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Prologue

Seros (The Sea of Fallen Sars)
15 Tarsakh, the Year of the Gauntlet

Hyys raked his webbed hands through the water and kicked out with his finned feet. The young
triton knifed through the shdlows of the ocean but knew it wasn't enough to escape his pursuers. Even
though he tried not to, he glanced over his shoulder.

The morkoth swam after him. There were 9x of them now; too many for him to try to fight in the
ocean. All of them were vagudy humanoid in shape, with bulbous heads that reminded Hyys of locathah,
except for the squidlike beaks that filled their faces. The huge eyes on ether Sde of their heads focused
on him, moving independently. The dorsd fins on their backs looked like knife blades on edge.

They each had four arms, two of those arms equipped with thick pincers that identified them as the
morkoth warrior class. Sx tentacles flared out from thelr lower bodies, then pushed agang the water.
They looked deep purple in the light of the shdlows, and iridescence flowed over them where the light
struck, turning them dmost pearl pae. Every now and again, the morkoth pulled the ocean brine through
their gillsand used it to propel themsaves in the same manner as squid.

Hyys knew they could have easly overtaken him but had chosen to wear him down. His only solace
was that they were evidently loathe to die capturing him. He knew he couldn't get away unless Persana
chose to favor him. The Guardian of the Deep, creator of the triton people, couldn't ride with every tide,
though. Sometimes those tangled nets Persana cast upon the water required sacrifices be made by his
people so that greater works might be wrought. Persana was a master architect, not only of structures,
but of fates as wdl. The young triton's bdlief told him this was so.

Glandng desperately at the ocean floor less than twenty feet below, Hyys searched for ingoiration.
Here in the shdlows the morming sunlight gleamed down to the brackish sit below. Colorful fish, ther
hues given more life by the sun, darted in dl directions as he neared them, but dl of them avoided the
greenish-gray claw coral mounds sprouting from the ocean bed.

The surface dwellers cdled the daw cora "hydras stone”’ because of the seven callective offshoots
that grew from its center. Sharply edged facets covered every inch of those cord fingers and even the
dightest touch could open flesh to the bone. A number of the undersea races in Seros used cdaw cord to
make weapons.

Spotting athick copse of the claw cora ahead, Hyys turned and swam for it. Ahead lay only open
water and certain capture before he could ever get out of the shdlows and into deeper Seros.

Little more than five feet long, the young triton knew he wouldn't be a match for the morkoth
warriors. One on one he felt confident he could have hdd his own, but the morkoth didn't fight that way.
Hyys had heard stories that the morkoth in the outer sess lived solitary lives much different than the
morkoth who dwelled in Seros. In the Sea of Fdlen Stars, they lived in the Arcanum of Olleth, on the
lowest reaches of the Hmur Plateau dong western Seros, a community that fought and conquered
together.

He grabbed fidfuls of water again, dtering his svimming stroke into afinfirst descent in the middle of
the daw cora hed chosen as his impromptu fortress. He drifted down to the soft st below, carefully
avoiding the Sdes of the claw cora. He nestled quietly into the cord like a hermit crab taking on a new
shdll, then he waited.

He gazed up, wishing he wasn't so frightened. A warrior wasn't supposed to be frightened, but hed
bardy made it through his training before he'd been sent on hisfirg misson.

His shoulder-length dark blue hair was tied back in a ponytall to keep it from his brilliant blue eyes.
His skin was only a few shades of blue lighter. He was broad across the shoulders from living in the sea,
and wore a shell-covered daoth girdle fitted with a belt because held been in the shdlows, where surface
dwellers, uncomfortable with nakedness, might see him. Still, he had appreciated the pocketsin the girdle
for carrying some smdl shells heldd found dong the way.

Hyys drew the tgpa from his bet as the morkoth gathered overhead. The weapon was uniqudy
triton. Formed of crystd, it was shaped into a curve like a surface dweller's fishhook. Two handles, st in



the middle of the tapa and ingde the curved end, alowed usage of ether end of the weapon. A trained
triton warrior could use the tapd as along sword, dagger, or spear by spinning it around in his hands.

"Give up, longmane™ one of the morkoth advised, "and your degth will be mercifully swift."

Wishing he had a gdlant reply reedily on his lips, Hyys lifted the tgpa in defiance. Sunlight caught
the wide, curved end. "l know not to trust the word of kraknyth." Kraken were mortd enemies of the
triton, and the triton considered morkoth to be kraken-kin.

The morkoth undulated in the water, ther tentacles splaying out and curling reflexivey in the
currents. They carried spears, but Ayys knew it was the savage beaks and pincers he most had to fear.
Sunlight gleamed over their bodies, cregting hypnotic patterns on their purple skin.

"WEell have more time with you than we did with your fdlow spies, longmane”" the morkoth warned.

The death screams of the three tritons who had taken him with them echoed in the young triton's
ears. They'd been discovered aboard a pirate ship near Dragonide in the early hours of that morning.
Junnas had immediady thrown Hyys overboard, indructing him to svim to Pumanath as quickly as
possible and tdll the nobles what they'd learned. Junnas and the others had stayed behind to die.

Hyys stared into the creature's eyes, having to switch focus often as it turned its head from side to
gde to view him. The morkoth drifted down closer. The claw cora extended beyond the young triton's
reach even with the tapal.

"We can take time with your death," the morkoth promised, its gaze drawing himin.

The promise sent a chill down the young triton's back. Hyys remembered the stories held been told
even as a child about the morkoth, about the ways they'd learned to rip flesh from ther prisoners with
their beaks and pincers, bringing death while extending the agony. They knew how an enemy's body was
put together, and how best to take it apart.

"Youve dlied yoursdves with the Taker," Hyys accused, gaing up at the morkoth. "According to
the legends of Seros, there won't be much time for anyone if he makes hisway here.”

"He's coming,” the morkoth said, shifting in the current again, "but the legends dso say that the
Taker will offer death only to those who stand againg him. We shdl stand with him."

"The legends say hewill bring nothing but desth and destruction to Seros.” Hyys knew the legends,
though he didn't much believe in them. Even though held been sent to investigate the morkoth interest in
the Taker, the tritons had their own agenda. Persana had given them the task of watching over the greet
evil that dept at the bottom of Seros.

"Wrong," the morkoth said. "The Taker comes to reshape the detinies of everyone in and around
Seros.” The head continued turning from Sde to sde, more dowly now.

Hyys fdt himsdf going limp. He chose to go with it, knowing it might be his only chance. A warm
lasstude crept through his limbs, rdlaxing his muscles. He kept his gaze locked on the morkoth.

"Your best choice is acceptance,” the creature crooned. Its voice hedd a muted cadence that
beckoned to the young triton.

Hyys relaxed his arms, Ietting the currents gliding between the edged fingers of the daw cord pull at
him. The morkoth came closer. A tingle raced through the triton's legs, then they turned numb. Fear made
his heart hammer ingde his chest as he continued to take bis chance againd its hypnotic powers.

Svimming effortlessdy, the morkoth descended till it could touch him. The creature did its heavy
pincer againg the sde of Hyyss face. He fdt the hard chitin graze his cheek with amost enough force to
break his skin. Stll, it wasn't close enough. He stared into fird one bulbous eye, then the other as the
morkoth dropped down and seemed dmost to embrace him.

Moving lithdy, with dl the skill he'd had the chance to acquire in his handful of years, Hyys gripped
the tapd's center handle and spun the weapon around o that it lay dong his am. Before the morkoth
could move, confident that it had him in its thrdl, the young triton raised his hands with the keen blade
wrapped around the outside of hisarm.

Hyys punched forward with dl his strength. He fdt the tapd's blade bite into flesh, and blood
swirled into the water around him, obscuring his vison. Stll, he saw the morkoth's head leave its
shoulders and float away. The head glanced off one of the dlaw cord spires, shearing away fleshinalong
grip. Before it had a chance to stle into the Sit, the nearby amdl scavengers were aready a work.



The other morkoth gathered, drawing closer.

Hyys shrugged the tapd through the water to spread the blood cloud out farther and tried not to be
gck. The morkoth was his firg kill. The young triton had never expected to experience the nausea that
filled him as his gills drew in the bloodstained water. The taint of old copper raced through his breathing
passages. He glanced up a the gpproaching morkoth group and set himsdf. The numbness that had
threatened to fill his body had left as soon as the morkoth died.

"Hold™

The great voice filled the surrounding area. Immediatdly, the morkoth drew back, opening the way
for another morkoth which descended upon the young triton's refuge.

Hyys studied the newcomer. The young triton's fear tripled when he noticed the human-shaped
hands at the ends of the morkoth's four arms. Where the pincers dgnified the warrior class among the
kraknyth, human-shaped hands nearly dways denoted a morkoth mage.

Hyyss education incdluded lessonsin spdlcraft as wdl as warcraft. So far held only learned the spell
for identifying megica things, to better search the wrecked ships that the surface dwellers logt in battles
and gorms. All Serosian races that worked magic raided the fdlen ships surface dwellers didn't ransack
themsdlves, or lose in the currents. Hyys had been told his own magic was strong and that his potentia
would be marked by the magesin Pumanath.

"Ignorant whepling,” the morkoth snarled in a voice hoarse with age. Taking a amdl piece of meta
from the conch shell belted at its Side, the morkoth mage gestured and spoke arcane words Hyys didn't
know. The metd flamed despite the surrounding water, disgppearing into a haze of blackened bubbles
thet roiled to the surface.

Hyysfdt the spdl dam into his body, vibrating dong his bones. He couldn't move, couldn't blink. At
fird he thought he'd been struck dead, then he redlized his heart gill hammered in his chest and his gills
dill drew in water.

"Get him," the morkoth mage commanded.

One of the morkoth warriors svam down and wrapped two of its tentacles around Flyyss upper
body. Though he fought againgt the spell, the young triton remained bound.

Frozen in place, he watched helplesdy as the morkoth swam to the surface with him.

The shadow of a ship lay heavily on the turquoise water, sketching its shape dong the surface. He
recognized it as a cog, a craft wel designed for trading dong the shores of Seros. Turned to floa partidly
on his back, Hyys saw salors clustered dong the side. A net was quickly lowered, then he and the
morkoth mage were drawn up.

The young triton fought to regain the use of hislimbs, but couldn't. He knew from his studies that the
sdl he was under wouldn't last long, but it lasted long enough for the sailors to secure him to the
mainmeast with loops of rope.

As the sailors finished their knots, feding returned to Hyyss body. He pulled hestantly againgt the
ropes and found them too tight to escape. Under the glare of the morning sun and Ieft out in the breeze,
hisskin started drying dmogt a once.

"Khorrch," amen bellowed.

The morkoth turned and gazed up to the ship's stern castle. "Yes, Vurgrom,” it replied in the human
tongue.

Hyys spoke the language himsdlf. Everyone who traded in Seros learned the human tongue. With
the enmity that existed between the undersea cultures at times over Seros's long past, it proved to be as
common a tongue below the waves as above it. He dso recognized the name.

Vurgrom the Mighty was chief of the pirates among the surface world. He was aso the man Hyys
and his companions had been sent to spy on. Though Vurgrom hadn't been on board the ship they'd
invaded during the night, his minions had been.

"Thisis one of them?" VVurgrom walked down the steps leading up to the stern castle. He stood tdl
and broad, with a huge chest that doped down to a massve ssomach. Still, he moved lightly enough on
the ship's ralling deck that Hyys knew the bulk would throw off most of his opponents. Vurgrom's
reputation was fierce and savage, built on the number of desths held ordered over the years. Many of



them he'd taken part in himsdf.

"Yes" Khorrch answered.

Thewind stirred the wild red hair on the pirate captain's head, ruffled the long, untamed beard. He
stopped in front of Hyys. "He knows where the Eye is?'

The young triton tried not to let the fear indde him show, but he knew that the morkoth mage and
the pirate captain both sensed it in him. He swalowed hard, feding his mouth and throat dry as his gills
sucked inar ingtead of liquid.

"I believe he does," Khorrch said. "When the Taker was banished dl those thousands of years ago
by Umberlee, Sories and taes of him were passed among those who lived in the sea. No one race got
everything, and each was given something to protect-something that would keep the Taker from reganing
hisful strength. Our legends of the Taker tdl us the longmanes were given some of the secrets of the
Taker's missng Eye”

Hyys struggled againg the ropes that hdd him but gill didn't find any dack. Though he was not a
great beiever in the menace that the Taker represented-primarily because the evil his people guarded
agang was even larger-he preferred death to talking.

"'Some of the secrets?' Vurgrom repeated irritably. "l thought they knew what we needed to find

The morkoth drew itsdf up to its full height on its Sx tentacles, but it dill didn't stand as tdl as the
pirate captain. "They know whereit is" Khorrch declared. "Without it, dl the things we've gathered here
inthe Sea of Fdlen Starswill be usdess.”

Vurgrom switched his glare back to Flyys. "I don't suppose you'd be willing to tdl us on your own,
would you, boy?*

Hyys wanted to answer but he didn't trust his voice. He fdt certain it would crack and shake.

Vurgrom smiled, sunlight dancing from the gold hoops in his ears. "We could let you stay out here
and dry out, boy." He hooked athumb over his shoulder. "I got lads here wouldn't mind betting on how
long it takestill your skin starts to ped off. Maybe we could even hang you out on the prow. The gulls
they get scent of you, they'd be down for alittle snack.”

Despite his best efforts not to, Fyys shivered at the prospect. He knew he wouldn't be the firg
triton to be treated in that fashion. However, it was preferable to being ripped apart by the morkoth.

"Timeis of the essence" Khorrch stated.

Vurgrom crossed his huge arms over his barrd chest and said, "Aye, | know. lakhovas is a harsh
taskmagter.”

"But his rewards are good,” Khorrch pointed out.

Vurgrom smiled, arictus of humor that belonged on a shark's mouth. "Get it done, then.”

Expecting the morkoth to use its hypnotic powers or perhaps magicaly command him to speak,
Hyys closed his eyes and prayed to Persana to ddliver him from his fate quickly. One way or the other.

Khorrch spoke words of power that started smdl fires under Flyyss skin. The young triton's eyes
snapped open, commanded by a force outsde himsdf. He watched in swiftly growing horror as Khorrch
took asmdl copper piece from the conch shdl a his side.

The morkoth laid the copper piece on one of his human palms and continued his spellcagting. His
voice rose, and he curled his fingers over the copper piece, halding tight. In the next indant the copper
piece vanished in a brief burst of flame. Khorrch opened his pdm, reveding unblemished skin.

Then Hyys fdt as though someone had buried a spear in his head, burging through bone and flesh.
He screamed and shivered againg the ropes.

"Tdl me of the Eye" the morkoth ordered harshly. "Tdl me of the Taker's Eye. Tdl me where | may
find it."

Gasping, fighting againg the pain that filled his mind, thinking his skull must surdly be peding back
like an onion againg the creature's magicd assault, Ayys tried to think of anything but the triton legends
about the Taker's Eye. It proved impossble.

"The Taker's ... Eye" Hyys heard hisown voice saying, "is. . . kept ... in Myth Nantar!" Once the
words had been forced through his clenched teeth, the spdl's force left him. He sagged weekly againgt



the magt, hung there by the ropes.

"Myth Nantar,” Vurgrom said. "I've never heard of it." "Y ou shouldn't have" Khorrch said. "The ity
is magical, something that wasn't for the eyes of the surface dwellers. If they had known, it would have
been raided long ago.”

"Aye, but who's to say this place hasn't been raided by another race?’ Vurgrom demanded. "One
that makes its home benesth these waters?'

The morkoth shook its head in a very humanlike gesture. "No. That's not possible.”

"Why?' the pirate captain persisted.

"Because" Hyys croaked, feding some of his confidence return, "Myth Nantar was logt to everyone
thousands of years ago. It lies hidden and barred. No one may enter it. Now or ever."

"Y ou're wrong, longmane whdlpling," Khorrch snarled. "There is one who may enter.”

"Not the Taker," Hyys promised. "Our legendstdl us the walswill hold againgt even hismight.”

"Not him," the morkoth mage agreed, "but there will be another who will bring its wals down. One
whose dedtiny lies with the Taker's, ther futures so intertwined that one may not live on without the
other."

Hyys wanted to ral againg the morkoth's words, but he didnt have the srength. He had logt his
friends, betrayed some of the legecy that had been left to him. Only the dying remained. He was certain
neither Vurgrom or Khorrch would suffer imto live.

Asif some of the mental bond that had existed between them ill remained, Khorrch gazed into the
young triton's eyes and hissed, "Ah, longmane, there yet remains one service you may do for my people.”

Hyys tried to summon up enough liquid to spit, but his throat was dready too dry from exposure in
the wind.

The morkoth mage crossed to the ship's raling where the net had brought them aboard. The
cresture gestured. A moment later the net was hoisted again, lifting yet another morkoth to the deck.

"Stay back from her," Khorcch warned the ship's crew.

Immediatdy the sallors stepped back from the new arrivd, some of them making the sgns of ther
gods and cdling out their names.

Hyys stared at the morkoth. It was noticeably smdler than the mage, and possessed only tentacles
ingead of hands. It swayed drunkenly across the deck as it approached the young triton.

"No!" the young triton yelled. He wrenched againg the ropes again, but it was in van. Instead, he
concentrated on Persana and prayed. He couldn't close his eyes even though he knew what was going to
happen.

The femae morkoth's abdomen belled out, looking as though the creature had just esten a big medl.
Hyys knew that wasn't true. It came closer, reaching out tentatively with dl four tentacles. The rubbery
flesh did syrup-sticky across Hyyss face and chest as it investigated him.

The morkoth mage stood nearby, though obvioudy not in any proximity. It clutched a long-bladed
knife defengvely. "Don't be fooled by his age” Khorrch told the femde. "He's young, but the magic is
grongin him."

The femde morkoth seemed to nod in agreement. Its tentacles continued to rove over Hyys.

The young triton had never seen what was about to happen, but there had been plenty of stories
about it. The event was only one more reason to make war againg the kraknyth.

Sowly, the femde morkoth's abdomen flexed. Scaed flesh pedled back, opening like a mouth. A
wicked appendage with a spike a the end did free. It wavered for a moment out in the open as if
uncertain. Femae morkoth never had the opportunity to practice the maneuver. It was only done once,
and it was guided by indinct.

Hyystried to move but couldn't. In the next heartbeat, the appendage flared out and stabbed deeply
into the young triton's abdomen. He screamed at the pain and fet warm blood seep down his midsection
and thighs. The appendage writhed within him, seeking out the various internd organs, not damaging any
of them.

The femde morkoth hdd him asif in alover's embrace. The appendage pulsed as it began laying her
eggs, scattering them among his internd organs. Hyys tried to fight againd it in vain. He gazed into the



femde morkoth's black eyes, dmaost hypnotized, and watched as they dimmed, watched as lifeléft it.

When dl of the eggs were lad, the femae morkoth fdl backward, dead before she hit the deck. The
appendage wrenched free of Fyys.

Flled with horror, the young triton gazed down a his wound. As he watched, it closed up and
seded, heding indantly asthefind part of the cycle pumped into him. After dl, it wouldn't do to have a
host body die or become infected before the eggs could hatch.

"Get rid of it," Vurgrom commanded.

Reuctantly, his men came forward. They grabbed the dead femae morkoth and heaved it over the
raling. The splash barely carried above the ship's creaks and the sails snapping overhead.

Khorrch peered into Flyyss eyes. "Y ou've been given a great gift, longmane.”

"Youve killed me" the young triton whispered hoarsdly.

"Mayhep," the morkoth mage admitted. "Even should you live after the young hatch insde you and
egt their way free, you would only be reimplanted with eggs or killed outright.”

Hyys knew it was true. The morkaoth young would feed on his flesh and tear ther way out of his
body. Even if he could get free of the morkoth, he knew of no pdls or mendicants that would kill the
morkoth young and let im live. Sill, if he could get free, he might survive their birthing.

"You may know where the Taker's Eyeis" the young triton said, "but youll never get it."

"The Taker will."

"Your precious Taker," Ayys said, the certainty of his own doom fresing him from the fear that had
filled him, “will turn on you in the end. He is only after those things that matter to him. You and the other
kraknyth are only a means to an end.”

Murderous rage gleamed in the morkoth mage's eyes. "You lie"

"You yoursdf said that no one undersea race knows dl about the Taker's past or his future™ Hyys
went on, "but we know this. Y ou will pay for your greed and for your mistakes.

Myth Nantar shdl never reopen.”

"Enough prattle," Vurgrom declared. "We've got leagues to go if we're to get where we need to be”
He gestured at his men. Take the triton belowdecks and stow him."

Hyys waited until they untied him, then tried to break free. He preferred death now to birthing the
morkoth young, but everything hed been through had left im drained. One of the pirates dammed the
flat of his heavy cutlass againg his head and consciousness abandoned the young triton.

Claarteeros Sea (Trackless Sea)
17 Tarsakh, the Year of the Gauntlet

"Mest is meat!"

Theroar of sahuagin thumps, ticks, pings and whidtles that served as their communication filled the
wadls of the open amphitheater, dmost desfening Laaqued as she stood in the sahuagin king's retinue. It
was pure bloodlugt, fired from their king's promise of the coming degaths in the amphithester.

As a mdenti, an accident of birth among the sshuagin caused from being born too close to a
community of sea dves, she immediaidy stood out from the hulking sahuagin around her. Even though
she was only afew inches under Sx feet in height, dl of the sahuagin nearby were at least a foot or more
tdler.

She looked supple and dender, and knew from past experience that she turned the mae heads of
surface dwellers as well as sea dves. It was crud injudtice that the form she wore was so hideous to her,
yet 0 pleasing to the enemies of her people. She wore only the Smple sahuagin harness, making even
more evident the curvaceous form that set her apart from the other priestesses dlowed at the king's Sde.

Her cod black hair lay in along braid a her back, bound up by atificed fish bones and carved bits
of cord. Instead of the usud blue or green skin coloring granted a maenti, her deformity had cursed her
even further. She had the pae complexion of a hated surface dweller.

Standing in front of her, King Huaanton towered amog nine feet and was built broad with muscles
sculpted and hardened from hundreds of years spent living under the seals congtant pressure. Sahuagin



survived the harsh sea only by being the most feared predators there. Skin so green it was nearly black
sretched across his back, showing afew scars from past battles. Risng to a kingship within the sahuagin
culture was not without blood price. Keeping that office required even more blood be spilled into the
sty ocean. The skin over his ssomach was lighter green. The fins on his back, shoulders, aams, and legs
were black, as was histall.

He wore a combat harness with the sed of Sekolah, the sshuagin Shark God, decorated with
shark’s teeth and rare shells. His white gold crown flared up in four separate talons that crudly hooked a
the end. The crown rode low on his savage face, cregting a haf-mask that drew even more attention to
the ally black eyes planted on both sides of his head. His mouth held razor-sharp fangs.

"Meat ismeat!" King Huaanton roared again, lifting high the bone and inlad ydlow gold trident that
was his sedl of office

"Meet is meet!” came the thunderous return cry from the hundreds of sahuagin seated out in the
amphithester. They shifted and waved thar arms on the stone tiers that surrounded the center court of the
dructure,

"I bring to you," Huaanton went on when the response died down, "part of the gpoails of our past
victories againg the surface world." The war againg the surface dwellers dong the Sword Coast was
only two tendays old, but there had been many strikes, many triumphs. Waterdeep 4ill reded from the
rad that had been ther first blow. Huaanton gestured toward the center court with his trident.

Immediately, gates a the left Sde of the amphithester opened, rdleasing a haf-dozen humans
Laaqued watched them with interest, noting the way they swam so dumdly. These, then, were true
surface dwellers that had rarely entered the oceans. The mdenti priestess knew severd of the sallors who
regulaly crossed the Claarteeros Sea didn't know how to svim at al. These creatures possessed no
grace and precious little skill at deaving through the water. They fought the sea as if it were an opponent
instead of taking grace and speed from the currents that constantly swept through it.

The sahuagin in the amphitheater made their displeasure known by dapping ther webbed feet
agang the stone and emitting more thunderous clicks and whigtles. Even though the humans didn't know
the sshuagin tongue, Laaqued knew the intent behind the cries couldn't be misunderstood.

The surface dwellers swvam uncertainly, staying within a group near the cora-tiled floor. The builders
had designed the floor meticuloudy, creating a swirl pattern of light and dark cord pieces. At something
more than three hundred feet below the surface, little light penetrated the depths. None of it held the
colors that were available in the dry world, but the light and dark pattern of the tiled floor showed clearly.

A sahuagin guard glided effortlesdy among the surface dwelers and passed out Smple knives.
Before they'd been released into the amphitheater, Laagued knew the humans had been exposed to an
aboleth's mucus cloud. After they'd captured the humans, Huaanton had demanded that an aboleth be
captured as well, then ordered the creature's mucus used to give the humans water-breathing ability that
would last for at least an hour and maybe as long as three hours. Until then, the surface dwellers had
been held captive in specid dungeon cdls that had arr.

Either way, Laaqued knew, the humans wouldn' live long enough for the temporary magicd effects
of the aboleth mucus to wear off. Normdly, the sahuagin hated magic and anything resembling magic, but
Huaanton had made concessions in that area to promote the torture he had in mind. After dl, the aboleth
mucus was found in nature, not forged from it by some arcane means.

After the sahuagin passed out the next to lagt knife, the young human held given it to attacked the
guard the moment his back was presented. The young surface dweler svam wel enough and fast
enough, but the sahuagin's laterd ling, the sensory organ that dlowed him to detect vibration and
movement in the water, warned him.

Even before the young human could strike, the sahuagin flicked histall and clawed the water with his
free webbed hand and both webbed feet. The sahuagin rose steeply, ascending over his foe and drawing
the trident in line. Wrapping both hands about the trident's shaft, the sahuagin brought the tines down
quickly, driving them through the human's back and into his heart and lungs, dlitting the flesh eesily.

Blood erupted from the wounds, sailling a dark cloud into the water. The human struggled, trying to
get away from the barbed tines, but he was solidly hooked.



The sahuagin spectators cheered ludtily and dapped their huge webbed feet againg the stone sedting
tiersin gppreciation. Clicks and whidles rose in anticipation.

Laagqued watched closdly, knowing she would have enjoyed the fedtivities more if she wasn't facing
fears of her own. But she knew her own fate might be as dismd as tha of the surface dwellers-unless a
miracle did happen here tonight. After dl, lakhovas had promised Huaanton a divine 9gn from Sekolah
himsdf to prove that the raids the sahuagin staged againgt the surface world were what the Shark God
wanted.

The other humans stayed back instead of going to hdp their comrade. The sshuagin guard pulled the
corpse dong by the trident's handle, sreaming dark bloody strings after it that twisted in the currents. He
flicked out his claws and carved great gobbets of flesh from the dead man, then hurled them into the
crowd. "Mesgt is met!" he cried.

"Meet ismeat!" the crowd cried in joyful acceptance of the offering.

Smdl sshuagin darted forth to daim the unexpected treats. Some of them were fast enough to get
the pieces they were after, but others ended up locked in mortal combat while the adults watched on in
approva. The sshuagin life was supposed to be hard, and they learned to kill their enemies by fird killing
each other. That vidious cycle started in the domed nurseries with newborn haichlings. Only the best and
strongest survived to carry on ther fierce race.

After dashing the corpse to chunks, the guard saved the heart for himsdf, shoving it into his great
fanged mouth as he floated above the amphithester. Blood gushed from his mouth and nose as he choked
down the impromptu medl.

Her senses as acute as any sahuagin's, Laaqued amdled the blood in the water. The scent caused
further excitement within her. Though her appearance masked her true nature, the maenti was sahuagin.

"And now," Huaanton stated, "I bring to you a champion!" He pointed again.

On the opposite sde of the amphithester, another set of gates released a huge diamond-shaped
manta ray that streaked out into the open center court. The combined noises of displeasure from the
sshuagin spectators were even louder. Manta rays closaly resembled the sahuagin's sworn enemies, the
ixitxechitls

The sshuagin guards immediaidy backpedaled through the water, pulling back and above the
amphithester. Getting its bearings dmost a once, obvioudy starved for days, the manta ray flipped its
broad fins and closed on the group of surface dwellers.

The sea creature was among them before they could scatter. It seized one of the surface dwellersin
its mouth, swalowing the man in a sngle gulp as it cruised through. Another man of the surviving four
attacked, gripping one of the leather wings in one hand as the creature passed, then pulling himsdf to its
back. The mantaray flicked out its singer and barbed a man. In seconds the stricken man succumbed to
the tail's paraytic effects and hung motionless in the water.

The man dinging to the manta ray's back dug inwith hisknife. Laaqued admired the man's tenacity.
He was mesting his death with a bravery and anger a sahuagin could respect.

Wounds rductantly opened up in the manta ray's back. Blood gushed in threads behind it, curling
and fragmenting in the wake. Hicking its wings again, the manta ray increased its speed, obvioudy hoping
to shake its attacker from its back. Graceful and desperate, the cresture planed through the water, curling
back to where it had firg encountered the humans. Blood spilled out in afog behind it as the human kept
anking his blade home.

As they watched the deadly dud taking shape in the amphitheeter, the sshuagin seated in the tiers
cheered loudly and dapped ther feet encouragingly. Even though they hated the surface dwedlers, the
humans were the underdogs in the battle, and the sahuagin respected that dl too familiar pogition.

Pride and hope flared anew in Laaqued, driving avay the fear that lakhovas's promise for the day
hed indtilled in her. This was Sekolah's promise to his chosen people. Born and bred for battle, the death
meaiches that played out in the amphitheaters of dl the cities remained proof of their eventud dedtiny to
conquer. She watched and prayed to the Shark God, begging for forgiveness for ever dlowing even a
shred of doubt to enter her heart. Whether 1akhovas's dam to be acting on the will of Sekolah was true
or fase, she would know in only a short time. However it turned out, she chose to put her fath in the



Shark God. She watched the battle in rapt atention.

The manta ray scooped up the paralyzed vidim on its next pass, gulping hm down effortlesdy as
well. It flipped its wings again and swam for the outskirts of the amphithester. Before it could reach the
edges high over the gathered crowd, four sharks under the control of the sahuagin guards svam to meet
it. Reluctantly, the manta ray turned back.

Taking a fresh grip on the lesthery wing he held, the human on the manta ray's back pulled himsdf
forward while the creature turned. The human dithered over the mantas wing, dill mantaining his hold.
On the ingde of the wing now, a safe distance from the fanged mouth, the human dug in with his knife
agan, ripping through the mantas softer underbely.

Angry and fearful, driven by irrationd hunger as wdl, the manta returned for the two humans who
hed gone to ground againg the cord tiles. Laaqued noticed that the mantals movements were no longer
as sure or as quick as they had been. The wounds robbed it of conditution, continuing to leech its
drength away.

The cavernous mouth scooped up a third victim as the man tried to flee. Evidently encouraged by his
comrade's success, the last human grabbed the mantas wing as well, but he didn't have enough kill to do
more than Smply hang on.

Long minutes passed and the struggle continued, but in the end there could be no doubt. Starved
and weakened by its captivity, further depleted by the blood loss, the manta gave in to the wounds. It
gruggled only weskly as it drifted down and came to a rest agangt one Sde of the amphitheater's
cord-tiled floor. With a find flicker of wing movement, the great manta ray died, leaving only the ocean
currents to dir it.

Immediatdly, a thunderous swel of appreciation and encouragement rose from the sahuagin
spectators. They pushed to ther feet and filled the amphitheater with their triumph.

Laaqued chose to view the bettle as a Sgn. It was not a 9gn from Sekolah-the Shark God didn't
trouble himsdf with the affairs of anyone, induding his chosen people-but the victory of the surface
dwelers over the giant manta ray, the smdl versus the large, represented the backbone of sahuagin
idedls. Still, her heart pounded ingde her chest &t the anticipation of Huaanton's introduction of Iakhovas.

Sowly, the surface dwelers disentangled themselves from the manta ray, partly hidden from sght by
the cloudy blood swirling around them. They swam fearfully, uncertain of what to do next.

Huaanton raised his greet trident again, then turned the tines down.

Immediately the sshuagin guards closed in, fanning through ‘the water with their webbed hands and
feet. The humans tried to fleg, but they didn't have the speed and there was nowhere to go. With a
practiced toss, the closest sshuagin to each man snared ther prey with the barbed nets they carried. They
pulled the nets tight, Snking the hooked barbs into flesh and binding thair prisoners.

Even winners didn't make it out of the amphithester dive. It wasn't the sshuagin way. The spectators
cheered again, bloodlust filling them.

The human who'd firg attacked the manta ray was brought before Huaanton. The sshuagin king
regarded the bound figure at his feet with contempt. The human spat out curses that Laagqued knew few
except her understood. She ligened as the man dternately cdled out to his gods for hdp and for
vengeance.

Huaanton ripped away the barbed net in a practiced fashion. Smdl trickles of blood ran from the
dozens of wounds covering the surface dweler's body and mixed with the sea, credting a sensory
exploson to Laagued. She knew the king's Royd Black Tridents, his persond bodyguards, and the
other priestesses were affected by the taste in the water they breathed.

In a show of amazing defiance, obvioudy knowing what was to become of him, the surface dwdller
plunged his blade toward the sahuagin king's broad chest.

Before even the hardened members of the Roya Black Tridents could move to intercept the strike,
Huaanton lifted the royd trident. After deflecting the knife, the sshuagin king reversed the trident and
swvung the tines a the human's neck.

Blood exploded into the water as the jagged edged tines ripped through the pale flesh. Even as
desth daimed the surface dwedller, Huaanton grabbed the man's head, cracked the spind column with his



great strength, and finished the decapitation. Holding the head, he shoved the corpse back to the guards.

"Share the bounty of this brave warrior," the sshuagin king commanded. "L et his flesh impart to you
his courage and cunning. Mest is medt."

"Mest ismegt!" the crowd responded.

Huaanton stripped flesh from the head, savoring it with obvious gusto. He ate while the remains of
both prisoners were digtributed through the spectators. Other guards carved up the manta ray, then
emptied the creature's somach and disbursed the meat from itsvictims.

Laaqued waited, but none of the flesh was offered to her despite the fact that nearly dl of the king's
persona priestesses got some. She bore her hurt and anger quietly. As a mdenti shed become
accustomed to such treatment, but as senior priestess to a prince, there were few sheld accept it from
these days. Joining with Iakhovas even though she had her doubts about him had benefited her in rank.
Having to trugt in Sekolah to guide her through the treacherous currents that lay ahead had made her
even stronger.

Finishing with his impromptu meal, Huaanton threw the Stripped skull from him. A shark hovering
overhead glided down and snatched the skull less than an arm's length from the sahuagin king. Bone
crunched as the shark bit its prize and swvam away.

"We are come upon greet times for our people,” Huaanton stated. His clicks and whigles carried
grongly to the amphitheater spectators. "Only two tendays ago, we staged the most magnificent raid ever
in the history of our race againg the hated surface world. Waterdeep, their prize gem, located in the
stronghold of the humans, suffered our wrath. We killed them where we found them, burned their shipsin
the harbor, and-mogt of all-we taught them again whét it is to fear We Who Eat."

Tridents rettled in the stone tiers, driking a syncopation and cadence that echoed through the water
for a brief moment. Laagued fdt the controlled revelry and took pride in her part init. For good or ill,
however events progressed with 1akhovas in the next few moments, she had helped bring these victories
to her people.

"In past days," Huaanton went on, "weve continued rading ther ships and driking other amdl
coadta villages and cities within our reach. Ther sea trade has dowed and they no longer cross our
waters as complacently.”

More trident rattling punctuated by whistles and clicks followed.

"I chose these tactics," Huaanton said, "because | was compelled by the great Shark God, Sekolah,
to go forth and spill the blood of our enemies, to eat ther flesh and become strong again.”

Another thunderous cheer sounded.

Huaanton looked out over the spectators. "I will ever do Sekolah's bidding that | might take my
rightful placein the currents he has Ieft for usto swim. | know these timeswill be turbulent and trying. We
Who Eat were birthed to be tested under the harshest conditions, againg the strongest of enemies. No
weakness hdl be permitted.” He paused. "But now, I've had to consder where we go from here, and
how far we should pursue our war."

Laaqued saw a flurry of movement to the left of the king and knew indinctively it was lakhovas.
She started to move, but the cold quiver of the black quill 1akhovas had placed next to her heart when
ghe had discovered himin the Veemeeros Sea dl those years ago froze her in place.

Don't fret so, little malenti, his rough voice whispered in her mind as he confronted the Roya
Black Tridents who blocked his path. Else your own uncertainties about Sekolah will threaten
everything you hope to do here. Look into your own heart and seize those convictions you so pride
yourself on.

Sung, Laagqued stayed in place. 1akhovas's words chdlenged her uncertainty. As a mdenti, shed
been cursed from birth, dlowed to stay within the sshuagin city where she'd been born only because she
could be raised as a spy. Her beief in Sekolah had been the only thing that kept her going through dl
those long years. Without her faith, she would be nothing.

"Do you think then," lakhovas interrupted the sshuagin king, "that we should back down and fear
retribution on part of the surface dwellers?' His words thundered over the assembly.

Ingtantly, the amphitheater grew quiet as death.



Huaanton turned to lakhovas and waved the bodyguards away. lakhovas waked up the steps. To
Laagued, he appeared to be human, but she knew he wasn't. He stood a full head tdler than her, but
much shorter than Huaanton. He was broad, yet lithe, filled with long muscles that moved esslly. His
black hair hung past his shoulders, somehow unmoved by the ocean currents that cycled around the area.

Despite the scars that tracked his face, lakhovas was handsome as humans considered themselves,
but his features held cold crudty. The short beard and mustache he wore covered part of his face and
softened the effect of the scars. He wore a deeveless degp green tunic that revedled the runic black
tattoos that covered hisarms, legs, and body. Laagqued knew they covered his entire body because shed
seen lakhovas naked the day sheld found him. Black breeches, boots, and a black cape completed his
ensemble. A deep green patch covered hismissng eye.

Although sheld tried for years to identify the bracelets, rings and other adornments lakhovas
hebitualy wore and added to, Laagqued didn't know anything more than that they were magicd in nature.
Most of them were weapons or defenses. Her own reticence in the matter had held her back because
she was loath to touch them and didn't dare ask after them. All of them, she knew, had been recovered in
the years since she'd found him. He and creaturesin his service had sought them out. One of those items
hed been the sole reason |akhovas had journeyed to Waterdeep.

If lakhovas had appeared as a human to the sahuagin, Laagqued knew they'd have killed him on the
spot-or died trying. However, thanks to the spells he congantly wove around himsdlf, the sehuagin saw
him as one of their own, only dightly lessin stature to Huaanton himsdlf.

Themdenti had even helped lakhovas fake his own birth into her community after she'd brought him
back. Once there, held quickly risen through the ranks by blood chalenges and his sheer ferocity. Those
traits, sheld decided, were as naturd to him as any sahuagin, something no human sheld ever seen could
meatch.

Now lakhovas was prince among the sahuagin, a war chief they'd relied on heavily for the raid on
Waterdeep. He 4ill had his own agenda, and stopping the sahuagin raids conflicted with that intensdly.

"Watch yoursdf," Huaanton warned softly. He flexed his muscles and intentiondly set the trident
between lakhovas and himsdlf. “Y ou swvim heavily over the largess I've granted you."

lakhovas met the king's gaze directly, something no true sshuagin would do without starting a blood
feud. Laagued was surprised when Huaanton didn't react to the obvious insubordination. She fdt the fear
ball up in her somach and she started praying slently.

"Exdted One" lakhovas addressed the sahuagin king in a voice that carried to the masses, "l am
come here at this tide at your direction. A tenday ago, we discussed the possihilities of continuing our
war with the surface dwedlers. You chdlenged me to produce a sgn from Sekolah that my words be
proven true when | said the Shark God wanted us, We Who Eat and Sekolah's Chosen, to take the
oceans back from the surface dwellers”

Low mutterings moved through the spectators and they shifted uneesily. Laaqued continued her
prayers, touching the shark-toothed necklace she wore. Her eyes flickered between Huaanton and
lakhovas.

"Yet now," lakhovas continued, "1 am here and | ligen to you on the verge of cancding dl further
attacks on the surface dwdlers”

"Our people shdl not die needlesdy,” Huaanton announced.

"Sekolah has given me a vison," lakhovas said. Only Laaqued saw the mocking amile that played
over hiscrud lips "Thereisanew tide upon us, a new timein which the sehuagin will be rejuvenated and
made stronger than we've ever been before.”

The spectators stamped ther webbed feet in gppreciation and yedled out their support.

"Words," Huaanton snarled. Y ou offer us only words. You carry on like some surface dweller who
loves the sound of his own voice"

The gmile dropped from lakhovass face, and deadly lights glittered in his Sngle eye. "I offer only
words of warning, Exdted One, because | was bade carry them to you as wel. Sekolah has made me
see the weakness in you."

Laaqued stopped praying, knowing that 1akhovas had gone too far. Even an indirect accusation of



cowardice among the sahuagin was enough to trigger a blood chalenge.

"I told you of Sekolah's will," lakhovas went on. "l told you how we are to continue raiding the
world of the surface dwellers. Y et, you concern yoursdf with thoughts of ther retribution. Sekolah says
let them come, and let We Who Eat sand againg them.”

The spectators roared their approval.

"The tide of the Great Cleanang is upon us" lakhovas stated, "and it shdl see the weak and
cowardly driven from us or dead as Sekolah wills it. The true warriors of the Shark God shdl prevail
agang our enemies. We shdl be unstoppable even though we fill the oceans with blood and drench the
dry lands beyond'"

Huaanton raised his trident, ingantly quieting dl the noise around him. "You tak brave words, but
they're only words. They ring as hollow as an abandoned hermit crab's shdll, and are as fleging as gulls
feeding in shark-infested waters. 1've seen no 9gn from Sekolah.”

"How dare you," lakhovas sad hitterly, his voice cutting as surdly as a spinefidh's fin. "Sekolah has
never owed We Who Eat anything, yet you choose to view him as one who should be at your beck and
cdl”

Laagqued took pride in the fact that the spectators al sat up and took notice of lakhovass words. It
didn't matter that hed borrowed them from her from the time they'd last met with Huaanton. They were
true, and the sahuagin Stting in the stone tiers recognized them for that.

Huaanton reacted hotly. "Y ou're putting words in my mouth.”

"No," lakhovas said, cutting him off. "Laaqued has prayed about this matter ever since that time.
And she fought you regarding this issue, tdling you how out of place your demands were. You were out
of line asking for asgn that we're carrying on as Sekolah would have us do. We survive, and we survive
grongly and in numbers. That's dl he's ever asked of us™

"Y, if we were to follow you, dl we would find is our degths againgt the surface dwellers.”

lakhovas looked at him, fire dancing in hisSngle eye. "Only the inadequate fal!™ he shouted.

That was one of the core bdiefs for the shuagin, Laaqued knew. All of them had been trained
snce hatchlings that it was true.

"The brave and strong shdl flourish,” 1akhovas went on. "The tide of the Great Cleansing is upon
ud" He gestured across the amphitheater. "Should you want your Sgn that you so indegantly demanded
of we who choose to follow Sekolah's true way, then behold and tremble at the power of the Shark
God!"

Evay eye was drawn across the amphithegter. Laagqued watched as wdl, noticing the huge mass
that took shape out in the distance. At fird it blended in with the deep blue of the sea, then it pded as it
came closer. In moments, the great dbino kraken hovered above the amphitheater.

The kraken's two longest tentacles drifted out &t its Sdes while the other Sx coiled restlesdy beneath
its body. The angle baeful eye on the arrow-shaped head, reminding the mdenti of her master's, glared
red even in the dark waters. Its tentacles were over one hundred and fifty feet long, making it the largest
of itskind Laaqued had ever seen or even heard about.

The mdenti recognized the kraken as the one that had guarded the tunnds leading to the king's
palace. Brought there as a young cresture, the kraken had been fed by the roya guardsitill it was too big
to get out through the tunnds it had been brought through. The guards had kept it on a regulated
near-garvation diet that guaranteed it would eat anything that came within its reach.

Only it hadn't acted like that with lakhovas when they'd encountered it a tenday ago. With
lakhovas, the kraken had acted totdly docile.

"Thereisyour 9gn, Exalted Onel" Iakhovas shouted, pointing a the great kraken as it continued to
arift closer.

Huaanton stared up at the huge kraken in enraged sllence.

Every sahuagin in the amphitheater knew the crestures possessed an uncanny inteligence. A kraken
wouldn't normaly approach a sshuagin community, Laaqued knew, especidly one that had kept it
captive. It had dso gotten too large to get out of the caverns below by conventiona means, leaving her
no choice but to accept that 1akhovas had used his magic to arrange it. The kraken's presence was proof



agan of the arcane abilities lakhovas wielded.

"Hereisyour proof,” lakhovas went on. "Proof that you demanded of our god.”

"You stand there and dam the appearance of this beast is a Sgn from Sekolah,” Huaanton
thundered with deep dlicks and thumps.

"Dareyou damitisnot?' lakhovas stretched his left hand upward The kraken stretched one of its
longest tentacles down at the same time, tenderly wrapping the huge, leaf-shaped pod around lakhovass
am. "Have you ever seen anything like this?'

Laaqued knew the display Ieft a distinct impresson on the sshuagin community. Except for the
guards who'd firg seen lakhovas with the kraken, no one dse had ever seen anything like it either. The
mdenti priestess knew lakhovas was treading afine line between accreditation and accusation. Huaanton
pushed it over theline

"Magic," the sahuagin king stated. The charge echoed over the crowd, didting smdl dlicks and
whidles of quiet conversation.

Laaqued's heart beat franticdly in her chest. She took in fresh seawater through her mouth and
flushed it out her gills She held onto her bdlief in Sekolah with dl her might.

Before the crowd had time to reach a decison on its own, lakhovas raised his voice. "You try to
denounce me? After dl that you've demanded of Sekolah while giving so little of yoursdf?"

Huaanton shifted uneesily, knowing he was on dangerous ground himsdlf. Laagqued knew lakhovas
hed led him there, carefully measuring each step.

"Weve taken war to the surface dwdlers for the firg time in generations,” lakhovas said. "Weve
fought them and we've broken them. We chdlenged them in their greastest dty and seen it burn, taken
their ships and seen them flee from the seas. Now you seek to undo al that?"

"Weve done enough," Huaanton replied.

"According to your will," lakhovas agreed, "perhaps we have, but 1've seen avison of We Who Eat
one day marching through the streets of Waterdeep and other coastd cities. The surface dwellers ran
cowering before us, no longer able to daim any part of the seas.”" He paused, letting his words hang in the
water. "That iswhen weve done enough.”

"You seek to lead usto our deaths, lakhovas," Huaanton said. "I know not why, but this | truly see.
You were born less than fifteen years ago, yet you now hold the office of prince when mogt take three
centuries to reach that pogtion.”

Laaqued stood in slent panic, knowing if lakhovas came undone, she came undone with him. Her
prayers continued without cease, but as dwaysin Sekolah's service, there was no true answer. Only the
currents knew how things would sort out.

"Mogt of those pogtions™” lakhovas pointed out, "came from you."

"You fed off my own successes like a parasitic worm,” Huaanton said. "I didn't see it then, but | see
it now."

lakhovas drew himsdf to his full height. Even in his human form as Laagued saw him, he was
impressve. The Royd Black Tridents nearest him involuntarily drew back. The dbino kraken hung over
the group with its tentacles waving in the currents.

"Truly," l1akhovas sad, "Sekolah does lay his hand upon our misson." Stll only three steps down
from the sahuagin king he turned to address the crowd. "I thought only one Sgn was going to be
presented here today. Now, | see that | was wrong. In his generosity, the Great Shark has given his
chosen people two." He gestured to the kraken. "We know that our war with the surface dwdlers isn't
over." He pointed a Huaanton. "And now we know that we have a king who is king of We Who Ea
only in name and no true leader at dl." He stepped toward Huaanton.

Ingantly, the king's bodyguards moved to intercept |akhovas. With a flicker of moation that ripped
through the water, the kraken reached out and snatched up five of the guards in its tentacles, removing
them from lakhovas's path. Before the other guards could react, lakhovas stood in front of the sahuagin
king.

"Huaanton, fdse king of We Who Eat of the Claarteeros Sea," lakhovas sad in a loud voice, "I
charge you with weakness, finding you urwilling to lead your people in this cause, and with impropriety



for faling to carry out Sekolah's war againg the surface dwdlers™

The Royd Black Tridents closed in with their weapons raised, ready to chop lakhovas down.

"Asismy right,”" lakhovas said, ignoring the wegpons raised againgt him, "I daim blood chdlenge on
behdf of the Great Shark."

Angrily, Huaanton waved his guards aside, brave enough to do so even in the face of the kraken as
the gigantic creature cracked the bodies of his guards above him. "You lie" the sshuagin king said, taking
astep forward, "and your desth shdl prove those lies"

"Your death,”" lakhovas promised, "will prove your weakness and your faling."

Without warning, Huaanton exploded into action. He reversed the trident and thrust the crud tines a
lakhovas.

Laaqued watched helplesdy as lakhovas was caught off-guard. She didn't think such a thing was
possible after having seen imin action againgt their enemies, but she remembered how she'd found him,
trapped by magic and nearly dead. The scars were mute testimony that he wasn't asinfdlible as he acted.

The trident tines sank into 1akhovas's chest, drawing a spurting, murky cloud of blood. He screamed
in enraged pain and reached for the trident's haft as Huaanton tried to shove it more deegply into him.

Waiching on, Laagqued knew it was a desth blow. The tines had no doubt torn through lakhovas's
heart and only seconds remained before desth cdlamed him. The black quill next to her heart quivered in
response, 9gnding a cold flush of nausea that ran through the madenti. She wondered how tightly the quill
tied to her lakhovas, and whether she would die when he did.

A bloody grin warped lakhovass face, and touched even the dark hollow of his missng eye. He
stood his ground and hooked hisfingers between the trident's tines. Muscle rippled dong his aams as he
shoved the wegpon back and pulled the barbed tines free.

Though the miding blood partidly obscured her view, Laagued watched as the gaping wounds on
lakhovas's chest pulled back together, knitting the flesh, Snew, and bone. The ring sheld firg placed on
hisfinger when she'd discovered him glowed briefly, and she doubted that anyone but her saw it.

"Week," lakhovas taunted in a ragged voice that dmost bdied the injuries hed sustained. He
maintained his hold on the trident even againgt Huaanton's greet strength.

The Royd Black Tridents stood back, ungble to interfere in a blood chdlenge. It was one of the
most sacred of the shuagin practices.

Huaanton lifted a webbed foot and lashed out with the razor-edged talons on his toes. He ripped
gouges across lakhovas's face, narrowly mising his eye.

Fearful then, obvioudy in high regard of his remaning vison, lakhovas rductantly released the
trident and stepped back. Stll, the confident look never left his face as he set himsdf for another attack.

Huaanton launched himsdf up into the water, rigng above lakhovas. He was wdl within the
kraken's reach, and Laagued knew the sahuagin king was no coward. He kept the trident before him.
"Come, lakhovas, come join mein our dance of death. Let the tides decide our fates.”

lakhovas leaped after the sahuagin king without hesitation. He edled through the water with grace
and speed that was totaly unexpected. He dipped long-bladed knives from his belt and held them point
down from his figts. Huaanton thrust the trident a him again. lakhovas blocked the effort with one of the
knives, then lashed out at the sshuagin king's midsection with the other.

Huaanton had to move quickly, but the knife did harmlesdy by. Before lakhovas could recover,
Huaanton sivung a backhand at him filled with claws. lakhovas got hisarm up in time to save his face, but
the claws sank deeply into his flesh, dashing to the bone. He maintained his grip on the knife, though, and
brought it down and across in a move designed to disembowe the sahuagin king. The knife blade
tracked a bloody furrow across Huaanton's scomach, but it wasn't deep enough to saill his guts.

Spreading the webs between his toes, Huaanton cut through the water, streeking behind lakhovas.
The sahuagin king levered an am under lakhovass chin and popped his finger claws out. Before
Huaanton could drag his claws across lakhovass throat, lakhovas dashed the back of the sshuagin
king's forearm, cutting through the ligaments that controlled the claws and fingers. Huaanton's claws
recessed and his fingers unbent.

lakhovas broke free of his opponent's grip while Huaanton was stunned by the severity of the



wound he'd been dedlt. If 1akhovas had used his magic, Laagqued knew, the fight wouldn't have lasted
thislong.

Siill in mation, lakhovas swam around Huaanton. As the sahuagin twisted to confront him, 1akhovas
drove one of his knives home between Huaanton's ribs, trying for the heart. He Ieft the knifein place, and
foggy blood spewed out into the water.

Even wounded as he was, Huaanton didn't give up. Laaqued fdt pride fill her as she watched the
sahuagin king. Despite the fact that he didn't trust in Sekolah as he should, she fdt Huaanton epitomized
evarything that was strong and good about the sahuagin.

Lashing out with the trident, Huaanton caught l1akhovas in the legs. He put enough force behind the
blow to send the tines completely through one leg just below the knee, then nalled it to the other. With
both legs pinned together, 1akhovas couldn't move to escape Huaanton's attack.

The sahuagin king pulled on the trident's haft, not hard enough to rip the barbed ends free of
lakhovas's flesh, but enough to turn lakhovas in the water. Moving quickly, his fighting skill apparent in
the economicd grace he used, Huaanton yanked the blade from his side, then buried it deep in
lakhovas's back.

The kraken fluttered in the water. For a moment Laagqued thought the creature was going to
interfere in the battle. If it did, it would undermine everything |akhovas hoped to win.

Don't count me out of the running yet, little malenti. lakhovass pain-wracked voice filled
Laagued's mind. Torn between a king who refused to give as much credence to Sekolah as the Great
Shark demanded and a mysterious being shed inadvertently staked her future on, Laagqued instead
turned to her prayers.

lakhovas tried to reach the knife in his back but couldnt. He Struggled to free his legs but didn't
seem cagpable of that ether.

Even though he dill bled copioudy, Huaanton's combat indincts took over. He held the trident a
am's length and pinned lakhovas to the stone floor of the amphithester below him. He whipped the
barbed net from his Sde, spreading it out with a quick, practiced snap. He threw it and the weighted ends
flared out to encompass his sruggling foe. He wrapped lakhovas expertly, pulling the net tight so that the
embedded barbs bit deeply into his flesh.

"Now," Huaanton warned as he turned to grasp the trident's haft more firmly, "now well see whose
truth speaks more srongly.” He yanked the barbed tines free of lakhovass legs, pulling a railing boil of
blood and shredded flesh after them. Gripping the trident, the sahuagin king held the haft in both hands
high over his head, preparing to run it down into lakhovas's chest.

The black quill next to Laaqued's heart dilled its beeting, froze the cyde of water through her gills
She wanted to scream in denid, but she couldn't honestly say if it was because lakhovass doom |ooked
imminent, or if it was the grin on lakhovas's face, o filled with fiery cunning.

Huaanton brought the trident down, arcing it fiercely.

lakhovas's movement was so swift that Laagued dmogt didn't see it. He thrugt his right hand out,
pushing againg the condtricting strands of the barbed net. His hand and arm blurred, becoming something
ese that was hard and sharp. The wedge-shaped appendage dashed eesly through the net and plunged
on into Huaanton's trachea and air bladder.

The impact staggered Huaanton's own attempt to stab the trident into lakhovas. His lifés blood
poured out of himin a rush, flowing from the huge hole Iakhovas's blow had made.

When Laagued blinked again, 1akhovas's arm was back to normal. He fought the net as Huaanton's
body went limp in the water near him. Barbs wrenched free of hisflesh, leaving bloody tears behind. The
mdenti knew the effort hurt him; she fet part of his pain through the quill's magic that connected them.

Silence reigned over the amphitheater as the sahuagin spectators waited to see what would happen
next.

Sill only partidly free of the ensnaring net, lakhovas regained his feet and turned to face the
amphithester. He reached out and seized the trident from Huaanton's dead hand. He held it proudly
thrus above him as the kraken spread out its tentacles and formed a loose but protective embrace
around him, guarding his back.



"My people,” lakhovas said in a strong voice, "you have seen the Great Shark's will today. By right
of blood chdlenge, and by right of Sekolah's ordained destiny for We Who Eat in our battle againg the
surface world to recdlaim the seas, | name mysdf king! Let any who disagree with that stand and face me
now!"

Laaqued stared at the sahuagin, knowing none would come forward to stand againgt lakhovasin his
weakened condition. Sshuagin custom dictated againg teking advantage of a wounded member of ther
community even for a blood chdlenge.

The response started, low at fird, then continuing to gain power as the decison swept through the
crowd. "lakhovas, Exdted One of We Who Eat. lakhovas, Exdted One of We Who E&."

lakhovas turned and grinned at Laaqued. Ah, little malenti, do you see the greatness we have
wrought? We forge our new destinies from this point on. You and I, both castaways, have risen to
the greatest positions among the largest and fiercest sahuagin in the Claarteeros Sea. No one may
stop us now. No onel

If it iswhat Sekolah wills, shereplied.

His sngle eye burned into hers. You have doubts?

Not in the Great Shark. Perhaps in myself.

Then, little malenti, when you find yourself too weak to believe in yoursdf, believe in me.
lakhovas raised both hands above his head, holding the trident proudly. "I am king!" he roared. "None
ghdl stand againg us. The surface world shdl quake in fear of We Who Eat, for they shdl surely come to
know that only their deaths await them in the seas we dam!”

The sshuagin cheered him, and Laaqued watched as the fervor gripped her people. There was no
turning back now, she knew. lakhovas wouldn't dlow it, and now he controlled everything.

"And our next victory," lakhovas declared, "shdl be a Badur's Gatel™

The cheering rose in thunderous approva again.

Turning, lakhovas hacked Huaanton's body to pieces and gave them up to the currents around him.
The sahuagin surged from thar seats, svimming to him rgpidly to take part in devouring ther last king.

"Come" lakhovas invited as he continued to dash at the dwindling corpse. "We mus be srong for
our coming battles. Mesat is meat!"

3 Mirtul, the Year of the Gauntlet

"You're pushing yoursdlf too hard, old friend. If | could, I'd like to talk you out of this present course
of action.”

Taranath Reefglamor, senior High Mage of Seros, the undersea world in the region known as the
Sea of Falen Stars, glanced at his companion and pierced him with his barbed gaze. Over the centuries,
the look he gave the younger man was reputed to have withered even past Coronals who'd ruled over
the sea dven kingdom where he lived. "If I'd wanted your counsdl, Pharom Ildacer, | trust you know that
I'd have requested it. As I'd have asked you to address me so casudly, asif the Station I've worked so
hard to attain didn't matter.”

[ldacer's round face blanched and his posture suddenly Straightened. "Yes, Senior Reefglamor. If
I've erred in any way, | offer my deepest gpologies.”

"Offer dl you may," Reefglamor replied, "you cannot take back words once spoken. | know you
learned that at my knee"

Indining his head, lldacer said, "It isindeed as you say, Senior Resfglamor.”

Reefglamor leaned back in his chair, trying to find comfort in the seaweed padding it seemed he
couldnt live without these days. He looked old and wizened, ravaged by time's ceasdless hand and the
battles hed undertaken while defending his people. The studies held conducted to become senior mage
hed been no less strenuous.

He possessed the thin build, pointed chin and pointed ears exhibited by so many of the
adutd'quessr. The blue skin with white patches further marked him with his sea dven heritage. His
dlver-white hair was bound back by a beaten gold circlet with carved glyphs and hung down nearly to his



waist. Though shrouded by fatigue and red lines that seemed more like scars these days, his dark green
eyes never wavered. He wore a pae blue digphanous slken weave that bore the purple and black stripes
of his office and the crystd clear dolphin that was the chosen symbol of Deep Sashelas for those few
who didn't immediady know him by sght.

They sat & a round table in his sanctum. The room was generous but ill filled to overflowing with
the accoutrements and trappings of his chosen path. It was rumored, and rightly so, that he had amost as
many volumes on magery in his home as were possessed in the temple of Deep Sashelas at Sylkiir.
Shelves and bookcases covered every wal, designed to hold every tome whether it was inscribed on cut
gone or on delicate gold fail. Round glass globes filled with luminescent pae blue lichens lighted the
room.

Resfglamor ran his hand across the stone surface of the table. It hadn't dways been smooth, but
centuries of working at it, reading and studying, converang with those few of whom he thought well
enough to invite there, had worn away the roughness. Only his own contentious persondity seemed to be
unscathed by time.

That, he amended, and the ever-present threat of the Ravager.

" Sl need you at your best," Reefglamor said. ™Y ou may need to act with dl the focus I've trained
inyou in order to salvage anything of thisin case things go awry."

"Senior," lldacer said quietly. He was rounder than mogt du'td'quessir because he had an appetite
for food and drink that was legendary inits own right. His blue skin was paer than Reefglamor's and his
slver har dill yet hed stands of black. He wore a deep purple slken weave. "l know | risk your
consderable displeasure by venting my own thoughts in this metter.”

"You risk far more than that,” Reefglamor warned.

"You asked me here, Senior, and | think that means you beieve you can't do this without me"
IIdacer's gaze met Reefglamor’'s glare and only flinched allittle.

"And you think this gives you some sway over me?'

"No, but | hoped that it might influence you." 1ldacer hesitated. "If only alittle”

Resfglamor waved a hand at him. A few minutes of the junior mage's prattle wouldn't mean much in
the scheme of dangers that faced them. " Speak, but cogently and with brevity, and dways with respect in
mind. | lack even more patience than usud.”

"Thank you, Senior. | believe you should rethink your decision to try to summon a vison about the
Ravager. We've gone dl these centuries without success in that regard.”

"I've never before attempted it," Reefglamor pointed out. However, he hadn't with good reason. It
was only the great danger he felt now that prompted him to make this decison.

"But others have" lldacer hurried on. "Sx that | can think of. Four were driven mad. One dew
himsdf, and the find one was drawn into a gate that had never existed before or ever existed afterward.
There have been no successes connected with atempting to learn more of the Ravager. It was those
attempits that brought the number of High Mages so dangeroudy low in these past years."

Reefglamor considered the younger man's words. They carried only the truth. He spoke softly,
persuasive ingtead of demanding for the firg timein centuries. "The Time of Tempering is upon us. Weve
done as much as we can do in every other avenue we've had open to us. There lies ahead only thisway."

"But you've outlawed this spell's use againg the Ravager.”

"Yes

Ildacer appeared surprised. "You made the law.”

"Soit'sonly just that | break it." Regfglamor paused. "No one ese had better dare.”

Shaking his head in regret, 1ldacer settled back in his chair and reached for the wine bladder on the
table. He drank from it quickly, glancing out the cut crystal window that overlooked Sylkiir.

Reefglamor followed the other mage's gaze. Most of the homes glowed with the luminescent lichens.
Though only two hundred feet below the Sea of Falen Stars, not much light got through to the depths,
and when night fdl even dven vison didn't help much.

His house was built on the Sde of the hill overlooking the underwater vdley where the city had been
built. From there he could see the twisted cord spires of Deegp Sashelass temple where held spent so



much of his life HEd designed the god's temple, and helped shape the magics that had encouraged the
cord growth that created the structure. Long-bodied fish and other sea creatures traversed the currents
throughout the city, but no predators that would dare attack the sea eves finned through those depths.
Sylkiir had been wdl warded againgt those.

"Do you remember how long it took us to grow the temple?' Reefglamor asked.

"Centuries” lldacer answered. "And | remember dl the hard work that went into the congtruction of
it, dl the mistakes that we made il we had it exactly right.”

"It's beautiful "

"Wes"

"Ye," Reefglamor said, "the Ravager could come among us and destroy it in heartbeats. Nothing
would stand to show the strength of our worship of Deep Sashelas. | find that intolerable.”

"Asdo "

"The Ravager's free agan." Regfglamor looked back at the younger man. "You and | have both
known it Snce we heard of the attack on Laakos Reef in the Shining Sea nine years ago.” The attack had
taken place fourteen years ago, but the story of it hadn't reached SeluMaraar and Sylkiir till five years
leter.

"That could have been a tae made up by the mermen,” Ildacer objected. "An undersea quake, or
perhaps they hadn't built their reef as wel as they thought they had.”

"The mermen went from there to Waterdeep," Reefglamor said.

"You never told me that."

Reefglamor knew the other mage was little surprised by that. He told his juniors only what he fdt
they needed to know when they needed to know it. "I only found out these past few days from a merman
cdled Thraxos, who has his own misson here in Seros. A merman shaman named Narros sent him here
to bring the message to me, but this Thraxos's journey was a dangerous one and he had to depend on a
humen girl to get the word to me. Remember, even our legends of the Ravager, handed down by Deep
Sashdlas, say that the mermen will be the firg to discover the Taeweaver, the human snger who will
unite the histories of the world above and world below. The one who will find the way into that which
was logt to us”

"The City of Dedtinies,”" I1dacer whispered reverently.

"Yes All that once was to us and one day will be again.”

"Thet doesn't mean the mermen of Laakos Reef were the ones meant to discover the Taeweaver.
There are many others.”

Reefglamor fixed his colleague with his stare. "Doubt if you wish, but you'll only be a hermit crab
hiding in its shell.”

"You don't have any doubts? It has been fourteen years Snce ther city was destroyed.”

"Of course | have doubts," the Senior High Mage responded. "Unlike yours, though, mine havent
gone away. They've only grown larger. That's why | want to pursue this course in spite of dl the risks
inherent init.”

"Youve said from the beginning that atempting to work a divination on the Ravager would be
risking certain death,” lldacer said, "and it has™"

"The Ravager has many protections left to him despite the punishment he's been given in the past,”
Reefglamor agreed. "Seeking him out in this manner isn't something to be lightly undertaken. He may be
able to dtrike back dong the spdl | use. However, we need to know something &t this point.”

"Chancing your own fate isn't a good idea."

Reefglamor regarded the junior mage coolly. "I should risk someone dse then?' They both knew
from past experience that he would-if he thought it worth the risk.

"That's not what | said," lldacer said quickly.

"No, but given the parameters of your statement, that's what you meant. And | would. If | fdt any
were better equipped to atempt this than 1." Reefglamor turned his gaze back out through the window.
"Weve dready risked much by usng the sduldira on Jhanra Merligar, Keryth Adofaer, and Tdor
Vurtdis The memory gems have wrought great magic to bring them up to the leve of High Mages these



past thirteen years.” Even then, that decison had not come easily, but the High Mages had wanted to be
a full srength when the Ravager appeared.

" know."

"Youve done a good job with them," Regfglamor stated. Ildacer had been responsible for ther
traning.

Surprise momentarily stole Ildacer's words. "Thank you, Senior.”

Reefglamor faced him. ™Y ou know it ismy way to sddom give praise.”

"I know it well."

"Yet you overlook the obvious praise youre given this night. | trusted no one dse with watching
over mewhile| atempted this"

Ildacer nodded. "I understood that, Senior. | thank you for your trust, but I'm afraid thet even I'm
not good enough to protect you should anything go wrong.”

"Argue though you may, | won't shirk from this. Events have been put into play. According to the
merman Thraxos, the Ravager has aready taken action againg the surface world. Though it is not widdy
known yet, above water or below, sshuagin attacked Waterdeep two tendays ago. They were
accompanied by al manner of sea creatures.”

"You bdlieve this to be the work of the Ravager?”

"Could it be anyone 7'

Hdacer held his gaze only a moment before looking away. Fear stamped into his features. "No. Of
course not."

