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FOREWORD

"No! No! Please don't |eave!l" cried Tasslehoff Burrfoot and, before
we could stop him the kender grabbed hold of our magical device that
woul d have transported us out of Krynn and ran off with it down the
r oad!

So here we are, back again, ready for nore adventures. If you are
one of our long-tine fellow travel ers, we wel come you along. If you
have never journeyed with us through the DRAGONLANCE worl ds, we hope

this anthology will serve as an interesting and exciting introduction.
A favorite fantasy thene is magic and those who practice it. In
t hese pages, you will find tales of the magic of Krynn. Some were

witten by us, some witten by old friends, and some witten by new
friends we've nmet along the way.

Ri verwind and the Crystal Staff is a narrative poemthat describes
a haunting search for a magical artifact. A Stone's Throw Away is the
story of that irrepressible kender, Tassle- hoff Burrfoot, and his
com c, perilous adventure of the tele- porting ring.

The Bl ood Sea Mnster tells about "the one that got away." Dreans
of Darkness, Dreans of Light recounts the tale of Pig-Face WIIliam and
t he magi cal coin.

Qi k the innkeeper has unusual problens in Love and Ale. The young
mage, Raistlin, faces danger in the Tower of H gh Sorcery in The Test
of the Twins. Draconians stunble into a mysterious village of elves in
Waywar d Chi |l dren.

Finding the Faith is a high-adventure tale of the elf naid,
Laurana, and her search for the famed dragon orb in Icewall Castle. A
young Tanis and his friend, Flint the dwarf, |earn about |ove that
redeens and |love that kills in Harvests.

Finally, in the novella, The Legacy, a young nage nust face the
fact that his evil uncle-the powerful wi zard, Raistlin - may be trying
to escape eternal torment by stealing his nephew s soul!

Margaret Weis and Tracy Hi ckman

Ri verwi nd and the Crystal Staff
M chael WIIlians

HERE ON THE PLAI NS WHERE THE W ND EMBRACES
LI GHT AND THE ABSENCE OF LI GHT,

VWHERE THE WND IS THE VO CE

OF THE GODS COVE DOV,

THE RUMOR OF SONG BEFORE SI NG NG BEG NS,

HERE THE PEOPLE UNDER THE W NDS

ARE WANDERI NG EVER TOMARDS HOMVE,
FOREVER I N MOVEMENT AN OLD MAN | S SI NG NG
THE SONG OF AN ABSENT COUNTRY,

BEAUTI FUL, HEARTLESS AS SUNLI GHT,

COLD AS | MAG NED W NDS

BEHI ND THE EYE OF THE RAI N,



AND W DE BEFORE US, MY SONS AND FATHERS
THE SONG OF THE COUNTRY CENTERS AND SWOOPS
LI KE A HAWK I N A SLEEPI NG LAND,

BORNE UPON HUNGER AND THERMALS

SI NG NG FOREVER, SI NG NG

It was not al ways

after the wars, it was

a tinme once when fire

did not rise on its own

out of the dead grass,

atinme of waters

and of vanishing |ight,

when we did not inmagine

new country arising

out of the long nirage

of countries renmenbered
from not her to daughter

in a ruinous dream

that woul d not have |let this happen
nor did the dance of the noons,
t he opened hearts of hawks,

nor did the wind itself

foresee the fires

hot as shrew s bl ood

in the veins of the I and
consuni ng our dream

while we slept in our journeys,
whil e these things cane to pass.

The outrunners found

the child anong waves

of grass and darkness,

on the ni ght when the nmoon and the noon
wed one anot her and cancel ed their |ight
and the sky was bl ack

except for a wedge of silver

turned li ke a bl ade

in the heart of the heavens.

And the night they found him

was hi s nam ng night,

and the years unnaned

were the years behind him

the tinme anong | eopards

who nust have raised him

in the waves of grass and darkness,

t hough he did not renenber this,

did not recount the graves upon graves
to whi ch he gave infancy,

where he buried the first words of chil dhood,

And the night they found him

was hi s nam ng night.

Ri verwi nd the name he borrowed,
borrowed for him

out of the grass and the darkness noving,
out of their fear of the sky

and the bl ade of the swall owed noon.



And honored he was anong famlies,
as the source of the bl ood
was | ost in the people,

as the path of the el and,

the high call of the hawk
buri ed thenmsel ves in words
and the I ong w nd died

at the back of his head

as he noved and he noved,

as the Que-Shu contained him
becom ng his country,

as the dream of the Que-Shu
wed to his dreaning

like dark to the noon

until he renenbered

t he plains and the w nd

and the wandering only.

Ri verwi nd, borrowed from night,

grew as the eyes of the People,
reading the air, the descendi ng w nd,
the back of his mnd

a prophet, a jackal

while the cry of the |eopard,

unheard by the Peopl e

except at the place

where the world falls over, choired

at the back of his head.

And his hand, with the grace

of the fal coner's hand

or the fal con herself,

unjessed in the diving air,

was the hand of the People,

the left hand, the off-hand,

the hand that steadies the bow

And so it would be, nmy sons and fathers,
until the night

of the danci ng noons

when the sky to the east

was silver and bl ack,

red the sky in the westland falling,

t he night when we bring forth the daughters.
Robed in the friends of the people,
robed in eland, robed in the fox,

in the falcon's high feathers

ten wi nters counting,

cane forth the daughter of chieftains,
t he daughter unwed to man or to sorrow,
unwed to the things she could not be.
G ace of the fathers

dove t hrough her veins

like a wind that the world obeyed.

Heart of the hunter she was

at the heart of the wandering,

gold of the eyes imagining

gold of the noon descended her nam ng night,
and Ri verwi nd knew that the journey,



the truce with horizons, was ending
in light and the pronise of light.

And holy the days he drew near her,
holy the air that carried

hi s songs of endearnent,

the country behind him

a song like a choir of bees

at the edge of hearing, telling him
HERE | S GREAT SVEETNESS HERE | S PAIN
AND YOU W LL HAVE TO LEARN ABOUT THI S.

And seven the summrers

i n which she eluded him wnters

in which the cold and the country

col I apsed on the words CH EFTAIN S DAUGHTER
The hal ved heart of the el and

steaned fromthe spinning ground bel ow him
and A d Man, G andfather,

Wander er, reader of skies,

readi ng the face of the boy arising

out of the face of the man,

as the binding of nbons on his nam ng night,
repeating the words like a charm 1|ike a warding,
CH EFTAIN S DAUGHTER, the old

enduring story of |love and of distance,

of the borders at which

the heart bows down.

But the eyes of Wanderer

never the | one eyes watching

as these things cane to pass,

in the eyes of the daughter

the | eopard' s eye reflected

upon reflection, until

it mrrors itself into forever

like the thoughts of a long hall
never the | one eyes wat ching,

and the eyes of Gol dnoon

for the Chieftain | ooked on

at the dance of the eyes and whispers,
| ooked on fromthe place of judgment
deciding this could not be,

and he set for R ver-w nd

t hree tasks unapproachabl e, sayi ng
PAY COURT TO MY DAUGHTER ONLY

VWHEN YOU CAN RETURN TO MY HEARTHSI DE
BEARI NG THE MOON | N YOUR HANDS,

THE STARS ON A DYl NG BLANKET,

AND WHEN YOU CAN COVE FROM THE EAST,
BEARI NG THE CRYSTAL STAFF,

THE ARM OF THE GODS | N FORGOTTEN COUNTRY,
THE SOURCE OF THE MAG CS.

And Wanderer hearing this

heard the NO and agai n the NO

at the heart of the words,

and knew that the magic

was fractured |ight,

the Iight at the heart of a crystal,
bendi ng and bendi ng upon itself,
forever becom ng not hi ng.



Knew t hat the nagic was fractured |ight
when Riverw nd spread his cloak on the dew,
when the waters gathered, spangling stars,
and the hunter cupped water

alight in the palnms of his hands,

and returned to the Chieftain, bearing
the nmoon in his hands, the stars
trapped on a dying bl anket.

And the third task then

was the terrible one,

for the others were easy, were riddles
set before children

set before huntsnen

set before those

whom the Chieftain could never renenber,
and the heart and the mnd

of Wanderer bent like the light

of the one true crystal, turning

to words and to whispers,

to the counsel that Riverw nd heard

that night at the brink of the journey,
and traveling eastward

under the reeling nmoons

toward the source of the light

in the heart of the Staff,

agai n that night was his nam ng night.

The plains are long as thought, my fathers,
as menory, where the traveler

sees at the edge of the sky

t he dead chil dren wal ki ng,

and cl oser, as the sky recedes,

the children accept his nane,

in the terrible dust

becom ng, as the sky recedes,

the skins of hinself

he abandoned i n wanderi ng.

O this is the way it al ways happens,

the story they tell us of blindness

in the country of |eopards

when our eyes say NO MORE,

SAY WE ARE DONE W TH LOOKI NG

W TH THE CH LDREN

W TH SKINS AND W TH DUST AND W TH MEMORY.

But the time of the Staff was no tine,
as dd Man told himit would be,

knowi ng, reading the hawk's heart,
reading the switch of the w nd,
knowi ng the Staff was calling,
changi ng the country,

changi ng the heart and the way

t he nenory wanders the heart.

And t he noons crossed

at inpossible angle,

Solinari to rest in the source of the sun
Lunitari to rest in the dragons.



So Riverw nd knew

when the | eopard approached him
skin full of light, of dark,

of darkness boiling in light,

bone and muscl e gi vi ng way

in imagi ned tunnels

of plains and novenent.

Sonet hi ng behi nd hi m

sang with the | eopard,

his left eye shining

straight through the | eopard

to the edge of the world,

and behi nd hi m sonet hi ng sayi ng

LIE DOAWN, d VE TH S AVWAY AT ONCE

G VE TH S AWAY BEFORE | T BEGQ NS,
OUR SON, OUR YOUNG ONE

FOR YOU CAN LEARN NOTHI NG OF THI S MYSTERY,
NOTHI NG FROM THI S MYSTERY

BUT DRY GRASS BUT DARK BUT YEARNI NG
BUT THE GRAVES OF YOUR CHI LDHOOD
OPEN TO MOONLI GHT

AND THE DEAD

THE UNSPEAKI NG DEAD YOU SEE

VWHERE THE SKY MEETS THE PLAI NS

W LL BE ALWAYS YOUR OMN, APPROACH NG

And he knows that he dreans

this story out of wandering

out of night and the Iong singing he kept
away from the People

from Col dnoon fromthe Chieftain
fromdd Man hinself,

t he weaver of bl ood,

a dreamthat he cannot renenber

where the hawk scuttles over the ground,
dragging its wing like a trophy, a kill,
surrendered wind in its eyes.

And as he approaches,

the | eopard, the hawk

vani sh |i ke water,

reflections of noon over noon

at the heart of the place of the Staff.
He fol l ows each vani shing,

awai ting the snares of the noon,

and OLD MAN, he whispers, OLD MAN,

| AM LEARNI NG TH S MAPLESS COUNTRY.

But the wanderer travels

t hr ough hunger's anbush,

through the thirst of the country

that drives away knowi ng and know edge,
and the words of the Add Man
translate the country behind him

but the country before him

is runors of water,

is crystal arising

di storted by noonlight,

by thought and the absence of thought,
and water arises

like blue crystal before him



TH S TI ME THE DREAM NG | S OVER, he t hi nks,
AND THI' S TI ME AND THI S TI ME

but the water escapes him

beari ng the noons

inits depths |Iike nenories,

i ke the specul ati ons of gods,

until the water is standing before him
and down in the water he sees

hi nsel f | ooki ng upwar ds,

the knotted nmoons at his shoul ders,

and kneeling to drink he drinks too |ong,
for out of the water his arnms are rising,
terrible, cold as the w nd,

and drawi ng hi m downwar d

to moons and to darkness

to peace past remenbering,

peace that whispers

JON ME MY BROTHER My DOUBLE

over his vanishing face,

and the words of the Wanderer

returning, draw ng hi mupwards,

the air in the words

sustai ning himafter belief

falls to the floors

of the waters that never were,

for sonewhere the A d Man is saying,

is saying BELIEF IS A FACET OF CRYSTAL
THAT TURNI NG CATCHES THE LI GHT

AND BENDS I T TO SHAPES AND M RAGES,

BENDS | T TO FOXFI RE

THAT LI ES AT THE HEART OF THE CRYSTAL,
WHERE NOTHI NG LI ES BUT THE LI GHT

THAT | S DAMAGED AND BROKEN

BEYOND THOSE THI NGS

YOU REMEMBER, My SON, YOU REMEMBER,

and Riverw nd, doused and redeened

by the words, by the saving air,

is saying, OLD MAN, | HAVE PASSED TH S, TOO
| AM LEARNI NG TH S MAPLESS COUNTRY.

Learning until the red of the noon,
the silver, conbine in the air

and the light was gold

as the perfunmed candl es

of Istar, forgotten perhaps terrible,
and Gol dmoon wal ks i ke a | eopard
there at the edge of hearing and faith
saying LIE DOMN, G VE TH S AWAY AT ONCE,
G VE TH S AWAY BEFORE | T BEGQ NS,

OUR DARLI NG, OUR YOUNG ONE,

FOR YOU CAN LEARN ALL OF TH S MYSTERY,
ALL FROM TH S MYSTERY

DRY GRASS AND DARK AND YEARN NG

THE SOURCE OF THE CH LDREN

BLOSSOVS FOR YOU | N THE W NTER.

LI E DOAN, My LOVE, LIE DOMN

Still he wal ks toward the daughter of the chieftains,
and still she recedes, the story
of days and of years



circles like diving water

and A d Man, he whispers. dd Mn,

| amlearning this mapl ess country,

but still she recedes

into the arns and the keeping

of son after chieftain's son

rising like skins of the dead

spangled in stars forever before him
forever enbracing her as she turns,

her eyes green steeples of light,

her eyes his eyes in the tw sting noon,

as she smles, as she gives himto warriors,
and A d Man, he whispers. dd Mn,

| AM G VING TH S KNOALEDGE AVWAY

TH S TERRI BLE DREAM OF THE STAFF

| S A TERRI BLE DREAM WHEN THE STAFF SURRENDERS
and under the noons he foll ows

his losses until his skin turns against him
dappl i ng, gold upon bl ack upon gold,

his strong hands renenber a nest of knives
and the front of the head bows down

to the hot wind to the choir of |eopards
and in her gol den throat

in the throat of her nunberless chieftains

t he bl ood i s dancing is rising

like a mrage like a thermal,

and there are no words for this

as he dreans this dream and the throats unravel

Forward he noves, renenbering not hing,

no moverent and cry of the People

no hunt at the head of the novenent

no horizons no crossing noons of the naning
ni ghts.

He has left them behind himutterly,

surrendering all to the skin full of Iight,

of dark, of darkness boiling in |ight,

bone and muscl e gi vi ng way

in imagi ned tunnels

of plains and nmovenent.

Sonet hi ng behi nd hi m

sings in his ear, his left eye shining

strai ght through mrages

to the edge of the world,

and the snell of the blood is fading

to the snmell of rock of water

and of things bel ow rock and water

wi se and | ethal and good beyond t hought.

Upright, out of the leopard s salvation

he stalks into |light,

his first and his last skin

recal | ed and surrendered,

robed once nore in the | ong dream shining.

There in a temple of rock,

cold, insubstantial as rain

cold as the silence of stone,

lies the Staff it is singing, singing

ARl SE, YOU HAVE EARNED THI S PEACE

AT THE EDGE OF THE WORLD,

BEHI ND YOU A VAN SHI NG COUNTRY.



TAKE ME UP LI KE A TROPHY

LIKE A THIRD MOON | N THE SKY FAM LI AR,
AND | NSTEAD OF THE ARM OF THE CHI EFTAI N, BECOVE
THE CHI EFTAI N HI MSELF,

THE LORD OF A LAND OF LEOPARDS,

and Riverwi nd cold

as the silence of stones,

renmenbering the edge of the sky,

t he dead chil dren wal ki ng,

and the staff shines sudden

in the reach of his hand refusing.

There in his grasp the world rolls,

at the back of his head the voice of the |eopard
descends into words, is singing

LIE DOAWN, d VE TH S AVWAY AT ONCE

G VE TH S AWAY BEFORE | T BEGQ NS,

OUR SON, OUR YOUNG ONE

FOR YOU CAN LEAM NOTHI NG OF THI S MYSTERY
NOTHI NG FROM THI S MYSTERY

BUT DRY GRASS BUT DARK BUT YEARNI NG

BUT THE GRAVES OF YOUR CHI LDHOOD

OPEN TO MOONLI GHT

AND THE DEAD

THE UNSPEAKI NG DEAD YOU SEE

VWHERE THE SKY MEETS THE PLAI NS

W LL BE ALWAYS YOUR OMN, APPROACH NG

In the light of the Staff he surrenders the Staff.
More brightly it bumns

as it shines on the country of trials,

on the three noons bal anci ng now,

on the night turning in on the heart of the night
creating blue light, the light of the crysta
brought forth by the hand of the warrior

out of the |ineage of |eopards,

the I ong heart of the people
renmenbered past nenory,

but Riverwind, cold as the silence of stones,

| aughs the first tine

since the west has vani shed,

for this is the country

he knows he has failed in w nning,

for under the plains Iies nothing,

and victory wal ks in the skins of the children

t hr ough damagi ng years of |ight.

IV

The rest of the story is known to you,
how R verw nd, bearing the staff,
returned to the People,

t he darkness of stones in his eyes,

what the Chieftain ordered

(I was there to see it

my words this tine could not stop them
what the Staff in the hand of Gol dnoon acconpli shed.
But this you may not know

that in the pathways of |ight

fromthe plains to the Last Home riding
she said to him NOWARE YOU WORTHY



NO LONGER I N MY EYES ONLY,

BUT NOWIN THE FALCON S EYE OF THE WORLD
FOREVER THE STORY | S WALKI NG FOREVER THE STORY,

But Riverwind NO and NO again

No to the fractured light of the st
for caught in the Iight his hand wa
t hrough facet and facet unto the he
and not of this earth was the third
and the heart of the Staff

was hi s nam ng night.

aff,

s fading,

art of the light,
noon ri sing,

HERE ON THE PLAI NS WHERE THE W ND EMBRACES

LI GHT AND THE ABSENCE OF LI GHT,
VWHERE THE WND IS THE VO CE
OF THE GODS COVE DOWN

THE RUMOR OF SONG BEFORE SI NG NG BEG NS,

HERE THE PEOPLE UNDER THE W NDS
ARE WANDERI NG EVER TOMARDS HOMVE,

FOREVER | N MOVEMENT AN OLD MAN | S SI NG NG

THE SONG OF AN ABSENT COUNTRY,
BEAUTI FUL, HEARTLESS AS SUNLI GHT,
COLD AS | MAG NED W NDS

BEHI ND THE EYE OF THE RAI N,

AND W DE BEFORE US, MY SONS AND FAT

HERS

THE SONG OF THE COUNTRY CENTERS AND SWOOPS

LI KE A HAWK I N A SLEEPI NG LAND,
BORNE UPON HUNGER AND THERMALS
SI NG NG FOREVER, SI NG NG

The Bl ood
Bar bara Si egel

Qut of breath - and nearly out of
| ooking for a place to hide. After
runni ng al ong the nuddy beach felt
mush. But | ran just the sane becau
baker, was dead-set after ne.

| had | ost Thick-Neck when | made
two buil dings and headed down towar
knew he nmight realize that | had co
saw ny sal vation
boat s.

Clutching the stolen | oaf of bread
| ooked back over my shoul der. Thick
reached the beach. | took ny chance
first boat.

After covering nyself with a heavy
deep drafts of air, trying to catch
Thi ck- Neck Ni ck |unbered by, he was

| don't know how much tine passed.
breathless, lying in rainwater up t
heavy fish netting on top of you sh
nmoves slower than time. Absolutely

But nmy heart started picking up it
approaching footsteps. | cringed do
The rai nwater covered ny nouth. | h
nose.

The steps cane cl oser

Sea Monster
and Scott Siege

hope - | ran across the wet sand,
the terrible stormearlier that day,
like running in a huge bow of thick
se Thi ck-Neck Nick, the village

a qui ck dash between
d the sea. |

me this way, but then |

al ong the shore was a long row of fishing

cl ose to ny body,
-Neck hadn't yet
and dove into the very

netting, | took in

my breath. | knew that if

sure to hear ne.

When you' re scared,

o your lower lip, and have
utting out the light, nothing
not hi ng.

s pace when | heard fast-
wn at the bottom of the boat.
ad to breathe through ny



It was useless. | raised nmy mouth up out of the water and took a
bite of the bread. If Thick-Neck was going to beat ne, at |east |
wanted to have sonething in my stomach to show for it.

Despite ny dry mouth, | hurriedly began to chew

The steps cane closer. Did he see the netting nove? Did he
hear ny heavy breathing? Did he hear ne chewing his bread?
Though | hadn't swallowed my first mouthful, | took another bite,
and then another, and another, until ny cheeks were so puffed out
they | ooked as if they had the w ngspan of a dragon. Well, maybe
not that big, but there was nore bread in ny nouth than there was
left in nmy hand-and | hadn't swallowed a single nouthful. At
| east, not yet.

The footsteps stopped right next to the boat. | closed ny eyes,
the bread stuck in my throat.

| started to choke!

The netting flew off me. Even as | tried to breathe, | covered
nmy face, hoping to ward off Thick-Neck's bl ows.

But there were no bl ows.

| peeked out between ny arnms as big chunks of bread spewed
out of ny nouth.

"What is this?" asked a bewildered old nan staring down at nme.
"A young elf, all by hinself?"

| didn't answer. | kept coughing, spitting out wads of half-
chewed bread into the bottom of the boat.

The ol d man shook his head with exasperati on and began
sl appi ng me on the back

When | was finally able to breathe again, | |ooked past the old
man and saw that the beach was enpty. Thi ck-Neck Nick was
nowhere in sight.

"You in trouble, elf?" asked the old nan, seeing ny furtive
| ook.

| nodded ny head, figuring to play on the old nman's
sympat hi es. "Thi ck- Neck Nick doesn't like ne," | said.

"Thi ck- Neck Ni ck doesn't like anybody," agreed the old man
with a sigh. Then he |l ooked at me with a sly grin and added, "He
especially hates one particular elf who has a habit of stealing his
bread. "

My face reddened.

"What's your nane, el f?" he demanded.

"Duder,"” | told him
"That's all? Just Duder?"
"I't's enough,” | replied, not wanting to say any nore on that

subject. "Wat's yours?"

"Fol ks call me Six-Finger Fiske."

My gaze i mediately shifted to his hands.

"Don't expect to see an extra digit, elf,” the old man said with a
harsh | augh. "Had a drunk doctor at ny birthing, and the foo
t hought he saw six fingers on ny hand. My nother didn't know
enough to count them herself, and, well, nicknanes have a way of
cat ching on. Know what | mean?"

| nodded. What else could |I do?

Wt hout warning, the old, |eathery fisherman picked ne up by

nmy shoul ders and set ne down on the nuddy beach. "You're a
funny-looking little fellow," he said. "Don't see too many el ves

around here. But you can't stay in ny boat. |'m heading out to sea
now. "

"You're going fishing?" | sputtered, astonished. "Everyone
stayed in port because of the storm" | pointed out. "And now it's
too late to go out. It'Il be dark in just a few hours."

"The fish bite best after a heavy rain," replied Six-Finger



Fi ske. "Besides," he added nysteriously, "there is one fish that |
must catch-and nmy time is running out."
| didn't know what he was tal king about. The truth? It didn't

really matter to nme. Al | cared about was keeping out of Thick-
Neck's sight; a hard thing to do in such a small fishing village.
"Il go with you," I quickly offered. "If you head out onto the
Bl ood Sea so late, it'll be dark by the time you cone back. | have
really good eyes and I'll be able to help you find your way back
into port."

The old man | aughed. "I don't need you to help ne navigate in
the Bl ood Sea," he said. "l've been fishing in these waters since

bef ore you were born."
| was sixty-two years ol d-just an adol escent for an el f-but
just the same | didn't doubt that Six-Finger Fiske had outlived ne

by a good ten or fifteen years. | had to find another way to
convince himto take ne al ong.
"I'f you've been fishing for as long as you say," | said slyly,
"then you're not quite as young as you | ook."- Unlike nost elves,
I can stretch the truth until it's alnost ready to snap.-"But if
you're as old as you say, M. Fiske, " | continued, "then |I'd be glad

to offer ny rowing services to you for just the nodest fee of ten
percent of your catch.”

"You're a clever one, elf,"” the old nan said with admiration in
hi s voi ce.

"Pl ease, call ne Duder."

"Al'l right, Duder. Though you don't look like you can row
worth a dam, your conpany on a dark night m ght keep these
tired eyes of mne fromclosing. But if you really want to go with
me, you need to know that |I'msetting out to catch the Blood Sea
Monster. "

| couldn't help it. | laughed.

"So, you're one of those who doesn't believe it exists,’
wi t hout anger.

"I"ve heard stories,” | admtted. "But that's all they are.
Everyone knows that. Even kender."

"Just the sane," the old man said doggedly, "it's the Blood Sea

he said

Monster that | intend to catch. Do you still want to go?"

| certainly didn't want to stay around to face Thick-Neck N ck
So, | bit ny tongue to keep fromlaughing in his face again, and
said, "Yes, | still want to go."

Bef ore he could say another word, | started pushing his little

fishing boat toward the |apping waves of the Bl ood Sea, hoping he
woul dn't have second thoughts.
Suddenly, he called out to nme, "Duder?"

"Yes?"
"You'll get two percent of my catch. And that's final."
| smled to nmyself. | was going fishing!

| pulled the oars of the fishing boat until the shore began to
shrink out of sight. But our progress was slow because the Bl ood
Sea was still roiling fromthe storm

| thought | mght get sick fromthe boat's constant dips into the
trough of every wave. Six-Finger nust have seen ny suffering, but
a deal was a deal; he didn't take the oars fromne. He offered only
one consol ation. "Don't worry," he said. "The water will calm
down by dusk. It always does."

He was right. As the sun set into the Blood Sea, dazzling
crimson lights sparkled on the now smooth surface of the water
The sea was at peace. And, finally, so was ny stonmach. Not that
there was anything in it, mnd you



It suddenly occurred to nme that Six-Finger hadn't cast his line.
"You can't catch anything-except your death of col d-w thout

putting your hook in the water,"” | said.

"G ving orders already, huh?" growed the old man. "I've

fished these waters before and I'Il not find the Mnster

her eabout s. "

Wth nmy stomach calm | was getting hungry. |'d eaten raw

fish before, so | asked, "Do you mind if |I use your line and see
what | can catch? After all,” | remnded him "I get a percentage of
your take."

He shrugged his shoulders. "If you're going to fish," he said
gruffly, "give ne the oars." Six-Finger heaved on the wooden oars,
turning his head away fromme as he stared out into the gathering
twlight.

My line splashed into the red water, trailing behind the boat as
we noved farther out to sea. | closed ny eyes, enjoying the steady,
rhyt hm c novenent of the old man's row ng

This is a good way to live, | thought. Soneone to row for ne,
and di nner just waiting to be caught. But then, as always, | started
dreami ng of nore: 1'd have a whole fleet of fishing boats with
scores of old nen bringing in a huge catch every day. |'d be
generous and give themten percent of the profits. Then | stopped
and thought, no, |I'd give themjust two percent.

| smled to myself and sighed with satisfaction

I'd be known as Duder, Captain of the Blood Sea. And |'d be
the richest elf in the world. The other elves would envy ne. They
woul d be sorry they had treated nme so badly. | had been expelled
from nmy honel and;

puni shed for a youthful indiscretion; shunned, nmade to travel al
al one-oh, how | hated being by nyself. But when the el ves
needed ny fish, needed ny noney, needed ny power and
influence .. . they'd cone to me then and say, "Duder Basillart,
we're sorry. Come home." And | would just grin and tell them

"Quch!" The fishing line was nearly torn out of ny hands. M
eyes opened wide as | clutched at the line, thinking that though ny
reverie had come to an end, ny dinner was just about to begin.

"Looks |ike you've got something big," said the old man as he
wat ched ne pull on the I|ine.

"I told you I'd be good to have along," | boasted. "This fish
will bring in plenty of noney. Don't forget," | added, "I get two
percent!"

"1 remenber."

Hand over hand, | pulled on the line. I was counting ny noney
even before ny catch broke the surface. But when it did, | stopped
my efforts. | had caught a dead man.

"I"'mnot surprised," said Six-Finger after he hel ped ne haul a
drowned sailor up onto the lip of the boat.

"You're not?" | asked, astonished. "Do you catch dead nmen on
your line every day?"

Hi s ancient face showed little enotion. "There is an old folk
tal e about storms on these waters,” he said. "Wenever there's a
storm you can be sure that a ship has been sucked down into the
whi rl pool at the center of the Bl ood Sea."

| shivered at the thought; in ny lonely travels | had seen so
many stormnms bl ow across these waves.

"Too bad our fishing expedition had to end like this," | said
sadly, figuring that we woul d head back to shore with the body.

"Don't be silly," said the old man. And with that, he cut the line
and | et the dead man spl ash back down into the water



"What are you doing?" | cried.

"The proper place to bury a sailor is at sea," he calny
expl ai ned. "Besides, there is the one fish |I've been after all of ny
life. Tonight, perhaps, I'll finally catch that creature."

It was only then, as | watched the body float away fromthe
boat, that | fully realized the old man's desperation. He was tired-
wor n out -and he knew he woul dn't have nany nore chances to
catch his fabled Bl ood Sea Mnster.

Si x- Finger didn't | ook back as the sailor's body sunk bel ow the
waves.

It wasn't long after | picked up the oars and began to row that |
saw wr eckage floating nearby fromthe dead sailor's ship. Cracked
and broken pieces of wood were strewn about the water. And then
| saw a plaque that must have been part of the ship's bow In the
fading light | read the words, THE PERECHON. And then the
pl ague tunbl ed away on a wave and di sappear ed.

Was it a big ship? Had a great nmany sailors died? | would
never know. To nme, it was just another ship that woul d never see
| and agai n, just another crew of sailors who woul d never see the
sun agai n, just another shipload of souls who would never go
hone again . . . like ne.

It seened |ike every passing day took ne farther away from
nmy hone. And now !l was in a little boat, far away from |l and,
sonewhere out in the darkness of the Blood Sea in the dead of
night. Wrse than that, | was sailing with an old fishernman who
actual ly thought he could catch a creature that existed only in the
m nd of man.

I"mnot cruel by nature, but | thought 1'd have some sport with
Si x-Finger. Waile | rowed, | asked, "Wat does this Blood Sea
Monster | ook |ike?"

"I don't know," the old man replied. "No one has ever seen the
creature and lived."

"Then how do you know it exists?" | smrked.

"It does,"” he insisted. "I'msure of it. Though no one has ever seen
it directly, there are stories-hundreds of stories-about the great
Bl ood Sea Monster." He | ooked away from me, gazing out onto
the water. "Sone say it's as big as a thousand fishing boats. O hers
say it isn't the size of the beast, it's the length of its teeth and cl aws
you have to watch out for. But nobody really knows. | knew one
man, though, who clained he saw the beast's reflection in a mrror
He said it had a scaly, blood-stained face that oozed bl ack pus. But
it doesn't matter what it |ooks like. What matters is that | catch it!"

"Ny 2"

Hi s eye narrowed and his voice grew thick with anger. But he
wasn't angry with me. His rage was aimed at the creature he
sought. "It killed ny father," he said. "And it killed his father, too.
It killed nmy only brother, ny sons, nmy nephews-fishernen, all-
it took themto their deaths on this sea of blood. In the end, ny
wife died of ... neglect . . . grief. NowIl'malone. No famly.
Nobody. An old man with nothing in his heart but the desire for
revenge." He lifted his head and stared at the sky with a fire in his
eyes. "And |I'Il have that revenge!" he shouted into the night. "I
swear it!"

If Six-Finger kept yelling like that, he was going to scare away
the fish. He had already scared ne.

| forgot all about his ravings when he offered me one of his
wheat cakes. | gobbled it down so fast that the old man offered ne
a piece of fruit fromhis bag. "Wat about you?" | asked, not
wanting to appear unm ndful of nmy host (and wanting to keep his
m nd off the Bl ood Sea Monster). "Aren't you going to eat?"



"My appetite isn't what it used to be," he said with a sigh. "I
don't eat half of the things |I bring along. Mst of the tine | throw
nmy | eftover food overboard for the fish to eat. A man can't take
fromthe Bl ood Sea without giving sonething back," he said
reverently. "If the fish live and multiply, then so will the
fishermen.”

It was a nice thought, but |I was hoping he wouldn't throw
anyt hi ng overboard that night, because I was awfully hungry.

He must have been readi ng ny m nd, because he took a
sweet cake for hinmself and then handed his food bag over to ne,
sayi ng, "Take as nuch as you like."

| took it all.

The noon was hal fway across the sky by the time | finished
eating. And, then, finally, the old man tossed his fishing line into
the water.

W bobbed on the gentle sea, neither one of us tal king. |
wonder ed how | ong we woul d stay out that night before the old
man grew tired and gave up. And | wondered what | would do
when we reached shore. Wuld | nmove on and steal ny bread
from anot her baker, in another town? | wanted nore fromlife than
just crunmbs. | had a restless craving for ... experience. That was
why | had stolen the elven | eader's |ocket, back in my honel and. |
t hought that the |ocket held a secret incantation that woul d give
me power and wi sdom Instead it only brought me msery. Wen

nmy thievery was di scovered, | was bani shed fromny hone. Cast

out, | had becone a dark elf, a renegade. But where was | running
TOY?

The boat, as well as the night, drifted along with nmy thoughts.

| had no idea of the time. | liked that about the sea. The

ti mel essness. The old man was intent upon his fishing and | was
i ntent upon ny dream ng- until there was a splash in the water

"I'"ve got sonething!" Six-Finger exclained.

H's line went taut. The bow of the boat tipped down as the
creature at the other end dove deep with the hook in its mouth.

He didn't really think he had caught the Bl ood Sea Mnster
did he?

Expertly, the old fishernman gave the diving fish sone slack and
et himrun. Then, as the fish let up, the old man tugged back
reeling himin. Wen the fish tried to pull away, the old man
patiently repeated the process. Yet | could tell that Six-Finger was
straining. Whatever was at the end of the Iine was sonething
power ful , something that wouldn't give up without a terrible fight.

But Six-Finger stayed with the creature until it finally broke
the surface again, splashing just off the stem of the boat.
"It's big!" I cried despite nyself, seeing the shadow that it cast

in the noonlight.
The old man sinply scowl ed. He knew what he had-and it

wasn't what he wanted. Still, he reeled the fish in. | helped get it
out of the water by using the old nman's net.
When | dunped it on the bottomof the little boat, | could see

what the old man had caught: a rare-and very feisty-Bela Fish.

had heard of them but had never seen one before because
fishernen al ways throw t hem overboard. You see, the Beta Fish
tastes terrible, and there is no market for it. It's also bad luck to kil
a Bel a Fish because it's one of the rare fish that can comunicate
with | and creatures.

And the Bela Fish wasn't shy about comunicating wth us.

"The hook hurts!" it cried. "Take it out of nmy mouth!"

| inmediately got down on ny knees and carefully renoved



t he hook.

"Thank you," said the fish. "Now, if you would be so good as
to get me back in the water?"

| didn't hesitate. | started putting nmy hands underneath the
body of the Bela Fish, but the old man sl apped ny wists. "Leave
himbe," said Six-Finger. "I think we'll keep him He'll make good
bait."

Upon hearing the old nan's words, the Bela Fish started
flopping all over the bottom of the boat, desperately trying
to wiggle over the side. But it was no use. "Please,"
begged the fish, "let ne go!"

| was stunned. | couldn't believe that the old nan could
be so cruel. How could a man share his food so generously
in one noment and then torture an innocent creature in the
next ?

"Let the Bela Fish go," | demanded. "If he doesn't get
back in the water soon, he will die."

"Then he'll die," replied Six-Finger steadfastly. "But |'ll
give this fish one chance to save his life. And one chance
only."

"What is it?" cried the Bela Fish. "I'Il do anything."

"Tell me where | can find the Bl ood Sea Mnster,"
demanded the ol d man

The Bel a Fish | ooked at me and then at the old nan.

"You don't want to know that," it said.
"I do, indeed," insisted Six-Finger. "If you want to |ive,
you will tell nme. And you'll tell me right now "

"I'f YOU want to live, you'll head right back to shore,"
retorted the fish.

My eyes opened wi de at the nmeaning of the fish's words.
"You nmean there is such a beast, then?" | cried.

"There is, yes, oh, without question-yes," said the Bela
Fish. "And | can tell you that we swimaway as fast as we
can when we hear that it's near."

"Ny 2"

The Bel a Fi sh blinked. "You nean you don't know?"

"No. "

The fish tried to laugh, but it was quickly losing its
strength. Instead, in a weak voice, it said, "There is a reason
why no one has ever seen the Blood Sea Monster and |ived.
It noves through the water |ike a dark shadow. And the

water in its wake is cold, enpty . . . dead.”

"l don't understand,"” | said, confused.

"You'll understand all too well if you continue your foolish
quest," it replied. "I beg of you, don't-"

"Enough! " expl oded the old man, cutting off the Bela Fish. He
pi cked up the fish in his two hands and demanded, "Were is the

beast? It's that, or I'll eat you nyself, bad taste and all!"
"I was just trying to save you," it gasped. "But if you want to
know so badly, 1'Il tell you."

"Speak up, then, and don't delay," said the old man harshly,

| eaning close to hear the Bela Fish's words.

"The beast you seek is close by, near the center of the Bl ood

Sea, where a ship was sucked into the whirlpool's nael strom You
see, it's the nonster's ever-swinging tail that causes the whirl pool
and it's the steamthat rises fromits body that causes the ragi ng
stormthat never |eaves the center of the sea.”

| shuddered, renenbering the body and the wooden pl aque
with the name. THE PERECHON.

The old man grunted with satisfaction. The Bela Fish's words



had not frightened Six-Finger Fiske the way they had frightened
me. Finally, after all these years, his revenge was at hand.

In fulfillment of his bargain, the old man threw the Bela Fi sh
overboard. Then Si x-Finger feverishly took the oars in hand and
began rowing toward the deadly center of the Blood Sea. But even
as Six-Finger rowed, the Bela Fish swam up cl ose besi de the boat
and warned, "You're nmaking a nistake. Turn away! Don't go!"

When the ol d man ignored the fish, the creature turned toward
me and cried, "You were kind to ne. | want to help you. Listen to
what | say, and junp overboard. Save yoursel f!"

The sea elves are cousins of nmy people, but that didn't nmean that |
could swwmlike a fish. W were mles fromshore and the thought
of jumping into the mddle of the Bl ood Sea seened akin to taking
my own life. Despite ny fear, | chose to stay with the old nan.

But | would have stayed anyway. There was somet hi ng about
the old man's fierce determination that hit a nerve inside of nme. He
was so sure of himself, so unafraid, that it inspired ny confidence.
| had been inpressed by the old man's sureness in the boat-how
he caught the Bela Fish and reeled himin so expertly. But, nost of
all, 1 thought how wonderful it would be to witness this great feat
if the old man really did catch the nonster fish. Six-Finger Fiske
woul d be fanobus, yes, but so would I! 1'd be part of the greatest
adventure of our tine; |I'd be the nost fanous elf in the entire
world if | helped catch the Bl ood Sea Mnster.

The old man pulled on the oars for a long tine, his breath
grow ng ragged.

"Let me row for a while," | offered. "You'll need your strength
if the nonster strikes your line."

"That's true," agreed Six-Finger. "I'mglad you cane al ong."
Hi s approval put a smile on ny face. | dipped the oars into the

wat er and rowed as hard as | coul d.

It wasn't long before the noon and stars were obscured by
swirling clouds. W were entering the edge of the stormthat
hovered over the center of the sea. The wi nds bl ew raw and col d.
And the water itself began to grow rough beneath the boat. W

were getting close to the whirlpool . . . close to the nonster
"Pull in your oars," ordered the old man. "1'Il cast ny line from
here.”
| was tired fromthe rowi ng and was glad to stop. | rubbed ny

aching arnms as | watched the old man cast his line into the dark
scarl et sea

My eyes were fixed on the line dangling out of the boat,
figuring that we'd inmedi ately get a strike. But soon ny eyes
became as tired as ny arns and | slunped down into the boat,
snuggling into the netting to keep warm Qut of the wind, | felt
better, safer. Wth nmy excitenent ebbing, exhaustion finally crept
up on me and | drifted off to sleep

| don't know how I ong | dozed, but when |I opened ny eyes, |

heard the old man cough and grunble. | felt sorry for him sitting
up in the cold, danp night, fighting to keep his dream alive of
catching this one great fish before he died. It seemed |like a dream
that would go unfulfilled, for the night was passing and he hadn't
had a single bite on his |ine.

Not a single bite.

My breath caught in nmy throat. In all that time, it was

i npossi ble that the old man hadn't had a single nibble, unless the
waters here were DEAD. And if that was true

Aterrible fear gripped ne, and | wanted to tell the old man to
pull up his line. But I didn't get the chance. In that very nonent,



he shouted, "I've got a strikel™

The fishing line went so taut it al nost snapped. And even
t hough the old man was letting out nore line to let the fish on the
other end run, he couldn't do it fast enough

The little boat was being pulled through the water

At first we noved sluggishly across the choppy sea, but then
the boat was pulled still faster and, like a dragon in flight, we soon
found oursel ves soaring across the tops of the waves.

The old man knew better than to hold the Iline in his bare hands.

He had cleverly jamed an oar into the prow of the boat and then
wr apped the line around it.

Cl ever, but not clever enough. The fishing |ine burned through the
wood as the creature on the other end kept pulling farther and
farther away.

The old man, fearing that he would run out of line and | ose his
catch, tied the end of the cord around his body and then held on for
the final struggle.

Seeing the old nman's bold action, | junped to the front of the
boat to help him If there was going to be glory, | wanted ny
share. | took hold of the rope alongside himand tugged at it, trying
to stop the fish's run.

Si x- Fi nger Fiske ignored ny effort. Instead, he shouted up to

the sky, "I've caught the Blood Sea Monster! |'ve got him and ||l
never | et himgo!"
"I followed Six-Finger's gaze up into the heavens, but all | saw

wer e heavy, om nous clouds. That's when | realized our direction
The great fish was pulling our boat straight toward the rnael strom
If we didn't change direction soon, we'd be sucked into the whirl -
pool and perish at the bottom of the Bl ood Sea.

"We've got to turn it!" | cried. "Look where it's taking us!"

The old man heard ne and understood what | neant. He took a

deep breath and pulled on the line with every ounce of strength in
his aged body. And | pulled right along with him

The Iine suddenly went slack. It worked!

"W won!" Six-Finger Fiske cried with joy. "Don't you see?

It's exhausted, beaten. It's given up the struggle!"

The old man was short of breath. But though weak, his chest
heaving fromthe battle, he hurriedly began reeling in the nonster
| fell back, watching with glee as he pulled in arm s-length after
arms-1ength of line. We had really done it. The old man woul d be

a |l egend. And when we haul ed the beast up onto shore, | would
stand there next to Six-Finger Fiske. People would say, "Look
Duder Basillart was a thieving dark elf, but see what he did? He
hel ped that old fisherman catch the Bl ood Sea Monster."

| | eaned over the side of the boat, anxious to see our catch
After all, | was entitled to two percent. | would rem nd Six-Fi nger
of his pronise when we neared the shore. There was no doubt in

my mind that two percent of TH' S catch would be worth a fortune

As | stared down into the water, |ooking for the fish, the sea
began to bubble. And then |I heard a roaring sound that seened to
be com ng fromunderneath the boat. No matter what direction

| ooked, | saw the sea beginning to foam and chum

"What's going on?" | cried.

