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Dedi cati on

Stories grow fromstories told,

So no tale's ever ended

Wil e there's yet new anong the ol d.
It's thus that lore's extended.

The Gates of Thorbardin is dedicated to whomever finds
the gnom sh island-vessel, or solves the nystery of
Garon Wendesthalas, or tells the whole tale of Caliban
and Kol anda, or can chronicle the entire Battle of Way-
keep.

Part 1
The Dr eam Chaser

Chapter 1
Even here, in this cold crevasse split deep and
narrow into living mountain stone... even here, where

he could go no farther, where his aching body squeezed
so tightly between serrated walls of cutting stone that his

back was raw and bl eeding... even here, where no
roads cane and the only trails were paths of small things
passi ng. ...

Even here, he knew they would find him
At | east one of themwould come, drawn by the scent
of his blood - would come up through the riven rock and
find him cornered. There were too nmany of them on the
sl opes below, too well spread as they hunted upward, for
all of them to nmiss him where he hid. One would cone.
One would cone to kill him

He had watched them coursing the field like a hunter's
pack. From a ledge where the tunbled stone |ay gro-
tesque in the shadows of the sheers above, he had seen
themlose his scent. They had spread w de, casting about
alnbost as wolves might, seeking novenment, great bl unt
noses di pping to sweep the ground and rising to test the
air, thick, sleek tails swishing graceful arcs as they
wound and curved through the dimnishing brush of the
nmount ai n sl ope. Long and lithe, i mensely power ful
and as graceful as dark zephyrs on the wi nd, they noved
upward in silent unison, missing nothing as they cane.
Sunlight on the black fur rippling over mghty nuscles
was a tapestry of iridescence.



How nmany were there? He hadn't been able to tell.
They were never all in sight at once. He'd judged that
there were thirty down there, seeking him But it didn't
matter. O the hunting cats he had seen, one would be
enough.

Hunger had knotted his stomach as he turned upward
again, seeking a place to go to ground. O a weapon. Hs

hands craved the touch of a weapon - any kind of
weapon. He had then found a palmsized rock with a cut-
ting edge and balanced it in his hand. It was no proper
weapon, only a sharp stone. But to hands | ong-

conforted by the tools they held, it was better than noth-
ing at all.

d anberi ng into tunbl estone mazes, he'd used his
rock to cut a strip fromthe |leather kilt he wore, and con-
centrated on binding the strip about the rock to mnmake a
grip that would fit his hand. He stunbled, fell against a
spur of stone, and felt it gash his shoulder. Warm bl ood
ran down his arm bright droplets spattering the rock be-
neath his feet. He paused for only a nonent, |ooking at
the bl ood, and raised one eyebrow in ironic salute. Then
he had noved on

Above the tunblestone rose the sheer faces of rock
cliffs, and anong the cliffs he had found the crevasse,
and now he waited there. He had seen them coursing up
through the nmazes, had seen the one that paused and
sniffed where it found the droplets of his blood. One, at

least, would find himhere. That one had the scent and
woul d not | ose it again.

The crevasse was a great slit, deep into the standing
cliff. Far above was open sky, but the walls were sheer
with no place to clinmb. For a tine the cut had run on, in-
ward and upward, even wdening at one point, where a
tiny cold spring dripped froma sandstone cleft to pool in
the sand below then disappear into the rising ground. He
had stopped there for a nonment, trying to quench a
thirst that tortured him Then he had gone on, and could
al nost feel the hot breath of the hunting cat closing in be-
hind him Fromthe spring, the crevasse wound back into
sheer stone, narrowing as it went. Finally he could go no
farther. He had pushed hinmself into the final rift as
tightly as he could, holding his breath, and he felt the
cold rock scraping at his flesh

He tilted his head to peer upward. Far above was sky,
and its path was wider than the cleft that swallowed him
front and back. Using the rock walls as pressing surfaces,
he raised hinself a few inches, bracing with his elbows at
the rock before him with his feet at the rock behind. H's
breath was a cl oud of steam hanging in the cold, still air
around him condensing on chill stone as he worked.

By inches he crept wupward, levering hinmself between
two surfaces. A foot, then three, then seven he clinbed,
using his forearnms thrust ahead of him - then his hands
as the chimey w dened above. Wen he could no |onger
clinb, when his outthrust arns would not reach farther
and give purchase, he |[|ooked dowmm. He was fifteen feet
above the bottom of the crevasse and could go no higher

He was still wthinreach of a hunting cat, he knew.
Any one of the great beasts, as tall at the shoulder as he



was at the ears, could leap this high. H's chest heaving,
his breath a cloud in the shadows of dark stone, he clung
and waited. He could go no farther

"Come on, then, pouncer,” he nuttered. "You have ny
scent and you know where | am so you are the chosen
one. Cone along, now, and let's get it done. I'mtired."

Tiny clickings echoed up the split, needle tips of great
claws tapping at stone as the beast padded nearer. Now

he coul d hear its breath, the deep-chested, runbling purr
of a huge cat closing on its prey.

Shadows shifted in the cleft, and he |ooked upward.
H gh above, where the walls opened upon sky, some-
thing noved. A face was there, tiny and distant, |ooking
down at him It was there, then it wthdrew Soneone
was atop the escarpnment, above the rended cliffs, some-
one curious enough to |ook down and see what was hap-

pening below But whoever it was, it meant nothing to
him here. Al that mattered in this nonent was that he
was here, the cat was coming... and in a place far away

Jilian waited for him He had pronised her he would
return.

In the cold mist of his breath, he now saw her face. O
them all, she was the only one who had truly believed
him The only one wth faith in him He had told her
about the dreans. He had told several others, as well,
but of themall, Jilian believed.

Rogar CGol dbuckl e m ght have believed about the
dreans, but not about their portent. Col dbuckle had Iis-
tened, stood for a time in thought, then shook his head.
"Who's to know what a dream neans?" he had sighed
"I"ve had dreans, too, Chane. But that's all they were.
Just dreans."

It had been worse when he told Slag Firestoke what he
wanted to do. Od Firestoke was not fond of himanyway
and was not happy about an enpty-pursed orphan
spending time with his daughter. It had been Jilian's idea
to tell her father about Chanc's prenonitions, in the hope
that Firestoke mght outfit himfor his quest. He didn't
need much. Just warm clothing, arnms and provisions,
and a few of Firestoke's hirelings to acconpany him

"Thorbardin is in jeopardy," Chane had told him "I
know it, and in dreans |'ve been told that | nust find the
key to save it."

"Dreans!" Firestoke had runbled, glaring at him
"You're daft as a warren-bat."

"I know I'mright," Chane had insisted. "I don't know
exactly what I'mto find, but 1'll know when I find it."

Firestoke had |aughed at that, a cruel, victorious

laugh, "So you conme to nme for noney? Well, you can
wait until your whiskers rust. You won't see a brass coin
from ne, Chane Feldstone. Now get out of ny house
...and stay away fromny daughter! She'll have better
than the |ikes of you."

Then, it seened that old Firestoke had changed his
mnd. At the tine, Chane believed that Jilian had per-
suaded him.. and Jilian had believed it, too.

The cat sounds were closer now, nonentarily hesitant
while the big beast tasted the air. Chanc clung to his



braced position and felt <chill beads of sweat anong his
whi skers.

She probably still believes it, he thought. How would
she know that her father's villains acconpanied ne to the
edge of the wilderness, then waylaid ne?

They had beaten and punmel ed him enjoying the
sport. They had taken his weapons, his coins, his boots,
his warm clothing. Everything that Firestoke had pro-
vi ded, they took - and everything el se he had, as well.

"Don't cone back to Thorbardin,”™ they'd told him
"Qur sponsor doesn't want to ever see you again."

And they had harried his trail, to nake sure he didn't
turn back. Day after mserable, hungry day they had fol-
lowed him until he had crossed beyond Thorbardin's
realminto the wild | ands.

Hunger weakened him and he felt his braced arns
trenbling. The purring runble of the great cat was very
near, just beyond the final bend in the chasm He took a
deep breath. "Cone on, you blasted cat," Chanc said
aloud. "Cone kitty-kitty-kitty, you tarnish-pitted carni-
vore. Cone on and get it over with!"

Then it was there, thirty feet away, a sleek, stalking
predator of mdnight black. Gold eyes spotted him and
it paused, wears flattening back atop an ebony head as
wi de as his body.

Its mouth opened wide to clear front fangs the size of
daggers. Its purr becanme a lowroar, and it bunched its
massive body, long tail twitching. Then it charged..
two | ong bounds and a I|eap, front paws reaching for its

prey.

In the last instant, he released his hold and dropped. A
heavy paw the span of his own hand brushed his head.
Needl e-sharp claws cut shallow furrows fromhis hair to
his brow. Then he was below it, and he heard the heavy
thunp as the cat wedged itself into the slanting cut where
he had been

He fell, rolled away, scranmbled wupright, and caught its
withing tail in both hands, pulling hinself upward. Feet
braced agai nst stone, he clinbed and swung hinself to its
runp, dodging its thrashing hind claws. Hands full of
black fur, he pulled hinself forward. The cat's roar be-
cane a howl of rage. Its head cane up and turned, great
teeth glinting as he grabbed the cat's head and threw him
self over its shoulder, clinging for life. The cat shrieked.
He heard the snappi ng of bone.

For an instant he dangled between clawed paws that
had ceased to nove, and felt the hot breath of the beast
on his face as its lungs enptied thenmselves. It did not
breat he again. Its neck was broken

Feeling weak wth hunger and exertion, he pulled him
self atop the beast once nore, sat there |long enough to |let
his rmuscles stop trenbling, then raised hinmself above it,
feet braced against rock faces on either side. He began
prying the cat loose fromthe grip of the stone. Wen fi-
nally the huge body was free, he dragged it back to
where there was a little space, rolled it onto its back, got
out the wapped shard of rock and set about dressing and
ski nni ng the body.

He had alnpbst conpleted the task when a voice behind



him sai d, "Take the tenderloin. Best part of a cat."

He turned, crouching. The person who stood there, a
few yards away, was nearly his own height, but slighter
of build. He was beardless, though the great mane of his
hair had been caught wup in |eather waps at one side and

was | ooped around his neck like a fur collar. He |eaned
casually on a staff with a fork at its end, and gazed sar-
donically at the skinned beast on the ground. "I don't be-
lieve | ever sawa body go to so nmuch trouble for his

supper," he said. "You are a nmess. Blood all over you, and
| expect sone of it's yours."

The newconer was | ooki ng him over unabashedly,
and Chane glared back. "A kender," he growed. 'You're
a bl asted kender."

"So | am" the newconer said, feigning surprise. "But
then you're a dwarf. | guess everybody is sonething.
Chestal Thicketsway's the nane. You can call me 'Chess

if you want to. Wiy did you lead that cat in here, any-
way ?"

"Because | couldn't think of any better way to kill it,
and |'m hungry."

"So aml," the kender grinned. "Did you notice the lit-
tl e canyon back there, with the spring init? I'll get a fire
started there, if you'll bring the nmeat. And don't forget
the tenderloins... and the backstrap. Those are the best

nmeat, you know. "

* *k k* k* %

By evening firelight, the little spring canyon in the cleft

seenmed almpst a homey place. His belly full of roast
hunting cat, sage tea, and a bit of hard cheese that the
kender had produced from his pouch - he said he had
found it sonmewhere - the dwarf pegged down the cat-

skin and began to work the flesh from it, using his edged
stone as a scraper, while the kender watched curiously.
Al through supper the kender had chatted sociably, not
seeming to care that his conpanion rarely answered ex-
cept for an occasional grunt or grow. Chestal Thick-
etsway was not bothered by that, it seened, He enjoyed
the sound of his own voice, and rarely ran out of new
ideas and opinions with which to anuse and anaze him
sel f.

But as the dwarf worked steadily over the staked-

down hide, scraping, rubbing, and dressing it, Chess
gradual ly went silent... or nearly so. He sat by the fire
and watched in Ilively curiosity, nowand then nmuttering
to hinself. "Not that,” he said. "Wong color." Then

"No, | don't think so. It is far too big." And, "WelIl, possi-
bly for formal occasions, but hardly for every day."

Finally the dwarf turned to glare at him "What are
you muttering about ?"

"I'm trying to decide what you plan to do wth that

pelt," the smaller person explained. "So far | have pretty
well elimnated any ideas of a tent or a rug, and | can't see
a dwarf flying a black fur flag... unless, of course, he

plans to take wup taxidermny, which is an unusual occupa-
tion for dwarves as far as | have seen. If you were a



gnone, now -"

"l need a coat,"
scrapi ng.

"- You might have sone notion of lacing poles into it
to make a flying machine, or punching holes in it to sift
gravel for a -"

"Shut up," the dwarf said.

"- sliding stairway. What?"

the dwarf said gruffly, returning to his

"I wish you would be quiet. I'm trying to work here."

"I can see that. Wy don't you nake yourself a coat?
You could certainly use one, I'd say. Maybe sone boots,
too. Mst dwarves |1've met prefer bullhide boots wth
iron soles, but just some sinple fur boots would be better
than those rags you have bound around your feet. | don't
think I've ever seen a worse-dressed dwarf than you. |'ve

seen goblins with better attire. Did you lose your clothes
sonewhere 7"

"They were stolen....'

"And aren't you supposed to carry a hammer or an axe
or somet hi ng? Most dwar ves are pretty tight-fisted
about tools and weapons. |I'd say you have a story to tell.
How about your nane?"

"What about ny nane?"

"Do you renenber it?"

"Well, of course | renenber it!"

"What is it?"

"Chane Fel dstone. "

Chane turned back to his pelt, growing. Wen it was
cleaned to his satisfaction, he put nore wood on the fire
and went to retrieve the two longest teeth from the car-
cass of the cat. They were the center incisors of the upper

jaw, and Ilike incisors they were sharp along the edges.
Unli ke incisors, though, they tapered to keen points at
the ends... and wunlike the teeth of npbst creatures -
even creatures as large as the hunting cat - they were

nearly ten inches |ong.

He worked at them for a tine, wenching themthis
way and that with strong hands, until finally they were
| oose enough for him to pull themout of the jaw Chane
carried themback to the fire and laid their root ends in
the flame to clean them while he cut hardwood for grips
and | engths of thong for binding.

"Mbst dwarves prefer netal daggers," the kender
poi nted out. "Most dwarves don't care for ivory."

"This is the best that's available right now " Chane
snapped. "It will do until | can find something better."

"Things aren't hard to find," Chess agreed. "People are
al ways | eaving things just lying around -"

"Don't you have sonewhere to go?" Chane asked

The kender |eaned back against a rock, cupping his
hands behind his head. "I thought 1'd have a |ook around
that valley down there... the one the cats chased you
out of. It's called Waykeep, or sone such thing."

"The val |l ey?"

"Or some part of it. No one seens to know very nuch
about it. Hardly anyone goes there."

Chane | ooked at the great pelt, pegged out for curing,
and at the daggerlike fang he was fitting with a handle. "I
can see why," he said.



"Actually, I was on ny way to Pax Tharkas, but | got
si detracked,"” the kender admtted. "There's a lot to see in
these mountains. And a lot not to see. Did you notice
that valley the cats cane from howit just sort of fades
out of sight when you try to see it? Pretty mysterious if
you ask me."

Even if you don't ask, Chane was t hinking.

"I had a nice talk with a hill dwarf a few nonths ago
He'd lost an amulet and | helped himfind it, and when
showed him ny nmap he said the blank space between the
west ranges and the Vale of Respite must be the Valley of
Waykeep. He doesn't know anything about it, except it
doesn't show on maps and nobody goes there. Especially
Wi zards. So that's why |I'm sidetracked and not on ny
way to Pax Tharkas. You don't look like a hill dwarf. You

look a little different. Are you a nountain dwarf?"

“I''m from Thorbardin," Chane said, paying scant at-
tention to the chattering kender. The nore the creature
tal ked, the nore gl assy-eyed he felt. It was like trying to
listen to twenty or thirty anvils, all at once.

"I's that why your beard grows back that way?" Chess
stared at him in bright-eyed curiosity. "Do all Thor-
bardi n dwarves have swept-back whi skers?"

"No, but 1 do. It's just the way they grow" He |ooked
up from his work, thoughtfully. 'Wat kind of nmaps do
you have?"

"Ch, all kinds," the kender spread his hands. "Big ones

and little ones, sone dr awn on l'i nen, sone on
parchnent - | even have one drawn on a... no, | used
to have that, but | don't now | ate it." He glanced at the

remai ns of their neal

"Maps of what?" Chane grow ed.

The kender blinked at him "Places. That's what maps
are. They're pictures of places. I nake a lot of maps. O
pl aces. When I go hone to Hylo someday... that's
where I"'mfrom did | tell you that?"

"I don't know." The dwarf's scow was becom ng
fierce. "What pl aces?"

"- I'll be able to show everybody where |[|'ve been."
The kender bl i nked agai n. "What pl aces woul d you
l'ike?"

"I don't know, exactly," Chane sighed. "l've never seen
it... except in dreams. But it's outside of Thorbardin

...somepl ace beyond Northgate."

The kender shifted his vol um nous bel t - pouch around
so that it rested on his lap, and began runmaging inside
it. The pouch seemed to have endless capacity, and the
dwarf stared at the horde of treasure the kender's busy
hands brought to light. Bri ght baubl es of countl ess
ki nds, small stones, bits of twine, an old turtle shell, var-
ious metal objects, a woden cube, an old and battered
bird' s nest - this the kender stared at for a nonent, then
tossed aside - a broken spoon, a scrap of cloth.... The
treasures went on and on.

Then Chess drew forth a fat sheath of draw ngs and his

eyes bri ght ened. "Ah," he said. "Maps." He thunmbed
through them "If the place you want to see is north of
Northgate, that neans it's weast of here," he explained,



then |ooked up, glanced at Chane and pointed. "East is
that way."

"What do the maps showto the east?" Chane squinted
trying to see what the draw ngs said.

Chess | ooked wup, surprised. "Not hi ng," he said. "l
thought | told you about that. The first thing east of here
is the Valley of Wykeep, and it isn't on maps. Maybe |
can draw one on the way."

"I don't want to go to the Valley of Waykeep," the
dwar f snorted.

"I'f you want to go east, you do," Chess said amcably,
then reached into his pouch and drew out another shiny
bauble. "How about that?" He held it up and gazed at it
in surprise

"How about what? Wat is that?"

"It's that hill dwarf's anulet. The one | helped him
find. He nust have lost it again. That's where | found it
the first time, too. Right in here, under the troll's sandal
VWat do you know "

Chapter 2

"What kind of dreams was it? | mean the one

where you saw a place outside of Thorbardin, and now
you want to find it?" Chestal Thicketsway scranbled to
the crest of a stone | edge and squinted, peering at msty
di stances. Fogs and | ow cl ouds seened to span the Valley
of Waykeep, a trough of sun-dappled gray mist mles
across and tens of mles in length. He noted again how
the valley seened to just... lose itself fromsight, even
when one stood directly above it and | ooked down.

Chane Feldstone hoisted hinself to the |edge-top, a
bl ack-clad dwarf burdened by black packs slung from
each shoulder. The dead cat had provided nore than a

meal . It had provided a good, black fur coat, two packs,
and a supply of snmoked neat. "It was just a dream" he
said. "At least that's what alnost everybody tells ne.

Maybe they're right, too. But it's nmy dream and | don't
think that's all it is."

"Well, what do you think it was?" The kender shaded
his bright eyes, gazing at the distant, craggy nountains
that rose above the mists several niles eastward, across
the vall ey.

"I think it was a nmessage," Chane sighed. "It's like a
dream that 1've had a hundred times over the years, only
this time it seemed to alnost make sense, and there was
this face - I felt like | should know who he was, but I
can't quite grasp it. He told me that I had a destiny and

the fate of Thorbardin depends on me, and he showed
me a place where | nust go."

' \Why 2"

"I don't know. He didn't say, but it must have sone-
thing to do wth the helnmet, because that's what | always
dream about . "

The kender gl anced around at the dwarf, raising an
eyebrow qui zzical ly. "Wat hel met?"

"The same one | always dream about. Ever since | was
hal f - grown. "

"A helnet," Chess breathed. "Cee, | usually just dream



about butterflies and |leeches and things. | don't think I
ever dreanmed about a helnet,” He raised his forked staff,
twirled it in his hngers for a nonment, then tossed it into
the air and caught it, still twirling, as it fell. "Dreans are
i nportant, though. M cousin dreaned he was a door-
mat one tine, and a week |later an ogre stepped on him™

Chane stared at the twirling staff. "Wat is that thing,
anyways"

"What t" Chess blinked and stopped twirling the stick
"Ch, this? It's a hoopak. Tell ne some nmore about your
hel met dream "

"Well, it's just a dream I've had it now and then, nost
of my life. | dream I'min a place |'ve never seen before,

and there's something there. Sometines it's a |ocked chest,
sonmetines a bag, sonetimes a pile of stones or a wooden
box. But | open it, and there is an old helnmet inside. A war
helm with horns and a spire, cheekplates, noseguard..

it always | ooks the same, and every tinme | start to put it on
nmy head there is a voice that says, " 'No, not now Not
yet. When the tinme conmes, you will know ' "

"I's that all?" the kender frowned in di sappoi ntment.
"That isn't very exciting."

"That's all of it," Chane admtted. "O it was wuntil a
few weeks ago, when | started having that dream al npost
every night. But now it's different. There's a great, high
bridge, and nothing at all beneath it. | cross the bridge,
and then | find the helnet. | start to put it on, and there is
someone there with nme. A warrior, like the old Hylar
warriors back in the time of the great war. He |looks at ne
and says, 'The tine approaches. Thorbardin is at risk.
Chane Fel dst one, you must becone who vyou are and
who you are neant to be. It is your destiny." " Chane

growed and scuffed a fur-clad foot against the stone.
"dd Firestoke | aughed when | told himabout it."

"I's he the one who chased you out of Thorbardin?"

"Nobody chased ne out of Thorbardin!" Chane rum
bled. "I went because | wanted to go. But his villains beat
me up and robbed nme and told ne never to cone back."

"Why do you suppose they did that?"

"Because Slag Firestoke is a mserable old rust-pit, and
he wants Jilian to marry sonebody weal thy or fanous."

"I don't suppose you are either of those?"

"No, I'm not. But I'Il go back when |'mready, and I'l
go on my own terns, and Slag Firestoke can go to corro-
sion for all | care.”

"But you're going to find the helmet first."

"I intend to try. Maybe it was just a dream but | want
to find out."

"Maybe the helnmet will make you rich and fanous,"”
the kender suggested.

Still seething at the recent nmenory of betrayal and hu-

mliation, Chane squinted and peered at the nisted val-
ley. The kender was right about one thing, he decided.
The vall ey seened to try to hide itself, as though it didn't
want conpany. But to reach the nmountains east of there
he woul d have to cross it.

They had seen no further sign of the big cats. If the

beasts lived in the valley, they had obviously gone hone



during the night. 1In the distance, beyond the msts,
nmorni ng sun hal oed the caps of tall peaks that jutted up-
ward like lizards' teeth. At one point, somewhat to the
north, there was a gap that m ght be a pass.

"Does your map say what's beyond those next noun-
tai ns?" he asked.

"Anot her valley," the kender said. "It's called the Vale
of Respite. And beyond it are nore nountains. Sone re-
ally big ones. According to one of the maps, the northern

gate of Thorbardin is over there soneplace. 1've never
seen that. Have you?"

" Not from outside," Chane adm tted. He grow ed
again, thinking about Firestoke's "armsmen" - actually
just a gang of toughs, the sort who were all too comon

in sone of the warrens and even parts of some of the clan
cities in the wundernountain domain. Firestokel The old
rust bucket had nmade Chane believe that he was hel ping
him outfitting him for a journey, providing arned com
pani ons. .. and had bet rayed him \What must Jilian
think? Thinking of Jilian he became so nelancholy that
he went back to thinking about her father instead.

"Yes, by the Geat Anvil!" he growed. 'Yes, | wll go
back, and maybe 1'lIl shove Slag Firestoke' s pretensions
right down his throat."

"Being rich and fanpous m ght hel p," Chess al | owed.

He shifted his pouch to a nore confortable position at
his belt, gripped his hoopak, and scuffed an inpatient
foot. "Look at it, will youl | never saw a valley so reluc-
tant to be seen.”

Chane picked up his packs. "Maybe it's a spell."

"I don't think so," the kender said. "I heard magicians
don't like to come here because it nmkes them itch or
something. The hill dwarf told ne that." He glanced at

the fur-clad dwarf, then tipped his head to study Chane
critically. dad entirely in black cat-fur, the only parts of
the dwarf that were visible were the top half of his face -
swept - back whiskers nearly as dark as the cat fur cov-
ered everything below his nose - his hands, and his
knees bet ween kilt and boot-tops. Chess deci ded he

| ooked like a dwarf in a black bunny suit.

Chane stepped to the edge of the ridge and |ooked
down. Rough, fissured rock fell away in a vertical drop
and through the msts he thought he saw water bel ow

Wngs beat the air, and a dark shadow flitted across
the | edge. They | ooked up. A large bird, as black as md-
night but wth iridescent flashes where sunlight caught
its sleek feathers, had swooped down from sonewhere
above and now rested on a gnarled snag just overhead. It
preened itself, shifted its footing on the snag, and cocked

its head to stare at them wth one golden eye. "Go away,"
it said.

Chane blinked. "What?"

"It said, 'go away,' " the Kkender repeated. "I never
heard a bird say 'go away' before, have you? For that
matter, |I've never heard a bird say a word of any kind -

except once, when a nmessenger bird in the service of
some wi zard got lost in a crosswind or sonething and
| anded on the flagstaff at Hylo Village. It talked for five
or ten mnutes. Nobody knew what it was talking about,



but half the folks in the village were invisible for severa
days afterward."” He paused, renenbering. "Lot of things
got m spl aced about t hen. ad Fer man Wander weed
never did find his front door -"

"WIl you be quiet?" Chane snapped. "This bird just
tal ked to us."

"I know that. It said, 'go away.' | told you."
"But birds can't talk!"
"Cenerally not." Curiously, the kender raised his

forked staff and poked at the bird. It glared at him first
with one eye and then with the other, and shifted its posi-

tion on the snag. "Go away," it said again.
"Do you suppose that's all it knows how to say?"
Chess wondered aloud. "Just, 'go away'? If | were teach-

ing a bird to talk, | think I'd cone up with sonething bet-
ter than -"

"Go away or keep the Way," the bird said.

"That's nmuch better,"” Chess nodded.

"What does it nmean by that?" Chane glared at the bird,
whi ch glared back with a malicious yell ow eye.

"G away or Kkeep the Way," the bird squawked. "Go
away or keep the Way! Go away or keep the Way!" Hav-
ing had its say then, the bird glared at them one nore
time, relieved itself on the snag, spread wi de w ngs, and
| aunched itself out over the valley.

They watched it shrink to a dot in the distance, then
Chane settled his packs on sturdy shoulders and stepped
to the edge of the cliff again.

"You're still going?" the kender asked.

"Of course | am Wy not?"

"You heard what that bird said."”

"I don't take orders frombirds. Are you coni ng?"

"Sure, but | bet there's an easier way down than where
you' re heading." Turning away from the sheer |edge, the
smal |l creature started off, down the far slope, angling
away fromthe | edge.

Chane frowned and called after him "That isn't the
way the bird went."

Chess gl anced back. "So what ?"

"The bird said, 'keep the Way.' Maybe we're supposed
to followit."

"I thought you didn't take orders frombirds."

"I don't, but I'mopen to suggestions when they lead in
the direction | want to go."

"Well, I'lIl neet you in the valley, then," Chess said.
"This |l ooks like a nice, easy path around this way. A per-
son could get hurt clinbing down that cliff."

"Suit yourself." The dwarf shrugged, eased hinself
over the sheer |[|edge, and found handholds and accept-
able, if precarious, holds for his feet. As a nountain
dwarf, clinbing was second nature to him and he had
little patience for detours.

The sheer face was alnobst vertical, but it was rough
and broken, and Chane could find purchase. As he |ow
ered hinself below the edge, he saw the kender strolling
happi | y away, down the easy slope to the north.

It was eighty feet to the bottomof the rock, as nearly
as Chane could judge. Slow going, but he kept at it,
working his way dowmn with the stubborn dexterity of his



k

S

ind. Born in Thorbardin, largest kingdomof the noun-

tain dwarves of Krynn - and nmaybe the only one, for al
Chane knew - swarmng over rock faces was as natura
to himas delving caverns and tunnels. Dug from the bed-
rock of a nountain range, Thorbardin was nore than a
city. It was an entire conplex of cities, all deep within the
mountains. And it had many levels. In one way or an-
ot her, Chane had been clinmbing rock all his life.

The dwar f was nearing the bottom when he heard
shouts and scuffling above. A rain of pebbl es pelted
Chane. He |looked up to see the kender flinging hinself
over the |l edge, seeming to fly out into thin air for a no-
nment before he twisted around, thrust his forked staff at
the face of the cliff, wedged it into a crack, and swung
from it. Above Chess a great black head with feral yel-
low eyes |ooked down. A big, padded paw wth ranked
claws extended and swatted downward, trying to reach
him The kender pulled hinself hand over hand to the
rock face, clung there, released his staff, and thrust it
into another crack farther down. "The bird was right," he
called. "I think I'Il try it your way."

Chane let hinself down another set of holds, and sud-
denly it was raining gravel again. Fromabove cane the
sound of splintering rock, and another yell. The next in-
stant, Chane was knocked from his holds as the kender
landed on him A tangle of arms and |legs, pack, pouch
and forked staff, the kender and the dwarf thunped onto
the slope at the foot of the cliff and rolled downward,
gat heri ng monent um - a bl ack-and-notl ey bal |l heading
for the maze of tunblestone below, Ileaving a cloud of
dust in its wake. Through the fallen rock they went,
threading this way and that among boulders as the rise
and fall of the slope guided them They bounded off a
boul der, careened from another, shot through a hole in
the base of two coupled stones, and zoomed off a |ower
| edge. Water glinted below, rising to neet them then
cl osed over themwi th a splash

The kender surfaced, bobbing like a cork. He sput-
tered, blinked, and headed for the nearest solid surface -
a jutting creek bank a few feet away. Reaching it, he
pulled hinself up, water sheeting from him "Ww" he

aid. "Your way down is certainly faster than nine."
Wen there was no answer, he |[|ooked around. There

was no sign of the dwarf. The surface of the stream - a

d
S

eep, cold little river no nore than twenty feet wde -
hivered with converging ripples and resuned its flow

He |ooked downstream then upstream No one was in

S
i

ight. He waded out as far as he could and began thrust-
ng about beneath the surface, poking here and there

wi th his hoopak.

t

Not hi ng.
"Now where did that dwarf get off to?" Chess mut-
ered. He waded in another step, fighting the current,

and prodded deep into the stream finding nothing but
wat er .

Sever al yards downst r eam near t he bank, waters
parted and a pair of black cat-ears energed, followed by

a

bl ack head-pelt and then the face of Chane Fel dstone,



dripping wet. The dwarf got his whiskers above water
and blew out a long-held breath, then plodded up the
shal | ows and out of the creek

"What are you doing over there?" Chess snapped at
him "I was getting worried. I didn't know whether you
could swm"

The dwarf turned, glaring at himwth hot-eyed fury.
"I can't swim | had to walk." He sat down to enpty wa-
ter out of his boots and his pack, then put them on again
and stood, plodding toward the kender wth the | ook of
mayhem in his eyes. "Wy did you junp on ne up there?
If you can't scale cliffs, why don't you just stay off of
t hen?"

"I didn't junp on you," Chess said. "I fell on you. It's a
different thing entirely. 1t...." He |ooked past the
drenched dwarf and pointed. "Do you know that vyou

have a foll owi ng?"

VWere thickets began, fifty yards downstream four of
the great black hunting cats had energed. Ears |[|aid back
eyes blazing with feline anticipation, they padded to-
ward the pair, their runmbling purrs Iike distant thunder

"Don't talk about it," Chane said. "Run!"

They ran up the creek bank, across a gravel bed, and

ont o meadowgr ass wher e thi ckets converged ahead of
them The kender, in the |ead, dove into the thickets, as
quick and as linmber as a rabbit taking cover. The dwarf,
sl ower of foot, felt hot breath on his back as he bunbled
into a viny wlderness that clawed and pulled at him
fromall sides. Wth one arm up to protect his feet, he
pushed on, short, brawny legs making up in power what
they lacked in speed. Directly behind himhe heard cats
circling, testing, slinking into the thickets by hidden
ways, spreading to flank him on both sides, converging
to head him off. Chane tripped and spraw ed, suspended
for a nmoment in a nest of thorny brush. He pushed on
and stunmbled again, and abruptly a fork of seasoned
hardwood was in his hand. He gripped it and followed as
it pulled himforward another step, then two.

"Cone on!" the kender shouted. "W don't have al
day!"

Wth Chess pulling and his own 1legs pushing, Chane
burst from the entwining thickets and rolled onto clear
ground. He could see nothing except a nass of vines and
thorns in front of his face. He tried to stand, tripped over
vines tangled around his face, and fell again. Behind
him to the right and left, were the runbling purrs of big
cats. He braced hinself for their attack, and waited.

And not hi ng happened.

Near at hand, the kender said, "Well, how about that!
| think we've found the 'Way."' "

Pulling and cutting at Chane's cloak of vegetation, the
kender cleared a viewort for him He |ooked around.
They were near the center of a wide, open path that |ed
into forest. The path's surface was black gravel, its
stones glinting in the spangled light like bits of coal. And
al ongside the path were several of the huge hunting cats,
glaring and whining, padding this way and that along
the verge of the gravel

"They don't want to cone onto the path," the kender



said. "l guess this is what the bird was talking about." He
turned his attention again to clearing thorny vines from
Chane, pulling and slicing at them discarding them by

lengths and armoads. "You really are a mess," he noted
cheerfully. "Gven alittle time, 1'll bet you could grow
berries.”

Chane's arnms were free then, and he set about untan-
gling himself, shrugging off the kender's attenpts to
hel p.

"This works pretty well for that," Chess said, holding
up the inplement he had been using. Chane stared at it -
a dagger made froma cat's tooth

"What are you doing with that?" he denanded.

"That's mine."

"I's it I" the kender looked at it closely. "I found it some-
where, while we were rolling down the hill. Do you sup-
pose you lost it?"

"Gve it back!"

"All right." Chess handed over the knife. "If that's how
you feel about it, here. It's all right. | still have anot her
just like it."

Above the blackstone path an i ridescent raven

wheel ed, circled, then flew off to the north as though
showi ng themthe direction to take.

O her eyes also watched the bird, but not directly.
Hgh on a wnd-scoured crag, anong the peaks east of
the Valley of Waykeep, a man knelt beside an ice pool
gazing intently at its surface. A dark bison-pelt robe
pulled tight around his shoulders shielded him fromthe
cold, only here and there exposing the color of the |ong
robe he wore beneath it - a robe that had once been ver-
mlion, but whose hood, cape, and hens now were faded
to the red of twilight. The color blended, in the shadow
of his hood, wth unkenpt whiskers the gray of wnter
wi nd.

In the ice pool was an inmage: two beings on a black
path where black cats prowed the edges and a black bird
beckoned above. The i mge wavered and msted as an
errant wind scattered hard, dry Snow acr oss the ice.
Wthout looking up, the mn raised a long staff wth a
crystal device at its peak. Sunlight glinted in the crysta
and concentrated through it to glowon the surface of the
ice. The misted surface snoothed itself, nelted, and re-
froze bright and clear. The two in the valley were on the

nove, following the bird. Like a deadly honor guard,
great black cats plodded al ong both sides of the pathway,
fl anki ng t hem

The image shifted then. In the ice was a great, vaulted
chamber hewn from living stone. Dimand deserted, the
chanber contained various structures and articles, larg-
est of which was a great dais upon which rested a crypt.
Here and there on the shadowed walls hung paintings, al
done in the finest dwarven style. The view held on one
painting and seenmed to approach it as the vision magni-
fied: a fighting dwarf in enblazoned arnor, leading a
charge of dwarven warriors across a blasted nountain-
scape. Again the vision grew, focusing on the face of the
dwarf in the | ead.



Peering closely into the ice, the man studied the fea-
tures of that face - wde, strong dwarven features of a
face that had known power and had known pain; wide-
set, intelligent eyes that had seen nmuch of life and had
cherished nost of it; a face chiseled for patience, tw sted
now in fury as he led his armes in final assault.

The man studied the features as he had in many view
ings, then twitched his staff. The view changed again,
back to the black pathway in the Valley of Waykeep
This time the vision noved close, sighting on the irri-
tated, frowning face of a dwarf in black furs with cat ears
atop hi s head.

Just as he had studied the face in the painting, the man
at the ice pool now exam ned the features of the dwarf in
t he val | ey bel ow.

Chapter 3

The bl ackstone path wound and curved as it

wandered deeper into the Valley of Waykeep. It tw sted
and turned oddly, often for no apparent reason. Some-
times it nearly doubled back on itself, so that the trav-
elers found thenselves wal ki ng sout hward within easy
reach - sonmetimes even within sight - of where they had
j ust passed goi ng nort hward. Then again, it would
straighten for a time, only to abruptly veer off to the east
or west, as though circling around some obstacle that
nei ther the dwarf nor the kender could see.

At times the path narrowed, becoming only six or
eight feet wide. In these places the big cats gathered al ong
its edges - sonetines a dozen or nore, runbling and

purring in feral anticipation - and the two were forced to

go in single file, running a gauntlet of swatting, searching
claws as the animals balanced just at the borders of the
path and strained forward, trying to reach them

"These creatures are nost decidedly wunfriendly," Chess
mentioned as he dodged a huge, needle-clawed paw. As
it whipped past him he rapped it sharply with his
hoopak. "Bad kitty!"™ he snapped. The <cat's responding
grow was thunderous.

Just behind him Chane ducked as a cat swatted at
him "Stop stirring themup," he ordered the kender
"You're just naking matters worse."

"I don't know why they have to be so surly.” The ken-
der shrugged. "Maybe they don't get fed regularly. |
wonder why this path twists and turns so nmuch. Doesn't
it seemodd to you that a path should go to so nuch trou-
ble to go aroun'd things, if there aren't any things to go
around? 1'lIl bet we've walked ten mles so far, and ha-
ven't gained nore than a mle or two. You see, there it
goes again." He pointed with his hoopak. Ahead, the
black road turned abruptly to the left and disappeared
into forest. "Do you see any reason why we shouldn't
just go straight ahead?"

"I see about a dozen very good reasons," Chane
shapped, counting cats.

"I mean besides them What do you suppose is ahead
there, that this path doesn't want us to see?"

Chane felt an extended claw graze his boot-top and



ski pped away fromit, then ducked as a cat on the other
side tried to knock off his head. He spun, lost his bal-
ance, and sprawed, pellets of black gravel sheeting
ahead of him The cats there dodged aside, retreating.
Chane got to his knees and scraped at the gravel wth his
hand. The gravel was spread evenly over a snooth sur-
face, as though it had been swept. It was only inches
deep, wth bare dirt below He gathered a handful of
gravel and tossed it toward a cat. The cat veered aside, as
t hough pani cked.

"They don't like this stuff,” Chane muttered. "I think
they're afraid of it."
Chess had cone back to watch. "Well, then, that's

easy," he said. "All we need to do is nmove the road."

"Move it how?" Chanc's brows |owered in disgust.

"I don't know," Chess shrugged. "You' re a dwarf.
You' re supposed to know about things |Iike noving
gravel . How would you do it?"

"I'f I wanted to, 1'd use a skid. Something flat and
heavy to drag it fromone place to another. But we don't
have a skid."

"Then nmaybe you could build one," Chess suggested.
"There are all sorts of things around here to use."

Chane sighed, looking off into the forest beyond the
path. Yes, there were plenty of nmaterials, readily avail a-
ble. There also were plenty of giant black cats just itching
for one of them to step off the path and wthin reach
"Sure," he said. "That deadfall 1log over there could be a
dragsled, wth vines attached. But it's over there, not
here."

"Then go get it," the kender said. "Just a mnute,
though. 1'1l see if | can give you a little space." Wthout
hesitating, he stepped to the edge of the path, lifted his
staff and brought it down between the ears of a cat.
VWhile that one still was recoiling, Chess thunped two

nmore of them prodded a fourth one in the ribs, then
nmoved away along the path, his feet flying, swerving on
and off of the carpet of black gravel. Al of the cats on
that side bounded after him snarling and spitting.
"Hurry'" he shouted.

For a nonent, Chane stood stunned, staring after the
departing chase. "Rust and tarnish!" he nmuttered. "That
kender is crazy." Then he hurried off the path to gather
materials for a dragsled skid. "I don't know why |[|'m do-

ing this," he grunped as he dragged things back to safety.
"It wasn't ny idea to change the road. It was his."

Still, when the kender reappeared at the curve in the
path, strolling along wth a pack of angry cats pacing
him Chane was already binding vines to a log and
weighting it wth stones. Chess cane to watch himwork,
peering over his shoulder. "Do you think it wll work?"
he asked.

"Of course not," Chane snapped. "lI'mjust doing this
for practice.”

"What's wong with it?"

"To start wth, in order for a skid to nove gravel
somebody has to get out in front of it and pull it. And
whoever does that is going to be eight feet past the edge



of the path before the gravel |oad gets there."
"That could be a little chancy," Chess adnitted, |ook-
ing around at the patrolling cats. "But if you don't pul

too fast, | can come al ong behind you and..."

"Me pul | ?"

"It's your skid," the kender pointed out. "Besides,
you're bigger than ne. Anyway, | can follow along and

throw gravel out ahead of you, enough to keep the cats
back while you reroute the road."

"I don't see anything wong with just |eaving the
bl asted road where it is!"

"We've already been over that," the kender said.

Considering the circunstances of its construction, the
skid worked fairly well. The black gravel on the path
was only a few inches deep, wth ordinary clay bel ow
and when Chane put his shoulders to the towvines and

dragged the sled, it plowed up a grow ng mound of black
pebbles in front, and left bare clay behind.
"That's perfect,”" Chess grinned. "Just head for the

curve, and keep going straight ahead when you get there.
I"mright behind you."

"That's conforting to know," the dwarf grow ed

VWen he cane to the curve, Chane was barely nov-
ing. The Iload of gravel ahead of the skid had grown so
that it took all his strength to nove it. He hesitated at the
edge of the path, confronted by cats. Then showers of
bl ack gravel began to fly over his shoulders, some of it
pelting him from behind as the kender flung enthusiastic
handfuls as fast as he could. The cats snarled and
snapped, but backed away. "Take the weights off the
skid," the dwarf call ed.

"Why?"  Another handful of gravel flew, one fair-sized
pebbl e catching Chane on the cheek as he turned.

"So it wll spread the gravel instead of scooping it!
Don't argue, just do it!"

Chess rempoved the wei ghts, then resumed showering
gravel as Chane took up his harness again.

By the tine the skid was exhausted, the pathway south
of the curve had a bare clay stripe angling fromits center
to the turning edge, and a new black path the w dth of
the strip extended fifty feet into the forest. Chess scam
pered back and forth along the new path, peering off into
the forest. "Nothing interesting vyet," he said, finally.
"We'd better go back for another |oad."

The second stripe taken from the main path extended
the new road another fifty feet, and the third stripe put

themwell into the forest, alnost out of sight of the road
where they had been. Poised at the very end of the
gravel, the kender peered and squinted, |ooking ahead.
"There is sonething over there," he pointed. "But | can't

see what it is. It's sonmething big, though. Another |oad,
and we should be there.”

"Another load and we'll have w ped out the origina
pat h back there," Chane pointed out.

"Ch, come on. Were's your spirit of adventure? Just
one nore haul ."

They started back, and Chane was alnost at the clear-
ing when he stopped. "Now see what we've done," he
grunted. Ahead, black cats were crossing the nain road



freely. Whatever the black gravel did to stop them there
wasn't enough left on the skidded section to work.

The kender studied the problemsolemmly, pursing his
lips as his pointed ears twitched slightly in thought. Then
he shrugged. "It's all right. W weren't going that way,

anyway. "

"W can't go back, either," the dwarf pointed out. "W
m ght want to, you know. W...." He paused, then
caught the kender by the shoulder.."That business you
did before, leading the cats off... can you do that
agai n?"

"l suppose so. Win't be as much fun the second tine,
t hough. Things like that get to be routine after a while."
"l don't care," the dwarf said. "Just do it."
The kender shrugged. "I guess one nore tinme won't
hurt. Cone along, kitties. Time for another run." Poking

and prodding at snarling predators, Chess circled the
stunp of the road, gathering nore than a dozen cats on
the far side. Wth a final swat of his staff, he took off
around the curve, great cats bounding after him Left
al one, Chane wapped his harness over his shoul ders
and set about replacing gravel on the main road. Sone
ti me passed before the kender returned, a long line of ir-
ritated cats slinking along abreast of him Wen he saw
what the dwarf was doing, Chess shouted and ran to-
ward him "What are you doi ng?" he demanded. "W
need that gravel. Why are you putting it back?"

Panting, Chane slipped out of his vine harness and in-
spected his work. The road here was not as neatly graded
as it had been, but it was black again and hemed in the
cats. "Because we don't need it any longer," the dwarf
said. Picking up his pack, he strode to the east verge of
the road and walked off into the forest. Behind him
across the road, the cat pack snarled and runbled, un-
able to cross.

"Well, cone on, Chane gl anced back. "Let's see what
it was that you wanted to | ook at."

It mght once have been a nmachine, in sone incredibly
ancient time. O it might have been a building. Perhaps
even both. Nowit was a great heap of rubble and broken
nmetal things, slowy surrendering to the |I|andscape. Trees
hundreds of years old grew from its crest, vines and
brush obscured its slopes, and a carpeting of forest |eaves
and grassy |loamwas well along toward burying it.

Chane and Chess wandered over and around it, peer-
i ng, poking, and prying.

"This | ooks like part of a wheel," the kender chattered.
"But why would anybody rmake a wheel fifteen feet
across? Ww Look at those things sticking out of the
mess. What are they, drills? They're as big around as -
and here's sone old, rusty chain. Mst have weighed a
ton per link when it was still good iron. I wonder what
this was, over here. A furnace of some kind? Did you no-
tice that all these stones scattered over here are square?
They mght have been paving blocks. Wat do you sup-
pose this thing was when it was somnet hi ng?"

" haven't t he vaguest i dea." Chane was diggi ng
through a reddish heap of vaguely-shaped rust tunbles,



raising a cloud of thin red dust that settled on his black
furs like rust-colored snow. After several mnutes he
straightened, holding up a long, slim object to have a
better look at it. It was a rod, nearly six feet long, gnarly
and msshapen from centuries of rust. He knew by its
heft, though, that there was good netal wthinit. He set
it aside and began di ggi ng agai n.

For some tine the kender explored the ancient heap
his bright eyes shining in wonder at each new nystery.
He nmoved things here and there, on the t hought t hat
whatever all this was the outside of might also have an
inside, and sonewhere there night be an entrance. Find-
i ng none, he scanpered here and there over the surface of
the thing, tugging and pushing at everything that pro-
truded, seeing what would nove. Were a broken shaft
of heavily corroded netal angl ed upward, he cleared
away broken stone, then braced his feet and pulled at the
stub. Deep beneath him sonet hi ng groaned and |arge
parts of the nound shifted slightly. Beyond the «crest, the
dwarf shouted, then appeared at the top

"Sorry about that." Chess waved at him "I guess what-
ever this was, it doesn't work any nore."

Wth a warning scow, the dwarf went back to what he
was doing. Chess continued his exploration. Near one
edge of the nound, tugging away a rock, he found a
thick, ragged sheet of green-black stuff that mght once
have been bronze. Wping it wth his tunic, he sawletters
on its surface and sat down to read them aloud. Mst
were corroded beyond recognition, but here and there a
few words could be partially deci phered:

" vel ous Wl | breacher, equi pped with secondary

ar ... iple-geared self-propel ... ba ... not
i ncl uded. . ."
And el sewhere, "... Model one of -"
"Gnones, " Chess said, nodding at the revelation. He

climbed to the top of the mound. Beyond, Chane was
nmovi ng stones around, arranging them in a circle. Chess
cupped his hands and shouted, "Ghones!"

The dwarf raised his head. "What?"

"Gnhones! " the kender repeated. "This was a gnomni sh

machi ne of sone kind. | found its |abel."

"What was it supposed to do?"

"I don't know. But gnomes built it, so it probably

didn't do anything right."

Chane turned away and resuned the noving of

st ones.

For a bit |longer, Chess explored the ancient weckage,
then he brushed down his tunic, shouldered his pouch

pi cked up his staff, and went to find the dwarf. "This was
interesting," he said. "Now let's go on, and see what el se
there is to find."

"I"mbusy," Chess grunted, setting a block of stone atop
anot her.

"What are you doi ng?"

"I found some wusable metal. |I'msetting up a forge to
work it."

"Ch." The kender walked all the way around the circle
of stone, wi de-eyed. "Wiat do you want to make?"

"A hammer, of <course. The only thing | know of that



can be made wthout a hammer is a hamrer, though it
won't be a very good one, wthout a hammer to work
wth."

