DRAGONS

Dngmer; DEPTHS

WETS & HICKMAN




Dragonlance

Dragons Of The Dwarven Depths

THE DARK CHRONICLES VOLUME ONE

Margaret Weis and Tracy Hickman

The Lost Chronicles, Volume One DRAGONS OF THE DWARVEN DEPTHS
©2006 Wizards of the Coast, Inc.

All characters in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is
purely coincidental.

Cover art by Matt Stawicki

Map by Sean MacDonald

First Printing: July 2006

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: 2005935527

987654321

ISBN-10: 0-7869-4099-9 ISBN-13: 978-0-7869-4099-8 620-95646720-001-EN
By Margaret Weis and Tracy Hickman

Dedication

To the memory of my father, George Edward Weis, this book is lovingly dedicated.
—Margaret Weis
To all those whose sacrifices are praised only in the heavens.

—Tracy Hickman



Foreword

Joseph Campbell charts the course of the epic myth as a circle.

It begins at the comforts of the hero's home—the top of the circle, if you will—and the Call of the
Adventure. From those safe and familiar surroundings, he sets off, perhaps urged along by a Helper
character, and encounters the Threshold of Adventure. There, passing the obstacles of the Guardians
that protect the way, he then crosses into the Realms of Power. In that wondrous new land he
encounters both more helpers to support him on his journey, and tests and adversaries that seek to
deter him from the path. He obtains the great prize—Sacred Marriage, Father Atonement,
Apotheosis, or Elixir Theft. Yet having attained his goal, the hero is only halfway through his true
journey. Then comes the flight from the realms of power, the crossing back over the threshold into
the mundane world, and, like Odysseus of old, the return to home, where he started—only to find
that either home has changed in his absence—or that his absence has changed him.

The journeys of Tanis, Laurana, Flint, Tasslehoff, Raistlin, Caramon, Sturm, and Tika—our Heroes
of the Lance—began in similar fashion over twenty years ago. They, too, were motivated to leave
their home, forge a path into mysterious, powerful, and unknown realms, so that they, too, might
gain a great prize—though not without tremendous cost. And they might have come home to a place
changed irreparably, as they, too, were changed.

So it was with Margaret and I as we set out on our own epic path over two decades ago. We forged
into unknown realms far from the security of our familiar lives. There were many helpers along the
way; we remember and honor you all. So, too, were there many trials that stood to dissuade us from
our course. These came in many shapes and forms. Each cost us— sometimes dearly—and still we
pressed on.

Now, we find ourselves returning again to that home from which we started on our adventure, all
those many years ago.

We fear to find it changed: we remember it as it was when it was wild and unexplored—before so
many thousands of words described so much of this world.

We fear to find ourselves changed: we vaguely recall how young we were, how we could not
conceive of failure in those days, and how raw our craft, then, seemed to us.

Yet, as we stand here on the hillside, the sunrise illuminates the Vallenwood Trees one more time.
The brass fixtures gleam again on the Inn of the Last Home, restored magically to its previous

glory. The clock and calendar have rewound here in Krynn. We have returned to find the world truly
as it was in the beginning—our heroes are as yet unproven, innocent yet filled with strength and
hope. Here, through the eye of our memory, the world is reborn.

And we, for a time, are young again.

—Tracy Hickman, January, 2006

The Song Of Kharas

by Michael Williams

Three were the thoughts of those in Thorbardin In the dark after Dergoth when the ogres danced.



One was the lost light, the limping darkness In the caves of the kingdom where light crumbles. One
the despair of the Dwarfthane Derkin Gone to the gloom of the tower of Glory. One the world,
weary and wounded Down to the deep of the Darkling's waters. Under the heart of the highland,
Under the ceiling of stone,

Under the wane of the world's glory. Home under home.

kokskok

Then was Kharas among us, the

Keeper of Kings. The Hand on the Hammer, Arm of the Hylar. At the gleaming gravesite of gold
and garnet Three sons of the thane he buried thereunder. While Derkin saw dark upon dark in the
tunnels, In the halls of the nation saw nooses and knives, killers and kingmakers came to

Kharas With agate and amethyst, asking allegiance. Under the heart of the highland, Under the
ceiling of stone, Under the wane of the world's glory. Home under home.

ek

But the stalwart in heart is strong as a stone. And bold and unbending his mind to the better: The
Hammer of Hylar was firm in the halls, Denying all discord, all doubt and division, He turned from
intrigue, from the wild tunnels, Out to the open, one oath swearing That time not treachery shall
ever tarnish The Hammer's return in a time of great troubles. Under the heart of the highland, Under
the ceiling of stone, Under the wane of the world's glory. Home under home.

Book One

Prologue

Standing over the bloody body of the fallen Dragon Highlord Verminaard, the aurak draconian,
Dray-yan, saw his destiny flare before him.

The brilliant flash hit him with the force of a comet falling from the sky, burning his blood and
sending a tingling sensation throughout his scaly body down to his clawed fingers. After the initial
burst, a cascade of more ideas followed, showering down on him. His entire plan formed in
seconds.

Dray-yan whipped off his ornate cloak and dropped it over the body of the Dragon Highlord, hiding
the corpse and the large pool of blood beneath it from view. The aurak draconian was panicked, or
so it must appear to those watching. Shouting furiously for help, he grabbed several baaz
(draconians of lowly stature, notable for their obtuse gullibility) and ordered them to fetch a litter.

"Make haste! Lord Verminaard is grievously wounded! We must carry Lord Verminaard to his
chambers! Swiftly! Swiftly, before his lordship succumbs to his wounds."

Fortunately for Dray-yan, the situation inside the fortress of Pax Tharkas was chaotic: escaping
slaves, two red dragons battling each other, the sudden thunderous fall of tons of rocks blocking the
pass and crushing a vast number of soldiers. No one was paying any attention to the fallen Highlord
being carried inside the fortress or to the aurak who was accompanying him.



When Verminaard's corpse was safely inside his chambers, Dray-yan shut the doors, posted the baaz
draconians who had carried the litter outside as guards, and gave orders that no one was to enter.

Dray-yan then helped himself to a bottle of Verminaard's finest wine and sat down at Verminaard's
desk and began to go through Verminaard's secret papers. What Dray-yan read intrigued and
impressed him. He sipped the wine, studied the situation, and went over his plans in his mind.
Occasionally someone would come to the door demanding orders. Dray-yan would shout that his
lordship was not to be disturbed. Hours passed and then, when night had fallen, Dray-yan opened
the door a crack.

"Tell Commander Grag that he is wanted in Lord Verminaard's chambers."

It took some time before the large bozak commander arrived. During the interval, Dray-yan
pondered whether or not to take Grag into his confidence. His instinct was to trust no one,
particularly a draconian Dray-yan considered inferior to himself. Dray-yan was forced to concede,
however, that he could not do this alone. He was going to need help, and though he held Grag in
disdain, he had to admit that Grag was not as stupid or incompetent as most other bozaks Dray-yan
had encountered. Grag was, in fact, quite intelligent, an excellent military commander. If Grag had
been in charge of Pax Tharkas instead of that muscle-bound, muscle-headed human Verminaard,
there would have been no slave uprising. This disaster would have never happened.

Unfortunately, no one would have even considered putting Grag in command of humans, who
believed that the "lizard-men," with their shining scales, wings, and tails, were bred for killing and
nothing else. Draconians were incapable of rational thought, unfit for any type of leadership role in
the Dark Queen's army. Dray-yan knew Takhisis herself believed this, and he secretly despised his
goddess for it.

He would show her. Draconians would prove themselves to her. If he succeeded, he might well be
the next Dragon Highlord.

One clawed step at a time, however.
"Commander Grag," announced one of the baaz.

The door opened, and Grag walked inside. The bozak stood well over six feet in height, and his
large wings made him appear far taller. He had bronze scales covered by minimal armor, for he
relied on his scales and tough hide to protect him. His scales at the moment were smeared with dirt
and dust and streaked with blood. He was obviously exhausted. His long tail swept slowly from side
to side. His lips were tightly pressed over his fangs. His yellow eyes narrowed as they stared hard at
Dray-yan.

"What do you want?" Grag demanded churlishly. He waved a claw. "It had better be important. I'm
needed out there." Then he caught sight of the figure on the bed. "I heard his lordship was wounded.
Are you treating him?"

Grag neither liked nor trusted the aurak, as Dray-yan well knew. Bozak draconians were bred to be
warriors. Like auraks, bozaks were granted magical spells by their Queen, but bozak magic was
martial in nature and not nearly as powerful as that of the auraks. In personality, the large and burly
bozaks tended to be open, forthright, blunt, and to the point.

Auraks, by contrast, were not intended to fight battles. Tall and slender, they were secretive by
nature, sly and subtle, their magic extremely powerful.

Aurak and bozak draconians had been raised to hate and mistrust each other by humans who feared
they would otherwise become too powerful—or at least that's what Dray-yan had come to believe.

"His lordship is grievously wounded," said Dray-yan, loudly for the benefit of the baaz, who were
probably eavesdropping, "but I am praying to Her Dark Majesty and there is every hope he will
recover. Please come in, Commander, and shut the door behind you."



Grag hesitated then did as he was told.

"Make certain that door is shut and bolted," Dray-yan added. "Now, come here."
Dray-yan motioned Grag to Verminaard's bedside.

Grag looked down then looked back up.

"He's not wounded," said Grag. "He's dead."

"Yes, he is," said Dray-yan dispassionately.

"Then why tell me he's alive?"

"I wasn't telling you so much as I was telling the baaz guards."

"What slime you auraks are," Grag sneered. "You have to twist everything—"
"The point is," said Dray-yan, "we're the only two who know he's dead.

Grag stared, puzzled.

"Let me make this clear, Commander," Dray-yan said. "We—you and I—are the only two beings in
this world who know that Lord Verminaard is no more. Even those baaz who carried his lordship
inside this room think he still lives."

"I still don't see your point—"

"Verminaard is dead. There is no Highlord, no one in command of the Red Dragonarmy," said Dray-
yan.

Grag shrugged then said bitterly, "Once Emperor Ariakas finds out Verminaard is dead, another
human will be sent to take over. It's only a matter of time."

"You and I both know that would be a mistake," said Dray-yan. "You and I both know there are
others who are better qualified."

Grag looked at Dray-yan and the bozak's yellow eyes flickered. "Who did you have in mind?"
"The two of us," said Dray-yan.
"Us?" Grag repeated with a curl of his lip

"Yes, us," said Dray-yan coolly. "I know very little of military tactics and strategies. I would leave
all that up to your wise expertise."

Grag's eyes flickered again, this time with amusement at the aurak's attempt at flattery. He glanced
back at the corpse. "So I am to command the Red Dragonarmy, while you are doing... what?"

"I will be Lord Verminaard," said the aurak.

Grag turned to ask Dray-yan what in the Abyss he meant by that last remark, only to find Lord
Verminaard standing beside him. His lordship, in all his hulking glory, stood glaring at Grag.

"Well, what do you think, Commander?" Dray-yan asked in a perfect imitation of Verminaard's
deep, rasping voice.

The illusion cast by the aurak was so perfect, so compelling, that Grag glanced involuntarily back at
the corpse to reassure himself the human was, indeed, truly dead. When he looked back, Dray-yan
was himself once more—golden scales, small wings, stubby tail, pretentious arrogance and all.

"How would this work?" Grag asked, still not trusting the aurak.

"You and I will determine our course of action. We make plans for the disposition of the armies,
prosecute the battles, etc. I would, of course, defer to you in such matters," Dray-yan added
smoothly.

Grag grunted.



"I issue the commands and take his lordship's place whenever he needs to be seen in public."

Grag thought this over. "We put out the word that Verminaard was wounded but that, with the Dark
Queen's blessing, he's recovering. Meanwhile you act in his place, relaying his commands from his
'sick bed"."

"Within a short time," Dray-yan said, "with the Dark Queen's blessing his lordship will be fit
enough to resume his normal duties."

Grag was intrigued. "It just might work." He regarded Dray-yan with grudging admiration Dray-yan
didn't notice. "Our biggest problem will be disposing of the body." He cast a scathing glance at the
corpse. "There was such a lot of him."

Lord Verminaard had been an enormous human—standing nearly seven feet tall, big-boned, fleshy,
and heavily muscled.

"The mines," suggested Grag. "Dump the body in a mine shaft and then bring down the shaft on top
of it."

"The mines are outside the fortress walls. How do we smuggle out the body?"

"You auraks can walk through air, or so I've heard," Grag replied. "You should have no trouble
carrying the body out of here unseen."

"We walk the halls of magic, of time and space," said Dray-yan reprovingly. "I could carry the
bastard, I suppose, though he weighs a ton. Still, one must make sacrifices for the cause. I'll dispose
of him tonight. Now, tell me what's going on in the fortress. Have the escaped slaves been
recaptured?"

"No," said Grag, adding bluntly, "and they won't be. Both Pyros and Flamestrike are dead. The fool
dragons killed each other. The triggering of the defense mechanism caused the boulders to clog the
pass, effectively blocking our troops who are now trapped on other side."

"You could send the forces we have here after the slaves," suggested Dray-yan.

"Most of my men lie buried under the rock fall," said Grag grimly. "That's where I was when you
summoned me—trying to dig them out. It would take days, maybe weeks of work even if we had
the manpower, which we don't."

Grag shook his head. "We need dragons to help us; that would make a difference. There are eight
red dragons assigned to this army, but [ have no idea where they are—Qualinesti, maybe, or
Abanasinia:"

"I can find out." Dray-yan jerked a claw at the piles of papers that lay scattered about on the desk.
"I'll summon them in the name of Lord Verminaard."

"The dragons won't take orders from the likes of us," Grag pointed out. "Dragons despise us, even
those who are on our side, fighting for the same cause. The reds would just as soon fry us as not.
Your Verminaard illusion had better be able to fool them. Either that or..."

He paused, thoughtful.

"Or?" Dray-yan asked worriedly. The aurak was confident his illusion would fool humans and other
draconians. He was not all that certain about dragons.

"We could ask Her Dark Majesty for help. The dragons would obey her, if not us."

"True," Dray-yan conceded. "Unfortunately, our queen's opinion of us is almost as low as that of her
dragons."

"I have some ideas." Grag was starting to grow enthusiastic. "Ideas about how dragons and
draconians can work together in ways that humans cannot. I could speak to Her Majesty, if you like.
I think that once I explain—"



"You do that!" said Dray-yan hastily, glad to be relieved of this burden.

Bozak were known for their devotion to the goddess. If Takhisis would listen to anyone, it would be
Grag.

Dray-yan went back to the original topic under discussion. "So the humans escaped. How did that
happen?"

"My men tried to stop them," Grag said defensively. He felt he was being blamed. "There were too
few of us. This fortress is undermanned. I repeatedly requested more troops, but his lordship said
they were needed elsewhere. Some human warriors, led by an accursed Solamnic knight and an
elven female, held off my forces, while other humans ransacked the supply room and hauled off
whatever they could lay their hands on in stolen wagons. I had to let them go. I didn't have enough
men to send after them."

"The humans have to travel south, a route that will take them into the Kharolis mountains. With
winter coming on, they will need to find shelter and food. How many got away?"

"About eight hundred. Those who worked in the mines. Men, women, children."

"Ah, they have children with them." Dray-yan was pleased. "That will slow them down. We can
take our time, Commander, pursue them at our leisure."

"What about the mines? The army needs steel. The emperor will be upset if the mines close."
"I have some thoughts on that. As to the humans—"

"Unfortunately, they have leaders now," Grag complained. "Intelligent leaders, not like those
doddering old idiots, the Seekers. The same leaders who planned the slave revolt and fought and
killed his lordship."

"That was luck, not skill," Dray-yan said dismissively. "I saw those so-called leaders of yours—a
half-breed elf, a sickly mage, and a barbarian savage. The others are even less worthy of note. I
don't think we need worry overmuch about them."

"We have to pursue the humans," Grag insisted. "We have to find them and bring them back here,
not only to work in the mines. There is something about them that is vitally important to Her Dark
Majesty. She has ordered me to go after them."

"I know what that is," said Dray-yan triumphantly. "Verminaard has it in his notes. She fears they
might dig up some moldy old artifact, a hammer or something. I forget what it is called."

Grag shook his head. He had no interest in artifacts.

"We will go after them, Grag, I promise you," Dray-yan said. "We will bring back the men to work
in the mines. We won't bother with the women and children. They only cause trouble. We'll simply
dispose of them—"

"Don't dispose of all the women," Grag said with a leer. "My men need some amusement—"

Dray-yan grimaced. He found the unnatural lust some draconians had for human females
disgusting.

"In the meantime, there are other more important events happening in the world, events that could
have a significant impact on the war and on us."

Dray-yan poured Grag a glass of wine, sat him down at the table, and shoved forward a stack of
papers.

"Look through these. Take special note of a place labeled, "Thorbardin'..."



Chapter 1

The coughing spell. Hot tea. Chickens aren't eagles.

Wearily, Raistlin Majere wrapped himself in a blanket and lay down on the dirt floor of the pitch
dark cave and tried to go to sleep. Almost immediately, he began coughing. He hoped this would be
a brief spasm, as some were, and would soon end, but the tight, constricted feeling in his chest did
not abate. Rather, the cough grew worse. He sat upright, struggling to breathe, a taste of iron in his
mouth. Fumbling for a handkerchief, he pressed it to his lips. He could not see in the utter darkness
of the smallish cave, but he had no need to see. He knew quite well when he removed the cloth it
would be stained with red.

