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PRELUDE

the blunt sword
The Battle of Immil Vale, Rashemen, DR 1360

The ruins of an ancient tree guarded the western border of Immil Vae. Its massive trunk, blackened
by long-ago fires, was as thick as awizard's keep, and storm-twisted branches, winter-bare and sharp as
spears, encircled it with the determined air of mountain elk standing antler to antler againgt an ondaught of
wolves.

Warm mists swirled around the base of the tree, and high overhead, faint light spilled from an arched
porta haf-hidden among jagged spires of shattered wood. Framed in that doorway stood three
black-robed figures: witches of Rashemen, guardians of aland besieged.

They looked out over aplace of exceptiona beauty, adeep narrow valey that ran along the northern
sde of the mountain range known as Running Rocks. Rashemen winterswere long and stubborn, but in
this place eterna springtime ruled. Hot springs bubbled and steamed in small rocky enclaves. The grass
grew thick and soft, and the scent of meadow flowers sweetened the warm air. Swift-running streams
chattered excitedly, telling boastful little tales of journeys down rugged mountainsdes. The witcheswho
kept thistower usualy went about their business to the accompaniment of birdsong. Today, no bird flew,
no songs were sung. Even the whitewater streams seemed oddly subdued. The valey, like the witches,
awaited Desth in Slence.

In the center of thetrio stood Zafia, a plump, aging woman who in some other land might be mistaken
for acheerful village crone. Here in Rashemen the Othlor—el ders among the witches—drew magic from
the land itsalf. Springtime held potent promise, but no Rashemi denied elther the power or the beauty of
winter. Zofiaheld hersdlf like the queen she was, as did the two hathran with her: competent witchesin
the late summer of their lives. The three formed a powerful Ssterhood, ready to combine their magic into
asngleforce. Other, smilar bands stood ready on mountain ledges, their robes dark dashes againgt the
Sow.

Zofiascanned the battle-ready company below with keen, bright blue eyes. All wasasit should be.
War bands had come from many villages, and each fang gathered under its own bright banner.
Berserker warriors took the forefront, as was custom, but today al were mounted on shaggy, rugged
Rashemaar ponies. The wild, running charge of screaming berserker warriors, so effectivein melting an
enemy's courage and resolve, was of limited effect againgt the Tuigan riders. Today the warriors of
Rashemen would meet cavdry with cavdry.

The huhrong himself commanded the forces. Zofias gaze went to him, and she noted with a pang of
sadness that the Iron Lord had become a graybeard, his once-massive shoulders stooped with age. She
brought to mind his broad, westhered face, lined with the passing of time and the scars of battles fought
and won.

On impulse she dipped one hand into the bag tied to her belt.



She fingered the ancient rune-carved bones, tempted to seeif the old warrior had one more victory in
him.

No. Though Hyarmon HussiIthar might lead the fighters, she was Othlor here. Ultimately the battle
was hersto win or lose, and any witch who sought to know her own future was courting ill fortune.

Zofiaquickly drew her hand from the bag and spat lightly onto her fingers, then fisted and flicked her
fingers sharply, three times. The other witches showed no reaction to the little ritual. To the Rashemi such
things were as commonplace as children's laughter or winter coughs.

Thewarding didn't quite banish Zofia's unnamed fears. Her eyesflashed to the place wherethe
berserkers of the Black Bear lodge gathered, al of them mounted on sturdy, coa-black ponies. At the
head was Mahryon, the fyrra of village Dernovia, abear of aman asdark and shaggy and fierce ashis
half-tamed war pony.

A surge of pride warmed the old witch's heart. Though she was an Othlor among Rashemen's
witches, her thoughts turned to Mahryon, her only son, whenever shetallied her contributionsto the land.
How swiftly the whedl turned, how soon boys became warriors! Her child was agrizzled veteran, and his
own son rode beside him. The boy— Fyodor—was not yet twenty, but he had been counted among the
berserkers of Rashemen these past four winters.

Zofidslingering unease degpened. She had heard Fyodor's name spoken of late. The first stories
recounting the young berserker's expl oits were told with gusto, which was soon flavored with awe. The
last few tales that had cometo Zofia's ears were tinged with gpprehension, an emotion that Rashemi were
dow to acknowledge and dower to admit.

Her gaze clung to her grandson as adistant rumble, like the muted cadence of war drums, began to
swell. The berserkerslifted their own song, amusica invitation to the battle rage. Asthe song increased
in power and size, so did the men who sang. Their faces burned blood-red, and dark hair writhed around
therr fiercefaces asif stirred by sudden winds. Theillusion granted by the magicd battle frenzy extended
even to the ponies, lending them the daunting size and solidity of aknight's armored mount.

The huhrong lifted one hand high, holding back the swelling tide of battle. Zofiaknew his strategy:
Once the charge began, the witch whipswould flail the advancing enemy from behind, cutting off escape,
unhorsing many of the enemy and forcing them to fight with their feet on Rashemaar soil.

A grim smile curved Zofiaslips. These invaders would soon learn that the Land was Her own best
defender.

The enemy cameinto view, and the witch's smile fdtered. A large battalion of infantry roiled forward,
well in advance of the mounted Tuigan warriors.

Strange, that so many warriors went afoot. The Tuigan and their horses were nearly asinseparable as
the two parts of a centaur. Though the tundra-bred horses lacked the ferocity of a Rashemaar pony, they
had proven to beintelligent, loyal beaststhat would stay with their riders until degth.

Thetruth cameto Zofia suddenly.

"Dierneszkits,” she said softly, glancing at the witches on either Sde. "The Tuigan are bringing the
spirit-fled againg us.”

The two women paled. In this land, zombies were seldom encountered and gresatly feared. Quickly
they took up asingsong evocation. Zofiajoined them in a pleato the spirits that inhabited the streams and
trees and rocks of this enchanted vale. With one voice the witches importuned the spiritsto quit their
homesfor ashort while, to inhabit the bodies of dain enemies and bring them under the witches contral.
Their magic reached out into the valey, entwined with the seeking migts, ruffled the springtime meadows.

However, the spirits, who for more than two years had been growing increasingly capricious, did not
answer at all.

The undead hoard shambled steedily forward. The riders pulled up, staying within the parameters of a
large circle of winter-brown grassthat scarred the land like afading bruise.

Zofidsvoicefdtered first. "How isthis possible?’ she murmured. The location of magic-dead spots
was a secret closely guarded. The Tuigan were said to be skilled at torture, but it seemed remarkable to
her that a Rashemi would yidld thisinformation under any circumstances.

Fraeni, the youngest of the trio, pantomimed the sprinkling of st in asemicircle before her, awarding



againg evil magic. "The Time of Trouble," sheintoned, "when the Three were silent, and long-dead
heroes walked the land. Our power has not been the same since.”

The Othlor dismissed the obvious with asharp wave of one hand. "But the rest of the valley wasn't
touched by the magic-deeth. The place spirits—the telthors—are here. | can fed them. | just can't reach
them.”

"Itisliketrying to Sng in tune with our Sisters on the Rookery Pegk,” the third witch said, nodding
toward the farthest outpost. "We see them, but we cannot hear them or they us."

"Just 0," Zofiaagreed grimly. "Let's get on with it. Command the whips™

Scores of wegpons—many-headed hydras fashioned from magic and black |eather—emerged from
the empty air. The broad, meta-fanged tips lifted, arched back, and whistled forward. Sharp cracks, like
lightning and thunder combined, echoed though the valley and bounced in fading echoes from pesk to
peak. Each whip tore deep, bloodless furrows into the advancing enemy.

The zombies kept coming.

Thewitchesjoined hands and shouted a single ringing word. Steam erupted from the land in killing
geysers. The stench of rotten meet filled the air, but the zombies advance did not falter.

Dark wingsfilled the air as ravens answered the witches summons. They swooped down upon the
undead carrion, their talons raking and their beaks diving deep into sightless eyes. Feathersflew asthe
zombies batted the birds asde. Findly the ravensyielded the fruitless battle, legping into the air to circle
and scold.

Still the undead warriors came.

One of the witches on anearby ledge loosed a stream of magical fire at the undead warriors. The
weapon never came closeto itstarget. A dense cloud of mist, dragon-shaped, exploded from a stream,
jawsflung wide. It lunged at the flame, swallowed it whole. Wisps of steam rose from its nogtrils asit
sang back into the waters.

"Fool," muttered Zofia. "Y ou cannot defend the land by attacking it. Are we wizards, to create what
we want by destroying what we need?"

"These mongters are not of the natura world or the spirit world," argued Fraeni. "How are weto fight
them?'

The old witch nodded toward the impatient berserkers. "Thisistheir battle now."

At that moment the Iron Lord waved hismen into battle. Severa fangs kicked their mountsinto
running charge. Zombies went down under thrashing hooves and flailing swords.

They did not die as men did. They pulled the horses down with them, and bony fingers clung and
burrowed and tore even after the body and limbs were hewn asunder. Many awarrior urged his mount
up and forward, unaware of a severed hand making itsway, spiderlike, up apony's withers toward the
rider.

As Zofiawatched, the huhrong's sweeping sword caught one zombie below the ribcage and severed it
negtly in two. The upper body went spinning off, armswindmilling in wild search for ahandhold. The
half-zombie caught afistful of 1ong flying mane then managed to drag itself up and fling itsarms around the
pony's neck. Its teeth began to gnaw, and its head shook savagely asit tore out the animal's throat.
Meanwhile, the lower body and legs kept plodding forward, its gray entrails dragging behind, directly into
the thickest part of the charge. One of the black ponies plowed into the half-creature and stumbled. Its
rider went down and quickly disappeared under aswarm of undead.

Everywhere Zofialooked this scene was being re-enacted in endless, grim variation. She shaded her
eyes and squinted toward the far end of the battle. The riders stayed where they were, in the magic-dead
stretch of land where no witch whip could venture, no spell could reach. She had anticipated thet this
might occur—by accident if not foreknowledge—but had thought it no matter for concern. After dl, the
spirits could walk where they willed.

Why, then, were they slent?

She felt Mahryon's horse stumble, felt her son go down before her eyes actualy found the place that
received his spilled blood. His sword lifted again and again, abright flash among the writhing, seeking
limbs of the soul-fled monsters who had dragged him down. The man himself she could not see, but his



flame burned bright in her heart and soul.

And like awind-snuffed candle it was gone.

A wail of soul-deep anguish burst from the aged witch, akeening lament for Mahryon—her firstborn,
her baby, her heart's own! The younger women laced their arms around her waist, supporting her asthey
matched her cry and turned it into power.

A sudden galelifted ascore or so of the undead cresatures and sent them hurtling back. The
berserkersthey had been ling picked themselves up and charged forward, unaware of their wounds.

Zofiabeat back the wave of her grief and looked for Fyodor. He had not yet been unhorsed, and his
scream of rage and fury carried on the wind, as dike her own asif it were amountain-cast echo. His
pony wheeled and kicked and bit as Fyodor beat aside aknot of zombies. Horse and rider broke
through rode for the fallen warrior a agallop. The boy legped from his mount before it could bresk stride
and hit the ground at arun. The pony veered away; Fyodor stooped and seized his father's sword.

Lofting it high, helet out onefierce roar and burst into acharge. He ran forward, scything through the
undead warriors like afarmer harvesting rye. To Zofia's astonishment, he emerged from the deadly
gauntlet and kept running toward the waiting riders.

"Thereis courage!" exulted Fraeni. "But what can one sword do?'

Asif he heard the witch, Fyodor dammed the sword into the sheath on hisback and kept running. He
saized one of the ineffectua witch whips from the air and hauled it back.

All three witches caught their breath. Their astonishment was mirrored throughout the valey aswitch
and warrior beheld the inconceivable. For amoment time stopped. . . .

The many strands of black leather flashed forward inasingle gray blur.

Fyodor'sfirst strike took a Tuigan rider, wrapping around his body with bone-cracking force. When
he pulled the weapon away, it came dragging long strips of flesh. The horse shied away from the
thunderous crack and the sudden fountain of blood, sending its owner's body pitching into the next
warior.

Fraeni exhaed on a curse and made the sharp, dashing hand gesture reserved for those Rashemi who
flouted the cardind laws of the land. When she caught Zofiasincredulous stare, she said defensively,
"The boy ismad! It isdeath to wield awitch whip!"

"Yes, heismad," Zofiaagreed, "and yes, it is death—and may the Three be praised for it!"

By now other berserkers had broken through, dodging their way past Tuigan swords and stampeding
horses. Fyodor continued on hissuicidd path, lashing at the invaders, tearing them from their mounts and
urging the horsesinto panicked flight.

Once unhorsed, the invaders could do little against Rashemen's battle-mad defenders. The fangs of
Rashemen drove them away from the magic-dead circle, degper into the valey. The witch whips awaited
them there. They joined in deadly song with Fyodor's whip, lashing the Tuigan toward Imiltur, the army
that awaited them there, and the Lake of Tears beyond.

When it was over, Zofiadismissed the witches to go among the wounded, to find and hel p those who
might yet be saved. It was grim and dangerous work, separating the wounded from the dead, and the
dead from the undead. Nor would they work alone:

The skieswere dready black with ravens, and the hungry cries of wolves rose from the darkening
shadows of the Ashenwood.

Zofiaquickly dipped into awitch'strance, diding into the gray overworld that linked the living and the
spirit realms. She reached out to the Sisters guarding the Watchtowers of Ashane. They must know what
was coming their way.

She quickly touched the minds of the first Guardian, the witch who stood at the portd to the
overworld, and conveyed without words what needed to be said. When the tower had been warned, she
moved to the next and to the next. Here no entranced witch guarded the porta. Instead Zofia
encountered a chaos of displaced spirits—

And aburst of power that threw her across the room.

The gray world exploded in awhite burst of pain, and there was only darkness.

Zofiadidn't hear the warriors come in, couldn't have said who had the effrontery to pour aswig of



jhuild down her throat. She cameto hersdlf choking and sputtering, and her first words were afew
choice phrases sheld learned in her daysin the warriors lodge.

A thin but gtill-strong hand captured hers and hauled her to her feet. "Saveit for the Tuigan, Zofia"

She focused on the face of the aging huhrong then glanced at the white-faced youth who stood a pace
to the side and two behind. Her gaze returned to the huhrong's face.

"We have won another battle, Hyarmon HussiIthar. Perhaps we should al have another drink.”

"Thetimeto celebrate has not yet come," the huhrong said coldly. ™Y oung Fyodor broke ranks and
should be dedlt with accordingly.”

Zofialet out aderigve laugh. "Broke ranks? Hasyour eyesight so fatered, Hyarmon, that you
mistake our berserkers for Cormyr's Purple Dragons? The men of Rashemen do not march into battle
likeants"

The old man's face mottled. "Wolves attack with more discipline and order!

"And with lessferocity," she countered. She nodded toward Fyodor. "That young warrior turned the
battle. Y ou know it."

"That young warrior is dangerous, and you know it. Heis not his own master. What man in control of
hiswitswould lay hands upon awitch whip?"

The Iron Lord reached over his shoulder and drew along, dark weapon from the baldric dung there.
This he threw onto the floor. It landed on the stone floor with adeep ringing clatter, like the bass-voiced
bellsthat tolled awarrior's death.

"1 will not deny that young Fyodor did hisduty,” the huhrong said in more tempered tones. "Now |
must do mine, and you, yours."

It wasthelaw of theland, born of stern necessity, and Zofia had no argument against his demand. She
gave acurt nod that was both agreement and dismissal. The Iron Lord inclined his head and strode from
the room.

She stooped to pick up the weapon. With both hands she held it a arm'slength, sighting down the
blade. It was straight and true, as well made as any wegpon of Rashemen. It was also heavy—evenin
the strength of her girlhood, she could not have held it so for more than amoment. Such swordswere
nearly impossible to wield in battle except in the throes of berserker frenzy. It had no edge. It wasa
bludgeon, not a cutting weapon. A berserker raging out of control was adanger to himsdlf aswell as
others, and it was the greatest dishonor for any Rashemi to die by his own hand, his own sword.

She turned to the young man, saw the bleak acceptance in his eyes, but before she could spesk, a
dark cloud of magic shimmered in thefar side of the tower room, then took silent, solid form. The bodies
of three of Rashemen's witches—the women whose death had nearly been Zofias—had returned to the
nearest fastness.

Zofiadropped the black sword and hurried to her fallen sisters. Her mind refused to catalogue all their
injuries, acknowledging only that they had been horribly dain. Two of them ill wore the black masks
that witches donned when traveling and sometimes when spell casting. The other's face was untouched
by her violent death, and it appeared young, fair, and very familiar. It was the face that Zofia had seen
when asagirl she had looked into aclear pool or asilvered glass.

Her heart breaking, she dropped to her knees and gently removed the mask so that she might gaze
into the aging face of Zhanna, her twinborn sister. She gently smoothed aside astrand of gray hair and
whispered aprayer to speed her sster's spirit on itsway.

A lifetime of duty pushed asde this new pain. With steady fingers Zofiatied the mask to her belt.
Later shewould call Fraeni to her, give her the mask, and send her to hold the Watchtower. Zhannawas
one of the most powerful witchesin the land, and she had been the guardian of many treasures. In
addition to the Mask of Danigar, she had been entrusted with an ebony wish-staff and the task of
ferreting out the ancient power hidden in the Wind-waker amulet.

A deep foreboding filled Zofia, and she did one hand benesth the high collar of hissister'srobes, her
fingers seeking the chain. It was gone—taken by the wizards who had dain her sster.

Gone, too, was her sgter's dream. According to the old tales, in the Windwalker lay the power to
bind and to break, to heal and destroy. Zhanna had been certain that it had aroleto play inthe



restoration of Rashemen's magic.

The burden of grief was suddenly too heavy for Zofids shoulders. The tower room spun and blurred,
and her own spirit strained &t itslife-tether in ayearning to follow its twinborn self.

"Grandmother?'

The tentative question, voiced in adeep, resonant bass, jarred Zofia back to herself. Sheroseto her
feet in asingle smooth movement, schooled her face to amask of calm mgjesty, and turned to face
Fyodor.

Theyoung warrior was pale and haggard, weaving on hisfeet. It wasamarvel he could stand at dll.
The sicknessthat fell over Rashemen's warriors after a berserker rage could be as devadtating inits own
way asthekilling frenzy.

Pride and grief mingled in the old witch's heart as she beheld her kinsman for the last time. Fyodor
was hisfather's son—a strong man, afinewarrior. Y oung as he was, there had been talk about making
him leader of hisown fang. With aheavy heart, she took up the dull black sword, holding it soit lay flat
across her two hands.

"Y ou have brought honor to Rashemen,” the witch said softly. She marveled that shewas ableto
speak the ritual words without wavering. Even so, she had to swallow hard before she could speak the
last words. "'In honor go to your last battle.”

He took the weagpon from her, accepting without hesitation his sentence of death. An honorable degth,
yes, but desth al the same. Zofialifted one hand to give the blessing bestowed upon the dead and dying,
but try as she might, she could not form theritua gesture.

For along moment the old witch and the young warrior stood in frozen tableau, then Zofia's hand
dropped heavily to her side.

She had had too much of desath.

The bag that held her augury stones shifted, asif the ancient bones within stirred of their own accord.
She reached in, drew out a handful of the engraved stones, and cast them to the floor.

They landed in aprecise circle around the young man. Instantly he was surrounded with trand ucent,
rapidly shifting images, too many and too fleeting for Zofiato perceivethem al. The onethat saized her
attention was araven with golden eyes, wearing about its neck an ancient amulet, arune-carved dagger
of dull, weathered gold.

"The Windwalker," she said aloud, and heard the power that filled her words like strong winds
passing through winter trees— the power of Sight. ™Y ou will find the Windwalker. Shewill bind and
bresk, heal and destroy. Y ou will bring her to Rashemen, and she will bring you home."

The images around Fyodor faded, and the witch's summoned power receded like a departing storm.

"The Windwalker," Zofiarepeated in her own voice, speaking to the puzzlement on her grandson's
face. "Itisan ancient artifact of our people. Y ou must find it and return it to me.”

The warrior responded with ableak smile. He lifted the black weapon, gripped the blade and drew
his hand aong it, then showed her hisunmarked palm.

"l have been declared nydeshka, ablunt sword. By Rashemaar law, | am adead man.”

"That excuses you from obeying the Othlor?" she demanded tartly. "If | say you will go, you will go.”

Fyodor'slipsthinned. "I accept our customs and tradition. Any berserker who cannot control hisrage
has earned death,” he said evenly, "but what dishonorable thing have | done, Grandmother, that you
condemn meto exile?'

"Congder it darjemma, then," she said, naming the journey all Rashemaar youth took in early
adulthood.

"No youth has gone on darjemma since the Tuigan invaded. Would you have me abandon Rashemen
while sheisunder attack?"

"Havel not said 07"

He acknowledged the command with anod. For along moment, however, he waged a sillent battle
agang pride.

"l anwillingtodie™" hesad at last, goeaking his pleawith quiet dignity, "but let me die a home. Do
not condemn my spirit to walk landsiit cannot know, like thefdlen Tuigan.”



That startled her, for she thought none but witches perceived these unquiet exiles. "Y ou can seethese
ghods?'

He hesitated. " Sometimes, yes. From the corner of my eye. When | look straight upon them, they are
not there, and when | speak to them, they do not answer."

These words described with distressing accuracy the situation with the spirits, aswell. So Fyodor had
the Sight, Zofia noted. That was no great wonder, seeing that men of their clan were counted among the
vremyonni—the Old Ones, the rare magically gifted males who crafted weapons of magic and fashioned
new spells. Zofia consdered telling Fyodor of the state of Rashemen's magic but decided that he had
burdens enough to bear.

"I will enchant your wegpon so that the blade will cut, but only those who are not of Rashemen,” she
said. "So armed, you have as good a chance as any man of completing your task and returning to
Rashemen with honor."

"Andif | fdl?'

"1 will send aMoon Hunter to find you and bring you home," she suggested. "I promise you, by the
word of an Othlor witch and by the power of Mother Rashemen, that whatever comes of your quest,
your boneswill rest benegth the skies of your homeland. Will that content you?!

Despite his situation, Fyodor's winter-blue eyes brightened with the wonder of those whose deepest
joy was the hearing and telling of tales. "Moon Hunterstruly exist? | had thought them to be legends! Do
you truly know such a cresture?’

"Havel not said 07"

He pondered thismarvel for amoment, then he let out along breath and shoved one hand through his
dark hair. The smile he gave her was wry and far too old for hisyears.

"These are strange times, indeed! A blunt sword is sent on awitch's quest, and aMoon Hunter stalks
adead man. What isthis about, Grandmother? Truly about?'

"] cannot tell you,” she said with total honesty.

Hisregarded her for along moment. "With all respect, Zofia Othlor," he said softly, "it ssemsto me
that the reason you cannot tell meisthat you do not know the answer."

Oh yes, he saw too much, this son of her blood and her spirit.

"Find the Windwaker," she repeated. "With it you will find your destiny and perhapsthat of al
Rashemen.”



REPRISE

unconquered foes

Sullport, DR 1361

In many aWaterdeep tavern, balads are sung of an ancient city doomed by the evil of itsinhabitants.
According to the song, the city was swallowed by rock and sea, and the gods raised avast headstone to
mark itsgrave.

Most of the revelerswho join in drunken refrain have no ideathey are drinking in the shadow of this
"headstone," whichisin fact Mount Waterdeep. Few redize that the city of Skullport lies directly benesth
them and that it isfar from dead.

Skullport's streets and shanties sprawl untidily through a series of enormous stone caverns, and
networks of tunnels delve throughout the northlands and under the seaitsdlf.

In aremote corner of one of these warrens, adark figure floated aong the ceiling of anarrow stone
passage. His drow magic kept him aoft, well above the magica wards and darmsthat would betray his
gpproach. He pulled himself from one jagged handhold to the next, moving carefully toward the moment
that had filled his dreams since the day he'd first met Liriel Baenre.

Gorligt, the warrior son of the wizard Nisstyre and second in command of the mercenary band
Dragon's Hoard, struggled to tune out the dluring clash of weapons echoing through nearby stone
corridors as drow fought drow. The enemy whose death he desired above dl others would not be among
the sword-wielding priestesses of Eilistraee.

A warning heat began to kindle in the drow's | eft cheek. He dapped a hand over the dragon-shaped
tattoo emblazoned there with magical ink—atalisman that warned of nearby dragons and indicated with
faint, colored light the creatures kind and nature. No telltale glow spilled through hisfingers. Therewasa
dragon ahead, but it was a degpdragon, a creature of darkness.

The drow scowled. Of course that would be Pharx, for what degpdragon would allow an interloper
so closetoitslair? Pharx was apowerful dly. Any battle the dragon joined would be short and decisive.
Victory wasimportant, of course, but Gorlist had his own vengeance to consider.

With animpatient flick of hisebony fingers, Gorlist dispelled the levitation magic holding him doft. He
swooped toward the tunnd floor like adescending raven and hit the stonefloor at arun. Thetimefor
secrecy and stealth was past.

Gorligt raced toward hisfather's hidden sanctum, leaving in hiswake blinding explosions of magica
lightsand alarms that keened like vengeful banshees. The wall ahead shifted, and aten-foot, two-headed
ettin broke away from the stone. The monster rose up before him, blocking the passage with menacing
bulk and aspiked club. Gorlist ran through the utterly convincing illusion as easily asapixie might flit
through arainbow.

The tunnel traced a curve, then ended abruptly in solid stone. Gorlist sped around the tight turn and
hurled himsdf at thewall, legping high into the air and snapping both feet out in apowerful double kick.



The"stone’ gave way, and he crashed through the hidden door.

Wood shattered, and spellbooks tumbled to the floor as the concealing bookshelf gave way. Gorlist
rolled quickly and came up in acrouch, along dagger in each hand. With a swift, practiced glance he
took inthe smal battlefield.

Hisfather's sudy was empty.

It was aso adisaster. Cracks dithered up the stonewalls. Artwork hung askew or lay broken on the
mosaic floor, which had buckled and heaved until it was little more than apile of rubble. Part of the
ceiling had given way, and chunksof it lay in hegps against onewall. Dugt il rose from the recent
stonefall, and water released from some tiny, hidden stream overhead dripped steadily onto the rubble.

Gorlist nodded, understanding what had happened. As held anticipated, Liriel Baenre had cometo
reclaim the magica artifact Nisstyre had taken from her. The wizard had responded with atiny, conjured
guake—a canny move on Nisstyre's part. There were few things the people of the Underdark feared
more than astonefdl tremor. There no better way to send the troubl esome wench scurrying out into the
open—to a place that offered Nisstyre every possible advantage.

Bloodlust sang in the warrior's veins as he picked hisway through the ruined chamber and sprinted
down atunnd leading to the dragon's hoard cavern. Pharx would be there, ready to protect histreasure.
Surely thiswas the battl efield Nisstyre would choose!

Gorlist was nearly there when ashriek of terrible anguish seared through the air. Without dowing his
pace, he saized the flying folds of his cape and drew the magica garment around himin ashield of
invighility.

He burst onto awalkway encircling the vast cavern, squinting into the bright torchlight—or so it
seemed to his sengtive drow eyes—that filled the hoard room with flickering shadows. Pharx's lair was
dominated by an enormous heap of gold and gems. The hoard glittered in the light of severa smoking
torches thrust into wall brackets. The object of Gorlist's degpest hatred climbed this pile, moving with a
dancer's grace over the shifting treasure.

Liriel no longer looked the part of a pampered Menzoberranzan noble. The erstwhile drow princess
was clad in smple black |eathers, and the sword on her hip was serviceable at best. Her elaborate braids
had been loosed, and thick wavy hair tumbled down her back like awild, Whitewater stream. Gorlist
could not see her face, but it was emblazoned in hismind: the patrician tilt of her smal, stubborn chin, the
catlike amber hue of her scornful gaze. For amoment Gorlist could see nothing but Liriel, and his
thoughts held nothing but hatred.

His sharp eyes caught an anomaly: asmooth wash of gold amid the jumbled treasure. Beneath the
acrid dragon musk lay the stench of burned flesh — anot uncommon scent in adragon'slair but under
the circumstances, ominous. Gorlist caught sight of the dying drow embedded up to his chest in cooling,
molten gold.

There was no mistaking Nisstyre, despite the ravages of aheat so furiousthat it could melt coin asif it
were butter. A large, glowing ruby was embedded in the seared forehead, and its magicd light dimmed
with the swift ebbing of thewizard'slife-force.

Liriel plucked the gem from Nisstyre's forehead and gazed into it like a seer contemplating a scrying
stone—which, in fact, the ruby was. She greeted the unseen watcher with asmile such asa queen might
giveavanquished riva or ahunting cat useto taunt its prey.

"Youlose" shesad.

Crimson light flared asif in sudden temper, then abruptly died. Lirid tossed the lifeless Sone aside and
haf-ran, haf-did down the pile.

So do you, Gorligt slently retorted, noting the dragon-shaped shadow edging into view against the far
wal.

The dragon staggered into the cavern, and Gorlist's lips shaped a silent, blasphemous curse. It was not
Pharx after all but asmaller, stranger creature: atwo-headed purple femae. Obvioudy the dragon had
seen battle, and her presence indicated that she had prevailed over Pharx — but not without price. From
his position, Gorlist could see the deep acid burns scoring the fema€'s back.

Liriel could not see the wounds, and she greeted the dragon with afierce smile. They exchanged afew



words that Gorlist could not hear. The dragon seemed about to say more, but its left head findly
succumbed to injury. Enormous reptilian eyesrolled up, and the head flopped forward, limp and lifeless.

For amoment the right head regarded the demise of its counterpart. 'l was afraid of that," the
half-dragon said clearly, then the second head crashed facefirst into Pharx's treasure.

Liriel threw hersdlf to her knees and gathered the dragon'sleft head in her arms. "Damnit, Zip," she
sadintonesringing with grief and loss.

Theright head gtirred, lifted. "A word of advice: Don't trust that human of yours. An utter fool! He
offered to follow meinto Pharx'slair and help in battle if needed. In return, he asked only that | kill him if
he raised a sword against any of Qiluésdrow. Best deal | was ever offered.”

The dragon turned aside, and her fading eyes held a conspiratoria gleam. "Y ou're on your own now."

Gorligt followed the direction of the dragon's gaze, and his crimson eyes narrowed. A young human
male strode swiftly toward Liriel, hisblack sword naked in his hand and his concern-filled gaze fixed
upon the mourning drow.

"Helives" Gorlist muttered flatly, disgusted a himsdlf and Nisstyre for alowing the human to survive.
When last they'd seen this man, he had been sprawled beside a dying campfire. The drow mercenaries
had seen only what Liriel had wanted them to see: the distraction offered by her unclad body and thelie
of the human's "deeth." The truth had hidden behind the dark elves fascination with the deadly
game—known among drow asthe " Spider'sKiss' in honor of the female spider who mated and
killed—that Liriel had tacitly invited them to contemplate. Gorlist granted the femal€s deviouslittle ploy a
moment's grudging admiration.

All of Lirid's cunning seemed to have vanished with the dragon's death. She cradled the enormous
purple head in her lap, rocking it tenderly, al but obliviousto the crescendo of approaching battle.

The drow warrior sneered. So that was the princess's weakness. If the loss of a dragon could so
distract her, imagine her state when her pet human lay dead &t her feet!

Anticipation sped Gorlist's steps as he unsheathed his sword and crept, sllent and invisible, toward the
unwitting par.

Liriel gently put aside the dragon and rose. Shejolted back as she found hersdlf nearly faceto face
with her companion. Her astonishment turned to rage, lightning quick, and in full drow fury she hurled
hersdf at the man, pushing him toward one of the exit tunnels.

"Get out of herel” she screamed. " Stupid, stubborn ... human!™

The young man easily removed himsdlf from Liriel's grasp and turned toward the main tunnd. The
clamor of swords announced that battle was amost upon them.

"Itistoo late," he said in bleak tones. As he spoke, magica energy crackled in animbus around
him—an aurafaintly visble to the magic-sengitive eyes of the watching drow warrior. Before Gorlist
could blink, the human began to take on height and power.

The drow caught his breath. Once before he had seen this common-looking young man transform into
amighty berserker warrior. He remembered little of the battle that had followed, for the memory had
been seared away by the healing potions that had brought him back from defeat and near-degth.

No fighter had ever before bested Gorlist with asword. For amoment he burned to erasethisinsult in
open combat.

Liriel brandished afamiliar gold amulet—the Windwalker, the artifact that Nisstyre had considered so
important. She snatched a battered flask from the human's belt, pulled the cork free with her teeth, and
tipped the flask dowly over the golden trinket.

Shock froze Gorlist in mid-step. Nisstyre had coveted the Wind-walker for its ability to hold strange
and powerful magic. With the help of thistreasure, Liriel had brought her undiminished drow powersto
the surface, something few drow had been able to accomplish. Could she possibly be willing to throw
away this hard-won gain?

It was unbdievable, unconscionable! What drow would willingly surrender such an advantage?

For amoment Gorlist wastorn. He yearned to revea himsdlf, to defeat the human, to gloat at the pain
the man's death would inflict upon Liriel. Then the human began to sing in adeep bassvoice. Gorlist
could not understand the words, but he sensed the power of ritual behind the song.



Any delay would put hismain prize at risk. Better to dispatch the male quickly and savor the second,
moreimportant kill. Still shrouded with invishility, Gorlist darted forward, his sword high.

The human's transformation ended with a surge of magica growth, one so sudden and powerful that it
sent him stumbling forward. The stroke that should have cleaved his skull dedlt only aglancing blow, but
Gorlist noted the swift flow of blood and knew that, unchecked, it would suffice.

Theritua song stopped abruptly, but the man'sfal was dow, astonished, like the degth of a
lightning-struck tree. Liridl caught him in her arms, staggering under hisweight. With difficulty she eased
him to the ground. A small cry escaped her when she noted the white flash of bone gleaming through the
garish cut.

Gorligt flipped back his cape, reveding himsdlf and hisbloodied sword. ™Y our turn," he said with deep
satifaction.

Lirid went very dill. The eyes shelifted to him were utterly flat and cold, asfull of icy hatred asonly a
drow's could be. In them was no grief, no loss, no pain. For amoment Gorlist knew disappointment.

"Hand to hand," she snarled.

He nodded, unable to contain his smirk of delight. The princess was not as unaffected as she
pretended to be. If her heart had been untouched and her head clear, she would have never agreed to
face asuperior fighter with nothing moreto aid her than sted and sinew!

The stupid female closed the Windwa ker then rose and pulled along dagger from her belt.

They crossed blades. The strength of Lirid'sfirst blow surprised Gorlis—and unleashed awellpring
of fury.

He dashed and pounded at her, raining potentia death blowsin rapid, ringing succession. Gonewas
hisyearning for adow desath, alingering vengeance.

But the princess had learned something of thewarrior's art sincetheir last meeting. Liridl was asfast as
he, and though she could never best him, she was skilled enough to turn aside each killing stroke. Her
strength, though, was no match for his, and Gorlist drove her steedily, inexorably, toward the cavern wall.
Hewould pin her to it and leave her thereto rot.

Through the haze of his battle rage, Gorlist noted thetall, preter-naturally beautiful drow female
running lightly along the far edge of the cavern. Qilué of Eilistraee had arrived, and fast behind her came a
band of armed priestesses! His victory must come quickly or not &t all.

The newcomers paid little heed to the furious dudl. Lofting aslvery chorus of Snging swords, they
rushed to meet the mercenaries that yet another band of females herded into the open cavern.

Liriel had also noted her dlies arrival. She made aquick, impulsive rush toward them, in her relief
forgetting the uneven floor. Shetripped over ajeweled cup and stumbled to one knee. Gorlist lunged, his
sword diving for her heart.

The drow princesswas faster till. Sherose swiftly into the air, and the warrior, deprived of histarget,
found himsalf momentarily off balance. Before he could adjust, she spun like adervish and lashed out
with one booted foot.

To hisastonishment, Gorligt felt himself falling. The floor of the hoard room seemed to drop away,
throwing him into amaestrom of faint, whirling lights and magica winds.

Before his heart could pick up the beat stolen by shock, he was flung out into cold, dark water. He
fought off the urge to take a startled breath and began to swim for the surface.

It was dl too clear what had happened. Somehow Eilistraee's priestesses had learned of the magical
gate hidden benesth the dark waters of Skullport harbor. They must have waylaid some of the Dragons
Hoard mercenaries and stolen the medallions that granted passage through this portal. Lirie knew this,
and she knew just where to find the hidden magica door. Her "retreat” from his assault had been
caculated, every step and sumble of it! This knowledge pained Gorlist nearly as much asthe burning of
hisar-sarved lungs.

Gorlist burst free of the water and dragged in severd long, ragged gulps of air. He dashed the back of
one hand across his eyes then squinted toward the bright light of a battle.

The stuation was grim. A smd| crowd of drow children—valuable daves bound for adark even city
far to the south—huddled together on the dock. Their wary, watchful red eyesreflected the light of the



burning dave ship.

Gorligt's second ship was till intact, but that was the best he could say for it. His minotaur boatswain
dumped over therail, his broad, brown-furred back bristling with arrows. The crow's nest flamed like a
candle. The drow archer stationed there had tried to leap free and had become entangled in the rat lines.
His garish crimson |eathersidentified him as Ubergralil, the best archer in the Dragon's Hoard. He hung
there, dain by his own red arrows— Qilué was known for her disturbing sense of justice—like abright
insect caught in Lolth's web. Other, nameess dark shapes bobbed in the water around Gorligt, silent
testament to his band's defest.

Nonetheless afew maes till stood and fought. Heartened, Gorlist swam steadily for the ship. He
saized one of the anchor lines and hauled himsalf up out of the water. A burst of levitation magic sent him
soaring over therail. He dispelled the magic and dropped to the deck beside a comrade.

As Gorlig rose from his crouch, the"comrade” whirled toward him. A black fist flashed toward his
face and connected with aforce that sngpped his head to one sde. He ingtinctively moved with the blow,
using the momentum to add distance between himsdlf and the traitor. Drawing his sword as he turned, he
blinked away the stars that danced mockingly before his eyes.

This opponent was atal, slver-haired drow mae who crouched in guard position, waiting for Gorlist
to gather himsdlf for battle. The stranger'sfoolish chivary and silvery hair proclaimed him afollower of
the hated goddess Eilistraee.

Gorligt'slip curled in asneer, and he made a contemptuous beckoning gesture with one hand.

The slver-haired drow lifted his sword in chalenge. "'For the Dark Maiden and our lady Qilué!”

The mercenary fisted his beckoning hand and twisted it palm down, releasing adart hidden in his
forearm sheath. Immediately his opponent shifted his sword to deflect the projectile. It exploded on
impact, sending adick of viscous black liquid skimming over the blade.

In lessthan a heartbeet, the metal of sword and hilt melted and flowed into asteaming, letha
puddle—too quickly for the drow defender to understand his doom or to toss aside his blade. Flesh and
bone dissolved dong with the molten sted, and the drow stumbled back, staring in dishdlief at the ragged
shards of bone protruding from his still-smoking wrist. His back hit the aft mast hard and he Sarted to
didedownit.

Immediately Gorlist lunged forward and thrust his sword between two ribs—not deep enough to kill,
but enough to hold the wounded drow upright. Hisvictim didn't even seem to notice thisnew injury.

"Look at me" Gorlist demanded softly.

Stunned eyesflashed to hisface.

"lan't it enough that we must answer to the females of Men-zoberranzan and their accursed Lolth?
What maewould cast off thisyoke, only to worship Eilistraee?

"Elkantar," the drow said in afading voice. "I am Elkantar, redeemed by Eilistraee, beloved of Qilué."

These wordsfilled Gorlist with fierce joy. He dammed his sword forward, felt it bite into the wooden
mast behind the traitorous male, then wrenched it free.

"That was arhetorica question,” hetold the dying drow, "but thank you for sharing.”

"Y ou! Drider dung!" shouted someone behind him, delivering theinsult in strangely accented Drow.
Gorlist's moment of dark pleasure shattered. He spun to face the speaker, who strode toward him,
sword in hand. The warrior was furious, femae and—asif those things were not trouble enough—faerie.

Gorlist held bdiefsforeign to most of his Underdark kin, but he shared in full measure their hatred of
surface ves. This particular faerie df wastal, with moon-white skin and deek ebony hair—abizarre
reversal of drow beauty. Her eyes were a strange shade of golden green, and astregk of silver hair, most
likely the mark of Eilistiraee, hung in adisheveled braid over one shoulder.

Gorligt ran afew stepstoward the femae. He stopped suddenly, letting her close the distance
between them, then delivered a high feinting jab. She ducked and answered with alunging attack, a quick
move that sent her slvery braid swinging forward. Gorlist parried the darting sword with acircular sweep
of hisblade, catching her weapon and moving it out wide. He seized the fagrie df's braid, determined to
ripit from her scap.

A dagger appeared in the df's other hand. Up it flashed, severing afew inches of braided hair. The



lock in Gorligt's hand flared with sudden light and flowed into anew and deadly shape. Suddenly he was
holding asmall viper. Itstongue flashed like miniature lightning as it tasted the drow's scent, and its head
reared back for the strike.

Gorligt hurled the tiny mongter to the deck. It landed with a splat, breaking apart into a hundred tiny
dlver bals. Theserolled together and reshaped into atiny dragon. The diminutive monster hissed, catlike,
and leaped into flight, hurtling straight for the tattoo burning silver-bright on Gorlist'sface.

The drow refused to be drawn by either distraction. He kept his sword in guard position, swatting the
little dragon aside with hisfree hand. It let out an indignant soprano squawk and flapped out of reach.

Gorligt and the ef exchanged afew blows, taking each other's measure, testing defenses. Thefemae
was tal—nearly ahead taler than he, with areach that exceeded his. Worse, she seemed to understand
the ever-shifting patterns of drow swordplay. She met each attack with acasual, almost contemptuous
ease.

For several moments they moved together in perfect coordination, like light and shadow. All the while
the Slvery dragon circled them.

Suddenly the dragon faded into mist, which expanded into a bright, hazy cloud. This settled down
over the embattled pair—a deliberate and mocking reversa of the globe of darkness that drow often
employed in battle. Thelast thing Gorlist saw with any clarity wasthe smirk on the faerie df'sface.

He squinted into the too-bright mist. The ef's outline was il visble, and her sword reflected the
diffused light asit dived for his hamsiring. Gorlist leaped high above the blade, throwing himsdlf into a
spin to gain distance from the second, third, and fourth attack that any drow would surely have planned
and ready.

Thisimpulse saved him. A second, unseen weapon scraped along hislesther jerkin, and the stroke
that would have disembowe ed him merely drew a stinging line across his backside.

Gorlist landed and lunged in one quick, fluid movement, but his sword plunged through shadow
without substance. The ef was gone, leaving an illusion behind. The drow overextended, but instead of
adjusting hisfooting, he threw himsdlf several stepsforward in hope of outpacing the bright globe. His
abysmal luck held: the L olth-bedamned light clung to him.

A dark form appeared in his path. Gorlist pulled up short, nearly toe to toe with adrow male.

Ingtantly they fell gpart, snapping into guard position with mirror-image precision. Gorlist recognized
one of hismercenaries. The other drow's eyes widened with horror as he realized he faced his
commander. He lowered his wegpon and dropped to one kneg, tilting his head to one side and baring his
neck asasign of submission.

Gorlist dso turned away. Holding his sword with both hands, he whirled back, putting al his strength
into the blow. The blade hewed through flesh and bone, and the mercenary's head tumbled acrossthe
deck. Before the body could fal, Gorlist snatched the medallion from the severed neck.

"Surrender accepted,” he muttered as he draped it around his own neck.

He bolted for the Sde of the ship and vaulted over therail. The globe of light followed him al the way
to the water. He dropped into the darkness and was swept into the magical passage.

Gorlist emerged in afamiliar sonetunnd and immediately kicked into arun. The shipswerelogt, but
perhaps the mercenaries held left behind were faring better.

He ran through severa passages before he heard the song: ajubilant paean to Eilistraee voiced by
Qilués priestesses.

Fury surged through him, speeding his stepsinto a headlong sprint, but even asheran, Gorlist
acknowledged the truth: The Dragon's Hoard band was defeated. He was alone, without resources or
dlies. Everything Nisstyre had built over years of effort was gone.

Or nearly everything.

Gorligt veered off into aside passage, onethat led to his own private stash. It would provide anew
gtart. Oneway or another, Liriel Baenre would die. He would leave no means untested, scorn no
dliance—no dliance, no matter how deadly or distasteful.

Suddenly Gorlist knew what he must do. As soon as he could, he would return to the hoard chamber.
He would find Nisstyre's ruby, and he would seek out someonewho hated Liridl nearly asmuch ashe



did.
@

Inthe Abyss, time did not exist. Therewas no day or night such asthe surface dwellers knew, no
magica timepiece enchanted anew at the midnight hour. The drow femae stumbling through thet gray
place could not know that the dim crescent moon that shone on the night of her defeat had since grown
smug and big-bellied.

The same moon had waned and waxed severa times since the battle of the Dragon's Hoard and the
death of Nisstyre, her valuable and reluctant dly. The drow knew nothing of that, either, nor would that
knowledge have mattered. Her purpose, her entire being, was focused on the hunt for Liriel Baenre.
What was the passing of spring and summer to adrow of the Underdark, and what did it matter if the
hunt took place in Menzoberranzan or across the seas of the surface world? Hatred, like the Abyss,
knew no limits of time and place.

Only that hatred fueled Shakti Hunzrin, traitor-priestess to both Lolth and VVhaerun, and kept her
pressing on in her search for escape.

To the exhausted drow, it seemed that both of her deities had abandoned her. She had viewed the
Abyss through the scrying bowls employed by L olth's priestesses, but none of her studies had prepared
her for theredlity.

Fetid migts rose from the ground, which was sometimes strewn with sharp rocks and sometimes so
soft, o indistinet, that it hardly seemed solid &t dl. Bizarre fungi grew to huge size. More than once the
famished drow had attempted to break off apiece of giant, malformed mushroom only to have some
strange, dumbering creature come awake roaring for blood.

So far, Shakti had been equd to al these battles. Hatred always made her stronger. In the Abyss,
hatred was the natural element, and Shakti breathed it in as a fish breathes water, but though her spirit
burned ever stronger, her physical form was weakening. She could not continuein this manner for much
longer.

"l can saveyou."

The words were spoken softly, seductively. Shakti whirled toward the sound, her hand ingtinctively
flying to the handle of her snake-headed whip.

Too late, she remembered that the snakes were dead, dain in battle with Liriel Baenre. It wasa
marve that she could forget thisfor even an ingtant, since the stench of rotting snake flesh had followed
her for what seemed an eternity. It clung to her robes ill, even though al that remained of the
once-proud wesgpon was five dim chains of bone and cartilage held together by dried snew. Therotting
weapon had been a constant torment and adanger aswell. The Abyss, like al places of the dead, had its
scavengers, and the smell of carrion drew them. Y et never once did Shakti consider discarding the
wespon. It reminded her that she had been ahigh priestess, heir to House Hunzrin. She would diewith
her whip in her hand as befitted a noble of Menzoberranzan.

"l can saveyou," the voice repested, moreingstently thistime.

Chagrined by her wandering thoughts, Shakti forced herself to focus on the swirling mists. A dark,
lithesome figure stepped from the gray shadows like a dream taking on substance.

The newcomer was quite Smply the most beautiful drow male she had ever beheld. Except for the
glittering piwafwi draping his shoulders, he was as naked as a newborn rothé calf. His eyes held none of
the disdain that high-born maes usudly turned upon Shakti, nor any of the velled resignation shewas
accustomed to seeing on the faces of those males under her power.

"You areweary," he crooned. "Too weary to find your way out of this place. Thereisaway, you
know. You canfind it, if only you rest awhile, clear your mind, and ease your body."

A courtesan, Shakti reasoned, wasting his afterlife the only way he knew how. She reached into her
empty coin bag and turned it ingde out. "Y ou're wasting your time," she said shortly. "I can't pay.”

He looked genuindy shocked. " Anything between us would be a gift given two ways! Y ou are most
beautiful, and | have been too long done.”

Beautiful ? Shaki'slip curled in disdain. All her life she had been plump and graceless, ascloseto



homely asit was possible for adrow to be. Moreover, she had lived her life in the dangerous shadow of
aphysica defect: weak, nearsghted eyes. Terrified that squinting might betray thisimperfection, she had
compensated by holding her eyeswide open, which caused her to blink rather too frequently and lent her
apop-eyed, frantic appearance. This habit had persisted long after the two deities she served granted her
perfect vison.

"Y ou don't believe me," the stranger said in wondering tones. "Here—l ook for yourself.”

He gestured to the migts, which parted to reved a shdlow, stagnant pool. The surface silvered, and in
it Shakti saw reflected a perfect image of the handsome male. Before she could think better of it, she
took a step forward and gazed at her own reflection.

"Lolth'seight legs," she swore softly.

The face and form reflected back to her were familiar, yet different enough to cause her to wonder,
briefly, if the mae had magicaly atered her reflection.

As Shakti gazed at her image, she saw the truth. The Abyss had hardened her, burning away the
dross and leaving behind only the drow essence. Her black face was not just thinner but reshaped. The
rounded, sullen countenance now boasted a sharply angular form, adramatic dash from wide
cheekbones to narrow, pointed chin. Determination had focused her crimson eyes, changed her wild
expression into one of imperious dignity. Her mist-sodden robes clung to her, revealing anewly lithe
form.

"You see?' themae said. "So very beautiful." He took two gliding steps forward, one hand reaching
out to her.

Shakti'sfirst response wasiirritation. Before she could crudely suggest that the male attempt to
procreste without benefit of partner, her robes shifted and parted asif in anticipation—actelltale bit of
magic she had experienced once before.

Terror and loathing swept through Shakti in chilling waves. She saized her treacherous garment and
tugged it back into place, crossing her arms over her chest so that one hand was hidden beneath the
folds. A quick glance a the reflecting pool assured her that her expression of |ofty disdain had not
fdtered.

"Begone," shesaid coldly. Her hidden hand began to shape the warding that repelled unwanted
advances of seductive demons.

The crimson eyes of the drow-shaped incubus tracked the subtle gesture and filled with rage. An
inhuman roar exploded from the creature'sthroat asit leaped, changing form inmidair. A hideous winged
demon hit Shakti full force and bore her to the ground. They hit the slver puddle together, shattering the
mir-rorlike surface into athousand watery shards.

"l can saveyou," the creature gloated in avoice that was like a chorus of the damned. "Y ouwerea
high priestess once. Shdl we enact theritual anew?"

Shakti writhed and kicked, raking the now-scaly skin with her nails. "1 am apriestess of Lolth, and
you, whatever else you may be, are nothing but a male!"

As she shrieked out the last words, ajolt of power seared through her. Something stirred between
them, and suddenly the incubus was rearing back, shrieking in agony.

Shakti scrambled away and staggered to her feet. To her astonishment, a skeletal snake head roseto
regard her, black eyes glowing like living obsidian in the once-empty sockets. The snake's fanged jaws
parted, and it spat.

The priestess regarded the bloody trophy, then threw back her head and laughed with triumph and
delight. Sheraised her whip high and lashed forward. All five skeletal heads dived in for thekill, their
fangs bright, sharp, and eager in their bony jaws.

She worked her whip until her shoulders sang with pain, until the incubus huddled and cowered before
her, flayed of every inch of itshide.

"Desgth," it pleaded.

"Thisisthe Abyss," Shakti said coldly. "Were aready dead.”

Sheturned on her hedl and marched off, fedling better than she had since her defeat at Lirid's hands.
In that battle, Lolth had chosen to honor the Baenre brat, but the pleasant rasp of bone as the undead



snakes wound themsalves around her was like ahymn of dark redemption. Her priestess whip had been
restored to life—or something closeto it. Surely that wasasign of Lolth'sfavor!

Drunk on thistriumph, the drow passed a giant mushroom without giving it much heed. She did not
notice until too late that the thing crouched and clenched itsdlf like a hideous fist. The cap suddenly
unfurled, and greenish spore exploded toward the drow in anoxious, stinging cloud.

Mushroom spore burned down her throat and into her chest, searing her like droplets of black dragon
venom. Shakti fell to her kneesin aparoxysm of coughing. She fumbled for her whip and silently
commanded the reptilian skullsto tear the mushroom to shreds.

They rose but did not strike. As soon as she could, Shakti wiped her streaming eyes and struggled to
her feet.

Sheimmediately fdll back to her knees.

The"mushroom” had taken new form. A tal creature resembling nothing so much as a column of
melted wax regarded her with blood-red eyes the Size and shape of dinner plates. It possessed no other
recognizable features, but the fluid, rippling undulation of its body suggested that it could take any form it
fancied.

"Yochlol," Shakti breathed, naming the creature that served as handmaiden to the Spider Queen.
Their appearances were few and usualy limited to the great priestesses. Never in her life had Shakti
aspired to this honor. So far, her death showed far more promise!

You are not dead.

The yochlol's voice sounded in Shakti's mind, feminine and somehow familiar. Sherecalled vaguely a
theology classat Arach Tinileth, the priestess academy, concerning the nature and origin of yochlol. That
had been an academic debate, something of little interest to the practical Shakti. Now she wished she
had paid closer attention.

"l aninthe Abyss," Shakti said carefully, not wishing to openly contradict the handmaiden. "I
challenged another priestessand logt. If | am not dead, what am 17?7

Here, the yochlol responded. You are here, no more or less. Even in the Abyss, there are many
ways of being or not being. Before you stands the glorious form to which a priestess of power and
prestige might aspire!

Benesath the proud wordslay alevd of irony, and beneath that, despair. Shakti's suspicions hardened
into certainly.

"You are not long dead,” she ventured. "Y ou gtill remember your life and your name.”

Intime, all thiswill fade, theyochlal recited. The priestess will be forgotten. Only Lolth will
remain.

"Her name be praised and feared,” Shakti said, adding dyly, "asisthe name of the House she honors
abovedl."

The yochlol'sform shifted and flowed, taking on an oddly wistful expresson—and the faint outline of
theface it had worn during its morta existence. The next moment, its countenance snapped back into
formlessglob, and itsred eyesreclaimed their intense focus.

You did not destroy the incubus. We wonder why, when thereis pleasure in destruction—
pleasure, and the blessing of the goddess.

"Thereislittle pleasure of any kind to be had in thisplace," Shakti said curtly. "I would just as soon
put my efforts toward a better result.”

The incubus might seek vengeance.

"Itismorelikely to seek refuge,” Shakti retorted. " Such demons know the way to and from the
Abyss, and given its weakened state and vulnerable flesh, it islikely to flee the scavengers that haunt this
place. When it goes, | will follow, like ahunting lizard who has ataste of its quarry's blood."

Shelifted her hand, showing the magica symbol traced there with the demon'’s blood—a spell that
would enable her to follow the wounded cresture wherever it went. It was one of many spells she had
made a point of learning during her hunt for Liriel Baenre.

A cruel and far-sighted plan, the yochlol observed. Lolth is pleased.

Shakti's gaze dropped to her skeletal snakes, which were wrapped companionably around her arms



and waist. For along moment she struggled to contain the central question of her existence. It burst out
of her, regardless.

"If Lolthispleased, why did shefavor Liriel Baenre over me?”

A lesser goddess has shown favor to this girl. That, LIoth cannot abide.

A shiver of dread raced down Shakti's spine. After dl, she hersaf had afoot in two divine camps! As
she considered this answer, however, it seemed that the whole story had not been told.

"Other drow follow other gods. | have never heard that Lolth pursues and rewards these heretics.
Why grant such giftsto Liriel, when better, more loyd priestesseswould gladly receive them?'

Theyochlol's face twisted in unmistakable scorn. Do you think the goddess answers your prayers
out of love? Like most priestesses, you crave Lolth's power. Liriel Baenre does not. Indeed, itisa
torment to her.

Understanding began to edge into Shakti's mind. Underlying the cruelty and chaos of the drow wasa
certain grim practicality. Whatever e se adrow's actions might be, they were certain to be self-serving.

Suddenly Shakti knew the true reason for Lolth'sinterest in the runaway Baenre princess.

"So Lirid has been chosen to bear Lolth's power because sheiswilling to rdinquish it!”

And what of you? the yochlol countered. Destroying the incubus would have been a pleasant
diversion, yet you resisted in favor of a larger goal. What more would you be willing to
relinquish?

A merchant bred and born, Shakti new better than to hand a blank note to any drow, living or dead,
mortd or divine. "What does Lolth ask of me?' she parried.

Your burning desire to destroy the Baenre princess—could you bear to subject that to the will
of Lolth?

For along moment Shakti stood silent as pragmatism battled mightily againgt hatred. Her snakehead
whip unwound itself from her and writhed about in afrenzied dance, giving Slent testament to its
midiresss agitation and indecision.

Findly the skeletd dance subsided, and the priestess lowered her head in submission to Lolth's
handmaiden.

"Speak," shesad grudgingly, "and | will do."



CHAPTER ONE

promises

Liriel stood &t therail of Leaping Narwhal, the sea breeze on her face and her white hair streaming
behind her. The sunset colors had dl but faded, and arisng moon silvered the waves. Her friend Fyodor
was at her Sde, hisback to therail and his keen-eyed gaze following the on-duty crew as they prepared
the ship for the coming of night.

"Lord Caladorn seems acapable sailor," he observed, nodding toward the tall, auburn-haired man
lowering theforesall.

The drow reluctantly dragged her attention from the splendors of the sea to the human nobleman.
"Hrolf didn't trust him."

"True, but Hrolf believed Lord Caadorn to be an enemy of the seaelves," Fyodor reminded her.
"Had the captain lived, he would have learned his error.”

She shrugged this aside. The pirate known as Hrolf the Unruly had, in avery short time, become more
of afather to her than the drow wizard who'd sired her. Hrolf's desth was awound too new and raw to
bear the weight of words.

"Ibn likes this Caladorn well enough. At least, helikesthe color of the man's coins and the 'lord'
before hisname! It's lucky for us hislordship wanted passage to the mainland. Ibn never would have
bestirred himself on our account.”

Fyodor nodded and turned atroubled gaze toward Narwhal's new captain, aman of middle years
and narrow mind, hunched over the whed with agrim concentration that reminded Liriel of aduergar
"enjoying" hismorning grud.

Though Liriel would never admit it, she shared Fyodor's unspoken concern. 1bn had been Hrolf'sfirst
mate, and held been a pebblein her boot from the moment they'd met. Most Northmen were wary of
elves, but 1bn, despite his years aboard Hrolf's ship Elfmaid and the assistance of the seaeveswho'd
watched over the jovid pirate, distrusted dl elves with afervor bordering on hatred.

Widll, therewas no help for it. Fyodor had pledged to return the Windwalker to the witches of
Rashemen. Lirid had promised to accompany him. It was an impulsive decision that she had questioned
many times during their westward voyage, but Fyodor had steadfastly assured that she—adrow and a
wizard—would be accepted in aland that hated both. Before they faced that particular battle, they would
have to survive ajourney that spanned hundreds of milesinhabited by surface dwellerswho had reason
to fear and hate dark elves. Considering the larger picture, what was one df-hating sailor?

A subtle movement caught the drow's attention—a dender blue hand edging over therail. Liriel
watched in fascination as a peculiar creature did soundlesdy onto the ship. Elflike in feature and lavishly
femdein form, she was nonetheless as dien as any creature Liriel had ever beheld.

The newcomer's skin shimmered with tiny agua scales, and her long, slvery blue hair undulated asif in
agentle current. She wore ropes of pearls and ashort, wet, clinging gown. Liriel's sharp eyes noted the
wegpon sheathes cleverly hidden among the wet folds. Her native curiosity, however, was stronger than



her impulse to shout an darm.

Liriel watched asthe creature's blue-green eyes scanned the ship, settled upon the man at the whed,
and took on a predatory gleam. She started toward 1bn purposefully.

The drow elbowed Fyodor and nodded toward the creature. A water genas,” she said, speaking just
above awhigper. "I've never actualy seen one before. Drow keep trying to breed them. Y ou don't want
to know what we get instead.”

"Issheafriend?' Fyodor asked, eying the beautiful creature uncertainly.

"That depends. Does your socid circle usualy include other-planer half breeds?’

Fyodor, his gaze intent on the genad, let that pass. " She's after the captain,” he said, noting the
creature's gpproach on the unwitting Ibn. He placed one hand on his sword hilt and started forward.

His determined stride faltered after a pace or two, and he stood watching the genas with fascination.
Severd other men eft off their chores and drifted closer. Their wonder-struck eyes drank in the beautiful
blue face. Severa of them darted envious, even murderous, glances at the unsuspecting Ibn.

A charm spdll, Lirid surmised, eyeing the blue femae with new respect. For amoment she was
tempted to let the genagi's enchantment run its course. Liridl's people had a thousand ways to weed out
the foolish and the weak, and the ship would probably be the better for acleansing battle. That
accomplished, she could subdue the blue wench and restore order—and, not incidentaly, put amore
congenia captainin lbn's place.

As she sttled back to enjoy the show, asmall voicein the back of her mind inquired, Y es, but what
would Fyodor think of thisplan?

[ rritation swept through her. Such intrusions on her drow practicality were becoming annoyingly
frequent.

"At the moment, he's not thinking at dl," she muttered. "At least, not with anything that lies between his
eas”

Fyodor, the voice said implacably. Honor.

The drow hissed in exasperation then gave way with an ungracious shrug.

"Hoy, Ibn! Who'syour lady friend?" she sang out, pointing. "Nicelegs. Too bad about her choicein

The captain's head whipped toward the genasi. Helet out ayelp of outrage—proving, no surpriseto
Lirid, that hisbigotry was stronger than the genas's magic.

"Another damn seadf! Git off my ship, you long-eared fish!™

Agtonishment froze the genasl in mid-dink, and fury twisted her azure face.

"Now you'vedoneit,” Liriel murmured happily. According to drow lore books, asure way to infuriate
any genas wasto mistakeit for a"lesser creature.”

A dy smile curved the drow's lips. There would be no avoiding battle now!

The genas threw both arms high in adramatic spellcaster's stance and let out an echoing call that rose
and fell like the song of awhale. It danced over the undulating sea, gathering power asit went—more
power, unfortunately, than Liriel had anticipated.

She swept both hands wide in acircular patterrn as she whispered an arcane phrase. A silvery sphere,
abarely vigble enchantment that resembled the ghost of a giant soap bubble, soared toward the genas.
The creature touched one blue finger to the conjured sphere of silence, and the magica ward dissolved
like the bubble it resembled.

Liriel took none of the genasi's powerful spell resistance. Sheld do better to concentrate on the
creature's magic rather than the genas hersdlf. She mentdly listed the spells she had ready to cast, and,
since no sengble drow went into battle without every possible advantage, she strode over to Fyodor and
stomped sharply on hisingtep.

Thewarrior drew in astartled gasp and shook himsdlf like aman abruptly awakened from adream.
His gaze flicked from the genas to Liriel, and an expression of deep chagrin crossed hisface.

"Things could get interesting,” Lirid warned him. "I might need time and space for spdllcasting.”

His only response was agrim nod. Knowing him as she did, Lirid understood the source of his
dismay. Fyodor regarded Liriel as wychlaran, apostion of highest honor in hishomeand, and himself as



her sworn guardian. Even though no harm had come of it, he would view succumbing to enchantment as
afalureof duty.

A conscience, noted Liriel, could be asirrational asit wasinconvenient.

At that moment the genasi's spell ended in akeening wail. The seadtirred, and a small wave rose and
swept toward the ship like a dark hand.

Liriel sped through the gestures of amidday mist spell, ahandy bit of magic thet transformed a
targeted water source into cool, harmless vapor. Magic collected between her hands, forming a globe of
gparkling lights. This she hurled toward the rushing water.

Her globe struck the water and expired with a damp sigh and a scattering of Stardust. A few wisps of
mist spiraled toward the moon, but the wave came on.

The drow hissed a curse. She wrapped one arm around the mainsail mast and seized Fyodor's belt.
He enfolded her in a protective hug and raised hisvoice in ashout of warning to the besotted sailors. His
words were drowned by the magic-summoned wave.

Icy water dashed over Lirid, leaving her gasping with shock. When it had passed, shewriggled free
and took stock of the Situation.