"A hamer," Chess nodded, taken with the logic of it.
"Then what ?"

"What ?"

"What are you going to nmake once you' ve nade your

hanmmrer ?"

" Anot her hanmrer . Once I have a rough hanmer to
use, | can make a perfectly good hanmer wth it. Then, if
that rod there will stew out and take a tenper, 1'll make a
sword. "

"I's this part of your plan for becomng rich and
f anous?"
"I don't have any such plan," the dwarf growed. "

don't have a hanmer or sword, either, so first things
first."

"I have a feeling this is going to take a while."

"It will take as long as it takes."

For the rest of the day, Chestal Thicketsway prow ed
about, exploring the silent forest, becoming nore and
nore inmpatient. At nightfall he returned to the weckage
heap, took fire from Chane's now operating forge and
made a neal of cured cat neat and bark tea, then went to
sleep to the sound of dwarven craft echoing in the night.

At first light of norning, the kender awakened,
stretched, and strolled over to watch the dwarf again.
Chane now had a serviceable - if crude - hamer, and

was using it to nake a better hamrer froma chunk of
iron he had found.

Finally the kender had seen enough. "I'm going on
ahead," he said. "I want to see what else is interesting
around here."

"Have a nice trip," Chane said without |ooking up

"Yourself, as well," Chess replied. He started off,
northward, then turned back and made several trips
back and forth between the nmound and the black road
where great cats prow ed the far border

Chane was thoroughly engrossed in what he was do-
ing. The good hammer was taking shape nicely, and he
had scraped away enough age fromthe long rod to see
the netal beneath, and to taste it. It was good steel. It
woul d make a bl ade... naybe nore than one.

The kender paused once nore beside the forge. "Luck

wi th your quest," he said.
"You, too," Chane gl anced up. "See you."
"Sure," Chess waved and headed north. Long after he

had gone, the dwarf |ooked wup from his work and his
eyes went thoughtful. Entirely ringing himand his forge
was a circle of black gravel scattered on the ground. The
kender had left a shield for him in case any of the hunt-
ing cats found a way to cross the road or to go around it.

Chapter 4

Through that day and nost of the next, Chane
worked at his forge in the forest. In a buried firepit he
coal ed bits of hardwood for the bed of his flame, and a
foot-bellows of sapling lengths and catskin fed it to a



pul sing glow H's first hammer was no nore than a lunp
of iron renelted, skimred clean and shaped in a clay
mold. But with its help he crafted a second one - a ham
mer that even a Hylar prince or Daewar merchant in the
finest halls of Thorbardin m ght have envied. For though
Chane Fel dst one - or phaned and w thout a known
i neage - had been relegated to the Ilowy ranks of com
mon delver and sonetines outsnman in the teem ng realm
within the Kharolis Muntains, still the high crafts cane
to himeasily when he turned his hand to them

Oten through the years of childhood he had watched
others of his age go off to apprentice at the trades of ne-
talsmthy, stonecutting, and other such high callings.
Sonetinmes he had been envious that those so chosen had
someone of note to sponsor them Hi s hands had | onged
for the feel of good tools, and his heart had yearned for
the chance to do such works as those nore fortunate
woul d one day do. Still, he had not been alone in his cir-
cunstances. Anong the seven cities of the undernoun-
tain kingdom there always were thousands of children
wi thout access to great name or the confort of wealth.
Children of the warrens and the ways, the offspring of
warriors who didn't conme home or traders lost to the
out | ands, orphans and waifs of all sorts. It was the way
of the dwarves of Thorbardin that these children be
cared for and receive at least sonme basic education so
they woul d never lack for work or the basic needs.

Chane had grown up like the rest, and had Ilearned a
host of lesser skills that served himwell. Only, there had
been tinmes - tinmes all through the vyears when sone se-
cret part wthin himraged and strove for recognition
Ti mes there had been...

Wen he was yet a youngster, inches short of his ful
gromh of four feet six, Chane had been enployed to
clean the smithing stalls of the ironworker, Barak Chi-
selcut. A piece of nickeliron had been cast aside, and
Chane retrieved it, put a high polish on it and returned it
to the master.

"A nice bauble,” old Chiselcut had said, approving.
"So you enjoy metals, youngster?"

"Yes, sir. | like the feel of good netals, and the sound
and taste."”

"Then keep this," the old dwarf told him "Play wth it
at the forge and anvil, if you like. But mnd you get your

wor k done first."

For weeks, Chane had shaped the bit of nickeliron
late in the sleeping hours when no one else was about,
and the small dagger he crafted from it had so pleased
Barak Chiselcut that the shopnaster gave the vyouth
some brass and ebony wth which to nake a handle for

it.

"You have skill at rmaking weapons, Chane," Chisel cut
told him "Muybe some ancestor of yours was a crafts-
man. It's too bad you don't have a known |ineage. But

then, nost orphans don't. Keep the dagger, and keep
| earning. Having craft is nore inportant than know ng
who you are."

For fifteen years Chane had carried and cherished the



knife, and sonetines at odd nonents it seenmed to whis-

per to him "Look at ne, Chane Feldstone. | am no ordi-
nary dagger, and you are no ordinary dwarf. See your
reflection in ny steel. Perhaps sonmeday your reflection
will tell you who you really are.”

He had |ooked at his reflection and wondered. Even
then, in the years before his shoul ders broadened and his
whi skers grew, he had been aware that he |ooked subtly
different from nmost of those around him.. not quite
typical of the ordinary day-to-day Daewar he net in the
trade centers. In sone respects, he even resenbled the
Hyl ar dwarves - not that it rmade any difference, since
there was no nore likelihood of his tracing |ineage
anong the Hylar than anong the Daewar. A foundling is
a foundling, anywhere in Thorbardin.

It was in those years, too, that the dreams began. The
sane insistent dream over and over, sonetinmes no nore
than a week apart. The nysterious place, the mysterious
container, and the old, horned battle helnet that he held
in his hands but sonmehow never nmanaged to place upon
hi s head.

The vyears had passed, and he had cone of age and
found work wth Rogar Coldbuckle, the trader. He had
served as a packer and sonetinmes as an outsman, going
beyond Southgate to help wth the gear and goods of
tradi ng parties bound for Barter or sone other gathering
pl ace of nerchants. Chane had nade the journey to Bar-
ter himself once. He had net elves and humans, gnones
and kender. He had seen the rising and setting of the sun
had seen the nobons in the night sky, had felt the vastness
of outside, a world not contai ned beneath nount ai ns.

Back in Thorbardin, full of worldliness and wonder,

Chane had walked as tall as any dwarf for the first tine
in his life. And it had been then that he'd net Jilian. Jilian
Fi r est oke. H s eyes grew noist now, remenbering how
she had nade his heart nelt... and how he had worked
to win her affections. He had known fromthe first that
her father despised him but that hadn't seened inpor-
tant. Jilian knew her own nind, and what Slag Firestoke
t hought about anything didn't seemto matter....

Until the dream had cone again, this time wth ur-
gency. This time the dream had spoken to him of destiny,
and he couldn't help but believe it.

And ol d Firestoke had used the opportunity to teach
Chane who he truly was - a lowy foundling who had
reached beyond his grasp

The nickeliron dagger was gone now It was one of the
things Slag Firestoke's thugs had robbed from him when
they drove him into the wi | derness. Maybe Jilian was
gone as well. Chane was certain that Sl ag Firestoke
wouldn't tell his daughter what he had done, so all Jilian
coul d know was t hat Chane had gone away and not
cone back. Maybe she even thought he was dead. He

was still tenpted to head right back for Southgate, to
give those toughs a taste of honest iron, and to shake
Slag Firestoke wuntil his teeth rattled. The devious old

rust - bucket .
But the dream called. There was sonething he was
supposed to do, and he knew deep inside that he could



not return to Thorbardin until he had done it... or at
| east tried his best.

"Become rich and fanous,” the kender had said. Chane
runbled his irritation at the thought. What could a ken-
der know about anythi ng?

The new hammer shaped itself on his makeshift anvil.
Four pounds would be its weight. H s hands told him
that, and he knew there was no nmistake. A head that was
a shaping maul at one end with a tapered balancing spike
at the other. A hamer that could bend the strongest
drawbar or shape the daintiest filigree... and could
serve as a formdable weapon should the need arise. He
put the final touches to it, tenpered its face and its spike,

and set it on a shaft of sturdy darkwood, wth rawhide
lashing for the hand to grip. Then he fashioned a thong
to carry it, took a deep breath, and |ooked around for
the nmetal that would nmake a sword.

A mn stood a few feet away, leaning casually on a
staff, watching the dwarf. Chane had no idea how Iong
the man had been there. He had not heard him approach
But the faded red robe beneath the bison-pelt cape told
hi mwhat the man was, and the dwarf felt a twinge of dis-

taste... distaste and nore than a bit of caution. A w z-
ard.

"I see nothing wong wth beconming rich and fanous,
Chane Feldstone,”" the wzard said in a voice as thin and
as cold as winter wind. "It is a proper approach to sone

wor t hwhi | e goal s."

The dwarf frowned at him backing off a step. "Have
you been listening to ny thoughts? If you have, vyou
know it wasn't nme who said that, it was sone kender."

"There'd be no need to read the thoughts of one who
speaks them to hinself while he is working, Chane Feld-
stone. "

"How do you know who | anf? | didn't tell nyself ny
nanme. "

"Ch, | know of you, Chane Feldstone," the w zard
said. "I mght even know nore of who you are than you
do."

"Who are you, that you know about ne?"

The man si ghed, bowi ng his head, and whi skers of

sleet gray bobbed as he nodded. "I have been called
many t hi ngs, young dwar f . Some cal | me d enshadow
the Wanderer. |If you want a name for nme, that wll do."
He stepped doser to the still-glowing forge and spread
his hands as though to warmhinself. He glanced at the
new hamer. "Have you set a crest or a device upon

that ? Have you naned it or nmade it yours?"
Again the dwarf edged away, but he took the hammer

fromhis belt and turned it in the light. "lI've only initialed
it. See for yourself. Wat device would | use?"
The w zard squinted at the hamer. "Ah, vyes. | see. C

F. Chane Feldstone. It is truly your hamer, then."

"What do you want of ne?"

"Why, | amgoing with you. | thought you woul d

know t hat."

"Way woul d I have known any such thing?"

"You're right, of course," the man adnmitted. "Well, first



we nust go see the Irda.”

"The who?"

"The Irda."

"Ny 2"

"W will know nore about that when we get there.

Cone al ong, now. "

"Come al ong not hing!" Chane's whiskers tw tched

wi th exasperation. "I have a sword to nmake."

The wizard |ooked at the ancient, rusted netal bar
"That isn't the stuff of your sword, Chane Fel dstone.
There's better along the way. Come on, now. This valley
is not a happy place for me, and | don't want to spend
nore time here than | have to."

Chane shook his head violently, «clenching his teeth in
frustration. "I don't know what you're talking about,
and | don't want to go!"

"I think you had better,"” the wi zard said quietly.

"Ny 2"

"Because of them" The wzard tilted his head to one
side, gesturing."

Chane |ooked where the man indicated, then sucked in
a whistling breath, grabbed his pack, and ran, barely
aware that the robed man was pacing him al ongside. Be-
hind themcane a |leaping, bounding, slinking flood of
huge bl ack cats.

The w zard was half again as tall as Chane, and when
he lifted his hens and sprinted, he left the dwarf in his
wake. "This way!" he called. "The road curves back, just
ahead! "

Chane ran for all he was worth, but wth each step the
cats were closer behind him their deep, runbling purrs
mounting like the roll of charging druns. Wien he felt
their breath warmng his back he clasped his hanmer in
one hand, his cat-tooth dagger in the other, skidded to a
stop, and spun around. The dwarf crouched and roared

a battle cry. As he faced them the cats hesitated. O her
cats com ng up behind collided with the | eaders. In an in-
stant the gl ade was atunble wth clawing, spitting cats,
swatting at one another, sidling and rearing, grappling
and rolling. Chane raised his hamer and started for-
ward, set to wade in anong them but a hand caught him
by the nape, turned him and shoved.

"Run!" the wi zard snapped. "This is no time for
ganes!"

The logic of that statement was inescapable. Chane
ran. Beyond the glade was forest, and beyond the forest
t he bl ackstone path. They arrived there with cats pound-
ing at their heels, and the dwarf strode back and forth
al ong the edge of safety, growing as ferociously as the
frustrated predators that strained toward him Finally
Chane got his tenmper under control, slung his hammer at
his belt, and turned to the wi zard. "How do you suppose
t hose cats got across the road? They were supposed to al
be on the other side."

The man shrugged disinterestedly. "An ancient ques-
tion, that. Wy does a cat cross the road?"
"Rust and corruption!"™ Chane glared at him "That's

chi ckens, not cats! And don't change the subject. \What |
asked was how they got across."



"Ch, that. You left your log skid back there. Someone
simply noved the gravel again."

"But who would -" the dwarf's face went dark with
fury. "You! You did that! Wy?"

"Wul d you have cone along with ne otherw se?"

Chane tried to say something, could think of nothing
appropriate, and nerely sputtered.

"No need to apologize," the wzard said. "Any dwarf
worth his salt would rather cook iron than travel. It's
your nature. You mght have dawdled there for weeks,
when you should be seeking the Irda. You do want an-
swers to your questions, don't you?"

"I don't have any questions!"

"OfF course you do." The w zard drew hinself up to his
full height, and the gray eyes above his gray beard
seemed to focus on sonething far away. "Everyone has

questions." At first, Chane had thought the rman | ooked
old. Now he realized it was not old he |[|ooked, but..
ageless. 'You can learn to be what you ve always been,"”
the wizard said, "if you' ve the gift of knowi ng. But you
can't learn from whence you cane 'til you |I|earn where
you' re going."

Chane felt a chill creep up his spine. "Are you working
a spell, w zard?"
"Ch, mercy, no," the man said, turning away. "Didn't

your little friend tell you? Spells are dangerous and unre-
liable here. This is the Valley of Waykeep."

* *k k* k* %

For days Jilian Firestoke had watched the ways of the
Daewar city, going often to the market centers at the
tenth and thirteenth roads and finding excuses even to
visit the bustling ware-room district near the el eventh
road gate, where goods fromother <clan cities in Thor-
bardin were gathered and traded. She had ridden a cable-
train to the east warrens, where Chane Feldstone worked
the fields sonetines when neither Barak Chiselcut nor
Rogar Col dbuckl e had enpl oynent for him

Wierever she went, she had asked about Chane, but
no one had seen himlately. Maybe, some suggested, he
had gone to carry dispatches for Rogar Col dbuckle to his
commodity canp  west of Thorbardin in the Kharolis
Mountains. But, no, one of Goldbuckle's guardsnmen had
said that he was sure there had been no dispatches lately,
and since Coldbuckle was preparing for a pack-trip to
Barter, he would carry any such nessages hinself.

She had becone nore worried by the day. It was not
like Chane to just disappear without telling her where he
was goi ng, Yet, since the day she had taken himto see her
father - she had been sure her father would help him but
he had flatly refused - Chane had been absent. Soneone
said they thought Chane night have gone back again,
alone, to talk with Slag Firestoke. But her father said he
hadn't seen the whelp again and, furthernmore, didn't
want to.

Jilian had only recently - as they said in the polite

sectors - "conme of age," and had no shortage of adnmirers



among the young male dwarves of Thorbardin. A petite
and sturdy four feet three, with the wide, subtly chiseled
face of a dwarven angel and a curvaceous shape that
even the nost nodest of <clothing could not hide, it was
natural that she should have suitors. And she did. They
cane by the dozens, and Slag Firestoke busied hinself in-
vestigating the famly lineage and financial neans of
each one. But he was wasting his time. Jilian had already
deci ded. Even when young males of t he nobl e-bl ooded
Hylar clans stared after her in the market, wth open
nout hs and enchanted eyes, she was no nmore than
amused. In Chane Feldstone she saw something that no
one else seenmed to see, but that didn't matter. She sawit,
and had no intention of letting himget away.

And she had told her father so, in no wuncertain terms.
In that straightforward way of hers that always seened
to infuriate him Jilian had nade it clear that she would,
by Reorx, decide for herself what mnmale she wanted. And
she had, by Reorx, decided it was Chane Fel dstone.

It wasn't that Chane was the nost handsome young

dwarf she had seen - although his broad shoulders, his
somber, w de-set dark eyes, and the way his near-black
whi skers swept back in feral lines along each sloping

cheek rem nded her of old pictures she had seen, paint-
ings of the fierce Hylar warriors of ancient tinmes. It
wasn't that he was the nost entertaining; at tinmes, when
the mod was on him Chane was nearly inpossible to
talk to, and seened to lose hinself in dark, hidden
t houghts that he wouldn't - or couldn't - express.

He was, in fact, a waif.

Orphaned in some manner that left no clear record of
his |lineage, Chane was a bit of an enigma to those whose
duty it was, or whose inclination it was, to keep track of
people in the dwarven realm Cearly a citizen of Thor-
bardi n, he yet had no definable status except that of or-
phan and conmon wor ker.

But now Jilian was worried. He had sinply disap-
peared, and no one had seen him And when she had
asked her father to nake inquiries, old Firestoke just

sneered and said, "Good riddance. He's nothing but an
upstart who's never |earned his place.”

She would have argued wth her father, except for the
arrival of that bunch of rough-1 ooki ng armsnen  who
were waiting to see him on sonme sort of business and
woul dn't go away wuntil they had. By the tine they were
gone, Jilian's anger at her father had jelled. She didn't
want to argue with him She didn't want to talk to him at
all. In fact, she had hardly seen himsince the incident,
having gone about her own business and staying out of
hi s sight when he was at hone.

Until today.

Wth communication at a minimumin the Firestoke
gquarters, certain necessities such as paying the tap fees
and keeping the Ilarder stocked - things Jilian normally
did - had piled up so that she had to do something about
it or face such problens as late penalties on water and oi
bills. So she had gone to her father's chanber for the
nmoney she needed, and found that he was away on busi -
ness.



For the first tine in nonths Jilian had opened the old
dwarf's private | ocker

Now she stood over the |ocker, holding a dagger in her
hands - a small, nickeliron dagger with an ebony-and-
brass hilt. It was a dagger she had seen many tines, but
not in her father's things. It bel onged to Chane Fel dstone.

Chapter 5

Chestal Thicketsway had been a little miffed that

the dwarf had abandoned what promised to be an inter-
esting exploration in favor of playing with fire and iron
and such things. But, in the way of all kender, he hadn't
stayed miffed very long. The world held far too many
new and fascinating things to see for any kender to dwell
for Iong on any one subject... even such a novelty as a
fugitive dwarf who could kill a giant cat with his bare
hands and nmake hinmself a bunny suit.

Before he had gone a nmle, Chess found a new fascina-
tion. The forest of this valley, what he had seen of it so
far, was an ancient forest. The gnarled and twi sted hard-
wood trees, sone still wearing their fall colors though
many now were bare, spoke of ages of time, while the

deep |loam beneath them under a thick carpet of fallen
| eaves, whispered of countless generations of such trees
that had grown and fallen before them Thousands upon
t housands of years have passed here, the forest seened
to say, and nothing of note has occurred. Nothing here
has changed.

And yet, where the rolling lands cane down to a little
rock-bound stream the forest did change. Across the
streamwas a different sort of forest, younger and |ess
broodi ng. The kender crossed, clinbed the far bank, and

prow ed around, |ooking at everything. The trees were
| arge here too, but younger and nore varied. The forest
here spoke of hundreds of vyears... but not of thou-
sands.

"It burned,"” something said... or seened to say.

Chess was not sure whether he had heard words or imag-
ined them He [|ooked around and there was no one
there. He was al one.

"I't mght very well have," he told hinmself. "This m ght
once have been a forest fire, and all the old trees burned
and the ones here now grew |l ater."

"Much later," sonmething seened to say.

"I beg your pardon?' The kender turned full circle,
hol ding his forked staff at the ready. There was no one
there, nor any sign that anyone had been there - at |east
in avery long time. The only sound was the fitful breeze
rustling the treetops. He squatted, peering under the
nearby bush, then walked in a wde circle, |ooking be-
hind trees and under stones. There was no one anywhere
about .

Perpl exed and curious, he went on, turning often to
| ook behind him He wasn't sure at all that he had heard
anything, but he didn't renmenber thinking the words
that he had seened to hear wuntil after he seemed to hear
them Talking to hinmself was nothing unusual for Chess.
As a traveler, he was often alone, and even in conpany



he often preferred to talk to hinself. But he didn't recal
ever not being in complete charge of one of his own
conversati ons.

The younger forest - he thought of it now as After-

burn Wods - rose away before the kender, and he kept
traveling nore or less northward, recalling from tinme to
time that his original purpose - at l|east the npst recent
one - had been to go east across the valley w th Chane

Fel dstone, to see if the dwarf <could find his dream
hel et .

The forest thickened, then broke away, and the black
road was before him curving in from the east to w nd
northward again. The path alnost imediately lost it-
self in the forest as it curved once nore, again to the east.

"I  wonder what it's trying to stay away from now " the
kender nuttered.

"Death and birth," sonething nearby seened to say.

Chess spun around. As before, there was no one there.
"Death and birth?" he repeated.

"Birth and death," sonething al nost certainly said.

This time Chess strolled about, squinting as he peered
upwar d. Maybe t he talking bird has cone back, he
t hought. But there was no sign of it anywhere. Besides, it
had talked - <clearly and wthout mstake. Watever was
talking here just kind of seened to talk. It wasn't the
sane.

Wth a grunt of exasperation, he put his hands on his
hi ps and asked, 'Wose birth and deat h?"

"Mne and theirs," sonething seened to respond.

"Theirs and vyours?" As the kender asked the question
his bright eyes were darting fromone side to the other
| ooking for a clue as to who was talking to him

For a noment there was silence, then the silence whis-
pered, "Death and birth. Go and see." And a few yards
away, just where the trees began, there was a brief shift-
ing of light - as though the air there had noved.

"Probably sonething truly dreadful over there sone-
where," Chess decided. "Maybe even a deathtrap for
kender. | guess | had better go and see."

He turned his back on the black road and entered the
verge of forest where the odd shifting of air had been. A
few feet into the woods he saw it again - a little way
ahead and beckoni ng.

"Ogres, maybe," the kender told hinself cheerfully. "A

beckoni ng vesper to lead the unwary into a nest of ogres.
O hobgoblins, perhaps? No, probably not. They aren't

smart enough to think of something Ilike that.” He paused
for a noment, searched in his pouch, and withdrew a
sling - a small, soft-leather pocket wth elastic |oops at-

tached to either end. He secured the loops to the ends of
the fork on his hoopak, kicked around in the fallen
| eaves wuntil he found a few good pebbles, then hurried
on, following where the vesper had been. He went on
not seeing the strange air-shift again, but keeping to its
original direction.

After a time the forest broke away, and Chess found
hinself on a low, broken ridge wth a clearing extending
from its base. A great shallow bow of ground, broken



here and there by groves of trees and grassy knolls, the
clearing extended into distances where herds of aninmals
grazed. Beyond them forests rose toward the tunbles
and steeps of the valley's east wall.

Nearer, though, in the bottom of the bow, was a w de
field of what |ooked like ice - flat around the edges, but
distorted within by nmany random shapes and |unps that
seermed to grow fromit.

The kender scrambl ed down the | edge and approached
the field of ice. All around it, the air was cold and silent.

"dd," the silence seened to say.

"Right," the kender agreed. He knelt at the edge of the
field and rapped at it with his staff. The stuff |ooked and
sounded like ice, and when a sliver of it broke away he
tasted it. It was ice. "It's ice," he said.

"Fire and ice," the silence seened to say. "Ad

Encour aged, Chess wandered out onto the ice. A few

steps brought himto the nearest of the weird shapes - a
tangled nound of «crystals and spires higher than his
head and twenty feet long. He knelt, 1looking into it, see-

ing twisted dark shadows inside. He rapped at it wth the
heel of his staff. Little cracks formed, then a hole, |arger

than his head, appeared in it as bits of ice fell away. In-
side was a blackened tangle of burned branches, and a
mst |ike ancient woodsnoke rose from the hole. He

stuck his head through for a better 1ook. Inside the ice

was a burned tree.

"Fire and ice," he said to hinself. It |ooked as though
the tree had burned and toppled, then been caked wth
ice while it still burned.

Al  around were other interesting ice mounds. The
kender wandered anmpbng them peering here and there,
his eyes wide with the pure delight of a kender amidst a
nmystery. Sonetines he could not see what the ice held,
but sonetinmes he could. One small lunp contained a
dead dwarf - a short, thick-set body armored wth nail
and visored helm A bolt from a crossbow had pierced
him He lay across an enblazoned shield, preserved by
the ice so that the bl ood of his wound was still bright red.
Hll dwarf, the kender thought. He |[|ooks as though he
m ght have di ed just mnutes ago.

"dd," something seenmed to say.

Chess stood and turned away, but stopped as sorme-
thing in the flat ice underfoot caught his attention. He
knelt again, brushing at the surface. Just beneath it,
things glittered and shone. He went to work wth his
staff.

Breaking away the shallow ice, he found a broad-
sword, its edge notched by conbat but still as shiny as
when it was new. He lifted it, then set it aside. A good
dwarven weapon, it was too heavy and awkward to suit
a kender. But there were other interesting things there, as
well. One by one, he lifted out a pewter nug, a string of
marble beads, and a Ilittle glass ball. He 1ooked them
over, then noved on. Under other ice mounds were

other dead dwarves, sone standing, sone kneeling and
sone fallen. Dwarves wth hamers and swords, frozen
in nortal conbat. H Il dwarves and mount ain  dwar ves,
| ocked nowin solid ice in a battle that woul d never end.



"What ever could they have been fighting about?" the
kender wonder ed.

"The gates," sonething seened to say.

Chess peered all around, shading his eyes. He saw
nothing anywhere that |ooked like gates. "Gates? \Wat
gat es?"

"The gates of Thorbardin," the silence seemed to say.

"That dwarf should have come wth ne," the kender
muttered. "1'll bet he never saw anything like this."

At the thought of Chane Feldstone, Chess |ooked back
the way he had cone. The dwarf had said sonething
about want i ng a sword. Chess snooped for a while
| onger, then decided there was nothing to see here that
was nmore unusual than what he had al ready seen. He
went back to where he had left the dwarven sword,
hoisted it on his shoulder, and started back, nore or |ess
retracing his steps. Chess had in mnd to |eave the sword
somewhere that the dwarf would be likely to pass - if he
cane north at all - so he decided he would retrace his
steps to the black road.

"So long," sonething seened to say.

Chess turned, looking all around, yet no |I|onger ex-
pecting to see soneone. "Ch, yes," he said. "So long to
you, too."

The sil ence seened puzzled and suddenly very sad.

"So very long," it seenmed to say.

Chess didn't know what to say to that, so he said noth-
ing and went on his way. The sun sank below the valley's
west wall, and the forest becane a shadowy place. Here
and there, little mists forned above the leaf nold to drift
vague tendrils anong the trees. Chess wander ed, paus-
ing to look at a bright stone, a bird' s nest, a scattering of
bones wher e sone predator had fed. VWhat ever caught
his eye, he inspected. Watever canme to hand, he picked
up. \Whatever appealed to him - if there was space for
it - went into his pouch. It was the way of all the kender
and Chestal Thicketsway was no exception

In eveni ng shadows, somewher e near where he ex-
pected to find the black road, he cane across another
gnomi sh artifact - an ancient, fallen construct that m ght
once have been a catapult, except that no one could con-
ceivably have operated a catapult so huge and conplex.
He wal ked around and through the overgrown w eck-
age, trying to imgine how the thing mght once have
| ooked - a huge, i mpossi bly conpl ex machi ne standi ng
at least a hundred feet tall on four gigantic wheels with
spiked iron rims... endlessly intricate systens of pul-

leys and gears, levers and w nding nechanisns, steam
boilers and w ndvanes... and probably half a hundred
whi stles, bells, and ratchet-rattles.

Little was left of it now \Wat had been wood was en-
tirely gone. Wat had been stone was rubble. What had
been iron was designs of rust inbedded in the ground.
But he traced it out, and could surm se what had hap-
pened. Here an arny of gnomes had built a siege engine
and had set it off. Possibly it had thrown a mssile, but
definitely it had thrown itself. The entire nmachine had
climbed up onto its throw ng arm flipped over and



| anded on its back. And there it lay to this day, what was
left of it.

Such a long, long tine ago. So inconceivably old.

"Ages," sonething seened to say.

Chess junped, then turned full circle again, squinting

into the twilight. "I thought | had left you back there," he
shapped.

"All the ages since the first," the breeze whispered.
"dd. Very old."

"Well, | can see that," the kender agreed. "Are you fol-
| owi ng me?"

"Wth you," somet hi ng whi sper ed.

" \Why 2"

"By your doing," the voice that was no voice said.

"By my -" Chess strode to where he had set the dwar-
ven sword and picked it up. "Aha!" he said. Then he
raised a puzzled brow and rubbed at his cheek. "Funny,
though. 1'd heard that magic doesn't work right in this
valley."

"I don't," sonething very wi stful seened to say.

It was growing dark, and there was nothing nore to
see here, so Chess set the sword on his shoulder and
headed west. The black road should be near now, he de-
ci ded.

The forest becane deeper and nore shadowy, and the
kender stopped abruptly, his pointed ears twtching.
Somewhere to his left, things were noving, coning his
way. Anong t he shadows were darker shadows, big
shadows fl owi ng and boundi ng toward him on great

padded paws... shadows that purred as they cane, |ike
the runbling of distant thunder.
"Qops!" Chess said, and ran

* *k k* k* %

In evening's dusk, Chane Fel dstone and d enshadow
the Wanderer rounded a curve of the black road and saw
ahead of them a conclave of cats. Feral eyes and dagger
teeth glinted where the brutes prow ed and crouched at
each side of the path, while a small figure danced and
darted fromside to side, shouting threats and taunts. As
the two approached, the taunter saw them and waved.

"Hello!"™ he called. "I wondered where you were! Wo's
that with you?"

"There's that kender," the dwarf told the w zard, then
turned. d enshadow had stopped. The man stood now,

hol ding his staff before himas though to protect hinself.
Chane cocked his head, the tilting ears on his cat-cape
cap giving a quizzical look to his scow. "Wat's the mat-
ter? It's only a kender."

"There's nore," the wizard said. "But | can't see..."

"More? | don't see anybody except a kender. And of
course a bunch of cats, but that's no surprise.”

"Not a person,” the wzard said slowy, |ooking one
way and then another, peering into the gloom "No, not
a person, but an... an event."

The dwarf growl ed, deep in his chest. Kender and w z-
ards... birds and hunting cats... Chane was begi n-

ning to nmss the sensible, logical life of Thorbardin. CQut



here, it seemed, no one ever really made sense. "What
event? | don't see any event."

"I't hasn't happened yet," d enshadow said softly. "But
it wants to."

"Needs to," sonmething seemed to say in a voice that
was not a voice.

Chane felt a chill craw wup his spine as he whirled

around, | ooking for the source of the sound. He felt as
t hough he had heard a voice, but his ears had not. The
mage behind him had raised his staff higher, but he didn't
seemto see anything, either

The kender trotted up to them grinning. "I see you' ve
net whatsit," he said. "I think he cones wwth the sword."
He lifted a dwarven broadsword from his shoul der and

extended it, hilt first. "Here. | found this for you. Now
you can stop conpl ai ni ng about not having a sword."

Surprised, Chane took the sword and held it in both
hands, turning it over, squinting in the poor I|ight.

"OfF course, there's a ghost or sonething attached to
it," Chess said brightly. "But | can't see how that would
matter. Who's that with you? He | ooks |ike a w zard."

"He is, | guess," the dwarf said. "Haven't seen himdo
any magic, but I'd just as soon he didn't, anyway." He
[ifted the sword to his nouth and tasted its blade. "dd,"
he muttered. "Good steel, though. And it doesn't | ook
ol d. -

"It's been on ice," the kender explained. "What's wong
with your wi zard? He | ooks |ike he's seen a ghost."
"I don't know what's wong wth him" Chane busied

hinself, slicing a strip of cathide fromhis cape to nake a
belt for the sword. "He said he saw an event."

"Well, I've seen a few of those.” The kender nodded.
"But | try not to let thembother nme. Pretty good sword,
huh?"

"A fine sword," the dwarf agreed. 'Thank you. Where
did you get it?"

"I found an old battlefield, over east of here. There's a
ot of good stuff just lying around. And frozen dwarves
all over the place, too. Probably nobody you know,
t hough. They've been there a long tine. Maybe the ghost
is a dwarven ghost. |'ve never net any sort of ghost be-
fore, so | don't know But if he bothers you, just ignore
him?"

As one conmng out of a trance, the wzard d ensha-
dow shook hinmself and lowered his staff. He stepped
close to them |I|eaned down, and squinted at Chane's
sword, then turned to the kender. "Not a ghost," he said,
ina voice that was like winter. "And not fixed to the
sword, either. It follows you, Chestal Thicketsway."

The kender blinked. "Wat does?"

"You picked up nore than a sword on that battlefield,

kender. You picked up an unexpl oded spell."

Before Chess could respond, Chane pointed down the
path. "The cats are gone," he said.

Then on an errant breeze, comng from sonewhere
ahead, all three of them heard a sound that seened to
float anmong the treetops and drift down |I|ike crysta
snow. The mage seened to stiffen, the kender's eyes went



huge, and even the stolid, pragmatic dwarf felt the sound
take hold of his heart and tug at it.

Sonewhere off there, to the north, soneone was sing-
ing. The voice was nore |lovely than anything Chane
Fel dst one had ever heard.

Chapter 6

Though it had no king - no regent had acceded to

the throne since the death of King Duncan two centuries
before - the fortified realm of Thorbardin, deep beneath
the surface of the central Kharolis Muntains, consid-
ered itself a kingdom And wthout a king, it fell upon
the Council of Thanes to sit as a Board of Regents, decid-
ing such matters as were not governed within the sepa-
rate cities and warrens that nade up the undernountain
real m

Seven cities lay wthin the bedrock of the nountains,
each a major conmunity in its own right, as well as three
farm ng warrens, two Halls of Justice, and a massive for-
tification at each of the realms two nmain gates.

In the nore than three centuries since the great Cata-

clysm that had forever changed the continent of Ansa-
lon, the dwarves of Thorbardin had npstly abandoned
the manning of Northgate. The Cataclysmhad Ileft the
northern approaches virtually i naccessi ble, providing
better security to the north than even the mnmassive gate
t hat plugged the nountainside there ever had.

For a century, runors had persisted about a secret way
to Thorbardin fromthe north, and the dwarves had kept
the fortifications there operational. Chaos and pestil ence
had followed the Cataclysm and for nost of that cen-
tury the threats to Thorbardin fromoutside were fright-
eningly real. Plague and famne had spread across the
known world, migrations were under way across the
continent, and no unfortified place could | ong survive.

But then the gates of Thorbardin had faced their hard-

est test... and held firm The bloody Dwarfgate War
raged through the Kharolis Muntains, hill dwarf armes
pitted against those of the nountain dwarves - cousin
agai nst cousin, |ike against like. Those outside were de-
termned to break through to the inside of Thorbardin,
incited, sonme said, by the evil archmage Fistandantil us,

whom many held to be the npst powerful magician the
worl d of Krynn had ever known.

Agai nst these forces, Thorbardin had fought a defen-
sive action. Then, wunder King Duncan and his sons -

with Prince Gallen leading the Hylar dwarves - the
arm es of Thorbardin went out to carry the fight to their
enemes, right to the nountain called Skullcap, lair of

the great w zard hinsel f.

VWhat canme to pass then - the tragic end of both armes
in one last, terrible act of nagic by Fistandantilus - was
now ol d history. O those who mght be old enough to re-
nmenber, few cared to

But through it all, the shattered north portal had held,
as had all of Thorbardin's defenses. Mre than two cen-
turies later, the wundermountain kingdom still stood.
Concerns about threats from outside were no | onger



acute. In very recent times there had been unsettling ru-
nmors, of course - runors the traders brought, about m -
grations of goblins and ogres to the north, about whole

vill ages di sappearing in distant places beyond the north-
ern wilderness. Some suspected that, far off sonewhere,
armes were being amassed, and there were whispered
comments about "Highlords" and infanobus plots. Sone-
one had even claimed to have seen a dragon, but no one
believed that. There were no dragons, not anywhere on
the entire world of Krynn. It was conmon know edge.

There were runors, and a few were concerned, but life
went on in Thorbardin as it had for two hundred years.
Sone trade had been restored - not as in the fabled past,
before the War of the Gates, when open trade roads had
linked Thorbardin with Pax Tharkas and other realns -
but some trade with other places and other races outside.
Time had passed, and the old legends of a secret gate
somewhere passed also into oblivion. The old tales of
untold evils that mght vyet lurk about the blasted and
gl azed grot esqueri es of Skul |l cap Mount ai n to the
north - the legends of the glory of King Duncan and the
noble Prince Gallen - grew dim

It was not in the nature of nountain dwarves to dwell
upon the past. And certainly, in the teeming cities of
Thorbardin, few cared to reflect upon such antiquities.

Under the Kharolis Muntains, Thorbardin was what
it had al ways been - hundreds of square mles of busy,
bustling, squabbling, and delving dwarfdom where the
past was past and the problens of any one person were
sel dom of concern to many others.

And this was the reality that Jilian Firestoke faced. No
one knew where Chane Feldstone had gone, and no one
except her really cared, either. However, she was sure
now t hat she knew where Chane had gone, and certain of
the mischief her father had engi neered.

And so, as was her custom Jilian made up her own
m nd.

"I amgoing outside," she told her neighbor, Silicia
Orebrand. "I intend to go and find Chane Feldstone and
bring himhome. There is just no telling what sort of ness
he may be in out there.”

The stocky Silicia's eyes went wde with horror. "Qut-
side? Do you mean outside, outside?"

"Of course | nean outside,” Jilian said. "Chane's dream
told him to go and find an old helnet, because Thor-
bardin was threatened and it was up to him to save it. So
I  know that's where he went. And ny own father, tarnish
his whiskers, put him up to it and then betrayed him I

know all about it, you see. So | am going outside to find
him?"
"But Jilian... outside? Nobody goes outside! 1've

never heard of such a thing."

"Tarnish, Silicia. Don't be silly. O course people go
outside. Traders, scouts, netallurgists... lots of people
ga outside. Even Chane has been outside before, helping
Rogar Col dbuckl e | oad his packs. He told ne about it."

"But can you? | nean, go outside? Is it allowed?"

"l asked Ferrous Spi kenol d. He knows about such



things. He said anybody who wants to, can go outside.
There is no law against going outside. It's just com ng
back in that gets sticky."

"Did you tell him that you were thinking about going
out si de 7"

"No, | don't see how that's any of his business. And
you know what a gossip he can be. | just asked himin
general, about people going outside. He said anybody
can, if they want to."

Silicia frowned. "But, Jilian, you' ve never been out-
side. |1 mean... out? | bet in your whole Ilife you' ve
never seen the sky except fromthe Valley of the Thanes. |
know | certainly haven't. 1've never even dreaned of
such a thing. Wiy, they say there are all sorts of awful
things out there - ogres and goblins, warrior elves, hu-
mans. By Reorx, they say half the world is overrun with
humans these days. Jilian, are you feeling well? | can't
i magi ne thinking such a thing. Qutside?"

"Qutside," Jilian said firmy. "And it wll serve ny fa-
ther right if | never come back."

"But, Jilian, dear..." Silicia paused, then fired her
best shot. 'What will people think?"

"Ch, tarnish what people think. I"mgoing, Silicia, and
that's an end to it. Al |I ask is that you look in on ny fa-
ther fromtine to tine and see that he pays his tap fees

when they are due. The old ruster hasn't a brain in his
head when it comes to household duties.™

"Well, of course | would do that, dear." Silicia still was
blinking rapidly, only half-believing what she was hear-
ing. "But how would you even know where to | ook for
your young man, dear? OQutside is... well, it's just aw
fully big!" She shuddered, just thinking about it.

"Ch, that. Well, at least | know where to start. | have a

map of where he was | ast seen.”
"A map?" Silicia blinked again, awe follow ng awe.
"How could you possibly have a mp? Dd your
father... 2"
"I haven't even told him about this yet. And |[|'d appre-

ciate it if you didn't, either. No, | saw the armsnen he
sent to drive Chane away. | didn't know who they were
at the tine, but | renenbered later. Then | saw one of
them again, at the tinsmth's stall, and | followed him

and got himto draw a map for ne.
"An arnmsman? A warren ruffian? Why woul d he have
done that for you? Jilian, you didn't..."

"Ch, nothing like that, Silicia. Don't be silly. No, | just
followed him wuntil | caught him alone in a cable-shaft,
then | crept up behind and hit him in the head with a pry-
bar. Then, while he was unconscious, | chained him to a
cabl e-wagon track. Wen he wke wup | told him that if
he would draw the map for me | would give him a chise
to cut hinmself loose. So he drew the map. He was very
willing, because we could hear an orewagon com ng."

Silicia goggled at her, totally at a loss for words. Fi-
nally she shook her head and sighed. "Do you have

everything you'll need for such a journey?"
"l have some warm clothing and a pack and wa-
terskin. And nmy map. | suppose a conpany of arned

fighters mght be good to take along, but I can't afford



anything like that."

"Well, of course not!" Silicia snapped. "The wages
people charge these days, just for single escort through
the markets. There's no telling what you'd have to pay to
get an escort to go... ah... outside." She | ooked

around at the walls and cabinets of her great room

Swords and shields, hamers and pikes were displayed
and stacked in various places. Her husband, Stonecut
Orebrand, prided hinmself on his collection. "At the very
| east, | suppose you should take a weapon or two."

"I couldn't take your husband's -"

"Tarnish! He's lost track of what he has, anyway.

Wiat he doesn't know, he'll never miss.”" She went to a
corner cabinet and poked around in it, energing wth a
smal |, double-edged sword and a sheathed dagger. "Take
these," she said. "My Brother gave themto Stoney one
time, in afit of generosity, but I don't think he's even

| ooked at them in years. He doesn't think nuch of ny
br ot her, you know. "

Jilian took the sword fromher and squinted at it curi-
ously. "This is heavier than a prybar,"” she noted.

"Have you ever used a sword before, Jilian?"

"Well... not really. Have you?"
"No. It <can't be very conplicated, though. One just
swings it, | suppose.”

"Li ke swinging a prybar, do you think?"

"Maybe with tw hands, though. The handle is long
enough for both of your hands. Here, stand in the niddle
of the roomand swing it around a bit. Then vyou'll be
used to it if you ever want to fight with something."

Jilian helped Silicia slide the furniture out of the way,
then placed herself in the cleared area and lifted the
sword, gripping it <carefully wth both hands. Though
shorter than nost of the swords in Stonecut O ebrand' s

collection, the weapon still was only six inches shorter
than Jilian was, and much of its weight was forward, to-
ward the point, in the dwarven style. Being a sturdy

dwarven girl, Jilian had no trouble lifting it, even hold-
ing it out at arnms length, but it did tend to off-bal ance
her a bit. "Wiat should | swing it at?" she asked.

Silicia went to a corner and brought back a candle-
stand with a foot-long taper set in it. "Cut the candle,"
she suggest ed.

"Al'l right. Stand back." Jilian placed herself with the
candl estand to her left, sighted on it, raised the sword
and swung... and gasped, then <clung for dear life as the

sword seened to take charge. It whisked past the top of
the candle and kept going as the nonentumof the cut
becaine centrifugal force. Like a spinning top, Jilian
twirled around and around, her feet a blur, trying to
keep up with the sword in her hands, trying to keep her
bal ance as she spun

On its second rotation, the sword clove through the
candle. On its third it bisected the oakwood candl estand.
Onits fourth it cut the legs off the stand and took two
candl es out of a hanging chandelier on the other side of
Jilian. Silicia shrieked and dived for cover as the rate of
spin increased and the twrling Jilian began to nove.



Four nore revolutions and the sword eviscerated an herb
pot, beheaded a chair, bisected a hanging tapestry, and
enbedded itself firmy in a doorfrane. Jilian blinked in
amazenent, whil e nmonentary di zzi ness subsi ded, then
wrenched the weapon free and stared at it. "Goodness!"
she said.

Silicia peeked from behind a stone bench. "Are you
fini shed, do you think?"
"I think so." Jilian |ooked around. "Ch, rust! Look at

the mess |'ve nade."
Silicia came from hiding to gaze in wonder at the

sword in Jilian's hand. "I don't think you need any nore
practice. | believe you ve mastered the skill, don't you?"

"I suppose so, but |Iook what we've done to your nice
room Ch, Silicia, | amsorry."

Silicia wal ked around the room pursing her lips as she
surveyed the danage. "It's not so bad, really. | never
liked that candlestand, you know. And that awful tapes-
try! Honestly, | have thought about making a pair of
framed needleworks out of it..." She came to [|ook at
the sword again. "By the lusters, | never realized how
much fun a person might have wth one of these. | won-
der if some of the ladies might like to jrganize a class."

Jilian nodded. "I believe I will borrowthis, if you're

sure Stonecut won't mnd."

"Not in the slightest. It's as nuch mne as his, anyway.
Now, you take it, and the dagger, too, and you have a
nice time with them W could rent a hall," she continued

with her own thoughts, "and practice to nmusic. Some of
the girls could certainly use the exercise...."

After her visit with Silicia Orebrand, Jilian went to see
the trader, Rogar Gol dbuckl e.

"You are going where?" he squinted at her in disbelief.

"Qutside," she repeated. "I want to find Chane Feld-
stone and bring himhone. He may be lost and starving,
or sonething."

"You?" the trader still ~couldn't Dbelieve what he was
hearing. 'You can't go traveling around out there. Don't
you know what coul d happen to you?"

"I plan to take a sword," she said, to put his concerns to
rest. "I'm remarkably good wth a sword. But what |
wondered was. .. wel |, since you have dealings wth
peopl e outside, maybe you could tell me who to talk to
out there, to help find him™"

"Don' t tal k to anybody out si de!" CGol dbuckl e
snapped. "Don't trust anybody or anything out there!
Rust and corruption, girl, you have no idea -"

"I have a map," she said. "But it wll only show ne

where he was | ast seen. He may not be there any nore, so
I mght need to ask about him" A new thought occurred

to her. "I don't suppose you have any trading parties go-
ing northward, do you? | might just go along wth them
as far as the wilderness. That's where I'll start |ooking."

Gol dbuckl e eased hinmself back to a bench and sat
down with a thunp. The girl before him was as lovely a
young dwarf-maiden as he had ever seen, and he had al-
ways thought of her as very practical and sensible, the
times she had conme to shop his bazaar or to deliver pur-
chase orders for her father. But now. ..



"I don't have any parties going that way," he said
weakly. "Nobody goes to that wlderness. There hasn't
been a trade route through there since before the Cata-
clysm and even then it was chancy. O course, that
crazy Wngover has been up that way. He wagered he'd
go to Pax Tharkas and back, if I'd give him a comis-
sion. Plan of a fool. But, of course, he is a fool, to begin
wth."

"W ngover? What an odd nane." Jilian pursed pretty
lips. "Maybe that's who | should talk to. Where can | find
hi nP"

"Well, not anywhere in Thorbardin, certainly. He'd
never be allowed within twenty mles of the gate.™

"Why on Krynn not? Wat did he do?"

"You don't wunderstand, girl," Goldbuckle shook his
head. "Wngover isn't a dwarf. He's... well. 1've traded
with hima bit and learned to trust him But he's... well.
He's a human."

Jilian stared at him amazed. 'Wat would you trade
from humans? | nean, | know there used to be sone
trade, but aren't humans - ?"

"Unreliable, yes. As a rule. A so unstable and gener-
ally wunpleasant. O course, one can rmake sone allow
ances, considering how short-lived they wusually are..
Grl, have you ever seen a human?"

"Of course not. |'ve never been outside of Thorbardin.
But |1've heard about them Chane has seen several, when
he's gone out to carry reports or nessages for you, and
he tal ks about them He even saw an elf once."

"Yes, | know," Col dbuckle sighed. "All sorts show up
at barter canps, but such places are no place for a girl
like you. | swear! Wy, | shudder to think of -"

"Chane is out there, somewhere. And he's visited these
barter canps before, at your enploy, after all."

"That's different! Chane can take care of hinself.

You -"

"That's the other thing | wanted to talk about. He may
need the noney he earned from you. If you'll give it to
me, I'll giveit to him.. when | find him"

Chapter 7

For miles, the black path would and curved
t hrough dense forest. Then, past one final, |ong curve, it
broke out of the forest and extended arrow- straight
across a mounded plain where little vegetation grew -
only nmosses and spindly, scattered shrubs. The |ight of
the noons Lunitari and Solinari - the first nearly over-

head, the second just above the crags of Westwall -
bathed the scene in eerie red and white highlights
beneath a spangl ed sky.

"More ruins," Chestal Thicketsway decl ared, pointing
about. "There might have been a city here once. Maybe
the Cataclysm-"

"Muich ol der t han that," d enshadow the Wanderer

said. "Oh, far older than that. Ages old. The |I|egends say

it was a city in the Age of Dreans.”
"Legends say?" Chane Fel dstone growed. 'You're a
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wi zard. Don't you know?"