"That's why we need to know," Reefglamor said oftly. "If there is any way to foretdl where the
Tdeweaver may soon be, or discover who he is | have to try. And if there's a way to discover the
Ravager's whereabouts, | have to attempt that as wel."

"Therés nothing, then, that | may offer as argument in this?'

"Pharom Ildacer, I've argued with mysdf for days™ Reefglamor said sernly. "Can you imagine a
fiercer opponent?”

"No, Senior, truly | can not.”

"Then prepare your wards that we may begin." Reefglamor aready had hisown in place. He ran his
fingers over the white pearls in the gold bracer adorning his right wrist, the hand hed given in service to
hisgod Deep Sashelas, dso known as Dolphin Prince and Sailor's Friend.

Long moments passed as lldacer prepared, digging items from the kit he carried. He marked
different colored symbols on the stone floor with the sdection of aily gels from the writing packs the
adutd'quessr had created. Since they'd chosen to live in the Sea of Fdlen Stars after the Crown Wars
that had torn gpart the empire of the ves they'd had to desgn many things that would help them with
thar undersea life

When the younger mage was finished, he looked at Reefglamor. "What do you have to offer?’

Attempting a vison cdled for the sacrifice of an item the caster cared about. Reefglamor's hand
amog trembled as he took adamshdl from a nearby shelf. He opened it dowly, reveding the contents.
"This" He took out a common spined urchin's shdl and placed it gently on the table.

"That?' [ldacer's effort to not sound dishdieving went unrewarded.

Reefglamor touched the spined urchin's shell. "This was given to me by my wife on the day | met
her," the old mage sad, his voice surprisngly tight despite the centuries that had passed. "She thought |
was ful of my own worth, pompous even.”

Gracioudy, and perhaps wisdy, Ildacer didnt comment.

"She gave me this shdl, plucked from the ground a our feet, as a token that | should remember
worth isonly in the eye of the person who perceives it. Those who perceive it in themsdlves oft fool first
themsdves"" Reefglamor amiled a the memory. Their time together had been short. Sheld died at his
Sde, fighting the enemies they'd found while questing for one of the legendary dven devices held learned
of. For dl the long lives of the eves, they'd had scarcely a dozen years together, a heartbesat in time,
actudly. He'd never loved another woman.

"I'm sorry | never got the chance to meet her," Ildacer said.



"She was a remarkable woman.”

"Perhagps the gift you offer istoo generous.

Reefglamor looked &t the younger mage. "I treasure nothing above this smple shell. So common in
Seros, yet there is not another likeit in the entire world, above or below. Yet, a this moment, 1 can only
hope that it is enough. This is strong meagic | seek to employ, againgt a foe more powerful than we have
ever known. The threat-by the fins of Deep Sashelas-the threat againg dl of Seros has never been as
potentiadly devastating. Y ou know that."

"Yes"

Reefglamor closed his hand briefly around the shell, then pushed it to the center of the table and left
it there. "Make yoursdf ready. This should be done."

Without another word, Ildacer bent to the task. He took the needed items from the kit he carried
with him, then inscribed a cirde and powerful symbols on the floor around Reefglamor. The younger
mege used the different colored ally gels and added the necessary baslisk eyebrow, gum arabic, and
whitewash.

Finished, Ildacer put away his gear, then stood insde the circle as well. "The circle is as strong as |
can make it, Senior.

Still, there is no saying how drong the Ravager's forces may be.”

"We gdl find out." Regfglamor bent to his own task, having his spdl readied as well. He cdled
upon Deep Sashelas, then followed his magic.

For a moment, Reefglamor thought the power of the spdll had struck him blind. When he could see
agan, he sudied the scenery around him. It was a surface city, but one he didn't recognize that bordered
ariver. He knew it was ariver because held seen afew of them upon occasion.

Green sahuagin bodies looked dmogt black in the moonlight. Men, dwarves, and dves fought them.
Ships were locked in combat out in the harbor.

This is Baldur's Gate, a quiet voice spoke quigtly into Reefglamor's mind, sounding like the cdm
surge of an incoming tide riding over rock. This is what will soon happen. The Taleweaver will be
there.

Exditement dawned insde Reefglamor. He didn't know if the voice belonged to Deep Sashelas, but
he knew he was hearing it because of his god's will. "Can you show him to me?’

The battle continued, filled with the screams of dying men.

| cannot at this time. You've been told this so that you will know. Here, the Taleweaver will
learn of where he is to meet you and come to the knowledge of the Sea of Fallen Sars.

The view faded from sight. Sowly, like a luminescent worm just coming to light, the second scene
cleared. Reefglamor ingantly recognized the cluster of cdlamshdl-like buildings dug into the dlt in the
ocean floor.

This place you know, the voice said.

Telvanlu, the capital city of Naramyr, the Artisan Sate of Seros. The old mage had visted
there a number of times Because of the shared blood between the dven cities, Naramyr and
SduMaraar maintained good trade relations.

The Taleweaver will be here soon.

When? Regfglamor asked.

No answer came at fird. The possibilities are hazy. Perhaps early in Heartsong. Perhaps later.
Perhaps never at all if the Ravager has his way.

What will he look like?

An image formed beside one of the damshdl buildings. Reefglamor knew the Tdeweaver was
humean, but the man's advanced age was obvious and shocking. The Taleweaver dressed Smply in brown
breeches and a green doublet. His head was shaved, making the sivery eyebrows over his dark eyes
gtand out even more. His skin was nut-brown, carrying the mark of a man long used to the sun and the
elements. He carried a backpack and a stringed instrument in one hand that was bowl-shaped on one
end and stuck out straight and true on the other. Reefglamor thought he recognized it as a yarting. Strains
of music, haunting and amogt familiar, echoed around him.



Who is he?

The Taleweaver. That's all I'm given to know.

Accepting the vison's ingbility to render anything further, Reefglamor took another tack. Can you
tell me of the Ravager? Indantly, Reefglamor fdt an unaccustomed chill flow over him, filling his veins,
Seros carried an even temperature year round despite the seasons. Hed never fdt so cold in dl his long
years.

Choosing that path leads to danger.

Which is more dangerous? Resfglamor pressed. Trying to know, or living in ignorance?

The seer takes all the risks.

Then let the decision be mine. Show me when the Ravager will enter Seros to bring the death
and destruction that are his companions that | may know when the time is come.

Qily black filled Reefglamor's vison. He started to suffocate, unable to draw sea water in through
hisgills Then hisvison cleared, reveding a section of ocean floor that he couldn't recognize. In the next
ingant, railing red liquid flame burned through the depths. 1t washed over Reefglamor with cyclonic force
and brought a rush of searing heat that cooked him. In that whiing maglstrom, he fdt something dse
searching for him, but the effort was weak and Ildacer's spdl brought him away.

* k *k k%

Gasping, choking on the sea water that flooded in through his gills Reefglamor opened his eyes
back in his sanctum. He glanced down at his hands, finding amdl bligters over his pae blue skin. The
Ravager's power was incredible. Even from that time in the future, the Ravager had been able to dtrike
back dong the vison. Only his weakened state had prevented it from being lethd, but was the Ravager
weskened now? Or wasit from that timein the future?

IIdacer looked at him worriedly, crossng over to the older man. "What isit?'

"The seg," Reefglamor stated with hoarse effort. "The sea was burning!”

4 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet

Jherek stood on the twilight-shadowed docks of Badur's Gate and drew in the dank ar from the
River Chionthar. He missed the sdty tang of the ocean, but it was the firg time held fdt close to home
ance leaving Athkatla

He stood nearly six feet tal, alean youth of nineteen heavily muscled in the arms and shoulders from
years of hard work. Dugt dill covered his breeches and shirt under the cracked leather armor he wore.
Sweat and grit had plastered his light brown hair to his head, causing it to hang heavily to his shoulders.
Pde gray fire lighted his haunted eyes.

Bddur's Gate occupied a crescent shaped section dong the river. Four dry-dock dips hed
skeletons of ships under congtruction. Normaly the crews knocked off at evening-feast, only working
occasondly on late jobs or specidly commissoned ones.

Now, work crews filled dl four dips. Jherek had heard they were working night crews by lanterns
as well, trying to meet the demand for ships from merchants who'd logt vessels to sshuagin and pirate
rads. The watch had taken over one of the dips as well, turning out ships for the navy.

Theriver lapped at the dock pilings and the cargo boats a anchor in the harbor. Men worked the
ships geadily, curdang in loud voices while cargo chiefs and harbormasters ydled at them as wdl. The
cacophony of sound made him fed homesick, made his heart ache, and twisted his ssomach in sour bile.

His home lay upon the sea even more 0 than in the house where Madame litaer read her divinations
and had given an orphan boy hearth and love. He missed her, and missed Mdorrie as wdl. Now, with
the harsh traveling behind him for the moment and no threst of goblinkin roaring down on him, he fdt that
loss more srongly than ever. More than that, he fdt log.

Aslong as | have a home, you'll have a home.

Madame litaar had told him that shortly before sheld sent him packing on Breezerunner, a cargo



ship bound for Water-deep. Only theill luck that had marked him since his birth had continued to follow
him, and events had gone awry in the City of Coin. He'd gotten kicked off Breezerunner for fighting with
acrew member, and was forced to join up with a caravan to make his way to Badur's Gate. All that to
falow the destiny that lay before him. Madame litaar had seen in a vison that he was supposed to go to
Bddur's Gate. Now that he was here, he had no idea what to do next. In Athkatla, hed had agod. Now
there was nathing, only the emptiness and uncertainty stretching before him.

He watched the boats plying the river. The smdler cargo vessd's managed the docks with ease while
barges worked the larger ships, off-loading the cargo then ferrying it to the docks. Lights from lanterns
reflected from the dark waters, held by sailors moving across decks and hung from pole arms.

There weren't as many ships as Jherek remembered from other trips to Badur's Gate. With the
sahuagin activity dill at a frenzied peak, though, that was to be expected. From the moment he'd arrived
inthe city with the caravan, hed heard reports of ships that had been taken, and how Water-deep was
rebuilding from the attack on her harbor. Everyone held the opinion that the sea was quickly becoming an
unssfe place. Many people swore they'd never venture there again.

Jherek couldn't imagine never again Stting in a crow's nest or hanging in the rigging with an ocean
spread out around him, being pushed by the wind while fighting it at the same time. Yet, for now, tha
seemed to be hisfate. For amoment anger burned away the heaviness in his heart, but it didn't last. The
anger was never enough to burn away the sadness that often filled him. There was no one save himsdf
thet he could blame for his misfortune.

"Yereasalor, aren't ye, lad?!

Jherek's hand strayed down unconscioudy to the long sword he wore in a sash & his waist. He
turned toward the voice. With dl the overland travel now going on between the dities to replace the lost
shipping lanes, goblinkin, dopplegangers, and raiders had infiltrated the cities and the wildernesses
between. Opportunities abounded for those on both sides of the law.

"Don't mean ye no harm, lad. Just making conversation.”

The dwarf stood at the railing to the left and behind Jherek. He leaned on his elbows, working a
pinch of pipe-weed into the bowl of his pipe. He was short and broad, his face filled with unruly gray
whiskers that stuck out indl directions. His breeches and shirt had seen better days, and the thin coat he
wore agang the night's chill had been patched repeatedly.

"My gpologies” Jherek said. "l meant no disrespect.”

He didn't take his hand from the sword. He was used to carying a cutlass ingead of the long
sword, but Frauk, the caravan master, had indsted Jherek use the more conventiona weapon because
hed wanted dl his men armed smilarly. Maorrie had schooled him in the long sword, but Jherek was
maost comfortable with the cutlass.

"None taken." The dwarf pulled atwist of straw from his pocket, shoved it into a nearby lantern on
apole, then used it to light his pipe. "Jugt noticed that hungry look on yer face. Mayhap | should have
kept my big mouth shut. Sometimes a man don't need his thoughts interrupted.”

"Not these thoughts," Jherek said. "I'm grateful for the interruption.”

"How long since yeve been at sea?' the dwarf asked.

"Longer than | care to think about,” Jherek admitted.

"Ye miss a ship. Ye get used to her, get used to the way she's dways moving, dways passonate
with awind that gets a sailor's blood up.”

"Aye" Jherek said, immediatdy warming to the kindred spirit the dwarf exuded. "Are you with one
of these ships?'

The dwarf shook his head. "Been a damn landiubber off and on for the last five years" he sad,
reaching down to dap hisright leg. It thunked hollowly.

Jherek saw the wooden peg sticking out of the breeches.

"Logt it to ahungry shark what was a faster svimmer than meself, even properly spirited as | was at
thetime”

The dwarf grinned wryly and a chill that was more than the cool ar coming in off the river ghosted
across Jherek's neck and shoulders. During the trip up from Athkatla, he'd dreamed of a great shark that



hed pursued him until each dawn had awakened him.

"I'm sorry,” Jherek offered.

The dwarf flashed him atight, practiced grin that lacked mirth. "'l yet live The sages say that while a
men dill lives dl things are possible. Mayhap | don't ship out as often as I've a mind to, but | gill get to
go. Right now, I'm working on one of the ship's crews down in the dry docks. Me shift just ended and |
thought 1'd smoke a hit before finding a bite to eat.”

Jherek's own stomach growled in frudtration. He'd logt weight while hard traveling with the caravan.
The work taxed him and he'd not had much of an appetite.

"Isthe Elfsong yet open?’ The dwarf asked.

Jherek remembered that famous tavern from past travels. On the firg night Breezerunner had put in
to Badur's Gate with Jherek aboard, Finaren had treated him to dinner a the Elfsong. limater's tears, but
Jherek missed the old sea captain too.

"Aye" the dwarf answered. "Though it might be busy come thistime of night.”

"Il stland you to abowl of stew if you'd like" Jherek said.

"I'm no cripple, lad, and quite able to take care of mesdf, thank ye kindly."

Jherek fdt flustered. "I only meant it as an offer.” He heditated, not wanting to admit that he wanted
the company. He'd bonded with none of the hard menin Frauk's crew. "1 don't like to eat done.”

The dwarf squinted up a him and asked, "Where ye hall from, lad?"

"Veen," Jnerek answered.

"Aye, the dty o' ghogts” The dwarf nodded and ran his fingers through his beard in contemplation.
"Seen afew of them there on occasion mesdf. Ye are flesh and blood, ant ye, lad?"

"Aye" Having grown up with the ghodts in the city, and having been schooled by Malorrie, a
phantom himsdf, Jherek took them as a matter of course.

"Jud checking. I've grown somewhat more careful inme old age. | don't like to est by medf either,
0 I'll let ye stand me to a bowl of Lady Alyth's famous stew if yell let me stand ye to a drink.”

Jherek stepped over, held out his hand, and said, "I'm Mdorrie of Vden, journeyman shipwright
and able-bodied salor."

He hated to lie, but was afraid that stories of the young sailor Jherek, who bore the tattoo of one of
the Sword Coast's most notorious pirate crews, might have beat him to Badur's Gate.

"Khlinet Ironester,” the dwarf replied, dasping Jherek's am in a visdike grip, "of the Daggerford
Ironeater blackamith clan. Able-bodied sailor and gemologist. Proud to meet ye, lad.”

"Aye" Jherek said. "I've heard of the Ironeater clan. The cargo ship | crewed on transported clasps,
hinges, shidds, and other things they turn out in Daggerford.”

"That'sthem,” Khlinat stated proudly, puffing out his chest. "Near to busted my old da's heart when
hefound I'd fdlen in love with the sailor's life. Seafaring is not something most dwarves would be about if
they followed their natures, ye know."

Jherek nodded. He'd only heard of afew dwarven sallors and seen even fewer.

"Wdl, come on then, swabbie" the dwarf said. Times awasting and we're going to need to
shoulder our way in amonggt sullen and starved hodtiles if we're to get our victuds this night. Men are
working hard here as a result of them sea devil rads.” Khlinat turned smartly on his peg leg, the wood
thumping againg the docks. He cdled out to a passing lamp boy who held a lit lantern at the end of a
dout pole. "Lad, we'd be after hiring ye to guide us to the Elfsong Tavern.”

* %k %k % %

As Jherek followed the dwarf and the lamp boy through the dark streets of Badur's Gate, he found
he was looking forward to sharing eveningfeast with the dwarf.

Travding with the caravan had been arduous work. They'd herded wagons through broken lands
while racing the sun and pitching camp againg the coming night. In between, they'd fought off the
numerous ors and goblin hordes that had come out of the Cloud Peaks and the Wood of Sharp Teeth to
prey on the fa caravans that were overfilled with cargo and understaffed by mercenary warriors.



Frauk, the caravan master, had told them that two out of every seven caravans were taking huge
losses or being captured by the raids. Piraing took the wherewithd to get a ship, by purchase or by
capture, but anyone with a knife in hand could become a raider on the land. Fewer warriors wanted to
take the risks inherent in overland travel because it was getting as dangerous as the seaways.

That was why the merchants had been so generous to Frauk when they'd reached Badur's Gate.
After garting out in Athkatla broke and leaving the last of his coin with the priests of Lathander there for
tending his wounds, Jherek now found himsdf quite flush.

They followed Bindle Street south dong the docks as the lamp boy weaved in among the laborers
and night crowd that had gathered around the smdler offices where black market business was done
between the large warehouses. An uneasy feding draped Jherek, and he stopped to look back into the
harbor to hisright.

In the distance he spotted the old Seatower of Baduran thrusing up on the opposite side of the
harbor. 1t housed a barracks and nava base, part dungeon and part fortress. Men moved dong the
ramparts. The twilight dusk dill showed a few ydlow tendrils that looked like curdled eggs under the
gathering black storm clouds. Ships cluttered the harbor, their masts naked of sailcloth.

"What's the matter with ye, swabbie?" Khlinat asked.

Jherek shook his head, not knowing, but definitdly aware of the crawling sensation moving dong the
back of his neck. Then, againg the shadowed line of the river, he spotted ships. He guessed by the cut of
their shape that they were the amdl cargo ships and cogs that plied the River Chion-thar. Their salldoth
didnt reflect the moonlight, colored black so they would be harder to see.

"Do you see them?'

"Aye" the dwarf growled. "These old eyes may not be what they once was, but they see them ships
right enough.” He hollered at the lamp boy. "Make haste, ye little vagabond, weve got to find a member
of the watch."

The boy took the lead, saying, "They're kegping ships in the harbor." His quick steps left Khlinat
behind.

The dwarf glanced at Jherek and said, "Have a smart step there, swabbie. If'n the watch hasn't
spotted them scoundrels and thought about the chance of trouble, somebody needs to tdl them.”

Jherek nodded and ran after the lamp boy, caiching him eeslly. The lantern jerked at the end of the
pole, throwing shadows to race crazily around them and waning people ahead of them to step aside.
The troubled feding ingde the young sailor increased, becoming a gnawing in the pit of his ssomach.

The lamp boy raced onto the next dock leading out into the harbor. Prowling cats scattered before
him, yowling and hissng their displeasure.

"Therd" The youth flung a hand forward.

Jherek spotted the black watch flag with its vertica red gripe in the stern of a converted cargo ship
tied up at the dock. Warriors clothed in the black armor of the Badur's Gate Watch occupied the deck.
A few of them had dready noticed the black-sailed ships.

"Hdt!" a watchman cried, vaulting from the ship to the dock. His sword cleared leather with a
shilant whisk. The lamp boy's light flickered over his nervous features.

Jherek drew up a once, lifting his hands at his Sde, and said, "1 mean no harm. | only came to tel
you about the ships out on theriver.”

"Weve dready seen them,” the watch guard said. "They'l be addressed before they're dlowed to
put in."

As Jherek watched, two other watch ships unfurled their sails and skimmed out into the harbor like
low-flying geese. Ship's crew quickly passed out lanterns, lit them, and hung them from the ship to make
it more vishle. They drew shouted curses from a barge that was nearly swamped in their passing. Sword
ged gleamed on the deck.

The uneasy feding grew stronger ingde Jherek, but he controlled it as the two watch ships sailed on
an interception course.

"Cast away!" someone caled from the ship in front of Jherek.

The watch guard raced to the stern to the mooring cleats. He unwound the thick hawser ropes while



another man unfastened the one halding the prow. Saldoth cracked asit ran up the masts and filled with
wind. The watch members threw themsdves back at their ship and clambered aboard. The ship's crew
quickly passed out lanterns, lignting their ship.

Jherek stood by and watched, feding at a loss that he wasn't able to join the coming battle. If it
came to that, he amended. He fdt his sword aready in his hand, though, hard and sturdy.

Khlinat thumped up beside him, his bresth ragged from the effort. He carried two hand axes and
scowled at the approaching line of ships. ™Y onder blows aniill wind, I'l wager.”

Jherek didn't disagree.

"At least them's good, honest pirates and not them scaled, black-hearted devils what's got the taste
for man flesh."

v

4 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet

Glancing around the harbor, Jherek saw that most everyone nearby had spotted the black-sailed
cargo ships. The vessels dill ran dark, carrying no lanterns at dl.

"Gives aman the shivers™ Khlinat said, "them running in the black. Heard stories of the seas giving
up ther dead upon occasion, lifting ships up from the bottom and crewing them with corpses out to
sacrifice them to dark gods thought long logt."

A crowd started to gather dong the dock. Men brandished weapons. At the far end of the dock on
the eastern Sde a barge towed across the huge chan that was used to block the harbor againgt
unwelcome ship traffic. The massve links glinted in the moonlight and torchlight as they twisted and
trailed through the water.

Even as the barge got the chain up across the mouth of the harbor and the watch ships closed on the
black-sailed vessdls, a gray cloud gathered suddenly and scudded in from the west like a heavy,
fagt-moving fog. The mass whirled and turned outward, continuing to spread as it came.

Jherek had seen plenty of fogs rall in from the sea while held lived in Veen, and he was certain this
was no ordinary one. Before he could voice a warning, the sky exploded into harsh ydlow flames that
raced outward and dropped in sheets onto many of the shipsin the harbor.

As the barge carrying the heavy harbor chain was about to reach the Seatower, a giant moray ed
erupted from the water. Lantern light from the watch members aboard the barge illuminated the great
creature. Nearly twenty feet long, though mog of its body remained below the waterline, the moray ed
was covered in thick, mottled, brown, leathery skin. Lighter spots showed dong the broad chin under a
mouthful of wicked incisors that overlapped its upper and lower lipsin a crud, merciless grin.

Despite its unexpected arriva, the moray ed dill moved dowly. The watch members had a chance
to ready ther swords and get afew blowsin asit lunged forward. The grest jaws gaped open and seized
aman's head and shoulders. Continuing its forward lunge, the moray ed overturned the barge then dived
back below the surface with its prize.

Men flew into the water from the overturned barge. Some disappeared immediatdy beneath the
black water. Others tried to swvim but didn't get far as jaws or claws seized them and savagdy yanked
them under. Severd screams drowned out in horrified gurgles

Hoarse warning shouts rose dl dong the docks, but Jherek knew it was too little, too late. The
invaders were even now dosng the distance on the docks.

The sky flared again, spreading fire over the harbor. Some of it fdl onto ships and set the salcloth,
rigging, and decks ablaze. More pools of fire fdl into the harbor and floated on the water. A clugter of
flames hit a smdl knot of people only ten feet from Jherek and fed on them greedily. Bystanders tried to
beat out the flames but appeared to have little effect. Men died screaming in agony.

"Damned magery,” Khlinat yelped, covering his face with one arm.

Anocther patch of flames hit the dock so close to Jherek that he fet the heat. He'd caught sght of the
flames plummeting toward them out of his periphera vison and shouted a warning. Khlinat had no
problem getting out of the way, but the flames splashed across the lamp boy and caught his breeches on
fire



Panicked, the boy started to run back down the dock but the ar only fed the flames. The deadly
wregth dimbed his pants.

Moving quickly, Jherek caught the boy, wrapping one am around the youth. Whedling, he threw
both of them over the dock's side, meking sure they had the necessary distance from the pilings

They hit the water and went under. The dark water took only a moment to extinguish the flames that
fought againg the dousing brine. Jherek kept hold of the boy in case he couldn't swvim. Siill holding onto
his sword, the young sailor kicked them back toward the surface.

Jherek whipped his head, dinging the water and hair out of his eyes. "Areyou dl right, boy?"

"Yes | think s0." His voice quivered.

Glandng up a the docks, Jherek watched the foggy cloud bresking up. The damage to the docks
was dready extensve, and the fires weren't being put out very quickly. The boy sruggled in his grasp,
puling at hislegs.

"Are you burned?' Jnerek asked.

" don't think s0."

"I I let you go, can you smim?'

"Like a duck," the lamp boy promised.

Jherek let im go, watching for a moment as the boy kicked away and swam in a crude dog paddle
that seemed serviceable enough.

The boy turned around, his face going pae and even more frightened. "Behind you!"

Jherek tried to turn, feding the maignant darkness behind him as wel as the water rippling againgt
his back. Before he could do more than start the motion, he fdt the scay sahuagin am snake around his
neck and drag him under the water.

Even as he went down, Jherek heard a familiar roar thet triggered a wash of fear that filled him. The
loud scream of anger and chalenge was atificid, but it sounded enough like a bunyip that there could be
no mistake. The hoarse roar told him one of the black-sailed ships carried his father, Bloody Fakane,
one of the mogt feared and vicious of the cold-blooded pirates of the Nelanther Ides.

Fear ran through the young sailor, not of the sahuagin who held him, but of the man who'd sired him.
He bore hisfather's mark on his arm, inddlibly put there with magic and ink, and carried the cursed fate
thet resulted from hisfather's ans.

The bunyip scream sounded again as the thickly muscled arm tightened around Jherek's neck and
pulled him farther down.

* * % % %

Laaqued tried in van to shut out the keening roar of the bunyip. The mdenti priestess stood in the
gern of Bent Tankard, the cog the sahuagin had taken only two days ago under their new king's orders.

Wind whipped through the rigging and the salldoth fluttered as the captain cdled out orders to his
trimming crew while dill others prepared to board the watch ships that had come to intercept them.

A few of the sshuagin weren't completdly unversed in handling surface ships. They'd taken some and
used them as decoys to attack other shipsin the past.

The bunyip roar blared again.

Glandng across the distance separating them from the lead ship, Laagued made out Bloody
Fakanes tdl frame driding across the deck. The pirate captain was a driking man, tal and dender but
packed with wiry muscle. Even now his oiled black hair was negtly combed back. He wore a mustache
and goatee. Moonlight glinted from the Slver hoop earrings he wore in both ears, aswdl as the other bits
of jewery. He wore adlk shirt of darkest blue and black breeches tucked into rolled boots that matched
his shirt.

Laaqued knew the bunyip roar came from a device Falkane had ordered made and carried on his
own ship. The bunyip was a freshwater creature that was at firg glance very sharklike in appearance, but
the shaggy black har that covered its body and the long, flowing mane st it apart.

The mdenti didnt know why the pirate had chosen the bunyip as his standard, except for the



keening roar that indtilled fear into most people who heard it.

She watched the fires scattered around the harbor spread only dightly. Baddur's Gate was
constructed mogly of stone and usudly stayed damp because of the dimate. This city wouldn't burn as
Waterdeep had, but it had less chance of sanding.

The cog did into the harbor, following Bloody Falkan€'s craft. Six other ships, dl loaded with
pirates from the Nelanther 1des, followed them. The deck didn't pitch much, but the movement was 4ill
foregn to her after spending nearly dl her life working with the sed's currents instead of againgt them.

Sudden lightning flashed from the harbor, racing in a horizonta line urtil it touched the mainmest of
Fakane's cog. Wood splintered with a thunderous crack and embers blew up in a flurry from the wood.
Sheared, the mainmed started to topple toward the deck, then got caught up in the rigging and sailcloth.

"Cut that damned mast freel" Falkane roared, rushing up to the stern castle himsdf.

Sailors moved quickly to do his bidding, dambering into the rigging with long knives in their teeth.
Legping from the stern castle, the pirate captain caught hold of the rigging and climbed through it with the
agility of a monkey.

Despite dl the truly mongtrous things Laagued had heard about Bloody Fakane, she had to admit
the man was good at his chosen professon. She watched him hack at the rigging holding the mainmadt,
cdling out directions to his crew. In seconds, the tal magt started toppling over the Side, its descent
controlled by the rigging the pirates cut expertly so that it didn't land on the deck.

An arrow thudded solidly into the raling, missng Laagqued's hand by inches and drawing her
atention back to her own affairs. She drew up the heavy sahuagin crosshow she held and sighted on the
boatload of Baldur's Gate defenders bearing down on the ship she was on.

Carved out of whaebone and strung with braided gut, the weapon was cable of firing above or
below the water. She gazed down the greenish-gray quarrd shaft that had been chipped from claw cord
that grew in hard, draight lengths Hard as the bronze the surface worlders used, it was dso razor sharp
even on the sides. The hallowed shark's tooth serving as the arrowhead was filled with poison and was
designed to break off ingde atarget. Evenif the sharp quarrd didn't hit a killing spot, the poison ensured
thekill.

With the approaching boat less than thirty feet out, Laagued fired the crossbow. The quarrd flashed
forward and filled a man's eyesocket. He screamed and went down, brushing at the blood gushing onto
his face. When poison dilled his heart, his companions had to shove his dead , weght from them.

"Tome" Laaqued cried to the sahuagin behind her.

They bounded forward a once. Only a few of them had crossbows. The daw cord quarres
embedded in the boat and the men, snapped off in shields, breaking the staggered ranks the defenders of
Bddur's Gate had tried to form.

Laaqued had enough time to reload and get one more shot off, driking a man and piercing his
legther armor. The impact of the quarrdl twisted him sideways and threw him from the boat. Ingantly, a
dorsd fin cut the water, zooming toward the flaling svimmer. The mdenti priestess didn't know if the
poison or the shark got the men fird.

The boats collided with a shattering thump that brought the smdler one up out of the water. Some of
the men were dready in mation. They stabbed spears upward, tangling the sahuagin tridents.

Braced as she was and expecting the collison, Laagqued nearly fdl. She regained her footing with
difficulty and tossed the crossbow aside. She dso loosened the thigh quiver of quarrds and kicked it
away. Taking her trident up, she turned to face the invaders.

One of the other pirate ships raced past. The archers aboard unleashed a brief valley at the men in
the watch boat. Then it went on by, dosing on the harbor. Even at eght ships, the pirates weren't srong
enough to take apart the defenses of Badur's Gate, but they weren't done. 1akhovass magery had seen
to that.

Rubbery ropes of arms shot up from the water without warning, wrapped around the watch ship,
and yanked it dmogt to afull stop. Men tumbled from the ship, pitched clear by the unexpected seizure.
A mast-mounted lantern smashed againg the ship's deck and splashed along blaze of fire thet ate into the
wood. Before the ship's crew recovered, sahuagin surfaced and dit their throats with long claws. Most of



the crew died without a chance to defend themsalves.

On the docks, sahuagin dithered up from the port and ripped into the citizens gripped in the thrdl of
fear. In seconds they were walking over corpses, hunting out fresh kills Their fierce cries of bloodiust
and savage joy rang through the dleys of Badur's Gate and over the port. Men raced forward trying to
protect loved ones or friends, and died as sshuagin tridents knifed through their ssomachs or ripped
through their lungs Other sshuagin threw fishhook-embedded nets over smdl groups, then pulled them
into the water and beneath the surface to drown them like rats. Even as Laaqued faced the men trying to
swvarm up the cog, the mdenti was aware of the dozen or more giant crayfish that surfaced near the west
docks around the Seatower and wreaked havoc among the Haming Figt ships that tried to put out into
the harbor. It was the mercenaries of the Haming Fist who ran Badur's Gate, and they were coming to
the ad of the watch.

Fully eight feet long and equipped with huge pincers nearly a yard in length, the crayfish plucked
men from the docks and the ships. Ther hard, mottled brown, chitinous carapaces stood againg sword
blade, arrow, and spear. Ther huge antennae whipped the air in a frenzy. The great pincers cut into their
victims, sometimes sawing them in hdf. Other creatures lakhovas controlled through arcane means swam
benegth the river, working with the sshuagin to take the harbor.

Holding the trident in both hands, Laaqued thrust the tines into a man's face, forang him back off
the sde of the cog. Blood spilled across the deck from the man she wounded as wdl as sahuagin and
other surface dwellers. The planks grew dippery.

A large man in chain mal armor and a thick hemet heaved himsdf over the railing. Scars decorated
his ams and face. He carried a huge warhammer in one hand and a lighted lantern in the other. He
scowled at the sahuagin, fixing his hateful gaze on Laagued.

"By the precious left hand of Tyr Grimjaws, | don't know how come you to be with dl these deep
devils, df, but you're gonna regret it."

The warrior swung the lantern over his head, then brought it crashing down on the deck. The ail ran
ina pool, and the flame from the burning wick chased it, darting a blaze that stood a foot high. Startled
by the flame, dready aware of the way it was quickly drying her skin, Laaqued backed away. The other
sahuagin did too, leaving enough room for seven other warriors to clamber onto the deck.

The big warrior took his hammer in both hands and said, "I'm Fyidler Tross, a sergeant of the
Haming Fi<, and I'm gonna send you back into Umberlee's cold embrace mysdf!”

He came at her, the hammer raised high over his head.

* * % % %

Even as the water closed over his head and the darkness sucked him down, Jherek tried to get a
grip on the sahuagin's arm. The creature's srength was incredible, but Malorrie's training had included
ways to make joints work againg their owners, and made the young salor aware of the weaknesses of a
hold.

The moonlight pooled siver againg the harbor water overhead, dlowing him to see the sahuagin's
hand as the sea devil flicked out its claws. Clicking and whidling sounded in Jherek's ears, warring with
the thumping of his own heart.

Two other shapes did through the water, dosng in.

The young sallor thrugt his sword up, blocking the fierce sweep of claws at his face. The blade bit
into the sea devil's forearm. Jherek brought the edge down, ripping into the flesh. Blood burst into the
water.

The sshuagin whigtled shilly and clicked medly, giving voice to the agony that gripped it. Teking
advantage of the moment, Jherek ran his empty hand down his side, then thrust up in the hollow ingde the
sea devil's restraining am. The hold broke, dlowing Jherek to go free.

The two approaching shapes glided into view, becoming trident-bearing sahuagin. They streaked for
the dockside as they bore down on Jherek. One of them flipped in the water, making a full circle then
coming down from above.



Jherek met the blow with his sword, angling it in between the trident's tines. He was aware of the
second unwounded sahuagin stregking in for his ssomach, intending to meet him if he avoided the attack
of thefird.

Holding the sword firmly, Jherek locked the blade againg the trident and let the first sahuagin drive
him down. The second sahuagin angled by overhead, moving quickly in his heedliong rush. The trident
missed Jherek by scarce inches.

At home in the water, twigting his body like a dolphin, the young sallor reached above and caught
the passng shuagin's harness. His fingers knotted in the woven seaweed strands. He kicked out as the
sea devil's momentum carried him aong, adding to his speed, disengaging his sword from the trident.

Before the sshuagin held caught hold of could turn, Jherek pulled on the harness and swam around
behind the sea devil. He couldn't strike the sahuagin in the back, though. He couldn't bring himsdlf to be
50 cdlous and so unfair. He waited for an opportunity.

His opponent clawed the water franticdly, flipping over and stopping dmost immediady. That
turned out to be an even greater mistake. It dlowed Jherek to plunge the sword into its ssomach and rip
upward. Still, as death daimed it, the sea devil managed to catch Jherek in the face with one foot.

The ebony claws raked fire dong Jherek's face, narrowly missng his right eye. He recoiled,
momentarily disoriented as blood swirled up and clouded his vison. The moon was nearly obscured by
the dark water asit was, and the blood made it even harder to see.

The blood didn't blind the sahuagin, Jherek knew. They had the &bility to sense movement. He
kicked againg the dead sea devil, pushing himsdf toward the surface. His lungs ached for air.

Pest the blood cloud, Jherek spotted the wounded sahuagin trying fitfully to stop the flow of blood
from its sump. The sea devil's shrieking whigtles pedled through the water. The young sallor kicked out
agan, nearing the surface, glancing around to try to find the third sahuagin.

Only moonlight kissng the crygaline facets of the sea devil's chipped-cora trident saved Jherek's
life He spotted his attacker dosing in from the right, shoving the trident forward. Knowing that grabbing
the weapon would only lacerate his hand, the young sallor twigted vidently in the water, knowing in his
heart it was too late and he was about to fed the trident buried in his ssomach.

The tines grazed his sodden leather armor, ripping through it and branding his somach with cold
pain. Jherek continued to move, wragpping himsdf around the sea devil in a wrestling hold with his legs
twined around his opponent's. He looped his free hand under the sahuagin's aam and locked his pam
behind the cresture's head even as the sea devil locked his clawed fis around Jherek's sword wrig.

Indinctively, wanting to take advantage of the power it held in the water, the sahuagin dived, going
deeper quickly.

Jherek's lungs burned from lack of ar and everything in him cried out to let go of the sahuagin and
swvim for the surface. As fast a svimmer as he was, though, he was farly certain hed never make the
distance before the sea devil overtook him. He bent to the task at hand, putting more pressure againg the
sahuagin's head. The neck bent dowly, like working iron, proof of the sshuagin's great strength.

The sahuagin's whistles became strained. Jherek fdt his vison fading, knowing he didn't have much
longer before the lack of ar started draining his strength. He kept the pressure on, findly feding the
shuagin's neck muscles give.

The sea devil's neck broke with a crack that echoed dully in the water.

Rdeasng the limp corpse, Jherek turned and swam for the surface. His vidon closed in on itsdf,
darting to blot out the patch of moonlight he amed for. His hand broke through the water and he kicked
himsdf after it.

Light swept toward him as soon as his face cleared the water. He had a brief impresson of men
ganding dong the dock, then a gaff pole shoved toward his head. He jerked away, letting the crud gaff
hook diceinto the water near him.

"Umberlee take yer eyes, ye thickheaded mutton!" Khlinet roared.

Treading water, Jnerek saw the dwarf push hisway through the crowd.

A surly man with graying Sde whiskers shot the dwarf a nasty look and said, "I saw a sshuagin
down there, | tdl you."



"Mayhep ye did," the dwarf agreed vehemently, "but that there aint no dithering sea beadtie” He
crouched, offering his hand to Jherek. "Come up here, swabbie, and let's be after having ye out of the
drink now."

Jherek caught the dwarf's hand, then found himsdf dmogt lifted from the water by Khlinaf s strength
adone. He scrambled, finding his footing on the dock with his water-filled boots.

"You did see asghuagin,” Jherek told the man. "There were three of them.”

"Threg, swabbie?' Khlina said, peering into the water and fiding his axes. "And ye did say were."

The crowd dong the dock drew back.

Jherek nodded, locking his hands behind his head to get his breath back more quickly. He glanced
out in the harbor and saw the scattered fires. The pirate ships had invaded the harbor now, fanning out in
a practiced move that put their onboard archers within range of other ships as wel as the docks. Fire
arrows blurred through the air, gtriking ships and occasiondly breaking through building windows to land
indde. Twiding clouds of smoke above severd of the buildings showed that fires had started insde.

The surly man with the gaff hook shook his head and said, "Thet's a pretty tae you weave, boy, but
I'm not going to believe a gripling like you could kill three sahuagin-and in the water yet.”

"Only two," Jherek replied. "I cut the hand off another.”

He took a fresh grip on his sword. Out in the harbor, a giant water spider clambered up from below
and attacked a dock crew trying to cast off lines. Tweve feet across, the spider reared up on its four
back legs and seized two victims with the front four. Before it had a chance to completely devour its
screaming prey, ten more spiders bobbed to the surface and scurried over the docks.

A squad of sahuagin warriors rose up from the water and grabbed hold of the pilings They pulled
themselves up while others treaded water and threw javeins into the crowd. Propelled by the powerful
sea devils muscles, the dim, chipped-bone javdins often penetrated more than one victim. Still more
sshuagin legped up from the water long enough to throw their deadly nets. Over a dozen people were
pulled into the water and sank without a trace. Two of the nearby water spiders dived after them.

Pressing forward, Khlinat engaged the first sehuagin to place a webbed foot on the dock.

"Have a ye, then," the dwarf growled.

He whirled the hand axes before him, gripping them midway up the hafts. His furious ondaught
battered through the sea devil's defenses and turned the trident aside. In another moment, he stretched up
and buried one of the hand axes at the base of the sahuagin's throat. The lights dimmed in the aily black
eyes, but there were plenty more to take that sahuagin's place.

Jherek joined Khlinat, lending his sword arm, feding his wounds burn. Blood sill flowed from the
cut beside his eye, threetening to blind him. He wiped the blood from his face with his deeve.

Khlinat kicked his peg leg up to the center of the dead sahuagin's chest, then pushed his opponent
off the hand axe and back into the water.

"We can't hold this pogtion,” Jherek told him, blocking trident thrusts with his sword.

The mations came swiftly and certainly to him as they dways did. Mdorrie had trained him well,
gving him one of the firg instances of confidence he'd ever known.

"I know it, swabbie," the dwarf replied, "but well hold it long enough mayhap for them what's got
heart to set up a skirmish line we can fdl back to. Just don't go getting yersdf killed afore weve got a
chance to make our grand escape.”

Jherek gave himsdf over to the battle, fighting past the homesickness and uncertainty. If the destiny
hed been given was to die here, this night, then he was going to see tha it was done rightly and well.
Madorrie had trained him to dways sl hislife dearly.

He batted a trident aside with a deft move of his wrist, setting himsdf up for a lightning riposte that
soilled the sshuagin's lifés blood from its throat. When the cresture grabbed its throat, suddenly more
interested in staying dive than in fighting, Jherek grabbed the dying sea devil and used it as a shidd.

"Now, swabbiel" Khlinat yeled.

Taking a step back, getting a brief respite from the other sahuagin by hurling their dead comrade
among them, Jherek glanced a the end of the dock where men had shoved cargo crates into a defensve
line



"Quick asyou can!" Khlinat turned and followed his own advice, sprinting for the crates.

Jherek didn't hestate. He deflected a pair of thrusts from two different tridents, took a step to the
gde, and cut the hamdtrings of both legs on a third sea devil as the creature tried to turn and face him.
Wheding, drawing his blade back, he strode forward, putting a shoulder into the sahuagin's midriff and
knocking it back into the others.

Sipping in the blood covering the dock for only a moment, Jnerek got hisfeet under im and ran.

A dozen more sahuagin dimbed over the raling behind him. Glancing down the quay, he saw the
swarm of sea devils pulling up onto the docks. Weapons gleamed in the moonlight and from the fires that
were spreading through the warehouses.

* * % % %

Praying to summon the power given her by obedience to Sekolah, Laaqued hdd up her pdm and
thrugt it toward the big surface dweller rushing a her with his upraised hammer. She fet the molten heet
leave her hand. It only caused a dight visble ripple as it passed.

The spdl struck Fyidler Tross with physica impact and dropped the big Haming Fist mercenary to
his knees. He screamed in pain, trying desperately to hang onto his warhammer. Huge blisters covered
hisflesh, burgting as they filled to capacity, then filling again the way the mdenti had seen surface dwdlers
fry their eggs.

He cdled on his gods in a fdtering voice, then crumpled to the deck, dready dead. The other
mercenaries gave his death no heed, absolutely fearless in ther attack. They engaged the sahuagin with
bloodthirsty enthusiasm, ydling curses and impugning their heritage.

Laaqued set hersdlf, regretting that the battle had to take place on the ship's deck. She was much
more a home in the water where she had the opportunity to attack from above or below instead of
merdy in a horizontd line. Most surface dwellers never knew how truly intricate the act of battle could
be.

Holding the trident in both hands, she blocked a swordsman's overhand sweep. The blade struck
sparks from her trident haft while another man closed in from her Ieft. Hed intended to take advantage of
the diverson his comrade created. Instead, Laagqued ducked under his sword swipe, tangled his legs
with the trident haft, and pulled him from his feet unceremonioudy. The firg man thrust & her, puiting dl
hisweight behind his sword.

The mdenti glided to the sde, missng the familiar fed of the ocean around her. The sword did
through her hair. Before the man had a chance to protect himsdf, she spiked him with the trident, twisting
vidoudy to tear the wounds open further.

Other mercenaries trampled over their falen comradesin their zed to get to her. Laaqued retreated
before them and reached into her harness pouch. She took out a draight piece of iron she kept there.
She prayed over it as the men charged her, then released the energy through it. The iron dissolved,
consumed by the spell.

Four of the attacking mercenaries froze in place, becoming a momentary blockade for ther
comrades. Thefour affected mercenaries fel like statues, their limbs locked around ther weapons. Five
mercenaries pushed over the other men, ill not losing the courage they displayed.

They werent like other humans, Laagued knew. After seeing the power she wielded, most other
surface dwellers would have broken off the attack.

Those men you see before you are Flaming Fists, little malenti, lakhovas said in her mind.
Warriors tried and true. They make up fully a tenth of this city's population, and they'll give their
life's blood to see Baldur's Gate stand. They'll gladly spill yours for the same reason.

Laaqued blocked a sword dash, maneuvering to use the remaining five againg each other so they
couldnt dl attack a once. She kept her trident before her in both hands, blocking rapidly, then burying it
inone man's chest. Letting go of the trident, the mdenti priestess popped her retractable claws from her
fingers and toes. When it came to close-in fighting, few were naturaly more dangerous than the sahuagin.
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Dodging another sword thrugt, a prayer to Sekolah aready on her lips, Laaqued reached into her
pouch and removed aamd| portion of oak bark. As she finished the prayer, the bark was consumed in a
grdl burst of heat. Indantly she fdt the effects as her skin tingled. A sword she couldn't stop in time
rattled againg her sde with the dulled thunk of an axe hitting a tree, but it didn't break her skin.

Confident of the new protection shed summoned, secure in her belief in the Shark God, Laagued
gave hersdf over to the blood frenzy that was her heritage as a sahuagin. She dived into the mass of
surface dwellers, uang their proximity to each other as a weapon. Hand and foot claws dashed at the five
men, tuning their flesh to ribbons. Daggers found her, and the occasiona sword's edge, but none of them
did any red damageto her.

In seconds it was over. She stood on the blood-spattered deck above the dead and the dying, her
glisflaring as they tried to meet the increased demand of her body. She glanced around the deck, seeing
that the other sshuagin had successfully beaten back the Haming Fis attack. There were dready other
boats in the water stresking for that ship as well as the other pirate vessds. She saw their standards now,
ared fig wreathed in ydlow flames emblazoned againg a red spearpoint.

The cog sdled on into the harbor, cutting through water filled with sahuagin, sharks, sea snakes,
giant water spiders, dragonfish, giant gar, and smaler crustaceans that scurried across the ocean floor a
lakhovas's bidding.

"Where were you while we were fighting these men?' Laaquedl demanded, turning her gaze to the
gern castle where the man stood looking out over the carnage spread before him.

Dressed in black and aguamarine, a long sable cloak drifting in the storm winds behind him,
lakhovas appeared pleased. The black sapphire cirdlet he wore had amdl shark figures chipped into it
twining about each other. She knew it gave him the power he needed to control the sea creatures that
hed invaded Badur's Grate.

lakhovas turned his hard face toward her. A cruel, mirthless amile touched his lips and he said,
“Little maenti, do not presume too much. | am and will be your master.”

Deep within her, Laagued fdt the black quill spin and prick her heart. Pain and nausea drove her to
her knees and she voided her ssomach.

"Favored one," a nearby sahuagin shouted, coming to her aid.

"No," Laaqued said, holding up a hand to hdt the warrior's attempt to reach her. She didn't know
what lakhovas would do to him for interfering. She regained her feet with difficulty, meking hersdf
remember that everything she was involved with was at Sekolah's bidding. She locked eyes with
lakhovas. "Forgive me. | spokein hagte”

The pain dutching her heart disappeared. She inhded through her gills more eesily.

"Never forget, little madenti,” 1akhovas warned. "Too many things are coming together now for me to
worry about you and your indiscretions. | am king of your people, and | suffer your presence only as long
asitisinmy favor."

" understand.”

"You will address me as Exdted One" lakhovas commanded. "I am your king, and you will
recognize that as well."

"Exdted One," Laagued said.

Arrows ripped through the rigging as archers a the Seatower of Baduran got the range. Sahuagin
crosshowmen kndlt and returned fire.

"Subservience in a menid is a good trait,” lakhovas said. "Dont forget it. As to hdping you,
remember that in hdping you | an dso hdping mysdf. I've been gving ad in ways that will be known
presently, and I've been inconvenienced over the last few tendays.”

She knew he was taking about the injuries hed suffered a Huaanton's hands when hed become
king of the sahuagin. Though he hadn't shown it & the time, Laagued learned it had taken more out of
him than he would admit.



"I'm going,” lakhovas said.

"You're leaving the battle?' Laagued couldn't bdieve it. HEd done the same thing in Waterdeep,
though, so it shouldn't have come as a surprise.

In the distance, a flaming warehouse collgpsed in a rush of fire and smoke. People who'd taken
shdlter ingde it from the invaders were crushed or burned to desth. The high-pitched keening coming
from the few survivors barely penetrated the agonized screams of fear thet rolled over the docks.

"They don't need me here" lakhovas said. "Man, dwarf, df, sshuagin, and sea creature, they dl
know how to kill each other without any guidance on my part.”

"But, Exated One, you're their king. They'll notice your absence.”

lakhovas amiled. "I don't think so. Even should they look for me, little mdenti, | am here for them.”

He gestured, rdeasing something from his hand that suddenly swirled around on its own axis. In the
blink of an eye, a huge, fierce looking sahuagin appeared beside lakhovas.

Laagqued understood immediatdy that the replica was how he looked in his sahuagin form to the rest
of her community. Gazing at the harsh features, she redized lakhovas had deliberately made himsdf
handsome by sahuagin standards. He hadn't done that at Waterdeep, and Laaqued thought it was mute
testimony that his powers had dramaticaly increased since then.

"Now," lakhovas said, "we can go."

"Where?'

"To pursue my own interests.”

lakhovas released a sea gull feather into the wind, then he legped into the ar and hung there for a
moment. Fear ran like ice through Laagqued's veins. If the sahuagin saw lakhovas openly doing magic, he
would lose their trust immediatdy. Even most warriors regarded a priestess's powers with suspicion.

"Dont panic," lakhovas said. "I've taken precautions. None of those around you can see either of us
anymore. Come."

He gestured again, pointing a a place near the maenti as he glided above the deck. He flicked his
finger, and a slver blob was flung off. Laagqued watched as the tiny siver blob saled through the air, then
glashed agang an invisble surface three feet above the ground. It glimmered and disappeared,
consumed by the spell.

"Get on, litle maenti,” lakhovas ordered.

Hestantly, Laagued moved in the direction of where the Slvery blob had disappeared. Even though
she guessed that it was there, she was surprised when she bumped into an invisble object. Running her
hands around it, she discovered that it was circular in shape but only had two dimensions, curved dightly
concave like adamshl.

"Hurry," lakhovas urged.

Only the fear of his disapprova made Laagqued dimb onto the magic platform. Her weight shifted it
only alittle as it floated, but it quickly righted itself.

Without another word, lakhovas flew forward, daying low over the water as he amed them
northwest toward the cty proper. Glancing below, she spotted another Haming Fig ship as it was
boarded by sahuagin. The ship's defenders held the line for a moment, then broke as the sahuagin
grabbed them in daws and jaws.

Laaqued stayed hunkered down on the platform, praying to Sekolah to guide her. She wasn't
surprised that lakhovas had his own agenda tonight-he aways did-but Baldur's Gate hadn't been taken
quite as much by surprise as Waterdeep had.

* * % % %

"We can make a stand here, damn ye" Khlinat roared as he chopped a a sshuagin hand that
reached across the crates blocking that section of the harbor. Sea devil fingers splattered to the dock.

Standing beside him, Jherek concentrated on his sword-play, betting aside the trident thrusts. Other
men stood shoulder to shoulder with him, making a tight line to hold back the schuagin attackers. So far
they'd managed to hold their position despite the mass of sea devils on the other side.



Only now a bearded man in chain mall with the Haming Fist standard on his tabard was trying to get
them to break ranks. He carried a broadsword in one scarred fig.

"Stand down and fal back!" the man roared.

"Who the hdl do ye think ye are to be giving us orders?' Khlinat demanded. Severd other sallors
echoed his sentiments, adding various curses.

"I'm Sergeant Hobias Churchstone” the grizzled men said, "of the Haming Fist Mercenary
Company."

Spotting a familiar shape a the base of the crates he defended, Jherek stooped and caught up the
boat hook that had been abandoned there. It did into his hand naturaly, curving up from between his
spread fingers.

"Get some ail!" one of the sallors ydled. "Well get us a proper bonfire going.”

Out in the harbor, the diginctive bunyip roar sounded again. A thousand fear-filled memories
charged through Jherek's mind, whipping by like a school of startled fish, sheking him to his very core.
Everything he remembered about his father scared him, from the memories he actudly had of the man to
what he'd later learned of imin Stories.

He'd been four when his father had lashed a man to the mainmadt then made Jherek stand by while
he whipped him to death. The man had stolen from his bunkmeate, a crime that Bloody Fakane didn't put
up with. Sted from anyone ese and it was dl right, but never from Bunyip's crew. The only blood spilled
aboard Bunyip had been with Bloody Falkane's blessings.

After the man had died, the pirate captain ordered the body hung from the mast by its feet, a grim
reminder to dl the crew about where ther loydties lay. It had taken weeks for the carrion birds that
regularly followed ships a sea to finish stripping the mesat from the corpse.

A sthuagin thrugt at Jherek again, shoving a trident across the stacked crates. Jherek twisted and
dipped the blow, then captured the trident's haft behind the fork with his hook. Yanking the sahuagin
off-balance, he swung his sword, deaving his opponent's skull.

"Fdl back!" Churchstone ordered. "You can hold this pogtion for only a few minutes more. They're
darting to close in from the sdes”

Glandng over his shoulders in both directions, Jherek knew the pronouncement was true. The
sahuagin had battled across other boats and sections of the docks, dimbing onto the manland in front of
the shops and warehouses that lined the harbor didtrict. Fire daimed the interiors of more buildings

"Where would ye be after leading us?' Khlinat roared.

"To the warehouse behind you," Churchstone said. "We're better prepared for them there.”

Jherek risked a glance at the warehouse, noting its disheveled appearance and the open bay doors.
The interior was dark and immense. He turned to the dwarf, knowing Khlinat had fdlen into the
leadership role for the group of dockworkers surrounding them through his prowess and loud voice. The
Haming Fist sergeant had recognized it as wll.

"Khlinat," Jherek said, blocking another trident thrust and pinning the weapon againg the crate.
Before the sahuagin had a chance of pulling the trident back, the young sailor flicked the hook out and
caught his opponent through the gills Jherek gave a twigt and a yank that tore the sahuagin's throat out.
"Retregting does make sense. We made this line and we held them. Now it's time to fdl back and meet
them again.”

The dwarf fought gamdy, avoiding a thrown javelin, then batting asde a trident thrust and damming
home another hand axe into the sahuagin's thorax. "Aye, swab, ye have the right of it" He blocked
another blow and missed one of his own. "At times, I'm a prideful man. | don't like backing away from no
fight"

"By Tymoras favored amile and grace, you sawed-off runt!" Churchstone roared. "You're not
retreating from a damned fight. Y ou're moving to better wage it."

"Have a care as to how ye address me" the dwarf roared back. "Elsg, if ye should survive the
blades of these sea devils, ye will soon have another fight on yer hands.”

"Khlinat," Jherek said, wanting desperately for the dwarf to ligen to him. Even though they'd fought
the arriving sahuagin to a Sanddtill, they were loang men.



The dwarf nodded. "Aye, swab, and | hear ye." He raised his voice from aroar to a bellow. "To the
warehouse, damn ye lazybones Regroup and let's show these beasties the color of ther gizzardd™

Jherek hung the hook from the sash at hiswaist and reached out for a lantern hanging from a nearby
pole. Holding it by the wire handle, he smashed it againgt the crates.

At hissde, Khlinat did the same. Hames twisted up with a liquid whoosh. "Them what owns them
crates" the dwarf sad as they gave ground together, "aint going to be any too happy seeing how we
treated their goods.”

"If they live after tonight,” Jherek grimly pointed ouit.

"Aye swab, and ye have theright of it."

Jherek turned and ran, spotting the two groups of sthuagin cdosing in from the sides. Another
moment and their position would have been overrun.

They fled into the warehouse, going dl the way to the back of the cavernous dructure. The
warehouse was two dories tdl. Crates occupied space on dther Sde, leaving the middle section clear.
The scarcity of crates offered mute testimony about the way shipping had dowed since the attacks on
Waterdeep and the sea lanes. On either Sde at the back, steeply angled wooden steps led up to the
second floor.

"Dont stop till you reach the back!" Churchstone ordered.

Jherek and Khlinat ran a the back of the group with the Haming Fist sergeant. The young soldier
couldn't help naticing the grin on Churchstone's face. Glancing back over his shoulder, Jherek saw that
the sshuagin had no compunctions at dl about following them into the building. At least thirty-five or forty
sea devil warriors ran after them.

Churchstone whedled suddenly and lifted his sword. "Now!" he shouted.

Jherek only caught the flash of movement overhead, then a huge cargo net dropped down, snaring
the sshuagin. Severd of them dropped to the warehouse floor, hammered by the great weight of the thick
hawser ropes. The sea devils struggled to get up. A few of them sawed at the ropes with bone knives
fashioned with chipped edges. The ropes did away greedly, twising from the sahuagin's grip as wel as
agang the knife edges.

Then a pair of flaming torches dropped from the overhead floor as well. From the way the cargo
netting caught fire, running in rivulets as it greedily consumed everything it touched, Jherek knew it had
been soaked in ail. The sshuagin whistled shrilly in pain.

It was a hard way to die, Jherek knew, and he fdt bad for the creatures. It wasn't a way hed have
killed them. Mdorrie had trained him to be a warrior, to fight the right fights for the right reasons. This
was more like extermination. He fdt the warmth of the flames againg his cheeks as the men around him
hooted in triumph and pleasure.

Jherek glanced away, caiching Khlinat's eye.

"A bad bit of busness" the dwarf commented. "But ‘twixt a rock and a hard place, a wise man
makes do and livesfor the morrow."

"I know," Jherek replied.

Khlinat dapped him on the shoulder. "Buck up, swabbie, weve a city yet to save should the gods
prove willing."

Out in the harbor, the bunyip roar pealed again.

The chill of dread raced through Jherek when he heard the sound. Resolutely, he steded himsdf.
Come what may, he knew he had unfinished business with his father. He followed the dwarf, skirting
around the dead and dying among the sahuagin as they cooked. Archers on the floor above feathered
any that appeared on the verge of escaping.

Out in the fresh ar and clear of the smoke trapped ingde the warehouse, Jherek stared across
Bddur's Gate harbor. The battle ravaged the city dong the docks. Hames twisted up through the roofs of
buildings that would be nothing but ash by morning.

His destiny, he thought grimly, was supposed to be found somewhere in the chaotic debris, but he
had no idea how he was going to find it.



* * % % %

"Pacyd It's happening-Badur's Gate is under attack!”

Snarled in the layers of bedding, Pacys strove to come awake. As dways, the bard reached fird for
hisyarting. It lay on the floor beside the bed, bardly fitting the hollow between the furniture and the wdl in
the amdl room. Until late, the yarting was the only thing of real value held carried in years. His fingers did
over the grings and the smooth wood out of habit, then he opened his eyes.

"What?" he croaked.

"Were beng attacked by the sahuagin." Deahnane Kubha stood on the other sde of the smdl
bedroom and peered out the Sngle open window. The flimsy pae green drapes blew over her naked
body, illuminated by the lone taper on the small nearby table.

She was forty and dill lushly curved, burgting with womanly charms that had warmed the old bard's
bed for nearly atenday. Her blond hair had strands of gray in it now, but her confidence in hersalf kept
her from coloring it. She worked as a serving wench in the Blushing Mermaid tavern only a few streets
back of the room she kept here. Pacys had enjoyed a friendship that was more than friendship with her
the last twenty years whenever he was in the city.

Holding onto the yarting, not bothering to cover his nakedness, Pacys rushed to the window. His
hard life was mapped across his lean body in scars and wrinkles, cregting highlights on his nut-brown
skin. He kept his head shaved, and went whiskerless as wdl. dutting siver eyebrows arched over his light
hezd eyes. He was thin, hislong bones overlaid with sringy muscle.

Pecys had been in Bddur's Gate dmogt two tendays since ariving by ship. After the attack on
Waterdeep and his talk with the merman Narros, hed come to the city hoping to find more mention of
the prophecy held been told of, more of the song he was chasing.

Since ariving in Baldur's Gate, held only experienced a few times when the song he searched so
desperately for- had been promised-had come to him. They'd been troubling pieces, crammed with
trepidation and the iron smdl of blood.

Now, as he gazed out over the baitling groups below and out in the harbor, the song filled his head.
It was an extenson of the piece held unconscioudy played in Narross home after having been invited to
the merman shaman's dwelling. Pacys knew it was the piece concerning the hero of the tale.

The mudc was strong, vibrant, but there was a trilling uncertainty about it, a tremor that didn't ring
quite true. Relieved and excited, hefit his hands to the yarting, then guided his calused thumb across the
grings. The resonance between what he heard in his mind and what he produced on the yarting was
perfect. The deep fog that dung to him from too many late nights and too much wine lifted ingantly.

"He's here," Pacys declared, amiling. The music filled the tiny room.

Delahnane glanced a him, light glinting in her eyes. "The hero you've been charged with seeking?'
She wasn't as hagppy about the Stuation as the old bard was. There was every chance that someone she
knew from the tavern, perhaps even someone she cdled a friend, would be dead before morning.

"Yes" The certainty that rilled him surprised Pacys. At his age, there seemed to be so many doubtful
things He'd seen seventy-six years come and go, and had learned much in his unceasing travels across
Faerun as awandering bard, not dl of it good, but it dl had fed his talent in one way or another. Every
emotion held ever experienced had burned through his mind and into his fingers in thousands of bars,
taverns, inns, and castles across Faerun.

He closad his eyes, concentrating on the music. His fingers moved fluidly across the strings, seeking
the notes now without hesitation. He added to the smdl store held brought with him from Waterdeep. No
meaiter what song he'd played or how long it had been snce held last played it, the old bard had never
forgotten a tune he'd written or borrowed.

He gave voice to the song, his smooth baritone filling the room.

"He stood with the men of Baldur's Gate,

"This boy not yet become a man.

"He followed his heart, not knowing the plan,

"Of his destiny to stand before the Taker's hate.



"With naked sword stedl tight in his hand,

"And fear filling his belly as he eyed

"The black-hearted sahuagin warrior pride,

"The Champion fought to keep the defenses manned.

"Seel rang and sparked as blood ran from wounds untended,

"As the Taker took up the malevolent war that had not ended.”

The words stopped coming, but the music didn't. It became repetitive. Undble to stand idly by while
the aty fought back againg the invaders, or to miss the chance to meet the young men Narros had sad it
was his destiny to find, the old bard hurried back to the bed.

He pulled his plain brown breeches from the chest where Delahnane kept her persond things and
quickly stepped into them. As a raconteur of duels, battles, and wars, héld learned to keep dothing close
to hand and to dressin a hurry. During a war, the battle lines moved even while men dept.

"What are you doing?' Deahnane turned from the window and faced him.

"Only what needs be done, far lady,” Pacys replied. "I'm no man to lay abed when there's fighting to
be done." He pulled on the faded green doublet, then stepped into his boots. His feet did into them
comfortably. He hung the yarting by its strap over his back and picked up the wooden g&ff held carried
with him dmogt as long as the ingrument.

"Y ou're going out there?'

"l have no choice”

"Men are dying out there," Delahnane said.

"Yes, and my place iswith them.”

"You're an old man."

The statement, even though it was true, hurt Pacys. He was wdl aware of his advanced age. Elves,
mayhap, had dl the timein the world, but not him. He crossed to the woman and took her by the arms,
daing into her green eyes. "Ah, and if | had my choice of deaths, O vison, I'd choose to die by your
hand, knowing your willing love and your tender caress upon my brow as you urged me to grester
rgpture.”

A smdl amilelighted her face, followed by an ingant blush.

"But, dear lady,” Pacys went on, "l fear | don't have my choice of deaths, and | mug follow my
neture.”

Delahnane pulled him to her and hugged him fiercely. Her bare skin brushed againg his hand. "I
know, dear Pacys, and even should that nature of yours damn you to die this night, | know it has ever
made you the man I've loved when happy occasion permitted us to be together.”

Pacys stroked her face with the back of his fingers. He fdt a pang in his heart. He didn't think he
would die, though he knew it was possble, but he did know that the loving times they'd shared, and the
quiet hours held spent reciting poetry to her, thrilling to the way sheld responded to every verse, were
over.

"Should we not see each other again this night-" he began.

She swiftly covered his mouth with her hand. "No," she whispered. "Do not speak of dying."

After a moment, Pacys gave her a nod. It hadn't been his intention, but he fet she knew he was
about to tdl her he wouldn't be back. It was her way of avoiding that. HEd left her many times in the
past, and both of them knew that with his gation in life what it was, there could only be pleasant
interludes between them.

She removed her hand. "Do you redly think the boy you're searching for could be out there?"

"I have to believe" Pacys answered. "All my life I've fdt | was destined for greatness, to pen and
sng a song that will forever be known as mine, to take my place among the bards whose works achieve
immortdity. That has never happened. Until now. Oghmals blessng upon me and my craft has seen fit to
put me on that path now. | can't step away from that.”

"I know." With genuine effort, she released him and took a step back.

Pacys leaned in for a find kiss, tasing the wine yet lingaring on her lips. Of dl the women hed
known in his long life, she was a favorite, but settling down and leaving the traveing bard's life was as



unthinkable as taking a wife to travel with him who wasn't a bard hersdf. The road was home only to
those who could cdl no other place home,

He reached ingde his doublet and took out the coin pouch held been saving. Deftly, with dl the il
of athief, he placed it in her hand and curled her fingers up over it before she saw it.

Delahnane didn't say anything. She dready knew how generous he was from past times held stayed
with her.

Whenever he spent time with Delahnane, he dways filled his own coin purse and one for her from
the fees collected in the taverns he visted. With the caravans bringing men into the city as wdl as the
needed laborers for the shipyards and the usud sailors, the old bard had done wel during his stay. Both
coin purses held alot of copper and slver pieces, aswdl as the occasond gold piece. HEd learned long
ago never to get too attached to coin. Oghma had dways found a way to pry it out of him by some
means.

"Take care," shetold him.

"And you." Pacys went through the door, memoarizing the image of her ganding there with only the
canddight blazing over her. His heart was heavy with the thought of leaving. At the same time, he was
excited. The song played in his mind, nothing new yet, but he knew there would be something more.

Outside, he bolted and ran by the other gpartment doors to the stairs leading down to the dley. He
raced around the building and out toward the docks. The song thrummed in his head, growing stronger as
he moved to the baitle,

* * % % %

Thetide of shuagin flooding into the city seemed unbreakable.

Jherek stayed with Khlinat, aware that the dwarf knew the streets and aleys of Badur's Gate much
better than he did. If there was a stand to make somewhere, he trusted Khlinat to make it and to choose
the proper place.

They raced down Binde Street till it crossed Stormshore Street, then kept going. Few of the
schuagin had penetrated this far back the city as yet.

