El ai ne Cunni ngham
"Tangl ed Webs"

Chapter 1
Skul | port

Far bel ow the streets of Waterdeep, in a cavern buried beneath the bottom of
the sea, lay the hidden city that |egend and runmor had naned Skul | port. Mbst
of those who cane here sought to trade in goods that were banned in civilized
ports, and the dregs of a hundred warring races did business in an atnosphere
of knife-edged danger. Yet beneath the streets of Skullport were even deeper
real ms, places that the nobst intrepid nmerchants strove to avoid. In one
particul arly noi sone | abyrinth-a series of w nding tunnels and despoil ed
crypts-a dungeon had been fashioned for those who di sturbed the tenuous

bal ance of the city.

Once the burial place of a |long-vanished tribe of dwarves, over the centuries
t hese cataconbs had beconme home to other, nore dangerous creatures. Fromtinme
to time, treasure hunters cane seeki ng an undi scovered dwarven cache; nost of
t hese seekers remai ned as piles of noldering bones, giving powerful testanent
to the trapsand nonsters that lingered in the dank stone passages.

It was a forbidding place, even to a drow accustoned to wal ki ng the endl ess
tunnel s of the Underdark. Magical elven boots nmuted the sound of her
footsteps, and a glittering piwafwi cloaked her with invisibility, yet Liriel
Baenre kept keenly alert for possible dangers. To speed her way, she carried
forenpst in her thoughts the remenbered face of the man inprisoned in this,
the worst of Skullport's dungeons.

Sl ender as a human girl-child and seemi ngly not much ol der, the young drow
appeared delicate to the point of fragility. Her black-satin skin gave her the
| ook of living scul pture, an image that was enhanced by the supple, tightly
fitted black | eathers and ebony-hued chain mail she wore. She was beautiful in
the fey manner of elvenkind, with fine, sharp features and a cloud of thick
white hair as glossy as noonlight on new snow. Hers was a nobile face that
could be one monent inpish, the next coldly beautiful, domi nated by a pair of

| arge, al nond-shaped eyes the col or of Rashermaar anmber. These eyes spoke of a
restless intelligence and an ever-ready supply of mischief By all appearances,
the drow girl hardly seemed capable of storming this deeply buried stronghol d.
And yet, that was precisely what she intended to do.

Liriel noved easily through the utter darkness of the tunnel. The gl oom
presented no problem for the eyes of a drow could detect subtle heat patterns
in the rock and the air currents. The eyes of a drow wi zard were even nore
sensitive; in the tunnel ahead, Liriel perceived the faint, bluish
aura-visible only to those who had i nherent magi cal tal ent and assi duous
trai ni ng-that warned of magic at work.

The drow crept cautiously closer. The eerie glow curtained off the tunnellike
a lum nous sheet, but since it was a magical aura visible only to wi zards, it
cast no illum nation upon the scene around it. Liriel debated for a noment
whet her to risk creating a true light and decided it mght be wise to view the
trap through the eyes of those who had created it. That it was a trap, she did
not doubt for a nonent.

As easily as thought, Liriel conjured a globe of faerie fire. The magica
[ight bobbed in the air beside her, floating here and there in response to her
unspoken directions and bathing the grimscene in faint white |light.



Bones littered the tunnel on both sides of the telltale blue aura, tunbled
haphazardly together wi th abandoned weapons and gear. The tunnel's floor and
wal | s had been spl ashed repeatedly with gore, and the stone was caked with the
dull, dark red of long-dried blood. Whatever the trap was, it had certainly
proven effective.

Liriel's gaze fell upon a shallow, nuch-dented bronze bow enbossed with
finely wought designs and lined with ivory. It seemed strangely out of place
anong the grisly remains and the practical tools scattered around her feet,
and the curious drow crouched to examne it. As she picked it up, the "lining"
fell out-it was not ivory but bone, and too thick to be anything but the skul
of a dwarf

The drow settl ed back on her heels to exam ne this discovery. Sonething had
sliced neatly through the dwarf's head, cutting through hel mand bone so
cleanly that the edges of both were as smooth as if they'd been ground and
polished by a master gemcutter. This told her much about the dwarf's death.

Liriel kicked through the scattered debris until she found a heavy thigh bone
that had once bel onged to a goodsi zed ogre. As she expected, the bone was
severed near the upper joint, at just about the spot where a dwarf's head
woul d reach if the two treasure-hunting fools had stood side by side. The drow
rummaged through the pile, selecting simlarly cut bones fromthe remains of
several different races, and then |laid them out beside each other. In nonents
she had a fairly precise idea of the trap's danger-and its linitations.

Liriel took up the ogre's |eg bone once again. Keeping her hand well away from
t he magi cal danger zone, she thrust one end of the bone into the gl ow ng aura.
From either side of the tunnel wall, discs of gleamnming blue whirled out from
the solid rock. The spinning bl ades net, crossed, and di sappeared back into

t he stone.

The drow regarded the bone in her hand. The tip had been sheared off, so
qui ckly that she hadn't even felt the inpact, so silently that the only
telltale sound was the nmuffled clatter as the bone shard fell to the

bl oodencr ust ed rock.

Not bad, Liriel acknow edged silently, but too predictable. A drow w zard
woul d have enspell ed the bl ades for random attack, so that each strike would
cone froma different place. O perhaps such a provision had been nade to dea
with those who might figure out the first attack and try to slip in under the
trigger area.

Liriel picked up two nore |ong bones, one in each hand, and held the first
into the glowi ng aura. Again the blue discs sped fromthe tunnel walls. The
nmonent they crossed paths through the first bone, Liriel thrust the second one
down | ow. The bl ades conti nued undeterred along their course and di sappeared
into the rock. The second bone did not trigger the magical trap at all

Too easy! Her lips twisted into a smle that mngled triunph with contenpt. A
drow woul d have expected a second intrusion-and a third!-and woul d have
ensured that the blades could reverse their paths instantly to neet any
chal | enge.

Now t hat she saw her way clear, Liriel triggered the trap one last time. The
nmonent the circular blades net and crossed, she dove under their path and
rolled through the portal to safety.

In Skull port and environs, however, "safety" was a relative term As Liriel
rose to her feet, she glinpsed a flicker of reflected Iight on the wall of the



tunnel ahead. Somethi ng was approaching froma side passage. Instantly she
sumoned the innate drow nagic of levitation and, still invisible, floated up
to the tunnel ceiling some twelve feet off the floor. She flattened herself
agai nst the danp stone to wait and observe.

A wi sp of |um nous snmoke rounded the sharp bend, then recoiled as if surprised
to find itself in an enpty corridor. After a nonent's pause the snoke canme on
flowi ng around the corner until there was enough to forma small, glow ng
cloud. The lum nous mass withed and twi sted, finally settling into a hideous,
vaguel y human shape. As Liriel watched, horror-struck, the waithlike cloud
solidified into decaying flesh. The undead thing | ooked this way and that, its
red eyes gleam ng in the darkness.

Liriel had never seen a ghoul, but she recognized the creature for what it
was. Once human, it had been twisted into a mndless but cunning beast that
fed on carrion. Sonmehow it had sensed that the nmagical trap had been
triggered, and it had come to feed. This would account for the clean-picked
bones that littered the tunnel. It did not, however, explain the ghoul's
ability to take on a waithlike form

The ghoul shuffled around the passage, sniffing audi bly and pawi ng the air
with filthy, clawed hands. Liriel noted that it narrowWy skirted the magical
trap, showing a perception that only a gifted wi zard coul d have possessed. As
she studied the creature's nmovenents, the drow realized that it was retracing
her steps. It was following the invisible path | eft by her innate dark-elven
magi c. But how?

She thought fast. Wthout doubt, the undead creature had once been a w zard,
probably tal ented enough to have prepared for an afterlife as a lich. If his
pl ans had been altered by attacking ghouls, he m ght somehow have managed to
conbine the two transformations. If that were so, it neant the ravenous
creature bel ow her was armed with a lich's magic and a ghoul's terrible
cunni ng.

Her own command of nagic was form dable, but Liriel knew better than to fight
this mndless, undead thing. In a spell battle, strategy was as inportant as

power. Accustomed as she was to the multilayered intrigues of her people, she
could not outthink a being that acted solely on hunger and instinct.

At that noment the ghoul |ooked upward, turning its red eyes fully upon
Liriel's face. A long, serpentine tongue flicked out in anticipation, rasping
audibly as it passed over the creature's fangs. The drow shuddered, though she
was certain the ghoul could not actually see her. Her invisibility granted her
little confort, though, when the lichghoul's clawed fingers began novi ng
jerkily through the gestures of sone |ong-unused spell.

Liriel seized the |eather thong that hung around her neck and gave it a sharp
tug. Up fromits hiding place beneath her tunic flew a small obsidian disk
engraved with the holy synbol of Lloth, the Spider Queen, the dark goddess of
the drow.

The girl clutched the sacred device and qui ckly debated her next nove. Even a
m nor priestess could turn aside an attack by undead creatures, but Liriel had
attended the clerical school for only a very short tinme and was accounted a
rank novice. On the other hand, she was a princess of House Baenre-the nost
powerful clan in mghty Menzoberranzan-and she had | eft her honel and arned
with the favor of Lloth and the captured magi c of the Underdark. But Liriel
had travel ed far since then, in ways that could not be nmeasured in nles

al one. She found herself inexplicably hesitant to call upon the deity of her

f or enot her s.



Then the lich-ghoul's |ips began to nove, spew ng graveyard dust and foul
spittle as it chanted soundl ess words of power. An unseen force closed around
Liriel like a giant hand, pulling her down toward the waiting creature with a
yank so sharp and sudden that her head was snapped painfully back and her arns
t hrown open wi de. Her piwafw flapped open, disclosing her to the undead
creature. But Liriel managed to keep her grip on the sacred synbol, and with a
drow s |ightning-fast reflexes, she thrust it into the ghoul's upturned,

sl avering face.

"I'n the name of Lloth, | turn you," she said sinply. It was enough. Crackling
bl ack energy burst fromthe synmbol and sent the undead thing reeling back. For
a nonent the ghoul huddl ed against the far wall, cowering before the reveal ed

power of the drow goddess. Then its hideous body di ssolved into snmoke, and the
wi sps scattered and fled like a flock of startled birds.

Liriel heaved a ragged sigh and floated the rest of the way down to the tunne
floor. But her relief was mxed with vague, naggi ng nisgi vings. She had reason
to know that Lloth was capricious and cruel. Fortunately, the ghoul did not
bother to inquire into the goddess's character. Power was power, and Liriel
was al i ve because she had dared to wield it. There was a certain basic
practicality to this reasoning that quieted the drow s uneasi ness and sped her
steps. She once again drew her piwafwi close about her and glided silently
down the tunnel, making her way unerringly toward the dungeons.

The drow girl had explored Skullport for several days now and had | earned many
of the city's secrets. She had reveled in Skullport's |l aw ess freedom its
endl ess chaotic possibilities. But Liriel was young, and certain that her
destiny lay across a vast sea on an island known as Ruathym She was i npatient
to get on with it.

Her ears caught the echoes of a distant song, a rollicking tune sung with
enornous gusto but little discernible talent. Liriel foll owed the voice,
tracing the intricate path the sound took through w ndi ng passages and
reverberating stone as effortlessly as a surface-dweller mght followa tree's
shadow to its source

Before long she came to a small, dank cave that in eons past had served as a
crypt. Now a prison cell, the cave was secured by iron bars as thick as
Liriel'"s wist and a nassive door that was chained and | ocked not once, but
three times. The small stone chamber was cold, and lit by a single, sputtering
torch that gave off nore foul -snelling snoke than Iight. A few deep shel ves,

I ong enptied of bones and treasure, had been chiseled into one stone wall. On
t he opposite side of the cave was a pl ank bed, suspended fromthe wall by two
rusted chains. And sprawl ed upon the bed was the singer, who kept time to his
musi ¢ by tossing bits of noldy bread to the creatures that scuttled about the
floor of the cell.

The prisoner did not seemat all downcast by his grimsurroundings. He was a
gi ant of a man, deep-chested and broad of shoulder, with a face bronzed by the
sun and wind, and bright blue eyes nearly lost in a naze of |augh lines. The
man's braided hair, vast nustache, and long beard were all of the sane
sun- bl eached hue, a color so pale that it alnost hid the streaks of gray. This
was Hrolf of Ruathym better known as Hrolfthe Unruly, a genial ship's captain
with a taste for recreational mayhem Liriel had |earned that this rowdy
pasti ne had gotten himbarred frommany civilized ports and had | anded hi m not
for the first time-in Skullport's dungeons.

She reached into her pack and took out a statuette she'd purchased in a
backstreet market: a roughly carved, rather comc rendition of a Northnman



skald with a horned hel m a bul bous nose, and a noon-shaped belly; It was not
an inpressive work of art, but sone wizard with a sense of whimsy had i nbued
it with an especially powerful magic nouth spell, one that woul d capture any
song and play it back, over and over, for nearly an hour. Liriel figured that
an hour should just about do it. As she triggered the statue's magic, the
wooden bard stirred to life in her hands. Hi s tiny; bewhiskered face screwed
up into an expression of intense concentration as he absorbed the lustily sung
ditty;

"When you neet with the lads of the Elfmaid, nmy friend, You would rather face
Unrberl ee's wrat h.

Hand over a neasure of all of your treasure,
O swimin a saltwater bath!"

"Come ashore with the lads of the Elfmaid, ny friend. W' re awash on an ocean
of al e!

Sone taverns to plunder, sonme guards to sunder, And then, a short rest in the
jailt"

Liriel winced. Dark elves did not include ballads anong their numerous art
forms, but since | eaving Menzoberranzan she'd heard nmany good songs. This was
not one of them Even so, her slender black fingers flew as she shaped the
spell that would lock the nmusic into the statue's nmenory. The cost of a magic
mout h spell was a small thing conpared to the worth of the man inprisoned
within the crypt.

Hrolf was reputed to be one of the finest captains to sail the Sword Coast. He
was al so the only captain Liriel could find who was willing to take on a drow
passenger.

Wth the song safely stored inside the wooden skald, Liriel silently renoved
her piwafwi and stepped into the circle of torchlight. She cleared her throat
to get the singers attention.

Hrolf the Unruly | ooked up, startled into silence by the sudden interruption
Liriel propped her flSts on her hips and tapped her foot in a pantom nme of
i mpati ence.

"So. When do we set sail ?" she denmnded.

A broad grin split the man's face, lifting the corners of his nustache and
gi ving hima boyi sh appearance that belied his graying beard and braids.
"Well, chop ne up and use ne for squid bait! It's the black |ass herself!" he

roared happily.

"Alittle louder, please,"” Liriel requested with acidic sarcasm as she cast
qui ck gl ances up and down the corridors. "There m ght be two or three people
up in Waterdeep who didn't hear you."

Hrol f haul ed hinself to his feet and wal ked stiff-1egged over to the door of
his cell. "lIt's glad | amto see you again, lass, but you shouldn't ha' cone,
he said in a softer tone.

Just a day or two nmore, and they'll be setting ne free."



The drow sniffed derisively and bent down to examine the | ocks on the cel
door. "Sure, if by freedomyou nean a couple of years of enforced l|abor. It'lI
take you at least that long to work off the danage done to that tavern."”

"Qull splat!" he said heartily, dismissing this dire prediction with a wave of
one enormous hand. "The penalty for tavern brawl s is never nore than a few
days' stay in this sow s bowels of a dungeon.”

"The Skulls decided to change the law in your honor," Liriel responded,
referring to the trio of disenbodied skulls that appeared randomy in
Skul | port to pass sentence on mscreants. "The idea of waiting around for
years doesn't appeal to ne. 1'd rather fight our way fromhere to the docks
and have done."

"Not a bit of it," Holf insisted. "Laws are all good and well-fighting' s
better, of course-but bribes, now That's the way for a sensible man to do
busi ness! And no place bet tern Skullport for it, so don't you worry yourself
The

Elfmaid came to port fully | oaded. A bundle of ernine skins and a few bolts of
fine Moonshae |inen should serve." Liriel cocked an eyebrow. "Did | nention
that your ship and cargo have been inpounded?"

That was true, as far as it went, and as nuch truth as the drow wanted himto
hear. Although it appeared Holf's freedomwas not for sale, Liriel had

al ready managed to buy free the ship and the crew. She thought it better to
let Holf think otherwise. By all accounts, the captain took his ship's

wel | -being nore seriously than his own.

"Took the Elfmaid, did they?" The captain pondered this devel opnent, chew ng
his mustache reflectively. "Wll then, that's different. Fighting it is!"

The drow nodded her agreenent. She quickly cast a cantrip, a minor spell that
woul d reveal any magi c placed upon the | ocks. Wen no telltal e gl ow appeared,
Liriel took a small bundle fromher bag and carefully renmoved the waps that
padded a small glass vial. Wth infinite care she unstoppered the vial and
poured a single drop of black liquid onto each of the chains and | ocks.

A faint hiss filled the air, and the | ocks sagged and nelted as the distilled
venom of a bl ack dragon ate through the netal. It was a pricey solution, but
it was quick and quiet, and Liriel had no real need to practice thrift. Just
days earlier, she had led a raid on a rival drow stronghold and cl ained a
share of the massive treasure hoard buried there. Her share would take her to
Ruat hymin style, with enough left over to hide a cache or two for future use.
Yet there was a strange tightness in Liriel's throat as she remenbered the
battle and the friends who had fallen there. One of those friends, although
gravel y wounded, had survived and was awaiting her even now on Hrolf's ship.
Just thinking of Fyodor, and his own great need to reach Ruathym hei ghtened
her inpatience.

Motioning for Hrolf to stand back, she kicked open the door, keeping a careful
di stance fromthe still-nmelting chains. Dragon venom coul d eat through boot

| eather-not to nmention flesh and bone-as easily as it dissolved netal. The
captain watched, intrigued, as Liriel set the enspelled statue on the bed and
triggered its song. His face lit up with pride as his own song poured forth
fromthe little figure.

"That'll keep 'emaway for a bit," he observed with a touch of wy hunor.
Qoviously, Liriel concluded, the man held a realistic view of his nusica
tal ents.



Hrolf turned to regard the drow with obvious respect. "I was glad enough to
of fer you passage on the strength of your snmile, but to be getting a ship's
wi zard in the bargain! Wth your magic, |lass, we're as good as a-sail. My
Urberl ee take me if I'mnot getting better at picking my friends!" he

concl uded happily.

Liriel cast a startled glance at the man's blu' cheerful face. H s easy claim
of friendship struck her as odd. She'd net himonly once, shortly before he'd
begun the spectacular braw that |landed himin this predicanent. He seened a
conpani onabl e sort, and she was gl ad to have found passage with an able
captain who could also fight |ike a bee-stung bear. But friendship was stil
new to her and not sonething to be taken lightly. For a noment she envied

t hese shortlived humans, who seenmed to cone to it so easily.

"We're still a long way fromthe ship," Liriel rem nded the man. She stri pped
off the extra swordbelt she carried and handed it to him He buckled it on

wi thout a word and then drew the sword, regarding its keen edge with pl easure.
After a few practice swings to get the feel of the blade and to awaken nuscl es
stiff fromdisuse, he followed the drow out into the tunnel

The way was lit by an occasional torch thrust into a wall bracket, so Hrol fwas
able to wal k with assurance, if not silence. The drow set a slow, steady pace,
trying to minimze the noise of Holf's heavy footsteps. She could fight well
when necessary, but she knew the w sdom of avoiding trouble. So far, despite
the encounter with the magi c-w el di ng ghoul, breaching the dungeon's defenses
had seened al nbst too easy. But then, no one expected anyone to try to sneak
in. Liriel suspected that getting out would be another matter entirely.

A faint sound caught her ear. From a nearby passage cane the reverberating
tread of many boots and the guttural speech of goblinkin. She pushed Hrolf
into an al cove and shielded themboth with her sheltering piwafwi. To her
relief, Holf the Unruly did not protest this precaution or |eap out roaring
to engage the goblins in battle. The captain and the drow waited for many
nmonents, then watched silently as the guards nmarched past in sharp formation
They were squat, nuscul ar creatures-goblin hybrids of some sort-broad as
dwarves and haphazardly garbed in ill-fitting, cast-off |eather arnor.

Qovi ously overfed and underpaid, the guards neverthel ess carried a daunting
assortment of well-honed weapons. All told, there were twelve of them enough
to give pause even to the darkelven and the unruly.

The goblin patrol halted in the tunnel ahead, gibbering anong thensel ves and
shoul dering off the packs they carried. Liriel nmuttered a curse.

"What're they doi ng?" Hrolf asked, his voice just above a whisper

"Taking a break," she responded in kind. Whispering caused the voice to carry
too far, and Liriel was frequently amazed that few humans seemed to realize
this. Dark elves whi spered when they intended to be heard-the audible

equi val ent of a knowing smile.

"They're bl ocking the tunnel, k"
to wait themout."

the drow added grimy, "and we don't have tine

The captain pondered this for a nmoment, and then patted the short sword
strapped to Liriel's hip. "I'"ve heard tell that a drow can take a dozen
goblins, easy."

The girl shrugged. She could handle a sword well enough and throw knives with
deadly precision, but her skills were slanted nore toward nagi c than nayhem



"Sone drow can. |'mnot one of them"
"Ah, but do yonder goblins know that ?"

The drow snapped a | ook back at the captain, surprised that a human had
of fered such a devious-yet sinplesolution. They shared a qui ck, conpani onabl e
grin, and she accepted his plan with a nod.

Hrol f patted her shoulder, then drew his sword. "Go, lass. If the ugly little
bastards don't spook, 1'll be right behind you."

Agai nst reason, despite the suspicious nature bred and ingrained in her by her
treacherous kindred, Liriel believed him

She pull ed her sword and wal ked, silent and invisible, into the circle of
goblins. Then, tossing back her piwafwi, she dropped into a menaci ng crouch
and presented her blade. "Hi, boys," she purred in the goblin tongue. "Want to

pl ay?"

The sudden appearance of a battle-ready drow in their m dst stole whatever
courage the creatures possessed. The goblins squeaked in terror and fled,
| eaving their packs and many of their weapons behind in their panic.

Hrolf strode to the drow s side, grinning broadly. "Well done! D you think
t hough, that they'll be back-bringing friends?"

"Not a chance,"” Liriel said flatly. "They're guards, and they ran. If they
admt that, they're as good as dead." The drow knelt and began to rifle

t hrough t he abandoned packs, while Hrolf devoted hinmself to selecting a few
prom si ng weapons for his own use. Liriel's search yielded up several |arge,
wel | -rusted keys. She smled and brandi shed themat Hrolf.

The captai n nodded happily, recognizing the significance of this find. He'd
been dragged down to this dungeon through a succession of gates. The keys
woul d speed their escape, though each gate was al so guarded by magi cal traps
and at | east one species of ugly, well-armed creatures. Neither prospect
worried Hrolf Unlike nost of his people, he held magic in high regard, and
he'd seen enough of this elf nmaid' s talents to entrust that aspect of the
escape to her. As for the other-well, he had a sword now, didn't he?

* * K* * *

Fyodor of Rashenen | eaned against the rail of the ship, gazing out over the
noi se and confusion that was Skullport. Merchants, sailors, and dockhands
mlled about the rotting wooden docks, busying thenmselves with a dizzying
variety of wares. Flocks of wkeen, a kind of sea bat indigenous to the

under ground port, wheel ed and screeched overhead. The bl ack water |apped at
the ship with a restless rhythmthat echoed the pulse of the far-distant seas.
Yet there was no noon to order the tides, no sky at all but a soaring vault of
solid stone.

This teem ng underground city, so different fromthe villages of his distant
honel and, astounded Fyodor. Mbst amazing to himwas the peace that existed

bet ween ancient enemes, all in the name of trade. Dwarves tossed crated cargo
to orcs; humans hired thensel ves out to beholders; svirfneblin bartered with
illithids. It was just as well, this unnatural harmony. A nearby fight-any



fightcould set himoff on a deadly battle frenzy.

Fyodor was a berserker, one of the famed warriors of Rashemen, a chanpion
anong the protectors of his hormeland. Unlike his brothers, however, he could
not control the rages or bring themon at will. Wen the Wtches who ruled his
land had come to fear that his wild battle-rages m ght endanger those about
him they sent himon a quest to recover a stolen artifact, an amul et known as
the Wndwal ker. Its magi c was ancient and mysterious, but the Wtches thought
it might be used to contain the young warrior's nagical curse. Thus Fyodor's
only hope for controlling his battle rages, and ending his exile fromhis
honel and, lay in the amulet-and in the magic of the drow girl who carried it.

H s search for the W ndwal ker had taken him from snow swept Rashenen into the
dept hs of the Underdark, where he'd net the beautiful young wi zard. Liriel had
been first an eneny, then a rival, and finally a partner and friend. Fyodor
had foll owed the drow across hal f of Faerun and would gladly travel with her
to Ruathymand not just for the magi c she w el ded.

The young man's eyes, blue as a winter sky, anxiously scanned the crowded
streets. Liriel had arranged passage on this ship for them both and had

prom sed to nmeet himhere. She was late. He could inmagine far too many things
t hat m ght have detai ned her

"Tr oubl es?"

The I aconic question jarred Fyodor fromhis grimthoughts. He turned to face
the ship's mate, a ruddy, redbearded man nuch his own size and build. Nearly
six feet tall and heavily muscled, the sailor had the | ook of a Rashemi .

Fai r-ski nned and bl ue-eyed, he had a certain famliar directness of gaze and
an open countenance defined by broad planes and strong features. The sailor's
resenbl ance to Fyodor's own kin did not surprise the young man, for they no
doubt had ancestors in common. The ancient Northnmen who' d settled the island
of Ruathym had al so travel ed far east to Fyodor's Rashenen. "Just wondering
when we'd be off, Master. . ."

"Ibn," the first mate supplied. "Just Ibn. We sail with the captain."

Fyodor waited, hoping the man woul d el aborate. But Ibn nmerely pulled a pipe
fromhis sash and pressed sone aromatic | eaves into the bow. A passing sailor
supplied flint and stone, and soon |Ibn was puffing away with stolid
cont ent ment .

The young warrior sighed and then subsided. Clearly, he could do nothing but
wait. Except for his concern over Liriel's delay, the waiting had not been
unpl easant. The sights beyond the dock coul d have occupi ed himfor hours, and
the ship itself was well worth contenplating. The El frmaid was an odd

conbi nati on of old and new. her |ong, graceful formwas rem niscent of the

anci ent dragonshi ps, and she was clinker-built of strong, |ight wood. Yet the
hul | was deep enough to provide an area bel owdecks for storage of goods and
some cranped sl eeping quarters. Castles small, raised platfornms-had been added

both fore and aft, and both were hung about with the brightly painted shields
of the warrior-bred crew Wth its enornobus square sail and row of oars, the
ship promi sed to be both fast and maneuverabl e in any nunber of situations.
Its nmost renmarkabl e feature, however, was the figurehead that rose proudly
over the lancelike bowsprit: a carved, ten-foot image of an elf maid. Mre

| avi shly endowed and garishly painted than any elf who'd ever drawn breath,
the figurehead gave the ship her nane as well as a playful, rakish air that
Fyodor found rather appealing.

The young man also felt at honme anong the crew. They seemed to accept him as



one of their own, even while show ng himinmense deference. Fyodor thought he
knew t he reason for that. He had heard that in Ruathym warriors were afforded
great honor and high rank. It would not be unlike Liriel to mention his
berserker talents in an attenpt to gain passage on a Ruathen ship. Fyodor did
not object to this; it was better that the crew was forewarned. Since the Tine
of the Wal ki ng Gods, when magi c had gone awry and his battle frenzies becane
as capricious as the wind, he had taken every precaution he could to avoid
bringing harmto those around him

The first mate took his pipe fromhis nouth and pointed with it. "Captain's
com ng," he observed. "Got conpany, as usual."

Fyodor | ooked in the direction Ibn had indicated. A huge, fair-haired nman
sprinted toward the ship, swinging a beefy fist back and forth before himlike
a scythe as he cleared a path through the crowd. Despite his size and his
short, bandy legs, the captain set an incredibly fast pace. Behind hi mwas
Liriel, running full out, her slender |inbs punping and her white hair
stream ng back. Behind her roiled a swarm of knife-w el ding kobol ds.

"Step lively, nmy lads!" roared the captain as he swatted a bemused nongrel nan
out of his way.

H s crew took this devel opment stoically, going about their business with an
ease and speed that bespoke frequent practice. Ibn cut the ropes securing the
ship to the dock and then seized the rudder; the other nmen took their places
at the oars. To Fyodors surprise, the Elfmaid shot away fromthe dock, well
beyond the reach of the captain and his drow comnpani on

Bef ore Fyodor could react to this apparent desertion, the captain skidded to a
halt. As Liriel ran past, the enornous man seized the back of her swordbelt
with one hand, jerking her to an abrupt stop. Wth his free hand he gat hered
up a handful of her tangled hair and chain mail vest. Lifting the drow easily
of f her feet, the captain hauled her back for the toss. As Fyodor watched,

sl ack- nout hed, the man heaved Liriel up and toward the ship.

The captain's strength, conmbined with Liriel's darkel ven powers of levitation
sent the drowinto inpronptu flight. Hands outstretched before her, she
hurtled toward the Elfmaid |ike a dark arrow, her eyes wide with wild delight.

Fyodor caught the drow s wists and i medi ately began sw ngi ng her around and
around to defuse the force of their collision and to help slow her flight.
Wth each circle, the drow lost a bit of nmonentum but none of her obvious

enj oynment. The nonent her boots touched the deck, however, Liriel tore free of
Fyodor and ran over to clutch the railing.

"Hrolf!" she called out, her face twisted with di smay.

A startled nonent passed before Fyodor realized that the word was a nane, not
a signal that the drow was about to become seasick. Liriel gazed at the dock
where the captain had last stood. In his place a swarm of angry kobol ds danced
and hooted, growing rapidly smaller as the ship pulled away.

W shing to ease her distress, Fyodor strode to Liriel's side and pointed down
into the dark water. Below them swi mmng for the ship with strong, steady
strokes, was the captain. "He dove in right after he set you aflight," he
expl ai ned.

Liriel nodded, and her lips curved in a snmle of relief Then, in one of the
abrupt changes of nood that Fyodor had come to know so well, she lifted her
chin to an inperious angle and turned a | ance-sharp glare upon the first mate.



"What do you mean by this delay? Get the captain aboard at once!™

Ibn recoiled as if he'd been stabbed, but he was accustanmed to foll ow ng
orders, and the drow fenale gave themwi th the force and conviction of a war
chieftain. Before the mate realized what he was about, he'd already set the
rudder and tossed a coiled rope over the rail

The coil unfurled as it flew, and Ibn's aimwas true. Hrolf seized the knotted
end and began to pull himnmself hand over hand toward the ship. In nonments he
scranbl ed over the rail to stand, dripping and triunmphant, on his own deck

"Good lad, Ibn," he said heartily, slapping the mate on the back with a force
that nearly sent the man sprawing. "The water gates |lie ahead; be ready to
rai se her."

But the mate had other things on his mnd. "Wat do we want with her?" he said
bluntly, tossing a dark glare and a curt nod at the drow.

Hrol f flung back one dripping braid and faced down the red-bearded sail or
"This is Liriel, a princess in her own |and and a wi zard worth any ten |'ve
seen this mooncycle!" he announced in a voice |oud enough to reach every man
on the ship. "She's also a paying passenger. See to it you treat her with
proper respect, or answer to ne. And know this: the man who | ays a hand on her
loses it."

A moment of stunned silence met the captain's words. "But she's an elf,"
protested one of the nen, voicing a typical Northman's distrust of the fey
f ol k.

"She's a drow " added another fearfully, for the dark elves' vile reputation
was known in a hundred | ands.

"She's a she."

This | ast observation, voiced in dire tones, apparently sumred up the crew s
protests. The men nodded and nuttered anong thensel ves, many of them forning
si gns of warding.

"Ch, stow your nonsense with the rest of the cargo!" Hrolf roared, suddenly
out of patience. "All ny days |'ve heard that a femal e aboard nmeant ill 1 uck,
but never have | seen a sign of it! Has yon |lass caused us a nonent's
troubl e?" he demanded, pointing to the enornous figurehead.

"Not a bit of it; the elf maid brings good fortune," one of the crew ventured
t hought ful | y.

"That she does," the captain stated, and his voice rang out, as powerful and
persuasi ve as that of a master thespian. "Never has a stormtaken us unaware;
never have creatures of the sea decided to make of us a m dday neal! And what
of the nen who clainmed the elf nmaid would bring us to grief? How many of those
men sleep in Urberlee's arns, and our tine not yet cone?"

The uniformy angry expressions on the Northnmen's faces wavered, fading to
puzzl ement or indecision. Hrolf, who apparently knew his men well, waited for
the planted idea to take root. "I say it's high time the El fnaid was honored
by one of her own," he stated. "Besides, who but the black | ass has the nagic
needed to take us up through the gates? Wth half of Skullport on ny heels,

d' you suppose the Keepers will send us through wi thout question and bl ow us
ki sses to speed our way?"



There was no arguing with Holf's logic, and the crew knew it. The Keepers
were hired nages who rai sed ships though magi cal |ocks |eading fromthe
underground port to the Sea Caves--an inpassable and rock-strewn inlet south
of at erdeep-and fromthere to the open seas. These mmgi cal portals had been
established centuries earlier by Halaster, a mghty wizard who'd left his

i nsane stanp on nearly every corridor of the Undernountain, and to this day
the gates were the only way to nove ships to and from Skull port. Wthout the
perm ssion of the Keepers--or the aid of a powerful w zard-the El fmaid would
never sail beyond this subterranean bay. The crew could like it or not, but
the drow femal e offered themtheir only chance of escape.

Liriel, however, was concerned with a nore imedi ate problem Three small
ships, | oaded with fighters, were being rowed with deadly deternination for
the El frmaid. They gained steadily on the | arger ship; battle seened

i nevitabl e.

Fear, an enotion so newto Liriel that she had no name to give it, rose like
bile in her throat. She was never one to recoil froma fight, but she knew
that if Fyodor joined this battle, the dark waters would soon be warned wth
bl ood. The drow could not permt this.

She spun to face Hrolf The rowdy captain had already taken note of the
approaching threat, and his eyes glinted with anticipation. "Show ne a pl ace
bel owdecks where | might go," she demanded. "Fyodor will cone with ne and
stand guard, for | cannot be interrupted while spellcasting.” Holf's eyes
dropped to Fyodor's dark sword, and a flicker of disappointment crossed his
bewhi skered face.

"Do as we discussed, and all will be well!" Liriel added in a tone that did
not invite or all ow di scussion

Hrolf yielded with a sigh and a shrug. "Well then, lad, here are your orders:
Let no man through the hatch until our w zard gi ves you | eave."

Fyodor nodded, hearing what the captain said, and what he inplied. Hrolf was
in conmand of this ship, and under ordinary circunstances a berserker would
follow a commander's orders to the death. The captain knew this and had
phrased his words accordingly. Fyodor hoped, as he followed Liriel down a
short | adder into the darkness of the hold, that he would be able to do as
Hrol f commanded. The captain paused before dropping the hatch. "Good luck to
you, lass. And you, |ad-see that you take good care of her." He gave Fyodor a
shrewd once-over and then a wink. "But then, | don't have to be telling you
that, now do | ?" Hrolf dropped the hatch with a thud, and then cane the
grating sound of sonething heavy bei ng dragged over to obscure the opening.
Angry voices drew nearer, and Liriel and Fyodor heard the sharp ping! of

| oosed arrows. Above all rang Hrolf's voice, shouting gleeful battle
instructions to his nen.

"I can't concentrate with all that going on," Liriel grunbled. "Cone
closer-sit down here beside ne. 1'mgoing to cast a sphere of silence. You
don't need to hear the battle - just watch the hatch and kill anything that
tries to get close to ne."

Fyodor snothered a smile as he settled down on the wooden floor beside his
friend. The drow s brusque manner did not fool himfor a nonment. If pressed,
she'd cl ai mshe was nerely being practical; her pride in her dark-elven ways
was too strong for her to admit to sentinent. Practical, she certainly was.
Fyodor did not yet know the crew well enough to discern defender frominvader
and in the throes of battle frenzy he would fight until he died, or until no
one stood to oppose him Still, he could not resist the tenptation to |et



Liriel know he saw her well-nmeani ng sham for what it was.

"I'f I amto keep watch, | would do better with a light," Fyodor said mldly.
Instantly the soft glow of faerie fire lit the room Liriel cast hima

si del ong, suspicious |ook, but if she perceived his gentle teasing she gave no
i ndi cation. Cetting down to business, she opened a small spellbook and then
took from her spell bag the itenms she would need for the casting.

It was a difficult spell, one of the nost advanced in the book of gate spells
gi ven her by her father, the m ghty archmage of Menzoberranzan. It was al so
one of the nost unusual, allowing a person or entity to journey piggyback

t hrough an established gate along with the rightful traveler. Liriel only
hoped that a ship and its entire crew could be considered an entity.

She began the deep concentration that such powerful nagic denmanded. Her body
began to sway, and her gesturing hands pulled power fromthe weave of magic
and bound it to her will. Yet she remained intensely aware of the battle
above-for despite her words, the magical silence she cast enconpassed only
Fyodor-and she listened for Holf's signal. Wen the spell was cast, she sat

i mobil e, her hands cupped around a sphere of sunmoned power as she waited for
the precise nonent to set it free. Finally the signal came: the quick pattern
of stonmps and pauses that she and Hrolf had prearranged. Another ship had
entered the magic locks; it was tine for the Elfmaid to join it.

The young w zard flung her hands high, releasing the contained magic. Al at
once the world shifted weirdly. Liriel was swept up in the rush and roar of
falling water and the whirling colors of a rai nbow gone mad. Her physical form
seened to nmelt away as her mind took on the chaos and conplexity of a crowded
room The drow felt, individually and all at once, the thoughts and fears of
every person on this ship and on the other ship as well. At that nonment she
knew every person's name and coul d have said what each was doi ng. The
multifaceted clarity lasted but a heartbeat before the many minds united in a
single enmotion: terror. This melting ofbarriers, this sudden and unfat homabl e
sharing, was beyond anything that nost of them had inagi ned possible.

Then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the spell was over. Liriel opened her
eyes and was relieved to find herself and her surroundi ngs whol e-not j oi ned
board and sinew with the other ship and its crew. That was the risk in such a

spell, even if there was but one w zard follow ng another. Her father had
warned her with stories ofw zards who had been permanently conjoined by this
spell, only to go mad in the attenpt to share one body between two m nds.

Liriel reached out a single finger to break the sphere of silence that
protected her friend, nmuch as a child might pop a soap bubble. "It's over,"
she said, and a quick, eager smle lit her face. "Let's go see the stars!"”

Fyodor returned her smle with a heartfelt one of his own. He, too, had m ssed
that sight during their sojourn in the tunnels surrounding Skullport. Still
feeling somewhat dazed by the nmgical transport, he shoul dered open the
trapdoor and crawl ed up onto the deck

Beneath a brilliant night sky, the nen of the Elfmid stood staring at the
equal |y stunned faces of the crew of the ship that floated beside them its
rail near enough to touch

Hrolf was the first to shake off the spell, bellowing at his crew to drop

weapons and man the oars. Fyodor took his place at an oar, and soon the ship
had pulled well away fromits host. Wen it becane clear that the other ship
had no inclination to pursue, Holf set the sail and rel eased the oarsnmen to



their rest.

Fyodor strode across the deck toward the place where Liriel stood alone in
rapt contenplation of the stars. He found it oddly reassuring that soneone who
had spent nearly her entire life bel ow ground coul d have a soul -deep

love for the sky and its many lights and colors. In nmoments like this, Fyodor
could believe that he and the beautiful drow were not so very different after
all.

Not far fromLiriel stood the captain and nmate, deep in discussion. Fyodor did
not intend to listen, but Holf's voice carried in the still night air |ike
the call of a hunting horn

"Well then, that's one nore port that won't be glad of us for some tine to
cone! Looks like we'll be adding Skullport to the list,"” said Holf.

"Looks like," the mate agreed.
"But it was a stay to remenber and a good fight to end it with!"
"That it was. Lost the cargo, though.”

The captain w nked. "Never you nmnd. W'll make up the difference on the way
horme, and nore besides!"”

Fyodor stopped in his tracks, stunned and enlightened. He quickly recovered
his wits and hurried over to Liriel. Seizing her by the arm he drew her well
away fromthe schem ng sailors

"There's somet hing you nust know," he said in a |l ow, urgent voice. "I fear
that this is a pirate ship!"

The drow stared up at him her anber eyes full of genuine puzzlenent. "Yes,"
she said slowy.

He fell back a step, incredulous. Liriel already knew, and it nattered not!
Though why he shoul d be surprised, he did not know. The drow girl was not

| acking in character. She had proven to be a fiercely loyal friend and
possessed a fledgling sense of honor. Yet she was utterly practical, as anora
as a wild snowcat. There was little in her experience that equi pped her to
fat hom Fyodor's stricter code of honor

"Liriel, these nen are thieves!" he said, trying to make her understand.

The drow huffed, then threw up her hands in exasperation. "Wll, what in the
Nine Hells did you expect? Just for a nonent, Fyodor, think. Don't you suppose
it mght be alittle difficult for a drow to book passage with a shipl oad of
pal adi ns? Qut of Skullport, no | ess?"

Fyodor was silent for a | ong nmonment, absorbing the truth of his friend s words
and struggling to find a bal ance between honor and necessity.

"Wel | ?" Liriel demanded, her fists on her hips and one snowy eyebrow lifted in
chal | enge.

The young warrior smled, but ruefully. "It would seem little raven, that
this sea voyage will be nore interesting than |'d expected," he said,
deliberately using his pet name for her to help defuse her ready tenper.



Liriel relaxed at once and slipped one armthrough his. "That's the problem
wi th humans,"” she said as they strolled conpanionably across the starlit deck.
"You never expect half the things you should expect. One step, two steps
ahead, and you think you' re done!"

"And the problemw th drow," Fyodor teased her in return, "is that you can
never stop thinking. Wth you it is always the head, and never the heart."

But the girl shook her head, and her gol den eyes were bright as they | ooked up
into the endless, starlit sky. "There are those who think, and those who
dream " she said softly, repeating one of Fyodor's favorite maxinms. "But |

for one, refuse to choose between the two!"

Chapter 2

A gatherlng storm

It was early spring, and the northern seas were chill and inhospitable. Huge
chunks of floating ice nade navigation treacherous. Pods of whal es swam
northward, returning to the cold waters of their sumrer hone and providi ng an
addi ti onal hazard to ships. Qther, nore dangerous creatures were also on the
nmove. The Northlands' brutal winters forced themto find shelter in the depths
of the sea. Now, with the com ng of spring, these creatures stirred fromtheir
torpor and sought the surface, and food. Sone of these nmobnsters had never been
seen by a man who lived to tell of them but they |eft behind evidence of
their ability to crush ships and devour entire crews.

The coastal waters north of Luskan, known as the Sea of Mwving Ice, were
particul arly dangerous, and Cal adorn Cassal anter had been hard pressed to find
a ship that would venture so far. Finally he'd booked a place aboard the
Cutter' a sturdy merchant cog that traveled north every year during this
season, when sea |lions gave birth on the rocky islands and |arge ice floes.
Harvesting the pups was grim business, but the silky white pelts brought a
fine price fromthe decadent nobles of Waterdeep. And with piracy on the rise,
even at this uncertain tinme of year, the ship's captain had willingly accepted
Cal adorn's offer of a strong armand a keen blade to hel p protect the val uable
cargo

Cal adorn's fam |y was anong the richest of Waterdeep's nobility, but the young
man had set aside name, rank, and privilege to earn his own way. Despite his
best intentions and the rough garnments he wore, he stood out anong the crew.
Br oad- shoul dered and tall, he wore his weapons well and nmoved with the
nmeasured grace of a seasoned fighter. There was a natural, unconscious pride
to his bearing and a certainty of purpose in his eyes that belied his claim of
bei ng a bored young nobl eman out for adventure. For Cal adorn was one of the
secret Lords of Waterdeep. Troubling runors, runbles of sone pending conflict,
had been filtering south for some time. Caladorn sailed north to find answers.

The sun had newy risen, and the young Lord stood first watch in the crow s
nest. It was not an enviable position. Heavy nist hung, |ike a shroud, over
the water, drenching his cloak and clinging to his dark red hair in
salt-scented icicles. But all thought of disconfort vanished as his eyes
settled on the apparition taking shape before him

A ship slowy enmerged fromthe mst, floating toward themlike a vast and
silent ghost. Her sails hung in tatters, but the port flag-the bright silk



banner that clai med Waterdeep as her home-snapped and fluttered in the chil
wi nd.

Cal adorn shouted an alert and clinmbed ninbly down the rope webbing to the
deck. Most of the crew had gathered near the port side, weapons at hand.

Cal adorn shoul dered his way over to Captain Farlow, a stout, black-bearded
former mercenary. Runor had it that in battle Farl ow sl aughtered his enemies
as coldly and efficiently as he di spatched seal pups. At the nmonent, Cal adorn
was gl ad of the captain's fierce reputation

"What do you meke of it?" he asked, nodding at the apparently deserted ship.
"Stripped by pirates?"

Farl ow shook his head. "Not any that sail these waters. No Northman woul d

| eave a good ship adrift-they hanker after ships |like nmost nmen crave cold ale
and warm worren. And | ook to the deck," he added, pointing. "Rows of barrels,
neat as you please. Pirates would ve torn the place apart and stol en anyt hi ng
wort h taking."

"What took the crew, then?" demanded one of the hunters. "Plague?"

"Not likely, at this tine of year," Caladorn said. It was not unusual for
far-traveling ships to pick up sone deadly illness along with their intended
cargo, but that was a hazard peculiar to sumer. "The ship can't have been
adrift that |long. Unmanned, it couldn't have survived the winter am d these
ice floes. And see the port flag? It would be torn to ribbons by this wind in
a matter of days. Hours, perhaps.”

The captain shot a quick | ook at the young nobl eman. "A trap, then?"
"It is possible,” he adm tted, understanding the path

Farl ow s thoughts had taken. A \Wterdhavian ship, appearing in the known route
of a merchant vessel |aden with expensive pelts? And the ghost ship was a
caravel, one of the fast and sturdy vessels for which Waterdeep's shipyards
were justly famed. Several simlar ships had been | ost at sea over the | ast
few seasons. Not odd, considering the dangers of a seagoing life and the whins
of Unberl ee, the unpredictabl e goddess of the sea. Not odd at all, until one
considered the fact that two of these ships had recently reappeared in

sout hern ports, flying Ruathen col ors.

Cal adorn did not doubt that this vessel had also fallen to the Northnen

rai ders. But that, he suspected, was not the entire story. He had fought
besi de- and agai nst-nmen of Ruathym and he knew themto be proud and fierce
warriors. They would fling the stolen ship into battle, not use it for ambush.
Yet it certainly appeared that the caravel had been left there for themto
find. Not a trap, he reasoned, but a message.

"I'"m going aboard," Cal adorn said abruptly. "Keep the Cutter back a safe

di stance, if you will. Al | ask is the use of one of the rowboats, and that
you stand by to await ny findings. Be this piracy or plague, word of the
ship's fate needs to reach the city."

The captain gave a curt nod. Like all nen of the sea, he knew that every | ost
ship was sought by dozens of |onging eyes. Those who had the misfortune to

| ove a missing sailor would never stop searching the watery horizon wth

m ngl ed hope and dread. Wen the waiting stretched out into years and | ove
became an undead thing, even bad news was preferable to none at all

"You-Narth and Darlson. Lower the skiff. The rest of you, stand steady to



fight or sail, on my order," Farl ow comuanded.

Maneuvering the tiny craft through the choppy seas took |onger than Cal adorn
expected, but at length he stood on the deck of the abandoned caravel. He

qui ckly searched it fromhold to aft castle but found no crew, either alive or
dead. Nor was there any sign of a recent battle. Finally, desperate for clues,
he deci ded to exam ne what was left of the cargo

Wth the flat ofhis dagger, he pried the wooden lid off the first of the
barrels. Aripe, salty snell emerged-the familiar scent of pickling broth used
to preserve the spring herring catch. Yet floating in the brine were |ong,

| ank strands, the green of kelp, but of a strangely famliar texture.

Cal adorn pushed back his sleeves and plunged both hands into the brine,
getting a good grip on the coarse green stuff. He haul ed sharply upward,
expecting to pull a clunp of the peculiar seaweed fromthe brine. To his
horror, he found hinmself |ooking into the open, sightless eyes of a female sea
el f

Even in death she was beautiful, her delicate features and the intricate

nottl ed pattern of her skin perfectly preserved by the brine. Cal adorn was of
no mnd to notice this fact. H's hands shook as he I owered the elf gently back
into her macabre coffin. After giving hinself a | ong noment to conpose his
wits and settle his innards, he opened the rest of the barrels, sonme dozen in
all. Al of themwere stuffed with pickled sea el ves.

The young Lord's thoughts whirled as he tried to sort out the neaning of this
atrocity. It was no secret that the Northmen held little love for elves. This
was as true of the tundra barbarians as it was of the seafaring fol k of
Luskan, Ruathym and the northern Monshaes. But who woul d do such a thing,
and for what reason? And why woul d they | eave the dead sea elves for a

Wat er dhavi an ship to find?

Many possi bl e suggestions came to mnd, each nore dire than the last. There
had been reports of recent attacks on sea-elf conmunities. Perhaps this was a
pl ea for hel p; perhaps the elves thenselves had left their slain conrades
behind after a battle, hoping to send a gri mnessage to Waterdeep that they
dared not take in person. After all, a port flag flown so far from hone was a
wel I recogni zed distress signal. But Caladorn rejected this notion al nost as
soon as the thought formed. It seemed unlikely that the proud el ves woul d
subj ect any of their kindred to such an indignity.

Per haps some faction within the Northmen had decl ared war upon the sea el ves,
possibly in a dispute over fishing rights or, nore likely, just for the sport
of it. The Northmen gloried in feats of arns-many of them vener-

ated Tenpus, god ofbattle-and they had been deprived of warfare for an
unconfortably long tine. Several years earlier, Waterdeep and her allied
cities had enforced a peace between the warring kindred of Ruathym and Luskan
Since then, piracy had risen sharply, and raids on snall coastal villages had
become comonpl ace. Life was easier, Caladorn thought grimy, when the

Nort hmen fought anobng thensel ves and | eft others al one.

He carefully replaced the lids and began the process of |oading the barrels
aboard the Cuttel: There was no question in his mnd that the bodies nmust be
taken to Waterdeep. Cal adorn knew el ves were reticent to disturb those who had
nmoved past this life, but perhaps a cleric at the elven pantheon tenple would
be willing to seek out the spirit of one of these slain elves. And if no
priest would yield to reason, Caladorn would find one who coul d be persuaded
at the point of a sword.



Let the other Lords worry about diplomacy. This puzzle involved his bel oved
city, and he resolved to have the answer, at whatever cost.

* * K* * *

Ret hnor stanped the snow from his boots as he strode into the council chanber.
It was a sinple room constructed according to the Northnen taste with an
intricate webbi ng of exposed wooden beans and furni shed with a massive pine
tabl e and five unpadded chairs. The only concessions to confort were the fire
blazing in the fieldstone hearth that Ilined one full wall and the presence of
a serving girl who would bring ale or nmead upon conmand. Rethnor thrust his
fur hat into her hands and took his place at the table where the other High
Capt ai ns of Luskan awaited him

There were five Captains, men whose task it was to rule the city and oversee
its trade and its ambitions. Luskan was a strong and prosperous port,
controlling nmuch of the valuable trade of the northern lands. Silver fromthe
m nes of Mrabar, tinmber taken fromthe edges of the vast Lurkwood forest,
scrimshaw from Ten Towns, dwarf-crafted weapons-all passed through the custons
of Luskan and went out upon her ships. Yet no man seated in this room was
content with Luskan's riches, or her boundari es.

"Your report, Rethnor?" demanded Taerl, who currently presided as First High
Captain. The five of themtook turns as |eader of the council, conceding the
role to another with the com ng of the new noon and low tides. It was ancient
custom and it served well to keep five anbitious nen frombattling each ot her
for ascendancy.

"We are mmking progress in the conquest of Ruathym" he began

"Progress?" Suljack, a distant cousin of Rethnors and ever a conpetitor, spat
out the word as if it were a bit of spoiled neat. "Have we becone so soft that
even our words are weak things? Victory," he proclaimed, pounding the table
for enphasis. "That is the concern of warriors." Rethnor |eaned back in his
chair and hooked his thunbs nonchalantly in the broad strap of his swordbelt.
He was the best swordsman in the room and they all knew it. From his position
of strength, he could propose subtle strategies that would be scorned and
spurned if they'd cone fromthe lips of a | esser warrior

"Ruathymis weak and grow ng weaker," he said in an even voice. "So far this
has been acconplished without attracting the attention of Waterdeep and the
so-cal led Lords' Alliance. If we continue this course, we can conquer the

i sland in one sudden, brutal attack. Waterdeep and her minions will be |ess
likely to object if presented with an acconplished fact, but a prol onged war
woul d surely draw the attention of the meddl esome sout herners.”

"What of it? | do not fear Waterdeep!" growl ed Suljack. "Nor do I," Rethnor
retorted. "But need | renmind you, Cousin, that Waterdeep forced an end to our

| ast war with Ruathyn? Although we were close to conquest, we lost all!"
"There is honor in honest battle," persisted Suljack. "There is no honor in a
stupid refusal to learn fromthe past!" Rethnor thundered, past patience with
his fellow Captain. His cold gaze settled upon Suljack, daring himto make the
chal | enge personal. The other man turned away, subsiding into sullen silence.

"I hate the decadent southern cowards as much as any of you," put in Baram



t he ol dest nenber of their group and the nobst conciliatory. "But | hate stil
nore the thought of becoming |ike them W are warriors, Rethnor

Subtlety is not our keenest weapon, and | would not like to see it becone the
one nost often w el ded."”

"It is but one weapon anong nmany," Rethnor said. "Qur fleets, our
warriors-their time will cone. W cannot conquer Ruathym or rule the seas
wi t hout them When the nmonent is right, we will strike."

"And how are we to know when this strange fruit is ripe?" asked Taerl

"I will tell you," Rethnor said sinply. "I have placed spies in the seas
surroundi ng Ruat hym and on the island itself."

"They are worthy of trust?" put in Kurth, a dour and suspicious man with a
temper as black as his beard.

"I have ensured their loyalty."

A moment's silence fell over the group. Rethnors voice was so cold, his face
so hard, that the other men could not hel p but wonder what price he'd exacted,
what grim nmethods he'd enpl oyed.

At length the First High Captain cleared his throat and agreed, with a curt
nod, to Rethnors plan. "We will prepare for this attack and await your word.
Sul jack and Kurth, you will see to converting nmerchant ships for battle.

Baram begin to nuster warriors in preparation for the invasion." He turned to
Ret hnor. "All other details we |eave to you. You are the only one anong us who
enjoys intrigue as nmuch as battle."

The distaste in Taerl's voice was not |ost on Rethnor. "One weapon anong
many;" he repeated, placing one hand on the grip ofhis oft-used broadsword.
"My blade is thirsty; the wait will be no longer than it nust."

Truth rang clear in Rethnors words, and the wol fish grin on his face spoke
plainly of his lust for battle. The other nen nodded their approval and their
relief. Rethnor night have strange new notions, but he was a Northman first
and forenost.

* * K* * *

Shakti Hunzrin noved through the corridors of House Hunzrin, ignoring the
guards and servants that glided through the dark halls. Like nost of
Menzoberranzan's drow, they were as silent and delicate as shadows that had
magi cal | y found substance. Shakti, however, was solid, with a tread that
tested the stone floor and a girth that al nost equal ed that of a human.

Her talents, too, were different fromthose of nost drow. Shakti was a canny
manager, and at no tine in the city's history were such skills needed as badly
as now. In the aftermath of war, the chaos that was Menzoberranzan teetered on
t he edge of catastrophe. Food supplies had dw ndl ed; trade had fallen off.

Most noble families kept nmushroom groves within the walls of their
conpoundssafe fromthe threat of poisoning by a rival clan-but the comon folk
went hungry nore often than not. Shakti had addressed that problem working
hard to restore the rothe herd and revive the neglected fields. She al so nmade



sure it was known whose doing this was. The common fol k of Menzoberranzan
didn't care which eight backsi des warmed the thrones of the Ruling Council
They did care that their young ones were fed, that there was a market for
their crafts. Slowy, steadily, Shakti was building a power base of a
different kind, one that dealt in the everyday needs of mpbst of the city's
dr ow.

Yet she was not blind to the fact that power currently resided in the hands of
the matriarchy, and that nearly every priestess in Menzoberranzan was consuned
with the ambition to rise to the head of her clan and to inprove the rank and

station of her house. It was no accident that Shakti's older sister, the heir

to House Hunzrin, had fallen ill with a rare wasting di sease.

Shakti intended to play the game, but she would not |ose sight of her |arger
goal s, her broader vistas.

The young priestess entered her private room taking care to |ock the door and
ward it against prying eyes. Wien her haven was secure she sighed with relief,
then rai sed her hands to nassage her aching tenples. Shakti often had
headaches-the result of straining her eyes to make sense of the blur that was
her world. Nearsighted frombirth, she had gone to great lengths to keep her
affliction secret. The constant struggle to keep from squinting gave her a
pop-eyed, frantic appearance. Cerical spells mght have inproved her vision
but no drow dared adnit to physical defect.

Yet when her blurred gaze fell upon her npbst prized possessions-the

snake- headed whi p that proclained her rank as high priestess ofLloth and a
scrying bow that had been the gift ofVhaeraun, the drow god ofthievery-a bold
t hought occurred to her. If the gods were willing to grant such gifts as she
al ready possessed, why couldn't she petition themdirectly for healing? Wat
better synbol could there be for her farsighted anmbition?

For it was Shakti's goal to restore the drow to their original vision of
glory. According to the Directives of Lloth, the drow rmust first domi nate the
Underdark and fromthere expand to eradicate the | esser races of elves. The
drow god Vhaeraun encouraged the dark elves to establish a presence on the
surface inmediately. As a dual priestess of Lloth and Vhaeraun, Shakti saw
life through a broader perspective than nost of the city's drow i magi ned
possi bl e. Way shoul dn't her eyesight keep pace with her vision? Action

foll owed qui ckly upon thought. Shakti fell prostrate to the floor, earnestly
petitioning the drow goddess and god.

In quick response canme a white-hot blaze of pain as healing magic flowed into
the priestess-far too nuch ofit. Even in this, the rival deities conpeted.

Shakti's body contorted, her head reared up as the waves of power coursed
t hrough her. Shrieking in agony, the priestess clutched at the nearest
object-the gilt base of her mrror. Her reflected eyes stared back at her
wi de and frantic and fiery red.

In sone corner of Shakti's mind that the pain could not reach, a bubble of
childli ke wonder began to form Reflected in the mirror was a roomoutlined in
detail such as the young drow had never seen, had never imagi ned possible. The
titles on the books Iining her shelves, the intricate detail on the carved
gargoyl es that decorated the mantel, the sheen of dust on the study desk-I
really nmust have the house servant flogged for such neglect, she noted
absently-were all sharply, gloriously visible. Lloth and Vhaeraun had granted
her request.

Shakti's last scream of anguish lifted into a peal of triunphant |aughter



Mich later, the drow priestess cane to herself She sat up gingerly and found
t he pain had di sappeared, |eaving behind an unnatural contentnent that
bordered on euphoria. It was enough for her just to | ook and to see.

But the noment passed quickly, and the focus of Shakti's newly sharp vision
tunnel ed i nward upon her goals. She had found a cure for her myopia-a sure
onen that nearsightedness was not an i mutabl e sentence. It had been so with
her, and so it would be for Menzoberranzan. She would play by the rul es-she
woul d become Matron Mot her of her house and she woul d see her clan advance in
rank-and then she would use that power to lift the eyes of Menzoberranzan's
drow fromtheir constant, incestuous warfare, to turn their focus fromthis
single cavern to the wider world. Broader vistas, new possibilities. There
were many ways to acconplish this, and Shakti planned to explore them all

The priestess warded her chanber with still nore privacy spells and set her
personal guard-a pair of drowshaped stone gol ens-to watch the door. Col ens
were perfect guardi ans, incapable of thought or treachery. Wen all was
secure, she placed the scrying bowl on a table, carefully filled it froma
flask of still-warm blood, and ringed it with candl es.

Briefly, Shakti thought of the last imge she had received fromthe scrying
bow through the eyes of the dying wizard Nisstyre: the beautiful face and
taunting words of Liriel Baenre. In outwitting the drow nmale, the

t hri ce-bedamed princess had once again bested Shakti. Wth newf ound

di scipline, Shakti thrust aside the famliar hatred and envy that thoughts of
Liriel always evoked in her, and she focused her nind on the steps that nust
be taken before vengeance could be hers.

Liriel possessed a human artifact that enabled her to take drow magic to the
surface. Retrieving this artifact was an inportant part of Shakti's overal
plan. Her ally Nisstyre had come cl ose, but the curse of the drow a quick rage
and a burning desire for revenge-had overcone Shakti and had resulted in the

| oss of both ally and anulet. She would not make that m stake again.

Cal My, she considered her course. At that |ast encounter, the Baenre princess
had been in an underground port city, doing battle with Nisstyre and his

fell ow merchants of the Dragon's Hoard-all followers of Vhaeraun. Though their
| eader had been slain, Shakti planned to reestablish ties with the band, for
they were valuable in bringing both information and nerchandi se fromthe
surface lands. But to find her slippery rival, Shakti sought a nore direct
route and a nore powerful ally than drow nerchants.

Bol d steps. A broader vision. That was what was needed. Cupping the scrying
bow wi th her hands, Shakti began to chant a spell that would open a wi ndow to
anot her plane. Not the Abyss-the drow s first choice for power and allies-for
much about her work had to be kept secret fromthe priestesshood of Lloth, and
Abyssal denizens were notorious for treachery. Nor did they hold sway in the
pl aces where Liriel now stood. No, Shakti sought another, |esser-known place:
the el emental pl ane of water.

Drow were adept at traveling the | ower planes, but they had little to do with
the el emental planes. Yet, Shakti reasoned, if Liriel sought the vast waters
of the surface world, what better place could Shakti | ook for an ally? She had
| earned to do so at considerable cost, for the hideous Abyssal creature that
had shown her the path to the plane of water had enacted a grim pl edge from
the drow priestess. Shakti quickly thrust that thought aside. It was her

dar kest secret, one she did not care to contenplate until forced to do so

The priestess stared deep into the bow, watching as the bl ood darkened to



ebony and the surface took on a gl ossy sheen. Then all col or vani shed, and the
bow seened full of a waithlike mst.

Shakti deepened her concentration and thought herself into the mst. There was
a sudden tug, a monent of intense confusion, and then she was surrounded by
swirling fog. Alarge eel with iridescent scales floated past her with an
undul ating, swi mring notion. Mmentary panic threatened to claimthe drow as
the realization of her success took hold. Shakti gripped her wits and rem nded
hersel f that she was not plane wal king. She had nerely sent her spirit to the
el emental plane, |eaving her physical formin the inplacable care of the

gol ens. Not hing here-not the strange water, not the denizens who inhabited
it-could harmher. So she began to wal k through the alien | andscape, marveling
at the twin sensations of heaviness of novement and wei ghtl essness of body,
amazed that the water flowed through her as easily as if it were air.

For the first tinme, Shakti thought she understood why Liriel Baenre night have
desired to explore the surface worlds. This foreign plane showed her amazi ng
t hi ngs, and her new eyes drank in every strange detail

On the far edge of the watery | andscape was a strange sight: a cloud of

bubbl es, roiling and seething. It was a being of sone sort, though unlike
anyt hi ng Shakti had ever seen or inmagined. Although formess, it was not

wi thout intelligence or anmbition. The traveling spirit of the drow perceived
the being's enotional storman overwhel ning sense of discontent, frustration
and rage-and turned to follow it to its source.

The drow was reassured to know that even here there were bei ngs who were

di sillusioned, eager to break fromtheir traditional ties. They were |ike

| oose threads, seeking a new and orderly pattern they had not yet defined.
Shakti was nmore than willing to provide themw th one. She had vision enough
to spare and could easily weave any nunber of |oose threads into her grow ng
web of power.

The Iight of a waxing noon shinmrered on the surface of the water as the little
craft slipped away fromthe coast of Ruathym It was a clear, cold spring
night, and in the frigid skies each star burned with stark clarity. Hooded and
cl oaked against the chill, a single sailor settled down anong piles of wet,
bul gi ng sacks-a strange cargo, and one that could destroy many a Ruathen in

t he days to cone.

The oars dipped quietly into the water, taking the boat out past the shall ows
where the people of Ruathymwent to swimand to gather clanms during |ow tide.
Fromtime. to tine the traitor cast a furtive glance up at the stars, which
seened to burn down |ike so nany accusi ng eyes.

Yet the boat noved forward steadily, each stroke of the oars scattering the
refl ected noonlight |ike broken dreanms. Fromtime to time, the quiet rhythm
was interrupted as the rower paused to drop into the waters seed that would
bear a bitter fruit.

The night was old before the sacks were enpty, and the nobon had sunk | ow
behi nd the forested hills of Ruathym

The | one sailor quickened the rhythmof the oars, for there was one task yet
remai ni ng. Toni ght, death nust come to the quiet village, and the spirit of a
potential hero nmust take its place in the nead halls of Tenpus, god of battle.
It would not be a place of honor. The nman's death woul d not be a gl orious
passage, bravely won, but a bitter gift fromthe hand of a friend. It was
this, nore than the nurder itself, that formed the deepest betrayal.



Wth a crunch of pebbles, the boat struck the shore. Mving quickly, the
assassin pulled the craft onto dry land and secured it in its accustoned

pl ace. The port village of Ruathymlay sl eeping--even the fisherfolk were
still abed. But soon the people would begin to stir, and a cl oaked figure
woul d seem suspect. So the assassin tossed back the cowl and wal ked openly
down the streets that led to the cottage of the young war |eader. If any saw,
none woul d question

And so, in the quiet before dawn, death canme in a single, quick stroke. One

stroke-that was all it took to steal the glory of one Ruathen and slay the
honor of another. The assassin knew the single flash of the knife would send
many others to Tenpus's nead hall as well, for the loss of this | eader would

wei gh heavily in the scales of fortune, fortune that would turn against
Ruat hymin the war that was soon to cone.

The assassin slipped out into the streets, marveling that the villagers could
sl eep, unknowi ng. O perhaps they did know, these folk who from chil dhood
could read the changi ng noods of sea and sky. Perhaps they tossed fearfully in
their sleep, dreaning of a coming stormdespite the clear skies and fair

wi nds.

Chapter 3

The Open Sea

A single glass-covered portal, not nuch wider than the palmof Liriel's hand,
admtted a narrow streamof light into Holf's cabin. The drow sat
cross-1egged on the cot, her books scattered about her. The dimlight,
softened by the setting sun to a rosy glow, did little to banish the

cl austrophobi ¢ gl oom of the tiny space, but it was nmore than enough
illumnation to neet the needs of a drow wi zard.

At | ast she closed her spellbook and stretched, working out the stiffness
caused by several hours of study. She rose and padded over to the portal to
wat ch the fading sunset colors and wait for her time under the stars.

Liriel had grown accustoned to the brightness of the surface |ands, but
daylight at sea was another matter. The endl ess vista of sea and sky was a
brilliant, blinding shade of blue. Even on cloudy days the glare fromthe
silver water pained her eyes. And the relentless sun that baked the humans
skin to a weathered brown had set hers palnfully aflanme after but one day at
sea. None but Liriel could see the burn on her ebony skin-to her
heat - sensitive eyes, her face and arns shone |like nmolten steel-until the
blisters rose the next day. A penitent Hrolf, aghast at his own | ack of
forethought, had insisted that the drow take his cabin as her own. So Liriel
hid herself away during the |engthening days of spring to sleep and to study
her spells, and each day she added to the Wndwal ker's store of power.

The young w zard fingered the gol den anul et that hung over her heart. The

W ndwal ker was a sinple thing, a small sheathed dagger of ancient nake
suspended froma chain of gold. Sinple, but it held enornmous power. It was her
link with her drow heritage and her hope for the future.

The amul et had been crafted | ong ago by magi c-users who took their strength
fromnatural sites of power and fromthe place spirits that once were comon
in the northern lands. It could store such powers, tenporarily, so that a



magi c-w el der could | eave the place of power for a tine. Liriel had reasoned
that the innate magi c of the Underdark drow, which dissipated in the |ight of
the sun, was a form of place magic. She had adapted spells and rituals that
stored her magi cal drow heritage-and her darkelven wi zardry-in the anul et.

The drow waited until the last rays of sunlight had vani shed; then she
carefully twisted the anulet's tiny hilt. Instantly the cabin was flooded with
eerie blue lightinvisible to the heat-blind-that pulsed with the strange

radi ati on magi c of the Underdark. Quickly, as she did every night with the

com ng of darkness, Liriel performed the rituals that stored her newy | earned
spells in the anmulet.

The W ndwal ker did not accept and retain all of Liriel's spells, but held
enough to indicate a seenm ngly endl ess capacity. No wonder Kharza-kzad, her
former tutor, had told her half the drow of Menzoberranzan woul d cheerfully
kill to possess such power. Yet it saddened Liriel that the power she npst
wi shed to master-the ability for Fyodor to control his berserker
rages-remai ned stubbornly beyond reach

When her day's work was finished, Liriel snatched up a book of Ruathen lore
and nade her way up to the deck. It pronised to be another clear night, with
an endl ess sky and stars beyond counting. Mst of the crew had been rel eased
fromtheir |labors. A group of them sprawl ed confortably on deck, spooning up
seaf ood stew and |istening as Fyodor spun a tale fromhis honel and. The young
man was a natural storyteller, and the sailors were caught up in the rhythm of
the tale and the rich cadences of Fyodor's resonant bass voice. The story was
one Liriel had heard before, one that described a battle between Rashenen's
warriors and the Red Wzards that rul ed nei ghboring Thay. The sailors net each
mention of the wizards with hisses and dark rmurrmurs and cheered the exploits
of the Rashem berserkers. Fyodor paused in his storytelling | ong enough to
meet Liriel's amused gaze with a sober nod.

The drow caught his nmeani ng well enough. Mst Ruathen distrusted w zardly
magi c. The daring escape from Skullport had left the crew shaken and in awe of
the elven w zard, and nost of them gave her a wi de berth.

"You're out and about late this evening," observed a tentative voi ce behind
her .

Liriel turned to face Bjorn, the youngest nmenmber of Holf's crew. The |ad had
a nere tuft of yellow beard and gangly linmbs too thin for strength and too
long for grace. But Bjorn could read the winds and sense the com ng weat her
with an al nost magi cal precision. This gift earned hima solid place aboard
any ship. Nor was it his only gift. Wen not about his work, the lad whittled
wood into clever little statues and painted themin the bright colors | oved by
the Northnen. At the noment Bjorn was seated on the deck, packing up the pots
and flasks that held his paints. The drow stooped to exam ne his | atest work.
It was a wall plaque depicting a single ship upon a stormtossed seascape. A
beautiful, wld-eyed goddess emerged fromthe crest of a crashing wave, her
hand out stretched-perhaps to steady the faltering vessel, perhaps to crush it.
"Unberl ee?" Liriel asked.

"Yes. The Lady of the Waves," Bjorn said reverently, but he made a sign of
war di ng as he spoke of the goddess. Liriel understood his reaction conpletely.
She' d heard enough about the capricious Unberlee to recognize that particul ar
brand of devotion. Fear and worship-Lloth inspired and demanded both, as well.
The drow nodded and copied Bjorn's gesture, which seemed to puzzle the young
artist.

"I's Unrberl ee your goddess?" he asked.



Liriel shrugged. "No, but dry her off and paint her black, and you'd hardly
notice the difference."

The I ad's eyes bul ged, and he repeated the warding sign as if to stave off the
result of such bl asphemy. Eager to change the subject, he reached for a
steanmi ng bow and handed it to the drow. "You were late this evening. | saved
you sone soup, knowi ng there'd be none later."

Surprised and grateful, Liriel took the bow and settled down on deck beside
the boy. He picked up his own supper, and they ate in silence. Still, it was

t he nbst conpani onabl e monent she'd spent with anyone ot her than Fyodor or
Hrol f since conming aboard. Mst of the twenty-odd crewnenbers dealt with
Liriel's presence by ignoring it. Mst, but not all. Fromthe corner of her
eye, the drow noted that |bn was watching her again. There was somnethi ng about
the burly, red-bearded sailor that seened disturbingly famliar to Liriel.
Where nost of the Ruathen approached life with a bluff, straightforward
manner, |bn seened to think far nore than he spoke. His few words gave away
little, his eyes still less. Mrre conplicated than his mates, |bn occasionally
rem nded Liriel of a drow Wich was to say, he was trouble.

Liriel pondered the matter as she finished off the saltladen chowder. The
first mate was plotting something; in Liriel's mnd, that was a given. She
could wait for himto play out his hand, or she could confront himin an open
and forthright manner. She'd | earned the |latter approach often befuddl ed dark
el ves, who fully expected their plots to be net with equally convol uted
counterstrategi es. The response this tactic invariably elicited-a nonent of
veiled surprise, followed by a frantic effort to ferret out the |ayers of
conspiracy that surely nust be hidden under the seemingly sinple
approach-anused her. How, she wondered, would |Ibn respond to a direct
chal | enge?

At length, Liriel decided to take the man's nmeasure. She bid Bjorn a good
ni ght and nade her way over to the redbearded sail or

"Speak your mind and have done," she demanded.

The mate seened not at all disconcerted by her blunt words. He took the pipe
fromhis nouth and tapped the ashes into the sea.

"Every hand aboard shares the work. | don't see you doi ng aught but sl eeping
away the days and staring into books by night," he said scornfully, nodding
toward the lore book tucked under the drow s arm

Liriel'"s chin lifted. "Mght I remnd you that | am a payi ng passenger? If you
feel the need to assign nme a role, you may consider ne ship's w zard."

"Wzard!" Ibn | eaned over the rail and spat to denonstrate his contenpt.
"There's things that need doing, but magic ain't one of them Harreldson's
been cooki ng. Waste of a good sailor."

The drow s eyes widened with disbelief. This man expected her to take the part
of a scullery servant? "In nmy famly's household only sl aves prepare food,"
she said coldly. "Male slaves, at that. Wat you suggest is absurd."

Ibn folded his arms. "Not so, if you plan to eat. | have conmmand during the
ni ght hours. On ny watch you'll help with the provisions or you'll go
wi t hout . "

Liriel gritted her teeth as she held the man's inplacabl e gaze, and she



entertained herself with fantasies involving traditional draw nethods of
retaliation. Artistic dismenberment was a favorite indul gence. Sl ow worKking
poi sons added a pi quant anbi ance. G ant scorpions played a significant role.
The gi st of her mnusings rmust have shown on her face, for when she suddenly
whirl ed and seized a harpoon fromthe weapon rack, |bn backpedal ed fast and
dove for cover behind a barrel of salted fish

Nor was he the only one to think ill of her intentions. A strong hand seized
the drow s wist and spun her about. "What are you thinking, little raven?"
demanded Fyodor. Liriellet out a hiss of exasperation and jerked her hand
free. "I'"mthinking offishing! According to that idiot behind the barrel, I'm
expected to help with provisions. | assune it's either that or cook!"

"Ah." A glint of hunor appeared in the young warriors eyes, and he turned to
Ibn's hiding place. "I have traveled with her for many days, ny friend. In
this you may trust ne: it would be the wiser course to |l et her gather the
food." The sailor picked himself up, all the while glaring with undi sguised
hatred at the drow. Liriel blew hima kiss and then strode to the rail,

har poon in hand. She kicked offher boots and quickly peeled off her clothes,
for they would only hanper her in the water. Al she needed was the

W ndwal ker, her anulet of Lloth, and a few of the daggers and knives
strategically bound with thin | eather straps to her forearms and cal ves.

From the corner of her eye, Liriel saw Fyodors frown and the warning gl ance he
sent toward the other nen on board. Hrolf had forbidden the nen to touch her
Fyodor's grim stare conmanded themto avert their eyes.

The drow s exasperation increased fourfold. She had yet to accustom herself to
human notions of nodesty. Drow had a keen appreciation for beauty-including
that of the body-and had few taboos about nudity. The main reason they wore
clothing at all was because it offered protection fromattack and hiding

pl aces for weapons!

I gnoring her too-fastidious friend, Liriel clinbed the railing. She tossed the
harpoon into the water and dove in cleanly after it.

The icy shock stopped her heart. One beat |ost, then the rhythm picked up
again, thundering in Liriel's ears as she struggled to nove her benunbed

linmbs. The drow was accustoned to the waters of the Underdark, which came from
nmelting ice in lands far above her honel and, but this was cold. She knew she
could not remain in these waters for long. Getting down to business, she broke
the surface, grabbed the floating harpoon and a lungful of air, and dove deep

Starlight filtered through the water, turning the sea into a silvery,
dreamike world. It was beautiful, but Liriel knew better than to linger. In
nmonents the drow rmarked her prey, a large fish favored by the pirates for the
pink flesh that tasted equally good raw, cooked, or snoked. She lifted the

har poon to her shoul der and hurl ed. The barbed weapon flashed through the
water, trailing a length of thin rope behind it and taking the fish through
the gills. Liriel immediately swamfor the surface, the rope's end in hand. As
she rose toward the boat, she noted that there were several strange nmarkings
carved on its underside-curving patterns oddly rem ni scent of drow script.

Cal ling upon her levitation magic, she shot out of the water and fl oated
lightly up to the railing where Fyodor awaited, grimand watchful. He'd taken
off his cloak and had it ready for her. Wth a nod of thanks, she took the
war m gar nent and handed himthe rope. The fish was at |east half her weight,
and she could hardly be expected to haul it up herself.

As she wapped herself in the cloak, Liriel noticed that |Ibn was | ooking past



her out to sea. His face was unreadable, but an air of mal evol ent satisfaction
rose fromhimlike a masma. Liriel knewwith certainty that this time |bn
woul d not speak his nmind if asked.

Wl | enough-there were other ways of getting answers to her questions.

Beneath the cover of Fyodors cloak, the drow s hand crept up to her synbol of
LI oth. Her fingers closed around the obsidian disk, and she silently cast a
m nd-readi ng spell, one of the flrst |essons taught to novice priestesses.
From I bn's thoughts she took a single word-shark-and several quick inmages: a
triangular fin slicing through the water like a small gray sail; rapacious
jaws lined with rows of sharp teeth; a small, dark-skinned body torn past
recognition.

So. This shark was a hunter, a dangerous one, and if Ibn had his way, she
woul d be its prey. Again, well enough-she was forewarned.

Angry now, Liriel strode over to the weapon rack and sel ected anot her harpoon,
this one | arger and heavier than the first.

"CGoi ng down agai n?" |Ibn asked casually as he refilled his pipe.

From the corner of her eye, the drow gave hima | ong, neasuring gaze. No sign
of his intent showed on his face, and not once did his eyes shift toward the
pl ace where he'd spotted the shark. Liriel noted this with a touch of perverse
adm ration. She had grown up in Menzoberranzan and had survived many such
ganes, but few were the drow who could play thembetter than this red-bearded
human. At that noment Fyodor pulled the fish over the rail. It dropped to the
deck, still thrashing weakly and splashing icy water upon the boots of the nen
who' d gathered to watch the peculiar scene.

"I"'mgoing back in for another fish," Liriel announced. Taking full advantage
of the audience, she turned to face Fyodor and then dropped his cloak to the

deck. "I"mafraid |I've gotten your cloak all wet. Wuld you mnd getting ne a
war m bl anket? | think there's one somewhere in Holf's cabin. Ibn will haul up
the next fish for me. . . . Wn't you?" she asked, turning to the first mate.

I bn did not respond, though Fyodor gaveher a narrowed, suspicious |ook. She
returned it with a smle. OF course the warrior knew she was up to sonething,
but he had to choose between staying to question her, or doing something about
her disconcerting nudity. Wth a deep sigh, Fyodor chose the latter and

di sappeared into the hold.