"Not without a powerful spell for time-seeing," the
winter voice rasped. "And I'll cast no spells in this place.
Strange things happen to magic here."

Near them sonewhere close, sonething seened to
agree... sonething that | anented the fact.

"It's said there was a city in this valley," the wzard con-
tinued. "And in the city was a ki ng, who captured and
held in bond the source of all nagic. The king's nane was
Gargath."

"How coul d he capture the source of magi c?" Chess
asked, excitedly. "Do you suppose it is still here?"

"No. Only the place where it was once held, and the
device that held it. A god-wought thing called Spell-
binder. 1t still has power, though. Power enough to con-
fuse and bind even the highest orders of spell.”

"M sery," sonething voicel ess seened to say.

"I's that what's wong with my spell?" Chess asked,
| ooki ng around. "He's bound?"

The wi zard nodded. "Mst likely."

"He certainly doesn't seem to be very happy about it,"
t he kender not ed.

"He?" the dwarf grunped, "What do spells know?

They aren't people." He | ooked up at the w zard. "How
much farther do we have to go?"

"Not far," denshadow said. "Are you tired so soon?"

"OfF course I'm not tired! But | have things to do and
don't see how all this is -"

"It is," denshadow assured him 'You want to find the

hel m as you dreamed. This is how you nust begin."
The dwarf scow ed. 'What does this have to do with
you, though I I1t's ny dream What nmekes it inportant to
you?"
"It mght be inmportant to a great many people," the

wi zard si ghed. "I'n om nous times, significances take on
new meani ngs. I have my own reasons for hel pi ng you
fulfill your destiny, Chane Feldstone... if you <can fulfill

it."

"If it's inportant to you, then why don't you just go
nd find the helm and let me get back to Thorbardin?
"mnot fond of having no roof over my head."

"OfF course you aren't. You're a nopuntain dwarf. But
t's your dream Chane Fel dstone. Not nine."

"Corrosion," the dwarf nuttered. "It's like trying to get

sensible answer from that kender. Wat do you nean
om nous times? "

"There have been onens. Sone have i nterpreted
hem and sonme believe them Sonme think that devasta-
ion is about to fall on these lands. Sone say it has al-
eady begun. Invasion. War. The worst of inmaginings."

Chane stopped, staring up at the man. "When?"

"Soon," the wizard said. "Some say within five years.
Sone say within the year."

"But... why?"

"I think there wll be further onens,"” d enshadow said
oftly, his voice as chill as a winter's night. "Then, per-
aps, we will know "

h

b

Ahead of them the path approached what mnight have
een a huge, open gate in a great wall, except that what-



ever gate mght once have been there was |ong since
gone. All that remained was a ragged cleft in a 1long, high
structure of broken stone which ran off to left and right

into nmoon- shadowed di st ance. An anci ent wal I, sun-
dered here and there to rubble. Near the wall, just off the
dark path, was a separate nound of rubble that |ooked
famliar. It was |like the nound they had found back in
the forest - a clutter of what nmight once have been vari-
ous things all connected together, wth stunps and odd

shapes protruding fromit.
"Anot her gnone nmachi ne?" Chess wondered. "Wat

do you suppose it was for."

"add," the w zard nodded.

"Very old," sonething unseen seened to agree.

"A siege engine," denshadow said. "They kept buil d-
ing themuntil they got through the wall."

"Who di d?"

"CGnomes. Who el se?"

"What did they want?"

"What Gargath had. The source of all nmagic."
"I never heard of a gnone using magic," the kender
poi nted out.
The w zard frowned and seened to shudder. "W had
better go on," he said.
Beyond the wall the path pitched steeply downward
and entered a forest so dense that the light of the noons
was only a patchwork through interwoven branches.
"I'd just as soon make canp here," Chane said, then
went silent as the singing voice cane again, this tine
much nearer. Someone just ahead was singing in a |an-
guage none of them knew. The singer's tonal range was
tremendous, the voice so utterly lovely that it caught
their breaths and tugged at their hearts.
A siren? Chane thought and realized it didn't matter.
The voice held himin thrall, and he couldn't have turned
away if he had wanted to.
Beyond the trees ahead was a glow of firelight, and the
voi ce seemed to be comng from there. They hurried on
The slope lessened to |evel ground, and the trees ended
abruptly at a circular clearing. The black gravel of the
path ended at a clean-swept expanse of black flagstone
paving - a circular band of ebony stone nearly one hun-
dred vyards across. Thick, short pillars of red granite
stood |i ke sentinels around the circle at brief intervals,
and within the circle of black was a circle of white, then
another of black. The concentric pavings narrowed to-
ward the center, where stood a tall, cone-shaped nono-
l[ith with a small, dimobject at its apex. The firelight
cane from wood fires set in wide sconces at the four
points of the conpass, on the inside faces of the sur-
roundi ng short pillars.
The travelers stood where they had stopped, peering
around, trying to see detail in the erratic light.
In t he sem - dar kness ar ound t he circle, shadows
nmoved. "Cats," the dwarf noted. "Dozens of them They
must live here.”

The kender peered into the gloom then straightened
and pointed. "Ww Look at that one!"
Chane |ooked. A breeze flared one of the flames, and



his eyes widened. Beyond the paved clearing, cats were
everywhere. And anmong them was one, huge even by
conparison with the others. Half again the size of the
rest, it stood staring directly at the dwarf, great gol den
eyes thoughtful in a massive indigo head capped by a
fl owi ng, snow white nmane.

The w zard seened to pay no attention. He gazed in-
stead at the nmonolith, his eyes ranging upward toward
its top. The crystal device on his staff no |onger |ooked
like a crystal. Its luster was gone, and it was a dull,
opaque gray in color. "The tenple of Gargath," he nut-
tered. "Wiere the graygem was entrapped.”

"What ?" Chane gl anced around.

"This is where it happened," d enshadow said, as
though talking to hinmself. "Up there... is the Spell-
bi nder. "

"Wye, " sonet hing voi cel ess nour ned.

The inpati ent kender had scanpered away, out to-
ward the edge of the paving for a better | ook at the huge,
white-maned cat. Wen it noticed him he backpedal ed,
reversed his course, and went to have a closer |ook at the
obel i sk. He di sappeared beyond it.

"There's sonebody here," Chane deci ded. " Somebody
keeps these fires, and sonebody nmade that song." He
| ooked toward the hut beyond the obelisk. "Mybe..."
Then he turned again, alerted by novenent close by. A
creature like nothing he had ever seen had stepped onto
t he pavenent. She was far taller than Chane, taller even
than the w zard.

Her skin was the color of mdnight and caught the |ight
in patterns of indigo and ebony that flowed sensuously
over a face and form beautiful alnost beyond beauty.
Her hair was silver-white, long and flowi ng, and the sin-
gl e garnent she wore - a brief tunic caught at one shoul -
der and falling to her sleek thighs - seened to be woven
of spider silKk.

Chane stared, open-nouthed, stunned by her beauty
as he was stunned by her song. Never had he heard such
a voice - the power of thunder and the gentleness of
sumrer clouds resonated in perfect bal ance as she

seened to sing to each of them separately, yet all at once.
Never had he heard such a voice, and never had he seen a
creature so hauntingly lovely, or radiating such intense,
pati ent power. The dwarf had the feeling that she could
crush himwith a touch if she chose... or could touch as
softly as a butterfly landing on a petal
Behi nd and above Chane, the w zard whi spered,
"lrda."

Al nost wi t hout changi ng, her song becane speech
"Wl come again, man of magic," she crooned, "to the
place where magic fails. |Is this the one? The Derkin-

descendant ? Hol der of the destiny?" Great eyes in an eb-
ony face turned to Chane, perusing him with a gaze very
like the gaze of the great cat nonents before.

The dwarf's heart thunmped as he realized they were the
same eyes. "Shapechanger," he breat hed.

"Of course she is a shapechanger," the wi zard said. "I
told you, she is the Irda. She can take many forns."



"Wel come, snmall warrior,"” the Irda crooned. "The
nmoons have prom sed that you would cone, follow ng
the path of your -"

Anot her voice, far |ess enchanting, shattered the spell
"Come l|look at the back of this thing!" Chestal Thick-
etsway called. "There's sonething like a stairway, and
...hello? W0 is this?" The kender scanpered toward
them then stopped and blinked as the Irda turned to re-
gard him "Ww " he finished | anely.

"This one is no Hylar kin," the Irda chuckl ed.

Chess blinked again and gave the tall, stunning crea-
ture a slow gaze fromtop to toe and back. His 1ips pursed
in a lowwhistle. "Ww " he said again. Then, "Chestal
Thi cketsway's the nanme. |'m a kender, from Hylo. \Wat
on Krynn are you?"

"Inquisitive," the Irda murrmured. "I am Irda, little
one."

"I  wondered what vyou'd | ook 1ike," Chess nodded.
"My great-uncle, Tauntry Rinrunner, used to talk about
the Irda. 1 must say, you don't |ook anything |like an
ogre."

Chane whirled on the kender, offended and as-

tounded. "What a thing to say!"™ But a hand on his shoul -
der stopped him
"Ogres and the |Irda," d enshadow whispered, |eaning

cl ose, a long time ago, they were the sane people..
bef ore ogres becane ogrelike and ugly. They aren't at al
t he same any nore."

"The cats are gone," Chess noted suddenly, turning to
| ook all around the clearing.

'They won't bother you again," the Irda said. "They
have seen you wth me, and |'ve assured them They've
gone now to patrol the valley. Waykeep likes its privacy."

"Those cats are a pretty effective way of discouraging

visitors," Chane noted.

"Come to ny home," the Irda beckoned, turning away.
"There is sweetnog for refreshment, and we can talk in
confort." She headed for the hut anong the trees, and

t hey foll owed.

Chane paused for a noment as he passed the nono-
lith, and looked up toward its top. A strange feeling
gripped him an intuition that raised the hackles on his
neck and sent a shiver down his spine. Just for an instant,
he felt as if something atop the nonolith had spoken to

him.. sonething that awaited him that called out to
him He felt as if he had been here before, though he
knew he had not. And the feeling of the place was |ike the
feeling of his dreans.

"I's this the place?" he nmuttered, to hinself. "Is this

where | find the hel n?"

A large, gentle hand rested on his shoulder, and he
junped, then |ooked up at the Irda, standing beside him
"What you seek is not here, Chane Fel dstone," she
crooned. "But here is where you will begin your search."

Again she led the dwarf away, and he noticed that her
novermrents - the sense of great strength in her easy,
graceful stride; the lithe, sensuous ripple of snooth nmus-
cle beneath shining ebon skin - remnded him of the
flowi ng grace of the great cats that were her conpanions.
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"In ancient tinmes, in the Age of Dreans, this was a

place of nmen," the lrda told them "And magic was un-
known on Krynn. So say the oldest |egends. Then, from
the realmof gods, cane the graystone gem and wth it
magic... and chaos. Some say the god Reorx gave to
King Gargath the neans to trap and hold the graystone.
Whet her or not that is so, Garath did capture it wth a
device of two crystals - one to find and hold it, the other
to counter its magic."

"That's what the wizard said," Chestal Thicketsway in-
terrupted, sipping from a goblet of warm sweetnog the
"Irda had provided. "Only he said there was one
crystal -"

"Hush," d enshadow snapped. "Just listen."

"Gargath held it for a time," the Irda continued. "Then
it was lost when the city was besieged by gnones, wth
great siege engines."

"So that is what those junkheaps are," the kender com
ment ed.

This time it was Chane who hushed him The dwarf
reached across the table, grasped the kender's tunic, and
lifted himoff his stool. "Just shut up and listen!" he de-
manded.

The Irda continued undaunted. "One |egend has it that
when the graystone was freed, its nagic caused sone of
the gnomes to become dwarves and kender, thus origi-
nating the two races."

"Rubbi sh, " Chess snapped. "No kender's akin to
dwarves, and we sure didn't come from gnones."

"Rust and corruption! Chane chi ned. "Dwarves were
here first. Everybody knows that."

"WIl the two of you shut up!" d enshadow rasped, his
voi ce the stuff of blizzards. "Just... shut up!"

"But |'ve been slandered," Chess said.

The wi zard's eyes glinted like ice. He pointed his staff

at the kender and nmuttered, "Thranthalus eghom dit -"
and suddenly went silent. Though d enshadow s 1ips
continued to nove, no sound canme out.

'"That was a mistake," the Irda said, sympathetically.

"The anti-magic in this place is very strong."
"Very strong," something unseen echoed.

The kender stared at the wizard. "Wat's the matter
wi th hi nP"
Chane |eaned close, seeing the stricken look in the

man's eyes. "I think he tried to cast a spell,"” he suggested.
"It must have backfired. He's hushed hinself."

The kender cocked his head. "I wonder how |ong he'll
be like this."

"I don't know " Chane shrugged. "It's his spell. Speak-
ing of which, I wish you d find a way to hush yours."

"My what ?"

"Your spell. The one that's following you around. It's
spooky to hear sonething conplaining all the time when

there's nothing there."
"Be wary of that spell,” the Irda said. "Its power is so



great that it rnust happen, eventually."

"You've met ny spell?" The kender grinned. "Actually,
| guess it isn't mne, but it has becone attached to ne."

"I know of it," the Irda nodded. "It has been in this val-
ley, waiting to happen, for two hundred years. Ever since
dwarves fought near here in the Dnarfgate Wars."

"111 bet that's where all those frozen dwarves cane
from" Chess noted.

"This was where Fistandantilus first interceded,"” the
Irda told them

Chane shuddered. "Fistandantilus? The archnage? He
was here?"

"Here first, then at the final battle, two ranges west of
here, on the Plains of Dergoth," the Irda told the dwarf.

"That's where Gallen's arny was w ped out," Chane
noted. "l1've heard that story all nmy life."

"Both armies were wped out by the fourth and great-
est of the elenental spells Fistandantilus cast,” the Irda

said. "The first three spells were cast in the prelinmnary
battle, here in the Valley of \Waykeep. El enmental spells.
The first was fire, the second ice..."

"Burned forests under ice," the kender breathed. "I saw
that. What was the third one?"
"No one knows," the Irda shrugged. "It becane en-

trapped in the anti-magic of this place, and hasn't hap-
pened yet."

"We and msery," sonething voicel ess said.

"You mean hi n?" Chess | ooked around, needlessly. "I

nmean, it?"

"Your unexpl oded spell," she said calmy.

"Ww, " was all that Chess could say.

Chane tapped the tabletop wth his goblet, grow ng

i npatient. 'Wiat does all this have to do with me and

ny dreans?"

The Irda studied him her eyes lumnous. "I told you
that there were two crystals in Gargath's device. Only
one remains up there now It is called Spellbinder. Its
presence is the reason that magic often fails in this valley.
The other «crystal, Pathfinder, was found by Prince Gal-
len of the Hylar -"

"Grallen? But he died in the Dnarfgate War."

"Grallen, son of Duncan, King - the last king - of

Thorbardin. The w zard knows of your dreans, Chane

Fel dstone. What is the thing that you have dreamed of

findi ng?"

"An old helm" the dwarf said. "A battle helnmet, with

horns and a crown-spire."

"And a crystal at its brow?"

"Well, yes. A sort of green gem"

" That green gem is Pathfinder, Chane. The helm is
Grallen's, and your dr eans have been nor e t han
dreans. Gallen |[earned somet hi ng about Thorbardin on
his way fromhere to his last battle, at Zhanmen - what is
now cal l ed Skullcap Peak. He learned that there is a |ost
entrance to Thorbardin, and had he Iived he would have
found it and sealed it. But he died. At present, armes are
amassing in the north... their forward units already in-

vest key areas in many of the nearer |ands."
The I rda paused and a shadow crossed her face.



"There wll be war. The ogres know, and what they
know |1 also know Very soon, Thorbardin wll be sur-
rounded by devastation. That is why you have dreaned,
Chane Feldstone. Your dreans are Gallen's spirit, call-
ing to you, trying to tell you what nmust be done. You are
to find Gallen's helm and take up Gallen's quest. You
are to seal Thorbardin's |ost gate.”

The kender smiled, his bright eyes gleaming wth ex-
citenent. "Ww, " he breathed. "I'm really glad | cane
al ong. "

Chane simply stared at the Irda, at a loss for words. Fi-
nally he asked the only question he could think to ask:

"Wy nme?"

d enshadow tried to speak, rubbed his throat and
tried again. "You..." the wzard croaked. He coughed,
scow ed, and tried to clear his throat. 1In a hoarse voice
just above a whisper he said, "Because you are Gallen's

kin, Chane Fel dstone. You are the last of the line of Dun-
can, King of Thorbardin."

Chapter 8

"Zap," said Chestal Thicketsway, as much to break
the silence as for any other reason. Alnost a minute had

passed since d enshadow s pronouncenent, and nobody
had said or done anything since. The three creatures
around the kender seemed frozen in place - the dwarf

standi ng stunned, trying to understand what he had just
been told; the Irda rembte and infinitely patient, wait-
ing; the wzard bl eak-eyed and gloony as though he had
spoken t he prophecy of his own doom

When none of them reacted to his word, Chess
shrugged and prow ed about the little building's interior

| ooking for anything that m ght be interesting. "Zap," he
said again, to hinself. "I'Il call him Zap. Good a nane as
any for a spell that hasn't happened.”

"Need to happen," somnething grieved.

"Well, I'd just as soon you detach vyourself from ne be-
fore you do," the kender said. "I don't even know what
ki nd of spell you are.”

"dd," something nmourned.

"You've made that «clear." Chess peered into a shallow
cabi net cont ai ni ng many pi geonhol e shel ves. Shadows
made it hard to see what the shelves contained, and he
reached toward them then wthdrew his hand when he
felt the Irda's eyes on him He turned. "Just [|ooking," he
grinned. "Maybe | should go outside and | ook around."

Kender i ke, t he t hought i medi ately becane t he
action. Chess strode to the door of the hut, pushed it
open, and darted out, closing it behind him

From his first glinpse of this place, the place of the
Irda, Chess had been fascinated by the tall obelisk in the
stone-paved clearing. Now he went to it again, directly
toits north face where he had found handholds and toe-
hol ds | eading upward. He had intended to see where they
went, but seeing the Irda had made himforget that, no-
mentarily.

The marks in the north face of the nonolith weren't



really a stairway, only a series of shallow indentations
set at regular intervals up the precipitous stone face. For

a curious Kkender, however, they were | adder enough
Chess slung his hoopak on his back and started clinbing.
In the distance, in noon-shadowed forest beyond the

Irda's clearing, he could hear the runbling purr of cats on
patrol. And somewhere far away, a hint of sound carried
back on errant breezes, a raucous bird-voice cawed, "Co
away!"

The hand-and toehol ds went up and up, and Chess
clung and clinbed. Near the top, he could |ook out and
see the noon-bat hed tops of the forest, the dark walls of
the vall ey beyond to east and west. Then, abruptly, there
were no nore indentations in the face of the cone. Wth
the top of the nmonunent alnost within reach - no nore
than ten feet above - there was only sheer, snooth stone
and nothing to cling to. Chess hunted around for sone-
thing that his fingers could grasp, his toes brace into, or

his hoopak reach. There was nothing. 1In frustration he
clung there for long mnutes, then sighed and accepted
def eat .

"I'sn't that just how things go?" he nuttered, beginning
a reluctant descent. "Probably the nost interesting thing
in this whole place is right there on top of this spire, just
sitting there waiting to be |ooked at. Naturally the stairs
don't go quite far enough. I wonder what it is, up there
...mght be sonething valuable, iif a person could just
reach it. Wat kind of |adder heads for the top of sone-
thing and then just stops, just that nuch short? What
ki nd of sense does that make?"

"Al'l things have reason, |little one." The voice was the
Irda's voice, low and incredibly sweet. Chess nearly |ost
his hold, turning to |ook. She stood just below watching
hi s descent.

The kender scranbled the rest of the way down the

cone, dropped light-footed to the pavenent, and turned.
"I thought |'d take a look at what's wup there,” he said.
"But | couldn't get to the top. Wat is up there, any-
way ?"

" Spel | bi nder," she sai d.

"Pain and desol ation," something seemed to whine.

Chess gl anced around, know ng t here was no one

there to see. "Hush, Zap," he snapped. Then, to the Irda,
"I's it something the gods left |ying around?"

The Irda only smled. "Spellbinder has been
forgotten.” She nodded. "But what the gods discard,
eventual ly find purposes again."

"We and misery," Zap's voicel ess voi ce nourned.

The Irda half-turned, raising her head. She seened to
be listening to sonething Chess couldn't hear. And there
was sonething odd about the light. The fires still flick-
ered in their sconces on the ring of stones, but feebly
now, as if their fuel were giving out. The rose and silver
glow cast by t he noons Solinari and Lunitari had
changed, too. The |light glistening on the dark, lovely
face of the Irda was al nbst a bl oody |ight.

Chess stepped from her shadow to look into the sky,
and saw a sight he had never seen before. The red and sil-



ver nmoons hung above the wall of the valley, only a
handspan apart, but the silver nmbon was only a crescent.

As t he kender wat ched, t he crescent di m ni shed as
though a blackness had come from the north and was
eating it away. Narrower and narrower the crescent
grew.

"What is it?" Chess wondered. "What's happeni ng?"

Soft light shone from the Irda's hut, and there were

footsteps. A nonent later the dwarf and the w zard were
beside them also staring at the strange sky. 'What's hap-
pening to the white nmoon?" the dwarf runbl ed.

d enshadow raised his staff, wuseless in this place of
anti-magic, and pointed it. "Dragonqueen," he hissed.
"The bl ack nmoon shows itself, and eclipses the white."

"Dragonqueen?" Chess stood on his toes in his excite-
ment, staring. "Do you nmean the noon or the goddess?"

"They are the same," the Irda said. "By any nane, they
are the same. Queen of Darkness, Dragonqueen, Nl at
the Corrupter...."

"Tanex the Fal se Metal,’

Chane grow ed. "The evil

one."

"She of the Many Faces,"” the kender chirped. "I've
never seen the black nmoon's shape before - only a hole in
the sky where it hides stars. It's a disk, like the other two.
Look, it's al nost covered the white noon.... It has

covered it!"

VWere the white noon had been was now only a dim
ring of brighter stuff in the sky - a hairline circle of radi-
ance, enconpassing dar kness. The bl ack noon had cov-
ered the white one.

At that instant G enshadow s staff cane to life. The
crystal in its head, which normally resenbled blue ice
but which had Ilooked like dull <chalk since entering the
Val | ey of Waykeep, blazed brilliant red as if all the lum-

nance of the red mon had condensed in it. A beam of
crinson shot fromthe staff to burn for an instant on the

forehead of the astonished dwarf... only for an instant.
Then the beam danced away, up the side of the conica
tower, right to its top, where it rested, a ruby brilliance at

the nonolith's peak

Chane Fel dstone stared at the ruby Ilight with eyes not
quite the same as his eyes had been before. Wthout a
word he walked to the base of the nmonolith and found
the handholds and toeholds that the kender had found
bef ore.

The rest were still staring at the eclipsed white noon,
unable to tear their eyes fromthe onmen. Little by little,
the dark mnoon continued its transit, and a crescent of
white reappeared - the opposite crescent, emerging.

"The next onen," denshadow s voice was as thin and
cold as w ndbl own snow. "A portent of great evil."

Sonething voiceless and terribly sad seened to say,
"The tine cones,"” and Chess gl anced around.

"Hush, Zap," the kender said. "Spells should be seen
and not heard. Look, Chane... now where did the
dwarf go?"

Again the Irda tilted her lovely head, as though Iisten-
ing. denshadow glanced at her and frowned. 'Wat is

it? What do you hear, Irda?"



She shook her head, silver hair dancing in the light
that again canme from two moons. "Evil," she sang softly.
"In the north an evil lives, and one of evil sings. QOgres
gloat and goblins march... and | hear the sound of
WIIgS

"Where in blazes did that dwarf get off to?" Chestal
Thi cketsway was prowing the clearing, peering here
and there. He |ooked upward then, and blinked. "Oh.
There he is. Chane! You, Chane Feldstone! What are you
doing up there? | already tried that. You can't get to the
top!"

The others | ooked, too. H gh above them noving
with the steady, solid rhythm of a clinmbing nountain
dwarf, Chane was approaching the top of the nonolith.

"You're about to run out of | adder!" the kender
shouted. "Take my word for it, that's a waste of tine.
You can't get to the -"

The Irda nmoved close to him and rested a graceful
powerful dark hand on his head. "Be quiet, small one,"
she sang softly.

The white nopon was whole again, but now the red

moon was dimnishing as the black orb began to occlude
it. The rose tint of the noonlight dulled, becomnming nore
silvery. Above, Chane Feldstone had reached the |ast of
the fingerholds and hesitated.

Agai n t he crystal on d enshadow s staff w nked
alight, this tine a cold white light as if the white noon's
glow focused in it. A single shaft of white light shot up-
ward, bathing in hard luster the hamrer slung on the
dwarf's back. dinging to the cone, Chane |oosed the
hamrer, braced hinmself and swing its spike-end agai nst
the stone above him He struck again, and a black shard
fell, bouncing once on the slight slope of the nonolith,
ringing as it struck the paverment bel ow

Snagging the hamer in his belt, the dwarf reached
up, found purchase in a new handhold, and retrieved the
hamrer to cut anot her one.

"Why didn't | think of that?" the kender chuckl ed.
"Here | was thinking about slings and pulleys or sone
such. "

The red noon was nearly eclipsed now, but still den-

shadow s staff glowed, and strong white |ight bathed the
top of the spire where the dwarf wor ked.  Abruptly,
Chestal Thicketsway remenbered the nature of his un-

seen conpanion - the spell that had sonmehow associ ated
itself with him He glanced around nervously. "Wzard,
the light... does this mean that magic is working here
agai n?"

"No magic of nortals,” the w zard breathed. "Nor any

that | can sense or understand."

"The gods are not bound by the linmts they set," the
Irda whispered. "Only Krynn-magic is captured in Spell-
bi nder's net."

"Ashes and woe," somet hi ng voi cel ess nour ned.

"I'm glad to hear that," the kender sighed. "I'm not
any hurry to find out what happens when Zap gets un-
bound. "

Atop the tall cone, Chane cut another hold, then a fi-
nal one, and pulled hinmself up for a look. The top of the



monolith was a shallow cup, no nore than four feet
across, with objects lying init. The largest was a small,

br oken st at ue apparently carved from al abaster - a
weat hered and eroded representation of a mn with a
beard, face turned upward, one outthrust arm intact, its

hand hol ding a two-inch oval of dark red crystal. The lit-
tle statue, which would have stood no nore than three
feet tall, lay on its back. Part of its other arm |ay beside
it, but the hand was m ssing.

The other object in the boWl was a netal ball the size
of Chane's fist - deeply rusted, but still showing clearly
the dent of ancient inpact. A green bronze plate was im
bedded in the ball, and Chane bent close. The enhanced

light of the white moon showed him part of the inscrip-
tion: Size four siege projectile, specific for use with supe-
rior flipshot...

Ghones, he thought.

He swung a leg over the lip of the cup and extended a
hand, meaning to set the little statue wupright for a better
| ook. But suddenly the red crystal pulsed and hunmed,
the statue's fingers fell away, and the crystal dropped
into his hand. As Chane closed his own fingers around it,
it stilled. He knew then, beyond question, why he had
climbed the cone. The crystal had called him He was to
take it.

Vaguely, in the dwarf's mnd, a face appeared - a face
much like his own, the bearded face of a nmountain
dwarf. But not his own face, though there was a strong
resenbl ance. The face was nore stern than Chane's, and
bore the scars of battle. And it | ooked out at himfrom
the curved portal of a studded, horned helmet with a sin-
gle ornament - a crystal that m ght have been a tw n of
the crystal in Chane's hand except for the color. The hel-
net's stone was green

"Grallen?" It was his own whi sper that asked it

The face in Chane's nmind seened to nod, to encourage

then it faded.

Feeling nore confused than ever before in his life,

Chane Feldstone secured the red crystal in his pouch
slung his hamer on his back, and eased down to the
new hol ds he had cut. Step by step, hold by hold, he |ow
ered himself down the face of the nonolith. Above him

the enhanced |ight faded and the spire's peak was only
that - a stone nonolith in noonlight.

At the bottom they gathered around him the kender
chattering questions, the wizard trying to get a word in,
the Irda kneeling to | ook closely at his face. She peered,
then pointed at his forehead. d enshadow bent to | ook

On the dwarf's forehead, above the bridge of his nose,
was a red spot, alnost the shape and tint of the red
noon.

In the Irda's hut, over nmugs of spicy drink, Chane told
them what he had found. He brought out the crystal to
show to them but when d enshadow touched it, it
burned his fingers. The kender also had been reaching
for it, but he withdrew his hand quickly at the w zard's
cry of pain.

"I expect you'd better hang on to that," Chess said



prudent|y.

The two visible nmons were ordinary noons again, as
they had been before the onen, but there was a darkness
in the northern sky - an absence of stars where there
shoul d have been stars. The black nmoon hung there, not
seeming to nove, and G enshadow shudder ed when he
| ooked in that direction. The Irda sat outside her hut,
facing northward, her head thrown back as one who
listens intently.

The lanmplight and the sweetnog were soothing. Chane
felt himself nodding, then yawned and lay his head on
the table. The kender was al ready asl eep

* *k k* k* %

Chane and his companions weren't the only ones who
watched the onen of the noons. A hundred niles north-
west, in the glades of Qualinost, the elves of Qualinesti
saw it and sent rangers to spread the word. Sonething
was forecast that demanded study. Evil was afoot.

Eighty miles due west of the Valley of Wykeep, nages
at the Tower of Hgh Sorcery also watched the dark
nmoon occlude first the white and then the red. Councils
were called - ~councils at which the wearers of white
robes and those who wore red were nuch nore in evi-

dence than the wearers of black

North of the wilderness, at the great pass city of Pax
Thar kas, people lined the battlements to watch the
noons i n wonder.

And twenty miles fromthe ancient temple of Gargath,
across the ridge line separating Waykeep fromthe Vale of
Respite, ranks of arned goblins spread across the north
end of a fertile valley, awaiting orders for their advance

sout hward, where unsuspecting villages lay sleeping
anong the moonlit fields. Anong them al oof and
haughty, were sone far |arger creatures - ogres who had

cone fromtheir lairs to join the goblin horde, know ng
there woul d soon be sport for them

On a brushy rise above the goblins' dark canps a |one
figure stood, looking into the sky. Monlight of two col-
ors shone on a horned helnet and enbl azoned bl ack
body arnmor. The faceplate of the nany-horned hel mwas
a hideous netal nask, a denon-faced device from which
dark, searching eyes peered.

As the occlusion of the visible moons began, the figure
unfastened and renpved the faceplate. The noonl i ght
reveal ed the face behind it: a woman's face, stern and
dar k-eyed. A face that m ght have been beautiful, had it
chosen to be, but that had made other choices from
whi ch there had been no turning back.

As the dark moon of Krynn eclipsed the first of the vis-
ible moons, the wonan drew a thong from beneath her
breastplate, a thong fromwhich was suspended a dark
m sshapen | unp. "Caliban," she said.

The voice that responded was a dry, husky whisper
heard within her ears - an ancient, querulous voice.
'"Why does she call ne now " it breathed. "She does not
need ne here. There is nothing here that she cannot do
for herself."



The wonan frowned. "Caliban, the noons. What
does it nean?"
'"The nmoons,' she says," the dry voice had whispered.
"She wants to know the story of the nmoons."
"Tell me!"
"It is another of the Queen's onens,

the husky voice

rasped. "She tells the Highlords that the time is alnost at
hand for their invasion of Ansalon, and she tells what-
ever gods may notice that she clains this time and this
worl d as hers. She warns themnot to interfere.”

"Anot her onen," the armed woman snapped. "Is there
a nessage there for nme?"

"Ah," the dry voice said. "She seeks nessages for her-
self."

"Tell me!" the arnor-clad worman order ed.

"If there is a nessage for her, it is only this: she has
prom sed the H ghlord that she will take and hold access
to the fortress Thorbardin. The Queen will not tolerate
any who fail in what they prom se on her behal f."

"I will not fail!" the wonman said sharply. "Even though
I have nothing but... these " she swept her free arm
contenmptuously, indicating the dark canps of the wait-
ing goblin horde "- to assist me. | asked the Highlord for
a strike force. He gave me stinking goblins. But I will suc-
ceed. Thorbardin will fall when he is ready."

"She has no need to tell me of this," the dry voice said.
"It is her concern, not mne. Now she will let nme rest unti
there is a better reason for me to awaken."

"I will do what | <choose!" she started to say, then
hi ssed through clenched teeth as tiny |Ilightnings |aced

from the dark thing to sting her hand. Qickly, she
dropped it back into the shelter of her arnor. She could
feel it pulsate slightly as it cane to rest between her
breast s.

"Orens," she nmuttered. "I need no onens to accom
plish what | set out to do."

Her gaze fixed then on the sky, not where the noons

were telling their story, but westward, where the 1line of
ridges that formed the valley's east rimstood |I|ike jagged
teeth against the night sky. There, far in the distance be-
yond the ridges, was a crinmson glow - a light that was

neit her noonlight nor firelight, but that hung in the sky
beyond the mountains |ike an echo of Lunitari's |ight.

Bet ween her breasts the dark thing noved, and again
she heard the dry, ancient voice. "Ah, but there is a nmes-
sage for her, it seens. Someone else is abroad this night,

seeking the lost way to Thorbardin."

Full daylight lay on the valley when Chane Fel dstone
awoke. For an instant he didn't know where he was. He
bli nked and | ooked around. The hut was wi de open
shutters thrown back and door standing ajar. Cabinets
stood open and enpty, and the cool breezes of autumm
wafted through, carrying the sounds of birdcall and
small creatures - sounds that Chane abruptly realized he
hadn't heard since comng into this strange valley in the
wi | derness. Near the door, the wzard G enshadow | ay
asl eep on a rush mat.



Chane stretched and stood, feeling stiff from sleeping
at the table, his hamer still slung on his back. Recalling
the night before, he funbled with the Ilashing on his
pouch and |ooked inside. The red crystal was there, se-
cure. He touched his forehead, then brought his hanmer
around, wusing its polished surface as a mrror. The red
spot was still on his face, just above his nose, but it was
less vivid now, |ess noticeable. Still, his mnd was full of
i nformation that he knew had not been there before.

He | ooked around at a small sound. The kender was
just strolling in through the open door

"The Irda is gone," the small <creature said sadly. "I
can't find her anywhere. And | guess she took her kitty
cats with her, because | didn't find any of them either."

"Then | guess she was through here," Chane said, as-
sembling his packs and straps. "It doesn't matter,
t hough. | know which way to go fromhere."

Part |1

W NQOVER S WAY
Chapter 9

There was a tine once, runor had it, when trade
routes had linked the realnms of Ansalon in a nore or |ess
reliable fashion from Palanthas and Vingaard Keep in
t he north, t hr ough Sol ammi a, Abanasi ni a, and Pax
Tharkas, all the way south to Thorbardin. And maybe
even beyond.

Wngover had heard the stories and felt that they
probably were true, though he had never net anyone
who could confirmthem He had seen a good bit of the
known world in his forty or so years and had dealt wth
all kinds of people. He knew the value that the elves of
Qualinost put on grains and foodstuffs from Sol ami a.
Mount ai n- bound Thor bardi n traded for grains and
spices, as did his own honeland of Abanasinia. And he

had seen in Abanasinia and Solamia - anong those
who could afford them - plenty of tools and weapons
created by the dwarves of Thorbardin, as well as fine tex-
tiles from Qualinost.

Fibers and fabrics, feathers and furs... comestibles,
conbustibles, and exotic baubles - every land he had
seen in his travels possessed an abundance in sone com
nodi ti es and shortages in others.

Sonmewhere in the past there had probably been exten-

sive trade all over Ansalon. But trade now - and for al
t he lifetime W ngover and t hose he knew could
renmenmber - was erratic and hazardous. "It's the way of
the world,” he hinself had said nore than once. "There's
al ways soneone nmore determined to make a killing than
the rest are to make a living."

"Poor, ravaged Krynn," sone poets called the world.

But Wngover had no real quarrel wth the nature of
things. It was the only world he had ever known, and in
some respects the very conbativeness of its races aided
himin his endeavors. Their aloofness, their distrust of
one another, nade the commodities they all sought even



nore precious. Sonetimes Wngover hired out as a trai
guide, sonetinmes as an escort for traders. And sone-
times, as now, he carried a pack hinmself - usually on a
bet .

This time the bet was with the nountain dwarf trader
Rogar Col dbuckl e. Over tankards of ale at the Inn of the
Flying Pigs in Barter, CGol dbuckl e  had wagered that
W ngover could never nmake it alive fromBarter to Pax
Tharkas and back, carrying a pack of goods fromhis
agents at Pax Tharkas.

The return on the sealed pack would be small com
pared to what it would cost Rogar Col dbuckle to pay his
ganbl i ng debt.

It had been no nmean advent ure, this journey.
W ngover had chosen his routes wth care, going north
to Pax Tharkas by one route and returning by another to
avoid ambushers and other wunpleasantries of the wlder-
ness. He had ridden alert and slept with his senses awake,

and still there had been incidents - the cave ogre that had
almost killed him on a nountain trail somewhere near
Wayreth Forest; the landslide that had blocked his path
j ust south of Pax Thar kas; the band of  nurderous
thi eves that had picked up his trail on Regret R dge and
pursued until he was forced to teach them sonme nan-

ners; the flooded ford that had forced him to change
course. It was that flooded ford that led himinto the hid-
den valley where the bird had screamed a warning at
him and where he had barely escaped wth his |ife when
a pack of huge hunting cats chased him

Al'l that, and goblins, too.

W ngover shook his head now in perplexity. Wy
were there goblins south of Pax Tharkas? He had never
heard of goblins in these lands. Oher places, of course,
but not here. It reminded himof the talk he had heard in

Pax Tharkas - dire runors, all hazy and confusing, of
omens and prophesies, of strange sightings in renote
pl aces.

There were even runors of people somewhere to the
north who swore they had seen dragons.

And just the past night - a double eclipse of the
noons. W ngover had heard phil osophers and stargaz-
ers specul ate on such things, but he had never before seen
such a sight. It had alnmpbst cost him his horse and his
pack. GCeekay had spooked at the sight and pulled |oose
from his halter, and Wngover had chased the animal for
a half-mle before catching him

Did it mean sonmething? He thought of Garon Wndes-
thalas and wondered where he was. Elves wusually knew
nor e about such phenonmena than nost peopl e. Maybe
he woul d see the elf in Barter, and could ask him about it
t hen.

W ngover twisted about in his saddle, easing the fa-
tigue of travel, and pulled his el khide jacket tighter about
him The horse was rounding a bend in the sloping trail
and a fresh wind had sprung up. It was cold at this alti-
tude, even in early autumm.

Cold and - he noticed abruptly - strangely quiet. He
| ooked around. The usual daytinme sounds of the moun-
tains, the chittering of small creatures, the myriad calls



of «cliff-birds, had gone silent. The only sound was the
wi nd sighing forlornly.

Wthout seeming to have noticed - one | earned such
skills if one would survive in the wi | dernesses of
Ansal on - Wngover eased his sword around so that its
hilt rested across the vent of his saddle, inches fromhis
hand. Eyes that m ssed little scanned the | andscape,
searching for anything out of place or out of order

W ngover's eyes were as pale as the frost on his reddish
whi skers, and as alert as those of the darting shoal-kite
for which he was naned. He studied the rising stonefal
to his left, the bouldered slope falling away to the right,
t he gametrai | wi ndi ng out of si ght ahead, and -
stretching around as one too long a'saddle - his own
backtrail. Nothing caught his eye, nothing out of the or-
dinary, and vyet the silence hung and all his senses re-
sponded to it.

Angling near a wide cleft in the stonefall, he reined the
horse into cover and stopped, listening. At first there
was nothing to hear, then from somewhere came a faint
scuffling sound, as of shod feet creeping through gravel.
Many shod feet. And now the errant wnd carried a snell
that alerted him It was an odor he recognized. A cloy-
i ng, unpl easant odor.

W ngover frowned, testing the air. Goblins again!
What were goblins doing this far south?

Again he heard the furtive, scuffling noises, and this
tinme he heard netalic sounds as well - little clinks as of
weapons being drawn. Silently he di smount ed, sli pping
his animal's reins into a crack in the rock. He freed the
| ashes behind his saddle and righted the flinthide shield
there, pulling its strap onto his left arm gripping the gui-
don with hard fingers. Swor d dr awn, W ngover
crouched, slipped from the cover of the rocks, and
sprinted forward on soft-soled feet, following the gane-
trail. Just ahead someone was in trouble.

Fifty vyards from where the nan had disnounted, the
dim trail topped a ridge and disappeared. Crawling the
last few feet, Wngover |ooked beyond. The gane trai
veered away to the right, following a slope. Sonme dis-

tance away it nade a switchback turn, angling down-
ward toward a distant, neadowed valley. On the trai
bel ow, a single wal ker strode along - a tall, lithe figure
clad in furs and leathers against the cold. Wngover
could not see his face, but he knew his race. Distance and
angle could not hide the lean, graceful form the gliding
stride of an elf.

The elf turned slightly, surveying the |andscape, and
W ngover recognized him An old friend. Garon \eén-
desthalas. The elf carried a pack and a bow, and
W ngover suspected he was going to Barter as he was.

But on the brushy slope between them crouching in
cover and watching the elf approach, were goblins -
armed, arnored goblins waiting in anmbush. He counted
eight that he could see and cover where two or three
nore m ght be.

W ngover crouched, waiting. There was no question
what was about to happen. For whatever reason goblins



m ght have - curiosity about what was in the elf's pack
per haps, or sinmply for sport - the goblins were ready to
pounce on the elf, to bring himdown with their weapons.
Garon Wendesthalas has been taking care of hinself
for a long time, Wngover told hinself, slitted eyes
studying the goblins. The goblins my wsh they had
never met this elf.

Still, he told himself as goblin faces turned toward one
another, wde mouths grinning in wcked anticipation
what are friends for, if not to interfere?

Wth a shrug he got his feet under him howed a battle
cry as wld as any goblin could ever have heard, and
pl unged down the sl ope, directly into the crouched
gobl i ns' ambush

Wth gravity doubling the speed of his long |Iegs,
W ngover descended on them and through them spin-
ning conpletely around as he pierced their line. Hs
sword was a flashing rage, singing around him first
bri ght - bl aded and t hen suddenl y dar k with goblin
blood. A goblin head bounced from a rock and rolled
down the slope ahead of him Two nore goblins died be-
fore they could turn, one severed from shoulder to

breastbone, one cloven through the back, through ribs
and spine. Another raised an axe and was bowed over
by Wngover's flinthide shield. Still another tried to lift a

short sword and failed because he had no arm

In an instant of howing fury, the man was through
them and beyond, flailing for balance as he plunged on
down the slope. "CGoblins!" he shouted. "Ambush!"

Directly below now, the elf dropped his pack, brought
around his bow, drew, and let fly. The arrow whisked
past W ngover, and somewher e above and behind the
man a gurgle and a thud sounded. At a glance he saw the
severed head of the first goblin, bouncing merrily along
besi de him

A throwmn axe sailed past Wngover, enmbedding itself
in |oose stone just at the elf's feet. Another of his arrows
flewto answer it. On the path, Wngover braced his |egs,
skidded and sonersaulted to a jarring halt... then got
his feet wunder him again and dodged as a bronze dart
whi sked past him from uphill

"Good norning," he shouted to the elf, then filled his

lungs, let |oose another battle how, and headed back up
the slope. The elf was right behind him

The slope above was a confusion of goblins - nost of
t hem dead or dying, but some still very nmuch alive. For a

nmonent sone of these scranbl ed, claw ng upward, try-
ing to clinb the slope. But one, a creature slightly |arger

than the others and heavily arnored, shouted guttura
orders and regrouped them
Goi ng uphill was far slower than com ng down had

been, and now W ngover and the elf found thensel ves
facing a ready enenmy who held the higher ground.

Darts and t hr own st ones | anded about t hem
Wngover held the lead, welding his shield to deflect
what he could. But a dart scored the human's |Ileg, |eaving
a bloody gash. Two goblins hoisted a huge stone between
them raising it above their heads.

Behi nd W ngover, the elf said, "Drop."



He dropped, half-covered by his shield, and the elf
| oosed an arrow. It took a goblin full in the throat. The
second one staggered back under the sudden wei ght  of

the stone, and fell.

Wth a hiss, the goblin leader lifted the fallen creature
to his feet and gripped the back of his neck wth one
strong hand. In the other he held a heavy broadaxe.
Pushing his conpanion ahead of him he charged down
on Wngover, who was just scranbling to his feet. Before
he could get his shield up, the goblins were on him Hs
sword inmpaled one, but the weapon was wenched aside
as the leader flung the expendable one forward and
rai sed his axe in both hands.

Dropping sword and shield, W ngover flung hinself
upward and grappled the creature. Goblin stench seared
his nostrils as he gripped the axehandle, struggling to
keep it from conpleting its swing. Goblin teeth snapped
at his throat, grazing the skin. Caws of a goblin hand
raked his face, going for his eyes, and a hard-soled boot
flailed at his legs. He twi sted, thrust, and threw the gob-
lin onto its back, going dowmm wth it. Instantly, the
| ocked pair were rolling and bouncing down the slope,
grappling and pumreling as they went.

The broadaxe, jarred free, skidded down the slope
ahead of themand cane to rest on the trail. The rolling
conbat |anded beside it, the goblin on top, going for
Wngover's throat. Wth a heave, Wngover threw the
creature over his head, spun, and | eaped just as the gob-
lin struggled to hands and knees. Straddling the creature,
the man got his toes under the base of its brass chest-
pl ate, hooked his fingers under the back-plate, and put
all his strength into prying them apart. Held by stout
straps, the two pieces of arnor closed like a trap around
the goblin's neck. Wngover strained harder. C aw ng at
the man's booted feet, the goblin staggered wupright, reel-
ing and struggling to breathe as the clanp tightened at its
neck. Its face seened to swell, its eyes bulged, it stag-
gered and fell, carrying the man with it. A broadaxe de-
scended and crunched into the ground, barely mssing
both of them and Wngover's hold slipped. He heard an-
other of the elf's arrows pierce arnor somewhere near

Panting, he stood. On the ground, the goblin gasped
for breath, then rolled and cane to its feet, wld eyes

gl aring, tal oned fingers reaching.

"I"'ve had enough of this,"™ Wngover decided. Wth a
long stride he ducked the goblin's arnms and drove a hard
fist full into its face. The creature toppled like a felled
tree and lay still.

St one clattered, and Garon Wendest hal as cane down
the slope. He glanced at Wngover, then crouched beside
the goblin. "Alive," he said. "One of themgot away, up

the hillside. He was out of reach before | could bring him
down. "

"I left my horse up there," Wngover panted.

"Well, if that goblinis going to find him it already
has. What are they doing here? | haven't heard of goblins
in these lands... at least not any time lately." The elf

| ooked wup quizzically. "And by the way, good norni ng



to you, too, Wngover."

"Hope you didn't mind ny crashing your party," the
man sai d.

"Not at all. There were plenty to go around. Frankly,
I'm glad you showed up. | knewthey were here - snelled
them a ways back - but I didn't know how many, or ex-
actly where they were. But | still can't inagine what
they're doing this far south.”

"That's what | want to know, too." Wngover squatted
on his heels, tilting his head to study the wide, feral face
of the unconscious goblin. Dark blood seeped from its
nose and nmouth. "Maybe he'll tell wus about it, if he wakes
Up.

As though on <cue, the goblin stirred and groaned.
Garon knelt and lifted one of the creature's eyelids with

his thunb. "He's coming around. Let's peel this arnor off
of him He'll be nore tal kative without his shell."

"What ever you say. You've dealt with goblins."

"When | had to." The elf glanced at W ngover, nelan-
choly elven eyes curious. "I gather you nmade it to Pax
Thar kas?"

"Made it, and the pack |I'mbringing back will cost Ro-

gar Coldbuckle a fine purse. But then, the bet was his
i dea."
"What if he decides to pay you in kind, by freeing you

of your debt of service to hinP"

"He won't. Coldbuckle's a wily old dwarf, and he
won't put noney ahead of collectible service. But then,
don't mnd. He staked nme when | needed it nost... |
owe him a service whenever he decides to call on ne.
Probably wind up sone day fighting a trader's duel with
somebody too big for an old dwarf to handle.”

They stripped the goblin of his arnmor and threwit
away. No human or elf would ever wllingly put the
snelly, tarnished arnor next to his own skin.

Gar on Wendest hal as used strong rope to bind the
creature hand and foot, then drew a slim needle-pointed
dagger and set its hilt in a crack in the stone path, the
~1;:v'e pointing straight wup. As the goblin regained con-
sci ousness, hissing and cursing, the elf rolled himover
onto his belly, dragged himforward, and |lifted his head
so that his right eye was directly over the dagger's point.

W ngover watched, fascinated. "Wat are you doing!"