The old man didn't say a word. He stopped reeling in his line
and just sat there with a | ook of awe on his face.

The sea started rolling beneath us in a mghty turmoil, and

knew then with a terrible certainty that it wasn't the old man that
had caught the Blood Sea Monster. It was the other way around.

"Cut the line!" | screaned. "Let it go!"

The old man seened undeci ded. His desire for revenge fought



with his desire for life.

The sea began to rage and the little boat was buffeted from
wave to wave. And still the old man woul d not nake up his mind
Was it his father he was thinking of? His brother? H's sons? O his
poor, unfortunate wife? | didn't know what rooted himin place;
only knew that if he waited any | onger, we would surely join his
descendants in the darkness of death.

The roaring that | heard from underneath the sea grew even
| ouder, and steam began to rise in a cloud, covering us like a
shr oud.

The cry of the beast and the envel opi ng whiteness seenmed to
finally shake the old man from his nmoorings. He reached for his
knife, intending to cut the line. Except his hands were trenbling
and he funbled with the knife, dropping it to the bottom of the
boat .

At that noment the sea in front of the boat erupted in a mighty
spray. Sonething hi deous thrashed up out of the deep. | couldn't
see very nuch of it because nmillions of gallons of blood-red water
were runni ng down off its massive body. Huge fl appi ng w ngs
made the wind blow so hard | could barely expel ny own breath
against its awesone force. | could see nothing el se except Six-

Fi nger Fi ske's huge, shiny netal hook caught between two
massive teeth in the beast's otherw se dark, obscured face.

Wthout his knife, the old man couldn't cut the line. Hi s only
hope was to pull the hook free of the nonster, and so he w enched
on the line as hard as he coul d.

The beast's scream of fury made nme throw ny arnms around ny
face and cower at the bottom of the boat. | heard sonething clatter
down beside ne, but | was too afraid to | ook

And I'mglad | didn't, because above the thundering sounds of
beast and sea, | heard sonmething that | knew | didn't want to see. It
was the old man, going mad, calling out to the beast as if he knew
him Si x-Finger Fiske actually |laughed-a bitter laugh. "Only a

fool would seek you out before his time-and | amthat fool!" he
shouted. And then, calmy, as if in answer to a question that only
he coul d hear, he said, "Yes, | should have known. It isn't | who

sought you, but you who sought ne." And then he suddenly called
out, "The light!"

It was still dark. | didn't know what he nmeant. But the fact is,
didn't care. | only cared about nyself. And in that noment |
t hought | was going to die.

"I't's not your time," a raspy voice runbled deep in ny head, as if
in response to ny fear. It was a voice that had the wei ght of
countl ess years upon it.

In the next monent, | heard a huge splash, and a gigantic wave
rose up out of the sea and picked up the fishing boat. | clung to the
boards at the bottom of the boat, fearing that the wave woul d crash
on top of me and throw ne out into the sea. But the boat hung on
the crest of that wave, and it rushed headlong for mles and niles,
until the wave finally spent itself.

When the boat lolled to a stop, | found the courage to open ny
eyes.

The ol d man was gone. Di sappear ed.

In ny fear and confusion, | scanned the waters all around the
boat hoping to find some sign of Six-Finger Fiske. But there was
none. It was still dark and | was utterly, thoroughly al one.

"It's not ny tine," | whispered, the great nonster's words
reverberating in ny head.

As | was sitting in the bottomof the boat, mnmy fingers brushed
agai nst sonething sharp. | flinched. The cut went deep into ny



thunmb. 1 quickly brought ny hand up to ny mouth to suck away
the bl ood and sooth the wound.

Wien | | ooked down to see what had cut nme, | was astonished
to find a giant, cracked tooth |ying near ny feet.
At first, | was afraid to go near it. Using an oar, | pushed it to

the far side of the little boat. The very thought of the gaping jaws
that had held that tooth nmade me quiver with fear

| wanted to get away fromthis cursed Bl ood Sea and away
fromthe nenory of this awful night.

It was still dark, but | could tell by the stars that the night would
soon be over. | was desperate for sun to warm ny soul

| grieved for Six-Finger Fiske; | truly did. I couldn't stop thinking
of himand his strange words before he vani shed beneath the
waves. But | had to take care of myself, so | fixed my position by
the stars and began rowi ng toward shore. And the nore | rowed,

the nore joyously grateful | was to be alive. | had survived. And
as | slowmy rowed the boat back toward the little fishing village
where the adventure began, | started to think

| sawit all in ny mnds eye. Me, Duder Basillart, had faced the
great Blood Sea Monster and | had lived to tell the tale. Dwarves,
m not aurs, kender-everyone- would conme fromall comers of
the world to hear me tell how | had valiantly tried to catch the
m ghty sea beast;

héw | had heaved on the rope with all my mght and turned the
monster fromits course. How |l had tried to save the old man by
yelling for himto cut the line. And | would tell them about the
evil, awesone creature with its wings and its deep runbling voice.
Yes, 1'd tell themhowit SPCKE TO ME! How it spared ne
because of ny bravery. Yes, that's what |'d say.

And who woul d doubt it?

After all, didn't | have the nonster's tooth? Was there another
creature's tooth like this anywhere else in the world? No, | had the
evi dence of ny mracul ous adventure and ny future was now
secure. More than secure; it was perfect!

| couldn't afford to | ose the Blood Sea Monster's tooth. |
realized that, without it, | was nothing. Instead of fearing it, |
enbraced it, using what was left of Six-Finger's fishing line to
hang the broken tooth around ny neck. It was so long that it
dangl ed down to my waist. | would | et nothing cone between ne
and ny glorious find. Nothing.

| becane so excited by the thought of ny future that | rowed even
faster toward port. A whole new life awaited nme on the dawni ng.
And then | rowed even harder, thinking about all the presents I
would re ceive, the fine food I'd be served. They would be sorry
that they cast nme out, nmade ne a dark elf. Yes, they would be
sorry, because ny nane would be on the tongues of nillions. I'd
be the nost envied elf that ever wal ked Krynn

The sky was beginning to lighten. The dawn woul d be
approachi ng soon. There, on the horizon, | could see a dark
snudge that could only be | and.

Faster and faster |I rowed, ny mnd aflanme with thoughts of
greatness-until the sea around ne suddenly began to churn and
foam The waves rose and fell, and the little boat was buffeted out
of my control

No! Pl ease! Land was so cl ose!

| lost one of ny oars. It slipped frommy hand and spl ashed into
t he heaving water near the side of the boat. | had to get to |and.
needed that oar. | reached out over the side of the boat-and saw
the Bl ood Sea Monster stormup out of the depths right in front of
ne.



"NOW it's your tinel" | heard the sane raspy voi ce whi sper

i nsi de ny head.

| looked up into its face-and was stunned to see ny own face

refl ected there. The image changed so quickly. It was young, then
old, then ravaged by tine until only the bones and enpty eye
sockets remmined. Yet it was ne. A ways ne.

| wanted to argue, fight, run. But inside my head the voice said,
"Some die old, content with their wi sdom Some die young wth

silly dreams in their heads. | come for themall."
I clutched at the tooth; it was supposed to change ny life. And
it did. | had |leaned too far over the side, and when the boat rocked

fromthe waves, the weight of the tooth around ny neck sent ne
pl umreti ng over board.

It was then that | saw the bright, blinding |ight.

Now | see everything. And not hing.

A Stone's Throw Away
Roger E. Mbore

The citadel of the Magus sprawl ed atop the

bl eakest peak in all of Krynn. A black thunderhead rose in the sky
above it, raining lightning down on the barren sl opes. The small
traces of life and dust that clung to the rocks were buffeted by a
cold and endl ess wi nd.

For three centuries, no living nortals travel ed cl oser than
sighting di stance of the peak, their journeys and curiosity warned
away by the boiling storm Lords and kings turned their attention
to other matters;

great wi zards investigated | ess dangerous secrets.

So it was when, upon finding an intruder within the castle, the
citadel's master becanme at once confounded, enraged, and
fascinated. He ordered his unliving servants to bring the intruder to
his study for questioning, then retired there to await the arrival.

Cat ching the intruder was no nean feat, since he was quite
skilled at evading pursuit. In due time, however, two of the
manl i ke aut omat ons which served the Magus entered the study, the
i ntruder suspended between them by his arns.

The Magus | ooked carefully at the intruder, who stopped
ki cki ng the noment he saw the Magus. The intruder was
barely four feet in height and thinly built; he had bright
brown eyes and the face of a ten-year-old human child.

Narrow, pointed ears pressed against his |ight brown hair,
which was pulled into a sort of pony tail on top of his head.
The Magus recogni zed himas a kender, an annoyi ng ni nor

race that shared the world with him

The Magus was accustomed to seeing terror on the faces
of his captives. It disarmed himto see this one | ook upon
himwi th open-nouthed surprise and lively curiosity. The
captive then smiled |like a boy caught with one hand in a
pastry jar.

"Hey," said the intruder, "you nust be one of those
necr o- guys- necronanti cs, thaumaturboes, what-cha-
cal lums." He craned his neck and surveyed the study as if it
were the living roomof a friend. "N ce place you' ve got
here.”

M1 dly annoyed, the Magus nodded. "I have not had
visitors here for many years. Today, | find you here within
my fortress. For the sake of courtesy, | will first ask your

nane before | demand an expl anati on of how you got in
here.”



The intruder struggled for a nonent, but he accom

pl i shed nothing against the grip of his eight-foot-tal

captors. Wth a sigh, he resigned hinmself to tal king his way

out .

"My nanme is Tassl ehoff Burrfoot," he began brightly.

He al nost added, "My friends call nme Tas," but deci ded not

to bother. "Could your guards put nme down? My arms hurt”

The Magus ignored his request. "Tasslehoff. An un-

fam liar name, though |I recognize Burrfoot as common

anong the kenderfol k. How did you get into this fortress?"

Tassl ehof f sniled, all innocence, though he was sure that

his arms were getting bruised. "Ch, | dunno, | was wandering by
and saw your place up here, so | thought |I'd step in, see how you
wer e doi ng-"

The Magus hissed as if he were a viper that had been stepped
upon. Tassl ehoff's voice faded away. "That's not going to work, is
it?" Tasslehoff finished | anely.

"Wetch!" said the Magus savagely. Hi s pale, skull-like face
grew dead white with rage. "I amwasting time on you. Speak
pl ainly!"

Though kender love to infuriate and tease, they can tell when
t hey have pushed someone too far. "Yes, well," Tassl ehoff began

"I don't know how | got in here. | mean, uh, | put this ring on"-he
nodded toward his left hand, still held tightly by an automaton-
"and | teleported in, but, um | don't know why | did. It just, uh
happened. "

A fragile silence reigned. The Magus stared at the kender

specul atively. "That ring?" he said, gesturing toward the heavily
engraved device with the enornous enerald that rested on the
kender's third finger.

"Yes," Tassl ehoff said, sighing. "I found it last week, and it
| ooked interesting at the time; well, | put it on, and then |
teleported.” The kender grinned in mld enbarrassnent. "l can't

seemto stop tel eporting now "

For a monent Tassl ehoff thought the Magus didn't believe him
"You put it on and appeared here. Aring that teleports the wearer."
The Magus appeared to consider this possibility.

Tassl ehof f shrugged. "Well, it's got its positive and negative
aspec-"

"Take it off," said the Magus.

"Take it off?" Tassl ehoff questioned weakly, his grin fading.
"Uh, well, 1I'Il try if your big friends will let go of ne."

The Magus gestured, and the undead automatons rel eased their
grip on the kender's arns, dropping himto the floor. Getting up
the prisoner rubbed his nuscles, sighed, then grasped the
ring tightly. He pulled and tugged until his face turned red,
but his actions had no effect.

"Let me try," said the Magus.

Instinctively, Tasslehoff hid his ringed hand. Though he
didn't fear the Magus, he was not eager to have the Magus
approach him either.

The Magus spoke a few words, and the air was suddenly
charged with power. A ninbus of |ight appeared around the
Magus's right hand, which he held out in Tasslehoff's
direction.

"Show the ring," said the Mgus.

Tassl ehof f reluctantly held up his hand, hoping the spel
woul d not blast his armoff. Wth gentle confidence, the
Magus reached out and touched the ring.

A blinding flash of green light filled the room followed



by a loud thunp. Tassl ehoff jerked his hand away in
surprise, but he was uninjured. Wen his vision cleared,
Tassl ehof f wat ched as the Magus slowy crawed into an
upri ght position on the other side of the room The flash
had tossed the Magus away |ike an old stick

"Ww " said the kender, his eyes w dening. "The ring
did that? | had no idea . . ."

A long hiss escaped the Magus's |ips. Tassl ehoff stopped
speaki ng i medi ately. For perhaps a m nute the Magus
sai d nothing, then he dusted off his robes and | ooked at the
aut omat ons.

"Take him" the Magus whi spered. Hi s voice reni nded
Tassl ehof f of the closing of a nausol eum door

"Well," Tassl ehoff said to hinself, his voice echoing
fromthe walls of his cell, "I guess |I've been in worse

predi caments. "

Unfortunately, he couldn't think of any worse than the one

he was in now He al nost believed that the gods of Krynn
were angry with himand that they were toying with his
final punishnent even now

He racked his brain for some sin he may have com

mtted, other than cursing or borrow ng things wthout

putting them back where he found them O her people
called it theft, but that term made himw nce. It was
handl i ng, borrowi ng, not stealing. There was a difference,
t hough the distinction was rather hazy to Tassl ehoff and

he'd never quite worked it out.

He rolled over and sat up. The automatons had cast him

in the cell after |eaving the Magus's chanber, and he had
only a low burning candle for light. Tangl ed spi derwebs

hung fromthe ceiling. Listlessly, Tasslehoff tapped his

hand agai nst the floor, and the ring clicked out a |onely

r hyt hm

| SHOULD VE LI STENED TO MOTHER AND GOTTEN

| NTO THE SCRI BE BUSI NESS, he nused, BUT MAPPI NG
AND TRAVELI NG VEERE ALWAYS MORE | NTERESTI NG
THAN KEEPI NG ACCOUNT LEDGERS. As a child, he had
filled his roomw th dozens of nmaps and had nenorized the
nanes on each of them This nmade it easy to invent unlikely
tal es about his travels, which always anused and

entertained his friends.

Tassl ehof f had often tried to make his own maps, but he

had no head for the exacting patience it took to draw one
accurately. Instead, he thought of hinself as an explorer
who didn't have to nake accurate maps, relying on those
who cane after himto clear up such details as the direction
in which north lay. Being there first, not drawing it up
afterward, was what counted.

For years now, he'd wal ked the world and renenbered

many sights, great and small. On a high gray nountain, he

had wat ched a gol den chinera fight a bl oody-tusked

manticore to the death. The Qualinesti, the elven peopl e of
t he hi gh neadows, took himto witness the coronation of a
prince of their wooded real ns, dressing Tasslehoff in silver and
silk of rare design. He'd spoken with wayfarers of a dozen nations
and all polite races, and a few races not so polite.

Once in a while, Tasslehoff would run into an ol d adventuring
friend fromyears ago, and they'd travel together. He'd sketch
crude maps of his journeys to show his friends, elaborating on his



adventures for effect, waiting for the listeners to snile. He |oved
story-telling over a map.

Mapmeki ng was not his only hobby, however. Cccasionally,

Tassl ehof f woul d see sonmething small and interesting wthin easy
reach. When no one was | ooking, he'd borrowthe itemto admre
it; oftentimes when he finished |ooking at it, the owner was gone.
Wth a sigh, he'd drop the itemin one of his many pockets and
nmove on. He never neant to steal anything. Things just canme out
l'i ke that.

A week ago, Tasslehoff found the ring.

Tassl ehof f scratched his nose in the dimlight and renmenbered.
He was in his hone town, a farnm ng comunity called Sol ace.

He'd gotten up early to get hot pastries froma nearby bakery.
While waiting for the shop to open, he heard two nen having a
shouting match in an alley.

Argument turned to scuffling, then came a hideous cry that
made t he kender junp. Three wat chrmen wal ki ng past inmedi ately
rushed toward the alley as the killer fled fromit.

The thin-faced nmurderer was al nost too hasty to escape. He
stunbl ed on a | oose rock and opened a cl enched hand to catch
hinself. A glittering bauble fell fromhis pal mand bounced beside
Tassl ehof f, who was hidi ng behind a wooden box by the bakery
door. Wth a slight nove, Tasslehoff covered the ring fromview.
The nmurderer hesitated, cursing the ring's |loss, but continued
fl eei ng upon seeing the watchmen advance his way. Wthin
seconds, both pursued and pursuers were out of sight. Tassl ehoff
pocketed the ring with a careless flourish and went off to exani ne
it.

It was very inpressive, no doubt about that: solid gold, inlaid
with small green eneralds, topped with a great faceted enerald
t hat nmade Tassl ehoff's head spin.

Undoubtedly, the ring was worth a fortune and coul d al one buy
a small mansion or virtually anything Tassl ehoff could i magine.

Qut of curiosity, he conpared his left ring finger with the ring's
di ameter, then put the ring on to admre it.

It was then he discovered that the ring would not conme off. He
tugged, pulled, and used soap and water, all to no avail. A few
m nutes after he gave up a last attenpt to renove it, the ring
flashed, saturating the kender's vision with velvety green light. At
the sane nonment, it teleported himinto the ocean, which was
supposed to be hundreds of miles away.

The change was so sudden that he al nost drowned before he
had the presence of mind to paddle to keep hinself afloat. He
struggl ed, growi ng wearier with each passing mnute. Then a tal
wave sl apped himand he choked, and the ring flashed green again
and teleported himaway-into a woodl and full of scratchy briars.

Thi s process continued for days. Every few hours the ring
woul d send himoff to a new place he'd never seen before. |f
danger threatened, the ring would jerk himout of it and carry him
el sewhere. He knew that the ring was cursed and uncontrol |l able
and that he'd better find a way to stop the teleporting before he was
dropped into a volcano. At |least, he was learning to swi m qui ckly
enough.

It didn't take long before he noticed the di stance between
hops was decreasing; eventually, he was tele-porting only a
mle or so at a tinme, though nore frequently. By nmaking a
mental note of |andmarks, he al so judged that he was
nmoving in a straight line; and this heartened him the ring
was taking hi msonmewhere. An adventure, indeed!

This pleasant feeling was | ost conpletely when the giant



t hunder head cane into view over the horizon. Belowit,
illuminated by flickering lightning, was a vast and barren
mount ai n capped by a bl ack stone citadel. He was headi ng
straight for it.

Tassl ehof f said a word he'd once heard an angry

barbarian use. He |iked adventures, but there were limts.
As if piqued by his conment, a second later the ring
teleported himto within a mle of the nountain itself.

Kender know no fear, but they know a bad thing when
they see it. Judging the thunderstorm nountain, and citade
to be such bad things, Tasslehoff scranbled over rocks and
debris in a nmad attenpt to flee. The ring flashed again, and
he reappeared within fifty feet of the pitiless walls of the
castle.

"No, no! Stop!" he yelled as he tried to bash the ring
with a fist-sized stone. "Woa! Let's go back to the ocean! |
don't wanna g-"

A green flash in his cell cut the kender off in md-

t hought. A spider eyeing Tasslehoff fromthe safety of the
cell's darkened ceiling coiled its legs in surprise. It was now
the cell's only occupant.

At first Tassl ehoff thought he had teleported into a cave.

The flash blinded himas usual, and when the effects wore

of f, he was still unable to see a thing in the darkness. By

feeling about with his hands, he could tell he was in a narrow,
square tunnel only three feet high. He crawmed slowy in a random
direction, testing the floor for traps or deep pits (of which there
seened to be none). Soon he saw a faint |ight ahead and quickly
made for it.

A smal |, barred opening resenbling a wi ndow was set in the
wall to his right; carefully, he peered through it. Beyond the
openi ng was a vast carved chanber, perhaps a hundred feet across
and half as high as it was wi de. The wi ndow was set two-thirds of
the way up fromthe floor. Logic told Tasslehoff that he was in
some sort of ventilation shaft; he had noticed a gentle air current
while crawing along but had paid it no heed.

Wthin the chanber, light flickered fromdozens of firepots
laid out in a broad circular pattern on the floor. As he stared at the
pattern, Tasslehoff realized it was a conjuration circle, such as
Wi zards used to call up spirits fromthe invisible worlds. Faint
traceries of colored chalk faded into the shifting darkness around
the notionl ess flanmes bel ow

Wth a start, Tasslehoff saw that the room was occupi ed. Far
bel ow, striding quietly to the edge of the circle of firepots, was a
dark-robed figure. It took but a monment for Tasslehoff to realize
that it was the Magus. He briefly considered hiding, but his
curiosity got the better of him so he pressed closer to the bars.

The Magus stopped ten feet fromthe edge of the circle, within
a smaller chal k-drawn circle beside it. For a time he appeared to
contenpl ate the flames before him Ruddy light played over his
drawn face, white like a ghost's; his dark eyes drank in light,
refl ecting none.

Slowy, the Magus raised his arns and called out to the circle of
fire in a |l anguage the kender had never before heard spoken. At
first the flames crackled and junped; but as the Magus conti nued
speaking, the fires dimmed and | owered until they were al nost in-
visible. The air grew col der, and Tassl ehoff shivered, rubbing his
arnms for warnth.

Tassl ehof f's attention was suddenly drawn to the center of the



conjuring circle. Red streaks appeared in crisscross patterns on the
floor, within the design of the firepots, as if the floor were
breaki ng apart over red lava. A dull haze clouded the chanber, and
the firepots burned nore brightly. A strange roaring |like a great
ocean wave conming in to the shore filled the room by degrees,
growing to a thunder that nade the very rock trenble. Tassl ehoff
gripped the bars before him wondering if an earthquake had been
conjured by the sorcerer's powers.

Far bel ow, the Magus called out three words. After each word,

light and flane burst fromthe center of the conjuring circle. Each
flash stung the kender's eyes, but he could not | ook away fromthe
sight. Yell ow magna gl owed with superheated radi ance within the
circle, dimming the light fromthe firepots around it. A wave of
heat reddened Tassl ehoff's face and arns where the furs he wore

did not cover him The Magus did not seem affected by the heat at
all.

One last time the dark figure called out, speaking a single

nane. Tassl ehoff thought his heart would stop when he heard and
recogni zed it. The thundering roar vanished instantly, and an eerie
silence filled the air for the space of six heartbeats.

Wth a screaning whistle, the lava in the circle vani shed

entirely and was repl aced by darkness streaked with an eye-

burning violet light, resenbling an inpossible opening into the

ni ght sky. Tassl ehoff was straining to see into the pit when a thing
of titanic size arose fromit, out of the night-pit and into the room
Tassl ehof f had heard runors about the thing that stood before

him but he had never truly believed themuntil now. The thing
towered over the Magus, three tinmes the height of a nman. Two

great tentacles dangled fromits shoulders in place of normal arns,
and two heads maned with black fur rested where one head should

be. Scales glittered over its skin, and in the light of the firepots the
kender saw its feet were clawed |ike those of a bird of prey. Sline
and oil fell fromit, the droplets snoking when they struck the
stony fl oor.

The heads gazed down upon the Magus. | nhuman nout hs
spoke, their rasping voices out of time with one another by a
fraction of a nonent.

"Again," the voices said, "you call ne fromthe Abyss to defile

nmy presence with your own. You summon ny di vi ne person to
fulfill your petty desires, and you tenpt ny everlasting wath.
Sorely, I wish to have vengeance on this world for giving you
birth, you who toy with the Prince of Denons |like a slave. | thirst
for your soul like a dying man for water."

"I did not summon you to hear your problens," responded the

Magus in a cracked, thin voice. "Bound you are to nme, bound by
the circle. You shall hear nme out."

Wth screams that made Tassl ehoff jerk fromthe bars and

cover his ears, the thing's heads shot down at the Magus-and
were thrown back by unseen forces that sparked and flashed |ike
l[ightning. The thing's tentacles withed and flailed the air |ike
titans' whips.

"AAAHI EEE!'!! Wetch! To speak to nme so! Ten thousand
times you are cursed should these bonds fade! Ten thousand tines
will | break you in my coils, until your dark soul rots!" For severa
m nutes the denmon roared out its rage. The Magus stood before it,
unnmoved and silent.

In time the thing ceased to cry out. Its breathing became a sl ow,
ragged t hunder.

"Speak, " said the heads venomnpusly.

"There is an adventurer in my fortress," said the Magus, "who



wears a green-stoned ring. The ring will not |eave his hand and
defies nagical attenpts to renmpove it. It teleported the adventurer
into ny citadel when it was not his intention to do so. Wat ring is
this? How do | renove it? What are its powers?"

The thing twisted its necks. "You sunmon ne to identify a
RING "

"I ndeed," said the Magus, and waited.

The twi n heads di pped closer to the Magus. "Describe the
| argest stone."

"An emerald the size of my thunb, rectangular cut with six
tiers and no flaws. The face is engraved with a hexagonal sign
with a smaller hexagon set within and another in that one."

Silence filled the darkened room even the thing's withing
arms were stilled. After a pause, the thing stood upright. Its heads
turned about independently of each other. Tassl ehoff shrank back
agai nst the opposite wall of the tunnel as a head turned his way.

The head stopped when it | ooked into the barred w ndow of the
airshaft. Red fires arose in its eyes and ran through Tassl ehoff |ike
spears.

Tassl ehof f Burrfoot had never known fear, though he had seen
sights that made hardened men shake with terror. Wen the eyes of
the thing were upon him he shook w thout breathing, his sou
filled with a new enotion

Sonething like a snmle ran over the lips of the thing' s face. The
head turned slowy away.

"Magus," said the thing, "concern yourself not with the ring. Turn
your pleasure to other matters. You probe the reaches of unseen
pl anes and mani pul ate the destiny of worlds. Neither the ring nor
its wearer will be your concern past the setting of the sun this
day."

There was a long silence during which neither nonster nor
sunmoner noved.

"That is not the answer | asked of you," said the Magus.

For a time, there was no response fromthe thing. Then its
heads chuckl ed heavily, and the sound rolled across the room

"I have spoken," it said, then vanished into the circle of violet
light and darkness as if it had been a shadow

The Magus stood before the circle I ong afterward, head bowed
in thought. Just as it occurred to Tassl ehoff that he would have to
breat he or expl ode, the Magus turned and wal ked to a hi dden door
that cl osed quickly behind him

Tassl ehof f, bathed in sweat, |eaned against the wall. If the
Magus caught him now, he would die. He | ooked down at the
enerald ring and wondered how | ong he would be able to hide
bef ore the Magus found himat |ast.

Twenty mnutes |ater Tasslehoff arrived at another barred
wi ndow, this one looking into a nusty library lit by candles on a
tabl etop. Struggling and gasping, the kender squeezed through the
bars and dropped onto a bookshel f, clinbing down to the floor
fromthere.

He wi ped gray dust from his hands and | ooked around.

Shadows flicked against the stone walls. Towering shelves filled
wi th browned vol unes bound in exotic |eathers and sealed with

gl yphs surrounded him As he | ooked at the tones, his curiosity
got the best of him again.

He cautiously pulled a large volunme froma stack on the table
before him A glance at the cover confirned that the witing was
unr eadabl e and probably nmagical in nature. He opened the
book, and anci ent pages rustled and fell open in the



candl el i ght .

Tassl ehof f flipped the book shut with a gasp. Hesitantly,
he reached for another, hoping it was | ess |oathsonely
illustrated. To his relief, the next book was written in the
conmon tongue of the Iand and had no pictures at all

"BEI NG A COVPENDI UM OF MYSTI C
PROTECTI ONS AND SORCEROQOUS | NSCRI PTI ONS FOR
THE SUMMONI NG OF CREATURES FROM THE DARK
WORLDS, " he read al oud. The book appeared to be well
used. A thought occurred to him and he flipped through the
vol ume, his eyes running over the pages in search of the
nane of the thing he had seen. At the end of the text was a
list of creatures one could sumon, and the thing' s nane
was anong t hem

Silently, he read the passage under the list of nanes,
absorbing every word of it. H s hand grew cold and danp at
the inplications of the text. Finished, he closed the book
and returned it to the stack with care, arranging the other
vol umes to disguise his prying

"Well," he said aloud, wi ping his hands. Sone of his
confi dence was returning, though strained by the cir-
cunst ances. "Sunmoning i s nore dangerous than | thought.

If the wizard nesses up, boot! Of he goes, taken away
forever. Denmons don't forgive . "

H s eyes glazed slightly as he thought about sone
variations on this possibility. Mentally, he crossed off the
occupation of sorcerer fromthose he wished to | eam nore
about. This was better left to people like-

He heard a door, hidden by racks of books, open
Tassl ehof f dropped to all fours and crawl ed under the table.

The floor creaked. Thick robes rustled and fell silent.
There was no sound for what seened |ike ages of tine.

"Tassl ehof f," said a wavering voice.

There was no reply.

"You poor wretched puppy, you cannot escape ne." The door
creaked and thunped shut. "You watched in the Room of
Conj urations when | spoke with the denon lord. | knew you were
there. Cone out now. No use hiding, Tasslehoff."

Robes swi shed softly and sl owy behind a bookcase. Hi s eyes
sparkling, Tasslehoff pressed against a table |eg.

"You' re behind the bookcase, under the table." The wavering
voi ce hardened. "Cone out."

A |l ong shadow, stepping from behind the shel ves, appeared
agai nst a far wall.

"Tassl ehof f." The Magus raised his hand and pointed a finger

Green light burst across the room Tasslehoff fell back on the
floor as the room blinked out and a new one flashed in.

Now he was in the Room of Conjurations. He ran for a corner
and tried to clinmb the wall. Falling back, he ran for the doorway he
hoped woul d be an exit.

The Magus stepped through that very doorway into the
chanmber. Tassl ehof f stopped dead, crouched and ready to junp in
any direction.

"Pl eased you could join nme," said the Magus.

"I must confess," the Magus said, "that | don't understand why
the ring you' re wearing teleports you about as it does. You're at its
mercy, yet it pulls you out of ny reach and keeps you safe. It's
kept you alive for days and days, bringing you to this castle to ne.
| don't understand it, and | know | don't like it."



Tassl ehof f wat ched his opponent |ike a hawk. "I'm not dancing
about it either,"” he said. "I'd rather be honme in a tavern.”

"I don't doubt that," the Magus retorted, wal king slowy around
t he kender. The sorcerer scratched at his cheek with a bony finger
"Circunstances, however, dictate otherwise. | want to finish this
now, before the sun sets. You're the first person ever to invade ny
castle. You deserve a special fate."

"You woul dn't want to be friends and et me go honme, would
you?" Tassl ehoff asked faintly.

The Magus smiled, the skin pulling across his face like dry
paper. "No," he said.

Tassl ehof f darted for the open door. The Magus gestured, and
Tassl ehoff slanmed into the door as it flew shut. Stunned, he
found his nose wasn't broken, though his eyes streaned tears.

Li ght arose behind him Tasslehoff turned and saw that the
firepots of the conjuring circle were burning. A dark figure with
arnms stood before the circle, chanting in a | ow voi ce.

Tassl ehof f felt in his pockets for some last trick, something to
pul I himout of danger. He found six feet of string, a silver piece
with a hole in it, a sugar bun, a crystal button, someone el se's
ti nderbox, a bluejay feather, and a river pebble two inches across.
No miracles

He beat and kicked the door until he ached. Thunder rattled his
teeth; waves of cold and heat washed over him

When he heard the Magus call the name of the thing, he gave
up. Setting his back to the door, he turned to face the spectacle. If
he coul dn't escape, he could at |east go out |like an explorer. He
woul d have lived | onger as a scribe, but this was better in a way.
Scribes lived such boring lives. That thought conforted himas the
scal ed shape of the thing arose fromthe pit of violet |ightning and
dar kness.

The thing' s eyes gl owed, one head fixed on Tassle hoff and the
other on the Magus. "Twi ce in one day, Mgus?" questioned the

thi ng, hissing. "You have conpany as well. Am| now a circus

exhi bit ?"

"Hear me!" the sorcerer shouted. "There stands an offering to
you, a soul you may eat at your leisure! | bind you with words and

enchant nents of power, under threat of eternal torture and
debaserment, to take this kender to the Abyss with you until tinme is
no nore! Take him away!"

Tassl ehof f's mind went blank. His fist, thrust into a pocket,
cl enched the stone that he had collected some tinme ago and
admi red ever since because of its snoothness. In an instant he
snat ched the stone out of his pocket and threwit.

The Magus gasped and staggered as the stone smacked the
back of his skull. Stunmbling, his hands clutching his head, he
stepped forward. A slippered foot scuffed over the pal e chal ky
lines that surrounded him

The gl owi ng runes and tracings on the floor went dark like a
candl e snuffed out. Silently and easily, an oily tentacle reached for
t he Magus and caught his foot. The Magus screaned.

"Thousands of years ago," said the thing, its voices trenbling
with peculiar enotion, "it occurred to me that | would need a
def ense agai nst those who abused ny status as Prince of Denons,
those who would use nme as a footstool on which to rest their
pride. Some-day, sonething would be needed to turn the odds in
nmy favor should this ever happen.”

The thing's tentacle lifted the Magus high in the air, turning
himaround slowmy as a man woul d a nouse caught by the tail. "I
devi sed many such defenses, but the one of which | am nost proud



now is the ring you wear, kender."
Tassl ehof f gl anced at the ring. The enerald was glow ng faintly.
"The ring," the thing continued, "only activates when | need its
services. It defends the wearer against death, though it may not
make the wearer confortable. By | eaps and bounds it teleports him
to ny vicinity. It prevents all attenpts to remove it until the wearer
performs a boon for me, acconplishing what | nost desire. You
were ny tool unknow ng, but nobst serviceable."
Tassl ehof f | ooked at the thing, his nouth dry with the
real i zati on of what he'd done.

"Take off the ring," the thing's voices rasped, "and you will be
tel eported back to your home. | have no nore need of you."

Tassl ehof f carefully pulled the ring free fromhis left hand. As

it left his finger, it flashed a brilliant, fiery green and dropped to

the floor. And in that sane instant, Tasslehoff was gone.
The heads of the thing roared with laughter. The Magus
screanmed, and screaned, and

Tassl ehof f finished his drink and pushed it away. Across the
tavern table, two old friends, a man and wonan, blinked as the
thread of the tale snapped and drifted away.

"That," said Kitiara with a shake of her head, "was the nost
incredible story |I've ever heard out of you, Tasslehoff." A grin
slowy appeared on her face. "You' ve not |ost your touch.”

The kender sniffed, disappointnent showi ng on his face. "I
didn't think you'd believe ne."

"That was supposed to be true?" Sturm asked, staring at
Tassl ehoff. His eyes were bright with anusenment. "You actually
nmean to say you net a denon prince, helped destroy a w zard,
found and | ost a nmagic ring, and crossed half a worl d?"

The kender nodded, a playful grin reflected on his face.

For a few seconds, the listeners nmade no response. The man
and worman | ooked at each other and then at the kender

"Merci ful gods, Tasslehoff,” the woman breat hed, pushing her
chair back. "You could nake a goblin believe rocks were

val uable." She rose to her feet, tossed a few coins on the tabl etop,
and waved at kender and warrior. "I think 1'll go on to bed with
that one."

Sturmgroaned in mld enbarrassnent. Granted, the kender's

tale was fantastic, but there was no need to rub his nose init. He
turned back to Tasslehoff with a self-conscious grin, nmeaning to
apol ogi ze, and st opped.

Tassl ehof f was | ooking after Kitiara with a strange, w stfu

gaze. His left hand rested on the tabletop beside the half-nelted
candl e. A pale band was visible around his ring finger, w der than
nost rings would | eave. The skin on either side of the band was
scarred and discolored, as if someone had tried to renove a ring
once worn there.

Tassl ehof f turned to Sturm nissing his gaze, and shrugged.

"Well," he said, "maybe it wasn't nuch of a tale at that. It's about
time to turn in, after all."” He smled and pushed his chair back
"See you tonorrow "

Sturm hal f-waved his hand. The kender left himalone in the

inn with his thoughts.

Dreans of Darkness, Dreans of Light
Warren B. Smith

WIlliam Sweetwater was a short man - five-foot-three,
one hundred and ei ghty pounds, pig-faced, snout-nosed-



and he was lost in a universe of nightrmares. Eons ago, or so it
seened, the neutral gray m st surrounded his body and drew him
into the void. Goping, stunmbling, frightened of each step, he wan-
dered through the nysterious fog.

Screans roared through the vapors. Harsh, intermttent,
guttural shouts blared out. He heard constant whispers in the mst,
l ow murmurings that were sly, insinuating, often obscene. At other
times the m st echoed with the howl of banshees, followed by the
grisly noise of feral animals feeding on some bony substance.

An intuitive inpulse caused Wlliamto stop and assess the
nature of his situation. He shivered in the swirling fog and tried to
get a sense of direction.

Gradual |y, he discovered he was standing at the edge of a
| arge, seething pit. He stiffened |like a carven stone idol, afraid to
nmove. The m st parted, and his gaze focused on a frothing mass of
bl ack sline.

The thick fluid was in a stage of fermentation. Dark, reptilian
forms bubbled to the surface. Their evil, grotesque shapes bl ocked
his vision. They remained in his view for a short time, then
vani shed as other fornms rose to the surface.

The putrifying m xture seemed to engulf the universe. Entrails
of odorous steam boiled up fromthe surface. |mages of angry
faces were reflected off the sides of giant bubbles. They were dark,
resentful faces with eyes glittering with hatred.

A panoranma of scenes and sounds assaulted his senses. Here, a
di senbodi ed | eg stonped endl essly on a bl oody face. There, a nman
inamlitary uniformsnatched an infant froma |lace-trinmred crib.
The sol di er slamred the baby against a stone wall. A band of
ghoul s rose out of the sline and perforned a nacabre dance on the
bl ack surface. They sank back into the percolating liquid as a
tanged |lizard wapped itself around a scream ng nai den. An
obscene altar flashed into view. A young man and a wonan were
tied spread-eagled on a filth-strewn slab of stone. A dog-faced
priest with mnotaur horns raised a dagger to pierce their hearts.

oo Juwer

" You bel ong here! You're like us!" This voice was | ow,
fem ni ne, alnost a notherly whisper.

"o . JuwP Juwett

" Everyone does it! You're no different,'
resonant voi ce.

"o . JuwePt JUWP JUuwPt

"... Roll us over in the sline," sang a guttural chorus.

He waver ed.

A part of his being, sonme ancient reptilian gene, urged himto |eap
into the abyss and wallowin the slinme. As part of the odorous
mass, he could act out any evil inmpulse. He could torture and kil
without re norse ... if only he would accept the pit as his hone.
The voices knew of his secret hatreds and |usts, knew that WIIiam
Sweet wat er soneti mes dreanmed of dark deeds.

Wth the last remmant of his will power, WIlliamteetered on
t he edge of the abyss. He fought the dark urge.

Then, all of a sudden, the rolling mass stopped bubbling. The
fermenting halted, inmages vani shed. The voices went silent as the
surface of the putrid sline lay still, unmoving.

Qut of the pit rose a comely young mai den with platinum
bl onde tresses and (and this is the strangest thing, WIlliam
t hought) a hi deous serpentine nonster straining at the end of a
chai n | eash.

The huge nonster towered high above the m st and slineg,
writhing and coiling. Wlliamcringed as the reptile's head parted

rasped a deep,



and became five separate entities tw sting above the denented
maw.

"Ch, pay no attention to that confounded showof f," huffed the
mai den in a surprisingly baritone voice. She gave the | eash a
violent tug and the hideous creature was jerked, choking and
sputtering, into an attentive pose.

At | east the mai den appeared to be young-and beautiful to
gaze upon. But WIIiamthought he heard the sound of creaking
joints, a sort of arthritic crackle, and there was a frostiness in her
sm |l e that nade hi m shudder

“Your nane?"

"WIIliam Sneetwater."

She seened to be perched on a giant nottled toadstool with an ink
bottle, quill pen, and sheet of parchnent at the ready. She wore a
bl ack robe. Two bl ack vel vet slippers poked from beneath her
garment. A battered wooden staff rested at her side. The hi deous
serpent creature was trying its hardest to peek over her shoul der as
she furiously began to scribble, but she took malicious delight in
fidgeting this way and that in order to block its view

"Race?"

"Human. "

The mai den frowned and wote a strange synbol on the
par chment .

" Age?

"Thirty-eight."

"Where were you born?"

"Port Balifor."

The conely maiden hissed a smle. "Ah, one of ny favorite
areas. Your people have been kind-hearted since the beginning of
Krynn. Now, WIliam do you have any living rel atives?"

"No. My nother died when | was a baby."

"And your father?"

"He was a sail or whose ship was | ost. That happened when
was ei ghteen. There were bad storns that year."

"Tragic," said the maiden, though she was still smiling. "Now,
WIlliam have you lived a life of grace?"

"What does that nean?"

"Have you worshipped the true gods in a faithful manner?"

W1 1liam shook his head, negatively. "I've not given nuch
t hought to worshi ppi ng gods."

The mai den frowned. "Do you have courage?"

"I"'ma coward," answered WIlliamtruthfully. "I dream about
doi ng somet hing brave, but | never do it."

"Foll ow your instincts in matters of courage," said the naiden
in a waspish tone. "Now, are you conmitted to anyone?"

"What does that nean?"

The mai den rai sed an eyebrow. "You know ... do you fiddle-
faddl e around with any femal es?"
"Winen |ike their nen to be handsone. | have a face that only

a nother could love.” WIliam s hand noved across his porcine
features. "Folks say a pig overturned ny crib when | was a baby.
My face was supposed to have been marked by the experience.”

One of the serpent heads left the reptilian cluster and glided
forward to inspect WIlliams snouted face. Hard, reptilian eyes
exam ned his features as a |long forked tongue darted in and out of
the salivating nmouth. The mouth of the snake-if indeed, it was a
snake- opened w de, exposing two ghastly fangs. Abruptly, the
creature began to guffaw, horridly, a foul unearthly noise that
shook Wlliams fast-beating heart and pronpted himto draw back
in horror.



The conely maiden jerked the chain | eash, and the serpent
nmonster retreated to its position, hovering silently, for the nonent,
behi nd her.

But she too | eaned forward and gazed with nore intensity upon
Wlliam Her breath is not felicitous, thought WIlliam Her eyes
grew bold and harsh and glitteringly nmetallic-like. Reflected in
them was a pathetic, shrinking WIlliam and the deepening fog and
m st .

In general she stinks, thought WIliam as the maiden drew
cl oser. Perhaps she ought to consider bathing or perfumn ng

The mai den had set down the quill pen and now her fingers
were closing around her staff. As she spoke again, WIlliam
renmenber ed t hi nki ng how suddenly her face had becone distorted
and grotesque, how |l oud and grating her voice had becone, |ike

i ke netal scraping against the sea bottom

"So, my dear Pig Wlliam" she remarked, edging forward, "in
ot her words, you have no relatives, no mate, and nobody foo
enough to grieve for you when you are . . . GONE!'"

Her voice broke into harsh, strangl ed | aughter which rose
i n deafening volunme. The nonstrous five-headed serpent,
thrashing at its | eash, dove to within an arm s-1ength of
Wlliams face. Al five death-heads bared their fangs and
slithered closer. WIlliamcould snell the decay, the venom
the evil. The | aughter of the mai den had become hysterical
gi bberi sh, snothering rage. Waves of chill bunps cascaded
over poor WIliam s shivering body.

Wl liaminched backward toward sanctuary, choking,
gaspi ng, sobbing for deliverance.

Encircling himwas the mst and the dreadful black pit.

Moving with him glowing in the darkness, were the
serpent's five heads. The mmiden's scream ng was so painfu
he had to put his hands over his ears.

THE CHAI N LEASH SNAPPED

A hard, tightening force fastened onto his shoul der.

A scream started deep down in his throat.