Liriel tied the | oose end of the harpoon's rope to a winch and attached a
float to the line. The rope was not all that |ong, but she didn't think she'd
have to go very far to find the shark. She'd taken the first fish not far from
the ship. If this shark was |ike any of the other predators she knew, it would
be drawn by the scent of bl ood.

The drow plunged in again, dreanmly imagining the | ook on Ibn's face when he
haul ed up her catch and cane face-to-fang with this shark of his.

Liriel swam quickly toward the site ofher first kill, taking a slightly

di fferent path downward. She was nore at home in the water than were nost
drow, but she knew she was out of her elenment and kept careful watch. The

i mge she'd taken fromlbn's m nd-the sight of her own mangl ed body-was stil
vi vi d.

The drow s only warning was a flash of silver on the outernpst edge of her
vision. Instantly she whirled, the harpoon on her shoul der and ready to throw



To her shock, Liriel found herselffacing not a shark, but a young male elf-the
first nondrow el f she had ever encountered.

The faerie elfwas every bit as strange and alien a creature as she'd been
taught to believe. His short-cropped hair was green, and his skin was nottl ed
with a silvery green pattern that seenmed to waver with the novenent of the
water. There were gills, like those of a fish, on his neck, and delicate
webbi ng between the fingers of the hand that gripped a ready spear. He was no
taller than Liriel, but he was well nade and he held his weapon with the air
of one who knew its use. Yet he did not strike. He nmerely stared at the drow
wi t h opennout hed astoni shnent .

Liriel was equally dunbfounded. Ch, she knew that some elves lived in water,
and she wasn't particularly surprised to encounter one. Wat amazed her was
that he did not attack

From her earliest days Liriel had heard tales of the bitter ennity all the
fair races of elves held for the drow Defeated and forced underground nany
hundreds of years ago, the drow coul d expect nothing but cruel death at the
hands of the faerie elves. Wiy then the hesitation in this one's hands and the
curiosity in his eyes?

A sleek gray formsliced through the water toward the distracted sea elf.
Liriel shook off the monment of immobilizing shock and hurled her harpoon. The
weapon tore past the elf, less than a handbreadth fromhis nottled face.

The water directly behind himexploded into a churning mass. The harpooned
shark struggled and thrashed, but noved inexorably upward as |bn hauled on the
line. Although Liriel would have dearly loved to witness the mate's surprise,
she had another problemto consider. A second sea elf, this one with long hair
plaited into kel plike strands, swamto his conrade's aid. The el ves fl anked
her, spears poised for attack

C utching the Wndwal ker, Liriel called upon her innate drow magic to conjure

a gl obe of darkness. Black water instantly enveloped all three elves. The drow
used the inpenetrabl e darkness-and the nmonment of surprise--to make her escape.
Wth the speed and agility for which drow were faned, she twi sted in the water
and darted to one side. Not quick enough. A sharp tug jerked her head

pai nful ly back as a spear tore through the strands of her floating hair.

Liriel's first inpulse was to kill both of the sea fol k. Indeed, a dagger was
in her hand before the thought had fully formed. Put the first male elf, the
curious one, had not attacked. O that Liriel was certain. He did not |ook

i ke one who would throw and m ss. And she had been virtually unarned, unable
to turn aside a thrown spear. Fyodor woul d not have attacked under those
Clrcumnst ances either. There was sonething in the elf's eyes that rem nded
Liriel of her friend s steadfast honor

The drow found that she had no desire to finish the battle. Her |ungs burned
with the need for air. She swamtoward the starlight, keeping careful distance
fromthe still-struggling shark, and |leaving the sea elves to their own
domai n.

Aboard the Elfmaid, all was going exactly as she'd hoped. Ibn was at the

wi nch, cranking furiously. He glanced up when Liriel clinbed over the rail
but his face gave away nothing of surprise or disappointnent. Suddenly, the
drow felt weary of intrigue. She accepted the bl anket Fyodor offered her and
then strode over to the first mate. Pulling a dagger fromher |leg strap, she
qui ckly sl ashed the rope that tethered the wounded shark to the ship.



"Don't waste your tine," she said in response to Ibn's incredul ous stare. "I
don't mind killing a shark, but | don't think I'd care to eat one. The thing
reminds ne alittle too nuch of some people | know "

Her remark caused a passing Holf to pull up sharply. "Sharks? Now you're
hunting sharks, lass?" He | ooked the shivering drow up and down. "And in these
waters! A strong man could die of the cold. Wiy did none of you warn her?" he
bel | owed, looking to his mate for an answer.

Liriel brushed aside the question. "Holf, I'"'mafraid the ship mght be under
attack. | saw two faerie elves, waterbreathing nales. There m ght be nore.”

"Sea fol k? Here?" the captain asked with obvious surprise. The drow nodded.
"W fought."

"You fool female!" |Ibn exploded. He bore down on Liriel, shaking a clenched
fist. "You' ve bought us trouble, that's sure.™

Hrol f waved the man into silence. "Did you hurt them |[ass?"
"She did not."

The words were spoken by a new voice, definitely male but high in pitch and
soft as the wind. There was no sign of the speaker, but Hrolf's face lit up

"Xzorsh!" the captain cried happily. It was an odd word-a click foll owed by a
sibilant zzorshhh-but it flowed off Hrolf's tongue with famliar ease. The
captain snatched up a rope | adder and draped it over the side of the ship.
"Come aboard, |ad, and wel come you are!"

Liriel's eyes widened as the green-haired sea elf clinbed aboard. She knew
Hrolf to be a rogue, but could he be on good terns with one of the w cked sea
faerie? Cbviously so. The stranger bowed |ow to the captain, his webbed hands
spread pal ms-up before himas if to indicate he was unarned

"I come with a warning, Captain Holf," the elf said in grave, nelodious
tones. "There is a disturbance in the | ower seas. The deep dwellers are
rising, forcing |l esser predators into bold and desperate attacks. Did you not
see the sharks?"

"Some of us did," Liriel said, tossing a quick, arch glance at the first mate.
"I know you sea folk aren't fond of sharks,” Hrolf conmented, "but they're no
threat to the ship. And the creatures fromthe depths conme near the surface
every spring." "Not all do," Xzorsh said soberly. "No vurgen has been seen
near this area in ny lifetinme, yet since the |ast new moon | nyself have seen
three."”

Hrol f stroked his beard thoughtfully. "That is odd," he admitted at |ast.
"Vurgens are rare."

"Well, 1've certainly done ny part,” Liriel put in dryly. Her remark surprised
a bawdy chuckle fromHrolf, but his face abruptly sobered as he returned to
the matter at hand. "G ant gul per eels, lass,"” the captain explained, "big
enough to swall ow a man whol e and nean enough to bash small ships to driftwod
with their spiked tails. Vurgens are bad busi ness-make no m stake about
that-but they' re worse onmens. Seens as if they cone up only when theyre chased
by sonet hi ng even bigger."



"That is ny fear,'
conmuni ty nearby."

Xzorsh agreed. "Sittl has gone ahead to warn the sea folk

"Sittl." Liriel folded her arms and glared at the sea elf. "That would be the
mal e who tried to skewer nme, | suppose.” "Don't take it personal, lass," Hrolf
advi sed cheerfully. "The sea fol k believe that your kin had something to do
with their | oss of nagic-seagoing elves don't have any, to speak of-which
naturally puts drow on their list of things to look out for. And that's what
Xzorsh and Sittl do. They | ook out for the sea folk who |ive hereabouts."

"And for the Elfmaid, as well,"” put in Advir, one of the crew Until Fyodor's
arrival, Advir had been the ship's main storyteller. Though the man |i stened
nore than he tal ked these days-so eager was he to | earn the new and wondrous
tales that the young Rashem offered-he was quick to junp in whenever an
openi ng presented itself.

"Captain Hrolf is unnatural fond of elves, he is, seeing as how he had him an

el f woman sone years back. Well, about twenty years past, we cone across a
pair of Calishite vessels in the shallows, net spread between 'em Seens theyd
herded some young sea elves into the nets, planned to sell 'em down south as a

curiosity. Holf now, he wasn't having any of this. A good fight, it was,"
AQvir noted dreamly. "Scuttled both the ships, we did, and fed the southern
bastards to the shrinp."

"I was one of those young elves,"” Xzorsh said with quiet dignity. "I will ever
renmenber this, as will nmy clan after ne. The runes on the bottom of the
Elfrmaid identify her to the sea folk as Holf's vessel. W are pledged to
protect himand all his crew"

The sea elf's eyes drifted to Liriel as he spoke, and his troubl ed expression
said plainly that he was uncertain about the wi sdom of including a drow in
thi s pl edge.

As well he should be, Liriel thought grimy. She would never forget the
atrocities faerie elves had commtted agai nst her people, nor did she trust
this particular male. For a long nonment, the two el ves regarded each ot her
with wary curiosity.

"You could have killed ne, but you did not," Xzorsh ventured at last. "You
you are not at all what | might have expected.”

H's words, and their puzzled tone, mirrored Liriel's thoughts exactly. The

[ ast things she woul d have expected froma faerie elfwere mercy and honor. Yet
Xzorsh spoke of a pledge as sonething so strong and i mmutable that his people
would regard it with the pride a drow night give an inherited title. Liriel
saw several possible explanations for this disparity: either the dark elves
had m sunderstood the nature of the faerie-or nore to the point, had tw sted
the tales to their purpose-or this Xzorsh was naive beyond belief.

Ei t her way, she did not know how to respond to Xzorsh's question. Liriel had
no i dea what stories the sea elf had heard about drow, but she was willing to
wager that they hardly did justice to the evil and treachery that was her
heritage. So Liriel nerely shrugged and turned her gaze out to sea.

The sight before her stole her breath. Wthout a word she dove toward her pile
of discarded cl othes and weapons. Hrolf had seen it, too. On the dark water,
there were twin circles of reflected nmoonlight. The problemwas, the sky held
but one noon.

The captain roared orders to the crew as he lunged for the harpoon rack. He



snat ched up an enornous bolt of wood and netal and hauled it back for the
throw. Before he could hurl the weapon, a long, silvery tentacle whipped
forward and snatched it fromhis hand.

A spray of dark water expl oded upward |ike a fountain as the creature burst
fromthe waves. Its huge, bul bous head gl eamed silver, and countless tentacles
churned the water to keep it afloat. Two of the creature's arns spread wi de
and sl apped agai nst the starboard hull. There was a wet, sickening slurp as
hundreds of suction cups found purchase.

"The eyes!" shouted Hrolf, pointing toward the bul bous orbs, each bigger than
a man's head. "Shoot for the eyes!"™ A stormof arrows rained toward the
creature. Not fast enough. The enornous squid seemed to understand Hrolf's
words, for as soon as he'd spoken, it sank bel ow the waves to protect its

vul nerabl e eyes. It did not |oosen its hold on the ship, though, and the
vessel rolled sharply to one side as the creature pulled it al ong.
Liriel-along with nost of the crewwas thrown to the deck

She skidded al ong the wooden pl anks and slamred into the | ower side of the
ship with a force that sent sparkles of pain along her spine. The drow
wiggled free of the tangle of sweat-scented |inbs and frantically | ooked
around for Fyodor.

He had somehow managed to keep his footing and was clinging to the nast |ines
with one hand. H s naked bl ack sword gleanmed in his free hand, and his booted
feet were planted wi de on the sl oped deck. Despite the danger, he appeared
utterly calm A faint smle curved the young warrior's lips, and he seened to
take on hei ght and power before Liriel's eyes.

The battle fury was begi nning.

Liriel let out a whoop of exhilaration. Fyodor's berserker rage was wondrous
to behol d, and she relished the prospect of seeing it unleashed upon a single,
easily recogni zed eneny. He knew the crew now, and at any rate there was
little danger that he could confuse a Ruathen fighter with a giant squid. She

roll ed onto her hands and knees and began the uphill clinb to her friend s
si de.
Hrol f, meanwhile, was scranmbling up the deck toward the port rail, shouting

t he nanes of several others to follow him The nen struggl ed upward, throw ng
their weight against the far side in an attenpt to balance the faltering
vessel . But the giant squid sank still lower, pulling the El frmaid i nexorably
along. Frigid water sloshed over the starboard side.

A probing tentacl e reached over the lowrail and curled around one of the
sailors. The squid lifted its thrashing victimhigh, then smashed downward
into the crew. Again the tentacle arched up. This time the man hung linmp in
the squid' s grasp. He nmade an effective bludgeon for all that, and with the
second strike the screams of the injured mingled with the groaning protests of
t he battered ship.

As the squid raised the nman for a third attack, Fyodor's sword traced a
downward arc, cutting the lower end of the mast Iine free. dinging to the
line with one hand and suspended fromthe tilted mast, the young berserker
swung out toward the water. He slashed at the flailing tentacle as he passed,
severing it in a single blow The captured sailor dropped heavily to the deck
still belted by a length of the withing, silvery appendage.

The i mpronptu pendul umreached its outer limt, and Fyodor began to sw ng back
toward the ship. To Liriel's astonishment, he let go of the rope well before



he cleared the side of the deck. Holding his sword firmy in both hands, point
downward, he fell directly toward the giant squid.

Fyodor | anded on the creature's head, and the force of his fall drove his

bl ade hilt-deep into the base of one of the tentacles gripping the Elfmid' s
hul I . The berserker began to wench the bl ade back and forth, tearing an

i ncreasingly wi de gash.

This attack seemed to confuse the squid. Other tentacles rose fromthe water,
slapping out wildly in an attenpt to dislodge the human. Fyodor continued to
tear through the clinging tentacle, unm ndful of the powerful blows that the
squi d occasionally rmanaged to | and.

As Liriel watched, with gl eam ng eyes and bated breath, she noticed that

anot her warrior had entered the battle. Xzorsh had slipped back into the water
and was sawi ng determ nedly away at the second armthat clung to the ship. Hs
efforts managed to distract the squid and, with a sound like that of a

t housand boots pulling free of a nuddy bog, the squid pulled the tentacle free
of the hull. The squid then dipped the tentacle under the sea elf. Wth a

qui ck, disdainful flick, it sent himhurtling out of the sea and up over the
enbattl ed ship.

Xzorsh hit the wooden deck with a painful thud. He rolled and somehow managed
to find his feet. Pointing toward Fyodor, the elf called out a warning in a
strange | anguage of clicks and whistles.

Liriel did not have to understand the sea elf's words to perceive the com ng
danger. The tentacle Xzorsh had di sl odged fromthe ship curled inward toward
the squid' s body, slowy and deliberately making a wide circle around the
young berserker. The squid had changed tactics.

The tentacle closed in, wapped itself tightly around the berserker's chest,
and pinned his arns firmy to his side. Wth a quick, sharp notion-oddly like
that of a warrior plucking an arrow from his shoul der-the squi d yanked Fyodor
fromhis perch. This particular "arrow," however, was nore persistent than
nost. Fyodor nanaged to keep his grip on the sword. As the creature pulled him
beneat h t he waves, the berserker finally severed the tentacle that held the

El frmaid captive.

The ship righted itself abruptly, rocking wildly. Liriel clung to the rail of
the ship and haul ed herself to her feet. Her eyes fixed confidently upon the
turbulent battle just beneath the waves. The water roiled and churned fromthe
furious fight, and her keen eyes saw the spread of ichor in the nmoonlit sea.
Steamrose fromthe icy water, a testament to the unnatural heat that suffused
a berserker in full battle frenzy.

"You're cal amari, "
wi cked gl ee.

she pronised the injured squid, and her voice rang with

But Hrolf did not seemto share her confidence. The captain cane to her side
and pl aced a huge hand on her shoulder. "He's gone, lass," he said softly,
"and I'mgiving the order to flee."

"No," Liriel said calmy, not taking her gaze fromthe sea.

"There's naught that any of us can do for him Mre good men will die unless
we put some di stance between the ship and that nonster,"” Hrolf persisted.
"Gve himtine," the drow asserted. Despite her confident tone, Liriel began
to feel the first raw edges of worry. Strength Fyodor certainly had, and



courage and cunning. Tine, however, was in dangerously short supply. Even a
ber ser ker needed air.

The sea cal ned, suddenly and dramatically. "He is gone," Hrolf repeated, and
nodded over Liriel's head to a grimfaced and watchful Ibn. The first mate
took his place at the rudder and waved the nmen toward the oars.

At that noment the squid burst fromthe water, tossing its enormous head from
side to side as ifin nortal anguish. A small bulge rippled along the elastic
carapace, working its way upward

Xzorsh cane to Liriel's side, his green eyes narrowed as he studied the
creature. "The human is alive," the sea elf said with disbelief. "He is trying
to cut his way through!" "Fyodor is inside the creature, alive?" the drow
sai d, hope and incredulity mxing in her voice.

"Squid are difficult to kill, even fromthe inside," Xzorsh explained grimy.
"Had the human been swal |l owed by a vurgen, he could have cut his way out
easily. Here, his only hope is to find the creature's eyes. W have not hing
that can cut through that carapace."

Maybe you don't, Liriel thought. The drow scanned the deck, |ooking for the
bag that held her throwi ng spiders. After several frantic nonments, she spotted
it tangled up in a length of rope. She quickly snatched up a handful of
weapons: fist-sized nmetal spiders, their eight |egs perfectly bal anced, tipped
in deadly spikes and fortified with the nagi c of the Underdark

The drow hurled the spiders, one after another. The nagi c-enhanced weapons bit
deep into the squid' s carapace, formng a precise |ine and opening a w de
crack. Before Liriel could stop him Xzorsh picked up a harpoon and hurled it
into the opening. The weapon sank deep into the wound, and the barbed point
expl oded fromone of the creature's eyes. The squid finally went linp, and its
tentacles rose to the surface |like rays froma sun. The creature was dead, but
so m ght Fyodor be as well.

Liriel whirled on the sea elf, speechless with rage.

"To show himthe way out," Xzorsh expl ai ned.

Sure enough, a hand groped its way al ong the exposed shaft of the harpoon. In
a nonent, Fyodor's head burst fromthe ruined eye. He dashed the gore fromhis
face and dragged in several long breaths. H s foe was dead; the battle rage
slipped away. For as long as a berserker rage | asted, he never felt pain, or
cold, or exhaustion. Those things would cone now.

Wth difficulty, the young warrior squeezed hinself through the eye socket and
began to swmw th uncertain strokes for the ship. Xzorsh dove into the water
to help, and a dozen hands reached out to help the day's hero aboard.

Fyodor slunped to the deck, pale as seafoam His shirt had been ripped from
shoul der to waist, and blood welled up froma dozen circul ar wounds. The sea
el f began to tend the man, his novenents so sure and deft that not even Liriel
t hought to interfere.

"Now there's a tale to tell your son's sons,"” Hrolf declared, shaking his head
in disbelief. "lt's lucky we are to have a berserker aboard!"

"It"'s ill fortune at work here!" the first mate said angrily. "G anted, the
lad killed the creature. But by ny reckoning, the squid never woul d have
attacked if the fermal e had not been aboard! And for that matter, what kind of



man calls a black elf woman friend?"

It was a | ong speech for Ibn, and the sheer passion in his words brought
synmpat hetic nmurmurs fromthe battered crew Dark, furtive glares skittered
toward the drow

"What kind of man?" Hrol frepeated and then shrugged. "I also count the drow as
a friend, and by ny reckoning | captain this ship still. So speak your mnd as
you will, lad, but ny orders stand."

There was nothing Ibn could say to that. He recogni zed his m stake at once.
Every man aboard held the captain in high esteem and nost of themregarded

t he wounded berserker with something approachi ng reverence. They were willing
enough to turn upon the drow, but not one among them could discredit what
Fyodor had just done or would argue against the word or will of their captain.

So the first mate contented hinmself with muttering, "Bad fortune!" as he
stal ked off in search of a dry pipe.

"Pay himno mnd, lass," Holf advised Liriel. "lbn is a good man, but slowto
| et go once he takes hold of something. He's not one for new ways, and yours
are strange to us all." He east a curious |ook at the young wi zard. "During
the battle you spoke a word-cal amari-to the squid. What is that-a magic spell?
A curse?"
"A nmeal ," the drow returned slyly. Now that the danger had passed, her dark
sense of mschief returned in full. She ripped the severed tentacle fromthe
fallen sailor and strode across the deck to present it, still twitching, to

I bn. "You wanted me to help with provisions? Fine. W will eat as drow do.
Have this sliced, dipped in batter, and fried in rendered rothe fat. Cal anari .
It's quite good," she assured the mate, who was turning sickly green as he
regarded the appendage.

"Ship's wizard," suggested a faint, strained voice.

The words cane from Fyodor. He haul ed hinself up to a sitting position and
cast a droll look at the first mate. "Consider her. . . ship's wizard," the
Rashem advised. He spoke with great effort, between ragged gasps for air, but
his blue eyes sparkled with wy hunor. "It's. . . safer that way." The

red- bearded man nodded, his distrust of magic nmonentarily thrust aside by the
prospect of seeing that twitching tentacle on his plate. "Ship's wizard," |bn
agreed fervently.

Chapter 4

The plrate's |Ife

The El frmaid had been at sea for several days before the northernnost Monshae
Isles cane into view Fyodor was heartened by the sight of |and and eager to
explore. Yet the ship did not make port, but kept a careful distance from
shore, cloaked into invisibility by the heavy spring msts.

"Wth winter's passing, the seas are opening, and the merchant ships will soon
sail," Hrolf explained when Fyodor asked about the delay. The two nen sat
cross-1legged on the deck of the forecastle, a torn net between them Their
fingers flew as they retied the knots with a rhythm of practiced ease. Barely
m ssing a beat, Hrolf gave the young warrior a compani onabl e swat on the back.



"And after seeing you take on that squid, 1'd say well pick off the merchants
as easily as taking ripe currants off a bush!"

"I will not fight for you," Fyodor said quietly.

The captain paused, startled. "How s that, |ad?"

"I fight only when | must, only to protect ny land or ny friends," the young
warrior explained. "If the ship is attacked, | will stand with you. But | rmust
warn you, if you attack another ship to rob it, I may well turn against you."

Hrol f's genial expression did not change, but his eyes turned hard. "A
threat ?"

"A warning," the Rashem said calmy, but he cast a questioning glance at
Liriel, who, lured by her friend' s sonber expression, had crept close to
listen to the discussion. "Unlike ny berserker brethren, | cannot always
choose when the battle rage will occur. Did not Liriel tell you this?"

"That she didn't," Holf said ruefully as he eyed the wary drow. "Slipped your
m nd, |ass?"

"You started the tavern braw before | could get to that part of the story,"
Liriel said defensively. "I would have told you, otherwise. I'mfairly certain
of that."

The captain sighed and tugged at his vast mnmustache. H's good spirits returned
suddenly, and he wi nked at the drow

"Don't | ook so downcast, ny girl! Fighting's all good and well, but there're
nore ways than one to turn a profit!" Later that day, the captain gathered
together his crew to discuss the necessary changes to the usual |urk-andattack
strategy. The nen agreed to Hrolf's plan readily enough, even though it

i nvol ved Liriel and her dark elven magic. Al of them had seen Fyodor fight;
none wanted to face his black sword in battle. Mreover, they were accustoned
to their captain's unorthodox nethods, and they trusted him if not Liriel

It would not be the first time Holf achieved through bluffing what m ght

ot herwi se have cost dearly in blood. In fact, the captain | eaned heavily
toward a benign formof piracy. If he could scare a ship into surrendering its
cargo, so much tile better. Hrolfloved a good fight, but he enjoyed fighting
far better when the Elfmaid was well out of harm s way.

So the crew clustered around as Liriel explained the necessary spell. "It is a
formof teleportation that will exchange one person for another. One of you
will be sent aboard the ship to take our ternms to the captain: half their
cargo in paynent for his man's return. VWich of youis willing to go?"

"It's not just a question ofwho's willing, lass,” Hrolf commented. "Think on
this: what's to keep them from hol di ng our man and goi ng for an even trade or
even refusing to trade at all? Don't get nme wong-your nagic's a fine way to
kidnap a man. It will put the other captain off guard, at |east for a nonent

or two. But it's not enough.”

"What, then?" Liriel demanded.

Hrolf smled slyly. "The Ffol k of the Mbonshaes are a hearty people, not easy
to spook. Picture their captain finding hinmself face-to-face with a stranger
who appeared all of a sudden on his ship. Wi anmong us is nmost likely to

stri ke head-nunbing fear into the poor sod?"



Al eyes turned to Liriel

A slow, wicked smle spread across the drow s face, and she nodded her
acceptance. Her eyes sparkled as she began to inprovise the details of the
pl ot. Soon the pirates were chuckling with delight. None argued or even
frowned as she passed out their assignnents with the absol ute assurance of a
battl e chieftain.

O all the nmen aboard, only two were not caught up in the excitement: |bn, who
puffed stolidly away at his pipe, and Fyodor, who tried w thout success to

hi de hi s di sappoi ntment as he watched the shining, animted face of the

pl otting drow

Liriel cast the spell at dusk. Although she was slowly becom ng accustoned to
t he puni shing glare of the sun an.d sea twilight was a tine ofnystery, a tine
of natural maglc thai the drow recogni zed and intended to exploit. Sea and sky
nel ded i nto one darkness, but the shadows resisted bani shnment. As they faded
with the failing light, they seened to | eave an unseen presence behind. In the
cusp between day and ni ght, between shadow and dreans, anything seened

possi ble. This was inportant, for Liriel's spell depended upon her victins'
capacity for awe as surely as it did her dark-elven w zardry. Fo~ ~uch an
enchantnent no time was nmore potent than twilight.

The Moonshae vessel was also ideally suited for Liriel's purposes. She
realized this the noment the teleportation spell set her down upon its deck
She prowl ed silently about, her piwafwi cloaking her in invisibility as she
studi ed the ship, observed the Iine of conmand. She even explored the cabins,
the better to know her prey. One small chanber was littered with bits and

pi eces so odd they could only be spell components. Liriel quickly searched t~
cabin and, to her delight, found a small book filled Wth unfam liar spells
based upon sea magi c. She pocketed the treasure and resuned her search

The nerchant ship was small but of a nodern design, with a sturdy aft castle
built as an original part of the ship rather than as a temporary, add-on
platform It had a sternpost rudder, steered with a tiller. The man at the
tiller had to be told what to do, because he was under the after castle and
couldn't see where the ship was headed. At the nonent these orders canme from
the captain, who was perched in the crow s nest atop the ship's single nast.
Ratli nes--evenly spaced |light ropes that fornmed | adders-ran up to the crow s
nest fromeither side of the ship. . Silent and invisible, the drow scranbl ed
up the lines and clinbed into the crow s nest beside the captain. He was

| eani ng over the edge, frowning as he listened to the agitated report of two
of his men.

"What do you nean, Drustan is gone?" he called. "Gone where?"
"We have him" Liriel said, flipping open her sheltering piwafw .

The captain straightened abruptly and whirled toward the sound of her voice.
H s face bleached in terror at the sight of a dark elf, close enough to touch.
"He is with ny people,"” the drow continued and was rewarded by the | ook of
horror that came into the captain's eyes. Cearly, he thought his man had
somehow been whi sked away to the fell, underground real mof the dark el ves.
Al the better, Liriel thought snugly. She cocked an eyebrow. "W might be
persuaded to return him"

The man tried to speak. No sound emerged. He licked his |ips nervously and
tried again. "What do you want?" "Half your cargo," she stated. "Do not try to
cheat us, for we will know. | amnot alone,"” Liriel said, dropping her voice



to a dramatic whisper. She pulled the folds of her cloak about her and blinked
out of sight. The captain could not see her or the dagger she pressed agai nst
his throat, but the line of blood trickling down into the ruffies of his shirt
front was visible, and utterly convincing. Liriel sawin his eyes the
terrified belief that his ship had been invaded by an unknown nunber of dark
el ves, a deadly and invisible force.

"W will do as you say," he said in a strangled tone, but there was a
desperate cunning in his eyes that Liriel noted and m strusted.

"I't m ght save sone unpl easantness if you know up front that your wizard is
usel ess agai nst us. No human spell can disperse our invisibility charns--magic
slides off the drow like water froma seabird' s feathers,"” she inforned him
cool ly; "But any magi cal attack, however feeble, will be parried and answered
Believe ne when | tell you that you do not wish to see drow magic tested in
battle."

Liriel saw the light of |ast hope fade fromthe man's eyes and knew she had
hit the target squarely. She gave himhis instructions, naking it clear that
she woul d be at his side until all was done. If he gave the alarm she

prom sed, if he even hinted at the presence of the dark elves aboard ship, he
woul d I ose half his crewin addition to half his cargo. . . and perhaps his
life as well.

The captain did as he was told, but the crew was slow to accept his claimthat
Drustan had sonehow been magically spirited off the ship and that the cost of
his freedomwould be paid fromtheir cargo. But they foll owed orders, |owering
a large, flat-bottomed skiff and loading it with snmall oak casks.

"Make roomfor ny people,” Liriel hissed into the captain's ear. .orwo will

attend the skiff; the rest will stay to ensure there is no foolish attenpt to
cheat us of our toll. W will send your man back with the skiff, and then we
will |eave as we cane."

Whil e the captain bellowed down orders to rearrange the casks, Liriel, stil
invisible, floated silently down into the boat. As soon as the men were clear
of the skiff: she cast a spell of levitation. The heavily | aden craft broke
free of the waves and rose slowy into the air. As the dunbfounded sailors
watched, it glided silently offinto the mst. It was not an easy spell, but
Liriel knew the value of an inmposing exit. It would give credence to the
captain's explanation, and the sense of wonder and fear that it inspired would
occupy the humans' minds and keep at bay any thoughts they m ght otherw se
have had about follow ng the ghostly skiff.

When the boat touched down on the Elfrmaid' s deck, Liriel slunped over one of

t he casks, drained by the powerful casting. The crew swarned to neet her and
to exam ne their haul. They were delighted to |l earn that the casks were filled
with fine raspberry nmead, a sweet and fiery honey w ne scented with sunmer
fruit.

"See our guest on his way, and then we~ tap a cask for the celebration. The
rest we~ use for trade," Holf said with a w nk.

The nmen set pronptly to work, following the plan Liriel had laid out. The
captured sailor had enmerged fromthe tel eportation spell into the darkness of
the hold. Two Ruat hen had awaited himthere, armed with tiny darts from
Liriel's crossbow. One quick jab had sent the sailor into a poison-induced
slunmber. He was still sensel ess when they brought himon deck and | oaded him
onto the skiff.



Liriel handed the precious spellbook into Fyodor's keeping and then joined the
sleeping sailor in the skiff, for one step remanined to conplete the deception
It would not do to let the Ffol k know their ship had been hel d hostage by
shadows, and that Ruathen pirates lay within easy pursuit. She watched as the
El fmaid rowed away, pulling farther back into the mst.

When t he Ruat hen ship was beyond sight, Liriel unstoppered a tiny vial that
hel d an antidote to the drow sl eeping potion. She poured a single drop into
the sailor's slack mouth. He stirred, scratched, and then grumnbled hinself
awake with a string of curses. H's nmuttering ended in a strangled gul p when he
saw a drow bending over him "Return to your ship," she commanded hi m and
swept a hand in the direction of the merchant vessel. Instantly the faint,
ghostly outline of the Mboonshae vessel gl eanmed through the fog. Liriel had
limmed it with faerie flre to guide the sailor back and to further astound
those who awaited him

Whil e the sailor gaped |like a beached carp at his ship, Liriel cloaked herself
with invisibility and slipped quietly into the sea. Her linbs felt heavy in
the frigid water, and the heavy folds of her piwafwi dragged her down.

Al t hough she was a strong swimer, it was a struggle for her to cover the
short distance back to the pirate ship.

Several pairs of eager hands were outstretched to haul her aboard. Liriel
barely registered the sailors' assistance, the feel of the deck beneath her
feet, or the sight of it hurtling up to nmeet her

Fyodor caught the drow as she fell and carried her down to Holf's cabin. He
turned away while she listlessly stripped off her wet things, kept his eyes
averted until the squeak of the cot's roping announced that she'd craw ed
under the covers.

"All went well," she told himin a drowsy voice, "but | have a feeling itl1l be
a while before that captain stops |ooking over his shoulder. He'll be seeing
dark elves in every shadow for nany days to cone."

"You need rest," Fyodor said quietly. "I will |eave you now. "

There was sonething in his tone that cut through Liriel's haze of exhaustion.
She haul ed herself into a sitting position and studied her friend. As she'd
suspected, he did not approve of this night's work. H's eyes did not condemn
her, but they held sadness, resignation. This stung the drow nore than she
liked to admit.

"I have tasted Moonshae nead before," Liriel said abruptly, "and | know its
price." She | eaned over the edge of the cot and funbled through the discarded
bel ongi ngs on the floor until she found a small bag. She tossed it at Fyodor
It fell short of his reflexive grab and | anded, with the unm stakabl e chi nk of
many coins, at his feet.

"That is what the nmead woul d have cost in the bazaars of Menzoberranzan. The
captain will find an identical bag in his cabin. The ship's wi zard has al so
been conpensated. Trust ne, you don't want to know t he market cost of that
spel I book, " she grunbl ed. "The point being, none of those men suffered | oss
fromthis little gane. In fact, they made an enornous profit, considering they
were spared the cost and trouble of carting their wares into the Underdark!"
For a | ong nonent, Fyodor stared at the unpredictable drow. "But why, little
raven? Way go to such trouble if you intended only to buy the nead?"

Her smile was pure mischief, but he did not mss the flash of uncertainty in
her anber eyes. "Do you think Holf and his boys woul d have been satisfied



with a sinple business transaction? They had their nminds set on piracy! This
way, Hrolf got to play out his bluff, the Monshae nerchants have their noney,
and everyone invol ved comes away with a good story to tell. No one is the
worse for it." Fyodor was floored by this revelation-for never had he seen
anyone go through such I engths to hide an honorable intent-and he was deeply
touched by Liriel's ill-conceal ed desire to please him He closed the distance
bet ween t hem and t ook one of her hands in both his own. Her fingers were stil
icy cold; he began to chafe themgently as he considered his next words. There
was much he wanted to say, but he was not sure any of it would make sense to
the drow. Despite her convoluted mnd and her delight in plots and intrigues,
she had little understanding of the heart's conplexities.

The silence between themwas long. Liriel cocked her head and peered up at him
i n mock astonishnment. "You are thinking," she accused himteasingly. " 'There
are those who think, and those who dream' " she said, quoting his own words
back to him "You're not changing sides, are you?"

H s answering snmile was rueful. "No. Just dreaning, as usual." He rel eased her

hand and turned to | eave.
"Don't go yet."
conpani onabl y.

She sidled over to make room and patted the edge of the cot

Fyodor | ooked back over his shoulder. He let his eyes speak what was in his
heart, but he kept a careful distance fromher. "I amever your friend," he
said quietly; "But sonetines, little raven, you expect too much of a man."
Under st andi ng fl ooded the drow s face, then consternation. Once, briefly, they
had been | overs. The unexpected, unfam liar intinmacy of the encounter had torn
Liriel fromher enotional moorings, |eaving her confused and shaken. Such

t hi ngs wer e dangerous--indeed, forbidden!-anmong the drow, and she'd readily
accept ed Fyodo~s suggestion that they nove beyond that interlude. The
friendship between themwas intense but difficult; they were still feeling
their way through unfam liar territory: Looking at her friend now, she
realized that for himthe matter was far fromresol ved. The thought both

di smayed and intrigued her

"Do you want to stay?" she asked bluntly.

Fyodor smiled gently into her stricken face. "Sleep well. | wll see you next
moonrise." And with that he left, closing the cabin door carefully behind him

A storm of enotions buffeted the capricious drow relief, frustration, and
then a surge of purely fem nine pique. She snatched a knife from under her
mattress and hurled it at the door. It bit deep into the wood, quivering hard
enough to give off an audi ble, twanging hum The drow roll ed over and buried
her head beneath her pillow to nmuffie the nocking sound.

"He could at |east have said yes!" she nuttered.

At first light, the Elfrmaid sailed into the Korinn Archipelago, a scattering
of small islands north of the Monshaes. There was an air of anticipation
about the ship that Fyodor noted and m strusted. Hrolf was especially jolly,
full to overbrimming with boisterous hunor and badly sung ball ads.

The young Rashem liked Hrolf, more with each day that passed, for the captain
had an enormous capacity for enjoynent that was both di sarm ng and cont agi ous.
Hrol f took whatever life offered-be it a sudden squall, a drinking horn ful

of mead, or a tale of adventure--with pleasure and gusto. Unfortunately, he

al so took nore than was his by legal right. It was difficult for Fyodor to
reconcile his growing affection for Holf with the man's fun-1loving |arceny,



and he dreaded what m ght occur when they nade | and.

But the reception |avished upon the Elfmaid s crew inmredi ately put Fyodor's
mnd to rest. It was late afternoon when they made port on Tetris, a small
island of rolling green hills and rocky, w ndswept coasts. The docknaster
greeted Hrolf by name and urged himto hurry along to the festival. As the
crew made their way through the village--a cluster of stone-and-thatch huts
that lined the river on its neandering way to the sea-many villagers called
out cheery greetings. A small, well-rounded woman wi th gl ad gray eyes and
cheeks like ripe apples ran to neet Hrolt; her skirts flying and her arns
outstretched in wel come; The captain caught her up, spinning her around wth
ease and then enfolding her in a bear hug.

"Hi s wonman," explained AQvir, smling indulgently as he nodded at the pair. He
and Fyodor wal ked together, follow ng the growing crowd that headed for the
hills beyond the town. The two men had becone good friends during the voyage,
first trading tales of their honel ands and then, slowy, confiding pieces of
their own stories. Fromhis boyhood AQvir had | onged to be a skald, but he
could not reconcile hinmself with the |ower status that his warrior culture
assigned to their bards. So he went to sea, seeking a fortune to appease his
anbitions while collecting the stories that fed his spirit.

"You cone to this island often?" Fyodor asked.

"Five, six times a year. 'Tis alnmost a hone port!"

"Still, that seenms too seldomfor a man and woman as fond as those two."
AQvir shrugged. "Mdira will not |eave the island, nor Holf the sea. They suit
each other well; always are they glad to neet and content to part."

The sailor went on to other matters, describing the festival that woul d take
pl ace that evening. The Ffol k here foll owed ways | ong abandoned on nost of the
i sl ands, ancient rites and festivals attuned to the turning of the seasons.
Their druid, a doddering old graybeard dressed in robes of an era | ong past,
clung to the worship of ancient spirits of land and sea. Tonight the village
woul d offer the yearly tribute to the river spirit and cel ebrate the com ng of

spring.

Fyodor stood with the villagers as the aged druid said his prayers and of fered
the yearly tribute into the waters: beautifully worked arnbands, torques, and
broaches of pure yellow gold. Fyodor was a little surprised to see that the
pirates, too, stood by in reverent silence as the old man tossed a fortune in
gold into the water.

Maki ng the ritual nore remarkable was the fact that Fyodor coul d perceive no
magi ¢ about the place at all. Like many of his people, he had a touch of the
Sight, and he was usually able to sense places of power. Here, he felt

not hing. He resolved to ask Hrolf about this later

Wth the setting of the sun, the ritual gave way to celebration. Holf and his
nmen contributed several casks of their "stolen" nmead. Bonfires dotted the
hillsides, and around themthe villagers and pirates danced to the nusic of
reed flutes, drums, and small, plaintive pipes. Sooner than Fyodor expected,
the frenzied, joyous pace of the festival gave way to pleasant |anguor. Sone
of the revelers crept away in pairs to seek the shadows beyond the flickering
firelight. Those who remai ned danced and drank to exhaustion, then curled up
near the fires and fell into contented slunber.

Taki ng advant age of the unexpected lull, Fyodor sought out Hrolf: The captain



was seated in state upon a tree stunp, his Mionshae wife on his lap and a

| arge drinking horn in one hand. Holf roared out a greeting and pressed the
horn upon the young man, insisting that he have his share. Fyodor drained the
vessel -not a difficult task for one accustoned to the fiery jhuild of
Rashenen-and t hen asked the captain about the day's ritual, explaining his
perception that no magic lingered in the river

The pirate shrugged. "Place spirits are not so conmon as they once were,
that's true enough, but old ways die hard. And what's the harmof it? The
river waters their fields, carries their boats to the sea, and gives them
fish.

That is worth nore than gold to them™

"Well said," Fyodor replied, pleasantly surprised by Hrolf's insightful and
tol erant answer. Even so, he did not credit these words as being the whole
truth, and he said so. Holf responded only with a wink and a shrug. He
refilled the drinking horn fromthe nmead cask and handed it to the young
warrior. "For a dreamer, lad, you worry too much! Find the bottomof this one
and see if that doesn't steal your troubles!"

Liriel waited until well after mdnight before |leaving the ship. Al though she
agreed with Holf that the Ffolk m ght not take well to a drow s presence on
their island, she could not resist the tenptation to see this newland wth
her own eyes. Acting on inpulse, she dressed as if she were participating in
the prom sed festival, putting on a gown of black silk she had bought in
Skul | port and taming the wild waves of her hair into an el aborate arrangemnent
of coils and ringlets. The Wndwal ker anul et she hid beneath the bodi ce of her
gown, yielding the place of honor to a pendant Fyodor had given her: a snooth
oval of glowi ng anber with a black spider in its heart. Thus garbed, she
donned her piwafwi and crept, wapped in invisibility, through the deserted
vill age, making her way toward the dying bonfires on the hills beyond.

The drow had expected a festival; what she encountered nore cl osely resenbl ed
a battlefield. Villagers and Ruathen alike were spraw ed about |ike so many
victinms of a massacre, with one exception: the dead generally did not snore.
The grating chorus resoundi ng through the clearing bore vivid testinony to the
eveni ng's overindulgence. Hrolt; in particular, set the air vibrating with his
raucous blasts as he lay asleep on his back, his boots propped up on one of
several enpty mead casks.

The drow s eyes narrowed as she studied the scene. She was frequently anazed
at the odd weakness humans had for strong drink. There was not a drow alive
who couldn't drink three dwarves under the table, and even drow who
overindul ged coul d shake off the effects alnost at will. Humans didn't have
that type of fortitude, and it seemed to her that those humans | east able to
handl e potent drink had the strongest taste for it. Still, she didn't see how
so many humans coul d drink thenselves into oblivion in such short order. Even
Fyodor, who could swallow that wetched Rashemaar firewine without ill effect,
had succunbed to the night's revelry. He lay in deep slunber. A half-ful
drinki ng horn had been thrust point-down into the soft ground beside him

Liriel crouched at Fyodor's side and took up the drinking horn. She sniffed at
t he nead, caught the faint scent of the herbs that had been added to it. Since
a know edge of poisons was an inportant part of any dark elf's education
Liriel recognized the scent of a harm ess-but potentsleeping potion

She was not at all surprised, therefore, when an ow -1i ke hoot cane fromthe
"sleeping" Hrolf. At this signal the pirates scranbled to their feet like so
many puppets pulled by a single string. The effect was both eerie and conic



Liriel could not help but think of zonbies arising froma battlefield in
response to a wzard's call

The nmen stole down to the banks of a river. Wndering what Hrol fwas up to now,
Liriel crept along after the Ruathen. She watched, puzzled, as several of the
younger nen stripped to the skin and waded into the water. They dove
repeatedly, coming up to toss small, shining itens to their conrades on the
banks. Fromtheir talk, Liriel pieced together the story of what had happened
earlier that night and what was happeni ng as she wat ched.

The sacrilege of this act of thievery troubled her, for no Underdark drow
woul d dare to defile an offering to Lloth. Fromwhat she had | earned since

| eaVi ng Menzoberranzan, Liriel surm sed that few deities were as vengeful as
the Spider Queen. Still, it seemed a large risk to take for nere gold, and she
decided to convince the pirates of their error

Still invisible, Liriel wal ked among the men and wat ched as young Bjorn
surfaced, a broad grin on his face. He waved a gold arnband triunphantly
overhead and then tossed it toward the shore. Liriel darted forward and caught
the ornament, tucking it quickly beneath the folds of her piwafw .

To the pirates, it appeared that the ornanent had sinply di sappeared. They
fell back fromthe invisible drow, bugeyed with astoni shnment and fear

"Captain, you said there was no river spirit!" a whitefaced A vir protested.

Bj orn was even nore distressed. Hs thin hands fluttered |ike birds as he
formed signs of warding, over and over. "May Tenpus hel p us! W' ve angered
their god!"

"We haven't thus far!" Hrolf returned, unperturbed. "Think, |ads. W' ve been
harvesting the gold every spring for ten years, regular as a crop of rye. No,
any spirit that mght've made this river a hone is | ong gone!"

"What, then?" denmanded | bn

The captain winked at his first mate, then held out one hand, pal mup, as he
faced the apparently enpty air. "Hand it over, lass. Youll get your share
|ater, same as us all." Liriel snothered a grin. Holf's assurances to his nen
had put her mind at ease, and his quick-witted response to her prank pleased
her. Still invisible, she tossed the bracelet to the captain. Its sudden
reappear ance dealt a second shock to the still-wary men. Then Bjorn figured
out what was happeni ng, and he began to chuckle. One by one, the Ruathen
caught on. Not all of them however, were amused by the joke.

"Damn femal e!" nmuttered Ibn as he turned back to the river. "Should ha' known
it was her at the first sign of trouble."

By the time the sun rose, the gold had been safely stowed aboard ship and the
pirates had resuned their places anong the sleeping revelers. Wien frally the
scene stirred to reluctant life, none of the Ffolk seened to find anything

am ss. The farewells between villagers and pirates were sonewhat nuted by the
lingering effects of the nmead, but Hrolf's crewtook their leave in friendly
fashion, am d prom ses to return soon

The pirates' spirits returned in full once they were aboard the Elfrmaid. Only

Fyodor felt any ill effects fromthe nead, and although the young warrior was

the target ofrnmuch good-natured teasing, he felt too niserable to wonder why he
was the only one so affected.



To Liriel's chagrin, the ElIfmaid did not head directly for Ruathym Hrolf set
course for Neverwinter, a coastal city sonme three hundred niles to the north.
The Ruathen wi shed to trade sone of their stolen gold for Neverwinter crafts,
but there was another, nore practical reason for the diversion as well.

Neverwi nter was nanmed for its unusually warmclimte and a harbor that

remai ned free of ice year round. This was in part due to the River, a current
of warmwater and air that swept eastward from Everneet, over the island of
@undarlun, and narrowing until it touched Neverwi nter's shores. So early in
the spring, sailing the River was far safer than taking their chances agai nst
the ice floes that dotted the open sea. Hrolf planned to take to the Ri ver at
Neverwi nter, sail to GQundarlun to fish for spring herring, then travel due
south to Ruathym The expected profit was considerable, but this added tine to
the journey that Liriel had not considered. She had no idea how | ong the nagic
stored in the Wndwal ker nmight |ast, and she was anxious to reach Ruathym as
soon as possible.

But the drow tried to nake the best of the delay, using the tine to study the
book of sea magic and to add nore spells to the Wndwal ker. Storytelling
passed the tine, too, and Liriel coaxed Holf and Avir for information on
their island home. As the days passed, she and Fyodor fell back into the
confortable routine of fellow travelers. Neither of them nentioned the nonent
that had passed between themin Holf's cabin, but Liriel thought of it often
She suspected that Fyodor did, as well.

At last the ship reached Neverwinter. The El frmaid was received at the port by
an armed guard. But after the dockmaster saw a sanple of the pirates' golden
treasure, she allowed the ship to dock-with the provision that Holfthe Unruly
remai n under heavy guard on his own ship. It seened that several taverns in
Neverw nter had reason to renmenber the captain.

Liriel enjoyed exploring the city-wal king at Fyodor's side, cloaked in
invisibility. To her fell the task of browsing through shops displaying the
wat er clocks and multicolored | anps for which Neverwinter's artisans were

f aned.

Sone of the stolen gold went to purchase a few of these treasures, which Hrolf
woul d sell to wealthy Ruathen. It was a pl easant interlude, but the drow was
not sorry when the Elfmaid put out to sea.

They sailed westward for two days before encountering another vessel in the
warm waters of the River. Fyodor was on the forecastle taking a turn at watch
when he saw it: a sturdy cog, leaning hard to the |leeward, cutting through the
water with al nost reckless speed. He called an alert down to Holf, who was
manni ng the rudder and regaling Liriel with stories of Ruathym

"I know that ship," Hrolf comrented, peering at it through an eyegl ass. "She
carries seal hunters. On their way back hone, they are, and in a hurry."

H s mustache lifted in a broad grin, and he wi nked at a pair of sailors
| oungi ng nearby. "Think of it, lads: a pallet of fine white fur. Now there's a
gift to brighten your woman's eye and sweeten your wel come hone!™"

Liriel cast a quick glance toward Fyodor and shook her head. "Don't do it,
Hrolt;" she murrmured. "You' ve seen himin battle only against a squid. |'ve
seen himfight drowand win."

The captain scoffed. "What kind of fool do you take ne for, |ass? Think you
that 1'd risk turning a berserker's wath upon ny own ship?"

Hrol f pointed at the approaching cog. "I know her captain. Nane of Farl ow,



used to be a sell-sword. A good man, if you like "emquick to fight, and he
knows us as pirates! All we need do is sail close enough to give Captain

Farl ow a good | ook at us and let himthink what he will! And once they
attack," Hrolf said slyly, "yon lad will stand with us, and at |ast we~ see
himat play! It'Il be an easy fight for the rest of us, by ny reckoning!"

The captain's reasoning proved prophetic. No sooner had he fm shed speaking
than the cog changed course. The heavy ship hurtled toward the Ruat hen vesse
at ramm ng speed, bowsprit leveled at themlike the |ance of a jousting

kni ght .

"Take your positions, lads!" roared the captain wth undi sguised gl ee.

Such attacks were expected and anticipated, and every man | eaped to the role
t hat had been assigned him Harrel dson dropped the sail and joined severa
others at the oars. The ship was smaller and lighter than the attacki ng cog-a
single collision could send the Elfmaid to the bottomof the sea. In such
attacks, she was best served by her ability to change course quickly and by
the fighting strength of her crew

Fyodor snatched a | arge wooden shield fromits hook on the forecastle. Five
other men did the sane, kneeling shoul der-to-shoulder to forma shield wall.
Five nore sailors, armed with arrows and | ongbows, dove for cover behind the
wal I . Liriel took her place at Fyodor's side, but her hands renmai ned enpty.

| fthe need arose, she had nore powerful weapons to hurl

The cog closed in fast, and the seal hunters' first volley of arrows clattered
agai nst the wooden shields. Holf's nen returned fire; then the El frmaid turned
hard astern and darted past the onrushing cog. Before the nerchant ship could
change course, Hrolf's rowers spun the ship in a circle and brought her

al ongside the cog. Two of the pirates twirled ropes that ended with heavy
grappl ing hooks, then let fly. Both of the hooks found purchase on the |arger
vessel . A seal hunter leaned out to cut the lines; his body fell into the sea,
bristling with Ruathen arrows.

Then came the grating shriek of wood agai nst wood as the ships struck, then
rebounded. The rowers set their oars and took up weapons just in tinme. Three
of the hunters | eaped over the narrow expanse of water that separated the two
shi ps.

Hrolf barreled toward the invaders, roaring, his arns spread w de. He caught
them before they could get their footing, and all four men plunged, with a
m ghty splash, over the side.

"Take the fight to them lads!" The captain's voice canme to themfromthe
wat er below. "No need to be getting blood all over the El frmaid s clean deck!"

The pirates tossed boardi ng pl anks between the ships and began to swarm up the
incline onto the cog. Wapons drawn, the nmore nunerous hunters confidently
awai ted the pirates. Then, suddenly, the attackers' expressions of certainty
nelted i nto astoni shrment.

Al of them had heard stories of Ruathym s berserkers, elite warriors who
protected their honel and. Berserkers were never encountered at sea, much | ess
aboard a pirate vessel. Yet the dark-haired warrior stalking toward them coul d
be nothing | ess.

Fully seven feet tall, he brandished a black sword too | arge and heavy for
nmost nen to lift. There was an aura of magi c about him and his blue eyes
burned with inner fire. Equally fearsome--and even nore astonishing-was the



drow femal e who foll owed the berserker like a small dark shadow. There was a

| ong dagger in one slender hand, and a feral gleamin eyes as gol den as those
of a stalking wolf: The seal hunters' hesitation |asted but a noment, for

t heir bl ack-bearded captain spurred theminto battle with the point of his own
swor d.

The berserker went straight for Captain Farlow, backhanding two pirates out of
the way with the flat of his blade as he strode up the boarding plank. He

| eaped onto the deck of the cog, swi nging his black sword downward in a
sweepi ng cut as he cane.

Farl ow snapped his sword up high to block the attack. H's was a fine weapon-a
hand- and-a-hal f sword of dwarfforged steel, tested in two decades of nercenary
fighting. The berserker's blade shattered it and sent deadly shards flying.
Faster than Farl ow woul d have believed possible, the berserker reversed the
direction of his swing and batted a | ength of airborne steel toward one of the
hunters. The shard flew end over end, like a throwm knife. It caught one of
the hunters through the throat, nailing himto the wooden nast.

The captain glanced at the hilt in his hand and the jagged fragnent of stee
that was all that remained of his blade. He hoped it woul d be enough. Raising
t he rui ned weapon hi gh overhead, he flung hinself at the deadly invader
putting his weight and his strength fully behind the bl ow

Liriel saw the attack com ng and shrieked a waning to Fyodor. Al nost casually,
t he berserker reached up and caught the man's wist, fully stopping his
monentum Then he twisted the captain's armdown and i nward, and with one
qui ck thrust he sheathed the ruined blade in the heart of its owner

Sur pri singly enough, the hunters did not abandon their fight with the death of
their captain. They threw thensel ves at the pirates with astonishing ferocity.
Liriel noted one in particular-a tall, red-haired man who fought with the zea
of a paladin as he faced off against Holf: The El frmaid s captain had managed
to back the man onto the forecastle, but there both stood, neither taking nor
giving ground, their swords ringing in a deadly dial ogue.

The other hunters did not fare so well against the pirates and their berserker
ally. In mnutes, the cog's deck was slippery with blood, and few of the

hunt ers had been spared Fyodor's bl ack sword. Except for Holf's opponent,
none remai ned standi ng.

Seeing that victory was theirs, Liriel let out a whoop and turned to Fyodor
One gl ance stole her triunph. Although only Ruathen sailors stood on the main
deck, the killing frenzy had not yet left the young warrior

"Throw down your weapons!" she shouted. "All of you!" The berserker whirled
toward the sound of her voice, his black sword cutting the air with an audible
swi sh. Liriel had seen her friend in battle many times, but never had she
faced him or seen the fire and ice of his battle rage turned upon her. He
towered over the tiny elt; for the magic of the berserker lent himan illusion
of preternatural size and a strength to match. Liriel could see through the
magic to his true form but this was of little confort. There was no
recognition in Fyodor's eyes as he advanced on her. Liriel dropped her bl oody
dagger and fell to her knees, holding her hands out wide, palns up in a
gesture of surrender. Fromthe corner of her eye, she saw that Holf and his

chosen man still held their swords. They'd hesitated at Liriel's inpassioned
shout, but they eyed each other warily, neither willing to give up the
advant age.

"I'f you value ny life, Hrolf," she said quietly, "if either of you idiots



val ue yours, drop your swords now "

An instant's hesitation, then the clatter of falling steel shattered the tense
silence. At last Fyodor's battle rage |left himand, as the magic faded, he
seened to slip back into his own body. He stood there for a | ong nonent,

| ooki ng down with a puzzled expression into the drow s upturned face. Then the
tip of his sword fell heavily to the deck. His eyes were haunted, his face
ashen as he turned and wal ked away fromthe battle. Liriel understood and |eft
himto his solitude

The Ruat hen sailors, however, swarmed gleefully over the captured cog. As
Hrolf directed their efforts fromthe forecastle, they tossed bundl es of raw
skins onto their ship and carried aboard the stretching frames and barrels
of [ ye needed to begin the process of tanning.

Bj orn struggl ed down the plank carrying a | arge oaken cask that proved too
heavy for the slender lad. It slipped fromhis grasp and fell heavily to the
El f ma~s deck. The lid cracked and gave way; and the contents spilled out. The
boy stood there, gaping, his nearly beardl ess face pale. "Captain, you'd
better see this," he said at last. Sonething in Bjorn's tone brought Hrolf at
a run. The captain's ebullience di sappeared as he gazed at the still, snall
figure on the deck: the body of an elf child, perfectly preserved by the

pi ckling brine that puddled on the deck. The nacabre discovery brought the
looting to an abrupt standstill. The pirates crowded around, not certain what
to do. Their disconfort increased visibly when Hrolf tenderly gathered the
dead child in his massive arns and wept, openly and without shane.

At length Holflaid the elfling gently aside and ordered his nmen to search the
other barrels. H's haggard face turned deadly as, one after another, the dead
sea elves were laid out upon the deck

"Call Xzorsh," he said grimy

One of the men hurried below, returning pronptly with a strange device that

| ooked rather like a small hurdygurdy. Hrolf placed the thing in the water and
turned the wooden crank. Instead of nusic, the instrument gave off a series of
clicks and whistl es.

"A nmessage to the sea elf," Bjorn whispered to Liriel. "Sounds travel faster
and farther in the water than in air. There are creatures bel ow who will hear
and repeat the nessage until it reaches the sea range~s ears. He will be here
soon, and he wi Il know what nust be done."

Wien Hrolf rose to his feet, Ibn took the device fromhimand then nodded
toward the cog. "What do we do with the ship and the men who yet live?"

"Scuttle it," Holf said tersely, "and | eave the surviving scumto await
Urber| ee' s judgnment. But bind their wounds first, so the bl ood doesn't draw
sharks or worse. The Lady of the Waves will do as she will, with no help from
ne!"

The captain's wath sped the men about their work. They fell to, some |oading
t he wounded hunters into a single small boat, others using battle-axes to hack
gaping holes in the side of the cog. One of the survivors-the redhaired nman
who' d matched Hrolf blow for blowtried to have words with the captain. Hrolf
effectively silenced his protests; a single blow of his hamsized fist dropped
the fighter. The captain tossed the unconscious man into the little craft and
gave the signal to set it adrift. In nonents the msts closed around the
condemmed nen, like a veil separating themfromthe nortal world.



Hrolf stood at the rail, |ooking out after the boat with grim satisfaction
long after it had di sappeared fromview. Qietly, respectfully, the crew went
about their duties. Few of themknew the full story of their captain's

| ong-ago el ven | ove, but there was not one anong them who hadn't | ost soneone
to the sea. There was not one anpbng themwho didn't send up a silent plea to
Urber | ee, asking the Lady of the Waves to take the wounded seal hunters to
appease her wath rather than soneone el se.

In these prayers, no one dared to name hinselt; or a friend or |over whom he
wi shed to see spared. Those who lived with the sea were a superstitious |ot,
and they took their fate as it came. Yet not a man anong them woul d
deliberately place hinmself at the nercy of Unberlee, and not a nan anong them
doubt ed what the seal hunters' fate would be at the hands of the sea goddess.
And al t hough they were Northmen, a people who as a rule held little I ove for
el ves, none of them believed that this fate was undeserved.

Chapter 5

The Amul et

Liriel Baenre, the newly elevated rul er of Menzoberranzan's nost powerf ul
house, sat in state upon her black throne. Faint purple Iight surrounded the
young Matron Mther, casting eerie shadows throughout the chanber and forcing
the eyes of the priestess seated before her into the light spectrum This
Triel did by design, for light stole the nuances of heat vision, nmasked the
subtl e play of enotion that dark el ves were so adept at reading. To the drow,
absol ute darkness reveal ed nore than it hid. Shadows were nore useful for
conceal nent.

It was inportant that Triel hide her distaste for her visitor, for Shakti
Hunzrin was a valuable tool, the first traitorpriestess in generations to
successfully infiltrate the ranks of Vhaeraun's clergy. The known followers of
the drow god of thievery were fewin no snall part because suspected followers
were sumarily put to death-but Triel believed that the so-called Masked God
posed nmore of a threat than Lloth's clergy liked to adnmit. As
traitor-priestess, Shakti would help ensure that this dangerous seed never
bore fruit. The Baenre matron was confident that Shakti's primary allegi ance
was to Lloth; indeed, Triel's powerful mindreaVing spells reveal ed nothing
nore di sturbing than fanatic zeal. Perhaps a bit too nmuch zeal, for unlike
nost priestesses Shakti held literal belief in the Directives of Lloth. These
so-cal led Directives--conquering the Underdark and obliterating all elves from
t he Lands of Lightwere pleasant fantasies, useful for massaging the pride of

t he drow nasses and averting attention fromother matters. Triel even allowed
that the Directives were worthwhile goals. Her attention, however, was fully
absorbed with nore inmedi ate concerns.

There had been recent challenges to her throne and whi spers of conspiracies to
renove House Baenre fromits |long-held position. Even the matriarchy, the
systemthat had ruled for thousands of years, was under attack. |ndeed, all of
Menzoberranzan teetered on the brink of anarchy. Triel desperately needed
something to offer the struggling drow, something to rally them sonething
that, not incidentally, would help consolidate her own rank and position. The
rogue magi ¢ wi el ded by her errant niece mght well provide the key.

"What have you | earned of Liriel's amulet?"



"There is good news," Shakti began. "The wi zard N sstyre is dead, and with him
the plan to use the amulet for the furtherance of Vhaeraun's cause."

Triel nodded her approval. There were far too many rivals for this prize. "You
have ot her contacts anong Vhaeraun's ranks?"

"Many, " Shakti lied smoothly, trusting in the mind shields that were anong the
nost powerful of Vhaeraun's gifts to her

"Then use them" the matron ordered. "Send themto the surface. Bring Liriel
and the amul et back to the city."

"I have already sent my em ssaries--no drow nales this time, but creatures
from anot her plane. Not the Abyss," Shakti said with easy confidence, "so you
need not be concerned that other priestesses will know nore of nmy plans than
LIoth herself chooses to reveal ."

Triel's countenance did not change, but Shakti saw the flicker in the matron's
eyes as she registered the know edge that a priestess of Vhaeraun had access to
powers unfamliar to nost of Lloth's clergy; For the Hunzrin priestess it was
a nonent of pure gratification.

"Keep me informed," the Baenre matron said, her casual tone dismssing the
subject as if Liriel and the nmysterious anulet were of little consequence.
"Now, on to other matters. You know LI oth has decreed that there are to be no
wars between the houses. Wen the affairs of the city are back in order, this
will change. It is possible that the fortunes of House Hunzrin wll inprove
consi derably;" Shakti carefully suppressed her glee. Triel's words appeared to
hol d out an offer of support from powerful House Baenre, but they mght just
as well be a test. Shakti knew that overanbitious drow were often found dead
in their own chanbers

"My nother, Matron Kintuere, will be pleased to hear that you are optimstic
about Hunzrin's fortunes," Shakti replied carefully.

Triel dismissed this prevarication with a wave of one hand. "The alliance

bet ween Baenre and Hunzrin has been |l ong and profitable; however, | have often
found Kintuere difficult and tiresome.” The matron paused, fixing a searching
gaze upon the traitor-priestess. "Your older sister is dying. Soon you will be

heir to House Hunzrin."

Shakti di pped her head in a bow of acknow edgnent, but she kept her face--and
her thoughts--carefully neutral. After a nonment, a rare smile crept through
Triel's wellschool ed facade. "Well done," she said wyly.

Perhaps Triel was conplinenting her for an apparently successful coup, perhaps
for passing sone obscure test. Probably both, Shakti deci ded.

She took her | eave of House Baenre soon after. The interview with Matron Tri el
had gone well, but Shakti did not feel at all conplacent. The surface was a
nmere seven days' wal k from Menzoberranzan, but to her it was an alien
unknowabl e worl d. Shakti had never ever set foot outside the city, nuch |ess

t he Underdark. She had no idea how difficult the task before her m ght be, or
how long it mght take.

When the nmagic of Liriel Baenre's amulet was hers to conmand, when she had
washed her hands in her rival's blood-only then could she rid herself of the
shackl es of House Baenre and nove on to the dual destinies that Lloth and
Vhaeraun had | aid upon her



Xzorsh, the sea-elven ranger, was not surprised to receive Holf's sumons.
Before the final notes of the calling box had faded fromthe thin air, while
the clicks and whistles still reverberated through the water, the ranger had
the Elfmaid in his sights. He didn't have far to go; he'd been follow ng the
Ruat hen vessel since its battle with the giant squid.

The sea elf was deeply troubled by the presence of a drow aboard ship, for he
had pledged to aid all who sailed with Holf the Unruly. Xzorsh's sense of
honor demanded that he mitigate the damage done by the pirates. So far, he had
been able to do so without conflict, but the sea elf feared that he coul d not
keep his pl edge agai nst the dark m schief a drow night work.

Yet Xzorsh was also intrigued by Holf's exotic passenger. Unlike nost of his
peopl e, Xzorsh was fascinated by magic, and the drow female wielded it with
skill and authority. The | egends of the Sea People clained that drow had

stol en seael ven magic; this only added to the range~s curiosity. Above all, he
wi shed to speak with the drow, to learn the truth of the dark elves. Perhaps
even to barter with her for magi cal weapons. He certainly had the
nmeans- - Xxzorsh was skilled at scavengi ng sunken ships and |l ost cities for
treasure, which he traded for forged weapons and ot her goods his seadwel |ing
peopl e needed. Xzorsh had | ong dreamed of possessing a bit of elven magic for
hi nmsel f.

But such personal goals would have to wait. Xzorsh had seen the approach of
the cog and had witnessed at a distance the battle that foll owed. He did not
interfere, for it was apparent fromthe outset that Holf and his nmen had
matters well in hand. Nor did he rue the fate of the ship that drifted slowy
toward the bottom of the sea. The merchant ship had attacked, unprovoked, for
reasons that Xzorsh did not care to know. She had earned her fate.

As he neared the El frmaid, Xzorsh saw, silhouetted agai nst the sky, the dark
ovoid bottomof a small ship. Survivors, he surnmised, set adrift. to await
Urberl ee's mercy; He did not disapprove. There were tinmes when sea el ves dealt
with sailors in |like fashion, for many seagoi ng humans posed a threat to al
sea folk, and at times the elves were forced to strike back. Qut of habit,

t hough, Xzorsh cane to the surface to check on Holf's recent handi work.

Seven men were slunped in the snmall boat, all but one of them bearing wounds
that had been tended and w apped. The sea elf nodded, approVing this evidence
of fair play; Then his eyes settled on the red-haired man in their mdst, and
he recoiled in astoni shment.

This man he knew. Cal adorn, a Lord anobng the humans of Wat er deep, often held
council with the mernen who tended the citys harbor. Xzorsh had frequent
dealings with the nerfol k and had seen the young human during one such
nmeeting, albeit froma distance and through a filter of seawater. He had been
i npressed with Cal adorn and considered hima nman of honor. Wat could this nman
have done to provoke such a fate fromthe easygoing Holf?

Xzorsh swam cautiously closer. Sailors given to Unberl ee were soneti nes

all owed to keep weapons so that they mght not neet a fate other than that
chosen by the Lady of the Waves. But these nmen were unarmned-further proof of
some egregi ous of fense.

"Lord Cal adorn," Xzorsh called softly. The man jolted, then | ooked around for
the speaker. Hi s eyes widened as they settled on the sea elf, and Xzorsh gave
the man time to absorb his presence. Few humans ever saw one of the Sea
Peopl e, and those who were granted a sighting were usually overcone wth
wonder .



"I am Xzorsh. Like you, | amcharged with the safety and well-being of ny
people,” he said. "I would Iike to understand why you attacked the Ruathen
vessel . Her captain is a friend of the sea fol k and under ny protection.”

Cal adorn nodded slowy as he took this in. The title of "elf-friend"was the
hi ghest honor that the Peopl e bestowed upon any human, given only to those
who' d performed great service to the elves and who had a special love for and
under st andi ng of the fey race.

"That woul d expl ain why the Ruathen captain set us adrift," the man said

t houghtfully. "Perhaps you can answer other questions."

Briefly Cal adorn sketched the details of his grimdiscovery aboard the ghost
ship, of Captain Farlow s hatred of the pirates and his inflammtory speech
about supposed Ruathym atrocities against the sea elves. He described the
battle, the incredible fury of the young berserker theyd faced, and Holf's
grief at the discovery of the dead sea elves. "W had nothing to do with the
death of these elves," Caladorn concluded earnestly, "yet the Ruathen captain
gave us no opportunity to speak.”

"Hrolfis inpulsive," Xzorsh admtted, "and protective of the People."

"And now that you know our story, what will you do?" The ranger pondered the
matter. "My first duty is to the sea folk. | nust learn who killed ny people
and why. When | can, | will send word to the nerfol k of \Waterdeep; perhaps
they will see to your rescue.”

"Then you al so condemm us to death,"” Cal adorn protested. The nerfol k were
capricious-they both knew t hatand Wat erdeep | ay several days' travel to the
sout heast .

"These nen are wounded, sone badly. W have no food and very little water. The
merfolk-if they come at all-will be too late."

Xzorsh nodded his agreenment of this assessment. "There is a group of small
i slands not too far fromhere. No humans rmeke their home there, but you can
survive there well enough until rescue cones."

The sea elf put both hands to his mouth and I et out a high, piercing cry.
There was a nonent's silence, and then two gray fins cut through the water
toward them Cal adorn instinctively reached for his enpty scabbard.

"Not sharks," Xzorsh assured him "These are dol phinsfriends of the sea
elves. They will pull you to safety faster than you could sail or row"

As Cal adorn wat ched, intrigued, Xzorsh spoke with the creatures in a |anguage
of clicks and squeals. The sea elf took two ropes of braided reeds fromhis
belt, tied one end of each to the boat and knotted the other into a | oop
These he tossed to the dol phins. The creatures deftly caught the | oops with
their pointed snouts.

"I will travel with you throughout the night," the elf pronised. He took a
long knife fromhis belt and handed it to the human. "There are nany dangers
in these waters, some that | nyself do not yet understand. You may have need
of this."

Bef ore Cal adorn coul d speak, the ranger slapped the water sharply. It was a
signal, apparently, for the dol phins set off toward the west, easily pulling
the small craft. Wen the first rays of the sun touched the surface of the
wat er, Xzorsh turned back toward the pirate ship. There was no real urgency,
now t hat he knew the nature of Hrolf's sumons. Nor would the pirates be



expecting himany sooner. He did not wish to explain why he'd been foll ow ng
the ship, or give words to his suspicions concerning the drow.

Never before had Xzorsh seen a drow take to the sea, and he doubted that this
femal e had done so for a noble purpose. H s people had suffered enough at the
hands of the evil drow, Xzorsh was deternined to do whatever he could to
ensure that they would cone to no further harm Even if the drow in question
was under his pl edge of protection.

Life's answers usually canme easily to the young ranger, and the |ines between
what was good and what was evil usually ran straight and clear. But for once
Xzorsh found hinmself wondering if things were truly as sinple as he had al ways
bel i eved.

* * K* * *

The norning hours passed slowy aboard the Elfmaid. There was little for the
crewto do but await the arrival of the sea-elven ranger. The presence of the
dead sea el veseven now that they were tucked discreetly in the hold-was a
danper on the usually high spirits of the Ruathen sail ors.

Fyodor did his best to distract themwith tales of his honel and--0fthe pl ace
spirits that still lingered in springs and wells, of his adventures exploring
the ruins of |ongdead kingdons buried in the thickly forested hills of
Rashenen. The young storyteller did not understand why his tales of place
spirits brought sly grins to the faces of the sailors, but on the whole the
men seemed gl ad of the diversion he offered.

The first mate, however, concerned himself with practical matters. |bn

exam ned their haul, placing the valuable goods to one side and tossing the
debris into the sea. He was about to send the broken Iid of one cask spinning,
but stopped suddenly and squinted at the markings on it. The mate pursed his
lips, considered, and then exam ned the remaining barrels. He hurried over to
Hrol f, who had spent the night at watch on the forecastle. The elven femal e
was at his side, as she was too often for Ibn's taste, but the sailor had no
time to indul ge his prejudices.

"You must see this, Captain,” Ibn said with uncharacteristic urgency and
handed the Ilid to Holf. "That's the nmark of Al esbane the cooper. The barre
is of Ruathym make. All the barrels holding sea elves had this mark."
Hrol f scow ed and shrugged. "Wat of it?"

"Strange, it is," Ibn said. "Wat those seal hunters could want with Sea
People is nmore than | know or care. | just hope no nore pickled elves show up,
and the blanme for it put on Ruathym"

Liriel saw the point at once. Although she knew little of human politics, she
could scent a plot in any form "He's right, Holf: W should get those
wounded nen back and find out what they know. "

The first mate did not | ook grateful for her support. His red brows net in a
frown, and he leveled a glare at the drow. "You're to blane for this nmess," he
grow ed.

"What had | to do with it?" she said indignantly. "The sea elves were | ong
dead before we found them"



"That's the way of ill luck. You never see it coming, but it finds you all the
same! "

"Enough, lad," Hrolf said wearily. "Best that you fnd the nen we set adrift

and try to sort this thing through.” Liriel nodded. "I'm goi ng bel owthe
m dday sun is still too bright for confort-but call me when you fnd the seal
hunters. | can get nore information fromthemthan theyd willingly give."

Ibn folded his arnms and glared at her. "You won't torture a wounded man whil e
I"'mmate of this ship!"

"Spare ne the sernon," she said dryly, "and do try to renmenber that magic
gi ves options quite beyond those all owed by your crude imagination."

The drow swept past the mate, regal as a Matron. But she felt his bal eful
gl are upon her as she made her way into the hold, and she wondered what he
m ght do if he knew what she was about to attenpt.

For Liriel had found unexpected inspiration in her own words. She did have the
ability to extract information fromthe m nds of the wounded seal hunters. Not
fromher wizardly magic, but with clerical spells. Priestesses of Lloth could
cast their sticky webs into the thoughts of anothereven if that person had
passed beyond the nortal realns. Wiy bot her questioning the seal hunters,
Liriel surmsed, if she could speak directly to the spirits of the dead sea
elves? O course, this was risky in the extrene. A powerful priestess could
sumon and comand a spirit, but Liriel was a novice and had never tried the
prayers and spells that woul d reach beyond death. She had no reason to believe
LI ot h woul d honor her request; indeed, her presunption m ght anger the Spider
Queen. The spirits of sea elves would not be in the realnms of Lloth, and
Liriel doubted the drow goddess was on cordial ternms with whatever elven deity
sea el ves wor shi ped

After pondering the matter, Liriel decided that her best bet for success-not
to nention survival-would not be to ask Lloth to sumon the spirits, but
rather to seek perm ssion to enter the afterworld herself: It was a prospect
that both chilled and fascinated the adventurous young drow.

Liriel crept into the corner of the hold where the dead el ves |ay,
respectfully covered with a tarp. She knelt down and began to search the
bodies, trying to find some clue that would tell her how they had been kill ed.
There were no marks on any of them beyond the slight wi zening effect of the
brine. Nothing to be gained there. At random she chose one of the elves and
held the cold hands between both her own. Since she had not known the sea folk
inlife, she needed contact with the body in order to track down the spirit.
The drow steel ed her courage and began the intense concentrati on demanded of a
clerical spell. She chanted softly, enptying her thoughts and pushing away the
strands of magic that came so readily to her call. The magi c she needed now
was not the natural magic of the Wave, but the power of a goddess.

Suddenly Liriel was pulled fromher body. There was a nmoment's bright, white
pain, a quick wenching as she was torn fromthe nortal world, and then

Liriel had glinpsed the Abyss, had viewed all the | ower planes through the
scrying portals common anong the priestesses of Lloth. The gray, mist-filled

| andscape before her was |ike nothing she had ever seen or, nore precisely,

i ke nothing she had ever felt. There was little to be seen here, yet al

around her she felt the invisible passages that led to untold realns. The drow
sent out her thoughts, seeking the sea elf's spirit.



There was a nonent's touch. The exhilaration of success filled the drow s
m nd, and she urged her probing touch to go still farther. To her
ast oni shment, there was nowhere to go.

Liriel's hei ghtened senses perceived that something beyond the natural order
had occurred. She encountered not the will of a god, but the art of a
sorcerer. The spirit had indeed left the sea elf's body, but it was trapped
somewhere on this plane. The drow deepened her concentration, narrow ng her
search to seek the spirit in the world she knew.

Suddenly Liriel stood at the gate of sone terrible Iinbo. She felt the utter
hel pl essness of the being she sought, felt the sudden surge of hope as the
spirit felt her touch, felt the unseen eyes that pleaded with her for rel ease.
The drow s free-spirited heart recoiled fromthe terror she encountered, and
instinctively she drew away.

I find you, Liriel pronised silently as she eased back toward the norta
realm | find a way to release you all. "Damm fenal e. Knew you was a part of
this mess.”

The voice, grimand triunphant, jolted Liriel fromher trance. She spun to see
| bn wat chi ng her and only then realized she had spoken part of her prom se

al oud. So deep in neditation had she been that she hadn't heard the first
mate' s approach. He closed in now, his hand on the hilt of his knife.

Instinct took over. Liriel flung out a hand, fingers spread w de. Strands of
magi c flew from her fingertips, spun thenselves into a giant web that spanned
the hol d. The bl ast of power caught |bn, hurling him backward al ong with the
magi cal trap. He hung there, bobbing slightly, stuck to the web |ike sone
enor nous i nsect.

Liriel expected sullen wath, or even a string of the colorful curses that
were comon aboard the ship. To her astonishment, |bn | ooked pl eased despite
hi s ignom nious situation

"Attacked a ship's officer, you did. You' re as good as dead," he prom sed her
with dark satisfaction.

The nenories of elves are |long indeed, but to nost of themthe lost city of
Ascarl e had faded into the fabric of lore and | egend. Many generations of

el ves had cone and gone since the day Ascarl e had di sappeared-swept away by
the rush of nelting ice, then buried beneath the waves in the age when the
great glaciers gave way to the northern seas. Few suspected that the glories
of Ascarle continued, hidden deep beneath the waters off the northern coast
of Trisk, a small island in the renote archi pel ago known as the Purpl e Rocks.

Few of those |ong-ago elves woul d recogni ze Ascarle now. Yes, nost of the
bui | di ngs remai ned i ntact-wondrous, gleaning structures nagically grown from
crystal and red coral. Even buried beneath the waves, the city looked as if it
had been sculpted fromfire and ice. Air still filled many of the buil dings
and the covered wal kways that |inked them Treasures from ancient cultures
furni shed the | uxurious rooms. Indeed, the only discordant notes in all of
Ascarle came fromits watery horizon and its current inhabitants. Around the
subnerged city lived sonme of the nost feared creatures in the sea. A hundred
merr ow aquati c cousins of ogres-formed the core of Ascarle's standing arny.
The antechanbers and tunnels that led into the crystal core were lairs to
kapoaci nth, marine gargoyles who lived for the enjoynment of causing pain. A
band of evil nereids-beautiful, shapeshifting sirens dedicated to the
destruction of seagoing males-flitted about the city, awaiting opportunities
for mschief.



It was even whispered that a kraken made its lair in the submerged city. O

all the creatures of the sea, this gigantic and highly intelligent

squi d-creature was the nost feared. In tines past, entire cities, whole

i sl ands, had di sappeared at the command of such beasts. Little was known about
kraken, except that the creatures spent nost of their lives in the unreachable
depths of the sea, and that they at tinmes amassed power that reached far
beyond the waves. Even runor of a kraken's presence was a form dable threat.

The apparent ruler of Ascarle, an illithid known as Vestress, certainly did
not hi ng to di scourage these runors. A creature of imrense nagical power and
shadowy background, Vestress clained the title of Regent and ruled the

under sea ki ngdom for the absent kraken. O so she clainmed, and so far none had
dared to chall enge her. For Vestress's reign was not limted to Ascarle. A
far-flung network of spies and assassins known as the Kraken Soci ety extended
her power throughout the Northl ands.