The peg leg coupled with his short stature helped Jherek easly keep up with Khlinat, but they
moved quickly. Armed men, most of them evidently with the Haming Fist, haled ditizens in the Streets,
urging them to join the effortsin the harbor. The young sailor guessed that less than hdf the efforts were
successful. Men with families concentrated on getting those families to safety, not trudting thet the sea
devil inveders could be held.

The blood weeping from the cut beside Jherek's eye had findly ceased, leaving a hard crust that
patialy obscured hisvison. It bothered him that they appeared to be running from the battle.

"Where are we going?' Jherek asked.

"Patience, swabbie, I've got aplan. Never yefear." The dwarf's breath came in ragged gasps and he
flaled hisarms to keep up the pace. Two dleys further up, he pointed at alarge building. "There"

The building stood three gtories tdl with a stone exterior. The bottom two floors contained what
appeared to be a warehouse because there were no windows, while the third floor held persond living
quarters with a large widow's walk facing the River Chionthar. A hand-painted Sgn stuck out from the
building but it was too dark for Jherek to make it out.

Huffing and puffing from the run, Khlinat pounded the back of a hand axe againgt the door near the
cargo bay. Hollow thumps sounded insde. The dwarf repeated his effort twice more, ganing intengty
and frudtration.

Suddenly a deep mde voice caled down from above. "Whét the hdl do you want?'

Khlinat stepped back from the building and gazed up. "Yer city's under attack, Felogyr Sonshd, and
there ye stand instead of taking up arms againgt them what attacks.”

Sonshd stood in the shadows of the widow's walk, but Jherek could tdl he was abig warrior who'd
evidently enjoyed the successes of his life. Judging from his girth, held had severd successes. Fierce
mustaches stuck out from his lower face and dangled below his chin. He dressed well, but the thing that



drew the young sailor's attention most was the long shape in the man's ams. It was pointed directly a
Khlinat. Moonlight glinted from the dark metd.

During histimein Veen, Jherek had only seen a few weapons like the one Sonshd carried. It was
an arquebus, a weapon as rare as the most arcane magic that took advantage of the explosive nature of
the smoke powder made by the Lantans. The arquebus fired round bullets much like those a ding threw,
but with far more destruction then either ading or a bow. Also, the bullets weren't as easy for a heder to
take out as an arrow or quarrel.

Thedim glow of a dow match burned orange across Sonshd's face. "I'm on my way to help. | only
just woke."

"Pulled yersdf out of yer cups, ye mean."

Congernation covered Sonshd's face. "Do | know you?'

"Khlinet Ironeater. Aye, ye know me. From a time or two a round was bought at the Blushing
Mermaid or the Three Old Kegs. Stories was swapped and lies was told, but I've never done business
with ye. That blasted smoke powder ye sl is much too uncertain for a one-legged dwarf who's learned
the vadue of the sure-footed path.”

"Then what are you doing here?' Sonshd demanded. "Unless you're besting on doors and raisng
hdp."

"More than that," Khlinat roared. "Tha harbor yonder's filled with dl manner of foul beasties,
induding no few sea devils. I've got me a plan, desperate, aye, and mayhap a trifle foolhardy, but
Marthammor Duin keeps foolish wanderers ever in his blessed sght.”

"Get to the point.”

"Ye sdl smoke powder,” Khlinat said.

"I <l fireworks" Sonshd argued. "And torches, lanterns, and beacon pots. Things a man
determined to go adventuring needs.”

"Aye" the dwarf agreed, "and ye stock smoke powder that the Lantans make. The reason the four
Grand Dukes don't run ye out of business here is because yer choosy about who ye sl to, and the fact
that yer arich manin these parts. Makes ye a good taxpayer, I'm told.”

"What do you want? Do you figure an arquebus is going to serve you better than those hand axes
you cary?'

Jherek ligtened palitdy to the conversation, staying out of it because he trusted the dwarf, but every
inginct in the young sailor cried out to him to be at the harbor, hdping where he could. Fghting men died
whilethey stood there.

"No," Khlinat said. "I need that smoke powder ye have put away in the warehouse.” He glanced at
Jherek. "Steady, swabbie."

Jherek gave him atight nod. Glanaing at the harbor, he saw flaming catapult loads stresk through the
Ky.

"I don't sdl smoke powder to just anyone” Sonshd stated. "If you've heard anything, | know you've
heard that about me."

"l wasn't intending to buy it," Khlinat said. "Just useit."

"For what?" Sonshdl asked.

A broad grin split the dwarfs face. "Goin' fishing."

W

4 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet
Laaqued crouched lower on the invisble floating disc as lakhovas guided her around a crowd of
baitling sshuagin and Haming Fist mercenaries. Incredibly, the mercenaries were holding ther own
agang the sahuagin, garting to push them back into the harbor in some areas. The sheer ferocity of the
humans surprised her, and made her respect them as well.
Out in the harbor proper, ships burned. Three of them ligted heavily in the water, burning down
close to the water-line. Others were in the beginning stages of the same fate despite the efforts of
dockworkers and sallors to hdt it with water brigades.



Theinvisble disc stopped smoathly in front of a warehouse, 1akhovas dighted gracefully, pulling his
cloak more securely around him. He drew his sword, reveding the runes carved into the shining blade. It
was the firg time Laagued had seen the wespon, making her redize the agents he had working around
Faerun to recover objects he daimed were his were dill bringing things to him.

He grinned a her, his scarred features and eyepatch highlighted by a flaming catapult load that
streaked through the night sky. "Come, little maenti. We have only a short time remaining that we may
complete the assgnations I've planned for our evening.”

Shedidn't argue and she didn't point out thet the sahua-gin were dying behind them, shedding their
blood for 1akhovas's machinations. Instead, she told hersdlf that those were dso Sekolah's machinations
and followed |akhovas to the warehouse.

The gtructure stood blesk and westhered, tortured by time, the dements, and ill use. The doors,
leached gray by the sun working through the congtant layer of moisture that hung over Badur's Gate,
stood only for amoment againg lakhovas's gesture. A thin green ray stabbed from his finger and caused
the doors to glow briefly, then disintegrate into awhirling mass of fine dust.

lakhovas strode into the warehouse. Laaqued followed at his heds, marveing at the amount of
meagic he seemed capable of unleashing. She fdt in her heart that he had Sekolah to thank for that. No
meatter what |akhovas believed, she knew the Shark God's influence had put him back into the world and
made him as powerful as he was.

"Hold!" someone shouted. "What in the Nine Hells do you think you're doing?'

Tuming, Laaqued gazed at the dozen agitated surface dwelers that came at them with swords
bared. She saw them for only an ingant, then lakhovas stepped to her sde and brushed her back
protectively. He leaned forward, put asmdl bullhorn to hislips, and shouted with a deafening fury.

The shout drove the men back five paces, turning them like sediment tirred up from the ocean
bottom. All of them survived, but they were injured and screamed in pain, clapping their hands to ther
bleeding ears.

"Hurry," lakhovas said. He led her to the back of the warehouse, through stacked crates and
shrouded items of dl Szes and shapes. At the back wal he stepped into a smdl dcove and touched a
pand. With a muffled creak, a section of the wall opened, reveding a long tunnd filled with shadows
beyond.

Laaqued held her trident ready, smdling old pain and death dinging to the tunnd. Iakhovas reached
into his cloak and took out an amulet cut from a huge, flavless jacinth into a lens shape, Sx inches in
diameter. The device was st in platinum with a dozen diamonds on the left and a rune across the top.
Holding it in his hand, l1akhovas spoke arcane words Laagued couldn't understand.

The gem's face glowed with lambent blue light. Instantly a map with a compass rose appeared.
Gazing at it, Laagued recognized the warehouse, and the entrance to the tunnd they now stood before.

"A moment, little mdenti,” lakhovas said softly, "while | orient mysdf.”

The soft blue glow died, callapang in on itsdf. He put the amulet back in one of the cloak’s hiding
places, then took out a jade-colored globe that |ooked dmost black in the pale light Sreaming in from the
warehouse. He spoke another word. The globe lifted from his open padm and floated into place behind
hisleft shoulder. 1t glowed pde jade, illuminaing the tunndl.

Laaqued blinked againg the sudden light even though it was soft.

"Now," lakhovas said, "let's regp the rewards of the bold move I've made" He started down the
tunnd so rapidly his black cloak shimmered like a waterfal behind him.

Having no other choice, and dways curious as to his red purpose and the events he orchestrated,
Laagued followed.

* k *k k %

"You're crazy, dwarf."
If Khlinat harbored any ill fedings toward Sonshd for his pronouncement, Jherek didn't see it. They
worked hurriedly ingde the warehouse Sonshd had alowed them to enter after Khlinat explained his



plan. "Hitch up them horses, swabbie," the little man said, "afore | have a chance to rethink much of what
we're going to do."

Jherek brought the horses to the front of the wagon Sonshd had let them have as well. His hands
worked quickly, buckling the traces into place. Khlinat continued ralling barrels of smoke powder into
the wagon.

"You're going to blow yoursdf up is what you're going to do,” Sonshd said, but helped the dwarf
with the barrels. "That uffs damned ungtable if you don't trest it right.”

"It's got me respect,” Khlinat said dourly. "If 1 could think of some other way to handle this, | would.
I'm only praying this works."

Fnished with the horses, Jherek vaulted over the wagon's sde and shoved the fifty-pound barrels
up behind the seat. He handled them gingerly. Only three years ago in Vden, a locd farmer had used
smoke powder to clear sumps from some land he wanted to plow. Even Maorrie had been impressed
by the carnage only alittle of the smoke powder had done.

Khlinat shoved the last barrel into place.

"That'sdl of it," Sonshd said, twiging his mustache with one hand.

"Then I'll be off," Khlinat said, "and thank ye for yer kind donations.” He offered hisarm..

Sonshd took the arm, then shook his head. "Mighty Tempus watch over a thrice-blasted village idiot
inthe making, | can't let you go it done, dwarf. If you've an extra sedt, I'll be glad to accompany you. |
may know more about fuse-cutting than you do."

Khlinat amiled broadly. "Aye, friend Sonshd, as long as ye keep in mind that one way or another,
thisis apt to be a oneway trip."

"Il likly not forget." Sonsha took up aradl of fuse and a torch from the nearby stores.

Khlinat moved to the wagon's seat and grabbed the reins. "Have a ready hand there, swabbie," he
sad to Jherek. "Them sea devils see us coming, they aint going to be very friendly about it. We start
acting brave, they've to start asking themselves why."

Nervous about whet the dwarf planned to do, Jherek sat on the bench seat besde him. Ever since
hed left Veen, his life had been turned congtantly topsy-turvy, with certain death in every corner. The
fear numbed him a little as he reflected on how he seemed to get caught up in the events spreading
around Faerun. All he could guess was that it was theill luck of his birthright. He kept the sword and the
hook naked in his hands.

The warehouse doors were open, reveding the confuson railing out in the street as more
mercenaries arrived and had to fight therr way through the fearful crowds fleang their homes. Lightning
speared the sky, but there wasn't a sorm cloud to be seen.

"These barrels get wet," Sonshd cdled out as he clambered into the back and sat, "dl we're going
to be doing is riding to our deaths. They get hit by that damned lightning those wizards are throwing
around, and well go even quicker.”

"I hear ye" Khlinat lad the reins across the backs of the horses in a practiced snap. The team hit the
end of ther traces at once, sarting the wagon off quickly.

Sonshd cursed, warning about the barrdls.

"Gangway!" Khlina caled at the top of his voice. The horses hooves struck sparks from the
cobblestones and the thunder of their passage cannonaded between the tdl buildings on ether side of
Bindle Street. "Wild horses! Clear the stregt!"

People dived to the sides of the Street, some of them just ahead of being trampled. Khlinat handled
the horses expertly, dapping the reins and urging them to greater speed. The ironbound whed's whirred
agand the cobblestones.

Jherek braced himsdf, holding fast to his wegpons and praying to limater that ther headlong rush
hurt no one, and that they arrived intime to save something of Badur's Gate.

* * % % %

Pacys's fingers twitched for the strings of the yarting. The music crescendoed in the old bard's head.



He mapped the words and the rhythms, finding maddening pieces and partids of the lyrics that formed
the song. The oppression and the sound of the battle didn't daunt his spirits or send fear into him at dl.
He fdt more dive than he had in decades. His soul thirsted for the knowledge and the answers that he
was certain lurked around the next comer.

He held his gaff in both hands as he ran through the crowd in the street. He felt thar pain of loss,
thar uncertainty of fear, and he worked it into the lyrics running through hismind as surdly and skillfully as
asglveramith working an intricate inlay assgnation.

The music changed pitch, becoming the champion's song again when he heard the rough voice
farther down the street.

"Clear the damned strest, ye deaf lummoxed"

The sea of people and mercenaries before Pacys parted. The musc paralyzed him, stronger than
hed ever heard it before. He spotted the dwarf over the horses' laid-back ears as they pulled the wagon.
Then his eyes rested on the young man beside the diminutive teamster.

Pacys knew he'd never seen the young man before in his life, but he fdt he knew him with grester
certainty than hed experienced at any timein his long life. This was the one Narros had spoken of, the
one who would chalenge the Taker that brought death and destruction from the sea.

"Get out of the way, old man!" the dwarf roared, dapping the rumps of the horses yet again.

Getting his wits back about him, Pacys dived to the side, rdling to get more distance. The wagon
thundered past him, and he memorized the cadence of the ironbound wheds across the cobblestones,
figuring out how he could bring that sound to life with his fingertips againg the yarting's bowl while
grumming the strings with his thumb.

The wagon took the next corner and drove toward the harbor.

Pacys pushed himsdf up, watching as the wagon disappeared. Without a second thought, he
pursued, running as fast as he could. When he turned the corner, he came face-to-face with the first of
the sshuagin who'd battled their way farther into the city.

The bunyip roared out in the harbor as the lead sahuagin ripped trident tines toward Pacys's face.

* %k %k % %

Laaqued followed lakhovas through the darkness, the sounds of the bettle out in the harbor far
behind them now. Shed logt track of how many twists and turns they'd taken, how many other
passageways they'd passed by, how many corpses they'd dimbed over. She hated the enclosed
atmosphere of the tunnds, especidly the way she had to remain partiadly dumped over now that they'd
wended their way more deeply into the undercity.

"Hold up," he ordered.

She froze in place, a prayer to Sekolah on her lips as she hdd ready the gifts the Shark God had
gven her ashis priestess.

The globe floating behind lakhovas's left shoulder pushed a dim jade glow across the distance,
becoming brighter. At firs Laaqued didn't see the big man at the other end of the tunnd, then the glow
crept over him.

He was tdl and big-bellied, possibly the most massve surface dweller Laagqued had ever seen. He
looked even more so because of the way he was hunched over in the tunnd. Unruly red har sprouted out
from the sides of his head but nothing grew on top. He kept his beard shaved from his cheeks and upper
lip, but it grew long and thick from his chin, hanging midway down his chest. He wore a dark red cloak
over adeeveless leather vest, high-topped boots and dark brown breeches.

"Lord lakhovas," the big man rumbled.

"Captain Vurgrom,” lakhovas greeted, moving closer. Laagued was aware of the shimmer that took
place around lakhovas and guessed tha he was dteing his image agan to fit the other man's
perceptions.

"Quite a party you're throwing up above," Vurgrom sad.

Laaqued studied the man further, taking in the gruff manner and the tattoos that decorated his thick,



beefy forearms. She knew from the cut of his dothing and the boots that he was a seafarer, and she
guessed from his presence in the hidden tunnds that he wasn't there for good reason. He reminded her a
lot of the other pirates lakhovas had recruited for the attack on Baldur's Gate.

"I trust everything went wdl," 1akhovas said.

Vurgrom shrugged, the casud gesture made even harder by the tight confines of the tunnd. "I never
cared much for river travel. Give me the openness of the Sea of Fdlen Stars every time. The overland
trip from Ilipur is not something 1'm looking forward to repesating.”

"You have the device | asked you to get?' lakhovas asked.

"Aye" Vurgrom reached under his vest and took off a slver necklace that held a lesther pouch.
"Kept it close to my heart for safekeeping.” He took the pouch from the necklace and dropped it into
lakhovas's outstretched pam.

"What of the man who had it?* |akhovas asked.

"l did for him," Vurgrom said. "Split him from wind to water and left him like a grand buffet for the
fishes to feast on. They'll not find him."

lakhovas poured the contents out into his pam. The light of the hovering jade globe reveded a
twised metd piece no longer than lakhovass forefinger and less then hdf that wide. He closed his figt
around it, covering the runic markings before Laaqued had a chance to see if she could decipher them.
"Veay good, Captain Vurgrom."

"I lived up to my end of the bargain,” Vurgrom said. His piggish eyes were surrounded by thick scar
tissue, and the reflected light in them gleamed shrewdly.

"As| ghdl live up to mine" lakhovas put the trinket away in his cloak, then removed a heavy coin
purse and tossed it to the captain.

Vurgrom caught the purse with an ease that was surprising for one so bulky. He unfastened the
drawstrings and emptied it onto histhick pam.

The glowing globe heightened its illumingtion a bit more, but the change was so gradud Laaqued
didn't think human eyes would notice as quickly as she did. Sahuagin eyes were meant for dim lights
though hers handled bright light better than her kin's did.

Red, green, blue, and amber fires burned ingde the gems Vurgrom held. "Cyric's blessed avarice”
the captain said in athick voice, "that's a king's ransom there, Lord lakhovas."

"You may think s0," lakhovas said, "but remember you wel that even those baubles are but a
pittance againg whet I'm prepared to offer you should you mantain your loyaty to me”

A smdl man came around from behind Vurgrom and fitted a jewder's glass to his eye. He picked
up a ruby, sapphire, diamond, and emerad in quick successon, eyeng them agang the light of the
gowing globe. He gave a short nod, never taking any of the gems from Vurgrom's sght, then nodded
again and stepped back.

Vurgrom closed his hand over the jewels and made them disappear, splitting them up and putting
themin various areas of his dothing. "Aye, milord, and know that ever my blade shdl serve your will in
any way that | might aid you. Would there be any other way tonight?"

"No. Take your men and go," lakhovas directed. "lll meet up with you in the Sea of Fdlen Stars.”

Vurgrom smiled, but Laagqued didnt like the way the effort fit the man's face. "Il look forward to
seaing you there, milord. | and my crews have worked long and hard to put everything into play as you
have designed. Until we meet again, Cyric keep you safe in his shadows that you might smite your
enemies through no risk of your own."

"And you," lakhovas echoed.

Laagqued had no idea how lakhovas had arranged for Vurgrom to see him, but she noted the
obvious deferentid treatment. After Vurgrom and his group had gone, she addressed him. "Youre
planning on medting him in the Sea of Falen Stars?!

"Yes" lakhovas offered no explanation. He continued down the passageway they werein.

The thought bothered Laagued. Though she knew of the Sea of Fdlen Stars from talks she'd had
with surface dwellers and maps shed studied, the idea of being in a sea surrounded entirdly by land was
unnarving to her. She didn't know whether she hoped Iakhovas Ieft her behind or not.



"Ah, little maenti, for someone who evidences her faith so srongly, there remains much weakness
within you," lakhovas taunted. "You shdl accompany me to the Inner Sea, and there you will see the
cuimingtion of dl the prophecies that you're heping come true.”

There was just enough truth in his words to ease her mind somewhat, but the knowledge that
lakhovas looked after himsdf firg and only never left her thoughts.

They followed the passageway allittle farther and found the end of it. However, when the globe got
close enough, it revedled a break in the wal on the right. lakhovas stepped through without hesitation.

Laagued followed cdosdy, reuctant to lose the light. The amdl that hit her when she stepped
through the opening immediatdly told her they were in a sewer. She remembered when shed fird learned
of such things, having never thought of surface dwellers living out their two-dimensiond lives and such
bodily functions being any kind of trouble. She'd been further disturbed and horrified to learn that most of
the coagtal cities and towns poured their waste directly into the ocean.

She avoided the running water in the center of the duct and was grateful she was sucking ar through
her lungs instead of water because the stench would have been even stronger. The glowing globe caught
the attention of the long-bodied rats cregping through the duct and placed jade firesin their eyes.

Only alittle farther on, 1akhovas stopped again. He gazed a the wdl to hisleft.

With some effort, Laaqued spotted the rune marked there. It wasn't a glyph with any power, but it
marked an area of some importance. lakhovas stepped off a measured distance, then ssomped his foot
down, cregting a hollow thump. Moving quickly, he reached down and seized the dab of stone. With a
show of incredible strength, he lifted the man-sized dab and shoved it to the side. The glowing globe
obediently moved, providing illumination that looked down into the opening.

Stepping around him, her nose wrinkling in disgust from the bitter stench that erupted from the
opening, Laagqued peered down into it. Fully sx feet or more down, the jade light reflected againg a
white powder floor and walls

"A lime pit," lakhovas explained. "It took me some time to find out the things | needed to know that
brought us here, but | did. Inthe doing of it, | learned of this pit. A man named Nantrin Bdlowglyn owns
the Three Old Kegs, an inn nearby, and he prospers by renting out this as wel. Lime breaks a corpse
down fagter than anything expect carrion eaters.” He chanted briefly, his voice carrying power.

A moment passed, and when he finished, he gazed into the lime pit. Laaqued watched as wdl,
wondering what magery hed wrought. A low, panfilled groan escaped from the lime pit. Then,
incredibly, the mdenti priestess watched as a dicklike figure pushed itsdf up from the white powder
around it.

Skeletd, haf-formed bones congructing the basic framework of a human being pushed through the
lime powder body. The thing glared up at |akhovas through the hollows of the half-dissolved skull that sat
on the bony neck. The thing's voice when it spoke was a mixture of hoarse, raspy anger and disgus.

"What do you want of me?' the thing demanded.

Vi

4 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet

Jherek braced himsdf as Khlinat drove the wagon team into the irregular line of sshuagin blocking
the mouth of the dley that let out into Badur's Gate harbor. They'd passed most of them aready, but the
sea devils had taken refuge up againgt the buildings on ether sde of the dley, fighting hand-to-hand with
citizens predominantly dressed in the Haming Fist's colors.

The sahuagin group & the end of the dley was wedged too tightly to scatter, and Jherek knew if the
dwarf dowed they'd be overrun in heartbeats. The young sallor blocked trident thrusts with his hook and
hacked at heads and limbs that got close enough. Hed Ieft at least four sahuagin lying behind the wagon.

The dwarf squdled in anger as a sshuagin grabbed hold of the wagon and tried to pull aboard.
Sonshdl's arquebus banged as Jherek went to Khlinat's aid. The big bullet cored through the sshuagin's
head, punching it back off the wagon.

The horses kept to ther pace, urged on by the dwarf dgoping leether across ther rumps. Ther
headlong run pushed the sea devils down before them, and ther iron-shod hooves dedlt grievous and



morta injury. The sahuagin clicked and whistled in pain and surprise, but two of them reacted quickly
enough to catch hold of the animds They popped their claws out and set to thar bloody work.

"Swabhie!" Khlinet yeled.

Jherek was dready in motion. With sure-footed grace, he stepped out onto the horse's back like it
was a deck pitchingin a wild storm. He kept himsdf centered, then dropped onto the horse's back and
locked his legs with the kill hed acquired riding up from Athkatla with the caravan. He swung the
sword, coming down and deaving the sahuagin from crown to chin.

The body twitched and fdl away, but the moonlight glinted on the blood streaming from the horse's
neck. Jherek redized the animd was dead dready and didn't know it. There was no way to staunch the
blood flow.

The young sallor turned his atention to the other horse. He reached out with the hook and caught
the sshuagin in the muscles that joined the head and shoulder, tearing the flesh crudly as he found a hold.
He yanked and twisted, pulling the sea devil from the horse. One webbed foot pushed agang the
ground, and the sahuagin sprang at the young sailor more quickly than he thought possible.

Reecting indinctively, Jherek whipped his other hand across and caught the sahuagin in the face with
hisfig. Pain shot up his arm, but the sea devil went down under the horses hooves.

They broke through the sea devils at the harbor. Khlinat whipped the horses one last time, hauling
them away from the dock, and the carcass of a smdl cargo ship that had burned nearly to the waterline.
The horse beneath Jherek sumbled and dmost fel, but fear drove the creature over the harbor's sde.

The wagon followed, and Khlinat yelled hoarsdly in rebdlion and fear, covering over Sonshd's own
shouts.

Laaqued stared a the resurrected dead thing in the lime pit with revulson so strong it nearly caused
her to empty her somach again. She stood through willpower aone.

Dead things werent meant to walk. Sekolah's teachings were clear about that. Dead things were
meant to be eaten as quickly as possible, whether they were from outside the sahuagin family or from in
it. Sheld heard stories about the dead being brought back to unlife, about vampires and ghouls, and she'd
once been attacked by a group of drowned ones while scavenging shipwrecks with a band of humans
sheld spied on and eventudly handed over to Huaanton when held il been baron.

lakhovas glared a her and gestured.

Ingtantly, the quill next to her heart twisted and the nausea went away. At leadt, the physica effects
of it did, leaving her somach regting quietly. Mentaly, she dill couldn't stand the sght of the thing waiting
quietly in the pit. Surface dwelling priests and priestesses had the ability to turn the undead, as did the
hated sea elves, but as a priestess for Sekolah, she had no such ability. The drowned ones had nearly
killed her before one of the humans she'd been working with turned them back.

"I would have something from you,” lakhovas told the thing.

"I have nothing."

"It was yours & onetime" lakhovas argued. "l was told it dill resided with your body."

The thing ran its misshgpen hands over its body. "l was killed and robbed. | don't even remember
being brought here."

"Your name" lakhovas said, "was Cuthbert Drin and you were brother to Habazzer Drin, the
owner of Sorcerous Sundries herein Badur's Gate.”

“I'min Baldur's Gate?"

"Yes"

The dead thing moved uncertainly. Its face took on features as the rest of it sharpened into shape as
wdl. Laagued redized whatever magic lakhovas had laid on it was continuing to work.

"Release me" the thing ordered, knatting its crooked fingers and hands into figs. "This hurts™

"No," lakhovas sad.

"The time bij-rns!" The dead thing suddenly broke into a frenzy of activity, pacing and scratching
itsdf. In places, the fingers penetrated the lime-covered skin. Tendrils of old blood wormed out, marring
the white lugter of the limein the glowing globe's glare.

"Of courseit burns" lakhovas said. "It's a sruggle to keep you dive at dl.”



"You can't keep melikethis"

"Yes" lakhovas sad. "I can.”

The dead thing moved faster, dmogt up to arunin the amdl area. It clawed a the wdls of the pit,
seeking some way to get out. "What do you want?"

"The ship you had with you on the day you were killed," lakhovas answered. "It's ming, and I've
cometodamit”

"It was taken," the dead thing argued.

"No," lakhovas replied. "I traced your steps, Cuthbert Drin, through the ordinary means of agents
planted here at Badur's Gate, and through scrying and divining into the past. After | had the facts, | found
the moment in time you discovered the bottle highin the Orsraun Mountains near the Vilhon Reach. You
and your brother, Halbazzer, found mention of the bottled ship in scralls that came into your hands at the
shop. Even twenty years ago, his rigorous adventuring days were behind him, robbed by the poisoned
knife of an assassin hired to kill him. The damage was s0 great he never fully recovered from the attack.
Y ou had the bottled ship the day you died, and your murderers didn't find it."

"How do you know this?"

" found two of your murderers” lakhovas said. "l took the time to question them, and | made
certain of the veracity of their stories as | stripped ther lives from them one layer a a time. Both Stories,
inthe end, were screamed out and agreed on the fact that the killers hadn't seen the bottled ship.”

"You know the mystery of the bottle?" the dead thing asked, picking at the lime-encrusted shreds of
flesh hanging off it. "Though | tried any number of ways, | never succeeded in opening it. Even the glass
wouldn't shetter.”

"I know the secret of the bottle," lakhovas said. "l petitioned the emental beings who created it,
trading with them for their services" He narrowed his sngle eye and deepened his voice. "Now give it to
me or I'll leave you there like that, unable to ever escape thefiery kiss of the lime that ate away your flesh
and bones"

"No!" The dead thing dapped and massaged at itsdf, ill waking, dill uncomfortable.

"Then burn." lakhovas started to walk away.

"Wait," the dead thing whined.

Laaqued watched as the dead thing dug down into the lime ashes and found a amdl bottle. The
dead thing tossed it up to lakhovas.

Stretching out a hand, lakhovas said a word. Ingantly the lime-encrusted bottle stopped, hovering
above and not quite touching his pam. He took out a cloth from his cloak with his other hand, then
wrapped it around the bottle and put it away without getting burned.

"I've done what you asked of me, wizard,” the dead thing said, wrapping its ams around itsdlf and
rocking with the pain. "Where ismy release?"

lakhovas gestured and spoke.

Immediately the dead thing disappeared in a cloud of whirling white lime.

lakhovas replaced the stone dab that covered the hole. "Come, litle maenti,” he growled in
anticipation, "weve tarried here long enough.” He turned and strode back down the passageway in the
direction they'd come, the glowing globe kegping pace with him.

Sill unnerved by her experience and not wanting to confront any undead in the tight tunnd by
hersdlf, Laaqued hurried after her madter.

As the horses and wagon tumbled the eight or ten feet to the black harbor water, Jherek gathered
himsdf and dived from the horse's back. He plummeted toward the water and hit it cleanly, going under
a once. Kicking out, he swam for the thrashing horses, aware of the sshuagin and the other sea creatures
filling the water around him. Some of them changed course and headed for him.

He shoved the hook in the sash around hiswaist and closed on the horses with his sword. Grabbing
the traces, he dragged the heavy sword blade across them, parting the lesther in seconds. One of the
horses swam away, but the other gave in to the wounds the sahuagin had inflicted on it and went ill in
the water.

Tuming his attention back to the wagon, Jherek gratefully saw that it was tight enough a the



sideboards and light enough to float-at least for the moment. Still, if the powder kegs had gotten too wet,
Khlinat's plan wouldn't work.

The young sallor kicked out and swam to the wagon ahead of a pair of sshuagin. He grabbed the
sdewith his empty hand and expertly pulled his weight aboard without tipping the wagon over. Sonshd
worked among the kegs, suffing fuses into their lids. The dow match coiled over his shoulder glowed
orange more brightly when he blew on it to get the cod &t its hottest.

Jherek dripped on the wagon. Two inches of water swirled around his boots as the impromptu craft
took on water like aSeve. "We don't have much time" he told Sonshdl.

"I'm aware of that, boy,” the man said, "but if these fuses aren't measured off properly and cut right,
we're not going to get the effect your friend is wanting.”

Jherek glanced around. "Whereishe?' He had to shout over the screams and hoarse ydls of sailors
and the men on the docks.

"I don't know." Sonshd took a brief respite to boot a sshuagin who was trying to dimb onto the
wagon, knocking the sea devil back into the water. "l lost sght of him when we hit the water and bardly
managed to stay with the wagon mysdf." He poked another fuse into the next barrel.

Concerned, Jherek peered into the water, uncertain if hed see the dwarf for sure. Too many
warring shades of light and darkness overlapped the dark harbor water, tuming it dternately into a bright,
reflective surface or into a dark and depthless one. Men died quickly out there, on sahuagin claws or
tridents, broken and torn apart by the great creatures that had been summoned from the river.

A hand broke the surface only afew feet away.

Jherek reached out and caught the hand, then balanced his weight on the wagon as he took on the
dwarfs weight and pulled him from the water. Khlinat's face was masked with fresh blood mixed with
water that ran quickly down his chin and throat. He blew his nose noisly and freed his hand axes.
Bdlowing curses, the peg-legged dwarf hurled hmsdf at their foes.

Jherek defended the other side, keeping the sea devils from Sonshd's back and from the wagon. He
ignored the fatigue that filled him, and the throbbing pain that came from the laceraion by his eye. In his
mind, he imagined Maorrie there, guiding his hand by voice control.

"It's donel" Sonshd roared inwarning. "Get overboard!" He dived over himsdf, setting the example.
Khlinat hit the water next.

Jherek took afind glance over his shoulder and watched the smoke streaming from the fuses tucked
securdy in the powder kegs. He didn't know if the dwarfs plan was going to work, but he knew nothing
esethat would ather. He said a prayer to limater and leaped as sshuagin pulled themsdlves up into the
wagon where water was aready hdfway up the barrels.

Jherek went deep, svimming for the bottom of the harbor. Khlinat had said held seen men use amdl
amounts of the smoke powder to fish with. With the explosions, the concussive force rippled through the
water and overloaded the sengtive laterd lines that ran the length of a fish's body, sunning the creatures.
Since sshuagin were reputed to have laterd lines as wdl, which made them so deadly in thar home
territory, the dwarf had hoped the blast would have the same effect.

Travding through the water, the sound of the detonations came in rgpid succession to Jherek's ears.
He held his bregath tightly, knowing the blast force would only be a second or two after.

A heartbeat later, it hit him like a brick wal. He druggled to hold onto his consciousness but
everything went black.

* %k %k % %

Rulling back in the dley quickly, Pacys let the sahuagin's trident rip the ar harmlesdy in his face. The
old bard moved with fluid economy, echoing the triumphant cadence of the song that echoed within his
head.

Lifting the aff, he blocked the sea devil's second dash then did the wegpon to the side and
dammed the iron-capped end into his opponent's face. While the sthuagin remained dazed, Pacys
twigted the gtaff in the middle. Foot-long blades sprang out of either end. He took another step back, set



himsdf, and rammed one blade into the creature's thorax, penetrating the heart.

Sill, the sshuagin remained determined to get to its opponent. It raked the ar with its claws as
Pacys held it back with the saff. The ally black eyes eventudly dimmed and the sshuagin draped over
the weapon.

Pacys shoved the corpse to the dley floor, aware that other sshuagin dready crowded forward. He
used the gaff with lethd efficency, dearing a space around him and winning the respect of his savage
adversaries. Sll, he burned insde to be moving, to pursue the young man heldd spotted on the wagon.

During a brief lull, he kndt down quickly and pinched up some sand from the cobblestones.
"Oghma, grant that my spell be strong.” He flicked the sand out as he said the words. When he finished,
he thought he saw a shimmer wash over the combatantsin the dley.

In the next indant, nearly two thirds of their number sumbled and fell, adeep by the time they hit the
cobblestones. With the way much clearer, Pacys ran toward the docks.

At the end of the dley, the old bard spotted the shuagin sanding at the dock's edge and peering
down, but he didn't see the wagon with the young man in it. The old bard went forward, drawvn by the
music that grew dill stronger indde his head. Fearful of what might have taken place, he told himsdf that
nothing could have happened to the young man without causing the song in his heart and his head to go
away.

Aslong as the tune lived, so did the young man. He fdt that had to be true, but he wasn't certain.
Saying down from the clustered sahuagin, he raced to the edge of the dark quay and peered down into
the water as they were doing. With the wavering light from so many of the nearby buildings and ships that
had been torched, to say nothing of the docksin places, it took him a moment to spot the wagon.

It floated, dthough the amount of water it was taking on as its weight dragged it down testified thet it
wouldn't float long. The sahuagin jumping after it from the docks made that time even less. The old bard
bardy made out the gray streamers of smoke curling up from the smal barrelsin the back.

In the next indant, though, the barrels detonated one by one. The series of explosions threw up
geysers of water, smoke, wood chips, and awave of force that blew Pacys from his feet.

* %k %k % %

Live, that you may serve.

The cold, powerful voice filled Jherek's mind, sngoping him back from the black void where his
senses had fled. He woke in the harbor water, his lungs burning with the need for air and the cold claws
of a sahuagin wrapping his neck.

Somehow held managed to hang onto his wegpons. He let his anger at the disembodied voice that
hed spoken to himfill hismind. All hislife, snce he'd been a amdl boy, that voice had been a part of him.
He didn't know where it came from, or from whom, or what he was supposed to serve.

Hed druggled for years to find out, thinking at fird that hed smply imagined it. But he hadn't
imagined the dolphins that had saved his life that firg time, nor the lagt time aboard Finaren's Butterfly
when the unknown power had set him free from a sshuagin net during battle. Even Madame litaar with
her <kill a divingtion and Mdorrie with dl his book learning and knowledge held picked up over the
course of hislife and desth hadn't been &ble to tdl him what it meant.

But there was no doubt how that voice had influenced and shaped hislife

The echoes of the voice and the command were dill in his mind when he moved. Despite the water
surrounding him he moved quickly, going through it as if it wasn't there to block the sahuagin before the
cresture could scissor the flesh of his throat. The move would have worked above water but shouldn't
have now-only it did, and he guessed that it had to be because the sahuagin was partidly stunned by the
exploding powder kegs.

Pushing away from his attacker, seeing the evil dlint in its ally black eyes, Jierek shoved his sword
into the sahuagin's throat with a quick flick, then twisted. Blood muddied up from the wound.

Jherek glanced up, aware of a number of sahuagin bodies floaing limply in the water dl around him.
Severd of them were dowly surfacing. Fire burned on top of the water where the wagon had been, and a



spray of bright colors spread across the dark sky. He kicked past the dying sehuagin and stroked for the
surface. Once his face was out of the water, he sucked in great breaths. He whipped the hair from his
eyes and stared across the harbor.

The explosive force of the barrels had been considerable, greater than held expected, but he knew
from Madorri€'s teachings that water was denser and carried sounds more clearly. That was why a man
svimming had to assume that anything in the water he tracked aready knew he was there. The trick was
to appear harmless. There was no dipping and hiding through the water unnoticed by one who lived
there.

Sahuagin and sea creature bodies lay stretched across the harbor water, floaing in idands of limp
flesh. Some of them had been left conscious, though, and the ones on land hadn't been affected at dl.
However, those on the land suddenly experienced a lack of reinforcements and the Haming F<t
mercenaries noticed it. A rousing ydl broke from the ranks of the citizens and the fighting began again in
earnest as they recovered from the blast.

Not dl of the concussive force had spread benegth the harbor. Severd of the nearby buildings had
only remnants of glass shards where windows had once been. Crates lay tumbled and scattered, and
amdl boats used for servicing the cargo ships lay broken, overturned, or tossed out on the docks.

"Damn cure was dmaost worse than the disease,” Sonshd growled from nearby. He gazed upward
where the lagt of the fireworks spent themsdves and winked out. "Couldn't ress tha lagt touch. I've
aways prided mysdf on the qudity of my fireworks."

"Where's Khlinat?' Jherek asked.

Sonshd shook his head. "Don't know, boy. | wasn't keeping track of things any too well there for a
minute”

Jherek pushed past the limp body of a ten-foot long snake. He scanned the water hedtily.

"Over here, swabbie" Khlinat sounded weak.

Tracking the voice, Jherek spotted the dwarf treading water with his face bardly exposed. He swam
to the little man. "What's wrong?"

"Can't fed me leg,” Khlinat sad hoarsdly. "Marthammor Duin protect a slly old dwaf who's
wandered so0 far from hearth and home to die done”” He cut his eyes to Jherek. "Swabbie, | think that
blast done for me. | can't fed anything below mewag."

Jherek looked down at the water. The fires lighting the docks brought out scarlet highlights that
floated on the surface. "What happened?'

"Don't know. Felt a powerful ot of pain after that explosion-then nothing at dl." The dwarf's eyes
rolled feverishly. "Getting awful cold, swabbie."

Songhd swam up beside them, "Let's get him to shore.™

"I've got hm," Jherek said. He thrust his sword through the sash a his wais, then hooked an am
under the dwarfs chin from behind and swam for the docks. Khlinat's ragged pulse beat agang his
forearm. "Jugt hold steady, Khlinat. We're not going to let you go.”

"Yemay not be given achoice" the dwarf croaked.

Reeching the dock, Jherek was chdlenged a once by the « Haming Fis mercenaries who'd
established a beachhead and were in the process of begting the sahuagin back. More mercenaries
arived, and dill others were putting out into the harbor in samdl boats and ditting the throats of the
helpless sshuagin and other creatures that had been stunned by the blast.

Some of them helped Jherek and Sonsha get Khlinat up onto the dock and laid out. Jherek seized a
torch from a nearby man and held it to study the dwarf.

Khlinat held his hands over his lower abdomen. Blood spilled between his fingers. "Got me betwixt
wind and water, swabbie. Unless we can get a heder damned quick, | an't going to live to see the
morrow."

Jherek knew it was true. He turned to the Haming Fist mercenaries. "l need a heder.”

A grizzled old warrior with blood soaking up through hisright arm and dripping from his bared blade
crossed over to them. He looked down at the dwarf and shook his head. "Youd have to be one of
Tymoras most favored this night to find one, boy, but I'll put the word out.”



" 'Tis no good, swabbie" Khlinat whispered. "Ye did yer best, and theres no complaints about
that." He managed a amile that looked terrible againg his graying complexion. "We gave them damned
sea devils what-for, didn't we?'

"Yes" Sonshd sad, kneding besde the dwarf. Hed seized a cloak from one of the passng
mercenaries who dill had dry clothes and spread it over the little man. "That was a piece of risky business
you did there, friend, and I'll not begrudge the tale in the tdlling. I'm proud to have been at your sde.”

"Ah, 'twas ye" Khlina said. "Ye stood there and lit them fuses while them sahuagin were about
dimbing yer backside. Takes a brave man to do that."

Gently, Jherek pried the dwarf's hands from his wound, finding it much easier than held thought.
Tears burned a the back of his eyes for the little man, though held known him for only a short time. The
innate bravery and honor Khlinat had shown touched him deeply.

The wound was two or three inches across on Khlinat's abdomen, and there was an exit wound on
the other sde just as large. Khlinat's breething dowed and grew shalower.

"Looks like he had a spear rammed through him," Sonshd whispered.

"A spear didn't do that," Jherek said. He guessed that it had been a shard from the wagon, ripped
loose and propelled through the water by the smoke powder blast. The wound seemed clear. "We need
to get the bleeding stopped. That way hell have a chance of lading till a heder gets here” He fdt
panicked and responsible for the dwarfs Stuation though he didn't know why. He'd been as much at risk
as Khlinat had.

Y et nothing had happened to him even when held woke with a sahuagin's claws at his throat.

Live, that you may serve.

Tears coursed down Jherek’s face, released by the pent-up pain of watching the dwarf die, the
frudration of not being able to do anything about it, and the anger a dl tha he didn't understand. He
pressed his hands to the dwarf's wounds, semming the blood flow. "Go find a heder," he told Sonshdl.

"Therés not one to be had,” the old man sad gruffly. He rested a hand on Jherek's shoulder.
"Y ou've done what you could for him. Sometimes dl that remains to be doneis to be with them when the
passing comes. No men should be aone when that happens.”

"No!" Jherek said hoarsdly. "He's not going to die!”

"There's nothing you can do about that,” Sonshd said. "A man'slife runs the course his gods direct it
on, and no man may say the hand of death when it arrives.”

"No! | won't accept that!" It wasn't right that the dwarf should save so many, yet lose hislife in the
atempt.

Live, that you may serve.

Jherek reached for that voice, wondering where it came from and how it dared seem to choose him
when there were so many others to pick from. He willed the dwarf not to die. "Pray,” he told the dwarf,
"pray to your Marthammor Duin thet you live, Khlinat, then believe with dl your might.”

Jherek knew that he didn't believe that strongly himsdf. Hed chosen Hmater as his god because he
mos understood the religion. The Crying God based his ethos on enduring and persevering, things that
the young salor understood intimately. His whole life had been about those things

Khlinat coughed and groaned in pain. Blood bubbled from his lips and ran down his cheek. Blue
light dawned at his throat, partidly obscured by his matted beard.

Without warning, Jherek fet a low buzz in his hands, like held brushed up agang an eectric ed.
Smoky blue blazed under his pams pressed againg the dwarf's sde. He fdt the changes teking place
agang his hands, but he couldn't move them.

The buzzing finished, and the blue light a Khlinat's throat winked out.

The dwarf's lungsfilled in a rush, and he flicked his eyes open. "Swabbie, what have you done?' His
voice sounded stronger, more certain.

"Nothing," Jherek said, as puzzled as the dwarf. He fdt drained by the events of the lagt few
minutes. His eyelids dragged as he scanned the little man.

Khlinat coughed. "Only if yer cdling saving me life nothing, and | an't ready to cdl it that. Whatever
yedid, | fed better."



"It wasn't him," Sonshd said. "It was something a your throat.”

Khlinat reached up and took up the shark tooth pendent at his throat, sretching it the length of the
lecther thong thet held it. "This?" He shook his head. "Thisis nathing. A trinket left over from the shark
what took my leg. Them teeth come out regular, and the hedler what fixed me up found it in what was |left
of meleg. I've been carrying it as a good luck charm, nothing more.”

"What dse could be the answer?' Sonshd asked.
The dwarf looked at Jherek. "I don't know, but | do know | fed better. Let's have a look a me
Sde”

Hestantly, Jherek drew his hands away, afraid that the torrent of blood would begin again.

It didn't. Instead, the flesh gppeared to have closed in both places. It remained raw and ragged
looking, but it was obvioudy hesling, reconnecting.

"Marthammor Duin save a wandering fool,” the dwarf cried in astonishment. "Outsde of a hed
potion, or a heder's hands, I've never seen thelike"

Jherek gave him a amile and settled back tiredly on his haunches. The blood was drying tight on his
hands. "If | were you, | wouldn't loose that shark's tooth.”

Khlinat reverently kissed the pendant. "I'll never fed as angry about that shark, | tdl ye"

Glancing out at the harbor, Jherek saw that a rout of the sshuagin and their aquatic accomplices was
inful swing. He had no wish in him to be one of the parties responsible for ditting the throats of the
sunned sahuagin. Now that they were organized, the Haming Fist mercenaries appeared to have things
wdl in hand. He looked for his father's ship, but Bunyip was nowhere to be seen.

It was too late to save many lives, too late to save nearly dl of the boats and much of the docks and
some of the warehouses and buildings near them, but the docks thronged with men and women who
fought enemies aswdl asfires.

He considered the battle. Madame litaar had sent him to Baldur's Gate after his heritage to Bloody
Fakane's pirates was discovered on Butterfly. Sheld had avison that his destiny lay here in the city, but
where?

He studied the narrow stone buildings and homes and tried to divine what he was supposed to find
here. Dark thoughts intruded, and he had to wonder if it hadn't dl been some kind of mistake. Hislife had
never been smple or easy. He thought this could be a set of circumstances ddiberatdly fashioned to lead
him here and make an even bigger fool of him.

But who would do such athing? And why?

He didn't know, but the voice he heard in hismind at such times was real. He had to believe at least
that much because thinking himsdf mad was no option at al.

He heard someone come to a stop behind him and looked up to find a skinny old man with a bald
head peering down a him with more interest than the young sailor had ever fdt before. Carefully, he got
to his feet.

"Can | hdp you?' Jherek asked.

"Mayhep we can help each other,” the old men said. "My name is Pacys. I'm a bard. | wonder if |
might have a moment of your time"

Jherek sudied the old man but didn't fed in any way threatened by him. "Let me help my friend to a
safe place, then I'll help you in any way | may." He couldn't turn down the anxious note in the old bard's
voice, though he dso didn't know why the man might think he needed him.

"Of course. Perhaps | could accompany you."

"'Tisalong wak down some powerful dark streets,” Khlinat said.

The old bard nodded. "I've seen hardshipsiin life. Surviving this night has not been easy.”

The dwarf harumphed as Jherek helped him to hisfeet. "One as aged as ye, I'll wager ye have seen
some bad times”

The young sallor found ading Khlinat in walking was an adventure in itsdf. The dwarf was too short
to Imply drape hisam across his shoulders, and too heavy to support eeslly.

"Wdl come on then,"” Khlinat growled. "I've a amdl place, but yer welcome to what | have. With
Marthammor's sagacious blessing, mayhap therell even be some victuas we can scrape together.”
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"Ye play a pretty tune on that thing."

Peacys glanced up at Khlinat, who lounged across the smdl table in the modest quarters he kept a a
rooming house on Windspdl Street jus west of the Wide, the name of Bddur's Gate's budling
marketplace. "Thank you, my friend." His fingers srummed the drings casudly, picking out the notes,
meking them ring true. The song lived indde his head, adding to itsdf by legps and bounds. He was
dready working on the song of the attack on Baldur's Gate and the words came so eesly.

A beeswax taper burned on the table between them, throwing up a thin streamer of smoke and
illumingting the carving board with a loaf of bread and cheese on it. Felogyr Sonsha had begged off as
soon as they'd reached the dwdling safely. The dwarfs fare on hand had been smple, added to by amdl
journeycakes smothered in honey held had put away, a clutch of apples, and ajug of chesp wine.

The old bard had eaten, picking at the offered food mosly, and hed watched Jherek of Veen,
trying to see some Sgn that the young sailor was the one Narros had told him to look for. As he surveyed
the young man, he tried to figure out how he was going to tdl Jherek of the detiny that lay before him.
How could one s0 young, so vulnerable, be expected to shoulder such a heavy burden as facing the
wrath of the Taker?

Khlinat had eaten with the relish of someone who had recently ended a long fast, drinking the wine
with zest. He cut up another gpple with aamdl carving knife, glanced briefly out the window as a Haming
K< mercenary group went by carrying lamps. "How came ye to know the swabbie?' he asked.

" don't,” Pacys said.

"Yet ye came over to him like ye knowed him." The dwarf's eyes narrowed in suspicion.

They spoke about Jherek because the young man had taken his leave of them only a few minutes
ago. Pacys had been loathe to let him from his sght, but Jherek had been adamant about not leaving
Khlinat to himsdf should something go wrong with the wounds. The young sailor had taken it upon
himsdlf to seek out an apothecary for bams to better treat and dress the wounds until a heder could be
sent for.

Pecys put a hand over the yarting's strings, dilling their hum. "'l was sent to find him."

Khlinat fisted the carving knife casudly, but shifted in his chair to get into better postion. "The
swabbie's not wanted for anything, is he? I'll not harbor anyone saying bad things about him. He lad his
life on the line for people tonight, mesdf included, and didn't say one word about it."

" expect he wouldnt,” Pacys agreed. Hed noticed Jherek's cdm demeanor as well. "No, he's not
wanted for anything.”

"Good, for ye had me worried amoment.” Khlinat stabbed the knife into the carving board. "I've not
hed blood spilt in me room before, but I'd not hesitate”

Pacys's fingers returned to the strings, playing the hero's tune that he identified with Jherek. "How
long have you known him?’

"I only met him tonight.”

Surprised lifted one of the old bard's eyebrows.

"He came up on a caravan from the south,” Khlinat said. "I had that from him before them pirates
sculled into the harbor and started ther attack. He halls from Velen.”

"I know the place," Pacys said.

"Lot of ghosts and such there," Khlinat mused.

"What do you know about him?"

The dwarf shrugged and popped a piece of gpple into his mouth. "He's a sallor and a good man. Lot
of sand in his craw, ye want my opinion. Not many would have stood up like he did tonight.”

"You did," Pacys sad. "Driving a wagonload of smoke powder into the harbor was no trivid thing."

"l had me reasons.”

Pacys changed tunes, finding the one held selected for the dwarf as he wove his song about the
attack on Badur's Gate. It was somewhat hard and unpolished, much like the little man himsdf. "You



mean the Harper pin you wear?' The old bard had spotted it on the other man earlier back at the docks.
It was clipped indde his shirt, out of the way of the most casud glances. Harpers didn't readily identify
themselves except to others of ther group.

Khlinat didn't answer.

"It'sdl right," Pacys said. "I know about Those Who Harp."

"Ye wear the pin yersdf?'

Pacys shook his head. "I was asked. | chose not to." The Harpers were a group spead thinly across
the face of Faerun that primarily worked for good. Individuas among the group dso had ther own
agendas, though, and that was a problem at times and for some people.

"Bang a Harper is an important thing," Khlinat stated.

"Some would cdl your group meddlers™ Pacys pointed out.

"Mayhap, but we stand betwixt evil, them what would take away freedoms, and the common men."
Khlinat returned his gaze levely, the candle flame wavering in his eyes. "'l can imagine no higher caling.”

Pacys reworked the tune in his head, bringing out the true sound of it through his fingertips. "For
mysdf, | can imagine no higher cdling than my art. Bdief is a harsh migtress, and you have to bdieve in
onething mog of dl in your life. Otherwise, you're compromised.”

"Aye. Now that's the right of it." Khlinat drained the dregs of his wine cup. "Ye never mentioned
what ye wanted with the swabbie."

Changing the melody again, going back to the piece held constructed about his vist with Narros the
meman in Waterdeep harbor, Pacys told the tde in his best voice, trugting in the good nature of Those
Who Harp, winning Khlinat over to his sde. Also, he knew it would help to have Khlinat on his sde if
possible when he presented the story to Jherek. As he talked, the dwarf poured them both fresh cups of
spiced wine.

* * % % %

"How can | help you, my son?'

Jherek looked into the priest’'s eyes and saw the fatigue there. "I'm looking for a heding bam for a
friend if you've any to spare” He opened his coin purse. "I'mwilling to pay.”

The Rose Portd was a drine to Lathander, dso caled Morninglord, who was god of the spring,
dawn, birth, and renewal, of beginnings and hidden potentids. Like the other buildings dong the north
wadl of Badur's Gate, the temple was constructed primarily of stone but the windows inst in the walls
were of the paest pink to reflect the dawn. Even the torch Jherek carried picked up the color in the night.

Hed tried the temple of limater before coming here, but their resources had dready been drained.
Hed stayed long enough to say his prayers to the god and make his peace with the night's events.
Remembering how wel held been treated at Lathander's temple in Atkatla, held decided to try there
when one of the people on the street held asked had mentioned it.

"Child," the old priest said as he stepped back from the door, "enter and well see what Lathander
has seen fit to provide us. Even now new donations are being received to hdp with the victims" He was
short and broad, with abdly on him that spoke of familiarity with wine casks. His red and ydlow robes
hung loosaly about him, stopping just short of the smooth stone floor.

Jherek stepped into the foyer and fdt some of the chill hanging over the dity drain avay from him.
He hadn't taken the time to change his drenched dothing, and it dung to his body with the touch of ice
and rough salt.

While the temple back in Athkatla had been modest, this place spoke of opulence. The decor was
ornate, steeped in inlad gold and slver, constructed of polished and burnished woods carefully fitted
together. Beyond the foyer, rows of long benches filled the space, dl turned toward the dais where a
huge rose quartz disk amost ten feet tal occupied the back wall. Rendered hi the glowing pink stone
were rose-colored swirls centered around a pair of golden eyes.

Jherek flushed with embarrassment to think that the temple would need any or even dl of the coins
he'd been paid for the caravan work. Quietly, he followed the priest down the aide.



Severd people in agitated states sat in the benches. Many of them prayed out loud while others
cried and walled for logt loved ones. Other priests moved within the groups, offering solace or a heder's
touch. As Jherek passed by one bench, he saw a young priest not much older than him on his knees
reeching up to close the eyes of a Haming Fis mercenary who'd dilled in death. Beside him, the dead
man's wife and children dung to hislegs and cried.

Theyoung sallor quickly averted his gaze, not wanting to intrude on their grief. He knew none of the
people, but he knew the anger and frudtration and fear thet filled them. In hislife, hed known little else
until he'd escaped his father and reached Veen.

The priest led him to a back room where foodstuffs and other stores were kept. The room was
large and generous, filled with well-stocked shelves and lit by candelabras. Priests worked with
parishioners, sorting through the boxes and baskets of supplies that were being unloaded from a cart at
the back door.

The priest cdled one of the acolytes and asked him to search for the things Jherek needed. In quick
order, the young priest rounded up the necessary materials.

Jherek offered his coin purse. "Take what you fed isjus.”

The priest regarded him with renewed interest. "Pardon me for saying so, boy, but you look as
though that pouch contains the last coins you have.”

Jherek fdt another sharp pang of embarrassment. The pouch in his hand looked pitifully dim, and
held been so proud of it that afternoon when the caravan had arrived in Baldur's Gate. "If it's not enough,
Il bring more a another timeif youll trust me for it."

The priest shook his head, reaching out and curling the pouch back in the young sailor's hand. "You
misunderstand me, boy. Lathander doesn't jugt take from a community; he gives back. Else how can he
work the miracles with the new beginnings he speaks of ?*

Sill, Jherek fdt bad. The priests at [Imater's drine hadn't dissuaded him of making a donation there,
and held gotten nathing from them except apologies.

"Jugt remember Lathander, boy," the priest said. "The Morninglord knows the whed turns. We dl
give and get dternately, each as to thar needs. Every day is abeginning of some kind for everyone.”

Jherek nodded.

"Sings your pride, doesn't it, lad?' an old man's voice croaked behind Jherek. "Taking things
offered you is hard."

When he turned and saw the old man who'd addressed him, Jherek swallowed an angry retort. The
young salor couldn't guess how old the man was. Time had marched scores of hard years over him. The
man's face sagged with thick wrinkles, and his fevered blue eyes peered up from gristled pits. A fringe of
gray hair gnarled around his head. He wore deep scarlet robes that marked him as a priest. Both hands
shook, whether from age or illness Jherek couldn't say, and provided him a precarious baance.

"Do you have something to say, lad?' the old man asked, his face stern in spite of the loose flesh on
hisface.

"Brother Cadiud,” the fird priest said, "wha are you doing out of bed?' He sounded very
concerned and walked over quickly to the old man's sde. "I gave grict orders that you were not to be
disturbed.”

Jherek smdled the iliness on the old man and breathed shdlowly through his mouth to avoid it.

"I'm here doing Lathander's work," Cadiud snapped. "As | have ever done during my life"

"But you're not well."

"Ghauryn," the old man sad in a hoarse whisper that stopped the other priest's objections
immediatdy, "1 was running this temple long before you ever suckled at your mother's breast. 1ll not suffer
your insubordination now."

The other priest nodded, taking a haf-step back. "As you command and Lathander wills”

Cadiud eyed Jnerek. "Who are you, boy?'

"I'm cdled Mdorrie, asalor from Veen."

Therheumy old eyes searched Jherek's face. "What brought you here?"

Jherek showed him the bandages and bams Ghauryn had given him. "I've got a wounded friend."



Cadiud waved the answer away inirritation. "No. Before that. What brought you to Baldur's Gate?"

"I came with a caravan from Athkatla"

"Yet you're not from Amn, and by your own professed statement, you're a sailor. What were you
doing with a caravan?'

Jherek fdt very uncomfortable, suddenly redizing he had the attention of many of the priests in the
back room. "It was the only way | could get here”

"Agan," the old man said in his cracking, hoarse voice. "Why did you choose to come here, a this
time when the sealitsdf rises up againg us?'

" came because | wanted to learn more about mysdf.”

"See" Ghauryn interrupted, "you've been under the influence of that fever again, Cadiud. He's given
you your answer." He reached for the old man's shoulder.

Angrily, Cadiud swept his cane toward the other priest, making him step back again. He returned
his attention to Jherek. ™Y ou came because you wanted to learn what about yoursaf?!

Jherek dlently wished held never stepped foot into the temple of Lathander. He wished he could
mugter theill manners it would take to amply walk away from the old man and his piercing gaze. "Where
| should go from here.”

"You were sent here, weren't you? By a divinaion that you couldn't possibly comprehend.”

Jherek didn't reply, feding that he was being the butt of some bit of humor he didn't understand. He
tried to take a step and leave.

"You think I'm some foalish old man, don't you?* Cadiud said.

"No," Jherek answered politdy. "I think perhaps you've got me confused with someone dse.”

"Nay. | was told long before you were born that you would one day find your way here. A salor, |
was told, shorn from the sea and bereft of home, a man hardly more than a boy who runs from the
bloody shadow of his father. A boy seeking his future to outrun his past, who was needy, yet hated to
take on any hdp from others. To accomplish his task, there was much hep held have to take dong the
way. Learning to accept that would be only one of hislessons." He paused. "Though we think we live our
lives done, there is no one of us completdy done, boy. The gods overlook usdl."

Agtonishment froze Jherek in place. There was no way the priest could know dl that, unless he truly
was mad and his powers of divination were confused by hisinsanity.

"Sill, there is one way to be certain.” Cadiua reached ingde his robe and took out a soft lesther bag
that showed decades of wear. He opened it and poured ydlowed ivory bone splinters into his hand.
"These are dragon bones. Lathander himsdf saw to it | was given these while ill yet a child. They've
guided me for years. Let me have your hand.”

Rductantly, Jherek stuck his hand out. When the priest's hand wrapped around his, he fdt the
shakes the old man was experiencing, and the thin finger bones as sticklike as the dragon bones the priest
poured into his hand.

Cadiud gripped Jnerek’'s hand in both his shaking ones, then closed his eyes and began praying to
Lathander. The heet that suddenly flamed through his flesh surprised the young sailor. He tried to pull
away, but the old priest gripped him more surely than he'd thought.

The old priest finished his prayer, and the priests around him echoed hisfind gppreciative sentiments
toward the Morninglord. The rheumy eyes gazed up a Jherek.

"You are the one" the old man said. "The one who has come to Baldur's Gate a the time the sea
hes risen up againg dl of Faerun. The one who will somehow find a way to dem the tide of dark
regping.”

Jherek immediady shook his head, feding trapped. "No. You've got me confused with someone
else. That can't beright. You don't know who | am. Or what | am.”

"I don't have to know," the old priest said. "All | have to do is bdieve in Lathander and let his hand
guidemine It'sdl I've ever needed. Thereis afind proof." He took back the splinters of dragon bones
and put them back in the pouch, then he took from his robe an ova pearl encased in agold disk nearly as
large as Jherek's pam.

The gold was soft and buttery, showing numerous scraiches and hard usage. As the old priest



turned the object in his fingers, Jherek noted that the flat sde of the pearl had been cut, raisng a trident
overlaying a slhouetted conch shel from the gemstone.

"l was told by the man who gave methisdl those years ago,” Cadiud said, "to give this to the young
men who appeared in this temple on the night the sea powers wended their way into Baldur's Gate to
drike agang us"

"Why?" Jherek asked.

"You mug stem the tide" Cadiua held the half-pearl out for im to take.

"No," Jherek said hoarsely when he redlized the priest meant to give him the gem. "I'm not who you
think | am. | can't be"

"Take the gem."

" can't." But Jherek wanted to so badly he could bardy restrain himsdf from plucking it up. Such a
degtiny must lie before the person that gem was truly meant for. Hed no longer have to be known as
Jherek Wolf's-get, son of the bloodiest pirate of the Nelanther 1des. But to sem the tide of sahuagin that
ravaged the Sword Coast? How was that going to be possible?

"It's yours" Cadiua said. "l fdt it when | closed my hands over yours. You are the one™" He
grabbed Jherek's hand and placed the pearl init.

Immediady, the young sailor thought the gemstone glowed soft pink but that could have been only a
trick of the light. Still, it fdt naturd for him to hold it. He gazed into the pink-stained depths, trying to
make sense of the trident and the conch shell emblazoned on the face of the pearl. If he were the one,
wouldn't the secrets be unlocked for him? In the novels Mdorrie had given him to read, things like that
aways happened to the heroes.

But he knew in his heart he couldn't take it. The gem-stone was obvioudy meant for someone other
than him. Someone better. The old man had gotten unbaanced with his age and the responghility given
him.

"What am | supposed to do with it?" Jherek asked, thinking that his lack of knowledge would be a
clear indication that the wrong person had been entrusted with it.

"l don't know," Cadiud admitted. "Nor do | know for sure where it came from. The men who
arrived here came from the east. | had a gemologigt look at it once, and he said perhaps it came from as
far away as the Inner Sea. There was something about the way the pearl was constructed, about the
layering.”

"Then why bring it here?' Jherek asked.

"Because this was where you were going to be, of course" the old man snapped. "You have o little
fath. Why isthat?'

For a moment, Jherek was dmaost moved to tdl the priest everything, from his childhood to the
tattoo revealed on Finaren's Butterfly that had cost him the only good life held known, but he couldn't.

He offered the gemstone back to the man.

"No," Cadiud replied. "I've not made the mistake here. It's you and your lack of fath, and that's
something between you and your god. | can only offer guidance.”

"Youve made a migake," Jherek said in alevd voice.

"No," the priest said confidently. "I've made no mistake."

He put his thin hand on Jherek’'s shoulder. "Go and find your degtiny, young sailor. For though |
don't know it, | fed it will be something truly grand. But the way will not be easy." The rheumy eyes
locked with Jherek’s. "Find your faith, boy, find your faith and ding to it so that it will make you whole."
He turned and walked away.

Desperate, Jherek looked a the other priest, then offered the pearl to him.

"Ghauryn," Cadiud called without bothering to turn around, "I've carried that gemstone since before
you were born and I've grown weary of its burden. | thought desth was going to sted my life away
before | had the chance to finish what | was given to do. Don't you dare touch it."

The other priest shook his head a Jherek.

Rductantly, Jherek closed his hand over the gemstone. It fdt warm and sure, and he was surprised
at the confidence that seemed to radiate from it. He had no doubt that they'd given it to the wrong man.



Perhaps, though, he could return in the morning and the old priest would have had time to rethink what
he'd done.

He thanked the priest for the bandages and salves and waked outside. He belted the heder's items
inabag a hissde, but he kept the pearl out, not wanting to release it.

* * % % %

"Are you his woman?'

Startled by the question but wanting to buy hersdf some time, Laagued stood in Bunyip's sern and
gazed at the western sky. The fires that had burned Badur's Gate had dimmed somewhat, but an angry
ydlow glow like fresh broken seagull eggs dill carved a pocket from the dark sky in the distance.

Themdenti priestess kept her hands on the ship's ralling, holding fast. The dark waters of the River
Chionthar did back from where she stood, cleaved by Bunyip's prow.

Behind her, Bloody Fakane came closer, till he stood right behind her. He kept his voice soft and
low. "'l asked you a question." His tone held command.

Immediatdy, Laagued rebelled againg that authority. She turned to face him, a prayer to Sekolah
on her lips and her hand regting on the long dagger a her hip. Her trident was only an arm's reach away,
but she knew he could move quickly and intercept her.

"You have asked a question,” she replied, "and | have deigned not to answer it."

Bloody Fakane stared a her with hooded eyes. His fou surface dweller's breath fdl againgt her
cheek. She knew he was handsome in the way that surface dwellers counted themselves so, and there
was a crudty about his dark eyes and mouth that a sehuagin could appreciate.

His ailed black hair was pulled back, but strands blown by the wind leaked down into his face.
Siver hoop earrings caught the moonlight and splintered it. His mustache and goatee were carefully
trimmed, leaving the tattoo of the bunyip coiled in mid-grike on his left cheek. He wore a black shirt
trimmed in scarlet open to his chest, and scarlet breeches tucked into knee-high boots rolled at the top.
A long sword hung at hisleft hip, balanced by the three throwing knives on hisright.

Fakane amiled. "I could make you answer."

"You could dietrying," Laaqued promised in a cold voice.

"Ah, Laaqued, that would be such a wondrous thing to see. My kills againg your skills™ Moving
dowly, Falkane touched her hair with his fingers, stroking it.

Not knowing how she was supposed to handle this Stuation according to lakhovass grictures,
Laaqued dlowed histouch. Never in her life had a man, an df, or a sahuagin touched her so.

"Do nat," she warned, "think to overstep your bounds with me."

"Or what?'

Laaqued had no answer. lakhovas had joined with the pirates of the Nelanther Ides without her
knowledge, only reveding the fact to her shortly before held killed Huaanton and proclamed himsdf
king. She didn't know what those dliances entailed, or how she was supposed to handle them. She
stared haotly back a Fakane, hating the fact that she couldn't speak on her own.