Ibn had managed to hold onto the whedl, but the sailors who'd been drawn by the genasi's spell were
nowhere to be seen. Their whereabouts, however, was no mystery—dtartled oaths rose from the seaas
severa men awoke from the enchantment to find themsalves paddling in the cold, dark waters.

Fyodor shot aglance at Liriel. "Can she do that again?"

"Not if she'sbusy esewhere" Lirid said with dark glee. Forsaking the notion of aspell dud, she
launched hersdlf into arunning charge.

The genas spun toward the sound. She reached into her skirts for aweapon, decided therewas no
time, and presented her nailsinstead.

Liriel batted aside araking hand and went for the genas's throat. The blue flesh was cold and
dippery, and Lirid's smal hands couldn't get agrip. Changing strategy, she fisted both handsin the
creature's flowing blue hair and let hersaf drop to the deck.

The genasistumbled with her. For severd moments the two females grappled and rolled, atangle of
flailing blue limbs and small, deft black fists. Findly Liriel managed to pin her opponent, straddling her
and holding her arams over her head. The beautiful creature continued to buck and writhe, emitting small
plaintive sounds that brought to mind aweeping sed pup.

"Y ou're breaking my heart,” sneered Liridl. "Where| come from, femaes have more pride."

Thegenas quieted ingtantly and sent Liriel afulminating glare.

"That's better,” the drow approved. "Now, let's discuss who you are and why you're here.”

In response, the genasis emitted atrilling cdl that managed to convey both disgust and exasperation.

Liriel gave her ashake. "Oneway or another, | intend to get an answer. If you can talk, now would
beagood time."

For along moment the genasis stared at the drow with hate-filled eyes. "1 was called to battle," she
admitted in avoice like wind and weter. "Before the appointed time and against my will."

"Called to battle?" Ibn echoed increduloudly.

The drow shot aglance over her shoulder. The captain stood over the females, hisface red with fury.
"Battle? What battle? This your doing, you damned €lf?"

Liriel blew alock of hair off her face. "Firgt, I'm adrow, not adamned elf. Second, if I'd cdled this
thing, don't you think | would be thefirst to know?"

The captain puzzled this over for amoment, then his eyes widened with panicked understanding. “The
men inthewater!" he bellowed. "Pull 'emin, and step lively!"

Severa sailors charged to therail and threw knotted ropesinto the sea. Every rope but onefell
ominoudy dack. The sole successful rescuer pulled hisropein, hand over hand and with frantic speed.

Not fast enough. A shriek of pain rose from water. Two more men seized the rope and hauled. A thin
young man dammed againg therail, a sun-browned boy with afragile wisp of mustache. He shrieked
again with the pain of impact, and kept howling asapair of sailorslifted him over the sde—atask
complicated by the wicked spear impaling histhigh.



"Hold him," 1bn said grimly. He seized the barbed point with both hands and tugged. The youth
screamed as the shaft did through hisleg then dumped, mercifully slent, between hisrescuers. The two
sailors dragged the unconscious lad into the shelter of the aft castle. One man stood guard over him with
drawn cutlass. The other returned to the deck to join his battle-ready mates. Fyodor stood with them, his
black sword resting on one shoulder as he awaited the fight.

Lirie intoned aminor spell designed to hold the genasi in place. Once again, magic did off the creature
like drops of water.

Thedrow shrugged off thisfailure, made afist, and drove it into the genas's face. The cresture's
sea-blue eyesrolled up, and her head lolled to one side.

Liriel sat back on her hedlsand looked to Ibn. The genasi obvioudy had powerful defenses against
magic, yet something out there possessed magic strong enough—or unusua enough—to circumvent these
wards.

"What summoned Princess Blue?' she demanded, tossed her head toward the unconscious genas.

"Y ou'll see soon enough.” With acurved sword, the captain pointed to the night-black sea.

Liriel rose, took a harpoon from the rack, and came over to therail. Her eyes were keener than the
sailors and more sengitive to subtle differences of light and shadow. She studied the large, dark shape
swimming just below the moonlit surface. Something about its movements was disturbingly familiar.

The creature reared up in asudden surge, sending moonlit waves skittering off like Sartled spiders. A
large, bulbous green head broke the surface, a hideous visage that resembled agiant frog.

"Kuatoa" Lirie breathed, naming an Underdark monster and vicious foe of the drow.

"Bullywug," corrected Ibn grimly. "They got ashaman. Where theré's ashaman, theresaswarm.”

Several more heads crested the waves, and suddenly the monsters were legping for therails. The
sallors rushed to meet them, weapons high.

Lirid ran toward the nearest bullywug, hurling her harpoon as she went. The monster lifted its spear
like aquartergtaff and blocked, aquick twirl that sent the barbed weapon clattering harmlesdy acrossthe
deck.

The bullywug whirled its spear once again and then sngpped it into attack position: shaft level, point
leading. Liriel skidded to a stop and danced away from the creature'slong-armed lunge. Her arms
crossed over her forearm sheaths and flashed open. Twin daggers gleamed in her hands.

From the corner of her eye Liriel noted acrablike object, inexplicably airborne, spinning toward the
bullywug. The monster's long tongue snapped out reflexively. Tongue and crab reded in, and the
bullywug's eyes bulged. The drow, knowing what was to come, let out apeal of wild laughter and darted
around behind the doomed cresture.

Another bullywug clambered over the nearby rall. Lirid faked astumble, drawing the mongter's
attention. It legped to the deck and waddled toward her with astonishing speed, its spear poised for what
appeared to be an easy kill.

The"crab" burst free of the first monster's gullet, tearing through flesh and bone and continuing its
interrupted flight. The magica weapon whirled over Lirid's head and spun directly toward the charging
bullywug. Barbed legs bit deep into the sharkskin armor covering the creature's rounded gut. For a
moment the monster stared down in surprise, then the animated weapon began to burrow. The bullywug
tore at the wegpon with frantic fingers only to have its entangled handsfollow the "crab” initsinexorable
path through armor and flesh.

A bullywug digtinguished by aweirdly paiterned black and green hide charged the drow. Lirid sent
her daggers spinning toward this new foe in two quick tosses. The creature dapped aside the first
wegpon. The second dagger caught the huge, webbed hand and pinned it with deadly precisontoits
throat.

The drow kicked the feet out from under the dying monster and legped onto its large, prone form.
From there she could reach the web of rat lines. She climbed these and hung there, sllhouetted against the
rising moon, as she took in the battle.

At least adozen mongters were till standing, fighting with distressing tenacity. She sought out Fyodor.
With hisblack hair and light skin, he was easy to spot among the roiling melee of giant frogs and



fair-haired, sun-browned Northmen. He stood with his back to the magt, his black sword tangled with
the many-notched spear of amongter standing nearly seven feet tall.

With rdlief Lirid noted that her friend seemed to be holding his own and that he had not summoned his
berserker frenzy. Fyodor was no longer prisoner to unpredictable bouts of battle fever, but she'd seen his
berserker transformation rage out of control too often to welcomeits return.

The drow worked her way across the web of lines toward Fyodor, planning to drop to the deck
behind his monstrous opponent. As shefell, she saw yet another bullywug launch itself toward Fyodor in
apowerful, deck-spanning leap.

Two things happened in oneingtant: Liriel's boots touched the wooden planking, and along black
tongue dapped onto her face.

The drow recoiled, but not before she felt the wet, muscular thing curl around her neck. She reached
for her sword, knowing that aquick jerk would break her neck—knowing, too, that she would not be
fast enough to stop it.

Another "crab” whirled past, severing the bullywug'stongue. Liriel sumbled away. Sheripped the
twitching thing off and handed it to the Sunned mongter. While the bullywug stared in bemusement at the
object in its hand, she dammed her sword between the laces of its sharkskin armor.

Before the monster could move, she legped up and planted both feet on its chest. Pushing off with dl
her strength, she described a hdf flip and landed lightly on her feet, sword in hand. The bullywug
staggered back, stumbling toward the waiting cutlass of the pale but grim-lipped boy who stood, once
again, supported by two fellow salors.

Liriel sent the wounded lad and his comrades a curt nod and afierce smile. These Northmen
understood something of retribution and knew much of courage.

She whirled in her rescuer's direction. A dender mae sea-dlf stood afew paces away, his green eyes
taking in the chaos of battle with awarrior's measured gaze. Xzorsh, her erstwhile apprentice and Hrolf's
self-gppointed guardian, had returned—if indeed he had ever |€eft her.

Another throwing spider, one of severd magica wegpons Lirid had given him, wasready in his
webbed hand. Seeing no immediate threat, he shifted his gaze to the troubled waters. His head bobbed
dightly, asif heweretaking atdly.

"More?' she demanded.

"Thirty, & leadt," Xzorsh reponded in grim tones. "Too many.”

Liriel shook her head and reached into a bag attached to her belt. She showed the sea elf alarge,
perfect emerad, part of the trophy she'd taken from the degpdragon's hoard. Xzorsh's eyes widened,
then sparkled in anticipation. His tutel age with the drow had been brief, but they'd spoken of such
wonders before she'd exhausted her scant supply of patience.

Xzorsh pointed toward Fyodor, who was tugging his sword from the body of the seven-foot
bullywug. "That was Karimsh, shaman and swarm leader. He called the genasi, he commands the others.
| could probably repeat his summoning cal-not perfectly, and it would lack magic, but abullywug in
battle frenzy might not notice any lack.”

Liriel responded with anod and a predatory smile. Lofting the emerald, she began to chantina
soaring, eerie soprano. Xzorsh threw back his head and emitted a call—a strange sound that began on a
low, rattling croak and legped into a series of gulping staccato notes mingled with rapid clicks.

The bizarre elven duet rang above the clamor of battle, and in moments the ship began to rock as
dozens of large webbed hands gripped therails. Degp, booming chucklesrolled from the bullywug
swarm asthey cel ebrated the prospect of a quick daughter and agood medl to follow. Sailorslurched
acrosstheralling deck to meet this new threst.

Nearby, Ibn swatted aside a spear and dashed his curved sword across aswelling green throat. He
rounded on the elven pair, shaking his bloodied weapon.

"Y ou're dead, the both of you!" he promised.

Inresponse, Liriel threw her emerad at hisfeet. The captain scuttled back and let out astartled curse
asthe gem began to grow. In aheartbest, aliving statue stood before them—a beautiful half-elven
femae, green asemerald, dressed in asmple tunic and trews and crowned with an ancient headdress.



Liriel frowned. "That's odd. She's supposed to be a sea df. And goddess knows, | dressed her better
than that!"

"She's perfect,” Xzorsh breathed, his gaze fixed upon thetal, glowing golem.

The bullywugs a so seemed impressed. Roaring with battle frenzy, they threw themselves at thisnew
challenge. The golem eyed them with disdain asthey jabbed at her gem-hard form. For several moments,
the booming calls of the giant frogs mingled with the click and clatter of spears against emeradld. Sofierce
wasther desth-frenzy assault that the bullywugs did not notice the faint green glow spreading acrossthe
deck. When it encompassed most of the creatures, Liriel shouted a command word.

The emerad golem disgppeared, and the bullywugs withit.

Every warrior left behind—sailors and frogmen dike—stood gaping with astonishment at this
unexpected end to battle. The resulting silence was so profound that it pressed againgt Lirid'searslikea
physicd thing.

After agtartled moment, the surviving monsters readied themselves for arenewed assault. Spear butts
thumped the deck and defiant battle-croaks made grim and empty promises. The sailors answered with
ready sted, and afew pairs of weapons clashed and tangled, but the battle was over, and al knew it. In
moments the last few bullywugs broke off the attempted rally and legped into the waves.

Liriel twined one arm around the sea e f'swaist and met Ibn's scowl with afasely sweet amile.
"Waan't it lucky that Xzorsh happened to be swimming by? Without him, I'd be dead. Without me, you'd
be dead.”

Severd of the sailors—many of them longtime members of Hrolf's crew—sent up atired cheer,
raising Xzorsh's name to the listening stars. But the red-bearded captain continued to glare.

"Hrolf isgone, and Elfmaid with him. Any debt between you two islong since paid,” hetold Xzorsh
coldly. "Asfor me, I'm not needing aweb-fisted shadow."

Liriel elbowed the sea df. "Humans have o little appreciation for irony. Have you noticed that?'

Xzorsh'slipstwitched, but heinclined his head to the captain in adignified bow. "If that isyour wish, |
will return to the seaas soon as my businessis completed.” His gaze shifted to the drow.

Ibn noted this, and his eyes shouted reluctance and distrust, but his men had been Hrolf's men, and
many of them owed their lives severa times over to these mismatched elves. "Makeit short,” he said
grudgingly.

Liriel sent alook toward Fyodor, and the three friends withdrew to the far side of the ship. Xzorsh
shrugged a sed skin bag off his shoulder and took from it atightly rolled tapestry. The drow's heart
leaped and fell in apainful thud. She did not need to unroll the tapestry to know what it was: a beautifully
crafted horror depicting the torture of captured sea elves. What made the tapestry even worse wasthe
knowledge that it was more than just atwisted piece of art. The spirits of the dain eves had been
trapped within the threads.

"None of your priestesses could free them? Or priests?" she added as an afterthought, recalling that
surface dves didn't limit themsdvesto an exclusvely femde clergy.

Xzorsh shook hishead. "Thisisathing born of dark magic, something foreign to our sea-elven gods.
It must be undone asit was made.”

A great weight seemed to settle in the pit of Lirid's ssomach. Darkness was her native e ement. Who
better to unrave the tapestry’'s mystery than she? Still, the prospect of delving into thisvile magic chilled
her, asdid the choiceit implied.

She glanced a Fyodor. He nodded dightly to indicate he understood her dilemma. If she had the
power to do good, was she obligated to do so even if it meant trafficking with evil ? Liriel had dared to
hope that the need for such decisions had been Ieft behind on Ruathym. The expectant, trusting
expression on Xzorsh'sfacetold her that it had not.

"Il handleit," she said shortly. ™Y ou'd better go. Ibn islooking thisway, and something tells me he's
imagining abright red harpoon target painted on your backside.”

"Fird, thereis something you must know," Xzorsh said with quiet urgency. "The Regent of Ascarleis
seeking you everywhere. The seas resound with her agents and messengers.”

"Redlly. In that case you can easily find away to send her this," Lirid said, lifting one hand in arude



gediure.

Theseadf amiled faintly. "A difficult sentiment to express with webbed hands, and just aswell. I'd
rather not alert theillithid's minionsto my location and yours. | just came here to warn you.”

"And perhgpsto remind me of my promise?’ she suggested dyly.

"When have | ever offered you such insult?' he protested. "Y ou said you would find another wizard to
teach methe art of magic. In my mind, thething isas good as done.”

Liriel huffed and did an arch glance at Fyodor. ""He doesn't know much about the drow, does he?!

"He knowsyou," Fyodor said, sending an gpproving nod toward the sea elf.

The drow rolled her eyes. "I'll find someonein Skullport and send word to you through the Relay,”
she suggested, naming the efficient underwater dliance that sped messages throughout the northern sees.

"It would be better to keep your location as quiet as possible, even after you arrive in Skullport,”
Xzorsh advised. "Whatever your captain says, | plan to stay with the ship until you reach port. In these
troubled waters, you will need my eyesand my voice."

"Your voice," repested Fyodor thoughtfully, his gaze shifting from the drow to the sea df. "If word of
Lirid's passageiswiddy spread, it islikely that goodly folk will dso hear of a sea-going drow wizard,
and mistrust her intentions. She may need someone to spesk for her.”

Xzorsh acknowledged this with agrimace and anod. "My people have heard. Many are deeply
concerned.”

"What about the sea elves we freed from the prisons of Ascarle?" Lirie pointed out. " Some fought at
Ruathym. They will spesk for me!™

"They will speak of adrow priestess, and more than apriestess,”" Fyodor said soberly. "Y ou did not
see yourself soaring above the battle, black fire spilling from your hands and burning in your eyes. Those
who saw might well believe they have reason to fear you."

The memory sent asurge of despair racing through the drow. She quickly gathered hersalf and pushed
both memory and emotion aside. Casting her eyes skyward, she threw up her handsin feigned disgust.

"Sdl your soul to the dark powers on behadf of goodly folk, and thisis the thanks you get," she said
flippantly. "Oh, yes, | definitely seethe dlurein alife of service”

Xzorsh looked shocked, and doubly so when Fyodor chuckled. The warrior clapped the sea elf on
the shoulder. "It isonly her way of spesking,” Fyodor assured him. "All will bewell."

The df nodded uncertainly. He vaulted over therail and dipped into the waves without sound or
gplash. Fyodor watched him go, and the expression in his winter-blue eyes did not match his reassuring
words.

All will bewell, Liriel repeated slently. She had never once heard this sentiment expressed during her
yearsin Menzober-ranzan, but humans seemed inordinately fond of it. Some of them actudly bdieved it
to betrue.

The bleak ook on Fyodor's face proclaimed he knew better.

She twined her arms around his neck and let him gather her close, marveling anew at the comfort ina
smple embrace. Before he buried hisfacein her hair, Liriel noted histroubled expresson. Most likely,
she surmised, concern that his words to X zorsh shaped a pledge he could not keep. She could think of
few things more likely to trouble her friend. Drow promises were like the thin wheaten sea biscuits that
formed astaple of the seafarer's diet: easily made, easily broken. To Fyodor, apromise was as
immutable as sunrise.

It occurred to Lirid, and not for the first time, that humans led incredibly complicated lives.



CHAPTER TWO
A wolf isdwaysawolf

The drow and the Hashemi stood together for along moment, entwined in each other'sarms. After a
while Fyodor stepped back and attempted asmile.

"Thisisthoughtless of the others. A long seajourney ishard enough on a man without such reminders
of what they cannot have.”

Lirid'swhite brows shot up. "If you're fedling generous enough to suggest sharing the wedlth, forget it.
Y ou're more than enough for me."

"Words| have heard from many afair maiden," he said lightly.

"Redly? How many?'

He sent the drow a questioning |ook.

She shrugged. " Just wondering how many human women I'll have to kill once we get to Rashemen.”

Fyodor'sjaw dropped. "Little raven, | was speaking in jest!" he sputtered.

The drow let out acrow of laughter. ™Y ou redlly thought | was serious?"

"Sometimesitishard totell," he said carefully.

She considered that and found it reasonable. "'l suppose it would be."

They fell slent, sharing the moonlight if not their individua thoughts. After awhile she glanced up at
Fyodor's profile and gave him ateasing poke in theribs.

"Y ou're wearing your storyteller face," she observed, referring to the far-off, pensive expression that
preceded one of histales. Her peopl€'s few storytellers existed to extol the victories of the ruling matrons
and their warriors. She found an odd appedl in the notion that guidance and wisdom could be found in
ancient legends. Not that she would ever admit to this, of course.

He absently captured her hand in his. "Storyteller face? What does such athing look like?!

"All serious and tight, like you're trying to hold in asneeze. Must be the mold growing on those old
talesof yours."

Fyodor met her teasing with asomber stare. "A story, yes, but not one of the old legends.”

He released her hand and propped his elbows on therail. "A few years ago, my sister Vastish found a
wolf pup in the forest, an abino runt that would never have survived inthewild.”

"l know of thesewolves," Lirid interrupted eagerly. "Beautiful and fierce they aresaid to be! A drow |
killed awhile back gave me some lorebooks about the surface world. | didn't kill him for the books,” she
added defensively, noting the incredul ous expression on Fyodor's face. "Forget it. Say on, and I'll be
dlent.”

"The villager elders counseled Vagtish on her folly," he continued. " ‘A wolf will dways be awolf, they
said. "It will steal chickens, chase the children at play.'V agtish was never oneto take any counsel but her
own, and so the wolf stayed. She named the pup Ghost for itswhite fur. Ghost was asfond and loyal to
Vadtish as any dog could be, but always the villagers watched him with narrowed eyes.”

Fyodor fell silent for severd moments. Liriel's gaze searched hisface. "This story makesyou sad. It's



not finished, isit?"

Heturned to face her. "Time passed, and a child was born to Vastish, a son who grew up with awolf
at hisside. One day the boy was in the forest gathering mushrooms when he came across aden of wolf
pupsin the hollow of abassliatree. The mother returned. She defended her young." His bleak
expression spoke of the child'sfate, but the way he regarded Liriel suggested that thistale was not, first
and foremogt, the story of alost boy.

"What happened to Ghost?"

"Hewas destroyed," Fyodor said. "The villagers feared that another child would learn to trust and
would forget caution.”

Liriel nodded. "Smart." Her eyes widened as she made the connection. " So you're telling me that if
your peoplefal afoul of adrow, any drow, I'm the next Ghost?'

For along time Fyodor didn't answer. "Not whilel live," he vowed.

"Ah, thendl will bewell," Liriel said lightly, hoping thisfoolish human sentiment might tease the
troubled look from hiseyes. "Y ou're very hard to kill—Lolth knows I've tried”

Her blasphemousjest brought afaint smileto hislips, and again he reached for her hand, but before
Fyodor could touch her, Someone else did.

A sudden and profound chill fell over Lirid, freezing her, body and soul, like the embrace of a
maevolent spirit.

After thefirst shock, Liriel recognized afamiliar presence, one she had welcomed during her short
stay in Arach Tinileth. Back then, the young drow had looked upon Lolth with affection. The goddess
listened to prayers and rewarded devotion with gifts of magic. Thiswasalevd of attention and generosity
beyond anything Lirid had experienced. She knew the goddess better now. Lolth was no loving parent;
Lolth was apower that corrupted and destroyed.

A jedlous power.

Liriel's eyes darted to Fyodor'sface, and in her mind's eye she saw again adevotion common in
Menzoberranzan: apriestesswalking swiftly to Lolth's dtar, holding in bloody hands atray bearing the
gtill-besting heart of her lover. Such was the dedication Lolth demanded. Whenever lust's smoldering
embers threatened to flame into something pure and bright, adrow's heart-fires were extinguished in
blood.

She struck aside Fyodor's offered hand and backed away, her arms wrapped tightly around hersalf
and her head shaking from sideto sidein frantic denidl.

Fyodor ingtinctively took a step toward the drow. She shied away from him, flinging one hand toward
him in vehement rejection.

"Get away. Get away!" she shrieked.

He watched as she continued to back away, her eyes wide with horror and fixed upon the deck. With
the sudden surety of Sight, Fyodor redlized that she was not fleeing something, so much asleading it
avay.

It was then that Fyodor saw the shadow—an enormous spider with the head of abeautiful ef woman.
The risng moon was directly behind Liriel, and the shadow stalked her, moving with her asif it were her
own.

Acting on impulse, Fyodor drew his sword and thrust it into the shadow-spider's heart. The blade bit
deep between the deck's planking. Before he could release the hilt, a spurt of power—cold, dark, and
angry—shot up through the sword and sent him hurtling backward through the air. He hit the ship'srail
with a bone-shaking thud.

"Run," Lirid pleaded, "or swim. Anything, but stay away!"

He could not understand the anguish in her voice, but neither could he leave her to fight this battle
aone. He pushed himsdlf off therail and came back in a arun. Instead of renewing his attack, he took
Lirid inhisarms, sweeping her aside and standing so that their combined shadow covered that of the
Spider Queen.

"Y ou have no hold upon Lirid," he said softly, speaking directly to the lurking evil. ™Y ou have broken
with her and shewith you."



Faint, mocking laughter rang through his heed. Once a wolf, always a wolf, taunted atoo-beautiful
femade voice, speaking in astrange language that he somehow understood.

Liriel covered her ears. " She waslisening to us," she said in adespairing whisper. "Fyodor, leave me

“No."

"Y ou don't understand! No male comes between a priestess and her goddess and lives!”

"What of it? Y ou are no priestess.”

"l was" Lirid said, "and She'snot going to let me go.”

"She has no choice," Fyodor said firmly. "No god, no goddess can force worship upon a sovereign
soul. Y ou wish to befree of her?'

"eg"

"“Tdl her 0.

"l have."

"Again," Fyodor urged, "then one time more. Repudiate agod threetimes, and al ties are broken. All
the old stories promisethis.”

It seemed worth atry. Liriel nodded and took adeep bresth. "Lady Lolth, | am your priestessno
longer. Mother Lolth, I am your child no more," she said in whisper.

The chill intengfied. Liriel noted the palor of her friend'sface, the blue-gray hue that touched hislips.
Her fear for him returned, and shetried to wriggle away. Fyodor shook his head and tightened his grip,
then drew his cloak around them both. The warmth they shared coursed through them both, pushing
back the darkness and cold.

The drow and her sworn guardian clung together for severa moments, bresth abated as they awaited
the dark goddess's response.

Moments passed, and there was nothing but the sounds of the crew at work and the dap of water
againg the ship.

Lirid dipped from Fyodor's arms and stepped away. The moon-cast shadow before her was her
own-an image of asmall, dender drow with shoulders squared and head thrown defiantly back.

She resisted the temptation to wilt with relief and sent Fyodor awan grin. "Next time | tease you
about those moldy taes of yours, remind me of this moment.”

"Better that we both forget,” he countered. " These things belong in the past, and there they will
remain.”

"Will they?' she said, her voice suddenly serious.

"Y ou must make it s0. Do not speak that name. Do nothing to invoke Her return.”

"Hoy, First Axel" shouted arough mae voice.

They both turned toward the call. For ashort time, Fyodor had held thistitle and acted asawar
leader on Ruathym. Some of the men who'd fought beside him sailed on Narwhal.

A few of the sallors stood idle, gazing toward the drow and her champion quizzicaly asthey tried to
make sense of Lirid'slatest, inexplicable outburst. Most, however, were busily employed with tending
the wounded, rolling dead bullywugs over therail, or swabbing the gore of battle off the decks. One man
stood apart, his bloody mop raised to point at the moon. Fyodor recognized him as Harlric, agrizzled
veteran of seaand sword. Winging across the moon was adark, avian form, one he aso knew.

"A raven?' he murmured.

Lirid cameto hisside, one hand shielding her eyesfrom the bright moonlight. Thiswasamystery, one
that lay close to them both. Fyodor's fond name for her was"little raven,” and in her time on the surface
sheld learned enough of these intelligent, uncanny birds to gppreciate the comparison and to understand
the oddity of thissghting.

"Dont they fly only by day? And aren't we il two or three days from land?

He nodded. "Thisisno naturd creature.

"Full moon," one of the men observed sagdly.” Tisthetimefor strange vigitations. Killed mea
werewolf once, and a the full of the moon."

"Full moon or no, it'san omen,” muttered another man. His fingers shaped a gesture of warding, and



he cast asuspicious glance at the drow. "An evil omen!”

"Not according to the First Axes stories" inssted Harlric. "The way hetdlsit, theraven carries
messages twixt one world and t'other. Must be important newsto bring aland-loving bird so far out to
<"

"Must be," agreed the dayer of werewolves, his eyesfollowing the messenger's spirding descent. "It's
acomin’ in. Who here's on speskin' termswith araven?'

No one moved forward. The bird banked sharply and veered away in arising circle. Fyodor caught
sght of the pale stresk on one gleaming wing.

"Themark of Eilistraee," he said quietly, pointing.

Liriel's eyeswidened as she noted the silver feathers. Shelifted aclenched fist high, bracing her
forearm with her other hand. The raven promptly swooped down and landed on her wrist. From thereiit
hopped to anearby barrel and bobbed its black head in greeting.

"l come from the Promenade Temple and from its Lady, the High Priestess Qilué Veadorn,” the raven
announced in ghrill, dightly raucoustones. "'l bear amessagefor Liriel Baenre, daughter of the First
House of Menzoberranzan.”

Liriel darted aglare around the circle of curious men who'd gathered to witness thiswonder. Her gaze
lingered on Lord Cd-adorn. Something in hisface—the watchful intelligencein his eyes, the consdering
mien of hispursed lips—set off darmsin her mind. Drow deathsngers wore asimilar expression when
they witnessed feats of treachery and mayhem, weaving tales of dark glory while the deed was till in the
doing. This Caladorn sang talesto someone, of that Liriel was suddenly very, very certain.

"Do you mind?' she snapped. "Thisisa private conversation.”

"Not on my ship, it ain't,” Ibn retorted. "No message comes or goes without my say-so.”

The raven turned its bright black gaze upon the red-bearded pirate. "In that case, captain, | urge you
not to land in Waterdeep. Danger awaits. Y ou must come directly to Skullport.”

A faint flush suffused Ibn's sun-browned cheeks. Lirid's eyes narrowed. "Wait aminute-isn't that what
we're planning to do?

"Changed my mind," Ibn said shortly. "Last trip to Skullport went bad and ended worse. No one
knowsthat better'n you. Twas anear escape for us and not something the folks thereabouts will soon be
forgetting.”

"Now weve got adifferent ship, and adifferent captain,” Fyodor pointed out. "It ssemsto methe
bigger risk liesinignoring Lady Qiluéswarnings."

Caadorn Cassalanter clicked histonguein asmall, dismissive sound. "With al respect due this drow
priestess, you are far more likely to encounter trouble in the underground city than on the streets of
Waterdeep. | will be met by consderable strength at the docks, and we do not anticipate trouble.”

So hereit was, Lirid thought grimly: Caadorn'sinterest in this matter. It would belike 1bn to ddliver
her up for ransom, and who better to arrange terms than a Waterdhavian lord?

However, if they thought she would be so easily taken, they had little understanding of the dark elven
taent for creative mayhem!

Liriel kept these thoughts from her face and gave the Waterdhavian nobleman a puzzled smile.
"Skullport is not without its moments of excitement,” she agreed, "but if what you say of Water-deep is
true, why did Qilué warn me awvay?'

"l would not presume to know her mind, but of this| can assure you: Waterdeep isalawful city,"
Cdadorn sad firmly.

"Maybe, but I'll wager that you don't see many drow there,”" she pointed out.

Ibn took the pipe from his mouth. "Man just said it'salaw-abiding city. The rest goes without saying.”

Liriel scowled at thisinterruption and flung one hand skyward in asharp, impatient gesture. A cloud of
noxious smoke billowed from Ibn's pipe and clung to him in afaintly glowing green globe. He lurched
toward therail and hung his head over the sea.

"1 hope X zorsh isn't following the ship too closdly,” Lirid commented.

Fyodor gave aresigned sigh and turned back to Caadorn. "If drow are uncommon in Waterdeep,
Lirid'sarriva will be noted, and word of her presence will spread.”



"S07? Has she any need to concea her presence?’

"Survivd isapriority tome" Lirid shot back. "Cdl itaquirk."

The nobleman shook hishead. "A dramatic assessment, but not an accurate one. | assure you, al will
bewel. | and some of my associates are paying the expenses of this ship's passage, and steps have been
taken to ensure the safety of al. The decisonismine, and the captain's.” He sent an inquiring glance
toward 1bn. The rank smoke was drifting away, but the captain till clung to therailing. A distinctly green
hue underlay his sun-browned face.

"Not Skullport,” 1bn said, faintly but firmly.

"What of the raven'swarning?' pressed Fyodor.

"Waterdeep isalawful city," Caladorn repeated. "If the drow does no wrong, she need fear no harm.”

Fyodor'sjaw firmed. "If you are mistaken, Lord Caadorn, if danger awaitsLirie in your Waterdeep,
who but mewill fight for her? Y ou? Y our ‘associates? "

The nobleman crossed hisarms. ™Y ou seem very certain that there will be fighting.”

"1 have reason,” Fyodor said flatly. "Can you truly claim that the good folk of your lawful city will smile
and wave as adrow passes through? Once the ship reaches port, Liriel and | will stand donein ahostile
place, and you know it well—you, and perhaps aso your associates, who, asyou say, will be meeting
you a the dock with considerable strength.”

For along moment the men faced each other down. Findly Caadorn fatered before the accusation in
the Hashemi's glacia stare. "'l mean the drow no harm, but perhaps there are othersin the city who
might,” he conceded.

"Y ou will speak for her?" Fyodor pressed.

"l cannot,” Cdadorn said flatly, "for reasons | do not care to discuss. Do ether of you know anyone
in Waterdegp? Anyone who can help her pass through unnoticed if possible, and spesk for her if
needed?’

A memory popped into Liriel's mind: a chance-met encounter with ahuman mae. Hed been clever
enough to take her measure without derting his vapid companions that the " noblewoman in drow
costume" wasin fact the genuine article.

Thisman knew away to Skullport, and he knew of Qilué. Perhaps he was even one of Eilistraee's
followers. During the dragon's hoard battle afew moons pas, Lirid had noticed afew humans and even
ahdfling among the priestesss band. At the very least, surely this man could send Qilué a message.

"There might be someone," she said dowly. "We met at a costume party in the meadowlands outside
of Waterdeep. | was not told his name, but | can describe him. Fair hair, gray eyes. Caladorn's height.
Hewas quick to smileand jest. | saw him playing an instrument with strings on the front, and awooden
back so rounded that the thing looked asiif it were about to give birth."

"A lute" Fyodor supplied.

Caadorn considered Liriel's description with awary expression that suggested he knew the man of
whom she spoke and heartily wished he did not. "What colors was he wearing?”

The drow shrugged impatiently; she had yet to understand the human preoccupation with the color of
things

"If you are speaking of the color of his clothes and gems, then the answer would be green,” Fyodor
supplied. "If you are spesking of heradry, | noticed that one of hisrings appeared to be aherddic image:
aunicorn's head with araven.”

Exasperation flooded Cdadorn'sface. "Naturdly," he muttered. " Should Judith ever wish to find her
brother, al she need do ishire adiviner to seek out the nearest impending disaster!™

"Y ou know thisman," Liriel observed. "Name him, and his house and birth order—or whatever other
thing passesfor rank in thislaw-abiding city of yours."

"Rank and wedlth are closdly related. Waterdeep is ruled by her merchant families,” explained
Fyodor.

The nobleman shook his head. " The noble houses do not rule the city,” he corrected. "The Thann
family isricher than any three gods combined, granted, but Danilo isayounger son. The youngest of Six
sons, | believe. Danilo isamusing enough, but that's the best can be said of him.”



Lirid privately disagreed and adjusted her opinion of Caladorn accordingly. Among the drow,
younger siblings conceded their ambitions, and sometimestheir abilitiesaswdl, until they were ready to
take their desired places.

"Can you get word to this Danilo of House Thann?"

Caladorn hedtated. "'l can send amessenger once the ship docks."

She shook her head adamantly. "Not good enough. | won't |t the ship reach the harbor unless he
meets Fyodor and me at the dock, bringing enough muscle and magic to ensure our safe passage through
Waterdeep. Assure him that | can and will reward him for thisfavor. Just to make surethere are no
misunderstandings, tell him that the drow repay betrayers with their own coin.”

For along moment Caadorn stared toward the faint, sSlvery border between seaand sky, hisface
carefully neutrd—at least, neutra by human standards. Liriel watched with fascination as emotions
chased each other across the man'sface. Findly he turned back to them and gave her a curt bow. "Very
well. | will do asyou ask.”

Liriel and Fyodor watched him stride away. The raven cleared itsthroat. ™Y our response, Princess?”

The drow's gaze snapped back to the avian messenger. "Tdll Qilué what was said here, and assure
her that we will cometo her with &l possible speed.”

Black wingsrustled as the raven lifted off into the night. Perceiving thet the show was over, the sailors
drifted off to their duties or their ret.

Fyodor waited until they were aone before speaking hismind. "It seemsto methat Lord Caadorn
will do asyou ask, and more beside.”

The drow lifted one eyebrow. "Y ou noticed that, did you? If he can send word to this man before we
reach the harbor, he can aert others, aswell. Well, let him. We could use a bit of excitement.”

At that moment a scream, furious and female, rose from the rear of the ship. Lirid watched with
amusement as 1bn grappled with the revived genas, shouting colorful warnings at his men to stand aside
as he carried the struggling, cursing cresture over to the side of the ship. Closer at hand, two sailors
stumbled by, dragging a bullywug carcass by the feet. Fyodor hel ped them heave the dead monster over
theral.

That accomplished, he sent awry smile toward the drow. "I am most interested to know, little raven,
what you would congder excitement.”

Liriel drew near and told him, in asultry whisper and with considerable detail. When she paused for
breath, Fyodor shook his head in half-feigned astonishment.

"The midnight watch beginsin four hours. Istheretimefor al thet?"

She sent him asidelong glance and strode toward the hold. 1 don't know," she said casudly. "So far,
no one has survived thefirst hour."

The Rashemi chuckled, but hislaughter faded after amoment passed and Liriel did notjoinin. "You
were jesting, were you not?" he called after her.

No answer came from below decks. After amoment, Fyodor shrugged and started down the ladder.
The night was young, the moon was bright, and there were many worse waysto die.



CHAPTER THREE
deep waters

In the watersfar below Leaping Narwhal, Xzorsh swam eastward, intent upon ensuring that the
drow'sjourney continued on arelatively sedate course. All around him, however, was evidence that his
chosen task would not be an easy one.

Bullywug carcasses drifted lazily downward, and blood spiraled out into the dark water. The sharks
would soon gather, harbingers of dower but even more fearsome scavengers.

Human sailors knew the surface of the sea and understood something of her moods and caprices. The
depths were amystery to them, avast and unfathomable place described in song and story asthe "silent
halls of Umber-lee." The sea Xzorsh knew wasfar from silent. Bubbles murmured and popped on their
path toward the stars. The subtle swish of current-tossed sea grass gave a precise report of tides,
currents, depths. Fish clicked and squealed as they schooled through the dark waters. A low chorus of
grumbling croaks, fading in the distance, marked the bullywugs retreet. Whale-song from adistant pod
rose and fell in ahaunting, plaintive melody. Last, adiscreet clicking pattern, dmost inaudible above the
complex murmur of the sea, warned Xzorsh of the ambush ahead.

He loosened the wegpons on his bdt: afine knife, fire-forged by land-dwelling elves, and one of his
precious throwing crabs. Seizing the eement of surprisein his own webbed hands, he pulled his spear
and dived toward athick stand of seagrass.

Severd seadves erupted from their hiding place, scattering and then regrouping to surround Xzorsh.
One of them, alarge femae whose head was shaved to better display her skin'sdramatic
green-and-dlver markings, was known to him. He noted the trident in her hands, the grim purpose on her
face.

Xzorsh tipped his spear skyward in agesture of peace. "Greetings, Coralay. Do you seek mein
particular, or did I swim into the wrong trap?”'

The femaelowered her trident but kept it at the ready. "A bul-lywug swarm gathered and sang songs
of war. Why didn't you summon help?*

"None was needed,” Xzorsh said.

Another df swam to Coralay's Side, ayoung male with a seagoing swagger and aspear il
unblemished by battle. "What need has X zorsh, the great searanger, of our hep?' he said scornfully.
"What need for seadvesat dl, when Xzorsh counts every monster of the degp among his friends?'

Xzorsh stiffened at this sneering reference to Sittl, hislong-time friend and partner, recently reveded
asadeadly traitor to the Sea People. Sittl had been amalenti, amutant of the evil sahuagin race. Like dl
malenti, Sittl hid adark heart benegth the fair form of aseadf.

"If you accuse me of treason," X zorsh asked coolly, "you speak at cross currents with the Council of
Waves. The court has heard the matter and declared me blameless”

"The mdenti made afool of you," persisted the youth.

"Hefooled usdll," Corday saidin atone that demanded an end to the matter. She fixed asteady gaze



upon the scout. "We're not here to swim yesterday'stides.”

Xzorsh nodded, encouraging her to continue.

"Many bullywugs attacked that ship. Only eeven returned to the sea, dead or dive. Y ou are known
asafriend to human folk. Y ou would not have left one of their shipsin the hands of those mongterswhile
you could still stand and fight.”

"For those words, | thank you," Xzorsh said cautioudly.

"Y et hereyou are.”

For long moments they faced each other. "The bullywugs were defeated,” he said at | ast.

"That many?' she said increduloudy. "What manner of humankind sailsthat ship?'

"Northmen pirates, for the most part. With them sailsawarrior from aland far to the east, and a
powerful wizard."

The femae'sface hardened. " Speak of thismagic user.”

Xzorsh spread his hands. " The battle was won. What more need be said?

"l have heard wordier talestold of another battle recently won," Coralay countered, "a battle fought
on the shores and seas of Ruathym. There was magic there, aswdl. Tell me plainly: Isthe drow priestess
of Ruathym aboard that ship?"

"Why do you seek this knowledge? What use will you make of it?"

Corday'seyes narrowed. "A strange response from aranger, whose duty it isto inform the People.”

"Toinform, yes, but aso to protect,” Xzorsh added. To ensure that his meaning left no room for
doubt, he lowered his spear back to guard position.

Astonished rifts of bubbles burst from the seafolk. "Y ou would defend an evil drow against your own
people?' one of them demanded.

The seadf ranger turned his gaze toward the speaker. "Have you ever met thisdark €lf?"

The other df blinked. "No."

"Inthat case, | respectfully suggest that you arein no position to judge her. Liriel isaprincessin her
land, trained since childhood in the ways of magic. Sheisaproven friend both to the humans of Ruathym
and to the Sea People. It might interest you to know that she too was raised on stories of evil, deadly
elves, with one difference: Thevillains of her childhood taes were the fair-skinned elves of the sky and
al”

Coraay scowled. "It isnot the samething.”

"lan'tit?" perdsted Xzorsh. "People are not dways what they seem. Night-black skin does not prove
an evil heart any morethan afair, familiar face offers guarantee of friendship. The maenti Sittl wrotethis
lessonin runes of blood.”

The df war leader regarded him in silence for along moment. "We will consder your words. Will you
aso consider mine?!

Xzorshinclined his head respectfully.

"Asyou say, people are not dways what they seem. We often see what we expect to see, or what
we wish to see. Perhaps you are right about this drow. She has fought a your side and given you
weapons of magic. It iseven said that she promised to teach you the Lost Art." Shelifted one green
eyebrow quizzically.

"That istrue" Xzorsh admitted.

"Finethingsdl," she agreed. "Perhaps we are wrong to look upon thisdark ef and see only evil, but is
it not possible that you see only the good things she has offered and refuse to swim the depths benesth?!

Xzorsh wanted to deny these words, to reject them utterly. Perhaps he might have been ableto do so
had he not seen the battle on Ruathyni's shore.

"It ismy duty to protect,” he said dowly, "and it is possible that the best service| can do the Peopleis
to guard Lirid well. Whilel live, no harm will cometo he—or from her."

At last Corday lowered her trident. "That isdl | wished to hear. Go, and do.”
@

A fair-haired young man, green-clad in garments of fine summer slk, whistled a popular tavern balad
as he sauntered toward Blackstaff Tower. The rounded black keep was a Water-deep landmark, an



ancient marvel of smooth black stone unmarked by either windows or doors.

The vidtor waked straight toward the tower asif he intended to pass through solid stone. He hit the
wall hard and staggered back afew steps, clutching his head with begjewe ed hands and cursing with greeat
vigor and imagination.

His next few attempts were more tentative—a prod here, acareful kick there. Findly adim feminine
hand thrust out of thewall and seized ahandful of histunic. Hisguide tugged him through the invisble
door.

Danilo Thann looked down into the indulgent face of SharlarraVindrith, an ef wizard apprenticed to
Khelben "Blackstaff" Arun-sun. He removed her hand from histunic, gazed into her eyes—violet with
flecks of gold, he noted—and raised her fingersto hislips.

"Lovey Sharlarra," he murmured, "once lauded as the most beautiful fin Waterdeep.”

Stll smiling, shelifted one brow in chdlenge. "Once?!

"Well, naturdly." Danilo gingerly touched hisforehead. "Since I'm seeing two of you today, you'll have
to sharethe honors.”

The df laughed and tucked her arminto his. "1 assure you, thereisno one dse quitelike me," she
purred.

"Pity. The possihbilitieswere, to say thelead, intriguing.”

"Areyou both quite finished?'

The question was spoken by adeep ma e voice made familiar by adight burr and acertain irritation of
tone. Sharlarralet out a startled gasp and spun to face her magter.

Khelben Arunsun was, or appeared to be, a powerfully built manin late middle years. Hisdark hair
was touched with gray and a streak of silver divided his neatly trimmed beard.

"The potions?' he reminded Sharlarra, pantomiming astirring motion with one hand.

Thedf bowed and hurried off to tend her duties. Danilo watched her go with asmirk that loudly
bespoke masculine appreciation. The moment she left the room, however, his smile dropped away.

"What isit, Uncle? The urgency spdl affixed to your summons nearly set the parchment &fire”

"This came from the harbor merfolk." The archmage lifted one hand, snapped hisfingers, and plucked
ased skin parchment from the air.

Danilo took the offered document and skimmed the message. After amoment, he raised incredulous
eyesto hismentor'sface.

"Apparently you made quite an impression on thisvisiting drow wizard," Khelben said in asour tone.

Theyoung man smiled complacently. "Women have frequently described me as an unforgettable
experience.”

"I've heard the same said of camp fever and the galoping flux. Y ou will not meet the drow at the
harbor."

" won't?"

"No. Do not chalenge me on this matter, Danilo. There ismore at stake here than you know."

"Thereusudly is" he murmured. Hefolded hisarms and leaned againgt the wall. " Just for novelty's
sake, would you careto enlighten me?"

The archmage linked his hands behind his back and began to pace. " Caadorn Cassdanter sailswith
the drow. He was very displeased by your involvement with the drow, and none too flattering in his
assessment. | thought you two were friends.”

"So wewere, and so we will be again,” Danilo said easily. "But Cadadorn was sniffing around Judith,
and | responded as any younger brother might. Any brother who possessed knowledge of magic,” he
amended, "and one whose spell componentsincluded an ample supply of sdtpeter.”

"No wonder Caladorn went to sea," Laerd murmured. "Nothing better to do.”

"A good lad, Caadorn is, with asharp eye and a sense of responsibility that you'd do well to
emulate,”" Khelben scolded.

"They dso credit Cdadorn asthe chief arbiter of style,” Danilo said with mock gravity. "I expect that
nauticd attirewill bedl the rage this season.”

Khelben shot aglare at the young man. "In addition to the message before you, Cadadorn sent word



of Clipper's fate. Y ou may recdl that name as one of the Waterdhavian ships gone missing this season. It
was set adrift asaghost ship, with barrels aboard containing the bodies of over adozen seaelves
preserved in brine."

The young man's face darkened. "The Northmen are no friendsto thefair folk, but | hadn't redized
matterswerein such disma sate.”

"Northmen and elves," Khelben repeated. "When are matters ever so smple asthat?"

"Until you get hold of them?" his nephew suggested helpfully.

"Do you want to hear this, or not?'

Danilo lifted one hand and traced acircular flourish that indicated the archmage should go on.

"According to the Harple thesi's on Underdark cultures, the destruction of the surface vesisaguiding
principle of drow life, second only to the domination of the underground realms.”

Danilo pushed away from thewall. "Y ou beieve that our pretty little wizard isjoining forces with the
Northmen to this end? That she was a partner in the deaths of those seaelves?’

"Truly? No. | don't seethe First Axes of Ruathym making more than a passing dliance with any df, of
any color, for any reason. As an old Northman saying advises, If you use a wolf to hunt awolf, keep two
arrows near to hand."

"Charming sentiment, catchy rhythm. | must set that to music sraightaway,” Danilo murmured.
"Assuming thereis no such dliance, what, in your opinion, is she about?'

"Therein laysthe problem,” grumbled Khelben. "I have no ideawhat motivatesthe femae.”

A feminine chuckle informed the men that they were no longer done. Laerd Silverhand leaned against
the doorpogt, her arms crossed and her eyes bright with amusement.

The archmage'slady, hersalf amage of legendary power, wasfully astal as her lord. Though the day
was young, shewas clad in ascant, slvery dancing gown the precise hue of her hair, which spilled in
lustrous waves down to her knees.

"Arewe discussing femaesin generd, or did you have aparticular onein mind?' sheinquired.

"| was speaking of the drow."

Something in Khelben's voice stole the humor from Laerd'sface. "If you are speaking of my sister
Qilué—again, | might add— you might wish to amend your tone."

"Let'snot plow thisfurrow again,”" thewizard said tetily.

"Doesthis mean you have no interest in my latest family vigt?'

Khelben's face turned even more somber. "Y ou've been to Skull-port again?”'

"Yes, I'veonly just returned. Qiluéis very concerned about her young friend. Someoneislooking for
Liriel, someone cgpable of casting avery large net. My siter intendsto help Liriel safely to her
dedtination.”

"Thereyou go, Uncle" Danilo brokein. "Problem solved.”

"Itismy observation,” the archmage said darkly, "that Qilué solves fewer problemsthan she creates.
She might be Mystra's own, but sheis drow to the core: impulsive, temperamenta, vengeful, and
illogicd."

" She speaks well of you, too," Laerdl said with exaggerated sweetness.

Khelben refused to be baited. "Tel medl.”

The lady mage paused for along-suffering sigh. "Qilué said that inquiries have been made, bribes paid.
She believesthe search for Lirid has spread to Waterdeep. Have you been listening to the tavern songs,
Dan?'

"Yes, but | don't understand al | hear,”" he admitted. " There appearsto be a very impressive bounty
on someone named Raven. | couldn't make out more than that."

"That'senough to tell thetale." Laerel Sghed again and tucked asilver lock behind one ear. "Qilué's
young friend will be sought by every unlawful faction in Waterdeep, not to mention every scoundrel
looking for away to pay his gambling debts."

"Not to mention those folks who consder battling evil, which by most lightswould include dl dark
elves, to bethar righteous duty,” Dan put in.

Thewoman grimaced. "'l was hoping no one would mention them."



"Waterdegp's well-intentioned are the least of our problems.” Khelben took a smal mesh bag of gems
from ahidden pocket in hisdeeve. "Thisis part of adegpdragon's treasure hoard, used by Liriel to
purchase the freedom of Elfmaid, a Ruathymaar pirate ship owned by Hrolf the Unruly. Since these
gemswerein the drow's possession for severa days, they can be enspelled to seek her out. More than
that: They can show uswho aso seeks her by means both magica and mundane.”

Danilo watched intently as Khelben sped through the gestures of a spell. In moments there floated
before the archmage awondrous map, a miniature landscape showing the idands and coastal lands of the
northern sea. Khelben produced avial from his bag and took from it a pinch of sparkling powder. This
he tossed over the map. Tiny, faling lights twinkled down over theillusion, releasing acomplex aroma
into the tower chamber.

Theyoung man studied theillusion, watching as threads of silver raced acrossland and sea. He
pointed to aparticularly bright web connecting L uskan and Ruathym.

"The recent seainvasion, | would imagine. What is the connection between these two old enemies and
our new friend?"

"The captain in charge of the assault was Rethnor," Khelben said, "one of the Five Lords of Luskan.”

"Captain Rethnor," Danilo said thoughtfully. "Heis said to be subtle and devious, the sort of man
unlikely to accept blamefor hisfallures. And what better scapegoat than adrow?”

"Waterdeep," Khelben said, asif Danilo's question had sought an answer. "Even now, he spreads
rumorsthat Ruathym has made powerful and dangerous dliances—aliancesthat judtified this attempt on
their sovereignty. Rethnor claimsthat Ruathym isdlied with dark elves and that Waterdeep givestacit
approval, perhaps even support, to their dark schemes. Liridl set sail from Waterdeep. If sheis accepted
back into the city and alowed to go her way, we give credence to hiswords."

"That's absurd!" Danilo protested. "Who would believe such reasoning?'

Khelben let out aderisive sniff. "Since when did logic govern the path of rumor? If athing issaid often
enough, there are fools aplenty who will believeit to be true.”

"So what do you proposeto do? Turn Lirid over to Captain Rethnor?”

"There are many who would gladly sell her, and not just to Rethnor.” Khelben intoned another arcane
phrase. Siivery threadsfilled the sealike fishermen's nets and sank deep into soil and stone.

"The Kraken society," Danilo reasoned, nodding toward the sea, "and the underground network, |
suppose, would be the drow. 1t would seem that Liriel has been busy.”

"Would that she had stopped there." Khelben tossed another pinch of powder, and the map took on
yet another aspect.

Severd trand ucent spheres overlgpped, the images overlaying each other like multi-layered rainbows.
Threads streamed from al these planes of existence and converged in ashadowy tanglein the seajust to
the east of Waterdeep. The overall shape resembled a spider's web.

"Thiscan't be good," the young man muttered.

"It could hardly be worse! Thisdivination suggests that our young wizard has drawn the specia
interest of a certain drow goddess.”

Theire faded from Laerd's silver-green eyes as she met Khel-ben's somber gaze. "Y ou're saying that
wherever Lirid goes, Lolthislikely tofollow."

"That ismy fear,” Khelben agreed. "It has been long years since the drow goddess turned her
attention to the surface world. Lirid must be followed and if necessary stopped.”

"Very well." Danilo took adeep breath and squared his shoulders. "Allow me ahour or so to pack,
and I'll be off."

The archmage shook his head. "Not you, Dan, not thistime. The elves of the Pantheon Temple have
an agent of their own.”

Khelben turned his gaze toward the chamber door. His apprentice appeared in response to his silent
summons. "Bid our guest attend.”

In moments Sharlarrareturned, atal femae df at her sde. The newcomer was raven-haired, clad in
wdl-worn leathers and achain-mail vest and armed with sword and bow. Her long black hair wasloose
except for one slver lock, which had been gathered into anest braid.



"Thisis Thorn, achampion of Eilistraee, lately come from Ruathym," Khelben announced. Y ou will
leave this matter in her capable hands."

"Asyou say, Uncle" Danilo agreed. He turned his most charming smile upon the newcomer. "It'sa
great relief to know that Lirie has made friends among Eilistraeg's own.”

"Astothat, | could not say,” the df responded in a husky, oddly accented voice. "'l never met her."

"But you have come from Ruathym?"

"What of it? Sheisaquarry, not acomrade." The ef's strange eyes, acolor more gold than green,
narrowed at him. "Most humans outgrow the need to ask endless questions when they leave childhood
behind. Or perhapsit just appears to be so because the inquisitive seldom survive for long.”

"You say that asif it wereawarning,” Danilo observed.

In alightning-quick move, the ef swept her bow off her shoulder and sent an arrow spinning toward
the young man. It dived between his boots, piercing the ancient oak planking and quivering fast enough to
produce an audible hum.

"That," shesad, "wasawarning."

Danilo took a careful, belated step backward. "What bard or diplomat in al of Waterdeep could
match elven subtlety?' he said in admiring tones. "Obvioudy, the good archmage is quite right: | must not
meet our drow friend at the harbor. Lady Huntress, my Lord and Lady Arunsun, lovely Sharlarra, | bid
you dl agood day."

Therainbow layers of theillusionary map filtered over him as he bowed deeply, first to the ef warrior
then to the wizards. As he strode from the room, he gave Laerel afriendly kiss on the cheek and
Sharlarraakissthat wasfriendlier sill. The ef girl watched him go, then sent an inquiring glance at her
mistress.

Laerd sent her apprentice off with an absent-minded wave and turned her atention to the warrior. "It
has been long years since the Dark Maiden took a champion.”

"Y ou know the history of the People,” Thorn observed. "Y ou must also know that an equal amount of
time has passed since Lolth granted the powers of a Chosen to any mortal.”

The color drained from Laera'sface. "Y ou don't mean to suggest that Liridl..."

"l do not suggest,” the dlf said coldly. "I know. | saw. Her path led to Skullport then out to sea. |
followed until my ship was captured by sea ogres. Those aboard who were not killed were imprisoned in
the undersearealms of Ascarle. A band of seaevesfreed the prisoners and led us through amagical gate
to Ruathym. Wejoined the battle between the Northmen of Ruathym and Luskan. | saw this drow
channd the power and fury of Lolth againgt the invaders.”

"Then Caadorn did well to persuade the captain to dock in Waterdeep,” Khelben said. "L olth's
power will be considerably stronger in the underground city."

Laerd's eyes widened. One dender hand flew to the cheek Danilo had kissed.

The archmage noted her chagrin. "Problem?”

"You might say that." Laerd lowered her hand, fist clenched. "Liriel will go straight to Qilué. We must
get word to my sister at oncel”

Khelben frowned. ™Y ou know that isn't possible. It takes hours for amere message to bypass Qilués
wards and magical diversons. No one can teleport directly into the Promenade Temple."

"l can," Laerel said grimly, "using the ear cuff my sster gave me—the cuff | waswearing just moments
ago." She unclenched her fist. Her hand was empty.

The archmage's brows knit in puzzlement then flew up as he realized what had happened. "Danilo said
he would not meet the drow! Goddess knows the boy has hisfaults, but he has never gone back on his
word."

Hislady cast her eyes skyward. "He agreed he would not meet the drow at the harbor. Khelben
dearest, you really must learn to speak Rogue. Consider this: Whereis your powdered essence of sky,
seg, and sone? Where are Lirid's gems? Where is the missve the merfolk brought from Caadorn's ship?
Where are dl the things that will enable one wizard to find Liriel's ship—and ensure that another wizard
cannot?"

Khelben's gaze darted from the writing table to the scrying platform. The delicate vid was gone, as



were the bag of gemstones and the sedl skin parchment.

He uttered asingle word—abarnyard epithet delivered with great force and little regard for the
dignity of hishigh rank.

"The boy's gone straight to the ship! Damn and blast it! Why did | entrust Mystra's Art to such a
hopelessfool!"

Laerd fingered the unadorned curve of her ear. "Now that you mention it, | probably shouldn't have
taught him those pickpocket tricks, ether.”

"It would seem that your overschooled protege has afew lessons yet coming,” Thorn announced. She
plucked her bowstring, which sang like a battle harp.

Khelben'sirritation disappeared, chased from hisface by aflash of paternal panic. Power roselike
mist around him, creating anillusion of an imperious, ef-blooded wizard, ancient and mighty beyond
words—an illuson that held more truth than hisfamiliar form.

"Whatever comes of this, the boy isto be spared,” he demanded in avoice ringing with power.

The df champion shrugged, unimpressed. "'If possible," she said. As she strode from the room, she
repeated, "If possible—and provided he doesn't annoy me overmuch!”

Khelben's enhanced image dissipated like asigh, leaving his morta facade looking old and careworn.
He sent atroubled glance toward hislady. Do you suppose she meant those terms quite literaly?"

"Wdl, she does seem give her threats abit more emphasis, but how many eves have you met who
don't mean precisdly what they say?'

The archmage nodded as if he'd expected this response. "In that case," he muttered, "the boy's as
good as dead.”

Laerel shook her head as another thought occurred to her. " Sharlarra has been getting restless of late.”

Khelben stared at her asif she had gone moonmad. "And you mention this because ..."

"1 go to Skullport from timeto time. | need to, and not just for theinformation | can find there."

He nodded, acknowledging the side of hislady that he did not share and could not quite understand.

"Did | ever tell you where | met Sharlarra?”

"Lady Sharlarraof the Vindrith clan?1 had assumed Evermest, but something tells me that would not
be the correct answer."

Shelaughed shortly. "Hardly. We met in Skullport.”

"No! A gold df, in that cesspool of acity? What the Nine bloody Hells was she doing there?"

"Surviving," Laerd retorted, "and doing adamn good job of it. Shelifted my purse. The thing was
magically warded, and she still dmost got away withiit.”

The archmage huffed indignantly. "That convinced you to bring her to my tower as an apprentice?’

"Why not? Tdent istalent. For that matter, Sharlarraisn't agold df. But were getting Sdetracked.
Sharlarrastood right over there while your light-fingered nephew robbed us blind. If she hasn't goneto
reclaim the goodies, I'll shave my head.”

Khelben lifted one brow. "It has not escaped my attention that you spoke of Sharlarras boredom.
Will you place the same wager that your Skullport protegee will return these stolenitems et first
opportunity?*

Laerd took athick handful of silver mane in each hand and draped it over the archmage's shoulders.
She entwined her arms around his neck and gave him alascivious wink. "Y ou should probably bear in
mind that it would take me two hundred yearsto grow it back to thislength.”

A reluctant smile tugged a one corner of Khelben'slips. "In other words, no dedl.”

Thewizard sghed and lowered her bright head to his chest.

"Afrad not.”



CHAPTER FOUR
darknessvighle

Staker Lemming lurched down the narrow Skullport street, his peg leg clicking briskly against the
ragged cobblestone and doshing through fetid puddles. Though he was dmost home, he affected the air
of one who had milesto go and scant timeto get there.

A smdl manin hisyouth, held been further diminished with every lost battle and each misspent yeer.
Hunched and potbellied, the native swarthy hue of his skin faded to ash by long years of underground
living, he was occasionally mistaken for aduergar dwarf. Stalker did little to discourage this
misapprehension. Indeed, he grew astraggly beard to heighten theillusion. Ruffianswho would consider
apudgy, one-legged human easy prey might think twice before atacking a deep dwarf.

Stalker dodged a particularly unpleasant puddle and impatiently waved away the underfed and
over-painted courtesan who stepped into his path. Hair like straw, he noted with disdain, and skin the
color of afish'sunderbdly. In hisland, the women were pleasantly rounded, and they had melting black
eyes and sun-warmed skin. The thought quickened his step, asif such awoman might be awaiting himin
hishovd.

He dreamed, from timeto time, of returning to southern lands as the dashing, wedthy captain of his
own pirate ship. More often his dresms were smpler, amost wistful: to fed the sun on hisface, to seethe
vivid purple and gold of one more sunset. Just that, and he could die a happy man.

Wedl, maybe not happy. Theway Stalker saw it, there wasn't much about life to inspire happiness,
and he didn't expect death to improve matters much.

Fact was, there was no returning to the surface. Stalker figured held left behind at least three mortal
enemiesfor every one of hisscars, and he had alot of scars. Enemies could be killed, but assassins cost
money and lots of it. A Skullport officid earned apatry wage, with the understanding that theft and
extortion would make up the difference. Given Stalker's lifelong bend toward vendlity, he should have
been able to put enough away to hire aband of assassns—or even the legendary Artemis Entreri—to kill
al hisenemies and most of hisfriends. Making money in Skull-port was one thing. Keeping it, quite
another.

The clamor of astreet battle increased as he neared hishome. As he rounded the fina corner, he
noted the smdll, roiling crowd blocking his front door and the adjacent adley, anarrow passroofed by the
leaning, two-story hovels on either Sde.

A fleeting, lop-sided grin dinked across hisgray face. If he hurried, he could lose himsdlf in the small
melee, the god of which gppeared to be the communal dismemberment of akobold pickpocket.

Staker closed the distance with alop-sided galop. Y owling with pretended bloodlust, he hurled
himsdf into thefray.

A few confused and painful momentslater, he staggered out the other side of the battle and into the
aley beyond. He leaned against the tipsy building he called hometo catch his breath and take stock of his
injuries. Blood trickled from his nose. One eye was dready swelling shut. The knuckles of one hand



stung, and the circle of dents on his forearm was undoubtedly the mark of teeth.

Staker grunted in satisfaction. Could have been worse. Usually was.

He swung aside the loose board that served as a secret entrance and ducked into the dark shanty.
Sted and flint hung from the rafters on two convenient cords. His seeking hands found the lamp and
pinched back thewick. A quick, practiced click of steel on stone produced a shower of tiny sparks.

Wisps of maodorous smoke drifted upward, then the wick caught flame. A feeble circle of light
pushed againgt the darkness. Stalker blinked once to adjust to the rel ative brightness.

In that tiny moment of time, the lamplight changed to an eerie violet, adegp and unnaturd color that
was somehow more ominous than total blackness.

Staker's body reacted before his mind could catch up. He whirled to scan the room for the source of
thismydery.

Two dark figures were seated at his only table. He squinted into the purple shadows. When he
percaived the identity of hisvigtors, he staggered back, screaming like ahafling girlchild.

Somehow, the drow known as Gorlist had found him! With him was another drow, amae who wore
histhick white hair in amultitude of tiny braids that, to Stalker's terror-struck eyes, appeared to writhe
likesmal, hungry snakes.

The stranger turned an ironic smileto hisassociate. "Friend of yours, | takeit?”

Gorlist snorted. "Who befriends a duergar? Thisone isaweasd and a coward, even by the measures
of adeep dwarf."

"That's harsh,” the other drow commented. " Some duergar are capable of dying well. Not dl, of
course, but enough to make killing them worth oné's time and trouble.”

He rose from the table. With athestrical flourish, heflipped his cloak back to reved the magicaly
animated emblem pinned to his coat. A tiny ivory skeleton agppeared to beat upon adrum whileits bony
jaw worked slently and rhythmically.

Stalker swallowed hard. This drow was a deathsinger!