Vestress was an oddity among her kind. Illithids did not possess-or at |east
did not exhibit-gender, but this creature projected a nental "voice" that was
decidedly fem nine and a persona as regal as that of any queen. By hunman
standards, illithids were hideous creatures that resenbl ed some unholy pairing
of squid and humanoi d. Roughly nanshaped in form the creatures had bald,

hi gh- domed heads, | avender hide, and white eyes devoid of expression. Four
withing tentacles forned the lower half of an illithid' s face and conceal ed a
shar p-f anged maw. Sonehow, though, Vestress projected an el egance not in
keeping with her ungainly form Pale purple anethysts decked her threefngered
hands and studded the circlet of silver on her head. The full sleeves of her

| avender silk robe whispered as she deftly noved the shuttle of her |oom

The Regent of Ascarle was currently at |eisure. Waving was her hobby and her
passi on, and she took to it whenever the demands of her position allowed. The
illithid saw all of life as a tapestry, and she could spin nearly anything
into thread: precious gens, stolen dreanms. At the nonment she sat before a
tapestry that depicted a coastal town, peopled by former slaves that once had
served her and maintai ned Ascarle's air-filled chanbers. The weavi ng was her
finest achi evenent, and Vestress gazed at it with satisfaction. Then, to her
ast oni shment, the sea-elven figures on the tapestry began to withe as if in
t or ment .

Vestress rose abruptly. This could not be. Not that she was adverse to
tornenting the sea-elven spirits entrapped in the tapestry-far fromit! What
concerned her was that someone had attenpted to contact the spirits of the
dead el ves. Soneone powerful.

The illithid had expected that such an attenpt woul d be made, but the sea
hunters coul d not have reached \Waterdeep so soon, and she knew that no clerics
sai |l ed aboard that vessel. Sonething had gone very w ong.

Vestress glided out of the weaving chanber and hastened to the roomthat
housed her scrying crystals. Wth all the resources of the mysterious Kraken
Soci ety at her comand, she woul d have an answer in mnutes.

And before the day was out, the illithid' s far-reaching tentacles would

ensnare the priest or priestess who had dared to interfere with the Regent of
Ascarl e.

Chapter 6



Storm at Sea

The Calling Conch, a dockside tavern in Luskan, served strong ale and hearty
chowder at bargain prices. Tonight the patrons got even nore for their coppers
than they'd anticipated, and to a man they bl essed Tenpus for their good
fortune. Rethnor, Hi gh Captain of Luskan, had been challenged to battle. The
words had barely left the challenger's nmouth before the Conch's patrons began
busily clearing an inpronptu arena, pushing chairs and tables against the
wal I s. They ringed the roomnow, quaffing ale and placing bets as to how | ong
Ret hnor' s opponent had yet to live.

The Hi gh Captain was an inposing bear of a man, with an unconmon breadth of
shoul der and thi ckness of arm A proud bl ack beard cascaded down over his

| eather jerkin, and his thick brows slashed across his forehead in a single
dark line. But it was his eyes, as blue and deep and icy as a winter sea, that
procl ai med hi m a dangerous nan.

At first Rethnor merely took the nmeasure of his opponent. Their swords nmet in
ringing blows as the Captain tested reach, strength, and resolve. The young
man mat ched Rethnor's size and breadth, and he seened well trained-no surprise
in the warrior culture of Luskanbut he was still an unbl ooded youth with nore
ent husiasmthan battle sense. Still, it promsed to be an entertaining fight.

Ret hnor |unged, his |eft-handed sword diving toward the heart of his young
opponent. It was an obvious attack, and the fighter parried it easily with a
fl anboyant sweep that threw Rethnor's sword armout wi de. The Hi gh Captain
expected this. Before the younger nman could recover fromthe counternove,

Ret hnor stepped in close--so close the two nen's beards were nearly touching,
too close for either fighter to bring his sword into play. No problemfor

Ret hnor - he had a dagger ready in his right hand.

Wth a deft flick, he severed the waist strap that held up the young man's

| eat her thigh greave and then sl ashed down through the X-shaped side bindings
t hat connected front greave to back. The protective garnent fl opped down over
the fighter's boot, revealing an incongruously thin, bandy leg clad in

| eggi ngs of faded red wool

Mocki ng | aughter and huzzahs filled the tavern, and the yQuung fighter's face
twisted with humliation and rage. Rethnor danced back, savoring the noment
and fully intending to play out the fight. This young cub had chal | enged
himhim Rethnor the Hi gh Captain, perhaps the finest swordsman in Luskan-and
he intended to make the upstart pay for his insol ence.

And so Rethnor was not at all pleased when the ring on his sword hand began to
tingle with the famliar, silent sumobns. He needed to end the fight soon, so
he m ght seek solitude before the |arge onyx stone revealed itself as the
scrying crystal it was. O course, he wore gloves to hide the device. Magic
was not highly regarded by the Northmen, and it was inperative that Rethnor
keep this secret fromhis fellow H gh Captains, but he could never know

whet her someone who secretly practiced the thricedammed art of magic might be
present during such a summons. |f such a wetch detected an aura of magic
around Ret hnor, he or she would have a powerful weapon to use against him

But of course the young fighter knew nothing of this, and he advanced on
Ret hnor with deadly purpose. "I'll have your guts to replace that garter," the
swordsman prom sed grimy

Ret hnor's sigh of frustration hissed through gritted teeth. He parried the



young man's furious overhead strike and countered with a feint. Quickly,
skillfully, he worked the fighter's blade down | ow. Then once again he stepped
in close, this time with his fist |leading. A vicious uppercut to the jaw sent
his chal | enger reeling back, both arnms flung out w de. Before the younger
fighter could regain his defensive stance, Rethnor dug his bl ade deep into an
unprotected arnpit. The youth dropped his sword and sank slowy to the floor

a | ook of surprise on his face.

It was a particularly brutal finale to the fight, but it suited Rethnor's
mood. |If he could not have the lengthy battle he desired, at |east he could
give this challenger a lingering death. The young man's lungs would slowy
fill up with blood, and he would drown in his own stupidity. The Hi gh Captain
sheat hed his wet sword and tossed a handful of silver onto the table to pay
for his half-eaten neal. Then he strode into the night to see what information
t he Kraken Soci ety considered so inportant that they would sumon him one of
their nost powerful agents, at a tinme other than the specified safe hour

Ret hnor hurried to his house, inpatiently waVing away his wi fe's questions and
the mnistrations of his servants. He hastened to his private room and set
flame to the wick of a whale-oillanmp. After bolting the door, he tugged off
his gl oves and regarded the scrying crystal on his ring. The gl ossy bl ack
color of the onyx had faded conpletely; in the small magic portal he saw the
face of a beautiful, regal woman with inpassive |avender eyes.

"Wl | ?" he snapped, staring balefully at the tiny inmge. "Bad news or good, it
had better be worth the interruption!" You be the judge. The cool, feninine
voi ce sounded only in his mnd. No sound cane fromthe ring; indeed, the
worman' s |i ps never noved. Rethnor often wondered why she bothered to show her
face at all.

The seal hunters did not reach Waterdeep. The ship was intercepted by a
Ruat hen vessel. W believe it is bound for its hone port.

Ret hnor swore bitterly. He'd gone to a great deal of trouble and expense to
set up this diversion: capturing the sea elves, delivering themalive to a
secret drop on the distant archipel ago known as the Purple Rocks, taking the
bodi es back to the coast in Ruathen barrels, putting themon a caravel set
adrift in the known path of the Wterdhavian hunting vessel. It was but one of
many acts Luskan had arranged and pl aced upon Ruathym s doorstep, just one
step toward justifying Luskan's com ng takeover of the island. But it was a
particularly potent ruse, one that Rethnor knew would strike a responsive
chord in the hearts of the Waterdhavian rulers. In fact, the idea had cone
from Wat erdeep itself:

In recent nonths, reports of attacks on sea-elf comunities had filtered
ashore. Since it was well known that the Northmen of Luskan and Ruathym had no
| ove for elves of any kind, the Lords of Witerdeep had made pointed inquiries.
In truth, Luskan had had little to do with the sea elves' troubles; that did
not stop Rethnor fromexploiting them If the elf-loving southern neddl ers
were determined to nake this their affair, why not focus their indignation
upon Ruat hyn®? Yes, Rethnor concluded, this plan nust be sal vaged.

"What do you suggest?" he asked the tiny image.
Stop the ship, of course. W are told it left Neverwinter two days ago
sailing due west upon the River: Stop it, and do whatever you rmust to affix

bl ame for the sea-elven troubl es upon Ruat hym

Ret hnor nodded. This would actually be easier than it sounded, for the channe
of warm water known as the River was relatively narrow and the Ruathen ship



had only two days' head start. The ships of Luskan were fleet; he could close
t he di stance in mere days.

"I wll handle it nyself," he prom sed

Take two ships, the voice suggested, and as nany fighters as they can carry.
We have received word that there is a berserker warrior aboard the Ruathen
vessel . He destroyed a giant squid, the enbl em of the Kraken Society, and in
so doi ng has earned our special ennity.

The Hi gh Captain blinked, and for a nonent his usually rock-steady confidence
wavered. He had fought Ruathym s berserkers. They were troubl e enough ashore;
he did not relish the thought of fighting one in the close confines of a
ship-to-ship battle. Still, berserkers were only nortal nmen, and they were
even nmore eager than nost Northnen warriors to tak2 a seat in the nead halls
of Tempus. He, Rethnor, would happily oblige this one.

"Three ships,” he told the image with grim pleasure. "l sail at dawn with
t hree warshi ps. "

For a long nonent Liriel nmerely stared at the nan trapped in her nmagical web,
conpl et ed dunbf ounded by Ibn's pronise of death. She had acted only to defend
hersel f-surely Hrol fwould not turn against her for this! But Ibn seenmed so
certain, and he had sailed with the captain for years. And truly, what did she
know about the strange ways of humans?

Liriel's drow instincts took over. Up cane her hand crossbow, and a tiny dart
flashed toward the flrst nate. The sl eeping poi son was potent; |bn was asl eep
before he could finish the salty oath he'd begun to hurl at her

The drow qui ckly dispelled the magi c that had forned the giant spi derweb, and
| bn dropped heavily to the wooden floor of the hold. Liriel dug both hands
into her hair and gripped her head as if doing so could contain her whirling
t houghts. Granted, her inmpul sive action had bought her a little time. The
poti on would hold Ibn for several hours, but what could she possibly tell the
others that would explain his enspelled slunber?

"G ve himsone nead," suggested a deep voice fromthe far end of the hold

Liriel whirled at the unexpected sound. Her eyes narrowed as Fyodor rose from
behi nd the remai ni ng mead casks.

"What are you doi ng here?" she demanded angrily.

The Rashemi responded with a wy smle. "At the noment, little raven, | am
trying to keep you alive. See the cask there with one side blackened a bit, as
if it were placed too close to a fire? It holds sone of the nmead that put the
villagers to sleep. Pour a bit of it down him and a bit of it on him and
Hrolf will assume Ibn got into the stores and picked the wong barrel."

The drow stared at him A dozen questions clanored to be given voice; she
pi cked the easiest. "You know about the nead? But how?"

"Remenber, | was at your side during the trip to Neverwi nter, paying the
nmerchants for the goods you chose. The gold we used in paynent was famliar-|I
saw sone of the pieces when the druid threwtheminto the river." He shrugged.
"Knowi ng Hrolf, I was able to find ny way to the truth in tine."

Liriel accepted both his plan and his explanation with a curt nod. She pried
the Iid off the half-enpty cask and spl ashed sone of the nead on the sl eeping



mate. "I can keep himasleep only until tonorrow norning," she grunbled. "Life
woul d be so much easier if I could just kill himand have done with it!"

The drow | ooked up at Fyodor, and her eyes narrowed dangerously as she turned
her thoughts to another matter. "You were spying on ne."

"Not so," he protested. "I needed a place to rest, and the hold is quiet and
dark. 1. . . have not slept nuch of late." She nodded, understanding. Since
the Tine of Troubles, when Fyodo~s berserker magi c had gone awy, he had often
been tornmented by dreans. \Wen the battle frenzy faded, he sel domrenenbered
the details of the battles he fought. But the faces of those who died by his
sword came back to himby night. Liriel thought it extremely fortunate that
drow, as a rule, did not dreamat all. Mst of the dark el ves she knew would
soon go mad if they were forced each night to face the consequences of their
actions. But such thoughts were pushed aside as she focused on Fyodor. She'd
hoped he'd overcone his renorse about turning on her during the last battle,
but now she saw he had not. He was thinner, and there was a haggard | ook about
him Liriel suspected it was her face that had haunted his dreans of |ate.

A silence between them stretched until the tension became too great to bear.
"You were chanting," Fyodor said softly, "but not words of magic. It seenmed to
me that you were praying. |Is that true?"

Liriel nodded, surprised by the turn his thoughts had taken. "So?"

"You cast a spell through prayer; only a priest can do this." He paused, as if
reluctant to continue. "I have seen you dance in the noonlight, touched by the
shadow of Eil i straee. Tell me truly: have you becone a priestess of the Dark
Mai den?"

There was hope in his voice, but Liriel sawin his eyes that he did not
believe this could be so. Eilistraee was the goddess of those drow who forsook
the dark tunnels and evil ways, the goddess of dance and the hunt. The Dark
Mai den encouraged her followers to create beauty, to aid travelers, to live in
peace and joy beneath the sun and the moon. Fyodor knew that Liriel was a
child of the Underdark

Her fingers instinctively closed around the amulet of Lloth, as if to shield

her friend fromthe Spider Queen and all that the goddess represented. "I was
trained as a wizard froma young age,"” Liriel said steadily. "That is what |
am But before |I left Menzoberranzan, | was sent to the clerical school. | was

there but a short tinme, hardly enough to be accounted a priestess!™
"But your prayer was answered with magic," he persisted. Liriel shrugged. "If
a goddess is willing to grant me power, |1'd be a fool not to take it!"

"But at what price?" Fyodor asked earnestly. "Liriel, | have heard many
terrible stories of the drow and their goddess. You have given ne to know t hat
these stories are but a dimshadow of the life you knew. If this is so, what
good can possibly cone from such as LI oth?"

The drow t hought carefully before speaking, for such questions were new to her
and the answers were still formng in her mnd

"Do you renmenber what Q lue Vel adorn asked nme, when we asked her and the ot her
drow of Eilistraee's tenple to help us get the W ndwal ker back? She asked why
| wanted to retain ny drow powers--and what | intended to do with them | am

| earning that there are many things that can be done. Stopping N sstyre and
hi s nest of Vhaeraun worshi pers was one. Through the power of Lloth, | |earned
that the spirits of these elves did not nove beyond the nortal realm They



were trapped through sorcery: If Lloth grants ne the chance and the power to
free these elves, | will take it!"

"But Lloth is evil, is that not so?"

"OfF course," Liriel said without pause. "But Lloth is also powerful, and so ny

peopl e worship her. | used to scorn the drow s constant scranbling for nore
and nore power, like so many silly dragons collecting ever bigger heaps of
gold. But I'mstarting to see that power is also a tool," she concl uded

t houghtfully. "If | have it, and use it to worthwhile ends, does the source of
it truly matter?"

Fyodor shook his head, not certain howto answer. He was deeply gratified to
see how far Liriel had cone; these were hardly the sentiments of the spoiled
drow princess he had nmet in the tunnels of the Underdark. Fromthe begi nning
he had sensed Liriel's potential, and through his Sight had caught fey
glinpses of a destiny that might well rival the mghtiest of Rashenen's
Wtches. He was proud of her growmh, and he could not find words to refute her
reasoni ng. But still he was uneasy.

"Come," he said at last. "Let us tell Hrolfthat Ibn sleeps in the hold. That
will buy alittle time, but we must figure out what to do next."

Liriel smled her thanks and slipped her arns around his waist. "Devious, you
are!" she said teasingly. "Gven time, you might make a creditable drow ™"

He returned her friendly enbrace and quickly disengaged hinsel f: Not so much,
this time, fromthe tenptati on her nearness presented, but because of the
admration in Liriel's voice. He was not proud of the deception he'd
suggested, but to Liriel such acts were worthy of praise. She took great pride
in her heritage and considered conparing himto a drow the hi ghest possible
conpl i ment .

Fyodor's feelings of confusion deepened when he listened to Liriel explain the
matter to Holf, for she spun out the web of deception with obvious relish. He
could not hel p but wonder how far Liriel had truly traveled fromthe tunnels
of the Underdark, and the ways of LI oth.

Xzorsh did not reach the Elfmaid until the follow ng dawn, for he saw no need
to hurry. Although he already knew the reason for his sumons, the sea elf
listened carefully to Holf's recitation of the facts. He briefly considered
telling the pirate where the surviVing seal hunters had taken refuge, but he
knew there were no answers to be found there. The best Xzorsh could do for his
slain kindred was to take them honme to be buried with honor in the cora

cat aconbs hi dden deep in the sea. So he said nothing when Hrolf sent two
men-his first mate, who was strangely groggy and the object of much teasing by
his fellows, and the young warrior who'd killed the giant squid--0Out on a
smal | boat to look for the adrift sailors. It was effort wasted, and it nade
Xzorsh's tasks as guardian nore difficult, but the sea elf let it pass. He did
not trust what Hrolf mght do upon learning that Lord Cal adorn and the others
had escaped Unberl ee's judgnent.

Under Xzorsh's direction, the Ruathen sailors returned the slain elves to the
sea. Far beneath the waves, sea folk fromthe nearest settlenent awaited to
take themto the distant city they had once called home. Sittl, Xzorsh's
partner, had arranged all, and he awaited the ranger now in the depths. The
ot her ranger woul d not come near the El fmaid-his distrust of humans ran too
deep.

At the nmoment, Xzorsh could hardly blame him There was evil bel ow the waves



as well as in the world of humans, but the young sea ranger was deeply shaken
by the brutal, senseless nature of these deaths. He was al so troubled by the
brief conversation he'd had with the drow. She had pulled himaside, told him
of the strange fate that had befallen the spirits of the elves at the hands of
some unknown sorcerer. Apparently she'd hoped he m ght be able to shed sone
light on the matter. But to Xzorsh such use of magic was horrifying and
utterly beyond his understanding. He left the humans and their disturbing drow
passenger as soon as possible to seek the familiar confort of his friend s

pr esence.

But Sittl's mobod was even darker than his own. "I often think the world would
be better if Unrberlee took every human that so nmuch as stuck a toe in the

water," he said grimy in the clicks and whistles of the sea-elven dialect.
"And I will never understand why you spend so rmuch tinme and concern on that
pirate!'

Xzorshsent hima strange look. Sittl knew of his pledge. To sea elves, a pledge
was an inmmutable bond! "Hrolf saved nmy life," he rem nded his friend.

"So you have told nme many tines, but that was before we met. You were little
nore than a child then!" Sittl retorted. "The debt was paid in full |ong ago!"

"How can you say such a thing?" the ranger marvel ed, aghast that the
practical, reliable Sittl could harbor such bl asphenpus i deas.

H s partner turned aside. He did not answer for a long nmonent, but his nottled

shoul ders rose and fell in a deep sigh, sending an eloquent rift of bubbles
floating upward. "One of the femal es was once ny |lover. The dead child was
mne," he said flatly. "Forgive ny harsh words agai nst the human pirate; | am
not myself."

Xzorsh reached over to clasp his friend s shoulder. "lI'msorry. |If you had
told me of your loss, | would have spared you this task."

The el f shook his head. "W have our duties," he said, and when he turned back
to Xzorsh his face was conposed. "Wat nust we do now, to honor your pledge?"

"The others will see to the slain People. W two watch over Hrolf and his nen.
| need your help, for one of us nust keep Hrolf's ship in sight, the other
ensure that the two nen who seek the seal hunters cone to no harm | cannot

hel p but think," Xzorsh said slowy, "that the Elfmaid is in grave danger
There are forces at work that | do not yet understand."

"The drow?"
"Perhaps,"” the ranger said, and it was his turn to avert his eyes. This was as
close to an untruth as ever he had told. Xzorsh did not trust the drow, but
she knew magi ¢ and he did not. He woul d have to depend on her help to fnd and
free the spirits of the slain sea elves. It was an inpossible alliance and the
nost dangerous task he had ever consi dered.

Why t hen, Xzorsh wondered, did the very thought of it fill himwth elation?

Three days passed, and neither the crew of the Elfmaid nor Ibn and Fyodor in
their smaller boat caught sight of the adrift sailors. The two vessel s tacked
back and forth across the warmwaters of the River, crossing paths repeatedly
as they searched for the small boat. At |ast Ibn decided the effort was in
vai n.

"Theyre not on the River anynore, that's what," the first nmate procl ai nmed.



"Unberl ee took 'em and that's the end of it. W mght as well get back to the
ship."

Fyodor gave reluctant agreenent. He hadn't particularly enjoyed the conpany of
the taciturn sailor, but he hoped the tinme away fromthe ship had tenpered
Ibn's wath against Liriel. The mate had not once brought up the nmatter

Fyodor took that as a good sign

The two men rowed hard, and before long they had the Elfmaid in sight. Once on
board, Ibn strode directly over to Hrolf:

"Call a Thing," he demanded, using the ancient word for a council of |aw By
Nort hman | aw any ship's officer had the right to request that such council be
convened, but only to deal with matters of grave inport.

Hrolf eyed the first mate warily. "What's this about, |ad?"

"The female, that's what. She attacked ne--a ship's officer-with her drow
sorcery."

"You seem hal e enough," the captain pointed out. "Wuld you be happier if
she'd left nme dead?" Ibn retorted. "A hit or near mss, in the eyes of the |aw
it's all the same, and well you know it!"

Per pl exed by this devel opnent, the captain turned his gaze slowy over the nen
who had gathered to hear Ibn's words. Al nost without exception, they nodded
agreement to Ibn's assessnment of the matter

Hrol f sighed and turned to Fyodor. "You'd better bring her topside, lad. W' ve
got to get to the root of this."

The young warrior nodded grinmy and di sappeared into the hold. He and Liriel
returned to find the nen seated in a tight semcircle on the deck

"The Thing begins," Holf said, his face creased with regret. "You stand
before the ship's council, Liriel Baenre, accused of attacking a ship's
officer with sorcery. What do you say to this?"

The drow s chin lifted defiantly. "Whatever the man's position, has he the
right to creep up on ne, to threaten ne with a knife? As you can see, lbnis
strong and well. | did nothing but stop his attack. If 1'd attacked him he'd
be dead. If you doubt the truth of this, 1'd be nore than happy to
denonstrate,"” she said, leveling a cold glare at her accuser. '"And if using ny
so-cal l ed sorcery defies your |aws, why did you not object when we cane

t hrough the gates at Skullport?" "Those are good points,"” Hrolf said

hopeful |y.

Ibn folded his arnms over his chest. "The charge stands," he grow ed. "She
tossed me into a damed big spiderweb and shot ne with one o' them accursed
darts."”

"But why didn't you come forward sooner, |ad?" "Yourself sent nme off in that
blasted little tub before ny head cleared,” Ibn retorted. "And don't think I'm
happy about the rest of you lads thinking | got into the mead, or that | don't
know good stuff fromtainted. She nmusta splashed it on ne!"

" Spi derwebs, darts smaller than your little finger, and a half swall ow of
honey wine-it's a wonder you survived all that," Liriel observed with acid
sarcasm



Sone of the nen chuckl ed, and Hrol f passed a hand over his bewhi skered nouth
to cover a snmle. But Ibn's face turned an angry red.

"I upheld your orders, Captain-1 didn't lay hand on the wench. Not even when
found her casting magic in the hold, talking to them pickled elves like they
was ol d croni es-hol ding hands with one of "em It was clear as sunrise that
she knows nore about all that than she's let on." The mate paused to |let those
words sink deep. "I been sailing with you a long tine, Holf: | expect you to
do right by me and by them"

Oh, well done, Liriel thought with grimadniration. She knew Hrolf well enough
to realize that Ibn had touched several of the captain's sensitive spots.

A perplexed Holf chewed his nmustache as he considered his dilemma. Mst of
the men had begun to accept Liriel's presence anong them and all of them
seened willing to grant her strange ways sone | eeway; But there were things
that even he as captain could not ignore. If any other man had thrown
weapons--Q¥ any sort-at the first mate, it would have been consi dered
tantanmount to nutiny. The standard puni shnent was a qui ck toss overboard.
Granted, Ibn had pulled a knife on the lass, but it sounded as if he thought
he had a good reason to do so. "Three ships behind us, closing fast!" cane the
urgent voice of the man on watch

The captain exploded to his feet, a ook of intense relief on his face. "W're
under attack, lads!" he roared out. "And Tenpus be praised for it," he
nmuttered into his beard.

Xzorsh and Sittl saw the approachi ng warshi ps before the humans perceived
t hei r danger.

"Three to one. It does not | ook good for your human friend," Sittl observed.

The ranger shook his head. "Hrolf and his men fight well. They al so have the
magi ¢ of a drow and the night of a berserker on their side. | saw that human
destroy a giant squid. Al things considered, the odds are not so bad as they
m ght seem”

Sittl considered this. "I think calling reinforcements would be a w se
precaution. Since you will no doubt wish to stay in honor of your pledge,
will seetoit." He smled a little and placed a webbed hand on his friend's
shoul der.

"Prom se ne, though, that you will watch the battle froma safe distance."

Xzorsh nodded, grateful for the understanding and support. "But the sea el ves
are | ong gone. Wiomwi Il you sumon?"

The other elf's snile broadened and turned wy: "You've been so concerned wth
the humans ofl ate that you've forgotten there are as many peopl es bel ow t he
waves as above!"

The ranger acknow edged this gentle hit with a feigned wince. Sittl grinned,
then turned to swmswi ftly away to the west.

Left al one, Xzorsh turned his full attention upon the com ng battle. As he
wat ched the | arge warshi ps close in, he wondered whether his assessnent m ght
have been overly optinistic, and he hoped Sittl's reinforcenments would not be
too long in com ng



* * K* * *

Five days after his ships left the docks of Luskan, Rethnor spotted anot her
vessel, far to the west and sil houetted against a twilight sky. The High
Captain took up a spyglass and peered into it. He gave out a derisive sniff.
For sone reason the ship had dropped sail, and it had turned so that he | ooked
straight at the ridicul ous wooden figurehead-a garishly painted statue of a
worman with el ven ears and i nprobabl e curves.

"What in the Nine Hells is that? An elf ship?" "Ruathen,” one ofhis nen put
in, "That's the El frmaidl seen her before. Captain's one Hrolf the Unruly. He
was run out of Luskan three years ago for tearing apart the Seven Sails Inn."

A slow smle crept over Rethnor's face. He'd found not only his quarry, but

al so a way to deepen the m st that conceal ed Luskan's plot agai nst Ruathym
Wat er deep had forced Ruathym and Luskan to formthe Captains' Alliance. Let
the nmeddling southerners think their efforts had borne fruit and that the two
groups of Northnen were working in harnmony to tanp down the threat of piracy.
He, Rethnor, would serve up Holf to both Waterdeep and Ruathymvill age, and
in the process buy hinself good faith with both cities. The el f-1oving

of ficials of Waterdeep woul d readily accept Holf in the role of villain. The
man had a wild reputation-not to nmention possession of those pickled sea
elves. As for Ruathymwel |, there had been many strange happeni ngs on the

i sland of late, and the bel eaguered people nmight well grasp at any expl anation
presented them According to Rethnor's sources on the island, Hrolf was

consi dered to be somet hing of a rogue.

The Captain sent orders to his two other warships to flank the Ruathen vessel
taking the central attack hinself: "As soon as we cone within range, fire the
bal lista over her deck. Take care not to sink the ship," Rethnor cautioned.
"W need her whole, crew and cargo."

He rai sed the spyglass again and recoiled in astoni shment at the sight before
him Standing on the deck of the ship, franed by a flying cloak that glittered
darkly in the dying light, was a black elf: A female, at that. She was a tiny
thing, all hair and eyes, with ears |like a fox.

Ret hnor swore under his breath. He'd anassed power and weal th through his
ability to craft nultilayered plots and through his ability to plan ahead for
each possi bl e nmove his opponents m ght nake. Unlike nost Northmen, he did not
consi der chess to be an effete pastine. But he played nost of his ganes in the
back roons and the battlefields that led to power, with living beings as pawns
and warriors. He knew all of his players and opponents well. He knew what to
expect fromthe sailors and fighters of Ruathym and was even confident ofhis
ability to overcone one of their berserker warriors. But despite the stories
he had heard all his life--or perhaps because ofthem he had no idea what to
expect froma drow

Chapter 7

Dance of the Elfrmald

As Ret hnor watched through the spyglass, the captain of the Elfmaid-a nountain



of a man with pal e braids and massive arms-haul ed up a brightly col ored square
sail and sent nen to the oars. The pirates were going to try to outrun them

But the Luskan warships were built for speed. Two tall masts supported
enornous sails that caught and held every breath of the wind, and the crews
were chosen fromthe best the Northlands had to offer. Rethno~s |ead ship, the
Cutl ass, plunged after the pirates, its bow | eaping the waves |ike a dol phin
at play, sending spray after spray of white foam flying.

As soon as Rethnor had the Elfmaid within range, he gave the order to fire. A
ballista bolt-a giant, iron-tipped spear-traced an arc toward the pirate ship
and tore downward through its gay sail. The bright cloth caught on the barbs
of the ballista, rending frommdsail to | ower beam The rip stole nmuch of the
wind fromthe sail, and the pirate ship slowed. Rethnor gave the signal, and
two warships went wide to flank the Ruathen vessel. On three sides they closed
in on the crippled ship.

But Hrolf the Unruly was not one to go down lightly; The pirate ship spun in a
sharp turn-so sharp that Rethnor fully expected the ship to careen. The

Ruat hen captain knew his Elfrmaid well; the odd vessel righted and faced down
her cl osest attacker, the ship approaching fromRethnor's left. The ful
strength of the wind caught what was left of the sail, and the oars bent under
the force of the rowers' quick, desperate pull. The pirate ship |urched

forward, so fast that the hull reared upward. Her sharpened bowsprit ranmed
broadside into the hull of the approachi ng warship. The | ancelike beam bit
deep into the wood of the Luskan ship.

The pirates i mediately sent a stormof arrows toward the warship to hold back
the Northnen fighters. Under the cover of Ruathen arrows, the black elf,
ninbl e and sure-footed as a squirrel on a tree branch, ran up the tilted
bowsprit and onto the warship's deck

Nort hmen warriors charged to meet her with swords and battl e-axes. The drow
cane steadily on. Wite fire spat fromher hands and sent the warriors reeling
back. She did not stop to press her magically gai ned advantage, but rose into
the air.

As Ret hnor gaped-he had no idea the dammed fiends could fly-the drow fl oat ed
to the very top of the masts. She pulled a long knife fromher belt and cut

the lines that held the sails aloft-first one sail, then the other, in |ess

time than the telling would take. The massive sails plunmeted down onto the

fighters, burying themall beneath a bl anket of heavy canvas.

Hrolf the Unruly was next to clinb the bowsprit, and despite his nmassive size
he was no less agile than the tiny drow. The captain | eaped onto the deck and
ran across the heaving, squirmng canvas and toward the pair of nasts.
Meanwhil e the pirates | aid down boardi ng pl anks and swarmed up after him They
formed a ring around the outer edges of the canvas sail, stabbing down again
and again into the trapped Northmen as they closed in toward the center. Here
and there a dagger slashed up through the heavy canvas shroud, but the pirates
easily cut down the sailors before they could energe to stand and fight. It
was not battle, it was butchery-and it was over in mnutes. Meanwhile the
warship on the right flank closed in on the danaged warship, circling around
to the west and pulling alongside the El fnmaid. Rethnor nodded his approval .

H s ship was approaching fromthe east. The Ruathen vessel would be trapped,

pi nned to one warship and tightly flanked by two nore.

The Cutlass cane in fast, swi nging around at the | ast noment so that her port
side struck the trapped pirate ship with a solid thud.



"W got 'emnow " crowed the boatswain.

Ret hnor responded with a grimsmnmile. He was no | ess confident of the eventua
out come, but he'd fought Ruathen before, and he woul dn't consider them dead
until their own funeral services were over and done wth.

At a roar fromtheir captain, nost of the pirates hurried back aboard their
ship. Holfthe Unruly remai ned were he

was, boots planted wi de on the bl oody canvas as he braced hinselffor the
second inmpact as the western ship closed in, battle-ready warriors clustered
at the rail. Fromhis perch aboard the hi gher warship, Hrolf | ooked down at
his EIf maid, and at the three ships that surrounded her |ike the spine and
covers of a book. But his gaze did not falter, and his nassive chest was flung
out as if to receive the expected bl ows.

Qdd, thought Rethnor. Northmen sailors usually preferred to die on their own
shi ps.

As the High Captain watched, the dark elf floated down to the deck and then
scanpered over to the Elfmaid s bowsprit. She straddled it, holding on wth
bot h hands and bracing her feet against the hull of the inpaled warship, as if
she intended to push the pirate ship free. To Rethnor's astoni shment, she did
precisely that.

The drow t hrew back her head and sent a single high, keening note soaring
toward the darkening sky, an eerie sound that sent a prickle of dread running
down Ret hno~s neck. Inmmediately there was a flash of |ight and sound, |ike
lightning and thunder enneshed in one conbi ned burst of power. A spray of

mul ti col ored sparks bounced off the broken hull of the warship, and the

El fmai d shot backward. Wth a mighty splash, her up-tilted bow dropped back
down to the water.

While the Northmen fighters gaped at this marvel, Hrolf the Unruly cut through
the boomlines on the forenost mast. The pirates who'd renai ned aboard the
warship with himrushed to his side. Miscles knotted and straining, they gave
t he heavy beam a nmighty heave. The boom swung out, sweeping over the bow and
continuing around toward the westernnost warship. So close was the ship that
the tip of the sw nging boomreached over the rail and into the fighters

gat hered there. Several of the nen were swept off the deck and into the sea.
As if that weren't bad enough, the boom continued its path-tracing a wi de arc
back toward ship's rear mast. Like a giant quarterstaff, the second mast
parried the blow, but the crash of inmpact sent a shudder through the damaged
warship. A grinding creak rent the air; then, slowy, the rear mast | eaned and
toppled into the sea like a felled tree. Al that renmained was a few j agged
splinters and a tangle of I|ines.

Ret hnor turned to his second, the warrior who served as battle chief. "Do not
board the pirate ship. Bring the battle to us," he ordered.

The N orthman responded with a curt nod, clearly understanding the High
Captain's reasoning. On fanmiliar footing, the Northmen fighters had better
chance of success, for who could know what deadly magi cal traps that dammabl e
drow wi zard m ght have waiting for themon the Elfnmaid?

A dozen or nore nen took up grappling hooks and sent themtwirling toward the
retreating pirate ship. Line after line fell into the sea, but fmally one,
then two nore hooks caught hold on the lowrail. The Northmen attached the
lines to winches and drew the ship in as they would a hooked fish. Archers
kept the pirates pinned down behind their shield wall so they could not cut



the |ines.

The capture of the Elfmaid brought roars of anger and protest from her
captain. Still aboard the damaged warship, Holf yelled out colorfu
chal | enges to his enem es' manhood and ancestry, brandi shed his mighty
br oadsword, and demanded battle.

"Cblige him" Rethnor commanded the steersnman, and the Cutlass once again
closed in on the damaged ship. The pirate captain needed no invitation to
board; when the warship cane within reach he vaulted over the watery divide
and hurled himself, sword first, at the nearest fighters. His men swarmed in
behind him all of them as eager for battle as their captain.

Ret hnor stayed on the forecastle, watching the fight and biding his tine. He
want ed the Ruathen fighters on this ship. Al of the fighters. Yet some nen
remai ned on the pirate vessel, standing ready to defend her against attack

The High Captain turned to his onmbudsman and gave an order to be relayed to

t he ot her warshi p. The man pi cked up semaphores and waved the signal. In
response, the Luskan fighters on the far ship sent volley after volley of
arrows raining down on the pirates. The choice was clear: the Ruathen
defenders could stay where they were and die, or take the fight to the ship
that was reeling themin. Wen the Elfnmaid was cl ose enough to her captor, the
pirates | eaped onto the warship and flung thenselves into battle.

Al'l of the Ruathen were doughty fighters, but Rethnor saw no sign of the
expected berserker. Wth m xed di sappointment and reliet; he picked his first
victim a darkhaired youth who stood out anong the fairer Ruathen. An easy
kill-the lad could hardly lift the black sword he held. Rethnor stal ked in,
intending to gut the young fighter before he could parry the first blow The
Captai n haul ed back his blade in preparation for a backhanded sl ash.

But he did not swing, for astonishment knotted his arm muscles in place.
Suddenly his sword was no | onger ainmed at the young nan's torso; it was nore
on a level with his opponent's thigh

Ret hnor | ooked up. The young fighter appeared to be at |east seven feet tall
wi th shoul ders as wide as the tool arge sword he now held with frightening
ease. "Berserker," breathed Rethnor. Hi s nmonment of fear passed, and the
anticipation of battle swept through himlike a fever. He raised his sword to
his forehead in a gesture of chall enge.

In a novenment al nost too fast for the eye to register, the black sword
mrrored his salute. Then it cut downward with an audi bl e swi sh. Rethnor

bl ocked, ignored the surge of bone-nunbing pain that |eaped up his arm and
into his shoulder fromthe force of the inpact. He spun, gripping his sword
with both hands and lifting it high overhead to parry the next sl ashing bl ow
The swords net with a shriek of metal. Rethnor continued the turn, com ng
around to face the berserker and using all his strength and weight to press

t he bl ack sword down toward the deck. He lifted a heavy-booted foot above the
joined bl ades and ki cked out. The Northman's foot connected hard-a gutter
fighter's nmove that should have doubl ed his opponent over in deeply nmasculine
agony. The berserker did not so much as blink. H's black sword whistled up

t hrowi ng Ret hno~s sword arm out and wi de. Faster than the Hi gh Captain would
have believed possible, the berserker changed direction to slash straight
down.

So fast did the bl ade descend that Rethnor heard the clatter of his falling
sword before he realized what had happened. Pain as pure and bright as nolten
steel exploded in his mnd and his arm He |ooked in horror at the dripping
stunp at the end of his sword arm Wth one stroke the berserker had cut



t hrough gauntlet, bracer, flesh, and bone. Rethnor's severed hand lay on the
deck in a spreading pool of blood.

Several of Rethnor's men ran to their captain's aid, and the berserker turned
to answer the new threat. Dinly Rethnor was aware of the skinny young pirate
who scuttled in to claimthe grimtrophy, only to hurl it into the sea. He
felt a belated surge of loss as his hand splashed into the waves; then he
turned and stunbled toward the hold of the ship. There, in the galley, was a
circular stone firepit. Alarge kettle was wedged into the pit, enbers from
the evening neal still bright beneath it. Wth a kick, Rethnor sent the kettle
flying. Hi s remaining hand shook as he pulled a broad dagger fromhis belt and
thrust it into the hot coals. The H gh Captain waited until the nmetal gl owed
red; then he set his jaw against the pain to come. He fully intended to |ive,
but to do so he had to stop the flow of blood. He took up the dagger and
pressed the hot netal against his bleeding stunp. A brutal hiss and the stench
of seared neat filled the room

Ret hnor fought back the waves of agony and nausea and struggled to remain
consci ous. Again he heated the dagger and cauterized the wound, and then once
again. Finally he slunped to the floor to await the battle's end. He knew
that, for him the fight was over, but there was no thought of defeat in his
m nd.

H s war chief was a capabl e conmander. One ship had sustai ned serious damage,
but nearly two-thirds of his fighting force still stood. The pirates were

out nunbered nearly seven to one. Not even a berserker or a drow could even

t hose odds.

Then he heard the whine of some unknown missile, the shattering expl osion as

it hit some target to the west. Even down in the hold the crackle of fire and
the snmell of burning wood and flesh cane to Rethnor. Only two ships left, he

noted dinmy as the room began to spin out of control. Still, the odds favored
Luskan, and he was confident.

Liriel prow ed about the warship, wapped in her piwafwi and invisible in the
surgi ng waves of battle. Again and again her dagger slipped between sone

Nort hman's ribs, or slashed a hanstring. Perhaps it was not the nost noble of
battl e techni ques, but Liriel was pragmatic. As the drow saying went, "The
unseen knife cuts the deepest." Trusting Fyodo~s battle rage to keep himsafe,
she sought out Hrolf and silently decimated the circle of fighters around him
An expression of alnbst comc outrage suffused the pirate's face when he saw
hi s opponents had inexplicably fallen. He spun on his heel and went roaring

of fin search of new playnates. Liriel stepped over the body of the nman she'd
just slain, intending to follow Hrolf-for where the captain went, so did nopst
of the action.

A strong hand seized a handful of the drow s cloak and hair, then yanked her
sharply backward. She stunbled, tripping over the fallen man behi nd her

The agil e drow recovered quickly. Catching herself before she could fall, she
dropped to the deck and threw herself into a side roll. The nove w enched her
piwafwi fromthe hand of her attacker, but it also threw the cl oak open and
dispelled the invisibility charm Liriel came up into a crouch, a knife in
each hand, ready to throw into the eyes of whatever canny Northnan had

percei ved and attacked her.

To her astonishment, |Ibn stood over her, a grimsnmile on his red-bearded face
and Fyodor's distinctive driftwood cudgel in his hand.

The drows first thought was that Fyodor had fallen in battle, despite the



power and prowess granted by his battle frenzy. It did not surprise her that
I bn would bring her the news--0f all Holf's men, only he would find pl easure
in delivering such a bl ow.

Fear tightened, |like bands of mithril, around her chest and throat. She rose
to her feet, her face a dark and regal mask, her eyes steadily fixed upon the
mate's gloating face. Before the stunned and grieVing drow coul d guess his
intent, 1bn haul ed back the cudgel and swung it fiercely toward her. The
rock-hard driftwood club caught Liriel in the middle with a strength that

fol ded her over and forced the air fromher lungs. She collapsed to the deck
conpl etely unable to draw breath.

I bn snatched up a net and tossed it over her; then he stooped down and pl ucked
her off the deck. Holding her easily in his arnms, the sailor covered the
distance to the rail in tw steps. Wthout hesitation, he threw the bound and
hel pless elf into the sea.

"It is fire, and it is ice."

Once, not so | ong ago, Fyodor had used those words to try to tell Liriel what
t he berserker rage was |ike. Never had the words rung so true as at this
nonent .

The battle fury burned fierce in Fyodor's blood, and his sword seared its way,
like a black flame, through the throng of fighters. Just as powerful, and
every bit as deadly, was the ice. The magic that sped Fyodor's sword arm al so
seened to freeze tine itself, slow ng the novenents of all those around himto
a sluggish craw, giving himtine to think and react. The frenzy enhanced sone
of his senses and benunbed others. Although his body bore the mark of many
wounds, he felt no pain. Nor did he tire. Each swing of the heavy sword cane
as easily as the last.

Yet the ice was a prison, as well, a fastness to rival any dungeon stronghol d.
Fyodor could not help but fight; he had to fight until no nore stood agai nst
him He could do nothing but fight. And so he had to watch, helpless in the
grip of his owmn killing fury, while the treacherous first mate threw Liriel to
her deat h.

Hs worst fear-that Liriel would soneday fnd her way into his nightnmares-had
cone true. The berserker curse kept himfromgoing to his friend' s aid.

Per haps her bl ood was not on his sword, but it was on his hands. In the snall
part of his mind that was still his own, Fyodor knew a | oss deeper than any
he'd ever felt or feared. Some instinct of self-preservation rem nded hi mthat
he woul d renmenber none of this at battle's end. This was no consolation to the
young man, for the dead returned to haunt hi mwhenever he grew too weary to
keep hinsel f awake. He would relive the horror and hel pl essness of Liriel's
deat h, again and again, for as long as he lived and as often he slept.

A roar of rage and grief tore fromFyodor's throat. He whirled, slashing out
viciously as he spun. The bl ow severed the head of a Northman warrior and sent
it flying. Fyodor lunged after it and caught one of the red-blond braids in
his free hand. He began to whirl the gruesonme trophy overhead |ike a nacabre
bolo, then let fly at one of the dead man's horror-struck conrades. The
mssile flew straight and true. Bone connected with bone, and the man went
down in a splash of gore, his own skull shattered by that of his friend.

An enornmous, axe-w el di ng Northman waded toward Fyodor over the thick carpet
of the slain. The fighter called out to Tenpus as he cane, and to the warriors
who had gone before him exhorting themto prepare hima welcone in the nmead
halls of their god. The warrior clearly knew he woul d die, and he canme on



determned to go out in glory and honor. Shrieking a final battle cry to
Tempus, the axeman | ashed out with religious fervor

Fyodor stepped forward to accept the wicked bite of the steel. The axe never
cane close. Al nost against his will, the berserker pivoted sharply away as the
bl ade descended. He continued his spin, whirling in a conplete circle and
swinging his sword at waist |evel as he went. The bl ack bl ade cut through the
Nort hman's protective leather jerkin and chain mail, sliced deep into his
body. Instantly dead, the nman slunped forward, the heavy wei ght of his body
pinning the sword firmy between two bones of his spine. The berserker tugged,
but even his nmagically enhanced strength could not dislodge the weapon.

Anot her Nort hman, seeing that the dangerous fighter was nonmentarily

vul nerabl e, cane at a run

Fyodor kicked out hard, catching the dead warrior under the chin and sending
the Iolling head snappi ng back. There was a sharp crack as the spine fully
gave way; then the two halves of the dead warrior slid apart, freeing Fyodor's

sword and spilling blood and entrails onto the deck. Fyodor calmy sidestepped
as the attacking Northman charged into the horrible mess. The man sli pped,
arms windmlling, his nmomentumtaking himon a slide toward the side of the

ship. Fyodor sped his progress with a slap fromthe flat of his sword. The man
hit the rail hard, and his booted feet flew up as he toppled headfirst into
the sea. The berserker swept a glance over the wild, surging nelee. Over a
hundred Northnen still stood, against |ess than a score of Ruathen. But Fyodor
woul d fight until he'd killed themall, or until he hinself was slain.

The young warrior no | onger cared which came first.

Fearful and inpatient, Xzorsh watched the battle ragi ng overhead and waited
for Sittl to arrive with reinforcements. The Ruathen pirates seenmed to be
doing well. At |east, none of the bodies that sank past the sea elf wore
fam liar faces.

Then, suddenly; someone he did know plunged into the sea. The drow, tangled in
netting, dropped near the startled sea elf: Her strange gol den eyes settled on
himfor a nonment; then she reflexively drew in seawater in a deep gul ping
breath. The anber orbs rolled up, and her thrashing linbs went still.

Xzorsh snatched up a handful of net and swamfrantically for the surface,
dragging the drow with him He shook the water fromhis eyes and, taking stock
of the battle, saw that the deserted El fmaid was the safest place to revive
the drow. He swam around to the far side of the pirate ship to avoid
detection, then ninbly clinbed up, draggi ng the unconscious fermale after him
Not wasting any tinme renoving the netting, he placed both hands on her rib
cage and began the rhythm c punping that would enpty her |ungs of water

Tense nonments passed before his ministrations took effect. The drow coughed,
sputtered, and then gave up the water she had inhal ed. She recovered faster

t hat Xzorsh expected. Seizing his hands, she pulled herself up into a sitting
posi tion.

"The net," she gasped in a raw edged voice, struggling to tear it away; her
eyes as frantic as those of a trapped animal. Xzorsh reached for his knife,
then realized that its place was enpty-he had given it to Lord Cal adorn

Seeing this, the drow told himthere was a knife in her boot and wi ggled the
one foot that was not entangled in webbing. Xzorsh found the knife and went to
work. It was the finest blade he'd ever held, and it cut through the ropes

wi th astoni shing ease. In nmoments the drow was free. She haul ed herself to her
feet and staggered over to the rail.



The warship that she had attacked with a nassive fireball had drifted away
fromthe battle. Flanmes |eaped toward the darkening sky and |icked at the sea
as the ship burned down to the waterline. Two of the attacking vessels

remai ned, and the battle was bei ng waged excl usi vely on one ship. The ot her
war shi p--the one that had | ost a mast-nmanaged to press in close. A line of
Nort hmen stood at the rail, holding | ong spears and pi kes and harrying the

pi rates whenever they cane within reach, herding them back toward the m dst of
the battle.

And the battle itself was not going well. Fyodor raged like a whirlw nd across
t he deck of the warship, and wherever he went Northnen fell before his bl ade.
But his shirt hung in tatters around him and his hair and cl othes were dark
with blood. Liriel suspected that rmuch of it was his own. Even a berserker had
[imts, and when Fyodor fell, so would the Ruathen who were protected by his
fury.

Xzorsh cane to her side and handed her the knife. "Never have | seen so sharp
a blade,"” he said tentatively. "Perhaps this is a foolish question, but do you
have anyt hing that can cut through the hull of a ship?"

Liriel spun to face him her golden eyes distant as her thoughts raced over
the possibilities. Suddenly she snmiled and tore a bag fromher belt. She shook
out the contents; a dozen or so crab-shaped netal objects clattered to the
deck. Xzorsh recogni zed themas the things she'd hurled at the giant squid.
They had cut through the tough carapace of the creature, but the sea elf did
not see how they would help himnow They would not fly through water as
readily as they spun through the air.

C osing her eyes, the drow held her hands over the strange metal crabs and
began to chant. They began to glow, taking on the red color of a winter
sunset. At length the drow stooped and gat hered them up

"These are throwi ng spiders," she explained quickly. "I've changed the
enchantnment slightly. Put themon the hull of the ship-or anything else, for
that matter-and theyll dig their way through. |I want them back," she cautioned

the sea elf as she handed them over

Xzorsh nodded and pointed to sonme of the pike-w el ding Northnen. "Wen their
ship is at the bottomof the sea, | will retrieve your weapons and return them
to you."

Liriel gave hima fierce grin and a conpani onabl e swat on the shoul der-a
gesture she'd no doubt learned fromHrolf. "Send themto Unberlee," she said
with dark gl ee. The sea ranger nodded and dove into the water, hugging the bag
of precious nmagical weapons close to his heart. Left alone on the El fnaid,
Liriel paced the deck as she contenpl ated her next nove. Invisible or seen

she could fight well with a sword but not well enough to turn the tide of
battle. Her strongest weapon, her nmgic, was the best option. But she could
not hurl fireballs without hitting sone of Hrolf's nen.

Liriel's fingers closed around the Wndwal ker, and she frantically revi ewed
the arsenal of spells she had stored in the amulet. None of them in and of
t hensel ves, seemed equal to the task. She needed. . . She did not know what
she needed.

Suddenly her eyes focused on a famliar object. Inspiration sparked, then
caught flame. She let out a single whoop of excitenent and then got down to

t he serious business of spellcasting. A spell simlar to the one she'd used on
the throw ng spiders--one that woul d ani mate an object and subject it to her
will-was stored in the Wndwal ker. She had never tested it, but there was no



time for such precautions now.

Liriel raced over to the figurehead and pl aced one hand on the ten-foot
statue. Wth her free hand, she cl asped the W ndwal ker and began to chant.

Stored nagi ¢ poured through her body and into the carved i nage of the el ven
mai d. The garish paint under Liriel's hand took on nore realistic hues; then
the lifelike colors spread out in all directions until the entire statue took
on a senblance of life.

A shudder rippled through the giant elven female, and the figurehead stirred.
Wod cracked like thunder as the elf nmaid tore herself away fromthe ship that
bore her name. At Liriel's bidding, the wooden warrior strode toward the rai
and dove into the sea.

Massi ve wooden hands broke the surface with a force like that of a breaching
whal e. The elf maid gripped the rail of the warship and haul ed hersel f aboard,
setting the ship rocking crazily; Northnmen and pirates alike lost their
footing and tunbled to the deck. The fighters quickly scranmbled to their feet,
but the sight of the approaching statue sent themreeling back. For a nonent
the din of battle gave way to stunned and profound silence, broken only by the
heavy tread of the elf maid s wooden slippers upon the deck

The ani mat ed fi gurehead advanced steadily, weaponless but w thout fear. She
pl ucked up a Northman fighter and hurled himinto the sea, then backhanded
anot her and sent himflying into the ready sword of a waiting pirate. On and
on she went, a fearful killing apparition

Hrolf was the first to recover fromthe shock. A grin of sheer, boyish delight
split his face, like that of a child whose favorite toy had been brought
inexplicably to life. He called out a fond greeting to the thing and bade her
tend the troubl esonmre axemen massed on the port side. The elf maid turned at
once to do his bidding.

Liriel noted this with a surge of relief, and she gladly relinquished her
creation to Hrolf's comand. The powerful magic she had cast, the terrifying
plunge into the sea, had drained her strength. She felt the pull of exhaustion
and slid slowy to the deck, giving herself at last to sweet, deep darkness.

Chapter 8

Seaf ol k

The sky was still dark when Hi gh Captain Rethnor energed from his pain-racked
slunber. H's cabin boy darted forward with a flask of water and held it while
the captain took a fewtentative sips. As soon as he could summon breath and
voi ce, Rethnor imredi ately demanded that the war chieftain be brought to him
He was not at all happy to learn the man was dead. Rethnor asked for the first
mate, then the boatswain, and received the sanme answer.

"Well, damm and blast it, bring me the highest-ranking man still standing!" he
roared. The cabin boy scurried off at once to do his bidding.

To Rethnor's extrenme di smay, the hi ghest rank bel onged to that of the ship's
physi ci an-not a normal m xture aboard Northmen ships but one that, given their
m ssion, Rethnor had considered a wi se precaution. It seemed his instincts had



been sound, for the physician had obviously found work to occupy hinself: The
heal er was spattered with bl ood, and he | ooked unspeakably weary, nuch ol der
than his fifty-odd winters. And the tale he told was gri mindeed. Two of the
m ghty warshi ps had been lost, one to fire, the other inexplicably scuttled.
Al of the warriors-all!-had been slain or badly wounded. Only a few of the
crew, barely enough to sail the ship, had escaped the Elfrmaid' s wath. The
pirates had proven to be fearsonme and inventive fighters. Their captain's

bl ade al one had clained at |east a score of the Northnen. But it was the
berserker, and then the magically animated figurehead, that had utterly

deci mated the Luskan fighters.

Ret hnor |istened with growing horror as the story of the battle unfol ded. Wen
at last the telling was done, he absently allowed the physician to check his
wounded arm and to change the dressing. Hi s thoughts raced as he considered
all he had heard.

The unt hi nkabl e had happened. A single Ruathen ship had overcome his trio of
war shi ps and was even now bound for her island honme with this news. The Luskan
shi ps had covered their nameplates and had flown plain sails and no port

flags, but it was possible that someone anong the pirates night have

recogni zed the man who'd |l ed the attack. Rethnor was not unknown anong the
Ruat hen. As Hi gh Captain, he had attended many neetings of the Captains
Al'liance and had often sat across the table fromthe island' s battle
chieftains, the so-called First Axes of Ruathym

Ret hnor determ ned that come what may, word of this attack could not reach
Ruat hym Granted, the island' s people were unlikely to unravel the tangled
pl ot he'd woven to ennesh them but Rethnor was not willing to give thema
chance.

"Who steers the ship?" he demanded. "Were are we bound?"

"One of the sailors-I know not his name. Rest easy; we sail for Luskan," the
physician replied in a soothing voice. Rethnor threw aside the coverlet and
rose to his feet. He thrust aside the protesting healer and made his way up to
the starlit deck and confronted the astonished tillerman. "Turn her about," he
ordered in a voice that forbade argunent. "Set a direct course for Trisk."

The sailor blinked but promptly relayed the order to the scant remaining crew.
None of the men openly questioned Rethnor-to do so at the best of tinmes would
have neant their deaths-but to a man they wondered whether the sword that had
severed the High Captain's hand had al so stolen his wts.

Trisk was one of two large islands in the distant cluster known as the Purple
Rocks. The islands |ay west of Gundarlun, and past the warmwaters of the
River. lce floes were still a hazard at this time of year, but even nore
fearsone were the strange and deadly sea creatures who were said to lair near
t he i sl ands.

These stories were told only on solid land, preferably far fromthe sight of
the sea and in the warmsecurity of a crowded and firelit tavern. The
tillerman did not want to remenber those stories now He was a Northnman, and
he did not fear to die. He just wi shed he could be certain there was a path
between the mead halls of Tenmpus and the bellies of the sea creatures that
surely awaited them

Liriel slept through that night and well into the next day. She awoke with a
start, surprised to see sunlight pouring in through the portal and
Hrol f keepi ng vigil beside her cot. He grinned broadly when he saw her eyes
upon him "It's glad | amto see you awake, lass! Lie still, now " he



adnoni shed her as she struggled to sit up

"The lad is well enough, but sleeping," Holf continued, guessing what her
first question mght be. "He took a few cuts, none of them past stitching, but
tired himself out sonmething fearful. 1've lived on Ruathymall ny days and
seen berserkers in frenzy many a time, but never anything to equal that!" he
said with awe.

"It gets worse each time," Liriel nanaged to say.

Hrol f nodded, his jovial face suddenly very sonber. "He doesn't have many nore
like that in him does he?"

The drow shook her head. Her eyes drifted shut, but not before the pirate
noted the uncharacteristic despair in their anber depths.

"What do you plan to do about it, lass?" Hrolf asked softly. "I figured sone
time back that you're |ooking to Ruathym for answers. M ght be that | can help
you find them"

"It's a very long story," Liriel muttered.

Hrolf folded his arns and | eaned back against the wall. "You got unti
moonrise to tell it," he said calmy. "The | ads bade ne keep you here til
then. They're working on a surprise for you."

"Carrying out the verdict fromthe Thing?" Liriel inquired with a touch of
bi tterness.

The captain grinned. "You might say that. But it's naught to fret about, trust
me on that. Now, let's hear your tale." Trust was not sonething that cane
easily to the drow, but Liriel found confort in Holf's bluff assurances. ~

I ndeed, she had not realized until this noment how fully she'd cone to trust
the pirate. Wthout hesitation she told himthe story of the Wndwal ker.
Stolen fromone of Rashenen's Wtches, the anulet was an artifact from sone
ancient time, its magic little understood even by the pOArful Wtches who had
worn it over the years. She told of the series of events that had introduced
her to rune lore, the ancient magi c shared by ancestors of Ruathym and

Rashenen, and the story of how she'd come to possess the amulet. Finally, she
told himof the quest that drew both her and Fyodor to Ruat hym The W ndwal ker
was crafted for two things: to store "place magic" for a tine, and to carve a
new y | earned and uni que rune upon the anci ent and sacred oak that stood on
Ruat hym Liriel's innate drow powers and ready spells attested to the

W ndwal ker' s potency. She hoped that the journey to Ruathymthe | essons she

| earned, the trials she endured-would formthe needed rune in her mind and
heart that would grant her permanent possession of her dark-el ven magic, and
Fyodor control over his berserker strength.

"I"ve heard tell of ancient rune quests," Hrolf observed when at |ast she
paused for breath. "Let's say the shaping of the rune does cone to you. Do you
know how the casting of it should be done?"

Liriel shook her head. "I know a | ot about wi zardly magic, but this is
conpletely different."

"M ght be that | can help you there," he said thoughtfully. "You're right in
sayi ng that nmuch about rune |ore has been forgotten, but bits and pieces of
the old ways can still be found if you know where to | ook. Some in ny famly
still pass down the old tales.” He paused and gave Liriel a grin and a w nk.



"You mght ha' noticed | don't go about things the way nost people seemto
think I ought. That current runs deep in ny famly. | got a cousin, a good
friend since we was boys, calls hinmself a shaman. Hmand nme will have a
sit-down and talk it out, see what can be done for you and the lad."

The drow nodded her thanks, but the despair did not fade fromher eyes. "Ifwe
make it to Ruathymin tine," she said softly.

Hrol f considered this. "You know," he said, "I've been thinking about the plan
to stop by Gundarlun. Herring fishing is nasty work. |1'd just as soon do
without it this spring. W' ve provisions enough to take us to Ruathym and our
trade goods won't spoil before the next trip. So how about we sail straight
for honme?"

Liriel's startled gaze flewto the pirate's face. "You would do that for us?"

"That and nore, and don't you be | ooking so surprised about it!" The pirate
reached out and gently cupped her chin in his massive paw. "You're a right
smart | ass, but you've yet to learn a thing or two. You and the | ad have stood
by me, and the Elfmaid, tine and again. Don't you be thinking Ill soon forget
it."

Hrol f gave her cheek a gentle pat and then sat back. "If you're feeling up to
visitors, there's someone powerful eager to talk to you."

Liriellifted an inquisitive brow

"Xzorsh," the pirate responded, grinning broadly. "The elf's been sw nm ng
al ongsi de since sunrise. Got sonething for you, he says, and won't give it
into any hand but yours. I'mthinking that he's a bit taken with you, |ass."
Liriel responded with a derisive sniff.

"Well, why not? He's a likely-looking lad," Hrolf teased, "and you with a
fondness for sw nmng!"

"I'f I thought | could hold nmy breath | ong enough to nake it worth ny while, |
m ght be tempted,"” Liriel responded wyly. "But | mght as well see what he
wants." Still grinning, the captain left the cabin and cl opped up the | adder
to the deck. A few nonments later, Xzorsh came quietly to the door, a faniliar
bag in his webbed hands. "Your magic crabs," he said, placing the still-wet
bag on the floor. "They are all there."

The sea elf looked as if he wished to say nore, so Liriel waved himinto the
rooms only chair. There were things that she, too, w shed to discuss.

"Was it hard to find the throwi ng spiders? The nmagic crabs,"” she anended,

renmenbering the nane Xzorsh had gi ven t hem

"Not too hard. | often search lost ships for items of worth,” the elf said
eagerly. "I am considered skilled at such tasks and often find things useful
for trade." He reached for his belt and uncl asped a bracel et attached there--a
heavy gol d band of ancient design set with | arge oval sapphires. He offered
the bauble to Liriel. "Wuld you take this in exchange for the knife you | ent
me? And woul d you nanme a price for one of the magic crabs? O other weapons of
magic, if you have themto spare?”

Liriel waved away the gaudy bauble. "Take the knife, and wel cone," she said
absently. "l've a dozen like it. As for the magic crabs, it so happens that |
do have a price in mnd. "Before | was tossed overboard,"” she began, "I saw
enough of the battle to recognize which man |l ed the attack



A big man, dark-bearded, |eft-handed. My friend Fyodor fought himand cut off
his sword hand. It went into the sea. Find the severed hand and bring it to
ne."

A l ook of horror crossed the sea elf's face. "Wat could you want with such a
t hi ng?"

"Can you get it or not?" Liriel asked inpatiently; She had her reasons, but
she certainly didn't intend to speak of them By Lloth's eighth |eg, thinking
about them was bad enough! During her short career in Arach-Tinilith, Liriel
had |l earned that Lloth's priestesses possessed spells to rival those of the
nost powerful necromancers. Even if the darkbearded man still lived, his hand
was certainly dead, and there might be answers she could get fromit, powers
that she could wield over him The needed spell was powerful, and as usual the
ri sks were correspondingly great. Liriel was not certain she could contro

such a spell even if Lloth chose to grant it.

"It is possible that | could find it," Xzorsh admtted. "But the sea is ful
of creatures, and nost likely a severed |inb has been. "

"Eaten," the drow finished curtly. "Well, do your best. Ill nmake it worth your
time. In fact, why don't you take a couple of the magic crabs with you now as
advance paynment? The rest well negotiate upon your return.”

Hearing the dismissal in her words, the sea elf clainmed his treasure and rose
to | eave. He paused at the door. "The lost spirits of ny people. How can
hel p you find them and set themfree?"

"Cet the damed hand," Liriel repeated enphatically. Wen the male did not

| ook convinced, she added, "Doesn't it seemstrange to you that three ships
and nearly two hundred fighters cane after a small fish |ike the Elfmid? They
want ed somet hing fromus, and they knew enough about us to bring a | arge
fighting force. I don't think they were after Hrolf's cache of Neverw nter

cl ocks. "

Xzorsh stared at her. "The attack was pronpted by the slain sea fol k?"

"It's possible. Once we find out who those nmen were and what theyre up to, we
have a chance of fnding out what happened to your people. For that," she
concluded testily, "I need that hand."

The sea el f nodded as he absorbed this. "Forgive ne, but
1 do not understand why you trouble yourself with the problens of sea fol k."

The drow shrugged, not having any reason to give that she hersel f understood.
When she offered no expl anation, Xzorsh suggested one.

"I have heard many grimtal es about the dark elves. You are not at all what |
expected of a drow. It seens to nme that | have been taught in error."

A vivid image flashed into Liriel's mind-the inevitable result that woul d
occur if this noble-mnded but utterly naive sea elf ever encountered one of
her dark kindred. In a heartbeat, she snatched a handful of throw ng knives
fromunder her mattress and hurled themin rapid-fire succession at the
too-trusting elf. The blades bit deeply into the wooden door, tracing a
dangerously close outline around the startled Xzorsh

"You are too slowto think and too quick to trust," she snarled at him "Now



get out, and return only when you can bring me what | want!"

The ranger ducked out of the room and di sappeared. Wth a sigh, Liriel fel
back onto her pillow It was a necessary thing, but she had not enjoyed doi ng
it.

As he swam back toward the site of the recent battle, Xzorsh could not rid his
mnd of the drow s words. There was nmuch truth in them he admtted. He was

ever one to see things as all good or all evil, qualities that he considered
as distinct and separate as sea and sky. The drow had fought for Hrolf and
fought well, and she had shown concern over the fate of the slain sea folKk.

Thi s had bani shed Xzorsh's doubts and established her in his mnd as a friend
to be trusted. She was right in saying that he thought too little and trusted
t oo nmuch.

On the other hand, if Liriel truly was what she wanted himto believe of her
why had she bothered to point any of this out to hin®

Such thoughts continued to trouble Xzorsh throughout the day and well into the
next night. Then he came upon the charred ruins of the ship that Liriel's
magi ¢ had set aflane, and the remains of the vessel that he hinself had
scuttled, and he had no nore tinme to devote to such nusings.

The task the drow had given himwas difficult. Many were the bodies trapped
anong the weckage, and sifting through themfor a single, severed hand was
gri mand dangerous work. Xzorsh had no way of knowi ng what other scavengers
m ght have been drawn to the w eckage, or what creatures mght even now be
wat chi ng him

So he went about his work quickly, ignoring the treasure in weapons and
jewel ry and concentrating on the macabre prize that the drow had conm ssi oned.
To his astonishment, he found what he sought. Entangled in a web of torn lines
was a large, severed | eft hand. Dark hairs covered the back of it, and two
fine rings decked the fngers. Xzorsh pocketed these rings--he could use them
for trade--and placed the hand in a small bag.

Al t hough intent on his discovery, Xzorsh quickly sensed the dark figures that
energed stealthily fromthe weckage. There were four of them hideous,

man- shaped creatures with thick scal e-covered hi de and webbed hands and feet.
They were merrow aquatic cousins of ogres, but faster and nore fierce than
their |and-dwelling kin. These four were an elite force; all had small ivory
horns protruding fromtheir foreheads, the mark of the nost powerful nales.
Keen bl ack tusks curved up fromtheir underslung jaws, and they were arnmed not
only with their black talons-the traditional weapon of the merrow but al so
wi t h human- nade spears and even the silvery trident of a triton.

Xzorsh reached over his shoulder for the short spear strapped to his back and
awai ted the attack. As he expected, all four cane at himin a swi ming charge,
their weapons |eveled at him

The sea elf waited for the |ast possible noment. Then he twisted, agile as an
eel, in a dowward circle that took himbelow the reach of the weapons. As he
went, he thrust out with his spear. He felt the inpact, then the sudden
softness as the point plunged through the merrow s scaly arnmor to the flesh
bel ow.

The three surviving creatures dropped their weapons and closed in, taloned
hands reachi ng down for himand jaws flung open w de in preparation for
rendi ng bites. Xzorsh snatched at the trident as it floated down past himand
braced the | ong handl e against his hip. The | ead merrow back paddled fast to



keep frominpaling itself on the weapon. This was the opportunity Xzorsh
want ed; he | eaped upward, thrusting out high and hard.

The trident's mddl e prong sank deep into the merrow s unprotected throat and
up into its head. Xzorsh pushed until the prong net the back of the creature's
skul I'; then he whipped his feet forward and planted t hem agai nst the dying
merrow s chest. He shoved with all his strength, pulling the trident free and
sendi ng himsel f hurtling back through the water, beyond reach of the grasping
hands and snappi ng j aws.

Xzorsh whi pped the trident around to face the two remaining sea ogres. The
creatures were nore cautious now, circling their prey |ike humanoid sharks,
they waited for an opening.

The sea elf thought frantically; He had sel dom encountered merrow nost of the
creatures lived in fresh water, and the few that had adapted to the sea
usually laired in caves and shall ow waters. Stupid creatures who lived only to
kill and to eat, merrow sonetimes fell in with nmore powerful beings who

of fered opportunities for nurder and plunder beyond the ogres' limted

i magi nati on, or paynment in glittering trinkets. Xzorsh had no idea who
conmanded t hese merrow, but one of themcarried the weapon of a triton-a
creature fromthe elenmental plane of water. The inplications of this were
utterly beyond the sea elf's ken, and suddenly he wi shed the drow were with
him |f anyone he knew coul d nake sense of the twi sted alliance this
suggested, it would be she.

A qui ck, searing pain slashed across the sea elf's shoul ders. Xzorsh arched
backward, teeth gritted agai nst the sudden agony. One of the nerrow had
managed to get within talon's reach. The sea elf whirled and stabbed out with
the trident, but his attacker had already retreated beyond range. Xzorsh's
fighter's instinct kicked in, and he | ooked back over his shoulder to find
hinsel f nearly faceto-fang with the second nmerrow. The elf pushed back hard
with the butt of the trident and caught the merrow in the gut. The silver
handl e thudded agai nst the creature's scal ed abdonmen, pushing the nerrow away
and buying Xzorsh a nonment's tine.

The sea elf reached for one of the drow s magic crabs and tore it free from
the braided reed that secured it to his belt. He darted under the nmerrow s
graspi ng hands, twi sting around to swimup behind it. Wth a quick one-two
nove, he placed the crab-shaped object between the nerrow s shoul der bl ades

wi th one hand, and with the ot her hand punched down hard. The barbed | egs sank
deep into scales and flesh, then began to nove as the enchanted weapon dug its
way t hrough.

The nmerrow spun to face the sea elf, its hideous face contorted with

astoni shment. Its fanged mouth opened again and again in grating, bubbling
screans as the magic crab tore through its chest. The crab burst free in a
spray of blood, a still-beating heart clinging to one of the barbed | egs. Wen
it met no further resistance, the weapon becane inani mate netal once again.

Xzorsh snatched up the fearsonme thing, brandishing it in the face of the | ast
merrow. The creature halted its attack, regarding the unexpectedly resourceful
sea elf cautiously. Then it turned and fl ed.

The ranger watched the nmerrow go, relishing thoughts of the report that the
creature would give to its unknown conmander. Let them know, Xzorsh exulted
silently, that magi c has conme once again into the hands of the sea folk!

Pati ence was not anong Liriel's strengths, and she had a good deal to say
about Hrolf's insistence that she stay abed until noonrise. The captain nerely



| aughed at her diatribes, prom sing her that the price of waiting would be
paid in full.

At last the twilight colors beyond the cabin's portal gave way to darkness.
Liriel leaped fromher cot and quickly dressed and armed herself: Al though
Hrolf clearly thought the surprise would be a good thing, Liriel could not

forget that not all the pirates had intentions that nmirrored those of their
capt ai n.

Fyodor was waiting for her at the top of the |ladder. He net her with a smle
but his eyes were deeply shadowed. She gave him a quick, cautious hug-for he
nmoved stiffiy and was bandaged in a dozen places--and an inquisitive | ook

"It is nothing," he said softly. "A dream"”

"Somet hi ng about Ibn tossing me overboard in a tuna net?" she whi spered back
She' d wondered if anyone had seen the attack, but Hrolf had said nothing to
her of Ibn's treachery, and the first mate stood at the rudder, his redbearded
face as inscrutable as usual.

Fyodor recoiled. "It is true, then. | promse you, little raven, the traitor
will not live out the day!" he said with grim earnest.
The drow smiled and claimed her friend's arm "Ch, yes he will, and nmany days

to follow There's an old drow saying, 'Revenge is a dish best served cold."’
That usually means revenge is nore fun if you take the tine to cool down, to
pl an and savor the act, but it works in other ways, too. Let |bn wonder and
worry. That will serve himbetter than hot steel and a quick death. And he is
needed until the El frmaid makes port; for all his faults, he's a capable
sailor," the pragmatic drow added. "In the nmeanwhile his failed attack will
keep himin line--although it mght be wise to let himknow that you are aware
of what he did, so he doesn't think his secret will die with ne. Now, let's
see Hrolf's surprise!”

Fyodor | ooked doubtful, but he held his opinions to hinself and | ed her

t hrough the broadly grinning pirates, up to the prow of the ship. Bjorn stood
there, clearly enbarrassed to be the focus of all eyes. H's face gl eanmed red
beneath the yellow tufts of his virgin beard, and behind himlooned his

| atest-and | argest-work of art.

The el f-maid figurehead, inanimte once again and back in her proper place,
had been repainted to resenble a drow with gol den eyes. The fl owi ng wooden

| ocks were now white, and the still-wet paint of the face a gl ossy bl ack. Somne
attenpt had even been made to whittle the figurehead' s | avish curves down to
somet hing nmore closely approximating Liriel's lithe form

An unfamliar enotion tightened the drow s throat as she gazed up at her own
I i keness.

Hrolf cane to drape a nassive arm around her shoul der. "Looks good on the old
girl, doesn't it?" he said happily. "And by Tenpus, won't the new elf maid

spook damm near anyone we happen to neet! Unberlee take me if | shouldn't ha'
t hought of this years ago!"

Chapter 9

Strange Alllances



The Cutl ass sped toward the Purple Rocks, its skeleton crew spurred to
exhaustion and beyond by their grimfaced captain. Rethnor was determ ned to
reach Trisk in record tinme, for there was nuch at stake. He had | ost not only
his sword hand, but also his nagical onyx ring-his only neans of receiving
nmessages fromthe westem comrand center of the Kraken Society.

The captain could send m ssives-the nmagi ¢ pendant that he wore hi dden under
his tunic would relay his words to the western outpost-but this was not enough
to neet his needs. He sailed to Trisk, not only to replace the scrying device,
but also to enlist the help of Kraken agents who lived on the renote island.

O, nore to the point, around the island.

Rurmors were plentiful anong the people of the Kraken-this was to be expected
in an organi zation that dealt in information brokering. Many of these were

whi spered tales of the strange magi cs and deadly beasts that haunted the
western outpost. Even allow ng for poetic |license and the usual tavem
boasting, there was no denying the dangerous nature of the waters around the
Pur pl e Rocks. Rethnor believed many of the runored sea creatures were real and
that some of them answered to the bidding of the Kraken Society. And nore

i mportantly, he had come to suspect that small and nodest Trisk was in reality
the primary base for the entire network of spies and assassins.

Ret hnor intended to demand an audi ence with the | eader of the society, and he
did not think he would be refused. No matter how powerful the dark network of
t he Kraken m ght be, the base itself could not survive w thout trade. And
Luskan was the island's strongest trade partner. In Rethnor's estimation, he
had nmore than enough | everage to warrant all the demands he intended to nake.

The captain pulled his magi c pendant fromits hiding place and began to
dictate his orders into the shining disk, sending nessages across the sea to
the Purple Rocks and to hidden outposts on the mainland. For the first tine he
under st ood why the unknown, unnaned woman with the | avender eyes appeared to
himin his scrying crystal. Wthout such reassurance, it was hard for himto
accept that the magi cal messages truly reached their destinations.

As he | ooked out over the icy sea, the Northmandespite his inbred distaste for
t hi ngs magi cal -found hinmsel f w shing he had sone knowl edge of the art so that
he coul d sense the far-reaching ripples that carried his conmands to distant
shores. Power he had, wealth in abundance, great strength and remarkabl e
fighting prowess. But it occurred to himthat these things provided little
protection agai nst the mght of nagic. The thought was new to Rethnor, and
deeply disturbing. For some reason it chilled him and he felt as if he'd
heard the call of an unseen raven-the harbinger of a warrior's death.

The Hi gh Captain shook off his dark thoughts and fixed his eyes firmy on the
western horizon. No doubt there was magic at work around the Purple Rocks, but
there was power to be had, too. If he had to face the one to gain the other

he woul d take his chances as they cane.

The town of Yartar was an inportant crossroads of the Northlands, |ocated as
it was on the River Dessarin and the trade road between Triboar and

Si | verynoon. Many inportant goods cane through this town, not the | east of
them i nformation

Baron Khaufros, Lord ofYartar, was an anbitious man. He had inherited his
wealth and title, but he'd earned his position as ruler ofYartar by his
ability to build alliances of trade and politics. He was a steadfast nenber of



the Lords' Alliance, that group of cities that tied their interests closely to
t hose of WAt erdeep. Khaufros was al so a nenber of the Kraken Society, and the
hi dden chanbers and tunnel s under his mansi ons were frequent haunts of those
spi es and assassins who did the society's dark work.

At the nmoment, the baron was al one, engrossed with the pile of nmessages on his
desk. Late spring brought a thawing of the Dessarin and a fl ow of nessages
from many towns-and nany sources.

Khaufros absently tossed back the contents of his goblet and read the m ssive
from his unknown Luskan contact once again. The plot agai nst Ruathym was
proceedi ng nicely, but for reasons unspecified it was decreed that the blane
for many of the island' s troubles was to be affixed upon a certain rogue sea
captain of Ruathym Khaufros was to do whatever he could to augnent and
support the new "facts" that spoke against this man. The Kraken | eader from
Luskan was also calling in all markers, demanding that the Ruathen ship be
stopped by any neans possible before it reached its home port, for the
accusations could not be as easily made if the nman lived to refute them

"My lord baron."

Khaufros instinctively crushed the daming nessage in his hand and | ooked to
t he door of his study. The entrance was flanked by two suits of Cornyrian
plate arnor, priceless things forged of nmithril and tested in battle against
t he Tui gan horde. Standing between them utterly dwarfed by their martial
glory, stood his elderly and inpeccabl e steward, C adence.

"The di pl omatic courier from Waterdeep is here, mlord, awaiting your
pl easure."

The baron smiled and | eaned back in his chair, the needed plan already form ng
in his mnd. "Show himin, C adence, and send nmy scribe in with him Shut the
door after themwe may be in conference for some tine."

The nessenger was a young man of common stock, too ignorant of court ways to
change his travel -stai ned gear before seeking audience. Since this was the
last mistake the lad was likely to make, Khaufros was inclined to let it pass.
The baron accepted the letter from Waterdeep, broke the seal, and quickly
scanned the contents. Routine information, for the nost part, some of which he
had al ready heard in greater detail fromhis Kraken Society contacts. Khaufros
| ooked up, his eyes focusing on a point sonewhat behind the waiting courier
"Semrmonem |y, if you will, please," he said politely:

There was a netallic creak of plate against plate, and one of the enpty arnor
suits stirred to life and began to advance on the messenger. The young nan
tumed toward the sound just as a spiked netal gauntlet |ashed out. Hi s head
snapped sharply to one side, and bits of broken teeth clattered to the fl oor
like so many bright pebbles. Before the nessenger could cry out, the enpty
nmetal hand struck again, and then again. Calmy, efficiently, the arnor suit
went about its grimtask.

The baron and his scribe | ooked on with inpassive eyes, for they were too
accustoned to such events to feel much of a response. Once they'd watched such
executions with horrified fascination and just a touch of perverse pl easure.
Now it was nmere routine. Nor did either man blink when the arnmor suit blurred
and nelted, reforming itself into the mrror |ikeness of the dead nessenger
This, too, was a comonpl ace event.

Senmmoneni |y was a doppel ganger, a shape shifting being able to adopt any form
it chose. By taking the place of the slain courier, the doppel ganger could



retumto Waterdeep with altered m ssives.

The creature was one of the baron's nost valued allies. The other was the

Wi zened scribe seated at the witing table, bottles of valious-hued inks
before himand quill poised. This scribe was al so a shapeshifter of sorts, for
he could perfectly duplicate the witing of any nman alive. As Khaufros spoke,
the scribe bent over his parchnent, transnuting the original nmessages into

uni mpeachabl e copi es, subtly changed to reflect the baron's wll.

