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Prologue
The Alamber Sea, Sea of Fallen Sars.
4 Flamerule, the Year of the Gauntlet

A man's dying scream drew Pacyss atention. To his right, the Sharksbane Wall extended across
the sea floor until it disappeared in the gloom. Below and to the Ieft, for as far as Pacys could see, the
wdl lay in ruins. Chunks of stone and cord lay in afan shape, asif a huge hammer had shattered the wall.

"Marthammor Duin," Khlinet bresthed somewhere above and behind the old bard, "waich over
them what wander far and fodlishly.” The dwarf was thick and broad. Unruly gray whiskers stuck out
around hiswide face and his hands caressed the hafts of the two hand axes at his waist. He kicked out
with his good foot. A gray-green cord peg took the place of his lower right leg.

Bf, merman, and sahuagin dl warred below. From this distance, they looked tiny againgt the wall,
but Pacys fdt their terror and courage. Those emations transmuted to muscad notes in his mind. He
carefully braided and twined them, piecing together the songs that haunted him.

The hum of sshuagin crossbow drings rolled over the sharp clash of cord tridents againg stolen or
sdvaged spears.

Even the whisk of the sea devils barbed nets echoed across the terrain, picked up by the old bard's
heightened senses.

For the moment, Pacys was the battle. He was the life and death of every one of the hundreds of
warriors a the Sharksbane Wall. He wore only a sea df's digphanous gown of misty blue. The magic of
the emerald bracelet on hiswrigt alowed him to bresthe underwater and kept him comfortable even from
the occasond chill. Though he kept his head and jaw shaved, his slver eyebrows hinted at his age. The
bard was seventy-six years old, dill vigorous but in hiswaning years.

"Hallowed wall, prized from death,

Built on blood and mortised by fear,

Sood broken, shattered, crumbled,

No longer protecting those here.

The loyal warriors warred, sinew against sinew.

They fought, and they died,

Clamped tight between unforgiving fangs

Of those who followed the Taker's dark stride.”

It wasn't a song of victory. Despite the excitement at having found another piece of the song hed
searched for, the old bard's heart grew cold and heavy.

Histrained eye noted the whitish colors of the rock, nearly a dozen hues that he could pick out a a
glance, dl colored by pearled iridescence from the millenniathe wal had stood. The blue sea had texture,
the color of a sky rent by gentle summer rains. The uneven terrain a the foot of the Sharksbane Wal
spilled in dozens of diffs and gullies where schools of brightly colored fish cowered.

Through it dl, clouds of blood twisted and spun, caught by the shifting ocean currents and the
movements of those who fought and died. Even though the bracelet gave him the ability to breathe
underwater, it didn't remove the harsh metdlic taste of iron.

In the land engagements held witnessed, Pacys had amdled the stench of battle, spiced by the fear
and anger of the men and women who sold and bought lives with a sword stroke. But here, in the
underwater redm of Seros, the kingdoms scattered across the bottom of the Sea of Fdlen Stars, death
hed flavor.

Pacys stedled himsdf, gaining control over his lurching scomach. Bright blue light flared like a dying
dar to Pacyss left. The old bard turned and spotted Taranath Reefglamor, Senior High Mage among the
High Mages at Sylkiir. The old df mage wore his Slver hair loose. Blade thin, his blue and white flecked
skin hung loose on him. The pointed chin and pointed ears made his face seem harsh and angular. He
thrust a hand out a a knot of a dozen nearby sahuagin that swam toward them.

Inthe blink of an eye, shark's teeth seemed to formin that part of the water. The teeth were etched



inslvery gleams, bare sketches that il left no doubt as to whet they were.

The cone of shark's teeth grew to twice Pacyss height in width and nearly five times that in length.
The sorcery ripped through the sahuagin, shredding flesh and bresking bone. Severed limbs and heads
exploded out from the corpses, and muitilated torsos came apart in chunks.

Surviving sehuagin svam at them, dutching ther tridents to ther chests. Fangs filled their broad
mouths to overflowing, showing bone-white and ivory againg the ted and pale green of thar skins. Fins
stuck out from their arms and legs, sharp-edged appendages they used to dice open their prey.

Bult broad and squat, hammered into near indestructibility by the pressure of the uncaring ocean,
the sshuagin moved gracefully through the water. Webbed feet and hands pulled a the sea. Ther
magnetic black eyes sucked the light from the depths, black holes that hed no mercy.

Peacys brought his g&ff up. There wasn't ime to run.

"Die hu-maan!" the lead sahuagin snarled.

"Friend Pacys" Khlinat cried.

From the corner of his eye, Pacys watched the dwarf sruggling to swim through the water to reach
hisside. They'd met in Badur's Gate, at the time of the attack that destroyed the city's harbor, and they'd
remained together since.

Pacys struck with the staff, lodging it in the tines of the trident his opponent carried. The old bard
pushed away from the attack.

The sahuagin flew past him, stresking toward the dwarf who was dawing up to an even kedl.

Pacys reached into the bag of holding a hiswaist, took out a piece of date and a fingernall dipping,
and hdd them in hisfig.

Pointing with the forefinger of the fig that held the ingredients to his spdll, Pacys scribed a powerful
symbal in the water that flared pale violet for a moment. He mouthed helf a dozen words, then fdt the
explosonin hisfig as the pel damed the maeridsin his hand.

Gray ash soilled from his hand as a shimmering wall formed in the water before him. A dull roar
blasted out from the other sde of the shimmering wall.

The sahuagin trapped there writhed in agony. The sahuagin, like many sea creatures, had laterd lines
that ran the length of ther bodies. Those lines sensed vibrations in the water, and the roar was agony to
them.

Pacys swam for Khlinat.

"Foul devilspawn,” Khlina roared in a voice only a dwarf in ful battle frenzy could muster. "I'll
kedhaul ye and have yer guts for garters, | will. I'm one of the Iron-eater clan, one of the fierces,
fightingest dwarven clans ever blessed by Marthammor Duin!™

"Did" the shuagin replied in its raspy voice.

The bard gripped his gaff in the middle and twisted. Foot-long, razor-edged blades shot from both
ends.

The sshuagin released its hold on Khlinat's hand axe, then ran its talons down the dwarfs arm.

Ydping with pain and surprise, Khlinat brought his knees up, then shoved his claw cord peg into the
sahuagin's chest. The peg burgt through the sahuagin's back. Blood roiled out and settled in a cloud
around the creature's upper body.

"I done for ye" Khlinat declared, putting his other foot on the sahuagin's face and kicking out.
"Behind ye, song-smith, and be right quick about it, too."

Moving with the fluid grace of a dancer, Pacys whipped the gaff around. The razor-edged blade
sank into the sahuagin's shoulder next to its thick neck.

The creature's momentum and speed shoved Pacys back and down as he hed onto the gaff. The
old bard ripped the g&ff free, and let his momentum carry him around. The daff flashed as the sahuagin
swvam over his head. The keen blade ripped across the creature's somach, spilling its entrails in a loose
tangle

Two sahuagin who'd been close to the one Pacys disemboweled were overcome by the bloodiust
that fired their species. Thear predatory indincts sent them after the easier prey of ther own kind rather
then the bard. Ther jaws snapped and clicked, hiting into the tender flesh released into the sea. They



followed their dying comrade toward the seabed below.

Pacys moved the g&ff in his hands, keeping himsdf loose, but his head played the song that would
be part of thefdl of the Sharksbane Wall. It was not a song of victory. The music was a dirge, a song of
defeat and desth.

A dozen sahuagin surrounded the bard and the dwarf. Pacys swam toward Khlinat, putting his back
to the dwarfs.

One of the sshuagin in front of the bard lunged forward.

"I've got 'im, songamith," Khlinat said. "Mind you waich yersdf."

The dwarf diced hisright axe across, shearing off two of the sahuagin's fingers. Before Khlinat could
recover his balance, another sshuagin threw one of the barbed nets over him.

Khlinat bawled in rage and pain. He did his fingers through the openingsin the net and tried to pull it
away, but succeeded only in snking a dozen or more of the bone hooks into his own flesh.

Pecys ripped free the keen-edged, dark gray cora knife from hisbelt and raked the blade at the net
strands, parting a handful of them.

A sahuagin swam across the top of the net, grabbed the loose linefloaing at the top of the seaweed
hemp, and dragged Khlinat eesly after it.

Anocther sahuagin swam up from under the net and rammed its trident into the old bard's right thigh.
The sahuagin swam backward and yanked hard on the cord. The pain hit Pacys with blinding intengty.

Suddenly, a fan-shaped spray of bright red, gold, green, and red-violet lanced through the water.
Pacys experienced a sudden vertigo, then the feding passed and he only fdt dightly dizzy. The sshuagin
puling im logt its bearing and started flaling heplesdy in the water.

"Easy, Tdeweaver.”

The old bard recognized Reefglamor's voice and turned in time to see the Senior High Mage svim
toward him. A group of mermen and sea eves were with him. They moved among the disoriented
sthuagin and stabbed their swords and knives through the creatures gill dits, then ripped dl the way
through, bleeding them out.

Reefglamor lad his hand on the trident that impaded Pacyss leg. He spoke a few words, and a pae
green fire legped from the High Mage's fingers and quickly enveloped the offending trident. In the next
heartbest, the trident was gone, leaving only gray-black ash to drift dong the ocean's currents. Two
mermen freed Khlinat from the net.

Further down below, the battle raging across the falen section of the Sharksbane Wall continued.

"We are lodng thisfight," Reefglamor stated in alow voice.

"Yes" Pacys agreed rdluctantly.

"Senior,” Pharom Ildacer called. His fondness for food and drink made him more round than most
sea dves. Black sirands ill stained his Slver hair and he wore a deep purple weave. Anxigly colored his
features. "We can't stay. The guards here can't hold their postions.”

"I know," Reefglamor said. "Gather who we can, and let's save as many of them as we are able”

Ildacer nodded and swam away.

The music indde Pacyss head continued, mournful and hollow. He was certain the song would
gand in the memories of its listeners as srongly as the fdl of Cormanthyr and the flight of the elves.

"Therel Do you see it then?' one of the nearby mermen asked, pointing with the trident he held.
"That's the Taker's ship."

Pecys spotted the great gdley cutting through the water. It was drange to see the big ship
completely submerged, yet moving like a great black shadow.

And somewhere aboard her, Pacys knew, the Taker savored his victory. The threat from the sea
was athreat no longer, and desth now traveled through the world of Seros, powered by sharp fins and

devouring fangs.

4 Flamerule, the Year of the Gauntlet
"What you want here, boy? Is it enough for ye to take a man's rightful belongings, or are ye gonna



cut an honest man's throat too?”

Jherek pressed the older man up againg the back wal of the Bare Bosom and held a scding knife
hard againg the man's bewhiskered throat.

Theman wasin his early forties and his breeth stank of beer. A skull and crossbones tattooed over
his heart advertised his chosen profession.

Jherek breathed hard, and struggled to keep his hand from shaking. Full night had descended over
the pirate city of Immurk's Hold hours ago. Clouds covered dl but a handful of blue-white dars.
Shadows filled the narrow dley behind the tavern.

Even a nineteen, Jherek was bigger and broader than the pirate, his muscles made hard from years
of working as both shipwright and sailor. His light brown hair caught the slver gleam of the stars in the
highlights bleached by the sun, and hung past his shoulders now. His pae gray eyes belonged to a walf
living in the wild. He wore leather armor under a dark blue cloak that reached to the tops of his boots. A
cutlasshung a his side.

"If it's me purse ye want,” the pirate offered, swalowing hard, "yer gonna find it light tonight. | been
swilling old Kascher's homemade beer and ddlying with them women what he keeps upgairs.”

"I'm not after your purse,” Jherek whispered. The very idea of robbing the man turned his ssomach.

"Sice his damned throat.”

Jherek cut his gaze over to the left, startled by the harshness of the words.

Tdif stood near the building, fitting in neetly with the shadows. A sharp short sword was in his fist.
He was one of Captain Azlds pirate crew. The ship's hand had gringy black hair and a triangular face
covered with stubble.

"He lives-or we live. Which isit going to be?" Tdif sneered.

Sabyna Truesall sat a a table in a hostd across the cobblestone street from the Bare Bosom and
tried to relax. Nothing worked; she dill worried.

The hogtel was amdl, and at this time of night most of the guests meandered over to the Bare
Bosom for more ribald fedtivities The rest had cdled it a night in favor of an early morning. Sabyna,
Captain Azla of Black Champion, and Sir Glawinn-a paadin in the service of Lathander-were hdf the
crowd in the common room of the hostel. The scents of spiced meat and smoked fish warred againg the
gench of pipeweed and bitter de. The tavern crowd could be heard eesly from across the street,
screamed curses mixed in with shouts of glee.

"I believe your atention would be better served dsewhere”" Glawinn stated oftly.

The paadin was middle aged but only a couple inches taler than Sabyna. He possessed a medium
build, but carried himsdf with confidence, every inch a soldier. His black beard was short-cropped.
Tonight he wore lesther armor with a dark gray cloak over it. He used a brooch with Lathander's
morning sun colors to hold the cloak around his shoulders.

"Where should | look?" Sabyna asked.

She stood a little more than five and a hdf feet tdl, with copper-colored curls shorn wel short of her
shoulders. Seasons spent with the sun and sea had darkened her skin, but a spattering of freckles dill
crossed the bridge of her nose and her cheeks. Light from the big stone fireplace that warmed the hostel
agang the wet chill of the sea ignited reddish brown flames in her eyes. Her dothing was loose and
baggy, worn that way o it wouldn't draw attention to her femininity.

Beside them, AZlawrinkled her nosein distaste. She held a haf-drunk schooner of ae curled nestly
inone gloved hand.

"He means you need to stop looking out that window so much,” the pirate captain stated. "You're
going to draw atention.” Azla was a hdf-df, bearing the characteristic pointed ears and dender build of
her df parent. Her features were beautiful and dusky, made even darker by a dozen years and more in
the sun and wind. Silky black hair hung just to her shoulders, cut draight across. She wore a green
blouse so dark it was dmogt black, and leather breeches dyed dark blue.

"Thething that worriesme" Sabyna said, "istha he doesn't seem to be himsdf.”

"No," the pdadin said, "our young warrior istorn.”



"By what?" Sabyna asked.

She riked another glance a the Bare Bosom, watching a salor dride drunkenly from the
edtablishment in the company of a serving wench doing her best to prop him up. The girl's fingers found
the man's coin purse.

"There are things | fed a man should be willing to discuss on his own without having others discuss
them for him," Glawinn answered.

"He could get killed over there tonight,” Azlawarned coldly.

"True enough,” Glawinn replied, "but sometimes you have to rely on faith.”

Azasnorted. "Faith isn't as certain as cold sted.”

"Itisfor some." Glawinn's words were soft, but strong.

"Faith has never done well by me™ AzZlawent on. A trace of bitterness threaded through her words.

Sabyna knew the captain hadn't dways been a pirate. Azla had grown up in the Dadands, but
events and her own guilt forced her down to the Sea of Fdlen Stars and into a pirate's life. Glawinn had
no way of knowing that.

"The problem could be that you're not supposed to expect faith to do wel by you," the pdadin said.
"You're supposed to do wdl by your faith."

"I an a mage" Sabyna sad. "My fath is strong enough, but I'm no deric to be led around by
looking at a chicken's entralls to figure out what my chosen god wants me to do. | believe in knowledge.
Our gods choose what knowledge to put in our paths, but it's up to us to learn it and choose what to do
with it."

"My faith is not that way," Glawinn said. "l choose to let Lathander set me upon a path, truging in
the Morninglord that | will know wheat to do when the time comes.™

"More men have died from conflicting beliefs than over gold and siver," Azla said. "Truging a god is
avery dangerous thing."

"On that issue, Captain,” Glawinn said gravely, "I fear well have to disagree.”

Sabyna pulled her cloak more tightly around her againg the night's chill. More than anything she
wanted to be up and around, doing something but not knowing what. "He's changed so much since | firgt
met him," she whispered.

"How 507" Glawinn asked.

Across the dtreet, a handful of cargo handlers deep in conversation walked across the uneven
boardwalk in front of the Bare Bosom. One of them carried a shidded candle hanging from a crooked
gick that barely beat back the night.

"When he fird came aboard Breezerunner, there was a quiet desperation in him," Sabyna said. "l
didn't understand that, now | understand his fedings even less after seeing how he handled himsdf aboard

Breezerunner. He stood up againg VVurgrom and his pirate crew in the middle of a maglstrom and never
faltered. Now he seems ..."

"Afrad?" A fant amile twisted Glawinn'slips. "Hés awarrior, lady."

"Then why should he be afrad?'

"So that he might live, of course.” Glawinn sipped his drink. "Warriors live with fear as they might a
lover. They never forget that fear, ese they step closer to Cyric's cold embrace.”

The ship's mage wrapped her ams even tighter around hersdf, losng the battle againg the night's
chill creeping in againg the banked cod sfilling the hostd's fireplace.

"Then where does that leave hm?' she asked.

"He's dangerous," Azla commented. "He's dangerous to himsdf and to us”

" don't think that's entirely true," Glawinn said.

The pirate captain shook her head. "I don't mean to disparage your beiefs, Sr Glawinn, but men
beieve what they want to beieve. Sometimes purdly because they have nothing else to beievein.”

"And to live a life with nothing to believe in?' The paadin looked directly a her and asked, "What
kind of lifeisthet?'

AZa broke the eye contact, put on a deprecating amile, and said, "A very profitable one. If you're a
pirate”



"Gold and slver assuages awounded heart?!

Azlas eyes turned cold and hard. "You step over lines here, pdadin.”

"Forgive me, lady,” Glawinn replied, though he showed no remorse, "I do indeed.”

Sabyna watched the exchange in silence. She didn't know how Glawinn knew so much about the
pirate captain, but she was aware how close he was to the truth. Azlas own life was filled with tragedy.
The ship's mage reached for the hot tea she'd ordered and sipped it only to find that it was now cold.

"Thething that most concerns me is that your young friend didn't come here to take that pearl disk
back from VVurgrom," Azla said.

"Then what?" Sabyna asked.

AZakept her voice quiet and ill. "'l think it's very possible that your young friend came here to die
as nobly as he can.”

*kkk*

"I can't kill him," Jherek said. He stood in the dley, his body pressed up againg the man, and slently
damned dl the events and the fase pride that led to the point of holding a man's life at the edge of his
knife

"Then let me" Tdif stepped forward and lifted the short sword.

Themanin Jherek's grip tensed, on the verge of fleeing and taking his chances.

Jherek swung his empty hand, bdling it into a fig and ralling his shoulder to get most of his weight
behind the blow. Hisfig caught the pirate on the point of hischin and dropped him.

Tdif kndt and grabbed the man by the hair. He sivung his short sword toward the man's exposed
throat.

Jherek kicked Tdif in the chest, knocking him back across the hard-packed earth of the dley. Tdif
rolled ingtantly, coming up from the ground like a trained acrobat. His triangular face was a mask of rage.
The short sword came around in a glittering arc.

The young sailor stepped in close and brought up his left arm. His open hand smacked into Tdif's
wrig and blocked the sword drike. Tdif grunted in pain and anger. Before the mate could recover,
Jherek dipped his free arm under the man's outstretched one and flipped him over his shoulder.

Carried by his own weght and momentum, pulled by Jherek's strength, Tdif landed hard on the
ground on his back. Murderous rage gleamed in his black eyes. "You're afool,” Tdif snarled.

"Thet remains to be seen,” Jherek said, "but | do know | am no murderer.”

Tdif struggled a moment to get free but couldn't.

"You knocked that man out, boy, but I've seen men knocked cold like that before. Sometimes they
come around in just minutes, none the worse for it. He could dill come into the tavern after us and let
them dl know we're among them.”

"He doesn't know who we are," Jherek said quietly.

"By Leras razor kiss, you fool, that man has seen me. Hell know | sail with Cap'n Azla"

"So you say." Jherek shook his head. "Maybe that's just your pride taking. Well take our chances.

Tdif cursed him soundly, usng invective that would have shamed even mog sallors.

Jherek maintained his grip even though Tdif sought to shake out of it. " ou think me a foal for letting
thisman live, but keep in mind that should a man attack me willingly with a sword in his fig, I'll not be so
generous.”

"A man doesn't dways see the sword tha cleaves him, boy," Tdif threatened.

Jherek nodded. "But Glawinn would know." Azlas pirates walked lightly around the paladin.

"Umberlee take you both,” Tdif snarled. "The two of you think you're so high and mighty."

Jherek fdt even more embarrassed. Glawinn was a paladin, a noble and courageous man who lived
for honor and served a god who put quests and chalenges before him. The young sallor knew he didn't
belong in such company. He was only a foolish boy with misbegotten pride and an ill luck that followed
hmadl hislife as a birthright from his pirate father.

"Standing among men such as yoursdf," Jherek said in a harsh voice, "Sr Glawinn has no choice but
to shine. I'd keep advil tonguein your head, otherwise I'm going to fed that you're questioning his honor.
That's something | won't alow.”



Tdif garted to say something, but he glanced into Jherek's eyes, swalowed his words, and looked
away.

Jherek released the man and stood with easy grace. He dipped the scaing knife back into his boot,
then turned and walked toward the tavern's back door. He knew Tdif thought about atacking him, but
he counted on his own hearing and the dim shadows that moved on the dley wdl to warn him if the man
tried. And, truth to tell, maybe he didn't care.

Tdif straightened his dothing and followed him a heartbest later.

A short flight of steps led up to the tavern's back door. The door was narrow and made of scarred
hardwood that showed years of abuse by guests and thieves and the neglect of uncaring employees.

AZa proved mogt resourceful as a pirate captain, though, and had provided Jherek a key thet let
hm pass. He opened the door and stepped indde. A mixture of spicy odors tweaked his nose, dmost
drawing a sneeze. The aroma filling the room aso hed the scent of jerked beef and the strong odor of
seafood. The gink of smoky grease overlaid everything.

Sand covered grease saills on the stained wooden floor. Grit rolled and crunched under Jherek's
boots as he waked toward the narrow door on the east wal. He found the latch with his fingers and
dipped it open with atiny screech that he knew wasn't heard over the uproar in the tavern's man serving
area.

Quietly, he went up the narrow and winding staircase, making himsdf go when every thought in his
mind was to turn and leave. Kascher, Azla had assured him, used the hidden passageway to serve meds
to guests who preferred to remain incognito. The man the young sailor was after was such a man.

Kascher's Bare Bosom tavern stood three stories tal, shouldered between the warehouses dong the
naturd harbor & the center of Immurk’'s Hold.

On the top floor, Jherek paused at the door, ligening. Muted voices echoed in the hdl as footsteps
passed.

Theyoung sallor let himsdf out into the passageway. His eyes narrowed briefly even againg the dm
brightness of the amd| ail lamps hanging on the walls.

He glanced at the door on the right, reading the numbers. According to the information Azla gave
him, the room he wanted was a the end.

The door at the end of the corridor was heavy oak, reinforced with bands of beaten iron.

"One sde, pup,” Tdif said arrogantly. "Let aman do hisjob.”

Grudgingly, Jherek stepped aside, leaving the door open to Tdif. The thief moved to the door with a
gmd| amile curling histhin lips.

"Ah, pup,” he whispered, "there's nothing like the sensation of being someplace you ought not be.”
Thin pieces of metd glinted briefly in his gloved hands. "Gladdens a man's heart, it does. The chance to
prowl through another's secrets, sted kisses from another man's woman . .. theré's nothing more swest.”

Shamed and furious, Jherek turned away. He heard the thin scratches of metd and tried to ignore
them. The subtle arts Tdif practiced went againg everything Jherek bdieved in. Yet here he was,
depending and hoping on the man's skills that he might set a greater wrong right.

The young sailor glanced out awindow at the city.

Torches gleamed brightly along the wharf. From the tavern room, Jherek saw ships a anchor, men
scurrying about aboard them, carrying crates and other prizes they'd no doubt taken from some luckless
merchanter. His father, he knew, would have been perfectly a home here.

Farther into the interior of the city, fewer torches gleamed. The houses were ramshackle &fairs for
the most part, places cast together by seafaring men for families formed more by desperation than any
emotion.

The men who worked the night were down by the harbor and the others lay abed or in the dozens
of taverns throughout the city. Shadowy figures crossed the narrow, twiging streets below, some of them
in groups but most of them aone. Thin walls of bawdy pirate chanteys drifted over the rooftops. The only
thing that seemed normd to Jherek was the sdt amdl that lingered in the air.

"I'm done, pup. Do you want to join me?' Tdif's whisper bardly carried to Jherek's ears.

"Aye"



The young salor drew his cutlass, the razor edge diding free of the sash he used to bind it to his
wag. Hefilled his other hand with the wickedly curved boat hook.

Pausng, Jherek nudged up the thin glass protecting the ail lamp's wick and flane. He blew it out,
then replaced the glass cover. That end of the room darkened immediatdly.

"You have more skills a this kind of skullduggery than you'd think, pup,” Tdif sad as he eased the
door open. "Maybe you're not so honest as | thought, or you'd like to bdieve."

Jherek didn't argue, but he fdt a sick lurching indde his somach. Pirate's get and thief-he didn't
redly deserve any other labd. Except maybe foal.

Tdif led the way into the room, and Jherek covered his back. The young sailor heard the hoarse
rasp of deep breathing as he gently closed the door.

Reeching back, Tdif pressed afinger againg Jnerek’s chest. "Wait," the man hissed.

Jherek breathed shdlowly, taking in the sour odor of unwashed flesh and old rotgut whiskey. The
gench of pipe-weed dung to the room, sdted with the flavor of cheap perfume.

"Not done" Tdif whispered. "I andl awoman.”

For a moment, Jherek considered leaving the room. Catching the man they were after, even with
evaything Azla had ferreted out, had been difficult and risky enough. Endangering an innocent wasn't
something he was prepared to do.

Tdif'sfinger left his chest and the man glided glently across the room, a swiftly moving shadow.

Jherek moved immediatdy. His own vison quickly adjusted to the dark. The room was spacious
but held only a couple trunks, an armoire that listed badly to one side, and a four-poster bed shrouded in
maosquito netting.

"Alive"" Jnerek warned.

Rductantly, Tdif nodded. He moved to the left of the bed, while Jherek moved to the right.

Jherek put the hook back in his sash, then reached for the degping figure, brushing aside the
mosquito netting with the blade of the cutlass. He clamped his hand on a face that he suddenly redized
was too amdl, too smooth, and without whiskers.

At the other end of his arm, the young woman he'd grabbed by mistake opened her eyes wide in
fear. She tried to St up in bed. Jherek was so surprised by the turn of events that he didnt res,
watching in horror and embarrassment as the sheets fdl away from her bare breasts.

The other formin the bed lurched up, a wickedly curved scimitar diding free of the space between
the feather-filled mattress and the carved headboard. Jorn Frennik was a large man, broad shouldered
and beefy from a dozen years and more of living the savage life of a pirate.

Like the woman, he was naked, but he wore his caf-high boots. Bed covers flew as the pirate
forced himsdf to hisfeet in the middle of the bed, ydling in rage and fear. He drew his scimitar back to

swing.
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Jorn Frennick's scimitar cleaved the ar sharply, and Jherek met the ydling pirate's sted with his
own. Sparks flared from the blades.

Despite the shadows and darkness filling the room, Jherek read the pirate's moves. Keeping track
of the woman on the bed was harder, but he managed.

"Kill im!" Tdif croaked hoarsely as he jockeyed for postion.

"No," Jherek ordered. "We need im dive”

Frennick shifted on the bed, kicking at the frightened woman and forcing her away from him. She
screamed in pain and covered her head with her hands.

Moving swiftly, Jnerek raised a booted foot and dammed it into the center of the man's chest as
hard as he could, getting his weight behind the thrust.

Frennick flew backward off the bed and crashed againg the wall. Plaster shattered as he burst the
inner wal and dust roiled up in a great cloud.

Jherek pursued the man, griding across the bed and barely avoiding the naked woman cowering in



the twisted bedding. He dipped through the mosquito netting.

Wheezing, his face a mask of rage, Frennick druggled desperately to push himsdf up from the
wreckage of the wall.

Theyoung sallor feinted, drawing out Frennick's attack. Jherek stepped back just enough to let the
wickedly curved blade pass by him. He dammed his cutlass broadside agang the pirate's scimitar,
trapping it againg the left side of Frennick's body.

“I'm gonnakill you, whelp!" the pirate roared. "Gonna have your guts for garters, | am!™

The young sailor ducked his head forward, damming the top of his skull into Frennick's face. The
pirate's nose broke with a snap. Blood gushed over his beard. Before Frennick could recover, Jherek
drew back his left hand, bdled it into a fig, and dammed it agang the man's jaw twice. Frennick
staggered. Still in maotion, the young sailor grabbed a handful of Frennick's beard and dammed the man's
head up againg the wall. He lifted his knee three times in quick succession, driving it into Frennick's
somach.

Vomit streamed suddenly from Frennick's mouth, a gush of noxious liquid that spilled down his chest
and somach. The stench of soured hops dmost gagged Jherek, but the young sailor breathed shdlowly
through his mouth.

The strength drained from Frennick in arush as he struggled to regain his breath. Jherek kicked the
scimitar from the man's hand. He placed afoot on the back of Frennick's head to hold the pirate in place,
then turned back to the woman on the bed.

Tdif leaned over her, holding a pillow over her face. The woman sruggled, kicking her feet and
scratching with her fingernalls Tdif cursed her in a quiet voice,

Jherek dipped the knife from his boot and threw it. The effort wasn't hidden by his body as Mdorrie
and Glawinn had coached.

The knife soun and cut the air.

Cursing, Tdif legped to one Sde so it wouldn't spear his face. "Umberlee take you," he snarled.

The woman on the bed sucked in her breath in ragged gasps. She peered a the young sallor with
ralling, frightened eyes, not bothering to cover her nakedness at dl. Tears tracked down her face, and
ghe shivered.

Sill curang him, Tdlif turned his attention to the amdl chest at the foot of the bed. "If she leaves the
room, shéelll warn the tavern-maybe cdl his mates up here on us”

Jherek gazed at the woman. "Lady," he said softly enough only to be heard over the noise coming
from the tavern below, "l ask that you not leave this room.”

Sowly, the woman sank more deeply into the bedding. She shook her head in a smdl mation that
dirred her dark curls and said, "No, sr. No, | won't try to leave

The term of respect, gpplied in such a gStuation, sung Jherek. He dropped his eyes from the
woman'sin shame. To have come so far pursuing what he hoped would have been a due to his dedtiny,
only to end up like this, making prisoners of frightened women, it was dmost too much. If it were up to
him, he would have Ieft then, but the pearl disk Vurgrom took was not Jherek's to leave.

Tdif ransacked the room with quick, knowing movements. Smdl drawers came out of the chest a
the foot of the bed. Each was checked, ingde and under, before being discarded. The thief even went on
to disassemble some of the bigger pieces, checking for hiding places within them.

Frennick remained dazed, sick drool 0ozing occasondly from the corner of his mouth.

Jherek bound the man's hand behind his back with gtrips torn from the stained and faded sheets. He
yanked the man to his feet. Frennick swayed drunkenly, like a storm-tossed cog riding out a diff
crosswind.

"Lady,” the young sallor said, "'l have one more task to ask of you."

"Yes, gr." She looked at himin bright fear.

"Could you dress him, pleas=?"

Tdlif's derisve snort filled the room.

Cautioudy, the woman climbed from the bed. She Ieft the bedding behind and stood naked,
embarrassing Jherek further. She took the pirate's dothing from a pile beside the bed, choosng the



breeches fird.

"At leest have the common sense to go through his dothing firg,” Tdif caled out as he helped
himsdf to the coins indde Frennick's duffd.

"Search hisdothing then,” Jherek told the woman. "Leave his persond effects. I'm looking for a gold
disk that looks very old. At its center isa pearl with a carved trident overlying a conch shdl.”

The woman knelt and began searching the pirate's dothing with experienced fingers, easly finding
hidden pockets sewn into the materid. Coins and amdl gems scattered on the floor before her, barely
catching the dim light. Two smdll, very sharp blades that couldn't be properly cdled knives did across the
floor aswdll.

Frennick stood straighter, growling under his breath. ™Y ou've Sgned your own death warrant, boy.
You do know that?"

"My deeth," Jherek told the pirate, looking him cadmly in the eye, "was guaranteed the day of my
birth. The only thing that remains to be seen isthe how of it."

"At the end of my sword,” Frennick promised, "with your guts spilled before you."

The young sailor glanced down at the woman, who was busy meking some of the coins and gems
disappear.

"No, lady," he said gently. "Don't rob him. Y ou don't want him looking for you later.”

Thewoman looked up and said, "He owes me a night's wages."

Embarrassed, knowing what the wages covered, Jherek gave her atight nod. "Asyou will," he said.

The night's not over,” Frennick grumbled. "She didn't earn dl her wages."

"The night was over for you," the woman rasped. "Once you've gotten so deeply into your cups and
sated yoursdf like some rutting goat, you never wake again until well after morningfeedt.”

Frennick snuffled, drawing in phlegm and sdiva, preparing to spit.

Jherek yanked the pirate's head back as he spat. Frennick succeeded only in spitting into his own
face.

"No," he told Frennick softly, heting that he was taking part in any of the night's events.

The pirate growled in rage.

"Take afar price, lady,” Jherek said. "No more, no less”

Jherek watched as the woman hesitated, then dropped most of the coins and gems back to the
floor.

"I can't find a disk like the one you described, Sr," the woman said.

"Please dresshim," Jherek replied.

Frennick kicked at her, but the woman quickly dodged away. Jherek rapped the man's ear with the
flat of the cutlass blade, alitting the skin.

"Constious, or dead weight,” the young sailor promised, "I'm getting you out of here tonight. How
things go after that will depend on how you act now."

Rductantly, Frennick stood, then stepped into the breeches the woman held ready for him.

"Waich her," Tdif advised from the other sde of the room. He pried a the facing along the bottom
of the wall, searching for hidden places. The wood pulled out easily. "She may act like she hates that
bastard, but she may try to dip him a knife dl the same.”

Jherek didn't respond. He was dready aware of that posshbility. He watched carefully, trying to
ignore the embarrassment he fdt at watching the smooth, ralling nakedness the woman presented.

"Put back everything you've taken," the young sailor said.

"What?" Tdif demanded.

Jherek spared the man a hard glance and said, "I won't be party to robbery."

"What do you think we're doing here tonight?'

"Taking something back that Frennick has no right to," Jherek answered.

Tdif glared & the young salor, trying to intimidate him. Jherek met the other man's gaze.

"I mean what | say," the young salor said, "and I'll know if you lie and try to take something.”

Despite his own show of will, Tdif meted before the younger man's gaze. "'Cyric take you,” he said.
"Areyou afraid for your soul?"



"No," Jherek answered, knowing that the birthright passed on by his father aready doomed him,
"but | will stand accountable for my actions.

"These are my actions.”

"You wouldn't be herefif it weren't for me”

"Fooligh, prideful stubbornness.”

"Aye" Jherek responded without rancor. "Cdl it as you will, but you will not leave here with any
golen goods.”

"Otherswill stedl it in our stead,” Tdlif protested.

"But we won't."

Uttering venomous curses, Tdif emptied his pockets of coins, gems, and pieces of jewelry.

"I've not found your precious disk, boy, and I've searched every inch of this room."

"Thet disk is not here" Frennick said. He stood dressed in boots and breeches. With his hands
behind his back, the woman hadn't been able to get a blouse on him. "\VVurgrom hasiit."

Jherek faced the pirate more squardly and asked, "Where can we find VVurgrom?'

"If 1 tdl you, Vurgrom will kill me."

Tdif stepped closer, awickedly curved blade in his hand, and said, "At least the desth he hands out
won't come as soon as the one well give you."

"There are things worse than death," Frennick said. "Vurgrom knows many of them.”

Jherek grabbed a cloak from the foot of the bed. He checked through it quickly for weapons,
turning up three knives, a sap, and a sat of brass knuckles. He dropped the collection to the bed and
draped the cloak over Frennick's shoulders, securing it with a brooch at the throat. Unless someone
looked closdly, they'd never know he went blouse-less beneath it.

"Y ou're even more of afool than | believed to think you can smply walk this man through the tavern
and out the building," Tdif stated.

"He knows about Lathander's disk,” Jherek replied. "I need to know what he knows of it, and
Captain Azlawishes to know about Vurgrom's movements.”

The young sallor placed a hand on his prisoner's shoulders and shoved him forward.

"You cant just leave my vauables out for anyone to take," Frennick protested.

Jherek kept the man moving forward. "'l won't be taking them,” he said.

The noise from the pirates gathered downdairs filled the halway, echoing up the stairwells that led
down to the tavern. They were noisy and they were drunk, but the young sailor knew every sword in the
place would be turned againgt him if they figured out what he was doing.

Over thirty pirates crowded into the Bare Bosom tavern, seated on the long, rough-hewn benches
on two sSdes of the uneven rectangular tables in the center of the large room. The wooden wals held
scars that were obscene pictographs, fake treasure maps, and touchstones for tdl tales told over
tankards of de when storms kept men from the sea. A fireplace built into the far wal held caldrons of fish
gew and dam chowder.

Booming, drunken voices raised in song and tdetdling made a cacophony of noise. The
soot-stained windows at the front of the tavern faced the empty, dark street outside.

Three serving wenches made the rounds of the tables, ale-headed enough now that they no longer
avoided the groping hands of the pirates. Only one of the sarving girls seemed determined to stay out of
their grasps. She was thin and short, looking barely into her teensif the rosy glow on her cheeks was any
indication.

Behind the bar, amid the dutter of shelves that hdd glasses and bottles, was the tavern's
centerpiece. It looked asif the prow of a ship had smashed through the wall, leaving ripped timbers in its
wake. The prow held a mermaid whose carved auburn hair flowed back to become part of the ship. Her
proud breasts stood out above the narrow waist that turned to scales.

Frennick hesitated for a moment, and Jherek tightened his grip on the man's arm.

The young sailor kept his prisoner moving, usng his body to press the man toward the broad oak
door. Jherek and his prisoner were at the door when the girl screamed behind them.



At fird Jherek thought it was the woman they'd left in the room above. He turned swiftly, stepping
back and away from Frennick so the pirate couldn't turn on him.

A pair of the pirates caught up the young serving girl. Her long skirt and deeveless blouse looked
incongruous compared to the scanty clothes of the other wenches. Her blond hair fanned out over her
shoulders as one of the pirates ripped her scarf from her head. She struggled in the powerful grip of the
men who held her.

"Let's see what you look like when you let your har down, you little vixen," the pirate said. "Old
Tharyg believes you're a pretty little peach.”

Thegirl tried to batter the old pirate with her figs but Tharyg seized them effortlesdy. She dhrilled in
frudration and fear.

The bartender and bodyguards stayed back, thin, wolfish grins on their faces.

"Clear the room," Tharyg entreated. "Give a saling man room to work."

The pirates pushed themsalves up and staggered into mation. Bets were placed on Tharyg's ahility
after imbibing so much de. " 'Ell never get the old Jolly Roger unfurled!™ one man cried out.

Thegirl continued to scream and fight, but it was no use. She was outnumbered and overpowered.
They held her a wrigt and ankle, pinning her to one of the rectangular tables.

Jherek paused, knowing these events weren't uncommon in such a place as the Bare Bosom.

"No." Tdif came up behind the young salor and shoved him forward, adding, "Leave her to the
jackas"

"l cant,” Jherek said.

"Youreafoal," Tdif told him, his eyes hard.

"Get hmto Captain Azla™

"Aye. Good-bye and good riddance," Tdif grumbled as he prodded Frennick through the door.

Coldly cdm, Jherek approached the group of pirates. He caught up a chair in his free hand and
never broke his purposeful stride.

*kk*k*k

Laaqued luxuriated in the swvim to the mudship Tarjana. The water off the coast of Turmish was
dirtier than she was accustomed to, but the brine was sweet reief after dl the hours of overland travel.

She was mdenti, a sshuagin trapped by the appearance of a hated sea df. The dreaded mutation
happened to sahuagin born too close to sea dves. Her life had been further cursed by the fact that her
skin was the pink of a surface world df, not the blue or green of atrue sea df.

Somewhat less than 9x feet tal, dender and supple, she looked weak.

She wore her night-black hair pulled back, bound with fish bones and bits of cord. Her dothing
conssted only of the war harness worn by the sahuagin, straps around her wag, thighs, and arms that
alowed her to tie weapons and nets so she could keep her hands free.

lakhovas's mydicd ship lay a anchor hdf a mile from shore, only a short distance for one born to
wander the sea. Tarjana was one hundred thirty feet long and twenty feet wide, and took one hundred
forty rowers, saventy to a Sde. There was enough room aboard to comfortably fit another one hundred
fifty men. Huge crossbows with harpoon-sized quarrels lined the port and starboard sides. Purple and
ydlow sails lay furled around the three tal masts. Sahuagin warriors filled the deck as wel as the water
around the ship.

Laagued swam among the sahuagin without comment. As senior high priestess to the king, she
demanded respect. She grabbed the net hung over the vessdl's sde and pulled hersdf up, regretting the
need to leave the sea. She crossed to the stern castle and knocked on the door to the captain's quarters.

"Enter," lakhovas's great voice boomed from indgde the room.

The mdenti priestess fdt a momentary tingle when she touched the door latch and knew tha
lakhovas had heavily warded the entrance. She stepped through into the large room and blinked,
adjugting her vison againg the darkness within.

"Did you find the item | sent you for?" lakhovas asked.

"Yes, Most Exdted One, but | logt dl the warriors under my command.”

Laaqued stood, waiting to be chastised.



"The druids are a cunning and vicious lot. Don't worry, Most Favored One, the Shark God amiles
down on you without respite.”

lakhovas sat in alarge whalebone chair that could have doubled as a throne. Though other sshuagin
aboard Tarjana only saw him as one of their own, the mdenti priestess saw him as human, though she
wasn't sureif even that was hisred form.

lakhovas stood over seven fedt tdl, an axe handle wide at the shoulders and thick-chested. Black
har spilled over his shoulders, framing a face that would have been handsome if not for the ancient
scarring that twisted his features. He wore a short beard and mustache. A black eye patch covered the
empty socket. He was dressed in black breeches and a dark green shirt. A flowing black cloak hung
over his shoulders.

The table before hm was nalled to the ship's floor so it wouldnt move in rough seas. Dozens of
objects littered the tabletop.

Laaqued recognized some of them from the hunts Iakhovas had engineered over the years. Others
were from recent finds made by VVurgrom and the other Inner Sea pirates. Sea dves and other creatures,
aswdl as many sahuagin warriors, had died in the gathering of those things. Just as the sahuagin warriors
thet accompanied her that day had died.

lakhovas worked diligently a his task. He picked up a curved insdrument set with five green gems,
each of a different hue. In his hands, the ingrument grew steedily smdler, until it was a tiny thing dmost
log between his thumb and forefinger. Satisfied with his efforts, he fitted the piece into a smal golden
globein the pam of hishand. A digtinct, high-pitched note sounded when the ingtrument fit into place.

"Give metheitem | sent you for," he commanded.

Themdenti reached into the net a her sde and brought forth the dim rod sheld found in the druid's
wooden dtar. It was scarcely as long as her forearm and as thin as a finger. Carved runes glowed
benesth the surface but none of them were familiar to her.

lakhovas took the rod from her, running it through his fingers with familiarity. The rod glowed dull
orange for amoment, then faded. He closed his hands over it and it shrank. With practiced ease, he did
the amdl verson of the rod into the golden globe. It clicked home.

A thousand questions ran through Laagqued's mind, but they were dl prompted by her doubts about
him. She forced them away as sheld done for months. Even if 1akhovas's motives and methods were
questionable, he il followed the edicts set forth by Sekolah, strengthening and improving the sahuagin
condition across the seas of Toril.

lakhovas finished a find adjustment on the golden globe in his hand, then popped it into the empty
socket where his eye had been. The orb gleamed. He stood, and his appearance seemed to shimmer.

A knock sounded on the wal and Laaqued glanced at the spot. She knew the draft of the mudship
put the knock below water but the sharp raps didn't sound hollowed out the way the sea would make
them.

"Follow me" lakhovas said, and walked toward the bulkhead without hesitation.

He reached back and captured one of her hands, then stepped through the bulkheed.

[l
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"Unhand the ginl."

Jherek spoke softly, but his words interrupted the raucous voices of the pirates as they terrorized
the frightened young woman. The closest pirates noticed him first. They stepped drunkenly backward,
sumbling againg chairs and tables. Snarled curses reached Jherek's ears.

The girl's ralling eyes met the young sailor's, and for a moment he fdt her fear and weakness.

"Mind your own business" one of the sailors said. He took a threatening step forward, drawing a
short sword from his hip.

Jherek hesitated only a moment. The man before him was drunk, as were most of the men in the
room. Still, they remained fully capable of hurting the girl on the table, and they were just as capable of
killing him.



"Hdp me" she cried softly.

Sparked by his own sense of judtice, Jherek soun into battle. He whirled quickly, smashing the flat
of his blade into the nearest pirate's face.

The man's nose broke in a bloody rush and an audible crack. He sumbled backward, cursng
Jherek in Umberleg's name. His Sze and the drunkenness of his companions sent a amdl group of them
reding back for the short bar.

Pressng his advantage as the other pirates fdl back and tried to bring their weapons into play,
Jherek stepped forward. He swung the chair held picked up as held approached the group, bresking it
across Tharyg's back.

The big man roared in pain and anger as he dropped to his knees on the floor. He turned his baeful
gaze toward Jherek and reached for his sword.

Jherek focused on the two men who lunged a him from the left. He met their swords with his own,
damming the blades aside. He twisted the cutlass, wounding one of the men deeply across the forearm.
Blood spurted on the man and his nearest fdlows.

"Make way, you damned sot-heads!™ one of the bouncers sanding wetch at the tavern caled.

Tuming to the right, Jnerek overturned a table, then kicked it at the three armed men coming a him.
Thetable skidded across the sawdust-covered floor and dammed into ther legs. If they hadn't been so
impaired by ther drinking, maybe they'd have remained danding. As it was dl three of them tumbled
across the table.

Sill in motion, Jherek set himsdf and met the blade of the man who came a him from the front. The
young sallor was dready aware that pirates were drding behind him, dosing off his escape route to the
front door.

"Kill im!" Tharyg ordered. "A gold piece to the man who takes that bastard's head!"

Jherek hardened himsdlf, ariving out dl meraful fedings that remained within him. Despite ther
drunkenness, the men were dl killers, skilled and experienced at their profession.

His cutlass legped out like a thing dive, diding dong the man's sword and opening his throat in a
tight riposte. Gurgling, dying, the men fdl backward, dawing at his mates to hep him.

Two men rushed a Jherek with long knives. The young sailor dropped admogt to his knees and
caught himsdf on his empty hand. He pushed forward, catching the man on the right just above the knees
with his shoulder. Jherek drove the man backward, Lifting him off his feet

A and hurling him into the pirates behind him. They collapsed in a saggering melee,

Recovering, Jnerek ripped his cutlass up in time to block the overhand blow Tharyg directed at his
head. The young sallor shifted hisfooting, parrying two more blows from the bigger man, then pushing the
cutlasss point through the pirate's heart.

"Bloody hdl!" Tharyg gasped, saring down at the sted blade thrust into his chest. "You've done
killed me!”

Jherek pulled his sword free, feding the sted grate dong bone. The young salor gave himsdf over
to histraining and to the blade. The cutlass whirled before him, griking sparks from the other blades that
reached out for him, creating a rhythm of metd rasping againg metd.

He diced a man across the stcomach, sailling the pirate's entralls onto the floor. The other pirates
shouted in horror and disgust while the wounded man screamed in fear and struggled to hold himsdf
together. Jnerek whirled again, bringing the cutlass around in a fla arc that dl but decapitated another
pirate.

Sazing the moment when the area briefly cleared around him, Jherek reached the side of the young
womean. He diced the hand from a man who'd been dow in releasing his grip on the girl. With his free
hand, the young sailor grabbed the girl's am and pulled her from the table. The floor around them was
dippery with blood in spite of the sawdust. The girl remained wild-eyed, trying desperately to hold onto
the young sallor.

"No, lady," Jnherek told her in acam voice as his eyes raked the hdlish destruction held wrought. "I
need my am."

He had to force her from him, hoping he didn't hurt her or accidentaly steer her into an opponent's



blade.

A pirate came up behind Jherek, blindsding him by standing behind the young girl. He didn't see the
pirate until the man amogt ran him through, but a preternatural sense warned him. Unable to bring the
cutlassinto play, Jherek let the short sword skim past him when he took a step back. He locked his free
hand in the pirate's blouse, then stepped in and pulled as hard as he could.

The pirate soun over Jherek's shoulder and crashed into another group of men, bowling them dl
down.

Jherek gazed around the tavern room, unwilling to believe he was somehow 4ill dive. Over a dozen
sdlors were down, most of them never to rise again.

A blade drew in close before he could dodge. The edge kissed the flesh of his upper left am,
ripping through easlly. Hot blood spilled down his arm and drenched his blouse and cloak. He managed
to keep the few sword thrusts at the gifl turned aside.

Whirling again, aware that the drunken pirates were sarting to get organized, Jnerek glanced up a
the heavy wooden whed depending from the celling. Glass-encased candles, most of them dill lit, stood
proudly around the whed.

Tracking the line of rope that held the whed in place near the caling, Jherek spied the support post
the rope was tied to near the front windows of the tavern. He planted a hand in the girl's back, heping
steady her over a broken table and scattered chairs.

"Run," hetold her. "Don't look back.”

Thegirl ran, gaying low, both hands wrapped protectively over her head.

Jherek picked up a char and hurled it at a pirate who moved after the girl. The charr smacked into
the pirate from behind, two of the legs shooting by his side while the other two dammed into his back.
Chair and pirate plummeted toward the floor.

"Get hm!" one of the tavern's bouncers shouted, shoving the pirates before him like an incoming tide
pushing flotsam.

Taking two quick steps, Jherek siwung the cutlass hard into the support pole where the chanddier
was tied. The rope parted at once and the whed plummeted from the calling like a rock. The whed was
amog as wide across as aman was tdl. When it hit, it carried haf a dozen pirates to the ground, burying
them under its waight.

Ancther pirate swung his sword at Jnerek's knees. The young sallor vaulted the men eadly, placing a
hand on the back of the bent pirate's head and pushing off. The pirate skidded face firg into the floor.

Jherek legped to the next table, feding it skid uncertainly for a moment before snagging on the
rough-hewn floor. As it started to tip, he vaulted to the next table near the bay window, then folded his
ams over hisface and threw himsdf through the latticework and panes.

Glass shattered and wood splintered around Jherek as he plunged through the window. He landed
on his feet, bending his knees dightly to keep his balance. As he stood, he saw Glawinn, Sabyna, and
AZarun from theinn across the street.

"Thisway, young warrior!" Glawinn roared, waving his sword.

Before Jherek could get started, a pirate legped through the broken window after him and landed on
his back. Only a swift move of the cutlass prevented the pirate from raking his dagger across Jherek's
throat. Grabbing the man's loose shirt with his free hand, the young sallor bent and pulled, yanking the
men from his back. He ran, spotting Tdif and Frennick moving quickly through the shadows toward the
paadin.

A crowd boiled out of the Bare Bosom. Two of them had lanterns, filched from the tavern's wals.
"This way!" someone yelled. Booted feet beat a rapid tattoo againgt the wooden dats in front of the
tavern.

Jherek caught up with the thief and his prisoner easily. He grabbed Frennick by the am and hurried
him after Glawinn.

The paadin raced into an dley beside the tavern where they'd been waiting, Sabyna and Azla close
a his heds. Jherek swung around the corner, dill pulling on Frennick, who was ydling encouragement to
their pursuers.



Glawinn pulled himsdf up into the bench seat of the freight wagon waiting in the dley. The rear deck
of the wagon contained barrels, kegs, crates, and sacks of foodsiuffs and other supplies.

"Get in'" the paadin ydled. "Pirate stronghold though this may be, they take care of ther own.
We've worn thin our welcome here™

Jherek wholeheartedly agreed. Azla and Sabyna eadly vaulted into the back of the wagon. The
half-df pirate captain set hersdlf to work at once, smashing open a keg of spirits with her sword hilt.

Glawinn had the wagon going before Frennick was up in the back. The pirate dropped to his knees
inan effort to keep from being forced on.

"Leave him," Tdif snarled, hauling himsdf aboard the wagon.

"No," Jherek said.

He shesthed the cutlass in the sash a hiswaist and hooked his hand under the pirate's wide belt. He
heard the ydling approach of the tavern crowd and saw the ydlow glow of the lanterns pant long
shadows on the wdl to hisleft as they rounded the corner.

There they are!”

"Kill that sdlty young pup-and his friendd"

The wagon started out dowly. Old horses and a heavy load held them back.

Holding Frennick's belt and the back of the pirate's hair, Jherek lifted his prisoner to his feet and
rushed toward the flesing wagon. In three great steps, he covered the distance. He pulled Frennick over
hiship and threw him into the wagon bed.

"They've got Frennick!" someone ydled.

"Or he's with them!" another said. "'l never trusted him."

Jherek ran to the wagon and vaulted up. He turned immediatdy, seeing that the tavern mob was
dodng the distance. Desperately, he grabbed a nearby five-gdlon keg in both hands and heaved it at the
lead man.

The keg broke againg the man's chest, scattering sdted pork across the dley and knocking the
pirate back. Four more men went down with him, breaking the pursuit for just a moment.

"BEverything goes off,” Jherek ordered.

He remained on his knees and tossed the wagon's load over the back as quickly as he could.
Sabyna and Tdif helped him, shoving things over the end of the wagon.

Sacks of flour burst and spilled filmy white clouds into the dley, soaking into the potholes of the
uneven cobblestones. Nail kegs, broken bottles, and shattered jars created more obstacles in the path of
the tavern crowd. Potatoes and beans rolled across the stones.

As the load lightened, the horses pulled more strongly. The ironbound wheds rang againg the
cobblestones, knocking off accumulated rust and striking occasiond sparks.

Glawinn ydled to the horses and pulled them hard to the left as they bounded out onto the street at
the end of the dley. The new street plunged down and twisted crazily on its way to the harbor.

The crowd from the tavern made the next turn much tighter than the wagon. They were ganing.
Other men waking aong the new street joined in the chase. Jherek stared at the wolfs pack in dismay.
Anything like a quiet escape was totdly out of the question now. Hame suddenly flared a his sde. He
turned and watched Azlafit an arrow to the short bow sheld carried into town.

The pirate captain pulled the string back to her cheek and fired from a kneding position. The arrow
sped true, shedding sparks from the cloth tied just behind the barbed head. The missle found ahomein a
man's chest. Blue and ydlow flames twisted up and caught his beard on fire, wreathing his face in flames
Hefdl back among his companions.

AZa picked up another arrow that held a scrap of doth tied to it and drenched it in the keg of spirits
sheld broken open.

"Tdif," she cdled camly, her black eyes searching the street for targets.

Thethief held a green flame between his cupped padms. The stirange fire emanated from a coin. Azla
lit her second arrow from the enchanted coin and fired it into the thatched roof of a nearby warehouse.
The flame spread quickly across the wooden shingles.

A cry of darm sounded from the pirates. More then hdf of them peeled off and ran for the building.



Astightly packed as Immurk’'s Hold was, and being constructed of wood, Jherek knew there was a red
danger of the town burning down if afire was left untended. He balanced on his knees, hisfig curled tight
around the cutlass hilt, rocking as the bumpy ride continued.

AZa shot two more fire arrows into buildings they passed, creating even more of a diverson. By
then the horses were hitting their pace and the whedls rattled across the uneven cobblestones.

Laaqued fdt a moment of heated resistance, then she dipped through the wooden timber of the
bulkhead behind

lakhovas. In the next ingant, harsh sunlight and the unsteady deck of a ship lunging at sea greeted
her. lakhovas had set up gates in the sthuagin castle as wdl thet |et him travel immediady to different
areas dong the Sword Coast.

"Lord lakhovad™ aloud voice boomed. "Welcome aboard!"

Tuming, the mdenti priestess spied the tdl, big-bdlied form of Vurgrom the Mighty. The pirate
cgptain came down the stern castle Sairs like a flesh and blood avaanche.

Vurgrom was a mountain of a man, no tdler than lakhovas but essly twice as broad. He had
flaming red hair on the sides of his head but none on top, and long chin whiskers that thrust out defiantly.
He wore scarred lesther breeches and a deeveless legther vest.

"You cadled me" lakhovas stated.

The big pirate captain grinned, swaying dightly as the ship thundered across the ocean waves,
pushed by a strong wind.

"Aye" Vurgrom said, "and it's because I've got some news you might be interested in."

The crew tried to get closer to him, but he waved them dl away.

"What is your location?' lakhovas asked.

Vurgrom shrugged and said, "A few days from the Whamite Ides”

"Youwill be there" lakhovas's tone left no margin for misunderstanding.

The big man flushed alittle. "Aye" he said, "and | won't let you down, Lord lakhovas, but | have
something ese to show you-something you need to know about.”

Vurgrom dug in a pouch belted at his prodigious waist and produced an ovd pearl encased in a
golden disk. Laaqued watched sudden interest dawn on lakhovass face. He sudied the disk in the
pirate captain's fa pam.

"I hired adiviner to look at it," Vurgrom said. "She told meit would lead me to a weapon.”

lakhovas sudied the disk. "So it will."

"I've been trying to get in touch with you," Vurgrom said. "The device you gave me wasn't working.”

"It worked when it was supposed to," lakhovas sad shaply.

Vurgrom's face blanched. "Of course, Lord lakhovas" he said. "l only meant that | would have
spoken with you earlier if | had been able.”

"It's a powerful piece" lakhovas sad.

"It guides us, lord. Place this trinket into a bowl of water and it floats like a lodestone seeking the
north."

"The weapon,” lakhovas said, "lies on the Whamite Ides”

Surprise gleamed in the pirate captain's eyes. "You know this?'

"Wes"

Vurgrom laughed and-said, "I should have come to you, lord, instead of paying the diviner.”

"You took two days trave from my schedule” lakhovas said in a hard voice. "If it werent for the
wind that pushes you now, you wouldn't make your assgned destination on time."

With a shrug, Vurgrom said, "I've been fortunate.”

lakhovas hed a hand up. The wind died suddenly and the sals hung limply from the lanyards.
Laaqued shifted her footing. The ship fdt as though it had become mired in mud.

"It was more than fortune's good graces,”" lakhovas said. "l am seeing to it that you arrive on time in
Spite of your bad decisons.”

lakhovas clenched his raised hand into a figt. The blast of wind that hit the ship staggered it, dmost



rolled it over on the cresting wave. The salls popped and cracked, sounding as if they were going to be
ripped free. Some of the ship's crew went ralling across the deck, unable to balance themsdaves quickly
enough. At least three men went over the side, screaming urtil they hit the water. The ship sailed on,
having no way to come around for those overboard.

lakhovas stood asif rooted to the pitching deck.

Vurgrom grabbed the rearmost mast only a few feet away, unable to maintain his stance. He roared
and knocked away other pirates nearby. The ship continued to pitch and twist.

"You're going to tear her gpart!" the captain shouted.

"The shipwill hold," lakhovas declared. "I won't dlow you to be late, Captain Vurgrom.”

"I won't be late, my lord." Vurgrom had to ydl to make himsdf heard over the gde force winds. "I
wont be late

"Seetoit then," lakhovas threatened. "If you are late, Vurgrom, after everything I've invested in you,
you won't 1)6' at dl."

He gestured and the golden orb in his eye flared. The world seemed to ripple at his sde, like a pool
disturbed by a tossed pebble. He stuck hisarm into the ripples and it disappeared up to the elbow.

The pirates looked on in superditious awve. Magic was known to them, of course, but not so
familiar. Many of them, Laaqued knew, had seen more this day than they would in their whole lives.

"Get this weapon if you want, Vurgrom,”" lakhovas said, "but I'll want it when you do. You belong to
meuntil such atime as| release you."

Vurgrom held tight to the mast and said nothing.

lakhovas held out a hand to Laaqued. The mdenti priestess was barely adle to mantan her own
gtance as the ship pitched again and the canvas cracked overhead. Even during her oying days, she'd
hated ships. She reached for lakhovas and fdt him take her hand. Her baance steadied a once and she
stepped through the gate back into the captain's quarters aboard Tarjana.

"I sense conflict within you, little mdenti,” lakhovas said flatly.

He moved behind the table again and resumed his seat. The king of the sahuagin studied her with his
one good eye and the golden one, and the mdenti priestess fdt as though he could see her clearly with
both.

"When we arrived here and you saw that things were as | promised regarding the imprisonment of
the Serosian sahuagin, your fath seemed to return to you, stronger than before. Now | fed that you are
questioning yoursdf again."

"Fath," she replied, "liesin the gbility to answer those questions.”

"You are my senior high priestess, and you serve the will of Sekolah. There should be no questions.”

"l am wesk." The admisson was as much to hersdlf asto him.

"l need you strong.”

"I will be," she promised. "Have | ever faled you? | returned from the dead a your cdl.”

Not so many days ago in Corysdmd while searching for the taisman lakhovas had used to sunder
the Sharksbane Wall, Laagqued was certain sheld died at the hands of a vodyanoi, or come as close to it
as the living could without fully crossing over.

lakhovas had been as close to panic as the maenti priestess had ever seen him. Held worked to
save her, usng a black skull with ruby eyes held gotten from his atificd eye. Laaqued dill fdt certain
somehow thet it hadn't been lakhovass efforts that turned her back from death. It had been another,
someone with a soft, sweet, feminine voice.

Go back, the voice told her. You are yet undone.

lakhovas raked her with his gaze. She fdt the quill quiver tentatively indde her.

"Go then, little mdenti,” he said, "and attend to your faith. Answer your questions as best as you are
able, but in the end youll find that the truest belief you haveisin me. You may have rescued me from the
prison | wasin, but I have made you more than you have ever imagined you would be."

Stung by the dismissa and the knowledge of her own uncertainty, Laagued |eft the room and strode
back out onto Tarjana's man deck. She waked to the starboard raling and peered over into the sea.
For a moment she wished she could just legp in and swim away to leave dl the confusion behind her.



Farther dong the ralling, a group of sahuagin hauled on alength of heavy anchor chain hanging in the
water. Bodies-some of them sahuagin of the inner and outer seas, others sea eves-were hooked to the
chan. All of them were rdatively fresh kills

Three of the sahuagin group doing the hauling reached down and began plucking off bodies,
hervesing them for medls. Razor-sharp tdons diced through flesh and brute strength snapped joints.
Gobbets of flesh were torn free and passed around. Crabs and other sea creatures that had taken up
brief residence within some of the corpses, and they became part of the medl.

One of the sshuagin warriors turned to face Laaqued, regarding her with his black gaze. "Join, Most
Favored One" he said. "Thereis plenty for dl."

He hdd out aforearm, not a choice section, but not food to be turned away either.

"l am not hungry,” she declared.

Thewarrior looked a her with congternation. No true sshuagin passed up amed. A warrior needed
to consume huge quantities of flesh to give him the strength to make it through a day.

"| ae the fdlen on my return,” Laaqued said.

She knew the warrior probably wasn't ligening and didn't care, but she made the excuse so that she
might hear it hersdlf. In truth, she was nearly sarving. Since her ariva, days ago, in the Sea of Fdlen
Stars, she hadn't eaten from ether dead sahuagin or enemy. The thought repulsed her, made her somach
twigt vidently within her.

There was no reason that she could think of for thet to be so, no mdady that she'd heard of that so
plagued her people. Sshuagin, even ill-born maenti, were born to eat.

She watched as the warriors who made up Tarjanas crew ripped at the dead bodies and ate what
they wanted. She sghed, trying not to think about what 1akhovas had told her, trying not to succumb to
the doubts that filled her. Her fath was more fragile than ever, a hollow shdl she wrapped around
lakhovas.

She leaped overboard, longing to find solace in the sea.

*kkkkk

Black Champion sat a anchor in the harbor. Jherek stood on the ship's deck and looked up at the
Earthspur. The huge tower of rock and windswept land stabbed more than a mile above sea levd in the
center of the Dragonide, the idand where Immurk's Hold was located. Even in the night, the mountain left
ashadow across the black water.

AZlawas below with the others, questioning Frennick. The pirate captain laid out torturer's tools on
asmd| table, the metd gleaming from the lantern light.

Jherek hadn't been able to stay, nor did Azla permit it.

He sruggled with his conscience, tdling himsdf that Frennick deserved dl that Azla could think to
give him, but it was no use. Through it dl, the young salor remembered that it was his doing that placed
Frennick in her hands.

"Young warior."

Turning, Jherek saw Glawinn approaching him, two steaming cups in his hands.

"I brought you some soup,” the paladin said. "I thought it might serve to warm you some."

Jherek didnt want the soup, didnt want to pretend that everything was normd. A men hed
captured was being tortured down in the hold. He couldn't hep but ligen for the screams he knew must
come. Thankfully, the crash of the sea's waves was too loud.

He accepted the cup anyway and said, "Thank you."

"What an awful place thisis" Glavinn commented quietly.

"There are peoplein Immurk's Hold who 4ill maintain an innocence," Jherek stated, thinking of the
gr hed rescued in the tavern.

"That was a brave and good thing you did back there, young warrior."

"It was foolish," Jherek grumbled, then shook his head. "Come morning, the girl will dill be on the
idand.”

"You saved her from a bad night."

"Deayed, ismore correct, | think." Jherek turned the cup in his hands, absorbing the heat. The soup



sndled ddicious, full of spices.

"Y ouve got a headful of dark thoughts" the paadin said.

"I look out there, and | wonder how different | am from those men,” Jherek said. "Did | ever tdl you
how | came to Vden from my father's ship?"
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"l was twelve" Jherek said. "My father spotted a merchant ship, heavily laden so she was stting low
inthe water and dragging down the wind. That night he announced to the ship's crew that we would dam
it as a prize the next morning."

Glawinn ligened in Slence.

"My father is a hard man," Jherek said. "You know the stories they tdl dong the Sword Coast of
Bloody Falkane, and you know that nearly dl of them are true. He's unforgiving and merciless, as adle to
cut down an unarmed man as heisto fight to the death. Thereisno right or wrong in hisworld, only what
heis strong enough to take."

The ratling of the rigging on the lanyards sounded hollow, echoing the way Jherek fdt. Glavinn
waited slently.

As he spoke, Jnerek fdt the heat of unshed tears buning his eyes. Still, even though his voice was
S0 tight it pained him to speak, he had to.

"I loved my father."

"Asachild should,” Glawinn said.

"I remember how he laughed. It was a huge, boisterous sound. Even though | didn't understand
much of what made him laugh, | laughed with him. As | grew older, | stopped laughing and learned to
fear him. Then, one day, he saw that in me. My father told me that | had to learn to be hard, that the
world was cold and would est the weak. | believed him, and | believed | was week."

"That's not true."

Jherek didn't bother to argue. "He had me taken from the amdl room off his cabin where held kept
meadl that time and put in with the men. They weren't any more gentle than he'd been, though they were
caeful not to leave any marks that he could see™

In the distance, another longboat drew up to a cog and lanterns moved dong its length as the
passengers prepared to board.

"For the next eght years, | lived in the shadows of my father's rage. There was never a day | fdt
peace between us, nor anything even close to love.™

"To be the son Bloody Fakane wanted,” the pdadin said, "youd have to have been born heartless
and with ice water in your veins. Where was your mother?' "I never knew her.”

"Your father never spoke of her?'

"Not once," the young sailor replied. "Nor did the ship's crew.”

He stared up at the dark sky and refused to let the tears come. How much of it came from what he
remembered, and how much because he knew Frennick was down in the hold, he couldn't say.

"The night | chose to leave" Jherek continued, "my father visted me in the hold. He brought a
cutlass and placed itinmy hand and told me | would take a place in the boarding party in the morning.”

"At twelve?'

"Aye. He told me I'd kill or be killed, and in the doing of that, I'd be dead or I'd take my fird steps
toward becoming his son."

"Lahander's mercy,” the pdadin whispered.

" stayed up mogt of the night,”" Jherek continued. "'l knew | couldn't be part of that boarding party.”

"Because you knew it was the wrong thing to do."

His throat hurting too much to speak right away, Jherek shook his head. "No. | only knew | was
afrad," he sad hoarsdly. "I was afraid | would be killed, but mostly | was afraid of what my father would
do to meif | froze and could not move, could not make it onto that other ship. | was certain he would kill
me himsdf. So | walked out onto the deck when no one was looking, threw the cutlass into the sea, and



jumped in &fter it. Bunyip sailed on, leaving me in the ocean. | wanted to die, but | started to swim, not
even knowing where | was heading. | don't know how long | swam, but | know it was wdl into the next
day before | washed up on Veen's shores.™

They were slent for atime and Jherek struggled to ease his thoughts back into the dark places of his
mind where he kept them.

"Why are you tdling me this?' Glawinn asked.

"Because you seem to see something good in me" Jherek said, "and | wanted you to know it was
fdse | ran from my father's ship that night.”

"You didn't want to kill innocent people,” Glawinn objected.

Anger stirred in the coldness that filled Jherek. "Am | any better now? | took a man prisoner tonight
only so he could be tortured.”