"| seethat you are familiar with my art," the dark ef commented. "' Perhaps you've heard my name, as
well? Brindlor Zido-rion of Ched Nasad? No? Well, never mind. Asyou surmised, my current task isto
witness and immortaize great deeds of vengeance. The question before usisthis: What part will you play
inthistale of dark glory?"

The drow's voice was as sonorous as the sea, and he smiled pleasantly at the terrified officid.
Somehow Staker found Brind-lor's studioudy pleasant mien more fearsome than Gorlist'slowering
scowl.

Hefdt rough, damp wood beneath him and redlized that both his knees and his bladder had given
way.
"I'll do anything, say anything," he babbled.

"Liriel Baenre," Gorlist said curtly. "A drow female, cohort of the Eilistraee priestesses. She paid you
to release a confiscated ship registered to Hrolf of Ruathym.”

Staker'sfirst impulse was to deny this out of hand-standard procedure where any charge of
corruption was concerned. He knew from painful experience, however, that this drow was not inclined to
settlefor partid answers and half truths. So he cudgeled his memory until he knocked loose the required
informetion.

"It wasawhile back," he remembered. " Seemsto me it was early spring Above. Musta been four,
five moon cyclespas.”

"She paid you well?' Brindlor inquired.

Greed momentarily edged asde terror. "Well enough,” he said cautioudly.

"l don't suppose she mentioned that the payment came from a dragon's hoard.” The deathsinger sent
Staker asmilethat chilled him clear to the bone. " A degpdragon, to be precise. The hoard was taken
from anearby cavern, in fact."

Panic rosein Stalker, dragging awave of bilein itswake. Dragons were notorious for knowing their
treasure down to the last brass button and for hunting down anything stolen.

Brindlor sauntered over and gave him afriendly pat on the shoulder. "The dragonisdead. You



needn't fear another surprise visitor any time soon. All we want isthe girl."

Thegirl, Stalker repeatedly silently and bitterly. That made the job sound right smple, asif he could
turn over the drow female and another dozen like her before his breakfast porridge cooled!

Any drow was trouble, but this wench was also awizard. She'd told Stalker exactly what would
happen to him if he turned on her, and gave him reason to believe she possessed both the will and the
magic to back up her threats.

"Hard to find adrow in these tunnels," he hedged.

"Not for aweasd likeyou," Gorlist said coldly. "The princess spent much of her share of gemsand
coinshribing fat, lazy officids. Y ou're very familiar with ‘those tunnds." "

Stalker began to see the path ahead, and his knotted shoulders relaxed just a bit. Dragons hoarded
magica items. So did drow, and for that matter so did wizards of any race. The female had made off with
something these two wanted.

"Shepadingems" hesaid, which of courseiswhat they'd be seeking. Gems held and tranamitted
magic better than amost anything aman, dwarf or ef could make.

Gorligt sat bolt upright. "Was aruby part of the payment?' He held up one hand, thumb and forefinger
gpart a adistance approximately the sze of aripefig. "About thissze?"

The man nodded avidly. "Oh yes, | remember that stonewell. Flat on the top, sharp point on the
bottom. A bloody caltrop, it was."

"You remember it," Gorlist repesated. "Whereisthe stone now?"

"l soldit," the man said hadtily. "The same day, or the one after. | don't recal which.”

"Let ushope, for your sake, that you recdl the buyer.”

Despite hissituation, afeding of wonder suffused him. "Never will | forget! The buyer was awoman,
taller than most men and dender as awillow. Her face waslike music, and her hair held the silver of
moonlight onaquiet sea.”

"A poet,” the deathsinger observed, lifting one white brow into asuperciliousarc. "I've heard it said
that poets generaly find acclaim only after their deaths. Tell me, Staker Lemming, do you hear the Siren
cdl of immortdity?'

Terror returned inwaves. "No! | don't hear athing. Redly! | don't seek immortaity—I want to live!™
he babbled franticaly, if not logicaly.

"Easily done. Tell usmore about thisvison of femae perfection,” Brindlor suggested.

"l don't know her name, but | kept every coin she gave me, and the bag they camein! I'll give'emto
you! All! You could find awizard to trace her."

Stalker looked hopefully at Gorlist. The drow nodded, and the officia scurried to his safe. He took
out asmall bag fashioned from pae blue slk and handed it to Gorli.

The drow glanced at the coin bag and tossed it to his desth-singer companion. Brindlor traced one
finger over the runeworked in slver thread. Stalker knew what he felt—afaint crackle of power.

After amoment, the deathsinger looked to Gorlist and smiled like ahungry dragon. Thewarrior's
sword hissed free of his scabbard and dashed toward Stalker.

Time seemed to dow, and the sword's leisurely arch seemed to gather and hold the strange purple
light. Stalker remembered the bright clouds of hishomeand, and hisfoolish notion that a glimpse of one
last purple sunset would alow him to die happy.

Not gonna happen, he redlized. A man can't die happy who never learned how to live that way.
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Gorligt cleaned his sword on the dead man's tunic and turned his attention to the blue coin bag. "That's
adggil, isn'tit?" he demanded, naming the unique magica symbol that wizards adopted as Sgnature and
tdisman.

"Indeed. Wasnt it kind of thislovely wizard to leave so clear atrail ?*

Hisirony waslost on thewarrior. Gorlist sniffed derisvely. "Wizards are arrogant. Either she's
warning us off or daring usto track her down. Can you do do it?"

"Me?" Brindlor shook hisheed. "1 can do minor magic, but spells of seeking are beyond my sphere.”

Gorligt claimed and pocketed the bag. "No matter. Merdrith will seeto that," he said as he strode



toward the back door.

The degthsinger grimaced and fdll into step. "Are you sure thisiswise? The others didike thisdliance
with ahuman wizard."

"They will become accustomed toit intime," Gorlist replied tersdly.

"Perhaps, but timeisnot your aly."

Thiswas, in Brindlor's opinion, amasterly understatement. Time wasin fact running out for the
warrior. The Dragon's Hoard mercenaries were growing impatient with their leader's obsessive quest for
Lirie Baenre.

For months now, Gorlist had been stymied by her seavoyage. His own ships had been destroyed, his
seagoing minions dain in battle with the Promenade priestesses. After severd attemptsto replace his
ships, Gorligt turned his efforts to spinning aweb of informants, and waiting, spiderlike, for thefemae's
return.

In Brindlor's opinion, while Gorlist's mercenaries might have many fine qudlities, patience was not
foremost among them. They had gone without the catharsis of battle for far too long. They could not
endure in this state much longer.

The desthsinger followed Gorlist into the Street. " The merce-

naries grow restless,” he pressed. "Thislong period of inactivity is dangerous.”

"Inactivity?" Gorlist snapped. "The hunt should keep them fully occupied. If it does not, they are not
working hard enough. Seethat they understand this.”

The deathanger shrugged and subsided. Gorlist would hear this song sung in time, whether he wished
to or not.

©

A sharp, tingling hest flared along the palm of Shakti's hand. She couldn't see theincubus, but she
could sense its movement. Her exhausgtion forgotten, she strode quickly through the swirling, gray mists.

With difficulty she turned her attention back to the Handmaiden. "With your permisson, of course.”

/ will accompany you.

Thiswas not what Shakti had expected, but she gave aquick nod and set off briskly. To her relief, the
yochlol kept pace, itsfluid form oozing along like agiant snail under aspeed enchantment.

Before long they cameto a stone arch pierced by eight rounded portals. In the center of each floated
apeculiar skull. Asthey dowly rotated, they reveded the remains of not one but three sets of features.
The six eye sockets of each skull glittered with crimson light. For amoment Shakti marveled that she
could have missed so bright alandmark. Curious, she took a single step back. The arch disappeared in
the gray mists. Quickly she stepped back, fearful of loosing the porta she had sought for so long.

The yochlol'sform shifted and flowed into two armlike appendages. Over one was draped afine
spidersilk robe, over the other, aglittering piwafwi.

Clothe yourself as befits a matron heir, theyochlol commanded. Then you will take the priestess
back to Menzoberranzan.

Shakti quickly stripped off her tattered clothing and replaced them with the new garb. "As Lolth
commands, | do. But tell methis; Why is Lirid soimportant?’

The answer liesin thelight. It isyour task to find it.

One of the yochlol appendages flattened, like a hand spreading out palm-up. On it rested atrand ucent
bubble.

The drow's eyes widened with astonishment. Thiswas a soul bubble! She had heard of them but
never expected to see one. The crafting of them involved complicated spells and many layers of crue
necromantic magic. Such devices could contain asoul for centuries, be the captive dive or dead, and
return the soul to mortd lifeat will.

Shakti's lips curved in awicked smile. So shewasto bring Liriel back aive or dead. No need to
ponder that choice overlong! Moreover, she could think of few thingsthat would be of greater torment
to her nemesis than imprisonment. Shakti would haveto let Liriel out eventualy, but she would savor
each moment of her captivity.

Theyochlol shifted once more, thistimeinto athick gray mist. Thisflowed toward Shakti asif it were



being sucked into the bubble. Swiftly the yochlol disappeared, and the small globe turned dull and
cloudy. There was no sense of weight within, but Shakti could fed the maevolent energy.

For amoment she regarded the bubble, not sure what was going on. Perhaps Lolth did not trust her
to dedl with Liriel. Perhaps, Shakti admitted reluctantly, with good reason. With ayochlol a her sde, she
would be more than amatch for the princess.

Well?

The yochlol's voice sounded sharply in Shakti's mind. She stepped through the porta....

... And found hersdlf in aplace stranger than she had ever seen or imagined.

All around her weretal, dark, thin structures that moaned and creaked and rattled. The air herewas
cold and swift-moving, and small papery things drifted down from on high and collected in drifting piles
underfoot. Shakti looked up, past thetal things and beyond to the sapphire sky. Bright pinpricks of light
brightened it, the "stars" that were said to ingpire fagrie evesto ingpid orgies of dance and song.

A familiar panic gripped her, that strange vertigo she had experience upon the humans sea-going ship.
It was not naturd, these vast distances. At least her gods-granted eyesight swiftly adapted to the new
conditionsof light.

Light.

Shakti's head snapped toward the blood-bright smoke staining the edge of the sky. She hissed a
curse, the vilest and most hated word in the drow language, that which named the horror that surface
dwdlerscaled the Sun.

She looked wildly about for shelter. The soul bubble was amagical congtruct. It would dissolve with
the coming of day. The yochlol's soul would return to the Abyss, and she would be entirely alone. Her
whip, her new cloak, her carefully hoarded spells—all thiswould dissipate.

Gathering up her robe, she began to run. There were rocks ahead, large chucks of her homeland no
doubt spat up by some long-ago tremor. Now she perceived the swift run of water, getting loud enough
to hear over the rustling underfoot. It was said that mountains, like inverted caverns, often housed caves,
and caves offered portasto the Underdark.

Her foot caught on something hard and fibrous, hidden benegth the drifting papery bits. She pitched
forward, too fast and too hard to twist aside or prepare her fal. She saw the scattering of rocks awaiting
her then saw nothing at dl.

Sometime later, Shakti stirred and groaned. Her head throbbed, and her eyes burned asif sheld been
garing into candldight. Moments passed before she could manage to open them.

A scene of utmost horror was stretched out before her.

The sun had risen, sending punishing golden light through the strange place. The little papery things
seemed to glow with that light, showing every color from crimson to russet, from amber to a brilliant
yellow-red shade Shakti had never seen. Even brighter were those bits still affixed to the tall Structures,
like scales on amolting dragon. The cries of unseen creaturesfilled the air with mocking laughter. Small,
winged demons, some of them brightly feathered, hopped dong the intertwined wakways overhead, no
doubt casting some fell and foul spell. Small marve the incubus was drawn to such aplace!

Shakti dragged hersdlf to adtting position and took stock of her Situation. There was alarge lump on
her forehead and a bit of dried blood. Her body felt battered and bruised, but that was to be expected.
Sheld had five long chains of reptilian bone wrapped around her when she hit the ground. Her whip!

Itsfamiliar embrace was gone. She pawed franticaly through the bright debrisin case it had dropped
away during her fal. In amoment she could no longer deny what she knew would occur. The whip was
gone—destroyed by the wicked sun.

A wave of desolation swept through her. The badge of ahigh priestess, the mark of Lolth'sfavor. It
might be years before she would be granted another, and never would she have so won-drously macabre
awespon!

Something rustled through the piles of fragile scales. Shakti pulled the knife from her belt and lesped
to her feet, whirling toward the sound.

Her head spun, and for amoment she was certain that the sight before her was nothing but a
manifestation of her recent head injury. Slithering toward her, itsfive skeletal heads moving thisway and



that like the fingers on a dancer's undul ating hand, was her snake-headed whip. The central head was
held high, and draped limply from its bony jaws was a plump, soft-furred creature. Thisit lay at her fedt.

Shakti sank to the ground and plunged her knife into the small beast. She swiftly dit and pedled back
the hide and diced off agtrip of still-warm flesh. For several moments she cut, chewed, and swallowed,
savoring the first rea nourishment she had had for many days.

As her hunger ebbed, astonishment took its place. The snake whip had hunted for her. Never had she
heard of such athing!

The deeper marvel wasthat it could.

Shakti snatched up ahandful of her new cloak. It glittered in the bright light, a brilliant black in which
danced colors she had never dreamed possible.

A priestesss whip, a piwafwi—such things should have disintegrated with the coming of the sun!
What in the name of Lolth's eighth leg was happening?

Carefully she removed the bubble from the hidden pocket of her robe. It fairly hummed with life, the
malevolent energy undimmed. Gone, however, was the murky gray. Thetiny globe was tranducent again,
and atiny storm seemed to be raging within. Shakti held it up and gazed ingde. A tiny dark figure whirled
and danced in wild exultation. Asif it sensed Shakti's scrutiny, it came to astop, splayed tiny handson
theinsdewall of the bubble and leaned close. The miniscule lips moved, but the voice sounded directly in
Shakti's mind.

The magic held! crowed the former yochlol. It held! Gromph's little bastard wizard-bitch actually
didit!

Shakti's keen eyes made out the details of afamiliar face, one she had never expected to see again.
"How isthis possible?’ she whispered.

Wild joy shonein thetiny crimson eyes. No questions, traitor-priestess! The Handmaiden bade
you to take Lolth's priestess back to Menzoberranzan. Why do you wait?

A shimmering ova of magic appeared before Shakti, quivering with power and impatience. Filled with
foreboding, Shakti stepped into the portal.

Thewhirl of magicd travel engulfed her. Shakti savored it asthe most peaceful moment shewaslikely
to know for avery long time. Although she was not sure what had just happened, of one thing shewas
very certan.

Thiswaslikely to beamost unusua homecoming.
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The waves sparkled with the early morning sun, and tiny, blinding rainbows of light danced toward the

merciless horizon. Lirid boreit aslong as she could before retreating below decks to the cabin she and
Fyodor shared.

The smdl chamber fdt stuffy and hot without the sea breeze to coal it. For amoment Liriel was
tempted to create a portholeto let theair in and cloak it with magical darknessto keep the light ouit.
Practicality overruled comfort. Unseen enemies sought her, and hoarding her spells ensured she could
offer the next foe an gppropriate magica greeting.

Fyodor settled down on the cot and closed his eyes. His shipboard duties included late watch, and he
awaysdept while Lirid studied her spells. By unspoken agreement, one of them stayed awake and dert
a dl times.

"Why do you trust this nobleman?' Fyodor asked suddenly.

The drow looked up from her spell book. "He can help us get to Qilué."”

"Perhgps he can. Y ou seem very certain that he will."

"Hedid once before," Liriel reminded her friend.

"Yes." Fyodor opened one eye and sent her an equally lopsided smile. "Through the sewers of
Waterdeep."

Her expression darkened at the memory. "There's probably another way in, a better way. Chances
are, hedidn't trust usenough to reved it."

The Hashemi propped himsdf up on one ebow. "The path of your thoughts runs aongside mine, little



raven. | have often wondered why Lord Thann offered aid to strangers. He had little reason to trust us.”

"Especidly congdering that one of usisadrow,” Lirid said, giving voiceto his ungpoken words.

As she spoke, the air in the cabin shifted and stirred, and afaint shimmering of light began to codesce
into human form. Liriel had her daggers out—then sheathed again—before her friend noted the magica
intruson.

A tall, fair-haired man gppeared in the chamber, a young man probably within ayear of so of
Fyodor's twenty summers. He held out hislong-fingered hands and flipped them pams-up in agesture of
peace.

"Tothe contrary, | think rather highly of drow," Danilo Thann announced in hislazy drawl. " Say what
you will about the dark elves, they're seldom boring."

Liriel's eyes narrowed. She drew her dagger and legped at the invader in one cat-quick movement.
Seizing ahandful of fair hair, she yanked the much-taler wizard down to eye level and pressed the point
of her blade to histhroat.

"They're seldom stupid, either,” she snarled. "Who are you, and what have you done with Danilo of
House Thann?'

For along moment thewizard stared at her. "Just for future reference—assuming of course| have a
future—how did you know?"

"Your hands," Liriel said curtly. "The man whose form you're wearing played astringed instrument.
Therewould be caluses on thetips of hisfingers.”

Thewizard Sghed. "The demons hide in the details, don't they?"

They might aswell have been discussing abottle of wine, for al the concern the pretender displayed.
Liriel was not certain whether to beimpressed or irritated. She turned to Fyodor, who stood with sword
ready.

"I'm going to sirip away the cloaking spells. If there's anything you don't like about thisidiot's looks,
kill him."

She stepped back and flashed through the gestures that would dispel magic. The green-clad nobleman
disappeared, and in his place stood an female el with skin the color of blushing pearls and long, red-gold
hair.

A feeriedf.

Deep-seated fear and |oathing bubbled to the surface of Liriel'smind like acid. Liriel spun to Fyodor.
"What are you waiting for? Kill it!" she shrieked.

The Rashemi stepped between the two femaes. " Perhaps you should explain,” hetold the ef.

"I'm SharlarraVindrith, apprentice to Laerd Silverhand. She's Qilué Vedadorn'ssster.”

"Qilué sent you?' Lirid demanded, peering around Fyodor.

"Indirectly,” the df said, aso leaning to one side. " She sent word to you, and you sent word to
Danilo—"

"And he sent afaerie dfin hisplace” the drow said in disgust. She crossed her asams and glared at
Fyodor. "Y ou wereright. He wasn't to be trusted. Go ahead and gloat.”

The Rashemi shook his head and turned back to Sharlarra. "Does Lord Thann know you are wearing
his sword?’

She glanced at the jewel ed weapon on her hip. "He may have figured it out by now. Chances are he's
il fuming over theloss of the gems and magica items, but helll get over it." She shrugged and smiled.
"They dwaysseemto.”

Fyodor turned to Liriel. "In my land, the witches have spells that alow one person to appear as
another. To do 0, you must carry aweapon used by the person whose form you wish to wear. Perhaps
Lady Laerel taught her apprentice such aspell.”

"l picked it up on my own," Sharlarrasaid, "but otherwise you've got it right. Can we get on with
this?'

The drow gave a cautious nod. Sharlarratook asilver cuff from her ear and held it out. "Danilo stole
thisfrom Laerd, and | goleit from him. It'l take you both right to Qilué.”

Liriel took the little hoop and examined the intricate carvings. The markings were familiar and



unmistakably drow in origin. The spell they shaped was indeed avariation of a powerful travel magic.
Entwined among the magica marks was Qilué's personal sigil. No wizard but she could carve that mark
without courting swift magica retribution.

She did the cuff into place on her ear and spoke Qilués name. An oval of magic shimmered into sight,
agossamer fabric that was a once black and silver.

"Do you need anything else?' the df asked.

For along moment Lirid studied the faerie. "Why are you helping me?"

Sharlarrashrugged. ""Danilo could have doneiit, but he'd end up paying for it."

"And youwont."

"Let'sjust say | was ready to move on, anyway."

"Soyou did thisfor him,” the drow said, il trying to understand.

"Andfor me. Lifewas getting alittle dow in Blackstaff Tower. | was ready for something different.”

Inspiration struck. "Here's something that might suit you,” Lirid said dryly. "A seadf named Xzorsh
followsthis ship." She pronounced the name carefully, asharp click followed by alingering, sibilant
sweep. "Hewantsto learn the Art. | suspect histdent issmall, but he has the sort of dedication that
ignoreslimitations. Can you find him ateacher?"

"A seadf mage" Sharlarramused then shrugged again. "Why not? Consider it done.”

A faint tapping came from the other sde of the hull, arapid, rhythmic pattern that shaped ajaunty tune
sung on nearly every ship asall.

Lirid's eyeswidened. "The merrow darm!™ she said, naming the sgnd for impending attack—and the
mongters that approached the ship. "Xzorsh wasright on the mark about theillithid's messengers!”

"Sea ogre messengers?" murmured Sharlarra. "Assassns, morelikely."

"See?' Lirid retorted. ™Y ou got the message dready.”

"Oh. Good point.”

"Therewill be battle, and soon,” Fyodor said glancing reluctantly from the magica geteto the cabin's
door. "We cannot in good conscience leave the ship now."

Sharlarrawaved them toward the gate. "Go dong. I'll stand in for you. Really,” she said, responding
to the Hashemi's dubious frown. "1t be fun.”

Drow and df exchanged aquick, cautiousgrin. "Her | think | could like," Liriel told Fyodor. "Let's
go."
The gossamer gate shimmered asthey passed through, and their next step fell heavily on solid stone.
Liriel, accustomed to the tumble and whirl of drow magica gates, seized Fyodor's arm to keep from
stumbling. Her gaze swept over vaulting sonewalls and amultilevel maze of connected walkways.

"Impressive,” Liriel murmured, referring to both the magica transport and the Promenade temple.

The ground under their feet suddenly gave way, and they were diding down a steep, smooth passage.
Before Lirid could catch her breath, they were dumped unceremonioudy into asmal, brightly lit
chamber.

She shielded her eyes with one hand and gathered her feet beneath her. Dark shapes surrounded her
and Fyodor, and the searing torchlight glinted off acircle of ready weapons. She made out the shape of a
large, low bowl on a stone pedesta—a scrying bowl, no doubt, armed with spells that watched the
temple parameters and captured whatever ventured into the bowl's "sight.”

Liriel spread her hands, palms-up. "We'refriends," she began.

"Of courseyou are," chirped alittle-girl voice. "Enemies are seldom recelved so gracioudy.”

A relieved grin crept over Lirid'sface. "lljreen,” she said, naming the drow battlemaster. "I'd say it's
good to seeyou, but | can't. Seeyou, that is. Do you mind dimming the lights?'

The unseen priestess snapped her fingers, and the legping flames ringing the small stone chamber sank
low into the wdll torches. A smadl femaeclad in slvery party clothes and sparkling gemslifted one finger
to her forehead in agrave military salute. To those who knew Iljreen, the gesture held no irony
whatsoever.

"Expecting hostile drow visitors?' Lirid asked, blinking away thelingering dars.

Thetiny femae shrugged. "Most of them are.”



"We have many enemies among the drow," observed alilting, low-pitched femae voice, "and so, my
young friend, do you."

Liriel squinted in the direction of the speaker. Her vision focused on the beautiful dark face of the high
priestess.

A faint smile curved Qiluéslips, but sadness seemed to linger in her eyes—afamiliar sadness, one
that Liriel had learned on Ruathym. For amoment the pain of Hrolf's loss engulfed her, awave of loss
and regret so strong that she could hardly draw bregth.

"You lost someone,”" she observed softly.

"Elkantar," the priestess responded. "He was dain aboard ship during the dragon's hoard battle.”

Liriel's brow furrowed as she tried to remember which among the drow males bore thisname. "Y our
parzdiamo,” she said sympathetically, usng the drow word Menzoberranzan femaes employed to refer
to mae playmates who did not officidly hold thetitle of House Patron.

Outrage flamed in Qilué's eyes, bright and brief, then the sorrow returned. "He was my beloved, and
heisdead. | cannot speak of it without pain. Instead, let ustalk of the drow who killed him."

Liriel responded with a cautious nod. It was clear that she had offended, but she was not certain how.

"The mercenary known as Gorlist survived the battle," the high priestess continued. "He blames you
for dl that he haslogt. He has become obsessed with vengeance. To that end, he has rebuilt the Dragon's
Hoard band beyond its former strength. They seek you throughout Skullport and beyond. The tunnels
between here and Rashemen are not safe.”

Lirid laughed without humor. "Where the Underdark is concerned, 'saf€ is never the first word that
comesto mind. If thetunnelsare asbad as all that, well go overland.”

"That path isno better,” she cautioned. "There are among the humans those who will spill blood for
gold, and care little whose blood is spilt or whose gold they pocket. Such men are watching for you in
Waterdeep, and they will follow any path you take."

"Bandits and ruffians,” Fyodor observed.

"That is not the sum of Gorlist's forces," Qilué cautioned. "He has gathered a band of drow warriors
who have grown accustomed to life on the surface, followers of Vhaerun. He has aso enlisted the aid of
awizard."

Lirid shrugged. "I'vefought wizards before."

"Humean wizards?"

A gern glance from Qilué stole the sneer from Lirid's face. "Do not underestimate thisfoe," the
priestess cautioned. "Drow magic is powerful, but it is not the only magic. A small dagger that you do not
anticipate will kill you more quickly than the sword you see.”

Lirid nodded thoughtfully. "The ancient rune magicisvery different from anything | learned in
Menzoberranzan.”

"Just s0. Thiswizard is Merdrith, areclusive, little-known wizard of considerable power who makes
hishomein the High Forest. The Dark Maiden's priestesses have reason to know and fear him. Gorlist,
knowing Merdrith's hatred for Eilistraee's own, has persuaded him to Skullport. His magic seeks you
even aswe speak."

"Not the tunnels, not the surface,” Fyodor repested. "How, then, areweto travel to Rashemen?”

Qiluéturned her gazeto thewarrior. "That iswhy | called you here. By the grace of Eilistraee, | can
call moonbeamsto take you to the borders of Rashemen. No farther can | send you—the witches who
guard that land employ spdlls againgt such intrusion. My sister Sylune learned of such spells during her
time among Rashemen's witches. We use smilar enchantments here to ward our temple. Speaking of my
ggters, | seethat you have something that belongsto one of them.”

Liriel removed the ear cuff and handed it over. ™Y ou can call moonbeams?!

"A spdl granted Eilistraeg's followers. Shal we begin?”

Inresponse, Liriel held out her hand to Fyodor. Their fingers entwined. At anod from Qiluéthe
warriors | eft the chamber, passing through unseen doors. The torches snuffed out abruptly. Darkness and
dlenceruled absolute.

The priestess began to sing, asoft haunting melody that was more like wind than music and that might



well belost on anight wind.

Soft white radiance filled the chamber as dender beams of moonlight streamed down from an unseen
sky. Thethick ceiling of soil and stone seemed to fade away, and motes of mundane dirt whirled and
danced in the moonbeams like Stardust. In the center of this summoned magic, Qilué danced.

The voice of the priestess—and the magic of the Dark Maiden — flowed through Lirid like strong
wine. Almogt without redlizing it, she too began to sway and circleintimeto the music.

Listen to the moonsong, whispered Qilué's voice, mind to mind. Whatever land it touches sings
with joy, and each song is unique. Find the song of Rashemen. Listen, and follow.

"And Fyodor?' Liriel asked doud.

Your destiny and his are entwined. This he knows. You are the song his heart hears. Go, and he
will follow.

The young drow reached out through magic's web, much as she had when she sought the great oak
known as Y ggdrasil's Child. Her senses caught the distant tune, asimple melody that seemed to follow
the cadence of Fyodor'sancient tales. Liriel gave hersdf fully to the music, letting the silvery magic of
Eilistraee flow through her swaying limbs.

A deep chill shimmered through her, stopping her in mid-whirl. Liriel froze, and for amoment she
relieved the horror of the Abyss and those few moments when Hrolf's ship Elfmaid passed through
Lolth'srealm onitsway to safety.

The memory passed, but the horror did not. Lirid stared in disbdlief at the dark threads stresking
down aong the conjured moonbeams. Spidersthe size of housecats dropped into the chamber and
skittered off through the invisible doors and out into Qilué's carefully warded sanctum.

Low, mocking laughter filled the chamber, echoes that welled up from unfathomable depths. Dark
threads snapped together to form aweb, which lowered dowly toward Liridl.

Mine, exulted the voice of the goddess—aterrible sound that mingled the shrieking of chill windsand
the multitudinous voices of the dark-elven damned. Thisone | claim now. The rest we will take soon
enough!

Qilué shook off her moment of stunned inaction and seized the silver medallion bearing her holy
symbol. A quick tug snapped the chain, and she held the disk doft. Again she sang, and again she
danced.

A soft haze of moonlight flowed from the medallion, dowly pushing asde the darkness of Lolth. Again
Liriel joined in the dance, desperate to help push away the unwanted Presence.

Qiluéwhirled toward her, her face grim. A graceful legping kick dedlt ablow that sent the younger
drow redling to the chamber wall. Liriel hit hard enough to knock the breath from her body. For long
moments she sat on the cold stone floor, struggling for air, helplessto do anything but watch asthe high
priestess called upon one goddess to banish another.

Finally the terrible Presence faded away, and so, more dowly, did the sllvery light surrounding
Eilistraee's priestess. Qilué strode to the scrying bowl. She gripped the rim with both hands and leaned in.
After amoment she straightened and raised a haggard face to Fyodor. "Come, Rashemi, and tell me
what you see. The battle took more of my strength than | had thought possible.”

He cameto the priestess's side and gazed over her shoulder.

"Goblins are coming from the tunnelsbelow,” he said crisply, awarrior giving report. "Therésa
kobold horde nearing the postern gate. Small bands of drow fighters converge from these three tunnels.
Those humans there—I've seen Smilar tunics worn by Skull-port bounty hunters.”

The priestess spun away and shrieked for her battlemasgter. 1ljreen appeared suddenly. Her gaze
snapped to Lirid and then returned to the high priestess, taking in the Situation. "The wards?'

"Down."

[ljreen nodded crisply. "I'll seeto the battle. Y ou'll have your hands full € sewhere.”

"Tell mewhat | can do to help," Fyodor offered.

The battlemaster's delicate face hardened, and her narrowed eyes again flicked to Liriel. "Y ou can
takethat Lolth-loving bitch out of my stronghold before shekillsusall," she hissed.

With that Iljreen was gone, as suddenly as she had appeared.



Sick understanding filled the pit of Fyodor's ssomach. Somehow, he knew not how, Liriel had once
again invited Lolth'stouch. He glanced at hisfriend. Her eyes, enormousin her stricken face, mirrored his
fears.

"How isthis possible?" she whispered.

"lan't it obvious?" spat Qilué. "Liriel isbound to the Spider Queen. Y ou shouldn't have come!”

Liriel's spirit returned in a sudden rush. In one swift movement shewas on her feet and inthe
priestesssface. "Y ou told usto come. Or was your talking raven lying through his begk?'

"Y ou should have sent word of this!"

"Wedidn't know."

"Didnt you?"

The searing accusation in Qilué's voi ce snapped Fyodor out of his horror-struck daze. Liriel was
wychlaran, and while helived, no one would accuse her of such treachery.

"Liriel hasturned away from ways of her people and given up the evil goddess," he said with quiet
certainty.

"That doesn't mean that Lolth has given up on Liriel," Qiluéretorted. Shewhirled on Lirie in
magnificent wrath. "Do you know how many years of work, what afortunein magical resources, went
into warding the Promenade from Lolth's view? All that, undone! Y ou have turned this place over to
Lolth and her evil followers. Have you any ideawhat that means?

The young drow's bravado faded. "Of course | know," she whispered. "How could | not? | was born
in Menzoberranzan."

"A place not easly left behind,” Fyodor said softly. ™Y ou yourself said that Liriel was pursued. | swear
to you, she gives no moreinvitation to the huntress than the hare gives the hawk."

The bright heat of Qiluésfury faded away, and her shouldersrose and fell in adeep sigh.

"] can do nothing more for you but show you aquick way to the surface. | will send word to my sister
Laerd. Shewill seeyou safely out of Waterdeep. Word of atraveling drow will reach the Dark Maiden's
followers. If you are stopped and questioned, show them this. It will grant you safe passage.”

The priestess handed Lirid asmadl glver talisman, an engraving of adender df femaearmed with a
bow and accompanied by awolf. Both hunterslifted their eyesto arisng moon.

"Thank you," Lirid sad fervently.

Qilués stern gaze softened. "A servant will guide you through the tunnels. Go, and may the Dark
Maiden watch your path."

Fyodor bowed and took Liriel's hand. They disappeared together through one of the hidden doors.

The moment she was done, the high priestess sank to the floor in exhaustion. Her battle against
Lolth'sintruson had drained her strength to the point of exhaustion. She thought it unwise to show the
extent of her weakness before one the Spider Queen had so obvioudy claimed as Her own.

No matter how reluctant Liriel might be—and Qilué did not doubt the young drow's
reticence—where Liriel went, the eyes of the goddess would follow.

Perhapsit would be different on the surface, Qilué mused. The power of Lolth could not reach the
lands of light. The central tenant of her faith was that darkness was destroyed by light, not rendered
invisble. So it had always been, and she had no reason to believe that it would not always be so.

Why, then, could she not dispel the sense that the world had shifted benegath her feet?



CHAPTER FIVE
wizard's gpprentice

Theillithid known as Vestriss paced the mosaic floor of her throne room, which until recently had
been atreasure trove in the submerged ruins that long-dead elves had called Ascarle. Only afew of these
ancient treasures remained: large statues for the most part, or golden objects too heavy for theillithid's
fleeing davesto carry away.

Vedtriss herself was decidedly worse for wear. Her amethyst rings had been stripped from her
four-fingered hands. The slver circlet that had adorned her lavender head was gone, aswasthe
medalion bearing theroya crest she had assumed as the salf-proclaimed Regent of Ascarle. Her fine
robes had been torn by frenzied, thieving hands, her sengitive facid tentacles bruised. The only reason she
gl lived was that the daves had thought her dready dead. Lirid Baenresimmobilizing magic had seento
that.

Theillithid was not, however, feding theleast bit grateful.

Vedtriss's seeking thoughts perceived her genas dave's foot-dragging approach. Facia tentacles
twitched and writhed asif theillithid tasted the air, but Vestriss read the story of the genasi'smissonin
the emotiona storm creeping toward the throne room. Rage the genas knew in plenty, and frustration,
failure, and fear.

Fear. Oh, yes. There was reason for fear.

Vedtriss settled into her throne and turned her empty white eyestoward the door. In moments alithe,
blue-skinned femal e entered the room and dipped into a deep reverence. Purple bruises mottled her face,
and one eye was nearly swollen shut. Hatred for the drow who had done this swirled through the genasi's
mind, and her overwheming desire for revenge sang in concert with theillithid's own, smilar fury.

Vengeance is the reward of the competent, theillithid "said,” projecting aregd, feminine voice
directly into the genad'smind. You, Azar, have failed me.

The genasi'slipsthinned, and insulted pride rolled from her in pungent waves. "If | have, mistress, it
was because | lacked the necessary magic,” she said in petulant tones. "Y ou said the drow was awizard.
Y ou did not know how powerful."

Did | not:? Uriel Baenre stood in my presence. Were | soinclined, | could list every spell in her
quiver. | gave you all the magic you needed to stave off her attacks. One tentacle stabbed toward
Azar like an accusing finger. What cause have you for complaint? It wasn't magic that marred your
face.

The genas hand lifted to the swelling around one eye. "Even 0, lack of magic wasthe mission's
undoing. | intended to follow the ship and dip up on the drow unobserved, but abullywug shaman sent
meinto battle, and | had no defense againgt hiscdl. This| must have.”

Theillithid dismissed her dave's concern with aflip of her purple hand. Bullywugs are vile monsters,
to be sure, but their magic is of little account. They surprised you once. You will not be caught a
second time.



"1 wish that were true!" the genas wailed. "The shaman's cal— | can hear it fill! 1t isnot fitting that
the Regent of Ascarle's servants must heed alessor's voice. Isthere nothing you can do to loosen these
degrading bonds?"

After amoment's consideration, Vestrissinclined her bulbous head in assent. Quiet your thoughts as
best you can. It will make the process less painful for you, and what is far more important, more
convenient for me.

Theillithid rose and glided toward the dave, who dutifully knelt and tipped up her battered face.
Facia tentacles enfolded the genas's head as Vedtrisssinnate mental magic probed her davesmind. She
dipped past Azur'sroiling thoughts with the ease of ahafling pickpocket, past word-shaped thought,
past dl emotionsthe genas acknowledged and understood, moving swiftly and directly to the mind's
hidden depths. There Vestriss found ahard, hateful knot of compulsion. With amental touch as sure and
ddicate as a harpist’'s fingers as she loosened the threads—

Her concentration shattered suddenly, completely. Vestriss staggered back, staring in disbelief a the
dagger's hilt protruding from between her lower ribs.

For the second timein her life, theillthid's mental voice was silenced—not by adrow's magic but by
the white-hot pain pulsing from the blade.

"No more compulsion,” Azar hissed. Sheroseto her feet, and her blue hand seized the dagger,
twiding it. "No more davery. Only vengeance. Do you dtill find me incompetent?

The truth cameto Vestriss owly, beating at her dazed mind like the sound of distant surf. Azar hated
the drow, loathed the bullywug shaman. That was rea enough, but the mental clamor of these new
indignities had cloaked her first and most bitter resentment.

Vedrissthrew her will againg theterrible pain, forcing it aside long enough to shape afina, important
thought:

And the draw ?

A sneer twisted Azar's bruised face. "Even now, you assume I'll do your bidding! The drow bested
me, yes, but she bested you aswell. In my mind, this settles dl scores. Know this: Y ou will die and she
will not. If that painsyou, | am content.”

The genas jerked the dagger's hilt downward and shoved the blade in high and hard, abruta thrust
that quested deep into theillithid's chest. Muscle ressted briefly, painfully, then the blade sank into
something soft and pulpy.

The genas tore the weapon free, and suddenly V estriss was drowning. Ichor bubbled from her
tentacles and welled up in her eyes, spilling down her face in scalding green tears.

The marble floor sped toward her. Vestriss did not register the impact, but she gradually became
aware of anew and distant pain. Horror flooded her as sheredlized its source. Azar's dagger was dicing
through afacid tentacle.

The genas tossed one twitching gppendage aside and reached for another. "Despite dl, the bullywugs
were an ingrument of my freedom. Thiswill bether reward,” she explained. "Asthe drow will soon
learn, | settle dl scores”

&

The tapping on the hull of the ship grew more indgstent. Shar-larrafrowned. "Perhaps | should have
asked for the answering code,” she muttered.

With ashrug, she stepped over to the wall and rapped out an echoing quatrain of the unmistakable
rhythm of "The Mermaid," one of the bawdiest tunes sung in Skullport taverns. That seemed to satisfy the
unseen scout. Now it was time to pass the warning aong.

That presented a problem. According to Khelben, Caladorn Cassaanter was aboard this ship.
Sharlarradidn't know him well, but they had been partnered at the last Winterfest bal. Therewasa
distinct possibility that he had figured out what happened to hisjeweled cloak pin. No one would suspect
one of Khelben Arunsun's gpprentices of thievery, but she wasfar from Blackstaff Tower. In her
close-fitting dark clothes, with a nobleman'sjeweled sword on her hip, shelooked suspicioudy likea
halfling second-story artist after agood night. Only taller. And sober.



Inspiration struck. Calling to mind Fyodor's face and form, she cast the illusion spell over hersdlf and
her gear. She examined the result in the bronze mirror over the washbasin and winced at the
unfashionable image he presented: leather jerkin, linen shirt, dark wool trousers tucked into low, worn
boots. Her gaze dropped to her "borrowed" sword, which now appeared to be athick black weapon
decorated only by the crudely carved bear's head on the pomme.

She gtarted for the door, drawing the sword as she went. A hum of magical energy jolted through it,
and a baritone voice broke into fervent song:

"Who draws the sword commands my voice; My song pours forth at your command! Let evil bleed
and good rejoice While hymns of victory speed thy hand!”

Sharlarralet out an exasperated curse. She kicked shut the door and prayed that no one had heard.
"A singing sword! Damn and blast that man!"

"l don't command perdition's gates, Nor can | hurl ablagting fire; Y et mortal agony awaits The man
who dared arouse your ire," the sword sang apologeticaly.

"Thanks ever so much, but werein disguisetoday,” shetold the sword. "That meansno singing.”

Shefdt adimming of power, uncannily like ahuman sigh of disappointment, then the magic again
blazed bright. The sword switched from song to oratory.

"No meody shal sing thy praise, Y et ringing meter I'll declam! In spoken versemy voicel'll raise
That quaking foes may know thy name!™

Sharlarragritted her teeth in frustration and glanced toward the celling. The scuff of boots on the deck
had the leisurely pace of men at ease. The sailors had not yet perceived the coming threat. Time wasted
now meant blood spilt later.

"One more word, and I'll have you melted down and recast as a chamber pot. Got it?"

*Hmm hmmm-hm hmm—"

"Sweet sodding Mystral" she exploded. "Why couldn't Danilo have purchased a Sembian sword?
Those wegpons know how to take ahint! Listen: No singing, no declaiming, no humming, no idle chit
chat. Jugt kill things. Quietly."

At last the sword subsided. Sharlarra hurried down the narrow corridor and scrambled up the ladder.
She drew the disguised weapon and pointed it toward the sea.

"Sea ogres approaching, lads! Let's give them a proper welcome!" sheroared, doing her best to
imitate Fyodor's Rashemaar accents.

Severd of the sailors stopped and looked at her quizzically. Belatedly, the df realized that her illuson
did not extend to her voice—she still spokein her own sultry elven purr. Sheld forgotten to sted one of
the berserker's wegpons. Without it, the illusion was incomplete.

The sword in her hand chuckled softly.

Sharlarrawas saved by a shout from the crow's nest, and the clatter of men gathering weaponsto
meet yet another foe.

A pair of huge, webbed hands dapped onto the rail. One of the pirates ran forward and dashed down
with his cutlass, but another hand thrust forward and caught the man'swrist, hating the blow with ease. A
quick twist disarmed the pirate and sent him to hisknees. Herolled away a second before enormous feet
thumped onto the deck.

The creature crouched in guard position was like no merrow in any lorebook Sharlarrahad ever seen.
Its head wasfishlike, with a spiny standing fin sarting a the crown and running down the length of its
back. Two large side fins resembled exaggerated elven ears, and its large round eyes were as black and
hungry as ashark's. The hideous head was split by an enormous mouth lined with stiletto-like fangs. A
sea serpent's taill—long and sinuous and ending in adouble row of spikes—flowed from aheavily
muscled humanoid torso. Four thick arms, each armored with aruff of elbow spikes, flexed in
preparation for battle.

"Seadevild" shouted a stout, red-bearded man. " Sahuagin aboard!"

A ringing battle shout burst from Sharlarral's sword, and it fairly legped toward the crouching mongter.
The df followed as best she could, muttering abloodboil spell as she went.

The sahuagin batted aside the attacking sword with an open-handed swat. One of its upper hands



seized Sharlarras tunic and jerked her up to eyeleve. Another hand closed around her sword arm with
bone-crushing force, and the gaping jaws Spread in anticipation.

Theblack eyesturned glassy, and afetid steam hissed and swirled through the monster's bared fangs.
All of its hands began to tremble violently asits body cooked from within. Sharlarrawrenched her sword
hand free and killed the monster quickly, abelly dash that spilled steaming entrails onto the deck.

She carefully sidestepped the mess and spun to survey the chaos around her. A dozen or so of the
creatures fought with weapons salvaged from the sea: ancient pikes and rust-brown swords with pitted
edges. The pirates held them off easlly.

Perhapstoo eadlly.

The elf edged her way out of the melee, parrying seadevil thrusts and jabs as she went. When she
was free of the tangle of flailing weapons and cursing pirates, she sprinted toward the aft castle and
climbed the ladder to the platform.

From this vantage she had aclear view of the entire ship. As she suspected, on the opposite side of
the ship severd sahuagin climbed quietly over therail and made directly for the hold.

Not for these monsters the rough, forgotten wegpons of drowned sailors. They were armed with
spiked haberds carved from seaiivory, and they wore wegpon belts heavy with fine daggers. On every
belt hung anet.

They were hunting, and apparently they wished to take their captive dive.

Sharlarras brow furrowed in consternation. In moments the sahuagin would discover that their quarry
was gone. From what she'd heard tell of them, they would kill every man aboard just for sport.

She glanced down at the sword. "Do you think you could imitate Fyodor's voice?'

"Not without talking," it observed rather snidely.

Sharlarralet that pass. "Just shout out an occasional battle cry, an encouraging word, awarning—that
sort of thing."

"It's better than nothing.”

"Very gracious of you. Let'sgo."

As she legped from the platform the sword let out aterrible roar—a blood-chilling sound that brought
to mind the charge of awounded bear. Two of the monsters—and Caadorn Cassalanter— ingtinctively
turned toward the sound.

A third sahuagin darted toward the distracted nobleman. Sharlarra pointed the sword toward the new
danger, and her rapidly chanted spell was swallowed by the warning shout pouring from the weapon.

The monster stopped just short of Caladorn, its raised weapon clanging sharply against aminiature
wall offeree. Sharlarra dispdled the barrier with aquick gesture—just in timeto alow the man's
answering strike to passthrough.

She spun to the right, following the impul se flowing from the sword. The blade tangled in the spires of
arusted trident, bringing her much closer to a sahuagin's fangs that she had ever hoped to be.

The sahuagin grinned horribly and punched the enjoined wegpons toward the ef'sface. Ingtinctively
she ducked, ignoring the sharp pain in her shoulder as her sword arm was forced back. She pulled a
knife from her boot with her free hand and thrust up, throwing al her weight into the attack.

Thick hide resisted the blade longer than Sharlarrawould have thought possible. It gave way
suddenly, and the hilt dammed into the monster's belly. The sahuagin shrieked in pain and drew back,
levding the trident for another attack.

One of the well-equipped sahuagin strode over and shoved the wounded monster aside, planting
himsdlf in front of Sharlarraand leaning menacingly toward her. To her surprise, the cresture did not
grike, and it held one hand high overhead. The mongter let out acall, aseries of loud, chittering clicks
that seemed to resound through every plank on the ship.

All over the ship, the sahuagin fell away from the fight and stood with weagpons at guard. Something
had changed in their manner. Even though the fighting had ceased, the monsters suddenly looked more
menacing.

"Whereisthe drow?" the leader hissed.

"Do you wish to answer, or shall 17" the sword enquired softly.



"Tdl them well never yield her," Sharlarraprompted. In Fyodor's voice, the sword shouted the

response.
"The hell wewon'," retorted the red-bearded pirate. "I'm captain here, and | say take her and be you
gore!”

The hideous head snapped toward the spesgker. "Where are you hiding her?'

"Hiding her?" the captain said increduloudly. "I wouldn't spit on her if'n shewasonfire.”

"Chivarous sort,” Sharlarramurmured.

"Traitor! Coward!" the sword trandated loudly.

"Bilgewater," the captain snapped at "Fyodor.” "Any man what takes up with ablack elf hasno call
to name another man ‘traitor.’ Yield her up, or I'll kill you mysdlf."

A gleaming trident whirled through the air and sank into the deck at the captain'sfeet. All eyestraced
the weapon's path back toward the sea.

Bdancing lightly on therail were adozen seaeves. A tal green-skinned female, her shapely head
shaved to show off her exotic markings, sent a contemptuous glare toward the captain.

The dveslegped nimbly to the deck and hurled themselves at the equally eager sahuagin. For along
moment the sailors hung back, uncertain. Sharlarranoticed the battle warring on their captain'sface—a
conflict asfierce asthat between the sea elves and their mortal enemies.

Findly the captain lifted his curved sword. "It's our ship, lads! We need no scrawny dvesto hold it for
us Heaveto!"

The pirates surged forward, and Sharlarra followed them— or more precisely, followed the sword.
The thing had gotten fully into the spirit of battle and was roaring out some Rashe-maar battle hymn. She
fell into place at the sea ef's back, and though her sword tangled with a seadevil's pike, her cold gaze
warned the captain to hold his distance. From what Sharlarra had seen, she would not be the least
surprised if an df or two took wounds from something other than a sahuagin's blades or talons.

Not today. Where she came from, elves of dl kinds stood together.

Not far awvay, amae seadf battled one of the net-widding sahuagin. The monster employed aspiked
flail with which it attempted to herd the df into position, but though it whirled and cast the net again and
again, eech timeitsquarry dipped away, darting and dodging with astonishing grace.

The sahuagin advanced steadily on its smaller opponent, backing the sea df toward the rail between
two roiling clugters of fighters. The net spun out full, dropping toward the df like ajellyfish intent upon
surrounding its prey. There was no place to go, and the sea devil's skull-splitting grin celebrated victory.

A slver blade dashed up, tearing through the net asif it were dicing aripe pear. The sahuagin's head
tipped dowly back then rolled to the deck. Itssmilewas till in place.

Magicd knife, observed Sharlarra. This must be the Xzorsh of whom Lirid spoke.

Her attention was seized by the sword's eager shout. A four-armed sahuagin rushed toward her,
brandishing a shining wegpon in each hand.

Sharlarra cast ahold-person cantrip on the charging seadevil then ran it through. Not exactly
gporting, but in her opinion, neither was having an extrapair of arms. In any event, she had her handsfull
with the monster coming hard on Four Arms hedls.

For many moments Sharlarra stood and fought the sahuagin, her disguised blade singing merrily asit
clashed, clattered, and scraped against the monster's rusted sword.

The seadevil worked the singing weapon down low, then lifted ataloned foot and stomped on the
blade. The weapon was wrenched from Sharlarras hand.

She dived away from alunging strike, rolled aside, and came up widlding the first weapon that came
to hand, along, dender lock pick. The sahuagin stood like an ugly black statue, frozen in the act of
delivering awicked backhand dash.

Xzorsh strode pagt, toppling the sea devil with acasua shove. The mongter rolled to the deck, il
frozen in attack position.

"My firgt spell,” the seaef said proudly. "Lirie taught methis hersdf. Whereis she?!

He spoke softly, but Sharlarraheard him clearly. She noticed that the battle had died down to afew
skirmishes. The ship was nearly empty of both sahuagin and seaelves. Mot likely they'd decided that the



humans didn't matter and had taken their battle back to the sees.

The seadf'seyes narrowed. "Thereis a haze of magic about you, more than the berserker rage could
summon. Y ou might look like Fyodor, but you are not he.”

Sharlarraamiled. "Liriel was right about you—you do seem to have an inherent gift. She asked meto
find you ateacher. Maybe we should continue thisdiscusson in private."

A ddighted smilelit the df'sface. "Y our voiceiseven.”

"So'stherest of me," she purred, "but I'm not going to show it to you up here."

The seadf chuckled appreciatively then led the way down into the hold of the ship. They went to the
cabin shared by the drow and Rashemi and shut the door.

The df quickly dispdled theilluson, and sood before Xzorsh in her own form.

"I'm Sharlarra Vindrith, and I've recently left an apprenticeship with Khelben Arunsun, archmage of
Waterdeep. The drow asked meto find you ateacher. In the meanwhile, I'd be happy to passaong
some of thethingsI'velearned.”

"A gold df teaching the Lost Art to one of the Sea People!” he marveled.

"Not agold df," she corrected him, and shrugged. "I'm. . . something €l se, though no one I've met
cantdl me precisaly what."

He accepted thiswith anod. "When can we begin?"

"As soon as our two friends are safely to their destination, or at least well on their way, I'll send for
you. Can | get word to you through the harbor merfolk?"

"Yes, of coursel”

"Wait for my word.” The sea-elf looked hesitant, so Sharlarratook Liriel'slittle mesh bag of gems
from her bag, spilled oneinto her hand, and handed the ret to the sea df.

"l need one jewel in order to follow Lirid. Take therest asmy bond.”

Xzorsh accepted the bag and watched as Sharlarra summoned amagical gate and stepped throughiit.

"Someday,” he said wigtfully, "1 will be ableto do that and more!”

He watched as the gate began to fade, the iridescent colors diding along the surface like the captured
rainbow of achild's sogp bubble. Like that imagined bubble, it peeled away. A tal, raven-haired femae
elf stood where the gate had been.

"Whereishe?' the femae demanded in alow, rather husky voice.

"Whom do you seek?" Xzorsh asked.

"Blackgtaff's gpprentice.”

The seadf stood slent. He? The Blackstaff's apprentice had demonstrated an ability to change form,
but Xzorsh had assumed that the gpprentice truly was abeautiful ef maid with red-gold hair and violet
eyesflecked with gold. In truth, he knew nothing about Sharlarra but the name she had given him. It
could have been invented. Even her voice might have been the product of magic. Liriel had told him more
than once that he was too trusting.

Y et the stranger knew of hiswish to learn magic, and she had entrusted him with afortunein gems.

The df woman's gaze followed histo the coin bag, and she snatched it from his hand.

"Hewas here," she confirmed grimly. "' A rampaging green dragon leavesamore subtletrail!”

"Those gemswere given meintrust,” Xzorsh said quietly but firmly. "I will not relinquish them to you."

The df looked at him with measuring eyes. "The drow can be traced through these gems. Possession
of them might bring trouble.”

"Let it come. | never thought that the Art would be an easy thing."

"So beit." Shetossed the gemsat Xzorsh and waved him away from the door. He moved aside, and
she wrenched it open.

A thin line of moonlight streamed down from the open hold. The ef woman splayed her fingerswide
and reached out for it. Asthelight spilled between her fingers, she smultaneoudy began to shrink in size
and rise toward the moonbeam'’s source. In a heartbest she was a glowing mote among the dust swirling
through the faint light, then shewas gone.

Xzorsh watched with shining eyes and aheart filled with longing. He gazed at the stream of light long
after the ef had disappeared, asif the secret to this marvel might be whispered by the swirling dust



motes.

He dropped his eyesto the bag in his hands. With areverent finger he traced the gracefully swirling
rune that was the mark of amage.

Someday he would have such amark. Someday he would step through air bubbles into distant sess,
and follow moonlight wherever it went.

Such dreamsfilled his heart as he quietly climbed the ladder and dlipped, unnoticed, into the sea.



CHAPTER SIX
A dragon'seyes

Merdrith the Mad, formerly a zulkir among Thay's Red Wizards, pensively scratched hisbeak of a
nose and studied thelittle silk bag he held at arm's length. Unlike Brindlor, he did not touch the wizard's
Sgil embroidered oniit.

Gorlist sent aquick glance toward the deathsinger. The drow lounged degantly against the opposite
wall, hisarms and ankles crossed and his expression politely interested. At his side was one of the young
warriors who seemed to shadow the handsome mae's every step.

Asagenerd rule, followers of Vhaerun preferred the company of other males. Brindlor wanted
nothing to do with femaes under any circumstances. That suited Gorlist well enough. Brindlor suited him
well enough, too—except, of course, for his subtle but stubborn disgpprova of the human wizard in their
midg.

Gorlist had hisreasons for including Merdrith in the band. The wizard might appear to be asdry and
wizened as atreant, but the flame of his hatred burned bright. Gorlist was not inclined to trust anyone of
any race, but in his opinion obsession granted asingularity of purpose and purity of heart. Merdrith's
hatred was one that Gorlist understood well.

"Thisisthedgil of Laerd Silverhand,” the wizard announced. "Haven't seen it for agood fifty years.
Not that the past fifty years have been particularly good, mind you."

Gorligt consdered these remarksin the light of the description that Stalker Lemming had given of the
mysterious lady wizard. Humans aged gppalingly infifty years, yet in the dwarflike human's eyesthis
Laerel had been young and lovely. He voiced this observation.

"Laerel Silverhand will be as beautiful as she wants to be when your whelp's whelps have turned to
dust,” the wizard said flatly. "Wizards of great power such as mysdf find waysto cheet death for afew
decades. Laerel has seen centuries come and go. Most likely anyone attempting to follow her path will
run into magical trapsthat could hold alich prisoner throughout this eternity and the next. Y ou don't want
to meddle with her. Mystral's mounds, / don't want to meddle with her!" He tossed the bag to the table,
whereit landed with the solid chink of many coins.

"l want that gem,” Gorlist said resolutely. "Find another way."

The wizard thought this over, stroking the thin, artificidly crimson braid that passed for abeard.
"These gems were part of dragon's hoard, yes? A dragon never forgets treasure. Scry for the treasure
through adragon's eyes.”

"Through adragon'seyes," Gorlist repested, in the manner of one who prompts further response.

"Precisdy. Ask thedragon,” Merdrith said dowly, asif explaining something patently obviousto a
rather dow child.

"Thedragonisdead,” Gorlist returned in kind.

Thewizard's aged face crinkled with impatience. Y our point would be?"

Brindlor pushed away from thewadll. "'l believe | see wherethisisgoing. Come dong, Fadail, and bring



adozen stout lads with you."

The young warrior gave the deathsinger asdute and whedled off.

"Congratulations on your promotion to commander,” Gorlist said with cutting sarcasm.

The deathsinger merely smiled. "I'll try to be worthy of the honor. Shall we?"

Gorlist bit back aretort and followed the deathsinger out of the cavern that served asthe wizard's
study. Hisfather, the wizard Nisstyre, had never employed a deathsinger and had nothing but scorn for
those who did, but Nisstyre, for dl his claims about building anew drow kingdom, had been far too timid
and furtive. He, Gorlist, would wave Lirid Baenre's scalp, both literally and metaphoricaly, and let the
endaved drow males know that no femal e was sacred, none beyond the reach of their swords or the
power of their Masked God. For that, he needed Brindlor.

Therewasalimit, however, to what he would accept from Brindlor. The deathsinger had swiftly found
comrades among Gorligt's ranks. Aslong as he did not attempt to build a more far-reaching power base,
al would bewell. The moment any drow hinted that hisloyaty had shifted, however, would be the last
moment of Brindlor'slife.

A smdl band of drow awaited them outside the wizard'slair. Gorlist told them what they needed to
know and st off at a brisk pace through the tunnelsleading to Pharx'slair.

The vast one chamber was dark and empty, silent but for the steady dripping of water from some
antechamber, haunted by the memory of battles fought and lost. The treasure had been claimed, hauled
away by Qilué and her cohorts. Not asingle coin remained.

They found Pharx's body in an adjoining chamber. There wasn't much left of it. A few dull scales
draped well-picked bones, lending the massive corpse the appearance of askeletal knight molderingin
plate armor.

The drow set to work with swords and axes. After along and sweaty interval, they wrestled off the
skull. It took dl thirteen of the warriorsto carry the massive skull. With six to aside and one bringing up
the rear, they looked like pallbearers on their way to acrypt.

They struggled down aseries of tunnels, each one abit narrower than the last. Asthey neared the
necromancer's cave the drow were reduced to pushing the skull ong, tipping it thisway and that to
move it through the tight passage. Bone screeched againgt rock, setting up avibration that sent small
stones tumbling down the tunnels walls and onto the laboring drow.

A wild, piercing yell cut through the racket, and atall ef exploded out of ahidden cave. He spun
toward the drow, arms and legsflailing wildly.

All fifteen drow drew their swordsin deadly unison.

The df gyrated closer, but Brindlor held up arestraining hand. Gorlist noticed that the "elf" wastaller
than most humans and covered with afaintly green, scay hide. Hiswild eyes were golden and bisected
by vertica pupils, like the eyes of agoat.

Or adragon.

"A half-dragon,” murmured Brindlor, asif responding to the warrior's thoughts. "Crazy asagasinta
bug but gifted in necromantic sorcery. Y ou couldn't find a better mage for the money.”

"What are we paying him?" Gorlist inquired.

"Werenot."

Thislogic did not exactly inspire confidence, but before Gorlist could protest, aglowing mist began to
risefrom thetitanic skull. In moments, awraithlike image of a degpdragon swirled through the air, circling
the skull and weaving in and out through the empty eye sockets like acat curling around the legs of its
favorite human.

"Pharx's pirit," Brindlor said softly. "Y ou can ask it four questions or make four demands. Chose
carefully. The dead tend to favor oblique answers.”

Gorligt stepped forward, glad that his search had yielded the magic gem's name. "I seek the Ruby of
Chissentra. Tell mewhereit lies”

The massive skull swiveled to face him, but the voice came from overhead, where the dragon wraith
circled. "How should I know? The Chissentra Ruby was not in my hoard.”

"One point for the dragon,” murmured Brindlor. He met Gorlist's murderous stare with a smile and



gestured toward the skull.

"It was added after your death,” Gorlist specified, "and taken from the hoard chamber along with
gemsyou knew. Can you sense familiar gems aongside alarge, magic-laden ruby?'

"Yes"

The deathsinger sent Gorlist awry glance. "That would be two. Care to rephrase that |ast question for
your third attempt?’

Gorligt gritted histeeth, then tried again. "Describe the stones that accompany the ruby, and tell me
where | may find them.”

The ghostly dragon faded into shadow asif drifting off to seek the gems. After awhile, it flared back
S0 swiftly that it seemed, just for amoment, to take on solid form.

"TheNssdradiamonds,” it mused. "A full score of them, trapped in Slver filigree. They framethe gem
you seek. | seeit gracing an €lf woman, ared-gold torch flaming behind wals of black stone.”

"Black stone," muttered Brindlor, looking not the least bit surprised and none too happy. "Tell methis:
Doesthisblack stone mark the tomb of ancient dragonkind?”

The dragon wraith looked to the desthsinger, and ghostly fangs flashed in asmile. ™Y ou know the
answer to that already, death-singer, or you would not have asked the question. Farewell to you. Sing
our story well."

With those words, the wraith faded away. The haf-dragon, too, drifted back into the cave. Hiswild
babbling subsided into an odd, angular little dirge sung in alanguage Gorlist had never heard.

He spun toward the deathsinger, hisface hot with fury. "Only four questions, and you waste one of
them on something you knew aready?'

"Perhaps | was hoping to be proved wrong,” Brindlor said with awry smile, "but given the wizard we
seek and the clues Pharx's spirit yielded, our destination is appalingly clear.”

It was not at al apparent to Gorlist. For amoment, the drow envied the desthsinger his knowledge of
the human world, his ability to take on the gppearance of other races and mingle with strange peoplein
strange places. Such things gave knowledge, and with knowledge came advantage.

But Gorlist was awarrior, not adeathsinger. He would fight the battle, not stay to the side and
compose songs about deeds done by better drow!

"Y ou were hired by the Dragon's Hoard for your knowledge of the Night Above," he said shortly.
"Earn your pay, and spesk plainly.”

Brindlor swept into abow. "Asyou command. Legend claimsthat the city of Waterdeep was oncea
dragon stronghold. The bards of many races sing songs referring to this city as the tomb of ancient
dragonkind. In this city isafamous wizard's keep fashioned of black stone. Thus, it appearsthat were
off to Water-deep to besiege Blackstaff Tower and spirit away the red-haired ef who liveswithin. That
feat, once accomplished, should justify my pay."

Blackstaff Tower, repeated Gorlist silently. He was no expert on Waterdeep life, but even he had
heard of thistower and the mage who ruled there.

Jugtify hispay, would it?1f Brindlor could find away to accomplishthismarvel, dl thetreasure the

deepdragon's hoard had once held might be accounted afair reward!
@

Not far from the cavern where Pharx's headless bones lay in repose, Liriel and Fyodor waded
through arat-filled tunnel, moving carefully on high wooden stilts. The footrest stood nearly three feet
from the ground, and the wood below had been greased to deter the rats from climbing. Even o, the
ravenous vermin svarmed wildly around them, climbing over each other in their frenzy to reach the living
flesh just out of reach.

Liriel grimaced as she picked her way dong. "I'm starting to get nostagic for those sewer tunnels.
With alittle thought, I'm sure | could find an interesting way to rid the tunnd of these vermin.”

Her companion teetered, steadied himself with ahand to the low rock ceiling. "No magic,” he
reminded her. "Lady Qiluéscommand.”

"Command?' Liriel repeated. "What gives you the impression that we're under any obligation to follow
her orders?



"Thisis her territory,” he pointed out. "Her servant told us what to expect in this passage and gave us
what we would need to passthrough.”

The drow kicked away aparticularly persistent rodent. "For that we should be grateful ? Besides,
wherésthe harm? Therésaworld of difference between clerica magic and awizard's spdlls.”