Informati on was power; that was the basic tenet of the Kraken Society. But
t hose who wi shed to know true power understood that it was not enough to
gat her informationone had to control it. And, upon occasion, create it.

Shakti Hunzrin was beconi ng accustomed to annoying disruptions. Since the day
she had entered Triel's service as traitor-priestess, she had been expected to
attend the Baenre matron's every whim But this night's sunmons was by far the
nost abrupt and the nost unusual

The Bl ack Death of Narbondel , the dark hour of m dnight and the tine when
Menzoberranzan's magi cal tinepiece was enchanted anew, had come and passed.
Shakti had been confortably asleep in her bedchamber, her door guarded by
vigilant gol ens she'd enspelled to ensure that her dream ess slunmber woul d end
with the comi ng of the new day. Such precautions were not unusual anong future
mat rons who had no wish to nysteriously die in their sleep

But this night the stone guardians did not attend their given task. Shakti
awoke with a start, literally shaken from slunber by one of her own gol ens.
Its stone fingers closed around her upper arms; its inmpassive stone eyes
retumed her startled gaze

Then she was haul ed out of bed and thrust toward a gl owi ng door that had
appeared in the center of the bedchanber. Before she could so nmuch as curse

t he of fending golem the thing gave her a shove that sent her reeling through
t he | um nous gate.

Shakti | anded on her runp, her night robe hiked up around her plunp thighs and
her hair flying in wild disarray around her furious face. By the Mask
of Vhaeraun, she vowed grimy, Triel would pay for this indignity!

"Wl come, priestess,” said a cold and unexpectedly mascul i ne voi ce.

The Hunzrin priestess froze. She knew that voice, as did all of
Menzoberranzan. Those who cared to listen heard it every day, when the
archmage cel ebrated the darkest hour by casting a spell of renewal upon

Nar bondel . But what, she wondered with extreme foreboding, did G onph Baenre
want with her? And by all that was dark and holy, how nany Baenres woul d she
be forced to endure?

"I amdelighted to entertain one of ny daughter Liriers former classmates.

Pl ease, take a seat," G onph continued, his manner an ironic parody of the
gracious host. "lI'msure you can find one that is nore to your liking than
that carpet." Shakti scranbled up and snoot hed her robe decently back into

pl ace. Mustering all the dignity she could, she seated herself across fromthe
archmage' s polished table. Never had she been so close to the dreaded G onph
Baenre, and only with great effort did she refrain fromstaring. He was an
exceptional ly handsone nal e, young and vital in appearance despite his reputed

seven centuries of ill-spent life. His eyes were of the same rare anber hue as
hi s daughter's, but Shakti had never seen that expression of icy calculation
in Liriers golden eyes. The wi zard reached for a bellpull on the wall. "WII

you have wi ne? O tea?"



"Not hi ng, thank you," Shakti retumed flatly. His polite manner was a subtle
but obvi ous form of nockery, and the proud priestess bitterly resented any
mal e- - however powerful -taking his amusenent at her expense. "I woul d not
presune to take so nuch of your tine."

" Gomph laced his fingers and placed themon the table before him "You fit
my sister's description well; she says that you are ever one to attend to the
busi ness at hand. Matron Triel is seldomwong, of course, and | readily admt
you have worked wonders in matters of agriculture. Your contribution to the
restoration of the farnms and rot he herds has not gone unnoticed. But | rmust
draw your attention to another nmatter, one that renmains unresolved." The
archmage held out his hands to her, palns up. Al though they had been enpty a
nmonent before, cradled between themwas a tiny bow of dark red crystal. It
grew rapidly until it was identical in every respect to the scrying bow given
to Shakti by the drow god Vhaeraun. The priestess stared, too stunned to hide
her ast oni shrent.

"You are acquainted with ny daughter,” G onph continued in his cool, neasured
tones. "Yet | doubt you understand the half of Liriers value. She is a w zard
of nolittle ability. Did you know | arranged and supervi sed her training
nmysel f? And do you think I would go to such trouble for no purpose?”

Shakti could do no nore than shake her head, but G onph seenmed to consider the
answer sufficient.

"I amsure that you, of all people, can understand the inmportance of one who
has a foot firmy in two canps. O course | knew that Liriel would sonmeday
attend ArachTinilith, would be trained as priestess to Lloth. But |I had her
first, and the earliest marks on the mnd cut the deepest! Liriel was created
to be one of ny strongest supporters-a Baenre priestess who is first and
forenmpst a wizard. Despite the recent unpl easantness with the anul et, she
still could be useful to ne," G onph concluded, "and | want her back."

The archmage | eaned forward, his amber eyes intent upon Shakti's face. "It has
cone to my attention that you have sought assistance from beings fromthe

el emental plane of water. If; as you suspect, Liriel has taken to traveling

t he wat erways of the surface, this was not an unw se choice. Yet | understand
that your threats and bl andi shnents net with rebuff; is that not so?"

Shakti nmanaged to nutter something in the affirmative. "Not surprising. As a
priestess of Lloth, you are accustomed to the creatures of the Abyss--entities
of pure evil. The creature you have sumoned i s nore conpl ex; thus your

nmet hods nust be nore subtle.”

Shakti's mnd reeled as she tried to take in the inplications of G onph
Baenre's words. How could he know so much? And nore inportantly, what did he
plan to do with this know edge?

The archmage plucked a bit of parchment fromthe enpty air. "In the interim
since your foray into the plane of water, | have gone to no little trouble to
| eam about the creature you sumoned. On this parchment is witten her true
nane. Use it only as a last resort, for there are easier ways to conmand the
loyalty of this being. She calls herself Iskor, and she deals in information
She is nessenger for a god worshi ped on the el enental plane and, apparently,
by many creatures of the sea. As you surnised, Iskor is not content with her
role and wi shes to amass power of her own. Thus she also carries information to
creatures that nake their hones in the surface waters. Prom se to be her eyes
and ears into the Underdark, and demand that in retumfor your aid she wll
seek out Liriel."



"You want the anulet," Shakti stated, nore to buy tinme to gather her thoughts
than for any true purpose.

This seemed to amuse G onmph. "OF course. VWho would not? But | al so want
Liriel. See that she is retunmed alive." The archmage rose to his feet. "That
will be all. You should have all the information you need. If you require
more, | will know Kindly do not approach ne directly. That m ght be.

i nconveni ent."

Shakti could well imagi ne why. She woul d never accuse the archmage of
Menzoberranzan of consorting with Vhaeraun, but what other explanation could
there be? Were el se could Gronph have acquired that scrying bow ? O have

| earned so much about her plans? O have gotten past the god-given wards on
her chanber? Yes, she had a very good i dea why G onph Baenre had no wi sh to be
seen in the presence of his sister's traitor-priestess.

But no matter what powers he m ght command, what information he possessed,

G onmph needed soneone |ike Shakti. The archrmage was tied to Menzoberranzan by
the task of enchanting N arbondel -an honor that was also a chain with |inks
forged anew with the coming of each m dni ght hour

The young priestess found no pleasure in this realization, for it was well
known that no one who had dealings with G onph ever did better than break
even. For that matter, few survived. There was nothing to be gained by this
enforced al liance, and rmuch at ri sk.

Shakti had little choice but to agree to the archmage's demands. But if sone
means of escape presented itself, she vowed to take it.

| skor, the water waith, slipped into the door that |led fromher hone on the
el emental plane of water to the hidden city of Ascarle. The passage was bri ef
but exhilaratinglike swinmng through a cloud of merrily roiling bubbles. On
t he other side she energed froma pond filled with brightly colored fish,

expl oding upward into the dry and brittle air with the exuberance of a playful
sea lion.

Iskor liked this newwrld and her role init. She even liked the illithid
that watched her with expressionless white eyes. Evil and anbitious Vestress
was a narvel ous creature, even if she was an air-breather

The water waith assunmed corporeal formlittle by little as she energed from
the water. Her face and body took the formof a syl ph-a beautiful water
nynph-but with skin and hair as transparent as finest glass. |Iskor would have
been invisible, but for the tiny, effervescent bubbles that whirled through
her. She | ooked like a fountain contained within some exquisite scul pture.

| skor smiled at the illithid and cane forward to grasp both of the creature's
purpl e hands in her glassy fingers. "Ch, Vestress, you will be so pleased at
nmy news!"

The illithid disentangl ed herself as inconspicuously as possible. By al

nmeans, continue. Good news has been scarce enough of |ate.

"I recently net a nost unusual traveler to my honme plane," the water waith
continued with girlish enthusiasm "A drow A priestess who nakes the
Underdark her hone! At first she was rather tiresone--all threats and
demands-but now she offers information on her dark real min exchange for
services that only creatures of the sea can provide. Wuld she not nmake a
wonderful addition to the Kraken Society?"



I ndeed, Vestress was nore than a little intrigued by the prospect of adding a
drow to her band of informants. The illithid herself had left the Underdark
many, many years ago, under circunstances that did not permt her to naintain
ties with her honmeland. It would certainly be very useful to have such an

i nformant. But Vestress did not like to offer |Iskor too nuch encouragenent,

| est the annoyingly bubbly creature spin off into new heights of euphoria.

And what m ght these services be? the illithid inquired, her nental voice
projecting extrene disinterest.

"The priestess seeks the return of a drow femal e who escaped t he Underdark
She was | ast seen in a city known as Skullport. Do you know it?"

Vel | .

"Spl endid! The runaway is a drow wi zard by the name of Liriel Baenre. She is
young and easily marked by her golden eyes. It is believed that she took to
t he sea-where bound, no one knows. Upon this drow s return to the Underdark
nmy new contact-Shakti-will pledge herself to the Kraken Society. | took the
liberty of telling her about the society and offering her this honor," Iskor
concl uded, beam ng

You may tell your contact we will see to Liriel Baenre, Vestress agreed,
steeling herself for Iskor's response. The water waith, predictably enough
gave out shrieks of glee and spun in a giddy little dance.

In all, this struck Vestress as a prom se easily kept, for the illithid had
al ready received Rethnor's report and she knew that a femal e drow sail ed
aboard the Ruathen ship that was inexplicably causing so nmuch trouble.
Vestress intended to send forces to intercept the pirate ship and capture the
drow, as it happened, she had need of the services of a drow w zard.

The only part of the bargain Vestress disliked was that she nust retumthe

wi zard to the Underdark. But, no matter. Iskor's new acquai ntance sounded
prom si ng: devious, innovative. It mght be anusing, nused the illithid, to
bring this Shakti to Ascarle, as well. Surely one of thenmw zard or
priestess-could rid Vestress of her little problemon Ruathym |If there was an
exi sting conflict between the two elven fenales, so much the better. In the
illithid s opinion, there was nothing |ike a deadly conpetition to sharpen
wits and skills.

And so Vestress w-aited calmy until the water waith's gl ee wound down, and
then she laid out to Iskor the terns neant to entice an Underdark drow to
travel to the real mof the Kraken

Xzorsh pursued the Elfmaid with all possible haste, for he was eager to rid
hinself of the grisly trophy in his bag. He was al so concerned by the sudden
appearance of the nerrow, for he suspected those four mght be part of a

| arger band. He had his duty to Hrolf; but he also wi shed to return to the
ranger outpost to see what had beconme of Sittl. The prom sed reinforcenents
had not arrived, and Xzorsh feared for this friend s safety.

It was night when the sea elf found the ship. The drow girl stood al one at the
rail, gazing out over the water as if deep in thought. But Xzorsh did not

doubt that she was watching for him or that she knew he was near-drow eyes
were reputed to be even sharper than those of the sea fol k. She gave no

i ndi cation that she saw him but she stretched | anguidly and dropped her cl oak
to the deck, then spun away and began to dance in the noonlight.



Never had Xzorsh seen anything so entrancing as the drow s graceful, lyric
nmoverent s, and he gazed at her with wondernent. Many nonments passed before he
realized that he was not the only one so affected: the eyes of every sailor
still on duty were fixed upon the elf. Suddenly it occurred to himthat
Liriel's dance had taken her-and the attention of the crewto the far side of
t he ship. Xzorsh understood that she wished to keep their meeting a secret. As
stealthily as possible, he crept aboard ship and eagerly donned the glittering
cl oak she had left there for him He knew it was a cloak of invisibility, but
this know edge did not fully prepare himfor the experience of wearing it. It
was odd, unnerving, to |l ook down at his feet and see nothing but the snall,
wet prints he left on the deck. Winderingly, Xzorsh held his webbed hand at
eye |l evel and spread the fingers wide. Nothing. He grinned, glad the drow
could not see his antics.

Liriel concluded her dance with a whirling |leap, falling to her knees with her
head fl ung back and her hands outstretched toward the nmoon. She held the
position for a monment as her long white hair swirled around her |ike a
stormtossed cloud. Then, with an abrupt change of mood, the drow stood and
nonchal antly smoothed her wild | ocks back into place as she bade a good- ni ght
to the opennout hed young sailor who stood watch. Xzorsh, still grinning with
delight, followed the drow down into the hold and into Hrolf's cabin. She shut
and bolted the door, then tuned to himand held out a hand for her piwafw .

"Al'l this tine you could see nme?" he asked with a touch of enbarrassment.
Liriellifted one snow brow. "You' re standing in a puddle," she pointed out.

"Ch." Both relieved and chagrinned, the sea elf shrugged off the borrowed

cl oak, then handed over the bag. He knelt near the cot and watched,

fascinated, as the drow went to work. She spread a snmall mat on the cot and
sprinkled it with some dried, spicy-snelling herbs. On this she dunped the
contents of the bag. After sharply bidding Xzorshto keep his di stance and hol d
his tongue, she closed her eyes and began a soft and rhythm c chanting. Her
dark form swayed. One of her hands cl asped the engraved bl ack jewel that she
wore as a pendant, the other entwined fingers with the severed hand in a

grot esque parody of a lovers' handcl asp

Then, to his astonishment, Xzorsh felt the magic in the rooma strange, cold
tingling that nade the thin air alnmost as alive and expressive as water. He
felt it flowtoward the drow, and he watched with shining eyes as she
continued her chant and bent the eldritch current to her will. Then abruptly
she fell silent, and the nagic was gone. Xzorsh felt an odd sense of |oss.
"Tell me," he entreated. He was i mensely inpressed by the female's ability to
channel such a force and eager to learn what information it m ght have

yi el ded.

Liriel turned her eyes toward him but Xzorsh doubted that she saw him Her
gaze was troubled, distant. "Nothing," she mnurmnured.

Xzorsh studi ed her, puzzled by the strange effect the casting of the spell had
on her. "Nothing at all?"

She blinked several times, and at |ast her eyes focused on him "The man stil
lives. Where he is, or what he intends, | do not know. But | got the feeling
that he is not yet finished with ne, that he and his want sonething from ne.
As does Lloth," she added in a distracted whisper.

It was in Xzorsh's mind to ask her about this Lloth, but at that nonent a
hi deous face appeared in the cabin's portal and sent all other thoughts into



i nstant bani shment. "Merrow! " he said as he leaped to his feet. Wen Liriel
shot him a puzzled | ook, he repeated urgently, "Merrow. Ogres of the sea.”

"Dam!" spat the drow. She reached under her mattress and pulled out a | ong,
keen knife, one even finer than the one Xzorsh had coveted. "Seens |ike a good
time to break this in," she said with a touch of grimhunmor as she pressed it
into his hands.

And then she was gone, sprinting through the hold and up the | adder to the
deck, shouting an alarmas she went. In the cranped quarters beyond her cabin,
pirates spilled out of their hammobcks and sei zed weapons.

"What are we fighting, lass?" Hrolf asked happily, tucking his shirt into his
breeches and falling into step with the drow as she hurried toward the rack of
har poons.

"Sea ogres."

Hrolf stopped in mdstride. "Merrow? What in the Nine Hells are they doing in
t hese wat ers?"

Before Liriel could answer, six pairs of enornmus webbed and scal y hands
sl apped onto the ship's rail. Six merrow | eaped onto the deck, quick and
ni nbl e as gi ant frogs.

"Mother Lloth," Liriel breathed as she | ooked up at the hideous faces. The
merrow were as large as their land cousins-all were well over nine feet
tall-and they noved with a speed and agility that no ogre could match.

The largest of them a male with two ivory horns protruding |ike hideous
thunbs fromits forehead, took a step forward. "Wiere be the dead el veses?" it
demanded in a | ow pitched gurgle. "Want them we do!"

Xzorsh, his hand resting easily on the hilt of his new knife, went forward to
face the nerrow chieftain. Though he was but half the creature's size, his
eyes offered a challenge that the sea ogre did not disdain. "The People are no
I onger on this ship," he said firmy. "They have been retunmed to the sea. You
are relieved of the task of taking themto your master, whoever he m ght be."

The nmerrow chief actually | ooked pleased by this news. It tuned and grunted
somet hing to the others.

Liriel listened carefully - ogre slaves were common in Menzoberranzan, and she
knew enough of their dialect to nake out a few words of the merrow s guttura
speech. Her eyes wi dened in shock as she diVined this one's intentions. She
barely had tine to whip the harpoon up in a defensive position before all six
nmerrow darted toward her

The chieftain lunged at Liriel, massive arnms spread w de. Her ready harpoon
clunked into its scaly abdomen, but skidded across the tough hide wi thout
penetration. Fortunately for Lirie4 the harpoon was |onger than the creature's
reach, and it kept those lethal black talons fromclosing on her. Even so, the
speed and force of the attack sent the tiny drow reeling back. The butt of her
weapon hit the mast hard, and the onrushing merrow supplied the force needed
to push the barbed weapon through its scaly hide.

Liriel let go of the harpoon and rolled aside as the inpal ed nmerrow cane
crashing to the deck. But five of the merrow renained, and all were as fast as
the drow. A large, webbed hand sl apped down and sei zed her ankle. She was
dragged facedown across the deck and then swept up, kicking and cursing, into



a merrow s arnms. The creature easily slung the thrashing elf over its

shoul der. It dropped into a hal f-crouch, then sprang up over the rail and into
the sea. They plunged deep into the icy water. Above her Liriel heard two nore
spl ashes, and then no nore. The pirates were no doubt dealing with the nerrow
remai ni ng on board. This gave her a certain anpunt of grim satisfaction, but
did nothing to inmprove her situation. Not that she faulted the humans-the
attack had taken no nore than a few seconds. The sea ogres were incredibly
fast fighters. They were even faster in water. Hrolf's nen tossed out nets in
a desperate attenpt to ensnare and retrieve the merrow and their captive, but
the nerrow were beyond reach al nost as soon as they hit the water.

Suddenly her captor thrust her away. Liriel wiggled beyond its reach and swam
frantically toward the surface, her lungs burning for air.

But the sea ogres were not through with her. Two of the creatures flanked her
and seized her wists. They pulled her taut between them so she could not
reach any of her weapons or even get in a decent kick. The third merrow
produced a small silver ring and jamred it onto the mddle finger ofher hand.
Then, grinning horribly, it punched her in the stonach.

The drow doubl ed over, expelling the last of her precious air with an audible
oo/! and a rush of bubbles. Water flowed into her lungs to fill the void. To
her astoni shnent, she found that she could breathe it!

So this was how the nerrow i ntended to ki dnap her, she realized. From sone
unknown and powerful source, they had acquired a ring of water-breathing. She
had heard of such trinkets. The trio encircled her, indicated with grunts and
gestures that she was to acconpany them

Now that the inmmedi ate threat of death was past, Liriel's mnd began to race
over possible ways to escape. She would have to outthink them she could not
overcome three creatures of such size and power in battle.

Then, suddenly, something exploded, with a cracking of ribs and a spray of
bl ood, fromher captor's chest. Liriel recognized one of her own throw ng
spi ders. She seized the weapon-ignoring the clinging bits of flesh and

si newand whirl ed upon the nearest sea ogre.

But the creature was fast and in its native elenent; the drow s novenents were
slowed by the unfamiliar heaviness of the water. The merrow seized Liriel's
wrist. The drow sl apped downward with her hand, but the spider did no nore
than touch the ogre's scaly forearm

Then Xzorsh swaminto view, his spear held ready. Wth a quick thrust, he
struck the spider and drove its barbed | egs deep. The enchantment triggered,
and the spider began to burrowits way through the sea ogre's flesh.

| mredi ately the nerrow l et out a gurgling yelp and dropped its hold on Liriel
Bracing its wounded arm against its hip, the ogre seized the spider's netal
body and frantically tried to pull it free. If the nmerrow had had the tine and
wit to consider the matter, it might have realized the folly of this strategy.
Whereas the spider m ght have eaten through the arm and been content, it now
continued on its path and dug its way deep into the creature's groin. It was
odd, Liriel thought as the merrow s how s echoed through the water, that she'd
al ways thought ofthe sea as a silent place.

She left the merrowto its fate and swamtoward the two fighters that grappled
i n unequal conbat. Pulling her short sword, she prepared to even the score
agai nst the sole surviving merrow. To her way of thinking, two elves just
about made up one of the sea ogres.



But Xzorsh seemed to have the battle well in hand. H's new knife flashed and
wove in a conpelling-if entirely unfam liar-pattern as he ninbly dodged the
merrow s lunging bites and the swiping blows of its taloned hands. As Liriel
wat ched, she began to nake sense of the battle. The sea elf shadowed many of
the larger creature's novenments, using the currents and eddi es caused by the
merrow s attacks to speed his own knife. It was a conplicated and nultil ayered
school of swordplay, one the drow had not even considered. O course, there
was little call for underwater conbat in Menzoberranzan. Yet Xzorsh, in his
native setting, was fully the match of any drow fighter Liriel had seen at

pl ay.

At last the el aborate dance of feint and double-feint came to a close. Xzorsh
buried his knife to the hilt in the base of the nmerrow s skull. Bl oody bubbl es
gushed fromthe creature's nmouth, and the massive arns floated linply out to
its sides. The sea elf braced both feet against the dead merrow s back and
pul l ed his knife free.

Liriel retrieved the now dormant throw ng spider and swamto the sea elf's
side. "Your magic crab," she told him smling delightedly at the sound of her
voi ce bubbling through the water. By way of explanation, she held up her hand,
wi ggling the fngers to show of f her new ring.

Xzorsh m ght not know nuch of magic, but he realized the power of the ring.
For a nonent the elves nerely faced each other, smling as they shared the
exhilaration of a battle won. Then the ranger tied the precious magi c spider
to his belt and held out a hand to Liriel

"Come. The others will be worried about you," he said. Wthout hesitation she
took his hand--0r, nore accurately, his wist, for the ranger's webbed fingers
forbade a traditional handcl asp. As they swam together toward the starlight,
Liriel marveled at the strange turns her journey had taken. Not |ong ago, she
had | ooked to the tunnels beyond Menzoberranzan for adventure. How narrow t hat
anbiti on seened now that she could see the wonders of the night sky, walk upon
the surface lands, and swimthe sea as effortlessly as a fish! Strange, too,
were the friends she had picked up along the way: She'd never given nuch

t hought to faerie elves, beyond the realization that if she ever net one she'd
probably have to kill it. The possibility that she nmight actually consider
befri endi ng such a being had never entered her inmagination. Nor did she ever

i magi ne that she would have a friend such as Fyodor-a human, and a mal e at
that--or that the ebullient Holf would come to regard her with the sort of
fatherly pride and affection she had al ways sought, tentatively and with utter
futility; fromher drow sire. How odd it all was, Liriel nused.

Stranger still was the rune that was beginning to take shape in the drow s
mnd, little by little with each day that passed. Every tiny line and curve
was clear to her, although the whole was far from conplete. The shaping of it
was not of her making. In fact, Liriel felt a bit like a spellbook, receiving
the ink fromthe pen of some cosmic scribe. Nothing in her w zardly training
had prepared her for this or for the feeling that this magic was not so nuch a
force to be exploited, but an outcone Wven fromthe threads of her life. It
was all foreign to the drow, and she did not understand the half of it. But
exciting, it was! she concl uded happily.

A contented sigh escaped her, sending a ripple of bubbles racing toward the
starlit sky:

Chapter 10



The Purpl e Rocks

The illithid s purple hands gripped the arnms of her throne as she sent a brief
burst of nmental power toward the merrow warrior-just a puff, just enough to
send the sea ogre reeling back a step. Merrow were proud creatures, and this
one had not wanted to adnmit that its band had nmet failure. Foolish creature,
to think it could hide anything fromthe Regent of Ascarle! Then cane a second
puf f of energy, and a third. Bit by tantalizing bit, the illithid forced the
nmerrow back toward the | arge oval pool at the rear ofher audi ence chanber. The
merrow knew full well the fate that awaited it there; its horror only made the
exerci se nore delightful

Vestress prodded the nmerrow until it was a but few feet fromthe edge of the
pool, and she froze it there. Its mndsuch as it was-she did not touch

Anot her game awaited, and for that the merrow woul d need possession of its
[imted wits.

The illithid sent a silent sumons into the deep water. After a few nmnutes
the surface of the pool rippled, and a pair of long, thin tentacles snaked out
onto the tiled floor. Like thin arns they flexed, heaving and straining in an
effort to drag the rest of the creature out of the water. Another pair of
tentacles energed to join in the struggle, and finally an enornous, bul bous
head protruded. A large tail, fluked |like that of a whale, flailed and sl apped
at the water as the creature hunped and wiggled and dragged its way out onto
the marble tiles.

The abol eth-for such it was-turned its three slitlike eyes upon the

i mobilized merrow. These eyes were stacked one above the other, and they
glowed with a strange purple light that intensified as the creature began to
cast a charm The sea ogre's face went vacant at once as it fell under the

spel |, but several nmonments passed before it took the first jerky step toward
the fishlike creature. Sonetimes it took a good while for the aboleth's innate
magic to west its prey fromthe grasp of the illithid.

This was a ganme Vestress and the aboleth played often. It anused them both and
gave them what they nost coveted. The illithid watched as one of the aboleth's
tentacl es curled back and snapped, whiplike, toward the merrow. The sea ogre
jolted as the incredi bly potent venom coursed through its body and shuddered
convul sively as the poison took effect-rapidly transform ng the merrow s thick
and scaly hide into a sliny, transparent nmenbrane. The creature's innards were
clearly visible, but just for a nmonent. Bone softened, and the nerrow s form
began to sag like a nelted candl e.

Still under the aboleth's spell, the sea ogre oozed its way over to the edge
of the pool and splashed into the water. The abol eth dragged itself back to
the water to feed. For all its fearsome appearance, the aboleth did not have

any teeth, and its nmouth was hidden on its underbelly. It could consunme only
victinms that had been reduced to the consistency of mucus, and it could not
eat except in the water. Vestress sat calmy while her playmate sucked the
merrow dry. The wait was usually well rewarded. The abol eth m ght be ungainly,
but it was one of the npbst potent sources of information in all ofVestress's
vast network. An aboleth acquired all the know edge possessed by any creature

it ate. No aboleth willingly gave up these secrets, but Vestress was
exceptionally skilled--even for an illithid-at pulling information from an
unwi I ling m nd. The abol eth enjoyed the challenge of going mnd-to-nmnd with
the powerful illithid, and occasionally it agreed to hunt and consume somne

intelligent seagoing creature that mght yield up-posthunously-information of
special interest to Vestress. In all, it was an arrangenent that suited them



bot h.

Agai n the abol eth dragged itself out of the pool, moving nore slowy now that
it had gorged itself on a nine-foot ogre. It locked stares with the illithid,
and the battle for mental supremacy began

Vestress reached out with her psionic powers, touching the inpressive shields
t hat guarded the sea creature's nmental treasure trove. She pressed, nudged,
battered at the wall-all to no avail.

At last the illithid turned away, admtting defeat. Sonetimes she won,
sometines not. It was no coi nci dence, however, that she usually |ost when the
prize was a creature such as this nerrowand after she had extracted fromits
m nd any i nformation of val ue.

The abol eth did not seemto care about such distinctions. The victorious
fish-thing slithered back into the water, leaving a trail of gray slinme on the
marble tile, and then di sappeared into the depths beyond the pool. Cddly
enough, it was this disgusting substance that had pronpted Vestress to sumon
the aboleth in the first place. A though the slinme snelled disgustingly like
rancid lard, it was useful in making potions of water-breathing, and Vestress
had it collected after each of the aboleth's visits. Vestress sent a nental
sunmons into the antechanber for her newest slave. The slave was human, a
strong, pale. haired femal e who'd fought entertainingly against the illithid s
nmental control. No matter-the fermal e had succunbed as did all. Now docile and
efficient, the woman knelt on the tile and began to scrape up the grayish
slime. Wen the marble floor was spotless and shining, the welltrained slave
took the bottled slinme and headed of f for Vestress's al chemy chanber, where it
woul d be transfornmed into a potion of water-Dbreathing.

The illithid was in particular need of such a potion. Her |ast one had been
used to create a ring ofwater-breathing, a valuable itemlost to the drow whom
the slain merrow and his band had failed to kidnap. This drowindeed, the
entire crew of the Ruathen ship-had surprised Vestress nore than once. That
situation, however, was about to change.

The Regent glided toward the pool that led to Iskor's watery real m She woul d
sumon the water waith and persuade her to bring the drow Shakti to Ascarle
at once. What better, nore entertaining way to | earn nore about her new drow
foe-and her new drow ally-than to pit them agai nst each other?

The Cutl ass nade port on Trisk, the main island in the Purple Rocks
archipelago, in record time. Wth the assistance of an efficient docknaster
Ret hnor sent a nessenger to the pal ace requesting an i nmedi ate audi ence with
Ki ng

Sel ger, the nominal ruler of Trisk. As he suspected, the nonarch sent a coach
at once to bring the H gh Captain of Luskan in state.

This was Rethnor's first visit to the island, and as the royal coach crested
the rocky hillsides of the coast and rolled through the green valley beyond,
all that he saw confumed his suspicions about the island s place in the Kraken
Society. The people of Tri sk were cheerful and industrious. Never had Rethnor
encountered so pristine a harbor, or farms and honmesteads so well tended. At
first glance, the island appeared to be a place of remarkable contentnent-a
par adi se.

But Ret hnor had not achieved his position by accepting flrst appearances. He
noticed the strain behind the smles, the frantic striving at excellence, the
wat chf ul ness on every face. And he noticed that the enbl em of the Kraken



Soci ety-a many-tentacl ed purple squid-was worn in sone formby every person he
set eyes upon. Rethnor did not think that these sinple, isolated fol k had
becorme Kraken agents through personal anbition, or even by choice.

So nuch the better.

He found King Sel ger to be nuch as he'd expecteddelighted with the inpronptu
visit, eager to please, clearly aware of the inportance of maintaining
Luskan's goodwi Il. Rethnor intended to see how far the king would go to keep
it.

The Hi gh Captain waved away repeated and | avish offers of food, nead, and
various entertainments. "My tine is short. | need to nmeet with the head of the
Kraken Society," he said bluntly.

Stunned silence met his words, then carefully worded disclainmers. Rethnor
woul d have none of it. He badgered, ordered, threatened-and finally King
Sel ger vyi el ded.

"W will do what we can to aid you,"
own head be the consequences.”

the king said cautiously, "but upon your

"I accept them" Rethnor said, and then added dryly, "Perhaps it will set your
m nd at ease to know that these consequences, whatever they may be, wll not
affect the island' s trade status wi th Luskan."

The kings face turned deep red at these words-even a puppet nonarch had his

pride, Rethnor noted-but he did not try to deny their truth. H's only caveat
was that Rethnor must wait for lowtide. Nothing the captain could do or say
woul d nmake Sel ger budge on that point.

And so shortly before the foll owi ng dawn, a servant sunmoned Ret hnor and
showed himto the royal stables. The two nen selected their nounts from anong
the stout, shaggy ponies indigenous to the island, and then rode off in
silence. Rethnor tried to extract information fromthe servant, but the man
did not speak the Conmmon trade | anguage and Ret hnor knew only a few words of
t he obscure dial ect spoken on Trisk. The Hi gh Captain suspected the servant
had been chosen specifically for his lack of linguistic skills. Although King
Selger had little choice but to cooperate with this powerful ally, he
apparently intended to do all he could to protect the secrets entrusted to
him The two men rode in silence to the island's northern coast. It was a

di smal, deserted place, a long stretch of rock-strewn sand that was eerily
devoid of life. No seabirds wheel ed and quarrel ed overhead, no crabs scuttled
along the still-danp sand. Rethnor's | one escort took himto a rocky |edge

t hat dropped of f suddenly and dramatically into the sea. He pointed out the
caves that were revealed only when the tides were at their | owest ebb

As soon as Rethnor swung down from his nmount, the servant seized the pony's
reins. \Wheeling his own nount about, he bolted back toward the safety of the
town. Rethnor briefly considered throwing a knife into the coward' s back, but
the man was out of range too quickly. Wth a curse and a shrug, the Luskar |et
the matter pass. He took a pine-pitch torch fromhis pack and lit it; then he
dropped into the water

Even at low tide, the sea was wai st-deep at the cave's entrance. Hol ding the
torch hi gh, Rethnor slogged onward into the darkness. The cave was | arger than
he had antici pated, and the vast bl ackness seenmed to swallow the flickering
light. Just as the Captain began to wonder whether the king had sent himon a
fool's errand, the chanber narrowed, and the light of his torch reflected off
the walls of a wondrously carved stone passage.



Thick pillars lined the wal kway,
graceful arcs. A
scenes, and the curving script of sone
was breat ht aki ng,

some of the artifacts he passed as he waded through the silent halls.
gargoyl es alone would bring a fortune to riva

Wat er dhavi an nobl e.

Ret hnor raised his torch for a better |
varied, the gargoyl es perched atop the
over the passage. Loom ng over himwas
goblinlike creature with an ow's beak
bet ween those of a bat and a nanta ray.

surfaces were carved with intricate designs,

and curving buttresses net overhead in

detail ed

I ong-forgotten | anguage. The artistry

and Ret hnor could not help but cal culate the market price of

Just the
that of the nobst corrupt

ook. Marvel ously detail ed and endl essly
pillars like silent sentinels watching
a particularly fearsome statue-a
and feet, and wings |like a cross
As the torch's flickering Iight

touched the gargoyle, the stone statue stirred to life. The nassive w ngs
snapped out into a tight arch, and the creature |leaped fromits post. Down it
glided toward the stunned nan, the talons on its enornous feet flexed and
eager .

Too |late Rethnor realized his error.
creat ures- kapoaci nt h,
As the creature bore down on him Rethnor flailed at
what weapon was fire to a creature of stone?

These were not statues, but living
a marine variation on the pure evil that was a gargoyle.
it with his torch. But

As the kapoaci nth swooped in, Rethnor understood what a hare nust fee
before the strike of a hawk. G ant stone claws closed on the Northnman's
shoul ders, biting through the protective |ayers of fur overcoat and | eat her
arnor. Rethnor gritted his teeth against the pain as the creature dragged him
fromthe water. His torch flew fromhis hand and died with a feeble hiss.

j ust

The gargoyl e flapped heavily into the air with its prey and then glided down
the passage. After a tinme the man's eyes adjusted to the darkness. He noted
that the passage was one of many, each with side tunnels branching

of f haphazardly on either side. The kapoacinth took many turns, follow ng a
convol uted path that Rethnor could not hope to remenber. Then, to the High
Captain's greater horror, the creature changed path once again and dove
straight for the water. The man filled his lungs with air just as the icy

i mpact struck him

After the cold, Rethnor's first sensation was that of incredible speed. The
wat er rushed past himwith a force that threatened to tear himfromhis
captor's claws. Then, suddenly, the notion stopped. Cautiously Rethnor opened
his eyes. They had enmerged fromthe tunnel into a |arge, deep basin. In the
dark water ahead Rethnor could nake out the shapes of what appeared to be the
ruins of a city wall. Once again the kapoacinth dove |ike a stooping hawk. The
creature glided through the remains of a massive portcullis, then swiftly nade
its way through an enormous |abyrinth of ancient stone.

In nonents the inner city lay before themnot ruins, but a marvel crafted from
crystal and coral, beautiful beyond telling. Like a dianbnd with a heart of
flame, the city lent an eldritch glow to the surroundi ng water

The kapoaci nt h swooped down to a narbl e wal kway that ended in a gl eam ng arch
Its tal ons opened, and Ret hnor dropped heavily onto the path. Wth a sharp
slap of its barbed tail, the creature sped himthrough the magi c doorway.

Ret hnor stunbl ed through the portal and enmerged in an air-filled room The
entire underwater journey had taken little nore than a mnute or two, but the
shock of it had qui ckened his heart and enptied his [ungs. Another nonment nore
woul d have been too much for him Yet even as he dragged in much-needed air,
he pl aced his one remai ning hand on his sword hilt and surveyed the room for



potential danger.

Ret hnor found hinself in a place of surpassing beauty, an antechanber that
woul d have graced any palace in twenty realns. The crystal walls whorled
upward in intricate patterns to the peaked ceiling, giving the inpression that
the room was contained within an enornous gem Exquisite marble of pink

green, and white was inlaid in exquisite designs on the floor and walls, and
rare statues graced the alcoves. Mst fair of all was the servant who cane to
greet Rethnor, a worman of the North, dressed in silken robes that matched the
pal e gold of her hair. In a strangely tonel ess voi ce she bade himfollow, her
nmoverent s wooden as she led the way through ever nore wondrous roons.

Unaccustomed to such spl endor, the Hi gh Captain was keenly aware of his sodden
cl ot hi ng and bedraggl ed appearance. He had little thought to spare for such
petty enotions, for nothing in this unnatural place felt right, and his
warriors instincts screaned out a warning. As the beautiful slave |Ied himdown
a |l ong passage toward the audi ence chanber, he strove to still his mnd and
prepare his wits for the encounter to cone.

But not hing could have prepared Rethnor for what awaited. The vast room was
dom nated by a marble dais and a crystal throne the col or of pal e anethysts.
Seated upon this was a regal -if hideous-creature. A silver diademrested on
its high-domed | avender head, and the four tentacles that nade up the | ower
hal f of its face withed in sinuous, graceful patterns.

Well net, Rethnor; intoned a famliar, fenm nine voice in his mnd

The Hi gh Captain gaped at the strange creature, unable to hide his distaste.
This was the regal worman who had gui ded so many of his recent plans? Was it
possi ble that this malformed beast was the faned head of the Kraken Society?

W thought you m ght be nore confortable conversing with a formsimlar to
your own, the illithid explained. In answer to your rather tactless, if
unspoken, question, | rule this place as Regent. Do not underestimte ny
power; or that of those | serve.

Ret hnors left armjerked up to one side, without his will and of its own
accord, revealing the stunmp where his sword hand had once been

W see you have been careless with the scrying ring we gave you, the illithid
continued. It is well we had the foresight to provide you with a second
device. But let us speak on matters of inport. You have cone to seek
assistance. W are ready to provide it.

A silent sunmons fromthe illithid brought two nore, even stranger creatures
into the room A glasslike nynph glided toward the throne, and at her side
stal ked a femal e drow

Ret hnor had no opi nions on nynphs, but he held a Northnman's dislike of elves,
drow or otherwi se. They were scrawny, w spy, ugly things, to his mnd nore

i ke shadows than real creatures in the way they flitted about, utterly
despicable for their effete dependence upon magic. But this femal e was nore
substantial than any elf he'd ever laid eyes on, with a tread you coul d hear
and a solid formthat approached human proportions. She was plunp and curvy
enough to draw the eye of any hearty male, but there was not a bit of softness
about her. The drow s eyes were red, as hard and cold as rubies, and bright
with feral intelligence. On the dark canvas of her face was painted barely
controlled fury. Despite his innate prejudices, Rethnor was intrigued.

W will provision your ship and provide you with fresh sailors and fighters



from anong the people of Tri sk, so that you m ght continue your pursuit of the
Ruat hen ship. These two will go to hel p ensure your success.

"What need have | of two femal es?" Ret hnor demanded, appalled by the very idea
of setting sail with these creatures aboard.

| skor; the water waith, can speak with the creatures of the sea and | ocate
the ship you seek in noments. She can al so summon powerful beings from her
native plane. Perhaps such can succeed where you, to date, have not. Shakti,
the drow, has yet to prove her worth, but you will take her all the sane.

Ret hnor gl owered at the elf. His fierce glare had turned aside powerful
warriors, cooled the battle ardor of hardened Northnen. But the drow s strange
red gaze did not falter; indeed, she seened to grow only nmore angry as she
regarded t he man.

"This insult is past bearing," she spat, speaking in harsh, badly accented
Conmmon. As she spoke, she fingered the silver cuff that clung to one pointed
ear-no doubt sone magi cal device that translated her speech, Rethnor surm sed.

"I sought partnership with a water waith, offering value for value, and how
am | repaid?" the drow continued bitterly. "Taken to this. . . faerie city and
apprenticed to a human? A nmale!"

Do you not wish to capture your runaway drow ? She is on the ship this man
seeks. You need him and he you. | strongly suggest you find a way to work
together; the illithid comanded.

The Northman and the drow | ocked stares, taking furious nmeasure of each other
Ret hnor was the first to speak. "Wen we find the ship, the berserker warrior
is mne to slay. Keep your foul nagic away fromhim" he ordered.. "Wat is a
human fighter to nme? But touch the yell oweyed bitch, and you die!" snarled
Shakti in return.

Well, lvell, observed the illithid' s mental voice, showing the first note of
hunor Ret hnor had ever perceived init. It would seemthat you tw have found
conmon ground al ready.

The El fmaid kept a steady course upon the warmwaters of the River, rounding
the island of Gundarlun without incident and then turning southward toward
Ruat hym Despite the loss of the large profit the herring woul d have brought
them the crew seenmed cheerful and eager for the return hone.

Al'l but young Bjorn, who usually spent the | ong days at his carving or
pai nting. Unusually restless, he paced the deck for hours at a tinme, |ooking
toward the sky as if there were words witten there that only he could read.

At twilight of the third day, Hrolf could bear no nore of this. "Qut with it,
lad! If there's a stormcom ng, say so and be done with it!"

The young sailor | ooked troubled. "Not a storm" he said hesitantly. "But
somet hing. | know not what." He shrugged, sheepish as a child pressed to
confess the details of an unrenmenbered ni ght mare.

The answer was soon to cone. Liriel saw it first, for the range of her elven
vi sion was | onger than even that of the farsighted sailors. A dark wall of
water raced toward them fromthe northwest, gaining height and power as it
cane. The pirates watched its approach stoically, knowi ng their seamanship to
be no match for the killing wave. Liriel was not so accepting of her fate. She
sei zed the W ndwal ker and began to chant, calling upon the strongest defensive



sea-magi ¢ spells she had studied and stored in the anmulet. A bubble of energy,
glowing faintly with the faerie fire of drow magic, encircled the ship like a
gi ant done.

"To retain air around the ship, and keep us from being swept under,"” Liriel
explained tersely. "It gives us a chance, no nore."

Hrol f wrapped an arm around her tense shoul der and gave her a quick, grateful
squeeze. "That's nore than we had a nonent earlier. Gab ahold, |ads, and
prepare to get bounced around sone!" he roared.

As the echoes of his voice reverberated through the magi cal bubble, the
captai n dropped facedown to the deck and took hold of a secured rope |ine.

El sewhere, the other sailors followed his exanple, bracing thensel ves as best
they could for the comi ng onsl aught.

The wave swept under the Elfmaid and lifted her up with breath-stealing speed.
To the astonishment of all, the ship did not plunge back down into the sea;
t he massive wave continued to hold them al oft.

Then the WA. Ve shifted and began to take on humanoid form Eyes the size of
war shi el ds gazed down at the stunned crew, and enornmpus watery hands cradl ed
t he ship-which was still encased in its glowing orb-as easily as a child m ght
hol d an oversized plaything. Wth an odd, undul ati ng novenent, the creature
began to nove toward the northeast, its arns and body | engtheni ng and
shortening as it went, like the ebb and flow of the tide.

"What in the Nine bloody Hells is that thing?" Holf demanded. Hi s usually
ebul | i ent voice was reduced to a harsh whisper

"An elenental,” Liriel returned. She had seen stone el enentals and knew t he
i ncredi ble strength of such creatures. She even had the nagic to conjure and
conmmand such a being. But it had never occurred to her that such could be
called fromthe other elenents, and she was astoni shed by the sheer size and
power of this one. The elenental's fluid shape was hard to nmeasure, but she
guessed it stood at |least twenty feet above the waves, with arnms at | east

twi ce that |ong.

The ship settled down into a gentle swayi ng notion, and one by one the sailors
left their secure holds and came to cluster around their captain. Their
expressions were fearful, but confident.

"How d'we fight this one, Captain?" Avir asked for themall. Despite the
trenmor in his voice, the seagoing skald asked the question with the tone of
one who fully expected an answer. Their captain had | ed themthrough nany
unor t hodox adventures and provided Ovir with tales enough to while away the
ni ghts of the | ongest wi nter.

But this tine the light of battle did not come to Holrs eyes. The captain
felt an unaccustoned |lack of optimsm The Elfmaid had |ost five good nmen to
the fighting so far on this trip, bringing their nunber down to under twenty.
There were enough remaining to man the ship-barel ybut not enough to take into
battl e against such a foe. Indeed, Holfhad no i dea how a force of any size
could trimthe sails of this watery nonster. But he stifled his own fear and
faced the nen with a confidence he did not feel

"No fighting just yet," he said firmy, casting a stern glance in Fyodor's
direction. "W're not exactly under attack, to ny way of thinking. Seens as if
this thing wants to take us for a ride. W wait it out, weather this delay
same as any other storm Go about your business best you can, but keep your



weapons sharp and ready. Once this wet bastard puts us down," he pronised with
a touch ofhis customary battle glee, "it had best be ready to bl ock, duck, or
bl eed! "

The nmen responded with a hal fuearted cheer. Hrolf sent themoff to do
littl e-needed tasks. When all were occupied, he pulled Liriel aside. "Can you
do aught to stop this thing, |ass?"

The drow shook her head, thinking of the unlearned spells in her pilfered book
of sea magic. "Not yet. 1'll check my spell books for ideas, though."

Hrol f cast a glance at the sky. H s weathered brow creased as he nmade sone
cal cul ations. "Looks as if you'll have time to ponder over it. Unless | mss
nmy guess, fromthe direction we're headed I'd have to say this thing plans to
take us to the Purple Rocks."

"What are they?"

The captain net her curious gaze without a trace of his usual hunmor. "A place
best avoided," he said grimy as he placed one hand on her shoul der. "Go | ook
t hrough them magi ¢ books, my girl. But read fast, or Urberlee will have us
all.”

Chapter 11

Escape

Do you know anyt hi ng about this?" demanded Khel ben "Bl ackstaff" Arunsun,
archmage of WAt erdeep, as he thrust a sheet of parchnment into his nephew s
hands.

The young man scanned the el egant, slanted script that could only have cone
fromthe quill of Baron Khaufros, one of Waterdeep's staunchest northern
allies. "I don't believe it," he said flatly.

"Ch? And what basis have you for doubt?"

"I have met the drow in question, and ny instincts where wonmen are concer ned
are inmpeccable," the younger man decl ared confortably, |aying down the
parchnent so that he might attend to a blond | ock that had strayed onto his
forehead. Hi s fastidious preening only deepened the archmage's scow .

"She caused a bit of trouble down in Skullport,"” Khel ben rem nded him

"My point precisely. According to the Dark Sister, this |ovely young drow
pl ayed a pivotal part in the raid that took out a nest of Vhaeraun worshipers

and freed a shipload of children destined for slavery. Ch, |'ve been follow ng
her progress,"” he said in response to the archmage's incredul ous gaze, and his
voice lost every hint of its lazy drawl. "Did you think I would send a strange

drow to the Pronenade Tenple and not foll ow through to ensure that my origina
j udgrment was sound?"

Khel ben ceded this point with a nod, but the worry lines creasing his forehead
did not disappear. "I do not doubt that you did your job, Danilo. But did you
know that this drow al so singl ehandedly rescued a crimnal from Skullport's
dungeon, then booked passage upon this nman's pirate ship and used sone sort of



powerful gate spell to remove it fromthe underground port?"

"No," the youth adnmitted and grimaced. "I stopped gathering information after
the battle, assuming that the |lovely |ady had achi eved happily-ever-after, as
the bards are wont to say."

Khel ben lifted one eyebrow at Danilo's reference to bards, but for once the
archmage refrained fromgiving his opinion on the matter of bardic
reliability. "It is the drow s magi cal escape from Skull port that concerns ne
and gives credence to the baron's report. Anyone who commands power enough to
bypass Hal aster's gates is a potential danger."

The young man nodded sonmberly as he picked up the parchnent. Once again he
read the reports of increased drow activity in the area of the R ver Dessarin.
There had been sightings of a raiding party traveling the Dessarin, and the
bodi es of several drow nales had been discovered in the hills east of the
river. Several different bands of human adventurers were apparently squabbling
over bragging rights for this victory. The small town of Trollbridge had
clainmed an attack by a drow fermal e who wi el ded powerful magi c and who had
apparently enspelled a young swordsman to do her bidding.

Danil o did not doubt that the pair described were the same he had net |ess
than a month before. By all accounts, the pretty little drow had been busy.
But he could not credit to her the atrocities that Baron Khaufros reported or
accept the baron's suggestion that the dark sorceress woul d take over the
wills of whatever nmen she happened to neet. But he did understand Khel ben's
concern about the girl's magical ability. A powerful w zard, drow or
otherw se, was always a wild card, and the game currently playing out in the
northern seas was conplicated enough

"She should be watched," Danilo admtted.

"She shoul d be stopped,” the archmage retorted and then paused. "There is
somet hing el se you shoul d know. W have received word fromthe harbor merfolk
that a Waterdhavi an hunting vessel known as the Cutter was scuttled by
pirates. There were no survivors; all of the nen aboard were put to the sword.
The captain of the attacking ship was Hrolf the Unruly, the nman your drow
rescued from Skul | port's dungeons."

The young man's face went very still. "Wasn't Cal adorn aboard that ship?"

"I"'mafraid so," Khel ben said somberly. "Since the young fool has his mind set
on adventuring at sea, the Lords of there was, in truth, little for themto
do. At length they fell to drinking and the telling of grimtales.

For once Fyodor took no part in the storytelling. The old | egends of Rashenen,
however, were very much on his mnd. He took a solitary post on the
forecastle, gazing at the horizon with sightless eyes as he sought inspiration
in his country's rich treasury ofl ore. Fyodor had | earned that no matter what
puzzle life offered him he could usually find an answer in the renenbered
deeds of ancient gods and heroes.

Alone in Holrs cabin, Liriel frantically studied her book of sea magic for
the neans to overcone a water elenental. There were no spells listed that
could acconplish this feat. Nor could she send it back to its hone

pl aneapparently the preferred method of dealing with such creatures-for few
drow studi ed the el enental planes, and water was hardly their favored el ement.
Liriel knewlittle of the sea, and | ess about the plane of water and its
creatures. The drow resolved to redress this lack, if and when she reached
Ruat hym At the nonment, though, she was severely taxed by the double effort of



mai nt ai ni ng the bubble shield that encl osed the ship and devising a way to
escape fromthe el enental

The day was nearly spent when Fyodors shout roused her from her reverie.
Liriel heard his distinctive bass voice calling out sonething about an
approaching ship. Arned with her newy | earned spells and those stored in her
W ndwal ker amul et, the drow hurried to the deck to investigate this new

devel oprent .

There were actually two ships-a |large two-masted caravel sailing fromthe west
and a tiny dot on the northern horizon that was still well beyond the reach of
any eyes but hers.

"The ship is fully armed!" Fyodor exclainmed, pointing to the arsenal of
catapults and ballistae on the decks of the approaching caravel. "Perhaps they
can help us escape fromthis creature.”

I bn gl owered at the young warrior. "Help, froma Waterdhavian ship? It's well
that you can fight, boy, since you haven't the good sense the gods gave a
clam That's plain enough by the conpany you keep," he concluded, casting a
significant glance toward Liriel.

The drow ignored the sailor's insults in favor of nore inportant matters. Her
eyes narrowed as she gazed at the approaching ship. There was an aura of magic
about it. Strong magic.

Since | eaving her hone city, Liriel had noticed that her eyes were becom ng
nore and nore attuned to the nuances of power. Menzoberranzan was perneat ed
with magic. She could no nore see magic there than she coul d enpl oy her heat
vi sion when the m dday sun turned sea and sky to pale blue fire. Magic was
hardl y unknown on the surface world, but it was conparatively rare, and Liriel
was finding that she could sense its occurrence and gauge its power. So she
did not doubt the instinct that warned her of a mighty spellcaster aboard the
approachi ng vessel. Since it stood to reason that a ship's wi zard woul d know
nore of sea magic than a drow, Liriel planned to take full advantage of the
unknown wi zard's skill. But first, she had to west the Elfmaid fromthe
elemental 's watery grasp.

The drow faced the creature and began to chant the words to a part-water
spel I, her body swaying as she drew power fromthe weave of magi c and reshaped
it into an invisible sword. She flung one armup high, instinctively falling
into a battle stance as she |l ashed out with her eldritch weapon

But Liriel was near exhaustion, and sea nmagic was new to her. Her usually
lethal aimfailed her; the spell, which should have parted the el enental
neatly in two, nmerely lopped off an arm

Wat er gushed, like a mighty waterfall, fromthe wound. The El fmaid, still in
its protective bubble, was swept away on the flow Sailors tunbled to the deck
and rolled toward the bow of the ship. Fyodor, high atop the forecastle, was
thrown fromhis perch and into the air. He hit the bubble of force and slid
down its curved surface toward the water. At once he saw his danger: if he
fell into the water he would slip down to the | owest part of the nagical gl obe
and be crushed between the ship and the bottom of the bubble. His flailing
hands found a hol d-the wooden bodi ce of the figurehead' s | owcut gown. Fyodor
haul ed hinself onto the perch offered by the elf maid s anple bosom Hol ding
fast to the statue's pointed ears, he hung on for dear life as the ship
plumreted into the sea.

A solid wall of seawater splashed over the domed shield as the ship dropped



under the surface of the water. But Liriel's spell held; the air-filled bubble
bobbed to the surface, the Elfmaid rocking wildly within its protective
shi el d.

Now that the ship was free, the exhausted drow dropped the nagical defense.
Too soon-a vast wave of water flowed upward and re-forned into the el enental

I gnoring the approachi ng caravel, the el enental once again closed on the

El fmaid. But the creature had only one arm it apparently was unable to tap

t he i nexhaustibl e supply of seawater to regenerate its form Liriel took note
of this, then dove deep into the concentrati on needed for her next casting.

Her intended spell was a sunmoning, very like the dark-elven magic that raised
an army of spiders fromthe creatures that lurked in every cranny of the
Underdark. The result was inmredi ate and spectacular. Every sea creature within
attacki ng range cane to her call, formng the strangest arny the drow had ever
seen. A pod of gray whal es began to nudge and prod at the elemental with their
enor mous, barnacl e-encrusted heads. The elenental batted at themwith its one
remai ning arm but the whal es persisted, pushing the creature inexorably
northward and away from the Ruathen ship.

The efforts of the smaller creatures were al so taking effect. They swam up
into the water that conprised the elenental's borrowed body, turning the
sea-colored creature dark with their shadowy fornms. Hundreds of small fish
busily schooled, swiming in fast, tight circles as if they were in sone
enornous fishbowl . The dizzying current seenmed to confuse the el enental, and
it swayed drunkenly as it flowed toward the north.

O her, nore deadly creatures joined in the attack. Longsnouted barracudas
darted about inside the creature, snapping and tearing as they sought the
essence of the creature contained within the seawater. One of them managed to
rip through the elenmental's watery hide and was shot, with a sudden gush of
fluid, fromthe creature's body. Wth the force of a ballista bolt, the fish
slamed into the side of the Elfmaid. Its body splattered, |eaving a dark
streak behind as the remains of this strange warrior slid slowy into the sea.

The elemental's watery formflowed in to cl ose the wound, but the creature had
lost a bit of stature with the attack. It seened weaker, too, and it no | onger
fought the determ ned whales that nosed it steadily away fromthe Ruathen
shi p.

By now Fyodor had clinmbed down fromhis perch, and he cane to Liriel's side.
The drow was swayi ng, drained by the powerful nmagic she'd cast, and he slipped
a steadyi ng arm about her waist. "You cannot fight it alone,” he told her
quietly.

"It becomes smaller with each attack," the stubborn elf responded, pulling
away from her friend s enbrace.

"Just so." Fyodor fixed a determ ned gaze upon her. "In ny land, there are
tal es of an ancient sword whose strike could freeze the blood and flesh of an
enemny. Put such an enchantnent upon ny sword, and | will carve frozen pieces

fromthe creature for as long as | amable.™

Liriel stared at the young nman, understandi ng what he intended to do. He did
not expect victory over the elenmental, but he was fully prepared to die in
battle against it if that would cut the creature down to manageabl e size. It
was not the first time Fyodor had taken on suicidal odds to spare her, and
Liriel had yet to understand how this could be so. Self-preservation was the
first law of the drow. A nixture of awe and confusion sparked the girl's ready
t enper.



"Your confidence in ny ability is touching,"” she snapped, thinking of the
years of crafting, the incredibly powerful spell-binding, that went into
maki ng a weapon such as the one in Fyodors tale. "But you have no idea what
you' re asking! Before we try conjuring magic swords, let's give the fish a
chance. Onh, |ook-there's a good one!"

A large black creature that | ooked strangely |ike an Underdark bat spiral ed
upward through the elenmental's liquid body and into the head. The |ong tai
whi pped about, thrashing and probing. The el enental reeled, its one hand
clutching at its tenmples as if it were in agony.

"Manta ray," Hrolf told her, a grin of dark satisfaction on his bearded face.
"CGot a poisonous sting to its tail with enough power to sink a small whale.
Now that'll slow the critter down, and give himsonmething to regret cone
nmor ni ng! "

The \Wat erdhavi an ship, nmeanwhile, had changed course to close in on the
wounded el enental. A catapult |ever sprang forward, sending a grapeshot | oad
hurtling toward the creature-crystalline particles of sone sort that caught
the last rays of sunlight Iike so many glittering gens.

"Uh-oh," Liriel murrmured. Wthout bothering to ask for details, the pirates
dropped to the deck and flung their arnms over their heads.

The whine and thud of the catapult's machinery caught the attention of the
tornmented elenmental, and it spun just in time to face the incom ng spray of
crystals. Instinctively, the elemental threw up its one armto ward off the
attack, and it began to sink into the protective waves.

Not soon enough. A geyser of steambillowed into the darkening sky, filling
the air with a tremendous hiss and the overwhel mi ng stench of cooked fish. The
Wat er dhavi an shi p changed course imedi ately to veer away fromthe deadly
cloud, but the faint cries comng fromit indicated that some of the sailors
had been scal ded. The pirates | eaped to their feet, cheering and shouting at
thi s double victory.

Nevert hel ess.
"They will pursue,” Ibn pointed out, his tone grim

Hrolf shot a significant |l ook at Liriel. "Not if they think there's nothing
left of us to chase.”

The drow considered this, her fingers closing around the W ndwal ker as she
reviewed the spells contained in the anul et.

"Enough! " Fyodor demanded, his voice tinged with anger. "Look at her. She is
barely able to stand. How nuch magi ¢ do you think one person can channel and
live?" "She's stronger than you think, lad," the captain said stoutly,

wrapping a fatherly armaround the girl's shoul ders and giving her a squeeze.

The young warrior stood his ground. He had seen the Wtches of Rashenen pour
forth their magic in battle, draining their power and essence until there was
nothing left of thembut piles of drifting dust and enpty bl ack robes.

"It is better that we take on the ship in battle," Fyodor insisted.

Liriel sniffed. "You don't want to face off against the wi zard who nelted that
elemental, trust ne on that. And it's not one ship, but two." She pointed to
the northeast; the distant vessel.was now cl ose enough for human eyes to



di scern.

Hrol f snatched up an eyeglass and trained it on the approaching ship. "Damm
and blast it, it's one of them warshi ps we fought before!"

"And the elenental was taking us to them" the drow added. "Believe ne when |
say that anyone who can sum, non elenmentals is bad news. Holf and Ibn are
right. \Whoever those people are, they will pursue us until we are dead-or they
think we are. You," Liriel demanded, whirling to point at one of the sailors,
"bring ne a sea chart with our current |ocation marked on it. Harrel dson, take
t he rudder and set course for Ruathym The rest of you, to oars! Put sone

di stance between us and that caravel!"

The nmen scurried to do her bidding. Even Fyodor took a place at the oars, for
he knew t hat no argument woul d sway the stubborn drow once her mind was set
upon a given course of action. The row of oars dipped and pulled, and the
ninble Elfnmaid | eaped toward the south. Tracing a stately arc, the caravel
changed course to pursue.

Liriel stood alone on the main deck, her eyes closed and her hands curved
before her as if she were holding an invisible globe. Slowy, as if in
graceful dance, her hand turned pal ms-out and her arms stretched high, then
went out wi de. A sheet of darkness, a vast inpenetrable curtain of black, fel
between the Elfrmaid and her attacker.

"It worked," Liriel nuttered with relief. She had never tried to reshape the
drow gl obe of darkness into another form and until this nmoment she had no

i dea whether or: not it could be done. Taking no time to exult, she turned to
the next part of the spell. The sailor she'd sent for the chart hovered
nearby, his eyes round with wonder as he stared at the sumoned darkness.
Liriel snapped her fingers inpatiently, and he darted forward with the chart.

"We're here," she nused, touching one black fingertip to the point on the nmap
that the sailor had marked and sliding it down as far as she dared. "Wat are
we likely to bunmp into here? Rocks? Shoal s? Anyt hi ng?"

"Not hi ng but open sea," the sailor said, and his face bl anched as he
understood the drow s intent.

"I"mnot real happy about it myself;" she grunmbled, for the gate spel

required for such an escape woul d have chal |l enged her even if she'd approached
it fresh and rested. Still, there was sonething to be said for the power of
desperation. And by the tinme the Elfmaid was ready to take the di nensiona

pl unge, their situation would be desperate indeed.

The fingers of the drow s right hand curved around the W ndwal ker, and she
flung her left hand toward the black curtain. Magic fire spat from her
fingers, forming a fireball that tore through the darkness and beyond. There
was a nonent's silence, a thud of inpact, then shouts fromthe other ship and
the faint crackle-and-hiss of a fire quickly extinguished.

Again Liriel attacked, and this time came the unm stakable pop of a firebal
gl anci ng off a magical shield. Good, she thought grimy. The enemnmy ship's
wi zard was every bit as powerful as she'd suspected. She was al nost certain
what his next nove would be, and she readied herself in preparation

Sunmmoni ng every fireball in her arsenal, Liriel braced her feet w de and set
off the first small missile, much as a drow arnmsmaster m ght send out a
scouting party of kobolds to test the eneny's range and resolve. She heard the
magi c fire strike the unseen shield, and she began to count rapidly. An



answering flash exploded fromthe darknessher own weapon, rebounded back. The
fireball, dinmnishing in size and power as it cane, fell short of the Elfmid
and di sappeared, with a weak fizzle, into the water

A snmile of triunph flashed across the drow s weary face. She now knew

preci sely how | ong she had between attack and escape. Again she stretched out
her hand, and again magic fire erupted fromher fingers. A barrage of
fireballs spewed forth, so many that the sky was brightened as ifby festival
fireworks, so quickly that it appeared as if a single line of multicol ored
lightning flashed from her outstretched hand.

Wth the last of her fireball spells gone, Liriel swayed and then dropped to
the deck like an arrow shot raven. But she struggled to her knees, both hands
cl aspi ng the Wndwal ker and her face set in determ nation. Quickly she called
forth the gate that would take the pirate ship several niles to the south and
to safety.

Not hi ng

A scream of pure, primal rage tore fromthe drow s throat. Never had magic
refused to obey her call! Anger lent her a nmonent's strength; she snatched up
her obsi di an pendant and raised it high even as her screamended in a shriek
of prayer- a brief and fervent oath in the ancient Drow tongue, a final
desperate plea to Lloth.

Uterly spent, Liriel fell silent and watched with dull eyes as her own
weapons rebounded toward the pirate ship in a colorful storm whistling as
they burst through the curtain of blackness and hurtled downward |ike falling
stars. The illusion she had hoped to create-the destruction of the El fmaid,
her death, and those of her friendswould soon be all too real

And then the lights and the sound were gone.

The El fmaid was surrounded by swirling gray nmists, by heavy air as dank and
foul as that of a despoiled crypt. Al though she'd been tenporarily blinded by
the fireballs, Liriel had her other senses in full neasure, and she caught the
fam liar scent of giant fungi and a whiff of sulfur and brimstone. Faintly, as
if fromsonme unfathonabl e di stance, came the echoes of roars too terrible to
have conme fromnortal throats and of shrieks that spoke of torment and
despair. Liriel's eldritch senses were fully aware, too, and she sensed the
pal pabl e cl oud of terror and gl oomthat pressed heavily upon all those
unfortunate enough to enter these real ms. She al so sensed the core of dark
fire that was the heart of this fell domain, felt the frigid obsidian hand
that reached out to touch her and to claimthe offered prize.

LI oth had answered her prayer.

Relief mingled with horror in the young drow s heart. She and her friends
woul d escape their deaths, but oh, the price! In that desperate noment, Liriel
had pl edged herself as priestess to Lloth, and she had been accept ed.

A mere novice in Menzoberranzan, Liriel had not been required to make such a
pl edge, but considering the many chal |l enges she faced, it was a step she

| ogi cally shoul d have taken long before this. Not a problem the drowtold
hersel f; and nothing outside the real mof her experience and expectations. She
had merely agreed to becone a conduit for the Spider Queen's power, as had her
forempthers for centuries untold, and vowed to work for the glory of Lloth.
Power was power-she woul d accept what she was given and make the best use of

it that she could. And yet, as the oppressive gloomof the Abyss crept into
her soul, Liriel wondered for the first tinme what the price of this power



m ght be.

And then the mist parted to reveal a sparkling night sky and a calm

bl ack-satin sea. Liriel turned her eyes upon the humans. To a man, they were
frozen in place and | ooked as if they'd been chilled to near-death by the
touch of a vengeful w ght. She fervently hoped they did not realize where they
had been.

Finally Avir managed a weak grin. "And | thought the | ast magical trip was
bad! Don't get nme wong-1'"mglad to have cone out of that with nmy hide in one

pi ece-but give nme a choice, and I'll take a storny sea anytine."
"Aye!" Hrolf agreed, his voice |less hearty than usual. "Don't exactly know
why, but Urberlee take me if | don't feel like | just slept with a |ichwonan!"

The anal ogy was apt, and it sent visible shudders running through the men of
the El fmaid. But the matter was over, and the sailors shook off the eerie

| ethargy and went about their tasks with a gusto that spoke loudly of their
pl easure to be back upon the open sea.

But Fyodor was nore perceptive of magical matters than the Northnmen. He cane
to Liriel's side and knelt beside her on the deck. "Were were we?" he asked
in a lowvoice. "Never have | felt such power in a place. . . or such sorrow "

The weary drow tried to answer him and found she could not. Liriel was

drai ned, enpty, nunb-and utterly defensel ess agai nst the despair that was the
Abyss and the churning chaos that marked the touch of Lloth. She had never
expected to feel so horrified by something that should have been a matter of
course-indeed, the greatest honor a drow could know. Her dark-elven
assunptions were profoundly shaken, her drow magic tenporarily exhausted, her
natural resilience stretched to the breaking point. It was all too much. An
unfam |iar moisture gathered in the comer of her eyes and spilled over onto
her cheeks. For the first time in her life, Liriel wept.

For a nonent Fyodor nerely stared at her, utterly dunmbfounded. Then he swept
the drowinto his arns and carried her down into the privacy of the hold. She
buri ed her face against his chest, clinging to her friend as if borrowi ng his
strength until the silent tears had run their course. By the tinme Fyodor
reached her cabin, Liriel was asleep in his arms, her thin body still shaking
fromthe convul sive sobs.

Fyodor stayed with her a long tine, for her fingers gripped his hand as if it
were a lifeline. In truth, he would have stayed regardl ess. During their
travel s he had frequently watched over her so, for Fyodor was often unable or
unwilling to sleep. In slunber Liriel |ooked tiny, fragile-utterly unlike the
fierce, powerful being who channel ed such fearsonme magic. At such nonents she
was his alone. He needed that feeling tonight, and he clung to her hand as
fervently as she cl asped his.

Yet try as he might, Fyodor could not conjure the wi stful deception. Liriel
knew t hi ngs, experienced things, that were far from his understandi ng. She was
as much a nystery to him and as far beyond his reach, as the mighty Wtches
who conmanded his | and. He sensed that something of great and dire inport had
happened this night, sonmething that took the girl still further fromhim The
pain this brought himwas as nothing, however, conmpared to his concern for

her.

The fey gifts that were the inheritance of the Rashenmi had granted Fyodor a
bit of the Sight, and the things he had glinpsed in that dreadful place had
chilled himto the soul. He could not help but wonder what the nore nagically



sensitive drow had felt and seen. As he watched over Liriel's sea-deep
sl unber, he thanked the ancient gods that drow did not dream

Ret hnor | owered his eyeglass, and a smile of grimsatisfaction crossed his
bl ack- bearded face as he savored the scene of destruction he had just

wi t nessed. The strange curtain of darkness was gone, and the troubl esone
El fmaid was no nore. Perhaps Rethnor had not bested the young berserker

hi msel f, but the nan was dead for all that.

In his mind, all was well enough
"Turn her about," he ordered the hel neman who stood at the wheel of the
Cutlass. "W return to Trisk at once." But Shakti whirled on him her scarl et
eyes blazing. "W were to capture the ship! What of the prisoners? Yours,

m ne?"

"There is no nmore ship, and anyone we m ght have captured is now food for the
sea creatures. | amsatisfied with the conclusion. If your prize has been
destroyed, what is that to nme?" he taunted.

To Rethnor's surprise, the elf wonman | aughed in his face. She snatched the
eyegl ass from his hand and smacked himin the chest with it.

"Fool!" she spat out, punctuating the remark wi th another sharp bl ow "Look
again. There is nothing but a cloud of steam caused when rebounded fireballs
struck the water. If the ship had expl oded, there would be nore heat |ingering
in the air, and burning weckage and bl ood to warmthe waters. Fool!" she
repeat ed scathingly as she haul ed back the eyegl ass for another attack

The captain reflexively seized her wist, and he stared at her in disbelief.
"You can see heat?"

"You cannot?" she retorted and pulled free ofhimw th an expression that
suggested his very touch was distasteful. Rethnor was not accustoned to such
i nsolence froma nere female, and his black brows pulled down into a stern V
of disapproval. "M nd your tongue, wonan."

The drow gl owered at him "Your eyes are worse than | had suspected, if you

m stake ne for a woman! | am Shakti, matron heiress to House Hunzrin. You
shoul d know t he name of the person who brings your death, and | swear by the
Mask of Vhaeraun that | will kill you if you presune to |ay hands-hand," she

sneered pointedly, "upon ne, ever again."

He shrugged off this warning. "You are certain the ship has escaped? But how
is this possible?"

"The drow | seek is a wizard. She is. . . powerful,"” Shakti admitted from
between gritted teeth, and then she struck the ship's rail with her balled
fists and let out a string of what Rethnor took to be drow curses.

"The wench is not out of reach, not even on Ruathym" the captain said,
surprised to find hinself giving assurance to the angry elf. "You will have
your prisoner yet."

The drow stopped in nmidtirade and eyed himwarily, as if weighing his words on
some scale of her own. He returned her stare, letting her neasure himas she
woul d. "I had never given thought to how persons ni ght be shaped by the world
around them" she nused. "The underground hone of the drow is complex, riddled
with layers and full of unexpected twi sts and turns. And you-you are as cold
and as deep as this sea, are you not?" she said wth obvious approval .



"But little good will that do me!" she nused, her npod turning dark once
again. The drow snatched Rethnor's left sleeve, and before he coul d guess her
intent, she lifted the mained |inb nockingly high, as if raising an inaginary
sword in a gesture of challenge.

"You wish to kill the man who took your hand," she scoffed, "yet you have not
bothered to have it replaced! Only a fool would go into battle wi thout his
sword hand!" Again Rethnor stared at the drow, this time with a stirring of
fascinated interest. "Replaced?"

"Or inmproved, if you prefer," Shakti said smugly. "In ny honel and, our
priestesses could regenerate a linb to its original state, only younger and
stronger. or our artisans could build you a new one-or several, each to suit a
di fferent purpose-of steel and mithril that is nonetheless as supple as flesh.
O course, if we were in ny honel and, you would by now be either dead or

ensl aved. "

The captain ignored this taunt. "Could you do this?" "Not here," she adnitted
"The needed tools and magic remain in the Underdark. But | could replace your
hand with that of another human."”

"No man woul d consent to such a thing!"

"I never imagined that one mght," Shakti said dryly, not understanding the
captain's horrified reaction. "But there are hunan slaves in Ascarle, are
there not? And | assune a slave's consent would hardly be needed. Wen we
return, choose one that pleases you, and I will see to the rest." Rethnor fel
silent as he pondered the drow s nacabre suggestion, and he wondered what ki nd
of being could speak of such things so casually. He had heard there were
spells like this-usually w el ded by necronmancers, those w zards who dealt in
death. He'd even heard runors of a hideous slave trade in which healthy nen
were captured and sold for such purposes, their bodies auctioned off piece by
piece as if they were nmere swine to be divided into hams and chops and bacon
This notion went against all Rethnor's Northman sensibilities, for how could a
man unwhol e hope to enter the halls of a warrior god? And the very thought of
integrating the flesh of another man with his own utterly appalled him

And yet.
"The hand," he began tentatively. "How nuch skill will it hold? WII | be able
to wield a sword again? Not just lift it and flail about, but will | be a

mast er ?" he demanded, his voice gai ning passi on as he spoke.

The drow eyed himwi th a dour expression. "It depends. How skilled were you
bef or e?"

"Very. The best."

"Good," she said flatly. "You would be amazed at how many restored fools ask
if they'll be able to play the harp now and, when advised they can, admt they
were unable to before. Even anong the drow, there are those who cannot open
their lips but a bad jest energes. Bah!"

"I do not care nuch for jests of any sort," Rethnor said by way of
reassurance. "But puzzles intrigue nme, and so | cannot hel p but wonder why you
woul d offer to do this for ne." Shakti smiled in grimapproval, shielding her
eyes against the starlight with one hand and turning her gaze far out over the
dark waters. "You doubt my notives. That is good."



He waited, but the drow did not add to this. "You consider it wise to go into
battle with only strong allies," he guessed.

Her eyes darted, like two nmocking red flames, to his face. "If you like. That
explanation will do as well as any." Although Rethnor was not accustoned to
verbal fencing, he was a skilled swordsman, and he knew a parry in any form A
fam liar exhilaration came over himas he nmet the challenge in the elf wonman's
crimson eyes. He had not had a good battle for nmany days, and he hungered for
the thrust and retreat, the bold attack and the cl ever treachery that made for
a truly good match. Here, in a guise stranger than any he had ever i magi ned
possible, was a foe truly worthy of battle.

And perhaps, he thought as he considered the anple curves beneath the elf
worman' s sonber dark robes, this one was worthy of conquest, as well.

"How do you propose to capture the w zard?" Shakti demanded, shattering his
pl easantly sal aci ous nusings and returning himto the task at hand.

"She will no doubt head for Ruathym 1 have spies on and around the island."
He hesitated, not sure how nuch he should reveal. Enough, he decided, to gain
this one's confidence. There was a new hand to be gained and perhaps a bit

nor e.

"There is a portal between Ascarle and Ruathym" he said. "Recently

di scovered, it is an ancient magi cal path, probably conjured by the elves who
once lived in both |ands. Messengers use the portal to carry orders. Wen your
eneny reaches the island, we will know of it."

Shakti stared at himas she absorbed this. "Wiy doesn't the illithid use this
portal to launch an attack?"

"You have nmuch to learn of the Kraken Society," he told her. "Information is
the weapon it provides, not warriors. Vestress asserts that it is better for
all if Ruathym appears to coll apse largely under the weight of its own

| awl essness."” The drow sneered. "And you believe that? There is one reason
alone why the illithid does not use the portal for conquest: she cannot."

Ret hnor did not dispute her words, for he hinmself had occasionally wondered
why his Kraken contact-whomuntil recently he had visualized as the wonan in
his lost scrying ring-had insisted that the portal could be used only by her
fey nessengers.

"What type of beings carry your orders?" the drow denanded, her words echoing
hi s unspoken thoughts. "Nereids. They are vain and malicious creatures from
anot her world-"

"The el emental plane of water," she interrupted. "Yes, | know all about those.
But what about nortal beings? Humans, elves? The illithid s sea ogre troops?
Can they pass through?"

Ret hnor considered this. "I do not know "

Shakti gave a derisive sniff. "Perhaps we should find out." She jolted
suddenly as if a new and illum nating thought had struck her

"Liriel has proven herself skilled at managi ng portals,"” she nused. "If she
can nove an entire ship, surely she could find a way to pass through the gate
that | eads from Ruathymto Ascarle.”

"Ah," Rethnor said, smling a little as he nodded his approval. "You plan to



lure this drow through the portal to Ascarle.”

"Try not to be any nore of an idiot than you nmust," Shakti advised himcol dly.
"OfF course | would not risk such a prize in an untried portal! But think on

this: by nowthe illithid knows Liriel Baenre as well as | nyself do! Vestress
has asked ne nmany questions about the rogue wi zard and has no doubt taken any
information fromny mind that | did not speak aloud. | now understand the

illithid s interest. Mark ne, Vestress needs the yell oweyed bitch as nuch as
| do!"

"To hel p her open the portal," Rethnor reasoned.

"It is the only possible explanation,"” Shakti agreed in a glumtone. The
illithid had brought Shakti here, ostensibly to | earn about recent events in
t he Underdark. Shakti, in return for this information, had been given surface
contacts to the vast trade and intrigue network of the Kraken Society. It had
seened a wort hwhil e exchange for both. But as she reviewed her conversations
with the illithid, Shakti realized Vestress had shown an inordinate anount of
interest in Liriel and her adventures. Watever worth Shakti had to the
illithid was tenporarily overshadowed by the promise of Liriel's wizardly
skill. This deeply angered Shakti. Despite her newfound power and confidence,
she found that her resentnent of the Baenre princess was as keen as ever.

The drow seethed with deep frustration as she nmeasured the delay Liriel's
escape woul d bring. Shakti w shed to return to Menzoberranzan as soon as
possi bl e. She could not do so, however, on her own power. The water waith had
brought her to the elenmental plane of water, and fromthere to the undersea
city. Shakti had expected a brief neeting with the head of the Kraken Society,
not an extended stay. The demandi ng Baenres-Matron Triel and that wetched

G onmph-m ght accept a brief absence while Shakti met with surface
conspirators, but this delay was becom ng untenable. The | onger Shakti stayed
away from Menzoberranzan, the nore inportant it becanme that she return with a
captive Liriel in tow She could not wait for Rethnor's spies to find the

wi zard. It was time for her ally fromthe el enental plane to make good on
their deal. "Wiere is Iskor?" she demanded

"The water waith? She di sappeared when the water el enmental was destroyed, and
| say good riddance to them both," Rethnor responded.

A wi se nove on Iskor's part, Shakti thought grimy. The priestess was |osing
patience with the flighty creature and had started contenpl ati ng ways by which
she might shatter the water nynph's glassy form But those pleasant thoughts
asi de, Shakti needed to fnd Liriel, and soon, or her own wel come in
Menzoberranzan woul d be | ess than cordi al

Neither Matron Triel nor G onmph were known for patience.

Chapter 12

Ruat hym

Liriel knew she would never forget her first glinpse of Ruathym They reached
the island at twilight, and the setting sun franed the land with a spectacul ar
di splay of brilliant clouds and gilded sea. But the inmage that would ever
cling to Liriel's menory was not that of the island s rugged coast and
fingerlike coves, or the picturesque villages and rounded green hills beyond,



or even the deeply forested nountains that cast |ong purple shadows in the
dying light. It was the | ook on Fyodor's face: joy mngled wth poi gnant
[ ongi ng. "One would al nost think you were returning hone," she comment ed.