"It's not what you think."

"lant it?" Jherek demanded. "'l an my father's son. When it came time to take Frennick, | took him
and | brought him here."

"No, young warrior, you judge yourself too harshly. You did only what you had to do. You are
meant for more than being a pirate's son, Jherek.”

"How can you believe that?'

"Tha's the wrong question.” A amdl, sad gamile twiged Glawinn's lips. "After having heard
evarything | have from you, the question is how could I not believe that."

"l just want out,” Jnerek said tiredly. "I don't want any more fase hope, no more dreams, and I'm
sck of the fear that hasfilled medl my life"

"A way will be made," Glawinn whispered. "You mugt believe”

Jherek couldn't, and he knew it. He looked out over the black water, teking in dl the emptiness that
made up the Sea of Fdlen Stars.
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"It'sdone.”

Almog adeep, Jherek blinked and looked up a Azla as she strode across the deck.

More than an hour had passed snce Azla had gone below with Frennick. The young salor pushed
himsdf up from his seated postion againgt the prow railing.

"And Frennick?' Jherek asked.

"Rdax," Azlatold him. "Frennick isdive and of one piece ill."

Images of how the man mug have been tortured ran rampant through Jherek’'s mind. The
indruments the pirate captain had lad out with such familiaity looked vicious enough to come straight
from Cyric's darkest hdlls

"Nor have | harmed him," Azlawent on, "0 your precious honor and integrity yet remain whole.”

Jherek shook his head. "'l don't understand.”

"Glawinn asked that no harm come to Frennick when we returned to the ship,” Azlasaid.

"Glawinn didn't tdl me held asked that,” Jherek told her, confused.

"No, nor did he want you to know until it was over."

Jherek grew angry but pushed it away. That lack of knowledge was something he intended to dedl
with the paadin about. He should have been told instead of gpending time worrying over it.

"Piraes are a superdtitious lot," Azla commented. "Despite dl his blustering and bravado, Frennick
isnot a brave man. My ship's mage bewitched him, making him think we'd immersed his hand in a pot of
acid till the flesh meted from his bones. Actudly, it was a pot of weter."

Two of the ship's crew marched Frennick up from the hold. The pirate captain swore venomoudly,
cdling down the spiteful rage of Umberlee on Azla, her ship, and her crew. When the crewmen threw
him over the sSide, both the splash and Frennick's curses echoed around the ship. Rdlief filled Jnerek, but
it didn't take away the anger he fdt toward Glawinn.

"Where isthe disk?" the young sallor asked.

"Vurgrom hasit."



"Does Frennick know where VVurgrom is?"

AZa shook her head. But he did know that Vurgrom used a diviner to learn what he could of the
disk."

Jherek's heart sped up. "What did he learn?”

"Frennick wasn't dlowed in the room. Only the diviner and Vurgrom were there. However,
Frennick gave us the location of the diviner. She lives off the northeastern harbor of the Dragonide.”

"If we are not saling there" Jherek said, "l need to know o0 | can make other arrangements.”

AZalooked a him, her dark eyes flashing, and asked, "Y ou would, wouldn't you?"

"Aye Captain. I've no choice."

"You won't have to wak," she replied. "We're going to weigh anchor in a short while"

"Enter, young warrior."

Jherek dipped the lock on the door and let himsdlf into the room.

Glawinn sat on the lowest of the bunk beds, crouched over so his head wouldn't bang againg the
upper berth as the ship gently pitched a anchor. An ail lantern hung from the cdling over the smal desk
inthe corner. The paadin was deaning his armor, atask he tended to every day.

"You lied to me”

"No." Glawinn's eyes narrowed and became hard. Sted filled his voice. "You never accuse another
men of lying unless you know that for a fact. Especialy not a men of honor.”

Shame burned Jherek's cheeks and ears. "My agpologies.” He tried to mantain hislevd gaze but had
to drop it to the floor. "You didn't tdl me that they weren't torturing Frennick.”

“No."

"You let me believe they were."

"Yes"

"You were comparing yoursdlf to the wretches and scoundrels that populate thet idand like that was
your destiny. Suddenly you were seeing yoursdlf as no better than they are, doomed somehow to follow
inyour father's footsteps.”

"They say the apple never fdlsfar from the tree.”

Then looking forward to alife as a pirate or athief is something you deserve?’

"l never sad that."

"Yesyou did. You were pulling penance for Frennick. Y ou looked out over Immurk's Hold and told
meyou couldn't see the difference between yoursdf and those men. Can you now?"

"Aye" Jherek said, hisvoice tight, "but | dso see the difference between you and me"

"Do you believe that difference to be so greet, young warrior?' Glawinn stood. Without his armor,
he looked like only a man. Lantern light gleamed againgt the dark black of his hair and short-cropped
beard.

"You're a paadin, chosen by agod to represent the covenants of hisfath.”

"Was | anything before | became a warrior for Lathander? Or was it Lathander who made me the
men | am today?'

"l don't know."

"Tdl mewhat isin your heart, young warrior,” Glawinn said softly, his voice barely carrying across
the amdl room. The waves dapping againg the sde of the ship outside the room underscored his words.
"Tdl me what you believe me to have been before | followed Lathander's teachings.™

"You were a good men."

After a moment, Glawinn nodded. "My faher was a knight before me, and my mother a good
woman who learned the art of cheese meking from her father. | am their get, and | wear Lathander's
colors and fight the baitles the Morninglord sets before me"

Jherek stared into the paadin's eyes, wondering for just a heartbeat if Glawinn was tdling him this to
make him fed worse.

"I was born one of twins" Glawinn said. "I have a Sster. She was never a gentle child, and never



easy on my parents. When she was seventeen, she left our home in Daggerdde and joined the
Zhentarim."

Agonishment trailed cold fingers across Jherek's back. Even on the Sword Coast people knew the
Zhentarim to be an organization of grest evil.

"l was a boy when | fought at my father's Sde under Randdl Morn againgt Mayk," Glawinn went on
ina steady voice. "My sgter, like many other Daggerdale citizens, fdt that the Zhentarim would continue
to hold the lands after the battles. Some thought only to hold onto ther property, not caring who ruled
them as long as they were dlowed to follow their own lives. Celayne-my sister-saw joining the Zhentarim
as a chance to follow the dark nature that possessed her.”

Footsteps passed beyond the door. Men's voices taked quiglly. Eyes reddened with pan and
glazed with memory, Glawinn turned to peer at the armor lying on the smal bed.

"I've seen Cdlayne twice indl these years," he said. "The last time she tried her best to kill me. Only
by Lathander's grace was | spared. | lost two dear friends. Cdlayne has immersed hersdf in the dark arts
and become a necromancer. She's very powerful.” The paadin tried to clear his thick voice but was
unsuccessful. "As penance for daring to attack her in her stronghold near Darkhold, Cdlayne . . . did
something to my two falen companions ... set them on my trall. | destroyed the waking corpses of my
friends. | know not what happened to ther souls, though priests I've talked to since tdl me that the good
part of them knows peace."

"I'm sorry," Jherek whispered, knowing how feble those words were.

"Lathander keeps me strong.” Glawinn bowed his head for a moment, then turned to Jherek. "You
need only believe, young warrior. Let your faith and your heart guide you, not your birth, not everything
you've seen. Pursue that which you want, and away of living that pleases and rewards you.”

"Thereis nothing to beievein.”

"So, for now at leadt, that is what you believe, young warrior, but to believe tha there is nothing to
beieve in, is a bdief itsdf.” Glawinn amiled a his own circular logic. "Don't you see? If there was no
bdief in you, you would be like a piece of driftwood tossed out on the sea™

"Even driftwood finds a shore sooner or later," Jherek said.

A amile crossed Glawinn's face. "How much you know yet refuse to see. Truly, your stubbornness
isas gredt as avy I've ever witnessed." He crossed the room to stand in front of Jherek, then put his
hands on the young sailor's shoulders and said, "When | look at you, | see a good man.”

Unable to maintain eye contact, Jherek dropped his gaze to his boots.

"I only wish that you could see yoursdf through my eyes.” Glawinn paused. "Or Sabynas.”

"I've got to go." Jherek couldn't stand there any more. It hurt too much.

The pdadin pulled his hands away and said, "You won't be adle to escape the doubits that fill you,
young warrior. They only sound the emptiness that iswithin you. Bdief is the only thing that will make you
whole again.”

Jherek held back hot tears. "If there was just something to hold to, | could," he said, "but there is
nothing.”

"Sabyna loves you, young warrior."

That 9ngle declaration scared Jherek more than anything esein hislife

"BEven if that were true" he said hatly, "my father murdered her brother. She could never forgive

"For your father'sSn?'

"A father's 9ns are visted on the son.”

"Not everyone thinks s0."

"I'd rather not talk about this"

"I told you I'd teach you to bdieve again, young warrior,” Glawinn said, his voice carrying sted
agan, "and | will."

"You weren't able to rescue your sgter.”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Jherek regretted it. Pain flashed in Glawinn's eyes.

"Now is not the time to spesk of this”" Glawinn said. "'l see that." He turned and walked back to his



bunk, stting and taking up his armor again. "Good night, young warrior.”

Hestating, Jherek tried desperately to find something to say, but couldn't. He had no heed for it, and
he didn't trust histongue. His heart fdt like bursting.

The sound of the scrubbing brush filled the room, drowning out the echo of the waves lapping a the
ship's hull.

With atrembling hand, Jherek opened the door and Ieft. There was nothing ese to do.
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Seated midway up Black Champion's rigging, Jherek stared hard out a the sunlight-kissed emerad
green waters to the west. The Dragonide maintained a steedy distance to the southeast as the ship sailed
north over dightly choppy waves, but the Earthspur towered over dl. Bdow Jherek's postion, the pirate
crew worked steadily under Azlas watchful eye.

Reductantly, he returned his atention to the wooden plate he held. Over hdf of the steamed fish and
boiled potato chunks yet remained of his medl, long grown cold. He picked at the morsds with his fingers
but found no interest. The worry and the headache that settled into the base of his skull and across his
shoulders left im with no appetite.

Giving up on the med, he gripped the edge of the plate and flung the contents into the wind,
watching them fdl the long distance down to the sea. An abatross wheded and dived after them,
managing to seize one of the chunks before it hit the water.

Therigging vibrated, drawing his attention. When he peered down, he saw Sabyna dimbing up the
rigging toward him.

"I didn't expect to find you up here" she said. "Y ou're usudly laboring about the ship.”

"l wasnt feding wel."

Sabyna huddled expertly within the rigging, hooking her feet and leaning back so that her elbows
held her as wdl. She gazed at him with concern and said, "'Perhaps you should have stayed in bed.”

Jherek shook his head.

"I'm worried about you." Sabyna regarded him sternly with those frank, reddish-brown eyes.

Sabyna loves you, young warrior. Glawinn's words spun through Jherek's mind as soft as slk and
as unforgiving as sted!.

"I worry about you. Perhaps it istime you make your way back to the Sword Coast.”

"Do you think I'm some kind of balast you can just heave overboard?' Sabynas voice turned icy.

Jherek fdt as though his thoughts were winding through mush.

"No, lady," he said. "I worry only about your safety. Thisis not your fight, and | fear that things are
going to get even harder from this point on. Last night has proven that"

"I remember atime when you spoke pretty words to me, and enjoyed my companionship,” she told
hmin a cold voice.

"Lady, | have no hand with pretty words. My skills are with the sea, and with raisng the ships that
sl onit”

"Then you're tdling me | heard wrong?'

Jherek fdt as though he was being mercilesdy pummeled. "No," he said, "I wouldnt tdl you that."

"“Then tdl me what you fed."

Jherek hung his head. "I can't." He hated the slence that followed.

"Perhagps,”" Sabyna said in a softer voice, "I did hear wrong. Maybe | was wanting to hear something
thet wasn't there, nor ever offered.”

She reached into the bag of halding at her hip and brought out two books. "I spoke with Glavinn
thismorning. He asked meto give you these"

Heart dill hurting, Jherek took to the books, meeting her eyes and never even glancing at the titles.
Normdly books were a fascination to him, a promise of adventure and other lives he could share.

"Has something happened between you two?'

"Please” Jherek sad, "I don't wish to speak of it."



“I'm sorry. | didn't meen to intrude. It's just hard watching the two of you have trouble when it's
obvious you're so much dike."

"Alike?'

The comparison stunned the young sailor. He saw no way in which he and the paadin were dike.

"Y ou're both proud, strong men. Y ou're brave enough to face your fears, and you're a good friend.”

"If | was such a good friend, Glawinn wouldn't be angry with me, and you wouldnt be so
uncomfortable around me."

"I have no doubt that you and Glawinn will work things out,” Sabyna told him. "That is the nature of
men. And you're not responsible for my discomfort.” Unshed tears glistened in her eyes. "That is caused
by my own fdly and foolishness. 'Y ou have worries enough of your own. | only wish | could hdp you."

Without another word, the ship's mage turned lithely in the rigging and glided down the ropes, hard
musdes playing in her arms, shoulders, and the smdl of her back.

Jherek dmost went after her. It was only when he redized that held have to say something, but had
no idea what, that he stopped. He watched her, though, as she dropped to the deck and strode to the
gern to join Azla They looked up a him together, then they turned and walked behind the stern castle,

The young sallor felt shamed to have been caught watching after them and quickly turned his head.
Hed never fdt so done or unhgppy in hislife He glanced a the two books he held, wondering what
Glawvinn would have thought to send him-and why.

Both books showed sgns of stress, asif they had been read a number of times. The firgt was a thick
volume cdled The Rider and the Lost Lady of Grave Hollow. Jherek carefully opened the front cover
and read the frontispiece, discovering the work to be a romance about a Ridesman of Archendale. He
flipped through the pages, smdling the scent of the parchment and the ink and remembering dl the hours
of pleasure held received from the books Mdorrie had let im borrow.

The second tome was Way of War, Way of Peace by Sr Edard Vdins. The book was much
dimmer and promised to be a treetise on the art and thinking of combat.

Jherek closed the books, wondering why Glawinn would have sent them to him. He secured the
book on the dtrategies of war in the rigging and opened the romance. A few hours of saling yet remained
before Black Champion reached her degtination and he fdt it would be best if he could stay away from
other people in the meantime.

Sanding at Black Champion's starboard rail, Jherek gazed out at the grotto of sea caves that made
up the Dragonides northeastern harbor. The harbor sat back in the curvature of the rocky shordine
below and around the caves, cregting a crescent of cam water scarcely able to shelter a dozen ships.
Nesting pelicans and seegulls lined the craggy surface.

"These waters are filled with treacherous rocks and redfs” Azla said as she beted her scimitar
around her dim hips. She tucked afighting dagger down ingde the rolled top of her Ieft boot, then pulled
on acloak agang the chill of the bitter wind. "l won't take my ship in there. We'd only be a target if two
or three of the other ship's crews decided to take us as a prize. Out here, Champion can maneuver.”

Glawinn gave a quick nod, accepting her judgment. He offered his hand to her a the ship's rail and
sad, "Lady, if | may."

The hdf-df pirate captain seemed alittle surprised at the offer, but she took his hand and said, "My
thanks, but | am captain, not lady."

"Of course, Ceptan.”

AZlamade her way down the rope ladder hanging over the ship's side to the waiting longboat, and
Glanvinn followed.

Jherek hadn't noticed the change in temperature until they'd come closer to the harbor. The sun hung
low on the horizon behind them, drawing long shadows over the emerdd waters. He pulled his cloak
more tightly around him.

Without a backward glance a him, Sabyna strode to the sde and quickly descended the rope
ladder. Jherek shifted hands with his wrapped bow and followed. He quietly made his way to one of the
rowing stations and sat. No one seemed indined to speak to him and that fact gladdened him at the same



timeit made him fed disappointed.

No one came to meet them when they reached the uneven shordine, but there were plenty of eyes
watching. Five ships sat at anchor indde the harbor proper. Pirates lined the ralings and hung in
hammocks beneeth the yardarms. Others cooked fish over dow fires on the rocky beach. The beach
butted up againg the gray rock of the diff face where the caves were.

They ran the longboat aground, then shipped oars. Jherek and three pirates legped out onto the
beach and grabbed the longboat's sides, pulling it easily onto the rocky sand. The wind ripped low howls
from the caves as the breeze traveled across the mouths. Jherek looked up at the towering diff face while
the others stepped from the longboat. A few of the seagulls took wing curioudy, swooping down within a
few feet of him.

"Look a 'em," one pirate growled. "Y ou'd think they was watchdogs close as they eyebal a body."

AZa assigned four of the ten men in the crew to guard the longboat. She took the lead with long
gtrides, crossing the shordline to the nearest group of men frying fish.

"I need some information,” Azlatold the strangers.

A hulking brute of aman sanding nearby gave her an evil, gap-toothed grin. "Aint nothing free here,
wench. Mayhap you show me allittle kindness-"

Before the man even knew what was going on, Azla ripped her scimitar free and touched the blade
to histhroat.

"How much,” she asked coldly, "would you be willing to pay for your next bresth?"

Color drained from the big man's features. "What was it you'd be wanting?' he asked.

AZa kept the scimitar a the big man's throat. "Theré's a diviner who lives here. Do you know her?"

"I know of her, Cap'n." The big man's Adam's apple did across the blade's edge. "Name's Dehnee.
She gives readings and such for them what want 'em.”

"Where can | find her?'

The man pointed up the narrow ledge that wandered back and forth across the diff face. Other
branches led off to other caves, giving each a portion of privacy. The diviner's cave was hdfway up and
on the right.

"Take usthere" Azla commanded.

"Cap'n, I'd rather not. The woman lives with a ghogt."

"Youd rather not more than you'd rather try breathing through your neck?'

The man started walking, glancing in cold rebuke a his companions who sat without comment. Azla
kept the scimitar's point at the back of the man's neck.

Jherek kept aready hand on his cutlass hilt as he brought up the party's rear. They marched up the
narrow, inclined path to the cave the big man indicated.

A handmade sgn hung beside the cave mouth that Smply proclamed DIVINER. A thick carpet of
sea lion hides stretched across the cave mouth, hung from a length of rope. The hides possessed the
maned heads and fordegs of great lions, but the body and tal of a fish. The bottom of the carpet of
ditched hides was rolled up and sewn around rocks that weighted it to the ground.

AZa dismissed the big man with aturn of her head. He went quickly, muttering beneath his bregth.

"Dehneg”" the haf-df captain caled out. "I've got coin if you've amind and skills enough to earn it.”

The hides did to the side, reveding the torchlit interior of the cave. A woman no older than her late
twenties stood at the entrance. Her hair was mousy brown, long and pulled back in a ponytail. Gold eyes
regarded the party and showed no fear, set deeply in a face that was chisgded and tranducent as if she
sdldom saw the sun. She wore a gown of good materid that showed age aswdl as care.

"I've dways got a ready use for coin,” she said, amiling, "but I'm not a desperate woman."

"I don't particularly care for the desperate,” Azla said. "They have a tendency to tdl you what you
want to hear."

"It's the truth you're after then?"

"Aye and weve come afar way to get it

Jherek watched the woman, remembering the times held seen Madame litear work a home in
Veden over aman's hand or an object yanked up from the seaiin a fisherman's net.



Diviners could tdl of things yet to come upon occasion, as wel as the past of objects that were
brought to them. Those who lived on the sea, depending on the gracious bounty of the waters, learned to
respect people like that.

Dehnee looked at them coadlly and said, "My homeisamdl, and | like my privacy.”

"Only four of us" Azla pointed out Sabyna, Glawinn, and Jherek.

The diviner's eyes raked casudly across the ship's mage and the pdadin, but came to rest on the
young sallor.

"Yes" she sad oftly. "I can see that the four of you are tied. Some in more ways than the one you
came to see me about.”

The announcement surprised Jherek, but he said nothing.

"Enter." Dehnee stepped back and held the folds of sealion skins back.

Jherek entered ladt, his mind and eyes seeking danger everywhere. He hadn't forgotten the story
about the diviner sharing her cave with a ghost.

The cave evidently divided into three or more rooms. Some of the divison was naturd but the young
sdlor could dso detect scars and markings from tools and stone cultters.

More hides taken from sea creatures decorated the walls dong with mounted fish on lacquered
wooden plaques. Shdlls and bits of cord of different Szes and colors strung on sections of net in designs
and patterns hung from the uneven cdlling. Red, blue, and green lichens dung to the wals in whirlpool
patterns, evidently carefully directed in their growth.

Two dam shdls more than a foot across hung upside down from more nets. They were filled with
blubber and burning wicks to fill the cave with light.

Dehnee passed her hand over a smdl net with Siver bels and shdls that tinkled and rattled. The
sensation of clawed feet crawled over Jherek, causng him to shift his shoulders.

"It'sdl right," Sabyna said in a soft voice. "The gpel was intended as protection only.”

"I have been hunted before," the diviner said. "l like to make sure that no one enters my home while
bewitched by a charm, and that | have no unseen guedts”

She sat cross-legged on a sealion hide that had the creature's head dill intact.

Jherek's hand tightened as he stared at the maned head. The itching sensation grew even stronger.
Dehnee turned a hand padm up and offered seating on the piles of hidesin the center of the cave.

"If you don't mind, lady,” Glawinn said, "I'll stand. The armor becomes rather cumbersome.”

"Of course, Sir Knight. | know merdly being here mugt be troublesome to you. Some of the objects
| usein my divinations would not be comfortable to you, but they are necessary inwhat | do.”

"Thank you, lady."

Gazing a the pdadin, Jherek saw that Glawinn was alittle paer than normd and held his lips tightly
as aman a rough sea might. The young salor didn't fed wel himsdf and was experiencing a throbbing
behind his eyes.

Sabyna and Azla sat in front of the diviner.

Dehnee looked up at Jherek with dark, liquid eyes. "l can attempt this without you,” she told him,
"but my best chance of successwill be with your assistance.”

"l don't understand,” Jherek said.

"You come here seeking an object,” Dehnee told him. "Of dl, you are the most closdly tied to it.”

Jherek heditated only a moment, wishing there were some other way. "What do | need to do?!

"St”

Dehnee pointed to a place before her. The young salor pulled his cutlass from the sash at his waist
50 that he could St in comfort. As soon as the blade came free, the sea lion's eyes glinted with unholy light
and tracked his movement. The massve jaws unhinged and loosed a coughing roar of warning. Skin
prickling and heart hammering in fear, Jherek stepped back.

The sea lion's body rose from the carpet, magicaly trandforming and coming fully to life
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Hdf formed from the diviner's carpet, the sea lion glared a Jherek with hot hatred in its emerad
green eyes. In life the creature had been easly a dozen feet long. Light danced on the shiny scales that
began just behind its forelegs as it dithered protectively in front of Dehnee.

"Narik!" Dehnee cried, tugging on the fierce mane. "No!™

Sowly, the sea lion shifted its attention from Jherek to the diviner. The coughing growls subsided
and changed to a plaintive whining that filled the whole cavern.

"He means no harm,”" Dehnee stated, continuing to pull on the ensorcelled beast. "He thought you
were going to hurt me. He's not been around many such as you.”

Asif in grudging obedience, the sea lion glided back to the cave's stone floor and became inert. The
green eyes continued to follow Jherek’'s movements.

The young sallor swalowed hard, discovering he had a degth grip on the cutlass.

"Thisis an uneasy place for us, young warrior,” Glawinn said softly. "As you sense danger about this
cave, S0 it senses danger from you. Trugt the lady to hold the balance.”

Jherek let out a tense breath, reminding himsdf why they were there. He sat dowly, offering no
threat, watching the green eyes that watched him. He sat with crossed legs, his cutlass across his knees.

"Bdieveinme" Dehnee told him, offering her hands.

"Lady,” Jnerek said in atight voice, "asmuch as | am able.”

He hdld his hands out and she took them. Her touch fdt dmogt too warm, too exciting. Emotions
and desires that he kept carefully bottled up dapped at the sSdes of his redtraint, threatening to explode.
Hetried to yank his hands away, feding shamed.

Dehnee tightened her grip, but he pulled hard enough to bring her to her knees before him. He gazed
into her gold eyes.

"Itsdl right," she told him. "Y our fedings are naturd.”

"No." Jherek shook his head and kept pulling at his hands. Nothing that strong and heady could ever
be naturd.

"Aninnocent,” Dehnee breathed in quiet wonder. "By Umberleg's favored sght, I've not touched an
innocent in decades.”

"Have a care with him, lady,” Glawinn warned softly. "Il not have him hurt in any way."

"I know what I'm doing, Sir Knight."

All Jherek's dbility to sruggle deserted him in a powerful surge that left im weak. He 4ill fdt the
woman's hands on his dill fdt the unaccustomed and unacceptable desire that flamed him, but he
couldn't move.

Then Glawinn's strong hand dropped to his shoulder, anchoring him and putting some of the feding
a bay. "Patience, lady," the pdadin said. "He's never been around one such as you."

"What did you come here seeking?' Dehnee asked, her eyestotdly focused on Jherek's.

Jherek's thoughts ran rampant. It was hard to concentrate. "Lathander's disk,”" he said.

"Actureit in your mind."

Unbidden, Jherek's thoughts ranged only on the woman before him. He saw her naked, her body
trim and gently rounded, her amdl breasts heavy with desire. He closed his eyes tightly againgt the vison
and whispered, "No."

"What you're feding isnormd,” Dehnee said.

Jherek didn't believe her. Nothing like this could ever be normd-or acceptable.

"FActure the disk."

Cdming himsdf as much as he was able, Jherek built the image of the disk indde his head.

"Good," Dehnee whispered. "l can see it as wel. What do you wish to know?'

"Vurgrom took it," Azla said beside Jherek. "We want to know if he dill hasit.”

Lathander's disk tumbled in Jherek's mind.

"Yes" thediviner said. "It isgill in Vurgrom's possession.”

"Where?'

Himy black patterns ghosted over Jherek's vison, like rotten spots on fruit. They cleared
momentarily, reveding a glimpse of a ship. He managed to peer closer and see her name, then the image



dipped away. He recognized the ship from the confrontation at the Ship of the Gods.

"Maelstrom” he gasped.

"Do you know where sheis?' Azla asked.

Jherek shook his head, too wesk to say anything.

"Itisfar from here" Dehnee replied.

"Wewant to find it," Azlatold her.

"Of course you do. And you will. It is meant for this boy to find."

The diviner released one of Jherek's hands but not the other. The young salor watched as she
reached into the sea lion's open mouth and pulled out a complex device.

"An astrolabe. It's used by a ship's navigator,” Azla sad. "With it a captain or anyone learned
enough to take readings from the azimuth of the sun, the moon, or certain stars can determine where a
shipison the sea”

"Thisis no ordinary astrolabe," Dehnee told them. She cradled the ingrument in her lgp with one
hand. "This device is ages old, and its origin is dmost completely unknown to me.”

Thewhde all light glistened off the astrolabe's surface. Only then did Jherek redize it was cut from
some kind of ydlowed crystd that held only minute fractures.

"l was given this by a sea df in exchange for information,” the diviner continued. "I can enspell it to
track Vurgrom's ship for you."

"At what cost?' Azla demanded.

"Only that you bring it back when you're finished,” Dehnee replied. "And | would ask a favor.”

Azlas eyes narrowed. "What favor?'

"Not from you, Captain." Dehnee's eyes locked with Jherek’s. "From this boy."

Glawinn interrupted before Azla could respond. "Heis only a boy."

The diviner nodded. "And what he faces will make aman of him." She glanced at the paadin. "You
know thisaswdl as|. That's part of the reason you're here. | won't ask a favor of the boy. | will want a
favor from the man."

"He's too young to know what you ask," Glawinn interrupted. "A promise from him-"

"Isdl that | will settle for,” Dehnee said. " Otherwise, you are on your own.”

"You know of the portents and magic that surround the Sea of Falen Stars," Azla said. "Some are
sying that ancient prophecies are being fulfilled, thet an old evil is descending upon us™

"That's not my concern.” The diviner stared at Jherek and he fdt the pull of her gaze. "What is your
ansver?'

"Young warrior,” Glawinn said gently, "don't agree to these terms. Wait until a more proper time."

"Timeisagang us" Jherek spoke clearly, but his words sounded distant.

"Thereis much for you to learn,” Glawinn persisted.

"It'sonly afavor," Jnerek said. "I owe a debt to the temple of Lathander ..."

"Do you accept?' Dehnee asked.

Dehnee took his hand back in hers, holding both of them again. "Swear to me that you will honor my
request, and that you will never lift your hand againg me."

In the periphery of his vison, Jnerek saw Glawinn's sony face and knew that the paadin didn't
approve.

"Lady," theyoung sailor said, "'l swear that | will honor your request and will never lift a hand againg
you."

"Swear by your god."

Jherek's throat tightened. "Lady, I'm sorry. | recognize no gods. | am adrift in my bdliefs and hold no
anchor.”

The diviner's eyes sudied his face, searching.

"He speaks the truth,” Glawinn stated coldly.

" can see tha. Yet he's no stranger to fasehood.”

Shame burned Jherek’'s cheeks. The only things hed never been completely forthright about
concerned his heritage and his true name-and those held hidden primarily from Sabyna



"Not in this matter," Glawinn said.

"It's grange to think of one such as him without strong bdliefs”

"Asmay be, lady," the pdadin said, "but so it is”

Dehnee tightened her grip on his hands and said, "Then name something you believe in, boy."

An incredible weight seemed to descend on Jherek's chest. It fdt impossble to breasthe. He had
confessed to Glawinn that he believed in nothing. The paadin swore to teach him to believe again, but
hadn't told the young sailor what he was supposed to bdieve in. Only now there was a huge gaping
emptiness where hisfaith in the gods had once been.

"My eye and my sword am,” he croaked in atight voice, remembering what Glawinn told him he
would believein fird. "I believe in those."

"No," the diviner said. "Those thingsyou trust in, but that is no red bdief. Search yoursdf, boy, tel
mewhat you believein.”

Jherek thought furioudy, trying to find some quote, some philosophy Mdorrie had taught him that he
could ding to in that moment. Memories piled in on him, breskfasts shared with Madame litaar, bettle
sessons with Maorrie, sunsets heldd seen gnk into the waters off the western coast of Velen.

He recdled the samdl of the blueberry pies Madame litaar made for him, the fed of the paper of the
books Mdorrie loaned him, the satisfaction he got the day he firg finished mending Madame litaar's roof,
dready knowing the woman had more work for him and a bed as well.

He remembered the cake he'd gotten from Hukkler's Bakery to celebrate Madame litaar's firs
birthday snce held gone there to live. An image of Madame litaar a her husband's grave filled his mind.
The old woman had grown a specid flowering plant, then planted it on the grave in remembrance. Her
gmilethat day, both sad and joyous, was something hed known he'd never forget.

And he remembered the fird day held seen Sabyna. He avoided taking to the pretty ship's mage
then, fearing himsdlf too backward and too entrenched in lies about his own identity. He'd admired her
from afar, watching how she managed Breezerunner's crew so effidently and effortlesdy, the easy way
she amiled and the graceful way she moved with the ship'srall.

"Whet do you bdieve in?' Dehnee asked again.

"These are troubling times for him," Glawinn said.

"He knows what he believes," the diviner replied. "All he has to do isgive voice to it."

Jherek faced the woman, feding scared and done, but his thoughts kept focusng on the same
images. Madame litaar hadn't been forced to take on an orphaned boy and make a home for him.
Whatever drew Mdorrie to him hadn't ensured the bond that grew between the phantom and the boy.
He didn't doubt the way he fdt about Sabyna. When hed met her again in Badur's Gate, his spirits
soared. Even though he knew he could never be good enough for her, he knew how he felt about her.

"Tdl me what you believein," the diviner said in a softer voice.

"Love" Jherek whispered, knowing it was true. "'l believeinlove"

The diviner's hands suddenly shook as if paded. Her eyes went wide. The sea lion besde her
snarled irritably, one forepaw flexing, then drawing back.

"By the gods," the woman said in hoarse surprise.

Embarrassed, the young sallor risked a glance a Sabyna, not knowing what she might make of his
answer. Her gaze didn't meet his, but unshed tears glittered in her eyes.

Jherek fdt like a giant hand reached indde of him and tried to yank his heart from his chest. He sat
up draighter, knocking the cutlass from his knees, his chest suddenly too tight to breathe.

The feding of being yanked out of his own body passed as suddenly as it came, dropping Jherek
back to the floor. He gasped, then his breath came back to himin a rush. Awareness returned to him,
meaking him fed as though a part of him was gone, but he couldn't name which part.

"Your promise,” the diviner stated in a strained voice, "is accepted.”

"Lathander help you, young warrior,” Glawinn said gravely, "as | will if | am able.”

Jherek sat, sunned, unable to explain what had passed between the woman and him. He had no
doubt that it would have consequences.

Dehnee took her hands from his and lifted the astrolabe from her lap. She spoke over the device,



cdling out in a language Jherek couldn't understand. A purple flame filled the yellowed crystd and threw
alambent glow over the room. A moment later and the light shrank back insde the astrolabe.

"Itsfinished," the diviner said, and offered the insrument to Jherek.

Theyoung sallor reached for the astrolabe, hislimbs feding like lead. When he touched the polished
surface, anicy chill filled him.

"All the readings you take from that astrolabe will give you the postion of Vurgrom's ship and not
your own," Dehnee said.

"You took areading from the disk for Vurgrom,” Azla said.

Thediviner didn't try to deny it. "Yes"

"What did you learn?'

The diviner shook her head. "Not much," she said. The disk is protected from the smdl ills |
have™

From what held been through in the lagt few minutes, Jnerek doubted the diviner's skills were in any
way smdl. He wondered what brought her to the Dragonide, and why to that place's most desolate
harbor. Had it been through choice, or need? How would that affect the promise hed made her?

"But you learned something," Azlasaid.

"The disk is designed to lead its possessor to a wegpon,” Dehnee said.

"What wegpon?'

"I couldn't see that much, but | know it lies somewhere off the coast of Turmish. In the vison, | was
able to see that coadtline and the druids that care for the place. In the past, I've been there.”

"You're certain of this?' Glawinn asked.

"Yes"

The paadin faced Jherek and asked, "Did the tdisman ever try to guide you?"

The young sallor thought back. He had possessed Lathander's disk for only minutes. "No."

"Maybe the disk isn't guiding VVurgrom ether,” Sabyna offered.

"Itis" Jherek told her.

"How do you know this?" asked Azla

"Because” the young sailor said, "I fdt it come diveinmy grasp.”

VII

10 Flamerule, the Year of the Gauntlet

"Y ou're keeping to yoursdf alot these days.”

Jherek looked down from his position in the rigging and spotted Sabyna. "Good evening, lady,” he
sad, and immediatdy fet uncomfortable.

There had been much to do in the four days since they'd taken ther leave of the Dragonide. Jherek
hed taken care to stay involved in shipboard duties that the pretty ship's mage hadn't been assgned to
oversee.

"I've gotten the impresson you don't care much for present company,” Sabyna said as she hauled
hersdf up in the rigging and looked out over the curved horizon of the sea.

They were wel away from land now, saling by the mydic astrolabe. The canvas cracked and
snapped asit held the wind.

"Not true" replied Jherek. He marked his place in the romance Glawinn had loaned him.

"I thought maybe | was the cause.”

"Of course not," Jherek assured her. "Why would you think such athing?"

"Because the lagt time we spoke | was S0 ... forward.”

"You merdy said what was on your mind."

"Istha what you think?' she asked softly.

Despite the quietness of her words, barely heard over the crash of the waves below and the snap of
canvas sals around them, Jherek suddenly fdt as though held stepped into the jaws of a stedl trap.

"Lady, | don't know whét to think," he admitted. "These are very confusing times"

"For dl of us" She hdd his gaze with her eyes and said, "When things get confusing, people who are



together should be most truthful with each other.”

"Aye"

Jherek's temples pounded. He hoped she wouldn't steer their conversation in a direction that would
forcehimto lie

"Your name isnt Maorrie"

"No. Mdorrie is the name of a good friend and teacher.”

"Your name is Jherek. | know you fed that you have reasons to conced your identity. | promised
you 1'd never push you about it" Her eyes searched his and he saw the pain there. "But times have
changed. | can no longer bide my own counsd. There are things | must know."

Jherek's ssomach protested, wanting to purge its contents. Even though the wind raced over hm to
fill the salls, he fdt like hed come to dead cadm indde, the lagt place a sallor wanted to find himsdf in an
uncharted sea.

"Are you a wanted man, Jherek?"'

"Aye"

Sabyna didn't bat an eye. She'd dready been moslly certain of that, the young sailor knew.

"Isit for something you have done?'

"I've never done anything in my life to harm another soul out of greed or anger.”

"I blieve you," she said.

Rdief flooded through Jherek.

"S0 your guilt, the price on your head, came from association with others?!

"Aye

"So how did you come to be with these people that earned you the price on your head?'

"Through no fault of my own, lady," Jherek replied honedtly. "It wasill luck.”

"When did you leave them?"

"l was twelve" Jherek whispered.

"By the Lady's mercy," Sabyna said in a hushed voice, "you were only a boy."

Jherek remained slent, hoping she had probed enough. Every question she asked-skirting so dosay
to the truth he fdt he needed to keep hidden-fet like a heder landng an infected wound. Only in this
there was no release from pressure and misary, only the promise of even more, sharper pain to come.

"What did they do?' Sabyna asked.

"Lady, please, | can't tak of it."

"Why? Jherek, don't you see that there doesn't have to be anything unsaid between us?'

Her question caught him by surprise. He shook his head, unable to voice what she wanted to hear.

"Lady, | would never have anything unsaid between us™

"But there is something?'

He couldn't answer.

"I told you before, when we firsg met on Breezerunner, that | could be very forward,” Sabyna said.
"Mogt men fed uncomfortable around a woman who knows her own mind. Sailors especidly. They're
not used to it."

"Aye, but that is not true of me. Sometimes,” Jherek said quietly to give his words weight, "no meatter
how hard you struggle for something, it's not meant to be yours."

"Istha athreat?' Sabynas voice hardened, but it was only a brittle shell over uncertainty.

The young sallor laughed when he wanted to cry. "No, lady. May Umberlee take me into her deep,
dark embrace this very moment if ever there was atime | would intentiondly hurt you.”

"Back in the diviner's cave, she asked you what you bdieved in. You told her that you believed in
love" Sabyna gazed deep into his eyes. "Did you mean that?"

Jherek hesitated, but in the end he knew she would know if he lied. "Aye" he said, "I believe in
love. Perhaps, lady, it'sthe lagt thing | do believein.”

"So many things, evil as wel as good, have been done in the name of love"

"Thereis no evil when the love istrue,” Jherek stated.

"How much do you believe that, Jherek?"



He shook his head. "Lady, with dl that | am.”

"Then how can you be so far from me? Surey you mugt know how | fed."

The question hammered Jherek like a fisherman's bully.

Tears trickled down Sabynas face. "Never have | met aman," she said hoarsdly, "that I've wanted
as much as | want you. From the moment | saw you hanging onto Breezerunner's dde scrgping
barnacles, to the time we St here together. Y et you don't acknowledge it."

Helpledy, Jherek watched her cry, not knowing whet to do or what to say except, I didn't know."

Her eyes remained steady on him and dark sadness clouded them, took away the mariment he
aways saw there.

"I know," she sad findly, "and | think it's that bit of naivete that endears you to me even more. |
look at you, Jherek, and | see a kind of man I've never known before. The puzzle of it dl is that | don't
know you."

"You know what you need to know, lady,” Jherek told her.

"Dol?'

Jherek forced himsdf to speak, choosing his words carefully. "The other things you don't know, they
are of no consequence.”

"Then how isit we are gpart? Unless | am wrong in your fedings about me”

Jherek tried to speak but couldn't. He dropped his gaze from hers, looking down into the deep
waters below. How could hislife be so twisted and so painful? What could he have ever done to deserve
this?

"Tdl me I'm wrong, Jherek," Sabyna said in a voice ragged with emotion. "Tdl me I'm afoal.”

"l would never cdl you afoodl, lady,” hetold her.

"Tdl me again how you bdievein love, Jherek. Gods above, when | heard that timbre in your voice
in the diviner's cave, | fet more confused than ever. The anger 1'd been harboring toward you left me,
and with it dl of my defenses againg these fedings Tdl me”

He raised his eyes to meet hers, seated across from her in the rigging. "As you wish, lady."

She gazed a him expectantly.

"I bedievein love" Jherek said, "but | don't believe in mysdf. If I've learned anything at dl in my life,
it'sthat a bdief in himsdf iswhat makes a man. | haven't yet become one."

Sabyna shook her head. More tears cascaded down her face. "Mystras wisdom, | wish | knew
some way to let you see yoursdlf as | see you, and as others see you."

"It wouldn't matter, lady," Jherek said gently. "It's how | see mysdf.”

"Because | know the true me that no one sees,”" Jherek stated. "Even now, you're in danger here on
these seas because of a mistake | made. That weakness of pride | fdt in accepting Lathander's disk at
the Rose Portal has brought us dl here.”

"And what if that was no mistake?' Sabyna asked. "What if that disk istruly supposed to be here?’

"It'sin evil's hands, lady There's no way to make that right.”

"You are so stubborn, Jherek,” the ship's mage said in a harsh voice. "I would change that if |
could."

"I know of no other way to be," Jherek told her.

"I know, and changing you would be so dangerous. Everything in you builds on everything dse.
Were one amd| part removed, | think the whole would somehow be changed as well. You are one of the
mos complete men | have ever known." Sadness carved deep lines into her face, draining her of the
vitdity he loved about her. "I'm sorry. | shouldn't have pressed you like this, but | couldn't go any further
without |etting you know how | fdt. Forgive me”

"Lady, thereis nothing to forgive”

"Thereis | should have handled my own emotions better. | am a ship's mage, trained to handle
battle, dying men, and the ravages of an uncaring sea and a fickle wind. | am no young girl to have her
head turned o prettily. | have a heart, though, Jherek, and I've learned to ligen to it. Sdune forgive my
weskness."



Sabyna stood in the rigging and turned to go.

"Lady." Jherek stood too, catching her hand in his. It fdt so dim and warm, so right in his. "It is not
you."

Tears sparkled like diamonds on her wind-burned cheeks. "I know. | only wish | could be brave
enough and strong enough for both of us. | wish | could hdp you trust me”

Without warning she leaned in, too quickly for Jherek to move away. Her lips met his and he fdt
the brand of her flesh, tasted the sweetness of her tears. His pulse roared, taking the strength from his
knees. Indl hislife Jnerek had never known such afeding, so strong and so true. For the moment, dl his
fears and sdf doubts were nothing. He fet whole.

She pulled back, breething rapidly. The wind swept her tears away, Spping themin quick guds.

"l do trust you, lady," Jherek said in athick voice. He ill held her hand, pulling it to him and placing
it againg his chest. The heat of her flesh dmost seared him. "'l swear to you, if it came to it, | would give
my life to save yours, and you would never have to ask."

"I don't doubt you," she replied. She clenched her hand againg his chest, knotting up his shirt and
pulling im toward her with surprising strength. ™Y ou would give me your life, but can you give me your
heart?'

VIl
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At lakhovass bidding, Laagued stepped through the wal of Tarjana and out into the ocean. She
only fedt a moment's sensation of passng through the wood. Though it was not uncomfortable, she
noticed immediady that the water on the other side was cold. The depth aso blocked the penetrating
light from the sea, turning the craggy ledges and canyons of the ocean floor black. She floated easly,
adjugting the pressurein her ar bladder to make hersdf weightless.

"Where are we?' she asked lakhovas.

Slently, lakhovas replied, through the connection made between them by the quill near her heart.
There are others here.

Picking up on the tenson in lakhovas's words, Laaqued grasped her trident more tightly and peered
into the shadows around them. Her laterd lines picked up the smal movement of fish nearby, and the coll
of an ed shifting inits hiding place.

Who are we meeting? she asked.

Allies, lakhovas replied. That is all you need trouble yourself to know, little malenti.

Unease swept through Laaqued. Over the lagt four days, shed seen little of lakhovas. Hed
remaned within Tarjana's bdly and hadn't alowed her to vist with hm much. He watched over the
princesin Vahaxtyl, and even though the maenti priestess told him they should return to the sahuagin city
and change the currents that were passing through the minds of the populace as the princes spoke out
agang him, lakhovas resisted. Clearly, he followed his own agenda

She fdt new movement. Something was dithering in from the left. The sensation pulsing through her
laterd lines made her skin tighten in primitive fear. She turned to face it, dropping the trident's tines in
front of her.

"Wecome" lakhovas boomed.

He moved his arms and floated twenty feet down through the water to the sea floor. Puffs of sand
rose up around his boots, then quickly settled again.

Three figures glided across the ocean floor from beneeth a coral-encrusted arch. Laaqued's senses
told her more of them remained in hiding, but she could not tel how many more. She studied the figures,
opening her eyes to their widest to use what little light the depths held.

They looked like surface dwellers, dressed in dothing rather than going naked as most races in
Seros did. There were three men, none of them possessing any remarkable festures. They carried no
apparent weapons, which surprised Laagued. The only surface dwellers the mdenti priestess came in
contact with who hadn't carried weapons were magic-users.

"Welcome," one of the men greeted. The word sounded foreign to his lips. "You have received



word through Vurgrom of the Taker's Eye?’

"Yes" lakhovas sad. "'l was told the eye resdes in Myth Nantar."

"And S0 it does.”

"I have brought gifts for the Grand Tor, a means of increasing hisown amies” lakhovas said.

He whirled the net above his head and it grew, increasing in Sze until it was as big as lakhovas. He
flung it away from him and dill it grew. Something struggled within the strands.

When the net finished growing, it was huge. Tritons moved agangt each other indde it, griving
desperately againgt the hemp strands.

The tritons were humanoid in appearance. They had the pointed ears and beautiful features of eves,
long manes of dark blue and dark green har. From the waist up, they could be easly mistaken for sea
elves. From the waist down they were covered in deep blue scales. Their finned legs ended in broad,
webbed flippers.

"How many?' one of the strangers asked.

Thirty-four,” 1akhovas said. "Four above the agreed-upon price. A gesture of good will to Grand
Tor Arcanad.”

"He will be mogt appreciative,” one of the men said. He gestured and shadows swam from the
darkness, moving through the water smoothly, their arms at ther sdes. Two men swam to the net and
grabbed it, then towed it back toward the gloom.

Thetritons cursed and cdled on their god Persana but it was to no avail. They were doomed to their
fates at the hands of the men lakhovas gave them to. In only minutes, they were gone from sght and no
longer heard.

The man gestured again. Another man swam from the shadows bearing a gold chest inlad with
precious stones, marked with dgils of power. He handed it to lakhovas. The man turned and swam
avay.

Come, lakhovas commanded, gesturing at the water and opening the gate again. We have much to
do.

Shaken and mydified by the encounter, Laaqued propelled hersdf after 1akhovas.

Look back, priestess.

The serenity of the feminine voice was dartling. Laaqued glanced at 1akhovas as he summoned the
gate.

He does not hear me, priestess, the serene voice went on. My words are meant for your
thoughts alone.

Who are you? Laagqued asked. The voice was the same one that she had heard in Corysdmd as
she was turned back from degth.

Patience. All will be explained. For now, turn back and see the lies that Iakhovas has woven
for your eyesto see.

Almogt unwillingly, Laaqued finned around, sweeping a hand through the water with the webbing
open. The men were dill in Sght, only they weren't men anymore.

The three figures had deep purple skin that darkened to inky-black. Iridescent tips and lines marked
the dorsd fin on their heads and backs. The heads were not ova like a human's or an df's, but rather
elongated and stretched out like that of alocathah. Ther jaws formed crud beaks.

Instead of two arms, they had four, dl of them with humanlike appendages instead of the pincers or
tentacles Laagqued knew were aso possible on the creatures. Their lower bodies ended in Sx tentacles.

lakhovas lies, the serene voice said. He's not as invincible as he would have you. believe. You
must watch yourself. Then the voice was gone, a dight pop of pressure that faded from the ingde of
Laaqued's skulll.

*kk*k*

"l an Myrym, chieftain of the Ralling Shdll people, and | bid you welcome."

Pacys bdieved Myrym to be the oldest locathah held ever met. Cataracts clouded her eyes, but she
gave no indication of missng anything around her.

Thefin at the top of her head ran dl the way down her back. Other fins underscored the forearms



and the backs of her calves. The huge eyes were dl black but were unable to both focus on the bard a
the same time. The locathah turned her head from Sde to sde. She wore a necklace made of threaded
white and black pearls that would have been worth a fortune in the surface world, and a sash of netting
that held a bag of different kinds of seaweed, cord, and shdls. The old bard's own magicd indinations
told him the net bag contained a number of items of power.

They sat a the bottom of the abyssin a grotto between a crevice of rock made eesly defensble by
gtands of daw cord. Figt-szed chunks of glowcord had been used to build cairns around them, punching
holes in the darkness of the sea bottom. The tribe sat scattered about her, nearly three hundred strong,
covering the ledges above them as wel as smdler caves. The young in particular pooled together in
schools, floating and watching with their big eyes.

Three days ago, the musc had brought Pacys south and east of the sea ef city, drawing him toward
Omdun and the Hmur Plateau at the base of Impiltur. The old bard couldnt lay name to what exactly
pulled him, but held been inggent about going. Taranath Reefglamor had assigned guards to him and
provisoned them well. The sea df guard waited further up the Hmur Plateau with the seahorses they'd
used as steeds.

Seated cross-legged only a few feet from the locathah chieftain, Pacys ran his hands over the
saceddar, underscoring their conversation with a gentle melody that spoke of cam seas and the patience
of her people, their willingness to sacrifice so they might live.

Khlinat sat only alittle distance away, laughing at the antics of the foot-long locathah children as they
swvam close to him to invedtigate, then swam away with quick, darting movements.

"Thank you for your hospitdity,” Pacys said, ligening to the musc that crooned within him. "I didn't
know what drew me out here, but | think 1 know now."

"We were drawn to each other,” Myrym told him. "Weve only been in this place two days. We
have kept moving. The sahuagin have come into these waters, and the surface world has developed a
grong distrust of anyone who cals the sea home. We have received word that our locathah brethren in
the Shining Sea have dlied with the Taker, an unfortunate choice that will affect usdl.”

"l know," Pecys replied.

Khlinat chuckled heartily as one of the amdl locathah children findly got the nerve up to touch his
beard. The sudden explosve laughter sent the locathah child svimming for its life, threading under and
between stands of rock thrusting up from the seabed.

"Oh, an' yer aquick lad, aint ye?' the dwarf chuckled. "A-dartin' through them waters like that, it's
awonder ye didn't brain yersdf."

The locathah child cowered behind the nearest adult, who laid a tender hand on the child's head.
The other locathah laughed with the dwarf.

Evenin that moment of levity, though, Pacys could sense the innate fear of the locathah tribe. They
hadn't known peace and prosperity for generations, nor were there any reassurances now.

"What do you know of the Taker's beginnings?' Myrym asked.

"Nothing." Pacys paused his song. "All whom | have talked to have told me only that he was born
long ago, when Toril was young. They didn't know if he was human or df in the beginning, or what he
would look like now."

Myrym nodded. "Someone once knew, but they have forgotten. However, that which others forget,
the locathah hold close and treasure that it may someday benefit us. The other races have prophecies,
parts they are to play in the coming bettle.”

Pacys changed tunes, finding one that played more dowly and conveyed menace. He recognized it
as one of the Taker's dternate scores.

"Those thousands of years ago,” Myrym said, "there existed a being unlike any that ever lived
before. Some have said he was even the fird man, the firg to crawl from the sea and live upon the
unforgiving dry. What made him crawl from the blessed sea, no one may know, but some say there was
alonging within him to find another such as himsdf. The sea in those days was very green and had only
recently given up space to the lands that rose from the fertile ocean bottom at the gods behest.”

Pecys ligened intently, striking chords that would help his song paint the pictures of the tae.



"The Taker wandered the lands,” Myrym said, "but of course, he found nothing there. The dry world
was too new, and even the world of the sea was very young. While he was on the land, he talked with
the gods. They were curious about him, you see, a this weak thing that dared talk to them and question
the things thet they did.”

From the corner of his eye, Pacys saw that the locathah woman held the full attention of her tribe.
The cadence of her voice pulled themin.

"With nothing to find on land, the Taker returned to the sea. It has been said tha the Taker was
there the day Sekolah set the first sshuagin free™

"Did he have aname?' Pacys asked.

"If he did, it has been forgotten,” Myrym answered. "In those days, before people came to the sea,
before some of them left the oceans and made their homes on dry land only later to return to the sea,
names were not necessary. There was only one.”

"Ishe aman?' the old bard asked. "A wizard?'

"Not a true man, but again, not a creature of the sea either. He was himsdf, athing unique.”

"How did he come to be?"

"No one knows for sure, Loremaster. There are those who say his birth was an accident, created by
the forces that fird made Toril. Others say the god Bane crafted him to torture others. All agree that the
Taker searched for love, for acceptance, for an end to the londiness that filled him at being the one"

"But we dl crave those things" Pacys said, not understanding. "How could this monster look for that
which we dl seek? I've been told the Taker isevil incarnate.”

"Heis" Myrym replied. "Are the wants and needs of good and evil so very different?’

"No," Pacys said. "Our stories are filled with those who fdl from grace. Heroes and villains, only the
merest whisper sometimes separates them.”

"The Taker Imply was," Myrym said. "His londliness persisted till he drew the eye of Umberlee.
The Bitch Queen in those days was softer. The gods had not yet begun to war over territories and the
supplication of the thinking races that spread throughout the lands and seas of Toril. They exiged in
peace, each learning about their own powers, learning to dream ther own dreams. Umberlee found the
Taker, and she grew fascinated by him."

"Why?' Pacys asked.

"Because she had never known anything like him. He hurt and bled essily compared to her, wesk in
0 many ways. Still, he held forth ajoy and a zest for life that she had never envisoned. She grew to love
him."

"And he grew to love her." Pacys’s fingers sketched out a brief, sorightly tune that echoed in the
grotto.

"Asmuch as he could,” Myrym admitted. "The concept of love, though credited to the gods, was a
virtue of the elves, who knew loydty and honor fird. It was made bittersweet by the humans, whose lives
ran by at argpid pace and who could not mantain the attention and focus of the eves. In the beginning,
an df could love others, but only if he loved himsdf first. Humans, though, could love past themsdves,
love others more than themsdves. They could love ideas, could love even the sound of laughter, which
many thought was foolishness. No one, it is said, can love as a human can whose heart is pure and true.”

Jherek gazed down into Sabyna's eyes and fdt shamed. That she should have to ask him was his
own faling. He held his hand in hers, feding her fingers knotted up in the materid of his shirt.

Her eyes searched his. "Can you promise me your heart, Jherek?" she asked again.

"L ay-"

"The answer can be so ample” Sabyna said. "Despite everything else you have on your mind,
despite the other troubles that have your attention, there can be only two answers. Anything ese would
be no answer & dl, and that wouldn't be fair to me after dl 1've revedled to you."

In the end, he knew what his answer must be, and why. He was not the man he needed or wanted
to be, and she deserved far more than he ever could be.

"No."



Her fingers unknotted from his shirt and she pulled her hand back. Jherek made himsdf let go her
hand, thinking he would never again have the opportunity to touch her.

"You tdl me no, yet you made the diviner a promise not knowing what she might ask.”

"There was no choicein that, lady."

"There's dways a choice, Jherek. That's what lifeis about.”

"Lady, I've never had the choices of others.”

"No," Sabyna said. "l think maybe you've never been one to fight time or tide, Jnerek. You gave
your promise to the diviner even though that promise might take your life"

"Lady, | swore my lifeto you."

"Your lifeign't what | wanted," Sabyna said. "A chance a alifewith you isdl that | asked.”

She turned to go, tripping over alinein the rigging even though she'd been so surefooted earlier.

"Lady-" Jherek took a step forward, meaning to catch her, meaning to tdl her-something.

The bag of holding at her sde suddenly erupted and the raggamoffyn exploded from it. The bits and
pieces of doth wove themsdlves into a serpentine shape that struck like a cobra. The blow hammered
Jherek's chest hard enough to knock him off balance.

"Skaeind" Sabyna cried, grabbing the raggamoffyn asiit prepared to strike again. "No!"

Reductantly, the familiar backed away, rdaxing and floating eesily on the wind.

Seadying himsdf, Jherek stared a the pretty ship's mage. Before he could find anything to say, a
voice bawled out awarning from below.

"Saverd Savers off the port bow!"

IX
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Jherek turned to face Black Champion's port Sde. Below, the pirates ran across the deck,
falowing orders Azla barked out on the run. The pirate captain grabbed the raling of the prow castle
steps and hauled hersdf up.

"Mdorrid" Azlayeled. "Do you see the damned ship?

"Aye" Jherek replied infull voice. "She's off to port about a thousand yards.”

"Her heading?'

"For us, Captain.”

There was no doubt about her heading. White-capped breakers smashed agang her prow as she
cut across the green sea. Her lanyards bloomed with full canvas, harnessing the wind as she rose and fdl
on the great hills of the Sea of Falen Stars.

"Issheriding high?' Azla demanded. "Or walowing like some fat-arsed duck?"
"She's riding low, Captain,” Jherek bellowed back between his cupped hands, "but she's coming
hard."

He turned to glance at Sabyna but found the ship's mage was adready dimbing rgpidly down the
rigging. The young sailor's heart hurt as he watched her go.

He grabbed the book Glawinn had loaned him and quickly shoved it into the leether pouch where he
stowed his gear. He I¢ft the pouch tied to the rigging, hoping it would be there when he got back. Out of
hebit he took the bow and quiver of arrows he'd brought up with him.

Glanding back at the gpproaching ship, the young sailor noted that it had gained consderably, pulling
to within eight hundred yards and ill closng. Black Champion hdd a south-southwesterly course,
headed for the coast of Turmish. The daver ship drew on due east, running straight ahead of the breeze
asit swooped upon them.

"Bring her about!" Azlathundered. "Take up a heading due east. She's got our scent, boys, but let's
seeif the bitch can run!”

Black Champion came about smartly, taking up the essterly course. Deck crews sprang into
action, bringing around the sails and running up new canvas. The caravel jumped in response to the wind,
diving forward through the ralling brine hills She dived into a wave, miring down, diding back and forth
like a hound trying to run up a muddy indine, then-when she broke through-she surged forward, her



prow coming out of the water.

Jherek abandoned his place. Azla dready had a man up in the crow's nest acting as a spotter. He
pulled the bow and quiver over his shoulder, then ran through the rigging toward the bowline that ran
from the mainmedt to the prow.

He crossed the rigging without a misstep, pulling his cutlass free of the sash around his waist. He
paused long enough to hang his hook from one boot, making sure it was secure, then he unknotted the
sash. Shaking out the sash's length, he steadied himsdf on the rigging, then used the tautness of the ropes
to soring up high. With the way Black Champion fought her way through the sea, the move was risky,
but he trusted himsdif.

Holding the cutlass in one hand, he flipped one end of the sash over the bowline, then caught it in his
fingers while halding the other. Squeezing both ends of the sash tightly, he hung from the bowline for just
an indant, then began the long dide down to the prow. The sash sang across the twisted hemp. He lifted
hisfeet to clear the canvas belled out from the forward maest.

Siding across the bowline, Jherek glanced a Black Champions, decks and watched the pirates
taking their battle stations. They brought the prow and stern heavy bdlistae around and fitted them with
the ten-foot-long bolts. Two men began winding the winch that drew the great bowstring back.

The bowline was tied off a the end of the bowsprit gicking out from Black Champions prow.
Judging the distance and the caraved's pitch, Jherek released one end of the sash. It unfurled from the
bowline, and hefdl to the prow castle, landing only a few feet from the forward balisa crew.

Theyoung salor rolled to his feet gracefully. He looped the sash back around his hips and did the
cutlass home, adding the hook from his boot a moment later. Teking the bow from his shoulder, he
placed one end againg his boot, took the greased dring from his pocket, and drung it quickly. He
unbound the strap that kept the arrows tight in the quiver and did four shafts free. He nocked one to the
gring, then held the other three clasped in hisleft hand on the bow.

AZla stood at the prow railing, her scimitar naked in her fist. The wind tangled her dark hair. She
took her chain mail shirt from a crewman and quickly pulled it on. The ringing chains on leather bardy
sounded over the crack of the canvas and the samashing waves.

"Who is she?' Jherek asked.

"I don't know the ship," Azla answered, "but | know the flag.”

Jherek concentrated on the flag atop the approaching ship's mainmas. A feathered snake curled
across afidd of quartered black and red, mouth open and fangs exposed.

"They're of the Blood Tide" Azlasaid, "a loose network of davers who work for the Night Masks
in Westgate."

The daver vessd was within four hundred yards, its advance dowing as Black Champion saized
the wind. Jnerek rode out the rise and fdl of the ship, his free hand resting on the railing while the other
held the nocked bow.

"Unfurl the spinnaker!” Azla shouted.

Crewmen rushed to the ship's prow. An indant later, the white sal billowed out, blotting the sky
from forward view.

"Capn!" a mate squalled from the crow's nest. "Something just legped off from that ship's rigging,
and it ain't fdling. Some kind of bird."

Jherek peered into the cloudy blue sky. The sun seting behind them turned the cloud banks
blood-migt red, but he could make out haf a dozen black shapes bailing out from the ship's lanyards.

The creatures swiftly overtook Black Champion, cuting through the ar. The bat-winged
humanoids had wedge-shaped faces and fangs that ran nearly to thar lower jaws. A sngle horn sprouted
from their narrow foreheads, curling back dightly. Grayish-white skin looked like marble in the sunlight,
glowing with a rosy hue from the setting sun. Besides the arms and crooked legs, the creatures had long,
spiked tails.

"Gargoyles™ Azla breathed.

The gargoyles screamed, a raucous noise that filled Black Champion's deck. They attacked the
two menin the crow's nest firdt, swooping in to rip bloody furrows across the sailors faces, chests, and



backs with curved talons. Their blows dso splintered the wooden cupola.

Tracking the nearest gargoyle , Jherek drew the arrow's feathers back to his cheek, led the creature
alittle, then released. The arrow jumped from the bow and struck the creature in the thigh.

The gargoyle screamed in pain, breaking the rapid beat of its wings for jugt an ingant. It unfurled its
wings and stopped its downward momentum less than ten feet above the main deck.

Horrid red eyes burned with rage as it spied Jherek. Screeching again, the gargoyle flapped its
wings and gained height, streeking for the prow castle.

Standing his ground, Jherek fitted another arrow to the gring. The other gargoyles in the rigging
dashed the salls and smashed smdler lanyard supports.

"Kill those thingd" Azla ordered a Jherek's Sde.

The young sallor released the bowdiring when the gargoyle cleared the prow cadtle ralling before
him, less than twenty feet away now. Even with the uncertain pitch and rall of the carave, his arrow
splintered the gargoyl€e's head.

Jherek sidestepped theflying corpse and watched the gargoyle smash into the bow railing, shattering
some of the thinner decorative spindles. He aready had another arrow nocked, searching for a target.

Firates scampered through the rigging with swords in ther fids to take on the gargoyles rending the
sls. One of the creatures dung to the side of the forward mast with both legs, tal, and one hand. It
struck out with the other, deaving a pirate's face from his skull. Shrieking, the pirate fdl from the rigging
and smashed into the deck below. The screams stopped abruptly.

Rdeasng the bowstring, Jherek watched his arrow go wide of the mark, catching the canvas beside
the gargoyle and snking to the fletching. The young sailor nocked another arrow and let fly again.

The arrow sank into the gargoyles thin chest, driving it back and nailing it to the mast it dung to. The
wings fluttered as it Sruggled to get away. Before it could, three more arrows from the deck crew
feathered it. The ship pitched across a breaker and snapped Jherek’'s shaft. The gargoyle dropped,
missing the deck and fdling over the sde.

Jherek took four more arrows from his quiver, nocked one and locked the other three in his fis. He
searched for other targets, missng twice as the gargoyles scampered and glided among the salls..

The mainsal came loose in a rush, snapping and fluttering as it dropped to the deck where it
covered a dozen pirates. The loss of the sal had an immediate effect on Black Champion as the wind
blew through her instead of againg her.

Sunlight gleamed againgt copper-colored armor, drawing Jherek's eye. He put another arrow to his
gring as he watched Glawinn stride on deck, hislong sword in one hand and his shield on his other arm.

The temptation proved too much for the gargoyles. Two of them swooped down from the rigging,
flying directly toward the paadin. Pirates on the deck around Glawinn scattered, running for cover.

Pride swelled in Jherek's heart even as he drew back the bowstring. Glawinn's stance never faltered.

"For Lathander!" the pdadin roared in chalenge.

Theyoung sallor launched his arrow, missing his mark by little more than a hand's width. The arrow
thudded into the deck.

Glawinn stepped forward, griking the lead gargoyle in the face. Still in motion, he turned to the side,
bringing his shidld up and setting himsalf behind it as the second gargoyle hit him head on. The weight and
speed of the creature staggered the paadin, but he held, turning the creature's momentum to one side.

Theimpact agang the shidd shattered bones in the gargoyle's arms and shoulders. It rolled across
the deck, besting itswings futildy and howling in pain. Asiit tried to curl up and get to its feet, a nearby
pirate ran at it and shoved a harpoon into the gargoyle's chest, driving it back agang the starboard
raling.

"They're going to overtake us" AZlasad.

Jherek swung his attention back to the approaching ship. It was a hundred yards behind them,
dodng fadt.

"Woas lakhovas immortd when Umberlee took him as her lover?' Pacys asked.

Myrym released the locathah child from her hands and smiled as it finned back among its brothers



and sger. "Over the years they courted, the Bitch Queen gave hm many gifts Some merdy of
worth-gold and jewels and precious things-but many of them possessed powers that none but the gods
hed ever widded before. When life began in the sea and took shape upon the dry lands, among the
jungles and forests and swamps, lakhovas was drawn to them. He wanted them to love him as Umberlee
did."

"He was filled with his own concelts” Pacys said.

"Udng Umberlegs gifts he set about conquering the dry lands. There is a land where ferocious
lizards dill livetill this day, unchanged for millions of years.”

"Chult," the old bard said. "I know of the place.” He had even visted there, seeing the dinosaurs for
himsdf and carrying back tales of the adventurers who traveled there seeking fortunes.

"There lakhovas caused to be huilt a huge palace” Myrym said. "They say it was more grand than
any building on Faerun. A man could walk it, | have been told, from one end to the other if he planned
for aful day's travel. While Umberlee was away on other planes, lakhovas warred incessantly, pitting
one kingdom againg another. He sent thieves out to take powerful items mages created, going there and
taking them himsdf when no one ese could do it. His greed knew no boundaries, no satisfaction. All he
knew how to do was consume.”

"And this was his true nature," Pacys said, understanding.

"Yes The nature of the Taker is that he mugt take. His world was fird the seas, remember, and
those who live benegth the water have to move incessantly to feed. He was the chief predator among dl
the lesser species.”

"What is he truly?' Pacys asked.

"Only the man who destroys himwill know."

"Do you know this man's name?"

"No," Myrym said, sheking her narrow head, "but it is his destiny to become known to dl through
your songs."

"Can you tdl me where to search for him?'

"No, but your path, his and the Taker'swill cross as surdy as the limbs of a garfish have a common
center. Learn what you need to."

Pacys nodded. "I have dso heard it said that the Taker fdl from grace with Umberlee

"Twice" Myrym agreed. "The fird time, it was over an df woman the Taker took as his lover. By
thistime, his harems contained hundreds of women. Remember, gluttony was away of life for him."

"Umberlee didn't know he had harems?' Pacys asked.

"The Bitch Queen knew,” Myrym said, "but she didn't care. Physcd reaions were nothing to
Umberlee, something to while away the time. What she wanted from the Taker was the way she fdt
when she saw her reflection in his eyes.”

"Adoration.”

"Yes. Nowhere d<e did she succumb to the draw of it. But she was gone too long to the other
places she sought out for learning and conquering, and giving wasn't truly in the Taker's nature. His need
was to take for himsdf. So he took this woman from his harem, and though he didn't truly care for her, he
made it look like he did so that Umberlee would be jedlous™

"Why?" Pacys asked. "Umberlee dready loved him."

"But not as he wanted to be loved by her," Myrym said. "Her love for hm was naturd and good, as
things are meant to be, but there was nothing naturd and good about him. His appetites ruled his life.
When she returned, she found this woman in the bed she shared with the Taker, not one of the harem
rooms. The Taker pretended the woman put the shine in his eyes that he showed Umberlee. So great
was the Bitch Queen's love for him that she did not see the truth.”

Pacys ligened to the story with sadness. He'd seen good love turn out badly as well.

"Umberlee killed the woman in afit of rage,” Myrym continued. "The Taker knew true joy as he saw
inthe Bitch Queen's face the pain and hurt her love for him caused. He thought he controlled her, then,
and he mocked her for her weakness. Only he had no true accounting for how hurt Umberlee was. She'd
never experienced pan like that before, and swore then that she would never experience it again. She



lashed out a him, raking her claws across his face and ripping an eye from its socket, dmost tearing the
face from him."

Discordant musc emanated from the saceddar as Pacys envisoned the fight, and words aready
came into hismind to paint the scene for his ligeners.