"WIlliam wake up!" The voice was |loud, guttural. Snorting
interror, WIIliam Sweetwater opened his eyes and stared up
into the face of his friend, Sintk the Dnarf. WIIiam nade
an oi nki ng sound, wrenching hinself out of slumber into a
nmonent of confusion before becoming oriented to reality.

WIlliamwas sitting on a stool behind the polished bar of
the Pig and Wiistle. Sintk the Dwarf | eaned across the bar,
his hand firmy gripping and shaking Wl liam s shoul der
The dwarf was a ruscular man, big in the shoulders, with a
blunt, tanned, half-smling face. His light gray eyes
refl ected good hunor. His thick brown hair had begun to
thin on the top. The dwarf and WIIiam had known each
ot her since chil dhood; they shared a | ove of good
conversation and good al e.

"You must've been napping," said Sintk, who was the
cobbler in Port Balifor. "I came in and heard you snorting
like a-" The dwarf paused for dramatic effect "-boar
being led to slaughter.™

Wlliamblinked at the fam liar surroundi ngs of his
bel oved Pig and Wi stle. The tavern was a |long, w de room
with a | ong mahogany bar and heavy wooden st ool s.

Numerous tables and chairs were in the back of the room
over| ooking a smal | stage.

Everything in the Pig and Wiistle was in a neat,



careful l y mai ntai ned condition. Wodwork was oil ed and
pol i shed, the brasswork shiny and free of tarnish. The walls
and floors were clean. The neatness of the roomwas an

i ndication of Wlliams respect and | ove for his inn

Except for Sintk and a couple of strangers at a far table,
the bar was deserted. Port Balifor had been an occupi ed
town for several nonths-overrun by armes of the
H ghl ords, whose ships had sailed into the bay and
di sgorged t he hideous draconi ans and hobgobl i ns.

The people of Port Balifor, who were nmostly human and,
like WIIliam Sweetwater, nmostly neek and cowardly, felt
sorry for thensel ves. The occupati on had come w t hout
war ni ng. Because of their geographical isolation, npost of
the citizens had little know edge of the outside world. They
woul d have counted their blessings if they knew what was
happening in other parts of Ansal on

Not that the Dragon Highlords were particularly interested
in this easternnost territory. The |and was sparsely
popul ated: a few poor scattered comunities of humans I|ike
Port Balifor and Kendernore, honel and of the kender. A
flight of dragons could have |evel ed the countryside, but the
Dragon Hi ghlords were concentrating their strength el sewhere.

And as long as ports such as Balifor remai ned open, the Highlords
had use for the region

Though busi ness had inproved at the Pig and Wistle with the
arrival of the troops, the presence of the notley soldiers had
caused many of WIlliams old custoners to stay away. The
draconi ans and hobgoblins were well-paid, and strong drink was
one of their weaknesses. But WIIiam had opened the Pig and
Whistle to enjoy the compani onship of his friends and nei ghbors.
He disliked the repul sive draconi an soldiers who snarled and
fought |ike animals once the alcohol had dulled their tiny brains.
The hobgoblins were equal |l y obnoxi ous customers. They were
self-centered and arrogant, trying to wheedl e free drinks for
t hemsel ves and their cohorts.

So WIlliamhad pronptly raised the price of his drinks. The Pig
and Wiistle was three times nore expensive than any other inn in
Port Balifor. He also watered the ale. As a result, his bar was
nostly deserted except for his old friends and the odd travel er
and, once again, WIIliam enjoyed being an innkeeper

Sintk waved a hand in front of WIlliam s piggy face.

"Are you dozing off again?" he asked. "WIlliam | realize sleep
is a good way of forgetting about draconians and those nasty
hobgoblins. But, sad it is, a person wakes up and those scul pin are
still prow ing about town, snooping in everyone's business and act-
ing like they belong here. Wich, as a matter of fact, they don't,
and | would be the first to say so, if | were so bold. Now, do you
feel like yourself, or should | run to the herbalist's shop for a
poti on?"

W 1liam shook his head vigorously to expel the list-lessness in
his mind. "I"'mfine."

"\What happened?" The dwarf | ooked suspi ci ous.

"Business was slow. | fell asleep."

"You must have been daydreamning," the dwarf said. "You
were sleeping when | canme in for ny afternoon pint. You were
heavi ng and snorting |like a man possessed by denons."

"I have seen denons and all sorts of things." WIIiam opened
his hand. A large oval coin was lying in his palm The polished
nmetal disc glistened in the light. "Remenber that coin the Red
W zard used for his tricks?"



"Raistlin?" Sintk |ooked surprised. "I trust that faker and his
gang of misfits aren't back in town. And | hope you're not going to
start up with that magic coin business again. . . ."

"But there IS something magi cal about it," WIliaminsisted. "I

traveled fromhere and had a ... a ... strange encounter with a
beautiful maiden and a fearsone beast. | journeyed through a
nmysterious fog and alnost fell into a black pit containing denons,

snakes, ghouls, and all sorts of bad things."

"Thi ngs get confused when you are daydream ng," said Sintk.

"But being you're yourself again and not grunting like a boar, |l
have a nice tankard of your finest brew"

"It wasn't a dream"” WIlliamsaid sulkily. "It felt nore like it
was reality and this . . . this ... is only the shadow of what nmy life
could be."

WIlliamdrew two tankards of ale and set themacross fromhis
friend, Sintk. Then he l[aunched into a detailed account of his
daydreamer, vision-while Sintk, parched with thirst, diligently
quaffed both tankards. But it was Wlliams story, which was
vaguely famliar, that had Sintk yawning presently, not the ale,
whi ch was delicious.

"Ch," Sintk rubbed his lips with the back of his hand at a pause
in the recounting, "what's that about a black pit?"

"The abyss at the end of the universe,” replied WIIliam

"Ch, THAT black pit," said the dwarf. "I should have known."

He gazed fondly at the row of tankards behind the bar and |icked
his lips. "You're barny."

Sighing, Wlliamgot up fromhis stool and drew two nore
tankards of ale.

"I wasn't daydream ng," he declared, setting the drinks on the
bar. "Look, touch the coin. It became hot in ny hand. Like it was
pul sating with life." He held out the Iarge round coi n-which truth
to tell, looked quite ordinary, resting there in his palm

"Body heat," said Sintk, wearily. "The coin is nothing. A piece
of cast netal ."

"Magic!" insisted WIIliam

"I's not," said Sintk.

"Is!" said WIliam nost uncharacteristically raising his voice.

"Why don't you let me be the judge?" said a surly voice behind
t hem

Wlliamand Sintk whirled to see the fiendi sh countenance of a
barrel -chested draconian in snelly arnor. It was Drago, captain of
the prison guards, who, despised and friendl ess even anong his
fell ow dracon-ians, took an occasional neal and tankard alone in
the Pig and Wi stle. The fact that his presence was so repugnant to
WIlliam Sweetwater and his friends nade it all the nore
pl easurabl e to Drago.

WIlliamremenbered too late to close his fist around the magic
coin, for it was suddenly gone. Drago held it aloft in his scaly paw,
leering. "A magic coin, is it?" he barked to nobody in particular
for there were only a couple of other customers and they were
studiously avoiding his gaze. "It | ooks |like a beggar's token to
me," he said. Drago bit down on the coin with his yell ow,
nmucousy teeth.

Pale with shane, WIliamwas staring at his shoes.

"That's right," said Sintk weakly. "It's just a comon,
worthless ..." His voice trailed off. Hi s eyes, too, were |owered.

Drago was rubbing the coin against one of his grease-stained
sleeves. "I wish ... | wish ..." he uttered grandly, "I wish | had a
one-year vacation fromstinking Port Balifor, and two wives to
shine ny boots, and . . . and ... a nountain of gold coins to |last a



l[ifetime of ale and nmutton."
Everybody in the Pig and Wiistle |looked up just alittle bit,
hopi ng maybe the coin truly was nmagic. Drago m ght have his
wi shes granted, and di sappear.
"Bah!" snorted Drago. He reached across the bar and grabbed
WIlliamby the collar, squeezing until the innkeeper turned pink
"It was given to himby Raistlin the mage!" blurted Sintk.
Drago squeezed harder.
"He was a faker," gulped WIlliam gasping for breath. "But |

amworse. A FOOL. | took the coin as paynent in kind, because
bel i eved hi mwhen he told ne it was magic, but it is ... nought.
You nay . " He stared directly into Drago's blazing eyes. "You

may have it, ny friend."
"Bah!" said Drago, and let Wlliamgo. Wth a flick of his
hand, he sent the coin spinning across the bar. Around and around
it spun, sending off glints of light. WIIliamgrabbed for it and
clasped it dearly, feeling its warnth. But Drago had al ready turned
away and settled his bulk at a table.
"Bring ne ale and the usual rotten stew" shouted Drago,
wi t hout a backward gl ance. "And be quick about it. Pig-facel™
Wlliambustled about fulfilling Drago's edict, while Sintk
unhappily drained two nore tankards.

*

Later, as the sun was setting, WIlliamlocked up the Pig
and Wiistle. It was not unusual for the innkeeper to close
early these days. Few honest wayfarers visited Port Balifor
The om nous presence of the Hi ghlords' troops nmade
everyone uneasy.

Besi des, WIlliamliked to spend the sunset hour wal ki ng
with Sintk along the harbor. The stroll was the highlight of
his day. This particul ar evening was warm The sky was
cloudl ess and a light breeze blewin fromthe bay. The
dinmming light had that peculiar quality found only in
twilight time along the seacoast.

As WIlliamand Sintk wal ked along a street that led to
the harbor, they were surprised to see a |large sailing vesse
tied up at the pier. They stood in the center of the street,
| ooki ng down toward the wharf, as dracon-ian troops
crowmded the deck of the unfamliar ship.

"A supply ship?" asked Sintk.

W1 1liam shook his head. "Their regular ship was here | ast
week. This nust be the patrol boat | heard about. The
H ghl ords are upset because so many citizens are deserting
the town and fleeing to the hills."

Draconi an crewren were noving swiftly across the deck
of the ship. Then, a door opened and several hunmans were
shoved out of a cabin. The prisoners were |inked together
with |l eg chains. Their hands were manacl ed. They huddl ed
toget her as the troops pushed themtoward the gangpl ank
which was lowered to the wharf. Several heavily arned
draconi an guards under the comrand of a hobgoblin officer
wai ted on the wharf.

Si nt k whi spered, "Look, the old man in the back. That's
Thomas the tailor. Wiay would O d Tom be in chains? He's
a good tailor who wouldn't harm a bug."

Cl awed feet on cobbl estones sounded behind the two
friends. WIIliam| ooked back and saw a group of draconi ans
mar chi ng down the street. Wlliamand Sintk kept their eyes to the



ground. They wal ked to the front of the Mssionary's Downfall, a
waterfront bar with a garish facade, where they sat down on a
weat hered bench in front of the establishment. The tavern was the
nost notorious dive in eastern Ansa-lon, not a respectabl e place
like the Pig and Wi stle.

They wat ched as the prisoners shuffled down the gangpl ank

Faces brui sed, shoul ders sl umped, the nanacl ed men and wonen
moved with a listless step. They were ordered about by a muscul ar
draconi an, who carried a short, netal-tipped whip.

Their thoughts were interrupted by a | oud creaking noise

behi nd them A nonent |ater, Harum El -Halup stepped out of the

M ssionary's Downfall. The m no-taur was owner of the tavern, a
rugged individual with a bestial face, a massive chest, thick arns
and | egs.

A fugitive froma sentence of death in his m notaur honel and,
Harum El - Hal op had found sanctuary in Port Balifor. He had
quick wits, fighting ability, and the nerve of someone wi th nothing
to lose. He had quickly gained a reputation as the toughest fighter
on the brawling waterfront.

A hi gh-stakes ganbler, the m notaur had won the M ssionary's
Downfall in a card game with the previous owner. Nowadays the
tavern was patronized by thieves, cut-throats, and troops fromthe
dragonarmy. It was also the favorite drinking spot for off-duty
hobgobl i ns, who stole supplies fromthe quartermaster and
exchanged t he contraband for drinks.

"Way is Thomas being held prisoner?" WIIiam asked the
m not aur, who stood there, observing the scene with them

"I told themthe plan wouldn't work," sneered Harum His besti al
face | ooked horrible in the shadowed light. "Thomas and the others
wanted to escape by sea. They paid a hobgoblin to steal a boat for
themto use at dawn. But hobgoblins are informers, and this one
was a lowlife who plays everyone off the dragon-arny. As soon
as the boat was | aunched, the hobgoblin nade his report to the
draconi ans. "

Wlliamprotested. "But Thomas is an honest man. He is no
thief."

"He was on the boat," said the mnotaur. "Likely he'll end up in
t he dungeons with the others. The drag-onarnmy can't allow people
to come and go as they please, without pernission. Bad for their
reputation. Ad Tom knew that." The m notaur made a cl ucking
sound with his tongue. "Thomas will be lucky to last a nonth in
that slinme pit under the castle.™

W I liam shuddered. He had heard tales of the torture of
prisoners in the dungeon. Knowi ng Drago's cruelty as he did, he
didn't find the tales hard to believe. Poor Tom He had al ways
been a good friend to everyone in Port Balifor

Sintk asked in a forlorn tone, "What can we do?"

"Meat for the dungeon,"” replied Harum "Stay out of it."

WIlliam| ooked down, ashaned. If only he had the courage ... if
only he had sonme idea of howto fight back ... if only . .

"Now, WIlliam" said Harum "what the people of Balifor need
is a leader. Sonmeone to lead a rebellion agai nst these creatures.
You're |liked and respected. People will do what you ask of them™

Harum s ugly face took on a quizzical ook, and WIIliam had
the idea he was burrowing into his private thoughts. O was he
t easi ng hi n?

"Why don't you do it?" WIIiam asked the mnotaur, thinking, if
he were as big and strong as Harum certainly he'd have little
hesi tati on.

"Ch, | amnot a native of Port Balifor,

Harum repli ed



nonchal antly, "and I amnot sure | care so very nuch. And people
know | serve thieves and scoundrels at the M ssionary's Downfall
so they woul d suspect ny notivation. Also, | ama fugitive from
my own kind, and people don't follow |leaders with such flaws. But
t hey woul d stand behi nd someone |i ke you, soneone responsible
and upstandi ng. You would have their trust."

"I couldn't doit." WIlliamfelt weak. He didn't want to | ook at
the m notaur. Instead, he turned his gaze back to the harbor

The prisoners were being marched off the wharf by the troops
and the hobgoblin officer. The last prisoner in the coffle was the
tailor, a gray-haired, elderly man with a winkled face. H s eyes
were dull with fatigue. Thin and tall, about six feet in height, the
tail or had stooped shoul ders fromyears of |eaning over his nee-

dl es.

The guards may have been careless, for the leg irons around
A d Tom s ankles were | oose.

Suddenly, without attracting attention, the tailor stepped out of
the leg irons and bolted fromthe shuffling line of prisoners. H's
escape woul d have been successful, if he had not stunbled over a
rope and fallen to his knees.

"Seize him" cried the hobgoblin officer

Now, Tomthe tailor was up and running across the weat hered
boards of the wharf, heading for the street ahead. There was a
nmonent' s confusi on anong the guards before they began runni ng
after the old man, so Tom had a head-start.

Even so, one soldier began to overtake the tailor. As WIIliam
Sintk, and Harum El - Hal op wat ched hel pl essly, the grimfaced
draconi an thrust its hand out to grab the tailor's flapping tunic. The
tail or stopped abruptly, spun around, and swung his fist at the dra-
coni an.

The force of the bl ow knocked both the tailor and the draconian
off their feet. The tailor fell back on the cobbl estones. The
draconi an weaved to a halt on rubbery legs, its hands clawing at its
i njured throat.

Wthin monents, the desperate tailor got to his feet and fled up
the street, past the Mssionary's Downfall, where WIIliamand his
friends were still standing, mnouths agape. A second |ater, he
vani shed into an alley. Two soldiers pursued the fleeing prisoner

Harum t he m notaur grinned in derision as the hobgoblin
of ficer in command bustled past, his fat belly bouncing like jelly
above his wide | eather belt. The hobgoblin noticed his audience
and stopped, his face twisting with anger. Ignoring the powerful
m not aur, he focused on poor WIlliamand drew his sword,
pressing the tip of the blade against the front of Wllianm s throat.

"Maybe you'd like to cone along with us instead," the
hobgobl i n snarl ed.

WIlliamtrenbl ed. He shoved his shaking hands into his
pockets to hide his fear fromhis friends. H's stubby fingers cl osed
over the coin as he prayed fervently for deliverance.

If only .

"I"'mwaiting for your answer," sneered the hobgoblin.

Wlliammade a grunting noise like the excited squeal of a
frightened piglet. The hobgoblin cocked his head for an instant,
| ooked at Sintk and Harum then |owered his sword. He chuckl ed
as WIlliam s body shivered with fright.

A sudden shout came fromthe alley. Then, two draconi an soldiers
cane out of the lane with the tailor held fast between them He
jerked and twisted to break free of their grasp. The hobgoblin
of ficer sheathed his sword and wal ked away to join his troops.

"C ose," whispered Sintk.



"Poor Tom" said WIIliam

Harum El - Hal up stood quietly with his arns fol ded over his
chest. He watched inperiously as the troops prodded the coffle of
prisoners toward the castle. Then the ninotaur shrugged and
sl apped WIliamon the shoul der

"Every dog has its day," Harumsaid. "Od Tom shoul d have
known better. | told himto mnd his own business, keep sewi ng,
and not get ambitious with his thinking. But, my friends, |let us
sl ake our thirst and forget about having those reptiles in town. And
some-day we will throw them over, and you, Wlliam wll be our
| eader." He | aughed.

Accompani ed by Harum WIlIliam and Sintk wal ked gl oom |y
into the murkiness of the Mssionary's Downfall. The bar was
crowded with dwarves, humans, hobgoblins, and a group of hard-
| ooki ng draconi ans drinking in the back. Several half-elves were
noisily testing their mental prowess with a gane of riddles. A
drunken hobgoblin [ ay passed out beside his chair. Two bartenders
hurried to keep up with requests for drinks. Harum | eaned agai nst
the end of the bar. He notioned to a bartender, who hastened over
with three tankards of ale.

WIlliamand Sintk were never conpletely at ease in the minotaur's
establ i shnment. The tavern's reputation for braw s and free-for-al
fights was wi dely known. Bystanders and onl ookers were often
drawn into ne-lees that ended in what were known as "Harunms
wal | - bounci ng parties." Harum enforced a rule that weapons had to
be checked at the door, but it was not conpletely effective when
appl i ed agai nst magi c-users and the | owest crimnal elenment.

In addition to fights, the Mssionary's Downfall was al so w dely
known for a painting on the ceiling. Some time before, an itinerant
artist wandered into Port Ba-lifor with a talent for painting and a
yen for ale. The artist hired out to the m notaur for room board,
and all the ale he could drink. The artist erected scaffolds and
worked for two years to create an oil nural on the ceiling.

The painting depicted a satyr ganboling with maidens in a
pastoral setting. Neither the satyr nor the maidens were
particularly shy, a fact that delighted custoners of the bar. Sone
folks claimed the mino-taur's regulars could be recognized by the
crook in their necks.

Now, after a long drink of ale, WIlliamdrew the coin fromhis
pocket. It lay coldly in his palm a lifeless piece of netal

"What's that?" asked Harum Hi s thick fingers plucked the coin
fromWIIiam s hand.

"It was a gift from someone special,” said WIIliam

Sintk the Dwarf chined in. "WIliamthinks the coin has
magi cal powers."

The mi notaur cocked his head and held the coin up to the |ight
of an oil lanp on the wall. "Wat does it do?"

"It helps ny mind go off to other places." WIIliamwas pl eased
that the minotaur had not ridiculed his beliefs about the coin.

Harum asked, "You mean soul -travel ?"

WIlliam]looked startled. "Wat's that?"

Harum gri nned. "Back home, | was given a sentence of suprene
shunning. Solitary confinement w thout contact wth anyone. You
can't inmagine the terrible |Ioneliness. You get crazed fromthe need
for conpani onship. My mi nd was becom ng quirky and dull, un ti
| taught myself to take nental trips. Flights of the inmagination. It
hel ped me keep ny sanity."

Sintk asked dubiously, "This was all in your nind?"

"Who knows for sure?" The m notaur shrugged his thick
shoul ders. "But if you can escape this life now and then with such



a magic coin, then you are a lucky man, Wlliam?"

WIlliambeanmed. "I told you it was magic," he said to Sintk.

Just then, a shout canme fromthe far end of the bar. One man
sl ammed down his tankard, then drove a fist into the stomach of a
| oud, argunentative drinking conpani on. The unexpected bl ow
knocked the | oudnouth backward; he crashed into the table where
the half-elves were sitting. Their table was upended agai nst the
wal | .

Wth wi ne coursing through their veins, the half-elves | eaped
up to defend thenselves. One fell over the slunbering hobgoblin;
anot her was knocked down by a | ong-bearded dwarf. The
hobgoblin on the floor roused hinself, opened his eyes, and rose to
a sitting position. A booted foot slammed into his head; he
promptly | apsed back into an unconsci ous state.

Customers rushed fromevery side of the Mssionary's
Downfall for a better view of the ruckus. Another half-elf
stunbl ed into a human, who slugged the offender on the chin.
Wthin monents, nost of the tavern's patrons were throw ng
punches, kicking, biting, howing, and exchanging blows in a |oud
and vi ol ent nanner.

"Pardon me," growl ed the minotaur. He handed the coin to
WIlliam wal ked over, and grabbed a half-elf by the neck and
trousers. He heaved the elf against a wall of the tavern. Then
Harum grasped the end of a beard and propelled a scream ng
dwarf into the wall

Wlliams terror was nmixed with awe of Harum

"Let's get out of here," he said in a quavering voice. "You go"
The dwarf was rubbing his hands in glee. "l've never been to a
wal | - bangi ng before." Sintk dashed into the fight. WIlliam
pocketed the coin and dashed for the door

Wlliamwas sitting behind the bar of the Pig and Wistle. He

had been al one nost of the evening, turning the coin over and over
in his hand. He was thinking about Od Tomthe tailor, and how
peaceful and carefree |life had been before the draconi ans had over-
run Port Balifor. The coin shone in the [anplight as WIIliam

pondered it. It IS an unusual and beautiful coin after all, thought
WIIliam
"Wlliam. . . come quickly!"

The voice was a whispered hiss followed by a Iight, discreet
knocki ng on the back door of the inn

He got off his bartender's stool, picked up an oil |anp, and
wal ked to the back of the inn. He unfastened the |latch on the door
opened it, and noticed shadowy forns in the gl oony darkness.
Wl liam stepped back as Sintk and Harum El - Hal op entered the
room They stank of too much ale.

"We're going to rescue Tom" said Sintk with unaccustoned
fervor. "You'll go with us, won't you?"

"You are drunk," said WIIliam

"W have been drinking," said the m notaur, "but we are not
drunk. There is a difference, which you, as a tavern owner, ought
to know. "

Wlliamconsidered this. "Wat is your plan?"

"Not rnuch of one," adnmitted the m notaur

But he | ooked at the faces of Sintk and Harum and deci ded
they were serious. He held the coin very tightly in his hand.

Vel l, why not?

"I"ve got a mask and sword for you." The m notaur opened a small
cloth bag and pulled out a | ong piece of black cloth.
WIlliamtook the short, curved sword and scabbard of fered by



the minotaur, tied the belt around his wai st and the mask around
his head. He was feeling . . . positively . . . different. He gazed
proudly at his reflection in the curved gl ass behind the bar and

t hought to hinself, WIIiam Swmeetwater, you do not need any

magi ¢ coins to be a hero tonight.

The town was dark and quiet as the three conpanions slipped
out the back door of the Pig and Whistle. Noiselessly, they noved
t hrough the back | anes of Port Balifor. They halted on the outskirts
of town. Mboonlight outlined the dark stone castle a short distance
away on the flat plain. There was a grotesque, evil eeriness about
t he ancient structure. The castle had been abandoned for as |ong as
anyone in Port Balifor could renmemnber.

The conpani ons crept closer to the castle w thout seeing a
single sentry. The draconians were too arrogant; they could not
anticipate that anyone would dare stormtheir fortress. The only
light cane through a partly open gate leading to the inside of the
perimeter. The courtyard was dimy lit by a torch that burned | ow
and cast a glow on a guard sprawl ed sl eeping inside the gate.

"We're lucky," Harum whi spered. "They're careless. Stay here.

"Il take care of the guard.”

The mi notaur noved carefully onto a small wooden bridge that
spanned the mpat. He tested each plank to be certain the old wood
did not squeak. Then, Harum entered the courtyard and crept
silently into the shadows. Next, the minotaur pulled a strangling
rope fromhis trousers. The short rope had a wooden peg on each
end. The strangling rope stretched tautly between thick hands, the
m not aur noved cl ose and tapped the guard s armwi th his toe.

The guard awakened instantly, funbling for the sword in its
scabbard. The m notaur dropped the rope around the draconian's
neck, then wapped the pegs into a strangler's knot.

The guard clawed at its throat, making tiny strangled gasps. Its
mout h went wi de open to suck air into its lungs. Its head twisted to
and fro, then Harumi s heavy boot snashed into the sentry's
m dsecti on.

The guard went down on its face. The m notaur | ooked on
wi t hout enotion as the draconi an died. Then, he notioned for
Wlliamand Sintk to join him

Williamheld tightly to the coin as they crossed the bridge.

They noved rapidly past the guard, through the courtyard, and

then up three massive flights of stone steps at the castle entrance.
Williampulled on the iron handl e of a massive bl ack door, which
opened with a | oud squeaki ng sound. Hi s heart was racing, his

head pounding with excitement. Enbol dened, he drew his sword

as he went through the portals, ready for whatever was inside.

They entered an enpty roomat least fifty paces square, a cold
and uninviting area barren of furniture or other decorations. The
wal I s and floor were stone. The roomwas ill-lit by torches resting
in netal holders fastened to the snoke-sneared marble walls. A
maze of corridors branched off fromthis entryroom The
conpani ons noved swiftly and quietly, searching for a stairway
| eadi ng down into the dungeon

Wl liamdiscovered a set of stone steps w nding down into the
bowel s of the castle. He made a tiny oinking sound to alert his
friends. Sintk and Harum hurried to his side. WIlliam grabbed a
torch and |l ed the way down the narrow passageway.

The stairs led to a central guardroomthat was brightly lit by
several flickering torches. Two draconians sat at a battered old
tabl e playing a game of bl ackjack. The two jailers did not
l ook up until WIliams shadow fell over the cards.

"Who in the Abyss are you?" growl ed the nearest jailer



It dropped its cards and grabbed the hilt of its sword. The
other jailer started to rise out of its chair.

Williamthrew his torch on the floor. He grasped his
sword with both hands and ranmmed the bl ade deep into the
draconi an's chest. The ease with which the steel pierced
fl esh and bone amazed WIIliam

Williamw thdrew the sword, expecting the jailer to fall.
The burly draconi an's cl awed hands grabbed the table for
support and, with a low guttural cry, kicked out at WIIliam
The i nnkeeper noved swi ftly out of danger, then slashed
hi s bl ade against his opponent's throat. He tried to pull back
hi s weapon, but the bl ade seened stuck into gristle or bone.

"Quick!" snapped Sintk. "Pull it out! He'll turn to
stone. "

Williammustered all his strength with both hands on
the hilt and pulled the sword free. G een blood spurted out
onto the draconian's tunic. A sidelong glance showed
WIlliamthat the minotaur and Sintk had the other jailer on
the floor. The dwarf's bl ade was buried deep into the
draconi an's belly.

The draconi ans nmade feeble dying notions. WIlIliam
stepped over his victimand grabbed a |arge ring of keys off
a wooden peg on the wall.

"The prisoners are over here!" hissed the dwarf. "Cone
qui ck! Bring the keys."

At the end of one of the corridors they found a | arge cel
carved out of solid stone with heavy netal bars and a |arge
| ocked door.

Dozens of prisoners were crowded up agai nst the front of
the cell. Gaunt and skel etal, ragged and hungry, they were
the living dead, narked for torture or execution. Their
crimes had been petty: pickpocket-ing, insulting a
draconian, trying to escape Port Bali-for. Now they
stretched out raw, bony fingers, pleading for help.

"Hurry, lads, hurry!" said Tomthe tailor, pushing to the
front.

"Bl ess you," husked anot her prisoner

"Shut up!" growl ed the mnotaur. "You'll have the whole
arny down on us."

Everyone was silent as Wlliamfunbled with the ring,
fitting one, then another of the large netal keys into the
| ock. Just as he began to think none of the keys would fit,
t he heavy door swung free. WIIliam stepped back as the
first prisoner stepped out on wobbly legs into the snoky

passageway.
Al toget her, there were maybe fifty of them lucky to be
still alive. They bunched together, pathetically, waiting for a

command from W1 Iliam

AOd Tomthe tailor squinted through the dimmess at his
masked rescuers. He pointed his finger at WIliam and

rai sed his voice so the others could hear. "That's WIIiam of
the Pig and Wistle. He had the courage to help us. And
Sintk the cobbler. And no one can mi stake Hal umthe

m not aur over there.”

"Keep noving," snapped Halum "and save your jabber."

The stone floor of the main guardroomwas slippery with
green blood fromthe dead draconians. WIIiam al npost
slipped in the sticky blood, then righted hinself and took
the I ead. Pressing his fingers against his lips for silence,
Wlliamstarted up the staircase.



Then he lurched to a halt. Directly above him com ng
down, was Drago and three hobgoblin |ieutenants. They
were armed with swords and battl e-axes, which they waved
om nously in anticipation of blood-letting. Drago was
eagerly wal ki ng ahead of his three wary pals. He glared directly
at Wlliam but in his eyes was no recognition

"Come on! Cone on!" sneered Drago, his nmouth tw sted
viciously. "W don't often have visitors here. W would like to
make your stay a menorabl e-and | ong-one."

Hastily, WIliamand the prisoner horde retreated backward
into the central guardroom where they huddl ed at the bottom of
the stairwell. They were trapped. Sintk raised his weapon.

From above, WIliam could hear the troops of the dragonarny
bei ng roused into action. A horn blew in the distance. The thud of
heavy boots sounded on stone steps and corridors. Doors sl anmed,
shouts bl ared and echoed as troops came hurrying into the entry
room above. Harum notioned the others to stay back and crept up
to stand by the door to the guardroom his back pressed agai nst the
wal | .

The first to poke his head in through the doorway was the
fierce, eager Drago. The captain of the prison guards held his
battl e-axe at shoul der height, ready to strike out at anyone who
cane into view

As Drago reached the | ower stairway, the mino-taur's arm shot
out with a quick movenent, and his strong fingers fastened on
Drago's neck. Harum s powerful arns propelled the draconian
brute across the room Led by Sintk, the prisoners | eaped on the
draconi an, pummeling himwi th their bare hands. Sintk finished
the brute with a swift dagger stroke.

Hearing nothing fromtheir |eader, the three hobgoblins
hesitated on the stairs, then cane to an abrupt halt. The soldiers
behi nd them were bottled up in the stairwell, but they too were not
anxious to enter the guardroom and face the aroused m notaur. But
it would only be a matter of tine . .

Meanwhil e, WIliam had noticed that the torches on the wall of
t he guardroom were flickering-and always in the sane direction
and it wasn't coming fromthe door! Crawling along the wall, he
di scovered a draft whistling around a huge bl ock of stone. Pushing
against it, he found it opened into a dark passage.

"This way!" he yelled.

Everyone scranbl ed after him The passageway was dark and
spooky. Maintaining a fast pace, Wlliamled themfor severa
hundred yards, until he saw a silver fingernail of noonlight. He
gestured for themto pull up

WIlliamcrept up to a barred outlet that | ooked out onto a
moonl it | andscape. The tunnel exit was near the sea and the w nd
was directed into the tunnel by a curving stone sea wall. Across
the flat plain could be seen the winking lights of Port Balifor, no
nore than half a mle in the distance.

Unfortunately, their escape was barred by a heavy nmetal grating
that covered the end of the tunnel

"We're trapped,” said Sintk.

Tomthe tail or began to noan.

"They're followi ng," warned a kender anong the prisoners. The
firmvoice of the conmander could be heard ordering his troops
into the tunnels.

"Let me see those bars," said Harum pushing forward.

The mi notaur canme up al ongside WIlliam and his massive
hands began to test the netal barrier. Finally he said, "Stand back."
Harum pl aced his shoul der agai nst one side of the bars. The



nmoonl i ght gave a thin, gray cast to the top of the m notaur's face.
Then, he sucked in a deep breath through his nask.

Harum s shoul der put m ghty pressure on the bars. He grunted
and strained to tear the metal away fromthe stone sockets. Once,
twi ce, Harumthrew every ounce of his strength agai nst the barrier

"They're coming this way!" cried Sintk.

Everyone | ooked back and saw the flare of torches noving into
the tunnel.

"To the rear!" exclained WIlliambravely to Sintk. He took the
dwarf's arm and they pressed through the prisoners, swords ready
for defense.

Now, the minotaur tried the other side of the bars. They were
al so unyi el ding. He made several mghty |unges and, once, the
nmetal bent-but still remained fast in the stone.

Exasperated, the minotaur told everyone to get back. "G ve ne
some running room" he spat.

Harum ran back through the tunnel, stopping within sight of the
forward line of searching troops. The soldiers sent up a mghty
roar of yells and curses. Unmi ndful of them Harum El-Hal op
dropped down into a sprinter's position. Gving of roar of his own,
he ran forward, gaining speed with each step. Then, just before he
reached the iron barrier, Harumtw sted his body and | eaped into
the air. He flew backward and struck the bars with a sickening
t hud.

The bars gave a netallic screech and jerked | oose fromtheir
sockets in the walls. Everyone cheered as the barrier fell out onto
t he ground. Harum went rolling across the ground, kicking up dust
in the pale noonlight. He came up on his feet with a snort.

"Cet the bars back in place,” Wlliamyelled as the fleeing
prisoners streamed out of the tunnel

Sintk led the others in raising the bars, while WIlliam and the
m notaur raced to grab the end of a large piece of old tinber.
Everyone hel ped to wedge the tinmber so it would hold the bars
tight.

Seconds | ater, the dragonarmy troops cane rushing up to the
barred exit. They how ed and roared, poundi ng agai nst the bars, as
t he conpani ons sped off into the night.

Qutside, WIlliam|ooked up and saw a detachment of nounted
draconi ans ride out of the castle gate. The | eader sent his nmen in a
circular direction around the castle. Good, thought WIlliam That
will buy sone tine. H s thinking was cal mand col |l ected, he was
feeling no fear. H s eyes swept ahead.

Then, the wedging tinber nust have gi ven way, because troops
cane pouring out of the tunnel. Seeing the flare of their torches,
WIlliamand his group raced on until they cane to the water's
edge. There, down by the shore, were a dozen oak-ribbed fishing
boats with Balifor oarsnmen at the alert.

"Your plan?" asked a surprised WIIliam

"Not much of one," replied the mnotaur

One by one, the boats were | oaded and pushed off, until there
was a small flotilla of prisoners bobbing on the blue-black waves.
The | ast boat was a smaller one and into it clinbed WIliam Sintk,
and Harum El - Hal op, who had been defending the rear. But they
were in no danger; they were out of earshot by the time the first
draconi ans stunbled to the shore.

A mle out to sea, the small vessels hesitated outside Port
Balifor.

"You have a head-start on the patrol boats!" shouted Wlliamto
Tomthe tailor over the crashing waves. "You can make a run for it
and, with luck, live el sewhere | ong and happily and free of



chai ns!"

"\What about you?" yelled Tom cupping his hands.

WIlliamdid not have to ask Sintk, who was al ready snoring
under a cowhi de, or Harum who was doing the row ng of four
men. Drago was dead. They could slip into the harbor and never be
suspect ed.

"Port Balifor is our honme!" he shouted into the wind. But he
doubted if they heard him as the string of boats had al ready
noved onward, to the west.

Harum and Wlliamlet Sintk sleep until they had glided safely
into the harbor. The m notaur tied up the boat, and they scranbled
to their feet at the end of a small commercial pier. There was
frantic activity, fireballs, and shouting from draconi an ships at the
ot her end of the harbor, but their dock was practically deserted,
and no one was around to pay them any nind

They sl apped each other on the shoul ders and Harum hurri ed
away into the fog. Sintk and WIlIliamkept to the back |anes unti
the Pig and Wi stle hove into view Sintk continued on to his
cobbl er's shop

Inside his inn, Wlliamripped off his mask and tossed the cloth
onto a refuse barrel. He hung the sword and scabbard on a wood
peg on the wall. Breathing heavily fromthe night's activities,
Wlliamwent behind the bar and poured hinself a tall drink of
dwarf spirits

Williamcame to with a snorting noise. He was sitting on the
bartender's stool at his inn. H s head ached, and pain was

begi nning to nove deep into his nuscles. For an instant, WIlIliam
t hought he had caught a case of ague. Hi s thick, short fingers
opened and the coin dropped on the bar. The metal was warmto
hi s touch.

What a wonderful dream he thought. He had been so brave.

Si ghing heavily, WIlliamdecided to retire for the night. He
pocketed the coin and picked up an oil lamp with a low flame. He
yawned as he came around the bar

Suddenl y, a heavy poundi ng sounded on the front door of the

Pig and Wiistle. "Open up in the nane of the Highlord!" cried a
guttural voice.

Shruggi ng, WIliam headed for the door. Then he stopped,
staring in horror.

On a refuse barrel lay a torn black mask ..

Love and al e
Ni ck O Donohoe

"An inn," OQik puffed, "is blessed or cursed by its

ale." He set the barrow handl es down, noting w th approval

that the cloth-covered wheel had not marred the |ovingly polished
Inn floor. "The ale is blessed or cursed by its water and hops."
Ti ka, staggering in fromthe kitchen, poured one of her two
buckets into the i mense brewing tun as Gik pried the top free. "I
know, | know. That's why | have to haul fresh spring water up, a
bucket at a time, instead of using rainwater fromthe cistern-

which | wouldn't need to pull up." She showed hi mthe rope-narks
in her palns. At fifteen, she | acked the patience for brew ng.
"Better a bucket than a barrel.” ik slapped the tun. "The

i nnkeeper before nme thought cleaning a brewing tun each tinme was
too much work. He just mxed the hops, malt, and sugar into an

al ewort inside each keg, prying the lids up and recoopering

wi t hout ever cleaning." He washed the spring water around the



sides, checking for the tiniest dirt or stain.

"Well, if we couldn't do that, couldn't we at |east not haul the
wat er up?"

"I"ve tried other ways nyself. My very first batch with this tun
| made down below, at the foot of the tree.”

"Couldn't we do that?" Tika said wistfully. "W could just rol
the enpty kegs out the garbage-drop with ropes tied to them so
they woul dn't smash on the ground. W woul dn't have to haul any
water at all, just pipe it to the foot of the tree." She automatically
patted the living vall enwood on which the bar was built. The
peopl e of Sol ace were nore aware of grow ng wood than any folk

alive. "Then when the ale was all aged and ready, we could fill the
kegs-" Her eyes went wi de, and she put a hand to her nouth.
"That's right." ik was pleased that she understood. "I nade a

batch at ground level, then had nothing to carry it up in but fifty-
wei ght kegs, up forty feet of stairs. O | could run down a hundred
times with enpty pitchers, filling the upstairs barrels."” He rubbed
his back automatically. "I tied safety ropes on the kegs and rolled
them up, one at a tine. Took the yeast an extra nonth to settle, and
| was in bed for three days with sore nuscles.”

"Poor Otik." But Tika laughed. "I wish I'd seen it. Nothing

exci ting happens when we make ale."

"Shane on you, child." He was teasing. "The autumm batch is

al ways exciting. Today, a shipnment of hops fromthe Pl ains of
Abanasinia will arrive. I"'mthe only innkeeper around who sends

far away for rich hops."

"You're the only innkeeper around, in Solace." But she added,

"And you'd be the best anyway, if there were a thousand."

"Now, now." Otik was pleased. He patted his belly. "It's a

| abor of love, and the Inn has |oved ne back. Now fetch nore
wat er. "

As if in answer, there cane a call fromthe kitchen. ik said
"See? The cook has hauled up nore for you. That should make
you happier."

"I"'mecstatic. Thank Riga for me." And she went.

Qik, carefully not thinking of the |ong day ahead, went through

t he necessary preparations as though they were ritual. First he
cleaned a ladle thoroughly and dried it over the fire. Wiile it
cooled, he set a tallow candle into another |adle, centered in the
bow so as not to drip, and lowered it into the brewi ng tun
checking the sides for cracks and split seans. Al e |eaking out was
not so damaging as air leaking in. He did the sane with each of the
kegs into which he woul d pour the fully nade wort.

Finally he put down his candle and | owered the cool ed, dry

ladle into the spring water and sipped, then drank deeply. "Ah."
Forty feet bel ow, near the base of the tree that held and shaped the
Inn of the Last Home, spring water bubbled through linme rock

Sone said the lime rock went down many times farther than a man
could dig, and the spring channeled through it all. OGik was not a
travel ed man, but he knew in his heart that nowhere in the world
was there water as sweet and pure as this. Finding hops and malt
equal to it was difficult.

As Tika struggled back with the buckets, she panted, "Qik?

|'ve never asked why you naned the inn-?"

"I didn't name it, child. The Inn of the Last Home was naned

by-"

"Why t he Last Hone?"

"I"ve never told you?" He glanced around, taking in every scar in
t he wood, every gouge hal f-polished out of the age-darkened
val | enwood. "When the people of Solace built their homes in the



trees, they had nowhere left to go. The Cataclysmleft no choices;
starving marauders, crazed homel ess fol k, were destroying villages
and stealing everything they could. The fol k of Sol ace knew that if
they did not defend thenselves well, these trees would be their |ast
hore. "

"But they survived. Things returned to nornmal. They could
have noved back to the ground.”

Oik lifted the barrow handl es. "Follow ne."

At the pantry he stopped. "The man who built this inn was
Krale the Strong. They say he could tuck a barrel of ale under his
armand clinb up the tree itself, one-handed. For all he knew, his
inn would be in ruins in a year." Qik tapped the store-room fl oor
"You' ve been here a thousand tines. Have you ever thought about
this floor?"

Ti ka shrugged. "It's just stone." Then it hit her. "A stone floor?
But | thought the fireplace-"

"Was the only stonework. So it is. This is a single stone, set in
to keep the ale cool, forty feet above the ground. Krale nade a
rope harness and hauled it up hinself. Then he chopped this
chanmber out of the living wood, and laid the floor. This was his
people's last hone, and he built it to last forever."

Qi k stamped the floor. The edges were rounded, where the
[iving wooden walls had flowed over the stone, a nail's-breadth a
year. "And when the danger was over and the fol k of Solace could
go back to the ground, they didn't. These were their last homes. In
all the world, no place el se can be honme for them" He finished, a
little enbarrassed at the speech. "Or for me. Bring out nore water,
young | ady."

As they worked, Tika humred. She had a sweet, soft voice,
and Oik was glad when she finally broke into full song. The
ballad was a hill tune, nelodic and plaintive; Tika, with great
enjoynment, sang it as sadly as she coul d.

By the second verse she had dropped her scrub-rag and shut her
eyes, oblivious to Oik. He listened qui etly, knowi ng that if she
renenbered his presence, she would blush and fall silent. Lately,
Ti ka had beconme awkward and shy around nen-a bad trait for a
barmai d, but at her age, quite natural. He kept patient, know ng
how soon that shyness woul d end. Tika sang:

THE TREE BY MY DOOR

" VE WATCHED TURN BEFORE

AND |' VE WATCHED AS | T'S BRANCHED OUT AND GROYWN
WHEN | T TURNS NEXT YEAR

WLL | STILL BE HERE

AND WLL | BE HERE ALONE?