Fyodor nodded, not taking his rapt eyes fromthe hills. "It is very like. If
i ndeed ny ancestors came fromthis place, |I think I know how they nust have
felt when first they saw Rashenen."

H s dream of homeconi ng was contagi ous, and for a nmoment Liriel mssed the
fam liar tunnels and caverns of the Underdark. A stab of pain-and

jeal ousy-pierced her. In all likelihood, she woul d never again see her
ancestral hone, and it troubled her that Fyodor was so clearly eager to return
to his. Not that she begrudged himhis honel and. She sinply realized, suddenly
and forcefully, that their shared journey was all she had. Now Ruat hym was
within their sights. After they reached their |ong-sought goals, what then?

Thi s thought had never occurred to the drow before. She was not much given to
i ntrospection, and she found it deeply troubling. Since the day she had been
t hrust from Menzoberranzan, Liriel had thrown herself into the perilous
journey, following a rune quest neant to culmnate with the permanent
possessi on of her drow powers and Fyodor's ability to once again control his
berserker m ght. But indeed-what then?

Liriel had little time to ponder this troubling thought, for the El frmaid swept
toward the island with breathtaking speed. It was a dangerous passage. Large,
barren rocks thrust upward fromthe sea, much like the stalagnmtes of her
honel and, forming a lethal maze that only the bestand best inforned-sailors

m ght navigate. And the harbor beyond | acked conventional docks; a rounded
cove with a sweep of pebbl e-strewn beach served as the only | anding.

Shal | ow keel ed boats, both large and small, had been drawn up onto the beach
and a few massive piles had been driven into the sea floor to provide nooring
for deeper ships. To one of these Holf headed, flying toward land with an
abandon that had the fearless drow staring wth astoni shnent.

Then the square sail dropped, and the oars fell deep into the water. The

El fmaid sl owed abruptly, and Hrolf and his nen | eaped the rail and dropped
into the chest-high water of the cove. Ibn stayed to secure the ship to its
nmooring; the others waded for shore with joyous haste.

Thei r approach brought a glad rush fromthe village beyond. Children, sone of
t hem al ready nightshirted for bed, evaded their nothers' graspi ng hands and
spl ashed into the water to throw thenselves into the arns ofreturning fathers
or brothers. The Ruathen wonen, for the nost part, were nore decorous,

awai ting their nenfolk at water's edge with cal mfaces and shining eyes.

As agreed, Liriel and Fyodor hung back until Hrol fhad a chance to explain
their presence. The drow could hear the captain's bluff, hearty voice raised
in a storytelling cadence, but his words were muffled by the crowd who
gathered around himto |isten. There was no m staking their response, however;
an angry murnur began, like the runbling hint of a sunmer storm and soon
erupted into a loud and bitter argunent.

Liriel waited and listened, her face stoic. Fyodor's concern, however, was
witten clearly in his troubled blue eyes. "Avir has told ne nuch about the
village," he said. "Hrolf is much |oved, but he is considered odd by his
peopl e. Sonetimes they listen to his schemes, sonetinmes not. There is no
telling howthey will receive us." "Regardl ess, we have cone too far to fai
now," Liriel said coldly. "W have cone to this island, and the people can
like it or not."



Fyodor's worri ed expressi on deepened, and he took the drow by the shoul ders
and turned her to face him "Little raven, do you trust me?" he said urgently.

Liriel scow ed. This was unlike Fyodor. The young Rashem seened to sense that
procl amations of this sort were beyond her dark-elven sensibilities, and he
usual | y respected her enotional boundari es.

"What's your point?" she denmanded.

He responded by sweeping a hand toward the wildly beautiful island, the snug
wooden cottages, the grimfaced folk dressed in sinple, brightly col ored
cl ot hes.

"These people are ny far kin. Fromall | have heard, their ways are very like
t hose of ny ancestors. You nmust believe nme when | tell you to tread
careful ly."

Liriel eyed himcoldly. She might not like his words, but she had to admt
there was wi sdomin them No stranger to Menzoberranzan could hope to
understand its intricate |layers of protocol and intrigue; this place no doubt
had its own peculiar custons. She accepted Fyodor's advice with a brusque
shrug.

"What do | do?"

"Do not use magic unless you have no other choice," he cautioned her. "I am
sure Hrolf has told themyou are a wi zard, and many wi |l be watching you. Do
not give themany nore reason to fear you than they already have. Try to
renmenber that everything about you is strange and frightening to these

peopl e-your magic, your elven features, the reputation of your people, the
silence of your step, the sound of rmusic and wind in your voice. For a tineg,

it is best that you speak but little. Listen and watch. Allow nme to speak when
it istinm totell themof our quest."

"Tell then? This is w se?"

Fyodor nodded sonberly. "It is best to speak plainly. Warrior folk prefer
words that are sinple and direct. Nor should we try to hide our purpose; they
woul d not take kindly to dishonesty. Also, Avir has given ne to know that
they are likely to wel come a Rashem warrior on dajenma,"” he said, namng the
conm ng- of -age journey taken by all young nmen of his honel and. "Like ny people,
t he Ruat hen enjoy hearing of far places, and a wandering warrior is expected
to carry tales of valor."

"But you said you weren't sure how they would receive us. Wat you really
nmeant was not us, but me," Liriel observed.

The young warrior shrugged. "It is much the sane. W travel dajemma together
I will not go where you cannot. Hrolf will surely make this known to them"

Liriel absorbed this in silence. She had indeed cone to trust Fyodor, but she
had never imagi ned she m ght have to depend so conpl etely upon himor any

ot her person. The proud drow was accustonmed to controlling her life, naking
her own way. She accepted that Fyodors grasp of the situation was probably
accurate, but it grated on her nonetheless. "There is one nore thing," Fyodor
said hesitantly. "Avir tells ne that the wonenfol k of Ruathymtend to hearth
and famly, |eaving nost other matters to the nmen."

The drow sniffed. "So they are fools. Wat of it?"



"You will need to show proper respect.” Wen Liriel continued to regard him

bl ankl y, Fyodor el aborated. "You have told nme the wonenfolk rule in your |and.
In Ruathym the tables are turned, and you night expect the sane sort of
treatment a drow nale m ght receive in your honeland.” "Nine Hells!" the drow
muttered, clearly appalled by this revelation. She turned a defiant glare upon
her friend. "I will limt the magic and listen nmore than | speak, but 1'll be
dammed as a yochlol if I'lIl bed any bearded human herothe that beckons for
ne!"

Fyodor blinked and fell back a step as he absorbed this new fact about drow
culture. "Perhaps | was hasty in conparing the |ot of dark-elven nmales and
Ruat hen worren, " he said with a bit ofwy hunor. "Believe ne when | say you
need not fear anything of the sort.”

"Because. Liriel pronpted, hearing the rising tone in Fyodor's voice.
Agai n the young man hesitated. "Since you and | travel together, they wll
assune you are ny wonan. Trust ne, it is better than the only other assunption
t hey woul d make about a |l one femal e aboard a pirate ship. There is nore," he
said, raising a hand to cut off Liriel's ready tirade.

"In this land, warriors hold the highest rank. The people will consider a
Rashem berserker worthy of honor. Al though they nmight not understand ny
choi ce of conpanion, if they accept your presence it will be in respect of

what they consider to be ny property.™

For the first tine since he'd net her, Liriel was conpletely and utterly

dunbf ounded. Fyodor quickly turned his gaze toward the shore so she coul d not
see the laughter in his eyes. Her befuddl ement was comic, in a dark sort of
way, but it was also precisely the response he'd hoped to elicit. The shock
dull ed sone of the light in the drow s wild golden eyes and sil enced her
caustic tongue. For the nonent, at least, Liriel nmore closely approxi mated the
stoi c cal mexpected of the wonmen of the Northl ands.

"W may go ashore," he said, pointing to a broadly smling, gesticulating
Hrol f.

"Kill me now," Liriel nmuttered darkly as she clinbed the rail and junped into
the sea. Sloshing ashore, a "respectful" pace behind her friend, she railed
silently and bitterly over this newtw st in their journey. Taking a secondary
rol e was annoyi ng enough; nore disturbing still was the suspicion that this,
too, was sonehow part of the rune she rmust form

These matters filled Liriel's thoughts so conpletely that she found she had
little difficulty keeping silence that evening-not that any words she m ght
have wi shed to speak woul d have been heard in the noise of the celebration. It
seened the entire village of Ruathymthe island' s |argest town-turned out to
wel cone home the travelers. In the center of the village, surrounded by neat
wooden homes and wor kshops, was a cleared area | arge enough for all the people
to gather. Here, Hrolf told her, the Thingtheir court oflawwas held, as well
as many of their celebrations. Tonight the clearing was bright with bonfires,
and the scent of stewed nmeat and roasted fish filled the air. Raucous |aughter
conpeted with loudly told tales as the villagers jostled and thronged about,
drinki ng horns or wooden rugs in hand.

Never had Liriel felt nore at odds than in this strange company, and she was
grateful for the steady presence of both Hrolf and Fyodor. Among her people
she was considered statel y-she surpassed the five-foot mark by nearly three
i nches-but the islanders | oomed over her. Al nost w thout exception they were
tall and fair, with sky-colored eyes that regarded her with a m xture of



hostility and curiosity. Even the wonmen who, unlike drow femal es, were usually
smal l er than the males of their race, stood closer to six feet than five.
These woren ni ght have nmade fearsome warriors, yet they carried few weapons,
and they garbed thensel ves w t hout any concession to conbat practicalities.
Long, straight tunics of brightly col ored and nuchenbroi dered cl oth covered

t heir gowns-and hanpered their noverments. Al of the wonen wore soft fabric
boots, crudely fashioned jewelry, and denure expressions. Liriel was not

pl eased when one of them a young fermale with braids of pal est yellow gold,
approached her. What had she to say to one of these pallid, insipid wenches?

To Liriel's relief, the fair-haired islander did not address her, but nerely
fixed a wi de-eyed stare upon her that the drow found insulting inits
di rect ness.

"Dagmar!" roared H 'olf happ.ily, scooping the girl up into a brief, ebullient
enbrace. Keeping an arm around her waist, he turned a beaming smle to the

wat chf ul drow and her conpani on and qui ckly made the introductions. "This

wi nsone lass is kin to nme," he explained, "the daughter of ny cousin, Uf the
shaman, and herself soon to be the prettiest bride on the island!"

"Not so, Uncle," the girl said in a |l ow voice. Thundercl ouds began to gat her
on Hrolrs brow "Don't you be telling me Thorfinn has taken back his pledge!
He took Y graine's death hard, 1'Il grant himthat, but so did we all. You're
Ygraine's sister, and heir to the prophecy! Thorfinn's troth and rank are
yours by right. By Tenpus," he swore, pounding a fist into his open palmwth
a resoundi ng smack, "I'll trounce that young scoundrel within an inch of his
worthless lifel"

"Thorfinn is dead," Dagnar said bluntly. Her face was pale but controlled, her
bl ue eyes steady as she regarded the angry N orthman. "He was killed as he
slept. No one knows who did it, or why."

Rermorse fl ooded the pirate's face. "Ah, lass, I'msorry. | hadn't heard."

"There is no reason you should have. W celebrate the Elfrmaid' s return. The
time to speak of the dead will cone later," she said softly.

Sonet hing in her tone brought new concern to Hrolrs eyes. "You speak as if
Thorfinn's death was but one of many. There has been battle?"

"Wwul d that there had been battle!" the girl said bitterly. "The warriors of
Ruat hen shoul d die with honor against a worthy foe, not as pawns of the gods!"

"Tell me," Hrolf insisted gently.

Dagnmar took a |ong, steadying breath. "There have been accidents, strange
happeni ngs. Men have drownedfi sherfol k who could swi m before ever they took a
step: Ginhild, Brand, Drott, Fafnir. Some of our mghtiest hunters have been
found torn to ribbons by the claws of unknown beasts; our finest trackers go
m ssing. Fishing boats return to shore as driftwood. Children at play sinply
di sappear."

"Strange indeed," he nuttered, appalled by these revel ations.

"There is nore. Ancient spirits have returned to the wells and springs;
fearful creatures haunt the ruins. Only the nost daring youths and nai ds dare
go near the old sites now. There are dark forces at work," Dagmar concl uded
somberly, turning her eyes to the drow and her conpani on. Then, unexpectedly,
her grimface broke into a smle. "It is good that you have come, Fyodor of
Rashenen. Dark times make for great deeds, and we of Ruathym gl adly wel cone



such a warrior to our mdst. Be at home for as long as you choose to tarry."

Her words had the ring of ritual; formal, too, was the denure kiss she

best owed on Fyodor's cheek. The young warrior accepted her tribute with a nod,
and returned her clear, candid gaze-so |like his own-as he placed one hand on
the hilt of his dark sword.

"I am pl edged to protect ny honel and. Your troubles are now mne; for as |ong
as | walk this land, Ruathymw || be as hone to nme," he prom sed.

"I's it just ny imagination, or have we fallen into a | arge vat of honey?"
Liriel inquired icily. "For cloying sweetness, this nmonent |acks only
tremul ous viols and a shower of flower petals!"”

Dagnar stared at the drow with amazement, nuch as a child mght regard sone
curious, nythical beast who had inexplicably broken into song. "The dock-alfar
tal ks!" she blurted out with artless delight.

"Aye, that she does," Hrolf said with a chuckle. "And |I've a fair idea what
she m ght say next! Cone along, |ass," he said, wapping an arm around the
ast ounded drow and steering her firmy away fromincipi ent mayhem

Dagnmar wat ched them go, her blue eyes frank and curious. "I never thought to
see a dock-alfar-a dark elfon this island. Indeed, | had thought themto be
only | egends. How strange she is, and how very small! Yet she speaks the

Common tongue nearly as well as a real person. She is your thrall?"

"No," Fyodor said, a wy snile lifting his lips at the very idea. "Liriel is
slave to no one. She is as free as a wild nmountain cat and not nearly so
tame! "

"Your concubine then," the young woman concluded in a matter-of-fact tone.
"Well, that is the way of nen. But a warrior nust al so have sons. Have you a
proper wife in Rashenmen?"

Fyodor nerely shook his head, for he was speechless in the face of the Ruathen
girl's blunt inquisition. And yet, he realized suddenly, Dagmar was not so
very different fromthe nmaids of Rashemen. He'd nmerely beconme accustoned to the
contradictions and conplexities of his drow conpani on. Dagmar's direct manner
was as bracingly familiar as a drink froma cold nountain stream

"No wife. Well, perhaps you will take a woman of the north back to Rashenen,”
Dagmar continued, smling artlessly. "And if not, at least you will enjoy your
stay while it lasts! There are many youths and maidens in the village, and
much nerrinent and adventure even in these troubl ed days. Some of us," she

added, dropping her voice to a whisper, "leave for Inthar with tonorrow s
dawn, to seek answers to the trouble that besets the island. WII you cone?
Bring the dock-alfar, if you like-1 will see that none of the others object."

The Rashemi considered the invitation. The rui ned keep known as |nthar had
featured largely in AQvir's shipboard stories. An ancient stronghold shrouded
with magic and nystery, it mght well be the place for himand Liriel to begin
their quest. Fyodor accepted the invitation. Before he could ask Dagnar for
nore detail about the expedition, the call of hunting horns cut through the
din of the crowds. Instantly the villagers stopped their merriment and made
their way in silence to the central bonfire. They ringed the | eaping fire and
sat cross-1egged on the ground in a well-ordered circle. The groupi ngs were
apparently based upon clans, for Dagmar | ed himover to the place where Hrolf
and anot her man enough like himto be his twin sat with an assort ment

of fair-haired wonen and children. Beside Hrolf sat Liriel, her face as



conposed as that of an obsidian statue, but her eyes burning with a heat
rivaling that of the central fire. The drow, Fyodor noted with a touch of
f orebodi ng, was not enjoying her first night on Ruathym

In truth, Fyodor's observation was only partially correct. Ruathymand its
custonms were utterly foreign to Liriel, but that very strangeness whetted her
curiosity. At the nonent, she was focused entirely upon the scene unfolding in
the nmiddle of the clearing.

Before the bonfire stood the largest warrior Liriel had ever seen. The drow
shaded her sensitive eyes with one hand as she studied the man. Nearly seven
feet tall he was, in late mdlife but still in prime strength. H s lined face
and knotted nuscles reminded Liriel of a weathered oak. His fair hair had
faded to gray, but his eyes were bright and blue and proud. Liriel was
accustoned to the snmooth perfection of drow beauty, but she sensed the history
in that face--challenges net, battles won, character tested and tried until it
was as strong and steady as the oak he resenbled. Liriel knew instinctively
that this man was an inportant | eader anong his people, even before he lifted
his voice to speak.

"I am Aumark Lithyl, First Axe of all Ruathym Let any who woul d chal | enge
step forward."

The words seened to be a formality, for none of the younger warriors so mnuch
as blinked. In Menzoberranzan, status-conscious soldiers would have cheerfully
slain their brothers and clinbed over the still-warm bodies for such an
opportunity. Liriel studied Aumark Lithyl as he spoke, trying to understand
what there was about the man that could inspire such unnatural |oyalty.

But the | eader spoke only a few words before yielding the floor to the village
skal d, a white-haired gnone of a nman who decl ai red songs about Ruat hen heroes
of recent and ancient times. The scald, in turn, called upon Holf to share
news of the wi der world.

To Liriel's way of thinking, Holf was fully the equal of any storyteller she
knew. Even though she had lived through the events he described, she |istened,
entranced, as the captain told the story of the Elfrmaid s trip-the battles
they had seen, their unusual escapes, the treasures they brought to the island
t hrough trade and thievery. There was a gl ow of pride about the captain as he
described Liriel's contributions to the adventure, and al though the drow noted
that the villagers shifted uneasily as Hrolf described her feats of magic, the
| ooks they cast over her changed fromgrimecuriosity to wondering awe. It was,
in her opinion, a vast inprovenent.

When at last Holf paused for breath, he called upon Fyodor. The young warri or
rose, conpletely at ease before the large crowd as he began to speak of his
own quest. He spoke of Rashenen, of the Tine of Troubles when | ongdead heroes
and anci ent gods wal ked the | ands-a terrible tine when nagic went awy and the
peopl e were tornented by horrendous nightmares. Then came the Tuigan invasion
and the devastation of his land. He told of his own part in the war, his
growing acclaimin battle, and the everincreasing strength of his battle
frenzies. Candidly, he described the need to control his berserker rages and
his hope that the Wndwal ker amul et, and the drow spellcaster who carried it,
m ght restore himto hinself, and to his honel and.

This, also, seenmed to raise Liriel in the estimtion of the Ruathen, for many
nodded with pride and approval as Fyodor spoke of the drow s efforts to learn
their ancient lore, and of the rune quest that had led themboth to this

pl ace. The fire had burned down to gl owi ng enbers by the time Fyodor's tale
cane to a close. At a signal from Aumark, the people slipped quietly away from



the gathering to their own cottages, many of them carrying sl eeping children
Hrol rs cousin, whose stem expression seened out of place on a face so |ike
that of the jovial captain, rose and stal ked fromthe clearing without so much
as a word to the pirate. Dagmar expressed a wish to linger, but her father
spoke a few sharp words in a |language Liriel could not understand. The Ruathen
girl's jaw set with displeasure, but she nonethel ess rose and obediently
followed her sire, leaving Holf alone with Liriel and Fyodor. For the first
time since setting foot on Ruathym the drow had a chance to speak her nind

"Well, what's to cone of all this?" she demanded

Hrol f grimaced and shrugged. "You're here, lass, and so far no one's taken it
upon thensel ves to run you back into the sea. That's nore progress than you'l
know And the lad' s words hel ped. But my kinsman U f-good-1|ooking | ad, but
stubborn as a snail---didn't take to the idea of teaching rune magic to an elf
wonan. "

This news was not unexpected, but it was nonethel ess disheartening. Liriel's
shoul ders sl unped, and she hissed a drow curse from between cl enched teeth.
"Now, don't you be fretting," Hrolf adnonished her. "Uf will come around!
He's a good lad and not one to be follow ng the thinking of other nmen. G ve
himtime to make up his mnd about you."

"And until then?" she inquired bitterly.
"Let me see," the captain nused, stroking his beard in a parody of

t hought ful ness. "You nust've gone cl ean through those books of yours during
the trip. Mght it be that you re wanting nore?" he asked slyly.

The drow s eyes lit up, and Hrolf grinned. "Then tonmorrow 111 take you to the
Green Room We've a fine library, filled with books and scrolls fromall over.
Don't rightly know what's in it, myself; but you' re welcone to root around.”

"I had not heard Ruathymto be a place for scholars,"” Fyodor observed.

The pirate shrugged. "Didn't set out to be that, but you never know what
treasures you mght fnd when boarding a ship or raiding a keep. To nost folk
here, the G een Roomis just another kind of treasure heap. Val uable as gemns

t hose books might be, but they're of no practical use to us sinple sailors and
fisherfolk."

"Can you wait until later in the day to explore this treasure?" Fyodor asked
the drow. "We have been asked to go with sone young folk to Inthar cone
nmorning. | think we should go."

"Bad business, that," Hrolf cautioned. "Best to keep away fromthose ruins."

"Are nmy ears failing me, or did an old womman's words cone fromthe |ips of
Hrolf the Unruly?" inquired a new and jovial voice behind them

The three friends turned to face the newconmer. The man approachi ng them had
thick braids of pale ash brown, and a bluff and cheerful face marked by keen
gray eyes and a well-tended short beard. He was taller than Fyodor by a
handspan and had the same stocky, thick-nuscled frane. He was dressed in

| eathers and arnmed as if for battle. A broadsword was strapped to his back
and a well -1 oaded weapons belt encircled his waist and crossed in an X over
hi s massive chest. A one-handed battl e-axe hung on one hip, and a large iron
hamrer-ti pped with a broad, flat disk ofmthril on one side and a w cked,

spi ked cl aw on the other-bounced on the opposite side.



"Wedigar!" roared Hrolf in wel come, extending both hands to clasp the man's
wist in awarriors greeting. "lIt's glad | amto see you again, |ad. What
brings you to the village?"

The man's bearded face turned sober. "You know that Thorfinn was killed," he
began.

"Aye, Dagmar told ne. A great loss.”

"More |l oss than you know, " Wedigar said grimly. "He was to have been First Axe
of Hol gerstead after me." Hrolrs brows rose. "lIs that so? | knew Thorfinn as a
fine fighter, but I hadn't heard he'd joined the ranks of the hanfariggen-the
shapestrong," he translated for the benefit of , Liriel and Fyodor

"Hol gerstead is a village to the north. Qur berserkers live and train there.
The mightiest among them can take on the form of beasts during a battle rage.
A sight to behold, that is, though not so common now as in olden tines."
"Thorfinn was the last, after me," Wedigar agreed sonberly. "There are no nore
hanf ari ggen upon Ruathym and therefore no one to | ead when | have gone to the
hal | s of Tempus. The ol d wonmen who read onens believe the shaman's daughter

is, of all our wonen, nost likely to bear shape strong sons. Since Thorfinn is
dead, | cane to the village to court his pledged bride."

"You don't sound very happy about it," Liriel observed with nore pleasure than
the situation truly demanded.

"I have a wife," the man said shortly. "She has borne me only daughters, but |
am content. There can be no peace with two wonen in one house.™

"Precious little of that with just one woman," Hrolf agreed with a grin.

"What of you, Fyodor of Rashemen?" inquired Wedigar, clearly eager to change
the subject. "Are your people also hanfariggen?”

"No, and may the anci ent gods be praised,”" Fyodor said with such fervor in his
voi ce and horror on his face that Wdigar fell back a step and regarded the
young man with puzzl ement.

Afraid he had insulted the ruler of Hol gerstead, Fyodor hastened to expl ain.
"You have heard me say that the rituals of Rashemen no | onger control ny
battle frenzy. | would not like to think |I could becone a beast agai nst ny.
will, Iike some wolf-bitten man at the conming of the full noon!"

Wedi gar considered this. "Since the shapeshifting gift is not of Ruathym it
has no part of the magic that rages within you. But it mght be that you could
learn our rituals. You would then have a berserker power you could control."

"A good idea," Liriel agreed pronmptly, but Fyodor | ooked unconvinced.

"Think on it, and we will speak of these things again another time. But cone,
lad. Let's test your strength and skill," Wedigar invited with a good-natured
smle as he drew his sword

The Rashemi shook his head. "I dare not fight you," he said bluntly. "Even a
friendly contest m ght bring the rage upon ne."

"Hammers, then," the First Axe suggested, tucking his sword away and unhooki ng
the hanmmer fromhis belt. "W throw for distance.”



Since he had no excuse for this, Fyodor agreed. Wdi gar handed hi mthe weapon,
and the young Rashem hefted it experinmentally. It was heavy, but nuch |ighter
than the hamers he hinself had w elded at the forge. He tossed it high into
the air and watched as it spun, considering its speed and bal ance. Although
Liriel and Hrolf instinctively ducked out of the way of the falling weapon,
Fyodor stood his ground and easily caught the polished handl e.

Wedigar lifted a brow "You have done this before.”
"Seven years at the forge," the Rasheni agreed. "l was apprenticed to a
swordsmth as soon as | could stoke a fire and hold tongs. Never have | used a
hamrer in battle, but we often threw for sport when the day's tasks were
done." Fyodor haul ed back the weapon for the throw Sighting ~ down a tree at
the edge of the clearing, he heaved for all he was worth. The hamer spun
toward it, end over end. The clawed tip bit deep into the wood.

The First Axe nodded, visibly inpressed. "You nust come to Holgerstead. It is
your place," he said sinply.

"I would like to see nore of Ruathym" Fyodor agreed. "Tonorrow we go to
Inthar, and I wish to see nore of the surrounding hills and forests-perhaps to

hunt. | have been too long away fromthe land," he said wistfully. "But in a
few days, | will cone."
"I will tell your warrior brothers to expect you," Wedigar said heartily,

cl apping himon the back. "But the nmoon rises high, and we must sleep. The
unmarried nen of the village sleep in the Trell eborg-the barracks. Let us go
there now, there is a place for visiting warriors, as well." Fyodor cast a
qui ck glance toward Liriel, but Holf was already ahead of him

"Don't you be worried about the |ass, now " he said, dropping an arm around

the drow s shoulders. "In this land, unmarried wonen stay in their father's
houses. 1've got nme some warehouses at the edge of the village and a snug
cottage of my own with an extra roomthat should suit my girl here. Never had
me a daughter before, but I"'mthinking I'lIl get the knack of it soon enough."

"She couldn't want better care," Fyodor said, deeply touched by the sincere
warnmth in Holrs words.

"Ch, don't mind me-just go ahead and nmake all the arrangenents!" Liriel
snapped. The drow shrugged off Hrolrs enbrace and spun away to stalk into the
night. After several paces she stopped, turned, and glared at the pirate
captain. "Wll, are you com ng or not?"

Her two friends exchanged know ng gl ances and furtive grins. "There's one
i mportant thing to keep in mnd when dealing with elven females,"” Hrolf
confided to Fyodor in a droll whisper. "They're just |ike wonmen, only nore
so!l"

The rising sun was still clinging to the distant edge of the sea when Liriel
and Fyodor caught their first glinpse of Inthar. It was a vast and spraw ing
keep, ancient beyond reckoning. An enormous curtain wall of thick stone
surrounded the site, its nmany gaps testifying to the ravages of tinme and
battle. Inside this first perimeter was a maze of walls and buil di ngs, nost of
whi ch had been reduced to tall, tunbled piles of rocks. Above it all soared a
single round tower, as renote and forbidding as the widow at a warrior's
funeral . The expl orers-Fyodor, Liriel, and three young Ruathen-stood for a

| ong noment in somber contenplation of the grimsite.

"That is the best way to enter."” lIvar, a young nan with a bow -shaped nop of



yellow hair, pointed to a gap in the curtain wall. "The area has been expl ored
and secured." "Secured fromwhat?" Liriel asked warily. An aura of mmgic, as
visible to her senses as the thick norning mst, clung to the ruins. It was
best that she knew now what sort of magic-w elding creatures they m ght face,
so she coul d prepare the needed spells.

"Fromtime to time wild beasts lair in the ruins," Dagmar responded in a voice
one m ght use to soothe a frightened child. The young woman drew a snall bone
knife fromher sash and handed it to the drow. "You will not need to use this,
but carrying it mght make you feel better.”

Liriel stared at the feeble weapon and then up at the woman. To al
appear ances, Dagmar was serious. The drow s eyes narrowed.

Sensing the coming storm Fyodor hurriedly took the knife from Dagnmar's

out stretched hand and tucked it into Liriel's boot. "You may find a use for
it," he murmured, then inmediately regretted his choice of words. The drow s
grimsmle suggested that she had one already in mind

Then a | ow, quavering noan started somewhere in the depths of the maze of
stone, rising slowmy into a thin wail. The sound was faint and distant, but it
carried an eldritch chill that sent trenors through every nenber of the
exploring party. ~

"Aspirit,"
ruins.”

Ivar said, his voice pale with dread. "There are many in these

"Not just any spirit," Liriel corrected him "That's the cry of a banshee-the
evil remmant of an elven fermale. | wonder what causes it to linger here."

Fyodor caught the nusing tone of her voice and renenbered her pledge to find
and rel ease the trapped spirits of the sea elves. Although he appreciated her
devotion to her promise, he did not see how there could be a connection

between the two matters. "WAs this place once an el ven stronghol d?" he asked.

The fifth menber of their party-Brynwol f, a young warrior wth reddi sh-brown
brai ds and beard-let out a scornful laugh. "I doubt that even Inthar is that

old! There are no elves on this island, nor have there been since the days of
the Rus," he boasted.

"Al'l the same, the elders have said we are not to go into Inthar when the
groaning spirit cries," Dagmar said in a disappointed tone. "Sigurd and Kara
i gnored the warnings." Liriel had no need to ask about the fate of these

expl orers; the grimexpressions on the faces of the three youthsand her own
know edge of banshees-told her what had happened. Wthout magic to shield
them the humans had no doubt been slain by the banshee's keen. Liriel nused
that it was well for her conpanions that dawn had broken; the banshee's wail
was chilling at any tinme, but it could only release its deadly keen at night.
Even so, the touch of the creature, the nere sight of it, could be dangerous.

But a priestess of Lloth--even a reluctant one-had no need to fear the undead.
Liriel had proved that in the dungeons under Skullport. She tugged her
obsi di an pendant fromits hiding place beneath her tunic, and she prepared
herself to face once again the power and confusion that was her dark goddess.

"I"'mgoing in," she informed Fyodor.

The young man nodded as ifhe had been expecting this. He turned to his new
friends. "W will meet you back in the village."



The three Ruathen argued and threatened, but they soon realized that neither
Fyodor nor his strange little conpani on could be di ssuaded. Wth many a
backward gl ance, they strode away and di sappeared into the forest, reluctantly
| eaving the Rashem and the drowto their fate. "The keep?" Fyodor asked when
at last they were alone. Liriel nodded. Banshees were known to hoard treasure,
and the keep was the nost likely stronghold. Holding firmy to her holy
synmbol, the drow slipped into the stone maze and nade her way toward the
tower. Fyodor followed closely, alert for any beasts that might be crouching
ami d the stones and shadows.

They got to the foot of the tower w thout incident. A single arched portal
enpty where the wooden door had | ong ago rotted away, led into the keep
Beyond, all was darkness. Liriel conjured a globe of faerie fire and foll owed
t he bobbing ball of light into the dank interior

I nside the keep was a courtyard, hints of its fornmer splendor remaining in the
carved marble of the walls and floor. Liriel noted the indentations where gens
had been pried fromthe stone and the distinctive elvish design of the | ow
wal I that surrounded a mineral spring bubbling up in the center of the yard.
But there were no signs of treasure or of the spirit.

The drow wandered over to the spring and sat down on the crunbling marble. A
sensation of cold assaulted her at once, though the bubbling spring sent wi sps
of mineral scented steaminto the stagnant air. Wth intense foreboding,

Liriell ooked deep into the water. Gazing back at her with mal evol ent red eyes
was the face of an elven hag. Wzened skin stretched tight over angul ar bones,
and strands of sparse hair withed, like a tangle of serpents, in the churning
water. C awl i ke hands extended up, reaching with deadly purpose toward Liriel

The drow | eaped to her feet, her pendant in her hand, as the banshee burst
fromthe water and flewinto the air. "Magic you have, and magic | crave-but
the living my not pass," the spirit hissed, swirling around the stunned pair
like a wildcat circling its prey:

As the drow brandi shed her holy synbol, the banshee responded wi th nocking,
hate-filled laughter. Liriel frantically nouthed the words of a clerica
spell, one that would drain power froman undead creature. But the banshee's
wild mrth only increased, and at last Liriel understood what she faced.

This spirit had once been drow.

While it was possible for an elf of any of the surface races to turn to evil
and become a banshee, dark elves excelled at evil, strove for it-bred for it!
A draw banshee was anong the nost feared of all undead. A high priestess m ght
have had the power to turn such a creature; Liriel did not. And the only thing
that mght kill a banshee-an enchantnent that could di spel evil-was beyond her
as well. That spell was not taught in Menzoberranzan. Considering the nature
of Lloth's clergy, such magic could be suicidal

Liriel turned to Fyodor. "Run," she said succinctly.

He did not debate the matter. The friends fled fromthe tower as the banshee's
| aughter rose into short, wailing bursts, a nmocking sound that pursued them as
they ran wildly along the edge of the sea cliffs. They did not slow their pace
until the tower of Inthar was |ong out of sight and the banshee's voice was no
nmore than a lingering chill in their souls.

The Rashemi was the first to stop. He | eaned over, hands on his knees as he
drew in |long, ragged breaths. "Better a hundred arned nmen than such a
creature," he gasped out.



Liriel nodded absently, her eyes turned out to sea and her thoughts stil
puzzling over the strange encounter. Banshee lairs invariably housed what ever
the elf had valued in life. Wat nagic was the banshee guardi ng, and why had
it insisted that the living mght not pass? There was a nystery here that both
di sturbed and intrigued the inquisitive drow

Suddenly some novenent on the rock-strewn beach bel ow caught the distracted
drow s eye. Two figures wal ked al ong the shore-obviously |overs, judging by
their entw ned hands and the solicitous way the |large, fairhaired man bent
over the much snmaller woman. Liriel peered nore closely at the feral e who,
despite her yellow hair and pale skin, did not have the | ook of a N orthwonan.
She was too small, too slim and far too inpractical, clad as she was in a
clinging gown of cloth-of-gold, a fabric nore appropriate to a royal weddi ng
than a seaside tryst. The wind blew cold off the sea, yet the woman wore no
cl oakonly a fringed shawl ofwhite silk knotted about her shoul ders. The two
faced the sea, and since they were too far distant for even Liriel's elven
eyes to discern their identity she did not bother pointing themout to Fyodor
Nor did she truly wish for himto contenplate such contented |overs. "Let's
take the forest path," she said abruptly and spun away fromthe cliW edge.

They had wal ked in silence for nearly an hour when, w thout warning, Fyodor
stopped and drew his sword. Liriel instinctively followed suit, pulling her
dagger and falling into battle stance at his back

"What is it?" she denanded, her voice just above a whisper. "The forest," he
replied in kind. "It has gone silent."

The drow strained her ears. Sure enough, the strange sounds of the forest
creatures-the chirp of insects, the cry of birds, the scolding voices of the
little furry things that Fyodor called squirrel s-had di sappeared. The only
sound was the wind in the restive | eaves.

Then, suddenly, a rush of w nd and wi ngs spun down toward them Instinctively
Liriel dropped and rolled. Fast though the drow was, her attacker was faster
still. A scorching pain slashed her shoulders, followed by a sharp, w enching
stab as a lock of her hair was torn fromher scalp. Liriel ignored both and
rolled into a crouch. Her eyes wi dened at the sight before her

Fyodor had his sword out before him holding it in two hands as he faced off
agai nst a man-si zed hawk. The enornous bird and the warrior nmoved in a sl ow,
eerie dance, circling together as each sought an opening. A white, wavy strand
of Liriel's hair was tangled in one of the hawk's daggerlike talons, and its
bright, silver-hued eyes regarded its opponent with feral intelligence. \Wen
Fyodor shot a quick, concerned gl ance toward his drow conpani on, the hawk

sei zed the nonment and darted in, beak diving for the human's heart.

Liriel sucked in a startled gasp; there was no tinme for her to deflect the
attack. And no need--even w thout the battle rage, Fyodor was a capabl e
fighter. Up cane the black sword, blocking the strike and sl apping the curved
beak sharply to one side. For just a noment, the hawk's neck was exposed. But
wi t hout the berserker frenzy to speed his novenents, Fyodor could not nove the
heavy sword fast enough to take advantage of the opening.

The giant hawk fell back a few hopping steps, spreading its wings wide in
preparation for the next attack

Liriel snatched a bolo fromher belt, whirled briefly, and let fly. The weapon
spun and wrapped itself around an enornous |leg. The whirling weights struck
with a satisfying crack, and the hawk staggered to a stop. For a nonent the



drow dared to hope the | eg bone had broken, but the giant raptor recovered its
bal ance and came on again, this tine advancing on Liriel with an odd, hoppi ng
gait.

The drow snatched up a handful of throw ng knives and squared off against the
thing. She'd once seen a normal hawk drop to the ground, seize and carry off a
rabbit nearly as large as itself. She did not doubt that this gigantic raptor
had simlar intentions, and her throbbing shoul ders suggested she was its

i ntended prey.

Her arm punped as she tossed four knives at the attacking hawk. Al the
weapons flew straight and true, sinking to the hilts in the bird s dappled
breast feathers. But the depth of nuscle beneath kept the blades fromtouching
a vital spot. The hawk nerely shrieked again and darted in, listing to one
side a bit but still noving faster than Liriel would have dreamed possible.
The snell of carrion assaulted her as the hawk's open beak cl osed in.

The drow threw herself into a backward roll, canme up on her feet, and dove to
one side. Meanwhile, Fyodor advanced, battering at the creature with his
cudgel . This bought Liriel a monent's time. Shielding her eyes with one hand,
she sunmoned a fireball and hurled it at the stilladvanci ng hawk.

The missile exploded with a burst of light and a wild spray of feathers.
Fyodor reel ed back, blinded by the sudden brightness and gaggi ng fromthe
horrid stench of singed hawk.

A shrill cry ripped through the forest, a chilling sound that for sheer power
conpeted with the fireball's blast and the banshee's rage. Enornbus w ngs
buffeted the air as the wounded hawk rose into the sky, trailing w sps of foul
snoke as it flew unsteadily westward into the deep shadows cast by Ruathynis
nount ai ns.

Liriel rose to her feet, weaving drunkenly as she regarded her friend. He was
unhurt, but the exploding fireball had showered himw th soot; his face was
nearly as bl ack as her own, and singed feathers clung to his hair and shirt.
He coughed, spat out a pinfeather, and then spoke.

"I'n ny and we have many odd sayi ngs, and as you know, | use themall too
often. But mark me, one of these | will never again speak lightly, now that I
know the full truth of it!"

The drow frowned, puzzled by the odd track her friend s thoughts had taken. "
" There are those who think, and those who dream ?" she guessed, although she
saw no connection between Fyodor's favorite adage and the current situation
"Not so," he said with a droll smle. '
and fireball spells.™

"Close' only counts in horseshoe ganes

Chapter 13

Shapeshl fters

At Liriel's insistence, Fyodor left the village that afternoon with a group of
hunters. She could sense his eagerness to explore the forests and hills, and
she had no desire to keep himat her side to fuss over her small injuries.
Hrolf did nore than enough of that. The captain clucked and scol ded like a



whol e barnyard full of broody hens as he pillaged his warehouse for salve and
bandages.

After ordering Liriel to take a seat on a large barrel of ale, the captain
rummaged anong his store for a keg of his special herbal brew. It seened that
the sane stuff he'd used to drug the Mbonshae nead was al so deened good for

cl eani ng wounds and deadeni ng pai n-not to nention waterproofing the underside
of ships-and he kept it in quantity. After carefully cutting away the drow s
torn leather jerkin, Holf poured sone of the stuff onto a cloth and began to
dab at the shall ow gashes that scored both her shoul ders.

Liriel sat through these mnistrations with uncharacteristic patience. In
truth, she rather enjoyed the unfamliar and undemandi ng affection her
"adopted father" had | avi shed upon her since the day they'd first net. But the
treasures of the Green Room beckoned her, and Liriel soon found herself glumy
wi shing she'd sent the oversolicitous pirate off with Fyodor.

"Still haven't got shed of the female, | see," observed a dour voice fromthe
war ehouse doorway.

Hrolf glanced up at his red-bearded first mate. "lbn! Haven't seen you since
we nmade port, lad. Had troubl e sleeping, have you, and cone to hel p yourself
to a bit nore of the nead?"

The man snorted at the teasing reference to his enforced shi pboard nap, and he
cast an angry look at the drow. "Bad business," he nmuttered as he took his
pi pe fromhis sash. "Thought we had our share of ill fortune aboard the

El frmai d. Seens like trouble followed us ashore.”

"Don't be lighting that thing in here," Holf cautioned him pointedly
ignoring the mate's insinuations. "There's enough of that newfangl ed snoke
powder stored hereabouts to drop all of Ruathyminto the sea!"

As 1bn tucked away his pipe and flint, he cast a neasuring gaze around the
war ehouse. The building was stuffed with crates and kegs pil ed haphazardly
together in no discernible order. "Good thing you know what all you got in
here, Captain. No one el se does, that's certain.”

"I's that why you've cone, lad?" Holf asked mldly. "To insult ny girl and
tell me howto run nmy affairs?"

"To warn you," lbn returned, returning the pirate's cold gaze w t hout
flinching. "I was out with the fishing boats early this norning. Thought | saw
a sea elf."

"Xzorsh?" the captain asked, surprised by this news. "M ght'a been. They al
| ook nuch the same to me. The nornings catch was none too good. Sone of the
nets were cut. There's mischief in the waters hereabouts, nake no m stake."

"What're you saying, lad?" Holf demanded.

"Mght be I wasn't the only one to see the elf. If people start thinking your
friend s behind some of the recent troubles, might be they'll come |ooking to
you for answers." The mate paused, and once again he turned a pointed gaze
upon the drow. "M ght be, Captain, that you should start thinking about what
those answers coul d be."

"Mght be, lad," Hrolf returned in a griminmtation of the first mate, "that
you shoul d haul your sorry ass out of ny warehouse before | kick it up between
your shoul ders. "



| bn shrugged. "W been sailing together a long tinme, Captain. Thought | owed
you the warning-do with it what you want." Wth those words, he spun on his
heel and stal ked out of the warehouse.

"That one's no friend of yours, lass,"” Hrolf cautioned Liriel. "I've always
liked Ibn-as nuch as he'll let me, at any rate-but he does take on sone
strange moods fromtinme to time. Mark ne: he bears some watching.”

This warning rang through Liriel's m nd as she made her way to the | ong wooden
buil di ng that housed Ruathym s stolen literary treasures. She hadn't spared a
t hought to Ibn since nmaking | and the day before, and that realization troubl ed
her. No drow survived |l ong by ignoring an eneny. And the sheer nunber and
variety of these, she nused darkly, was nmaking it difficult for her to keep

up!

By the time the |ate afternoon sun cast |ong shadows over the village, Liriel
had a sonewhat better idea of what she faced. She'd searched the Green Room
for every scrap of information she could find about the el emental plane of
wat er. Since one of her unknown enemies had the ability to summon a water
elemental, it made sense to | earn what she could of such powers. The nore the
drow read, the nore inpressed she becane with her shadowy foe and the forces
he or she m ght command. One passage in particul ar seized her attention
fascinating in its inplicationsand its possibilities.

"Nereids," she read al oud. "Shapeshifting beings fromthe el emental plane of
water, they live to trick and drown unwary sailors. Oten taking the form of
beautiful women, they cast a charmover nen and lure themto their doom A
nereid carries a soul-shawl that contains its essence. If this shawl is taken
the creature is enslaved by the possessor. A w zard can coerce an ensl aved
nereid to do his bidding, even force it to act as a guide to the el enental

pl ane of water."

"Legend," observed a terse, deep voice. "A skald's tale and nothing nore."

Liriellifted her eyes fromthe book to regard the village shaman. She was
i npressed. Uf was a |arge man, but she hadn't heard himenter the room

"More than |l egend," she said bluntly. "I think I mght have seen one nyself,
just this norning, walking along the shore with some nan. At the tine |

t hought somet hi ng about the fenmale was wong, but | did not know until this
mnute the truth of it."

U f | ooked skeptical. "If this is so, what becane of the man? The tal es say
nerei ds charmmen to drown them but no one has turned up mssing this day."

The drow shrugged, adnmitting the point but not willing to abandon her theory
just yet. She twisted the silver ring that her sea-ogre abductors had pl aced
on her hand. If the unexpl ai ned drowni ngs were indeed due to sea sirens, it
m ght be a good idea to give Fyodor her ring of waterbreathing. Men, it
seened, were far nore susceptible to the charnms of such a creature than were
femal es. Naturally.

"Why have you come here?" the shaman denmanded with typical Northman candor
"What do you hope to find on Ruat hyn®"

"Al'l that Hrolf and Fyodor have said of me is true,"” Liriel said. "I cane on a
rune quest, and when the rune is conplete, | will use the Wndwal ker's magic
to carve it onto Yggsdrasil's Child."



Uf scoffed. "Do you know the rituals of casting? Can you so nuch as find the
sacred tree?"

"Show ne. "

"I will not teach you," the shaman stated bluntly. "It cannot be done. No
frail elf has the strength or the will needed to shape a rune."

Liriel bristled. "You speak w thout know edge. Nane a challenge. If | fail-and

I will not-then you may claimto know the nmeasure of ny strength!”

A spark of interest kindled in the shaman's cold blue eyes. "You are willing;
that rmuch can be said for you. But no, I will not nane a test. If your rune
gquest is a true one, your needed trials will cone to you as they nmust."

"And when | succeed, you will teach ne?" Liriel demanded. "You have not yet
succeeded,” Uf said coolly, "and | have little faith you will. There is
always a price to be paid for a new rune, a price far higher than nost are
willing to pay." Before the drow coul d respond, the wooden door of the library

was flung open and a yellow haired youth ran into the room Liriel recognized
I var, one of the young nmen who had accomnpani ed her and Fyodor to Inthar. H's
tunic was stained with blood, and his eyes were wild in his beardl ess face.

"You must cone!" lvar said urgently, tugging at the shaman's sleeve. "The
hunters! Some are dead, and Aumark Lithyl-"

"The First Axe was sl ain? How?" demanded Ul f.

"No, he yet lives, but needs tending. A wild boar cane upon us near the

raVi ne. Aumark was gored, and badly." The shanman's face turned grim and he
swiftly followed the lad, the curious drow close on his heels. A crowd had
gat hered around the door of a round wooden hut, but parted at once to all ow
t he shaman through. Liriel hesitated, then pushed her way in behind him She
reasoned the shaman had nore inmportant matters on his mnd than shooi ng her
away, and she took a place against the rounded wall where she m ght observe.

The wounded chieftain lay in a rapidly spreading circle of blood. There was a
deep gash in his side where the boar's tusks had slashed him U f chanted as
he bandaged the wound with soft cloths and sneared a paste of herbs on the
surroundi ng skin. He threw yet nore herbs onto the fire; at once the room was
filled with fragrant snoke. Liriel noticed with interest that there was a
subtle magic in the herbs, the scented steam and the words of the chant. But
Aumar k' s wound was deep, and the magi c of the Northlands woul d not staunch the
flow of blood in time. Already the thick dressing had turned crinson.

The drow cane to crouch beside the |aboring shaman. "Let ne," she conmmanded.
Uf tensed, then yielded with a terse nod.

Liriel tore aside the dressing and pl aced one slimblack hand over the gaping
wound, the other on her amulet of Lloth. She closed her eyes, envisioning the
fey darkness of her ancestral home-the stronghold of the Spider Queenand then
brought to mind the words of the clerical spell. And as she did, she
frantically searched her imagination for sonmething to offer the dark goddess
i n exchange for the gift of healing she was about to request. Lloth, the
chaotic deity of the evil drow, would have no interest in a human warri or

unl ess she, Liriel, could give one.

"Conflict is coming to this land,"” Liriel nurnured, praying aloud in the drow
tongue. "l sense this, though I do not yet know the nanes of all those who
will fight. Heal this battle chieftain, and I will stand with himin battle



and fight as a priestess of Lloth. The drow pursued a surface war and | ost.
But let this war be fought in your name and won, that those who live under the
sun's light may know at |ast the true power of Lloth!"

The amulet in her hand tingled with fey power, and Liriel knew she had pi qued
the interest of the proud and capricious goddess. Quickly she chanted the
words to the clerical prayer, steeling herself as dark magi c coursed through
her and into the still, pale formof the Ruathen chieftain. There was a
searing hiss, and she felt the torn flesh beneath her hand knit together
Aumark's body contorted briefly fromthe brutal healing, and then lay still.

Drai ned and di zzy, Liriel opened her eyes and slowy tapered off the stream of
heal i ng power. She noticed with relief that the chieftain's breathing was
deeper now, and the ruddy col or was beginning to return to his weathered face.
"For what you have done, all of Ruathymis grateful,"” the shaman said slowy.
"I say truly that never have | seen such powerful healing magic. But still, |
will not teach you."

For a nonent the drow nerely stared at the nman, utterly baffled by his
stubborn refusal. Then with a quick, angry novenent she rocked back onto her
feet, rose, and stal ked out of the hut. The villagers, sone of whom had

wi t nessed her feat of healing magic, fell back in awe as she passed. Fyodor
was al so there, waiting for her. Belatedly the drow renenbered that he, too,
had been on the deadly hunt, and she tugged the silver ring from her hand.
Taki ng one of his hands in hers, she slipped the ring onto his small est
finger. "Do not take this o~" she adnoni shed himin a | ow voice. "Your life
may well depend upon wearing it." He responded with a wy snile. "It seens

t hat you, too, have been busy. Cone, little raven-we nust talk."

The two friends left the village and nmade their way westward al ong the shore,
wrapped in their cloaks against the chill of the com ng night. Fyodor was
clearly troubl ed, but he did not speak until the sunset colors had faded
nearly to silver. Then, abruptly, he asked the drow if she had told anyone of
t hat norni ngs attack

Liriel blinked. "Just Hrolf~ If he has spoken of it to another, | know not.
Why ?"

"The boar that gored Aumark," Fyodor began. "It might have been a natura
beast, but | doubt this. | have hunted wild boar in Rashemen. Al ways they are

dangerous, but this one was canny beyond belief | would swear that it lay in
wait for us, as if it knew the path the hunters would take. And | saw

somet hing," he added, giving the word the enphasis that indicated he spoke of
the fey Sight of his Rashem heritage. "There was sonething fam liar about the
boar. It was-it was as if the beast cast a shadow other than its own, one
whose shape | could not quite nmake out. | felt rmuch tl he sane thing when we
faced the hawk."

" g2

"Hanf ariggen,"” he said grimy. "I fear the hawk and the boar were two forms
taken by the sane nman."

"Wedi gar," Liriel breathed, nodding as she added this piece to the puzzle
taki ng shape in her mnd. "Yes, that would explain many things! The attacks on
the hunters, even the mssing children.”

"But why?" Fyodor demanded. "Wy would such a man attack his own?"



The drow cast a sidelong glance at the young berserker. He was not going to
i ke what he was about to hear. "Like you, he does not choose," she said
bluntly, and then she told hi mwhat she'd | earned about the nereid, and her
suspi cion that such a creature mght have cast a charm over the Ruathen
shapeshi fter.

Fyodor stared at her, appalled by the possibilities. "You are certain?"

"No," Liriel admtted, leveling a challenging gaze up at her friend. "But
think I know of a way we could fmd out."

Moonl i ght touched the sea with silver fingers and cast a pale, |umnous gl ow
over the rock-strewn shore. It was the sort of night that Sune, goddess of

| ove, might have fashioned especially with trysts in mnd, yet Fyodor wandered
silent and alone at the water's edge.

Then a faint song, like that of someone singing softly for her own pl easure,
cane to himon the wind. The young Rashem paused to listen, entranced by the
artless beauty of the song. Quietly he nade his way around a tall pile of dark
rocks, rounding a point that curved in to forma small cove. The singer stood
on a large rock at the very edge of the sea, |ooking out over the water and
singing softly in a | anguage Fyodor did not recognize. She was a young wonan,
fair-haired Iike a Northworman but nore delicate-nearly as slimand small as an
el f. Very beautiful she was, with pale skin that glowed |ike pearl in the
nmoonl i ght and soft ripples of gold hair flowing free over her shoul ders. She
started like a fawn when she caught sight of Fyodor and |ost her footing on
the wet rocks.

Fyodor instinctively darted forward to catch her as she tunbled from her
perch. For a nonent, the golden singer filled his arms, and the dull ache the
warrior always carried with himwas forgotten. She drew away-too soon! her
hands nervously snoothing the white shaw knotted about her wai st.

"Do not fear me, lady," he said softly. "Your song drew me, but | have no wi sh
to harmyou or even to disturb your solitude. If you wish, I will |eave you."

A slow smle came to her face. "You are kind," she said in a shy, sweet voice.
“In truth, I would wel come your conpany-indeed, would you be willing to see ne
safely hone? | was lost in the song and did not realize until just now how
dark the night has becone."

The | ast words were spoken with an odd m xture of apprehensi on and i nnocent
flirtation. Fyodor took the hand she offered him steadying her as they nmade
their way al ong the shore. The girl began to sing again as they wal ked,
silvery music that nelded with the noonlit waves until sea and sound were as
one. Fyodor did not know exactly when it was that they stopped wal ki ng, or
when the girl cane again into his arms. His mnd registered the soft caress of
t he waves | appi ng agai nst them both and the sweet, salty taste of her lips on
his. O was it the sea? He did not know or care.

A shrill, anguished screamsplit the air and shattered Fyodor's dreamnlike
haze. Cold assaulted himlike a blow, and he saw with astoni shnent that he
stood knee-deep in the icy waves. Not far away was Liriel, a grimy triunphant
snmle on her dark face and a white silk shaw fluttering like a victory banner
i n her hands. The gol den singer knelt in the water before the drow, her hands
out stretched beseechingly as she wept and pl eaded for the return of her shaw .

SlowWy the details of their plan returned to his benunbed m nd, and Fyodor
realized with intense chagrin how conpletely he had succunbed to the nereid's
charm Had he truly been alone, the siren would have tried to drown himas she



had no doubt slain the mssing fisherfolk. Yet so beautiful was the nereid, so
utterly human her appearance and so heartbreaki ng her distress, that Fyodor
had a difficult tine remenbering she was a thing of evil. Liriel, however, had
no such probl em

"Be still!" she hissed, brandishing the shawl in the weeping nereid s face.
"By this token, you are mine. Accept your servitude and remain in the
sea-silent and unseenuntil | have need of you."

The nereid covered her face with her hands, wailing pitifully as she sank
bel ow t he water, di sappearing as she went.

Fyodor turned incredul ous eyes upon the drow. "You will keep her enslaved?"

"OfF course," Liriel said casually. "You never know when a nereid mght come in
handy. Nice job, by the way, bringing her out into the water toward ne. |
wasn't sure you would realize that | followed you in the water so as not to

| eave footprints in the sand."

He hadn't realized that, but he wisely decided to let the matter stand.
Despite the success of their plan, he could not help but be dismayed, not only
by the ease with which Liriel consigned the nereid to servitude, but also by
her willingness to use the nereid s services despite its evil nature.

"Come," he said shortly. "W nust speak to Wedi gar at once."

They found the First Axe of Hol gerstead asleep in the room he and Fyodor
shared in the Trell eborg barracks. Wedi gar came awake quickly, with a
warrior's trained alertness. His eyes narrowed in puzzl ement when they settled
on the Rasheni's sonber face and on the darkelven fermale at his side.

"What is this, lad? It is unseemy to bring a woman into the Trelleborg!" he
adnoni shed Fyodor.

"Wiren are not the issue here. More exotic females seemto be the order of the
day," Liriel observed coldly as she pulled the shawl from her bag. "This
bel onged to your girlfriend. Look famliar to you?"

The warrior stared blankly at the Iength of fringed white silk, then up at
Fyodor. "What is this about?" he demanded.

"Do you renenber nothing about a golden-haired girl? Liriel thought she saw
you wal king with one along the shore," he urged.

"The shaman's daughter? Wat of it? You know | canme to the village to court
her."

"Not Dagmar, but a magical creature,"” Fyodor corrected him "one who can charm

a man so conpletely that he would gladly kill hinmself and, perhaps, others as
wel I . Wedi gar's eyes narrowed dangerously, but he kept his control. "Explain
yoursel f," he said evenly.

"This nmorning, shortly after dawn, we returned fromInthar along the shore
cliff. Liriel saw a man and a mai d wal ki ng al ong the water's edge~ Not | ong
after, we were attacked by a giant hawk, nearly the size of a man. It was not
a natural hawk," Fyodor said softly, "but a creature such as the ones you
spoke of when you told ne what form a hanfariggen fighter night take."

"You are a stranger to this land,” the First Axe of Holgerstead said in a
stiff voice, "and because you do not realize the insult in your words, | wll



not call chall enge upon you."

Liriellet out a soft, exasperated hiss. "Fine. Don't. But you will explain
this." Before either man could react, she lunged at the warrior and seized the
neck of his nightshirt with both hands. Wth a qui ck, sharp novenent she tore
t he garnment open to the waist.

Across the warrior's chest, in a neat straight line, were four small, shallow
puncture wounds. Bel ow themwas a |large circle where the dark hair had been
singed away and the skin raised in a large, red blister.

"Expl ain those," the drow suggested coldly.

For a nonent Wedigar sat in silence. "I cannot,"” he adm tted.

"Then permt me," Liriel said. "I threw four knives at the hawk who attacked
us, as well as a snmall fireball. Lucky for the bird, its chest nuscles were
too deep for the blades to do nuch damage, and the feathers protected it from
nost of the effects of the fireball. Your wounds are snaller than I'd
expected, but then the target has shrunk considerably. No offense intended,"
she added with a glance at his heavily muscled torso. "I also threw a bolo at

the thing's leg, and Fyodor hit it repeatedly on the back and right side with
his cudgel. There should be some fairly inpressive bruises in those
| ocations.”

"There are,"” \Wedigar nuttered.

Liriel cast a disbelieving |ook at her friend. "You weren't exaggerating when
you sai d these people are no good at lying," she said dryly. "This one won't
even nmake an attenpt!”

"I speak the truth,"” the warrior told her bitterly, "at least, what little of
it 1 can remenber! Yesterday norning | did go to the shore intending to neet

t he shaman's daughter when she cane ashore after the nmornings fishing. You
know she | abors with the fisherfolk. But | did not see the boats return. |
believed only that | m sunderstood what cove | should seek and thought no nore
of it. The norning passed quickly. Nowthat |I think of it, a bit too quickly."

"You didn't notice the pain? The wounds?" she persisted. "I did," he said
tersely. "OF them | could renenber nothing."

"What about this afternoon? Where were you during the hunt?"

"I remained in the Trell eborg nost of the afternoon. | can neither wal k nor
hold a sword wi thout pain. How could | hunt?"

Fyodor cast a puzzled look at Liriel. "Then he could not have taken the form
of the boar that attacked Aumark!" "There is a way," Wedigar admtted. "Those
who are strong in the shapeshifting rage can sonetines take a hanfarir flight.
The body stays behind; the spirit goes forth in animal shape. It is possible
did what you believe, for in spirit formny injuries would not deter nme from
doing this, though ny body woul d bear any wound that night be given the
spirit-animal. Tell nme," he demanded abruptly, "did someone nanage to wound

t he boar? A spear wound in the hindquarters?”

Fyodor nodded, and the warrior's shoul ders sagged in despair. "I had feared
this mght be so. But how was this done, and why can | renenber nothing?"

"I can help you renmenber,” Liriel said confidently. "The truth of your actions
is hidden in your m nd, which, by the power of nmy goddess, | can read."



Wthout waiting for Wedigar's consent, the drow retreated into herself and
silently spoke the words of the clerical spell. The result was sudden and
dramatic. Usually the spell yielded a peek into another mnd-an inmage, an

i mpression, perhaps a few wrds. This tinme the wall built by the nereid's
charm tunbl ed down, and Liriel knew the whole truth of the warrior's part in
the troubles that beset the | and he hel ped to rul e and defend.

And so, apparently, did he.

Wedi gar groaned and buried his face in his hands as the horrors he had
conmitted cane back to himin a single, vivid rush. He sat in tortured silence
for many | ong nonments, but when at last he lifted his eyes, they were set with
determ nati on.

"I will call a Thing," he said firmy. "I will owm up to what | have done and
accept the ruling of the people | have betrayed."

An exasperated Liriel cast her eyes skyward and then turned to Fyodor. "You
talk to him"

"I understand your decision," the Rashem began. "Your sense of honor demands
that you face your actions and accept punishnent. Yet your duty to your

honel and demands ot herw se. Strange things have happened to us and to the
peopl e of Ruathym nore than can be explained by the curse the nereid placed
upon you. No, there is nore at work here, and we rnust know what. If there is a
si ngl e dark purpose behind all these things, would it not be wi se to bide your
time in silence until the answer is found?" "You ask nme to put the lives of ny
people at risk!" Wedigar protested. "I would rather die in battle than |et
this foe continue his work!"

"But how will you fight? Wio is the foe?"

The First Axe shrugged hel plessly, utterly at a loss for an answer. Fyodor put
a hand on the man's shoul der. "Wat is needed now is patience and skill at

i ntrigueboth of which are foreign to the Northman warrior. But the drow are
bred and trained for just such things. Bide your tine in silence and |l et us
seek answers. It mght be this work has been laid upon us as part of the rune
qguest that brought us here," he added suddenly, and for sone reason he was
certain the words were truth.

Liriel nodded agreenent, her eyes deeply reflective as she added this new
insight to the growi ng pattern. Wdigar threw up his hands. "I will do as you
say," he nuttered, "but | like it not."

Fyodor could not hel p but agree, for he could not rid hinmself of the lingering
cloud of despair that Liriel's clerical spell had |eft behind. He had seen
Liriel in prayer before, and her Iink with the dark goddess of the drow
troubled himdeeply. This tine the thread of power had been nuch stronger. As
she'd cast the spell that allowed her to peer into the shapeshifting warrior's
m nd, Fyodor had been assaulted by a sense of seething chaos and overwhel m ng
evil. The nmonent passed quickly, as did all glinpses given himby his linmted
Si ght, but he knew he woul d remenber it always. He knew Liriel's strength of
spirit and her uncanny resilience, but he did not see how she could remain
untai nted by such evil.

Wedigar's unwitting deeds in animal form had been many and terrible. Fyodor's
own transformations into a berserker whirlw nd woul d probably bring about his
death. But even these things pal ed before the Rashem 's dawni ng fear that

Liriel, in her quest for power, m ght undergo another, even nore deadly type



of shapeshi fting.

Chapter 14

Call of the Deep

A scarle was a city of rare beauty and anci ent wonders. Shakti, however, was
not inpressed. When not in conference with the illithid regent, the drow
priestess spent many hours paci ng about the marvel ous marbl e corridors,
seeki ng places that were not too scorchingly bright for her drow eyes to
endure, seething with inpatience as she waited for the tangled plans of the
others to sort thensel ves out, and pondering ways to best turn themto her
personal advantage. On her own, Shakti was a canny nmanager, but she had no
noti on of how to nmesh her goals with those of her new allies.

At the nmoment, Shakti was taking a neal in the conpany of the illithid s other
"guest." The priestess cast an angry glare at the nan who was seated at the
far end of the long table, calmy eating some sort of overcooked seafood by
the Iight of a single candle. She noted, with a touch of pride, that his new
hand was functioning nicely. That had been a pl easant interlude-selecting the
sl ave who'd serve as a donor, inflicting the painful rituals, indebting the
arrogant human to her in ways he could not begin to understand. Still, that

pl easure did little to dispel the worry and boredomthat had become Shakti's

| ot.

"How |l ong nmust | wait for ny prisoner?" she snarled at Rethnor. "What purpose
thi s del ay?"

The bl ack-bearded human regarded her sonmberly for a | ong nonment; then he
pushed back fromthe table. "Come," he said and strode fromthe dining hall

Shakti hissed a curse, then rose to follow The man | ed her through a

| abyrinth of corridors to the nost peculiar roomthe drow had yet seen. Her
first inpression was annoyance. She was assaulted by faint green light too
bright for confort and too thick with energy to be anything but nmagical. The
air was humid, and heavy with the scent of salt and of growing things. This

pi qued Shakti's interest. Agriculture was, after all, her original passion and
area of expertise.

The drow edged into the strange room It was a vast chanber whose walls and

hi gh-arched ceiling were made of thick, translucent crystal. The entire room
was filled with rows of |ong, narrow vats. Curious, Shakti stepped closer and
peered into the nearest container. It was full of salt-scented water, in which
was growi ng a curious type of weed

Ret hnor reached in and plucked off a bit of the plant, a tightly whorled frond
at the end of a long stem "This is a kelpie," he inforned her. "Arare form
of seaweed. They are grown here, and sprouts such as this one are sent to

Ruat hym where they are placed into the waters surrounding the island.”

"What is that to me?" demanded the drow.

The Northman beckoned to a nearby slave, a fair-haired man nearly his own

hei ght and girth, and ordered himto approach the |large vat at the far end of
the room The slave's eyes widened in terror, but he did not disobey. "Watch
carefully," Rethnor advised the drow. "You should find this nost



entertaining."

As the curious priestess |ooked on, |ank strands of weed rose, of their own
accord, fromthe vat, withing sinuously in the hunmid air. They quickly took
the formof a green-clad woman. It was not an inpressive illusion-the innate
magi cal imunity of the drow allowed Shakti to see through it at once-but the
slave's face took on a | ook of rapt obsession as he contenplated the creature
before him as if the rather pathetic imtation were the true enbodi nent of
hi s deepest, unspoken | ongi ngs.

"A charmspell," Shakti muttered, watching as the kel pie woman beckoned t he
slave into her enbrace. He went to her eagerly, and they tunbled together into
the vat of water. There was no struggle, no sign of life but for a rift of
bubbl es that ended soon enough. The surface went still and renai ned so. The
man had drowned-qui ckly, quietly, blissfully content with his fate.

"Kel pi es,"” Rethnor repeated. "They have lured many Ruathen warriors and
sailors to their deaths. This is but one of the strategies used agai nst our
foe. In due tine, they will weaken, and we wll attack."

"Very inpressive," she sneered. "You have denonstrated that human nal es are

fools, but this | knew already. | want the Baenre princess, now"
As do I, said a calmand fem nine voice, speaking directly into the drow s
m nd. Both Shakti and Rethnor tunmed as the illithid glided toward them her

| avender robes trailing behind her in a silken whisper

The conquest of Ruathymis inportant. W are agreed on that, Vestress
continued. The Kraken Society would benefit froma western outpost, and we

al so wish to reward Rethnor's efforts. Luskan is an inportant trade partner
and you have proven yourself a valuable agent. But mark me, Lord Hi gh Captain:
we grow impatient with your tactics. The pirate ship escaped you. You shoul d
pray that her captain did not recognize you or your ship, and that he is not
even now spreading word of Luskan 's perfidy anong his people. The task of
conquest will be nore difficult if the islanders are forewarned. Do not del ay
much | onger; else you |l ose all we have worked to acconplish.

The man scow ed. "Then why do you not attack at once?" he denmanded. "I have
seen your forces-a hundred sea ogres, twice as many human and el ven sl aves,

gargoyl es, strange water creatures fromother worlds. Send themthrough your
portal, if you can, and let themlay waste the island this very day!"

Do not presume to instruct ne, Vestress advised him her nental voice icy.
Bring nme the drow wi zard soon, or see the val uable resources of Ascarle and
t he Kraken Society slip forever beyond your grasping hands!

Wth royal hauteur, the illithid swept fromthe chanber. As Shakti watched her
go, her dark fingers clutched the pendant hangi ng over her heart, a small disk
of obsidian, engraved with the shape of a hal f-mask.

"It is as | thought,"” she said in a deeply troubled voice. "The illithid needs
Liriel Baenre's wi zardly spells to open that portal. And she will have them
caring not whether Liriel is alive or dead at the tine."

Rethnor's lips tightened in a small, hard snmile. "I have often thought the
only good wizard is a dead one, but |I fail to see howthis one's death wll
aid Vestress."

The drow tuned a sonber crimson glare upon him "The illithid can read your
m nd; through the power of my god, | can read hers. Vestress will have Liriel



whet her you manage to deliver her up or not. There are nore ways than one for
her to gain know edge of the nmagic the wizard wields. And if Liriel dies,

| ose ny prey."

"What is that to nme?" Rethnor replied nockingly, tum ng Shakti's recent words
back agai nst her.

The drow s eyes narrowed.

A tingling shock of pain exploded in Rethnor's new hand, sending the five
fingers jerking out straight. He watched, horrified, as the fingers curved and
reached for the handle of a knife tucked into his weapon belt. Wthout his
will, against his will, the treacherous hand began to lift the knife toward
his own throat. Rethnor strained the nuscles ofhis left arm seized the
advancing wist with his own strong right hand and tried to force it away-al
to no avail. The hand that had become as nuch a part of himas his inplacable
anbition had utterly betrayed him He felt the cold, sharp sting of the knife
against his throat, felt the warmwelling of blood as the blade slid gently
across his skin.

"I will not lose ny prey," Shakti said softly, enphatically, her eyes gl ow ng
wi th mal evol ent satisfaction. "Do whatever you nust, but bring Liriel to ne
alivel™

Wth that, the drow priestess spun and stal ked out of the kel pie nursery.

The knife clattered to the floor as Rethnor's armfell to his side. He flexed
his fingers, bent his arm and bunched the form dabl e nuscles, and was relieved
to find that all were once again at his conmand.

For now.

Xzorsh was in a quandary. The young sea ranger had received di sturbing reports
t hrough the Rel ay-the conpl ex chain of information that intelligent sea
creatures passed along great distances with astonishing speed. HrolPs ship had
been attacked of f the coast of Gundarlun by yet another creature of the

el emental plane of water. The sea ranger had seen many things in his years of
patrolling the waters, but the strange happeni ngs of recent days lay far
beyond hi s ken

Even nore astoundi ng was the news that the bel eaguered ship had sinply

di sappeared. Xzorsh suspected the drow girl's magic was behind this, and he
was eager to know the truth of the matter. Hs curiosity, however, was but one
of his notivations. He had his pledge to Holf to consider

And therein lay the dilemma. Xzorsh had not seen Sittl since the day the

El f mai d had been attacked by three warships, and then later by the band of
merrow. The reinforcenents Sittl had pronmised to send had not appeared. Nor
had any of Xzorsh's inquiries yielded information on Sittl's whereabouts. Not
even the Relay had news of the m ssing sea elf. Xzorsh was worried about his
partner, fearing mghtily that the other ranger night have fallen foul of the
sea ogres. Wth two friends in trouble, which was Xzorsh to seek out?

After much deliberation, the ranger set out for the west, heading for the
renote cluster of islets where he had delivered the surviving seal hunters.
Beneat h these islands, in vast water-filled cavens, was hidden a sea-elven
city. The coral cataconbs in which they entonbed their dead were in the open
seas nearby. Xzorsh hoped Sittl m ght have made his way there, perhaps to nmoum
his slain |over and child. The ranger believed he might find his friend there.
Not coincidentally, the islands also lay along the shortest route to Ruat hym



Wth all possible speed, Xzorsh set out for the nearest island in the tiny
archi pel ago. Here, in a rock formation hidden in a sheltered cove, he and
Sittl often |l eft nessages for each other that were too sensitive to trust to
t he open Relay. There was not hing, and he cast his eyes toward the sky in a
gesture of frustration that he'd |l earned fromhis human charges. To his
astoni shment, a faniliar ovoid shape floated overhead: the skiff that had
brought the marooned WAt erdhavi ans to the island!

The sea elf swam for the |ight and waded qui ckly ashore. Not far fromthe
water's edge, three men were huddled around a small fire. One of them a tal
man whose haggard, sunbuned face was nearly the sanme shade of weathered

reddi sh-brown as his hair, rose when the ranger approached and faced hi m down.

"Lord Cal adom " Xzorsh nurnmured. "I had no idea you and your men would stil
be here!™

"Only three of us remain," the young lord said coldly.
"The others have died waiting for the merfol k of Wat erdeep harbor to informthe
city of our survival. O did you even so nmuch as try to send word?"

Xzorsh nodded, but his worry increased fourfold. Sittl was supposed to have
handl ed this matter. "My deepest regrets, Lord Cal adom but you nust believe
me when | tell you that the Sea People did not forget you! Sonething has gone
very wong; | fear for the safety of nmy nessenger. But | nyself will find a
ship to retumyou to the mainland,"” he promi sed. "Ruathymis the nearest | and.
| should be able to reach the island in a few days. Sooner, with the hel p of
sea creatures who are even faster than I."

The man's ravaged, accusing visage softened. "I thank you for this, but | know
of the Northnen's hatred of elves. Even for the chance to see WAt erdeep again,
| woul d not have you put yourself at risk."

"Do not fear for ne; there is no need," Xzorsh said sinply. "Are you so
certain of this? The barrels hol ding your slain kindred were of Ruathen make."

"That may be so, but none of it was Captain Hrol Ps doing. Yet | thank you for
your warnings." The sea elf paused, and a snmile |lit his thin, intense face.
"You are nuch akin, you and Hrolf. Both of you possess a degree of honor
that-forgive nme-is rare anong humanki nd. You may trust in him and in ne."

Cal adorn was silent for a nmonent; then he extended his hand to Xzorsh as to a
conrade. "Then we will await your return."”

The sea el f nodded acceptance of the man's trust, but waved aside the offered
handcl asp. "I cannot," he said with a wistful smle, holding up his own hand
and spreading the fngers wi de so Cal adom coul d see the webbi ng between. Then
he turned and dove once agai n beneath the waves.

As he swamrapidly toward the west, Xzorsh found hinself contenplating his
hands, wondering if his webbed fingers could |l earn to shape magi c. \Wat was
it, he nused, that kept the sea folk fromlearning this art? All his life, he
had been fascinated with magic and felt for it the sane deep affinity, albeit
unfulfilled, that a land-dwelling elf had for starlight. And he could feel the
magi c, like an eldritch current in the usually thin and lifeless air, when the
drow wi zard had sunmoned it. Perhaps this neant he had some snall aptitude.
Perhaps Liriel would agree to teach him

A rueful smile came quickly in the wake of this thought. Try as he m ght,



Xzorsh could not imagine the fiery drowin the role of tutor. But he did not
abandon such thoughts altogether, for they sweetened his dreans and sped his
way toward Ruathym

The kel pie stretched, watching idly as her graceful fronds undulated in the
still, cold waters. A passing fish nipped at one of the green linbs, tearing
of f a chunk of bl oodl ess, leafy flesh. The kel pie grimaced but did.not, m
truth, feel pain. She was well accustonmed to grazng sea creatures. |f

anyt hing, the hungry fish served to remind her that it had been far too |ong
since she herself had fed. The kelpie swirled in the water, tearing up the
shal  ow roots she put down fromtime to time, and began to drift in closer to
t he shore. Somewhere, out beyond the waves, was some hapl ess mal e as ravenous
as she. She'd possessed two such nen herself, and she had di mnmenories of the
eager meal s her parent kel pie had consuned. Al those victinms, she renenbered,
had had eyes that were bright with a strange hunger. The kelpie didn't quite
understand this, for they never attenpted to feed upon her

A stirring of the currents drew the kelpie's attention fromthe shoreline
ahead. To her surprise and delight, a male swamtoward her. And she had not
yet attenpted to charm him

Long, supple fronds reached out to enfold him the nale batted them away; Wen
she persisted, he drew a knlfe and began to hack away at her. Puzzled, the
kel pie cast h.er charm The male's flailing armslowed, and the knlfe slipped
fromhis webbed fngers. His eyes wi dened as he | ooked upon her, then darkened
wi th desire. She wondered, briefly, how he perceived her: as a wonan, or a
green horse, or perhaps a hi ppocanpus-a sea nount that appeared to be a cross
bet ween a gi ant seahorse and a dol phin. But as he gazed at the

i Il usi on-enhanced kel pi e, he spoke an unfamliar word in a harsh, sibilant
tongue, a nane that suggested his heart's desire was sonething. other than
.the usual choices. No matter. The kel pie snlled and waited expectantly for
her | atest conquest to drown.

He did not oblige her.

This confused the kel pie, and she rel eased the strangely resilient creature.
But the charmed nal e seized one of her |ongest fronds, entw ned hinself with
it, fought passionately her every attenpt to dislodge him

The kel pie considered this odd turn of events for severallong nonments, and
decided it might not be such a bad thing. The rmale would protect her from
hungry fish, perhaps even hunt for her. Surely there was other, simlar prey
in these waters. Let himfind her another |ike hinself, that she m ght eat.

Dawn had not yet silvered the water when the fisherfol k dragged their boats
into the sea. It was early for such |labor, but the waters around Ruathym
usual |y so benevol ent, had become as m serly as a dwarven noneyl ender. Feeding
the village was growi ng ever nore difficult, and the Ruathen in their little
boats ventured farther out than usual into the icy waters in hope of finding

f ood.

The fisherfolk of two boats stretched a | arge, weighted net between them
rowi ng gently as they trolled the deeper waters in hope of ensnaring nore than
the few spiny and inedible fish that all too often conprised the days catch

Suddenly the net swept back and taut; something large had found its way into
the trap. But the fisherfolk's smles of elation quickly di sappeared. The net
did not move. Whatever they had caught was beyond struggling.

"Not again," whispered young Erig as he regarded the silent net with horror



H s partner for the nmorning, the shaman's pal e-haired daughter, nodded grim
agreement. They both had seen other |large and lifel ess catches haul ed ashore.
Each death had wei ghed heavily upon Dagmar, she who had | ost her tw n-born
sister in a sumrer squall. Yet she fell to work at once, dragging up fistfuls
of the heavy net. Shamed by the girl's stoic fortitude, Erig joined in the
effort.

The two boats drifted closer together as the rising burden drew themin. The
circle of the fisherfolk tightened, and soon they could make out the two stil
fornms entangled in a mass of seaweed. Fearfully, Erig reached out and began to
strip away the fronds that obscured the identity of the drowned nen.

A hand shot out of the seaweed and seized the young man's wist. Erig let out
a startled yelp and fell back. It was as if a corpse had suddenly | eaped from
its bier, with one terrifying addition: the figure that tore free of the
seaweed was a sea elf with long plaited hair, a face twisted with rage, and a
| ong keen knife in his webbed hand.

So unexpected was the attack, and so strange the attacker, that for a noment
even the warrior-bred Ruathen were frozen with shock. Dagmar, however, had the
presence of mind to use the oar in her hands. She swng hard, and as the elf

| eaped into the boat she nmet his rib cage with a sharp crack. The bl ow halted
t he nmonentum of the attack. Erig seized the nonent and punched out, landing a
bl ow that sent the slightly built elf reeling back. Once again he struck, and
at last the elf dropped senseless into the sea.

The second elven figure entangled in the seaweed seened nore interested in
freeing hinmself fromthe green mass than attacking, but the Ruathen were in no
nmood for meking fine distinctions. Dagmar |lifted the oar high and snashed
down, again and again. The elf-a male with short hair as green as the

kel p----ceased his struggles and fell Iinp.

For a I ong nonent the fisherfolk merely stood and stared at the strange beings
intheir nets. Finally Valeron, the ol dest anong them |evel ed an accusing
finger at the unconscious sea el ves.

"There's the answer for the poor fishing and tomnets, or nmay Unberl ee take
me! May hap these sahuagi n- spawned fish-elves know sonet hi ng about the
dr owni ngs, too."

"Take themto |l and. Make themtell us what they know. " This opinion was voiced
fromone of the other boats that had drawn near to observe the spectacle.