"Do you know wheat generaly happens to people who threaten me?' the pirate captain asked.

Laaqued didn't reply. She'd heard a number of stories about Bloody Fakane, the Sdt Wolf. His
whole past was goun of violence and fear.

He dropped hisfingers from her hair, tracing her jawline.

Themdenti controlled hersdf, not flinching from his touch. He held no power over her. If anything,
he might be considered her equa. So she didn't drop her eyes and defer to him as was custom among the
sehuagin so no insult might be implied. She returned hisfull gaze hotly. What surprised her most was how
her body reacted to his touch. Warm vibrations thrilled through her, and a bitter ache dawned at the core
of her. She didn't know how his touch had incited such a reaction unless it could be blamed on her
cursed heritage,

He traced her jawline with his forefinger, then brought it back to rest a her chin just below her
bottom lip. He was a few inches taler than she was and suddenly seemed to envelop her.



"People who threaten me" he said, 4ill in that soft voice, "die-in the most horrible ways | can think
of. | assure you, I'm quite practiced & it."

Laaqued tried to keep her thoughts centered on Sekolah, remembering that the Great Shark
wouldn't put anything before her that she couldn't handle. If she faled Sekolah's tests, she would only
prove her unworthiness. That was totally unacceptable. She only wished that Falkane's touch didn't have
the affect on her that it did.

She shifted her attention to the deck over his shoulder. His men moved through the hayards with
gim efficiency, some of them sporting bandages from wounds they'd received in the attack. Still, it didn't
keep her mind from his touch.

"I've watched you," Fakane sad, "these few times that we've shared company since firs meeting in
Skaug, and I've puzzled over your relationship with Black Alaric.”

Black Alaric was the name lakhovas had chosen to wear among the Nelanther 1des. The fird pirate
to wear the name of Black Alaric had appeared fourteen hundred years ago, then reappeared time and
time again during periods of unrest.

Since learning of lakhovas's chosen idertity, the mdenti priestess had researched the legend in her
books of surface history. She'd firs sudied those to become adept as a spy among the sea eves and
surface dwellers. The last Black Alaric had been active a hundred years ago. lakhovas had damed to
take over the present identity five years ago, and had been plotting his strategies snce that time.

"Thereis nothing to puzzle over,” she told Falkane.

The pirate looked at her and grinned. "Unttil that day | met you, 1'd never seen you in Skaug before.”

Until thet time, Laagqued had never been in the capitd city of the pirates before.

"I know | didnt because | would have remembered you if | had,” Fakane said. "Someone so
beautiful as you."

"You mock me" Laaqued let some of the anger she felt drip venom into her words before she could
stop hersdlf. It was bad enough she had to so resemble a surface dweler and the hated sea elves, but her
difigurement dso included deding with some of the emotions that plagued them.

"No," he assured her. "I don't. | think you're a most enchanting creature.” His eyes blazed as he
deliberately looked at her from head to toe. "Y ou're a beautiful woman. Don't you know that?"

"No," she replied. Even though she was fully clothed, she fdt naked for the firg time in her life. It
was an unsettling experience.

"You have no man sequestered away somewhere?' he asked. "No lover?'

"No." In the sshuagin culture, possessions were to be admired and fought over, not mates. The
reproductive cycle was a necessary thing. They didn't even raise their own children, turning the eggs over
to the creches responsible for rearing them.

"Where were you raised to be so uninformed about the power you have to turn a man's head?' he
asked.

Laaqued looked at him, thinking that she'd like to turn his head till it spun off his shoulders. She
wished she knew where lakhovas was. They'd taken passage on Fakane's ship when they'd fled the
sewers under Badur's Gate, lakhovas had immediatdy demanded a cabin and went off to examine
whatever treasure held captured from the lime pit.

"I've heard that Black Alaricisa satyr in bed,” Fakane said. "I've paid women who've spied on him.
They couldn't tdl me much more because he's very secretive.”

Laaqued looked at the pirate captain in shock. Since sheld been with lakhovas, shed never seen
that sde of him. Among the sahuagin, hed been uninvolved with the opposite sex, and amnong others hed
adways been in control.

"You didn't know thet?" Falkane taunted.

"No. He has a habit of kegping his business as his own.”

"And what are your fedings about him?'

Laaqued shook her head. "I have none. | fallow him because | bdieve that's what I'm supposed to
do."

"Dont you ever think for yoursdf?'



"Of course," she snapped.

Fakane tapped her chin with his forefinger, stroking her flesh. "Then what do you think about me?’

"Nothing," Laaqued stated flatly, but she knew that was no longer true. His interest in her, even if it
was for reasons of his own, could provide an advantage for her that shed never had since entering
lakhovas's thrdl.

"Then Il make that my misson,” he told her. "Starting at this very moment, | promise you that youll
have cause to never forget me"

"Youd only be wadting your time. Il forget about you the second you walk away."

Before she could move, he did his hand behind her neck with a quickness she hadn't expected. He
cupped the back of her head and pulled her to him, crushing hislips to hersin a deep kiss.

IX

5 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet

The streets of Badur's Gate remained busy as wagons went to and fro. Crews gathered the dead
and piled them in community graves so sckness wouldn't spread from the corpses. Other groups
concentrated on clearing the debris. The forlorn cries of women and children, and even some men, filled
the streets. Clerics walked a the head of the deasth wagons, spesking prayers and waving censers filled
with strong-amelling herbs.

Jherek couldn't keep his thoughts from the carved pearl disk in his fid. Everything it represented
hungin hismind. Madame litaar and Mdorrie had both fdt his future had lain in Baldur's Gate, but hed
been offered no due as to what it might be. He didn't even know where to go from here,

How was degtiny found, or even pursued?

He had no clue, but holding the disk made him fed like achieving that was possible. He passed a
group of men standing around a rose-red torch a a corner where the street he followed wound back
toward the Wide. They talked quickly among themselves, voices high with emotion.

Earlier, hed noticed the groups around the rose-red torches gathered for what seemed to be casud
conversation. Cobble parties, Frauk had caled them in a voice that gave no doubt how he fet about
them. The caravan master wasn't a man to waste time.

The men had no light bantering of conversation between them now. Their voices reeked of angry
frudration and pain. Jherek dung to the pearl disk a litle more tightly, slently willing it to give up its
secrets. Even though he knew he wasn't the one it was intended for, and that impresson was very strong
inhim, he wanted to experience part of what it mus fed like to be given something so important.

Instead, he remembered how Bunyip had looked out in the harbor. The lines remained as hed
remembered them, clean and tight except for the missng mast, and she'd looked defiant as ever.

Jherek wondered if his father would even recognize him now without seeing the tattoo on the insde
of hisleft bicep. He became angry and frustrated with himsdf for even considering such athing. His father
hed never cared about him, only about his own dark desires.

Black depression settled over Jherek, robbing him of even the amdl comfort the pearl disk had lent
him. How could he dare to think even for a moment that such athing might be intended for him, knowing
where hedd come from?

No, what tonight had proven was that even the gods liked their crud jokes. They'd placed the pearl
disk before him, given him a hint of the legacy that lay ahead of someone more deserving, only to taunt
him and make him recognize again the low gation held been givenin hislife

Despite the priest's words, the young sailor knew there was no escaping the past. His unmasking in
Veen had proven that. He had been marked by fate as surdly as Bloody Falkane had marked him with
the sorcerous tattoo.

Jherek had been so deep in his thoughts that he hadn't noticed when the dim-hipped figure had
walked by him, but he was aware when the person turned around. Jherek took a step to the side and his
hand drifted down to the sword hung in his sash. Cold air chilled him through his wet dothing. He waited.

"Mdorrie?' a feminine voice cdled out. Hands reached up and took away her cloak's hood,
reveding the short copper tresses and wide-set eyes that he recognized a once.



In pite of the darkness that gripped him, Jherek’s spirits lifted. A amilefilled his face. " Sabyna?"

* * % % %

For a moment, Laaqued was pardyzed by Falkane's sudden kiss. Nothing like that had ever
happened to her. She fdt the heat of him againgt her and her senses swirled, giving over to the otherness
that had crept in with her deformity. Then she recovered, opening her mouth and intending to bite his lips,
perhaps even chew them off before he could back away.

She fdt the whisper of cold sted at her throat and knew heéld drawn one of his throwing knives.
"No," hetold her quietly. "Dont even try it."

She froze, knowing he could take her life between heartbeats. She closed her mouth, horrified to
find only now that some indinct had compelled her to return hiskiss. She breathed out, locking eyes with
him. "From this day forward, watch your back, Bloody Fakane!" Her voice sounded hoarse and
uncertain.

He kissed her again, dlowing her to flinch away but giving her no chance to escape. "From this day
forward, lady, youll think of me. | promise you that, and | keep my promises” He caled over his
shoulder, "Targ."

"Sr." Targ"s brutish features, gray-green skin tone, sour odor, and nearly eight feet in height marked
hm as a hdf-ogre. The maenti priestess had noticed him around Falkane earlier, dways hovering like a
bodyguard. He wore a chain mail shirt over aleather rough-out vest and leather pants tucked into fishskin
boots. Shdls hung knotted in his sringy black har. The hafts of the crossed short swords he wore on his
back rose over his shoulders.

"Watch her," Fakane ordered.

"Aye sr."Targ's face split suddenly, revedling amouth full of crooked ydlow fangs. "Want her dead
if she tries anything?' He raised a crossbow and aimed it at Laagqued!.

"No, but painisjug fine. She can dways get a godspeaker and get it fixed." Fakane brought the tip
of hisknife to his forehead and saluted the mdenti priestess. "Anacther time, beautiful "

Praying quickly, Laagqued readied her power. When she loosed it, the ar around Falkane would
thicken and grow heavy, crushing imin seconds. She fdt certain she could be over the raling before the
half-ogre would know what was going on or could hit her with a quarrel.

No.

The quiet dfirmation of power knifed through Laagued's mind, bresking the concentration
necessary to launch the attack. It was echoed by movement of the black quill lying so near her heart. She
looked to the cargo hold and saw lakhovas come up the gairs onto the deck. You-you saw what he
did! She wanted to it the taste of Falkane from her mouth but she knew the pirate captain would only
laugh  her.

Yes, but Falkane is necessary to me.

I will not be handled so by such filth! she told him.

My dear malenti, | know that part of you found that encounter quite stimulating. lakhovass
dry chuckle rattled in her mind. | find it quite fascinating, actually, because I've never thought of you
that way myself. It opens up whole new concepts.

Fakane walked by lakhovas without even looking at the man, asif nothing had happened a dl. The
pirate captain moved confidently, as though he thought he was invulnerable. He called out orders to his
crew inaloud, stern voice.

Tag gave a suffling and disdainful laugh, then lifted his crossbow from her, turned, and waked
avay.

Laaqued fdt her gillsflare in indignetion.

You, lakhovas told her, will do exactly as | tel you to do. Would you deny the wishes of
Sekolah as he seeks to lead his chosen children into greater power over the seas of Toril?

Laagqued had no answer. She had to bdieve that 1akhovass way lay with the Shark God. It had
been through Sekolah's direction after years of prayer that shed been guided to the books that had given



flesh to the legend of One Who Swims With Sekolah. If she stopped bdieving in 1akhovas, where would
the disbdief end? What would be left?

With great effort, she turned and faced back in the direction where Badur's Gate lay smoldering.
Her belief was dl she had. If that was logt, she was logt.

Good, little malenti, lakhovas told her. | need no further hindrances your lack of control might
cause. I'll have enough problems justifying the loss of men and ships to these pirates. The Flaming
Fist mercenaries got organized and held much more quickly than I'd thought they could.

Laagued remained Slent in her shame. Her way had to be hard. She knew the Shark God would
demand no less. Even now shed rissn much higher in her station than sheld ever believed possible,
thanks to throwing in her lot with lakhovas.

She bent her head and prayed, knowing by her bdief that the prayers she gave voice to fdl
ultimately on deaf ears. Sahuagin priestesses sheld known had consorted with other dark gods as wel as
Sekolah to get thar powers, dways holding the Shark God in a position of prominence. She had never
done that, never entertained the possihility of worshiping another. Sekolah was the only god shed ever
followed. She'd been more true than anyone sheld known. Since her earliest days she'd been taught that
only the inadequate failed.

Don't be so hard on yourself, little malenti, lakhovas said. You found me when no one else
could, and | had been there thousands of years. Look at all we have wrought. The sahuagin are
more feared than they ever have been.

More hated.

Ah, little malenti, you forget that hate is merely an investment of power. Even the surface
dwellers have to respect power. Measure their hate and you measure their respect- and in turn
you measure our power. They wouldn't fear the inadequate-only the successful.

She lifted her head, knowing he was right. They had been successful. It remained to be seen how
respected, and how feared, the sshuagin were going to be.

* * % % %

"Captain Tynnd only told me that you'd decided to stay in Athkatla" Sabyna Truesall said.

Jherek walked a her sde, accompanying her down Dock Street to the harbor. He sill couldn't
beieve Breezerunner's ship's mage had ended up in the city a the same time he had. In a way, he
supposed it was more a part of the crud injudtice the gods were determined to swing his way this night.
There was no way Captain Tynnd would dlow him back aboard the ship after the fight held had with
some of the crewmen in Athkatla.

Though he had expected Tynnd to carry through on his offer to tdl the ship's mage and let her see
him briefly if she wished, a tightness centered in his chest when he thought he might never see her again
after tonight.

The night's darkness wreathed the city and drew dense shadows through the street. She'd told him
sheld been out searching for goods she needed to make repairs to Breeze-runner. The cargo ship had
been at anchor when the sahuagin and pirates had attacked. They hadn't been able to get ther salls up in
time to do much because most of the crew had been ashore on leave. Luckily the damage the ship had
suffered had been minimd.

"l suppose it'struethat | decided to stay," Jherek said cautioudy. He found he couldn't tdl her that
the fight in Athkatla had been over the coarse words Aysd had said about her. He would have been
ashamed, and he'd given up much that she not ever hear about the incident or the caustic things Aysdl had
sad. It would be sdf-defeating and braggartly to tel her now.

"Why what?' The rgpidity with which she changed tacks in a conversation confused him. Partly,
though, he had to admit it was her beauty that he found so digtracting. During every night the caravan hed
trekked for Badur's Gate, his thoughts had been drawn to her. It would have shamed him to admit that
too, and probably shame her as well.



Ship's mage she might be, and sdf-admittedly no highborn lady, but she was far beyond the reach of
aman who was no more than a pirate's-get. Especidly the son of Bloody Fakane, who'd, killed her
brother when Sabyna had been only a girl.

"Why did you stay behind?' Quick-witted and gregarious by nature, Sabyna never seemed to lack
the ability to speak her mind.

However, that ability was now cregting problems. When hed fird met her aboard Breezerunner
hed given her his name as Mdorrie. It had been only the fird lie Hed lied about saying behind at
Athkatla, and things seemed to get more convoluted the longer he knew her.

"l ran into acousin,” he answered.

"And you decided to stay and talk to him instead of voyaging on to Baldur's Gate with us?' Sabyna
cut around a wagonload of burned planks, waking faster than the tired team could pulll.

Jherek stepped up his pace to follow her. "He needed help. My hdp." He tried not to notice how
tightly her blue breeches hugged her dim, womanly hips as her cloak flared. The 9ght made thinking hard,
but he was aware that he made no red effort to draw even with her and lose thet view.

"You could have come and told me" she said.

"Hewas sick." Oh IImater, this was turning out worse than he thought it could. Each lie piled more
uncertainly on the other, dl of them waiting to come tumbling down.

"So sck that you couldn't come tdl me?' She glanced over her shoulder and caught his eye.

Luckily he hadn't been watching beneath the cloak's edge. "Aye. He had no one to stay with him.”

Sabyna gave a very unladylike curse. "You're lying."

"Lady?" Jherek thought franticaly, wondering which lie sheld caught imiin.

"I live aboard a ship, Mdorrie" she said, coming to a stop. "That makes for a very smdl world.”

Breezerunner sat in the harbor over her shoulder. The sails were trimmed and men scurried about in
the rigging with lanterns, repairing damage where they found it. They looked like busy fireflies moving
through the upper sections of the ship. Jherek heard Captain Tynnd's voice crack orders.

"How long did you think | would go before | found out the truth?' she demanded.

Jherek wished he knew which truth she was taking abouit.

"Not long after we'd salled from Athkatla™ she went on, "1 was told about the fight you had with
Aysd-and why."

A burn of embarrassment spread across Jherek's face and he had to break the eye contact by
pretending to check his pouch.

"What frustrates me" Sabyna went on, "is that you were taken from Breezerunner instead of
Ays."
"He's crew,” Jherek said. "l waan't." As ship's mage, she should have known that.

"You would have been crew once we made Badur's Gate," she said. "You as good as had the job."

The thought pleased and excited Jherek. Travding overland wasnt something he wished to do
agan. He shrugged. The fact ill remained that Tynnd had made his choice.

"You aso could have talked to me" she went on.

"| was told that wouldn't be possible,”" Jherek said.

"By who?"

Jherek hesitated, redizing that hed said more than he intended. Evidently whoever had spoken to
the ship's mage hadn't told her everything.

"Captain Tynnd told you that, didn't he?' she demanded.

Jherek considered his options. Lying again was something he was determined not to do. He stood
close enough to her to andl the delicate lilac scent she wore. Most of it was gone, worn away by time
and the smoke that wreathed the air, but enough of it remained that it stirred memories of dining on meds
sheld prepared for them in her cabin.

"Never mind," she went on before he could reply. "I can answer that one mysdf. Tynnd did tdl you
to day away."

She muttered another oath, more virulent and descriptive than the last.

It wasn't that Jherek had never heard the curses before, though they weren't casud ones most



segfarers would know, but rather the fact that Sabyna had called them out that stunned him.

"Look," she sad, looking a him levely, "fira of dl, | want to get a couple things sraight with you.
Then I'm going to see to Tynnd." She paused. "Don't get mewrong, | think the idea of you defending my
honor is flattering, but | live a sea, a place where few women actudly stay for long. When | became a
ship's mage, my father protested, as did my mother. They both knew the coarse laxity of men at sea, and
they knew how hard it would be to be the only woman on board a ship. Did you think Aysd's comments
were thefirg of that kind that had ever been made?'

"I never consdered it," Jherek said. Then he redized Sabyna mugt not have been told that Aysd
was commenting on hisfedings for her. He was quielly thankful.

"You should have" she sad flatly.

A amdl group of Haming Fist mercenaries approached them with drawn swords. The sergeant of
the guard asked for their papers.

Before Jherek could explain that he had none, Sabyna produced hers, unfolding them with a flourish.
"Read it and hit the cobblestones," she told the sergeant. "I don't have time for delays.”

The sergeant held hislantern close to the papers as he read. Evidently he was chastised enough that
he didn't bother asking for Jherek's. He thanked the ship's mage for her time and moved his group on.

"That wasn't the firg time something like that has happened,” Sabyna said. "I handle it when it does.
That's how | maintain the respect of this crew. | won't put up with it, and I've got the means to make my
displeasure known. If a sharp tongue won't get the message across, | have my magic. You stepping in
like you did undermined thet to a degree. By fighting you, Aysd now considers himsdf deserving of my
atentions.”

"I hadn't considered that." Jherek fdt bad. He should have known the ship's mage could take care
of hersdf. She'd faced pirates and sorms at sea, and held discounted her independence. "'l gpologize.”

"No," Sabyna stopped him. "There's no need to gpologize. As| said, | found your defense of me to
be very flatering. | wish | could have thanked you."

Jherek thought about that, feding a little better. "You have a curious way of showing it He'd seen
Madame litaar go through mood changes that had confused him. Even Madorrie hadn't been able to
understand them. The phantom's only words of advice were to remain as quiet as possible and offer only
agmdl target till it passed.

"That was then. Now I'm mad." A smdl amile twisted her lips. "I was afraid | wasn't going to see
you again. Faerun is a big place, and so much is going on now."

Jherek played her words back in his ears again. She'd been afrad she wouldn't see him again. He
worked hard to keep the amile from his own face. Unconscioudy, he twisted the pearl disk in his hand,
bardy aware of it.

He was dso unaware of the figures that had closed in on them until it was too late. He glanced up,
naticing that Sabyna had seen them as well.

The ship's mage shifted, putting the dock and the harbor to her back as she moved to Jherek's Ieft,
leaving his sword arm free.

A dozen men surrounded them, dl thick-bodied from indulgences in drink and food as wel as hard
work. Jherek marked them as sailors because of their dress, weapons, and the ralling gait that showed in
thar movements.

None of the Haming Fist mercenaries were anywhere to be seen.

The leader was a huge man with fiery red hair that caught highlights from torches in the distance. He
carried a battle-axe in one hand and wore a smdl shied on his other am. The shidd was featureess
except for a score of scars from previous battles.

A smdler men stood at his side, cloaked and hooded, his narrow shoulders pinched and rounded
together. He kept his hands in the voluminous deeves of his cloak.

"Sabyna Truesall,” the big man rumbled. "Ship's mege of Breezerunner."

"I don't know you," Sabyna said.

Jherek kept his hand away from his sword hilt, hoping he was overreacting. Still, he noticed
Sabyna's hands moving, readying her spdls.



The big man grinned. "I'm Captain VVurgrom, of Maelstrom.”

"I don't know your ship ather.”

Vurgrom shrugged, the amile never leaving his lips and never quite touching his eyes. "It doesn't
matter, lasse. It's along way from here"

"What do you want with me?'

Jherek glanced around, but no one seemed to be paying them any attention.

"It's not you," Vurgrom said. "It's your ship I'm after. Piece of business turned nasty on us tonight,
and we want to get out of Badur's Gate before morning. Unfortunatdly, the ship we'd borrowed took a
lot of damage. My crew noticed your craft fared better. Took alittle bit of doing, but we found out about
you. Figured your captain might be widhful of keeping you in one piece. | guess | intend to find out.”

Leather hissed at Jherek's sde. In the next indant, Sabyna held long-bladed knives in both hands.
Theyoung sailor hadn't made a move yet.

Vurgrom grinned. ™Y ou can come easy or you can come hard. If | have to, | can chop some pieces
off and take your captain what's left. I'm il going to wager helll be ready to ded.”

"No," Sabyna answered.

Vurgrom waited just a moment, then nodded. He didn't wait for his men. He brought the battle-axe
forward, holding well down on the haft so held get afull stroke.

The axe blade whidtled asiit cleaved the ar and sped for Jherek's head.
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Stepping to the side and twiding to avoid Vurgrom's battle-axe, Jherek did his sword and hook free
of his waig sash. His daothing dill remained wet from his earlier dip in the harbor and congtricted his
movement. His musdes flared in protest at being forced to perform again without rest.

Vurgrom's axe missed him by inches, biting deep into the cobblestones and shattering some of them
as the other men closed in. For the moment their numbers worked againg them, though Jherek was sure
that wouldn't remain so.

The young sailor moved aggressively forward, dashing a VVurgrom. The blade crashed fire across
the mall shirt without penetrating. For a big man, Vurgrom moved surprisngly fast, bringing the shield
around as Jherek hammered at him again. The sword struck sparks from the shidd. While the young
slor tried to recover after expecting the sword to find a home in flesh, Vurgrom stepped forward and
body-blocked him with the shidd.

The massive blow dammed Jherek from his feet and knocked him back dmogt three feet. Shaken,
the young sallor sumbled back and set himsdlf again. Vurgrom lashed out with the shiddd again, expecting
Jherek to dill be off-balance. Instead, the young saillor dammed into the shidd at an angle, raling off it
toward Vurgrom's front. He brought the sword around again, but this time barely succeeded in getting it
up intime to block the battle-axe.

Theimpact rang dong Jherek's am.

Vurgrom came for im with the shield again. Anticipating the move, recognizing it as a favored one,
the young salor ducked and went low. The shidd raked againg his chest but lacked the force to knock
him away. Reaching with the hook, he snaked it under the shield and hooked VVurgrom in the back of the
leg. The big men yowled in pain.

With the hold secured, Jherek yanked. For amoment he thought the man's sheer weight would keep
him from succeeding. If it had been strength againgt strength, Vurgrom might have held, but the hook was
firmly embedded in the big man's flesh with tearing pain.

Screaming curses, Vurgrom stopped fighting the hook's pull. The leg came up and he went down.

Jherek didn't have time to capitdize on his success. One of Vurgrom's men came a him with a short
sword. The young sailor abandoned the hook, unable to teer it free of Vurgrom's leg. Swiveling, he met
the man's attack in a fencer's pose that Mdorrie had taught him.

Sed rang on ged as the man sought to tear through Jherek's defenses. The young salor gave
himsdf over to his training, kegping his am loose but strong, defending then attacking. The sword



became alivething in his hand, compelled by countless hours spent under Mdorri€'s demanding tutelage.
Jherek moved ceasdesdy, amdl steps that kept them in a tight circle, usng the man's own body and
attack to keep the others from them.

A man staggered away, grasping futildy at the throwing knife protruding from his throat. Evidently
Sabyna's skills with a knife were considerable.

"Keins" the ship's mage cdled from behind Jherek when held ddiberately tried to protect her.
"Attack.”

From the corner of his eye, Jherek watched as hundreds of scraps of cloth flew from the bag of
holding the ship's mage held open. They whirled and flew as if trapped in the eye of a hurricane,
dretching out and growing longer until they reached serpentine proportions.

Even though heéd seen it before, Jherek’s fird impulse was to get away from the creature, and it
took alot of control not to act on that impulse. It was a raggamoffyn, a sentient creature that could strike
or amply wrap around a human and take over that person's thoughts. The young sallor had seen it in
action before.

There were some who said raggamoffyns were a race unto themsdlves, while others said they'd
been created by a wizard with only evil intentions Sabyna had created this raggamoffyn to be her
familiar, taking the scraps that made up its physica body from her dead brother's burid shroud.

The raggamoffyn rode the breeze, nearly nine feet long now, calling restlesdy. Its initid appearance
dartled the attackers, driving them back. Sabyna threw a second knife, piercing a man's leg and dicating
asharp ydl.

The noise of the battle attracted a nearby group of Haming Fist mercenaries. The four warriors
sorang into action, shouting to the pirate group to identify themsdves as they ripped swords from
scabbards.

The thin-shouldered man with Vurgrom turned and gestured at them, saying words Jherek couldn't
understand. Three of the men staggered and fdl limply to the ground. The fourth appeared disoriented
but that lasted only until one of VVurgrom's men ran him through.

The raggamoffyn streaked through the ar and broke into its myriad pieces. It plastered itsdlf to the
man, covering him from the waist up in seconds, each piece locking into place securely. The man's mouth
opened as he tried to scream but no sound came out. He dropped to his knees, Ietting go his sword as he
gruggled to tear the cloth away.

More knives glinted in Sabynas hands as she avoided an attacker and partidly turned the blade
amed a her head with one of the knives. Razored sted edges whispered together for a heartbest.

Beyond the battle, Jherek saw men standing in the shadows, unwilling to take part in any fight that
wasnt their own or where they couldn't tdl immediatdy who was in the right. The young sallor fought
deliberatdly, parrying, blocking, then ripoging quickly, escaatiing the speed until he went from the
defensive to the offengve. The sword was a blur before him and he stared through it, concentrating on
the man across from him. He beat the man's shidd down, knocking it from his numbed hands and causing
hm to step back.

"Damn you, Pharan!" Vurgrom roared as he pushed himsdf to hisfeet. He threw the blood-covered
hook away. "l told you | wanted that womean dive. If you hurt her, I'll kill you mysdf!”

Pharan drew back. Taking advantage of his withdrawa, Sabyna lashed out with one of her knives,
scoring a bloody line on his face.

"Zendl," Vurgrom shouted. "'l want this ended now."

The thin-shouldered man nodded. Arcane words spewed from hislips, and his hands traced curious
desgnsin the ar. He drew along length of smdl-linked chain from a pouch a his waist, sringing it out
with quick movements.

Pressang his own advantage, Jherek dapped his opponent's sword aside a find time, then put a foot
of gted through the leether armor and into the pirate's heart. The dead man started to fdl, taking the
young sailor's sword as well. Jherek faced the mage, not knowing what the man planned to do with the
chain. Placing his foot on the corpse, the young sallor yanked his sword free. He breathed heavily,
perspiring from his efforts in pite of the wet clothes.



The pirates drew back as the mage worked his magic. Even VVurgrom hesitated.

Jherek ssomped on the abandoned shidd at his feet, flipping it up in a trick Mdorrie had taught him.
He caught the shield, managing to run his hand through one of the leather straps on the back. Pulling it
over hisarm, he ran for the ship's mage.

Jherek caught her around the waist with his sword arm, pulling her into the crook of his ebow and
into arun. He lifted the shidd to block the man who swung at them. The sword crashed into the shield,
amaogt coming free of his grip. He asked limater's blessing as he powered forward, knocking the man
down. Then no one stood in their way. Breeze-runner remained before them.

"Run!" he told Sabyna. He gave her afind push to get her started, then turned to face Vurgrom and
hismen in order to buy her more time. He fdt the weght of the pearl disk in his pouch and experienced a
momentary pride. He might not have been the one the disk had been intended for, no hero with a lofty
dedtiny awaiting his arriva, but he could sl his life with honor to protect the ship's mage if it came to
thet.

"Madorrie" Sabyna cdled behind him.

"Gol"

“I'm not leaving you."

Jherek heard her dhifting behind him, the leather soles of her boots grazing the cobblestones.
"Y ouve got agnking ship here, lady, and naught but storm-tossed seas about you. Get clear while you're
able"

The wizard wound the length of chain over his head, then threw it a Jherek.

The young sallor lifted the shidd to block the mass of coiled links, thinking the chain was meant as a
diverson more than anything. It clanked againg the shidd's metd surface. Instead of faling to the ground,
however, the chain snaked over the shidd and lunged a Jherek. It wound around him quickly, twisting
and weaving to avoid the shidd and the sword as he tried to block it.

The chain wrapped his chest twice, holding tight enough to squeeze the air from him, then it wound
out and captured his arms, threading down to encircle his ankles as wdl, pulling them tight. Off-baance,
Jherek fdl. He watched hdplesdy as Vurgrom closed in and swung the battle-axe. His last thought was
that he'd falled to protect Sabyna. Then the battle-axe hit him.

* * % % %

By the time Pacys had finished recounting to Khlinet Ironeater detalls of the battle of Waterdeep
and his own meding with Narros, the shaman of the mermen living in Waterdeep Harbor, the beeswax
taper had burned down to itsfind inch.

"Ye have an incredible task ahead of ye, Pacys" the dwarf acknowledged, "but are ye sure there's
no mistake about the young swab? Oh now, and he's a brave one, and some <killed & weapons. I've
seen him in action this night, and | know how deadly he can be. | question whether ye have the right
person even in spite of dl the good qudities the swabbie exhibits. He's hardly more than a boy."

"I know," Pacys agreed. He glanced a the stub of the candle, the hot meted wax spilling over the
gdes of the holder. He turned and peered out the window, seeing the streets filled with people who were
returning cautioudy to their homes. Occasiondly during their conversation thered been cries of warning
about sahuagin, pirates, or some foul creature lurking in the shadows. The old bard hadn't known if those
redly existed, or were the product of overactive imaginations. They hadn't seen any on the trek back to
Khlinat's home. "How far away isthe apothecary?"

"Not far,” Khlinat said, "but Il wager me good boot that the swabbie hasn't found anything there.
The Haming Fist would have descended on dl them places and taken what they needed adready. Maybe
he's giving alook 'round and seeing what he can turn up. Betwixt ye and me, | think he needed some time
to himsdf to think."

Pacys nodded. Still, the cregping feding that something might have happened took root in his mind.
Held come so far to find the boy, and had so much riding on the finding of him.

"So why do ye seek the swabbie?' Khlinat stuffed the bowl of his pipe with pipeweed and st fire to



it. "Them mermen could have found anyone to ddiver the message.”

Pacys deliberatdly hadn't reveded his own part in the prophecy. ™Y ou mean someone younger." His
fingers continued to stroke the yarting's gtrings, and to his great joy, he found additional chords as he
sought them out. They were notes and measures that normaly sgnded traveling. It was confusing.

"If yeinds on being so indelicate,” the dwarf said with an unabashed nod, "then aye."

Pacys amiled, showing he took no offense at the suggestion. "I don't know. All | can say is thet |
was told this was meant for me. Tdl me, friend Khlinat, have you heard of Thoreyo?!

"Him who sang 'Short-Hafted Hammer and the Wizard's Tdl Black Tower?"

"Yes" Pacys had chosen the song ddliberately.

"As a dwarf, how could | not know of that song? It is one of the most popular dwarven brawling
songs-barkening back to the days when the dwarves warred with one another to build their empires
across the Far Hills"

"What about Y hitmon?"

There was no hestation in the dwarf. "Ah, 'Strangled Leaves of Lily-Grass and the Goblin-King's
Betrothal.' 1've hoisted a few pints of bitters and sang dong with that one mesdf." He grabbed his cup
and hdd it high.

" And would-be noble, himself a worthy warrior among goblinkin,

"In his own eyes,

"Did take upon himsdlf to find a wife.

"So sword to hips

"And prayer to lips,

"He did ride, so boldly ride,

"To the House of the Risng Sin."

At the end of the stanza, the dwarf burst into laughter that turned into a coughing fit.

Pacys waited patiently till it passed.

"Now there, by Marthammor Duin's watchful eyes™ Khlinat swore, "is a drinking song made for
men who love the taverns™

"Yes" Pacys sad, "and when you think of Pacys the Bard, what songs come to mind?'

Khlinat looked embarrassed. "Y e have caught me at a bad time, Snger, otherwise I'm sure | would
know of one™

"No," Pacys said quietly. "I've written songs, and good songs a that, but never a song tha has
captured the hearts of Faerun the way the ones we've mentioned have. | was drawn to the musc early.
Now | aminthewinter of my years and | find | have no legecy to leave"

"Ye bdieve the story of the Taker isyer legecy?'

For a moment, Pacys fdt uncomfortable. Part of him fdt embarrassed "about making something so
grandiose about his part in the dark war rigng from the seas of Faerun, and part of him fdt glly for
bdieving s0 eadlly. But the song had existed, so he believed.

“I've been told that it will be."

"And ye beieve?'

Pacys hestated only a moment before saying, "Yes"

Khlinat nodded. "Bdief is a strong thing. And song, by the gods, thereé's something to forge a man's
bdief to his dream, make him reach for something that he never thought would be bis. There's such
power in songs.”

Pacys fdt pride a the dwarf's description.

"I remember a tde" Khlina sad, "told me by me old grandda, and it twicetold a least a
thousandfold ere he ever gave it to me. About Twahrm Kettlebuster, a hidden dwarf of the Far Hills™

"I've heard of it," Pacys said, remembering the little known song. He didn't play it much except in
front of a select dwarven audience, and there had been few of thosein recent years.

"Now mind ye" Khlinat went on, "old Twahrm weren't no trained bard, nor was he gifted in any
way. Them what heard hm ang said it was punishment should be set for only the most black-hearted of
folks But one day while wandering, scouting for anew vean of metd for his village where he smithed, he



come upon a hunting party of ogres.”

Unconscioudy, Pacyss fingers found the yarting's strings and played an accompaniment to Khlinat's
words. The dwarf picked up on the rhythm, became trapped by it, and fdl into cadence with it.

"They had him outnumbered, and surrounded in a trice. So Twahrm hit his knees and began snging
of how hed courted Hagla Brightaxe, dso cdled the Lady of the Fray, and goddess of dwarven
warriors. She'd spurned his love, he said, and he was ready to greet deasth. He sang of how much he
would love to die and how pleased he was to see them. Meaning that he wouldn't have to die done.”

The bard's plucked notes flowed through the room.

"And the drength of his song was such tha the ogres believed him and grew afraid. When he
finished and took up his greet battle-axe, the ogres left. See, they believed him about him being ready to
up and die, and they didn't want to get taken with him."

"It's a good tde" Pacys agreed, "and it's exactly what | was taking about. I've been chasing this
song for fourteen years. | came across part of it the night Narros and the other mermen came to
Waterdeep after the Taker destroyed their city. Since that time I've wandered what seems like dl of
Faerun pursuing it, never able to get more than a few scraps of it here and there.”

"But now there's more.”

"Bvery day," Pacys agreed. "It led meto Narros, and it led me here, to the boy."

Khlinat shook his head. "It's a powerful lot for a man to think on, but have ye given any thought to
whet if yer wrong?'

"No." Pacys, who was never a aloss for words because it was those words that kept food on the
table, tried to find the right ones.

"The swabbi€e's just a boy,” Khlinat said. "If he's to go up againg this thing ye cdl the Taker as ye
say, he's got alot of growing up to do."

"l know," Pacys admitted, "but this search for him, and finding him here at a time when this attack
happened, and him being part of the effort that turned the tide of battle, it dl sounds right.”

Khlinat's tired eyes sparkled with merriment. "Y'e mean to say old Khlinat Ironeater's going to be in
yer song?'

Pacys amiled gently back at him. "My friend, you're going to live forever."

"Hopefully wel and handsome in them verses, snger." Khlinat raised his cup in a toast.

Pecys toasted him and they drank. He put his cup down and searched the yarting for anty new
chords for the song.

At that moment, the candle guttered, reaching the end of the wick and drowning in the pool of
melted beeswax. Pacys thought again of the long time that Jherek had been gone and wondered if
something had happened to the boy. Then, for the firg time that night, he hit a discordant note. A chill
settled over the old bard as he put a hand over the drings to quiet them.

"What isit?" Khlinat asked.

Pacys pushed up from the table and settled his yarting over his shoulder. He picked his cloak up
from the peg on the wal. "I have to go find the boy. Something's happened.”

The dwarf tried to get up, but the pain drove him back to his seat. "Damn me for a weekling. I'd go
with ye, but | can't. Let me know, will ye?'

Pacys nodded and let himsdf outside, hurrying down the stairs. He paid aitention to the sounds
around him. If a person only listened to the noises around him, held know musc was being made dl the
time

Now, beyond the street noise made by the wagons and Haming Fist mercenaries filling the city, a
discordant resonance hung over dl of Badur's Gate. The old bard knew he was probably the only
person who heard it, but it told him that no maiter what efforts he made, he was dready too late.

He fdt the rift between himsdf and the younger man, but he quickened his steps anyway, trying to
find the direction, frustrated because the young sailor's tune seemed lost to him, a distant whisper of what
it had been.



Xl

7 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet

"Have a care there, lad. Y ou took a pretty good knock to your melon.”

Rough hands steadied Jherek, holding him down. He knew from the weakness filling him that it
didn't take much effort. The liquid mation beneath him told him he was on a ship, though that motion was
somehow off. The movements were too quick and sharp. The stink of stale sweat and sckness filled the
ar he breathed. His ssomach rolled and rumbled in protest.

"Easy there" the deep voice advised. "Else youll be throwing up everything we've managed to put
down you the last day or s0."

The back of Jherek's throat was raw. He cracked his eyelids open, feding a sticky and gummy
substance binding them. Sunlight stabbed into his eyes and exploded with the ferocity of smoke powder,
blinding him. He groaned and his ssomach rolled again.

"You dill live, lad, and Sdune willing, that's a good sgn. Come on around and let me see if you've
dill got your wits about you." A big, cdlused hand patted his cheek sharply enough to gsing without
jarring his head. "I've seen such blows as you've taken leave a man addled for the rest of his life, not
knowing much more than a child."

Jherek tried his eyes again, squinting agang the harsh light. Tears ran down his face but he kept
them open. He quickly discovered he was on a ship, but he was in the cargo hold, in a portion that had
obvioudy been set up as a makeshift brig. Iron bars above let the sunlight in but he couldn' tdl if it was
moming or afternoon. The sound of rigging cresking in the wind and someone cdling out sharp orders
reached his ears.

"Dont know if you remember me, lad, but the name's Hullyn." He was a short man, but nearly as
broad as a dwarf, with thick doping shoulders heavy with muscle. His skin carried a permanent windburn
red from wegthering the dements. He wore his graying blond hair tied back, letting his great beard and
mustache roam free.

"I remember you," Jherek said. Hullyn was part of Breeze-runner's crew. That gave the young
sdlor some hope. "Where's Sabyna?' He sat up with assistance, putting his back againgt the bulwark for
support.

Hullyn scowled. "She's topside with those thrice-damned pirates what's got our ship. They're usng
her as blackmail to keep usinline" He reached to a amdl bowl and took out a damp doth, then pressed
it againg Jherek's head.

Jherek winced in pain, but he looked around the brig. From his previous experience aboard her, he
knew Breeze-runner carried a crew of twenty men. All of them appeared to be there, induding Captain
Tynnd.

The captain stood leaning againg the iron bars that separated them from the empty ship's hold. His
ams crossed his chest and he looked disgpprovingly at Jherek. He was short and had a smdl stature, but
fierceness showed in every inch. Blond hair the color of bleached bone was tied back from his hatchet
face. Bright blue eyes hdd the cutting edge of diamond. For the firg time ever, his dothing appeared
disheveled.

"You going to live?' Tynnd asked.

Jherek nodded, then regretted it immediately when pain shot down his neck and back. "Aye gr."

"Youre a lucky man," Tynnd commented. "Vurgrom and his people were going to kill you, but
Sabyna talked them out of it."

"They came |looking for her."

"I know. From what I've gathered, they were in Baldur's Gate on bad business. Perhaps they even
had something to do with the sehuagin raid as VVurgrom dams. I'm not certain.”

"They took the ship?'

Tynnd blew out a short breath. "Would have been nine or ten of them againg us, but they had
Sabyna. If we hadn't cooperated, Vurgrom told me he would kill her. | believed him."

"Badtards like as not will kill us dl afore it's over with. Well have just put our necks in the



executioner's noose for nothing.”

Jherek turned his head dightly, spotting Aysd againg the left Sde of the brig. Large and hairy, Ay
resembled an ape trying to pass itsdf off as a salor. He was broad shouldered and heavy belied,
covered in scars. His shaggy black hair hung to his shoulders, dmost covering the finger-length daggers
that hung from ear hoops. He held his hands one on top of the other, two digits missng from hisleft hand.
A soft leather shoe encased hisright foot.

Looking at the lesther shoe, Jherek took amdl satisfaction from the knowledge that the fight that had
cost him his berth aboard Breezerunner hadn't left Aysdl unmarked.

"Is Sabyna dl right?" Jherek asked. He tried not to think about Sabyna being done topside with
Vurgrom and his pirates, or what could have happened to her.

"Aye" Tynnd replied. "So far. She's a mage, though il farly new to her craft, but enough of one
that none of VVur-grom'’s curs has tried to touch her." The captain's hawk's face tightened, and white spots
of anger showed in his cheeks. "She could probably have gotten away from them if not for us. Vurgrom
told her if she left, our liveswould be forfeit. Likewise, if we try to escape, shell suffer.”

"Were not at seq," Jherek said. He assembled the information he had, working through the pieces
as Mdorrie had aways trained him to.

"No," Tynnd agreed. "Were on the River Chionthar, heading east.”

A pirate waked by the iron-barred hold above, never even glancding down into the cargo area. All
of Breezerunner's crew watched the man, and no few curses and epithets were muttered.

A sour look darkened Tynnd's face and he asked, "Youve never heard of Vurgrom the pirate,
sf-gyled Vurgrom the Mighty?"

Jherek shook his head. From his exposure while on his father's ship, hed learned names and stories
of mogt of the pirates of the Nelanther 1des. Vurgrom was new to him, as was any reason why a
Nelanther pirate would head inland across Faerun.

"If you get a chance to tak to the arrogant son of a bitch,” Tynnd said, "hell tdl you dl about
himsdf. As hetdlsit, he's the Pirate Lord of Immurk's Hold in the Sea of Fdlen Stars. He's planning on
taking Breezerunner asfar east as shéll go.”

"That's not possible" Jherek said. "The River Chionthar doesn't run dl the way to the Sea of Fdlen
Stars. It branches out a the Reaching Woods, going on north and south and ending in the Sunset
Mountains and the Giant's Plain, respectively. Both are ill leagues from the Dragonmere and the Sea of
Fdlen Stars."

Tynnd eyed the young sailor with renewed curiosty. "You seem to be wel aware of the lay of the
land here. Most of the men aboard Breezerunner couldn't have told you anything more than that the
River Chionthar was where Baldur's Gate was"

"I've never been there" Jherek said. "I had a harsh schoolmaster who had alove of cartography. He
taught me how to find my way around by the heavens at night, and the places those star readings could
take me”

"An educetion is a wonderful thing," Tynnd said. "If you've had one, | have to wonder why you've
settled for the life of asallor.”

"Settled?" Jherek echoed. "Captain Tynnd, living out on the sealisdl I've ever aspired to do."

"She's as harsh and demanding a midiress as ever was" Hullyn said, interrupting the tenson that had
come up between Tynnd and Jherek, "ant she, Capn?’

Tynnd remained quiet for a moment, eyeing Jnerek suspicioudy. "Quite right, Hullyn."

The pounding ingde Jherek's head was unrdenting. He cradled his head in his hands and wished the
pain would subside while Hullyn continued ministering to him. A momentary lightness touched his senses.
He waited it out, then took a deep breath, feding some of the pain seem to leave when he exhded
through his mouth, controlling the pain the way Maorrie had taught him.

"Steady, lad," the big men said gruffly. "Now that you're awake and the bleeding seems to have
stopped, let's see about getting you cleaned up.”

Breezerunner suddenly came about, throwing everyone off-baance as she crested the river flow.



"She's againg the wind,” Jherek said. "He's tacking her from shore to shore to get any distance from
her salls”

Tynnd nodded. "Aye, and she's fighting the magery Vur-grom's forcing on her."

"What magery?' Jherek asked.

"Usang Sabyna to keep us in check was only one of the reasons Vurgrom kept her. He took us so
we couldnt report to the watch in Baldur's Gate and maybe ir up some kind of pursuit. He knew he
couldn't kill us outright because she'd have fought him, but Vurgrom's using her to power Breezerunner.”

"Some damned demon device," Hullyn growled as he made the Sgn of Tymora over his chest.

"A chair," Tynnd stated. "I don't know where Vurgrom got it, but | saw it being set up before they
put me in the hold. Sabyna and Vurgrom's own ship's mage take turns uang it. The char pushes
Breezerunner far fagter than any normd wind would. That's the strangeness you fed about the ship's
movements. When we come to a sharp bend in the river, you can fed her shuddering through the turn,
chopping across the water, but she doesn't dow down. Whatever course and degtination Vurgrom's got
lad out, we're going to get there damned fadt."

Jherek thought desperately while Hullyn continued deaning his head. "How far have we come?!

"Weére two days from Badur's Gate, boy," Tynnd stated gruffly. "Youve been unconscious that
wholetime. It's anyone's guess as to how far we've come. | don't know this territory.”

Jherek couldn't believeit. In two days time with the speed he fdt the ship was moving at, they would
be miles from Badur's Gate even having to sal againg the current. As he recdled, the shores dong the
River Chionthar inland were virtudly empty of ports or towns. The countryside was infested with orc and
gablin hordes who'd staked out territorid dams.

"Badtard could have died,” Aysd said, glaing a Jherek. "Maybe should have™ The big man
sneered, shifting gingerly around his injured foot. "Always sensed something about you that reminded me
of abad copper that keeps turning up.”

"Stow that bilge" Tynnd commanded sternly. "Whatever problems the two of you have with each
other, they're not dlowed on my ship."

"Begging the cap'n's pardon,” Aysdl said, "but things ain't quite the way they were aboard old
Breezerunner. I'm thinking part of that is because of this snot-nosed pup here.”

Tynnd glanced a the man with his burning gaze. "If | want any lip from you, Aysd, I'll let you
know."

The man looked like he was going to say something further, then gpparently thought better of it.

"That goes for both of you," Tynnd finished. "Whatever problems existed back a Athkatla Say at
Athkatla"

Jherek nodded tightly, his thoughts centering on Khlinat and the old bard who'd appeared so
myserioudy. Hed left them waiting back in Baldur's Gate. He wondered how the dwarf was.

"That's odd," Hullyn said, peering closdly at the back of Jherek's head. "I looked at the split you
took back here earlier and | could have sworn you'd needed some heder's ditches, but as | get it
cleaned up now | see it's not bleeding anymore and seems to have closed up more than I'd have
expected. You're afast heder, lad."

Taking another breath, Jherek redized he did fed better. He attributed it to Hullyn's minisrations,
then turned his attention to Tynne. "'So, what are they going to do with us?' Jnerek asked.

Tynnd shook his head. "I don't know."

Stting up draighter, Jherek went through his clothes, wondering if there was something he could
use. Unfortunately, Vurgrom's pirates seemed to have been quite thorough. He'd been robbed, of course.
They'd even found the fishing knife he kept tucked ingde his boot.

Franticaly, he searched his dothing again, having remembered the pearl disk the Lathander priest
hed given him.

"What's wrong?' Hullyn asked.

"Therewas adik," Jherek said. "l had a pearl disk with a carving on it." Thinking about the priet’'s
words, of how an important destiny was tied to the disk, made him grow even more afraid. He tried to
remember if held logt it somehow during the fight on the dock.



"Aye" Hullyn said. "Them pirates went through your dothing out in the hold when they brought you
down. They robbed us dl, but | remember seeing that piece you describe. Vurgrom spied it himsdf as
one of hismen tried to be off with it without notice.”

"Vurgrom hasit?'

Hullyn nodded. "Was it worth much? Something that belonged in your family?'

Jherek wondered what destiny cost, whet price could be placed on it. Some, like his, were cheap,
but the one tied to that pearl disk he was certain was a great one.

Hed logt it when it wasn't even his to hold. Despair settled over him, made even worse when he
scanned the heavy iron bars keeping them caged.

* * % % %

Pacys sat on a bench indde the Unralling Scrall, the shrine in Baldur's Gate devoted to the worship
of Oghma, the Binder of What is Known. The god was adso known as the Patron of Bards, and Pacys
hed walked within his service ever snce discovering his dfinity for music. Always before, the old bard
hed found vigting the shrines, temples, and churches of Oghma to be an uplifting experience, but for the
past three days, he'd known only darkness that had chipped away a him until he'd dwindled into the core
of himsdf.

The boy held come to find was gone, disappeared into the night. Though held searched then, and
hed Khlinat's help in the fallowing two days, there'd been no clue as to where held gone.

It had as0 been the day the music had gone.

Searching back, Pacys had found he could cal up dl the notes and fragments and tunes he'd pieced
together over the years, mogt of it coming during the attack on Waterdeep and in the days that followed,
but there was nothing new. Every time he went to the well of creation that had dways been within him, it
was dry. That scared him more than anything ever had in hislife. To him, a bard didn't just live to play old
tunes, tunes that had dready been added to his repertoire. No, it was the search and the finding of new
mugc that made life worth living.

He found himsdf unwilling and unable to work on even other pieces that had nothing to do with the
epic he pursued so diligently. He hdd his yarting in his lap, but his fingers couldn't coax from the strings
any series of notes that lasted for long. Nothing made him want to lift his voice in song.

"You seem distressed.”

Blinking, surprised that the priest could get so close to him without his knowledge, Pacys |ooked up.

The priest showed dgns of experience a his chosen vocation, deep-set wrinkles and faded gray
eyes that had seen too much, but he was il little more than Pacyss age. His dark har was shot through
with dlver, and his beard had gone mosily to gray. He wore a white shirt and trousers, and vest with
black and gold braid. A amdl, boxlike hat sat atop his head.

"Pardon me for interrupting,” the priest said, "if I am.”

"No," Pacys said, "youre not. Actudly I'm graieful for the company. Too much solitude is never
good for a man with much on hismind."

The priest gestured toward the empty space on the bench next to Pacys. "May | st?'

"Of course” The old bard put the yarting aside.

The priest sat and offered his hand. "I'm Father Duhzpin,” he said. "l lead thistemple.”

"Youve got anice place," Pacys said, then introduced himsdlf.

"Blessed Oghma does," Duhzpin agreed. "Though before the Time of Troubles things were much
better."

Pacys knew that. Held crafted songs about the Time of Troubles himsdf. During that time when the
gods themselves had walked the lands, Oghmals chief patriarch Procampur had disappeared. As a result,
the churches worshiping Oghma had splintered, no longer a cohesive whole.

"I've noticed you in here the last two days," Duhzpin said, "and though | don't recognize you as a
regular parishioner, | fdt moved to speak to you." He gazed around at the church. Modestly ouitfitted, the
room was dill near to overflowing.



Most of the people prayed for guidance, or for the souls of those who had been taken from them or
were on the seadily shorter lig of those that were missng since the raid. Great sadness had hung over
the church both days Pacys had vigted it.

" appreciate the time" Pacys said, "but | know there are people in here who have much greater
problemsthan | do."

"Maybe" Duhzpin said, "but I've learned to ligen to the dictates of Oghma He placed you in that
seat for whatever reason, so | took my own seat. Why don't you tdl me of your troubles? They dways
et lighter when they're shared.”

Pacys considered the offer, knowing it was true and remembering how often held been the one
ligening. He knew from experience it was much easier to ligen than to tak, though. "All right," he agreed.

He told of his troubles with skill, something he fdt guilty about teking pride in as he went dong.
Oghmaforgive him any vanity as he struggled to find the music within him.

"Now this boy can't be found anywhere?' Duhzpin asked when Pacys had finished. If he was
shocked at the far-reeching impact of Pacyss tde and what it could mean to dl of Faerun, the priest
didn'tt show it.

Pecys figured the man thought he was the biggest liar he'd ever seen, or Duhzpin was so strong in his
bdief he could handle anything. "No," the old bard said. "I've looked for him."

"Do you think it's possible hel's dead?' Duhzpin asked.

Pecys started to say he didn't know, then he changed his mind about the answer. "No," he sad, "I
don' think he's deed.”

"Why? That seems to be an obvious conclusion to draw."

"Because it doesn't sound right,” Pacys said.

The priett lifted his eyebrows. "Doesn't sound right?"

Surprised himsdlf, Pacys nodded. "That's exactly what | mean."

"And what are you ligening to?"

Pacys pondered the question. "Mysdf." He fdt the ache of desirefill him, and the frugtration of not
knowing. "Father, dl my life I've searched for the legecy | was destined to leave. | know thisisit."

"Hnding this boy and snging of the Taker and his war againg the surface world?'

"Yes"

"What makes you so certain of this?'

"My fath."

"In what?"

"In Oghma," Pacys answered. "He's seen fit to give me what little gift | have for music.”

"You expect Oghmato work great things with it?"

"Yes" Pacys considered his response. "That sounds vain, doesn't it?"

"No," Duhzpin answered. "That sounds like conviction.”

"Conviction?"

The priest shrugged. "I'min a business of convictions.”

"I thought that was a judge" Pacys bantered, wanting to break the sring of somber words, "or a
lawreader."

"Or career aiminds” Duhzpin added, proving himsdf worthy of the diverson. "However, in this
business, I've learned to hear the truth that people say-the things they bdieve in-and sometimes those
things they bdievein aren't the same things other people see”

"Are you questioning my belief, Father?' Pacys asked. The possbility shocked him to a degree.

"No," Duhzpin replied. "That's what you're doing. It's dl you've been doing for the last three days. In
fact, not only have you been questioning it, you've been agonizing over it."

"That's not right." Pacys didn't want to argue with the man in the temple he was responsble for, but
neither did he think the man was correct.

"Then what have you been doing?' the priest asked.

"I'm trying to figure out whét to do next."

"All by yoursdf?'



Pacys became somewhat irritated by the man's constant barrage of questions. "I've prayed about it,
severd times, and made offerings™

"Good," the priest sad in happy satisfaction. "We can dways use anything we get, but what have
you been praying for?'

"Thet | might know where to find the boy again,” Pacys sad, "before it's too late”

"l see" The priest smoothed his beard. "But what if learning the boy's location isn't exactly whet
you're supposed to do next?'

"That doesn't make any sense" Pacys watched the younger priests moving through the crowded
sedts, offering prayers and ass stance with prayers. Suddenly he wished held gotten one of them instead.
They tended to give answers rather than demand them. "What else would | be doing?’

The priest beamed like a teacher who'd gotten through to a particularly dense student. "Exactly.”

The old bard started to object, then he redlized what Duhzpin was getting at. Pacys leaned back in
the bench, feding a weight lift from his shoulders. He hadn't considered that. He'd locked in totdly on
finding the boy.

"If Oghma has put something before you as you bdieve" Duhzpin said, "then he will find a way for
you to do it. That isnt within your realm. It's up to you to provide the faith and the strength to seeit done,
and Oghmawill help you with the strength.”

"You'reright," the old bard agreed. "If now had been the time for me to find the boy-"

"-it would be done."

"I know he yet lives"" Pacys said. "If he didn't, I'd know that too." He lifted his yarting and settled it
across his lap. Hisfingers found the strings without hesitation. "Thank you for your time, Father."

"Youre welcome" Duhzpin said. "Should you need afriendly ear again...."

Pacys shook his head, feding some enthusiaam for the firg time in days. "I don't think I'll be staying
much longer."

"Probably not." Duhzpin stood, looking around the room, and said, "If | could ask something of you,
I'd bein your debt."

"I'd be only too happy to answer any request you might have. I'min your debt.”

Duhzpin nodded at the room. "The other priests and | have been hdping people for days. | fear
we're running short on srength ourselves, and | don't know if our flagging reserves are up to handling
today. Perhaps you could play something uplifting.”

Pacys stayed where he was, but he pulled the yarting to him with the skill of an old lover and the
passon of youth. The drings rang out, strong and true, and filled the room. He sang, reaching back
through the years for a song of praise for Oghma, one that hopefully everyone in the room knew.

In short order, the church filled with the sound of voices lifted in praise. Pacys dung to the sound,
letting it fill dl the empty places held chisded away ingde himsdf for the last two days, knowing that
response was the best a bard who truly loved his work would ever know. As his fingers found the
grings, hismind found an answer.

Thevigon came to himin perfect color and crystd clear.

When he saw the gleaming black double doors equipped with white many-toothed gears that were
the symbol of Gond Wonderbringer, he knew they could only belong to one place in Badur's Gate.

He aso knew he had to go there.

Xl

7 Kythom, the Year of the Gauntlet

"The attack on Baldur's Gate didn't go the way you'd promised.”

Laaqued fdt the weight of the accusation even though the words were spoken softly. The mdenti
priestess shifted uncertainly in lakhovass shadow. She prayed dlently, pulling Sekolah's gifts to her,
wondering if her power and hiswould be enough againgt the men that stood againg them.

lakhovas spread his hands. The illuson he wove over hmsdf was so strong that Laaqued couldn't
even pierce it. As Black Alaric, he was a legend among the pirates, a man who'd lived for fourteen
centuries and fought in every war that touched their shores.



In his present guise, lakhovas was tdler than any man there, dressed in azure and black garments
complete with a cloak tha carried the colors, black on the outsde and azure on the insde. He wore
rolled-top black boots that gleamed. A black crepe bandanna covered hislower face and his cloak hood
was pulled tight so that only his eyes were reveded. It was the presence of those two eyes tha let
Laagued know the appearance was at least part illuson.

They stood in the spacious gdley of Grimshroud, the flagship of the Nelanther Ides pirates. The
shuagin amy lakhovas had led into Baldur's Gate was dready far from them, sent on ahead while
lakhovas ventured on to Skaug, the pirate capitd of the Nelanther Ides.

"The attack didn't go aswdl as I'd hoped,” lakhovas admitted.

Laaqued fdt a chill when she heard tha admisson, lakhovas wasn't one to admit mistakes. Not
without someone else's bloodshed.

Bloody Falkane hung uncharacteridticaly back out of the limdight. The mdenti priestess tried to
keep her eyes from his but they dill touched upon occasion. It was awkward, and she got the sense that
the pirate cgptain enjoyed her discomfort.

Burlor Mdiceprow sat in an ornate chair at the head of the long table. He was the only person in the
room alowed to St. His given title was Portmaster of Skaug, but he was the controlling power of the
Nelanther Ides. In his youth held been a wide man with hard lines that had gone to fat through his
successes. His soft brown hair, sheared off at the jawline, carried gray stresks in it now. Haze eyes
glinted with the hardness of a newly minted coin. His clothes, despite hissze, fit him well.

"You convinced us of this grike," Mdiceprow said in his soft voice, bardly heard above the ship's
creaks and groans.

"I merely pointed out the opportunity,” lakhovas replied. ™Y ou convinced yourselves."

Maliceprow's eyes narrowed. "You say you don't accept the blame for this?'

lakhovas reached out and pulled back a chair, ignoring the four guards around Maliceprow who
moved to defend him. lakhovas sat across from the portmaster, every eye in the gdley on him. "l only
accept my share of the blame. Y ou knew there would be risks."

"I thought there would be less risk involved,” Maiceprow stated, waving a his guards to stand
down. He hadn't achieved his position by being afraid. "You said those damned sea devils and their
creatures would chew up more of the city's defenses than they did."

Laaqued fdt her face grow hot at the disrespect the man obvioudy held for her people.

Easy, little malenti. You have even less respect for him.

Only the discipline Laaqued had learned through serving Sekolah helped to keep her mouth closed
and harsh words unsaid.

lakhovas replied eadly. "They incurred even greater losses than your pirates, Portmaster.”

"And there's a baance to be struck here?' Mdiceprow demanded.

"They went there to go to war with their enemies” 1akhovas said. "You went there out of greed to
sack Badur's Gate. Even with the losses you took, you made a profit.”

Maliceprow said nothing.

"I'd cdl your attack a success.”

"Except that every city and country aong the Sword Coast is going to be more interested than ever
inthe Nelanther Ides” Falkane said.

lakhovas amiled a the pirate captain. "l thought you took pride in the amount of the bounty offered
for your head, Captain Falkane. Surdy that amount will go up once the Sword Coast learns you were
involved in the attack."

A gmile spread across Falkane's thin lips. The ydlow light from the lanterns mounted on the walls
painted shadows on the wall behind him. He gave lakhovas a smdl sdute, fingers briefly touching his
forehead. "A pirate's reputation is worth itsweight in gold.”

"Exadtly," lakhovas said. "After the attack on Badur's Gate, dl of your reputations have been
enhanced, and you've made a profit.”

"Not enough of one" Maliceprow growled. "l don't give a damn that you're supposed to be some
kind of unkillable legend, Alaric. There will be an accounting here-or mayhap well see the evidence of



those myths"

"I'm not amean to be pushed,” lakhovas said quietly, maintaining his steady gaze on Maliceprow.

For a moment Laaqued's breath caught. She fdt certain that violence was about to erupt in the
odley.

After along breath, Maliceprow leaned back in his chair and said, "Y our dliance with the sea devils
isof benefit to us”

"Of courseiit is" lakhovas replied. "So far none of the pirate ships from the Nelanther Ides have
been attacked by the sahuagin, or any other creature from the sea.”

Laaqued watched as the threat rolled over the gathered captains. She saw that they understood
lakhovas widded more power over them than they'd before believed.

"Our arrangement guarantees your continued safe passage on the seas,” Iakhovas went on. "You're
free to continue to plunder the Sword Coast, secure in the knowledge that whoever decides to pursue
any of you will become targets for the sahuagin. Y ou yourselves have no cause to worry about them.”

Maiceprow nodded dightly, but Laaqued knew he didn't like his podtion and perhaps suddenly
redized how untenable it was.

"Surdy that's worth something,” 1akhovas pointed out.

"Maybe it is" Fakane stated, "but you have to ask yoursdf, what's it worth to you to wak out of
thisgdley dive?'

Laaqued's heart sped up a the bald-faced threst.

Tuming his head, lakhovas stared at the pirate captain. "Your absence wouldn't go unnoticed.
You'd be a hard man to replace.”

Silence stretched in the gdley, filling it. Laagued watched Falkane, knowing the pirate captain was
fully confident enough to act.

"We want more," Falkane said. "Your precious sea devils took things from Badur's Gate as well.
We want a share. They don't need dl that they took.”

Maliceprow glanced a the younger men in irritation, obvioudy unhgppy a having his authority or
decisons questioned.

"Perhagps,”" lakhovas said smoothly, "it would be interesting to humble you."

"You speak as though it could be done," Fakane interrupted.

"But not today,” 1akhovas went on. "Therés dill need of you." He reached under his cloak and took
out a green velvet bag. "All of you will have your share" He loosened the drawstrings on the bag and
poured.

Gold and slver coins spilled to the gdley floor, bouncing and ralling when they hit. Gems and
jewdry followed them. The bag was obvioudy magicd because it continued to pour even though it had
aready emptied more than twenty times its own ability to hold.

The pirates scrambled forward, each searching through the treasures that cascaded across the floor.
Only Malice-prow and Falkane didn't move.

lakhovas tossed the bag to one of the nearest pirates. "Hire more pirates to take the places of those
youve logt. Build, buy, or sed more ships to replace those gtting at the bottom of Badur's Gate's
harbor."

Disgppointment marked the man's face when the bag appeared to have emptied at last. When he
upended it again and more vauables tumbled out, he shouted out in gleg, joined by others.

" pay my debts," lakhovas said, "but | dso cdl in the favors thet are owed me. Beware some of the
items you find there. They're magicd in nature” He amiled cruely. "You wouldnt want to destroy your
ship before you return home.™

Laaqued relaxed somewhat, surprised yet again by how eedlly 1akhovas manipulated those around
him. Sekolah was surely watching over him, even though the Shark God had never watched over anyone.

Madiceprow watched the wedth spilling across his ship's floor and said, "I sl look forward to
continued business with you, Alaric.”

lakhovas pushed himsdf up from the table and turned toward the door. "Of course you do,
Portmagter. | knew thereld be no other answer.”



As lakhovas left the room, Laagued lingered. She told hersdlf it was to guard lakhovas's back, but
she couldn't resst afind glance into Falkane's dark eyes. They haunted her, and sheld come to enjoy the
dight shiver that ook gave her.

Then she turned and went out the door as wel. Despite 1akhovass generosity, the maenti priestess
knew no love was logt between lakhovas and Bloody Fakane.

* k * k %

Jherek dreamed, trapped by fatigue and by the fever that gripped him off and on ill. Part of him
knew he lay in Breezerunner's hold and that Tynnd and mogt of the crew sat around him. They
congantly moved and grumbled among themsdves, ill a ease at being trapped in the ship's bely where
no seefaring man would want to be. He fdt sunlight across hislegs where it streamed down from the bars
overhead.

In the dream, he was five again, running across Bunyip's decks with a bucket of wet sand. The
pirates had surprised a cargo ship that carried a surprise of its own in the form of a passenger who was a
meage of some renown. It was the firgt time Jherek had ever seen firebals shoot through the air. Fear filled
hm again, but it was more than jugt the fear hed known as a five-year-old. Even though everything
seemed the same, he knew it was subtly different.

The voices and sounds blurred as they sometimes did in dreams, but the images were clear, full of
color. Hisfather stood on the stern castle, cdling out orders to the men working to cut the flaming rigging
free to save the salls and to the men held assembled for the boarding party.

Jherek ran as fagt as he could. Despite dl the activity taking place on both decks, his father would
know how he performed. Flames hugged the deck near the port railing in front of him, aready blistering
the finish. He threw his bucket of brine-soaked sand over it, then raced back to the large crate amidships
where more was kept.

His bare feet dapped agang the deck, hard and cdlused from not weearing shoes and working the
ship. At five, he dready knew how to mend sails and nets. He a'so worked on the deaning crews and in
the gdley. Days went by in those times when held never spoken a word. Even then it was moslly a
quickly bellowed, "Aye ar!" followed by the smart sdute his father had taught him.