WHEN MY LOVE WAS THERE

BI RDS SANG IN THE AIR

AND THEY SCARED LI KE THE DREAMS THAT WE HAD,
NOWHE' S OFF TO WAR,

THEY SI NG LI KE BEFORE

BUT ALL OF THEI R SONGS ARE SAD.

My GOOD FRI ENDS, | KNOW

WLL MARRY AND GO

AND FAREVELL W TH A KISS AND A TEAR
W TH LOVERS TO TELL,

AND CHI LDREN AS WELL,

VH LE | WAI T ANOTHER YEAR.



THEI R FUTURES ARE BRI GHT,

THEY SI NG DAY AND NI GHT,

AND |' M HAPPY TO THI NK THEM SO GLAD .
THE BI RDS THAT | SEE

STILL SING BACK TO ME

BUT ALL OF THEI R SONGS ARE SAD.

Qi k enjoyed the tune without recognizing it. He watched Tika,
her eyes shut and her arns waving in the air as she sang, and he
t hought with a sudden ache, "She's old enough for her own place."

Tika had lived with himfor a long tinme; she was as close to a
daughter as he would ever have. Before that, for many years, he
had |ived al one happily. Now he could not inagi ne how he had
stood it.

Finally she finished, and he said, "N cely sung. Wat was
t hat ?"

"That ?" She blushed. "Oh, the song. It's called The Song of
Elen Waiting.' | heard it last night."

"I remenber." The singer had been all of twenty-three, nost of
his listeners fifteen. He had curly dark hair and deep blue eyes, and
by his second song half the girls of Solace were around him
"Some young man sang it, didn't he?"

"You're teasing nme." Tika scow ed, even when Gtik snmled and
shook his head. "You don't take me seriously."

"Ch, but | do, I do. This young man that sang-"

"Rian." She said it softly, and the scowl went. "He wasn't so
young. Do you know, he had seven gray hairs?"

"Real | y? Seven, exactly?"

She didn't notice the tease, but nodded vigorously, her own
hai r bouncing of f her shoul ders. "Exactly. He let three of us count
them after he was done singing, and we all came up with the sane
nunber . "

"Nice of himto let you."

"Ch, | think he liked it," Tika said innocently. Then she
frowned. "Especially when Loriel didit."

"Which one was Loriel?" There'd been a lot of them After Rian
had sung, the young wonmen had wal ked around the Inn with their
heads hi gh, thinking noble thoughts, to Qik's vast anusenent.
One young man, a red-haired, spindly local with wide eyes, sat in
the corner afterward determ nedly mouthing lyrics to hinself. His
friends had seened afraid he m ght sing.

Ti ka scrubbed fiercely at one of the barrels, tipping it. Qik
steadied it for her as she said casually, "Loriel? Ch, you know.
Tur ned-up nose, too many freckles, shows her teeth when she
| aughs-it's a shanme they're not straight-and she's the one with
all that hair, you know, the yellow stuff?"

"Ch, is she the one with all that pretty blonde hair?" She was
around a lot lately. She laughed too often for Qtik's taste, but the
boys her age seened to like it. She also had a habit of spinning
away from people so that her hair flew straight out and settled
back. ik had tw ce caught Tika practicing it.

"Do you think it's pretty, then?" Tika tried to | ook surprised.
"That's nice. Poor thing, she'd be pleased." Scrub, scrub

She began to daub her eyes. "Ch, Oik! He |liked HER and not
ne."

"There now." Oik put an arm around her, thinking (not for the
first time) that if he'd only found a wife, there'd be soneone nore
sensitive to help the poor girl. He barely knew Tika's friends.
"There, now. It's not like he's your own true love, just an older |ad
with a good voice. You don't want him"



Ti ka | aughed and wi ped her eyes on her arm "That's true. But
Loriel's supposed to be ny friend- what does he see in HER"
"Ah." Now he understood. "Well, she's older than you."

"Only a little. A year isn't so much." She sniffed

"Don't cry again." He added, to get a smile fromher, "You'l

salt the ale." It alnbst worked. "You nust be patient, |ike that
worman in the song. How did it go agai n?"
Ti ka | ooked wi stful, forgetting her owmn sorrow. "It's about a man

who ki sses his | ove good-bye and goes away forever, only she
doesn't know that, and waits for himuntil she's old and |onely and
she dies-"

"Bi rds sang where she died."

Ti ka sighed happily. "And all their songs were sad. OGik, am!]l
going to end like that? Do you think I'll end up living all alone,
wi th nobody to love or to live with, sleeping by nyself and
maki ng meal s for one?"

Qik | ooked for along time in the mrror at the long bar's end.
Finally he turned around. "Sometinmes it happens. Surely not to
you, though. Now go, pretty young one, and get the |ast cask."

He scrubbed the tun hard, perhaps harder than it needed.

It was noon, but there were no spiced potatoes cooking, no
shouts for ale. ik had hung a tankard upsi de down on the post at
the bottom steps, so that even the unlettered would know not to
climb up needlessly. ik closed for every brew ng, opening only
when the alewort was mnade.

The brewing tun was clean and filled with spring water, waiting
behi nd the bar for the malt syrup. The syrup was warnmed and
wai ting. The yeast, the final addition to the alewort, was in a bow
on the bar.

But the hops had not yet arrived, and ik was as inpatient as
Ti ka. before he heard sl ow, heavy steps on the stairs.

"Tika," he called, "conme out." She cane fromthe kitchen
Wi pi ng her hands on her apron as he said, "Hear that? Sonmeone
carrying a burden. Qur hops have cone." He cocked an ear
listening with the know edge of long years. "Not as heavy as |
thought. Did Kerwin not bring a full |oad?"

The I nn door flew open and a burlap bag waddl ed in, seeningly
under its own power, and |leaped to the floor before the tun. A
kender, still doubled fromhis |oad, peered through his arched
brows at them and grinned suddenly.

"Moonwi ck." Qtik did not say the kender's name with pl easure.
Among nen, the short, m schievous kender were fanous for
practical joking and for disregardi ng other people's property, and
Moonwi ck Light-finger was fampous anong kender. It was said,
even by sober travelers, that once when Monw ck was at
Crystalmr Lake, the partying crew of a small fishing boat had
woken in full gear, on deck, to find their boat |odged thirty feet off
t he ground between two trees. The topnost tree branches bore
pul | ey marks, but the pulleys had been renmoved. It took eight nen
two days to get the boat down.

It was further runored, in stories possibly started by the kender
hi nsel f, that Monw ck had on separate occasions stolen the tai
froma cat, the blonde hair froma human woman, and, on a ni ght
of unexpl ai ned eclipse, the nmoonlight itself-which was how he
got his nanme. ik subscribed to the nore popul ar theory that the
kender's name was a flattering corruption of Monwt.

Moonwi ck smiled up at ik. "Here's your hops, and gods how
| prayed a thousand tines that they'd hop thensel ves here. Were's
nmy reward?" He added, "CGold will do."



Qik did not smile back. "Kerwin was bringing the hops. Wat
happened to hi nP"

"You paid himin advance. He had noney. He wanted to
ganbl e." The kender said earnestly, "I said we could do it for
anyt hi ng: buttons, rocks, things in our pockets-but he woul dn't
listen. He said he felt |ucky."

Qik stared at the kender. "So he ganbled for nmoney with you?
Lady of Plenty, look after your witiing orphans. \Wat happened to
hi nP"

Moonwi ck | ooked sad. "He lost."

Qik said dryly, "I'm shocked." As Monw ck opened his
mouth in protest, OQik went on, "Never mind. Why are you
carrying the hops?"

Now Moonwi ck di d | ook enmbarrassed and sincerely angry.

"Kerwin said that since | had his wages, | should do his work.
said that was foolish, and we argued, and finally we agreed to
ganbl e for who nmade this trip."

"Naturally you accepted. Can't pass up a game. And?" Qik
suspected, but could not believe, the outcone.

The kender burst out, "He won. | can't imagi ne how that could
have happened. He nmust have cheated."
"Undoubt edly. Well, you've been paid for your trip, but 1'll give

you ale for your trouble, and a nmeal if you wish." ik knelt and
opened the bag, running his hands through the hops.

"I ate on the road. | shared lunch with-well, w th another
traveler." The kender twi ddled at the end of the short hoopak stick
angled into his belt. The stick, at once the best weapon and chi ef
nmusi cal instrument of kender, seened to trouble him

Years of innkeeping had made ik alive to evasion. "Wat sort
of traveler?"

"Human. " Mbonwi ck shrugged, grabbing again at the hoopak
stick as it slipped in his belt. "This thing doesn't seemto be
bal anci ng properly."

Qi k suddenly understood the kender's reluctance to speak of
the fellow traveler. "Perhaps that has to do with the purse hooked
onto the end of it," he observed.

"Purse?" The kender whirled around. The stick, naturally,
whirled with him "I see no purse.”

"Look over your shoul der. No, the other shoul der. The drawstring
is twisted over the end of your stick." Qik sighed as the kender
peered this way and that in apparent disbelief that he should ever
end up with another man's bel ongi ngs.

"Why, look at that! A purse, just as you say. |magine that. How
coul d that happen?"

"Seens incredible,”" ik agreed politely.

"And yet . . . Yes, | know exactly how it m ght have happened
You know how we use hoopaks?"

"Vaguel y." Kender could nmove a hoopak stick, in conbat or to
make a noi se, faster than men could see. ik had once seen a
drunken swordsman [ ose a fight with an apparently unarmnmed
kender. At the start of the fight, the kender had been five feet from

t he hoopak.

"Yes. Well, | was singing, and acconpanying nyself by
whirling my hoopak to get a high note-on a dry day with a little
wind, | can get two notes at once- and | twisted it with ny wi st

as | spun it, and | nust have caught the purse-string just as |
tw sted. "

"Ah. That nust be it."

"You can see how it woul d happen.” Moonw ck spun the

hoopak over his head and, incidentally, over the bar and nearly



agai nst the back wall. "Because it's hard to see exactly where the
' pak-end nmoves when it tw sts-"

"I see that." ik deftly retrieved the tankard which had
slipped, seeningly of its own will, over the end of the stick.
"Accidents will happen."

"Of course."” Monw ck | ooked at himwith insistent
i nnocence. "Because | would never, ever, ever sinply steal a purse
from soneone. "

"Of course not."

"Especially fromthis man. He was so nice, and so
know edgeabl e." Monw ck | eaned on his staff. "W shared our
| unches, and traded for variety, and he told the best stories. He'd
swmto the bottomof Crystalmr Lake for stonefish, and
pi cked plants fromthe edge of Darken Wod. He once
clinmbed a dead tree by noonlight, and he told the funniest
story about speaking to the ghost of the grandnother that
never respected him H's nane was Ralf. He was on his way
to see his nother, he said." The kender added thoughtfully,

"She must like jewelry; he had lots of little gifts for her, and
he kept nixing up her nane. Said he had a powder to feed
Gnendol , then Genna, then Gerria-"

"A mage?" ik was uneasy near magic.

"Ch, no." Monw ck shook his head violently. "Just a
charm vendor: potions, powders, elixirs, anulets- nothing
serious. Wiy, this is probably quite harmess.” He held the

bag toward Oi k. "Probably the poor man will be here any
day, looking for this. Wuld you take-"

" No"

"Just overnight; surely you're not-"

"No. "

"What possible harmcould there be-"

"l have no idea what harmthere could be," Qik said
firmy. "I don't intend to find out. | keep away from magic."

The kender | ooked pityingly. "You mss a |lot of ex-
citenent that way."

"Long ago | took a vow. I'mdevoting ny life to m ssing
a lot of excitenment."

"Al'l right, then." Monw ck bounced the bag on his
palm "I'Il return it nyself. Soneday."

"Good of you. In the neantime, |I'msorry you don't need
a neal. Wiy don't you take-" Wth a quick wist
nmoverent, Oik caught Monwi ck's armas it flashed across
the bar-"a mug of ale, for your throat."

"Good idea." The kender grabbed a nug. "Mybe |
could stay here the night," he said wistfully.

"No." ik sighed. "I"'mstill replacing forks fromthe last tinme."

Moonwi ck waved a hand. "Surely you don't blame me-

Wasn't that a cry fromthe kitchen?"

It was. It sounded |like a buried cook. ik grunted. "Pantry
shelf's fallen again." He trotted for the kitchen door, then whirled.
"Touch nothing without invitation while |I'm gone."

"Sound advice," the kender murrmured. As Qi k di sappeared
t hrough the door, the kender held his lips still.

The tap on the counter-keg said in a squeaky voice, "Have a
refill, Monw ck."

"I will,"” the kender said happily, "and thank you for the
invitation."” \Wile he drank, for practice he made the buri ed-cook
sound conme from one of the packs at his side.

He stuck his hoopak straight out and spun it, bal ancing the
purse on the end. \Wen the drawstrings came undone he caught



the purse neatly, then snelted it. "Wat an odd odor." He opened it
and tilted it sideways. A pinch of powder |ike cinnamon drifted to
the floor. He nade a face. "It's a charm Sonething terrible, too-
i cky-sweet and spice-filled. It's not even labeled; it could be
anyt hi ng. How does Ralf expect people who find his purse by
accident to know what to do with it?" He sighed. "Magicians are
so untrustworthy."

Moonwi ck poked the purse itself. "N ce bag, though." He

| ooked behind the bar for a place to enpty out the usel ess dust,
then saw the | oose-lidded tun of alewort. He grinned, lifted the lid
and enptied the contents of the pouch inside.

When i k canme back, he checked the bar carefully. Nothing
seened to be missing. He eyed Mbonwi ck, who smled innocently

at him "N ce ale," the kender said.

"I't's my own recipe." The innkeeper added, "Thanks to your
contribution, this batch will be even better."

The kender choked. ik stooped to pat his back, then retrieved
an enpty purse fromthe floor. "Wat's this?"

"M ne." The kender deftly plucked it fromthe innkeeper's

hands. "1 hope to fill it someday."
"Not inmy inn." ik added, as the kender rose to | eave, "M
t hanks, ©Mbonwi ck. Leave the door open, so the brew snell will air

out. Cone back next full rmoon, if you wish to taste what you
carried.”

"Best | hurry on," Mowonw ck said regretfully. Wich was
true-sooner or later Ralf might come |ooking for him "I do hope
| can return to sanple that batch." He shook hands with ik, who
checked his ring after-ward.

Qik listened to the reassuring thunp of the ken-der's departure
down the stairs, and sighed. He said to hinself, "There's one
source of trouble gone, and no harm done. Now to heat the
alewort." He wal ked to the back, |ooking for Tika.

Wil e he was away, two fire swallows, a male and a femal e,
flew in the open door and pecked at the fine spicy powder spilled
fromthe purse. The two of themflew out in circles, squawking,
billing, and frenziedly pressing agai nst each other's bodi es.

After pouring the hops in the tun, Gik cleaned the stream
rounded heating stones and scrubbed the iron tongs he used on
them The whole Inn grew warmas he built up the fire and opened
a wind-vent to blowthe coals. The stones he laid on a flat clean
sl ab of the hearth; as each stone heated he lowered it with the
tongs into the wort. Soon he was sweating freely fromthe heat. He
set the tongs down to wi pe his forehead.

Wt hout being asked, Tika picked themup, re nmoved severa
stones fromthe tun and swng heated ones in, |owering them
gently to avoid splashing. ik puffed and wat ched, proud of her
When he was younger, he woul d have needed no rest. For that
matter, when Ti ka was younger, he would not have |l et her spel
himat the heating.

As the tun began steaming, Oik thought again to hinself,

"She's ol d enough for her own place." He shook his head, cast the
problemfromhis mnd, and tried to think only of the new ale.

After the heating, Tika and ik poured off the ale into smaller
casks. ik took care to fill each cask only four-fifths full, because
the alewort bubbled as it worked, and a full cask could expl ode.
Once, when Oik was young, he had overfilled one; it had taken
weeks to get the smell out of the Inn

Each cask they finished they rolled carefully against the tree
and set upright where it would be in sunlight but away from



outside walls. For the first seven days, the casks would be warm

and working, and the yeast would be settling out of it. After that,
t hey woul d nove the casks, as gently as possible, into the store-
roomw th the stone floor, and give themuntil the next full noon
to age in cool and quiet. If they had extra casks by then, and if they
had the energy, Oik and Tika would pour the beer into freshly
washed containers for its final aging. Oten, Qik cast about for ex-
cuses to avoid that stage; scrubbing tw ce for each batch, and
repouring hal f-done beer, seened an awful |ot of work for a

pl easant dri nk.

For now, though, the hard part of the brew ng process was over,
and it seened to themboth that the alewort already snelled
delicious. Tika, her troubles forgotten, or at |east submerged,
sang anot her verse to 'The Song of Elen Wiiting' :

WLL SOVEONE WHO KNOWG

WHERE ALL THE TI ME GOES

COVE AND LEAD ME AWAY BY THE HAND
I KNOW DAY BY DAY

"M FADI NG AWAY

I TS MORE THAN My HEART CAN STAND.

I T"S NOT THAT HE KNEW

MORE THAN ANY MEN DO,

BUT HE KNEW ALL MY HEART EVER HAD;
THE Bl RDS WATCH AND HEAR

AND WAI T EVERY YEAR,

BUT ALL OF THEI R SONGS ARE SAD.

Qi k, resealing another cask, felt a shadow of what Ti ka heard
in the song. "That's pretty." He | ooked at the worn and ti ne-
dar kened casks. "W had songs like that when | was a | ad, too."

"Li ke that one?" The girl was appalled. Surely no one had ever
witten a song that deep and mneani ngful before.

"As good or better." He grinned at her. "Some of them even
tal ked about birds."

Bi rdsong expl oded outside, and ik glanced out a w ndow
near the door. "I wouldn't say that all their songs were sad, though
If this weren't autum, |'d swear the fire swallows were nmating."

"You're teasing ne again."

"So |l am" Oik sniffed the steamfromthe alewrt, and gave
her a quick affectionate hug. "Wonderful, perceptive young | ady,
woul d you help nme drain the wort into smaller casks?"

Tika did. It was a pleasant, sunny afternoon; after-ward it
seened to them both that they had never felt so much Iike father
and daught er.

The next full noon shone through the thick branches, huge and
fresh-risen, when Gik rolled the first of the new casks out. It was
barely past sunset, and Qtik was acting |ike a bridegroom

Sone i nnkeepers held back the first cask, only opening it after
second or third rounds. Oik despised that:

what better way to feel the full flavor of an ale than taste it al
evening, uncut and by itself? It was a risk, he knew. Sone inns
took years for their reputations to recover from bad batches of
brew, even strangers who drank little Wuld shun | odgi ng, judging
the service and bed to be as poor as the drinks. But, a good house
gave its best, and ik had never failed to open his new casks with
the first mug served after sunset.

A slender man in his twenties, a peddler by the | ook of his bag,
stood in the doorway beating road-dust fromhis clothing. Qik



approved silently, but w thdrew approval when the tradesnman
agreeably beat dust froma knight as well-and easily lifted a

pur se.

Qi k coughed loudly. The man in the door |ooked started,

shrugged, and put back the purse. The kni ght slapped himon the
shoul der and drew himin. "I thank you, sir. Now, when you are in
your dotage, you may tell your wondering children how you once
pol i shed the arnmor of Tunber the M ghty."

The tradesman rubbed his shoul der and said politely, "I am

sure that when | amin nmy dotage | shall speak of you often." The
kni ght nodded in satisfaction and sat down. The tradesman turned

to Gik. "I was cleaning a spot under his purse and neglected to put
it back. Thank you for-hnmmremn nding ne."

"My pleasure, sir." ik added, with enphasis, "I like to keep

nmy custoners m ndful of such things."

"Ch, | don't think I'Il be absent-m nded agai n.
back and forth alertly. "Tell me, sir innkeeper-"

"Qik." As always, Oik offered his hand.

"And | am Reger, called Reger the Trader-nostly." He let go

of ik's hand, |ooked at his own in surprise, and passed Gik's

He was | ooki ng

ring back. "Inmagine that. |I'mforgetful again. And you watching
me . . ." He smled blandly at O k.

Qi k laughed. "Smoothly done. | take your point, Reger.

I nstead of watching, | ask your cooperation tonight."

"You'll have it." For the first tinme, he |ooked tired. "I've

travel ed | ong and hard. A good neal and good ale, that's all
want . "
"I'"ll bring the nmeal out directly. As for the ale-" Qik

shrugged nervously. "Well, | think you'll be pleased."

"I"'msure | will." Reger bowed courteously, then |eaned
forward. "Tell me, since |I inmagine you know these folk well: Has
anyone | ocal conplained this fall of poor kitchen goods, little

machi nes that don't do what they are said to, or that break, or that
bark the knuckl es?"

ik, nystified, shook his head. "Not one."

Reger straightened again. "In that case," he said nore
confidently, "do you know any good nmen or wonen, even perhaps
yoursel f or your cook, who, troubled with the toil of neal-naking,
mght wish to find their labors light, their peeling paltry, their
slicing sinmple, and all with the amazing, freshly invented, ab-
solutely swomto-save-time-" He funmbled in his bag.

Qik said bluntly, "I have a | abor-saving device. It's called a
cook. The cook has a peeling and slicing device. It's called a knife,
and it's very sharp. The cook has a bad tenper and a | ong nenory.
| don't advise selling here, sir."

"Well." Reger pulled his fingers out of the bag and drumed
themat the bar. "Perhaps I'Il merely rest this night. | could use
rest."”

Qik sighed. "So could we, sir."

Ti ka, wal king by with too much coy tilt to her head, stunbled.
Roger's left arm flashed up and caught the tray, balancing it
wi thout effort. Hi s right hand caught her el bow "Are you al

ri ght?"

Ti ka blushed. "I'"mfine. | nmust have caught ny foot-" She

| ooked at her dress in dismay. "I stepped on it. It's filthy. | [ook
awful . "

"You | ook lovely." He pulled the tray fromher conpletely.

"Far too conely to walk around with a terrible stain, like a patch

on a painting."
She bl ushed as he smiled at her. "You're teasing ne."



He winked. "OF course | am | think | doit well. Go clean off;
"Il take this tray around."
Ti ka | ooked questioningly at ik, who nodded. She curtseyed,

folding the skirt to hide the dirty streak. "Thank you." She ski pped
out .

Qik said, "I'Il take the tray."

Reger shook his head. A lock of straight hair fell below his

cow , and he suddenly | ooked young and stubborn. "I told her 1'd

do it. Best |I keep ny word." He gl anced back at her, smiling again.
"Sweet little thing. | have a sister that age, back hone."

Qik warmed to Reger. "Take the potato bows to the far table.
Four plates, four spoons to a table, except for the comon table.
"Il be by with your meal as you finish, and thanks."

"Why, it is ny pleasure." Reger, back to being snooth, hoisted
the tray over his shoul der and glided between tables, humm ng.
Qi k watched himgo

At the first table two nmen, drovers by the style of their clothes
and the faintly bovine | ook such men get, dove for the potato bow
as Tumber the Mghty, spoon in air, rehearsed a conbat for their
benefit.

"And, sirs, picture it if you will: a mage and two nmen, tall and
steeped in evil, glowing before me, and nme fresh out of a stream
arnorl ess and uncl ad. Picture the nmage frowning and preparing to
cast his death-bolt, and picture me, sirs." He straightened. Even in
arnor, his stomach bul ged. "Picture me naked."

"Please,"” the balding drover nuttered, "lI'meating." The other
snorted and covered his nmouth and nose hastily. Tunber the
M ghty took no notice.

"What could a man do?" He | ooked around as though expecting
an answer, apparently fromthe ceiling beans. "Ah, but what m ght
a hero do?" He thunped the table, bouncing the potato bow . "I
dove." He ducked forward, and both drovers ducked back. "I
rolled.” He swayed to one side, barely mssing Reger, who ninbly
si de-stepped him "I grabbed my sword, this very sword at ny
wai st, and with bare knuckles and an uncharned bl ade, | parried
that magic bolt back at him" Tunber folded his arnms tri-
umphantly. "He died, of course. | nanmed ny sword Death-bolt, in
honor of that day."

Hi s triunph becane disconfort as the drovers, not appl audi ng,
| ooked at himcynically while they chewed in unison. He gl anced
around for other listeners and noticed a |local woman with striking
red hair and well-nuscled arnms who was staring at him her nouth
open. She said, "Were was this?"

"Ah. Where indeed." He spun to her table and sat. "A land so
far fromhere, so strange to you, that if | spoke of it-"

"Do," she said hungrily. "I love talk about strange places, about
heroes and battle and magic. | could listen to it all day, if | hadn't
my work to do." She raised a well-scrubbed hand awkwardly. "I
am El ga, called Elga the Washer," she half-mnuttered

He nodded courteously over the hand. "And | am Tunber." He
paused for effect. "Called Tunber the Mghty." He nmade the
i mpression he wanted, and snmiled on her. "If you will dine with
me, | will give you tales of battle and glory, magic and nonsters,
journeys and shi pwecks, all of which | have seen with nmy own
eyes." It was quite true. Tumber could read, and had seen and
menori zed the best tales.

Elga didn't care whether he was a real hero or not. "Tell ne
everything. | want to hear it all. I wish | could see it all," she added
wi t hout bitterness. Her eyes shone nore brightly than the
hi ghli ghts in her auburn hair.



Whi | e Tunber spoke, a slender woman in her forties noved
gracefully to the bar. She wore a shawl and carried a small satche
at her waist. "Am| too late for a meal ?" Her voice was clear and
cul tured.

Qi k, who had been judging her by the sinplicity and travel
stains of her clothes, said hastily, "No, |ady. There are potatoes,
and veni son, and cider, and-"

"It smells lovely." She smiled. "And do call ne Hil-lae, which
is ny name."

Ti ka stared in awe at the wonan's hair. It flowed nearly to her
wai st and was jet black with a single gray streak to one side. Tika
said, "lnns serve late on full-nmon nights. People travel longer. 1'd
thi nk you'd know that, fromthe road."

Hi |l ae |l aughed. "So | | ook road-worn? No, don't blush; | HAVE
travel ed for years, but customs differ." Tika nodded and backed

away. The wonman turned again to Oik. "I would |love a neal."
"Certainly." Oik hesitated, glancing at the drovers and at an
arriving stranger with an eye-patch. "If you wish, | could serve

your dinner in a private room Hillae."

She shook her head. "No such luxuries for ne now " She | ooked
Qik in the eye and said frankly, "And | have eaten nore neal s
alone than | care to."

Qik smled back at her now, suddenly an equal. "I know what
you mean, ma'am |'ll seat you in a bright corner; you'll not Iack
for comnpany."

"Thank you." Hillae | ooked back at Tika, who was shyly

wat ching the stranger with the eye-patch. He winked at the girl,
and she | ooked away. "The barmaid is l|ovely. Your daughter?"
"Foster daughter." ik added suddenly, "If you know nuch

about young wonen and romance, nma'am you m ght have a word

with her. If you don't mind, | mean. She's got a broken heart every
week, these past few nmonths. | don't know what to say to her, and
maybe you-" He spread his hands hel pl essly.

"She'll learn about broken hearts fast enough w thout ny help.
They grow up fast at that age." She patted Otik's hand, though Qik
was years her senior. "But send her over when she's free. |1'd | ove

t he conpany-as you knew." Hillae glided away, and ik, for al

he felt foolish, was glad he had asked her

Now the locals were drifting in, for a night of gossip and
warnth after their nmeals at hone. First to conme were the red-
haired, gangly Patrig and his parents. ik nodded to them
"Frankel . Sareh. Sorry, Patrig; no singers tonight."

"Are you sure?" he croaked. Hi s voice, changing, hadn't cone
inright yet.

Patrig's nother |eaned forward. "He talks all the time about the
singers he's heard here. He | oves nusic so."

so.

"Loves it fromafar," Frankel said, and chuckled as he nussed
Patrig's hair. "Can't sing a note hinself."

Patrig ducked and nuttered, and the three of themwent to sit
down. On the way the young man passed Loriel, newy arriving,
who fl ashed her hair at himas she spun away.

A voice at Oik's elbow crackled, "Miusic and flirtation. A
young folk want now is nmusic and flirtation. It's not like the old

days. "

Qi k nodded respectfully to Kugel the Elder. "I imagine not, sir.
Though | did like a dance myself, in my younger days."

Kugel k scowl ed. "I nean | ong before then, young nman. Back

when life was sinple and dignified, and there wasn't'all this
shouti ng about romance."



"I"'msure, sir. There's a seat waiting for you by the fire. Do you
need any hel p?"

Kugel's wife, a bird of a worman, stepped frombehind him "I1'm
all the help he's ever needed-though the goddesses know he's
needed all of that."

Kugel waved an angry hand at her, but et hinmself be guided
around a huge farner, who tipped a hat to himreverently but put it
back on and drew up a chair not far from El ga and the knight. Qik
returned to his work.

Though a few fol k stopped for neals at noon, it wasn't unti
dusk on normal days and well after noonrise that the Inn attracted
many weary travelers and |l ocals. Few would waste the |light, and
fewer still were so desperate to reach destinations that they would
travel late. Wth their nmeals ik served hot cider and the old ale,
war m spi ced potatoes and, by request only, a venison "that
warmed winter hearts,” as he said. Qutside there were already thin
pat ches of ice on the brooks, and the trees were leafless. Early in
t he eveni ng nost of the venison was gone. Oik could scarcely
renmenber an eveni ng when the Inn was so busy and full

The stranger with the eye-patch, |ooking nore battered than
rough, approached the bar. "Ale." He | ooked at the nugs, then
with nore respect at the polished tankards on their pegs behind the
bar. "Tankard."

"A nmoment, sir." Qik gestured to Tika, who passed himthe
tap. He held it and closed his eyes, moving his |ips, then pushed it
agai nst the side of the cask and hamrered it honme through the
sealer with one sure stroke.

The stranger spun his coin meaningfully, but ik only smled.

"Put your coin away, sir. The first draw of a new batch is al ways
my gift."

"Thank you kindly." Wth his good eye, the stranger stared
hungrily at the foam ng outpouring as Otik turned the tap. "Looks
good, it does." He smled at Tika, who edged behind Qi k.

Wth a polished stick ik cleared the foamfromthe tankard.

Hi s heart rose as he saw the rich nut-brownness of the ale. Proof
was in tasting-which ik never did until his last guest had tried
the new batch-but this ale was rich, eye-catching, as lovely as the
gl eami ng wood of the Inn itself. "You're right, sir. Looks good."
He sniffed it, and put an arm around Tika as he felt a wave of
affection. "Tika and | nade this ourselves, sir. We'd |like your

opi nion."

The stranger took the tankard too hastily, then tried to
conpensate by judiciously staring at it, snelling it, holding it up to
t he stained-glass as though noonlight could hel p himsee through
pewter. Finally he tipped it up, steeply enough to be staring into
his own beer as he drank. He froze there and said nothing, his
t hr oat quaveri ng.

Qik froze with him Ah, gods, was the nman choking? Was this
Qik's first bad batch?

The one-eyed man sl anmed his enpty tankard down, foam
ringing a wide, happy smle. "I love it."

The ot her patrons applauded. Oik had not even known they were
wat chi ng; he waved to them and began drawi ng of f nug after nug
after tankard after tankard. Soon he was circul ating anong a
tal kative, appreciative, friendly cromd. On the first pass he set ale
in front of Tumber the Mghty and in front of Elga the Washer, in
front of the bul ky farner (whose name was Mort), and in front of
Reger .

The trader was tired and dusty, and | ooked at his ale |ongingly.
Still, Reger kept to his own tradition of eyeing all the other patrons



before drinking. Sonmetimes a forner customer of his was nearby.
Once, after nodding absently to a nan he shoul d have known, he

had been knocked from his chair by a cropper w elding an apple
squeezer that worked well as a bludgeon. Since Reger occasionally
prom sed nore than his trade goods could deliver, it was better to
see such fol k before they saw him

The peopl e of Solace, a pretty rustic bunch, were all he saw.

He | ooked at Farner Mort drinking in the corner near the door, at
the scrawny Patrig near his parents at the central table, |ast and
appreci atively at Elga, the nuscled auburn woman at the next
table. He thought, briefly, of going over to her, perhaps buying her
al e.

On the other hand, Tunber the M ghty was al ready speaking to

her, and she clearly loved his stories, if not him Besides, she

| ooked to have sonme anger in her, and as a tradesman, Reger had

| earned, young as he was, to look for that in people. It didn't |ook
like a good tine to interrupt her

He shrugged. Maybe | ater. Reger reached for his tankard-

And was shoved back in his chair by a hand in the breastbone.

It was the burly farmer, and he was glaring down at him "None of
that."

"None of what?" He squinted at the big man, who still had farm
boots on. From his nuscles. Farmer Mrt | ooked to juggle cows

for a living.

The farmer ignored the quesiton. "Wio do you think you are?"

"Who do you think I an?" Reger asked cauti ously.

"Don't wise-nmouth. |I hate that. | hate it as nuch as | |ove her
Stop | ooking at my woman that way." Farner Mort gl anced,

pul | ed al nost hel pl essly, back toward the woman at the next table,
El ga the wel | -nuscl ed Washer

"Your woman?" Reger | ooked back at her. "A nmonent ago you
weren't even with her."

"Well, | love her. | love her nore than anything, and you can't

| ook at her that way."

"I wasn't looking at her." The tradesnman fingered the short

club at his waist. Some nights were for fighting, sone weren't;
surely this one wasn't, much as Reger |oved a good fight. "M
friend, you' re only reading your own affection for her into all of
us. Surely you can't think that | would interfere between you and a
worman you' ve known for-how | ong did you say you'd known

her ?"

"Forever and ever." Farner Mort shook his head wonderingly.

"I"ve known her since | was a little hopper, coming in with Dad's
cattle and stopping to get ny dress clothes cleaned at her nother's

shop before her. Wy, I've even had this very shirt cleaned by her
Those hands have washed dirt and dung out of this-" He fingered
the material, |ooking as though he might kiss it.

"Ni ce of her. How | ong have you | oved her?"
"I don't know. A while, anyway." He scratched his head. "I

just noticed after | finished my beer, see. That | |oved her, | nean.”

"Exactly. And you only just found out that you |l oved her, even
t hough you' ve known her forever and-excuse me-you seem a
di scerning gentlenmen." Reger winked in a friendly manner
"Perhaps she's an acquired taste."
"Are you saying she's ugly?" The farmer knotted a huge fist,
product of a hand-plow, and waved it in the tradesman's face. "I
won't have that now. She's the woman | |ove, and she's the nost
beautiful -the I oveliest-"
Drunk, then. The tradesman sighed. "Look, just tell nme what
you want me to say and |I'Il say it. There's no need to be angry." He



took a deep pull fromhis ale; no sense waiting until this |out
spilledit.

Farmer Mort shook his shoulder. "Don't ignore me, and don't
make fun of her. Do you want to fight?"

Reger put his tankard down, and the light in his eyes was
strange and bright. "I wouldn't make fun of the nost beautifu
woman in the world."

The farmer squinted piggily at him "You said you didn't |ove
her."

"I lied." Reger added earnestly, "I do, you know. " He took
anot her dri nk.

"Here nowm " The farmer shook himagain. "Don't you do it to
nme." He repeated, "Do you want to fight?"

Reger set down the enpty tankard and beaned at the aubum
haired El ga. There was a high buzzing in his ears. "A fight?" He

sm | ed happily and reached for his club. "I LOVE fighting."
The first bl ow caught the slack-jawed farner in the stonach.
Reger dusted his hands, bowed to one and all, and stood gapi ng at

El ga until Farnmer Mort, rising, caught himon the chin and sent
hi m backward into the table.

Oik saw their table fall over, but there was no tinme to do
anything. Brawing was to be suffered, now and then, but
somet hi ng even nore nysterious was afoot. It seemed as if the
entire roomwas hunming with mschief. And those who weren't
busy fighting were . . . well, courting and sparKki ng.

CGenerally, on his rounds, Gik would tactfully bunp any couple
that was getting too affectionate for the confort of his other
customers. It didn't happen often. Toni ght he was noving from
couple to couple alnost at a run, and sonme of them he had to pul
apart. Everyone seened to be edging into the private corners
created by the irregular trunk of the vallen-wod. Wiat was w ong
wi th these peopl e?

He recoiled fromthe last pair with shock. Kugel the Elder
forced fromthe arms of his wife, glared up at himand hissed
t hrough the gaps where his teeth had once been. "Leave us al one,
boy. "

Qi k backed away, appalled. Kugel was the oldest man in
Solace. And to Gtik, the fact that Kugel was enbracing his own
wife only made it worse. WHAT WAS VWRONG W TH
EVERYBODY?

He touched Tika's elbow. "Be freer with the ale. It may be the
nmoon, or sonmething in the air, but we'd best make this bunch
sl eepy just as quickly as possi- " ble." Tika, clearly upset by the
goi ngs-on around her, nodded and fairly sprinted toward the bar
and the new casks.

In the center of the room Patrig hopped clunsily onto the
common table. He had a sl opping tankard in hand, and waved it
dangerously over people's heads. They cl apped and ducked,
stealing kisses fromeach other as they nearly bunped heads.
Sareh stopped enbraci ng her husband | ong enough to say, "Patrig,
get down; you could get hurt."

He ignored his nother, spread his arnms, and sang passionately
but with little tune:

NO ONE CAN LOVE-
QU TE LI KE MY LOVE-
BECAUSE HER LOVE-
IS ALL | LOVE-

He coughed and added,



AND I N HER LOVE-
I FIND MY LOVE-
AND THEN HER LOVE-
'S JUST LI KE LOVE-

He went on for twenty lines, sipping ale after each line. ik
felt the boy was getting undue appl ause for his efforts; apparently,
his theme had a | ot of appeal tonight. Loriel, Tika's young rival,
was gaping up at Patrig as though she was seeing the full noon for
the first tinme. Her own nmug was enpty. Rian, of the seven gray
hairs, was tenporarily forgotten

Finally, too excited to sing, Patrig threw up his arms, shouted,
"Love, love, live," and crashed off the table. Oik made sure he
wasn't hurt or dead, then ran to a corner table where two drovers,
swearing fealty to each other, were strangling a stranger

The raven-haired H |l ae was gazing into her hal f-enpty nug
t houghtfully. "I wonder about her," Tika said dreanmily to the
frenzied Gtik, who wasn't listening. "She is so beautiful, and
per haps wi se. She has gone places. Done things. She has lived a
life already. And who knows what secrets she might inpart to ne,
if only we were friends."

Ti ka nmoved forward to refill her nug, and Hi |l ae took anot her
sip, set it down, and said aloud, but nostly to herself, "Farin would
be thirty-three now Gods rest him a body Iike oak, and it still fell

easily enough to fever.
treat ed.

Meanwhile, Oik was refilling the mug of Elga the Washer, who
was conpl etely absorbed in Tunmber's stories. The kni ght had
drunk vast quantities of ale, and seened nost in love with hinself;
with every second breath he proclained his romantic and mlitary
prowess, and his adventures grew nore outrageous. She didn't
seemto notice, any nore than she noticed the wobbly attentions of
Reger or Farmer Mrt whenever they popped up to proclaimtheir
| ove of her before smashing each ot her down again.

El ga stared, el bow in hand, at the knight. Wen her nug was
full, she tossed the ale down her throat and threw the enpty nug
si deways into Tunmber's forehead. He didn't seemto notice, just
went on describing an inprobable epic of |ove and battle involving
an opposing army, two warrior raids, a sea serpent, and a |ute.

El ga stood full upright, threw her head back, and shout ed,

"CGods, goddesses, nen and wonen, | am sick of |aundry, cooking,
children, and trees!"

Soneone shouted approval, and she smashed her fist on the
table. "Show nme steel. Show me arnor. Show nme a battle, and
somet hing worth fighting for, and never stand between me and
those things. |I love adventure. | lust for glory. | crave-"

"And you shall have it," Tunber slurred. "All of it and nore, in
nmy great person. Cone, queen of ny battles, and worship ny
greatness. Thrill to watch nmy adventures. Gory in my talents, ny
prowess, nmny-"

"My god." Heads turned; Elga was no soft speaker. "YOUR
battl es? YOUR greatness? YOUR adventure?" Tum ber al nost
cringed. "I'll have none of that. My battles, my conquest, MY wars.
Gve nme that!"

He gaped at her. She shoved hi m backward, hit his exposed jaw
with her left fist, and caught his sword as he sprawl ed. She waved
it above her head. "Now let all the world forget Elga the Washer
and beware Elga the Warrior. | |eave Sol ace, to seek the conbat,
the ad venture, and the glory | |ovel™

"You can't take my sword," Tunber said fromthe floor. "It's

There were tears in her eyes. Tika re-



my honor. It's ny only battle conpani on- before you, of course.
It's my LIVING' He wavered. "It's borrowed," he finished

m serably as he rose.

"Borrowed?" She hefted it, spun it with a supple wist, pointed
it at him

He put his arns up. "Well, yes. Froma knight in financial
straits. But | really have used it a little." He added desperately,
"Conme, love, and we'll seek glory together. Really, I'll let you use
it sone, if you'll just give it back-"

She pulled the sword away as he reached. "Borrowed, is it?

Now it's twice borrowed." She shouted, in a voice that nade the
tankards vibrate, "Of to fortune and glory!"™ A few | overs cheered
her between kisses. ik nmoved to block her exit, but El ga swing
the stolen sword nenacingly in the doorway. Oik ducked aside,

and she was gone.

Tumber the Mghty scuttled past ik, throwing coins at him
"For her drinks and mne. Really, | don't know what got into her
Wonderful girl, actually; she loved ny stories alnost as nuch as |
do. Wait, love!" he called down the stairs, and dashed out of sight,
knocking Oti k si deways.

Qik nearly backed into a raised arm a mddl e-aged, peasant
coupl e were waving arns at each other, their eyes |ocked. "D d
you or did you not look at her with pure desire, you great wobbl e-
cheeked fool ?" asked the woman.

"Anyone woul d," the man answered, |oud enough to be heard
several trees over. "Especially if he were married to a wetched
mass of gripes and dinples |ike you, cow. And you're one to talk,
aren't you-ogling that skinny little sly-1ooking travel er back-"
He turned to point at Reger, wavering when all he could see was
an occasional flailing fist or arm "Back there, sonmewhere.

Tranp. "

"Pig." They grabbed each other's throats and vani shed under the
tabl e.

Ti ka wat ched, hand to her mouth. Gunts and heavy breathing
energed fromunder the table. ik wondered, trotting past to the
next crisis, if the two were still fighting, or . . . ?

Ti ka rushed by him nearly spilling ale fromthe pitcher. Qik
grabbed her arm as she passed. "Did you give themfull-strength
al e?"

At first he thought he had grabbed her too hard,;

then he realized that her tears were frompanic. "I did. Strong as
can be, straight fromthe new kegs. But they all get worse, not
better. They're not even sleepy."

"Inpossible.” ik sniffed at the ale. So did Tika. "Then what's
happeni ng?" wondered Qi k.

Fromjust the sniffing, Tika's eyes were already bright and
restless. ik knew the answer al nost as soon as he had asked the
guesti on.

"Moonwi ck." OQik remenbered speaki ng of magic, and he
renenbered | eaving the kender alone with the alewort. "The
enpty purse he dropped.” A love potion! "If that damed t hief-
trickster ever returns-"

Just in time he saw the man with the eye-patch raise his
tankard, staring directly at Tika. Her eyes leveled in return. Qik
gave a start and shoved her hastily behind the bar, setting a barre
in her place. The man licked his lips and came forward, tankard in
hand. At the tinme, setting out the barrel seened a clever feint, but
it opened unforeseen floodgates. Despite Oik's protest-"1'm
sorry, there seenms to be something wong with the ale"-the
stranger nethodically rolled out every last cask. The Inn guests



cheered, looking up briefly fromtheir loving and fighting. And the
al e continued to pour.

After that, things became confused. The drovers had
started several snall fights, wandering off and | osing

i nterest between drinking rounds, then enbracing each

ot her passionately before starting up again. Patrig and
Loriel were dancing in the mddle of the room Patrig's

not her and father were kissing against the tree trunk. Hill ae
had di sappeared sonewhere, and Reger was ridi ng Farner

Mort horseback in circles around the room Their whoops

and cries were indistinguishable from whatever was goi ng

on over there, and there, in the shadows.