The taboo agai nst sea elves was strong, and Dagmar tried to convince the
others this course was not w se. But the voice of a woman was soon | ost anong
the mal es' clanor for justice-and vengeance. The el ves were dragged aboard,
and all thoughts of fishing abandoned as the fol k turned back to Ruathymwith
their catch.

"Xzorsh, ny friend, can you ever forgive me for what | have done?"

The ranger shifted painfully; he was bruised and battered fromthe poundi ng
he'd taken at the Northwoman's hands, and the wound from Sittl's knife made
hi s shoul ders bum and throb-but he managed a wan snile

"I't was not your fault," he said, and not for the first tinme. "You were under
the charm of a kel pie--of course you would fight to protect the creature. Wat
I do not understand is why you ventured so far west in the first place, and
why you did not |eave word for nel"



H s partner grimaced. "After | left you to tend your pledge to the human

pirate, I was waylaid by a band of merrow. They brought ne here; | do not know
why. | managed to escape while they quarrel ed anong thensel ves. When this
happened, | cannot tell you, for I do not know how | ong | was under the

kel pie's spell. Nor do |I know what other things | m ght have done," he added
in a voice tight with forebodi ng.

Xzorsh patted his shoulder. "I renenber ny first view of the kelpie lair.
There were no other victins entwi ned anong the creature's fronds, so you may
rest easy."

"Rest easy? Not until we find a way to free ourselves fromthis place," Sittl
said, casting a fearful |look at the stout wooden walls of their prison

The ranger sighed. He spread his fingers and regarded his hands. They had been
out of water for little nmore than an hour, and already the delicate webbing
was dry and fragile. His lungs bumed fromthe effort of breathing the thin,
dry air. It was an effort he could not long continue; in his dizzied and
weakened state, he fancied he could actually see his life-force drain away,

i ke an ebbing tide slipping away fromthe shore.

A sudden, cold splash struck him dragging himback to full awareness. Xzorsh
shook the water fromhis eyes and gazed with amazenment up at Liriel. The drow
girl stood over him an enpty bucket in her hands and an inpish grin on her
dark face.

"Thought you might be getting homesick,'; she said lightly.

"How are you here?" Xzorsh demanded. "I did not see you cone in."

"No one did," the drow retumed. "And | don't think theyd be pleased if they
knew about it. You two are neckdeep in trouble.™

"Where is Hrolf? Surely he can tell themwe nmean no harm"

Liriel's face turned grave. "I don't know. No one has seen himall day. He has
been known to go off al one now and agai n, but he couldn't have picked a worse
time! Afewof the ElIfmaid' s creware willing to speak for you, but their

words are not heard over the blathering of that wetched Ibn!"
"HrolPs first nate does not have nuch | ove for elves," Xzorsh adm tted.

"Do tell,"” Liriel agreed with a touch of sarcasm She had anpl e proof of that
from her personal experience with the man, and she felt an unexpected tw nge
of kinship with the captive and m sunderstood sea el ves.

Even so, she herself was not entirely certain the Ruathen's accusati ons were

unf ounded. She had cone to think of Xzorsh as an ally, perhaps even a friend.
Yet she had been raised to distrust all the fair races of elves, and her drow
i ndoctrination had left its mark.

"Why did you cone to the island?" she asked bluntly.

"I heard the El frmaid had di sappeared. You know | am pl edged to protect Hrolf
and his crew. | wi shed to know he was safe. | also wished to | eam how such a
t hi ng was done."

Liriel tipped her head to one side as she considered the sea elf. To al
appear ances, he was sincere. Yet there was sonmething in his eyes-a touch of
hunger, a hint of some personal agenda-that set off alarns in her dark-elven



m nd.

Her fingers crept up to her clerical synmbol, and she silently cast the spel

t hat woul d enabl e her to know whether his nmotives were nore closely allied
with aid or evil. Looking into Xzorsh was an odd experience-1ike being drawn
deep into the heart of a flawl ess gem The facets were there to add interest,
but the color and substance within was consistent with the surface beauty.

Li ke Fyodor, this mal e was what he appeared to be.

The drow tuned to Xzorsh's friend, whose dull eyes regarded her with a m xture
of fear and contenpt. The last time she'd seen this elf he'd hurled a spear at
her; his disposition did not seemto have inproved in the interim But as she
cast the spell of know edge a second tine, she expected a brief swimin his
suspi ci ous but ot herw se nobl em nded depths. To her surprise, the results of
the spell were anything but positive.

A hi deous inmage popped into her mnd: a fish-man creature with green-scal ed
skin, black fins, and enornmous round eyes bright wi th nal evol ence. A ni nbus of
vi cious, sadistic energy crackled around the creature-the aura of pure evil.

"Sittl, no!"

Xzorsh's despairing cry tore Liriel free fromthe di sturbing spell. She

bl i nked, focusing in on the sea el Ps sullen but otherw se handsone face. A
nmonent passed before she realized that his eyes were dry and fixed, his
breathing a barely perceptible gasp

"He is dying," the ranger said, and his green eyes pleaded with the drow As
Liriel met his gaze, she suddenly realized that Xzorsh was | ooki ng none too
wel |, either.

The drow snatched up the enpty bucket and chanted the words to a sinple spell.
She upended it over Xzorsh's head, sending a fall oflife-giving water
cascadi ng over both the males. After a few nonments of this, the unconscious
el f began to stir.

"Put the bucket down," Xzorsh said urgently. Liriel did so, and to her

ast oni shment the ranger plunged his partner's head into the water. She quickly
saw the reason for this: the sea elves apparently could breathe air only for
short periods of tinme. She watched, fascinated, as water poured fromthe gills
on the el Ps neck with each breath of the water. Several nonents passed before
the submerged elf had revived enough to sit up

"We nust get himback to the sea at once," the ranger said.

Liriel hissed with exasperation. "There's a |line sonewhere between nobility
and foolishness, but 1've yet to find it! No offense, but you're |ooking | ower
t han whal e droppi ngs." Wen Xzorsh regarded her bl ankly, she pointed to the
still-full bucket. "Breathe sone of that, while | think of a way to get you
out of here.”

Whil e Xzorsh at last tended his own needs, the drow quickly debated what she
shoul d do. The hi deous i mage she'd seen troubled her, but there was no tine to
speak of it now She doubted the sea el ves would survive nuch | onger, and she
certainly didn't relish the idea of explaining to Hrolf that she'd let his
friend wither up and die. "Can you breathe al e?" she asked abruptly.

Xzorsh and Sittl responded as one; they junped, as startled as boys caught at
some little prank. They exchanged a sidel ong gl ance and a sheepish grin.



"I see you've tried it," the drow said dryly, then explained to them what she
had in m nd. Xzorsh grinned, utterly delighted with the plan, but his friend
refused to have anything nore to do with drow sorcery.

"Have it your way," Liriel said with a shrug. But she pulled a small object
fromher bag-a dried starfish she'd found on the shore, apparently stranded
when the tides went out-and tossed it into the recalcitrant sea el Ps |ap. She
rai sed one white brow in an el oquent arch.

"I will do as you say," Sittl agreed grudgi ngly.

The drow nodded and fell into the concentration needed for the casting of a
power ful spell. She had | eanmed rmuch from her stolen book of sea nagic-and from
the scrolls and spellbooks in the Green Roomand she'd nmade a point of
studying water elenmentals. She planned to sunmon two such creatures.
Unfortunately, the sea elves' wooden prison was on the innernost edge of the
village, too far away fromeither the sea or the cold freshwater spring that
served as village well. Water was needed to formthe el enmentals' bodies, yet
apart fromlLiriel's enspelled bucket, there was little water to be had in the

i mediate vicinity. Ale, however, was available in quantity. Hrol Ps warehouses
stood next to the prison.

The sound of splintering wood announced that Liriel's sumons had been
answered. She wi nced as one expensive cask after another shattered to provide
the fluid needed for the elenental to take corporeal shape. Still, she knew
instinctively that Holf would shrug off the |oss. "Renmenber what to do,"
Liriel admoni shed the elves; then she drew her piwafw close around her and
bl i nked out of sight. She slipped out the door-she had left it slightly ajar
after picking the lock-to see what her magi c had w ought.

Her eyes wi dened with delight at the sight of the two anber-col ored creatures
undul ating toward the prison. The elenentals were not |arge-no nore than seven
or eight feet in height-but they were perfect for the task ahead.

Liriel closed the door behind her and stood off to the side.

The drow watched as the el emental s smashed down the prison door and sl oshed

i nside. She sent out a command to the sunmoned creatures, holding firm against
their indignant response. After a brief struggle, the elenentals yielded to

t he power of her nmagic and burst out of the prison into the street. Encased
within the amber form of each was a sea elf, sharing the liquid body with the
essence of the elenmental creature.

The elemental s did not seem happy about this new partnership, and they set a
det erm ned pace toward the shore. Many of the Ruathen took up weapons agai nst
the strange invaders. But the elenentals barely seened to notice the bl ows, so
intent were they on their jouney. Wen it was clear the creatures did not
intend to attack-indeed, had no interest in doing battle at all-the villagers
ceased their defensive efforts and nerely watched. Some fell in behind, and an
ever-growi ng crowd followed the liquid creatures toward the sea. Liriel

sl i pped behind a thick-trunked wal nut tree and dispelled her invisibility
charm then openly joined the bemused throng that followed in the el enental s’
wake. It seemed wise to her to do so; otherw se, her absence m ght be noticed
and her involvenent in the matter suspected.

After a while, the rolling gait of the elenmentals began to falter. The
creatures' paths started to weave, and they |ooked for all the world Iike
shi ps tacking back and forth to catch a particularly capricious breeze. None
too soon, the elenentals stunbled into the surf and fell gratefully into the
sea, like a pair of drunken sailors falling facedown into their beds.



Liriel lifted a hand to her face to hide her smirk. She understood now why the
sea elves had reacted as they had to the suggestion of breathing ale.

Fyodor came to her side. He wapped an arm around her waist and | eaned in
close. "Well done, little raven!" he whispered in her ear. "The sea folk will
wake up with a headache the size of the northem sea. But thanks to you, at

| east they will awaken!"

Nor was Fyodor the only one to come to this conclusion. Smoke burst fromlbn's
pipe in angry little puffs as the sailor observed the strange escape.

He' d | ong suspected that the drow female was in thick with the sea elves; this
proved it. Holf, the dammed fool, was too besotted with the | ong-eared wench
to see it, and the villagers were too awed by her healing magic to listen to
wor ds spoken against her. And he, Ibn, was hardly ma position to press the
matter. The elf woman had made sure of that, keeping secret his attack agai nst
her .

I bn spun on his heel and nmade his way to Hrol.Ps cottage. Once before he had
taken matters nto his own hands. The attenpt had failed. He would try agaln,
and again, until at last the elf woman | ay dead: He could not do otherw se,
for there was far too nmuch at risk.

Chapter 15

The Raven's Cal

Fyodor left for Holgerstead | ater that day. Wedigar had sufficiently recovered
fromthe injuries he'd incurred while in animal formto feel ready to travel,
but he was hesitant to do so al one. Fyodor and Liriel tried to convince himhe
was free fromthe nereid s charm but Wedi gar was haunted by the things he had
done whil e under the evil creature's seductive power. He would not risk the
possibility that he might again turn upon his own people, and he exacted a

pl edge from Fyodor to watch over himand stop hi mshould he prove a danger

The young Rashem could not deny himthis, for he hinself had lived with such
fears for many nonths.

Wth both Holf and Fyodor gone, Liriel felt alone and exceedingly restless.
She buried herself in the G een Room s treasures, learning all she could of
Ruat hen | ore and history, but the know edge of rune magic that she needed
remai ned just beyond her grasp.

Unli ke the magi c she knew, runes could not be | earned through readi ng and
study. Life was the necessary conduit for such know edge. Sone sinpler runes
could be taught and had been passed on fromnmaster to seeker fromtine beyond
menory. A few were gifts fromthe gods, but the nobst personal were shaped

t hrough the questing journey. This Liriel knew, and her frustration increased
as she read. Her journey, to all appearances, had cone to an end. Wat, then
was she to do now?

And there was also the matter of the hideous creature she had glinpsed behind
the face of Xzorsh's sea-elffriend, and the chilling evil that surrounded him
Liriel could not rid herself of the feeling that she ought to warn the sea
ranger. It would not be an easy task, for it was plain that Xzorsh was fond of
hi s compani on, and she doubted he woul d hear words spoken agai nst him And



what proof did she have, except for the Lloth-given vision?

Wth a heavy sigh, the drow opened a | ore book and began once again to study
the turbulent history of the Northlands. But the saga of slain heroes, endless
warfare, and titanic sea battles could not hold her attention. At |last she
thrust the book aside and hurried fromthe G een Roomto the cove where the

El fmai d was noor ed.

Liriel quietly slipped aboard and searched the hold for the device that Hrolf
had used to sumon the sea-elf ranger. She dropped back into the water on the
seaward side of the ship and turned the crank on the small box. A series of
clicks and squeaks ensued, and the drow | eaned back against the El frmaid s hul
to wait. Liriel suspected Xzorsh had not gone far, but even so the wait was
pai nful, and for the first tine she regretted her decision to I end her ring of
wat er-breathing to Fyodor. If she'd had it, she m ght have gone out in search
of Xzor sh.

Per haps an hour passed before she saw the dark shape nmoving swiftly toward
her. Liriel took a deep breath and pl unged beneath the water, swi nmmng out to
nmeet the sunmoned ranger

The first blast of power took her unaware. Like an iron fist, it thrust into
her mnd and gripped her will, dragging her closer. But Liriel had in ful
nmeasure the dark-elven ability to shake off magi cal attacks. She thrust aside
the nmental intrusion and pulled her dagger. Just in time--the creature who'd
attacked her rounded a stand of waving seaweed and came into full view

The creature was fishlike, with an enormous, bul bous head and three vertically
stacked eyes. Faint purple light shone fromthese eyes and cast an eerie
ninbus in the water. Slender tentacles rippled behind Iike | ocks of hair as
the creature's sharklike tail propelled it forward with terrifying speed.

Liriel drewin a startled gasp of seawater. An abol eth! Such creatures

i nhabited the hidden waters of the Underdark, but she had not thought to
encounter one here. She spun and with frantic haste swam for the surface,
speedi ng her way with her innate powers of levitation

The drow shot fromthe water, coughing and sputtering. Seizing the rail of the
ship, she hurtled over and dove for the deck. She rolled several tines, as
fast as she could, putting as nuch distance between herself and the | etha
beast as possible.

A long, thin tentacle snapped into the air with a whiplike crack. Seawater
flewin a sharp spray, mngled with dark droplets of venom Liriel shielded
her face with her arms and prayed that none of the drops would find her. Wen
no stinging pain cane, she dared to | ook up

Two tentacles gripped the rail. Wth a nighty tug, the abol eth heaved itself
upward. The ship rocked wildly, and Liriel began to slide toward the rail. She
grabbed a knife fromher sleeve, thrust it deep into the crack between two
boards, and hung on for her life.

A silent shriek tore into her nmind, a nental blast that spoke of rage and pain
and frustration. The abol eth's nassive body splashed fully back into the
water, but the clinging tentacles remained where they were, twtching
uncontrol | ably.

Liriell eaped to her feet and ran over to the rail. Two of her throw ng spiders
clung to the severed tentacles, their killing magi c spent. The water bel ow
churned wildly, thick with swirling ichor and the flashing of silver weapons.



Then Xzorsh cane into view, his green head breaching the surface along wth
t he heavi ng, struggling aboleth. The ranger straddled the creature, the knife
in his webbed hands fl ashing as he stabbed down repeatedly.

Nor was his the only weapon brought to bear against the aboleth. The drow s
keen eyes nmade out the forns of several other fighters-man-shaped, but with
silver-green skin and legs that ended in fins rather than feet. Each of these
warrior w elded a three-pronged silver pitchfork, and they wheel ed and darted
like eels as they attacked the enornous nonster

Liriel whirled and ran back to the weapons rack. She seized a harpoon and

| eaped into the neck-deep water. The fighters-all but Xzorsh-scattered at

once. The drow lunged at the aboleth's eyes, putting her full weight behind
the bl ow. The weapon sank deep into the mddle orb, and the creature's
struggles finally ceased. Wth a grimace of disgust, Xzorsh slid away fromthe
dead nonster.

"Who were those people?" Liriel demanded, shielding her eyes with one hand as
she gazed out into the water, hoping for another glinpse of the strange
warriors.

"They are tritons," the ranger replied in a troubled voice. "O themlittle is
known. They do the sea elves no harm and sonetines they conme to the aid of
goodl y fol k.

And just as often, not. My people believe they cone fromthe plane ofwater,
and that their purposes originate there. | suspect their interest is not in
you, so nuch as in the elenmental creatures arrayed agai nst you."

The drow nodded thoughtfully as she took this in. In her opinion, the ranger's
fears were well-founded. El enental creatures of any sort were rare; she had
encountered far too many for mnere coincidence. Mst had fought against her and
her friends; these tritons had cone to her aid. Liriel knew with the assurance
of one born and bred to Menzoberranzan-style intrigue that she was caught up

i n sonet hing bi gger than she could yet conprehend.

"Tell me all you know," she demanded

Xzorsh told her of the merrow who had wi el ded the weapon of a triton. The
tritons were skilled and fierce warriors, unlikely to be overcone unl ess the
merrow had attacked in | arge nunbers under a commander with nore intelligence
and battl e know edge than sea ogres usually possessed. He told her Sittl had
been abducted by a band of merrow and brought to the shores of Ruathym

The drow nodded thoughtfully, thinking of the nereids that haunted the waters
near Inthar and the elenental that had ki dnapped the Ruathen ship. For sone
reason, Ruathym seenmed to be the focus of extraplanar creatures. But who
conmanded them and to what purpose?

"A w zard coul d have summpned that water elenental," Liriel nused, "but no

wi zard commanded that nereid. The creature still possessed its soul -shaw .
There are creatures of the Underdark about, too. A banshee-the spirit of a
really nasty drow femal e--has taken up residence in a well, though how in the

Nine Hells it got there wi thout anyone noticing is beyond nme. Banshees
generally tear up the countryside for a while before finding a lair and
settling down. And an aboleth, of all things! What in the nane of Lloth's
twisted legs are we dealing with?"

The ranger shrugged hel pl essly. "Strange happeni ngs have been occurring bel ow
the waves, as well. A nessage Sittl sent to the mermen of Wat erdeep harbor was



altered before it reached its destination. Seldomis the Relay tainted so!
I nnocent nmen's lives were lost as aresult. And | nust see Hrol £; else three
nore will soon die. Where is he? Wasn't it he who summoned ne?"

"No, that was me. Hrolrs still off fishing in the nountains, or so his kinsman
believes." Liriel took a deep breath and plunged in. "I needed to warn you
about Sittl. Wth ny magic, | can glinpse into a person's mnd, deternine his
motives. | did that just before | set the two of you free. You passed, nore or
less; he didn't." Quickly she described the creature she had seen and the
sense of evil that surrounded it.

Xzorsh listened in tight-1ipped silence. "I have heard of this drow goddess of
yours. You will forgive ne if | don't trust the visions she sends."

The drow had no argunent to counter this. "But what was that creature? And how
do you explain what | saw?"

"I cannot," he said shortly. "Nor do | wish to discuss this further. Sittl and
| have been friends and partners for years. He has given ne no reason to
distrust him and | will hear nothing nore said against him" He paused and
eyed Liriel with sudden curiogity. "You said | passed your test, nore or |ess.
What evil thing did you see in ne?"

"No vision of strange creatures, if that's what you nean. But it seened to ne
you wanted sonething nore fromthe situation than you were admitting," she
said with uncharacteristic candor

The sea ranger's eyes lit up. "That is so! Al ny life | have wished to |learn
nore of magic, and | dared to hope you mght teach ne. | have heard magic is
expensive to learn and to cast, but | can pay. Perhaps these night be a
start?" So saying, he took two large rings fromhis bag and dropped theminto
the drow s hand.

Liriel glanced at the jewelry, then did an astoni shed doubl e take. One of the
rings, a thick band of gold set with a large flat-cut onyx, exuded an aura of
powerful magic. The other was a signet ring of silver, with a raised synbol
that was rem ni scent of the house insignia worn by nost of Menzoberranzan's
nobility. Something about the ring was famliar, and she studied the design: a
stylized, sinple picture of five ships with single, triangular sails. She knew
t hat design; she had just seen it reproduced in the |ore book that spoke of
the Northnen's ceaseless warfare. It was the official seal of the High
Capt ai ns who rul ed Luskan, a port city north of Waterdeep and t he bl ood-ri val

of Ruathym This was inportant information. She only hoped it had not come too
| at e.

She raised blazing eyes to the sea-elf's face. "Were did you get these?"

"Fromthe severed hand you asked ne to retrieve," he responded, puzzled by her
vehenment reaction

"And you didn't see fit to nention then®"

"You asked only for the hand. | did not think gold and gens woul d serve your
purpose, else | would have given themto you," Xzorsh said.

Liriel threw up her hands in exasperation. Yet she had no time to vent her
ire, for it was possible she held in her hands the clue to Ruathym s troubles.
Luskan was a rich and powerful port-perhaps powerful enough to conmmand the
forces that were arrayed against the island. The probl em would be to convince
anyone that this mght be so.



"I"ve got to get back," she said abruptly.

The el f caught her arm when she turned. "Three nen are stranded on a small
i sland not too far away-sone of the seal hunters Hrolf set adrift. | pronised
them!| would send a boat for them"™

Liriel sniffed and pulled free. "And who will ask for this boat-you or |1? You
just broke out of their prison, renenber? They think you and your friend
conjured the magic that ruined a good door and a whole lot of ale, and they're
not too happy about any of it. Show up in Ruathym and one of those axe-happy
villagers will chop you into fish bait before you can say two words. Me they
avoid, or treat like an unweaned child. They night have |listened to Fyodor

but he's away." But even as she spoke, her gaze skinmed the pebbl e-strewn
shore. "Can you sail one of those small boats?" she asked, pointing.

When he nodded, the drow i mredi ately began wadi ng toward the shore. She nade
her way to a trimlittle craft and held both hands out, palnms down. Xzorsh saw
her 1ips nove, and then the boat rose into the air-just a bit-and fl oated
silently off the beach and out over the water. The boat settled down beside
him so gently that it barely made a ripple. Fromthe shore, Liriel cast a

| ook over each shoul der and then indicated with enmphatic gestures that he
shoul d | eave at once.

Xzorsh hesitated for only a nonent. Theft was not part of his creed, yet he
saw no other way to rescue the nen than to borrow this boat for a tine. As he
rai sed the sail, he vowed he would see the boat returned to its owner as soon
as possible. He pulled taut the lines and set the little boat on an eastward
cour se.

It occurred to him sone tine later, that Liriel had not answered his request
for teaching. The sea-elf's shoulders rose and fell in a deep sigh. At |east
she had not said no. For now, at least, he still had his dreans.

As Liriel hurried back to the village, she debated who best to approach with
her information. The nen of the Eltmaid nmight support her; after all, they had
been attacked by three warships led by a Hi gh Captain of Luskan. Yet she
doubt ed anyone had recogni zed the man, or they surely woul d have spoken of it.
Hrol fwoul d certainly listen to her and, with the help of the ring she held in
her hands, he could al nost certainly convince the other villagers. But Hrolf
was not here.

Who, then? Ibn was entirely out of the question. The scheming first mate woul d
probably try to turn her efforts against her. Bjorn? O all the nen aboard,
the young artist had been nost accepting of her--even admiring, in a shy sort
of way. Yet he was a nere lad, and a rather frail and scrawny one at that.
Liriel had noticed that in Ruathymonly warriors were truly taken seriously.
Finally she settled on Avir, the woul d-be skald. The storytelling sailor was
the nost |ikely menber of Hrolf's crew to possess know edge of other |ands and
the | eaders who ruled them Qvir had a fondness for tales and would listen to
her and perhaps hel p, for Fyodor's sake if for no other reason. It had not
escaped Liriel's attention that the two men had becone friends during the I ong
voyage.

The drow repeated her request for directions a dozen tines before she found
someone who would tell her where AQvir's cottage lay. Some of the villagers
snubbed her outright, others were too awed by the very sight of the drowto
pay heed to her words, and still others showed keen suspici on about her
purpose in seeking out the man. Liriel had no doubt Avir would be anmply
forewarned of her conming. |Indeed, the seagoing skald met her outside the



cottage, while his wife and children | ooked on curiously from behind the

hal f-shuttered wi ndows. He listened politely enough, but he nmerely shook his
head when she asked himto acconpany her to speak with the First Axe.

"This is one keg you don't want to tap," he said bluntly. "Ruathym and Luskan
have a treaty-the Captains' Alliance, sone call it. The last war with Luskan
near to grounded us, so many ships were lost, and we're in no shape to take on
anot her battle. Aumark Lithyl is a warrior, but he knows this to be true."

"He may have no choice but to fight," Liriel pointed out. "So you say. But
even if this ring is what you believe it to be, did you see it on the hand of
t he warshi p's commander? When the hand was attached? Well then, seens |ike al
you got is a sea-elf's word. That won't hold rmuch water around these
parts-1ess now than usual, what with all the good al e those pointy-eared,

magi c-casting bastards poured into the seal!"

Nor would they listen to a dark-elven female. Avir was kind enough not to
speak the words aloud, but Liriel heard them nonethel ess.

Frustrated beyond words, she made her way back to the Green Roomto search for
nore pieces to the puzzle. Perhaps if she could present a nore detailed and
reasoned whol e, the stubborn nales who ruled this place would give her a

heari ng.

One very inportant part of the puzzle was the nyriad of strange creatures she
had encountered. Liriel brought to mnd the inage of the hideous fish-man, and
she set to work finding all the informati on she could about such creatures.
Even if Sittl was all Xzorsh thought himto be, the long-haired sea elf was in
this to the tips ofhis green ears. Someone considered himinmportant enough to
have hi m abducted and brought to the shores of Ruathym |If, indeed, he'd been
"abducted" at all

It didn't take Liriel long to find a famliar-sounding description, for
creatures known as sahuagin were apparently frequent scourges of the northern
wat ers. She wondered why Xzorsh had not nentioned this. He nust have

recogni zed the creature she was describing. Puzzled, she continued to read,
burni ng candl e after candle. The night was nearing the dark hour of

Nar bondel - mi dni ght, the humans called it-before she thought she understood
what pronpted the stiff angry expression on the sea ranger's face when she'd
spoken of the creature she'd glinpsed beneath his friend s handsone facade.

Sone sages believed the evil sahuagin frequently gave birth to nutated young,
babi es that resenbl ed sea elves in all things but a rapacious nature. It was
supposed that nost of these children were slain at birth. Liriel nodded as she
read this; the drow killed all babies born with the slightest defect, and they
woul d certainly destroy any child who was identical in formto a racial eneny;
But sone of these nutated sea children were spared, raised as sahuagi n but
with the know edge that they would in tine |ive anmong the sea elves. As spies
and assassins, these sahuagin, known as "malenti," could do untold damage to

t he sea-el ven eneny.

Liriel could well inagine why Xzorsh had rejected her suggestion so
vehement|y; Sahuagin and sea elves were nortal enemies. How could he believe
this ofhis friend and partner? The resenbl ance between mal enti and sea el ves
al so suggested a shared ancestry, and Liriel was not a bit surprised to read
that many sea el ves denied the very possibility that mal enti existed. Drow
woul d sl ay anyone who so much as suggested the dark elves might bear an
ancient kinship to kua-toa, the fish-men creatures of the Underdark. Liriel
suspected that surface- and sea-dwelling elves were not without simlar pride.



Yet she could not reject the idea that Sittl mght be such a creature. She had
to know if this was possible, and the best way to do so would be to see a
sahuagin with her own eyes, to see if the resenblance ran true to the

LI ot hgrant ed vi si on.

As was usually the case with Liriel, action followed quickly upon decision

The young w zard hurried back to Hrolf's cottage. She cast a |onging gl ance at
her bed. Since |eaving the ship she had been able to foll ow no set pattern of
waki ng and sl eeping hours, and the runpl ed covers | ooked wonderfully inviting.

No tinme, she decided as she took from her pack a copy of the spellbook her
father had given her. Any spell in that book could take nost of the night to
| earn and cast.

Liriel paged to a particularly difficult spell-the one that had first

i ntroduced her to the priestesses of Eilistraee. The first tine she had
ventured to the surface, the wizard who served as her tutor had insisted that
she seek out a conpany of dark elves. The spell had been attuned to search for
such beings and to carry her to an open place a safe distance away. It was an
unusual spell, every bit as difficult as she remenbered. This tine she did not
have the assistance of her powerful drow mentor. It was nearly dawn when
Liriel at last was ready to try.

The drow began to chant softly, swaying as she did, her hands weaving in a
seem ngly random seeking pattern. She felt a sudden chill, the sharp tang of
a cold northern wind, and knew the casting had worked. Exactly where the spel
had taken her, she could not know.

Al'l around her was the sound of the sea. She opened her eyes and scanned the
shore. Here it was rocky and wild, with no natural harbor. Above her was a
sharp cliff; beyond that w sps of snoke drifted lazily into the sky. Liriel
wr apped herself in her piwarwi and floated up to the top of the bluff so that
she might investigate the settlement beyond.

A glance told her she was still somewhere in Ruathym The cluster of cottages
were built of wood and decorated with intricate, interlocking arches and
hi gh- peaked roofs, a style identical to the buildings of a Ruathymvill age.

In the village, all seenmed well. The cottages were silent; hounds sl ept

undi sturbed in the courtyards. Yet Liriel trusted in the spell that had
brought her to this place, and she swept a seeking gaze over the village and
t he shore beyond.

Her keen eyes caught the shimrering ripple as sonething broke the surface of
the sea. A hideous, fishlike head with huge round eyes and ears |like small

bl ack fins emerged fromthe water. Wth quick, furtive nmovenents the creature
pulled itself out onto the rocks and scanned the bluff above. Roughly

man- shaped, it was covered with dark green scal es. Fanged jaws, |ike those of
the deadly pyrinmo fish found in Underdark waters, opened and cl osed as the
creatures spoke sounds Liriel could not hear. It was a signal, apparently, for
at least a score of other creatures crept fromthe waves and began to scale
the cliff that separated the sea fromthe village

"Sahuagin," Liriel whispered excitedly; There could be no doubt. These were
the creatures described in the | ore books, identical to the thing she had seen
when she'd | ooked into Sittl. The |ong-haired sea ranger was al nost certainly
a malenti-a nutated sahuagi n passing as a sea elf-and Xzorsh's life mght well
depend on her ability to convince himof this.

The drow s first inmpulse was to reverse the spell that had brought her here so



she might warn the sea ranger at once. But as she watched the creatures scale
the cliff her resolution wavered. One of them smaller and slower than the
others, failed to find a secure hold for its webbed foot. It slid painfully
down the rocky incline, and the claws on its feet grazed one of its elders as
it went. The | arger sahuagin lunged like a striking snake, jaws snappi ng
viciously at the offending creature and sinking deep into the soft tissue
beneath its rib cage. After tearing off a large chunk of flesh, the big
sahuagin cal My chewed and swal |l owed. Its now dead conrade continued the
slide, falling unnoticed to the rocks bel ow

Liriel swallowed hard. She had little |ove for the patronizing, stubborn
humans of Ruathym but neither did she like the idea of abandoning themto the
nmur der ous sahuagi n. Yet she could not warn the villagers; they would |ikely
fear her as much as they did the fish-nen. No, she'd have to handle this one
on her own.

The drow revi ewed what she had | earned of the creatures. They hated |ight-they
were as pained by it as any Underdark drow and they feared spellcasters. That
woul d do for a start.

Liriel readied the spells she needed and waited until all the creatures had
scaled the bluff. In precise and orderly formation, they crept past the
invisible drow toward the sleeping village, their bul bous black eyes bright
with fierce anticipation.

At Liriel's command, a curtain of yellow faerie fire blazed up al ong the edge
of the bluff cutting the sahuagin off fromthe sea and casting their |ong,

hi deous shadows into the village beyond. Instantly the sahuagin stopped their
advance, casting frantically about for sonme neans of escape. But there was
none. The sudden bright Iight roused some of the villagers, and cries of alarm
began to spread.

In nonments the warrior-bred Ruathen poured fromtheir cottages, fully arned
and ready to do battle.

One of the sahuagin, the |arge and casual canni bal, whistled out sone sort of
conmand. The others fell into a wedge-shaped formation, their weapons-a notley
and no doubt stolen collection of spears, tridents, and hauber kssnapped up
before them Liriel noted that the big sahuagin took up a position at the very
rear, and that the creatures got progressively snaller as they neared the
forward point. This did not surprise her-drow did not expend their |leaders in
battle, either. The sahuagin were apparently ranked according to size and
strength, with those of |esser rank taking the greatest risks.

Liriel once again called upon drow nagic and |imed the sahuagin chieftain
with faerie fire, so that it blazed |like a green torch. The creature cl acked
and whistled frantically as it pawed at itself with its clawed hands, as
iftrying to extinguish the flames. The others, nmomentarily deprived of
conmand, faltered, and the strict formation fell apart. But then the Ruathen
were upon them and the sahuagi n knew what to do. They fell into battle with
vi cious delight, attacking the humans with their slashing tal ons, rending
jaws, and stol en weapons.

The drow tossed back her cl oak and advanced on the | eader. She dropped the
faerie flre that surrounded the |arge sahuagin and pulled her |ong dagger in
preparation for its attack. But the creature nerely stared at her, its
fishlike eyes intelligent beyond her expectations, and filled with rapt awe.
To Liriel's astonishnment and chagrin, the sahuagin fell to its knees and
briefly touched its scaly head to the ground in an unm stakabl e gesture of
adul ation. Liriel did not even want to think about the inplications of this.



She ki cked out hard, catching the sahuagin under its scant chin and sending it
sprawl i ng backward. Instinctively the creature drew a knife and parried her
first lunge. Leaping ninmbly to its feet, the sahuagin faced her down and
presented its long knife in a weird parody of a drow chall enge. Liriel
responded with a feint and a quick, slashing cut. The sahuagi n bl ocked,

bl ocked again, then riposted. Its novements were fast, fluid, and oddly elven.
As the battle progressed, Liriel was hard pressed to hold it back, though she
was by far the better trained. The unlikely opponents stood toe to toe,
exchanging swift and ringing blows. Liriel was relieved that this one, unlike
its brethren, did not enploy the sahuagin's darting, deadly bite in battle.
She was fully occupied by its swordcraft!

At long | ast she slipped past the creature's guard and sank her dagger deep
into its gut. She gave the weapon a vicious twi st and wenched it out, then
thrust in again. The dying sahuagin's knife dropped fromits nervel ess cl aws,
and the creature once again fell to its knees, its eyes bright with adoration
and fixed upon Liriel's dark, elven face. The drow delivered a backhanded
slash to the creature's throat, ending its msery and quenching the

i nconmprehensible, fervid light in its black eyes.

The strange encounter left Liriel feeling shaken and sonehow tai nted. She
shook off the lingering, queasy dread and whirled to address the nearest
opponent .

A | arge sahuagi n had managed to toss a weighted net over a red-clad warrior
and was poking at the trapped man with a long spear. None of the thrusts hit a
vital point; the fishman was toying with its prey with obvious and sadistic

gl ee. Wthout thought, Liriel conjured a small fireball and hauled it back for
the throw Startled by the sudden burst of light, the sahuagin spun to face
her. Its viciously grinning jaws fell slack with astoni shment as it faced the
magi c-wi el ding drow, and terror froze the creature in place. Pitiless, the
young wi zard hurl ed her weapon with deadly accuracy. The fireball flew
unerringly into the creature's enornmous nouth. The expl osion sent a spray of
gore and ichor flying, and the headl ess sahuagi n dropped heavily to the
ground.

Liriel stepped over the body and crouched besi de the wounded man. Her dagger
flashed as she quickly cut himfree fromthe entangling net. Although he bled
froma dozen shall ow wounds, it was apparent that he could yet fight. The drow
pressed one of her own knives into his hands. Hauling himto his feet, she
gave hima firmshove in the direction of the nearest sahuagin. The man tossed
a quick, grateful nod toward the drow and then flung hinself into battle,
roaring an oath to Tenpus as he went.

A brief, faint smle curved Liriel's lips. The Ruathen were warriors to the
core, ready to respect and accept another warrior who had proven
wort hy- perhaps even one as strange as she. The thought brought her a nonent's
warnth, and then it fled as the crush and turmoil of battle closed in about
her .

The drow fought al ongside the N orthnen, using all the battle skills at her
conmand. Her bol os spun around the legs of the fish-nen and sent them
spraw i ng; her throw ng knives buried thenselves in the eyes and throats of

t he sahuagi n; her dagger dripped with greenish ichor. Wen at |last the

i nvaders lay dead, the eyes of all the Northmen settled upon their strange
ally.

"You are dock-altar, yet also a rune-caster,"” one of themventured in an awed
tone. "It has been |long years since such a rune-casting warrior led this
village in battle, but in ages past it was ever so. Mdst of the people of



Ruat hym do not rnuch care for magic, but here we renmenber the ancient ways and
honor them How are you call ed?"

For sone reason Fyodor's special nane for her danced ready on her tongue.
"Raven," she said sinply.

Thi s brought approving nods fromthe warriors. Liriel remenbered the tales
Fyodor and Avir told, ancient stories that claimed ravens visited the
battlefields to guide the spirits of the slain into the afterlife. Yes, it was
a good nanme for a drow anong Nort hnen.

She let the nen lead her into the village, which, it seemed, was only a few
hours' wal k north of the village of Ruathym They prom sed to show her the way
back after the songs were sung to honor the slain. And so she sat in a place
of honor beside the village chieftain-the man she'd saved fromthe sahuagin's
net-listening as the village skald spun out the |ineage and deeds of the nen
who had fallen during the sahuagin attack, and watching as sparks fromthe
funeral pyre leaped high into the clear blue sky; It was a strange cerenony,
yet the drow found it oddly nmoving. In Menzoberranzan, the dead were usually
interred in small, airtight stone crypts dug into the solid rock that |ay
north of the city cavern. This was a matter of practicality, not respect. The
bodi es were sinply stored there until a need arose for battle fodder or slave
| abor, at which point a wizard would be called upon to animate the corpses.
Only priestesses of Lloth were cremated. Here on Ruathym this honor was
apparently extended to all, even the lowiest thrall.

The day was nearly spent before Liriel saw the highpitched roofs of Ruathym
village. As she wal ked, one of the skald's songs echoed in her menory-a newy
conposed ball ad that honored the little warrior known as the Raven. For the
first time, the adrift and restless drow felt a tendril of herself reach out
and take root in this strange |l and. And one nore curving line was added to the
rune that was slowy taking shape in her nind

Chapter 16

The Captaln's Consplracy

The Regent of Ascarle bent |ow over the scrying crystal attuned to her aboleth
ally, staring into the smooth surface long after the vision had faded
away-along with the creature's life-force. The illithid was not pleased by the
| oss of the aboleth, or by the fish-thing's failure to kill and consune the
drow wi zard. Vestress wanted the powers w el ded by Liriel Baenre, and | earning
of them secondhand fromthe abol eth had seenmed a reasonabl e approach to take.

The illithid had witnessed Liriel's escape fromthe aboleth's charmspell, and
she was intrigued that a single drow could command so much strength of nind
and magic. She was not in error in suspecting that this drow, with her

wi zardly spells and her Underdark magic, night yet provide the answer to a
vexi ng probl em

For all her power, despite the nyriad secret tentacles tbat probed into the
affairs of nuch of tbe Nortblands, Vestress had |ost her ties to her own
ancient heritage. She was a rogue illithid, cast off fromthe city where she'd
been spawned, denied the community of collective mnds that sustained her

ki ndred. The sel f-procl ai mred Regent of Ascarle was desperate to establish
contact with others of her kind. She had tried, many tines before. Some of her



efforts had failed entirely; npbst succeeded at |east in expanding the reach
and tbe power of the Kraken Society. But as the illithid s power grew, so also
did her frustration and her obsessive desire to overcome anything that stood
agai nst her. One failure that wei ghed heavily upon Vestress was tbat which had
been exiled to Ruathym

Many years ago, Vestress had wested the city of Ascarle from other hands.
Fell creatures and evil spirits had haunted the near-ruins buried in tbe

wat ery depths north oftbe purple Rocks. Mst fearsone was tbe banshee who

wat ched over the sunken treasure. The creature had been a wi zard, a nenber of
a drow arny tbat had marched against the elven city in centuries beyond
menory, only to be destroyed in turn when the rush of melting glaciers swept
Ascarl e away. The drow wi zard had remai ned beyond death, transforned into a
banshee, protecting the | ost nagical treasures of the city fromany who m ght
try to claimthem Vestress had overcone the banshee in a titanic magica
battl e and bani shed the undead drow to some unknown place. Thus had things
remai ned for many years.

Then came Iskor, the water waith, and the influx of extraplanar creatures
such as nereids to add to the strength of Ascarle. Vestress was pl eased-nore
so when these creatures inadvertently discovered a watery portal between the
subterranean city and the distant island of Ruathym

M dpoi nt between the Purple Rocks and t he Mbonshaes, due west from WAt erdeep
and lying on the warmriver of water that ran eastward through the sea from
the elves' island stronghold of Everneet, Ruathym woul d be an inportant
strategic addition to her enpire. Vestress determined to add the island to the
lands held in the grip of the Kraken Society. But when she tried to send her
arm es, she canme up against an ancient and inpl acabl e eneny: the banshee,

whi ch had taken up residence in the watery portal

M ndless in its purpose after the passage of centuries, the undead creature
refused to let any living creature through the portal and spent its remaining
power keeping the nagic gateway closed. Not one to be outdone, Vestress

qui ckly changed tactics, enploying her powerful and anbitious Luskan agent to
aidin the fall of Ruathym Only recently had Vestress discovered that the

el emental creatures, such as Iskor and the nereids, were beyond the banshee's
magic, and the illithid had added the efforts of these extraplanar allies to
the com ng conquest, sending themto the island to quietly deci mate Ruat hym s
fighting forces. But these intrusions had made the elven spirit restive.
Vestress, too, was growing restless, and the illithid was eager to see the

i Ilusive banshee overconme once and for all. And when the banshee was gone from
Ruat hym and the portal open, all the armes of Ascarle would pour through
Ruat hym woul d be hers to rule.

The Regent of Ascarle turned abruptly and glided fromthe scrying chanber tbat
linked her to every corner ofher hidden enpire. At this nonent, tbe frustrated
illithid felt need of her loom The intricate patterns of her tapestries, tbe
i nteraction of warp and weft, was sonething she could control utterly.

But the weavi ng roomwas not unoccupi ed. Shakti stood in tbe chanmber, studying
tbe nearly finished tapestry stretched out on the I oom The priestess |ooked
up as Vestress approached.

"An interesting scene," the drow said, pointing to tbe picture of sea elves
staked out on the dry ground, withing in torment in the harsh light of the
sun. "It seens to nme, tbough, that the human over in this coner was not in tbe
pi cture yesterday. He | ooks very like one of the slaves.” Fromtinme to tinme |
must eat, the illithid said calmy.



A weird light flashed in tbe drow s eyes. "Then it is as | tbought! You have
found a way to capture the spirits of tbese . . . creatures upon your
tapestry!" The drow reached into the coils of her hair and took fromit a
stiletto, four inches |long but slender as a needle. This she poised over one
of tbe tornented sea elves. "My |?"

The illithid nodded perm ssion, and Shakti plunged the weapon into tbe weave
of tbe tapestry. The inpaled sea elf witbed and twi sted, his nouth open in a
silent shriek. "Fascinating,” murnured the drow as she took a few nore
experimental stabs. "Such a thing would conmand a fabul ous price in

Menzober ranzan! "

Once Ruathymis under the rule of Luskan and your wi zard captured, perhaps |
shal | nake you a present of it. Shakti tucked away the stiletto with obvious

regret and turned a measuring gaze upon the illithid. "As to that, | know your
true intentions, even if that fool Rethnor does not," the drow stated calnly.
"You will allow Luskan to conquer Ruatbym but not rule it."

W are pleased with your acunen, the illithid agreed, honestly enough. It is

true that we are using Luskan. It would not do at all for news to get out that
the island of Ruat hym had been overrun by sonme mysterious force, and for
enterprising adventurers to trace the invasion back to Ascarle. No, let the

bl ame rest entirely upon the humans. W will not risk revealing the location
of this city.

"What part in this have you assigned to me?" denanded the priestess. "Do not
try to deny it-you would not keep ne here, else.”

Vestress considered the drow for a | ong nmoment before responding. W w shed to
observe and neasure your abilities. Wen the conquest of Ruathymis conpl eted,
we will bid Iskor to return you to Menzoberranzan so that the Kraken Society
m ght have a conpetent pair of eyes in the Underdark. Your service will be
rewarded through information. The vast network of spies, thieves, and
assassins that nake up the Kraken Society will be at your disposal. "This you
have said before. But what of the other portion of our bargain? Wat of Liriel
Baenre? Does she yet live, or have you managed to kill her?"

My, my, nused the illithid, perhaps you have abilities we have not yet
consi dered. But rest easy-the wizard lives. "Bring her to ne alive, and | will
see that you get from her what you need. If she proves too strong of mnd and

will to yield to your nental magic, | will bring to bear upon her the power of
Vhaer aun, the drow god of thievery, to snatch the needed know edge from her
And in return, you will show me how this is done," Shakti demanded, one finger

thunping a sea-elf child inprisoned on the tapestry. Vestress inclined her
purple head in a nod of agreenent, then sent out a silent nmental sunmons that
brought a pair of nerrow slaves scurrying to the chanber. She sent the sea
ogres to fetch refreshment-raw fi sh and spiced green wine for the drow, a
cringing sea-elven slave for herself. Upon reflection, Vestress decided this
m ght be a pleasant way to spend the afternoon: dining on an elven brain,
tormenting the spirits of the sea elves entrapped on the tapestry, and
conspiring with this deliciously evil drow This interview had al ready yi el ded
one delightful idea. Despite her assurances to Shakti, Vestress had never
faltered in her decision to slay the drow wi zard, but it occurred to the
illithid that she m ght add Liriel Baenre's spirit to those captured on the
tapestry. As a captive lich, the drow wi zard's nmagi c would be there for the

t aki ng. And when she had no further need of Liriel and her magic, Vestress

m ght well give the finished weaving to Shakti. The drow priestess would no
doubt consider this to be base treachery, but certainly she was accustoned to
such treatnent.



Until such a tine, they night as well enjoy each other's conpany. Even a
Regent was entitled to nmonents of |eisure.

Ret hnor, meanwhile, was busy with his own preparations. He had left tbe

under sea stronghold and was now a guest in King Selger's palace. Fromtbere he
di spat ched nmessages to Luskan ships patrolling the northem seas, gathering the
forces needed to nount a surprise attack agai nst Ruat hym

The tine was near for conquest. One thing yet remnmained-tbe deci mati on of the
Ruat hen berserkers. Once the mighty warriors of Hol gerstead were out of tbe
way, the rest of the island would fall easily enough. Rethnor, despite his
passion for battle, had no desire to face a tribe of berserkers defending
tbeir hormeland. Let themfall to one of tbeir own-let their deaths be dealt by
a treacherous and fam liar hand. And if the dark-haired youtb who'd taken

Ret hnor's hand died along with the rest of tbem so much the better

Exhaust ed by her sleepless days, the rigors of battle, and the | ong wal k back
to Ruathymvillage, Liriel made her way to Hrolf's cottage and stunbl ed
straight for her bed. She stripped down to her tunic and took hold of the
runpl ed covers. Her fingers touched sonmething small, furry-and famliar
Instinctively she jerked her hand back, then snatched up her dagger and used
the tip of the weapon to throw back the bl ankets.

H dden beneath the | ayers was a small black spider, of a sort Liriel knew
quite well. The tiny red hourglass on its back narked it as a wi dow, a spider
whose poi sonous bite could kill a large man. The Underdark variety was much
bi gger and nore canny; this one | ooked confused and ratber forlom

"You poor little thing," Liriel murmured. This spider was no real danger to
her-dark elves had an affinity for arachnids and a natural imunity to many
spi der poi sons.

But whoever had put the spider in her bed could not have known this.

Absently the drow began to stroke tbe wi dow s bl ack-andred back with the tip
of one finger, nuch as a Ruathen child nmight caress a hound puppy; The spider
seened strangely listless, so Liriel gently picked up the fragile creature and
slipped fromthe cottage. First she would take it into the forest, so it could
spin its traps and feed. Then, she would seek out the one who wanted her dead
and repay himin kind. The drow searched her roomfor nearly an hour before
her efforts yielded two clues: a stray flake of ash on the fl oorboards and a
single thread of wiry, flame-colored hair, nearly hidden in the bright weave
of the blankets. As she suspected, her attacker was Hrol f's red-bearded,

pi pesnoking first mate.

The drow sank down on the edge of her bed and considered her options. She could
accuse | bn outright, but who would listen? She could attack him but this
woul d hardly endear her to the villagers and would certainly destroy her
chances of w nning over the stubborn shaman. Yet she could not let the attack
go unacknow edged. She had to put Ibn on notice, |let himknow she was aware
and alert.

Liriel closed her eyes and began to softly chant tbe words to a clerica
prayer. It was a sinple spell, a boon that Lloth granted even to drow outside
her clergy. In response to her sumons, hundreds of arachni ds woul d creep out
of the woodpiles and crevices to converge on the hut were Ibn lay sleeping.
They woul d not form an attacki ng swarnmshe woul d not endanger the delicate and
sacred creatures sO.-but they would spin throughout the night and drape the
sail or's bedchanber in layers of gossamer webs.



When the spell was cast, Liriel crawed into her bed and dropped al nost

i medi ately into exhausted slunmber. Her final thought-an i mage of Ibn coning
awake in a tangle of spider silk and frantically batting his way throughcurved
her lips in a smle that lingered |long after she had fallen into a dreanl ess
sl eep.

Liriel came awake the next norning before dawn, sitting bolt upright in bed
and gripped by the terrifying conviction that something was very w ong.

Then she heard it-the traditional chanting song tbat sped the spirit of the
slain to the afterlife that awaited. Entwined with the unfamliar words that
spoke of the man's |ineage was a name she knew, a nane witten deeply upon her
heart.

The drow t hrew asi de her covers and raced fromtbe hut, not bothering to dress
or armherself. Cad only in her tunic, she frantically foll owed the nournful
cadences oftbe song to the village center, where a sol emm group gatbered
around a large, pale form Liriel registered the famliar, deep tinbre ofthe
shaman' s chanting voice--so like that of his dead ki nsman-and the group

of fisherfolk still clad in tbe rough boots and aprons tbey donned each norning
before plying their trade. Among them stood Dagmar, grinfaced and pal e as
deatb. Sone of tbe women wept silently; Hrolf's young ki nswonman | ooked as if
she had no tears left to shed.

A wail of pure anguish cut through the somber chant of tbe shaman. Dimy, as
if through a mist, the realization cane to Liriel that the voice was her own.

Wt hout thought, without will, she found herself kneeling at Holf's side. She
snoot hed his wet, dishevel ed braids, picked up one cold, nassive hand and
cradled it against her cheek. She began to keen softly, a high and haunting
chant she had heard in the tunnels near Skul lport, when the faithful followers
of Eilistraee-the Dark Maiden, the drow goddess of song and the hunt-nourned
tbe conrades who had fallen in battle.

Uf's song faltered and tben fell silent, for the shaman recogni zed a | oss
deeper than his own. He watched as tbe dock-altar chanted, rocking mndlessly
intine to her eerie song. Her grief was all the nore terrible for being

tearl ess, and her strange gol den eyes seened to burn agai nst the darkness of
her skin. Next to the stoic calmof the Northnen, the dignified tears of tbeir
worrenf ol k, tbhe elf's wild mourning was al nmost frightening inits intensity.
Yet it was clearly genU ne, and Uf stood by in respectful silence, even in
gratitude, tbat Holf had been so bel oved.

The shaman was grateful, too, for the belated insight tbe little drow gave him
into his lost kinsman. He and Hrolf were sons of tw n-bom brothers, and tbey
had grown up together. No brother could have been nore dear to him yet never
had U f understood his kinsman, especially Hrolf's youthful-and nearly

di sastrous-passion for an elven wonan. U fhad been aghast when Hrol ftook in
this black elf maid as a daughter. Suddenly he could see why.

They were strangely akin, the pirate captain and the little drow w zard-both
wi |l d and untanmed, approaching all of life with a natural exuberance the

Nort hmen usually knew only in battle. Even in her nmourning, the elf was
utterly unfettered by convention, as Hrolf had been his whole life long. It
was a farewell the pirate would have appreciated. After several nonents the
shaman waved the fisherfol k away, then cane to place a hand on the grieving
drow s shoulder. "I have lost a friend and ki nsman,"” he said softly, "but it
seens to ne that you have lost a father. This land is no |onger foreign to
you; forever will a piece of your heart remamin in Ruathym™



The draw nodded; instinctively she knew this to be true. She had fought to
protect the Ruathen village fromthe sahuagin attack, but Hrolf's death had
bound her to the island as nothing el se night have done. Only once before had
Liriel known such an overwhel mi ng sense of desolation and | oss. She had been
little nore than a babe when G onph Baenre, her drow sire, had ordered that
her nmother be slain so he mght take sole control of his tal ented daughter

"No rune comnes easily, even to a god," Uf said sonberly as if he followed the
pat hways her thoughts had taken. "The cost is always high, and it will no
doubt be higher still before you are fmished. Do you still wish to | earn?"
Liriellifted blazing eyes to the shaman's face. "You can ask this of nme?" she
demanded. "Hrolf is dead. | will have the know edge to | earn why-and t he power
to avenge hi mwhet her you teach me or not."

Thi s answer seenmed to pl ease the grimshanman. "Then we wll begin."

Chapter 17

Yggdrasll's chlld

The funeral for Hrolf was to take place that very day. Mst of the villagers
took part in the preparations, for there was much to be done. The El fmaid had
to be cl eaned and provi sioned, her planks and tinbers doused with whale oil
songs needed to be witten to commenorate the man and his deeds; driftwood
gat hered for an enornous bonflre; food and drink readied for the feast-a

I avish and I engthy affair neant to rem nd those |eft behind of the reward
awaiting themin the nmead halls of Tenpus.

By Ruat hen custom a captain's first mate was to oversee the preparations, but
I bn was nowhere to be found. So Liriel took over the details. The villagers
foll owed her directions w thout question or conplaint, not seeming to care
they were being led in this matter by a female, and an elven one at that. She
fell into the role of |eadership instinctively, for she'd had anple practice
at planning and organi zing | arge and el aborate events. It was odd, she thought
nore than once throughout that |ong and hectic day, that the skills she used
to honor Hrol fhad been honed in the decadent festhalls and mansi ons of
Menzober ranzan

The colors of sunset spilled into the sea by the tine all the village gathered
by the cove to see the pirate captain on his |ast voyage. As Uf and Avir

took turns chanting the songs of farewell, Liriel |ooked on, as coldly
conposed as the El frai d's wooden figurehead. When the cerenony finally came to
an end, the drow gave the signal to set sail. Holf's crew sonberly went about

the task of setting the rudder and raising the sail-not the usual gaily

col ored square, but an enornous banner of triunphant blue, upon which young

Bj orn had painted the holy symbol of Tenpus. The chill breezes that announced
the com ng night caught the sail. It fluttered, then snapped taut, and the
ship glided slowy out to sea. Wien it had reached the far outer edges of her
range, Liriel dipped an arrow into the many-colored flames of the driftwood
bonfire and fitted it to a | ongbow. She sent the flamng mssile arching high
into the sky. It plumeted down like a falling star and di sappeared behind the
Elfrmaid' s | ow wooden rail. There was a nmonment's silence; then the oil -soaked
ship blazed like a torch

The Ruat hen watched in sonber, approving silence as the sparks fromHrolf's
funeral pyre leaped up to neet the setting sun. This was an anci ent cerenony,



sel dom done in these tinmes, but all those present sensed its rightness.
Everyone there knew of the pirate's great love for his EIf maid; no one could
i magi ne anot her captain wal ki ng her decks. And those who wat ched took strength
fromthe rituals. In every detail, they had honored the anci ent custons of the
Nort hmen. The cerenony brought to mind the glori QUS tines of ages past and
ignited the flanme of pride in the hearts of the battered islanders. \Whatever
they had endured of late, they were descendants of a proud and strong peopl e,
and they would prevail

I n uncanny echo of these thoughts, the wooden figurehead on the prow of
Hrolf's ship suddenly stirred to life amd the flames. The enornous el ven

mai den rai sed high her blazing sword. Before the wondering eyes of the
villagers, the figure's appearance shifted: no longer a ten-foot drow, but a
br oad- shoul dered Northman with pal e braids and an enornmous nustache, and bl ue
eyes ablaze with a wild passion for life. For a nmonent, Hrolfthe Unruly Iived
again for themall. A proud smle crossed the figure's wooden face, and his
chinlifted to a triunphant angle as the ship sank at last into the waves.

Every eye turned in awe to the little drowin their mdst, marveling | ess at
the magical feat than at the fact that a stranger-an el f-could understand so
conpletely their warrior sensibilities. Al though none had given words to the

t hought, all felt there was sonethi ng vaguel y shaneful about death by
drowning. In giving Hrolf a warrior's funeral, the black elf maid had ren nded
all present of the man's |love of battle and his fighting prowess and, in doing
so, had restored to himhis honor

U fwal ked over to the silent drow and placed a hand on her shoul der. "Cone,"
he said softly; "We will join the others at the feasting | ater. Before night
falls, we nust take

your bel ongings to ny house."

Liriel eyed the shaman suspiciously; "Watever for?" "You should not be al one
at such a tinme."

"Nonsense. |'ve been living alone for nearly half ny life!"

"It is the customof this land, about which you already know nmuch. The
apprentice stays in the house of his or her master. W begin your training
toni ght."

The drow started to protest. She was exhausted and heartsick, in no frane of
mnd for the study of rune magic. And yet, this was why she had cone to

Ruat hym Her need, and Fyodor's, had not di m nished, nor would the tine
allotted them expand to allow for personal sorrows. So she responded with a
curt nod and foll owed the shaman to Hrol f's cottage.

Much | ater that night, when the feasting was over and the sated vill agers had
gone to their beds, the shaman and his student nade their way into the forest.
They wal ked wi t hout speaking, clinbing a large hill that was crowned with a
flat, grassy bluff Overhead the nmoon was a mere sliver of silver light, and
the celestial shards that followed it through the sky shone like glittering
tears.

"There is unseen power in the land and in the sea,"” Uf began. "He who would
be a shaman nmust learn to feel this power before he can learn to gather it and
shape it into a rune. In this place the magic is strong. See what you can do
tofindit."

Wth those words, he turned and began to stride fromthe clearing.



"That's it?" demanded Liriel, incredulous. "This is the teaching you promn sed
ne?"

The shaman turned to glare at her. "Find the power. Even the great ones--even
t he gods-are not given runes lightly. How can you hope to | earn the casting of
runes if you cannot learn to attune yourself to the source of their power?"

Since Liriel could not refute this reasoning, she spun away and stal ked into
the center of the clearing. She closed her eyes and began to breathe deeply,
clearing her mnd and readyi ng herself as she did before the casting of any
powerful spell. As a wi zard, she had | earned to use chants and gestures and
spel | components to shape magic to her will; now she attuned her thoughts to
the Weave itself-the intricate and invisible web of nagic that encircled al
of life.

El ves do not use the Wave; we are apart of the Wave. Were this thought cane
from Liriel could not say, but she acknow edged it as truth. There was power
she coul d claimas her own, power that was her. She envisioned the fabric of
magi c, like so many intricately woven silver threads, and searched for her
place within it all. After a time, her seeking thoughts found this place, and
she engraved the nenory of it on her nind

Not stopping to ponder this new and marvel ous insight, the drow persisted in
her silent quest. She sought the magic tbat belonged to this place alone. The
vision, when it came to her, was not one of invisible threads, but of a fabric
even nore delicate and nagical. Monbeans traced a silvery path fromthe skies
to this clearing, formng a pow | erful connection between | and and sky.
Liriel thought of Qlue and the other priestesses of Eilistraee who worshi ped
the Dark Maiden in song, in dance, and in the hunt. Monlight was a holy thing
to them a synbol and a source of their goddess's magic. They would feel the
power of this place and know the magic it held.

Instinctively, Liriel began to dance--slowy at first, her body swayi ng and
her arms reaching up toward the silvery path. Then she circled the clearing,
her feet noving in an intricate pattem she had not realized she knew It had
been too long since Liriel had danced, and her deep and innate |love of it
swept her deeper into the gathering ecstasy of the dance. She whirled and

di pped and | eaped, finding the pattern and moving with it.

Caught up in the magi c and novenent, the drow did not know tinme. For her
there was only the dance. Only when the nmoon had di sappeared behind the
di stant mountains did she stop, her heart beating wildly and her tunic
clinging to her glistening body.

A faint sound cane to her fromthe forest nearby, and the drow whirl ed, dagger
in hand. Uf emerged fromthe | eafy hiding place, his bearded face suffused
with awe. He wal ked up to the drow, ignoring the blade in her hand, and
gingerly reached out to touch one of her damp curls.

Liriel's gaze foll owed the novement of his hand, and her eyes w dened. Her
hai r, which had al ways been whiter than fine parchment, shone with faint,
silvery light. Beyond doubt, it was a sign of Eilistraee's favor.

Joy flooded the drow s heart. The pervasive, snothering sense of evil that had
gri pped her since the day Lloth had claimed her as priestess parted |ike m st
before the sun. Then, just as quickly, the darkness snapped shut around her
oppressive, yes, but heavy with the prom se of power. The shining |ight

di sappeared fromLiriel's hair as abruptly as if sonmeone had bl own the flane
froma candle. Lloth had reclained her own.



"Never have | seen such a thing," marveled Uf. "I would not have thought it
possi ble, but it may be that you are ready to face Y ggsdrasil's Child
nowtonight! I will show you the way."

"No need," the drow responded evenly. Although the gift of Eilistraee had been
snatched from her, she now understood that all places and persons had a magic
of their own, and she remenbered the shining path that led to the sacred oak
And so she turned and pushed her way into the forest, the incredul ous shaman
following in her wake. Liriel nade her way unerringly through the thick woods,
following the lines of power that led to the sacred tree. Finally she stopped
bef ore an enormous oak. It was ancient, far ol der than even the |ong-lived
drow coul d hope to becone, yet there was nothing about its thick truck and
fresh spring leaves that set it apart fromother, equally large trees that

t hey had passed by.

"This is it," she said positively.

"But there are no runes carved upon it," U fpointed out. In response the drow
cl osed her eyes and extended both hands before her. She wasn't certain her

wi zardly spells could reveal magic of this nature; the shaman's sharp intake
of breath spoke of her success.

Liriel gazed upon the tree. Carved on the massive trunk were dozens of conpl ex
mar ki ngs-runes, each one conpletely unique. She ran her finger over one of
themand felt the ancient indentation. The marks were carved into the physica
tree, but the nmagic of Yggsdrasil's Child shielded them from casual gaze.

"You have done well,"” U f comended her. "There are five ritual questions that
nmust be spoken before you begin. First: \Wat is Yggsdrasil's Child?"

"It is a synbol,"” Liriel responded, quoting fromthe books of |ore she had
studied. "The Tree of Yggsdrasil holds all of life; entire worlds are |ike
fruit in her branches." "Wy have you cone?"

"To carve on the sacred tree a rune of power," the drow said, picturing in her
mnd the el aborate pattern that had been taking shape for many days.

"How was this rune forned?

"Fromlife comes magic; fromlife, therefore, nmust a rune be formed. | went on
a long journey, to see and to learn and to let |life shape the rune."

"Wth what will you carve the rune onto the sacred tree?"

Liriel took the Wndwal ker amul et from her neck and grasped the hilt of the
tiny dagger. She twisted it, and it cane free of the sheath to reveal not a
dagger, but a tiny chisel. "I will carve the rune with this artifact froma
time long past, enchanted by rune-casters and bl essed by the ancient gods."
"And how wi Il you do the casting?"

This final, elusive answer was not sonething she had | earned from book or
scroll; it had cone to her this very night in tbe moonlit clearing. "By the
power of the |and upon which Yggsdrasil's Child grows, and the strength of the
oak, and the magic | call ny own," Liriel answered.

The shaman nodded. "You may begin."

Liriel turned to the ancient tree, ran her fingers over the weathered trunk as



if seeking a spot that was hers alone. Wien it felt right, she raised the

chi sel and cl osed her eyes, bringing to mind her rune and letting it fill her
t hought s.
Long nonments passed, but still she did not nove. The pattern was not yet

conpl ete--the rune had not fully taken shape. Di smayed and puzzled, Lirie
stood unnovi ng, searching her thoughts for what might yet be m ssing. Fyodor

The answer hit her like a blow, but she knew it at once to be true. She could
not do this w thout Fyodor, for he was an integral part of the rune she nust
cast.

Liriel opened her eyes and rel eased a long, tremul ous breath. This was al nost
too much for her to absorb. The young wi zard had al ways thought of herself as
t he keeper ofboth quests-hers and Fyodor's. She had cone to accept himas a
partner and a friend, but for the flrst tine she began to realize their
destinies were entwi ned in ways she could not yet begin to understand.

Wthout a word, the drow turned and wal ked away fromthe sacred oak

Uf did not question her; indeed, he seenmed to understand the matter better

than she. "When you are ready, you will try again," he said calmy; "But next
time, you will not have need of ne."

Chapter 18

Hol ger st ead

Liriel awoke at sunrise after a scant hour or so of slunber, startled from
sl eep by the clanmor com ng from somewhere bel ow her. A nonent passed before
the usually alert drow renenbered where she was, and why. Gunbling, she
tossed aside the bl anket and craw ed out of the cot she'd been given in the
loft of Uf's cottage. Quickly she dressed and clinbed down the | adder that
led into the large central chanmber that served as kitchen, neeting area, and
sl eeping quarters for Ufs ~ famly.

The room bustled with activity. Uf's wife, Sanja, a thick-bodi ed Northwonman
whose usual expression suggested she'd recently drunk |arge quantities of sour
m |k, |ooked positively pleasant as she went about her work. She was dressed
as if for a festive occasion; her braided hair was w apped around her head
with ribbons and fixed in place with pins of yellow gold, and she wore a
bright red shift over a bl ouse of nuch-enbroidered |inen. The woman busily
packed pots and cl ot hing and household linens into an enornous chest, all the
whil e happily scolding the thralls who attended the packi ng and the usua
househol d chores. Dagnar noved to do Sanja's bidding al so, but Liriel noticed
that the girl was pale and tight-Ilipped as she went about her work.

"What's going on?" the drow inquired as she hel ped herself froma bow of wld
berri es.

"My daughter travels to Holgerstead today," Uf replied. "She will enter the
househol d of Wedigar, the First Axe of that village. Wen the moon is full
they will be wed. It is a great honor to this household," he said, casting a
stern glance toward the girl.

Liriel did not need to ask Dagmar's opinion of the honor being dealt her. It



ast ounded the drow that no one seened concerned by the young wonan's obvi ous
distress. Liriel was not certain whether she should feel sorry for the girlwho
was clearly being sent away and nmarried off against her will-or whether she
should try to slap some sense into the spinel ess wench

There was little time for either. Liriel abandoned her nmeal to watch as two
burly thralls lugged the chest out and hoisted it up onto a fl atbed wagon, to
whi ch were hitched two pairs of oxen. Several barrels and crates had al ready
been | oaded and strapped securely into place.

Sanj a crossed her arns over her bosom and surveyed the heavily | aden cart with
acritical eye. "Well, Dagmar, an that's lacking are the traditional barrels
of oil and meal. Those you can fetch fromHrol f's warehouse before we | eave.
Not even a First Axe could quarrel with ny daughteis bride price," she said
with deep satisfaction.

Liriel's eyes widened with astoni shnent and rage. A fenale was expected to
bring a dowy? In her land, not even the lowy males were subjected to such
indignity. Drow mal es were chosen as nmates for whatever nerits the fenales
happened to see in them They were discarded just as easily, true, but at
least their famlies didn't sell themto whatever priestess put in the highest
bi d!

Before Liriel could speak her nmind, Sanja stripped off several of the gol den
bands encircling her plunp arns and gave themto her daughter, along with a
spate of notherly adnonitions about a wife's duties. The speech was bl unt and
detail ed enough to startle even the fun-loving drow. Dagmar made her escape as
soon as she decently could, her face corpse-white except for the livid stains
of embarrassnent that slashed across her cheeks.

"I'"ll go with you to Holf's warehouse," Liriel said abruptly.

The young Northwonan only nodded, clearly eager to be away. She took up the

| ead rope and began to gui de the oxen down the road that |led toward the

war ehouses. Liriel fell into step, and they wal ked in silence past the small
bui | di ngs that housed the ducks and rabbits that supplied the fanmily's table.

Dagnmar paused near the edge of the yard and cast a |long | ook over the kitchen
garden. Tending this, Liriel had | earned, was one of Dagmar's

responsi bilities. Between gardening and fishing, the girl was as nuch a
servant as any of the slave-born thralls who served the household. And this
was the life of the only daughter of an inportant and rel atively wealthy nan!
The drow couldn't hel p but wonder what type of servitude awaited Dagnar in
anot her worman's househol d.

Two | arge wooden boxes stood just off the path, full of sand and salty water.
Liriel caught sight of a burrowing clamit seened that many of the villagers
kept a supply of shellfish and edi bl e seaweed handy. She absently plucked a
bit of kelp-a tightly whorled bud of some sortfromthe water and began to
nibble it as she searched her mind for anything that m ght ease Dagmar's
situation. A look at the girl's stricken face, however, banished all thoughts
of di pl onacy.

"You don't have to do this," Liriel said bluntly. "Fight your way out of it,

if you have to. 1'll stand with you. I won't see another fenale served so
badl y!"
But the young Northwoman shook her head. "I must go," she said in a distracted

voi ce as she flipped a pale yellow braid over her shoulder. "The First Axe
needs a hanfariggen heir who can | ead the berserkers in battle. It is my duty



to provi de one.

"You heard Hrolf speak of Y graine," Dagmar continued softly. "She was ny

twi n-born sister, lost last spring in a sudden squall. The night we two were
born, the old wonmen who read the oracles said Ygraine would bring the
shapestrong magi ¢ back to Ruathym and hel p restore the ancient glories we have
all but lost. And what other path to glory is given a woman of the North, but
t hrough the man she weds and the sons she bears hinf? Ygraine's betrothed was
the I ast young hanfariggen warrior on the island. He is dead. The only
shape-strong man on Ruat hymis Wedi gar, and he nust have sons. Ygrai ne would
have gone to himw llingly. This destiny now falls to me; can | do less than
she?"

Liriel threw up her hands in disgust. If Dagmar was going to take that
attitude, there was no hel pi ng her

"But there is something you can do for ne," the girl murmured. "I wish to go
to Hol gerstead quietly, and al one. Leave ne now and wait for a tine before
returning to ny father's house, so they do not know | have left. Else, they
will travel with me and hand me with great cerenony into Wedigar's unwlling
hands. That, | think, | could not bear." The request seened reasonabl e enough
so the drow nodded and slipped off into the nearby forest. After an hour or so
passed, she'd wander back to the cottage with news of Dagmar's escape.

A grin of wicked anticipation spread across Liriel's face as she pictured
Sanj a's astoni shment and ire. The stolid Northwoman coul d throw an inpressive
tantrum Liriel had observed a npbst entertaining exanple of Sanja's talents
earlier, when she and U fhad crept into the cottage in the wani ng hours of
night. Ganted, the woman's rage was not as colorful and violent as those
favored by drow priestesses, for the dark elves could punctuate their
shrieking diatribes with the |ashes of a snake-headed whip and bursts of

magi cal fury. But the Northwonan did what she could with the resources she
had-Liriel had to grant her that/

It was something to | ook forward to, anyway, in a day that had unquestionably
gotten off to a bad start.

Ret hnor was still abed in his roomin Vestress's pal ace when the door to his
room expl oded i nward. The portal shattered into a storm of sparkling crystal
that showered his bed and clattered to the marble floor. One jagged shard
pierced the armhe instinctively flung up to shield his face. The Hi gh Captain
swore as he tore out the splinter and cast it aside. He leaped to his feet and
l unged for the sword that he kept always ready beside his bed. Bringing it up
in guard position, he faced down the intruder

Shakti stood in the ruined doorway, clutching a snmoking pitchfork in her hands
as if it were a spear. Her dark face was livid as she advanced on the captain.

"Three days you have been in the N ght Above," she shrieked, "and what have
you acconpl i shed? You have returned to Ascarle without Liriel Baenre. Show ne
how you will bring me my prey, or die now by ny hands/"

In response, the captain lunged forward, blade |eading. He stabbed between the
pitchfork's tines and then spun his body sharply to one side. The speed and
strength of his attack tore the weapon fromthe drow s grip. It fell to the
floor with a sharp clatter

"Di e by your hands?" he taunted her

"Or yours, if you prefer,” the drow hissed from between cl enched teeth. She



t hrust both hands out, thunbs entw ned, and then sl apped her pal ns sharply
t oget her.

A famliar tingle started in Rethnor's new hand and sent a shiver of dread
into his very soul. Once again the treacherous |inb abandoned himto the power
of the dark elf's foul nagic. He watched in hel pl ess rage as his sword hand
lifted his blade and pl aced the edge against his throat.

"How wi | | you deliver Liriel Baenre?" demanded Shakti as she stalked in
closer. "Tell me all you have done, and plan to do, or die now"

Ret hnor did not doubt the drow s sincerity of purpose, i and he spoke with al

candor. "I have contacted ny spy on ~ the island and know at |ast the drow

wi zard's weakness. ~ She has a human | over-the very warrior who took ny hand,"
he admtted grudgingly. "By all reports, the elf | wonan is very loyal to her

friends. If this man is captured, she will certainly cone after him"

The priestess | ooked doubtful. "She is drow. Wiy would she care for the
wel fare of a human mal e?"

"You have a better suggestion?" Rethnor asked this with | ess sarcasmthat he
nm ght have enpl oyed-it seened a prudent choice, considering the sword at his
t hr oat .

"Kill him®" Shakti advised coldly. "If he is an interesting |lover, the |oss
wi || anger her, and she will seek vengeance." Rethnor considered. This
reasoni ng struck himas sound, given his own rather casual attitude toward his
bedmat es, and his experience with this particular dark elf:

"It will be as you say," the captain prom sed. "The time for the invasion
nears, and tonight the berserkers of Holgerstead will die. Al of them" he
added with grim satisfaction

"Real | y? By whose hand?"

The Northman gl anced down at the sword at his throat, and his lips tightened
inasmll, hard smle. "By the hand of treachery,"” he said softly. "I have
| earned how effective that can be."

A strange light entered the drow s crinson eyes. "Effective, but too efficient
for my liking," she stated with dark gl ee, and she reached for sonething
tucked into her belt, sonmething that |ooked |ike the handl e of a whip.

As she pulled it free, several thick ropes enmerged from anong the folds of her
skirts. They rose up, swaying sinuously, and regarded Rethnor with pitiless,
reptilian eyes. To his horror, the High Captain realized that the whip was
made up of living snakes. Five of themall with eager, open jaws and fangs

dri pping with venom

Shakti drew back her armand then | ashed forward. The snake heads dove in, and
their fangs sank deep into the Hi gh Captain's flesh. Jolts ~of icy, numbing
pai n shocked through him and he dropped to the floor, nerveless and |inp.

Again the priestess flung back her arm ripping the snakes' fangs from him
She stood poised for an agoni zingly | ong nonment as Rethnor steeled hinmself for
the second strike.

"That will do for now " the drow said with obvious reluctance. "But renenber
the price of failure and do not risk awakeni ng ny anger!"



Shakti tucked away the whip; the snakes i medi ately snuggl ed back into their
hi di ng pl aces. She retrieved her pitchfork and stal ked fromthe room The man
regarded the shattered door, his deep puncture wounds and torn flesh, and he
marvel ed that the drow did not consider these to be acts of rage. He wondered
wi th deep forebodi ng what m ght occur if she should ever becone truly angered.

A thought flashed in Rethnor's pain-nunbed mnd, one too full of possibilities
to ignore. The thrice-bedamed priestess had turned his own body against him
But perhaps there was sone treachery he could yet deal her. Shakti wanted the
drow wi zard. Very well, he would deliver her to Shakti, but in such a rage as
m ght well level all of Ascarle.

A proverb from of all places, Waterdeep, came unbidden to his mind: "The gods
ook with pity upon two sorts of people, those who don't get what they want,
and those who do."

Sanja's reaction to her daughter's defection was all Liriel could have w shed.
After a time, however, the woman's ranting ceased to be entertaining and
becanme nmerely tiresone.

Apparently Uf shared Liriel's opinion, for he curtly told his apprentice it
was past tine for themto resune her studies. The drow nodded and foll owed the
gri mfaced shaman out toward the forest. Once they'd left the boundaries of
the vill age behind, however, Uf sent a brief, conspiratorial grin in her
direction. Liriel snothered a snmileit seemed the shaman was not so unlike his
rowdy kinsman, after all.

But the shaman qui ckly sobered and got down to business, long before Liriel
could sort though the mxed feelings of warnmth and pain that renenbrances of
Hrol f brought her. "Tell nme of the nagic you have stored in the Wndwal ker,"
he denmanded.

Liriel explained what she could of the Underdark's strange radiations,
conparing it to the place magi c the shanman knew and understood. "This magic

fades in the light of the sun, but once ny rune is cast, the magic will be
mne as long as | live and no matter where | go," she concluded. U f
considered this. "But why is this so inportant? You wi eld other magic: that of
spell's, and of runes, and even, | think, that given by the gods. \Wen you

danced in the moonlight, you found the nmagic of the place and sonething el se
besi des. Upon whom did you cal |l ? Sel une?"

"I don't know of any goddess by that nane," Liriel said unconfortably,
unnerved by the questions about her theology. She did not like discussing
Lloth with people outside her race, and she was not sure how the jeal ous
Spi der Queen woul d respond to any nention of Eilistraee. "As to darkel ven
magic, it is what nakes ne what | am Wuld you willingly abandon the power
that comes fromyour honmeland, to live as a spellcasting wi zard in sone
sout hern city?"

The sbaman nodded to concede the drow s point, then | ooked at her keenly.
"Northmen are not religious people, at |east not by the standards of the

mai nl anders. W call upon sonme of the gods-Tenpus before battle, Urberlee
during a storm and Auril when the cold weather proves a threat-but you won't
find us bowi ng the knee and noani ng out prayers. Qur dealings with the gods
are nore honest. W nanme a bargain. If the god doesn't hold up his end of the
deal, we call it off and go our own way."

"But the gods demand worship!" Liriel protested.

U f shrugged. "If a man dealt falsely with you, would you continue to do



busi ness with hin? Wiy should we hold nortals to higher standards than gods?"

The drow consi dered these words of blasphemnmy. Strangely enough, they nmade a
certain ambunt of sense. It was true that the Spider Queen demanded hi gh
payment for any of her favors. She herself had successfully bargained wth
LI ot h, when in exchange for the Elfmaid' s escape, she had pl edged herself as
priestess.

Liriel knew a shining nonent of hope--and heresy-as she wondered whether it
m ght be possible for her to be free of this pledge.

But no. The Spider Queen had fulfilled her part of the bargain. Liriel
recalled that terrifying noment when the drow goddess had snatched the ship
fromcertain deathand carried it into the Abyss. The Elfrmaid returned to the
nortal world before any but Liriel could know where they had been, but Liriel
woul d never forget the horror and the despair of that place, and the dark
seductive power in the evil that ruled it.

"Now rune magic, that's another thing entirely,” UTf continued, breaking into
Liriel"s troubled thoughts. "Don't try to nmake a bargain with Yggsdrasil's
Child."

"Why not?" the ever-curious girl wanted to know

"Why bot her? What coul d you possibly prom se that would matter to an oak
tree?"

The drow stared at the shaman for a | ong nonment before she perceived the glint
of laughter in his eyes. "You mght |look like Holf," she groused, "but living
wi th Sanja has thoraughly warped your sense of hunor!"