"l don't know what harm might come of it," Fyodor admitted, "but in this matter | am content to
remaninignorance.”

Lirid didn't pressthe point. Qilu€s miscast teleportation spell, the resulting intrusion of the evil drow
goddessinto Eilistraeg's stronghol d—this was too new and disturbing.

Suddenly the rats scattered, squeaking in terror. Fyodor dropped to the stone floor and drew his
sword. Lirid also tossed aside her stiltsbut called upon her innate drow magic to keep hersdf doft. She
pulled apair of knivesfrom hidden sheeths and waited.

There was awhispering rush, and aspider the size of ahunting dog darted toward Fyodor.

Lirid frozein mid throw. For along moment she hung there, trapped in anightmare of immobility as
the taboo againgt attacking a spider warred with the need to protect her friend.

Fortunately Fyodor had no such scruples. He swung his black sword and batted aside the stream of
venom the monster gpat in his direction. He dived aside, then changed direction and rolled back so that
he lay directly under the spider'sfront pair of legs.

The spider's beaked mouth stabbed down. Fyodor thrust his sword between the two mouthparts and
twisted himself to one side. The spider flipped onto its furred back. Eight furious legs beet the air asiit
tried toright itsdlf.

The Rashemi |egped to hisfeet and leaned in, sword leading. One of the spider'slegs curled around
the wegpon while another encircled Fyodor'swrist. A single powerful tug tore the weapon from his hand
and sent it pinning away.

A slvery streak dived toward the spider, and one of Lirid'sknives buried itself up to the jeweled hilt.
The creature hissed but continued the struggle to regain itsfooting. The missile had missed avita spot.

Liriel bit her lip. Shewasfar from being amaster of dark elf swordplay, but her am with thrown
weapons was as good as that of any drow she knew. She hadn't missed atarget since before her
blooding ceremony!

She was not certain which troubled her more: the knowledge of thisfailure or her suspicion that she
hadn't really missed at dl.

Fyodor made good use of the weapon she gave him. Gripping the dagger with both hands, he pulled it
savagely acrossthe furred body. The flailing limbs stilled, and the rounded body deflated like a broken
wineskin. Hundreds of tiny spiders skittered away from the corpse, infants freed by their mother's death.

Thewarrior rose and wiped hisface. Helooked to toward Liriel. To her surprise, there was no
accusation in hisface, no sense of betraya.

"In my land, there are many troublesome and mischievous creatures,” he said softly. "The Rashemi
might well be better without them, but not one among uswould lift aswvord to them. It isnot our way."

For amoment she gazed down at him, moved beyond speech. She had seen many marvelssince
leaving her homeland but none so wondrous as this man's ability to seeinto her heart. Shortly after they'd
met, held given her apricelessjewd, an ancient spider trapped in amber. Though held assured her that
such thingswere common in hisland and not at al costly, Liriel knew that her pendant would be the envy
of every priestessin Menzoberranzan. How could he know this? How could he understand things he had
never seen?

The drow nodded her thanks and floated down to his side. She glanced down the tunnel ahead, and
her golden eyeswidened. "I've never killed aspider, but I might not have achoice," she murmured.
"Look."

She snapped her fingers, and asmdll globe of bluelight appeared. A gesture of one hand sent the
meagical thing floating down the stone corridor.

Thousands of delicate strands glowed in the azure light. Fyodor caught his breath and let it out on a
Rashemaar oath.

Layers upon layers of webs blocked the tunnels. In them lurked the infant spiders, elready the size of



ravens and growing fast.

Liriel squeezed her eyes shut for amoment. She drew her sword with one hand and conjured a
firebolt in the other.

Fyodor caught her wrist before she could hurl the flaming weapon. "L ook at the webs. See how they
gligen?’

She considered hiswords. Spider webs, even natural ones, wereincredibly strong and resilient. These
were no natural spiders, and no doubt the webs were preternaturally strong. A fire large enough to
destroy their new-spun webs would most likely suck the air from the tunnd.

A smdler fire spell might do some damage, but the letha babies were fleet of foot. Mogt of them
would scamper away from the smal blaze and bide their time. Liriel glanced a Fyodor and weighed their
chances againgt the hundreds of lurking mongters.

A smdll, grim smile curved her lips as asolution presented itsdf. " Climb up on that boulder,” shetold
Fyodor, nodding toward a pile of rocksthat rose well above the damp floor. "Whatever comes, don't
touch thewdl."

She dammed her sword back into its sheath and let the fire-bolt fall to thefloor. It Szzled outina
scum-covered puddle, unheeded by the drow who had summoned it.

Again Lirid summoned her levitation magic. Hoating, she began to chant. The damp and fetid air
dtirred, and asmal, jagged flare of light scratched a path againgt the darkness. The drow seized it and
hurled it like ajavein toward the glistening webs.

Bluelight flared and sizzled itsway aong the spider web, darting from one web to another. The drow
flung her head to one Side, squeezing her eyes shut againgt the blazing destruction, clapping one hand
over her nose to mute the stench of burning spiders.

Hours passed, or perhaps moments. She felt Fyodor's hand close on her ankle and pull her down.
Shewriggled out of his comforting arms and strode forward, not sparing a glance at the charred bodies.
Fyodor followed without comment, asif he understood that the breaking of alife-long taboo had |eft her
emotions so brittle than atouch, even his, might shatter her composure.

Therest of thetrip passed without seriousincident. Within the hour, they found the shaft Qilué's
servant had described and managed to climb its deceptively smooth walls.

Lirid clung to the last handhold and tapped on the wooden ceiling. The hatch swvung away. A beautiful
ef face, framed by red-gold hair and backlit by thoughtfully dim candldlit, thrust into the opening.

Sharlarragreeted the drow with a comrade's grin. She seized Lirid'swrist and pulled her up with
surprisng ease.

The drow took stock of her surroundings. They werein asmall room walled and floored with dark
wood. Theyeasty smell of de permeated theair. A tavern, most likely. Another human, aburly, bading
man who wore a publican's apron over awarrior's bulk, helped Fyodor into the room.

Lirid shoved ahandful of soot-laden hair off her face. "How did you find us?'

The df showed her alarge, well-cut gem. "This came from your share of the dragon's hoard. Withiit |
was able to trace you to the ship then follow your path hereto the Y awning Porta Tavern.”

The drow's eyeslit with interest. "I'd like to learn that spell.”

"Another time," Sharlarramurmured, glancing at the older man. "Thefirst order of businessisto get
you two out of the city. | brought glovesto cover your hands, fashionable cloaksto pull over your heads.
| have aspell that will change your gppearance to that of ahuman lady, and Durham—our kind host and
the proprietor of this fine establishment—has two horses, saddled and provisioned, awaiting you in the
gable behind thistavern.”

"Horses," Liriel said with distaste.

"Well, | thought that giant lizards might be atad conspicuous,” Sharlarrasaid with aquick grin. "The
road out of the East Gate crosses a stream. After the bridge, veer north and follow the stream to its
source, aspring inthe hillsof asmall forest. I'll meet you there and see you on the next part of your
journey."

Fyodor cameto Lirid's Side and offered hishand. "Come to Rashemen,” he said softly. "If itis
adventure and friendship you seek, thereis no better placeto find it."



The df, looking oddly touched, took his hand in both of hers. " Safe home," she bade them.

The pair nodded to Durham and dipped quietly out the back door. The innkeeper turned a somber
gaze upon the df.

"Y our master the archmageian't going to like this."

She sent Durham a hopeful smile. "Does he have to know?"

"He dways seemsto.”

Sharlarrasighed. "Good point. In that case, 1'd better revise the terms of my will before | pack. You'll
be rememberedin it, have no fear of that."

The man chuckled and gave her cheek afatherly pat. "Off with you."

Hewaited until Sharlarra had |eft before easing the heavy wooden cover back into place and carefully
filling in the crack with powder from asack he carried on hisbelt.

The substance seemed to melt into the wood, obscuring any trace of the hidden opening. It was a gift
from Waterdegp's arch-mage, along-time friend who had never quite approved of Durham's
sef-gppointed role as guardian to the gates of Under-mountain. Khelben Arunsun would certainly
disapprove of his apprentice's sponsorship of the pretty little drow and her Rashamaar companion.

Durham, however, understood thisimpulse perfectly. In his day, he would have done much the same
thing.

Cometo think of it, hisday wasfar from over.

Perhaps, Durham mused, his old friend Khelben could wait awhile before learning about this night's
adventure.



CHAPTER SEVEN
homecoming

Shakti paused at the gate of House Hunzrin. Wrapped in her new piwafwi and cloaked ininvighility,
she gazed a her childhood home and her inheritance.

The family mansion lay on the outskirts of Menzoberranzan, closeto the fields and pastures whose
care was the business of House Hunzrin. The estate was not as large as many of the city's mansions,
comprising only three large stal actites, afew connecting bridges, and anumber of rather ramshackle
outbuildings

Even so, pridefilled Shakti. It was not an imposing estate, but it was hers, or soon would be. Judging
from theindividua standardsthat draped one of the crosswalks, her older sister had finally succumbed to
that mysterious wasting disease. The banner bearing her mark—a ridicul ous thing showing the silhouette
of arothé againgt acircle meant to depict awhed of cheese—no longer hung in second postion. Inits
place hung a banner emblazoned with Shakti's symboal, a pitchfork flowing with magica energy. Shewas
now her mother'sherr, ahigh priestessin the full favor of Lolth. In many regards, her future looked
delicioudy dark.

But first she had to sort through the puzzling secret that had been entrusted to her. 1t would be rank
foolishness to show hersdf at House Hunzrin before these matters were settled. She had ayounger sister
who would not hesitate to exploit the weakness that Shakti's uncertain state presented.

Still wrapped ininvisbility, Shakti walked through the city to the Baenre estate. As she neared the
outer wall, sheflipped back her concealing cloak and reveded hersdlf to the guards. Magica wards
surrounded the house like amoat, and it was better to come openly than to be caught approaching in
Sedth.

A squadron of guards surrounded her a once. They listened with narrowed eyesto her demand for
audience and sent arunner to carry this message to the Matron Mother. In moments Triel's response
arrived: afloating disk meant to convey avisting priestess with honor.

Shakti settled down on the conveyance and held her head high as she progressed through the severa
gates that warded the residence. She had no doubt that Gromph would hear of her arrival within the
hour.

Resolutely she put that out of mind. Shewould need dl her witsto ded with the subtle and
treacherous Trid. Any distraction would be lethd.

The disk brought her to directly to the door of Triel's audience chamber. Shakti dismounted on the
driftdisk and began the long walk toward the matron's throne. The chamber was huge, with high-vaulting
cellingsand intricately carved walls. Each footstep echoed softly, the sound like that of stones dropped
into deep wells. This gpproach was meant to intimidate, but knowing this did not lessen the effect in the
dighted.

Triel watched her gpproach through narrowed crimson eyes. The diminutive priestess had augmented
her mother's throne with agorgeoudy carved footrest. Shakti supposed it was lessthan dignified for a



matron's feet to dangle like a child'swhen she sat in Sate.

She cameto astop at arespectful distance and sank into alow obeisance. The Baenre matron
acknowledged Shakti's reverence with asteady, unreadable gaze, which Shakti met with an equally
unwavering stare. Looking directly into the Baenre femal€'s eyes, she announced, "Matron Trid, | have
faled.

For along moment, silence ruled the chamber as Triel plumbed this strange pronouncement for hidden
depths.

"You did not bring Lirid withyou," shesaid at lagt.

"l have not," Shakti admitted, still on her knees. "Lolth has apurpose for the princessthat | do not yet
fully understand.”

The First Matron's crimson eyes narrowed dangeroudy. ™Y ou presume to spesk for Lolth?"

Shakti bowed her head. "1 only repeat the words her handmaiden the yochlol spoketo me.”

She was rewarded with another silence—hbriefer thistime but till potent. "Where did you encounter
thishandmaiden?’

"Inthe Abyss."

Trid'seydlidsflickered. She gestured for Shakti to rise and take asest. "Tdll thistale from the
beginning.”

The priestess settled down in the offered chair. " On your command, | gathered powerful dliesand
pursued Liriel. She aso had surrounded herself with strength, and our forces met in afierce battle.”

"Who dlied with her?'

"Many. The humans of adistant idand known as Ruathym and aband of seadves.

Triel sat bolt upright. "A daughter of House Baenrein dliance with faerie eves? What foul lieisthis?”

"Nolig" Shakti maintained firmly. "If | wished to shape the truth to my benefit, would | not tell atale
more pleasing to your ears?'

The First Matron conceded this point with acurt nod and gestured for her to continue.

"Lirid fought her way into the stronghold of anillithid sorceress, ancient faerie df ruinsburied degp in
the sea. Shereleased theillithid's seadf prisoners and led them in battle. | mysdlf would not have
believed such an dliance possble had | not seeniit.”

"You logt abattle to humans and faerie dves," Trid summarized, her voice dripping with disdain.

"No," Shakti responded camly. "'l lost to the power of Lolth.”

The matron'stiny hands gripped the arms of her throne. Y ou have dready proven incompetent.
Beware of adding blasphemy to your faultd"

Shakti pressed on. "I challenged Liriel to nai'shedareth,” she said, naming the ritua combat between
two priestesses to determine which had the greater favor of Lolth.

Tridl settled down, and a sardonic smile curved her lips. A bold move," she sneered. Y ou areahigh
priestess, sheisbarely an acolyte!™

"Sheisof House Baenre, and | am not,” Shakti said bluntly. "My snake whip wasdain, my spells
turned asde.”

"Thegirl isnot that powerful," Trid said uncertainly.

"On her own, no. But she was made Zedriniset”

The heat dowly drained from Trid'sface. Thisword, one of the most sacred in the Drow language,
was seldom spoken aoud. It was an honor and a power that every priestess secretly aspired to attain for
herself and feared to see in another.

"You saw this"

"Many did. Lolth's power flowed through the Baenre daughter during the battle for Ruathym.”

The smdl priestess digested this. Y et you chalenged her.”

Shakti inclined her head in what she hoped was a suitably humble posture. 1 was condemned for my
arrogance to the Abyss."

The matron considered these words for many moments, examining them for the layers of subterfuge
and hidden intent common to al drow interactions. When she spoke, she addressed the most obvious
question.



"Yet, hereyou are.”

"Herel am," Shakti agreed. "I was condemned for attacking a Baenre, yet the Queen of Spiders
knows my heart. The priestesses of House Hunzrin have ever been supporters of Baenre. | am your
servant. To punish metoo harshly might cast an ugly glare of light upon the smooth darkness of your
path. Lolth's handmaid tested me, and found me faithful. | was returned from the Abysswith sgnsof the
goddesssfavor.”

Shakti reached into her robe and drew forth her five-headed snake whip. The skeletal heads rose,
and then dipped in obeisance to the First Matron.

"Thisisthe whip you yoursdf gave me," she explained. "It was destroyed in battle with Lirid and
restored by the power of Lolth during my sojourn in the Abyss.”

Tridl regarded the undead weapon skeptically. "So you say, but any high priestess can animate the
dead. Y ou will have to be more convincing.”

"Lolth's handmaid also gave me this as atoken of the goddess's highest favor to House Baenre and
her wish that you prosper above al Houses."

She handed Trid the soul-bubble. The matron gazed into it, but her eyesight was not the equal of
Shakti's.

The Baenre matron snapped a command to her guard. The males disappeared, to be replaced in
moments by a score of well-armed females. These were Matron Trid's persona guard, hand-picked for
ferocity and persondly enspelled for loyalty. The femaesformed two circles, one afew pacesfrom
Trid'sthrone, the other enclosing Shakti.

At anod from Triel, al the guards drew two wesapons, which they crossed with those of the females
on ether sde. A faint hum resounded through the room as protective magic surged through the ready
stedl. No magic could be cast from the circle, and none could endure withinit.

Triel tossed the globe toward the nearby guard. It shattered beforeit hit the floor, exploding with a
puff of glowing, greenish smoke. The smoke drifted off and stopped just short of the humming swords.
Sinceit could not disperse, it was dow to fade. When it cleared, dl gazed in astonishment at atal drow
female standing in the protective circle. Her eyes were dazed and her hair disheveled, but her face was
unmistakable.

"Quenthd," Trid saidinastrange voice.

It was undoubtedly Quenthel Baenre, a powerful priestess dain years before. It could not be
otherwise, for any attempt by any other drow to claim her form would be dispelled from the magica
circle. Quenthel had died in battle, and her body had been returned to the city, where it was burned to
ash according to the custom for honoring high-ranking priestesses. Lesser corpses were embamed and
stored, aresource to be called upon when namel ess zombi e troops were needed.

Burned to ash—and yet, here she stood. Quenthel was undeniably dive. There was no denying the
clear Sgn of Lolth'sfavor. A powerful priestess had been returned to House Baenre!

Lolth'sfavor, indeed, mused Triel. One Baenre priestess returned from the dead, another favored as
Zedriniset, a Chosen of the goddess!

With such powerful dliesasthis, Triedl would never need to look far for enemies. And what of Shakti,
who had been entrusted with so much honor and information by the Goddess Herself?

The Baenre matron hid these thoughts and dismissed her guard with asharp flick of one hand. Then
sheturned to the two watchful priestesses, her gaze moving from one conspirator to the other—for such
they undoubtedly were.

"How did you find your way out of the Abyss?'

The resurrected drow priestess stared at Trid for along moment.

"I-I dont... know," she admitted and staggered asif she might faint. With sheer force of will she pulled
hersdf erect. Her face took on something of the haughty mien Triel remembered.

Trid managed asmile, and said the only thing there wasto say. "Welcome home, ssters.”

©
That night, Brindlor, magicaly disguised as ahuman dock worker, shouldered hisway into a



crowded, odoroustavern in the dock ward of Waterdeep. He scanned the crowd, looking for a
sun-browned Northman with ared beard and hard, suspicious eyes.

He found the man seated aone a asmall table near the kitchen door, his boots propped up on the
only other chair at the table and hisfierce glare daring anyone who ventured closeto try to clamiit.

Brindlor worked hisway back to the captain. He leaned againgt the wall and snagged amug from the
tray of apassing wench—adeft bit of thievery that earned an admiring nod from the red-bearded pirate.

"Busy night," Brindlor commented, speaking in the coarse language known as Common and flavoring
it with the bluff accents of the wintry Northlands. He nodded at the nearby kitchen. "Too busy, I'm
thinking, if'n they've taken to seating sea captains so closeto the latrine.”

A flicker of amusement crossed the pirate's face. " Sounds like you've et the chowder here."

"Tried it. Couldn't somach the swill." Brindlor patted hisartificialy amplebdly. "Ah, well. This
wouldn't bethefirgt timel made amed of de. Andit'sright hungry | am!™ Hejingled his coin bag and
grinned. "If I'm gitting, I'm buying.”

The pirate peered into his own mug and swung his boots off the second chair. Apparently he deemed
the offer of free deto be of greater vaue than the loss of his privacy.

"Y ou know me asacaptain,” he observed. "What else are you knowing?'

"Not much,” Brindlor said easily. "I worked the docks this morn, hel ped unload Narwhal. Saw you
with the dockmaster, heard your name spoken as 1bn. They cdl meWolfrich," he said, offering amassive
paw.

Ibn nodded in satisfaction at the Northman's name and took the man's hand. Neither of them spoke
another word until the next round of ae went down, and the one after that.

In truth, Brindlor knew agreat deal about Ibn. He was anative of Ruathym, agood seaman who
possessed great pridein his heritage and an equally profound hatred for elves. He was anotorioudy
taciturn man who would never speak three words when one would do the job. There was one exception
to this habit: Whenever 1bn came ashore, he indulged in amug or two. And the more he drank, the more
he talked.

"Met one of your boys," Brindlor offered. "Leigaar. Tellsagood tde, that one."

A suspicious glare furrowed Ibn's de-flushed face. "What story's he telling now?"

The disguised drow shrugged. "Nothing I'd credit as money-on-the-barrel truth, but afine and fancy
talefor dl that. Something about atapestry of soulsand aseadf guardian.”

Ibn made asour face. "Sad to say, that's plain truth.”

"Isthat s0." Brindlor took along, considering pull on hisade. "Y ou know this sea el f?"

"Know him? Only too damn well. Name's Xzorsh. Sincethe day | signed on with Hrolf the Unruly,
the df's stuck to uslike wet knickers. Got some notion about protecting the ship, him and the elves he
commands. Hrolf's gone below the waves and his ship with him, but the damn elf's got himsdlf another
reason to follow me. A drow wench, if that don't beset al."

"Redlly." Brindlor sgnaed for afresh pitcher and poured them both another drink. "What would asea
ef be wanting with adrow wench?’

"Magic," the sailor said shortly. "He fancies himself to be aweb-fisted wizard, if that don't beet all.
The drow promised to find him ateacher.”

Brindlor leaned back in his chair and stroked his yellow-bearded chin. After amoment of silent
contemplation, he sent asidelong glance a Ibn. "This Xzorsh is nearby?!

"Stone'sthrow, if'n you got agood arm. Swimming the harbor with the merfolk, last | heard.”

"Hmmm. He commands many eves?"

"How many, | couldn't rightly say, but enough to turn a sea battle our way moren once,” Ibn said
grudgingly.

"Wel, | surely do see your problem.”

Ibn earnedtly tried to focus hisblurry eyes. "Y ou do?'

"A risky thing, handing any kind of weapon to adrow wench,” Brindlor observed. "I've had some
dedings with the dark elves. They'll dl bad, mind you, but the fema es are the worst of thelot. They don't
do anything unless it serves a purpose. Chances are she hasause in mind for this Xzorsh and his sea dlf



friends”

Ibn continued to stare at him with uncomprehending eyes. The drow suppressed asigh. Perhaps hed
been over-generous with the de.

"If it's plunder they want, no pirate between here and Lantan could compete with magic-wielding sea
elves" he explained, "and no honest sailor could win a sea battle against them, if it cameto that.”

Ibn considered thisfor along moment.

"Of course, | understand how you'd be wanting to protect the sea éf, seeing how he'safriend of
yours"

[bn was suddenly grimly sober. "No friend of mine. My duty'sto the ship, and the men on her.”

"And Xzorsh knowsyour ship,” Brindlor concluded meaningfully.

The captain sudied him with eyesthat were suddenly clear and shrewd. ™Y ou seem mighty helpful,
even for aman'sgot ahaf keg of deinhim. You got agakein this?'

"I'dliketo." He leaned forward confidingly. "I'm looking for aship to take acargo to the north
Moonshaes. Good money in it for both of us, long as the ship makes port with no questions asked. Might
be smart to cut down on the risks where we can, if'n you follow my meaning."

Ibn tossed back the rest of hisale and crossed hisarms. "Aslong asyou're buying, I'm listening.”

@

The bells of the Temple of lImater sounded the second hour past midnight, releasing the penitents from
their painful devotions. They staggered out into the night, indistinguishable from those who made their
unsteady way home from one of the many dockside taverns. The soft clanging drifted acrossthe
Waterdeep docks and rolled out to sea, where they mingled with the whisper of unseen waves.

Ibn strolled across the dock, hands linked behind him in a studioudy casual pose. He nodded to the
guard, an ederly sailor nearly astaciturn as himsdf. Stopping afew paces away, he turned toward the
seaand pulled out his pipe.

"Smoke?" he offered, holding out asmall packet of the fragrant weed.

The guard accepted it, packed and lit his own pipe. The two men puffed in companionable silence and
watched the moon sink toward the sea.

"Had enough of the city," Ibn commented. "A man needsto have the sea closeto hand.”

"Yep," the guard agreed.

"Can't degp in them stinking inns, those flat beds. Y ou're aman of the sea. Bet you sill deepina

"Yep."

"Min€e's on yonder ship, and that'swhere I'd like to settle for the night. Bends the laws amite, that |
know. Reckonit'll cost me some."

The guard held out his empty pipe to indicate the desired currency. 1bn reached into his jacket and
pulled out several small packs of pipe weed. The old man studied them for amoment, then held up three
fingers

"Fair pricefor anight'sdeep,” 1bn agreed. The goods changed hands and the pirate paced quietly
toward his ship.

He made hisway down to the galley, and shouldered open the portal set abovethewater line. A
wooden chest stood just below the portal. [bn opened it and took out a hurdy gurdy, a peculiar
instrument that looked like alute but was played by turning a crank to vibrate the strings and pressing
keysto produce atune. Hethrust it into the water and began to grind out afew measures of "L olinda,
She'salusty Lass," atune accompanied by strange clicks and squeaks that had no meaning 1bn could
follow.

It had been Hrolf'sideato use tunes and musica rhythms as signds. The boisterous pirate had had a
fondness for awell-sung tale. His own singing, however, had inflicted nearly as much pain as his sword.
A rare smile cameto Ibn as he remembered.

Then the surface of the water stirred, and atoo-familiar face popped up beside him. Ibn tossed aside
the hurdy gurdy and reached for his pipe.

Xzorsh regarded the human with astonishment. Never before had 1bn used the summoning song,



never had he sought audience with one of the Sea People. He hid his puzzlement as best he could and
waited politdy for the captain to speak hismind.

Ibn sent a smoke ring drifting toward the open portd. "'I've come about the drow wench,” he said at
last.

The sea df nodded and waited for the sailor to continue. Ibn seemed edgy, uneasy. Xzorsh put this
down to the man's didike of elvesand his reticence to pass along afavor.

"Here," Ibn said at lagt, thrusting asilver meddlion into Xzorsh's webbed hands. "1t's about the
teacher. Thiswill take you where you need to go. Don't ask me no more questions,” he concluded in
queruloustones. "What | saidiswhat | know."

The seadf thanked him and dipped the medalion around his neck.

Immediately the familiar chill of the seavanished, to be replaced by stone walls and too-dry air. Water
puddied on the floor, but it felt thin and somehow unhealthy. Curious, X zorsh stooped and dipped his
fingersinto the shdlow pool. Hetasted it, and his eyes widened with ddlighted understanding.

"Freshwater!" he exclamed, marveling that such athing truly existed.

"Hardly," said an amused, musica voice behind him.

Xzorsh rose swiftly to hisfeet and turned to face two drow males.

Hisfirg ingtinct wasfear, and his hand flew to hisweapon belt. He caught himsdlf before drawing
gted, and slently chided himsdlf for hisreflexive, narrow-minded response. Of course these werethe
teachers Lirie had promised him. He had not expected drow, but what other wizards was she likely to
know?

The two maeswatched him come, and their flat, cold eyes reminded him of ashark's gaze. Xzorsh's
smilefatered, and he cameto astop afew paces away.

"Thegems," one of them said.

Xzorsh produced the little mesh bag given him as surety and handed it over. "These belong to Liridl.
Since you know of them, | assume she offered them to pay for my tutelage. Although that's kind of her, |
would prefer to pay my own way. Will you return these gemsto her, and accept my word that an equal
vauein coin and gemswill replaceit at first opportunity?”

The short-haired drow responded with athin smile. " She will get what's coming to her. | can promise
you that."

There was no mistaking the drow's meaning. Or, now that X zorsh considered it, his character. Evil
rose from the drow likeink from asquid, filling the too-thin air with an dmost tangible miasma

Too late Xzorsh redlized that a terrible mistake had been made. He saw the knife in the drow's black
hand, noted the deft toss, the spinning approach. The thud of impact felt more like afist than anything
else. He gtared at the hilt buried between hisribs.

Hisfading eyes sought the drow'sfaces. "It'strue, what they say of you."

"That, and more," hissed the short-haired drow. He closed the distance between them, seized the hilt
and began to twigt.

The second drow stepped forward and caught his comrade's hand. He looked into Xzorsh's face, and
it seemed to the seadf that hisfaint smile held sympathy, possibly even warmth.

"l imagine you've heard some unpleasant things about her, aswell," hesad in abeautiful, musca
voice.

Xzorsh nodded, and waited for thiskind drow to dispel these danders, to remove the undeserved
mantle of evil from Lirid's shoulders.

Brindlor smiled gently into the dying df'sface. "Those terrible things you heard? They're completely
true”

The deathsinger watched with pleasure as the sea dlf's eyes filled with despair, and then emptied of
everything. Helooked to Gorlist and winked.

"Thereismore way than one," he announced, "to twist aknife."
@

Sharlarraswung herself down from her "borrowed" horse and took the reinsin hand. She knew this
forest well enough to trust her own footing better than she did the horse's.



She followed the river while the moon rose above the forest, casting flirtatious glances through its leafy
veils. The savory smdll of roasting rabbit led her to the campsite, which had been set at some distance
from the spring.

Liriel was seated by the campfire, studying asmall book by the dancing flames. She glanced up at the
elf's gpproach. A sudden dark flameflared in her eyes, quickly extinguished. Sharlarraunderstood. Shed
felt much the same about drow until shed met Qilué's bunch.

"Wheresyour friend?' Sharlarraasked as she strode into the circle of firdight.

"Hunting. Scouting. Setting up camp.” The drow shrugged, dismissing mysteries about which she knew
little.

Sharlarratook the book from her and glanced at the intricate markings. She quickly handed it back,
knowing better than to gaze too long upon the magical runes. "Not afamiliar spell.”

"] should think not! It'sdrow."

"The script looks abit like the magical caligraphy usedin Thay," she observed.

A shadow crossed Lirid'sface, quickly dismissed. "Tell me about the Red Wizards."

"Wel, they'rebdd ..."

The drow cast her eyes skyward. "Not much of astoryteller, are you?'

"Something tells me you've got astory of your own,” Sharlarra stated.

After amoment's silence, the drow nodded. She began to speak of her first encounter with a human
wizard. He had been a captured dave, aquarry she was meant to track through the tunnels of the
Underdark and day with stedl or spell. In the end, her mentor was actudly the oneto fight and day the
human. Lirid ended the tale with an insouciant shrug, asif none of it mattered. Sharlarra got the ditinct
impresson that sheleft out far more of the tale than shetold.

"It's a rite of passage,” she concluded. "Do you have these in Waterdeep?”

"In amanner of speaking. Y oung men of Waterdeep go about in groups of three and four to frequent
fest houses, get roaringly drunk, and pissinto public fountains. I'd have to say that your ritud is, on the
whole, far moredignified.”

Lirie'slips quirked in gppreciation for the dark irony, but her gaze remained steedy. "That's not what |
meant. What of you faerie elves? How do you mark the passage from childhood?"

The df averted her eyes. "Couldn't tell you. Each clan or settlement hasits own customs.”

"But surdy—"

"A band of Thayan davers caught me when | was achild. | was dragged down to Skullport and sold.”
She gave aquick shrug. "Hard to leave a childhood you never had.”

They sat in slence for amoment. "And now youreawizard,” said Liridl.

"l know afew spdls, but it's not my first professon.” By way of explanation, Sharlarraheld up one of
Lirid'sthrowing spiders.

The drow's eyes rounded with astonishment, then narrowed in menace. The moment quickly passed,
and she threw back her head and laughed ddightedly. "Well done! I'd liketo learn that trick.” Sharlarra
took aslver flagon from her bag and passed it to the drow. She took an experimenta sip, and her amber
eyes widened with surprise and pleasure.

"That's gilovestualt! How did you get hold of adrow wine?' The df spread her handsin modest
disclaimer. "Y ou can get anything in Waterdeep, provided you've got deep pockets, light fingers, or
disreputable acquaintances. No—keep it," she said when Lirid tried to hand it back.

Instantly the drow's eyes turned wary. Few people, whether they lived benegath the sky or under
fathoms of stone, gave something for nothing. Sharlarrasmiled alittle, understanding the path her thoughts
had taken. "Tell me about the drow, and welll consider the debt paid.”

Liriel lifted one snow-colored brow. "What do you want to know?" "Anything. Everything!"

A smadl smile curved the drow's lips. She handed Sharlarrathe flask and motioned for her to take a
gp. At aprecisaly timed moment, she said, "Well, to begin with, that wineis made from fermented
mushrooms.”

The df gave agtartled cough, areflex that sent the potent beverage searing down her throat and
gpurting from her nose. After afew moments spent coughing and sputtering, she wiped her streaming



eyesand gave arueful smile.

"Drow humor?"

"A very tameexampleof it," Liriel agreed with agrin. "There arent many waysto havefunin
Menzoberranzan. Playing tricksis one of them—the more mdicious, the better.”

"Things tend toward chaos, do they?"

"Of course! How el'se would the structure be maintained?”

The df's brow furrowed. "Y ou maintain structure through chaos?"

"Theré's another way?'

She chuckled &t Lirid's genuine puzzlement. "Tell me how that works."

"Onthe surface, it'svery smple. Everyone and everything has arank. First comes the Houses—you
would probably cal them families, or clans. They are ranked according to strength, with the matrons of
the most powerful houses ruling on the Council of Eight. Within each House is a congtant battle for rank
and posgition. It'sthe same in the schools, the arenas, the guilds, the markets, even the festhdls."

" think I'm beginning to understand,” Sharlarrasaid. " There's constant competition within arather rigid
sructure. That would account for the fine drow weapons and the fabled power of your magic.”

"In part,” Liriel agreed, "but bear in mind that there are two ways for asword smith to risein rank.
One, he can work very hard and improve his craft. Two, he can smply kill the better smith.” She smiled
again, but thistime the smile didn't reach her eyes. "That technique a so requires good weapons and
powerful magic.”

"Good point,” the elf said. "Don't take offense, but from what I've heard of the Underdark drow, it's
safe to assume that the second method is the one most preferred.”

Lirie's smile disappeared completely, and her amber eyesturned grave. "Where drow are concerned,
it'snever safe to assume anything.”

"Il keep thet it mind."

They passed the flask of drow liquor back and forth afew times. Fyodor joined them, took the
offered flask, and tossed back a swallow of the bitter brew without a grimace or flinch.

"How do you know anything about the Underdark drow?" Liriel wanted to know.

Sharlarrawaved aside Fyodor's offer of his own flask. She had very unpleasant memories of a
morning after her firgt flirtation with the potent Rashemaar jhuild.

" A wizard from the Harkle clan—eccentric bunch, even as human wizards go—conducted a lengthy
interview with awandering drow from your home city. Harkle wrote a treatise, which has been circulated
among city leaders and leading wizards."

Lirie smirked. "Which of thesethingsare you?"

"Both, and more besides," Sharlarrareturned with mock gravity.

They shared laughter and passed the flask again. "'l've had occasion to spesk with Qilué. Shetold me
afew things about the drow."

"How do you know her?’

"Through her sster Laerd Silverhand, the lady—and possibly the sole redeeming virtue—of my
former magter, the archmage of Waterdeep.”

Liriel consdered thisfor amoment. Her gaze shifted to Fyodor, and an expression of hope and
contentment lit her remarkable eyes. Sharlarrawondered briefly what message the drow had heard in
these words. With apang of regret, she redlized that she lacked the timeto find out.

The df roseto her feet and brushed off her clothes. "If you like, I can summon a gate that will take
you to the High Forest and cut days from your travel.”

An expression of darm crossed Liriel'sface. Shetold Sharlarrawhat had transpired in Skullport. As
she listened, the df pondered the possible ramifications of her involvement in the plight of thesetwo
fugitives. But where would she beif Laerel hadn't sood with her when she was ass-deep in sewer
snakes?

Sharlarrashrugged off Lirie'swarnings. "I'm not afraid of Lolth.”

The drow's eyesflamed. "Then youreafool!"

"I've heard that," she said mildly, "but &t least I'm afool who knows some useful spells™



Liriel pursed her lips, considered. "Perhaps you can help me with this."

She unrolled atapestry and explained to what it was.

Sharlarrawas doubtful but she gaveit atry. Severd failed spellslater, asmplified legend lore spell
yielded oneimportant bit of information.

She shook hishead. "Thisiself magic. Ironicaly, it'sthe one school of magic | know nothing about.”

"Faerieelves" Liriel said, speaking thewordslike acurse,

"Never heard of them," Sharlarrasaid easily. "Weve got moon eves—they're usudly ready for a
good time—gold eves, about whom the less said the better, forest eves and wild elves—the linesthere
tend to blur abit—and sea elves. Legend hasit that there once were elves known as avariel, winged
elves. There might sill be some, for dl | know. Weve even got lythari, elveswho can transforminto
wolves. But faerie ves?’

"That'swhat we cdl al elveswho are not drow.”

"Wdl, maybeit'stimeto learn some new insults," she suggested. Y ou want to get amaoon elf's blood
bailing, cdl himagray df. Toredly flick off agold df, cdl himamoon df.”

Lirid took thisin. "Thereredly isthat much division between the df races?"

"Supid, in'tit?"

The drow was quick. Sharlarrasaw the flash in her eyes as she caught the point, the thoughtful gleam
as she consdered it.

"Elf art and magic has been around for avery long time," the thief continued. "I heard that you saw the
ruins of Ascarle. The eveswho built it were overcome centuries ago, and the magic that lingered was
atered tofit adarker purpose. It ismuch the same in Myth Drannor. The ancient mythd till exists, and
there are many who seek waysto twist it."

"My people among them," Liriel added. Sharlarrasaw the drow's quick, rueful smile, and knew that
thisbit of information had clicked into place. Reluctantly, sheroseto leave, and with agtart she redized
that sheredly didn't part ways with the drow. Already there seemed to be a bond between them, an easy
ssterhood that was compelling asit was unexpected.

"Thereésahunter after you," shesaid bluntly. "A tal ef woman who calshersdlf Thorn. She'sa
champion of Eilistraee, which means she's got some magic to back up her weapons. Watch yoursdlf.”

"1 will walk with you for awhile," Fyodor offered.

Sharlarrauntied her horse and led it back toward the spring. They paused in the clearing. The
Rashemi threw back hishead and drew in along, dow breath.

"Thereiswinter intheair,” he commented. "Already the leavesturn to scarlet and gold. In aten-day,
many will fal."

Thethief nodded. She remembered enough of woodcraft to redize the difficulty of passing unseen
through a denuded woods. The roads would be crowded with caravans carrying goods to far-flung cities
and villages, in preparation for the late harvest markets and the long winter that followed.

For reasons she found it impossible to name, the thought of Rashe-men stirred something inside her.
Almogt irresstibly, shefound her eyes drawn east. Shelooked at the Rashemi thoughtfully.

"My offer to open the gate to the High Forest till stands.”

"Itisarisk," Fyodor acknowledged.

"What isn't when you're traveling with adrow?"

The Rashemi grimaced and nodded. "Y ou understand perfectly. | wished to have private words with
you for another reason. Thisef you described, this Thorn. SheisaMoon Hunter, and it isnot Liriel she
follows. The witches of Rashemen sent her after me. If | fdl in bettle, she will see me home.”

Sharlarranodded thoughtfully. "My peoplefed strongly about resting amid the roots of their
homeland's trees. Thanksfor telling me.”

"Who are your people?'

The question, though reasonable, set Sharlarra back on her hedls. "Oh you know. The People.
Elves" shesadlightly.

Fyodor merdly smiled. "My offer sands, aswell. Come to Rashe-men, listen to legends of df maidens
with amethyst eyes.”



Her own gem-like eyes grew thoughtful, but she offered no response.

He watched asthe df sped through the complicated gestures of aspdl. An ovd of liquid magic
appeared. Fyodor noted that the trees beyond were faintly visible through it. It wasamarve to him that
they could walk through thisvell and emerge far away.

Thisthought brought another to mind. "The horses?’

Sharlarra shook her head regretfully. "Two people, no more. It'sthe best | can do.”

"No matter. We would have to lead the horses through most of the forest anyway. Would you return
them to their owners, with my thanks?"'

"How do you know they're not mine?"

The Hashemi merdly lifted one brow. The df grinned and swung herself into the saddle. She cantered
off, the other two horses close behind.

Fyodor squared his shouldersin preparation for battle and returned to camp. To hissurprise, Liriel
offered no argument. She swiftly gathered up her things and followed him to the clearing.

They stepped through the iridescent gate—and into an encampment of drow females.

The dark elvesreacted like birds startled into flight. Those who appeared to be deep were on their
feet in aheartbeat, weaponsin hand. Dancers clad in gowns the color of moonlight dived for their
swords. A tight circle formed around the two companions, and beyond that, another.

For along moment the drow females sized up their captives. "Que'irrerar stafir la temon?" inquired
one of them.

Thelanguage was smilar to the drow language Liriel had spoken since birth, but the intonation was
different—softer, more fluid, with gentletrills rather than hard, clicking sounds. Judging from their garb,
Liriel guessed they were priestesses of the Dark Maiden. She shook her head to indicate that she did not
understand and took off the medallion Qilué had given her.

One of thedrow, atal femae clad in afilmy gown, strode forward and seized the medallion.

"Whom did you kill in order to get thistalisman?' she demanded.

Liriel bristled at the accusation. "No one," she snarled. "Now ask mewhom I'm willing to kill in order
tokeepit."

The leader swept a glance across her ranks. All but one stepped back. The one who lingered handed
the drow a sword.

Fyodor started forward. His progress was halted by a dozen silver blades—and aburst of magic that
froze him as surely as awhite dragon's breath. Apparently the leader intended to take Lirid's comment as
achalenge and would brook no interference or distraction. He watched hel plesdy as hisfriend drew her
sword and fell into guard position.

"Dolor," the fema e snapped, naming hersdf according to the drow custom.

“Lirid."

A drange expression crossed the priestesss face, and her sword lowered just abit. Sensing an
advantage she did not quite understand, Liridl lunged.

The femae spun away, light as thistledown, and responded with alightning-quick riposte. Liriel legped
above the blade, employing her levitation ability to gain height.

A murmur of surpriserippled through the company, quickly taking on angry overtones. Fyodor's heart
sank. Thissmple act, so natural to Liriel, had indelibly marked her asadrow of the Underdark. Few
drow could bring their innate magic to the surface, much lessretain it for any length of time.

The priestess was not to be outdone. She pointed her sword toward Liriel and flung her free hand
toward the moon. A thin stream of light filtered through the treesin a sharply danting stream and fell upon
the drow's bare feet. She did up the moonbeam toward Liriel, sword leading.

Liriel released her levitation spell, dropping out of range. Her opponent a so legped to the ground and
landed in acrouch. She tamped down like acat and hurled hersdlf a the smaler drow. Lirid fell flat,
rolled away. In aquick fluid motion she rose and legped forward into a deep lunge. The other drow
parried.

The moon rose high, and the sllent stars watched as the deadly dance continued. Liriel fought as best
she could, but the other drow wastdler, stronger, more skilled. Some instinct Fyodor did not understand



prompted the drow female to keep the pace fast and furious—too fast for Liriel to draw one of her many
throwing weapons. Forced to react, she could never make the battle her own.

The numbnessin Fyodor's hand gave way to apainful prickling. With effort, he managed to edge it
dightly toward his sword. The drow females encircling him leaned in, and the tips of adozen swords
pierced the skin of his neck.

"If you move again, you die," snarled one of the drow.

Thethreat caught Liriel's ear. She snapped her gaze back toward him, her eyes wide with anguish and
denid.

That moment of inattention was dl the priestess needed. She lunged, her sword scraping dong Lirid's
until the hilts met and tangled.

Liriel went for aknife. The other drow seized her wrist. A quick twist disarmed Liriel and sent her
weapon flying. A second twist brought her to her knees. Dolor laid the edge of her sword againgt the
vanquished drow's throat.

A throaty growl pierced the expectant hush, and atall, black-haired ef woman appeared in the
clearing. Shetook in the Stuation in aglance then threw hersdlf at Lirid's captor.

They rolled together. Liriel scuttled away away from battle and toward her discarded sword. The
pale-skinned df quickly overcame Eilistraee's priestess, though it seemed to Fyodor that the drow didn't
put up much of aresstance.

Liriel snatched up her sword and crouched in guard position. "Y ou and me, Thorn," she said,
beckoning the ef on with one hand.

The df woman sniffed and turned back to the priestess. "I can appreciate your concern, Dolor, but
thisdrow isunder my watch."

"Y our protection?" the priestess said in disbelief.

"My watch," the df repesated firmly. "If she needskilling—and I'm not convinced that she doesnt—the
task fdlsto me."



CHAPTER EIGHT
unpleasant truths, dangerouslies

Shakti made her way back to House Hunzrin openly and in triumph. She had been honored by
Matron Triel Baenre. No matter what Gromph Baenre heard, he would not dare move against her.

Not yet, at least.

A lone priestess paced the courtyard of the Hunzrin compound, glancing toward the gate every few
steps. Shakti recognized her mother and smiled.

The guards at the gate did not immediately recognize her. She showed them her houseinsgniaand
gave them a pop-eyed glare. They made the connection and ushered her through.

She approached her mother and dropped to one knee. "Matron Kintuere," she said formaly.

The older drow studied her with narrowed eyes. "What isthe meaning of thislong absence? Y ou | eft
the academy—the city!'—

without my permission. Now | must learn of your return through rumors and servants gossip?'

Shakti rose, also without her mother's permission. "I was removed from the academy by Triel Baenre
and sent on a secret mission.”

Kintuere sneered. "Aren't we grand. What was the nature of this mystery? Purchasing rothé studs to
improve the herd? Seeking out anew variety of mushroom?"

"Quenthel Baenrewasrestored to life. That isdl | cantell you," Shakti said camly.

Matron's eyes widened then flicked to the snake head whip on Shakti's belt. A tiny movement, but
telling. She understood that her daughter and heir was more powerful than she, and in this knowledge she
saw her own degth.

That was the way of the drow, and for amoment Shakti was tempted to claim her inheritance here
and now.

"l am not yet ready to take on the mantle of matron,” shetold the older female. "I have other tasksto
attend. Rulewell, mother, and you will rulelong.”

She strode off without waiting for dismissal and made her way to her old suite of rooms. The servants
and guards nodded to her as she passed with greater deference than she had ever been shown. Perhaps
the news of her audience with Triel had spread. Perhaps they had merely observed the shift of power that
had occurred in the courtyard and adjusted their behavior accordingly.

After bathing and dressing hersdlf in fresh robes, Shakti dismissed her daves and did apage of
parchment from its hiding place—a dim crack between two dressed stones. This was a page she had
taken from one of Lirid's lore books quite some time ago.

She made her way to Narbondel, the heat-filled pillar that marked the passage of time, and awaited
the coming of midnight and the arrival of Menzoberranzan's archmage.

Gromph Baenre gppeared suddenly at the base of pillar, splendid in hisglittering piwafwi andfine
robes. Shakti watched the enchanting of the magic timepiece, the dramatic chants and gestures that
kindled the risng heat anew.



Always before she had seen only the ceremony and the power. Now she understood thisritud for
what it was. a short chain that tethered the archmage to the city.

Gromph Baenre finished the casting and spun away. Taking aterrible risk, shewrapped hersdf in her
piwafwi and fdl into step with him.

I know you're there, announced a mdlifluous mae voice, speaking directly to her mind. Why don't
you say what you came to say and have done with it?

"My lord—"

SLENTLY! thundered Gromph'svoice. Think the words you would say. | will hear them plainly
enough.

Shakti nodded, having no doubt that the great archmage perceived the gesture. Liriel isdead. The
amulet she carried is being returned to Rashemen's witches.

No emotion crossed Gromph's face, not even areaction to the loss of histaented daughter.

You wished me to return her to you, for her wizardly powers would be valuable. | was unable to
do so, but | offer myself in her place.

A faint, sardonic chuckle shimmering through Shakti's mind. You have become a wizard?

| amwhat | ever was, my lord Gromph. A priestess of Lolth.

There is no shortage of priestesses in Menzoberranzan, he observed.

True enough, but how many of them listen in counsel and report to you what they know ?

Gromph scowled in her direction. A kobold dave intercepted the glare, assumed itsdlf to be the
intended recipient, and gave a squeak of darm. The wizard made a casua gesture toward the fleeing
dave, and the kobold's tunic burst into flame. Shrieking wildly, the wretched creature tore off the
treacherous garment and threw it to the ground, slamping out the flames with its bare feet and whimpering
with each ssomp. The two drow continued without breaking stride.

What you suggest isimpossible. Absurd! Triel would rip thoughts of treachery from your mind
before they were half-formed.

Indeed she would, if my only shields were those granted me by Lolth, but the mask of Vhaerun
isdifficult to perceive.

A shuttered expression fell over the archmage'sface. 7 have no idea what you're talking about.

Do you wish to find out?

The only response was a profound mental silence. Shakti alowed hersdf afurtive smile and matched
the archmage's mental shiedswith one of her own.

After afew moments, Gromph shot her afulminating glare. Continue, but know that your words
will destroy you long before they harm me.

If you wish to know my thoughts, take them from me.

Gromph turned alook of pure incredulity upon the impudent femae. Rage burned in hisamber eyes,
but the flame faded as her meaning became clear to him.

You can keep me from your mind. Me! he marveled.

Shakti dipped her head. Through the god's grace, | can. Do you know what | want most from
this new power?

A sour expression crossed the archmage's face. The usual, | suppose—the early death of your
matron mother and a smooth succession, the advancement of your house, a seat on the Council of
Eight, the dark pleasures of power.

"l want to survive," Shakti said, speaking softly but distinctly. "1 want to wield power, yes, but | know
thiscity, and | know what | am likely to achieve. | do not want to be driven mad by the limits on the
power availableto me. Who knowsthis skill better than you?"

Gromph turned dowly, looking her full in the face. He did not chide her for speaking adoud or for the
presumption inherent in her words. For the first time, aflicker of interest lit hisamber eyes. After a
moment heturned aside.

Thereis more, she added hagtily, reverting to silent speech. 7 have followed Uridl's path, and
know where the amulet is bound. Therein lies my value to you. If you had interest in Vhaerun, you
could seek out others who follow the masked god. If you had need of ears and a voice among the



counsel, you could surely find a more powerful priestessto do your bidding, but | alone can
promise you the return of the Windwalker.

He glanced at her. Promises are easily made. Have you forgotten that Triel also seeksthis
artifact?

No longer. | told her that Liriel still lives and that it isthe will of Lolth that she stay in the
Night Above and continue to wield the artifact to Lolth's glory.

Gromph chuckled softly. Did my sister believe this?

A soft and pleasing lieis more readily distrusted. Tell tales that people do not wish to hear, and
they are more likely to believe.

The archmage sent her aconsdering look. Devious, he admitted, but surely that alone did not
convince Triel.

Shakti dipped her head in another bow. As you say, my lord. Lolth gave powerful evidence of her
favor to House Baenre by returning Quenthel to life and to Triel's side.

Quenthel. Alive, you say?

Yes, Lord Gromph.

Therewas along slence as Gromph considered the possibilitiesinherent in this new shift of power.
That should please Triel, hesaid a last.

Who can say? Shakti commented. 7 have done what the yochlol bid me, except for one thing. By
the command of Lolth, | must find a way to repay you for Liriel's|oss.

Y ochlol. The command of Lolth. These were powerful words, and they hung heavy in asilence that
lasted for many steps.

Go to Narbondel, Gromph said at last. Seek out the trio of flayed illithids engraved on the
obelisk. Touch the head of theillithid in the middle three times. After the third touch, a small
pebble will emerge from the stone and into your left slipper. Do not take it out. When | wish to
speak to you again, you will know. Go to a private place and take the stone into your left hand.

With those words, the archmage disappeared. However, he did not stop watching. He noted the smile
of satisfaction on the priestesss face and her confident stride as she turned back to the pillar.

He watched her search for the flayed illithids among the intricate carvings, run her fingers acrossit.
She shifted her weight to her right foot, indicating that the pebble had found itsway into her dipper.

With athought, Gromph sent out his"message.”

A jolt of power coursed through the priestess, sartling ayep of pain from her and sending strands of
white hair dancing wildly about her face. She quickly smoothed her hair and strode away, keeping an
admirably level pace despite the painin her foot.

Gromph followed her toward the lake. Several small boats weretied to adock, ready to ferry
workersto and from the idand where the rothé cattle grazed. He remembered that the care of these
animalss, the production of meat and cheese and wool, was under Hunzrin direction. With agrimace, he
quickened his pace, intending to intercept the priestess before she could set off for that dreary place.

He seized her arm and forced her into step with him. In two paces, they stood in his private study.

Shakti tried not to look disconcerted at finding herself so abruptly transported. She carefully edged
away. "An honor, one | had not thought would come so soon."

"Cdl it ated, if youwill. | takeit my summonswas clear?'

"Pdlucid, my lord."

"It'swdl that something is," he grumbled. "Y our story was entertaining after afashion, but your
reasoning defies logic and reason. Matron Triel believesthat Liriel isdive, and that it isLolth'swill that
her niece continues on the surface in possession of the Windwaker amulet. What do you suppose my
dear Sgter'sreaction might be, if | have—and use—this artifact?”

"The goddessis capricious,”" Shakti said without hesitation. " She favors the devious and the bold. If
you have the Windwalker amulet, would it not seems obviousthat Lolth's favor has shifted away from
Lind?'

"So many will say," Gromph admitted. "All things that happen under this stone sky are attributed to the
will of Lolth. Very well, bring me the Windwalker if you can. | will put amercenary band under your



control.”

"Better to have them meet me beyond the city," she suggested. Shetook atube from her flowing
deeve and shook out alarge map, which she unrolled on the table. "Here are the tunnels under the land
of Rashemen,”" she said, pointing. "Thisisthe homeand of Lirie'shuman lover. After her deeth, he
clamed the Wind-walker. Hewill return it to the witcheswho rule there."

"A human?' Gromph repeated with distaste. "Isthistrue, or isit another of those unpleasant liesthat
you think can masquerade astruth?"

Shakti's eyes showed aflicker of panic. "Doesit matter, aslong asthe Windwalker isyours?’

Gromph shrugged. "Not redly. | will dispatch thefightersat once." He dismissed her with acurt flick
of one hand then added, "One more thing."

Sheturned back. He handed her atiny crystal vid. "When thetimeisright, thiswill speed your
mother's demise. Matron Kin-uere does not sit on the Council of Eight. Prove yoursalf as matron mother,
and your family's fortunes may swiftly improve. Now go, and serve yourself and me."

The priestess responded with a brilliant smile. Gromph noted, to his great surprise, that she had
become attractive. Not beautiful, as Sosdrielle Vandree had been, but few drow could matched Lirie's
mother for beauty, not even her daughter.

Hefdt arare twinge of regret, an emotion quickly banished. He had not thought of hislong-time
mistressfor many years.

Shakti waited politely. Gromph redlized that he was staring. "Why do you delay?' he snapped. "You
have been dismissed.”

The priestess bowed. With a gesture, she conjured a curtained gate. Five skeletal snakes rose from
thefolds of her robe and ceremonioudy peeled the drapes aside. She walked through. The curtainsfell
then disappeared.

It was an impressve exit, Gromph had to give her that. Not incidentally, it was areminder that Lolth's
favor was with her. In many ways, Gromph was far more powerful, but as the priestess had just
demongtrated, true power in Menzoberranzan ultimately came through the goddess.

Perhaps this human artifact, this Windwalker, might offer options he had not previously considered.



CHAPTER NINE
fighting drow

Inasmall clearing in the High Forest, the dark elven priestesses of the Wildwinds Coven gathered
around the embers of their fire, listening with grim fascination to Thorn'sterse recitation of Liriel's recent
past. From timeto timether red-eyed glances licked like twin flames toward the place where the
puzzling young drow and her companion stood, just beyond the range of hearing and under heavy guard.

When the tale wasfinished, Dolor, the priestess who had chalenged Liridl to battle, rose to speak.

"Thisgirl isadanger to usdl and to those we serve," she said. Drawing her lipsinto afirm, Sraight
line, she resumed her sest, clearly signifying that al that needed to be said had been spoken. Her eyes
dared the f woman to challenge her assessment.

Thorn returned the drow's glare calmly. "Y ou are high priestess here. It isyour decison whether to
help these two or not, but they will passthrough theforest.”

Severd of the priestesses shot glares at the f, but no one challenged her decree. The Champion of
Eilistraee was honored by al of the MoonShards. These, the scattered bands of the Dark Maiden's
followers, were named for the celestial fragments that followed the moon through the night sky - small
points of light scattered through the darkness, isolated yet united in their veneration of the Divine
Huntress.

"As Lady Qiluélearned to her sorrow, these travel ers cannot be sent through moon magic,” one of
them pointed out, "and it'salong wak to Rashemen.”

"Not through my peopl€slands,” Thorn said.

The priestesses fd| utterly slent. For severd momentsthey stared, dack-faced, at the €lf.

"Y ou would do this?' marveled Dolor. "Why, when none of us— not even Y solde, not even
Qiluél—has been permitted to see your homeland?'

Thedf rose. "Perhapsintime Lirid will tell you about it. She's morelikely to do so, of course, if you
work with me to ensure that she survives her journey.”

One of the priestesses responded with a short burst of sardonic laughter. " So we are to fight for an
Underdark noble, apriestess of Lolth. | suppose your peoplewill be joining us?' she said in a catty tone.

"1 will ask them.”

The dlence that greeted this response was even degper and more profound than the last. Those who
were charitable by nature had supposed the priestesss comment to be arhetorica question. Those not
inclined to call a gpade an entrenching tool more properly recognized it asabitchy littlejab. No one had
expected any response at dl from the Champion and certainly not this one!

Thorn roseto her feet. " Sound the horns. Send word to Y solde and the Whitewaters Coven that we
three—the drow, the Rashemi, and the hunter—will walk benegth their treestomorrow before the
mornmist fades."

She strode toward the place where Lirid and the Rashemi awaited their sentence. The young drow
impatiently shoved aside one of her guards aside. She took a single belligerent stride forward before her



way was barred by a pair of crossed swords.

"Took long enough for you to decide whether or not | 'needed killing,™ Liriel growled, tossng Thorn's
recent words back at her. She bared her teeth in a semblance of asmile. "If you think that was a chore,
just wait until you try to implement the decison.”

The df woman's gaze skimmed over Liriel and settled on Fyodor's watchful face. "Wethree will be
leaving now. | will takeyou asfar asthe White RusakaVae."

"The borders of Rashemen,”" he observed in awistful tone. He studied the tal €f for along moment.
"Y ou fought for Liriel when | could not. For this, | thank you."

"A bit too much courtesy to giveagray df,” Liriel said, remembering Sharlarras advice about insulting
thefaerieeves.

Fyodor looked gppalled. "Little raven, thisisaMoon Hunter!"

In response, the drow pointed skyward to the waning moon. "Thereit is. Now that | found it for her,
canwego?'

Thetdl df merdy sniffed. "Where would you go? To Rashemen, yes, but do you know the way?"

Liriel looked expectantly at Fyodor. After amoment, he sighed and shook his head. "It pains meto
admit this, but | could not mark our location on amap if you held aknifeto my throat. Where are we
now?" he asked Thorn. "How many days travel to Rashemen?"

"On foot, you could not arrive before hard winter. Follow me, and you'll ill see your homeland
tomorrow by day'send.”

He considered this. "1 know but little of magical travel, but are not gates like doorways? One passes
the threshold and stands at once in some distant place. Y et you speak of aday'sjourney.”

"Digtant places,” Thorn repeated. "It issaid that Rashemi on darjemma arefearlesstravelers. Thisis
Sofe

Liriel, who had been listening in uncharacteristic Sllence, let out ashort laugh. "He'straveling with me,”
she pointed out.

"Wdl said," Thorntold her coolly. She turned her attention back to the human. "Wewak," shetold
him, "through the lands of my people.”

Fyodor jolted with surprise. Thorn noted the sudden flare of understanding, the way his eyes widened
with wonder. Apparently this one had paid close attention to the old Rashemaar tales. More important,
he believed them.

"Exileor slence" shereminded him.

"Y our secret and my honor,” he vowed, holding up two entwined fingers.

Liriel propped her fists on her hips and whedled toward her friend. "What in the nine bloody hdllsjust
happened here?’

Thorn swung a sudden, roundhouse punch toward Liriel'sface. Startled, the drow nonetheless
managed to throw up both arms, wrists crossed, to block the attack. The elf's blow droveright into the
parry and dammed Liridl'sjoined hands into her face with stunning force. The girl's amber eyesrolled up,
and she dumped to the ground.

Inasingle fluid movement Fyodor drew his sword and stepped between the ef and hisfalen friend.
"No oneharmsLirid whilel live" hesaid quietly.

The df lifted one ebony brow. "If | wanted her dead, | would have permitted Dolor to finish the task.”

"Then why?" he demanded, nodding toward the unconscious girl.

"Y ou know what | am,” Thorn said, "and therefore you should not need to ask. Y ou are not like this
drow with her talk of ‘fairies or 'gray eves." Y ou are Rashemi, and you have heard tales of the lands
through which we must walk. My peopl€'slands are in thisworld and yet not. | do not know for certain
whether the eyes of adrow goddess can follow usthere. | have seen Lolth gazing through Liriel'seyes. |
will not teke that risk.”

The Rashemi accepted this development with awince and asigh. "Lirie will not deegp long. Even now
shedtirs," he pointed ouit.

The ef took aspring of dried herb from abag a her belt. "Thisisfrom my homeland. The scent of it is
very powerful and will hold her degp in dumber.”



"Y ou couldn't have mentioned this before?' Fyodor demanded.

"It will hold someonein dumber,” she said pointedly. " The amount needed to place someoneina
deep deep ismuch greater and can be dangerous. Knowing this, would you have chosen the herb?"

A soft groan came from the wakening drow. Fyodor put away his sword. He stooped and gathered
hisfriend into hisarmsthen met Thorn's gaze.

"It was not my choiceto make," he said softly, "nor wasit yours. Y ou do not wish to invite the
Goddess of Spidersinto your people'slands. | understand what you did, but | do not likeit. Next time
we come to a crossroads, speak of the paths we might walk, and let Liriel chose the way she will go.”

"Fair enough.”

The ef twined the stem of the herb through the weave of Lirid's cloak, so that the dried herb rested
againgt her cheek. Ingtantly she went limp in Fyodor'sarms.

"It will not harm her,” Thorn said tedtily, noting the flash of darm in the Rashemi's eyes. "Nor will it
cause you to be drowsy or forgetful. Keep your wits about you, and come.”

Sheturned and strode into the forest. Fyodor followed with the drow girl in hisarms and his blue eyes
dight with excitement and anticipation. He would have to reckon with Liriel come tomorrow, but in his
heart burned the Rashemi's restless eagerness to see and know.

All young peoplein his homeland, male and femae, devoted ayear or more to the wandering they
cdled darjemma. None of them had been permitted to see the place to which Thorn promised to take
them—or more accurately, of those few who had stumbled into Thorn's homeland, none had returned.
Or perhaps some did return, without memory of the places they had been or the wondersthey had
witnessed. The herbs of the Moon Hunters were powerful indeed.

A sudden doubt assailed him. Despite Thorn's measures, what if Lolth's power extended into this
distant place? He doubted that it could, but then, Qilué and her priestesses had been surprised by the
Spider Queen'sinvasion. Wasit true that where Liriel went, conscious or not, Lolth would follow?

If s0, he was not likely to see Rashemen again. Thorn and her kind were fierce people. They would
not forgive any who endangered their homeland.

For that matter, what of Fyodor's people? What was he bringing their way, and how would they
respond?

Find the Windwalker, Zofia Othlor had told him. Bring her back. She will bind and break, heal and
destroy.

Fyodor gazed down at the drow in hisarms. For thefirgt time he fully understood why the witch had
spoken of theamulet as"she." Somewhere dong the way, his quest had changed. He would bring the
ancient artifact back to Rashemen, but in some mysterious but important way it was no longer the
Windwalker of legend. Lirid was.

Zofids grandson knew thisto be true through the Sight that was his heritage and his curse.

A sad smiletouched hisface. It wasablessing that Liriel, for al her power, could not know the
destiny aheed.

.@.

A day passed, and twilight was drawing near as Sharlarrapulled up to asmall cluster of stone-walled
travel hutslocated ahard day'sride from Waterdeep. She swung down from her horse and grimaced in
distaste at the latest collection of skulls displayed on the stone plinth outside the caretaker's hut, an
expression she quickly replaced with asmile when a bandy-legged old man hurried out to greet her.

A few dull strands of once-red hair clung to caretaker's pate, and his teetering gait was reminiscent of
asailor pacing the deck of astorm-tossed ship. The sword resting on one still-powerful shoulder
gleamed in the fading light, and the carefully displayed remains of would-be bandits and horse thieves
gave grim testament to the old man's ability to hold this outpost.

The df'shost squinted at her for amoment. His rheumy blue eyeslit with pleasure.

"Well, if it isn't Lady Judith, cometo call on her old sword-master! Comein, girl, and it's heartily
welcomeyou are.”