"Umberlee left im therein hisgrand palace,” Myrym said, "broken and ruined, no longer ever able
to be what he once was. She did not suffer to kill him, but it was a near thing. The Taker brooded and
banked his hatred for a thousand years and more.

"He began to build again," she continued, "to make himsdf stronger than ever before. He scoured Al
of Toril for powerful items, devices that he could use to control dements and men and magic. He scarred
his body with 9gils of power that dlowed him to reach into other planes. In his mind, he was more than
he had ever been or ever could be.

"He sought out Umberlee then, to take his vengeance."”

AZaran to the forecadtle raling over the main deck and cdled, "Ship's crew, stand ready to repd
boarders!"

Black Champion's crew numbered twenty-seven, Jherek knew, and a handful of them were
involved in steering and trying to svage what they could of the salls.

At leadt forty men lined the starboard side of the attack craft as it sped forward. They manned the
fore and aft balistae as wdl as the one on the main deck. The sound of running water filled the air.

A desperate smile played on Azlas lips, and Jherek recognized it as reckless determination.

"Bdlida crews," she bellowed, "prepare your shots fore and aft! Make them count or I'll have the
hide from your backs!"

"Aye, Capn!”

"Hre on my command!”

Jherek spied Sabyna meking her way up behind Glawinn. Skeins drifted protectively over her
shoulder.

"Bdliga crews, ready."

"Ready, Cap'n."

"Hre"

The two bdlistae sang basso thrums as they released within a heartbeat of each other. The ten-foot
shafts diced through the air. One of them thudded into the daver's wooden hull only a few feet from the
raling, frightening the crew back. The other missle struck the foremast and broke it dleanly. The forward
sls toppled, raining down on the crew below.

A ragged cheer burgt from Black Champion's crew.

"Bday that!" Azlaroared as the carave followed the next ocean rise down into a trough below the
daver'sline of 9ght. "Weve won no battle here yet. That remains for you to take it from their tegth!™

Jherek's heart beat rgpidly. Here in this battle, there was no confusion.

"Archery crew," Azlacaled. "Stand ready!”

Black Champion's sails blew her forward, riding her up the next wave and pulling her back within
dght of the daver only fifty yards away.

"Hre arrows!" Azlacommanded.

The crew fired, and Jherek bent his bow with theirs, aming toward the knot of men standing in the
daver's amidships. Most of the arrows missed, driking the water or sngpping into the canvas above.
Jherek's own shot hit a man in the shoulder and drove him back and down to his knees.

The three ballistae aboard the daver cut loose. One of them shivered into the stern castle and
punched through. The second struck below the waterling, but the vibration that ran through Black
Champion let Jherek know the shot struck home.

The third shot hit the ralling near Glawinn. Splintered wood flew into the ar as the ten-foot shaft
punched an eighteen-inch hole dead center in a pirate's chest. Laden by the corpse, the shaft careened
on, knocking down pirates like tenpins. It forced the body across the deck, then tore through the raling
on the other side.



Cries of fear and prayers to godsfilled the ar. For a moment, the pirates resolve seemed broken.

"Live or die, you damned brutes" Azlaydled down. She hurled hersdf over the forecadtle raling
and landed in a crouch on the pitching deck. The choice is in your hands and in your blades. Do me
proud!"

A ragged cheer rose with her scimitar. "For Captain Azlal For Black Champion!™

The caravel dropped into another trough as Jherek heaved himsdf over the forecadtle raling and
dropped to the man deck.

"Young warrior," Glawinn caled.

"Aye"

"I that's a daving ship and she has a cargo in her hold, it may be that our attackers are holding a
blade to ther own throats. Y ou understand?”’

"Aye

Jherek understood immediatdy. If the daves were freed and given a chance at their own freedom,
many of them would take it.

" will stand with these men and lead them into the battle," the pdadin said. "If you are able, perhaps
you can raise us another amy to even the odds.”

"Aye" Jherek answered.

"Arthoris" Azlaroared.

The old ship's mage stepped forward. He was a gnarled man with long gray har and a groomed
beard. He wore robes with Sgils and symbols on it and carried a g&ff. "Aye, Cap'n.”

"Give them something to remember us by."

Arthoris raised his gaff and chanted in a strong, clear voice. The heavens above him darkened as if
astorm were coming.

"Bdlida crews" Azlacdled. "Ready ..."

"Ready, Cap'n."

"Hre"

One of the shafts gutted the boarding party dong the daver's starboard side, bresking their ranks.
The second shaft hammered into the mainmast a good twenty feet from the deck. For a moment the
missles fluted edges hdd it embedded in the wood, then the mast gave way with a horrific crack. The
top of the mast listed to the side, bringing down more canvas and pulling the daver hard over to port.

Black Champion's crew cheered again, cdling out vile oaths at ther attackers. The daver crew
shouted out in anger. Before they could recover, Arthoris launched his attack.

Three lightning balls leaped from the old ship's mage's daff and struck the daver. Pedls of thunder
golit the air. The lightning balls struck the boarding crew, burning them and knocking them from their feet,
but only incapacitated a couple of them.

The daver vessdl pulled away, disengaging from the attack. With the two broken masts and only
one remaning, she wasn't any faster than Black Champion.

"Capn!”

AZaturned, spotting one of her officers near the ship's hold.

"Come quickly!" the mate called.

All his arrows gone now, Jherek joined the ship's captain at the hold. Another man stood below
with a lantern. The pde ydlow light played uncertainly in the darkness as the ship yawed across the
waves and reacted badly to the wind due to the tattered sails. There was no migaking the heavy shaft
that had broken through Black Champion's side.

X

10 Flamerule, the Year of the Gauntlet

"The Taker thought he could defeat Umberlee?" The prospect astonished Pacys.
Myrym gazed at the old bard with her luminescent eyes and said, "Yes. She stripped his weapons
from him, yanked the magic eye from his head and scattered it into its many parts, then caused storms to
drive the wegpons inland to the heart of Faerun. The dves had only just abandoned Eidlur and Syorpiir



during the War of Three Leaves to stlein the Sdmd Basin.

"Then Umberlee reached into the heavens and caused stars to fdl, crashing into the land and dtering
coadtlines. It was dmogt enough, it is said, to drive the sea dves back to the surface, but they stayed.
They became part of those whose detiny it was to cross paths with the Taker."

“In Myth Nantar?'

Myrym nodded. "All things above and below once passed through Myth Nantar. The eves named it
City of Dedtinies because of the stories they'd been told about the Taker, but aready they'd begun to
forget some things"

"What isin Myth Nantar?*

"Thet | cannot answer, Loremaster. There are some events foretold that mugt be lived through.”

"You never said what Umberlee did with the Taker." "In her rage, the Bitch Queen thought she
killed him. Umberlee broke her lover, shattered his bones, and spilled his blood.”

"I was told the Taker's eye isin Myth Nantar." "Only part of the Taker's eye is there” Myrym
answered. "It isakey piece that the Taker will need to make his weapon complete again. No one knows
wherein the dity it is The Dukars took charge of the eye fragment when the Corond a Corysdmd gave
it to them after the birth of Myth Nantar.”

"The Dukars?' Pacys repeated. "I thought they were only legends™”

"No, Loremadter." Myrym's rebuttad was gentle. "Despite dl your travels, there is much you have yet
to learn. Tdl me what you know of the Dukars.”

"They were wizards" Pacys said, recdling the few, sddom heard stories held been told over the
years. "At firg they were brought together in Arysmayr. Some believe they were historians, and others
thought they were warriors seeking to take dl of Seros as their own territory. It's been said that Dukars
could speak to the sea and have it ligen, and grow weapons from ther own bodies. | dways thought
them to be purely myth."

Myrym shook her head in disbdief. "Ah, the tales of gods-struck humans and jedlous eves. The
Dukars are red."

Jherek watched helplesdy as the sea cascaded into the hold around the balista shaft stuck through
Black Champion's hull. Already the water was up to ther ankles, swirling around the stores and crates
inthe cargo area.

"Damn," AzZlaswore a his sde. "Umberlee is getting her tithing today.” She raised her voice so the
piratesin the hold could hear her. "Tear off your shirts and breeches, use them to plug up the hole around
that damned shaft.”

"What are you going to do?" the young sailor asked.

"I'm going after that ship," Azla declared.

"You could rip out Black Champions bottom in the chase" Jherek protested. "The currents are
dready gnawing a her."

AZlds eyes blazed. "Unless you can pull a chunk of earwax from your head, cast it into the water
and grow an idand out of it, | don't see tha we have much choice She marched from the hold to the
boarding party.

"She's tucked her tall between her legs and run,” one of the pirates yelled.

Jherek saw the daver vessd limping away to the south, evidently trying to leave the area with no
further confrontation.

"They're not going to get away,” Azla sad in a stern voice. "They've holed our ship and were
anking. So we're taking theirsin turn.”

Her crew turned to look at her in amazement, clearly not wanting to believeit.

"Bring us around,” Azla ordered.

The pirates sprang into action, shifting what sailcloth was Ieft after the gargoyles attack and cutting
free other canvas that only impeded their progress.

As he stood on the deck, Jherek could fed the duggishness of Black Champion's response as she
came about.



Sabyna approached. No tears showed in her eyes now, and she acted as if what passed between
them only a few moments ago had never happened. "What's wrong with the ship?' she asked.

"The hull's holed,” Jherek told her in alow voice. "Taking that daver isthe only hope we have.

*kkk*k

"Asyou say," Myrym told Pacys, "the Dukars were wizards. They found their beginning dmost nine
thousand years ago, in a smdl town then caled smply Nantar. Nantar was located on the Lower Hmur
Plateau, its population made up exdusvey of sea dves. At fird, the Dukars were lorekeepers only.
There were four of them who joined together after being taught by their master, Dukar, from whom they
took the name of their order. These were Jhimar, the triton warrior maiden; Kupav, the sea df; Madirn,
a0 atriton; and Numos, the female morkoth." the threet from the sea

"A morkoth?' Pacys shook his head. "Chieftan Myrym, in the outer seas, the only morkoth that
have been encountered are solitary creatures who dwdl in caves and set traps for humans and dves,
which they consder ddicacies.”

"You've heard of the Arcanum of Olleth?’

"Yes" the bard replied. "An empire of morkoth is something I'd have to see believe, though, and to
accept the idea of a dty of benevolent morkoth is harder 4ill.”

"Thedty is cdled Qatoris," Myrym said. "It is magicaly hidden by the Dukars who live there."

"How can thisbe?' the old bard asked.

"In the beginning, the Dukars recognized no oaths of fedty to the even empire though pressure was
put on them. Instead, they devoted ther time to the development of their schools. Over the next three
thousand years Seros knew peace. More years passed, and more wars to go with them, and ill the
Dukarstried to serve the sea. They were captured and imprisoned many times in the struggles for power
among the dves and other races. By the Year of the Druid's Wrath-six hundred and fifty-two years
ago-the Dukars had pulled away from Myth Nantar, not wanting to take part in any of the Hmurran avil
was."

"What of the Taker's Eye?' Pacys asked the locathah.

"When Myth Nantar was built," Myrym said, "as | have said, the Corona gave the eye to the
Dukars for safe keeping. They hid it somewhere in the city."

"But Myth Nantar was log," Pacys said. "That | remember.”

Myrym nodded and said, "After the Dukars left, sshuagin warriors stole into the city and murdered
the sea eves and merfolk who remained to stand guard. The sea devils destroyed much of the city, but
could not stay. The mythd was designed to keep creatures like them out. They soon fled, but in later
years, the magica shields around the Academy of the Dukars started growing till they encompassed dl of
fdlen Myth Nantar. The water around the city became impenetrable even to those who built it. Some say
itis haunted."

"And what do you say?" Pacys asked.

"Only that the aty was properly named, Loremadter. It is the City of Dedtinies. For the Taker, for
you, and for the young warrior you seek. Somewhere in that wreckage is the Taker's Eye, and it holds
the key to dl your degtinies. | have one find gift for you if you will accept it."

"What is that?"

"You asked me in what direction the young warrior you seek lies. These water lilies may hold an
answer of sorts for you." The aged locathah held the leaves out to him. "Smply put them under your
tongue and think of him."

The bard opened his mouth and put the leaves under his tongue. He pushed the seawater from his
mouth and waited. A pleasant tingling sensation numbed the underside of his tongue and hislips.

All & once it fdt asif the top of his head exploded, and he was swept away on a cold, black tide.

*kk*k*

Black Champion bucked and fought the ocean like a horse trying to keep its head above the
waterline. Jherek peered down a the dark, green-black water little more than an arm's reach from the
raling. Perhaps only minutes remained before forward progress became impossble for the carave.
Despite the dave ship's loss of two masts, Black Champion was barely dosng the last hundred yards to



her.

The caravel smashed through another wave. This time the cold seawater swept over Black
Champion's deck, drenching the assembled crew in spray. They didn't look hopeful even after the ship
surged forward again.

The daver tried to cut awvay as Black Champion came abreast, tacking into the wind. If the daver
hed flown another sail, Jherek knew the maneuver would have cost them ther last chance at overtaking
their quarry. As it was, the Sngle remaining sal only offered a token attempt at quickly changing their
course.

"Come hard to starboard!” Azla ordered from the forecastle,

Jherek looked up at the hdf-df pirate captain with respect. She stood there knowing she was losing
her ship, yet she remained inviolate, totaly in command.

"What are you thinking, young warrior?' Glawinn asked.

"Look a her," Jherek said. "Aboard a dying ship, about to take on a crew twice the sze of hers, yet
ghe knows no fear"

"You don't think she's afraid?'

"Maybe sheis" he conceded, "but she overcomes it well."

"Fear ign't necessarily a bad thing, young warrior. It's meant to warn of uncertain Stuations and
concentrate resolve, to give srength to flagging muscles and wings to thoughts. In the end it mugt be
embraced and accepted, not conquered like an enemy blade. Aren't you afrad now?'

"Aye" Jherek said, continuing to watch the pirate captain as she ordered the grappling crew to the
raling, "and it shames me"

"I'd rather see you araid,” Glawinn said, "and know that you are truly dive, than to see you the way
| have seen you in the past days."

"I have done so many wrong things, made so many mistekes” He glanced at Sabyna, who stood on
the forecastle deck with Arthoris and Azla "1've hurt someone | would never have offered any injury. He
turned his attention to the pdadin and added, "I've even offended you, who have done nothing but try to
hdp me"

Glawinn amiled, his eyes twinkling, and dropped his maled hand on Jherek's shoulder. "Young
warrior,” he sad, "if you made no trespasses, who would there be to say you'd ever been by?'

Black Champion smashed through another wave and took awhile to right hersdlf. Jherek held onto
the railing, balancing himsdf easily while Glawinn struggled dightly with al his armor on.

"Keegp something in mind, young warrior. A hero who has never known fear or want, uncertainty or
anger, hunger or londiness, isno red hero. It isn't their bravery that should impress you. That turns on a
moment, marking an event that most people choose to recognize as heroic. It isin the journey that leads
up to tha moment, the persstence of vison, that makes a man or woman truly heroic. Do you
understand?"

"Some of it."

Glawinn patted him on the shoulder. "The rest will come in time. For now we have a ship to take."

Jherek watched as the dave ship drew closer and closer.

The daver's stern bdliga crew swung the large wespon around. Even as they started locking the
bdliga down and getting ready to fire a Black Champion-a target scarcely more than seventy feet
distant-a mass of writhing black tentacles suddenly sprouted from the deck.

The bdlisa crew turned and tried to flee, but the black tentacles whipped out blindly and wrapped
the davers up, sngpping bones and squeezing the life from them. Ther screams were logt in the rush of
water and wind. The tentacles ripped the baliga from the deck and smashed it into a thousand pieces.

"Azlds mage" Glawinn said.

Jherek nodded and watched as the daver crew attacked the tentacles with harpoons and swords.

Twigting tongues of flame suddenly ignited in the daver's amidships. For a moment, Jherek believed
the vessel was dfire, then the flame blossomed hotter and brighter and shot toward Black Champion.

"Hrebd|!" one of the pirates squaled. As aman, the boarding crew ducked under the huge mass of
ralling flames.



The wizard's cagting was dightly off, and the firebdl szzled asit touched the water beside the pirate
ship, then exploded into a wal of flames that rushed across Black Champion's deck. Rigging and
saldaoth caught fire. Only the water washing over the deck kept it from burning as well.

Arthoris stepped to the edge of the forecadtle railing above and extended his hands to the heavens,
the deeves of his robes fdling back down his skinny arms. He cried out in a language Jherek didn't
understand, his tone a once commanding and beseeching.

Dark clouds spirded into the sky above the ships, spreading out for milesin dl directions. The wind
lifted and came howling across the choppy ocean surface. Rigging creaked above, and lanyards that
were cracked but not broken through now gave way. A heavy, dinging ran smacked into Black
Champion and her crew.

The flames atop the rigging were quickly snuffed.

"Grgppling crew!" Azlayeled above the roar of the sorm. "Ready on the ling"

The pirates surged forward to the raling again. Jherek stooped and picked up a grappling ling,
running the rough hemp through his hands. He measured back from the big, three-pronged hook and
readied himsdf to cast.

A giant shape surged out of the water between the two ships. A webbed green foot with greeat claws
dapped againg the starboard railing. A huge head at least eight feet across, cut with a grim maw and
gold-webbed spines dong the back of its neck, followed the foot. Mdevolent red eyes glared a the
surprised crew. Ancther foot followed the firdt, and the great cresture tried to drag itsdf aboard. The
neck strained up from the dark green shdl on its back.

"Dragon turtlel” aman screamed.

The grappling line crew surged back, bresking away from the deadly creature.

*kk*k*

Pacys woke in black waters. Panicked, he struggled to get free of the ocean. He tried to find a way
back to hisown body.

Taleweaver.

The cal wasn't from anything human. Pacys heard it in his mind, but the syllables were long and
drawn out.

Do not be in such a hurry, the voice went on. There is much to learn.

Basso booming filled the water, sretching out into squeaks and squedls, turning again to a deep
moaning sound like wind blowing over the neck of a bottle. The old bard lisened to the sound carefully,
drawn to its melodic nature,

Where am |? Pacys asked.

We call this the dreaming time.

Who are you?

Enemies of the Taker and his sahuagin.

What do you want with me?

We did not summon you. You came to us as it was foretold in our songs.

With surprise, Pacys redized that the booming squeds and squeaks were whae songs. Are you
here with me?

In the only way that we can be.

| can't see you.

Open your mind, Taleweaver. All that we may tell you will be revealed.

Letting go the panic tha vibrated indde him, Pacys immersed himsdf in the whae song. There
weren't words or even tones especidly. The sounds played upon the ear, but they touched the heart. He
closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, the black water was sapphire blue.

He peered below, seeing the pale white-gray of the ocean floor a hundred feet or more below.
Above him, sunlight kissed the surface of the water and turned it to too-bright Slver. He glanced away,
trying to peer through the blue-gray cloud that settled in the water before him.

Where are you? the old bard asked.

| am here, the dow voice replied. Reach out and you will touch me.



Tentatively, Pacys stretched out his arm toward the gray-blue fog. Only instead of penetrating it as
held expected, the fog fdt rough and solid. With that angle touch, the bard's perceptions changed.

A great whde floated in the water in front of him. The gray-blue color patidly masked it in the
water, and his closeness prevented him from seeing dl of it even now. Pacys knew some of the great
whaes grew to be four hundred feet long. This one was so long itstail flukes disappeared in the distance.

Who are you? Pacys asked.

In your language, | am called Song Who Brings Bright Rains. My mother gave birth to me
after a storm, when a rainbow stretched across the sky.

By looking up, then down, Pacys could make out the familiar wedge-shaped head of the massve
cetacean. He knew thiswas a humpback whae. The bard trailed his fingers dong the pebbly skin as he
swam down the length of its body. He found the creature's eye only alittle later.

The eye was dark and bigger around than Pacys was tdl. Indinctively, the bard swam away from
the eye, wondering if the creature could see him from this close.

| see you, Taleweaver, the whae boomed.

*kk*k*

Jherek stared at the huge beast dinging to Black Champion's starboard side.

"It's not redl, young warrior," Glawinn said, sarting forward.

Jherek wanted to reach out and hold the paladin back, even put a hand on his shoulder. "Wait," he
sad.

Glawinn turned on him, his beard wet with gleaming diamonds from the sdt spray and the rain.
"Look at it. Look hard at it and you will know it's not red. It's jus more magery, and a weak el a
best, not one that will hurt a man. Where is that thing's battle cry? Where is the sound of those claws
ragping againg the wood? How isit that the creature's waight doesn't tear the ralling free?"

Pirates screamed at Glawinn to get back as the dragon turtle sghted him. The neck eongated and
sretched forward. The mouth opened into a cavernous gullet that could swalow a man whole. The
paadin stretched his arms out and smiled.

The dragon turtle struck, sngpping its jaws closed over the paadin. Only insteed of tearing flesh and
bresking bone, the edged beak passed through the padadin. The illuson faded, leaving Glawinn standing
untouched on the ralling deck.

"Magery,” Glawinn shouted. "A child's trick meant to give them enough time to get away.”

Jherek lifted the grappling hook again and raced to the starboard railing. The dave ship had gained
twenty feet in distance, too far to make the cast good.

"Boarding party,” Jnerek shouted. "Make ready.”

Snaling curses, the pirates gathered again and took up the grappling hooks. Black Champion came
about & a crawl, the waterline no more than two feet below her deck. She moved forward dowly,
overtaking the dave ship with flagging strength.

The distance closed as the pirate ship came abreast the daver. The pirates jeered the daver crew as
they overtook them, then came aongsde. Aboard the dave ship, crewmen stood ready with hatchets
and axes to chop any lines that succeeded in grabbing hold.

"Steady, men," Azla ordered. "On my orders.”

The daver crew conssted modly of humans, but there were a few haf-ogres among them. The
haf-ogres towered above the human crew, sanding eght and nine feet tal, dressed in bear skins and
sshuagin hides.

"Arthoris" Azla barked.

"Aye, Cap'n," the old ship's mage responded.

"Ready the men."

Jherek fdt a tingle pass through him and knew that the old man's spell had affected him. He fdt
curioudy light, as if he weighed nothing. Understanding what was about to happen, he quickly wrapped
the grappling line around his left forearm, holding the hook itsdf in his hand.

The ships closed to within twenty feet. Over-eager crewmen on both sides threw daggers, but none
of them did any red harm.



A robed man dashed atop the stern castle and spoke harsh syllables. He gestured at the writhing
black tentacles dill holding onto the corpses of its victims and the tentacles disappeared in an exploson
of crimson powder, the spdl broken. He turned and pointed a wand at the crew aboard Black
Champion.

Asthe daver mage spoke, Jherek fdt the hair on his head start to stand while energies gathered in
the ar above him. A lightning bolt from the wand cracked like a beastmaster's whip between the ships,
and gtruck a pirate ful in the chest.

The balt lifted the man from his feet and hedd him in the ar for a moment before ripping the flesh
from his bones in bloody chunks that showered down over the crew. The charred corpse, white bones
showing through burned mest, dropped to the deck. When a wave lapped over the sSde of the ship and
rolled over the dead man, smoke rose from the bodly.

The daver mage pointed again.

A flutter of movement speeding across the rain-streaked sky caught Jherek's attention. It took the
young sailor a moment to recognize the bits and pieces of materid as Skeins, Sabynas familiar. Before
the mage could unleash the power of the wand again, the raggamoffyn attacked. Theliving cloth plastered
the man, sticking to him and covering him from head to toe in an ingtant, as tightly as a second skin.

The mage tried to fight the raggamofryn, beeting againg his own breast and shouting in fear as the
pieces wrapped over his face. His voice became muffled, then ended abruptly. The mage jerked
frantically as he tried to escape, then even that stopped. Totdly under the raggamoffyn's control, the
meage ran for the sde of the ship and threw himsdf over. He disappeared a once into the black water
between the ships.

"Boarding crew, advance!" Azla shouted.

Stunned by the events of the last few seconds, Black Champion's crew legped across the
twenty-foot span between the ships. The daver rode the ocean a good eight feet higher than the pirate
ship's deck. Though Arthoriss magic alowed them to legp the distance between the ships, most men only
rose four or five feet.

Two pirates dammed into the bulwark and fdl into the sea. Three others used their grappling lines to
caich onto the daver's raling. Jherek and the others managed to grab the raling and started hoiding
themsalves up.

A haf-ogre stepped up to theraling as the young sailor started his dimb. His eyes showed the white
pupils of atrue ogre. Scars tracked his ugly, pointed face bearing a nose that was too long and too broad
for the rest of his features. The pockmarked skin was the color of butter gone bad. A sngle braid held
hislong black hair from his face, reveding pointed ears.

"Throg kill you, puny man," the half-ogre growled. He shoved his harpoon down toward Jherek.

The young sallor hooked an arm ingde therailing, aware of the railing sea below him and the waves
crashing againg the sde of the dave ship. Even as wel as he could swim, dropping into the ocean would
probably mean death. He let go with his free hand, pushing hmsdf againg the ship in a hdf-roll. The
ship's pitching hammered him againg the sde with bruisng force.

Snalingin rage, the haf-ogre drew the harpoon up to thrust again.

Swinging back into pogtion, Jherek reached through the raling and caught the back of the
half-ogre's foot. The young sallor yanked as hard as he could, counting on the unsteady deck to aid him.
Sipping across the wet deck, the haf-ogre's foot came forward and smashed through the railing.

Even as his opponent fdl backward, Jherek planted his boots againg the dave ship's sde and
legped again, uang what remained of Arthoriss spell. He flew ten feet into the air, over the heads of the
daver crew, hisfig dill tight around the grappling hook and line he carried. He landed, drew the cutlass
from the sash, and turned to face his adversaries.

He swung the big grappling hook into the face of the firg man who reached him, knocking the man
to one gde. Giving ground immediately, the young sallor retreated toward the broken stump that
remained of the ship's mainmast. Moving lithely, he dodged around the mast, dammed a daver's blade
asde, then dashed the cutlass through the daver's ssomach, cracking ribs and ripping the man open.

Other pirates from Black Champion landed on the deck as wel, and the brawl quickly turned



bloody. Crimson stained the wet decks, duicing through the rainwater pools that collected on the warped
deck.

"Secure the lined" Jherek ydled.

He beat asde another daver's sword thrust with the fla of the cutlass, then stepped into the man
and dammed his shoulder into his chest, knocking hm back. The young sdlor kept going forward,
daying in close and using his elbows and knees to beat his opponents back as Maorrie had taught him.
He dapped a knife stroke down, captured the wrigt in his same hand, and buried the blade in another
daver's chedt.

Taking advantage of the confuson and the tangle of arms and legs around him, Jherek ran to the
daver's port raling. He shook the line free of his forearm, thrust the cutlass point down into the deck, and
readied the grappling hook.

A man charged at him from the crowd of davers with an upraised sword. Jherek ducked under the
angled sword stroke, then dammed the grappling hook into the man's chest, hooking the belt that crossed
him from shoulder to hip. He yanked and twisted, putting dl his strength and dl the leverage he could
mugter into the move.

Instead of merely going over the sde of the ship as Jherek intended, the ship pitched suddenly and
aded in the throw, making the daver go high into the air. As he came down, Black Champion surged
into the sde of the dave ship, crunching the man between the two massive wooden hulls.

The impact nearly drove Jherek from his feet. He sumbled and caught himsdf againgt the railing,
daing down a the pulped smear that remained of the daver trapped between the two ships. A wave
crashed againg the ships, and even that was gone.

Horror filled Jherek and he pushed nausea from his mind. He stood on the lurching deck and
watched as Black Champion went up broadside againg the dave ship again. He cast the grappling hook
and watched as Glawinn made it fast. Dressed in his armor, the paladin would never have made the jump
even with the magic spdl Arthoris had woven.

The young sailor pulled the line taut when the two ships closed again, then wrapped it around the
daver's raling. Wood creaked ominoudy as the two ships started to dide apart, but the line and the
ralings held. The drag created by Black Champion's flooded hold was immediatdly noticeable, pulling a
the dave ship like a drowning man.

Jherek turned at the sound of footsteps behind him, catching sght of the half-ogre charging at him.
The young sallor plucked his cutlass from the deck, wrapping his fingers around the hilt. He met the
haf-ogre's bastard sword as it descended. Steel clanged, and the impact shivered down Jherek's am.

Parrying the haf-ogre's next attack, the young salor attempted a riposte, only to find that the
creature was fagter than his bulk implied. Jherek parried again to keep his head on his shoulders. Another
daver attacked from the young sailor's side, trying to drive a spear through his guts.

Jherek stepped back, Idting the spear go by, then catching the haft in one hand. He jerked at the
man, usng momentum againg him and eadily pulling him off-baance. Throg swung again, but the young
salor stepped behind the daver crewman. The half-ogre's weapon diced into the man's chest, killing him
ingantly.

Shoving the corpse at the half-ogre, Jnerek turned and sprinted for the main hold in the middle of the
ship's deck. Water and blood made the deck dippery as the ship lurched and fought againg Black
Champion's dead weight.

A daver rushed a Jherek as the haf-ogre screamed curses behind him. The young sailor dropped
to the deck just ahead of the daver's sword and skidded on his side.

Jherek kicked and took the daver's feet out from under him, knocking hm backward. By the time
the man stopped diding, Jherek got to hisfeet and followed the steps down into the main hold.

Xl

10 Flamerule, the Year of the Gauntlet
Whde ail lanterns it the cargo hold. The pae illumination barely lightened the shadows of the men,
women, and children shackled in the hold. Jherek looked at them, unprepared for the Sght.



Rough iron cuffs held the prisoners at wrists and ankles, connecting to an iron rod thet ran the length
of the dave ship. Foul odors filled the hold, and the young sailor knew the captives had been forced to St
inthelr own excrement. They looked a him with fear-filled eyes.

"Dont let us drown,” awoman cried out in a hoarse voice. If the ship is going down, at least give us
achance to save oursalves.”

Pain welled up in the young sailor's heart. HEd never seen daves before. No one should have to
face what those people had been through.

"Look out!" adave ydled.

Jherek sensed a big man stepping from the shadows behind him. The young sailor turned. There was
no mercy in Jnerek's heart.

The daver carried a battle-axe in a two handed grip. The lantern's weak illuminaion glinted off
earrings and a gold tooth. The daver was a mountain of a man, ralling in muscle and fat. He svung the
battle-axe with kill, making a short, vidious arc with the double-bitted head. Jherek fended it off, but the
daver followed up with a swipe from the iron-shod butt of the axe that could have crushed the young
salor's skull.

Jherek dipped the hook from his sash as he took two steps back.

"You done crawled into the wrong hole, rabbit,” the brute taunted, grinning broadly.

Two other shadows stepped out behind the man, flanking him on either side. One of them carried a
spear and the other widded a short sword and a dagger.

Without aword, Jherek attacked. There was no one dse to defend the people in the hold, no one
ese to st them free. Azlas pirates were shedding blood above so they might dll live.

Theyoung sallor svung the cutlass at the axe-wielder's head, expecting him to block it. The daver
followed up with another blow from the butt of his battle-axe. Jherek dammed the curved hook into his
opponent's hand, nailing it to the wooden haft and blocking with the meety part of his forearm.

The daver shrieked in pain, looking at his impaed hand in disbdief. Before he could move, Jherek
stamped on the daver's foot and ran the top of his head into the daver's face. Blood gushed from the
man's broken nose as he sumbled backward.

Jerking the hook free, Jnerek dropped low and dashed across the man's wais, ailling his guts.
Even as the man dropped to his knees, the young sailor soun and dashed again, taking the daver's head
nearly from his shoulders.

The spearman came on, thrudting vigoroudy. The fluted blade cut across Jherek’s left shoulder and
the spear haft bounced under his chin. He brought the hook down savagely, driving the spear toward the
wooden planking. The wegpon caught and stopped suddenly, throwing the man who widded it
off-balance.

Before Jherek could attack, the swordsman dashed at him. Only the speed and reflexes Mdorrie
and Glawinn had trained into him kept the young sailor from getting his head split open.

The spearman drew his wegpon back as Jherek paried the long dirk in the swordsman's other
hand. Catching the dirk agang his cutlasss crosspiece, the young sailor shoved his attacker back,
causng him to sumble over the dead man.

Recovering his footing, the spearman thrust again, but Jherek dodged before the edged blade
touched him. Blood ran warmly down the young sailor's shoulder. Letting the cutlass lead him, then
leading the cutlass, Jherek never presented any undefended openings.

"Get the little wharf rat," the swordsman urged. Y ou've got the longer weapon.”

The spearman feinted, thinking to draw Jherek out, then stabbed at his crotch when he sidestepped.
Theyoung sallor parried the spear, then moved quickly indde the man's defense. The daver tried to bring
the butt of his weagpon around. Jherek dammed his cutlass through the spear haft, splintering the wood.
Before the man could react, the young sailor swept the hook forward, knowing the swordsman was set
up behind him.

The hook plunged through the spearman’s temple and diced into his brain, killing him ingantly. Even
asthelightsin the man's eyes dimmed, Jherek released the hook and turned to face the swordsman. He
let the swordsman's thrust dice by his face, drawing blood from his cheek, even as he brought the cutlass



down in a hard sweep that cracked the man's head open from crown to chin.

He yanked the cutlass from the dead man's skull, not redizing the prisoners were cheering for im
until he saw them. Their voices were strong and full.

Sheathing the bloody cutlassin the sash a his waist, Jherek took up the battle-axe dropped by the
firg man held killed. His breath came hard and fagt, filled with the sour stench of the daver's pit. He lifted
the battle-axe and brought it down on the long chain that bound the prisoners cuffs to the iron rod.
Sparks flew from the iron.

Prisoners at ether end of the rod pulled the two pieces of chain through the manacles. The sound of
men fighting and dying on the deck above pierced the hold.

Jherek passed the battle-axe to a large man with broad shoulders and asked, "Do you know how to
use this?'

The man amiled, ydlow teeth splitting his grimy beard.

"Like | was born with one inmy hand, warrior,”" he answered.

Jherek gathered his weapons. He pulled the hook from the spearman’s head, windng at the gleam of
splintered bone in dl the blood. He looked at the prisoners, finding them gazing a him expectantly, as if
he was supposed to lead them.

"I want no children on the decks above” he ordered. "Man or woman, if youve no fighting
experience, say below with the children. Theré'slittle enough space on that deck to begin with. The ship
youll see lashed onto this one, she's a pirate ship flying the Jolly Roger. Don't think that you haven't been
saved. Captain Azla of Black Champion doesn't tolerate davers”” He paused, his voice thick with the
anger hefdt. "And neither do I."

"I've heard of AZla"" aman said as he helped himsdf to the short sword. "As pirates go, she's not a
bad'n.”

"Are there any more weaponsin this hold?' Jherek asked.

A woman took a lantern from a peg on the wal and said, "They keep swords and knives back
here"" She pointed to asmdl room at the back of the cargo hold.

"Those of you who want to join in fighting for your freedom,” Jherek said, "get weapons and come
topside. It's not going to be easy.”

Jherek turned and dashed back up the steps leading to the main deck. The two armed former daves
followed him.

*kk*k*k

Pacys floated near the great whale. Generdly the creatures were not overly friendly. They had their
own agenda and didn't often give time to humans, eves, or anyone else.

How isit that you know me? the old bard asked.

By your heart. Just as the whale song fills all of Seros, there are those among us who can
identify individual heartbeats of any who live below and any who live above. Your heartbeat has
been known to my kind for thousands of years. By now, after all you have seen and heard in
Seros, you shouldn't be surprised that you and the Taker are in our histories.

In truth, Pacys wasn't surprised. Every society held encountered in Seros told taes of his arriva, as
wedl as the Taker's.

What do you want with me?

To give you that which you seek.

Am| here, or am| ill among the locathah?

You are safe among the locathah, Taleweaver. Only your mind journeys far at this moment.
The locathah chieftain's herbs freed your thoughts. | merely captured them for a moment with my
song.

You know | seek the boy, Pacys said.

Jherek. Yes, we know.

His name is Malorrie.

That is the name he gave you, Taleweaver, the whde replied. Heisin hiding, from himself and
from the fears that have chased him since childhood. He is not whole.



Pacys gazed into the great eye and saw the compassion there. | was told he would not be whole.

Your voice, your heart, Taleweaver, only these things can heal him.

Where is the boy? he asked.

Heis far from here now, but he will be here soon.

Why?

It was foretold. The whales must help him forge his destiny.

Then | should be here.

No, the whde said. Your time will not be then. You must journey to Myth Nantar. Your destiny
lies in that direction . . . for the time being. When everything is as it should be, you will find
Jherek.

Wouldnt it be better if | found him earlier?

It would be easy to write a song in the heat of passion, but that should not be the only time
you work on it. Passion and skill must both be applied to make it strong enough to stand in the
hearts and minds of those who listen. Time is the glue that binds the two. When the time is right,
you will find each other. The eye closed and reopened dowly. Our time here grows short. My song
only transports your thoughts here for a few moments. Like you, | am a bard to my people. It is
my duty to record our histories, and to talk to you at this moment.

You're a bard?

Yes. Who else do you think sang the first songs of Seros, then gave music to the people above
and below that they might spread it across the dry lands?

There are many stories .. . the bard admitted.

Even now, the whae went on, my people gather along the Sharksbane Wall in an attempt to
hold back the tide of sea devils overflowing into the Inner Sea. It is foretold that we will fail.

Then why try? Pacyss heart ached to hear the quiet acceptance in the whale's voice.

Because we must all play our parts. We must all follow our destinies.

*kkkkk

Topside, Jherek looked at the carnage littering the dave ship's deck and fdt his resolve weaken.
Blood ran in rivulets across the wood, watered down by fdling rain. Black Champion's crew formed a
haf-circle with Glawinn as their center. The paadin lunged forward, damming his shield into one of the
davers, then running his sword through the body of a second.

With a cry of warning, ungble to attack the men from the back without letting them know he was
there, Jherek rushed the daver crew. He caught one man's blade with the cutlass and stopped another
with the hook. Striding forward, he kicked the firs man, then used the cutlass to dit the throat of the
second.

Bodies rolled on the daver's deck, shifting with the pitch and yaw of the pirate ship tethered to her.
The dang of metd on metd punctuated the sounds of screamed curses, prayers, and the wounded and
dying. Footing became treacherous.

Arm aching with effort but never faling, Jherek fought on. Blood splashed into his face but he
distanced himsdf from it, from dl the death around him. Maorrie had trained him to think that way, to
live past the moment.

Sabyna fought nearby, usng twin long knives to turn attacks, then spinning indde an opponent's
offense and ddivering blows hersdf. She moved as gracefully as a dancer, diding through the press of
men around her and searching out opportunities. Skeins floated & her sde, wrapped tightly into a whip
that struck out men's eyes or tore their faces when they threatened its madter.

"Hght, you dogd" Azla screamed, urging her men on. "Thefirg of you who turns tall on me now 1l
persondly ddiver to Umberleg!”

She fought in a two-handed style, her scimitar flashing in her right hand while a long-bladed dirk was
hedin her left. She blocked athrust from a haf-ogre with her scimitar, then stepped forward and ripped
the dirk across the creature's throat.

Incredibly, the daver crew backed away before the ondaught of the pirates, giving ground steedily
as they retreated to the stern cadtle.



A tdl man strode to the front of the stern cadtle railing, above the trapped davers. He was deep
chested and long-limbed, dressed in crimson and gray dothing, a dark red cloak riding the breeze behind
him. Gold and Slver gleamed a hiswrists, neck, and chest-plain bands with runes carved into them.

"l am Tarmorock Hahn, son of Jakyr Hahn, and | am captain of this ship,” he declared. "Who is
captain of that floundering pirate?"

Thefighting broke off, and the two groups formed lines of demarcation.

AZa stepped forward, and three of her pirates and Jherek stepped with her, keeping a protective
ring about her.

"l am Azla, captain of Black Champion.”

Tarmorock grinned a her, gave her a cocky sdute with the jewded sword in his hand, and said,
"Youll not be captain for long from the looks of her."

“I'm gtanding on my next ship," Azla stated.

"Confidence!" the daver roared. "Gods, but | do admire thet in a woman.”

"As captain of adaver,” AzZlaretorted, "I find you offer little to admire.”

"And a cutting tongue as wel as good looks. Would that we had met under other circumstances, I'd
have offered you a dinner by candidight.”

"It's just as wdl," Azla said. "Offered aboard a dave ship with the stench you find here, dinner
wouldn't have stayed down."

Tarmorock glared at her, gung even more when Azlas crew hurled taunts at him. "'l offer you the
opportunity to dud for my ship," he said. "Captain to captain. | offer this as a man of honor.”

"There's no honor in davery,” AzZlasaid, "and I've no reason to fight you for anything. I've taken out
your weapons, lashed my snking ship to this one to drag about like a stone, killed over hdf your crew,
and freed the daves from the hold to fight againg you as wel. There's nothing here for me to fight for.
Resst and well kill you anyway."

"I offer you honor in battle.”

Jherek fdt a response gtir within him. Azla was correct in her assessment of the Stuation, but a need
rosein him to recognize Tarmorock’s chalenge. He was barely able to ill his tongue.

"I don't need honor,” Azla stated. "Honor doesn't have sdls nor cargo space. | have your ship in dl
but name. Y ou offer me nothing | care for."

"Captain,” Glawinn said, stepping forward. Blood stained his copper-colored armor and fresh dents
and scratches showed. "If you don't mind, I'l stand him to his battle of honor.”

"Ah, atrue warrior among you," Tarmorock said. "You, Sr, are aman of the blade?'

"Till the day | die"" Glawinn said.

Pride weled up in Jherek as he watched the knight stand tal in front of the daver captain.

"No," AZlasad. "Therell be no battle for this ship. I've won her, fair and square, and I'll take her if |
have to gut you down to the last men."

Tarmorock glanced at Glawinn and said, "Pity. Apparently there's no prize to be won, but what say
you to honor itsdf? Will you be part and party to a bandit's approach to steding my ship? Become a thief
yoursdf?'

Glawinn's cheeks reddened, but Jnerek couldn't tdl if it was from anger or embarrassment.

"I'm no thief," the pdadin said. "Nor shdl | ever be”

"Those are harsh words that drip from your lips" Azla said coldly. "Especidly from a man whose
liveihood depends on sedling the lives of others”

"And youve never spent a life or three in the pursuit of your own wedth, Cgptain Azla?"
Tarmorock hurried on before she could respond, switching his gaze back to Glawinn. "l was trained in
the sword, and conducting mysdf honorably on the battlefield, long before fate handed me this vocetion.
You understand this?"

"Yes" Glavinn answered.

"Then youll fight me?"

"Wes"

Tarmorock grinned. "And if | should win?'



"Youll havedl I own," the pdadin replied, "and your freedom from this ship."

"Therewill be no fighting," Azla stated, aring a Glawinn.

The paladin looked at her, gentlenessin his eyes. "Lady, | have given leave to your ways though
they are not my own, and | have stood in good stead when you needed me. | ask tha you give me leave
to stand by my own principlesin this matter."

"You did the honorable thing by helping rescue the prisoners aboard this ship,” Azla told him. "This
isnt just about Seding something that didn't belong to you."

"There are times," Glawinn said in a patient voice, "when a man mugt stand or fdl on his own meits,
to be weighed and measured by the depth of his heart and the strength of hisarm.”

"Y ou're risking this for nothing.”

"On the contrary,” Glawinn stated, "I'm risking this for dl that 1 am." He looked at her. "If 1 may
have your leave."

"Damn you for afooal, knight."

Glawinn spread his bloodstained hands and said, "If only | can be an honorable fodl.”

AZlawaved her men back, dearing the space in front of the stern castle.

Tarmorock descended the tairs and stripped away his crimson cloak. "Thereis one thing further 1'd
ask of you." He ralled his bastard sword in his hands, causng it to dance and spin effortlesdy. "Even
should | lose, | want my men spared. The ones that yet live | ask only that they be put overboard in
lifeboats with provisons. Thisfar out a sea, that's agrim prospect, and | know that, but it's the best | can
do for them. They're amoatley crew, but they are my respongihility.”

"Done" Glawinn replied without hesitation.

The daver captain glanced at Azla

The hdf-df gave atight nod. "For the knight's honor, not yours."

"Of course" Tarmorock bowed.

"Do you have any armor?* Glawinn asked.

“No."

"l have an extra set aboard the ship,” the paadin offered.

"Thank you, no,” Tarmorock replied. "l was trained in the art of the blade without the benefit of
cumbersome armor. My father fdt | was destined for better things Through no fault of his own, |
managed not to find those things™

"Young warrior," the paadin caled.

Jherek hurried over to Glawinn's sde.

"Thisis Jherek of Vden," the padadin said as he began unbuckling his armor. "He will stand as my
second.”

Fear and pride swelled within the young sailor a the same time. He started hdping Glawinn take his
armor off and asked, "What am | supposed to do?'

"Take care of my armor,” Glawinn said, "see to it that the promises | have made to this man are
caried out, and stay with me as | die. .. should it come to that."

*kk*k*k

Myth Nantar must be open again, Taleweauer, the whde continued, and made whole once
more. You are the only one who can accomplish this. That which is secret must needs be known.
Only then will the impenetrable wall that surrounds Myth Nantar be broken and the mythal once
again protect those it was designed to protect to promote peace above and below.

How will | do this? Pacys asked. | am told the way is impassable.

You are the Taleweaver, the whae replied. This is your destiny. It will not be denied. Trust in
the songs that are given to you. Now, there is one thing more. Stretch out your hand.

Without hesitation, Pacys reached out to the whale. A warm tingle filled his hand. When he looked,
he saw an ivory orb lying in his pdm. It was as smooth as a pearl, no larger then the bal of his thumb,
and with a dight tranducence.

What is this? the bard asked.

It is your key to Myth Nantar, Taleweaver. This was created by the whales who first saw



Myth Nantar lost to the Dukars, then to the sahuagin. When the mythal hardened and- kept all
out, the great whale bard of that time created this key, knowing it could only be used by you.

How could he know this?

She, the great whae bard corrected, knew it the same way you know a song is strong and true,
that it will wring joy or tears fromits listeners. Do you question your muse, Taleweaver ?

No. Oghma be revered, | am thankful for the inspiration that comes my way.

The key is like a song that comes to you unbidden. The great bard drew upon her skill and
magic and forged it, as was her destiny. You haven't yet understood why Myth Nantar is called the
City of Destinies. It was created to knit the worlds below and above in harmony, to establish that
which all the rest of Toril might follow. Those who live in Seros know we are all of one. We must
live as one if the seas are to survive. That is what we are taught, Taleweaver, and your efforts will
help teach others.

Pacys studied the ivory bdl in his pam, opening himsdf to it and feding the magic indde. It fdt very
old and powerful, and it drew him to it like stedl to a lodestone. The musc that filled his heart let him
know the tdisman was histo use.

He closed hisfingers over it, rdishing the smooth surface and the confident way it made him fed. He
was truly on the right path. The locathah hadn't been the only thing he/d been drawn to here.

Taleweaver, Song Who Brings Bright Rains said gently, do not be overconfident. Things are
written of the future from this point on, but they are more dreams than truths- plans that poke
poals of light into the darkness of the waiting uncertainty of the Taker's War. It ill remains up to
us to find the strength, skills, and heart for victory.

| know, Pacys replied.

The whae€'s eye blinked dowly again, as if the great leviathan was tired. For the firg time, the old
bard got the impresson that the creature was immensdy old.

It istime for you to go. May Oghma, the Lord of Knowledge, keep you close and watch over
you as you bring back that which was lost.

And may Oghma grace your song and your skills, Pacys responded.

The sgpphire waters grew dark around him, and when he opened his eyes again, he found he was in
Khlinat's srong arms. The dwarf peered at him fearfully, holding him as he might a child.

"Are ye back among us then?' Khlinat asked.

"Yes" Pacys replied, finding that his tongue was 4ill alittle numb and his voice was hoarse. He was
aurprised at the weakness he fdt, but the whale song dill played at the edges of his mind.

Rdief showed on the dwarfs face. ™Y e were gone so long, | was beginning to fret maybe these folk
had kilt ye kindly and out of ignorance but did the job dl the same.”

Pacys put his hand on the dwarf's shoulder. "I've been along way, my friend, but we've 4ill leagues
to go before | die”

"Yeant dying,”" the dwarf promised. "I done give ye me promise, and | ant gonna let ye back out
of it. And ye ain't been nowhere, because | been with ye the wholetime of it. Ye sat right here like some
great lump.”

Wordlessy, Pacys opened his other hand, reveding the ivory sphere. The polished surface caught
the glowcord light and gleamed.

"I've journeyed,” the old bard said. "I've been there and back agan."

In minutes, the paladin was stripped down to the sweaty, bloodstained clothes beneath his armor.
He looked smdler than usud, and for the firg time Jherek noticed that Glawinn's opponent was a head
tdler, at least twenty pounds heavier, and had alonger reach than him.

"Why are you showing this man honor?" the young sailor asked.

"Because some men show honor despite the circumstances they find themsdves in. As | have told
you, young warrior, it's so often not how low you may get in life, but how you conduct yoursdf while
you're there. | only pray that you get a clearer understanding of this some day."

Glawinn took a deep breath and the sword the young salor offered him. He turned to face his



opponent and said, Thisisas even as | can makeit."

"On the contrary,” Tarmorock stated, "l fear you make it too easy. | am quite good with the blade."

"Wedhdl see" The pdadin sduted smartly with his sword, bringing it down from his forehead and
sepping eesly into a swordsman's stance. "1 am Sir Glawinn, a pdadin in the service of Lathander the
Morninglord."

Tarmorock bowed dightly, touching his blade to his forehead. "May your god keep you.”

"And yours."

The daver captain sprang into action, launching a volley of attacks, ralling off of each of Glawinn's
defenses to launch yet another thrugt or dash. Stedl rang through the dead slence that washed over the
ship.

Jherek found himsdf holding his breasth. Tarmorock was an excdlent swordsman. The blades
moved dmogt fagter than he could see, and it was only Mdorrie€'s and Glawinn's training that alowed him
to pick up every nuance. Indinctivdy, his body shifted and his hand moved dightly, falowing the
paadin's quick moves.

Years of practice aboard the ship while it rocked a sea should have given Tarmorock the
advantage on the heaving deck, but Glawinn's kill and focus with the blade stripped those years of
familiarity away, putting the daver on equa footing with his opponent.

The two combatants stepped forward and back, from sde to sSde. Neither truly seemed able to
press an advantage. Long minutes passed. Most sword duels between two men not on a battlefied,
Jherek knew from both Maorrie and Glawinn, lasted only seconds at best. Unarmored sword fighting
was an art form.

Tarmorock's attack became more loose, but Glawinn's remained tight, his moves compact but fluid.
Without warning, Tarmorock lunged, and for once Glawinn's defense wasn't there.

Cold fear knotted Jherek's back as he watched the blade dide toward Glawinn. When the sword
stuck through the paadin, the young salor knew the knight was skewered. The padadin's own blade
stabbed deeply into Tarmorock's chest, piercing his heart.

Tarmorock looked down & the blade through his chest in disbdief. His am dropped and Jherek
saw that the captain's blade had missed Glawinn by scant inches though he couldn't see that from behind.
Nerveess, Glavinn dropped the sword.

Moving quickly, Glawinn caught the mortaly wounded man before he could fdl. Tenderly, he held
him as he might a brother. Jherek stayed back, wondering what the padadin said to the man hed just
killed, but he didn't try to overhesr.

A moment later and Glawinn gently laid the captain to rest on the deck. Reaching into his blouse, the
paadin stayed on his knees and pulled out the rosy pink disk that was Lathander's holy symbol. There in
the midst of companions and enemies, he prayed for the fdlen warrior.

Touched by the moment, wishing he knew of something he could believe in so fiercdy, Jherek
dropped to his knees beside the pdadin and bowed his head as wdll.

XIl

16 Flamerule, the Year of the Gauntlet

"Lady, may | have amoment of your time?' Glawinn asked. He stood with a bottle in hishand in the
cramped doorway of Sabyna’s cabin.

Surprised, Sabyna looked up from the spellbook sheld been sudying. Arthoris, Azlas ship's mage,
had given Sabyna two new spdlls that she believed she was capable of understanding.

"Is something wrong?' She stood up from the amdl bed. Her heart beet a little faster, and her firg
thoughts were of Jherek.

"Nothing's wrong," Glawinn told her.

Sabyna placed her spdllbook into the bag of holding & her sde and Skeins curled around it.
Crossing her arms over her breasts, she walked to the window and looked down at the ocean.

The pirate crew sripped what they could from the skeletd hulk that had once been Black
Champion. With her hold flooded and having her deck partly disassembled and hauled away, the ship



lised even more heavily into the ocean, creeting increasing drag on the dave ship Azla damed as her
prize. The deck tilted at an indine now and had for the last two days.

Ship's moldings and clesats, the rudder, extra salcloth, and the remaining rigging were the fird items
the pirate crew reclamed. They'd used a block and tackle to take even Black Champion's two good
meadts to replace the broken ones on the dave ship.

They could not seat the mastswhile at sea, but after finishing the salvage operation, Azla planned to
put into port at Agenaisin the Whamite Ides to make the big repairs. Now they were down to taking the
long, good planks from Black Champion's corpse.

"What did you want to talk about?" Sabyna asked.

Glawvinn hesitated. "The young warrior. | may be overstepping my bounds here, lady, but-"

"No," Sabyna said. "Youre way over."

"Perhaps | should go. | thank you for your time, and | ask your forgiveness.”

Sabyna pushed out her breath. "Wait." She sensed him sanding there, rigidy a attention. "Has
Jherek told you what | said to him?"

"No, lady,” Glawinn answered, "he's not one to betray confidences. In fact, | think he keeps too
many of hisown."

"Why did you come?"

"To offer solace and share company.” Glawvinn held up the dusty bottle. "And to offer a glass of
Captain Azlds rather fine port.”

Sabyna was surprised. "l didn't know you drank."

"Rardy, lady," the pdadin said, "and never in excess. May | enter?"

"Of course" Sabyna went to one of the amdl cabinets built above the bed and took out two
wooden cups. "The sarviceis rather humble”

"But adequate for our purposes. If | may." Glawinn took the cups and poured the dark red wine.

Sabyna returned to the bed and sat, accepting the cup the pdadin handed her. "Say what you have
tosay."

Glawinn sat on the amdl bench under the window. "If youll forgive me my indiscretion, lady,” he
sad, "but you can be dreedfully blunt.”

"I come from a large family whose lives were spent crowded aboard one ship or another,” she
explaned. "l learned to speak my mind early. Perhaps you're a little senstive.”

"Lathander hdp me, but | knew this would not be easy," Glawinn said, shifting uncomfortably.

"If it isn't a pleasant task, perhaps it would be better if it were over sooner.”

Despite her cdm demeanor, Sabyna's heart beat faster than normd. Since shed talked to Jherek
and explained to hm how she fdt, they'd hardly spoken at dl. The young salor stayed busly engaged
with the salvage work.

"It's just that 1've become aware you aren't taking to each other.”

"Have you talked to him about it?"

"No."

"Why tak to me firg?"

"Because he won't ligen to me”

"And you think I will?*

Glawinn's eyes turned sorrowful and he said, "Lady, you have no idea what tha boy is going
through."

"If he would talk to me, | might.”

"He doesn't know himsdf," Glawinn explained. "Evenif he did, he can't explain."

"Does he think I'm dense?’

"In his eyes he feds he isn't worthy of you."

"Because heis wanted somewhere for something?' she asked. "l told him that didn't maiter.”

"Maybe not to you, lady, but it does to him. In his own way, though, | don't think he quite fully
undergands it. He gtrives for perfection.”

"I've never met aman who didn't have hisfaults" Sabyna said. "Though, | admit you've come closer



then anyone.”

"My faults?

"You're a busybody,” Sabyna told him. "I thought paadins knew enough to keep to their own
afars”

The knight blushed. "I beg your forgiveness. | struggled with this decision, and 1'd hoped 1'd made
the right choice."

"You have," she conceded. "If I'd spent another day like this, with no one to tak to, | think I'd have
gone out of my mind."

"I thought you talked to Azla™

"She doesn't understand Jherek any more than | do.”

Glawinn amiled gently and said, "Probably not."

Sabyna looked away from the paadin. "It's never been like this for me. I've seen handsome men
and wedthy men, and men who could turn a woman's head with only a handful of pretty words, but I've
never met anyone like Jherek.”

“Nor havel."

Tears dung Sabynas eyes. "I've never pursued a man before. Climbing that rigging to tdl him my
fedings was one of the hardest things I've ever done.”

"But, | wager, not as hard as the dimb back down."

"No," she said. "Do you know what he told me?'

Glawinn shook his head. "I can only guess that it was as little as possible.”

"Aye..." Sabyna didn't trust her voice to speak any further.

"If it heps a dl," the paladin stated gently, "'l believe he tdls you everything he knows."

"Theres alot he won't tdl me”

"Can't tdl you, lady, not won't. Thereis a difference.”

"You defend him very wdl."

"I didn't come here to hdp him, lady. | came to help you."

"Me

Glawinn nodded in resgnation and said, "The Morning-lord knows, 1 cant hdp him. He won't let
me, and his course has dready been charted.”

"What course?’

"To becoming the kind of man he wants to be," Glawinn said. The kind of man he hasto be."

"Will he be that man?'

Hesitation furrowed Glawinn's brow. "I know not, lady. I've never seen someone come <o far, yet
have so far to go. | can tdl you this his path will hed him-or it will kill him."

The solemn way the paadin spoke pushed Sabynas pain avay and replaced it with fear.

"And whet are we to do?' she asked. "What am | to do?’

"The only thing we can, lady. Give him the freedom to make the decisions he needs must make"

"What if it kills him?" Sabyna asked.

"Then we will bury him, lady, say prayers over himif thet is possible, and be grateful for ever having
known him."

Jherek strode barefoot across one of the broken beams ill above water. Black Champion lay
modly under the sea now, her black bulk stretched like a shadow againg the green water. Seegulls sat
on the spars that made up her ribs and gave plantive cries.

Riggng on the dave ship popped againg the masts where she lay a anchor, heded over hard to
port as she supported Black Champions corpse. Sx others worked the ship with him, seeking more
timber to salvage before the sea took her to the bottom.

"Looks like she's been picked clean,” Medat cdled ouit.

Meda was one of the prisoners rescued from the daver's hold. Though he was scrawny, his narrow
shoulders and thin arms were corded with muscle. Scabs showed at his bare ankles and wrigts where the
iron cuffs had been.



"Aye" Jherek agreed.

He mopped swest from his face with his forearm, succeeding only in spreading it around. Nothing
on him remained dry. He glanced up at the nets the ship's crew used to haul up the last load of timber.

"Comes atime when you gotta let her go," Medat stated. "She's given up as much for the future of
that other ship as she can. Spend much time aboard her?’

"No, but it was atime I'll not eesly forget,” Jherek replied.

Memory of his conversation with Sabynain the rigging and of that kiss wouldn't fade no matter how
hard he tried to push it to the back of hismind.

Meda scratched at the scabs on one wrigt, pulling them away so that blood flowed. He rinsed the
wrig off in the water.

"If there are sharks around,” Jherek cautioned, "that might be a foolhardy thing to do. They can
ard| blood in the water for miles”

Medat grinned. "If thered been sharks here, dl that noise we been making in the water for days
would have dready drawn them. Besides, that comdy young ship's mege has been kegping a potion in
the water to drive away any sharks. Or havent you noticed?!

Jherek shook his head.

"A pretty gifl like that," the grizzled old sailor said, "1 was your age, 1'd be looking.”

"Shesalady,” Jnerek warned quitly, "and shouldn't be talked about in a cavdier manner.”

"Oh, I'm offering no offense, mate” Medat shrugged. "My manners, maybe they need some
brushing up, but aman at sea mogt of hislife, he don't have much chance of that. Does he?"

Tuming his atention back to the water, Jherek spotted a conflicting wave below and thought he
detected movement.

"That'swhat | find confusng about you," Medlat continued. "You say you're a saling man, but your
manners put on like you been proper raised.”

Sudying the water around the bobbing remnant of Black Champion, Jherek tried to discern the
movement again. Sahuagin prowled the Inner Sea now. Three passng merchanters two days ago had
swapped supplies with Azla and offered up warnings concerning staying in one place or adone too long.
Reports of attacks on harbors around the Sea of Fdlen Starsfrom Procampur to Cimbar-were
becoming commonplace.

"l was a suspicious man," Medat sad, "I'd be wondering about you. Wondering what a men like
you was doing running with pirates.”

Jherek gazed at the man dlently.

Meda dropped his eyes. "Not tha there's anything wrong with pirates. Been one mysdf atime or
two, but you don't seem the type cut out for it."

"Thank you."

A puzzled expression filled the man's face, but it was quickly replaced by sudden and tota fear.

Ripping his knife from its sheeth on his thigh, Jherek turned and braced himsdf, aware that startled
shouts had broken out on the dave ship's decks as well.

Less than twenty feet away, a creature broke from the sea and gazed at them. The triangular snake's
face twisted dightly in the breeze, bringing one bright orange eye to bear on Jherek, then the other. Fins
stuck out on ether sde of the head like overly large ears, echoed by the ridged fin that ran down its neck
for ashort distance. After a short space, the fin continued down the creature's back.

Needle-sharp fangsfilled the huge mouth and a pink, forked tongue darted out to taste the smdlsin
the ar. The gold scdes glittered in the sunlight, some of them catching a dightly greenish cast, muted
dightly by the water where the rest of the serpent body coiled.

Jherek thought it was beautiful. Four feet of the creature stayed above the waterline, but he judged it
to be at least a dozen feet in length. The serpent's body was broader than a dwarfs shoulders at the neck,
growing thicker toward the middle, then thinning out to a wide-finned tall.

"Sdune guide us from harm,” Medat whispered hoarsdly. "That there's dragon-kin. Some cdl 'em
seawyrms. Dangerous beagties, lad, so don't do nothing to cdl attention to yoursdlf

The sea wyrm lowered its head toward the young sailor, then twisted from Side to Sde again as if



taking a closer 1ook.

Jherek fdt the ship's hulk bob againg a wave and knew tha one of the sadvagers was moving dong
the beams behind him. He tightened his grip on the knife and did his left foot forward.

"You try it," Medat sad, "and that thing will gobble you down where you stand. They're quicker
than damn near anything you've ever seen in the water, and most things out.”

In the next indant, Jherek got a glimpse of the creature's speed. Dipping its head into the ocean, the
sea wyrm flipped its tall and pulled the ear finsin tight againg its head. It cut through the water deanly,
diding twenty feet in the blink of an eye.

The sea wyrm raised its great head from the ocean, water dripping from the edges of its open
mouth. It rose from the sea until it could stare into Jherek's eyes with one of its own. The sea dappled it
like diamonds.

Hypnotized by the fear that filled him as well as awe, Jherek hdd the creature's gaze. It was close
enough to reach out and touch.

"You have a chance" Meda stated. "Strike quick, if you can, and put that knife through thet thing's
eye”

Shifting subtly, Jherek reversed the blade, putting the point down. He stared into the orange eye,
wider across than a pie plate. At the distance, he knew he wouldn't miss.

Whether the blade was long enough to reach the serpent's brain was another matter.

The finned head moved closer, tentatively. Brine-flavored breath rushed over Jherek.

"Strike now!" Medat urged. "That thing's going to have the head from your shoulders like a grape
from the vine"

"No," Jnerek said.

The forked tongue flicked out a the young sailor, missing him by inches. From the periphery of his
vidon, he saw the ship's crew armed with bows.

Afrad the pirates would fire a the creature, Jherek dowly sheathed the big knife.

"What are you doing?' Meda demanded.

"I'm giving us the only chance we have. It's curious- nothing more” Standing steedy, Jherek faced
the sea wyrm.

The forked tongue flicked again, whispering through the air beside his ear, making light popping
noises. The young sailor flinched, then steadied himsdf again. The forked tongue brushed againg his face
the next time, feding wet, tough, and leathery.

The sea wyrm drew back out of reach. Its ear fins popped forward, and its large mouth yawned
open. The orange eyes glinted. It hissed, yowling asif in anger.

Arrows sped from the pirate archers. Most of them dropped into the water around the sea wyrm,
but three of them bounced from the golden scales.

"Sop!" Jherek commanded.

The sea wyrm turned its attention from the young sallor to the dave ship and back again. Sunlight
gleamed from its sharp teeth. It hissed at Jherek again, then dived benesth the water, svimming deep and
disappearing dmogt immediady.

"How did you know it wouldn't attack?' Medat asked.

Jherek shrugged and said, "I didn't.”

"Sald Sals off the stern!”

Sill shaking indde, Jherek turned and gazed back behind the dave ship at the cry from the lookout
in the crow's nest. There, agang the curve of the ocean's northern horizon, square cut white sals
interrupted the Line between smooth blue sky and green water. Judging the set of the sals, the young
sdlor knew the ship was headed for them.

*kk*k*

"Where are we?'

On the other sde of the gate they'd used to pass from Tarjanas bely, Laagqued spread her webbed
hands and feet, sopping her descent toward the distant ocean floor. From the deep blue color of the sea
around them, the mdenti priestess judged they were in Seros's gloom strata, the leve of the sea between



one hundred fifty and three hundred fet.

"Thuridru," 1akhovas answered without looking a her. He hdd a gem in his hand that glowed
suddenly.

According to her sudies of Seros, Thuridru was a mer-folk city aong the Turmish coast. L ocated
north of the Xedran Reefs where the ixitxachitl theocracy damed the Sx Holy Cities, Thuridru hed a
precarious position. Trapped near the ixitxachitl nation, Thuridru was dso the sworn enemy of Vodidruy,
the capitd dty of the merfolk of Eadradl.

The city of rogue merfolk,” Laaqued said.

"What do you know of Thuridru?'

“Litle”" the maenti admitted.

"Nearly four hundred years ago, there was a territorid skirmish between the mermen and the
ixitxechitl nations over kelp beds west of Vodidru. Five war parties from the Clan Kamaar chose to
ignore the Laws of Béttle that have been in effect snce the end of the Ninth War of Seros and attack the
ixitxachitl. As aresult, Clan Kamaar was banished from Vodidru and driven out to make their homesin
the abandoned caverns left by the defeated ixitxachitl." 1akhovas gazed into the distance with a satisfied
look.

"What are we doing here?' Laagqued asked, expecting to be assaulted for her impertinence.

"Ah, little maenti, your impatience truly knows no bounds."

"l would be more effective as your senior high priestess” she said, "if | knew more of what you
were doing."

|akhovas turned his maevolent gaze on her. Even the incomplete golden sphere in his empty socket
gleamed. "Thiswar ismine, and it is progressing exactly as | would have it."

"A amdl group of reinforcements from Vahaxtyl joined

Tarjana's crew this momning,” Laaqued hurried on, ignoring the threat in lakhovass voice. "l
overheard them arguing among themsdlves and their brothersin our flet. They say that your efforts have
grown stagnant, that you no longer hold Sekolah's favor.”

"You didn't champion me, or the cause | represent?”’

"l wouldn't know whet to tdl them.”

"Indruct them to believe. That's where your power lies. If you bdieve, they will believe™

Laagued et the sllence between them build.

"Do not cease believing," 1akhovas warned. "That is the only worth you have to me. If you look to
your heart, you know that it is the only worth you have to yoursdf."

"I know." Laaqued's throat was tight when she spoke.

Without her bdief, she was only a hollow shel. The voice shed heard in her head created
tremendous confusion.

"I'm aware of the surviving princes efforts to undermine my control,” lakhovas said. "Jugt as I'm
aware that the numbers of We Who Eat coming from the Alamber Sea are not as great as | expected
after | shattered the Sharks-bane Wall. | dso know the Greast Whae Bard has drawn a smdl amy of his
own to Sng a barrier againg the passage of more sshuagin.”

"Only afew of them fight the magic of the songs,” Laaqued said.

"It will be dedlt with, little maenti. In duetime" 1akhovas grinned. "For now | conserve my srength
and mask my presence. The high mages and the Tdeweaver have learned about me. Perhaps they've
learned more than they should have-but we will see. Despite everything they have heard, | am more
powerful than they can ever possibly imagine”

Laaqued dropped her gaze from his. Everything he said made sense, and it shamed her that she
couldn't see it for hersdf. She loathed the insecurity thet trilled within her, hated the way it took her
graight back to the young mdenti who knew only fear.

"For now," lakhovas said, "we must gather our forces. Clan Kamaar will prove providentia.”
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Jherek stood on the bobbing husk that remained of Black Champion and stared at the gpproaching
ship.

"That's a Cormyrean Freesail from the cut of her," Meda commented.

The privateers sanctioned by the kingdom of Cormyr were tal-masted brigantines crewed by hard
men who took ther prizes from the pirates they defeated. Most of the Freesails stayed around Suzail and
Marsember, with a few others placed around smdler ports, but some of them took charters as trading
vesss.

"She's seen us" Medat said. "We're showing no colors and tied up as we are to this floundering
ship, shell be coming to investigate™

Jherek cdled to the rest of the sdvage crew. The men dimbed off Black Champion's corpse and
into longboats with the last of their salvaged timber.

At Svamp Rose's sde, Jherek and his crew shoved the planks into the waiting net, then held onto
the net's sdes as it was hauled up. The boom arm swung over amidships, cascading water across the
tilted deck. The young sailor dropped to the deck and trotted back to the stern castle to join Azla

The pirate captain stood with a Spyglassin the ship's bow. "She's coming toward us. What was that
thing in the water?"