He dipped the bucket into the crate of wet sand, scraping it up, then hurried back to the fire. The
firg bucketful had smothered some of the fire, but it was dill in danger of spreading.

Bunyip caught a wave crossways, walowing in the trough of rough water for a moment. Jherek
sumbled a the raling, nearly spilling the bucket of sand overboard. He fought to keep hold of it
knowing his father would punish imiif he didn't.

The pirate ship bore down on the merchantman. Bunyip closed rgpidly when she got behind the
other vessdl and stripped the wind from her. Jherek's sscomach twisted when he redized the killing would
gart soon. They had more buckets of sand for any blood that was spilled on Bunyip's deck, and a
giff-bristled brush to scrub it away before it dried in.

Jherek tossed the sand over the fire. As he turned, Bunyip dammed into her prey with an explosive,
hallow boom that splintered wood. Bunyip heded over from the impact, then caught another crossways
wave that tossed her high for a momert.

Without any chance to save himsdf, Jnerek went over. He plummeted, solashing into the ocean. As
he went under, he saw the shadowy shapes of the two ships come together again above him. Another
boom, this one atered by its passage through water, crashed around him.

He kept his hand locked around the bucket. If he logt it, Bloody Falkane would whip him. Out of
reflex, he tried to swim, but he was caught in an undercurrent, one of the vast movements that congtantly
shaped the undersea. Unable to use his other hand, he couldn't make any headway in the water.

In Breezerunner's brig, Jnerek fdt the fever cover himin a sheen of perspiration. He Struggled to
wake from the dream, but was trapped by it. Waiting in the back of his mind, he knew what would
happen next. At five, held given up, unwilling to release the bucket.

Bubbles streamed from his mouth as his vison darkened.



Stll, he kept himsdf from breething. Then, in the distance, he saw a gliding gray shape stresking
toward him. All those years ago, that shape had belonged to the dolphin that had turned up out of
nowhere and saved him. He'd heard the mysterious voice for the firg timein hislife then.

Live, that you may serve.

Now, it wasn't a dolphin. Even though part of Jherek knew it was only a dream, part of hm aso
knew what he was experiencing was something else as well.

The shape came closer, dolphinlike in its firg appearance. It knifed through the water, and Jherek
saw the hard lines of it. He remembered seeing it before, when held been held prisoner in Butterfly's brig
after the Amnians had discovered the tattoo he wore.

The shark was a least forty feet long, hard-muscled and gray as three-day-old death. Black lines
etched its body, looking like scars at fird, then becoming runes carved deep into the flesh. One eye
glared a him coldly, but the other eye was gone, ripped away by claws or teeth. Stll, the hollow raked
hm savagdly with its gaze. The shark stopped, hanging motionless in the sea, the slhouettes of the two
ships farther away as they continued saling.

Don't think to fool yourself, boy, the shark told Jherek in a cold and maevolent voice that echoed
ingde his head. | know about you. I've always known about you. Turn back while you still can.

Jherek wanted to ask the shark what it was he was supposed to turn back from, but he couldn't.
The dream had iminitsthrdl and fear closed hisvoice. He 4ill held the bucket, unable to let it go even
now. His father's rules il controlled him.

The shark opened its mouth, reveding rows of sharp teeth eight or nine inches long. It flicked its tail,
peeding around himin a circle. Without warning, the shark dived for him, letting him know it was going
to take himin one gulp.

Then die, boy, the shark said, that you might be eaten!

Blackness blotted out Jherek's consciousness.

* k *k k%

Coming to in the brig, Jherek wheezed and fought for his breath, drawing in greet rattling draughts.
He sat up, drenched in sweat from the fever. He blinked at the sunlight, finding everything too bright.

Across the brig, Tynnd looked a him but didn't say anything.

"Are you well, lad?' Hullyn asked gruffly, leaning forward to drop a big hand across the young
sdlor's shoulders.

"Aye" Jherek croaked. "Fever took me. I'll be fine" The chills settled in then, racking his body. He
wrapped his arms around himsdf.

"Here you go, lad. Have a sup of water." Hullyn handed Jherek a meta dipper filled to the brim.

"Thank you," Jherek said, taking it gratefully. With them travding dong the River Chionthar,
freshwater wasn't a problem. Over the days of their travel, they'd kept a barrd of water in the corner.
Vurgrom's pirates topped it off every day. Everyone knew they wouldn't have done it on their own so the
generd consensus was that Sabyna had something to do with the arrangement.

"Damn blackhearts," Hullyn grumbled. "What you need is a decent med and some rest abed. Y our
meon's coming dong right fine, but being down here in this pestilence hole isn't doing you any good.”

Jherek glently agreed. He drank the water dowly, enjoying the clean taste of it, but afrad his
somach would rebd if he gulped it down.

Food was another problem. The pirates weren't as generous with it. Breezerunner's crew
complained about the lack of meds, but Jherek knew Vurgrom was intentiondly haf-garving them to
keep them weak. All they got was athin grud twice aday. It was lowered ina big pot from topside, and
the men used cups they'd been given to drink it. Even at that, there was never enough. Tynnd rationed it
out hmsdf, seeing each man got his share.

After daking the fever-induced thirdt, Jherek thanked Hullyn again and passed the dipper back. He
tried not to think about the dream, but there was nothing ese to think about. He'd dreamed about sharks
before-every sallor did-but this was twice he'd dreamed about this monster shark.



Slently, he rested his head and forearms on his folded knees while he prayed to limater, seeking
solace in the Crying God's words. Only there was no solace. He sat trapped, and that was unbearable.

The despair in the brig soaked into him, ground into him with the filth that had accumulated after
days of captivity. A large kettle from the gdley served as the communa chamber pot and the amdl from
it pervaded everything. None of them had been alowed baths.

For some, Jherek knew, that was no red hardship because they didn't bathe often anyway, but he
did. After having escaped his father's ship when he was a boy and meking his way to Veen, he took
pride in his cleanliness and manners. Those had been acquired things, things the wolfish boy who had run
Bunyip's decks with sand buckets had never possessed.

The shark’s voice echoed in his mind again. Why had it warned him? And turn back from what?
There wasn't anything he could do about his present course.

He pushed the thought out of his mind but found himsdf occupied with the missng pearl disk. HEd
been wrongfully given it and hadn't made sure the old priest had taken it back.

Then heéld logt it.

"Hey," someone said, "look."

Attracted by the prospect of adiverson, Jherek glanced up. Above them, a rat dung to one of the
iron bars covering the hold. Short black fur covered it except for the pae pinkish-gray tail, resembling
any of the rats that were the bane of cargo ships. It wasn't unusud to see them aboard ship after spending
any timein acity. Most of the time they crawled dong the hawser ropes and onto the vessals.

"Foul creature," Aysd snarled as he stood.

The rat only eyed him curioudy instead of running. The behavior gained it even more of Jherek's
attention.

Ay« limped over to the center of the hold and took off one of his dagger earrings. Gripping it in his
hand, he leaped up the short distance and caught hold of the bar with the other hand. Jherek aready
knew firg hand how strong the man was, so he wasn't surprised when Aysd was able to hang onto the
bar and prepare to dtrike the rat with the tiny dagger.

"Leaveit done" one of the men said.

"To hdl withyou,"” Aysd spat. "Thet there's meat on the hoof, way | look at it."

The thought dmost turned Jherek's aready feverish somach.

Ays swvung the dagger, but the rat hopped to another bar and avoided the blow. Instead of
running, it stuck its nose down to the bar and walked aong its length in agitation.

A chill touched Jnherek as he redized what must be going on. Fghting the weakness and the fever
that dung to him, he pushed himsdf to his feet and dammed into Aysd as the man prepared to dtrike
agan.
Ay fdl off-baance and started curang. He pushed againgt the wdl and came back a Jherek with
the amdl knife clenched in hisfig.

Jherek blocked the blow. "Don't! Y ou don't understand.”

"l understand plenty!” Roaring in rage, Aysd tried another blow, this one coming from undernegth.

Jherek stepped outside the blow and dapped Aysd's hand away. From the corner of his eye, he
spotted one of the pirates approaching the hold. The man had a cutlass in his hand. When he spotted the
rat, the pirate swung the blade.

"Jump!" Jherek said.

The rat flung itsdf from the iron bar, dropping into the brig. The pirate's sword knocked sparks from
the iron. Reaching out, Jherek caught the rat in hisarms.

The pirate leered down into the hold. "See you bastards are kegping proper company, ant you?'
He cackled at his own joke and walked away.

Ays came at Jherek again, but Captain Tynnd caught the man roughly by the neck and yanked him
off hisfeet. Aysd fdl againg the wall, squalling in anger.

"Dont move" Tynnd ordered Aysd.

"Bastard took my rat," Aysd sad.

"That'sno rat," Tynnd said camly.



In the next instant, Jherek had both arms full of lithe feminine flesh.
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"Leaving, are ye? And just like that? With no fare-the-wdl|?'

Pacys looked up from securing his backpack and saw Khlinat standing in the doorway. The dwarf
had been generous enough to loan him the couch while they searched for the boy. The old bard had put
the bedding away and packed histhings. "Yes. | was going to leave a note.”

Khlinat's eyebrows climbed. "Oh, and ye are in a hurry too.”

"Yes"

"Do ye know where the swabbie is?"

"No, but I've found out where I'm supposed to be" Pacys replied. He pulled the backpack up and
settled the straps over his shoulders. "I have to trust that our paths will intersect again as they're supposed
to."

"I've continued poking me nose into places around the city, but I've yet to find a solid lead.”

Pacys shook his head. Music raced through his mind again, traveling chords. "I don't think you will.
However he got out of the city, he's not here any longer.”

"Aye, and | know that's true enough.” He looked troubled. "Where are ye off to?'

"I don't know. While | was a the church, | got avison. It told me where to go, but not where I'd be
going. | guess I'm supposed to figure that out after | get there"

"Ye make this sound mysterious.”

"The gods do tend to move in that manner,” Pacys said.

Khlinat ran a hand through his tangled beard. "Ye going to be dl right on yer own?"

"l dways have been." Pacys rummeaged in his coin purse, trying not to notice how light it was for a
men possibly traveling a great distance. "I know you've not been able to work at the shipyards since
you've been injured. Let me pay you for letting me bed here

"Faugh, and that would be a laugh. Don't think yersdf so high and mighty, old bard. I'm a steady
working man and no traveler from place to place depending on the generosity of strangers. I've got Siver
enough to do me awhile

Pacys closed his purse, knowing it would be better to keep his meager coin as long as he could. As
long as he stayed within a dvilized area he had no doubts about being able to 9ng for enough to eat and
put a temporary roof over his head, but if he was out in the wilderness things might be different.

"l got a question to ask ye" Khlinat said, looking alittle uncomfortable.

"Yes"

"Whileye are out and about, who's going to watch yer back? | mean, it's going to be powerful hard
to find the swabbie if yer fetilizer for some londly patch of forest.”

"I've dways watched out for mysdf," Pacys answered.

"Aye, but things seem to have greater stakes at the moment. I've a mind to go with ye mesdf, kind
of keep ye out of trouble and it awvay from yer door. If ye would have me"

Pecys looked at the dwarf, redizing the warrior's nature that resided in the short, powerful frame.
Despite mising a leg and the wounds held suffered only three days ago, Khlinat seemed prepared to
leave during the next drawn bresath.

"I don't know how far I'd have to go," the old bard stated. "Nor how long I'll be gone.”

Khlinat nodded. "Something put me there where that boy was. | ill fed its pull on me now. | never
been a coward, no dwarf worth his st is, but that night with that boy, | fdt like | was fighting the good
fight, the kind a warrior would want to sl hislife at if blood price was demanded for participation. | aint
too willing to let that feding go. Losing meleg, I've fdt like hdf amean for a lot of years. With him, facing
them sahuagin claws and jaws, atrue axein me hand, | fdt like me old sdif. | want that back.” He paused
to clear hisvoice. "l an't one to go begging, but if ye will have me, | swear by the awil and hammer of
Moradin to look over ye, be the shidd over yer back should ye need it till | see ye clear of this mess”

Emoation choked the old bard. Riffs of music, carried on the unmistakable basso that marked many



dwarven songs, echoed indde his head. "You truly fed that thisis what has been put before you?'

"With dl me heart," Khlinat responded. "l went down to the gpothecary and bought mesdf a dram
of hed potion to get mesdf more right for if ye should have need of me. Don't be tdling me | wasted me
coin.”

"Get your gear together,” Pacys sad. "I've dready wasted two days when | was supposed to be
doing something.”

* * % % %

Pacys led the way into the Hall of Wonders, between the black doors that floated in the ar in front
of it. The white many-toothed whedls on the doors looked exactly as they had in hisvison.

The Hdl of Wonders sat on Windspdl Street, across from the High Housg, its parent temple. Stone
gargoyles dung to the roof on clawed feet. The building stood three stories tal and ran sraght back, a
hdl asits name implied. It was immeaculaidy clean and the windows were scrubbed, shining glass.

A watchpriest greeted them dressed in a wheded ha and a robe with a sash a the was tha
contained gears, locks, hooks, and bits of tin, steel, and wood. Pacys paid the priest eght slvers, the
entry fee for Khlinat and himsdif.

The old bard's feet made only dight noise againgt the waxed stone floor. Tdl stone pillars ranged on
ather Sde of them under the vaulted caling. Between the pillars, display cases held the inventions and
indruments for sale. Duplicates were kept and manufactured in the building's cdllar.

"Have ye been here before?' Khlinat whispered, overtaken with the expansveness of the hdl and
the tidy surroundings.

"Many times" Pacys replied. "I've purchased some musicd indruments here over the years. While
functiond, | found them to be lacking in intringc qudity. There's nothing like an ingrument you've made
yoursdf."

"Aye, and a certain satisfaction as wel.”

Despite the attack on Badur's Gate only a few days ago, the Hal of Wonders gill hed numerous
gnomes openly gawking at the displayed devices. Even Khlinat's atention was captured by some of
them.

"Ah, the Ironeater dan I'm from would like to see this place” the dwarf said. "If they havent
dready.”

Hdfway down the Hall, Pacys found what he was looking for.

The mirror was perfectly made, nine feet wide and nine feet tdl, framed in red lacquered wood. The
unblemished surface gleamed, offering afaultless reflection of the old bard, the dwarf, and the section of
the Hall behind them.

Khlinat scowled at hisimage, running fingers through his tangled beard. "Ooch, now there's an ugly
brute for ye"

"Gond Wonderbringer's blessng be upon you," an unctuous voice dtated. "Is there any way | may
be of sarviceto you?'

Peacys glanced at the young priest that approached them, then looked back at the mirror. Except for
its Sze, he didn't see anything out of the ordinary about it. For a moment he doubted the vison held been
gvenin Oghma's temple.

"Tdl me about thismirror," Pacys requested.

"It is beautiful, it it?"

"Yes" Pacys replied, "but Gond isn't known for his taste in beauty.”

" could disagree,” the young priest pointed out. "The beauty of the gifts Gond bestows upon us is
not inconsderable.”

"My apologies,” Pacys said. "Forgive me for being so blunt, but whet | referred to was the fact that
Gond never built anything that wasn't functiond in some way.”

"And you're wondering how thisis functiond?'

"Wes



The young priest approached the mirror. "It was ground as dl mirrors are, and polished to its
present sheen here. The sand it was made from came from afdlen star in the Inner Sea. Chosstif, one of
the High Initiates of the Mysteries of Gond here, paid mermenin the Inner Sea for its recovery, then had
it shipped here fourteen years ago.”

"Fourteen years ago?' Pacys asked. The time frame fit in with Narross story of the Taker
destroying the merman village. "'l don't recdl seeing it when | was here before. The lat time | visted was
less than two years ago.”

"It was only judt finished less then ten weeks ago,” the priest said. "It's surdy one of the largest
undertakings we've ever done. Chosstif was moved by avison from Gond himsdf and made to carry out
the congruction of this mirror. It has very specid properties.”

"Likewhat?" Khlinat asked doubtfully.

The priest walked to the mirror and put his pdm againg it. "A mirror this Sze is usudly hard to get
from place to place. Y et, once you have one in your home, you must admit how much it brightens up the
place. Purchasng a mirror this big is not much of a problem, but the transportation is. With Chosgtif's
collgpsible mirror, trangportation is no longer as difficult.” He pushed gently.

Seams formed and tiny hinges revealed themsdaves. The mirror seemed to come apart, folding in on
itdf in foot-szed sections. The clink-clink-clink of the sections landing on each other produced a
noticeable rhythm indde Pacys's head. In less than a moment the mirror had been reduced to a two-foot
square that was only a little less than that in depth. It stayed hooked on the wall. A dim length of black
cord hung down from the mirror. The young priest pulled on the cord and kept pulling until dl the tiles
once more appeared as a Sngle, seamless unit nine feet square.

"Amazng," Pacys said. "I've never seen the like before.” He stared into the mirrored depths.

"Yes Asyou can guess, it's one of our more popular items. Wel worth the price. Though you will
have to wait for it, you understand.”

"Actudly,” Pacys said, "I'm not here to purchase a mirror.”

The priest appeared surprised and perhaps a little disappointed. "By the way you approached it, |
was certain you'd heard of it or seen it and come to purchase one.”

"No." Pacys reached out to the mirror. It was cool to the touch, dmost liquid.

"Youll find none like it and none finer," the priest guaranteed.

"Mayhap." Pacys was puzzled. The mirror remained yet a mirror, though in his vison it had been
something else entirdly in addition to being a mirror. He took his hand back and studied the fingerprints
hed left there.

"Is something wrong?' the priest asked.

"I don't know," the old bard answered, more to himsdf than the other man. He studied the mirror
from different angles, drawing irritated glances from the priest who looked like held rather be somewhere
dse

"What isit?' Khlinat asked.

" was shown this mirror inmy vison earlier,” Pacys explained, "yet now it appears | was mistaken.”

"Dont let yer fath be shaken,”" the dwarf said. "If ye were given a vison of this thing, then there's a
reason. Think about why it would be shown to ye. | think ye have the key. Ye just have to find it."

As he concentrated, Pacys dso heard the rhythms around him. Peopl€'s voices, the sounds of feet
moving on stone, the dink and dank of items being picked up and put down, dl blended. Unconscioudy,
he found the rhythm of the noises, and another piece of the song he pursued so diligently came into his
mind. He pulled his yarting forward and strummed his fingers across the grings as he gave vent to his
voice.

"There they stood, Taleweaver and dwarven warrior,

"Who'd pledged his life against the Taker.

"They faced mirror-bright mystery,

"Flashing,

"Clouded,

"And empty of answers.



"Yet the mirror shone its truth,

"Crowned under stars

"Forged

"From the bottom of the Inner Sea.

"Gond Wonderbringer's desire and power

"Guided the hand of the High Initiate,

"I'mbuing his work with

"Additional magic

"That worthy didn't know aboui.

"The Taleweaver captured

"The cadence

"From the crowds that fitted the House of Wonders.

"And when he did,

"When his voice reached the perfect pitch,

"A way was made."

Holding the find note, Pacys stretched out his hand to the mirror. For an ingant, he touched the
glass again, but the surface quickly gave way to a wet fog that dissolved and became a forest.

The priest of Gond stepped back and made asgn of hisgod, a prayer dready on hislips.

The music and the certainty of what he was doing filled Pacys. Singing the yarting once more from
its straps about his shoulders, he told Khlinat, "Follow me" and strode into the mirror.

He fdt a brief resstance, then the mirror accepted him. Coldness swirled around him but quickly
went away. He fdt the dwarf moving behind him, heard the prayer he breathed. The musc stayed dive in
Pacyss head. A moment more and he stepped from the stone floor in the Hall of Wonders in Badur's
Gate into the forest. Turning, the old bard saw the nine-foot square of shimmering space tha represented
the mirror. It opened, like awindow, back into the Hal of Wonders.

The priest was shouting, and other priests and potentid buyers ran to join him, Saring in awe.

Khlinat stepped from the window, shivering. "Ooch, but that was cold on these old bones” He
gazed in wonder at the forest around them. "Do ye know where it is we might be, me friend?’

The opening vanished like morning mig before a harsh sun, teking away the vison of the Hal of
Wonders and leaving only the forest.

"Where we're supposed to be, praise Oghma”" Pacys took a deep breath and scented the brine
hengingin the air. "Do you know that smdll?'

Khlinat snuffed the air, then a broad grin split his craggy face. "The sea, by Marthammor Duin's
wandering eye! And it's not far here. We've come along way."

"Yes" Pacys agreed, "but theré's more.”

Khlinat snuffed again. "Areye sure? All | amdl isthe sweet breath of the sea, but not that of the Sea
of Swords or the Trackless Sea where I've spent dl me salling days.™

Pacys moved through the tall trees and dense vegetation, coming upon a wel-worn trall winding
down through the hilly country. "Your nose is sharper than mine when it comes to that, but | learned a
long time ago to pick up the scent of a cookfire. Let's go find whoever ownsit.”

* k *k k%

"You can put me down now."

Dazed by the events happening so quickly and by the young womean fitting so comfortably in his
ams, Jherek blushed furioudy. A few of the sailors around them snickered. If their Stuation hadn't been
s0 dire, Jherek knew he would have been made the fool of mercilesdy.

"Shut up,” Tynnd ordered.

While the crew quieted, Jnerek carefully placed the ship's mage on her feet. "Lady,” he apologized,
"I didn't mean to be so familiar. I'd thought to release you while you were dill a ra." His face was
crimson, he knew, and the heat he fdt wasn't dl from the fever. "I mean, while you were ill-not



yoursdf."

Sabyna stepped away from him, taking refuge againg the wal were she wouldn't be so easly seen
from the deck. "You'redl right?'

"Aye. Thank you for asking." Jherek noticed Captain Tynnd shift in irritation and fdt the man was
somehow angry with him.

"I thought they'd killed you," Sabyna said, grabbing his am and pulling him toward her. Despite his
protests, she parted his hair and looked at the wound. "It's infected and needs to be cleaned out." She
wheded on the men around them. "Why hasn't anyone been taking care of him?'

Jherek fdt angry and embarrassed dl at the same time. "Lady,” he said respectfully, "I'm able to
take care of mysdf."

"Right," Sabyna said sarcadticdly. "That's why you've got a head full of pus and you're burning up
with fever."

Jherek sensed she was angry with him adready and that knowledge kept him from making any kind
of retort. He wasn't exactly clear why she was angry. Her fingers continued to poke around on the tender
parts of his head, maybe with alittle vengeance included. Still, he made no sound.

"I've been taking care of him," Hullyn objected. "I saw that it was infected. I've been keeping that
scalp wound like that on purpose. Like my old da dways taught me. Y ou get infection set in like that, you
let flies get to it. Then maggots will eat out the rotten meet so itll hed up proper.”

Jherek's somach lurched. Maorrie's ingruction had covered such things, but those methods were to
be used only under harsh and difficult circumstances, when no recourse to a heder was available.

"That way would leave aterrible scar,” Sabyna said.

"Lady,” Jnerek said patiently, "l bear scars from past times. Ther€'s no-"

"Y ou're not bearing this one on my behdf," she stated with determination.

" gather that shape-shifting ability you've suddenly developed isn't going to last forever,” Tynnd
growled. He was angry too, Jherek noted, but the captain's disfavor appeared to be shared between
Sabyna and himsdf.

"No," Sabyna answered, turning to face the captain, "it won'."

"Then | suggest you use this time you've taken to risk your life. How many men are there aboard
Breezerunner?"

"Twenty-seven,” Sabyna answered.

" never saw that many,” Tynnd said.

"You never saw dl of them,” the pretty ship's mage replied.

Tynnd pulled a face. "How well versed are they in ship's craft?’

"They know their way around a ship," Sabyna said, "and they're dl heavily armed.”

"Do you know where they're going?'

"To the end of the Chionthar. After that VVurgrom plans on meking hisway back to the Sea of Fdlen
Stars. He came to Baddur's Gate to ddiver an item to the man responsible for the attack on Waterdeep
and Badur's Gate."

"You mean the sahuagin responsble-"Tynnd started to say.

"The man," Sabyna repeated. "He's cdled lakhovas."

The news dammed into Jherek. It was one thing to think of the sea devils risng up to strike dong
the Sword Coast in concert, but it was even more sunning to learn that a men had orchestrated those
srikes.

"I've never heard the name” Tynnd said.

"I've got the feding you will. Vurgrom rails on about what 1akhovas is going to do to the Sea of
Fdlen Stars"

"Vurgrom's meking you use that char he brought aboard, isn't he?' Tynnd asked.

Embarrassment flushed Sabyna's face with color. "I've never seen its like. When I'm gtting there,
Breezerunner feds more dive than ever. She moves when and where | tdl her.”

"Then stop her," Tynnd commanded. "On your next shift in that chair, stop her dead in the water."

Sabyna shook her head. "That would only get usdl killed.



They tiemein that chair under guard when it's my shift. As soon as | did that, they'd dit my throat,
then come kill the lot of you."

"They won' let uslive anyway,” Tynnd said. "Not when they're done with us and Breezerunner."

"Then I'm the only chance we dl have," Sabyna declared. She swept the crew with her gaze and
Jherek saw the care she hdd for them and the distress she fdt for them in that glance. "'l would have been
here sooner to check on you but they won't let me near the cargo hold. | findly had the chance to get into
my room and get one of the potions | had. Unfortunately, it was the only one | had. 1'd intended to trade
itin Lantan to a mege there who hasn't been able to learn the spell himsdf. Thiswill be the only time | can
get down here like this™

"Can you open the door?'

Sabyna shook her head. "Vurgrom keeps the key with him &t dl times”

"Can't you magic him, lass?' Hullyn asked. "Put him to deep or fry him with alightning bolt?

"I've dready consdered that," Sabyna said. "The problem isif | fal, Vurgrom will execute two of
you. If | get caught in here now, I'm sure two of you will be killed.”

"Then what the hdl are you doing in hererisking our lives like this?' Aysd demanded.

"Because | don't know if your lives won't be forfeit anyway if | can't get you out of here" she told
him.

Aysd gaped at her, then turned away angrily. "We put our necks in the noose for a petty little twit
like her. Umberlee take her into the dark and deep. We should have took our chances back at the
dock."

Jherek started forward and Aysd turned toward him, a maicious grin on his brutd face.

Before Jherek could get close, Tynnd seized Aysd by the shirt collar and yanked him into the wall.
Aysd's head dammed into the hard wood with a dulled gonging sound. Stunned, the big man dropped to
his knees.

Tynnd shifted his hold to Aysdl's har and yanked the man's head back. The captain ripped the
sallor's other dagger earring out, Solitting the fleshy lobe, and held the keen little blade againgt the corner
of Aysd'seye.

"Another word out of you,” Tynnd promised in a tight voice, "and I'll carve you a face to frighten
young children with during Moonfest. Do you understand me? Nod carefully.”

Sowly, Aysd dipped hischin. "Aye, sr."

"Another thing, when we get to the next port of cdl, dvilized or not," Tynnd said, "you're no longer
part of this ship's crew. | stand by those who stand by me, and I've given you considerable leave of your
responghilities”

"You can't do that," Aysd blustered. "I'm a hdl of asalor.”

"Aye" Tynnd replied. "That you are, but you're not much of a man. Keep your mouth shut till 1 tell
you to speak.”

Ays dropped into a crouch againg the wdl and glared hested rage a Jherek.

Tynnd kept the smdl dagger. He turned back to Sabyna. "While you've got this daility | want you to
et clear of Breezerunner."

"You want meto?" Sabyna narrowed her eyes a him. "Since when do | ligen to what you want?'

Tynnd appeared somewhat taken off-bdance, but he recovered quickly, saring hard a her.
"Condder it an order, then."

"Were it an order while you were in command of this ship, and it made sense to me, 1'd think it over.
Nether of thoseistrue at this moment.”

"Damn your eyes, Sabyna, get off the ship like | told you to." Tynnd took a step forward.

Unconscioudy, Jherek took a step forward too, setting himsdf to intervene on behdf of Sabynaif it
looked like Tynnd was going to get physicd with her. Both of them noticed his approach at once. Tynnd
mede an effort to cam himsdf and didn't move any closer.

"Andif | do get off thisship,” Sabyna chalenged, "Vurgrom will start killing dl of you down here.”

"Lass" Hullyn sad softly, "Cap'n's right. This ain't no place for a young lady like yoursdf. If you
have the chance to get clear of this sumble, you should take it."



"Theré's nothing out there to go to,” Sabyna said. "Give me the sea and | could live off it, but not
those plains and sparse forests. The river might offer a better chance, but I'm not happy with that ether.”
She plucked atiny hourglass from her necklace and checked the swift-moving sands.

"It would be safer there than here"Tynnd argued, "and if we didn't have to worry about you,
Vurgrom's hold over uswouldn't be astight.”

"Says you. There's safety in numbers, Cap'n. Or did you forget that?"

Hot spots of color flared on Tynnd's cheeks. "Y ou're getting redlly close to insubordination.”

"Draw aling" Sabynatold him, "and I'll step over it just to make sure we both know."

"Gods, you can be so stubborn at times”

"Only when I'm right, and you know that." Sabyna turned to Jherek. "Il need help getting back up
there”

"Asyou wish," Jnerek said.

A amile dawned on her face as she heard his words, and the dght of it shot pain through Jherek's
heart. She was s0 beautiful and independent, yet she was so far from anything he could ever hope to
atain. If she saw the tattoo of Bloody Falkane that he bore, it would be enough to trigger undying hatred
on her part.

"Asyou wish," she repeated softly. "I'l try to get some hed potion down here, or a least some save
you can put on that head of yours."

Jherek nodded. "Thank you, lady, but don't trouble yoursdf overmuch. I'm holding up fine" he said,
though he knew he wasn't. He fdt broken indde, and wanted nothing more than a bowl of the soup
Madame litaar used to make for him when he wasill back in Vden.

Sabyna said something unladylike, which shocked Jherek. Curse words from the other sailors he
was accustomed to, but not from the pretty ship's mage's tender lips.

In the next indant, she blurred. Her Sze reduced and her form changed until only a rat ran toward
Jherek’s boots. Unsteady from the fever raging insgde him, Jherek leaned carefully down and picked her
up. Gently, he grabbed the iron bar overhead and tried to pull himsdf up, but his strength falled him.

"Here you go, lad." Hullyn came forward and laced his hands together into a makeshift stirrup.

"Thank you." Jherek stepped into the big man's hands and fdt himsdf lifted until he could reach the
iron bar. In her rat form, Sabyna quickly scurried away, hestating at the edge only a moment.

Vertigo saized Jherek as Hullyn lowered him. If not for the big man's hand on his shoulder, he would
have fdlen.

"Therés something | want you to keep inmind,” Tynnd told imin a dark voice. His eyes blazed as
he regarded Jherek. "If you do anything that makes her choose to step in harm's way, youll answer to
me"

Some of the anger and fierceness that Jherek had come to know in Athkatla and during the caravan
trek to Baldur's Gate hit the young sailor. "I wouldn't do anything like that, Sr."

Tynnd seemed on the verge of contesting the statement, then he blew out a great breath and turned
away. "Well see”

Unwilling to let the man wak away so camly, Jherek addressed him. "Captain Tynnd, back in
Athkatla you told me youd tdl Sabynathat | wouldn't be coming with the ship. | knew you wouldn't tell
her about the fight, but you explained it so that it sounded like | didn't even take time to tdl her
good-bye."

"And what did you tdl her?'

Jherek hesitated. "I carried on with your lie, gr."

"Because | didn't want to tell her the truth.”

"Neither did I," Tynnd told him. "I knew if | told you different you might fed you had to see her
agan."

Jherek knew it was true.

"Alo," Tynnd went on, "l think somewhat like Aysd in that you are a bad copper that keeps
tumning up. If you hadn't been here today, and hadn't gotten wounded trying to save her, | might have



been able to convince her to jump ship and save hersdf.”

Jherek didnt agree. He didnt bdieve Sabyna would have left any crew member aboard
Breezerunner. He didn't understand why Tynnd laid so much of the responghility for Sabyna's actions
now on his shoulders.

Weak and shaking, the young salor waked dowly back to the place hed been gtting before
Sabyna had arrived. His head throbbed and the light lanced his eyes. He closed them and lad his head
on his arms, feding the heat and aily dick-ness that dung to his skin.

Jherek suffered in slence, from the physical discomfort as well as the mentd anguish he subjected
himsdf to. He remembered Maorrie's teachings, part of the platform hed built for himsdf to get him
through the dark years since leaving his father's ship. The phantom had adways told hm to do what
needed doing when it needed doing, not to borrow trouble, and to plan for what could be accomplished
and not for what couldntt.

After atime, he dept, and the shark haunted Jherek's dreams, hunting him ceaselesdly.

XV

9 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet

Laaqued swam in lakhovass shadow, having trouble keeping up with him. In the last month since
hedling after his fight with Huaanton, lakhovas seemed to become even stronger. The madenti priestess
suspected that newfound strength came from one of the items his spies and lackeys congantly searched
for. No human could svim as fagt as a sahuagin, or a mdenti, and no sshuagin could svim as fast as
lakhovas.

She continued to sruggle as they arched through the tunnels beneath the sahuagin palace. Sahuagin
homes aways had numerous entrances, falowing tunnds that branched in dl directions. Mazes were an
entertainment as wdl as a defense for the sahuagin, and the most complex labyrinths were those
constructed under the palace.

The mdenti sruggled to remember the route. lakhovas never took the same one twice, and she
knew there was some deliberate overlapping and repetition in his routes. It was a constant reminder that,
though they were joined by Sekolah's will and the quill next to her heart, 1akhovas would aways go his
own way.

Make haste, little malenti, lakhovas taunted. | don't want to keep my people waiting. It would
be unseemly if the Royal High Priestess wasn't at her station when I made my announcement.

What announcement? Laaqued swam harder, flaring out the webbing between her toes and fingers
to better catch the water. Still, she couldn't close the distance. It was unsettling seeing him in his human
form eeslly setting a pace she found gruding.

Patience, little malenti. | know events in Baldur's Gate sapped some of our reserves and even
the savage nature of the sahuagin is daunted. I've made preparations to fix that. Trust me, they
will be reinspired today.

Suspicion shot through Laaqued. Since his meeting with the Nelanther pirates, lakhovas had been
brimming with energy and mystery. He took afind turn in the tunnd he was following, waiting until he
was dmogt upon it.

Drawn by the wake held left, Laagued strove to make the corner but couldnt. She dammed into
the rough wall, aorading her skin. Biting back a cry of pain, she pushed off the wal and continued her
pursuit of lakhovas.

Ancther turn and he shot graight up, coursing through yet another tunnd. Laagued watched him
leave the opening above, flashing swift as an arrow.

As s00n as he cleared the opening, lakhovas spread his arms. Knowing he looked like a sahuagin
mdeto her people, Laaqued recognized the bit of posturing on his behdf. A sahuagin's fins would have
flared out, standing briefly at atention. His arivd was graceful and impressive, showing that he was
every inch the predator.

Laaqued |eft the tunnd and entered the large chamber behind the amphitheater throne. She heard
the clicks and whidtles of the crowd and knew that the gladiatoriad games that had been scheduled were



underway. She'd been informed of them but had chosen to stay in her chambers until she'd been sent for.

lakhovas dighted on his feet. Ingantly the Royd Black Tridents closed in around him, barely giving
Laaqued room to take her place at his Sde. lakhovas glanced at her with his sngle eye. Down in the
dark pit of the empty socket, she thought she saw something metdlic.

"Y ou've changed your attire since our raid,” lakhovas sad.

"Yes" Laagued didnt explain why sheld started wearing the hated human dothing. She couldnt
redly explain it to hersdf. Mogt of it had to do with how Bloody Fakane had flaunted his sexud
aggresson, and how it had affected her. It had, however, served her to notice that 1akhovas was aware
of her nudity even though held never tried to act on it. The feding was extremely awkward. She'd never
before experienced any of the emotions or confuson the two men now generated within her.

There was something about Bloody Falkane, though, that had stayed with her. Sometimes at night
she fdt his lips dill on hers, burning like the poisonous touch of a vinanquet. It wasn't enough to cause
pan, but it had disrupted her deep patterns. Only prayers had ever done that before.

The possbility of an dliance with him was never too far from her mind. It could put her on more
equd footing with 1akhovas. Though she knew atempting such an dliance would anger lakhovas, she
aso thought the cunning and cruel part of him would respect her efforts.

lakhovas led the way out to the terrace overlooking the amphitheater. He took his seat and the
Royd Black Tridents spread out around him. Laagqued stood at his Side.

Beow, on the swirl pattern of the amphitheater floor, nine captured surface dwellers fought an
afanc. The blue-gray beast had a vicious wedge-shaped head and a mouthful of teeth, made even more
diginctive by the long whiskers. Resembling afish in Structure, it was nearly fifty feet long and often was
migtaken for awhale because of itsSze.

Laaqued knew lakhovas had chosen nine humans on purpose. The number meant much among the
sahuagin culture. There were nine barons, and power was assumed to come from that number.

The humans fought because they had no choice. Armed with tridents, they tried to stay low to the
ground. If they'd tried to swim up, the afanc would have eeslly picked them off.

Fnning itsdf into a frenzy, the afanc began swvimming in circles above the group. Faster and faster it
sped, until awhirlpool took shape in the water. The funnd danced across the checkerboard amphitheater
floor, twiding with quick, darting leaps that scoured the tiles. Debris formed bands ingde the whirlpool.

The humans tried to flee, seeing the danger too late, but the whirlpool caught them. The suction
ripped them from the floor, pulling them up into the open. As the humans whipped around the outer
edges of the dancing whirlpool, the afanc swam in quick lunges and ripped them free in its jaws. When
the creature crunched its prey, blood flowed into the water. In less than a minute, dl nine surface dwellers
were gone.

The sshuagin in the stands shouted out in savage glee.

lakhovas let them have their moment, then he stood and held his hands out for attention. He waited
unil every eye was on him, then said, "My people, long have | prayed over our future. | have asked not
for mercy from Sekolah for We Who Eat, for that would be foolish. | have asked for strength. We need
to be strong, stronger than we have ever been before. Our degtiny lies before us, shrouded in human flesh
and humen death. It is from them that we mugt rip whet is our due according to the will of the mighty
Shark God."

His words carried powerfully over the amphithesater. Laa-qued fdt moved by them, and was certain
thet no matter what lakhovas thought he was doing, Sekolah was working through him.

"Our losses were great at Badur's Gate" lakhovas said. "Many of our warriors fdl in battle, but
that, too, is the way Sekolah wills Our path cannot be easy, not if we are to reman worthy of our
heritage. Sekolah found us and shaped us into warriors.” He paused. "No, he molded usin his wisdom
into the best warriors.”

A resounding cheer went up in the amphitheater. Laagued watched her people, knowing lakhovas
hed them in the palm of his hand.

"We drike fear into the hearts of any who dare stand in the way of We Who Eat," lakhovas
continued. "As we should for now and for dways. We took ther lives that night, just as we did in



Waterdeep, and we've become stronger because of our losses.”

Out in the amphithegter, the afanc finished chasng down the stray bits of bodies Ieft floaing in the
water. None of the sahuagin guards ventured forth for any of the choice morsels so tantdizingly close.

"Some of you may think we should hdt for atimein our war againgt the surface dwelers"” 1akhovas
sad, "but that would only be giving in to weakness."

Silence reigned in the amphithester, and Laaqued knew no one dared dispute lakhovas's words.

"We were born to fight and die" lakhovas looked out over the gathered sahuagin. "To do any less
would be forsaking dl that we know. So now | tdl you that I've been told to guide you to a new
battleground, a place where we can drike even more terror into the hearts of the accursed surface
dwdlers”

Laaqued listened, trying to guess where lakhovas would next send them. There were dways the
lands of the Shining South and the Empires of the Sands. Both of those regions conducted a lot of sea
trade.

"l was given adream,” lakhovas went on, "of a sea far from here. Aninland sea held hostage by the
hated humans.”

Congternation spread throughout the ranks of the sshuagin. Laagued felt her heart dow, but the quill
pricked it and it resumed its normd rhythm.

Be at ease, little malenti. | know what I'm doing.

"And in this inland sea, caled Seros by those who live there, | have seen thousands of our people
held captive in subjugetion. It fdls to us to find them and free them from the trap the humans laid for
them.”

More noise erupted through the ranks, and Laaqued knew lakhovas was dangeroudy close to
losng the crowd. Hardly any of the sshuagin had ever heard of an inland sea. To hold the very sea itsdlf
captive was unthinkable, an aberration they would struggle to even understand or believe.

"It'strue!” lakhovas roared. "No one may doubt my word, the word of your king!"

Ingantly, most of the noise died away, but Laagued knew the implied threat didn't qudl the
confuson within her people.

"I will lead you there" lakhovas said, "and we will find our people. A way will be made for us to
achieve this, our greatest of destinies. Once again, our people will be made whole, no longer separated
by the ignorance the hated surface dwellers would wish on us. | give you this, my promise, and | stand on
itin the blood of combeat to prove to you that Sekolah watches over our actions.”

Before anyone knew what was going on, lakhovas legped from the terrace and swam out into the
amphithester. The afanc noticed him a once and began finning toward him.

The royd guards mustered quickly to go to his aid. Laagqued reached for the gifts Sekolah had
bestowed upon her, wondering if any of them would truly be enough to stand againg the mongter even
now gliding toward lakhovas.

"No!" lakhovas shouted. "Do not interfere. Trugt in thewill of Sekolah.”

Laaqued rushed forward to the terrace raling. Fear pounded through her as she wondered what
would happen to her when lakhovas was killed by the afanc.

lakhovas hung moationless in the water, floating well above the tiled courtyard. He spread his ams
out, claws wide on his hands and feet.

The afanc streaked draght for him. It opened its mouth, knowing its prey couldn't escape.

* %k %k % %

Jherek woke from a troubled dumber, never free of the nightmarish shark that pursued him. Pde
moonlight streamed through the iron bars of the hold overhead, letting him know it was dill in the dark
hours of the night. The familiar creak of Breezerunner's rigging and planks sounded around him. Two
men's voices talking casudly to each other came from above.

Nearly dl of Breezerunner's crew were adeep around him, rolled tightly into themsalves againg the
chill of the night thet filled the hold. Only Tynnd was awake, Stting across the hold and saring up at the



iron bars overhead. Jherek made brief, uncomfortable eye contact with the man, glanaing quickly away.
He closad his eyes and leaned his head back againg the bulwark. Since their confrontation a few days
ago, they'd had little to say to each other.

Sight fever ill coursed through Jherek, but it wasn't as bad as it had been. At least now it burned
and kept his deep eratic, but it didn't leave him shaking dl the time. The chill bit into him with jagged
fangs, though, and he wished he had a blanket so he wouldn't wake up feding diff dl the time,

Breezerunner dill salled through the River Chionthar as it had every night that Jherek had been
aware of. Old Captain Finaren, who'd never liked even the idea of river trave, told him that normdly a
ship tied up a night on a river. There were too many dangers, unseen shods that could rip a kedl out
from under a ship, or twigts that could be missed in the night that would leave the ship run ashore, to risk
sling in the dark. Even the merchantman's necessary four-foot draft could prove chdlenging for the
ship's pilot. The young salor knew there must have been some reason for Vurgrom's haste, and he
wished he had some due as to whet it was.

The fever left his mouth dry. Quietly, not wanting to disturb those around him, Jherek made his way
to the water barrel. He used the dipper hanging on the Sde and drank deeply.

"Mdorrie"

The whisper drew the young sailor's attention up. For a moment, he thought he/d imagined Sabyna's
voice, a product of widhful thinking and the fever.

"Mdorrie"

He glanced up, thinking perhaps he saw a dight shimmering againg the star-studded night above.
"Sabyna?' he said softly.

"I have the key to the brig lock." Her voice seemed to come from the air itsdif.

"How did you-"

"Vurgrom deeps occasondly. | waited till his mage was deep in his own sudies, then took my
chances.”

"That was fodligh," Jherek said. "Y ou could have been hurt.”

"Quidt. I've heard them talking that well reach the end of the river tomorrow. If we're going to have
achance a dl, it has to be tonight.”

Jherek nodded. "I agree, lady. Once you give me the key, get yoursdf off the ship.”

" can do more good here.”

"No," Jherek said softly.

"We don't have time to argue. Even invishle, if any of the pirates look in my direction at the right
time they could figure out what's going on. If VVurgrom should wake up and find his key missng, dl hdl
will break loose.

"Of course.”

"Stretch your hand up.”

Jherek did, sanding on tiptoe. The hard metd key brushed his fingertips for a moment, and he
saized it. He fdt the warmth of Sabynas hand close around his briefly, and he wished the touch could
have lasted longer. He fdt an immediate wash of shame and guilt. He wasin no way deserving of her. His
face burned and he hoped it was too dark in the hold for the ship's mage to see.

"As so0n as you are ready,” Sabyna said, "you should make your move. It's only a couple hours
before dawn now, and mogt of the pirates are adeep.”

"Aye, lady."

"I told you not to cdl melady,” Sabyna admonished.

"Asyou wish."

"'Asyou wish," she repeated. "l do like the sound of that."

He heard the smilein her voice, and his heart ached that he wasn't able to see it. When he redized
how sdfish he was being, both for wanting to see her and for keeping her there any longer than she had
to be, he whispered, "Y ou should go before you're spotted.”

"All right. Tymoras favored blessngs of good fortune to you and the crew, Mdorrie of Veen, that
you may be seen sefey through this night.”



"And you, lady." He didn't know if she'd heard him. Even though he didn't hear her footsteps, he fdt
that she was no longer there.

"Let me have the key, boy," Captain Tynnd said in arough voice.

Jherek crossed the floor and gave the key to the man. Whatever dight friendship that had existed
between them when they'd firs met seemed to have vanished. The young sallor il didn't know how or
why that had happened.

Tynnd pushed himsdf to hisfeet. "Let's rouse these dogs. Quietly. We've got my ship to take back,
and in one damned piece, Sdune willing."

In moments, they had the crew awake. All of them were ful of fear and nervous energy when
Tynnd did the key home and twisted the lock. The tumblersingantly fdl into place.

They went through the door and into the pitch black filling the center of the hold, moving by memory
and by fed. Jherek went firs among them, followed by Tynnd. He breathed repidly, from fear and the
fever filling him. He ran his hand dong the wall, located the steps leading up to the main deck, and started
up toward the lighted rectangle of the hatch.

Tynnd gripped the young sailor's wrigt. "Once we get up top, things are going to get confusing. No
meatter what else, we have to seize control of the tiller-else Breezerunner will be run aground.”

"Aye gr." Despite the tendon between the captain and himsdf, Jherek knew held carry out the
orders to the best of his ability. He continued up the steps, going dowly, rocking his weight smoothly so
the steps wouldn't be as likdly to creak underfoot. His heart pounded and he was drenched in the swest
of the fever.

He peered out at the deck before his head ever cleared the hold. He glanced only briefly a the dark
shore speeding by, dmost overwhelmed by the actua sght of Breezerunner's magicaly enhanced speed.
He turned hurriedly away.

Two pirates were talking & the nearby raling. From their conversation, Jherek knew the subject
was Sabyna and how Vurgrom had promised the ship's mage to them once they reached the end of the
river in the Sunset Mountains.

Theyoung sailor's anger came upon him full srength at the graphic nature of ther discussion, but he
kept himsdf in check. Maorrie had dways ingtructed him in the dangers of anger, and Madame litaar had
never put up with it.

Two more men stood at the stern castle manning the rudder. VVurgrom's ship's mage occupied the
bronze-colored chair mounted there. Moonlight glinted darkly againgt it. Salldoth above moved and
cracked occasondly, but left great wells of shadow that a clever and surefooted person could use to his
benefit.

The land on ether Sde of the River Chionthar here bore scrub growth, short, stocky trees and an
abundance of brush. Only a few trees of any red height lined the bank and leaned out over the water.
The ship's mage piloted Breeze-runner in the center of the river, and she glided smoothly dong againgt
the sedate current even with dl the arcane speed she mustered.

"Move" Captain Tynnd ordered.

Jherek pushed out of the hold and stayed hunkered down as he crossed the deck. He placed his
feat rgpidly but carefully, staying within the pools of shadows created by the sails overhead. He heard the
crewmen behind him, though, as they came up on the deck, and so did the pirates.

"Hey, what the hdl?' someone ydled.

Giving up dl pretense of getting across the deck unheard and unseen, Jherek sped for the stern
castle. He pushed the fever and the uncertainty to the back of his mind. Live or die, it dl came down to
the next few minutes

The man standing beside the seated ship's mage came forward, peering down at the deck and trying
to find the source of the commotion.

"The prisoners have escaped!" someone screamed. "Sound the darm!”

Swords hissed from leather. Hafway up the steps, Jherek lunged for the man leening over the
raling, catching him by the shirt front. The young sailor pulled as hard as he could, yanking the man over
theralling and toward the deck below.



As the pirate screamed and fdl, Jherek stripped the cutlass from the man's hand. The young sailor
heard the bone-splitting crunch of the man impacting againg the deck at the time he had his foot on the
top rung of the steps leading into Breezerunner's stern castle.

He raced toward the ship's mage, grimly aware of the battle that had broken out behind him.

XV

9 Kythorrt, the Year of the Gauntlet

Incredibly, & the last moment before the afanc reached him, 1akhovas moved enough to avoid the
beast's jaws. He buried a handful of claws in the side of the afanc's face, locking himsdf onto it. While
the afanc swvam fagter, startled by the effrontery of the creature that dared chdlenge it, lakhovas used his
hand and foot claws to pull himsdf to the great creature's back.

Seated behind the afanc's wedge-shaped head, lakhovas locked his foot claws into the creature's
body, then began rending it with his hand claws. Grest grips of flesh peeled from the creature, floating
away in ribbons. lakhovas didn't toy with it, going for the kill immediately.

Watching him ride the giat creature to its death, Laaqued was reminded of the Stories of
Daganisoraan, the hero and villan of so many sshuagin tales. She knew that was exactly what 1akhovas
was after.

Working in a frenzy, 1akhovas raked through one of the afanc's eyes. The creature whipped back
and forth, giving vent to screams of pain that sounded very humanlike. Laagqued had heard the afanc had
learned to speak some human tongues and often lured sailors to their own degths.

Once the eye socket was empty, lakhovas shifted on the afanc's face. He dung with his toe claws
and one hand, reaching his other into the bloody socket. He ripped past the soft tissues that did little to
protect the vulnerable brain beyond. He had to shove his head and one shoulder into the socket to get
the depth he needed to reach the brain, but he didn't flinch in doing it.

Laaqued had never seen such savagery, and she knew Sekolah had chosen wdl his ingrument of
war agangd the surface dwedlers. The sahuagin in the stands roared in savage anticipation, no longer
fearing for their king. They cheered him on instead.

The afanc's movements became erratic, evidence that 1akhovas had damaged the brain. A shudder
ran its full length and it died. Withdrawing from the wound he'd made in the eye, 1akhovas lesped from
the corpse and swam high into the space above the amphithegter.

"l am lakhovad" he roared. "I work the will of Sekolah, the Shark God, to dtrike fear in the hearts
of the enemy of We Who Eat! | will not be denied!”

The shuagin stood in the stands and dapped their finned feet againg the stone. Thunder, spread
even more quickly in the water, crashed dl around the amphithegter.

"Come eat," lakhovas invited. " Sekolah has seen fit to give us this bounty. Mest is mest!”

The sahuagin swvam from their seats, so close together they looked like a school of fish. The dm
light shone from their wriggling scaled bodies as they closed on lakhovass kill and fed in a frenzy.

Laaqued fdt moved to join them, to reve in her heritage, but she knew that could never be fully a
part of this world. She would dways be an outsder, a freek among the sahuagin, but she took pride in
them nonetheless.

lakhovas floated above the scene for a moment, then swam over to join her.

What do you think now, little malenti? he asked as he swam down to stand beside her.

| think you follow the currents given by the Shark God more closdly than even you would
admit.

lakhovas laughed. Ah, little malenti, you profess such faith, yet you have so many doubts. | will
teach you to believe.

Laagqued consdered tdling him that he was the only thing she doubted, not the will of Sekolah. She
chose not to. The way looked hard before them. She was convinced they were being divindy led. The
sahuagin were going to take back the sea coasts, induding the abomination of the inland sea.

Join me, lakhovas said. | would call others to our cause. He lifted his voice then, launching into
the deepsong that the sahuagin used to communicate over enormous distances. He sent forth a song of



vengeance and bloodlugt, of beattle and victory, drawing forth sshuagin as wel as dl manner of creatures
that could heed the sound of his voice.

Normdly a degpsong wasn't entered into so easily. Time was required to set up the message, to
arrange the way it was sung, but lakhovass song was ample. It was an invitetion to a daughter, to a
bloodletting that would make histories above and below the waterline of Faerun.

Laaqued joined him, lending her power to his Theroya guard followed suit, then dl the voices out
inthe amphitheeter joined in. As she sang, joy thrilled through the mdenti. Usudly a king and Royd High
Priestess would lead five hundred singers in deegpsong, and the words would reach as far out as fifteen
hundred miles, but now there were thousands. The whole village sang. Laagqued knew it was impossible
to guess how far the degpsong could be heard, but she knew those who heard it, those for whom it was
intended, would answer.

* * % % %

"Fiend Pacys, what isit that allsye?' The old bard blinked, staring at the forest around him. When
he and Khlinet had firg arrived, he hadn't known exactly where they were, but the woodchopper whose
fire they'd found had told them they were in the Gulthmere Forest north of the Orsraun Mountains. The
forest was on the western coast of the Sea of Fdlen Stars, with Turmish to the southeast and Starmantle
and the independent city of Westgate to the northwest. They had begun trekking toward Starmantle
rather than crossing over the Orsraun Mountains.

Khlinat stared a himin congternation, backlit by the glow of their campfire.

"What's wrong?' Pacys asked, not understanding.

"Ye were moaning and groaning,” Khlinat told him, "like a man being pulled to his grave by a pack
of hungry ghouls”

Reductantly, Pacys sat up. In his older years, he knew deep no longer returned so casudly asiit had
when he was younger. Some nights deep had to be wooed like an uncertain lover, and this night he was
certain it wouldn't return &t dl.

"A dream," he told the dwarf.

" Tweren't no dream, Il wager," Khlinat said. His har hung in shaggy disarray, leaves twisted
among it from degping on the light palets they carried.

"A nightmare then."

"Come over here and St by thefire" Khlinat entreated. "Warm up yer bones a bit and itll get rid of
them nightmares™

Pacys moved a little closer to the fire they kept bumning to stave off the chill of the night. Khlinat
threw a few more of the branches they'd gathered onto the fire. Stuttering ydlow flames licked up
anxioudy for the dry wood.

"Maybe a bit of that stew | made earlier,” Khlina suggested. "Get your innards warmed up a bit
too."

"No, thank you," Pacys said. "The fire will be enough.” He held his hands out to the fire, marvding
agan that they were dill in such good shape after dl these years. Hed known severa bards who'd lost
thar il to arthritis or accident.

"So what was this nightmare?' the dwarf asked.

Pacys shook his head. "There were no images. At least, none that | can remember.” He hesitated.
"There was a song, though, something | could bardly understand.”

He reached for the yarting in its protective cover beside his pdlet. Despite his age, he sat with
crossed legs. He'd spent decades on the ground, on tables in taverns, on hassocks in roya chambers,
and on ships decks. The position was naturd for him.

Khlinat sat slently beside him, his hands never far from the axe hafts. The rough country had been
hard on the dwarf because of his peg leg, but he'd never complained.

It was good, Pacys knew, to be in stouthearted company when the things that lay ahead appeared
30 uncertain. He did the yarting from its cover, stroked the srings and tuned it briefly, then reached out



for the song.

He closed his eyes, surrendering himsdf over to it. Since they arrived in the Gulthmere Forest the
songs had stayed congtantly in his thoughts, dmaost too many of them to keep track of, yet when he fitted
them together, they wove tightly. His fingers found the notes eeslly, and he wasn't surprised that some of
them were new. It was like mining a mountain shot through with veins rich with ore. Despite how many
new things were coming to him, he knew there was much more that was not yet his.

Eyes closed in concentration, the old bard smdlled the sweet scent of Khlinat's pipe as it smoldered.
Though he hadn't thought of it before and didn't know why he hadn't, Pacys reached out for the scent,
fdt the smooth, wigpy nature of it, and blended it into the song as well.

"That'sme part,” Khlinat said in surprise.

"Yes" Pacys told him, amiling. The musc was so vibrant and true, even after hearing only brief
pieces and snatches of it in the middie of so many others, the dwarf was able to remember the different
verses. He cut out the other musc for a moment, leaving only the notes he'd blended for the pipe-weed
smoke.

"Me pipe?' Khlinat asked.

Peacys amiled and opened his eyes. "You knew?'

"How could | not?' the dwarf asked. "By Marthammor Duin's long strides, how can ye capture pipe
smoke in a song? I've heard bards doing that for people's voices and animds and the like, but not this"

Pacys shook his head. "It's as I've said, my friend, this song is truly meant for my hands and ear
done. | an come into my own." The old bard's heart trip-hammered as he recognized the truth behind
the bold statement. He camed himsdlf through the music, playing out his excitement until he brought it to
adteadier place.

The only thing that bothered him was knowing what he was supposed to do next. Narross story
hadn't included that. He paused in his playing, watching embers caught up in the risng smoke die only a
short distance above the flames. Moonlight kissed the breakers ralling againg the shoreline only a short
distance away. He pulled their sound into im and made it his.

"Oghmahelp me" Pacys whispered to the dwarf, "but | have never in my life fdt so dive. It should
be snful to fed this good."

"Aye" Khlinat agreed. "But ye and me, we know the truth of life, songsmith. That every day you
trod upon this earth, a bit more of ye dies. Ye soon run out of new things, new places, new people. A
wandering man, that's what | dways wanted to be, but I've stayed in one place for far too long. This
quest ye be upon, now there's a true cdling for the measure of a man. That's part of why | wanted to tag
adong with ye, to sup the dregs from your adventures. Marthammor Duin willing, therell be no few of
those"

Pecys touched the yarting's strings, exploring al that was new to him. "I only wish | knew better
where we were supposed to go. Starmantle is the closest city of any sze”

"Yeworry too much about things that will take care of themsdves™ Khlina said. "When it's a quest
ye be following, why ye are the compass rose on the map. Ye can't hdp but go in the right direction no
matter how wrong it may seem a the time. Y e mark me words, songamith, and mark them wel.”

The old bard bdieved in his new friend's confidence, melding it with his own, but a cold tingle
touched him as wel. With a sense long born of traveling and being on his own, Pacys knew they were
being watched. He caught the dwarfs eye and said, "We've attracted attention.”

The dwarf did one of his hand axes free and ran a thumb across the sharp blade. "I thought | felt
something nosing around. Maybe I'll go take alook.”

Pacys put a hand on the little man'sarm. "No. | don't think that will be necessary.”

A shadow stood in the forest, leen and somehow regd, part of the dark landscape, yet somehow
gpart from it as wel. Moonlight flashed from the shiny surface of what Pacys believed to be the man's
dothing.

When the man firs stepped forward and his dark skin and slver-white har glisened wetly in the
campfire light, Pacys thought they'd drawn the atention of a drow df. The man had the easy, liquid
movements dl the dves exhibited. He went naked save for a harness that supported a brace of knives



and shiny leggings. He carried a long-bladed spear in hisright hand.
Khlinat swore fiercely and bounded to his foot, swivding on his peg as he set himsdf with axes in
both hands. "All right, ye black-hearted backstabber, let's have at ye!"

XVI

9 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet

As Jherek rushed the mage in the enchanted chair, the pirate behind him legped forward and went
for the sword scabbarded at hiswaist. He had it out before Jnerek reached him.

The action attracted the ship's mage's attention. The man threw himsdf from the chair. Abandoned
without a strong hand at the kedl, Breezerunner lied out of true, walowing againg the river current now
insead of cutting through it cleanly. The wind and sails warred with the push of the river, rocking the ship
with bigger and bigger swings.

Jherek moved easlly with his stolen cutlass, parrying the hdmsman's blow and ligening to the yels of
the pirates as they woke the ship. Still not quite back to his fighting trim, the young sailor moved too
dowly to get his return blow back on time after a successful parry. The pirate blocked it inches from his
face.

Swearing, cdling on darkest evil to descend on Jherek, the pirate did his sted dong the young
salor's and stepped ingde his guard. Before Jnerek could anticipate it, his opponent headbutted him in
the face. Blood streamed from Jherek's nose, lesking the sdty taste down into his mouth, and it fdt like
the back of his head was exploding dl over again.

Jherek staggered back, barely able to get his cutlass up in time to keep from having his leg hacked
by afoul blow that he wouldn't have tried himsdf. Sted rang, clear and strident.

"Get that damn rudder, Mdorrie" Captain Tynnd roared. Two pirates blocked hisway up the gairs
to the stern cagtle. He fought them with abeaying pin held taken from the ship's ralling. "If you don't get
control of her, Breezerunnefs going to end up as a pile of kindling on one of those river-banks!"

Jherek knew it was true, and the thought filled him with fear. He didn't know where Sabyna was,
but he thought firg of the ship's mage. He wouldn't dlow himsdf to fal. He leaned into his swordcraft,
pulling up dl the tricks and shortcuts Mdorrie had taught him.

Hisfever and his weakness fdt like they put im a hdf step behind what he tried to do. Perspiration
burst out on his body from his efforts, and it made the night chill ghogting across the ship's decks even
more harsh. A flurry of furious dangs sounded across the deck and the river, hdd in close by the
overhanging trees. Breezerunner lised again, darting to come broadside into the river current. If it did,
Jherek knew the ship could be logt from control forever until they ended up smashing somewhere.

Redoubling his efforts, Jherek concentrated on his foe, fighting the other man's kill as wel as the
effects of the fever. Everything from the waist up was a target. The young sallor dlowed himsdf no foul
blows, fighting his battle farly and with honor. He tried a dash of his own every fifth blow, turning aside
the pirate's frenzied attacks. His forearm and shoulder ached with the effort, then gradudly warmed,
responding better.

He stepped up his own pace, cutting now once for every three parries. He circled the deck, saying
in close to his opponent, forcing the man to keep his blows short and not use his strength. When the man
tried for the young sailor's head, Jherek dropped to the deck. His senses reded enough that he had to
catch himsdf on his empty hand. He brought the cutlass around in a Sdeward dash under the man's
elbow that cleaved into hisribs.

The pirate ydled hoarsdly, gazing down & the cutlass buried in his Sde. Blood spilled down his
was. Jherek locked eyes with the man, both of them knowing the mortal blow had been struck. The
young sailor stepped back and pulled his cutlass free, feding ribs grate dong the sword. Holding his
blade before him, he circled around the dying pirate who struggled to stay on his feet.

"By dl the pirate's blood in me, and dl the blood of my forefathers before me™ the pirate croaked in
ahoarse voice, "l curse you to never know peace, to never know a time when death isn't lurking at your
door."

A il fear raced down Jherek's back as he moved to the stern and captured the tiller. As a



seafaring man, the young sailor knew to give credence to a pirate's curses.

Sll, it wasn't as frightening as it might have been. He dready wore his father's tattoo on his arm.
"Youretoo lae" hetold the pirate. "l was cursed at birth by a man much more powerful than you.”

With ahowl of rage, the blood loss aready weakening him, the pirate rushed at Jherek and swung
his blade. Jherek hauled on the rudder, trying to pull Breezerunner back to true. The ship fought him,
rigng and fdling like awild animd. He held the rudder in the crook of his left am so he could put dl his
weight into the effort. He parried with the cutlass, anding his ground as the pirate rushed into him.

The pirate's weight dammed Jherek back into the ralling, knocking the wind from hislungs. The man
clamped his free hand around the young sailor's throat and forced him back over the railing.

"Did" the pirate screamed, drawing his blade back. Moonlight shimmered dong the length of the
sword as he raised it high and readied himsdf to bring it down.

Shifting, Jherek shoved his sword arm under the man's grip, hooking him solidly in a wrestling hold.
He swept the man's legs from him with a foot, twisting at the same time to lever the pirate over the raling.

The man fdl with a great splash into the River Chionthar. The dark water, trimmed in whitecaps
traling after Breeze-runner, sucked the man down.

"Cut the damn ship hard to starboard,” Captain Tynnd roared. "Cut her now!"

Tuming back, Jherek watched as the rough and rocky riverbank on the port sde came up fast on
Breezerunner's prow. Branches from the overhanging trees clawed at the rigging. Rope shrieked with the
pressure, then parted with loud snaps as a cacophony of breaking branches accompanied the sounds.
Limbs and leaves showered the cargo ship's deck, while other branches ripped through the sailcloth.

Jherek dropped his cutlass and grabbed the rudder in both arms, aware of the two pirates stresking
up the starboard steps leading to the stern castle. The young sailor set himsdlf, pulling a the rudder with
dl his strength, getting his back againgt the railing. The ship, the current, and the wind al fought him, and
Breezerunner twisted vidently like a live thing. She crested the current, then listed wildly on the other
sde, throwing everyone on deck from their fedt.

Hanging on fiercdy, Jherek manhandled the rudder, keeping it in the river by standing up with it.
Grudgingly, Breezerunner's prow came starboard, away from the river-bank. Branches and leaves
continued hitting the deck, and sections of salldoth came sailling down. A lantern did from the mainmest
and smashed againg the deck, igniting a pool of fire that whirled up in blue and ydlow flames.

"Hrel" someone ydled, and Jherek didn't know if it was ship's crew or pirate.

The young sailor pulled hard on the rudder, knowing he couldn't let go or hed lose the ship. He
watched the two pirates running up the steps, hoping that they'd see the danger dl of them would be put
inif they attacked him and knowing it was in vain.

The pirates topped the steps, rushing onto the stern castle deck and coming right a him.

* %k %k % %

Sabyna Truesall raced across Breezerunner's man deck. She'd planned on finding Vurgrom and his
wizard, thinking that she stood the best chance of interfering with the man's spdlcraft. For days shed
helplesdy watched the mistrestment of the crew sheld sworn to defend and care for as ship's mege,
tdling hersdf that biding her time was the best decision to make.

Now there was no waiting, no need to hold back, and everything she cared about was at risk.

She pulled her power close to her. Mogt of her traning and learning shed done on her own
centered around the care and upkeep of ships, not waging war againg other mages. She loosed the bag
of holding at her sde. "Skeins" she commanded, "guard.”

Immediatdy, the raggamoffyn spewed free of the bag of holding in a flurry of doth pieces and took
shape in the breeze that flowed across Breezerunner. The creature formed a serpentine shape, cailing
restlessy around her.

She stood againg the cabin under the forecastle. Normaly Captain Tynnd lived there, but Vurgrom
had saized it upon taking over the ship. Fear clawed a her somach, tuning it dightly sour but she
magtered it and kept her wits. The battle raged across the deck, and swords reflected the wavering light



from the fire charring into the wood.

She ran to the raling near the fire and lifted the top from the water barrel. It was hdf full, doshing
with the ship's uneven movement. She glanced at her familiar. "Enter," she ordered.

Obediently, the raggamoffyn sailed into the water bucket and thrashed in the water.

"Out," she commanded.

Unable to float on the wind now, the waterlogged familiar crawled out of the bucket and plopped
onto the deck at her feet.

Sabyna concentrated on the fire. The raggamoffyn's intelligence was about that of a wdl-trained
dog, so complicated indructions were impossible. "Attack,” she told it.