Tika said, "Can ale do all that?" She | ooked interest-ediy
at the nug on her tray. "Qik, what if [|-"

"No. "

"But it |ooks like so nuch-"

"No. It looks like too nuch, that's what it does."” Oik
pul l ed her away froma line of dancing old nen and wonen.

"But if Loriel can-"

"No, no, and no. You're not Loriel." Qik nmade a de-

cision. "Here's your cloak. War it. Here's mne; sleepinit.
Find a place, go, and don't cone back to the Inn tonight."
"But you can't manage w thout ne."

Qik gestured at the roomnow frenzied with activity. "I
can't manage WTH you. Go."

"But where will | sleep?”

"Anywhere. Qutside. Someplace safe. Go, child." He

cleared her way to the door, pulling her with one hand.

As she stepped into the night, she said in a hurt voice,

"But why?"

Qi k stopped dead. "Well, we'll talk about that later. Co,
child. I"'msorry."

He tried to kiss her good night. Tika, angry, ducked and
ran. "I want a place of ny owmn!" she cried. ik stared after

her, then closed the door and tried to get back to the fire.

The best he could do was edge to the bar. The dancers and

fighters had split into snmaller but nore boisterous groups, shouting
and singing to each other. ik, unable even to feed the fire,
wat ched hel pl essly as the bodi es becanme struggling sil houettes, the
si |l houettes coupl ed shadows, the shadows a noi sy dark. That ni ght
the inn was full of joyous and angry voices, but all he could see,
by a single candle held near the mrror, was his own face, alone.

The next norning Qi k stepped dazedly over broken mugs and
i ntertwi ned bodi es. Mst of the benches lay on their sides, one
conpletely turned over. It was like a battlefield, he thought, but for
the life of himhe couldn't tell who won. There were bodies on
bodi es, and clothing hung |ike banners over chairs, and out-flung
arms and wayward | egs sticking fromunder the few pieces of
upright furniture. Tankards lay on their sides everywhere, and
everywhere pieces of pottery rocked on the floor as people snored
or groaned.

The fire was nearly out. Not even during the worst nights of
Haggard Wnter had that happened. Oik put tinder on the | ast
enbers, blew theminto flane, added splinters, and laid the |egs of
a broken chair on.

He moved the skillet as quietly as possible, but inevitably the
eggs sizzled in the grease. Someone whinpered. Qik tactfully
pul l ed the pan fromthe fire.

Instead he tiptoed around, gathering dented tankards, pottery



shards, and a few stray knives and daggers. A haggard young
stranger grabbed his ankle and pl eaded for water. Wien Qik
returned, the man was asleep, his arm w apped protectively around
the raven-tressed Hillae. Instead of making himl ook protective, it
made hi m seem even younger. She smiled in her sleep and stroked
his hair.

The steps thudded too | oudly; someone was stanping up them

Qi k heard nore whinpers. The front door boomed agai nst the

wal I, and Tika, her hair pulled primy back, stepped through and
| ooked di sapprovingly at the debris and tangl ed bodies. "Shall we
cl ean up?" she said too |oudly.

Oik winced as the others cringed around her. "In a while.
Wul d you go fetch water? We'll need nore than the cistern holds,
I"'mafraid."

"I'f you really need it." She slamred the inn door. The thunp of
her tread down the stairs shook the floor

"Can't we kill her?" Reger the trader groaned. His right arm
was wrapped around both his ears, and his head was cradled on the
sleeping farner's chest. A few weak voi ces croaked
encour agenent .

"Even think that again,'’
pots together."

It was quiet after that.

Gradual |y the bodi es disentwi ned. A few rose, shakily. Hillae
approached the bar with dignity and passed sone coins. "Thank
you," she said quietly. "Not the evening |I'd planned, but interesting
enough, | suppose.”

"Not the evening |'d planned either,"’
all right then?"

"Tired." She pulled her hair back over her shoulders. "It's tinme |
was back hone. | have a bird, you know, and it needs feeding."

"Ch, a caged bird, then." Qik realized he wasn't at his sharpest.
" Songbi rd?"

"Lovebird. The nate is dead. You know, | really ought to set it
free." She sniled suddenly. "Good day." She bent quietly over,
ki ssed the cheek of her sleeping partner, and wal ked silently and
graceful ly out.

Ti ka struggl ed back in, knocking buckets against the
doorfrane. A few patrons flinched, but glared at ik through red-
ri mmed eyes and sai d not hi ng.

He took the water fromher. "Thank you. Now go tell M kel
Cl aynmaker that | need fifty nugs." He passed her a handful of
coins. "There's ny earnest for the order."

She stared at the nobney. ik was as casual with his coin today
as he was with his help. "Shouldn't | stay here?" she said | oudly.
"You'll need soneone to mop the floor-" She stanped on it to
shake the dust for enphasis.

""This is how you can best help me,’
puzzl ed, but nodded.

A body detached itself fromthe chair on which it had been
draped |li ke a honemade doll. "Tika-"

"Loriel?" Tika couldn't believe it. "Your hair |looks like a bird's
nest." She added, "Sea bird. Sloppy one."

"I't does?" Loriel put a hand up, then dropped it. "No matter
Ti ka, the nost exciting thing. Patrig told me |ast night that he |ikes
me. He said so again this norning."

"Patrig?" Tika | ooked around. A pair of famliar boots stuck out
fromunder the main table, toes spread. "Loriel, he spoke this
nor ni ng?"

"For a while. Then he fell back asleep." Her eyes shone. "He

Qik said quietly, "and I will bang two

Qik agreed. "WIIl you be

he said softly. She | ooked



sang so beautifully last night-"

"I remenber," Tika said flatly. She couldn't imagi ne anyone
admring his singing, and Loriel was nusical. "Walk with me, and
tell me about it."

They ran down the stairs together

After that, painfully, the patrons gathered their bel ongings-in
some cases their clothes-and paid up. Sone had to walk quite a
di stance to find everything. Purses and buskins and jerkins |ay
t hr oughout the room and knapsacks hung fromall points and
pegs- one, incredibly, froma | oose side-peg in a ceiling cross-
beam For a while ik watched, attenpting to prevent thievery.
Eventual | y he gave up

Reger the Trader slapped the bar with a snake-enbossed
foreign coin and said, "This will cover ny |odgings, and could
buy a marketing supply of that ale? In this weather it woul d keep
for the road-"

Qik bit the coin and rejected it, dropping it with a dull clank.
"Not for sale.”

"Ch. Yes, well-" Reger funbled for real money. "If you

change your mnd, 1'll be back. There." He counted the change,
then added a copper. "And give breakfast to ny friend there. He
may not feel too well." He gestured at Farmer Mort, who had a

huge | unp behind his right ear

"I see that. Good day, sir." Oik watched with approval as
Reger took the stairs lightly and quickly. On instinct, as when a
kender |eft, he checked the spoons. Some were m ssing.

Patrig woke healthy and whole, as the young will, and |eft
si ngi ng-badly. He asked after Loriel on his way out. Kugel the
El der and his wife tiptoed out bickering, hand in hand. They
turned in the door and frowned di sapprovingly at the other
coupl es.

The coupl e that had fought, or whatever, under the tables, |eft
separately. A man whom Qi k had barely noticed the night before
paid for a room"so that my friend can sleep if she w shes.”

When i k asked when his friend wi shed to wake up, he bl ushed

and said, "Oh, don't wake her. Not for half a day. Longer, in fact.'
Qi k noticed, as innkeepers will, the circular groove on the man's
third finger, where he usually wore a ring.

The rest were sitting up, |ooking around enbar-rassedly, testing
their heads and tongues. Qtik stepped to the center of the common
roomand said diffidently, "If the conpany believes it is ready for
breakfast-" he | ooked through the stained glass to the long-risen
sun-"or early lunch-" He nodded at the nmurmur of assent and
put the skillet of eggs back on the fire. At the kitchen door he
called to Riga the cook for potatoes, but not too |oudly.

By m d-nmonmi ng he had assessed the night's damage and its
profit. After re-hammering the tankards and replacing the nmugs, he
woul d still have the greatest profit he had ever nade from one
night, and not half the [ odgings paid up yet. He lifted the pile of
coins. It took two hands, and shone in the Ilight froma broken rose
wi ndowpane.

Al the same, when the man with the eye-patch croaked that he
wanted a farewell nmug "to guard against road dust," Oik laid
hands on the final keg and said firmy, "No, sir. I will never sel
this ale full strength again." He added, "You may have a mug of
t he regul ar stock."

The man grunted. "All right. Not that |I blame you. But it's a
shane and a crime, if you intend to water that batch. How can you
water ale and not kill the flavor?"

He drai ned the nug and staggered out. Oik marvel ed that such



a seasoned drinker didn't know the secret of watering ale. You
watered ale with ale, of course.

He | ooked back at his |ast cask of the only magical brew he had
ever made and, gods willing, the only batch he ever woul d nake.

He took his corkscrew in one hand and the pitcher in the other,
and he carried the funnel |ooped by the handl e over his belt. Each
cask, one by one, he un-stoppered, tapped a pint to make room
and poured in a pint of the new ale. It took nbst of the norning,
and alnost all of his last fresh cask.

When he finished at nidday, every last barrel was forty or fifty
parts ale to one part liquid | ove, and he had one-half pint of the
new ale left. He was sweating, and his biceps ached from draw ng
st oppers and poundi ng them back. He slunped on the stool back of
the bar and turned around to | ook at the casks.

The store-roomwas floor to ceiling with barrels. For as |long as
the barrels lasted, the Inn of the Last Home would hardly have a
fight, or a grudge, or a broken heart.

Qik smled, but he was too tired to maintain it. He w ped his
hands on the bar-rag and said hoarsely, "I could use a drink."

The last hal f-pint sat on the bar, droplets coursing down its
sides. Circular ripples pulsed across it as the wind moved the tree
branches bel ow the fl oor.

He could offer it to any woman in the world, and she woul d
| ove him He could have a goddess, or a young girl, or a plunp
hel pmate his own age who woul d steal the covers and tease him
about his weight and nmull cider for himon the cold late nights. Al
t hese years, and he had barely had tinme to feel |onely.

Al'l these years.

Qi k | ooked around the Inn of the Last Home. He had grown
up polishing this bar and scrubbing that uneven, age-snpothed
floor. Most of the folk here were friends, and strangers whom he
tried to nake wel come. He heard the echo of himself saying to
Tika, "In all the world no place el se can ever be hone for them"

He smiled around at the wood, at the stained glass, at the
friends he had, and at the friends he hadn't met yet. He raised his
gl ass. "Your health, l|adies and gentlenen."

He drank it in one pull.

Waywar d Chil dren
Ri chard A. Knaak

"Afool's errand, that's what this is!"

Though the words were little nore than a hiss, B rak heard
themall too well. He also agreed with them but it was not his

pl ace to say so-especially as he was captain of this patrol

O hers heard the conplaint as well. "If you cannot keep your
warriors in line, captain, | will be glad to do so for you!"

B'rak hissed angrily at the tall figure wapped in black cloth. If
there was one point on which B rak agreed with humans, it was
that magi c-users were not to be trusted, nuch less liked. But he

had no choi ce:

they were assigned to all patrols. He unfurled his wings to
enphasi ze his displeasure at having a nmage al ong on this scouting
mssion. Hs netallic silver skin glistened in the Iight as he pointed
a talon at the other.

"The Dragon Hi ghl ord commanded that you acconpany us,

Vergrim not that you lead us. | will deal with my nmen as | see fit."
Vergrim s answering smle made even draconi ans uneasy.

Nevert hel ess, he nodded acceptance of B rak's words and turned

his attention back to the w |l derness around them



They had been wandering for days anong the rich
woodl and just north of the New Sea. Their mission was to
assure headquarters that this region was enpty of resistance,
somet hing that even now nmade B rak question the
| eadership of the Dragon Hi ghlord. He and his nmen shoul d
be fighting for the glory of the Queen. O what use were his
tactical skills against a random el k, several birds, and trees
as far as the eye could see?

Sith, his lieutenant, tapped himon the shoul der and
pointed to the right. Reptilian eyes narrowed as the patro
captai n studied the woods. They wi dened equal |y as
qui ckly. Was that an upright figure he saw in the distance?
Eagerly, he studied it. That was no animal. An elf or, nore
likely, a human. Elves were generally nore difficult to
notice. Secretly, he would prefer a human. El ves were sly,
nore prone to use tricks than face a warrior one-on-one.

Humans knew how to fight. Wth humans, B rak could
general ly assure hinmself of an entertaining battle.

Sone of the warriors in back nuttered quietly, their
Wi ngs rustling. He waved themto silence, though he could
wel | understand their eagerness. This was the first sign of
activity they had cone across. B'rak fairly quivered with
excitement. Had the Highlord known nore than the orders
had stated? The captain glared at Vergrim but the
draconi an magi c-user's attention was focused conpletely on
t he shadowy figure nmoving through the trees. If the mage
knew sonet hi ng, he was hiding it well. That was not at al
like Vergrim

B'rak di spatched two of his best trackers to follow the
figure. The stranger might be just a single hunter, but the
captain would not take that chance. There m ght even be a
vill age up ahead, though how it could have escaped their
noti ce when they were searching earlier was beyond his
i magi nation

The wait for the trackers to return was long. It was not hel ped
by the constant nuttering that arose fromVergrims need to
menorize his spells. Mdre than one warrior was forced to stretch
stiffened wings. B rak tapped his sword inpatiently. The day
neared its finish

The trackers returned two hours later. They reported that the
figure had I ed them from one spot to another for no apparent
reason. Just when they were convinced that he knew of their
presence, the solitary traveler had stepped into the clearing around
a small village. The inhabitants of the village were elves.

B'rak was slightly di sappointed on hearing this, but he pushed
t he thought aside. Here, at |east, would be sone action. One of the
trackers handed hima map showi ng the |location of the village. It
was sone distance to the northeast. They would arrive just before
dar k.

Vergrimstudied the map with great interest, but uttered no
comment. B'rak ignored him this was a possible battle situation
and his authority was supreme in that respect. The magi c-user
coul d advi se, but nothing nore.

They noved cautiously through the woods in the genera
direction of the village. B rak sent nmen ahead in order to avoid an
anbush. As he wal ked, he noticed his head begi nning to throb. An
unusual occurrence, he was not subject to such weakness. For-
tunately, the pain was not severe enough to affect his judgment.

-They met no resistance whatsoever. This m ght have been virgin
forest, with the draconians the first intelligent Iife to pass through



it. Brak's warriors relaxed, their mnds turning to thoughts of

| ooting. The captain frowned; discipline was slipping. He avoi ded
| ooking at Vergrim know ng the other would be wearing that
nocki ng snil e.

The vill age, when they cane to it, was so small as to be al nost
unbel i evable. It couldn't house nore than a dozen fanilies. The
hones were sinple, nore |ike one m ght have expected humans to
[ive in than elves.

B'rak saw i medi ately that even with only twenty warriors and

the magi c-user, he could still have taken it easily. He spat on the
ground, the throbbing in his head increasing his anger tenfold. Too
si npl e.

Unrest was spreadi ng through his patrol. Even Sith, always
cal mand quiet, was shifting inpatiently. It Had been far too |ong
since any of them had seen action, and now it appeared that they
had been deprived of it once nore. B rak finally gave the signal
The patrol advanced into the clearing.

At first, they saw no one. Then, gradually, heads appeared in
wi ndows and doorways. Surprisingly, there were no | ooks of
anger, no shouts of hate. The el ves stepped out into the openings
and stared. Just stared. They seenmed to be waiting for sonething,

| ooki ng for soneone.

The draconi ans stopped abruptly, alarmed at the unusua

reaction of the elves. B rak turned to Vergrim

"Well? Are we in any threat of attack here?"

The hooded figure shook his head in distaste. "W have not hi ng
to fear fromthese weaklings! | read only the desire to help and
care for us. Pfah! Even their el-ven kin would be disgusted at such
tolerance as | feel."

Sith | eaned close. "Shall we destroy the village?"

B'rak waved himaway. "It is not worth the trouble now If this

is an exanple of what we can expect, the Highlord has little to fear
fromthis region." He studied the elves, frowned, and turned back
to his conpanions. "Were are their young? | see only adults-and
nost of those are silver-haired.”

One of the trackers came up and bowed before him "W

studied the village for a long tine before reporting back, captain.
Not once did we see any young."

The throbbing in B rak's head had becone little nmore than a

nui sance, but it was just enough to unleash his anger. He shouted
to the elves, "I want your |eaders here now |If they do not appear
my men will raze this village and kill everyone!"

The elves did not speak, but sone of them stepped aside,

opening a path for the ol dest elf any of the draconians had ever
seen. H's beard was a sparkling silver and came near to matching
his arms in length. He wore only a sinple cloth robe, apparently
the village's only formof clothing since the other elves were clad
inasimlar fashion. He carried a | ong wooden staff, which he al so
used as a crutch. As he neared the dra-conian | eader, his eyes
sparkl ed. The ancient male wore no sign of authority that B' rak
could identify, but the captain had no doubt whatever that this was
i ndeed the village el der.

Vergrim hissed. "Careful, B rak. He nay be a cleric. This

whol e village snells of a shrine or sonething. See how they al
dress, how they all act.”

"Do you detect any threat fromthis old one? Fromthe | ook of

t hi ngs, he can barely stand."

"No. As with the others, | detect only the wish to help.

Curious." The Bl ack Robe sounded al nost di sappoi nted, B rak

not ed.



The el der paused before the reptilian warriors. "I am Eliyah,
the Speaker for this village. W bid you wel come and offer you
our hunble hospitality."

The captain waved away the offer for the noment and went
i mediately to the point that concerned him "Were are your
young? Your children? | warn you, if they do not appear, | shal
give the order to have you all put to death."

El i yah sighed and a sadness seened to sweep over the entire
el ven popul ati on. B rak was taken aback by the intensity of the
enotion. Had sone plague struck down the young? Were he and
his patrol in danger? He quickly discarded the thought; no plague
he knew of woul d take the young and strong and | eave the old and
si ckly.

The el der waved a feeble hand at the group of elves that had
closed in behind him "These are all you will find here. Qur
chil dren have been turned from our ways and no | onger recognize
us. W pray they will return to us, but our hope grows faint."

Draconi ans are not known for their synpathy. B rak, however,
found it inpossible not to feel some of the hurt the elves bore.
Even Vergri m| ooked downcast for a nmonent.

The pain in the captain's head brought himback to reality. He
cursed harshly, clutching at his head. Eliyah touched his shoul der
in a gesture of concern. Sith cane to his commander's aid.

"Are you all right, captain?"

"My head pounds, that is all. W will stay here for the night.
Secure the area. Post a guard. Secure hostages."

There was a commotion at the back of the patrol. B rak
steadi ed hinmsel f but could not see what was happening. Vergrim
who stood taller, |ooked at the commotion and then canme up to
B' rak.

"One of your nmen appears to have col | apsed. Exhaustion
perhaps. | will see to him"

"Captain . . ."

B'rak turned once nore to the Speaker. "Wat is it, old one?"

"You and your conpani ons need food and rest. Cone. You have
nothing to fear fromus. My people will see to your nen. Food,
shel t er-what ever they w sh."

Sith junped on the last statenent. "A trick! They will poison
the food."

"Unlikely. W will take hostages if necessary. They will not
dare harmany of us if their kin are in danger. Any attenpt to do so
will be answered with the total destruction of this village." B rak
sunmoned two of his warriors. "You two will come with ne." To
the elf, he said, "I will accept your hospitality-by staying at your
hore. "

Sith opened his mouth to protest, but decided against it. He
nmerely glared at the elven Speaker and then stal ked off to do his
duty. Eliyah bowed respectfully and turned, his face having
reveal ed no aninosity toward his sudden houseguest. H s pace was
so slow that the captain had anple tinme to study the other villagers
as they wal ked al ong.

As a whole, they were a sorrowful people. B rak wondered
what coul d have brought elves to such a state. They did not seem
to fear draconians and were certainly not hostile to them There
were no signs of plague or destruction. The entire place was an
eni gnma. What had really happened to their children? He chuckl ed.
Bor edom per haps.

The dwel lings of the elves proved to be even nore dismal up
close. All were constructed fromwood and generally consisted of
one room Wth that in mnd, the home of the Speaker appeared



conparatively luxurious. It rested agai nst one side of an enornous
tree and was no nore than a few yards fromthe main village. Like
the others, it was of wood, but |arge enough to house the entire
popul ati on. B rak suspected the structure doubled as a neeting
house and contenpl ated future uses for it.

An elven wonman with long, flow ng tresses of silver nmixed with
fl akes of gold greeted themat the entrance. Though obviously ol d,
she was still a handsone woman. B rak, though, could not think of
her as anythi ng but someone's grandnot her.

"My greetings to our guests."

El i yah hugged her briefly and then turned back to the draconian
conmander. "This is ny mate, Aurilla Starleaf. She will prepare
food for you while I show your men where they may rest. |s that
accept abl e?"

B'rak blinked. Acceptable? The question nade himsmile. He
was beginning to like these people and their ways. Wth a flourish
t hat woul d have done the Hi ghlord justice, B rak gave his
approval . The Speaker left and his mate entered the buil ding. The
captain hesitated before follow ng her and turned to the guards.

"See that | am not disturbed. Keep an eye on those two old
ones, too. Sith will see to it that you are relieved. Until then, |
expect you to be on your guard."

They sal uted. B'rak nodded, turned, and sauntered inside,
feeling every inch the conqueror

If the outside appearance of the dwelling hinted sinplicity, the
inside stated it quite bluntly. There were few pieces of furniture,
save a table and two chairs. Fromthe pillows and bl ankets
scattered around, B rak guessed that the elves here had little use
for such things.

The female called Aurilla stepped into the room a hot bow in
her tiny hands. She gestured to the table. "Please sit. | have nmade
you sone broth. | amsure you will find it to your liking."

B' rak purposely displayed | ong rows of sharp teeth designed for
tearing. He much preferred meat to plants and broths. Fresh neat,
especially. The elf was unaffected by his act. She smiled and
pl aced the broth on the table. The draconian sniffed. It did smell
good. There was neat in it, too, judging by the aroma. He nmade
his way to the table and sat down in one of the chairs.

The bow was small, allowing himto swallow the contents in
three gul ps. He | ooked up, tongue clearing away the | ast vestiges
of the broth. Aurilla was already there, a second bow in her hands.
B'rak grunted his satisfaction, and she sniled |ike a nother who
had just been conplinmented by her favorite child. The draconian
could not help chuckling at the odd picture that presented.

He took longer with the second bow . H s headache was
naggi ng. Sl eep was now beconi ng an urgent need. He grew
i npatient for the Speaker's return. One taloned hand gripped the
now enpty bow and crushed it. As if on cue, the ancient elf
ret ur ned.

"I have prepared sleeping quarters for you with your nen. O
you may stay here if you wish."

"I will stay here. My second and the nage will be allowed in
here as well. My warriors will be satisfied with whatever they can
find." Such are the privileges of rank, the captain added nentally.

There was suddenly a commotion at the entrance. B rak
heari ng draconi an voices raised in anger, pulled out his sword. A
trap! I've been a fool! They've led ne on a | eash! He rushed
t hrough the doorway.

Vergrimwas there, |ooking very sinister and very upset. The two



guards bl ocked his path. B rak cursed;

he had not nmeant they should prevent the magic-user from
entering. No doubt the only thing holding Vergrimback from
retaliating was the fact that he believed they were only foll ow ng
their | eader's orders. The patrol |eader sheathed his weapon and
stepped forward to try and rectify the situation.

"Hold, all of you! Wat is it, Vergrin? Wiy do you disturb

ne?"

The Bl ack Robe straightened his hood and glared at the two

guards. "If | may be permitted to speak with you in private?"
B'rak waved the two aside. "Cone inside."

"I will not goin there. It is tainted by the weak creatures who
liveinit."

"Il remenber that when I'msleeping in there. Wiat is it you
want ?"

"I said | would speak with you in private. Send these away."

The captain stretched his wings. "You try ny patience,

Vergrim Very well. You two, seek out Sith. Tell himyou are to
be fed. Return here immediately after, however."

The guards responded eagerly. B rak turned his attention once
nore to the nmage. Vergrimstared past the patrol |eader and
frowned. B rak tw sted around and di scovered both the Speaker
and his mate standing in the entranceway. Both wore | ooks of
concern.

"Await ne inside. Go!"

They reluctantly stepped back inside the dwelling. B rak
focused on Vergrimand prayed that this time he woul d hear what
t he magi c-user was so distraught about. Each del ay was costing
hi m sl eep. To make matters worse, his head was now buzzing
wor se than before.

"You have three mnutes. Speak!"

"I have inspected the warrior who collapsed. H's nane is
Ssira.”

"I know him Quiet but deadly. Go on."

"He is not suffering fromfatigue. He conpl ai ns of headaches
and di zziness, but it is not due to a lack of rest. | cannot say for
sure, but | believe he may be suffering fromsone di sease."

The captain folded his arns. "You believe it has sonmething to
do with the villagers."

"Look for yourself. \Where are all the young? The strong? It
woul d expl ai n nuch. "

B'rak | aughed harshly. "It explains nothing. | have already
t hought of that. \Wat disease, pray tell, kills the young and strong
whil e all owi ng one such as the Speaker to go untouched? Sickness
is nothing newto ne. If you cannot care for S'sira, it shall be in the
Queen' s hands. "

"You are a fool. Like all warriors. Your own life may be in
danger. "

"Have a care, mage!" B rak hissed. Vergrimturned away, thus
endi ng any further conversation. The patrol |eader clutched his
head; the buzzing was now at a level where it hurt to think. He
stal ked back into the Speaker's home and shouted for the elf.

Eliyah was already there, a silent spectre. B rak, already in a
foul nmood, cursed at him The elder smiled sympathetically and
asked if he wished to rest now. The draconian nuttered an
affirmative.

The sl eeping roomproved to be as drab as the rest of the
speakers hovel, though it mattered little to B rak at this point. He
only wanted to lie down and forget the buzzing in his head. He
wanted to forget Black Robes and struggles for domi nation. Wen



Eliyah finally stopped before a pile of pillows and bl ankets, the
captain virtually flung hinself to the ground. It was not the npst
confortable position for one of his kind, with his w ngs al
crunched up, but he was beyond caring about such trivial things.
The Speaker made to | eave, but the draconi an sunmoned hi m

back.

"See to it that | rest peacefully, elf. No one, especially the
Bl ack Robe, is to disturb my slunber."

Eli yah | ooked down at himw th great seriousness. "You shal

not be disturbed, nmy son. W shall see to that."

B'rak smled and drifted off, oddly assured by the statenent.

Soaring like a bird. High in the heavens. Below him sonme of
the creatures cursed to a life on one level trudged along their
dreary way. He swooped down on them frightening the lot. They
scattered hither and yonder, calling out his nanme in terror

He had not nmeant to frighten them Not really. They were an
i nteresting group, these small creatures. Dwarves, nost l|ikely. He
| anded gracefully and called to them telling themthat he neant no
harm was only trying to have a little fun

It took nmuch coaxing to get themto cone out of their hiding
pl aces. Wen they did, it was carefully and in small groups of two
and three. He snmiled in order to reassure them They sniled back

When they were close, he let |oose the flane.

They shrieked and ran. He could not tell if he had burned any
of them Truly, he had only nmeant to play with them He was
horrified at hinself. Wth a terrible cry, he shot into the heavens.
The cl ouds were not high enough for him He flew up and up
seeking the stars and the powers behind them H s cry ripped
through the fabric of reality, touching the ears of the gods
t hensel ves.

They were there. Opposites. The Queen of Darkness and the
brilliant figure clad in platinumarnor. Both reached for him He
heard the countl ess voices crying to him calling to himas a parent
calls for a child who is lost. Alnost he cane to them

The light frightened him though. It wanted to twi st him nake
hi m ot her than he was. B rak turned and fled, flying to the safety
and security of the Queen of Darkness. She wel coned hi m back

Al'l turned to black. The voices wailed at the | oss and then faded
away.

B'rak woke with a start. He hissed loudly in the darkness,
having taken it for part of his dream Someone stirred nearby. The
draconi an sniffed. Sith. No one else. Vergrimhad apparently
deci ded to seek rest el sewhere.

Sith hissed in his sleep, apparently the victimof dreans not to
his liking. B rak stood up, his eyes now accustoned to the |ack of
light, and rubbed his head. The buzzing was still there, but at a
| evel barely noticeable. The nightmare was all but forgotten now
the feeling of unease was not. B rak flexed his wi ngs in thought
and then suddenly departed the | odge.

He made his way quietly past the sleeping elves in the other
room and stepped outside. The sun was not yet up. The captain
hissed to hinself. He turned to one of the two guards at the
entrance and kicked him The figure cursed and clutched its |eg.
B'rak tittered a quiet but direct order-along with the
consequences of sl ow obedi ence. The warrior quickly stood at
attention.

B'rak breathed into his face. "Seek out the trackers and have
themreport to ne. Now "



The soldier scurried away. B rak switched to the remaining

guard, who now stood poised and ready for battle. The draconi an
conmander noved so that he stood eye-to-eye with the other

"Where is the Black Robe? Have you seen himor were you

asl eep all night?"

"He is with the stricken one, captain-S sira."

"Where woul d that be?"

The voice floated through the waning night. "There is no need
to look for ne, captain. | amhere."

B'rak whirled. Even in the darkness, he coul d nake out the
burni ng eyes of Vergrim The nagic-user was buried deep within
the bl ack cl oak which seened al nost an extension of his own
form The mage | ooked grim

"It is odd that you should come seeking nme, captain. | was just
on nmy way to speak with you. Interesting, don't you think? Tel

me, is your headache better?"

"Why do you ask?"

"I shall tell you when you have answered nmy question. |Is your
headache better?"

"Yes. It only buzzes slightly now. | found it difficult to sleep."
The hood bobbed up and down as Vergri m nodded. "I
suspected as nmuch. You might be interested to know that a nunber
of the nen have al so conpl ai ned of headaches and buzzing. S sira
is apparently the only one to have been stricken badly. He babbles
like a madman and his formis contorted frompain."

The first rays of light broke through the darkness. B rak bared
his teeth. "He wasn't that sick before. Wen did this start?"
"Soon after the patrol settled down. Mst of those touched
were asleep. Shortly after waking, they grew better."

At that noment, the other guard returned with the trackers.
They saluted. B rak ignored themat first, his thoughts on a
hundred possibilities. At last, he cane to a decision. He turned to
t he newcormers.

"Did you survey the surrounding forest?"

The two trackers | ooked at one another. B rak's eyes narrowed.
"That is standard procedure, is it not?"

The senior of the two spoke. "Captain, we did survey the
forest. It is just that we found nothing to report. You saw the map.
Not hi ng but trees and grass for mles."

The patrol |eader nodded. "I see. Very well, you are dismssed.”
The trackers departed with great haste. B rak | ooked at the

Bl ack Robe. "You detect nothing fromthese el ves?"

"Only the sane as before-the desire to help and care for us. |
have not really paid nuch nore attention to them They are worth

I ess than gully dwarves. At |east those creatures know no better
These elves are purely pathetic."

"Then, what do you believe the cause of this-this illness to

be?"

"I know not. | felt it necessary to report my feelings and

possi bly warn you."

B'rak grunted. "Consider me warned."

Vergrimhissed. "I shall see what else | can do for your man. |
fear it will not be enough, though."

"May we be of service?"

The el ven Speaker and his mate stood behind them The

captain had no idea how | ong they had been there, but he was

pl eased to see that the Bl ack Robe was just as startled. He | ooked
fromone elf to the other. "How can you hel p?"

"Qur know edge covers a span of countless generations. It may

be that there is sonmething in it that relates to your ill warrior. W



only wish to help."

B'rak eyed them skeptically. "Vergrin®"

The mage's voice was barely audible. "I still sense nothing but
worry and care for us. | do not understand it, but it is there. They
may be of some use. | shall, however, trust themonly so far."

"Shall | dispatch a guard to assist you?"

Vergrimscoffed. "I think | can safely handle two aged el ves."

The draconi an commander nodded. To the elves he replied, "Very
well. Go with the magi c-user. Be warned-he shall watch your
every nmove! If ny warrior dies, you two will followinmediately."

"W understand, captain. W will do what we can."

Vergrim hissed and notioned themto follow him They did so,
mai nt ai ni ng a respectabl e di stance fromthe magi c-user. B' rak
wat ched them depart and rubbed a | eathery hand across his chin.

"Sith!"

H s second, |ooking hal f-dead, stunbled out of the Speaker's
dwel l i ng. The captain allowed hima nonment to organi ze hinsel f.

" Capt ai n?"

"You are in charge for now Organize the patrol for action.
shall return shortly."

"Yes, captain.”

B'rak adjusted his sword belt and set out toward the forest
hi nsel f. Now and then, he would pass one of the elves. Al refused
to neet his gaze. He hissed softly; there was a difference in their
attitude. What it was he could not place. He only knew there was a
di fference. The sadness was there, but sonething had changed.

He wal ked for sone tine. The woods replaced the vill age.
Eventual | y he paused at what he estimated to be a fair distance
fromthe comunity. The land was hilly; another two hours woul d
bring himto one of the | esser nmountain ranges in this region. The
hills, though, would serve his purpose.

He chose the tallest, nmpost jagged of the hills. One side ended in
a sheer cliff. The slight breeze tenpted him Though his w ngs
were of little use for actual flight, he could easily glide sone
di stance. That, however, was not his purpose for being here.

As he had surmised, the hill gave him an excellent view of the
surroundi ng | andscape, including the village. Far to the sout hwest
| ay what | ooked |ike the edge of the New Sea. On either side, vast
mount ai ns thrust up fromthe earth, like great walls protecting the
region. The flatter lands consisted only of forest. Virgin forest.
Massi ve trees and lush fields.

Hi s suspicions confirned, B rak nade his way swiftly down the
hill. He prayed Sith had obeyed his instructions and nobilized the
patrol. There was still a chance for victory if he had done so. At
the very | east, the draconi ans woul d not be unprepared when the
el ves made their nove.

A trap. Even elves left signs of their existence other than a
single, tiny village. B rak knew of the el aborate dwellings forned
fromnature, knew of the cities created by the artistic race. A
popul ati on, though, nust eat, and B rak, a veteran of nany battles,
knew t hat even the elves cultivated food and traded with their own
kind. Eliyah and his people, though, had no fields, no groves of
fruit-bearing trees, no cities coexisting with nature.

In short, the village existed only for the patrol's benefit. A lure.
Sonehow, they had known his patrol would be coming. After that,
it was a matter of waiting.

The draconi an cursed his blindness. Sorcery had to be invol ved.
Such col ossal errors in judgnent were not possible, at |east not by
a veteran such as hinself. Even Vergrimhad fallen prey to it.
Vergrimwith his power, his spells, his ability to read what others



felt. Al the Black Robe had found was the desire to help.

That was the piece of the puzzle still hidden. They coul d have
killed him several times over. He had certainly been carel ess
enough, pretending to be the mighty conqueror of a handful of
peaceful elves. They could have killed himin his sleep

They had done not hi ng.

He reached the outskirts of the village, half-expecting battle. The
el ves were nowhere to be seen. Neither was Vergrim But Sith and
the patrol were awaiting him H s second-in-comuand junped to
attention.

"Your orders, captain?"

B'rak surveyed the village, the trap, and hissed, "I want this
village burned to the ground! | want the elves slaughtered, their
bodi es burned! Start with the hostages! The responsibility is yours.
Be prepared for battle! This is a trap! | nust seek the Bl ack Robe

out before it is too late!"

Sith grinned as the captain hurried by. Hs teeth glittered in the
sun as he barked out orders. Here, at last, was what he had been
waiting for. Here was action. He pulled a burning stick out of a
fire some of the warriors had built earlier. Ohers followed his
exanpl e.

It was then a race to see who would be the one to start the
i nferno.

B'rak was nearly spent by the tine he reached the dwelling
where the elves had housed the stricken warrior. It was apart from
the rest of the village. Behind him the shrieks of his warriors
could be heard. He hoped they woul d not accidentally burn down
the forest in their enthusiasm At least, not until the patrol was
well on its way.

He was met by Vergrimat the entrance to the hut. The Bl ack
Robe, |ooking drawn, eyed himin a peculiar nmanner

"\What have you done, B'rak?"

"This is a trap, mage! Just as you originally believed' A very
subtle trap!"

The Bl ack Robe continued to stare at him "Wat have you
done?"

"My patrol is even now burning this village to the ground! | have
ordered these elves to be slaughtered before their kinsmen can
arrive! They are crafty, Ver grim Crafty enough to fool the senses
of a magi c-user!"”

The ot her draconi an nodded slowWy. "True. It was all for
not hi ng, though. The plan failed. Nothing could be done. The
Queen's spell was stronger than we had inagined."

B'rak hissed angrily. "We? \Wat spell? What are you tal king
about? Where is the elf and his mate? Wiat have they done to you,
mage? You're acting even stranger than usual!"

Vergrimnoved to one side of the entrance. "You had best see
for yourself, captain.”

Pushi ng the mage aside, B rak burst into the hut. The darkness
of the interior prevented himfrom seeing anything at first and he
wonder ed why there were no wi ndows. Wthin moments, though
his eyes had adjusted conpletely.

The draconi an backed up a step in horror, every oath to the
Queen of Darkness escaping fromhis nouth as he sought to avoid
| ooking at the thing on the blanket. It was S sira-and it was not.
The form changed constantly, as if two forces sought dom nation
and coul d not successfully defeat one another, the conmander
t hought .

Di sgusted, he pulled the sword fromits sheath and forced



hinself to stand over the shifting nass. One stroke cut off what
shoul d have been the head. B rak picked up a |large piece of cloth,
intending to use it to clean his weapon. The cloth turned out to be
part of a dark robe which had once bel onged to Vergrim The

magi c-user's charred body lay crunpled in a corner

"The Queen's hold is too great." The voice was that of the mage,
but the formwas that of an elf. Looking at himclosely, feeling an
unreasonabl e fear creep over himB rak saw that it was Eliyah
and yet it wasn't Eliyah. "We should have never believed she
woul d honor an agreenent.”

"Some of us refused to believe there was no hope,"” the elf
continued. "Wt were determined to bring back our children. If the
Queen could turn theminto hateful nonstrosities, we could turn
t hem back. "

The draconi an captain stepped forward. "You are ny prisoner

old one! | have uncovered your trap! Even now, ny nen are
sl aughtering your people and burning this nockery of a village."
El i yah shook his head sadly. "I had hopes for you, especially. |

knew you for mine when | saw you. The sane deternination, the
same strength. The dream al nost caught you. Just as it al nost
caught the other one." One hand pointed to the still formon the
bl anket. In the dimlight, the elf's hand | ooked al npst | eathery.

Eliyah went on. "There was little tinme to prepare an actua
village. Magic did what was necessary, causing you to accept what
shoul d not have been acceptable. It was not enough, though. Only
one of you truly responded to our spell, despite its intensity. He
woul d not have survived the transformation, however, and was
therefore better dead-though | could not bring nyself to do it,
havi ng come so close to success."

"What transformation?" B rak backed away. The elf did not act
like a prisoner, and his appearance had taken on an odd aspect.
The face was broadeni ng, becom ng nore reptilian

"You were the next generation. Qur pride and joy. Qur dear
children. Long ago, while we slept, the Queen and her evil dragons
stol e our eggs and held them hostage, forcing us to swear an oath
that we would not interfere in her w cked designs to conquer the
worl d. She pronised to | eave the eggs unharned, but she lied.
Using her dark arts, she perverted theminto creatures such as you.
I tell you this, my son, so you know that we do what we now do
out of love for what you should have been-if not for the fou
Queen. "

Wngs spread. Al vestiges of elf nelted away into a towering
formof brilliant silver. The draconian fell backward, one hand
brandi shing the sword in a feeble attenpt to defend hinself. The
wal I's of the hut, no longer able to hold in the expanding form
burst apart like parchment. B rak was forced to dodge parts of the
r oof .

The massive head stared down. A sigh escaped the great jaws.

"Forgive us, your parents, for failing you."

Everything was fire.

The fire was contained in the village. They nade sure of that.
Not one draconian escaped. Their very act of attenpting to burn
the village had assured their presence when the nonent cane.

For three days, the parents nourned the | oss. Three days of
sorrow, of singing to those tw sted by the Queen. Wen that was
done, the dragons-sone silver, sonme gold, some speckled with
each-flew off to join their kin in the terrible war.

Behi nd them they left only ashes.



The Test of the Twi ns
Mar garet Wi s

The magi cian and his brother rode through the msts toward the secret
pl ace.

"W shoul dn't have cone," Caranon nuttered. H s |arge,
strong hand was on the hilt of his great sword, and his eyes
searched every shadow. "I have been in nmany dangerous pl aces,
but nothing to equal this!"

Rai stlin glanced around. He noticed dark, tw sted shadows and
heard strange sounds.

"They will not bother us, brother," he said gently. "W have
been invited. They are guardi ans who keep out the unwanted." He
di d, however, draw his red robes closer around his thin body and
nove to ride nearer Caranon.

"Mages invited us ... | don't trust 'em" Caranon scow ed.

Rai stlin glanced at him "Does that include nme, dear brother?"
he asked softly.

Caranon did not reply.

Al t hough twins, the two brothers could not have been nore
different. Raistlin, frail and sickly magician and schol ar, pondered
this difference frequently. They were one whole man split in two:
Caranon the body, Raistlin the m nd. As such, the two needed and
depended on each other far nore than other brothers. But, in sone
ways, it was an unwhol esone dependence, for it was as if each
was i nconplete without the other. At least, this was how it seened
to Raistlin. He bitterly resented whatever gods had pl ayed such a
trick that cursed himwith a weak body when he | onged for
mastery over others. He was thankful that, at |east, he had been
granted the skills of a magician. It gave himthe power he craved.
These skills al nost nade himthe equal of his brother

Car anon-strong and muscul ar, a born fighter- always
| aughed heartily whenever Raistlin discussed their differences.
Caranon enjoyed being his "little" brother's protector. But,
al t hough he was very fond of Raistlin, Caranon pitied his weaker
twin. Unfortunately, Caranon had a tendency to express his broth-
erly concern in unthoughtful ways. He often let his pity show, not
realizing it was like a knife twisting in his brother's soul

Caranon adnired his brother's skill as a magician as one
admres a festival juggler. He did not treat it seriously or
respectfully. Caranon had net neither man nor nonster that could
not be handl ed by the sword. Therefore, he could not understand
this dangerous trip his brother was undertaking for the sake of his
magi c.

"It's all parlor tricks, Raist," Caranmpon protested. "Riding into
that forsaken land is nothing to risk our lives over."

Rai stlin replied gently-he always spoke gently to Caranon-
that he was determined on this course of action for reasons of his
own and that Cannon could cone if he so chose. O course,

Caranon went. The two had rarely been separated from one
anot her since birth.

The journey was |ong and hazardous. Carnen's sword was
frequently drawn. Raistlin felt his strength ebbing. They were near
the end now. Raistlin rode in silence, oppressed with the doubt and
fear that shrouded himas it had when he first decided on this
course of action. Perhaps Caranon was right, perhaps he was
risking their lives needl essly.

It had been three nonths ago when the Head of the Order
arrived at his master's home. Par-Salian had invited Raistlin to



visit with himas he dined-nuch to the master's surprise

"When do you take the Test, Raistlin?" the old man asked the
young conj urer.

"Test?" Raistlin repeated, startled. No need to ask which
Test-there was only one.

"He is not ready, Par-Salian," his master protested. "He is
young-only twenty-one! H s spellbook is far from conplete-"

"Yes," Par-Salian interrupted, his eyes narrow ng. "But you
beli eve you are ready, don't you, Raistlin?"