"Meda sad it was a seawyrm.”

"I thought you were a dead man."

Jherek looked at the approaching ship, nating the balistae and the number of men apparent on the
decks. "She'srigged for war.”

"King Azoun may see the release of the sahuagin from behind the Sharksbane Wadl as a chance to
further his own empire building. | wouldn't put it past Azoun to give the Freesals orders to bring in any
suspect ships so they can be pressed into service™" At the bottom of the stern cadtle gairs, Azla strode
across the deck. "Tomas" she sad, "your axe."

The pirate tossed the Sngle-bitted axe through the ar and Azla caught it easily. Pirates emptied the
net attached to the boom arm, stacking the salvaged lumber. The ship's mages had magicdly straightened
warped timbers and planks as they'd been recovered.

"All hands on deck,” Azlaroared.

The command was relayed indantly in loud bellows by the firs mate. Men scrambled to the deck.

"Put some sal up on that magt,” she said. "l want to be making some kind of speed by the time
those Cormyrean dogs get here, and one magtll have to do."

The pirates mustered out smartly, thair ranks actualy overfull from taking on men who were daves
only afew days ago.

AZa looked out a where Black Champion rolled, nealy submerged beneath the waves.
"Umberlee take me for a sentimental fool,” she whispered. A tear shonein her eye.

Jherek fdt the woman's pain. Azla had lived aboard her ship for years. Since she was rarely on land,
the young salor redlized that everything sheld cared about was on that ship.

Abruptly, Azlaraised the axe and brought it down again and again, severing the ropes tha held the
shipwreck to Svamp Rose. As the ropes separated, the dave ship righted itsdf and Black Champion
drifted further beneath the waves.

Glandng back at the deck, Jherek saw that severd of the pirates held their hats in their hands.
They'd shed blood aboard that vessdl, dreamed quiet dreams, ridden out harsh storms, and learned to
become one.

"Dont stand there like a bunch of heartbroken saps," Azla bellowed. "Pay your respects to the lady
and move on. We may be fighting for our livesin afew minutes”

Sheflipped the axe back to the man who'd loaned it to her.

"Begging the cap'n's pardon,” a pirate spoke up, "but we ain't got a name for this ship. Unless you
want to keep cdling her Svamp Rose.”

"Boatswvan,” Azla barked, "fetch me a bottle of de”

When the man hurried back, Azla took the bottle. By then the sails on the surviving mast had latched
taons into the wind. The riggings creaked steadily in protest as the ship got underway. The haf-df pirate



cgptain dimbed to the top of the forecastle stairs and turned toward her crew.

"The brine took Black Champion, but before she went, she heped uswin this ship. I'll give thislady
aname, but it's up to you to pay the sted and blood it will take to make brave men fear the sound of it,
and cowards run from her shadow."

She smashed the bottle againg the ralling, spewing broken shards and foaming ae over the deck.

"All right," Azla said, "you lump-eared, misbegotten excuses for proper pirates, | give you Azure
Dagger. Long may she sal!"

Thunderous approva roared up from amidships. Standing there, Jnerek fdt proud. He turned his
gaze to Azure Dagger's sern and watched as the Cormyrean Freesail skimmed the water like a bird of

prey.

"Thisistaking far too long." Pacys grumbled.

He swam a Taanath Reefglamor's sde. The Senior High Mage inspected the caravan that
assembled in Sylkiir the day after the Sharksbane Wl fdl. Bdow them, in a andl valey behind a
shdltering ridge of rock and kelp, the sea dves finished packing supplies onto fla deds. The deds were
being pulled by narwhas and sea turtles on the journey to Myth Nantar.

The High Mage stopped and floated forty feet above the ocean floor. The incandescence from the
aun lit the waters blue.

"Tdeweaver," the Senior High Mage stated softly, though not with patience, "this journey will take
aslong asit will take. If we rush, we risk."

"Senior, | know. Truly | do." Peacys searched for the words to explain the anxiety that filled him.
"The musicfillsme and drivesme on,” he said, "and | can't help feding that we're progressing too dowly.”

"And if we should fal after welve been given this chance?' Reefglamor eyed the old bard directly.
"Who would be |€ft to take up amsin this pursuit?'

" don't know," Pacys admitted.

Corona Semphyr, who commanded Aluwand, and Corond Cormd Ytham, who commanded
Sylkiir, both stood againg any involvement in Myth Nantar.

Reefglamor clasped Pacyss shoulder tightly in his grip and said, "To most of my people, Myth
Nantar is a corpse, better off left entombed by the mythd that surroundsiit."

"But the Taker is headed there" the bard reminded him.

"Andif you're wrong?' the sea df asked. "If | and the other mages have Ieft our cities, our people,
undefended againg the Taker?'

"If you could but fed the power of the songs that fill my heart near to bursting, you would know that
what we do is the right thing."

"My friend," Reefglamor said, "I do bdlieve you. That's the only reason we are here now. But even
as | bdieveinyou, you mug beieve in me. We must not just begin this journey, we mud finish it as well.”

One of the lesser mages swam to a stop nearby and waited patiently. Reefglamor excused himsdlf
and swam over to the woman.

"Trouble, friend Pacys?'

The old bard glanced up and saw Khlinat floating in the water only a few feet away. For the firg
time he noticed how tired and haggard the dwarf looked, then redized the whole caravan probably fet
the same way.

With the regular military forces stripped from ther ranks, men and women who served and believed
in the high mages had volunteered for the journey. Many of them kissed ther wives, husbands, and
children good-bye on the day they left Sylkiir. No few of them, Pacys fdt certain, would never look on
thar families again. For thefirs time, he redlized the sacrifices they'd made.

"No trouble." Pacys said. "Only my own impatience at how dowly we trave.”

"Aye, | been thinking on that medf," the dwarf grumbled, "but theré's no way to increase our
speed. Them people what's out there meking up this ragtag army, they're doing dl they can.”

"And maybe more than they should be asked."

Pacys looked down &t the long line of the caravan. Nearly three hundred sea elves took their breaks



while the deds were secured and the animas were changed out. They sat in amdl groups and talked.
Weariness from the hard travel showed in the stooped shoulders and the lethargy that gripped them.

Glandng around, Pacys spotted a depression in the hillsde of the shdtering ridge. It gave a view
over the whole caravan. He swam to it and settled on the ledge at the front of the depression. As he took
the saceddar from his back, he drew his ills to him, and lisened to the musc that haunted him Al
morning. He'd found no words for the mugc-until now. The music was livdy but bitterswest, a tune that
would live on.

Torn from proud history,

Forged in blood and love,

Come from the hand and eye and love of Degp Sashelas,

No longer of the world above.

They gathered at the behest of the High Mages,

And descended into Serds's deepest blue.

They followed the course of dark prophecy,

To discover what was right and true.

They journeyed to far Myth Nantar,

Sill bound in wild and uncertain magic.

The City of Destinies had a future unclear,

And a history that had proven tragic.

Pacys played on, finding the words with ease. He let the music fill im and give power to his song.
He knew they lisened, every conversation brought to a hdt by the mgesty in his voice. He continued,
finding the chorus.

We are the AluTd'Quessir,

Our hearts build our home.

Our blood is pure

And our arms are strong.
Together we stand,

And never die alone.

We are the AluTd'Quessir.

We march to right a wrong.

Our bodies may get weary,

But our spirits are filled with song.

The old bard stopped Snging. The rest of the song was yet to be written. Verses would be added as
they journeyed, but for now it was dl he had.

"Dont worry, friend Pacys,” Khlinat said quigtly. " Twas a good song, strong and true, but mayhap
them hearts out yonder aren't ready for something like that.”

Pacys nodded, wondering what Reefglamor would have to say about his impromptu performance.

Then, with gentleness at fird, the sea eves picked up the chorus, sumbling until afew of them found
the meter and rhythm.

We are the Alu'Td'Quessir, Our hearts build our home.

More voices joined in, and the song became a thunderous, spirited roar. It was a song of defiance
and pride.

Tears spilled from Pacys's eyes, plucked away by the sea around him. It wasn't just their beief he
was rekindling and he knew it. The fear and anxiety sapped his strength as well, raked out hollow places
within his convictions. Now he filled them up again. His fingers found the notes on the saceddar, pulling
the group together until the song filled the valey. Khlinat joined in, adding his deep basso boom.

Our blood is pure
And our arms are strong.



Together we stand,
And never die alone.
We are the AluTe'Quessir . . .

*kk*k*k

With only one mest in place, even with dl the canvas it could support, Azure Dagger could not
outrun the Cormyrean Freesail. Jherek dung to theraling next to Azla. Glawinn stood beside them.

"They're going to be suspicious of us™ AzZla declared. "Weve obvioudy been in a fight, and this ship
dinks of davey when you get downwind of her."

Jherek watched as the Cormyrean ship cut through the water to within two hundred yards.

"Steady, young warrior,” Glawinn stated softly. They've yet to prove their intentions as anything
other than honorable."

Gradudly, the Cormyrean Freesail drew abreast of Azure Dagger's port Sde. A dim men dressed
in maroon with slver trimmings stood at the forecadtle raling with a hailing conein his hands. "Ahoy. This
is Captain Sebastyn Tarnar of His Mgesty King Azoun IVs ship, Steadfast. I'd like to speak to your
cgptan.”

AZa accepted the haling cone one of her men handed over. "Thisis Azla, captain of the free ship
Azure Dagger."

"We saw you had some trouble and thought wed investigate.”

"We're fine and saling under our own power."

"Perhgps not as proudly as you could be" Tarnar replied, "but I'll grant you that. Can we be of any
asssgance?'

"Thank you," Azla cdlled back, "but no. Were used to managing our own afairs and would rather
others would do the same."

"What did for your ship, Captain?"

"We did," Azla answered. "We ran across davers who thought to add me and my crew to ther
bounty. By the time we'd settled differences, 1'd lost my ship. That was her you saw us cutting loose back
there. So we took this ship in her stead.”

"I thought | recognized the stench.” Tarnar paused, then cdled, "Where are you headed? Perhaps
we could share the wind for awhile”

"Sometimesiit's better to be by yoursdf than trust someone you don't know."

Tarnar put the halling cone down and laughed. "Y ou're a feisty one, Captain Azla. | would rdish the
opportunity to meet you at another time, the Lady willing."

"If chance and tide should dlow you your wish, Captain Tarnar, I'll stand you to the firgt drink.”

In the next moment, a wave of unaccustomed vertigo stole through Jherek. He leaned more heavily
on the ralling, Sruggling to stay on hisfeet. Just as suddenly the wind died.

Without warning, a plume of water stood up from the ocean, riang nearly twenty feet tdl. In the ill
ar, the twiding plume spun into the form of a man with outstretched arms.

"Jherek of Vden," the plume of water itsdf seemed to say, "your path lies in a different direction.
Leave that ship and join the Cormyreans.” The basso voice haunted the waters.

"No," the young sallor whispered.

"Thereisno choice," the water-being stated. "Y ou are called to follow your own path. Sr Glawinn,
warrior of Lathander the Morninglord, you must release the boy. He will no longer be under your
guidance.

Jherek looked at Glawinn.

"I don't know what thisis before us, young warrior," the paadin said. He stared out at the obvioudy
megica creature. "You can see for yoursdf the power it widds”

"No." Cold anger and fear battered Jherek but they couldn't overcome the stunned numbness that
filled him. Hislife was his own. He'd forsworn dl gods.

Aza approached them, her face hard and chisded. "Thisis sorcery,” she said as she gazed around



the two ships.

Jherek peered through the ralling, looking a the eight-foot-high waves that seemed to pass 4l
around them, leaving them in a hollowed bowl in the middle of the Sea of Falen Stars.

"Young warrior,” Glawinn said, "you mugt go. It is your degtiny.”

"No," Jherek argued. "Thisismy curse. | am findly among friends. Now | am being turned from
them."

Nothing about this was far. He looked over his shoulder and saw Sabyna. The ache in his heart
worsened.

"Not a curse, young warrior. | sensethisis part of your birthright. Y ou must believe me”

Captain Tarnar shouted across the distance, clearly heard in the dill ar as he demanded to know
whet was happening.

A sudden banshee ghriek ripped through the ar above them, filling the sals hard enough to rip
canvas freein places. Azure Dagger rocked violently, scattering men across the deck.

"What is going on?" Sabyna demanded as she joined them.

Glawinn looked at her and said, "Lady, he can't stay with us. His peth liesin another direction.”

Panic touched Sabyna’s face for just a moment, but she got control of hersdf. "If that is true" she
sad, "I'm going with him."

The banshee wind shrieked again, ripping more canvas free.

"You can't go," Glawinn gasped. "I can't go. No one can go with the young warrior. We each have
our parts to play in this tangling of threads."

"No," Sabyna denied quitly. "Y ou have to be wrong."

"My friend, | wish that | was wrong." Glawinn took Jherek's hand tight in his. "Look insde your
heart. Tdl meif you fed that | am wrong."

Cold and adrift ingde himsdf, Jherek found it hard to concentrate. He closed his eyes and took a
deep, shuddering breath, searching within. No voice gave him direction, but he fdt a tug eastward, a
wanderlust that pushed him to go in that direction.

"Thereisno place for me here" he croaked as he stared into the paadin's eyes.

"How can you speak so surdy?' Sabyna demanded.

Jherek looked up at her, trying not to see the tears that tracked her cheeks. "l can't say, lady.”

"You don't have to go," AZlasad defiantly. "Thisismy ship. | say who comes and goes."

Ancther powerful gugst of wind dammed into Azure Dagger. Haf her canvas ripped free and
cracked in the wind. Pirates immediatdly worked the rigging, dropping the canvas.

"I have no choice," Jherek said. He forced himsdf to his feet. "What am | supposed to do?'

Glavinn shook his head. "I don't know. Trug the love ingde you, Jherek. It is your strength and
your belief. Y ou must hold tight to that till you find your anchor and your forgiveness”

"Thereis no one to forgive me"

The pdadin was slent for amoment. "Thereisone.”

"Who?'

"It's not for me to say. When the time is right, you will know. Come. | will help you pack.”

"No," Jherek said. "I'l take what | have with me"

"You have gear here" AZlasaid, "and we have supplies we can spare.”

"Nothing." Jherek looked at the dill water between the two ships.

"Y ou're going then?' Sabyna asked.

Jherek looked at her, the pain in his heart dmost too much to bear. "Lady, perhaps it is better. All |
seem capable of doing is bringing you pain, and | am sorry for that. I'm sorry that you are so far from
home."

"l am where | need to be" Sabyna said. "'l have charted this course as much as you have.”

Jherek started to shake his head.

"lll not tolerate a pig-headed argument,” Sabyna warned in a hoarse voice, "and you've no other to
offer in this matter."

Before he could stop himsdlf, Jnerek took her hand in his and kndlt. He pulled her hand gently to his



chest above his heart.

"Lady," he said, "l swear that should you ever need me, should there be a way made that | can hdp
you, | will be there."

She tightened her fingersin his shirt. “I know," she whispered.

Jherek turned and hugged Glawinn fiercdly.

"Go with Lathander's mercies, young warrior."

Holding tightly onto his control, Jherek stepped in front of Azla. "Captain, requesting permisson to
disembark.”

"Granted,” the hdf-df pirate captain responded. "May you know nothing but safe waters. If ever
you need berth on a ship, my menwill know of you."

"Thank you."

Jherek kept himsdf from looking back a Sabyna. He stepped to the raling and threw himsdf
overboard. Only the certain knowledge that the ship and dl aboard her would be sacrificed if he stayed
gave him the gtrength.

He hit the water deanly, completely submerging. The sea plumed white around him as he passed
through it. For a moment he considered diving as deep as he could, until his lungs ran out of ar and he
couldnt make the surface again, but he didn't.

Whatever drove him from Veen and buried him with the ill luck that pursued him from the time he
was born stayed with him. Whatever god, whatever demon, maybe it could make him leave his friends,
but it couldn't control him completely.

In Athkatla, he'd given in to that force and to the voice that commanded him and made the trip to
Bddur's Gate. After the Ship of the Gods exploded, he gave up. Now, he decided, he would fight that
force until he was free of it or it destroyed him.

He surfaced and swam across to Steadfast. When he arrived, he pounded on the hull and cdled, "I
need a ladder.”

Captain Tarnar gazed down at him with suspicion. "'l don't need to be berthing a curse,”" he shouted
down.

Jherek gazed back up at the man, fanning the hurt and anger ingde himsdf urtil it glowed white-hot.
"If you don't take me aboard,” Jherek said, "I'm willing to bet you don't make it out of here.”

"WEell see about that.”

Before Tarnar's words faded away, the water-figure spun quickly and winds whipped the ship,
tearing rigging free.

Jherek pushed away from Seadfast, treading water until the ship settled again. The coiled rope
ladder plopped into the water near the young sailor, and he wasted no time clambering up it. He stood on

Seadfast deck totdly drenched, water cascading around his feet.

"Wha manner of hdl chases you, boy?' Tarnar demanded.

"I don't know," Jherek answered, "but there will be an accounting.”

No sooner had the young salor come aboard than the water-figure sank into the ocean and the
wind returned, filling Seadfast's sdls and shoving them forward again. Tarnar gazed upward, a wary
look on his sun-browned festures. "Y ou think you can fight that?"

"Whoever | see a the other end of thistrip,” Jherek said, "who isin any way responsible for this will
regret ever laying eyes on me"

Glawinn and Sabyna stood at the railing, looking out after him. He stared a them even after they
were gone from sght, certain he would never see them again.

Thewind flowed over him, bringing the sea's chill to his wet clothes. He ignored the cold, focusng
on the hate that he'd findly alowed to take root in his heart.

XV
21 Flamerule, the Year of the Gauntlet
The ixitxachitl swooped through the sea a Laaqued with a suddenness that belied its great Sze. It
resembled a manta ray, solid black across the top of itsthin body and purple-white underneath. The wing



membrane was fully eight feet across, not the largest of its kind the mdenti priestess had seen, but close.

She kicked her feet, powering through the water and pulling her trident between her breasts. The
laterd lines running through her body echoed the disturbance in the ocean around her. Spinning, one hand
flaing out and catching the water in the webbing between her fingers, she avoided the demon ray's
barbed tal. One of the Serogan ixitxachitls tactics was to snare an intended victim's neck or torso and
hold it captive.

Laaqued popped her retractable finger claws from hiding, raked them across the ixitxachitl's tall,
and lopped off atwo-foot section.

Blood streamed from the creature's tall stub as it curled its wing membrane and rolled over with
deceptive ease.

"Haeful df!” it cried inits gravdly voice. It sped at her again.

Levding her trident, Laaqued sprang at her opponent. The ixitxachitl's mouth opened, over a foot
wide and filled with serrated teeth.

She shoved the trident forward, burying the tines in the hard, rubbery flesh between the ixitxachitl's
maevolent eyes. The creature's greater bulk propelled her backward, but she swung at the end of the
trident safdy out of reach of its hungry jaws.

She popped her toe claws and raked her opponent from just behind its mouth dl the way to the
bleeding tal sump. The creature's entralls spilled into the water inlong ropes. The ixitxachitl screamed as
desth cdlaimed it.

Laaqued yanked her trident free and raked the surrounding water with her gaze. War raged around
her as the ixitxachitls battled sshuagin from the outer and inner seas. Blood filmed the sea the way a
surface dwdller's smoke choked an enclosed building.

With thelr greater speed, the sahuagin were making short work of the demon rays.

It feels good to be back in the fray, doesn't it, little malenti?

Laaqued ligened to lakhovass voice ingde her skull and answered, Yes.

In truth, dl doubt and fear left her for the moment. There was no uncertainty. She was a priestess
saving the will of Sekolah to battle and destroy enemies of the sahuagin.

The ixitxachitls had set up their Sx Holy Cities in the Xedran Reefs, south of Thuridru. They ran
from just off the coast of Alaghon on the Turmish coast to the shdlows in the mouth of the Vilhon Reach.

A foraging party from the kodinth tribe caled the Sea Hulks had been used as bait for the ixitxachitl
military party lakhovas staked out as a target. When the demon ray group attacked, the kodinth foragers
fled east, leading their pursuers between the pincer attack of the combined sshuagin and Sea Hulk
groups.

Driven before thair ambushers, angered and confused- the Laws of Battle had not been adhered
to-the ixitxachitls swam east, desperately trying to outrun the death that chased after them.

Her laterd lines warned Laagued of the attack coming from behind her. Praying to Sekolah, praying
that her faling belief had not yet caused her powers to leave her, she turned and shoved her hand out.

Bright incandescence shot from her hand, causing seaming bubbles to form and dart rgpidly for the
aurface little more than a hundred feet up. The ixitxachitl caught in the blast of power cooked, grest
bligers rigng in a heartbedat, then burding. The rancid taste of burned fa tainted the water Laaqued
breathed.

To the left, another sahuagin rode an ixitxachitl's back, holding onto the wing membrane with both
figds as it took great bites from the screaming creature's back. Its shouts and prayers to lixendren, the
Great Ray and god of the ixitxachitls, echoed in Laagqued's ears.

Laaqued pulled her wegpon free and swam on, giving hersdf over to the chase. It was the closest
sheld fdt to normd in days.

The meeting with VVhaemas the Bastard had been five days ago. Now lakhovas hoped to win the
support of the Sea Hulk kodinth tribe south of the Xedran Reefs, completing a union of enemies around
the ixitxachitls. The maenti priestess was present at only one of the meetings between |akhovas and the
kadinth chief, though she knew lakhovas met with Dhunnir more times than that.

Thefleaing ixitxachitls flexed their wings and skated only a few feet above the ocean surface, gliding



over the dumps of cord that gave the Xedran Reefs its name. Sand balooned out from under their grest
wings as they swam. Colorful fish darted fromin front of them.

IIkanar, the town the ixitxachitls were from, lay over a mile to the west. The attack was sorung far
enough away from the devil ray dty that no reinforcements could arive quickly even if a messenger did
get away.

The ixitxachitls swam through a stand of rocks and coral, hoping to escape their pursuers. Instead,
they met Tarjana risng up from the ocean floor over the rise behind which it had been hidden.

The mudship's deck was filled with more sahuagin widding crossbows. Even as the ixitxachitls
turned to avoid damming into the massive ship, the crossbow quarrdls found their marks.

|akhovas was among them. Laaqued swam, watching as |akhovas's arms became hard-edged with
bone and dorsa edges that ran the length of the appendages. His finned arms and legs dashed through
the ixitxachitls

In minutes, the last demon ray had been executed. Sahuagin and kadinth aike made a med out of
their conquered enemies. Laaqued swam above Tarjana's deck and surveyed the beatlefidd that
sretched for dmog a quarter mile Bodies of sahuagin, ixitxachitl, and kodinth dike littered the water,
twigted into indegant poses.

The survivors moved through the dead with large nets in therr wake, gethering them up. Meat was
meet, and none of it needed to go to waste.

Jherek was on Seadfast forecastle deck, whirling the cutlass and hook around him as he moved
from attack to defense and back again.

Finished for the moment, standing on quivering legs, his arms trembling from the exertion, the young
slor took a deep bresth and looked over the bow a the eastern horizon. Steadfast tacked into the
wind now, ralling firs port then starboard as she plowed through the oncoming waves. The Whamite
Ides were two days back and she made for Aglarond.

When his legs were steady again, he stepped over the bow raling and stared dong the thirty-foot
bowsprit. The wood glistened with sat spray. Relines ran down from the forward and mainmeds,
hdping hold the lanyards square and in place.

Concentrating, anything to keep from thinking about what and whom heéd waked away from
thirteen days before, Jherek stepped cautioudy and steedily dong the bowsprit. The long pole measured
nearly afoot across where it buckled into the caravel and narrowed to something less than four inches a
the end. Nearly hdfway out, the ratlines dropped too low to be any good to him if he fdl. Still, he
continued, his knees bent as he rode out Sead-fast's, rise and fdl.

Long moments later, he stood within only a few short feet of the bowsprit's end. He reveled in the
fed of the wind and the sea's uneven terrain. All around him, he could see nothing but the sea and the
sky. He closed his eyes, turning his face up into the wind.

If he logt the anger that filled him, what would be |eft? The question had haunted him over the last
few days. The answer terified him. Whatever drove him wanted him broken. Perhaps it didn't know how
close he dready was. Perhaps it would have been satidfied if it had known. He'd even wished for a while
thet he could break, but he couldn't. He Smply didn't know how.

"Jherek.”

The cdl was soft, not meant to startle. The young sallor moved his feet carefully, turning to stare
back at the ship. Captain Tarnar stood in the bow, arms folded across his chest.

"It's dmogt time to come about and tack into the wind the other way. | didn't want to lose you when
we re-rigged the canvas."

"Thank you, Captain.”

Carefully, Jherek walked back dong the bowsprit, then hopped onto the forecastle deck.

Tarnar gazed a himin open speculation and said, "I've never seen a sober man try to do what you
just did, and even drunk | never saw it accomplished.”

Jherek flushed with embarrassment over drawing unnecessary attention. Since boarding Steadfast,
he'd been the object of enough of it.



"Mog of my crew is convinced that you're cursed, but afew think of you as some kind of holy man.
Which of them have it right?'

"I'd say cursed,” Jherek replied bitterly. "1 don't know."

"Persondly, | was thinking you might be blessed.”

Jherek glanced at the captain to seeif he was joking.

"All these days at sea, and us saring the Alamber in the teeth the mogt of it, and weve not suffered
one sea devil attack. Most ships aren't finding passage that easy.”

"Thevoyage isnt over yet," Jnerek sad harshly.

"You're not amean to ever see a glass hdf full, are you?'

"I've had reason not to," Jherek said. "Mogt days, it's not even been my glassto look a.”

Shouts suddenly rang out from the port side of the ship. "Dragon!” a man bawled.

"Where away?' Tarnar demanded, turning and griding to that side of the ship.

"There, Cap'n!" The mate pointed at the sea.

Looking out into the blue-green water, Jherek saw the unmistakable gold scales of the sea wyrm
forty yards out. Its serpentine body undulated through the sea, easily pacing the ship, not having to fight
the wind.

"What isit?" amen bellowed in congternation.

"Dragon-kin," another man roared back. "Umberlee probably sent the great damned thing to fetch
usand pull us under the sdt.”

A handful of the crew grabbed bows and drew arrows back.

"No!" Jherek ordered even as they loosed. The arrows raced across the intervening distance, but
none of them found their mark. "Don't loose any more arrows!”

The young salor stepped forward and pushed a man to the deck. The crew ingantly formed a
pocket around Jherek. Knives and cudgds appeared in their hands.

"Demongpawn,” one of the men growled. "Shoulda tied an anchor ‘round his feet and deep-sixed
him!"

Jherek raised the cutlass to defend himsdf, but-looking into the angry and frightened faces of the
men before him-his resolve left him. He knew there was no way he could fight them. They weren't pirates
or davers, nor any black-hearted rogues that he could recognize. They were Smply men afraid of what
was before them. A warrior didn't fight such men over anything less than honor or to save a life. Jherek
couldn't fight them just to save his own life, not when he was the cause of their fear.

The young sallor dropped his cutlass and stood before the crew unarmed. The anger ingde him kept
hisfear away. He waited. He wouldn't run.

"Run him through!" a crewman near the back yelled. "See if his blood's red or if you can read his
befouled heritage in his own tripe, by the godd"

One of the men lashed out with a crud skinning knife. Jherek turned just enough to avoid the blow.

"Enough!” Tarnar roared. "Thisismy ship. Aslong as it remains my ship, nothing will happen aboard
her that 1 don't sanction. That's the way it has dways been, and that's how it shdl be until I'm not fit to
command her." He glared a the men assembled before him. "Is that understood?”

"Aye, Cap'n." The response was quick and came from the mouth of every man. All the oaths were
grudgingly gix‘en.

"Then get back to work," the captain ordered. "Every mother's son of you."

The crew turned and walked away, grumbling.

Tarnar turned, his eyes wide as he studied Jherek. "By the gods, boy, what isit about you that you'd
gare them in the teeth and not raise a hand againg them?'

"They didn't deserve my wrath,” Jherek answered. "They have no control over my being here”

"The}' would have killed you if | let them.”

"Aye"

Tanar shook his head in disbdief. "What is that thing doing here?' He pointed at the sea wyrm
keegping pace with Steadfast.

"I don't know, Captain." Jherek turned to the railing and stared out a the sea wyrm. It disappeared



beneath the waves. "I've seen it before. Back on Azure Dagger.”

"Then it has followed you here" concluded Tarnar.

Jherek made no response to that, but his mind redled with the implications of the dragon's presence.

"Boy, if something powerful enough to stop the winds and control the waters wanted you dead, it
would have drank down the ship and you with it," the captain said. "You're il dive, so | have to ask

"I don't know," Jherek said with grim determination, "but whatever it is, it will regret it."

Tarnar shook his head. "A prudent man wouldn't presume to put himsdf above the gods.”

"I'm beyond prudence,” Jherek declared. "I will demand an accounting. My life has never been an
easy one, and this force-this god if you wish to see it that way-has seen to that. It can kill me, strip the
flesh from my bones, but | will not knedl before some heartless thing. | will have my battle, and | will
acquit mysdf with honor."

Sabyna paused at the edge of the narrow, rutted street and watched a wagon pass.

The wagon was |loaded with timber the driver was hauling to the sawmill down by the docks. The
mery jinglejangle of the horses harnesses stood out in sharp counterpoint to the tired plod of the
animds. The driver and the three woodchoppers with him looked worn out.

Agenais rumbled with steady business and men. Coin changed hands quickly, and prices marked on
goods didn't mean a thing. If no one was interested in something, the price could sometimes be halved.
Impromptu auctions went on dl around her where there was more than one prospective buyer and a
limited supply of goods. Therall of bids, accompanied by oaths and srident voices, remained as steady
as the conversations and Stories that were told.

Sabyna crossed the street, aware of the men's atentions. Some eyed her discreetly, and others
dtared at her with openly wolfish hunger.

On the other sde of the rutted street, she stepped up onto a boardwalk under a badly liding eave in
front of the apothecary's shop. Her boot heds rang hollowly againg the wooden surface.

"Hey, litle woman,” aman called gruffly.

Sabyna kept her eyes forward. From experience sheld learned not to acknowledge speakers in such
gtuations,

The man reached out and wrapped a beefy hand around her wrigt. "Hey," he grumbled, "l was
taking to you." The man was short of 9x feet but was as broad as the back end of a barge. He was
unshaven and smdlled of de.

Sowly, Sabyna reached out with her free hand for the whip lashed to the big man's belt. She amiled,
watching other men come join the fird.

"You're lucky," she said in a soft voice.

The man grinned more broadly and asked, "How am | lucky?"

"Despite the mood I'm in and your own bad manners, I'm not going to kill you." Sabyna tapped the
whip and said, "Bind."

The whip surged up from the man's side and uncoiled. Before he could do more than let go her wrigt
and take a step back, the whip wrapped around him, pinning his arms to his sides and trgpping his legs
together. He yelped in fear and surprise.

Facing a hand in the center of his chest, Sabyna shoved the man into the rutted street. She turned to
face hisfriends, who weren't totally convinced they couldn't take her.

She opened the bag of holding at her sde and cdled, "Skeins™

The raggamoffyn fluttered up through the opening and formed a driking serpentine shape that
hovered on the wind. The men backed away at once, terror on their faces.

"Dont," Sabyna said coldly, "let me see you again.”

Without another word, the men grabbed ther friend from the rutted road and took off.

Rdeasng a dow, taut breath, Sabyna stepped into the apothecary's shop. Skeins retreated into the
bag of holding.

The shop stood smdl and tidy beneath a swaying celing that had seen its best days pass it by.



Whedl-shaped candelabras hung from the ceiling. Handmade shelves, added as needed and not with a
uniform design in mind, stood againg the left and right wals.

Glass bottles of dl shapes, Szes, and colors mixed with jars, canisters, and smdl boxes to cover the
shelves. Open vases hdd sticks of spices and rolled herbs. Cheesecloth pouches of pipeweed sat on
barrels.

Some of the herbs had been dried and left in their origind shape, lying in jars, in thick clusters, or
henging from gtrings strung around the room. Other herbs had been ground into meds and powders,
grans separated from the chaff.

"Hal and wel met, lady.”

Fezayl stood behind the battered counter a the end of the shop. Long gray har hung to his
shoulders, but the top of his head was bald. Gray chin whiskers juited out in disarray. He wore a
homespun shirt and worn breeches. A long-semmed pipe was in one hand, and the rich aroma of cherry
blend pipeweed filled the shop.

"Hal and wdl mat." Sabyna crossed to the counter. "You have the herbs and other things | asked
for?'

"Aye" the men replied. "Thet | do."

He reached under the counter and brought out a smdl wooden box. Insde were a dozen vids jars,
and bottles of different colors. Bundles of herbs and incense sticks took up more space.

Sabyna took the bottles and herbs out one by one, checking each.

"I've gotten some new stock in, lady," Fazayl stated, waving his am generoudy around the smdl
shop. "If you'd care to take alook.”

"Thank you. | will."

Despite the danger inherent in being in the town of Agenas by hersdf, Sabyna found she was
reluctant to return to Azure Dagger so reedily. While aboard ship she was conscioudy aware of Jherek's
absence. She left the amdl box in the apothecary's care and crossed the room to the potions and ails.

Two smdl children, no more than Sx or seven, entered the shop amid gdes of laughter. Dressed in
made-over dothing patched in dozens of places, they pushed and shoved each other in playful shling
rivary. The children stopped at the counter and peered up at Fazayl.

"And where do you rapscdlions think you're off to?" the gpothecary demanded.

The children didn't answer, smply peered over the edge of the counter with their big eyes. Dirt
gtained their wind-reddened cheeks, and they wiggled in excitement.

Smiling, Fazayl reached under the counter and brought out hdf a dozen hard candies. The children
scooped them up, yeled quick thank you's, and scurried for the door. The old man laughed at them, then
caught Sabyna looking.

"Bless the children, lady, for they see only the good thingsin this world."

"Arethey your grandchildren?' Sabyna asked.

"No, lady. My boys and my grandchildren livein Ches-senta. The Whamites turned out far too smdl
to keep them from roving. Still, most of the children in town know | and the missus can be counted on for
afew pieces of sugar candy without too much of afight.”

The shop door opened and two rough-looking men stepped through. Both of them walked with the
ralling gait of professona seamen and wore cutlasses ingtead of long swords.

"Shopkeeper,”" one of the men roared. "I've got alig of goods here well be needing.” He reached
ingde his blouse and took out a scrap of parchment.

"If I can," Fazayl replied. "Some goods are in short supply these days."”

The two men swaggered to the counter and gazed around at the shop. One of them looked directly
a Sabyna, and the ship's mage recognized him in an indant as one of Vurgrom the Mighty's crew of
pirates that had captured her in Badur's Gate and fled with her down the River Chionthar.

She readied her spdlsin the event that he recognized her.

After they gave ther lig to Fazayl, they turned to the barrels where the apothecary kept live fish,
sdamanders, frogs, and newts that he used to make some of his powders, potions, and ails.

Returning to the counter, gill watching the two men, Sabyna quickly paid for her supplies, then



shoved them into the bag of holding. Skeins sensed her tenson and tried to ease from the bag. She
pushed the raggamoffyn back insde, thanked Fazayl, and headed for the door.

Without looking back, she crossed the rutted street that cut through the heart of Agenais and took
up a position beside a sall maker's shop. From the dley she had a clear view of the apothecary.

When they left, she followed.

XV

29 Flamerule, the Year of the Gauntlet

"You're an excdlent player,” the captain said.

Jherek glanced a Captain Tarnar across the inlad marble chessboard on the amdl table between
them in the captain's quarters. The pieces were done in dark red and white, matching the board, carved
infigures of king, queen, priests, horsemen, castles, and kneding archers.

"You're very gracious," the young sallor responded.

Seadfast cleaved the water as she was named, pulling full into the wind now.

"No," Tarnar replied, "I'm not. | don't like to lose™

He poured another glass of wine for himsdlf, then offered the bottle to Jherek, who palitely refused.

The captain had invited Jherek to join him for dinner, and the young sailor had rdluctantly accepted.
Jherek preferred his own company, but he was loath not to show good mannersin light of the Situation.

"I find it more disturbing that you beat me three timesin a row-" Tarnar paused to Sp hiswine"-in
light of the fact that you're distracted.”

"I'm not-"

"A woman?' the captain asked, interrupting politely.

Jherek didn't reply. To speak of Sabyna so casudly would be dishonorable.

"Of course it's awoman,” Tarnar said with conviction. His eyes bore into the young sailor's. "The
only other interest to so bewitch a man's soul would be an object of greed, and you aren't the type to
covet physcd goods." The captain started setting up the chess pieces again. "You threw yoursdf into the
sea without so much as a bag packed those days ago.”

Jherek set up the pieces on his Side of the board, gppreciating the smooth fed of them.

"Isit the ship's captain | saw you with?' Tarnar persisted. "The hdf-ef? Or the young red haired girl
that seemed so upset by your leaving?'

"I'd rather not speak of this™ Jherek said.

"Nonsense. Men a sea dways tak of women,” the captain persisted. "Fird, they speak of ther
mothers, then of lovers, then of women they've l€ft in different ports. When they start spesking of wives,
you'd best start looking for another crewman.”

Candles it the room and filled it with the smoky haze of herbs that eddied out the open windows in
the ship's stern. A generous portion of the room was given over to the large bed that extended across the
gern agood eght feet. Shelves and closets occupied the remaining space dong the wal on ether sde of
the bed.

There was alarge rolltop desk that hdd map scrolls and nauticd plotting and marking tools. Ship's
journds sat neetly ranked on one side. The current journa occupied the center of the table, open to the
entry Tarnar last made. A quill and an inkwdl sat nearby.

A shdf on the opposite sSde of the room from the desk held a row of books. Most of them, Jherek
found upon ingpection, were tregtises regarding the worship of Mystra. Beside the bookshelves was a
locked armory that held swords of different makes and syles.

Jherek nodded at the shelves and said, "I've noticed your interest in books."

"The worship of Mydtra. Yes" Tarnar swirled the dregs of his wine. "I am a faled priest of her
order."

Stunned that the man announced the fact so casudly, Jherek opened his mouth to speak but found
no words.

The cgptain grinned. "It's nathing I'm ashamed of," he said. "While | attended the Lady of Mysteries
schools and talked with her priests, | learned a great many things. All of them have helped me become a



better man. | begrudge none of the experience, not even when | took mysdf from the order.”

"Why did you?" Jherek asked.

"Because | fdt the cdling, but | never fdt | could devote mysdf to the priesthood. Not the way |
wanted to, whally and without reservation. So | went to sea, which seemed aswild and as restless as any
mysteries | might seek to uncover under Mystras guidance.”

"But your interest remains” Jherek observed. "Why would you keep the books otherwise?"

"Aye" Tanar replied. "My fascination remains. Mydtrais aso known as She of the Wild Tides here
in the Sea of Falen Stars. | love her because she seems so much a part of this world, yet above it.
Legend hasiit that during the Time of Troubles she even wralked on this plane as amortd hersdf.”

Jherek remained Slent.

"Today | tried to divine something of whét liesin your futurg” Tarnar said.

Shaking his head, Jherek grumbled, "I don't want to know."

"Therés not much to tdl,” Tarnar told him. "'l never learned how to divine properly, though | was
told by my teachers that | possessed some mean killsat it. | only got two impressons from the attempt.
| know that something shapes your future-though you have a choice in that- and that the guiding hand
does not belong to Mystra.”

"What choice?'

Tarnar ran his finger around the rim of his wineglass and said, "I could not say. Have you any
stronger fedings about where we're supposed to go? By the afternoon of the day after tomorrow well be
a the mouth of the Alamber Sea. Providing the wind stays with us, the trip to Aglarond will not be long.”

"No. | have just the steady need to travel east-and even that is not as sharp asit once was."

Even as the young sailor's words faded away, a low, mounful croon echoed ingde the captain's
quarters.

Drawn by the sound, Jherek excused himsdf from the table and headed through the door.

Men stood out on the deck, lit by a few lanterns secured in the rigging to warn other ships of ther
presence and to dlow them to see in the dark night. None of the sailors appeared relaxed.

"What in the Nine Hdlsis that?' one man grumbled.

"It's enough to wake the dead,”" another volunteered.

"You ask me" a third stated, "that's the cry of someone or something dead. Come to cdl us on
home ourselves.”

"Stow thet bilge, Klyngir," Tarnar ordered as he followed Jherek up the steps to the stern castle.

"Aye, dr," the salor snapped.

The mournful moaning continued, just loud enough to be heard over the waves lgoping at Seadfast
ddes. It echoed on the wind, asif carried a great distance.

Jherek stepped up on Seadfasfs dern castle deck. The chill wind snaked icy fingers under his
dothing, prickling his skin. His har whipped about, blown forward from the stern. He scanned the
horizon where the sar-filled black sky met the ralling, green-black sea.

"l want men drding this ship dong the railings” Tarnar roared as he stood overlooking the deck.
"Those blasted sea devils are known to be thick in this area.”

"Sounds far away, Cap'n,” the mate behind the whed stated.

" don't want to take any chances" Tarnar snapped.

Seadfast creaked and the rigging popped in the wind, but the ship's noises never covered the
mournful moans. Jherek listened to the sounds, findly recognizing them for what they were.

"Whde song,” he said.

"Aye Cap'n, itis" the mate at the whed said. "I know it now, too."

The cadence of the whae song rode up and down the scale, sounding eerie and menacing.

"I've been told whales can sng the length and breadth of the Inner Sea," the mate said, "but I've
never heard anything like this"

"Nor have |," Tarnar agreed. He glanced a Jherek.

"Wherever they are" Jherek sad, "that's where we mugt go."

"Youre sure?' Tarnar asked.



Men scurried dong Steadfast railing, holding lanterns out over the sdes as they scoured the dark
water.

"Aye" Jnerek replied. The pulling sensation ingde him was growing, accompanied by an increased
axidy to get there.

"What direction?'

The young sallor listened, but the mournful moaning seemed to come from everywhere.

"I don't know," Jherek mumbled, frustration chafing a him.

Tarmnar approached him and spoke soft enough that his words didn't carry. "Close your eyes, my
friend. If thisis a message for you, as you believe, it will be made known to you.”

Hlled with tense doubt, Jherek closed his eyes. The moaning continued to echo around him, faint
and distant. He couldn't guessin what direction it truly lay.

He shook his head and said, "It doesn't help.”

"That's because you'e dill ligening with your ears”" Tarnar said patiently. "Listen with your heart,
Jherek, not your head, not your body. Breathe out dowly. Rdax.”

Jherek exhded, concentrating on the sound.

"Your heart,” Tarnar said, "not your ears. Y ou're dill trying to listen with your ears.”

"l can't doit," Jnerek whispered hoarsdly.

"You can,” Tarnar told him. "Think of some other place, some other time. Get some distance
between here and now. Think of a place you like to go. One that has no bad memories, no pressure.”

With difficulty, Jherek imagined Madame litaar's house at the top of Widow's Hill in Veen. He
remembered the trals held raced up and down while working a the shipwright's shop and living with
Madame litear.

Breathing out, he recaled the cool breeze that lingered under the apple tree where held often stood
and watched the ships out in Velen's harbor. HEd spent hours there, hungering after the opportunity to
put to sea again. Out in the harbor, he watched Butterfly pull out of port, her sals popped full of a
favoring wind, knowing that he had Finaren's promise that the next time she saled held be part of her
crew.

Whale friend. The voice in Jherek’'s mind was rusty with fatigue. You must come as quickly as you
can. Time grows short. The Taker moves more swiftly than our legends foretold. He is already on
his way.

Who are you? Jherek knew the voice wasn't the one that had been with him for the last fourteen
years of hislife This wasn't the voice that told him time and time again, "Live, that you may serve.”

| am called Song Who Brings Bright Rains.

What do you want?

Only to do that which | have been given to do, Jherek Whalefriend. As we all must. The voice
sounded weaker, farther away, like alight growing dimin along corridor.

You are not the one who has talked to me before.

No. | am but a piece of the tapestry that is your destiny. Another's hand has wrought it.

Who's hand?

That is not for me to say, Jherek Whalefriend. It is not yet the time of choosing. Follow, and
may all your songs be strong.

When the communication ended, Jherek opened his eyes. The wind blew cold over the perspiration
that covered him. He stared hard into the darkness.

"Do you know the direction?' Tarnar asked.

"Ead," the young sallor replied. "We need to adjust four points to starboard.” He fdt the direction
like a compass needle.

"Makeit 50," Tarnar told the mate.

As soon as Steadfast came about on her new course, the sensation within Jnerek's breast fdt a little
stronger.

"How far isour destination?' Tarnar asked.

"l don't know."



The captain hesitated, picking up the samdl lantern near the plotting desk beside the whed. He
glanced at the compass, traced a map with hisfinger, and said, "If we stay on this course, were going to
end up in the middle of the Alamber Sea."

"When?'

"By the day after tomorrow. That's the very heart of the sea devils empire. | can't ask these men to
go there, and | won't order them to."

"l undergtand,” Jherek replied. "If the time comes that you're faced with that, Il go on done.”

Grim-faced, Tarnar folded his map and put it away. "Let's hope it doesn't come to that.”

"Thereis another problem,” Jherek said. "l was told were not the only ones headed this way."

"Told?' For the firg time, doubt showed on Tarnar's face. "Who told you this?"

"Thewhae who sngs” Jherek replied.

The young sailor noticed the look the mate swapped with his captain and chose not to respond to it.

"Who eseis supposed to be coming?' Tarnar asked.

"The Teker," Jherek said.

Confugon lit Tarnar's face in the glare from the smdl lantern he held. "Do you know wheat the Taker
is?'

While AZla pursued Vurgrom, mention had been made of the Taker. In fact, some of the people the
pirate captain questioned suggested that Vurgrom was somehow in league with this mythologicd terror.

"A story," the young sailor said. "I've heard a few legends about the Taker."

"And what if thisthing isred?"

The posshbility seemed overwheming to Jherek. Hislife was troubled enough.

"How could the Taker be red?' he asked. "The Taker isalegend. No one has ever seen him.”

"If you have spoken to awhde" Tarnar said, "then you know someone must have. Whaes never
lie"

XVI

2 Eleasias, the Year of the Gauntlet

Follow me more closely, little malenti, lakhovas ordered as they swam through the currents around
Vahaxtyl. | would not have the princes know we are divided in any way.

Laagued obeyed reluctantly, drawing two feet closer to lakhovas. The sahuagin princes of Aleaxtis had sent
warriors to escort them from Tarjana. The great galey sat at anchor above the ruined city. All around them, the
whale song echoed.

No one in the sahuagin city seemed happy to see lakhovas return.

How easily they forget, lakhovas commented as they swam to the amphitheater. During their absence, the
princes ordered the amphitheater cleared so meetings could once again be held there,

Crews of sahuagin women and children il labored to clear the city of debris, but Laagued knew the area
would never be fit to live in again. Black chunks, shelves, and mountains of cooled lava covered the place where
the city had once been. Here and there were pockets, mostly intact, that |eft a few landmarks to distinguish where
proud

Vahaxtyl once stood. Warriors stood guard and foraged for food to feed the populace.

The ringed seats around the amphitheater were only a quarter full but there were ill thousands seated. The
three surviving sahuagin princes stood in the center of the mosaic of black and gray stones. Fully four dozen
guardsmen flanked them, outnumbering the warriors lakhovas had brought four to one.

lakhovas sank easily before the princes and stood to his full height.

As the maenti priestess gazed around, she saw that the princes were accompanied by their priestesses as
well. Evidently it was hoped that dl of their combined power might stand against 1akhovas's might.

Panic sailed through Laaqued as she looked at the full-blooded sahuagin priestesses. They stood in stark
contrast to Laaqued!.

Relax, the feminine voice whispered in her mind. Make no untoward moves. For now, let lakhovas have his
way.

Laaqued glanced at lakhovas, but his attention was on the princes.

"Honored Ones," lakhovas addressed them. His voice boomed, carrying easily throughout the amphitheater.

Ruubuuiz, as most senior among the three princes, strode forward. He planted his webbed feet flat on the
amphitheater floor and held his trident beside him. The prince wore his best combat harness, adorned with sigils
representing Sekolah as well as his own station. Made of soft gold and adorned with finger bones taken from
enemies as wdl as hits of fire cord, his crown gleamed.

"You have journeyed safely," Ruubuuiz stated.



"I have journeyed on atrue sahuagin warrior's path," lakhovas countered with a warning edge in his voice.
"I have left broken enemies in my wake, feasted upon them that | might maintain my strength, eaten of my falen
brothers that they might forever stay with me and created currents that will send dl of our enemies cringing in
fear."

Ruubuuiz shifted uncertainly.

"I came back here," lakhovas roared, "to lead the army you were supposed to have readied in my absence.
Instead, | find you and your people grubbing around the corpse of this city long after the marrow is gone."

Laaqued held herself proudly, listening to the words lakhovas spoke. Confusion vibrated inside her. As
lakhovas had stated, he moved more truly along the currents a sahuagin would, and he gave voice to thoughts
only a sahuagin would have. She fdt proud and shamed and conflicted dl a once. How could he, who Laaqued
knew was not a sahuagin, be better at playing one of her kind than she was?

"Our people were not meant to live as carrion feeders,”" lakhovas ydled. "In the days after the destruction of
this city, you princes teach your people the way to live their lives. In turn will they teach their children. Now is
not the time to be cautious."

"Now is not the time to foolishly throw away the lives of our warriors," Ruubuuiz countered. "We must
rebuild, and-"

"While you are rebuilding,” lakhovas accused, "you're going to dlow the sea elves and mermen time to
rebuild the Sharksbane Wall. You might as wel help lay the stones yourself."

"Carefully,” Ruubuuiz growled, flaring his fins and puffing up his chest angrily. "Your words here this day
will not be forgotten.”

"I will have my priestess put them in a singing bundle for you to remember aways," lakhovas declared,
referring to the strings of shells, rocks, and knots tied to bone or sinew rings that the sahuagin used as books.

lakhovas turned to look at the amphitheater seats and called out, "I did not come to Seros to free you only
so you could trap yourselves again. The wdl is broken, a world lies in wait out there to fed the caress of your
claws and mighty teeth. Are you predators or prey?"

The crowd rose from their seats, clacking their claws against each other, shaking their tridents and spears.
They hooted, whistled, and clicked their support of his words. Thousands made the cacophony almost deafening.

lakhovas turned back to the three princes, strong and tal in triumph.

Maartaaugh stepped forward and gazed at the ydling sahuagin. "Don't be easily swayed by his words," he
screamed at them. "Remember the thousands who have left this place already under his guidance, and remember
that only hundreds of them have returned-or gill may live."

Some of the audience's celebration died away.

"Those who fdl in battle fel as true warriors should," lakhovas rebutted. "With their claws in an enemy's
heart or their teeth in an enemy's throat. Through me, they got the chance to die with nobility rather than live out
their days behind a sea df'swal."

Cheering started again, but it wasn't as loud as before. Laaqued knew it was because there was a lot of truth
in Maartaaugh's words. She eyed the other priestesses. Laagued knew that if 1akhovas fell out of favor suddenly,
or made himsdf appear the slightest bit weak in the eyes of the sahuagin, the priestesses would kill her firgt, then
turn on him. Their obvious resentment of her spurred her on, overcoming her own reluctance to champion
|akhovas. Her own dignity and self-worth was &t risk.

Laaqued strode forward imperioudy, letting her anger bury any hesitation she felt about her actions. Every
eye focused on her-she was so different from both the outer sea and Serosian sahuagin.

"You shame me" she accused the priestesses.

"N'Tel'Quess," one of the priestesses snarled. She touched the holy symbol of Sekolah hanging over her
ridged chest and threw out a hand.

Laagued braced herself, summoning her own powers. She fet the spell tingle over her body as she clasped
the holy symbol hanging between her bare breasts. The tingle went away and the priestess who'd attacked her
burst into green flames.

The priestess swam from the others, trying to escape the blaze that consumed her. The water boiled around
her, giving off terrible heat that coasted on the currents sweeping over Laagued. The maenti priestess watched
in quiet shock as white foam from the boiling sea water and green flames consumed the priestess. Seconds later,
the priestess's blackened bones drifted to the amphitheater floor. Her flesh was entirely consumed.

Quiet reigned over the amphitheater.

Little malenti, lakhovas said gently into her mind, you have their complete and undivided attention.

Gathering her own composure, Laaquedl saw that it was true. Wariness gleamed in the black eyes of the
priestesses before her.

"You, who are supposed to be the backbone of Sekolah's worship in your tribes, baronies, and kingdom,"
Laagued accused, "choose to be silent about Sekolah's teachings in this time of greatest need.”

"Not true," one of the oldest priestesses stated.

Two of the sharks circling overhead under the control of sahuagin warriors broke ranks. Before anyone
could say anything in warning, the predators ripped into the Serosian priestess.

The firgt shark chewed the priestess's face from her skull in passing while the other disemboweled her. The
sharks returned to their positions overhead.

Laaqued glanced at lakhovas.



It's no work of mine, little ma lent i. His human face, when she saw it, even held a trace of suspicious
hostility.

Laagued had no doubt that hed taken part in neither attack. It was something else, something divine. She
was certain of it. Feding more confident, she returned her attention to the priestesses.

"If you don't live and teach as the Great Shark would have you," Laaqued preached, "live in fear of Sekolah's
wrath. As always, the wesk will be culled from true warriors. So shall it be for the priestesses who stand in the
way of the path the Shark God has chosen."

With fierce gazes and open hatred, the priestesses bowed their heads in acknowledgment.

Savage pride burned through Laagued. As she took her place a |akhovas's side, she held her head high.

You've acquitted yourself well, little malenti, lakhovas sent her, though I'd like to speak on this matter
later, and at greater length. We are still not out of danger here.

Even that did not dissuade Laaqued from the joy she fdt. Sekolah had defended her, stepping in and
destroying the priestesses who challenged her. It was unheard of.

"Warriors make war," lakhovas roared. "Leaders lead." He spun dowly in the amphitheater, his arms thrust
straight out and his claws fully extended. "When | first arrived here, | declared mysdlf as your ddiverer, the one
who would set you free. | have not done that yet."

Laagued glanced at the princes as they conferred among themselves. They knew where lakhovas was
headed as wdl as she did. There was nothing they could do to prevent it.

"| tore down the Sharkshane Wall," lakhovas said. "I opened a path to the outer Serosian world, to the seas
the surface worlders depend on.”

Clicks and whistles of agreement echoed around the amphitheater.

"But | falled to truly set you free" lakhovas went on. "l left, handling errands of my own, taking the first
steps to build We Who Eat a conflagration that would end the empires of our enemies, to leave them broken and
shattered in our wake. | will not fail you again. | will be the king that you deserve, the one who will meke savage
warriors of you dl in name and in deed."

The shrill sahuagin applause rippled across the amphitheater, growing steadily.

"No!"

The hoarse shout rang over the amphitheater. Laaqued felt the movement along her laterd lines. She turned
and found Maartaaugh striding toward lakhovas.

"You will not be king here," Maartaaugh swore. "You are not from our sea. You are not of our heritage. You
will not usurp our waters."

Silence immediatdly filled the waters as the sahuagin audience waited to see what would happen. Only the
throbbing crescendo of the whale song continued unabated.

"Would you die then, Maartaaugh?' lakhovas asked. "Would you challenge me and lose your life as
Toomaaek did, unable to even fight for your people or the place they deserve in Seros?"

Maartaaugh dammed the butt of his trident against the inset stones that made up the amphitheater's floor.

"I will not die," the prince said. "Aleaxtis will have one of its own as king."

"I would kill you," lakhovas stated flatly. "I would rend your flesh from your bones and feed it to those you
cdamto lead."

That remains to be seen.”

Maartaaugh's courage held him despite the carnage he had seen lakhovas do.

Laagued fdt the tension in the water, could fed Maar-taaugh's heart beating rapidly through her lateral lines.
Surely Sekolah's will would be served now.

"If you wish to dispute my right to the throne," lakhovas said in a soft, deadly voice, "then | will name the
challenge."

Maartaaugh nodded.

lakhovas swung to the crowd. "In order to prove my worth-to become your king, to take upon mysdf the
right to lead you in your greatest battle-l will day the Great Whale Bard who even now blocks passage through
the Sharksbane Wall."

Excited conversation started up again.

"If | can't do what | say," lakhovas went on, "then let me die as Sekolah would have me clawing at the face
of an enemy." With noble grace, he spun back around to Maartaaugh. "If you wish, | will give you the honor of
trying to day the Great Whale Bard firgt."

"No," Maartaaugh replied in a quiet voice.

"Then agree to my terms," lakhovas said. "If | kill the Grest Whale Bard and end the thresat of the whale song
that attacks this place, you will recognize me as king and serve as my grand champion, to renounce and combat
any who would attack or challenge me."

Maartaaugh hesitated only a moment, and Laagquedl knew it was because the warrior tried to find a loophole
in lakhovas's offer.

"I will," the prince answered.

"Good," lakhovas said.

"When will you attempt this?' Ruubuuiz asked.

"Now," lakhovas said. "There isawar to be fought, and | will tolerate no waiting."

He turned and leaped away, pausing when he was twenty feet above the amphitheater floor.



Laagued swvam up beside him, seeing him totally in the sahuagin illusion now. He was a proud warrior, his
fins flared out and his chest puffed up, gripping the trident in one fist and his crown seated on his broad head.
One eye held a golden gleam.

"l am lakhovas!" he roared. "I am destined to be your king!"

The sahuagin crowd exploded into movement. They slapped their feet against the stones and whistled and
clicked in full support. There were even comments from some that lakhovas was Daganisoraan, the greatest
sahuagin warrior of dl, reborn.

"lakhovas!" some of them began to chant. "Defender and king! lakhovas!"

Yl will bring you victory!" lakhovas declared. "Meat is meat!"

"Meat is meat!" the crowd roared back.
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"It looks like they're waiting for something," Sabyna said.

She kept alow profile on the hill overlooking the stretch of coastline below her.

"Something," Glawinn replied, "or someone."

The paladin lay beside her on the hard, rocky ground. He wore hunter's leather instead of his amor and
carried his sword in a plain scabbard.

"They could be waiting for Vurgrom to join them,” Azla added. She lay in the tal grass on the other side of
the paladin, the spyglass they'd been sharing pulled tight to her eye. "Or perhaps they're putting in to harbor for a
few days to join him at alater time."

Irritated at the position they'd been thrust into, Sabyna glared at the pirates. The pirate ship Brave Wager
rested a anchor in the smdl, natural harbor. Her sails were furled around her masts, looking for dl the world like
she was an innocent merchanter taking advantage of a brief respite before sailing dangerous waters again.

Part of the crew maintained lean-tos on the shore under broad-leafed trees. Blackened pits showed where
they'd roasted wild pigs and deer they'd brought back from the forest surrounding the harbor. Fishing and
crabbing were plentiful as well.

Azlas charts cdled this idand, which lay to the southwest of Agenais, either Zagrus or Kloccbarn, as if the
cartographer was unable to chose one name or the other.

After Sabyna returned to Azure Dagger and told her story of the men she'd seen at the apothecary's, Azla
continued work on the ship. When Azure Dagger was fit for sailing a few days later, her replaced masts securely
in place and completely outfitted, they'd gone sailing, using the enchanted astrolabe as a guide.

Vurgrom's ship maintained a steady route in the sea way between the Whamite Ides and Turmish, gliding as
restlessly as a shark. Even as they prepared to set an intercept course for Maglstrom, one of Azlas crew spotted
Brave Wager in the distance.

Rather than risk getting caught between the two ships they knew of, and perhaps more, Azla decided to wait
Brave Wager out and see if they couldn't gather more information on what Vurgrom was doing.

While they'd been in port a& Agenais, stories continued flowing in from new arrivals. Sahuagin, koalinth,
morkoth, and other sea species continued to raid the surface world nations and take ships. Their god appeared to
be to rid the Sea of Falen Stars of anything that traveled over the water.

Some of the sea captains even brought news that uneasy aliances between the surface world nations were
starting to unravel as relmsin turn accused other redlms of being involved in the sea-spawned threst. Assassins
were rumored to ply their trade on and off the sea. There were ill others who insisted the assassins were hired
by the different aquatic races.

Trade routes and communication lanes broke down. The Sea of Falen Stars became a battlefield, something
it hadn't been in over four hundred years.

"I've got to get back to my ship," Azla announced. "There's ill some trim and other work | want to see to
while we're here." She passed the spyglass over to Glawinn, who thanked her for the loan. "Let me know if
anything develops.”

"I will, lady," the paladin promised.

Sabyna ralled up into a sitting position, gtill behind the brush and below the ledge so the pirates couldn't see
her. She wrapped her arms around her legs and held them tightly. "Il stay here as wdl."

Azla nodded. "I'll have two men spell you when it gets dark." She turned and walked away, making her way
carefully down the hillside.

Wanting to take advantage of the waning sunlight, Sabyna took out her book of spells and spent time trying
to study. Glawinn lay across the ridge, as cdm and il as any animd that made its home in the forest. The ship's
mage found that irritating.

"Is something wrong, lady?"

"I want to know Jherek isdl right." It had been nearly two tendays since she'd last seen him.

"You can look to your own heart for that.”

"So you say."

"Trust me, lady. When you fed as drawn to someone as you do to the young warrior, you'll know when
something happens to him."

"How do you know?"'

"Because it has happened to me"

Startled and embarrassed at her own thoughtlessness, Sabyna glanced up &t the paladin. His dark eyes were



filled with old pain that time failed to erase.

"I'm sorry," she said.

"As an |." Glawinn returned his attention to the spyglass and said, "Sometimes, in order to love fully and
completely, you have to let the other go. When they return, you'l find the bond between you is even stronger."”

"I don't know that he will be back. There seems to be so much distance between us."

"Trust," Glawinn urged. "It's dl you can do."

"| prefer amuch more active solution.”

"Then study, lady, that you may get better a your own skills" the paladin suggested. "Wherever you go,
however this may turn out between you and the young warrior, you need to be as strong as you can be."

Reluctantly, Sabyna took out her book again and applied herself to her studies. Still, she felt as though she
were on the edge of the world, peering down into a bottomless abyss.

"We've not seen the worst of this yet, have we?' she asked.

"No," Glawinn replied softly. "No, lady, I'm afraid we haven't."

Laaqued stood on Tarjana's deck and stared at the Great Whae Bard. The cresture floated in the currents
before the broken section of the Sharksbane Wall, flanked by other whales. The grest whale was over four
hundred feet long from its blunt head to its tail flukes. Gray-blue skin stood out against the blue-green sea so it
looked more like a shadow than a solid thing. The whale song continued to echo in ghrill sgqueaks and moans
around Hunter's Ridge

He knows you're coming, she told Iakhovas when he joined her.

Of course he does. lakhovas looked at her and grinned. Can't you smell the fear on him, little malenti?

Laagued said nothing. She couldn't smell fear from the great whale, but she sensed the anticipation from the
sahuagin who ringed the mountains around her. Not far away, Maartaaugh and Ruubuuiz stood together, out of
safe crossbow shot from the few sea elves that ill manned the makeshift garrison.

lakhovas held a harpoon in one fist. The thick shaft bore runes etched in black. The metd blade gleamed as
though afresh edge had just been put on it.

Why didn't you challenge Maartaaugh and be done with it? Laaquedl asked. You could have beaten him
easily.

Little malenti, lakhovas said patiently, there is still much you have to learn when it comes to leading
warriors. In Waterdeep, though our forces were turned away, we killed many of our enemies, destroyed their
boats, and burned their buildings and homes. Though it was a loss in some respects, | taught We Who Eat of the
Claarteeros Sea that, they could win. They knew before that they could fight the surface world, but never before
had they known they could win.

The whale song continued unabated, throbbing through the water, racing with the currents. It was hard for
Laaqued to stand there and take the whal€e's abuse. A few of the sahuagin who came from Vahaxtyl to watch
succumbed to the whale song's thrall and returned to their city.

Once | gave them that, lakhovas continued, Baldur's Gate could not stand against them. The Great Whale
Bard will be Seros Waterdeep. It will teach these warriors here that anything is possible? and it will give
notice to the sea elves and others that would stand in our way. He grinned, and his golden eye gleamed. What
other creature can sing its death song the length and breadth of the Sea of Fallen Sars?

lakhovas signaled to one of the sahuagin warriors in Tarjana's stern. The warrior started beating the drum
brought up from belowdecks. The basso booms echoed through the water, partially masking the whae song.

The sahuagin warriors aboard the mudship picked up the rhythm, dlapping their webbed feet against the
deck, creating hollow detonations that amplified the frenetic beat. Within the space of a few heartbeats, the
sahuagin warriors along Hunter's Ridge picked up the rhythm as well, slapping their hands and feet against the
ocean floor or banging rocks together.

Wish me well, little malenti.

lakhovas leaped off the mudship. Hisillusion as a sahuagin warrior for the moment was complete. Not even
Laaqued could tel he was anything else.

He swam strongly, straight for the waiting whales as if propelled by the savage beat of the sahuagin. The
long harpoon stayed close at his side.

Just over the broken section of the Sharksbane Wall, unchallenged by the sea elves who knew they were not
his targets, lakhovas halted in the water. He was less than a hundred feet from the Great Whale Bard.

"l am lakhovas!" he roared. "And | will be your death!"

He swam straight at the great whale like a crossbow bolt.

XVII
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Confuson consumed Laaqued's thoughts as she watched |akhovas close on the Great Whae Bard.

The confrontation with the priestesses of Vahaxtyl weighed heavily on her mind. The closest Sekolah

came to invalving himsdf in his children's worship of him was when he sent avatars to inspire ther blood
frenzy, and that dmaost never happened.



Though she beieved lakhovas when he sad he played no part in the matter, she couldnt hep
questioning whether her defense had come from Sekolah. She couldn't answer why the Shark God
would choose to defend amdenti priestess. Maenti birth was only a 9gn that the sshuagin lived too close
to the sea elves, thar sworn enemies. There was nothing positive about being a mdenti, nothing in their
scriptures to suggest that Sekolah would show any kind of specid interest.

Her line of thinking pointed her back to lakhovas. Either he had engineered the priestesses deaths
and gotten away with lying to her, or he was as important to Sekolah's bloody designs as he sad he was.
Laaqued's fath was torn in both directions. She was afraid to believe and fool hersdlf, and afrad not to
beieve and take away the last vedtiges of hersdf she had Ieft, trapped by her own need for
understanding.

She stood on Tarjana's deck amid the sshuagin warriors as they kept up the frantic rhythm and
watched |akhovas approach the Great Whae Bard.

The whae song boomed through the water, partidly obscured by the throbbing sshuagin beat. The
Great Whale Bard shifted only dightly to face his approaching foe.

Taker.

The wha€'s voice rolled like thunder through Laagued's mind. From the way the sahuagin stopped
dgpping ther hands and feet and rocks, the mdenti priestess knew they'd dl heard it too.

"Death,” lakhovas snarled, not dowing his pace toward the giant creature. The great whde was
nealy fifty times bigger than lakhovas.

There is only belief. High Priestess Ghaataag had told Laagqued that when the young mdenti was
firg accepted into Sekolah's temple. Bdief made a priestess strong, while knowledge took drength
away. Never before had Laagued so fully understood that ingght.

Two killer whaes raced for lakhovas. Ther black and white bodies sped through the water, cutting
across currents more swiftly even than sahuagin could swvim. lakhovas swam draight for them, never
vearing from the Great Whde Bard.

At the last moment, |akhovas shifted, diving below the lead killer whde. He dragged his harpoon's
edge dong the killer whae's underside, splitting it open and gutting it in a bloody rush that fogged the
water. lakhovas disappeared, logt in the dark red haze.

When he burgt through the bloody mist on the other side, the sahuagin warriors broke out in lusty
cheers. They dapped the ocean floor with their feet and clapped their hands again, finding the savage
rhythm of araging heart.

Slently, Laaqued prayed that Sekolah would take Iakhovas from them, prayed that the Shark God
would dlow the whales their victory, prayed that she would know now if 1akhovas was savior or dayer
to her people.

The second killer whale finned around and streaked for 1akhovas again as sharks broke the tethers
of their the threat from the sea sshuagin masters and dived for the floating corpse of the fird. lakhovas
turned once more, quickly overtaken by the killer whde. He dodged it, bumping his chest agang his
opponent's deek underbelly. 1akhovas hooked the claws of his free hand into the exposed flesh, followed
amog immediately by his foot claws.

Latched onto the killer whale like a barnacle, 1akhovas ripped through its flesh and pierced its heart.
Convulsons wracked the killer whae as lakhovas legped from it toward the Greaet Whae Bard.

Other whaes surged forward protectively.

Say back, the Great Whde Bard ordered. This has already been writ. We have done what we
could. Those of you who can escape alive must do so.

Reuctantly, the other whaes ceased moving.

The Time of Tempering has come then, the massve voice proclaimed, but you will not have
everything you seek, Taker.

"l will'" 1akhovas roared. "It will dl be mine again!"

No. For all your plans and machinations, there is one you did not count on, one whom you
could not know of.

Laaqued fdt the certainty of the Great Whde Bard's wordsin her mind.