Raistlin was a young man in his early twenties, yet he felt sometimes as if he had lived a hundred
years and that each of those years had taken its toll on him. The shattering of his health had
happened in a matter of moments during the dread Test in the Tower of High Sorcery. He'd gone
into that test a young man, physically weak, perhaps, but relatively healthy. He'd emerged an old
one—his health irretrievably impaired—not even the gods could heal him; his brownish red hair
gone white, his skin turned glistening gold; his vision cursed.

The mundane were horrified. A test that left a young man crippled was not a test at all, they said. It
was sadistic torture. The wise wizards knew better. Magic is a powerful force, a gift of the gods of
magic, and with such a force comes a powerful responsibility. In the past, this power had been
misused. Wizards had once come perilously close to destroying the world. The gods of magic had
intervened, establishing rules and laws for the use of magic, and now only those mortals capable of
handling such responsibility were permitted to wield it.

All mages who wanted to advance in their profession were required to take a test given to them by
the wizards high in the Order. To ensure that every wizard who went into this test was serious about
the art, the Orders of High Sorcery decreed that each wizard must be willing to bet his or her life on
the outcome. Failure meant death. Even success did not come without sacrifice. The test was
designed to teach the mage something about himself.

Raistlin had learned a great deal about himself, more than he wanted to know. He had committed a
terrible act in that Tower, an act from which part of him recoiled in horror, yet there was another
part of him that knew quite well he would do the same again. The act had not been real, though it
had seemed quite real to him at the time. The test consisted of dropping the mage into a world of
illusion. The choices he made in this world would affect him the rest of his life—might even end up
costing him his life.

The terrible deed Raistlin had committed involved his twin brother, Caramon, who had been a
horrified witness to it. The two never spoke of what had happened, but the knowledge was always
there, casting its shadow over them.

The Test in the Tower is designed to help the mage learn more about his strengths and his
weaknesses in order for him to improve himself. Thus, the punishment. Thus, the rewards. The
punishment had been severe in Raistlin's case—his health wrecked, his vision cursed. He had
emerged from the Test with pupils the shape of hourglasses. To teach him humility and compassion,
he saw the passage of time speeded up. Whatever he looked upon, be it fair maiden or a newly
picked apple, withered with age as he gazed at it.

Yet the rewards were worth it. Raistlin had power now, power that astonished, awed, and frightened
those who knew the young mage best. Par-Salian, head of the Conclave, had given Raistlin the Staff
of Magius, a rare and valuable artifact. Even as he bent double coughing,

Raistlin put out his hand to touch the staff. Its presence was comforting, reassuring. His suffering



was worth it. The magical staff had been crafted by Magius, one of the most gifted mages who had
ever lived. Raistlin had owned the staff for several years now, and he still did not know the full
extent of the staff's powers.

He coughed again, the cough tearing at him, rending flesh and bone. The only remedy for one of
these spasms was a special herbal tea. The tea should be drunk hot for best effect. The cave that was
his current home had no fire pit, no means to warm the water. Raistlin would have to leave the
warmth of his blanket and go out into the night in search of hot water.

Ordinarily, Caramon would have been on hand to fetch the water and brew the tea. Caramon was

not here, however. Hale and healthy, big of heart and body, generous of spirit, Raistlin's twin was

somewhere out there in the night, capering light-heartedly with the other guests at the wedding of
Riverwind and Goldmoon.

The hour was late—well after midnight. Raistlin could still hear the laughter and music from the
celebration. He was angry with Caramon for abandoning him, going off to make merry with some
girl—Tika Waylan most likely—leaving his ill twin to fend for himself.

Half suffocated, Raistlin tried to stand and almost collapsed. He grabbed hold of a chair, eased
himself into it and crumpled over, laying his head on the rickety table Caramon had cobbled
together from a packing crate.

"Raistlin?" cried a cheerful voice from outside. "Are you asleep? I have a question I need to ask
you!"

"Tas!" Raistlin tried to call out the kender's name, but another spasm of coughing interrupted him.
"Oh, good," the cheery voice went on, hearing the coughing, "you're still awake."
Tas—short for Tasslehoff—Burrfoot bounded into the cave.

The kender had been told repeatedly that, in polite society, one always knocked on the door (or, in
this instance, the lattice-work screen of branches that covered the cave entrance) and waited to be
invited inside before one entered. Tas had difficulty adapting to this custom, which was not the
norm in kender society, where doors are shut against inclement weather and marauding bugbears
(and sometimes not even the bugbears, if they are interesting bugbears). When Tas remembered to
knock at all, he generally did so simultaneous with entering if the occupant was lucky. Otherwise,
he entered first and then remembered to knock, which is what he did on this occasion.

Tas lifted the screen and slipped nimbly inside, bringing with him light flaring from a lantern.

"Hullo, Raistlin," said Tas. He came to stand beside the young mage and thrust both a grubby hand
and the lantern into Raistlin's face. "What kind of a feather is this?"

Kender are a diminutive race said to be distantly related to dwarves (by everyone except the
dwarves). Kender are fearless, intensely curious, fond of bright-colored clothing, leather pouches,
and collecting interesting objects to put in those pouches. Kender are a race of optimists and sadly a
race that tends to be a bit light-fingered. To call a kender a thief is misnomer. Kender never mean to
steal. They borrow, always with the best intentions of returning what they've picked up. It is hard to
persuade a closed-minded person to understand this, however, particularly when he finds the
kender's hand in his purse.

Tasslehoff was representative of his race. He stood somewhere near four feet in height, depending
on how high his topknot of hair was on any particular day. Tas was quite proud of his topknot and
often decorated it as he'd done tonight, having adorned it with several red maple leaves. He faced
Raistlin with a grin on his face, his slightly slanted eyes shining and his pointed ears quivering with
excitement.

Raistlin glared at Tasslehoff with as much fury as he could muster, given that he was blinded by the
sudden light and choking to death. He reached out his own hand and seized hold of the kender's



wrist and squeezed.
"Hot water!" Raistlin gasped. "Tea!"
"Tea?" said Tas, just catching the last word. "No, thanks, I just ate."

Raistlin coughed into the handkerchief. It came away from his lips stained red with blood. He
glared at Tas again and this time the kender caught on.

"Oh, you want the tea! The tea Caramon always makes for your cough. Caramon's not here to make
it, and you can't make it, because you're coughing. Which means..." Tas hesitated. He didn't want to
get this wrong.

Raistlin pointed a trembling hand at the empty mug on the table.
"You want me to fetch the water!" Tas jumped to his feet. "I won't be gone a minute!"

The kender dashed outside, leaving the screen of branches open so that cold air blew in, causing
Raistlin to shiver. He clutched the blanket around his shoulders and went into a another fit of
coughing.

Tas was back in an instant.
"Forgot the mug."
He grabbed the mug and ran off again.

"Shut the—" Raistlin tried, but he couldn't manage to say it quickly enough. The kender was gone,
the screen standing open.

Raistlin gazed out into the night. The sound of merriment was louder now. He could see firelight
and the silhouettes of people dancing. The bride and groom, Riverwind and Goldmoon, would have
gone to their wedding bed by now. They would be wrapped in each other's arms; their love for each
other, their trials, their sorrows and griefs, their long and dark journey together culminating in this
moment of joy.

That's all it will be, Raistlin thought—a moment—a spark that will flare for an instant then be
stamped out by the doom that was fast approaching. He was the only one with the brains to see it.
Even Tanis Half-Elven, who had more sense than most of this lot, had been lulled into a false sense
of peace and security.

"The Queen of Darkness is not defeated," Raistlin had told Tanis not so many hours ago.
"We may not have won the war," Tanis had said in reply, "but we have won a major battle—"
Raistlin had shaken his head at such stupidity.

"Do you see no hope?" Tanis had asked.

"Hope is the denial of reality," Raistlin had said in return. "Hope is the carrot dangled before the
draft horse to keep him plodding along in a vain attempt to reach it."

He was rather proud of that imagery, and he smiled as he thought back on it. Another fit of
coughing ended his smile and interrupted his thoughts. When he had recovered, he stared again out
the door, trying to see the kender in the moonlight. Raistlin was leaning on a weak reed and he
knew it. There was every possibility that the rattlebrained kender would get distracted by something
and forget about him completely.

"In which case I'll be dead by morning," Raistlin muttered. His irritation at Caramon grew.

His thoughts went back to his conversation with Tanis. "Are you saying we should just give up?"
Tanis had asked him. "I'm saying we should remove the carrot and walk forward with our eyes
open," Raistlin had answered. "How will you fight the dragons, Tanis? For there will be more! More
than you can imagine! Where now is Huma? Where now are the fabled dragonlances?"



The half-elf had no answer. Tanis had been impressed with Raistlin's remarks, though. He'd gone off
to think about them, and now that this wedding was over, perhaps the people could be made to take
a good hard look at the grim reality of their situation. Autumn was ending. The chill wind blowing
into the door, coming from the mountains, presaged the winter months that lay ahead.

Raistlin went into another fit of coughing. When he lifted his head, there was the kender.

"I'm back," said Tasslehoff brightly and unnecessarily. "Sorry to be so slow, but I didn't want to spill

n

any.

He gingerly set the steaming mug on the table and then looked about for the sack of herbs. Finding
it lying nearby, he grabbed hold of it and yanked it open.

"Do I just dump this whole bag in here—"

Raistlin snatched the precious herbs away from the kender. Carefully, he shook out some of the
leaves into the hot water and watched intently as they swirled about and then drifted to the bottom
of the cup. When the color of the water had darkened and the pungent smell filled the air, Raistlin
took the mug in his shaking hands and brought it to his lips.

The brew had been a gift from the archmage, Par-Salian—a gift to ease his guilty conscience, so
Raistlin had always thought bitterly. The soothing concoction slid down Raistlin's throat and almost
immediately the spasms ceased. The smothering feeling, like cobwebs in his lungs, eased. He drew
in a deep breath.

Tas wrinkled his nose. "That stuff smells like a gully dwarf picnic. Are you sure it makes you
better?"

Raistlin sipped the tea, reveling in its warmth. "Now that you can talk," Tas continued, "I have a
question about this feather. Where did I put it—"

Tas began to search through the pockets of his jacket.

Raistlin eyed the kender coldly. "I am exhausted, and I would like to return to my bed, but I don't
suppose I will be able to get rid of you, will I?"

"I did fetch the hot water for you," Tas reminded him. He suddenly looked worried. "My feather's
not here."

Raistlin sighed deeply as he watched the kender continue to rummage through his pockets decorated
with gold braiding "borrowed" from a ceremonial cloak the kender had come across somewhere.
Not finding what he sought, Tas rummaged through the pockets of his loose-fitting trousers and
then started in on his boots. Raistlin lacked the strength, or he would have thrown the kender out
bodily.

"It's this new jacket," Tas complained. "I never know where to find things."

He had discarded the clothes he had been wearing for an entirely new set, collected over the past
few weeks from the leavings and cast-offs of the refugees from Pax Tharkas in whose company
they were now traveling.

The refugees had been slaves, forced to work in the iron mines for the Dragon Highlord
Verminaard. The Highlord had been killed in an uprising led by Raistlin and his friends. They had
freed the slaves and fled with them into the mountainous region south of the city of Pax Tharkas.
Though it was hard to believe, this annoying kender, Tasslehoff Burrfoot, had been one of the
heroes of that uprising. He and the elderly and befuddled wizard, who called himself by the
grandiose name of Fizban the Fabulous, had inadvertently triggered a mechanism that sent hundreds
of tons of boulders dropping down into a mountain pass, blocking the draconian army on the other
side of the pass from entering Pax Tharkas to put down the uprising.

Verminaard had died at the hands of Tanis and Sturm Brightblade. The magical sword of the



legendary elven king, Kith-Kanan, and the hereditary sword of the Solamnic knight, Sturm
Brightblade, pierced the Highlord's armor and stabbed deep into the man's body. Up above them,
two red dragons fought and two red dragons died, their blood falling like horrible rain upon the
terrified observers.

Tanis and the others had acted quickly to take charge of the chaotic situation. Some of the slaves
had wanted to take out their revenge against the monstrous draconians who had been their masters.
Knowing their only hope for survival lay in flight, Tanis, Sturm, and Elistan had persuaded the men
and women that they had a god-given opportunity to escape, taking their families to safety.

Tanis had organized work parties. The women and children had gathered what supplies they could
find. They loaded up wagons used to carry ore from the mines with food, blankets, tools—whatever
they thought would be needed on their trek to freedom.

The dwarf, Flint Fireforge, had been born and raised in these mountains, and he led Plainsmen
scouts, who had been among the slaves, on a expedition south to find a safe haven for the refugees.
They had discovered a valley nestled between the Kharolis peaks. The tops of the mountains were
already white with snow, but the valley far below was still lush and green, the leaves barely touched
by the reds and golds of autumn. There was game in abundance. The valley was crisscrossed with
clear streams, and the foothills were honey-combed with caves that could be used for dwellings,
food storage, and refuge in case of attack.

In those early days, the refugees expected at any moment to be set upon by dragons, pursued by the
foul dragon-men known as draconians, and they might well have been pursued, for the draconian
army was quite capable of scaling the pass leading into the valley. It had been (astonishingly)
Raistlin's twin, Caramon, who had come up with the idea of blocking the pass by causing an
avalanche.

It had been Raistlin's magic—a devastating lightning spell he had learned from a night-blue
spellbook he had acquired in the sunken city of Xak Tsaroth—that had produced the thunder clap
that had shaken loose mounds of snow and sent heavy boulders cascading into the pass. More snow
had fallen on top of that, fallen for days and nights, so that the pass was soon choked with it. No
creature—not even the winged and claw-footed lizard-men—could now enter the valley.

Days for the refugees had passed in peaceful tranquility, and the people relaxed. The red and gold
leaves fell to the ground and turned brown. The memory of the dragons and the terror of their
captivity receded. Safe, snug, and secure, the refugees talked about spending the winter here,
planning to continue their journey south in the spring. They spoke of building permanent shelters.
They talked of dismantling the wagons and using the wood for crude huts, or building dwellings out
of rock and sod to keep them warm when the chill rain and snows of winter would eventually come
to the valley.

Raistlin's lip curled in a sneer of contempt.
"I'm going to bed," he said.

"Found it!" cried Tasslehoff, remembering at the last moment that he'd stuck the feather in a safe
place—his brown topknot of hair.

Tasslehoff plucked the feather from his topknot and held it out in the palm of his hand. He held it
carefully, as if it were a precious jewel, and regarded it with awe.

Raistlin regarded the feather with disdain. "It's a chicken feather," he stated.

He rose to his feet, gathered his long red robes around his wasted body, and returned to his straw
pallet spread out on the dirt floor.

"Ah, I thought so," said Tasslehoff, softly.

"Close the door on your way out," Raistlin ordered. Lying down on the pallet, he wrapped himself



in his blanket and closed his eyes. He was sinking into slumber when a hand, shaking his shoulder,
brought him back awake.

"What?" Raistlin snapped.

"This is very important," Tas said solemnly, bending over Raistlin and breathing garlic from dinner
into the mage's face. "Can chickens fly?"

Raistlin shut his eyes. Maybe this was a bad dream.

"I know they have wings," Tas continued, "and I know roosters can flap to the top of the chicken
coop so they can crow when the sun comes up, but what I'm wondering is if can chickens fly way
up high, like eagles? Because, you see, this feather floated down from the sky and I looked up, but I
didn't see any passing chickens, and then I realized that I'd never seen chickens fly—"

"Get out!" Raistlin snarled, and he reached for the Staff of Magius that lay near his bed. "Or so help
me I will—"

"—turn me into a hop toad and feed me to a snake. Yes, I know." Tas sighed and stood up. "About
the chickens—"

Raistlin knew the kender would never leave him alone, not even with the threat of being turned into
a toad, which Raistlin lacked the strength to do anyway.

"Chickens are not eagles. They cannot fly," said Raistlin.
"Thank you!" said Tasslehoff joyously. "I knew it! Chickens aren't eagles!"

He flung aside the screen, leaving it wide open, and forgetting his lantern, which shone right in
Raistlin's eyes. Raistlin was just starting to drift off, when Tas's shrill voice jolted him again to
wakefulness.

"Caramon! There you are!" Tas shouted. "Guess what? Chickens aren't eagles. They can't fly!
Raistlin said so. There's hope, Caramon! Your brother is wrong. Not about the chickens, but about
the hope. This feather is a sign! Fizban cast a magic spell he called featherfall to save us when we
were falling off the chain and we were supposed to fall like feathers, but instead the only thing that
fell were feathers—chicken feathers. The feathers saved me, though not Fizban."

Tas's voice trailed off into a snuffle as he thought of his sadly deceased friend.
"Have you been pestering Raist?" Caramon demanded.

"No, I've been helping him!" Tas said proudly. "Raistlin was choking to death, like he does, you
know. He was coughing up blood! I saved him. I ran to get the water that he uses to make that
horrible smelling stuff he drinks. He's better now, so you don't have to fret. Hey, Caramon, don't
you want to hear about the chickens—"

Caramon didn't. Raistlin heard his twin's large boots clomp hastily over the ground, running toward
the hut.

"Raist!" Caramon cried anxiously. "Are you all right?"

"No thanks to you," Raistlin muttered. He hunched deeper into his blanket, kept his eyes closed. He
could see Caramon well enough without looking at him.

Big, muscular, broad-shouldered, broad-smiling, genial, good-looking, his brother was everybody's
friend, all the girls' darling.