Rai stlin had kept his eyes lowered, in the proper show of
hum lity, his hood drawn over his face. Suddenly, he threw back
his hood and lifted his head, staring directly, proudly, at Par-
Salian. "I amready. Geat One," Raistlin spoke coolly.

Par - Sal i an nodded, his eyes glittering. "Begin your journey in
three nonths' tinme," the old man said, then went back to eating his
fish.

Rai stlin's master gave hima furious glance, rebuking himfor
hi s i npudence. Par-Salian did not |ook at himagain. The young
conjurer bowed and left w thout a word.

The servant et himout; however, Raistlin slipped back through
t he unl ocked door, cast a sleep spell upon the servant, and stood,
hi dden in the alcove, listening to the conversation between his
master and Par- Sal i an.

"The Order has never tested one so young," the master said.
"And you chose him O all my pupils, he is the nmost unworthy. |
simply do not understand."

"You don't like him do you?" Par-Salian asked mldly.

"No one does," the master snapped. "There is no conpassion in
him no humanity. He is greedy and grasping, difficult to trust. D d
you know that his nicknane anmong the other students is the Sy
One? He absorbs from everyone's soul and gives back nothing of
his own. Hi s eyes are mrrors; they reflect all he sees in cold,
brittle terns."

"He is highly intelligent," Par-Salian suggested.

"Ch, there's no denying that." The master sniffed. "He is ny
best pupil. And he has a natural affinity for magic. Not one of
those surface users."

"Yes," Par-Salian agreed. "Raistlin's magic springs from deep
within. "

"But it springs froma dark well,"” the master said, shaking his
head. "Sometines | |ook at himand shudder, seeing the Bl ack
Robes fall upon him That will be his destiny, | fear."

"I think not," Par-Salian said thoughtfully. "There is nore to
hi mthan you see, though | admt he keeps it well hidden. Mre to
hi mthan he knows hinmself, I'll wager."

"Mmmm " the nmaster sounded very dubi ous.

Raistlin smiled to hinself, a twisted smle. It cane as no
surprise to learn his master's true feelings. Raistlin sneered. Wo
cares? he thought bitterly. As for Par-Salian-Raistlin shrugged it
of f.

"What of his brother?" Par-Salian asked.

Rai stlin, his ear pressed against the door, frowned.

"Ah!" The master becanme effusive. "N ght and day. Caranon is
handsome, honorable, trusting, everyone's friend. Theirs is a
strange rel ationship. | have seen Raistlin watch Caramon with a
fierce, burning love in his eyes. And the next instant, | have seen
such hatred and jealousy |I think the young man could nmurder his
twin without giving it a second thought." He coughed,
apol ogetically. "Let nme send you Al genon, G eat One. He is not as
intelligent as Raistlin, but his heart is true and good."



"Al genon is TOO good," Par-Salian snorted. "He has never

known torment or suffering or evil. Set himin a cold, biting wi nd
and he will wither like a maiden's first rose. But Raistlin-well,
one who constantly battles evil within will not be overly di smayed

by evil without."
Rai stlin heard chairs scrape. Par-Salian stood up

"Let's not argue. | was given a choice to nake and | have nmade
it," Par-Salian said.

"Forgive me. Great One, | did not nean to be contradictory,"
the master said stiffly, hurt.

Rai stlin heard Par-Salian sigh wearily. "I should be the one to

apol ogi ze, old friend," he said. "Forgive ne. There is trouble
com ng upon us that the world may not survive. This choice has
been a heavy burden upon nme. As you know, the Test may well

prove fatal to the young man."

"It has killed others nmore worthy," the master nurnured.

Their conversation turned to other matters, so Raistlin crept
away.

The young mage consi dered Par-Salian's words many tines

during the weeks that followed while he prepared for his journey.
Sonetimes he would hug hinmself with pride at bei ng chosen by
the G eat One to take the Test-the greatest honor conferred on a
magi ci an. But, at night, the words nay WELL PROVE FATAL

haunt ed his dreans.

He thought, as he drew nearer and nearer the Towers, about
t hose who had not survived. Their bel ongi ngs had been returned to
their famlies, without a single word (other than Par-Salian's
regrets). For this reason, many nagicians did not take the Test.
After all, it gave no additional power. It added no spells to the
spel | book. One could practice magic quite well without it, and
many did so. But they were not considered "true" mmgic-users by
their peers, and they knew it. The Test gave a nage an aura that
surrounded him When entering the presence of others, this aura
was deeply felt by all and, therefore, conmanded respect.

Rai stlin hungered for that respect. But did he hunger for it
enough to be willing to die trying to obtain it?

"There it is!" Caranon interrupted his thoughts, reining his
horse in sharply.

"The fabled Towers of Hi gh Sorcery," Raistlin said, staring in
ave.

The three tall stone towers resenbl ed skeletal fingers, claw ng
out of the grave.

"We could turn back now," Caranon croaked, his voice

br eaki ng.

Raistlin | ooked at his brother in astonishnent. For the first tine
since he could renmenber, Raistlin saw fear in Caranon. The
young conjurer felt an unusual sensation-a warnth spread over
him He reached out and put a steady hand on his brother's
trenbling arm "Do not be afraid, Caranon," Raistlin said, "I am
with you."

Caranon | ooked at Raistlin, then | aughed nervously to hinself.
He urged his horse forward.

The two entered the Towers. Vast stone walls and darkness
swal | owed them up, then they heard the voice: "Approach."

The two wal ked ahead. Raistlin wal ked steadfastly, but

Caranon moved warily, his hand on the hilt of his sword. They
cane to stand before a withered figure sitting in the center of a
cold, enpty chanber.

"Wl come, Raistlin," Par-Salian said. "Do you consi der
yoursel f prepared to undergo your final Test?"



"l do, Par-Salian, Geatest of ThemAlIl."

Par - Sal i an studi ed the young nan before him The conjurer's
pal e, thin cheeks were stained with a faint flush, as though fever
burned in his blood. "W accompani es you?" Par-Salian asked.

"My twin brother, Caranon, Great Mage." Raist-lin's mouth
twisted into a snarl. "As you see. Geat One, | amno fighter. M
brot her cane to protect ne."

Par - Salian stared at the brothers, reflecting on the odd hunor
of the gods. TWNS! TH S CARAMON | S HUGE. SI X FEET
TALL, HE MUST WEI GH OVER TWD HUNDRED POUNDS. HI S
FACE- A FACE OF SM LES AND BO STEROUS LAUGHTER
THE EYES ARE AS OPEN AS HI S HEART. POOR RAI STLI N

Par - Salian turned his gaze back to the young man whose red
robes hung fromthin, stooped shoulders. oviously weak, Raistlin
was the one who coul d never take what he wanted, so he had
| earned, |ong ago, that nagic could conpensate for his
deficiencies. Par-Salian | ooked into the eyes. No, they were not
mrrors as the master had said-not for those with the power to see
deeply. There was good inside the young man-an inner core of
strength that would enable his fragile body to endure nuch. But
now his soul was a cold, shapel ess mass, dark with pride, greed,
and sel fishness. Therefore , as a shapel ess mass of netal is
plunged into a white-hot fire and energes shining steel, so Par-
Salian intended to forge this conjurer

"Your brother cannot stay," the Mage adnoni shed softly.

"I amaware of that. Geat One," Raistlin replied, with a hint of

i mpati ence.

"He will be well cared for in your absence," Par-Salian
continued. "And of course, he will be allowed to carry home your
val uabl es shoul d the Test prove beyond your skill."

"Carry home . . . valuables . " Caronmon's face became grim

as he considered this statenent. Then it darkened as he understood
the full neaning of the Mage's words. "You nean-"

"Raistlin's voice cut in, sharp, edged. "He means, dear brother
that you will take home ny possessions in the event of ny death."

Par - Sal i an shrugged.

"Failure, invariably, proves fatal."

"Yes, you're right. |I forgot that death could be a result of this
ritual." Caranon's face crunped into winkles of fear. He laid his
hand on his brother's arm "I think you should forget this, Raist.

Let's go hone."

Raistlin twitched at his brother's touch, his thin body
shuddering. "Do | counsel you to refuse battle?" he flared. Then
controlling his anger, he continued nmore calmy. "This is ny

battle, Caranon. Do not worry. | will not fail."
Caranon pl eaded. "Please, Raist . . . |'msupposed to take care
of you-"

"Leave ne!" Raistlin's control cracked, splintered, woundi ng
hi s brother.

Caranon fell backward. "All right," he numbled. "I'11. . . 1"l
nmeet you . . . outside." He flashed the Mage a threatening glance.
Then he turned and wal ked out of the chamber, his huge
batt!l esword cl anki ng agai nst his thigh.

A door thudded, then there was silence.

"I apol ogize for nmy brother,” Raistlin said, his lips barely

novi ng.
"Do you?" Par-Salian asked. "Why?"
The young man scowl ed. "Because he always . . . Ch, can't we

just get on with this?" H's hands clenched beneath the sl eeves of
hi s robe.



"OfF course," the Mage replied, |eaning back in his chair.

Rai stlin stood straight, eyes open and unblinking. Then he drew in
a sharp breath.

The Mage nade a gesture. There was a sound, a shattering

crack. Quickly, the conjurer vanished.

A VO CE SPCKE FROM THE NETHER REG ONS.
"WHY MUST WE TEST TH S ONE SO SEVERELY?"

PAR- SALI AN'S TW STED HANDS CLASPED AND
UNCLASPED. "WHO QUESTI ONS THE GCDS?" HE
FROWNED. " THEY DEMANDED A SWORD. | FOUND ONE,
BUT HS METAL IS WHI TE HOT. HE MJST BE BEATEN
TEMPERED. . . MADE USEFUL."

"AND | F HE BREAKS?"

"THEN WVE W LL BURY THE PI ECES," MJRMJRED THE
MAGE.

Rai stlin dragged hinself away fromthe dead body of the dark
el f. Wunded and exhausted, he crawl ed into a shadowy corridor
and sl unped against a wall. Pain twisted him He clutched his
stomach and retched. Wen the convul sion subsi ded, he |lay back
on the stone floor and waited for death.

VWHY ARE THEY DO NG THIS TO ME? he wondered through a
dreany haze of pain. Only a young conjurer, he had been
subjected to trials devised by the nost renowned Mages-|iving
and dead. The fact that he nust pass these Tests was no | onger his
mai n t hought; survival, however, was. Each trial had wounded
him and his health had al ways been precarious. If he survived this
ordeal -and he doubted he woul d-he coul d i magi ne his body to
be like a shattered crystal, held together by the force of his own
will.

But then, of course, there was Caranon, who would care for
hi m as al ways.

HAI The t hought penetrated the haze, even made Raistlin | augh
harshly. No, death was preferable to a |life of dependence on his
brother. Raistlin lay back on the stone floor, wondering how nmuch
| onger they would let himsuffer

And a huge figure materialized out of the shadowy
dar kness of the corridor

THISISIT, Raistlin thought, My FINAL TEST. THE ONE
VWON' T SURVI VE.

He decided sinply not to fight, even though he had one spel
left. Maybe death woul d be quick and merciful

He lay on his back, staring at the dark shadow as it drew cl oser
and closer. It came to stand next to him He could sense its living
presence, hear its breathing. It bent over him Involuntarily, he
cl osed his eyes.

" Rai st ?"
He felt cold fingers touch his burning flesh
"Raist!" the voice sobbed. "In the nane of the gods, what have

t hey done to you?"

"Caramon," Raistlin spoke, but he couldn't hear his own voice.
H s throat was raw from coughi ng.

"I"mtaking you out of here,"” his brother announced firmy.

Raistlin felt strong arms slip under his body. He snelled the
famliar snell of sweat and |eather, heard the fam|ar sound of
arnor creak and broadsword cl ank

"No!" Raistlin pushed against his brother's massive chest with a
frail, fragile hand. "Leave ne, Caranon! My tests are not

conpl ete! Leave nme!" His voice was an inaudi bl e croak, then he



gagged violently.

Caranon lifted himeasily, cradled himin his arms. "Nothing is
worth this. Rest easy, Raist." The big man choked. As they wal ked
under a flickering torch, Raistlin could see tears on his brothers
cheeks. He nade one last effort.

"They won't allow us to go, Caramon!" He raised his head,
gasping for breath. "You're only putting yourself in danger!"

"Let them cone," Caranpn said grimy, walking with firm
steps down the dimy lit corridor

Rai stlin sank back, helpless, his head resting on Caranon's
shoul der. He felt conforted by his brother's strength, though he
cursed himinwardly.

YOU FOOL! Raistlin closed his eyes wearily. YOU GREAT,

STUBBORN FOOL! NOWWE LL BOTH DIE. AND, OF
COURSE, YOU WLL D E PROTECTI NG ME. EVEN | N DEATH
' LL BE | NDEBTED TO YQU!

“"Ah . . "

Rai stlin heard and felt the sharp intake of breath into his
brother's body. Caranon's wal k had slowed. Raistlin raised his
head and peered ahead.

"A waith," he breathed.

"Mmm . . ." Caranon runbled deeply in his chest-his
battle-cry.

"My magic can destroy it," Raistlin protested as Caranon |aid
himgently on the stone floor. BURNI NG HANDS, Raistlin thought
grimy. A weak spell against a waith, but he had to try. "NMove,
Caranon! | have just enough strength left."

Caranmon did not answer. He turned around and wal ked toward
the wraith, blocking Raistlin's view

dinging to the wall, the conjurer clawed his way to a standi ng
position and rai sed his hand. Just as he was about to expend his
strength in one last shout, hoping to warn off his brother, he
stopped and stared in disbelief. Caranmon rai sed his hand. \Were
before he had held a sword, now he held a rod of anber. In the
ot her hand, his shield hand, he held a bit of fur. He rubbed the two
t oget her, spoke some magi c words-and a |ightning bolt flashed,
striking the waith in the chest. It shrieked, but kept com ng, intent
on draining Cara-mon's |life energy. Caranon kept his hands
rai sed. He spoke again. Another bolt sizzled, catching the waith in
its head. And suddenly there was not hing.

"Now we'll get out of here," Caranon said with satisfaction
The rod and the fur were gone. He turned around. "The door is just
ahead-"

""How did you do that?" Raistlin asked, propping hinmself up
agai nst the wall.

Caranon halted, alarned by his brother's wild, frenzied stare.

"Do what?" The fighter blinked.

"The magic!" Raistlin shrieked in fury. "The nagic!"

"Ch, that," Caranmon shrugged. "I've always been able to. Mbst
of the time | don't need it, what with ny sword and all, but you're
hurt real bad and |I've got to get you out of here. | didn't want to
take time fighting that character. Don't bother about it, Raist. It can
still be your little specialty. Like | said before, nost of the tine |
don't need it."

THI S 1S | MPCSSIBLE, Raistlin's mind told him HE
COULDN T HAVE ACQUI RED I N MOVENTS WHAT | T TOOK
ME YEARS OF STUDY TO ATTAIN. THI'S DOESN' T MAKE
SENSE. FI GHT THE SI CKNESS AND THE WEAKNESS AND
THE PAINI THINK! But it wasn't the physical pain that clouded
Raistlin's mind. It was the old inner pain clawing at him tearing at



himwi th poi soned tal ons. Caramon, strong and cheerful, good and
ki nd, open and honest. Everyone's friend.

Not like Raistlin-the runt, the Sly One.

ALL | EVER HAD WAS MYy MAG C, Raistlin's mnd shrieked
AND NOW HE HAS THAT TOO

Proppi ng hinmsel f against the wall for support, Raistlin raised
both his hands, put his thunbs together, and pointed them at
Caranon. He began nurnuring magi ¢ words, but different from
t hose that Caranon had spoken

"Rai st ?" Caranon backed up. "Wat are you doing? C non! Let

me help you. I'll take care of you- just like always . . . Raist! I'm
your brother!"

Rai stlin's parched lips cracked in a grin. Hatred and j eal ousy-

| ong kept bubbling and nolten beneath a | ayer of cold, solid
rock-burst forth. Mgic coursed through his body and flaned out
of his hands. He watched the fire flare, billow and engulf
Caranon. \When the fighter becanme a living torch, Raistlin sud-
denly knew from his training that what he was seeing sinply could
not be. The instant that he realized something was wwong with this
occurrence, the burning i mage of his brother vani shed. A noment
later, Raistlin |ost consciousness and slunped to the ground.

"Awaken, Raistlin, your trials are conplete."

Rai stlin opened his eyes. The darkness was gone;

sunshi ne streaned through a window He lay in a bed. Looking
down at himwas the withered face of Par-Salian

"Why?" Raistlin rasped, clutching at the Mage in fury. "Wy
did you do that to nme?"

Par-Salian laid his hand on the frail young man's shoul der
"The gods asked for a sword, Raistlin, and now | can give them

one-you. Evil is comng upon the land. The fate of all this world
called Krynn swings in the bal ance. Through the aid of your hand
and others, the balance will be restored.”

Rai stlin stared, then |l aughed, briefly and bitterly. "Save Krynn?
How? You have shattered ny body. | can't even see properly!" He
stared in terror

For, as Raistlin watched, he could see the Mage's face
dyi ng. When he turned his gaze to the wi ndow, the stones he
| ooked at crunbl ed before his eyes. Wierever he | ooked,
everything was falling into ruin and decay. Then, the nonent
passed, and his vision cleared.

Par - Sal i an handed hima mirror. Raistlin saw that his own face
was sunken and hollow. H s skin was a gol den color now, with a
faint netallic cast; this would be a synbol of the agony he had
endured. But it was his eyes that caused himto recoil in horror, for
the bl ack pupils were no | onger round- they were the shape of
hour gl asses!

"You see through hourglass eyes now, Raistlin. And so you see
time, as it touches all things. You see death, whenever you | ook on

life. Thus you will always be aware of the brief tinespan we spend
in the world." Par-Salian shook his head. "There will be no joy in
your life, Raistlin, |I fear-indeed, little joy for anyone living on
Krynn. "

Raistlin laid the mrror face down. "My brother?" he asked, his
voi ce barely a whisper
"It was an illusion that | created-my personal challenge for
you to | ook deeper into your own heart and exam ne the ways in
whi ch you deal with those closest to you," Par-Salian said gently.
"As for your brother, he is here, safe . . . quite safe. Here he cones
now. "



As Caranon entered the room Raistlin sat up, shoving Par-

Salian aside. The warrior appeared relieved to see that his twin had
enough energy to greet him but Caranon's eyes reflected a certain
sadness that comes from | earning an unpl easant truth.

"I didn't think you would recognize the illusion for what it was,"
Par-Salian said. "But you did; after all, what magi c-user can work
spells, carrying a sword and wearing ar nor?"

"Then | did not fail?" Raistlin murmured hoarsely.

"No." Par-Salian smiled. "The final of the Test was the defeat
of the dark elf-truly superb for one of your experience."

Rai stlin | ooked at his brother's haunted face, his averted eyes.
"He watched ne kill him didn't he?" Raistlin whispered.

"Yes," Par-Salian | ooked fromone to the other. "I amsorry |
had to do this to you, Raistlin. You have nmuch to | earn, mage-
nmercy, conpassion, forebear-ance. It is ny hope that the trials
you face ahead of you will teach you what you | ack now. I|f not,
you will succunb in the end to the fate your master foresaw But,
as of now, you and your brother truly know each other. The
barriers between you have been battered down, though | am afraid

each of you has suffered wounds in the encounter. | hope the scars
make you stronger."
Par-Salian rose to | eave. "Use your powers well, mage. The

time is close at hand when your strength nust save the world."

Rai stlin bowed his head and sat in silence until Par-Salian had
left the room Then he stood up, staggered, and nearly fell.

Caranon junped forward to help him but Raistlin, clinging to
t he wooden staff, caught himself. Fighting the pain and di zzi ness
that assailed him Raistlin's gol den-eyed gaze net that of his tw n.
Caranon hesitated . . . and stopped.

Rai stlin sighed. Then, |leaning on the Staff of Ma-gius, the
young mage pul l ed hinmself upright and wal ked, slowy and with
faltering steps, out the door.

Head bowed, his twin followed.

Har vest s
Nancy Vari an Berberick

Flint squinted up at the patches of fading blue sky
showi ng through the forest's skeletal cover. Golden
light slanted down froma westering autumm sun. The thought of
another night in this gloony woods did nothing to inprove his
nmood, al ready soured by two restless nights. Wcked whi spers and
dread-filled nmoans were this forest's night song. He shivered and
caught hinself tapping the haft of his battle-axe. There was
somet hing wong in these woods, and thoughts of Sol ace and
hone never seemed nore wel conme to the old dwarf than they had
on this journey.

The dwarf gl owered at Tanis. Blast the young half-elf's curious
nature! So he hadn't been out of his honeland of Qualinesti that
long. Did that nean he had to | ead them down every cowpath in
search of adventure? And wasn't he, Flint Fireforge, a respectable
dwar ven busi nessman, old enough to know better?

Flint heaved a disgruntled sigh. He guessed not-or he
woul dn't be in this predicanent, lost in sone gloony forest that
wasn't on his map.

"Are you going to be peering at the dirt much longer," he
grunbl ed, "or can we look for a canp site?"

Tanis, moving on Flint's heels and inspecting the ground to the
left of the root-webbed path, gestured for Flint to join him "Look
at this."



The bushes and frost-seared grass to the side of the path were
bent and tranpl ed, marking a departure into the forest. A scrap of
brown wool still fluttered in the sharp-toothed grasp of a young
prickly ash.

"I't looks Iike someone went through here," Flint said. "And
recently, at that."

Tanis peered into the forest in the direction the Ione traveler
had taken. The song of water racing and tunbling over rocks
pl ayed a faint counterpoint to the whispering rustle of |eaves in the
cooling breeze. But then fromnearer by he heard the soft sound of
somet hi ng or soneone breathing in the hard, short gasps that
clearly spoke of fear.

"Flint?" he whispered.

"l hear it."

Tani s reached for his bow and nocked an arrow with the quick
al nost absent noves of one who has used it with famliarity for
years. It took only a gesture and a nod fromhimto tell the old
dwarf to follow quietly.

Elf-silent, making no nore noise than a hunted fox, Tanis
stepped of f the path and into the darkeni ng woods.

Cl ose-growi ng oaks and then underbrush crowded toget her
form ng a broad wall of trunks and forbiddi ng shadow. Tanis
nmoved quickly fromone oak to the next, keeping cover. Severa
growm hs thick, the trees ended abruptly in a clearing carpeted with
their wi de-fingered bronze | eaves.

The girl crouched at the edge of the clearing was the nost
bedraggl ed creature Tanis had ever seen. Her hair, the col or of
frost-kissed aspen | eaves, tunbled around her shoul ders and
straggl ed across her face. It did not hide the scratches and cuts,
signs of a carel ess passage through the prickly ash, that scored her
cheeks.

She coul d not have been nore than seventeen and that was
young, Tanis thought, even by the standards of short-1lived
humans. Crouched in the thick shadows of an ancient oak's trunk
she held perfectly still. There was that in her blue eyes that
rem nded the half-elf of a doe caught in a hunter's aim

Flint breathed a startled oath. As though the old dwarf's
whi sper was the inpetus she needed, the girl bolted.

"No, wait!" Tanis called. But the girl plunged through the trees,
too terrified to cast even a backward | ook. Tanis | eaped after her
slinging his bow and returning the arrow to the quiver as he ran
Behi nd him he could hear Flint angling toward the stream Above
them a raven screeched hoarsely and took noisy wing froma tal
oak.

Tani s caught up with the girl at the stream "Lady, wait!"

She skittered down the npssy bank. Once there she dropped to
her knees, groping along the edge of the water for a rock. Her
hand, raw with cold and trenbling with fear, clutched a | arge
stone. She hurled it at the half-elf with all her strength and
anwkwar d ai m

Tani s ducked and heard the rock drop harm essly into the brush
behind him Flint breached the woods just a little upstreamfrom
the girl. He noved silently down the water's edge. Wiile her
attention was still on Tanis, who took the banks in two | ong | eaps,
FIlint caught her by the el bows. He pinned her arns behind her
and brought her up to her feet.

"That will be enough of that, young woman," he said gruffly.
"We've no interest in harmng you."

Her eyes wide and wild with terror, the girl |ooked fromthe old
dwarf to the young half-elf. Gasping, she struggled against Flint's



hol d. Tanis took another step toward her, show ng her his hands,
free of weapons.

"He neans it, lady. W won't harmyou. Flint, you can let her

go."

"I'"l1l be happy to-if she promises not to try to break our heads
with rocks."

Tanis smled at the girl. "She'll prom se that, won't you, |ady?"

Her chin came up, and though her lips trenbled, she eyed Tanis
defiantly. "And what warrant do you make?"

"Il make you two," Tanis said gently. "That neither of us will
harm you and that we'll offer you a warmfire for the night. Are
t hey accept abl e?"

Her whi spered "yes" carried such mngled notes of hope and
fear that it went right to Tanis's heart. In the twlight gl oom now
settling on the forest, he saw the sparkle of tears in her eyes. He
t ook her hand and hel ped her up the bank

He gl anced over her head at Flint, but the dwarf only shrugged.
Still, Tanis knew that his friend pondered the same question that
he did: what was the girl doing alone in these woods?

Tani s managed to bring down two fat hares while Flint and the
girl made canp. Riana, she'd said her nane was, but she
vol unteered no information after that. It was Tanis's thought that
she'd speak nore willingly once she was fed and warm

Ri ana was silent through all the tinme it took to roast the hares,
t hough sone of her fear seemed to | eave her as she listened to
Tani s's easy banter and Flint's gruff answers. She did not speak
during the nmeal but to thank themfor the food and finally to offer
to clean the cookware at the stream

Tanis listened to her careful progress down the bank. A cold w nd
scanpered through the clearing, rustling the | eaves and causing the
bare branches of the trees to rub and cl ack together. These were
the only sounds in a forest fallen silent before winter's approach

The sky had been clear at sunset, but now thick clouds craw ed
up fromthe north. Though Lunitari's crinson gl ow had |ighted
each of their nights before this, it would not tonight; Solinari
could she be seen, was only a slimnew curve. Beyond the fire's
glow the trees' gnarled hands scratched at the grimsky. Chostly
m st drifted between their dark trunks, obscuring the ground and
| owest grow hs.

In Flint's pack was a small pouch contai ni ng not hi ng but bl ocks
of wood. Tanis snmiled as he watched his friend reach into the
pouch, taking the first one he touched. The size of his hand, the
bl ock was smooth and white, taken fromthe heart of a naple.
Flint's dagger gleaned in the firelight as he made hinsel f
confortable before the fire. In the conpanionable silence that fel
between the two, the [ittle block of wood becane a rabbit, one ear
di pped, one standing at the alert. The rabbit s nose, nostrils flared
as though sniffing the frosty night air, required only a few last cuts
when the soft dirge-like npbaning that had haunted their nights
began agai n.

Tani s shivered. "In the name of the gods, Flint, why is a child
like that traveling alone in this mserable forest?"

But before Flint could answer, Riana's shadow fell across the
fire, sharp and black. Her voice trenbled. "I was not al one when
set out. My brother and-and Karel were with ne." She set the
cookware by the fire to dry and cane to sit close to the warnth

Tani s poked at the fire and watched the bright flames lick
hi gher. "Were are they now, Ri ana?"

The girl shuddered, hunching closer into the poor shelter of her



ragged cloak. "I-1 don't know. It happened two nights ago. W
were canping farther north, returning fromour journey to Haven.
Qur village lies north of here. You m ght know it-W nding

Val e. ™

Flint worked at his whittling and did not | ook up. "W know
it," he said quietly. "What happened to your brother and this
Kar el ?"

"Qur canp-it was attacked!" The wi nd nourned | ong and | ow
in the trees. Ri ana drew her knees up close to her chest, huddling
for warnmh. "It was attacked by-things, phantons, ghosts-I
don't know what they were. | only know that they were horrible.
And when Karel ran his sword through one it-it didn't die. It
| aughed and the sound froze the heart in me. |I've never seen such
fear in Karel before! And 1I've known himall my life. He | ooked at
me- It was as though he pleaded for nmy help. O bade ne
farewel | ." She stopped, a sob caught in her throat, grief and an
al nrost witless despair in her wi de blue eyes. "And then it touched
him took his hand, and anot her one took Daryn, ny brother
and- and they were gone."

She dropped her forehead to her knees and rocked there in
silent msery. Mwved by her sorrow, Tanis put his arm around her
She | eaned against him shivering. In the stillness of the black
night the fire's crackling seened too | oud.

"And you've been | ost these two days, wandering?"

"No!" Her voice was nuffl ed against his shoul der. Tanis could
feel her stiffen in anger. "I"'mnot lost, I'mtrying to FIND them "

"It seens to nme," Flint muttered, his eyes still on his whittling,
"that it anpbunts to about the sane thing."

"I't's not the same thing." R ana pulled away from Tanis and
brushed at the hair straggling across her tear-streaked face.

"I see. Then perhaps you have an idea where these ghosts or
phant oms have taken your brother and his friend?"

"I'f I knew that 1'd be going there."

"Lost and wandering."

Bef ore Riana could protest, Tanis took her hand and sil enced
Flint with a sharp | ook. "Ri ana, whatever the case may be, you
cannot be alone in these woods. Qur way |lies northeast to Sol ace.
W woul d be glad of your conpany that far."

"No. Thank you, but no. | nust find ny brother and Karel
Haven't you heard what |'ve said?" She | ooked from Tanis to Flint,
t hen suddenly understood the hard Iine of Flint's questioning. "You
don't believe me, do you?"

Tani s shook his head. "No, Riana, it's not that-"

"You don't. What do you think? Do you think |I've done away
with then? My own brother and the man-who has been a friend
to us both for all our lives? O do you think that I'mfey enough to
wander these wetched woods al one for pleasure?" Her voice rose,
sharp in the cold dark. "My brother and Karel have VAN SHEDL"

"Riana, let us help you. Let us take you to Sol ace.™

"I must find them I'Il not find themin Solace." Her tone was
bitter, cooling now with disappointnent. "But | thank you for your
fire tonight and the food. I'Il be on ny way in the norning."

Tani s took her hand again and suddenly Flint sensed his
friends thought as clearly as he could sense the frost on the night
air.

HE'S GO NG TO TAKE UP TH S FOOLI SH G RL' S QUEST!

He sat forward quickly to protest, but before he coul d speak
Tanis said, 'Then you won't go al one, Riana."

The girl's eyes lighted, her lips parted in a genuine smle of
surprise and hope. "You'll help nme?"



“Towill"

Flint watched through narrowed eyes while R ana and Tanis
tal ked together for a short tine |onger. He nade no effort to join
their conversation, but sat, brooding before the fire. Wen Ri ana,
tired at | ast, bade hi mgoodni ght, he answered with only a short
nod.

Once the girl was well settled and sl eeping, wapped in Tanis's
bl anket, Flint sat forward, still grimy silent.

But Tanis did not speak. Long experience had taught himthat
t he best defense against Flint's disapproval was silence. Faced with
no argunent agai nst which to vent his objections, Flint would,
sooner or later, find a way to challenge Tanis's silence. Wth
studi ed care, Tanis checked the fire and took up the arrows he'd
used to bring down the hares. The green and gold fletching that
mar ked them as his own was damaged. Tani s worked over them
quietly until Flint at |ast spoke.

"Vl | ?"

Tani s | ooked up fromhis work. "Well?"

"It's late to play word ganes, Tanis," Flint grow ed. "What
made you offer to take up this foolishness?"

"What are we supposed to do, |eave her here?"

"We could escort her to Sol ace.™

"She won't go."

"How do you know that? You didn't press very hard."

Tani s smoothed the stiff feathers of one of the arrows. "It
seens clear enough to ne."

"What seens clear to ne is that you' ve commtted yourself to a
hopel ess task. Tanis, we don't even know what truth there is in the
girl's story. Chosts? Bandits, | mght believe. But phantons who
[ augh at cold steel ?" The old dwarf shook his head. "The girl is ei-
ther lying or a lack-wit."

"No, Flint. She's neither."

"You're so sure?"

Tanis wasn't conpletely certain. He only knew that her
determ nation to go on, to find her brother and their friend, was
real. Her eyes had glittered with it, her words held the passion of
one who woul d not be gainsaid. And, too, though he could point to
not hi ng that supported his feeling, Tanis was certain that the girl
spoke the truth. He shook his head. At least the truth as she
believed it.

"I"msure, though | can't say why. Flint, the girl is terrified.
There is sonething wong in this forest. W've both felt it. And

still she'll go on, with or without anyone's help. | can't let her go
al one. "

"I'"ll not deny that there is an evil feel to this place. | can al nost
snell it, and it grows stronger every day we journey north. Lad,

you're not too old to be reckless, but I am"

Tanis | ooked fromhis old friend to Riana, sleeping quietly, one
hand pillowi ng her head, the other fisted as though she cl utched
her courage even in sleep. Watever doubts could be had about her
story, he knew that she would go on, if she had to, without his
hel p. And likely she would cone to quick grief. He couldn't Iet
t hat happen.

"Flint, | haven't conmtted you. | don't want to go al one. But |
will if | have to."

Snmoke drifted up fromthe fire, a thin veil between them Even
so, Flint could see the regret in his friend s eyes. Despite his
wor ds, he knew there was no decision to be nade. "No, | noticed
you were careful not to do that. Though I wonder that you'd think I
woul d I et you go alone." He reached for the arrows Tanis had



abandoned. "Here, you'll lose these to the flame if you' re not
careful . "

"Then you'll come with nme?"

The wi nd whi spered evil secrets to the night. The groaning of the
trees under the frost m ght have been the mourning of |ost souls.
FIlint shuddered, renenmbering the girl's tale of phantons and
ghosts. "I still have little enough faith in the girl's story of ghosts.
But it's clear to ne that the two of you will need someone with
sense along on this fool's errand.”

Tani s thanked hi m gravely, knowi ng that it would not do now
to smle.

On the bl ack stone parapet of his castle, the old nage Gadar
turned his face up to a cold sky. Lunitari's red |light |eaked from
behi nd the clenched fists of crinson clouds. Shadows drifted
across the ground. Like dark breaths they tw ned around the gray
trunks of stiffly ranked pines and slid down the nountain's sl opes.
A ni ght-hawk, talons flashing in the noon's rising light, dropped
fromher nest: she was an arrow irrevocably | aunched toward her
prey. The rabbit screamed, its first and last voicing, a brief song of
the life it had lived and protest of death's agony.

Behi nd the mage, in a chanber red with the flame of torch and
hearth, a raven cawed as though to warn himthat tine was
passi ng. Gadar turned his back on the mountains and returned to
t he chanber.

The raven croaked again, cocked its head specul a-lively, and
preened its w ngs.

"I know," Gadar murrmured wearily. "They could be trouble.

But they will be dealt with."

The preening stopped then. The raven tilted its head back
toward the long table standing before the hearth and eyed with
deep m strust the wooden coffer that lay inits center. Made of
finely polished rosewdod, hinged and |l atched with silver, the chest
was the one thing that reflected no light fromthe fire.

"Yes, yes, ny friend, you' d best |eave while you can."

The bird did not hesitate. It lifted with awkward striving and
cleared the window, drifting out into the frost-nipped night.

Al one again, Gadar took up the coffer. Wth carefu
nmoverents he rel eased the delicately crafted silver latch and
cl osed his eyes. The words of the summoni ng spell cane quickly,
filling himw th the power and demandi ng of himthe strength of
will needed to direct what it was he sunmoned.

KNOW WHO CALLS YQU:
HE WHO HOLDS WHAT YOU HAVE ABANDONED.

He lifted the lid of the coffer, hardly feeling the silky wood
beneath his fingers, not aware of the soundl ess swing of the

hi nges. He opened his eyes, dropped his gaze to the rich anber
vel vet cushioning the treasure housed within. Cool and bright,
silver chased with gold, the four bejeweled sword hilts lay, each
touching the other to forma cross.

KNOW WHO GUI DES YQOU:
HE WHO KEEPS WHAT YOU HAVE LOST

The fire in the hearth | eaped, dancing high and roaring with the
hol | ow voi ces of unhoused spirits. A w nd, cold as though it had
swept across gl aciers, nmpoaned through the room



KNOW WHO SENDS YQU:
HE WHO OWNS VWHAT YOU HAVE SOLD

Bl ack as night, insubstantial as the snmoke of a funeral pyre, the
four phantons forned before the nmage. Their bodies were only
shades of what they had once been, living nen. Their eyes were
red as the flame in the hearth, their hearts as enpty as
winter's w nd.

"\Where?" the darkest one, the |ongest dead, asked.

"A day's journey fromhere. You should be able to reach
t hem before dawn. A girl, a dwarf, and a half-elf."

"Bring thenf"

Gadar hesit at ed.

The phantom | aughed, and the hair shivered al ong the
mage's arns. The spirits were his to control, but he feared
t hem nonet hel ess. Still, he feared nore any interference in
his plans. He could not allow hinself to be stopped now
Tomorrow was the ni ght when the spell nmust be cast;
toni ght the night when one nmust be chosen fromthe two
young nen who waited in his dungeons. He nust set these
four phantonms prowling again. It nust be certain that
not hi ng could occur to thwart the spell.

"Stop them"

"It is done," the | eader whispered.

And it was, Gadar thought as he watched the incorporeal
bodi es of the spirits thin and fade. It was done. These
creatures had never failed to serve himbefore. They woul d
not fail now

Regret stirred in the old mage's heart. But it never rose
strong enough to call himback fromthe shadowed path he
wal ked. H s renorse was bound by chains, made up of I|inks
forged by the deaths that he had caused. And those chains
were heavy ones, colored red by the fire of his need.

Ri ana's sl eep had been brief. Having wakened just when
Flint roused Tanis to take the second of the night watches,
she had drawn close to a fire that she kept blazing high with
what ever fuel canme to hand. She had not been a tal kative
conpani on, Tani s thought now as he watched her stirring the
fire to greater brightness, but had spent nost of the |ast watch star-
ing into the dancing flanes.

Now he stood and gently took the | ong, snoke-blackened stick
from her hands.

"Enough, " he said, tossing the stick aside. "You put us in
danger of roasting to death.” He was sorry to see her flinch. He'd
meant his words lightly, for the m st that had made bl ack ghosts of
the trees earlier in the night had deepened. And though dawn was
only an hour away, warmth and |ight were wel cone.

"Pardon, " she murmnured. She drew her cloak cl oser around her
shoul ders, holding it closed with a hand that trenbled. Still she did
not take her eyes fromthe fire.

Tanis could taste the bitterness of her fear. "You do well to be
afraid, R ana. If you are considering abandoni ng your search, you
have not hing to be ashamed of."

"Nol "

Flint stirred where he lay wapped in his blankets against the
col d, danp ground.

"Hush," Tanis whispered. "He's done his watch. Let himsleep."

When she spoke again R ana's voice was low and trenbling. "I
wi || not abandon Karel or Daryn." She bit her lower lip, worrying
it until Tanis thought it nust bleed. "I hate this forest. I amnot the



fool your friend thinks | am I-1 would like nothing better than to
go with you to Sol ace. But-1 cannot. Can you not see that | nust

at least try to find then? They are all the famly | have . . ." Her
words trailed away, as though she did not wish to contenplate a
life without her brother or her friend.

In the silence Tanis shivered as the wi nd grew suddenly sharper
The flames | eaped high and then dropped al nost to enbers.

Snmoke, thick and acrid, billowed fromthe canmpfire, stinging his
eyes to quick tears. Above himhe could hear a deep-throated roar-
i ng, the sound wi nd makes racing across the treetops. Though for
an instant he could not see her, Tanis knew that Ri ana was on her
feet. He heard her coughing, a choking sound filled with ragged
gasping. Behind him Flint was up and conplaining bitterly about
peopl e who coul d not keep a sinple canping fire from burning

down an entire forest.

The wi nd ki cked harder at the fire, scattering bright enbers
around their feet, sucking at the snoke until it rose in a black
colum to vanish into the unseen linbs of the trees above their
heads. Fear danced up Tanis's spine.

"R ana?" he call ed.

Her voice was small and pinched, only a whinpering response.

Then, as swiftly as it had risen, the wind died as though it had
never been. Tanis | ooked around in the stillness, placed R ana
where she stood, frozen, across the fire fromhim and Flint who
braced just behind him his axe in his hand. He read the danger in
the old dwarf's eyes and spun back, his hand on the hilt of the
dagger at his belt.

They m ght have been creatures of the snoke, so dark and
i nsubstantial were they. But their eyes, four sets of crinson
enbers, spoke of some kind of unholy life. One separated from
the group, taller, darker than the rest, and took a bold step toward
where the camp-fire, now scattered coals, had been

Ri ana' s gasp was a shuddering sound of terror and dread. Tanis
saw his sword lying just out of his reach and felt his heart sink
even as he realized that these nust be the creatures who had
attacked Riana's canp three nights before. If her tale was true, no
sword or dagger woul d prevail against these phantomraiders now.

As though he realized Tanis's thought, the | eader of the black
shadow attackers | aughed, a hi gh keening sound that chilled the
very bones of those who heard it.

"Do not regret your sword," it said, its voice hollow and fell. "It
woul d do you no good did you have it."

"Who-" Tanis's words caught in his throat, constricting with
his fear, and he drew a sharp, tight breath. "Wo are you?"

"It cannot matter to you. What natters is that we have been sent
to stop you." The phantom s red eyes glowed hotly as it |aughed
again. "And you are stopped.”

Riana's little moan of fear was only a whisper. She bowed her
head and covered her face with her hands. "No," she sobbed, "no,

not again . "
The phantomturned its attention to her, recognition flaring in
its bright eyes. "Yes, little one, again. And this tine is the last."

reached for her, the notion as snooth as snoke drifting on the
wi nd.

Tani s dove for his sword, scattering the hot coals of the

canpfire as he ran. He caught up the scabbard and tore the bl ade
fromits sheath, whirling just in tine to see another of the
phantoms flowing toward him The third, though, swirled away as

the glowi ng enbers tunbled |like orange jewels at its feet. It feared
the firel



"Flint! Firel The fire!"

But Flint, faced with attack fromthe fourth phantom could not
make a nove toward the dying fire. Fighting with an instinct that
denied Riana's tale of enem es inpervious to honest steel, he
swung his axe with deadly force at his attacker. It was a bl ow that
woul d have separated a nortal eneny's head from his shoul ders.

The bl ade passed harm essly through the phantom s neck
whistling in the cold predawn air.

Cursing in both anger and fear, the old dwarf ducked beneath his
attacker's reach and dodged to the side, passing close enough to
the phantomraider to feel the deathlike chill emanating fromits
transparent body. He scranbled out of reach, dashed his foot
agai nst one of the tunbled stones of the fire ring, and crashed to
his knees. As his hand hit the ground to brace for an upward thrust
to turn and defend again, burning coals stabbed his palm

"Flint! Fire!"

"Fire," the dwarf snarled. "I KNOWit's fire-"

Tani s stood between Ri ana and the | eader of the phantom
attackers, his sword usel ess as a defense. Suddenly Flint
under st ood what he neant, and knew what was wanted to fend off
t hese ghostly warriors.

Movi ng quickly, not daring to | ook behind to see if the creature
he had just escaped was noving to renew the attack, Flint grabbed
for the |l argest pieces of wood that still bore traces of the night's
fire. Heedless of their burning teeth, he swept themtogether into
the broken fire ring. He snatched up the scattered kindling from
their carefully gathered pile, and heaping it onto the snoul dering
enbers and coals, forced hinmself to gather nmore than the shall ow
breaths of fear necessary to fan the sparks into flane.

"Flint!"

"I"'mtrying, I'mTRYING" Two of the phantom warriors
converged on the dwarf, one fromthe left and one fromthe right.
Ice was at his back. The wind how ed above his head with the
threat of fury and a grisly death. And the thing that reached for
Tani s was about to lay its blood-freezing hand on his neck

Ri ana screanmed. It might have been the signal for light.