"You lig" lakhovas screamed.

He reached the Great Whde Bard and dashed with his harpoon, driving it deep into the creature's
blunt snout. The Great Whae Bard screamed in agony, disrupting the whale song. The other whaes tried
to continue, but without the Great Whae Bard to lead them and tie their voices together, the mystic
enchantment lost most of its power. Laagued fdt the change. The somach-twisting nausea left her.

Sill roaring in savage rage, lakhovas dragged the harpoon free, tearing a large wound in the gresat
whaes snout. The creature tried to move to avoid its attacker or to strike back, Laagued wasn't sure,
but it moved far too dowly to escape lakhovas's wrath. The harpoon buried into the grest whale's flesh
agan and again, releasing clouds of blood into the water.

Even as she prayed, Laagued knew there could be no other end to the battle. With the blood in the
water, not dl the details of the fight were visble, but the maenti priestess watched as lakhovas hooked
his clawsinto the Great Whae Bard's Sde and clambered up to the top of its head.

The frenetic beat of webbed feet agangt stone and mud continued throbbing through the waters
surrounding Hunter's Ridge. None of the eves dared leave ther garrisons, and less of them were visble
now.

Sill hooked into the wha€e's flesh, 1akhovas pulled himsdf to the top of the head. He located the
great whales blowhole and shoved himsdf down insde. The creature continued to swim, but its
movements quickly grew weaker. Blood fountained from the blowhole in increesing volume, like smoke
from a surface worlder's campfire. The Grest Whae Bard screamed in denid and fear. The sound
echoed through the sea, and Laaqued knew that 1akhovas had been right: the Great Whae Bard's death
would undoubtedly be heard throughout dl of Seros.

The greaet wha€'s tal drooped, no longer moving. Only then did Laaqued notice that the other
whades wereinful retreat. Their song had stopped.

The huge corpse turned dowly, like a ship combating an unfavorable wind. Incredibly, the smdl jaw
hinged to the bottom of the huge blunt head opened. Blood spewed out in a violent rush, reveding the
massve damage that had been dedlt to the creature's ingdes.

When the currents washed the blood away, lakhovas stood reveded, levering the jaw open by
pushing againg the whae's upper jaw. Sll holding the Great Whae Bard's jaw open, he screamed
defiantly, "I am lakhovas! | am your king!"

The sahuagin warriors screamed with him, defiant and exhilarated.

"Meat ismeat!" 1akhovas yelled. "Come eat of the feast | have laid before you!”

The sshuagin surged forward, filling the water as they streamed through the broken section of the
Sharksbane Wall. They descended on the Great Whae Bard's corpse like carrion crabs.

Laagqued sayed on Tarjana's deck. She knew her absence among ther ranks wouldn't go
unnoticed, but she had no heart to join them. All she felt ingde was a curious emptiness.

"All hall King lakhovas the Ddiverer!" one of the sshuagin warriors shouted as the feeding frenzy
filled the ocean with blood. The other warriors took up the shout, and the sound filled the currents. They
dapped their hands and feet againg the whal€'s corpse, finding the savage rhythm again.

Laaqued wrapped her hand around the white shark symbal that lay between her breasts and
prayed. She found no comfort in an act that used to come so neturdly to her.

"Aye, an' theré's trouble afoot, friend Pacys.”

Drawn from his work on the saceddar, the old bard glanced up a the dwarf. Khlinat's face was
gim and hard. The last sweet notes from the saceddar died away.

"What isit?' the bard asked.

Khlinat pointed forward with his bearded chin and said, "It appears we've run aoul of a war party
of mermen. They're refusing to let us pass through.”

Pacys uncoiled from the flat rock on the sea bottom where held been working while the caravan
took a brief respite. They'd crossed the outer edges of the Hmur Plateau a couple days back. At present,
they were only afew miles east of the Pirate Ides.



“I'm figurin' the merfolk don't exactly take to what looks like a military group paradin’ through ther
land. At least, that's the gist of what | heard afore | decided to come back for ye"

"What does Resfglamor say?" Pacys asked, securing the saceddar to his back.

"A whole lat," the dwarf replied, "but ain't none of it doing him any good. Him and that merman
baron are both puffing up like toads. Me, I'm keeping a ready hand for me axe."

The old bard launched himsdlf into the water, and Khlineat followed him. Pacys swam eadlly, making
his way dong the caravan line to the front. Undersea mountains around the Pirate Ides made ther
journey hard even for svimmers. Bands of raiding seawolves and scrags had attacked them during the
nights, cogting them nearly a dozen warriors before they were turned back. The mountains created too
many potentid ambush points, but the deeper water toward the center of the Hmur Plateau offered
dangers as wdl. The depths aso shortened even the sea dves undersea vison to but afew feet.

The sea df rangers among the caravan saw to the care of the narwhas and sea turtles that pulled the
fla supply deds. The warriors formed protective units around the steep hills stationed in positions that
dlowed them to seein dl directions.

Even with the bright sunlight streaming through the shalows, Pacys didn't see Reefglamor and the
mermen until he was a hundred feet away. Twenty warriors floated behind the merman baron with their
tridentsin their figs.

Reefglamor stood on asmdl risein front of the baron, "You mud let us pass,” he said.

"No." The merman baron studied Pacys as the bard approached. His tone turned derisve. "You
even brought humans with you."

"This is not an ordinary human," Reefglamor argued. "This is the Tdeweaver. Your people have
legends of the Taker ..."

"Ves"

The baron didn't appear convinced. He was broad and muscled. His long brown hair floated over
his shoulders, following the path of the currents that swept over the area. Tattoos covered his ams and
chest, and a oird representing Eadro decorated hisright cheek.

"Then you've heard of the Tadeweaver, Baron Tdlos™ Regfglamor persisted.

The baron narrowed his eyes. "Those tdes have been twice-told hundreds of times over,” he
argued. "I choose not to believe in them as much as some of my people do.”

"Then your arrogance lendsitsdf to ignorance,” Reef-glamor accused.

Tdlos flicked histal in irritation and shot a hand out to adjust his momentum. "Swvim carefully in
these waters, old fins" he warned.

The old seadf drew himsdf up to hisful height. "I am Taranath Reefglamor, Senior High Mage of
Sylkiir."

"I was told who you are," the baron snapped. "Yet you dill stland before me on two legs, sea df,
and | tdl you that no one not blessed by Eadro with fins and a tal is a true creature of Seros. Your
people migrated here out of their own fear and prgjudice. We have dways been here"

Rage darkened the High Mage's features. At his Sde, Pharom Ildacer moved forward. Even as the
merman warriors reacted by dropping their tridents toward the sea eves, Regfglamor placed a hand on
hisfriend's chest. |ldacer stopped reluctantly.

"We only want to travel to Myth Nantar,” Reefglamor said. "We mud see to it that the Taleweaver
arives there safdy.”

"Not across my lands." Tdlos glared at the old bard. "I'll not have a sea df amy moving through my
city, or anywhere near it."

"Wetravd for the good of Seros," Reefglamor protested. "If we don't stand againg the Taker, dl of
our world may fdl."

"The good of Seros," Talos echoed. "As| recdl, the AluTe'Quessr have long held that as a reason
for their attempts to take over dl of Seros. How many have died as your people have tried to force their
will on others? The Eleventh Seros War was fought over the same beliefs. Wdl, we don't hold forth
those beliefs. We don't even presume to know what's best for Seros. We take care of our own, and life
in these waters would be far better if others took care to do the same.”



Reefglamor had no reply, vishly sung by the merman's hard tone and words.

"Myth Nantar was another vessd of sea dven congpiracy,” Tdlos continued. "Better it should
remain buried behind the mythd that binds it then to return to thisworld.”

"Prophecy has declared that the City of Dedtiniesis the place where the Taker might be destroyed,”
Regfglamor said.

"So say you, df.”

"Your people have those prophecies as wdl."

"Mayhep you'd be surprised how few of my people are willing to trust the AluTd'Quessr these
days.”

Reefglamor shook his head. "Unrest and drife dir the waters and echo on the currents,” he said.
"The sahuagin are once more free to roam dl of Seros. Surely you've noticed this”

"I've heard," Tdlos answered coldly. "I've dso heard that it was the sea dves themsdves who
shattered the Sharks-bane Wal."

"Why in dl the seas would we have done thet?'

"Because to get to you, the sehuagin mugt fird run through the Hmur Plateau-where the mermen
live"" the merman accused.

"Your King Vhaemas can't believe that."

"Theking," Tdlos admitted, "is more reluctant than some, but dl are aware that there is no love lost
between the sea dves and the merfolk.”

"Thisis bigger than the animaosity that lies between our people,”" Reefglamor said.

"I it were," Tdlos countered, "wouldnt Corond Semphyr or Corma Ytham have sent you with
more troops? Or approached our king fird to request passage through our lands?

"They, too, are blind to the dangers we face."

Tdlos regarded the old mage, then said, "If your own people don't believe in you and your journey,
why should 1?7

"Because it isthe truth," Reefglamor said.

"Not my truth."

Without another word, Reefglamor turned and motioned his warriors and fdlow mages back.

"What will we do?" Jhanra Merlistar asked.

"We have no choice” Reefglamor answered. "Well have to go around the plateau, dong the
western edge.”

"That'sinsane," Ildacer stated harshly. "Those waters are filled with kodinth tribes who would waste
no time attacking us. Only fools would svim there.”

"The only other choice would be to head to the east and go through the deeper waters there)”
Reefglamor offered.

"Senior,” the chief guardsman said, "I would prefer-"

"Aswould |," Reefglamor snapped irritably. "We're in agreement that the depths are too dangerous.
Wewill go around to the west. Have someone inform your warriors and the caravan leaders.”

Pacys thought about the proposed journey. It would add tendays, perhaps as much as a month to
their time. That was just not acceptable. Yet, as he looked a the merman baron's hard face, he knew the
decison would stand.

Both the sea eves and the mermen turned suddenly toward the south, their weapons fdling naturdly
into their hands. Pacys prepared himsdf, wondering what it was they sensed. His eyes reveded nothing
but the murky water that took away his vison. All a once the currents swirling around him became a
wave that rocked him.

Behind the wave came the degth cry of the Great Whae Bard. Hearing it, the old bard knew it
belonged to no other. Tears welled in his eyes as he remembered the great creature and the gift it had
gven so fredy while calmly accepting its own fate.

"Tdeweaver?' Reefglamor cdled out, svimming toward him. "What was that?'

"The sshuagin have dan the Great Whde Bard," Pacys replied. "Now there is nothing to hold back
the sea devils"
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Sanding in Seadfast's prow, his cutlass in his hands, Jherek stared a the huge, dark cloud that
rode low over the ocean. The ship was ahead of the cloud, only a few miles southwest of Aglarond. The
whae song stopped abruptly the day before, but the sense of direction that had dawned in the young
sdlor's breast remained congtant.

He shaded his eyes with his hand. Perspiration cooled him in the sea breeze as his heart resumed a
steadier beat. Hed worked himsdf hard the last hour, concentrating on the cutlass and hook as he went
through the exercises Mdorrie and Glawinn had shown him. The exertion kept his thoughts reined in,
away from the memory of Sabyna and the sweet kiss they'd exchanged.

Tarnar ran up the steps, joining him. "'l thought at firg it was acloud,” the captain said, "but I'd never
Seen one sttle so close to the sea and be so amdl. Thought it might be fog, then | thought perhaps it was
asl.”

"No," Jherek said, tracking the jerky, fluttering movement visble within the mass now. "Those are
birds. Scavengers." Even as he redlized it, his somach lurched and filled with cold acid.

Bringing his spyglass up to his eye, Tarnar swept the sky ahead. "Y ou're right, but I've never seen 0

Jherek hadn't either. Thousands of seagulls, pdlicans, fisherhawks, and smdler birds skirled through
the limited ar space above the sea, eagerly seeking an opening. During a voyage on Butterfly lagt yesr,
Finaren had spied a derelict at sea. Upwind of her, Jherek hadn't samelled the carrion stench of the ship
until they'd thrown grappling hooks over the ralling and prepared to tie on.

Birds had exploded from the decks and broken windows, frightened from the gridy repast they'd
helped themselves to. The young sailor had never learned the reason why the crew had killed each other,
but there was no doubt that they had. Finaren had guessed that some mage-inspired madness or a curse
hed overtaken them. No one had lived. For tendays afterward, Jherek remembered the bloated and
beak-stripped facesin his nightmares.

"It means there's death waiting up there" the young sallor said hoarsdly.

Tarnar didn't bother to disagree.

"Capn," the sallor in the crow's nest bellowed. "Got something off the starboard sde.”

Jherek stepped to the raling, the cutlass ill tight in his fist. A sgpphire whae, named for the blue
flukes it bore, surfaced in the water only a few yards from Seadfast. Twenty feet long and eesly eight
feet in diameter a its thickest part, the sapphire whae could have been a formidable opponent for the
caravel. It glided easlly just above the water, making no move toward the ship.

"Lady look over us" the salor in the crow's nest cdled out, "there are more of 'em out there,
Capn."

As though appearing from nowhere, the whaes rose to the ocean's surface, quickly flanking
Seadfast's port and starboard sides.

"They want usto stop,” Jherek sad.

"They've given us no choice,” Tarnar growled. He turned and shouted orders to the fird mate to
drop their canvas. "The good thing is, if they wanted to, they could have dready reduced Steadfast to so
much kindling. I'm taking this as a good Sgn."

The caravel drifted to a stop, resting eesly againg the whales broad backs. Tarnar gave the order
to drop anchor. Crewmen spun the anchor chain on the drum, paying out the length.

Jherek peered across the hundred yards that separated the ship from the cloud of scavengers
working at the water-line. They looked as though they were settling on a amdl idand barely jutting up
from the sea

Tarnar put his pyglassin the sash at his waist and walked cautioudy to the ralling to peer down at
the whales. Porpoises raced through the water around the whaes, occasiondly legping up and
disappearing benegth the waves again.

"What do they want?' the captain asked.

Jherek shook his head, then a ghogtly whisper trickled through his mind. Jherek, you must come
with us. The voice wasn't the same as the one that had contacted him days ago.



"They want me" the young sallor said.

"How do you know?' Tarnar demanded.

"They judt told me”

The captain looked a him as if he'd gone mad.

"You can't hear them?" Jherek asked, amazed that the man could not.

"No."

Jherek, there is not much time remaining. You must accompany us.

Fear and wonderment touched the young sailor's heart. Even days ago when held fdt the pull and
heard the whae song and the voice, he hadn't been as moved. Gazing out a the scavenging birds, he fet
the world close in around him.

"Why do they want you?' Tarnar asked.

" don't know," the young sailor answered.

The sapphire whae swam adongsde the caravel, bumping gently up againg it. Steadfast bobbed in
response.

Come, Jherek Whalefriend. Come and learn.

Theyoung sallor peered down into the whae's eye, seeing the intdligence there.

"What are you going to do?' Tarnar asked.

Jherek dung to the ralling, squinting againg the wind in his face. "We have no choice. | don't think
theyll let the ship proceed unless | find out what they want.”

Tanar was quiet for a moment. "If you go into that water, you're taking your life in your own
hands."

"Aye" Jherek nodded.

"We're carrying Cormyrean dried pepper seasoning as part of our cargo,” Tarnar said. "I can have
the men ready the ship and dump afew pepper barrels into the water. It1l burn those whaes-chase them
away and give us a chance to run. The wind favors us."

"No." Jherek bent and pulled his boots off. "Weve come dl this way following the whae song. To
try to leave without finding out where it led would be a waste of our time"

"Then I'll come with you."

"And leave Steadfast without her captain?' Jherek gazed a the man. "What kind of decison would
thet be?"

Tanar looked out to sea. "Youre taking to a faled priest, Jherek," he sad. "If these creatures
aren't here for your life, then this has got to be some kind of ... divine experience. | wouldn't want to miss
out on that."

Alone, the voice whispered into Jherek’'s mind. He repeated the request to the captain.

Tanar dearly wasn't hgppy with the Stipulation. His face hardened. "Go then, but I'm not going to
leave you out here on your own."

"Weagh the risk if it comes to that,” Jherek said softly. "One man isn't worth your ship and crew."”

"Mysdira keep you in her graces"” Tarnar offered hisarm.

Jherek took the captain's hand and shook it. Barefoot now, his dagger sheathed to one leg and the
cutlass through the sash at hiswalst, he stepped over theraling and dropped into the sea. He hit feet first
and did through the blue-green water. From under the surface, where the largest portion of the whaes
mass was, the creature |ooked even bigger.

No fear, the whae urged him, bumping up against him with her rough body. You are the one to be
known as Whale-friend.

Why?

We will explain what we may. Please, climb on my back and | will save you the swim. The
whae sunk lower in the water and came close enough to Jherek that they touched.

Hestantly, the young salor hooked hisfingers over the sapphire whal€'s dorsal fin and pulled himsdf
aboard. Jherek didn't look back, concentrating on the birds before him.

The whde swam swiftly, skimming dong the ocean's surface while the other whaes and dolphins
opened the path. As they neared the mass in the sea, the cries of the feathered scavengers reached a



crescendo, a vibrant damoring of hunger and rage. The young salor recognized the mutilated remains of
the largest whde held ever seen.

The dead whde floated just below the surface, buoyed up in degth. The sea rarely hid her dead
unless they went down in ships or the scavengers got to them too quickly. Crabs scuttled across the
corpse, hiding in pockets of pink-white flesh as they ate their fill and avoided the larger birds that would
have eaten them as well. Fish of dl szesand colors darted about at the waterling, and Jherek knew there
would be even more working the dead whae's underbelly.

An overwheming sense of lossfilled the young salor as he surveyed the carnage. Fresh in death, the
whae would float for a few days before the sea dragged it back down. Even then, it would be a long
time before it was stripped down to its bones.

The sgpphire whae closed on the corpse, nudging up againg it tenderly. Crabs, fish, and birds fled
from that amdl area.

This was Song Who Brings Bright Rains.

Jherek recognized the name. "What happened?

The Taker dew him.

Because the whales joined together in song in an attempt to block the sahuagin from entering
Seros.

Jherek remained dlent for along moment, hardly able to think in the cacophony of sounds that filled
the ar. Fish bumped up againg his feet and anklesin the water.

"Why have | been brought here?'

Because your coming was foretold in our legends. Song Who Brings Bright Rains had a gift he
was meant to give you.

"Why?" Jherek tried desperately to understand, but he couldn't find a foundetion.

You are the Whalefriend, the sapphire whae replied asif that answered everything.

"I don't understand.”

We are here to help you understand, but you must claim the gift Song Who Brings Bright
Rains had for you.

"Where?'

It ison the body. The Taker never suspected it was there.

The magic that guardsit is very strong.

"All my life" Jherek said numbly, "I have heard a voice in my head at times. Was it one of your
people?’

No, Whalefriend, that was another.

"Who?'

That is not for usto say. We only have our part. If you live, you will one day know all. That is
all we know. Go. Get the gift that has been held for you. You have far to travel, and there is much
danger for you to face.

The whal€'s musdles rippled adong its back. Taking the hint, Jherek lifted himsdf from the water and
stood on the animd's back. Even waking barefoot was tricky. The whal€'s hide was dick. His somach
cringed as he stepped onto the great whal€'s carcass.

The corpse's buoyancy caused it to bob under hisfeet. Water rushed in and swirled over his ankles,
mixing with the bright red blood. Birds took wing before him, reveding even more of the ravaged flesh.
The young sailor stedled his mind and made himsdf go forward when everything in him wanted to turn
back to Seadfast.

"What ismy degtiny?' Jherek asked.

You are to be the Whalefriend.

Jherek kept going, feding the greasy flesh twist and turn benesth his feet.

"What am | supposed to do?"

You will be a friend to our people. In times of need, you will champion us.

Jherek tried to imagine anything the whales would need him to champion for and couldn't. Anything



that could kill the creature he now walked on would be far too powerful for him to combat.

You have only just begun your revelations, Jherek Whale-friend. You do not yet know what
you will be.

“Then tdl me™"

| cannot.

For a moment, the young sallor fatered. Was this going to be another fase trail? Another game
played by the voice that had haunted him? Or had he been lured to his deeth this time?

Look to your heart for strength and you will find it, Jherek Whalefriend. You have always
been much stronger than you have thought. Thisis one of the things Song Who

Brings Bright Rains has always told us of you.

"How did he know?"

With quiet determination, Jherek resumed his search. The sheer savagery that had torn the great
whae continued unabated, and the young sailor knew the sahuagin had eaten their fill of the whale when
the Taker had danit.

He has always known. The whale bard that trained him told him, and the. story came from
the whale bard before him.

"They knew about me?' Jherek couldn't believeit.

They knew someone would come, the sgpphire whde replied, and they knew you would be
recognized when the time came.

Jherek gruggled with what he was being told even as he skidded and dipped across the great
wha€s corpse.

"How could they know?"

The whale bards of Seros have always been powerful in the ways of knowing. We choose to
remain apart from most of those who live below and above because most ignore us. In times past,
we have been ostracized for being harbingers, and even the surface folk hunted us for the
ambergris. You arc a sailor, Jherek Whalefriend, and you have ties to the sea. You can fed in your
heart the twists and turns of wind and sea. How can you know these things?

Some of the larger birds chalenged Jherek as he advanced. The young sailor drew his cutlass and
used the flat of the blade to knock the more aggressive ones aside. He didn't want to kill them. The birds
served a purpose in digposing of the body.

"Whereisthisthing | am supposed to find?"

You are looking for it. You will never find it that way. Close your eyes and feel for it as you
felt for the whale song.

Doubt gnawed a Jherek's thoughts. He fdt as though he was in a dream, that he might wake up at
any moment to find himsdf in a hammock aboard Steadfast. If he'd redly believed what was going on,
what he was teking part in, he didn't know how he would have reacted. The numbness indde dlowed
him to remain focused.

Theyoung sallor stopped and closed his eyes. It was hard to concentrate with dl the angry cries of
the birds around him.

Fed with your heart, Jherek Whalefriend. Your heart will always guide you if you listen to it.

Growing frantic with frugtration, Jherek tried to relax. The birds distracted him, but the fed of the
dead, rubbery flesh underfoot distracted hm more. Still, with everything that had happened, how could
hewak away?

Hefdt it. The amdl tugging pulled at the center of his chest. He concentrated on the sensation and
dowly opened his eyes. Following the tug, he shoved his way through the large, unganly birds, shooing
them into the air.

Only afew feet farther on, he dropped to his knees, knowing whatever he searched for was below
him. Water occupied pockets torn from the whal€'s flesh, mixed with ropes of congeded blood. A few
hermit crabs occupied the amdl poals, drawing back tightly into their borrowed shells a his approach.

"It'singde the body," the young sailor rasped.

Yes, the whae replied. That is where Song Who Brings Bright Rains carried it, as did the whale



bards before him. You must cut it out.

Jherek surveyed the dead flesh, knowing the whae was long past ay suffering. He raised the
cutlass and prepared himsdf to drive it down into the corpse. His hands shook with the effort, then he
lowered the blade.

"l cant.”

The birds drilled angrily dl around him, fluttering through the ar above. Feathers flew as the
scavengers battled each other for access.

Place your hand on the spot where the gift is, the sgpphire whae encouraged. Perhaps there is
another way. The tie between it and you is very strong.

Hestantly, given drength by the numbness and desire within him, Jherek placed his hand over the
spot where he bdieved the gift to be. Vibrations tingled againg his pdm. For a moment he believed it
was only the ocean rocking the great carcass.

Iridescent tendrils shot up from the whae flesh and encircled Jherek’s left wrist. Panicked, he tried
to yank hisarm back. On the third attempt, the tendrils ill crawling around his forearm, a slvery mass of
red, crimson, scarlet, yelow, and pink tore free of the wha€e's body.

Do not fear, the sapphire whae encouraged. This is the gift-nothing more.

Unable to get away from the wriggling rainbow-colored mass shifting dong hisarm, Jnerek stared at
it. His reflection in the polished sheen stared back a him. The mass smoothed out, becoming a thick
bracer that covered him from hiswrist dmost to his elbow. A protective cuff flared out over the back of
his hand to his knuckles. The colors twisted in stripes, each leading to the other. Instead of feding cold
and heavy, the bracer felt warm and light, like another coat of skin though it was nearly an inch thick.

"What isthis?' he asked.

Designs surfaced on the rainbow bracer, didinct whorls and loops that looked like nothing the
young salor had ever seen.

It is your gift, Jherek Whale friend. A gift that makes you one of our pod, a gift that will
protect you in your direst need, and it. is a weapon that will serve you against the Taker. It is also
the first step you must take on the path to your destiny.

Tuming his atention from the shiny bracer to the sapphire whae, Jherek demanded, "What
degtiny?*

Again, it is not for me to say.

"l won't accept that," Jherek declared.

He pulled at the bracer, managing to get afinger down indde the tight fit dong his arm. Even then he
thought the bracer only adlowed him to do that so he wouldn't hurt himsdf. As he continued to dig, the
bracer turned liquid under his questing finger-for just a heartbeat-and he pulled through. The bracer
flowed back together dmost indantly and was solid once more.

You have no choice.

"I will dways have a choice" Jnerek sad.

You came here. You are the one, the sapphire whde told him. You are the Taker's Bane. Every
choice you make will be right for you and for your destiny. There is no wrong way for you to go.
You have only to accept the power and responsibility that will be yours.

"Andif | don't?"

That will be your choice, and it will be the right one.

Jherek looked around at the dead whde and the scavengers covering it. The birds grew bolder,
hissng and crying out as they closed on him. He beat them away with the flat of his blade.

"I don't undergtand,” Jherek said. "l won't accept anything without understanding it fird."

You have accepted the bracer, and it has accepted you.

Jherek bardly restrained his angry frudtration. T'here was no acceptance,” he clamed. "It attached
itsdf to me”

If it had not been time, if you had not been right, that would not have happened. Only the
One may wear Iridea’s Tear.

Jherek held up his arm and the sunlight glinted off the rainbow bracer.



"Isthisthing dive?' he asked.

No, but it will serve to help keep you living. It will shidd you and be a weapon. As you
become accustomed to it, you will find that you can shape it to fit your needs. Now be silent, for
we must finish the Binding.

The sapphire whde lifted its true voice in song, an ululaing chorus that echoed over the water. The
other whales joined in and the prickly sensation of an approaching storm blanketed the area.

Quedtions flooded Jherek's frenzied mind, but before he could ask the firg one, blinding pain flared
aong his left arm where the bracer touched him. Unable to stand, he dropped to his knees, certain that
someone had set hisarm on fire

He howled in agony and crawled toward the edge of the whae€s carcass, scaring birds from his
path. As the song continued, he reached the edge of the corpse and thrust hisarm into the seawater, sure
the wound he was undoubtedly suffering would kill him-or cost him hisarm at the very least.

After what seemed an interminable time, the pain lessened, then went away.

Jherek drew his arm from the water expecting it to be burned clear through the flesh down to the
bone. Instead, hisarm seemed perfectly hedthy, asif nothing had ever happened. Even the mullti-colored
bracer was gone.

Not gone, the sapphire whae corrected. The Binding has been completed. You and Iridea’s Tear
will never be separated as long as life remains within you.

Siill on his knees, the young sallor held his bare arm up for the whae to see. Water droplets dung to
hisskin.

Iridea's Tear will be your badge, Jherek Whalefriend. In time, you will come to be known by
it. But there will be times that you won't want to be known at all. The Binding allows this to
happen. Think of the bracer upon your arm.

Jherek didn't want to, but once the thought was in his mind he couldn't help remembering the image.

Crimson, scarlet, ydlow, and pink strands erupted from his skin. The strands quickly wove
themsdvesinto the bracelet, agan running from his wrig to his elbow, the iridescent surface showing no
fractures or lines

The bracer can be easily hidden again when you wish.

Jherek willed the bracer to go away, but it remained upon hisarm.

There is much you have to learn, the sgpphire whade said. We will take time to teach you until
you are ready to become.

"Become what?' Jherek persisted.

That which you are destined to be. Nothing more, nothing less.

XVIII

8 Eleasias, the Year of the Gauntlet

"Tome"

Laaqued heard 1akhovass thundering battle cry over the din of war even as she twisted from the
path of an attacking ixitxechitl. The mdenti priestess swept the barbed net from her hip and threw it a her
attacker as it spun gracefully around in the ocean.

The weighted net flared out and enveloped the ixitxachitl, snking barbed hooks into the creature's
flesh. It screamed in rage and pain. Even as the net tangled its wings, Laaqued drove her trident deep
into its body. The ixitxachitl shuddered through its death throes.

"Mogt Sacred One, let me be of assstance.”

Turmning, Laagued found one of the sehuagin warriors from the outer seas svimming toward her, his
movements aready regidering on her laterd lines Bleeding from severd wounds inflicted by the
ixitxachitl fangs, the sshuagin warrior offered her another net. Bits of flesh dung to the cord and sted
barbs woven into the strands.

"I will gtrip the net from this one" the warrior offered. "King lakhovas will have need of you. The
demon rays are atempting to rdly ther forces."

Laaqued accepted the net and swam for lakhovas. She gazed around the ocean floor, sudying the



buildings that comprised the ixitxachitl community of Ilkanar. Ageadren was the closest ixitxachitl city, but
Ilkanar was an outpost town. The tdlest structure in the community was the temple, built of coral and
stones by the locathah, merrow, and kodinth daves the ixitxachitls kept.

lakhovas stood at the forefront of the invading sahuagin forces, ripping apart his foes with trident
and claws. Corpses littered the city, induding ixitxachitls and the daves who hadn't quickly chosen sides.
lakhovass wrath was unforgiving. As the invading amy rolled through the resistance put up by the
demon rays, the daves scattered infull revolt, driven before sahuagin who would kill them if they tried to
flea

The oceans currents darkened with blood.

Even as she drifted down and took her place a lakhovas's Sde, he glanced up at her. Gold gleamed
inhis eye socket.

"Ah, little mdenti, come to join the celebration?’ he said, holding a bloody chunk of dead ixitxechitl
out to her.

"l cameto fight a your Sde.”

A crud amile twigted hislipsin both his human and sshuagin guises as they flickered back and forth
in Laagqued's vison.

"Asyou can see," he said, "there are many who beieve in me these days-many ready to fight at my
dde. | searched for beievers, little mdenti, and they have found me."

Feding the spongy surface below the layer of sand at her feet, Laaqued drove her trident down.
Blood spewed up and the ixitxachitl crouched in hiding there flapped in pain. The mdenti priestess dit its
bdly with atalon and watched it snvim away to die.

Sharks and sshuagin finned by overhead, chasing dl that fled before them that weren't of thar kind.
It was awhirling maglstrom of daughter, a true vison of sahuagin power and savagery the like of which
Laaqued had never seen before. By rights, by her heritage, she should have been in bliss-or in a blood
frenzy as so many of her brethren were-but she wasnt.

"What about you, little mdenti?* 1akhovas asked. "Why do you fight?"

"I liveto serve you," she answered. Fear filled her as she gazed a him, knowing he had the power
to see through her and the lies she told.

"But do you bdieve?' lakhovas asked. "Do you believe in me, or do you fight only to save your
own life?'

Laaqued gazed around them, aware of the fighting taking place. Sahuagin invaded buildings on
ather Sde of the thoroughfare, yanking ixitxachitls out and putting them to deeth where they found them.
The daves died as well. There was no rescue.

Even though the temple stood in the dity, very few ixitx-achitl priests stood agangt them. The
sehuagin priestesses fought them spdl| for spell and emerged victorious even if they had to svim over the
bodies of those who'd gone before them.

"I believe," Laaqued replied, "as best as | an able”

She waited, thinking he was gaing to strike her down where she stood. Over the past few days, hed
been digant from her while plotting his intricate conspiracies.

"In Sekolah or inme?' he asked.

"Inmy eyes" Laaqued answered, "you and the Shark God are equa. How could | believe in
Sekolah's teeching if | didn't believein you?'

If the Shark God hed cared at dl about what she did or thought, the mdenti knew she'd have been
gruck down in that moment for the words of sacrilege she spoke. Instead, she prepared hersdf for the
blow shefuly expected from lakhovas.

He gazed a her for along time, as if the battle raging around them didnt exist. A dissmboweled
ixitxechitl drifted by them. lakhovas angrily swept it away. His living eye showed mdignant black as he
surveyed her.

"You have changed, little maenti.”

"We are dl changed.”

"I have grown and become more powerful.”



"And | have become less 07" Laagqued asked.

"No, it's not that..." lakhovas waved the sahuagin warriors behind them onward. He paused to
glance briefly at the carnage that was reaped in his name, grinning broadly enough to reved the fangs that
filled his sehuagin mouth as wel as his human one. "It's just that |'ve never seen you without vison.”

"l don't understand,” Laaqued responded.

"When | fird met you dl those years ago,” lakhovas said, "when | first saw you, | saw the hunger for
power within you. It filled every fiber of your being, litle mdenti, a force so wild and powerful thet for a
moment | was afraid- tempted to kill you outright instead of usng you."

Laaqued stood in the middle of the battle waiting patiently. There was nothing she could say.
Emptiness swallowed her emotions save for a trace of fear that kept her reactions on the edge.

"I thought | could control that hunger,” 1akhovas went on, "so | let you live. In magtering you, though
you may not see it that way, | shaped and strengthened that hunger in you."

Shame swept through the mdenti priestess because she knew lakhovas spoke the truth.

"I remember the way you stood up to King Huaanton after we brought Waterdeep to its knees."
lakhovas closed hisfig, and it was a once human and sahuagin. "It was something you would have never
done had | not entered your life"

Screams punctuated his words.

"I know," Laaqued said, only because she knew some response was necessary.

"You would have tried to kill im for going againgt Sekolah's will."

"Wes"

"Then, only afew days ago, two priestesses who would have done harm to you were struck down
before you."

Laaqued knew that was a sore point for lakhovas. Even though held questioned her at length about
it, sheld been able to offer no reason why that had happened. Tha she had no explanation aso
undermined her own confidence. She didn't know why she couldnt bdieve Sekolah had acted on her
behdf, but she didnt.

"At this point, litle mdenti,” lakhovas said, "I would think that your hunger would be about to
consume you, that you'd want to stretch your talons and see how deeply you could cut into the world.”

Laaqued eyed him levdly and said, "To cut any deeper in this world I'd have to step from your
shadow, and that would be dangerous.”

For a moment lakhovas held her gaze, then he tilted back his head and laughed. The deep, roaring
below echoed through the ixitxachitl outpost, riding on the swirling currents that followed the path of the
battle.

"Ah, little mdenti, in truth, | had not thought about that. You think you have risen as far as you can
go?"

"Yes" Laaqued answered without hesitation. It was the truth.

"Then you truly have no vison," lakhovas stated. "Before | am done, | will rule Toril. | will conquer
its oceans and coadtd lands, then | will find a way into the tender heart of the surface world. | will
become the greatest emperor Faerun-and beyond-has ever known."

"And will you be needing an empress?' Laagued chalenged.

lakhovas grinned crudly. "No, little maenti.”

"Then wha am | supposed to envigon for mysdf?'

lakhovas was slent for atime. "Perhaps you are right. | miss the way you were, but should | see
those hungry lightsin your eyes again, I'll know to guard my back."

Laaqued crossed her arms over her breasts and asked, "Do you fear me then?"

Cold anger froze lakhovas's festures. "You go too far," he warned.

"Yet you think | don't go far enough.”

"Dont ever make that mistake."

Laaqued shook her head. "What you saw in my eyes when we met wasn't just a hunger for power,”
ghe told him, "it was desperation. When | fed desperate, I've found | can do dmost anything | need to
do."



"And do you fed desperate now, little maenti?*

"No," she sad quietly, again tdling the truth. "For now, | only fed hollow.”

"Perhaps,” 1akhovas admitted, "that is a good thing. | will work to indill that hunger in you agan,
though. | want you to be dl that you might be, Most Sacred One."

Laaqued didn't know what to say. She sensed truth in hiswords, and that he cared about her in his
own way.

"Come" he sad after atime. "We have awar to win."

He leaped up and swam through the water, heading for the thick of the diminishing battle.

With nothing else to do, Laaqued followed.

"Tome" lakhovas cried with savage glee as he descended on the last rdlying point of the ixitxachitl
a llkanar. With dl the priestesses around, he used his magic without fear, making sure no one could
trace the efforts back to him.

The ixitxachitls holed up in the temple, halding their own at the doors and windows. Sahuagin dung
to the stone wdls with their claws, dashing savagely at any demon ray that stayed in the open too long.

lakhovas battled through ixitxachitls that had been luckless enough to be caught out in the open. His
atention riveted on the temple for a moment. Gold gleamed in his scarred eye socket and a thin green
ray, dmost logt in the swirling blue-green of the sea, stabbed toward the temple.

Without warning, the temple tower's base glowed green. In the next ingant the glowing section of
the tower turned to fine black dust. Shorn of part of its mooring, the tower fdl to the ocean bed. It
sretched out far enough to crush two more buildings, then threw a cloud of sand into the water. The
hallow thump echoed, followed immediady by the dattering of stones as the temple went to pieces.

Laagued stared in disbdlief. The ruined tower had killed not only most of the ixitxachitls hiding
indde, but alarge number of the sahuagin who'd been dinging to the walls.

The tower's destruction Sgnaed the end of the battle. Dozens of demon rays remained, but they fled
for their lives, only making the sshuagin and sharks chase them farther to kill them.

"Tome" lakhovas cried, holding his trident triumphantly overhead. "I have brought you yet another
triumph, as | promised.”

"Long live King lakhovas the Ddliverer!" someone ydled.

The rest of the sahuagin quickly took up the cry. They dapped ther feet agang the slt-covered
streets of the fdlen ixitxachitl outpost, dammed ther tridents againg the stone wals of the buildings
holding only dead and dying, and gave voice to dicks and whistles pledging their support.

Laaqued kept her slence and her distance. Only she knew the truth of the beast the sshuagin had
clutched to their breasts.

"Long live King lakhovas the Ddiverer!”

Jherek flexed his left hand and gazed at the brown skin of his arm, then he closed his hand and
vigudized the multi-colored bracer covering it. In the space of a heartbeat, the magic amor lesped
through his skin and wrapped around hisarm in ablur of color. It sparkled in the sun that shone down on
Seadfasfs deck.

"Doyou fed it?" Tarnar asked. The captain stood across from Jherek, sword in hisfist.

"No," Jherek replied.

In the seven days that had passed snce recovering the Great Whde Bard's gift, not a minute had
gone by that the young sailor hadn't thought about Iridea's Tear.

"No extraweight?' the Cormyrean Freesail captain asked.

“No."

"Not even now, when it is manifested upon your am?'

Jherek shook his head. "It'slikeit'sa part of me" he said. "It's no more noticegble than the hair on
my am."

The caravel stood a anchor at asmdl cove south of Altumbd. They'd been met by a dozen caravan
wagons manned by warriors who swore dlegiance to the Smbul, the queen of Aglarond. Seadfasfs
cargo was parceled out among the wagons even as the caravel's crew took on the goods the caravan had



carried overland from Vdprintalar, the closest thing to a port city Aglarond had.

Firate activities in the eastern waters north of Aglarond had increased. Having no regular sanding
navy and only asmadl, desperate army, the Smbul had made arrangements with the merchants in Cormyr
to avoid the waters with the overland caravan and make the exchange dong the southern coadt. It wasn't
atactic that would last long, but trapped as Aglarond was between Altumbd and Thay, the redm dill
needed the glass, iron, and food the merchant ships brought to trade for lumber, gems, and copper.

The southern coadtline of Aglarond was harsh and uneven. Cliffs overlooked the Alamber Sea,
broken only by the treacherous trails the wagoneers had used to descend to the rocky shore. Trees grew
amaog out to the seals edge, kept a bay only by the saltwater that drenched the ground.

Foresters manned the wagons. All of them were hard-eyed men with the gruff manners of warriors
congantly marching off to battle. They bore scars and memories, and their songs at night held sadness for
things lost as wel as hope for a brighter tomorrow.

Some of the wagons bore coast boats that many of the surrounding pirates feared. Though the coast
boats were open, equipped only with lateen sails, oars, and poles, a group of them could grapple and
board ocean-going vessdls to kill pirate crews. According to Tarnar, they'd done that severd timesin the
past.

For the last two days, only a ghost of awind had threaded dong the rocky coast, not enough to
dlow them to put out to sea. Jnerek had spent mogt of that time with the captain.

"It's awonderful thing you've been given, Jnerek,” Tarnar said.

"But | ask mysdf why." The question had plagued Jherek's mind congtantly.

"Sometimes” Tarnar said softly, "things are meant to be accepted, not understood. So we practice,
and the whaes talk to you here, giving you what information they have. What followswill follow."

"l want to be back with my friends™"

Tarnar grinned and said, "Good. Maybe that is a step in the right direction.” He lifted his sword.
"Prepare yoursdf."

Jherek squared off with the man, fdling easlly into combat stance. Though Tarnar wasn't as powerful
a swordsman as Glawinn or Mdorrie were, there were things the young sailor picked up from the
captain. Maorrie and Glavinn had concentrated on raw power, complemented with quick, decisve
strokes. Tarnar, however, moved from bold attack into feints that had upon occasion left Jnerek open.

The young sailor watched his opponent's eyes, wating for the captain's opening move. Tarnar
dashed a Jherek's left arm. Jherek raised hisarm and took the blow on the bracer, trugting it completely.
Sparks flashed from the iridescent surface, but the bracer showed no Sgns of ill use.

Thrugting with his cutlass, Jherek came close to Tarnar's face but the captain parried the thrust with
his dirk. Stedl rasped. Jherek blocked again, this time causng the bracer to form a two-foot diameter
buckler that he used to press up againg his opponent. Even as they disengaged, he caused the bracer to
form into a hook like the one he normdly used. Each change was coming with less conscious thought
now. The young sailor settled into the combat, trying not to think of Sabyna, Glawinn, Azla, or the pirate
crew held come to know and care abouit.

Tarnar's crew had findly come around to him as wel, after heéd waked upon the Great Whde
Bard's body and retrieved the bracer. Over the days they'd spent traveding to meet the caravan in
Aglarond, the crew seemed to accept him as one of ther own. Tarnar had commented on that as well,
daing that the young salor had a naturd afinity for drawing men to him.

Fndly, after hammering away a Jherek's defenses for dmost an hour, Tarnar cdled for a break.
They drank sweet water the Aglarondans brought in wooden casks, and poured some over their heads
to cool down in the murky summer heat.

"Never," the captain stated, "have | seen someone adjust so quickly to a new wespon.”

"My teacher, Mdorrie" Jherek explained, "schooled mein dl manner of weapons.”

Tarnar shook his head, soraying droplets to the wooden deck. "It's more than that, my friend. You
are atrue, naturd born warrior.”

Embarrassment flamed Jherek's cheeks and the back of his neck. He willed the bracer away, feding
only atingle asit sank back ingde his arm. "Perhaps | have an advantage with the bracer that we hadn't



counted on."

"You mean that it enhances your kill?" Tarnar shook his head. "Even if tha were so, it would
perhaps only guide your arm, it wouldn't move the rest of your body or make you a better swordsman.
I've seen people fight with magicd-"

Jherek.

Responding to the quiet cdl indde his mind, the young sailor walked to the ralling and peered down
to find Swims Truly, the sapphire whde, in the water beside the caravel. Tarnar sudied him intertly,
aware that Jherek could hear a voice he himsdf could not.

You will be leaving with the tide, Jherek Whalefriend, Svims Truly told him. The wind will be
with you then.

"Where am | supposed to go?" Jherek asked.

Where you are supposed to go, of course.

"l want to rgjoin my friends” Jherek said. "I ill have to find the disk of Lathander that | caused to
be log."

Then, should you find your way there, that is where you should be.

Irritation stung Jherek. The whaes cryptic announcements contained truth, but what truth wasn't
aways apparent.

"How do | find them?'

As you may, Jherek Whalefriend.

"l don't know how."

Yes you do. Listen with your heart, just as you listened with it when you found Song Who
Brings Bright Rains. Search insde yourself. The bond between you and your love is the most
constant thing in your life. The ability to love and seek out love is your most whalelike trait,
Jherek.

Jherek was suddenly glad Tarnar couldn't hear the whae's thoughts.

"I don't think | can do that."

Swims Truly twitched a fin in a gesture Jnerek had come to learn sgnded irritation. You have not
yet tried. How can you know what you can do and not do?

Chastened, Jherek remained slent.

Close your eyes and let me guide your thoughts.

Theyoung sallor closed his eyes, ignoring the inquiring look Tarnar gave him.

You have a gift, Jherek Whalefriend, Svims Truly said, that comes from what you are, what
you will be. Born upon the seas of Toril, destined to spend your life there, it has been seen to that
you will always have a sense of where you are and in what direction people or objects lie from
youl.

Jherek waited, trying to understand, trying smply to believe.

Paint the picture of your beloved in your mind. Open it to the special tie that will forever bind
you to her.

Doubt clouded the young sailor's mind that such athing existed.

You think too much, Swvims Truly chided. Build her face in your mind, remember her scent,
then reach for her.

Tentaively, afraid of faling, Jhnerek did as the whae suggested. He imagined Sabyna as held firgt
met her, the wind blowing through her copper-colored hair. He imagined the lilac scent that she favored,
then fdt afamiliar tugging within his breast. Another image of Sabyna, when sheld come to him in Black
Champion's riggng and dug her fingersin his shirt, filled his mind. It hurt him, remembering how he'd told
her he couldn't give her hislove. Thefeding in his chest dimmed.

No. Do not doubt your love for this female, Jherek Whalefriend. Your doubts are in truth your
greatest enemy. Try again.

Forcing himsdf to remain calm, Jherek built Sabyna's face in hismind again. He saw her amiling and
his heart swelled within him. The tug in his chest returned, stronger than ever. He reached for her,
knowing for surein what direction Sabynawas west, and along distance away.



The love istrue, Swims Truly said quietly. You feel the connection strongly. It is how our kind
finds our mates.

"l can't-" Jherek started to protest.

Hush, Swims Truly ingructed. Jherek Whalefriend, no matter how much you doubt, you can
never be other than what you were born and guided to be. Perhaps you can delay these things, but
you can never make them go away. Whether you wish it or not, whether you feel entitled to it or
not, at this time you love the female and she loves you.

Abruptly, awind came up from the east, flowing over Steadfast and rattling her rigging. Even with
his eyes open now, Jherek could fed the tug urging him in Sabyna's direction. He closed his eyes again,
imegining her and drinking her image in. He reached for her, cdling her name.

The image sharpened and he saw her in one of the smdl rooms aboard Azure Dagger. She sat on a
char in front of Arthoris, the ship's mage. Her head turned and her eyes searched for him.

"Jherek," she cdled. A feding of dread, of loss and confused pain, dung to her.

Startled, the young sailor lost his concentration. He dropped to his knees, suddenly weakened.

You put too much of yoursdlf into the seeking. You must be wary of this.

Jherek gasped, gazing down at the sapphire whae. "She'sin danger.”

Of course, Swims Truly said. All of Serosis in danger. Your love follows the currents to the
greatest danger of all.

Anxidly filled the young sailor. "I should never have left her Sde” he said.

There was no choice. To be what you need to be, you had to come to these waters. If you had
stayed with her, she would have been lost for certain. As you would have been, and all of Seros as
well. Now you are closer to being what you need to be so that most will be saved.

"Will she be saved?!

That remains to be writ, Jherek Whalefriend. We can see but a few currents from this point
on, and all of those are not clear, nor without risk. Much death lies ahead for all of Seros. No one
may save them all. Perhaps, you will not even save yoursdlf. If you do not complete yourself, you
may not have even that chance.

"What do | need to do?"

Accept. Begin there and the rest will follow. May Oghma, Lord of Knowledge and Bards,
keep you within his sight.

Without another word, Swims Truly dived deeply into the blue-green water and disappeared.

"Should we sail?" Tarnar asked. "Or do you yet have business with the whales?'

"No," Jherek sad. "It'stimefor usto go."

He stared west, wishing he could be with Sabyna at that moment, facing whatever danger waited for
her.

"Where do we sall?"

"Weg," the young sallor answered. "Asfast as we are able.”

XIX

6 Eleint, the Year of the Gauntlet

"He hates you, my liege™" Tu'uudcol said, "even though you are his father."

He swam eadlly a King Vhaemas's sde through the palace in Vodidru. As usud, even though hed
been the king's advisor and trusted friend for years, dl the other court personnel stayed away from him.

The merman king's face turned bitter, and his eyes wouldn't meet his friend's. Broadened by the sea
and battle, a little more than eght feet long from head to tall, the old king's frame remained heavily
muscled despite his sixty-eight years. His gold crown, insat with precious gems and rare hits of cord,
hed back hiswhite hair. Scars decorated his arms and torso. Pink-ridged flesh scored the left Sde of his
face from a kadinth attack years past.

"My blood isin him," King Vhaemas argued.

"And you denied it."

"Because | had to," the merman monarch replied.



"Yet you loved his mother.”

Vhaemeas put out a webbed hand and stopped his forward motion through the palace hdlway. The
nearest pages and court attendees scattered. Though he was one of the most favored kings in the history
of the Serosan merfolk, his temper was legendary.

"A nation," the king said, "cannot be compromised by a young man's indiscretion without proper
perspective.”

Tu'uuacol knew the king wasn't referring to his own illegitimate son. but to his own past mistekes.

"Your son does not see himsdf as an indiscretion, my liege, and | think he would take grave
umbrage at your own ingstence upon caling him that.”

"He would not form an dliance with lakhovas of the sahuagin.”

"My sources suggest he aready has."

"They're wrong!" the merking snapped.

"Remember when your own court of advisors denied that you had made me one of them? Denied, in
fact, the friendship that exists between us?" Tu'uuacol Sghed heavily, hating the turbulence that formed
between him and his friend.

The court rejected him for a number of reasons, and most of them il hadn't changed their minds
Firg and foremost among their complaints was that he was not a merman. He was a shdarin.

Tu'uudcol stood not quite Sx feet tdl but seemed much tdler due to the dorsd fin that started
between his full black eyes and jutted up nearly a foot above his head before running dl the way down
his back to his buttocks. The jaddike sheen of his smooth, scaeess skin further set him apart from the
warmer colors of the merfolk and ther scaled talls. Hisgll dits were dong his collarbone and ribcage.

All the merfolk knew him as awizard, and a teacher of the royd princeings. That he had the ear of
not only King Miaemas but the royd offoring as wel was enough to unnerve mogt of the other advisors.
If the roya court a Vodidru had known he was a Blue Dukar of the Order of Kupav and interested in
the protection of Myth Nantar, assassination attempts might have been the order of the day.

"They do not know you as | know you," Vhaemas stated irritably. "They think of you smply as a
wild-tider."

The merman nickname came from the prophecy of Sdana, the mermaid who rose to prominence
after the Tenth Seros War and the fdl of Hmurrath, the merfolk empire. The mermaid predicted that the
merfolk would one day dly with the shdarin. The wild tide referred to the megica force that brought the
shdain from their homesin the Sea of Corynactis, whose exact location had never been decided.

"Yet they will not ligen,” Tuuuacol pointed out. "Some-times the plainest of truths are the hardest to
believe. They require acceptance rather than recognition.”

Vhaemas shook his head wearily. 'These are difficult currents we face, my old friend.”

"Thet iswhy we must recognize and quickly dedl with the dangers that surround us™

"Induding Thuridru's king."

"Yes my liege”

In dl the years that they'd known each other, Tuuudcol had never heard Vhaemeas refer to his
bastard child by the Kamaar dan as his son.

Vhaemas scoured the palace corridor with a jaundiced eye. As capitd of the Eadradl empire,
Vodidru was beauty itsdf, sculpted from the sea. The merman builders had combined stones dug from
the ocean's floor with quarried rock lost in shipwrecks. The royd buildings were wide and generous,
gporting shells and cord decorations in myriad colors and shapes.

"Theixitxachitl cities of Ageadren and Orildren, aswdl as their outposts, have fdlen to the sahuagin.
| have heard that Thuridru was ingrumentd in destroying Orildren and the outer temples.”

"But to join with the sshuagin?' V haemas questioned. "Why?'

Tu'uuacol was dlent for a moment, weighing his words. "Perhaps, the enemy of my enemy is my
friend. Thuridru has no dliances in Vodidru and remains trapped between the demon rays and the
morkoth, who aso attacked the ixitxachitls with the sahuagin.”

"The Taker isnaot to be believed. In our legends he only looks toward his own interests.”

"l think that is true" the shdarin Blue Dukar replied. "Still, Thuridru's ruler is willing to set aside



merman histories and bdliefsin order to forge his own future. He is openly ambitious. This dliance is the
only one open to him. At wort, he gets some of the ixitxechitl lands. At best. . ."

Tu'uuacol shrugged. "' Perhaps he even thinks to have a hand in humbling dl of Eadradl.”

"What would you suggest | do?!

Vhaemeas started forward again, following the bend of the hdfway to a balcony. The royd paace
was built on the lower foothills of Mount Teaka. The vantage point dlowed it to overlook Vodidru
below.

Most of the dtizens of Vodidru lived in stone houses and caves, though some of the merfolk took
up residence in ships that had come to rest on the ocean floor. Once, centuries ago, a great navd bettle
had been fought dong the coast of Chondath between the coastd and inland city-states during the
Roatting War. Many of the ships had sunk around the Whamite Ides and drifted down to the Lesser Hmur
Pateau.

Tu'uuacol hesitated, knowing the advice he was prepared to give wouldn't be wel received. "I think
you should take the firg step in dlying the merfolk with the sea eves and the shdain. | have learned of a
caravan journeying toward Myth Xantar. Locathah | have taked to have told me of them. They tdl me
the Tdeweaver iswith them.”

Vhaemass answer came immediatdy. "Never! | would rather cut my own throat than trust the
accursed sea dves”

The Blue Dukar maintained his slence. Vhaemas could not be argued with on certain matters, and
the AluTd'Quessir was one of those.

"If they had the means and the power, they would take dl of Seros for themsdlves”" Vhaemas said.

"But they don't. The Taker, however, has an amy of sahuagin, morkoth, and kodinth a his beck
and cdl that are dready invading lands that can be used as Saging arenas to attack Eadrad.”

"BEven with dl of those, there are not enough to conquer these waters,”" the merking declared.

"We have not seen everything the Taker has planned. If you add Thuridru, you increase the threat
even more."

"I refuse to believe that is possible,” the king said.

"Perhaps the ixitxachitl fdt the same way."

Tuuudcol waited, remembering his friendship with the merman and dl the years they'd shared
between them. It was alot to risk, and dl on the next few words he had to say. "Denid is no defense, my
liege"

Vhaemas did not look a him, drifting quietly in the current with his hands on the balcony railing.
"Leave me for atime, Col," he said findly. "I need to think on things™

"Of course, my liege"

Pain shot through the Dukar's heart. He couldn't remember when held last been dismissed from the
king's sde so abruptly. He bowed his head and swam away, frustrated and embarrassed.

Pride, foaligh, ill-afforded, and dangerous, was a sword pointed at the heart of the kingdom, and
Vhaemas couldn't see it. But then, the Blue Dukar supposed, neither could anyone else. Though the High
Mages journeyed from the sea df waters, there were no ambassadors seeking a meting with the merfolk
or the shdarin. Nor were the shdarin seeking audiences to combine their forces.

He wandered done and aoof from the other palace dwellers and those who had business within the
walls. He knew the other advisors talked about what was going on in the Xedran Reefs, but none of them
would take the tack he did. They beieved themsdvesinviolate.

Sahuagin raiding parties had spread throughout Seros, attacking coagtal lands and ships, and more
continued to come from the Alamber Sea, making the waters between there and the Xedran Reefs
dangeroudy close to impossible.

Stll, Tu'uuacol knew it would take even more before dl parties involved would admit the extent of
the peril that existed. It remained to be seen how much would have to be lost before they redized it.

Li'ayasu moved down the long line of shdarin eggs that incubated in the mud of the wam sea
cavern of the Ayadanin Esrath. As one of the provider caste anong the shdarin, she was the Heart of



her people. Unlike those of the servant or ruler castes, sheld been able to choose what she would work
a. Her immediate decison had been caring for the hatcheries.

The cavern followed a twigting tunnd, widened by atifiaa means to more easly accommodate the
eggs. It was twenty feet wide and dmogt that high.

Her glance roved over the eggs as she turned them in their nest of warm mud. She and three other
providers were responsible for caring for and turning the Sx hundred eggs under their care.

Passing down the ling, she turned each egg carefully, aware that her actions were necessary to keep
her race hedthy in this home they'd found away from home. Even though Li‘ayasu had been born in
Esrath and had not been out of the deep waters her people caled home, she dill fdt she was a vistor to
Seros. These waters were not her home, and sheld been told that since birth. One day the shdarin would
be dlowed to go back home, but until thet time, she promised hersdf to make the best of it.

She studied the shdlls as she moved among them. The rough, dark brown shells would one day add
to the ranks of the protector caste. Rust colored shdls with striated surfaces Sgnified new members for
the scholar caste while the smooth, black shells would give birth to the seeker caste. The seekers swam
forever among the currents and searched for meaning beyond the shdarin. The light brown whorled shdlls
belonged to the provider class, and most of the eggs here were that color.

Working quickly and methodicdly, enjoying the nature of the work as wdl as the work itsdf,
Li'ayasu touched each unborn child with love and prayed to Ri‘'dadtrisha, the Wave rider, who was
known as Trishinain Seros, for the goddess's blessng on each. It was a Smple task, but she had been
doing it since she had been agirl forty years ago.

Screams broke her reverie.

Startled, Li‘ayasu turned from the eggs and swam back toward the hatchery's entrance. Li‘olades,
another of the providers, stood at the entrance and gazed fearfully out.

"What isit?' Li'ayasu asked, joining her.

"The sahuagin,” the other provider replied in disbelief. "They have come here to Esrath.”

Cold fear hammered the dder provider as she looked out over the shdain city. She had heard
about the war that raged the length and breadth of Seros, but she had hoped her people lived too deeply
for the sahuagin to bother.

Hundreds of the vidous sshuagin swam from above, engaging the shdain protectors a once.
Though the protectors fought bravely, there smply weren't enough of them. The protectors stood as the
Hand of the shdarin taught the ways of war and battle from the time they were newly hatched.

The providers and scholars couldn't help much even in their own defense. A warrior was a warrior
and a provider was a provider. According to caste thinking and training, one could not be the other.

Long minutes after the battle began, Li‘ayasu heard ther battle cry. "Long live King lakhovas the
Déliverer! Meat is meet!"

Horrified, the shdarin provider watched as the sahuagin not only killed her people, but ae them as
well. Blood tainted the water in away she had never seen before.

A group of sshuagin swam toward the hatchery', dicking and whidling in savage glee.

Not knowing what dse to do, Li'ayasu stepped forward, intending to somehow protect the
hetchery and the defenseless unborn that lay within the cavern.

The sahuagin didn't pause at dl. The lead warrior lowered histrident. Li‘ayasu fdt the impact of the
wegpon piercing her chest, but surprigngly she didn't fed any pain. The sahuagin's powerful legs drove
her backward through the water. She dammed againgt the wal behind her, feding the rock tear her skin
but again there was no pain.

"Please" she gasped, feding the incredible pressure squeezing the life from her. Her gl dits flared
open in a van attempt to breathe. "Please don't harm the children.”

She lifted her hand in supplication. One of the sshuagin raked his claws againg Li‘oladess neck,
ripping her throat out. The provider died without a sound.

Holding the trident to keep her pressed back againg the wal, the sshuagin grinned at her and
growled, "Mest is meet."

His great head snapped forward suddenly and his jaws opened to crunch down on Li'ayasu's wrist.



When he pulled away, he took her hand with him, chewing it between bared fangs.

"No mercy, finhead."

Pesring through a cloud of her own lifés blood. Li'ayasu waiched heplesdy as the sshuagin
ravaged the hatchery. They lifted the blessed eggs that nurtured the future of the shdarin race and ate
them, one after the other. Pieces of broken shdl littered the gentle currents that helped keep the cavern
warm. The sea devils terrible roars and laughter filled the cavern even as the shdarin providers life was

spent.

XX

3 Marpenoth, the Year of the Gauntlet

"The sahuagin destroyed the Ola, Aya, and Y ea clan hatcheries at Esrath over a month ago.”

Pacys fdt the horror and helplessness of the tde the locathah femde told him. She cdled hersdf
Tyhlly. Music tugged at the old bard's fingers, sending them quietly questing dong the saceddar's gems.
Though he didn't touch the inset gems, the notes filled his mind dong with the images.

He sat on the ocean floor on arise that overlooked the valey the sea df caravan had come through
only moments before. Taranath Reefglamor had ordered a brief respite until the scouts returned. The
three older High Mages - induding Yrlimn Tidark who had remained to himsdf studying ancient texts
written on specidly treated sharkskins-and the three new High Mages, sat with the bard and Khlinat.
They talked with the locathah who'd come looking for Pacys.

During their long trip around the Pirate Ides, the locathah had maintained contact with the sea df
caravan. Most paticulaly, they'd mantan contact with Pacys, bringing him stories from dl around
Seros.

Despite the sea dves initid resentment of the locathah habitudly seeking them out. the High Mages
hed recognized their value and even commented on their vaor and loydty. During some of the skirmishes
they'd had with groups of kodinth, the locathah had even pitched in and fought.

Though they maintained contact with mages back in Sylkiir who routindy monitored Seros through
crysd bals, there was much the sea eves missed. The locathah. however, were everywhere,

"Didnt the shdarin fight back?' High Mage |ldacer asked.

The locathah turned her atention to the sea df and said. "Yes, Lord High Mage." Tyhlly's deference
to lldacer was obvious, reflecting the locathah attitude toward the AluTe'Quessir. "They fought, and they
died. Over athousand of the unhatched shdarin died as well."

"A thousand innocent deaths" Reefglamor whispered in a hoarse voice.

Pacys studied the Senior High Mage. During the long months of travel, the journey had marked
Reefglamor with fatigue.

"If the merfolk had let us travel across the Hmur Plateau instead of having to go around it, mayhap
we could have prevented those deaths.”

"Better that you had not." Tyhlly stated.

"How can you say that?' the Senior High Mage demanded.

The locathah blinked her huge eyes and hesitated.

"I'm sure,” Pacys interjected gently, "that she meant no harm by the Statement.”

"No harm. Lord Senior,” Tyhlly said. "No harm intended at dl. | give my life to Eadro and to
improving our world in ways that will benefit al. | would not wish such aterrible thing on anyone” She
paused. "l only meant that Snce the degths at the haicheries and the attacks on Esrath, the shdarin now
openly take up arms againg the sahuagin. Y ou have more potentia aliesin your quest.”

"Aye" Khlinat growled. "She's got the right of it there.”

"Why would the Taker attack the shdain?' |ldacer asked. "He's dready engaged a host of enemies
above and below the sea”

No one seemed to have an answer. Pacys let hisfingers wander across the saceddar, ligening to the
notesin his mind. Excitement filled him-he knew the fabled city of Myth Nantar was only a short distance
away-but doubt lingered with him, too. So far there had been no word of Jherek, the boy he fdt certain
was the hero Xarros had told him about. He prayed to Oghma for guidance regularly, but there had been



no definite course set other than the one he now followed.

Tyhlly broke the slence &fter atime. "Thereis a Smple reason why he attacks the shdarin," she said.

"What?' Jhanra Merlisar asked.

"To take away further avenues you have open to you in the war againgt him,” Tyhlly answered.

"What do you mean?"' |ldacer asked.

"The Taker seeks to keep the races of Seros divided." Though the locathah spoke softly, Pacys
knew she had the atention of everyone there. "The merfolk wouldn't let you cross the Hmur Plateau to
get here. The Taker's attack on Esrath and occupation of parts of the Xedran Reefs has assured that
their paranoia has increased. The dves of the Dragon Reach have erected battlements to keep out those
potentidly hogtile to them.”

Pacys knew it was true from the conversations held had with Resfglamor. The Dragon Reach sea
eves stayed on guard againg sahuagin attack, as wel as hodtilities from the nearby coagtal lands.

"How do you know this?" lldacer demanded.

The locathah ranger pointed at the dolphins that had accompanied her. "The whaes Sng of it, and
we are friendly with the whales."

"What would you have them do?" Ildacer asked sarcadticdly. "Lay down arms and let the sshuagin
desth tide wash over them?'

"No," Tyhlly answered. "Freedom is precious-something that should never be eedly given up. A
bigger foe may threaten you or imprison you for a time, but you should aways be looking for your firg
chance at freedom. My people learned thislong ago, and at great cost.”

Pacyss fingers stroked the keys, echoing the locathah words.

"Now that the shdarin are put on guard,” Tyhily went on, how do you think they would fed about
another race invading ther lands?

"They wouldn't tolerate it," Jhanra said. "They would fight againgt anyone who wasn't one of them.”

Tyhly nodded, turning her head from one sde to the other to fix her other eye on the young High
Mage. "Exactly. You do see”

"l don't,” Tdor Vurtdis grumbled.

Unlike the other two newly made High Mages, Vurtdis wore his sduldira gem openly on his
forehead. Over the months-long journey, Pacys had learned the choice was in direct oppostion to dven
tradition and propriety.

"The Taker has dlied himsdf with the morkoth,” Tyhlly said. "If he joins with them again and
marches on Eadrad, successfully forcing the mermen from the Lesser Hmur Plateau and Myth Xantar,
where will they retreat to?"

"Possbly the shdarin lands"" Reefglamor said.

Pacys saw understanding light the Senior High Mage's eyes.

"And, after the attack on the hatcheries,” the locathah asked, "what would the shdarin do?"

"They would attack. Vhaemass amy and his people would be cut down from both Sdes”
Reefglamor's answer was sobering. He stared at the locathah with new respect. "You have quite an
underganding of war."

The locathah ranger spread her hands. "It is just that we have been involved with them for so long,
Lord Senior. We have come to understand war, and we have come to understand that unity often means
our freedom. In times past, when the locathah were taken as daves, we were paticulaly vulnerable
when we fought among oursaves. We have learned from those experiences and vowed never to make
them again. Working together, we understand that we are stronger than we would be if we stood aone.”
She hesitated, then added, "Some of our leaders, as wel as the whdes, fed that is something the other
races of Seros would do well to learn.”

An uncomfortable slence followed her words.

Tyhlly rounded her shoulders self-conscioudy, making hersdf more vulnerable. "Forgive meif | have
trespassed inmy zed to spread the news | have learned,” she said.

There's no need to gpologize" Reefglamor assured her.

"You have spoken farly. Sometimes the truth is a hard thing to hear.”



"Thank you, Lord Senior.”

"Perhgps we should be thinking about a unity of some sort,” Reefglamor suggested.

"With the mermen?"' Ildacer scoffed. They wouldn't even let us travel across their lands. An dliance
will be out of the question.”

"I take it you are not in favor of it?" Jhanra asked.

Ildacer's answer was immediate. "Of course not. With dl the wars between us, how could anyone
entertain such an ides?"

"In some of those wars" Resfglamor said, "the AluTd'Quessr and the merfolk were dlies, not
enemies”

"That was along time ago."

"Currents change," the Senior High Mage replied. "Things are not as they once were."

"Aye" Khlinat put in. "Dwarves are known for their warrin' ways. Don't know if ye get much stories
about us down here, but | can tdl ye that nothing sets a dwarf afire with passon the way a good battle
can. Different communities battled ores and goblins for caves where gems were mined and a dwarf could
liveif he had amind to. They aso fought one another for the same things. Now ye take a dwarf down to
atavern and him blowing the suds off a fresh mug and a human or df get physcd with him, why any
other dwarf in the place would be the firgt to stand up for him if he got into more than he could handle.”

"Butif it was an df or a haf-ore in trouble, these dwarven fedings you praise so highly wouldn't be
quite so ready, would they?' Ildacer asked sarcadtically.

"Now there's a funny thought,” Khlinat said without taking offense. "I seen mates on a ship, crew
that had been together through some stormy weether and buckle to buckle againgt pirates what had tried
to reeve them of ther cargo-and they was a mixed bag, the lot of 'em. Aboard ship, they had ther
problems, but the cap'n set 'em straight. Mayhap on occasion they'd take an unkind hand with each other
once they reached shore, but when it come to taverns and local roustabouts laving hands on ‘em, why
yed have thought they was long-logt brothers the way the>* took up for one another.”

Everyone looked at the dwarf, who appeared suddenly as though held rather be e sawhere.

Findly Reefglamor broke the slence. "I've never heard you speak so much.”

"I have me moments” Khlinat replied gruffly.

"Thank Deep Sashelas that you do, Khlinat. Your words ring true and | shdl have to think upon
them."

“I'm just saying there aint no grand and perfect solution to how folks are to get dong with one
another,” the dwarf said. "Neighbors ought to pay attention to who's in the neighborhood before they
dart picking fights with one another.*

"The mermen will never ligen." Ildacer argued. "You know how proud and haughty they are.”

Reefglamor glanced a his second-in-command. "How very like the AluTd'Quessr they are, you
mean?'’

"No, that's not what | meantto. .."

Reefglamor sghed and looked out over Mount Haaeth standing tdl to the northwest. After arding
under the Whamite Ides, the caravan had fixed on it and marched draight toward it. The City of
Dedtinies lay between them and Mount Halaeth.