The raggamoffyn dithered across the deck toward the fire, wriggling through men's feet. Reaching
the oil-based fire, the creature unfolded its myriad pieces and doshed across the flanes. The water and
the creature's own mydica nature served to keep the raggamoffyn from harm. Gray smoke curled up
from the fire as the flames were extinguished.

Sabyna heard Tynnd's shouted commands to Malorrie. She glanced up and saw the young salor in
the stern, fighting the rudder, then she spotted the two pirates dimbing the starboard steps to the stern
cadtle. She knew he couldn't handle them and steer the ship.

"Skend" she cdled, running for the ship's mainmast. She knew sheld never get through the men
fighting across the deck intime.

The raggamoffyn sped across the deck, leaving aily black resdue in its wake. It reached her by the
time she got to the mainmadt. She extended an arm down and Skeins curled around it. The creature was
dready patidly dried from exposure to the fire and the wind.

As the raggamoffyn spread itsweight across her shoulders, Sabyna climbed the mainmadt. Her feet
dipped in the rigging twice as Breezerunner rocked from side to side, but she kept pulling hersalf up.

When the two pirates reached the top of the stern castle, the ship's mage stopped hdfway up the
meast, hoping she had enough room to maneuver. Holding onto the mast with one hand, she dipped the
leather whip from her Sde. She uncoiled it with aflick of her wrigt. Drawing the whip back, she cracked
it forward, aming for the rear mast rigging.

The whip snaked across the distance and curled around a yardarm. Pulling it tight and saying a quick
prayer, fully aware of the twenty-five foot drop that might land her on the ship's deck or in the river with
the way Breezerunner was swinging, she grabbed the whip handle in both hands and lesped. Her father,
Sann Truesall, had never approved of her mode of trave in ship's rigging, considering it not only risky
but too showy as well. Her brothers were envious because none of them had ever quite mastered the
«ill.

She dropped dmog three feet, then the give in the leather and the yardarm played out. She arced
toward the stern, pulling her feet outward and forward to gan more momentum. At the apex of her
swing, practiced in the maneuver, she popped the whip and relaxed the hold on the yardarm. The whip
came loose immediady.

Sabyna somersaullted in the air, Ietting her momentum carry her, and gained an extra two feet that
placed her securely on the stern cadtle. Still, sheld missed her chosen mark by a good eght feet or more.

The pirates closed on Mdorrie, who dill hadn't given up his desath grip on the rudder. Only the
young sallor knew she was there.

"Attack," she told her familiar.

Skeins uncoiled from her shoulder, bresking apart into a swirl of pieces that glided toward the pirate
on the left. The creature was on the man before he knew it, wrapping around his upper body and
gripping his sef-control, reducing him to a zombie state.

The other pirate raised his am to drike the young sallor, who ducked around the rudder for
protection and set himsdf to attack. Sabyna cracked the whip, cailing it around the pirate's sword wridt.
Grabbing the whip in both hands, she pulled it taut, then yanked the pirate from his feet before he could
react.

The pirate's face darkened with anger as he pushed himsdf to hisfeet again and cursed her. He tried
to shake the whip from his arm, but Sabyna yanked on it again, pulling him off-balance. Jherek took one



step forward and kicked the man in the head, sorawling him unconscious to the deck.

"Sandbar!" someone shouted.

"Where avay?' Jherek ydled, getting a fresh hold on the rudder.

There was no time for an answer. In the next ingtant, Breezerunner ran aground. Forced up and out
of the river by the current, the wind, and the magic that pushed her, the cargo ship heded over hard to
port. Men tumbled from her deck, some into the water and some onto the long, quarter-moon shaped
sandbar.

Sabyna tried to grab the raling but missed. She fdl only inches, dangeroudy close to getting pulled
under the stern section as it whipsawed around. She fdt a hand wrap around her writ, tightening and
hdlting her fdll.

"I've got you, lady."

Looking up, Sabyna saw that Maorrie had grabbed hold of the ralling with one hand and her with
the other. She watched hdplesdy as Breezerunner shifted and jolted across the sandbar. The deck
hammered Mdorrie and her mercilessy, and she didn't know how the young sallor managed to maintain
hishold, but he did, even pulling her in close to him. She grabbed him around the waig, fiding the sash
around hisdim hips and helping him hold her weight from dangling. He 4ill supported both of them from
one arm. His pae gray eyes, gleaming like new slver, met her reddish brown ones.

"Lady, I'm sorry," he said. "'l did my best."

"I know," she told him. "No one could have done any more.”

He looked like he wanted to say something further but couldn'.

With a shriek of tortured wood, Breezerunner came to arest on her sde on the sandbar. The river
current dapped at the mired ship, and the sound echoed insde the empty cargo hold.

"Lady," Mdorrie said quietly, "l fear | can't hold any longer.”

Her arms wrapped around hiswaist, her cheek pressed to his ssomach, she fdt the tremors vibrating
through him. Y et, somehow she knew he wouldn't release the hold urtil she told him she was ready. "It's
dl right," she told him. "Let go."

"Asyou wish." He released his hold and they dropped into the river.

XV

9 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet

The df looked at the dwarf in obvious disdain, dismissng him in a glance. Upon closer ingpection,
Pacys redlized the df s skin color wasn't ebony as a drow's was, but a very dark blue with infrequent
white patches.

"You're him, aren't you?' the df asked. "The one who will come to be cdled the Tdeweaver?'

Pacys lisened to the accent the df used, finding it like none other held ever encountered. As a bard,
hed trained his ear for diaects and accents. They were part of the mogt colorful tools a bard had, able to
carry emation and character in amonologue. It was softer and more sShilant, as if used to carying great
distances with very little effort.

"I am Pacys the Bard," he replied, "and I've been called many things"

"But soon to be the Taleweaver.”

"Maybe. No man may know exactly what liesin hisfuture” Pacys played his cards close to his vest.
Narros had adso spoken of those who would try to prevent him from ataining his gods.

"No," the df replied, "but afew are sometimes chosen by the gods to get a glimpse of those possible
futures" He' paused, then added, "Y ou have no need for darm.”

"Aye and ye speak prettily,” Khlinat spat roughly, "but mesdf, I've found a man sometimes talks
differently when he gets the chance to hold a knife to yer throat.”

"I heard your song,” the df said. "'l knew | had to come see you for mysdlf-to discover if you were
the one”

"You knew me from my song?' Pacys asked.

The df nodded. "I'm something of a mingrd mysdf, and | was brought up on the lore of my people.
Your presence has been predicted in our higtories™



"Whose histories?' Pacys asked.

The df amiled a him haughtily. "I am Taareen, of the du'td'quessr. More directly of late, | am of
Faenasuor.”

Pacys lad a hand on the dwarf's shoulder. "Thisis my good friend Khlinat Ironeater, a salor and
traveling companion on this journey."

Taareen indined his head dightly. "A pleasure to meet you, warrior.”

"Aye" Khlinat replied gruffly. "I guess well be after seeing the truth of that, en?"

The df took no offense. "May | come closer?!

Pacys gestured toward the campfire.

Taareen amiled. "Not too close. The flames can be hazardous to one who dwels in the embrace of
Seros”

"Seros?' Khlinat asked. "I thought ye said ye were of Faenasuor.”

"Seras,”" Pacys told him, digging into the lore he knew of the Sea of Fdlen Stars, "is whet they cdl
the Inner Sea™

"Actudly, it's the term for the world under the sea," Taareen stated as he sat on the ground across
the campfire from them. "It came into use after Arysdmayr fdl-over a thousand years ago. In our
language it means 'the embracing life™

"Aryselmdyr was the empire of the sea dves” Pacys told Khlinat when the dwarf looked up a him
with suspicion on his broad face. "Severd of the dves took up the sea life after the Crown Wars."

Harumphing in obvious displeasure, Khlinat sat apart from Pacys, giving hmsdf a clear fidd of
action should it become necessary. He laid his axes on the ground in front of him.

"Do you know of Faenasuor?' Taareen asked.

"I've heard of it," Pacys replied. "The city was thought lost when Arysdmalyr was destroyed.”

He had heard songs of the even empire's destruction when an undersea plateau shoved up without
warning from the sea bottom and killed nearly eighty thousand inhabitants. The city lay covered over a
the bottom of the Sea of Fdlen Stars for a thousand years, until it was excavated seventy years ago.

"I've never been there" Pacys said.

"No," Taareen replied. "As a culture, the sea dves are friendly enough to humans, but only relate to
them when there is need.”

"Doesn't sound much different than elves anywhere ye go,” Khlinat offered.

"l wouldn't know. I've never left Seros." Taareen's eyesfdl on Pacyss yarting. "May 17?7

Pacys nodded, then rose and passed the yarting over.

The sea df took it gratefully. His hands searched out the strings a little unconfidently, then he fit his
fingersinto the frets and stroked the strings. Music filled the campsite, and it was clear and true. After a
moment, evidently feding more at home with the insrument, Taareen lifted his voice in song.

The words were dien to Pacyss ears. He knew some of the dven didects and languages, but this
one wasn't familiar to him. Sll, the emotion of the song was raw and throbbing, spesking of loss and
redemption, of brighter days ahead. He finished quietly, but the words ill echoed through the trees,
vanishing the way the bright orange embers from the campfire did when they tried to touch the sky.

"Thet was beautiful," Pacys said.

"Aye" Khlinat said, tears glittering in his beard. "I've not had the pleasure of hearing the like before.
Yemay be an df, EIf, but ye have the heart of a dwarf.”

Taareen bowed his head in thanks, then glanced up a Pacys. "That was your song, Bard Pacys.
The song of the Tdeweaver's arivd in Seros.”

"You just composed that?' Pacys asked in astonishment.

"No. I've but mean skills, and songcrafting takes me along time. That song is ancient,” Taareen said.
"It is one of the few things that was carried from Arysdmayr when so much of our higtory was log."

A feathery chill touched Pacys between the shoulder blades. "How could they know dl those years
ago?’

"How could they not?' Taareen asked. "The Taker existed thousands of years before that.
Knowledge of him has not come to us only recently, asit hasto you."



"You said you knew me by my song." The thought troubled Pacys. "Does that mean the song is not
new as | thought it to be?' The posshbility of hm Imply rewriting a song that had dready been in
exigence ate at his confidence.

"No, your song is new," Taareen answered smply. "In our stories, it was said the Tdeweaver would
appear near reclamed Faenasuor. Imagine the horror of those who lived then who redized tha
Faenasuor would firg have to be logt in order to be reclamed.”

Pacys did, and the weight was staggering.

"When the empire was log, it was bdlieved that by leaving Faenasuor buried benegth the rubble the
Taker wouldn't be dlowed to return to the world.” Taareen shook his head and his fingers began to pick
out a soft, low tune on the yarting. "Asif that would sed him in whatever limbo he'd been in."

"They redlized in the end it was afase hope at best,” Khlinat said.

"Yes, but the Taker wasn't the only reason they |eft Faenasuor buried. Part of it was because no one
wanted to see what had been lost. They didn't want to remember. After a thousand years, the redization
thet if Faenasuor didn't exig, if the archives that were buried there weren't reclamed, the Taeweaver
would never be able to arrive there.”

"But just hearing my song,” Pacys said, "that couldn't be the only thing thet led you to believe | was
the one legend names as Tdeweaver.”

"Do you have your doubts about who you are?' Taareen asked.

Peacys thought about the question. To answer no was dmost egotidica, but to say yes was to
acknowledge the possibility existed that Narros had been wrong. The song Taareen played echoed in his
head, summoning up images of Waterdeep and Baddur's Gate, and the young sailor he and Khlinat had
only just met who'd had such considerable influence on ther lives.

"No," he answered findly. "I don't doubt."

"And neither do |," the sea df said, handing the yarting back across. "In the legends, we were told
the Taeweaver could svim benegth the oceans as eadly as he strode across the land. It was the only
way he could witness dl the battles to come. | see that you're a surface dwdler.”

"l have a gift," Pacys said, extending his am and displaying the emerald bracelet Narros had given
him back in Waterdeep. While wearing the bracelet, Pacys could breathe underwater, never fed the
pressure of the depths, and move as easly as he would crossing a room.

"And your friend?'

"Has none," Khlinat growled. "And why would something like that be necessary?”

"Because" Taareen answered, "I mud take you to Faenasuor that you may learn the legends of the
Taker as we know them. It has been foretold.”

Exdtement flared through Pacys. If there had been any humans ever to enter the city of Faenasuor,
there had been precious few.

"We can take care of your friend," Taareen offered. "Some of the things we trade with the surface
world are potions which alow surface dwellers to breasthe underwater. 1t would be our honor to ad
you."

"When could we go?' Pacys asked.

Khlinat shifted uneesily, obvioudy not happy about the thought of vigting an undersea city.

"We can continue on to Starmantle by land," Taareen said. "I know a man there who dedls in such
potions. It won't be hard to drike a ded for one. After we are in Faenasuor it won't be a problem to
keep your friend wel supplied.”

"Then let's break camp,” Pacys said. "l know | won't be getting any more deep tonight anyway, and
dawn can't be more than an hour away."

He was left with the feding that time was running out. How much difference did days, weeks, or
months make when faced with an opponent who had thousands of years to plan?

XVl

9 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet
Jherek kept his eyes on Sabyna when they hit the water. Both of them went under a once. The



current wasn't overly strong and wasn't a red chdlenge that would keep them from the riverbank. He
knew the ship's mage was a srong swimmer, but the posshility remained that Breezerunner might rip
free of the sandbar and become a danger.

Despite the faigue and dizziness that filled him, he waited underwater until she had her bearings,
then followed her up. He broke the river surface little more than an arm's reach from her. "Lady, are you
dl right?'

"Aye" she replied, blinking water from her eyes. "A little worse for the wear, but I'm holding my

Treading water, Jherek glanced around, seeking out Breeze-runner's crew and the pirates. Men
scrambled through the water like rats trying to escape drowning. A lot of ship's crews, the young sailor
knew, had few men who could svim well, and even a good number of them that couldn't svim &t dl.

He spotted one man flaling nearly twenty yards away. The young sailor struck out a once, didng
through the water like a fish. He grabbed the man from behind, diding his am under his chin. "Lie ill,"
Jherek ordered. "I have you."

The man choked and spat, and dung desperately to Jherek. "Don't let Umberlee take me, lad." He
kicked franticdly, spitting autometically whenever water touched his chin.

"Save your breeth,”" Jherek advised. FHghting the current and the man was difficult. The young sailor
swvam backward, pulling the man after him toward the riverbank. In a short time, he could touch bottom.
He got the man on his feet, then turned to survey the river again.

"Those that made it are dready here” Captain Tynnd said as he walked up to Jherek. "The others
washed down the damned river. Maybe wel get lucky and they'll make tharr way back to us by morning,
and maybe they'll wash dl the way out to the Sea of Swords.” He turned on Jherek. "Didn't you see that
damned sandbar out there? It's ashig as anidand.”

Jherek looked at Breezerunner tilted over nearly sdeways on the huge sandbar. White-capped
water rushed around her. From here, the sandbar did look impossible to miss.

"No," hesad. "l didn't seeit." He knew it was hisownill birth a work again. He had a chance-for a
moment-of being the hero, but it had been stripped from hisfingers.

"Never sgn onto a ship to be a pilat, boy,” Tynnd advised coldly. "Takes too long to build a ship
for them to be sunk so quickly."

The words bit into Jherek, but he didn't argue. He deserved them.

"It wasn't hisfault, Tynnd."

Jherek turned, surprised that Sabyna had approached in his defense.

The captain gave her a dark look and shook his head. "'l should have guessed you'd be taking up for
him"

"Taking up for m?' Sabyna looked about to explode. "He dmost gave his life hanging onto that
rudder. Two pirates were practicaly on top of him when | got there, and he hadn't turned loose of the
rudder.”

"She's right, Cap'n,” Mornis, Breezerunner's fird mate, said. "I saw the lad standing there mysdf.
Tried to get to him, but there wasn't anything | could do. If Sabyna hadn't reached him, | think he would
have died holding onto that stick.”

A muscle worked in Tynnd's jaw, but arguing with both his ship's mage and firs mate didn't appear
profitable enough for im to continue. He said nothing further and turned away sharply.

"You didn't have to do that, lady,” Jherek said quietly after Tynnd had gone. "What the captain said
was true. | should have seen that sandbar.”

"No one could have seen that sandbar from back there" she replied angrily. "I didn't. Or are you
going to tdl me | should have seen it too?"!

"No," he said, shaking his head. "'l wouldn't do that."

"Then don't do it to yoursalf."

"She'sright,” Mornis said. "Cap'n's just not himsdlf right now with everything that's going on. Hell be
better come morning when he gets a chance to look at Breezerunner and know she's not hurt as bad as
she could be. If you hadn't straightened her up like you did and we'd hit that sandbar side-on, like as not



that ship would be kindling by now, and us down the drink with it." He lad a hand on Jherek's shoulder.
"You did afine job of it, a job to be proud of."

Jherek listened to their words, but the voice in the back of his head that held fought with dl his life
didn't let up on him. Guilt filled him. He'd grounded Breezerunner and held lost the pearl disk.

When memoary of the disk did into his mind, he glanced around the riverbank. "Where are the
pirates?’

"Ran off into the forest,” Mornis rumbled. "We got numbers on them. While you was pulling Torrigh
from the drink, they took to nose-counting and redlized they'd come up short in a free-for-all. They hit
the brush like a covey of quail.”

"Weve got to go after them," Jherek said. Maybe Vur-grom's lead wasn't too extensve yet.

"No," Sabyna said. "There's nothing to be had in that." She glanced out at the river. "Our job now is
to get Breezerunner secure before she tries to drift off that sandbar and ends up smashed somewhere
farther down the river, then we need to fix any damage that's been done to her."

Jherek scanned the dark forest, feding the pull in him to go after Vurgrom and the stolen pearl disk.
Guilt filled him to the burdgting point. The disk had to be returned to Lath-ander's church in Baldur's Gate.

"It's too dark, lad," Mornis sad quietly. "If those pirates dont set up and take you down
somewhere, there are things out in that forest gaking the night that will. 1t1l be a lucky man who gets
through that of a piece.”

Quietly, Jherek let go of any hope of finding and overtaking Vurgrom. He joined the others as they
gathered around Tynnd and listened to the plans the captain had for securing Breezerunner.

* * % % %

"Lad, that's some rough country you've got ahead of you."

Jherek gathered the ends of the cloth held been given, tucked the rations hed been parceled out
from Breeze-runner's stores, and tied them together to fashion a crude pack. "Aye, but I've got it to do."

Mornis looked uncomfortable. "'l fed guilty about Ietting you go on done.”

"I lost something that wasn't mine to lose, my friend, and I've got to return it if 1 can.”

"Like as not," Mornis warned, "you may be spending your life foolighly.”

"Dying with honor isn't afoolish death.” Jherek told him sternly.

"No, lad, but any kind of dying isdill dying. Mysdf, I'd rather keep both oars in the water aslong as
I'm able. A man going with the sea stays afloat alot longer than a man going againg it.”

"l was told," Jherek said, "that it dways matters how you go againg it."

Mornis nodded. "Mayhap, but if you ever find yoursdf around Breezerunner again and in need of a
berth, come see me. If the Cap'n won't take you on, I'll hdp you find a ship.”

Jherek amiled and took the man's arm in a strong grip. "Till we meet again.”

"Aye" Mornis said. "And may Sdune dways favor you with her good graces.”

Jherek took a find look around. Most of the ship's crew were aboard Breezerunner dready
waorking on the broken rigging and ripped sails. A few others stood in the river filling water barrels. 1t had
been a hard, full day's work getting the ship off the sandbar and secure in the water again. Jherek's hands
dill burned from the work he'd done with shovels and picks, both freeing the ship and burying her dead.
His legs were dotted with the red welts left by leeches.

He noticed Sabyna driding purposefully toward him down the riverbank, the early morning sun
shining from her hair. Tynnd walked a her side, hisjaw working fiercely.

The ship's captain turned his hard gaze on Jherek. "Tdk her out of it."

Theyoung sallor looked at them both. "Tak her out of what?'

"I'm coming with you," Sabyna said camly.

Jherek glanced at her, noticing she'd changed clothes. She had no pack, but he knew she had a bag
of holding she kept the raggamoffyn in. "Lady, you can't come with me"

Sabynas eyebrows shot up. "'l can't? So now you're going to try to tdl me what to do?'

Hadtily, senang the rough waters he was venturing into, Jherek changed tacks. "No, lady, | wouldn't



dare to presume to do that, but coming with meisnt aa good idea."

"Neither isgoing after Vurgrom and his pirate crew by yoursdf."

"I have no choice" Jherek looked deep into her eyes, feding like everything was suddenly beyond
his control.

"Everyone has a choice" she told him. Y ou've made yours and I'm making mine"

Tynnd glared a Jherek. "Thisis your fault."

Sabyna wheded on him, blood dark in her face. "No. None of thisis his fault. He got caught up in
this whole gtuation because he was tdking to me in Badur's Gate, taking care to wak me back to
Breezerunner. Il not see him suffer for his kindness and care.”

"So youll suffer for yours?' Tynnd asked.

"Thisign't kindness. Thisis a debt."

"No," Jherek said in a gtern voice. "Therell be no debts between us, lady. Especidly not something
likethis"

"Say out of this" Sabyna told him, then turned her atention back to Tynnd. "You left him in
Athkatla and didn't tdl me the red reason. You lied to me. If I'd had a voice in the matter, I'd have cut
Ays loose ingtead.”

"It wasn't your choice to make," Tynnd said coldly. "I'm master of that ship.”

"And you dill are," Sabyna agreed, "but you're no master of me. Not then. Not now. Not ever."

Tynnd lifted his head and glared at her more severdly.

Sabyna glared back a him hatly. "I Sgned on with you because | fdt | could make a difference on
Breezerunner."

"Begging your pardon,” Mornis interrupted hesitantly, "but you do make a difference on her.”

"Stay out of this Mornis" Sabyna ordered sharply.

The big man took a step back. "Yes, maam.”

"I fet that | owed you something for taking me on,” Sabyna told Tynndl, "because there were other
ship's mages better trained than me. But no matter what, you owed me the truth, Captain. Somewhere in
there, you obvioudy forgot that.”

"You're not going,” Tynnd said.

Sabyna drew hersdf up. "You can't sop me”

"Yes" Tynnd said, reaching out suddenly to grab Sabyna by the arm, "I can, and | will if | have to.
I'm not going to let you squander your life so fodlishly.”

Sabyna struggled to get free but the captain's grip was too tight. Pain tightened her eyes.

Before he was aware of moving, Jherek stepped forward and seized Tynnd's thumb, bresking the
grip the captain had on the woman's arm. Continuing to pull on the man's am, the young sallor pressed it
back agang Tynnd's chest, shoving him back and meking space between him and Sabyna Jherek
stepped into the space between.

Out of control, Tynnd swung afig up.

Jherek didn't try to defend himsdf, and he didn't duck because it would have put Sabyna at risk.
The blow caught him on the chin, sngpping his head around. Dazed, he dropped to one knee for just an
ingant, but pushed himsdf back up immediady. He stood a little uncertainly, but he fet Sabyna a his
back, trying to get around him. He put out an arm and didn't let her get past. He faced Tynnd. It went
agang ship's contract and conduct for a cgptain to strike a crewman without just cause, but Jherek knew
he wasn't part of Breezerunner's crew.

Tynnd stepped back and drew his sword. "Pick up a sword, boy!" He brandished his blade.

"I won't fight you," Jherek said camly, not believing things had spun so wildly out of control.

"Then you're an even bigger fool than | thought. I'll cut you down where you stand!™

"No," acdm, gern voice filled with thunder interrupted. "If you try to touch that boy again, Captain,
youll dedl with me. And by Lathander's sacred covenant, youll not find me an easy man to dedl with."

The speaker sat on a horse just beyond the tredine that surrounded the riverbank where they stood.
The horse was a large, handsome animd covered in copper-colored barding. The man was in his middle
years. A bronzed face, framed by a short-cropped black beard, peered through the visor opening of his



hedm, and his plate armor held the same copper color as his horse's barding. A scarlet cloak flared out
behind him, flowing out over the horse's rump. A shidd bearing a scarlet hawk in mid-flight hung over his
left arm.

"Who are you?' Tynnd demanded, turning to face the man.

"You can address me as Sir Glawinn, a paadin in the service of Lathander, the Morninglord,” the
men said proudly. "Now step away from that boy and that young woman or I'll run you down where you
gand." He kicked his hedsinto the horse's sides, urging it forward.

Reuctantly, Tynnd gave ground.

XIX

10 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet

Jherek stood in the cool shade of an dm tree and looked back at the sparkling blue River Chionthar
sneking through the hilly terrain. Breezerunner had vanished from sight hours ago and he found he missed
the ship.

He was dressed in his leather armor, which stank badly. He hadn't been able to care for it while in
Breezerunner's brig and it hadn't quite dried out from its earlier drenching. While they'd walked the
remaining hours of the day, the wet leather had chafed him. He worked a the sore spots, trying to find
some degree of comfort.

"Youd be better served taking those things off, young warrior,” Glawinn said. "They'll take longer to
dry with you wearing them, and we've a long way to go tomorrow. If you press on too much like today
and ignore that chafing it's giving you, you're going to get blisters and sores.”

"l don't know that I'd be much more comfortable out here without armor,” Jherek said, turning
toward the paadin.

Glawinn had shed his hdm and upper armor, hanging it from a rack one of his two packhorses
carried. Hed fed and cared for the pack animasfirg only so he could devote more attention to the grest
war-horse he rode. While the big animd crunched noidly in the feedbag over its head, the knight
paingakingly scrubbed the horse down with a currycomb. Without his armor and next to the horse, the
men looked smdler than Jherek would have expected a paadin to look.

"It's a wise man who plans for tomorrow while taking care of today," Glawinn said.

"Meaning you think | should take the armor off?"

Glawinn faced him, a good-natured twinkle in his green eyes but sed in his voice. "Meaning | ingg
thet you do exactly that."

"No disrespect intended,” Jherek said, curbing his anger and surprised at his own impertinence, "but
| hardly think you're in a podtion to tdl me what to do."

Glawinn put the currycomb in one of the saddlebags near the tree held daimed as a degping area for
the night. "Ah, now there's anger. That can be a warrior's truest weapon, you know, provided he makes
it serve him instead of him serving it. A man who's righteoudy angry ignores pain and guilt and second
thoughts, and glories himsdf in doing the right thing.”

Jherek swdlowed hard. "I'm sorry. | was out of line After dl, youve been nothing but generous
with us”

Glawinn started stripping out of the rest of the armor. "Actudly, you weren't out of line" he said in a
softer voice. "I know it's the woman that you worry about most. You don't know me, yet you and she
find yourselves somewhat dependent on me"

"We didn't mean any hardship for you," Jherek quickly said. "If were imposing, | know we can
make it on our own."

After the pdadin had intervened between Tynnd and him, Jherek had readily agreed to the knight's
offer to accompany them for atime, and held even lent one of the pack-horses for Sabynato ride, having
to sacrifice some of the supplies held carried with him. Jherek had kept up waking, but only just, and
he'd had to argue with Sabyna severd times about sharing the pack animd. She'd stubbornly indsted on
waking beside him a few times, but she didn't have the strength or slamina he did.

"Nonsense" Glawinn said, Stting down and putting his back to the tree. He crossed his legs and sat



with his broadsword resting across both knees. "If 1'd thought you were going to be that much trouble,
I'd never have offered.”

Jherek sat across the campfire from the man and lifted an eyebrow in doubt. "Leaving a woman out
inthe forest to fend for herself? That doesn't seem very knightly.”

Glawinn laughed, and the honesty of the sound made Jherek fed good, sofe despite the forest
surrounding them and twilight coming on.

"And what would you know of knights, young warrior?' Glawinn asked.

"I've read about them in books."

"What books?"

Jherek named some of the books Mdorrie had given him to read over the years. For a phantom,
Madorrie had aways seemed to have an extensve library.

"Ah, the romances," Glawinn said when he finished. "I've meandered through some of them mysdf. |
find them very prettily written and good for a few evenings entertainment but as far as training a pdadin
how to think?' He shook his head. "No, young warrior, a knight ligens with his heart, the greatest gift his
chosen deity has seen fit to equip him with. Have you ever read 'Quentin's Monograph?

Jherek nodded. That had been one of the firg things Maorrie had put before him. "It speaks about
the virtues a pdadin should have."

"Yes, and it's a very concisay written piece, with some practica information on the care of wegpons
and animds, and a few of Quentin's own adventures”” Glawinn ran his fingers down the spine of his
sword blade, hardly touching it. "Modestly expressed, of course.”

"Aye

Glawinn smiled. "But you prefer the romances, of course?’

Jherek grinned bashfully. "Aye"

"No worry, young warrior, there's no shame in holding to an ided. | just hope that you aren't too
disappointed by the things you see outside those books.”

Jherek nodded. "I know the difference between the books and red life" He tried to keep the
bitterness out of his voice. Almogt everything in life was different than what was shown in those books.

"I can tdl by the markings on your face and body that you've been traveling the rougher sde of life
for the ladt little while”

"Aye. | was a the battle of Baldur's Gate."

"Badur's Gate?' Glawinn sat up sraighten "I am only latdy come from Cormyr. I've no news of
Badur's Gate."

Jherek glanced toward the copse of trees not far distant from them where Sabyna had gone to study
her spellbook. Held been hesitant about letting her go off but in the end he hadn't had a choice. She'd
been adamant about not missng her sudies, though Jherek aso thought she wanted to be done to ded
with what had happened with Tynnd and Breezerunner. He quickly brought the knight up to speed on
the events a Badur's Gate and Waterdeep, and the ships tha had been taken in tha time as wel,
because Glawinn hadn't heard of thet ether.

"The sahuagin are uprisng?" the knight asked when he finished. ""Does anyone know why?"

Jherek shook his head.

"Surdy no one believes these are unrelated events?”

"I don't know," Jherek answered. "Sabyna and | were kidnapped from Badur's Gate the night of
the attack.”

Glawinn gazed into the campfire for a moment, obvioudy thinking about what held been told. "You
and your mates only just escaped the pirates from the Inner Sea who took part in this attack?"

"That's what Captain Tynnd told me the pirate captain Vurgrom said. You could probably ask
Sabyna for more in-depth information.”

"Have you ever heard of Vurgrom before?"

Jherek shook his head.

"S0 he could be tdling the truth and he could be tdling a lie?"

"Aye, and | wouldn't know theright of it."



"Then why do you pursue him?* Glawinn asked.

"Persond reasons.”

"With the demeanor and focus you're wearing, | wouldn't have thought it was any less” the knight
sad sagely.

Jherek didn't fed comfortable not tdling the knight dl of it, so he did. He tried to trim down the way
hed fdt about being the recipient of the pearl disk, but he found he couldn't do that completely ether.

"So you don't think the old priest was right in giving that disk to you?" Glawinn asked.

“No."

Jherek shook his head and forced a amile he didnt fed. "If you knew me better, Sr Glawinn, you
wouldn't even need to ask that question.” He fdt the burn of his father's tattoo on the ingde of hisarm.

"Ah, the wisdom of youth."

"What do you mean by that?' Jherek asked.

"To be young and think | know so much again,” Glawinn said. "That would be properly panful. I'd
much rather know for certain there is much | dill yet need to learn.” He looked a Jherek. "Meaning no
disrespect, young warrior, but you've hardly put in enough years to give any red weght to the guesses
you make about what the gods would or wouldn't do.”

"Onething | do know and am sure of," Jherek said, "is that they wouldn't have anything to do with
me"

Sill, Jherek remembered the voice that had haunted him since childhood. He amost asked the
knight about it, but stopped himsdf. Once held dedt with one fantasy, he didn't need to start working on
another.

Glawinn |t the topic dide. "So now you pursue Vurgrom to the Inner Sea?'

"That's where he's got to be headed. He told Tynnd he was from the Pirate Ides, and even clamed
to be the pirate king of Immurk's Hold."

"Oh, | agree entirdy, young warrior. Have you ever been to Westgate?"

Jherek shook his head.

"That will be the fird city Vurgrom heads for," Glawinn said confidently. "He may pass through
Teziir, but itll be Westgate that's his destination. It's a pirate's haven, and he's sure to have men wating
for him there.”

"Youve been there?' Jherek asked.

"A number of times. None of them pleasant or particularly long. Nor were they in ay way
uneventful.” Glawinn fixed him with his green-eyed stare. "Which begs the question of how you think
you're going to get something back from Vurgrom if he doesn't want to give it back?'

"l don't know," Jherek admitted.

"Thetrip to Wedtlgate is & least atenday's ride, young warrior, even at the pace weve been pushing
these poor horses and with the shortcuts | know from having journeyed there before. You'd better give
your actions some thought.”

"l will," Jnerek said, then added: "l am."

"And Westgate is no place for alady.”

"Aye" Jherek replied. "l tried to get her to ligen to reason and go back with Breezerunner, but
shéd have none of it."

"I gathered that from the way she was acting toward the captain when | arrived.”

"I dill don't understand Tynnd's behavior.”

"You dont?'

"No."

"And you read those fantases?'

"What do those-"

"It's as obvious as the nose on your face™ Glawinn said. "Captain Tynnd isin love with her.”

The pdadin's words hit Jherek like physica blows. Now he understood better why Tynnd hadn't
told Sabyna about the events in Athkatla. He tried to let nothing of the sudden aching pain and fear that



threatened to consume him show on hisface. He tried to understand why he fdt the way he did. Images
of the voyage from Vden to Athkatla flashed through his mind. He remembered the times and
conversations held shared with the pretty ship's mage, and the medls.

"I see you have some fedings for the girl yoursdf,” the knight said.

Jherek forced hmsdf to speak. "l like her."

"And that's dl?"

"Itsdl | know," the young salor said.

"But you enjoy reading those fantasies of yours” Glawinn said. "How can you not want to be in
love? How can you say only that you like her?!

"Because it'sdl | dare" Jherek answered. "I'm no highborn prince or liege men or warrior of high
renown."

"Youreawarrior. You stood at the battle of Badur's Gate, and you stood up to that ship's captain
without a sword in your fig."

"I'm no warrior,” Jherek said, uncomfortable with any confuson that placed greastness on anything
hed done. "I'm just a man who's fought for hislife

"Mog soldiers fed the same way."

"Asfor Tynnd, | couldn't have fought him."

"You would have let im kill you?"

"l don't think he would have."

Glawinn reached into his saddlebag and took out two apples. He tossed one to Jherek and kept one
for himsdlf. He polished the fruit on his shirt, then took a bite. "He would have killed you," the knight
stated flatly. "Men in love sometimes do foolish things”

"I could not have fought him," Jherek said. "He wasn't my enemy.”

"Tynnd saw you as his because you were taking away the woman he loves™

Jherek fdt uncomfortable. He rolled the apple between his pams, but the anticipation of teking a
bite had dready tightened his mouth. "I didn't take her away."

"You were the reason she left.”

"l didn't ask her. | asked her to Say."

"Andif you did," Glawinn said, "that had to have angered Tynnd even further.”

"She's stubborn,” Jherek said. "And willful.”

"Quadlities that can work for good or ill in aman or woman."

"If she loveshim," Jherek said, "she should have stayed with him. She owed me nothing that would
come between them.”

Glawinn bit off apiece of his gpple and offered it to the war-horse. The animd took it daintily from
hispadm and whickered in satisfaction. "You don't ligen very well. | said that he was in love with her. |
sad nothing about her being in love with im.”

Hope flew in Jherek’s heart, but it only took remembering thet it was his father who dew Sabynas
brother to quash it. Eveniif that had not stood between them, what did he have to offer her?

Glawinn hesitated. "Perhaps | presume on territory that | don't belong in, but have you told the lady
thet you ... you like her, young warrior?'

Adting on the smdl amount of irritation he fet, Jnerek asked, "Why do you keep cdling me that? |
have aname.

"Mdorrie?" Glawinn shook his head. "That's not your name."

Jherek's face colored and he fdt shamed by his continued lie. Perhaps he could have told the knight
his red name if they'd met done, but Sabyna was there. She dready knew he hadn't told her the truth
about his name, but he couldn't give it, éther, in case sheld heard about him being unmasked as one of
Bloody Fakan€'s pirates.

"It'sthe name | choose," he replied.

"Yet hide your true name? | have to wonder what else you hide”

Jherek returned the man'slevd gaze. "I mug ask you to judge me on what you see, not what a name
may contain. If you choose not to trust me, | ask only that you take the lady to safety.”



Glawinn held up a hand. "I'll not desert you, nor her. For dl | know, youre why I'm here."

"Why are you here?" Jnerek gladly shifted the conversation away from him.

"I'm on a quest, commanded by Lathander himsdf."

"He speaks to you?"

"Not inwords," Glawinn admitted. "He found me when | was lost and brought me into his temple. |
was not dways as you see. As a young man | was uncertain and lacking. My love and understanding of
the Morninglord, and my eventud dedication to him has made me what you see now. Not that you
should be impressed. A pdadin'slifeisn't exactly what you read in those romances." He chuckled.

"But to serve agod,” Jherek said. "That would be-"

"A humbling experience, let me assure you. Though | serve him with my convictions, my teaching,
and my sword am every day, we don't converse. He fills my heart with a wanderlust thet is as true as
any compass, and | ride. When | arrive, then | discover where I'm supposed to be. It doesn't take long
before | figure out wht it is I'm supposed to do."

"Now you'e bound for Westgate."

"Yes, and perhaps beyond. | dont know yet. | only know that | itch to trave, and that's the
direction | must go."

Jherek tried to fathom that. "But you don't know why?'

"Not yet." Glavinn gave more of the gpple to his horse. "What are you to do then?' Jherek asked,
not redlly expecting an answer.

"I'm no teller of fortunes, young warrior. 1'm much more a man of action. Like yoursdf."

Jherek shook his head. "I'm no men of action.”

"Sure you are," Glawinn said. "l can see it in the way you hold your eyes, the way you balance
yoursdf on your feet when you move. Y ou're no stranger to the sword, are you?'

"I've had some traning,” Jherek admitted.

"You mug have to have survived the wounds | see on you now."

"I've only a mean ill a best." Jherek fdt bad about that because it undercut dl the traning
Madorrie had given him over the years.

"Then strip out of that wet armor and let's have alook at it." Glawinn got lithdy to his feet.

"Now?"

The knight took a long sword from his saddle and tossed it to Jherek. "Of course now. There's no
better time. When we arive in Westgate either your quest or mine may see us crossing sword blades
with others. Perhaps I'll even need someone to stand at my back."

Jherek flushed with the honor he was being given. He took off the leather armor and hung it carefully
from a tree so it would better dry. He aso took off his wet shirt, not wanting it to dow his movements
and o that it wouldn't get torn any more than it was because he had no other clothes. He adso took off
the kerchief held had tied around his head, being careful not to let the paladin see his tattoo when he lifted
hisarm.

"Youve awound on your head," Glawinn said. "Have you had it tended?’

"Aye"

"It doesn't appear to be heding wel."

Jherek fdt sdf-conscious, remembering that the wound was the reason Sabyna was there.
"Circumstances haven't dlowed it to hed at its best.”

"Let me seeit.” Glawinn crossed over to him and examined it more closdly. "It's hedled some, but |
can hdp 4ill moreif youll dlow me”

Jherek remembered the tales held been told, of how a paadin could hed and cure diseases with but
atouch. He amiled and said, "I guess not everything in those romances are fantasy.”

"A gft from Lathander, young warrior, and no doing of my own." Glawinn placed his hands on
Jherek's head.

Theyoung sallor experienced a moment of disorientation, a flicker of pain, then he immediatdy fet
better than he had in days.

Glawinn stepped back. "How's that?"



"Good," Jherek answered. "Thank you."

"Your thanks may be premature, young warrior." Glawinn grinned and paced back to the center of
the cdlearing. He raised his broadsword into an en garde postion. "Move too dowly or awkwardly and |
may bequeath you another rap on the skull for your trouble.”

Jherek sduted him, then cut with the long sword to get the heft of it. The balance was good and it
moved well, like it had been made for his hand. "All right,” he said.

The paadin came a him without a word, and the sound of sted on sted rang out. Hesitant at firdt,
Jherek held up a defense, then he started in with his attack, pushing at Glawinn's defenses.

After long moments, the knight stepped back, a smile on his face. He sduted the young sallor.
Jherek sduted back, startled by the sound of clapping. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Sabyna
danding there. Her copper-colored eyes hed the glitter of excitemen.

"Very good,” she complimented.

"Lady," Jnerek said, bowing dightly. Then, aware that he was shirtless, he went to the tree to get his
clothes. He pulled his shirt on with his back to her, covered with sweat and bresthing hard from his
exertions.

"Theboy is good," Glawinn said, shegthing his sword with a flourish. "With the proper training and
time, he stands a chance of becoming an accomplished swordsman.”

"I see. While the two of you were so ganfully engaged, did ether of you happen to think about
dinner?’

Jherek glanced up, noticing the deep plum color darkening the eastern sky where Westgate lay.
"No, lady, I'm sorry. I'll take care of it sraght away." He fdt embarrassed, knowing he should have
remembered how hungry she would be after getting no deep lagt night and traveling dl day.

"Actudly,” Sabyna said mischievoudy, "there's no reason to worry. I've dready taken care of it."
She held up agringer of catfish. "I took alittle time off from my studies”

A gin split Glawinn's short-cropped beard. "And a profitable time it was too, lady. You have our
humblest appreciation.”

"I caught them," Sabyna announced, "but I'm not deaning or cooking.”

"Il take care of it, lady,” Jherek offered.

He studied her face as he took the fish, naticing the fatigue dinging to her features. She hadn't said
anything about Tynnd's actions or what they meant to her. She and Tynnd had been together for awhile.
He couldn't help feding that held torn them apart. If he hadn't shipped aboard Breezerunner none of the
resulting confusion would have happened. He carried bad luck with him, just as Aysd and Tynnd had
sad.

"Areyou dl right?" she asked him.

Jherek amiled & her. "I'm fine. I'll be back as soon as | can.”

"I could help. | redly don't mind deaning fish."

"No," he sad. "Youve done enough, and I'd like some time to mysdf. Maybe when no one's
looking | could grab a quick bath.”

She nodded, and turned away from him, walking back to the knight and the campfire.

Too late, Jherek redized he might have hurt her fedings by regecting her offer. Sheld just waked
away from everything shed known out of a debt she fdt she owed him. He thought of caling out to her,
then decided not to. If she grew angry with him, maybe she would accompany Glawinn while he pursued
Vurgrom the Mighty. Maybe he could even persuade the paladin to see her back to the River Chionthar
and find a ship that would take her back to the Sea of Swords.

He waked down the hillade where the stench of the fish deaning wouldn't overpower the campsite.
One thing he was certain of: Where he was headed was no place for a woman.

XX

17 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet
"Come, little maenti, you wished to see what your people spent their blood on. Now | will show
you."



Hestantly, Laagqued crossed the throne room of the sahuagin palace, waking past the throne carved
of whalebone, its jaws distended to hold the seat. Images of sharks and sahuagin stood out in bas-relief
on the limestone blocks that made up the wadls. Shed stood gazing through one of the windows
overlooking the amphithester.

Sahuagin warriors had assembled there to work on the fliers they'd gathered and built to undertake
lakhovas's latest misson. The fliers were seventy-five feet across at their widest and two hundred feet
long, tapering a the ends. Savaged wood from shipwrecks and surface dwdler buildings on shore
contributed to the congtruction. Each flier could hold up to sx hundred sshuagin. Currently, there were
fourteen fliers in various stages of preparation, and more were supposed to be coming soon. The
deepsong had reached sahuagin everywhere-and they had come.

lakhovas strode to the opposite end of the room where the huge image of Sekolah meding the
sahuagin occupied the wal. The image showed the Great Shark with the damshdl that had contained the
sehuagin in his teeth, shaking out the sahuagin and rdeasing them into Toril's oceans for the firg time.
When lakhovas touched the image, it shimmered and vanished.

Fear filled Laagued as she watched it vanish. Though she'd never been to the paace before the last
year, she knew it had existed for thousands of years. "What have you done?'

"Rdax, little madenti. Do not overconcern yourself. Your precious wal isintact. I'm merdy usng it at
the moment for other purposes. Now come.”

Woodenly, Laagqued joined him, watching him step through the wal and vanish. Her gills flared as
she drew in more water, then she pushed it through and camed hersdf. She took a step forward, and in
the next moment she was high in the shalows. Harsh sunlight glimmered slver across the sea surface only
afew feet overhead.

"Where are we?' Laagued asked.

"Above the sshuagin dty," lakhovas answered. "Don't worry, little maenti, | haven't taken you far
from home yet." He reached indde his cloak and took out the bottle the dead thing in the lime pit under
Bddur's Gate had given him. "Thisis our prize"

Curious, Laaqued swam closer to better see the bottle. It had been cleaned since sheld lagt seen it
the surface now bright and shiny. Brass capped both ends, geaming in the sunlight penetrating the
shdlow depths. Inade was atiny modd of a great gdley, one of the long ships the surface dwellers used
for trade and war. The three salls were unfurled to catch the wind and tiny oars stuck out the sides in
double rows.

"A ship in a bottle?" Laaqued let acid drip into her words. Before she could say anything more,
lakhovas gestured angrily. In the next ingtant they both flew out of the water and came to a stop hovering
forty or fifty feet above the surface.

"Do not mock me, little maenti,” 1akhovas snapped.

He turned from her and threw the ship-in-the-bottle out toward the sea. It twirled and sparked
anlight as it descended. Before it touched the water, 1akhovas shouted a sngle word. The bottle burst
into a spray of a thousand gleaming shards. In the next indant a full-Szed great gdley floated on the
ocean below. Purple and ydlow striped sals flared out from the three masts.

"Not just a child's amusement, little mdenti. Thisis a weapon, a wegpon I'm going to use to bring
the surface dwedlers of the Sea of Fdlen Stars to their knees.™

He gestured again and they floated to the deck. Laaqued touched down lightly, feding the ocean
rub up againg the ship.

"A great gdley,” lakhovas stated, waking around the deck. He stroked the butt of one of the large
crossbows mounted on the raling on the port sde. The starboard sde had them too. Racks held the
harpoon-sized quarrdls the weapons used for anmunition. "One hundred thirty feet long and twenty feet
wide, it's a fortress, a place where | can command armies and rain destruction down upon my enemies. It
takes one hundred and forty oarsmen, and can comfortably carry another one hundred fifty warriors.
There are various other additions | mean to make."

"What?"

"Surprises” he told her, waking the length of the deck.



Despite the fact that she didn't want to, she followed him. She had no way of knowing how long the
ship-in-the-bottle had been in the lime pit under Badur's Gate, but it had weethered the time well. The
wood grain of the deck was finished and smooth, showing no Sgns of warpage or wear.

"She's a mudship, one of only seven indl of Toril. Her name is Tarjana, which trandates from an
old and dmog forgotten tongue to 'Fisherhawk on Wing."

Fisherhawks were oceangoing birds of prey. Equipped with a fourteen- to sixteen-foot wingspread,
sharp tdons, and fangs like a snake, fisherhawks were known to raid seabound vessels of amdl children,
women, hdflings, and the occasond dwarf aswdl as the fish it stripped from the sea.

lakhovas pulled back his deeve and reveded the gold bracelet he wore. Laaqued had seldom seen
it, but most of the dots on it that had been empty now appeared to be filled. lakhovas plucked free the
diamond and pink cora taisman they'd gotten in Waterdeep. "And this bauble that 1 got from Serpentil
Jannaxil gives me control over her."

Laaqued tried to get a better look at it, but he put it away quickly.

"Tarjana isable to run on land and seq," lakhovas said proudly, "above and below the water. This
will be the flagship of the navy I'm going to take into the Sea of Fdlen Stars.”

"You can't take the sshuagin there," Laagued said, unable to stop hersdf from spesking.

Hisgngle eye narrowed to athin line of maevolence. Despite the patch he wore over hisempty eye,
something golden shone in its depths for an ingant. "Don't presume to tdl me what to do. | can lead the
shuagin there, and | will. They're mine to do with as | please. Or haven't you noticed?'

"They think you're working the will of Sekolah." Laaqued made hersdf stand her ground as he
approached. She squeezed her fear into her belief in the Great Shark, but she trembled insde.

lakhovas placed along-nailed finger under her chin, tilting her head back to face him. "Ah, and little
maenti, how can it dill be that you have any doubts at dl that I'm not working the will of Sekolah?”

"Because | don't understand,” she told him, wanting desperately for an answer. "Nothing in my
training taught me about any of this”

"Your training led you to the legend of One Who Swims With Sekolah.”

"Yes"

"It led you to me"

She had no answer.

"Now you fdter, when you should be enjoying your greatest success. After dl, it was through your
efforts you became roya high priestess, a postion you would never have attained without your efforts to
find the truth your training led you to. You doubt, yet there is more now than ever that should offer you
conviction.”

"I don't understand why we should involve oursdvesin the Inner Sea. Our placeis here”

lakhovas hooked her chin with his talon hard enough to nearly bring blood. "Because it is as
Sekolah wills You're a hypocrite, litle maenti. You took Huaanton to task because he wanted a Sgn
from the Great Shark that what we were doing was as Sekolah willed it. Now, here | am, proof of that
sgn, and yet you refuse to beieve. Y ou want dill further proof.”

"l don't see what the Inner Sea-"

Enough! lakhovas roared in her mind.

Laagued's knees buckled from the pain of the mentd shout, and she fdl to the deck.

"Do you want proof?' lakhovas demanded. "Or do you want to bdieve? Oneis not the same as the
other.”

Tears came to Laaqued's eyes because she knew what he said was true. The difference between
knowledge and fath was the first lesson Senior Priestess Ghaataag had taught her when she took her into
Sekolah's temple. So often as a child Laagued had drawn Ghaataag's wrath for doubting.

"You can have proof sanding before you, little maenti, and dill doubt what you see. As for belief,
once you can weigh it and measure it, that belief becomes knowledge. Bdief is something that can't be
proven inthisworld of physicd restraint, but it can't be broken ether. Yet it is the strongest of things that
exig in the world. Bdieving is much stronger than knowing."

Laaqued continued crying slently, remembering dl the times Ghaataag had made her go pray on her



knees on a bed of broken cord until she was able to excise the doubt that had touched her then. She was
S0, S0 wesk.

"No, little mdenti," 1akhovas said more gently. "Y ou're not weak. Y ou're stronger than you know,
but you're fighting yourself and you're finding yoursdf to be a more formidable opponent than any you've
ever known. You stood the test of your priestesshood, and you found answers to questions that no one
even knew existed uniil you came dong." His voice grew fierce with pride. "How dare you cdl yoursdf
wesk."

Hiswords camed her alittle, and they gave her back a measure of self-respect sheld been missng.

" saw you stand up to Huaanton when he doubted in Sekolah. He could have taken your head then,
daming you to be mentaly unbaanced by the aberration of your birth. You bdieved Sekolah would
spare you then because you were right and you were sanding up for him."

"I didn't know that he would."

lakhovas amiled down at her. "That's what | said, litle maenti. You didnt know. You believed. |
only ask you to believe now." He offered her his hand and helped her to her feet.

Laaqued regained control over her emotions with effort. Despite the fact that she wanted him to be
wrong, lakhovas was right. Bdief was dl she had in her life.

"l am the source of your greatest strength, little mdenti,” he told her softly. "I shdl push you and
goad you and shape you into your beief. Because |, by my very naure and the things we mus
accomplish together, will strip away everything in you that does not believe. Every weakness in you will
be worn away by my actions, by the things Sekolah would have us accomplish. Y our doubt shal forge us
both into our destiny. Mark you that | only mentioned one such destiny. We shdl arive there together,
and it will be glorious.”

It was s0 easy to bdieve hiswords, but she had no choice redly. What was she without her belief?
She had the gifts Sekolah had given her, powers that no mae sahuagin would ever know. What was
there to doubt, except the man who stood before her?

He reached for her, touching her cheek with the back of his hand. It fdt smooth and strong, and she
found hersdlf drawing away out of embarrassment. The feding wasn't just out of the familiarity with which
he chose to approach her, but because of the feding his touch stirred within her.

"Ah, little maenti, you find the hungers of the dien flesh you wear have awakened." 1akhovas amiled
darkly. "Bloody Falkane must have had quite an effect on you."

"What do you want?' she asked.

"From you, little maenti? Only your assistance. | find mysdf invulnerable to the charms you possess.
Unlike Bloody Falkane, | find mysdf in no need of a spy within my ranks.”

"I don't think hisinterest was purdy for those reasons. He has loathsome habits."

"His reasons, whatever they are, | can guarantee you are anything but pure. So beware his charms,
little maenti, because I'm told they're quite considerable.”

Angry and embarrassed, Laagqued turned away.

"Now I've offended you."

“No."

"You can't hide your true fedings from me. You should know that by now." lakhovas spoke a
word.

Ingantly, the ship disappeared beneath them and Laaqued dropped into the ocean. The water
closed over her, taking her down and holding her close, the truest and only companion sheld ever known.

Across from her, lakhovas caught the ship-in-the-bottle again and swam down. "Let's go check on
my navy, litle maenti. I've got an invason to get underway.”

XXI
19 Kyttora, the Year of the Gauntlet
"Something | can help you with, boy?
Jherek bridled at the man's tone but camed himsdf quickly. Emotion wasn't going to get him any
closer to his objective. "I'm looking for someone.”



The bartender set down amogly clean glass and picked up another one, tregting it to a quick bath
inthe dirty water in front of him, then drying it with the threadbare towd over his shoulder. He was broad
and thick, with muscle that had marbled to fat over the years. A long gray fringe surrounded his gleaming
pate, and an axe blade scar dented his forehead.

Behind him on the wal were rows of bottles containing different colored liquids. Two tapped de
kegs lay on ther sdes on ralling carts, and gruesomdy displayed above them were seven kodinth heads.
They'd been poorly mounted, and the piggish faces and floppy ears of the marine hobgoblins wrinkled
and stretched hideoudy. The light green skin flaked off in severd patches.

"This someone's got to have a name before | can hdp you,” the bartender said. "That's how it
usudly works best."

Jherek flushed with embarrassment. Subterfuge was something new to him and he wasn't very good
a it. He guessed held about strained hislimit while keeping his identity secret from Glawinn and Sabyna.

"He cdls himsdf Vurgrom,” the young sailor said. ""Vurgrom the Mighty.”

The bartender looked at Jherek thoughtfully. He picked up a wooden splinter from the counter and
worked it between his teeth for a moment. He never blinked.

Jherek met the man's level gaze, knowing he and his companions were in danger.

The Bent Mermaid had the reputation of being one of the word taverns in Westgate-both in
provender and clientde. It stood three stories tal and looked out over the neck of the Lake of Dragons.
Docks stabbed long fingers out into the sea and ships from a dozen and more countries occupied the
dips and stood at anchor out in the harbor.

"What business do you have with Vurgrom?' the bartender asked.

"Persond,” Jherek said.

The bartender looked over the young sailor's shoulder. "Him too?"

Without glancing back, Jherek knew the man was talking about Glawinn. The knight stood out in the
dark den of the tavern. When hed firg entered, sailors standing close to the paladin had drawn back and
found other tables and places to stand.

"Aye" Jherek answered.

The bartender shook his head. "Dont know no Vurgrom.”

Jherek looked the man in the face, hard, knowing it was alie. "We were told held be here”

"By who?"

Jherek ignored the question. The old sailor who'd given them the informaion had no love for the
pirate leader. "We were told Vurgrom arrived here three days ago.”

According to the old sailor, the pirate captain had taken a ship in from the River Tun, saling in from
the Storm Horn Mountains while Jherek and his companions had been forced to cross the distance
overland.

"Somebody told you wrong,”" the bartender said.

Anger flared through Jherek. The journey had been hard and made even harder by the tenson that
seemed to exist between Sabyna and him. Glawinn had noticed it, the young salor had been sure, but
hed refrained from making commert.

The only times hed redly fet relaxed during the journey had been when he and the knight had
practiced swordcraft. The young sallor had gotten sore from the dally exertion at fird, but had quickly
come up to speed, surprigng the knight with his kill. Still, there were skills and tricks that Glawinn had
taught him and continued to teach him.

"Mdoarrie”

Jherek heard Sabynas voice a his Sde, then fdt her touch upon his am. "Aye, lady," he sad,
turning to her because he didn't want to be disrespectful.

"Leaveit."

The young sallor thought briefly of arguing. Returning the pearl disk was his task to accomplish, and
no matter how she fdt about heping him because of what hed done for her, she obvioudy didn't fed as
grongly about it as he did. He knew the pirate was indde the tavern.

"Please,”" the ship's mage said in a soft voice. Her copper-colored eyes hdd his.



Jherek |et out a deep bregath. "Aye. I'm done here, anyway."

"You going to be drinking anything?' the bartender asked.

"Not if | wiped those glasses mysdf," Jherek told him, venting alittle of the hodtility he felt.

"Then you need to clear out of my tavern,” the man told him. "l got a rule about people coming in to
take up tables and not spending any coin.”

"Do you have any rules about the clientde you serve?' Jherek asked. "I definitdy see no scruples.”
He was aware that his words drew the attention of a dozen men around the front of the bar.

The sailors shifted in their chairs, teking offense. Jherek didn't fed badly because he knew no honest
salor would patronize the Bent Mermaid, but he was afraid for a moment held overstepped his bounds
and endangered Sabyna recklesdy.

Glawinn strode forward and glared harshly a the men. The padadin carried his shiny hdm in the
crook of his am, but his hand rested casudly on the hilt of bis broadsword. "I'd nat," he said in a low,
steady voice.

For a moment, the group of sallors held his gaze, then they turned away and hunkered back over
thar drinks.

"l only got one rule" the bartender said, ddliberately looking Jherek from head to toe, making the
young sallor aware of his shoddy appearance. "l don't serve vagrants.”

The men who'd backed down from Glawinn laughed contemptuoudy, dapping the table. Jherek's
face flamed in embarrassment. Glawinn had offered dothing, but none of the knight's fit the young sailor's
bigger frame. Jherek wished he had something clever to say, a cutting remark that heroes in the romances
adways seemed to have at the tips of their tongues, but he didn't.

Sabyna tugged on hisarm and he went, suddenly aware how she looked leading him away. Gently,
he tried to disengage himsdf but she kept her grip fast. Glawinn covered their backs as she led them from
the tavern. She didn't stop until they were hef a block away, sanding a one of the railings overlooking
the docks and cattle yards below.

"The man back there was lying," Jherek said.

"Aye" Sabyna answered. The wind blew her jaw-length copper tresses around her face. She had
her ams crossed, ganding an arm's length away from him to create distance even though they were
close. "And what were you going to do? Best it out of him with a whole room full of men watching on?"

Feding himsdf willing to vist some of his anger on her, Jherek got control of himsdf. "Lady,” he sad
softly, "I apologize for my behavior. You deserve my thanks. You probably saved me from making a
serious migtake.”

"Yes" Glawinn agreed, "she did.”

Jherek looked back at the Bent Mermaid, feding angry at the obscene sgn that hung so large and
proudly over the door.

"Vurgrom is indde" Sabyna asked. "He has ten men with him. They're wating on his ship,
Maelstrom, to arrive.”

"How do you know that?"

The ship's mage amiled. "l asked one of the sarving girls If you want to know something, ask
someone who has the most reason to tdl it. The bartender's mgor profits are made from the pirates, but
mog of the girls despise Vurgrom and hisilk. None of the women work there very long. If you've been
around taverns like the Bent Mermaid, you know that,"

"Aye" Jherek said, feding chagrined. He hadn't been around taverns much, not good ones or bad
ones, and not even the ones in Velen more than enough to be margindly socid with Butterfly's crew. "I
hadn't thought of that."

"It doesn't make it any eader,” Sabyna said. "Vurgrom's on the third floor and | was told he has it
seded off. He's conducting some kind of business there."

"What busness?’ Glawinn asked.

"Thegirl | talked to didn't know."

Jherek studied the building, feding the anger hi him dissipate as he recognized the new course of
action open to him. "The building next to the tavern isastal,” he pointed oui.



"You're thinking of crossing over to get Vurgrom now?" Sabyna asked.
"Aye" Jherek answered and saw Glawinn amile.

* %k %k % %

"Doit," he said.

Glawinn prayed to Lathander, gesturing Jherek to bend his head as wel, then inscribed designs in
the air. When the paladin finished, Jherek fdt as though he'd suddenly gone deaf.

He looked up and tried to speak but no words came out.

The pdadin shook his head and drew a hand across his throat, letting the young salor know verbd
communication was no longer possible. The spdll even took away dl the sounds coming from the docks,
the pinging of rigging againg masts, shouted commands, and the dgp of the surf againg the shore and
pilings. Glawinn waved toward the other building.

Gathering himsdf, Jherek leaped across the distance from the flophouse roof to the Bent Mermaid
next door. When his feet hit, there was no sound at dl. He turned and watched as the pdadin, then the
ship's mage jumped across the distance as well. The roof trembled benegth his feet, but there was no
noise.

He hunkered down and went around the roof to the harbor sde. Clinging to the roof's edge, forty
feet above where the ocean smashed up againg the side of the Bent Mermaid, he lowered himsdf and
peered through the windows dong the wall.

A dozen men sat around tables ingde the large room that ran the length of the building's harbor side.
Pitchers of de sat on tables burdened with platters of food. Jherek recognized Vurgrom at one end of the
center table.

Confusion spread throughout the room as the pirates stood, each gesturing widdy and trying to clear
their throats. Jherek understood that Glawinn's spdll of slence was affecting the pirates as wdl, and he
knew he had to act swiftly while surprise remained a possible wegpon.

The young sallor glanced over his shoulder a Glawinn, finding the paadin in the process of knotting
adimbing rope around the chimney gicking up from the center of the peaked roof. The knight gave it a
find pull, then stood and nodded.

Without another word, Jherek flipped lithey over the roofs edge, holding the rope in one hand, and
grabbing on with the other as he dropped. He turned his downward momentum into an arc, holding tight
with his hands, and drove his boots through the window in front of him. He followed the broken glass
inward, releasing his hold and throwing himsdf forward to regain his balance.

There was no sound of the shattering glass, only the sght of it goinning away in shards. Jherek
landed on one knee, drawing attention only from the men who were looking in his direction. They opened
their mouths, probably shouting warnings, but no sound came forth.

Jherek pushed himsdf to his feet and filled his hands with the cutlass and hook &t the same time
Glawinn broke through another window and landed only a few feet away. The pdadin swept the
broadsword from its scabbard, and the room became a battlefield.

Jherek blocked a long sword with the cutlass, feding the shock of the blades medting but hearing
none of the usud clangor. The pirate drew back quickly, seeking to draw the young salor after him so
one of his companions could dip behind him.

Instead, the young sailor swung his hook toward the floor, biting into the stained rug across the
wooden floor but not the floor itsdf. He yanked hard, pulling the rug from under the other man and
sending him tumbling back.

Siding to the side, Jherek dodged a cutlass blow that would have taken his head from his shoulders.
He st himsdf and turned again, cutting forward with his own cutlass and splitting the pirate's chest open.

The mortally wounded man's face writhed in a scream, but Glawinn's spell blanked out the sound.
The pirate dropped to his knees, trying to hold himsdf together.

Across the room, Vurgrom moved his huge bulk toward the only exit.

Already in motion again, Jherek sprinted to the nearest table. He blocked a sword thrust with the



cutlass, turning it asde only inches from his leg. The young sailor threw himsdf into the air, skidding feet
firg across a buffet table and knocking dishes, food, and canddabras from it. He caught the table's edge
with the hook, tipping it over after him.

The table was big and heavy, a thick oaken dab that had been crafted wel but not treated with
respect. Stll, it held up.

Siding the hook around the side, Jherek caught the end of the table, then put al of his weight into
the pull-then-push that sent it skidding across the floor toward the exit. Uninterrupted, the table did in
front of the door, blocking VVurgrom's departure.

The pirate captain pulled the battle-axe from over his shoulder and dammed the bit into the table.
The force slit the table asunder and he kicked his way through the two haves. He yanked the door
open and hurried out, obvioudy working on the theory that discretion was the better part of vaor.

Jherek stood, glancing back at his companions. Glawinn, broadsword in one hand and shidd in the
other, held his own, gtaking out a whole corner of the room. One of the pirates rushed him, battle-axe
held high. The pdadin dropped dightly and stepped forward into the charging man. Catching him on his
shidd and avoiding the axe head as it came across with the intention of hooking onto the shidd and
puling it away, Glawinn twisted and stood. The moation hurled the pirate through the smashed windows
high over the harbor.

Sabyna's knife flashed out, driving an opponent back. Her lack of formd training in swordplay hed
her back some, but her skill with her throwing knives was deadly. She blocked another sword dash and
stepped indgde the blow, then raked her blade across the man's face. Blood flew as the pirate threw
himsdf backward. At her sde, the raggamoffyn swirled into a sudden mass of whirling cloth fragments
and sped at another pirate.

Parrying a sword thrust, Glavinn screamed soundlesdy at Jherek, ydling at him to go.

Hestation held the young sailor only for a moment. He didn't want to desert his friends, and didn't
like the idea of leaving Sabyna to fend for hersdf a dl, but in the end if he didn't reach his objective, held
risked their lives for nothing.

A pirate came a him, sword splintering the afternoon light. Jherek parried with the hook, then
brought the cutlass down onto the man's head, splitting his skull. He kicked the dead man backward into
another pirate, knocking them both clear of the door. At a dead run, the young sallor caught the
doorway's edge with the hook and pulled himsdf around it.

On the landing outside, Jherek peered over theraling and watched as Vurgrom bounded around the
second story landing where the steps switched back the other direction. With the surefooted grace of a
men used to navigating rigging in hodtile winds and blinding, sorm-driven rain, Jherek legped over the
edge and landed on the ralling danting down toward the second story.

When he hit, the wood cracked ominoudy and he knew it wasn't going to hold hm even as he
redlized he was past Glawinn's arcane slence. He fdl forward, caroming off the second story landing wall
only afew feet behind VVurgrom. He heard voices then, people cdling out to one another from the tavern
proper downdairs.

A bare-breasted serving wench carrying a platter of food and a pitcher of de cursed a Vurgrom as
he went by, then she turned into Jherek. Already a vicim of his downward momentum caused by the
treacherous raling, Jherek couldn't stop. He thought quickly enough to throw the cutlass and hook out to
the 9des so he didn't endanger her, which left him going face fird into her.

There was a moment of confusion as they fdl in a tangle a the foot of the landing. The platter of
food went flying while the de pitcher shattered againg the wal. Jherek ended up face firg againg the
sarving wench's well-cushioned charms. He managed to prevent his full weight from fdling on her by
caching himsdf on his knees and the fig around the hook handle.

He pulled his head up from her breasts, the fragrant rose scent of them filling his nose. His face
flamed in embarrassment.

"Lady," he gpologized as he pushed himsdf up, "I'm truly sorry.” Awkwardly, knowing there wasn't
any time for anything else, he pushed up and resumed his chase, drumming his boots againg the steps.

At the base of the stairs, Jherek ran through the coral shell stringers that made a partition from the



steps leading into the man tavern. Vurgrom stood near the entrance, his face showing agitation and the
fact that he recognized Jherek. The pirate captain leveled a thick forefinger in the young sailor's direction
and shouted, "A hundred gold to the man who guts that bastard!”