"I was left to the tender mercies of a kender," Raistlin told him, "while you were out playing slap
and tickle with the buxom Tika."

"Don't talk about her like that, Raist," said Caramon, and there was a harsh edge to his generally
cheerful voice. "Tika's a nice girl. We were dancing. That's all."



Raistlin grunted.

Caramon stood there shuffling his big feet, then said remorsefully, "I'm sorry I wasn't here to fix
your tea. I didn't realize it was so late. Can I— Can I get you anything? Do something for you?"

"You can stop talking, shut what passes for a door, and douse that blasted light!"

"Yeah, Raist. Sure." Caramon picked up the lattice-work branch screen and set it back into place.
He blew out the candle inside the lantern and undressed in the darkness.

Caramon tried to be quiet, but the big man—a muscular and healthy contrast to his weaker twin—
stumbled into the table, knocked over a chair, and once, to judge by the sound of swearing, bumped
his head on the cavern wall while groping about in the dark, trying to find his mattress.

Raistlin grit his teeth and waited in seething silence until Caramon finally settled down. His brother
was soon snoring, and Raistlin, who had been so weary, lay wide awake, unable to sleep.

He stared into the darkness, not blinded by it as his twin and all the rest of them. His eyes were
open to what lived inside.

"Chicken feathers!" he muttered scathingly and began to cough again.

Chapter 2

Dawn of a New Day.

The longing for home.

Tanis Half-Elven woke with a hangover, and he hadn't even been drinking. His hangover came not
from spending the night in jollity, dancing, and drinking too much ale. It came from lying awake
half the night worrying.

Tanis had left the wedding early last night. The celebratory spirit grated on his soul. The loud music
made him wince and glance uneasily over his shoulder, fearful that they were revealing themselves
to their enemies. He longed to tell the musicians, banging and tooting on their crude instruments,
not to play so loudly. There were eyes watching from the darkness, ears listening. Eventually he had
sought out Raistlin, finding the company of the dark-souled, cynical mage more in keeping with his
own dark and pessimistic feelings.

Tanis had paid for it, too. When he had finally fallen asleep, he dreamed of horses and carrots,
dreamed he was that draft horse, plodding round and round in a never-ending circle, seeking vainly
for the carrot he could never quite reach.

"First, the carrot is a blue crystal staff," he said resentfully, rubbing his aching forehead. "We have
to save the staff from falling into the wrong hands. We do and then we're told this is not good
enough. We have to travel to Xak Tsaroth to find the god's greatest gift—the sacred Disks of
Mishakal, only to discover that we can't read them. We have to seek out the person who can, and all
the while, we are being dragged deeper and deeper into this war—a war none of knew was even
going on!"

"Yes, you did," growled a largish lump, barely visible in the half-light of dawn that was slipping
through the blankets covering the opening of the cave. "You had traveled enough, seen enough,
heard enough to know war was brewing. You just wouldn't admit it."

"I'm sorry, Flint," said Tanis. "I didn't mean to wake you. I didn't realize I was talking out loud."

"That's a sign of madness, you know," the dwarf grumbled. "Talking to yourself. You shouldn't



make a habit of it. Now go back to sleep before you wake the kender."

Tanis glanced over at another lump on the opposite side of the cave that was not so much a cave as
a hole scooped out of the mountain. Tas had been relegated to a far corner by Flint, who'd been
grumpily opposed to sharing his cave with the kender anyway. Tanis needed to keep an eye on Tas,
however, and had finally persuaded the dwarf to allow the kender to share their dwelling.

"I think I could shout and not wake him," said Tanis, smiling.

The kender slept the peaceful and innocent sleep of dogs and children. Much like a dog, Tas
twitched and whiffled in his sleep, his small fingers wiggling as if even in his dreams he was
examining all sorts of curious and wondrous things. Tas's precious pouches, containing his treasure
trove of "borrowed" items, lay scattered around him. He was using one as a pillow.

Tanis made a mental note to go through those pouches sometime today when Tas was off on one of
his excursions. Tanis regularly searched the kender's possessions, looking for objects people had
"misplaced" or "dropped." Tanis would return said objects to their owners, who would receive them
in a huff and tell him he really should do something about the kender's pilfering.

Since kender had been pilfering since the day the Graygem's passing had created them (if you
believed the old legends), there wasn't much Tanis could do to stop it, short of taking the kender to
the top of the mountain and shoving him off, which was Flint's preferred solution to the problem.

Tanis crawled out from beneath his blanket, and moving as quietly as he could, he left the hut. He
had an important decision to make today, and if he remained in his bed, trying to go back to sleep,
he would only toss and turn restlessly thinking about it, risking another outraged protest from Flint.
Despite the chill of the morning—and winter was definitely in the air—Tanis decided to go wash
the thought of carrots out of his mind with a plunge in the stream.

His cavern was just one of many that pocked the mountainside. The refugees of Pax Tharkas were
not the first people to dwell in these caves. Pictures painted on the walls of some gave indications
that ancient folk had lived here before. The pictures depicted hunters with bows and arrows and
animals that resembled deer yet had long pointed horns, not antlers. And in some there were
creatures with wings. Enormous creatures breathing fire from their mouths. Dragons.

He stood for a moment on the ledge in front of his cave, gazing down at floor of the valley spread
out before him. He could not see the stream; the valley was shrouded with a low-lying mist rising
off the water. The sun lit the sky, but it had not yet risen over the mountains. The valley remained
nestled in its foggy blanket, as though as loathe to wake up as the old dwarf.

A beautiful place, Tanis thought to himself, climbing down from the rocks onto the wet grass in the
misty half-light, heading toward the tree-lined stream.

The red leaves of the maple and the gold of the walnut and oak trees were a brilliant contrast to the
dark green of the pines, as the gray rock of the mountains was a contrast to the stark white, new-
fallen snows. He could see tracks of game animals on the muddy trail leading to the stream. Nuts
lay on the ground, and fruit hung glistening from the vines.

"We could shelter in this valley though the winter months," Tanis said, doing his thinking aloud. He
slipped and slid down the bank until he came to the edge of the deep, swift-flowing water. "What
harm would there be in that?" he asked his reflection.

The face that looked up at him grinned in answer. He had elven blood in him, but one would never
know by looking. Laurana accused him of hiding it. Well, maybe he did. It made life easier. Tanis
scratched at the beard that no elf could grow. Long hair covered his slightly pointed ears. His body
did not have the slender delicacy of the elven form but the bulk of humans.

Stripping off his leather tunic, breeches, and boots, Tanis waded into the stream, dispersing his
reflection in ripples, gasping at the shock of the cold water. He splashed water onto his chest and
neck. Then, holding his breath, he braved himself for a plunge. He came up huffing and blowing



water from his nose and mouth, grinning widely at the tingling sensation that spread throughout his
body. Already he felt better.

After all, why shouldn't they stay here?

"The mountains protect us from the chill winds. We have food enough to see us through the winter,
if we are careful." Tanis splashed water into the air, like a kid at play. "We are safe from our
enemies—"

"For how long?"

Tanis had thought himself alone, and he nearly leaped out of the water in shock at hearing another
voice.

"Riverwind!" Tanis exclaimed, turning around and spotting the tall man standing on the bank. "You
scared me out of six years of my life!"

"Since you are half elven with a life-span of several hundred years, six of those years is not much to
worry about," Riverwind remarked.

Tanis looked searchingly at the Plainsman. Riverwind had never met or even seen anyone of elven
blood until he had encountered Tanis, and though Tanis was half elf and half human, Riverwind
found him wholly alien. There had been occasions between the two when such a remark about
Tanis's race would have been meant as an insult.

Tanis saw a smile warm in the Plainsman's brown eyes, however, and he smiled in return. He and
Riverwind had gone through too much together for the old prejudices to remain. The fire of dragons
had burned up mistrust and hatred. Tears of joy and of sorrow had washed away the ashes.

Tanis climbed out of the water. He used his leather tunic to dry himself then sat down beside
Riverwind, shivering in the cold air. The sun, beaming through a gap in the mountains, burned away
the mist and soon warmed him.

Tanis eyed Riverwind in concern that was half-mocking and half-serious. "What is the bridegroom
doing up so early on his wedding morn? I did not expect to see you or Goldmoon for several days."

Riverwind gazed out over the water. The sun shone full on his face. The Plainsman was a man who
kept himself to himself. His innermost feelings and thoughts were his alone, personal and private,
not to be shared with anyone. His dark visage was normally set in an expressionless mask, and so it
was today, but Tanis could see radiance shining from beneath.

"My joy was too great to be contained within rock walls," said Riverwind softly. "I had to come
outside to share it with the earth and the wind, the water and the sun. Even now, the wide, vast
world feels too small to hold it."

Tanis had to look away. He was glad for Riverwind, also envious, and he didn't want the envy to
show. Tanis found himself longing for such love and joy himself. The irony was that he could have
it. All he had to do was banish the memory of curly dark hair, flashing dark eyes, and a charming,
crooked smile.

As if reading his thoughts, Riverwind said, "I wish the same for you, my friend. Perhaps you and
Laurana..."

His voice trailed off.
Tanis shook his head and changed the subject.

"We have that meeting today with Elistan and the Seekers. I want you and your people to attend. We
have to decide what to do, whether we stay here or leave."

Riverwind nodded but said nothing.

"I know this is bad timing," Tanis added ruefully. "If ever there was a joy-killer, it's Hederick the



High Theocrat, but we have to make a decision quickly, before the snows come."

"From what you were saying, you have already decided we should stay," said Riverwind. "Is that
wise? We are still very close to Pax Tharkas and the dragonarmies."

"True," said Tanis, "but the pass between here and Pax Tharkas is blocked by rocks and snow. The
dragonarmy has better things to do than chase after us. They're conquering nations. We're a ragtag
bunch of former slaves—"

"—who escaped them, giving them a black eye." Riverwind turned his penetrating gaze full on
Tanis. "The enemy must come after us. If the people they conquer hear that others threw off their
manacles and walked free, they will begin to believe they can also overthrow their masters. The
armies of the Dark Queen will come after us. Maybe not soon, but they will come."

Tanis knew he was right. He knew Raistlin and his analogy about the carrot was right. Staying here
was dangerous. Every day that passed could be bringing their enemies closer. He didn't want to
admit it. Tanis Half-Elven had traveled the world for five years, searching for himself. He thought
he'd found himself, only to discover on his return that he wasn't who he'd thought he was.

He would have liked to have spent some time—even just a little while—in a quiet place he could
call home, a place where he could think, figure out some things. A cave shared with an irascible old
dwarf and a pilfering and sometimes highly annoying kender wasn't Tanis's ideal home, but—
compared to the road—it seemed very attractive.

"That is good reasoning, my friend, but Hederick will say that it is not the true reason you want to
leave," Tanis pointed out. "You and your people want to go back to your homeland. You want to
return to the Plains of Dust."

"We want to reclaim what is ours," said Riverwind, "what was taken from us."
"There is nothing left," said Tanis gently, thinking of the burned-out village of Que-shu.
"We are left," said Riverwind.

Tanis shivered. The sun had ducked behind a cloud, and he was chilled. He had long feared that this
was Riverwind's intent.

"So you and your people plan to strike out on your own."
"We have not yet decided," said Riverwind, "but that is the direction our thinking is tending."

"Look, Riverwind," said Tanis. "I know it's a lot to ask, but your Plainsmen have been an immense
help to us. These people are not accustomed to living like this. Before they were slaves, they were
shopkeepers and merchants, farmers and cobblers. They came from cities like Haven and Solace
and a host of other towns and villages around Abanasinia. They've never had to live off the land.
They don't know how."

"And for centuries, these city-dwellers have looked down on us," said Riverwind. "They call us
barbarians, savages."

And you call me a half-elf, Tanis thought, but did not say aloud. Instead he said, "When we were all
of us prisoners, you put all the old hatreds and misunderstandings aside. We worked together to help
each other escape. Why dredge that up now?"

"Because others brought it up first," Riverwind said harshly.

"Hederick," said Tanis, sighing. "The man's an ass, plain and simple. You know that; although, it's
because he's an ass that we met you and Goldmoon."

Riverwind smiled at the memory. "True," he said, his voice softening. "I have not forgotten."

"Hederick falls into the fire. Goldmoon's blue crystal staff heals him, and all he can do is yell that
she is a witch, and he sticks his hand back into the fire, then he runs off and calls the guards. That's



the sort of lunk-head he is. You can't pay any attention to what he says."
"Others do pay attention, my friend."

"I know," Tanis said gloomily. He picked up a handful of small rocks, began tossing them one-by-
one into the water.

"We have done our part," Riverwind continued. "We helped scout out the land to find this valley.
We showed your shopkeepers how to transform caves into dwellings. We taught them to track and
bring down game, to set out snares and traps. We showed them which berries to eat and which were
poisonous. Goldmoon, my wife,"—this was the first time he'd used that word and he spoke it with
gentle pride—"heals their sick."

"They are grateful, though they don't say it. You and your people might be able to make it safely
through the mountains and back to your homeland before the worst of the winter sets in, but you
know as well as I do that it's risky. I wish you would stay with us. I have this feeling in my gut that
we should all keep together.

"I know we can't stay here," Tanis added with a sigh. "I know it's dangerous." He hesitated before
he went on, knowing how his proposal would be received. Then, like diving into cold water, he
plunged ahead.

"I'm sure if we could find the dwarven kingdom of Thorbardin—"
"Thorbardin! The mountain fastness of the dwarves?" Riverwind scowled. "I won't consider it."

"Think about it. Hidden deep below ground, the dwarven kingdom would be a perfect refuge for our
people. We could remain there during the winter, safe beneath the mountain. Not even dragon eyes
could find us—"

"We would also be safe buried in a tomb!" Riverwind stated caustically. "My people will not go to
Thorbardin. We will go nowhere near dwarves. We will scout out our own path. After all, we have
no children with us to slow us up."

His face was shadowed. The children of the Plainsmen had all perished in the dragonarmy's attack
on their villages.

"You have Elistan with you now," Riverwind went on. "He is a cleric of Paladine. He can heal the
sick in Goldmoon's absence and teach your people of the return of the gods. My people and I want
to go home. Can't you understand that?"

Tanis thought of his home in Solace. He wondered if his house was still standing, if it had survived
the dragonarmy's assault. He liked to think it was. Though he had not been in his house for five
years, knowing it was there, waiting to receive him, was a comfort.

"Yes," he answered. "I can understand."

"We have not yet made a final decision," said Riverwind, seeing his friend downcast. "Some of our
people believe like you that there is safety in numbers, that we should remain together."

"Your wife among them," said Goldmoon, walking up behind them.
Riverwind rose to his feet, turning to meet his new bride as she came to him in the dawn.

Goldmoon had always been beautiful. Her long silver-gold hair— the color that was so rare among
her people—had always glistened in the morning half-light. She had always worn the soft and
supple leather skins of her people with a grace and elegance that would have been envied by the
fine ladies of Palanthas. This morning, she made beauty seem a paltry and inadequate word to
describe her. The mists seemed to part for her, the shadows lift.

"You were not worried about me, were you?" Riverwind asked, with a trace of unease.

"No, my husband," said Goldmoon, and she lingered lovingly over the word. "I knew where to find



you." She glanced upward into the blue heavens. "I knew you would be out beneath the skies. Out
here, where you can breathe."

He took her hands and they greeted each other by touching cheeks. The Plainsmen believed their
love for each other should be expressed only in private.

"I claim the privilege of kissing the bride," said Tanis.
"You claimed that privilege last night," Riverwind protested, smiling.

"I will likely go on claiming it for the rest of my life," said Tanis. He kissed Goldmoon on the
cheek.

The sun flared out from behind the mountain peak, as though to expressly admire Goldmoon,
causing her silver hair to flame in its light.

"With such beauty in the world, how can there be evil?" Tanis asked.

Goldmoon laughed. "Perhaps to make me look better by contrast,”" she said, teasing. "You were
speaking of serious subjects before I interrupted you," she added more somberly.

"Riverwind thinks you and your people should head off on your own, travel eastward toward the
plains. He says you want to remain with us."

"That is true," said Goldmoon complacently. "I would like to remain with you and the others. I
believe that I am needed, but my vote is just one among our people. If my husband and the others
decide we should leave, then we will leave."

Tanis glanced from one to the other. He didn't quite know how to say this, so he decided just to
come out with it.

"Excuse me for asking," he said awkwardly, "but what happened to Chieftain's Daughter?"
Goldmoon laughed again, laughed long and merrily, and even Riverwind smiled.

Tanis did not see the joke. When he'd first met the two, Goldmoon was Chieftain's Daughter and
Riverwind, a humble shepherd, was her subject. True, they loved each other dearly, and it had often
seemed to Tanis that Goldmoon would have been willing to put aside the responsibility of
leadership, but Riverwind stubbornly refused to let her. He had insisted on being subservient,
forcing her to make decisions. Placed in that position, she had done so.

"I don't get it," Tanis said.
"Chieftain's Daughter gave her final command last night," Goldmoon explained.

During the marriage ceremony, Riverwind had knelt before her, since she was his ruler, but
Goldmoon had bidden her husband rise, indicating the two were wed as equals.

"I am Goldmoon of the Plains," she said. "Cleric of Mishakal. Priestess of the Que-shu."

"Who will be Chieftain of the Que-shu?" Tanis asked. "There are survivors from your tribe among
the other Plainsmen. Will they accept Riverwind as their chieftain? He has proven himself to be a
strong leader."

Goldmoon looked at Riverwind. He did not meet her gaze. He deliberately kept his eyes fixed on
the bubbling stream. His lips tightened.