Fl ames | eaped high, whirling and licking at the brittle Kkindling,
snapping loud on the night air. Flint snatched a brand fromthe fire
and tossed it to his friend. He did not wait to see whether Tanis
had it, but caught up another and rounded on his attackers.

But there were none to fight. They were gone, vani shing before
the bright flanes. Only their high, wailing voices were left,
lingering in the graying |ight of day.

Shuddering, Flint retrieved his axe and went to stand as near
the fire as he dared. It was not warnth he sought, however, but
light. He lifted his burned fingers to his nouth, eyeing Tanis and
Ri ana over his knuckl es.

Tanis drew the girl close into the shelter of his arm dropped
his sword' s point, and wal ked her to the fire. Silently he hel ped her
to sit, gathered up their scattered bl ankets, and wapped her in
them He whispered a word to her and waited for her answering
nod. When he left the bright circle of the fire, he gestured for Flint
to join him The old dwarf noved away fromthe light with great
reluctance, still nursing his stinging hand.

"Are you all right?" Tanis asked, turning Flint's hand pal m
upwar d.

"No," Flint snapped, "I amnot! | am burned and scared
witless!”

"Badl y burned?"

Flint scow ed and snatched his hand away. "Badly enough," he



grow ed. But when he saw the real concern in his friend s eyes, he
shrugged. "But not so that | can't wield ny axe if need be. Though
what good that will do us against ghosts, 1'd like to know "

"So you revise your opinion of Riana then?"

"That she is a liar? Aye, she's no liar."

"And a | ack-wit?"

Flint snorted and shook his head. "I stand by that. And I'Ill add
that we're both lack-wits if we continue on through this cursed
forest."

“I'11 go on."

"I thought you would. Well, then, so will I." He glared down at
his pal ms, scowming at the blisters that were already beginning to
formthere. "I owe someone for this, and | do not |ike unpaid

debts."

W et ched dawn silvered the eastern sky, blighting Gadar's
certainty that his work of the com ng night would be undi sturbed.
H s phantomwarriors had failed in their task, |eaving himexposed
and vul nerabl e. They could not be called into service again unti
dar kness swal | owed the days light. By that tine the intruders
m ght well have found him

O they might not. It was a chance that he woul d have to take.

The tine was right for the casting of his spells, the victimhad been
chosen. One ni ght hence would be too | ate.

For a monent, regret, sharp and even bitter, touched Gadar's
heart. It was ever this way when he was faced with this task. The
young man was full of youth's bright flame. The bl ood ran quick
and sparkling in this one, as it had in the others. Youth would
dance in his eyes, sing in his veins, and light his face with his
gol den hopes.

The groaning that had begun with the dawn's com ng now
i ncreased in persistence, telling of one who struggl ed agai nst the
bl ack prison of unconsci ousness, pushing against it with feeble
strength and stronger heart. It would have been easier to sink back
rest for a nmonent, then try again. But this was a strong-wlled
young man. This, then, would be the one who would give his life's
essence.

"Boy, " Gadar whispered, "if there were another way-" But there
was no other way. Any other way had been lost to himthe first
time he'd set his foot on this dark path. What was one nore life
now bal anced agai nst the many he had taken and the one he nust
preserve at the price of even his own soul ? There was no profit,
and only dangerous distraction, in regret.

Gadar crossed the chanmber, stopped at a large table, and
checked the components of the spell that he would work tonight.
Everythi ng was ready: the wormwod, the powdered dust of a
crushed sapphire, the rosemary sprigs, the dark heart s blood of a
br eedi ng doe.

Gadar had no intention of trapping the spirit of his chosen
victimin any tenporal prison, and this was the difficult part of the
spell. Were he to sinply thrust the spirit of the young man into an
en-mazed prison, he would not achieve his purpose. He had a
better use for his victims life.

For that reason he had chosen the stocky young man with the
thick chestnut hair. Daryn, his name was, and he seened strong
enough to provide the life essence the mage needed.

At least until he could find soneone stronger

The mage paused, glanced again at the lightening sky. It m ght
be, he thought, testing a new idea, that it was not such a bad thing
that his ghostly assassins had failed in their dark charge. It m ght



be that, were he to let the intruders find him he wuld be well
rewarded. There was no use for the persistent girl or the old dwarf.
But a half-elf, young and strong as this one, would give life for
many, many nore years than the pathetic young hunans he'd been
using till now

"Yes," he whispered, running his fingers along the edge of the
table, "and peace, for a time, at least, and a rest fromthis weary
wor k. "

He coul d not send his phantonms for the half-elf now Not wth
the sun's bright light shining. But the half-elf would come on his
own. Gadar smiled coldly. That persistent girl would see to it. He
woul d et themfind himthen. He woul d put no nore obstacles in
their way than he needed to gain the tine to work this spell now.

Daryn's young life would buy himthe time he needed. And
time was, after all, the purchase he'd al ways sought to make.

The forest had darkened | ong before the sun set. The
whi sperings of the night before becanme om nous growings in the
under brush, sobbing wails in the boughs of the trees. Awld wnd
danced. The little party of three noved upward, carefully picking a
barely seen path through the giant pines. They were touched by a
chill that put Tanis in nmnd of winter

That norning, in grimjest, Flint had suggested that if they
simply let the forest's evil feel guide them they'd no doubt cone
upon their ghostly attackers.

Tani s had not taken the suggestion seriously until, noving

north for lack of any better direction, they each began to feel the
sane nanel ess dread.

"Li ke a foul odor, a clamy touch," Riana had whi spered. Her

hands, clenched in white-knuckled fists at her sides, trenbled
when she spoke. Sonme fearful thing seened to hover just beyond
their sight, breathing in the trees like no wind that Tanis had ever
heard before. It groaned piteously, and wept with winter's dying
si gn.

Shivering in the raw wind, Tanis nodded to Flint. "W could
followthis feeling Iike a well-marked road."

"Aye, well we could,” Flint said, running his thunb al ong the

haft of his axe. "But what would we find? Nothing we'd like to, I'lI
guess." The nenory of the phantoms sent nore chill through him
than the real wind stinging his face now

The faint path broadened for a while, a rocky trail barren even of
dirt, leading themever upward. It seened, at times, that the wind s
voice really was the wail of dead things keening for life's loss. The
trees, naked and stunted, warped as though by sonme de nented

hand, were only ugly growhs clinging to life by the whimof cruel
nature. Then, when no thing grew at all, when the forests had been
left far behind and their breath was coming hard and fast in the bit-
ter, thinning air, the path narrowed again, fading to a pass between
hi gh peaks. It vani shed suddenly at the top of a boul der-strewn
cliff. Behind themlay the dark forest, before them and far bel ow,
a narrow val e.

Ri ana, shivering and exhausted, took the |last few yards of the

pass with Tanis's help. But the steely determnation that had
brought her this far still glimrered in her eyes. SHE S GOT

MORE HEART THAN STRENGTH, Tani s t hought.

"We'll rest here a noment, Riana. We all need it."

She nodded dumbly, too tired to speak, and sank to a seat on an

i ce-kissed boul der. Tanis eyed her doubtfully for a nonment, then
went to join Flint at the cliff's edge.

"She's not going to be able to go nuch farther, Tanis. The girl's



exhausted. "

"I know. And she isn't the only one. You've been quiet these
few hours, Flint. How are you?"

Flint blew on fingers that were stiff and achingly cold. "M
bones are freezing. | suppose this is what cones of listening to the
wild stories of pretty young wonmen who | ose their brothers and
lovers in the forest?"

"Lover? Who, Karel? What makes you say that?"

Flint snorted and shook his head. "Anyone who's heard her
story can tell that. Though its likely news to her, too. She's
doubt| ess devoted to her brother, but it's been this young Kare
we' ve heard about time and again, hasn't it? Young girls don't
generally blush quite so deeply when they are tal king about famly
friends."

"Flint, you surprise ne."

"Why, because | can use nmy eyes? |'mnot so old as all that,
youngster. But that's not what concerns ne now. What | want to
know i s where in the Abyss we are."

Tani s | ooked down into the valley, a deep cleft in the
nount ai ns shrouded in a thick mist. "I think we're about where we
set out to be. Look." He pointed to a cleared patch in the mst far
bel ow.

Bl ack, built fromthe heart and bone of the nountains, a vast,
turreted castle rose, a jagged skeletal finger. The setting sun was a
fiery wound in the brittle blue sky, bleeding light across the
forbi ddi ng dark stone. Around them the sobbing wi nd nourned
and gi bber ed.

"Can you feel it, Flint?"

The sense of evil that had been their guide to this place seened
to boil and runble in the val e bel ow as though this were the source
of the keening winds and icy fear

"Aye, | can feel it. And | don't rmuch like it." The dwarf
gl anced over his shoulder at Riana, who sat hunched and
shivering, her eyes on the frozen rocks at her feet. "Tanis, | could
wel | believe that those ghosts came fromthis vale." He | ooked out
into the valley again and felt the touch of sonething col der than
the bitter wind brush up against his soul. "And | think, too, that
somet hi ng knows we're here."

Were he not so tired, Tanis would have snmiled. He'd known
t he hard-headed old dwarf too many years not to be surprised by
the fanciful turn of his thoughts. He | ooked closely at his old
friend. What he sawin Flint's eyes made himshiver. It was sure
know edge that made Flint say what he had. Though the wry tw st
of his smile told Tanis that he'd no idea where the know edge
canme from

"Just a feeling," the dwarf muttered.

"I think you're right. And | think, too, that whatever knows

we're here will not let us turn back now It will be dark soon, and
none of us is up to a trip down to that castle at night. W' d best be
goi ng. "

"Aye, well, consider this, Tanis: when they attacked her canp,

t hose phantomraiders seened to have little interest in Riana. It
was only Daryn and Karel they ghosted away. And there is
something that tells me, too, that they will have small enough
interest in an old dwarf."

Tanis did smle then. "Are you claimng to have The Sight,

Flint?"

"No. |I'mremenbering her story."

He renenbered it all the way down to the valley. Though it
shoul d not have been beyond his skill to find the thin, shale path,



Flint, a hill dwarf who'd spent many years in the Kharolis
Mount ai ns, thought the trail came too easily to hand. He would

not have sworn his oath that it had not been there before. Still, it
had the [ ook of a thing m spl aced.

"Like it hasn't been here long," he grunbled to Tanis. "But it
| ooks ol d."

"And it's the next best thing to vertical," Tanis said, catching
hold of Riana, who slid on the | oose shale. "The sooner we're off
it, the safer our necks will be."

Flint had his doubts. And fromthe | ook of barely controlled
fear in her eyes, he thought R ana shared them Still, she righted
herself with the same hard-eyed purpose that had brought her this
far. Flint felt a new and grudgi ng respect for her. He reached back
and took her hand.

"This way, Ri ana. And have a care, the shale gets |ooser and
smaller. 1've no wish to tunble down the rest of the path."

"Riana?" RIANA . . . RANA. . . RRANA . . . Karel's whisper
echoed in his mind with all the force of thunder crashing
overhead. The flags of the stone floor were hard as
mdwinter's ice beneath his cheek. His |l eather jerkin was no

protection against the chill draft wandering across the floor
"Daryn?"

Slow y he becane aware that he was al one. No chain

held him no manacle bound himto this floor. Still, he was
unable to nove even a finger. And Riana and Daryn were

gone.

Al one! But where? Though he struggled hard with

reluctant nenory, Karel could not fill in the gap between
the icy grasp of the disenbodied warrior who' d touched his
hand- how | ong ago? a day? two?-and the chill of this

stone floor now Yet sone tine had passed. He could see
Lunitari riding dark clouds just beyond the w ndow above
hi s head. Wen he'd | ast seen the crinmson noon she'd been
still waning. Now she waxed, though only slightly.

Wiere was he?

"Where are you?"

Fear raced through Karel then, but so firmy held was he
that he could not nove. The voice was old but hard and
touched with deadly power. Like the whisper of a ghost, he
heard an achi ng answer.

"Here, within your reach."

"G ve nme your true nane."

"Daryn, Teorth's son."

Though it was his friend s voice that answered the
formal |y posed question, Karel barely recognized it. Dull,

will-bereft, it held none of the steady confidence he knew
as Daryn's. He trenbled i nwardly, nauseated by the
realization that it was not Daryn's will that made his friend

answer, but soneone el se's.

Sonmewhere, out of his sight, Karel heard the snap and
sign of a fire. The bitter scent of burni ng wor mmood
tainted the cool air.

"Hear me, Daryn, Teorth's son."

Karel squeezed his eyes shut as that commandi ng voice
dropped to a secret, murmuring chant. He felt the stone floor start
to hum and vi brate. Magic!

Tension, so thick and real that he m ght have been able to reach
out and touch it, filled the very air of the chanber. Leaping fl anmes
cast bl ack shadow and lurid light through the room The tension of
the magic's power burst and filled the chanber with the danci ng



rai nbows of Iight.

Daryn mpaned. The sound cane from deep within his heart,
wi ndi ng and writhing, and touched Karel's soul with dread. He
struggl ed agai nst his invisible bonds. H s nmuscles shrieked wth
the effort, his head filled to bursting with pain. The sweat of his
effort stung his eyes, splintered the shimering rai nbows of

magi c's light into shards of furious color

"Daryn!" he gasped. But Daryn did not respond. He could not.

In a bloody circle, stunned with nmagic, dazed by his own

horrified realization that Gadar clutched his soul, Daryn screaned.

Though Tanis scouted carefully once they'd crossed the scree
and entered the little valley, he found no sign that the black castle
was guarded. But even as he returned to his conpanions,
dar kness, thick and black as a nourner's cloak, fell with startling
suddenness.

Ri ana gasped, but Flint only shook his head as though to say
that he expected sonmething of the sort. "Night's dark is never this
heavy," he nmuttered. He saw his conpani ons as faint reddish
outlines in the unrelieved bl ackness. Tanis, too, would be able to
see. But he knew that Riana, with only her human ni ght vision
weak by the standards of dwarves and el ves, nust be nearly
si ghtl ess.

"Tanis, give her a minute," he whispered. To Ri ana he said,

"Cl ose your eyes for a noment, then see if you can't get yourself
adjusted to this darkness."

She did, bowi ng her head in concentration. But when she
opened her eyes again she only shook her head.

"I't's like being blind!"

"Aye," Flint agreed, "and likely that's how you're nmeant to
feel ." He took her hand and guided it to his shoul der. "Get your
bearings, girl. Tanis, what did you find out there?"

"Not hi ng much. There is a postern gate around the north side.

We can make for that. The mmin entry is unguarded, but 1'd like to
make as quiet an entrance as we can. Let's head for that postern.”

“I"l1l not argue. Lead on then."

The path Tanis | ed them al ong was narrow and rocky, curving
around the north side of the valley and down through a snall
decline to a tall, slimtower thrusting up fromthe main keep
Staying close to the black wall of the tower, Tanis crept slowy
toward the weat hered wooden door where he waited for Flint and
Riana, still clinging to the old dwarf's shoulder, to join him

The door opened inmediately onto a tall flight of dark slippery
stairs. Cracked and shattered by age, they were dangerous wth
sickly gray noss and only w de enough for one to wal k.

"Be careful,” he whispered. He waited until Ri ana was between
himand Flint, then took the first steps carefully. So dark was the
tower that they could nake their way up only by slow, cautious
steps. Silent as shadows they crept up and up until Flint was
certain that the stairs nmust end on the nountain peaks.

And then, after an endless time of searching blindly for step
after step, groping along crunbling stone walls for bal ance, Flint
heard Tani s whi sper back that the stairs ended in a corridor

Light | eaked into a high-ceilinged hallway froman intersection
several hundred feet to the west. In the barely relieved darkness
Flint saw Tanis reach for R ana's hand and help her up the last few
st eps.

Drawing a long slow breath, glad to be off the treacherous
stairs, Flint reached behind himto adjust the bal ance of his axe,
then stepped into the corridor. The dark stone walls wept with



nmoi sture, the floor beneath his feet was slick with green-scumed
puddl es.

It was then he realized that a wi nd was noani ng where no
wi nd shoul d be. And beneath that npani ng he heard voices, cold
and gi bberi ng.

"Tanis, | don't like this."

Ri ana turned, fearful questions in her eyes, her hand slipping
away from Tanis's grip. Shadows | eaped and danced around them
as though cast there by a torch in a nmad dancer's hand. Like bats
snoked froma cave, the hollow, heartless voices of the dead
swept round the high vaulted ceiling. The corridor filled with a
tonb's chill.

Thi ckeni ng suddenly, the shadows swirled to forminto
somet hi ng bl ack and vaguely manli ke.

Before Flint could nove or even shout a warning, a dark
spectre reached to touch his friend, freezing himto stillness with
its grasp. Horrified, he saw Tanis, his eyes suddenly still and
gl azed, his face like a carved death nmask, turn.

Flint |eaped, diving for Tanis, thinking to pull himaway from
the deadly hold of the black ghost. But, fast as he noved, he was
too late. He felt for a nmoment the hard, real warnth of Tanis's arm
beneath his hand. Then he felt nothing.

"No!" he how ed, hitting out at the clanmry stone wall in his fear
and anger. "Tanis!" But Tanis was gone, vani shed as though he
had never been there. "No!" Flint struck the wall again, not feeling
the sharp sting of stone tearing at his knuckles. "Tanis! Dam!
Where are you!"

He woul d have hit the wall again in fury and an al nost blind
need to feel sonething solid and real, but a slimhand grasped his
wist, pulling his fist down.

"No, please stop!" R ana cried, "Flint, stop."

Flint rounded on the girl, his eyes flashing dangerously.

"Where is he?"

"He's gone-they took him the way they took Ka-rel and
Daryn. | don't know where he is!"

Voi ces whi spered beneath the screanms that filled the air, telling
of torture and shattering agony. Gone, Flint thought furiously,
hol di ng onto his anger to warmthe ice of fear from his bl ood.
Gone! And left ne here, damm it

Down the corridor, toward where the gray light straggled in
from some unknown source, he saw a dead torch in an old cresset.
Flint ran for it, found another, and snatched them both up
Wor ki ng qui ckly, he lighted both and shoved one into Riana's
hands.

"Hang onto this," he growed, "and don't let it go out.

What ever these denons are, they do their filthy work in the dark

Aye, they had no love for our canpfire: they'll keep their distance
fromour torches. We're going to | ook for Tanis. And |'ve no doubt
that where we find himwe'll find your brother and his friend."

Ri ana grasped her torch with both hands, to steady it. In the
careeni ng shadows Flint's eyes were hard and frightening. "How
how wi Il we find hin®"

Flint shifted his own torch to his Ileft hand and hefted his
battle-axe in his right. "We'll find him" he grow ed. "Have no
doubt about that, girl. We'll find him" AND WHEN | DO, he
t hought, still fanning his anger against his fear, HE LL BE LUCKY
IF 1 DONT KICK HM FROM HERE TO SOLACE
FORGETTI NG ME | NTO THI S NI GHTMARE

When they began to find the first bodies, Flint's fury turned to
hol | ow fear. Ri ana, weeping openly now, stood rooted in the



corridor, staring at the lifel ess husks that had once been the strong
bodi es of young nen. None of the bodies, sone nmoul dering still,
some whitened skel etons bl eached by tinme's passage, showed the
marks of a fight: no broken bones, no shattered skulls. Not one of
them had battled his way to death.

They littered the corridor like discarded toys, used, broken, and
cast asi de.

Steeling hinself to find what he knew he would not be able to
bear to see, Flint noved carefully anong them searching. His

bl ood pounded painfully in his head, his breathing was ragged,
whi spered fragnents of prayers to gods few peopl e acknow edge.
Slowy, alnobst gently at times, he toed over one corpse after

anot her, his hands |ocked in a death-hold on his axe. But none of
t he bodi es was Tanis, and the nost recently dead were still too

| ong gone to have been either Karel or Daryn.

Breathing hard with his relief, he went back to Ri ana, took her
hands in his own, and | ed her past the dead.

"No, there is no use struggling. You cannot nove." Despite his
own warning, Karel instinctively tried to reach a hand to the
stranger. He grimaced and whi spered again, "Don't try, you'l
waste your strength. And you'll need it."

The words echoed in Tanis's head, bounding and | eapi ng so that
he coul d barely nake sense of them Were was he? He
renmenbered, with heart-stopping clarity, the touch of hard, cold
fingers on his wist, the grip of a skeletal hand, and a groaning,
beckoni ng voice urging himto follow. And he'd foll owed, incap-
abl e of refusal. Then darkness, bitter as dead hope, covered him
filling himw th dread and piercing fear

Flint? Riana? Wth a dark and hopel ess feeling he recalled
Flint's words on the cliff: THOSE PHANTOM RAI DERS SEEMED
TO HAVE LI TTLE INTEREST IN RIANA . . . THEY WLL HAVE
SMALL ENOUGH | NTEREST I N AN OLD DWARF. Where are
Ri ana and Flint? Dead? Dead. He heard his own groan of fear and
knew, then, that he coul d speak

"Who is that? Where are you?"

"Here, beside you." Karel's whispered |augh was sour. "If you
could turn your head, you'd see me. As it is, you'll have to be
content to stare at the ceiling, friend. Wait until he's deep into the
spell again. Then try to nove."

Light, splitting and dancing in all the colors of a rainbow,
| eaped before Tanis's eyes, arcing and splashing across the field of
his vision. He squeezed his eyes closed, trying to shut out the
needl e-sharp pain. "W are you?"

"Karel. Hush!"

"Daryn." The mage's word was thunder, rolling across the
chanmber, filling the air with danger. "Rise!"

Beside him Tanis heard Karel gasp. He gritted his teeth and
forced hinself to nove. The effort should have taken himto his
feet. He was only able to turn onto his side. It was enough to all ow
himto see the whol e chanber, and enough to |l et himshudder wth
horror at what he saw

It was a srmall man who spoke those commands, and very ol d.

He wore his years with little grace. They lay upon himlike unholy
burdens. Hi s eyes blazed with his magic, his red robes swirled
about himas he lifted his hand.

Crinmson blood circled a weakly struggling young man. Daryn,

Tani s thought, Riana's brother! The soft nurnuring of the mage's
chant rose and fell in tones that were someti nes coaxing,
somet i mes commandi ng.



Then, with jerky, heartless strength, Daryn staggered to his
feet. Hs hands twitched, his legs threatened to buckle, then
stiffened as his feet found their purchase upon the stone fl oor
Dried rosemary leaves rustled in the mage's hand. The fire in the
brazier sighed. Wth a practiced flourish, he sent the dust of a
powder ed sapphire, blue and sparkling as a hi gh autum sky,
| eapi ng across the di stance between himand the bloody circle. It
paused in md-air, an azure hal o above Daryn's head, then settled
gently, with great precision, inside the blood circle, to form an-
ot her border.

I mprisoned within Gadar's circles of magic, Daryn stood, his
face drawn and white. In that nonment, conpl ete understandi ng
rippled through him carving at his face with the sharp tools of
terror.

And in that nmonent, the door that Tanis could barely see
across the w de chanber burst open with a splintering crash.

Weird |ight broke along the finely honed bl ade of Flint's axe,
| eapi ng and danci ng.

Karel's sob of fear when he saw Ri ana standi ng behind Flint
m ght have been the voice of Daryn, standing nute and terrified in
double circles of enchantment. O it night have been the voice of
Tani s's own dread. Gadar spun quickly, his eyes wild and filled
with hatred and thwarted purpose. Wiite light | eaped fromhis
fingers, deadly arrows of flane.

"Flint! Down!"

But Tanis's cry wasn't needed to send the old dwarf dodgi ng
and scrambling for cover, dragging Riana with him Karel sl apped
his leg hard and shout ed,

"Now Up, friend, we can nove!"

The mage screaned, a mountain cat's how of rage, and turned on
Tanis and Karel. Halfway to his feet, Tanis dropped again to the
stone floor. Wiite-hot arrows of |ight darted past his face, stinging
and burning, filling the air with a sul phurous, acrid stink. Qut of
the corner of his eye, Tanis saw Karel bolt across the chanber to
where Daryn hung, trapped, in the enchanted circle of bl ood.

Daryn mpaned, and Karel, crouched outside the bloody circle,
reached out his hand to his friend. He cried out in pain, flung back
by the spitting, stinging force of Gadar's nagic.

Ri ana screanmed, and Tanis | eaped for the mage, caught him
around the knees and brought himcrash-ihg to the floor. From
some hidden place in his sleeve, Gadar found a knife. Its cold
bl ade fl ashed once, then again in the dancing torchlight, raking
al ong the back of Tanis's hand.

Hardly feeling the pain, Tanis flipped the nmage onto his belly
and dashed his knife hand against the floor. The steel blade hit
stone and rang loudly. Tanis jerked first one hand, then the other
tightly behind the mage's back and held himfirmy with a knee in
the small of his back

Frightened, filled with terror and despair, Ri ana's npani ng sobs
cane to the half-elf. A bitter oath in dwarven told himthat Flint
was unhar med

"Let Daryn go, mage,'’
go."

Shuddering and gasping for breath, Gadar twi sted his head to
glare at his captor. Hs voice, as hard as ice and steel, was a

Tanis ordered tightly. "lIt's over. Let him

grating snarl. "It is not over until the spell-caster declares it over.
And do not think to try to free himfromthe magic's circle.
Wioever crosses its borders noww ll not live an instant."

"There is no reason to hold himnow Let himgo."
"No reason in your eyes, reason enough in mne." Gadar coughed



and shuddered. For a nmonent Tanis thought he saw the old man's
eyes dim the black glitter of hatred awash with grief. "But even
that may be gone now, vanished at |ast, despite all | have done."
Gi m purpose darkened the mage's face again. "No! | will fight to
the end! Fight as | have al ways fought!"

Knowi ng that he nust strike before Gadar could begin to work

his magic, Tanis raised his fist. But Gadar was an old man! And
tired, by the look of him OLD AND WEARY, a dry, cracked voice
whi spered in his nind, AND IT WLL TAKE ONLY ONE BLOW

YOUNG MAN, ONLY ONE | F YOU CHOOSE TO DEAL I T OQUT
AGAI NST SO FRAG LE AN OPPONENT. WHAT STRENGTH

HAVE | AGAI NST THE HARD HAND OF YOUR YOUTH? Weary

age, ancient burdened grief filled the voice, and blurred i mages of
pitiful but valiant striving coalesced into pictures in the half-elf's
m nd, as clear as though they were his living menories. In the
wavering torchlight the shadow of his own fist seemed a bl ack and
evil thing. HE IS AN OLD MAN!

Tanis rel axed his hold on the mage and started to rel ease him
Then, as he turned his head, shamed by the thought of striking so
hel pl ess an opponent, he saw Gadar's lips nove slowy, silently

chanting the words of a deadly spell. H's black eyes glittered |ike
those of an ancient snake coiled to strike.
It took only one blowto still the nage. But as magic's rai nbow

light surged to Iife again, pulsing and throbbing in the air, Tanis
knew he'd struck too |ate.

Karel hunched his shoul ders, his head bowed intending to butt
t hrough the wall of Gadar's power.

"No!" Ri ana screaned

"Karel!" It was not Riana who cried out then, but Daryn.

Sonet hing of hinself flickered in his eyes. He reached out his
hand as though he would stop Karel where he crouched, ready to

| eap through the bl ood-etched circle. Daryn's eyes were black wth
fear, then finally, free of the puppet-master's influence of the
mage's will, understanding. At last his owmn will animated his
linbs. He staggered toward Karel, crashed into the pul sing wall of
magi ¢, and thrust his hand into the free air of the chamber.

"No, Karel!" Hi s voice was hollow, echoing already with the
abandoned agony of the phantons who haunted the castle.

The chamber shrieked with thwarted power, magic set free of
t he channel s Gadar had forced it into. Daryn grasped his friend s
shoul der, shoved him hard, and sent himspinning to the floor

Withing in agony so hideous that he could force no sound
from his gaping nouth, Daryn collapsed, twi tching and hunching
agai nst the pain. Then, hissing and spitting, the rainbow lights
faded, drifted aimessly for a nonent, and vani shed.

There was no longer a life to capture within the enchanted
circle.

In the stricken silence, surrounded by the thinning power and
t he dawni ng knowl edge of the sacrifice Daryn had made, Tanis
nmoved instinctively to R ana.

Stunned, she took a stunbling step toward the now harnl ess
circle where her brother lay. Tanis caught her back and gui ded her
carefully to Karel. On his knees, his head bowed, Karel reached
blindly for her hand.

"Why?" she asked, the question torn painfully from her
weepi ng heart. "Wy, Karel ?"

Karel held her closely but did not reply. He | ooked up at Tanis
as though to ask the sane question. But Tanis had no answer.

Behi nd hi m he heard the mage groan, stir, and then fall quiet. For
all the sound of his own harsh breathing and Ri ana's weeping, the



chanmber seemed suddenly silent. The old nage no | onger
br eat hed.

There nust be answers, but the nage was not going to give them
now. Tanis wondered if he would have found them sufficient or
even conprehensi bl e had he been able to hear them

What twi sted purpose, he thought, his head aching with the
wondering, would nove a man to this warped use of magic?

An old man, his skin the color of parchment, his hands gnarl ed
claws, crawming with thick, twisted veins. Age? Was that the thing
t he mage had thought to stave off with the life spirit of young
Daryn? Had he been pirating the youth of others to keep hinself
alive? Disgust, enpty even of pity, filled Tanis until his stomach
knot t ed.

Wearily he turned, |looking for Flint. He found the dwarf in the
dar kest coner of the chamber, kneeling beside a small, richly
clothed bed. In that bed, covered with thick robes and bl ankets, |ay
aslim frail boy.

For one long nonment Tanis thought that the boy was dead. Hi s
breathing, so slight that it m ght have been the play of shadows
across his chest, nmade no sound.

"Flint?"

The old dwarf shook his head. "He lives, but only barely."

The boy sighed, then opened his eyes, and Tanis felt an echoi ng
throb of the pain that he saw there. It seemed an ancient pain, |ong
suffered and too | ong denied. Then, for a nmonent, the eyes filled
wi th pl eadi ng, darkened with fear.

" Fat her ?"

"No," Tanis said, dropping to his knees beside the bed.

"Father, no nore."

Tanis | ooked to Flint, who shook his head. The boy was so weak
he coul d barely see, so weary he could not know that Tanis was
not the father he spoke to. Aching pity filled Tanis then, and he
took the boy's hand in his own.

"Be still now," he whispered.

But the boy tried weakly to lift his hand. "No. No nore. Father
Pl ease, | cannot. No nore."

"Hush, now, lad. Rest."

"Pl ease, Father. | would-I would stay if | could. Please,

Father. No nore. |-want no nore of these stolen lives."

Even as he heard Flint's shuddering gasp, Tanis knew why the
mage had fought so bitterly for Daryn's life. It was for the boy!
The boy m ght have been but twelve or thirteen, but his eyes spoke
of many nore years than that. And those years, Tanis realized sud-
denly, had all been w nters.

"Father? Let me go. | amso weary ... let ne go. Father?"

"Tanis, give himwhat he wants.” Flint sat heavily down on the
cold stone floor, his back against the boy's bed. It was as though
Tani s thought, the old dwarf could not | ook at the boy any | onger

And, in truth, he would have turned away, too. But he could
not, though he thought he could drown in the need he saw in the
boy' s eyes.

"He wants death, Flint."

The boy shivered and stirred again, groping for Tanis's hand.

The quiet rustle of his bedclothes was Iike the sound of Death's
soft-f oot ed approach

"Tanis, help him" Flint whispered. "He thinks you are his
father."

Tani s gathered the boy gently in his arnms and held himcarefully.
He wanted to hold the thin spark of life within the boy, as though
his pity alone would keep it burning. Across the room he could see



Ri ana, weeping in Karel's arms, one hand stroking her brother's
face. Against his neck he could feel the faint breath of the dying
boy, warmyet with the life that faded with each nonent. He
doesn't want death, Tanis realized then, but only perm ssion

"Yes." Tanis whispered the word the boy wanted to hear, the
bl essi ng the nage never gave. Wakly, the boy | ooked up
searching, and then snil ed.

"I love you. Father."

"I know it," Tanis breathed, choking on the words. "But go,
now, and go with nmy love." For one nonent he woul d have taken
back his words. Then the boy sighed, a small shudder |ike the
fluttering of a noth's wings. Tanis's arns tightened around the frai
body, enpty now of life, and he bowed his head.

After a long while, he heard Flint stir beside him The half-elf
did not resist when his friend lifted the boy fromhis arms and set
hi m gently back on the bed.

"Are you all right, lad?"

Tani s nodded.

"What are you thinking about ?"

"That all these people were noved by | ove to do what they did.

Ri ana and her brother, Karel, and even the nage and his son. But
| ook how bitter the harvests were."

"Aye," Flint said, reaching down to help himto his feet. "Sone
fruits are bitter."

Tani s touched the peaceful face of the boy on the bed, thinking
that it mght only have been sleep that snoothed away the sharp
lines of pain and not death. "And sone are never harvested at all."

Flint was silent for a long noment. Then he smled, as though
to hinmself. He took Tanis's armand turned himgently away from
the boy's bed. "Bitter, some, and un-harvested, others. A harvest
depends on the soil in which the seed is planted, lad, and the care it
is given." He nodded to Riana, quiet nowin Karel's arns. "Don't
you think that theirs could yet be sweet?"

Finding the Faith
Mary Kirchoff

The heat of the camp's communal peat fire warned
nmy ol d hands, nunb froma hard days work. |, Raggart
Knug, true cleric of the Ice Folk, had just conpleted the long, cold
task of forging another frostreaver. Sighing with contentnent,
munched on raw fresh fish, wiggling ny toes a little closer to the
fl anes.

As the sun di pped bel ow | cenountai n Bay, others of the canp
cane to warmthensel ves as well.

"Tell us again about the time of the strangers!" Men-dor
pl eaded, his eyes shining with excitenent.

Laina, a pretty girl with hair the color of nelted wal rus bl ubber
joined in. "Yes, tell us how the beautiful elf woman and her
conpani ons charned an ice bear and fought the w cked Hi ghl ord
with-'

"Wait a monent! Who's telling this story?" | interrupted her
with a chuckle.

Tired though I was, | could not resist the chance to tell ny
favorite story, about the tine | became a true cleric. Wping greasy
hands on the skins of my leggings, | |leaned forward to begin the
tale, noving away fromthis tine to another, just yesterday it
seemed, when .

Ni ne strangers canme fromthe north, from Tarsis they said. The
guards noticed them sone distance fromthe canp, their colorfu



robes and thin ani mal skins making them stand out |ike spring
flowers agai nst the whiteness of the glacier
| did not wish to join those sent to neet the intruders. Wth the

talk of raiding bands of mnotaurs, | was forging the Ice Folk's
favored weapon, the fros-treavers, as quickly as possible. Even so,
t he maki ng of each one still took many, many days. | was alone in
my work since, as cleric of the Ice Folk, I amthe only one on

Krynn with the know edge, passed down through ny famly, of

how to forge these renmarkabl e battl e-axes fromsolid chunks of
incredibly dense ice. | hoped to conplete the one | was working on
before the sun left the sky, so |I kept ny face down when our

| eader came searching for nen to go confront the strangers. It
didn't work. For reasons of his own, the Geat Harald ordered ne
to join the party.

Gunmbling, | snatched up ny staff and pack of curatives before
headi ng for the harbor. Al npbst absent-nindedly, | poked the
frostreaver I was working on into the pack. | have no idea why I
did that, since | was not strong enough to use it. | had seen sixty
wi nters, and ny nuscles just weren't what they used to be.
Besides, my job would be to nmoderate with the strangers, not fight
them Al though |I was once the nost know edgeabl e gui de anong
the Ice Folk, | saw less and |l ess of the world beyond the canp as
t he years went by.

My ol d bones creaked belligerently as | clinbed the | adder over
the wall of hard-packed snow and nade ny way to the boats in the
harbor. Soon, our |one iceboat, sail extended |ike a billow ng
cloud, skittered across the frozen wastel and, carrying twelve Ice
Fol k toward the dot of color that marked the strangers.

"There are nine," called Wl mar, Harald s | ookout, perched on
t he port bow.

"And a pol ar bear, a good omen!" Harald exclaimed. "Trimthe
sail!" Admired for their strength and endurance, pol ar bears have
| ong been revered by Ice Fol k.

The iceboat swept in a wide, graceful arc, stopping about one
hundred feet fromthe group of travelers. Wth a wave of his hand,
Haral d ordered us to advance on the strangers.

Haral d, his massive form swayi ng, stepped ahead of us sone
twenty feet. "I am Haral d Haakan, chieftain of the Ice Folk, the
peopl e whose | and you trespass. Return from wherever you cane
and we will not harmyou."

"Harm us?" a young, heavily arnored man scow ed. Hi s
nmoust ache bristled with disdain. "Derek Crownguard, Knight of
the Crown, is ordered by no one!"

| watched as irritation swelled Harald' s seven-foot frane to ful
size and weight. In a nmonment he would order us to attack

Suddenl y, a young, slender elven maiden twi sted her way past
the knight to stand before the strangers. | nust confess, ny breath
caught in ny throat at the |oveliness of the woman. Her skin was
cl ean and creany, not like the soot-stained conpl exi ons of the
worren of the canp. She | ooked as fragile as an icicle, yet her eyes
held the strength of its cousin, the frostreaver.

"I am Laurana, princess of the Qualinesti elves," she began, her
voi ce light, nusical, enchanting. She introduced the rest of the
party, though | was so entranced by the sound of her voice that I
was only half aware of their names. But | knew Harald m ght ask
my counsel, so | forced nyself to listen to her words.

There was another elf anmpbng them a quiet, handsone
young man Laurana introduced as her brother. He said little,
but his eyes flashed with | ove every time he | ooked at his
si ster.



There were three other nen dressed |ike Derek, ob-
viously knights as well, though there the simlarity ended.
The one named Aran, tall and red-haired, seened easygoi ng
and affable, though it was only an inpression- there was
not hing to | augh about in our encounter. Another, a quiet
one named Brian, exuded a subtle strength.

The fourth knight was nore interesting than the rest,
mai nl y because he was not so easy to read. Laurana called
him Sturm There was sonet hing unsettled and nysterious
about the knight with the doubl e nmoustache. He stood tal
and proud, and honesty shone from his eyes. But
surrounded by peopl e, he seened oddly al one.

"W nean you no harm" Laurana continued. "W are
traveling from Tarsis to Icewall Castle on a mssion vital to
the safety of Krynn."

Haral d' s chest stopped heaving with anger, but he
remai ned cautious. "You did not bring the bear from
Tarsis," he grow ed

The mai den paled at his accusatory tone. "No, he was
being tortured by mnotaurs, so we freed him" she
expl ai ned hastily. "W released him but-"

"He's fallen in love with Laurana!” a small, childlike
creature with a long tassle of hair cried, |eaping forward
wi th delight.

Conpl etely undaunted by Harald, the creature started
forward, small hand extended. "How do you do? My nane
i s Tassl ehoff Burrfoot and . "

"Hush up, you doorknob," a stocky dwarf grow ed,
yanki ng the excited kender back by the arm "or I'll feed
you to a minotaur myself!"

Laurana smniled enbarrassedly and gl anced at the
massive white bear. "He does seemrather fond of ne."

Li ke Harald, |I found the presence of the ice bear in-
triguing. | knew the bear was young fromits awkward,
clumsy gait. 1'd seen many of these |unbering creatures on
the glacier, but never had | seen one willingly serve any

master, human or otherwise. An iron collar strained at the
bear's thick neck and deep red welts nmarred its white fur
witness to the elf woman's story of the minotaur's tortures.
But Harald' s interest turned to the talk of m notaurs.
"How many bull-creatures were there? Did you kill thenP"
| could see the elf wonan trying to gauge Harald's
reaction. Perhaps the Ice Folk were friendly with minotaurs.
"There were seven-and yes"-she ganbl ed, watching him
closely-"we killed themall. W' ve seen no others since."
Though Harald's wi de face spread into a grin, | could see
that he did not trust these strangers yet. "Bull-men have
| ong pl agued us. W owe you a great debt. Come to our

canp and rest. W will feed and cl othe you properly before
you continue across the glacier."
This was not just mere politeness. | knew that Harald

wanted to question the strangers further and he felt nore
confortabl e back on his own ground. And, if he did not |ike

their answers . . . they would never |eave our village alive.
The sour-faced dwarf stepped forward and hitched up his
gear. "Well, | certainly could use sone warm food and

clothing,” he grunbled. "This w | d-goose chase the kender
has us on for sone silly dragon orb we know not hi ng about
is enough to freeze a man's bones!"

The kni ght, Derek, could hold hinmself in check no I onger



"W can't waste tinme in revelry! Besides, how do we know we can
trust these barbarians? | say we | eave i medi atel y!" Reachi ng out,
Der ek grabbed hold of Laurana, intending perhaps to enphasize
his point by forcing her to look himin the eyes.

It didn't work.

The huge white bear had been standing calmy next to Laurana.
When Der ek caught hold of the elf maid, the bear roared in anger
and suddenly stood up on its hind legs. Its massive frane stretched
to a height that dwarfed even Harald, and it swayed nenaci ngly
over the knight, snarling and growing as if daring himto nove
again. Al color drained fromDerek's face; he hastily dropped the
mai den's arm The Ice Folk around ne fell back slightly, know ng
the bear's sharp, protruding claws had the power to rip out Derek's
throat in a second. The frigid air fairly crackled with tension
broken only by Derek's ragged breat hing.

"D-d-down, bear," the elf naiden finally managed to stamer.

But the creature renai ned suspended over Derek. Realizing that

she al one had the power to persuade it, Laurana bravely reached

up a slender hand to pat the beast reassuringly. "Down!" she com
manded nmore firmy. The bear hesitated for a nonment, then
reluctantly, it dropped back to all fours, eyeing Derek and giving
one | ast snarl. Though obviously relieved that the bear no | onger
threatened him Derek's face burned red with humiliation

So THAT'S why this slender young female is a | eader of men, |
t hought to nyself. The bear has chosen her. | saw Haral d take note
of this, too.

At that noment, a bearded man whose presence | had overl ooked

stepped gingerly past the bear. | judged himto be ol der than nost
of his conpani ons but younger than nyself. He spoke to the elf
maid in mld, firmtones and | could tell, from her respectfu

attitude, that he had | ong been her counselor. "Derek is right about
one thing, Laurana, ny dear: we have no tine to waste. Tanis nmay

al ready be waiting for us in Sancrist."

"I have not forgotten, Elistan," Laurana said softly, a strange,

al nrost wistful look in her eyes.

She turned to Harald slowy. "W regretfully decline your kind

of fer of hospitality,” she began. "My . . . that is ... friends wait
us." Coughing, she cleared her throat. There was a note of pain in
her voice. "And we have an inportant mssion to fulfill before we

can join them" she expl ai ned.
"I"'mafraid you m sunderstood nme, princess,"” Harald said, his

friendly tone gone. "It was not an offer, but a demand. You see, we
Ice Folk are at war-we cannot afford to trust anyone." He gave a
tight-lipped smle. "You will return with us." Accustoned to being

obeyed, Harald turned to |l eave. He did not, therefore, see Derek
draw his sword or Laurana grip the knight's arm forcing himto
put the sword back to its sheath.

"What can | do to convince you we nean you no harm that we
are not spies?" she demanded of Harald's back. "Qur mission is
vital-it cannot wait!"

Haral d swung around slowy, irritation turning his face even
redder than its normal shade. He did not |ike conplications-and
this mai den was proving stubborn. Suddenly, his expression
bri ghtened as an idea struck him

"You have ny leave to go on this 'm ssion' of yours, then," he
said. "But |eave several of your nunber here as-"

"As hostages?" Laurana finished for himcoolly.

"No, | prefer to think of themas a sign of good faith." Harald
smled slightly. "And as a sign of our good faith, | vow to spare
their lives for the seven days | give you to return, as long as we

for



meet with no harmduring that tine. That is fair, | think?
"I would, of course, prefer that you | eave your fighters,"
he added, his eyes going to the well-armed knights, "and the
bear, as a token of luck."