It took Sharlarraamoment to tune her earsto the thick North Moonshae burr. Shaymius Sky had
been swordmagter to the Thann family. He remembered Judith'sred-gold hair, al hiseyes could pick out



from the blur that people had apparently become. Asfar as Shaymius was concerned, Lady Judith
remembered her old tutor. The aging warrior took so much pleasure from these visits that Sharlarra
hadn't the heart to rob him of hisfond notion.

She remembered something Danilo had told her at Galinda Raventree'slast soiree and said, "The
Westgate caravan wasto pass through thisway. | trust al went well and that you received the box of
new wines and harvest cakes?"

Shaymius patted hisbelly contentedly. "That | did. The mead was as smooth asan dfmaid'sarse.
Already therésanip in the air come nightfall, and nothing's better to push back winter aches than aflagon
of mead heated with spice bark. The horses comefirg, o' course, but you'll have amug?’

"If the horsesleave any for us, certainly.”

"Don't be daft, Judy girl. Horses don't—" The old man broke off, caught the jest, and cast hiseyes
skyward. He unhooked a hoof pick from his belt and flipped to it the &f. "For that, you'll help putting
these three fine stdlions to bed. Concerning that, what are you needing with three horses? By the looks
of them, you haven't been riding hard enough to require a change of mount.”

Sharlarralifted afront hoof and began to scrape away the bits of crushed acorn clinging to the shoe.
"Themaresout at Ethering Farms arein season.” That wastrue, asfar asit went, and Shaymius would
draw hisown conclusions.

The old man grunted in agreement and patted the glossy black flank of the horse Liriel had ridden
from Waterdeep. "Aye, these are well-chosen sres. The Lady Cassandra still kegps the stud books,
then?'

"It wouldn't surprise mein the least." The Thann matriarch controlled every other aspect of the family
businesses, and from what Sharlarra had observed she attempted to do the same with each member of
the family. Such wastheforce of Lady Cassandraswill that Sharlarra suspected every stalion on the
outlying Thann farmswould instinctively await her advice on this matter, stud book or not.

"Grest lady, your mum,” Shaymius said, eyeing Sharlarraasif daring her to contradict him. "Good eye
for busness”

"Posting you here was certainly agood day'swork," the éf said, getting straight to the heart of the
matter. "The horses |eft with you couldn't want better care, and not asingle merchant who's dept under
these roof s has offered aword of complaint.”

The caretaker nodded, satisfied. Old though he was, his employers were content, and his post was
secure. He set to work brushing down the black stallion, happily unaware of thereal circumstances of his
current position.

Sharlarrahad heard the gossip, of course. That was one of the benefits of an apprenticeship in
Blackstaff Tower. Ballads had been written about the exploits of young Shaymius Sky, and Lady
Cassandra had gladly paid a high price to have the sheen of hisancient glories bestowed upon her
firstborn son. For atime, she even overlooked her steward's regular morning-after tripsto the Brawlers
Den, achamber in the prisons of Waterdeep Paace devoted to those who grew bellicose in their cups.
But the price of Shaymius's freedom, meted out after every tenday, soon came to overmatch hiswages.
That, and the crescendo of whispered rumor, ended the matter. No sordid little scanda dared touch the
heir to the Thann title and estates.

It had been Danilo who'd persuaded the steward to buy Shaymius free onelast time and to offer him
this new employment. The old warrior, increasingly restlesswith city life and longing for adventures that
would never come again, regarded this post not as banishment for brawling but asareward for the skills
he so routinely displayed. Asfar as Dan was concerned, Shaymius Sky deserved to believe this pleasant
lieuntil the day hedied.

Sharlarra couldn't have agreed more.

Once the horses had been tended and fed, the old man and the elf settled down by the caretaker's
hearthside to chase tales and songs of faded glory with mugs of well-spiced mead. As much as Sharlarra
enjoyed her occasiona stolen momentswith the old warrior, she wasrelieved when at last Shaymiuss
storiesfaded into slence. She sang one more bdlad just to make sure and kept singing until the music
waslogt in the old man's grating snores.



She eased away from the hearth and crept out of the hut, making her way into the clearing behind the
stables. Shetook from her bag alarge, unset sgpphire and the small vial of powdered magic shedd stolen
from Khelben. She had one more task to complete before she dept, on behaf of one more misfitin
search of aplacein an oft-confusing world.

Back in Waterdeep was a sea f awaiting help in his quest to become amage. Though Sharlarrahad
not yet found a suitable teacher, she wanted to assure the ef that he was not forgotten— and while she
was d it, reclaim the bag of gems sheld left with Xzorsh as surety. Sinceleaving Liriel and Fyodor, it had
occurred to Sharlarrathat if she and Khelben could trace the drow girl through possessions she had once
held, it waslikely that others could do the same. Xzorsh held afortunein hiswebbed hands, but a
dangerous one.

Theyoung wizard's fingers sped through the arcane gestures, adifficult spell but nearly identica to one
the Blackstaff had recently taught her. Sharlarrafinished the spell and braced hersdf for the result. An
invisble hand saized her and pulled her dong amagicd trail. For amoment, al the colors she had ever
seen or imagined careened past like arainbow gone mad.

She cameto rest suddenly. Momentarily blinded by the brightness of the magical transport, she drew
in adeep bresth, fully expecting the tang of salt water and the complex stench of the Dock Ward.
Instead, her senses filled with the coppery scent of fresh blood and the dank, dusty smell unique to places
that had never known the sun. The sort of place that she knew far too well.

"Tlarrakilaj," she murmured, spesking asimple even cantrip Khelben had taught her, onefrom
archmage's long-ago childhood. Her vision cleared at once.

She stood in arock-strewn cavern, arugged place dimly lit by the glowing lichen that clung to the
stone walls, and she stared with dawning horror into the equally startled face of adrow warrior.

The drow, amale with close-clipped white hair and a dragon tattoo across one cheek, was crouched
over the body of alargelizard, hisknife poising in the act of cutting off strips of flesh. The creature was
not yet dead. It did not moveits stick-straight tail or rigid limbs, but its eyesrolled wildly.

A dtray bit of information rose to the surface of Sharlarras shock-becalmed mind. The Harple tregtise
clamed that drow preferred to devour living animals, believing that the mixture of pain and terror lent a
certain piquancy to the meat.

The dark ef gpat out a half-chewed morsdl of raw mesat and rose to hisfeet. A sword appeared in his
hand so swiftly and smoothly that Sharlarras eyes didn't perceive the act of drawing it.

Thethief shook off the moment of shock and drew her own sword. She did so recognizing the futility
of defense, even before she saw the shadows stir and shift. A circle of dark warriors broke free of the
endless, underground night and began to tighten around her.

"Zapitta doart!" snapped the drow hunter. Ingtantly his cohorts advance stopped. Hisred-eyed
glareflicked to the sgpphire il clutched in Sharlarrals hand.

"Arethere more?" he demanded, lending the Common speech an accent that was at once harsh and
muscd.

The df swiftly followed hisline of reasoning. He wanted to know whether someone e se might follow.

"More of these gems?' she said, and shrugged. "Three or four, | suppose. Thisisthe only onein my
possession, but there were severa other uncut stones at the auction and anumber of other wizards
bidding."

"Giveittome."

Sharlarrasfirst instinct was to toss the gem to the drow, but she redlized that such action could be
perceived as an attack. It galled her that it would not be an attack and that she had no other spell
prepared. She had stepped into amagical gate, one with avariable destination, without any defensive
gpell a the ready. It was amistake no sensiblefirst-year apprentice would make.

One of these days, sheredly had to start paying closer attention to detail. Demons hid in them, that
she knew. Apparently drow did aswell.

She stooped dowly, lowering the gem to the stone floor, holding her sword in guard position.

The drow closed the distance between them in afew swift, fluid steps. Before Sharlarracould
respond, the dark elf dedlt abrutdl kick to the ribsthat stole her breath and sent her sprawling.



"Lies" sneered the warrior as he stalked acircular path around hisvictim, "and clumsy lies, at that.
Only onegem wasmissing. Do | think | would fail to learn exactly what price was paid to free the pirate's
ship?'

It occurred to Sharlarra that the drow leader was speaking not to her so much asto the other elves.
Hiswords were a boast and perhaps adso a defense. If there was discord in these ranks, perhaps stoking
it might offer her achance for escape.

She managed to suck in enough air to fuel speech. "Useful knowledge, provided you aso know
enough about gems to realize when a bit of colored glass had been substituted for a sapphire.”

The expression of fury and hatred that crossed the drow's face chilled Sharlarrato the bone. She felt
the effort it took the warrior to refrain from glancing at the other dark eves. If he had, he would have
seen flashes of malicious pleasurein their crimson eyes and smirks on their dark faces. Even o, Sharlarra
knew with cold certainly that she would pay dearly for the leader's embarrassment.

"Stand," the drow commanded.

Shedid so, ignoring the pain of bruised ribs as best she could. The drow came on, ddlivering a
clattering barrage of jabs and dashesthat came faster than Sharlarra could block. When the drow
stepped back, the elven thief was quite frankly stunned to redlize that she was till on her feet.

"Y our sword," the drow said, his eyes moving pointedly to the jeweled hilt.

Sharlarraglanced down. The gems had been pried from the hilt and pommel, leaving empty sockets.
Her opponent opened one palm to show the small, glittering hoard—including the sapphire she had
placed on the ground.

"Impressive," she said and meant it.

"Toyou, perhaps. | could remove your lungs and liver without leaving ascar.”

The gleam in the drow's eyes revealed how eager he was to begin this new project, but as he spoke,
he shifted hisforearm dightly, asubtle movement that nonetheless drew the eye. Sharlarranoted the faint
raised line that traced a path from elbow to wrist—amark that the drow was obvioudy eager to keep
fromview.

"No scar?' she said, gazing pointedly at hisarm. "Too bad your former opponent didn't have your
il

Fury twisted the dark face, and Sharlarraknew she had struck the right chord. She would die—there
was no help for that—but aleast her fate would be swifter and kinder than that suffered by the
haf-daughtered lizard.

The drow lunged and caught Sharlarras now-unbaanced sword with hisweapon's cross guard. A
deft twist disarmed the elf, and another quick stroke dapped aside her attempt to pull adagger. The
drow legped and spun, lashing out high and hard with his ebow, damming into Sharlarras face and
following with asmash from hispommd.

Therewas a bright burst of pain, followed by the quick flow of blood. Sharlarradashed it away as
best she could, but her eyes stung and swam. Blinded, she was helplessto block or dodge the repeated
blowsfrom theflat of the dark ef's sword, the taunting, stinging cuts from its edge.

Dimly, asif from agreat distance, the df became aware of agreat light dawning somewhere beyond
the cavern. Shefelt hersdlf falling and did not care.

A sense of peace came over her, an easing of pain that had little to do with the abuse meted out by a
vengeful drow. Despite dl she had done, all the mistakes sheld crammed into her life, aplace of light
awaited. Sharlarrahad never dreamed that such athing was possible.

So it wasthat when at last the darkness came, the ef went into it with asmile on her face.

©

Khelben Arunsun crouched in adeserted cavern afew leagues from Skullport, backlit by the fading
remnants of hisblinding light spell. He carefully split his attention between the battered ef female on the
cavern floor and the silent tunnels beyond. The drow band had scattered like cockroaches before a
suddenly lit lamp, but where dark elves were concerned, not even an archmage could afford amoment's
incaution.



Sharlarra groaned and stirred. The wizard pinched her jaws open and poured another healing potion
into her mouth, grimly vowing to make the gpprentice work off the cost of dl three of them. He mentally
listed the most odious chores and invented afew more for good measure.

The df's eyesflickered open and dowly took focus. For just amoment, their green depths held all the
bleakness of anorthland winter.

Khelben did not have to ask what that meant. There had been times when he, too, had been less than
pleased to awake and find himself gill anong the living.

He banished these thoughts from hisface and arranged hisfeaturesin afearsome scowl. "Stupid girl.
What | havetold you about fighting drow?"

Sharlarra struggled up, propping herself on one ebow and gingerly pressed the fingertips of her other
hand against the large knot on her forehead.

"Don't?" she ventured.

"That, too." Thewizard sghed and settled back on hisheds. "Lady SharlarraVindreth—if that is
indeed your name—have you any ideawhat you've done?'

"1 thought | was hel ping two companions on their way."

"Youdidn't think at dl! Liriel Baenreisnot just any drow, athough Mystraknows that would be bad
enough. She opened hersdlf to Lolth's power in away few mortals ever have. She was, albeit briefly, an
avatar of sorts. Some might call her a'Chosen.' "

The returning color drained from the ef'sface. " So that explains what happened in the Promenade,”
shesad dowly.

"Y es, we heard about that," Khelben grumbled. "Laerel has gone to Evermeet to try to recruit elven
clericsto help shore up the Promenade's defenses. My lady has afondnessfor theimpossible challenge
and the hopeless cause."

"True, but she's dso atracted to your sunny disposition,” she said, attempting aflippant tone and a
wry little smile. Never before would she have dared such a comment, but her apprenticeship was well
and truly over.

Khelben stared at her for amoment. "Aren't you going to ask about the sea df?'

Her facade shattered, and her violet eyes were haunted. "No need,” she said softly. "I looked for
Xzorsh and found drow warriorsinstead. I'm not stupid enough to think that they might have thanked him
for returning Lirid'sgems and sent him on hisway."

The archmage knew al too well the weight of this particular burden.

"Then nothing more needs to be said. Y ou're done with this, and so am |. Others must follow Lirie to
the end of her particular quest, and we must find away to be content with whatever comes of it."

Khelben rose and traced a sweeping, circular path with his black staff. Severa paces away aglowing
arch gppeared, mirroring the archmage's movement. When the circle was complete, the light spilled
inward, filling in the darkness and forming a sheet of tranducent magic. He turned back. "Areyou
coming, or not?"'

Sharlarrarose dowly to her feet. Y ou want me back?"

"Not particularly, but Laerd does, and | find that my life is considerably more pleasant when she gets
what she wants."

Therewasaglint of self-deprecating humor in his eyes and astonishing charm in the smile that thoughts
of hislady inspired. Khelben was not unaware of this charm, and not above using it.

He noted with satisfaction that Sharlarra stepped toward him before she redized that she'd decided to
return.

Together they walked through the gate. Khelben noted the regret on the df'sface, regret that came
with the acceptance that Lirid's fate was beyond her reach. Even so, he resolved to keep acloser eye on
her in the future,

Andinadistant forest, Lirid stirredin her deep, troubled by one of the dreamsthat had begun filling
her resting hours. In it, she wandered through agray world, bereft of both the sun's warmth and the cool
mystery of the Underdark—and she was utterly aone.

Half awake, haf dreaming, she groped for Fyodor's bedroll and found it empty. For amoment her



sense of isolation and abandonment was complete, then a strong hand closed around her seeking fingers.
A warm presence filled her with reassurance and love.

She dept on, comforted.

Fyodor saw thisfrom his perch in atree afew paces away from the campsite where he kept the first
watch. He noted the sudden restlessness that marred his friend's degp and the soft smile that replaced her
moment of turmoail. A shaft of moonlight touched the drow, lending coal blue highlightsto her ebony
features.

The Rashemaar warrior's eyes traced the soft light up into the forest canopy. Though he could not see
it, he dlowed himsdf amoment to envision the night sky of hishomeand and to dream of the mysteries
that awaited him beyond.



CHAPTER TEN
rude awakenings

Liriel stumbled down the tunnel's steep incline. For some reason that she could not understand, she
was running backward. Her footsteps echoed throughout the tunnel like the pounding of a battle drum,
reverberating endlesdy through the thick gray mists. They marched on and on, unfading.

She kicked off her boots and continued barefoot, ignoring as best she could the knife-keen shards
littering the stone floor, but she couldn't ignore her bloody footprints. The cold stone did not leech the
living warmth from her blood. In fact the smadl prints steadily grew brighter, taking on aruby glow that set
the damp walls aglow and filled the misty tunndl with faint crimson haze.

The drow could smell the blood, too, asvividly as she saw it. The sweet-sdty tang stirred some
deeply prima part of her and beckoned like siren song to the predator within.

Liriel shook her head violently, trying to clear her senses and her mind, but another scent, asharp
woody fragrance as unfamiliar asit was powerful, hung over her like acloud, holding the blood lure
tantalizingly close. It would not leave her be.

Thefirg footprint began to sing.

A tendril of crimson mist rose from the bloody print, and with it a clear soprano voice. Liriel
recognized an invocation to Lolth, one sung each evening at the devotiona servicesat Arach Tinilith. One
after another, the bright footprints took up the song. An intricate counterpoint of chant and descant filled
the tunnel, keeping time to the thudding echoes of Liridl's steps. The thin crimson mist-threads swirled
and entwined in jagged, circuitous paths, forming avisud interpretation of the hymn—and sketching the
leering visages and beckoning hands of demons and fiends, of monstersLiriel had never seen or heard
named.

The drow thudded solidly into the gonewall. Horror filled her when she redlized there was nowhere
to go.

Suddenly acold, sharp breeze dashed like asword through the oppressive woodland scent. The red
misgts converged and streamed upward in asingle swift rush. Thetunnel itsdf dissolved, solid stone
turning to haze then spinning off into thousands of thin, gray threads.

Liriel awoke gasping and flailing, il entangled in her nightmare. A few frantic moments passed before
sheredized that shewas quiteliterdly entangled. Thick layers of webbing covered her, binding her to the
forest floor. A blood-red spider the size of atunnel rat scurried just out of reach. It skittered around her,
gtill spinning the binding webs and humming the hymn to Lolth.

A dim, booted foot came down, and the spider's song ended in aliquid explosion. Long-fingered
hands thrust into the mess surrounding Liriel and seized hold of her. She was dragged to her feet with a
sharp tug then thrown violently aside.

For amoment the unmistakable whirl and tumble of amagical gate surrounded the drow. Before she
could catch her breath, she was cast out onto leaf-strewn ground.

Lirid rolled to astop, sat up, and raked some of the sticky strings from her face. Fyodor dropped to



his knees beside her, and she dived into his open arms. They clung together until the wild beating of her
heart dowed and the phantom sound of her own footsteps faded from her inner ear.

Finally she eased back and looked up into Thorn's grim face. The df stood over them. Her hand
rested on her sword asif she expected retdiation for her rough rescue, and her gold-green eyes regarded
Lirid steadily and without expression.

"Thank you," the drow said fervently.

The df made no response, turning instead to Fyodor. " That was a dangerous, foolish thing to do. That
gprig of herbswas holding the drow in dumber. When you moved it off her, you alowed her to escape
her dream.”

"| should have |eft her done and trapped?’ he demanded.

"If that'swhat it took to keep Lolth'sfilthy fingers out of my homeland, yes!" the ef snarled. "Better to
keep adream ingde Lirid's head than unleash it in the hidden homeand of my people!™

Lirid's swirling thoughts began to settle, and memory returned. She rose unsteadily to her feet and
faced thedf. "Y ou hit me. Why?'

"It was easier than arguing with you."

This response startled a deep bass chuckle from Fyodor, which earned him an incredulous glare from
both females. He wiped the smile from hislips, if not his eyes, and gestured for them to continue.

"Thereisashorter path to Rashemen, one no wizard can walk. | did not wish Lolth's eyesto behold
that path. Where you go, shefollows." The df lifted one raven brow. "The dream that so disturbed you
proved this, did it not?"

Liriel spun away and began to pace. "What does she want from me?' she said in despairing tones.
"Why won't she leave me done?'

Thorn's cool gtare turned glacid. "Come and see.”

Sheturned and strode into the forest. Liriel and Fyodor exchanged a puzzled glance, shrugged, and
followed.

They cameto asmal clearing, apleasant place near adeep, clear pool. Obvioudy it was afavorite
watering placefor the forest creatures. Well-worn game trails wound through the surrounding brush, tufts
of fur clung to bent twigs. These details were swiftly noted and immediately forgotten, for at thefar sde
of the clearing was asight that struck the eye like a dwarven warhammer.

Two drow males had been tied to the trees so that their asms were held painfully high overhead. Each
of them had onefoot caught in ametal device that looked like atightly clamped jaw with wicked
teeth—atrap of some sort. They were dead and had been for quite some time, but judging from the deep
wounds |eft by their struggle againgt the traps and ropes, they had not died quickly.

"Wolf traps," Thorn said coldly. "These drow areraiders, dwellers of the Underdark. They takejoy in
wanton killing. Elves, animals, humans—it matters not to them. They died the death they planned for
others.

Liriel let out her breath in along, dow whistle. "Y ou don't take prisoners, do you?'

"Atleast | did not take their hides," Thorn pointed out. "Return to the matter at hand. These drow are
not alied with Vhaerun's worshipers. Examine their insggnia. They are of the Underdark.”

"You said that before. Why isit important?' Fyodor asked.

"Cagt agpdl that revedsmagic, and you will see.”

The drow shrugged and cast the smple spdll. Ingtantly an azure haze filled the clearing. Nearly
everything owned by the dead drow glowed: boots, cloaks, weapons.

She looked up a Thorn. "These raiders have been dead for many days. All of this should have faded
by now."

"It should have, yes."

Liriel shook her head in astonishment. "How isthis possible? | haven't been away from the Underdark
for very long. When | |€ft, ' no one could fashion spells or magica items strong enough to withstand the
sun. Isit possible that drowcraft has changed so quickly?!

"Something has changed,” the ef agreed. "How this happened and what it meansis not yet clear.
Those who believe the gods know more than morta's, and who have observed the Spider Queen's



interest in you might conclude that you play some part in this.”

Lirid sat down heavily on afdlenlog. "What isgoing on?'

"That isfor Zofia Othlor to discover.” The df's eyes went to Fyodor. " The witch who set me upon
your path spoke of your quest for the Windwalker. She saw the drow inavision.”

"She saw Lirie?' he marveled, an edge of hopein hisvoice. " She saw what would be and approved?'

Thorn made asmall, scornful sound. Y ou know better than that. Visions spesk in symbols. The witch
saw araven with golden eyes wearing the amulet around its neck."

Fyodor turned to Liridl. "Zofia Othlor told meto find the Wind-walker and return. Her very words
were, 'and she will bring you home." The Windwaker ismy degtiny, little raven. | would not say thisif the
name belonged only to agolden amulet.”

The drow reached for his hand and laced her fingerswith his. " So that's why you were so sure your
people would let meinto Rashemen,” she mused. ™Y ou think this Zofia can figure out what's going on?"

He nodded somberly. "Sheisamong the most powerful wych-laran inour land."

"Well, then let's pick up the pace. How much farther have weto go?'

Thorn dropped to one knee. She brushed aside some fdlen leaves and pulled aknife from her boot.
With afew quick dashes she drew arough map in the sandy soil.

"We stand here, in the High Forest," she said, tapping alarge gray pebble. "The seas are far to the
eadt, and here liesthe city of Waterdeegp. On good horses, you could have ridden thisfar in two or three
days. Hereis Rashemen.” Shethrust her knife into the soil an arm's distance away.

Liridl's heart sank. "1 have no travel spellsthat would take usthat far. Y ou spoke of a shorter path?"

"It takes us through my homeland. There are many gates there, and my people travel them easily, but
we cannot risk what happened before.” She sent acool glance toward Fyodor. "I carry an herb that
grows only in my homeland. The scent done kept you from awakening. The taste of asingle leaf will put
you deep into dumber, and into whatever dreams await you there. This herb is not without risk—some
who taste it never awaken—abut at least your goddess cannot follow you through your dreams.”

The drow abruptly withdrew her hand from Fyodor's. " She's not my goddess,” sheinssted. "Bring out
your green stuff. | have nothing to fear from dreams, and nothing to fear from her!"

The df shrugged and reached for her herb bag. *1'm not the one you need to convince of that.”
©

Shakti sat bolt upright, shaken from her dumber by one of her own guardian golems. Shewriggled
free of the construct's stone hands and rose from her bed. A fresh robe hung ready, |eft for her by the
newly attentive Hunzrin servants. She dipped it on and belted it with her snakehead whip, then stepped
into her dippers. A driftdisk floated in the corridor just outside her open door. There was no need to ask
who had sent it.

She quickly removed afolded bit of parchment from ahidden compartment in her writing table. After
tucking it in her deeve, she seated herself on the disk and settled in for the ride acrossthe
Menzoberranzan cavern. The honor extended to her dmost, but not quite, soothed her irritation over the
lost hours of deep. After her wakeful sojourn in the Abyss, even the unessy rest to be had' in the
Underdark was awel come and much-needed solace.

The magica conveyance took her once again to the door of Matron Trid's audience chamber. This
time two priestesses awaited her. Quenthel Baenre stood to one side of her sister'sthrone, her head held
high and proud. She wasrichly gowned in embroidered spidersilk robes, and her hair had been dressed
in elaborate curls and braids, which were held in place with ropes of black pearls. Around her neck hung
the meddlion that proclaimed her Migtress of Arach Tinileth.

So that's the use Triel decided to make of her newly returned sister, noted Shakti. It was awise
move. The powerful and ambitious Quenthel would be a potent riva for the Baenre throne. By placing
her in charge of the priestess academy, Triel gave her sister aqueendom of her own. Few matron
mothers wielded such power as did the mistress of Arach Tinileth, and what better way to flaunt Lolth's
favor than to put a Baenre priestess, recently returned from the deed, at the very front and center of the
cult's stronghold?

Shakti stepped down from the driftdisk and bowed to both priestesses. "Matron Triel, Mistress



Quenthel. | am honored—"

"Slence"

The command thundered from tiny Triel, resounding with amagical power that stopped Shakti in mid
sentence. "'l care nothing for your flatteries. Tell us of your meeting with my brother Gromph.”

Shetold them most of what had passed between her and the archmage. "1 had no choice but meet
with him," she concluded. "He sent me after Liridl, and he expected an accounting of my time Above. |
could hardly refuse the archmage of Menzoberranzan, a scion of House Baenre.”

"True enough, but why would you promise him Liriel'samulet?' the matron demanded.

"Because hewantsit,” Shakti said. "He wantsit very, very much. The search for the Windwalker will
drain hisresources and, more importantly, deflect hisinterest from more dangerous matters. Thereare
whispers of rebellion among the followers of the Masked God. Sooner or later, these will cometo the
archmage's ears. Might it not be prudent to keep him busy esewhere?"

Thisamused Quenthd. "A rat chasing itsown tail! How very gppropriate. Tell me, what resourcesis
my dear brother committing to this endeavor?’

"He has hired amercenary band. Quietly.”

"It ishardly something he would wish to hear sung in the marketplace," Triel murmured. She rested
her elbows on the arms of her throne and propped her chin on her hands as she thought this through.
After amoment or two, athin smiletightened her lips.

"1 will discover thislittle plot, and to support my dear brother | will grant forces of my own to ensurea
successful quest—or more accurately, along one! It might be wiseto have a copy of thisartifact made. If
heisever in danger of finding Lirie'strinket, set him upon the scent of afase amulet. That will kegp him
chasing histail awhilelonger. Meanwhile you will find thereal oneand bringittome.”

Shakti inclined her head respectfully. "I suspected you might say that, and have brought something that
will enable you to begin thistask at once. | took it from one of Lirigl's books."

She passed Trid the folded parchment, a page torn from ahuman lore book. On it was afinely
detailed drawing of small dagger in arune-carved sheath. The matron gave a curt nod of approva.

"Thereismore," Shakti cautioned. " Gromph believesthat Liriel isdead. | told him thisto ensure that
he seeks the artifact but not the Zedriniset.”

Zedriniset: Chosen of Lolth.

Her choice of wordswas deliberate, and effective. A murderous gleam flashed in Trid's eyes,
betraying the ultimate reward awaiting her too-favored niece. Shakti tucked thisredization away as if it
was her greatest treasure.

"Devious, but shortsghted,” observed Triel. "What will you do if the Lady of Chaos decidesthat Liriel
must return to us?'

"If thisisthewill of Lolth, I will bring the princess back mysdlf," Shakti said. She nodded toward
Quenthd. "Consdering past honors given to House Baenre, such areturn would not be beyond belief.
Until then, it is better that the archmage has no reason to seek out his daughter.”

"You areloya," Trid observed. The matron'stone held both irony and curiosty.

"Why wouldn't | be? House Hunzrin haslong been alied with the First House. | have nothing to gain
through your ill fortune but much to gain from your favor."

"Blunt asadwarven axe," Quenthe murmured.

"For the moment, | anglad of it,”" Trid said. "Speak plainly once again, and tel uswhy Gromph
cannot have this Windwaker amulet.”

Shakti had contemplated this question at length, but the answer only now cameto her.

Itdl fit: her unfading piwafwi, the survival of the soul-bubble spell on the surface world despite the
coming of day, Quenthel'swords of triumph upon her transformation from yochlol to drow.

"Liriel used this Windwalker amulet to take drow magic to the surface," she said dowly, "but shedid
not realize how powerful this human trinket was or that the consequences of her casting might be far
more widespread than she dreamed possible.”

Trid inclined her head. "That isour belief."

For several moments the priestesses held silence, each absorbed in her own thoughts.



Shakti's head whirled with the enormity of this revelation. The shift to strategic thinking was profound,
the implications were staggering. She thought back to old Matron Baenre's attack on Mithril Hall and in
particular the disastrous battle in a place the humans caled Keeper's Dae. The drow had not been
defeated by the combined forces of dwarves, human barbarians, and wizards, but by the coming of
daylight. If such abattle were to be fought today, they could winit! Once the other drow knew . . .

That, of course, was why the two Baenre fema es had summoned her. Once the other drow knew,
what was to keep them underground? Why would the males of Menzoberranzan submit to matron rule if
they had other, more attractive options?

"Suddenly you have become very important to us,” Tridl said softly. "Astraitor-priestess, you can
wak in places none of us can go. Y ou can ensure that no one knows of these developments. No one.

Y ou will be the earsthat listen, and the sword that sllences.”

Shakti inclined her head in acceptance—she had no other choice—but she couldn't resist giving voice
to her reservations. "Many eyes have seen me come to House Baenre. Other priestesses will wonder

"Of coursethey will, and wewill give an explanation that al will understand. The wars have
devastated our supplies of daves and workers, disrupted our trade, dowed production of needed goods.
When nobles and common alike are garbed in new woolen clothes and feasting upon rothé and cheese,
they will look upon House Hunzrin as Baenresfaithful sewards. Seetoit.”

This, even more than the death of her hated rival, was Shakti's dearest dream! She could not quite
keep thejoy from her face. Finaly, an acknowledgment of her giftsand talents! She was ambitious as
any other drow, but she did not want to rule. She could manage affairs and processesin an orderly,
precise fashion that € uded most of her chaotic kin. She could excd at thetask Triel put before her.

Shakti bowed low. "All will be done. I should, however, point out that trade with the surface may be
disrupted for some time to come. Some of our merchants are VVhaerun worshipers. Any Under-dark
magic they carried with them haslong since vanished, and so they are no immediate threat, but they must
be kept from returning, lest they discover this secret.”

"l agree," Matron Triel decreed. "The wisest course would be to seek out and destroy these
merchants. This secret must not spread beyond this chamber.”

"Whét of Lirid hersdf?"

The matron was dow in answering. "Bring her back if you can, kill her if you cannot. Above dl dse,
we must have the Wind-walker. If it effected so profound a change, who knowswhat elseit might do?

<

The gppearance of ahuman wizard and his damnable light spell left Gorlist in afoul mood. He stalked
back toward the Dragon's Head camp in silence. Brindlor offered no comment, largely because the dark
glares Gorlist sent him from time to time warned against any comparison with Merdrith.

Gorlist stopped at the edge of aravine. Brindlor kept ajudicious pace back. The stench of city
sewage and rotting bodies rose from the foul water, and the deathsinger had no desire to contribute his
mortal remainsto this unpleasantness. The warrior selected asingle gem from Liridl's bag and tossed the
rest into the dudge.

"Understandable,”" Brindlor observed, "but a shame nonethel ess.”

Thewarrior's glare snapped toward him. "Have no fear. I've saved the choicest gem for you.”

He reached into a hidden pocket and took out alarge, red stone. This he placed in Brindlor's hand.
Before the desthsinger could step back, Gorlist gave hiswrist avicious twist, sending him to hisknees
and forcing hisarm behind his back. He reclaimed the gem and lowered it purposefully to the
deathsinger'sface.

Brindlor struggled as the sharply pointed gem pressed againgt hisforehead. The ruby flared with
brilliant red light and began to sear itsway into the deathsinger's skulll.
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Brindlor awoke on his palet, dthough he could not recall making hisway there. Nor could he guess
how much time he had spent in oblivion. In fact, nothing seemed certain except the throbbing, burning
pain just above hiseyes.



He carefully touched his forehead and felt the hard, flat surface of the ruby embedded there.

The gem responded to histouch with aflare of searing heat. A vivid image legped into hismind: a
drow priestesswith an angular, fera face and avoluptuoudy full mouth. She stared forward intently, her
crimson eyes moving asif she scanned aroom.

Nisstyre? sheinquired. The words sounded in the desthsinger's pain-benumbed mind like the clanging
of bells.

" Speak softly or kill me now," Brindlor mumbled.

"Ah, both the desthsinger and the ruby have awakened,” Gorlist said in tones rounded with
satisfaction. He cameinto Brindlor'sfield of vision and seized the deathsinger's tunic. With ungentle hands
he hauled Brindlor into agtting position and propped him againgt the wall. That accomplished, he
squatted down to eye level and stared intently into the death-singer's face.

"Just repeat what she says. Shewill hear my wordswell enough.”

Nisstyre? the priestessinquired, more emphaticaly. Still dazed, Brindlor echoed the question.

"Heisdead. Gorlist, son of Nisstyre, now commands the Dragon's Hoard."

You would be this Gorlist, | suppose?

Brindlor relayed the words if not the sneering intonation drow females typically employed.

Who is the stone's new host?

Brindlor decided it wastime to speak for himsdf. "'l am Brindlor Zidorian of Ched Nessad, a
desthsinger famed for songs of dark glory."

I

"Hewill sng of the downfall and death of Liriel Baenre," Gorlist added. He paused, then inclined his
head inasmall, reluctant bow. "If that is<till your wish."

Your purpose and mine are in accord.

Brindlor related this response. Gorlist smiled. "1 thought they might be."

Bring your full forcesto thetroll caves near the Glowing Dra-colich Cavern. | will meet you
there.

Thegleamin Gorligt's eyes aoruptly dimmed when he heard these ingtructions. ™Y ou will join us?
Thereisno need for you to endanger yourself in along tunnel march, much lessin the Night Above! The
ruby gem will enable you to see dl through a death-singer's eyes.™

Intime | might find his particular vision useful or at least amusing. Until then, you will both do
as | say. Gromph Baenre himself will see that you are well paid.

A searing heat flared high and hot in the ruby, then the painful presence receded.

"She'sgone,” Brindlor said with relief, speaking hisown words at |ast. He turned furious eyes on
Gorlig. "What isthis about? The gem, the femae? The archmage? | am to Sng a Baenre princesss
desthsong to an audience of her own blood? Why didn't you tell me we were working for Gromph
Baenre? | could have cut my own throat and saved the great archmage the inconvenience of abloodied
dagger.”

"Until thisvery moment, | didn't know about Gromph Baenre'sinterest,” Gorlist said. "Asto the other
matter, thisfemae, Shakti Hunzrin, gave that gem to my father, the wizard Nisstyre. They worked
together until his death. My father'stask isnow mine."

"I'd prefer that your father's gem was now yours,” Brindlor grumbled.

Thewarrior shrugged. "Y ou chose to become abard. Isit not said that dl greet art is born of
uffering?’



CHAPTER ELEVEN
borderlands

Merdrith stood on the docks of Kront, looking out over the deceptively cam waters of Ashane. A
short, thick-bodied Ashanathi fisherman stood afew paces away, eyeing him with speculation. Despite
the woolen cap concedling his head tattoos, the soot darkening his thin crimson beard, and his rough
woodsman's garb, Merdrith had the look of Thay's wizard nobility. Red Wizardsweredainon sght in
Rashemen and were none too welcomein the bordering countries.

"You traveling aone?' the man asked.

"Passage for one," Merdrith confirmed.

"It'll cogt you. | wasn't planning to dock in Rashemen and won't be coming near to any port town. |
can set you ashore on the edge of the Ashenwood, about a day'swalk south of Immilmar. Best | can
do," hesaid defengively.

The wizard understood completely. While the fisherman didn't wish to lose a potentid fare, neither did
he want to risk angering his powerful neighbors. No doubt the wretch intended to stay overnight in
Immilmar. He could sdll the day's catch and warn the local fyrra of the suspicious outlander sghted
waking northward dong the shore. Asit turned out, the proposed destination suited his purposes
perfectly.

"Will ten Thesken gold suffice?" he asked, holding up asmall deerskin bag.

The sailor's eyes widened with avarice. He snatched the offered payment and offered a gap-toothed
grin. "Brunzd will stow your gear. Take a seet, get yoursdlf atarp cloak. In this season the winds coming
off the Ashane could freeze the blood of awhite dragon.”

Merdrith aready knew this. He had last stood on the banks of the Ashane in mid winter, as part of a
band of Red Wizards charged with the suicidal task of attacking awitches watch-tower and keeping the
guardians occupied long enough to distract them from the main invading forces. Contrary to dl
expectation, the magic of these few Red Wizards had prevailed over the tower's witches.

Even though it shouldn't have.

Thisunexpected success il puzzled and intrigued Merdrith. It had inspired him to commit thefirst
truly impulsive act of hislife. He had killed hisfellow wizards and claimed the tower's treasures for
himsdlf. A treasonous act, to be sure, but had he succeeded in his purpose he could have returned to his
homeland in triumph to claim a zulkir'shonors.

It seemed eminently clear to him that the unique spirit-magic of Rashemen had fatered. That wasthe
only explanation for thisvictory. If he could discover the source of this new weakness and find away to
exploit it, the conquest of Rashemen and the destruction of her much-hated witcheswould findly be
within Thay's grasp. This particular watchtower was said to be atreasure trove of magic and lorebooks.
Merdrith had not been disappointed, and he had |eft the tower confident that he would find the answers
he sought.

His booty had included awitch's s&ff, this one awish-gtaff fashioned from ebony and eaborately



carved. With it he had secured one of the most powerful and well-guarded hiding placesin al of
Rashemen, a placefilled with its own treasures and secrets. By now he should have been sitting in council
with the greatest of Thay'swizards.

Then came two unforeseen complications: aband of drow thieves and an interfering Rashemi warrior.
The drow had come upon Merdrith's hiding place—alegendary magica hut—when he was out walking
the forest in search of talkative ghosts. The dark eves had done baitle with Merdrith's gnoll warriors, the
busybody Rashemi, and the hut itself. He had returned from hisforest ramblein timeto seethelast flurry
of battle asthe berserker warrior was encased in an icy shroud. The Rashemi had escaped his prison,
foolishly following the drow through amagica portal. The wounded hut had also disappeared, asit was
said to do upon taking any hurt. No one knew where it went on these occasions, but according to the
loreit would hed itsdlf and return with the next autumn equinox to resume haunting the Rashemaar
forests.

With nearly ayear to wait, Merdrith found himsealf bereft of his quest, hismagic, and hishomeland. If
he returned to Thay without the secrets he sought, he would be executed as atraitor and deserter.
Lacking a better idea, he fled to the west and took up a hermit's life in the High Forest, a place notorious
for the number of portalsinto the Underdark.

Hisfirst attempts to make contact with the drow raiders had proved disastrous. Therewerein the
High Forest small bands of dark elf females, self-righteous priestess-warriors whose goddess apparently
held adubious view of Merdrith's character and motives. Hed dain one of the troublesome black
wenches, and in conversing with her spirit helearned of a bettle in the subterranean realms of Skullport
between aband of drow thieves known as the Dragon's Hoard, and yet another group of drow females.

One of these fema es was accompanied by a Rashemi warrior, and she was said to hold an artifact
known as the Windwalker.

So Merdrith went to Skullport and sought the drow female, the Rashemi, and the band of thieves. The
first two were long gone, but the new leader of the Dragon's Hoard readily agreed to form an dliance.

All was going well. Perhaps even abit too well. The problem, to Merdrith'sway of thinking, wasin
finding waysto delay the capture of Windwalker until its current guardians returned it to Rashemen.

For it was there, and only there, that the amulet could releaseits full power.

The fishing boat made straight for the shore. Its captain sent out asmall skiff and aman to row the
passenger ashore. Merdrith gave the oarsman asiver coin for histroubles then obligingly headed
northward, walking a careful distance from the lake's edge. As soon asthe fishing boat was out of sight,
however, he turned into the shadows of the Ashenwood.

Hefound asmdl clearing and took abag of birdseed from his bdt. This he sprinkled in awide circle,
al thewhile singing an old Rashemaar folk song held coaxed from the ghost of adain berserker. They
were plentiful, these Rashemaar ghosts, and still full of boasting insults and superdtitious chatter. Some of
them, however, had inadvertently aided his research.

Therustle of leaves and the creak of bending branches announced the success of Merdrith's
summons. He backed into the concealing underbrush and waited.

A Rashemaar hut stalked cautioudly into the clearing on legs resembling those of agiant chicken.
Despiteits startling mohility, the structure was otherwise unremarkable, with its dark timbers and
wattle-and-daub walls, thatched roof, and brightly painted shutters. These shutters were closed, further
proof that the hut's legendary occupant was not in residence.

The hut made itsway into the center of the birdseed circle and turned around a couple of times,
perhaps to survey the surrounding forest or perhapsin ritua such asthat performed by drowsy hounds.
Whatever the case, it seemed satisfied. The massve legs folded and the magical dwelling settled down
like abrooding hen.

Merdrith began to sing the song that had proven o effective months before,

"While the mistressis adeep, Chicken-legs awatch will keep. When the misiress wanders off,
Chicken-legswill stand doft. When the mistress comes again, Chicken-legswill let her in. Sara Baba
cadtsthisspell. Ligten, hut, and hearken well.”

Therewas adtirring at the door, where asmal rug fashioned from many-colored rags softened the



front stoop. Thefront edge of thisrug roseinto the air, fluttering rapidly asif vibrating in asharp, strong
wind. A resounding phhhht! filled the clearing. The hut's response was eerily reminiscent of achild
taunting alesser playmate. Merdrith scowled and reached for hiswand.

A pewter plate came spinning out of the open window. It struck his hand, shattering bone and sending
the wand flying end over end. While Merdrith danced and cursed, one massive clawed foot reached out
and snared the wand, drawing it under the hut. The hut settled back down and waited, asif inviting him to
do hisworgt.

The wizard had seen enough. He had tried to broach the hut's defenses before using every spell a his
command. It had finally been acombination of the witch's ebony wish-gtaff and the children's song that
had gained him entrance. Without Rashemaar magic to aid him, he would never get past the door.

This knowledge only increased his determination to get his hands on the Windwalker. Evenif his
proud Thayvian brothers refused to admit it, the only way to overcome Rashemen and her witcheswas
with thelr own magic.

4

Brindlor wasthe last to arrive at the Dragon's Hoard's hidden camp, a cave that still held the musky
stench of the bugbear the drow band had forcibly evicted. He found his current master arguing heatedly
with Merdrith, their human wizard. A haf-dozen drow lounged againgt the far wall, sharpening wegpons
or tossing dice asthey awaited the outcome. Brindlor, as was his habit, lingered out of sight to listen and
observe,

Merdrith was not an exceptiondly tal man, though he topped Gorlist by at least ahand's span. His
bald skull was tattooed in bright red patterns, and histhin, braided beard had been dyed an equally garish
shade of crimson. At the moment its straggly appearance was emphasi zed by what appeared to be soat,
the remova of which had been attempted in desultory fashion. Instead of wizardly robes, Merdrith wore
adoeskin tunic haphazardly bedecked with pockets and loose leather britches that hung like jagged
stalagmites around knee-high boots. A rag bandage was wrapped around one hand, which was braced
with acrude splint. At first glance, the human appeared to be nothing more than an eccentric hermit.
Gorlist believed otherwise. Brindlor hoped that the warrior wasright.

"We should go directly to Rashemen,”" the wizard ingsted. "The drow and her Rashemi companion are
headed in that direction. Y our fighters can liein wait for them without concern that the Promenade
Temple priestesses will again interfere.”

Gorlist's scowl deepened. He did not like to be reminded of past failures. "1 know the area, and the
tunnels between here and there. Itisavery long wak."

"That, | had assumed, iswhy you employed awizard,"” Merdrith pointed out.

"Y ou are ameansto an end, no more,” the dark elf said coldly. "Do not presume to instruct adrow
warrior in battle strategy. Once a course of action has been decided, you will use magic toward its
implementation.”

"What isthis strategy that your desthsinger will render inimmortal prose?’

"Usethe gem. Trace the femae. When we find her, wekill her."

"Ah, yes" Merdrith said with arid sarcasm. "The famed subtlety of the dark elves”

A knife flashed into Gorlist's hand, and he pressed the point between the wizard's eyes. "Do the
magic, old man, or I'll ped off those tattoos, and your sca p with them!"

The wizard shrugged and held out his good hand. Gorlist tore the bag of gems from his belt and spilled
two of them into the human's pam.

Merdrith tossed the jewe s into a shalow, stagnant puddie. The green water steamed and swirled,
then settled down into a crystaline blue sheen as smooth as polished glass. Merdrith leaned over the
scrying pool. After amoment asardonic smile curved hislips.

"All my recent travels, and where should | find them but on my back stoop?* he murmured.

One of thewarriors, ayoung mae known as Angth, looked up from hiswhet stone and grimaced.
"Daysof travel. Moretime wasted."

"Wefollow awizard," Gorligt reminded him, "and we follow aswizards do."



He turned an inquiring stare upon Merdrith. In response, the human pointed toward the pool. Gorlist
nodded then glanced toward the watchful drow. "Andgth, Chiss, and Taenflyrr, follow me. Y ou too,
Brindlor."

With that, he legped into the scrying pool. The serene blue circle swallowed him without splash or
ripple.

Impressed, Brindlor left his"hiding place” and followed the warriors through the portal. He dropped
through a short span of darkness and landed in a crouch on the foret floor.

The desthsinger scanned his surroundings, noting that the moon was past its zenith, that ariver played
softly nearby. At the same moment, it occurred to him that the river's voice sang aone.

The night wasfar too slent. No predators snarled, no nightbird keened. Even the chorus of night
insects, usudly lifted in araucous farewe | to summer, had fallen silent.

The other drow had aready disappeared into the forest shadows. Brindlor crept away from the
amost imperceptible portd, edging hisway carefully into atall stand of ferns,

A green glow caught hiseye, alight so faint that it blended easily into the dappled interplay of
moonbeams and forest shadow. The source was Gorlist, who was crouched behind the moss-covered
truck of afallen tree. The dragon tattoo on his face shone with subtle green light.

Wild dation swept through Brindlor. There would be battle at last, and with agreen dragon! That
would be asong worth singing!

Gorligt turned a stern glare toward amassive, vine-shrouded tree and the trio of warriorswho hid
among the shadows. Hisfingers danced through the slent drow cant, unmistakably warning them off.

Astonishment, anger, and suppressed mutiny darted across the warriors shadowed faces. Brindlor
recognized these emations, for they closdly mirrored hisown.

Couldn't Gorligt seethat hisfellow drow were restless, itching for combat? It was not naturd for them
to go so long without blood on their hands!

To Brindlor's surprise, however, the young drow obeyed the leader and held their places. The
deathanger watched with wistful eyes asthe dragon—ajuvenile, not an easy kill but arousing night's
entertainment al the same—dipped through the deep shadows.

Itslong, undulating form found pathways among the thick forest that even an df might miss, and its
bright green scales gleamed in the moonlight. The soft whisper of its passing called to Brindlor asanight
breeze might beckon trysting lovers. Blood-lust burned in the deathsinger's veins, the fierce ingtinct that
prompted predator toward prey.

With great difficulty Brindlor held his position, remaining slent long after the dragon had disappeared.
The tentative chirp of scattered crickets resumed and melded into asteady chorus.

Angth exploded from his hiding place with asweep of hisfrustrated sword, severing ahandful of
vines. He stormed over to the place where hisleader lay hidden and kicked vicioudy at the log.

Gorlist was dready on hisfeet and severa paces away. He drew his sword and met the young drow's
rushing attack with adeft sdestep, followed by aquick spin and an answering lunge at his opponent's
hamstring. Ansith half-turned back toward him, sweeping his sword down to block the diving attack. He
completed the turn and kicked high above the enjoined blades.

AsGorligt leaned away from the attack, Ansith followed hard with his other hand, which held a
curved knife.

The leader saized the mutinous drow's wrist and gave it avicious, bone-cracking twist, but Ansth
used hisweight as aweapon, throwing it againgt Gorlist. They fell together, twisted away, and rose
catliketo their feet. They circled each other, watching for an opening.

Gorlist made aquick, jabbing feint, drawing a high parry. Before the swords touched, he ducked and
drove back in, harder and lower. The point of his sword dived between the laces of Ansth's vest and
touched the rippling muscle the young drow so proudly exposed. Just as quickly he swept the sword
back and up, swatting aside Ansith's sword before parry could become attack. It was an astonishing
display of speed: three forays against a single response.

Gorligt stepped back, a cocky smile on hisface and his blade held dmost casudly in low guard
postion. "Tdl mewhy | shouldn't kill you."



"Because you cant,” the soldier said bluntly, not at al cowed by the bloodless coup hisleader had just
scored. His head lifted in pride and chalenge. "No scars mar these arms, this body. | have never been
bested in battle. Asthe red-haired éf woman pointed out, you cannot makethat claim.”

The amile dropped from Gorlist's face, and with ahowl of rage he hurled himsdf at the younger
warrior. The two fighters set to in afrenzy of dashing blades. The others gathered around to watch,
twisted pleasure shining on their faces.

"Thedark eyein awhirling sorm of sted,” murmured Brind-lor, watching his employer gpprovingly.
He considered the phrase and nodded. It fit the genera tone and tenor of the sagathat was taking shape
inhismind.

For many moments, Ansith managed to hold death a arm's length. Before he could fater, his brother
Chissjoined the battle— not from any fraternal loyalty, Brindlor suspected, but from sheer frustrated
bloodlust.

The drow bard frowned as he watched the uneven battle. He had no aversion to singing Gorlist's
desthsong, but so far no one had offered to pay him for thisfest. His own best interests lay in keeping
Gorlig dive until the tae wastold and the fees collected.

He glanced over at Taenflyrr and noted that the young warrior was considering him with cold,
measuring eyes. Green dragon or not, it looked asif al of them would know battle tonight.

Before Brindlor could draw his sword, asoft, risng sound echoed through the trees, at first barely
indistinguishable from the night winds. The desthsinger'strained ear divined its source & once.

"Hunting horns," he said, speaking just loud enough to be heard above battle.

The combatantsimmediately fell apart, panting and glaring at each other. They knew precisely what
Brindlor meant, but the urge to fight and kill was not easily set aside.

"The hunting horns of Eilistraee," the deathsinger e aborated, "cdling the Dark Maiden'sfollowersto
revelry or battle. | personally have no interest in the former, and I'm not sure whether the five of uswould
offer them much of afight, either.”

A second horn sounded, louder and closer. Two more answered, coming from each side of the small
band.

Ansith backhanded atrickle of blood from hisface and sneered at Gorlist. " The priestesses saved
your life"" he taunted.

"Wewill seethat they cometo regret it."

Theretort came quickly, carrying with it the unmistakable promise of torture and death. Angith's sneer
melted away, to be replaced by an eager, almost comradely grin. He obvioudy read in Gorlist'swords a
closing of ranks, a shifting of focus from the internecine quarrd to the foe shared by all.

Ah, to be young and stupid, mused Brindlor with malicious amusement.

The deathsinger noted Gorlist's answering scowl and marked how it faltered before the obvious
delight of hissoldiers.

Brindlor suppressed asmile. Perhaps Gorlist was beginning to understand how hisfather, the brutal
and canny wizard Nisstyre, had held the band of renegade drow together. Perhaps al Gorlist required
was a nudge, asuggestion, to help him understand what his followers needed.

He strode toward the fighters. "Can our human wizard change Ansith's ppearance to that of a
femde?’

A dark flamelegped in Gorlist's eyes as he seized his degth-singer's suggestion. "If not, hewill quickly
learn how." His gaze shifted from Chissto Taenflyrr. "Wewill take Angth back to the Skullport caves,
and there hewill dieasawench.”

Chisswasthefirgt to shrug. After dl, his sword had aso been lifted againgt hisleader, and he could
more easily lose abrother than ahand or an eye. The two drow soldiers seized the impetuous youth and
dragged him toward the return gate.

Gorligt rewarded Brindlor with acold smile. "Wewill return to the High Forest, and soon. Saying
Ansith will whet their appetitesfor the Dark Maidens."

If Gorlist wished to claim this notion as his own, thought Brindlor, then dl the better. The deathsinger
gaveasmall, ironic bow. "I am abard. What argument could | possibly make against the benefits of



practice?’
©

Sunset colors stained the sky as Fyodor and Thorn paused at the edge of the forest glade and gazed
out over the Slver waters of Ashane. The even warrior bent over the doeskin and birch litter upon which
dept Lirid, surrounded by springs of potent herbs that grew nowherein Faerdn. She busied herself with
the herbs, removing them aong with the protective enchantments that had held the drow in degpest
dumber—and beyond the reach of Lolth's seeking magic. Fyodor, who knew better than to trouble
magical folk a their work, turned his gaze toward the east.

Toward home.

The Rashemi drank in the familiar Sghts: the sharply doping hillsand the silver threads of rock-strewn
water that stitched through on their way to Ashane. A shdlow valey surrounded the lake. It was
bordered by mountains, upon which grew a dense pine forest. Massive trees huddled so close together
that from any distance at al they appeared to form an impenetrable wall. Near the edge of the forest
grew smaller trees, their branches clad in the bright colors that spoke of coming winter. Faling leaves
drifted and danced on the crigp evening wind.

Fyodor drew in along, dow breath. The fragrance carried on the wind was unmistakably that of
Rashemen, where even in summer the scent of coming snow seemed to linger. Though he could not see
them from where he stood, bright crimson juniper-gia berries added their own distinctive spice. Even the
pines smelled different here than in any other forest through which Fyodor had traveled. They were
darker, moreintense, and somehow melancholy.

His gaze rested upon the deceptively calm waters of Lake Ashane. The silver surface reflected the
Rashemen sunset, which to Fyodor's fond eyes was brighter than any other sky he had seen. Certainly
the sun'sfarewdll this day reflected the tastes of his people. Gold, crimson, and purple swirled together in
bold, bright patterns, acheerful welcome that offered apowerful contrast to the stark stone tower at
valey'sedge.

A grong, dim hand rested on his shoulder. He turned to Thorn, noticing as he did that her pale
gold-green eyeswere on aleve with hisown.

"The drow will awaken soon. If al goeswell, we need not meet again.”

It was not the friendliest farewd| that Fyodor had ever heard, but he understood why Thorn's ways
were not his own. He extended his hand, one exiled warrior to another.

"If ever | spesk of what | have seen thisday, may my boneslieforgotten in adistant land.”

"If | thought you would talk, they already would," the elf responded. She took his offered hand briefly
then turned back to Lirid. A frown furrowed her paeface.

" She should have awakened by now. Get me severa small, wet stones.”

Fyodor quickly scooped up some pebbles from the water's edge and dropped them into Thorn's
outstretched hand. The ef placed one on Liriel's forehead, another on each of her closed eyes, and
severd on her body. She held her hands over the drow girl, palms down, and let out a haunting, ululating
cry. A bit of steam rose from the wet stones, and the pebbles turned severa shades lighter as the water
disappeared, but that was the extent of the spell's effect.

Thorn glanced up a the sky. "The only other things | might try involve moonmagic. It'sawaning
moon—not good for the needed spdls—and at any rateit won't riseintime.”

The Rashemi kndlt at Lirid'sSde. Her face felt cool to histouch, and her bresthing was nearly
imperceptible. The deathlike dumber that had hidden Liridl's path from Lolth's prying eyes appeared to
be despening.

"|sthere anything else we could try? Anything at al?"

"Throw her inthe water," suggested Thorn. "The shock might wake her, provided it doesn't stop her
heart fird."

Fyodor sat back on his heels and thrust one hand through his hair. The Lake of Tearswas bitter cold
even in summer, but held seen Liriel swim and surviveworse. He had little fear of her drowning. She il
worethering of water bresthing theillithid's minions had used during an attempt to kidnap her. "What of
the guardians?'



"If the water spirits don't want your drow in Rashemen, you might aswell know now aslater,” she
pointed out.

Therewas reason in that argument, so Fyodor set to work. He quickly shed his boots, unbuckled his
weapons belt, and stripped off his garments. No Rashemi entered the water clothed or armed. To do so
was an affront to the spirits who dwelt in most rivers and streams, ponds and wells. The Ashanewasthe
most haunted body in the land. As Fyodor peeled off the deeping drow's garments and wegpons, he
marveled, as he dways did in such circumstances, that so small agirl managed to hide so many blades
about her person.

Finaly he stood with Liriel in hisarms. He waded a step or two into the water—the shore dropped
off too quickly for him to go much farther—and tossed her into the [ake.

Liriel came awake cursing and sputtering, her armsflailing theicy waters. Shetook in her Stuation
amost immediately and tested the depth with her feet. The bottom eluded her, so she began to swim the
few needed strokes to the shore.

Cold hands closed on her ankles, and suddenly she was being dragged deeper into the water. She
heard Fyodor call her name, heard the splash as he dived after her.

Her captorswere faster till. Liridl twisted as best she could and managed to catch a glimpse of them.
Two dflike femaes skimmed effortlesdy through the water, barely moving their naked green limbs. The
drow snatched at the swiftly passing reeds, desperatdly trying to get a handhold.

When the nereids finally released her, she swam for the surface and took stock of her situation.

The nereids had dragged her well away from the shore. Moving steadily westward was along
wooden boat, its prow elaborately carved and brightly painted. The craft appeared to be unmanned, yet
it changed direction and came directly toward the paddling drow. Liriel's mind raced. If she was awake,
their journey to Rashemen must be completed—or nearly so. She racked her brain for information about
boats in Fyodor's country. At once, there came to her the memory of the warrior's tales of the powerful
Witchboats.

She snatched aquick breath and dived deep. The Witchboat cameto astop directly over her. She
began to swim toward the western shore, glancing up frequently at the magical boat. It followed her but
remained alength or two behind. There was room for her to come up for air when she needed to do so.
Apparently the boat had no intention of drowning her.

Liriel consdered her situation further. Fyodor had said that a powerful witch called Zofia Othlor had
foreseen her coming. It was not beyond the realm of possibility that the witch had perceived their
approach and sent both the nerelds and the boat to bring them to Rashemen's shores.

The drow started for the surface. Suddenly her way was blocked by another dflike femae, afamiliar
creature with a beautiful blue face and insanity burning bright in her sea-green eyes.

Liriel twisted in the water, but she was not fast enough to evade the genas's leaping attack. The blue
creature seized Lirid's hair and dragged her to the surface.

The drow fought with every ounce of ferocity she possessed. They tumbled and kicked and clawed,
churning the water into foam.

Finally Fyodor made hisway out to the battling females. He thrust his way between them and tucked
one under each arm. He stood and made hisway to shore in three quick steps.

Liriel wriggled free and lunged for her pile of wegpons. She snatched up along knife and whirled back
toward her foe.

"Why did you fight me?" the creature demanded, her angry gaze fixed accusingly on Lirid and her blue
fists propped on her hips. "Y ou could have been drowned.”

"You've just answered your own stupid question,” Liriel shot back. "'l wastrying to keep you from
drowning me"

The genas looked genuingly shocked. "Y ou thought | wastrying to kill you?"

" Seems like areasonable assumption, given our last encounter.”

The genas frowned as she struggled to sort through thislogic. "Vedtrissisdead,” shesaid at las.

It wasLirid'sturn to be puzzled. "Vedtriss? Theillithid?"

"I killed her," the genas said proudly. "I, Azar, daughter of the Elemental Planes. The walking squid



will never again endave her betters.”

Thiswas starting to make sense—after afashion. "Vestriss sent you out after me. We fought, you log.
So you traveled halfway across Faerlin to drag me ashore when you thought | was drowning. Why?"

"Theillithid wanted you dead," Azar explained. "That is reason enough to want you dive. Y ou inspired
hatred in me, so of course | owed you adebt. It is no great matter for meto travel from one body of
water to another.”

With that "explanation,” the genas splashed back into the Ashane.

Liriel pursed her lips and shot an inquiring glance a Fyodor. "Istherelots of water around here?’

"Many streams and rivers, and hot springsaswell.” She gave him awry amile. "Chances are | won't
be londy, then. Rashemen's given me quite areception so far.”

"We haven't arived yet," Fyodor said lightly, but there was something in his eyesthat turned the
wordsinto warning.

The drow quickly dressed and armed hersdaf. The Witchboat was making itsway toward them at a
dow, stately pace. Asthey waited, Fyodor took out aknife and began to chip away at athick piece of
driftwood. The wood was extremely pae, amost white, and marked by tightly-packed swirling patterns.
"Pretty," she observed.

"Rashemaar ash. Thereisno wood stronger.” Lirid recdled the cudgel he had carried when they first
met. "Not abad wegpon,” she said. "It'slightweight, hard, and strong.” "All that and more. Rashemaar
driftwood holds the power of the land and water both.” "That'simportant?’

"It can be. There are strange creatures in thisland. Some must be fought, others appeased, and some
avoided. Sometimesit isdifficult to tel which iswhich or to know how just what isrequired,” he
cautioned. "It isbest that you take my lead.”

"I'll be as docile as a Ruathan maiden,”" Lirid promised, ademure smile on her lips and awicked
gleamin her eye. They exchanged a smile that was both teasing and deeply intimate.

Thorn rose from her place by thefire. Her stern face was softened by afaintly wistful expresson. "The
Witchboat's approach is dow, no doubt to give you two time to warm yourselves. For that, my presence
isnot needed.” Shelifted ahand in farewel. "Run swiftly, hunt well."

She turned away and with afew quick strides disappeared into the forest.

Liriel settled into Fyodor's arms and began to loosen the fastenings of hisvest. "I could get to like that
ef. Who would have thought?'

He chuckled and smoothed back her wet hair. "Docile Ruathan maiden?" he teased her.

"Why not? Anything'sworth trying once.”

The moon rose, the fire burned low, and the patient Witchboat waited at the water's edge to bring the
warrior and the Wind-waker home.



CHAPTER TWELVE
cities of the dead

Oneday in Blackstaff Tower was enough to convince Sharlarra.of her error in returning. The round of
lessons and chores seemed endless, the opportunities for mischief few. To make matters worse, the Lady
Laere had gone off to vidit her sgters, leaving Sharlarraunder the watchful eye of the archmage. Not that
she was ungrateful—after al, Khelben Arunsun had followed her on her last misadventure and had
gppeared in time to save her from some very nasty dark elves.

He had followed her.

Thisthought stopped Sharlarra dead. The cauldron she'd been stirring bubbled over. Paying no heed
to the spilled potion or the aggrieved complaints of her fellow apprentice, she spun on her hedl and raced
up thewinding stairsto the small deeping chamber assigned to her.

She threw open her trunk and rummaged.

Sure enough, the faded satin lining had been peded aside and her treasure trove plundered. Missing
from it were the two perfectly matched bits of pale green peridot she'd appropriated from the bag of
gems shed lifted from Danilo Thann.

So that's how the archmage had been able to trace her steps.

Sharlarrabit her lip and considered her futurein light of these new developments. The missing siones
were not the only ones she'd taken as a private transaction fee. Severa very nice diamonds had entered
her possession. They were the perfect accompaniment for the obscenely huge ruby Laerdl had left among
the gems carelesdy strewn across her dressing table. Even before Sharlarrahad gone off in search of the
drow's ship, she'd had the ruby and the diamonds set into a necklace. There was adwarf down in South
Ward who kept avariety of slver settings on hand, artfully tarnished to suggest vintage pieces. Setting the
stones was asmall matter of choosing areasonablefit and pressing the silver prongs firmly around the
gems. His services had come in handy more than once. Loose stones vanished into "family heirlooms,”
and jewelry was quickly recast into |less recognizable form. In minutes after leaving the shop, shedd been
on her way, and she hadn't taken the necklace off since.