Ingantly, nearly every man in the tavern surged to their feet and drew weapons. Vurgrom grinned,
the effort like arictusin his round moon face.

"Been nice knowing you, boy, but you sgned your own death papers coming here after me" He
made an obscene gesture, then pushed through the door out onto the street.

Nearly hdf the tavern got up and followed Vurgrom, letting Jherek know the pirate captain had
gationed men downdairs as wel as updtairs. At least forty men came at Jherek with drawn swords,
eager to cashin on the pirate captain's offered bounty.

Jherek watched helplesdy through the paned windows as Vurgrom disappeared, heading down the
indine toward the harbor. Stubbornly, the young sallor held his ground with the beaded strings covering
the doorway at his back.

A woman to hisleft cursed and stood suddenly, sweeping back the hooded cloak that had covered
her face. Tdl and dender, her slky black hair hacked off evenly just below her shoulders, her pointed
ears visble, she wore arough green shirt that was loose enough to disguise her sex, and scarred legther
breeches tucked into high-topped boots.

She grabbed the char sheld been gtting in and hurled it toward the front of the crowd gathered in
front of Jnerek. The chair hit two men and knocked them backward into the others.

"Back, you damn dime-sucking bottom-feeders, or I'll fillet you mysdf!" she cursed as she drew a
scimitar and dirk, then rushed toward Jnerek.

Theyoung sallor turned to face her, lifting his cutlass.

"Not me, you brain-dead ninny," she told him sharply. "I've come to take a stand with you, though
by Fenmard Megtarine's kindness, | don't know why. You've cut yoursdf enough trouble for a amdl
amy, much less one sailor boy."

Jherek kept his blade up, wary that she could be attempting to trick him to get close enough to put a
blade between hisribs™ Ware now, lady," he warned. "I don't trust so esslly.”

"AZa" someone in the crowd shouted. "Azlaof Black Champion is herel”

"Kill her," another man roared. "Vurgrom's bounty on her head is a thousand gold pieces”

The hdf-dven woman's brows arched in anger. "You'd better pick sdes quickly, boy." A hdf-grin
played on her face, but it was cold as a moneylender's heart. "I'm worth more dead than you are and |
don't intend to die without trying to escape. Y ou're sanding in the way."

"Aye" Jnerek replied, waiching as the crowd regrouped, "but there was a mess left updars as
wdl."

Aza glanced back at the tavern crowd and knocked a thrown dagger from the air with the fla of
her scimitar. "Our chances of escape have got to be better there than here.”

Jherek nodded, heting to lose Vurgrom and not certain what they were going to do even if they
made it back up the dairs. He pulled the beaded strands to one side.

"No," AZlasad. "You firs." She spoke like one used to command.

"Aye" Jherek turned and raced back to the steps, waiting for her.

AZareached for the pouch at her sde and stuck enough of her arm inddeit that Jherek knew it was
abag of halding. She removed a amdl flask, handling it carefully.

"Kegp moving," she ordered, then flung the flask at the doorway as two men shoved ther heads
through.

The flask tumbled end over end and struck the floor, shattering and preading dow moving all in
spots and a pool. Immediately, the ail caught fire. The flames spiraled up a once, and the spots that had
landed on the two men charred holesin their clothes. They ydled in terror and pain and began beating a
thar dothing, but it only served to spread the flames. The firein the doorway rose up four feet high.

"Run," AZla directed. "I don't have any more of that ensorcelled ail with me”

She sorinted after him as they ran up the firg set of dairs. Three pirates were coming down, fleang
from Glawinn. The lead pirate raised his sword, ydling hoarsdly to warn his mates of the danger.



Jherek reached the corner of the landing firg and blocked the man's sword with his cutlass. The
other two men ran into the fire, and dl of them struggled to keep their baance. The young sailor kicked
the fird man in the chest, pressing his own back againg the wdl to get everything into the effort he could.

All three pirates dammed againg the railing, sngpping the supports off and tumbling amid screams to
the floor below. They'd only just landed when the firg of the pirates from the tavern area burst through
the ail, sopping only long enough to dap the few flames from his dothing. Now that the ail had nearly
exhausted itsdlf, other pirates followed.

Glawinn gazed down through the maze of switchback staircases. "Company?' the paadin asked
camly.

"Aye" Jherek answered, breathing hard from his exertions, "and plenty of it."

"Who's she?" Glawinn asked.

"A friend," the young sailor said, glancing at AZlaagain. Despite her unexpected appearance, he got
agood feding about her. "For now, a any rae.”

The hdf-df amiled and shook her head. "From the looks of things" she said, "I may be the only
friend you people have in Westgate."

"Not the only," Glawinn snapped. "Begging your pardon for my abruptness, lady.”

"That's Captain Azla™ she growled.

" stand corrected.”

Jherek glanced back down the stairs and watched the pirates getting themsdlves organized. "Maybe
we should sort thet out later.”

"The boy's right,” Glawinn said. "What's your plan?’

"The harbor,” Azla answered. "We jump.”

* k % % %

"I've been pursuing Vurgrom for years,” Azlatold them.

Jherek sat in Black Champion's gdley nurang a cup of hot tea. For the moment, Glawinn, Sabyna,
and he were guedts of Azla. After jumping from the third floor of the tavern, they'd been pulled from the
water by some of Azlds crew, who had been waiting in asmdl skiff for just such an eventudity. They sat
a one of the long, rectangular tables where her crew messed. All of them had dry clothes from supplies
the ship's captain had on hand.

Glawinn sat a one end of the table working on his armor. It was a job he'd told them couldn't be
put off, and a job he didn't want anyone ese doing. Jherek didn't blame him. A knight lived and died by
the care he showed his wegpons and armor. Having to pull it off quickly to keep from drowning after
jumping into the water, made Glawinn even more thankful it wasn't logt to the harbor bottom.

"Why?" the young sailor asked. He'd been impressed by the caravel. Black Champion was a
tight-run ship, and one of the cleanest hed ever seen. That effort was reflected in the gdley's spotless
floors and cooking area. Three cooks were dready at work on the next med and the smdls made his
somach rumble in anticipation.

Azasat across from him, dressed in a somber black that seemed to fit her mood. "Vurgrom and |
have been a odds with each other for years,” she explained. "He's declared himsdf king of Immurk's
Hold, while there are no few who think | should hold that office

Jherek amogt choked on his tea, redizing for the fird time that held accepted the invitation of a
pirate. He glanced a Sabyna. The ship's mage had a persond vendetta againg pirates since her own
brother was dan by Bloody Falkane. No emotion at dl showed on Sabynas face, nor did she return
Jherek's look.

"Vurgrom has seen me as a threat ever since, and taken steps to diminate me and my ship,” Azla
sad. "I've returned the favor upon occasion. Latdly, through spies I've got in Westgate and other ports,
aswdl asin Vurgrom's crew, | found out he's been steding and buying artifacts scattered dl across the
Sea of Fdlen Stars. He's made deds with traders in dl the nations, as wel as bargains with some of the
undersea races.”



"Do you know what that's about?" Glawinn asked.

AZa shook her head. "I've heard that he's got a contact on the Sword Coast that he sdlIs them to
regularly. Now you tdl me he was in Badur's Gate the night it was struck by the sshuagin attack. It
makes the whole stuation I've been following even more suspicious.”

Jherek dlently agreed.

"1'd found out from my spies that Vurgrom had been out to the west and was going to be returning
through the Lake of Dragons sometime during the last week. It was the firg time he'd been off the seain
months. He owns over hdf of the Bent Mermaid and | thought to take him there."

"Uniil we showed up," Glawinn said, brushing at the fittings on his chest plate.

"Aye" AzZla sad. "l had ateam of men wating outside. If Vurgrom had been with a much smdler
group, we could have taken him outside the tavern and spirited him away through the sewers under the
aty till we got him back to Champion.” She scowled darkly. "With a little time, I'd have found out soon
enough what he was up to."

"And now?" Jnerek asked.

"Now," the hdf-df cgptain said, "I'll have to do it the old-fashioned way. Follow him until | get an
opportunity to find out what he's up to and move against mwhen | can.”

"I'd like to accompany you if | could,” Jherek asked.

"To get back the trinket he took from you?'

Jherek grimaced. "Aye, but I'd prefer it if you didn't talk about it so casudly.”

"From what my spies tdl me, Vurgrom was quite pleased to get that pearl disk. It was one of the
things they'd hoped to acquire in Badur's Gate."

The announcement shocked Jherek, and it must have shown on his face. How had Vurgrom even
known about the disk if it had been hidden away for so many years? And what was it?

"I have room aboard for extra crew,” she sad. "If youd like, youre welcome. As long as you
understand that 1'm captain of this ship.”

"Aye" Jherek said.

"There mugt be one other stipulation,” Glawinn stated, turning to face her. "Aslong as we're aboard,
there isto be no taking of prize ships, no piracy.”

"Making demands like that goes againg the acknowledgement of my being the captain,” Azla stated.

"Yes" Glawinn admitted, "but you don't know yet how we may hep you in your own agenda. As
you've seen from the disk and dl that this boy has been through to get it here, our fates are tied up in it.
I'd think it's better that we worked together."

"You're shipless" Azla pointed out.

"Today," the pdadin sad, "but not in a day or so. There are some here in Westgate who dam
Lathander as thar daity. | would be able to find a ship, | promise you."

"Then why want to join me?'

"Because | think you know Vurgrom better than anyone ese we'd likdy find. If anyone can keep up
with him, I'm betting thet itll be you."

AZa pushed her tea avay and stood. "All right" she agreed. "You have your bargain. A
combination of our talents, skills, and destinies. | won't take any ships while you're aboard, but what do |
get in return?”’

"If we can manage it," Glawinn answered, "Vurgrom's head on a pike."

“I'll hold you to that,” AZla said, then turned and walked away.

XXl

26 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet

Pacys sat on an outcropping of rock overlooking the sea df aity of Faenasuor. The old bard gave

no thought to the two hundred feet of ocean above him, nor to the bluish hue it seemed dl the world had

taken on. The folk of Seros cdled dl depths between one hundred fifty feet and three hundred feet the
Gloom. The Sea of Fdlen Stars itsdf served to dratify dvilizations and undersea worlds.

A few tdl towers, mute testimony to the hubris of the eves of the ancient empire, stood up from the



sea floor, rigng over the other recovered structures and the new dwellings that had been built. The aty
sprawled unevenly across the irregular seabed the dves cdled the Hmur Plateau. Despite seventy years
of reclamation efforts, much of the dty yet remained in a state of disrepair. Excavation teams harnessing
pilot whaes, narwhas, and giant crabs worked to clear more debris in an effort that had been ongoing
during the days Pacys had spent there. Brackish clouds of debris and glt, exploded upward from
avadanches of resettling rock, sifted congantly in the currents, eventudly drawn away.

Besides being an acknowledged center of sea dven history, Faenasuor was dso surrounded by
oyster beds. Pacys watched sea elves out harvesing pearls from the oysters, clams, and other mollusks
that created them. They worked in groups, gathering the sea's bounty, then used the pearls to trade with
other undersea races and surface dwdlers. The last few days spent there had been highly indructiond
regarding dl of Seros and some of the Taker's legend, but it had adso served to remind Pacys of just how
much he didn't know.

He turned his attention back to the insrument Taareen had given him. Despite the magicd bracelet
he wore, he couldn't play the yarting underwater. Communication was fine, but the yarting's notes dl
auffered. So held put the ingrument into his bag of holding and decided to wait until he returned to the
surface to play it again.

The song kept coming together in the old bard's head. Thankfully, his musica skills weren't limited to
the yarting. Over hislife he'd found nothing he couldn't play with some skill.

Taareen had given him a saceddar, an dutd'quessran musicd insrument Pacys had never seen
before. Mounted on a chest plate that hung over the player's neck and shoulders, the saceddar had thirty
crystds of various 9zes and thicknesses across it. To play it, Pacys wore platinum finger and thumb caps
on both hands. The metal was more durable than gold and struck a truer note.

He played the saceddar by driking his fingers and thumbs againgt a sngle crystd or a combination
of crygds at the same time. Striking a new crysta or combination broke the vibrations of the last ones,
effectivdy slencing them and providing for long and short notes.

When Taareen had given it to him, Pacys had been fascinated. That fascination had grown even
more when the old bard discovered how easily playing the indrument came to him, and how parts of the
song heldd been working on seemed to knit themselves to the new medium. Hed composed new parts
over the past days, as wdl as learning the songs from Taker legends.

Scrabbling to his right, the sound dimmed by the water reached Pacyss ears a the same time as the
vibrations from the stone shdf he sat on. He turned and saw Khlina pulling himsdf up through the twisted
cord growth.

"Yegot up early thismorning,” the dwarf commented as he settled himsdf across from the bard. The
potions the sea dves kept him supplied with dlowed him the same free movement and breething ability as
Pacys had from his enchanted bracelet.

" couldn't deep,” Pacys said.

Khlinat wiped a his face, and the old bard knew it was because even though the potion protected
him from the harsh nature of the ses, it Ieft the dwarf feding like he was wet the whole time. "I didn't rest
too wdl either, songamith, but | know it's 'cause | aint never going to get acclimated to this way of living.
What's yer excuse?'

"Restlessness, | think." Pacys pulled on the saceddar and fastened the straps. He took the finger and
thumb caps from the amdl fish bladder bag that hung around his neck and fitted them on.

"Oh, and ye mean yer through prowling through them sea df books, then?' Khlinat asked hopefully.

"I don't know that | could ever be satiated with that, my friend. The wisdom of the ages resides in
those tomes. Magic, histary, trave, philosophy, worlds await any adventurer with the ill to read.”

"Aye" the dwarf said, "and a goodly pouch of gold, I'm thinking, for any man clever enough and
brave enough to make off with some of them books. Like as not, nobody's ever seen anything even kin
to them topside.”

"I'd say you're right. Even skilled as | am in languages, when trying to read ones that should be open
to me, | found them hard to decipher.”

Most of the books were written in specid pastes that hardened and adhered permanently to pages



that were cut from the shdlls of giant clams. A lot of time went into the creation of each book, so they
were highly prized. Some of them were even tond books, pieced together with crystas like the sacedder
and designed to be struck by a tiny mdlet in order to be read. Sill others were merdy books
ensor-cdlled to withstand the sea.

Khlinat waved irritably at a smdl school of fish that seemed determined to find hiding places in his
beard and hair. With the congtant immersion of living beneeth the Sea of Fdlen Stars, his peg had started
to show sgns of distress. Taareen had asked a locd amith to help out, and the dwarf had been issued a
new peg made of green-gray coral Taareen had cdled claw cord and hydras stone.

"So what are we to do?' the dwarf asked.

"I don't know." Pacys's fingers wandered across the saced-dar's surface, pinging crystals. Before he
knew it, hed started a new song weave. The notes from the struck crystals cut through the water like a
knife, pouring out into the sea.

The musc surged through him, building, and he gave himsdf over to it. The sound was haunting and
evil, a turns grident and threatening. It stabbed Pacys deep within his heart with an icy finger, yet he
found he couldn't let go the song.

Sharp, poignant notes echoed across Faenasuor and floated toward the surface. Movement, barely
sensed in the currents and then only because the old bard had attuned himsdf to ligen for vibrations
because of the saceddar, swirled around him. He knew from the fed that it was something large.

In front of him, Khlinat's eyes rounded in horror. "Get down, friend Pacys" The dwarf pushed up
quickly, reaching out for the old bard's robes and yanking him to one side.

Pacys flaled in the water, recovering quickly as he remembered to swim instead of trying to walk.
He turned as Khlinat threw himsdf at the mongter that swam up from the murky depths behind the rocky
shdlf.

The cresture was a wide-jawed fish eighteen feet in length and nearly hdf that in width. Gray-blue,
iridescent scales covered it, darker at the top and lighter at the bottom so it would gray out againg the
surface when looked a from underneath. Most sea predators possessed Smilar coloration for exactly the
same reason.

Already in attack mode, obvioudy about to seize Pacys before the dwarf yanked him out of the
way, the giant fish swam for Khlinat. 1t opened its mouth, blowing out fid-Szed chunks that whirled
around the dwarf.

Khlinat gave vent to a dwarven war cry and attacked the giant fish with both hand axes. Before he
hed the chance to land a blow, though, the giant fish opened its mouth, darted forward, and gulped him
down whole.

Pacys watched in disbdief as hisfriend disappeared without a flicker of movement, then he noticed
thet the fis-szed chunks the creature had vomited up were svimming in his direction. Their bright teeth
caught his attention firgt. Fully a dozen of them, as vidious looking as their parent, closed -within griking
distance.

Adting quickly, Pacys spoke a command word and gestured at the approaching fish. A shimmering
filled the water in front of him just before the firg of them reached him.

Thefish smacked up againg the invisble shidd that formed in front of him. It stopped the next two
as well, but the fourth one got through. Finning close to the old bard, the fish sank sharp teeth into his
flesh.

Waiching the blood stream into the water from his wound, Pacys voiced another word, traced a
ward with his forefinger, and touched the fish attacking him. Electricity sparked in the fish's eyebdls. The
predator released its hold and rolled over on its Side, floating limply.

Pecys retreated, watching as the fish battered againgt his shield. He summoned his magic around him
agan and crafted another spell. Throwing his hand draight out to the sSde of the shidd, he released
energy bolts that darted from hisfingertips

FHve greenish bolts of light streaked through the water away from the invishble shidd, then curved
back around and struck five of the remaning eeven fish, tearing their bodies to pieces. The others
descended upon the spilled entralls and ripped flesh in a frenzy.



Taking advantage of the moment, Pacys swam to the bottom and stood on the rocky shelf. He took
his gaff from his back and flicked the razor-sharp blades out. He glanced at the parent fish, seeing that it
hed turned to face him. His heart was torn over Khlinet's fate.

One of the fish found its way around the invisible shield.

Pacys swept, the saff around and neetly diced the fish's head off. The pieces floated in separate
directions for a moment, then were seized by its brethren.

Blood dreaming from the giant fish drew the old bard's atention for a moment. Crimson migt
poured from the creature's gil dits and it moved as though in agony. Pacys whirled the saff again and
gutted another one of the fish. Shifting, he spotted movement in the distance, recognizing it as sea dves
riding giant seahorses. They sat crouched down over their undersea mounts, bardy skimming above the
kelp and seaweed lining the ocean floor.

The next fish through the shield evaded the old bard's gaff and sank its teeth into the flesh just below
bis ribs. He groaned in pain and elbowed the fish away, but it was on him again, tearing savagely, before
he could take afull step.

Theold bard drew a knife and drove it through the fish's head, through the gaping jaws and dilling
the biting teeth. Though the tiny brain refused to accept the idea of death, it could no longer tear a him. It
bumped him, rubbing its rough scales over his Sde, enveloped in the blood douding the water.

More crimson suddenly spilled from the giant fish that had belched its offgoring to the attack. Its
jaws widened again, reveding Khlinat griking at the creature's upper mouth with both hand axes. Chunks
of bloody flesh floated out of its mouith.

"Khlinat!" Pacys cried. "Get away from that thing, that | might ad you."

Soinning, the dwarf looked for Pacys and found him. Almogt reluctantly, as if he had his terrible foe
exactly where he wanted it, Khlinat swam from the creature's mouth in the ungainly dog paddie he'd
managed over the lagt few days around Faenasuor.

Pacys dug his hand into the smdl med pouch he'd taken from the sea df dity after deciding to spend
the afternoon getting to know the sacedder better. One of the tidbits the even chef had foisted upon him
was octopus tentacle. It had been good, but the woman had been overgenerous with her portions, and
there was some left.

The old bard pinched a portion off, said another command word, gestured, and pointed at the giant
fish only twenty-five yards away. The octopus tentacle chunk disappeared from his hand, consumed by
the el

Ingtantly, a mass of black tentacles formed under and around the giant fish. Over ten feet in length,
the tentacles coiled in exploration, finding the giant fish dmost a once. They ensnared and wrapped the
fish, condricting around the creature and pulling it to within reach of dill other tentacles.

One of the tentacles snaked out and wrapped around Khlinat's good leg. Reacting quickly, the
dwarf swvung both hand axes repeatedly, findly cutting through the rubbery flesh and severing the
tentacle. He svam toward Pacys. Overcome by his wounds and the effort of eesting the spdlls, the bard
watched helplesdy as the magic shidd ceased its shimmering and went away. The remaining three fish
swvam for him eagerly, their jaws open wide in expectation.

Pecys covered up as best as he could, protecting his throat, face, and eyes with his arms. The fish
went for the soft tissues of his somach and under his arms. The old bard tried to knock them away with
his elbows, but he'd run out of pells he could eadly cast, and the g&ff didn't give him the room or time to
useit that he needed to protect hisface and throat.

In the next moment, Khlinat was there, roaring great dwarven curses and cdling on his god. Pacys
fdt the shudder of the hand axes deaving flesh through the connection he had with two of the fish that'd
aunk their teeth into him.

The dwarven warrior threw his arms around Pacys protectively, holding the old bard up. "Speak to
me, songamith! Don't ye dare be dying on me ghift. Not while o' Khlinat's got his eyes pedled and made
yethe promise | did!"

Pacys opened his eyes, fighting the exhaugtion and pain that threatened to consume him. "I dill live,
my friend. Y ou've not gone back on your promise yet."



"And | won't either,” the dwarf declared fiercdy. "Yewill see I'm aman of me word." Blood seeped
from wounds on his body as wel, mixing with the bard's in the sdty water.

Taareen arrived foremost among the eves mounted on seahorses. He flung himsdf off the creature
and swam toward Pacys.

"Tdeweaver!" the seadf cried, eding toward him in the particular undulation the sea eves used for
cutting rapidly through the water.

"I'm here," Pacys said.

Taareen surveyed him, taking in the damage done with a grimace.

"It's not as bad asit looks," Pacys said, though he fdt thet it was.

"We should have had guards over you," Taareen said. "We knew how important you were, and that
the Taker would strike at you if he could. Now that he's found you here, we're going to have to move
you somewhere d<se"

The other dves mounted on seahorses rode around the giant fish druggling againgt the black
tentacles Pacys had summoned. They fired repeated crossbow bolts into the giant fish, teking care to Say
wdl away from the reach of the tentacles.

"What makes you so sure the Taker has found me?' Pacys asked.

"The ascdlion isnt anormd Shallows or Gloom predator,” Taareen said, pointed at the creature that
had attacked the bard. "Usudly that mongter is only found in the Twilight depths.”

Pacys knew from his understanding of the Sretification of Seros depths that the Twilight was the
depth between three hundred to six hundred feet. "Maybe it found its way up here by mistake.”

The black tentacles disappeared in the next moment as the magic sudaning them became
exhausted. The ascdlion tried only a feeble escape. More than a dozen quarrdls stuck out of its face, and
more were shot into it as the old bard watched.

Taareen shook his head. "There's no mistake. The Taker found a way to send that cresature here,
and we're lucky that you escaped with your life By the Dolphin Prince, the things we would have logt
had we logt you."

XXl

26 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet

Laaqued stood on the deck of the royd flier as it glided through the ocean, powered by sahuagin
rowers. She'd never traveled on one of the craft for long distances before, and never a dl until lakhovas
hed become baron.

She fdt proud as she watched the four hundred rowers working in rgpid tandem, pulling the
shuagin craft through the underbelly of the ocean a a normd pace that more than doubled anything a
surface vessd could do, even with rowers and a favorable wind. A two hundred forty-mile day was a
normd average for the fliers. The other two hundred sahuagin that made up the rest of the crew rotated
in, taking a dhift at the oars as wel while gpdling another team.

Laaqued scanned the deep blue of the ocean around them, looking back at dl the fliers that
followed. Though she couldn't see them dl because even her eyes couldn't penetrate the gloom, she
knew there were more than two dozenindl.

Sidfied that there was nothing she could do to make the journey more safe, she tried not to think
about the possible dangers waiting at the Lake of Steam, where lakhovas had sad they were headed.
With a find prayer offered up to Sekolah, she turned and waked the length of the flier to the cabin
lakhovas had ordered congtructed in the stern as his persond quarters. None of the other fliers had such
athing.

She stood before the door and raised her hand to rap on the door.

Before she could touch it, 1akhovas's voice rumbled, "Enter, little malenti.”

She let hersdlf through the door, having the brief but certain feding that it would not have opened at
dl if he hadn't alowed it.

lakhovas occupied a chair constructed of whaebone that was throndikein its dimensons. Seaweed
draped it, creating a cushion. Lucent algae hung inirregular strips across the calling. Shelves held some of



the items his spies and troops had gathered since the attacks againg the coastal lands had begun.

Laaqued could sense the power that dung to most of them but didn't know what any of them were.

A crystd brain cord sat in the middle of the table, as tightly furrowed as its namesake. Though she
was familiar with dl the corals that formed dong the Sword Coast, the mdenti priestess had never seen
anything like it. Motion dithered and twisted in the brain cord's depths.

lakhovas sat back in the seet, his attention riveted on the crysta brain coral. Some of the glitter on
the crystdline surface reflected through the patch covering his empty eye socket.

"What do you want?' he asked, sounding distracted.

"Only to see what it was that took up so much of your atention,” she told him. "Our people need to
see thar king out among them moreif they're going to follow him into areas not meant for We Who Eat."

lakhovas fixed hisSngle eye on her, but she fdt something else-a cold and dien glare-settle on her
from hismissng eye.

"Not meant for We Who Ea?' He shook his head. "Little mdenti, there are sshuagin in those
waters, and we are on our way to set them free. Come. Let me show you." He gestured toward the brain
cord.

Moving closer, Laagued stared into the brain cord's depths. Lights spun and glittered there. She
knew it was an underwater location from the color around the figures revedled to her. No sky ever hdd
that shade of blue, and no patch of land ever looked like the St bed of the ocean floor.

One of the figures was an old surface dwdler riding in front of a sea df on a seahorse. They rode
toward a dity that had parts that looked as ancient as anything Laagqued had ever seen. Even though she
knew she shouldn't involve hersdf, the mdenti priestess couldn't hep asking, "Who's this?"

lakhovas considered her question for a moment. "In al your studies about One Who Swims With
Sekolah, did you ever hear the name Tdeweaver?'

"No." She didn't remember reading the name, but something turned over in her memory.

"The sea dves have legends about me too,” 1akhovas said. "All marine creatures that had a means of
recording hisory when | was lagt in these waters had stories of me" He laughed, and the sound echoed
within the cabin. "All of them are lies. Lies built on misconceptions and pregjudiced hatred. Some of them
| even started mysdf through various agents.”

"Thisman isthe Tdleweaver?' Laagued asked.

"Yes" lakhovas admitted.

Laaqued scanned the man again, trying to find anything of sgnificance about him. "What part is he
supposed to play indl this?'

"In the little drama the sea eves are trying to establish?' lakhovas asked. "He is supposed to find
their savior.”

"Thar savior?' Laaqued fdt alittle uneasy taking of saviors. Her own beiefs were strong, and she
knew thet other religions, other gods, exercised considerable power across Faerun as well.

"Someone who will stand againg me and defeat me" lakhovas explained. "You know how these
legends are. Humans and dves dl bdieve in these great romances of men and dves that are able to
triumph againgt great and overwhdming odds.”

"Isit true?'

"Thar myth of the savior?'

For amoment, Laaqued hesitated putting voice to her reply because she didn't know how lakhovas
would react. "Yes"

lakhovas shook his head and laughed again. "Little maenti, | helped create the myth of ther savior.
There is no savior. Any humean they find who believes he is this one is only a fool one heartbest away
from deeth.”

"Why did you do that?'

lakhovas raked a taon againg the crysta brain cord, causng a tiny, high-pitched ring and said,
"Because | could. Because it amused me. Most of dl, because it served me. If they didn't have the legend
of their hero, they wouldn't do the things | need them to that will insure my success.

"Whet do you need from them?”'



He raked her with his harsh gaze. "Y ou know more than any other a this time, little maenti. Don't
get any greedier than | can tolerate.”

Laaqued fdt a surge of anger thrill through her. Only days ago held helped her rebuild her faith, now
he was pushing her at arm's length again.

"At ease" lakhovas told her. "l only want you to remember your boundaries for your own benefit.
Not mine"

Caefully, Laagued pushed water through her gills and dropped her eyes in deference to his
authority. In many ways he was correct. She had her fath, and that would be enough. That srength
would serve her as she served Sekolah.

"And to answer your question, the eves bdieve the Taleweaver will help them rebuild ther histories
and dlow them some measure of a chance to defest me once the savior is found. However, as the
Tdeweaver moves to the ripples they feed him, so does he serve the undercurrent I've had in play for
thousands of years."

Ligening carefully, Laagued filed the information away in her mind.

"There are, in the Sea of Fdlen Stars-or Seros as they cdl it there-beings who are unlike any of
those dsawhere in dl of Toril. They can prove to be somewhat difficult to deal with. And if I-if we-do
not move cleverly while we are there, the Sea of Falen Stars can become a trap. | have no intention of
dlowing that to happen.”

Laaqued tried to ligen to any dgn of fear or anxiety in his voice, but there was none. Only the
confidence he dways exuded sounded init.

"Now come, little maenti, and let me show you the brethren to We Who Eat that I've spoken of.
They are there, and they are kept behind awal that is meant to keep them from taking over dl of Seros,
asistheair right."

"Sekolah would never dlow such a thing," Laagued said. The idea of sahuagin penned up, being
made to day in one spot was unthinkable,

"The Great Shark will tolerate it no longer,” lakhovas said. "That's why you and | were brought
together here and now. We will bring them their freedom, and the people of Seros will know whet it
means to have doom suckled to their breasts like a vampiric child."

Curious and alittle afraid to find what he was saying was true, Laaqued peered into the crysd brain
cord.

The image of the sea df and the old surface dweller astride the seahorse floaing down into the
ancent dty faded from the crystd's depths. In seconds it was replaced with the image of a sahuagin
hunting party armed with nets and tridents.

"They are different,” Laaqued breathed, surprise filling her and driving away her own fears and
doubts. Ther anterior fins radiated from the sides of their heads as did the ones in the outer seas, but they
flowed longer, reeching back dong the skull until they merged with the dorsal fin at the top of ther
shoulder blades. Also, their coloring tended more toward blue shades than green. In fact some of those
Laaqued saw were ted and turquoise colored. A great number of them had speckles and stripes, like the
markings they had as hatchlings.

lakhovas touched the brain coral and the image changed again. When it cleared once more, it
showed a massive wadl lying under a stretch of ocean, only a short distance from the surface. The wal
looked smooth, obvioudy manmade and constructed with care. She knew how massve it was from
comparing the fish and the hated sea €ves svimming nearby.

"We Who Eat of Seros are hdd captive in a tiny portion of dl that is avalable. The dves and
surface dwellers cdl the area the Alamber Sea. None of the shuagin trapped indde it have ever been
dlowed to leave that area in any great numbers. Only hunting groups in twos and threes have escaped
through the sea df guards that man the wal."

Laaqued was horrified. "But if they're not alowed to migrate, how do they live? If they're not
caeful, they could over-hunt an area"

"And die?"

Laaqued said nothing. It was too ghedly to put into words. When sshuagin over-hunted a



region-which was seldom-there were whispered stories of how they'd turned on each other, eding the
young and the weak until the region repopulated and the hunting was good again. It was one thing to eat
another after desth, or after a blood chdlenge, but preying on each other as a food source wasn't
permitted except under the harshest of circumstances.

"Yes, little maenti. Those of your brethren have had to be careful over the years. The horrors you
imagine, they've had to live through. Thet wall is over a hundred miles long, Sixty feet tal, and a hundred
feet thick. The sea dves and ther dlies have kept garrisons dong it two miles apart to patrol. They cdl it
the Sharksbane Wall."

Laaqued burned the name into her memory, knowing it would forever live in infamy among the
sahuagin.

"Until now, the eves and their dlies have believed that wal to be impenetrable, but no more. I'm
going to change that.”

"You mug tdl the others,” Laagued said, knowing the outrage would fire the blood of the warriors.

"l will. When the timeisright. Now | am tdling you."

"When we free them, what then? They will be hunted.”

lakhovas nodded. "Y es, they will. Probably more hunted than anything ever before in the history of
Seros. The sea dves and most of the other underwater races fear nothing more than We Who Eat.”

"Thatisasit should be" Laagqued stated proudly, "but they will have many enemies.”

"Only the inadequate fall, little maenti.”

Laaqued looked at the long wall reveded in the crysta brain cord. "It is as you say, as Sekolah
wills"

"Dont be so taken aback,” lakhovas suggested. "I've not come this far merely to free them from
their prison that they might be killed. I've arranged dlies for them. Other races in Seros who would like to
see the haughty sea eves brought to ther knees. The eves have a dity there-Myth Nantar.”

Cold dread closed in around Laaqued. She'd heard of the city, and of the dangers thet lay there.
"Thelog dity of the ves?'

"One of them,” lakhovas acknowledged. "Myth Nantar is pecid to the Serosan sea eves. What
have you heard of it?'

"That its eves were driven from it by wild magic they and their dlies unleashed during one of ther
wars.

lakhovas gazed into the brain coral. "When Myth Nantar began its fdl and the magic ranged out of
the sea eves control, the sahuagin who are now trapped behind that wall raided there often. They helped
drive out the last of the sea eves and clamed many treasures as their own.”

"Sill, they fdl againg the greater numbers of the sea dves and thair dlies”

"Yes, but then We Who Ea stood done. It's not that way now. According to the prophecies of the
sea dves, Myth Nantar will be returned to them in time to usher in a new period of greatness for their
culture. They even believe they have a weapon there that will defeat me”

"Defeat you?' Laagued asked, trying to absorb everything she was being told. "We have no reason
to journey to Myth Nantar."

"We will, littte malenti. Youll see lakhovas gazed at her, resolutdly and cdm. "We can't free our
people without taking the war well be waging to Myth Nantar. The sea eves mug be broken again.”

"What about the wegpon they have?'

"Thet weapon . . ." lakhovas mused. "'l depend on that wespon of theirs, little maenti, and | depend
on ther fath to use it againg me."

Laaqued controlled her fears through discipline learned in her cdling. Her lack of fath in lakhovas
himsdf was lessened as he reveded everything to her so camly. He was undertaking the effort to free the
other sahuagin in spite of dl the odds againgt him. There could be no greeter task that Sekolah would put
before him.

Or her.

Theredization of that made her proud. The Great Shark had tested her in the past, given her a birth
defect that should have caused her death ether as a haichling or a any time growing up, and heldd given



her dl her massive doubts to overcome. Now that she knew what it was dl for, she redized it had only
been to make her stronger--strong enough to go to a land-locked sea and free those who'd never known
freedom, to fufill the future of her people while shattering the prophecies of the hated sea dves.

"Mog Exdted One," Laagued said, assuming the open and defensdless stance of a sahuagin facing
another in a podtion of authority, Soreading her arms out to her Sdes to leave hersdf open to attack. She
kept her eyes down out of deference to him. "In the past I've been doubtful and borderline rebdlious
toward you. | now pledge to you my complete dlegiance and my promise never to work againg you.”

"And your doubts? Will those continue to plague you?'

"l swear by Sekolah the Uncaring that | will struggle with those" Laagqued said. She stared a the
wadl, and her hatred grew anew for dl the surface dwdlers. Thiswal was blagphemy.

"That's good enough for me" lakhovas said. "In return, | promise that through us the Great Shark
will find away to destroy that wal and free those who have been trapped there for so long." He touched
the crystd brain cord.

Sowly, the image held insde dimmed, but Laaqued knew she would never forget that hateful wall.

lakhovas pushed himsdf up from his chair. "Come, Mot Sacred One."

The mdenti was surprised to hear him use the title with such respect. She draightened hersdf,
accepting the responghility of the office she'd been thrown into. Her doubts could no longer confine her,
no longer take away her strength. She was a child of Sekolah, and the Great Shark had designed a grand
current for her to ride. She would follow it with straight fins and without hestation. Anyone who tried to
stop her would die.

"Let usdlow our warriors to see usin our coming glory that their hearts may be strengthened before
we take them into the land of fire. We have many plans to make."

She followed him, certain with every stroke that she was going toward her destiny.

XXV

28 Kythorn, the Year of the Gauntlet

"Your lady doesn't approve of you working on this ship. | think she believes you should only be a
passenger.”

Jherek fdt a flush of embarrassment when he redlized Azla was sanding beside him. The ship's
cgptain wore tight black breeches with flaing cuffs over boots and a black leather vest with Slver
embroidery. Her scimitar and dirk hung at her sde.

"She's not my lady,” Jherek replied, "we're merdy friends”

He glanced up at the stern castle where Sabyna stood and fdt guilty. Sabyna definitdy didn't like the
idea of the young sallor working around the pirate vessd. However, Sabyna had been working with
Azlds own ship's mage, an old man named Arthoris who'd spent his entire life on the Sea of Fdlen Stars.
It took both ther efforts to keep Black Champion racing after Vurgrom's pirate ships. The smdl pirate
fleet conssted of four vessels, headed up by Maelstrom, Vurgrom's persond ship. So far, none of the
pirate vessals had seemed to spot them. Black Champion trailed out of sght, locked onto its prey by a
spdl Arthoris had cast.

AZla crossed her ams over her breasts and glanced up inirritation at Sabyna. "Aye, | hear you," she
sad, "but that's not the understanding | get when | look at her. Either I'm wrong or you're misteken.” She
turned her dark gaze back on him. "Would you care to put a wager on which likelihood is more correct?”’

Jherek flushed again. "No, lady."

He tried to return his atention to the sal he was mending. The doth was in fairly good shape,
showing some definite time put to hard use at sea, but it was servicegble. At lead, it would be &fter dl the
great rents were repaired.

"No, Cap'n," Aza corrected without rancor but with definite sted in her voice.

"No, Captain," Jherek said. He drew more of the thick thread for his needle, mesasured off a length,
then knotted the end of the twin strands. He returned his atention to his sewing.

"Il tdl you now," Azla said, dropping a hand to her scimitar, "I've never suffered the presence of
anyone on my ship who made mefed ill a ease”



"She doesn't mean anything by it." Jherek fumbled for words, desperately seeking some answer to
the problem the two women had presented him. Over the past few days, both women had sought him out
and talked to him about the other. When held asked Glawinn for advice, the paladin had only smiled at
him and lifted his sword to begin Jherek's training anew. The young salor had been thankful for the
swordplay. At least for atimeit had taken his thoughts from the friction between the two women, even if
it left im bone-tired afterward.

" don't see how that could be true" AzZla snapped. "Her disapprova of me isn't unintentiond.”

Jherek blew out atight breath, wondering if he was about to make matters worse. "It isn't you she
disapproves of, Captain. It's pirates in genera. Her brother was killed by one.”

AZareturned his gaze.

"Sabyna was jugt a child when it happened,” Jherek explained. "She saw the whole thing. Shélll
never forget that."

Surprigngly, Azlds face softened. She looked away from Jherek and back up a the young woman
danding in Black Champion's stern. "Aye, then shelll never forget or forgive”

"No," Jherek said, knowing it was true. "l don't think she will."

AZzla was quiet for a moment, done with thoughts that captured dl of her attention. She shook her
head dightly and grimaced. "Who was the pirate?"

Jherek focused on mending the sall again. "A man named Fakane. He's cdled Bloody Falkane and
the Sdt Wolf."

"I've not heard of him," Azla said.

"Fakane's wdl known dong the Sword Coast." Jherek took up another dtitch, pulling the sallcloth
neatly together. The spacing was important if the sall was to fit correctly again.

"Hes il dive?"

"Aye" Jherek remembered seeing Bunyip in Badur's Gate, and the eerie wall echoed again in his
mind. He shivered in spite of the balmy hest thet lay over the Sea of Fdlen Stars.

"That must be a hard burden to cary,” AzZla commented, then caled out briefly to her crew,
ordering salls trimmed.

"Anything associated with Falkane is a hard burden.”

Jherek tried not to let too much bitterness sound in his voice, but knew he faled. He hadn't even
intended to speak his thoughts, but they'd been too strong to remain mute. Thankfully Azla seemed so
busy with her crew for the moment that she didn't notice. He took out more of the thick thread.

"You've got a steady hand with that needle" Azlatold him a moment |ater.

"Thank you." Jherek took up another ditch, gathering the materid. Black Champion's speed
increased and she did across alarge swdl that lifted her up and set her back down quickly enough to rall
the young sallor's ssomach dightly.

"You're asalor then?' she asked him. "Not like your paadin friend?"

"Aye Nearly dl I've known isthe sea."

"And you likeit here?'

"More than any other place I've been.”

Her line of questioning made Jherek bdieve that she hadn't dways known the sea. Yet, with the
grace and certainty she displayed on the deck, he couldn't imagine her not in command of a ship. As
Fnaren often declared, ships captains were born and made, hammered into shape by events rather than
through book learning.

AZlanodded and said, "But you're young. There are probably few places you've actudly been.”

Jherek tied off another ditch as he gave consderation to what she'd said. "I've been up and down
the Sword Coast a number of times. I've been to Waterdeep, Badur's Gate, Athkatla, and a number of
ctiesto the north. I've seen my share of things™

"And now you'e herein the Sea of Falen Stars to see yet more”

"Asthe godswill it."

An icy chill touched Jherek agan as he remembered the great voice that had haunted him upon
occasion snce he was a child.



"Persondly,” Azlainformed himin afia tone, "l don't believe the gods take an interest in anyone.”

Jherek shrugged, then touched the praying hands of 11-mater hanging on the thong around his neck.
"I have my beliefs™

"Do you find your god shading the luck and opportunities you have in your favor?'

Jherek considered the question gravely. Reigious matters were important and he wanted to answer
the question most correctly. "At times | have thought s0."

"But you don't know?"

“No."

"Then how can you profess to believe?'

"Because bdieving is different than knowing," Jherek answered. "Once | know, how can | believe?
Knowledge isnt faith.”

AZaregarded himin silence. Y ou've been taking to soothsayers far too long.”

Jherek shrugged, taking no offense. "Captain, | learned a long time ago that each man has to build
within himsdlf the things hell need to get through life Part of thet is a way of thinking, certain kills that
are meant to put food on the table and a roof over his head, other skills that keep him free from the
tyranny of other men. Bdief has to bein there as wdl, to shape a man's destiny and lead him forward.”

"And what if that destiny is a bent or broken one?* Azla asked. "Where does bdief fit in then?"

The quedtion lit a new fire under dl the doubts that Jherek tried to keep buried within him. He
hestated for a moment, then gave her the answer Mdorrie had dways given him. "A man's beief helps
him through, helps him remain himsdf in spite of the trids around him.”

"What about you?' she asked him. "Is your bdief hdping you so fa?"

"Aye" Jherek's answer was given with far less confidence than he would have liked to admit.

"Good, then maybe itll be enough for usdl.”

XXV

1 Flamerule, the Year of the Gauntlet

Laaqued stood on Tarjana's deck and looked out at the Lake of Steam. Thick, heated gray mis
hung over the lake and clouded the surrounding lands with perpetua fog. Ahead of them in the distance,
she could barely see Arnrock Idand, which was the mgor source of dl the volcanic attivity in the area.
Gray-white smoke with searing orange embers belched continuoudy into the air, creating the black
cinders that swirled endlessly over the lake and filled the water with dark speckles.

She wrapped her ams around hersdlf, dready feding her skin drying out from exposure to the
geam. The other sehuagin stayed underwater on the mantas. Even there, the temperatures were hot
enough to be uncomfortable and would tend to encourage parasitic growth ingde gl tissue. For some of
the spells lakhovas had to do in order to open the gate for them that would take them to Seros, he
needed to be out of the water.

He'd aso needed the things he had stored aboard the mudship. HEd summoned it after they'd
entered the lake, praisng it to the sahuagin as an item taken in battle from Baldur's Gate.

Laaqued prayed congantly, dinging to her bdief so much easier now that sheld discovered why
lakhovas had come among them. Freeing the captive sahuagin had preyed upon her mind since hed told
her about them, dlowing her to focus on something more than her own doubts.

"Priestess”

Laaqued turned, hearing unaccustomed fatigue in lakhovass voice. "Yes, Most Exdted One.”

He waked out onto the deck from the cabin where hed been working. "It's done. All the
preparations have been made. The gate will open as soon as Vurgrom has his piece in place in the
Alamber Sed'

"Is there anything | can do, Most Exdted One?' Looking a him, Laaqued wished she could take
away some of the tiredness that dung to him. He'd worked hard for the last week, never sopping even
to deep.

"No, but thank you for your kindness, priestess. Now dl that may be done is the waiting.”

Despite the low burning that covered her skin, she went to stand beside him.



* k *k k%

"He's dropping hissalls," Jherek said, staring through the tel escope he held.

He stood on Black Champion's foredeck, the bright blue-green of the Alamber Sea spreading out
around him. Vur-grom'’s flagship, Maelstrom, dropped anchor after another fewv moments, flanked by
the three smdler craft floating around it. They dl flew the skull and crossbones on a fidd of black. In the
distance behind the pirates, the volcanic idand that was cdled the Ship of the Gods spewed vile smoke
into the air.

"That's foolish," Azla snapped, looking irritated. "Stting out here like this, held be a target for any
sehuagin who chose to attack. Thisisthe Alamber Sea, and it literally crawls with them.”

She scanned the sea in dl directions, as if expecting some proof of her statement. The farther
Vurgrom had led them from Westgate, the wilder their speculations had gotten about where he was going
and why. They tried guessng at possible dlies the pirate had in the coastdl nations around the Alamber
Sea. Fndly they'd had to give up and admit defeat. None of the nations Azla could name would have
digned themsalves with the sshuagin.

"What now?" he asked.

The hdf-df shook her head. "I don't know." She turned and gave the order for her own crew to
drike Black Champion's sdls. "I'm not going to get close enough that they can overtake us before we
get the wind behind our sals again. All we have over Vurgrom's shipsis speed.”

Glandng back amidships, the young salor saw Sabyna and Glawinn standing close together and
taking. A pang went through his heart as he thought about how little he and the ship's mage had seen
each other during the trip out from Westgate. Hed spent every morning and every evening practicing
swordcraft with Glawinn. The paadin seemed to be made of iron.

His absence from Sabyna, Jherek knew, was because he took an active part in the care and
maintenance of Black Champion. The ship's mage chose not to do anything other than give ad in
summoning the winds that kept them at Maelstrom's hedls. The young salor hadn't known how hard the
trip was going to be on Sabyna.

"Thereheis" AZlasad.

Jherek spotted the big pirate captain waking across Maelstrom's deck. Even at this distance, the
young salor could see the glint of gold in VVurgrom's hand. The pirate captain threw the object out to sea.
It twinkled in the ar and vanished below the surface. Jherek had no idea what the thing was, but anxiety
spread across his shoulders and shot up the back of his neck.

* * % % %

It'stime.

Laaqued glanced up at 1akhovas, watching as he rubbed the token that gave him command over
Tarjana between hisfingers.

lakhovas walked back to the great gdley's steering section and took the whed. Under his
command, the mudship dived, gliding benegth the heated waters. Even as she fdt the too-hot caress of
the currents dosng over her, Laagqued was grateful for them, too. They soaked tissues that had gotten
too dry from exposure to the hest.

With lakhovas a the hdm, Tarjana sped to the front of the sahuagin armada. The fliers rested on
the bottom of the lake amid the kelp fronds. When they saw the mudship gliding forward, powered by
the rowers that lakhovas had ordered aboard, the fliers lifted from the lake floor and Started after i,
having no problem matching the dower craft's speed.

Laagqued peered through the murky lake depths, uncertain how lakhovas had known it was time to
dart the voyage. She stood beside him, holding onto the nearby railing, lakhovas guided the craft to
within feet of the irregular bottom with more sill than she'd known him to have. As she watched his
hands upon the whed, she noticed that some of the tattooed scars inscribed on his forearms and chest



glowed, showing through his clathing.

"Relax, priestess. No one e'se can see what you can see. You of dl people see me most clearly.”

They sped toward the base of Arnrock Idand. Thinking perhaps a cave somehow existed in the
thick column of rock, Laaqued peered more closdy, but only craggy rock remained in view. Even if
there had been a cave, she couldn't imagine it being anything but superheated.

Stll, 1akhovas maintained his course. The rowers aboard Tarjana hestated. The mdenti priestess
fdt the decrease in speed.

"They cannot stop,” lakhovas commanded. "We need the speed if we're to get through the gate in
timefor dl the others to follow."

"I will attend to it," Laagqued promised.

Saying low, she hooked her toe claws into the deck as she made her way down the ralling and to
the main hold opening into the rowing compartments. She went down the ladder, stepping out of the
current.

One hundred and forty sshuagin manned the oars, and dl of them looked up at her expectantly, only
going through the motions of, rowing ingtead of pulling with dl their srength. Laaqued glared a the
sahuagin on the timing drum gitting on a deck up above the rowers and said, ™Y ouve dowed the beat.”

"Mog Sacred One," the sahuagin said, "I've been told we're speeding for the volcano itsdf.”

"Y ou're questioning the will of Sekolah?' Laaqued's eyes flashed with anger. Gathering her power
around her, she touched the Great Shark symbol she wore between her breasts and prayed quickly. She
threw out her hand.

Bones snapped as a paroxysm saized the drum beater. Within a twenty-foot cube around him, the
pressure in the water had suddenly increased to what it would be two thousand feet down. Without
having a chance to acclimate, the sahuagin's air bladder exploded in his chest, followed quickly by the
other soft tissue areas induding the eyes and inner organs. The drum held been besting dso caved in.
Blood pooled up and spread out above the crumpled sahuagin. His corpse floated away from the deck
and rose to the caling above the rowers.

Priestess, lakhovas said into her mind.

"Row!" Laagqued ordered. She struck the side of the ship with her trident's hilt, cresting a bonging
noise. She repeated the effort, setting the cadence for the rowers. "Fear is not for We Who Eat! Succeed
or fal! Live or die Row!"

The sea devils bent to the oars, pulling them ludtily, and Laaqued fdt the difference a once. She
pointed a another of the sahuagin in the hold who'd been responsible for spdling those rowers who
needed it. "You are the new beater. By Sekolah's unkind amile, don't make me find another to replace
you."

"No, Most Sacred One. We dhdl row for the Great Shark, and for you. We shdl not fal." The man
took up his trident and started besating it againg the wall, keeping up the rapid cadence the mdent
priestess had started.

Satisfied, Laagued dimbed the steps back to the man deck.

"Now, priestess" lakhovas said. "Now it begind"

She looked forward and saw the trunk of Arnrock Idand filling the view before the prow. They
were too close how, going too fast to avoid cracking up on the rocks and cord. Only a smdl twinge of
fear twisted through Laagued's somach, but she quickly put her doubt away. The quest they were on
was redl. Even Sekolah the Uncaring would want his chosen children free as held firg freed them so long
ago.

"There, Laaqued! Do you seeit?' lakhovas stood at the whed, the tattoos dl over his body lighted
by lambent green fires.

A shimmering took place in front of Tarjana just as her prow reached out for the rock. A portd
opened in the rock, tal enough and wide enough for the fliers thet trailed after them.

"Hold on!" lakhovas warned. "With dl your might, hold on or youll be forever lost and even | won't
be able to protect you!"

Siill gaining speed, Tarjana flew into the portd.



* k *k k%

"They'veraised ther sals again,” Jherek said as he watched the crews aboard Maelstrom and the
other pirate vessals work their rigging with dl due speed.

The salldloth spread dong the yardarms, then belled out, greedily catching the wind. Azla gave the
order for her own crew to run the sals up. Rigging whined and creaked overhead as they hurried to
follow her orders.

"They're doing something ese, too," she said. "Can you make out wht it is?"

Jherek gtrained to see through the spyglass, riding out the rise and fdl of Black Champion's deck.
He spotted the coarse legther tarps the crew was spreading out across the decks.

"Taps?' Azla repeated, pushing hersdf to the railing and hanging onto the rigging above. "What in
the Nine Hdls would they do that for?"

"Look!" Sabyna caled from below. She pointed. "Something's hgppening to the volcano.”

Jherek turned his attention to the smoldering tower of rock behind Maelstrom. Thicker and darker
smoke, filled with fiery debris that could be seen even a the distance they were at, belched from the Ship
of the Gods.

"It's going to blow," AZla stated quietly, and Jherek didn't doubt that for a moment.

T'Kdah, royd guard of Ring Kromes who ruled Aleaxtis, the kingdom of We Who Eat benegth the
Alamber Sea, stalked his quarry with a patience born of reish for the kill.

He stood just over nine feet in height and was built broad and strong, a warrior who was feared by
his own people as wel as the surface dwellers. His scales held a deep emerdd green so dark it was
amog black. Legend said that was once the color of dl sahuagin before they'd been trapped in the
Alamber Sea and put in such close proximity to the sea eves of Seros. Those same sea dves were
reputed to have been different colorsin ages past, but they had passed on their skin changes through the
mdenti and ther proximity to the warriors of Aleaxtis.

Despite hissize, T'Kadah did quietly through the kel p lining the ledges where held spotted the sea df
only moments before. HEd been quietly occupying a cave in the area that overlooked Vahaxtyl, the
sahuagin capitd of Aleaxtis, dreaming of the day when he would be king.

Of course, that wasn't going to happen unless opportunity manifested itsdf. Stll, it was a good
ambition, and one that hed pursued. After dl, hed waited and watched, made blood chdlenges as they
became possible, and killed hisway into a pogtion as captain of the royd guard of King Kromes.

Success or falure had been the driving force in his life, the thing that had driven him to live in the
hatcheries when so many of his brothers and ssters had been out to eat him. Yet stting in the cave,
thinking of that day, had ignited the black rage that often consumed him because he didnt think of
patience as a virtue.

The amputated stub of his lower left am served to remind him that patience was sometimes best
gven some degree of heed. But then, he dill had three more aams. He'd been marked from hirth as a
four-arm to follow stronger currents than mogt of his people could fin. Since logng the arm, held worked
to make the other three even stronger.

Thank Sekolah's uncaring grace thet the sea df had wandered into the area to provide hm some
digraction. T'Kaah undulated through the water, gliding through the kelp. From the changes in pressure
dong his laterd lines, he knew exactly where the sea df was. The sahuagin royd guard closed the
distance, knowing from the lack of movement that the df had come to a stop. Whether because held
seen T'’Kdah or just wanted to observe the city wasn't clear.

T'Kaah parted the kelp with two of his hands while holding a trident in his third. He spotted the sea
df ahead of him, hunkered down behind a ridge of rock and sparse growths of gold-and-brown striped
tiger coral. He was blue dl over, with only a few white patches. T'’Kaah guessed that the df was there
trying for one of the shipwrecksin the area that had been Ieft by his people.

The sea eves often tried to raid the shipwrecks in the area controlled by We Who Eat. King
Kromes had even taken to seeking out magic items himsdf, identified by the priestesses, and hoarded



them as further temptation to the sea eves and surface dwedlers dike. T'Kdah knew for certain thet the
number of magic items stored at the paace was considerable.

Spreading hisfingers and toes so the webbing would better catch the water, T'Kaah swam for the
sea df.

Something must have given away his approach because the df tried to turn and bring up a bone
knife. "Black Clawd" the df said, cdling the big warrior by the name the surface world knew him by.

T'Kdah showed the df no mercy, placing the trident before him and shoving it into the sea df s
chest. It was a quicker desth than T'Kadah had intended. He would have preferred to make the df beg
for atime taste the st of his tears mixed in with the ocean before held ever tasted his victim's blood.
Stll, he held the df at the end of the trident and shook him vidioudy until his death was apparent.

Climbing to the top of the rocks overlooking Vahaxtyl, T'’Kaah shoved the end of the trident into a
crack so that it supported the df s corpse. He sat on a rock beside the dead man, popped his claws, and
cut chunks from his unexpected fesst.

T'Kdah shoved the gobbets of flesh into his mouth and swallowed them nearly whole. The blood
scent in the water would draw other predators soon. Though the sharks knew better than to bother him,
it was the little fish with dl ther darting around that annoyed him most. No matter how quickly he tried to
eat a med, they were aways there scrounging for whatever they could get. He ate the soft parts firg,
knowing the little fish would go for those firgt as wdll.

His latera lines picked up the changesin pressure even though he didn't immediatdy recognize what
it was. He did know it came from the direction of Vahaxtyl.

The cty was built on a shdf of rock it shared with the volcano the surface dwedlers cdled the Ship
of the Gods. His people cdled it Cliitaan, Cursed Fire. Besdes the changes in pressure, his ddicate
olfactory senses aso picked up the stench of sulfur. Scents spread quickly in the water much as sound
did. As he watched, a red glow seemed to center midway up the Ship of the Gods. It grew rapidly,
turning redder.

T'Kadah watched, mesmerized, wondering if Sekolah had started a new current-one that would

change hislife

* * % % %

Laaqued logt her footing when Tarjana's prow dammed into the left Sde of the opening a the
bottom of the Lake of Steam. Though the ship itsdf wasn't hurt by the collison, she was lifted from the
deck and tossed into the current that hurled her toward the stern.

All around her, filling the tunnd the mudship plunged through, molten lava glowed orange-yelow.
The heat crisped fish that had been unlucky enough to be sucked in after them. Her senses were moving
S0 quickly that even while she was turning in the vidious current hersdf she could see the flesh peding
back from the fish while they ill lived, baring the skeletons beneath.

Jug as she thought she was logt forever and about to share a Smilar fate as the fish, a strong grip
wrapped around her left ankle.

"lI've got you, my priestess” Straining, the effort pulling horribly on Laagued's ligaments and
muscles, 1akhovas drew her beside him. He kept her curled protectively in his arms when he returned her
to the deck. "Are you wdl?'

Ovely aware of lakhovass body next to hers and its effects on hers, Laaqued said, "Yes. Thank
you." She didn' try to push away from him, letting him shelter her in his embrace.

lakhovas remained standing, facing the wild current and staring into the heart of the liquid fire tunnel
they followed. "We're traveling through the lines of volcanic fault. It was the fastest and truest way to gate
into Seros. When we reach the end of this tunnd, well be in the Alamber Sea."

Glandng over his shoulder, Laagqued saw the line of fliers speeding after them. The sshuagin aboard
them were shidding their eyes from the bright magma swirling around them.

"Will this gate remain open long enough for dl of them to get through?' she asked. Sheld never
before heard of the mode of travel they were usng now.



"Probably.”

Laaqued thought of what it would be like to be suddenly boiled dive when the lava closed in.

'If that should happen,” 1akhovas told her, "be assured thet it will be over before they know it. There
are some risks that we mugt take, and some losses that we must endure.”

"To become sronger,”" Laagqued said, "as Sekolah has so designed.”

"Yes"

Looking ahead again, Laagqued kept hersdf strong in her faith, not thinking about the potentia for
falure, but for the promise of success. At the other end of the tunnd, made bright by the whirling lava
wals, she saw the dead end. A railing mass of lava and hard rock blocked the way.

"lan't it supposed to be open?' she asked.

"Yes" lakhovas's tattoos glowed deeper green, looking like they were burning into his flesh. "It will
be"

Tarjana bore down on the blockage and lakhovas kept his hand steady on the whed. Laaqued fdt
the rush of heat when the ship collided with the end of the gate.

XXVI

1 Flamerule, the Year of the Gauntlet

Pacys the Bard sat in the amdl sea df tavern down in the heart of Tdvanlu and dmogt fdt a home.
The sea dves, held found, were a quieter lot than he was used to, but as it turned out they appreciated
hismusic.

The bar was like alot held played in on the surface world and the crowd wasn't that much different,
but none of the sounds were the same. Voices echoed through the water much more essly so the
ligeners had to be more polite, and there was no shuffling sound of feet across a sawdust-covered floor.
After having been in the water for so long he was getting accustomed to feding the currents change
around him, and how someone passing nearby could affect them.

He sat, a the owner's invitetion, at the end of the bar. The bartender passed out drinks packaged in
fish bladders treated so they were clear enough to see the contents. A patron drank from the bladder by
squeezing the bottom and opening the sedl at the top. It had taken some getting used to when hed firg
arrived in Faenasuor, but now the bard drank quite easily. Learning not to lick hislips afterward ill took
concentration, though.

Tdvanlu was the capitd of Naramyr, the sea dven lands in the Lake of Dragons in Serds, and was
located two hundred feet down and forty miles southwest of Suzall. The dty was moderady Szed as
dven dwdlings went, but the architecture was definitely inspired by the sea.

Clamshdl-like buildings hugged the sit, ddiberately low to avoid the shipping that took place
condantly between the coasta cities overhead. The architecture hadn't been dl that agreeable to the
elves. Some of them wanted taler buildings so they wouldn't have to be spread out. Many of them didn't
like the fact that they had to live more or less two-dimensondly as the surface dwellers did. The trade
with the surface dwellers was good, so though alot of complaining was done, none of the buildings went
any tdler.

One of the things that surprised Pacys most had been the laws regarding weapons and armor. None
were adlowed in the dven city, and it was drictly enforced. Aravae Daudil, Corond of Tdvanlu, made
sure her guards carried out her orders to the letter.

Pecys tapped the crystds of the saceddar, picking out the notes for "Lady Who Shed Golden
Tears" an old dven song about the flight from Cormanthyr after the fdl of Myth Drannor. Despite
whatever culturd differences now separated the surface dves from thar aquatic cousins, the song found
favorable response among the listeners by tying into their common history.

Asthe lagt note faded away, passng through the open windows cut into the coral wals, they hooted
their appreciation. Clgpping took up too much energy to fight the water and gtirred up currents that
moved wildly within a contained area.

"Another song, Taleweaver," someone called from one of the tables.

"Nay," the bartender interrupted. He was pae and thin, with only a scatering of blue speckles



across his body. His slver-white hair floated around his face, kept back by a band chipped from pink
quartz. "The man has aung long and strong, and he's entertained you layabouts for free long past time
enough. Now I'm going to stand him to a drink that he may rest his voice. What will you have,
Tdeweaver?'

"Ande, my kind friend," Pacys answered, gripping the saceddar from his body. "Nothing heavy, for
Il not be early to bed tonight.”

Since Taareen had accompanied Khlinat and him there after leaving Faenasuor, the old bard had
stayed busy with Tdvanlu's lore-keepers, learning as many of their legends of the Taker as he could. He
was only teking a short break now to rest hismind and gain some perspective on what held learned.

He took the de bladder to a back table where Khlinat had camped out. From where he sat, the
dwarf had afull view of the tavern and the street outside. The Streets, Pacys had discovered, were there
primarily for the surface dwdling traders that visted and didn't fed comfortable with a three-dimensond
world.

"Ye sang wdl,” Khlinat greeted. "Hard to see any of 'em crying in this watery deep, but ye could see
the painful joy in their faces as ye caled up the ghost of Cormanthyr past.”

"It's afavored song," Pacys said.

"To yer hedth," Khlinat said, hoisting his de bladder.

Pacys unseded his own de bladder, fixed hislips over the opening, blew the remnants of sdt water
from his mouth, and squeezed. The de tasted bitter and strong, a Cormyrean brew that he was reedily
familiar with. Evidently the balance of trade included beverages.

He swdlowed, then nearly choked as a convuldon tightened his body. Harsh music created a
cacophony of srident songsin his mind, meking his head fed like it was about to split open. The refrain
remained steady in his mind, hammering as vidioudy as a dwarven blacksmith marking out the prdiminary
shaping on a hard piece of metal. The song gave form to the smel of rankest sulfur and savage het.

"Pacys?' Khlinat asked worriedly.

Undergtanding what the song meant, the old bard looked at his friend and said, "He's here, Khlinat.
The Taker has arrived in the Sea of Fdlen Stars!”

* * % % %

Thewind kicked into Black Champion's sals, driving the caravel into motion. Her prow dammed
into the white-capped waves, burying down, then moving to rise again over the next trough.

Jherek dung to the rigging in frudration, unable to bring the soyglass into use when the ship was
fighting the ocean so much. At his Sde, Azla continued to ydl orders, putting up some sals and trimming
others.

Vurgrom said Maelstrom, accompanied by the other pirae vessds, sdled a them. Jherek was
beginning to bdieve that the pirates weren't chasng after them so much as they were fleang something
else. The tarps pulled tight across ther decks il intrigued him.

Behind them, the Ship of the Gods increased the volume of smoke pouring out of the volcano.
Thunder rent the ar, damming hammer-like blows that took away dl other sounds. The concussons
reached Jherek, rocking himin the rigging.

In the next indant, the volcano spat flames and burning rock into the air. They spread like fireworks,
coloring the blue sky and blue-green water with reds and yelows. The sky faded, quickly logt in the thick
black smoke that streamed from the volcano. Around the idand where it projected above the waterling,
the ocean boailed.

Even as another exploson rocked the area, throwing more burning debris skyward, the firg of it
started descending. Huge chunks of flaning rock dammed againgt the ocean, sending up twisting spirds
of water. Other rocks hammered againgt Black Champion's deck, shettering and skittering crazily when
they didn't penetrate. More of the barrage knocked holesin the deck.

The fdling rock smashed through the salls and set them dfire in places. Two men went down,
battered by the rock and sorawling out dead or unconscious.



Sabyna went to the aid of one sailor, grabbing him by the arm and dragging him to the relative safety
provided by the prow castle. Glawinn joined her, holding his shidd up over them and protecting her and
the sallor. A large rock rdling in yelow flames and trailing smoke struck the shield but the paadin's
grength hdd and it flew away in fragments.

Black Champion walowed through another trough, but her gat wasn't as sure. She turned
crossways, leening hard over to port. She stuttered as she went over, loose and not working with the pull
of the wind powering her.

Jherek glanced back at the whedl. The pilot lay stretched out on the deck, blood ganing the wood
around him and a gaping hole in his chest. Without a steady hand at the whed, the young sallor knew
Black Champion would be a the mercy of the crud sea gtirred by the raging volcano. He considered
dropping to the deck and trying to get back to the whed but he knew held never get thereintime.

While he hung in the upper rigging, one of the large flaming boulders rolled into view without
warning. He heard the 9zzing heat of the boulder as it passed ponderoudy by.

Tumbling end over end, the boulder dammed into the mainmast only three or four feet up from the
deck. The treated wood, hardened by processing and spells, shrieked as it exploded from the impact.
The boulder sunk into the deck, burying itsdf in the wood and smoldering.

Sheared in two, the mast fdl heavily to starboard, tangling itsdf in the suddenly dack lines of the
rigging. Jherek fdl with the dack, his fingers gill hooked in the rigging. He hung on, watching the deck
come up, knowing if hefdl dl the way and hit he'd be gravely injured if not killed outright. Even trying to
angle for the sea beyond the sides of Black Champion would only leave him ether in the water or at the
mercy of Vurgrom's cutthroat pack.

When he hit the end of the dack hard enough to dmost wrench his shoulders from their sockets, the
young sallor said a brief prayer of thanks that hed had the strength to hold on. He got his bearings
quickly and started dimbing through the rigging again, aming for another section as the manmast
continued to rall around, threatening the other salls and rigging. He aready fdt Black Champion dowing,
loang speed as readily as she lost her sails.

"Cut away!" Azla ordered from below.

Glancing down, his fingers cramped from the agony of keeping his hold and from the drop, Jherek
saw the ship's crew lurch across the deck to follow their captain's command. Knives glinted in their fists
as they sawed a the ropes holding the rigging. A samdl group of men lifted the broken end of the mast
and guided it toward the port side of the ship, intending to dip it over the side.

Therigging Jherek had hold of dternately tightened and loosened as the crew cut the mast away. He
kept dimbing, knowing Azlawouldn't order them to stop while he got clear. Every heartbeat the broken
medt stayed tangled up with the rest of the salls and rigging put Black Champion a risk.