"Creatures of darkness cherish their eyes," the elf said.
Hol ding the goblin's round head in a strong grip, he said,

"Tell us now, goblin... why are you here? Wo sent
you?

"You can fry in molten stone, elf!"”™ The goblin tried to
twist away and could not. "I won't tell you anything.

['1r--"
Gyron shrugged and pushed the head down. The gob-

lin"s scream was a shrill hiss, echoing from nountain-
side.". Matter-of-factly, Garon raised the round head and
repositioned it. "This is a little sonething that el ves have
| earned - the hard way - from goblins,” he told
W ngover. Then to the goblin he said, "You still have one
eye left. Wo sent you here?"

The creature withed and whinpered. "I can't say! |

can't!"



Gimfaced, Gar on Wendest hal as pushed the crea-

ture's head down wuntil eye touched knife-point. "Yes,
you can," the elf said. "W sent you?"

"l can't... ahh! Darkmoor! The conmander! | an-
swer to the - I'" Abruptly the goblin stiffened. Tiny bolts

of lightning withed along its body, twisting in bright

weaves around arms and legs, a dancing fabric of blue
bolts as fine as spider lace. The bolts lasted only for an
instant, then the goblin's pale, flabby body went rigid,
the w de spike-toothed mputh opened and heavy, dark
snoke gusted fromit.

The creature went Ilinp. Garon pulled the body away
fromthe dagger and rolled it over, his long, elven face
twisting in disgust. "Dead," he said.

"So | see," Wngover shrugged. "You didn't kill him
t hough. "

"No. He truly couldn't say nore. He had a spell upon
him and it killed himrather than et himtell us anything

el se. Do you know anyone called ' Commander'  or
' Dar kmoor ?' "

W ngover shook his head. "It isn't a goblin nane.
Doesn't sound dwarven, either. It mght be elven, but

what kind of elf would associate with goblins?"
"It sounds to ne like a human nanme," Garon said. He

glanced at the nman, w de eyes thoughtful. "Maybe the
guestion is, what sort of human would associate with
gobl i ns?"

"I guess |'d better go see about nmy horse and pack. Are
you bound for Barter?"

The elf nodded. "There have been a lot of runors
lately, about trouble in the north. And omens. D d you
see the eclipses7"

"Yes. And | thought about you, Garon Wendesthal as. |
t hought maybe you could tell me what it nmeans."

"Maybe nothing," the elf said. "Or it mght nean that

something very bad is about to happen.” He | ooked
around at the grim carnage of the goblin encounter. "Far
worse than this. Maybe we'll learn nore at Barter. It's the

place to listen, if there is sonething to be known."

Cinmbing the slope, Wngover collected his sword and
shield, and paused to study sone of the dead goblins
there. A scouting party, he decided. But scouting for
what ? And for whon®?

The horse was where he had left it, skittish and wld-
eyed but still reined within the cleft of rock. Severa
yards away, though, was the sprawled body of another

dead goblin. Its skull had been crushed.

"Don't blame you a bit, Ceekay," Wngover reassured
the horse. "I don't |like goblins, either."

VWhen W ngover cane down t he trail, Garon Wenndes-
t hal as was wai ting for hi m The human di smount ed.
"Sling your pack up here with mne," he told the elf. "I'Ill
wal k with you."

Wendesthalas tied his pack to Geekay's saddl e skirt
and turned away, his long stride setting a brisk pace.
W ngover wal ked besi de hi m | eadi ng Geekay, and
found hinself thinking about the manner of the elf's in-
quisition of the goblin. He glanced at the lithe, alnost-



human ranger pacing him In many ways, it seemed to
W ngover, the race of elves could be the gentlest of the
people of Krynn. And in nany ways the wisest. Yet there
was nothing gentle and seenmingly little wise in Garon's
treatment of the goblin.

Is it possible for me toreally wunderstand him or his
kind, the man wondered. Can any race ever truly under-
stand any ot her?

He mulled it over for a few minutes, then decided.
Pr obably not.

W ngover turned his thoughts to another race. He had
a ganbling debt to collect from Rogar Col dbuckle. Not
that the dwarf would try to cheat him Such was not
Col dbuckl e's  way. Still, dwarves could be full of
surpri ses.

Chapter 10

Though it had started only as a seasonal en-
canpnent, a neeting place for those of various races
whose 1ot it was to go abroad and trade comodities to
supply their various realns, Barter now was a bustling
little towmn. Resting in a sheltered valley west of Thor-
bardin, it was a truce village, a place of respite from
what ever conflicts and hostilities mght be currently go-
ing on around it. A motley collection of Iow stone
cubicles - favored by the nmountain dwarves - 1log struc-
tures where hill dwarves could find confort, shacks,
shanties, tree houses in the few trees | arge enough to con-
tain them nud huts, and a few airy elven |lofts, Barter
catered to any who were willing to trade in peace.

Here el ves, dwarves, humans, and occasionally ken-

der wal ked the same paths and sat at the same tables with
robed sorcerers and outlaw clerics. Here voices m ght
be - and often were - raised in hot discussion, but out-
ri ght violence was not condoned. Here even the bitterest
of enem es stayed their hands and held their tenpers.

For Barter was Barter. As in any place and any tineg,
no matter what grand intrigues may be afoot, no matter

what wars might be raging across the lands, still there
had to be a neans of trade and a place to do it. As in al
pl aces and all tines, each people had need of what the

others had in plenty, if only for the building of weapons
to fight against one anot her.

In Barter, it was said, even an ogre could conme and
trade - provided he didn't act |ike an ogre.

Technically, Barter lay wthin the realm of the
dwarves, though whether its origin was from nountain
or hill dwarves' settlenents none could say. And this was
as it should be, for the bands and tribes of humanity had
been scattered far and wide, and nmany were wanderers,
while of all the other races the dwarves had the nost to
trade, the nost need to trade, and the greatest under-
standi ng of how essential trade was. Being in the dwar-
ven realns also gave sone neasure of protection to the
pl ace, as neither nountain nor hill dwarves was anena-
ble to having their lands entered by those who sought
troubl e.

As they neared the settlenment Wngover recalled the



sinmple rules of the place. "Don't kill anybody," he chuck-
led. "It isn't allowed."

The faint trail they followed wound down into a val-
ley, toward Barter, and within a mle of the village they
were anong cleared fields on a gentle slope, wth the

village visible ahead. Wngover pointed toward a |arge

pavilion draped with red and yellow awnings. "The
mountain dwarves are here,” he said. "That's Col d-
buckle's stall."

Just ahead, on the trail, an odd object was noving to-
ward the village - a triangular white thing nore than a
dozen feet fromend to end and half that in width, it had

the appearance of a giant spearhead, creeping along on

spi ndly-1ooking narrow wheels that glinted in the sun-
light. Garon Wendesthalas studied the thing ahead, then
shook his head and poi nted, questioning.

W ngover shrugged. "I haven't the vaguest idea what
it is. I've never seen anything like it."

They went on, and within a few ninutes were close
enough to see nore details of the creeping thing. Mre
than a spearhead now, it resenbled half a bellows, parti-
ally closed. A series of slender ribs extended back from
the forward point, all covered over with a layer of white
fabric pleated so that each fold at the rear draped at |east
two feet below the rigid supports. Near the rear was a
thing like a wcker basket, two or three feet across, set
into the fabric so that only the top of it was clearly visible
from behind. Narrow, slightly bowed poles sl anted out-
ward below the basket-thing, each tipped wth a whee
that was nothing nore than a metal ring braced froma
hub by thin, gl eam ng Wi res. Beyond, someone  was
wal king, only his feet visible, the rest of him hidden by
the forward point of the contrivance.

"Maybe it's sonme kind of a rollable tent," Wngover
suggest ed.

"Hal f an unbrella?" the elf wondered.

"That bi g? Nobody would build an unbrella that big.

And why does it have wheel s?"

"Maybe because it's too big to carry.”

They came «closer, and a suspicion arose in Wngover's
mnd. He swung into his saddle, touched heels to the

hor se, pranced ahead, and pul | ed up al ongsi de the
strange thing. It was I|onger than he had thought, possi-
bly as nmuch as twenty feet frompoint to rear, and while
its trailing end was no nore than three feet high, its |Iong,

slimpoint was well above his head as he sat in his saddle.
He walked the horse alongside and |eaned down to |ook
below the thing's edge. He sighed and straightened. "Just
as | thought," Wngover chuckled. "A gnone."

The thing stopped nmoving. Its point lowered a bit as a
nmetal shaft swung down to take its weight, and its owner
stepped out to look up at the horseman. He stood belly-
high to Wngover's horse, and had a bald head sur-

rounded by long white hair that blended into a silvery
beard. That trait would have made him | ook very old
... had he been human. "Of cour sel ' magnome, " he said
in a voice that sounded thin and irritated. "That'sone-
t hi ngt heycan't takeawayfromre. Bobbi n' st henane. I''m



ever ybi t asmuchgnoneasanyof t hem t hankyou. Who-

ar eyou?"

The question was so inperious, and came from such a
small creature, that Wngover couldn't suppress a smile
" f I under st ood you correctly, you want my nane,

which is Wngover," he said. "But don't take it out on ne,
what ever you're boiling about. It isn't ny fault.”

"OfF course not," the gnome said nore slowy as he
calmed down. "It isn't anybody's fault. These things just
happen. Though they could have been a little kinder

about it, in ny opinion."
"Who coul d? And ki nder about what ?"
"Everybody. The Transportation Guild, the Mster

Craftsgnone. .. the whole col ony. Kinder about getting
rid of me, 1is what they could have been. [If it had hap-
pened at hone, |I'd have had ny say about it. But no

"Qut in the colonies,' they said, 'this sort of thing can't be
tolerated. Good of the colony,' they said. 'Best just to
send the poor soul packing off into the how i ng no-
wheres, than to chance his infecting anyone else.' So out |
went. Kit, klacker, and Krynnbook, as they say. Speak-
ing of which, | sincerely hope ny map was right. That's
supposed to be the village of Barter just ahead. Is it?"
"It is," Wngover nodded. Garon had conme up to them

and the man turned. "I kind of thought there'd be a
gnome under this thing," he said. "And here he is. Hs
name's Bobbin." He waved a casual hand. "That's Garon

Wendest hal as. He's from Qual i nost."
Bobbi n nodded curtly, then turned to Wngover again.

"How much for the use of your aninmal?"

"The use of... for what?"

"To pull my soarwagon. What el se?"

"This thing? You |look like you' re doing all right, pull-
ing it yourself."

"I don't mean now, | nean |ater. Does your horse run

fast ?"

"As fast as | need himto, when | need himto,"
W ngover replied cautiously.

"Good," the gnome said, and ducked under his con-
trivance, then turned and peered up at the human again.
"Il look you up when |I need you. 111 supply the rope, so
don't worry about that."

W't hout further conversati on, t he smal | Creature
hoisted the nose of his contraption and trudged on to-
ward Barter, towing the thing as he went, only his feet
visible beneath it.

"Did you find out what that thing is?" the elf asked.

"He didn't say, just <called it his soarwagon. But it

doesn't matter. Whatever it's supposed to do, it probably
won't. |'ve seen gnom sh things before.™
"Qdd," the elf said softly. "I think that's the first tine

|'ve ever seen just one gnone. Usually, where there is one
there are dozens."

"I gather he's an outcast," Wngover said. "He was part
of a colony, but they kicked himout. He isn't too happy
about it."

"That explains it, then. But | wonder why." They re-
sumed their pace toward Barter, but the elf remained
t houghtful. "Did you notice the wheels on that thing?"



"Yes. Very nicely nade. That's a novel idea for wheels,

to use wire spokes. Light and practical." Wngover hesi-
tated, then turned. "I see what you nmean. Usually if
gnonmes set out to put wheel s under somet hi ng t hat
wei ghs ten pounds, they'll wnd up using fifteen or
twenty wheels and each wheel m ght wei gh a ton..
then there'll be traction devices, and who knows how

many clutch and brake assenblies, and whistles and
bells and adjustable levers to adjust the adjustnents, and
the whole thing won't move an inch wunder any circum
stances."

"Or it mght throwitself off a nountain, or dig itself
into the ground," the elf added. "Watever that thing is,
it doesn't look Iike any gnomish thing |I've seen.™

Barter was busy. First snow shone on the high peaks of
the Kharolis Muntains, late harvests were being com

pleted in the valleys, and people everywhere were pre-
paring for wnter. The trading taking place now would
be the last until spring for nost who cane, and the vil-
lage was bustling with activity. Dwarves, elves, gnones,
kender, and humans walked the ways and gathered at
stalls and pavilions. Bards, acrobats, jugglers, and elixir-
hawkers plied their trades. Warriors, farmers, crafts-
nmen, and clerics rubbed shoul ders with wi zards and
rangers, and the usual volatile peace of Barter held sway.
At any streetcorner, at any nonent, there mght be a
dozen separate sw ndlings, thieveries, fair deals and fou

goi ng on si mul t aneousl y, but weapons wer e kept
sheat hed and no bl ood fl owed.

"I see the Inn of the Flying Pigs is still in business,"
W ngover noted. "I'Il be there when |['ve done ny busi-
ness."

“I"1l be around." The elf nodded and started on his way.
"Gve ny regards to Col dbuckle."

Sone travelers were staring in fascination at the three
pigs above the inn. On Rapping w ngs, they saiied about
in lazy circles and figure-eights, as cheerfully content
with their lot as any pig with wi ngs m ght be.

W ngover grinned at a gaping newcomner. "The inn-
keeper did a favor for a wzard once. No one knows
what it was, or who the spellcaster was, but the w zard
repaid him by making that unique sign to advertise his
pl ace. The pigs fly around up there every afternoon for a
few hours, and it's good for his business. Just be a bit
careful when you wal k beneath them"

W ngover left his horse with a liveryman and nade his
way to the pavilion of the nountain dwarf trader, Rogar
Gol dbuckl e.

The pavilion, wth its red and yellow awnings, was
one of the largest in Barter, for Goldbuckle and his party
did mpst of the outside trading comm ssioned by the
Daewar nerchants in Thorbardin. The pavilion was a
large rectangle, with tended stalls on three sides. There,
dwarves wearing Goldbuckle's colors offered the finest
of Thorbardin commodities - genstones of many ki nds,
pyrites and hewn stone, nminerals in powder or granule

form prized funguses famed for their taste, burning-
stone to fuel hearths in winter, huge varieties of hand-



carved trinkets and decorations, and - of course - sone
of the finest arnms and arnor available anywhere in
Ansal on.

Wthin the pavilion's fourth side were the counting ta-
bles, and there Wngover found Rogar Gol dbuckle. The
trader raised a bushy eyebrow at sight of the hunman and
said, "Well, it looks to ne as though you are still alive.
Did you give up the idea of going to Pax Tharkas by way
of the wil derness?"

"Gve up, nothing," W ngover chuckl ed. "I'"ve been
there and back, and I'm ready to collect on our wager
But first, it will cost you a nmug of ale to hear about it,
Rogar ol dbuckle. And none of your trade swll, either
Bri ng out your own supply."”

"Trade swill indeed!" the dwarf snapped. "I handle

nothing but the finest, and each barrel better than the
rest.”

Despite this claim though, Rogar ol dbuckle brought
out his own stock and led the man to a quiet corner
where there was a table and benches. He poured gol den
ale into a pair of fine silver goblets, and for a time they
sat together in silence, enjoying the potent beverage.
Only when Wngover had drained his goblet and |icked
his whiskers in appreciation did the dwarf get down to
busi ness. 'You promsed proof," Coldbuckle said. "What
ki nd of proof do you offer?"

Wth a wnk, Wngover slid his pack from beneath his
bench, hoisted it, and set it on the plank table between

them "Check the seal,"” he said. "It's fromyour own con-
signee in Pax Tharkas. And it's unbroken."

The dwarf inspected pack and seal, grunbling as he
went over it. "It was a stupid wager anyway, and had

been sober at the tine you'd not have duped nme into it.
How rmuch was it, again?"

"You know very well how rmuch it was, " W ngover
said. "Now pay up. And what do you nean, 'duped? It
was your idea, as | recall."

"I was just trying to do you a good turn," Gol dbuckle

snapped. 'You had nothing constructive to do, so |
thought 1'd give you an opportunity for a pleasant out-
ing."

"Pl easant outing? Wen was the last time you tried to
cross that wlderness, you old charlatan? | nade it there
and back, but it's not something I'lIl do again for a while.
What with thieves and waylayers at every turn, and
cave-ogres... and cats."

"Cats?"

"Cats. Onh, vyes. And goblins. Wy are there goblins
this far south, Rogar? Have you heard anythi ng?"

"You actually saw goblins?" the dwarf's eyes nar-
rowed. "There have been sonme runors, of course,
but -"

"Not only saw them but fought them Garon Wendes-
thalas and |. He was on his way down from Qualinost,
and a band of armed goblins set a trap for him | hap-
pened al ong and spoiled the party. Half a day from here,
or not nuch farther. Were the trail conmes down from
Gieving Ridge."

"But -" CGoldbuckle's eyes wdened. "But that isn't



even the wlderness. That's well within Thorbardin's
realm"

"That's what | thought. Garon and | think they were a
scouting party, but that's about all we could |l|earn. The
one that we kept alive - or tried to - had a spell on him
It killed himbefore he could tell us anything, except a

nane. Darkmoor. Do you know about anyone by that
nane? O anyone call ed Conmander ?"

The dwarf shook his head.

W ngover shrugged. "Maybe we'll never know what
it's all about. Wat are these runmpbrs you nenti oned?"

"Ch, just odds and ends. Soneone said that goblins
were seen in upper Dergoth recently, and several people
have mentioned seeing nore ogres than usual. They said
the ogres seened to be |aughing sonetines, as though at
a great joke."

"What's a joke to an ogre could be bad news for any-
one else,"” the man noted. "What el se?"

"Well... they say that some of the plains tribes in the

northern | ands have begun mgrations southward, with
tal es of strange happenings in the Khal kists."

"What sort of happeni ngs?"

"Ch, people disappearing and that sort of thing."

"Peopl e di sappear all the tinme."

"But not usually whole villages ... even whole
tribes."

"Not wusual Iy, no.

"Tarnish,” the dwarf rumbled. "It's an uncertain world
we live in, Wngover, and troubling tines. I've heard a
dozen predictions, just since | arrived here, that Ansalon
will be overrun by war wthin two years. Some say |ess
time than that. The seers have been studying onens and
conparing notes, along with sonme of the mages. But not
one has any idea who, or what, may be involved in the
war if the tinme should cone. Ah, me. Wat's a poor
trader to nake of it all?"

W ngover grinned at the dwarf. "Every profit the mar-
ket will bear, as usual. Speaking of which, I'm ready to
collect on our bet, in case you' ve forgotten." He held out
hi s hand, pal mup

"Corrosion!" ol dbuckl e snapped. "That's a ot of
nmoney. Do you think all | have to do is snap nmy fingers
old -

W ngover nodded. 'You old skinflint, that's no nore
than petty coin to you, and you know it. So hand it over,
and I'lIl stand the first round at the Flying Pigs. Garon
will neet wus there, and we can conpare goblin stories
and sinister runors."

Still the dwarf hesitated, and Wngover crossed his
arms on the table. "If you're thinking about trying for
double or nothing, forget it," the human said. "O

course, now, if you'dIlike to just Kkeep your coins and
cancel ny debt of service instead...."

"I can't do that," the dwarf nuttered. "Ch, very well!"
Wthout |ooking around he raised a sturdy arm and
snapped his fingers. Wthin seconds a counting clerk was
at his side. The trader whispered to the young dwarf, and
the clerk scurried away to return nmonments later wth a
fair-sized | eather purse. The bag made a resounding, sat-



i sfying whack when ol dbuckle slapped it down on the
t abl e.

"Il'l-gotten gains if ever | saw such," the dwarf rum
bled. "But |'ve never been one not to pay a just debt."
"I  never doubted it for a mnute,” Wngover assured

him "By the way, what's in the pack | brought you?"

"Money, " ol dbuckl e said, blandly.

"Money?"

"A year's accumulated proceeds from nmy ventures at
Pax Tharkas. You'd be amazed at how difficult it is to
make shi pments of coin these days, W ngover."

The human's nouth hung open in disbelief. "You -
you had nme set out through the wlderness wth your
year's fortune in a pack? Do you know how nuch I'd
have charged you to take that responsibility? Even if |
took it all?"

"OfF course | know," the old dwarf said blandly. "It re-
ally was far cheaper to nake a bet of it."

"You scoundrel! You... you..."

"Try, 'bedammed old thieving dwarf,' " the dwarf sug-

gested. "Sonme good human swearing m ght make you
feel better."”

W ngover sputtered, st eaned, and finally subsided.
There was no way around it. He had been fairly and
t horoughly swindled, and had gone along with it whole-
heartedly.

Finally he sighed, retrieved his ganbling w nnings,
and thrust themaway in his tunic. "Well, at least it's
over," he said. "lI've had enough of that w | derness to |ast
me for atinme."

"About that," Gol dbuckl e said.

"What about it?"

"Well if you recall, | said | couldn't release you from
your debt of service. The reason is, | have assigned your
debt to a... ah, friend of mne."

"Assi gned? To whon®?"

"Her." Gol dbuckl e nodded, | ooking past the nman.

W ngover turned, and his nouth fell open. A yard
away, standing patiently, was as stunning a young dwar-
ven girl as he had ever seen. Not much nore than four

feet tall, she had the wide, strong face of her kind, with
large, w de-set eyes and a smallish, full-Iipped mouth
nicely set between a button nose and a stubborn little
chin. And she wore a broadsword strapped to her back

"This is Jilian," GColdbuckle said. "Jilian Firestoke.
Don't bother trying to talk her out of what she has in
mnd. It can't be done."

Chapter 11

"May the moons fall on me if ever do business
with a dwarf again!™ Wngover bellowed as he strode
al ong Barter's nmain pathway, causing heads to turn in cu-
riosity. Many paused to stare after the tall, angry man
who wore the boots and I|eathers of a ranger or barbar-
i an, but whose sheathed sword and flinthide shield sug-
gested a warrior... and at the striking young dwarven
girl - hardly nore than half his stature - who tagged af-



ter him scanpering to keep pace with his long strides.
The sight, to nost, was another entertainment in a vil-
| age that offered many entertai nments.

"How you feel about it doesn't matter," the dwarven
girl shouted at the man's stiff back. 'You nmust take ne to
find Chane. Rogar Col dbuckle said you would."

"It's a fool's errand,” W ngover snapped. "First he
cheats me out of an honest fee, then he sends ne on a
fool's errand. May the curl-winds carry me away if ever
do business with a -"

"I't shouldn't be a difficult trip," the girl puffed, w shing

he would slow down. "At least, | don't inmagine it is.
have a map, you know... of where Chane was | ast
seen. "

W ngover st opped abruptly and swung around, t ow
ering over her. 'You're crazy," he snorted. "One |one
dwarf - and a girl one at that - out in that w | derness'!
You wouldn't Ilive an hour. Don't you know what's out
t here?"

"Not really. |I've never been out of Thorbardin before.

But how bad could it be? People do go there sonetines,
don't they? Ch, |ook!"
"What ?" He gl anced around.

"There's a gnone! That is a gnone, isn't it? |'ve never
seen a gnome before. They're very small, aren't they?"

"So it's a gnone," Wngover snapped. "The world is
full of gnonmes. Just like the world is full of elves, and this
part of it is nostly full of dwarves... what do you
mean, small? That gnome is nearly as tall as you are." He

set off again, heading for the Inn of the Hying Pigs. "I'll
tell you a few other things the world is full of, that aren't
nearly so pleasant. Goblins, for one. And things worse
than goblins, too. There are hobgoblins and trolls -"

"I have a sword," the girl pointed out, calnly.

"And ogres," he continued. "Thankfully not as many
of those, but there are sone. Wiat you should do is go
back hone and -"

"Ch, look!" she said, interrupting, and pointed. "Look
over there!"

Nearby, a dark bird had flapped from the sky, de-
scending to light on the shoulder of a wzard. Now it was
talking to him its beak just at his ear but its voice clearly
audible to those around... though it spoke a | anguage
f ew anong t hem under st ood.

The wzard listened intently, then raised his staff and
nmutt er ed sonet hi ng. At op t he staff a m | ky gl obe

seemed to swirl wth bright color, and a |loud hum cane
fromit. It sounded 1|ike bees. Abruptly there were other
wi zar ds hur ryi ng t oward him  pushing and bustling
through the crowd. As sone of them reached him he
said, 'The onen is confirmed. It was seen from the
Tower of the Orders. Nuitari crossed the orbits of So-
l[inari and Lunitari. Both were edi psed, each inits turn."

The ensuing babble of excited discussion wasn't |im
ited to the robed sorcerers, but spread rapidly through
t he crowd.

"What does that nmean?" Jilian asked Wngover. "Are
t hey tal ki ng about the nobons? What did they do?"



"They eclipsed,” the man said. He strode on toward the
Inn of the Flying Pigs... three long strides, then he
tripped and sprawled full out on the ground. Al around
there were cheers and |aughter. Wngover raised hinself,
shaking his head. Jilian stood over him her sword in
both hands. He stared up at her. "Did you trip nme?"

"I certainly did," she said, returning the sword to its
sling.

He got to his knees and dusted hinself off, glaring at
her. Wth himon his knees, they were nearly face to face.
" \Npy ?"

The triunphant slight snmile on Jilian's wde, pretty
face was enough to bring choking sighs froma nunber of
young nmrale dwarves nearby. "Because you have been be-
havi ng rudely," she said. "And because if we are to have
any sort of discussion, you shall have to sl ow down."

"There's nothing to discuss,” he snapped. "I told
you -"

"Well, vyou really have no choice, anyway. And the
sooner you realize that, the happier we both will be."

W ngover rmuttered horrific curses in several | an-
guages, and got to his feet. "If you aren't the npbst obtuse
button | ever -"

"Jilian," she said, coolly.

"What ?"

"My nane is Jilian. Not Button. But you don't need to
apol ogi ze. You can call me anything you like, as long as
you help nme find Chane Fel dstone |ike you prom sed."

"I didn't prom se any such thing!"

"Thereyouare!" a voi ce behind Wngover said. The

human turned as the gnhome trotted forward, waving at
hi m " Ther nodynami cs, | hear dyoubel | owi ngf rom
cl earacrossthesquare. |justwantedtotellyou, 1'lI beready-
wi t hi nt hehour . "

W ngover stared down at the little creature, blankly.

"I't'sme," the gnome said. After noting the confused
ook on Wngover's face, he took a deep breath and
spoke more slowy. "Bobbin. OCh, | know Hunmans al -
ways say if you've seen one gnome Yyou've seen them all

Sonehow | thought you night be above that sort of

thing. But it doesn't matter. A deal's a deal, right All
right. There is an open neadow just off there, beyond
those huts. Meet ne there. And bring your horse, of
course. Don't worry about rope. | have sonme." Wth
that, the gnome turned and hurried away in the direction
he had poi nt ed.

W ngover stared after him feeling dazed.

"What was that all about " Jilian asked.

"I haven't the vaguest idea."

Sonmewhat di sori ented and t hor oughl y cranky,
W ngover once nore headed for the flying pigs, which
were just ahead now, gliding in happy circles above the
inn. The man wal ked nore slowy, though, and cast cau-
tious glances at the dwarven girl and her sword.

The place was busy, as wusual. During trade seasons,
Barter was always busy. A few tables back, though,
Garon Wendesthal as sat al one. The elf stood as they en-
tered, and beckoned to Wngover. As they approached
he said, "Well, did Goldbuckle pay you off wthout a



quarrel ?"

"I don't want to talk about it," Wngover snapped.
"Did you | earn anything about the goblins?"

"Not nuch. Just a lot of runors about all sorts of
strange things. How about you?"

"About the sanme. But | have a problem [|'m headi ng
north again tonmorrow. Gol dbuckle called in his debt."
"More tradi ng packs?" the elf asked.

"Escort service." He turned a surly thumb toward Ji-

[ian, who stood just behind his hip. "This is Jilian Fire-

stoke," Wngover said sourly. "I'mto take her out to find
a mssing dwarf. Jilian, this is Garon Wendesthal as."
"Ch, my." Jilian |ooked up at the tall, nmelancholy be-

ing. "You're an elf, aren't you? |I'm pleased to neet you."

They sat down to nugs of cool ale, and the human and
the elf conpared what they had heard. Neither had any-
thing definite to report, only various versions of the
same stories. Sonet hi ng very om nous was happeni ng
somewhere far to the north, but nobody had any very
clear idea of what it was.

Jilian listened for a time, then said, "That sounds a lit-
tle like Chanc's dream It told him that bad tines are
coming, and that it's his destiny to protect Thorbardin.
That's why he's out |ooking for a helnet."

Garon | ooked at her, then at W ngover.

The human spread his hands and shook his head.
"That's why |I'm going back north," he grunped. "Be-
cause sone dwarf had a dream about a helnet."

"Ch, not just one dream" Jilian corrected. "He's had
the sane dream for years. It's only lately that it told him
what he is supposed to do. It's his destiny."

"Then why do you want to interfere?" the elf asked.

"Ch, | don't want to interfere, just... well, he proba-
bly needs help. The guards who went wth him cane
back, and | Jlearned they had robbed himand Ileft him
alone in the wilderness. But we'll find him and he'll be
all right. Rogar ol dbuckle says Wngover is a very re-
sourceful person... even if he is human."

"Resourceful . Hrph! " W ngover snorted di smal | y.

"I"'mresourceful, all right. A resource that old villain has
mned to its limt."
Soneone jostled against Wngover, then tugged at his

sleeve. He turned, to find the gnone there, | ooking
peeved.

"I  thought you had gone to get your horse," the small
one griped in slow clipped words. "M soarwagon is
ready and waiting, and we'll lose our light soon. Cone

al ong, now. W have to hurry."
"I don't know what you're tal king about,"” W ngover

began.

"What are you supposed to be doing?" Jilian asked.

W ngover shrugged. "I don't know. Nobody has told
nme."

"You're supposed to be pulling ny soarwagon with
your horse,” the gnonme explained. "What could be sim
pler than that? Cone al ong, now. There isn't nuch
tinme."

“I'"ll come and watch,” the elf said. "Wiere did you



| eave your horse?"

Wt hout nuch choice in the matter, W ngover was
hustled fromthe 1Inn of the Flying Pigs to the stables
where his horse waited, then across town to a clear
meadow, where a marvelous thing sat glowing in late
sunl i ght.

VWen first they had seen the gnome's contraption, it

had vaguely resenbled a flat parasol, folded. It was no
| onger folded, now, and no |onger resenbled a parasol
More than anything else, it looked Iike a huge, spread-

wi nged seagull sitting on spindly wheels in the neadow.
Great, delicate wings of white fabric extended thirty feet
on each side of the basketlike contrivance in its center
and its pointed nose had becone a square franework of
dainty netal rods. Fabric covered four sides of the bas-
ket's six, with the front and rear renmaining open

The ghorme scanper ed on ahead of them and was
busily tying one end of a long, thin rope to the thing' s
nose when the dwarf, hunan, and elf arrived. Al
around the nmeadow, but holding their distance, people
of several races waited, curious to see what m ght
happen next.

"Polish and shinel"™ Jilian chattered as she walked
around the contrivance. "lIsn't this pretty? What is it?"
"It's ny soarwagon," the gnome said. "Please stand

back. You, bring your horse around here in front, and get
mounted. |'m al nost ready."
VWhat is it supposed to do?- Jilian asked.
"I't's supposed to fly," the gnone snapped, nonentar-
ily losing his conmposure. He sighed and took a deep
breath. "That's why | brought it here. To |l et people see it

fly, sol can sell it and make sonme more of them | intend
to go into the soarwagon business."

"Well, we know what it won't do," Wngover told the
elf. "Fly." He did, though, lead his horse to the front of
the contrivance, and stepped into the saddle. "Don't
worry about it, horse,”™ Wngover nuttered. "That thing
will fall apart in about ten steps, then we can get on wth
what we came for." The ghorme scanper ed to hi m
| ooped his rope, and raised it. "Here, attach this sone-
pl ace, but just as a slip. Gve ne the other end. I'Il rel ease

it when | want |oose fromyou."
oediently, wth an ironic grin, Wngover slipped the

rope through his pomrel-clasp and pulled it until the
free end came clear, then handed that end back. "Just out
of curiosity," he asked the gnome, "why did your colony
drive you away?"

The gnonme glanced up. "Because I'"'m insane, is why.
Insanity can't be tolerated, you know" Bobbin hurried

back to his machine, carrying the |Ioose end of the rope,
and clinbed into the basket between its w ngs.

"I nsane,"” Wngover told hinself. "I should have
known. "

"Well," the gnome shouted at him "let's go. Just go as
fast as you can, and as soon as |I'm airborne I'Il unhitch us
and take it fromthere. That's all | need you for."

"I nsane," W ngover breathed. 'Ye gods." He | ooked
back at the gnome in the fabric-and-nmetal gull.
"Go!" Bobbin shouted. "CGo!"



Wth an oath, W ngover snapped the reins and dug
heels into the horse. The animal surged, took up the
slack, and stretched out to a belly-down run. Behind
him Wngover heard a shout, but he didn't [ook back
The rope sang in his open pomel, and he heard its end
snap free. He listened for the sounds of weckage astern
t hen ducked as somet hi ng huge and white whispered
past him just overhead. Wth another oath, he veered
the horse aside, hauled on his reins, and watched in as-
toni shnent as Bobbin's soarcraft gathered speed. It re-
ceded with distance, then raised its nose and rose into the
sky. Al around the meadow were cheers, appl ause, and

shouts of surprise

The soarwagon clinbed higher and higher, flashing
bright in the slanting sunlight. At sone distance it dipped
a wng, circled gracefully to the left, cane about, and cir-
cl ed above the village, high and tiny in the sun. It |ooped
and soared, dived and turned, as gracefully as a giant ea-
gle riding the air currents of a mountain range.

Wth his nouth hanging open in di sbelief, W ngover
wal ked his horse back to where the others waited, and
di smounted. Jilian Firestoke was junping up and down,
clapping with glee as she watched the beautiful nachine
perform high over head. Garon \Wendest hal as stood in
br oodi ng t hought .

"I can't believe it," Wngover said, shaking his head.
"That thing actually works! It flies!"

"I'm not that surprised,” the elf said. "I heard what
Bobbin told you, about being insane."

"What does that have to do with it?"

"It's the whole point. He really 1is insane. An insane
gnonme. \Wat he invents works."

"But they drove himout."

"Well, of course they did. They had to. Can you inag-
ine what mnight happen if sone great, nonstrous gnom sh
engine were to have one part in it that works perfectly,
anong all those other parts that don't? A thing Ilike that
could be devastating. It could wi pe out a col ony."

W ngover thought about it, staring at the Hying nma-
chine in the sky. "I see what you nean," he said at |ast.

For a time the soarwagon cavorted over Barter, then it
began to descend and headed back toward the nmeadow.
It slowed, canme to within ten feet of the ground, then
suddenly shot upward agai n, climbing away, regaining
speed.

Again it approached, and again, and each time it
whi sked away aloft. On the fourth pass, as it crept by di-
rectly overhead, seenming almst to hang in the evening

air, Wngover cupped his hands and shouted, 'You've
proved your point, Bobbin! You can cone down now "
"Ican't!" the gnone's exasperated voice came back

growing fainter as the soarwagon once again gai ned

speed and began to climb. "Itgoesupallright, butl-
can' tgetittogodown!"
"He may be insane,
still a gnome."
In evening dusk, after giving up on ever seeing the
gnone | and, the three went back into the village. Jilian

W ngover told the elf, "but he's



had | odgi ngs at Rogar ol dbuckl e’ s canp, and
W ngover would sleep in the stable |oft.

"You're leaving in the norning?" Garon asked.

"Apparently so," the human said. "On a blamed fool's
errand. "

"111 go part way with you," the elf offered. "There's
nothing nore to learn here, and I've sold ny goods."

"dad to have you along," Wngover told him "Any
speci al reason?"

"There m ght be nore goblins,"’

the elf said darkly.

Chapter 12

Jilian Firestoke's map - obtained under duress
froma ruffian in a Thorbardin tunnel - was not so nuch
a map as a sketch of landmarks with a wavy |ine mean-
dering anong t hem VWhen she finally per suaded

Wngover to look at it, on their second day of travel
northeastward fromBarter, he squinted at it, turned it
this way and that, then scratched his head.

"I's this all you have to go on?" He turned it again. "You

can't find anybody wth this. It has no coordinates.
Nothing to trace from.. what is it supposed to be a
map of ?"

They had stopped to rest on a snall neadow that was
little nore than a wide shelf on the side of a nountain,
but a place where Wngover's horse could graze and the

travelers could drink from a tiny spring that flowed from
porous stone to trickle down the rocky slope where it fed

a shallow pool. As wusual when they halted, the man and
the elf spread along the trail, Wngover going ahead to
where he could see for a distance, Garon falling back to
keep an eye on the trail behind them It was an unspoken

agreement, sinply a thing that two travelers, wise in the
ways of wilderness country, would do.

W ngover squatted on his heels and spread Jilian's map
on the ground. "It doesn't even have an orientation," he
said. 'Wiich way is which?"

She stood behind him to see over his shoulder. 'You
can tell that fromwhere the Xs are." She pointed. "One
of themis the Southgate of Thorbardin, and the other is
where those ruffians | ast saw Chane Fel dstone."

' That doesn' t tell me anything, " W ngover sighed.
"Even if we knew which X was which - and we don't -
all that would tell us is that this edge of the map - or this
opposite one - should face north. But how far apart are
the X s?"

"About six inches," Jilian shrugged. "W can neasure it
if you -"

"I don't nean that. | mean how far is this supposed to

represent in real distance?"

"The distance from Southgate to the northern wlder-
ness," she explained, wondering again at the nan's inabil-
ity to remenber sinple things. "However far that is."

He sighed again, shaking his head. ' That m ght be
twenty mles, or it mght be fifty. Gods, girl, there isn't a
boundary, you know. There isn't some ki nd of Iline
drawn across the nmountains wth signs that say, 'This is
Thorbardin's realmand that side is wilderness.' The wl-



derness is anywhere beyond where the latest patrol pe-
rinmeter happens to be, and that changes all the tine.
Didn't the person who drew this give you any idea of
what to look for... or where?"

"He wasn't very happy wth ne, she admtted. "He
had a bunp on his head and was shackled to a wagon-
track at the time. All he said was, 'This is Southgate and
that's where he got away fromus. W supposed the cats

woul d get him'

"Cats?" Wngover |ooked up sharply. "Wat kind of
cats?"

"I don't know. He just said cats. Ch, and he said a bird
told themto go away, so they went. Does that hel p7"

"Cats." Wngover opened his pouch and wthdrew his
own maps, found the one he wanted and studied it.
"There is a valley, north of here, that seenms to go al nost
due north and south." He paused and consi dered the
map. "l wandered into it, but | didn't get a chance to ex-
plore it. There were cats there. Big, black cats half as
high as ny horse. |If your vyoung dwarf has gone there,
don't expect you'll find him" The human laid the maps
side by side, |ooked at themtogether, then turned Jilian's
map around. "That could be it, | suppose. | saw the val-
ley at the other end, but it would have come out
about -" He pointed at his own nmap "- about here."

"Then that's where we nmust go," Jilian said. "lIs it very
far?"

"Not far," the man said. "A day fromhere, maybe. But
that isn't where we're going."

"\Why not ?"

"Because of the cats. Look, Button, I said |l'd help you
find that X But if your dwarf went there, we might as
wel |l just turn back."

"But if that's where Chane went, then that's where we
must go. You prom sed, you know. "

"How many tinmes do | have to tell you, |I promsed no
such thing?" He stood and put his map away, handing Ji-
lian's back to her. "You know, your father probably has
people out looking for you by now .. or does he even

know you' re gone?"
"He knows |'ve gone to |look for Chane," Jilian

snapped. "I told himl was going to."
"And he didn't stop you? Sonehow I can't i magi ne
that, unless -" He |ooked down at the wide, pretty face,

a suspicion dawning. "Were does he think you are |ook-
i ng?"

Jilian | ooked at her feet. "All over Thorbardin, | sup-
pose. | didn't tell himl had talked to his ruffian."

"Ye gods," Wngover breathed. "And Rogar ol d-

buckl e?"

"Well... | told himthat | had told ny father I was go-
ing to l ook for Chane Fel dstone, and that ny father said,
"G right ahead. Look all you want to.' | suppose he

m ght have taken that to mean that it was all right for ne
go to outside. But what difference does that nake? Now
t hat we know where Chane is, all we have to dois go and
find him That valley might be where Chane is, but how
will you know for sure if we don't have a good |I|ook at



it?"

W ngover sighed. "Because of those cats. No one in his
right mind would -"

"Ch, rust! WIIl you stop harping about cats? If that's
where Chane went, then I'm sure he has attended to any
cats that night be there, so you don't need to worry."

W ngover gritted his teeth. "Talking to you is like talk-

ing toa wall! Can't you understand, Button? If one of
t hose cats found your dwarf..."
Jilian turned away, then paused. "I see people," she

whi spered, gesturing toward the edge of the clearing
where the nmountain fell away. Excitement glowed in her
eyes. She pointed again, and Wngover sprinted toward
the | edge and dropped flat just short of it, to craw for-
ward to where he could see beyond. Jilian was right be-
hind him and he saw at a glance that Garon had spotted
the activity and shifted his position to where he could see
up and down the trail

At first, there was nothing in sight below, only steep
nmount ai nsi de dropping away toward the hazy depths of
a canyon between slopes. Then he saw novenent, and
focused on it.

Far below, tiny wth distance, a line of creatures
moved along a faint trail, going southward. Sunlight
flashed on arnmor, and Wngover's breath becane a hiss.
Goblins. A small party of them wth a taller figure

leading them - a figure wearing dark, glistening arnor
and what seenmed to be a horned helnet. Human? Ef?
He couldn't tell. Reaching for his pouch, W ngover

brushed an el bow against a stone, which in turn rolled

over, balanced for a monent on the shelf's edge, then

fell, bouncing down the slope. The human nmnuttered a
curse, then found his spyglass and brought it to his eye.
Dwarven-made, it was a brass tube wth lenses and a

quartz prism- not as precise or as delicate as sone el-
ven glasses he had seen, but well-crafted and adequate
for his purposes.

Adjusting its focus-ring, he sighted on the conpany
bel ow and frowned, trying to count them Not all of the
goblins were in sight at one tine since parts of the faint
trail were hidden by ridges and features in the nountain-
side. But there were a dozen or so. And these were better
ar med and nor e heavi l y ar nor ed t han t he ones
W ngover and Garon had encountered north of Barter
They noved with a discipline and precision he would not
have expected of goblins.

Easing his glass along the Iine of goblins, Wngover
studied the taller figure in front. Dark arnor, richly
made: |acquered steel Dbreastplate; epaul ettes enbl a-

zoned in gold; oiled, fine chain; shin-and arnguards of
pol i shed bronze; a plain black oval shield; enbellished
sword hilt exposed from bejeweled sheath. The figure
carried a light footnman's lance or javelin, as well;
W ngover could not tell which

The helnmet was multiply horned, and bore a strange
and unique nmask that was fashioned to resenble an ani-
mal 's face, but |ike no animal Wngover had ever seen

As he | ooked, the figure halted, raised a hand to halt



the goblins following, and turned. The hideous mask
turned to watch a pebble bound across the path, then
| ooked up - directly at Wngover.

Wth a shock, he realized that the being below saw him
clearly, that the shadowed eyes behind the grotesque
horned-lizard mask were staring at him intently, as
though his spyglass worked both ways. Wngover |ow
ered the glass and edged back, away from the |edge,
maki ng the girl retreat with him

"What is it?" Jilian whispered. "Who are those
peopl e?"
Garon canme and knelt beside him |eaning out just

once for a glance down at the | ower path. "Goblins?"

W ngover nodded. "And soneone el se | eadi ng t hem
Soneone taller. W had better be on our way."

The elf glanced down again. "Qut of sight now " he
said. "Did they see us?"

"The |l eader did. But it would take a day to get from
there to here. That leader... |'ve never seen a face-plate
designed like that."

"Describe it," the elf said.

W ngover described it, and the elf listened in thought-
ful silence, then nodded. "A dragonmask," he said. "The
mask, the helm.. the face of a dragon.™

"There are no dragons," Wngover said. 'That's just
old |l egend. "

"There were dragons on Krynn," Garon corrected.
"Not |legends. They were real. And sonewhere, | sup-
pose, they still are real."

"Well, that was no dragon down there." The rman
headed for his horse, gathering pack and saddle as he
went. "But whoever it was knows we're up here, and

those were real goblins. So it's time to nove out."

They nmade canp that night on a nmountainside mles
away, north and a little east of where they had rested.
W ngover nade good use of his maps and his skills to put
di stance behind them and they were exhausted when fi-
nally he called a stop. But it was a good place to rest - a
sheltered cove between broken ridges, where a snall
cookfire would not be seen, but where a guard on the
ri dgetop above could see for mles in any direction

W ngover and the elf took turns standi ng guard.
W ngover was not ready yet to trust Jilian Firestoke with
such a responsibility.

Morning's sun found the travel ers awake, packed, and
on their way, threading a narrow | edge-trail. Wen they
stood atop the next pass, Wngover halted them and
pointed. 'There's your second X, Button. Of there
where the peaks still shadow the Iand between. Just
about where those mists begin. That's where Chane Fel d-
stone was seen last, if your armsnan was right. A nile or
two beyond should be where that valley begins... the

one with the cats.”

"Good," the dwarf said happily. "W can be there in
time for lunch."

W ngover started to argue, then stopped. Jilian was
standing, hands on hips, gazing up at him wth deter-
m ned bright eyes that held not a hint of conprom se.



He sighed. "Ch, all right. W'Ill go to where the valley
begins. You can take a look from there, then we'll circle
and search the ridges. But if we see so much as a cat-
whi sker al ong the way, we turn back."

"I"'ve never nmet anyone so obsessed with cats,” Jilian

scoffed. "I think they're sort of cute.”

"You haven't seen these cats," Wngover shapped. He
took up the horse's reins and led off. Wen they had cov-
ered amle, the trail pitched steeply downward, dividing

just ahead into two faint trails. One ran straight ahead,
the other branched off to the right. Wngover glanced at

hi s map.

"That goes to the Vale of Repsite," he said, pointing to
the right-hand path. "Two or three days' travel from
here. If | were vyour dwarf, that's where | would be."

Probably resting his sore feet in some village over there,
the human thought, but did not say it. Probably cozying

up to sone hill dwarf's daughters... if he's still alive.

Garon Wendesthalas stood in thought, | ooking at the
forked trail, then back the way they had come. "I think
"Il leave you here, Wngover," he said finally.

" \Nhy 2"

"Ch, just to sit and watch the traffic. Maybe we'll neet
farther al ong, somewhere."

W ngover scratched his bearded chin. "It's those gob-
lins, isn't it?"

"They might be comng along here." Garon shrugged,
then a cold snile spread across his elven face. "I still have
plenty of arrows, and nothing better to do."

"That's why vyou canme, isn't it?" the man said, perhaps

a bit sadly. "You said there nmight be nore goblins.™
"Have a nice outing, Wngover." The elf turned away.
"Maybe we'll neet again."” In the sonmber elven eyes, just
as they turned from him Wngover saw sonething cold

and deternined. Sonething deadly. This elf had a pure
hatred for goblins.

"I hope we do neet again," he said.
Another mle down the trail, Wngover turned to |ook
back. There was no sign of the elf... but then, there

woul dn't be. No one was likely to know he was there un-
til he was ready to show hinsel f.

Di st ant nmovenent  caught W ngover's eye then, and
he peered westward. The man shaded his eyes. Far in the
di stance, something was novi ng.

As Wngover's eyes adjusted to the distance the object

grew from a snmall speck of white to a bigger speck of
white. It was com ng rapidly in their direction.
W ngover stared, then saw a shadow below the thing
and realized that it wasn't on the ground. It was in the
air, flying.

It took shape, and its shape was that of a spread-
wi nged gull, soaring aloft on air currents.

'Ye gods," Wngover nuttered. "It's that crazy gnone."

Wt hin nmonent s t he soarwagon was abr east of

Wngover and Jilian, comng about in a wde, gracefu
turn fifty feet above the trail and a few hundred yards
ahead. As it turned it settled and slowed, until it seened
alnost to hang in air, fifteen feet above the surface. In
that position it crept upslope toward them rocking gen-



tly fromside to side. Wien it was near, they could see the
white hair and irritable-I1ooking face of the gnonme sitting
inits basket.

He peered out at them and raised an arm to wave.
"Ho, there! It's nel Bobbin! Do you have anything to
eat ?"

"We know who you are!" Wngover shouted. 'What
are you doi ng way out here?"

"I got caught in a crosswind!" the gnome responded. "I
don't know where | am but [|I'm hungry! Do you have
f ood?"

"I can make you a nice sandwich!" Jilian called. "Do
you |like cold roast el k?"

"Did you ever get that thing to [ and?" W ngover
shout ed.