"I will not try to deny that," Uf agreed as he turned to | eave. He paused and
pl aced a hand on the girl's shoul der when she noved to follow him "Stay here
for atime. Mght be that the answers you need will come to you while you
dance. Not that Northmen hold wi th such, but 1've heard tell elves do sone of
their best thinking that way."

Liriel nodded absently. There was some truth in his words, and she had
seen-and experienced-the healing and power and joy that the followers of
Eilistraee found in their noonlit dances. But what she needed now was not the
power of a drow goddess, but sonething even nore dangerous and frightening.

She needed the | ove of a hunan man.

Fyodor's days in Hol gerstead passed swiftly, for he'd found much to occupy

hi nsel f. He spent many hours working al ongside the village swordsniths,

shar peni ng the edges of bl ades and axes. Despite his youth, he had known
bitter warfare for nore than five years, and he could scent a com ng conflict
as surely as young Bjorn could sniff out a storm To his mnd, the strange
events of recent weeks could only be a prelude to battle. War was coming to
Ruat hym of that Fyodor was certain, and he would do what he could to help his
br ot hers prepare.

And brothers they were, for the berserkers of Hol gerstead had wel coned | him
into their | odge without question or hesitation. To the young warrior, so far
from his bel oved honel and-i ndeed, exiled fromhis honel and for the danger that
his out-O-co~htrol frenzies posed to his conradessuch acceptance was |ike
water to a parched throat. The Ruathen worked side by side with him
lightening their shared tasks with tales of adventure and rowdy songs.

Wedi gar, in particular, spent nuch time with the young Rashem , telling him



many stories of the distant time when shapeshifting berserkers rul ed Ruat hym
and terrorized the seas beyond. Fyodor noted the grimresolve underlying

Wedi gar's words and knew instinctively that the storytelling was the First
Axe's way of reclainmng the heritage that had so recently been turned agai nst
him It seemed to Fyodor that Wedigar was slowy conming to terms with the
know edge of what he had done while under the nereid' s charm As |lhis nmenories
of tlhat time returned to him Wedigar began to realize he could not | have
been responsible for all the | hhischief that had been worked against his
peopl e. This know edge gave the Northnman a neasure of patience beyond his
nature. He seemresigned to waitingand preparing-for the strike of their
unseen foe.

But there was nore to Hol gerstead than hard toil and grimtal es. Wen the
day's work was done, the men joined in games of chance, bracing swins in
mountain rivers made fast and icy by nelting snows, and friendly contests of
strength and skill. At first Fyodor was hesitant to join in these contests for
fear of evoking a berserker frenzy. But Wedigar scoffed at that notion
pointing out tlhat fully threescore of berserker warriors m ght be enough to
hol d hi m down and keep him from harm ng hinself or others. Feeling a little
sheepi sh, Fyodor agreed, and to his delight he found that the feeling of
safety Wedi gar's assurances gave himseenmed to hold the killing rages at bay.
It was a joy to hold a good sword again, to practice the art of fighting

wi t hout the heat of the frenzy driving his arm

Not even the unexpected arrival of Hrolf's first mate nmanaged to dull Fyodor's
pl easure in this newfound brotherhood. |Ibn had come the norning before,
bearing his share of the goods fromthe Elfmaid' s recent trip to sell in the
nort hern stronghol d. The red-bearded nate-turnednerchant kept at his work from
dawn untillong past dusk, so Fyodor did not have occasion to speak with him
Nor did the man seem eager to have words with Fyodor; he averted his eyes
whenever the Rasl hem was about or busied hinmself with his accounts. As the
day wore A h, such reticence fromthe usually forthright sailor began to worry
the young warrior. Once before Ibn had attacked Liriel; Fyodor wondered

whet her the man had sonething to hide, and he began to fear for the safety of
his drow friend.

And so he fortified Ihinmself with a swig of jhuild - for sone reason, a bit of
the Rashem firew ne seenmed to strengthen his connection both to his honel and
and the faint gift of Sight that was his heritage-and sought out the first

nat e.

"I's all well in Ruathymvillage?" he asked bluntly.

I bn took the pipe fromhis nouth and met Fyodor's gaze squarely. "The captain
is dead."”

Fyodor fell back a step. He had seen Hrolf ilh battlesurely such a fighter
would not give ilh to death liglhtly! "That does not seem possible! How did he
di e?" "Drowned," the mate gritted out. "No sort of death for a Northman. For
that you can thank them damed sea elves and the female who's so all-fired
cozy with "em"

"Liriel would do nothing to bring harmto Hrolf," the Rashem said with

conpl ete conviction, and then he returned his stunned thoughts to his origina
purpose. "Is she safe and wel|?" he denanded.

"Sad to say," the sailor respol hded, and there was such bitterness in his
voi ce that Fyodor did not doubt the truth of his words.

"I thank you for the news," he said and abruptly turned away to seek out the



First Axe. Fyodor was free to cone and go as he wi shed, but still he wanted to
i nform Wedi gar of his plans to |l eave for Ruathymvill age at once. Fyodor knew
Hrol f had been extrenmely fond of Liriel, and he suspected the drow returned
this affection in equal measure. Although the proud and resourceful girl
seened to have little need of him Fyodor did not |ike the idea of her being
al one at such a tine.

He arrived at Wedigar's cottage to find the First Axe's household engulfed in
frantic preparations. Dagnar had come to join the household, to acquaint
herself with the ways of his family before being taken as second wife. No
one-not Wedigar's grimfaced wife or curious young daughters, not Dagmar, not
Wedi g8l hi nmsel f-seened pl eased by this. Nonetheless, a feast of celebration
was the custom and so preparations were underway.

Wedi gar listened to Fyodor's plans and then drew the young warrior aside.
"Stay in Holgerstead this one night," he asked. "You cannot reach Ruat hym
before nightfall, and | feel the need to have a friend such as you beside ne."
The Rashenmi hesitated for only a nonent, then pronised to stay for the feast.
It was a small thing to do for a friend such as the First Axe had becone. And
intruth, Liriel probably had | ess need of his presence than did Wedi gar

Fyodor wi shed this were not so, but it was his customto know and speak truth,
even to hinself.

By midni ght, Fyodor found hinmself alnmost regretting his decision to stay. The
feast was | ong and raucous, and each person present seened devoted to the goa
of consum ng enough ale or nead to satisfy an entire dwarven clan. He hinself
did not drink-he had little taste for either the bitter ale or the heady,
sweet nead. Nor had he ever drunk past the point of reason, not even in the
days before his battle frenzies raged out of control. It surprised himthat

t he berserkers of Hol gerstead saw no need for such restraint. But then, none
of them shared his particular curse. Their battle rages were ruled by choice
and ritual. They were in no danger of touching off a killing frenzy through
some drunken m sunder st andi ng.

Wedi gar especially seened determined to find tenporary escape fromhis
troubles. The First Axe had drunk a considerable amount of ale with his neal
and then downed two | arge goblets of golden nmead with no pause for tal k and
little for breath. He was now snoring confortably, his bearded cheek resting
on the remains of the bread trencher that had held his portion of venison
stew. Here and there other warriors and wonen had nodded off; as well, and
many nore were beginning to yawn broadly.

A warning flashed in Fyodor's mind, and he snatched up Wedigar's enpty gobl et
and sniffed at the dregs. Sure enough, there was the faint, herbal scent of
the sl eeping potion Hrolf's nmen had used on the pirates' renote Monshae base.

It was then he heard the sounds-a faint scrabbling at the walls that
surrounded Hol gerstead. The village was based in an ancient stronghold built
by | ong-dead dwarves, and despite the passage of centuries it was still a
fastness that defied attack fromw thout. Hol gerstead was the last fall-back
of Ruathym a place where the people fromother parts of the island m ght cone
intines of extreme danger. It would never fall, not unless it were delivered
into an enemy's hands. And that, it appeared to Fyodor, was exactly what had
happened.

He gl anced up at the walls. The sentries were already asl eep, spraw ed on the
wal kways or draped linply over the ranparts. No doubt they had been served the
tainted mead early on. Fyodor did not know who had dealt this treachery, nor
did he have time to ponder the nystery. Shouting an alarm the young Rashen



took up his sword and smacked Wedigar with the flat of it. To Fyodor's
amazement, the First Axe sat up and regarded the young man woozily. The
warrior soon grasped the reality of the coming attack and began to give orders
to his fighters. Fyodor was gratified to note that although Wedigar's voice
was slurred, his battle tactics seened sound enough. The berserkers seened to
have unusual resilience. Most of themthrew off the effects of their

overi ndul gence-and even the tainted nead-as easily as a dog m ght shake water
fromits coat.

Archers raced up the stairs that led to the wal kways atop the outer wall.
Wen gat hered up the young and shooed theminto the round stone keeps that
lay inside the second wall of defense. In the vast courtyard between the two
wal I's, the tables that had been set up for the feast were upended to form an
i mpronptu shield wall.

Fyodor watched in horror as enornous, scaly hands groped at the top edge of
the c~urtain wall. The first wave of archers had no tinme to nock arrows; the
attackers seized the Ruathen and jerked them fromtheir perches. Arns
windmlled briefly as the archers tried to keep their bal ance, but one by one
t hey toppled and dropped from sight. Faint thuds spoke of their fate on the
rocky shore bel ow.

In the courtyard, Northmen fitted arrows and let fly at the shadowy invaders
that swarned up onto the walls. But the arrows nerely clicked and fell away
harm essly, deflected by the scaly hide that covered the enornous creatures
and glinted a sickly green in the flickering torchlight. "Sweet Urberlee/ Wat
are those things?" demanded Wedi gar, his bearded face twisted with
consternation. "Merrow," Fyodor replied grimy. "Sea ogres. | have fought them
before. "

The First Axe nodded toward the Northmen warriors. "Tell them how "

Wt hout pause the Rashem turned to the assenbled fighters. "Merrow attack in
a quick, swarm ng charge, then fight hand to hand. Al of you who have pikes
and spears, get behind the tables now Send a few arrows toward the nerrow
frombehind the shield wall, but otherw se keep yoursel ves and your weapons
out of sight until mnmy signal. Al others, take a place behind ne."

The Northnen fell into position. Fyodor stood behind the tables so he m ght
see the comi ng attack. Behind himhe heard the chanting that brought on the
Ruat hens' berserker rages. He hinself stared intently at the creatures who
descended the stairs toward the courtyard, their webbed feet slapping the

anci ent stone. Wen his frenzy came upon him he wanted to be certain he spent
it on the invaders.

Most of the merrow nerely batted aside the first stormof arrows. Four or five
of themfell, pawing at the shafts that protruded fromthe soft tissue at the
base of a throat, or in an eye--but not enough of them apparently, to
convince the surviving creatures that the fighters behind the shield wall
posed much of a threat. One of the sea ogres, a ten-foot creature with three
bl ack horns protruding fromits forehead, shouted a guttural command. The
nmerrow darted into formation. Leveling their spears and tridents at the

swor dsnmen, they charged
"They will junp the barrier,” Fyodor cautioned the Northnmen, speaking fast to
time his words with the swift approach of the sea ogres. "Fall back three
paces, set your weapons hi gh, brace themwell-now "

The hi dden warriors snapped up and into position, their pikes and spears
angled up for the attack-just as the nerrow | eaped. The creatures had their



eyes upon the swordsnen and axe-w el ders beyond, and those few who perceived
the new threat could not change their nomentum The ogres fell heavily onto
the waiting pikes. The Northnmen held on grimy, many of them going down
beneat h the wei ght of the inpaled sea ogres. Sone of the spears broke upon

i mpact, not all found their mark-but the first charge was definitely halted.

Roaring out to Tenmpus, the rest of the Northmen warriors charged. Axes glinted
wi ckedly in the torchlight as the nmen felled sea ogres |ike dooned tinmber.
Here and there in the courtyard some of the merrow faced off in duels against

i ndi vi dual swordsnen, but the creatures' speed and strength were overnatched
by the berserker frenzy of Hol gerstead' s fighters.

As Fyodor parried the stabbing attack of a nerrow s spear, he felt the

fam liar heat of the berserker frenzy sweep through him Suddenly he faced the
much taller sea ogre at eye level. The creature's al nost conical | ook of
surprise washed slowy over its face; then it rallied and swept the spear up
and around in a leisurely arch. An illusion, of course. Always did Fyodor's
battl e frenzy speed his novenents to the point where the world around him
seemed to nove at a craw .

The young berserker's hand snapped out and caught the wooden shaft of the
merrow s weapon. He stepped asi de as he yanked down hard, bringing up his knee
in the same instant. The shaft splintered |ike seasoned kindling. Fyodor stil
hel d one end of the shattered weapon. He drove the thing deep into the
merrow s gut with such force that his fist followed the shaft, sinking deep
into the merrow s body. He rel eased the weapon and pl unged his hand farther
upwar d, seeking another hard object: one of the ogre's ribs. H's fngers cl osed
on it.

Fyodor used the nonmentum of the creature's fall to help himtear the rib free.
He spun, ducked under the swi nging bl ade of another nmerrow s hauberk, and then
t hrust up, burying the macabre weapon deep into the ogre's eye. He tugged at
the curved rib, wenching it down and around as ifhe were cranking a w ndl ass,
in the process thoroughlyand literally-scranbling the nerrow s brain. G ay

ti ssue oozed fromthe creature's nostrils as it plunged face first onto the

bl ood- soaked ground.

Wth the first threat past, the young berserker |ooked around for nore

enem es. The merrow were thickest around Wedi gar-in some dimcorner of his

m nd, Fyodor reasoned that the creatures nust have been instructed to do away
wi th Hol gerstead's | eader. He waded in, his black sword slashing a path toward
the First Axe.

Wedi gar was bl eeding froma dozen wounds, sone of them deep, and he was
weaving on his feet. Yet he fought on, his battle-axe flashing as he fended
of f the much | arger creatures. Fyodor noted that the man did not fight in
frenzy. Perhaps the nerrow had cone upon himtoo quickly; perhaps his
nmead- poi soned mi nd coul d not sumon the needed focus. Watever the case,
Fyodor fell in at Wedigar's back and fought back the merrow that pressed upon
hi s commander and friend.

Screans of warning came fromthe keep; several Northworen | eaned fromthe high
wi ndows and gestured frantically toward the outer walls. Sone of themtook up
smal | bows and began to rain arrows into the far reaches of the courtyard.

Fyodor darted a gl ance over his shoul der. Swarns of hideous, fishlike nen were
creeping toward the fighters in eerily precise, V-shaped formations. Two of

t hese groups flanked himand began to close in on the bel eaguered First Axe
and his young protector. Fyodor sensed the solid format his back falter, then
go down on one knee.



Wedi gar, the FirstAxe of Hol gerstead, had fallen at |ast.
A second change swept through Fyodor, something far

beyond the fire and ice of his battle frenzy. It was as if a strong wi nd bl ew
t hrough him sweeping himtoward insentience. The bl ack sword dropped from his
hand, and he whirled, |ashing out at the two nerrow who stood triunphantly
over Wedigar, their spears poised for killing thrusts. Enornous claws ripped
across the throats of both nmerrow, and the |ifebl ood of the creatures washed,
like a crinmson fountain, over the fallen First Axe.

Fyodor shouted a warning to the others as he pointed toward the new enemny. He
was not at all surprised to hear the roar of an enraged bear coming fromhis
throat, or to perceive his gesturing hand as an enornous, black-furred paw. He
nmerely dropped down onto all fours and charged the oncom ng fish-nen.

The creatures let out clattering shrieks and scattered at once, fleeing from
the seem ngly rabid black bear that raged toward them But the Rashem warrior
was faster still, falling upon the fish-nen with rending claws and sl ashi ng
fangs.

A wild shout went up behind himas the Northmen rallied. The uncanny frenzy
that cl ai ned Fyodor seenmed to touch themas well, speeding their novenents and
bringing themonward in a valiant rush. For many nonents the courtyard was a
blur of flailing swords and axes as the Northnen cut down the invaders with
relentl ess glee. Meanwhile, behind the line of battle, Wedigar stirred,
groaned, and wi ped the nerrow s blood fromhis eyes. The sight in the
courtyard beyond both thrilled and worried him A new shapeshifter had come to
Ruat hym his people woul d overcone the eneny-although with little credit to
him But the fighter put aside personal pride at once, for as he studied the
young Rashemi's unnatural rage, he realized this was no usual hanfariggen
warrior. Wedigar was not at all certain the battle would stop when the sea
creatures had been overcone.

The First Axe dragged hinself to his feet and staggered to the thick wooden
gate in the outer wall. For several |ong nmonents he strained at the bolt; it
gave way with a shriek of netal. He tugged until the heavy door swung inward.
The surviving nerrow and their sahuagin allies fled at once toward the of fered
escape. Still in bear form Fyodor pursued, galloping after them and roaring

i n inhuman rage. Behind himroiled the Northmen berserkers, intent upon
driving their enem es back into the sea.

Wedigars wife, Alflilda, canme running to himfromthe keep, her eyes frantic
and her skirts flying. Her keen eyes swept over him noting his sluggish
nmoverents and the shivering he could not control. She had been a warrior's
daught er before she was a warrior's wife, and she knew well the signs of the
nunbing illness that cane after battle wounds. She shrugged off her cape and
wrapped it around her husband's shoul ders.

"It is done; it is enough,"” Aflilda pleaded. "Come and |l et ne tend your
hurts.”

"My sword," he grated out.

The wonman hesitated only a nmoment; then she hastened back to fetch the fallen
weapon. Wedi gar sheathed it, then put one armaround Al fhilda' s shoul ders,
accepting her offered strength. "I nust get down to the water's edge," he
said, grimacing as a new wave of pain struck him Al flilda had heard the story
of the Rashem 's curse, and she foll owed her husband's reasoning at once. The



frenzies of Hol gerstead's warriors woul d cease when the eneny di sappear ed;
Wedi gar intended to ensure that Fyodor stopped fighting as well.

Alflilda's eyes were bright with a pain deeper than Wedi gar's as she hel ped
her husband toward the coming battle, and perhaps toward death. Although she
was justly proud of her husband's battle prowess, she had seen the young
Rashem fight, and fear chilled her to her soul. But Wedigar had his duty, and
she had hers. She would accept her husband's choice and gi ve hi mwhat aid she
coul d.

By the time the struggling pair reached the shore, the |last of the sahuagin
were splashing frantically into the waves. The Ruathen berserkers ceased at
once, some of them drooping with exhaustion, others chanting out victory
songs. Only Fyodor was not appeased by the di sappearance of the sea folk.
Still in bear formand snarling with battle lust, he prow ed back and forth
al ong the shoreline.

"Al'l of you, back to the fortress!" Wedi gar commanded. The nmen eyed the raging
shapeshi fter and hesitated, nade uncertain by their love and loyalty to their
First Axe.

But the Northworman seized the axe from her husband's belt and brandi shed it.
"Cbey the First Axe, or die by a woman's hand," she shouted at them her eyes
bl azi ng.

The nmen nodded and fell back, shaned into conpliance by Alflilda s devotion
and fortitude. Wthout a backward gl ance, she followed theminto the fortress
and threw her weight into helping to close the nassive door that would bar her
husband fromthe safety of the fortress.

Wedi gar waited, his sword still in his scabbard, until the Rashem in bear
format last turned away fromthe sea. The bear's eyes, a bright and
i ncongruous blue in his darkfurred face, burned with killing rage as they

settled upon the wounded warri or

For a long tinme they stood so. Then a shudder ran thraugh the nassive form of
the bear, and the fur began to recede, disappearing into the pal e-skinned body
of a man. In monents Fyodor of Rashenen stood before Hol gerstead's First Axe
naked and white with exhaustion, but otherw se unhurt.

He | ooked at Wedigar with puzzlenent, taking in the man's many wounds, the
hand poi sed on the hilt of his sword. Then understandi ng canme, and he nodded

slowy. "You cane here to kill ne," he whispered.

"Yes."

The young berserker drew in a |long, shuddering breath. "For this, | thank
you," he said sinply.

Wedi gar responded with a grimsmle and shrugged off Alflilda' s cloak. He
handed it to the young warrior. As Fyodor wapped it around hinself, the First
Axe swayed. "I amglad it was not needed," he said in a fading voice. "You are
now a true hanfarrigen, ny friend, and trusted in this as in all other

t hi ngs."

Fyodor caught Wedi gar as he fell and slung the unconscious nman over his

shoul der. Slowy, painfully, he clinbed the steep and rocky path that |ed back
to the fortress village. The door swung open to adnmit them Several nen rushed
forward to take Wedi gar from Fyodor's hands, and they carried himinto the
keep to be tended by the village shaman. Following Afhilda' s cal mdirection



the other villagers fell to work tending the wounded, building a funeral pyre
for the dead, dragging the dead and wounded sea creatures down to the shore to
be fed to the sharks-no honorable fire for them

Garbed in shirt, breeches, and boots donated by sone of his berserker

bret hren, Fyodor worked steadily beside them H s thoughts, however, were with
hi s wounded friend. When Al fhilda came again into the courtyard to bring a
report, Fyodor listened as avidly as any Hol gersteader to her words.

"The shaman says Wedigar will live. H s wounds, however, are many and
grievous, and he will not fight for nmany days. He asks, therefore, that you
accept Fyodor of Rashenmen as First Axe in his stead, to lead you in battle
until such tine as he can resunme his post. And there is nore," she said,
lifting a hand to still the rising nmurmur of astoni shnent. "Wedi gar names
Fyodor as the heir to Hol gerstead, according to the |l aw and custom of this
village, until the day the girl Dagmar bears hima shape-strang warrior son.
accept the custonms of this land and the duties given nmy husband and lord," she
concl uded softly. "Can you, his sworn nmen, do otherw se?"

Her face was regal; her eyes defied themto pity her. The nmen fell silent
before the force of AIfhilda's words and the depth of the proud wonan's
devotion. Then, as one, they drew their weapons and |l aid them at Fyodor's
feet. In solem unison, they echoed the pledge spoken by the stalwart

Nor t hwonman.

"To the First Axe of Hol gerstead, all bl ades be pledged. In peace and in
battle, we will follow"

Fyodor stood, silent and stunned, as his berserker brethren pledged fealty. He
could not repudiate the charge that Wedigar had | aid upon him but neither
could he bear this burden for |long. Al though he had not turned on his conrades
in his latest and nost terrible battle frenzy, the sheer power of it horrified
him He had listened to Wedigar's stories of the shapeshifting warriors, but

it had never occurred to himthat he hinself night take on animal form It was
bad enough that he fought w thout consent of his will. This utter and conplete
| oss of self was nore than he could abide.

The Rashemi knew he woul d have to travel to Ruathymvillage the next day and
tell Liriel all that had transpired. Unless the drow wi zard could cast the
rune successfully and soon, Fyodor felt he would have no choice but to seek
out Wedigar and beg himto fnish the task he was prepared to do at the water's
edge. The young berserker could not take his own life; this was strictly

forbi dden a warrior of Rashenen. Death was a gift that could cone only at the
hand of a trusted friend, or, perhaps, a swift and treacherous foe.

When the night's grimwork at | ast was done, Fyodor went to the room given him
in the warriors' |lodge. He stripped off his borrowed clothing and fel
gratefully into bed, too tired to care that the faces of slain nultitudes
woul d haunt his dreans.

A soft tap at the wi ndow roused himfrom slunber. Despite his exhaustion,
Fyodor responded with a warrior's reflexes. He was on his feet at once, his
cudgel in hand. He hauled it high overhead as the shutter swung inward.

A pal e head poked into the room and light blue eyes grew wi de as they fixed
upon the ready weapon in his hands. Fyodor recognized the shaman's daughter
and as he lowered his cudgel, he heaved a sigh of mngled relief and
exasper ati on.

Dagnmar crawl ed in through the | ow wi ndow and sank at once into a deep curtsy.



"You saved ny new hone, Fyodor of Hol gerstead, and no doubt ny life as well.
For this | thank you."

"I accept your thanks," he murrmured with a wy smle, "but could they not have
wai ted until norning?"

The wonman rose swiftly to full height and nmet his eyes. "Not as | would w sh
to express them" she said frankly. Her meani ng was unm st akabl e. Fyodor fel
back a step, and suddenly he renenbered he was uncl ad. He reached for

Wedi gar' s cl oak and wrapped it around him

"The mantle of First Axe suits you well," she said, "but it is not needed just
now." Wth these words she parted the folds of the cloak and laid both pal ms
upon the young man's chest.

Fyodor caught her wists and put her hands gently away. "You are Wdigar's
pl edged bride," he said softly. "And you are his pledged heir. It is
expect ed. "

Fyodor dug a hand into his hair and stared hel plessly at the girl. He had not
i magi ned anything like this mght come with the role he'd accepted! And yet,
it seemed to himthat the Northwoman's words held little truth. He lifted one
eyebrow and fixed a skeptical gaze upon her

The young woman si ghed and then shrugged. "Very well, perhaps it is not the
expected custom But there nmust be an heir to Hol gerstead-a hanfariggen
warrior who can | ead the berserkers in battle. The oracles say | can bear such
a son. If you give ne a child, | could | eave this household and go back to ny
village with honor. It would be a gift," she said softly, her pale eyes

pl eading. "To Hol gerstead, to all of Ruathym To me. Even to Wedigar," she
concluded with a touch of bitterness.

Fyodor knew a surge of pity for the young woman, for Wedi gar was not a man for
pretense, and it was clear to all that the First Axe was not happy about the
need to take a second wi fe. And having witnessed Al fhilda's courage and

| oyalty, Fyodor did not wonder that Wedi gar had eyes for no other worman. Not
even one as undeni ably beautiful as Dagmar.

As if sensing the path Fyodor's thoughts had taken, the young woman stepped
away from himand began to tug at the |laces that fastened her overtunic. She
stripped off gown and bl ouse qui ckly, then raked her hands through her braids
until her hair fell into long golden waves. The faint |ight of a crescent noon
filtered in through the window, glimering on her pale hair and white skin.
She went to his bed and [ ay down upon it.

"Agift," she repeated softly.

For a nonent the young man was honestly tenpted. But an enobtion stronger than
synpat hy, deeper than desire, ruled Fyodor's heart. He reached for his

di scarded cl ot hing. Dagnar watched with despairing eyes as he dressed and

gat hered up hi s bel ongi ngs.

"But why?" she demanded. "Wy do you | eave? Are you not |ike other nen, that

you do not take pleasures freely offered? O am| displeasing to you-is that
it?"

"You are nost beautiful; no one who is truly a man could deny that. But |
cannot betray a friend," he responded as he wal ked to the door

"But you would not! \Wedigar would surely thank you!" Fyodor paused in the



doorway and turned back to face the Northworman. "I was speaki ng not of
Wedi gar, but of Liriel."

Chapter 19

The prlce of power

It was nearly dawn when Fyodor caught sight of the raofs of Ruathymvillage. A
rustle in the bushes along the path caught his attention and, before he could
draw a weapon, Liriel sprang out onto the path, her dark face joyful. She ran
to meet himand threw herself into his arns.

Fyodor was accustonmed to such gestures fromthe inpulsive draw. She al ways
drew away quickly, like lighting that flares and retreats. But this time she
seened to be in no hurry to part. Her arnms were flung tightly about his neck
and her breath felt warmthrough the Iinen of his shirt.

Al t hough he was loath to end the enbrace, Fyodor buried his hands in the
drow s wild, snowcolored hair and tilted her face up so he could neet her
eyes. "There are things | nust tell you," he said sonberly.

Liriel responded with a snmile that warned his bl ood and sent it singing
urgently through his veins.

"There are those who think, and those who dream" she nocked himsoftly, "and
then there are those who talk too damm nuch!"
Fyodor's answering smile was slow and incredul ous. "It seenms we have even nore

to talk about than | inmagined." "Wrds can wait,
man found hinself in conplete agreenent.

she murmured, and the young

| mpul sively he swept the dark-elven girl into his arms and carried her off
into the forest. To his surprise Liriel did not object. Indeed, she guided his
path wi th whi spered directions and sped his step with pram ses that woul d have
seened i nmprobabl e had he not w tnessed sone of the other wonders of which she
was capable. And in the noments when she did not speak, her lips and teeth
found keenly sensitive places on his neck and throat and ears that he had not
known he possessed. Sonetines gently, sonetimes not, she teased himto near
madness. Fyodor did not know how far they travel ed-a few steps woul d have
seened as endlessly long to himas a | eague-but at last Liriel wiggled free
of his grasp.

They came to each other at the foot of an ancient oak. For once Fyodor did not
think of the vast differences between themor of the unresol ved enotions that
had haunted himsince their last, ill-fated encounter. He cared only that this
time there was no fear in Liriel's golden eyes. Their union was |ike nothing
he had ever known or imagined-a fierce and joyful thing that in its own way
rival ed the abandon of his berserker rage. But this he chose, and with all of
his heart.

Muich | ater, Fyodor stroked Liriel's danp curls and watched her as she slept.
He hinself had no desire to sleep. Never had he felt so alive. For the first
tinme, he allowed hinself to admit that he loved this little el fwoman, and he
even dared to hope she might return his |ove.

There was al so sonet hing about this place that quickened Fyodor's fey senses.



He knew nothing of wizardly spells and did not pretend to understand the magic
t hat Rashemen's Wtches wielded with such fearful authority, but he could fee
the natural magic that lingered in certain glades and springs. Never, not even
in the Wtches' spelltower that overl ooked the enchanted Lake Ashane, had he
felt such power in a place. His eyes lifted to the soaring branches of the oak
tree overhead, and suddenly he understood why Liriel had chosen to bring him
to this place. "Little raven," he said softly. The sleeping drow s eyes

fl ashed open, and she regarded himalertly. "This is Y ggsdrasil's Child, is
it not?"

She sat up and regarded himwith a brilliant smle. "You can feel it, then
That is a good sign."

Fyodor reached out and took her hands. "This | nmust know. what happened, to
make such a change in you?"

The drow did not need to ask what he neant. "I tried to cast the rune and
could not. Until then I'd thought of nyself as the keeper of your quest and
m ne. That | esson was hard enough to learn," she added wyly.

Fyodor nodded, recalling how difficult it had been for the drow to expand her
dreamto iuclude his. "And now?"

"I realized we nust be as one if either quest is to succeed. The rune is not
m ne only. There are things | need of you," she admitted.

"\What ever you need, the sane is yours," he promised softly. "And now t hat you
know this, you are ready to cast the rune?"

Liriel did not nmiss the note of concern in Fyodor's voice. Sonething had
happened to add urgency to their quest. "Tell nme," she demanded.

And so he did, leaving out nothing. The drow listened thoughtfully, her dismy
mounting as he described the new turn his curse had taken. She had fought
Wedigar in the formof a giant hawk; she did not want to know what sort of
destruction a shapeshifting Fyodor coul d | eave behi nd.

"I will cast the rune," she said with nore conviction than she felt. She cast
a glance up at the sky; already the sunset colors stained the west. "But |
will need time to prepare. If the |lore books speak true, a trance will cone
upon ne, and | will carve the rune upon the tree unknowing. WIIl you stand
guar d?"

"As |l ong as you need," he agreed.

The drow nodded and began the concentration needed for the casting. She sought
t he power of the ancient oak, the synbolic enbodinent of all life, and sank
intoit. As she went deeper, the days and nights of her rune quest cane back
to her in vivid detail, each event and sorrow and joy giving shape to the rune
she nmust use. But try as she might, she could not envision the rune in its
entirety.

After a time--perhaps a short tine, perhaps not-the drow abandoned this
attenpt. She did not try to shape the rune, but focused instead on the powers
she wished to reclaim and the need to exorcise the errant magi c that kept
Fyodor from being the warrior he was nmeant to be. She chanted her goals
silently, and the chant grew in intensity as sonething dark and conpelling
slipped into her silent voice. The magi c of Rashenen, the magic of the drow
Fearful things both, they conmbined in a way that Liriel did not understand,
sweepi ng her away into a trance that went beyond nere neditation, beyond



spel | casting. No |onger ordering her own novenents, Liriel watched as if from
a high place--as if fromall places-as her physical being took the Wndwal ker
anmulet fromits chain and placed the tiny chisel against the tree. Her hands
nmoved swiftly, surely, but she did not know what marks she made. Al she knew
for certain was that the faint blue Iight emanating fromher anulet's

sheat h-the captured magi c of the Underdark-faded steadily as she worked. Her
consci ous thoughts ebbed slowy away, too; this she expected, for in her mnd
she and her dark-elven magi c were inseparable parts of one whole. At last the
blue light flickered and died. The enpty amulet dropped fromLiriel's

nervel ess hands, and the drow followed it into the darkness.

When Liriel awoke, the fat crescent noon was high in the sky, bathing the
forest with its silver light. She stirred, wi nced, and pressed her fingers to
her throbbing tenples. Wthin her head raged the viol ent cacophony of
spel | si ckness. Long nonents passed before the confused girl realized that sone
of the noi se--perhaps nost ofit-cane fromw thout.

The drow | owered her hands from her head and gazed with horror at the scene
before her. In the grip of a horrendous battle frenzy, Fyodor fought against
opponents that he alone could see. The Rashem had not gone unscat hed, though
his clothes and skin had been torn repeatedly by branches and branbl es as he
raged through the woods, |unging and sl ashing again and agai n.

How | ong this had gone on Liriel could not know, but her keen eyes caught the
bubbl e of pink-tinged froth that collected in the corner ofhis faint,
unnerving smle. She knew only that she had failed and that Fyodor woul d die
if she could not find a way to stop him

Instinctively she flung out a hand. To her surprise and relief, drow magic
flowed fromher fingertips and sent thick streams of spider silk hurtling into
the young man's wild path. The sticky strands expl oded outward, formng a

gi ant web that stretched fromthe trunk of Yggsdrasil's Child to a sister oak
some twenty feet away.

The anmok warrior tore through the web without mssing a step

Now t hat she knew her Underdark magic was still with her, Liriel reached for a
nore potent tool. Up came her tiny crossbow She fired a dart into Fyodor's
thigh. He ignored it and parried some nonexi stent sword thrust. Again she
fired, and again, until her quiver at |last was enpty. The young warri or
bristled with darts and resemhl ed nothing so nuch as a tall and angry
hedgehog.

Yet Fyodor did not fall. He continued to fight shadowsor nore likely, Liriel
realized with sudden bright certainty, he continued to do battle with all the
ghosts who haunted his dreans. And the phantomwarriors would kill him as
surely as he had killed them

Shaking with frustration and fear, the drow | eaped into Fyodor's wild path and
shrieked at himto stop. To her astonishnment, he did just that. The frenzy
fell fromhimlike a cloak, and the heavy black sword dropped to the ground as
his magi cally enhanced form shrank abruptly down to its natural size. Fyodor
swayed and fell at last into an exhausted-and poi soned- sl unber.

Liriel fell to her knees beside himand began to tear out the darts. He'd
al ready taken enough drow sl eeping poison to kill a bugbear; she only hoped
t he berserker rage had absorbed much of it. To her relief, he continued to
br eat he--shal | ow, but steady.

She watched over her friend throughout the remainder of the night and | ong



into the next day, dosing himrepeatedly with antidote until her precious
flask was enpty. The forest was heavy with tw light shadows when Fyodor
finally awoke. Nearly giddy with joy and relief, Liriel spilled out the story
of what had happened-to her, and to him and how he had stopped only after
she'd given up rational hope. "But |'ve no idea what any of it neans," she
concluded. "I do," Fyodor said softly. "Such things have been done before, but
not inny lifetine or yours."

Liriel waited for himto continue, but his eyes were distant, fixed upon the
old tales and | egends that were so much a part of him

"I'n ancient times," he began, "there were warriors who gave pl edged service as
ber serker kni ghts, becom ng personal chanpion to a powerful wychlaran. Wen
this magic was granted, it was taken as a sign that the Wtch was destined for
a great task. You did not fail, little raven," he said earnestly. "The contro
of nmy battle frenzies has indeed been gained-but it is in your hands."

Liriel gazed at himin utter horror. "But | don't want it! | never wanted
that!"

"You sought power," he rem nded her. "Now that it is yours, you may not always
be able to choose how and when to wield it. | think," he concl uded

t houghtfully, "that this is ever the way of power."

The drow brushed asi de these phil osophical nusings. "But where is my choice in
all of this?"

"Where was Wedi gar' s?" Fyodor countered. "Renenber how he was after you freed
himfromthe nereid' s charn? He wished to atone for his acts at once, but when
convinced this would not best serve his people, Wdigar gave up his
warrior-bred sense of honor for the greater good. You, too, seemto be
destined to lead,” he told her. "You will have to learn to consider things
beyond your own desires."

Liriel was in no mood for all this talk of nobility and service. Al she'd
want ed was her innate drow powers back. She did not seek to rule, or to |ead,
or to do any of these troubl esone things, and she did not see why such m ght
be required of her. Nothing in her training had prepared her for this, and she
said so.

"Do you wi sh to | eave Ruat hyn?" he asked her. "Do you wish to be free of ne
and this burden you did not seek?"

As she considered this, Liriel discovered she did not. "It seens we have both
found a place here, and together. Wien | tried to cast the rune that first
time, | got the feeling we have some sort of entw ned destiny." She shrugged.

"Don't ask me to explain that."

"There is no need," Fyodor responded. "I have sensed that nyself, alnost from
t he begi nning. Whatever your fate,1 accept it, and ny part init."

He spoke these words with an awe that exasperated the drow. She had struggl ed
so hard to accept Fyodor first as a friend, and now as a lover. After all she
had endured, she did not want to lose himto her own success!

"Let's get back to the village," she said abruptly.

"At first light," he agreed.

Liriel's heart quickened, but it rapidly becanme clear Fyodor was concerned



only with ensuring them a safe journey. The brief, shining oneness they had
shared was gone. She had never thought respect could be a barrier, but she
felt the force of Fyodor's new regard for her forcing distance between t hem
To him she was no |longer just Liriel, but wychlaran. Not a female to be
cherished, but a power to be revered.

In utter frustration, she turned away. She curled up into a tight ball and

wr apped herself in her piwafwi, taking little confort in the renewed sheen of
t he magi cal drow cl oak. At |east, she thought as she drifted toward sl unber,
Fyodor woul d no | onger be tormented by his dreams. Those ghosts had been
exorci sed by the power of the rune she'd cast for them both.

But that small freedom seemed pal e i ndeed, when the drow contenpl ated the
servitude to which she had unwittingly condemmed her friend. She did not know
why this did not bother the freedoml oving Rashemi nore than it did. She
strongly suspected, however, that a tine would cone when it woul d.

Chapter 20

The com ng storm

News of the battle of Hol gerstead reached Ascarle with uncanny swi ftness,
carried as it was by a relay of merrow that noved with brief bursts of

i ncredi bl e speed. One of these merrow who had drawn the short bone when it and
its fellows had cast lots for the task-now stood in the marble council chanber
of Ascarle handing over the grimdetails to the illithid who rul ed as Regent
and to the bl ack-bearded man who prowl ed the room!like a caged bear

Vestress received the news with m xed feelings. Some of the berserker warriors
had died in battle, which prom sed to ease the task of conquest, but this gain
was overshadowed by the troubling appearance of a new berserker shapeshifter.
The illithid took from Rethnor's thoughts the realization that this could nmean
serious trouble to the invading forces. She also knew the Luskan captain
recogni zed the shapeshifter fromthe nerrow s description, and that he was
gl ad the man had survived. Rethnor w shed to use the young warrior as bait to
lure the drow wi zard into his hands, after which he planned to take his
personal vengeance upon the berserker who had taken his hand. That is unw se,
Vestress said coolly, projecting her mental voice into Rethnor's mnd. W see
no reason to | ower our chances of success by allow ng such a fighter to live
until the final battle.

Ret hnor glared with ill-concealed wath at the illithid. The man had yet to
reconcile himself with the fact that Vestress could read his thoughts as
easily as if they had been inscribed upon parchnent. Vestress knew he was
growi ng increasingly restive in Ascarle and the islands above, for the
anbi ti ous man woul d never be content in a place where he hinself did not rule.
Yet the illithid had a purpose in keeping himin her stronghol d-beyond the
anusenment that the sparring of human and drow brought her. Let the man's
frustration build; then let himvent his rage in conquest. This suited
Vestress wel | .

"Bring ne Y graine," Rethnor denmanded, snapping out the order with a force
t hat suggested that he must give one or burst. Vestress understood and let it
pass.

The illithid also realized at once what Rethnor intended to do, and she



approved his plan. So she sent out a mental sumons to the slave the man had
requested and seated herself on her crystal throne.

After a few monents a tall, pal e-haired wormran wal ked into the room her
nmoverrent s wooden and her blue eyes vacant. Wien she drew near the crystal

t hrone, Vestress reached out and entwi ned a | ock of the slave's white-gold
hai r around her purple fingers. It was an odd color, very distinctive--a pale
shade of blond that few humans kept past chil dhood. Rethnor's spy woul d
recogni ze it and respond to the inplied threat.

The illithid tore the hank of hair fromthe woman's scal p; the enslaved hunman
did not so rmuch as blink. Vestress knotted the | ock at each end and handed it
to the waiting nerrow.

Send this to Ruathym Gve it to Rethnor's spy and denmand that the new
berserker be slain at once.

The sea ogre bowed | ow, then hastened to the pool of water at the far end of
the illithid s council chanmber. The creature splashed in and began the | ong
swi mthrough the tunnel that led out into the open sea beyond Ascarle's walls.

There remains only the matter of the drow wi zard, Vestress continued, turning
her attention to the restless human. Unlike you and the drow priestess, we

have little faith that Liriel Baenre will respond to the death of her |over.
W have, however, found another way of luring her to us. W tell you this, the
illithid informed Rethnor pointedly, so you will abandon any notion of using

her to enact your personal vengeance upon Shakti. The priestess is admttedly
of little use to you, but we have plans for her and do not w sh her destroyed.

"As you wish," Rethnor gritted out. The Hi gh Captain of Luskan was becom ng
nore than a little tired of taking orders from squi d-wonen and bl ack-el f

femal es, and for once he did not care ifVestress took that information from
his thoughts. But he could hardly refuse the illithid, at |east not so |long as
he remai ned in her stronghol d.

You know of ny nereids, Vestress continued coolly. If the illithid knew of
Ret hnor' s mutinous thoughts, she did not seem concerned. One of them craw ed
back to Ascarle in a sorry state. She brought us sone interesting news.

The illithid glided over to a fountain and | eaned over the water. Fromit
energed a water nynph. It seenmed to Rethnor that the creature was hardly
beautiful enough to explain her |ethal success in charm ng nen. This one was
wan and bedraggled, with a woeful face and enpty eyes. Her soul -shawl was
taken, stolen through strength and cunning. The shawl hol ds the essence of the
nerei d, and she nmust now obey the person who enslaved her through this theft.
Tell the nan who did this thing.

"An elf maid, a drow" wailed the wetched creature. "Let ne go to her, | beg
you, that | mght plead for my shaw's return.”

You see? Vestress asked Rethnor. It is tinme to test the ~ extent of Liriel

Baenre's wizardly skill. A truly powerful w zard could conpel a nereid to take
her anywhere, even to the el enental plane where the water creatures nmake their
hones. You, however; will bring her here, the illithid commanded the nynph.

"I cannot, unless she commands it of me/ She knows nothing of this place."

Then tell her enough to whet her interest. Go now, bring your mstress to ne,
and I will see that you get back your shaw !



The nynph turned and spl ashed eagerly into the water. "I will |eave you, as
well," Rethnor said. "My ship is docked at Trisk; we sail for Ruathym at once.
There is little tine if we are to attack at noondark."

The sea battle is yours to command, conceded the illithid. Attack at the
arranged time, and the armes of Ascarle will await the Luskan forces on the
i sl and.

They would await them the illithid anmended silently, if the drow w zard

praved equal to the task before her

As soon as Rethnor left the room Vestress |eaned over the pool of water that
linked her to Ascarle's watery portal. Deep beneath the surface |urked the
skel etal face of her ancient adversary, eyes blazing crimson and mouth
stretched open in the horrid, keening cry of a banshee.

Liriel was amazed at the speed with which news swept the island. Wen she and
Fyodor returned to Ruathymvillage the next nmorning, they found that a
cerenony-and the usual feast-awaited them As the new First Axe of

Hol ger st ead, Fyodor was required to pledge fealty to Aumark Lithyl, First Axe
of all Ruathym

From al | over the island people cane to give honor to the new battle chieftain
and to gaze with curiosity upon the foreign-born berserker who could wield the
shapeshi fting magic of their ancestors. Many of Hol gerstead' s berserkers cane
for the cerenony, along with some of their wonmenfol k. Liriel was not surprised
to see Dagmar among them The young Northwoman seenmed pl eased to have an
excuse to return to her father's household and, judging fromthe way Dagmars
bl ue eyes foll owed Fyodor's every nove, Liriel suspected the worman intended to
pursue her chosen plan to remain there.

After the cerenony, Fyodor presented each of his sworn berserker warriors to
Liriel inturn, as if she were a ruling matron. \What was neant to honor the
drow, however, nerely filled her with exasperation. H s men was taken
directly fromthe ancient tales he loved to tell: that of a berserker knight
pl edged to sone great lady. Liriel found herself wi shing for a way to pee
them both of f that particular dusty tapestry and return themto the foot

of Yggsdrasil's Child.

Liriel noticed, also, that after the initial awkwardness of their greeting,
Fyodor seemned gl ad of Dagmmis presence. And why shoul d he not? nused the drow
with a touch of bitterness. Dagmar was a wonan, no nore, and therefore a

wel cone respite fromthe task of keeping a wychlaran atop her pedestal

To the restive drow, the cerenony and the festivities that foll owed seened

i nterm nable. The feasting | asted for much of the day, acconpanied by |ong
songs that told of Northmen val or and conquest. Wen the afternoon shadows
grew |l ong, the Ruathen were far nmore drunk on nmenories of ancient glory than
they were on the ale and nead. The | esson of Hol gerstead had apparently gone
hone. It anmazed Liriel, however, that no one seened to give much credence to
Fyodor's suggestion that the mead drunk at Hol gerstead m ght have been
tainted. The possibility that one of their own nmight turn traitor lay too far
of f the paths their thoughts were accustomed to treading.

Liriel, of course, thought otherw se and had since the nmonent Fyodor nentioned
that news of Hrolf's death had cone to himfromlbn. She had anple reason to
know of the first mate's treachery, and she could think of no other reason why
I bn would | eave Ruathymvillage on the day of Hrolf's funeral. Ibn had
returned to Ruathymwith the people from Hol gerstead, and she could feel the
heat of his glare through the crowd-fill ed expanse that separated them Yet



she coul d think of no one anmong the increasingly proud and rowdy Northmen who
mght listen to a word spoken agai nst a warrior of Ruathym

It was unlikely that Caladorn, a young nobl eman of \WAterdeep and one of the
secret Lords who ruled that city, could have chosen a worse time to conme to
Ruat hym He and his two surviving shi pnates cane upon the island at a nonent
when the old tales had lifted the ancestral pride of the people to a fever
pitch. The appearance of strangers in the cove was enough to send Northnen
into defensive battle with such force and fury that it brought to mind an
expl osion in an alchem st's workshop. In nmonments the tiny vessel was
surrounded by Ruathen fighting ships, and the prisoners haul ed ashore.

Cal adorn sel dom used his fanmly nanme. However, the Cassal anter nerchant clan
was well known in the Northlands, and he used its power to demand an audi ence
with the First Axe.

Aumark Lithyl allowed the young nobleman to tell his story, and the entire
crowmd swept back to the village center to listen to the man's tale. Wen at
| ast Cal adorn paused for breath, the First Axe turned to the assenbl age.

"OfF those who sailed on the ElIfnmaid s |ast voyage, is there anyone who
recogni zes these nen?"

The surviving nenbers of Hrolf's crew stepped forward to study the three
mai nl anders, but none could place themwith certainty. There was little in
these thin and

bedraggl ed survivors that recalled the Cutter's stalwart seal hunters. But
Liriel recognized one of the men by his proud bearing and dark red hair.

"I know that one," she proclaimed, pointing to Caladorn. "He fought Hrolf and
nearly matched hima sight | would not soon forgetl"

Aumark turned wintry eyes upon the drow. "This is a council of warriors. Is
t here one here who can vouch for her words? Fyodor?"

The Rashemi shook his head, regretfully turning away fromLiriel's incredul ous
glare. "I was in the mdst of the battle rage; |I remenber little."

"I will speak for the Raven!"

The crowd parted to allow the speaker to push through to the center. A tal
warrior, clad in a scarlet tunic enbossed with runes, came to stand beside the
drow. Liriel recognized himas the villager she'd saved fromthe sahuagin's
net.

"I am d ammad, First Axe of Hastor. This dock-alfar warned our village of a
sahuagi n attack and fought bravely beside us. To an of Hastor, the Raven is a
warrior worthy of honor. Accept her words as you would minel™

Aumar k | ooked puzzled. "You are known to us all, damrad, and your honor is
beyond question. But you were not on the Elfrmaid during this battle. Nor does
your faith in this elf woman renove all suspicion fromthese mainl anders. They
claimto have been rescued twi ce by sea elves. Are they in | eague with those
who have done us so nuch nischief?"

"Look el sewhere for the cause of your troubles," advised Caladorn. "Does it
not seem strange to you that the dead sea elves were placed in Ruathen
barrel s?"



"Your reasoning is unsound," Aumark pointed out. "If the elves believe that
men of Ruathymkilled their kindred, they would certainly seek revenge."

Murmurs of agreenent rippled through the crowd, but Cal adorn stood firm "The
dead elves were left in our path for us to find, and the stanp of Ruathym |l eft
pl ai nl y upon the deed."

"You are accusing us?" Aumark asked with deceptive calm
"I amwarning you," the nobleman replied. "Word of this matter is certain to
bring trouble to your shores."

"If Waterdeep attacks, we will be ready," Aumark said stoutly, and the
assenbl ed warriors responded with a roar of approval

Cal adorn shook his head. "You m stake ny meaning. My fam |ly's business
concerns are far-reaching. If Waterdeep had plans to attack Ruathym | would
surely have heard of them"

"So you say," broke in a new voice. A burly man with a wild mop of curly,
sun-streaked brown hair broke fromthe cromd and wal ked with the rolling gait
of one not long off a ship's deck toward the young Wt erdhavi an

"Wil hof of Ruathym" he said shortly. "My ship put in to home port this norn,
after a trip to Caer Callidyrr. Word on the island of Alaron is that a fl eet
of Wt er dhavi an ships is headed to the northern Moonshaes. Soneone tipped 'em
off with news that the Captains' Alliance plans to sweep the smaller islands
with a big raid come the new moon. And if that was about to happen," he said
with a significant glance at Aumark, "we would know about it."

"What Wil hof says is true," agreed the First Axe. "Ruathym and Luskan have an
alliance by that nanme, but we have made no such plans." Aumark's bl ue eyes
narrowed and turned cold as they studied Caladorn. "Perhaps this is a ruse by
your city, an excuse to attack our merchant ships!"

"Did it not occur to you that the ships now guardi ng the Mionshaes nust have
been taken fromtheir normal routes? These are the ships that patrol the
northern seas!" Cal adorn persi sted.

Wil hof | et out a bark of hunorless laughter. "Don't | know it! A pair of ships
flying Waterdeep's col ors chased us hal fway to the Whal ebones/ And us not
taking so much as a bolt of linen or a keg of honey by piracy!"

"Not this tine, |leastwise," offered a broadly grinning Northman.

A burst of raucous |aughter greeted this jest. Wien the mrth had faded,
Liriel spoke again. "Try to follow what this man is saying: If there is no
raid, then why have the eyes of the great sea powers been fixed on the
Moonshaes' outlying islands? Isn't it possible the runors of inpending raids
are no nore than a diversion?"

"I say there is araid," offered Ibn, taking the pipe fromhis nouth and
fixing a venonous glare upon the drow. "It'd be just like Luskan to have a
party and not invite us."

The assenbl ed Ruat hen responded with nmutters of agreemnent.

"That is not hard to believe," Aumark said with a tight smle. "But if it is
so, what are we to do?"



"What good Northman waits for an invite?" roared Wil hof. "I say we set sai

for the Mbonshaes' Korinn |Islands straightaway and join the Luskan raiders.
And | et our danmed 'partners' worry ifthere's plunder enough |left over to make
up their sharel™

"It could nean battle with Waterdeep," the First Axe pointed out, hoping to
deter the rising tide of battle-lust. "O, nore likely, it could mean war with
Luskan," Liriel said, brandishing the ring of the Hi gh Captain of Luskanthe
ring taken fromthe hand of the man who had commanded the attack on the

El f mai d.

But her warning was lost in the excited roar that foll owed Aumark's words. The
Nort hmen, who had been denied the glory of conmbat for too long, hurried off to
hone the edges of their swords and axes in preparation for the com ng raid-and
the possibility of a com ng war.

"Stupid, stubborn . . . men!" sputtered Liriel as she paced the floor of
Fyodor's room "Idiots who think only with their swords-long or short! Even
drow mal es are capabl e of better. At |east they have the sense to watch their
backs for the hidden bl ade. These orc-brained i nmbeciles are preparing to rush
out to sea, |eaving their honel and undef ended, when it should be plain as
nmoonl i ght that they are the target of a conspiracy! And rather than listen to
someone who under stands such things-who was weaned on treachery and
intrigue--they pay heed to battlerandy sailors. It's beyond belief!"

Fyodor, seated on his narrow cot in Ruathym s warrior barracks, observed the
angry drow with an expression of resignation and waited for the stormto pass.
Yet he could not deny that there was nmuch wi sdom hi dden anong the ranting

wor ds.

"You are sure of this ring? And the sea elf who gave it to you?"

Liriel lifted her pendant of Lloth. "Wth this | have | ooked into his nind
Xzorsh is like you-he speaks only truth. | don't think the nobl e-m nded idiot
knows how to lie, and he's as ridiculously slow as these Northmen to accept
the possibility that one of his own night sonehow have gotten the knack of
it

Her exasperated decl arati on brought several questions to Fyodor's mind, but he
was hesitant to ask nost of themfor fear of setting the volatile drow off in
some new direction. One of these questions, however, he could not hel p but

ask. "You have used the synbol of your goddess to look into nmy m nd?"

"No. Lloth will not touch you through nme, this I swear!" The drow s vehenent
tone and the haunted | ook in her ~ anber eyes convinced Fyodor not to pursue
the matter. "l agree with you that many strange things have happened in

Ruat hym but | cannot piece themtogether."

"Let's start with the raid on Hol gerstead," she said. "I suppose you've
consi dered that 1bn m ght have supplied the tainted nmead."

"More than considered," Fyodor agreed sonmberly. "I have made inquiries anmong
the men of Hol gerstead. No one recalls that nead was anong the goods |bn
sold."

"Who's to say he needed to sell it? He might just as well have slipped a
coupl e of kegs in anobng the rest."

"We coul d check Hrolf's warehouses to see if sone is missing," Fyodor
suggest ed.



Liriel responded with a hunorl ess chuckle. "Mich good may that do us. Hrolf
was not one for keeping records, and he wasn't much of a housekeeper. No one
but he knew what was in that place.”

The Rasheni sighed and rose fromhis bed. "You continue to think onit, little
raven. | amrequired to hold council with the other chieftains, but we wll
speak of these things as soon as we mght."

"The heavy burden of power," she said lightly, hoping he m ght hear the

i rony-and perceive the truth-in her words. But Fyodor responded only with a
somber nod, and they wal ked together in silence.

After Fyodor left her, Liriel nmade her way to Hrolf's warehouse and | et

herself in with the key the pirate had given her. She did not hope to find any
answers there, but she was tired and frustrated and in sore need of solitude.
So she rummaged about a bit, found a few bolts of cloth, and fluffed theminto
a bed.

Liriel had no idea how |l ong she'd slept before she was roused by the squeak of
t he openi ng door. She was on her feet before the door swung shut behind the
three nen who had entered the warehouse.

"Thought I'd find you in here," announced a fanmiliar, hate-filled voice.

The drow sighed. This was starting to get tiresome. At least this tinme |Ibn had
been t houghtful enough to bring reinforcenments. That m ght add some interest.
He was fl anked by Harrel dson, the sailor who served as cook aboard the

El f mai d, and anot her nman whose face was fanmiliar but whose nanme Liriel had
never | ear ned.

"One of us you might catch with your danmed elf tricks, but not three. You'l
not be getting away this tinme," Ibn exulted. Al three men drew their swords
and began to advance on the drow.

"Need hel p, do you? You prove yourself not only a traitor, but a coward!" she
nocked him

Her accusation stopped the nman in his tracks, and a stunned expression crossed
his usually stolid face.

"You are the traitor of Holgerstead," she continued. "Wo el se could have
supplied the drugged nead? Why el se woul d you have travel ed to Hol gerstead
rat her than honor your captain?"

I bn snorted angrily. "Not that old song again! You' ve accused ne before of
getting into the nmead, and you know damm well this tale holds no nore truth
than the | ast one. You' ve fooled a |lot of folk here, but sonme of us renmenber
the ways of the Northnmen. Elves are not to be trusted, be they black white, or
green! Hrolf died, the danmfool, because he wouldn't see that!"

Sonething in his words raised a terrible suspicion in Liriel's mnd. She knew
I bn's hatred of elves ran deep, but was it possible that he had slain his
captain for the "crime" of consorting with elves?

The very thought congealed the drow s anger into a cold and killing rage. Her
first inmpulse was to hurl a fireball at

t he red-bearded man, one that woul d | eave not hing of him but cinder and ashes.
Yet she did not dare. Hrolfhad told her of the barrels of snoke powder stored



in the enormous room "So it was you who killed Hrolf," she hissed as she
advanced on the much-1larger man. Although he held a weapon and she did not,
Ibn instinctively fell back a step before her fury. H's bearded face was sl ack
with astoni shrent.

But he quickly recovered fromhis surprise and brought his weapon around in a
sweepi ng overhead strike. Liriel dove to one side and rolled clear, hearing as
she did the sound of the first mate's sword neeting answering steel. She cane
up to see Fyodor and Ibn circling each other, blades at the ready. The two
other sailors closed in to help; Liriel quickly dispatched these with a pair
of thrown knives so she could focus entirely upon the com ng duel. Never had
she seen Fyodor so angry, not even in the grip of a berserker's frenzy.

"I am Rashemi, and ny sword is pledged to the wychlaran," he stated. "Once
before you attacked ny |ady; the penalty is death. You would have died that
day at sea, had she not asked ot herw se."

"Actually, it's three times now, but the last one was hardly worth
mentioning,"” Liriel put in. Wen Fyodor tossed her a questioning | ook, she
added, "He put a poi sonous spider in ny bed. How pathetic."

"Gve me leave to kill him" he said softly, his blue eyes blazing with wath.

For a nonent Liriel was filled with cold exultation at the prospect of her
eneny's death and the absol ute power she wielded at this nmoment over both nen.
It was an enotion she had seen many tines, witten on the dark faces of her
drow kin, but one she herself had never expected to feel. The realization
chilled her deeply. It was as if the touch of Lloth had left icy indentations
upon her soul. "No!" she said with venonous denial, responding as nuch to her
own thoughts as to Fyodor's request.

The young Rashem stared at her. "It is a matter of |aw and of honor. This |
must do, if | amto be your chanpion. Three tinmes this man has attacked
you-how can | let himlive?"

"Do you think |I care for your |aws?" she demanded wildly.

"I will not send you into battle to kill for me, and perhaps to die. | wll
not!"

The young man heard the note of rising hysteria in Liriel's voice. He
hesitated only a nonment, then haul ed back his sword and swng it high and hard
toward the watchful Ibn. The ol der man parried the blow Fyodor stepped in
under their joined blades and delivered a single punch to Ibn's gut. Wth a
deep "Qoph!" the man dropped his sword and bent doubl e- Fyodor brought the
hilt of his blade down hard on Ibn's neck, and the man dropped, senseless, to
t he war ehouse fl oor.

For a | ong nonent the drow and her chanpion stared at one another. "War is
coming to Ruathym little raven," he said softly. "Atine will come when you
must send ne into battle. It is ny destiny. . . and yours."

Liriel spun away from hi mand wal ked fromthe wooden buil ding, her eyes
burning with tears she could not shed. It was plain that Fyodor had m sread
her hesitation, thinking only that she feared to put himin harm s way. That
was true enough, as far as it went, and as nuch truth as she could bear for
himto know.

Addi ng to her confusion was the thought that Hrolf had been slain by a man he
trusted. In her honel and nany people fell to the treachery of friends, but it



pai ned her to the soul that the openhearted, generous Holf would be betrayed
in such fashion. It seemed to Liriel that in any way that mattered, this place
was little different from Menzoberranzan

Very well, then. If that were true she knew precisely howto act. As the drow
hurried toward the shore, her fingers closed around her holy synbol. She
thrust aside the lingering despair that had been her constant comnpani on since
the day Lloth had clained her as priestess. The power was hers; she would use
it. She had promised Lloth a battle, a glorious victory. The Spider Queen
woul d have her due, or Liriel would slay every stubborn Ruathen who stood in
her way.

But first, she had to convince the battle-nmad idiots that they were getting
ready to fight the wong eneny.

Chapter 21

Drow don't dream

Liriel half ran, half slid down the steep bluff that led to the sea. As her
anger slipped away, the nmeaning in Ibn's words shifted and took on new |ight.
She was no |longer so certain the man had caused Holf's death. In fact, he
seened to have put the blame for it upon the sea elves, and on her as well. At
first she had assunmed his angry words had no purpose other than to vent his
hatred of elven people. Now she suspected he saw them as truth.

And perhaps Ibn was not entirely m staken. Liriel would not soon forget the

i mge of the hideous fish-man that |urked behind the handsome facade of the
sea elfSittl, or her suspicion that he nmight be a malenti. Xzorsh had
vehement|ly denied the possibility that his friend m ght be a mutated
sahuagi n- had not even so nuch as acknow edged that such creatures existed-but
still Liriel wondered. There was one who m ght have the answer, or who at the
very |l east could be conpelled to seek it.

The drow stopped at the very edge of the water and dug in her bag for a
tightly folded square of white silk. She shook out the delicate shawl, letting
its fringed length flutter over the water |like a banner. According to the lore
books, a captured nereid would follow its soul -shawl and plead for its return
Liriel had circunvented this nui sance by commandi ng the nynph to stay silent
and away. But now she had need of the nereid, and her long, high call rang out
over the murnur of the waves.

In nonments the water nynph came to Liriel's conmand. The creature retained
little of the radiant beauty that had so entranced Wedi gar. Even her voice was
wan and pal e as she begged for her shawl. Pitiless, the drow wapped the w de
sil ken sash around her own wai st and faced down the nereid.

"What do you know of Hrol fthe Unruly? A big man, yellow braids, a nustache that
cane nearly to his chin? Did you cast a charmupon hin? Answer truly, or 'l
rip these three pieces off the shaw's fringe!"

"No, | have charmed no nan since the brown-bearded shapeshifter,” the nereid
whi ned. "lIs there one you would like me to charmand drown? This Hrol f?"

Liriel's eyes blazed as she tore the threads fromthe nereid s soul -shawl . The
nynph let out a wail of anguish and began to sob into her hands.



"Little raven, what are you doi ng?"

The drow turned and shi el ded her eyes with one hand. Fyodor stood atop the
bluff, his blue eyes filled with horror as he gazed at the scene bel ow

"Cetting answers," she called up to him "Listen if you want, and cone down if
you must, but by all means let me get on with it!"

At once she turned back to the weeping nereid. "Was it you who caused the
other men to drown?"

"Sone of them" the creature admtted. "Others were lured into the enbraces of
nmy sisters. A few, though, were taken in by kel pies.™

" Kel pi es?"

"Plant creatures. Third-rate sirens,” the nereid said with professiona
disdain. "It was a kelpie, | amtold, that captured the sea el ves your
fisherfol k dragged ashore." "Xzorsh did not speak of this,” Liriel mnused.

"As well he would not! It is hardly sonmething to boast of."
"What do these kel pies |ook Iike?"

"I'n water, they appear nuch as any comon seaweed, with | ong wavering fronds.
Fromtime to time they throw off sprouts- small, round things whorled |like the
shell of a snail. Wen full grown, kel pies can cast a charmthat nmakes them
appear as a worman, a horse, or a sea nountor whatever other creature the
victimis nost likely to desire."

Liriel tucked this informati on away. Mdst of it was new to her, but she
wonder ed why the seagoi ng Ruat hen did not suspect such creatures were at work.
Most |ikely kel pies were unfamliar to them perhaps brought from distant
shores. "Fromwhere did these kel pi es conme?" she demanded, hopi ng the nynph
woul d nanme Luskan. That was the sort of evidence she needed!

A sly ook entered the nereid' s eyes. "Froma place far beneath the sea. |
will take you there," she prom sed eagerly. "I will show you where they are
grown!"

The drow | ifted one snowy brow. "G own?"

"The sprouts are tended, then sown into the sea to grow and to kill. GCh, let
us go there!"

But Liriel renenbered sonething she had seen just a few days earlier, and
vague suspicion firned into certainty. She doubted she had to go anywhere with
this nereid in order to find the i medi ate source of the kel pie sprouts. "You
will stay here until | have need of you," the drow comanded

"But my shawl ," the nereid pl eaded, her hands extended. "Gve it to nme, and
will do anything you ask!"

Liriel turned away and clinmbed the bluff, paying no heed to the nynph's
pi teous entreaties. Fyodor extended a hand to her and hel ped her up the | ast
few steep feet of the incline.

"I's such treatment truly a needed thing?" he asked her. The drow shrugged. She
untied the white silk fromher waist and stuffed it carelessly into her bag,



not caring that this action brought another wail of pain fromthe evil
creature below. But the | ook on Fyodor's face did trouble her. He was clearly
upset by Liriel's casual enslavenent of the nereid.

"Wul d you agree that the information provided by a nereid slave was a 'needed
thin~if | told you that you, in ignorance of this information, mght have
killed the wong man?"

Fyodor frowned. "Wat do you nmean?"
"What if Ibn did not kill Hrolf?"
"He attacked you. His death is earned thrice over."

"Al'l right, granted, but I do not believe he killed Holf or that he has any
part in Ruathym s troubles. The first two times Ibn attacked ne, | think he
was driven nostly by his hatred of elves and his superstitions about fenales
aboard ship. He didn't want to endanger the other sailors. But today he
attacked ne because he thought | was partly responsible for Hrolf's drowning,
because of mny involvenent with the sea elves. Did you see how surprised he

| ooked when | suggested that he drugged the men of Holgerstead with that

wr et ched mead? | was too angry to see this before,” Liriel admtted. "But if
this is true, it means

there is yet a traitor on Ruathym W nust find him--0r her-and not regret
the nmeans it takes to do so!"

Fyodor nodded sonberly as he took this in. He did not quite agree with the
drow s ruthless treatnment of the nereid, but he recognized the inportance of
uncovering the traitor. "Do you know who it is?"

"I think so," Liriel said shortly. "Did it not seem strange to you that Dagmar
appeared in Hol gerstead the very day of the attack? Wth a wagonl oad of
provisions for her "bride price,' no | ess?"

"Not really. This is the customof the land."

"But where could the nead have come from except Hrolf's warehouse? And who
el se had a key, besides his first mte and ne?"

"There m ght have been many. Hrolf was a man who trusted easily."

"True, but consider this: just before Dagmar |l eft for Hol gerstead, she went

al one to the warehouse to pick up a few things, apparently as paynent for the
poor sod who had to take her. Isn't it possible she added a keg or two of nead
to sweeten the deal ?"

"Possible," Fyodor admitted, "but it does not seemlikely. Even if the nead
were tainted, even if it cane along with Dagmar's bride price, who is to say
this was not an accident, but a deliberate act of treason? Dagmar's devotion
to her people is beyond question. Wiy else would she go to Hol gerstead as
second wife in Wedi gar's househol d?" Her friend s steadfast defense of the
Nort hworman was beginning to wear on Liriel's nerves. "Small loss, if she knew
the man woul d be dead | ong before she was required to bed him" she snapped.
"Not that it would be such a hardship. Wedigar is not entirely w thout appeal
as humans go."

The young man flinched; he could not help but take personally the drow s
dubi ous assessnment of human nen. "Hardship only in that she does not care for
him" Fyodor said stiffiy.



Liriel eyes narrowed and turned hard. "But she does care for you, is that what
you are sayi ng?"

"I amsaying that Dagmar's willingness to go to the bed of a nan she hardly
knows-be that Wedi gar or me-speaks well of her desire to do her duty to
Ruat hym " he

explained. "It is not the way of Northwonmen to take such things lightly. | do
not see how a woman with such devotion to duty could becone traitor."

H's words cut Liriellike shards of glass, for despite all her early adventures
with this or that drow playmate, she herself hardly took "such things"

lightly. Had Fyodor truly so little understandi ng of what she had gone through
bef ore she could accept himas a friend, nmuch |l ess a | over? Fyodor had
demanded nore of her than she had known was in her to give. To Liriel, a drow
of Menzoberranzan, the path that led to such intimcy had been one of

pai nful ly won insight, of enormous change and growmh. In light of all this,
for Fyodor to vaunt the Northwoman's reticence as virtue was past insult!

"As to Dagmar's motives, we shall know them soon enough," Liriel proclained
wrat hfully. "Perhaps you cannot | ook beyond a woman's pretty face, but by the
power of Lloth, | can!" The drow snatched up her obsidi an pendant and

brandi shed it purposefully.

A l ook of horror crossed Fyodor's face. "Do not," he adnmoni shed her. "Little
raven, have nothing nore to do with this goddess!"

An i nhuman rage rose in her like a dark, crackling flane. Liriel recognized in
it the touch of the Spider Queen, and too | ate she renenbered the crue

rituals required of the drow priestesses who served her. The jeal ous goddess
did not allow her clergy to formclose attachnents of any kind and was
particularly offended by the idea that a priestess night becone fond of a nere
male. Oten were the femal es of Menzoberranzan required to sacrifice their
mates, their lovers, and even their sons to appease the Queen of Spiders.

LI oth woul d not |ong countenance an alliance with a hunman nmale, especially if
that mal e presunmed to intrude upon Liriel's devotion and duties. Fyodor did
not realize how precarious was the path he trod. Until this nmoment, neither
had Liriel.

"Do not speak ill to me of Lloth," she warned him "I am pl edged as priestess
to her. This | did, in exchange for the Elfmaid s magi cal escape.”

Fyodor gasped and reached for her hands. "That was the doing of your goddess?
Liriel, it is no wonder you wept, knowi ng to what you had gi ven pl edge! Never
have | felt such despair in a place, or such evil!"

"Or such power," she added col dly.

"But at what price?" he persisted. "How can good come fromevil? | fear for
you, little raven, and for what you m ght becone. Already you have taken a
sl ave and accused a good worman of treachery.”

H s words held enough truth to sting her, and she snatched her hands away.
"Have a care how you speak to nme," she snarled. "Need | rem nd you that |
could command you to rip out the heart of that 'good woman' ?"

A stunned silence nmet Liriel's words.

For what seemed |like a very long tine, she and Fyodor nerely stood and stared



at each other. It was obvious the man was shocked by this outburst, but no
nmore so than Liriel herself. For the first tine ever, the young drow heard in
her own words the echo of her grandmother's mal evol ent voice. For a noment,
the ancient evil that was Matron Boerne had |ived and breathed and found a
horme in Lire's heart.

"I didn't nean it," she whispered.
Fyodor nodded, silently accepting her words. But Liriel knew by the sadness in
his eyes that he doubted the truth of them and he knew she doubted it, too.

| mpul sively she threw herself into her lover's arnms, wi shing to recover the

cl oseness they once knew. Fyodor held her lightly, but beneath her seeking
hands the nuscles of his shoul ders and chest and arns were tensed, forbidding.
He offered no response to her, and no wel cone. Liriel raised questioning eyes
to the young man's face.

"My lady, would you command this of ne, as well?" he asked in a tight voice

Stunned by this accusation, Liriel fell back fromthe unwilling enbrace.
Through the transparent w ndow of Fyodor's eyes, she read both his profound
pain and rigid pride, and suddenly she understood the depth of the bl ow that
she had dealt his honor. By the very suggestion that he might do evil at her
bequest, she had gone against his dearly held faith in her as wychlaran, and
in hinself as a berserker knight pledged to a worthy | ady. And noble and
sel fl ess though he might be, his own very personal pride was al so deeply
wounded. Most painful of all, Liriel saw that Fyodor had cone to fear, and to
regret, the link that had been forged between t hem

Wth a little cry, she tore herself fromhimand raced w | dl yanay.
This time, Fyodor did not follow

After a time alone to conpose herself, Liriel returned to Uf's cottage. She
went straight to the garden and to the wooden boxes where she'd seen the odd
seaweed Dagmar had tended. She wanted to see ifit matched the description
given her by the nereid. But there was nothing in the salty water but a few
somol ent cl ans.

G ven all that had happened, Liriel could not help but doubt her own nenory
and the concl usions she had drawn. She hadn't |ooked all that closely at the
sprout she'd nibbled, nor did she truly know whet her or not Dagmar had had
anything to do with the attack on Hol gerstead. Perhaps Fyodor was

ri ght-perhaps the power Liriel courted was changing her. Perhaps it was

al ready war pi ng her perspective and inflamng her desire for petty revenge.

Liriel resented Dagnar for her early condescension and for her attenpt to
seduce Fyodor. That al one woul d be enough to send many a drow into an
out-of-control fury. So many of her people were blinded by their singleni nded
lust for vengeance. She wondered if this was the taint left by the worship of
LI oth, the ash that remai ned upon the soul when the flame of power burned | ow

The young drow had al ways taken great pride in her independence of mind. She
had chosen and controll ed her own destiny to an extent uni magi ned by nost of
Menzoberranzan's drow. But it occurred to her now that in her quest to retain
her drow powers, she nmight well have |ost nuch of herself. \Were one began and
the other left off, she could no | onger say.

Finally, too heartsick and exhausted to ponder the matter nore, Liriel entered
Uf's cottage and clinbed the | adder into the Ioft. She plunged gratefully



into slunber and the oblivion it offered.

Mich |l ater that night, a soft, weighty pressure stole the drow s breath and
tore her fromslunber. Instinctively her fingers closed on the dagger that |ay
wi thin reach. She lunged upright, slashing out as she rose.

In a haze of lazily drifting duck feathers stood Dagmar, dressed in her
ni ght cl ot hes and hol ding half of a severed pillows lip in each hand. The wonan
and the drow stared at each other in stunned astoni shnent.

"You m ght have killed ne," whispered the Northwoman.

"That was the general idea," Liriel snarled. She rolled off the far side of
the bed, putting sone space between herself and the nmuch | arger human. "What
in the Nine Hells do you think you're doing, intruding upon nme like this? It
m ght be your fathers house, but it's my room And haven't you the sense not
to creep up on a sleeping drow?"

Dagmar shrugged. "I was downstairs, unable to sleep. | heard you call out as
if you were in danger."

"And so you rushed to ny aid arned with a pillow?" Liriel sneered. "This, from
a daughter of warriors!"

The girl's chin lifted. "When | entered the roomthe first time," she said
evenly, "I was relieved to find that you were threatened only by a bad dream
| saw that you did not have a pillow | brought you one, thinking it m ght
hel p you sleep better."

"You put it on ny face,"” Liriel pointed out.
"It fell fromny hand," Dagmar returned

Liriel stared at the girl for a long moment. All of her earlier suspicions

returned to her, for she had caught Dagmar in not one lie, but twod. Yet the
young Northwoman's face was set in strong, certain |ines, and there was no

hint of duplicity in her pale blue eyes.

The wench was good, Liriel acknow edged with a touch of perverse admiration
She hoped her own performance, as she accepted Dagnar's expl anati ons and sent
her on her way, was equal |y convincing.

Liriel waited until she heard the faint creaking of the roping that supported
Dagnmar's mattress. She eased on her elven boots and cl oaked herself in her
piwafwi . Silent and invisible, she crept down the |adder into the main room of
the cottage, then wiggled out an open w ndow into the night.

The drow nade her way swiftly to the barracks where Fyodor slept. She found
his room and shook hi m awake. Acting on sudden inpulse, Liriel craw ed under

t he bl ankets and nestled into Fyodor's arns. She poured out her
story-beginning with her own self-doubts and fearful msgivings. Wth
unfam | iar candor she adnitted her fears about the dangers that her reluctant
priestesshood held for her, and also for him Fyodor held her as she spoke,
and she felt in his physical strength a synbol of the steadfast honor that was
like alifeline to her. She spoke of this, too. Never had the proud and
solitary drow poured forth her heart so conpletely. In its own way, it was a
sharing equal to that they had known at the foot ofYggsdrasil's Child.

At length she described the scene that had transpired in her bedchanber, and
once again she laid out her accusations. This time Fyodor listened with a nore



receptive mnd, but he was still slow to accept.

"I't m ght have been as Dagmar said," he ventured. "perhaps she did not nean to
do you harm perhaps the pillow did slip fromher hands."

"She was still holding it after | sliced it in half,"” Liriel pointed out. "But
even if she'd caught it as it fell, there is a nore basic question: why did
she cone into ny roomin the first place?"

"Perhaps you did call out in your sleep.”

" '"There are those who think, and those who dream' " Liriel quoted softly.
"You are forgetting sonething, something that Dagmar coul d not possibly know
drow do not dream"

Fyodor was silent as he sorted through all that she had said. "Do what you
must to unveil the traitor," he said sonberly. "I will help you where | can
and try not to question your nethods overnmnuch."

Chapter 22

Deeper

In the dark hours before nmorning, the shaman's daughter crept down to the
shore and dragged her small boat off the beach. The familiar signal had been
left the night before, the strange pattem of pebbles and shells indicating
that once again Dagmar was required to meet with one of the creatures who held
captive that which was dearest to her heart.

She hadn't rowed far beyond the cove when a pair of slender, webbed hands
seized the rimof her boat. Dagmar barely had tinme to draw in a startled gasp
before the creature | eaped in and seated hinself across fromher. The little
boat rocked wildly as Dagmar stared at one of the sea elves her nets had
recently ensnared. She recovered her wits quickly and dove for the fishing
knife at her feet-a thin blade |onger than her forearm

But the el fwas faster still. He seized her wist with one webbed hand and
hurl ed her back onto her seat. "I like this no better than you do," he said
with cold disdain. "But there is news from Ascarle. Listen well, so | need not

| ook at you any longer than | nust."
"At our last neeting, you prom sed vengeance agai nst ne for ensnaring you!"

"If I acted only to please nyself, | would have slain you that day and
relished the deed,” the sea elf responded. "But the powers of Ascarle w sh

ot herwi se. You do your job well enough, and the failure of the raid at

Hol gerstead is not laid upon you. In other matters, however, you have been too
diligent. Leave off the kelpies; there are far too many in these waters. |
nmysel f dodged one--and the human she was in the process of drowning--0Only to
be caught by another a few | engths away."

The col or drained from Dagmar's face. "W were so close!" she whispered. "The
day we caught you, if only we'd cast our nets farther out to sea, Hrol fm ght
yet be alive!™ "Alittle late for regrets,” the elf taunted her. He reached
into a seal skin bag and drew forth a small, folded object. "A token from your
m stress. Plans have changed; you are not to destroy the drow and deliver her



body to the sea. But the new shapeshifter still lives, and your nistress finds
this nost displeasing."”

Dagnar stared at the grisly object in the elf's hand: a bl oodstai ned | ock of
pal e yell ow hair, proof that her twi nborn sister still lived.

Al t hough all of Ruathym thought y graine had been lost in a sudden spring
squall, the truth of the matter was that the two sisters had been wayl ai d by
Luskan pirates. The cruel N orthnen had cast lots over the girls; y graine was
chosen as hostage and Dagmar as spy. There was little chance their warrior

ki ndred might rescue the girl, for y graine was held captive in a place far
beyond the reach of men. Nor was there the possibility that Ygraine, although
in captivity, might find her way to an honorabl e death. Dagmar had been shown
a tapestry that held the tornented spirits of slain elves, so she m ght know
what Ygraine's fate would be should she fail to foll ow orders.