Though the df had few scruples, she did not stedl from her friends. Borrow without permission, yes,
but never stedl. The necklace was a gift for Laerdl, who loved jewery but couldn't be bothered to shop
for it. The beautiful mage would lovethis gift, not caring in the dightest that the ruby was dready her own,
but Sharlarrahad not seen Laerel since the necklace's creation. She couldn't resist the temptation to wear
the opulent piece hersdf, if just for ashort while.

She reached under the collar of her shirt for the chain and undid the clasp. Wearing afortunein
diamonds and rubies had been a pleasant interlude but not one she could afford to continue. Aslong as
sheworeit, she was tethered to the archmage by invisible chains of magic.

The df held the necklace up to admireit one last time—and let out ayelp of surprise and outrage.

The ruby was gone.

Sharlarra cdlled the dwarf every foul name in her extensive repertoire and threw the silver pieceinto



her chest. It landed with a clatter of metal on metal.

Her eyes darted to the chest. Thejeweled sword she'd been wearing on her last misadventure lay at
the top of the chest. She had not yet had time to replace the gems that the drow warrior had pried from
itshilt.

"Damn," shesaid doud.

So that wasit. Her necklace must have siwung free during the fight with the drow. Held pried out the
ruby aswell asthe onesin her sword. Now, that wasatrick shewouldn't mind learning herself! Still, it
was odd that he should take the ruby and |eave the matched diamonds surrounding it.

If the drow smply wanted to track Liriel, there were enough gemseft in the bag to accomplish that
purpose. If hisinterest lay in the value of the stones, he would have cut the chain on the entire necklace
rather than pry out asingle gem. The ruby had some particular sgnificance.

Wi, so did the necklace. It was a gift for Laerdl, and even if every god in the even pantheon had
ideasto the contrary, Sharlarraintended her mentor to haveit.

She quickly dressed in her working clothes—dark green breeches and shirt, warm cloak and boots,
bags to hold her picks and loot—and strapped on the despoiled sword. She strode out of Blackstaff
Tower, setting arelaxed but purposeful pace.

It waslate afternoon, and most of high society would be gathering in festhalls and tavernsfor teg, a
med usudly eaten away from home while their servants prepared for the evening med and
entertainments. Mot thieves preferred to work under cover of darkness; Sharlarra had better luck at
teatime. Anyone caught sneaking around at night would be stopped and questioned, but those who went
about their business openly and without fanfare were usudly given the benefit of the doubt. Especidly in
Shar-larras case. People saw her pretty ef face and red-gold curls and immediately concluded that she
was on the side of angels and paadins.

In Sharlarras opinion, people that shallow and stupid deserved to be robbed.

Within the hour she had completed her work and was leaning over the dwarf jewelsmith's shoulder.

"The new ruby isaconsderable smdler," the dwarf observed, his eyes shifting from Sharlarras newly
acquired gem to the damaged necklace, "and the prongs were dinged up something fierce. One of 'em's
twisted so bad the meta thinned out some. Might not hold. Go to the kitchen and pour yoursdf some de,
and I'll have these sparklersin anew setting before you see the bottom of the mug.”

"And the svord?'

"Easy job. Off with you, then."

Asit turned out, the de was surprisingly good. Sharlarra downed two dwarf-sized mugs before the
job was finished and she was on her way. Perhaps as aresult she was|ess attentive than she might
otherwise have been.

She noted the long, black-draped carriage sweep toward her, the four matched horses setting a brisk
pace toward the City of the Dead. It did not occur to her that the horses' trot was unseemly, given the
usua somber pace afforded thislast journey. Nor did she notice that the carter drove rather too closeto
the flagstone walk. None of these thoughts entered her mind until the curtained door swung open and
burly arms reached out to seize her.

Rough hands dragged her into the hearse and threw her to the floor. Sharlarral's head struck the edge
of an open coffin. Shelay where shefdl, too stunned to scream or struggle.

Two men, rough-bearded rogues whose dark garments were too coarse for any self-respecting
member of the undertakers guild, regarded her with sneering satisfaction. One of them seized her wrist
and tugged her to her feet.

Her first impulse wasto cast aspell. Asthefirst word of the chant spilled from her lips, the other
ruffian balled hisfist and dammed it into her somach.

The df folded. Every whisper of air wheezed from her chest, leaving her too empty to draw more.

Dimly shefdt rough hands paw aside her hair and rip the necklace from her.

"Got it!" exulted the smaller of the two. He nodded to the wooden coffin that stood empty and
waiting. "Kill her, and have donewith it."

"Not yet," the other replied. His voice hitched, sounding as bresthless asif he, and not the horses, had



been drawing the hearse.

A sick knowledge filled Sharlarra. She forced hersdlf to focus on the man'sface, and there sheread
the confirmation of her fears. Histeeth were bared in aleer, and in hiseyeswas aterrible hungry gleam.

The man roughly lifted the elf and tossed her into the coffin. The sudden jolt forced abit of ar into her
lungs, and the vise that gripped her chest relaxed just abit. She could breathe now. She could live—at
least for alittlewnhile,

Sharlarradid not breathe. Instead, the proud elf closed her eyes and willed herself to die.

@

Chadrik clambered out of the coffin, fill fully clad and as pale as chak. He tripped over the sdein his
haste and stumbled to the floor. The notion of taking the ef wench in her own coffin appeded to him. The
redlity of finding himsdf sharing abox with acorpse did not.

His companion hooted with raucous mirth and clapped him on the back. Chadrik threw off the man's
hand.

"Welve dtill to goto the City," he grumbled. "Theréslittle enough to laugh about behind those walls.”

The other man sobered abruptly. The City of the Dead, alarge section of Waterdeep surrounded by
walls and gates and magic, had been the city's cemetery since time out of mind. Many rich and ancient
tombs lay behind those walls, walls that conspired to keep out al those who would despoil these tombs.
Thewalls aso served to keep the restless dead contained within.

The hearse dowed to adecent pace, and the creak of iron gates announced their arriva at the City of
the Dead. The two men hopped down from the hearse and presented the gatekeeper with forged papers
naming the dead f and her intended tomb.

The officid studied the papers, gave the men an odd, almost pitying look, and waved them in.

"Makeit fast," hewarned. "Y ou've not much time before full dark.”

All three men knew what that meant. Theiron gates closed with nightfal and would not open again
until dawn. The carter lashed his horsesinto action, and the carriage took off with alurch.

They rumbled down the narrow, winding path, passing massive monuments and moss-draped trees.
They passed the potter'sfield, where the indigent and the namelesstook their fina rest, and finally
stopped at astand of bizarrely twisted trees.

The carriage could go no farther, so the two ruffians did the coffin out and shouldered it, going on
afoot. Although twilight had not yet come, the shadows seemed deeper here, the night fright-eningly close
at hand.

They stopped before asmall grassy mound and tapped out arhythmic code on the ancient door. It
swung open, unaided. A soft, phosphoric glow seemed to beckon themiin.

The men exchanged a glance, shrugged, and started down the well-worn stone stepsthat led to a
swiftly descending passage.

At the end of thetunnd wasacircular crypt. Glowing lichen grew on the wals, and the soft light
reveded anumber of shelflike openings carved deep into the sone. They shoved the coffin into the first
avallable place and eyed the severa doorsleading out of the room.

"Which one?' Chadrik wondered aoud.

The other man shrugged and settled down on aboxy stone tomb. "Don't hardly matter. The Serpent's
man said the buyer would come to us. Break the summoning stone and let's get the dedl done.”

Chadrik removed a smdll, cloth-wrapped bundle from his bag and took from it an azure stone. It was
acostly thing, but never once did he think to keep or sdll it. There was money to be madein the
Serpent's employ, but any man who thought to cross the moon elf ended up mysteriously and messily
dead.

He tossed the stone to the crypt'sfloor. It shattered into sparkling bits of lights. They roselikea
swarm of tiny blue bees and disappeared into acrack in the ssonewall.

Chadrik sent a nervous glance toward the stone ceiling and thought of the coming night. "Let's hope
they're quick about it."

His partner took out asmall knife and began to carve the dirt out from under his nails. "Worse comes



to worse, we spend the night here. | wouldn't wander the City, mind you, but what harm could cometo
usin here?'

"What about Dienter?"

The other thug snorted with laughter. "Think that corpse-hauler would risk his hide on our account?
Hé'slikely long gone, and the carriage with him. Might aswell sttle yourself down.”

Not seeing an option, Chadrik took this advice and took a seat on an old marble sarcophagus.

The glowing lichen suddenly ceased to cast light, throwing the room into utter darkness. The two men
leaped to their feet and dragged out their weapons.

"Put them away," suggested a sonorous mal e voice—avoice too deep for ahafling, too fluid for a
dwarf, too musica to be human. "Drow can see quite well in the dark, you know, whereas you can see
nothing at dl. Y ou can't possibly hurt anyone but yourselves."”

Drow.

Aninvisblefist of dread clenched around Chadrik's throat. His companion started to whimper. The
moss began to glow again, faintly at first and growing gradually brighter, pushing back the shadows at a
tantalizingly dow pace—asif to grant the dark dvestimeto fully savor the men's misery.

Finally their doom stood reveded. There werefour drow, al of them male. Two hung back, taking the
unmistakable posture of subordinates stlanding guard. Of the other two, Chadrik was unsure which led
and which followed.

One of them wore awarrior's leather armor and carried more fine weapons than Chadrik had owned
in hismost extravagant dreams. The drow's white hair was cropped close, probably to deprive hisfoes
of ahandhold, and a stylized dragon tattoo was emblazoned on one cheek. The other was clad in fine
garments and gems, hislong hair carefully woven into amultitude of braids. A largered gemwas st in
his forehead like athird eye. He regarded the men with a amile, the meaning of which was unclear to the
terrific ruffian.

Thewarrior spokefirst. ™Y ou sent word that you'd found the ruby.”

Chadrik promptly handed over the necklace. "It's yours. No need to settle up; I'll get my pay from the
man what hired me." Hiswords tumbled over each other in their haste to be said.

None of the drow spoke. Chadrik dredged his fear-sodden mind for something to say. Remembering
stories of drow hatred of surface elves, he manufactured aleer and alie. "The f wench was payment
enough for me"

Thisdid not seem to endear him to any of the dark dlves.

"We havetheruby," the dandy said, gesturing to the gem in hisforehead. "I can assure you that oneis
quite enough. Not awise thing, to cheat the drow of the Dragon's Hoard."

"Wedidn't know! | swear," Chadrik babbled. "We took the elf woman just like the man said, got the
necklace she was wearing. A mistake's been made, that's plain to see, but we stole the necklace in good
faith. We're out the coin we paid the corpse-hauler to bring usin here, and the scribes who forged the
buria papers. Not that I'm complaining! Take the gemsfor your trouble, and well be square.”

Thewarrior listened in silence. When at last Chadrik's voice faded into silence, he tossed aglance
toward the atentive guards. "Kill them."

"Not yet," said the other softly. "Many of the best tales have acircular form. The heroes or villainsend
asthey begin. Justiceis not ways undesirable, provided the path it takesis sufficiently twisted.”

"Meaning?' the tattooed drow demanded.

"Yougodong. I'll catchupinabit.”

The well-dressed drow turned to the captives, and the light in his eyeswas horribly familiar. The
warrior scowled but did not argue. He jerked his head toward one of the doors, indicating that the
soldiers should follow. The door dammed shut behind the three drow. Somehow Chadrik knew that
there would be no opening that door, or any of the others.

Chadrik had few morasand noillusons. Until this moment, held been certain that nothing could appall
him.

He thought of the ef woman and envied her the ability to die at will.



@

Shakti Hunzrin ducked through of the low entrance leading to asmal cavern on the outskirts of
Menzoberranzan. The forces the archmage had promised her were assembled, and they stood awaiting
her ingpection in eerie silence.

She eyed her new command with dismay. The soldiers were not mercenaries, as she had expected,
but undead drow. All of them werefemale.

For some reason that struck Shakti as deliberately offensive. Making matters worse was the fact that
al of the zombies heads had been shaved. Therr lives gone, their names forgotten, even their [uxuriant
tresses stolen—reduced to this Sate, they were no better than males.

At leadt the fighters looked strong, and they were certainly well equipped. All were clothed inidentical
rothe-hide armor, sturdy boots, and well-laden weapon belts. Most of the zombies were dark-clad, but a
few wore crimson sashes to mark them as squadron leaders. Each of these leaders held a spear, and Al
the zombies carried swords that were plain but well made. A smal crossbow hung on every belt
aongsdeaquiver full of poisoned darts.

Shakti walked dowly down the line, a scented cloth pressed to her nose. One of Gromph's hirelings
noted this.

"That isn't necessary,” he said briskly. "These zombies are exceptionally well preserved and will keep
indefinitely in the tunnels of the Underdark. Take them above ground asllittle as possible, for the spells
will beginto disspate.”

She did not contradict this assertion. Now that she considered the matter, these fighters seemed
idedlly suited to her purpose. They would march without ceasing or tiring, and she needn't worry about
organizing supplies or waste time hunting and foraging. Moreover, she was not unhappy to be spared the
company of maes.

"Will you be expecting their return?”

Theyoung wizard sneered. "And waste magical resources laying zombie commonersto rest? Use
them up, by al means. Here isthe command key. They have been well trained—you shouldn't have any
problem.”

He handed her asmal book bound in lizard hide. In it were anumber of smple commands, most of
them general enough to address anumber of situations. Shakti paged through the book and found the
needed command. She turned to the nearest crimson-clad zombie and issued the marching order. The
zombie thumped the butt of her spear severd times against the stone floor. An undead squadron wheeled
smartly and headed for the eastbound tunndl. Other leaderstook up the rhythm, and the zombie host set
off with aseamless efficiency that no group of living drow could manage.

Shakti mounted alarge riding lizard. She squared her shoulders and reined the beast toward the
eastbound tunnel and the land known as Rashemen.

@

The pdl Sharlarrahad cast over herself gave way dowly. The duggish whisper of her heart
quickened and grew stronger, and the unnatural chill began to fade from her blood and flesh. Awareness
returned firgt, and shelay in her coffin for many long moments while mobility returned to her frigid limbs.

There was no sound outside the wooden box. None whatsoever. Never had Sharlarra experienced
such utter sllence. The complete lack of sight and sound was profoundly unnerving. She actualy took
solace in the smell: mold, mostly, but also the musty, earthy scent peculiar to catacombs.

As soon asthe df could move, she braced her hands against the wooden lid and pushed, raising her
knees at the same time. Fortunately the coffin was cheaply made of thin, light boards, and she was &ble
torasethelid.

Alittle

Panic swept through her. She pushed the lid to one side and soon encountered solid stone. But at
least asmall opening had been created. She worked one foot out and braced it against the opposite wall,
pushing the coffin asfar asit would go. The top end was harder to move, but she finaly managed to inch
the box firmly against one wall. Then she pushed thelid back to the other Side, creating the largest



possible opening.

Fortunatdly, it was just enough. Also fortunate was the fact that the coffin had gonein feet first. She
flipped over onto her ssomach and then wriggled out into around, faintly glowing room.

Her kidnappers were dead. Sharlarra glanced at the bodies and was just as glad that she'd dept while
justice was being meted out.

It was easy enough to figure out what had happened. The thugs had been hired to find the necklace.
They obvioudy didn't know that the tattooed drow had aready found the ruby. When the two men tried
to collect, they were accused of fraud.

An honest mistake, no doubt, but Sharlarra couldn't bring herself to shed tears over her fellow thieves.

One open door led out of the crypt. The df ran up the swiftly doping passage to the heavy wooden
door. Shethrew her weight againgt it. It swung silently open, and she stepped out into astarlit night.

A copse of weathered trees surrounded the crypt entrance. They were of atype Sharlarra had never
seen before. In the moonlight the leaves appeared to be an odd shade of blue, darkening with the coming
of autumn to adeep violet. It was said that blue trees were common to Evermeset, but what were they
doing here?

Sheran her fingers over the faded inscription carved into the door. The curving marks were Elvish, a
language she had never learned to read. She could make out only two words: "hero” and "Evermest.” A
wry amilelifted one corner of her lips. Offhand, she couldn't think of any two wordsthat were less
aoplicableto her life.

Still, her hand lingered on the engraving that framed these words—a representation of the moon
phases with afull moon framed by outward-facing crescents.

A faint whicker sounded behind her. Sharlarrawhirled, then staggered back against the wooden door.

Before her ood atall white horse, abeautiful creature with aluxuriant mane and tail so long they
nearly swept the ground, and aface that was both intelligent and strangely expressive. The horse
regarded her wistfully with long-lashed, silver-blue eyesthat glowed like living moonstone.

These eyes were the horsg's most substantia features. Therest of it was cloudy, dmost tranducent.
Sharlarra could make out the shape of trees behind it.

"A ghogt horse," she whispered.

Y et there was nothing of menace in the gpparition's manner. If anything, it seemed ddlighted to see
her. The ghost pranced a couple of steps closer, tossing its head in what looked suspicioudly likea
beckoning gesture.

Curiosity began to elbow fear asde. Sharlarra pushed hersalf away from the door and forced her
shock-benumbed legs forward. She gingerly laid one hand on the horse's neck. To her vast relief, her
hand did not sink into the insubstantia form. She stroked the ghostly horse. Its coat was silky, and cool
to the touch.

The creature let out a soft whicker that sounded for al the world like a contented sigh. It nosed
Sharlarras shoulder and shifted around to present itsleft Sde.

"Y ou want meto rideyou," the ef woman said in disbelief.

The look the horse gave her | ft little doubt of its opinion of those who stated the obvious.

Sharlarraheld her own handsin front of her face, turning them thisway and that. Y es, they were till
solid flesh. Her waking death spell had successfully faded. The horse was responding to her, not to a
fdlow ghos.

She considered the horse for along moment. Curiosity defeated caution, and she vaulted onto its
broad back. Immediately the ghost horse launched into flight.

After thefirgt startled moment, Sharlarrarealized that they had not actudly left the ground. So swift
and slent was the horse's stride that it had the sensation of flight. The elf relaxed one knee dightly, and
immediately the ghost horse veered off in that direction.

A wild scheme began to take shape in Sharlarra's mind. " Can you jump?' she asked the horse.

In response, it soared over amossy statue depicting atrio of long-dead soldiers. Sharlarra grinned
and urged her mount toward the eastern wall.

A hallow, echoing battle cry sounded behind her. She shot alook over one shoulder. Her eyes



widened in panic as three ghostly soldiersroiled out of the statue. They lofted swords that looked far too
sharp and solid for her peace of mind and came after her at arun.

Sharlarraleaned low over the horse's neck, urging it onward. They dodged through tombs and
monuments, evading pale grasping hands that thrust up from the ground. Soon the east wall was before
them. She urged the horse on, praying that the ghostly horse was equd to the eight-foot stone barrier. It
might pass through unscathed, but she'd be left on thewall like atoad squashed by the whedls of atrade
caravan.

An open grave yawned before them. Sharlarra screamed, and the horse legped into flight.

Time stopped, and the moment between one heartbeat and the next seemed to last a Northman's
winter. Then the horse's front hooves touched soundlesdy down, and they began their eastbound flight
across the meadows surrounding Waterdeep.

An inquiring whinny rose from the ghost horse and danced off on the rushing wind.

"I'm Sharlarra," she responded. "1 don't suppose you could tell me your name.”

The horse's pace dowed just dightly, and its head drooped. A pang of guilt assailed the df. It was
said that many ghosts did not redlize they were dead. Some of these displaced spirits remembered pieces
of their lives but were otherwise disoriented. A sureway to frustrate these ghosts was to ask them
questions about themselves that they could not answer.

"Moonstone," she decided. "Y our name is Moonstone.”

Her mount bobbed its head in obvious accord, then it neighed again, louder and more insstently.

"Where are we going?' she trandated and again received an affirmative response.

Sharlarrahadn't thought this far ahead, but the answer came to her quickly. What better destination
than the adventure that had captured her imagination since the day she'd stolen Liriel Baenre's gems?

"Youll like Rashemen," she told the ghost horse. "1've heard they're fond of spiritsthere.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
return of thewitch

Dawn was still hours away when the Witch-boat's shalow hull crunched softly on the peb-bles of the
Rashemen shore. The two companions climbed out and gazed over the valey toward the somber tower.
Lirid set off toward it a abrisk pace.

Fyodor caught her arm. "Before we go any farther, there are things you should know about thisland.”

"Y ou've been telling me stories Ssnce we met,” she pointed out.

"A drop in the ocean. Every place hasitstaes and legends. The valey between the shore and tower is
known as White RusalkaVde. Wecdl thisaslent valey. That meansthere are some placeswithin it
where no magic can be cast other than that which isin the land. The witches can use magic, but no one
d"

The drow's eyebrows lifted. " Smart. In Underdark cities, we do much the samething. It'slikea
magicd moat around acastle"

"Itismuch the sameides, yes." He scanned the valley. "We should make camp.”

They settled down inasmall curve of the river and built apair of fires. Liriel took the water skin
Fyodor offered and made aface at the stale, musty taste.

"Thewater hererunsfast and clear. Surdly we could drink it."

"Tomorrow," he said firmly. "Tonight we must stay away from theriver's edge. Promise me you will
dothis"

Thedrow bristled. "1 know how to swim."

"If you meet arusalka, you will learn how to drown," he responded. "Water spirits haunt thisriver.
Some say that they are the ghosts of drowned maidens, and that may be so. Sometimestheir attacks
seem ddliberate, but other timesthey cling to theliving asif in remembered panic, dragging them under
the water with them."

"You'rejust asdead, either way," Liriel concluded and eyed the darkening water with new respect.

"It would be well to stay within the circle of firdight, too," he added.

The drow acknowledged thiswith acurt nod. "I'll St first watch. Thanksto that faerie df, I've had
enough deep to last atenday.”

"Thanksto that faerie df, you are dive," he pointed out.

Liriel puzzled over this. "Why would she bother?"

"Honor? Decency?'

"Not likely," the drow mused. "l supposeit's possible that she's honorable and decent, but she had to
have areason for what she did. Everyone does.”

Lirel's stomach grumbled. Shefelt as hollow asif she'd gone atenday without food, though she
redized it had been only two days.

"Let'shunt.”" Sherose and pulled apair of throwing knives from her belt.

They waked only afew pacesinto the forest when Lirid noted the rabbit emerging from the roots of



an enormousfalen tree. It was beyond her accurate throwing range, but it seemed in no hurry to leaveits
den. Sheflipped her knife into throwing position and began to creep forward.

Again Fyodor seized her arm and indicated with gestures that she should wait. He unstoppered his
jhild flask and took aswig.

Lirid's eyes rounded with astonishment. "A rage for a rabbit? How does one hunt Rashemaar
squirrels—with summoned demons?’

"Check the rabbit for hidden magic," hetold her. He began the chant that brought on the berserker
rage.

She quickly cast the pell that revealed hidden magic. A soft aurasurrounded the rabhit. 1ts heed
snapped up, and itslong earstwisted thisway and that as it sought the source of this disturbance. The
creature bounded toward them, growing larger with each stride. Within afew pacesit had changed form
entirdly.

A huge, hideous beast lurched toward them with the Strangest gait Liriel had ever seen. The creature
had two legs, but its powerful arms reached the ground, and it used them to pull itself dong in an odd
galloping motion. Matted gray fur covered the mongter, and its face was like an oreswith its upturned
snout and large, protruding lower canines. Most peculiar were the great black eyes—not just two, but a
circlet of them that seemed to surround the creature's entire head like a string of enormous obsidian
beads.

Fyodor lifted his cudgel and ran to meet the charge. He ducked benegth avicious, swiping blow and
lunged forward like a swordsman delivering ahigh jab.

The driftwood club smashed into the mongter's face. The creature swore with human fluency and spat
out amouthful of sharp, yellowed teeth. It swatted again. Thistime Fyodor blocked. The sharp crack of
wood againgt bone rang through the air. Liriel winced, certain that the berserker had shattered his
weagpon.

The creature loped away, one arm hanging useless. As danger receded, so did the berserker rage.
Fyodor seemed to dip down into himsdlf, and he swayed where he stood.

Liriel ran forward and took the club from his dack hand. She pushed him down on the grass. He took
the skin flask she offered and drank deeply of the stale water.

"How did you know?"' she marveled.

He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and pointed to the fallen tree. " See how the upturned
roots make asmall cave? That istoo large aden for an entire warren of rabbits. The uthraki make their
homesin such places”

"It's a shapeshifter, then. The spell should have shown itstrue form.”

"Not the uthraki. The usua spdlsfor such things show no more than the presence of magic.”

Liriel pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around them. "Wéll, clearly you're in no shape for
hunting. Isit safe to pick mushrooms here?*

"If you know what to pick. There are many deadly mushroomsin these forests. Some will not kill you
but will bring strange and terrible dreams. Better for tonight that we et travelers fare.” He took from his
bag some strips of dried meat mixed with what appeared to be berries and herbs.

The drow took one and nibbled off acorner. It was surprisingly good. "Where did these come from?”

"Thorn gave them to us, but we make something very smilar in Rashemen. Let's get back to camp.”

She rose and extended her hand to him. He accepted without comment—another thing that il
astonished Lirid. In her homeland, no one dared expose aweakness of any sort. An offer of help was
the sort of insult that led to blood feud. Y et here between friends, this giving and accepting wasasimple,
expected thing.

Since even ashort berserker rage was enormoudy debilitating, they didn't even discuss who should
take first watch. Liriel sat beside her degping friend, watching the moon creep acrossthe night sky and
feeding sticksto the twin fires that framed their campsite. When she was certain that Fyodor was sound
adeep, sherose silently and crept into the darkness.

It seemed to Lirid that Fyodor sometimes forgot the differences between them. Thefirelight wasno
advantage to her—quite the contrary. If there was any danger near at hand, she would be more likely to



perceiveit in the cool shadows beyond.

The drow began to explore the valey in ever-widening circles, avoiding the forest and kegping to the
open grassy aress. The valey seemed deserted but for the sSinging insectsin the grass and asmall band of
stout and shaggy wild horses. She noted with interest that they stood in asmall circle, the young ones
adeep in the center. All the adults stood, and while one was obvioudy a sentry, the others dept on their
feet. Their heads drooped nearly to the meadow grass, but long velvety earstwisted even in dumber,
aert to the dightest sound. The drow, of course, made none, and she was careful to stay downwind of
the equine sentry.

She moved carefully, using the shadows and dipping between stony outcrops and small stands of
brush. As she eased around afamiliar-looking pile of boulders, she found hersdf faceto facewith a
gmall, siraw-thatched hut.

It had not been there before.

Ingtantly she froze, reminding hersdlf that her magic was of no usein this place and that slence and
stealth offered her best defense. Slowly she eased back into the shadows of the rocks.

The hut was silent, dark, and cold. No sound came from the open windows, no smoke curled from
the small stone chimney. Yet Liriel could not rid hersdlf of the distinct sensethat herewasaliving
presence.

It occurred to her that the hut itsalf seemed to be breathing. It leaned thisway and that, d most
imperceptibly, with along, measured cadence that brought to mind adeep and Slent deeper.

Curiogity overcame prudence, and she tossed asmall sone at the hut.

Immediately the hut leaped into the air. Lirid's jaw dropped in astonishment as she found herself
daring at apair of enormous avian legs. Scay limbsthe size of young trees bent, and the huge, taloned
bird feet flexed. The gtartled hut whirled and sped off into the night. Thisin turn aerted the ponies.
Whickers of darm and the swift-fading rumble of cantering hoofsfilled the night.

Liriel sprinted back toward the campsite, knowing that these sounds, however faint and distant, would
surely awaken the deeping warrior. Sure enough, she saw Fyodor coming to find her, a make-shift torch
in hand.

Her keen eyes saw the trap that he, entrgpped in turn by hisown circle of light, could not perceive. A
drift of autumn leaves shifted, and the faint moonlight reflected off the teeth of avicious sted trap.

She seized afist-sSzed stone and hurled it toward him. It struck the trap, which sprang into the air like
adriking pyramo fish. The warrior jJumped back, and his quick glance traced the stone's arc to the place
whereLiriel sood.

"Don't move," he cautioned. "There may be others.”

"It wasn't therelast time | passed by. It wasjust set. | don't think it's traps that we should be worried
about."

Fyodor pulled his sword and continued toward her, probing the ground with the blade as he came.
Another, smaller trgp sang shut with ametalic clatter. He lifted his sword and showed her the stedd maw
clamped onto his weapon.

"Very well, it's not just traps” Lirie muttered.

He worked hisway over to her without incident. Together they retraced their path toward the camp.
To her puzzlement, Fyodor continued to test the ground, poking at the sod on either side of their path.
Suddenly the sword tip sank deep into anarrow crevice. Fyodor yanked it free and put Liriel behind him.

A square piece of sod flipped open like ahatch, and several small creaturesroiled out of their hiding
place. They looked ahit like goblins, only smaler and brown of skin. None of them were above Lirid's
waist in height, and al worn ragged trousers from which protruded long, hideousrat tails.

They were very like the kobold daves who did menia choresin Menzoberranzan, but unlike the
kobolds Lirie knew, and unlike the rats they resembled, these creatures did not attack in aswarm. They
surrounded their larger prey, cutting off retreat but making no other move. Their round eyes caught the
moonlight and reflected red.

"Traps and ambush pits" she said softly. "What other tactics do these things employ?'

"None," Fyodor responded, sounding genuinely puzzled. "They are sometimes mischievous but never



do serious harm. | have glimpsed one before from time to time, but they are as skittish as deer.”

"They're holding steady now," she pointed out, "and thereésalot of them. Right about now | could
make good use of ameteor svarm spd|!”

"It isbad luck to kill them.”

"Let's hope they fed the sameway about us," she said, eyeing the waiting hoard.

A creaking screech filled the air, like the sound of stormed-tossed tree limbs rasping together or the
wooden hulls of two ships scraping one againgt the other.

Suddenly the creatures exploded into a gibbering chorus. Lofting smal, dark knives, they hurled
themsdlvesinto arunning charge.

Fyodor batted aside the swiftest two, using the flat of hisblade to lift them off their feet and hurl them
aside. He spun to meet the next ondaught, carefully using his sword as a bludgeon to beat them back
without killing them.

The drow had no such scruples. She drew her sword and ran it through the first squedling rat-thing
that came at her. Tugging her sword free, she delivered adashing backstroke that downed another and
sent its companion darting back, jabbering in fear.

She stooped and swept up the knives al three of the creatures had dropped. To her surprise, they
seemed to be carved of stone, but the edges were keen, the balance good. Liriel tossed al three knives
into the air. She caught and hurled them, one after another, into atrio of attacking kobolds.

Another creak cut through the sounds of battle. Liriel glanced back in timeto seealargelimb
sweeping toward her. Her quick glance took in the ropes suspending the projectile, and the huge tree to
which they were attached.

A tree that smply hadn't been there amoment before.

Severd kobolds stood in the branches, silhouetted against the night sky, hopping about and hooting
with delight over their successfully launched trap.

The drow dived to the ground as the suspended limb swept over her. Immediately severa of the
creatures legped onto her prone form. The very next instant, two or three of them were swept away,
squeaking with surprise and pain, as the log pendulum swung back over them.

They were not very bright, Liriel noted. Not nearly bright enough to have planned any of this.

She bucked and heaved, trying to throw the remaining kobolds off. Fyodor fought hisway over and
began to ped thelittle beasts off her.

Finally he pulled her to her feet. She shoved ahandful of disheveled hair off her face and took stock
of the situation. Severa of the kobolds sprawled nearby, senseless or dead, but most of the others had
regrouped in acircle. The circle began to move asif following some well-rehearsed choreography,
forcing the friends to keep moving in order to keep out of reach of those small sharp knives.

"They're herding us," Fyodor said in disbelief.

"Toward whoever planned this attack," the drow added.

He responded with asingle grim nod. "They never gather in such numbers, never attack."”

"0 let's make their master cometo us.”

Fyodor flashed her aquick smile and anod. Together they charged the swarm, swords leading.

The kobolds reverted to nature. Surprised by the sudden attack, they scattered, hooting in darm. The
friends broke through their ranks and kept running.

A keening shriek ripped through the night. Liriel shot aglance back over her shoulder, and her eyes
widened in astonishment.

Gibbering in terror, kobolds sprang from the tree. Thelog till swung from the upper branches, which
shuddered asif inahighwind. A ghostly form was pulling itsdlf free, atredike woman appearing nearly
aslarge asits host.

The creature seized small, hard fruit from the tree and began to pelt the fleeing pair. The kobolds
regrouped and roiled after them.

Fyodor seized Lirid's hand and pulled her dong. "A thornapple haunt,” he panted out. "Very
dangerous. | should have remembered the story and checked the forest's edge for such trees.”

"Whereto?'



He pointed with his sword to the stone tower. "When we get there, | will talk for us both.”

Asit turned out, neither of them had a chance to talk. The massive wooden door swung open, and
wall torcheswithin flared into life. They ran into the tower and threw themselves againg the door, pushing
back the kobolds that hurled themsalves with uncharacteristic determination at the door. Finaly they
dammed it shut and shot home theiron bolt. Smal fists and stone knives clattered againgt the portd for a
moment, then silence abruptly fell.

Before Fyodor could draw breath, asharp snick above warned him of the coming trap. He seized
Lirid'sarm and spun her aside, leaping after her. The heavy iron chandelier crashed to the stone.

Dust filled the hall with choking clouds. Just as suddenly, the dust was gone. Fyodor spat out a
mouthful of grit and regarded his grinning companion. She nodded toward the circle of fresh air around
them.

"My magic'sworking again."

"So, drow, ismine," announced astern femae voice.

@

Dawn was breaking as Sharlarra cantered up to the travelers inn outside Shadowdale. Smoke
aready rose from the chimney, and alad busied himsdf hitching a pair of chestnut draft horsesto a
wooden cart. He caught sight of Sharlarrals mount, and hisjaw dropped.

She stung off, painfully stiff and chilled to the marrow of her bones. "What are my chances of getting a
hot breskfast and a hotter bath? My arseisfrozen solid.”

He swallowed hard, and his mouth worked for awhile before he managed to get a sound out. "Are
you..."

"Alive? Y es, indeed. Better yet, | can pay." Shejingled her coin bag, which held the money the dwarf
jewelsmith had advanced her againgt the rest of her testime jewe robbery.

She whispered afew wordsin Moonstone's ear. The ghostly horse inclined its head and trotted of
toward the woodlands. Color began to return to the boy's face, and he beckoned the f to follow him in.

Sharlarrawas soon seated before the open hearth, amug of hot spiced cider in her hands and athick
woolen blanket wrapped around her. A large haunch of venison roasted over a spit. The innkeeper, a
round little woman with cheekslike rosy apples, diced off ahearty dab and st it before her gues,
clucking her tongue in motherly disapproval.

"Riding al night, and alone! A pretty girl likeyou. Y ou should know better. It isn't safe, and it isn't
respectable.”

"The ghost horse tends to discourage unwanted suitors,” the elf pointed out.

Thewoman considered this. "That it would. Y ou keep strange company.”

A fleeting smile touched Sharlarras face. She wondered what her hostess would say if she knew she
was on her way to meet up with adrow wizard!

Two hours later, after agood mea and blissfully warm soak in an oversized laundry barrdl, Sharlarra
went out in search of her horse. Moonstone was waiting for her in the place sheld named: asmall copse
of dender birch trees, slver-bright against the deep pines. One of the trees suddenly uprooted itself—or
S0 it seemed for asingle startled moment.

A ghostly woman emerged from the copse of trees and extended a dender hand to Sharlarras horse.
Fear shimmered through the €lf, not of the spirit, but of the possibility that it might lure her horse away.
She found her voice and let out a shout of outrage. Two ghostly faces turned toward her. The woman
was somehow familiar, though Sharlarra could not place her. Then the ghost faded away. Moonstone did
not follow.

The df sprinted toward her horse and threw her arms around its cold white neck. Y ou Stayed,” she
marveled. "You stayed.”

Moonstone pulled away and gave her adisgusted look. A nudge of its head urged her to mount.
Sharlarraswung hersalf up and set off on a brisk pace toward Rashemen.

With any luck, she's have afew miles between them and Shadowdal e before anyone noted the
missng venison.
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Liriel peered into the cloud of dust. A black-clad figure took shape in the haze, her face obscured by
an daborate black mask. The woman lifted one hand, and tendrils of vines erupted from thewalsand
tangled around Liridl.

The drow spoke a sharp, sibilant word, and the vines withered and fell away. She seized athrowing
spider from her belt and sent it spiraling toward the witch.

Fyodor let out a shout of protest and warning. The witch gestured, and the small weapon exploded
into dust.

The pieces of the drow weapon were not content to lie fill. They stirred, and grew, and each
skittered on eight long legs toward the tower's guardian.

The spiders swarmed up the woman, under her robe and into the openings of her mask. She pawed at
her face, screaming spdll after spell that should have dain the attacking insects or at least turned them
adde.

But the spdlls of awitch had little potency againgt the minions of a goddess. The Rashemi woman sank
to thefloor, thrashing in violent convulsions as the spider venom took hold. In moments, shelay Hill. The
spiders skittered off, shrinking as they went and disappearing into tiny cracks between the stone.

Liriel so stood asif frozen, her amber eyes darting here and there as she sought the next
manifestation of the stubborn drow goddess. Moments passed, and none came. She rubbed both hands
over her face like someone trying to awaken from a nightmare and waked over to the dead guardian.

Words Fyodor had spoken months before came back to her:

The pendty for killingawychlaran is deeth.

She had barely entered the berserker's homeland, and aready she had placed herself under sentence
of execution.

There must be some way out, some way to accompany Fyodor on his journey to return the
Windwalker and to see for herself the land of which he had spoken. Y et how could she do so when she
had committed an unforgivable crime at the outset? Pleading that the witch's death had been the result of
Lolth'swill would do no good. The Rashemi, upon finding the body, were most likely to day the drow on
sght without waiting for explanations.

Mechanicaly her eyesroved over the witch's body, lying in twisted agony on the ground. The mask
covering her face was askew, her hair disheveled, her hands clenched in arictus of agony from the
poison the spiders had pumped into her veins.

AsLirid gazed at the corpse, an ideabegan dowly to stir in the depths of her mind. She was vagudly
conscious of Fyodor moving toward her, his eyeslarge with horror asthe full implications of what had
just occurred became clear to him. She closed her eyesfor amoment to shut him out. In that momentary
darkness, the seed of a convoluted drow plot rooted and bloomed. Liridl's eyes flew open.

"l can become her."

"What?' The Rashemi Stared at her in confusion.

"l can disguise mysdlf as her. Here, hdlp me." Liriél's hands were busy now, her mind made up.
Swiftly she began to srip the garments from the dead woman.

Fyodor shook his head, like aman caught in the depths of anightmare. ™Y ou cannot!” hesaidinan
gppdled voice. "The punishment for impersonating awitch is death.”

"l just killed awitch,” she reminded him. "Y ou once told me that carries the death pendty. | don't see
how things could get much worse."

Fyodor let out along, frustrated sigh. "Even with the vestments, you would sill beadrow. Thereare
no dark elves among the witches."

"Not recently, no," Lirid argued. "But what about Qilués sster?'

The Rashemi Stared at her, not following.

"Don't you remember what Qilué told me? Her sster Sylune trained among Rashemen's witches."

Hisface cleared as he followed her reasoning. Liriel had assumed, logically enough, that since Qilué
was adrow, her ssterswould also be dark elves. Before Fyodor could disabuse her of this notion—and



before he could mention that Sylune was not only dangeroudy famous, but dead—the swift clatter of
footsteps from the tower's top room announced the arrival of reinforcements.

Lirie tugged the mask from the dead witch. The woman's gppearance changed, instantly and
drastically. She seemed to shrink, and her features softened and blurred into plump middle age.

Fyodor recdled what folktales said of the power of this mask. It was a Rashemaar artifact that placed
aglamour over the wearer, alowing her to change her entire appearance a will. Lirid dso madethe
connection. She quickly put it on, and suddenly a stranger stood before Fyodor.

The gppearance Liriel assumed was reminiscent of Qilué atall and dender female with long silvery
hair. Fortunately, with the mask covering her black face and her hands gloved againg the chill night, the
guise was a reasonabl e gpproximation of Sylune's appearance.

Lirid's hands sped through aspell. A smdll, flowing porta opened and drifted down like asheet of silk
to cover the dead woman. She disappeared as the magical fabric settled, then it, too, was gone.

A band of three masked, black-clad women burst into the hall. They regarded Liriel with narrowed
eyes. "Who areyou?' demanded the tallest of the three, avery dender woman with an abundance of
dark brown hair.

"Leavethisto me" Fyodor told Liriel softly. He stepped forward, sank into alow bow. "1 am Fyodor
of village Dernovia, recently returned from atask given me by women of your order.”

"As| well know." One of the witches removed her mask, revealing around, pleasant face. A web of
linesradiated from the corners of bright blue eyes. Shewas old. That still surprised Liriel. Drow aged
dowly, and few lived long enough to reach old age. Those who had the power to survive al so possessed
the meansto prolong youth. In thiswoman, though, the mark of years seemed more an ornament than a
deterioration.

"Zofig," Fyodor said. Hiseyeswent to Liridl, and the old witch followed his gaze.

"We know Fyodor, but who ishisfriend?’

He seized upon that word. "A true friend, to me and Rashemen.”

"Surely you haven't forgotten Sylune?’ Lirid quickly supplied.

Fyodor suppressed a groan, and the two witches with Zofia exchanged puzzled glances. They both
removed their masks, asif to better regard the stranger in their midst.

" Sylune, witch of Shadowdae?' demanded the dender Witch, who was clearly the youngest of the
tree. "Syluneisdead.”

Liriel glanced at Fyodor. He gave her an amost imperceptible nod. "Ah, but Sylune has had a rather
active dfterlife” Zofiaput inwith afaint, dry smile.

"Thisisno ghogt, and no witch,” the young woman ins sted.

She spun toward Lirid, her fists clenched and her face white with rage. "1 demand that you remove
my mother's mask, and submit yoursdlf to truth-testing!”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
truth testing

Zofiaheld up her hand. "All in good time, Anya. First we should learn what became of Fraeni and
how this silver-haired woman came to wear our Sister's mask.”

"We fought aswarm of koboldswho had falen under the spell of athornapple haunt, and ran into the
tower for refuge,” Liriel said honestly. "There were other mongters, aswell, and they followed usin. The
witch was overcome. | took the mask from her after shefell.” Shelooked toward Anya. ™Y our mother
died bravely, fighting an evil foe."

Fyodor winced &t this painful truth. The fallen woman had believed she wastrapping and attacking a
drow and atraitorous human. He wondered briefly if thiswas not the smple truth. If he had not brought
Lirid to Rashe-men, the shadow of Lolth would never have falen on thistower.

"Whereisshe now?'

"l do not know," the disguised drow said. " She disappeared. | don't know where she went."

"She speakstruly,” Zofiasaid. ™Y our mother's body will return to us, young Ethran, and her spirit has
never |eft. Asfor this outlander, perhaps she iswho she clamsto be. Who among us has not seen
Sranger things?'

Anyascowled. "Wewill see™

"l have seen the truth-testing done," Fyodor said quietly. "It can be aterrible thing. | will not permit it.

Theyoung witch looked at himin disbdlief. "What could you possibly do to siop me?”

"| could take her place." Fyodor shook hishead, cutting off Liriel's protest. "It ismy right to do so. |
am pledged guardian to a powerful and honorable wychlaran. Thismuch | will swear, on my sword and
onmy life”

"That isnot needed," Zofiasaid gently. ™Y ou have the name of an honest man. What of the battle
frenzy?Y ou have mastered it? And you have found the Windwalker? Of course you have, or you would
not have returned.”

Liriel quickly removed the gold amulet from her neck and held it out. "We have no further need of the
Windwalker. Fyodor's runeis carved upon Y ggdrasil's Child."

The old woman's eyeslit with interest. A tale | await with interest. Well done, Sister. No, you keep
theamulet. | suspect that it isyoursto wear."

"Zofia, areyou very certain?' Thethird witch, athin woman of middle years, spokefor thefirst time.
"It has been many years since Sylune walked among us, and your eyes—"

"l amnot yet blind," Zofiasaid firmly, "and | am the only one yet dive who knows the witch of
Shadowdde.”

Shetipped her gray head to one Side as sheregarded Liriel. "Do you sill wish to be called Sylune?
Perhaps thereis another name that you have cometo prefer?”

It occurred to Lirid that the old woman had never actualy endorsed her claim. Zofiaawaited her
response, her canny blue eyes giving away no secrets.



"Lirid," the drow offered.

The old witch nodded. "So beit."

Anyasent her afulminating glare. " She till hides behind the mask. Does no one think to ask why?
Perhaps sheis durthan, an evil witch. If her intentions are good, |et her remove the mask.”

"] can only suppose that Sylune did not wish to gppear before usasaghost,” Zofiasaid mildly. "Or
arewe mistaken about this, Sster? Are you still numbered among the living?”

Lirid inclined her head, not only to signify agreement but to hide the amused admiration in her eyes.
The old woman was as adept at partia truths and misdirecting questions as any priestessin
Menzoberranzan.

"She hastheright to wear it, Anya," the witch continued. " Sylune was one of many witchesto wear
this mask on her face or on her belt. The mask remembers her. It forgets none who wear it."

The drow heard the hidden message. She surreptitioudy brushed her hand againgt her skirts, moving
the glove aside enough to afford aglimpse of her skin. It was not black, but acreamy pae hueonly a
shade or two darker than Thorn's white face.

So the mask did remember! She had imagined Sylune asatdl, beautiful drow with Slvery hair. The
mask, fortunately, had amore accurate version in itsmemory.

Now, she thought, comes the real test of its power. She tugged off her gloves and raised her long
white hands to the mask, which she carefully removed. Judging by the astonishment on Fyodor's face, her
magical disguise held. She gave him areassuring smile and tied the mask to her belt.

"May | keep the mask while | am in Rashemen?' she asked belatedly.

Zofiagave the drow a sweet, benevolent smile. "Y ou will, of course, guard it asif your life depended
uponit.”

"Of course,” Lirid echoed. She and the witch exchanged alook of perfect understanding.
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They spent that night in the tower, and in the morning left Anyabehind to take up her mother's post.
Theremaining four boarded aWitchboet, the same deek little craft that had brought them acrossthe
lake. They glided smoothly northward, stopping at midday at asmdl fishing village.

The journey was arevelation to Fyodor, and adisturbing one. He had never traveled with wychlaran
before—at least, not with any but Liriel, and not in his own land. He was accustomed to the deference
given them but had never given much though to the practicd details of therr lives.

Neither, apparently, did they. The Witchboat was met at the dock and the travelers ushered to the
village tavern. There they were served amidday feast of rabbit sausage and rothé cheese with bread till
hot from the morning baking. Riding ponies were brought to them without question. Fyodor took note of
their brands and privately vowed to ensure their return to their owners.

"] can see why there's such a strong pendty against impersonating awitch,” Liriel told Fyodorina
joking whisper. "If there wasn't, every lazy hdfling pickpocket would be walking around behind a black

The witchesrode astride their animals, and Liriel was pleased to note that her black gown had a split
skirt, covered with along tabard. It was all she could do keep her seat on a horse with both knees
clamping the beast's Sides.

"Come, Wanja," the old woman said, speaking to her companion. " These young people have thingsto
say to each other, things our old ears have long forgotten.”

" Speak for yoursdlf," the other witch responded with agrin, but she clapped her hedsto her pony's
Sdesand took off after Zofia

"Theold oneisclever," Liriel observed. " She sees more than most and says much without giving away
secrets. Thismight actudly work!"

"It cahnot be done," Fyodor said in despair.

"Why not? Zofiaisthe only one who actualy knew Sylune. For reasons of her own, sheiswilling to
let things stand. What | would like very much to know, however, iswhat these reasons might be."

Thewarior fell slent. "Sheisan Oracle. No onein Rashemen seesthe future as clearly as she”

"And?' Lirid pressed, sensing more.



"Sheismy grandmother.”

The drow nodded, encouraging him to continue. After amoment, it occurred to Fyodor that she didn't
automatically make the connection.

"Family is consdered of greatest important in Rashemen. We form close bonds, we stand for each
other. Y ou remember when the gods walked and magic failed?'

"Wes"

The answer wasterse, closed. Fyodor did not press the point, not sure he wanted to know the kind
of turmoil thishad caused in Lirid'shomecity.

"When the berserker warriors go into battle, the natural magic of our battle frenzy is strengthened by
ritual. For some reason, no one could say why, thismagic twisted in me. Inthis| wasnot done," he
added softly. "A few witches and some of the artisans were never right again. All weredain.

"It was deemed necessary,” he said hadtily, though Liriel had not condemned this harsh verdict. "The
witches bond together in circlesto cast their magic. One person's weakness endangers al. Some thought
warriors should receive the same sentence.”

"Zofiadidnt agree.”

"No, and because she sees more than mogt, the others listen when she speaks. She entrusted to me
the Windwalker, one of Rashemen's greet treasures, and gave me achance to find my way home."

"Because sheisyour grandmother.” Liriel spoke thewords aoud asif she thought the exercise might
help her understand what they meant. Coming around full circle, she added shrewdly, "And because she
isan Oracle. Maybe she foresaw some great destiny for you."

The young man shook his head. " She told me only that | would find my own destiny, one that could
change the course of Rashemen's higtory.”

Lirie quickly made the connection. " That would be me?*

"Zdfiaiswilling towait and see."

They fell slent asthe drow thought this over. Fyodor, too, had his own thoughts to consider.

Despite Zofidstacit gpprove, he was dismayed by the deception in which he found himself. Though
no untrue words had actually been spoken, alie had been crafted, and both he and Liriel would haveto
liveit aslong asthey remained in hishomeland. Thisgdled him. He himself believed in spesking Smple
truth, but he had seen enough of subterfuge to know that truth has away of coming out. Attemptsto
conced it usualy made matters worse.

"Don't think that I'm unaware of therisk," Lirid said softly, uncannily echoing Fyodor'sthoughts. "If
thislittle game goes awry, you should cdl xittalsh.”

She noted his puzzled expression and struggled to explain the drow concept. "In my homeland there
are contests of arms, fought in specia cavernsto entertain those who watch. Do humans have such
things?'

"Wedo, yes."

"Some of the fighters are daves, others mongters, some are professiona fighterswho thrive on the
battle, but sometimes fighting can give adrow a second chance. Let's say that two drow are caught in a
conspiracy. Oneis undoubtedly guilty, but the other's involvement isnot so clear. That drow can call
xittalsh, and clam the right to establish her innocence.”

"They fight in the arenas. If they win, they live," Fyodor concluded.

Liriel nodded.

"Even though they may be guilty. Even though everyone knowsthat they are guilty.”

"They live," she said bluntly. "If we are caught, you must tell them you knew nothing of my true
identity. Go on asyou did before we met. Fight for Rashemen. That will make most people bdievein
your innocence. Win enough battles, and in time even the doubterswill ceaseto care.”

They rode for along time before Fyodor trusted himsdlf to speak. "Do you think o little of meto
believethat | could do such athing? There are pledges between us—pledges of honor and promises of
the heart. These things | should throw away so | can keep breathing afew years more? | should betray
you S0 | can grow old done and diein dishonor?'

"Dishonor? Why s07?"



In response, Fyodor pointed to asmall, rounded hill beside road ahead. Behind it, the village of
Dernoviawas vishble on the horizon. Smoke from the hearth fires spirded up from behind ahigh stone
wall. Nest fields surrounded the walls, and shaggy rothé cattle gleaned the harvested grain fields. Smoke
rose from some grass-covered knollsjust outside the walls. One side of the hill wasflat, and a door and
shuttered windows had been cut into it.

"That isthe home of Stanidor the butcher,” Fyodor said. "It was learned that he had deliberately
weighted his scalesto chesat his customers. He has lived here, apart from other villagers, sincel wasa
boy.”

"Why?"

"It issaid that aman is known by three things: his sword, his children, and hisword. Deception of any
kindisnot lightly treated."

"Then don't get caught!”

"Thet isnot the point,” he said heatedly. "Even if no one ese knowsof thislie, | do. Itisinthat
knowledge that dishonor lies™

The drow shook her head in befuddlement. This was new to her—dangeroudy new. One thing was
clear: Fyodor had risked much to throw hislot in with hers. If she were ever found out, Fyodor would be
considered atraitor, and she did not fully understand what thiswould mean to him.

They stopped at the gate, alarge arch framed by massive wooden doors and more of the fanciful
carving such as had decorated the Witchboat. Liriel noted common patterns: unicorns, deer, and hunting
hounds formed borders, and scenes of mountains and village were carved in manner that created an
illuson of great depth. The heavy doors were closed, as were the shuttered portals near the top of the
wal.

"Stay here," Fyodor murmured to Liridl. Do not dismount, whatever happens. Cast no spells, draw
no weapons. Thereisno danger here.”

He cupped his hands and took a deep breath. "I had heard there were men in Dernovia" he
bellowed. "Who cowers behind these wallslike chickensin a coop?’

Lirid'sjaw fell. Despite Fyodor's warning, her hand went to the dagger tucked in her boot.

Carved shutters flew open with a crash, and a black-bearded young man thrust his head out of the
porta. A fierce grin split hisface.

"Walk into the Black Bear's den, will you? Come, and welcome! We're fattening for the winter deep,
and you look soft enough to eat with a spoon.”

In response, Fyodor pantomimed ringing adinner bell. The portal dammed shut, and the door flung
open. The bearded man hurled himself at Fyodor like acharging bear. Severa other men, al of them
garbed in rough wool breeches and leather or fur vests, boiled out of the walled town close behind him.

They surrounded Fyodor's pony and pulled him down. To Lirié's astonishment, the bearded one
pulled him into afierce, back-dapping embrace. After severa moments of thisthey thrust each other a
am'slength and grinned likefools.

"You look well, Kaspergi,” Fyodor said. "Imagine my surprise.”

The other man snorted. "1 was dways the handsome one. If not for this beard, the women would stare
al day long, and who would do the baking?"

Fyodor glanced back &t Lirid, as if hefeared this observation might raise her ire wherethe friendly
mayhem failed. The bearded man followed hisgaze. A ook of puzzlement crossed hisface when he
noted the silver-haired woman Liriel gppeared to be. He touched hisforehead in agesture of respect.

"ThisisLiridl, who once caled hersdf Sylune, witch of Shad-owdae," Fyodor said carefully. "She has
cometo learn from Zofia."

It occurred to Liriel that the men till blocked the gate. Any males who showed such disrespect to the
priestesses of Men-zoberranzan would be summearily dain. The witches, far from taking offense, amiled
tolerantly at this strange reunion.

"Wewill tak later," Fyodor said, clapping Kaspergi on the shoulder.

More of the same awaited them as they made their way through the town. Fyodor pulled up at a snug
cluster of buildings. He did down from his horse and whistled afew sharp, high notes. Severd children



abandoned their play and swarmed him with afervor that reminded Liriel uncomfortably of the recent
kobold attack.

A sturdy young woman came from the cottage to investigate. She let out aglad cry and ran to
Fyodor, her black braids flying. She wrapped him in afierce hug while the children hopped around and
loudly demanded attention.

Fyodor turned to face Lirie, hisarm gtill around the woman'swaist. "My Lady, | present to you my
sgter Vadtish. Some of these children are hers. | forget which," he said with a somber face and laughing
eyes. Thesmall humans ddighted howls of protest brought a puzzled smileto Lirie'sface.

The woman dropped into alow curtsey. "Wychlaran,” she said politely, speaking to al three of the
mounted females.

It occurred to Lirid that this was only introduction expected or needed. Fyodor's sister saw only the
black gown, the mask hanging on her belt, and believed that al was known.

Zofiaplaced ahand on Lirie'sarm. ™Y ou must greet your Ssters, then | will show you where you will
stay. No outlander can enter the witches longhouse. Y ou will have your own hut outside the walls. That
has not changed since Sylune waslast among us. Fyodor will stay there, aswell, but he must spend this
night with hisbrothers. Thereisanew fyrra, and they have much to discuss.”

Fyodor hoisted one importunate imp and propped her on his hip. He came over to Liriel and took one
of her hands. Thisheraised to hislips. "You have only to cdl, and | will come."

Hissgter'swinter blue eyes, o like her brother's, widened in astonishment. ™Y ou have become a
guardian?’

He nodded, and Vastish sighed happily. "Then you will not be going to the barracks with the other
men! That iswonderful news. Since the midsummer moon, | have bribed the children into bed with
promises of your gories.

"Therewill betimefor atae or two before | must report. The otherswill keep for another day."

"Petyar will be pleased to see you in the barracks. He received his sword while you were gone.”

"Petyar my cousin?' Fyodor echoed increduloudly. "Little Petyar?'

"Heistaller than you now, and eats asif he meansto be every bit as broad before the tenday is
done."

Brother and sister continued to chatter happily asLiriel rode off. She wasintrigued by this strange
reception. Fyodor had told her that in Rashemen family wasimportant. That was clear to see. Inafew
moments, she had added as much to her knowledge of Fyodor as she had learned through months of
travel, shared battle, and an intimacy deeper than the drow had ever dreamed possible.

Hisrootsran deep in thisland. He had enough family tofill the Baenre stronghold, friendswho
welcomed him with foolish joy, and a place in the community. Clearly he was afavorite among the
children. From adistance Liriel could hear his deep bass voicelifted in aslly song.

She could see him growing old here, becoming the much-loved village elder and storyteller. And
family. ..

For the first time she considered this particular implication. She and Fyodor were lovers, yes, but
children did not necessarily follow. Every drow female with any accessto magic at dl chose when she
would conceive. Thiswasachoice Liriel had never consdered. There was nothing in her own family to
make her ook back with pleasure on childhood or anticipate parenthood with longing. What life could
any child born to her and Fyodor know? Half-drow children would never find a place here or anywhere
elsethat she could imagine.

Her pony lowered its head and plodded up the increasingly steep street. Lirid put aside these strange
thoughts and focused on her surroundings. At the top of the hill was alarge, long building of unpainted
wood, asmple design made elaborate by huge carved pandls. A steeply danting roof crowned the
building.

"Thebarracks" Zofiasaid softly, pointing to along, low building to the lft of the witchs longhouse.
"The berserkers form groups known as fangs. Each has aname. Fyodor belongsto the Black Bear
lodge.”

"That's appropriate,” Lirid murmured.



In the courtyard were a dozen or so warriors, stripped to the waist despite the chill air. Some of them
wrestled, while others shot arrows at targets propped up against bales of straw. There was much laughter
and loud boasting, but none of the men drew sted or turned their bows upon each other.

"| suppose you have questions?' the old witch prompted.

Thousands, Lirid thought, but she began with one of the newest. "Themdes..." She caught herself
and corrected. "The men of Rashemen amaze me. How can they compete so vigoroudly without creating
blood feuds?*

Zofiachuckled. "Y ou have been too far to the west, and too far to the south. The hot sun addiesthe
brain. Too much is made of too little. Here we know what isimportant, yes?'

The drow nodded sagely. In truth, however, she had never heard a question spoken whose answer
seemed so far beyond her grasp. How could she possibly know what was valued in this strange place? It
was not a question she had asked herself under familiar circumstances!

That redlization hit her like astone dropping into the pit of her ssomach. How odd. She had lived for
more than forty years— probably longer than the careworn Wanja—and it had never occurred to her to
wonder what wastruly important.

Oh, shed privately scoffed at the constant striving and plotting that was Menzoberranzan. The
intrigues that so absorbed her fellow drow held little interest for her, but what did metter?

Surviva, obvioudy. Magic, certainly. Life without adventure was unbearably dreary. Power . . .

Her mind did uncomfortably away from that notion. Sheld had enough of that on Ruathym to last her a
dragon'slifetime. Fyodor set great store by honor, and she had to admit that her faith in his steadfast
ways had become atouchstonein her life. Liriel treasured the unexpected joys of friendship. Thesethings
she knew. What ese could there possibly be?

"There are many kinds of truth-testing,” Zofiasaid softly, breaking into Liriel's thoughts with uncanny
timing. " Sometimes the answers matter less than the questions.”

Thiswas too much for the pragmeatic drow. She threw up her handsin disgust. "Lifewasless
confusng when | was dead.”

For some reason, this amused the witch. "Welcome back, Sylune," she said with awry littlegrin. "I

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
black wolf

Later that evening, when Vastish's brood had been spoiled by one too many stories and far too much
honeycake, Fyodor made hisway up the hill toward the residence of the witches and berserkers. His
progresswas dow for at nearly every house he was stopped by neighbors he had known since
childhood. All celebrated his return with rough embraces and affectionate insults. All produced flasks of
jhuild or mugs of scrump—afermented cider that was nearly as potent as the Rashemaar liquor—in
hope of prolonging Fyodor's visit and coaxing from him news of the wider world.

There was newsto be had, aswell. The old Iron Lord had stepped down. Word was that he had



taken ill and that he was being cared for in the forest retreet of the witches. In his place ruled Thydrim
Yvarrg. A good choice, most agreed, provided that he did not expect hisimpulsive, hard-drinking son
Fyldrin to succeed him. There was lesser news, too, ranging from tales of hauntings and monster attacks
to the happy birth of twin boysto the village cooper and hiswife.

With one thing and another, the evening swiftly passed. By the time Fyodor reached the barracks of
the Black Bear lodge, awaning moon peered over the summit of Snowcat Mountain.

It was custom for any returning warrior to report to the village fyrra. Fyodor made hisway to
Trevid's cottage. The door stood open, reveding a blazing fiel dstone hearth before which sat a stocky
but powerful man of an age and size that Fyodor's father might have known, had he survived the Tuigan
hoard. The old warrior hummed to himsdlf as he polished his boots with goose grease. His feet were clad
in stockings of ahighly singular nature. They had been knitted to look like gloves, with each toe a
different bright color. Narrow bands of the same colors marched up the man's thick legs, and matched
the bright embroidery on his boiled wool vest.

A faint smile touched Fyodor's face. Few men dressed in clothing that so clearly proclaimed their
nature as did Trevid. The man was as cheery as his garb, and Fyodor had long considered him avaued
friend. Y et the young warrior stood where he was, deeply reluctant to begin thisinterview. Fyrra had
been hisfather'stitle and these hisrooms. Trevid was agood man, but it pained Fyodor to see another in
Mahryon's place.

Certain proprieties must be observed. Fyodor cleared histhroat and delivered the expected insult.
"How can awarrior be aleader of men when he cannot persuade his own toesto agree upon acolor? Is
Sashyar angry with you, or did you knit those yoursdf?"

The graybeard looked up from polishing hisboots. Pleasurelit his eyes, swiftly followed by caution.

Fyodor understood the man's concern. Hislast memory of the new fyrra was colored by the haze of
uncontrolled battle frenzy. He was not certain, and no one would tell him yes or no, but he suspected that
he might be responsible for the deep, puckered puncture scar on the old man's brawny forearm.

"Saghyar is always angry with me," Treviel said complacently, "and that isagood thing for awarrior.
Y ou could do with such awife. Too many hours spent dalying with sweet-tempered maids softensa
man's spirit and leaves him unprepared for battle.”

Animageof Lirie in full dark-ef fury camevividly to mind. Fyodor chuckled. "I have become
guardian to a wychlaran outlander who possesses the temper of adrow and the sweset reason of a pack
mule. Will that suffice?"

"A guardian, eh?' For amoment the fyrra looked sincerdly impressed, then he shrugged. "This
woman might be al you say and more, but she's ill apae shadow of my Sashyar," he said proudly.
"Even 50, | will dlow mysdlf to hope that she may yet make afighting man of you."

"Asto that, | am not such afool to chalenge ayeti to snow racing or think | might wrestle the wood
man into submission,” Fyodor said dryly.

"Then | am hopeful indeed, for | could say as much about Sashyar,” Treviel confided in adroll
whisper.

The men shared achuckle. Trevid beckoned Fyodor into the room and pointed to the chair opposite
him. His keen-eyed gaze noted the dark sword at Fyodor's side, and his face grew serious.

"Itissaid that Zofia Othlor sent you after agreat magica treasure. Y ou found this?!

"That and more," Fyodor said.

The man's face brightened with the expectation of grand tales to come. One shadow remained,
however, and they both knew it well. "Y ou are whole, my son?" ventured Trevidl.