"The Que-shu have long memories," Goldmoon said at last, seeing her husband would not speak.
"They know that my father did not accept Riverwind as my husband and ordered him stoned to
death. They know that, but for the miracle of the blue crystal staff, Riverwind and I would have
both perished."

"So they won't accept him as Chieftain, even though they look to him for guidance."

"The Que-shu do," said Goldmoon, "but they are not the only people here. There are some from the



Que-Kiri, and they were once our bitter enemies. Our tribes met on the field of battle many times."
Tanis muttered a few words in elven.

"I won't ask you to translate that, my friend," said Goldmoon with a sad smile. "I know, and my
people know, the truth of the tale about the two wolves that turned on each other and the lion who
ate them both. It is not easy for people to overcome hatred that was born in them."

"You and Riverwind have done so," said Tanis.
"We still have trouble," Goldmoon admitted, "but we know where to go when we need help."

She touched the medallion she wore around her neck, the medallion that was the goddess's gift and
an emblem of her faith.

"Maybe I'm being selfish," Tanis said quietly. "Maybe I don't want to say good-bye."

"We will not speak of goodbye," said Goldmoon firmly, "not on this day of joy—our first day as a
married couple.”

She reached for her husband's hand. Their fingers entwined, she and Riverwind walked back toward
their dwelling, leaving Tanis alone by the stream.

It might be a day of joy for them, but he had the feeling it was going to be a day of aggravation and
contention for him.

As if to prove him right, Tasslehoff Burrfoot burst out of the woods, running as fast as his short legs
would carry him, an irate miller in hot pursuit.

"You don't understand!" Tas was yelling over his shoulder, "I was trying to put it back!"

Chapter 3

Dissension. Letting go. From bad to worse.

The meeting of the refugees started every bit as badly as Tanis had expected.

They held the meeting in a grove of trees near the stream, for there was no cave large enough to
hold eight hundred men, women, and children. The refugees had chosen representatives to speak for
them, but they didn't intend to let those people speak unobserved. Thus almost everyone in the small
community attended the meeting, standing on the outskirts where they could see, hear and speak up
if they felt like it. Not an ideal situation, Tanis thought, for any delegates who might have been
persuaded to change their thinking by reasoned argument would be forced to stand their ground
because they were under the watchful eyes of those who had selected them.

The Plainsmen arrived in a body, for they had not been able to agree on a delegate—a bad sign.
Riverwind was grimmer and more morose than usual. Goldmoon stood at his side, her face flushed
with anger. Members of the Que-shu tribe stood apart from those of the Que-Kiri. None of the
Plainsmen mingled with the other former slaves but regarded the main body of refugees with a
suspicion that was whole-heartedly returned.

The refugees were also divided. Elistan came with his group of followers. Hederick arrived with
his. Tanis and his friends formed yet another group.

Tanis looked around the assembly, where people were eying each other askance. Only last night,
they were all dancing and singing together. So much for Goldmoon's day of joy.

Tanis looked to Elistan to start the proceedings. A former member of the Theocracy of Seekers



himself, Elistan had been one of the few members of that group to actually use his power to help
people. He had been the only one of them to stand up against Dragon Highlord Verminaard,
warning the others that they were wrong to believe the Highlord's promises—promises that turned
out to be lies and eventually landed them in the iron mines of Pax Tharkas. Though a prisoner
himself, Elistan had continued to defy Verminaard and had nearly paid for his rebellion with his life.
Already suffering from a wasting disease, he had been tortured by Verminaard in an effort to force
him to worship the Dark Queen.

Elistan had been dying when he had met Goldmoon. She had secretly entered Pax Tharkas in
company with Tanis and the other companions in a bold endeavor to free the slaves. Seeing Elistan,
weak as he was, continue to work tirelessly to help the people, Goldmoon was drawn to him. She
was able to heal him through the power of Mishakal, and Elistan knew that at last his life-long
search had ended. He had found the true gods.

Elistan was able to read and translate the cryptic Disks of Mishakal. Elistan used the disks to teach
them of the ancient gods of Krynn who, if they were remembered at all, were remembered only in
legend. He told the people of Paladine, God of Light, and leader of the other gods of Light. He told
them of Takhisis, Queen of Darkness, and of those gods who dwelt in the shadows. He spoke of
Gilean of the Book, the God of the Scales of Balance, who, with the other Gods of Neutrality, kept
the scales from tipping one way or the other, as had happened during the Age of Might, bringing
about the catastrophe known as the Cataclysm that had forever changed the face of the world.

Although only in his forties, Elistan appeared older. The white robes of a Revered Son of Paladine
hung on this thin frame. His recent illness, though cured, had left its mark on him. So, too, had his
new-found faith. He was no longer troubled by doubts, no longer searching. His eyes were bright
with intelligence and laughter. Children ran straight to his arms. People admired him and loved him,
and more than a few had already accepted his teachings and were now followers of the gods.

Hederick the High Theocrat was not among them. In the absence of true gods, Hederick had devised
some gods of his own. These Seeker gods had done well by Hederick, providing him with a good
living, if they had done little for anyone else. Hederick had abandoned his gods when Verminaard
came along, succumbing to the Highlord's blandishments and lies, ending up in the dungeons of Pax
Tharkas.

Hederick had prudently taken no part in the uprising, for he thought it had little chance of success.
When, to his amazement, the slaves were victorious, he was quick enough to switch sides and take
advantage of the freedom others had won for him. He had always been jealous and mistrustful of
Elistan and he was secretly incensed that the man was now able to perform "miracles." Hederick did
not believe in these miracles. He did not believe in these new gods. He was biding his time, waiting
for Elistan to be exposed as a charlatan. Meanwhile, because Hederick was loud and ingratiating
and said what everyone wanted to hear, he'd manage to win over large numbers to his way of
thinking.

Tanis hoped Elistan's wise counsel would prevail this day, convincing the refugees that they were
not safe here. Unfortunately, before Elistan had a chance to speak, Hederick raised his arms.

"My dear friends," began the High Theocrat in well-oiled tones, "we have come together today to
discuss issues important to us all."

Tanis sighed and looked at Elistan, who stood behind the High Theocrat with the rest of the Seekers.
Elistan caught Tanis's glance. He shrugged and smiled ruefully. Hederick was still the leader of the
people. He had a right to address them first.

"There are those among us who have been talking of leaving this valley," Hederick was saying.
"This valley—that is safe, teeming with game, sheltered from the winter winds, hidden from our
enemies—"

"We are not hidden," Tanis muttered, recalling Riverwind's words to himself only that morning.



Tanis stood with his friends, apart from the main body, leaning his back against a fir tree. "Why
doesn't Elistan speak up, remind him of that? Elistan should say something, do something—instead
of just standing there."

"On the contrary," said Laurana, who was beside him. "Elistan is doing exactly right. He will allow
Hederick to have his say, then Elistan will be able to answer all that Hederick is saying."

Tanis glanced at her. Laurana was not even listening to Hederick. Her gaze was fixed on Elistan.
Her eyes, almond-shaped and bluer than the clear, cobalt sky, glowed with admiration; her voice
warmed when she spoke of him. Tanis felt a twinge of jealousy. Some might say that Elistan was
old enough to be Laurana's father, but in truth the beautiful elven maiden was far older than the
human male. Laurana appeared to be a maid in her early twenties, as young as her friend, Tika
Waylan, when, in fact, Laurana could have been Tika's great-grandmother.

I have no right to be jealous, Tanis reminded himself. I'm the one who ended our relationship. I'm in
love with another woman myself, or at least, I think I might be in love with her. I should be glad
Laurana has found someone else.

All very logical arguments, and yet Tanis found himself saying, "You and Elistan have certainly
been spending a lot of time together."

Laurana turned to him. Her blue eyes were chill as the water in the stream. "What do you mean by
that remark?" she asked sharply.

"Nothing," Tanis returned, astonished at her sudden anger. "I didn't mean anything—"

"Indeed we have been spending time together," Laurana continued. "I was a diplomat for many
years in my father's court, where, as you well know, every sentence must be carefully considered
lest it cause someone offense. A single word given the wrong intonation could bring about a feud
that might last for centuries. I offered Elistan advice on one or two small matters, and he was
grateful. Now he seeks out my counsel. He does not consider me a child!"

"Laurana, I didn't mean —"

She walked off, her shoulders stiff. Even angry and offended, she moved with a flowing grace that
put the slender branches of willows to shame and caused Tanis's heart to stand still in awe when he
looked at her.

Many watched Laurana as she walked past. Daughter of the Speaker of the Suns, ruler of the
Qualinesti elves, she was the first elf maiden some of these humans had ever seen, and they never
tired of gazing at her. Her beauty was exotic, alien, seemed almost ethereal. Her eyes were luminous
blue, her hair a golden shower. Her voice was musical and low, her touch gentle.

This radiant, stunning woman could have been his. Tanis could have been as happy as Riverwind
and Goldmoon.

"You must like the taste of shoe leather," Flint remarked, his voice low. "Your foot is in your mouth
often enough these days."

"She took it the wrong way," Tanis said, annoyed.

"You said it the wrong way," Flint retorted. "Laurana's not the little girl who fell in love with a
playmate, Tanis. She's grown up. She's a woman with a woman's heart to give, or hadn't you
noticed?"

"I noticed," said Tanis, "and I still maintain that breaking our engagement was the right thing to do
—for her sake, not mine."

"If you believe that, then let her go."

"I'm not holding onto her," Tanis returned heatedly.



He'd spoken too loudly. Eyes turned his way, including the almond-shaped eyes of Laurana's
brother, Gilthanas. Hederick heard him too and paused, offended.

"Do you have something to say, Half-Elven?" Hederick asked reproachfully.
"Oh, Tanis, now you're in trouble!" Caramon sniggered.

Feeling like an errant school boy who has been called to the front of the class, Tanis mumbled
something in apology and retreated back into the shadows. Everyone smiled knowingly, then turned
back to listen to Hederick's speech, except Gilthanas, who regarded Tanis with stern disapproval.

Once, many years ago, Gilthanas had been Tanis's friend. Then Tanis had made the mistake of
falling in love with Laurana, and that had ended his friendship with her brother. To make matters
worse, Tanis had recently suspected and even accused Gilthanas of being a spy. Tanis had been
proven wrong, and he'd made an apology, but Gilthanas found it hard to forgive the fact that Tanis
had suspected him capable of such a crime. Tanis wondered irritably if there were any additional
means by which he could make his life more complicated.

Then Sturm Brightblade walked to him, and Tanis smiled and relaxed. Thank goodness for Sturm.
The Solamnic knight, intent on the politics of the situation, was oblivious to all else.

"Are you listening to this great idiot?" Sturm demanded. "The man talks about building houses in
this valley. Even a town hall! Apparently he has forgotten that only weeks before we were fleeing
for our lives."

"I'm listening," said Tanis, "and so are they, more's the pity."

Many in the crowd were smiling and murmuring assent. Hederick's word-picture of a cozy winter
spent in this peaceful place was an attractive one. Tanis felt a twinge of remorse. He'd been thinking
much the same himself. Perhaps it was his talk with Raistlin last night or his talk with Riverwind
this morning, but Tanis was growing increasingly uneasy. The valley seemed no longer a place of
peace and beauty. He felt trapped here. Thinking of Raistlin, he looked over at the mage to see his
reaction.

Raistlin sat upon a blanket spread for him on the ground by his brother. He cradled his magical staff
in his arms. His gaze was abstracted, turned inward. He did not appear to be listening.

Hederick closed by saying that when spring came, the refugees would continue their journey to
Tarsis, the city by the sea, where they would find a ship to take them far from this war-torn land.

"Some place where humans can reside in peace," Hederick concluded, laying emphasis on that
word. "Some place far from those sorts of people known to cause trouble and strife in the world."

"What sorts of people is he talking about?" Tas asked, interested.

"Elves," said Tanis, scratching his beard.

"Dwarves," growled Flint.

"And kender," said Caramon, giving Tas's topknot a playful tweak that made the kender yelp.

Hederick glanced in their direction and pursed his lips in disapproval, then looked out upon the
audience as much as to say, "See what [ mean?"

With that, he retired to great applause.

"What a short memory he has," Sturm remarked. He smoothed the long mustaches that were the
hallmark of a Solamnic knight and Sturm's pride, along with his father's sword and armor, the only
legacy his father had left him. "Elves and a dwarf helped save his miserable life!"

"And a kender!" Tas added indignantly.

"Maybe Elistan will remind him of that," Tanis said, as the Revered Son of Paladine stepped
forward.



"The gods of good hold back the darkness," Elistan stated, "as they hold back the snows that must
soon blanket this valley, but winter will come and so too will the forces of evil."

Hederick interrupted him.

"If, as you say, Revered Son, your god, Paladine, and the other gods of Light have protected us in
the past, can't we be assured that they will continue to protect us in the future?" the High Theocrat
asked.

"The gods have helped us, that is true," said Elistan, "and they will continue to help us, but we must
do our part. We are not babes in arms, whose every need has to be met by the parents. We are grown
men and women. We have free will, a gift given to us by the gods. We have the ability to make
choices—"

"And we choose to remain here in this valley," said Hederick.
This drew a laugh and applause.
Flint nudged Tanis with his elbow. "Look there," he said urgently, pointing.

The Plainsmen were leaving. They had turned their backs on the speakers and on their fellow
refugees and were walking out of the grove. Riverwind and Goldmoon remained, seemingly
reluctant to leave, but then, with a shake of his head, Riverwind walked off. He said something to
Goldmoon, but she did not immediately follow him. She sent her searching gaze through the crowd
until she found Tanis.

Goldmoon looked at him long, and he saw in her sad smile an apology. Then, she, too, turned her
back and went to be with her husband. Both left to join their people.

By now, everyone in the crowd was watching the Plainsmen depart. Some cried, "Good riddance,"
but others stated that it was a shame to let them leave in anger. Elistan tried to say something, but
the clamor in the crowd drowned him out. Hederick stood in the background, smiling contentedly.

Raistlin was at Tanis's elbow, plucking at his sleeve. Tanis could smell the fragrance of dried rose
petals emanating from the young mage's pouch of spell components that he wore on a belt around
his waist. Tanis could also smell the scent of decay that lingered about Raistlin, a scent the sweet
perfume of roses could never quite mask. Rose petals were not the only spell components the mage
carried. Some were far less pleasant.

"Something is wrong," Raistlin said urgently. "Don't you feel it?"

He gave a sudden hiss. His hand seized hold of Tanis's arm, the long, slender fingers digging
painfully into Tanis's flesh.

"Raistlin," said Tanis irritably,"this is no time for—"
"Hush!" Raistlin raised his head, as though listening. "Where is the kender? Quickly! I need him!"

"You do?" Tasslehoff cried, amazed. "Excuse me," he added importantly, stepping on Flint's toes. "I
have to get by. Raistlin needs me—"

"You have the sharpest eyes among us," said Raistlin, grasping hold of the kender. "Look into the
sky! Swiftly. What do you see?"

Tas did as he was told, craning his neck and peering up into the sky, nearly tumbling over backward
in the process.

"I see a white cloud that looks like a rabbit. There, do you see it, Caramon? It has long ears and a
puffy tail and—"

"Don't be ridiculous!" Raistlin snarled, giving Tas a shake that snapped his head back. "Keep
looking!"

"It might help if I knew what I was looking for," Tas pointed out meekly.



"That mage shivers my skin," said Flint, scowling and rubbing his arms.
"It's not him," said Tanis. "I feel it, too. Sturm!" he called, looking about for the knight.

Sturm had been standing in the shadows of an oak, keeping himself apart from the others, especially
Raistlin. The serious-minded knight, who lived by the code, Est Sularas est Mithos, "My honor is
my life," had grown up with Raistlin and his brother, and though Sturm liked Caramon, the knight
had never liked nor trusted his twin.

"I sense it as well," Sturm said.

An uneasy silence had fallen over the crowd. People turned this way and that, searching for the
cause of the pricklings of fear that tingled in their arms and raised goose bumps on their flesh. The
Plainspeople had halted and were gazing skyward. Riverwind had his hand on the hilt of his sword.

"This reminds me of something!" Tanis said suddenly.
"Xak Tsaroth," Sturm murmured.
"There!" Tasslehoff cried, pointing. "A dragon!"

It flew far above them, so high that the huge monster was reduced in size to a child's toy—a deadly
toy. As the people watched in terror, the dragon dipped its wings and began to descend, winding
downward in slow, lazy circles. The morning sun flashed off red scales and shone through the thin
membrane of red wings. The fear that is part of a dragon's arsenal swept over the crowd. Primal fear
from a memory of time's beginning. Deep-rooted fear that wrung the heart and made the soul
shudder.

"Run!" Hederick shrieked. "Run for your lives!"

Tanis understood the terror. He felt the desire to flee, to run anywhere and nowhere in a desperate,
panicked need to escape the horror, but he could see that running was the last thing they should do.
Most of the people were standing beneath the trees, concealed from the dragon's sight by the
overspreading branches.

"Don't move!" he managed to shout, though he had to struggle to breathe through the suffocating
fear. "If no one moves, the dragon might not see us—"

"Too late," said Sturm. He gazed upward at the beast. "The dragon has seen all there is to see, and
so has the rider."

The dragon had flown closer to them. They could all see the rider accoutered in heavy armor and a
helm decorated with horns. The rider sat at his ease in a specially designed saddle on the dragon's
back, between the wings.