The gnome glared at him fighting to control his rock-
ing craft, now just fifty feet away and no nore than

twenty feet above. "If | had cone down, do you think I'd
still be up here? A roast elk sandwich would be just fine,
thank you. Wth raisins, preferably. And | could use
some cider, but water will do if that's all you have. 1'll
drop aline, and you can send it up. Were are you go-
i ng?"

"W're going to see if Chane Feldstone is in that valley
ahead," Jilian told him pulling food from the travel
pack.

"W are not," Wngover snapped. "W're just going to

the rimof it. That's all."

"He thinks there are cats in there,"” Jilian explained to
the flying gnone. "He worries all the time about cats."

"Do they have wings, like the innkeeper's pigs?" the
ghorre wonder ed.

Jilian giggled. "OF course not. They're just cats.”

"Very big cats," Wngover added.

"Seens to ne you need a scouting service," the gnone
said. "After | eat, | guess | could go fly over the valley
and |ook around for you, if you'll tell ne what you're
| ooking for."

"Chane Feldstone," Jilian said. "He's a dwarf, about
this tall and very handsone -"

"Cats," Wngover said. "W're on the |ookout for cats."

For a nonent the gnone didn't answer. An air current
had caught his soarwagon, and he was struggling to hold
it in place. His controls seened to consist nostly of
strings that ran fromthe basket to the fabric panels of the
thing's boxy nose, strings that controlled the angle and
pitch of the panels. The soarwagon rocked, bucked, and
settled into position again, twenty feet above them Bob-
bi n peered down, his gnone-face ridged with irritation

"I don't mind looking around,"” he said. "It isn't as
t hough | had anything better to do right now. "

Chapter 13

“I"ll bet you never saw anything like this before,"
Chestal Thicketsway said happily, turning full «circle to
scan the breadth of the ice field with its junbled, vague
shapes, frozen in conbat. "Just look at this! Didn't | tel
you? Bunps! Ice-bunps, everywhere you | ook. And in-



side every bunp are frozen dwarves... still fighting,
except they don't nove any nore."

Chane Feldstone didn't answer. Wth haunted eyes he
| ooked around, needing to see what was here but not
wanting to. To one raised in the sheltered delves of Thor-
bardin, the Dwarfgate Wars were just old | egend -
stories of the defense of Thorbardin's gates in a tine of
great crisis, tales of heroes who had manned the gates
and the pathways beyond, who had fought at King Dun-

can's order so that Thorbardin could live.

These are sone of them Chane thought, approaching
a great, junbled mound of ice rising fromthe ice field - a
chaotic feature, Ilike a mniature nmountain range twce
his height and fifty to a hundred feet across in any direc-
tion. Wthin the ice, dark shadows hinted at shapes. He
knelt in front of a sheer plane of ice and rubbed at it,
snobothing and clearing its face. Polished, the ice was
transparent.

The dwarf I|eaned close, peering within. Just inside,
only a fewfeet away, two dwarves were |ocked together
in conmbat, hamer against sword, shield to shield,
strai ning each against the other - violence captured just
as it had been the instant the ice had covered the conbat-
ants. Beyond these two were others, receding into vague
translucence. A dwarf on the ground held a shield above
him desperately fending against a slicing blade frozen in
descent. Another, arns outspread, flailed notionless for
bal ance, frozen in the act of falling over the body of a
dwarf cleft fromshoulder to mdriff by some [ucky blow.
Wthin the ice, the spilled blood remained crinson on the
bl ack ash beneat h.

These are sone of those who went out to defend Thor-
bardin's gates, the dwarf thought. And these are who
they fought. Wich are which, though? D d even they
know? There might be a hundred or nore |ocked in com

bat, just wthin this one nound of ice - dwarves who
cane out from Thorbardin, and dwarves who fought to
go within. Al dwarves, and all alike now in frozen
si | ence.

No one ever returned to Thorbardin to tell of this bat-
tle, he realized. No one ever went anywhere from here.
They are all still here. Encased in ice, with ashes under-
f oot .

Three spells did Fistandantilus cast. The words echoed
in Chane's mind. The first was fire, the second ice..

Fire and ice. Chane turned away fromthe ice w ndow,
feeling very cold.

"Isn't this great?" The kender hurried past, chattering
his enthusiasm "Dwarfcicles! Imagine! There's one over

there you should look at. That little tall Jlunp... there
are four dwarves really going at it. One of them has an
axe and he's fighting the other three. Better hurry... but
then again, | suppose he'll last as long as the ice lasts,
won't he? Ww, this is like a nuseumof statues, with
frosty wi ndows!"

The dwarf turned to glare at the kender, but Chess was
al ready heading off to | ook at nore | unps.

Chane growed, and the grow became a sigh. | don't



want to be here, he told hinmself. | don't want to |ook at
this. And yet, he went on, frommund to nmound in the
field of frozen death, peering here, kneeling there for a
better view within the ice, searching. And through it al
he felt the faint tingling of the little red spot on his
forehead - the mark of the red noon - driving himon

None who were on this field when those spells were
cast ever left here, Chane thought glumy. They're here
still. Yet, according to the old stories, Gallen did not die
in this place. The son of King Duncan died in this ancient
war, but not here. Sonewhere else, sonetine later. An-
other battlefield, sonewhere. The place where Fistan-
dantilus cast his last and greatest spell, they said. Chane
tried to renmenber all he had heard of the old Iegends.
Wiere had that final battle been? He wasn't sure... ex-
cept that it was sonmewhere other than here. East of here,
he seemed to recall. A place called Skullcap

Gallen, warrior prince of the Hylar, who had |earned
a secret in his final hours, had learned of a secret way
into Thorbardin, too late to find and defend it.

Had G allen been here, then?

The red spot on Chane's forehead tingled. Yes, he felt,

Grallen had been here... and gone on. But to where?

Again in his mnd he sawthe imge, of a face not un-
like his own, the face that the dream - or the red noon -
had shown him Grallen, son of Duncan. Chane's own
ancestor. Could that be true?

Ever ywher e, i ce. I ce whose convol ut ed shapes con-
tained dwarves frozen in conbat. In sone of them the
frozen shapes struggled amd dark swirls of snoke that
were kept as still as they were. What kind of nage had he

been, this Fistandantilus? Wat kind of sorcery had
availed him that he could have done this? Yet, the |leg-
ends said, what he had done | ater was far worse.

The kender skipped past again, as happy as a child

with a roonful of new toys. "See anybody you know?"
he asked Chane. "Wonder what they were fighting
about..." He hurried on, toward a new nound that he

hadn't yet explored. Then he paused, thoughtfully, and
turned back. "Have you thought about taking that ham
mer and breaking sone of them out of the ice? | nean,
just to see if they'd go on fighting?"

Chane rounded on him furious. "I w sh you'd just
shut up! You might at least showa little respect.”

"Then don't break themout." The kender shrugged. "It
was just a thought, anyway." He went on his way.

"That kender would rob a graveyard and not think
twice about it," the dwarf nuttered. Still, the question
was intriguing. Wre they really dead in there? O were
they only suspended? He thought about it and decided he
didn't want to know.

Chane went on, searching this way and that, not sure
what he was | ooking for except that the tingle on his fore-
head becane nore pronounced as he worked his way

eastward. Sonmething here, it suggested, would tell him
where Grallen had gone all those |ong years ago.
As he knelt beside another clustered nmound - inside,

dwarves with pikes held their ground against dwarves
with swords and axes - the kender appeared again from



somewher e and st opped besi de hi m "Find anything
yet ?" Chess asked.

"More of the sane. | don't know what |I'm supposed to
find. 1 alnmpst wsh that wzard had stayed around.
Maybe he woul d have had an idea."

"If he had, it seens |ike he'd have nentioned it."

"Did he say anything about where he was going!"

"Up on a nountain. Said he couldn't see down here.
He didn't say which mount ai n, though." The kender
shaded his eyes, gazing into the distance. "Wat do you
suppose that is?"

Chane | ooked up, saw where the kender was pointing,

and gazed in that direction. "I don't see anything."

"I don't weither, now But |I thought I sawa big white
bird." Chess squinted, then cocked his head. "There it is
again. See? Way off there to the north. | wonder what
that is."

Chane saw it too, then - a white, winged shape gliding
over the forest, mles away. It |ooked vaguely like a giant
seagull. "1 don't know, " he said. "But whatever it is, it's
not what |'m looking for." He stood, glanced around,

then headed east again, toward a very |arge nound of ice
some di stance away from any ot hers.

Chess watched the distant white thing for a few mn-
utes, then tired of that. He couldn't tell what it was, and
it didn't show any sign of comng close enough for a bet-
ter look. He clinbed one of the nounds - beneath his
feet, vague dwar f - shapes did per pet ual , nmot i onl ess
battle - and | ooked around. "Now what?" he wondered.

"Go west," sonething voicel ess seened to say.

"I wasn't talking to you, Zap," Chess scolded. "I was
talking to nyself. Besides, the only reason you want ne
to go west is to get far enough from that Spell binder
thing the dwarf has so that you can happen. Ri ght?"

"Ri ght," somet hi ng nmournful agreed.

"I've been west, anyway," Chess added.

"Wbe, " Zap grieved.

"I wish that dwarf would find what he's Ilooking for,"
the kender nmuttered. "I'm ready to go see sonething
new." He started down from the ice-nound, then ducked
as a huge shadow swept over him dinging to the ice, he
| ooked wup. The white thing was no longer far away. It
was directly over head now, spiraling downwar d
slanted wings carrying it in great descending circles as it
cane lower and lower. Fifty feet up it leveled out, seened
to stall, then crept toward him and hovered just over-
head. A head appeared alongside one wng, and a voice
fl oated down. "Hey! Are you from around here?"

"Of course not!" Chess called back. "I'm just visiting.
VWhat is that thing?"

"I't's my soarwagon. It still needs a little design nodifi -
cation but I'm working on it. Right now though, |'m

| ooking for cats. Have you seen any cats?"

"Not lately,” the kender adnmtted. '"There were sone
dandi es around here when | first got here, but they've al
gone now. Are you going to cone down?"

"I can't." The flier shook his head. "G ound effect, I
thi nk. Do you have any foods"



"A little. Dried meat and flatbread. Why?"
"How about raisins? Do you have raisins?"
"l don't think so."

"Well, whatever you have wll just have to do," the
flier called. A rope began to descend from the white
thing, with a small basket tied to its end. "How about
sendi ng sone up?"

Chess dug around in his pack. There were all sorts of

things init, nostly just odds and ends he had picked up
and in nost cases he didn't recall where or why. The ken-
der found dried neat and a few flatbreads he had picked
up in the Irda's hut. The basket descended on its rope,
and when he could reach it Chess deposited some of what
he had in it. The food was haul ed upward.

"Why are you |l ooking for cats?" Chess call ed.

"Some people wanted to know about them Man
called Wngover. He's sure this valley is full of cats, so
cane to see. | haven't found any."

"They're the Irda's cats. She went away, and | guess
they went with her. You're a gnome, aren't you?"

"l am Bobbin's the name."

"I'"'m Chestal Thicketsway. Do you know anyt hi ng
about old gnonmish engines? Like siege engines from ages
back? There are several of those off that direction, but I
couldn't tell rnuch about them"™

"Neither can |," Bobbin said. "I'minsane."

"Ch. I'msorry."

"Not your fault. Another thing that Wngover and his
bunch asked about was a dwarf. Any dwarves around
her e?"

"Hundr eds, " Chess waved hi s ar nms ar ound hi m
"Everywhere you look, but they're frozen under the ice.
Been there a long tine."

"No, the one I'm looking for is nore recent. Dwarf
naned, er, Chain sonething -"
"Who's that?"

Chane Feldstone had appeared frombehind a distant
mound, and was hurrying toward the kender and the
soar wagon.

The gnome poi nt ed.

"He's a dwarf," Chess said. "He might be the one.
Nane's Chane Fel dstone. \Wat do they want him for?"
"I don't know. Does he always dress like that? What is

that outfit? A bunny suit?"

"Catskin," the kender expl ai ned.

A vagrant w nd whispered across the ice field and
made the white bird dip and bobble. The gnhonme did
somet hing, and abruptly the flying thing shot high in
the sky, so high that it was only a wi nged dot overhead.
Slowy it seened to steady, then started going in wde
circles.

Chane reached the nound where the kender stood.

"Who is that?" he demanded. "Wat is he doing up
t here?"

"Hi s nane is Bobbin. He's a gnone."

"What is he doi ng?"

"Looki ng for cats."

"Up there?" Chane squinted upward, trying to foll ow
the circling path of the flying thing. "Wat is he riding?"

"Something wunreliable, it seems to me," Chess said.



"All he said was that sone people sent himto |ook for
cats and he hasn't seen any. Oh, and sonebody naned
W ngover asked about you."

" NB?"

"M ght be you. Do you know hi nP"

Chane scratched his beard. The nane did sound faml -
iar, as though he mght have heard soneone nention it
somet i ne. Then he renenbered. "W ngover's a human.
Rogar Col dbuckl e thinks he's crazy."

"No, it's the gnome who's crazy. He said so hinmself."

"Wy woul d W ngover ask about me? | don't even
know him"

"Maybe you're becom ng fanmous," the kender sug-
gested. "Look, the gnome is comng down again. Every

time he goes in one of those circles he gets |ower. VWw

That | ooks |ike fun."
"Fun," somet hing voi cel ess said.
Chane junped and |ooked around, then clenched his

teeth. "I wish that spell would stop talking," he grow ed.
"It makes ne nervous."
"Shut up, Zap," the kender said offhandedly. 'You just

want to get away fromthe Spell bi nder."

"Need to," Zap whi spered.

"Ch, he's going away," Chess si ghed.

"Your spell?"

"No, the flying gnome. See? He's heading south. OCh,
wel | . Easy cone, easy go."

"It doesn't matter," Chane said. "I found sonething, fi-
nally." He wal ked away, back in the direction he had just
cone. The Kkender clinbed off the nound and scanpered
after him

The Jlarge nound was east of all the rest, and well
apart from them It was a grotesquely shaped nound of
ice nore than a hundred feet 1long, stretching fromnorth
to south in a shallow curve. Even froma distance, the
shadowy figures inside were visible as dark silhouettes -
a line of arned dwarves in defense position, fighting to
hold off a force twice their strength.

"It looks Iike a rear-guard action," Chess deci ded.

"It does to ne, too. But what |I found is beyond it."
Chane led the way around one end of the [|ong nound,
then part way back along its opposite side. He stopped
and pointed. "See?"

The kender |ooked, blinked and |ooked again, then
shrugged. "See what? The end of the ice field? The slope
beyond? That range of peaks?"

"The path," Chane said. "Look. It |ooks Iike a faint
green trail, heading east. Can't you see it?"

"I don't see anything like that. Are you sure you -" He
stopped and stared at Chane. "Do you realize that the
red spot on your forehead turned green for a nmoment?"

Chane raised a tentative hand to touch his forehead.
H's eyes wdened, then he opened his belt pouch and
took out the Spellbinder. He took a deep breath. "Well,
the gems still red. | thought for a ninute maybe it had
turned green, too."

The crystal was still red, but something seened to
pul se dimy, deep within the stone. Wth each pulse the



faint green trace of an ancient trail renewed itself to
Chane' s eyes.

"It's showing me where Gallen went from here," the
dwarf said. "He went east."”

"Where Pat hfinder went," sonething voicel ess

whi ned.

Chane junped. "I don't think 1'll ever get used to that.
VWhat did it say?"

"It said, 'where Pathfinder went,' " Chess repeated
"Zap, what are you tal king about ?"

VWere nothing was, sonething sighed. "Spellbinder's
other," the unfired spell whispered.
Chapter 14

H gh on a Mountain sl ope, where biting w nds
cane down from the snows, G enshadow the Wanderer
paused in his clinbing to i nspect the head of his sorcerer's
staff. No longer chalky, it was again a cold, flaw ess
stone of swirling transparencies.

The wzard pulled his collar tighter against the chil
and raised the staff a foot or so. He nuttered a word, and
the stone burst into cold, bright 1light. He nodded,
doused it wth a wrd, and |ooked around. Sone dis-
tance away, a large, serrated stone |I|ay against a jagged
cliff, half-buried in wnd-blown snow He rai sed the
staff, pointed it at the stone, and uttered other words. A
tight beamof silver light shot from the gem and struck
the boulder, which exploded into shards, sone of them

boundi ng away down the nount ai nsi de.

Satisfied, denshadow clinbed again wuntil he cane to
a high place where patches of ice lay like white pools in
t he weat hered stone.

He gazed into a small ice-covered pool. "Master of the
tower," denshadow said in a voice as cold as winter's
winds, "Gallen's descendant has the Spellbinder, and
has begun his search for the helm Is there word of the
out | aw?"

"The Black One lives," said the ice-image that fornmed
on the frozen pool. "Though he was certainly put to
death long ago, there is no doubt now that he lives. H's
magi ¢ i s known. Ot her searchers have tasted it, just in re-
cent days."

"Can you tell me where he is, then, or must | continue
to foll ow the dwarf?"

"He is sonewhere to the east,” the hooded inmage said.
"Nearer to you than you are to nme, but though his magic
is sensed he goes hidden... shielded somehow from our
seekings. If you would find him you must go wth the
dwar f . "

"Does the outlaw know yet of the dwarf and his
quest ?"

"We think he knows that something is amiss." The ice-
imge told him "The Black One is pledged to a quest
against the dwarven realm of Thorbardin. This rmuch we
know, from those of our order in the Khalkist Mun-
tains. Two died and a third was horribly burned just to
bring us the information. Tell ne, does the dwarf know
hi s purpose?"



"To go where the Hylar Gallen went." d enshadow

said and nodded. "To seek the helm of his ancestor
which alone night save Thorbardin from infiltration by
its enemies. He has an artifact - an ancient god-stone,
the twin of the one his ancestor wore on his helm One
stone will lead himto the other, and thus to the helm"
"And should he find this helm.. wll he then know

where Thorbardin's weakness |ies?"
"I'f his ancestor Grallen saw the secret gate, then the
stone in the helm may also showit to its next wearer.

Both are god-stones, as was suspected. Their magic is be-
yond sorcery."

"Then the thread is not frail," the ice-pool said. "If the
dwarf poses a threat, the Black One will knowit. He sees
nore clearly now than when he was alive... before he
was put to death. Follow the dwarf, Wanderer, if you
would find the Black One; the Black One will surely seek
him Follow the dwarf toward shattered Zhanman, iif you
would seek again to destroy the outlaw mage." A pause,

and then the faint voice asked, "Did you see the onen,
the eclipse of the noons?"

"l saw it. \What does it nean?"

"14one knows for sure," the voice said. "But all the
onens point to a great darkness from the north. Evil has
its pawns a'play, and noves across the gamng board.
Bewar e. "

The pool darkened, cleared, and was sinply a pool of
ice. denshadow shivered, drew his bison cloak nore
tightly around his shoulders, and again touched the ice
with his staff. This tine the image that appeared was of
the valley from which he had cone. Chane Fel dstone and
the kender stood at the edge of a patterned ice-field and
| ooked eastward.

"Toward shattered Zhanan," the mage whi spered. "He
follows Grallen's path, toward the resting place of Gal-
len's helm"

He started to turn away from the pool, then stopped.
Anot her vision had fornmed there, coming wthout call
In inky blackness swirled indistinct shapes, coal escing at
the center in a pattern that becone a face... or not
quite a face, just the ghostly outline of one; but one that
d enshadow had seen before, |ong years ago.

And a voice as dry as dust - a voice that seened shriv-
eled with hatred and age - hissed fromthe image. "He
seeks me, does he?" it said. "The puny red-robe would
try again to do what he thought he had done before
Hee-hee. He asks the ice whether | know there is an ob-
stacle in ny way. A puny obstacle it is, too. A dwarf.
Only a dwarf. Did | know before, he wonders? No nat-
ter. | know now " Gggling, the dry voice faded and the

ice cleared. Long after the vision was gone, d enshadow
knelt by the ice, shaken and unsure.
"Caliban," he nuttered. "Caliban."

* *k k* k* %



Viewed fromthe south, the valley was a long, deep cut
anong towering nmountains. Mles wi de and many nore
nmles |ong, deep enough that fall foliage still livened the
forests below, it swept away to the north. The valley was
straighter than nost Wngover had explored, and inter-
esting to his explorer's mnd because, while its sides were
crested by precipitous cliffs, its approach from due south
was a long, fairly gentle slope.

It seenmed to alnost offer itself as a route, and
Wngover found that irritating. He had seen the great
cats who lived in this valley, and he knew the valley was
a trap. He wondered if any who had entered there had
ever cone out again.

The man was mody and irritable as the hours passed,
tired of waiting for a crazy gnone in a sailing contriv-
ance, who probably would never return anyway. He
brooded upon the fates that had brought himto be here,
back out in the wlderness again, pursuing an inpossible
quest - to find one lost dwarf in ten thousand square
mles of barely explored territory.

It didn't help Wngover's attitude that Jilian Firestoke
seened to have decided that it was her responsibility to
fill the idle hours with constant chatter. He had heard a
dozen tinmes now about Chane Feldstone's dream and at
| east a hal f-dozen times about the perfidy and downright
churlishness of Jilian's father, Slag Firestoke. He had
been belabored by gossip - nobst of it neaningless to
him - about the feud between the Tinturner and Iron-
strike famlies, which had kept the fifth |evel downshaft
nei ghborhood of Daewar in an uproar for nonths; about
how Silicia Oebrand's sister was not on speaking terns
with any of the Silverfest Society nenbers; about the
uncouth rmannerisnms of Daergar dwarves who seemed to
think they owned the Fourteenth Road; and about the
scandal that had risen when Furth Underm ne accused

the East Warren overseers of bribing the executor of the
Counci | of Thanes.

"Far stars, Button," Wngover finally erupted, "doesn't
anybody get along wth anybody in Thorbardin? To hear
you talk, I'd think the intrigues and hostilities outnum

ber the population by five to one."
She blinked in surprise. "Ch, it isn't like that at all,"
she said. "Thorbardin is the nicest place imaginable. Re-

ally. I've just been telling you the juicy stuff because
that's what nost people prefer to hear. But then, npst
people - at least mnmpst people | know - are dwarves.

What do humans |ike to hear?"

"Silence, occasionally,"” he snapped.

For long mnutes, he had his wsh. Jilian sat facing
away from him her sturdy little back arrow straight.
She had tried to entertain him Now she made a point of
i gnoring him which, for his part, Wngover |iked better

Soon, though, she asked, "Do you mind if I tell you
one ot her thing?"

"I knew it was too good to last," he said. "What?"

She pointed. ' The gnone is com ng back."

He saw it, then - the gliding, erratic flight of the
gnhone' s machi ne, com ng toward them Ilow over the
valley's forested floor



"It's about tinme," Wngover snorted.
The white kite came «closer, rising as it neared the
climbing slope, seenming to shoot upward on wnd cur-

rents wuntil it was a tiny thing far overhead. Then it
di pped its wing and began the wide <circling that they had
seen before. It seened that, once up, the only way the

gnome could come down again was by this tedious pro-
cedure.

The soarwagon circled and descended, <circled and de-
scended, and finally crept to a halt hovering just a few
yards up - but in the wong place. It was a quarter of a
mle from them above a jagged cliff where the valley's
west wal | began.

"What is he doing?" Wngover growl ed. "Wy doesn't
he cone over here?"
"He's probably trying to,"'

Jilian said. "I don't think his

machine really works all that well."
"It's a wonder it works at all,

W ngover pointed out.

For a nonent, the soarwagon hovered where it was.
Then with a shudder it shot upward again, and the cir-
cling began all over. This time the gnome seenmed to have

corrected his navigation, and when next the thing hov-
ered it was just above Wngover and Jilian

Bobbin [|eaned out, his face pinched with irritation. He
| ooked from one to another of them then settled on

Wngover. "I'm back," he announced, "It's me... Bob-
bin. 1'"mhere."
"I know you're here," Wngover called back. "I can see

you. Did you find anything?"
"Quite a lot of valley, with various things in it. Severa
mles north, there's a ring of stones with a thing in the

center that looks like a really big thernmodynam c inflec-
tor, though I"'msure it isn't that. There's a sort of little,
broken statue on top of it, and paving all around. Then

there's a hut, though if anyone lives there he wasn't at
hone, and there is a winding black path that goes off in

both directions fromit. | saw a river and enough trees to
make a woodnynph think she'd gone to par adi se, and
several nice neadows that | could have landed in... if |
could land. And an ice field covered with [|unpy shapes,
and what's left of an old wall - older than | can calculate
from up here, but | imagine it was old before anybody I

know was ol d enough to understand old -

"How about cats?" Wngover call ed.

"How about what ?"

"Cats! That's what you went to |look for. Cats!"

"No. No cats. One kender, but no cats. Though | did
see someone wearing a bunny suit nade out of cathide, if
you can believe anything a kender tells you. Wat do
you want cats for?"

"I don't want <cats! | just wanted to knowif you saw
any!"

"Well, | didn't. Some bison, here and there, and a few
el k, though..."

"How about Chane Feldstone?" Jilian called. "Did you
see hin®"

"Does he wear a bunny suit?"
Jilian had started to shout something el se at the



gnome, but suddenly his invention was off again, shoot-
ing away in a sharp clinb that carried it toward the dis-
tant peaks to the west.
The girl sighed, then slung her pack and her sword. "
guess that settles that," she said. "W'Il just have to |ook
for ourselves. Are you ready?"

"Hold on, there, Button," Wngover snapped. "lI'min
charge here, renenbers | deci de where and when we go."
"Then decide," she said and headed for the valley.

They canped that evening in a clearing well wthin the
val l ey, where a chuckling little river flowed cold fromthe
mountains to the west, and a strange, black-gravel path
wound ai m essly northward through deepening forest.

At day' s final hour , W ngover scout ed ahead and
f ound nothing to alarm him except an odd enptiness
about the valley. "It's strange," he told Jilian when he re-
turned. "It's as if this place has been lived in - but isn't
now. Recently vacated. | had the same feeling once when
| stunbled across a village of the Parwi nd people on the
plains. At least it had been one of their villages; the tents
had all been folded and the people were gone. That place
felt the way this place feels. It's as though the area had ac-
customed itself to being hone to someone, and now it
doesn't quite know what to do with itself."
Jilian gazed at the man thoughtfully, then shrugged.
"Humans are very strange people,” she decided, and set
about cooking their supper

A shadow flitted across the twilight clearing and a
sharp, high-pitched voice called fromoverhead, "I'm
hungry! How about sendi ng up some supper?"

Bobbi n and hi s soar wagon were with them again.
W ngover |ooked at the contrivance hovering above the
canp and shook his head. He had seen gnhomes fromtine
to tine, but he had never encountered a nad one. He
cupped his hands and called, "I want to know about this
valley."

"What about it?" the gnone call ed back
"Everything that you see that m ght be useful to ne.

Li ke how far north does it go, and are there dangers
ahead, and where does it cone out?"

"It's a big place. | haven't seen the whole thing."

"How about scouting for dangers, then?"

"I can do that, if you ask ne nicely. Wat sort of dan-
gers are you | ooking for?"

"Any that might be there. Like cats."

"There aren't any cats. | already told you that, but I
don't suppose you renmenber. There's a wzard on a
nount ai nside off there sonewhere, but he's nmles and
mles away. And a kender and a dwarf in a funny suit,
east of where you are... or north, I'm not sure. And
way off over there | saw a bunch of people crossing over

fromthe next valley. They're really a ness, all cut up like
they've been in a fight, and carrying their wounded. Re-
ally a ness, it looked to nme. | -"

The soarwagon pi tched, nosed up, and shot toward
the sky, the exasperated shout of the gnone trailing back
fromit, "Save ne some supper!”

* *k k* k* %



Bl oody, battered, stripped, and staked out on the cold
ground, Garon Wendesthalas was only vaguely aware of
those who stood over him For hours, the goblins had
tormented him while the one in the Ilacquered arnor -
their leader - stood quietly and watched. Torture after
torture they had applied, gleeful in their sport, stopping
just short of breaking his bones or drawing enough bl ood
to kill him The |eader wanted information from him
Did he know of a nountain dwarf somewhere near, a
dwarf who m ght have Hyl ar featuresl Were was the
dwarven girl they had seen traveling wth hin? And the
human, who - and where - was he?

The elf had not uttered a sound throughout. Nor had
he let his attention fix on the pain they inflicted. Instead,
he drifted in his mnd, remote and al oof, savoring nmem
ories, recalling pleasant tines... renote and unreacha-
ble. He had renoved hinself to such distance that he was
barely aware of the goblins around him But he knew the

| eader now. A hunman femal e, Kol anda Dar knoor.  Cor n-
mander, the goblins called her. And he knew t hat
someone - or sonething - else was wth her, though he
had seen no one. Distantly, he had heard bits of their
conversation... the woman's voice inpatient and quer-

ul ous, the other's a dry, shriveled husk of a voice that
whi spered in tones of venomand nockery. He had heard
her call the other's nanme. Caliban

Garon shut out all other awarenesses. In his mind he
wal ked the patterned forests of the Qualinesti, drank
cool water froma brook, listened to the songs of elves in
a nearby gl ade. ..

"W're | ear ni ng not hi ng here, " Kol anda Dar knoor
snapped, beckoning to an arnored hobgoblin. "W've
wast ed enough tine. This elf will tell us nothing."

"Kill himnow?" the creature asked hopefully.

"No, bring him along. He's strong. He will nake a

good sl ave."

"ElIf," the hobgoblin snarled. "Mike trouble. Run
away, sure -"

Kol anda turned fierce eyes on him "Did | ask for your
opi ni on, Thog?"

The hobgoblin stepped back quickly, then |owered his
face in subm ssion. "Forgive, Commander."

"Assenbl e vyour patrol, Thog. O what's left of it.
W're going back to Respite. The valley should be re-
duced by now, and there are things to do. Bring the elf,
but first cut the tendons in his legs. Then he won't run
away. Wen we rejoin, put himto work tending one of
the carts.”

She turned away, <cold and angry. No elf would ever
make a worthwhile slave, but this one would Ilive long
enough to serve her. He had killed nearly half of her pa-
trol before they brought him down.

Chapter 15
As the sunset shadows op Westwall clinbed the

slopes of the ridge above the Valley of Waykeep, Chane
Fel dstone cut a final hold in a rock cliff, pulled hinmself up



and over the Iip of a |ledge, and gawked at the kender sit-
ting there idly, waiting for him The sound he had been
hearing for the past half-hour, virtually since he had be-
gun to ascend the sheer cliff, was |ouder and nearer

now - a wailing, keening, heart-rending song of msery
wi th no apparent source.

"You al ways do everything the hard way, " Chestal
Thi cketsway chided him "I guess it's just the nature of

dwarves, to tackle everything headl ong no matter how
difficult it is. Do you suppose you just can't help being
that way?"

"How did you get wup here?" the dwarf puffed. "It's
taken ne half an hour to clinb this cliff. Howdid you do
it so fast?"

"I didn't," the kender shrugged. "I went around.
There's a perfectly good by-path just over there. Easy
clinmbing, for anybody who'd take the trouble to find it. |
brought your sword and your pack, too. They're over
there on that rock. Do you want to canp here for the
night, or do you want to scale the next «cliff? If you want

to do that, 1've found another by-path so | can neet you
up there."
Chane shook his head. "What is that awful noise? It

sounds |ike sonmebody in pain."
"Ch, that's just Zap." The kender |ooked around, then

shrugged agai n, r emenberi ng that Zap wasn't really
anywhere to be seen. "It's his latest talent, wailing like a
stricken soul. He's been doing it for quite a while now. "

"I know. |'ve heard himnmost of the way up. Can you
get himto hush?"

"I don't know how | don't even know what he's wail-

ing about. Mybe he mnmsses the valley or the frozen
dwarf place. That's where | found him originally."

"Well, | wish you' d shut himup. He gets on ny
nerves."

Chess turned. "Zap! Shut up!"

The eerie, voiceless wailing faltered, then began again
wi th new enthusiasm- only now it added occasi ona
sobs to its repertoire.

"That's even worse," the dwarf grow ed. "How cone
he's foll owi ng you, anyway? | nmean, it. That isn't a per-
son, you know It's just an old spell that never hap-
pened. "

"I don't know why he follows me, but he... it does.
Zap! | do wish you'd be quiet!"

The wai | i ng, sobbi ng al nost - sound conti nued. Chane
sighed, stood, and |ooked around. They were on a w de,
rubbly ledge with another wall of shorn stone ahead.
But, as the kender had pointed out, the wall dimnished a

short distance away and a path began there, angling up-
ward. Abruptly evening had conme, wth the setting of

the sun beyond the valley's other rim but there still was
lingering twlight.

"W have tinme to go on a little farther," Chane deci ded.
"I wonder if we're anywhere near that green path."

"The one | can't see?" Chess spread his hands. "I
haven't the vaguest idea."

Chane | ooked one way, then the other, along the



mountain's slope. He rubbed his forehead, feeling the
tingle there, but saw no green trail. Still, he knew from
| ast sighting that he was sonewhere near it. From a dis-
tance, it had appeared there was a shallow pass between
peaks above, and the dwarf had assuned that the trai
was going there. But by what route'! He went to his pack
fumbled around inside it, then |ooked up. "Were's ny
genf"

"Your what ?"

"Spel | bi nder! Where is it?"

The kender |ooked thoughtful, then snapped his fin-
gers and reached into his own pouch. "Do you mean
this?" He pulled out the red stone, which pulsed wth a
steady rhythm as the dwarf reached an angry hand to
take it. 'You nust have dropped that sonmewhere," the
kender said innocently. "I guess | picked it up for you.
Don't bother to thank ne."

"What el se do you have in that pouch that isn't
your s?" Chane grow ed

Chess peered into his pouch. "I don't know | |ose
track. Here's a marble of some kind that | found on that
old battlefield. And sone nice pebbles, and a toad s skul
...a couple of candles, some twine, an earring, a twg.
What's this? Oh, a pair of nice cat-tooth daggers." He
pul l ed out one of the daggers. "Didn't you used to have
one like this?"

"I had two like that," the dwarf runbl ed.

"Did you? What did you do with thenP"

"Gve nme that!" Chane grow ed.

Chess handed over the dagger, then closed his pouch
"If you're going to expect ne to replace everything you
| ose -"

"Ch, shut up!" Chane stopped abruptly and | ooked

around. "Well, one good thing. Your spell has stopped
wai | i ng. "

The kender listened for a nonment, then grinned. "He
has, hasn't he? Thank you, Zap."

"Agony, " somet hi ng voi cel ess nour ned.

Wth the Spellbinder gemin his hand, Chane pointed.
"There it is. The green line. It goes up the by-path." He
hoi sted pack, sword, and hammer. "Are you ready?"

"Look at that!" The kender pointed upward. Over-
head, great flocks of birds flew, comng from the high
peaks, winging toward the valley. Birds of all sorts, a m-
gration of panic.

Chane wat ched them wave after wave com ng past.

"What do you suppose caused that?" he wondered
al oud.

"Whatever it was, the birds are in a hurry," the kender
said. "See those out ahead? Those are pi geons. And
nmount ai n kites, and j ays, and ducks, and... stand

back!" Chess swiftly pulled a pebble fromhis pouch, fit-
ted the sling to his staff, placed the pebble, ainmed, and | et
go. The pebble streaked skyward, and an instant later a
large bird crunpled in flight and fell, thudding to the
shel f al nost at Chane's feet.

"CGoose," the kender explained. "lI'magetting tired of
dried cat. W'll have this for supper.™

Chane gaped at him "How did you do that?"



"Wth a pebble. | thought you saw."™ He picked up the
goose and slung it over his shoulder. "See if you can find

some berries al ong t he way. Snowberri es will do.
They're the yellow ones on the thorny vines. Snowber-
ries go good wth goose." Chess started up the path, and
the dwarf followed, still glancing in awe at the snaller

creature's forked hoopak

Overhead, the waves of fleeing birds continued to
pass. And now Chess and Chane had conpany on the
slope. The kender and the dwarf dodged aside as a lithe,
furred creature wth sharp horns bounded past them A
few yards farther along they hugged the stone wall as a
line of other creatures, these with heavy coats of thick
wool, surged past them bleating in panic. At the higher

| edge, where the trail cut back toward the peaks, the two
dived for <cover as a pair of panting wolves |oped down
the path, followed by several elk.

"Do you suppose wnter is comng early this year
The kender stepped out on the trail to |look after the
strange procession, then dodged back as nmore of the
wool Iy creatures charged past him

"They're runni ng from sonmething,"” Chane said. "l
guess that settles it. W'Il canp here. A person could get
hurt going up that path, wth everything else comng
down. "

Two huge highland bison charged past the |edge and
veered away, following the downward path. Another elk
was right behind them cavorting in desperation as the
heavier animals bl ocked its way. Then nore of the
wool Iy creatures. One of themwore a collar with a bell

"Sonmebody's sheep,” Chess noted. "111 bet there's a
pretty unhappy herder up there somewhere."

"I think we'd better get a little farther fromthis path,"
Chane decided. "Canping here would be like trying to
sleep in a tunnelwagon turnaround. Rust, but the traffic
i s heavy."

They trudged along the ledge, away from the path,
rounded a sheer bend, and saw a rubble-slope ahead. Af-
ter testing it, Chane began to clinb. The kender fol-
| owed, carrying his goose. The bird was alnost as big as
he was.

They were clinbing by moonl i ght  when they reached

a quiet swale higher up - well beyond and above the
noi sy switchback wth its stanpeding animals. "This will
do," Chane said. "I'Il nake a cookfire back there, behind

t hat outcrop. You can cook the goose."

"Did you get sone snowberries?" Chess asked hope-
fully.

"l haven't had a chance. We'll do wi thout."

By the time the goose was roasted, both the white
nmoon and the red stood above the peaks, giving their di-
chromatic glowto the steep slopes and the forest-tops of
the distant valley. The two ate in silence, except for occa-
sional outbursts of conmentary and chatter by the ken-

der, nost of which Chane Feldstone chose to ignore. The
dwarf sat deep in thought, occasionally rubbing his fore-
head, which tingled when the light of the red noon
touched it. A secret way into Thorbardin, and Gallen



had learned of it. Like a third gate, he thought. One that
nobody knew about .

He thought of Thorbardin, exploring in his nind all of
the nyriad ways and wor ki ng clusters of the unde-
romountain kingdom - as nuch of it as he had seen and
could recall. Clearest to him in nmenory were the city of
the Daewar, the only home he had ever known, and the
warrens where he had worked for his keep from tine to
time - first tending fields, then helping with the constant
delving by which the dwarves sought to expand their un-
derground crop lands. Cearly he recalled Twelfth Road,
whi ch he had passed so of ten as a child. Less distinctly he
knew the Tenth, El eventh, Thirteenth, and Fourteenth
Roads, by whi ch Daewar conduct ed conmerce wth
other cities of Thorbardin.

Dmy, from one brief visit, he recalled the awesone
Life-Tree, hone of the Hylar. Their city was delved into a
giant stalactite above the great, subt erranean Urkhan
Sea. As an orphan Chane had possessed the appearance
of Hylar in his build and features, and later even in the
manner in which his beard lay back against his cheeks

rat her than hangi ng resi gnedly downward. The Hyl ar
he had thought as a child, had a fierce and noble
appear ance - and undoubt edl y some anong them had

such qualities, though there were plenty of Hylar who in
practice were no nore nobl e than the average Daewar.

Still, Chanc's beard grew in the Hylar manner, and it
did not displease him that it made him |ook as though he
were standing sturdy and proud, facing down a strong
wi nd.

The Val |l ey of the Thanes, noblest place in all of Thor-
bardin, Chane had seen only once. He wondered briefly
if the supposed "secret way" could lead there. The valley
was sacred to the dwarves, for it contained a magica
floating tomb - final resting place of the great King Dun-
can, some said. And the tonb of Gallen, which |ay

nearby on the | akeshore, was, after all, the only place in
Thorbardin that was open to the sky. Yet the only ac-
cesses to the Valley of the Thanes were three roads from
within Thorbardin itself. And certainly if there were the
sl i ght est passage- poi nt t hr ough t he Guar di an wal | s,
somebody within woul d have noticed it.

Not the Valley of the Thanes then, Chane deci ded.

And not Sout hgate, which was the comon entrance
to Thorbardin since the Cataclysm nor likely the nostly
abandoned Northgate, wth its shattered portal | edge.
Northgate might be wunused, Chane told hinself, but it's
not undefended. It was equipped for the sane inpenetra-
bl e defenses as Sout hgat e.

Possibly sonme long-forgotten tunnel or shi el ded pass
breaking through into one of the warrens, or one of the
lower cities? Kiar, Theiwar... Daergar? It didn't seem
likely to him Surely soneone woul d have noti ced.

"There's a creature with long, flexible arnms and not a
bone in its body."

Chane | ooked up. "Wat? \Were?"

"In the Sirrion Sea," the kender said. "Aren't you pay-
ing attention? That's what |I'm talking about. The Sirrion
Sea. They also say that there is a gigantic island out



there, just far enough fromthe Isle of Sancrist to be out
of sight, that isn't an island at all. It's really a gnom sh
ship, hundreds and hundreds of years old, that was sup-
posed to drive itself by a geared rod with a weight atop
it. The reason it's in the sea, they say, is because the
gnomes who built it set out westward and that was as far
as they got before the falling rod buried itself in the ocean
floor. They've been working on it ever since, trying to
iron out all the bugs, and it just keeps getting bigger and
bi gger. "

Wth a low growl, Chane Fel dstone returned to his
own thoughts. The First Roads One of the Halls of Jus-
tice? There was so mnmuch to Thorbardin, so many differ-
ent parts and places in the kingdombeneath the Kharolis
Mount ai ns. Chane Feldstone had seen so few of them
and alnost none of the outside perinmeters and capping
peaks that protected the dwarven ki ngdom

Chane sighed and tried anot her tack

Gallen had learned... so the Irda said... that there
was a secret entrance, and that Thorbardin woul d be
threatened by invasion because of that entrance. But
where was it'! Gallen had not been in Thorbardin when
he | earned of that; he had been outside, fighting in the
Dwarfgate Wars. Gallen had not returned alive, but he
had tried - or at least intended - to find the secret pas-
sage and bl ock it sonehow.

The dwarf rubbed his <chin. Were, then, did Gallen
go? Using his crystal, Chane could see a green line that he
intended to follow It was, he trusted, Gallen's path.
And yet, where did it |ead?

"Five unicorns," Chestal Thicketsway said.
Again the dwarf glanced around, startled. "Where7"

"Wat ?"

"You said 'five unicorns.' Were?"

"Ch, all over," the kender shrugged. "I'mnot even sure
| believe him you know Capstick Heel feather has been
known to exaggerate. But that's what he says. He says he
has personally seen five wunicorns. So far, I've only seen
one."

"I wish that wizard would cone back," the dwarf
nut t er ed.

"Why? | thought you didn't like him"

"I don't. | wouldn't trust that mage as far as | can spit,
but he knows a lot of things about outside that | don't
know. "

"I's that all?" The kender brightened. "I've been outside
all ny life. Wiat do you want to know?"

"Well, to begin wth, where exactly was Gallen when
he di ed?"

"I haven't the foggiest notion," Chess said happily.

"Ask me sonething else."

Shaking his head in exasperation, Chane went back to
his puzzle. How am | supposed to find a secret entrance if
no one has a clue to its |location? he wondered. And even
if there is a secret entrance, and | find it, what am| sup-
posed to do about it? Apparently the only one who ever
knew anything about any of this was Gallen, and he

died a long, long tine ago and never told anybody...



did he?

Chane shook his head. If Gallen did tell someone
about the entrance, why didn't sonebody do sonething
about it back then? O since? Wiy ne?

"Dwarves and humans," the kender said. "At |east
that's what | -"
"WIl you please be quiet?' Chane stormed. "Can't

you see I'mtrying to think?"

"I"'mjust trying to tell you, there are dwarves and hu-
mans down there."”

"Wher e?"

"On the path, where all the animals were. But the ani-
mals are nostly past now, and there are people over
there, going down that path as fast as they can. Sone of
them are bl eeding, too. I wonder what's going on."

Chapter 16

Fromthe top op a rock outcrop, Chane and

Chess had a view of the path. It was below, and sone
di stance away, and the noonlight cast eerie shadows
where the slopes rose above it. But it was a view, and
Chane crouched there, staring in wonder at the dark
shapes movi ng down the cutback slope. Dozens were in
view, people of all sizes. Some were dwarves, and sone
were taller - humans, perhaps. Sone scanpered al ong
the downward path, turning often to |ook back. Sone
noved nmore slowy, clinging to one another; sone sup-
porting others, some being carried.

Behi nd the first wave of refugees cane a small knot of
figures brandi shing spears and swords, noving slowy.
A few were shouting at those ahead, urging them on

O hers at the rear faced back up the path, their weapons
at the ready.

"Sonmebody's chasing them" Chess said. "That's their
rear guard. | wonder who's after them"”

Slowy the fleeing people nmade their way down the an-
gled by-path, disappearing by twos and threes as they
reached the cut back below and rounded the shoul der
there. Shouts and cries carried upward, distorted by the
spires and tunbles of the nmountainside and by distance.

"Let's get closer," Chane decided. "I can't tell anything
fromhere." He rose and turned to find the kender already
gone, scranbl i ng across t unbl e- sl opes, | eaping from

stone to stone, heading for a better view of the path.
Chane hurried after him

For long nonents the dwarf and the kender were out
of sight of the path, but then they energed on a |[|edge di-
rectly above it and | ooked down the Iength of the sloping
angl e between cutbacks. The path was enpty now, as far
as they could see. But just opposite the two, in a shad-
owed canyon from which the path enmerged, sonething

was noving, comng toward the turn. Heavy footfalls
crunched in the rubble of the path. Footfalls... and a
deep, harsh voice that broke into cruel |aughter

" See em run!" t he voi ce runbled up from the
shadows. "Blood an' gore. M, | go an' find ne nore.

Bash 'ere skulls an' break 'ere bones! Let 'em go? Haw
Not ne. Not Loam "



The figure that energed fromthe darkness was huge -
a massive, wde-bodied thing that |oped down the path

on bowed, gnarled legs. It <carried a huge club in one
hand, which it flailed as though it were a tw g.

"%ake 'em run!" the thing bellowed as it passed di-
rectly below the dwarf and the kender. "Make 'emfleet
Make 'emdie... in agony. Hee, hee!"

It skidded in the rubble, faltered for just an instant,
and changed course, heading down the cut back where
the fl eeing peopl e had gone.

"What in tarnish is that?" Chane whispered

"Ugly, isn't it!" the kender said. 'They're even uglier in
front. Here, 1'll show you."

Before Chane could react, the kender stood, drew his
hoopak-sling, and sent a large pebble flying after the
nmonster. The pebbl e bounced off the thing's skull wth a
distant thud. Howling, the nonster slapped a massive
hand to its insulted head and spun around. Mon-red
eyes in a massive, heavy-browed face darted this way
and that, then canme to rest on the dwarf and the kender

"Qops, " Chess said.

Wth a roar that reverberated off the mountain peaks,
the great <creature started up the path toward them
swi nging its club.

"Anyway," Chess said, "now you have a better |ook at
it. I'll bet you' ve never seen an ogre before. Have you?"

"Puny things!" the ogre roared, gai ni ng nomentum
"Throw rock at ne? Loamlast thing you will see!"

"What did you do that for?" the dwarf grow ed. "Now
| ook what -"

"I didn't expect himto be quite so cranky," Chess ex-
pl ained, interrupting. H's hoopak-sling sang and an-
other pebble - this one larger - smashed into the
advancing ogre's face, full on his w de nose. Dark blood

spurted, then dripped dowward, veiling the thing' s gro-
tesque nmouth. The ogre roared again and sprinted to-
ward them

"I think he's really angry," the kender said. "This one's

yours. |'d better |ook around and see if there are others."
"What ?" Chane turned, but the kender was al ready
gone, leaping ninbly from one rock to anot her, up-

sl ope, pausing here and there to peer down into the shad-
owed pat hway bel ow.

"Rust and tarnish!" Chane stared at the advanci ng
monster. The thing was tall enough to reach himwth
its club, even from the path below the rock where he
still crouched. And it was conming fast. He fingered the
hilt of his sword, then decided against it and unslung his
hanmer .

"Kharas aid nme now," the dwarf breathed.

Backing up a step from the edge of the rock, Chane
gl anced quickly at its noonlit top, then knelt and swung.
He struck stone with the spike-end of his hamrer. Again

he swung. Then the dwarf ducked as a hand the size of
his back appeared above the stone and swng a nassive
club that whuffed over him

Chane's hammer rang again on the surface of the
stone, and again. The great club rose above him and de-



scended, crunching into the stone beside him wth a
sound of thunder. Again the cudgel was raised aloft, and
this time Chane had to throw hinmself to one side as it
smashed down where he had been. He rolled, righted
hinsel f, and swung his hanmer agai n. The weapon's
spi ke sank into stone, rmaking another hole in a precise
line of holes that - he hoped - followed a faint flaw line
in the rock.

Just beyond and below the rock outcrop, the ogre
| eaped upward. For an instant its eyes were level wth
Chane's. The dwarf dodged, and the club descended
again, raising a cloud of stonepowder. The ogre's roar
was a rising, echoing thunder of rage. The club thudded
here and there, searching for Chane... then paused.
The sounds beyond told the dwarf that the nonster was
clinmbing. He sighted on the fault |line and swung agai n.