"l am."

"Then dl isright with Rashemen,” the older man said briskly. He nodded to the porcelain samovar on
the nearby table. As befitted its owner, thetall, lidded pot was brightly painted: Red and yellow unicorns
cavorted on meadows of emerald green. Lid, rim, and base were ringed by entwining runic designs
rendered in unsubtle shades of blue and purple.

"Theteaishot and nearly strong enough to strip the hide from abear. Y ou will drink?"

There were things that must be spoken, and Trevid's choice of words provided as good an opening



as Fyodor expected to get. "Perhaps | should save some of your teain aflask. If the changeisdow to
pass, it would ped off the bearskin swifter than ahunter'sknife."

Trevid gaped, then his smile stretched histhick gray mustache nearly from ear to ear. "Isit s0? You
have become chesnitznia?"

Thiswas an accomplishment sought by al of Rashemen's berserkers and achieved by few. Although
thetitle "berserker” came from an ancient word for "bearskin,” theliterd transformation of human warrior
to bear wasin these days more alegend than aredlity.

"They cdl it hamfarrig on theidand of Ruathym. Shapestrong.”

Thevillage lord grunted with satisfaction. He was something of a scholar as warriors went, and
Fyodor could see him tucking these new words away to savor at alater time.

"Word of the battle there hasreached us. A seabattle,” he added wistfully, thiswarrior of a
land-locked nation. ™Y our darjemma, it would seem, was more interesting than most.”

He poured teainto wooden cups. Fyodor took one sip and understood why. The acidic brew would
no doubt eat right through pewter. He threw back the contents of the little cup and accompanied his
swdlow by damming hisfist on thetable. Thisritual completed, he set the empty cup down. Trevid
refilled it and nodded expectantly at the young man, clearly waiting to hear the story of thiswondrous
battle.

"l have just come from my sster'shome,” Fyodor said apologeticaly.

The commander threw back his head and let out adeep, belly-shaking roar of laughter. "No need to
say more! Even the village storyteller must rest hisvoice, yes? Sit, then, and drink your tea. Y our story
canwalit until after the Mokosh games. Y ou will go to the mountains with the others?' he asked, noting
the strange look that crossed the young man'sface.

“Intruth, | had forgotten.” Thethought of leaving Lirid aone so soon after their arriva left him
profoundly uneasy. Who knew what sort of mischief she might achievein his absence?"Perhaps | should
wait for the next holiday."

Trevid snorted. "Y ou will go, and you will win. Seetoit!" he said with ateasing wink.

Fyodor knew an order when he heard one, and adismissal aswell. He managed awan smile and
rose. "No stories, no tea," he surmised.

The older man let out aguffaw and dapped one beefy thigh. ™Y ou should live to be so lucky. Drink!"

Fyodor obligingly downed the rest of the bitter brew and took hisleave.

A chorus of grating snores greeted him at the barracks. Aswas custom, most of the warriors had
retired early in anticipation of the grueling holiday ahead. Fyodor toed off hisboots at the front door and
studied the parchment tacked to the doorpost. With sorrow he noted the names no longer listed:
Mahryon, hisfather; Antonea, the swordsmith with whom he had gpprenticed; severa cousnsand
boyhood friends. Some of them had been alive when Fyodor had entered hislast berserker frenzy against
the Tuigan. He hoped that none had died following him on hissuicida charge.

His cousin Petyar's room was toward the end of the barracks. He made hisway quietly down thelong
wooden hall. A thin ribbon of light underlined the door. Fyodor tapped the door faintly then pushed it
open.

Two cotsfilled the room with the scent of fresh hay and dried angdlicaflowers, excelent for repelling
both insects and unwanted dreams. One of these cots was filled from head to foot—and beyond—with
thelongest, skinniest excuse for a Rashemi warrior Fyodor had ever beheld.

A face il soft from yesterday's childhood regarded him with amixture of hero worship and
welcome. The boy's upper lip was decorated by afaint shadow that looked more like a smudge of axle
grease than amustache. Fyodor sternly resisted the urge to toude hisyoung cousin's hair. Instead he
seized one of the oversized feet that hung over the edge of the cot and raised it for closer scrutiny.

"If you were a pup, 1'd suspect that your mother befriended a bear,” Fyodor said. "Of coursg, if you
were a pup, I'd have to drown you or risk weakening the kennel. Who would have thought my Uncle
Simaoth'slitter could produce such arunt?’

Petyar grinned and tugged hisfoot free. "The cobbler complainsthat if | grow any moreI'll be wearing
boots of unmatched lesther. Hell have to daughter two rothé cowsto get enough for apair!”



"If you wish to provide the cobbler with asingle piece of leather, thereis an easy solution,” Fyodor
teased. "Those feet were made for dragonhide boots.”

The boy chuckled ddightedly. "Easy enough, now that you're back home! Y ou'll go snow racing with
ustomorrow?'

"Why? Does awhite dragon await usin the mountains?'

The gleam in the boy's eyes darkened. "Worse," he said flatly. "A black wolf."

Fyodor received this newsin silence. Petyar had been born the same spring as Vadtish's firstborn, and
the boys had grown up like brothers. The desth of hisfavorite cousin had cast a deep shadow over
young Petyar'slife, and left him with an indelible and unreasonable hatred of wolves.

"Has thiswolf done any harm?' Fyodor asked at last.

"Not yet. It has been seen lurking near thevillage.”

"How near? Therefuse hill? Thefields?'

"Theforests," the boy admitted.

"Petyar.”

The young man responded with adefiant shrug. Do not say you haven't been warned. The snow race
should be acontest, not ahunt! If you are content to be awolfs prey, so beit. | at least will keep close
waich."

"That you will watch closdly | do not doubt,” Fyodor said somberly, "especidly if Treviel's daughters
jointherace.

A grin edged itsway onto Petyar'sface. "What of it? Thereisno harmin looking."

"1 will passthat thought dong to the fyrra,” Fyodor suggested. "Perhaps he will have it carved upon
your coffin.”

The boy chuckled and reached for the ail lamp. "Time for deep, or tomorrow morn we won't know
whether were looking at wolves or women.”

Fyodor settled down on his cot and sent awry smileinto the darkness. " Sometimesit is difficult to
tdl.”

"Aye" Petyar agreed, in atone that suggested he had vast experience in such matters. After a
moment's silence, he added, "Y ou have met many such women in your travels?'

Thewigtful tonein the young man's voice was familiar to Fyodor. He had heard it this night from his
sster's children, fully two-score neighbors, and even the fyrra. Now he had no heart for more stories
and scant voice | eft to speak them. Instead he offered, "I have known Sashyar dl my life”

Petyar let out a hoot of amusement. "Now | have no fear of the fyrra's wrath! Go on, tell Trevid that
| admire his pretty daughters. | have aweapon to match yours.”

Fyodor thought of the blunt, black sword resting againgt his cot and prayed with dl his heart that the
boy's words would never come to pass.

©

Liriel'stour of the Witches Lodge was not quite what she had expected. For one thing, the complex
was more extensive than sheld gathered from first impression. It went on and on, covering the top of the
hill that crowned the village and stretching down much of the back dope. In addition to the great hall and
thewarriors barracks, there was atemple to the Three, the goddesses who formed the center of
Rashemi worship. The temple was alovely thing, with arounded domed roof guarded by atrio of
towers. Still, how was such athing possible?

"Onetemplefor three goddesses?’ Liriel demanded.

"One goddess, if you prefer. We worship the triple goddess. maiden, mother, and wisewoman," Zofia
explained. "They are called by other namesin other lands. We of Rashemen aso have our namesfor
them, but these are our own and must not be spoken to outsiders. Come - | will show you the
bathhouse."

This proved to be asmadl, round, windowless building constructed of stone and roofed with date. The
old witch pulled open the door. Steam escaped, aong with asudden, rushing energy that was more than
ar.



Liriel peered insde. In the center of the room was awell filled with rocks that glowed with heat. A
large bucket had been suspended over it with ropes running from it to the wooden benches built againgt
thewalls. Liriel saw the purpose of thisat a glance. Anyone desiring a steam bath would pull arope and
tip abit of water onto the hot rocks. The drow had smilar steam houses, abeit magica ones, in
Menzoberranzan.

Fyodor's sister sat on one of these benches, alinen sheet wrapped around her. She gave them a
pleasant nod—and vanished.

"The Bannik," Zofia said casudly. "A spirit of health and divination. Most bathhouses have one. If
you see afamiliar person in the bathhouse who should not be there, do not take darm. It isonly the
Bannik."

"If | seeafamiliar person, I'd beafool not totekedarm,” Lirid muttered.

Thewitch gave her acurious stare. "It isso? Y ou have many enemies?’

"I'm not sure what a Rashemi means by 'many’ enemies,” Liriel prevaricated.

Zofialet out an amused chuckle. "Well said. It would seem that Fyodor hastold you some of our
tales. What agtoryteller he would have madel" she said wistfully.

Liriel consdered these words and discarded them as unimportant. Most likely Rashemi storytellers
devoted their livesto thisart, as did human bards or drow deathsingers. Fyodor had taken awarrior's
path instead.

"| felt something leave when we entered. What wasthat?'

"Who can say?' Zofiaresponded. "The Bannik sometimes invites friends to the bathhouse. Forest
Spirits, water spirits, demons.”

The drow took a cautious look over her shoulder. "This doesn't bother you?'

"Do you think that one spirit has the power to hed or to divine?' Zofiademanded. "The Bannik are
powerful becausethey have friends. It isalesson we Rashemi have learned well.”

They closed the door and moved on to the main building. Zofia shook her head. "None but awitch
may enter. No outlander is permitted within, not even one with a wychlaran's training. Evenif you were
who you claim to be, you could not passthisdoor.” Zofiaheld up ahand, silencing Liridl. "That will keep.
Come, | will show you to your hut."

Thetwo femaeswaked in silence down the long road leading to the village wall. Lirid's new home
was surprisingly pleasant, asmal hillock crowned with meadow grass till studded with summer flowers.
Smoke rose from the smadll circle of stones, giving evidence of the dwelling within.

The single round room was heated by an iron stove. A large fur-covered bed filled one sde, asmal
table and chairsthe other. Pegs provided placesfor clothing. A washtub stood next to ashelf holding
dishes and pots.

Zofiatook down asamovar and set to work making tea. She also took from her bag asmall loaf of
bread, asdlt cellar, and awhite cloth.

"Y ou will need these to befriend your domovoi. A house spirit," she explained, responding to Lirid's
inquiring stare. "They are helpful and kind, and aslong as you do not offend them they will protect your
house and do some of your chores.”

"What am | supposed to do with these things?'

"Wrap the bread and sdt in the cloth and stand in your open doorway. Invite the domovoi inwith
kind and pleasant words, then leave the gift under the threshold stone. Thereisa specid hollow there, of
course.”

"Of course" Lirid echoed, feding dightly dazed by thisrecitation. "What doesa domovoi look like?

"Oh, don't expect to seeit. You will hear it from timeto time. It will hum when content and sigh or
even groan when sad. Now, let us spesk of you," she said. Her keen blue eyesregarded Liriel steadily.
"Tdl mewhy you have come to Rashemen.”

"l camefor Fyodor and to bring back the Windwalker."

"Nothing more?

The drow hesitated, not sure how far to trust the witch. She decided that she had little choice. Without
Zofids patronage she would not have been dlowed into thisland at dl.



"Another task was entrusted to me," she said dowly. "'l was given atapestry in which areimprisoned
the spirits of dain dves. | promised to freethem.”

A light swept over Zofiasface. "Now | understand. Y ou areamorrigan!”

Liriel lifted askeptica brow. "l wasn't thelast time| looked.”

Thewitch chuckled. "A raven, then. A being who moves between two worlds, between starlight and
shadows. It isyour task to see lost spirits home.”

Thisnotion was entirely new to Liriel, and yet it had the uncomfortable fit of newfound truth. "Between
starlight and shadows.” Fyodor had used that very phrasein astory hetold her.

Still, this morrigan business was too much to absorb.

"Who decided this?' she said hegtedly.

Zofiashrugged. "Who knows? Is our fate written on the day of our birth, or do we choose our
peths?"

"Youtdl me"

"Neither," the old woman said, "or perhaps both. The futureis not oursto know."

"Fyodor hasthe Sight. He says you're an Oracle.”

Thewitch inclined her head. "We see what might be, just as the fisherman sees the darkening clouds
and knowsthat rain might fall. He dso knows that a strong wind might come and blow the storm far from
the Ashane, or that the song of the bheur—the blue hag, the bringer of Winter—might changetherainto

Lirie took thisin. "What do you seefor me?"

"Let'shavealook."

Zofiatook abag from her belt and spilled severa small, rune-carved stones onto the table. "These
were made from bones | eft by creatures no living eye has seen. The ancient power of theland isin them.
Gather them up and strew them on the table.”

Lirid did as shewasbid. The old woman studied the result for long moments. At length shelifted her
eyesto thewaiting drow. "Y ou will bind and break, hed and destroy. What you sought, you have found.
What you love, you will lose—yet your heart will sing and not done. Y ou will make a place for those
who walk between the starlight and the shadows.”

The drow considered these cryptic words. "At least rain clouds eventually get to the point.”

Zofiaghrugged. "Thewind will blow whereit will. Keep the stones. Learn to listen to them, but do not
seek to know your own future. That is courting ill fortune.”

Sherosetoleave. Liriel stepped caught the witch's deeve. "Do you know what | am?' she asked
Softly.

"Ohyes" Zofiasad. "You are ablack wolf."

The drow blew out along breath that was part relief, part resgnation. At least her deepest secret—or
nearly so—was on the table.

"There are black wolves among every kind of creature,” the witch went on, "who are different from
their kin, outcasts either by choice or birth. Perhaps both. For whatever reason, they have no place
among their kindred. They walk done. | say black wolf because oftentimes arogue wolf has adark coat.
Issuch abeast shunned by its kind because of its hide, or doesit hunt alone because of differences
hidden beneeth?"

Thisexplanation struck Liriel asambiguous as her "fortune.” Did Zofiaknow that her guest was adark
ef or didn't she?

“I'll try not to keep the village awake with my howling," she grumbled.

The witch chuckled. "Seep, then. Tomorrow you take the next step on your path.”

She went her way. Liriel gathered up the bread and salt and stood in the open door. "Thisisfor the
domovoi" shesad, feding rather foolish. "Y ou're welcometo comein.” No further pleasantries cameto
mind, though shetried to think of some.

"Hang old shoesintheyard,” called Zofiawithout looking back. "The domovoi likethat."

"Kill menow," Lirid muttered. Resolving that the house spirit would have to make do with an evening
snack, she put the gift under her stone and closed and latched her door. Shefell facedown into the fur



coverlet and was adeep dmost at once.

Sometime later, she became aware of amost peculiar feding, a sensation so subtle that that it
bel onged neither to dreams or waking. Her feet were suddenly cooler, asif some highly skilled servant
had managed to get her boots off without waking her.

Liriel cracked open one eye and ingtantly came fully awake.

A peculiar cregture leaned over her. It looked human but for the silky fur covering itsface and limbs.
Most likely mae, it ppeared quite old and was clad only in along-tailed red shirt. Long, gnarled fingers
reached for the strings tying the witch mask to her belt.

Liriel exploded from the bed, her back to the wall and her daggersin her hand.

The creature stared at her in open-mouthed astonishment. "domovoi to the drow | have become?” it
moaned. "A bad hut, thisis! Better a dvorovoi it should havel™

Only then did Liriel notice the mask in the house spirit's hand and redlized that she wore her true face.
A glance a her black hands confirmed this.

Thinking fast, she responded firmly, "No Dvorovoi. | mean no harm to Rashemen and want nothing
to do with bad spirits."

This gpparently was the right gpproach. The furry being nodded approvingly. "Better in the yard they
should stay. Y ou can cook?'

"Not if my lifedepended oniit.”

The domovoi brightened. "Then no dishes | must wash, no pots scour! But there will be milk?”

"If you want it, I'll have someone ddliver it."

"Rothes milk, or goat?'

Liriel shrugged. "Whatever you want.”

"Eggs?' the spirit inquired hopefully.

The drow extended her hand for the mask, indicating atrade. The domovoi handed it over and faded
from sight, but a contented little mel ody rose from the sove. The drow tied the mask firmly to her belt
and went back to bed.

Y et deep eluded her. Lirie opened her door and gazed toward the mountains, drinking cold teaand
watching the sky brighten to silver. A single howl wafted down from the forested dopes, awild voice that
sang aone. Liriel remembered the witch'swords and lifted her mug in sllent sdlute to akindred spirit.

@

The sunwaswel past its zenith by the time Fyodor stood near the top of Snowcat Mountain. The
young people of Dernovia had left before dawn to make the long trek up the mountain. He sought the
small smudge of brown and gray far below that marked the village walls and wondered how Lirid fared.

She would lovethis, he decided, glancing back at the band of men and maidens he had known dl his
life. They laughed and teased, flirted and boasted, reveling in the fine day and the bracing shock of
wind-blown snow againgt their skin.

Fyodor had dready stripped down the traditiona doeskin loincloth and strapped the racing shoesto
his boots. He helped Petyar stuff the discarded clothes into sacks and load them onto the pack
animas—sure-footed, shaggy little ponies that seemed more goat than horse.

Everyone was dressed in similar fashion, men and women dike. All of them, even young Petyar, were
well accustomed to this. There wasllittle shame in Rashemen regarding the body, and none of the
Rashemi confused sport with courtship.

Even so, Fyodor couldn't help contrasting the sturdy Rashe-maar women with the tiny drow and
envisoning Lirid'slithe black form againgt the setting of white snow.

Petyar ebowed him sharply in theribs. "Now who'swatching?' he said with agrin.

Thewarrior chuckled and tossed his head toward the ribbon that |ast year's winners held between
them. The starting line could not be tied to trees, asthey had |eft the tree line behind perhaps two hours
ago.

They joined the group and waited for the ribbon to drop, then al of them hurtled down the mountain
in huge, diding steps. A fast start was important. Once they reached the forest, the paths narrowed and



the lead was difficult to take. Frontrunners could be expected to protect their positionswith their fistsand
gaffs. Competition among the swiftest racers often developed into impromptu duels, which opened the
door for less-favored contestants and added the possibility of an unexpected win. It wasthisthat lent the
race much of itsexcitement. All shared thelikdlihood of friendly battle. Any man or maid might win
honors.

Petyar shouldered his cousin out of the way, sending him into atumbling roll. Fyodor found hisfeet
and took off after the boy, loudly promising vengeance.

They would nether of them win thisway, but the young man's playful mood suited Fyodor. Better this
than a sensdess quest for ablack wolf that had harmed no one and was best | eft alone.

Fyodor scooped up a handful of snow and dung it at the boy. It dapped into the back of hishead. He
turned and hurled amissile of his own. Fyodor leaned away from the snowbal and quickly closed the
distance between them. He stooped as he neared the boy and grabbed a handful of snow. With thishe
briskly washed Petyar's face.

The boy yelped and gave pursuit. Fyodor |egped over a snow-covered boulder and did dong the
trunk of afdlenlog. The younger warrior, though, had the longer legs, and on this steep dope his stride
was nearly the match for ahill giant's.

They raced only each other, leaving the prize to others. After atime, however, Petyar seemed to lose
interest. He did not increase his speed when Fyodor drew abreast with him, did not return his cousin's
cheerful insults. Asthey neared the tree line the boy lengthened his stride and veered off the path. He
disappeared into the trees.

Fyodor st hisjaw and followed the big-footed trail.

Suddenly there weretwo trails.

He did not see the second trail at firdt, for Petyar's prints had obscured the delicate markings. No
doubt he had done so ddliberately, in an attempt to hide histrue purpose, but as the boy's excitement
drew, his caution ebbed. The marks of large but delicate paws, front and back feet falling into the same
graight line, wove through the trees.

Petyar followed.

Fyodor found his cousinin asmdl clearing, not far from the runner's path. The fading voices of the
runners proclaimed that they had been left far behind, but Petyar did not seem to notice. He stood at the
base of asnow-frosted pine, staring in puzzlement at the snow. Tracks circled the tree, but the thick
white blanket beyond was marked by asingle pair of tracks: Petyar's. Thewolf prints had completely
disappeared.

The warrior clapped the boy on the back. "Y ou would not be the first Rashemi to lose atrail. Forget
it

"l didn't losethetrall," Petyar inssted.

"Perhaps you didn't," Fyodor agreed. "Perhaps this wolf should not be found.”

The boy scoffed. "I'm not such afool asthat! If you think to frighten me with tales of werewolves,
you'd do better to wait until the night has come and the moon isfull.”

"True enough," Fyodor admitted. He nodded toward the path. "However it happened, your quarry is
gone. Let'sjoin the others.”

Petyar grumbled but fell into step. "It will be back," heinssted, "and it will cause trouble beforeit's
finished. Tha isits nature. A wolf isawaysawalf."

Hiswords drifted through the crisp air. Thorn heard them, albeit somewhat muffled by the thick
branchesthat shrouded her hiding place. The familiar Rashemaar saying prompted awry, humorless
amile

A wolf will always be a wolf. It was strange they should think so when so many of their old tales
sad otherwise.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
thewarrens

Liriel eyed the clearing uncertainly. It was adesolate little spot, ringed and roofed by tal trees. A small
spring bubbled and spat, sending sulphorous steam into the air. She whirled toward the witcheswho had
accompanied her. Zofiahad brought dong all of Dernoviaswitches—thirteen of them—to meet their
guest and to escort her to a sacred place. To the drow's eyes, thislittle excursion was most likely a
means of getting her out of the way.

"Here?' she demanded, eyeing Zofiawith mingled outrage and incredulity.

"The witch of Shadowdale has been too long away," Zofiatold her. "Thisis ahaunted land. To know
it, you must know and respect the sacred places. We will return before the sun sets.”

The old woman nodded to the others. They turned and |eft the clearing.

Liriel glumly surveyed her surroundings.

Shewalked over to the spring and peered into the bubbling water. She could not see the bottom and
did not expect to. There were hot springs like thisin the Underdark, and even those came from deep,
hidden sources.

When she was certain that she was aone, she untied Sylune's mask from her belt and sighed with
relief as she dipped back into her own form. She kicked off her boots and removed her clothesand
weapon bdts, leaving on only the knives strapped to her ams and calves.

She dipped onefoot into the water and found it pleasantly warm. Carefully she climbed over the
rocks and lowered herself into the pool.

The steam rising around her coalesced into a strange form—a dragonlike head sculpted from mist.

Liriel scrambled out of the poal, eyeing the ghostly thing.

Y et it was not aghost. She was sure of that, though she could not exactly say why. Shefelt none of
the ingtinctive sick dread that dead thingsinspired.

She remembered the lore books that she had plumbed in her attemptsto learn about the Windwalker.
Her hand went to the hollow of her throat, the place where the amulet rested. "Place magic,” she
whispered, "and place spirits.”

Themigty reptilian inclined its head and waited. Liriel remembered how the villagers on that remote
Moonshae idand had honored the sacred river. She wore no ornaments, but she took asmall, jeweled
knifefrom awrist sheath and dropped it into the water.

The misty dragon favored her with atoothy grin and sank back into the pooal. Liriel smirked. Dragons
were the same al over, no matter what form they took. She'd be willing to bet that this one had amassed
quite a hoard.

She remembered the White Rusalka VVale, and agrim possibility occurred to her. Perhaps some of
those drowned maidens had been greedy in life, determined to loot a sacred spring or river. Shedidn't
suppose the guardian spiritstook kindly to that.

"Or s0 peoplewould assume," she mused, adding alayer of drow logic to thisunfamiliar place. "What



better place to dispose of ariva or victim? What better explanation than ‘the Rusalkadid it' when abody
washes ashore?”'

Liriel felt the ghost before she saw it. Cold fingers, no more substantial than wind, brushed her
shoulder.

The drow whirled and stared into apair of empty white eyes. No ddlicate maiden, this. The ghost was
white but appeared far most solid than the wispy dragon spirit. Lirie got aquick impression of muscle
under sodden leather armor and noted the empty scabbard. The odd cant of the colorless head
suggested a broken neck. A warrior, perhaps, dain during one of Rashemen's many invasions.

All thisLiriel took in with aglance. She sprang to one side and rolled away. The ghost lunged and
seized her ankle.

The drow kicked out with her free foot, lashing out repestedly at the surprisingly solid spirit. The dead
warrior woman headed for the pool, dragging the drow with her.

Liriel seized arock. It cameloosein her hand, and shelet it go. The fingers of one hand dug furrows
in the ground as sheflailed about with the other, seeking something to halt her deadly progress. All she
needed was a moment or two, long enough to cast a spell.

She remembered suddenly that she knew no wizard spells that would protect her against the
determined rusalka. Learning them had seemed foolish, when asimple clerical spell worked just aswell.

And clerical magic was dependent upon the favor of the goddess.

Even asthe thought formed, Liriel's hand closed around something dender and strong. She seized it
and looked up into a pair of multi-faceted black eyes. With ashriek, she released her hold on the giant
pider'sleg.

Ask, suggested aslent voice, one Liriel had hoped never to hear again. Lolth's power had followed
her even into thisaien place, tempting her, haunting her.

Therusakadragged her inexorably toward the pool. Lirid twisted onto her back, trying to break the
dead warrior's grip. That failing, she lashed out repeatedly with her free foot, connecting with the solid
form again and again. None of her efforts had any effect.

Mist rose from the pool and surrounded the dead warrior. Before the drow's frantic eyes, it took the
shape of an enormous dragon's head. The misty jaw gaped wide and lunged for the ghost. The rusalkalet
go of her prize and reached for her empty scabbard. A startled expression crossed the ghostly face. Liriel
got the distinct impression that thiswas not thefirst time thiswarrior had been surprised by the lack of
this weapon. Frozen once again in its moment of death, the rusalka offered no resistance to the dragon. It
was swallowed by the spring's guardian and, strangely enough, disappeared into the less substantia form.

The dragon sank back into the stream, leaving Liriel on the bank. For just amoment, the drow caught
aglimpse of her jeweled knife below the bubbling surface and understood that the impulsive tribute had
saved her life.

Perhaps more than her life. The giant spider, the minion of Lolth, had also disappeared.

Lirid rose and dressed herself. Shetied the mask back to her belt. Changing her appearance back to
that of the human Sylune did not make her fed much better. Lolth had found her, and the stubborn
goddesswould be less easily fooled than the villagers of Dernovia.

Zofiahad been right, she thought grimly. Thiswasindeed ahaunted land, and if it truly was her destiny

to see the spiritsto their rightful homes, wherein the nine bloody hells was she supposed to sart?
@

Gorlist glanced up sharply asthe sound of scuffling feet approached the cave's opening. His
mercenaries had findly captured something of vaue, or a leadt, of interest! By the Masked Lord, it was
afeat long overdue!

One of his mercenaries broke free of the small battle and saluted his commander. "We have captured
andf. Afemde"

Wéll, that was something. "Bring her in," Gorlist ordered.

Three of hissoldiersdragged in atdl fagrie éf. Even bound and gagged, form half shrouded with the
remnants of acanvas sack, she put up an impressive struggle.

Gorligt strode forward and seized a handful of her disheveled black hair. He jerked her head back



and noted the digtinctive light stregk that framed one side of her face. With agtart of dark pleasure,
Gorligt recognized this €f. It was she whom he had fought on the deck of hislost ship!

With hisfree hand he fingered the slver braid. "Clever, that little shapeshifting trick. What would this
braid becomeif | ripped the entire thing from your scap?'

The df spat amouthful of blood a hisboots. "Try it and see," sheinvited.

"Ancther time," the drow said coldly. "At present, | am moreinterested to learn why | seeyouin
Skullport when fighting Liriel Baenre there and find you in Rashemen near the village of her pet human.”

She sneered and started to work up another wad of spittle. Gorlist backhanded her hard, sending her
head snapping to one side.

"Bring theirons," he commanded.

The ef spat out ajagged shard of tooth and laughed in hisface. "I counted almost a hundred dark
elvesin and about these warrens, and | am oneaone. Am | not bound tightly enough for you?' she
sharled, holding out her bound wrists.

Gorlist nodded to Chiss. The young drow bared histeeth in afierce smile and set to work. He
snapped iron manacles on the faerie df'swrigts. Deftly climbing the sonewall, he threaded the attached
chain through hoops embedded high overhead.

Gorlist nodded to his cohorts.

Two drow pulled swords and dashed away the ropes binding their captive. As she lunged at them,
Chiss yanked the chains back, pulling her arms out wide and stopping her charge.

Gorligt strode around her, eyeing the marks that drow swords had left in leather and flesh. The
femae'stoes barely touched the ground, and the angle of her arms suggested that they had been pulled
from the shoulder sockets, yet her green-gold gaze remained steady and implacable.

"Cut off her armor and garments," he told the two drow. "Don't be too dainty about it."

His soldiers went about their work with obvious pleasure. Gorlist picked up alength of severed rope
and knotted it. He handed thisto one of the drow and avid of sdlt to the other.

"Enjoy," he said as he settled down to watch. He smirked at the f woman. | certainly intend to."

The torture went on longer than Gorlist would have thought possible. In time, pleasure became
tedium, but nothing they inflicted upon the faerie ef induced her to speak.

"Get Brindlor," hesad &t last.

One of the drow—ayoung female who had been born to Nis-styre'sfirst mercenaries—went in
search of the deathsinger. They returned shortly. Brindlor sent aquick look of distaste at the faerie éf
that had nothing to do with her condition and little to do with the color of her skin.

"Merdrith isnot here. Y ou know more magic than any of us. Strip her secretsfrom her mind,” Gorlist
demanded.

The desthsinger sniffed. "Small wonder she did not talk. Didn't you know that iron drawsthelife force
from some faerie creatures as arag soaks blood from awound? Perhaps this éf is one such creature.
Cut her down."

Reluctantly Chisslowered the chains and snapped off the manacles. What happened next took them
al by surprise.

There was no spdlcasting, no dow metamorphosis, no warning & al. One moment a battered elf
woman lay at their feet, the next, alarge black wolf regarded them with gold-green eyes. Her lip curled
back in asnarl, her hind feet tamped down, and she legped.

Chisswent down under her before he could draw aweapon. The wolfs teeth sank into his shoulder,
and the massive head gave a savage shake. Then she was up, dodging thisway and that as she evaded
the swords of her tormenters. She darted out into the cavern with preternatural speed and was gone.

"Find her," snapped Gorligt, but he aready knew that the effort would prove futile. He kicked in
frudration at thefalen soldier.

"Drag him out under the sky and watch him until the moon rises" he commanded. "Perhaps adding a
drow werewolf to our band will inspiretherest of you to act like huntersl”

Even asthey reached for him, Chiss shuddered and died. They did as Gorlist commanded. Under the
night sky they drew swords and waited, some with fascination and others with almost-concealed



trepidation, for the transformation to come and their former comradeto rise.

Hours dipped by, marked only by the steady dripping of water in some nearby tunndl.

"Themoon haslong sincerisen,” Brindlor said at last. "Bury or burn him or leave him to rot. It matters
"Not awerewolf, then," Gorlist mused. "What was she, to change likethat? A druid? A sorceress?’
"Worse" the desthanger said grimly. "Thewench isalythari.”

©

The sky wasthick with starsbefore Liriel finaly made her way to her little hut. Fyodor was dready
there and was busy gtirring herbsinto a stew.

"Y ou're cooking,” she observed. "The domovoi isnt going tolikethis."

Helooked up sharply. "Y ou've spoken with one?"

"We cameto an understanding.” She shut the door and untied the mask from her belt, sghing with
relief as she dipped back into her own form. Even more pleasant was the way Fyodor's eyesfilled with
thesight of her.

"Songs and stories claim that the Seven Sigers are the fairest among women,” he said quietly. "Have
the bards dl gone mad, or are they merdy blind?'

Sheraninto hisarms. For along moment they clung together, then sheled him to the rumpled bed.
They settled down side by side, her head nestled against his broad shoulder.

"Rashemen isan interesting place. | was undressed by a domovoi, inspected by a coven of witches,
and attacked by a dragon-shaped water spirit and a muscle-bound Rusalka. How was your day?'

"Muchthesame"

"Hmmm."

Shelifted her faceto his, and for quite some time there was no need for other words. The stewpot
scalded, the domovoi sighed, and neither warrior nor Windwalker cared in the dightest.

Much later, Fyodor took her into the courtyard and pointed to the stars. "Do you see that smdll
cluster there, shaped like a crossroads? We cdl it the Guardians after the spirits who watch the four
corners of the year. The bright star there is Mokash, named for the spirit of the harvest. A smilar sar
pattern marks each turning of the year. Soon we will celebrate the Autumn Sunset, the time when night
and day stand in balance and the whedl of the year turnstoward winter.”

The drow pulled her cloak closer. "'l have heard of thiswinter. Doesit get colder than this?'

"Much, but thereisachill wind tonight. We should go insde.”

Sheturned wistful eyestoward the forest. Fyodor caught her ook and shook his head. "That is not
wise. Thisisahaunted land, and the nights are filled with ghosts. More so in these days than in times
"Zofiasaid that | should get to know the land's spirits,” Lirid argued. "What better way?'

He relented with asgh. "Wewill break fast with VVastish and her children. Perhapswe could bring a
rabbit or two for her pot.”

"Or an uthraki," she said with agrin, referring to their recent misadventure.

Fyodor's eyes twinkled. "Why not? Everything V astish cooks ends up tasting much the same.”

They set abrisk pace down the rutted dirt road that wound through the fields. Liriel heard afaint
rustle to her |eft. From the corner of her eye she noted a squat, malformed dwarf scuttling through the
ripened grain, keeping pace with them. Strings of green hair sprouted from its head like tall meadow
grass, and athick green mustache bristled under avast beak of anose. Itslarge eyes were deeply set
and shadowed by beetling green brows, but even at aglance Liriel could see that one wasalight green
shade and one a brilliant orange.

" A polevik," Fyodor said in atroubled tone.

"Dangerous?’

"Only if you fdl adeep inthefield or follow it into the grain. What troubles meisthe hour. Usudly the
Polevik only wander about at highsun.”

"Maybeit had acup of Zofiasteaand can't deep.”



He chuckled briefly. The troubled look returned to hisface. "Y ou know | have abit of Sight. Beforel
left Rashemen, | started to see things that should not be there. Ghosts, spirits, even heroes from tales my
father'sfather heard from his grandsire. They wander about like drunken men locked out of their huts by
angry wives, uncertain of where they are or where they should go. It has been so since the Time of
Troubles. The magic of Rashemen liesin theland itself and in the spirits of theland. Itisnot like wizards
spells, which once cast and forgotten can be learned again. No witch will say so, but | suspect that this
magic did not hed asit should have."

She considered hiswords, wondering if thiswas part of the confusing destiny Zofiaforesaw.

Before she could give voiceto this thought, a bitter wind ripped through the treeswith a shrill, dmost
metdlic shriek. Branchesrustled sharply. The singing insectswent sllent, and asmal bird fell from its
perch. Lirid stooped and picked it up, marveling at how light the little thing was. How cold.

Fyodor seized her arm and pulled her to her feet. "Hurry," he urged. "We need to be within walls
before the bheur song strikes again.”

Theurgency in thisvoice convinced Liriel to run now and ask questions | ater.

They raced through the forest, retracing their steps. They were dmost free of the forest when they
saw the old woman. She stood on the path aheed, leaning on atal wooden staff. Her long, wild hair was
aswhite asadrow's and her wrinkled skin nearly blue from cold. Barefoot and clad only in rags, she
looked asif shewould fal if not for the staff in her gnarled hands.

The Rashemi skidded to astop and put Liriel behind him. "Lightning magic,” he said tersdly. "The most
powerful you know, and quickly!"

She dug into her coin bag and took out an emerald—the last gem from her share of the degpdragon’s
hoard. With one hand she tossed this toward the hag, with the other, she gripped the Wind-walker and
cdled forth the spdll she had stored within.

The gem disappeared. Inits place stood ahaf-ef femae, taller by haf than the wizard who had
summoned it. Her sharply sculptured body was trand ucent as glass and green asfine emerads, and in her
hands was ajagged bolt of white fire. The golem drew back her arm and threw the lightning asawarrior
might hurl aspear.

A ghriek like the clash of elven swordstore from the hag. Shelifted her saff and sent aspray of icy
crystasflying to meet the oncoming lightning. The bheur's blast spread asit went into alethd cone. The
frost blast flared into brilliant life as the bolt passed through. It hit the hag and sent her hurtling backward.
She hit the base of apine, hard, and sank to the forest floor.

With agtonishing agility the hag was up and running, fleeing back toward the mountains.

Liriel started toward the staff.

"Don't bother," her friend told her. "It only ismagicd in a bheur's hands. Evenif you could useit,
somemagic isbest left done”

She caught the grim notein histone. "I did something wrong?"

"The spdl waswisdly chosen,” he said carefully, "but you must not summon agolem in Rashemen.
Many such creatures were brought againgt us by Thay's Red Wizards. Any who see you cast such a spdll
will wonder whereyou learned it.”

She shrugged. "There was abook of Mulhorandi magic in the Green Room. | had alot of gems | eft
over from the deepdragon’s hoard, and this seemed a good use to make of them."”

"Even s0, such magic can be deadly in Rashemen. No outlander wizards of any kind are permitted
here. Because Sylune was afriend to Rashemen and trained in some of the witches minor arts, and
because Zofia has taken you under her wing, my people accept you. If they saw you cast such aspell,
neither of uswould liveto see the next dawn."

Lirid received thisnewsin silence. "No such spells,”" she repested, asif saying that words aoud would
meake them sound more sensible.

"Only to save your own life. Promise methis.”

The words came quickly to the drow's tongue, but she found she could not speak them. She shook
her head, unwilling to make a promise she doubted she could keep. To her astonishment, Fyodor looked
oddly gratified by this.



"Theday dawns" he said softly. "V astish will expect us soon.”

Hetook her hand, and they walked to the cottage where his sster'sfamily lived. Already smoke rose
from the chimney, and akettle of boiled grains mixed with what appeared to be dried berries bubbled on
sove.

Two smal boys hurled themselves at Fyodor and attached themsalvesto hislegs. A tdler girl, one
close enough to maidenhood to be mindful of her dignity, hung back, eyeing her brothers with disdain.

Vadtish shook her wooden spoon and gave one of the urchinsalight swat on the rump withit. "Do
your mannersfail you, or just your eyes? Can't you seethat theresa wychlaran present?'

The children fell back, abashed, and dipped into jerky little bows. "Y ou bring graceto this
household," thetrio chanted.

Liriel smiled uncertainly. Drow children the size of these maeswere till being word-weaned and
were seldom seen except by the one or two people who oversaw thistraining. She had never had
anything to do with anyone so small.

She gave her name and received the children's namesin turn. Lacking other ideas, she suggested,
"Perhaps astory before we eat?"

The boys greeted thiswith great and loud enthusiasm, Vastish with agrateful nod. Fyodor settled
down and pulled a nephew onto each knee.

"Long years ago, ahero known as Y vengi waked the land. Times were troubled, and many brave
men fell in battle. Yvengi's father was agreat warrior, aberserker equa to any man dive, but one day he
faced afoe that had neither blood nor bresth.”

"The demon Eltab!" the younger boy put in excitedly.

"None other,” Fyodor agreed. "Yvengi knew that his strength and his sword would be powerless
againg the demon's armored hide, so he prayed to al the spirits of the land and was granted amagica
sword. Not even ademon could stand before Hadryllis. Eltab fled to Thay—"

"Towak among morta demond™ the child chimed in.

"Y ou know thetae," observed hisuncle with asmile. "Then you know that in each turn of the family
wheel—from father to son, mother to maiden—another great sword will be raised for Rashe-men.”

"Likeyours" the boy said in worshipful tones.

A deep slencefel over the room. Judging from the stricken expression on the femaes faces and the
red flush staining the older boy's cheeks, Lirid surmised that some important taboo had been broken.

Thelittle one glanced from one face to another, looking as puzzled as Lirid felt. "Thereismagicinthis
sword," heingsted.

Fyodor looked to hissister. An expression of mingled pain and pride crossed her face. "Thrisfyr has
the gift," shesaid amply. "It isdready decided that he will join the vremyonni. Hewill goto the Old
Onesfor training before next winter's snows."

"A great honor," he said softly. Vastish smiled but not without irony.

The morning medl passed swiftly with nothing more serious to mar it than amug of spilled milk. They
thanked their hostess and |eft to tend to the day's business.

"What was dl that about?" Liriel asked softly as soon asthey were beyond hearing'srange. "What did
thelittle boy say that made your sster turn pale?’

Fyodor's shoulders rose and fell in aheavy sigh. "When we first met, you commented on my blunt
sword. | told you that it was thus fashioned so | would not cut mysdlf. Y ou thought | was merely being
fooligh, but | spoke the smpletruth. A warrior who cannot control his battle ragesis given such asword,
and for severd reasons. Firdt, o heislesslikely to harm his brothers. Second, so he does not cut himsdlf
and die by hisown hand. Thereisno greater disgrace to aRashemi than this. Findly, so hewill diewith
honor and purpose. The berserkers go first into battle. Any man with ablunt sword leadsthe way."

The grim truth cameto Lirie dowly. "It isasentence of death.”

"Yes. Zofialent this sword magic so that it might cut those not of Rashemen and that | might stay dive
long enough to complete my quest.”

"Throw it away," she said passionately. " Get another sword. Y our battle rages are under
control—you don't need a blunt sword anymore.”



"That isnot our way," he said softly. "Thisisthe last sword | will wield. That isour law and custom. |
must die with thissword in my hand.”

Lirid'sfirst impulse wasto protest this new example of human stupidity, but memoriesflooded her
mind and stilled her tongue: Fyodor facing drow and Luskan warriors, fighting seaogres, daying agiant
squid—nby cutting hisway out from theinsde. She relaxed. He had won many battles with that blunt,
black sword. Why shouldn't he continue to do so?

A tall, gangling youth trotted toward them, hisarms full of what appeared to be a bundle of black
gticks and his shaggy brown hair faling into his eyes. He pulled up short and bobbed his head to the
"witch" a Fyodor's side. Fyodor quickly completed the introductions and asked what Petyar was abouit.

"We'reto scout the Warrens,”" the boy said without preamble. "Treviel's orders. The othersare
waiting at thewest gate." He grinned broadly. "There will be alightning wand for each of us. The
vremyonni sent them.”

Liriel noted the grim set of Fyodor'sjaw. "The male wizards?' she asked.

"Yes," hesad shortly. "They live and sudy and create in a hidden place.”

"These Warrens," she concluded. "These are caves?'

Thelook he sent her confirmed her unspoken concern. Where there were caves, there were tunnels.
Where there were tunnels, there might well be drow. She did not doubt that Gorlist would catch up with
her sooner or later. Thiswas not, however, the time she would have chosen.

"I'll comewith you," she stated.

The boy'sfacefel. "With dl respect, Lady, thisisasmple scouting expedition.”

Fyodor claimed one of the ebony wands. It was about the length of abig man's forearm and the
thickness of histhumb. It had been intricately carved with atiny design that spiraled up the length of the
wand. It was apricelesswork of art, created to be destroyed in asingle moment.

He lifted this pointedly and raised one brow. "For a smple scouting expedition we need such athing?
Spesak truth, Petyar. We are hunting. Not your black wolf, | hope."

Lirid blinked in surpriseto hear thisterm.

"The beast does not travel with any pack,” the boy said, histone defensive, "and alone wolf often
seeks easy prey, becoming adanger to livestock and children.”

Fyodor hefted the wand. "Even if you convinced Trevid of that, thiswas not meant for awolf."

"| followed it into the Warrens," the boy admitted. "1 was hoping to find her lair. What | found instead
was adead drow."

Fyodor glanced a hisfriend. "This drow waskilled by the wolf?"

"Who cares?' Petyar retorted. "A dead drow isablessing, however it came about, but yes, it appears
0. His shoulder was torn open, histhroat savaged.”

Fyodor drew him away from Liriel and placed himself between the two—whether for Petyar's
protection or hers, Liriel couldn't say. Fyodor glanced back at her.

"It isbest that you stay closeto the village today. Promise me this”

She did and was rewarded by the glad flash in her friend's eyes. Hisword, his honor—these were no
small thingsto Fyodor. Apparently he considered her refusal to give her word, unless she meant to keep
it, agood thing.

For thefirst time, she wondered how he felt about the deception she had forced them both to live.
Perhaps Zofias word might have been enough to gain cautious acceptance for adrow, but the lie had
been told. To the eyes of the truth-loving Rashemi, concedling her nature most likely confirmed it.

"Wewill talk when | return,” Fyodor said gently. He took her hand and raised it to his heart then
turned and strode off beside hislanky kinsman.

They met the other warriors at the west gate. Horses awaited them, and they rode hard toward the
Running Rocks.

The scouting party stopped at the mouth of the caves and lit small torches. They waved these
overhead asthey ducked into the tunnels, warding off a sudden rush of startled bats.

Petyar led them down to the narrow passage where the dead drow lay. Fyodor crouched beside the
body for acloser look. After afew moments he glanced up.



"He did not die here. Something dragged him to this place, and not the wolf."

Treviel sneered. "What e se should we expect? Of course there are more of these two-legged vermin.
Thedrow do not hunt alone.

"They leave their dead in atunne for the rats?' Fyodor asked.

"What else would they do? It isdifficult to bury or burninacave

Fyodor had had enough experience with dark elvesto understand that their thinking was seldom so
smple. Helifted historch high and surveyed the tunnel. Though the passage was narrow, the ceiling
soared overhead. Fyodor made out odd shadows and impressions in the uneven rock that might be
nothing or might be passages into unseen tunnels. The drow had moved their dead comrade for a
purpose. Bait for atrap, perhaps?

Thewarrior lowered historch. "No wonder Petyar chose thistunnel. The cellings are high enough to
keep the cobwebs from tangling in hishair," he said lightly. He made a show of sweeping thetorch low to
check thefloor. "No sign of wolf scat. She hasn't been back to feed yet, and from the looks of thingsthe
ratswill polish these boneswithin aday or so. | warrant that well find no wolf in these warrenstoday.”
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Petyar |ooked puzzled, but before he could speak Trevid gave him an ungentle shove. "Moveit, boy,
and hold your tongue," he said in astern, soft voice.

The men fell into step, moving swiftly toward the open cavern beyond. They were dmost there when
the drow attacked.

The Rashemi scouts reacted at once. Swords hissed free, and the warriors ran eagerly to meet this
much-hated foe. Men near the rear of the party gave shouts of warning as more dark elves clambered
down the stone walls and into the torchlight.

A drow female, small, lithe, and clad in scant leather armor, leaped into Fyodor's path. She leveled
two wegpons at him: abroadsword and a coldly beautiful smile.

Fyodor hesitated just for amoment. Even so smal delay was too much. The female lunged, her sword
seeking his heart. He gathered hiswits and used his best wegpon—his size—againgt the smdler and
more agile drow.

He leaned away from the drow's atack then lunged at her, pinning the smal femaleto thewall. She
writhed and thrashed but could not bring her wegpon to bear. Knowing Liriel's penchant for multiple
wespons, heimmediatdly seized the drow's wrists and pinned them high over her head.

"Go!" roared Fyodor, waving the others to pass as he struggled to hold onto the drow. Treviel
repeated the command.

Thefemaewriggled away and climbed the wall. Fyodor |et her go, suspecting that he might yet have
cause to regret this. He took the ebony wand from his belt and took stock of the battle.

Most of the men had retrested down the exit tunndl. Bright lights flared suddenly, driving the drow
back and providing an escape for the Rashemi. Only Petyar and Trevid remained in the cavern. Side by
Side, the two warriors backed down the narrow tunnel, holding off the cat-quick swords of severa
attacking drow. Fyodor made a quick count and came to an unanticipated conclusion:

There were not enough drow.

Theirony in that observation did not escape him, hard-pressed though he was. But it was better to
see one's enemy than to wonder when a hidden foe might strike. The drow for whom he could not
account had probably taken the same route as the femae, nimbly climbing the walls dong paths only they
could see.

Again Fyodor lifted historch high. Thistime the light was reflected back by severa pairs of red eyes
and smdl, gleaming knives.

Fyodor tossed hiswand straight up, sending it spinning high into the cavern. It struck the celling and
shattered. He shielded his eyesfor the resulting blinding flash.

Instead, the tunnel filled with afaint, deep purplelight. Clearly reveded in it were the mocking faces of
the drow warriors—and the smug countenance of a bald human not more than ten paces from where
Fyodor stood. He shoved young Petyar out of the way and moved to block the tunnel himself.

"Y ou go no farther," hetold the lurking drow.



Soft, mocking laughter bounced aong the high celling, and the dark elf warriors swarmed down the
rock wall toward him.

Fyodor dammed his black sword back into its sheath. He would not need it. His eyes drifted shut for
amoment, and he swiftly reached back into a place degp within, seeking a force that was both ancient
and newly discovered.

The change hit him like a panicked stalion. Power surged through him, knocking him to the stone
floor, but when he struck the ground, it was not with his hands. Enormous black-furred paws dapped
down againgt the stone, claws clicking like ready daggers.

The power flowed on and on, bursting from him in aroar that shook the tunndl and froze the attacking
dark elveswhere they stood.

Or so it seemed.

It was dways so when the berserker frenzy came. Time dowed around him, giving Fyodor room to
observe, to respond. To attack.

One paw lashed out, lightning quick, and dashed the nearest elf across the throat. Fyodor caught the
faling body in hisjaws. With atoss of his massive bear's head, he threw the dead €lf onto the swords of
two attacking dark elves. Both went down under the weight of their comrade. The berserker kept
coming.

Fyodor fdt the sting of nimble swords, but histhick fur and tough hide proved more effective than
leether armor. The human hurled szzling balls of light a him. These snged and stank, filling the tunnd with
rank smoke, but the berserker felt no pain. He never did, until after.

Roaring with bettle fever, he charged past the last of the drow in the tunnel and hurled himself at the
bald wizard.

A sharp crack, like the flap of an unsecured sail in agale wind, announced Fyodor's newest foe. A
terrible creature dropped from ahigh perch, an enormous birdlike monster with a bat's leathery wings
and along, pointed beak lined with needlelike fangs. It hurtled down, seemingly intent upon stopping the
berserker's charge.

In the part of hismind that was still human, Fyodor recognized the handiwork of aRed Wizard. The
avian spread its massive wings and leveled its beak at Fyodor in abizarre parody of aknight's charge.
Fyodor reared up and charged right through the monster's path, his claws dashing and his fangs snapping
at that dangerous beak. His ondaught shredded the thick membrane of the wings, and the pointed beak
snapped between his jaws. The berserker spat and came on.

The wizard was not yet finished. He threw a handful of powder onto the floor and stepped into the
risng cloud. For amoment he was obscured by the thick mist. When he stepped out, it was on two
strong, furred legs. A fierce gray cave bear waded toward the berserker, its powerful upper limbs spread
in preparation for aletha hug.

The two combatants tangled and went down, snapping and rolling. In the cavern beyond, flares of
light flashed and waned, and the sounds of fierce battle rang through the warrens. Fyodor clung to the
transmuted wizard, worrying him with fang and claw, determined to keep him from joining the drow
band.

He did not know how much time passed or how long he fought. After awhile Fyodor noticed that the
tunne had gone dark and that his opponent no longer struggled.

No longer breathed.

Thewarrior pushed himsalf away and padded on four feet into the cavern. Two torches were il
burning faintly. Someone among the fighters had had the presence of mind to wedge them among the
scattered rocks.

The scenerevealed in the dim light was agrim one. The Rashemi band had won but at ahigh cost.
Three men lay dead, and most of the others had taken wounds.

Petyar noticed the bear and let out ayelp of alarm. The older warriors went aert at once, swords
ready.

The fyrra held up a hand to keep them back. " Chesnitznia,” he said wearily, explaining Fyodor's
dtered form.



The survivors eyed him with awe and respect. Thiswas nearly too much for Fyodor to endure. His
borrowed form dipped away, and he dumped against the cavern wall.

Someone wrapped a cloak around his naked shoulders and pushed aflask into his hand. He took an
obliging sip and found that it contained strong teathick with honey. The sweetness sickened him, but he
remembered the old tales that spoke of shapeshifters who were ravenous after a change. Perhaps the
thick liquid would restore his strength. It was too much to hope that it might quiet histhoughts.

His stomach roiled, and a bit of the tea washed back. Fyodor wiped his mouth, and his hand came
down smesared with aviscous red. The redlization of its source sent him staggering off to besick in
earnest.

"Better?"' inquired Trevid when at last he returned.

Fyodor nodded, not able to bring himself to meet the fyrra’s eye, but the older man seized hischin
and forced it up.

"What you did waswell done" he said firmly. "While the wizard lived, the lightning sticks could not do
their job. Without them more of your brotherswould have died.”

"If anything, the wizard died too easily," one of the other men spat. "He was the worse kind of
traitor—a human who sided with the drow against hisown kind."

The others murmured avicious assent. Fyodor noted the hatred on their much-loved faces, and his
heart broke. It was dl too easy to imagine it turned upon him. He was not certain that he did not deserve
it.

The Rashemi gathered their dead and walked in silence through the warrens. Fyodor was glad for this
dlence. He had much to think about.

He had awaystried to be an honest and honorable man. Many times he had warned Liriel away from
the goddess of her childhood, chalenging her to consider if any good could come from a union with evil.
Perhaps he should have more closaly heeded his own advice.

On the surface of things, thisthought was unfair to Liriel, and he knew it. She was no more evil than a
snowecat. On the other hand, she had no more morals than the same wild cat. Without guides or
restraints, how could anyone safely chart hisway? The result of this lack was the tangled deception they
now lived. Any liewas difficult to sustain, and Liriel's was epecialy dangerous.

Fyodor regretted adso his naivetein thinking that his people might come to accept Liriel, perhaps even
to see her as he did. The Rashemi hated the drow, and he could not fault his people for their deeply
ingrained prejudice. Their history bore this out—as, he had to admit, did his own experience.

He loved Liridl, deeply and completely. More importantly, however, he knew her. It was not without
reason that Lolth wove Her webs around the errant drow princess. Liridl battled adark nature, and she
never seemed quite sure of the line between right and wrong. Sometimes she didn't seem to redlize that
such alineexisted or even that it should exig.

These troubling thoughts followed him through the winding caves and tunnels of the warrens. By the
time the sllent band stepped into the light, Fyodor had dragged himsdlf to apainful but inevitable
concluson.

He had done his people adisservice by bringing Liriel among them. If he had not done so, these drow
would not have followed her here. These men would not be dead. For the sake of al concerned, he
would take Lirid far from Rashemen as soon as he returned to the village. Even if this meant abandoning
hisduty asawarrior. Evenif it meant committing what his people would certainly regard asan
unforgivable treason.

Evenif it meant leaving hishomeand forever.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

ardes

Within the Witches Lodge was alarge courtyard walled by vine-draped trees. In the sheltered circle
within gathered severa of Dernoviaswitches. For thefirgt time Liriel was permitted to observe their
spdllcadting.

In her now-familiar guise of thetal, slver-haired Witch of Shadowdal e, she waiched intently asthe
circle of black-clad women moved through their dance, hands joined and voiceslifted in chant. The
pattern wasintricate, the magica language unknown to her. What puzzled her most was the ability of
these many women to unite not only their strength but their purpose.

Power rose from each of the masked women like steam—not quite visible, but tangible dl the same.
The object of the witches focus and the recipient of the power they raised was an carved wooden staff.
It bobbed gently in the air in the precise center of thecircle.

One of them would widld it. Oddly enough, no one seemed concerned over who might eventualy
camtheprize

Liriel imagined, briefly, how this decison would be madein Arach Tinileth, the priestess school in
Menzoberranzan. Severa females would die before such atreasure cameto rest in one pair of dark
hands.

When the casting was compl eted, the staff glided over to one of the masked women. The witch took
it reverently in long, dender hands. When shetook off her mask, Liriel bit back acurse.

Anya, the young witch who had challenged her at the border watchtower, had come to Dernovia.

The disguised drow quietly dipped out of the clearing and made her way back to her hut. She would
have to deal with Anya sooner or later, but better not to do so when she was backed by the full might of
thevillage witches.

Fyodor had not yet returned. She paced the small room and bitterly regretted the promise that bound
her here. The deepless night before finally overcame her, however, and she curled up under the fur
coverlet and sank into deep dumber.

She came awake suddenly, aerted by the soft creak of the ropes holding the mattress. To her
surprise, the person sitting at the edge of the cot was not Fyodor but Thorn.

The ef woman gestured her to silence. 'l come with awarning,” she said softly. "The Dragon's Hoard
band has come to Rashemen. They seek you."

"l know," Lirid replied inthe sametone. "Severd of the village warriors have gone looking for them.”

"Thereisone you should beware. He had in him enough hatred to fill savenlives." Thorn touched her
left cheek. "He has a dragon tattoo here.”

"Gorligt," the drow said with disgust.

"Don't dismisshim,” the ef warned. "More things have been accomplished in thisworld by persstence
than by wisdom.”

"I'll kegp that in mind. Thanksfor thewarning." Liriel swung her legs off the cot and stretched. The df



did not move.

"What?' the drow demanded.

Thorn hesitated. "' have spoken with Zofia. Shetold me of the tapestry you carry. | wish to seeit.”

Lirie grimaced. "It's not a pretty thing."

"Nevertheess™"

The drow shrugged and rose. She took the tapestry from the chest at the foot of the cot and unrolled
it carefully.

For along moment Thorn studied the terrible scene. "What have you done about it?"

The accusation in her voice stung Liridl. "It'self magic. Y ou'd probably have better ideawhat to do
withit than | would."

Thorn consdered her for amoment. "Perhaps| do," she said dowly and rose from the bed. "Come."

The drow hissed in exasperation but fdll into step behind the much-taler ef. She followed her out of
the hillock—

And into asmal meadow on the Sde of amountain.

Liriel pulled up short and looked around in astonishment. She had studied magical trangport with some
of the best mindsin Menzoberranzan for aperiod of over thirty-five human years, but she could not begin
to conjure so smooth and spontaneous a gate.

Shelooked around. The air was thinner here and cold. A lone raven crawled across the sunset sky,
and its plaintive cal rang out over the valey below.

Another raucous voice took up the cry, and the message worked itsway acrossthetrees. That it was
amessage Lirid did not doubt for amoment.

"They are carrion eaters,” Thorn explained. "They have found adead or sickly animal, and are caling
the othersto the feast."

"Generous of them.”

"Itiswhat they do. It isone of thethingsthey do," the elf added pointedly. "Sometimesaraven isjust
abird. Sometimesit isfar more. Do you understand this?'

Liriel remembered Qilué's avian messenger, and nodded. "They carry messages.”

"And more," Thorn said softly. "My people believe that the ravens carry the souls of the dead to their
atalife”

The drow began to understand where this was going. She tucked the tapestry more firmly under her
arm and strode off in the direction the birds had flown.

They cameto aclearing and saw the ravenswere not done. A circle of large gray bessts gathered
around the carcass of aboar. Wolves. Lirid recognized them from the picturesin one of her lore-books.

Thorn held out a hand to warn the drow back. "The ravens caled the pack,” she said softly. "They do
that, sometimes.”

Thismade no senseto Lirid. It was strange enough to share with their own kind, but to call large
predators?

However, as she watched the wolves, she began to sense the pattern they followed. Thelargest male
and the sole pregnant female atefirgt. All the others did homage to the royd pair and werein turn
allowed their chance a the wild pig. The ravens ate, too, hopping forward to snatch at amorsel of meet
then leaping away. No other bird was alowed. An inquisitive hawk settled on too low a branch. One of
the smaler wolves jumped at the bird, which lifted off, squawking in protest.

Lirie noticed that Thorn was her regarding with speculation. "I'll try,” she said testily, "but there's
nothing | can do until nightfall.”

"Understood.”

They settled down to wait, watching as the wolves ate and dept then ate again. Little was | eft but the
bone, and the pups carried many of those off astoys or trophies. The ravens, no nightbirds, winged off to
their hidden place of rest.

Liriel soread the tapestry out on the ground. Shetipped her head to the rising moon and listened for
the song of distant places.

She heard first the faint music of Y solde's drow, singing awelcome to the coming stars. Farther awvay



was Qilué, and gtill farther other drow whose names she did not know. Even in the depths of her magica
trance, Lirid was stunned by the number of drow who walked beneath the stars. They were not many,
certainly not enough to fill an Underdark city of any sze, but it was amazing that even ahandful survived.

Liriel touched her palm to the tapestry and listened. There, too, was music, aterrible cacophony of
sound punctuated by the shrieks of the tormented elves. Beyond that, like the edge of light around a
storm cloud, was another sound, another place. The beauty of it filled the young drow with awe and
desperate longing.

Tearsran unchecked down her face. Liriel was not sure whether she wept for the horror the elves
experienced, or the beauty that she hersaf would never know.

Still in trance, she began to sing. Without thinking what she did, she tugged adark thread from the
edge of the tapestry. She twisted the Windwalker open and threaded the wool through aloop in the hilt
of thetiny chisel. Using this as a shuttle, she began to weave. Her fingers, though unschooled in this art,
moved unerringly through the unfamiliar dance.

Shewasfantly avare of the circle of ravens gathering around her. A smilar circle was taking shape
on the tapestry, forming aring of power around the tormented souls. One by one, the ravens took wing.
The tapestry counterparts did likewise, and sheimagined that the elves dowly began to disappear from
the tapestry.

Liried dowly eased back from her dream, her mind and heart il filled with the slvery light of it. She
turned to the éf, blinking in surprise at the look of awe on Thorn's stern face.

Thorn pointed to the tapestry. There was nothing left upon it but afine-woven cloth, the pae dull
color of unbleached flax.

"They'regone" Lirid marveled.

"They arefreg" the f woman said softly.

A quick, furtive skittered filled the clearing. Lirid glanced up sharply. Beyond the circle of light was
another, darker circle, one that seethed with movement. Countless spiders, minions of Lolth, had felt the
touch of Eilistraee's magic and had come to assert another deity's prior claim.

Lirie felt no fear. So great was her joy that there was no room in her heart to provide afoothold for
Lolth'scdl.

Thorn seemed to understand this. Her face was softer than the drow had ever seen it, and the Silver
braid that hung over her shoulder gleamed with reflected moonlight.

And in the nearby shadows, beyond the loathsome circle of spiders, ayoung witch with anew-made
staff watched and wondered.

@

News of Sylunesreturn did not long remain within thewalls of village Dernovia. All across Faerlin
there are those whose businessit isto know of such wonders and portents, rumors and lies. Chief among
them were the fey women known as the Seven Sisters.

Six slver-haired women gathered in asmal cottage just outside the village of Shadowdae. Their host,
atdl, athletic women with long-fingered hands seemingly fashioned to dance upon harp strings,
unstoppered a bottle of new wine and poured it around.

"She'snot here, | tell you,” Storm Silverhand asserted. "Not at her cottage, not in mine. Not anywhere
in Shadowdae."

The other women exchanged worried glances. " She" was of course their sster Sylune, who had died
years before in abattle against dragons and their dragoncult followers. Sylune lingered about her old
homein the form of agpectra harper—an intdligent ghost who, unlike most, remembered dmost dl of
her life and had actualy managed to put much of it into perspective. The possibility that Sylune was no
longer present filled them with loss and a so with hope.

"Perhaps the rumors hold truth,” suggested the sister who appeared to be the oldest of them. Her face
was gentle and careworn, but her silvery gown was suited for royalty Impatient energy crackled audibly
around atouded beauty in awind-rent robe. "Be sensible, Alugtrid. This so-cdled witch isan imposter
and a dangerous one. Otherswill hear the rumors and come to investigate. Rashemen liesvery closeto



Algorand's borders.”

"No one doubts your ability to protect the landsyou rule," Qilué Veadorn said quietly.

The other women, with the exception of Laerd Silverhand, cooled visibly when the drow spoke.
Qiluéwasther sgter but in amanner amost too fantastic to credit. She was a stranger to most of them,
and not many years had passed since Laerd first ferreted out their ties.

"1 must agree with the Queen of Algarond,” the drow sister continued, addressing the stormy woman
with formal respect. "In dl honesty, | confessthat | fed somewhat responsible for this misunderstanding.”

Shetold them about Liriel and Fyodor and their determination to carry the Windwalker amulet back
to the witches of Rashemen.