Pandemonium broke out. Some people went racing for the caves. Others collapsed weeping and
shivering, onto the grass.

Tanis couldn't move. He could not take his eyes from the rider. The man was huge with muscular
arms that were bare, despite the cold. His helm covered his face, yet Tanis had no trouble
recognizing him.

"Verminaard!" Tanis gasped, forcing out the name through clenched teeth.
"That's impossible!" Sturm said. "He's dead!"
"Look for yourself!" Tanis returned.

"He was dead, I tell you," Sturm insisted, yet he sounded shaken. "No man could survive such
wounds!"

"Well, this one did, apparently," Flint said grimly.

"Remember that he himself was a powerful cleric, serving an all powerful goddess," said Raistlin.



"Takhisis might well have restored him to life."

Someone barreled straight into Tanis, nearly knocking him down. The person shoved Tanis aside
and kept on running.

Panic had seized hold of nearly everyone. People went haring off in every direction. Women
screamed, men shouted, and children wailed. The dragon flew lower and lower.

"They've all gone mad!" Caramon shouted, trying to make himself heard above the chaos.
"Someone has to do something!"

"Someone is," said Tanis.

Elistan stood firm, his hand on the medallion of faith he wore around his neck. Surrounding him
were twenty of his followers and they were pale but composed, listening carefully to Elistan's
instructions. Laurana was among these. She seemed to sense Tanis's gaze, for she turned her head
and flashed him a quick, cool glance. Then she and the other followers of Paladine went among the
crowd, taking firm hold of those who were in hysterics and ministering to those who had fallen or
been knocked down or trampled.

The Plainsmen were also taking action against the dragon. They stood with bows and arrows ready.
The dragon was still too far away for a good shot, but the archers were prepared in case the beast
should try to harm those on the ground. Riverwind was giving orders. Standing beside him,
shoulder-to-shoulder, was Gilthanas. The elf had his bow and arrow aimed and ready.

Tanis had not thought to bring his bow, but he wore his sword, the magical sword of the elven king,
Kith-Kanan. He drew his weapon, thinking, as he did so that it would do little good against the
enormous red dragon. Caramon had his sword drawn. Raistlin's eyes were closed. He was chanting
softly to himself, readying a magical spell. Flint had his battle-axe in his hand. Tasslehoff drew his
own small sword that he had named Rabbitslayer, following Caramon's remark that the small blade
would be useful only if Tas were attacked by a ferocious rabbit. Tas claimed the dagger was magic,
but thus far the only magic Tanis had seen was the fact that the scatter-brained kender had not yet
managed to lose it.

Armed and ready for a battle they could not hope to win, the companions stood waiting in the
shadow of the trees for the dragon to start the slaughter.

The Dragon Highlord, mounted on the red's back, raised his arm in a mocking salute. Even from
this distance, they could hear his deep voice rumbling orders to the dragon. The red gave an easy
flap of its massive wings and sailed upward. It soared over the heads of the archers, who loosed off
a volley of arrows. Almost all found their mark, but none did any damage. Striking the dragon's
scales, the arrows clattered off, falling to the ground. The Dragon Highlord extended his hand and
pointed straight at the grove.

The dragon let out its breath in a gust of fire. The trees exploded into flames. A wave of scorching
heat swept over Tanis and the rest. Thick black smoke choked the air.

Sturm caught hold of Tasslehoff, who was staring at the dragon in open-mouthed excitement, and
hoisted the kender off his feet and flung him over his shoulder. Caramon and Raistlin were already
running for safety, as was Flint. Tanis peered into the smoke to see if anyone was trapped inside the
burning grove.

The trees burned fiercely. Blazing branches fell down all around him. The thick smoke stung his
eyes, choking him. The heat from the raging fire was causing his skin to blister. If people were still
in there, they were doomed.

Tanis wondered grimly if Verminaard planned to set fire to the entire valley, but apparently the
Dragon Highlord was content with simply terrifying them. The dragon lifted its head and flapped its
wings and soared into the sky, flying with ponderous grace up and over the mountains. Dragon and
rider were soon lost to sight.



The grove of oak, maple, and fir burned white hot, belching smoke that rolled into the sky and hung
on the still air above what had once been a peaceful valley, a safe haven.

Chapter 4

Flint tells a tale. Sturm recalls a legend.

For several hours following the dragon's attack, all was chaos. Families had lost track of each other
during the mad stampede; children separated from their parents, husbands from their wives. Tanis
and his friends worked to calm everyone, shepherding them back up into the caves where they
would be safe if the dragon should come again. Goldmoon and the other clerics of Mishakal treated
the frightened and the wounded. Elistan helped to restore calm and order, and by afternoon, all of
the lost had been found; families were back together again. No one had died, which Tanis held to be
a miracle.

He called a meeting for that night to discuss the dire emergency and this time he set the rules. No
more public gatherings outdoors. The meeting was held in the largest cavern that could be found
which was, of course, the cave that had been chosen by Hederick for his residence. The cave had a
high ceiling with a natural chimney for ventilation that permitted the Theocrat to have a fire. This
time, the meeting was limited to the delegates. Tanis had been adamant on that point, and even
Hederick had grudgingly acceded to the wisdom of the half-elf's arguments. From now on, no one
was to venture outside the caves unless they had good reason.

The delegates crowded into the cave, occupying every available space. Tanis brought Sturm and
Flint, telling the rest to remain in their dwellings. He had invited Raistlin, too, but the mage had not
yet come. Caramon was under orders to keep Tasslehoff away, to chain the disruptive kender to a
wall if he had to. Riverwind and Goldmoon represented the Plainsmen. The terrible revelation that
Verminaard was still alive, and the fact that he had discovered their location, had caused the
Plainspeople to rethink plans of setting out on their own. Elistan was here, with Laurana by his side.

Hederick, as usual, spoke first.

Tanis thought that Hederick would be the first one to advocate fleeing the valley. The half-elf was
astonished to find that Hederick still insisted on remaining.

"If anything, this attack reinforces my argument that we should stay here in the valley where we are
safe," Hederick said. "Can you imagine the terrible tragedy that would have occurred if that dragon
had caught us traipsing along some mountain trail with no cover, nowhere to run? The beast would
have slaughtered us all! As it was, the Highlord realized that he was no match for us and flew off."

"The Dragon Highlord did not come to attack us, High Theocrat," said Sturm. "Lord Verminaard
came to find us, and he succeeded. He now knows where we are."

"What will he do about it?" Hederick asked, spreading his hands. His supporters, gathered around
him, all sagely nodded their heads. "Nothing, that's what. Because there's nothing he can do! He
cannot bring troops through the pass. If he returns with the dragon, we will simply remain in the
caves. Not even Lord Verminaard can burn down this mountain!"

"Don't be too sure of that," Tanis muttered.

He exchanged glances with Riverwind. Both of them remembered vividly the destruction of
Riverwind's village in Que-shu, the solid rock walls that had melted away like fresh churned butter.

Tanis glanced at Elistan, wondering when the Revered Son was going to speak. Tanis was starting



to have serious doubts about Elistan and his gods of Light. Elistan had proclaimed that the Dragon
Highlord had been killed with help from the gods, yet the evil Highlord was not dead. Tanis wanted
very much to ask Elistan why the gods of light had not been able to prevent Verminaard from
coming back from the dead. Now was not the time to question the Revered Son's faith, however.
The High Theocrat was looking for an opportunity to denounce these new gods and return to the
Seeker gods he and his followers had been promoting to their own private advantage. Tanis guessed
that Hederick and his bunch were already at work to undermine Elistan's teachings. They didn't
need his help.

I'll speak to Elistan in private, Tanis thought. Meanwhile, the Revered Son could at least give me his
support, not just sit there in silence. If he's as wise as Laurana claims, he'll see that we can't stay
here.

"Our danger grows by the minute, good gentlefolk," Sturm was saying, speaking to the assembly.
"Verminaard knows where we are. He did not seek us out for the sake of his health! He has a plan in
mind, you may be sure of that. To do nothing is to doom us all to certain death."

One of the delegates, a woman named Maritta, rose to her feet. She was middle-aged, stout, and
plain looking, but she was also a woman of courage and of sense who had played a valuable role in
helping the refugees escape Pax Tharkas. She admired Elistan and had little use for Hederick.
Clasping her hands over her midriff, she faced the High Theocrat.

"You, sir, claim that we will be safe from the dragon if we stay here, but the dragon is not our only
enemy. Winter is another foe, just as deadly. What happens when our food supplies run low and the
game has vanished? When the bitter cold and lack of proper food brings sickness and death to the
elderly and the young?"

She rounded on Tanis. "And you, Half-Elven. You want us to leave. Very well, then. Where do we
go? Answer me that! Would you have us set out with no destination in mind, to wind up lost in the
wilderness or starving to death on some frozen mountainside?"

Before Tanis could answer, there was a blast of chill air. The elaborate screen of branches and
animal hides that covered Hederick's cavern rustled and was shoved aside. Torchlight flickered in
the wind, the flames of the fire wavered. Everyone looked round to see who had arrived.

Raistlin entered the meeting area. The mage wore his cowl pulled low over his head.
"It has started to snow," he reported.

"Does he enjoy bringing bad news?" Sturm muttered.

"What's he doing here?" Flint demanded.

"I asked him to come. I told him what time to be here," Tanis said, irritated. "I wonder why he's
late!"

"So he could make a dramatic entrance," said Sturm.

Raistlin walked over to stand near the fire. The mage moved slowly, taking his time, well aware that
all eyes were on him, though few with any friendly feeling. He cared nothing about being
universally disliked, however. Tanis thought that perhaps Raistlin even reveled in it.

"Don't let me interrupt, Half-Elven," Raistlin said, coughing softly. He held his hands over the blaze
to warm himself. The firelight reflected eerily on his glistening golden skin. "You were about to say
something regarding the dwarven kingdom."

Tanis hadn't said a word about this yet. He hadn't been going to spring it on people in this abrupt
fashion.

"I have been thinking we could find safe haven in the kingdom of Thorbardin—" he began
reluctantly.



His proposal caused an outburst.
"Dwarves!" cried Hederick, frowning. "We'll have nothing to do with dwarves!"

His sentiment was loudly echoed by his supporters. Riverwind looked grim and shook his head.
"My people will not travel to Thorbardin."

"Now see here, the lot of you," said Maritta. "You guzzle dwarf spirits and you're quick to take their
money when dwarves come to your shops—"

"That doesn't mean we have to live with them." Hederick made a stiff and condescending bow to
Flint. "Present company excepted, of course."

Flint had nothing to say in return—a bad sign. Ordinarily he would have given the Theocrat the
sharp edge of his tongue. As it was, the dwarf sat in silence, whittling on a piece of wood. Tanis
gave an inward sigh. He had known all along that his biggest obstacle to his plan of traveling to the
dwarven kingdom was going to be this stubborn old dwarf.

The argument raged. Tanis glanced at Raistlin, who stood by the fire, warming his hands, a slight
smile on his thin lips. He tossed this fireball into our midst for a reason, Tanis thought. Raistlin has
something in mind. What, I wonder?

"No one is even certain if there are still dwarves beneath the mountain," stated Hederick.
Flint stirred at that, but still said nothing.

"I have no objection to traveling to Thorbardin," said Maritta, "but it is well known that the dwarves
shut the gates to their kingdom three hundred years ago."

"That is the truth," said Flint, "and I say let their gates stay shut!"
Startled silence fell. People stared at the dwarf in wonder.
"You're not helping," Tanis said in a low aside.

"You know my feelings," Flint returned dourly. "I'll not set one foot beneath the mountain! Even if
we could find the gates, which we can't. They've been lost for three hundred years."

"So it is not safe to stay here, and we have no place to go. Where does that leave us?" Maritta asked.
"Here," said Hederick.

Everyone began talking at once. The cave was rapidly heating up, what with the fire and so many
warm bodies. Tanis was starting to sweat. He did not like confined spaces, did not like breathing the
same air that had been breathed over and over by others. He was tempted to leave, and let everyone
take care of themselves. The noise level grew, the din of the arguing reverberating off the rock
walls. Then Raistlin gave a gentle cough.

"If I may speak," he began in his soft, damaged voice, and a hush fell. "I know how to find the key
to Thorbardin. The secret lies beneath Skullcap."

Everyone stared at him in silence, not understanding what he meant, all except Flint.

The dwarf's face was grim, his jaw clenched. His breath came in grunts, and he whittled at the wood
so hard the chips flew. He kept his eyes on his work.

"You have our attention, Raistlin," said Tanis. "What is Skullcap? Where is it and what do you mean
that the secret to Thorbardin lies beneath it."

"I really know very little about the place," Raistlin said. "Odd bits I've picked up in my studies over
the years. Flint can tell us more—"

"Yes, but he won't," said Flint.

Raistlin opened his mouth to speak again, but he was interrupted. The screen door was once again



swept aside, this time with ominous-sounding cracking noises, as though large hands were fumbling
at it.

Caramon came blundering inside. "Tanis," he said worriedly, "have you seen Raist? I can't find—
Oh! There you are."

He glanced around at the assembly and flushed. "Beg pardon. I didn't know—"
"What are you doing here, Brother?" Raistlin demanded.

Caramon looked sheepish. "It's just— You were with me one minute and gone the next. I didn't
know where you went. I thought—"

"No, you didn't," Raistlin snapped. "You never think. You have no idea what the word means. I am
not a child who dares not venture outdoors without holding my nursemaid's hand! Who is minding
the kender?"

"I... uh... tied him to a table leg..."

This produced a laugh. Raistlin cast a furious glance at his twin, and Caramon retreated to a
shadowy corner.

"I'll just... wait over here."
"Flint," said Tanis. "What is Skullcap? Do you know what he's talking about?"
Flint maintained his stubborn, angry silence.

Raistlin was also no longer inclined to speak. Twitching aside the skirts of his red robes, the mage
sat down upon an overturned crate and drew his cowl up over his head.

"Raistlin, tell us what you meant—" Tanis said.
Raistlin shook his head. "It seems you are all more interested in laughing at my fool brother."
"Let him sulk," Sturm said, disgusted.

Flint flung down his knife and the piece of wood that was now little more than a splinter. The knife
clattered on the stone floor of the cavern at his feet. Flint's eyes, in their maze of wrinkles, blazed.
His long beard quivered. The dwarf was short, of stocky build, with big-boned arms and wrists and
the strong, capable hands of the master craftsman. He and Tanis had been friends for countless
years, their friendship dating back to the half-elf's unhappy youth. Flint's voice was gruff and deep,
seeming to rise up from the bones of the earth.

"I will tell you the story of Skullcap," said Flint in fierce tones. "I'll make it short and sweet. I am a
hill dwarf, a Niedar, as my people are known, and proud to be one! Centuries ago, my people left
the mountain home of Thorbardin. We chose to live in the world, not under it. We opened up trade
with humans and elves. Goods flowed from out of the mountain through us to others. Because of us,
our cousins, the mountain dwarves, prospered. Then came the Cataclysm.

"The fall of the fiery mountain on Krynn is generations removed from most of you humans but not
from me. My own grandfather lived through it. He saw the rain of fire that fell from the heavens.
He felt the earth heave and shake beneath his feet, saw the land split and crack. Our homes were
destroyed. Our livelihood was ruined, for no crops would grow. The human cities lay in rubble, and
the elves withdrew from the world in anger.

"Our children cried with hunger and shivered with the cold. Ogres, goblins, human thugs and
robbers were on the march. They raided our lands, killing many of our people. We went to our
cousins who lived beneath the mountain. We begged them to take us in, save us from starvation and
the other evils that now stalked the land."

Flint's voice grew grim. "The High King, Duncan, slammed the door in our beards! He would not
let us inside the mountain and he sent out an army to keep us at bay.



"Then there came among us an evil greater than any we had yet known. Sadly, we mistook that evil
for our salvation. His name was Fistandantilus—"

Caramon made a sound, something like a gasp. Raistlin shot his twin a warning glance from
beneath his cowl, and Caramon fell silent.

"Fistandantilus was a human wizard. He wore the black robes, and that should have been a warning
to us, but our own hearts were black with hatred, and we didn't question his motives. This
Fistandantilus told us that we should be lying snug and safe beneath the mountain, with plenty to
eat, and no fear of harm. Using powerful magic, he raised a mighty fortress near Thorbardin and
then raised a mighty army of dwarves and humans and sent them to attack Thorbardin.

"The dwarves of Thorbardin left their mountain home and came to meet us in the valley. Long the
battle raged, and many dwarves died on both sides. We were no match for our cousins, however.
When it became clear that defeat was inevitable, Fistandantilus flew into a great rage. He swore that
no dwarf would have his wondrous fortress. He used his magic to set off a blast that blew up the
fortress and brought it down on top of him. The blast killed thousands of dwarves on both sides.
The fortress collapsed, the ruins forming the shape of a skull, and that is how it came by its name—
Skullcap."

"Seeing this, the Neidar who survived took it as a sign. My people withdrew from the valley,
carrying their dead with them. The mountain dwarves shut the gates of Thorbardin and sealed them,
not that any of us would have set foot inside them anyway after that," Flint added bitterly. "Not if
they had begged us! And we still won't!"

He plunked down on the outcropping of rock he was using as a chair, picked up his knife, and thrust
it into his belt.

"Could the key to Thorbardin lie in Skullcap?" Tanis asked.
Flint shrugged. "I don't know. It's not likely anyone will ever know. The place is cursed."

"Cursed! Bah!" Raistlin scoffed. "Skullcap is a ruined fortress, a pile of rubble, nothing more. Any
ghosts that walk there do so only in the feeble minds of the ignorant."