"Senior, what | am saying is that we might be swayed by Khlinat's words while dtting here so far
from our own homes, feding perhaps alittle lost and friendless, but King Vhaemas and his people are not
going to fed the same. This place is the source of their strength. Even with the morkoth and kodinth
adding to the ranks of the sahuagin, the Taker can't possibly hope to overrun dl of Eadrad.”

"From what | have pieced together,” Pacys said. "The Taker only wants hiseye."

"Have you found out whet that is?" Jhanra asked.

Pacys srummed the saceddar. "Not yet. All that | am sure of a the moment isthat it is some device
the Taker had in his possesson when Umberlee struck him down.”

"BEven 50, to get the eye from Myth Nantar, the Taker will have to march through Eadrad,”
Regfglamor said. "As much as King Yhaemas hates the City of Degtinies and dl that it stands for, he
won't see the Taker free to ravageit.”



"Agan,” Ildacer said, "the Taker will have to raise up an amy the like of which has never before

"And you have assurances,”" Reefglamor asked quietly, "thet the Taker cannot accomplish this?'

"No, Senior."

"Good," Reefglamor responded. "So far the Taker has succeeded a everything he's attempted to
do. We have no proof that we've set him back inany way at dl.”

"Except for the Great Whde Bard," Tidark commented in his whispering rasp. The High Mage was
much older even than Reefglamor and usudly given to his studies, not spending much time in the company
of others.

Pacys knew it was true, but he didn't know what the whde bard had made his sacrifice for.

"We have every reason to believe that when the time comes” Reefglamor said, "the Taker will find
the means to raise the army he needs to invade Eadradl.”

The thought sobered dl of the High Mages, Pacys noticed with satisfaction. The hardships of the
journey, the turning away they'd experienced at the hands of the mermen, had tempered dl of them.

A group of sea df warriors approached from the north. Morgan Ildacer, young cousin to Pharom
Ildacer and captain of the High Mages guard from Sylkiir, came to a stop in the water. He bowed his
head, hisarms crossed at the wrigt, and waited to be recognized.

"Captain," Regfglamor said, "your report.”

"Our scouts have returned with good news, Senior High Mage Reefglamor. The way to Myth
Xanter isclear.”

"What of the merman guards?'

"If we move quickly enough, Senior,” Morgan Ildacer said, "well be &ble to gan the aty within the
hour. VVhaemas's warriors seem to be concentrated to the south, prepared to defend thelr borders againgt
the morkoth and kodinth. They're searching for groups much larger than ours.”

"Veay wdl," Regfglamor said. "Give the order, and let's get moving. Better this were done sooner
then later."

"There are others of my kind in the area,” the locathah ranger stated. "We can cover your backs in
the event you are discovered. There are hiding places around here that not even the mermen know of.”

"That won't be-" Morgan Ildacer started before Reef-glamor cut him off with araised hand.

"That would be very kind of you," the Senior High Mage said.

Tyhlly stretched to her full height and bowed, then turned her attention to Pacys. ™Y our gods be with
you, Lorekeeper. for you shal soon be sordly tried.”

"My thanks to you," the old bard said. He spread his hand and touched pdm to pam with the
locathah ranger. "May Eadro give you only pleasant and free currents.”

She leaped up and was gone in seconds, disgppearing into the darkness of the sea.

Tuming to face Mount Haaath, Pacys strained to pierce the gloom that lay ahead. He made out the
dimmeing blue glow of the Great Barrier that sedled Myth Nantar off from the rest of the world.

He'd come so close to one of hisgoas. Now it only remained to be seen how things would play out.

*kk*k*k

Laaqued stood on the sandy, rocky western shore of Graubunden, the largest of the Whamite 1des,
and peered out a Maelstrom a anchor in the shdlow waters. The pirate ship's sdls were furled around
the magts, and crew filled her decks.

lakhovas stood beside the maenti, an imposing figure amid the sshuagin warriors held brought with
him. The sahuagin lay in the shdlow waters to prevent their scales from drying out. Though he had barely
talked to her in fuly two months, concerned with dl the battles and dliances hed made, Iakhovas had
commanded her presence for the day.

Attention, little malenti, lakhovas spoke into her mind. You arc about to see the first
culmination of my labors herein the Inner Sea.

Laaqued turned her gaze to him.

|akhovas amiled. He looked human a the moment, though she knew the sahuagin perceived him as
one of ther own.



Your astonishment astounds me, little malenti. Surely you didn't think | came here to conquer
this place and never return to the outer seas.

The crew in Maelstrom's longboat rowed into the beach with consternation showing on their faces.
They'd been waiting since early morning, the mdenti priestess gathered from lakhovas's comments, after
ariving in the night. When they gained the beach, the crew bailed out and pulled the longboat up onto the
sand.

Vurgrom stepped from the boat and approached |akhovas. The pirate tried to act courageous, as if
he wasn't ganding in the midgt of a hundred sahuagin warriors, but his nervous gaze and white-knuckled
hand on the haft of his battle-axe gave his uneasiness away.

"Lord lakhovas," the burly pirate rumbled in gresting.

"Captain Vurgrom," lakhovas acknowledged. "Are you prepared to finish your part in this bit of

"More than ready,” Vurgrom replied. "Carrying that disk around without knowing what it does is
Qgetting to be worrisome.”

"I know what it is" lakhovas stated, but offered no explanation. ™Y ou have the mgp?"

Vurgrom patted his shirt over his heart. "Aye"

"March inland," lakhovas ordered. "Follow the markings on the mgp and be in position three days
from now."

Vurgrom hestated, then asked, "What then?'

lakhovas glared a him. "Wait."

The big pirate's face purpled, and for a moment Laaqued thought he might actudly speak out
angrily. The mdenti priestess thought that would have been interesting to see. Evidently 1akhovas needed
the man or he would have done whatever needed doing himsdif.

In the end, VVurgrom lacked the nerve to stand up to lakhovas. "As you say," the pirate said, "Lord
lakhovas."

"What of the kegs | asked you to prepare?’ |akhovas demanded.

"All of my ships have been outfitted with them, lord."

For a tenday and more, lakhovas had commanded sshuagin groups to hole up in caves with ar
pockets so they could make the poison their people used. Laaqued was versed in it as a priestess.
Usudly the sshuagin used the poisons on their weapons, coding them every few days as they had need.
lakhovas had come up with a new design.

Once the lethal poison had been rendered in powder form, it had been packed in thin glass shells,
then placed in weighted wooden kegs that would sink to the ocean floor.

By desgn, the thin glass shdls collgpsed under the pressure of the depths at three hundred to four
hundred feet. The poison quickly diluted into the water, killing anything that breathed it. The effect might
only last afew minutes, though, before currents would sweep it away.

lakhovas had told the mdenti priestess he planned to use the kegs to completdy destroy Myth
Nantar once their initid attack was finished. Laagqued had seen the effects of the poison kegs and feared
them. Once the poison was released into the water, there was no way to escape it.

With no further word, lakhovas strode into the water and disappeared under the incoming waves.
The only sound was the lapping of the waves againg the shoreline.

Laaqued followed woodenly, aware of the pirates leering stares a her nudity. None of them dared
offer any comment. Underwater, she swvam quickly and fdl into pace a little behind 1akhovas. He swam
effortlesdy, totdly at homein the sea. The sahuagin warriors flanked them. Scouts immediately flared out
to watch for the mermen guards that swam through the area.

Themdenti priestess scoured the ocean floor. She knew from lakhovas's statements that the sea df
caravan from Sylkiir should be in the area as well.

They are further to the north, little malenti, lakhovas told her. They believe their misson has
met with success. They won't know any different until it is much too late.

What will happen then ?

His tone, even in her mind, was mocking. | succeed, of course, and theyll find that their



precious legends have ultimately betrayed them.

*kkkkk

Highin Azure Dagger's rigging, Sabyna studied VVurgrom and his pirates through her spyglass. The
lagt of the sshuagin had disappeared into the sea some minutes ago, but the pirates didn't rush back to
their vess.

"Blessed Tymora," Azlasaid quietly at Sabyna's Sde, "those damned sea devils mugt not have swam
under us. | thought we were lucky the firgt time they showed up and we weren't seen.”

Arthoris had woven an invishility spell that covered Azure Dagger, but there were drawbacks to
the maneuver. Even though they couldn't be seen, the ship dill made its usud noises, and those carried
across the ocean. If they'd been too close to Maelstrom the crew would have heard the sounds and
recognized them. They'd quiglly dropped anchor during the night when Maelstrom was nearly a
thousand yards away.

When they'd seen the sshuagin surface dong the shordline, they hadn't dared hope their good
fortune would last. If one sahuagin warrior sSwam under Azure Dagger the ship would be sensed in the
water or possibly seen againg the sky.

Another drawback was that the ship's crew couldn't see each other or the ship. Despite being
unseen, it was dso a lot like being blind except that Sabyna could see the ocean and the idand.
Movement was done cautioudy and only as necessary. Unaccustomed to moving about in the rigging,
Glawinn remained below.

The longboat was rowed back to Maelstrom while Vurgrom and five pirates remained ashore.
Sabyna wasn't close enough to see the pirate captain's expresson, but she judged from the way he
kicked rocks and gestured a his men that he wasn't happy. It was in direct contrast to the timid way he'd
acted around lakhovas.

Sabyna watched as provisons were lowered over Maelstroms Sdein a cargo net.

"Shore expedition,” AzZla said. "Maybe were going to findly do something other than walow
around.”

"Aye" Sabyna agreed.

In the months they'd followed Vurgrom and Maelstrom, they'd never had a proper opportunity to
overtake the ship and board her. Even with the new crew that the voyages had given Azla time to whip
into shape, Vurgrom's pirates outnumbered them two to one.

In frugtration, Azla had limited hersdf to goying on the captain, hoping for alucky break. During part
of those times, Vurgrom had sailed with other ships under his command.

They'd become separated from Mael strom three times during those months. Once they'd rescued a
crew that had been attacked by sahuagin and barely escaped with their lives and logt a tenday getting the
sdlors to a safe port. Another time one of the fresk storms that ravaged the coastal lands upon occasion
had soun them into its clutches, then left them in a lull that lasted four days. Then, while in llighon, the
idand port dty in the Vilhon Reach, they'd nearly gotten VVurgrom in an ambush while he conducted a
trade for unknown items. They lost him again, but each time the enchanted astrolabe had brought them
back to Vurgrom.

All of it had added up to the certainty that VVurgrom had an assgnment in the area that he hadn't yet
finished. Now, perhaps the time had come. Though they'd seen the pirate captain with sshuagin one other
time, they'd never seen him act so contrite.

"That sahuagin he talked to must have been lakhovas" AZlasaid.

"That was no sahuagin," Sabyna said. "Vurgrom taked to a man. Very tdl, with a beard and dark
har."

"l saw no men there other than Vurgrom and his pirates. Y ou must mean the df woman.”

"No," Sabyna sad ddliberately. "I saw what | saw."

"They say the Taker is very powerful,” Azla replied after a moment. "Perhaps one of the guises we
saw was only anilluson.”

"Perhagps both were."

During ther travels, they'd added to the lore they'd heard about the Taker. They'd dso learned



about the war going on under the waves they salled upon. Severd times they'd sdled through amdl
idands of dead morkoth, ixitx-achitl, mermen, shuagin, and kodinth being savaged by birds, crabs, and
fish.

"Weve seen enough,” Azla declared. "If we're to keep up with them, we need to get to shore
oursalves”

"Go on," Sabyna said. "I'll follow you down &fter you reach the deck.”

She waited, dinging to the rigging as Azure Dagger heded over repeatedly at the end of her tether.
When dack returned to the rigging, she knew Azla had reached the deck. The ship's mage clambered
down easily but paid more attention than normd to her efforts.

Once on the deck, she went forward, one aam before her and waking dowly so she wouldn't run
into an unwary crewman. She ascended the steps leading to the forecastle and cdled, "Glavinn?'

"Here, lady."

Judging where the paladin was from the sound of his voice, Sabyna went over to the raling. "Youve
Len?'

"Yes Captain AZlaand | were just discussing when we should attempt moving the ship. Or whether
we should jugt try smimming for the shore.”

"We have the amd| boat,” Azla said from nearby, "but there is the risk that wel be seen once we
leave the spdl Arthoris has around the ship.”

"We should wait," Sabyna said. "VVurgrom is moving a lot of supplies. He isn't planning on living off
the land. | think hdll be easy enough to find."

"Then we walit till after dark and pick up histral?' Azla asked.

"Yes" Glawinn said. "He won't get so far ahead of us that we can't catch him soon enough. If he's
stocking supplies, what he is going to do isn't going to happen too soon.”

"lll see to our own supplies” Azla stated. "We're going in stripped down. | want to be able to move
quickly if the need arises™

"Agreed," Glawinn said.

Sabyna listened to the hdf-dfs footsteps recede from the ralling.

"Lady?' the paadin asked.

"Aye"

"Youre quiet.”

“I'm thinking."

"About the young warrior?'

Sabyna hesitated. Upon occason she and the paadin had talked of Jherek, but those talks had
never brought much in the way of satisfaction. She couldn't help thinking that he might be dead and she'd
never know, but the feding Glawinn had told her would come if that were so never did.

"Do you dill fed him close to you?* Glawinn asked.

"Not now, but earlier this morning. | could have sworn | heard him say my name on the wind again.
It was foolishness, brought on by too much anxiety and too little deep.”

"And, mayhap, love?'

She hesitated. | don't know anymore, Glawinn. The way | fed has changed.”

"'Dont you dill misshim?’

"Aye, but not like | did.”

That's a good thing, though, lady. There's only so much pain a heart can bear.”

"I don't know. Not missng him so much scares me"

She amiled at hersdlf, then redlized Glawinn couldn't see the expression. "When | was younger, just
coming into my teens, | fdl in love with one of the sailors on a ship my father worked on. He was seven
or eight years older than | was, and he was so beautiful. | wanted him so badly to love me-to just notice
me-but | was Ship's Mage Truesal's daughter, and the crew knew to leave me done. My father was
vay protective then."

"So this love went unrequited?’



"Not entirdy. | followed him around like a guppy staying with its school. He couldn't ignore me, but
he didn't say anything. My mother noticed. She talked to my father. My mother is the only one who has
the ability to convince my father to change his mind. She persuaded him to let me eat eveningfeast with
thesalor.”

"Did the sallor live up to your expectations, lady?"

Sabyna laughed a the memory, but there was a bit of sadness in the effort as wel. ™No. It was
horrible. We sat there at thet little table across from each other and had absolutdly nothing to talk about.”
She laughed again. "Well, | had nothing to talk about. All he did was talk about the things he'd done, the
women hel'd seen, and how he'd be captain of a Waterdhavian Watch warship someday.

"That was an infatuation, Glawinn. How am | to know thisisnt?'

"l know lovewhen | seeit, lady.”

She suddenly wished she could see the warrior's face. "How do you know it's love?" she asked.

"Close your eyes, lady, and imagine his face in your mind."

Sabyna pictured Jherek in her mind, as she'd firg seen him aboard Breezerunner, then again as hed
fought for her when VVurgrom kidnapped them in Badur's Gate. All the memories she had of him, of the
way his chest had fdt beneath her fingers, the way his lips had fdt and tasted againgt hers, tumbled
through her mind.

She seemed to see him again. His light brown hair twisted in the wind and a green-blue sea spread
out behind him. White salldoth fluttered overhead. There was a cut on his face, running verticaly over his
right cheekbone, hdf-heded and dightly red from inflammation.

Jherek?

Aye, lady. Hislips moved, as though he spoke, but she couldn't understand any of his words.

Sabyna's heart swelled within her breast and ached o fiercdy she thought sheld die. Then the
connection blurred for a moment.

Come to me! shecdled.

He spoke again, amiling through the sadness in his pae gray eyes. She couldn't hear him this time
ether, but she read hislips As you wish.

Opening her eyes, Sabyna remained somewhat confused. She couldn't see her own handsin front of
her body due to the invighility spell.

"Lady?' Glawinn asked.

“I'mdl right."

"I cdled for you but you didn't answer.”

"It was like | could talk to him, Glawinn," Sabyna said. "He fdt closer than hed been those times
before.”

"Maybe heis"

"I don't know whether to wish that was so or not.”

" hate not knowing if he's dl right,” Sabyna answered honesily, "and | don't like missng him-but
we're so uncomfortable around each other.”

" know."

"l just don't see that changing.”

"It won't," Glawinn said after a short time. "Not until the young warrior himsdf changes. But tdl me,
lady, when you imagined him, how did it fed?'

Sabyna thought about her answer. There were so many things she could say. "1 like thinking about
him"

"Then accept that asit isfor now, lady.”

"It's not that easy.”

“No."

Sudden irritation at the paadin dawned in Sabyna, and her mind seized on something held said.
"How did you know about my brother? | never mentioned it to you."

"Jherek told me" Glawinn said.



The slence drew out between them and Sabyna wished she could see the man's face.

"I would rather the young warrior tel you that.”

"Isthat part of the secret he won't tdl me?' she asked. "How could it be?"

"Lady, as| said-"

"Hés not here for me to ask him mysdif.”

Sabyna grew more frustrated. If not for Arthoriss invishility spell she could pin the pdadin down
with her gaze.

"Thethings | was told were told to mein confidence.”

"Glawinn, 1 will have the truth. From you or from him, | will know what you both hide. I'm too
deeply involved in this not to know." Sabyna made her voice harder. "Tdl me, Glawinn. Whét is it about
my brothers death that so concerns Jherek?”

XXI

3 Marpenoth, the Year of the Gauntlet

Myth Nantar.

Even the name evoked magic and a sense of incredible higtory.

From the moment he saw the sea ven city in the shdlows of the Lesser Hmur Plateau, Pacys was
a alossfor words. Thankfully, music came to his fingers. Still a quarter mile from the City of Degtinies,
the bard stopped svimming and settled on the foothills of Mount Haaath.

"Thisa pretty thing, isnt it?" Khlinat, who swam to the bard's sde, asked.

"Yes" Pacys whispered.

Around them, the sea df caravan came to a stop dong the foothills From the behavior of most of
the warriors, it was the first time they'd seen the city as wll.

The pae blue glow of the ancient mythd illuminated Myth Nantar againg the dark black of the sea.
The City of Dedtinies sat on a tabldand that rose up from the ocean floor above the Lower Hmur
Plateau, three hundred and seventy feet below the surface.

During the centuries of its isolation, cora had invaded Myth Nantar. Thick dumps of aqua-colored
cryscora grew in crysdline plate formations and dung to the exteriors of the ancient buildings. Pale blue
ice corad dominated the upper reaches of the city, strung together in knobby clusters that reminded Pacys
of spiderwebs draped over the upper reaches of the mythd. Bright patches of glowcord had set up
colonies throughout the city, creating shadows that twisted and turned in the currents.

"By Marthammor Duin, the Finder of Trals" Khlinat whispered solemnly, "never had | dreamed |
would ever see such agght asthigd”

Pacys drank in dl the sghts, letting his fingers pluck notes from the saceddar. The musc he wrung
from the ingrument was bittersweet memories mixed with the sharp euphoria of hope and dreams yet
unfulfilled. Tears came to the old bard's eyes as the song possessed him.

Elven city, pale and cold,

Shaped by hands strong and bold,

Vessal and shaper of destiny,

Care-taker and leader of unity,

Lost Myth Nantar lay wrapped in her own shroud,
Broken but unbent, humbled yet proud.

Promise of life had not deserted her,

As proven by those who sought succor.

The words and the notes flowed around Mount Haasth, and there were none among the sea eves
who weren't touched by the emation gtirred by the old bard's song. After a short time for reflection and
prayer from the clerics among them, who asked for guiding and blessng from Deep Sashelas,
Reefglamor gave the order to swvim to Myth Nantar.



The warriors went fird, flanking the High Mages on dl sides.

Pacys gazed at the dity as the caravan closed on it. He heard the haunting snging that came from
somewhere among the city's empty buildings Some of the AluTd' Quessir's legends had it that the city
was now haunted by the ghosts of those who'd been dain during the sahuagin invasion of the Tenth Seros
War.

As he got closer, the old bard was able to make out the four quarters of the city and identify them
from the maps held seen. The Elves Quarter-a place of libraries and villas-lay in the northeastern corner
of the cdty, covered over by the thick layers of agqua-colored cryscoral. What had been the Trade
Quarter lay to the south of the Elves Quarter. The AluTd'Quessr higtories had it that markets and
entertainment had once ruled there, powered by the merchants who traded with those above and below.
Now tiger-cora resfs grew rampant, cloang most of the buildings from sght. The Law Quarter-the
now-deserted seat of the sea df government-occupied the southwestern corner of Myth Nantar.
Tiger-cord grew from the roofs of the tdlest buildingsin Myth Nantar, meking them even tdler.

The least devastated area of the City of Dedtinies was the Dukar Quarter. Lucent cord Street lamps
lined the surpriangly clear streets. Pacys eadily recognized the Dukarn Academy by the arrangement of
four rectangular buildings facing the octagond Paragon's College. Crafted of opulent pearl, the Palace of
lenaron stood nestled up againg Mount Halaeth dong Madirn's Wak and picked up the glow from the
lucent cord dimbing the mountain. The Keep of Seven Spires stood two stories tdl, then branched into
seven four-story towers dl made of green marble.

At the center of the City of Dedtinies, where Madirn's Wak, Chamd Avenue, the Street of
Ser-Ukcal, and the Promenade of Kupav dl came together, the Fire Fountain shot twiging yelow and
orange flames into the sea. It burned hot enough to actudly warm the currents within the mythd. Pacys
hed read that the flames had burned more than nine hundred years. Three Gates Reef got its name from
the arches over the three roads that exited the city. Madlirn's Walk ended a Mount Halaath.

The city's illumingion made everything seem normd despite the crusty cord growth spread
throughout the streets and buildings. The Great Barier was invisble to the naked eye save as an
occasond shimmering in the water. It looked as though Pacys could swim right into the city.

He saw the firg of the advance warriors calliding with the Great Barrier. They drew back at once in
sunned dishelief, then tested ther tridents againg the mythd's might. The impacts rang like sted on stone.

Pacys and Khlinat joined Reefglamor as the Senior High Mage swam toward the Greet Barrier. The
glow from the lucent cora washed the color from Reefglamor, lending him an ethered palor. Together,
they sank toward Myth Nan tar.

"It's a beautiful place!” Pacys said.

"It was" Reefglamor said, his eyes sweeping the city. "It is my fervent wish that before | die | should
be able to swim these streets, to touch the things that my ancestors once touched.”

"Perhaps you ghdl.”

Pacys stretched his toes down, fully expecting to touch the solid surface a any moment. Instead, he
was surprised to find himsdf diding on through where the Great Barrier should have been.

"Pacyd" Khlinat's sartled yelp followed the metdlic thunk the dwarfs peg made when it crashed
agandg the Great Barrier. He made a quick grab for the old bard's hand but missed. "Marthammor Duin
take mefor a"

The rest of the dwarfs expletive was cut off. Looking up through the shimmering haze that separated
him from the sea dves and the dwarf, Pacys redized that he was on the other Side of the Great Barrier.

More of the sea df warriors descended on the protective shidding and tried to force their way
through with their weapons. Pacys never even heard ther efforts through the shimmering haze. The old
bard svam upward but found the way blocked. He put his hands againgt the Great Barrier and tried to
will imsdlf through.

Instead, the barrier remained firm.

"You can't get out, Taleweaver," a deep voice rumbled.

Sowly, diding his g&ff free of the harness that hdd it across his back, Pacys twisted it, flaing the
foot-long blades open at ether end.



There are things you must be shown, things you mugt learn.”

Above Pacys, the Great Barrier darkened, shutting out the view to the outsde world. At the same
time an impossbly large shadow stepped from the buildings below. The old bard recognized him
immediatdy as a gorm giant. The green skin, dark green hair and beard, and glittering emerad eyes gave
room for no mistake. He stood something less than thirty feet tal with huge shoulders and a broad chest.
In true Serosian custom, the storm giant wore no clothes, though anklets, bracelets, and rings adorned his
forearms, ankles, and fingers

"Who are you?' Pacys asked, remaning near the top of the Great Barrier above the sorm giant.
Even as he looked a the huge warrior, the old bard could sense that there was a glamor around him.
Silled as he was, Pacys could dmogt see padt it.

The giant amiled. "I an Qos, a Green Dukar. | am the Grand Savant of the Fifth Order and Paragon
of the Madiri Order. | have been waiting for you. There is much work ahead of us”

Hoating wel back of lakhovas, Laaqued waiched as he reached indde his cloak and pulled
something free. She fdt the crackle of magic in the air as lakhovas spoke strong words of power. The
angsong cadence filled the currents ten miles north of Naulys, one of the chief cities of the merman
empire below the western shores of the Whamite Ides. He spread the items held taken from his cloak
into the water. Gold gleamed from his artificdd eye. Bright purple sparkles danced from his pdm when he
opened his hand.

The mdenti priestess recoiled from the new ondaught of magic that sped through the water. The
purple sparkles spun and danced like tiny reef fishes evading a predator, whirling out in broader patterns
around lakhovas. At the center of the orbiting purple flashes, lakhovas continued spesking words
Laaqued didn't understand.

When he was finished, the purple specks dowed, then floated camly toward the surface. They dso
started to grow, stretching out into masses of leefy vines, floding againg the currents under their own
power.

Laaqued watched them, aware of the eerie litany coming from the plant masses.

Whatever the spell, 1akhovas had been working on it for mogt of the last two days, devoting every
moment and d! of hisenergy toit.

Raiding by the sahuagtn continued, gaining added momentum from the Sea Hulk kodinth tribe and
the morkoth. Even with those dlies, and the Thuridru mermen waiting in the wings, they weren't strong
enough to take on Eadraa and the mermen of the Hmur Plateau.

She held her place and awaited him.

"It's done" he said.

Laagqued nodded.

Only alittle surprise showed in lakhovas's dark eye. "You have no questions, little maenti?*

"I have learned," she replied, "that you only answer when you choose to."

lakhovas regarded her with open disgppointment. "I miss the zed in you, little madenti, and I'm
aurprised by my own fedings in that regard.” He glanced back in the direction of the masses of
purple-lesfed vines floating toward the surface and said, "Those are very old plants. They haven't been
seen on Toril for thousands of years. No onein these waters has ever seen anything like them.”

Laaqued believed him. The eerie litany the plants voiced grew louder, pulling more srongly at her
conscious mind with a bewitching attraction. She glanced up, naticing the firg of the plants had reached
the ocean's surface and ill headed toward the southeast where the Whamite Ides lay.

"BEven 0," the mdenti priestess said, "you lack the army you need to invade the merman empire.
The longer we wait here, the grester the chance of our discovery. Intime, even the bitterest of enemiesin
Seros will join againg you if you keep sending the sahuagin againg them. Once joined, they will attempt
to hunt you down.”

lakhovas laughed. "Little maenti, they have to join forces, otherwise everything I've done is for

naught.”
"l don't understand.” If the worlds above and below the Sea of Fdlen Stars joined forces, sshuagin



liveswould be forfeit.

"Only by their joining forces may the Great Barrier surrounding Myth Nantar be dropped,” 1akhovas
sad. "l can't get through the Great Barrier done, and | need access to the City of Dedinies” He stared
after the plants. "As for an army, little maenti, I'll be raisng one of those soon now and it will be unlike
anything you've ever faced before. That | promise you.”

Laaqued glanced up at the plants continuing to spread across the ocean's surface. She recognized
them as aform of kelp she'd not seen before. The Sngsong litany grow stronger and stronger ill.

"Let's go, little maenti," 1akhovas growled. "In your present state of fatigue and apathy, you might
succumb to the kelpies ensorcelment in spite of the protection | lend you.”

It was true and she knew it. She hadn't prayed to Sekolah in days and only stayed awake because
degp would not come to her. Wordlesdy, she followed him back through the shimmering gate held
opened to bring them here.

Whatever lakhovas had planned next, she knew the resstance in Seros was growing. Sahuagin
warriors had reported being attacked by shdarin east of the Whamite Ides, and there were even reports
of morkoth baitling morkoth dong the eastern fringes of the Arcanum of Olleth. The surface world's
response was the most duggish, but even they were going on the offensive now.

Only the mermen of Eadrad had failed to attack, and ther presence in the center of the Hmur
Plateau prevented shdain armies from marching againg the sahuagin in the Xedran Reefs. Even the
ixitxachitls couldn't be controlled now. Rading parties of demon rays swept through the sahuagin
rearguard in the two fdlen ixitxachitl cities. The ixitxachitls weren't able to secure the cities, but losses
were mounting, dividing the slanding shuagin amy there.

On top of that, the surviving sshuagin princes from Vahaxtyl had started to foment rebdlion due to
the high losses among their warriors. Even Prince T'Kadah was cautioudy hoarding his warriors instead of
gpending them as lakhovas demanded. lakhovas, though he knew of the resstance within his troops,
ignored the Situation.

Laaqued knew that the sahuagin presence dong the western reaches of Seros was balanced on a
knife's edge. Nothing could be completely controlled-especidly if Iakhovas continued concentrating on
hisown missons ingtead of taking care of the armies he marshaed.

Taking on the merman empire in Eadraal wasn't something he should try to do. Laagued fdt certain
it would be? the bresking point of the war. Yet, if the mermen couldnt stand againg lakhovas, the
mdenti priestess knew their defeat would demordize the rest of Seros.

She just didn't see how lakhovas planned to raise a fresh amy even with his mysterious kelpie.

Patience, the soft feminine voice whispered in her mind. The time is near for all things. You have
allies you've not yet seen, and the Taker doesn't know as much as he believes he does.

Surprisngly, Laaqued took a little comfort in the words. Ahead of her, lakhovas disappeared into
the gate that would take them back to Tarjana. She followed.

Sabynalay low in the scrub brush that dotted the hilly interior country north of Agenais. Her bregth
dirred the red dust next to her cheek and atral of black ants marched across her left hand. She held a
dagger in her right.

Ahead, three of Vurgrom's pirates stood guard at the mouth of the cave the pirate captain and the
rest of his group had entered nearly an hour before. Evening fast approached, dretching long shadows to
the east while the red sun sank into a mass of purple clouds in the west.

"Lady."

The whisper dmogt startled Sabyna into movement. If she hadn't recognized Glawinn's soft voice
she thought she might have screamed. She glanced down toward her feet and saw the paadin sanding
there.

"Aye. and-by Selune's sweet grace-don't scare melike that again,” she whispered hoarsdly.

"I'm sorry,” Glawinn said. Despite the plate mal the paadin wore, he moved dmost as soundlessy
asashadow. "Azla and | have found another cave entrance that leads down to where Vurgrom and his
men are.”



"What are they doing?"

"It looks like they're waiting, lady."

"For what?'

" couldn't say. | came back for you so that you could join us. Whatever Vurgrom is here to do, this
isthe place he's going to do it."

Sabyna waited uniil the three pirates sanding guard were taking again and not looking in her
direction be-fore she eased down the hillsde, taking care not to disturb the brush. When they were ssfdy
out of Sght, Glawinn offered his hand and helped her up.

The paadin took the lead, fallowing the smdl ditch that zigzagged behind the rocky knoll where the
cave was. Agenass lay to the south, not quite five miles away, about the same distance it was to the cover
where Azure Dagger lay waiting, hidden from Maelstrom's crew. From the way Azla had it figured, they
stood near the heart of the idand.

She trotted after Glawinn, avoiding the loose rock spills that had tumbled down into the ditch. The
center of the idand tended to be rockier than the outer edge. Loose limestone shde rose in pockets or
showed in the parched, cracked land of the interior.

The limestone was a naturd filter and removed the sdt from the ocean in the numerous pockets and
caves that formed in the idand's heart. Rainfdl added to the loca water supply, trapped in naturd and
atificed cigerns. The limestone foundation aso provided for the honeycomb effect of caves under the
idand. These caves were once the larr of brigands, who had been rooted out centuries before.

Her muscles ached from fatigue, short hours of deep while they shared guard duty at night, and
degping on the hard ground. AzZlahad decided tha only the three of them would attempt to get close to
Vurgrom's pirates. A dozen pirates from Azure Dagger waited a a hidden campsite hdf a mile away,
providing them a position to fdl back to if they were discovered.

Glawinn stopped ahead and pulled at a dump of brush that covered a narrow dash in the earth
forming the knall. It wasn't quite opposite the cave Vurgrom had entered, but Sabyna didn't think it
missed by much.

The pdadin turned sdeways and fit imsdf ingde. The dash extended up through the knall, dmost
to the top, and dlowed a narrow crack of the waning sunlight into the passage.

The ground was treacherous with loose rock and pebbles. Nearly forty feet into the passage, they
logt the sunlight, and the ar around them turned cool. Condensation chill to the touch glistened on the
rocky walls and celling.

The passageway continued to go down and bear dightly to the left. Long minutes later, Glavinn
waved her to dow down even more. They moved cautioudy, deeper into the knall.

Sabynas hand tralled across the cracked surface of the passageway, feding the jutting shde. The
rock edges were sharp enough to cut if a person accidentally ran into them in the dark. Luckily, there
was enough naturd light coming from ahead to illuminate the passageway.

AZa, dressed in black chan mal and dark dothing, crouched on a narrow ledge ahead. She
glanced at them briefly, a hand holding her scimitar across her knees, then returned her atention to the
scene playing out before her. She wore a short bow and a quiver of arrows across her back. A spear
rested on the stone floor at her sde.

Glawinn touched a forefinger to hislip in caution as he hunkered down beside the pirate queen. He
placed his shidd againg thewadl a hisside.

Sabyna crept closer, dropping to her knees between them to peer down into the cave below.

"Aye and she was afagy one" Vurgrom was saying. He sat on an de cask in the center of aring
of seventeen pirates clustered around a campfire that poured aily black smoke agang the cave caling
thirty feet above. The cave looked at least three times that wide. He drank deeply and noisly from atin
mug, then wiped the de foam from hislips. He touched a jagged scar on the top of his bad head.

"I had her," he said, "halding her down on the duke's own dining table and him crying for his life in
the corner, preparing to take care of my business, and she reaches back for this damned great copper
cook's pot. Next thing | know, the wench brains me with it."

The pirates laughed at their leader's story, but Sabyna noticed they waited until Vurgrom himsdf



started laughing fird.

"Like to salit my head open, she did. If the wench had been swinging a daughterman's mdlet instead
of that damned pot, why 1'd & been holding my own brainsin.”

"Bet you redly gave her what-for then,”" one of the pirates stated.

"By the Bitch Queen's locked knees, are ye daft, man?'

Vurgrom roared. "Wench liked to killed me. Had blood a-seeping down into my face and me three
sheets to the wind and truly not knowing how bad a shape | was in. | took up a carving knife from a
nearby roast bird set for the duke's own table and shoved it through her heart. | was done, she had no
complaints.”

Gdesof crud, ribdd laughter ripped through the cave.

Sabyna shuddered, involuntarily remembering her own brother's deeth a the hands of Bloody
Fdkane. She glanced around the cave, wondering what had brought the pirates there. Other then the
long and tdl galactites and stdagmites, a few patches of lichen that glowed soft blue and green, and a
few threads of streams running across the stone floor, there appeared to be nothing of interest in the
cave.

A shimmering haze formed only a few feet from the group of pirates. The grim-visaged man Sabyna
hed seen four days ago leading the sahuagin pack that met VVurgrom stepped through the haze, followed
by the df woman who had been there as wdl.

"Vurgrom,” the grim man said.

"Lord lakhovas." VVurgrom handed thetin cup to the pirate beside him and stood. "As you see, we
dand ready. As we agreed.”

"Do you have the pearl disk?'

Vurgrom reached indde his blouse and took a cloth bag from around his neck. He loosened the
drawstrings and poured the pearl and inlad gold disk into his hand, then tossed it to lakhovas.

AZa quiely dipped the bow from her shoulder and nocked an arrow to the dring, aming a
lakhovas. Sabyna wasn't sure that such a move was wise, but she kept her own counsd, readying her
spells. Glawinn took up his shidd and found a new grip on his broadsword. He kissed the rosy pink
quartz disk that hung at his neck and whispered Lathander's name.

"No!" Anger flashed in lakhovass voice. He gestured at the thrown disk as the inlad gold flashed
the campfire light. It froze in mid-tumble, then glided back to VVurgrom, who caught it gingerly. 1akhovas's
scarred face twisted, and the tattooing showed even blacker in the shadows. "I will not touch that thing!"

"Beg your pardon, milord," Vurgrom said, turning the disk over in his fingers in open wonder. "I
didn't know."

|akhovas walked to the cave wall to hisright. "Did you ever manage to find out what this disk was,
Vurgrom?'

"No, milord."

"But you tried?"

Vurgrom hesitated only a moment. " Spent good gold on it, milord." He shrugged. "Maybe cut a few
throats of them that demanded payment and them not tdling me any more than | dready knew!"

"Itsakey." lakhovas drew back hisfis and pummeled the rock wall.

Stone Folit and splintered more eadly than Sabyna would have thought. She breathed shdlowly,
waiting for Azla to release the bowstring.

"To what, milord?'

"I don't know," lakhovas said as he hit the wal again, degpening the crack held started. He gestured
to Vurgrom, who walked forward and thrust Lathander's talisman into the hole.

The tdisman rettled a few times, the sound echoing dearly in the cavern, letting Sabyna know the
crack lakhovas had created reached far deeper than sheld have thought.

" only know that it contains power | can use when | destroy it," 1akhovas said.

A ruby ray jumped from one of lakhovass eyes. The sound of a powerful detonation deafened
everyonein the cave.

Sabyna might have cried out in pain. She wasn't sure. In the next moment the ground quavered and



rumbled, twiding and turning like a gorm a sea. Despite her familiarity with ralling waves, she sumbled
and would have fdlen had Glawinn not steadied her.

Beow, the pirates spread out and drew their weapons, crying out to ther gods and cursing.
Vurgrom bellowed and pulled up his battle-axe, but whatever he was trying to say was logt in the
tremendous cra-ack! that suddenly filled the cavern.

A chasm opened in the floor, spreading quickly from a hand's-span to severd feet. Stalactites fdl
from the caling, one of them crashing through a pirate's shoulder and driving him to the ground. Blood
pooled around the man as he quivered and died.

lakhovas strode through the faling debris untouched, keeping his feet with apparent ease even
though the earth shifted dramaticaly under him. The df who had arrived with him didn't fare so wel. She
fdl and rolled toward the chasm's edge. Moving with inhuman speed, lakhovas reached down and
caught the df woman, lifting her effortlesdy.

At that moment, Azla released the bowstring.

Kdlym Drayspout walked his rounds through Agenaiss docks out of habit. He carried a heavy
crossbow at full cock in his scarred and gnarled hand. The chain mall he wore had seen better days but
remained serviceable. He was a stout man with a bigger bdly than he cared to admit, and gray har tha
showed how many years had passed him, but he was a warrior few would want to confront. His lined
and scarred face threw fear into mogt folks he had stern words with.

The docks seemed less wdl lighted than hed ever seen them, but he didnt pay it any red mind.
Quiet was a good thing. The carousing and drinking that went on more nights than not meant a long hift.

More ships than ever anchored in the shdlows around the port. Almog dl were shattered and
broken husks, some of which would never move again, just be plucked apart to salvage other ships.

Drayspout's feet thumped againg the cresking wooden dock as he made the corner that led down
to Verdi's Tavern. Hed stood in at the tavern enough that the locas, and the salors that had been in
Agenais any length of time, knew better than to cause any problems on his shift. Verril proved generous
with the tapped de kegsin return. It had proven a good arrangement.

The dill, black water in the harbor was as smooth as polished glass. Ships rigging dapped againgt
masts. Over dl of it he heard a melodic tune dmost hypnatic in its intengty. The tune was enough, he'd
discovered, to raise the hackles at the back of his neck.

Instead of merdly trugting the way tonight, he'd found himsdf raisng his lantern on more than a few
occasions to gtrip away the shadows and make sure some foul thing wasn't crouched there waiting for
him. His nervousness made him angry.

Bang a guard wasn't anew job for Drayspout. HE'd been a mercenary dong the Dragon Coast for
Lady Nettd Thdavar of the Thdavar trading family in Westgate for twenty years, until a bandit's blade
hed nearly found his heart afew years ago. He wasn't quite as quick as he had been, and he figured hed
hed enough of it.

Hed been too wel known on the Dragon Coast to retire there. Bandits held dain often had kin who
didnt believe in forgiveness. In fact, some of the rogues bands had even put a price on his head.

So held come to the Whamite Ides to spend his last years. HEd even met a widow who owned a
bakery and had three teenaged children he could dmog tolerate. HEd surprised himsdf by sdtling so
eedly into the sort of domedtic life held never expected to have.

That life meant ydling at those damned kids every day, occasondly heping out in the bakery, and a
few free pints of an evening down at Veril's between rattling merchants doors and seeing to it nobody
broke into a warehouse or shop too easly. The ships provided their own security.

Come early morning, he could count on shuggling for a little while with that widow before they
started the sweetbreads and cakes she sold for morningfeest.

He cursed the damnable haunting tune that lay heavily over the dock area as he stepped onto the
boardwalk running in front of Verril's Tavern. The building was a rundown affar cobbled together from
Ieftover ship's lumber that had been, upon leen times, stripped back off and sold to vessas seeking
materias to make repairs.



Drayspout stepped through the sngle bawing door that hadnt yet been auctioned off to a
quartermaster in need of lumber. He stared at the empty tables and chairs that filled the samdl room, not
bdieving what he saw.

The pale, all lantern light pooled weekly in the room, and the smdl of burning milk and meat from
the untended chowder kettle hanging over the fireplace stunk the place up. The dice cups Veril used for
wagering with his patrons, dipping in the specid set he kept up his deave when he need to, sat on the
gtained bar. The panting of naked sea dves frolicking around Degp Sashelas hung on the wall behind the
bar. Waves lapped noisly under the wooden floor and echoed hollowly through the room, driking a
counterpoint to the melody that streamed in from outside.

Drayspout's unease grew by legps and bounds. Maybe the sailors might take a quiet night to rest up,
but there was never anight when Verdi's went empty.

"Dray."

The hackles returned to Drayspout's neck. Everyone in Agenais who knew him called him Dray, but
the whisper that called his name dmost unnerved him. He was certain he knew the voice, but he couldn't
placeit.

He lifted the crossbow and placed the butt againg his hip so he could fire it one-handed. Turning, he
gazed back through the tavern's entrance, the view partiadly obscured by the baiwing door. Usudly there
was some ship's crew working by lantern light to repair their vessals and he thought one of them might
have cdled out to him.

There was no one. The docks stood totaly empty.

"Dray."

A figure rose up from the black water beyond the boardwalk. Raisng his lantern so the beam fell
over the boardwalk, Drayspout recognized the figure at once. "Whik?"

It was hiswife's oldest son. Whik stood as tdl as Dray-spout and was only fifteen. He il lacked a
man's growth and strength, but he had a temper that had earned him the back of his stepfather's hand on
occasion. He was pae and blond like his mother.

"What the hdl are you doing in that water, boy?' Dray-spout growled. It wasn't the firgt time Whik
hed dipped out of the house at night. Drayspout had caught him before. "Youll catch your death and
break your mas heart."

Whik made no reply.

Irritated that the boy may have seen him acting nervous, Drayspout strode toward him and raised his
voice. "You got water in your ears, boy? | asked you a question.”

When Drayspout reached the boardwalk, Whik fdl backward, letting the water close over him.

Thinking something was wrong, Drayspout hurried to the boardwalk's edge and raised the lantern
agan. The lignt played over the water, lighting the pallid ovd of the boys face gazing up a him. Whik
made no move to swim, dowly easng more deeply into the dark water. The haunting melody seemed
louder than ever.

Dropping to his knees, Drayspout laid the crossbow aside and placed the lantern nearby so he
could see Whik. He plunged his am and shoulder into the water, feding the chill, and reached for the
boy. With his face less than two feet from Whik's, Drayspout noticed how dead the boy's eyes |ooked.
Living around the Sea of Fdlen Stars dl hislife as he had, the old warrior knew what a man looked like
who'd succumbed to Umberleg's endless embrace.

Whik was dead. Sure as Tymora hated two-headed coins, the boy was never coming home to his
mother again after this night.

Even as Drayspout started to withdraw his arm, the dead boy lunged a him, coming up out of the
water with a leering haf-wit's grin. He roped an arm behind his stepfather's head, grabbing Drayspout's
wrigt with his other hand. He pulled the old warrior down into the water with him.

As they sank deeper into the harbor, Drayspout fought againgt the dead thing that hdd him. The
boy's corpse was as cold as the water. The old warrior tried to fight his way loose, but his hands kept
diding off the dead thing's wet, flaccid skin.

Sill dinging to Drayspout, the corpse lunged forward and sank sharp teeth into the old warrior's



throat. As his life drained out of him, douding the water the lantern light shined through, Drayspout saw
dozens of other pdlid faces surrounding him. He recognized many of them as regulars a Verril's.

All of them were dead, their open eyes saring at him with dulled intdligence. They floated eedly,
wreathed in the kel pie-beds that sang the eerie musc and hed them like favored lovers.

Even as hisfind moment of life fled, Drayspout watched as other citizens of Agenais-men, women,
and children he could have passed on the streets-plummeted into the water and didn't even try to save
themsdlves from drowning.

Something evil had come for Agenais, Drayspout redlized, and it wasn't going to rest until it had
themdl.

XXII

7 Marpenoth, the Year of the Gauntlet

Azlds arrow sped true, flashing through the ralling fog of dust that billowed up from the chasm that
hed opened in the cavern floor.

lakhovas turned, fixing the ledge with his harsh gaze. Quicker than the eye could see, he snatched
the arrow from the air, sopping it only inches from his heart. He snapped the thick shaft in his hand.

"Y ouve been followed, Vurgrom!" he roared, dropping the broken arrow and pointing at the ledge.

Sabyna opened her bag of holding and released Skeins. The raggamoffyn surged into the dust-laden
ar and set up initsfamiliar serpentine shape. A pirate pulled a heavy crossbow to his shoulder and fired.
The ship's mage dodged back, doubting she could get clear in the narrow passageway.

Glawinn was there, shoving his shidd out. The crossbow bolt dammed into it. "Easy, lady,” the
pdadin, warned.

Coally, Azla nocked another arrow and let it fly. The pirate with the crossbow |ooked down &t the
feathered shaft that stuck out of his chest.

"Get them!" Vurgrom bellowed.

As the earthquake continued, five pirates managed to get to ther feet and race toward the ledge.
More debris dropped from the cavern root pummding one of the pirates to the ground.

Sabyna took a pinch of sand and rose petas from her bag of holding, crushed them together, and
spoke. A light green haze spirdled from her closed hand as the sand and rose petals were consumed by
the spell. The haze sped toward the rushing pirates, wrapping around them. All four dropped, adeep
before they hit the ground.

lakhovas pointed over the heads of the other pirates who had regrouped and started toward the
ledge. A lightning bolt lanced across the distance.

Glawvinn swept Sabyna back with one arm and stood to block the streamer of crackling energy. The
detonation rolled thunder through the cavern and blew the paladin off his feet, knocking him back ten feet
over the ship's mage's head.

Sabyna started toward the warrior's sprawled form, knowing in her heart he had to be dead. The
colorful image of the scarlet hawk on his shidd hung in tatters of peding paint. She kndt beside Glawinn,
who lay loosdly, his eyes open and garing blankly.

"Glavinmn .. ." she said.

The padadin's chest gave a convulsve heave as he sucked in a sudden breath. He groaned and
levered himsdf up, picking up his shidd.

"By Lathander's blessed eyes” he managed to say, "the magic in this shidd is stronger than |
thought."

He dipped the shidd over hisarm, coughed raggedly, and got to his feet with difficulty.

Face tight, Azla dipped her bow over her shoulder and turned to them. She drew her scimitar and
sad, "We can't say here”

"Agread," Glawinn agreed. He took a fresh grip on his broadsword.

AZa took the leed as they raced back toward the other end of the passageway. Night had
descended since Sabyna had entered the cave, and she didn't see the opening sheld come through earlier
until skeletdl arms suddenly thrust through it.



The skeleton stepped into the passageway, moving jerkily and holding a rusty short sword in its
bony fid. The ivory grin showed missng front teeth and black hunger burned in its eye sockets. More
skeletons filed in behind it.

Glawinn moved in front of Azla, diding his sword into its sheath, and thruging forward his hand,
padm out. "By the grace of the Morninglord,” he said, "get you back, hdlspawn.”

The skeletons acted asif they'd hit a brick wal. Most of the creatures stopped their advance, but a
few in the rear didn't. They were hdd back by the ones in front. Bones clacked as they collided with
each other. Ther jaws snapped open and shut in anger, but they turned and walked dowly back out the
passageway, fighting with the others that hadn't been affected by the paadin's power.

Even turned away as they were, the skeletons moved too dowly to clear the passageway before
Vurgrom's pirates overtook them. Sabyna glanced back toward the ledge as the firg of the men
scrambled up. The ship's mage ordered Skeins to attack.

The raggamoffyn swirled into action, wrapping itself around the man and possessing him. The pirate
turned to attack the next man, swinging his cutlass at his comrade's head.

The pirate ducked and skewered the possessed man through the stomach. Blood drenched the
raggamoffyn, gaining it crimson.

Azlds scimitar flashed as she closed on the pirate while he freed his wegpon from his possessed
comrade. He stepped back, halding his dashed throat, and lost hisfoating over the ledge.

"Thisway," Azlacdled, turning to the right and fallowing a narrow ledge that ran around the upper
part of the cavern.

"After you, lady," Glawinn said.

Sabyna cdled Skeins to her and drew a par of throwing knives. She followed Aza into the
darkness. The light from the pirates campfire was barely enough to illuminate the way, leaving long, dark
shadows draped over the cavern wadls and floor. Tremors ill shook the cavern, causng minor
avaanches around them.

AZa turned left and headed through an opening. Sabyna was a her hedls, aware that the surviving
pirates had climbed up onto the ledge and were after them. The passageway ran only a short distance
before opening to another cave.

A dhaft of blue moonlight spewed through the crack in the cave twenty-five feet up. The light
showed thick stalagmites and dtalactites that had formed columns around a pool of water on the other
sde of the cave. Bones littered the floor. Farther back, three figures huddled againgt the wall on the other
Sde of the pool.

"Hedp ud" a woman's voice cdled out. She moved toward them, reveding the length of iron chain
attached to the spike driven into the wall. A amdl boy cried hdplesdy, his aams wrapped around the
woman. The third figure was a young man who'd picked up large rocks in both hands.

Sabyna noted the ragged dathing the three wore, as wdl as the obvious lack of nourishment, but
she couldn't figure out what they were doing there. Sabyna didn't know if they could save themsdves,
much less free the prisoners. The crack in the roof, obvioudy created by the tremors, was the only way
out of the cave.

The columns” Glawinn said. "It's our only chance."

Sprinting across the room, Sabyna looked at the woman and the smdl child and asked, "Who are

you?"
Glawinn and Azla did into position behind two of the columns. The haf-df took up her bow again

and put a shaft through the neck of the firg pirate in the cave from less than fifteen paces. The man fdl

back, mortaly wounded and drowning in his own blood. It gave the other pirates pause.

"Prisoners.” The woman's face was grime-streaked, her hair knotted. Half-heded scratches covered
her arms, neck, and shoulders. "A tribe of kodinth took our ship maybe a tenday ago. They brought us
here" She glanced a the pile of bones by the pool. There were nine of us once.”

"How did they get you here?"

"An underground river," the woman replied. "It leads from the pool out to the sea. They brought us
here so the sshuagin wouldn't take us awvay from them. Kaodinth are able to breathe fresh water. This



cave was a convenient place to keep their larder.”

AZa loosed another arrow but missed her target as the pirates invaded the cave. They quickly
fanned out and took cover behind boulders and other stdagmites. Vumorn came in last, bawling orders
a hismen to attack. With Glawinn ready to face them, none of the pirates appeared too eager.

lakhovas strode into the room with the df woman behind him. One of his eyes blazed.

"I want them dead,” he ordered. He pointed, spoke, and three of the columns near the pool
shattered asif struck by a bettering ram.

Sabyna dropped beside the woman and grabbed her chain in both hands. She pulled fiercdly but the
spike didn't budge.

"Don't leave us here" the woman begged. "Please”

"l wont," Sabyna promised. She dipped one of her daggers behind the spike's head and tried to
lever it from the wall, putting dl of her back into the effort.

"At them, you scurvy dogsl” Vurgrom ordered.

Glandng over her shoulder, Sabyna saw Glawinn whirl suddenly and engage a pirate. The paadin
blocked the pirate's thrust with his soot-stained shield, then cleaved the man's head in twain. Glawinn
kicked the dead man from his blade, sending the body sorawling in the middle of the open.

"Have a you, then," the paadin chdlenged. "By Lathander's swift judtice, here youll find a warrior
tried and true."

lakhovas raised a hand.

"No," acadm voice cdled through the shadows.

Recognizing the voice, not bdieving that sheld truly heard it, Sabyna looked up from pulling on the
knife and spotted him standing in the opening leading to the last cave.

Jherek stood in the doorway, the cutlass levd before him, the gaze in his eyes defiant. The cut
Sabyna had seen on his face was redly there, and the ship's mage knew that the times sheld fdt hed
spoken her name hadn't been her imagination after al.

The young sailor wore breeches tucked into cdf-high boots and a white shirt with belled deeves.
Blood streaked the shirt, proof that hed come in through the cave's main entrance.

"You should have struck me from behind, boy,” lakhovas rasped, then he smiled. "But you couldnt
do that, could you?'

Jherek threw himsaf forward, reveding the other men behind him. A lightning bolt shot from
lakhovas's finger and struck Jherek in the chest. The young sailor flew back out of the cave, damming
into two men behind him and disappearing over the ledge.

"No!" Sabynaydled.

The knife blade snapped, and she fdl, diding across the rough stone floor toward the pool. As she
darted to push hersdf up, a face surfaced in the water. It was dark green and topped by coarse black
hair. Pointed ears framed its head. The mouth was a broad, lipless dash filled with sharp fangs that
gleamed in the moonlight.

The kodinth reached for Sabyna even as three other heads surfaced.

*kk*k*k

"You closed the Great Barier aound Myth Nantar?' Pacys was astounded a Qoss
announcement.

The old bard sat on top of the cord in the courtyard south of the Madirn College. Over the four
days they'd talked, the storm giant seemed most comfortable there. Though held sudied his host in detall,
the old bard 4ill hadn't managed to pierce the guise the Green Dukar wore, nor managed to find out why
hewore it.

"l had no choice" Qos replied in his great, booming voice. "Myth Nantar represents the promise dl
Dukars made to each other and dl of Seros. When those we sought to protect and guide turned on each
other during the Tenth Seros War, | could stand it no longer. None of the Serosian races deserved
something as grand as this dity and its promise.”

The Dukars have faced problems before" Pacys replied. His fingers idy srummed the saceddar,
coaxing the tune he'd decided would best represent the sorm giant.



"Yes" Qos sad. The giant paced, looking at the tal, tiger-cora covered buildings in the Law
Quarter. "For nearly eight thousand years, the Dukars held postions of influence. Within five hundred
years of our dliance with the sea dves of Arysdmayr and our triumph over the kodinth, nearly five
thousand years of peace ensued.” Ho closed his hand into a figt. "Can you imagine what those years must
have been like?'

Pecys let hisfingersrall over the saceddar, playing by indinct. "I can try.”

"During that time we built Myth Nantar and we created the Dukarn Academy. We did not know it
then, but the Aryselmayr sea eves planned to exact a price for letting us build there.

"The Dukars were told to swear fedty to the dven empire and the Corond a Corysemal.”

Qos clasped his hands behind his back and continued to pace. Being twenty-9x feet tdl, the giant's
grides were impressive to the bard.

"The eves began fighting among themsdves and began trying to expand their empires”” Qos said.
"The merfalk objected, and rightfully so. However, thar firg order of the day was to battle their way to
Myth Nantar and dam it as theirs. The enmity between the dves of Corysdma and Arysdmayr
ecalated events. The Dukars stepped in, hoping to end it. Instead, the Dukars of Nantari who had
sworn dlegiance to Aryseimayr warred againg the other orders.”

Peacys lisgened to the sad weariness in the sorm giant's voice. Qos hadn't lived during those times
but it was easy to see tha he had taken the history to heart. The old bard made the giant's sadness and
fatigue a part of the music, blending it so thet it spoke oquently.

"Never had anyone thought that Dukar hands would be raised againgt each other,” Qos continued.
"They lived to promote peace and harmony throughout Seros and dl races, bdieving that Seros could
only prosper.”

"It was a grand dream," Pacys commented.

"It wasn't supposed to be adream.” Fire sounded in the Sorm giant's words. "That was the destiny
of the Dukars, and why they founded their academies here in the City of Degtinies. During that war, the
merrow and the kodinth banded together to create the Horde of the Bloodtide, and mages digned with
Corond Essyl created the Emerdd Eye, which has been a bane in Seros ever since. Also, our fird new
order among the Dukars, the Order of Nantari, was destroyed.”

A school of fish swam in front of Pacys, cregting a haze for a moment. He watched their gentle
undulations, fdt the miniature currents break againg his body. His fingers moved a little more swiftly,
adding in the mation that complemented the mood he sought to cresate.

"When the shdarin arrived after that and we dlied with them, we made powerful friends" Qos said.
They eadly took to the Dukar ways. Prosperity followed our orders again for atime, then a corona was
assassinated and the Dukars were blamed. The sea dves began driking out a the Dukar orders. In
response, forty of the more aggressve of our order removed ther normd colors and dressed in purple,
cdling themsdlves the Purple Order of Pamas, and began alimited war of their own.”

"But things didn't end there," Pacys said.

"No. War continued to be away of life here, and everywhere it went, the Dukars could be found in
it. Findly, after the Ninth Seros War, the Dukars helped draft the Laws of Battle, hoping it would stem
thetide of violence that seemed unstoppable in this world. When that failed, when the Dukars could no
longer believe, they left Myth Nan tin®

"And without the Dukars to protect it, the City of Destiniesfdl to the sshuagin.”

"Yes" Sadness dmogt quenched the angry, molten fires in Qos's emerdd eyes. "After | joined the
Dukars, | came to Myth Nantar." He gestured with one hand, taking in the expanse of the city. "I saw
mogt of what you see here, and my heart could not bear it."

Pacys looked at the storm giant, seeing past the towering foe to the gentle spirit beneath. He coaxed
that image with his song, building it note by note.

"S0 | chose to close Myth Nantar from those who'd deserted her.”

Pacys knew the storm giant hadn't kept everyone who'd journeyed to the City of Dedinies away.
Dozens had dipped in past the Great Barrier over the years when Qos had deemed them worthy.

"Why did you let me in?' the old bard asked. It was a question he hadn't dared ask the firg few



days. Qos had obvioudy known he was coining but hadn't been too much in favor of his presence.

"If it had been my choice" the sorm giant said, "I wouldn't have.

Pecys dlently accepted that, hisfingers never betraying the musicd weave he worked on.

"The Great Whde Bard was my friend;* Qos went on. "He chose you. | chose to honor both his
request and his memory"

"What am | supposed to do?"

"What you normaly do, bard. Tdl the tae of what goes on around you." The storm giant gestured at
the surrounding city. "This is higtory in the making. The legend of the Taker is true. If we don't remove
him from Seros, he will destroy everything."

"Everything?'

"The rebirth of Myth Nantar. A second beginning, one that will be of even more import to those
below and above." Qos turned and pointed back to the Dukarn Academy off the Promenade of Kupav.
"The weapon we need to accomplish that is there.”

"What isit?" Pacys stopped playing for a moment and turned to look. It was the firg anything had
been sad of a weapon.

"The Great Gate," Qos said. "Once it's activated, it will pull the Taker and his army through it and
exilehim from Seros.”

"Where will he go?'

"It won't matter. Anywhere but here”" Qos locked his emerald eyes on the bard's and said, "Song
Theat Brings Bright Waters believed that you were the Taeweaver, the one destined to touch the heart of
the young hero who would day the Ravager."

"How am | supposed to accomplish thet?"

Qos shook his head. These are legends, bard. As familiar with them as you are, you should know
thet legends never tdl everything.”

"My song will," Pacys declared. "When it's ready, and when | ang it, the listener will know dl." He
sretched, adjusting himsdf on the cord. "When will you open the Great Barrier?!

"As so0n as Serosian races can come to an dliance”

"I believe the sea dves would be interested,” Pacys said. "As wdl as the shdain, but the mermen
remain adamant about Saying apart.”

They won't," Qos said, "once Vaodidru fdls”

I've overheard the sea df warriors talking about that. The locathah keep information coming to us.
Thewarriors believe the Taker has stretched his dliances too thin and that he doesn't have the power to
chdlenge Eadrad at this point.”

"The Taker ismugtering his next amy even as we speak.”

A cold chill raced through the old bard. "How?'

Qos held up hisright hand. Green cora suddenly emerged from his pam and flattened, covering his
huge hand.

"The Taker has surrounded the Whamite I1des” Qos told him, "with an evil and ancient kelpie that
angs its ligeners to ther deaths. He wracks the idands with massve earthquakes that will drive the
people to the shore so they can hear the kelpie songs. Few, if any, will survive. When enough have died,
the Taker will cdl the victims back as drowned onesin his service”

Horror filled Pacys, dilling his fingers. He gazed a Qos's pdm where images formed. Pie saw the
palid figures hanging from kelpie beds in the black water, their arms and legs limp, their dead eyes red
and blank, mouths hanging open. A few of them were drowning even as he watched, thrashing dightly as
thar lives Ieft them.

"No," the old bard cried hoarsdly. "We can' et this happen.”

"It dready has" Qos stated. "It must happen to make way for the only chance Seros has at peace.”

Unable to look away. Pacys watched as more people dropped into the black water, immediatey
tended to by the kelpie beds. No matter how great his skill nor the fact that Oghma himsdf had set his
present course before him, he would never be able to capture the abomination being played out before
his eyes.
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Blasted by the lightning bolt that should have killed him, Jherek hit the ground hard, so hard that the
breath was driven from his lungs and he amost blacked out. He dung to his senses, though, thinking of
Sabyna, Glawinn, and Azla trapped like rats in the cave. Ralling over on his side, he fdt blood trickle
down the sde of hisface.

The journey that had taken only days before had extended to two restless months. A sahuagin
attack had cost them their rudder. Replacing the rudder had taken ten-days after Seadfast hed findly
mede a friendly port. Despite the time, the pull in his chest had brought him to Sabyna without fall, never
once wavering.

As he got to hisfeet, the young salor noticed the lightning bolt fading in the high sheen of the bracer
on hisleft arm. The bracer had somehow protected him from the magica assaullt.

Black spots whirled in his vison as he gazed around the main cavern. Two of Tarnar's salorsthe
two he'd been thrown into-were down, dive but unconscious. Jnerek looked for his cutlass but didn't see
it. The sounds of battle and the screams of dying men continued above.

He started to take one of the sailors cutlasses, but impulse drew his eyes to the chasm in the center
of the cavern. Looking down over the edge, he spotted a man-made entrance cut in the left Sde 9x feet
below him. Before he knew quite what he was doing, feding pulled to get back to Sabynas side, he hung
over the ledge, garing down into a pit that looked fathoms deep. Thankfully, the chasm wals provided
finger and toeholds.

When he looked into the opening, he saw the sword hanging on the wal at the other end of wha
looked like a man-szed pink pearl box. Glancng at the other side of the chasm, he noticed wha
appeared to be the other side to the pink pearl room. The sword's stedl glistened with a lambent pink
light.

Ignoring the reluctance thet filled him, Jherek clambered into the room. It stood to reason that if a
sword had been hidden as cleverly asthis one, it had to be a powerful weapon. The question of whether
the sword was good or evil only touched his mind flegtingly. As powerful as the mage in the other room
was, Jherek needed a powerful weapon.

Wrapping his hand around the sword hilt, Jherek fdt a smdl tingle run through his arm. He amost
reeased they sword, but the tingle was gone before he did. He thrust his blade through his sash and
climbed the chasm wall again, then he jumped up the ledge and ran back to the second cave.

Tarnar looked at him with a surprised smile and said, "I thought you were dead.”

Iridedls Tear saved me" Jherek drew the sword from his waist, surprised that the blade was a
curved cutlass and not the long sword held thought it was. The blade ill held the pink glow.

Two of Steadfast's crew lay dead ingde the second cavern.

Peering into the shadows, Jherek saw Sabyna and Glawinn batitling kodinths rigng from the pool.
Vurgrom's men took advantage of the sSituation and rushed forward.

AZla stepped from behind a column, batted aside the pirate's dumsy attack, then did her scimitar
across the man's somach, spilling his guts. Still on the move, the pirate queen engaged her next attacker.
Sted gleamed as it moved, then she sank the dirk in her Ieft hand between the man's ribs, diffening him
up at once.

Lifting his arm, Jherek willed the bracer into a shidd, then stepped into the cavern. One of the
pirates rushed a him. The young sailor stepped Sideways a the last moment, letting the pirate's overhead
sawing go past him, then he dammed the shidd into his attacker with dl hisweight behind it.

The pirate hit the wal and sagged, dazed by the impact. Before he recovered, Jherek knocked the
man's blade from his hand.

Tarmnar stepped up and grabbed the pirate by the shirt, yanking him into a sumbling run and passing
him back to one of his men.

"I've got him," the captain growled.

"Dont kill im if you don't have to," Jherek said.

"Inthat, my friend," Tarnar said, "we are in agreement.”

Vurgrom bellowed orders from hiding but didnt make a move to engage Jherek as the young sailor



moved forward.

lakhovas stood his ground, glancing a Jherek with red curiogity. "Who are you, boy?"

Jherek shook his head, peering over the shidd and hoping it would hold againg any further magic.
“I'mno one" he said.

"What are you doing here?"

Jherek thought he detected suspicion in the dark male's tattooed face and mismatched eyes. "Let my
friends go," Jherek demanded.

"I don't know you, do 17" 1akhovas asked.

“I'm only going to ask you once.”

The man's eyes narrowed and he said, "Boy, |'ve eaten creatures bigger than you.”

Without warning, Jherek stepped forward. It bothered him that the mage didn't draw the sword at
hisside, but if he didn't have to kill the man he wouldn't. He siwung the sword, surprised at how balanced
it felt, like it was a weghtless extenson of his body.

Incredibly, lakhovas grabbed the sword with his hand, stopping the swing, but from the pained
expression on the mages face, it was a surprise for both of them. He lifted his hand, gazing with
ill-concedled astonishment at the blood that spilled from around his closed hand.

"Who are you?' the mage demanded.

Before Jherek had time to answer, Vurgrom bellowed and rushed from hiding. He barreled across
the short distance and dammed into the young sailor with his considerable bulk.

Already sore from his earlier fdl, Jherek couldn't keep his feet, but he did keep his grip on the
cutlass. It fdt asif hisarm was being torn from its socket before the blade did free of the mage's hand.

"Gaing to kill you now, boy!" Vurgrom roared as he came down on top of Jherek. "I remember you
from Badur's Gate. | should have killed you then."

Willing Irided's Tear from shidd to dagger, a handle forming in his hand, Jherek shoved it toward
Vurgrom's face. The fa pirate captain's eyes rounded as he stared a the multi-colored blade. Taking
advantage of the man's shifting weight, the young sailor levered his forearm under his opponent's jaw hard
enough to make his teeth clack, then rolled out from under him.

Jherek willed the bracer into a hook, the handlefitting eesily between hisfingers. Vurgrom got to his
feet a the same time as the young sailor, taking up his battle-axe in both hands. 1akhovas was 4ill visble
over the pirate captain's shoulder, his atention torn between his bleeding hand and Jherek.

Reversing the battle-axe so the hammer end of it was forward. Vurgrora smung a the young salor.
Jherek dodged, bardly escaping the speeding weapon. The blunt head smashed againgt the wall, cracking
rock loose and driving stone splinters into Jherek's face and left shoulder.

Lining up behind his blade. Jherek gave himsdf over to it, rdishing the fed and movement. He
whipped it forward, forcing Vurgrora into a defensve posture. The bigger man managed to block the
sword strikes, but only just.

Another pirate stepped from hiding at Jherek's Sde, coming too quickly for the young sallor to bring
the cutlass around. Jherek dropped, fdling backward, waiching the pirate's sword flash by only inches
from his face. The young sailor kicked upward, ralling on his back and right shoulder to get the necessary
height, aware that VVurgrom was renewing his attack.

Jherek's foot connected with the pirate's sword am ebow hard enough to crack bone. He
continued the rall to escape Vurgrom's battle-axe. More stone splinters sprayed agang his back, then he
was on his feet in a squatting position, ready to soring upward.

Vurgrom dready had the battle-axe back and was swinging the blade a him, intending to cleave him
between wind and water. Staying low, Jherek drove forward, firing off his bent legs and planting his left
shoulder and neck at knee levd.

Vurgrom squdled in surprise and toppled.

Asthe big man fdl, Jnerek rose to his knees and struck again, snaring the battle-axe's heft with the
hook. He brought the cutlass down hard and sheared the head from the haft. A smdl blue light flared as
the weapon came apart.