The top of the ogre's head cane into view, then its
eyes. The creature bellowed in huge pleasure when it saw
that the dwarf was trapped there with sheer cliff at his
back and no place to go. The ogre clung to the stone and
raised its nassive club. Chane scooped stone dust and
threwit into the huge, grinning, bloody face.

The ogre roared in rage, lost its hold, and dropped
from view Quickly, though, it started clinbing again.
Chanc's hamer rang. The sound of its inmpact was dif-
ferent now, a slight, hollow echo acconpanying each
stroke. And the spike sank deeper into the stone with
each swing. Again the nassive hand appeared with its
club, and descended a blow that would have flattened
and crushed the dwarf, had it found him Chane panted,
concentrating on his work. The scrabbling sounds of
clumsy clinbing began again, and the ogre's head cane
into view.

Chane raised his hammer one last time, whispered,
"Reorx, guide nmy maul," and brought it down against the

stone. The sound of the inpact seemed to go on and on
the ringing strike becomng a deep, low grinding sound
as the fault opened... a hair line that becane an inch
then another inch... then a cleft a foot across, that wid-
ened abruptly and crashed away into the walled path-
way below, carrying the ogre wth it. Chane crept to the
newly sheared edge of the outcrop and | ooked down.
The pathway beneath was a junble of fallen stone, its
wal led opening filled halfway to the top. A cloud of

stone dust hung above it, veiling the nmoons' |ight.
Slinging his hamer, Chane took his sword in hand
and bounded down to the rockfall, searching for open-

ings. He found a wide slit, thrust his sword into it, and
prodded as far as the blade would go. Somewhere under -
foot, distant-sounding and nuffled, the ogre howled in
out rage. Chane went | ooking for w der fissures.

He was still darting back and forth across the tunble
of slab-stone when the kender reappeared, just above,
crouched on the sheared |edge. "What did you do with
your ogre?" the smaller one asked. "I hear him but
don't see him"

"He's under these rocks," the dwarf snapped. "I can't
reach him"

"Well, that's not so bad," Chess shrugged. "That neans



he can't reach you, either. O course, if you' d killed him
first, then buried him you wouldn't have this sort of
problem Don't you know anyt hi ng about ogres?"

"This is the first one | ever saw," Chane grow ed, prod-
ding into another crack wth his swrd. Beneath the
rocks sonething yel ped, and the pile of stone shuddered.

"Well, vyou may have the chance to see sonme nore, if
that's what you want. There's sonmething else up there -
quite a distance away, but definitely up the path. It m ght
be another ogre... maybe several. They tend to cone
i n bunches, you know. "

"No, | didn't know "

"Kind of like goblins,” the kender said. 'You hardly
ever find one goblin wthout finding a lot of goblins.
Whi ch reminds ne, | thought for a minute up there that |
could snell goblins. Have you ever snelled goblins?"

"Not intentionally. What do they snell |ike?"

"Ch, | don't know. " The kender pondered it, finding
the challenge interesting. "They snell |I|ike, uh, maybe a
sort of a mxture of fresh manure and dead frogs. | don't
know. CGobl i ns snell like goblins. Anyway, you don't

generally find ogres and goblins in the same place at the
same time. That's why | was surprised to snell goblins.”

Chane nmade a final pass from one end of the rockfal
to the other, but found no opening |arge enough to reach
the buried ogre with nore than just the tip of his sword.
The kender, watching him went to one of the cracks the
dwarf had already tried and inserted the butt-end of his
hoopak, then plunged it downward as hard and as deep
as he was able. Beneath their feet, the pile of stones rum
bled and quaked, and a trilling bellow energed fromvar-
i ous crevices.

"I think he's ticklish," Chess observed.

"I think we should get out of here before he really be-

cones irritated,” Chane said. Thoughtfully, he reached
into his pack and touched the hard, warmfacets of Spell-
binder. Instantly the faint, green guideline was there,

| eading up the switchback trail, heading for the pass high
above. Yet the kender said there were nore ogres up
there, and nmaybe goblins, as well. Chane realized that he
had never seen a goblin either. He didn't relish the idea of
neeting some of them just now, though. The ordeal with
the ogre had | eft himshaken

"maybe the thing to do," he told hinself, "is to go after
those people who were running down the path and find
out what they know about what's waiting above."

Chess | ooked around, frowning. "Don't you want to
see for yourself? | do."

"I"d just as soon know what |I'm getting nyself into be-
fore | get into it," Chane decided aloud. "I'mgoing to talk
to sone of those people. You can go on wup there if you
want to."

"CGood idea," sonething soundl ess seenmed to say. "Let's

go."

"Hush, Zap," the kender said. "I know what you're try-
ing to do."

"M sery," the spell nourned.

The dwarf gl anced around. He was grow ng accus-



tomed to the ditherings of the kender's conpanion, but it
still bothered him

"Zap thinks if 1 take himfar enough away fromyou
and Spel | bi nder, that he can happen," Chess said wth a
shrug.

The dwarf had already started back down the zigzag
trail, so the kender followed him Chess |ooked back to-
ward the distant heights now and then and w shed the
old spell hadn't attached itself to him

Full rmorning lay on the valley by the time Chane and
t he kender rounded a bluff on the nountain's |ong slope
and saw people ahead. Were a streamcame down from
the heights, two rough canps had been established, a
few hundred yards apart. The |larger canp, and farthest
from the rising mountain, was of dwarves. The nearer
smal ler camp - no nore than a few cookfires and bits of
beddi ng where injured people rested - held a few dozen
humans.

As the dwarf and the kender neared, those humans ca-
pabl e of hol di ng weapons cane out part way and forned
a defensive line, watching the newconers carefully. In
the dwarf canp beyond, people scurried here and there;
twenty or thirty dwarves soon came at a run to join the
human fighters.

When t hey wer e near enough, Chane cupped his
hands at his cheeks and called, "Hello there! Can we join
you? W' re peaceful!”

There was hesitation, then a burly human with a ful
beard stepped out of the line and called, "Wuo are you?"

"I'm Chane Feldstone,” the dwarf returned. "That's
Chestal Thicketsway. W were on our way up the nmoun-
tain when you passed us. | want to talk to you."

"There were ogres and goblins behind us," the nman
sai d, shading his eyes against the norning sun. "If you

cane fromthere, how did you get past thenf"

"W only saw one ogre," Chane called, "and no gob-
lins, though there may have been sone hi gher up."
"How di d you get past the ogre you saw?"

Chest al Thi cket sway danced f orward, past Chane.
"Chane Feldstone is a fanpbus warrior," he shouted. "He
dunped rocks on your ogre and buried him™

“I''m not fampus,"” Chane hissed at the beam ng kender
He turned his attention to the people ahead. C oser now,
he could see them clearly. Many of them had fresh,
bound wounds, and those huddling in the tw canps be-

yond were in a sorry shape. "Who are you people?" he
call ed. "Where have you cone fronP"

The humans and dwarves - and wonen anong them
Chane noted, of both races - relaxed visibly as the two

strangers canme near and they saw that they weren't gob-
lins. The burly man lowered his pike and tapped hinself

on the chest with a griny thunb. "I'm Canber Meld.
That's Fleece Ironhill over there.” He pointed toward a
gray-bearded hill dwarf standing just ahead of a phal anx
of armed soldiers. "W're chiefs of our people. W

have - er, had - villages a mle apart in the Vale of Res-
pite. That's the next valley over. H s people are herders.
Mne are growers. O were." He |ooked around, bl ank-
eyed. "l guess what you see is all that are left."



Chane stopped just a few paces fromthe |eaders, |ook-
ing fromone to the other. "Wat happened?”

"They fell on wus just at daybreak," the dwarven chi ef
said. "An arny of goblins and several ogres. First ny vil-
| age, then Canber's. We didn't have a chance."

"W fought,” the man corrected. "For three days, we
fought, first in the villages, then retreating up the sl opes.
But there were too many of them and we weren't pre-
par ed for defense. There haven't ever been goblins
around here, and not nany ogres."

"But there are now," Fleece grow ed.

Chane stared at them bewi |l dered. "What did they
want ? Wy did they attack you?"

"Base for the Conmander," the dwarven chief said.

"One of ny herders hid in a ravine and heard sone of
themtal king. That's what they said. 'The Vale of Respite
would serve as a base for the Commander.' And they
were taking slaves."

"I's that why they foll owed you over the ridge?" Chane

asked.
"Ogres followed," the dwarven chief muttered. "Two
of them at |east, though one nay have stopped to tor-

ture a few of our people who fell behind. The other one
was right behind us."

"Wy do ogres follow anyone?" t he human | eader
snarled at Chane. "To torture, to nutilate, to kill." He
| ooked at Chane curiously. "But you got him huh?"

"I didn't kill him" Chane said. "I tried to, but all | man-

aged was to bury himunder sone rock."
"We irritated him though," Chess said hel pfully.
The dwarven chief also was gazing at Chane, studying

him 'You don't look like a hill dwarf," he said.

“"I'mnot. I'mfrom Thorbardin."

The hill dwarf sucked in his breath, his eyes narrow ng
to slits. He half-raised the axe he carried, then shrugged
and let it down. "Muntain dwarf,"” he runbled. "But I

guess that war was over a long time ago."
Chane thought abruptly of the ice-field - only a few

mles away - where two kinds of dwarves remained fro-
zen in bl oody, ancient conflict. "I hope so," he said.
Chapter 17

The dwarf and the kender rested that nigtt in
t he humans' canp. Despite Fleece Ironhill's concession, a
mountain dwarf still was nore welcone anong humans
than anong hill dwarves. What remai ned in their
packs - a few pounds of dried cat, sone rolls of goose,
and a piece of flatbread - they shared. The hunans in

turn shared sone of the meager provisions they had car-
ried in their retreat fromthe goblin marauders.

It was a sad and sorry canp, as was the dwarf canp
just beyond. Everywhere, there were injured people.
And everywhere there was grief.

Chane sat apart for a time, talking with the human

chi ef, Camber Meld. Then he curled up and went to

sl eep, wondering how he was to follow the path of the

old warrior, Gallen, if that path led right into a fresh



nest of arnmed goblins and bl oodthirsty ogres.

Chestal Thicketsway, still wde awake and excited by
the rate at which new adventures were com ng al ong,
roamed about the two canps for a time, then clinbed a

hill and sat on top of it, watching the nmoons creep across
t he sky.

In the distance, he could see the hooded fires of the ref-
ugee canps, where Chane Fel dstone sl ept. The kender

felt at his side and frowned. He didn't have his pouch
with him He had left it with his pack, back there at the
canp. And he had his hoopak, but no pebbles. |medi-
ately Chess scouted around and found several good peb-
bles. He then felt nuch nore confortable.

It was oddly quiet, he noticed. Not so much as a
whi nper from Zap. Chess's eyes wi dened, and he
whirled to | ook again at the distant fires, abruptly realiz-
ing that he was a long way from Spellbinder. 'Woops,"

he muttered. Turning full «circle, slowWy, speaking dis-
tinctly, he said, "Now, listen, Zap, | think we ought to
talk about this. I'm sure we can find a civilized way
to.... Zap? Are you listening? I'd really just as soon
you behave yourself for a while longer. There's no reason
to go off half... Zap? Zap! \Were are you, anyway?"

Not hi ng responded. There was not the slightest hint of
the old spell's presence.

"Zap, are you hiding fromnme?" The kender peered al
about even though he knew that there would be nothing
to see. "Look, if wyou'retired of following ne around,
that's all right with ne. No problemat all. |I never could
figure out why you were tagging after ne in the first
pl ace." He paused and listened again. "If you want to just
head out on vyour own, | certainly won't hold a grudge.
In fact, that nmight be the best thing you could do. Just go
al ong by yourself - the farther the better, of course, and
do your destiny, whatever that 1is. You might get a rea
bang out of that, don't you think?" The kender frowned

at the absolute lack of response. "Zap! | know you're
around somewhere. \Were are you?"
Still there was no answer. The kender sat on a rock

deep in thought. Mybe the spell had come up wth a
new tactic, he reasoned. Maybe it would try to convince
himthat it was gone, to lull himinto taking it to where it
could explode. On the other hand, maybe this was al-
ready far enough away for it to expl ode.

Then again, maybe it wasn't here at all. But if not,
where was it? It had been attached to himsince the day
on the old battlefield where he had first met it. How
could it be unattached now? Unless...

Chess snapped his fingers and grinned. He had left his
pouch and his pack at the humans' canp. Maybe it
wasn't him that Zap was attached to, but his bel ongings.
Maybe it was attached to his pouch! That could explain

the awful wailing the spell had been doing, up on the
mountainside. If it was attached to his pouch and Spell -
bi nder had been in his pouch... well, he could see how

Zap nmight have been pretty unhappy about that.

Wth a grin, Chestal Thicketsway realized that he had
found a solution to a problem |If Zap was attached to his
pouch, all he needed to do was nake a new pouch and go



off and | eave the old one. Then he'd be rid of the pesky

spell once and for all. He began to think about the nate-
rials he woul d need for a pouch

"Hel | ot here," a voice said. "Isthatyou?"

Chess junped to his feet, spinning around.

"Up here,” the voice said nore slowy. "It's ne, Bob-
bin. Do you have any raisins |"

Over head, the w de-wi nged soarwagon fl oated, shad-

ow in the light of the two noons. Chess waved, and the
gnome did sonmething to his controls, bringing the nma-
chine lower still.

"I don't have any raisins," the kender said. "Sorry.
VWhat are you doi ng here?"

"Scouting,"” Bobbin explained. "I've sort of signed on
as chief scout for the W ngover company. . . si nce
have nothing better to do. I'm |ooking for danger. Do
you have any?"

"Not right now," Chess admitted. "I had an ogre a

whi | e back, though. That's pretty dangerous. And from
what | hear, there's plenty of danger beyond those peaks,

over in the Vale of Respite. Goblins and ogres have taken
t he place over. Those people out there by the fires are ref-
ugees. Wy don't you talk to thenP"

"I've been trying to," Bobbi n  snapped, "but ny
soar wagon needs some adj ust nent  of its aerodynanic
equi val ences... which | will attend to if | ever get back
on the ground. |'ve been trying since early evening to get
to that canp, but | keep winding up sonewhere else. |
guess you'll have to give ne nmy report. Goblins and
ogres, you say? And you actually net one of the ogres?
VWhat's his side of the story?"

"I don't know. | didn't stop to chat."

"Wl l, where's the ogre now?"

"He's up on the nountain, buried under several tons of
rock. Chane Fel dstone buried him"

"Chane Fel dstone? |'ve heard that nane."”

"I wouldn't be surprised. He's famous, you know. Not

rich, but well on his way to being famous. |'m hel ping
him" The kender grinned proudly. 'You can help, too, if
you'll spread the word. Just tell anybody you happen to
see that Chane Feldstone is a fanous warrior."

"I suppose | can do that," the gnone agreed. "Where is

Chane Fel dstone?"

"He's over there where those people are canped. He's
asl eep, though. Burying ogres is tiring work."

"Well, Wngover wants to know what's going on. |
wonder - The ghorme paused, thinking, then said,
"Maybe we could offset the lateral drift ratio in this
thing, if you'd help."

"What do you want ne to do?" the kender asked
doubt ful l'y.

“I"ll drop a line. You grab it, and naybe you can tow
me over to where those people are.”

A length of stout rope snaked downward from the un-
derside of the soarwagon. Chess dutifully slung his
hoopak on his back and grasped the rope in both hands.
"Now what ?" the kender call ed.

"Now just start walking, and I'll try to follow along."

Chess shrugged, hauled the rope tight, and started to



wal k. For a dozen steps, the gnone's craft crept al ong

above him obediently. Then it stalled in a draft and
edged to one side. The kender took a tighter grip and
haul ed it back toward the proper course.

"This my wrk out," the gnonme called down. "Just
keep going and hold tight to that line, and... oh, cross-
current! Hang on!"

Chess clung to the Iline as the soarwagon nosed up, and
suddenly realized that his feet were no longer on the

ground. He |ooked down. The hill where he had rested
was falling away below, as was the rest of the world.
Moonl i t | andscapes wi dened beneath him shrinking

away to miniature forests, streanms, trails, and ridges.
H gher and hi gher the soarwagon soared, the bit inits
teeth now and the winds of altitude under its wi ngs.
"Wuld you |l ook at that," the kender breathed. "Ww
What a view "
Above him the gnome nuttered and swore, working
at his controls. "Linkjoint!" he said in obvious annoy-

ance. "The zag and the zig have reversed again. | thought
| had that fixed." He | eaned out from his basket, squint-
ing as he peered downward. "Are you still there?"

"I certainly hope so," Chess assured him "Oherw se
["min a lot of trouble.”

"Well, don't just hang there gawking! Come up here

and help me. You can hand ne ny tools."

"How do | get up there?" Chess asked.

"Just a mnute. Wen | get ny hands free, [I'Il winch
you up. Don't go away."

"I wouldn't dreamof it," the kender assured him

Monent s passed, then Chess felt the rope inching up-
ward toward the belly of the gnonme's invention. Wnch-
teeth rattled above, and the great, shadowy wi ngs
seemed to close down on the kender |ike storm clouds de-
scending. He rotated slowy as he rose, and suddenly
there was a w ckerwork surface before him

"Clinmb in," Bobbin ordered. "Then hand me that
wobbl e-w ench. | have to readjust the nose attitude."

Chess clinbed into the basket, found and handed over
a strange-looking tool, then resuned his sightseeing.
"Where are we goi ng?"

"I don't know, " the gnome snapped. "How should |
know? | never know where |'mgoing fromone mnute to
the next. | spend all ny time just trying to get from where
| didn't want to go back to where | shouldn't have been in

the first place. Hand me the washer-pull."

An hour passed, and then another, while the gnone
did things to his controls and the kender passed tools.
Ri sing nountainscapes crept by below, cliffs and crags,
moonlit steeps and shadowy canyons. Then hi gh peaks

appeared to either side. Finally, anot her | andscape,
which fell away toward a distant w de valley where fires
burned and smoke clung like fog in the |ower reaches,

spread bel ow t hem
"I"1l bet that's where all those goblins are," Chess said.
“I"lIl bet that's the Vale of Respite.”
The gnonme paused to | ook. "Is there danger there?"
"Fromwhat | hear, there is."



"Then 1'd better tell Wngover about it - ah! There,
now. Here, Chess, you hold these two strings. Just hang
on to them and don't let them slip. I think | «can turn
around now. "

Bobbin drew a pair of strings and let several others
sl acken. The soarwagon tipped its w ngs and soared into
a wide turn, spanning several mles of valley below in the
process.

"Can we go down for a better |ook?" Chess wondered
al oud.

"What do you want to | ook at?"

"Whatever's down there. Let's go see." In his excite-
ment the kender eased his hold on the two strings, and
the soarwagon's nose pi tched downward. Abruptly they

were in a screamng dive, straight down, with terrain ris-
ing to neet them

"Ch, let ne have those!" Bobbin |eaned over, took the
strings away from the kender, and pulled on them The
dive flattened out, and the flying nachine raced over the
tops of leafless trees toward a pall of snoke just ahead.

"This is a lot better," Chess observed, |leaning far out
fromthe basket for a better view

The snoke was a thick darkness underlit by the flanes

of many fires - burning houses, burning sheds, huts
abl aze, and haystacks snmoldering. An entire village was
burning, and in the distance another lay in ash and em
bers. As the flying nachine swept over the fires, Chess
saw dozens of goblins below, tending the fires and bring-
ing things to throw upon them A few slit-nouthed faces
turned upward as the soarwagon passed, and gaped at
the contrivance sailing through the snpokes. Sonething
struck the soarwagon's frame and glanced away. The
basket twanged, and Chess glanced around to find a
bronze dart protruding through the w cker, inches from
hi s thigh.

"Do you suppose we've seen enough?" he asked Bob-
bi n.

A flanming bolt arced upward ahead of them and the
gnonme veered his machine to the right. "If those people
set ny wings afire -"

"Those aren't people. Those are goblins."

Anot her bolt whisked by. Wthout hesitation, Chess
unslung his hoopak, dug a pebble fromhis tunic, and
twi sted around in the basket to send the stone zinging on
its way. Below and behind them a goblin howed in
pai n.

Bobbi n gl anced at the hoopak thoughtfully. "I wshI"'d
thought to nount sonething like that on the soarwa-
gon," he said.

The kender shrugged. "It's just a hoopak."

They were past the burning village then, and cl osing
on the second village, which was little nore than gl ow
ing sparks wafting from piles of ash. Chess pointed
ahead. "Aha!" he said. "Ogres."

"Where?" Bobbin leaned to look, and the soarwagon
executed a barrel roll at treetop level. The kender clung
to the basket as the gnome worked frantically to get the
contrivance right side up again. Wen finally it was fly-
i ng upright and | evel, Bobbin said, "Sorry about that."



Chess shook his head. "I have an idea.... You tend to

the navigation, and I'll do the sightseeing.”

"How many ogres did you see?"

"Three, | think. Can you turn around and go over
again? I'll count them"

"Never mnd," the gnome said. "In certain circum
stances an informed estimate is as acceptable as quantita-
tive data. I'mgoing to try to -"

The soarwagon's nose lofted, and the Vale of Respite
fell away behind them as the machine headed for the sky.
Bobbin westled with his control strings and nuttered to

hinself: "Don't know why it does that... only trying
for a reasonable rate of ascent... something about the
angle of trimon the horizontal vanes, | suppose.”

VWhen he succeeded in leveling the soarwagon out, it
was approaching the peaks again, heading nore or |ess
west .

"Wuld you classify what we saw back there as dan-
ger?" Bobbi n asked.

"It certainly |ooked dangerous to ne," Chess said
brightly.
"Then | expect | should tell Wngover about it. | agreed

to do that, you know "

"Do you suppose you can drop ne off on the way?"

“I'"1l try." The gnome nmanipulated strings, and the
soarwagon sailed over nmoonlit ridgetops, then down to-
ward the refugee canps a few mles beyond the slopes. "I
think we can -"

A crosswind fluttered the box-kite nose of the contriv-
ance, and it veered aside, then nosed up and headed for
the sky again, straight wup and gaining speed. "Ch, no.
Link failure!" the gnone cursed

Chapter 18

"This is Chane's," Jilian stated, turning the rough
hamrer over in her hands. "I'mpositive it is.”

It was a crude tool, obviously wought by soneone

who had al nost not hi ng to work with. Wngover
crouched beside the prinmtive stone forge and brushed
his hand across the cold ashes inits firepit, then turned
his attention to a nudstone thing beside it, puzzling over
what it mght be. A piece of rock - tough, flaky nud-
stone that had been shaped into a rough oval with a flat
top - its sides were bound with sapling wthes.
W ngover glanced at the firepit forge again, then realized
that the nudstone thing, bound as it was atop a fallen
log, had served as an anvil. A contrivance beside the
forge mght have served as a bellows. Flakes of stone

fallen around the makeshift anvil indicated that soneone
had done sonething here recently.

"Interesting," the man nuttered. "Woever was here
certainly made do with what was at hand. But how can
you be sure it was Chane?"

"He made this hamer,"” Jilian said cheerfully. "See, it
has his mark on it. CF. Just like on his nickeliron dagger."

She handed the tool back to Wngover, and he studied
it. "I thought it mght be a hanmrer,” he said. "So we can



suppose that Chane Feldstone did stop here and make
hinself a hamrer. Wy would he have gone off and |eft
it?"

"Ch, Chane wouldn't have wanted anything as crude
as that," the girl explained, wondering again at the vagar-
ies of the human mind. This human seemed quite intelli-
gent in many ways, but there were sone things he just
didn't seem to grasp. Things any dwarf woul d under -
stand i nmedi at el y.

The man stood and frowned at her. "Well, if he nmade it
and didn't want to keep it, what did he do with it?"

"He used it to nake another hammer, of course.”

W ngover sighed and shook his head. Jilian was prob-
ably right, he decided. It sounded |ike good dwarven
| ogi c.

"The inscriptionis right there." She pointed. "Right on
top. Here..." Opening her small pack, Jilian brought
out a beautiful dagger with a nirror-bright blade and a
grip of ebony and brass. "Here, see the inscription on this

bl ade? It's the sane as the one on that hamrer. | inagine
we'll find himjust any time now. Don't you think so?"
W ngover didn't answer . He was wal ki ng sl ow y

around the forge site, looking at the ground. He <circled it
twi ce, stopped, and squatted for a closer look at sone-
thing. Then he circled it again and stopped to |ook again,

in adifferent place. "There's no clear trail," he said fi-
nally. "He mght have gone anywhere fromhere. But he
wasn't alone. There were others with him - at |east one,

maybe nmore. One was a hunan, about ny size."
She blinked up at him "How do you know t hat ?"
"The sane way you know this thing is Chane's ham

mer, | guess. | know what to look for. It's called reading
signs. "

"Qutside certainly is different from Thorbardin," Jilian
observed. "In Thorbardin, signs are witten on planks or

linen and hung on walls for people to see. They say
things like, 'Trespassers WIl Be Mitilated," or 'CGorlums
Friendly Furs,' or 'No Aghar Allowed.' "

"Those are signs," the man said. "This is a sign... in
this case, footprints. But they've been here a while, so
can't tell where the trail |eads fromhere."

"Then let's keep going the way we were going and see
what el se we can find," Jilian decided.

He shrugged and stepped toward the horse. "Come on
then. 111 help you up onto Ceekay," Wngover said. "I'll
wal k and lead for a while. Maybe | can pick up a trail."

"Il walk, too," the dwarf said, backing away a step
"I"ve had enough riding for a while."

"Ceekay doesn't mind," he told her. "Rideif vyou like."

"He may not, but | do. | hurt."

"You hurt?" He glanced around at her. "Where?"

"That's none of your business,"” the dwarven girl
snapped, her cheeks turning pink

"Ch, | see," he grinned. "Saddle sores, huh? It won't
last long. 1'll bet this is the first horse you ever rode."

"l never even saw a horse until | left Thorbardin," she
admitted. "I don't mean the people there don't have

horses, of ~course. A lot do, but they don't bring them
into Thorbardin. They keep them outside, in the pas-



tures beyond Sout hgate."

"I know that," he said alittle testily. He took up
Ceekay's reins and led off, heading north. Jilian foll owed,
grateful to have her feet on solid ground again instead of
bouncing along on her bottom behind Wngover in his
hard saddle. Riding a horse was just one of thousands of
i nteresting new experiences she would have to tell Silicia
about when she returned to Thorbardin.

They had gone nearly two mnmiles and had come into
open, rolling | and when W ngover gl anced westward,
shaded his eyes, and then pointed. Above distant tree-
tops, wide wngs tilted in a descending turn. Bobbin was

back.
Jilian squinted, shading her eyes as W ngover had
done. "I think he has soneone with him" she said.
The flying thing closed until it was directly overhead,

sixty feet above. Two heads appeared at the wcker rail,
sil houettes against bright sky. The one farthest aft cup-
ped his hands and called, "Do you have any raisins yet?"

"Sorry!" Wngover shouted. "Still no raisins, but we
have sone other food." He beckoned to Jilian. "Can you
get sonething together to send up to hinP"

She nodded and began openi ng packs. "Ri ght away."

W ngover shouted al oft, "Wat do you have to re-
port ?"

There was hesitation above, then the gnone replied,
"Chane Feldstone is a fambus warrior!" Mre dinmy, they
heard hi m ask his passenger, "How was that?"

"Perfect," another voice said aloft. "Tell enough people
that, and he'll be really fanbus in no tinme at all. Then al
he has to worry about is howto get rich."

"That's a kender," Wngover noted. 'Where in Krynn

did that gnonme get a kender?" he asked, not really ex-
pecting an answer. "And what kind of report is that?"
He started to repeat his question, but Jilian Firestoke

had junped to her feet, dancing wth excitenent. "Have
you seen Chane Fel dstone?" she shout ed. "That's who
we're | ooking for!"

"All I know is, he's fanmous." Bobbin responded. "Onh,
yes, and we saw danger. If that food is ready, 1'll try to let
down a line." Wthout warni ng the soarwagon | urched,

nosed upward, and shot away, straight wup into the bright
sky. In a nonment it was a tiny dot, circling wldly, this
way and that.

An hour passed, and part of another, before the flying

thing approached Wngover and Jilian again. This tine,
as it conpleted its final pass, a rope descended from be-
neath it and a small figure slid down to the end of the

rope and clung there. He touched down on ninble feet as
t he soarwagon agai n hovered just overhead.

Jilian ran to neet the newconer, took the rope from
him and attached a parcel of food to it. A wnch creaked

over their heads, and the rope rose as it was reeled in. Ji-
l[ian gaped at the newcomer. She had never seen a kender
before. He was no taller than herself and slight of build.
H's clothing was strangely colored, and he had a forked
stick slung at his back. He grinned at her - a friendly,
open grin on a childlike face that was neither hunman nor



elf and certainly not dwarf - but was not so very differ-
ent from any of them What she had first thought was a
beard, she now realized was a great nmane of hair coiled
and | ooped around his neck, resenbling a fur collar

“I"1l bet you're Jilian," the kender said. "That dwarf -

ah, | mean Chane - has nentioned you several tines."
He executed a slight, courtly bow "I'm Chestal Thick-
etsway. |'ve been helping Chane beconme rich and fanmous

so he can go back to Thorbardin and do unpl easant
things to your father."
"Where i s he?" she managed to say.

"Your father? | don't know | haven't seen him On,
you nmean Chane? He's out there a fewmles... kind of
that direction... canping wth a bunch of refugees
fromthe Vale of Respite. |1'll bet you won't even recog-

nize him in his new suit. Does he know you're com ng?
He didn't mention that to ne."

W ngover hurried to them and glanced at Chess. "A
kender, " he nmut t er ed. Thr owi ng back his head, he
shouted at the gnome above. "Wat was that about dan-
ger? What ki nd of danger?"

" Ask him" Bobbi n shout ed back. "He knows nore
about it than | do. I don't suppose you have a nunber
el even sprocket on you, do you? | think 1'Il try to nmodify
the trimbracing to see if that will - oh, gearslip! Here it

goes agai n!"

Wth a shudder, the soarwagon edged off to one side,
dropped its nose, and ran straight at those on the
ground. As one, Wngover, Jilian, and Chess spraw ed
f ace- down. The soarwagon's wire wheels whi sked over
them It leveled out just above the ground and sped to-
ward the base of a tall tree a hundred yards away. At the
last nonment it nosed up and clinbed, clipping twigs as it
shaved the treetop and headed for distant skies. A stream

of angry words drifted back on the breeze.

Those on the ground got to their feet and stared after
the contrivance. 'What was that he was shouting?" Jilian
asked. "What kind of words were those?"

"Gnhonencl ature,” the human sighed. He turned to the
enthrall ed kender. "My nane is Wngover," he said. "I'm
in charge of this expedition... or at least | Kkeep telling

nyself that. And | guess if we're to learn anything, it wll
have to be fromyou."

* *k k* k* %

The refugees from the Vale of Respite had noved far-
ther west, deeper into Waykeep Valley. Pens were being
built for livestock, and a few huts had been erected for
the sick and injured. Exploring parties were ranging out-
ward, followed by gatherers gleaning field and forest for
supplies to help last out the winter. And a strong guard
perimeter was nmaintained to the -east, though there had
been no evi dence of any further pursuit.

Though he was anxious to be on his way, Chane Feld-
stone had put off his quest 1ong enough to build a sturdy
pit-forge and begin the making of tools that the refugees
woul d need. Scavengers from both the human and dwar-
ven canps were sifting through the ruins of nearby an-



cient gnomish artifacts, recovering netal to be fired and
beaten into tools and weapons to replace things they had
| eft behind when the goblin force attacked.

Chane was shaping a serviceable anvil and show ng
some of the younger hill dwarves how to cut bl ade-stock
when the hum of conversation around him died, and he
| ooked up. And gawked.

Jilian Firestoke stood before him staring in profound
di sbelief. Jilian Firestoke, who was supposed to be safely
home in the Daewar district of Thorbardin. She stood
just yards away, here in the wlderness, dressed in rugged
trail garb and sturdy boots, with a broadsword slung at
her back. Still, beyond all doubt she was the sane Jilian
Firestoke who so often filled his dreams. Myrning sun
danced in her hair and gleaned in her bright eyes, and
Chane sinply stared at her

"What on Krynn are you doing?" she asked. "Those
clothes... | never saw anything |ike those. And your
cheeks are ruddier than before. You |ook older, too.
What is that?" She pointed at his face.

Chane groped for words and found none.

"That spot on his head?" the grinning kender beside Ji-
lian asked. "The red nbon gave him that. It has sone-
thing to do with the crystal he has. The Spell bi nder."

Chane tried again. "J - Jilian?"

"I told you he'd be surprised,"” the kender chatted.

"Surprised?" A tall mn wth sword and flinthide
shield cane into Chane's shocked and narrowed view.
"I'"d say he's speechl ess.™

"Wh - What are you... ah... Jilian?"

"OfF course I'm Jilian." The dwarven girl shook her
head. "Chane, you look so strange. Were did you get
t hat cl ot hi ng?"

"He hollowed out a kitty cat." The kender giggled. "It
was his first step toward becom ng rich and fanous."

The wor ds crowdi ng and jostling each other at
Chanc's lips finally sorted thenselves out. In a roar that
stunned those facing himand set them back a step, he
said, "Jilian, what are you doi ng here?"

"Way..." She blinked large, startled eyes. "Wy, |
cane to find you. I found out what ny father did, and
t hought you m ght be in trouble.™

Chane's mouth hung open for a |long nmoment, then he
closed it wth a snap. H's eyes blazing, Chane cane
around the forge. He strode to Jilian and pointed a shak-
ing finger at her nose. "That is the stupidest thing | ever
heard! O all the.... Don't you knowit's dangerous out
here? You could be hurt! You could be... Jilian, for
Reorx's sake! You have no business outside, nuch |ess
out here in the wlderness!”

Her voice shook and her eyes blinked rapidly as she
poi nted out, "You're here."

"That's different! | can take care of myself!"

Jilian was silent for a nonent, the set of her face
changing from bewilderment to a snoldering anger. She
threw back her shoulders and planted her hands on her

hips. "Well, by all that's rustproof, so can I."
Chane glanced at the kender. "Were did you find



her ?"

Chess indicated the man with the flinthide shield. "She
was wth him"

Chane pivoted toward the man and raised his ham
nmer. "You brought her here? By what right -"

"Don't shake that thing at ne," Wngover warned. H's
hand was at the hilt of his sword.

“I''m here by my own doing, Chane Feldstone,” Jilian
snapped. "I thought you'd be glad to see ne."
Chane turned from the human. "I am glad to see you,"

he adm tted. "But, Jilian, you don't belong here. You be-
long in Thorbardin, where you re safe.”

"I'm safe here,” she said. "You're here. Besides,
brought you sonmething. | thought you mght need it."

"What ?"

"This." She drew a dagger fromher tunic and handed it
to him hilt-first.

Chane held the dagger, turning it in his hands, barely
seeing it as a sudden, enbarrassing moisture clouded his

eyes. It was his nickeliron knife - the very one he had
cherished for so long, then had lost to the toughs who
routed him from the real m of Thorbardin. 'You..
cane all this way to bring ne this?"

"Well, vyes. You always said it was inmportant to you."

Chestal Thicketsway stepped close to l|ook at the or-
nate dagger. "That's pretty," he said.

Chane glared at him 'You keep your hands off of it.
I[t's mine."

"I wouldn't doubt it for a minute,’

the kender said in-

nocently. "Besides, | don't need it. | have a matched pair
of nice cat-tooth daggers. Wy would | need another
dagger ?"

Quite a crowd seened to have gathered, Chane no-
ticed. Fleece Ironhill and Canber Ml d were nearby,

with a nunber of their people fromthe refugee canps.
Al so, there was a horse.

"Speaking of daggers," the kender chattered, "I hope
you took care of ny pouch while I was gone, because

think that's what Zap is attached to."
"That thing has been hanging around ever since you

left,"” Chane noted absently. "So maybe it is your pouch
it's attached to."
"Well, |I plan to get rid of that pouch,"” Chess said.

Near at hand, sonething silent seemed to say, "Yes,
do. Please.”

Several of those present junped, and some turned ful
circle, searching.

"What was that?" Jilian Firestoke asked.

"That was Zap." Chess shrugged. "Spooky, isn't he?"

"I't's an unexpl oded spell," Chane told the girl. "Chess
accunmul ated it sonmewhere.”

"He wants to happen," Chess explained, "but he can't
because he's too close to Chane, and Chane has the Spell -
bi nder. "

"Well, when we come to soneplace harmess, you can
throw away your pouch and that should put an end to
that," the dwarf said.

"Soon, please," Zap's soundl ess voi ce sounded.

"Al'l right," the kender agreed. "But you'll have to wait



until 1 make a new pouch to keep all nmy things in. 1've
got sone pretty good stuff in that pouch, and | don't
want to |lose any of it."

For a noment there was silence, then the silence
seenmed to weep a thin, bitter wail of frustration

"Look, | don't know what all this is about,"” Wngover
said, "but 1'd sure like to have a serious talk with some-
body. "

"You will." A new voice spoke - a voice as cold as

winter's frost. "Tis tine you knew where you're going,
man of the far places. Not that you've a choice, any nore
t han anyone el se."

No one, apparently, had seen himarrive. But he stood
anmong themnow, tall and thin, leaning on his staff. Be-
neath his bison cloak, the hemof his faded red robe iden-
tified him

"A wzard," Wngover nuttered.
"There you are," the kender grinned.
"d enshadow, " Chane Fel dstone grow ed.

By reflex, Wngover's flinthide shield drew across his
breast, and the wlderness man glared at the wizard

across its notched edge. "Wat's that about having no
choi ce? | nake ny choices, w zard."

"The noons have made an omen, " d enshadow
breathed. "One here has a m ssion, stanped upon him
by Lunitari. Ohers are chosen to acconmpany him and a
magi c beyond magi ¢ bi nds t he bar gain. " He | ooked

around, his eyes falling wupon the kender, then on Jilian
and again on Wngover. Finally the wzard raised his
eyes and gazed into the high distances. Far off, against
the face of a mountain peak, Bobbin the gnone's soar-
wagon glided in great circles.

"An odd assortnent," the wi zard nuttered. "Very odd,
i ndeed. "

* *k k* k* %

Thr ough wani ng day and into evening, there were
councils. News was exchanged, stories told and plans
di scussed. Canmber Mel d and Fl eece Ironhill recounted

again what had happened in the Vale of Respite, beyond
the Eastwall peaks. An army of goblins, they said. And
ogres among them Canber Meld' s eyes were noist as he
described the sudden, all-out attack on the human vil-
| age of Harvest - the slaughter, the rout of survivors un-
prepared for battle, the blood and the burning. dd
Fleece Ironhill's voice was a cold grow as he told of the
simlar struggle at the hill dwarf village of Herdlinger
The dwarves had been slightly better prepared. They
had seen the snoke above Harvest. But except for the
fighting lasting a bit longer, the story of Herdlinger's fal
was the sane.

Chane Feldstone recounted the pursuit of the refugees
by ogres, as he had seen it, and Chestal Thicketsway told
with glee of the nountain dwarf's defeat of the ogre be-
neath. The kender also told of what he had seen from
aloft, in the Vale of Respite. Canber MIld and Fleece
Ironhill glanced at each other, their faces stricken. Noth-
ing was left of the places they and their people had called



hone. There was nothing to go back to.

"How many were there?" Wngover asked. 'You say
an army. How much of an arny was it?"

Canber Meld shrugged. "Two hundred. Five hundred.
W couldn't tell."”

"Nearly eight hundred," a cold voice from outside the
circle put in. Everyone turned. "I saw it from the noun-
tain," denshadow added. "Possibly eight hundred gob-
lins, at least a dozen ogres anbng them.. and a human
| eader . "

"Where were you, to see all that?" Chane Fel dstone
frowned.

The wzard lifted his staff. 'Wien | am away from
you - and that accursed stone you carry - | have eyes far
better than nmy own."

"Chane has the Spellbinder," Chess told Jilian. "Magic
doesn't work when it's around.”

"A human |eader?" Wngover was |leaning toward the
wi zard, frowning. 'Wat can you tell me of hin®P"

"Darkmoor," the w zard spoke alnobst in a whisper
"Commander of goblins.™"

"What can you tell wus of him wzard?" Wngover
asked agai n.

"Not him" denshadow said slowy. "Her. Kol anda

Dar krmoor. This much the mirror of the ice could tell ne.
This nuch, and one thing nore, the thing the noons in

omen told. It is the intent of soneone - who, | do not
know - that the wlderness between Thorbardin and Pax
Thar kas be occupi ed and held."

"They will cone here, then? The goblins?" Fleece
Ironhill | ooked at Camber Meld, then at the rest. "M
people - our people - will flee no nore. But how can we
fight them when t hey come? e have SO few
weapons. ..."

Chane Feldstone stood, |ooking like one who had
cone to a difficult decision. "There are weapons here," he
said. "I will showyou where... or he can.” He nodded
at Chestal Thicketsway. 'You wll have to break them
out of ice, but they wll serve." He indicated the old
sword slung to his back. "This is one of them There are
many more. But | demand a thing of you, on your
honor . "

"And that this?" Canber Meld asked
Those you find here, with the weapons, are to be treated
gently and with respect. They hve had enough of fighting."

PART I11
THE FORCE OF GOBLI NS

Chapter 19

On a winding trail high on a nountainside, the

group halted its clinb at a place where broken rock was
strewn across a hundred yards of trail and onto the rises
above.

"He's gone," Chane Feldstone said. "This is where | |eft
him but he isn't here now "

"You should have killed him" Wngover said. "Burying



an ogre doesn't mean he'll die. Earth is their natural ele-
ment. Probably another one cane al ong and dug hi m out.
You'll have to be very watchful now Ogres don't forget a
slight or a defeat. This one won't forget you, Chane."
"Loam " the dwarf nuttered. "His name is Loam"

"Hi s buddy's nane is Ceft," Chestal Thicketsway of -

fered. "I saw himfarther up, that day. But | didn't know

ogres hel ped each other."

"Agai nst anyone else, they will," the man told him
"They are not pleasant to have as enenies.”

Jilian clung closely to Chane, her w de eyes alert and
darting about the nountai nscape. She had never seen an
ogre, but she had heard of the creatures. If Chane had
ogres after him she had a feeling he would need all the
hel p he could find.

W ngover scanned the skies, wishing abruptly that
Bobbin and his flying whatzit would show up. 'You can
never find a gnone when you need one," he nuttered.
Chane gl anced around. "Wy do you need the

gnonme?"
"I't would be nice to have sone idea what's beyond the
next turn," the man said. "I still think he could scout for

us, if he would just stick around."

"He doesn't have much control of the soarwagon,"

Chess pointed out. "It just sort of goes where it pleases
nost of the tine."

W ngover busied hinmself with trying to cal m Geekay.

He kept a firmgrip on the aninmal's | ead, scratched its
ears and stroked its nose. The horse had been skittish for
t he past hour, and W ngover wasn't sure whether it was
the recent presence here of an ogre, or possibly sone dis-
tant scent of goblins that worried him Geekay shared

one characteristic with the elf, Garon Wndest hal as.
Ceekay sinply did not |ike goblins.

Thi nking of the elf, Wngover wondered where he

was. Probably on his way back to Qualinost by now, he

deci ded.

Wth CGeekay sonmewhat mollified, Wngover got out

one of his maps and studied it, then put it away. "W had
better go on," he told them 'There should be a goat-trai
up ahead somewhere, leading off to the south. We'll fol-
low that until we find a better path. 1'd guess we're about
three days fromsafety."

Chane gl anced around at him again. "Safety?"

"Thorbardin,"” Wngover said. "If we make good tine

and stay to the high ground, it should be no nore than
three days until we run into a border patrol. Fromthere,

it's an easy trip honme for you two, and | can head for Bar-
ter and start spendi ng Rogar Gol dbuckle's noney."
"I"'mnot going to Thorbardin," Chane said levelly. "I
told you, | have something | have to do first."

"Then I'11 just take Jilian honme." Wngover shrugged.
"Either way, I'll have kept mny pl edge."

"You won't do anything of the kind," the girl snapped.
"I'" m goi ng where Chane goes, and you're supposed to go
along with us."

"Now | ook, Button, all | agreed to do was to escort
you into the wilderness to | ook for Chane Fel dstone,



then to get you home safely. Al right. W' ve been to the
wi | derness. W found Chane Feldstone. Nowit's tinme to

go home. It's as sinple as that."

Near by, the w zard d enshadow sat on a rock, listen-

ing. At Wngover's statenent, he shook his head slowy,
but sai d not hi ng.

Jilian glared at the man. 'You nade a debt of service.

Do you intend to break your pledge?"

W ngover frowned. "I intend to keep it. | just told you
that."
"Well, then, you'll have to wait a while |onger because

Chane has to find Grallen's helm It's his destiny."

The man stared at the dwarven girl, then at the

bear ded young dwarf behind her. Two of a kind, he

t hought. Each one nore stubborn than the other. He

turned to d enshadow, sitting on his rock. 'You talk to
them" he said.

"What about?" the wi zard asked, his voice hardly

nore than a whisper. "She's right. Chane does have a
destiny. And as | said, you have no choice in the matter."
"% ell, as | said, | make ny own choices," W ngover

grow ed. "East across this ridge is a valley swarnmng with
hostiles. A person would have to be crazy to go there."
Jilian stepped back and took Chane's hand in hers.

"Then | release you fromyour pledge,"” she told the man.
"W will go on without you, and you owe us not hi ng

nore. Good- bye."

Ceekay tossed his head, broke his reins free from

W ngover's grip, and pranced a few steps up the path,

past the gl owering dwarves. He stood there, facing up-
ward and away, snorting and pawi ng at the rock path.

"You, too?" Wngover snapped. He pointed a stern fin-

ger at Chane. "You're going to get everyone killed," he
warned. "And for what? A dream"”

"The dream was real ," Chane said, his voice |evel

"Grallen called me to go and find his helm Thorbardin is
at stake, and the power to protect the kingdomis in that
hel m But you heard Jilian. You're free to go wherever
you want to go. W don't need you."

"And where do you intend to go from here?"

"Where Grallen went. | have the Spellbinder. It shows

nme the way."

W ngover took a deep breath, then released it in a

sigh. "That's how it is, then." He strode past them recov-
ered CGeekay's lead, and started on w thout | ooking back,

t hough he coul d hear them foll ow ng.

After a time, the old trail wound to the right along a
shoul der of the ridge, then swtched back, clinbing. At
the turn, a faint trail parted fromit, |eading southward.
The goat-trail. Wngover turned south, |eading a reluc-
tant Ceekay, and wal ked a hundred yards before turning

to see the others going away, followi ng the clinbing trai
upward. At that distance, they |ooked very small. Two
dwarves, a robed mage, and a kender. O themall, only

t he kender turned to | ook back at W ngover; Chess gave
hima sad wave of the hand.

"Crazy," Wngover nuttered. "They're all crazy."

He shrugged, put a toe in a stirrup, and swng into his
saddl e. Ahead lay three days of w lderness, then the rel a-



tive security of the dwarven realmand the road back to
Barter. And he was free now of the debt of service. He
had been released. It would be good to get back to Barter
to rest a bit, carouse a bit and spend Rogar Col dbuckle's
wager noney....

W ngover turned in his saddl e for another | ook back

Far off on the clinbing slope, Chane Fel dstone and Jilian
Fi rest oke were just di sappearing around a shoul der of
rockfall, the w zard pl oddi ng al ong behi nd them Hi gher
up on the slope, the kender was scanpering off ahead,

| ooki ng for whatever kender | ooked for

"By all the noons," Wngover nuttered, "I nust be as
crazy as they are." He reined Geekay around, touched
heels to the animal, and went to catch up to the others.
When he finally came up to them near the crest of the
ridge, he reined in. D snounting, Wngover pointed a
demandi ng finger at d enshadow. "There's just one thing
I want to know," he said. "What is your interest in al
this? Wiy are you with these peopl e?"

"I have my own reasons," the w zard said.

"That's not good enough,"” Wngover growed. "If I'm

to face danger with someone, | want to know why he is
there."”

Chane Fel dstone rubbed his whiskers. "That sounds

like a fair question to ne," he noted. Wde-set dwarven
eyes studied the wizard. "What's in it for you, anyway?"
d enshadow si ghed and sl unped, |eaning on his staff.
"Along tinme ago," he said slowy, "there was a renegade
mage. A wizard of the black who rejected the robes and
the order. Three of us went in search of him One of each
order. W went to find him to... deal with him"

"Deal with hinP" Jilian raised a pert brow "What does
that nmean?"

"A rogue mage cannot be tolerated,"” d enshadow said.

"He nust be persuaded to return to one of the orders..
or he nmust be elimnated. W tried to persuade him" He
paused, staring off into the distance. "W tried. And of
the three who went out, only | cane back. Caliban's
powers were greater than we had known."

d enshadow paused agai n, then added, "Caliban died

in the conflict, as well. And yet, sonehow Caliban stil
lives. | have set nyself the task of conpleting what I

t hought was t hrough back then. Caliban lives, and he is
wi th those who oppose Chane Fel dstone and his quest. |
seek Caliban."