"Feeble minds, is it!" Flint returned. "I suppose we were all feebleminded in Darken Wood."

"That was different," Raistlin said coolly. "The only reason you think Skullcap is cursed is because
it was built by an archmage, and all wizards are evil, according to you."

"Now, Raistlin, calm down," Tanis said. "None of us thinks that."
"Some of us do," Sturm muttered.
Elistan rose to his feet. "I believe I have a solution.”

Hederick opened his mouth, but Elistan forestalled him. "You have had your turn, High Theocrat. 1
ask that you be patient for a moment to listen to me."

Hederick gave a sour smile. "Of course, Elistan. We all are eager to hear what you have to say."

"Mistress Maritta has stated our dilemma quite clearly and concisely. We face danger if we stay and
do nothing but even more danger if we rush off in haste without taking proper care or knowing
where we are going. Here is what I propose.

"We send representatives south to seek out the dwarven kingdom to see if we can find the gate, and
if we do, ask the dwarves for their aid."

Flint snorted and opened his mouth. Tanis trod on his boot, and the dwarf kept quiet.

"If the dwarves are willing to shelter us," Elistan continued, "we can make the journey to
Thorbardin before the harshest months of winter set in. Such a journey should be undertaken
immediately," Elistan added gravely. "I agree with Tanis and the others that the danger we face here



grows greater with every day that passes. That being said, despite the mage's suggestion—" Elistan
bowed to Raistlin— "I do not think there would be time to make a side trip to Skullcap."

"You will think differently when you stand knocking on the side of a mountain that will not open,"
Raistlin said, his eyes narrow slits.

Before Elistan could reply, Hederick spoke up.

"That is an excellent idea, Revered Son. I propose that we send Tanis Half-Elven on this expedition,
along with his friend, the dwarf. Set a dwarf to catch a dwarf, I always say."

Hederick laughed at his little joke.

Tanis was amazed at this sudden acquiescence and immediately suspicious. He'd expected Hederick
to take a firm stand against any suggestion of leaving and here he was forwarding the plan. Tanis
glanced around the assembly to see what the others thought. Elistan shrugged, as though to say he
didn't understand either, but they should take advantage of the High Theocrat's sudden shift in
position to gain their objective. Riverwind was silent and impassive. He didn't like the idea of going
to Thorbardin. He and his people might still decide to set off on their own. That gave Tanis an idea.

"I agree to go," said Tanis, "and Flint will go with me—"
"He will?" Flint reared up his head in astonishment.
"He will," Tanis said, trodding again on the dwarf's boot and saying quietly, "I'll explain later."

He raised his voice. "In my absence, the High Theocrat and Elistan can handle the spiritual needs of
the people. I propose that Riverwind of the Que-shu, take command of their safety."

Now it was Riverwind who looked astonished.

"An excellent idea," said Elistan. "All of us witnessed Riverwind's bravery in the battle at Pax
Tharkas. Only today, we saw that he and his people overcame their terror of the dragon to attack the
beast."

Hederick was thinking so hard that Tanis could see the man's thought process written on his face.
First his brows came together and lips tightened. The High Theocrat wasn't sure he liked the idea
now, even though he himself had proposed that Tanis and Flint go to Thorbardin. The Theocrat was
certain the half-elf must have some nefarious scheme to put Riverwind in charge. Hederick's
narrow-eyed gaze went to the Plainsman, went to the buckskin tunic and breeches, and then his face
cleared. Riverwind was a savage, a bar-barian. Untaught, unschooled, he would be easy to
manipulate—or so Hederick figured. Things could be worse. Tanis might have picked that
insufferable Solamnic knight, Sturm Brightblade, to be the leader in his absence. Such were
Hederick's thoughts.

Tanis had almost chosen Sturm. The words had been on his lips, when he'd reconsidered. Not only
did Tanis hope by this to persuade Riverwind and his people to stay, Tanis was convinced that
Riverwind would be a better leader. Sturm saw everything as either black or white, nothing in
shades of gray. He was too strict, unbending, unyielding. Riverwind was the better choice.

1

The High Theocrat smiled expansively. "If the Plainsman will accept the task, I have no objection.'

Riverwind was about to reject it. Goldmoon put her hands over his arm and looked up at him. She
said nothing in words, but he understood.

"I will think about it," Riverwind said, after a pause.

Goldmoon smiled at him. He clasped her hands with his own. Hederick's supporters gathered
around him to discuss matters. Maritta joined Laurana and both began talking to Elistan. The
meeting was breaking up.

"What is this about me going to Thorbardin?" Flint demanded. "I'll not set foot beneath the



mountain!"
"Later," said Tanis.

Right now, he had to talk to Sturm, explain why he'd chosen Riverwind over the knight, when
Sturm must feel that he was better qualified by education and lineage. Sturm was touchy about such
things, easily offended.

Tanis made his way through the crowd. Flint was still going on about Thorbardin, dogging Tanis so
closely that the dwartf kept tripping on Tanis's heels. As he tried to avoid falling in the fire pit, Tanis
drew near Hederick. The Theocrat had his back turned, talking to one of his cronies.

"There is no way out of this valley except over the mountains," Hederick was explaining in a low
voice. "It will take the half-elf and the dwarf weeks to make the crossing, and weeks more will pass
while they search for this nonexistent dwarf kingdom. Thus we are rid of the meddlesome half-
breed—"

Tanis walked on, his lips pressed tight. So that is Hederick's reason for supporting the plan to go to
Thorbardin. He gets rid of me.

Once I'm gone, he thinks he can walk over Elistan and Riverwind. I wouldn't be so sure of that.

All the same, Tanis wondered uneasily if Hederick was right. He and Flint might well spend weeks
trying to cross the mountains.

"Don't worry about what that windbag says, lad," Flint said, his gruff voice sounding at Tanis's
elbow. "There's a way."

Tanis glanced down at his friend. "Does that mean you've had a change of heart?"
"No," the dwarf retorted grimly. "It means I can tell you how to find the path."

Tanis shook his head. He'd talk the dwarf around. Right now, he was worried that he'd offended
Sturm.

The knight stood near the fire, staring into the flames. He did not look offended. Indeed, he did not
look as if he was aware of what was going on around him. Tanis spoke his name several times
before Sturm heard him.

Sturm turned to him. The knight's blue eyes glowed in the light. His face, generally set in stern and
unbending lines, was animated and expressive.

"Your plan is brilliant, Tanis!" Sturm exclaimed. He grabbed Tanis's hand and gripped it tight.
Tanis regarded his friend in astonishment. "What plan?"

"Traveling to Thorbardin, of course. You can find it and bring it back."

"Find what?" Tanis was growing more confused.

"The Hammer of Kharas! That is the real reason you're going, isn't it?"

"I'm going to Thorbardin to try to find safe haven for the refugees. I don't know anything about a
hammer—"

"Have you forgotten the legends?" Sturm asked, shocked. "We were speaking of it only the other
night. The sacred and magical Hammer of Kharas—used to forge dragonlances!"

"Oh, yes, right. Dragonlances."

Sturm, hearing his skeptical tone, regarded him in disappointment. "The dragonlance is the only
weapon capable of felling a dragon, Tanis. We need them to fight the Dark Queen and her minions.
You saw what happened when arrows struck that red beast. They bounced off! A dragonlance, on
the other hand, is a weapon blessed by the gods. The great Huma used a dragonlance to defeat
Takhisis—"



"I remember," said Tanis hastily. "Hammer of Kharas. I'll keep it in mind."

"You should remember. This is important, Tanis," Sturm insisted, and he was grimly serious.
"Perhaps it's the most important task you'll undertake in your lifetime."

"The lives of eight hundred people—"

Sturm brushed those aside with a wave of his hand. "The Hammer is the only chance we have to
win this war, and it is in Thorbardin." His grip on Tanis's arm tightened. Tanis could feel him
shaking with the intensity of his emotions. "You must ask the dwarves to lend it to us. You must!"

"I will, Sturm, I promise," said Tanis, taken aback by his friend's intensity. "Now, about Riverwind

"

But Sturm's gaze had shifted. He was looking at Raistlin and Caramon.

Caramon was talking to his twin in low tones. The big man's expression was troubled. Raistlin made
an impatient gesture and then, leaning close, he said something to his twin.

"Raistlin is plotting something," Sturm said, frowning. "I wonder what? Why did he bring up
Skullcap?"

Tanis tried again. "In my absence, I named Riverwind as leader—"
"A good choice, Tanis," said Sturm absently.

The twins ended their conversation. Raist was striding out of the cave, walking swiftly, with more
energy than usual, leaving Caramon to stare unhappily after his brother. He shook his head and then
he, too, left.

"Excuse me, Tanis," said Sturm, and he hurried off.

"What was all that about?" Flint asked.

"Beats me. Do you know anything about this hammer?"

"Hammer, schmammer," said Flint, glowering. "I'll not set foot beneath the mountain."

Tanis sighed and was about to try to make good his own escape from the stifling cavern when he
saw Riverwind and Goldmoon standing near the entrance. He felt that he owed them both an
explanation.

"A fine snare you laid for me, Half-Elven," Riverwind remarked. "I am caught in your trap and not
even my wife will set me free."

"You made a wise choice," Goldmoon said.
Riverwind shook his head.

"I need you, my friend," said Tanis earnestly. "If I am to undertake this journey, I need to know that
I have someone here I can trust. Hederick is a dunce who will plunge us into disaster if given half a
chance. Elistan is a good man, but he knows nothing of battle. If Verminaard and his forces attack,
the people can't rely on prayers and platinum disks to save them."

Goldmoon looked grave. "Tanis, you should not speak lightly of such things."

"I'm sorry, Goldmoon," Tanis said as gently as he could, "but I don't have time for sermons now.
This is the hard truth, as I see it. If you and your tribesmen go off on your own, you abandon these
people to their doom."

Riverwind still looked doubtful, but Tanis could see the man was weakening. "I must discuss this
with my people," he said at last.

"Do that," Tanis said. "I need your answer soon. Flint and I leave in the morning."

"You leave in the morning!" Flint muttered.



"You will have my answer before you sleep," Riverwind promised, and he and his wife departed,
Goldmoon casting Tanis a troubled glance as she left.

He pushed open the lattice-work screen of branches, walked outside, and drew in a deep breath of
fresh air. Snowflakes tingled cold on his skin. He stood a moment, breathing in the cold, pure air,
then walked off along the path that led down the mountainside.

"Where are you going?" Flint demanded.
"To set Tasslehoff free. Unless he's gnawed the leg off the table by now..."
"Leave him tied up," Flint advised. "Less trouble for us all."

Snowflakes continued to drift down, but here and there Tanis could see stars through the clouds.
The snow fall would not be heavy this night, just enough to whiten the ground, make tracking the
deer easier for the hunters. Deer were getting scarcer and scarcer in the valley, more difficult to
find.

"After we placate Tas," Tanis continued, hearing the dwarf's heavy boots thump behind him, "you
and I have to pack. I want to leave as soon as it's daylight."

The thumping came to a halt. The dwarf crossed his arms over his chest. He looked as if he
intended to stand on that rock until he put down roots.

"I'm not going. I've told you, Tanis, I'll not set foot—"

"—beneath the mountain. Yes, I heard you the first twenty times." Tanis halted, turned to face the
dwarf. "You know I can't do this on my own, Flint. You know I need your help. I speak the dwarven
tongue, and I suppose I understand dwarves about as much as any elf or human can, but I don't
understand them as well as one of their own."

"I'm not one of their own!" Flint snarled. "I'm a hill dwarf—"

"Which means you'll be the first hill dwarf to set foot beneath the mountain in three hundred years.
You'll make history, Flint. Have you thought of that? You might even be responsible for the
unification of the dwarven nations! Then there's this hammer. If you were to find this Hammer of
Kharas and bring it back—"

"Hammer of Kharas! Some wild tale Sturm's granny told him," Flint scoffed.
Tanis shrugged.

"It's up to you, of course," he said. "If you decide to stay, you'll be the one who has to take charge of
Tasslehoff."

Flint sucked in a horrified breath. "You wouldn't!"
"Who else can I trust? Caramon?"

Tanis resumed his walking. He heard behind him a muttering, a shuffling and the occasional huffing
breath.

Then came the clump of heavy boots.
"I guess I'll go," Flint called out with ill grace. "You'll never find the gate without me."
"I wouldn't stand a chance," said Tanis.

He smiled to himself in the darkness as the snow fell in lazy circles around him.

Chapter 5



Raistlin's Decree. Tika's Ultimatum. Caramon Chooses.

Fistandantilus. Caramon knew that name. He had tensed when he heard his brother speak it and he
remained tense during the remainder of the meeting, completely losing track of the discussion that
followed. He was recalling another discussion with his twin in the ruined city of Xak Tsaroth.

Raistlin had told him that among the treasure in the dragon's hoard in that accursed city was a
magical spellbook of immense value. If they managed to defeat the dragon, Raistlin had ordered
Caramon to search for this book and retrieve it for him.

"What does the book look like?" Caramon had asked.

"The pages are bone-white parchment bound in night-blue leather with runes of silver stamped on
the front," Raistlin had told him. "The book will feel deathly cold to the touch."

"What do the runes say?" Caramon had been suspicious. He hadn't liked the way Raistlin had
described the book.

"You do not want to know..." Raistlin had smiled to himself, a secret smile.
"Whose book was it?"

Though Caramon was not a mage himself, he knew a great deal about the ways of mages from
having been around his twin. A mage's most valued possession was his book of magical spells
compiled over a lifetime of work. Written in the language of magic, each spell was recorded in
detail using the precise wording, with notations as to the proper pronunciation of each word, the
precise inflections and intonations, what gestures should be used, and what components might be
required.

"You have never heard of this wizard, my brother," Raistlin had told Caramon after one of those
strange lapses when he seemed to move inside himself, seemed to be searching for something lost,
"yet he was one of the greatest who ever lived. His name was Fistandantilus."

Caramon had been reluctant to ask the next question, afraid of what he might hear in answer.
Looking back, he realized now he'd known exactly what he was going to hear. He wished he'd kept
silent.

"This Fistandantilus—did he wear the Black Robes?"

"Ask me no more!" Raistlin had been angry. "You are as bad as the others! How can any of you
understand me?"

But Caramon had understood. He'd understood then. He understood now—or thought he did.

Caramon waited until the assembly started to break up, then he approached his twin.
"Fistandantilus," he said in a low voice, looking around to make certain they were not overheard.
"That's the name of the evil wizard—the one whose spellbook you found—"

"Just because a mage wears the Black Robes does not make him evil," Raistlin returned with an
impatient gesture. "Why can you never get that through your thick skull?"

"Anyway," said Caramon, not wanting to have this discussion again, for it left him feeling muddled
and confused, "I'm glad Tanis and Flint decided not to go to that place, that Skullcap."

"They are imbeciles, the lot of them!" Raistlin fumed. "Tanis might as well use the dwarf's head to
knock on the side of the mountain for all the good it will do any of them. They will never find the
way inside Thorbardin. The secret lies in Skullcap!"

A fit of coughing over came Raistlin, and he had to stop talking.

"You're getting all worked up," Caramon said. "It's not good for you."



Raistlin brought out his handkerchief, pressed it to his lips. He drew in a ragged breath, drew in
another. The spasm eased. He laid his hand on his brother's arm.

"Come with me, Caramon. We have much to do and little time in which to do it."

"Raist—" Caramon could sometimes read his brother's mind. He did so now, knew exactly what
Raistlin intended. Caramon tried to protest, but his brother's eyes narrowed alarmingly, and
Caramon gulped back his words.

"I'm going back to our dwelling," Raistlin said coldly. "Come or not, as you choose."
Raistlin left in haste. Caramon followed more slowly.

The mage was in such a hurry and his twin in such misery that neither of them noted Sturm,
walking behind.

ek

While the meeting was taking place, Tika Waylan was in the dwelling she shared with Laurana,
trying to comb her tangled mass of red curls. Tika sat on a little stool Caramon had made for her.
She worked by the light of a lantern, dragging the wooden comb through a strand of hair until it hit
a knot. She would try to patiently tease the knotted mass of red apart, as Laurana had taught her, but
Tika had very little patience. Eventually she would give the comb a yank, pulling out the knot and a
fistful of her hair along with it.

The blanket that the young women had rigged to cover the entrance opened, letting in a blast of air
and a flurry of snow. Laurana entered, carrying a lantern.

Tika looked up. "How was the meeting?"

Tika had been in awe of Laurana when she'd first met her in Qualinesti. The two could not have
been more different. Laurana was the daughter of a king. Tika was the daughter of a part-time
illusionist and full-time thief. Laurana was an elf, a princess.

Tika had run wild for much of her life. Taking to thieving herself, she'd afoul of the law. Otik
Sandeth, owner of the Inn of the Last Home in Solace, had offered to adopt the orphan, giving her
gainful employment as a bar maid.

The two differed in looks. Laurana was slender and willowy. Tika was buxom and robust. Laurana's
hair was golden, her skin white and rose. Tika's hair was flame red, her face covered in freckles.

Tika knew quite well that she had her own kind of beauty, and she felt good about herself most
times—when she wasn't around Laurana. Laurana's blonde hair made Tika's seem that much redder
by contrast, just as Laurana's graceful figure made Tika feel that she was all hips and bosom.

"How did it go?" Tika asked, glad to lay down the comb. Her arm and shoulder ached and her scalp
stung.
"As you might expect," said Laurana, sighing. "There was lots of arguing. Hederick is a prize dolt

"

"You're telling me!" Tika said crisply. "I was in the inn when he stuck his hand in the fire."