Vurgrom raised the haft in defense as Jherek stood and swung again. The cutlass blade diced



through the thick axe heft as if it were made of paper. With uncanny precison, somehow knowing he
could trust the sword, the young sailor brought it to a stop less than two inches from Vurgrom's face.

"Surrender,” Jherek told him, "and I'll not kill you."

"You broke my axe" Vurgrom sad in disbdief. That axe was enchanted. It's never been broken
before-never faled me.

Jherek twigted the tip of the cutlass, emphasizing his point.

"Hght me hand-to-hand,” Vurgrom roared. "Give me a true man's chdlenge.”

Bresthing hard, perspiration and blood covering him, Jherek replied, "If there were time, and if there
were honor init, | would, but there's no time, and the only honor at risk would be my own.”

Jherek glanced at the mage, dready willing the bracer into a shidd again.

"Pray to your gods, whelp,” lakhovas said in a cold, hard voice, "that you never meet me again.”

Jherek wasn't planning on it, but he didn't say anything. He dso didn't break eye contact. If any of
his friends had been hurt, it would have been a different matter.

lakhovas turned, gestured, then walked into what appeared to be a solid wadl, the df woman at his
heds

When the mage had gone, Jherek Ieft Vurgrom with one of Tarnar's men holding a sword to his
throat. Tarnar's sallors flooded into the cave. Ther captain cowed, the surviving members of Vurgrom's
pirates surrendered eadly enough.

Jherek sprinted to the pool where kodinth battled his friends, Tarnar a his heds. Two of the
creatures lay dead, slent testimony to Glawinn's skill. The paadin was on the floor, his sword locked
agang a kodinth's spear and his shidd halding the creature's savage jaws from his face.

Changing the shidd back to a hook, Jherek hooked the kodinth's shoulder from behind and yanked
the monger off the paladin. The young sailor kicked the sea hobgoblin in the face, driving it back into the
pool. He offered the paladin a hand up.

"Hal and wel met, young warrior,” Glawinn greeted himin a strained voice,

"Hall and wdl met," Jherek replied.

"The hdping hand was appreciated,” the pdadin said with a crooked smile, "but I'd just gotten him
where | wanted him."

Glawinn's sword flashed, engaging another kodinth's trident. He shoved the tines aside, then did
back through and dashed across the creature's somach, mortally wounding it.

Jherek shifted the hook back to a bracer and swung his am out to dgp aside another kodinth's
spear. The young sailor chopped the cutlass into the kodinth's neck, nearly beheading it. He stepped
around the faling corpse, moving toward Sabyna.

When he saw hen the copper tresses framing her face, Jherek fdt as though hed been hit in the
heart with Vurgrom's grest hammer. Eighty-three days they'd been apart, and not one of them had
passed tha he didn't think of her with both longing and trepidation.

Now she was there before him, bent over in a knife-fighters stance, a blade in each hand, bettling
for her life againg a kodinth. The creature struck with its spear but Sabyna turned it to one sde and
darted in to score awound on her attacker's arm. The wound wasnt life threstening, but it bled heavily.

The kodinth howled in pain, then shoved its head open, the massive jaws aming to bite her head.

Jherek thrust the cutlass forward, not willing to attack the creature from behind. The blade settled
between the creature's jaws and it snapped its fangs on sted ingtead of flesh.

"Lady,” Jnerek said softly as the kodinth withdrew, "I am here."

Sabyna glanced at im and said, "You're dive"

"Aye"

Jherek stepped between her and the kodinth as another joined it. Despite the stench of wet |eather,
the closed-in tink of the cave, and the smdl of blood, he caught the scent of the lilac fragrance she wore.
Jugt one bresth stedled hisarm in spite of the beating held taken and the fatigue of racing across five miles
of rugged terrain to reach the cave. He fdt cadm and centered.

"I thought you were dead,” Sabyna said.

Jherek batted away a spear thrugt, riposing and diang the kodinth on the forehead so that blood



ran down into its eyes.

"As| feared you might be before | returned,” he told her.

"l wasn't sure you cared about that-even cared enough to come back from wherever you'd gone.™

Her words hurt Jherek more grievoudy than any wound he'd received. He grabbed the next spear
thrugt in his free hand, held the haft, and stepped forward to pierce the kodinth's breast with the cutlass.

He yanked his blade free and turned to her, full of anger and pain. He kept his words as cdm as he
could, not understanding how she could doubt him.

"Please, lady," he said, "I have told you | would lay my life down for you. | would never desert you
introubled waters without seeing you home.”

"Youvetold metha," Sabyna agreed, "but there's much you havent told me."

Jherek graefully turned back to face the kadinth held wounded.

"Perhaps we could talk about this another time" he said.

He parried a spear, knocking sparks from the weapon.

"Do you swear?" Sabyna pressed, stepping up beside him to engage another kodinth.

Her knives flashed as she blocked the spear thrudt, then one of the blades flew from her hand,
burying itsdf in her opponent's throat. Crimson sprayed over her and Jherek.

Jherek hesitated, blocking the spear twice more, then stepping in as he formed the bracer into a
dagger and punched it through the wounded kodinth's heart. Evenif the creature fel, another shouldered
up to take its place.

"Promise me" Sabyna said.

"Lady, please

Jherek tried to turn the kodinth's attack, but it was too savage, too fierce. It drove him back as he
tried to find an opening.

"I will not be denied, Jherek," Sabyna said.

"Now," the young sallor said, thrusting and breaking his opponent's attack, "is not the time"

"Your secret, whatever itis" Sabyna said, "is holding both of us back. Neither of us can be happy
until we know where we stand.”

"Lady, | care deeply for you."

The conversation and the emotion that went with it distracted Jherek. He missed a pary and
watched as the spear streaked toward his chest. He managed to turn at the last moment, letting the iron
point graze his ribs. He willed the bracer into a hook and tore out the kcdinth's throat before it was able
to withdraw.

""Pretty words," Sabyna said. "Jherek, | wouldn't ask thisif | knew you weren't confused, scared,
and hurting, too."

He faced her, his chest heaving from emotion and exertion, and said, "Lady, | have never known
any other way."

He was only dimly aware that the last of the kodinth were being beaten back by Glawinn, Azla
Tarnar, and the sallors from Steadfast. Skeins had damed one of the kodinths, wrapping the cresture
and udng it againd the others.

"l have never known pain like this™ Sabyna replied. "Never known confusion like this. My world
was far ampler before | knew you.”

Jherek was dlent for a moment as the sounds of the battle died down. His voice was quiet, bardy
above awhisper when he said, "Lady, 1'd never known my world was as and| as it was before | knew
you."

"If you fed that way," Sabyna asked in frugtration, "then why have you put up dl these wdls?'

"Walls are a part of my life, lady."

"l won't have them in mine"

Sabyna gazed & him fiercdy. The fact that held pushed her into such a pogtion shamed Jherek. His
heart ached and alump that he could scarce swallow filled his throat.

"What is there to risk?" she demanded.

"The friendship that we have between us”



"But it could be more”

That sheld voiced the posshility of something more both embarrassed and terrified Jherek even
more than getting hit with the lightning bolt only moments ago.

"Lady,* he sad, "I have treasured every moment of it, and if that friendship was dl that would ever
exist between us-ever could exist-I would be happy.”

"Jherek," Sabynas voice was thick with emotion, "it's been hard these lagt-what, nealy three
months-never knowing if you were dive or dead. | truly don't know the depth of my emotions for you.
I'm not sureif 1'd know true love, but | do know that I've never fdt this way about anyone before. Even
as tense as things have been between us since we arived in the Sea of Fdlen Stars, | dill remember the
meds we shared aboard Breezerunner."

"Aye" he said.

"That was the redity that could exig for us, Jnerek, but well never know unless whatever shuts the
door on that possibility isreveded. If | could, | would tear it down with my own hands."

"You don't know what it isyou ask."

Her eyes were sad. "Maybe you can live with what we have and never know anything more than
that, but | can't. | can't limit mysdlf the way you do. I'm not that strong.”

"Lady, you're one of the strongest people I've ever met. Please don't think you're weak because of
me"

"Then trust me, Jnerek. Whatever it isyou're hiding, trust mewith it."

Tearsweled in the young sailor's eyes and the pain in his throat and chest was dmost unbearable.
Hetried to speak but couldn'.

Sabyna lowered her voice, and it was as if there were only the two of them in the world. "You
bdieveinlove, Jherek. | heard you say it, and | saw the strength of your conviction bind a spdll that was
very powerful. That wouldn't have happened if you didn't mean it. As you believe in love, believe in my
lovefor you." Tears ran down her cheeks, tracking the blood and dirt on her face. "Tdl me what holds us

apart.
Jherek spoke the words he knew would doom him to un-happiness for the rest of his life "As you
wigh."

XX

8 Marpenoth, the Year of the Gauntlet

"Arc you going to tel her then, young warrior?"

Jherek gazed at his hands as he toweled himsdf off once more. He'd never seen them shake that
way. Except, perhaps, for the night hed chosen to leave his father's ship and legp into the sea, not
knowing if he would live,

He glanced up a Glawinn and said, "I promised her."

The paadin nodded dowly. "There's a case to be made for the fact that she coerced you."

They were in the warrior's quarters aboard Azure Dagger. Returning to Azlas ship in the dark with
Vurgrom and his pirates as prisoners-and with the weakened prisoners the kodinth had hdd as
livestock-had taken hours.

During that time Sabyna had concerned hersdf with the prisoners they'd rescued from the kodinth
and given Jherek time to think. Unfortunatdy, al hed been able to think on was this moment. When
they'd reached the ship, he'd begged off time to bathe and tend his wounds, hoping the words he needed
would come to him.

Hed drawn a bucket of fresh water from the ship's stores instead of bathing in the salt, wanting to
be a his best even though he fdt everything was going to end at Its worst. Hed washed with lye soap,
then groomed him of as best as he could, borrowing Glawinn's shaving kit to scrape the sparse stubble
from his chin like he was a man in danger of raisng a beard. When he was finished with the task, with his
hands shaking the way they were, he guessed that hed drawn more blood than Vurgrom and the kodinth
hed.

"Asmuch as | don't wish this" Jherek said, "I know she needs-and deserves-to know."



"And you? Could you love her from afar if it comes to that?

Jherek looked at hisfriend and mentor. "Aye" he said, "without hesitation.”

"Ah, but you've got Lathander's heart in you, young warrior.” Glawinn's voice turned husky and his
eyes shone brightly. Then you will never lose her, no matter how this goes.”

"And her?'

Glawinn shook his head. "I cannot speak for the lady, young warrior. The thing that crosses the two
of you is strong. It's not just her, it'syou, too. Shell look at you and think of her brother, but youll look
a her and think of your father."

"No."

"You will, and you need to face that."

"My father will not be a part of my life forever,” Jherek objected.

"No," Glawinn responded. "I don't think he will, but for awhile longer yet, he will be."

Jherek folded the towd and looked around for his clothes. They weren't on the bunk bed where
hed left them when held gone to bathe in the crew's head.

"I took the liberty of seeing to your breeches," Glawinn said, taking them from the built-in chest of
drawers. "'l washed them while you were tending yoursdlf, then dried them in the ship's gdlley.”

Jherek took the breeches, amazed at how clean they were. Hed never gotten red clothes while on
Black Champion or Azure Dagger, and the things held traded for while on Seadfast remained aboard
her on the other sde of the Whamite Ides. AZla salled Azure Dagger around to the south of the idand,
intending to stop briefly at Agenas to replenish the ship's stores before returning Tarnar and his crew to
their ship.

"Thank you," Jherek said.

"I knew you'd want to look your best. Here are your socks."

Jherek took them and pulled the pants on. then his socks and boots.

"I'm afraid there was nothing that could be done about the shirt,*" Glawinn said, kneding and teking
hiskit from under his bed. He opened the kit and pulled out a sky-blue shirt with white ruffles and belled
deeves. "l thought perhaps you could wear one of mine. The breadth of our shoulders are about the
same.”

"Thet's far too fine"

Jherek loved the look of the shirt but he couldn't imagine himsdf wearing something like that. Velen
hed been asmple sailors town and hed established early in his rdationship with Madame litaar that he
wouldn't accept charity. She'd accepted that, but sheld dso cared for his dothing.

"Perhaps something dse?" Jherek asked.

Glawvinn didn't look in the kit. "There's nothing dse” Ho hold the shirt up and said, "Unless you're
prepared to walk out there with your father's tattoo showing for dl to sec, I'd suggest accepting the loan.”

Reductantly, Jherek took the shirt. It fdt incredibly smooth.

"SIk, young warrior, as smooth as a caress from Sune Fire-hair hersdf." Glawinn amiled. "That shirt
has seen me through many a difficult Stuation.”

"You wore thisin baitle?'

"In King Azoun's courts, where the pecking order is oft determined by dress. Put it on.”

Jherek pulled the shirt on, amazed at the fed of it.

Glawinn took amirror from hiskit and hung it on a peg on the wdl. "Let's have alook a you."

Feding very sdf-conscious, the young sailor glanced at the mirror. The image he saw surprised him.
His tanned face and pde gray eyes stood out againg the sky-blue shirt. Sun streaks colored his light
brown har. The scar on his cheek lent hm a roguish air. His gaze was direct, chdlenging. The past
months had been hard, and they'd hardened him with it.

Thelook was dl too familiar and disturbing. He turned from the mirror.

"What's wrong?" Glawinn asked.

"For thefird time" Jherek said in athick voice, "I saw my father's facein mine”

Glawinn was dlent for a moment, then he stepped behind the young sallor and held his shoulders.
Gently but firmly, the warrior turned him back to the mirror and said, "L ook deep.”



Jherek did, captivated by the unacceptable resemblance he now noticed. It was something about the
st of his eyes, the square of hisjaw. Maybe more, but at least those things

"Young warrior,” Glawinn said, peering into the mirror over Jherek’'s shoulder and 4ill clagping him
tightly, "you may find your father's likeness in your features, but youll never find your father's ways in
your heart."

Jherek nodded asif he accepted that, but he knew he didn't.

Thank you for the loan of the shirt," he said. "I should be going. We agreed to meet on the
forecadtle. Thistime of morning, it's the mogt private place on the ship.”

He took his sash from his bed and wrapped it around his hips, then shoved the newly acquired
cutlass through it. At first held fdt guilty about taking the weapon, but it had come from the destruction of
Lathander's disk, so hefdt he owed it to the priests at Badur's Gate to take it to them.

"Thereis one other thing." Glawinn took a smdl bottle from his kit. "Cologne. Hold out your hands."
He pulled the cork stopper from the bottle and poured. "Rub your hands together and dap it onto your
face"

Jherek did, finding that it sung the cut on his cheek, but it had a pleasant, if bold, fragrance. "You
make mefed like I'm suiting up for a battle.”

"All true affairs of the heart between two people who have the trids between them tha you two
have are battles, young warrior. Too often, in theright circumstances, a man's-and a woman's-dress is a
wegpon."

"I've got to go."

Glawvinn put his hands on Jherek's shoulders again and said. "Wear your heart on your deeve that
she may know your mind truly. All the worries, dl the fear, as wel as dl the love. When you are done,
should you need me, | will be here in this room." He leaned forward and kissed Jherek lightly on the
forehead. "Should | ever be blessed with a son, young warrior, nothing would please me greater than to
see him turn out like you. May Lathander bless you."

Thelump returned to Jnerek's throat. It was dl he could do to nod and wak through the door. He
took the stairs from the nearly empty cargo hold that Hill stank of davery and walked up on deck.

Morning tinted the eastern sky a rosy pink peering through whesat-colored clouds. Sabyna Truesall
stood in the middle of it on the forecastle deck, peering east, in the direction Azure Dagger was headed.

Jherek gazed at her with longing. Though the risng sun behind her reduced her to a slhouette, he
could picture every line and even,' rounded curve of her. No matter what happened from this moment
on, he knew he'd never forgot that Sght.

He crossed the deck hurriedly and went up the steps to the forecastle.

"Lady, I'm sorry | kept you waiting.”

She turned at hisvoice, and surprise lighted her eyes.

"So it would appear wdl worth the wait," she said. "Had | known, 1'd have dressed accordingly.”

She wore dark green breeches and a white shirt with her deeves rolled to mid-forearm. Shed
bathed and combed her hair, and the scent of lilacs was gentle around her. Jherek thought held never
seen alovdier woman indl hislife

"It'sthe shirt," he said lamdy. "Glawinn loaned it to me"

"He has good taste.”

"Il tel him you thought s0." Jherek paused, wondering how to continue. How did you tdl someone
you cared about that your father killed her brother?

"Jherek, about last night," Sabyna said, "I was perhaps out of line”

"Does that mean you've changed your mind about taking."

Instead of feding relieved, Jnerek was anxious, wanting to be done with the secret he kept. It was
confusing.

"No, we're going to talk," she sad adamantly. "I meant it when | said | can't go on like this, but |
think perhaps | could have waited for a better time or spoken somewhat less harghly.”

"You did what you had to do, lady. | dam no foul there"

"Good, because I'm not leaving here without knowing your heart.”



Jherek took a deep breath and said, "Y ou know my heart, lady. It's my past you're unaware of." He
paused, uncertain of where to begin.

"You said you were wanted,” Sabyna said. "For what?"

"For things | never did, lady. I'm innocent of any crime, but | had the misfortune to be born the son
of abad man."

"No man is responsible for the mistakes his father has made.”

"You may not fed that way dfter you hear the whole gtory." With a trembling hand, Jherek
unfastened his deeve, his eyes on Sabyna. "When | was twelve, | ran away from my father, from dl the
things that he did.”

"That was a very brave thing to do."

Jherek forced himsdf to rall the deave up. "But | found running away didn't rescue me from my
fathers heritage.” Ralling over his arm, he showed her the tattoo of the flaming skull masked in chains,

Sabynas face drained of color and her eyes filled with cold, hard tears. She wrapped her ams
across her breasts and glared at him. ""That's the mark of Bloody Fakane," she whispered.

Jherek nodded dowly and said, "Bloody Fakane-the man who killed your brother-is my father,
lady."

Sabyna turned from him and walked woodenly to the prow raling.

Not knowing what ese to do, Jnerek followed after her. He stayed back, wishing he could comfort
her. Why did it have to be her brother? But he knew that wasn't afar question. There were a number of
families who'd lost-brothers and fathers, and other family to the notorious crew of Bunyip and Bloody
Fdkane. It was only hisill luck that numbered Sabyna's family among their victims

He stood quigtly waiting. He had no words. All he could do was try to figure out how a day that
was garting so beautifully could be so bad aready.

""Anything," Sabyna croaked hoarsdy as she turned around to face him with a face wet with tears
and wracked with pain. *T was prepared for anything but that.”

Jherek nodded but couldn't get a word past the lump in his throat. He looked a the deck between
hisfeet and tried to think. Eveniif he could speak, what would he say?

Sabyna's startled scream ripped through the morning.

Looking up, Jherek saw two pdlid gray ams saze the pretty ship's mage from behind. They
wrapped around Sabyna's body and yanked her from the deck. The young sailor caught a glimpse of the
gray corpse that had dimbed up the ship's prow as it fdl back into the water. Two more corpses pulled
themselves up the ship's prow as wdl, throwing their arms over the ralling.

"Boarders!" Jherek ydled asloudly as he could.

He ripped the sword from his sash, knowing he was in danger of loang Sabyna. Azure Dagger had
dl sails out and was running with the wind. He sprinted toward the port raling and threw himsdf over.

The Sea of Falen Stars sparkled blue-green for an ingant, and he heard other sallors aboard Azure
Dagger take up the warning cry.

"Boarders! Boarders!*"

"Boarders my arse! Them are sea zombies sraight from Umberlegs.”

Jherek hit the water cleanly, following the line of the cutlass. Foam churned white around him as he
dived. Turning in the water, he floated, usng his empty hand to turn himsdf around.

Dozens of bodies floated in the seq, dl of them pdlid gray and bloated from drowning. A hundred
and more walked the sea floor, followed by schools of fish and crabs that feasted on their dead flesh.

An eerie, haunting melody suddenly filled the water. Jherek fdt a tingle run through his whole body
and a warm lassitude started to creep in on him. He pushed the musc away, remembering that Sabyna
was down there somewhere.

A heartbest later, the young salor spotted her, dill pulled dong by the drowned one that hdd her
less than forty feet away. Jherek kicked his feet and took off after her. Even with the cutlass in one hand
and wearing boots, he overtook the sea zombie in seconds. His muscles screamed slent protests after
the beating they'd taken the night before.

Other sea zombies noticed the young sailor and svam for him. Two of them were mae, but the third



hed been alittle girl no more than ten.

Sabyna struggled againgt her captor who held her with its arm locked under her throat.

Jherek's optimism flagged. Zombies of any type could prove incredibly hard to kill. They had to be
chopped literdly to pieces or have the necromancer's spdl that created them broken.

Sabynas eyes widened when she saw him.

Figing the drowned one's chin with his free hand from behind, Jherek twisted with dl his strength.
The drowned one's spine cracked as the head came fully hdfway around. Still, the creature didn't release
its hold on Sabyna.

The young sailor shoved the cutlass forward, preparing to cut the thing's water-rotted arm from it.
As soon as the sword touched the drowned one, dectricity sparked the length of the blade. The zombie
convulsad, itslimbsflaring out and the seaweed-tangled hair on its head standing straight up. Great boils
erupted on the dead flesh, causng a sudden eruption of blue-purple cuttle worms three inches long and
as thick as aman'sfinger.

Jherek waved the worms from his face, knowing he was safe because they didn' like live flesh. He
glanced up, seeing Sabyna svimming for the surface. Before she made it, long vines from a kelp bed
snaked out for her, curling around her and pulling her in.

For the fird time Jherek redlized the hypnotic melody came from the purple-leafed kelp beds. He
swvam toward her, watching as other zombies closed in on her.

What fdt like iron bars wrapped around his ankles and dragged him down. He plummeted toward
the ocean floor like held been tied to an anchor. Glancing down, he saw that a large man with eye
sockets picked clean by ahermit crab Hill curled up insde one of them had grabbed him.

The roan's waterlogged weight was enough to drag them both to the bottom.

Jherek shoved his cutlass into the man's face, hoping whatever made filled the blade hadn't
exhausted itsdlf.

The zombi€'s limbs and hair popped draight out and the flesh boiled. Lungs near to burdting, the
young sallor svam after Sabyna.

A pair of drowned ones reached her firgt, digging into the kelp bed with her. Sabyna fought against
them, but ther teeth dug into her right thigh and left sde. Blood stained the water.

"No!" Jherek shouted, causng an eruption of ar bubbles from his mouth.

He shoved the cutlass into the creature biting on Sabyna's thigh. Jherek watched as the magic in the
blade destroyed the undead thing, then he attacked the one worrying at Sabynas sde, destroying it as
wedll. Sabyna's movements showed definite weakness.

Jherek sawed at the vines holding her to the kelp, cutting her free. Her wounds bled fredy. He
hooked an arm around her waist and swam for the surface, knowing even if he made it there was no way
they could reach Azure Dagger or out-swim the rest of the drowned ones.

Ancther zombie swam at them from above, giving Jherek no time to dodge away. With no warning,
arush of golden scales intercepted the drowned one, snatching it up in a huge mouth and crunching it to
pieces.

Even with only that brief glance, Jherek knew it was the sea wyrm that he'd first seen when they'd
sdvaged Black Champion. The creature hed followed Steadfast dl the way to Aglarond and back, but
he thought it had been left on the other side of the idand with Steadfast. Somehow it had known where
he was and made itsway to him.

Jherek watched the sea wyrm condtrict in the water, flipping its body around so that its fins caught
the currents in such away that it turned back around on itsdlf like a corkscrew. Thefinson its head flared
out asit regarded Jherek. Then another zombie saized its attention 1< than ten feet away. The sea wyrm
streaked there and hit the dead womean in half. Both haves remained active for a time, ams and legs
moving desperately but without an dbility to control ther direction as they dropped dowly to the sea
floor.

A moment later, Jnerek brought Sabyria to the surface. She looked into his eyes, coughing and
gasoing. He glanced down at the woundsin her sde and leg, knowing he had to put pressure on them to
stop the bleeding. Furthermore, if there were any sharks in the water, the blood scent was sure to bring



them.

"Go," she gasped hoarsdly. "I'm getting cold, Jherek. | don't think | can svim.”

"I'm not going to leave you," he said.

"By yoursdlf you might have a chance."

"No, lady." The young sallor gazed down at the sea wyrm ill darting through the water below. It
gtruck like lightning, destroying zombie after zombie that swam toward Jherek and Sabyna. He locked
eyes with the creature and said, "Hdp me"

The sea wyrm curled in on itsdf, then exploded into mation. It streaked through the water like an
arrow, surfacing dmost casudly beside Jherek. Cautioudy, it folded the fins down around its head and
stretched its muzze forward.

Not daring to believe, yet knowing it was somehow true, Jherek placed his hand on the sea wyrm's
broad head. The scdes fdt dippery' and solid and a buzzing filled his pam. After a moment, the sea
wyrm wrapped its coils around Jherek and Sabyna. The young sallor moved quickly, aware of the sea
zombie heads that broke the surface around them.

He pushed Sabyna onto the sea wyrm's neck behind its head where the dorsd fin was missng. He
did on behind her, wrapping his arms around her and his legs around the creature's thick torso.

The seawyrm lifted its head clear of the ocean, gazing back at Jherek expectantly.

"The ship," the young sailor said, hoping he wasn't wrong.

The sea wyrm's body undulated and sent them speeding through the water. Jherek held Sabyna
tightly. The creature easly avoided the bobbing zombie heads that gnashed therr jaws in frudration and
reached for them as they passed. The sea wyrm swam unaringly for Azure Dagger, overtaking it with
ease.

As he got closer, Sabyna became dead weight in Jherek's ams. Spray from the sea wyrm saying
90 close to the surface blew back over them. It was cold and sdty and sung his nose and eyes. The
young sailor watched a vein throb dowly on the side of the ship's mage's neck and took heart in that. As
long as she lived, there was hope.

Azure. Dagger's crew pointed at the sea wyrm as it swam aong the port sde. Two men hung from
the prow, cutting away the net the drowned ones had used to set ther trap and catch the fast-moving
caravel. Once it had caught onto the prow, they'd climbed it to attempt boarding the ship.

Glawinn and Azla stood at the port side ralling. The pirate queen ordered a longboat put over the
sde. It was a dangerous move. If it got too low and hit the water, it could be pushed back to smash a
hole in the hull. Glawinn and two other sailors manned the boat as it swayed ungeadily down from the
cargo arm.

The seawyrm swam for the longboat, getting dongsde it asiif it was an everyday thing. It lifted its
neck from the water and put Jherek and Sabyna closer to the longboat. Holding Sabyna in his arms,
Jherek passed her up to the paadin.

"I've got her, young warrior," the paladin said. "Climb on up.”

Glawinn sat cautioudy, holding Sabyna tenderly. He ingpected her wounds,

Jherek caught hold of the longboat and pulled himsdf insde. He gazed back down at the sea wyrm,
dill not beieving what had happened. The creature looked back up at him and flared its head fins again.

Thank you," the young sallor said.

The seawyrm gave a trumpeting cdl, then dived beneath the waves.

Jherek turned his attention to Sabyna.

*kk*k*k

Pacys swam across the Dukar Quarter in Myth Nantar as fast as he could. His heart dill pounded
from the dream that had awakened him. HEd dept in the Dukar Academy room Qos had offered him.
The seaweed bed had proven surprisngly comfortable and, despite his excitement, when he'd lan down,
held had no problem desping. Until this morning.

He stopped at the cord in the courtyard near Madim's Wak where he and Qos usudly met. The
gorm giant was dready there, or perhaps the Green Dukar Paragon had never |ft.

Peacys tried to keep hisvoice cam. "Grand Savant Qos.”



The storm giant looked up.

"I haveto go," the old bard said.

"No-there are things not yet done.”

Pacys fdt frantic. "Y ou've got to understand, thisis about the boy, Jherek."

"The one you believe to be the hero of your song?' Qos nodded. "I know."

"Thegr he loves"

"Jies dying," Qos sad. "Truly, Master Pacys, | do know these things. | keep wetch over a lot of
currents at thistime. | so know a huge army of drowned ones marches on Eadrad.”

"I mugt go to the boy. He's on the verge of giving up.”

"Your placeishere)”" the gorm giant said, his voice holding a note of warning. "There are parts that
have to be played yet, and you need to be ready to play yours. You could be cdled upon to open the
Great Barrier. When that time comes, well havelittle time”

"You can open the Great Barier.”

Qoss emerad eyes blazed with angry impatience and he said, "If | could open the Great Barrier,
you wouldnt be here."

The revelation stunned Pacys into slence for a moment.

"You can't open the Great Barrier?'

"No," the giant said.

"Because it was my decison to closeit," Qos answered. "l can dlow others in, but | can't return
Myth Nan tar to Seros. The prophecies about the Taker cregting a reunion of the peoples of Seros mugt
come to pass fird. That's the price | paid for salvaging what was left of the City of Dedtinies. If events
don't go as | hope, if you aren't able to open the Great Barrier, Myth Nantar may never rise again."

Pecys stood mute, feding the pressure of the depths above him for the firg time snce hed
descended into Seros.

"That'swhy the boy mug wait," Qos said patiently. "Everything mugt comein its own time."

"Hemay break before | reach him," Pacys said. "He's that close to hopelessness.”

"Madgter Pacys, wedl are. We must each hold to our individud strengths just a little longer.”

"Isshe gaing to be dl right?' Jherek asked.

He stared at Sabynas limp form lying on the bed in her private quarters aboard Azure Dagger. She
looked so smdl and pae.

Sabyna's wounds had been cleaned and tended, but they were inflamed and leaked pus. Glavinn
had attempted to cure them with his paadin's ability, and Arthoris had tried a heding potion. In both
instances some of Sabynas strength and color had returned for a short time only to dwindle away again.
She hadn't regained consciousness.

"I don't know, young warrior," Glawinn said. Kneding by the bed, he took a compress from a samdl
water pitcher, folded it, and tenderly laid it over her head. The bite of the undead can be toxic, carrying
diseases even advanced heders know little of. Her fate is in stronger hands than we have aboard this
ship."

"WEell find a priest when we put into Agenais,” Jherek said. "Even-thing will be dl right then, won't
it?'

Glawinn hesitated, then said, "Mayhap." He took the compress from her head and wet it again. "The
manthing isto keep her fever down, give her body a chance to hed itsdf. Even then, the battle she fights
isadraning one."

Jherek fdt so helpless and empty ingde. "It's my fault,” he said hoarsdy "If | had not loved her, she
would not have been cursed by my ill luck.”

"No." Glawinn said gruffly. "Il have none of that kind of talk in here. The girl may not be in her right
mind now, but I've seen people like this come back and know every word that was spoken around them.
If you're going to stay here with her, you're going to speak postively. Do you understand me?!

Jherek met the older man's gaze and said, "Hdp me. Glawinn, | can't be this strong.”



Glawinn put the compress back on Sabyna's head. "Yes you can, young warior,” he said. "Youll
be as strong as you need to be, whether to hang on or let go. Youll see it done because that's how you
are. It's the only way you can be."

Jherek clenched his hands into figts, hating the helpless feding thet filled him. "What do | need to do?
Tdl meand | swear it will be done.”

"Bdieve"

“In what?"

"l can't tdl you."

Jherek looked at the amdl, pae form on the bed and begged, "Give me something to believe in.”

"I can't. Youll have to find it within yoursdf."

Jherek kndlt there beside the bed and searched his heart. He reached out to limater the Crying God,
the god held rgjected months ago. He prayed the way he used to, but there was no comfort.

Sabyna's breathing remained ragged.

"Everyones dead," Azla announced, looking through the spyglass she held.

Jherek stood beside her, raking Agenais with a spyglass as well. The port city's streets remained
empty. Even the shipsin the harbor were untended.

"Now we know where the drowned ones came from," Tarnar said. "l have to worry about my ship.”

"The kelpies seem to have attacked the dvilized areas fird," Azla said. "Since you weren't anchored
near a port, maybe they've survived."

"If they didn't decide to come looking for me."

"By the end of the day,” Azlasaid, "youll know."

Resolutdly, Jherek kept the pyglass trained on the shore. Azla had ordered the hdmaman to keep
Azure Dagger far enough away from the evil kelpie bed tha the haunting melody they sang was barely
audible. There was no hope in his heart, but he wasn't ready to go back to the smdl room where Sabyna
lay just yet. He wasn't hdpful there and the rasp of her strained breathing tortured him. At least here he
could search for someone who could help her.

"Survivord*" the pirate in the crow's nest shouted. "Survivors starboard!™

Reflexivdy, Jnerek swung his gaze around and spotted the amdl boatload of people a quarter of a
mile or more out to sea

AZa gave orders to pick them up and the crew hung the sdls. Slently, Jherek hoped one of them
would be a priest or a heder. Unfortunately, priests had proven extremdy susceptible to the cal of the
kelpie beds.

XXIV

14 Marpenotn, the Year of the Gauntlet

Laaqued swam above the army advancing northeast to Vodidru, lost in her own thoughts and fears.
The two previous merman cities had fdlen after a considerable amount of bloodshed.

The sea zombies lakhovas had raised from the shdlows around the Whamite Ides had proven to be
the turning point of the sweep through Eadradl’s holdings. Despite their fierceness and their familiarity with
the terrain, even the strong-willed merman warriors had given ground. The once-dead were harder to kill
the second time around.

Themdenti priestess dso knew that, as large as the amy was, it was dso extremdy vulnerable-not
from externa forces, but from internd pressures. T'’Kdah and the other sahuagin princes grew geadily
more displeased with 1akhovas's decisions.

What had once been jedousy over the crown turned now to unrest with how the war progressed.
That feding was spreading through the sahuagin of both the inner and outer seas as they marched to the
vay eye of the sorm between dl the nations of Seros. If they chose to unify, they could attack the
sehuagin from three sides. Only the retreat back to the Xedran Reefs seemed secure.

Adding the legions of undead from the Whamite Ides had been drategicdly the best move to
increase the army’'s strength, but the sahuagin didn't believe Sekolah had anything to do with the sudden



appearance of the sea zombies. Scouts that had ventured too close to the kelpie beds had succumbed to
the ancient magic as well, becoming undead themselves. Those were the hardest of dl to bear, and
Laaqued had destroyed them as soon as sheld discovered them.

If it hadn't been for Laagued, the sahuagin wouldn't have been put back to take care of the flanks,
away from the undead. The kodinth saw the sea zombies as flesh-and-blood battering rams that softened
up the merman defenses so they could roll over them more eeglly.

She gazed down through the murky water, watching the drowned ones swim through the currents
toward Vodidru as lakhovas had commanded them. They looked like a school of scavenger fish hugging
the sea floor dong the shdlows.

"Little maenti, you think too much. Y our thoughts cause doubt instead of hope."

Startled, Laaqued looked up intime to see lakhovas glide into position beside her.

"Therés much to think about,” she said, then glanced back and saw Tarjana inthe distance.

"On the contrary, the time for thinking is amogt over. Vodidru will be minewithin hours.”

"Perhaps, but the merfolk will continue to fight to win it back.”

“I'm not intending to hold it," lakhovas said. "It will only be a saging area for the atack on Myth
Nantar."

"Then what happens?' Laagqued asked because she knew it was expected. She no longer redly
cared, but 1akhovas enjoyed taunting her.

"Then the High Mages save the world," lakhovas replied, "just the way their legends say they
will-but not before | get what | came for."

Laaqued studied him, nating how confident he was of himsdf His manner was so sshuagin it hurt,
yet he talked casudly of defeat while hinting thet everything was going as held planned.

"How can you be so sure Myth Nan tar won't prove your undoing?' she asked.

"Because | know how those people think. They care more for their precious City of Dedtinies than
anything else. The whole idea of unity in Seros is based around Myth Nantar.”

"But it didn't work," Laaqued protested. "I've read some of thar histories. In the end, Myth Nantar
faled because they fought over it aswdl."

"As it might fall again. But for now, theyll believe, and they'l attempt to save it and themsdves.
Youll see. Every step of this war has been carefully orchestrated. None have been born, little maenti,
who will ever get the best of me”

Laaqued was slent for a moment, knowing he wouldn't like what she next had to say. She didn't
pause out of fear for hersdf; there was none of thet left. She let the pause add weight to her words and
glanced at lakhovas to see his reaction.

"You hadn't planned on the boy in the cave, had you?'

With a mocking smile, his golden eye gleaming, lakhovas gazed &t her.

"No," he admitted, "I hadn't. He was a surprise engineered by someone e

"Who?'

"I don't know, nor do | care. Heis no threat to me. Heistoo lost in his own pain to look past that."

"His sword cut you when you thought it wouldn't.”

"There's not much that can now," lakhovas said. "I am dmost whole™

"But he did."

"It's no matter. Don't irritate me, little mdenti. I've got victories to arrange and awar to lose”

In the next indant he faded from the water.

Laaqued assumed held teleported back to Tarjana. The fact that he no longer bothered to hide his
megic bothered her as wel. She reached up to touch the white shark symbol between her breasts and
tried to fed the connection to the Shark God she'd once had.

It wasn't there. Still, the powers granted by her love and devotion to Sekolah worked. When a
priestess truly lost her faith, those went away as wel. How was it then, she wondered, that she could
doubt so much yet Hill retain them?

3

She had no answers and nowhere to turn. So she swam, heading to Vodidru because there was



nowhere dse to go.

*kkkkk

"Lady, | do hope that Glawinn was right and that you can hear me* Jherek whispered.

He took a fresh compress from the water pitcher by Sabynas bed and placed it across her fevered
brow. Even the paladin's dally attempts to hed her and Arthoriss attentions with his waning supply of
hedling potions didn't stave off the infections that wracked her body. She enjoyed a brief respite from the
fevers, but the bite marks deepened, turning black around the edges, drawing in the flesh around them as
they consumed her. Both of the wounds were the Sze of one of his hands now. It had been saven days
and dill she had not regained consciousness.

AZa had ordered Azure Dagger to sal north but they lingered dill around the Whamite Ides. At
present the nearby seas were filled with drowned ones, morkoth, kodinth, and sshuagin. Once they'd
even been turned back by a merman patrol daming the waters as something cdled "Eadrad’s.”

The young salor minigtered to Sabyna with care. Tears filled his eyes as he ligened to her harsh
breathing and his hands shook as he touched her hot flesh. Over the days held cared for her, held found
he taked incessantly. Held told her of his life aboard Bunyip and in Veen, of Madame litaar and
Maorrie, and of the myderious voice that had led him this far by spesking the cryptic, Live, that you
may serve. And held talked of her; what she'd shown him, what she'd come to mean to him.

In the quiet moments of the long nights when held sat by her bed working to keep her fever down,
he couldn't hep recdling how her face had looked before the drowned one had grabbed her and
dragged her into the sea. Had she been about to forgive him, or about to condemn him? He didn't know
and the waiting was unbearable-only second to knowing whether she would ever awaken.

"I love you, lady," Jnerek whispered.

He told her that severd times a day, hoping that she might seize onto it and return to them. That was
the declaration she'd chalenged him for, but he fdt it wasn't enough to truly turn her from the dark path
she walked into the shadowlands. Still, he told her because sheld asked and because he did love her and
wanted her to know even if she was taken from him.

A knock sounded at the door, then Glawinn's voice said, "Y oung warrior.”

Jherek brushed his eyes free of tears and cleared his throat. "Aye"

"May | enter?"

"Aye

Glawinn entered the room carrying a plate of food. He didnt ask if sheld awakened, and Jherek
was grateful for that. If Sabyna opened her eyes, the young sailor didn't doubt that everyone on the ship
would know.

"I brought you something to eat," the pdadin said.

“I'm not hungry.”

Glawinn put the plate on the chest of drawers againg the wdl and asked, "When was your last
med?'

"Not long ago,” Jherek answered, goplying a fresh compress to Sabyna's fevered forehead.

"Not long for a camd, perhaps,”" Glawinn replied. "I know you've not eaten in two days. It will do
no good for you to get sick aswel.”

"l won't get sck. | haven't so far.”

"When was the last time you dept?'

Jherek looked at the man's eyes and said, @ don't remember.”

"Thisisn't hedthy. Others can care for her.”

" know," the young sallor whispered, "but | would rather.”

For a moment he was afraid Glawinn would argue with him, then the paadin got down beside the
bed on his knees and prayed to Lathander, asking for the Morninglord's guidance and succor.

Jherek joined him on his knees but couldn't join in the prayer. No gods were interested in him. He
was cursed by the fates, and now that curse had spread to Sabyna. He only wished that he might die
soon after she did. He truly believed he wouldn't be able to live after that.

*kkk*k



Before the battle was joined at Vodidru, Laagued sensed that Vhaemas the Bastard's loydties
would not stay with lakhovas. She saw the pained look in the eyes of Thuridru's ruler as they marshded
the skirmish lines just south of the merman capital. His father hadn't abandoned the city as the regular
citizens had, and stood proudly among the army held assembled.

Vhaemeas the Bastard hdd Thuridru's forces to the west, awating lakhovass sgnd. The drowned
ones marched in fird, shoving the front line of the mermen back and opening holes that the kodinth
rushed to fill. The killing went on in the lowlands for more than an hour before the merman line redly
began to cave. Stll, the warriors didn't run, staying in and doing battle as the drowned ones and kodinth
ground them down. Bodies floated in the water, drawing marine scavengers that weren't too afraid of the
combatants.

lakhovas rode Tarjana's forecastle deck as the mudship bore down on King Vhaemass waiting
forces in the second wave of bettle. Laagued stood beside him. They hadn't talked since earlier in the
day, and she was comfortable with that.

Sahuagin packed the deck around them, armed with heavy crossbows.

King Vhaemeas controlled his army from a rock shdlf, rdlaying orders through his commanders. Even
as Tarjana raced for him, the merman king held his ground, staring back at lakhovas.

Theline of attacking kodinth hammered into the mermen at the same time lakhovas gave the order
to fire the crossbows. The heavy quarrds took down rows of merman warriors.

lakhovas legped over the mudship's Sde and swam toward the merman king. The sahuagin followed
him, advancing rapidly on the royd guard.

Having no heart for the battle, Laagued ill followed and defended hersdf as she needed to.

Flanked by one of his daughters, Vhaemas swam to meet lakhovas. The merman king had been in
his share of battles while holding Eadrad together, and it showed in his ability as he engaged lakhovas.

A merman wearing Vodidru's colors attacked Laaqued!.

Distanced from the danger, the mdenti priestess battled flavlesdy, tumning the other man's trident
then usang her finger talons to open his throat. Surviva Hill took precedence over the absence of fear.

When she glanced back at lakhovas, she wasn't surprised to see Vhaemas the Bastard had joined
his father in battling lakhovas. Merman king, son, and daughter dl swarmed on lakhovas, who barely
held his own againg their combined might.

The kodinth and merman warriors spread out, baitling around the four of them.

Little malenti, to me.

Laaqued fdt the black quill next to her heart quiver demandingly. She gutted the latest merman
warrior that had engaged her and swam toward lakhovas.

The trident 1akhovas used was magicd in nature. Through it, he'd been able to affect the outcome of
past battles, afecting the luck that his army had. It had been one of the many items his searchers had
found for im around the Sea of Fdlen Stars.

Waiting for a chance to reach hisside, Laagued darted in and engaged Vhaemas while his son and
daughter sped toward lakhovas. Vhaemas the Bastard caught 1akhovasss trident in his own even as his
haf-ager, Princess Jan, svam in with her sword.

Jan swung the sword as she passed, bresking the trident haft with a thundering crack that rolled
over the hills When the broken trident fdl away, Vhaemas the Bastard pulled his own back and rammed
it at lakhovas.

"No!" 1akhovas shouted in rage.

His shape blurred, becoming the thing Laaqued remembered from the cave near Corysema. Fins
appeared on lakhovass head and face, ams and legs, back and chest. If she hadn't dready seen the
form before, the mdenti priestess knew she would have thought it was a trick of the sediment and sand
swirling around lakhovas.

Before Vhaemas the Bastard could shove his trident tines through his opponent's head, lakhovas
grabbed it with superhuman speed and shoved the weapon to one side. He rammed the broken haft of
his own trident through the bastard king's torso. lakhovas continued to push until his taons reached
Vhaemass abdomen. He ripped out the merman's entrails and strung them through the water. Vhaemas



the Bastard struggled only briefly before gaing limp.

Sl in motion, lakhovas pursued Jan, who turned to confront him. The mermad warrior lashed out
with her sword, scoring a dash across lakhovass chest. lakhovas kept going, driving himsdf a the
mermaid and recaiving another wound to hisarm.

Vhaemeas redoubled his efforts againgt Laaqued, driving her back so that he could disengage. He
swam through the water, stopping only long enough to pick up the end of lakhovas's broken trident. Still
in mation, the merman king dammed the mydtic trident into 1akhovas's back, burying the points deeply.

Roaring in pain and rage, lakhovas batted Jan's sword aside and seized her head in an impossbly
huge hand covered in sharp edges. Holding her head, he raked the long fin from his other am across her
midsection, ripping her into halves-one baonging to a beautiful girl and the other to afish.

King Vhaemas tugged at the trident tines imbedded in lakhovass back, trying to free them.
lakhovas whirled, dosng his massve fig and hammering the merman king on the head. Patidly
senseless, Vhaemas tried to retreat but couldnt move away fast enough. lakhovas made a fig and
brought it down on top of the king's crown.

Before the dazed merman king could move or defend himsdf, 1akhovas dived a him, grabbing him
around the throat. Blood and sand misted the water around the two combatants, obscuring the view as
the battle raged around them.

Laaqued kicked out, flicking her toe claws out and guiting the merman warrior who swam a her.
She whirled and brought up the barbed net hanging a her sSde, whipping it out to drape over another
merman warrior she narrowly avoided. She gloried in the battle, embracing the thought of death because
then there could be no more doubts. A amile twisted the corners of her mouth, and she fdt more dive
then she had in days.

Little malenti, you've come back into your own.

The mdenti priestess didn't bother to reply. The exhilaration she fdt was only temporary, and she
knew it. As the merman warrior fought the net, the barbs buried themsdlves in his flesh. She choked up
on the trident hall and raked the tine across another merman's face, taking out his eyes.

NO!

The femde voice echoed in Laaqued's head, driving her to her knees in the loose sand. The mdenti
priestess put her hands to her temples, willing away the pain and the vertigo.

Thisis not your path, Laaqueel Not anymore.

"Stop!" the mdenti priestess pleaded, gazing out at the bettle before her. This is what | was born
and bred for. Thisis Sekolah's purpose for me"

Little malenti, are you hurt?

Laagued looked at lakhovas. "l andl right."

"Then get up. There's a battle to be won here before we lose the war."

lakhovas hed the unconscious merman king by the throat. King Vhaemass head bled profusdly, bits
of gold and bone dinting amid savaged flesh. lakhovass blow had driven the crown into the merman
king's heed.

Saving off the vertigo and uncertainty, Laaqued picked up her trident, teking the fight to the
merman warriors,

I will not allow you to take the lives of these people, the feminine voice stated.

"I am sshuagin." Laaqued engaged the nearest merman, thrugting her trident at his face.

No.

Laaqued's trident thrust stopped short. The merman warrior moved to take advantage of his luck.
As he thrugt, though, awild current sprang up from below him and pulled him away.

Nor will I allow you to be harmed. Not unless you make me.

"Then gtrike me down if you can." Laaqued gazed around the depths. "Come out of hiding. | will
fight you. My life has not been my own, and I'll spend it gladly.”

| come to give you your life, Laaquesd!.

"How?' Asthe mdenti priestess looked around, she noticed that none of the merman warriors even
seemed to know she was there, asif sheld suddenly become invisble



There is another path you must take that is better suited to your nature.

"I am sshuagin.”

You do not hove to be.

Itisdl | have ever wanted to be"

Then you should raise your standards, Laaqued!.

"Sekolah gave me life and gave me the strength to kill in his name. It is enough.”

And Sekolah let you be placed, in the power of the Taker.

Laagqued had no reply.

Yes, you know him for who he is, and you know the kind of destruction he's brought to this
world. If he should return to the Svord Coast, it will only be the same. And lakhovas no longer
needs you. You know that.

The Great Shark gives me power to serve hiswill."

Sekolah gives you power to kill in his name.

"Wes"

You could have more.

"l only want to be sshuagin.”

You're not. You have never fit in with your people, Laaqueel, and you know you never will.

"lean.”

No. You live a lie now, and you know it. As long as you remain in lakhovas's grace you will
be protected, but should you fall, you will be killed and rent. Meat is meat. | can give you more
than that.

"Why should you?' Laagqued shouted. "What am | to you?"

You are strong, Laaquedl. The times coming after the Twelfth Seros War will not be easy. |
have use for that strength.

"So | could serve you instead of lakhovas?' Laagued shook her head. "No."

When the time comes, you will live or die as you choose, but if you kill any of those under my
protection, you will know my wrath as you have known my benevolence.

"And should they attack me?'

They won't. You are under my protection, and they will know it. lakhovas remains your only
true enemy, but one is coming who has the power to deal with him.

"The boy in the cave?' Laaqued couldnt believe it. Though the human had put up a good fight
againg the kodinth in the cave, he couldn't challenge the savage deathbringer that was | akhovas.

Yes.

"He's too week."

Not once Taleweaver brings him into his belief. Wait, Laaqueel, wait and see if | don't have
more to offer than you've ever known.

Emoation ripped through Laagqued as she fdt the voice fade from her mind. Uncertainty and doubt
plagued her, and her faith wasn't there to shore her up. She prayed to Sekolah, but she fdt the words
were only empty effort.

"l am lakhovas! "

Tuming, Laagued watched as lakhovas swam into the midgt of the bettlefield. He looked every inch
aproud sshuagin warrior-king. His voice boomed, gaining the attention of the warrior around him.

"You king hasfdlen," 1akhovas roared in triumph, "and | have killed the children.”

He threw the merman king down to the torn bodies if Princess Jan and Vhaemeas the Bastard.

"I am death- unstopable and merciless. Oppose me and die!”

As Laaqued looked across the war-torn sea floor, she saw the wave of defeat sweep over the
aurviving warriors of Eadraal. The Thuridru mermen screamed in triumph. The mdenti priestess fdt the
arivd of the thundering presence hammering agang her latera lines. She looked to the eadt, in the
direction from which shifting currents came.

Whdes maeridized out of deep blue-green depths. Hdf a dozen four-hundred-foot-long
humpbacked whaes swam in the lead, trailed by dozen of smdler ones. They stampeded over battlefield,



scettering both armies.

|akhovas hung in the sea, Saring at them.

An auburn-haired mermaid siwvam with them, flashing between the two lead humpbacks.

"Arina"

Severd of the mermen near Laagqued spoke the name, and she assumed it belonged to the young
woman with the whales.

The whdes broke before lakhovas, svimming under him, knocking the nearby warriors around in
whirlwind currents that drew sand up from the ocean floor in massve clouds.

And after the whales passed, Laagued noticed that King Vhaemass body was gone, evidently
taken up by one or more of the great creatures. The morde of the mermen disappeared with the merman
king, and they began disengaging where they could and faling back.

lakhovas evidently wasn't going to give them an easy retreat. He issued orders at once to begin the
pursuit. It was going to be a bitter death march back to VVodidru.

Tu'uuacol swam through the dutch of rocks and settled gently on the ocean floor behind Prince
Mirdl as he prayed to Eadro.

Built leen and angular, Miral didn't look like a warrior, or the newly named her to the throne of
Eadrad. King Vhaemas had awakened only once after the whaes and Princess Arina had transported
himto Naulys, the merman city west of Vodidru. During that time he named Miral as his successor, then
dipped back into the comathat hed him 4ill.

Tuuuacol hadn't accompanied King Vhaemas during the Battle of Vodidru. The prgudices the
merman warriors had againg him because he was shdain ran too deep. Siill, he had not dlowed himsdf
to be put on the Sddlines as the Taker's amy closed on Naulys. His place, for the moment, was at the
prince's sde. Quietly, the Green Dukar put his hand on Mirol's shoulder.

Unhurried, Miral finished his prayer to Eadro, asking for ddiverance in this time of need. He flipped
histall and turned to face his advisor.

"Our scouts have spotted the Taker's advance guard,” Tuuudcol said. "How soon will they be
here?'

"Within minutes."

"And their numbers?’

"Asat Vodidru," Tuuuacol answered.

"Do you think we can hold them from Naulys?'

The Dukar hestated. Mirol had remained very true to his cdling as a priest until his father had
handed him the reins of leadership. As a result, the boy didn't know much about the ways of war and
warriors.

"No, my prince. Not without amiracle.

Miral showed him a brave amile and said, "Exactly what | was praying for. Now let's see if Eadro
can ddiver.”

He took up the trident that had been his father's and swam to the front of the line.

The land around Naulys was hilly, rife with cord reefs. They'd used those reefs to set up balistae
that had been sdvaged from surface world ships. The Taker's amy came on, the drowned ones a the
lead.

Tuuudcol watched as the firg rows of warriors clashed. Priests of Eadro, summoned by Mirol,
worked to turn the undead, chanting praises to Eadro. Many of the drowned ones were turned away,
leaving the kodinth to bear the brunt of the firs attack while ther own ranks were broken by the
zombies retreat.

For a moment, confused by the retregting zombies, the kodinth gave ground in the face of the
vengeful assault by the merman warriors of three conquered cities who'd managed to join Naulyss
defenders. The sheer numbers of the kodinth turned the tide yet again. The merman warriors were dowly
driven back.

Tu'uuacol watched, desperately seeking some way out of the Stuation though he knew there wasn't



one. The Taker had planned too well, and the priests had not turned dl of the drowned ones. He gazed
a the Taker's flagship floating above and behind the kodinth, then noticed the fluttering movement that
camein from the north.

The winged shapes sped through the water without warning, and they came by the thousands. They
descended on the staggered line of kodinth without mercy.

"What isthat?' Mirol asked. He peered into the deeper reaches of the sea.

"Ixitxechitl," Tu'uuacol answered, feding somewhat better. "Apparently, they decided to join in and
retdiate agang the Taker."

"Itsamirade” Mirdl said quietly.

Tu'uudcol didn't agree, thinking it was more like the demon rays taking advantage of the diverson
the mermen provided. As he watched the ixitxachitls swoop in on the kodinth, the Dukar thought the red
mirade would be if the demon rays didn't turn on them next.

The merman warriors pressed to the forefront, cutting down kodinth as chance presented itsdf

"Cal," Miral asked, "do you think there's a chance to form an dliance at Myth Nantar to stand
agang the Taker?'

"Yes" the Dukar replied quickly.

Exdtement flared within him. The merman cities held the largest population in the immediate area
around Myth Nan tar. If they took a step to form an dliance he was certain the other races would agree.

"l would like you to start on this immediaidy &fter this battle is finished,” Mirol said. "Provided we
both yet live. | will go with you."

"Of course, Prince Miral."

Tuuudcol turned to watich the battle as the kodinth continued to retrest before the savagery of the
ixitxachitl. If Myth Nan tar rose again, as was dluded to in some of the legends, the Dukars would aso
rise once more.

Nine days later, Pacys stood close to the Great Barrier. Senior High Mage Resfglamor and the
other High Mages of Sylkiir stood there with the others who agreed to the Nantarn Alliance. After nearly
atenday of hammering out the details, the old bard knew them al. While they'd bickered and argued
among themsdves, hed written, adding their songs to the epic that came so readily now to hislips.

The Taker's amy had been turned a Naulys, leaving the dity intact, though Vodidru was dill heavily
occupied at the moment. Scouts had aso determined that 1akhovas was pulling together reserves from
the schuagin raiding parties and guiding even more of the drowned ones that continued the occupation of
the Whamite Ides.

With arms as thick as oak trees crossed over his huge chest, Qos faced the Great Barrier beside the
old bard. When held firg put in his appearance there had been many who had known him.

"Know you this" Qos sad in his booming voice, "as we begin this dliance. If any of you who
represent your nations and people are not truthful, the Great Barrier will know and it will not open. Only
the true interest of saving dl of Seros, of seeing Seros once again hedthy and whole, will dlow the barrier
to unlock the City of Dedtinies”

The faces on the other side of the Great Barrier regarded him solemnly.

"Myth Nantar holds her secrets jedoudy these days” Qos went on. "She has been betrayed, the
ideds she was founded on corrupted. Blood of those who were to make this city their home has run in
her streets and scarred the mythd that surrounds it. The Weave will have to be honored and respected
for now and for dways." He paused. "Else we may lose great Myth Nantar forever.”

The rulers and representatives of the world below, the High Mages, and Khlinat dl stared through
the barrier.

"We will begin" Qos said. "Step forward, place your hand againg the Greet Barrier, and speak
your name."

The crowd heditated for a moment, then Reefglamor strode forward and pushed his hand to the
invisblewdll.

"I am Senior High Mage Taranath Reefglamor of Sylkiir, and | am here to see that the City of
Dedtinies is reopened.”



Pacys closed his eyes, ligening to the vibraion the sea df's voice started within the Great Barrier.
The other High Mages followed suit and Pacys lisened intently to the changes in the vibration.

"Princess Arinaof Eadrad.”

"Prince Miral of Eadrad.”

"Tribune Akkys of Vuuvax."

Thetriton Akkys stood aoof, asdl hiskind did. He was dightly built compared to the mermen, but
everyone in Seros knew not to judge the tritons lightly. They were savage fighters. He wore his
shoulder-length blue hair tied back and carried a tapd, the signature weapon of his race, which curved in
the middle like a fishhook and seemed to be made of dl sharp edges.

Pacys knew that the Vuuvax was of the avenging protectorate within the triton race. His people had
undertaken the job of bringing the Great Whae Bard's killer to justice. The triton dapped the Great
Barrier forcefully, changing the pitch of the vibration.

"Dukar Gayar,” a thin voice sad, "Grand Savant of the Third Order and Paragon of the Kupavi
Order."

The morkoth had been a surprise but Qos had vouched for him. His touch was soft, hardly changing
the vibration at al.

"Lashyrr Maerdrymrn, Grand Savant of the First Order and Paragon of the Numos Order.”

Pacys recognized her as a baelnorn, a once-dead df returned to life as a guardian for others. Her
body had transformed into living pearl upon her acceptance of her destiny. She was pale blue and ivory,
and could have been mistaken for an degant statue. Her hand dapped flaly againg the barrier, changing
the vibration's pitch more than anyone.

"Keros the Wanderer, of... Seros”

Though the young triton Keros showed hesitetion, his voice was strong and clear. The young triton
hed come to Myth Nantar for reasons of his own and stayed away from the others of his kind.

"Roaoum, subchief of the Tiger Cora tribe."

The locathah's voice was soft and carefully measured. Over the last days he had a habit of not
gpesking unless he truly had something to say. He and Prince Mirol had been friends for a number of
years.

"Khlinet Ironester,” the dwarf said, putting his cdlused pdm againgt the Great Barrier as well. He
stared through the barrier at Pacys. "By Marthammor Duin, I'll stand with ye long as me heart beats and |
got me good leg under me™

Therall of names continued until there was only one to go.

"Dukar Peacekeeper Tu'uuacol of Eadrad. | swear my dlegiance for | have dreamed of this day for
many years." The shdain Dukar dapped his pdm againg the Great Barrier.

Pacys ligened to the vibration running through the structure. His ear was trained by long years in his
craft, gifted by the passion that existed within his heart and had never fatered, and guided by the need in
him to be the best he could be.

He opened his mouth and sang, halding the one note at perfect pitch, feding it resonate within his
body as the Great Barrier reacted to it. He continued, lifting his arms at his Sde so that he could put dl of
himsdf into it.

Like a bubble burding and vanishing within the space of a heartbeat, the Great Barrier shattered.

And the outsde world rushed in over Myth Nantar once again, leaving it vulnerable to its greatest

enemy.

XXV

27 Marpenoth, the Year of the Gauntlet

"Are ye sure well find the swabbie here?' Khlinat Iron-eater asked. He sat in the saddle of a

seaghorse they'd borrowed from the sea dves, and shaded his eyes againgt the moming sun with one
hand. "That ship has surdy seen some better days, I'm thinking."

Seated on a seahorse as wel, Pacys nodded, feding his heart race as he neared the boy hed

searched for. The hero's song played in his head, making his fingers itch for the yarting dung across his



back in a waterproof bag.

"He's here," Pacys assured the dwarf.

A guard of twenty sea df warriors rode with them as the seahorses cut across the ocean's surface.
The ship's crew had dready seen them and hurried across the decks to get into defensive postions.

"Wadl, and they're surdly promising a heated welcoming if we're the wrong 'uns” Khlinat said.

"Were not."

Pacys guided his mount toward the ship, the seahorse graining only a little to catch up to it. When
he drew abreast of the carave, he found himsdf looking up at haf a dozen bowmen with only tattered
mercy and trugt left in their souls.

"State your business and be quick about it,"” a woman dressed in black ordered from theraling.

Tin here to see Jherek," Pacys caled up.

"How do you know him?"

Tin Pacys the Bard. I'm afriend.”

The woman glanced at the sea dves. "We haven't seen too many friends latdy,” she said, "and damn
few of them promise to come from under the sea”

"Lady-" Pacys began.

"Captain." The woman's voice was unrdenting.

"Asyou will, Captain. As Oghma is my patron, I'm only here in Jherek's best interest.” Pacys kept
hisvoice loud to be heard over the dgp of the waves breaking againg the ship's bow and the whip-crack
of the canvas pulling tight in the rigging. "'l know that he's wasting away, unable to control the darkness
trying to consume his soul. | promise you, if you don't let me come aboard and speak to him, you're
going to lose him. Well dl lose him.”

A bearded warrior stepped forward and said, "Let him come aboard, Captain. He's speaking the
truth.”

The ship's captain hesitated.

Td know if he waslying," the warrior said.

The captain nodded to her crew. They put away their bows and dropped a cargo net over the Side,
leaving it caught up at the top.

"Climb on," the captain said. "Well pull you up."

Jherek sat beside Sabynas bed, his forearms resting heavily on his bent knees, his forehead pressed
agang them. He hdd her hand, hot daring to let it go, afraid she might drift away from himin her deep.

Glawinn continued usng his power on her daily, but there were no heding potions left. Now, every
day, the ship's mage lost ground. Her wounds festered, growing larger, taking her awvay from him a piece
a atime

The young sallor was ragged and unkempt. Not an hour passed that he didn't fed pain-hers as wdl
as his Heignored the knock on the door, not wanting to ded with

Glawinn trying to get him to egt or leave. If he had kept his distance from Sabyna, she would have
been fine, but held returned.

"Young warrior,” Glawinn spoke softly, "'someone has come to see you."

"No." Jherek knew he was being petulant, but he'd had enough of looking at other people.

"Jherek."

Themusicd voice captured the young sailor's atention, sriking a chord deep within him. He found it
immediatdy uncomfortable. "Go away."

"I can't. I've waited dl my life to meet you."

Shamed by his own lack of manners, knowing Glawinn wouldn't think well of him ether, Jherek
pushed himsdf to his feet and opened the door. It took him a moment to recognize the two men standing
beside Glawinn. Hed met both of them the night 1akhovas and the pirates attacked Baldur's Gate.

"Hal and wel met,” the old man said.

His clothes were wet, dmost dripping, and he amdled of the sea. He offered his hand.

"You're the bard,"” Jherek said, his tired mind wandering through dl the memories. He clasped the



old man'sarm.

The bard bowed and said, "Pacys."

The resonance continued in Jherek but he il didn't understand where it came from.

"Hal and wdl met, swabhbie," the dwarf greeted him good-naturedly.

"Khlinat."

Seaing the dwarf sallor ganding there brought the beginnings of a smile to Jherek’s lips. He took
Khlinat's arm and fdt the powerful grip.

"Hear tdl yeve been betwixt some proper demons brews since these old eyes last seen ye"

Jherek nodded quietly and glanced back a Sabyna. "It's been far harder than anything | could have
imaegined.”

"Thisis the one who holds your heart?" the old bard asked.

Pacys glided into the room, in motion before Jherek even knew it. He stood by her bed and trailed
hisfingers across her feverish brow.

Jherek didn't know how to respond. Sabyna never had the chance to let im know her mind after
held revedled who he was.

Thelook inyour eyesisdl the answer | need,” Pacys sad softly. The love you share is a powerful
thing."”

Tears clouded Jherek's vison but he didn't let them fdl. He spoke through a too-tight throat. "As it
turns out, | wasn't the man she thought | was."

"On the contrary, my boy," the old bard said, "it's you who aren't the man you think you are.”

"Can you hdp her?' Jherek had put off the question because held been afraid of the answer.

Sadly, Pacys shook his head. "No. The young lady lies beyond any help | might give her.”

Jherek tried to will himsdf into a state of numbness but couldn't. The resonance within him that the
bard's presence dicited wound him up insgde.

"You should go," Jherek said.

"I can't. | was sent here to find you and to help you."

Jherek shook his head. The only way you can hdp meisto help her.”

"You don't know dl thereisyet."

The old man took the waterproof bag from his shoulder and opened it. He sat on the floor of the
grdl cabin.

"What are you doing?' Jherek demanded.

Pacyss practiced fingers brushed the drings lightly. He twisted the knobs at the end of the
indrument, adjugting the gring tenson. When he brushed the grings again, cregting a mdlow note that
seemed to fill the room with light and warmth, he smiled and said, "Blessed Oghma, after being under the
sea for so long and not able to practice, | thought | might have logt the gift.”

"You have to go," Jherek said gernly, ungble to bdieve the audacity of the bard.

Pacys effortlesdy played a tune. It was soft and quiet, mdding the gentleness of a stream running
over smooth rocks and the sght of the wind through winter's bare tree branches.

"Mudcisabam,” the old bard said. "Let me play to her that | might ease her mind for awhile”

"You said you couldn't help her."

" can't, but | can ease the pain she suffers from.”

Pacys nodded toward the unconscious woman. His fingers whispered across the strings, coaxing
soothing notes that filled the room. Turning, Jherek saw that Sabyna's face appeared more relaxed than it
hed in days.

"Will that be dl right then?* Pacys asked.

"Aye

Jherek returned to the bed and took a fresh compress from the pitcher, then gently wiped Sabyna's
face. He sat, the resonance within his chest unfatering.

"She's vary pretty,” the old bard said.

"Aye" Jherek dumped forward, trying to find away to be comfortable.

"I'd like to hear how you met her."



"It'salong sory.”

The old bard smiled and said, "Actudly, those are my favorite kind."

At fird, Jherek wasn't going to speak, but there was something about the music that loosened his
tongue. It changed subtly, though he couldn't point to exactly what the change was. So he began with
how he met Sabyna on Breezerunner. Of course, that meant dredging up everything that happened at
Vden. Pacys asked how Jherek happened to be there, which meant explaining about Bloody Falkane.

He dso mentioned the voice that haunted him dl his life and the cryptic message it gave him: Live,
that you may serve. Asthe musc played, he redized tha there were only the three of them in the room.
He couldn't remember when the others left. He didn't remember ever taking so muchin hislife

Even when Jherek finished spesking, Pacys continued playing. The tune was different from when he
started hours ago. Khlinat brought a plate of food, but the old bard turned it away, as did the young
sdlor. When Pacys findly stopped playing only the sound of Sabyna's ragged bregthing filled the room.
Theweght of it dmogt broke Jherek.

"It seems” the old bard said, showing no sgns of discomfort after Stting on the floor for hours, "thet
you have searched everywhere you might for help for the young lady except one."

"What?"

The old bard's hazd eyes flickered with reflections from the lantern hanging on the wall.

"All your life" the bard told him, "you've had a benefactor who has looked out for you."

"Thevoice?'

"Wes"

"I never knew who that was."

"Perhapsit'stime to ask.”

Jherek put another compress on Sabyna's fevered brow and said, "1 did ask.”

"When you were on Black Champion, fdlowing Vurgrom.”

"Aye. | asked, and | got no answer.”

Perhaps that wasn't the time. Perhaps you were supposed to wait awhile longer.”
Why?'

The old bard shrugged. "I don't know how these things work, my boy," he said. "Fathin the gods is
like a good song. You mugt wait to have everything revealed. You can try to force it to happen, but a
song, and that faith, hasits own time and place.”

"But | had afath."

"You could have dready been spoken for at the time you sought out the Crying God.”

"Spoken for?" Jherek echoed increduloudy. "By a god?"

"Priests are cdled to serve ther gods" the old bard sad softly. "That cdl is undenidble. I've had
friends who were good bards and artists who worked with passion at their craft only to be cdled into
service of one of the gods.”

Theyoung sallor changed the compress again, thinking hard. Everything he thought forced him to the
same conclusion. "I'm no priest.”

"No, | never thought you were." Pacys began playing again, and thistime the tune was a little faster,
more uplifting than caming. "Remember in Badur's Gate when Khlinat lay wounded? It seemed as if the
wound might even prove fatd. Y et, you laid your hands on him and he was hedled.”

"It was the necklace he wore."

"No," Pacys said. "I've handled magica thingsinmy time. That necklace holds no magic."

"It could have been used up saving hislife. He even believed it saved him."

"Khlinat doesn't believe that now," Pacys said softly.

The whole idea confused Jherek. "Y ou think | somehow saved him?"

"Yes" Pacys found another chord, and the resonance within the young sailor's chest fdt stronger,
more sure. "Why did Mdorrie teach you?'