He knew there wasn't enough time to go down, and the nearest rigging was dill too far away to
make the jump possible. Even as he redized he was running out of options, he spotted one of the smdler
pirate ships racing up on them from starboard.

" 'Ware the ship!" Jherek caled out in warning, ligening as Black Champion's surviving crew
rapidly took up the cry.

But the warning came too late. Pirate bowmen let fly and arrows found targets among Azlas crew.
The second valley that raked the deck had fire arrows among them that started blazes in a handful of
areas in the deck and in the surviving salls,

Jherek positioned himsdf at the edge of the sagging rigging, feding Black Champion foundering
beneath him. The ship turned sideways, floating loosdly with no hand at the whed. In the next ingant, the
ship hedled over the top of a deep trough stirred up by the exploding volcano. Her madts dipped, raking
the tips through the advancing wave curling over to replace the trough.

Water swvamped Black Champion's deck, washing away at least two screaming sailors. Jherek fdt
certain the ship was going to disappear beneath the waves as wdll.

* k *k k%



T'Kdah stood on the ridge overlooking Vahaxtyl and stared in disbdief as heat washed over him.
Red-hot lava burst from the Ship of the Gods to consume the city where held been born, fought, and
lived. It flowed, a heavier liquid than the sea around it, and settled over the city. The lava was tens of feet
thick, perhaps even hundreds.

The extruson kept coming, piling deeper. As the chill of the sea settled into the lava, it cooled and
turned solid, becoming gray. Sill more flowed from the broken mouth.

Currents whipped across the seabed, ripping kelp free of the sit and sending it rushing away.
T'Kdah stood agand it, battered unmerdifully, seeing if it meant to take his life as well. He embraced it,
knowing if it didn't kill him it would only make him stronger.

XXVII

1 Flamerule, the Year of the Gauntlet

Miraculoudy, Black Champion caught a gust of wind that righted her long enough to pull out of the
downward plunge the caravel had taken in front of an gpproaching wall of water. Jherek held onto the
rgging as the wave overtook the ship. The caravel shuddered when the wave dammed into her, twisting
vidently. Men's screams echoed over the crashing thunder of the impact. Azla snarled orders, trying
desperately to raly her crew to meet the chalenge of the pirate vessd that stalked them so easily now
that Black Champion had lost over athird of her salls

A ragged line formed dong the starboard side. Only three men had bows and they struggled to bring
their weapons to bear while trying to hold onto the ralling as wel. A curling wave peaked and raked
brine fingers over them, tearing one of the bowmen from his feet even as he loosed a shaft. The cascade
of water shoved the sallor across the deck and hammered him up againg the stern castle then carried him
on.

Only Glawinn's quick grab and strength prevented the man from being washed overboard.

The sdt spray from the waves crashing into Black Champion drenched Jherek and burned his eyes.
The rough rope of the rigging sawed into his fingers and fdt dick and unsure a the same time as it
sagged.

Thankfully, the high waves smashed againg the pirate vessd as well, sripping control from her for a
time. Azla continued cdling orders as she took up her own bow. She put a shaft to the string and threw a
leg over therailing, threading it into the railing with her foot braced to hold her steady. Black Champion
rode high on the next wave, towering over her pursuer. In that time, the haf-df sea captain put two shafts
through pirates.

Black Champion dropped again, fast enough to trigger afeding of vertigo in Jherek's sscomach. The
young salor turned his attention back to the stern deck and started dlambering through the rigging.

Below, Sabyna made her way across the dick and treacherous rise and fdl of the deck toward the
gern aswell. Skeins did across the wooden planks near her, darting out to smother flaming arrows that
stood upright from the deck. With the sea spray whipping over the railing, Jnerek doubted that any fire
would take hold above decks, but the threat remained to the belowdecks. Black Champion would
reman wet outsde, but her bely could turn into a firepit.

The caravel plunged downward again, riding out the back dde of the fast-moving wave and
dropping into the trough it left. Without warning, the pirate ship did down the wave as well, careening
down the danted water.

" Ware the ship!" aman bellowed.” "Ware the ship!"

Jherek, locked into the rigging, watched heplesdy as the pirate ship sped on a callison course with
the caravel. "Sabyna" he yeled, not knowing if his voice would carry through the violent sea lashing
around them.

The ship's mage whipped her head around. Spotting the approaching vessd, she orinted toward the
rear mast and locked her ams around tightly. Her raggamoffyn familiar blew apart into hundreds of
pieces, then flew after her. When the creature reached her, the whirling pieces reformed and wrapped
around her, hdping secure her to the madt.

The pirate vessd dammed into Black Champion, its prow riding hard againg the starboard sde



and sending Azlds crew scurrying for cover. Wood splintered and Jherek prayed that it was the other
ship or theralling and not anything below the waterline.

The shudder of impact rippled through the caravel, knocking it loose from the death grip the sea had
on it for a moment. Choosing the moment of opportunity or perhaps torn free from their own ship, a
hendful of pirates legped aboard Black Champion. Even as the pirate ship did away and the carave
rose from beneath the other vessd's weght, a clash of swords surged up from the deck as wdl. A
crashing wave splashed over the combatants before they bardly had time to cross blades. They soun
away, tumbling head over hedls, grabbing onto whatever they could.

Before any of them could get to ther feet, another ondaught of fiery rocks cannonaded againg the
decks with hollow, thunderous booms and pelted the ocean around them. White-capped water spirded
up from the impact aress.

Black Champion turned sdeways in the fallowing trough, completely out of control. Jnerek knew
the ship was a wreck waiting for the brine to drink her down. He turned in the rigging and waited while
the ship righted hersdf again. Timing the dow rall back to starboard, he threw himsdf out toward the rear
magt, free of the rigging in an dl-or-nothing gambit.

Jherek dammed againg the taut sal covering the rear mast's midsection. He skidded down dmost
immediatdy and narrowly missed a section of salldoth on fire from one of the rocks. He pushed off again
and hooked his fingers in the support rigging above the steering section. Rigging strands parted and
sagged as more rock diced through the ropes.

As Black Champion briefly rose again, the young sailor spotted Maelstrom and Vurgrom's other
ships in the distance. They were wdl separated from each other, evidently not taking any chances of
being thrown together by the storm lashing the Sea of Falen Stars. All of them seemed to be faring wll.

Swinging his body to get momentum, Jherek swung forward again and released, salling through the
distance and dropping on the stern castle near the whed. A large wave duiced through the raling and
washed across the deck, fast enough and strong enough to take the dead pilot's body across the planks
to the railing on the other side. Debris continued peppering the caravd, filling the air with punctuations of
thuds and pings

Jherek was hit in the shoulder hard enough to knock him down. He glanced at his am and saw an
eyeball-gzed rock smoldering in his flesh. Fighting back the pain and shock, he dipped his knife from his
boot and pushed the rock from his arm with the blade. He tested his grip and found he could ill make a
fig, but most of hisarm was numb.

He got to his feet with effort and launched himsdf at the soinning whed as Black Champion
wallowed in another trough. He seized the whed as they went over into the trough, fighting the ship and
the sea. The young salor's muscles strained and burned with agony, but no matter what he did, the
caravel seemed determined to founder. The ship fdl hard to starboard and looked like it was going
under.

Sabyna lurched to the top of the tairs leading up to the stern castle, holding on again as Black
Champion did across another water wall. To Jherek, it fdt like the ship had suddenly hit a patch of ice.
The caravel seemed determined to race to her doom.

Thistime the ship's prow pointed sraight down into the black water a the bottom of the next trough
and the wal of water rushing up from behind her seemed destined to push her end over end. The young
salor fdt certain they were going to plunge into the unforgiving heart of the dark sea like an arrow finding
its mark.

Theréd be no survivors.

Jherek lacked the wind he needed to dtraighten her up and he wanted to cry out in frudration,
knowing there was no way he could save Sabyna from the harsh desth that lay before them dl.

Then the cold, powerful voicefilled hismind. Live, that you may serve.

A wind blew hard and clean from behind him, coming from a different direction than it had only a
moment ago. The surviving sallsfilled, twiging Black Champion from the deadly course she was on.

Jherek pulled the ship into the wind, guiding her with an unforgiving hand. His injured am burned
and ached and fdt numb dl a the same time, hardly giving him any srength at dl. But Black Champion



came around into the wind, her holed and flaming salls capturing enough of it to pull her on course,
turning her to face the oncoming waves. She met the next wave with her prow and cleaved it deanly. The
new wind stayed with her, pulling her out of the walows, and it seemed as though less debris struck her.

An awestruck ook filled Sabyna's face as she gazed around.

"Who are you?' Jherek shouted into the wind. "Who are you and what do you want?"

He fdt scared and mad dl at the same time. Despite dl the good the voice had done over the years,
he fdt certain he was at risk and had taken his friends there with him because that voice wanted him
there. Whoever owned that voice had saved him only to take a firmer hand in his destiny. Was he pawn
or prisoner?

Only slence answered him above the creak of the rigging and the crashing waves.

Then an answer did come. Soon, my son.

"Tdl mewho you are!" Jherek shouted again.

"Who are you taking to?'

Jherek glanced to port and saw that Sabyna had joined him at the stern castle. Her short-cropped
har lay plastered againgt her skull, and a haf-dozen bloody scratches covered her left cheek. Her eydids
blinked tightly against the sdlt gpray continuing to come over the raling. The young sailor only shook his
head, having no words-only the frustration thet filled him.

Skeins coiled protectively around the ship's mage, barely holding its pieces together.

Jherek gazed at her, taking in the wounds he saw.

“I'mdl right," she told him.

Black Champion continued to pitch and plunge across the uneven ocean, but the supernatura wind
that had captured her guided her safely through the troughs. Startled shouts rang across her decks. The
sdlors cheered as they fdt the ship come about under her own power despite the duress she was under.

Without warning, sals punched up into the sky, cresting the next railing wave that was spurred on
by the volcano. At the top of the mainmas, the skull and crossbones on a fidd of black crowned the
pirate ship asit continued its pursuit. The cheers turned to dismay.

"Il take the whed," Sabyna said.

Jherek stepped back, breathing hard. He drew the cutlass from his sash and pulled the hook into his
free hand. Pushed by a ful complement of sals the pirae ship closed quickly. Red-eyed pirates
clamored for blood as they stood at the raling. They clanged their swords together and sang a sea
chantey. Jherek only heard afew words, but he recognized it for what it was.

"They're ensorcdled,” Sabyna ydled out to be heard.

Jherek nodded. No sane man would take the risks those dozen pirates had lined up for. The young
sdlor set himsdf, pushing the pain in hisinjured am from his mind as well as he could.

In the next moment, caiching the crest of the wave that overtook them, the pirates sprang from their
ship. Propelled by magic, the men spanned the twenty feet separating them from Black Champion and
landed on the caravel's deck: Immediatdly, the pirates pushed themsdves to ther feet and rose to do
battle.

"Go bdow!" Jherek ydled at Sabyna, knowing he couldn't hold a dozen armed pirates back.

"If I let go thiswhed, well go down!" she shouted back at him.

Knowing it was true, Jherek fdt torn. She stood in harm's way, and yet he couldn't protect her if she
abandoned the whed. He concentrated on the possessed pirates who moved at them with sngle-minded
purpose. With the way the stern castl€'s steering section was left so open, the pirates would surround
them quickly. The red-eyed men dready moved to flank them.

Jherek svung the cutlass, feding the impact of blade meeting blade when the pirate automaticaly
blocked. Before his opponent could withdraw his wegpon, the young sailor reached out with the hook
and caught the man in the shoulder.

The curved hook bit deeply into the man's flesh, skidding for just a moment across the shoulder
blade before snking into bis back. Under the spell that held him, the pirate didn't make a sound, but tried
to pull his wegpon into Jherek's exposed am.

Shifting quickly, Jherek blocked the weekly amed cut, then stepped to the pirate's left and yanked



on the grappling hook. Getting his weight into the motion, the young sailor pulled the pirate over his hip in
awredling throw Mdorrie had taught him.

Off-baance and at the mercy of the bruta hook, the pirate sumbled over Jherek's hip and salled
into the next man behind him. With a crashing thrash of limbs the two pirates tumbled over Black
Champion's gern raling and splashed into the dark sea below.

Pulled nearly off hisfeet by his own efforts, the hook lost to him because he hadn't been able to free
it from the pirate, Jherek caught himsdf on his free hand and pushed up. He blocked a cutlass blow that
hed been intended to take his head from his shoulders, then launched a kick that caught the pirate
widding it ful in the chest.

Bone snapped and the pirate sumbled back, knocking down two others.

"Wdl met, young warrior,” Glawinn growled as he stepped in a Jherek's sde. The paadin's blade
gleamed despite the darkness of the sky. "Now let's rid oursaves of these vermin.”

Asthe paadin and the young salor engaged the pirates, Skeins blew past them in aviolent flutter. In
heartbests, the raggamoffyn chose a victim and covered him, possessing him even in spite of whatever
spd| had dready daimed him. The pirate lifted his blade againg his brethren and attacked from the rear.

Jherek's breath burned deep in his lungs, gusting out in uncontrolled bellows. His trip through the
rigging had taken alot from him aready. He fought fiercely, stepping into the rhythm Glawinn set up. Or
maybe the pdadin stepped into the rhythm Jherek had established. The young sallor wasn't certain. All
the days they'd spent as sparring partners stood them in good stead now.

Ducking low beneath a wildly svung cutlass, Jherek saw Glawinn rip a backhand blow across a
pirate's throat. Blood dribbled down the man's chest as he fdl backward. Jherek surged up, holding tight
to the hilt of the cutlass as he drove it into the chest of the pirate in front of him. Though the cutlass wasn't
normdly a thrusting weapon, it split the man's heart and killed him ingtantly.

Jherek shoved the corpse from his weapon, aware of Azlaracing up the stern castle steps to join
them. Her scimitar rang, a death song hammered out in stedl. Jherek fought fiercely, defending Sabyna
from the pirates who tried to take the fight in her direction. The footing became even more treacherous
then the sorm had made it, as blood spilled quickly across the brine-stained deck.

Despite his efforts and the fact that his life hung on the eyeblink of time between the dashing and
parrying of the cutlass, Jnerek played over the voice's words.

Soon, my son.

Thered been no promise of how soon, and no indication again of whom the voice belonged to. The
young salor was only dmly aware of the fight ending. He'd known the odds were lessening, but he didn't
know the battle was over until Glawinn grabbed hisarm.

"Easy, young warrior," the pdadin advised. "It's over."

Jherek struggled againg the man for just a moment, then redized the caravel's crew was even now
beginning to throw the dead pirates overboard. The young sdlor took a deep breath, feding his heart
hammering a his ribs and his body shake with exhaustion. Blood streamed down hisface and from hdf a
dozen other cuts across his body where his armor hadn't protected him. He let the cutlass hang like an
anchor at the end of hisarm.

He glanced at Sabyna as Azla assgned a man to relieve her. The ship's mage met Azlds eyes
briefly, then Sabyna turned and walked away.

Jherek wanted to go to her, but he knew it wasn't right. Sabyna was capable of sanding on her
own, and if she wanted his company, she was capable of asking for thet as well.

Shedidn't.

Uncaring of the debris that occasondly struck the deck around him, he walked to the raling and
watched the pirate ship that had trailed them break off pursuit as the supernaturad wind continued pushing

Black Champion away. In moments, it was tacking back toward Vurgrom's other ship.

Jherek stared back at the spewing volcano in the distance, watching as more lava poured into the
Alamber Sea. He didn't understand the forces that had pulled him there. He reached out for the voice
indde his head, opening himsdf up to it, wanting it to fulfill its promise.

Only emptiness rang ingde his skull.



Jherek gazed down at the deck, watching Sabyna wak away. The ship's mage had her ams
wrapped tightly around hersdlf. She never looked up a him. A heaviness held never fdt lay on the young
salor's heart. He couldn't make sense out of anything, and in that moment, knowing how little control he
hed over anything that happened to him, he et go the faith held tried to ding to for so long.

IImater the Crying God, the god to whom the young sallor had given himsdf, shed no tears for
Jherek Wolf's-get. The young salor's heart turned cold and hard. No matter what happened, he
promised himsdf slently, once he got the pearl disk from Vurgrom, he would be free.

Covered protectively in lakhovass grasp, Laagued watched the fiery red of the volcano channd
give way to the cool blue of the sea again. Huge boulders spun through the water, wreathed in flames that
wouldn't die, until they dropped out of sght.

lakhovas gripped the whed gernly, dtering his course. "See, priestess. We are arived hde and
whoale. If you have faith, dl things become possible.”

"You have my thanks, Most Exated One. If not for you, | would have died.”

"You cannot die. | wont let you. Our fates are srongly wound together-as long as you
acknowledge them.”

Laaqued stepped away from him, no longer feding the pull of the currents sweeping Tarjana's
deck. She stood eesily on her own. "Where are we?'

"Inthe Alamber Sea”

The water around Tarjana roiled with bailing bubbles that raced for the surface. They were so
thick, so tightly compacted together, that they created a misty curtain that limited vishility to no more than
afew feet. Only the magic surrounding the mudship yet protected them.

Laaqued looked behind, making sure the fliers tralling them had made it as well. Miraculoudy, the
cone of protection that extended over Tarjana weaved back through the railing water. She couldn't see
if dl of the fliers were there, rowed from the bdly of the volcano that had burst underwater, but she got
the sense that most of them had.

"Where are we going now?" she asked.

"There ismuch to do now that we are here" 1akhovas said. "Firgt, we will find a place that will serve
as our base of operations. If I'm to free the forgotten dan of We Who Eat from this place, | must find the
toolsto do it."

"Do you know where these items you need are?’

"Yes Thereisan ancient place that lies far from here. It's cdled Corysedmd, a broken city that once
housed the cursed sea dves. | ddl regp from its corpse dl that | need to destroy the Sharksbane Wall,
then | shdl recoup dl that ismine”

Laaqued gazed at the water, knowing the titanic forces that warred in the ocean were somehow
kept separate from them. She started her prayers to Sekolah, asking that their voyage be successful, and
that it try the spirits of the sahua-gin so the Shark God's chosen might become even stronger.

It was better, she knew from her experience as a priestess, to pray for the things that were sure to
happen. 1t helped to remind her that those trids weren't unexpected or without reason.

She knew her, people would pay in blood.

XXVIII

2 Flamerule, the Year of the Gauntlet

"Are you sure you want to do that, young warrior?"

Glawinn's quiet words startled Jherek. He hadn't known the paadin was there. Immediatdly, he fdt
quilty about what he was doing. He'd thought he was going to be done long enough to do what he
planned.

"Aye" the young salor replied, his voice thick with his own doubts and fears. "It's what | have to
do." He peered a the long black sea dtretching out to the east as Black Champion made her way west
agan.

Vurgrom and his pirates had logt salls during the volcanic eruption semming from the Ship of the
Gods, but they'd brought extra salls. After the turbulence had findly died down in the Alamber Sea,



Vurgrom's pirates had smply rehung their rigging with the new salls and continued on with ther journey.
The pirate captain had paused to throw a few taunts Azlas way firs. Azla had ignored him, but in stony
fury. The hdf-df obvioudy had a long-standing feud going with the pirate that wasn't going to end until
one or the other was dead. Evidently Black Champion's captain and crew were too wel respected for
the pirates to think they could take them without loss.

In the hours since the eruption, AzZla and her crew, with hep from Jherek, Sabyna, and Glawinn,
had worked to repair the sails,. However, there was no replacing the lost mainmadt, not at sea. Jherek
hed sewn and cut and spliced salldoth until his hands ached, but he hadn't complained. Nether had he
talked with Sabyna. He'd adso avoided Glawinn's offer of lessons with the sword, working on the sals
untl it was wdl past dark.

"Why do you think you have to do this?" Glawinn asked in a soft voice.

Jherek ligtened to the man's words but found no chdlenge in them, nothing he could take offense a
and use to leverage an argument that would end the unwanted conversation. "Because I'm tired.”

"Weredl tired."

"It's not the work," Jherek snapped, his voice dmost breaking with the emotion that filled him. With
dl the rage ingde him, he fdlt like demanding that someone understand what was going through his mind.
"It's the hope, Glawinn. I'm tired of dl the hope.”

"A man can't live without hope.”

"Wadl," the young salor chalenged, "I'm going to have to see about that.”

Glawinn stepped closer, coming within Jherek's periphera vison. The young sailor didn't turn to
face him. ™Y ou have no thoughts of a future?'

"l have no future" Jherek declared.

"You're not dead."

Jherek dung to the cold rage that had filled him since the voice saved the ship. "l was born dead,
and I've died alittle more each day, till I owe Cyric at least three or four other lives™ A chill touched him
when he mentioned the god of death's name. In dl hislife, he never had.

"You redly believe that?'

Turning, Jnerek glared at the paadin. Y ou don't know anything about me."

Glawinn crossed his arms over his chest and drew himsdf up to his full height. "Such wisdom in one
S0 young, to be knowing al these things that you do."

"You taunt me" Jherek's eyes blazed, but he restrained himsdf. Glawinn didn't deserve his wrath
and he knew it, but that emation was so ready to be released.

"The opposite,” Glawinn disagreed. "I marvd at you."

"Thisismy decison.”

"I've not tried to ater it."

"You asked meif | was sure about doing this"

Glavinn let out a dow breath. "I only thought that someone should. I've known something was
bothering you. | waited, thinking you might come to me for hep. Or tak to Sabyna about it."

Jherek's throat hurt when he tried to talk, and his eyes burned from the effort it took to keep his
words from bresking. "I can't talk to her about it."

"Because it would hurt the friendship | have with her."

"Isit so bad, young warrior?"

Jherek looked past the paladin, making sure none of the sailors were close by. Troge, the fird mate,
was making his rounds, checking his night crew and the lanterns that hung from Black Champion's
yardarms and masts to light her and to mark her for other shipsin the water at night.

Closing his fig over the object in his hand, Jherek pulled up his left deeve, baring the flaming skull
tattoo masked in chains. "Do you know what thisis?' he asked.

Glawinn only had to glance at it briefly. "It's the mark of Bloody Fakane the pirate, dso caled the
St Wolf"

"Aye" Jierek sad bitterly, "and known widdy abroad enough that even someone from the



Dddands has heard of him."

"Y ou're not old enough to have been one of his crew.”

"No," Jherek agreed. "My fate is worse than that. I'm his son.”

Glawinn didn't let any surprise show. He said, "I never knew he had a son.”

"It waan't," Jherek replied, "something he seemed especidly proud of." He rolled his deeve back
down. "And what do you think of me now, Sir Glawinn, when you think back on those nights you've
spent training me with a sword? Did you ever think you might be training a pirate captain's son who might
someday hold that sword and dl thet sill & your throat?' >

The pdadin's eyes narrowed. "That's not something you'd ever do.”

Jherek shook his head. "How can you be so sure about that?"

" know you."

"You don't know me. The tattoo proves tha."

"I know you," Glawinn said, "'l admit the tattoo is something of a surprise. Tdl me about it."

Standing there gripping the raling, his fig tight about dl that he was about to abandon, Jherek did.
Hetold the gory of hislife on Bunyip, and of what little he knew about his father. He spoke of the sea
battles held seen, the desths he'd watched, and the tortures heldd seen inflicted.

And hetold of the time when he was twelve and his father had first placed a cutlass in his hand and
told him he was gaing to be part of a boarding crew. He'd escaped in the night and somehow made the
long swimin to Cape Veen fourteen miles away.

"When | got to Veen | was garving,” Jherek said, "but | couldn't even sted food. Instead, | lived on
berries and eggs | found down by the beach. | hired mysdf out firs working the docks to move cargo,
then any job | could get in Veen. Eventudly | got a job with a shipwright. | love working wood, and I've
got atdent for it. That's what got me the job of repairing Madame litaar's roof."

He told the paadin of Madame litaar, how sheld taken in an orphan boy who was degping in an
extra room in the shipwright's building during the months it took to repair her roof.

"Months?' Glawinn asked. "For aroof?"

"It started out as the roof but it moved on to other things. A new fence. A new porch, front and
back. New tables and chairs. Madame litaar has a lig of projects she dways wants done. I'm a good
woodworker."

"You mug be"

"I livedin her house for years, and she wouldn't have treated me any better if I'd been her own son.”
As he sad that, Jnerek was surprised to find that he sill believed that.

"Why did you end up in Baldur's Gate?"

Jherek told him of Breezerunner and the Amnians, and how Madame litaar seemed certain that
whatever destiny he had lay in Badur's Gate. "Even Mdorrie thought so."

"Madorrie's the man who taught you your skill with the blade?"

"Actudly, Maorri€'s a phantom,” Jherek replied. So he told of how Maorrie had been the firg to
redly find him living on the beaches. Held broken his leg a short time after ariving in Veen and it had
been the phantom that'd taken care of him. He told of the nights they'd spent in the shipwright's building
learning dl the combat skills the phantom knew.

"You don't know who this Maorrie was when he was living?' Glawinn asked.

"I never asked. It's like that between us. We just accept each other for the way we are. Without
trying to change anything." Jherek's voice turned bitter. "Y ou don't get that out of many people.”

"I know. So why give up now?'

Jherek glanced at his fig, thinking of the object ingde it, what it had meant then and what it had
ceased meaning since. "I'm not giving up. I'm acknowledging my inability to control whatever destiny |
may have"

"It sounds like quitting to me."

Jherek shook his head and laughed. "Cdl it what you will. I've had enough.”

"Enough of what? Disgppointment? Everybody faces disappointment.”

"Not disgppointment,” Jherek answered. "I've been betrayed.”



"By whom?'

"l don't know."

Glawinn let im have some time, then asked, "How have you been betrayed?’

"What does 'Live, that you may serve,” mean to you?" the young sallor asked.

"Nothing. Should it?"

"Probably not, but for years I've been wondering what it meant for me.”

"Because I've been told that."

In a shaking voice, Jnerek told of the voice, how it had said that the firg time and he'd been saved
by adalphin. He dso told him how the voice had spoken again earlier that day, just before the fregk gust
of wind had powered them out of cgpsizing.

"For dl my life”" he finished, "I've wondered what that's supposed to mean.”

"Maybe it's not time" Glawinn replied.

"No," Jherek said in aloud voice. "I'm tired of waiting. Il tdll you whet | think now. | think whoever
that voice belongs to has been trying to destroy me, to destroy my hope. I've fought it. | lived when |
wanted to die. | escaped my father, risking my life againgt the sea, rather then take up a blade agang an
innocent man. | starved because | wouldn't stedl. | worked because | had to take care of mysdf and not
throw mysdf on the mercy of others. I've lived, but I've had no life" His voice broke.

Glawinn, thankfully, kept his distance and let Jnerek regroup on his own.

The young sallor spoke carefully when he could. "The closest I've ever come to a life was in Veen.
In risking my life to save arich, spoiled girl, | saw dl that taken away from me. My reward. No, it should
have been 'Live, that you may suffer.’ " He shook his head. "I'm done with that, and I'm done with this

The young sailor opened his hand and reveded the samdl pair of white day hands bound at the
wrigs by a blood-red cord that lay on his pam.

"You follow Umater the Crying God's teachings,” Glawinn said.

"Aye. | did."

"He teaches endurance and perseverance. Good qudlities for someone who's had to learn to
accept.”

"I've accepted,” Jherek said. "I had accepted-even the voice-but I'm not going to accept any more.”

"What are you going to do?'

"l don't know."

Glawinn paused for a moment, then his eyes opened wider. "Y ou're afraid that the voice belongs to
something or someone evil, but that could never be, Mdorrie. You aren't an evil person.”

"I'm not?' Jherek laughed bitterly. "You just cdled me Mdorrie. Don't you understand that was my
teacher's name? I've never told you my red name. | lied, and | would never have done something like
that until now. Asit is, I'm not even able to live my own life. That's been stripped from me as wdl.”

"Maybe you're only being shown to your new life" Glawinn shrugged. "I don't know how these
things work, young warrior. | only trust the weave thet | follow.”

" can't," Jherek said. "Not any more. | only fooled mysdf into believing that | could.”

"Have you spoken with Sabyna?"

Jherek said nothing, the painin histhroat growing larger and harder to swalow. "No."

"Why not?'

"Why should 7"

"Because she seems to have a vested interest in you."

"She's under the mistaken impression that she owes me something.”

"Ah, young warrior, there are so many things you dill don't seeinlife”

Jherek's anger turned him hot even in spite of the coal night breeze blowing around him. "What's that
supposed to mean?”!

"Only that time will make you wiser, but | can see tha the learning won't come eesily to you in
certain matters.”

"I can't tdl Sabyna.”



"Even though you love her?!

Jherek shook his head. "You don't know thet | love her. | don't know thet | love her."

"You were willing to abandon your quest for the pearl disk because of her.”

"It's foolish for her to die for my mistakes"

"She didn't let you wak away. She cares about you."

" know," Jherek said thickly, "but I'm afraid to let that happen ether. If | fodlishly ever thought that
it might. She deserves someone much better than me”

"Why haven't you told her about your past?'

"Because" Jherek said, "my father killed her brother, and | was on Bunyip, hanging in the rigging
and watching when he did it."

Glawinn cleared histhroat. "l see. That does present some difficulty.”

"And there again,” Jherek said, "istheill luck that has been bequeathed to me in this life | find a
woman and fed something for her that I've never known, never dlowed mysdf to fed except in the
occasond fantasy of a story | was reading, and my father has murdered her brother. That's why I've
made my decison.”

He curled hisfig around [Imater's symbol, then threw it far out to sea. The white dlay hands caught
the light for a brief moment, then disappeared from sght. Jherek fdt empty, but he filled it in with the
newfound cold rage that had damed him earlier that day. Live, that you may suffer. From here on, any
Uffering he experienced was going to be on histerms.

"Now what, young warrior? You have no hope and no god. What are you going to do with
yoursdf?'

"Hope only got in my way," Jherek replied. "I'm going to be aredid. | have no god because I've
never had one. I'm going to get that pearl disk from Vurgrom or die trying because | don't know what
dstodo.”

"Isthat it? Or is part of it because you 4ill believe returning the disk to the temple of Lathander in
Bddur's Gate isthe right thing to do?"

"AZa pursues Vurgrom,” Jherek said. "lll ship with her and see that my part of it is done. When
evarything in my past lifeis dealt with, | can begin anew.”

"Then where will you go?"

"I'm not even going to think about it," Jherek declared, trying to imagine such atime. "Il eat when
I'm hungry. Ill deep when I'm tired. 1l work when | have to. 11l settle with that out of life until I'm dead.”

"What a blegk, hard life you've set for yoursdf.”

Jherek shook his head. "Therell be no fase expectations.”

"S0 you choose to bdieve in nathing?'

"Aye

"Well start with smdl beiefs, then," Glawinn said, drawing his sword. "Get your wegpon out and I'll
begin with trust with your eye and your sword arm, young warrior. Your eye and your sword arm-and
wel let your heart take care of itsdf." He waved his broadsword about in invitation.

"It's dark."

"Do you think every fight you're going to wage will be well lighted?"

"No." Jherek dready knew that.

"Then draw your sword and show me your best. Or do you think you have anything better to do?"

Jherek stepped back and drew the cutlass from his sash. His left am 4ill hurt and was heding
dowly. Dark shadows limned the paadin's face. In the next indant, the sound of stedl ringing on stedl
filled the deck and echoed over the Alamber Sea.

Glawinn pressed him hard, driving him backward, coming closer than he ever had in practice to
actudly cutting him. "Come on, young warrior, show me what you have. Or has your dishdief exhausted
your strength and kill as wdl?'

Growing angry but tempering it with the cold rage that filled him, Jherek beat back the attacks,
sepping up his own retdiation.

"Youll believe in your eye and your am,” Glawinn promised again. "The heart will take care of



itdf. Youll see”

Jherek drove him back, drding dosdly to turn him to hisweak sde. He wished Glawinn would shut
up.

They fought until Jherek’'s arm trembled and he was covered in sweat. The young salor tried to beat
back the paadin's offense, tried to chew through his defense, and tried to overpower him a every turn.
Jherek fought until the rage filled him and dipped past his control. His blade moved faster. He no longer
thought of any restraints.

"That's it, young warrior,” Glawinn said softly. "Get it out. Let it dl out.”

"Shut up!" Jherek said.

"Getitdl out. All the frugtration and fear and anger. Giveit to me. Once you get rid of it, youll fill up
agan. Youll see”

Glawinn fought even more fiercely, his blade moved like alive thing hammered into the stedl. Jherek
couldn't even see the blades any more, only the red fog of anger that clouded his vison in the darkness.
He was vagudy aware of the crowd of sailors that had been attracted to the dud.

"Give me your anger," Glawinn coaxed.

Jherek svung harder, faster, and sparks shot from the blades. His legs quivered from the drain of
keeping up with hisarm as they moved him across the deck. He concentrated dl his hate on the paadin,
just wanting the man to shut up.

Then, without the least indication of what he was going to do, Glawinn dropped his sword point to
the deck, leaving himsdf totaly defensdless. Jherek checked his swing with difficulty, missing a diagond
cross-body dash that would have cut Glawinn from right shoulder to left hipif it had landed.

"What are you doing?' he shouted. "I could have killed you!"

"Proving to you that you can trust your eye and your am,” Glawinn stated camly.

"And what if | hadn't been able to stop mysdf?'

"Then I'd have been wrong."

Suddenly overcome with emation, Jherek threw the cutlass down and turned to walk away.

Glawinn sheathed his own wegpon and grabbed him by the shirtfront. "Where are you going?'

"Away," Jherek answered. "Away from you and this madness™ He tried to push away, but the
paadin hed him too tightly.

"No. You mug redlize what you were able to do. What kills you have.”

"I could have killed you," Jherek said hoarsdly, not believing the man couldn't understand him.

"But you didn't. Don't you see that?"

"No," Jherek answered. "No, | don't. You took afool's chance with your life"

"I trusted your skill so that you could trugt it too. Your eye and your am, Jherek. I'll teach you to
believe, but well begin there”

"I could have killed you."

The image of the knight with his chest and bely split open filled Jnherek's head and made him sick.
Nausea boiled up ingde him and Glawinn helped him over to therailing. Later, when he was finished and
there was nothing ese to give up, Glawinn pulled him back. Jherek's mouth was filled with the sour taste.

"And what if you had killed me, young warrior?' the knight asked in a ragged whisper. "Would it
have mattered?’

"Aye’

"If youre so empty of caring, it shouldn't have. You may think your heart's empty, but it's not."
Glawinn hdd him a arm's length, both of them bresthing hard and covered with sweat. "It's not
completdy empty. Trust what's within your reach and the rest will come." Tears ran down the knight's
face as he hdd the young sailor's face between his calused hands. "I give you my promise.”

Jherek wished desperately that he could believe, but he couldn't. Thered been too many lies

XXIX

2 Flamerule, the Year of the Gauntlet
Tarjana cleaved deadily through the water, deep into the territory of Aleaxtis. Vahaxtyl, the



sahuagin capitd, lay in ruins less than five hundred yards away, riven by the volcano's explosion the day
before.

Standing on the enchanted mudship's prow, Laaqued stared out a the destruction scattered over
the bed of the Alamber Sea. It was worse than she had expected. For atime shed feared none of the
sahuagin community had lived through the fiery blast.

Huge, jagged rocks lay strewn across the blasted terrain. Dead fish floated in the dappled turquoise
water and glinted siver where the weak sun's rays touched them. Smdl scavengers that had findly
returned to the area worried franticaly at the unexpected feast, concerned that larger predators would
come a any moment. More rubble covered the skeletd remains of ships that had fdlen to sahuagin
savagery, battles, and deadly storms.

Dozens of sahuagin bodies floated in the currents as well, prey to the flesh-eaters dso. The mdenti
priestess knew that those werent dl that had been killed. Many more corpses had surdy remained
trapped ingde ther dwelings when they caved in. Other bodies had been swept away by time and tide.

The living sshuagin worked among their dead, sharp claws and huge teeth stripping meet from the
corpses for meds. The scent and taste of scalded blood and boiled meat hung in the water, congtantly
touching Laagued's nodtrils.

"You are troubled, priestess?’

Sowly, not knowing how to properly broach the subject, Laaqued turned to face lakhovas. Her
eyes met his even though she dill wanted to show him deference. No matter what, she knew she couldn't
lie He would know and she didn't want that between them.

"Yes" she sad smply.

lakhovas walked to the ralling and closed his hands over it. His face remaned stern and hard.
"Why?"

"So many lives of We Who Ea have been forfeited.” She gestured out at the seabed. "They have
logt their homes.”

In the distance, the Ship of the Gods dill smmered. White, foamy bubbles from superheated water
goirded to the surface. The currents threaded hot waves in with the cool ones that coiled around
Laagued. Still, the volcano appeared to bein little danger of spewing deadly lava again.

"Ah, little maenti, your perception of thingsis off and you don't even know it."

A sudden flush of anger flooded Laagued. She turned to him.

"You forget, my priestess," lakhovas continued before she could speak, "they didn't choose to make
thar lives here” He gestured at the heaps of rubble. "That's no home, no village lying out there strewn
about and destroyed. This parcel of unwanted land is what the sea €ves and mermen grudgingly gave this
tribe of We Who Eat after the First Seros War over ten thousand years ago. They drove them here, then
penned them in, and they've kept them here ever Snce™ He hed her eyes with his solitary one. "This was
no home, priestess. This was a prison.”

In her heart, Laagued knew he spoke the truth. Everything around her, induding the Alamber Sea,
was a cage. The Serosian sshuagin had lived very amdl lives.

"I had not intended for so many to die" lakhovas stated quietly. "In truth, | didn't know that our
arrival here would cause such an upheava.”

Despite his fla tone and the fact that she knew he wouldn't have wanted her to know much of his
private thoughts, Laaqued believed the note of regret she heard in lakhovas's voice was genuine.

"It was not your will, Most Exalted One," she said, speaking with the certainty of faith. "It was the
will of Sekolah. These deeths are the result of the fury of his claws and teeth reaving the weak from the
tribe, making his mark on his chosen people.”

He stayed dlent for amoment, not looking at her, as if weighing her words carefully. It was the first
time Laagqued could ever remember him doing that. "Do you truly think so, Most Sacred One?' His
voice was dmogt a whisper.

Laaqued shoved aside the tiny seed of doubt that stayed rdentlesdy within her. Even by lakhovass
own admission he hadn't known the exploson was going to happen, but it had. Her training taught her
that it had to be by the Great Shark's will.



'Yes" she said. "The sahuagin who lived here have stayed in one place for so long, it would have
been hard to convince them to leave"

"Or to convince them to chdlenge the sea dves and mermen who sentenced them.” lakhovas
glanced at her, agmdl amiletwiding hislips. A dim golden light gleamed in the hollow of his missng eye.
"I find your words, your thinking, very comforting, my priestess.”

Laaqued bowed her head, not prepared for the ondaught of emotions that whirled within her. She
hed never thought in her whale life that she'd be completdly accepted. She was too much of a frek to
expect that. She could only hope, and even then that hope was dways dim. A surge of embarrassment
filled her, one of the few times that it came from something she'd accomplished instead of something sheld
fdlen short on. She tried to think of an gppropriate reply but couldntt.

"Thank you, Most Exdted One" she said Smply.

Tarjana floated closer to the destroyed sshuagin city, powered by the oars of the rowers below.
The ship's approach had drawn attention in the form of a dozen fliers that suddenly skimmed from hiding
on the sea floor. All of them carried sshuagin warriors.

"Ready yoursdf," lakhovas warned. "We won't be greeted gratefully.”

Laaqued knew it was true. As sheld been trained, she pushed her emotions away. It was so hard
this time, though, because there was so much pleasure in how she fdt as a result of lakhovass
unexpected praise. That confused her because generdly her emotions were filled with pain. Bloody
Falkane had l&ft her feding the same way.

Tengon twisted her somach as she watched the fliers quickly flank Tarjana. The fliers the Serosian
schuagin used were smdler than the ones the mdenti was accustomed to, but they moved quickly and
powerfully through the sea.

lakhovas cdled orders out to stop the mudship. Quietly, Tarjana sank to the sea floor, sdtling
deeply into the loose Slt, crunching againg the lava rock thrown out from the volcano.

The smdler fliers rode the currents above them. Coral spears and tridents bristled over the railings
of dl the Serogan fliers. Crossbowmen peered over their weapons.

lakhovas stood before them dl, hisarms at his sides. He took no cover and he offered no outward
threat. Laaqued glanced at him, then had to turn quickly away. Whatever spdll he was usng to disguise
himsdf as a sshuagin had gained power. Even though she normdly saw him as human, the malenti's vison
clouded painfully, gving different views of humen and sshuagin that overlapped so quickly one blurred
into the other.

Occadondly, the view was of something &lse-something she couldn't clearly recognize.

The dght of lakhovass other sdf sent fear thrilling down Laagued's spine. Nausea twisted her
somach rdentlesdy. She wasn't certain if the ill feding came from the pdl or the Sght of his misshepen
other sdf. Her curiosity made her want to look again in spite of her reluctance.

Instead, her atention was riveted to the large sahuagin who strode to the forefront of the closest
flier. He wore a prince's indgnia, recognizeble even though the makings were different than what
Laaqued was used to. He hed a royd trident in one gnarled fig. A three-armed sahuagin in a royd
guardsman's war hdter flanked the prince on his|éft.

The royd guard beside the prince held Laagued's attention. The guardsman gazed a her with bold
viciousness, no hestationinhim at al.

"Who are you?' the guard bellowed.

Slently, the other sshuagin aboard Tarjana who weren't a the oars swam up to take a stand
behind Iakhovas. They bared their weapons as well, but lakhovas waved them 4ill.

Even with dl the fliers they'd brought with them, Laaqued knew they didn't have a chance if the
Serosan sshuagin attacked. Despite the awesome destruction the volcano had unleashed, 1akhovas and
his followers wouldn't have been gble to stand againgt them. Unless Sekolah wills the mdenti amended
to hersdlf. She kept her gifts at the ready, certain lakhovas was doing the same.

"l am lakhovas." His voice thundered through the water, punctuated by the dhill clicks and whidles
of the sehuagin tongue. "l am king of We Who Eat in the Claarteeros Sea."

"Liar!" the black-clawed royd guard roared. "That place exigs only in myth."



"Mog Exdted One," a sahuagin baron among Tarjana's crew said quickly, "let me dam the right of
blood chdlenge againg this offender. | swear by Sekolah's blessed fins that | will bring honor to your
name"

"No," lakhovas answered camly. "No blood will be shed unless | command it. They need every
warrior they can muder." His words resonated and carried through the water.

Laaqued quivered insde. Not responding to the royd guard's accusation could be construed as
cowardice. It was an open invitaion to attack.

A four-armed sshuagin, missng one of his arms, who floated next to the Serosian prince opened his
mouth to speak.

"Slence, T'Kdah," the prince commanded without looking at the warrior.

TKdah svung on the other man, displeasure evident in his body language. Laaqued knew if the
prince had noted the movement he would have punished the warrior for insubordination.

The prince studied lakhovas with his measured gaze. "You are aking."

"Yes" lakhovas answered shortly but politely.

Laaqued watched T'Kalah, feding that if any attack was launched it would come through that
shuagin firgt. During her inspection of the roya guard, she noted the fact that the anterior fins on the
sdesof his head flared back over his skull and merged with the dorsal fin on his back. The anterior fins
of the sahuagin in the outer seas didn't connect. His different coloring had aready been noticed. Even as
drange as the Serosian sahuagin looked to her, she knew they fit in more securely with her own people
then she did despite lakhovas's influence.

"Among your own people, perhaps,” T'Kaah growled, "but not here”

lakhovas pinned the sshuagin warrior with his glance. "I made mysdf king through blood, three-arm,
and if need be, | will remain so by soilling more. Make no mistake about that.”

TKaah's black eyes burned with hodility and he stared hard back a lakhovas. It was not
something most sahuagin would ignore. Instead, lakhovas looked back to the prince, dismissng the
sehuagin warrior asif he were nothing. Laaqued watched the musdes bunch across T'Kadah's chest, and
the amputated stub of hisarm jerked involuntarily.

"No," she stated forcefully. She held her hands up before her, feding the power of her gifts. "l am a
priestess of Sekolah, warrior, and you would do wel to heed my cdling and the authority of the Most
Exdted One”

The prince looked at T'Kaah as wel, then moved his trident to face the other sahuagin. "If you
move, you shdl have to get through me as wel.”

" seek only to protect you," TKaah argued.

"Then do it by serving me" the prince ordered.

Angrily, T'Kaah held his trident upright in one hand, then folded his other two arms across his chest.
"These areill currents, Maartaaugh.”

"If s0," Maartaaugh said, "we shdl swim through them." The prince turned his attention back to
lakhovas. "What are you doing here?"

"I came to see your king," lakhovas said.

"King Kromes is dead. He died when the volcano exploded.”

lakhovas remained Slent.

"His death,” Laaqued stated to fill the uncomfortable void that followed, "was by the will of
Sekolah.”

“Liar!" T'Kdah cried. "He's dead by your hand! Killed when you came through the volcano!”

Maartaaugh looked at the roya guard. "They couldn't have come through the volcano.”

"l tdl you, Exdted One" T'’Kaah stated, "it is as | say. Would you cdl me alia?' He took a step
away, stting himsdf into a fighting stance. "I won't take such an accusation without demanding blood
honor."

"We came through the volcano,” Iakhovas told them.

The sahuagin prince faced lakhovas again. "How?'

Laaqued heard the uncertainty and fear in the prince's voice. She knew Maartaaugh was thinking of



the magic involved with such a thing. "We were brought here by the Great Shark’s will."

"They spout dill more lies™ T'Kaah said. "All true sehuagin know that Sekolah doesn't meddle in
the affairs of his chosen. He expects them to fend for themsaves."

Maartaaugh's face grew stony. Laaqued felt the prince dipping away from them, saw it in the
way he folded hisarms and closed in on himsdif.

"Why," Maartaaugh asked, "would Sekolah do such athing?'

Laaqued stepped forward, teking her place beside lakhovas. She lifted her voice and made it
grong. "The Great Shark has established certain currents within Most Exated One lakhovas. Sekolah
started a ripple within the Claarteeros Sea, and through the srength and forethought of Iakhovas, that
ripple has spread even unto Seros.”

"Brave words," T'Kaah snarled, "but words are cheagp."

"He brought an army here" Laaqued said.

"And killed our king." T'Kdah stepped toward her. "Tdl me why the Great Shark would choose a
maenti to speak for him."

The words sung Laaqued..

"Because" 1akhovas snapped, "her faith is stronger even than your thick-headedness.”

T'Kdah swam up from the flier's deck, cutting through the water swiftly. The currents he started
dammed agang Laagued.

"Mog Sacred One," lakhovas said softly, "don't kill this one yet.”

T'Kdah arrowed toward them, disregarding the prince's commands to return to the flier.

Summoning her power, Laagued shot out a hand, praying to the Great Shark that her control be
strong and sure.

Little more than hafway between the vessdls, T'Kaah's smooth stroke suddenly shattered. His ams
and legs twisted in a vicious convulsion. He flalled out againg the sea asif it was dosng in on him.

Laaqued held the sahuagin warrior in the spdl's thral, knowing the pressure she'd created was s0
great he wasn't able to breathe properly.

"Enough,” 1akhovas said.

Slently, Laagued dismissed the spdll, feding terribly fatigued. It was one thing, she knew from
experience, to unleash a spdl, and quite another to attempt to curtal it and shape it once it had been
loosed.

Released from the crushing pressure, T'Kaah finned weskly in the ocean, bardy able to control
himsdf. Weakness showed in every move he made. Angrily, he retreated back to hisflier.

"What do you want?' Maartaaugh asked.

"If your king is dead," 1akhovas asked, "who leads?’

"The remaning princes. We serve as council. For the moment.”

"How many are you?'

"Fve" Maartaaugh answered.

"Then | will speak to them."

Glints of anger tirred in Maartaaugh's black eyes. "Why should | dlow it?!

"You would be fodlish to try to stop me" lakhovas declared. "I've come from an ocean, a world
away, and I've come here for one thing only. I've traveled to Seros to free you from your prison.”

* * % % %

Laagqued stood a lakhovass sSde as he spoke at the public forum héd demanded. She fdt the
currents eddying around her, tracked by the laterd lines that ran through her body. She watched the five
princes gathered at the makeshift table that had been hadtily cobbled together by laying a section of fla
rock over two stacks of rock in one of the cleared areas in the center of Vahaxtyl. The table was more a
show of authority than any furnishing. The princes wore their hdters of rank and held thelr tridents.

All of the princes were grim-faced. They didnt even tak among themsdves a lakhovass
announcement.



Themdenti priestess knew they were of one mind. Maartaaugh had aready spoken to them. Even
then, lakhovas had agreed to come to their offered megting unarmed, with only Laagqued and a dozen
Black Tridents as a token show offeree.

If the princes voted againg lakhovass offer, Laagued had no doubt that they would dl be dead
before the sun stabbed down into the water again. She averted her gaze from the princes table out of
deference, and more nervousness than she wanted to admit.

Mogt of the populace of Vahaxtyl ringed them, Stting on broken terrain over the underground
sections of the city.

Huge gray lava rocks piled high dl around. She knew lakhovas's voice carried wel in the water, but
messengers were on hand to rday what was spoken. She heard lakhovas's words passed on again and
agan.
Most of the sshuagin crowd's body language registered disbdief and anger. They knew tha the
outer sea sahuagin had come through the exploding volcano and had emerged unharmed while so many
of ther city died. That crowd was only a step away from reaching out for vengeance. The rubble of the
dty lay scattered around them, and the twilight gloom of the depths filled the water above them.

Laaqued didn't know what 1akhovas had been thinking to agree to the princes terms. She drew
water in through her gills, held it for a moment, then flushed it out again.

Seady, my priestess, lakhovas stated cdmly in her mind. Trust in your faith. Everything is
going to be as it should.

Asit should for them, or for us? she asked.

lakhovas didn't answer.

Toomaaek stood at the center of the table. He was tal and thick, his body covered in scars from
sharp edges and flames, tetifying to how closdy held fought the surface dwellers over his years. "You
are respongble for the desths of our people” he said.

"Am |?" lakhovas demanded. His voice was hard and cutting as cord. "In my belief, only the weak
diein mass graves, and those are taken by Sekolah's sharp fins and ferocious fangs. He wants his people
strong.”

"You twig our beliefs™ Toomaaek said.

"No." lakhovass denid was fla, unarguable. "'l only embody them with my actions. Sekolah sent me
here, gave me the ship that made this possible. He destroyed the inadequate among your people to leave
those who would be willing to die fighting for their freedom.”

A rumble of angry clicks and whigles echoed in from the crowd. Laagued studied the sshuagin
around them. She'd dready overheard severa comments about her own heritage and the fact that she
was a mdenti. lakhovass words struck the crowd harshly, faning the anger in them to fever-pitch
intensity.

Though the sahuagin didn't believe in the same concepts of family as the surface dwellers and sea
eves did, they did stand for the community as a whole. Refusd to accept the loss and make someone
e responsble was naturd to them. She fdt lakhovas should have known to handle things better.
Slently she prayed, knowing they were only inches away from death.

"You dare!" Toomaaek thundered.

"By Sekolah's blessed wrath,” lakhovas roared back, "I do darel”

Toomaaek dammed the butt of his trident againg the stone table. The sound echoed harshly, racing
through the water.

"I dare to stand up for your people againg those who would keep them in shackles,” lakhovas said,
finning toward the princes table. "l dare to travel herein a manner that | don't understand, ligening to the
guiding hand of the Great Shark as he speaks to my priestess, and truding in the fact that I'm doing
Sekolah'swill."

"We don't know that." Toomaaek remained gruff.

"l do." lakhovas kept svimming.

Laaqued fdl into motion autométicaly behind him. The guards around the princes started forward.
One of them lowered histrident levd with 1akhovas's chest.



With blinding speed, 1akhovas snatched the trident's tines away from his chest, then shoved the
sehuagin guard back half a dozen paces. The show of strength caught the attention of everyone watching.

"Where are you guiding your people?' 1akhovas demanded. "What plans do you have for We Who
Ea in Seros?!

Toomaeek tried to speak after a moment, but 1akhovas spoke loudly over him.

"For ten thousand years and more" lakhovas said, "you and the barons, princes, and kings before
you have let your people languish in this prison built by the hated sea dves and mermen.”

Another guard stepped forward and thrust his wegpon, ordering 1akhovas to hdt.

Asif shooing away a bothersome fingerling perch, l1akhovas shoved the trident aside with one hand
and caught the sshuagin warrior by hiswar harness with the other. lakhovas yanked, and the guard spun
back into two sahuagin behind him, knocking them dl off ther feet so they floated out of control for a
moment.

"Why have We Who Eat not been freed from this place?' 1akhovas demanded.

"Thereisno escape,” Toomaaek stated.

Laaqued heard the buzz of conversation streak through the crowd of onlookers.

lakhovas sounded as if he couldn't believe it. "Have you not looked at the Shark God's teachings?
Sekolah teaches us that dl things are possible if enough blood is shed. They happen more quickly if most
of the blood belongs to the enemies of We Who Eat."

Toomaaek stood his ground but clearly wasn't happy about it. lakhovas leveled an accusatory finger
a the table of sahuagin princes.

"With that kind of thinking," he said, "you've become the jalers of your own people. Not the sea
eves and the mermen. You teach your young not to sruggle againg that perversion of our nature called
the Sharksbane Wal." He shook his head in rage. "Our very natures cry out for sruggle and adversity to
test us and shape us into the most deadly warriors we can be. We're supposed to teach our own lesson
inturn: that We Who Eat are meant to be the most feared creature in any of the sees.”

"We have fought agangt those that man the Sharksbane Wal," Maartaaugh argued. "For ten
thousand years, we've shed blood over that congtruction.”

"And dill you've not shed enough,” Iakhovas accused. "When has Sekolah ever declared the price
too high to improve the sahuagin people?'

Unbdlieving, Laaqued ligened as some of the anger dtarted to drain away from the crowd's
murmuring. They sounded more interested in what 1akhovas had to say.

"Ingtead of tearing that accursed wal down,” lakhovas went on, "you and those rulers before you
have chosen to accept it and live with it as though it were meant to be. It wasn't! We Who Eat were born
free and meant to die free"

A few scattered cheers sounded from the crowd. Laagued drew in a deeper bresth and took heart
inthe reaction. No matter what else, lakhovas was right about the sshuagin heritage.

"The Sharksbane Wl can't be torn down,” Toomaaek declared. "The sea dves and mermen guard
it without reservation. The sea dves use their magic to make it srong.”

lakhovas stood across the table from the sahuagin prince. "It can be torn down.”

Toomaaek shook his head. "It's been tried.”

lakhovas gazed a him fiercdy. "Not by me”

Pride a lakhovass digolay of courage and conviction whipped through Laaqued. He stood before
the whaole city, sounding as if he was prepared to take them dl on. She hdd onto the feding as she
watched him, praying the whole time to Sekolah. Awe filled her a the audacity Iakhovas showed. He
was more sshuagin than any sheld ever met before.

"You cant break that wal," one of the other princes stated.

"I can," lakhovas replied hatly, "and | will. | won't it back and quietly be a coward while pretending
to be aprince

"You go too far!" Toomaaek roared.

"I'm going far enough to tear that wdl down," lakhovas promised, "and | won't stop short of that.
Any sshuagin warrior who wants to take up arms and follow me to freedom iswelcome.”



"The sea dves are too powerful,” Maartaaugh said. "They have magic and numbers and dlies”

"Then welll get our own magic and our own dlies™ lakhovas didn't move away from the table, but
Laaqued knew he was no longer talking only to the princes. His words were for the ears of the crowd.
"Those things are out there. Sekolah gives power to his priestesses, and there are others out there who
resent the sea eves contralling so much of Seros with their machinations. The sea eves have grown fa
and lazy, complacent in the incbility of We Who Eat of the Alamber Sea to do anything other than send a
few groups of warriors across the Sharksbane Wall every now and again.”

Hoarse, ragged cheers started up from the crowd intermittently. Laagqued sruggled to keep a amile
from her face. The knot of fear dill Stting sourly in her somach made it easier.

"I will raise up an amy," lakhovas vowed, "an amy the likes of which Seros and the lands around it
have never seen before. That army will spend its blood and that of its enemies, and the sea will run red
because of it." He turned and raked his eye over the crowd, his posture proud and erect. "For those of
you who will follow me, | will lead you to greater glory than you've ever known. | will teach you again
what it means to be awarrior, to truly be one of the Great Shark's chosen.”

The crowd came dive, and the cheering clicks and whigles echoed everywhere. Sahuagin picked
up fist-szed rocks and dammed them together to make even more noise. The poundings punctuated the
cheers.

The amile broke through Laaqued's defenses and spread across her lips She gazed across the
crowd in wonderment. Surely thiswas a Sgn. No one could have walked into Vahaxtyl and cdamed the
city's populace in so short atime.

lakhovas flung a hand back toward the princes table. "Warriors, blood of Sekolah's chosen, up
until now you have been robbed of the heritage to become true members of We Who Eat as the Grest
Shark would have wanted. These princes and others like them have held you captive here like prawns in
sea df fams”

Toomaaek tried to gdlence the crowd but faled. Laaqued watched as the sahuagin whipped
themsdves into a frenzy. Fresh anger fed off the fear and confuson that had been left over by the
destruction of their city. lakhovas offered them enemies and a chance to strike back a those enemies & a
time when they fdt the need to do something. War came naturdly to the sshuagin.

“If you continue to fallow them," lakhovas went on, "youll overpopulate these waters in time. Or
youll curtail the population so that won't happen, kill your young yoursdves and deprive yoursaves of
the army you will need in the future to conquer Seros.”

The cheering turned thunderous, but somehow lakhovas could spesk over it even though the
Vahaxtyl princes couldn't.

"Sekolah found the sahuagin,” lakhovas said, "and he freed them from the shel that was their prison
then. Do you think he freed you to find another prison in which to live?"

"No!" filled the water from the throats of thousands of sahuagin.

"We Who Eat were born freg" lakhovas said. "Our heritageisto die free, deaving the hearts of our
enemies and gnawing the flesh from their broken bones!”

The cheering drowned out dl other sound. Toomaaek swam over the table and finned down beside
lakhovas, dirring St with his splayed feet. The prince raised his trident in an open threat.

Ingtantly, the cheering started to subside.

Sowly, lakhovas turned to face the Vahaxtyl prince. He stared a the warrior and waited dlently.
All voices from the crowd had died away when Toomaaek spoke.

"I say you speak lies, lakhovas of the Claarteeros Sea. Whatever brought you here, it wasnt
Sekolah. Your purpose isnt to guide We Who E&t to a greater destiny. You seek only to make our
people throw therr lives avay."

"I speak the truth," 1akhovas replied.

"Then pick up your weapon and defend yoursdf," the sahuagin prince ordered. "I dam blood
combat againg any champion you care to name."

lakhovas regarded the warrior. The sshuagin prince was head and shoulders tdler than lakhovas
and weighed nearly hdf again as much. His skin was dark blue with places that looked dmaost black.



Since someone of lesser rank was chdlenging him, Laaqued knew according to sahuagin custom
that 1akhovas could pick one of his guards to fight for him. The priestess waited tensdy, knowing how
lakhovas was going to handle the Situation.

"I will stand as my own champion,” lakhovas said, "that the truth of my words be more accurately
measured.”

"Then pick up awegpon.” Toomaaek stepped back, his great feet raking up Sltin smdl clouds from
the ocean floor.

lakhovas raised his hands. Bony claws fully gx inches long protruded from his fingers. "The only
weapon Il need are these."

"Fool!" Toomaaek snapped.

He backed out into the center of the impromptu meding area. Without hestation, lakhovas
followed, dgliding up a few feet above the ocean floor with the grace of an ed. He amiled.

"I'm proud of you, Prince Toomaaek," lakhovas said. "You're a fine sshuagin warrior. My only
regret isthat you can only die once, but it will be for the good of your people.”

Toomaaek didn't waste words. He became an explosion of action. Pulling his barbed net free of his
hip, he expertly flung it out a lakhovas. The net splayed out and salled true, wrgpping around its target.
Toomaaek pushed the trident forward and swam after it, driving it before him.

For a moment Laaqued thought l1akhovas was dead. Her heart dmost stopped its frantic beeting.
lakhovas hooked hisfingers in the net that had wrapped around him. Held protected his Sngle eye with
one arm. Tugging fiercdy, he ripped the net off him, tearing the barbed hooks from his flesh a the same
time He screamed in rage and pain.

Toomaaek closed quickly, the trident amed directly at 1akhovas's heart. In motion dmogt too fadt to
be seen, lakhovas shoved his feet againg the water. He shot up, curling gracefully over his attacker as
the trident tines missed him by inches. Continuing the rall through the water, lakhovas flipped behind
Toomaaek as the sahuagin prince passed. Crudly, lakhovas dug his claws lightly across his opponent's
neck, leaving bloody scratches. The daws dso diced through the anterior fins freeing them from the
dorsd fin.

Blood streamed out into the water from the superficid cuts.

Toomaaek threw out his free am and kicked hard, finning himsdf into a rall of his own. He tucked
forward and under, coming up with the trident again as he faced lakhovas. The move was designed to
catch an enemy from underneeth, driving the trident deep into the somach or crotch.

Either would have been a dehilitating wound.

Turned as he was from his own flip through the water, 1akhovas had his back to Toomaaek. Though
he didn't see the sahuagin warrior's move, Laagued knew lakhovas mug have sensed it in some fashion.
As the trident sped toward his back, lakhovas swept out a hand and pushed himsdf sdeways in the
water.

The trident tines missed him again by inches. As Toomaaek swam by, aready aware held missed his
opponent, lakhovas raked claws across the back of the sshuagin prince's lower leg. The sharp edges
cleaved flesh easly, drawing blood in a gudt.

Laaqued watched Toomaaek as hetried to turn. Hisleg was obvioudy hamstrung, the foot flopping
loosdly as the current pushed it. Stubbornly, the sahuagin prince turned in the water again. He appeared
surprised to see that Iakhovas hadn't pursued him.

"You're wounded," lakhovas said, dill floating in nearly the same spot he had been since the fight
hed begun. "Stop now and live to help me set your people free”

"No." Toomaaek shook his head. "I'm going to kill you to show them the lies you've promised
them."

Laaqued watched the schuagin prince. She fdt certain it was obvious to the crowd that lakhovas
hed ddiberately stopped short of tearing Toomaaek's head from his shoulders on the firg pass. She
watched 1akhovas, marvding at the strength and skill he displayed. When hed killed Huaanton, 1akhovas
had struggled in that fight. Toomaaek was even bigger than Huaanton had been, and lakhovas was
handling him eeglly.



"They're not lies" lakhovas told him. "There is greatness coming to We Who Eat. A rebirth. You
can be part of it."

"No one can do what you say." Toomaaek finned toward him again, more dowly this time because
of theinjured leg.

"You have time to reconsder." lakhovas stood his ground, finning down a couple feet to stand in the
slt. "You can hed and 4ill fight the battle that should be yours™

Toomaaek adjusted his approach and sped at his opponent.

lakhovas ran out of time to move, sanding loosaly before the sahuagin prince.

Cheers and shouts of anger battered Laaqued as she watched. She couldn't believe lakhovas was
doing nothing to defend himsdlf. He couldn't use his magic, not without turning away the sahuagin crowd
held won over.

At the last moment, lakhovas raised his hands and grabbed the approaching trident. He hooked his
fingers over the tines and rocked back dightly as the impact pushed against him. He dug his feet into the
ocean bed and shoved as hard as he could.

The trident stopped no more than a finger's width from lakhovas's chest, but the haft knifed through
Toomaaek's heart, spearing him. Blood clouded the water. Triumphantly, 1akhovas lifted the quivering
corpse on the end of the trident above his head. He gazed at the princes table in open chalenge. "Is
there anyone e se who wishes to disoute my words?

None of the princes answered.

"Then, by the power of blood and combet,” 1akhovas sad, "I declare mysdf Ddiverer of We Who
Ea of Seros”

Sporadic cheering came from the crowd at fird, then grew in intengty until it filled the area.
Laaqued was surprised when lakhovas smply didn't declare himsdf king. The mdenti knew he could
have and aso knew tha no one there would have chalenged him for that right after seeing what hed
done to Toomaaek. The decison seemed to shock the four remaining princes as well.

When the cheering died down a little, Iakhovas swam up, pushing the corpse a the end of the
trident above him. "'l will ddiver you from this captivity,” he shouted. "I will find you dlies to fight your
mogt hated enemies. | will teach you and mold you into the fiercest amy Seros has ever seen.”

The cheering started again, but somehow |akhovas was able to speak loud enough to be heard.

" dso promise you glory." 1akhovas held steady in the currents, high enough in the water to be seen
by everyone. "I will give you the chance to live and die as true sahuagin warriors. Blood will demand
blood, but we will drink our fill of it from the skulls of our enemies”

Laaqued watched lakhovas, feding as mesmerized as the Serosian crowd. HeEd won them over
and made them his, just as held done with her own people. He truly was a gift from Sekolah. The Shark
God had answered dl her prayers from the time sheld been a litle girl to this very day. She was
something important to her god and her people.

"I will break the abomination that is the Snarksbane Wal!" lakhovas shouted. "You will be free,
forever free, to run the course of Seros.”

Laaqued noticed even Maartaaugh was shouting his support, caught up in the tide of wha was
heppening to the crowd. However, T'Kadah stood in the shadows of the rubble, a dark scowl on hisface.
Sill, she didn't let the royd guard's presence touch her celebratory mood. lakhovas had triumphed, and
she was part of it.

"Born free!” lakhovas yeled.

The crowd took up the chant. "Born free!”

"Diefred" lakhovas followed.

"Die free!"

"I will take you from this prison that is the Alamber Sea," lakhovas shouted. "Together we will
descend upon the sea eves and destroy them where we find them. | will see Myth Nantar, the sea dves
mogt sacred city, razed and driven deep into the ocean floor before we are donel”

"Dedtroy the sea dved" someone yelled. The crowd took up the chant. "Destroy the sea dved
Raze Myth Nantar!"



"We are born free!" lakhovas screamed to the crowd, usng both hands to wave Toomaaek's
corpse a the end of the trident haft like a banner.

"Wewill die fredd" the crowd screamed back at him.

"Born fre!™

"Diefred"

Laaqued fdt Iakhovass voice ingde her mind. What do you think, Most Sacred One? Do we
have an army?

Yes. Laagued looked around at the thousands of sahuagin standing around them cheering.

I will break Serds, lakhovas declared, and | will forever change the lands of the surface
dwellers. No one will avoid my touch or the carnage | will have wrought. | am their destiny!

Laaqued knew with certainty that his statements were true. lakhovas reached up and used his claws
to shear Toomaaek into bloody gobbets. He flung the flesh chunks outward, drawing up the closest
sahuagin gtting around him.

"Come and est, warriors. Let us take Toomaaek into battle with us. He stood for what he believed,
though he believed wrongly. He can ill nourish us. Mest is meat!”

"Mest ismeat!" the crowd roared back. "Born free! Die fred"

As Laagued watched lakhovas dripping the flesh from the dead sahuagin, then svimming out to
feed the crowd, she knew there was no turning back. lakhovas had raised hisarmy.

And the Sea of Fallen Stars would fill with blood to pay the butcher's bill.