"Just when it seemed that no one could agree, Elistan came up with a solution," said Laurana, and
her voice softened in admiration. "His plan is brilliant. They've all agreed to it, even Hederick.
Elistan suggested that we send a delegation to the dwarven kingdom of Thorbardin to see if we can
find refuge there. Tanis volunteered to go, along with Flint."

"Not Caramon?" asked Tika anxiously.

"No, just Flint and Tanis. Raistlin wanted them to go first to a place called Skullcap to find the
secret way into the dwarven kingdom or something like that, but Flint said Skullcap was haunted,
and Elistan said they didn't have time to make the journey before winter set in. Raistlin seemed



angry."

"I'll bet he did," said Tika, shivering. "A haunted place named Skullcap would suit him just fine, and
he'd drag Caramon along with him. Thank the gods they're not going!"

"Even Hederick agreed that Elistan's plan was a good one," said Laurana.

"I guess wisdom comes with gray hair," Tika remarked, picking up her comb again. "Though, of
course, that didn't work in Hederick's case."

"Elistan's hair is not gray," Laurana protested. "It's silver. I think silver hair makes a man look
distinguished."

"Are you in love with Elistan?" Tika asked. She dug the comb into the mass of curls and began to
tug.

Laurana winced at the sight. "Here, let me do that!"
Tika thankfully handed over the comb.

"You are too impatient," said Laurana reprovingly. "You're ruining your hair, and you have such
beautiful hair. I envy you."

"You do?" Tika was astonished. "I can't think why! Your hair is so shimmery and golden!"

"And straight as a stick," said Laurana ruefully. The comb, in her hands, gently teased each knot
until it came loose. "As for Elistan, no, I'm not in love with him, but I do admire him and respect
him. He's been through so much pain and suffering. Such experiences would have made any other
man bitter and cynical. They made Elistan more compassionate and understanding."

"I know someone who thinks you're in love with Elistan," said Tika with an impish smile.
"Who do you mean?" Laurana asked, blushing.
"Tanis, of course," said Tika archly. "He's jealous."

"That's impossible!" Laurana gave the comb a sharper tug than usual. "Tanis doesn't love me. He's
made that extremely clear. He's in love with that human woman."

"That bitch Kitiara!" Tika sniffed. "Pardon my language. As for Tanis, he doesn't know his heart
from his... well, I won't say what, but you understand. It's the same with all men."

Laurana was silent, and Tika twisted her head to glance up at her, to see if she was angry.

Laurana's face was mantled with a delicate flush, her eyes lowered. She kept combing, but she
wasn't paying attention to what she was doing.

Maybe she doesn't understand, Tika realized suddenly. It seemed very odd to her that a woman who
was a hundred years old knew less about the world and the ways of men than one who was only
nineteen. Still, Laurana had lived all those years pampered and protected in her father's palace in the
middle of a forest. Small wonder she was naive.

"Do you really think Tanis is jealous?" Laurana asked, her blush deepening.
"Watch him sometime. He's goes green as a goblin whenever he sees you and Elistan together."
"He has no reason to think there is anything between us," said Laurana. "I'll speak to him."

"You will do no such thing!" Tika turned so fast the comb caught in her hair and jerked out of
Laurana's hands. "Let him stew for awhile. Maybe it'll put that wildcat Kit out of his mind."

"But that would be lying, in a way," Laurana protested, retrieving the comb.

"No, it isn't," Tika said. "Besides, what if it is? All's fair in love and war, and the gods know that for
us women, love is war. I wish there was someone around to make Caramon jealous."



"Caramon loves you dearly, Tika," said Laurana, smiling. "Anyone can see it by the way he looks at
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you.

"I don't want him to just stand there making great cow eyes at me! [ want him to do something
about it!"

"There's Raistlin—" Laurana began.

"Don't mention Raistlin to me!" Tika snapped. "Caramon's more a slave than a brother, and one day
he'll wake up and find that out. Only by that time, it may be too late." She held her head high.
"Some of us may have moved on with our lives."

There was no more conversation. Laurana was thinking over this new and unexpected revelation
that Tanis might be jealous of her relationship with Elistan. That would certainly explain that
remark he'd made to her today.

Tika sat on the stool Caramon had made for her and blinked back her tears—tears caused by the
comb yanking on her hair...
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Caramon lagged behind his brother as they made their way to their small cave. Caramon knew the
signs, knew that Raistlin was plotting. His brother generally moved slowly, taking cautious steps,
leaning on his staff or on his brother's arm. Raistlin walked rapidly now, the crystal held by the gold
dragon claw atop his staff casting a magical light to guide his way. His red robes swished around his
ankles. He did not look around to see if Caramon was following. Raistlin knew he would be.

Arriving at the cave, Raistlin shoved aside the wooden screen and ducked inside. Caramon entered
more slowly, pausing to adjust the screen in place for the night. Raistlin stopped him.

"No need," he said. "You're going out again."

"Do you want me to fetch hot water for your tea?" Caramon asked.
"Am I coughing myself to death?" Raistlin demanded.

"No," Caramon said.

"Then I do not need my tea." Raistlin began to search among their belongings. He picked up a water
skin and held it out to his brother.

"Go to the stream and fill this."
"There's water in the bucket—" Caramon began.

"If you want to carry water in a bucket with us on our journey, brother, then do so, by all means,"
Raistlin said coldly. "Most people find a water skin to be more convenient."

"What journey?" Caramon asked.

"The one we are undertaking in the morning," Raistlin returned. He thrust the water skin at
Caramon. "Here, take this!"

"Where are we going?" Caramon kept his hands at his sides.

"Oh, come, now, Caramon! Even you can't be that stupid!" Raistlin flung the water skin at his
brother's feet. "Do as I say. We will make an early start, and I want to study my spells before I sleep.
We'll need food, too."

Raistlin sat down in the only chair in the cave. He picked up his spellbook and opened it. After a
moment, however, he shut that book and, reaching deep into his pouch, drew out another—the
spellbook with the night-blue binding. He did not open it but held it in his hand.

"We're going to Skullcap, aren't we?" said Caramon.



Raistlin didn't answer. He kept his hand on the closed book.
"You don't even know where it is!" Caramon said.
Raistlin looked up at his brother. His golden eyes gleamed strangely in the staff's magical light.

"That's just it, Caramon," he said softly. "I do know where it is. I know the location and I know how
to reach it. I don't know why..." His voice trailed off.

"Why what?" Caramon demanded, bewildered.
"Why I know... or how I know. It's strange, as if I've been there before."

Caramon was unhappy. "Put that book away, Raist, and forget about this. The trip will be too hard
for you. We can't climb the mountain—"

"We don't have to," said Raistlin.

"Even if the snow ends," Caramon continued, "the trip will be cold, wet, and dangerous. What if
that Verminaard comes again and catches us out in open?"

"He won't, because we won't be in the open." Raistlin glared at his twin. "Quit arguing and go fill
the water skin!"

Caramon shook his head. "No," he said. "I won't."
Raistlin drew in a seething breath, then, suddenly, he let it out.

"My brother," said Raistlin gently, "if we do not make this journey, Tanis and Flint will not find the
gate, much less make their way inside the mountain."

Caramon looked into his twin's face. "Are you sure about that?"

"As sure as the death that awaits them, that awaits us all if they fail," said Raistlin, his gaze
unwavering.

Caramon heaved a deep sigh. Reaching down, he picked up the water skin and went back out into
the snow-filled night.

Raistlin relaxed in his chair. He put aside the night-blue spellbook and opened up his own.

"What a simple soul you are, my brother," he remarked in scathing tones.

kokskok

As he left the cave, Caramon caught a glimpse of Sturm standing nearby. Caramon knew perfectly
well why Sturm was here. He had seen the knight watching them. Sturm would never stoop to
spying on his friends or his enemies, for that matter. Such a dishonorable act went against the Code
and the Measure, the rigid guidelines by which a Solamnic knight lived his life. The Oath and the
Measure said nothing about friendly persuasion, however. Sturm was here to waylay Caramon and
"persuade" the truth out of him.

Caramon was hopeless at keeping secrets and worse still at lying. If he told Sturm that Raistlin was
planning to go to Skullcap, Sturm would tell Tanis, and the gods alone knew what would come of it
—a bitter argument at the least, a fatal breach between long-time friends at the worst. Caramon
wished Sturm would just let the matter go.

A furious flurry of snow allowed him to conceal his movements, and he went the long way down
the slope to the stream. The flurry ceased. The clouds parted, and the stars came out. Glancing back,
he could see Sturm silhouetted in Solinari's silver light, still roaming about outside the twins' cave.

He'll give up after awhile, Caramon reasoned, and go to bed.

Caramon didn't like Raistlin's plan to go to this haunted Skullcap place, but he trusted his twin and
believed Raistlin's argument that the journey was necessary to save lives. Caramon knew he was



alone in his trust for his twin. Well, not quite. Tanis often turned to Raistlin for advice, and it was
this knowledge more than his twin's reasoning that had induced Caramon to finally go along with
his twin's scheme.

"Tanis would sanction our going, if he had time to think about it," Caramon reasoned to himself.
"Everything's happened so fast, that's all, and Tanis has too much to worry about as it is."

As for how Raistlin knew where to find Skullcap and how he planned to get there, Caramon knew
better than to ask, figuring he wouldn't understand anyway. He had never understood his twin, not
when they were little children and certainly not now. The terrible Test in the Tower of High Sorcery
had forever changed his brother in ways that Caramon could not fathom.

The Test had forever changed their relationship as well. The one secret Caramon kept was the secret
he'd learned about his twin in the Tower. That secret was dark and appalling, and Caramon kept it
mainly because he never let himself think about it.

Having safely avoided Sturm, Caramon lifted his head and breathed in the cool, crisp air. He felt
better out in the open, away from all the voices. Here he could think. Caramon was not stupid, as
some believed. Caramon liked to consider a problem from all angles, ruminate, mull it over, and
this often gave him the appearance of being slow. He rarely shared his thoughts with others, fearing
their mockery. No one had been more surprised than Caramon when his friends had lauded his idea
of having Raistlin use his magic to create an avalanche to block the pass.

Caramon felt so much better out here by himself that, when another flurry struck, he stuck out his
tongue to catch the snowflakes, as he'd done when a child. Snow always made him feel like a kid
again. If the snow fall had been deeper, he would have been tempted to lie down on his back, flap
his arms and legs, and make a snowbird. The snow wasn't deep enough yet, though, and didn't look
as if it would be. Stars glittered beneath the clouds.

Negotiating his way around an outcropping of rock, trying to keep his footing, Caramon nearly ran
headlong into Tika.

"Caramon!" she said, pleased.
"Tika!" exclaimed Caramon, alarmed.

He felt like the warrior in the adage who had avoided the kobolds only to fall victim to goblins.
He'd managed to evade Sturm's questioning, but if there was one person in this world who could
wrap him around her red curls and wheedle whatever she wanted out of him, it was Tika Waylan.

"What are you doing out in the night?" she asked.
Caramon held up the water skin. "Fetching water."
He shuffled his big feet a moment then said abruptly, "I've got to go now!" and started to walk off.

"I'm going to the stream myself," said Tika, catching up with him. "I'm afraid of getting lost in the
snow." She slid her hand through his arm. "I'm not afraid when I'm with you, though."

Caramon quivered from head to toe. He had once thought Tika Waylan the ugliest little girl he'd
ever seen and the greatest nuisance ever born. He'd gone away for five years, doing mercenary work
with his twin, and come back to find Tika the most attractive, wonderful woman he'd ever known,
and he'd known quite a few.

Big, handsome, and brawny, with a cheerful smile and good-hearted nature, Caramon had never
lacked female companionship. Girls liked him and he liked them. He'd indulged in numerous
dalliances with countless women, spent more time snuggling in barn lofts and behind hay mounds
than he could count. No woman had ever touched his heart, however. Not until Tika. And she hadn't
really touched his heart—his heart had jumped out of his chest to land plop at her feet.

He wanted to be a better person for her. He wanted to be smarter, braver, yet every time he was with



her, he went all addled and befuddled, especially when she pressed her body up close against his,
like she was now. Caramon recalled a talk he'd had with Goldmoon. The older woman had warned
him that although Tika talked and acted like a worldly woman, she was, in truth, young and
innocent. Caramon must not take advantage of her or he would hurt her deeply. Caramon was
determined to keep himself under strict control, but this was very hard when Tika looked at him as
she was looking at him now, with snow sparkling on her red curls and her cheeks rosy with the cold
and her green eyes shining.

Caramon suddenly began to suspect that she not had been out here to go the stream. She had no
bucket and she certainly wasn't going to bathe. She was going to the stream because she wanted to
be with him, and while this warmed him like spiced wine, the knowledge only added to his
confusion.

They walked together in silence. Tika kept glancing at him, waiting for him to speak. He couldn't
think of anything to say, and then, of course, she said the worst thing possible.

"I hear your brother wanted to go off to some terrible fortress called Skullcap, but Tanis wouldn't let
him." Tika shivered and pressed even closer to him. "I'm glad you're not going."

Caramon mumbled something unintelligible and kept walking. His face burned. He probably had
guilt written on his forehead in letters so large a gully dwarf could read them. He saw her glance at
the water skin and saw her green eyes narrow. Caramon groaned inwardly.

Tika dropped his arm. She stepped back away from him to smite him with the full force of her red-
haired fury.

"You're going, aren't you?!" she cried. "You're going to that dreadful place that everyone knows is
haunted!"

Caramon made a feeble protest. "It's not haunted."

He realized a split second later that he should have denied going at all, but he couldn't think around
her.

"Ah ha! You admit it! Flint says Skullcap's haunted!" Tika returned. "He should know. He was born
and raised around these parts. Does Tanis know you're leaving?" She answered her own question.
"Of course not. So you were going to go off and get yourself killed and never even say goodbye to
me!"

Caramon had no idea where to begin to refute all these charges Finally, he said lamely, "I'm not
going to get myself killed. Raist says—"

"Raist says!" Tika mimicked him. "Why is Raistlin going? Because it has something to do with that
wizard, Fistanpoopus or whatever his name is. The one you told me about. The evil wizard who
wore the Black Robes and whose wicked book Raistlin is carrying around with him. Laurana told
me what Flint said about Skullcap. Only she didn't know what I know and what you know—that
Raistlin has some sort of strange connection to this dead wizard."

"You didn't tell her, did you?" Caramon asked fearfully. "You didn't tell anyone?"
"No, I didn't, but maybe I should."

Tika faced him, head flung back, green eyes flaring. "If you love me, Caramon, you won't go. You'll
tell that brother of yours that he can find someone else to risk his life for him and do his fetching
and carrying and make his stupid tea!"

"I do love you, Tika," said Caramon desperately, "but Raist is my brother. We're all each of us has,
and he says this is important. That the lives of all these people depend on it."

"And you believe him!" Tika scoffed.

"Yes," said Caramon with simple dignity. "I do."



Tika's eyes overflowed with tears, which spilled down her freckled cheeks. "I hope a ghost sucks
your blood dry!" she sobbed angrily, and ran off.

"Tika!" Caramon called, heart-sick.
She did not look back but kept running, slipping and stumbling over the snow-slick rocks.

Caramon wanted desperately to go after her, but he didn't. For what could he say? He could not give
her what she wanted. He could not give up his brother for her, no matter how much he adored her.
Raistlin must always come first. Tika was strong. Raistlin was weak, fragile, feeble.

"He needs me," Caramon said to himself. "He relies on me and depends on me. If I wasn't there for
him, he might die, just like when he was little. She doesn't understand."”

He continued heading for the stream in order to fill the water skin, even though now they wouldn't
be going. Tika would go straight to Tanis, then Tanis would go to Raistlin and forbid him to leave,
and Raistlin would know Caramon had spilled the beans. If Caramon dawdled, perhaps his brother's
fury would have cooled by the time he got back.

Caramon doubted it, but there was always that chance.

Chapter 6

Sneaking Off. Eyes In The Sky. Laundry Day.

Caramon paused outside the cave to steel himself, then shoved aside the screen and went in.

"Raist, I'm sorry..." He halted. His twin was sound asleep, wrapped in his blanket, his hand resting
on the staff that never left his side. The pack containing his spellbooks was by the entrance.
Caramon's pack was there, as well. All in readiness for an early departure.

A wave of relief flooded through Caramon. Tika hadn't told Tanis! Perhaps she did understand, after
all! Moving as quietly as he could, Caramon deposited the full water skin on the floor, then stripped
off his shirt, lay down, and his conscience clear, was almost immediately asleep.
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His brother's hand shaking him by the shoulder woke him. "Keep quiet!" Raistlin whispered. "Make
haste! I want to be away before anyone is stirring!"

"What about breakfast?" Caramon asked. Raistlin flashed him a disgusted glance.
"Well, I'm hungry," Caramon said.
"We will eat on the road," Raistlin returned.

Caramon sighed. Hefting the two packs and the water skin, he followed his brother out of the cave.
The sky was black and glittering with stars. The air was cold and sharp, prickling the inside of the
lungs. The snow had stopped during the night after dusting the ground. Clouds were massing over
the mountains, however. There would be more snow before the day was out.

Solinari, the silver moon, was a curved blade in the sky. Lunitari, the red moon, and Raistlin's
patron goddess of magic, was three-quarters full. Her red light cast eerie shadows on the snow.
Raistlin looked up at the red moon and smiled.