"l don't know."

"You sad that someone pointed himin your direction.”

"Aye" Jherek fdt as though the room was closng in on him.



"And Madame litaar, whom you respect and love, told you there was a destiny ahead of you.”

Jherek sat quietly and dill, wanting only to deny everything the old bard said.

"Look a your whole life, my boy. Have you ever raised a hand againgt another with mdice in your
heart?'

Jherek thought back to the bar fight in Athkatla "Aye. Againg Aysd from Breezerunner's crew.”

"The man who insulted Sabyna's honor?' Pacys smiled. "Why, Jherek, | could expect nothing less
from such as you."

"Such as me? What do you think | am?"

Pacys shook his head. "It's not what | think,” he said. "When you needed the astrolabe from the
diviner a the Pirate Ides and you were asked what you believed in, what was your answer?"

"Love" Jherek whispered, looking & Sabyna and feding like he was about to fdl apart. He grew
angry with the bard for speaking in such a circumspect way.

"How can you believein love after the way you were brought up?'

"Because it was shown to me by Madame litear and Mdorrie, then by old Finaren, captain of
Butterfly."

"A phantom with a gess laid on him?" Pacys asked. "A londy widow woman who could use a
grong back and a pair of hands around her house to fix it up? A ship's captain who let you go once it
was discovered you were one of Bloody Fakane's clamed? What could these people know of love?
How can you trugt their motives?

Jherek shook his head. "Say what you will, but they loved me when no one dse did."

"And you gave them love back."

"Aye" the young sallor said, "dl that | had. Only to be driven from them.”

"For a reason,” Pacys said softly "There were things you had to learn!" He glanced a Sabyna and
sad, "Perhaps anew love to be found."

"Only to have those taken from me because | was cursed the day | was born?"

"I've seen the love Glawinn has for you," Pacys said. "The man has lad hislife on the line for you."
"He was only sarving Lathander, who guided him to help save the disk | pridefully took in Baldur's
Gate"

"You were meant to have that disk.”

" didn't have it, and it was used to kill dl those people on the Whamite Ides.”

"Perhaps they were forfat anyway," Pacys said. "So the best was done that could be, and the disk
saw you to that sword."

"It's not mine”

"Yet I've been told no hand may comfortably hold it but yours."

Jherek couldn't argue; it was true. Others in Azlas crew tried to hold the sword but none of them
could do it, or even wanted to, for any length of time,

"The Great Whde Bard sought you out and gave you a gift."

Jherek looked at the old bard and said, "All these things you say are true, but | cant make any
sense of them.” "They were a path, my boy," Pacys said Softly. "A path that led you here, to this time and
this place.” "To do what?'

"What you were born to do. Baitle the Taker." Jherek couldn't help it; he laughed. The sound was
bitter and insane and rude, but he couldn't hdp himsdif.

Fatigue and pain had broken down his sdlf-discipline, made it impossible to keep dl those fedingsto
himsdf. "It isyour fate Pacys said. "Even the whaes told you 0."

"Don't you see?' Jherek asked. "It's a mistake. Another part of that ill luck that has followed me. It's
jus my misfortune, and yours, that you're here wadting your time when you should be with this hero
you're looking for."

"You've dready faced the Taker once" Pacys said, "in the caverns. You wounded him, survived his
attempt to kill you with the buckler given to you by the Great Whde Bard. 1akhovasisthe Taker."

"Hewas just a mage.”

"No."



Thefirm denid shook Jherek, brought him back under control a little. He sobered and looked at the
bard. "What you're saying isimpossble" he inssted.

"What I'm saying," Pacys stated, "could be no other way. Y ou are the champion that these times call
for."

"I'masalor.”

"And more."

Jherek shook his head.

"It'strue” Pacys said. "Every step you took, every decison you made, has brought you to here and

"I've brought only bad luck to everyone | know," Jherek sad. "Madame litaar probably lost
businessin Veen after it was found out that she was harboring one of Bloody Falkane's pirates. Finaren
probably logt work as wdl."

"You don't know that," Pacys said. "Even if it's true, you could change dl that by becoming what
you're meant to be."

"And whet isthat?'

Pecys eyed him again and stopped playing. "Ask."

"l have asked."

"Not me"

"Then who?"

"The voice that has been with you dl those years."

Jherek shook his head and fdt empty ingde. "I've not heard it in months™

"And you think it is gone?’

"Aye. Don't you see? Even if what you were saying was somehow true, I've dready broken fath
with the voice."

"AK," Pacys sad gently.

"How can you be so certan?'

"How can you be so uncertain?”

Jherek looked at the bard increduloudy. "Have you not listened to what 1've told you?'

"Oh yes. Even better, it seems, than you have. Ask."

"l have asked."

"AK now."

"If the voice cared whether Sabyna lived or died, it wouldn't have alowed her to be infected by the
bite of the drowned ones.”

"And you would never have had a reason to search so deeply within yoursdf these past few days.
A, Jherek. Thetruth isthe tonic you need.”

Anger gripped the young sailor. The old bard dangled fadse hope like fat fruit hanging on the vine.
"Hne" he said. "And dfter | do, | want you to leave.”

Pacys ignored Jherek’'s anger, keeping his voice soft. "Ask, Jherek." The old bard put the yarting
down, then rolled to his knees. "Ask properly, and with respect, as you would ask one of those you
love"

Seaing the old bard's belief brought singing tears to Jherek's eyes. How could anyone bdieve what
the man said after everything he'd been told. Why did the bard's words have to ring so true? Angry with
himsdf, so scared of the find denid he was about to experience, he rolled to his knees. He faced the
bard and brought his hands together in supplication. The young sallor was surprised & how his hands
shook. He looked around the room for some ingpiration, not knowing where to begin. Azure Dagger's
gentle sway as she saled rocked him.

"I don't know how to begin."

"Live" Pacys said, "that you may serve.”

"I live" Jherek said, the words coming somehow naturdly to hislips, "how may | serve?’

The great voice that answered filled the cabin. Even the lantern light seemed brighter.

| am here,



Jherek saw the old bard's eyes widen and knew he heard the words, too.

"You are back," the young salor said.

My son, | have never left you. On every step of your journey, | have been with you. When
your heart faltered, | gave you the strength to carry on.

Because | have chosen you.

"For what?'

To be my champion. To work in my name. To live by living and serve by serving.

| have looked into your heart, my son, and found it to be one of the truest | have seen. You
love with all the length and depth and breadth of your soul, never holding back any of yoursdlf,
never letting your fear that you might be hurt stand in your way.

"l would not ligen to you."

Pride is not a bad thing when tempered properly, my son. You did not yet know me when you
turned away.

"Why didn't you tdl me more?'

You were not ready. You had enough things in your life that you till held to that you could
not have accepted, could not have believed.

Jherek didn't understand that. "I had nothing,” he maintained. "1'd been driven from my home, never
hed family. Nothing."

You had no belief. You would not have listened to me. Now, there is nothing else for you to
cling to. Before you would have rejected the destiny that is yours.

"Now | have no choice?' Anger boiled up in Jherek. The shaking hands before him turned into figts.
"You would try to endave me?'

"Jherek," Pacys warned softly.

"No," Jherek sad to the old bard in a harsh voice, "thisis not your &fairr. I'll speak as | wish."

| would not enslave you, my son, the great voice said. You could never live under those
conditions, and | would never ask. Your doubts in yourself would have kept you from turning to
me and allowing me to give you the gifts | have for you.

Jherek trembled, sensng the truth behind the words. "I'm sorry. | should not have spoken in such an
ill fashion.”

The voice spoke, and Jherek felt he could hear the smilein the words. My son, you are going to be
one of the very best. | knew it was so when | saved your life as a boy.

"Who are you?' Jherek whispered, not as afraid of the answer as he had been back in Veen when
hed firg contemplated it.

| am the spring, dawn, birth, and renewal, my son. | am beginnings and hidden potential. |
am conception, vitality, youth, and self-perfection. Know that | am Lathander, called the
Morninglord. And you, my son, are one of my chosen champions.

"Glawinn," Jherek croaked, "does he know?"

He has suspicions, but he does not know. That has not been his to know until you tell him.

Jherek glanced at Sabyna, hardly daring to ask for what was on hismind. "'Whet of Sabyna? She is
my heart. | could not live knowing | had caused her life to be taken.”

That was no fault of your own.

"She bdieved in me when | couldn't believe in mysdf.”

She saw the goodness in you, and the potential.

"Mug-" Jherek's voice broke and tears streamed down hisface. "Mugt | lose her? | would ask you
for her life, Lathander, and pledge minein its place. Save her and do with me what you will."

No, my son. | would never bargain over a champion. You will serve me only if your heart
wills it.

"But you could save her."

Yes. And you would look to me as though you forever owed her life to me. | will not have



that.

"S0 I'm to watch her die?’

My son, you have the power to save her. As you saved Khlinat, and as you have saved
yourself upon occasion in the past. Trust in yoursdlf, Jherek. Trust in the love you have for her,
and in your own ability to do what must be done.

Sowly, Jherek reached for Sabyna. He remembered how Glawinn came into her room and lad his
hands upon the ship's mage, but it didn't seem right that he do so. "I don't know how," he said.

Love her, my son. That is your greatest gift. But you must give and receive it. You cannot
lock yourself away fromit.

Trembling, his face covered in tears, so araid that he would be somehow found wanting, Jherek lad
his hands on Sabynal's face. He willed her to be well, pictured her in his mind hade and whole, saw her
with the amile on her lips that he knew so wll.

Power coursed through his hands, filling them with heat. He knew it wasn't enough. Tenderly, he
leaned forward, pressed his lips to hers, and kissed her. He remembered how she'd been in the rigging
the day she kissed him. The love and the hunger crashed down over him, threatening to sweep him away.

Sabyna kissed back, her lips soft againg his.

Jherek opened his eyes to find her staring back at him. He tried to back away, knowing the question
of hisbirth il lay between them, embarrassed by what she must think of him to find him there, obvioudy
teking advantage of her weakness.

"Lady,” he sad bresthlesdy, "I know this mugt appear unseemly, but | swear | only had-"

"Shut up," she ordered. She wrapped her ams around his neck and hed him tightly, then covered
his mouth with hers and kissed him deeply. "Hold me, Jherek, and don't let me go."

The young sailor wrapped hisarms around her, pulling her to him fiercdly. Somewnhere in there, the
old bard had the decency to leave.

"Areyou sure you want to do that, young warrior?'

Glawinn's quiet words startled Jherek from his reverie. He stood on Azure Dagger's sern castle,
the wind blowing through his hair. Late morning tinged the eastern sky pink, but the rest of it was pure
cerulean. Bright white doves winged overhead, and the young sailor chose to take that as an omen.

"Aye" Jnherek replied. "l can see no other way of it."

"Thisthing you're undertaking,” Glawinn said, "it's no easy thing."

"Would you talk me out of it?" Jnerek asked.

Glawinn shook his head.

"I would see it done, then, if you're willing."

"Young warrior,” Glawinn said in a voice that was suddenly hoarse with emation as tears glittered in
his eyes, "if you only knew the honor you show me."

Jherek reached for him, his own eyes tearing even as he amiled fiercdly. The young salor pulled the
men to himin a bear hug that was returned ful measure.

" only show what you have shown me" Jherek told him.

Azure Dagger lay a anchor with only the samdl wind blowing over her, so the song from Pacyss
yarting was audible from one end of the ship to the other.

Jherek gathered himsdf, ganding on the stern castle in borrowed clothes, his sword thrugt through
the sash a hiswaist. He gazed a Sabyna, who stood with the amdl crowd around Pacys at the other end
of the stern castle.

During the last two days, the ship's mage had made a complete recovery. No scars remained to
mark the drowned ones bites. She wore a dress that Azla loaned her. Even the old-timers among the
pirate crew were surprised to learn the hdf-df captain owned a dress, though they dl had a care not to
sy anything of the kind in her presence. Khlinat stood beside her, his chest puffed up proudly. Captain
Tanar of Seadfast was there as wdl, unable to cross the dangerous seas yet. He wore vestments that
bore Mystras mark. The crews of both ships stood on thaer decks, Seadfast within easy haling
distance.



Jherek hadn't known so many would be interested, but Azla declared the proceeding as an officid
event and her pirates even cleaned up a hit for it. The young salor glanced a the audience and fdt
sdf-conscious.

"I didn't know so many people would be here)" he said to Glawinn.

"Young warrior, the word spread quickly last night when you asked for this. Those people out there,
once they learned of it, they would have it no other way. Thisis not something that is often witnessed.”

"It was only you and |," Jherek pointed out. "And | told only Sabyna."

Glawinn shrugged, grinning. "And | told only the bard because he needed to know for the tae he
weaves. So, we have two suspects. Choose one”

Jherek couldn't keep the amile from hisface. "No."

"Then, perhaps we should begin.”

"Aye

Exdtement and awxiety hummed indde Jherek and he had second thoughts about his own
worthiness. Quietly, he shoved those aside and gazed at Sabyna. He knew she was proof that Lathander
had found him deserving, even if he couldn't yet see it himsdf.

"Kned, Jherek of Veen," Glawinn ordered.

Quietly, Jherek kndt, placing his hands before him, pams pressed together. He bent his head
forward in benediction.

"You have been blessed by Lathander,” Glawinn said,

"to be among those who would defend the Morninglord's name and His wishes. How say you?"

Jherek marshded his courage, hoping to overcome his nervousness. Surprisngly, his voice sounded
strong and clear over the gentle wind. "I, Jherek of Veen, do hereby pledge to honor the strictures of this
sacred heritage and promise by my fath to be loyd to Lathander, maintaning my devotion againg dl
persons without deception or forethought. Further, | vow to promote and uphold the principles of fedlty,
courtesy, honesty, vaor, and honor, and to solemnly and faithfully follow the edicts of the Morning-lord.”

"May your heart be forever true to Lathander's cause to hold compassion for those who will need
your help and to hold righteous anger for those who have been trespassed againd,” Glawinn said. "May
your arm be forever strong in the Morninglord's service."

Jherek ligened to the sllence around him and fdt more complete than he ever had. By Lathander's
sacred covenant, this was where he should be. His heart swelled ingde his chest as he awaited Glawinn's
next words.

"For the Morninglord's glory and in my true and unwavering service to him, | name you Sir Jherek,
paadin in the service of Lathander.”

Jherek fdt Glawinn's sword touch both his shoulders.

"Arise, Sir Jherek, and be whole of heart and spirit to show Lathander's greet love for you.”

The crowd aboard Azure Dagger clapped, and the pirates hooted and hollered their support.
Risng on shaking legs, Jherek stood, looking up at the blue sky above.

"Thank you,” he said to the sky," for finding me and freeing me."

My son, the deep voice said, you were never lost, and you have freed yourself. Take your shirt
off.

Jherek hesitated for only a moment, then did as he was asked. As he dripped the shirt away, he
noticed the clagpping and hallering quieted, until the ship was slent once more. He was conscious of the
tattoo-a flaming skull masked in chains-that showed so plainly on hisarm.

No one, the deep voice boomed, gartling the people on the ship and letting Jherek know he wasn't
the only one who could hear the words now, may mark one of my own.

A pink incandescence flared to life in the middle of the Haning skull, burning brightly. Jherek
watched, surprised there was no pain, only a tingling feding. When the incandescence passed, only
unmearked flesh remained behind.

Jherek hed his arms out at his sides, garing at the clear skin through tear-blurred eyes that spilled
over his cheeks.

The stain of your father's heritage is gone, my son. Live free of it.



XXVI

30 Marpenoth, the Year of the Gauntlet

"Why would Lathander be involved in any of this?" Qos asked.

Pacys swam beside Qos as the sorm giant looked over the preparations being made to the Grest
Géate beside the Dukars Academy.

"For severd reasons,” the bard answered.

Mermen, shdarin, sea eves, locathah, tritons, and even some of the men from Azure Dagger and
Seadfast-both ships now a anchor above-labored to clear the great plaza. They chopped down cord
reefs and carried them away. The humans used al manner of potions and magicd devices to reach Myth
Nantar, but once there, the mytha surrounding the City of Dedtinies dlowed them to stay, breathing the
water asif it were air.

"Whet reasons?’ the giant asked.

"The Morninglord is the god of beginnings™ the old bard said, letting his fingers stray across the
gemsinsgt in the saceddar. "There have been severd beginningsinvolved in the legend of the Taker."
"Those legends have been around for thousands of years, as has this city. There are no beginnings
there”

"Lathander is dso the god of renewd. Just as you hoped to open Myth Nantar so that Seros might
agan unite, the Morninglord wanted to see that happen. He has been working toward this end for a long
time as wdll, ese how would Jherek be here now?"

"The young pdadin truly holds great promise” Qos sad. I've looked a many young men and
women inmy years a the academy, but the potentid inhim is strong.”

"Jherek is another beginning," Pacys said. He'd talked to the young pdadin hmsdf after Sabynas
recovery, and Jherek told hm some of wha the Morninglord had reveded to him. "Not only does
Lathander believe that Jnerek will be one of the fines warriors to serve in his name, but Jherek will dso
be the firg paladin to be based upon and in the seas of Toril."

"I have heard of 'seaguards,’ " Qos said, "Pdadins who ride upon ships and protect them for ther
lieges"

"Yes" Pacys agreed, "but none of them have understood the sea as Jherek will. You've only begun
to see the promiseinhim."

"If the Taker doesn't destroy him."

Pacys studied Jherek among the crews seeking to clear the debris from the Great Gate. He didn't
sgy anything.

"I'm sorry, Tdeweaver," Qos sad after a moment. "l know that is never far from your mind. Nor,
probably, from the young man's™

“No."

"I'm dill adjusting to the fact that Myth Nantar is once more open and no longer truly under my
safekeeping.”

“ltwill bedl right."

"I hope." Qos let out a long breath. "And how goes it for you, Tdeweaver? | have lisened to your
music, and it sounds good to these ears. 1've even heard parts of your songs being sung in the Resonant
Horn Inn. The song you wrote for the AluTe'Quessr during thelr long trek seems popular.”

Pacys amiled, Ieting his pride grow. "Give me time, my friend, al who have participated in these
effortswill have their part of the song.”

"But at the heart of it will be the story of lakhovas and that young paladin.”

"Yes I'm dill working on that. It isgoing to be the best thing I've ever written.”

"Provided your young hero survives" Qos said.

The meafolk lead usinto atrap,” Laaqued said.

She stood beside 1akhovas on Tarjanas deck, watching as the mermen battled sahuagin and the
few remaining drowned ones. Only a few kodinth remained among them after the ixitxachitls attack



during the assault on Naulys.

"Of course they do," lakhovas said. "They seek to dow us and let Myth Nantar prepare to meet
us”

Laaqued had seen that the city had been opened through the images in the crystd brain coral.
lakhovas peered through the crystal dmost incessantly. Sheld had no contact with the female voice that
spoke with her at the Béttle of VVodidru. She dso hadn't had to fight for her life since then.

And snce that battle, she hadn't once prayed to Sekolah.

Then we're going to go into the trap?' Laagqued asked.

lakhovas amiled confidently. "I wouldn't missit, little maenti.”

*kkkkk

"Areyou afrad?' Sabyna asked.

Jherek cracked open a crab leg and dug out the tender mest indde. He sat with Sabyna on one of
the benches on Madirn's Walk near the Fire Fountain. The flames blazed up in spite of the water, and
cooks used the heat to prepare meds for the humans who weren't used to eding uncooked seafood.
They'd been in Myth Nantar now for five days.

"Aye" he told her without hestation. "By dl the stories I've been told of the Taker, by dl the
legends that Pacys has seen fit to tdl me, he's a fearsome creature. 1'd be afool not to be afrad.”

"You don't have to fight im."

Jherek was slent for a moment, then said, "Aye, but | do, lady. It's as Lathander would have me do,
and there are those who bdieve | might be the only chance there is to end his menace for dl time™"

"You mean Pacys and Glawinn bdieve that."

"Aye"

"One wants to Sng about you, Jherek, and the other believesin heroes."

"Do you find me so hard to bdievein, lady?"

Sabyna shook her head, the anger in her features softening. "No," she admitted, "I believe in you,
Jherek, but I'm afraid for you, too."

"It only shows you have good sense.”

"How can you joke about this?'

"Lady, forgive me. I'm not joking. | just don't want to burden you-or mysdf."

"What if | asked you not to do this?" Sabyna asked. "What if | asked you not to stand and fight with
these people?’

Jherek was dlent for a moment, looking into her copper-colored eyes. "Would you?' he asked
findly.

She looked away from him. "Sdune hdp a misguided foal," she said, "'l should never have brought
thisup.”

"Would you ask me?* Jherek asked quietly. "Now | need to know."

"If I was going to ask you, | dready would have" she told him. "I know what your answer would be
anyway. It just seems so unfar that we have this between us and we stand on the brink of losng it dl.”

Jherek took her hand in his, squeezing it lightly. "Lady, | prefer to think that we stand on the brink of
having more than I'd ever dreamed.”

Tears glittered in her eyes, and he could tdl she searched for something to say. "I'm sorry | even
thought about asking you this, Jherek. It's a streak of sdfishnessin methat I'm not proud of."

"It's good to know the things you want."

She amiled through her tears. "I know | want you."

"As| want you, lady." He lifted her fingers to his lips and kissed them oftly. "Nether of us knows
whet the future may bring, and I've had enough of living in the past. | will take what | can get.”

"l know."

"Asfor fighting the Taker, | won't be going into that battle aone. Glawinn will be there, as wel as a
host of warriors who have spent ther livesin battle.”

"I don't know why it has to be you."

"Nor do I, lady. | only know that | won't walk away from this. All my life I've looked for something



to beieve in. Lathander is teaching me to believe in mysdf. No one caused me to be the way | am. |
walk the path | do because | chose to wak it. | stayed with the people | did because | wanted to, not
because | had to. Looking back as Lathander has bade me, | redlize now thet | had more choice in those
matters than | thought | did. | stepped away from my father in search of becoming what was in me, not
because of what | wanted but because | couldn't accept what was there. If | walked away from this, |
couldn't accept mysdf. | wouldnt fed as though | deserved you."

"l wouldn't judge you harshly for waking away from this"

Jherek nodded. "I know."

"I love you."

Her hand tralled gently across his face, briefly touching the water-softened scab that covered the
dadh on his cheek.

"As| love you." Jherek touched her face with the back of his hand, wiping away the tears he found
there. "I could not love you so much did | not love honor, lady. It isdl | know to be, and | would die
before | betrayed that honor or my love for you."

"I know," she said hoarsdly, halding his head between her hands. "I know. One does not come
without the price of the other. For either of us”

She pulled hm closer and wrapped her ams around his waist. Jherek put his ams over her
shoulders and held her tightly.

"Die, huu-mannn!”

Jherek lifted the cutlass and blocked the sea devil's trident thrust. He willed Irideds Tear into a
hook, reaching out quickly and tearing the throat from his opponent. He pushed the dying sshuagin away,
amaost bowled over by the next sea devil pushing up from behind.

The young pdadin stood with other defenders of Myth Xantar at Chamd Gate. The Taker's find
attack came after the triton offendve of the fifth of Uktar-only a couple days before-had split his forces.
According to the tritons who'd reported to Qos, fully hdf his remaning amy of sahuagin had turned and
swam back to the Alamber Sea.

The sound of sted againgt cord filled the area, ringing more dridently than Jherek was used to. Over
it dl he heard Pacys snging. The bard's song rang true within him, making him fed stronger and more
confident. lakhovas's army dill outnumbered the Myth Nantarn defenders nearly two to one, even after
the tritons victory.

Fghting undersea wasn't like fighting on a ship's deck, Jherek discovered. Underwater, the sehuagin
could come at him from above as wel as ahead and behind-and they didn't have any sense of honor. Nor
did they abide by the Laws of Battle he'd heard so many of the Serosians lived and died by.

"Fdl back and regroup!” Morgan Ildacer shouted, waving his troops back. The High Mages had
named the sea df cgptain to head up one of the defensive units

The young paadin fdl back with the rest of his group. He swvam with the others, finding it easier to
battle in the mythd that covered the dity than he expected. His moves in the water came more naturaly
since he didn't have to hold his breath. Somehow his sense of balance seemed more sure as well.

A shuagin thrugt a spear a him from the right while another yanked its weapon from a mortaly
wounded sea df.

Jherek siwvung the enchanted sword and chopped the trident head off, leaving the sahuagin with only
the shaft in its hands. Once under water held found the sword swung as eesly as if he stood on dry land,
the blade not dowed at dl.

The sahuagin seemed dartled, then angrily threw the usdess shaft away and spread the claws of
both its hands. The second shuagin approached in a flagh, itsfins pushing at the water.

Jherek willed the bracer into a two-foot shidd and set himsdf as wel as he could. He pulled the
shiddin againg his body &t the last minute. Like the sword, the bracer-in any shape he willed it into-had
no water drag at al.

The trident dammed agang the shidd then deflected hamlesdy over Jherek's shoulder. The
sahuagin shoved a hand out with its finger webs spread to dow and turn. Jherek uncoiled his am and



lashed out with the shidd. The razor-sharp edge, thinner and more solid than the finest sted, diced
through the sea devil's somach, disembowding it a once.

Sill moving, Jherek swept the shidd in, catching the water now because he willed it to, and lifted
himsdf from the fird sahuagin's path. He brought the sword down and nearly severed his opponent's
neck.

Before he could recover, one of the few kodinth survivors caught him with a spear thrust in the
chest. The slverweave mal shirt he wore prevented the blade from dicing through his chest, but the
impact knocked him backward, damming the breath from hislungs

The young paadin went with the mation, flipping backward and reaching out to the water dement of
the mythd, Ietting it buoy him up. He'd discovered within the mythd that he could treet the city as if it
were two-dimensiond, like adty on dry land, or three-dimensiond asif he were underweter.

Jherek kicked his feet and twisted as he willed the bracer into a hook. When the kodinth shot over
him, the young pdadin flicked the hook and caught the marine hobgoblin in the leg. He used the
creature's momentum to pull him faster, angling his body so he came up behind the kodinth.

The young paadin reversed his sword as he swvung toward the kodinth. Though the creature's back
was toward him, he couldnt strike. He switched the bracer to a dagger and readied himsdf as the
kadinth turned toward him, lashing out with its spear. Jherek blocked the spear with the dagger, then
drove his sword through his opponent’s heart.

Even as the kodinth died, Jherek changed the bracer back to a shidd as a dozen sahuagin leveled
their crosshows and fired. The short, heavy quarrels flashed across the distance and thudded againg the
shidd. One of the sea elves afew feet away didn't fare so wel and took a quarrel through the throat.

In the next moment a Dukar stepped forward and formed a firebdl in one hand. He threw the
swirling

Harnes at the mass of sahuagin. They had only a moment to atempt escape before the firebdl
detonated with a thunderous crack that left only burned and torn bodies behind.

Blood filled the water around Jherek and created a dty taste to the water he breathed. It was like
nothing he'd ever experienced.

The sea dves kept fdling back, having no choice as their numbers dwindled. Jherek caught sght of
the House of the Waves on hisléft, then it was logt to the sehuagin forces as well. He lifted his sword and
kept fighting, knowing the battle was continuing on a number of fronts.

*kk*k*k

"Rul those damned saild" Azla roared as she ran across the decks, keeping her quarry dways in
sght. "Bring her about!"

Sabyna stood beside Arthoris on Azure Dagger's forecastle. Skeins floated a her side, riding the
wind. Sabynds attention was torn between hdping Arthoris with his spells and with worrying about
Jherek. She wished she could have stayed with him in the City of Dedtinies, but with the attack coming
from the surface, they both knew she would be of more use there.

Twenty pirate vesdls sdled the sea above Myth Xantar. The crews worked to dispose of
Vurgrom's poisoned kegs. The pirate had told them about the kegs after being taken prisoner. He
bargained for his own freedom by tdling. Jnerek, in turn, informed the Myth Nantarn defenders.

Mermen and locathah siwvam under the water with nets, trying to catch as many of the barrels as they
could.

Azure Dagger and Steadfast harried the pirate ships. In the beginning they'd thought there would
have been a chance to prevent some of the sabotage, but with twenty ships againg them, it was only a
maiter of time until they were captured or sunk.

After Captain Tarnar of Steadfast found out about the poisoned kegs, hed sent a patchwork crew
under hisfirg officer south to Ilighon in the hopes of reaching Corymrean Froesails that might be usng the
port city as a gaging point. So far none of the hoped-for reinforcements had arrived.

As Arthoris prepared his next spdl, a pirate ship closed on Azure Dagger, ruming broadside to
her. Bdligta crews worked to crank their deadly devices around and take am.

Sabyna invoked one of the new spells Arthoris had taught her, knowing that the ship's mage was



vulnerable on the forecastle. She inscribed the mydtic symbal in the ar, and it glowed briefly before
disappearing.

"Vey good," Arthoris said as he pulled on a lesther glove that looked like it was equipped with
brass knuckles.

"If Sdune guided mewd| enough," Sabyna said.

Arthoris spoke a command word and held his glove-covered, clenched hand before him. A huge,
disembodied hand appeared in the air before him. It measured five feet across at the knuckles.

"Deck crew-stand by to repd boarders!" Azla cdled, taking her place a the starboard ralling.
Pirates sprang to her sde. "Bdlida crews-fire a will!"

Under Arthoriss control, the dissmbodied fis flew across the water, ignoring the ship that paced
them, and hammered the mainmagt. Three hits later, the mast cracked and sheared off. Sinking the ships
waan't a good idea. The kegs would snk with them, and there were no guarantees the poison would drift
far enough away not to hurt anyone. As soon as the mast crumpled, Arthoris moved the magic hand on
to the next ship, atacking the rudder there.

Archers targeted the mage, who stood out againgt the rest of the crew as he gestured. Arrows sped
from ther bows, few of them getting anywhere close to Sabyna or Arthoris. Only a handful struck the
invishle shidd Sabyna had raised in front of them. They dropped to the deck, spent.

Grappling lines tossed from the pirate ship landed over Azure Daggers, raling but were quickly cut
away by the ship's crew. Her own ballistae fired, dearing the pirate decks.

Thefore balisga on the pirate vessdl cut loose. The huge shaft came draight at Arthoris and Sabyna,
then splintered againgt the magic shied. The impact, however, was enough to send both mages to their
knees. Arthoris logt control of the disembodied hand, and it faded away.

Less than thirty feet away, Vurgrom's pirate crew linked up.

"Stand ready,” AzZlaydled.

Her crew raised their shidds and their weapons.

The other ship's crew dl legped together, usng magic to span the distance to Azure Dagger.

"Haul!" Azla commanded. "Haul, damn you, if you would livel"

Men at e@ther end of the caravel's man deck pulled ropes and ran up a cargo net that spanned the
distance across the man deck. The enspelled pirates thudded into the cargo net, caught off guard. Before
they could dash their way through the net, Azlds crew attacked them with swords, daggers, and bows.
Up againg the cargo net as they were, it was like stabbing fishin a barrdl.

Sabyna helped Arthoris to his feet, peering out a& the water. They hadnt stopped many of
Vurgrom's pirates from dumping their deadly cargo, but she hoped they'd dowed them enough that the
undersea rescue teams could gather most of the fdling kegs before they descended to Myth Nantar.

"Now there's a welcome sght,” Arthoris said.

Tuming south, Sabyna looked out over the horizon and saw the sals from at least five tdl ships
running with the wind. All of them flew the colors of Cormyrean Freesalls.

"Let's hope they're not too late" Sabyna said grimly.

*kk*k*k

Hurry, little malenti. There's not much time.

Laaqued swam dfter lakhovas high above Myth Nantar. She glanced a the gates leading into the
city, redizing that few of the kodinth had actudly penetrated the dity itsaf, proof that the mythd that
protected againg such creatures dill worked.

The maps lakhovas had drawn of the area from stories they'd gathered were very accurate. She
saw Chamd Avenue to the left, noting the fighting going on there, dl of it garidhly lit by the Fire Fountain.

lakhovas svam boldly, usng his claws againgt any Myth Nan tarn defenders who made it through
his defenses. Over a hundred sharks swam with him as aliving wall of protection, dl under the control of
the headband he wore. The sharks acted like battering rams, barrding through would-be defenders or
ripping arms and legs off in their crue mouths as they passed.

The sea df rangers and mages of the dity tried battling the possessed creatures as wel, but they
were too tightly packed and controlled to be turned away. A shdain Dukar dashed through them,



arching his body and gliding gracefully toward lakhovas while usng the sharks themsdves as cover.

Laaqued spotted the shdarin and dmost shouted a warning. Her fird inginct was sdlf-preservation,
and she knew without 1akhovas she would never escape the city. Tarjana waited outside the city, hidden
behind a reef and the magic spdl woven by lakhovas. Before she could get past her hestation, the
shdain Dukar cut through the sharks and engaged 1akhovas.

The shdarin's hand glowed white and changed shapes, becoming trident tines that flashed out for
lakhovas. Reacting immediatdy, lakhovas shifted his am into the edged weapon Laagued had seen
before as he engaged the Dukar. The sharks changed courses, swirling around their master to deflect
other potentid attackers.

The Dukar thrugt the trident hand out but 1akhovas blocked it effortlesdy and dashed the shdarin's
am off with his own dtered limb. Before the shdarin recovered, lakhovas dashed again and decapitated
his opponent. A shark glided by and snatched the tumbling head from the water, swalowing it whole.

lakhovas turned at once and streaked for the collgpsed ruin surrounding a circle of green and blue
marble with coral mosaics that created a picture of a beautiful mermaid. Her har, ams, and tal flukes
each pointed to the seven carved cord arches set around the circle. Beneeth her tal was the word
AMTOLA, which Laaqued recognized from her sudies. Trandated, it meant "traveler.”

The mdenti priestess wasn't sure what the mosaic represented. The information lakhovas gave her
regarding Myth Nantar's history and geography was limited.

Shoating from the protection of the sharks, 1akhovas swam down to the ruins. He dropped to one
of the cord arches as a squad of mermen raced for him from above, lakhovas flung one hand out, blue
fire shooting from his fingertips. A moment later a huge web uncoiled across the saven arches in front of
the gpproaching mermen. Unable to stop, they dammed into the webbing. Sharks finned that way at
once, atacking the easy prey.

lakhovas moved to the nearest cord arch, a amile on his dark face. He hammered one side of the
arch with hisfigt, bresking a section of it into pieces that floated through the water. He caught one of the
cord chunks and crushed it in his hand, brushing the flakes away.

"See, little maenti?' lakhovas showed her what was in his pam.

Laaqued floated closer and saw the tiny jade gem carefully set into a dark red fire opa no bigger
then her thumb. "What isit?' she asked.

"My eye, litle mdenti,” Iakhovas laughed. "The eye that Umberlee took from me. The eye | made to
make me more powerful than ever. Until the Great Barrier around this place was shattered, | could not
reech it-but with it, litle maenti, with it | shdl be invincble!"

Currents swept againg Laagued, pushed by the mermen trying to escape the web and the savaging
sharks. She glanced up to see other mermen, sea eves, and locathah working desperately to free thar
comrades from the desth trap.

"Stand ready, little malenti.”

lakhovas formed afirebdl in his hand and threw it into the web. The strands caught fire, burning the
trapped victims and those rescuers who were too close. Laaqued dodged the fdling bodies and the
flaming web ropes.

"Now, little mdenti!"

lakhovas legped up from the mosaic. Laagqued followed, wanting to be free of dl the enemies
surrounding her. When shed firg entered Myth Nan tar, even with an amy twice the number of the
defenders, sheld fdt little chance of emerging from the battle dive. Now that Iakhovas possessed his
prize, the dim hope that she might yet live entered her thoughts. Even so, she had no idea what she would
do next.

She watched as a keg dropped on top of a nearby coral-encrusted building. A vaporous sediment
billowed out from holes cut in the keg's sides, and the purplish hue looked immediaidy familiar. The
sediment spread quickly, enveloping a group of sshuagin bettling a dlutch of tritons. Within seconds dl of
them were dying, gripped in the paroxysms of the sahuagin poison.

More kegs drifted down around the city with the same effect. The poison spread quickly so it didn't
last long, and its killing radius extended no more than twenty feet. Glanang up, draining her eyes,



Laaqued saw huge nets manned by mermen and locathah dready burdened with dozens more kegs.
Thar effort spared Myth Nantar alot of damage.

Laaqued hdted for a moment, dill sunned even after everything sheld seen that 1akhovas would so
willingly sacrifice the sahuagin. She knew if the kegs were present that Vurgrom's pirates must be on the
surface. She doubted that would prove an effective escape route, but she had no idea of any other he
hed in mind.

“Liveor dig, litle maenti,” lakhovas caled as he swam toward the surface.

She hesitated, not knowing which would be better.

Live, thefeminine voice caled out. Live, that you may serve.

Rductantly, fearfully, Laaqued swam.

Pacys stood atop the Colossus of Dukar. His fingers effortlesdy found the saceddar's gemstones,
and the notes rang out as pure as dwarven sted.

At nindty feet tl, the statue was the tdlest Structure in Myth Nantar. The old bard stood on its heed
and sang, pouring his heart into the ballad held written for the defenders of the City of Destinies. Carved
from lucent cord, the statue glowed brightly, providing nearly athird of the light filling the city. The statue
hed atgpa highinitsright hand and stood straddling the entrance to a most revered tomb.

From his vantage point, Pacys could view the battle dearly. Qos, the High Mages of Sylkiir, and the
Dukars led by Tu'uuacol stood in acircle around the Great Gate west of the Dukars Academy.

The mosaic plaza that held the Great Gate was dmogt two hundred feet across. The mages around
the perimeter dl glowed lambent blue-green from the ancient, edritch forces they controlled. They
continued their spell even though their defenders were swiftly faling to sahuagin tridents.

Drawn by the powers that connected him to the story that he told, blessed by Oghma, the old bard
was able to see the main playersin the battle as if he stood next to them. When he focused on them, he
even heard their words.

His atention was drawn to lakhovas as the Taker swam for the surface. Jherek remained low in the
city, battling from building to building as the sahuagin and drowned ones continued pressing toward the
center. Khlinat and a handful of sea df guards stood watch over the old bard.

Pacys sang, gving voice to the words and the musc that filled him. Never before had he fdt the
grength and confidence of a performance the way he did now. He knew his music affected the vdiant
men who battled below, adding strength to ther flagging bodies and courage to their hearts in the face of
asuperior enemy.

" "Ware now, friend Pacyd" Khlinat roared.

The bard ducked as the dwarf salled overhead astride a sehuagin nearly three times his sze. One
hand axe was buried in the sea devil's neck and Khlinat held the other back, ready to dtrike. The
sahuagin flailled with a handful of claws, narrowly missing the dwarfs face. Khlinat put the hand-axe blade
through the sea devil's skull.

A burst of magic that suddenly flooded from the mythal staggered Pacys. With his senses fully open
and receptive, he was overly atentive to such things He turned back to the Great Gate plaza and
watched as the sahuagin struck within the ranks of the High Mages and Dukars, driving their defenders
back before them. The claws of the sea devils pierced the bodies of the magic-users.

At the same time, a yellow-green comet roared from the Great Gate mosaic and streaked for the
surface. The comet's tal sretched from the comet's head to the mosaic, mantaining contact. The
ydlow-green glare washed over the City of Dedtinies, sripping away dl other colors.

Qos roared and drew the huge two-handed sword he carried. Twice as tdl as his attackers, he
swept the blade through the sshuagin in a dlittering arc, shearing them limb from limb. The Dukars that
aurvived the initid attack summoned weapons from their bodies and battled desperately.

Even from asfar away as he was, Pacys could see that Tanarath Reefglamor was among the falen,
asahuagin's trident shoved through his heart. Stll, the old bard's voice didnt fater, remaining steady and
true.

The yedlow-green comet struck the ocean's surface above and exploded into bright embers that



whirled in the air. Severd of them struck pirate ships, reducing them to rubble in heartbeats. The embers
whirled faster, coming closer and closer together. The ocean's surface whirled in the opposite direction of
the embers, cresting a swirl of white-capped peaks that abruptly inverted and stabbed down deeply into
the Sea of Fdlen Stars.

Even though he wore one of the mydic gems that dl the Myth Nantarn defenders wore to spare
them from the effects of the Great Gate, Pacys fdt the pull of the huge whirlpool that suddenly formed
and reached from the Great Gate to the ocean's surface. The ddritch energies lighted the whirlpool from
theingde, throwing out yelow-green light like it was a giant lamp. He watched as the swirling waterspout
around the pirate vessdls broadened to a thousand feet and more, sucking them down into the deep
trough that opened.

The ships turned sideways and tumbled down into the waterspout. The vessds that went prow or
gern firg stayed levd even though they followed the circular motion of the whirlpool, but the ships that
went down sideways rolled over and shattered, filling the whirlpool with deedly debris that dammed into
the other ships.

"Blessed Oghma," the old bard whispered, stunned.

From everything Qos, the Dukars, and the High Mages had taked about, he was certain no one
expected this. The Great Gate had never been opened before, it was intended as a desperate, find effort
agand invaders.

The sahuagin, drowned ones, and kodinth barred from the city by the mythd were drawn into the
whirlpoal as wdl. The ships, whole and broken, smashed into them, killing dozens in a sweep. The
mythdl was dl that prevented the aty itsdf from being pulled into the whirlpool.

Pacys caught Sght of Azure Dagger as the caravel was yanked into the whirlpool as wel. No one
thought to give the two ships any defense againg the whirlpool. No one bdlieved it would reach so far.
Miraculoudy, Azure Dagger went into the whirlpool prow firde, followed by Seadfast. Three
Cormyrean Freesails followed next.

Though filled with horror and hurt, Pacys's pain was nowhere near that of another's.

"No!" Jherek screamed in dishelief.

Azure Dagger seemed to sall draight into the whirlpool's jaws.

Within seconds, the firgt of the ships and the sahuagin reached the eye of the whirlpoal at the Great
Gate and disappeared, thrown hdf a world away-for dl anyone knew. The only thing the High Mages
and Qos agreed on was thet the Great Gate took dl in it far from Seros.

Something shoved the young paadin from behind. Angry, he turned, only to find the golden sea
wyrm floating there. It coiled and flexed, sruggling againg the whirlpoadl's pull. For the firg time, he
understood the creature's attraction to him; why it mysterioudy followed him to Aglarond and back, and
why it helped him rescue Sabyna from the drowned ones.

Azure Dagger plummeted toward the whirlpool's eye as Jherek reached for the sea wyrm and
pulled himsdf up onto the creature's back. He dapped it on the neck gratefully and urged it forward. The
seawyrm darted forward like an arrow. Jherek ripped the necklace with the whirlpool gem from his neck
and threw it away, feding the pull of the gate a once.

"Jherek!"

Knowing the voice, the young paadin glanced ahead, spotting the bard atop the statue.

"I must know the end of the story,” Pacys shouted.

Jherek hestated for an ingant as the sea wyrm closed the distance to the old bard. Doing whet he
planned was without question dangerous, but he knew Pacys was as driven by his part in the events as he
was. He willed the bracer back into its resting form and reached for Pacys's hand.

Though the force of the contact must have dmogt ripped the bard's aam from his shoulder, Pacys
didn't say aword. The old bard twisted himsdf expertly in the water until he sat behind Jherek.

The seawyrm jerked suddenly.

Glandng back, Jherek saw that Khlinat had managed to grab the creature's tal. The dwarf hed on
fiercdy.



"Leave him," the young paadin told the sea wyrm.

In response, the dragon-kin curled the dwarf protectively initstall.

Jherek watched Azure Dagger plunge toward the whirlpodl's eye. Two masts hung in broken
shards, wrapped in salldoth. The sea wyrm reached the outer edge of the whirlpool and they were
sucked indde.

Sabyna gazed up in dishelief a the swirling wall of green-blue water that surrounded her. Azure
Dagger stabbed sraight down into the maglstrom. The roaring water made conversation impossble. The
ship's mage thought she might be screaming, but she'd have never known.

She logt her foating on the deck as the carave tilted forward even more. As she fdl toward the
prow, aware of the tangled rigging and the broken mast ahead, Sabyna angled her body and managed to
saize the rigging with one hand. She siwung under it and prayed that her fingers wouldn't be pulled off.

She was hit from behind, and when she spun to see what had happened, she found hersdf face to
face with a pirate who'd been hanged in the rigging. The bloated face and protruding tongue let her know
it was too late to cut him away.

The carave hit the bottom of the whirlpool and the world went away.

Laying low dong the sea wyrms neck, the old bard's arms wrapped tight around his waist and with
Khlinat in tow, Jherek guided his mount through the swirling wal of water into the center of the whirlpool.
For a moment they hung mationless in the raging roar of the ocean, then they fdl toward the bottom of
the whirlpool. The sea wyrm convulsed, then poked its head down.

Jherek locked his legs around his mount and leaned back, forcing himsdf to stay onits back through
sheer willpower. They hit the bottom of the whirlpool, followed immediatdly by a moment of blackness,
then crashed through a tumbling seascape.

Pirate ships lay scattered aong the ocean floor, smashed, broken, and driven into the mud and sand.
Ships crashed into the reef, became buried in broken cord strands, and hopelesdy tangled in each others
rigging.

The seawyrm flared itsfins and angled its head, bringing them up from the steep dive only a few feet
short of the ocean floor. It turned its head and twisted its body, ralling negtly around the cord reef, then it
angled toward the surface.

Away from Myth Nantar's mythd, Jherek suddenly found he couldn't breathe without drowning.
Though Pacys wore some kind of bracelet that alowed him to move underwater with ease, Khlinat was
inthe same shape as Jherek. Somehow the dragon-kin knew that.

Ahead, Azure Dagger and four other ships that survived the wild ride rose toward the surface,
buoyed by the air in their cargo holds.

Jherek knew the ships probably wouldn't last even if they reached the surface. Though there was ill
some ar in their holds, the structures were weakened beyond repair and would be taking on water
rapidly. Quick crews might man the bilge pumps and keep themsdlves &float for a time, but thet assumed
any crew was |ft.

"Thereisthe Taker," Pacys said, dill able to tak thanks to the bracelet he wore.

Jherek spotted the big sshuagin ahead. Only the Taker didn't resemble a sshuagin any more. He
looked humen as he fumbled with an object in his hands. A pae femde df holding a trident swam close
behind him.

In the next indant, the sea wyrm broke the surface and

Jherek drew in a long breath. Glancding over his shoulder, he saw that the sea wyrm had raised
Khlinat to the surface as well, halding the dwarf inits curled tall.

Tumning, Jherek watched Azure. Daggers sern cear the surface firdt, reveding the broken stern
mest. Then the crow's nest bucked up, wavering with the seal's maotion.

The young pdadin headed for the caravel by tugging on the sea wyrm's forward fin. The creature
raced across the ocean surface.

Franticaly, Jherek searched Azure Daggers deck.



"Jherek, herel”

Drawn by her voice, the young padadin spotted Sabyna cravling down from the twisted remnants of
the foremast rigging where a corpse hung. He guided the sea wyrm to the caravel.

AZa stood up, coughing and gagging in the stern, then took a deep breath and started bdlowing
orders to her crew. Azure Dagger liged heavily in the sea, nearly hdf of her below the waterline.

"Look," Pacys sad softly. The Taker."

Jherek turned intime to see lakhovas pull up from the sea, grabbing hold of Azure Daggers stern.
The hdmaman turned on the man, swinging a cutlass.

lakhovas blocked the blade with his bare am and the sted broke with a sharp ping. The Taker
shoved his am againgt the man, thruging a sharp-edged fin through the hdmaman's chest in a spray of
blood.

Striding to theralling, lakhovas roared, "Get off my ship or diel”

Laaqued tasted the st in the water around her and knew she was home. She gazed through the
deep blue-green sea and tried to sense in what direction the sashuagin kingdom of Alkyraan in the
Claarteeros Sea lay.

And should you go back there, the femde voice asked, what do you think will be waiting for
you?

"Leave me done" Laagqued demanded.

A hero's homecoming? A grateful return for the Most Sacred One-And what happens when
some of the sahuagin in these waters return there as well with stories of-the way. lakhovas has
betrayed them? What if lakhovas himself return* there intending to control the kingdom he won
while he plots war with the rest of Toril?"

“No."

Those are his plans, Laaquedl. You cannot deny that.

The mdenti priestess cowered in the water, wishing there was some way to be free.

You can be free.

"By gving mysdf to you?'

| will teach you to live free, Laaquedl. | will show you things you've longed for all your life
and have never been able to name. You've changed too much now to go back to what you were.

“No."

Yes.

Laaqued floated in the water, watching as sshuagin and pirate continued the war they'd begun in
Seros. Some of the sthuagin wore the bluer colors of the Inner Sea.

"Who are you?'

| am Eldath, called the Green Goddess and the Quiet One. The Twelfth Seros War has
destroyed much of the harmony my priests and priestesses have wrought over the lagt years. This
is necessary, though, to promote the greater harmony we've striven for throughout the Inner Sea.

"Why have you come to me?'

During your association with the Taker, Laaqueel, you have changed and grown. | see much
promise in you. Like you, Seros will have to change and grow. There are noble malenti in Seros
who have no ties with the sahuagin. | would introduce you to them.

Laaqued adjusted her ar bladder and floated effortlesdy, torn between what she hoped for and
what she knew to be true. Home could never be home again unless lakhovas was there to enforce her
privileges. She would give up more than she would gain.

Little malenti, lakhovas called, to me. Thereisa ship | want, and well need a crew to get it to
Skaug where we may begin planning anew.

Skaug was the pirate capita of the Nelanther 1des, a place lakhovas had taken Laagued before.
She hegitated.

Little malenti!

The quill next to Laagued's heart twitched in warning. She started up to the surface, tracking the



bond between her and Iakhovas.

*kkkkk

Placing a hand on the sea wyrm's back, Jherek vaulted to Azure Daggers tilted deck. AZlaran up
the stern cadtle steps toward lakhovas, her stimitar in her fis. The Taker grinned crudly a her and a
ruby beam leagped out from his golden eye.

The beam touched Azla and blasted her in a shower of sparks. She flew back over the ralling to the
main deck, her blouse ire and the stench of ozonein the air.

Jherek broke stride, thinking to go to Azlas sde.

"Go, young warrior,” Glawinn thundered.

The pdadin lurched across the broken deck, dragging his right leg heavily a his sde. His left am
was curled up tightly by his chest, blood streaming from a wound marked by a wooden shard protruding
fromit.

Jherek ran up the stern cagtle gtairs, watching as lakhovas swung on him with the mydtic eye. The
young paadin legped, taking advantage of the tilted deck, arching his body in mid-air and flipping to land
on the gtern castle only afew feet from lakhovas.

Though he hadn't fought a mage before, he knew from stories that their power relied on being able
to cast spdls, and spells took time. He intended to give lakhovas none. He willed Irideas Tear into a
two-foot shidd and advanced on the Taker.

"You're the boy from the cave" lakhovas said. He grinned and took a step back as he drew the
sword at hissde.

"I am Jherek, a pdadin in the service of Lathander, the Morninglord. If you would surrender, |
would dlow it." The young padadin didn't expect the man would, but the opportunity had to be offered.

Crud lights glinted in lakhovas's red eye aswdl as the golden one that sat in the scarred socket. His
runic tattoos made his face seem even darker. He laughed loudly.

"And you would kill me otherwise, boy?'

"Aye, and praise Lathander for giving me the srength.”

The words dill sounded strange to Jherek’s ears, but in his heart they fdt right and true.

lakhovas drew himsdf up to hisfull height of nearly eight feet and drew the sword &t his hip.

"l invented swordplay, boy. Edged sted . . . sharp as a shark's tooth . . . shaped like a fin. Who
else but me could creste that?'

The great sword came around much quicker than Jherek anticipated. The young pdadin stepped
back and ducked, letting the blade go harmlesdy by. Even as he started to set himsdf, Iakhovas brought
the blade back a Jherek's knees fagter than any humean could have done.

Legping over the blade, Jherek flipped and came down on his feet. He lifted the shidd just in time to
keep the blade from deaving his skull. He parried with his cutlass, scoring a deep cut on his opponent's
am.

lakhovas scowled and took a step back. A violet ray shot a Jherek from the Taker's golden eye.

Reacting ingantly, the young paadin raised his shidd, which absorbed the ray and threw it back into
lakhovass face, staggering him. The young pdadin immediatdy went on the offensve again, driving
lakhovas back. He thrust and parried, then lunged and dashed, moving steadily into the bigger man.
Blood from lakhovas's wound dripped on the ship's deck and Ieft burned sigmata

"You cannot kill me, boy," lakhovas shouted. "I will not dlow mysdf to die. Even Umberlee tried to
kill me and faled. Who are you to chdlenge me who would be a god?’

"l am a gtrong right arm of Lathander,” Jherek replied, burying the cutlassin the raling then ripping it
free and diving back. He blocked lakhovass return blow with his shidd this time and dashed his
opponent across the chest. "I am a beginning, chosen by the Morninglord.”

"Chosen to die" lakhovas taunted.

"No," Jherek said, "chosen to live”

Jherek thrust and swung and parried. His blade moved even faster, picking up the pace in spite of dl
the battles held been in this day.

lakhovas's scowl deepened as he was forced back. Stedl rang on sted, and for the firg time Jherek



reized some of the surviving sahuagin were attacking Azure Dagger.

Her crew defended her, aided by the sea wyrm. Pacys fought on the deck, his gaff whirling as he
chopped into the sea devils that fought to board. Khlinat was at the old bard's sde, his axes whirling
medly.

Taking advantage of the young paadin's disraction, lakhovas stepped forward suddenly and
chanced a Sde-arm blow draight for Jnerek’'s head. Jherek bardly got his cutlass around to block the
sword, but he was driven sumbling backward, off-baance.

lakhovas came at him, snarling and with bloodlust in his eye. He raised the great sword two-handed
and brought it down.

Jherek turned quickly, barely escaping the blow that shattered the navigator's table behind him. He
rolled to his feet, willing the bracer into a hook as he ducked under 1akhovass backhanded blow. He
caught the blade in the hook, stopping it short and pulling the Taker off balance. Tuming in, knowing the
chance he was taking, the young paadin brought the cutlass crashing down on the trapped blade.

Harsh green light exploded on impact, and dectricity filled the air. Sted shattered, fdling in two
pieces, leaving only an inch or two gicking out from the hilt.

lakhovas stepped back in surprise, but a crafty amilelit his scarred and tattooed festures.

"You haven't seen dl thereisto me, boy,” 1akhovas said.

He turned and sprinted for the stern railing, legping over itin along, flat dive.

Jherek followed the movement, but stopped at the rail, amazed a what he saw.

By the time lakhovas hit the water, he was no longer anything human. A manlike form went down,
but a ninety-foot great white shark surfaced. Scars and tattooing showed around a golden eye. It sped
out to sea and gradudly went down, leaving only the triangular dorsal fin-as big as a house-gticking out of
the water.

Sahuagin swarmed up the stern, and Jherek spent a few moments ripogting their attacks and killing
them. As he kicked the corpses back into the water, he noticed the triangular fin stresking for Azure
Dagger.

"Hold on!" he roared in warning.

In the next indant, the huge shark dammed into the caravel. Timbers cracked and gave way as the
predator hammered through the hull.

"Abandon ship, damn it!"

Jherek turned and saw Azla up and about. Wounds 4ill covered her, but evidently Glawinn had
heded the worst of it. She was mohbile, but hurting grestly.

"Get the boats over the Sde and get into them!™ she shouted. "We're taking on water like aSevel™

Glandng back out to sea, Jherek watched the massve predator come around for another pass.

Laaqued watched lakhovasin awe as he transformed into the great shark.

Not a shark, Eldath corrected. lakhovas is a megalodon, a prehistoric creature and perhaps
the first such of his kind.

"But he once waked with gods" Laagued said, watching as lakhovas sped toward the ship.

With Umberlee, yes, and possibly even with Sekolah.

"He was never one of Sekolah's chosen?!

No. He's an aberration, a thing whose time is well gone.

lakhovas turned from attacking the ship and fixed her with his red eye. Little malenti, his voice
sounded in her head, vow arc dow to come when | command.

You must make a choice, Eldath said, here and now. Will you stay as an outcast with the
sahuagin and keep lakhovas as your master, or will you take what | offer?

*kk*k*

"Brace yoursalved" Jherek ydled as he grabbed the storm railing.

lakhovas rammed Azure Dagger again, splitting the hull even more. As the huge predator pulled
away thistime, the young pdadin fdt the caravel liging, taking on water. He glanced over his shoulder as
the vessel sank to its midsection. The crew routed the attacking sahuagin. The seawyrm raised its golden



finned head from the sea and returned Jherek's gaze.

"I need you," Jherek said.

The sea wyrm dived without hesitation and swvam to the stern section. Out in the distance, lakhovas
came around for another pass. Jherek was certain this attack would leave the dricken vessd in tatters
and the crew vulnerable to that great mouth filled with serrated teeth.

"Jherek!" Sabyna cdled from behind him.

"Lady," the young paadin said. "You need to get in one of the boats and row for shore." He pointed
toward the low, green-forested hill that could be seen in the distance.

"What are you going to do?"

Jherek gave her agmile and answered, "All that | may, lady. | can do naught 2"

Sabyna took her kerchief from her hair and quickly tied it around his arm. "I would not stop you
from doing as Lathander has directed, but you heed my words wel." Her voice cracked with emation
and a sheen wasin her eyes. "You finish what you have been given to do, and you come back to mein
one piece.”

Jherek's heart soared, pushing aside even the fear and insecurity that thrummed ingde him. He took
her face in his hands and kissed her deeply.

"Asyou wigh, lady," he said, then threw himsdf from the stern castle in a dive that took him sraight
a the gpproaching shark.

Curving up toward the surface, weatching the huge predator bearing down on him and suddenly
redizing how vulnerable he was when the shark could swdlow him and the sea wyrm whole, Jherek
grabbed hold of the dragon-kin's dorsdl fin and pulled himsdf up on its back.

The bond between Jherek and the sea wyrm was strong. He guided it with his knees as he willed the
bracer into a shidd. He hdd his sword in his hand as they sped toward ther foe.

Ninety feet of slent, sudden desth sped at the young paadin. Jherek sat his mount, holding on
tightly, gambling that the bracer's power would see him through. The sea wyrm didn't fdter as it finned
toward lakhovas.

Holding on tightly to the grip indde the shield, Jherek narrowly avoided the black, cavernous mouth
ringed by serrated teeth and smashed the shidd into the huge predator's snout. The impact hurled him
dozens of feet from the sea wyrm and dmost knocked him out, bet the shidd absorbed the brunt of the
blow. lakhovas, incredibly, seemed staggered.

"Youll diefor that boy," he said as he turned in the water.

The sea wyrm swam to Jherek's Sde in a flash of golden light. Fighting the disorientation that
gripped him, the young paadin tried to mount again.

lakhovas's snout was bloodied. His golden eye gleamed.

Jherek tried to pull up onto the sea wyrm but missed. He concentrated, keeping his grip as the
dragon-kin pulled him backward. The great predator bore down on him.

Laaqued swam toward the young warrior trying to pull up onto the sea wyrm. When she reached
him, she pushed him up onto his mount and turned to face lakhovas.

Little malenti, what do you think you're doing?

Laaqued made no reply. There was none to make. In the next few heartbeets, she'd live or die. She
summoned her powers, intending to crush lakhovasif she could.

Where sheldd once fdt dl the gifts Sekolah had given her, there was only emptiness.

Your belief in the Shark God is gone, Eldeth said. As goes the bdlief, so goes the power. There
IS no other way.

Helpledy, Laaqued watched as |akhovas rushed toward her.

Die, traitorous bitch!

Laaqued fdt the quill stir next to her heart, then it, too, was gone. Before she could move, though,
lakhovas was on her.

k*kkk*x

Trandfixed with horror, Jherek watched as the huge shark overtook the df woman and swallowed



her in asngle gulp. Jherek urged the sea wyrm up, feding the need for ar burn his lungs. They surfaced
and Jherek grabbed a couple deep breaths before they plunged back beneath the waves. He heded the
seawyrm around, going directly a |akhovas again.

"I won't missthistime, boy."

Jherek tightened his grip on his shidd as they sped toward their opponent. This time he directed the
sea wyrm down, & the same time driking up with the shidd. He hdld the shield edge on, dicng deeply
into lakhovas's sde, feding the hard musde and rough skin dide dong his forearm. The cut, nearly a foot
deep and dmogt the length of the body, bled profusdly.

lakhovas screamed in pain.

Kneaing the sea wyrm, Jherek turned back around, intending to pursue lakhovas if he fled. Instead,
the Taker came a him again, the great dash dong his body flaring wide. Behind Iakhovas came dozens
of sharks, drawn by the blood spoor Iakhovas trailed.

The young pdadin willed the bracer into a hook. The sea wyrm went high this time, turning at the
last moment and going over the predator's head. Jherek leaned down and buried the hook in the musde
above the Takers good eye. He hdd on and let himsdf be dragged from his mount. He straddled the
great shark's head as best he could, then reversed his sword as lakhovas dived deep.

"Il take you down, landling,” the Taker said. "So far down youll never make the surface again
before your lungs burst.”

Fercdy, despite the fear thet rattled ingde him, certain he was doing Lathander's will and saving the
life of the woman he loved, Jherek hung on. He knew if he turned loose and the sea wyrm couldn't get
back to hmintime, 1akhovas would eat him as well. He couldn't outsvim the Taker.

Jherek leaned forward, usng the hook to brace himsdf, and drove the sword into 1akhovas's good
eye, plunging it deep.

lakhovas screamed in pain, and the dill squedl echoed through the sea. Blood streamed from the
ruined eye, but the Taker ill did not give up.

Noticing how the golden eye glowed more brightly and remembering how his sword seemed to
surprise his foe when it cut him, Jherek pulled the sword free. He steadied himsdlf, pushing the need to
breathe from his mind. He rammed the sword down into lakhovas's eye.

The resulting exploson blew Jherek from the huge predator's back. Dazed, he struck out at a shark
that got too near him, turning the anima away from him. He looked down, seeing that the destruction of
the magicd eye had blown the Takers head dmost completdly away. In Jherek's hand, though, the sword
was miraculoudy dill whole and unmarked.

Remembering the df woman, Jherek dived after the snking carcass, spots whirling medly in his
vidon as his lungs ached for ar. The sea wyrm came up to him just as he reached lakhovass ruined
head.

Jherek peered into the cavern of torn flesh and spotted the df woman. He dimbed into the Takers
ruined maw and cradled the woman in his arms, taking her up from the blood and gore that filled what
was |eft of the creature, covered in it himsdf from his passage. For a moment, the young paadin believed
the df was dead. The great teeth had torn her body in severd places.

Theglllson the Sde of her neck feathered, and she opened her eyes and looked up at him.

Jherek's whole body ached. If they hadn't been in the water, he didn't think he'd have the strength to
lift her. He turned and started toward the grievous wound where the Taker's head had been, but his legs
falled him. His lungs were on the verge of burgting.

The seawyrm batted furioudy a the sharks that came for the fdlen giant, keeping them free of the
wound. Still, it wouldn't be long before the sharks overpowered even it.

Out of breath, spots svimming before his eyes, refusng to believe that he could fal now, Jherek
sagged, sruggling to keep his mouth closed, sruggling to keep from taking a breath.

Thewoman in hisarms took his facein her hands and pulled his mouth to hers. At fird, he ressted,
but even her weak drength was greater than what waned within him. She held her mouth on his and
opened her lips. The glls on the sde of her neck flexed and she blew ar agang his closed mouth.
Bubbles raced for the surface.



Understanding, Jherek opened his mouth and received the bregth of life she pushed into his lungs
He drank deeply from what she had to give, then stood again and pushed them out into the ocean.

He caught hold of the seawyrm and pulled them onto it, halding the woman in his ams as she hed
onto his face.

Gazing at the Taker's corpse, watching it settle dowly into the black depths of the sea, the young
paadin saw the sharks feeding at the raw meat and knew in hours it would be gone.

Epilogue
The Sea of Swords,
7 Uktar, the Year of the Gauntlet

"Jherek!"

The young paadin glanced up, hearing the sound distorted by the water.

Pacys swam down for him, protected by the magic bracelet. He stopped when he saw Jherek was
on hisway up, then swam aongside.

When they reached the surface, Jherek breathed deeply and shook the water from his eyes. He was
fadng east, toward the green lands he saw dong the coast. Morning had only laidy come, filling the sky
with pinks, oranges, ydlows, and reds.

"I saw the end,” Pacys sad excitedly. "l witnessed your battle with the Taker and your triumph.
Blessed Oghma, | will have my song and my name will be known throughout Faerun. There will not be a
shore you ever touch, Jherek, that will not know your story."

"Aye" Jnerek said, embarrassed, "but make sure you don't make my part too big, old bard. |
played such asmdl part in everything, and | have never been a hero.”

The woman in the young paadin's ams hacked and shifted weskly.

For the firg time, Jherek noticed the shark's tooth embedded between her breasts near her heart.
He duiced water over her, washing away the clotted hunks of mesat from the Taker's corpse.

The woman smiled weekly as she peered down at the tooth. "Even in death," she rasped, "he has
managed to kill me"

"Her name is Laagqued," Pacys sad quietly. The mermen learned of her a the Battle of Vodidru.
She served the Taker."

"Not inthe end,” Jherek replied, washing the blood from his hands and dipping the cutlass through
his sash. "In the end she stood for what was good and right.”

"It's better thisway," she whispered. "I am finished."

Her eyes glazed dightly.

"No," Jherek promised, drawing on the powers Lathander had seen fit to give him.

He prayed to his newfound god who watched over him for so many years, waiting until it was time
to reap the harvest, and he asked for the Morninglord's blessing.

The young paadin put his hands on the woman's breast, cupping the embedded shark's tooth. As he
continued to pray, golden light gleamed from his palms. The tooth shattered and fdl away. Blood gushed
from the wound, but he placed a hand over it and continued praying. When the golden gleam dimmed, he
scooped water over her chest, washing the blood away, and reveded only whole, unblemished skin.

"No," Jherek repeated. "Youll not die this day, lady." He helped her gt, seeing the amazement on
her features. "Lathander isa god of beginnings, not endings™

Laaqued dipped from his grasp and did into the water. She broke eye contact.

"Grditude is not something | was brought up to beieve in. My people have dways taken what they
wanted, and it was a weaker being'sill luck to have it taken from them.” She glanced back at Jherek and
added, "But | thank you for my life. There are new currentsinit that 1 would follow.”

"I wish you well inthem," Jherek said, "and | thank you for saving my life

Without another word, Laaqued dropped under the ocean and out of Sght.

"Jherek!"

Twiding, the young padadin spotted Sabyna standing on a ship's forecastle beside Glawinn. Jherek
urged the seawyrm forward and it cut across the ocean through the shattered remains of other ships, the



longboats filled with pirate survivors, corpses, and the sharks that fed on them.

Khlinat threw a cargo net over the Sde and cdled, "Pipe aboard, swabbie. We done found us a ship
that agaggle of pirates didn't have the guts to keep once we decided we liked the look of her. The dwarf
was splattered in blood, but not much of it looked like his. He offered a hand as Jherek climbed aboard.
"Ye done for that bad 'un, yeah?"

Jherek nodded and glanced at the ship. The stern mast was broken, the rigging was in tangles, and
most of the canvas was gone.

"Aye" Khlinat bellowed, "she aint no pretty 'un, swabbie, Il grant ye that, but she's tight as a
duck’s arse and she's got some promise.”

"There's ds0 a pretty impressive cargo below,” Azla said. She stepped up from the hold, limping
only alittle "No matter where were at, we're not going to be broke. Well find a port and get this ship
fixed up.”

"Then where, Captain?' Jherek asked. "Back to the Sea of Fdlen Stars?”

AZla hesitated, then amiled alittle. "I don't know," she said. "I'm beginning to think I've been around
you and Glawinn too long. Thelife of a pirate doesn't hold quite the dlure it once did.”

"And maybe you've taken a better look a yoursdf,” Glawinn said, cradling his injured am as he
approached. "Maybe you aren't as uncaring or disbdieving as you think you are.”

"Back off, Sr Knight,"” Azla said with only a trace of humor. "I'm quite capable of finding my own
way. Without your hdp.”

Glawinn turned his gaze on Jherek and asked, "What about you, young warrior? Where are you
bound?'

Jherek looked at Sabyna, then took her into his arms, enjoying the warm fed of her.

"Home" he said, looking into her eyes. "I want to see

Madame litaar and Mdorrie again, and make sure old Finaren and Butterfly are gill hde and
whole"

Glawinn softened his voice. "Not dl of your troubles are over, young warrior. Your father and his
crew dill roam the waters dong the Sword Coast.”

Sabyna gazed into Jherek's eyes with her copper-colored ones. "Whatever his troubles may be,"
she promised, "great or andl, hell never have to face them done.™

"Lady," Jnerek began, "you don't know the kind of trouble-"

The ship's mage placed her hand over his mouth. "No," she bade him, "no arguments. There's been
enough of those. | mean what | say, Jherek, and | ask only that you love me in turn. Without restraint,
without remorse. With dl of your heart." Tears glittered in her eyes, but she was amiling.

Jherek hdd her to him tightly, smdling the lilacs in spite of the brine that dung to her. He grinned at
the dawning sun in the eastern sky and said, "Asyou wish, lady."