"I'm afraid that | might have mentioned that my sster Sylune studied among the witches. What ese
would Liriel assumefrom this, but that Sylune was adrow? And what better way for adrow to gain a
foothold in Rashemen than to take Sylune's place?”

The other women groaned and nodded. Dove Silverhand, awell-muscled warrior in dark green
leathers, spoke up. "Shewill befound out, of course. Theimportant thing isto end this drow's charade
before Sylune's enemies come calling on Rashemen. What | want to know is, will this drow gather these
enemies and turn them to some dark purpose of her own?"

"1 have no reason to believe that shewill," Qiluésaid firmly. "That said, athough | like Liriel and
believe her to have vast potentid, I'm afraid that nothing good can come of this Situation.

I'll send my daughter Y solde, a priestess of Eilistraee, to get Liriel out of Rashemen before matters get
completely out of hand.”

Thewomen murmured their agreement. "We're forgetting one important thing," Storm reminded them.
"If Syluneis not in Rashemen, whereis she?"



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
thewitch of shadowdae

Sharlarrarodeinto village Dernoviabeside the slent, unsmiling young witch. Thelaiter had eventually
appeared when the elf came to the city of Immiltar and asked to spesk to the witch of Shadowdale.

The ef was still surprised by her own request. The first response to her query had been an outpouring
of old stories—there was apparently no shortage of these in Rashemen—~but eventually someone got
around to contacting one of the wychlaren. They in turn had made inquiries, and Sharlarras current
escort was the result. Oddly enough, the young witch didn't ssem at al put out by Sharlarras ghost
horse. She demanded to know the story behind it. When the ef described what had happened in
Waterdeep's graveyard, the woman nodded as if this made perfect sense.

They road in silence for over an hour before Sharlarramade another attempt at conversation. "So tell
me, Anya, are there many dvesin thisvillage Dernovia?'

The witch sent her an incredulous ook. "Few outlanders are allowed this far into Rashemen. You are
permitted only because Zofia Othlor saysyou may come.”

"l hope I'll have a chance to thank her."

"That isunlikely. Y ou have asked to see the witch of Shad-owdale. Y ou will see her, and you will go."

Friendly sort, mused Sharlarra. " There's been sometalk of drow sightings hereabouts. Tavern talk,”
shesaid, in response to Anya's narrow-eyed glare. "Have you seen any drow around?"

"Perhaps”

The cold answer found the edge of Sharlarra's patience. They didn't spesk again until thevillagewalls
cameinto sSght.

"That isthe outlander'shut,” the witch said, pointing to asmdl hillock. "The woman who cals hersdlf
Lirid isthere

Sharlarra sent her a curiouslook. "How do you know that?

"Thereisatripod of sticks on the roof. The Domovoi —the house spirits—like such things. They only
put them on the roof when people are within and take then off when they leave. If they are upset about
the people leaving, they throw the sticks at them." There was adight warning tonein Anyasvoice.

"Sovigtorstend to leavein ahurry,” the df said.

"That would bewise"

Sharlarraswung off the horse and tapped on the door. A tal, silver-haired woman answered the
door. Her eyes widened in recognition and astonishment. Sharlarra had her own moment of recognition.
This, inliving form, was the ghostly woman she had seen with Moonstone.

Which meant that the ghost she'd seen had truly been Sylune, witch of Shadowdale.

"Oh gods," Sharlarramoaned.

The woman seized the ef and dragged her into the hut. She dammed the door and pulled a black
mask off her belt. Before Sharlarra could blink, the "woman™ had changed form into asmall, dender
drow.



"What are you doing here?' Liriel demanded.

"To be perfectly honest, | came looking for trouble.” The f grinned. "Lookslikel foundit.
Impersonating Sylune! Y ou've got more brass than a cheap dagger. Tell medl that happened since you
left the ship.”

Liriel took out a bottle of wine. They shared it asthey pieced together their stories. News of Xzorsh's
death brought asharp pang to Liriel. Hewasthefirst df she had met, the first who taught her that not all
faerie elveswere to be feared, that some could perhaps be friends. Thisodd female, in Lirid's opinion,
was another such oddity.

They talked until nightfal. Findly Sharlarrarose. "I'll be off. The stiff-necked witch who brought me
here made it very clear that | wasto leave as soon as we spoke.”

Thedrow fdt apang of regret. "I would liketo talk again sometime.”

Sharlarrawinked. "That's not likely to be a problem. | said I'd leave the village, not the area.
Moonstone and | will camp out in the forest for afew days. I'll see you again, little doubt of that!"

"M oongtone?!

"My horse. Come see.”

Lirie followed her to the hillock's courtyard and started in surprise at the sight of aghostly horse. This
st the df off into gales of laughter. She swung into the saddle and urged the strange mount down the
forest path.

The drow glanced up at the moon and wondered if she might be able to find Sharlarrals song in the
moonmagic of Eilistraee. She thought briefly of the lurking spiders, but the lingering echoes of the freed
elves joy pushed aside such grim consderations. Liriel had made her choice: surdly even the persistent
Lolth must know that by now. So she went back into the cottage and sat at the table, leaving the door
opento let it the moonlight.

She closed her eyes and listening for the song. After atime she found the elf woman - but the song
seemed a strangefit for the merry, pretty femae. A surging sound like dark waters warred against a
congtant, valiant struggle of aspirit determined to keep afl oat. There was dso a chorus of f voices, a
faint echo that seemed to go back and back to its source in the distance path. Connecting the disparate
themes was the rhythmic clatter of ahorse's hooves.

Liriel sought farther for Eilistraee's own. She sensed the music unique to many distant places. Each
had smdl, hidden groups of drow, their power humming through the moonlight that bound them. Liriel
could sense that many were dancing, too full of joy to hold till.

She rose and began to dance to the silent music in perfect accord with the scattered priestesses. Even
the candle sheld lit at dusk seemed to move and sway intime.

Thecandle.

Liriel stopped short and stared at the candle. 1t had melted into alarge formless glob, a strange thing
that looked like alumpy pillar. Then the eyes opened, fastened on her, and shone with maevolent intent.

Therewas no migtaking itsidentity. "A yochlol,” Lirid breathed, staring into thetiny creature's eyes.

The handmaid began to grow, and the young drow snapped into action. She legped forward and
smashed her fist down on the candle. Half-melted wax splattered. Again she struck the candle and
dashed the remaining puddle and the stand that held it to the floor.

The girl sank down onto her chair and covered her face with her hands, obliviousto the burn and the
painful-looking blisters dready startingtorise.

"l renounce you," she whispered, rocking in her sest. "I am your child no more, your priestess never
agan."

In the courtyard beyond the open door, the spectral harper watched with narrowed eyes. Her
trand uscent hand moved suddenly to the place where an ancient amulet had rested over her once-beating
heart. The drow now wore the amulet. More than that—she had awakened it!

The Witch of Shadowda e nodded dowly as many smal mysteries converged into one. She who had
battled evil in so many of itsforms, she who should by her very nature be beyond al fear, knew a
moment of pure mortd terror.

=



Shakti Hunzrin worked her way steadily eastward, following the unrelenting zombie hoard and the
vison granted her by the ruby embedded in the deathsinger's forehead.

Thismaleintrigued her. He did not protest the pain of contact, did not respond to her mental
guestions. He smple alowed her to see what he saw. To Shakti, thiswas arevelation.

The deathsinger's keen eye picked up nuances she would never have noted on her own, and his keen
sense of irony was a piquant frame for the grand tale of revenge that Gorlist intended to weave. For days
Shakti was puzzled by the image that Brindlor showed her, but she began to suspect his purpose. He
would tell atae, but his current master would not be the hero of it.

Shakti spent many hours on the long trek thinking of waysto usethis.

She and the undead findly reached the meeting place, a series of caverns deegp below amountain
ridge humans called Running Rocks.

The deathsinger came to meet her, extending his hand to help her down from her lizard. Ordinarily she
would have declined with scorn, but the long ride had left her tiff and sore.

"Whereis Gorligt?" she demanded.

Brindlor nodded his head toward a side cavern. The warrior stood there, his narrowed eyestaking in
the orderly ranks of female zombies.

In turn, Shakti ingpected hisforces. A score or two of drow stood behind Gorligt. "Thisisdl?' she
demanded.

"We had an unfortunate encounter with some berserker warriors,” Brindlor said.

Thewarrior strode forward. ™Y ou took your time getting here," he snarled. "We will attack the
humanstonight.”

"What are their numbers? Their defenses? What magic have they?'

Gorligt laughed scornfully. "They are human. What magic could they have?!

"These human wizards can be surprisingly resourceful,” the priestess said coldly.

"l have seen little evidence of this. We had one of the famed Red Wizardswith us. Hewaskilled by a

Shakti looked past the truculent warrior to his troops. Some had been wounded. The bandages were
gtill new, the blood that stained them il bright. "How many humans did you fight, and where are they
now?' shesad briskly. "If wetaketheir raiding party now, wewill decimate their numbers and weigh the
find attack in our favor.”

"A good strategy,” Brindlor observed. He shrugged aside Gorlist'swarning glare.

"Come," Shakti said and strode toward her silent army. She took only a score of them—moreto
provide protection against possible drow treachery than to bring against the humans.

They made their way though a series of tunnels and emerged on anarrow wakway overlooking a
high-cellinged passage. A smd| band of humanswalked along, carrying their dead and wounded with
them.

There was something familiar about one of them: the black hair, the breadth of his shoulders, hisway
of moving. A dow, ferd smilelit Shakti's face as she recognized Lirid's pet human.

She began to chant aprayer to Lolth. In response, thousands of spiders emerged from their hidden
places and swarmed toward the warriors. They launched themselvesfrom thewalls, trailing silken
threads. For several momentsthe air was dark with leaping spiders and thick with the startled curses of
the Rashemi and the futile clang of their swords againgt the stone. Spider web was strong at any time, and
the blessing of the goddess rendered it imperviousto al sted and most spells.

When the humans were firmly enmeshed, Shakti made her way down the narrow walkway. She
walked around the netting, observing the struggling humanswithin. Shetook asmdl slver cuff from her
pinky and did it onto the curve of oneear. This, amagicd gift from theillithid Vestriss, enabled her to
gpeak and understand the humans' coarse language.

"l have no usefor you," she announced. "Y ou will be set free, unharmed, in exchangefor asmdl fee."

"Pay ransom to adrow?" snarled athick, gray-bearded man. "Not asingle coin, on my life!”

"Did | mention money? How very vulgar of you." Shakti smiled coldly. "I will trade many livesfor one.
Bring me the drow wench known as Liriel, and you will go free.”



"Lind?"

A long, skinny young man repeated the word increduloudy. He twisted in the web as best he could,
turning to face the warrior beside him. "Fyodor, isnot Liriel your wychlaran? What does she mean by
cdling her ‘drow'?"

"Oh, but sheis," the priestess said with crud pleasure. As an extralittle sadistic twist, she added,
"Who should carry this message but Fyodor, who knowsthis drow so very, very well?

The boy looked to Fyodor with shattered eyes. ™Y ou would not do such athing, bring adrow into
Rashemen. Tdl meshelies. Tel meyou would never betray us so!”

For along moment the warrior held the pleading stare. Then he turned to Shakti.

"Send the boy with me," he said in bleak tones, "and | will go."
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Fyodor and Petyar did not speak until they were free of the Warrens. At last the older man spoke.
"Go back to the village to warn the others. The drow are likely to attack.”

"l have heard they can be treacherous,” the boy said coldly. " Apparently the whole of that story has
not been told.”

Thewarrior caught hisarm. "Petyar, there are things you do not understand. Zofia herself foresaw
Liriel'scoming. | am not happy that Liriel chose to present aname and form not her own, but that was
her choice, not mine. She madeit according to the light she had.”

"Thedrow have preciouslittle of that."

"l have watched Lirid'sjourney into the light," Fyodor said. " Sheis not what you think sheis.

Some of the fury dipped from the young man'sface, leaving only the hurt and worry. "I hope, cousin,
that you areright.”

Fyodor hurried to the hillock hut he shared with Lirid. The burden of histask lay heavy on his heart.

It was an impossible dilemma. In sending Petyar to take the message to the village and bring fighters
to battle the drow, he was dmost certainly letting his people know who and what Lirid was. If hedid
not, aband of his countrymen would die at the hands of Liriel's enemies.

He found the drow ditting at the table peeling what appeared to be melted wax off her hands and
arms. She looked him over from head to foot. Only then did Fyodor remember that he was naked except
for his boots and the borrowed cloak. Her eyesregistered what that meant. There had been a battle, one
fierce enough to require transformation to berserker form.

"Gorlig?" she asked.

Fyodor nodded. "There are others, too. Undead drow, female warriors al, and a priestess with red
eyes and awhip of undead snakes."

"Nicetouch,” Liriel muttered. "If that'swho | think it is, you're not here because you managed to
escape.”

Hetold her the story in quick, lean words. "Y ou must flee Rashe-men at once.”

The drow dismissed thiswith an absent wave of one hand.

"I'll just give Shakti what she wants.”

"Little raven, we can't know what forces they command!"

"Who said ‘we'? I've faced Shakti before and defeated her. | can do it again." Her gaze dropped to
her hands, and she flicked off a bit of wax.

"Y ou are being arrogant.”

Her eyesflashed to hisface. "I have reason to be. | not only survived in Menzoberranzan but thrived.
| have seen theworgt life hasto offer, and I'm more than amatch for anything Shakti hasin store.”

He let out an exasperated sigh. "Do you say that because you believeit or because you think I'm
stupid enough to?"

Her eyes narrowed. "Not very flattering.”

"Y ou know what | mean! If you are determined to go, | go with you.”

He went over to the chest and dug out some clothes. He dressed quickly, and they stepped out into
thenight.

Beyond the door, Anya stood waiting for them, her staff pointed accusingly at the pair. Behind her



stood acircle of witches. Anya stepped forward and with atwitch of deft fingers tore the mask from
Lirid's belt. The drow's true appearance floated back like a dark tide.

"Thereisyour ‘witch of Shadowdale’ Now you know what shetruly is" Anyasaid with cold fury.
"Y ou know what he isaswell! | demand the penalty of deeth earned by dl traitorsto Rashemen!™



CHAPTER NINETEEN
yesterday's promises

“You arewrong," announced amusical, strangely hollow voice. "Here isthewitch of Shadow-dale.”

A pdeglimmer gppeared beside Liriel, spreading into amisty cloud then taking afamiliar form—the
tall, slver-haired woman whose face Lirid had worn since the battle of the watchtower.

The ghostly woman turned to Lirid's accuser. " Anya, daughter of Fraeni, your mother was my friend,
and in her name | invoke the oath. All vows madein shared circles must be kept, al secrets hidden. The
drow who claimed my name has been accepted among us by the witch who knew me best. Do you not
think Zofia had good reason for this?’

Theyoung witch'slips set in atight line, and she sent aglare toward the old woman. The Othlor
inclined her head in confirmation.

"l must do asyou bid," Anyasaid grudgingly. "But we Rashemi have a proverb: What good can come
of dliancewith evil?"

"An excelent proverb, and an even better question,” Sylune said. She rested aghostly hand on Lirid's
am. "'l have many questions about you. | will stay with you until | find answers. With Zofia Othlor's
permisson, of course."

"Y ou will ever find awelcome here,” the old woman said softly. ™Y ou have been too long away, my
sger. You must find me much changed.”

Musicd laughter spilled from the spectra harper. "The dead do not age, dear Zofia, yet | suspect you
would not change placeswith me.”

"True enough, and truer now than in days padt. It isno easy timeto be a spirit in Rashemen,” Zofia
warned.

"Even 0, | will not regret what comes of it. It will be good to see battle again,” she said wistfully. She
turned to Liriel. "Do you agree, drow?"

Liriel gave an ungracious shrug. "1'm none too happy about being haunted, but | suppose enduring a
ghogt is better than becoming one."

Fyodor looked to Zofia. "The witch of Shadowdale spoke of battle. Did Petyar bring the message?”

"And camewithit," the boy said. He stepped from behind the hillock. His defiant glare chalenged the
older man to condemn what he had done.

"l am proud of you, cousin,” Fyodor said a last. "Thefirst duty of a Rashemi warrior isto the land, his
fird loyaty to the wychlaran.”

Some of the ice faded from the boy's eyes. "What will you do now?"

"How well do you know the Warrens?" Liriel asked him.

Petyar found it easier to regard the toe of his boots than the face of adrow. "I often go there," he
mumbled. "Why?'

"Are there back tunnéels to the place where the hostages are held?”

He glanced up, and nodded cautioudly. "Y es, but they are narrow. No more than one can pass a a



time"

"Perfect,” she sad. "Fyodor and | will go with you. | have spellsthat can counter the spider trap.
Once the men are freed, you can lead them back to the clearing outside the Warrens. That's as good a
place for battle as any."

"That would be my choice, aswell," Zofia agreed. Her gaze swept the circle of witches. "Go, and
prepare.”

The three young people set out for the Warrens at arun. When they were gill some distance away,
Petyar stopped beside alarge dead tree sump and threw hisweight againgt it. Thelog fell with acrash,
reveding adark hole beyond.

Liriel's hands flashed through the gestures of a spell, and a sphere of blue light bobbed into existence.
Thisearned her awondering stare from the boy. She scowled and shoved him into the tunne, tilting her
head to listen to the clattering sound of hisfall.

"Not abad drop,” she concluded. "It's safe to jump.”

"Littleraven!" protested Fyodor.

"It wasn't that steep,” she said defensively. "Evenif it was, he deserved it."

The Rashemi merely shook his head and followed his cousin into the cave.

Thetrio rose and regarded their surroundingsin the light of Liriel's azure globe. They had emergedina
large cavern. Water dripped from jagged spires of rock high overhead and ran in rivulets toward a deep
ravine. Two tunnelsled out of the cavern, a broad passage |eading westward and a narrow opening
leading to the south.

A sound like arushing wind swept toward them from the larger tunndl, and afull battalion of drow
warriorsroiled into the room.

Fyodor and Petyar drew their swords, but Liriel stepped between them and the drow. Sheflung up
one hand and issued a sharp, staccato command—aword known only to the nobles of House Bagnre
and the forces under their command.

The warriors cameto an abrupt hat. The leader recovered his surprise first and sauntered forward.

"That's close enough,” Liriel said coldly. ™Y ou have not been granted permission to approach me.”

She spoke in the drow language, dropping back into her old, imperious wayswith terrifying ease.
Something in her manner gave the warrior pause. "By what right do you command me?" he demanded.

"Y ou wear theinsigniaof House Baenre. Therefore you are mine.”

Histhin, crud lipscurled in asneer. "Trid ismatron mother of the First House. Who are you?'

Liriel responded by hurling agout of magical fire at hisboots. The drow danced nimbly back.
"'Someone who does not care for your insolence,” she snarled.

"A femadewizard," he muttered. "A Shobdar, then."

Lirid sent him avenomousglare. "Triel didn't pick you for your intelligence, that's clear enough, nor
for your knowledge of the House you purport to serve. | wastrained by House Shobdar, yes, but | am
Liriel Baenre, daughter to Menzober-ranzan's archmage.”

Themaéssmilereturnedin full. ™Y ou have made our hunt dl the easier. It isyou we seek.”

Asif asgnd had been given, every drow with him drew awegpon. They moved as one, swiftly and
dlently. Not asingle sword hissed asit camefree of its scabbard, not asingletiny crossbow clicked asits
wielder sngpped it into firing position. The sllence was eerie, but no less so than the precision. Lirid had
amost forgotten the preternaturd skill of her peopl€sfighters. She had not, however, forgotten their
subtle and devious ways.

She threw up an arm to hold Fyodor back. "As | have sought you," sheretorted. "Triel took her time
insending help! Or perhapsit isyou who took your timein getting here?' she added pointedly.

Uncertainty flickered in the leader's eyes. "We were told to meet Gromph's forces here.”

"Zombies," Liriel said with disdain. "So like my dear father, to use expendable troops.” Her gaze
swept the battle-ready warriors, and she lifted one eyebrow pointedly.

"Weare Matron Trid's," the leader said siffly, "and asloyd to her asany zombieto its master.”

"l don't doubt Gromph's zombies. He only purchases the best of anything, but they have a
commander, yes? A high priestess?’



The drow nodded cautioudy. "A high priestessof Lolth?" Liriel persasted.

"Who but?' the male said, obvioudy puzzled by thisline of reasoning.

Shelet out asmall, scornful chuckle. ™Y ou've heard the stories of V haerun, the Masked God. No
male in Menzoberranzan hasn't heard them, and many dream that the rumors might be true. Some dare to
do morethan dream,” she said meaningfully.

"We are faithful servants of Matron Triel and followers of the Spider Queen!™ the soldier protested.

Liriel nodded crisply. "Good. Then you will stland with me againgt Shakti Hunzrin, traitor priestessto
Vhaerun."

"Thisisnot possble!”

"Then why does shetravel with Gorlist, the leader of aband of drow outcasts known asthe Dragon's
Hoard? They are known followers of V haerun who make their living trading on the surface, daving and
geding.”

The drow snapped alook back at his second in command.

"1 have heard of thisband,” the warrior replied. "Their name is sometimes spoken when the stories of
Vheerun aretold.”

Drow stedl flashed, and the speaker's head tipped dowly to one side. The leader turned back to
Lirie. "He should not have listened to such tales,” he said grimly, "but before we seek out these traitors,
perhaps you would be good enough to explain the strange company that you keep."

"Thesetwo?' Lirid sad dismissvely, switching to Common and flicking one hand toward the watchful
Rashemi. "They are my daves."

A howl of protest burst from Petyar. Fyodor dammed onefist into the boy's gut, and the cry ended in
awheezing gasp. "A thousand pardons, princess,”" he murmured. Fyodor spoketo Lirid, but hiseyes
never moved from the young man's face. " This one does not yet know when to speak and when to keep
glent.”

"Y ou have dedt with him properly,” Lirid said. "Tel these warriors what we will face.”

Fyodor gave a concise, accurate field report.

When he was finished, the drow commander shook his head. "Too many."

"We have awizard with us," the Rashemi pointed ot.

"They have apriestess,” the drow shot back, "and apparently their priestess can call upon two gods.
We do not know what magic this Masked Lord may grant!"

"We Rashemi aso have magic,” Petyar said stoutly. "There are no mae witches among us, but those
men who have the gift craft wondrous magicd items, powerful artifactsthat any warrior can wieldin
battlel

Liriel gritted her teeth and glared at the boy. Where drow was concerned, information like thiswas
the equivadent of throwing blood in shark-infested water!

"1 have seen no magic of consequenceinthisland,” she said flatly. "Hold your lying tongue, boy, or |
will cut it into three strips and braid the pieces. Y ou," she said to Fyodor. "If he spesks again, seetoiit.”

She turned back to the drow warriors. ™Y ou will wait here and engage in battle any drow soldiers,
dive or dead, who come through that tunnd," she said, pointing. "Leave none dive."

The drow snapped a quick salute, and Liriel waved Petyar toward the tunnel. As soon asthey were
beyond the range of hearing, she seized the hem of the boy's vest and pulled him to astop. "Isthere
another way out? A way that doesn't go through the cavern?”

Petyar spat at her boots. "' So you can escape now and abandon my comrades?”

Fyodor backhanded the boy across the face. "Think before you speak, fool!" he said softly, hisvoice
more angry than Lirid had ever heard it. "Y ou will |ead the othersto the surface, and Lirid and | will
draw the drow warriors and their zombiesto fight this new force."

"Exactly," she agreed.

The young man did not ook convinced. "And if there was no second way?"

"Then we would have to fight our way clear,” the drow told him. "It could be done, but I'd rather save
the men for the battle to come. There will be abattleif even one of the drow remains standing. Y ou've
made sure of that. Now go!"



The boy looked uncertainly to his cousin. *Fyodor?'

"Do asshe says, and hurry!"

Petyar took off a arun. Liriel followed close behind. Her mind raced as she sped along behind him,
planning strategy, lising spdlls.

"These newcomers might join the other drow in battle," Fyodor said.

She shot aglance back at him. "It is possible, but they belong to House Baenre, and they are
accustomed to following the orders of Baenre priestesses.”

"Evenif the battleiswon, any surviving drow will have learned much about Rashemen's defenses and
megic.

Petyar came to an abrupt stop and whirled to face the others. "Now | understand what you meant,”
he said in an appalled whisper. "I should not have said what | did about Rashemen's magic. From my
words they might conclude that Rashemen isworth pillaging, perhaps even conquering!™

"We cant |et them return to Menzoberranzan,” Liriel acknowledged.

The boy's congternation turned to puzzlement. ™Y ou would lead them into battle, knowing that you
mugt later day them?!

"They won't takeit persondly,” she said. "They're drow. They expect dliesto turn on them.”

Petyar turned hel pless eyesto Fyodor. The warrior reached over Liriel's shoulder and gavehim a
shove. "Remember the men held by these drow, and go!"
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The moon was high when Liriel and Fyodor climbed out of the tunnel. Petyar and the freed Rashemi
warriors awaited them. All stared at her for along moment before the fyrra ordered them to join the
forces gathering in the clearing.

Trevid fdl into step with the pair. His gaze flicked from Liriel to Fyodor, and he shook his head.

"Shell turn, my son. No doubt the others adready have. There are more drow down there than ratsin
the sawers of Immiltar.”

"Shewill stand,” Fyodor said firmly.

Therewas no moretimefor talk. The mountains were suddenly dive with dark forms. A sllent army
marched from the mouth of anearby cave. Drow femaes, larger and stronger-looking than the males
who had ambushed the scouting party, advanced in grim precision. Moonlight gleamed on their bald
pates and ready swords but found no answering glimmer in their dead eyes.

"Zombies," Fyodor whispered. The memory of hislast battle on Rashemaar soil flooded back in full.

A sharp pain exploded in histhigh and jolted up his spine. He dived forward and rolled to one Side,
coming up with hisblack sword in hand.

The drow femae whose life he had spared regarded him with contempt. The point of her long, dender
sword was wet with his blood. She snarled something at him and beckoned him to come closer.

He glanced around for Liriel, but she had aready been swept avay by afierce battle with two of the
males

The drow femde advanced on him quickly, Her sword dashed the air in adazzling display of speed
and grace, taunting him with her superior skill, flaunting the promise of degth.

Fyodor waited, hating what he must do. The beautiful drow lunged at him. He blocked the drow's
attack with adow, clumsy parry, onethat drove her sword down toward histhigh. Contempt flared in
her red eyes, and she leaned into the stroke.

Fyodor was no longer there. He spun away from the contrived blunder and swung hisswordina
circle—amove many times faster and morefluid that hisfirst. He smacked the drow hard with the flat of
his sword and sent her sprawling.

An arrow sang past him and buried itself in the base of the fallen drow's neck. She twitched once and
wert ill.

Thorn ran past him, nocking another arrow. This she aimed at one of the drow maeswho fought
Liriel, backing her away from battle and toward the caves. Liriel dodged hisfaling body and tore the
arrow free. This she plunged into the throat of her second opponent. With aquick nod of thanks, she
raced off toward the hillside where the witches stood.



Another mae stepped into her path. Liriel kept running, casting asmple heat-metad spell as she went.
The drow dropped his sword and reached for his dagger. Consternation flooded his face when he
redlized it was not there.,

"Looking for this?'

An df woman with red-gold hair stood severd paces behind him, asmirk on her face and adrow
dagger in her hands. Shar-larra gave the dagger amocking little shake and tossed it to Liridl.

In one smooth movement Liriel snatched it from the air and sent it spinning back toward the mae. It
dammed into histhroat. His mouth moved around adrow curse, but only blood emerged. Asthe light
faded from his eyes, helifted one hand and in silent drow cant jerked out the curse he could not speak:

Lolth take you.

A shiver went through Liridl. Shetossed her head, shaking it off, and looked for the df, but Sharlarra
was dready off. Sheran like adeer, weaving among the roiling throng with asmal, hooked knifein one
hand and a sword in the other. Wherever she went, hamstrung zombies toppled and fell.

Over the sound of battle came aterrible sound, a keening wail that would have given pauseto a
banshee. The cry grew in power, taking on the harsh, irregular rhythm of adrow chant. It waslike no
song Liriel had ever heard, but she recognized the power of adegthsinger's magic.

Dozens of zombiesthat had been reduced to a crawl by Shar-larras knife stood up and resumed their
advance. Those that had been cut apart by Rashemi swords retrieved their l[imbs—or someone
elsg's—and pressed them back into place. They came on, moving inexorably toward the place where the
witches stood.

Geysars of steam burst from the soil in the midst of that orderly advance. The rock itself stirred,
flowing upward into aroughly human form—or &t least the top haf. A crudely hewn head, massive ches,
and long, thick arms rose from the stone. A rocky fist hurled forward and shattered a zombie skull.
Other, smilar constructs took shape, and soon ascore of stone warriors battered the advancing army.

A shout of triumph rose from the Rashemi warriors, greeting the gppearance of therock elementals.

Liriel could ill hear the deathsinger's chant. So, apparently, could the zombies. They rose, and
hedled, and came on. Death-singers did not just celebrate death: they commanded it!

Liriel looked around for the source of the song. On a nearby ledge stood a male drow, flanked by
two fighters. His many braids swung thisway and that as he svayed in timeto hisown chant. A large
ruby gleamed in hisforehead like athird eye.

Onimpulse, Lirid reached for the Windwalker and caled forth the powerful spell stored there—a
spell that required asits materid component alarge and valuable gem.

The desthsinger'swail roseto ashriek of mortal agony. He clawed at his head, raking furrowsin his
own flesh. Suddenly he went rigid, and hisform began to expand like that of a berserker entering frenzy.

The drow exploded in aspray of gore, shattering from within. A large ruby statue stood in his place.
The golem backhanded one of the guardian drow and seized the sword hand of the second. It casudly
threw the dark ef from the ledge and made its descent with a crashing legp. The golem waded into the
zombie throng, pushing them back toward the land-bound rock e ementals.

Fyodor saw thisfrom where he stood and fought, and afaint smile touched hisface. It waswell that
Lirid had not promised to refrain from raising golems.

He caught her eye and raised his sword in aquick salute. She gave him abrilliant, fierce smileand

continued fighting her way toward the witches.
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From the vantage of anearby cave, Gorlist watched the course of the battle. Jerking himsalf back
from the sight, he paced and snarled like a caged cat. He dammed ahand into the stone wall, ignoring the
blood that flowed from historn knuckles.

"Damn her!" he snarled. "Damn her to the deepest depths of the Abyssl” Foam flecked hispaelips,
and Shakti, watching him closdly, redlized that hismind had dipped the last leashes of sanity.

Gorlist drew hissword, preparing to legp into the combat. Shakti started forward.

"No! Wait! Wait for—"

Her words were cut off as something hard dammed into the back of her head. Her red eyes glazed



and rolled up.
Thorn stepped from the shadows and shoved the stunned priestess asde. Shakti hit thewall hard and
did down to the damp stonefloor.

"Now," snapped the df fighter, "let's continue the discussion we were having earlier.”
@

Liriel raced toward one of the el ementds. The stone guardian began to shiver, vibrating faster and
faster. The drow took refuge behind arock just as the creatures shattered. Shards of rock soared over
the battlefield asif they had been shot from atre-buchet, arching toward the witches. The women met
them with asingle soprano shout. Stone clattered againgt an invisble wal and did down to form arough
sonewadl around their position.

Liriel scrambled to her feet, staring in disbelief a the place where the e ementa had stood. She knew
that spell! She had studied it asagirl with the Shobolar wizards. A relatively smple spdll, it wasthe sort
of thing that one of Triel'swarriors might know.

She glanced toward the eastern sky. The crimson rim of the sun edged over the mountains, turning the
snowy pesksinto asilent tribute to the night-spilled blood. Day had come, and yet the drow fought on
undeterred, and their magic still held.

Drow magic on the surface. Thiswasn't possible!

Oh, but it is, my little Windwalker.

The drow stopped dead. She knew that voice, though she had heard it only once before, mockingly
repesting Fyodor'swords, a wolf is always a wolf.

Her hand went to the Windwalker amulet, the magica trinket that alowed her to bring her magic to
the surface.

Yours? taunted the beautiful voice. Perhaps you forget that what was 'yours was first mine.

A terrible possibility began to burninto Lirid'smind. "No," she whispered.

Oh, yes. The amulet is more powerful than you dreamed. It can hold the power of thisland, and
the spirits who act in league with these witches. The spirits are scattered, sundered. Yield to me, as
you did before, and we will command them with a single voice!

Even asLirid shook her head in vehement denia, she knew what must be done. Once before she had
caled awandering spirit into the Windwalker and sent it safely home. In doing so, she had hedled
Fyodor of hisuncontrolled rages. If the amulet wastruly that powerful, could she do thison agreater
scale?

And more important, could she keep such power from Lolth's hands?

Sheran toward the witches and vaulted over the tumbled stone wall. Two groups of six stood in
linked spellcasting, commanding airborne whipsthat lashed at Triel'sforces. Zofia stood between the two
groups, directing their efforts.

Liriel hurried to the old witch, holding out the Windwalker. "What one witch knowsisknown to dl.
You said that | would bind and break, hedl and destroy. Help me!™

Thewitch took Liriel's smal black hand without hesitation. "One circle,” she said, reached her free
hand out toward her friend Wanja.

The hathran gripped the old woman's hand in her own. One after another, the witches joined hands.
The circle went around and stopped with Anya The young witch hesitated only amoment before she
reached her hand out to the drow.

The moment their fingers touched asurge of power went through Lirie, amagic as great asany she
had known under Lolth's sway. She opened her mind to the Windwalker and the drow magic stored
within.

A frigid wind buffeted her, whipping her hair around her and chilling her until shefelt certain her skin
must be agray as abheur's. None of the witches was touched by the storm. All itsfury was focused on
Liriel asthe goddesstried to claim her and take for hersdlf this power.

Thisland.

But Liriel was not done. Thewill and power of the witcheslent their strength to hers. Their collective
will thrust the goddess aside, as acircle of lamplight pushes back the darkness.



Liriel shook off the dehilitating chill and formed in her mind an image of Y ggdrasil's Child, the mythic
tree whose roots ran deep, whose branches were broad enough to encompass dl life.

There was magic deep in the bones and marrow of thisworld, magic she knew well. She reached
down to it, strengthening the ties she had inadvertently created when she carved her own destiny on the
Ruathym oak.

Next Lirid reached for the heart of Fyodor's homeland. The song of Rashemen began as awhisper,
swdling to amighty chorusthat filled her mind with its powerful cadences. She saw the recognition on the
faces of the witches, and the wonder. For the first time these women heard the song of the land they
served.

A small whispery soprano took up the melody. Lirid's gaze went to the singer and linked to Anyas
awestuck eyes. The young witch squeezed her hand, and her heart—as open to Liridl's gaze as her
own—welcomed her one Sister to another.

Other witchesjoined in the song. Still in ahandclasped circle, they began to dance, and the ancient
spellcasting they had learned as maidens kept perfect time to the song.

The waning moon had not yet set despite the coming of day. Using the magic that Qilué had taught
her, Liriel reached out into the moonlight, listening for the song that was unique to each place. A slvery
glow surrounded her as she reached out with the moonmagic of the Dark Maiden. She heard the song
that was Y solde, daughter of Qilué, and the priestesses with her. To her surprise, they were very close.
Liried reached out into the forests and sent out asilent summons.

Thewinding of ahunting horn rang out from the wooded dope and bounded from mountain to
mountain. The remnants of Gorligt's band fought with renewed ferocity.

Silver arrows streaked down from nearby trees, and aringing chorus of female voices rang abovethe
sounds of battle. Y solde ran down the dopeswith her sword held high. Behind her raced severa of her
maidens, dl lofting bright swords and emitted the eerie, ululating cry. Their hair shone slver-bright inthe
dawning day.

"More of the demons coming!" roared Trevid, pointing with bloodied sword toward Y solde's band.

Fyodor seized the fyrra's shoulders and spun him about. The older man went rigid with shock &t the
sght before him. A drow danced among the circle of spellcasting witches.

"That danceisasummonsto the guardians of the land. This— thisl—iswhat Mother Rashemen
sends?’ Trevid murmured.

"Tdl the men not to attack any of the silver-haired drow women. Tell them!™

Thefyrra hestated. This advice went againgt everything he knew astruth or even sanity. Y et he could
not deny what hiseyestold him.

"Thisdrow istruly wychlaran?" he asked.

"That and more," Fyodor said softly.

Helooked toward his dearest friend, her small hands entwined with the pale fingers of Rashemaar
witches, her eyesfixed upon things he could not see, and avision of hisown cameto him. Through the
Sight that was his heritage he glimpsed agolden-eyed raven— the spirit form of the girl his destiny and
heart had chosen.

Theraven-spirit sent forth acall, amighty summons asfamiliar to Fyodor asthe sound of hissigter's
voice. Hefelt the power of that summons, for once his own wandering spirit had followed it to the
Windwalker. He was not at al surprised when the ghosts that haunted the edge of hisvision stirred and
moved toward the raven's call. He did not marvel when spiritsrose from the trees and rocks and waters
tojoinin the powerful spel of binding.

"Sheis wychlaran and more," he repeated firmly. "She isthe Windwalker."

"You're Zofias kinsman,” Trevid said, accepting Fyodor's vision. He lifted hisvoice and began to roar
out the song that sped the berserker transformation. Here and there the warriors took up theritual.

The entranced drow heard the familiar song and drew it into the dancing circle. Fyodor's quest had
been tied to the Windwalker, and echoes of his own spirit journey lingered in the mighty artifact.

The witchestook up the song that was begun on Ruathym, when Fyodor unleashed the hamfarrig
magic within, and the seagoing fighters of Ruathym became once again the legendary wolves of the



waves.

Power flowed from the witchesinto the Snging berserkers. The rage came over them swiftly. Fyodor
was thefirst to throw down his sword and rear up on two strong, black-furred legs. A blue-eyed bear
roared into the thick of bettle, tossing aside zombies and living drow alike with swipes of hismassve
paws. Petyar changed, and along-limbed brown bear galloped toward a beleaguered Rashemi. The
clatter of Rashemaar swords against stone echoed through the clearing as one after another the men
dropped their wegpons and took on their true berserker forms. Before long every man of the Black Bear
lodge fought with the form and fury of histotem animd.

In some corner of her mind, Liriedl was aware of Sharlarradarting through the battlefield, collecting the
discarded weapons. These she took to the edge of the battlefield where grim-faced women took up
swords their husbands and brothers had dropped, and children stood waiting to leave childhood behind
forever. The éf handed out the weapons, and al Rashemi who could hold a blade went to fight beside
their berserkers.

The drow reached out to Thorn, felt the powerful dua nature of the el f-wolf—and a depth of pain she
would not have thought the stoic hunter cgpable of feding. A lone voice, awolf's plaintive howl, roseto
the moon in unwilling solo. With al her heart, with al her being, the exiled hunter longed for a pack.

Liriel brought to mind the sundering of the tapestry and the hedling circle of ravensthat had guided the
spirits of the captive eves home. Little raven, she thought. Fyodor had named her well. Following the
example of her namesakesin thisworld and the one beyond, Lirid caled the wolves.

With one voice, the witches and drow sent Thorn's plaintive wolf-song out into the surrounding
mountains. Lithe, slvery creatures dipped from the forest asthe lythari cameto battle. Thorn's people, if
just for this one time, would fight with her as a pack.

Packs of naturd wolves came aswell. With intelligence remarkable for forest creatures, they fell upon
fallen zombies, dragging them toward theravine.

A booming crackle came from the forest, and the thud of titanic steps. Cries of mingled fear and
triumph rose from the villagers as afifty-foot monster burst from the trees. Feet the sze of hillocks
dammed down asit sscomped the zombie army, crushing the undead creaturesinto the soil. The wood
man, legendary protector of Rashemen, had answered the song. The battle was over, and the surviving
drow fled into the forest.

Power flowed through Liriel, burning her asif somehow the blood in her veins had turned to the acid
venom of ablack dragon. She began to sway on her feet. One task remained, shetold herself.

But the song began to dip away, driven off by theterriblefire kindling over Lirid'sheart. Time
stopped, caught and immobilized by the searing agony. The stone benesth Liridl's feet seemed to turn
molten and drift away. Vaguely familiar shapestook form in the dense gray migt, but Lirid was beyond
knowing or naming them. Power swept through her, terrible power that merged the sun'sfire, the
crushing weight of stone, the screaming force of wind, and theimmorta anguish she had sensed in the
displaced elven souls woven into the tapestry.

She could not say when the agony peaked or when she could no longer bear it. It washed over her
like waves of the sea or echoesin an Underdark cavern. Eventually she began to sense that the waves
were receding, the echoes drifting into silence.

Someone dapped her awake none too gently. Liriel cautioudy opened one eye. The sun wasfully
risen, and her chest burned with heat every bit asfierce. Shelooked down. The Windwalker hung over
her heart, its gold blackened and its magic silenced.

Zofiatook Lirid's hand in both of hers. Her aged face was radiant with joy. "The ghosts are free. The
link between spiritsand land ishealed.”

Liriel thought of the drow magic and the horror she had inadvertently unleashed upon the surface.
"What about the other link?"

"Strong,” the witch said somberly.

The drow buried her facein both hands. "I thought only of myself. I never once thought this could
comeof it!"

Zofiareclamed Lirid's handsin hers, and her blue eyes gazed earnestly into the drow's. Her face



showed deep concern but no condemnation.

"What you did was not done aone. When one thing is bound, another is broken. When onething is
hedled, another is destroyed. Thisisthe nature of magic and of dl life. Y our sstersknow this.”

Shelooked up at the black-robed women. They nodded silent agreement.

Lirid sat bolt upright, ignoring the wave of vertigo the sudden movement caused. "L olth spoketo me
of this. If she would spesk to one, why not another?”

She pushed hersdf to her feet. "There was a priestess with the drow, afemae who fought me before
over the goddesssfavor. If Lolth speaksto this priestess, the drow of the Underdark will know
everything!"

"Have you any reason to think that they don't dready know?"

Liriel nodded grimly. "These warriors were sent by my father and hissster. They are among the ruling
elite of the city in which | was born. These warriors were their persona troops,” she stressed.

"So they wish to keep this secret to themsalves," Zofia reasoned.

"It will comeout intime," the drow said with the surety of long experience. " Sooner, if Gorlist and his
band learn of it."

She looked around for Fyodor. A black-furred bear paused in the act of savaging adrow warrior,
looking up asif it sensed her seeking thoughts. She gestured and headed for the forest, her legs becoming

steadier with each step.
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An unseen presence went with her. The ghostly woman whose form Liriel had worn for many days
walked beside her, and her gait was no steadier than the battered drow's. Sylune was deeply shaken by
what she had witnessed. In many ways she deeply regretted her impulsive journey to Rashemen. Shed
reconciled hersdf to her death, but it was difficult to walk unseen through aland she had known asa
living woman, to see Zofia, who had been like asster, asa powerful but aging woman.

Sylune had never been an ordinary woman, and she was no ordinary ghost, but she, too, had felt the
cal of the Windwalker and the cool brush of ghosts and spirits as they passed her on their way into the
powerful circle.

She could have been part of that. Perhaps her magic would have changed the outcome, shattered the
link between the Underdark and the surface rather than strengthening it.

Perhaps. Even one of Mystra's Chosen did not know al of magic, nor did aghost understand dl there
was to know of the Afterlife. If Sylune had heeded the Windwalker's cal, what might have become of
her?

The ghosts and spirits released with the Windwalker's grestest and final task had dispersed, each
going to the place it belonged, the place it most wanted to be. Where would she, Sylune, have gone?

Most likely she would have returned to Shadowdal e and resumed the existence sheld known for
years. aspectra harper, more solid and sentient than most ghosts. Perhaps she would have returned to
life. Or would she have moved on & last?

For amoment Sylune allowed herself to hear the poignant cal of her goddess, to fed the warmth and
healing that would change this haf-life into something immeasurably better. Joy and pain filled her in equa
measure as she contemplated what might have been and what might yet be.

At the end, Sylune did what she had always done. She chose duty.

With asigh, the witch of Shadowdale turned her silent steps homeward, and |eft Rashemen to the
living, and to the spirits who were as much a part of thisland as stone and sky.

@

Sharlarrasaw the drow girl leave the battlefield, walking unsteadily at the side of an enormous black
bear. Her first impulse wasto follow, then she remembered her own guardian animd.

The df sprinted toward the place where she'd |eft Moonstone haf-hidden among the trees. Dread
filled her. Sheld heard the swift-spreading stories about the Windwalker and the powerful magic it had
drawn from summoned ghosts and spirits. What if Moonstone had been among them? The thought was
beyond bearing. There was more than a comrade's bond between her and her horse: therewas a
soul-deep recognition. Sharlarraremembered little of her early life or her people, but she knew in her



blood and bones that the ghost horse was alink between her and her forgotten ancestors.

Shewhistled for the ghost horse and was rewarded with a crescendo of cantering hoofs. Sharlarra
watched in puzzlement asatal, slver-gray horse, its black mane and tail nearly sweeping the ground,
came running toward her.

Redlization struck the df like the effects of too much bad brandy. Her legs gave way, and she sat
down hard on the forest floor.

"Moongtone?' she breathed.

The horse's strangely expressive face registered mild exasperation, asif to say, "Who ese?' He
bobbed his head, inviting her to climb onto hisback. The ef scrambled up. Together they cantered off in

search of trouble.
®

Lirid caught sight of atal, dender drow femae ahead, running lightly through the underbrush. She
cupped her hands to her mouth and called, "Y solde!”

The drow turned toward Liriel's voice. "We pursue a priestess of Lolth," shecdled. "Join us."

With that, she turned and disappeared into the shadows. Liriel heard the unmistakable hissand crack
of asnakehead whip and the ululating cry of the Dark Maiden'swarriors asthey ran to aid one of their
own.

She glanced down at Fyodor, il in bear form. He had taken advantage of her stop to rest, settling
down on his haunches and panting like ahound run too long and hard. His muzzle was stained with
blood, histhick fur damp and matted.

Deep foreboding filled the drow. She ran her hands over her friend's bear form and found the gashes
where drow stedl had parted the thick hair-and-hide armor. Berserkers never felt their wounds during
battle frenzy, never felt cold or thirst or weariness. The fact that Fyodor needed to rest told her hewould
soon change back to his own form. Weakened by the frenzy, wounded as he was, he would need
heding.

"Go back with the others" shetold him. The berserker rose, responding ingtinctively to awychlaran's
commeand.

Liriel watched him plod off, noting the weary, limping shuffle. Her heart ached for him, but there was
nothing more she could do. She turned and ran aong the path Y solde had taken.

The sounds of awhip led her to the bank of a stream. She skidded to a stop.

Shakti Hunzrin stood over the body of Qilué's daughter, wielding her whip. A trickle of blood ran
down her face from awound on her scalp, but her mouth was twisted in maicious triumph. Skeletal
snakes rose and fell, their bony jaws and blood-soaked fangs diving again and again.

Liriel called the priestesss name. The besting stopped—too late for Y solde—and malevolent crimson
eyes settled on Lirid'sface.

The surrounding underbrush parted, and severa dark maidens stepped into the clearing. Shakti gave a
shriek of frustration and struck the ground with the whip. The pebble-strewn soil parted, and she
disappeared into the small chasm. Just as swiftly, the escape tunnd closed, and athintrickle of Y solde's
blood collected in thefissure.

Two of the priestesses kndlt beside Y solde's battered form. One of them looked to Liriel with
hate-filled eyes. With a start, she recognized Dolor, the priestess she had battled in the High Forest.

"] should have killed you then,” the priestess said coldly. "First Elkantar, now Y solde. How much grief
must Qilué bear on your behdf?

Liriel had nothing to say. Unshed tears burned in her eyes as the drow priestesses shouldered their
dain leader and disappeared into the trees. Grief filled her: for Y solde, thefirst priestess of Eilistraee
shed ever met, and thefirgt living being to welcome her to the surface world. For Qilué, who would live
on without the joy and comfort to be found in the company of those she loved. More unexpected was
grief for adream that had died before Liriel understood that she harbored it: the dream of finding aplace
for herself among the priestesses of Eilistraee.

Thefollowers of the Dark Maiden might revere Eilistraee, but they were till drow. No one could hate
more bitterly, or cling o persistently to agrudge. Liriel suspected that she would find no welcome from



Qilué and her followers.

Perhaps Eilistraee herself would accept her. The goddess had shown her favor to Lirid more than
once. And what of the moonmagic Liriel had cast, the sound of moonsong that echoed through her
senses ill? Surely that was sign that the goddess had not turned away! Perhaps she could live as Thorn
did and find a solitary, goddess-blessed purpose of her own.

Asif inresponseto her thoughts, awild cry rose from among nearby trees, avoice that was not quite
elven. Shetook off toward the sound and soon picked up the clatter of sted!.

She leaped the tangle of roots that stood in her way and burst into the clearing. Her eyestook in
Thornin battle againgt Gorlist. The drow warrior caught Sight of her and stopped in mid-lunge. He
quickly recovered and stuck aside Thorn's riposte with abrutal dash. He shouldered past the elf woman
and lifted his blade overhead to catch and parry the strike she aimed at the back of his neck.

Lirie thrust out one hand, warning Thorn back. ""Go hunt down some of the others” she said. "This
battleismineto fight, and it hasbeen long in coming.”

"Too long," Gorlist snarled. He crossed the distance between them in arunning charge, holding his
sword high overhead and screaming with afury too long repressed.

She got her sword out in time to haul it overhead with both hands. The blades met with aforce that
sent her staggering backward.

Gorligt pressed his advantage. He thrust in hard with a high lunge, deftly disengaged from Lirid's parry
and struck again afew inchesto the side. Thetip of his sword thrust hard against Liriel's breastbone,
where the Windwal ker rested over the mark it had burned deeply into her skin The amulet saved her, but
shegasped in pain.

Wild, triumphant laughter burst from the warrior. He dashed his blade across one shoulder, cutting
through her shirt and tracing along, stinging line across her shoulder.

"Now you are marked," he gloated. "Y our first scar. Let's see how many more you can bear before
you die." Spittle flew from hislips. His sword flashed up toward her face. Liriel managed ahigh parry that
turned his blade aside. It skimmed through her hair. Gorlist wrenched it free, tearing alock from her
scalp.

"That's another,” he said ashe camein again.

The two drow danced aong the stream bed, their swords clattering in adeadly duet, but the long night
and the powerful spdllcasting had drained Liriel's strength. Shefelt asif she were moving through weter
or dowed by anightmarish lethargy. More than once the vengeful warrior got past her guard.

His blade skimmed the knuckles of her sword hand, opening along red line. Blood poured over her
hand and the hilt it gripped.

Gorlist legped into adeep, lunging attack. Liriel parried, knowing what was surely to follow. Asshe
expected, he moved hissword in asmall but powerful circle, twisting the sword from her wet hand. He
kicked the falling sword and sent it spinning into the stream.

Liriel dived under his next attack and rolled aside, reaching for the throwing knivesin her boot. She
threw these at the advancing drow. He batted them aside and kept coming.

Again sherolled, grabbing and throwing whatever knife came to hand. Gorligt struck them down with
contemptuous ease. The cold waters of the stream closed over her, shocking her into full awareness of
her situation. Her weapons were gone, her spellsal cast.

She legped to her feet and faced her enemy with defiant pride. It was dl she had |eft.

@

An enormous black bear paused at the forest's edge, gazing out over the battlefield with pain-clouded
eyes. Therocky ground was littered with the bodies of the dain, and the wheeling multitude of ravens
formed dark clouds againgt the morning sky.

The bear's wounded paw gave way, and he stumbled to the ground. Fyodor felt the hard earth
beneath his hide and the chill embrace of Rashemaar soil againgt hisskin.

Naked and bleeding, chilled to the very bone, he pushed himsaf away from the ground and |ooked
about for something to cover himsalf. Not adifficult task, sSince the berserkers clothing had al torn avay
with the coming of the change. He found a pair of boots—judging from the size, his cousin Petyar's—and



ashirt and breeches. Thelacings adong the front of the shirt and both sides of the breeches had been torn
away when their owner took on bear form, but that presented no problem. By Rashemaar custom, al
warriors garments were fashioned with asecond pair of lacesjust below, in honor of the time when
berserkers changed form at will.

Fyodor threaded and tied the second laces as quickly as his shaking hands would alow. He pulled on
Petyar's boots and looked around for his sword.

A few weapons littered the ground, Rashemi and drow alike, but he reached for none of them.
According to tradition, the black sword would be the last he wielded.

Helooked for Lirid, his gaze following the black-robed witches as they moved with the other women
around thefield. She was not among them.

Asthe haze of his battle frenzy receded, he remembered when and where held last seen hisfriend. A
priestess of Lolth awaited her, and so did a deadly drow swordmaster. She had bidden him leave her.

And he had |ft.

Fyodor turned and stumbled into the forest. He had no strength, no sword. There was nothing left to
him but the drow girl heloved and the knowledge that he need never leave Rashemen again.

@

Thewater beside Lirid exploded upward, reforming in the familiar blue shape of the genas. Azar gave
the drow afierce smile, and thelight of insanity burned bright in her eyes. She showed Lirid the sword
Gorlist had tossed into the water.

"Theillithid wanted you dead,” she said. "Liveto spite her!"

Liriel had no timeto respond, no timeto claim and lift the blade. Gorligt's running charge was dmost
upon her. She did not see Fyodor streaking toward her, moving with the preternatura speed granted by
his berserker frenzy.

The young Rashemi thrust himsalf between the girl and the warrior, accepting the thrust meant for
Liridl. Drow sted sank deep and true. Fyodor fell heavily to hisknees, and the strength of hisfina frenzy
dipped from himlikeasgh.

Liriel's keening wail tore through the clearing. She hurled hersdf a Gorlist, tearing at him with her nails
and teeth like awild thing. They fell together, but the stronger male quickly rolled her beneath him.

He captured her furious hands and pinned them above her head. Holding her captive with one hand,
he reached in hisbelt for aknife and raised it for the killing stroke.

He froze, hand uplifted and neck chorded with an unvoiced scream. A crimson fountain spilled from
his open mouth, and the light of hatred at last faded from hiseyes. Hefdl dowly to one sde and lay with
Lirie'ssword impaling histhroat.

Azar stood over him. "Theillithid wanted you dead," she explained to Lirid, "and so did thisdark
male." She extended adim blue hand to the drow girl.

Liriel took it and alowed the genasi to pull her to her feet. Sheran the few steps to Fyodor's side and
fell to her knees beside him. Dimly she was aware of the clatter of horse's hoofs, and of Sharlarras bright
head closeto her own. "What can | do?' the df said softly.

The drow met her eyes. "He had asword—ablack blade without an edge. Find it and bring it here.”

The ef woman leaped to her feet and onto her horse's back. M oonstone raced toward the battlefield
asif sensng thetime for thistask was swiftly running out. Sharlarrabackhanded tears from her face and
scanned thefidd.

Finally her eyes settled on asturdy woman of about thirty years of age. The woman's black braids
were unraveled, her kirtle stained with blood. Two small boys clung to her skirts, and ablack sword
rested on her shoulder.

Sharlarra pulled up beside the woman. "Liriel sent meto find Fyodor's sword. Don't ask mewhy. Is
thet it?"

A blesk expression filled the woman'swinter-blue eyes. "It is, and | don't need to ask why. A warrior
of Rashemen dways dieswith hissword in hishands."



CHAPTER TWENTY
raven ascending

Fyodor stirred in Lirid's arms. His eyes opened and met hers. There were so many things she wanted
to say, but al she could managewas, "I sent for your sword.”

A faint smiletouched hislips. "Wind-waker," he said. "The heart and strength of the land. Of course
you would understand such things."

Hiswords shattered her. She rested her cheek on his head and struggled to hold back adifferent kind
of darkness—awave of grief and despair unlike anything she had ever known.

"Ligentome, littleraven,” he said in afading voice. "l was adead man the day | left Rashemen. What
adventures we have shared since then, and what wonders | have known." He found her hand and raised
it to hislips. "Y ou have brought me home, as Zofiaforetold.”

There was peace on Fyodor's face, utter contentment in hiseyes, but for Liriel, thiswas not enough.

"Y ou told me that truth would alwaysfind itsway out, that good is stronger than evil. Weve come so
far together. Why must we lose now?"

"Dying is not the same as losing. What we were meant to do, we did. What we are, we became.”

His breath hitched then released on a soft rattling sigh.

Lirid'stearsfell freely as sherocked himin her arms. "Not yet,” she pleaded. "Wait for the sword.
Just wait alittlewhile more. Don't leave. Don't leave me aone.”

@

Thorn and Sharlarrafound them there. The drow's cheek remained pillowed on Fyodor's head. Her
eyeswere closed, and her small frame shook with her anguished mourning.

The df's horse whickered softly and nosed Sharlarra. The df following M oonstone's pointed gaze and
noted the trand ucent form of the young Rashemi, stlanding near the grieving drow.

Sharlarrawaked over to Lirid and laid ahand on her shoulder. The drow looked up with dull eyes.
Sharlarraheld out Fyodor's sword.

Bitter laughter spilled from the drow. "It'stoo late. HE'S gone.”

Thorn seized her chin and turned it toward the watchful spirit. "Not yet, heisn't. | know thisland. It is
not an essy placeto leave. Did you bid him stay?"

The drow nodded silently, her eyesfixed on her friend'sface. "I didn't want to beaone," she
whispered, "but | didn't mean this"

Sharlarraknélt beside Liriel and eased the Hashemi's body from her arms. She lowered Fyodor to the
ground then placed the black sword on his chest and folded his hands over it. She and Thorn helped
Lirid to her feet.

For along moment Liriel stood between the body and the spirit of her beloved friend.

It was Thorn who findly broke the silence. She looked to the lingering spirit and said firmly, "We will
hunt well, and run swiftly. Wethree"

Fyodor's ghostly eyes shifted from Thorn to Sharlarra. The ef nodded. Finally he looked to Liriel, and



there was both afarewell and pleain hiseyes.

Animage camevividly to Lirid'smind: the battle for theidand of Ruathym, when Fyodor took on yet
another transformation, sending hisspirit in animal formto take Liriel from the very hand of Lalth. She
nodded and closed her eyes, listening for the music of the place to which Fyodor belonged.

The song of Rashemen filled her mind, growing louder as new voicesjoined the chorus. A familiar
deep voice, aslike to Fyodor's as shadow to source, took up the song. Entwined with it was awoman's
voice. Fyodor's parents. She knew this with absolute certainty.

Thevoices of friends whose names she did not know filled her mind, shouting cheerful insults over the
background of song. The faces began to take shapein her mind. There was the bearded visage of the
friend who had welcomed them to Dernovia. There was young Petyar. There was awild snowcat
awaiting Fyodor with the cam air of abeloved pet expecting her master.

Therewas Home.

Lirie felt her spirit tear free, saw her smal dark form sag between the two elf women who had thrown
ther lot inwith hers.

Then she was soaring away, the cold Rashemaar wind beneath her black wings. Strong arms
encircled her neck, but she felt her friend'sweight only in her heart. The flight was over too soon, and the
raven spirit that Liriel had become cameto rest on astrong perch—alimb, perhaps, of the mythic tree
that held dl worldsin its branches. Fyodor's spirit filled herswith afina embrace, and then he was gone.

Her golden eyes sought him, but she could go no further that this. Neither could she bring hersdlf to
leave. What was there |ft for her in the world she knew but eusive starlight and lingering shadows?

A sharp dap dragged her suddenly back into her body.

Lirid's eyesflew open. The lythari leaned over her, hand upraised for another of her trademark
"rescues.” The drow caught Thorn'swrigt.

"Do that again and you'll be running on three feet instead of four," shewarned.

"What'sthis?' Sharlarrasaid warily.

The drow dragged hersdf to her feet. "Explainit to her. I've got something to do."

Between the three of them they managed to lift Fyodor's body to the back of abeautiful gray horse.
Liriel stood and watched them go with dry eyes. Thefarewell that mattered had been spoken.

One more battle awaited her. She would have this done today, one way or another.

Sheturned around, not at al surprised to see Shakti Hunzrin waiting for her. Her gaze dropped to the
skeletd whip writhing in agitation by the priestesss Side, and she gave aresigned sigh. "L et's get thisover
with."

"Matron Triel wants you back in Menzoberranzan," Shakti announced.

Thisinformation stunned Lirid into slence. After along moment, she asked, ™Y ou would take me
there? Alive?'

"If that iswhat Trid wants, yes."

It was on thetip of Liriel'stongue to ask what Gromph wanted. Since the day she'd |eft the
Underdark, she'd never been certain whether the forces held sent after her weretrying to find her or kill
her.

Intruth, it did not matter. Asfar as Liriel was concerned, her father was dead. Hrolf, the pirate who
had loved her, who had wanted nothing from her but her happiness, had died on Ruathym.

She managed a contemptuous half-smile. "Would you be shocked if | told you thet Trid'sdesiresare
not first thing that come to mind when | awaken?'

"So you will not return?

"No. Kill me now, or try to."

Shakti nodded asiif she had expected this. "If the drow of Menzoberranzan learn that you live, they
will never stop seeking you. Y ou know this."

Liriel nodded.

"Thereisanother way." Her crimson eyes dropped to the mask that still hung from Liriel's belt.

She understood at once and tugged the mask free. Shakti tied it to her belt. The mask remembered its
former wearer, and the priestess took on Liridl's form—and something more.



A measure of Lolth'sdark glory shone through the priestess's borrowed amber eyes.

"Thisiswhat you havelog," Shakti proclamed in avoicefilled with power. "In choosing service over
power, you have made your choice. Y et what hasit profited you? Y ou have lost the favor of Eilistraee.
You areaone. You are nothing.”

Dark laughter rose on the wind, and the insane light faded from Shakti's eyes. The satisfaction there
was entirely her own.

"Matron Triel might claim otherwise, but she wants you dead. Y ou have logt Lolth'sfavor, whichis
even better. | think the arch-mage will quickly accustom himsdlf to his daughter'sloss, but if Gromph
comes to suspect that you are dive and becomes troublesome in his demands to have you back, we will
have ameansto quiet him. Better yet, hewould view this—" Shakti broke off and gestured
contemptuoudy to her borrowed form— "asapawn to usein his pathetic little intrigues. Triel will know
of these games, and, through me, will be able to thwart the foolish mae at every turn.”

"Gromph isnot easly fooled, and you have no wizard's spells. | suppose you've thought of a solution
to that, too."

Shakti's eyes dropped to the Windwalker.

Liriel handed it over without hesitation. It had purchased Fyodor's freedom. Now it would purchase
hers. Its power was spent. It had done dl the damage it would do. Let Shakti discover that some other
time

"What of the mercenaries?’

Shakti followed her reasoning a once. "They cannot return to Menzoberranzan, of course. What has
happened here and what it meansto the drow is a secret that must be kept for aslong as possible. | will
return to the city aone.”

"Y ou want to kill me. Why don't you?"

The priestesss eyes moved to the place where Gorlist lay, asword through histhroat. "Thismae
wanted to kill you. He wanted that more than anything el se. That wanting made him blind and stupid.”

"Not to mention dead."

"That isthelogica consequence of blindness and stupidity.” Shakti untied the mask. In her own form,
shelooked upon Lirie for thelast time. Her eyes held dl the endless hatred of the Abyss.

"Y ou bested me once. | learned from that. The curse of the drow is uncontrolled hatred. If | can walk
away and leave you dive, | will know | am equa to any chdlenge.”

Liriel received this pronouncement in silence. Apparently she was not the only one who had changed
profoundly over the past few months.

"Y ou will become agreat matron mother,” shetold Shakti.

The drow's smile was cold and supremely satisfied. "I know."

©

A raucous cry sounded overhead, and a dark shadow winged across the clouded sky. Itsflight took a
circling path that spoke of hidden enemies—most likely one of the drow maeswho had fled thelosng
battle.

Thorn reflected that she would have to teach raven lore to her new pack sisters. There was much she
could learn from them, as well. She had taken the drow's measure and seen her power. Asfor Sharlarra,
any f who rode with a teu-kelytha—one of the legendary moon horses of Evermest—must have
depths worth exploring. The story of how such a horse cameto leave the sacred idand would surely be
one worth hearing.

A deep contentment filled the lythari, such as she had never expected to fedl. She dipped into her
lupine form and followed the hunt.