Dagmar's gaze fell on the knife still clenched in one fist, the knife that had
sent her betrothed husband- Thorfinn, the future First Axe of Ruathymto his

i gnobl e death, the knife that woul d have slain Fyodor of Rashemen and

Hol ger st ead, had he yielded to her that night. There were tinmes when any nan,
even the greatest of warriors, was vulnerable to the quick thrust of a knife,
a tinme when caressing fingers could count to the spot between the third and
fourth rib, force the blade in, and pull the knife down. This and nore she was
willing to do, to end Y graine's captivity;

She turned her eyes upon the sea elf seated across from her. Unlike nost of her
peopl e, she understood that the sea folk bore no special enmty against her
peopl e. She had been astonished to learn that this one was part of the plot
agai nst Ruathym and that he was willing to inplicate the elves in the
island's woes. More, he was willing to work with her to this end, even after
she had unwittingly attacked hin

"I know why | rmust betray ny people,"” she said softly. "But what of you?"

The mal e responded with a smle of pure mal evol ence. "Like nost of your Kkind,
you are easily deceived by appearances. | amno nore elf than you are!"

Wth these cryptic words, the apparent sea elf dove into the water and

di sappeared. Dagmar sat silent for a long tine and then rowed back toward the
shore. Her novenments were slow, weighted down by the know edge that nany of
her people would soon be dead. At |east their deaths would be won in honorable
battle, their place in the Northman afterlife assured.

For herself, Dagmar no |onger held such hopes. Her soul was in the hands of
her tornmenters, just as surely as those of the unfortunate sea elves in

di stant Ascarle, who were | ocked for eternity in a prison nade of wool and
silk. But this no longer nattered to her. Al that Dagmar val ued was held
captive, and she would do whatever it took to clai mback what was hers.

Unknown to either Dagmar or Sittl, there were two witnesses to the secret
nmeeting. Liriel and Fyodor sat silently nearby; their borrowed rowboat cl oaked
in a ghost-ship spell that the drow had | earned during her days in Ruathyms
library.

"Convi nced?" she demanded.

Fyodor nodded sonberly. "You were right about all. W nust go to Aumark with
this news at once.”

But to his surprise, the drow shook her head. "Not yet. W know Dagmar is



playing the traitor, but at whose behest? Luskan, alnost certainly, but I have
| ong suspected the city does not act alone. There is another layer to this
conspiracy; we nust go deeper before we know the true scope of the danger
facing Ruathym | rmust know about this Ascarle that the sea elf--0r rather

the mal enti-nentioned. "

As she spoke, Liriel remenbered words that the nereid had said: the kel pie
sprouts were grown in a wondrous place far bel ow the sea. Perhaps it was tine
to take the nereid up on her offer.

"Judgi ng fromwhat | have read," Liriel began, "the warriors of Luskan do not
care much for magic. It seens likely to me that all the creatures of the

el emental plane of water are conmanded fromthis Ascarle--including the
nereids. | will conpel ny slave to take ne there. 1'l1 scout their forces, do
what | can to uncover their plans, and bring back enough proof to force that

i diot Aumark to pay heed! But | nust go alone.”

Fyodor did not like any of this, and he and the drow held | ong and heat ed
di scussion on the matter. Finally Liriel rem nded himthat he, |ike Wedigar
nmust bide his tinme and accept risks for the greater good--even when they
contradicted his own sense of honor and duty.

"I like it not when you quote nmy own words back at me," Fyodor grunbl ed.
The drow tossed hima wi cked grin, and they rowed in silence toward the shore
of Inthar.

The nereid responded to Liriel's questions with great glee. Ascarle, the
creature claimed, was a subterranean city full of ancient treasures and
wondr ous magi c. When Liriel asked about sea elves, the nereid nodded eagerly.
"Yes, there are many there, a hundred, perhaps nore. The arm es of Ascarle
capture them as sl aves."

Liriel wondered briefly how Xzorsh would respond to this news-and the
know edge that his "friend" had a part init. "Let's assume | want to go to
Ascarle," the drow said. "How would you take me there?"

"You cannot go directly. There is a portal but no nortal may pass. My powers
allow me to take you to my home plane, and fromthere to Ascarle."

Sonething in the nereid s words struck the drow as faniliar. They were very
i ke words spoken not |ong ago, by a voice from beyond the grave. Liriel's

eyes darted to the tower that | oonmed over the cliffs of Inthar, and her

t houghts returned to the strange encounter with the banshee who guarded it.

After giving instructions to the nereid that she was to remain silent and out
of sight once they reached Ascarl eor suffer damage to her soul-shaw -Liriel
agreed to take the voyage. First, however, she encl oaked herself in her
piwafwi . There was no telling what she might encounter in the undersea
stronghold. It did not escape Liriel's notice that the sly nereid seened a
little too eager to take her there.

Liriel had travel ed through magi cal portals many tines, but none were quite
like this. The nonment the nereid took her hand, they were shot through a
tunnel of effervescent energy. For a brief, exhilarating noment, Liriel felt
as if she were inside a bottle of sparkling wine that had been shaken, then
suddenl y uncor ked.

She emerged, wet and tingling fromhead to toe, in a marble pool. Col orful
fish swam anong the water flowers, and a delicate fountain played softly in



one corner. The drow | ooked deep into the water. There, barely visible, was
the face of the nereid. She gave a sharp tug on the soulshawl's fringe by way
of rem nder, and the nynph di sappeared from sight at once.

The drow adj usted her piwafwi and clinbed over the |l ow narble wall and
surveyed the room beyond-a vast, gl eam ng chanber with a vaulted ceiling. The
wal s and floor were of inlaid marble, and several pools and fountains sang in
a nel odic nmurmur. Domi nating the roomwas a raised platformupon which sat a
massi ve throne of pale purple crystal. The thing brought to mnd an i nage of
the Baenre throne. The matron of the First House of Menzoberranzan sat on an
intricately carved wonder of black stone, within which withed the spirits of
Baenre victinms. Liriel hoped that whatever creature ruled this place was |ess
venal than her dear aunt Triel, the current Matron Mt her

Liriel cast a quick spell to dry herself, for invisibility would be of linited
value if she left behind a trail of wet prints. As silent as a shadow, she
wander ed through the roons of the vast palace. The entire building was
constructed of marble and crystal, decorated with ancient, pricel ess statues
and urns filled with exotic plants. Beyond the palace lay an entire city, the
bui | di ngs connected by airfilled wal kways and tended by vacant-eyed sl aves.

Wth every step, Liriel grew nore certain that in this undersea city |ived
Ruat hyml s true eneny. \Woever rul ed here possessed too rmuch weal th and power
for it to be otherwise. No such beings could content thenselves in Luskan's
shadow. On swift and silent feet she wal ked t hrough the magic-filled
greenhouse where the kel pie sprouts were grown, through storehouses filled
with supplies, through arnories well stocked with weapons. At |ast she nmade
her way toward the hunbl er buil dings, assum ng these would house the city's
soldiers, as well as the slaves of which the nereid spoke.

Liriel was well acquainted with slavery. It was a fact of life in
Menzoberranzan. Sl aves were the source of nost of the drow s battle fodder and
supplied nearly all the city's nenial labor. In her first nmeeting with Fyodor
she'd | earned Rashem did not enslave each other. He clearly abhorred the very
mention of slavery, but she herself had never given nmuch thought to the
matter. Sone people were drow, some were hunmans, sone were ogres, and sone
were slaves. It was that sinple. But never had Liriel considered the slaves

t hensel ves, rather than the useful functions they performed. Here, surrounded
by hundreds of listless, nearly lifeless beings, she could do nothing el se.

As the drow wal ked t hrough the cranped and crowded quarters, she noted that

all the slaves-sea elves, humans, even sone of the merrow that apparently
guarded themwere held in tight control. Some sat |ike animted corpses, wth
sl ack faces and vacant eyes, noving only upon the conmand of one of their
sea-ogre guardi ans. Others, whose spirits had apparently been broken, were
shackl ed only by the deep hopel essness that enptied their eyes and bowed their
shoul ders. There were, however, a few who still resisted the powers that rul ed
Ascarl e.

Liriel watched as a pair of merrow dragged a struggling sea-elf fermal e down a

hall. She followed theminto a long corridor lined with cages. Into one of
these the merrow tossed the elf, inform ng her that she would be fetched again
when her skills were needed. The drow crept down the hall, taking stock of

these hearty prisoners. These were the strongest, those who night be persuaded
to turn against their captors when the tine cane. Suddenly Liriel stopped
bef ore one cell, stunned and enli ghtened.

The young woman pacing the tiny cell was the mirror image of Dagmar: the sane
strong, beautiful face, the distinctive pale gold hair. Liriel understood at
| ast why the Ruat hen worman had turned traitor



Twin births were not common anong the drow, but they did occur fromtinme to
time. The link between elven twins was incredibly strong, often enabling one
sibling to sense the other's thoughts and to feel the other's pain. And the
rivalry between drow twi ns was ruthless enough to inspire the nost anbitious
priestess in Menzoberranzan. Rarely did both siblings live to adulthood. Those
who did usually pitted thensel ves agai nst each other in an endl ess, equally
mat ched struggle. These niniature wars coul d beconme so destructive that nany
drow deci ded to avoid the bother by destroying such children at birth. As she
gazed at Dagnmar's twin, however, Liriel wondered how strong that bond m ght be
in cultures such as Ruathym where all children were cheri shed, where clan and
ki ndred were val ued above all other things.

Abruptly the drow turned and strode back to the pal ace. She had not yet
encountered the | eader of this place. This she nust do, before she could know
the true strength of Ascarle.

Liriel made her way back to the council chanber. Beyond it was a suite of
roonms. Judgi ng by their opul ence, she guessed they bel onged to the shadowy
"m stress" of whomthe malenti had spoken

One of these chanbers was filled with dozens of scryi ng devices: small pool s,
scrying bow s, crystal globes, enspelled gems. The very air crackled with
magi ¢, and the drow hurried through to the room beyond. Here she stopped, nore
stunned by the sight before her than she had been by the di scovery of Dagnmar's
captured twin. Stretched out on a large loomwas a nearly finished tapestry
depicting a coastal village--as one of the creatures of the Abyss night |eave
it after a few days' dalliance. Dead human warriors lay in noldering piles;
sea elves were staked out beneath a blazing sun. Familiar sea ~ elves. Liriel
knew t hose faces, even if she had seen themonly in death.

The drow grasped her holy synbol and whi spered the words to the spell that had
once sought the spirits of the sea elves. There was no m sty gray anteroom
this time, for Liriel had not far to go. She touched her fingers to the woven
i mge of the elf, felt the mngled despair and hope as the captured spirit
responded to her presence.

Liriel snatched her hand away and stared with dismay at the tapestry. Such a
thing took powerful magic; this was the work of a mighty and mal evol ent bei ng.

Her own words rang in her ears-her inpetuous promse to free the captured
spirits. If she tried to do so, if she tanpered with the tapestry in any way,
she woul d surely alert the powers of Ascarle to her presence.

Wel cone, Liriel of House Baenre.

The words sounded in Liriel's mind as clearly if they had been engraved there
by the finger of Lloth. The drow spun, and her anber eyes w dened.

An illithid, one of the nobst powerful and nost feared creatures of the
Underdark, glided silently toward her. Liriel did not need to ask how the
thi ng had sensed her presence. An illithid could read thoughts as easily as a

drow s eyes coul d perceive heat patterns.

| am Vestress, Regent Ruler of Ascarle. Your presence here has | ong been
desired.

Liriel flung back her cloak and faced down the powerful creature. "How do you
know of me?"



W have need of a w zard, one who possesses considerabl e command over magic
portals. You have proven yourself to be just such a one, the illithid
continued. It is no small thing, to nove an entire ship!

"That was not nmy doing, but Lloth's," Liriel said bluntly. She saw no reason
to prevaricate; the illithid wuld take the thought from her mind, regardless.

Is it so? You are indeed a priestess of the Spider Queen? A hint of
anusemnent - and specul ation--entered the creature's oddly fem nine voice. This
situation may prove even nore diverting than we had hoped.

"What do you want from ne?" the drow denanded, although she was beginning to
suspect what the illithid had in mnd

Vestress outlined the plan in detail. As Liriellistened, she kept her m nd
careful ly blank, calling upon the discipline and concentration she had | earned
in three decades of magic studies to focus her thoughts entirely upon the
illithid s instructions. A nmonent of doubt, a single stray thread of
counterstrategy, and all would be |ost.

Finally the drow nodded. "I will do as you say. The banshee wi ||l be defeated,
the portal opened for the arnmies of Ascarle.”

And in return, we offer you the power you crave, the illithid said slyly. Al
the magi cal treasures of Ascarle will be open to you: the spells and artifacts
of a mghty elven people, wonders that formthe stuff of |egends. This
tapestry, which

has so taken your fancy, will be yours to do with as you like. And there is
one other reward you m ght consider: a conquered Ruathym must be admi ni stered
so that the Kraken Society is well served. W agree with your assessnent of
the human males who rule this island. Order your human champion to do away
with the other battle chieftains and establish hinself as |eader. He will nake
a nost useful puppet--and you will possess a kingdomto rival that of the

mat rons who forced you fromthe Underdark, as well as more wi zardly might than
the father who betrayed you. In time, you could anass power enough to take
your revenge and reclai myour place Below. Al of this, we offer you.

"I will think onit,"” Liriel said in a stunned whi sper. She turned and fled
t he chamber, before the too-perceptive illithid could steal nore of her
t hought s.

No | onger concerned with keeping silent, the drow sped to the council chanber
and plunged into the pool. She called the nereid to her and took refuge in the
ef fervescent tunnel that would take her far away fromthis place.

In nonents, Liriel sat alone on the rocky shore near Inthar, hundreds of niles
fromthe wonders and horrors of Ascarle. Yet she could not escape thoughts of
the tenptations that the canny illithid had laid out before her, tenptations
made all the nore poignant for being torn fromthe fabric of her own unspoken
desires.

Early the next norning, Liriel found Dagmar by the cove, working with several
others to nmend a torn net. She pulled the young wonan away fromthe ot her
fisherfol k. As they wal ked al ong the deserted shore, Liriel told her what she
and Fyodor had witnessed, and what she herself had | earned in Ascarle.

"You have seen Ygraine. Then you understand why | have done these things,"
Dagnmar whi spered. "Even so, | will surely be slain for my treachery. And
woul d wel cone the blade, even if w elded by your hand!"



"Don't tenpt me," Liriel said coldly. "Believe ne, | have to keep rem nding
nmysel f that you're of nore use to ne alive than dead. You're going to go to
Aumark and tell himall you know of the coming battle."

Dagnmar hesitated, her blue eyes frantic. Liriel thought she knew why.
"Your sister is dead," she said bluntly.

It was a lie, and a cruel one at that, but Liriel was desperate to free Dagmar
fromher loyalty to her captured twin. The stunned expression on the

Nort hworman' s face assured Liriel she had hit the mark. It did not, however,
prepare the drow for what happened next.

Dagmar threw back her head and let out a peal of wild |aughter. The veil of
pretense dropped from her beautiful face, and Liriel stared up into blue eyes
burning with fierce Joy.

"So at last | amto cone into nmy own!" the young woman exul ted. "Now that
Ygraine is dead, | will be the one to bring the hanfarrigen magi c back to
Ruat hym "

As the initial shock of this announcenment faded, the drow nodded slowy. There
was a certain macabre logic in Dagmar's words, for she was obviously astute
enough to realize that Y graine would never have returned to Ruathym alive.
The traitorous Northwonan had been hel d hostage by her sister's captors--not
by the threat of her sister's death, but by Ygraine's continued survival! To a
drow of Menzoberranzan, this made perfect sense. There were sone things,
however, that Liriel did not yet understand.

"Ygrai ne woul d have di ed sooner or later,"
not have waited for your inheritance?"

the drow stated coldly. "You could

Dagmar shrugged. "If | knew for certain that the dutiful fool would soon serve
mead in the halls of Tempus, | would have been content to wait upon the

pl easure of her captors. But | was shown a tapestry, a mmgical thing that can
hold the spirits of the slain for all tinme. If |I did not do as they bade ne,
Ygraine's spirit would have been trapped anong the threads. Perhaps that woul d
have been sufficient to pass her |legacy on to nme, perhaps not. It was not a
chance | was willing to take."

"Many Ruat hen have died," Liriel spat out. "Is your sister's death worth that
much to you? What do you stand to gain fromthis, besides a passel of
shapechangi ng brats?" Dagmar turned a strange smile upon the drow "That is
how nmy people think; |I would have expected differently fromyou. To the people
of Ruathym a woman's worth is neasured by the rank of her husband and the
sons she bears him | would be known for nyself!"

Liriel stared at the Northwoman, rendered nomentarilY speechl ess by the naked
anbition witten on Dagnar's face-an anbition that fully matched her own. The
drow had the uncanny sensation that she was gazing into a pale mrror

"\What power were you prom sed?" she asked softly. "After the conquest of
Ruat hym soneone nust rule," the young woman said bluntly. "Mst of the

warriors will be slain, the wonen hunmiliated, the pride of all the people
brought | ow. The Ruathen will accept sonmeone who provides a nmeasure of hope,
who can restore to themtheir sense of honor. Wo better than she who revived
t he ancient hanfariggen magic? And | will do it, not a son that some warrior

begot upon ny body!"



"If that is so, what did you want with Fyodor?" Liriel demanded, for Dagmar's
attenpted seduction of her friend still rankled deeply with her

Again, the strange, cold smle. "Had he lain with nme, he woul d have been dead
that very night, and the conquest of Ruathym woul d have been so rnuch the
easier."”

Liriel nodded. It all nade perfect sense. |Indeed, the m xture of tw sted
intrigue and icy calculation was all too fanmliar to her. Famliar, too, was
the desire for power, a desire so strong that any method of achieving the

| ongedf or goal was deenmed acceptable. There was an odd |rinship between Dagnar
and herself that Liriel could not ignore. "Wiy do you tell me this?" she
demanded. Even to her own ears, her words rang with desperate denial

Dagmar | au~ghed softly, knowi ngly. "lIs there anyone alive who does not wish to
be understood? | tell you because on all this island you al one can understand
the things | desire, and the things | have done to get them" Th~e drow
received this explanation in silence. As much as she wished to refute the
dammi ng words, she found she could not.

"Besi des, who can you tell?" Dagmar continued, her voice ringing with
anusenment as she pulled her long fish knife fromher belt. "Even if you were
to live out this day, to whomwould you take this tale? Fyodor?" she asked
nocki ngly, and sonmething in her tone froze Liriel in place,

her black fingers tightly gripping the hilt of her dagger. "I'He had his
doubt s about me, of course, but he put them aside easily enough,"” Dagmar said
in an arch voice. "You nust have been denying the poor man, to send himto ne
in such a state! | was only too happy to confort him After all, he was a fine
figure of a man."

The wonman's cruel enphasis was not lost on Liriel, and the warnth drai ned from
the drow s face. "I'He is dead," she nmurnured tonelessly. Gief would cone
later; she felt nunmbed to the soul

"I" A pleasure deferred," Dagmar nmocked. "I'And now that he is gone, no Ruathen
warrior willlisten to any word you speak agai nst nel"
"I"But they will listen to me," proclained a deep voi ce behind them

The two fermales whirled, identical expressions of consternation on their
faces. So deep in conversation were they that neither had noted the approach
of the red-bearded sailor. Ibn stood a few paces away, his massive arns fol ded
across his chest and angry little puffs of snoke bursting fromhis pipe.

But Ibn, Iike nost nen of Ruathym had not reckoned with a worman |i ke Dagnar.
She darted at him her long knife | eaping toward his heart.

Liriel seized one of the wonan's flying braids, dug in her heels, and held on
Dagmar' s head snapped back as her attack on Ibn came to an abrupt and
unexpected halt. Before the woman's startled curse left her lips, Liriel

pi voted on one heel and lifted the other foot in a high, hard kick. Her booted
foot connected with Dagmar's ki dney, and the woman |let out a how of pure
angui sh.

The drow ki cked out again, this time at the back of Dagmar's |egs; the

Nort hworman' s knees buckl ed and she went down. In three quick steps Liriel
circled around to face her foe. On her knees, the nuch taller Dagmar was not
far below the drow s eye level, and Liriel held her pain-glazed stare for a

| ong nonent. Then she balled up her fist and drove it into the woman's tenple.



Dagnmar swayed but did not go downin no small part because Liriel still held
her grip on the wonman's braid. Hol ding the Northwoman upright by her own hair,
the drow coldly dealt another blow, and then a third. At |ast Dagnar's eyes
rolled up in her head.

It took all of Liriel's self-control to refrain frombeating the beautiful
face into a bl oody mask. She flung the unconsci ous woman to the ground and
turned to face Ibn, ready to fight yet another battle if need be.

But Ibn nerely nodded and calmy took the pipe fromhis nouth. "You should
have killed her," he observed.

"I wanted to," Liriel said with fierce candor. "Fyodor would die anew were he
to hear me say this, but that felt pretty dammed good!"

"Can see how it would," Ibn agreed, scowling at the woman spraw ed sensel ess
at his feet. "The elf-loving bitch had it comng to her."

Liriel fell back a step. "I'Pve m ssed sonething, haven't |?" she inquired,
not at all certain whether Ibn was to be counted a foe or an ally.

"No |l ess than | have," he admtted grudgingly. "I'Mght be that it's tine to
settle the scores between us and |ay things out plainlike."

The drow responded with a cautious nod.
"To ny way o' thinking," Ibn began, "Ruathym s troubles cane out o' the sea.
had nmy eye on them sea elves, and you for taking up with "em Tried to warn
Hrol f, but would he listen? So Pve been watching for since the day we cane
ashore. 'Twas no surprise when the fisherfolk netted those two. But then | saw
one of them again, and Dagmar with him Pve been follow ng the wench ever
since--foll owed her up to Hol gerstead, though |I didn't do much good for the
folk there."

"So that's why you went to Hol gerstead,” Liriel mused. "Pm surprised you
didn't suspect she mght poison the nead."

I bn huffed and |l evel ed an angry glare at the drow. "Don't be starting down
that path again!" H's expression softened sonewhat. "She was |ying about your
friend. The young First Axe was alive and well when |I left the village." Joy
filled Liriel's heart, and a smile like instant sunshine burst onto her face.
| mpul sively she threw her arnms around the man in a quick, fierce hug. Before
he recovered fromthe shock of it, she spun away into an ecstatic little
dance.

"Here, now," lbn protested. "There's no call for that. I don't l|like elves now
any nore than ever | did. And stop whirling around like a cider-drunk bee when
there's work to be done!"

Toget her they sought out Fyodor, for only a warrior could call a Thing. Wen
the village had gathered, Ibn told the council of the neeting he had w tnessed
bet ween Dagmar and the | ong-haired sea elf, and of the dami ng words he had
heard her speak to the drow. At Fyodor's insistence, they allowed Liriel to
speak. She told themof the three warships that had attacked the El fmaid, and
showed themthe ring that had been taken fromthe severed hand of the

| eader-the ring that nmarked himas one of the five H gh Captains of Luskan
Aumar k exanined the ring and pronounced it genuine, and even admitted that he
recogni zed the man fromthe drow s description: Rethnor, an anbitious,

bl ack- bearded gi ant of a man who held even | ess love for Ruathymthan nost of
his fell ows.



After a noment's stunned silence, the nen began to plan for the conming attack
Liriel was content to listen, for the Ruathen were no strangers to war, and
the battle chieftains' strategy was sufficient to neet the tlreat from Luskan
To the proud Northmen, Luskan was the true eneny, and the strange sea
creatures nerely tools. Defeat the Luskan ships in sea battle, they believed,
and all else would fall into place.

Liriel knew differently, for she herself had pledged to open the door that
woul d all ow the powers of Ascarle to invade the island-and that woul d enable
her to free the slaves held captive in the underground stronghol d. She could
not seek Fyodor's help, for she dared not expose hinD to the power she would
have to channel before the portal could be opened.

And so the drow |l eft the warriors to their plans and made her way down to the
cove. Again she called for Xzorsh. Wen the sea elf came to her summons, she
descri bed the subnerged city and the forces she had seen within.

"I"So Ascarle truly exists, and the nerrow are based there," the ranger
murmured. "You are right; this danger must be elimnated. | wll gather as
many sea-elven warriors as | can nuster-along with sone triton volunteers, if
such can be persuaded-and advance on the Purple Rocks at once!"

"At least, that's the word you'll send through the Relay," Liriel agreed. "Let
the forces of Ascarle prepare for an assault fromthe sea beyond their city
wal I's. Secretly, you will gather your forces by the shores of Inthar and await
my word. | will send you through the portal into the city itsel £ But take
care: ifword of this gets to Sittl, all is lost." Xzorsh still |ooked
doubtful. "I1'Perhaps you m sunderstood what he said to the Northwonan."

The drow hissed in exasperation. "I'If you refuse to listen to reason, perhaps
you'll respond to a deal: keep the plan secret, and | will see that you get
your magical training!" Joy flared briefly in the sea elf's eyes; then a
rueful smile crossed his face. "All ny life | have waited to hear such words.
Even so, | would give up this chance gladly to see you proved wong. Sittl is
a friend, and his trust is worth nore to me than magic."

Liriel turned away, stung by the elf's wistful words and his willingness to
give up his dreamrather than betray the values he held dear. Despite all that
had happened to the drow and to those she | oved, she knew that she herself
woul d not do |ikew se

"I"do as | say, and prepare for your battle," she snarled, and as she wal ked
away she added in a whisper too soft for the elf to hear, "and | eave ne to
m ne. "

Before facing her deadly foe--and her even nore dangerous ally-Liriel had one
task to conplete. She had stopped wearing the Wndwal ker amul et after the

ni ght she and Fyodor had spent at the foot ofYggsdrasil's Child, for the
artifact's task had been conpleted even if the quest had not been fully
realized. Her only ornanent these days was the nedallion that proclained her
priestess of Lloth. Even the pendant that Fyodor had given her, the
anber - encased spider, she had tucked away, for she did not wish to tenpt the
j eal ous goddess with even so small a conpetition

But now she made her way to Uf's cottage to once agai n enchant the amul et
with stored magi c. She adnmoni shed the shaman's famly to | eave her to her
privacy, but this was hardly a needed precaution. News of Dagnar's treachery
and the girl's subsequent inprisonnent had bowed all of U f's househol d under
a heavy wei ght of shame, grief, and helpless frustration. Even Sanja's



scol ding tongue was stilled as she struggled to accept that y graine--the
daught er nost favored and | ong presuned dead-lived in horrible captivity, and
that the qui et and bi ddabl e Dagmar coul d harbor such deadly anbitions.

Alone in the silence of the Ioft, Liriel took the Wndwal ker fromits hiding
pl ace and opened the book of rune lore to a spell she had used previously to
capture the magic of the Underdark in the amulet. Hours passed as she studied
anew the difficult spell, adding to it the changes that would store, if
temporarily, a very different type of magic. Wien at last all was ready,

Liriel removed the tiny chisel fromthe sheath. As she chanted the words of
the spell, she carefully poured a drop of Fyodor's jhuild-the firew ne used in
the rituals that brought the battle frenzy upon Rashenen's berserkers-into the
sheat h.

Once before she had considered this spell. In an attenpt to save Fyodor from a
killing frenzy, Liriel had been willing to enpty the W ndwal ker of her
Underdark magic so his berserker wath m ght be contained within. But she and
Fyodor had fallen under attack before she could cast the spell. \Wen he'd
recovered fromhis battle wounds and | earned what she had nearly done, he'd
exacted a prom se from her that she would never sacrifice her drow powers for
him And there the matter had remnai ned.

Until now Liriel's quest for power had been answered at the foot ofY
ggsdrasil's Child, and she no | onger needed the Wndwal ker to hold her innate
drow magic. It was hers to command for as long as she might live. But she
dared not carry the power of Fyodor's berserker magic with her to her next
battle, for fear it might be wested fromher hands. The spellcasting and the
ritual took nost of the night, but at last Liriel held the enchanted

W ndwal ker in her hands, taking confort fromthe captured power thrunm ng

t hrough the ancient gold. She tucked the amulet back into its hiding

pl ace--she could not give it to Fyodor just yet, for fear of alerting himto
her purpose--and then she crept silently fromthe sl eeping cottage.

The drow nade her way al ong the shore and then clinbed the steep bluff that
led to the ruins of Inthar. The ancient keep | ooned overhead, secret and
forbidding. As Liriel wal ked through the ruins, she nurnmured the words of a
clerical prayer, one of the nost powerful and deadly spells in a priestess's
arsenal . It was a prayer seldomgranted, for few were the drow who were

power ful enough to withstand it. It was a portal of a different sort, one that
opened the priestess to the pure power of LIoth.

It was the offer of her body and nmind as avatar to the Queen of Chaos.

This was a desperate neasure, but Liriel saw no other choice. She had faced
t he banshee before, and she understood that only two things could defeat its

restless spirit: a magic that could dispel evil, or an evil power greater than
that of the undead drow. As a priestess oflLloth, she did not dare to dispe
evil; all that was left for her to do was to channel it.

And so the young drow sank ever deeper into the source of her darkest power.
The Spi der Queen | ooked kindly upon the prayer of her young priestess, for it
pl eased the goddess to reclaimthe spirit of the ancient drow who had, in
banshee form eluded fate for many centuries. Through Liriel, Lloth would
wrest the banshee fromthe portal and spirit it away to its | ong overdue
reward in the Abyss, and the portal would be at |ast be open

Yet as the dark power of Lloth gathered and welled up within her, Liriel knew
not triunph, but a deep and profound sense of | oss.



Chapter 23

The powers of darkness

For al nbost two days Fyodor watched over Liriel as she lay in a deathlike
slunber. He did not know what had befallen the drow but suspected she'd been
overcome by the banshee they'd encountered before. He'd searched for hours,
finally finding the print of Liriel's elven boots on the shore near Inthar and
tracking her to the tower where the banshee held sway. He'd found the young
drow i nside, draped linply, like a discarded garnment, over the wall of the
fountain, and carried her back to Uf's cottage. But what had pronpted the
drow to cone alone to this fell place, Fyodor could not say.

He had left her side seldom despite the urging of the shaman and the scol di ng
of the man's formi dable wife. Yes, there were other matters demandi ng t he
attention of Holgerstead's First Axe, but the young warrior knew where lay his
first loyalty. He was pledged to protect the drow wychl aran; he was bound to
her with a web woven from the conbi ned magi cs of the Underdark and Rashenen.
But underlying that was somet hing deeper still. And so the joy that fl ooded
his heart when at last Liriel stirred and woke was not, flrst and forenost,
that of a knight for his sworn lady. The drow s lips formed a request; Fyodor
reached for a cup of water and held her head while she drank. She struggled
visibly to shake off the deadly lethargy, like a butterfly breaking free of an
ent angl i ng cocoon. But her eyes, as she focused on her friend s concerned
face, were clear and set with purpose.

"How | ong have | sl ept? Wen is noondark?"

Fyodor blinked, astoni shed anew by the drow s resilience. "I'Tonorrow ni ght,"
he said absently. "I'Little raven, what happened to you?"

The drow brushed aside his questions and pulled herself to a sitting position
"The preparations for battle?"

"I"All is well. The ships are armed, the men ready." "I' Good. The attack will
cone tonorrow, probably at dusk. | cannot be with you, so you nust take this."

Liriel took the Wndwal ker from beneath her mattress and pressed it into his
hand. "I'Before . . . before you found me, | enspelled the amulet to hold
power over your battle rages. Wear this, and command yourself."

"I And you?" he asked, his eyes searching hers.

"I'"l am needed el sewhere," she said softly. "Take ne back to Inthar, that I
m ght summon the nereid again." Understanding and dread canme to Fyodor in a
qui ck, sweeping wave. "You cannot return to Ascarle after all you have

endured! You are not ready!"

"You have no idea what | have endured, and for that you may thank the gods,"

she said with uncharacteristic fervor. "I'As to being ready or not, | doubt
the battle will wait for ne or any other. If you will not help nme to Inthar
"Il go alone." And so the pledged warrior called for food to be brought, and

water for washing. He waited until Liriel had readi ed herself; then he
supported her steps until she gained the strength to wal k al one.

There were few horses on Ruathym but as First Axe of Hol gerstead, Fyodor
could claimany animal in the village stables. He chose two swift nounts, and



t he conpani ons made their way with all possible haste to Inthar.

When they neared the ruins, Liriel disnounted and wal ked al one to the very
edge of the steep cliff. A strong wind blewin fromthe sea, whipping her
white hair and her glittering cl oak behind her as she cupped her hands to her
mout h and sent a long, high cry ringing out over the waves. Then she caught at
the flying folds of her cape and wrapped themtightly around her. The drow
turned back to Fyodor, and for a noment her gol den eyes burned into his. Then
she was gone.

Fyodor shook the reins sharply over his horse's neck and urged the skittish
beast forward to pace along the very edge of the cliff. He could see no sign
of Liriel's passing; she had vani shed as conpletely as a forgotten dream Yet
as the young man's frustrated gaze settled on the sea beyond, he understood
what the drow was about.

Slipping quietly fromthe waves was a small armnmy of sea fol k. Fyodor
recogni zed Xzorsh by his short-cropped green hair. Behind the ranger were
per haps a hundred sea elves, and a score or so of strange, silver-green
bei ngs, manlike but for the legs that ended in flippers rather than feet.

These picked their way carefully among the rocks, heading for the ruins of
I nt har.

Fyodor suddenly realized that the banshee's cry had been silenced. The porta
the creature had spoken of, through which no living thing could pass, mnust
have sonmehow been opened. Liriel meant to lead t~his arny into Ascarle and
stop the attack before it could come to Ruathym s shores.

Despite the fear in his heart, Fyodor reined his horse about and headed for
Ruat hym vi | | age, where the berserker warriors of Hol gerstead awaited his
orders. Liriel had her command; he had his.

Liriel dashed the water from her eyes and clinbed fromthe pool in the counci
chanmber. Th& familiar figure standing before her stunned her into

i mobility-the round, dark face, the nalevolent crinson eyes, the ubiquitous
pitchfork. There were many things Liriel mssed about her home in
Menzoberranzan. Shakti Hunzrin, her former classmate and sel f-avowed rival,
was not one of them

"I"At last | have you!" the priestess exulted. She advanced, her hand on the
handl e of a snake-headed whip. The enspelled reptiles rose fromanong the
folds of her gown, withing in anticipation

"I"So you made high priestess," Liriel commented dryly. "I'Menzoberranzan nust
be in a sorry state, that the priestesshood has fallen to such depths."

"Thi ngs have changed. | wield powers that you could not begin to inagine,"
Shakti boasted as she drew near;

Liriel responded with a delicate yawn, patting her fingertips to her lips. As
she expected, Shakti was so enraged by this contenptuous gesture that she
failed to note Liriel's other hand lifting to grip the obsidian nmedallion
hangi ng over her heart.

Shrieking with fury, the drow traitor-priestess drew back her arm and | ashed
forward viciously. But the flailing snake heads came up short, splatting wetly
against an invisible wall. Al five slid dowm the unseen barrierleaving trails
of gore as they went-to fall linp at Shakti's feet. The drow stared at the
dead snakes for a nonent, then lifted incredul ous eyes to Liriel's face.



"Bl asphemy, " she hissed. "You dare to attack a symbol of Lloth with nere
wi zardry?"

"You dare to speak of Lloth, you who worship Vhaeraun?" returned Liriel coldly

as she opened one hand to display the holy nmedallion. "I'Ch, | know your
tawdry little secret. I know al so why you are in this place, and the anbitions
that led you here. It is you who do not know nme for what | am or you would
not have rel axed the nind shields that served you so well in Menzoberranzan!"

Under st andi ng crept over Shakti's stunned face. "You are a priestess of Lloth?
The Spi der Queen has not abandoned you?"

"I"Not yet," Liriel replied grimy. "I"But if | were you, | wouldn't be too
quick to give up hope."
"Then | chall enge you," the other priestess returned, a weird light entering
her crinmson eyes. "l'Let us see once and for all who holds the true favor of
LI ot h!"

Liriel shrugged. She stood, arns crossed, while the Hunzrin priestess chanted
a fervent prayer, pleading for sone sign of the goddess's presence and favor.
It was a conmon enough spell, one cast nightly in the tenples of the great
houses and the chapel of the clerical school, Arach-Tinilith. Fromtine to
time Lloth rewarded her faithful with a sign of favor, such as a skittering
rush of spiders, the creation of a magic item the appearance of an

ot herwor | dl y handmai den such as a yochlol and, rarely, a visitation by an
avatar. On rare occasions, warring priestesses used the spell to face off in a
duel. If Lloth ignored the contest, both priestesses were summarily put to
death. But if one priestess was favored, she was accounted the w nner and
could demand death, dethronenent, or worse for her vanquished rival.

Never once in her greedy and anbitious |life had Shakti desired anything so
much as she craved this victory. She poured forth all her strength, all the
force of her pent-up hatred and rage, into the clerical spell. Fueling her
anger was the utter absence of concern-indeed, the seeming |ack ofinterest--0n
Liriel's beautiful face. Ever had it been so. \Wat Shakti desired passionately
had meant little to the Baenre princess, who seened to take for granted that
all thigs would go as she willed them It would not be so this time, Shakti
exulted as she felt the surge of dark power grow ng within.

And yet.

Shakti's chanting voice fell silent as the summoned mani festation of Lloth

t ook shape before her. Her prayer had been rewarded with the rarest, npst
power ful manifestation of Lloth's power: the creation of an avatar. Yet the
young priestess did not count herself the victor. The formthe Spider Queen
had chosen to take was that of Shakti's nobst hated rival. Lloth herself gazed
at Shakti through Liriel Baenre's gol den eyes.

Liriel raised hands that crackled with dark energy and pointed themat the
stunned priestess. A wave of power surged forward and engul fed Shakti. There
was a sharp, quick burst of I|ight and sound, and then an arid silence, like
that left behind after lightning's strike. A w sp of sul phurous steam rose
fromthe place where the | esser priestess had stood.

Wl | done, applauded a voice in Liriel's mnd

The drow turned slowy, still thrumming with the waning power of Lloth, and
faced Vestress.



Shakti is dead? the illithid inquired.

"I"Returned to the Abyss," Liriel said in a voice that was not yet entirely
her own. "I'She may well make her way hone fromthere, for the priestesses of
Lloth are adept at traveling the I ower planes. Yet she is lost to you,
illithid!'" Vestress shrugged, a gesture ill-suited to her m sshapen form The
loss is mmot so great. You will rule Ruathymfor a tine, amass what power you
need, and then return to the Underdark. | have | ost one drow and gai ned
another; it is a fair exchange.

Liriel did not comment. "The tapestry," she denanded. Ah, yes. You are full of
contradictions, drow. | find your obsession with freeing the enslaved sea

el ves nost curious, especially considering the shawl you wear at your wai st,
Vestress said slyly.

Wth a shrug, Liriel acknow edged the hit. She w el ded the power of Lloth; she
wore the token of an enslaved nereid. The illithid was taunting her, pointing
out that Liriel's methods were little different fromthose used by Vestress
hersel f.

So be it.

The flrst, inmmobilizing blast of power took Vestress by surprise. Before the
illithid could rally, before she could sumon her own strength of mind and
magi ¢, the icy hand of Lloth closed around her

The illithid s blank white eyes focused on the drow, and with the coarse and
common power of physical sight Vestress at |ast perceived what her nental
powers had failed to tell her: for the first time in centuries, Vestress had
underestimated an opponent. She accepted her failure and waited for the
killing strike to cone.

But this was not the way of Lloth, or the vengeful creature who channel ed the
dar k goddess's power.

"You will stay here in Ascarle,"” Liriel Baenre proclaimed in a voice that
resounded with power. "We may yet have need of the information network you
control. But you will stand here until the end of this day, beyond the reach
of sword or spell, and watch the destruction of your arny and the end of your
pl ans for conquest."

And thus it was. Unable to nove, unable to strike, Vestress watched hel pl essly
as the first of the sea-elven invaders enmerged fromthe magi cal portal

Chapter 24

The Battle for Ruathym

Xzorsh pulled up short at the sight of the strange squid-faced creature and
the grimexpression on the face of his drow friend.

Liriel pointed to a doorway on the far side of the chanber. "I'The tapestry
you seek is in a room beyond that one. Do not fear the illithid-she cannot
harm you. Good | uck."

The sea elf nodded. He waited until all his forces had poured through the



portal and Liriel had slipped back into the pool to return to Ruathym Xzorsh
had hoped she would fight beside him but he realized that a deeper loyalty
conmanded the drow s heart. It was not in himto envy another, but he hoped
Fyodor of Rashenen treasured what the gods had given him

Xzorsh retrieved the tapestry and then turned his full attention to the com ng
battle. It was difficult to ignore the wonders around him All his life he had
heard tales of lost Ascarle, and a part of himlonged to explore the | egend,
to search for the lost treasures |left by elves who had raised the crystal
wal I s and inbued the city with such magic that he could feel it, even now

But the sea elf turned and strode purposefully fromthe roomof marble and
magi ¢, leading his forces toward Ascarle's slaves. Wen the slaves were free,
and armed, he would turn them agai nst the nerrow who had captured and ensl aved
them This evil nmust be routed fromthe seas, for the good of all peace-Ioving
sea fol k.

The sea elves and their triton allies crept down the winding halls. The city
was eerily silent, and their webbed feet nade soft patting noises on the
marble floors as they made their way toward the slave quarters. Wapons at the
ready, they edged into the buil dings and noved cautiously into the long halls
that | ed past rows of caged prisoners.

At flrst all went well. There were a few sommol ent guards, but these were
easily overcome by thrusts fromthe tritons' three-pronged weapons. As the
tritons stood watch, the sea elves set to work, with metal picks and small,
keen saws, on the door |ocks and chains. Quickly they freed one room of slaves
after another. Hope entered the eyes of even the nost wetched of these, and
they fell in behind their rescuers, gathering up weapons as they went fromthe
bodi es of the fallen sea ogres.

A whi sper of air noving over wings was the only warning of the coning attack.
The invaders spun. Sweeping toward themfromthe far end of the corridor was a
swarm of fearful creatures, swift and silent as manta rays but hi deous beyond
description. Sone of the elves nanaged to throw thensel ves to the ground;
others were seized in stony talons and carried away, struggling like mce in
the claws of enornous ow s.

"Kapoaci nth!" shouted Xzorsh, warning those behind him H's forces carried no
weapons that coul d defend agai nst gargoyl es--creatures of ani mated stone.
"I"Flee this place! To the portal!"

But fromthe corridors beyond cane the clatter of weaponry and the triunphant,
guttural shouts of many merrow. The sea el ves had been caught in an anbush
bet ween two deadly forces.

The el ven ranger darted a gl ance up and down the corridors. Mst of the slaves
had been freed and were joining their rescuers in desperate battle. Only a few
prisoners remai ned, but the entrance to that corridor was blocked by a trio of
ni ne-f oot sea ogres.

Xzorsh drew his knife and raced toward the enornmpus creatures. Ginning
horribly, they raised their spears and charged forward to meet the ridicul ous
chal l enge. Wth his free hand, the sea elf tore the drow s throw ng spiders
fromhis belt and hurled them first one, then the other, at the advancing
merrow. The ranger's aimwas true, and two of the sea ogres went down at once,
pawi ng frantically at the animated steel that burrowed deep into scale and
flesh. Wthout mssing a step, Xzorsh gutted the third nerrow as he raced
past .



There was a ring of keys on a hook; these he took and quickly unl ocked one
door after another. These prisoners did not have to be told what to do; with
eyes bright with battle-lust they charged toward the creatures that had

ensl aved them Only once did Xzorsh pause, startled by the eerily famliar
face of a tall Northwonman. But he set her free and pressed an ogre's knife

i nto her hands. She thanked himwith a grimnod and strode purposefully toward
the battle.

The door of the |last cage was al ready open, but the sea elf slunmped within did
not stir. Thinking the elf had been wounded, Xzorsh went in and placed a hand

on his shoulder. Wth a lightning-fast stroke, the elf slashed a knife across

the hand neant to support and confort him

The ranger | eaped back, staring with dismay into the |leering face ofhis
partner and friend.

"You shoul d have believed the drow," Sittl said. He lunged again as he canme to
his feet, his dripping blade | eaping for the ranger's throat.

Xzorsh parried the strike. "I'l did believe her, as | believed you until your
own words proved you a liar." "Unlikely," sneered the malenti. "I'l made no
m stake that a trusting fool such as you m ght notice."

"The dead child, the one found aboard the ship," the ranger returned coldly.
"You told nme she was yours in order to gain ny synpathy and thus cover a | apse
in your facade. But | found the child' s true father; he fights at ny side.”

"Il don't see anyone with you at the monent."

Wth this taunt, Sittl advanced in a flurry of slashing blows. Xzorsh held him
of f, but his wounded hand was numb and his grip made slippery by his own

bl ood. In noments, Sittl knocked the weapon from Xzorsh's hand. A wide snmirk
spread across the malenti's elflike face. "You do not know how many tinmes |
have | onged for this nonment," he exulted.

The triunmphant smile disappeared as his head was jerked sharply back to strike
the netal bar of the cage with a sharp thud. Wite hands deftly w apped
Sittl's long, plaited hair around his neck. Holding the braid in both hands,

t he Northwoman | eaned back hard, tlrowi ng the force of her weight behind the

i mpronptu garrote. Although Sittl's webbed hands tore at his treacherous
braid, he could not dislodge it fromhis tlroat. H s eyes bulged, and his
tongue protruded, wagging in a grotesque and silent counterpoint to the

Nort hworman' s furious battle cry.

Merci ful Xzorsh picked up his knife and ended the creature's life in one quick
stroke. Then he and the Northwoman began to fight their way back toward their
overwhel med and retreating forces.

Ret hnor raised his eyeglass and gazed with satisfaction at the battle raging
before him The darkening sky was bright with flamng arrows and the | eapi ng
fl ames of burni ng shi ps. Sonmehow Ruat hym had seen beyond the runors of a raid
and had nmustered an inpressive sea force to neet the invasion. Even so, a
fleet of thirty Luskan warships could nore than match the motley flotilla that
cane to nmeet them Nearlyas destructive as the fire, and alnost invisible in
t he gathering darkness, were the two water elenmentals that surged and
retreated, dealing swift blows to the Ruathen vessels and then disappearing
into the waves. The water waith, Iskor, was doing her work well. Rethnor
snmiled broadly as a dragon ship was capsized by the force and fury of an

el enental 's attack.



Then, before his astoni shed gaze, the sea stirred wildly, and an enornous
serpentine creature rose fromthe waves and of the waves. The gargantuan water
snake spoke in a roar audible even through the distance that separated Rethnor
fromthe battle. The el ementals responded at once. Acting in concert, the
creatures lifted a Luskan warship fromthe water, upended it, and drove it
prowflrst into the sea. Rethnor waited, breath abated, for the ship to bob to
the surface.

It did not.

And neither did the elenentals reappear. The watery sea serpent, however,
advanced upon the nearest of Rethnor's ships. It dove over the ship and
circled around, looping it twice, three tines, in its enornous coils. Wen the
ship was utterly engul fed, the creature began to squeeze; in nonents the
wooden ship splintered with a boomlike that of sumer thunder. The creature
sank into the waves, draw ng the ruined ship toward whatever watery hell had
spawned its captor.

Ret hnor cursed bitterly. Such horrors could only nean the drow wi zard was
still alive, and nore powerful than before. He trained his eyeglass toward the
shore, drawn by a light shining high above on the rocky cliffs. There, blaz-

i ng agai nst the night sky, was a tiny, famliar figure limed with Iight and
magi c. The wizard floated in the air, her dark hands outstretched like the
talons of a striking hawk. Well, there was one way to bring the thrice-damed
el f wench to heel. The H gh Captain swept his eyeglass over the renaining

war shi ps. On one of these raged a battle too fierce to be natural: the
berserkers of Hol gerstead spent their fury against a hundred of Luskan"s
finest fighters. And fighting beside the wild, yell ow braided warriors was a
feroci ous, dark-haired youth whom Ret hnor knew only too well.

A grimsmle spread across the Hi gh Captain's bearded face, and he signal ed

the hel msman to pull in close to the bel eaguered warship. He woul d have his

revenge, but first he would see what price the elf wench mght be willing to
pay for the young man's life.

Liriel floated high over the ruins of Inthar, her keen elven eyes taking in
the battle raging below To her surprise, her very presence seened to have a
rallying effect on sone of the fighters. On a nearby ship, a scarlet-clad
warrior pointed to her and shouted to his nmen that the Raven had taken flight,
the better to guide the souls of their enemies into death. The drow recogni zed
the voice of dammad, First Axe of Hastor. Once she had saved his life from

t he sahuagi n; twice he had spoken for her. Liriel was nore than happy to even
the score. She sent a streamof fireballs hurtling toward the warships that
pressed in on either side of the ships fromHastor. The nen cheered her wildly
as the Luskan fighting ships expl oded into snoldering kindling.

The drow did not pause to savor this triunph. Wth wi zardly spells she had
sumoned a water weird, a creature fromthe el enental plane that could seize
control of water elenentals. At her command, the serpentine creature had
turned the el enental s agai nst one Luskan ship, then destroyed another. But the
effort of keeping such a creature on this plane was draining; Liriel could
feel herself slipping down toward the stony cliff She quickly dispelled the
water weird, on the condition that it take the other creatures back to the
elemental plane with it. The sea serpent eagerly agreed and fled back to its
wat ery hone.

But that did not solve the source of this problem somewhere nearby was a
creature powerful enough to command the beings of the elemental plane. Liriel
had to seek out and destroy that creature. She unknotted the white shawl from



her wai st and shouted a conmand to the nereid who cringed in the water bel ow
The creature energed, gesturing wildly toward the shore nearby.

Liriel |ooked, her amber eyes wi dening with surprise. Dancing along the shore
and, |like sone delighted child, clapping her glassy hands at each new
destruction was the strangest creature the drow had yet seen. Although shaped
like a womman, the beautiful thing encased a bubbling fountain wthin her

gl ossy; transparent skin. Liriel had read about water waiths--they were
flighty, capricious creatures, often acting as nmessengers for the gods--but
none of these sources gave any hint as to how such creatures could be fought.
Inspiration cane to the drow in the formof a renenbered party trick, one of
t he m schi evous cantrips that Menzoberranzan's dark elves loved to cast to
tease and taunt each other.
"Take nmy regards to Unrberlee,"” the drow murrmured wathfully. She cast a small
spell and drew in a |l ong, deep breath. Cupping her hands to her lips, Liriel
sent a single note, as pure and high-pitched as that of an elven flute,
soaring out over the waves.

The water waith | ooked up, her beautiful, glassy face contorted with surprise
and pain. Her form began to shudder as the magically enhanced sound resonated
t hrough her. The bubbles within roiled frantically, building up in force and

speed. Finally the creature exploded in a spray of water and gl assy fragments.

Liriel's keening song ended in a burst of wild |laughter. Even to her own ears,
the sound held a touch of hysteria. She was nearing the limts ofher power,
and the battle was nowhere near its end.

Even as the thought formed, the sound of clashing blades rang through the

anci ent stone keep bel ow her. A handful of battered sea el ves staggered out of
the tower, only to fall under the surging charge of wave after wave of

wel | -armed nerrow

Liriel knew a nonent's despair. The battle for Ascarle had been |ost; the
i nvaders had broken through. The sea

ogres swept down the hillside toward nearby Ruathymvill age, where no warriors
awai ted them The drow had seen the destruction ogres could acconplish, had
heard stories of how they treated the wonen and young ones who fell into their
tal oned hands. To prevent such a thing, she would do whatever needed to be
done.

Liriel"s shaking fingers funbled for her obsidian pendant, and she steel ed her
wi || and nunbed her soul to accept what she must once agai n becone.

Fyodor swung out. high, his sword bl ocking the downward sweep of a Luskar
battl e-axe. Wth his free hand he punched forward and spattered the warrior's
nose across his bearded face. The enormous man | et out an incongruous whi nper
and then fell face first to the deck

The young berserker stepped over the fallen nman and | ooked around for his next
fight. Beneath his tunic the Wndwal ker anul et seenmed to burn with cold fire
agai nst his skin-painful, yes, but the drow s magic held true. For the first
time in many nonths, Fyodor was in full control ofhis fighting power. Yet he
took no joy in battle, nor did he exult in the deaths of those who fell before
his black sword. It was a necessary thing, to protect the land that had
sheltered himand Liriel and to | ead the berserker brothers who trusted in his
strong armand quick wts.

The young man ni nbly si destepped an onrushing warrior. The Northman's enornous



br oadsword pl unged deep into the ship's nast and stayed there, quivering
slightly. Fyodor backhanded t he weaponl ess warrior and sent him spraw ing. The
man spit teeth, lurched to his feet, and cane in again. Suppressing a sigh
Fyodor seized the hilt of the inpaled sword and pulled it back toward himin a
curving arc. Wth a swordsnmith's sure instincts, he rel eased the weapon a
nmonent before it would have shattered. The sword sprang back into place with
an audi bl e twang-at the precise nmonent that its owner stepped into its path.
The flat of the sword caught the nman at waist level. Hs feet flew up, his
arms went wide, and his head hit hard as he neasured his length on the ship's
deck. This tine, he stayed down.

Next Fyodor ran to the aid of a Hol gerstead berserker whose axe was hard
pressed by four Luskar swordsnen. He fell in at his brother's back, parrying a
sword strike as he tapped the man's hip in a prearranged signal. Once, tw ce
nore Fyodor parried the Northman who engaged his bl ade, taking care that the
strikes were | oud enough to ring above the clanor of battle. Then he | unged,
runni ng the Northman through and heaving himoff the blade with one quick
nmoverent. In the next breath, Fyodor spun, sw nging his black sword with al
the force of his Rashem m ght and magic.

As he did, the Hol gersteader went down on one knee. Fyodor's bl ade whistled
over his brother's head-and through the necks of all three men who had faced
him There was no time for any of the Northmen to raise a parrying sword, no
armwith the strength to stop such a blow Three heads tunbled to the deck
still wearing the triunphant |eers of nen who had been sure of their prey. The
Hol ger st eader | unged upward, arnms spread wi de, catching the headl ess bodi es as
they fell and then hurling theminto the paths of two approaching fighters.
The Luskar warriors instinctively veered away fromthe horror; the berserker
cool | y advanced upon the unnerved nen, his dripping axe held high

Seeing that matters here were well in hand, Fyodor turned his attention to the
battl e beyond the Hol gerstead ship. Another warship approached them at ramm ng
speed. Standing in the bow, his bl ack-bearded face suffused with an unholy

gl ee, was soneone Fyodor knew. The faces of the slain had fled fromhis
dreans, but for good or ill, the nmenory of each of his battles was his again.
He renenbered fighting this man, renenbered severing the man's sword hand. Yet
the man gripped his sword with obvious anticipation, and his eyes burned into
Fyodor's as the warship closed the distance between t hem

The young First Axe shouted an alarm sending Hol gerstead archers to the port
rail to neet the new attack. Fyodor had no doubt that he would meet this man
in battle before the fighting was through

At that noment a thunderous expl osion sent waves rocking out to sea with a
force that defied the sea's natural rhythm Fyodor grabbed for a handhol d and
turned his gaze toward the shore. What had been two Luskar warshi ps now
littered the sea as bits of snoking flotsam For a nonent he knew m ngl ed joy
and relief; this could only be Liriel's work. She had returned, triunphant,
fromAscarle! But as his eyes followed the trail of shining magic, they lifted
to the skies above Inthar and to the tiny, gallant figure that floated there.
Before his disbelieving and horrified gaze, Liriel took on size and power,
much as a berserker did at the onset of a fury. But never in his life had
Fyodor sensed such a cloud of evil as that which surrounded the drow,
crackling with dark energy and nal evol ent delight. At that monent, Fyodor knew
that confrontati on between himand Liriel, so long in comng and so painfully
deni ed by them both, was at hand. How she woul d choose, he could not begin to
say.

The Northwoman burst fromthe watery portal |ike a breaching dol phin and
hurl ed herself, knife |leading, at the back of the nerrow who had preceded her



She clung to the creature as it |eaped, howing, over the wall of the little
pool. The sea ogre whirled, swatting frantically at the wonman who clung like a
burr just beyond the reach of its black-tal oned hands. She stabbed again,
driving the knife in viciously. The nerrow slipped in its ow blood and fel

to the stone floor. Xzorsh clinbed fromthe water, astonished at the wonman's
fury. Her cold blue eyes settled upon him and she seized his wist, hurling
the much slighter elf into the path of a nerrow who was turning, an aggrieved
expression on its hideous face, to see why its conmrade had tripped and jostled
it. Xzorsh reacted with an elf's quick reflexes. He brought up his knife and
braced his el bow against his side, letting the force of the Northwoman's swi ng
drive the knife home. The astoni shed nerrow wheezed as the bl ade went in,
sendi ng a burst of foul breath over the sea elf. Xzorsh yanked the knife free
and sidestepped the falling ogre. "I'Wo are you?" he demanded of the woman in
a wondering tone.

"Ygrai ne, oldest daughter of Uf the shaman,” the girl gritted out. "I'Il will
not see those creatures enslave ny village as they did me. WIlIl your sea
peopl e fight?"

"They will, with you to inspire them" the sea elf said with deep adm ration
ready to yield his conmand to one whose passion and conmitnment outstripped
even his. He motioned for her to wait, and together they hel ped the rest of
the freed slaves fromthe portal. Wen the last of them had emerged, y graine
of Ruathymled the charge down the hillside toward the village. Her fierce,
keening battle cries roused and rallied the wonmen waiting bel ow.

They poured out of their cottages to neet the attacking sea ogres. Few of them
owned swords or knew the art of fighting, but all had chopped kindling and
knew t he handling of an axe; all had sl aughtered hogs with the com ng of
autumm and could wield a butcher's knife with swift authority; all had turned
the soil with pitchforks, and speared fish with |ightning-fast thrusts. These
honely tools cane into play now as Ruathym s wonen renenbered their warrior
herit age.

Wth a fierce intensity that woul d have gi ven pause to many of their
battl e- seasoned nenfol k, the wormen fell upon the invaders. And at their sides
fought the sea elves. The Northwonen did not seemto renenber or care that
they had accounted the elves enemies earlier that sane day;

The sound of pounding on the door of a famliar wooden buil ding drew Xzorsh's
attention. The sea elf ran to the prison that had once held himand his
treacherous friend. He recogni zed the voice within and quickly threw back the
bolt that kept Cal adorn of Waterdeep inprisoned. The tall fighter pried a sword
fromthe fist of a fallen merrow and | eaped into the fray. Behind him
reluctantly at flrst but with grow ng fervor, the two surviving seal hunters
fought their way deeper into the frenzied, terrifYing, exhilarating nelee that
swept through the village |like a wave of death. And in the frenzy, no one
noticed that the disgraced daughter of Uf crept fromthe prison and nade her
way to the fisherfolk's cove

When at last no nore elves energed fromthe tower, Liriel began to chant the
words to a spell that would close the portal for all time. It was a difficult
spell, made nore taxing by the inmpatient, insistent power that coursed through
her in a dark and pulsing tide. The Lady of Chaos had little love for the
orderly discipline of wizardly nagic. But Liriel pressed on, sunmmoning all the
power she could call her own, channeling it into one final, desperate spell

At last the ancient tower began to shake. Cracks rippled upward fromthe base,
and the keep that had withstood the centuries collapsed into a pile of dust
and rubble. Liriel coughed, choking on the clouds of roiling dust, and
instinctively noved farther out to sea. She felt her innate levitation magic



slip away, and she recognized, dimy, that there was nothing between her and
t he jagged rocks bel ow but the power of a capricious goddess.

The girl's hand lifted, without act of will, and spat dark fire at a Luskan
ship. The oiled canvas of the sail turned into a sheet of flame. Nearby a
smal | Ruat hen ship tossed wildly, rocked by the hands of a score of vengeful
nerei ds. Pul ses of energy coursed fromLiriel's outstretched fingers into the
sea near the bel eaguered ship, heating the water around it to an instant boil
The screans of the scal ded nynphs could be heard even over the sounds of
battl e and the crackl e of burni ng ships.

But to Liriel's ears, the only sound was the wild, exultant |aughter that rang
t hrough her benunbed mind. Her defenses down, her strength spent, the young
drow was utterly open to the power that held her in its denented hands. She
felt with horrifying clarity each death, and Lloth's delight in it.

She had prom sed the Spider Queen a victory, but the chaotic goddess seened to
have | ost sight of this goal am d the wondrous carnage of the monent. It did
not seemto matter to the bl ood-drunk Lloth whether the slain were invaders or
def enders, merrow or sea elves. There was no purpose to the killing, and no
apparent end.

Liriel knew the depths of her own folly and bitterly regretted the course she
had taken. Fyodor had warned her that there was a price for power; she should
have realized that Lloth's would have to be paid in bl ood

Despite the force of the battle rage that coursed through him Fyodor could
not take his eyes fromthe drow who fl oated above the haunted ruins. Never had

she appeared so beautiful. . . or so deadly. She was no longer just Liriel
but a conduit for sheer, evil power. Many tinmes he had seen her channel nagic
that seemed a burden too heavy for one so seenmingly frail. This time, he knew

with the surety of Sight, that unless he could stop her, Liriel would be
consuned by the dark flane.

"Thi nk, think," he adnoni shed hinmself fiercely, He searched his storehouse of
Rashem tales and | egends for inspiration, his frenzy-enhanced m nd flashing
fromone possibility to the next. None told himhow to challenge an el ven
goddess.

I n desperation, Fyodor reached for the Wndwal ker, the ancient amulet that had
linked himwith the drow fromthe beginning. Wth it, Liriel had lent himthe
ability to control his berserker magic-and perhaps, to press its limts to
untried heights.

Wth grimdeterm nati on the young man sought a berserker's ultimate power, the
hanfarir, which would send his spirit forth to do battle in the shape of sone
m ghty ani mal

The wi nd of the shape shifting rage had seemed a small thing conpared to the
change that now swept through him Fyodor's spirit tore free of his physica
formwith a sensation that went far beyond pain. Leaving his body behind on
the enbattl ed ship, Fyodor willed hinself into the formof a giant raven and
sped forward to snatch Liriel fromthe hands of her goddess.

Chapter 25

As One



The sweep of wind from enornmous w ngs buffeted the exhausted drow.
Instinctively she raised her hands to attack as a creature the size of a small
dragon cl osed in upon her-a | oom ng bl ackness that blotted out the stars.

At the last nmonent, the bird veered away, its wi ng feathers brushing her face
with a gentleness that was oddly famliar. It seenmed to anticipate the drow s
attack; Liriel's bolt of killing magic sizzled harm essly into the night sky.
She struggled to focus on the bird. It was a raven, with eyes the color of a
wi nter sky. In some distant part of her mnd, Liriel remenbered the tine that
Wedi gar had fallen upon her and Fyodor, clad in the formof a giant hawk. That
hawk' s eyes had been gray-like Wdigar's. At |ast she understood the nature of
the avi an beast.

So also did the power that gripped her. Rage, fierce and possessive and
all-consuming, rose in Liriellike flame. As the giant raven circled around for
anot her pass, the young drow priestess felt the inexorable demand of her
goddess for the sacrifice required of all who wal ked t he pat hways of LI oth.
Before Liriel could protest, the killing flame crackl ed ready at , her
fngerti ps. She watched, hel pl ess and despairing, as Fyodor cane steadily
toward his death.

But the words of the shanman, spoken not |ong before, cut through the fog that

cl ouded the drow s benunbed thoughts. "I'Qur dealings with the gods are nore
honest. We nane a bargain. If the god doesn't hold up his end of the deal, we
call it off and go our own way. Wiy should we hold nortals to higher standards

t han gods?"

"Victory," Liriel murmured, taking strength fromU f's renmenbered words.
"I" Queen of Spiders, | pronised you a victory; in return, you demand the death
of one who above all others could help ensure it!"

Wth her |ast vestige of physical strength, the young drow tore the obsidian
pendant from her neck and hurled the hated thing toward the sea. The fire
magi ¢ that danced ready at her fingertips sped after it, flashing down into
the sea and sending a geyser of salty steamjetting into the night sky;

"Il have fulfilled ny pledge to you, Mther Lloth," she whispered. "I'l am
priestess no longer. Fromthis nmonment until the tine of ny death, | wll have
nothing nore to do with you. This |I swear, by all the power | call my own."
Suddenly cut off fromthe evil power that had both sustained and tornmented
her, Liriel began to plunmet toward the rock-strewn coast. G ant claws cl osed
around her with startling gentleness; utterly spent, the drow all owed the

bl ue-eyed raven to bear her away.

Despite the tunult of battle, Rethnor noted the nysterious fall ofhis
berserker nemesis. As his warriors engaged the Hol gerstead fighters, he

stal ked up to the dark-haired youth. This was not the battle he had craved,
but it would have to do. Rethnor was not one to | et an opportunity pass. The
Luskar captain raised his sword high, preparing to cut down the defensel ess
fighter in a single stroke.

A woman's furious shriek startled himinto imobility. Rethnor barely had tine
to swing his sword into defensive position before a fam liar, pale-haired girl
hurl ed herself toward him arned only with a knife such as mght be used to
gut and clean a large fish. Rethnor instinctively parried the strike.

"Ygrai ne?" he nuttered, staring with consternation at the illithid s slave.



"I' Dagmar," the girl spat.

The Luskar sniled grimy. He knew of this wench. Although he did not often
fight worren, it would give himpleasure to cut her down. Her cold anbition
her willingness to kill even her own sister to appease her anbitions, was
enough to sicken even the hardened Hi gh Captain. But Dagmar did not yield to
death so easily. Wth a fury that defied even his expert swordsmanship, the
Nort hworman pressed Ret hnor back toward the rail.

"You have failed-all is lost!" she shrieked at him "Ygraine lives; | am
di sgraced! You have commanded this fromthe start. Take me away fromthis
pl ace, prom se ne a place of power in your land, or die now at ny hand!"

As she spoke, one of the Hol gerstead berserkers tossed away his sword and
strode toward the enbattled girl. Before Rethnor's disbelieving eyes, the
man's face shifted, beconing fierce and furred. In nmonents an enornous wol f
stood in the berserker's place, blue eyes gleanming and lips curled back in a
feral snarl.

The clatter of weapons echoed here and there as other Hol gersteaders changed
and joi ned the pack. Rethnor backed away slowy as the Wl ves of the Waves,
t he | egendary defenders of Ruathym began to close in with deadly intent.

Dagnmar saw the horror in her opponent's face and whirled to face the new
threat. Awld joy filled her eyes as she beheld the ever-tightening circle of
shapeshi fters.

"She is dead at last,"” Dagnar said in a wondering tone. "Ygraine nust have
fallen in battle, and the prophecy is mne to fulfill!"

"Not so, Sister."

A second fem nine voice rang out over the ship as Dagmar's twi n cl anbered over
the rail.

"The battle for Ruathymvillage is won," y graine said. She wal ked across the
deck, her hands outstretched to her twin. "Qur honeland is safe, the ancient
glory restored to our warriors. Between you and nme, nothing lies beyond the
power of forgiveness. Cone hone with nme, nmy sister!”

The truth of the situation struck Dagmar with the force of one of the drow s
fireballs. It was Ygraine who had rekindl ed the shapeshifting magic! It was
ever, always Ygraine! It was she who had received the power of the prophecy,
t he deepest love of their parents, the troth of the future First Axe. In al
thi ngs, Y graine had been chosen above Dagmar--even the pirates of Luskan had
chosen Ygrai ne when they needed one sister to hold captive!

"How | hate you," Dagmar said in a |low, burning voice. Ygraine flinched, but
she continued to walk slowly toward the furious girl. "I'Come with nme, Sister
Per haps the heal ers can ease your mind and your heart, and restore you to your
kindred. I will speak for you before the Thing and ask that this be done."

"I'"How many of your cast-offs rmust | accept? | will die before | take refuge
i n your secondhand honor!" Dagmar shrieked as she rai sed her weapon for a
killing lunge. "That you will," the other woman said softly, "I'and soon

unl ess you put down the knife. The Wl ves of the Waves cannot |ong be held
back. "

Dagnar | ooked down, and for the flrst tine she noticed that the shape-changed
warriors were closing not on Rethnor, but on her. |Indeed, there was no sign of



t he Luskar captain. He had di sappeared, along with her |ast chance of becomn ng
somet hing nore than Ygraine's pal e shadow.

The | ow growl s of the advanci ng wol ves sent a trenor through the half-nmad
girl; a monent nore, and they woul d be upon her. Dagmar lifted her eyes,
sei zed her sister's beseeching gaze, and held it fast. Then she lifted her
knife and thrust it deep into her own heart. A cry of anguish burst from
Ygrai ne, and she | eaped forward to catch her sister as she fell.

And with her last bit of strength, Dagmar spit in her sister's despairing
face.

In the water bel ow, Rethnor swam for his ship with strong, steady strokes. The
battle was lost, and with it his anmbitions of conquest, his lust for
vengeance. The failed attack on Ruathymwould carry a heavy price. There would
be Nine Hells to pay at hone, as well as increased pressure from Wat erdeep and
the Lords' Alliance. But Retlnor had weathered worse. He was fairly confident
of his ability to hold on to his power as High Captain of Luskan, perhaps even
his position as an agent of the Kraken Society.

In the future, however, he would know enough to steer clear of dark elves and
illithids. Hs failures and humliation at the hands of these strange fenales
grated upon Rethnor's pride. But at |east his forces had dealt a devastating
blow to the island. He was confident the conquest of Ruathym would come in
time, even though this night's battle had been | ost.

The giant raven circled | ow over the ruins of Inthar, comng down to a
shel t ered nook and gently dropping the exhausted drow. Liriel struggled to her
feet, wishing to throw her arns around the creature's gl ossy neck. To her
horror, the avian apparition began to fade away. There was a deep contentnent
in the raven's human eyes, and an expression of selfless |ove that woul d haunt
the drow until all her centuries of life had been spent. There was no tine
given her to speak, to so nuch as lift a hand in farewell, before the raven

di sappear ed.

Liriel"'s anguished cry echoed through the haunted ruins. She, too, had heard
the Ruathen stories of the hanfarir, and she knew only too well what this
nmeant . Fyodor was gone--perhaps slain by some coward as his abandoned body I ay
defenseless in battle, or perhaps his wandering spirit had not been able to
find its way back in time. Always Liriel had known that her journey would not
conme w thout great cost, but this was the one price she had not been prepared
to pay.

H s task conpleted, his heart at peace, Fyodor"s spirit left the drowin
safety and soared back to the ship where lay his body. For a noment he fl oated
above the Hol gerstead ship, aware of the battle raging bel ow and the triunph
of shapeshifting m ght that had cone over his berserker brethren. But he could
do nothing to join them The i mense effort of the hanfarir had taken its
toll.

The young Rashem felt a call that was sonehow fanmiliar, a pull too powerful
to be denied. He knew a nmonment's regret for the grieving drow, but then he was
beyond all such considerations. Fyodor vyielded hinself to the sunmmons, and at
long last the wandering warrior felt his spirit unite with the magic that was
both his hentage and his curse.

Chapter 26



Song of The skal ds

In the aftermath of battle, the surviving Ruathen began to understand the
extent-and the cost of their victory. The forces that had been arrayed agai nst
t hem had been turned aside, the invaders either destroyed or forced to flee.
And the shape shifting magic had returned in force to the fighters of

Hol gerstead. The ancient glories of their ancestors seemed once again within
reach. This gave hope to the survivors even as they went about the grim

busi ness of tallying their | osses and nmourning their dead. The songs of the
skal ds woul d be long indeed, but at |east they would tell tales of heroismand

gl ory.

As the drow had expected, Fyodor was anong those brought lifeless fromthe
shi ps. For reasons she could not understand, Liriel could not bear to consign
himto the funeral pyre. Taking his cold hands in hers, she summoned a gate
that woul d take themboth to the foot ofY ggsdrasil's Child.

As she knelt beside the body of her dearest friend, menories of her drow
upbringing crept into Liriel's mind, bringing with thema tenptation beyond
any she had ever known. It was her habit to yield pronptly to inpulse, but the
enormty of this thought stole her breath: a powerful cleric of any faith
could resurrect the dead. She could petition Lloth for one last clerica
spel I --0ne powerful enough to restore Fyodor to her

And why not? she asked herself passionately. What was the evil oflLloth,
conpared to the good that was |eft undone by this man's havi ng been snatched
fromlife too soon? All that Fyodor had done for Ruathym all he mght do for
hi s bel oved homel and-did this not outweigh the cost of one nore prayer to the
goddess of the drow?

Yet even as she formed the thought, Liriel knew what Fyodor woul d have want ed
her to do. He had died to snatch her fromLloth's hand; she woul d not dishonor
that, or him And to her surprise, Liriel realized the pledge she herself had
made possessed a value of its own.

"Honor," she said softly, understanding the | egacy Fyodor had left her. This
she had, and her nenories, and the Wndwal ker. She woul d keep the amulet as a
tangi bl e rem nder of her pronise to never again seek power through evil, no
matter how worthy the end.

The W ndwal ker still hung about Fyodor's neck. Liriel gently undid the chain
and cl asped the anulet in one hand. To her astonishnment, the amulet thrumed
wi th power. The berserker magic she stored within was still strong!

Strong enough, perhaps, to lure a wandering spirit into its enchanted depths?

Hardly daring to hope, the drow tw sted open the amul et and rel eased the
captured magi c-and perhaps sonet hing even nore precious. Her eyes darted
toward the darkening sky and to the sliver of new nmoon that rose above the
clearing. Instinctively she rose and began to dance, know ng as she did that
such was a prayer to a goddess of a very different kind.

Fyodor awakened sl owly, unaccountably stiff until he recalled the battle he
had endured and t he dangerous shapeshifting journey he had taken. He
renenber ed not hi ng of what had happened after that. He blinked painfully,
trying to find some focus.

A faint light drew his eyes, and a slow snile crossed his face. In the



clearing before him Liriel danced in the noonlight. The silvery radi ance of
Eilistraee clung to her like a shining cloak, and the aura of evil that had
surrounded her during the battle was utterly gone.

"I"Little raven," he called softly.

The drow stopped dancing at once, and the fey silver light fled fromher |ike
a startled fawmn. Only her eyes gl owed-strangely, intensely-as she advanced
upon the Rashem warrior. From one outstretched hand dangl ed the W ndwal ker.

"I"Return to the village," she said softly, but her voice held the force of
command. "1' There you will find a circle of skalds, singing the stories of
Ruat hym s heroi ¢ dead. Summon your berserker frenzy and silence them"

For a | ong nonent Fyodor stared at the drow, fearing mghtily that she had

| ost her wits-and perhaps her soul -under the strain ofher LlIoth-granted power.
Then he saw the joy shining in her eyes, and it dawned on himthat he need not
obey her conmand.

At long last, they were both truly free.

"Stay with us and make your home on Ruathym" urged Aumark Lithyl as he stood
at water's edge with the Rashem and the drow. "I'There is a place of honor
here for you both."

Days had passed since the battle's end, and life on the island had fallen back
into its famliar routine. Fyodor's gaze swept the nowfamliar |andscape,
taking in the village beyond the cove and the hills that cast |ong green
shadows over both. In this wild and warlike |and he had truly found a hone,
and he discovered to his surprise that the | eavetaking did not cone easily.

"Wedigar is nearly well, and he can choose his successor from any nunber of
shapestrong heirs. He has released me fromny pledge; | am honor-bound to
return to Rashemen," he replied sinply.

Aumar k nodded, accepting the young warrior's duty. "I'And what of you?" the
First Axe asked, turning to Liriel. "You have heard that d amrmad has of fered
to yield the ruling of Hastor to the Raven. In ancient tines, this village was
I ed by rune-casters; it seens that all of Ruathymis eager to return to her
former glories.”

"I" Thank you, no," the drow said without hesitation or regret. "I'l have

pl edges of my own to keep. A cleric rmust be found who can unravel the tapestry
and rel ease the spirits of the elves and men entangled within. | nust al so
seek tutors for a certain sea elf. Xzorsh shows genuine talent for the art of
magi ¢, but | lack the patience or the skill to teach himmyself. It is one
thing to do, another thing altogether to teach," she nmuttered with a touch of
exasperation. "I know now why so many of my tutors quit in despair!" Fyodor

passed a hand over his lips to hide his sudden snmirk, for he was certain there
was nmore to the story than Liriel's words suggested. He could not inmagine the
fiery drow had been the nost biddabl e of students.

"W nust go now," he said, placing a hand on Liriel's shoul der

She nodded and stepped lightly along the plank that rose to the deck of the
wai ting ship. The Ruathen crew took her presence anong themin stride; the

t hree WAt er dhavi an nmen aboard, however-the lordly young man known as Cal adorn
and the two seal hunters--eyed the dark elf with a mxture of dread and

f or ebodi ng.



Fyodor noted this with a touch of resignation as he followed Liriel onto the
shi p. The measure of acceptance she had won here on Ruat hym had not cone
easily; surely she knew |life el sewhere woul d be an endl ess struggle. He
wonder ed why the drow was so determined to | eave, but he dared not hope her
answer woul d be the one he nost | onged to hear

That night, in the cabin they shared, he asked why she had refused the
opportunity to rule in Ruathym

"Il have seen what power can do, and | want no part of it," Liriel said at

once, snuggling into his arnms like a contented cat. "I'l amcontent to be a
wi zard and to seek adventure. | have no anbition-and no desire--to rule
anywhere. And | will not!" she vowed fervently.

But Fyodor believed otherwi se. He had | ong suspected the girl was destined for
a role of great power-he considered his brief, nagical servitude as evidence
of this. But, being wi se beyond his years, he kept his opinions on th~ nmatter
to hinmself. And holding Liriel's needs above his own dreans, he hid his deep
di sappoi ntnment at her answer. "I'And after \Waterdeep, what then? WIIl you
return to Skull port and take a place anmong the chosen of Eilistraee?" he
asked.

The drow recoiled as if he had struck her. "I had thought to go with you to
Rashenen, " she said with quiet dignity. "I'Or is there another who awaits you
t here?"

Joy flooded the young nan's heart. He quickly claimed Liriel's hand and rai sed
her fingers to his lips. "I'OF course | want you with me! But | know what
faces you in the world and would not ask you to walk this path unless you cane
to it yourself. But no matter where you m ght have chosen to go, for so |ong
as | live, there would be no other for me," he swore.

"I"Nor for me," the drow repeated. As the inplication of this sunk in, her

face took on an al nost conic | ook of dismay. "I'One male," she nuttered
distractedly. "By all the gods-it isn't natural. It just isn't done!"

Fyodor burst out |aughing; he sinply couldn't helpit. "I'l will do ny best to
stave off boredom " he promised her in a droll tone. "I"And it may confort you

to know that humans do not live so very |long."

"I'"How | ong is that?"

He shrugged. "I'Sixty, perhaps seventy years."
"That's all? Well, at least that's sonme consolation,” Liriel said tartly,
sendi ng himan arch, sidelong glance. "I'It's well to know there's a

reasonable end in sight!"

Fyodor chuckl ed, reading the truth of the matter in her gol den eyes and deft
hands. Apparently Liriel had come to terns with her sentence of nobnogany. At
the very |l east, she seened determ ned to nake the best of matters.

Mich |l ater he held the sleeping drowin his arns and thought of the journey
that |lay ahead. A struggle awaited them both, for dark elves were known-and
hated-in his rugged homel and. H s hard-pressed ki nsmen woul d be appal | ed by
the el f woman whom Fyodor's destiny, and his heart, had chosen for him The
hazards that lay before himand Liriel were many and real, the joys only those
that they could find together, or in each other

And yet Fyodor did not doubt that these would be enough to content them both.



As to Liriel's prospects, he chided hinself for dism ssing themso soon. The
elven girl was resilient, resourceful, and possessed of a quirky charmthat
spoke to hearts other than his.

"I"How long will it be," he nmurnured in jest, "I'before you rule anong
Rashenen's Wtches?"

As if in response, Liriel's lips curved in a knowing snile. For a noment,
Fyodor thought his words had awakened the ever-alert. Yet as he studied her
repose, the truth of the matter cane to himslowy, and filled himwith a
cont ent nent beyond words.

What t houghts sweetened her sleep, Fyodor could not say, but this much he
knew. the drow had | earned at |ast what it was to dream