W ngover | ooked at the nmage with hooded eyes. "To

kill himl"

"I'f | can."
* * % * *

Sunlight lingered on the peaks when the group cane

down t hrough a neandering pass and | ooked out across

the Vale of Respite. In the distance, snoke trailed above
two burned-out villages -- no |onger the snoke of de-
struction, but now the snmoke of cookfires where an

arny rested, occupying what had been a peaceful valley.
Chane stepped into the |lead, raised a hand to halt the
colum, and gazed into the distance. H s hand cl osed
around the pulsing crystal in his pack. For a time he sim



ply stood there, the high-nountain wind ruffling his

beard. Then he turned away, and the others gathered

around hi m

"Grallen's path | eads east,"” he said. "On and on...

t hrough the valley, and up the nountains beyond. | had
hoped it -- wherever | have to go -- would be closer."
"Toward Skull cap," Wngover said. "I thought as

nmuch. "

Chane gasped. ' You know where Grallen went?

"I"ve heard the stories,"” the man said. "From Rogar

Gol dbuckl e, and others. G allen died at Shaman, or
somewhere nearby. It's called Skullcap, now That

woul d be roughly northeast fromhere." He turned to see
the last of sunlight above the peaks to the west, then
turned back. "Point where it goes, this green trail of
yours."

Chane pointed, due east across the valley.

"Well, that doesn't tell us nmuch," Wngover sighed.
"There's an easy path through the nountains over there.

But it's farther north. \Were you' re pointing -- that high-
est peak off there, that's called Sky's End. My map

doesn't show a trail there.”

"I can only see what the stone shows ne," Chane ad-

mtted. "We'll have to cross over, and | ook fromthere."
"Easy enough to say," Wngover snorted. "Just cross

over. O course, there's a little matter of several hundred
goblins and sonme ogres between here and there. Do you

have any ideas on that score?"
"W have the el ement of surprise,’
uncertainly.

"That's the ticket," Chess said. "W'll slip up on them

Chane suggest ed

and catch them off guard.™

"That seens like a lot of goblins for us to attack,” Jilian
poi nted out. "Maybe it would be better if we just went
around them"

"I'f we can figure out where 'around them is,"

W ngover noted. He turned to the wi zard. "Don't you

have powers that m ght help us out?"

"Not here," d enshadow said. "Not in the presence of
Spel | binder. Here | have only my eyes."

"Your magic doesn't work at all?" Wngover asked.

"It mght or mght not. And if it did, it would be unreli-
able.™

"Alittle invisibility mght cone in handy," the kender
said. "l sawa lot of invisibility at Hylo the tine the bird
cane from.. well, | didn't see it, exactly. Wat | did

was not see it. That's what invisibility does.”

"I wish we had the gnome here now," W ngover said.

"l wonder where he is."

"Right here," a voice came fromal oft. Wngover stared

up at the flying contraption, barely ten feet overhead.
"I't's me," the gnone said. "Bobbin. Do you renenber?"

"OfF course | renenber! \Where have you been?"

"I"'mnot quite sure. Sonewhere northwest, | think

Where are you goi ng?"
"Across that valley,"
you to scout for us."
"AIl right, if that's what you want. But | don't think it's

W ngover shouted. "I'd like for



such a good idea to go across there. There are surly peo-
ple all over the place. Look here." He tossed sonething
over the side of the basket. It rang agai nst stone, and
Chane picked it up. It was a bronze dart.

"Somebody shot ne in the hub with that thing," Bob-

bin griped. "Wuld have cost ne a wheel, if | still had ny
wheel s. "

W ngover blinked, realizing for the first tine that the
flying craft no longer had its delicate silver-wire wheels.
"What did you do with your wheel s?"

"While | was in the northwest, | found some people --
elves, | think -- with raisins. | traded them ny wheels for
a hal f-bushel of raisins. Fat |ot of good wheels do me up

here, anyway."

"Take a |l ook at this,
W ngover.

The man | ooked at the object closely. It was a slim

bolt, about eighteen inches long, with a broad, sharp

head and airfoils of shaved wood. Darts were a favorite
weapon of goblins, and they often fired themfrom short,
stiff crossbows. Wngover started to shrug, then | ooked
nore closely. "This isn't sand-cast," he said. "It |ooks as
t hough it has been forged, or turned on a wheel." He
handed the dart to G enshadow.

"Not goblin work," the w zard judged

Chane handed the goblin-dart to

"Well, it was a goblin that flung it at me," Bobbin

call ed down.

"I"'d like to see a few nore of these," Chane said. "If |
could compare some of them I'd know whet her they

were forge-turned or ground on a cold lathe."

Chestal Thicketsway snapped his fingers and opened

his | arge pack. "Like these?" He drew out two nore
goblin-bolts.

"Where did you get those?"

"The ot her night, when | was flying with Bobbin, these
cane along. I'd forgotten that | had them" He dug deeper
into his pack, lifting out various other things one by one,
to look at them "I have sonme pretty good stuff in here. |
shoul d check it nore often.”

"Lat he-turned," Chane Fel dstone pronounced, com

paring the darts. "No goblin ever made these. | wonder
who did."

"Somebody whose purpose was to turn out a |ot of

themin a hurry,"” Wngover said.

"Somebody equi ppi ng an arnmy?" Chane asked.

"Somebody who isn't a goblin, outfitting goblins?

That's crazy," Wngover scoffed.

Chane shook his head. "No crazier than the idea of a
human -- a hunman female -- being in conmand of a gob-

lin force."

" Speaki ng of fenales," Wngover said as he | ooked

around, "where's Jilian?"

Chapter 20

Jilian was tired and cold. Wile the others dis-

cussed plans and situations, she wandered about the

area, looking for a place to rest out of the wi nd. The pass
here was a snow dusted trough between rising peaks,

with little cover fromthe wind's biting teeth. Not far



away, though, an outcropping had sheared away in

some bygone age, form ng a nmazelike rockfall where

sl abs of stone | ay agai nst one another and dark crevices
beckoned.

She stooped to peer into one of these, a shadowy cave
where slate walls broke the wind. The cave was deeper

than it appeared, and another, darker opening, offset

and aslant, lay beyond it. The wi nd gusted again as Jilian
stepped into the shelter, |eaning down to avoid the rock

above. It was cold within, but not as sharply so as out-
side, where the relentless wind played. Her back to the
deeper cave, she crouched there, watching the rest of the
group. She hoped they woul d make up their m nds soon

It would be a relief to get off this cold mountain pass, to
be movi ng downward for a tine, instead of toiling and

cl i mbi ng.

Mount ai n wi nds sang around the opening in the rocks,

then died abruptly. In the silence Jilian heard a furtive
sound. As she started to turn, the dwarven girl was

sei zed by massive hard hands. She tried to struggle, but
the strength of whatever held her was inmense. She tried

to scream.. and could not. She was haul ed backward,
beyond the crevice and into the dark cave. A huge, |eer-
ing face appeared directly above Jilian -- a face twi ce the

size of any she had ever seen, with a wide, grinning
mouth and little glittering eyes set close beside a great
snout of a nose.

"Pretty toy," the thing whispered, a | ow runbl e of

sound at her ear. "Nice for Cdeft. Maybe Loam can have
what's left." Crouching, the thing turned and headed
down into darkness, carrying Jilian as a child would
carry a doll.

Jilian's dwarven eyes adjusted quickly to darkness.

Even in her shock and panic, she noted that the tunne

al ong whi ch she was carried was of dwarven design. Like
the | oad-shafts in Thorbardin that |ed fromone level to
another, it was a long, delved curve, spiraling down-
ward, turn after turn.

She tried to struggl e against the hands that held her

but it was no use. The nonster's hands completely encir-
cled her, binding her arms to her sides so that all she
could nmove was her head and her feet. The pressure of
the thing's grip was crushing. Jilian fought desperately
just to breathe, and her spinning mnd registered spira
after spiral of descending tunnel, its walls echoing to the
thud of the creature's feet.

After a time, the girl twi sted her head around, trying
to get her teeth into a huge thunb. The thing gl anced
down at her, saw what she was trying to do, and chuck-

led, a deep, evil runble of mirth. It shifted its grip
slightly and increased the pressure. Jilian felt as though
her ribs were breaking. Ogre, she thought. This is an
ogre! Maybe the sane ogre that has a grudge agai nst
Chane. Maybe it's doing this to get even with him.. or
maybe to lure himinto a trap

Jilian made herself hold very still. After she pretended
to go linmp, the creature's grip eased slightly. There was a
little nore light now, and she could see that the tunne



wi dened out, then w dened again, becom ng a vaulted

cavern twenty or thirty feet across.

A staging area, she thought. \Whatever dwarves had

delved this place, in some bygone tinme, had crafted a ca-
vern here -- a place to store and sort things to be carried
up or down the spiral shaft. A resting place. She had seen
such places in Thorbardin. Dimmarks on the floor m ght
even have been the bases of ancient cable-track, though
there was no hardware in the place now. All this she no-
ticed in an instant, as the ogre slowed its pace and raised
her higher in the dimlight.

"Far enough," the creature runbled. A mouth like a

yawni ng slit reveal ed spike teeth. "Well underground.
Let's see what pretty thing I have found."

Jilian lay linp inits grasp, and let her head loll to one
si de, feigning unconsci ousness. Hi gher she was lifted as
the ogre peered at her in the dimshaft-1light, turning her
this way and that. It relaxed its grip, holding her now

wi th one hand while the other poked her with large fin-
gers. Finally, the ogre took hold of her tunic and started
to tear it away. O ose enough, Jilian decided. Wth a
heave, she freed herself fromsone of the fingers, tw sted
around, and delivered a solid kick, directly into a leering
eye.

The ogre roared as it staggered back and dropped Ji -

l[ian. She hit the cavern floor and scooted away on hands
and knees. Suddenly, though, she remenbered that her
borrowed sword was still slung on her back. Ignoring the
nmonster's roars, she got to her feet and | oosed the sword,
t hen ducked as the ogre's hand whi sked past her. She
turned and ran into the descendi ng tunnel beyond the

st agi ng cavern.

In this lower spiral there was no light at all

Surrounded by conpl ete darkness, Jilian ran as she

had never run before, counting her steps, trusting her
dwarven instincts and the skills of the tunnelers who had
built this place |long ago. The |l ower spiral would be a
twin of the upper... she hoped. She put her faith in the
dwarven passion for symmetry and ran. The thuddi ng
footfalls of the ogre echoed off walls around her, and its
runbling curses were thunder in her ears. The nonster

was no nore than a hal f-turn behind, and she wondered

for a noment how something that big could nove so

quickly in a black tunnel. Then she recall ed sonething

W ngover had said about ogres. Ogres are at home un-
derground. It's their natural element.

Wll, it's mne, too, Jilian thought fiercely. And no
ogre built this place. Dwarves did. "You don't bel ong
here, you ugly rust-heap!" she shouted. "You aren't fit to
use a good del ving!"

Behi nd her the ogre roared again and qui ckened its

pace.

Agai n counting her steps, and putting blind faith in the
good judgnment of dwarven delvers, she sprinted another
dozen paces, then stopped, turned to her right, and scur-
ried forward. In the upper spiral there had been a small
cubicle opening to the left. In the |ower tunnel, m dway,
there shoul d be one to the right.

It was there. Jilian found the opening and scurried



t hrough, hol ding her breath as the ogre raced past..

and stopped. For a |ong nmonent there was silence, then
she heard its rasping breath, returning. It knew she had
eluded it, and it was com ng back to search

Quickly, Jilian felt around on the floor. Her hand

closed on a small, flat stone. She eased herself to the por-
tal, edged partway into the tunnel, and threw the stone
upshaft, toward the staging room The stone rang

agai nst rock wall, and the ogre chuckled in the darkness.
Jilian ducked into the cubicle again as it charged past,
headi ng back up the tunnel. Then the girl darted out into
the tunnel and ran.

She hadn't gai ned nuch. Wthin seconds the ogre was

in pursuit again and closing. She ran and |l et dwarven in-
stinct guide her flying feet.

Abruptly, she realized that she could see the walls.

There was |ight ahead, and it was growi ng. The | ower

end of the spiral-shaft was ahead.

Anot her hundred yards and the tunnel bent slightly to

the left, straightened, and ended. Jilian sprinted between
fallen stones and emerged on a cleared shelf on the side of
a nountain -- a shelf that once had been the term nus of a
path. But there was no path now It had sheared away in
some | ong-ago rockfall. It would be a tedious clinb, to
get down to better ground, but at |east now there was
light.

"So far, so good," Jilian panted, then turned as a thun-
derous grow erupted behind her. Only yards away, the

ogre had energed fromthe tunnel. It still held a hand
over one eye.

"I'"mwarning you," Jilian shouted, "I'mgetting very

tired of this. You' d better go away and | eave ne al one.”
The ogre growl ed again and started for her. Jilian

pi cked up a rock and flung it, aimng for the thing s other
eye. The rock bounced off the nonster's nose.

"Ch, rust,"” Jilian swore. "That's only made things

worse." She hefted her sword and squared her stance

si deways to the approaching ogre. "I didn't want to have
to do this," she nmuttered

As the nonster charged, Jilian braced her feet and

swung the sword with all her strength.

Chapter 21

Atop the pass, the others had split up. Wwgover

sent Bobbin sailing off westward to have a | ook at the
backtrail, then swung into his saddle and spurred his
horse down the twi sting, perilous path that |led away into
the Val e of Respite. Chane Fel dstone started after him

t hen gl anced asi de and recogni zed the cavern behind the
rockfall. "Tunneling," he nuttered. Wthout a backward

| ook, he dashed into the cavern and ran, his hamrer at
the ready. Wthin a few yards, his nostrils caught the
earthy scent of ogre, and he gritted his teeth. "Jilian," he
whi spered. "Ah, Reorx. Jilian...."

Chestal Thicketsway was right behind the dwarf, fol-

| owed by a whining, conplaining, voicel ess voice that
seened to object fiercely to being dragged through sub-

t erranean p| aces.



The wi zard d enshadow wat ched t hem go, then chose

a peak and began to clinb. He noticed al nost inmredi -
ately that the crystal atop his staff had cleared as soon as
Chane Fel dstone went underground. It was somet hi ng

i mportant to renmenber, regarding Spell binder. d ensha-
dow cl i nbed, seeking an ice pool that would give him
seei ng eyes.

Down and down the searchers went, the dwarf and the
kender poundi ng down a |long, corkscrew spiral in the
heart of the nountain; the nounted nan descending the

sl ope, | ooking everywhere, trying to see everything.

In the cavern with the Iight shaft, Chane found prints in
t he dust on the stone floor and paused, then hurried on. Ji-
lian was ahead somewhere, with the ogre in pursuit.

As one, Chane and Chess darted into the far tunne

and continued downward, running as fast as they could

in the darkness. The kender's natural bal ance and sinple
luck were all that kept himabreast of the tunnel-wi se
dwar f .

The downward sl ope eased, and the tunnel began to

strai ghten. Chane put on nore speed. Just ahead, he

knew, the shaft should energe into open air. And if Jilian
had managed to escape the ogre in the tunnel -- how, he
couldn't imagine -- her fate would be seal ed when the
nonster had roomto maneuver. Qutside, she would

have no chance.

The tunnel wound slightly to the left, and then there

was |ight ahead... light and an abrupt, heart-stopping
sound. A shrill, agonized screamreverberated back into
the tunnel fromjust beyond its end.

Chane put his head down, filled his aching |ungs, and

pl unged ahead into the evening light. Of to one side, he
heard a horsenman coni ng downsl ope, rocks clattering
beneat h chargi ng hooves.

The dwarf raised his hanmer. As Chane skidded to a

halt, the kender bunped into himfrom behind, then

dashed aside to wield his hoopak

But there was nothing to attack. Chane and Chess

gat hered there, staring in wonder.

Jilian was a spinning top, just beginning to run

down -- a flashing, tilting, dancing blur spew ng bl ood
fromthe point of an extended sword. C oven carnage

was just collapsing, alnmost at her twirling feet. The head
and shoul ders of an ogre thudded down on top of a tan-
gled pile of bloody parts, just as the dwarven girl's sword
fl ashed around again and took off the top of its skull,
above its eyes.

"By the Hanmer of Kharas," Chane swore.

"Yuk," Chestal Thicketsway said.

"What in the nane of all the gods?" Wngover's voice

cane from just upslope. "Jilian? Are you... are you al

ri ght?"

Jilian pivoted a few nore tines, then got her bal ance.
Wrdlessly the girl |owered the point of her sword and
rested on its hilt as she tried to catch her breath. She
stared at the pile of sliced ogre, then turned away, win-
kling her nose. At the sight of Chane, she ran to him "I
knew you' d cone," she puffed, "but that... he didn't

give me any time to wait for you."



Chane sinmply stared at the di smenbered ogre, speech-
| ess.

"He was rude,’
well at all."”
Chane began to shake his head, slowy.

"That's Ceft,"” Jilian introduced, pointing at the stack
of ogre parts.

"That's one way to put it," Chess noted. "Al though
"sliced” would be a better word. Ww Look at that! Feet
...shins... knees... hands... thighs... nothing is
connected together. Even his head's in two pieces. Www"
W ngover had di snmount ed, and now he, too, stood

and stared.

"I never realized that ogres had two stomachs,"” Chess
remar ked, poking around in the gore of the nonster with
a stick.

Chane took Jilian's sword and began to clean it, stil
shaki ng his head. "Wre did you learn to use a sword?"
he asked dazedly.

"In Silicia Orebrand's parlor,'

Jilian explained. "He wasn't behaving

she said. "It didn't take

much practice. | seemto be a natural. Now aren't you

glad I cane | ooking for you?" She strode to Wngover's
horse, led the animal a few yards away, positioned it be-
side a boul der, and said, "Excuse nme for a minute,

pl ease.” Dropping its reins, she clinbed up on the rock

and began unl ashi ng one of the packs.

W ngover was still gawking at the cloven ogre, but

now he noticed Jilian with his horse, and hurried across.
"What are you doi ng? Those things are mne."

"Then make yoursel f useful and convince your ani nal

to stand still," she said. "He keeps sidling away."

W ngover stilled the horse, caught up its reins, and
scowl ed across the saddle at the dwarven girl. "Those are
nmy private things. Wat are you doi ng?"

Rumagi ng deep in the open pack, Jilian drew out a

| ong garnent of stained white linen. It was |onger than

she was tall, but by holding it high and turning to the
edge of the rock, she could study it full-length. "This will
do, | suppose,"” she decided. "Wat is it?"

W ngover tried to reach across the saddle, to grab the
garment out of her hand, but couldn't reach it. "Put that
back, " he dermanded.

"That ogre ripped ny clothing,"” Jilian said. "But what

is this thing, anyway?"
"lt's a cleric's robe,"
deerhides for it."
"Why? What did you want it for?"

"I intend to sleep init! Sometime, if ever | find a quiet
roomin a civilized place. Now, let's drop the subject. If
you can use it, go ahead, | guess. Do you want nme to -- 7"
"I think | can tend to the fitting." Jilian snmled, folding
the robe and turning back to the open pack to see what

el se m ght be useful. She had help now The kender had

lost interest in ogre internals and was up on the boul der
hel pi ng her rummage.

"You have some nice stuff in here," Chess told the man.
"There are goblins or something all over down there,"

Chane said, peering down at the valley. 'They're out in
squadrons, patrolling all over the place. W won't be

W ngover snapped. "I traded sone



able to go around them"

"Through them then?" Chess asked, | ooking up from

a saddl ebag.

"I wi sh we had Bobbin to sort out a route for us," the
man sai d. "But he went the other way, and there's no tell-
i ng when he m ght show up again. By the way, where's

the wizard? | haven't seen him since we canme down from

t he pass."

"He went up," Chane said

"I guess we'll just have to find our way, then."

W ngover | ooked at the sky. "Daylight will be gone in an
hour. | guess we can try to cross by night. It's only a few
mles, straight across... unless we decided to change

our m nds and just make for Thorbardin.” He had their
attention, and the expressions form ng on various faces
brought a grin to his own. "Just checking," he said. "I
woul dn't want to try to slip through a valley full of gob-
l[ins unless | was pretty sure everybody with ne is as de-
termined as | am"

Chane Fel dstone's thoughtful frown didn't relax. The

dwarf stepped closer to the human, | ooked up into his
eyes, and held his gaze. "I never wanted to get invol ved
in anything like this. | didn't want to wind up in the wl-
derness, or fight ogres and goblins, or be singled out to
finish sone task that was begun before ever | was born

But I won't turn back now | wouldn't if |I could. Do you
know why? It's because sonet hing very bad is happening
...o0r is going to happen. | happen to be here, and | hap-

pen to have a chance to do sonething about it. If | don't,
then who is going to?"

"I wouldn't mss it for anything," Chestal Thicketsway
assured Wngover. "And | think that goes for Zap, too."
He gl anced around at nothing in particular. "Doesn't it,
Zap?"

"M sery and confusion," sonething silent seemed to say.
The kender grinned. "That means he can hardly wait

to see what happens next."

Jilian Firestoke peered out from behind a screen of
nmount ai n brush, where she was doi ng sonet hi ng. "Wat
Chane said goes for me, too," she said.

"Any further doubts?" Chane asked the man.

W ngover shook his head. "Not a single one."

"Then let's stop tal king about it and go on," Chane
shapped.
"Someone is coming." The kender pointed. A nonent
| ater brush parted on the rising slope and the w zard
d enshadow cane into view He |ooked haggard and
cold, but his steps were firm

"The valley is full of goblins,” Chane told him "W are
going to try to cross at night."

"I"ve seen them" d enshadow said. "They are all over
and they're noving around. Where is the crystal ? Were
i s Spell bi nder?"

"Ri ght here." Chane reached into his belt-pouch. As
his fingers touched the artifact it pul sed warmy, and
again he saw the | um nous green path | eadi ng away
across the Vale of Respite, toward the sl opes beyond. He
drew it out. It glowed, rosy in the half-1ight.



"Put it in a hole," the wizard said

"\Why 2"

"Because |'m curious about sonething. Don't worry,

won't trick you. There. That hole in the rock, put it
there."”

Suspi ci ously, Chane squatted beside the indicated

hole. It was little nore than a foot deep, just a pocket
where erosion had w dened a crack on the stone. The

ot hers gat hered around, curious.

"Co ahead," the wizard insisted. "Put it in there. You
can take it out again in a nonent."

Chane |l owered the crystal into the hole, rested it on
the bottom then stood and stepped back. d enshadow
backed away, his eyes nearly closed. The crystal device

on his staff glowed feebly. "There is an effect," he nut-
tered. "It nakes a difference."

Chestal Thicketsway blinked and | ooked up. A drop

of rain had fallen on his head.

"Are you finished?" Chane asked the wi zard. "It's tine
to go."

"Yes," d enshadow noted thoughtfully. "It is tine to go."

"What was that all about?" Wngover asked. But the
wi zard had turned away.

Chane retrieved the crystal, put it away, and |l ashed his
pack. Jilian came fromthe screen of brush, nowclad in a
tunic of stained white Iinen, scaled down to fit her by a
series of clever tucks, folds, and ties. She handed nost of
t he once-robe back to the hunman.

W ngover stared at her. "I don't know why | ever

t hought that old robe was for ne," he said.

Chane took the | ead, and they started down the dark-
eni ng sl opes, toward the Vale of Respite, where goblins
now occupi ed what had once been a val e of peace.

When they were gone, sonething nassive canme from

the rocks and paused to | ook at the heap of chilling gore
t hat once had been an ogre.

He prodded the nmess with his toes, then stepped over it
and went to where the dimtrail |led downward. He

grow ed, a noise that runbled |ike distant thunder.

"Cleft was careless,” he nuttered. "Cleft is dead.

Shoul d have waited for Loam instead. But puny ones

are still in sight. Loamw |l have a sport this night."
Wt hout | ooking back, the ogre took the trail where

t he searchers had gone.

Chapter 22

Full night lay on the valley, a nigtht of moons in
crescent pal e above the snmoke that hung like a | ayer of
snmudgy cloud just at the treetops. Bonfires, dozens of
them glowed at ragged intervals along the course of the
wi nding streamthat fed the valley fromthe south. Qut in
t he neadows, near the treelines that marked the grazing
fields and burned-over stubbles, other fires marked a pe-
rineter. And through it all, suffusing the acrid pall of
snoke, was goblin-stench

Mount ed, W ngover ranged out on the forward flanks

of the little band of travelers -- first warning and first de-
fense for the group, should they be discovered. He went
silently, keeping to shadows where he coul d. Chane Fel d-



stone led the rest, his hamrer ready in his hand, the an-

cient path of Grallen visible before himas a faint green
m st .

Chestal Thicketsway was a small, darting shadow,

someti nes anong them and sonetines not, but never

far away. The kender's sheer, wi de-eyed excitenent and
curiosity was a source of real concern to the rest, but
there was little enough anyone could do to curb him A
kender was al ways a kender

Had Chess been as tall as a goblin, Wngover m ght

wel | have chopped of f his head when the kender ap-
peared unexpectedly in shadows beside himand said,
Wy

The sharp sword that whisked past the top of Chess's
head woul d have taken a goblin at the gullet.

"Qops," the kender said. "Did | startle you? Sorry."
"Keep your voice down!" W ngover whispered. '\Wat

are you doi ng here?"

"I"mpart of this group, remenber?" Chess held it to a

whi sper now. "I just wanted to tell you, there are goblins
nmovi ng back and forth anmong the fires. | saw a handfu

of themright over there, just a mnute ago."

"A handf ul ?"

"Five. They have a dead sheep."

"I wish you'd stay with the dwarves," W ngover

hi ssed. But there was no answer. Chess was gone agai n,

of f on sone adventure of his own. At |east, Wngover re-
assured hinself, the little creature could nmove silently
when he felt like it.

They were nearly a mile into the valley when

W ngover saw novenent near the end of a hedgerow a

hundred yards away. He signal ed, a downward thrust of

his spread hand, and reined into shadow. The stench of
goblin and snoke was everywhere, and the sky above

was a low, drifting fabric with fireglowon its belly. Only
rarely was any trace of the noons beyond visible.
Crouching in silence, Wngover chanced a gl ance back

and saw that the rest were out of sight. They had seen the
signal and faded into a clunp of trees at the edge of a
field.

At first there was nothing to see, then there was nove-

ment just ahead. Dark shapes appeared, com ng over a
low knol I, directly toward Chane's party. W ngover
counted three sil houettes with wi de, round heads, wear-
ing inverted-bow helnets. The glint of weapons showed
anongst them

The shadows cane on, moving quietly, their only

sound an occasi onal muted cl ank of metal on netal

W ngover di snounted and raised his shield an inch,
peering over the top of it, his sword ready. The goblins
were so close that the man could hear their guttura

VOi ces:

" not rmuch farther. Don't get too close. Want to

ring them not run into them" A few steps nore and they
stopped. Wngover saw a tiny flare of |light made by a
hooded lanp, its top lifted an inch to light a straw
They had torches! Suddenly W ngover realized what

they were doing. They were part of an encirclenment, pre-



paring to flare torches.

Sonmewher e a hoopak whi stled, and one of the goblin
shadows stiffened, gurgled, and fell. The human didn't
hesitate. Still crouching, he launched hinself at the re-
mai ni ng two, clenching his teeth to stifle the battle cry
that built in his throat. Like a darker shadow, W ngover
was on them and his sword sang softly as it cl ove be-
tween the helmand collar of the nearest one.

Wt hout stopping, Wngover thrust at the remaining
goblin, and his blade rang on netal. In the fitful Iight he
saw its glittering eyes, wide with surprise, sawits nmouth
open to shout alarm He clubbed the goblin with the edge
of his shield. It crunpled at his feet. Before the hooded
lantern could strike the ground, W ngover caught and
covered it. Then he took a quick | ook around, raised
hinsel f slightly, and signal ed.

In nmonents the others were with him

"They know we're here," Chane said.

"They know, all right. Stay close and follow ne --
straight out across that field. And hurry!"

They noved, trusting to no nore than luck to see them

to the next cover. The searchers crept across a narrow
field of stubble, where dead things they could not make

out were beginning to rot, then down a slope into a gully
that would carry seasonal runoff toward the main flow

i ng stream

"Lead," Wngover whispered to Chane. "W need dis-
tance, quick!"

The dwarf went ahead silently, and they increased

their pace, staying lowin the gully.

W ngover gl anced back, |ooking over the cut just

where it deepened. There, where they had been, torches
were springing alight by twos and threes -- a wide ring of
lights that woul d have bathed themin glowing fire had
t hey been there.

He went on, catching up to the rest, counting them as
he passed. There was no sign of the kender. Chane eased
back to cover the rear now, and W ngover |ed, choosing
t he best and nost silent route down through the gully.
"How do they know we're here?" Jilian whispered.

"Wirse than that, they knew exactly where,"

W ngover pointed out. "They may find us again." He

noti oned ahead. "This cut wi nds around farther on

There could be an anbush. One of us should scout

ahead. "

"Il go," Jilian said, then paused. Just ahead a small fig-
ure was running toward them It was the kender

Chess reached them and poi nted back the way he had
cone. 'There are goblins ahead, waiting," he whispered.
"I think they know we're here."

Sonmewher e behind, there were guttural shouts.

"They' ve found the dead ones," Wngover said. "If

they didn't know before -- which they probably did --
they certainly know now. How many are ahead?"

"I don't know." Chess shrugged. "A bunch."”

"Hold up here," the man hi ssed, and Chane cane for-
ward to see what was happeni ng.

"There's an anbush ahead," W ngover said. "They've
found us, and now they'll close in."



Chane turned to the w zard, who had remai ned sil ent
for much of the trek. "Do you have any ideas?"

"I can't rely on magic here," d enshadow rasped. " Not
with you carrying that crystal."

"Not even a little spell?" Chess suggested. "Just sone-
thing innocent, like conjuring fifty or sixty armed fight-
ers to back us, or --"

"Make us invisible," Chane said. "Can you do that?"

"A spell of invisibility? Easily... except for Spell-

bi nder. 1 don't know what woul d happen. ™"

"You had the dwarf put that thing in a hole earlier,”

W ngover said. -How about trying it that way? | saw

your staff gl ow when he did."

"I'"'m going back down there to | ook at those goblins,"

t he kender said. "Let ne know what you decide." He was
gone before anyone could stop him

"I't mght not work," d enshadow said. "Spellbinder's

power is --"

"We'll try it," Chane decided. He | ooked around, then
crawl ed on hands and knees to the edge of the gully, ex-
pl ored there for a second, and whi spered, "Here's somne-
thing. Like a small animal's burrow it's -- ouch!"

"\What happened?" Jilian asked.

"Something bit ne, then ran up ny arm and across ny

head. I1t's gone now, though. This hole is... uh!..

arms length. |'mputting Spellbinder in here! Try it, wz-
ard. It's our only chance."

A fat drop of rain splatted into the dust at the w zard's
feet, then several nore. Faint thunder runbled over-

head, and the murk deepened. "I'll try," G enshadow de-
cided. He raised his staff, its own crystal device gl ow ng
faintly, and spoke sharp words in a | anguage that neant
nothing to the rest.

For a | ong nonment, nothing happened. Then

W ngover | ooked around and drew a sharp breath.

Near by, Jilian had begun to glow -- a rosy pink light ema-
nated from her, hal oed about her. And beyond, the oth-

ers glowed, too. Even the horse had a fine gray patina
that reflected off the walls of the gully. The nman | ooked
at his own hands. He, too, was shining -- a distinct

yel low-gold gl ow. Even the wizard was lit... had a

gl ow on, W ngover corrected. d enshadow shone a deep
ruby-red, as though light came fromw thin himand car-
ried the color of his blood.

Down the gully, guttural voices were raised, and

somet hing small and bright green canme racing toward
themfromthat direction. 'You call this invisible?" The
kender's exasperated cry echoed ahead of him He skid-

ded to a stop. "Ww You look like lanterns with legs!" he
sai d, pointing back down the gully. "They'll be here in a

mnute. They're yours to play with. I'll go see if | can find
sone others."
Li ke a small, green torch, Chess bounded to the wall of

the gully, up it to the top, and away across open | and.
Shouts of pursuit came from where he had gone.

The sprinkling rain that had started nmonents before
had eased, but now, abruptly, it cane again, a soaking
curtain of rain with winds behind it. Hi gh Iightnings



danced, and thunder rolled.

"Now that's nore like it," Wngover snapped at the

wi zard. "Cone on, we have to get out of this gully. Here,
["I'l take the horse. Where's Chane? Chane?"

"I"'mright here beside you," the dwarf said. "Go on, Ji-
lian. 1'mright behind you."

O themall, only Chane was not aglow. He had never

rel eased his grip on Spell binder

The rain came harder, a blinding, driving downpour

that began to fill the gully as they clinbed to its high
bank. Through the noise of the storm Chane and the
others heard the voices of goblins com ng up the cut,
then the sounds of splashing in water and nud.

Clouds had rolled in above the |ingering snoke, hid-

ing the dimnmoons. The rain doused the goblins' fires.
Wthin monents, the only light in the valley was the
bright glows fromthe heroes thensel ves.

"I wish you' d done the second spell first and just

ski pped the first one," Wngover told the w zard.

"My spell recoiled," denshadow said. "Spellbinder is
too powerful."

""1 pean the rain," the man said, hurrying them al ong.
"If we can get a little distance, the downpour m ght help
us.

"I didn't bring the rain," G enshadow adnitted

"You mean it just happened?" Chane Fel dstone

grow ed, a shadow anmong gl owi ng people. "I don't be-
lieve it."

d enshadow shook his head. "No, it didn't just hap-
pen. It's magic... but not mne."

"There are goblins comng fromboth directions in that
cut." Wngover pointed back. 'Wen they neet, they're
going to come out. Even in this rain, they'll see us, the
way we're shining. Come on, we'd better run for it."

He Iifted CGeekay's reins, turned to run, and stopped.

He |istened. "I hear sonething," he said.

The rest turned, listening intently. Rain hissed and

t hunders rol |l ed overhead, and through it came the

spl ashing, shouting nenace of goblins converging in the
gully. For a nonent there was nothing nore, then the
others heard it.

Bel ow t he ot her sounds, |ower-pitched and barely au-
dible, a runbling grew, comng fromtheir right, from

hi gher ground.

"What is it?" Jilian hissed. "That sound."

Then W ngover knew, and he arched a thoughtfu

brow. Flash flood. Massed waters filling the | ow ands
upstream overtopping the deep gully, rushing down to-
ward the stream sonewhere bel ow.

"Fl oodwat ers, " he said.

"The goblins in the gully,"” Jilian added.

"They're wearing arnor," Chane concl uded.

W ngover dropped his reins and ran back toward the
gully. He heard the others coning behind him By the
light of his own glow he saw the gully's rim saw heads
com ng up over it, and saw a pair of hasty bolts flick past
as he halted, just a few yards fromthe edge. A flung
stone toppled a goblin backward into the dark cut he had
just left. The runble had become a roar, and was coning



cl oser.

W ngover felt a bronze bolt tear at his shield, ducked a
second mssile, and howed a chilling war cry as he
charged down on the shadowy figures com ng over the
edge. His sword, glowing with golden light, traced rapid
patterns up and down and around, clattering agai nst ar-
nmor and bl ades, darkening itself with goblin blood.

Two creatures fell before Wngover, and four nore

took their places, comng up fromthe roaring, water-
filled gully. He fended the strokes of two with his bl ade,
took another cut on his shield, and saw the dark, furred
shape of Chane Fel dstone as the dwarf's hanmer pierced

a goblin's hel net.

At Chane's side, Jilian was a rosy blur in the dark, a
whirling blade with a spinning top at its axis.

The roar fromthe gully becane a crashing, tearing
screech of sound, and a wall of spray swept down the
draw, sparkling in the light of the glowing fighters as it
passed. After the wall of water passed, there seened to
be nothing left to fight.

How many goblins had there been, there in the cut?

W ngover wondered silently. There was no way to

know. They were gone, drowned and carried away to-

ward the mai n watercourse

On the bank, a shadow noved and anot her, darKker

shadow sprang toward it. Chane's hamer went up, and

the dwarf rolled another goblin into the torrent. He
stood, staggering, and Jilian caught himas he started to
fall. The dwarven girl raised her glowi ng face, w de-
eyed, and beckoned to Wngover. He reached the two in
two steps and knelt.

Chane was down, his teeth gritted with pain, and by

their own light they saw the bronze bolt standing in his
shoul der. Jilian reached for it, but a glow ng, red hand
st opped her.

"Let me," d enshadow said. "I know what to do."

Wth Chane's own nickeliron dagger, the w zard cut

out the goblin-bolt, then peeled back the dwarf's fur tu-
nic to cut away the rag of linen beneath. He studied the
wound. Setting his thunbs at each side of the gash, he
squeezed it closed. "Get ne a flane," he told Wngover.
The man fumbled in his pouch for his fire-maker, a

cunni ng devi ce obtained fromhill dwarves |ong ago. He
funmbl ed again, then peered into his pouch. "It isn't here,"
he sai d.

"Never mnd," the wizard said. "Jilian, see how|'m
hol di ng the puncture? Can you do that?"

Jilian took d enshadow s place, and the w zard
reached into his own belt-pouch and brought out a

small, silver object with a lid. "Phosphors," he said. "It
will do as well."
"Phosphors,"” Wngover muttered, an idea dawni ng.

But there wasn't tinme to consider it now.

d enshadow sneared a bit of paste fromthe container
over the hole in Chane's shoul der, then took anot her
dar ker substance and knelt beside Jilian. "Let go now,
and get back," he said.

She wi t hdrew her hands, and d enshadow touched



the second paste to the first with a knife-blade. Suddenly
a brilliance flared on the dwarf's shoul der, and Chane
noaned.

The light subsided as quickly as it had flared. A puff of
white snoke, lifting away to be dispersed by the pound-
ing rain, rose into the air.

"Bandage him" "Wngover said grimy. "W have to

nmove on. It's still a long way across this valley."

Chapter 23

When Chestal Thicketsway went | ooking for

nmore goblins, it didn't take himlong to find them Unfor-
tunately, he had nonmentarily overl ooked the fact that he
was gl owi ng bright green

By the time the kender saw the doubl e pl atoon of

arnmed hostiles coming at himacross a field, they had al -
ready seen him All he could do was run. Rain danced

and sizzled around himas he fled, every step taking him
farther fromhis friends and deeper into eneny territory.
He tried dodging into a hedgerow, and realized there was
nowhere for himto hide. In the thickening bl ackness of
the rainy night, he shone |ike a green beacon. Even
shi el ded by the pouring rain, which increased steadily as
he fled froma growi ng pursuit, his |light gave hi maway.

Sure evidence of that was the sheer number of netal

bolts that whisked and sang around him coming from
various directions.

The goblins couldn't see himwell enough to aimcare-
fully, Chess realized -- at lease if he kept noving and
managed to evade dose contact with any of them But

the bolts kept comi ng, and he had to adnit that sinple

| uck woul d guide sone of themhis direction

"This may not have been a very good idea," he told
hinself, diving into a wash half-filled with dark, racing
water. A pair of bronze bolts slapped water into the ken-
der's face, and he ducked. Soon Chess was fighting an in-
creasing current. It carried himone hundred yards
downstream before he made it to the far bank

H s gl ow preceded him and as he clanbered out of the
wash a grinning goblin charged into the light, brandish-
ing a sword. Chess braced his hoopak, thunped the butt
end of it into the creature's face, then brought it around
full-circle. The shaft struck the goblin across the back of
the neck and laid it out.

Chess grabbed up the creature's sword, and his nostrils
twitched at the snell of goblin. He changed his m nd and
flung the sword fromhim point-first. In the darkness
somewhere close, a goblin gurgled and fell, pierced be-
tween breastplate and buckler. Chess didn't wait to see
what woul d happen next. He turned and ran, follow ng

the course of the filling wash.

Al'l about himwas storm-- pouring rain and driving

wi nds, sheet l|ightning and runbling thunder. Chess ran,
and somrething hung with him sonething that was part

of the storm It- seened to expand, to flex invisible nus-
cles. A voice that was no voice said, "Ah!"

"Ah?" Chess panted. "Wat do you nmean, ah? Do you

have something to do with this... aha! You do! Well,

ni ce goi ng, Zap. Just keep it up, wll you?"



"Mre," sonething seened to demand. "Mich nore."

"Just behave yoursel f!" The kender dodged through a

smal | wooded | ot, where trees exploded into fiery kin-
dling as great bolts of lightning struck them The thunder
was deafening. Goblin feet pounded behind Chess, pur-

suing the gl obe of bright green light. A bronze bolt

zi pped past the kender's ear and buried itself in a tree
trunk.

As Chess dodged past a clunp of brush, lightning re-
veal ed a wedge of goblin-warriors comng at the kender
from ahead, only yards away. Crossbows went up, and
Chess went down, diving flat onto a sheet of water

i nches deep. Bolts sang over himand found targets

anong the goblins pursuing. Chess rolled aside and set
of f at right angles, cursing the bright green glow that
shone about him "lInvisibility," he hissed. "That's sone
wi zard we found!"

Hazy bol es of trees danced past the kender, reflecting
his own green light through the pouring rain, then he was
in a cleared field and someone was just ahead. Chess
skidded to a halt, soupy nud sheeting fromhis feet.

More goblins... and sonething else. A creature taller
than goblins, wearing dark armor with intricate designs
and a grotesque barbed helnet with a hi deous nask. The
creature raised a sword, beckoned, and the goblins
around it charged.

"I'f you have any nore tricks, Zap," Chess breathed,
"now s the tine."

"Much nore," sonething silent said.

Li ght ni ng crashed and crescendoed, huge brilliant

bolts striking all around. The kender's long hair fell from
around his neck, unraveled itself, and seemed to stand
straight out fromhis head, a huge crown of dark bristle.
Bolt after bolt of |ightning cracked and seared, before
Chess and behind, and in the flashes he saw goblins tum
bling through the air, falling here and there; goblins
thrown al oft; goblins that snoked and sizzled and fried.
A wi nd snmacked Chess aside. The kender's racing feet
barely touched the ground as he flew

"Ww, " he whispered, nearly blinded by his own

stream ng hair.

Sonewher e behind, he heard a voice -- authoritative

and furious -- shouting orders. She sounds cross, he told
hi nsel f. Better keep goi ng.

Driven by a howing wind that seened to try to lift

himfromthe ground, |ashed by huge drops of rain that
stung his back as they flew in al nost horizontal sheets,
blinded by his stream ng hair and deaf ened by thunders,

t he kender gripped his hoopak and | eaped high over a ta-
pering rock | edge. Through the tunnel of his hair he saw
trees ahead, lit by stuttering flashes and his own green
gl ow. He bounded down a sl opi ng bank toward heavy

gromh and tried to slow hinmself, w thout nmuch success.
Then directly ahead, sonething huge and ugly raised
itself and spread wi de arnms, bracing itself against the
scream ng wi nd. An ogre. Chess even recogni zed the

huge, grimacing features.

Loam



At gal e speed the kender closed on the brute, his eyes
wi de. At the last instant, he thrust out his hoopak,
dropped its butt, and vaulted. A tunmbling |leap carried
hi mup and past the creature's crushi ng hands, al nost
hi gh enough to clear its head.

Al nmost, but not quite. Instead, the kender's feet
smacked the ogre's jutting brow Chess's free hand
caught a tangle of Loami s hair, and the kender conpl eted
his flip upright, standing on top of the ogre's head.
"I can't wait to tell them about this at Hylo," he nut-
tered. "OfF course, they're never going to believe it."
Before the ogre could react, wind hit themlike a fist
and Chess was thrown tunbling, into a grove of trees.
He got his feet under himand dodged anong the trees,
downsl ope. Behind himhe heard a crash and an angry
roar. Loamhad run into a tree.

Among the trees, the wind was diffused a little, and

t he kender slowed a bit. But then he was in the open
again, on a broad, shoaling bank with raging fl ood-
wat ers beyond. Wnd swept down on him caught him

and threw hi m head over heels into the churning nael -
strom

Tumbl i ng and fighting, the kender bobbed away
downstream Above hima voice that was not there

seened to nmoan, "No-o-o0! O her way-y-y!"
* * * * *

Four brightly shining figures and one dark one fled
across stormblown fields in a nurk lighted only by stac-
cato flares from above. Sheets of rain hissed around
them and thunder reverberated. The ground was a flow

i ng norass of runoff.

Chane Fel dstone | ed now, holding to the slimgreen

trace that was their only means of direction in the turbu-
| ent darkness. The dwarf was a bl ackness agai nst the
dar k, staggering sometines from weakness. He was sup-
ported by the rosy-glowing Jilian, who refused to | eave
his side. The gol den brightness of Wngover, |eading a
gl owi ng gray horse, and the ruby-red d enshadow,
struggl ed al ong after the dark dwarven shape.

The worst of the stormseened to be to the south, a

few nmles away at nmost. The curtai ned darkness in that
direction was broken by a constant blaze of |ightning,
and the gale winds swirling fromthere carried the sharp
sweet breath of ozone.

They had tried to persuade the dwarf to ride, but he
woul d have none of it. Wngover suspected that Chane,
like many of his race, sinply disliked horses. Sone
dwarves were excellent riders, but not all

Since leaving the gully, they had seen no goblins -- or
any other living thing. Possibly the kender, going off

al one as he had, had led the main forces away. If so,

W ngover thought, then the gods help the little creature.
He woul d never stand a chance out there al one.

Two nmiles of travel brought themto a descending

slope with forest beyond, and beyond that the sound of a
torrent raging. The valley's streamwould be out of its
banks by now, a rushing beast that no one could cross.
Wil e Chane rested, with the attentive Jilian chatter-
ing at his side, Wngover scouted. Wen he returned, he



had news. Upstreama half-mle was a well-worn path
going east. If there was a bridge, it should be there.
"And if the alert went out, that's where the goblins on
the other side will be waiting," the wizard pointed out.
Chane got to his feet. "W'll weld that joint when we
find it," he said gruffly.

W ngover shrugged. 'Then lead on, Grallen-kin," he

sai d.

Again, then, they were on the nove. The path

W ngover had found veered eastward, downsl ope and

into forest, beyond which the torrent raged. The little
streamthat Canber Meld had called Respite R ver was,

in normal conditions, a tanme and pretty brook. Now,

t hough, it was rushing, whitecapped bl ack water nearly
a hundred yards across -- but spanned yet by a raised

f oot bri dge wi de enough to allow carts to pass from one
side to the other.

Beyond the stream was rai ny darkness.

"I"ll go first." Chane took a deep breath, draw ng him
self up. "I'"'mthe only one who night get a | ook at the
ot her side before he's spotted.”

Wthout waiting for argunment, the dwarf trotted

down the streamni ng bank, waded through knee-deep

water to the bridge's ranp, and di sappeared in pouring
dar kness. He was back a short time |later, appearing out
of the darkness |like a black-furred shadow with a glint-
ing hamrer in its hand.

"The bridge is sound," he told them "There have been
goblins on the path beyond, but they aren't there now. |
took a good | ook around. Maybe the rain drove themto
shelter."

"I"ve heard that goblins have no | ove of clean water,"

W ngover not ed.

Wth Chane | eading, pale but clear-eyed, they started
across. The bridge shivered with the force of the torrent
below it, and creaked and groaned when the horse was
led onto it, but it seenmed secure. The searchers were half-
way across when they noticed that the wi nd had di ed and
the pouring rain was letting up. The storm was di ssol v-
ing as quickly as it had begun, and through cl ouds
above, the visible noons could be seen in crescent.

"Qur shine is outlasting our shield," Wngover

grow ed, not | ooking at the wizard. In a way, he felt the
bl ame had to be shared. The nmage had at least tried to
gi ve them cover.

Jilian stopped and rai sed a hand, pointing upstream
"Look, " she said.

Far up the stream a greenness glowed -- a w dening

point of light that sparkled the torrent's surface and glim
nmered al ong both banks. Even as they watched, the

green glow grew, comng toward them rapidly.

"The kender?" Chane wonder ed.

"Ch, rust,"” Jilian said. "I hope it isn't the poor little
thing's corpse.”

"He's still shining," Wngover reassured her

As W ngover made that hopeful statenent, the ap-
proachi ng green |ight w nked out and there was only

dar kness on the stream Jilian gasped.



And gasped again as her own rosy gl ow di med and

fail ed.

"We're losing our glow, " Jilian said.

W ngover's gold radi ance held for a noment nore,

then blinked of f abruptly. Now they were only huddl ed
shadows on a dark bridge, highlighted by a gl ow ng

horse and a radiant red wi zard. The horse's |ight

di nmed, lingered for a nonment, and was gone.

The dark torrent raged beneath the footbridge, and
now t here were specks of light upstream A blaze of
torches was comi ng al ong the bank, on the side they had
left. Wngover pointed. "They were foll owi ng the kender."
"I think it would be a good idea if you doused your-
self,” Jilian Firestoke told G enshadow. Still the wizard
shone with a bright ruby gl ow.

"Come on," Chane urged. "Let's get across. They're

com ng. "

"How about sonebody giving me a hand?"