"The goddess lights our way to dawn," he said. "A good omen."

Caramon hoped his twin was right. Now that they were committed to this, Caramon wanted to get



as far away from the others as fast as possible. Raistlin, fortunately, was having one of his good
days. He hardly coughed at all. He moved nimbly and rapidly along the trail.

They made good time, descending the mountainside to the valley floor and heading off to the
southwest. Reaching a forested area, they walked among the trees and were soon out of sight of the
encampment and any early risers.

Caramon was breathing easier when a rattle of armor and a clash of metal on metal caused him to
drop the packs and reach for his sword. Raistlin's hand went to his pouch of spell components.

Sturm Brightblade stepped out from the red-tinged shadows of the tree branches. He stood in the
path, blocking their way.

Raistlin shot Caramon a furious look.
"I didn't tell him, Raist! Honest!" Caramon gabbled.

"Your brother said nothing to me, Raistlin," Sturm confirmed, "so spare him your anger. As to how |
found out, that was easy. I have known you for a good many years, long enough to realize that you
will follow your own selfish pursuits without thought or care for others. I knew when you left the
meeting last night that you intended to sneak off to Skullcap."

"Then," said Raistlin, glowering, "you should also know that you cannot stop me, so stand aside and
permit me and my brother to pass." He paused, then added, "For the sake of our friendship, I would
not want to do you harm."

Sturm's hand went to his sword's hilt, but he did not draw his weapon. His gaze flicked to Caramon,
then back to his twin. "I have no quarrel with you risking your own life, Raistlin. Indeed, it is no
secret that I think the world would be a better place if you were not in it, but there is no need for
you to get your brother killed."

"Caramon goes of his own choosing," Raistlin returned, smiling a twisted smile at the knight's
candor. "Don't you, my brother?"

"Raistlin says we have to go, Sturm," Caramon told the knight. "He says Flint and Tanis won't be
able to find the gate to Thorbardin without the secret key that lies in Skullcap."

"There are many important reasons why they should win their way into Thorbardin, aren't there,
Sturm Brightblade?" Raistlin said with a slight cough.

Sturm regarded Raistlin intently.

"I will let you go on one condition," said Sturm. Releasing his grip on his sword, he stood to one
side. "I'm coming with you."

Caramon cringed, fearing Raistlin would fly into a rage.

Instead, Raistlin gave Sturm a strange, narrow-eyed look, then said quietly, "I have no objection to
the knight's accompanying us. Do you, my brother?"

"No," said Caramon, astonished.

"In fact, he might actually be of some use to me." Raistlin pushed past the knight and continued
along the trail that led through the woods.

Sturm retrieved a sack that, by the clanging sounds emanating from it, held the bulk of his armor.
The knight wore the breastplate with the rose and kingfisher, symbol of the Solamnic knighthood,
and his helm. He carried the rest.

"Does Tanis know?" Caramon asked in a low voice, as Sturm joined him on the trail.

"He does. I shared with him my suspicion that Raistlin would go off on his own," Sturm replied,
positioning the sack more comfortably on his shoulder.



"Did... uh... Tika say anything to him?"
Sturm smiled. "So you told her, but did not tell Tanis?"

Caramon flushed deeply. "I wasn't going to tell anyone. Tika kind of cornered me. Is she very
angry?" he asked wistfully.

Sturm didn't answer. He smoothed his long mustaches, the knight's way of avoiding an unpleasant
discussion.

Caramon sighed and shook his head. "I'm surprised Tanis didn't try to stop Raist."

"He thinks there is something in what Raistlin claims, though he didn't want to say so in front of
Hederick. If we can find the key to the gates of Thorbardin and if we can find the gates in time, we
are to bring word to him immediately."

"How will we know where to find him?" Caramon asked. "He's going trekking off over the
mountains with Flint."

Sturm shot Caramon a penetrating glance. "It's interesting that Raistlin didn't think to ask Tanis that,
isn't it? My guess is that he plans to seek out Thorbardin himself if he finds the key. What do you
think he might be after in Skullcap?"

"I... I don't know," Caramon said, staring down at his boots tromping over the snow-rimed grass. "I
never thought about that."

Sturm gave him a sharp look. "No," he said quietly, "I don't suppose you would."
"Raist says we are going to help the people!" Caramon said defensively.

Sturm grunted. Then he said in a low voice, "How does he know where he's going? How does he
know the way? Or are we wandering out here aimlessly?"

Caramon watched his twin walking confidently along the trail between the trees. The mage walked
more slowly now, feeling his way along, sometimes tapping the ground with the butt of his staff like
a blind man, yet, he didn't appear lost. He walked with purpose and determination, and when he did
stop to look around he would stop only briefly then continue on.

"He said he knows a way, a secret way." Caramon saw Sturm's look and added. "Raist knows lots of
things. He reads books."

Caramon was immediately sorry he'd spoken, for that brought up the unwelcome thought of the
night-blue spellbook. He quickly banished the reminder. If Raistlin 4ad found guidance in a book
belonging to an evil wizard, Caramon didn't want to know about it.

"Maybe Flint told him," Caramon said, and the possibility cheered him. "Yeah, that's it. Flint must
have told him."

Sturm knew it was hopeless to point out the obvious— Flint wouldn't tell Raistlin the time of day.
Caramon had lied to himself about his twin for so many years that he wouldn't know the truth now
if it gave him a swift kick in the backside.
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Ranging ahead of the others, Raistlin knew perfectly well that his brother and the knight were
talking about him. He even knew what they were saying. He could have quoted them both word for
word. He didn't care. Let the knight malign him. Caramon would defend him. Caramon always
defended him. It was nauseating the way Caramon always defended him. Sometimes Raistlin found
himself wishing Caramon would grow a backbone, stand up to him, defy him. Then he reflected
that if this happened, Caramon would be of no more use to him, and he still needed Caramon. The
day would come when he would be able to live independent of his twin but not now. Not yet.

Raistlin cast an oblique glance at the two men over his shoulder— his brother trotting along like a



pack animal; Sturm Brightblade, impoverished knight, carrying his nobility around in a sack.

Why is he coming along? Raistlin wondered. He found the notion intriguing. Certainly the noble
knight is not worried about my well being! He professes to care for Caramon, yet Sturm knows
perfectly well that Caramon is a seasoned warrior. My brother can take care of himself. Sturm has
some reason of his own for tagging along with us. I wonder what that can be... Why is he so
interested in Skullcap?

For that matter, Raistlin asked himself, why am I?
He did not know the answer.

Raistlin scanned the rock wall of the mountain that stood dead ahead of them blocking the way. He
was searching for the image that was still shadowy in his mind, yet grew clearer and more distinct
with every step he took. He knew what he was looking for—or rather, he would know it when he
saw it. He knew a secret way that led to Skullcap, yet he didn't know it. He had walked this path
before, and he'd never before set foot on it. He'd been here, and he hadn't. He'd done this without
doing it.

The day of the dragon's attack on the grove, Raistlin had been writing a new spell into his spellbook
when suddenly the quill pen had, seemingly of its own volition, scrawled the word Skullcap across
the page.

Raistlin had stared at the word. He had stared at the quill and at his hand that had wielded it. He had
torn out the ruined page and tried again to write down his spell. Again the pen had written Skullcap.
Raistlin had thrown down the pen and searched his mind and at last recalled where he'd heard that
name, in what connection.

Fistandantilus. Skullcap was the wizard's tomb.

An unpleasant thrill had tingled through Raistlin's body, a tingle in the blood as of a rising fever.
He'd never thought about it, but Skullcap must be close to where they were camped. What wonders
might he find there! Ancient magical artifacts, the wizard's spellbooks like the one he had already
acquired.

That was the reward, yet Raistlin had the uneasy impression that he was being guided to Skullcap
for darker and more sinister reasons. If so, he would deal with those when the time came, which
was why he'd decided to take Sturm along.

Sturm Brightblade was an arrogant, insufferable prig who never took a piss but that he didn't have
to pray over it. Nevertheless, he was a deft hand with a sword. Skullcap might indeed be nothing
more than a crumbling old ruin, just as Raistlin had claimed to the assembly last night.

Even he didn't believe it.
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"So Raistlin's gone off to Skullcap," said Flint, adding dourly, "Good riddance, I'd say, but he's
taking two good men, Caramon and Sturm, to their deaths along with him."

"Let's hope it doesn't come to that," said Tanis. "Are you ready?"

"As I'll ever be," Flint grumbled. "I want to go on record as saying this is all a waste of time. If we
do find the gate, which I doubt, the dwarves will never open it for us. If they do open it, they won't
let us in. The hearts of the Thorbardin clans are hard and cold as the mountain itself. The only
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reason I'm going, Half-Elven, is to have the chance to say 'I told you so'".

"So much is changing in the world, perhaps the hearts of the dwarves have changed as well," Tanis
suggested.

Flint gave an explosive snort and went off to finish his packing, leaving Tanis to try to placate an
extremely disappointed kender.



"Please, please, please let me go, Tanis!" Tasslehoff begged. He sat on a chair—the same chair to
which he had recently been tied—and kicked his feet against the legs. "It's only fair, you know.
After all, you're using one of my very best maps."

"You along!" Flint rumbled from the other side of the cave. "We'd be shut out for the next three
hundred years. The dwarves would never let a kender beneath the mountain."

"I think they would," Tas said eagerly. "Dwarves and kender are related, after all."
"We are not!" Flint roared.

"We are so," Tas argued. "First there were gnomes, then there was the Graygem and the gnomes
tried to catch it, and something happened—I forget what—and Reorx changed some of the gnomes
into dwarves and some into kender, so you see, we're first cousins, Flint."

The dwarf began to sputter.
"Why don't you wait for me outside?" Tanis said to the dwarf.
Flint glared at Tas then picked up his pack and stomped out.

"Please, Tanis," Tas begged, looking up at him with pleading eyes. "You know you need me to keep
you out of trouble."

"I need you here much more, Tas," said Tanis.
Tasslehoff shook his head glumly. "You're just saying that."

"With Sturm, Caramon, and Raistlin gone, and Flint and I gone, who's going to look after Tika? And
Laurana? And Riverwind and Goldmoon?"

Tas thought this over. "Riverwind has Goldmoon. Laurana's got Elistan... What's the matter, Tanis?
Does your stomach hurt?"

"No, my stomach doesn't hurt," Tanis said irritably. He didn't know why any mention of Laurana
and Elistan should suddenly put him in a bad humor. What they did was none of his concern.

"It's just you made the kind of face people make when their stomach hurts—"
"My stomach doesn't hurt!" Tanis said.

"That's good," Tas remarked. "Nothing's worse than a stomach ache when you're starting on a long
journey. You're right. Tika doesn't have anyone since Caramon's gone. I'll stay to take care of her."

"Thank you, Tas," said Tanis. "That's a burden off my mind."

"I'd better go be with her right now," Tas added, charmed with his new responsibility. "She might be
in danger."

Actually, the kender was the one who was in danger. Tika never woke before noon if she could help
it, and dawn was only just now breaking. Tanis didn't like to think what would happen to poor Tas
when he barged in on her at this time of day.
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Tanis found Riverwind and Goldmoon waiting for him. She greeted him with a gentle kiss.

"I will ask the gods to walk with you, Tanis," she said to him, adding with a mischievous smile,
"whether you want them to or not."

Tanis gave a somewhat sheepish grin and scratched his beard. He didn't know what to say, and to
change the subject, he turned to Riverwind.

"Thank you for accepting this charge, my friend," Tanis told him. "I know the decision was not an
easy one, nor will your task be easy, I'm afraid. You know what you must do, where you must go if
the valley is attacked?"



"I know." Riverwind's expression was dark, though he said quietly, "The gods are with us.
Hopefully such an attack will not happen."

The gods are with Verminaard more than us, Tanis thought wryly. They brought him back to life.

He merely nodded, however, and shaking Riverwind's hand, Tanis reminded him once more of the
location of the meeting place they agreed upon—a village of gully dwarves at the very foot of the
mountain where Flint said the legendary gate to Thorbardin could be found.

Flint had reluctantly, and only after much persuasion, revealed the presence of the village. He
refused to say how he knew about it, but Tanis suspected that this was where the old dwarf had been
captured by gully dwarves a few years before and imprisoned, the details of which harrowing ordeal
Flint never discussed.

Riverwind indicated a rolled-up map tucked in his belt. He had drawn the map last night in
consultation with Flint and one of Tasslehoff's maps.

"I know where the village is located," said Riverwind. "It is on the other side of the mountains, and
as of now, we have no way of crossing those mountains."

"There's a pass," Flint said stolidly.
"You keep saying that, but my people have scouted the area and they can't find any sign of one."

"Are your people dwarves? When they are, come talk to me," Flint grunted. He carried both a
battle-axe and a pick-axe in a harness on his back. He adjusted these more comfortably then
glowered at Tanis. "If we're going, we should be going, not standing around here palavering."

"We'll be off, then. We'll blaze a trail for you to follow if you have to. I hope you—"

He halted in mid sentence, a shiver of fear clenching his gut. His flesh crawled, and the hair on the
back of his neck prickled. The old wives would have said someone was walking across his grave.
Goldmoon had gone pale and Riverwind's breath came fast, his hands clenched. Flint whipped out
his axe, searching for the foe, but the feeling passed, and no enemy appeared.

"Dragons," said Flint grimly.

"They are up there," Goldmoon said, shivering and hugging her cloak close around her, "watching

"

us.

Riverwind stood with his head tilted back, searching the skies. Tanis joined him, but neither could
see anything in the pale blue dawn. Both looked at each other and acknowledged the truth.

"Whether we see them or not, they're up there. Make the people ready, Riverwind. If trouble does
come, you won't have much time to escape."

Tanis stood a moment more, searching for some word of hope or comfort. He couldn't find any to
give. Hefting his pack, he and the dwarf started off down the path.

Flint paused to shout back over his shoulder. "Bring pick-axes!"

"Pick-axes!" Riverwind repeated, frowning. "Does he mean for us to hack our way through the
mountains? I don't like this. I begin to think I made the wrong decision. Our people should have
gone off on their own."

"Your reasons for making this decision were sound, my husband. Not even the Que-Kiri warriors
challenged you when you told them your decision. They are sensible enough to realize that there is
safety in numbers. Do not start second guessing yourself. The chieftain who looks behind while he
walks forward will stumble and fall. That is what my father always said."

"Damn your father!" Riverwind said angrily. "His decisions were not always right! He was the one
who ordered the people to stone me, or have you forgotten that, Chieftain's Daughter?"

He stalked off, leaving Goldmoon to stare after him in astonishment.



"He didn't mean it," said Laurana, coming up the hillside to stand beside her. "Sorry, I couldn't help
overhearing. He is worried, that is all. He bears a great responsibility."

"I know." Goldmoon sighed bleakly. "I am no help, I fear. He is right. I should not keep comparing
him to my father. I meant to offer advice; that is all. My father was a wise man and a good chief. He
made a mistake, but it was because he did not understand."

She looked after her husband and sighed again. "I love him so much, yet it seems I hurt him more
than I would hurt my worst enemy."

"Love gives us a power to hurt that hate cannot match," Laurana said softly.

She looked after Flint and Tanis, who were shapeless forms in the gray dawn, descending into the
valley.

"Did you come to say good-bye to Tanis?" Goldmoon asked, seeing the young woman watching
them.

"I thought he might want to say good-bye to me," Laurana replied. "I waited, but he didn't come."
She shrugged. "Apparently he doesn't care."

"He does, Laurana," said Goldmoon. "I've seen the way he looks at you. It's just..." She hesitated.

"I can't compete with a memory of a rival," Laurana bitterly. "Kitiara will always be perfect to him.
Her kisses will always taste sweeter. She is not here to say or do the wrong thing. I cannot win."

Goldmoon was struck by what Laurana had said. Competing with a memory. That was what she
was forcing Riverwind to do. Small wonder he resented it. She went to find him to make her
apology, which, since they were newlyweds, she knew her tender "I am sorry" would be well
received.

Laurana stood looking after Tanis.
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"Hullo, Tika!" Tas shoved open the screen to the cave and bounded inside, remembering at the last
moment to knock. "Did you go shivery all over just a few moments ago? I did. It was a dragon! I
thought I'd better hurry over to protect you! Ouch!" he said loudly, tumbling over a lump in the
darkness.

"Tika?" Tas reached out his hand. "Is that lump you?"
"Yes, it's me." She didn't sound pleased about it.
"What are you doing sitting in the dark?"

"Thinking."

"Thinking about what?"

"That Caramon Majere is the biggest numbskull in the whole wide world." There was a pause, then
she said, "He went to Skullcap with his brother, didn't he?"

"I guess so. Tanis said he did."
Tika glared at him. "I sent Sturm to Tanis to stop him from going! Why didn't he?"

"Tanis thinks there might be something important in Skullcap. I don't know about Sturm," Tas said,
settling himself in the darkness beside Tika. He sighed longingly. "Skullcap. Doesn't that sound like
a perfectly wonderful place to you?"

"It sounds horrid. It's a trap," said Tika.
"A trap? Now I wish I'd gone! I love traps!" Tas was disconsolate.

"Not those kind of traps," Tika said scornfully. "I mean Raistlin's leading Caramon into a trap. I've



been up all night thinking through it. Raistlin's going because of that awful old dead wizard, that
Fistandoodle or whatever his name is. Caramon told me all about him and about that wicked book
of his—the book Raistlin sneaked out of Xak Tsaroth. That wizard was an evil man, and that place
is an evil place. Raistlin knows t