The voice that cane from bel ow t he bri dge was hi gh-

pi tched and excited. Chane and Wngover hurried to the
edge and peered down into dark, rushing water. They

qui ckly stepped across to the other side. Just bel ow,
barely visible, Chestal Thicketsway clung to a hoopak

j amred between bridge pilings.

"G ve us sone light here," Wngover ordered, pulling

d enshadow to the edge of the bridge. Ruby glow lit
rushing dark waters and the childlike face, grinning up at
them Chane Fel dstone started to crouch above the ken-
der, then winced as his wounded armtook his weight.

"Cet back," Wngover snapped, pushing the dwarf

aside. "I'll get him" Kneeling, clinging to a bridge sup-
port, the man reached down and lifted the drenched ken-
der, hoopak and all, to set himon his feet on the

structure. The others stared at Chess. H s hair falling
around him the kender | ooked like nothing nmore than a

dark nmushroomw th a forked stick

He pul | ed back | ong, soggy hair, shook it aside, and
grinned at them "Hello," he said cheerfully, water cas-
cading fromhim "Did you know there are just a heck of

a lot of goblins out there |l I'mglad we stopped shining."
He | ooked at the wizard critically. "If you intend to go on
doi ng that, maybe you should go sonewhere else."

After watching the torches conme closer for a noment,

Chane and his allies could see goblins... and creatures
that were taller. Dragging the glowing wizard with them
trying to keep himshiel ded behind the horse, the search-
ers scurried for the far end of the bridge and the darkness
beyond. Wen they were clear, Wngover waved the rest

ahead, except for d enshadow. "Your phosphors gave

me an idea," he told the wizard. "I think it's time to try it."
W ngover dug into one of his packs and brought out a

pair of hand-length cylinders that glowed silvery in the
faint, murky noonlight. "Phosphor flares," he ex-

pl ained. "I got themfroma Qualinesti traveler, Garon
Wendest hal as. " He dug deeper into the pack. "I still can't
find my oil striker. Can you light these with that phos-
phor thi ng?"

"I can try. What do | light?"

"This thing here, on each one. It's a fuse.

W ngover



hurried to the foot of the bridge and placed a flare on
each side, at the main supports. "Hurry," he said.

The wi zard knelt at first one and then the other of the
flares, preparing the wicks. H's glow was di ming
slightly, and he squinted in the gl oom

"WIl this help?" It was Chess, com ng back to see

what they were doing. The kender held a small netal ob-
ject, which he manipulated with his thumb. A nerry lit-
tle fire appeared above his hand. But the wi zard set the
flares then. Harsh, bright sparks spewed forth, and

W ngover said. "All right, get back!"

They retreated a dozen paces, then several nore as
bronze bolts sang past them from beyond the stream
Suddenly the flares erupted in furious blinding bril-
Iiance, beyond which a flood of arnmed goblins were run-
ning up the far ranmp, onto the bridge.

Anot her bronze dart flew past, and W ngover

snapped, "Put out that light." Then he turned to the ken-
der as the little flanme went out. "Were did you get

t hat ?"

Chess shrugged. "I don't know. Found it sonewhere.

What is it?"

"It's my oil striker!" Wngover grow ed.

"I's that what it is? Wy do | have it, then?"

"I don't know why you have it. Gve it back!"

Chess handed the thing over. "You nust have dropped

it along the way. Lucky |I found it for you. Looks a | ot
handier than flint and steel."

"It is flint and steel. Wth a wick. And oil. | --"

W ngover stopped and stared. The flares on the bridge
had done their job. The bridge blazed nerrily now, a

wal |l of fire fromedge to edge, barring passage fromthe
ot her side. A few wooden pl anks were even falling away
to hiss in the dark waters below. But on the other side, a
person had pushed through the clamoring crowd of

goblins -- a taller person, wearing gl eam ng bl ack, orna-
nmented arnmor and a horned helnet with a beaten mask.

As W ngover, and now the others, stared across the fire,
t he person renoved the mask. The wil derness nman

caught his breath. For the first time, he saw the face of
Kol anda Dar knoor .

The hi deous mask across the bridge was | owered, and

t he woman behind it was -- no, m ght have been --
stunningly beautiful. But she was sonething el se instead.
W ngover sensed absolute evil there. She only glanced at
him though, for her gaze swiftly | ocked on Chane Fel d-
stone. She put her hand to her throat and lifted some-
thing from her breastplate.

Chapter 24

"How coul d you |l et them get away?" the woman

shouted. "I set a net across this valley, and you... you
sniveling excuse for a troopleader... you let themslip
t hr ough! "

Thog, aparticul arly ugly hobgoblin, and six goblins
cowered before the Conmander, afraid to respond.
"Two pl at oons dead or missing!" The horned hel net
turned fromone to another of them its dragon facemask
seeming to boomwi th each syllable. "Did any of you



even see themclearly? Do you know how many there
wer e?"

Thog scuffed his toe and rai sed hiseyes. "Fiveof the
lighted ones, Conmander... but one of themwas a
horse. "

Furious eyes blazed at the hobgoblin from behind the
mask. "Five, but one was a horse. There were six! Count-
ing the horse. | counted them Why couldn't you?"

When there was no answer, the Commander paused a

nmonent, shaking with fury.

"Doubl e shifts!" she said then. "Double shifts for ev-
eryone until further ordered. Now, get out of my sight!"
The hobgoblin and the goblins turned and hurried

away, al mpbst scranbling in their haste. Wen they were
gone, she nuttered, "And you... | found the dwarf for
you. Al you had to do was destroy him Wy didn't

you?"

A dry, twi sted voice that seemed to cone fromw thin

t he Conmmander's armor said, "Ah... she questions

ne? Does she dare?"

"I dare question you, yes," Kol anda hi ssed. "Wy

didn't you strike down that dwarf? Wiy didn't you
strike themall down? | gave you the chance!"

"Magic failed," the voice said. "But there will be an-
ot her chance. d enshadow knows."

"d enshadow?"

"d enshadow,” the thin voice repeated bitterly. "He
knows I will Kkill himwhen next we neet."

Kol anda Dar knmoor wal ked to a high, clear ridge to

oversee the reorgani zati on of her troops. Though it was

unt hi nkabl e that the dwarf with the know edge of Thor-

bardin's secret -- and his conpanions -- had sonmehow

managed to get past all her defenses, she let her fury sub-

si de somewhat and resumed her planning. The dwarf

had to be stopped. She turned and | ooked at the range of

nountai ns to the east.

Goblin trackers had reported at norning's first |ight.

The group had gone al nost straight east across the valley
at least as far as they had been able to track them

Soneone with the group, it seenmed, was skilled at cover-

ing trail. But they had gone east, and due east lay the

soaring peak of Sky's End. Kol anda knew from her

scouts that there was an old, clinbing trail that curved

around the nountain's slopes, but it would be a tedious

and difficult journey. It would have been far better for

themto take the pass road, farther north. It crossed
hei ghts nore scal abl e than giant Sky's End, and there
was a bridge beyond that crossed the chasmand | ed to-
ward the Plains of Dergoth. And it was to those plains
that the dwarf mnust be going, because it was there that
Gallen fell.

Kol anda snil ed. Several of the captured humans and
dwarves had died in the process of their inquisition, but
she had a serviceable map and a great deal of infornma-
tion as a result.

The northern pass would place her on Dergoth well

ahead of the fleeing group

There was still one other matter to attend to here. The



ref ugees who had crossed the ridge into the next valley to
the west were still at large, and she wanted them Only a
smal | force would be necessary for that.

When the troops were assenbl ed, Kol anda Dar knoor

sent a group to find the fugitives from Harvest and
Herdl i nger, and bring back all those fit to be put to work.
The unfit would sinply be killed.

"Co south a fewniles," she told them "then cross over

i nto Waykeep and turn northward. Trap them subdue

them and bring back slaves."

* * * * *

Bobbin was growing nore and nore irritated as the

days passed. He was irritated with hinself, irritated with
his soarwagon, and irritated with the world in general

And much of his irritation came of being bored. Except

for sightseeing, there was hardly anything to do when

one was stuck aloft in a contrivance powered by the very
air currents on which it floated. And the soarwagon was
far nore responsive to the wind' s vagaries than to the
feeble controls the gnonme had managed to build into its
structure.

For the past day or so, there hadn't even been anyone

to talk to. Since |eaving the pass between Waykeep and
Respite, Bobbin had tried any nunber of times to return
but the soarwagon woul dn't go. He kept winding up in

other places, or over famliar places but too high in the

sky to make contact with anyone. And he was running

| ow on raisins.

In a way, that could be a blessing, he realized, because
it was the hal f-bushel of raisins that had caused his

present set of problens. The raisin basket -- resting just
in front of himin the soarwagon's w cker cab -- had
shifted and fouled his control lines, and so far he had

been unable to correct them Hi s lateral and pitch pulls
were crisscrossed in some fashion, somewhere beyond

his reach. The result was that he could gain altitude nore
or less at will. To descend, however, he had to wait for
the air currents to nake proper adjustments on the vehi-
cle's forward foils, and hope that the positioning would
hol d | ong enough to get near the ground again before it
reversed itself and clinbed. Wrse still, he could not turn
left. Only right.

The dil etma was synptomatic of the basic contro

problemin the soarwagon's design. In building it, Bob-
bi n had underestimated the craft's buoyancy and m s-
judged the sensitivity of its control surfaces.

The ot her gnomes were right, he told hinself. | amin-
sane. Had this contrivance been built in proper gnom sh
fashion -- designed by a coomittee, sublet out anong

several guilds, and then assenbled by a task force, it

woul dn't have these problens. But then, it wouldn't fly

at all.

The problemof the airfoils and their controls wasn't

i nsoluble. Wthin the first week of his plight, Bobbin had
deduced what was wong and how it could be corrected.

Part of it was the result of something unforeseen, a phe-
nonenon that Bobbin sinmply had not known exi sted.

The air near the ground was denser and nore turbul ent

than that higher up, and all drafts within twenty or thirty



feet of the ground were updrafts.

Oovi ous enough, now that he understood it. But he

hadn't known about such things when he had desi gned

t he soarwagon. Hi s assunption had been that air was

ai r, anywhere.

He had even naned the phenonenon of the near-

surface currents. Gound effect, he called it. And he had

wor ked out the control requirenents to correct for it.
Only one problemremai ned. The soarwagon coul dn't be
repaired in flight. He would have to land first.

And he couldn't land until it was repaired.

Feel ing grunpier by the mnute, Bobbin tugged his

strings and hel ped hinself to sonme nore raisins. He

wi shed he had sone cider to go with them Raisins wth-
out cider were like a sundial wthout a pointer. Ade-
quate, but hardly tinely.

Through a |l ong norning he had been drifting in w de
right-hand circles, while the soarwagon descended from
an abrupt, screaming clinmb to an estimated twenty thou-
sand feet -- a maneuver executed entirely w thout Bob-
bin's assistance. Once at that lofty altitude, the device
had seened satisfied to begin a slow, |anguid descent.
Bobbi n had set the soarwagon in an easy ri ght-hand

pitch and spent the intervening hours dozing, fum ng,

and eating raisins.

After Bobbin finished his breakfast and washed it

down with rainwater collected during the previous

night's storm he | ooked over the side of his w cker cab to
see if he could identify where he was. He frowned and
shook his head in disgust. A half-nile bel ow was t hat
same valley he had been trying to | eave when his raisins
shifted: the long, wooded vall ey between ridges, the one
t hose peopl e had cal |l ed Waykeep. The place with the

wi ndi ng bl ack road.

Of to Bobbin's left was the snoke of the refugee

canps, the people who had conme across fromthe next
val l ey, fleeing an invasion of goblins. Ahead, just a few
mles, was the textured ice-field where he had first met
t he kender, Chestal Thicketsway.

An ol d battleground, the creature had said. The |unps

of ice on the field contained fighting dwarves, frozen in
pl ace. Bobbin saw no reason to doubt it, though why it
mattered was beyond him

There were people out there now, on the ice. People

nmovi ng around. He squinted. Dwarves... and either
humans or elves. From such a distance, it was hard to
tell, except that sone of them seened to have beards.

Humans, then, he decided. Elves don't have beards.

O her nmovenent caught the gnone's attention then

far off to his right, to the south. He squinted, trying to
see details. Alarge group of... sonmething... crossing
a clearing between stands of forest, com ng north. Sun-
light glinted on nmetal. Arnor?

The soarwagon's lazy circle brought it over the edge

of the ice field, and Bobbin | eaned out to wave. " Some-
body' sconi ngyourway!" he shouted excitedly, waving

his arms and pointing. But he was ton high. The people
down there, dwarves and humans, obviously fromthe



refugee canps, were intent on the ice itself, and what
was under it. No one | ooked up, and wthin nonments

t he soarwagon was past them continuing its descend-
ing spiral.

Long m nutes passed, then the other group was in sight
agai n bel ow, now dead ahead. The gnonme | eaned out to
squint at them He saw themclearly now. Arnored gob-
lins, a conpany of them marching in rough phal anx or-
der, with a slightly larger figure in the lead -- a waddling,
greeni sh-colored thing in bright msfitting arnor. Bob-
bi n had never seen a hobgoblin before, though he knew
what they were. If anything, he decided, hobgoblins
were even uglier than ordinary goblins. Wthout its

bri ght garb, the thing would have resenbled a big, nis-
shapen frog

The soarwagon cl osed on the marchi ng conpany be-

low, lower now, only a few hundred yards up

Vel |, Bobbin told himself, I'Il circle over those other
peopl e again pretty soon. | can tell themthen that there
are goblins com ng. None of ny business, | suppose, but

t hen nobody needs gobli ns.

As he sail ed over the marching goblins, Bobbin heard
their shouts and | eaned out to | ook down at them Cross-
bows and bl ades were brandi shed at him and guttura
taunts drifted upward. On inmpul se, the gnome | ooked
around for sonething unpl easant that he could drop on
them The only thing that cane to hand was an enpty

I i ne-spool wedged between the raisin basket and the |at-
eral courses. He gripped it, pulled it loose... then

grabbed the rails of his cab and hung on for dear life as
the snagged tilt controls of the soarwagon suddenly

broke free and the vehicl e responded.

The left wi ng di pped sharply, the nose went up, and

Bobbi n"s contrivance came around in a hard turn, clinb-

ing. Righting itself, the soarwagon pointed its nose at the
sky and shot straight up, then conpleted a perfect rol

and reversed itself in a blistering dive, directly at the gob-
lins bel ow. They stared, shouted, and began to run in al
directions. Bobbin cursed as he fought his |lines and eased
the dive. But the craft had a mind of its own and re-
sponded with a neat half-roll

Upsi de down and frantic, Bobbin shot over the heads

of the goblin troops, raining raisins down upon them By
the tine he managed to turn the soarwagon right side up

he was four miles south and clinbing, again coning

about in a wide right-hand turn

Bobbin clung to his lines, pounded his w cker rail with

a frustrated fist. "Gearslip!" he cursed. "Threadbind and
nmetal fatigue! You misassenbled piece of junk, can't you
behave yoursel f just once? Stress analysis and critica

path i If |I ever get ny feet on solid ground again, |I'm go-
ing to take you apart and nmake canel davits out of you!"

At a half-mle relative altitude, the soarwagon soared
serenly over the scattered force of goblins, over the inter-
vening forests, over the ice field where humans and

dwarves worked to gather old weapons. Finally, it

passed over the huddl ed encanpnment beyond, where

refugees tended their children and wounded conpan-

ions, then raised its nose and clinbed.



Bobbi n cl osed his eyes and shook his head. Things

were bad before. Now he was out of raisins.

H gh above the ridge that separated two wil derness
val l eys, and miles north of the pass, the gnone repaired
and rerouted his control lines and prepared to cone
about one nore time. At |east now he had controls

again, after a fashion. He could turn east, then south,
and possibly find the people he had | ost at the mountain
crossi ng.

Then novenent of an entirely different sort caught

Bobbi n's eye, and he raised hinself high in his wcker to
peer dead ahead. Sonething was com ng fromthe north,
com ng toward him a speck against the horizon but de-
finitely comng his way... and flying. \Were exaspera-
tion had been, hope surged forward, brightening the
gnone' s gaze.

Fl yi ng! Sormeone else is up here in another flying nma-

chi ne, Bobbin thought gleefully. I'mnot alone. Ginning
eagerly, he settled into his w cker seat and | owered the
nose of the soarwagon gently, ainming for the approach-
ing flier. Soneone to conpare notes wth! Someone who

m ght have an answer to ny dil emma! Soneone else in

t he sky!
At a mile' s distance, the gnone studied the stranger
Red in color -- bright, crinson red -- with novable w ngs

that flapped rhythmcally, and a long, trailing append-
age of some sort. And legs? Yes, definitely |legs. Not
wheel s or runners, but jointed legs, like an animal's.
And who was flying it? Bobbin could not see a cockpit
or basket, not even soneone nounted on a bench

Cl oser still, Bobbin noved. Then his eyes began to
wi den in incredul ous astoni shment. The thing | ooked --
he woul d have sworn it -- like a flying dragon.

Ri di cul ous, he told hinself. There are no dragons on
Krynn. There were dragons once, they said. Ages ago.

But not now. Not in the menory of anyone |iving had

t here been reports of dragons.

Cl oser and closer the two fliers came, and nore and
nore Bobbin had to admit that it did | ook |like a dragon
A huge, red, flying dragon, coning along the line of
peaks, coming directly toward him

Fear washed up and down the gnonme's spine, a com
pelling, sweating fear that was |ike cold fingers gripped
him Then a voice spoke to him "Wo are you?" it

asked, seenming to be right there beside him

Bobbi n gasped and | ooked around, this way and that,
trying to see who had spoken. The dragon was a hal f -
mle away now, and there was no doubt in the gnone's
mnd that it was, indeed, a dragon. Again the voice at
t he gnome's shoul der asked, "Wo are you?"

"Who are you?" the gnome shouted. "Were are you?"
"You're | ooking at me," the voice said. "Yes. Me. And

yes, little creature, I amwhat you think I am Now, calm
down and tell me who you are?"

"Bobbin," Bobbin said. "lI... I"ma gnome. Are you

really a... But of course you are. You wouldn't say so if

you weren't, would you?"
"Bobbin," the voice seened to purr in his ear. "Just



keep comi ng, Bobbin. You will have no further doubts,

in a nonment or so."
Whet her it was Bobbin's own numb hands trenbling

at the control strings, or sone vagrant current of air, the
soarwagon chose that instant to slip to the right, stall
and go into a nosedive. Suddenly the gnone saw spin-
ni ng nount ai ntops strai ght ahead, and sonewhere be-

hind himthe air crackled with fire.

"Ch, gearslip?" he muttered, struggling with his con-
trols.

"Aha," the voice at his shoul der chuckled. "A fine
dodge, gnone. You were lucky that time. But you won't

be so lucky again. | can't let you live, you know. "

"Why not ?" Bobbin tugged strings, westling the

pl ungi ng soarwagon out of its spin.

"Because you have seen ne," the cal mvoice said.

"That is your msfortune. None who see ne nust live to

tell of it... not yet, anyway. You see, that could spoi
the Highlord' s plan."
"I wouldn't want to do that, | suppose.” Bobbin haul ed

on his lines, and the soarwagon's nose edged a few de-
grees down. Bobbin gl anced back and gasped. The red
dragon was | ess than a hundred yards back, w ngs

fol ded, gaping jaws displaying ranks of glittering teeth.
The soarwagon screanmed into a dive, strained its fab-
rics, and flattened out of the descent, its wake currents
spewi ng a small snowstormfromthe icy top of a rock
peak. Behind the contraption the dragon spread great
wi ngs and dodged the pinnacle.

"That was a nice stunt," the deep voice said in Bobbin's
m nd. "But awfully chancy."

"I'"minsane," the gnone expl ai ned.
'What a shane," the dragon voice purred. "Well, you
won't have to worry about that much | onger."

Bobbi n gl anced around agai n. He had gai ned sone

| ead, but now the dragon was wi ngi ng around, maki ng
for himin a flanking attack. The creature was huge, far
larger in both |l ength and wi ngspan than Bobbin's
soarwagon. It fairly radi ated power and doni nance and

a mastery of the air. Its very presence was enough to in-

spire an awmful fear, like nothing the gnome had felt
bef ore.
"I don't suppose we could conme to some... ah..

| ess terninal agreenent?" Bobbin suggested, throw ng

the soarwagon into a side slip that plunged it directly be-
| ow the dragon. He soared into a clinb beyond his pur-
suer.

"Don't be ridiculous," the dragon voice was tinged

wi th anger now... and sonething else that tingled just
beyond the gnonme's understandi ng. "You mght as well

stop this dancing around. You don't have a chance of es-
capi ng, you know. "

"I"'msorry," Bobbin said. "No of fense intended, of

course, but self-preservation is a difficult habit to break."

He increased the soarwagon's pitch and reached for the
sky. Behind him the red dragon beat great w ngs, pow
erful in full pursuit. Yet, sonmehow, the beast seened a
trifle sluggish.

Could the creature be tired? the gnome wondered. The



hint in the voice, that subtle sonmething... could it be
fatigue?

"Stop this, now" the dragon comanded. "I don't

have all day."

"I"'mwestling with ny instincts," Bobbin assured it. "I
suppose you' ve cone quite a | ong way."

"Nearly five hundred nmiles," the dragon snapped.

"Not that it's any of your business."

"Aer odynam cs," Bobbin nuttered. "Mass and energy
coefficients."

"Stop babbling and cone back here!"

"You certainly are big," the gnone renmarked, his mind
racing. "I'll bet you weigh a ton."

"Closer to three," the dragon voice sneered.

"Five hundred miles, you said?" He dug out a carbon
marker and did rapid calculations on the trailing edge of
his wing. "At say... twenty knots? That neans you've
been in the air for nore than twenty-four hours. That's a
long time. Do you have far to go?"

"Not much farther. Now let's get this over with. Turn
around?"

"I"'mstill having problens with ny autonomc re-
sponses, " the gnone apol ogi zed. d anci ng around one
nore time, he readjusted his lines, dropping the craft's
nose in a sudden forty-five degree dive. He wondered
how much | onger he could stay out of the dragon's reach

Chapter 25

Canber Meld and Fleece Ironhill stood at the

center of a ragged, determined |line of refugees, watching
gobl i ns advance across the ice. Twenty-eight fighters
formed the notley |ine, dwarves and humans, nost of
themnmale but with a few fermal es anong them A few

hel d weapons of recent make, but npbst were armed with
anci ent bl ades, hammers, axes, and shields broken from

t he snoking ice -- weapons that had been dropped or cast
aside by those still under the ice. The two chieftains

| ooked each way along their ragged battle line, then

gl anced at each other. There was nothing nore to say,
and nothing nowto do except wait for the attack and
hold the line for as | ong as possible while the hel pl ess
ones -- those in the refugee canps -- nmade their escape.

It was all they could do. The refugees were outnum
bered four to one, poorly armed and poorly equi pped, a
handf ul of herders and planters against a force of gob-
lins. They all knew that the best they mi ght achieve
would be a little tine.

The refugees had been exploring the ice field when

they saw the goblins comng fromthe south, no nore
than a mle away. There had been time to do no nore
than send a runner to warn the canps, and break out as
many weapons and shields as they could find under the
shal l ow i ce. Wsps of ancient dark snoke, trapped from
trees and grasses caught blazing by the ice, had drifted
fromthe breaks with each new crack

Now t hey waited as grinning goblins, a hobgoblin

| eadi ng them surged across the ice, eager for slaughter
Crossbows were ainmed, and a deadly rain of bronze



darts | ashed out at the defenders. Shields took nost of
the mssiles, but two dwarves and a gray-haired man fell
The goblins shouted as they slung their bows, raised
swords and pi kes, and charged.

Al along the Iine, blades struck from behind shields as
the foes cl osed, and goblin bl ood steamed and stank on
the ice, mngling here and there with the crinson bl ood
of humans and dwarves.

The little Iine of defenders took the first assault and
turned it back, then closed ranks and retreated slowy,
drawi ng the barely disciplined goblins out of their for-
mation and into single -- or nore often double or triple --
conbat. For long mnutes, the skill and sheer

desperation of the defending Iine held the field. But the
goblins were too many, and the refugee arny retreated
again... and again. Canber Meld and Fl eece Ironhil

found thenselves fighting side by side, and knew t hat
this would be the final strategy. Hold and retreat, hold
and retreat, until none were left to face the goblins. It
was, sinply, a buying of tine.

At the edge of the ice field they retreated yet again, no
nore than a dozen of them now agai nst at |east seventy
goblins. The goblins fornmed anot her charge, then

hal ted. Goblin mouths dropped open, and goblin eyes

stared al oft, beyond and above the line of defenders.

Fl eece Ironhill glanced around just as sonething very
fast ski med over his head and swept upward on w de

pale wings. He didn't see what it was, nor did he try to
followit with his eyes. Instead he stared at the second
flying thing, plunging down from above. A huge red
dragon, its nouth opened wi de and a rush of fire coning
fromit. The dragon flared its wi ngs and soared over the
line of battle.

Wt hout warning, the dragon's fire-breath snote the

ice field behind the goblins.

* * %

Bobbin was in trouble. For a brief tinme, he had held his
di stance ahead of the dragon, the soarwagon diving
earthward on rippling wings. But he had waited too

| ong, gone too low, and |ost his edge. The dragon had
managed to get above him and now was closing with
deadl y speed. The gnone heard the | ong, deep runble of
in-drawn breath and knew what it meant.

"Ther modynani cs, " the gnonme muttered, praying that

his final calculation was correct, that the sane ground ef-
fect that had been his undoing might just this once work
to his advantage. How many tinmes since he had gone

al oft had the soarwagon abruptly shot skyward in a
screamng clinb, propelled by the extra buoyancy of the
near-ground air?

"Don't change your ways just yet," Bobbin nuttered,
taking a firmhold on his lateral controls. The ice field
sped by just a few yards bel ow

C osing his eyes, he pulled the strings. Behind and be-
neath the soarwagon's tail, a torrent of terrible flane
seared the air and flowed in waves of heat across the ice
field, which seenmed to explode in great clouds of steam
and soot.

The soarwagon went nearly straight up, a pale sliver



flung by its own dynam cs and gi ven added speed by up-
rushing air currents ahead of the rising clouds of steam
Bobbi n opened his eyes and | ooked around. Behind him

was a tiny, distant |andscape, where finger ridges of

mountains lay like furrows in a field. And barely visible,
far below, was the red dragon, just com ng out of its dive
and beginning to circle to the east.

"How di d you do that?" The dragon voice in his ears
seenmed genui nely inpressed.

"I bounced off the ground effect," the gnonme ex-

plained. "It's nothing especially new. |'ve been bouncing
off it for weeks."

"Ground effect?" The voice seened fainter now.

"That's what | call it. The air near the ground is denser
than the air higher up. It's why I can't land."

"You can't |land? You nean you can't get down?"

"No, blast it! I can get near the ground, but | can't
quite reach it. Un... are you comng after me again? 1'd
rather you didn't. | have enough troubl es without you."
The di m ni shing voice in Bobbin's ear seened to

chuckle. "1've heard of gnomes being standoffish, but
you're the first one |I've found who was actually stuck up
But | have no nore time for you, so | suppose this is your
| ucky day. Goodbye, Bobbin." Again there was a fading
chuckl e, then the voice was gone.

The gnome had managed to | evel out his clinb, and

he | ooked over the wicker rail. In the distance bel ow,
the red dragon was winging for the nountains east of
Waykeep. Bobbin circled and watched until the mythi -

cal beast cleared the peaks there and descended into the
snoky m sts beyond. Then he sighed and tugged on his
descent strings. He was cold and hungry, and ready to

go down. Apparently the soarwagon was, too. At the
slightest pressure on its vanes, it dropped its nose and
pl umret ed strai ght down, its wings rippling and whin-

i ng.

"Stress and derailnent!" the gnonme swore, and began

anot her adjustment on his controls.
** * * *

When dragonfire rolled over the frozen battlefield, the
effects were instantaneous. Ice splintered and fell away,
becom ng great spreading clouds of steamm xed with

anci ent snmoke. Gray mist roiled outward, obscuring the

goblins and the defenders beyond, then drifted upward
on heated drafts. A wi de, thick cloud shadowed a fore-
shortened | and where everything seemed to withe and
runble. Goblins retreated, w de-eyed, then turned and
retreated again when the bl ades of the handful of human
and dwarf refugees drew bl ood.

The evil mnions fell back, turned again, and stopped
in confusion. Fromthe rolling clouds cane dwarves,
hundreds of dwarves. Dwarves arnmed and arnored.

Mount ai n dwarves and hill dwarves with dead eyes in
frozen faces that had not known change in nore than
two centuries -- faces that grimaced and twisted in the ex-

act ways they had when they fought agai nst one anot her
in a burning forest at the instant the spell of ice had been
cast by an archmage



But they were not fighting anmpong thensel ves now.

Mount ai n dwarves and hill dwarves stood shoul der to

shoul der, spread out beneath the dark plunme of choking
steam They were silent and relentless, and fell on the
pani cked goblins w thout a hesitation or a sound.

The hobgoblin | eader screanmed, turned to run, and

fell, his helmpierced by Fleece Ironhill's spiked hamrer.
Two jibbering goblins follow ng himdied under the

sword of Canmber Meld. The cooling cloud of dark steam
above was descendi ng now, settling as a dense fog
streaked with ash, slanting before a wind that cane
across the old battlefield, carrying the dry scent of ages.
For long mnutes there was only silence and the blind-

ing mst. Then, slowy, the cloud thinned. Five humans
and six hill dwarves, the |ast of the conbined fighting
force |l ed by Canber Meld and Fl eece Ironhill, stood

al one at the edge of a great, blackened plain littered with
bodi es, dropped arns and anci ent burned stunps. Most

of the strewn bodies were goblins, many of themstil

pi erced by the weapons that had killed them And every-
where, anong and around them were little heaps of
clothing and arnor -- all that remai ned of the dwarves of
Waykeep, fighters released froman ancient spell for one

| ast cut, one last thrust, at an eneny.

The refugees | ooked around in awe. Nothing noved

except the wind... the wind, and a sliver of white far to
the east, sonething that flewlike a bird with still w ngs,
riding on the air. Something going away.

* * *x * *

On a forest-shrouded knoll in the Vale of Respite,

some di stance south of the encanpnents of the goblins,

a red dragon burrowed into | eaf-nold and slept the sleep
of exhaustion. Even the nmpbst powerful of creatures had
its limts, and this one had been in flight for nearly thirty
hours and nore than five hundred nmiles. It had flown
froma lair deep in the Khal kist Muuntains to a secret

pl ace near Sanction, then had spanned the entire w dth

of Newsea, past Pax Tharkas, and now lay in the wlder-
ness ranges between Qualinost and Thorbardin, in the
Kharolis Muntains of western Ansal on

It had chosen the knoll, sent a mind-call northward,

then burrowed in and slept. Through the remai nder of

that day it rested, and through the night and nost of the
next day. The sleep restored its strength, and the dragon
dreaned the confortable dreans of one who by birth-

right can be absolute | ord over anyone or anything that it
cares to dominate... except others like itself, and one
beyond, the one the dragon called the Dark Queen

The dragon slept for twenty-eight hours, then awoke
briefly to be aware of its surroundi ngs.

The one it had called was there, waiting. The dragon

went back to sleep and dozed for another three hours.
Finally, when it was rested, the red dragon stirred,

shook away the forest |leaves, and lifted its huge head. Its
| ong, sinuous body noved, and the beast stretched its

wi ngs deliciously. The dragon felt renewed, restored.

Near by, a small fire burned, and the person beside it

cane to her feet. "Have you slept enough?' she asked
sourly.



"I al ways sl eep enough,"” the dragon said. "It is you
who shoul d worry about sl eep. The Hi ghlord woul d be

di spl eased if you should fail in your mssion."

"I have not failed,” the woman said. "All of the |ands
bet ween Pax Tharkas and Thorbardin are in my contro

...or will be by the coming of spring. My goblins are in
pl ace, and all that remains is the gathering of slaves to
build sone decent fortifications."

The dragon's gaze was nocking. "If that is all that re-
mai ns, why are you aligning your troops to cross over
into the Plains of Dergoth beyond the nountains?"

"A mnor matter," she snapped. "It would not interest

the H ghlord."

"I't mght," the dragon purred. "Or would you rather |

just report that you didn't care to discuss it?"

"I't's nothing! There is a dwarf who has | earned of the

i nvasion gate to Thorbardin and thinks he can block it. |
simply intend to elimnate him"

"Interesting,"” the dragon said. "As | recall, you told the
H ghl ord that no one except you and your... ah, co-

i nhabitant... knew of the |lost gate. You assured the

H ghl ord that Thorbardin will stand open to hi mwhen

he cones, and that he can make it his base of operations.™
"So | did, and so it will be. Do you doubt ne?"

"So many of the best-laid plans,"” the dragon chuckl ed.
"Especially those of humans...."

"I will not faill"

"I wouldn't, if I were you," the dragon whispered. "Is
there anything you would like reported to the

H ghl or d?"

"Report what you have seen,"” Kol anda snarled. "I'm

doing nmy job, so | assune you can do yours."

The wonman gl ared at the dragon, then turned wi thout

a word and wal ked away. The horned mask under her

arm stared back at the lizard through holl ow eyes.

The red dragon watched her go, then stretched |uxuri-

ously. It would be tine soon to spread great w ngs and

begin the long flight back to the region of Sanction. The

H ghl ord woul d be waiting for his report.

The Highlord. One of many Highlords in the north

now, amassing arnies, sending out spies and patrols,

plotting and securing |ines of march, organizing systens
petty, nmortal creatures preparing for the day the

Dar k Queen woul d unl eash them across Ansal on and be-

yond. They would then secure for her -- once and for

all -- the world she wanted and was fit to rule.
The dragon pondered for a nmonent whether to report
the gnome in the flying thing who had seen hi m and
somehow escaped. He thought about it, but decided that
there was nothing to be gained. It was, after all, only a
gnone.

* *x * % %
Two days' foot-travel to the east of the dragon's resting
pl ace, Chane Feldstone led a tired and dusty little group
al ong a wi nding | edge. Mountain wi nds sang in towering
crags above them and mists hid the depths bel ow.
"Do you know where we are?" Wngover asked the
dwarf for the second or third tinme in an hour



"Way don't you | eave him al one?" Jilian Firestoke
shapped. "Can't you see he's tired?"

W ngover nodded. It was obvious the dwarf was tired.
Still weak from his shoul der wound, he sonetines stum
bled and rarely spoke, though he pushed on with grim
determ nation. Chane was following -- the rest could
only assune -- the green line that marked the path where
Grall en had gone centuries before.

In fact, Chane's weakened state was why W ngover

kept questioning him The dwarf was show ng signs that

to the wilderness man spell ed sheer exhaustion -- a flat-
eyed stare that never seemed to blink; pal eness that cane
and went; a rolling, alnost drunken pace.

W ngover knew that it was tine to stop and rest, and

for the past day or nore the man had been | ooking for a
pl ace to do that. The probl em was, except for a pair of
wi de places on the trail where bitter wi nds had chilled
them and the last of their provisions had run out, there
had simply been no place to rest.

Their current trail along the nountainside was one

W ngover had never explored. The human nmarvel ed at

the idea that a dwarven prince had once led armies this
way, heading for the final battle of his final war on what
nost nen called the Plains of Dergoth, though dwarves
nore often called the region the Plains of Death.

W ngover snorted as the dwarf in the | ead stunbl ed

again. He handed his horse's lead to Jilian and caught
Chane's good shoulder in a firmhand. "Are you al
right?" he asked, |looking into the dwarf's exhausted
eyes.

"I"'mall right,"’
ing."

"Do you know where we are?"

"I know where |'m going. The path is clear."

"Yes, but do you know where we are?"

"Not exactly. Were?"

"I didn't think so," the man said gently. "Look off
across there... across the gorge, over on the face of the
next peak."

Chane | ooked, his eyes blank. There was a feature

over there, tiny in the distance but somehow famliar.
"What is it?"

"I don't suppose you've ever seen it," Wngover said.

"At least not fromthis side, but | thought you m ght

want to know what you're | ooking at. That's Northgate."
"North... You nean... ?"

"Exactly," the man told him "That is the Northgate of

Thor bardin. "

"But the green line doesn't go there," Chane said. "It
goes east... | think that's east, anyway. Qut there,
across those plains. Toward that |one mountain, what-
ever that is."

Chane grow ed. 'We have to keep go-

"Skul | cap," Wngover breathed. "The ruins of what

was once the nost feared tower of sorcery, Zhanan, lie
there."”

Chane sighed. "Then that is where Gallen went. But

the line... it doesn't seemto go all the way. | can't really

see what it does. W have to go on. W have to get
cl oser.”



"W have to rest," Wngover said flatly. He shielded his
eyes, peering ahead. Sonewhere near, there should be a

pl ace safe to rest. He squinted, then his eyes w dened and
breath hissed through his teeth. On the trail ahead, just
where it wound out of sight, a large, black cat stood,

| ooki ng back at them Even as Wngover saw it, the ani-

mal turned | anguidly and slunk out of sight.

Chapter 26

"Cats!"

Wth a visible shudder, Wngover drew his sword,

gripped his shield, and eased past the weakened dwarf.
He had seen the great black cats of Waykeep only once.
But once was enough. On stiff legs he started toward the
bend, certain that at any nmoment a boundi ng, snarling
pack of the giant creatures woul d appear there, com ng
for him And it would be up to himto defend the others.
d enshadow s magi ¢ woul d not work in Spellbinder's
presence. Chane Fel dstone was hardly strong enough to

stand off cats. Still, Jilian m ght nake an accounting of
herself with that sword she carried. After seeing the re-
mai ns of her ogre, the man was willing to believe al npst
anyt hi ng.

Smal | feet scuffed just behind Wngover, and Chest al

Thi cket sway' s voice said cheerfully, "What are you

doi ng?"

"Stay back," the man snapped. "There are cats ahead."
"Cats? Kitty cats or the Irda's cats?"

"Just stay back, out of the way," "Wngover shot a quick
gl ance back, felt sonething brush past his | egs, and
turned to shout, "Come back here!"

"Il just take a quick |ook," the kender said, scamper-

ing ahead. "If they're like the Irda's cats, |'ve seen a |ot
those. "
"Ye gods," the man swore and qui ckened his pace, wll-

ing the rest to stay where they were. Ahead of Wngover,

t he curious kender disappeared around the bend.

W ngover ran, then stopped. Just past the bend, the

trail wi dened, then w dened again, and becane a deep

shel tered cove in the nountainside. Cear, cold water
flowed froma tiny spring and pool ed before overfl ow ng
its rock tank and di sappearing again into crevices in the
mount ai n. Conifers grew in abundance, and rich, chill-

bl eached grass was everywhere. Beside the pool were
several bundles, all securely wapped in sacking, and the
kender knelt beside the nearest one, untying its straps.
He gl anced up, grinned, and pointed. "Look."

H gh on a rock ridge beyond the cove, several of the

bi g, dark cats were clinmbing, going away. Sonme of them
turned to | ook back, feral eyes seeming to glowin the
pale light, But they only hesitated, then went on. Wthin
seconds, they were gone.

"Food!" the kender chirped. "Look at this. Biscuits!

And honey, and oats, and cabbage... wow" Wth one

pack open, he went on to the next one.

W ngover heard the thunp of a staff and turned. G en-
shadow stood a few paces back, cold eyes peering from

t he shadows of his bison cloak. 'The Irda," he said. "She
has provided for us. She said that would be done.™

of



"But those cats --
"Are hers. In a way, | suppose they are her."
"Where is she, then, this Irda?"

The wi zard gazed at himfor a nonment, then shrugged

and turned away. "She is an Irda. | suppose she is wher-
ever she chooses to be."
"Irda," Wngover breathed. "Irdas are ogres, from

what |'ve heard."

G enshadow shook his head. "No. The Irda is what

ogres may once have been. They are not the sane.”

"You'd know that if you' d seen her," the kender said.
"Look at this! Raisins. How about that? And cider."

The ot hers had appeared, Jilian hel pi ng Chane and

| eadi ng Wngover's horse. At the cove, they all stopped
and stared. Jilian nodded. "This is nmore like it. Let's get
fire going, and 1'll make tea. And soup. Don't you think
some soup woul d taste good, Chane? Here, you sit down

over here. Eat a biscuit while |I'm cooking."

'There is danger ahead of us, then," the w zard noted

om nously. 'The Irda knows."

"How does she know any such thing?" Wngover spun

toward G enshadow, tired and angry, confused and feel -

i ng as though everyone but hinself had a hand in this sit-
uation. "Does she use nmagic?"

"Only a little... of the kind | use, when |I can use it at
all," denshadow said. "The kind you so despise, though

it is a part' of your world and not always to your disad-
vantage. The Irda is a shapechanger. That nuch is

magi ¢, though natural to her kind. And she is a singer
Sone have said the Irda carry nmagic in their voices,
though | think nowit is sinply that they have... such

voi ces." He paused and consi dered the point for a no-
ment. "Perhaps they have another magic that is outside
the magic of Krynn. | believe they do, but who can say

for certain. If they do, then it is used entirely for their
own purposes and not for or against any other being. It is
the nature of the Irda."

"You haven't answered ny question," W ngover

snorted. "How could such a creature -- as you say --

know that there is danger ahead for us?"

"She listens." d enshadow shrugged. "The world has

many voi ces, and eyes everywhere. The world itself

knows what passes upon it. It speaks of it to itself, and
the Irda listens. How el se could she do what she does..

observe the purposes of the gods' things, the ones that
t he gods thensel ves no | onger observe? Wo el se could
informthe Irda, except the world itself"'"

W ngover shook his head, wondering if the nage was

in fact deranged. \What he said al nrost nade sense..
sometines, but not in any way that Wngover could see.
He turned away and went to start unpacking his horse.
"Don't do that," Chane Fel dstone shouted, getting to

his feet. 'W have to go on."

"W aren't going anywhere for a while," Wngover told
him "W are going to rest here until we're fit to travel .’
"But | see the path now," the dwarf said, his face going
pal e again. "I see where Grallen went, and | have to go
t here. Spell bi nder --



Jilian Firestoke was at Chane's side then, bracing him
with strong little hands. "The man is right, Chane," she
said gently. "You must rest. Then we can go on. Pl ease,

sit down."

A sheen of sweat had erupted on Chane's forehead,

and his eyes seenmed glazed. Still, he tried to struggle free.
"Can't you see the path? Can't any of you see it? It goes
down this mountain and out onto the plain, then it dou-

bl es back... just out there. It turns back and stops. See?
Why can't any of you see?" The dwarf slumped and | et

hi nsel f be eased down to a sitting position

"Jilian?" Chane murmured. "Jilian, | think your father
was right. | don't deserve you. But he was wong, too.
He was wong in... deciding he could decide. It is for

you to decide, Jilian..."

Chane's voice trailed off, and quickly he was asleep. Ji-
lian covered himgently with a wap from her own pack,
and when she | ooked up her eyes were noist. "He's so
tired," she said.

W ngover knelt beside the dwarf and touched a pal m

to the sweating forehead. Then he stood, nodding. "It

was the goblin dart. It has sickened him He needs rest."
To Jilian he added, "Chane will be all right. If the wound
were going to kill him it would have before now "
Leaving Jilian hovering over the sleeping dwarf,

W ngover wal ked to where the wi zard stood, | ooking

eastward. The nmage raised his hand and poi nted.

Far out in the distance, where the slopes ended and a
flatter |and began, there was novenent. W ngover and
A enshadow were too far away to be sure, but they sus-
pected who was there. The Commander of Coblins was
ahead of them and with her was her arny.

"They know we're here," Wngover growl ed. "But if

they didn't follow us, how did they find us"?"

Maybe they don't know exactly where we are," the

bi son-robed w zard offered, |owering his hand. "But

t hey know whi ch way we were goi ng. And they know
why. "

"The mage?" Wngover nuttered. "The one who died,

but didn't?"

d enshadow only nodded.

A flash of white in the distance flickered above the
gorge where the path bent around the nountain slope. It
wasn't bright, but the flash was enough to catch

W ngover's eyes. He turned. "It's that gnone," he
grow ed, pointing. 'Wiere has he been, anyway ?"

The soarwagon neared the nountai nsi de, ski nmed

away, and did a wide turn. As the gnom sh contraption
cane about for another approach, Jilian Firestoke waved
and Chestal Thicketsway ran to the | edge to watch.
"Tell himto cone in and lower his line," the kender
said. "Tell himwe have raisins. And cider."

The flying thing approached carefully this time, fi-
nal Iy hovering on updrafts just above the cove. The
gnonme in the w cker seat |eaned out and waved. "Hello!"
he called. "Do you renenber nme? |'m Bobbin."

"I remenber you!" W ngover shouted. "Wat news do

you have?"

"About what?... Ah, yes! You're the one who's | ook-



ing for cats. Well, | saw sonme, up the mountain from
where you are. But they're going the other way."

W ngover scow ed. "W know about the cats! Any-

thing el se?"

"Well, | saw a dragon. A big, red one. He weighs

nearly three tons and had flown five hundred mles." The
gnone frowned. "He wasn't very friendly."

"A dragon?" The kender danced about in his excite-
ment. "A real dragon? \Were?"

W ngover shook his head in disgust. There was no tell -
i ng what the gnone had actually seen... if anything.

Part 1V
GRALLEN S HELM

Chapter 27

Solinari and Lunitari had set hours ago. Beside a

small fire, set far back in a nmountain cove, Chane Feld-
stone lay in peaceful sleep for the first tine in severa
days. For the noment, the red spot on his forehead was

so dimthat it was barely noticeable. Better still, the fire-
light reflecting on his cheeks above his beard revealed a
heal thy, ruddy color that Jilian attributed to two days of
rest and good food, though anong the others were sone

who suspected other cures as well.

G enshadow the wi zard had nmade it clear that, in his

opi nion, the dwarf had been in no danger, despite his ill-
ness. The red noon, the wi zard said, had set Chane a

t ask.

d enshadow had been silent after that. He had gone

off by hinmself to sit in thought. Then, after a tine, he had
pul | ed his bison cl oak about himand wandered away on

some path of his own.

He had not returned, though a day had passed.

But as Chane Fel dstone lay now, sleeping by the little
fire, Jilian hovering beside himas always, it was the ken-
der who saw a thing that needed no reconsideration. He
cane with twigs to feed the fire and paused there. Then

he beckoned to Wngover and pointed.

Jilian had fallen asl eep. Her head nodded forward,

then rested, noving slightly with her even breathing as
she slept. In the shadows between the two dwarves, their
two hands lay clasped, Jilian's little hand resting in
Chane's | arger one.

W ngover grinned. 'Yes," he whispered. "That very

likely is what is curing him Sone conforts have nore
power than people know. "

"Not for me," something seemed to say wistfully, and
Chestal Thicketsway | ooked up fromthe new task he

had begun, which was trinm ng branches off a long, thin
sapling he had found.

"Quit complaining, Zap," the kender said testily. 'You
never had it better than this. |I'll bet you never expected
to travel."

"No, " the disenbodi ed non-voice seenmed to nourn

"just to happen.”

"Well, you weren't happeni ng where you were, either

So what's the difference?"



W ngover gl anced at the kender, curious to see what

the little person was doing. It was the first time he had
seen Chestal Thicketsway concentrate on anything for

nore than one hour. Yet, Chess had been working on his
sapling for nost of the day. Wth all of its branches gone
and nost of its bark peeled away, it was a slimpole of
fresh wood nmore than twenty feet |ong.

Wth the last of the trimm ng done, the kender laid the
sapl i ng down near the | edge and | ooked around. "I need
some string," he said.

The man arched a curious brow "Do you plan to go

fi shi ng?"

"I don't think so," the kender said distractedly. "But |
need... ah, excuse ne." He trotted away, heading for

t he stacked packs and equi prent.

After a time he returned, heading for the | edge. "I
found some thongs," he said. "They're not string, but
they'll do."

W ngover | ooked after Chess, then called softly,

"\What are you meki ng over there?"

"A supply stick," Chess called back. "Gnonmes aren't

the only ones who can invent good stuff, you know "

"A supply stick," Wngover muttered, wondering

what it was all about. Then it canme to him and he
grinned. Raisins for Bobbin, of course. The gnonme had
shown up tw ce since they had been here, both tines
cursing in gnomic and trying desperately to bring his
craft close enough to the | edge for someone to reach his
| owered line. He kept jabbering about sonething called
"ground effect,” and "ninety degrees to the grade," and
"the gearstripping tiltyness of nmountains.”

They had raisins for him and cider -- which seened to
delight him-- but so far they hadn't been able to deliver
the goods to his supply line. At its nearest, the Iine had
dangl ed fifteen feet beyond the sheer |edge.

Bobbi n was probably getting hungry up there, wher-

ever he was.

"Supply stick," Wngover said again. "Well, it just

m ght work."

"What m ght ?"

The deep voice, strong and quiet, startled him Chane
Fel dst one hadn't noved, but he was awake. Hi s eyes

were bright in the firelight, [ooking from W ngover to

t he dozing Jilian.

"Are you feeling better?" Wngover g