Laurana's nouth tw sted in shock and outrage. Her thin

frame shook as she struggled for control. "Wthout
know edge of the glacier, it is inpossible for us to know
how long it will take us to reach Icewall Castle. And

wi t hout fighters, what chance have we of retrieving that
whi ch we seek?"

Haral d shrugged. "I did not say | wanted a77of your
fighters. These two will do," he said, pointing to Aran and
Brian. "And the ones called Flint and G |thanas nust stay
behind. You will be nore inclined to return for your brother

and your friend." He eyed Derek. "You may keep the sul ky
one."

"This is an outrage!" Derek snarled, once again putting
his hand on the hilt of his sword. "There are only twel ve of

them | say we take our chances and-"
But Laurana cut his words off, her voice clipped. "Wen
it cones to retrieving the orb, I will take no chances. If you

insist on fighting, Derek, then you will fight alone." The
kni ght called Sturm noved nearer to her, nodding in
support. "l suggest you instruct your nen to join Harald,"
Laurana added, her voice breaking, "as | will ny friends
and ny brother."

The dwarf glowered at this. "No, Laurana," he said
stubbornly. "I won't allow you to trai pse across this frozen
wast el and | ooki ng for Reorx-knows-what w thout nme! It's
t oo dangerous!" Realizing his voice had risen, Flint eyed the
bear warily and dropped his tone. "Tanis woul d never
forgive mel"

"Nor woul d our father," Laurana's brother added grinly.
"I'"d rather we turned around and forgot that orb than to |et
you go of f unprotected!"

Wth a sad snile, Laurana placed her hands in theirs.

"You both know retrieving the dragon orb may be Krynn's

only hope, and everyone is counting on us. Besides, | won't
be alone-Sturm Elistan, and Derek will be with me. If
there were any other way," she added, "1'd take it. But we

have no choice but to accept their ternms, it seens. Please
don't make this nore difficult for me than it is already."

Flint searched her eyes, sighing heavily. "Very well," he
said gruffly. "Besides, you don't want a grunpy old dwarf
sl owi ng you down."

G I thanas nodded slowy, but | could tell he wasn't
happy. He started to argue, but she continued to | ook at him
intently, pleadingly, until he shrugged angrily. "I'Il stay, if
that's what you want," he said.

Si ghi ng, Laurana turned back to Haral d.

"\What proof have we that you'll keep your end of the
bargain and will not harmthenP" she asked.

Scratching his bearded chin, Harald thought about that
for a nonment. Propped up against ny staff, | watched
absently as the old man called Elistan came over to stand
besi de Laur ana.

It was then that | noticed the nmedallion around the old
man's neck. My breath caught in ny throat, though this tine
in fear-the hazy winter sun glistened off a gol den
nmedal i on in the shape of a platinumdragon, the synbol of



the true god, Paladine. | could not believe ny eyes. Long
ago, right before the Cataclysm all clerics of the true gods
had vani shed fromthe world, ny own great-great-great
grandf at her anmong them Wth them vani shed the ability of
the clerics to work the will of the gods in the world, to
perform heal ing and other magi cal spells. Many said that
this was because the true gods thensel ves had forsaken
Krynn, but ny family did not believe this. Since that day,
we had pl edged ourselves to wait for some sign of the return
of the true gods. None had lived to see that day. Nervously,
| rubbed at my eyes with grubby fists, hoping to erase the

i mage.
But when | | ooked up again, the nedallion still hung
fromElistan's neck. A sickness grewin my stomach. | had

al ways prayed that | would be the one to discover a true
cleric-one who could performmiracles-as a sign that the

true gods had returned. But in nmy heart of hearts, | never
really believed | would. Face to face with the synbol
heral di ng that discovery, | still did not-could not-believe

it! He nmust be a charlatan, and | wanted nothing nore than
to escape soneone who would try to trick us.

"You drive a hard bargain, elf woman " Harald finally
said to Laurana. "I like you-1 don't trust you entirely-but
I like you." His | aughter pounded agai nst the frozen gl acier
"As a sign of our good faith, and to aid you in returning
within seven days, we will send with you a guide." He

cl apped me on the back. "Qur cleric is the best one anong
us. He will acconpany you to the castle."

Haral d's words echoed in my aching head, echoed across
the glacier. Could the fates be so cruel? Had | heard right?
Haral d' s beefy hand on my shoul der assured nme that | had.

My words cane to ny ears as if spoken by anot her

"I cannot-1 nean, | don't want to guide them" |

munbl ed, avoiding Harald' s eyes. "I don't trust them"

Haral d's huge face turned as red as his hair. "Just sol" he
bel l owed. "They will not attack us without their fighters,
and they will not harmyou while we hold their friends." He

swung his face down to neet nmine, his fishy breath fanning
nmy face. "Do you question ny judgnent?"

My cheeks drained of color as | struggled to force words
fromnmy throat. "No-no. It's just that-" Could I tell him
of ny fears?

"Spit it out, man," Harald roared inpatiently. "Men
freeze while you sputter!”

| forced down the lunmp in ny throat. "The hunman,

El i stan- he wears the synmbol of the true god, Pal a-di ne! He
is a charlatan!"”

Haral d's features relaxed fromanger to a | ook of
confusion. "But, Raggart, surely you and every nenber of
your |ine have pledged your life to neet one such as this!"
he said. "This is your chance!"

The sinple logic of Harald's words turned ny fear to
dogged stubborness. "That is why | am suspicious!" |
whi spered. "Wuld such an inportant person just appear on
t he gl aci er one day?"

My eyes narrowed. "Wat is this dragon orb, anyway?

And if it's so valuable, who would keep it in a frozen,
abandoned castle at the farthest edge of the glacier?
Soneone with sonething to hide, that's who!"

Haral d shook his head firmy. "I cannot say. The gods



nmove in nysterious ways." He shook ne slightly. "But
whet her he is a true cleric or an eneny scout sent to
determ ne our strength, we need our best guide to watch
them That someone is you."

I, Raggart Knug, cleric of the Ice Folk, |ooked into ny
chieftain's icy blue eyes and knew that only death woul d
save me fromguiding the strangers to Icewall Castle.

W were just preparing to depart when the kender, who
had been standi ng next to Laurana, shifting inpatiently
fromone foot to the other, said cheerfully, "Well, who
wants nme?"

"They do!" both sides cried, pointing to the other. It
seened tenpers were going to flare again, Derek refusing to
t ake Tassl ehoff and the dwarf insisting that the kender be
packed off to lcewall Castle without delay. In the end, it was
Haral d who deci ded Tassl ehoffs fate.

"The kender goes!" he said firny.

| thought even Laurana appeared a bit downcast at this
deci si on.

The ice bear also proved difficult. He refused, quite violently I
m ght add, to | eave Laurana until she spoke with himat | ength.
wonder how nuch he understood; | think her tone convinced him
The bear acconpanied Harald, and | noticed that our |eader kept
his distance fromthe sul ki ng bear as he |l ed the search party back
to the ice boat.

-Finally ny party and | started off in search of this dragon orb
or whatever they were after. Using my staff to propel my old
bones al ong, ny body slowy adjusted to the rigors of exploring
the glacier. Though time and the el enents had changed the
| andscape, | still knew what to look for, how to avoid snow
covered crevasses. Despite the nature of the trek across the gl acier
| enjoyed the feeling of the cold, icy wind across ny | eathery

cheeks, the sight of swirling eddies of snow. | had been cooped
inside ny hut forging frostreavers for too |ong.
Renenbering ny situation, | |ooked back at ny wards and was

grateful that Harald had insisted we take peat for nighttinme fires on
the open glacier and that we dress in the Ice Folk pelts of bear and
otter. The strangers' borrowed furs made them nmuch | ess
conspi cuous than their colorful robes against the snow backdrop

| did not mind the danger. Everyday life at our canp held dangers.
Besides, | had lived a full life and did not particularly fear the
possibility of death. Still, I did not want my life to end
acconpanyi ng a band of tricksters in the name of the true god! The
irony of the situation nearly made nme chuckle; fate had a wy
sense of hunor.

Unfortunately, Derek did not. Nothing | did pleased him |

wal ked too slow. | wal ked too fast. It was too cold. The furs nade
himhot. | had no |love for the knight, but | knew that answering his
conplaints would only provoke himfurther. | renmained silent, ny

head bent against the swirling snow as | picked our path across the
glacier toward Icewall Castle.

Krynn's sun rose and set on three cold days as we crossed the
snowy wast el ands. Each day, five travelers from warnmer |ands
struggl ed behind ne through bitter wi nds and man-swal | owi ng
drifts.

The kender proved as much a handful as any ten children from
the village. Mre than once did | catch sight of himin the corner
of nmy eye as he wandered off the path | had chosen. Once |
collared himjust as the snow beneath his little feet slid away,



reveal i ng a crevasse

"Ww, would you | ook at that?" he marveled. "I wonder what's
down there? Perhaps I'lIl make a map of this-maybe it's a shortcut
to the other side of Krynn!" Tassl ehoff reached into a pouch for
some paper.

"Don't be any sillier than you can help," Derek grunbled,

trudgi ng t hrough snow that reached his knees. "1'd be the first to
fall down it if it led to soneplace warner!"
Tassl ehoffs face fell only slightly. "I suppose,” he munbl ed.

Though | vowed to keep to myself and nerely gui de them as

ordered, | could not hel p but wonder about the others. | had a | ot of

tinme to observe them after all

My first inpressions of Sturm Brightblade never changed; he was
a man al one. For some reason, the ol der knight, Derek, seened
determ ned to break the younger knight's will, but Sturm never
wavered in his loyalty to Laurana. And though provoked

enough for ten nen, he never raised his voice to the ol der

kni ght. Sone dark secret rode Sturm s shoul der |ike a black
beast, but | never discovered what it was.

Though Elistan was silent nmost of the time and never
conpl ai ned-or maybe because of those things-1 still did

not trust him Every now and then he sniled serenely to

hi nsel f for no obvious reason as his eyes scanned the bl eak
hori zon. He couldn't be enjoying the trip, | reasoned. Ws

he | aughing at nme, at tricking a gullible old cleric who
waited for the return of the true faith? The thought made ny

| egs nove faster, to hasten the nonment when | woul d | eave

hi m behi nd.

But | must confess that, much as | tried, | could not | ook
forward to the time when | woul d | eave Laurana. When
we'd first net, I'd thought it strange that a slight young

worman woul d | ead ei ght men, four of whom were knights.
Then |1'd believed, as Derek did, that her power over the
group came fromthe bear

"My quest is to retrieve that orb," the knight grow ed
one night after he'd | ost another debate to Laurana. "That
bear is no longer here to fight your battles!"

Derek's threat struck me as foolishly hollow, marking in
my mnd the nmoment when | first knew Laurana had
enchanted nme, though not in a romantic way. Each ni ght
when we stopped and lit a small fire to warm oursel ves and
eat our meager rations, Elistan sat whispering to Laurana,
advi sing her, giving her the noral strength to go on. The
sight filled me with jealousy. | wanted to be the one whose
advi ce she sought, to receive her grateful smile. Beyond her
physi cal beauty was an inner strength that nade ne want to
foll ow her even wi thout the bear.

W were all grateful when, on the norning of the fourth
day, the sun rose behind the distant silhouette of I|cewall
Castl e, shining upon the jagged pronontory of |cewall
Before the Cataclysm the castle, nmade of stone, stood upon
a rocky island in the seas south of Tarsis. But the Cataclysm
turned those seas to ice and snow, as well as the island
bel ow the castle, creating Icewall. Wrdlessly, our pace
qui ckened, each of us heartened by the sight. Soon | would
be free of the strangers

Wthin a few hours we stood at the base of lcewall. Forty
or so paces to our right, icy remants of a stairway snaked
up the cliff face as far as the eye could see. Perched on the
top of lcewall was our goal, lcewall Castle.



"That's it-the mghty Icewall Castle?" the kender's
hi gh- pi tched voi ce screeched loudly in the chill air.
Terrified, | tried to clap a hand to his nouth, but | was too
late. "Wy, it's nothing but a big block of ice, not nearly as
attractive as other castles |I've seen!" he shouted.

As | had feared, a slow groaning sound shook |ce-wall,
sendi ng a snowy aval anche thundering down toward us.

"Run!" | shrieked. Punping as fast as my |egs and deep
snow woul d allow, | could only hope that the others
followed ny lead. When Icewall finally quieted down, only
the kender, to his own delight, had been swal |l owed by snow
up to his neck.

"Ch, nmy, did | cause that?" he asked innocently as Sturm
pl ucked himout by the arnmpits. "Look!" he gasped
abruptly. "The aval anche opened up a cave or sonething!"

He poi nted skyward to a dark, shadowy spot hal fway up the
face of lcewall. "It nust be a shortcut into the castle-I'm
sure of it! And | found it," he added proudly.

Derek's face twisted into a grimsmle. "That's precisely
why we should avoid it. To say nothing of the fact that it's
foolish to clinb toward a dark spot that may or may not be a
cave openi ng-which may or may not lead into the castle."

H s eyes narrowed as he | eaned nenacingly toward the
kender. "And suppose it is an openi ng-who do YQOU
suppose made it?"

"I"'msure | don't know," said the kender, shrugging. H's
eyes lit up. "But it would be interesting to find out."

Derek snorted. "'Interesting’ isn't a word I would use to
descri be whatever's guarding a powerful artifact such as this
orb!"

Laurana's brow creased with concern. "I hadn't even
considered that!" she said, |ooking chagrined. "I assuned
that since it was stuck out here on the glacier, Icewall Castle
woul d be deserted. But Derek's probably right. Raggart, you
know this area better than any of us. Wat do you think? Is
there likely to be sonmeone or sonething inside the castle?"

| hesitated for a nonent to determine what | DID think. |
did not wish to alarm her unnecessarily, but she had to
know t he truth.

"There have been reports of a white dragon com ng and
going fromthe castle,” | told her reluctantly. "Any nunber
of other creatures may have taken up residence-you have
al ready nmet the nminotaurs."

"I don't know why | did not think of that before!" She
si ghed, then squinted up at the icy cliff. "Wat route should
we take?"

| followed her gaze. "I believe the kender is right- that
is a cave opening which may lead into the castle. Though
we don't know what awaits us inside, we chance the sane
thing clinbing to the top, with half the risk of being spotted
from above. \Watever you decide, the clinb would be safer
if we rope oursel ves together."

"The ol d barbarian doesn't know what he's saying,"

Derek scoffed, "though his idea about the rope seens
reasonabl e enough. Let's waste no nore time-an orb

awaits us above!" He tied a length of rope to his waist and
held the end to Sturm "Cone, Brightblade, |ink yourself to
me and we'll find the base of that stairway!"

Sturm's brows lifted in question. "Laurana?"

"Raggart is our guide," she said confidently. "We'll clinb



to the opening."

Suddenl y her expression changed to fear. Like a curtain
falling, we were engulfed in shadows. Startled, | followed
her gaze. There, high above lIcewall, | saw the massive
underbelly of a white dragon as it soared fromthe castle's
bal ustrade.

"CGet down!" | hissed. Thankfully, everyone dropped to
his stomach wi thout question, even the kender. They knew,
as did I, what would happen if the dragon spotted us.
shuddered at the thought and prayed that with our |ight-
colored furs, we blended in with the snow.

W thout a backward gl ance, the dragon sped away in the
direction we'd just come, pulling its massive shadow al ong.

A sudden fear knotted ny stomach. Wen the dragon was a
nmere dot in the distant horizon, | stood up and, turning,
started headi ng back

"Wait, Raggart! Where are you goi ng?" Laurana shouted,
stunbling after me to catch hold of ny arm

"Now we know that the reports about a dragon are true.

Gven its general direction, I'mafraid it's headed for ny
village. | have to go back inmredi ately!"

Laurana | ooked synpathetic, but she shook her head.

"W cannot abandon our search for the orb, especially when
we're this close to it," she said.

"What is this dragon orb? How can it be nore inportant
than the lives of ny kinsman?" | demanded.

"I understand your concern," Laurana said, "but a |one dragon
woul d scarcely attack an entire village. And IF it wanted to, it
woul d have | ong before this. Think, Raggart," she commanded,
grasping ny shoulder. "Even if we left inmmediately, we would
reach your village days behind the creature, too late to help
anyone. Then we woul d neither save your village nor retrieve the
orb."

"Then what about our lives? Are they worth nothi ng?"
shouted. "The presence of the dragon convinces ne that |cewall
Castle is far nore dangerous than any of us inmagined." Even to ny

own ears, | sounded like a frightened old nan. That only made ne
angrier. "I amnot an old coward, but neither aml a young fool!"
"Of course you're not!" Laurana's eyes glittered brilliantly.

"The orb we seek has the power to control dragons. Though you
may not understand or believe me, Raggart, nore people will
suffer if we do not find it before sonmeone who would use it for
evil gains."

Laurana grasped ny hand. "I know Harald instructed you to
wat ch-1 nean guide us, but | would not blanme you if you chose
to return without us." Her voice picked up momentum "But,
Raggart, tine is of the essence if we are to save our friends-save
Krynn. We-/need your help. WIIl you continue on with us?"

Derek snorted with disgust and began | ooking for footholds in
the icy cliff face.

| was nonentarily torn with indecision. Though her words had

convinced nme ny fears were largely unfounded, | still hesitated. In
the end, | decided to continue with themfor three reasons: for
good or bad, | needed to know the truth about Elistan; Laurana

wanted nme to go; and Derek did not.

| did not like the thought that ny life in any way de pended on
Derek, but lashed to himas | was, it did. After nme cane Laurana,
then Elistan, then Tas; Sturm pulled up our rear. Though Derek
had conpl ai ned heartily on the glacier, he took too rmuch pride in
his physical strength to give in to the exhaustion that plagued us al



on the back-breaking clinmb up lIcewall. H's tenacity may well have
saved our lives nore than once. Wenever | faltered or |ost ny
footing, Derek's hand was there to pull me to safer ground.

The cliff face provided even |less protection fromthe el enents
than the open glacier. Forced to |look up to find our way, our faces
were exposed to icy, blistering winds that blasted flesh till it was
raw. Fingers permanently bent, nmy arnms ached fromthe strain, ny
toes throbbed fromstruggling to find new footholds. Even ny
jaws hurt from being clenched too | ong.

But as nuch as | suffered, at least | was used to the cold. |
knew the rest must feel it tenfold. Behind ne, Laurana struggled to
swal | ow i nvol untary whi npers of pain. Below her, Elistan
wheezed until | thought his Iungs woul d burst.

"I don't nmean to conplain,” | heard the kender say wearily, "but
is anyone else tired? I'mall for adventures, and | know we have to
find the orb, but I haven't been this exhausted since that tinme with
the woolly marmoth. | HAVE told you about that, haven't |?"

"Yes, Tas, we've all heard it," was Sturm s patient reply. "Save
your energy for clinmbing now "

"I"'mquite sure Raggart hasn't heard it," Tas said a bit
petul antly, "but perhaps you're right," he added, gasping for

br eat h.

Hours, seemi ng nore |ike days, passed as we slowy nade our
way up the glassy crags of Icewall. Behind ne, the cleric, Elistan
sighed |l oudly. Though I was still suspicious of him he seened a
ki nd enough man, not at all inclined to jokes or tricks. Wat had

| -what had Knugs for generations-expected? Since | seldomleft
the village anynore, let alone the glacier, just where was |
expecting to find this nessenger fromthe gods if not on the

gl acier?
"Aren't we nearly there?" Tas spoke the words everyone el se
I onged to ask. "I feel as though we've clinmbed to the top and back

down again!"

"It 7's getting near sunset,'
shoul d stop."

I, too, had noticed our |engthening shadows upon the cliff face.
Soon the nmoons woul d ri se.

"If we're not likely to reach that opening soon," Sturmcalled up
to us, "I say we find a |l edge on which to spend the night and rest."
"For once | agree with Brightblade," Derek said, finally giving
into the strain. Wping his broww th his fur-covered arm he
stopped clinbing, pronpting everyone else to do the sane.

W' d used up all the peat crossing the glacier. The thought of a

ni ght spent clinging to this frigid nountain, the wi nd whistling

| ouder than Harald's snoring, did nothing to raise ny spirits.
squinted up Icewall past Derek. Though tw light turned every icy
crag dark, one not very far off was |larger and bl acker than all the
rest.

| cleared ny throat, for | had not spoken since we started our
climb that nmorning. "I think we're alnpbst there. Look," | said,
pointing to what | believed to be the cave opening.

"You're just saying that because | suggested we stop!" Derek
barked wit hout | ooking up, exhaustion maki ng himeven nore
churli sh.

"You know, Derek," Tassl ehoff said shrilly, "people would be

nmore inclined to listen to you if you were pleasant, |ike Laurana or
Sturm"

"Not now," Sturm warned the kender in a | ow tone.

"I"msure Derek appreciates being told this," Tassl ehoff
continued, unperturbed. "Flint once called nme a thief. It was all a

Laurana poi nted out. "Perhaps we



terrible m sunderstandi ng, of course, sonething about a bracelet.

Anyway, he explained to ne that people mght m stake ny

nmotives, you know, think I'ma thief when I'mreally just
protecting their interests. Now | know not to take it personally.
Der ek understands what | nean," the kender finished confidently.
"NOT NOW TASI" Sturm hissed, eyeing Derek's purple face,

noting his clenched fists.

"Yes . . . well. " Laurana coughed unconfortably, perhaps
swal l owi ng a laugh. "I think we'd better hurry if we intend to
continue."

Derek' s hands sl ow y uncl enched as he struggled for control
Wth a grimglance at the oblivious kender, he turned and squi nted
into the grow ng darkness, then continued up the cliff face,
practically jerking the rest of us along in his wake.

Fortunately, we hadn't far to go.

"Well, what do you know?" Derek breathed up ahead of ne.
Scranbling over a jagged crag, he di sappeared from sight.

Frowning, | forced ny reluctant nuscles to nove faster. Wen
reached the spot where |'d last seen him | stopped and caught ny
br eat h.

W' d found the cave.

And it was beyond all imaginings. Walls, ceiling, and floor
were made of ice smooth as gl ass. Though the cave shoul d have
been pitch-black, a rainbow of muted col ors glowed frominside
the gl assy surfaces, colors I'd never seen in ny whole |life danced
on the bl eak, bl ack-and-whiteness of the glacier. | stood rooted to
t he spot.

"Raggart, what is it?" Laurana pushed past me to clinb onto the
| edge. "Ch, ny!" she gasped. "It's beautiful!"

"It's also magical ," Elistan said uneasily, as we hel ped himonto
the I edge. Tas and Sturmfoll owed. "And of the Black Robes, |
bel i eve. "

"What does that nean?" the Render asked.

"I"'mafraid it neans we're probably not alone up here,” Sturm
said grimy. "Someone possessed of very powerful-and evil -
magi ¢ created this effect.”

"I know sone very powerful magic-users," Tas chined in.

"There's Raistlin-have you heard of hinP" he asked ne, not
waiting for an answer. "Then there's Fizban, although he's not very
powerful ," the kender's brow winkled, "or alive for that matter."

Derek gl anced at Tassl ehoff as he would an irritating fly. "W
can't afford to rest here, then," he said decisively. 'This could be
that dragon's lair, for all we know"

"l don't think so, Derek, this cave's too small. Besides, we're
exhausted!" Laurana said wearily. "Wiat good will we be if we're
too tired to defend ourselves should the need arise?"

But | was scarcely aware of their debate. Inside nmy head a
guestion went round and round, |ouder with each revol ution
Eli stan had not indicated that he was a magi c-user. Though | knew
what the answer would be, | had to ask my question al oud.

"How does he know the effect is magical?" | asked, pointing to
the ol d man.

Laurana shrugged, unconcerned. "Elistan is a true cleric of
Pal adi ne. His god has told himthat this place is created by magic."
She turned to Elistan. "Do you think it's safe to rest here for a
whi | e?"

| looked into the calm though weary face of one who cl ai ned
to be a true cleric. | saw his | ove for Laurana-for everyone-and
| began to dare to believe.

"I think it safe to rest for a few nonments, but then I think we



shoul d press on, as Derek suggests," Elistan said diplomatically.

Derek snorted derisively at his partial victory. Refusing the
wal rus bl ubber | offered him he began to pace about the cave.
Laurana, on the other hand, calmy laid dowmn a skin and curled up
like a kitten to nap in what precious tine there was.

| divided the remnai nder of our blubber between the other three
and nyself. Sturm stood al one, chewi ng absently on his, watching
Der ek pace.

Eli stan found a di stant comer and assuned a meditative pose.
Was he praying to Pal adi ne-or sone fal se god instead? | |onged
for the ability to read minds. If Paladine really did exist and
Elistan was his cleric, why didn't he give nme a sign?

"I'f you don't mind nmy saying so," Tasslehoff interrupted ny
t houghts, "this stuff is awful. Don't get me wong-1 truly
appreci ate you sharing your food- but do your people really eat
this all the time?"

"No," | said, grinning. "Sometines we eat raw fish."
The kender's small face winkled with distaste. "Really? No
spi ced potatoes, no dwarf spirits?" He shuddered. "I guess you

can't help being what you are-but I'mglad |I was born a kender
and not an lce Fol k!"
| did not tell himso, but I was glad as well

Derek paced till he could stand it no nore. "May we pl ease
continue | ooking for the orb now?" he asked with sarcastic
politeness. Laurana jerked awake.

"\What ?" she nunbl ed, dazed. "How | ong have | been asl eep?”

Wth a grimace, she forced herself to her feet.

"Not | ong enough,” Sturmmuttered, giving Derek an irritated
gl ance.

W nci ng, Laurana rubbed at the knotted nuscles of her | ower
back. "Never mind." She tried to sound energetic. "Let's see if this
cave | eads anywhere."

"It had better," Derek said pointedly, glaring at ne before
storm ng off toward the back of the cave. "Hurry up, Brightblade."

Snot hering a grin, Sturm clapped me encouragi ngly on the
back and strode after the inpatient knight. Assum ng his usual
di sturbingly serene expression, Elistan gathered his furs closer and
j oi ned Laurana.

Thankfully, the cave did |lead to a tunnel, though where the
tunnel led to was anyone's guess.

We woul d soon find out.

"You know, | get the feeling we're overl ooki ng sonething,"

Tassl ehof f nuttered, dashing between us to press his face to the
cold, glassy walls. "I get this creepy feeling we're being watched."

"You are," Sturmsaid, fondly tugging the kender's topknot, "by
ne."

Tassl ehof f frowned. "Make fun if you like, Sturm but ny
Uncl e Trapspringer says-"

Sturm cl apped his hands to his ears and snorted. "Not an Uncle
Trapspringer story!"

Derek's head jerked around. "Hush!" he snarled. Suddenly his
face contorted in surprise. "Woa!" The tunnel had ended abruptly
in a deep, dark chasm One foot over the edge, Derek swung his
arms wildly to keep fromsliding over entirely.

Instinctively, Laurana reached for his out-flung arm and Sturm
grabbed her. Together they pulled the struggling kni ght back from
t he edge. Wieezing and panting, he collapsed monentarily in a
heap. Then, remenbering hinself, he struggled to his feet, brush-
ing off the hel pi ng hands.



"Great! Now where do we go?" he demanded

Laurana frowned. "I don't see any reason-or way-to cross
the chasm There's nothing but an icy wall on the other side.
guess we'll have to retrace our steps and continue up the cliff face
after all," she finished wearily.

"Not necessarily!" sang out Tasslehoff, whom | mnust confess
I'd forgotten. He was on his knees, tapping on the left wall with his
knuckl es. Suddenly he | ooked up at Elistan, reaching for the mace
hanging fromthe cleric's belt. "May | borrow this?" he asked
politely. Wthout waiting for an answer, he grabbed the nace and
smashed it into the icy wall, sending glassy shards flying about the
tunnel .

"Tassl ehof f, what on Krynn are you doi ng?" Laurana
demanded, reaching out to prevent his next sw ng. She stopped
abrubtly as the kender's blows reveal ed a hole into another area.
Bef ore she could say nore, Tassl ehoff hopped through the jagged
openi ng.

"Tas, wait!" she cried, hurrying after him

"Ch, no," Sturmmuttered, as if this scene were nothing newto
him Hitching up his gear, he followed the gol den-haired elf. The
rest of us hastily foll owed.

St eppi ng through the opening, | found the others in a vast room
formed of rough-hewn stone bl ocks. In one corner was stacked a
pile of dried peat, ready for burning. In another were huge wooden
barrels in neat rows. Wapons and tools hung fromracks on the
wal I s. A dil api dated door swung from one hinge on the wall
opposite me. We seened to be in sone sort of storeroombut for
whon? A shiver of apprehension raised the hair on ny scal p.

"I knew we were overl ooki ng sonet hing!" Tassl ehoff cried,
scurrying about the roomin excitenent.

Eli stan strode up to the kender, his pal moutstretched. "Yes,

you were. . . . My nace, please," he reninded Tas.
"Ch, this?" Tas asked, pulling the mace from his pack, where
he'd obviously placed it for safe-keeping. "Yes, well, | was talking

about sonething else. Listen.”

The kender's voi ce hushed, the room became strangely,
unconfortably quiet. Tasslehoff crept slowy toward the center
cocking his head fromside to side. As if frozen, we all stood
wat ching him "Do you hear it, Sturn?" he asked softly. "It sounds

like . . . like clicking, or scratching. Raggart?"
Al eyes turned to ne as if | should somehow know t he source
of the strange noise. | reached up to pull down my fur hood so that

| could hear better, when Derek bellowed in sudden fury, his
sword flashing fromits sheath. Before any of us had tine to
conpr ehend what was happeni ng, the room expl oded into snarling,
scream ng chaos. Mnotaurs, creatures with the bodies of nen and
the heads of bulls, and thanoi, another bizarre m x of human and
wal rus, burst through the doorway and fell on the two knights and
t he kender.

Surprised, Sturm had barely time enough to draw his weapon
fromunder his furs. Surging forward with Derek, he strove to push
t he gruesome creatures back to the door. But the thanoi, hungry for
the bl ood of intruders, were crazed. Swinging wildly with axes and
clubs, they forced the two knights back into the center of the room

My eye caught sight of Laurana's flaxen hair as she drew her
bl ade and | unged forward to join the attack. The sight of the
pl ucky fighter made ne realize |'d done nothing to hel p. But what
could I-a tired old man-do?

Tormented with indecision, | saw the kender di sappear anong
the rows of barrels. It wasn't like himto hide fromsonething this



exciting. What was he up to? |I wondered.

Suddenly, a blood-thirsty roaring filled nmy ears. Jerking ny
head around, | saw a m notaur press past the warriors, bent for
Elistan and me. But the creature's face changed fromdelight to
surprise as he tripped and fell at ny feet for no apparent reason
From anong the barrels | heard a childish giggle, and the reason
becarme clear. "Now " shouted the kender, and | guess he was
talking to me, for suddenly |I knew what to do

First, | raised ny staff and bashed the nmi notaur over the head
with it as hard as | could. Then |I dashed over to the first row of
barrel s and tugged on the rimof one of the heavy things unti
what ever was inside sloshed, swaying the barrel ever so slightly.

"Elistan, help ne!" | called to the cleric, who stood on the edge
of the battle, nunbling prayers. Seeing ny intention, he drew his
hands fromhis cuffs and pulled on the rimof the barrel with ne,
until, with a ground-jarring thunp, the cask dropped onto its
rounded side on the floor. Wrdlessly, we stepped back and ran at
the barrel full-tilt, sending it rolling |ike a |oosened boul der at the
prone ni not aur.

Groggy fromhis fall and nmy bashing, the creature | ooked up
just in tine to see a spiraling wooden barrel about to snmash into
the tips of his horns. Then the minotaur's eyes saw nho nore,
squashed as they were by the manmot h barrel

But my triunph was shortlived as | quickly realized my error

The barrel was still rolling, headed straight for Laurana, Sturm
and Derek. Still engaged with thanoi and minotaurs in the center of
the room they did not see their danger. | panicked and yelled to
the only one who faced ne.

"Sturm "

The kni ght's bl ood-spattered face jerked up, his eyes w dened
slightly. Wthout mssing a beat, he slashed viciously at the thano
before him Leaning to his right, he shoved Derek away fromthe
m not aur he fought, then bow ed Laurana over to his left, not a
second ahead of the swiftly turning barrel. It knocked the
remai ni ng m notaur and thanoi to the floor, then the barre
st opped, pinning or squashi ng whatever happened to get in its way.

Unfortunately, that included Derek's foot. Surprised by Sturms
shove, the stubborn knight had tried to stand his ground,
apparently slipped in a pool of blood, and crashed to the floor, just
as the barrel arrived. Though obviously in great pain, the knight
hacked at the furry thanoi fingers that desperately groped at him
from under the barrel

Rai si ng her sword, Laurana strode forward and ended the lives
of the struggling creatures, as Sturm hoisted the end of the barre
pi nni ng Derek's foot.

"This is your fault, Brightblade," Derek grow ed, nearly
spitting on Sturm s proffered hands. He struggled to stand al one,

t hough the effort cost him Sturm caught the Knight of Sol ami a
by the arnpits as he slunped toward the fl oor

As the cleric of my tribe, it was ny duty to heal, as best |
could, the wounds of my people. | rushed to Derek's side to
exam ne his foot. Even with his boot on, | could see that it was
twi sted unnaturally. Gently slipping the furry glove off, my hand
touched the jagged edge of a bone. Blood flowed freely fromthe

purple, swollen wound. Swall owi ng a gasp of revul sion, | searched
my mind for an answer. But | had none. | hadn't the power to hea
this man.

Der ek, thankfully, had passed out fromthe pain. | gently
maneuver ed the bone back to what | thought was its intended
position, then let Derek's foot slide fromny hand to rest on the



cold ground. Looking up suddenly, | found Sturm s eyes on ne.

"Great job, Raggart," he said, smling warmy. "Your trick with
the barrel was an excellent idea."

My mout h dropped in shock. How could he say that? Not only
had | crushed Derek's foot, but I'd given Sturmis eneny nore
cause to hate him Derek would never forgive Sturmfor ny
m stake! | couldn't bare the shane anynore. | spun around to flee,
but a firmhand gripped ny shoul der

"Do not blame yourself, Raggart." Elistan's soothing voice
envel oped ne. "Sturmis right. Your quick thinking saved our
lives-including Derek's." He knelt down next to the unconscious
knight and laid a hand to his forehead.

Though his words were intended to reassure nme, they only
i ncreased ny shane. | hung ny head and turned away, mny face
burning. No matter what anyone said, | knew that my thoughtl ess,
t hough wel | -i ntended action had caused Derek's injury. Not only
had | caused it, | couldn't even cure him Sone cleric | was!

"Laurana, Sturm " the kender squealed. |'d forgotten all about
himagain. "I think | know where the orb is!"

"Tassl ehof f Burrfoot, what have you been up to?" Laurana
demanded sternly. "You haven't been off exploring by yourself,
have you?"

"Well, not exactly." The kender | ooked sheepish. "I thought I
saw one of those wal rus-1ooking nmen running out the door, so
thought 1'd better find out what m schief he was up to. Wen
realized 1'd lost sight of him | |ooked up and found mnmyself in a
library-here in this frozen castle!™ H's face was flushed with
barely contai ned excitenment. Though | said nothing, | noticed that
hi s pack had new bul ges.

"That does it," Laurana said firmy. "Qur battle here will likely
draw nmore attention. Let's get noving." She brushed a tangle of
hair fromher face. "WI| Derek be able to travel, or nust we
carry hin®"

"I will carry nyself!" Derek grow ed. To nmy surprise, he
pushed past Elistan to pull himself to his feet. "Never let it
be said that Derek Crownguard slowed anyone down!"

"No one would ever accuse you of that," Laurana
nmuttered, the double edge in her words lost to Derek. "Let's
go find this library of Tas's."

G ngerly, Derek placed his weight on his foot. | waited
for himto crunble Iike softened snow. But as he headed for
the door, a slight linp was the only indication that he'd hurt
his foot. Having seen the extent of his wound, | was
stunned! Could sheer force of will allow Derek to walk on
t he bl oody stunmp | had just exam ned?

What startled ne al nbst as nuch was that no one el se
was surprised. | was about to demand an expl anation when
El i stan caught ny eye. That serene, half-snmle Iit his face as
he wi nked at ne knowingly. My mind bal ked at the only

possibility. Could it be true? . . . Elistan . . .?
"Come on, Raggart!" Tassl ehoff's high-pitched voic
prodded ne. Shaking nmy head, | |ooked around the

storeroomto find I was alone with dead m notaurs and
t hanoi. Everyone waited for ne at the doorway at the far
side of the room I'd think about Elistan and Derek's foot
later, | told myself as |I hurried to join them

Sturm poked his head out the door and peered about for
signs of life. Wth a jerk of his head, he signaled us to
follow himinto the area beyond.

W stepped into what nmust have been the central courtyard



of a once-beautiful castle. Five or nore doors led off in a
sem -circle to the right, and three nore curved around to our
left. The courtyard was otherw se enpty, save for a mmssive
fountain shaped of water-spurting dragons. The fountain

i medi ately struck ne as strange- Why hadn't it frozen?

"Magical ," Elistan said abruptly, as if reading ny thoughts.
"The water has curative properties.”

But instead of thrilling me, for I had many aches and pains a
few swal l ows might cure, Elistan's prediction made ne
appr ehensi ve. Someone or something very magi cal and intelligent
was at work in lcewall Castle.

"The library's over here!" Tassl ehoff whispered |oudly, slipping
off to one of the roons to our left. "There was a trap on this door,"
he added proudly, his hand on the knob, "but | fixed it." He
di sappeared through the opening, only to thrust his head back out
again. "By the way," he chimed, pointing to a spot before the door
"don't step on this big, flat stone."

"Kender!" nuttered Derek, but | noticed he stepped across the
stone before continuing into the roombeyond. Sturm and Laurana
followed, with Elistan and ne behind.

Several candles, nearly burned to their bases, lit the small room
that was filled with racks and shel ves of books, scrolls, and |oose
papers. Tassl ehoff was everywhere at once, ducking under tables
and peering between shel ves.

"What makes you think the orb is in here, kender?" asked
Derek. "We shouldn't stay long. W can't afford to get caught in
here. | can barely turn around, let alone fight."

"Derek's right, Tas," said Laurana. "Let's search quickly and get
out of here," Derek cast a surprised glance at Laurana, caught off
guard by her support. "Raggart, keep an eye on the courtyard.”
Fol | owi ng her instructions, | noved back to stand in the doorway,
an eye on both areas.

"I didn't say the orb was in here,"’

Tassl ehof f said de-

fensively, "I only said it MGHT be. Wioever owns this
library nmust certainly read a | ot, though how he finds the
tinme ... OF course, what else has he to do in the nmiddle of al

this boring ice and snow no offense, Raggart."

| smled to I et himknow none was taken. Frankly,
found the | andscape a bit dull at tines, too. But nmy smle
slipped as | read the spines of several books- spellbooks,
noted with growi ng apprehension

"I"ve not felt such all-consuning evil since . . . since Pax
Tharkas." Elistan shuddered, though |I didn't understand the
reference. "I think we're near the orb, but | do not believe it

isinthis room"

Abruptly, Laurana stopped pulling books from shel ves.
Looki ng resolute, she said grimy, "Then we'll just have to
search every roomin this frozen castle until we find it."

"l knew better than to trust a kender," Derek scoffed,
striding toward the door.

"You're the one who insisted back in Tarsis that | cone
al ong, " Tassl ehoff pointed out, his little chin thrust forward.

"A demand |'ve conme to regret nore than once," Derek
nut t er ed.

"Then | don't suppose you want to know about the room
hi dden behind this wall?" the kender asked coyly.

Derek's face turned dark

Laurana stepped up between them "What room Tas?"
she asked in that sweet voice of hers.

Tassl ehof f shot a triunphant gl ance at Derek before turning



an excited grin on Laurana. "I think there's one behind this
bookcase," he said, striding up to the shortest wall in the
room directly opposite the doorway | stood in. Tas knocked
twice on the nmiddle sup port of the bookcase. The whol e wall
swung back, al nost knocking the kender off his feet in the
process. "See?"

"I see," Derek said, pushing past the startled kender to peer
into the room beyond. "I see another enpty, orbless room™

Derek took a few steps into the room disappearing fromny
vi ew. "Whoa-what the-?" He gasped suddenly. "Hey!" It was a
shriek of frustration, not pain. Everyone pressed forward. Though I
knew | should stay by the door no matter what, | could not resist
| ooki ng t oo.

There, in a bedchanber the sanme size as the library, stood
Derek, his hands frozen to his sides. | could not understand it unti
| saw the slender formof an elf in chainmil and bl ack robes, a
bl ack | ongsword gleanming in his hand. He wore a strange hel net
wi th horns over his head. | did not know it then, but | was getting
my first glinpse of a Dragon Hi ghl ord.

"He's a dark elf wizard and he's put sone kind of hold on
Derek!" Elistan cried. "Keep himfromcasting spells!"

Bef ore anyone could reach the dark elf, he slamred the hilt of
his sword into Derek's face. The knight crunpled into what |
hoped was only unconsci ousness.

Instantly, Laurana and Sturmran into the room their arrival
drawi ng the dark elf w zard away fromthe hel pl ess Kni ght of
Sol ammi a. The Highlord started to attack them but he hesitated for
a nonent at the sight of Laurana.

"An el f, and a woman yet, dares invade the castle of Feal -Thas,
Dragon Highlord of the Wite Wng?" the w zard snarled, and
suddenly began slashing at her with his sword.

Ducki ng his blow, Laurana |lost her footing and fell, hitting her
head on a wooden desk. For a nonment, she could not nove, but
crouched on the floor, holding her head in her hands. Seeing his
openi ng, Feal -Thas closed in, his sword raised.

"I't was high and mghty elves like you who cast me out!" Feal -
Thas cried. "You will pay!"™ But in his thirst for Laurana's bl ood,
the wi zard had forgotten Sturm

The kni ght lunged forward to strike the sword fromthe dark
elf's hand. But with a speed and agility unknown to nost humans,
the Highlord read Sturmis intentions and whirled about, slashing
t he knight's own sword hand. Sturmis gasped, hol ding his bl eeding
wist. H s nonent of weakness cost himdearly. In a single,
lightning-swift notion, Feal-Thas snatched a dagger fromhis
sl eeve and hurled it toward the knight. A hideous shriek gurgled
out of Sturmis nouth as he clutched at his throat, and bl ood
streamed down his fur cloak. He coll apsed.

"Sturm " Laurana cried out at the sight of her fallen friend. Her
beautiful face contorted with rage as she whirled on Feal - Thas.
Wth grimdeterm nation, Laurana w ped the blood from her eyes
and fought her eneny, though it was easy to see that each bl ow
drai ned her by hal f. Feal - Thas appeared to enjoy playing with her
seem ng to delight in parrying her waning bl ows w thout striking
back.

Eli stan, whose strategy so far had been to stay out of the way of
the fighters in the small chanber, could hold back no | onger
Seeing Laurana al one, he hurled hinself at the w zard, bashing
himrepeatedly in the back with his mace. Though the attack
caught hi m unaware, Feal -Thas used his nagic to toss the cleric
fromhimas he would a fly. A huge, phantom hand reached out,



grabbed the cleric, and threw him aside. Elistan slamed into the
far wall and slid silently to the floor.

And there | stood, rooted to the spot, useless as a dwarven
door knob. What had mny strategy-ny excuse-been? | wasn't
even wat ching our rear anynore. Wat could | do? | renenbered
t he kender- where was he? He'd cone through for nme before,
tripping the mnotaur. But he was nowhere to be seen. There
weren't any barrels here to save ny unworthy life.

| watched in despair as Laurana, exhausted from her I|one
struggl e, dropped to one knee. She tried desperately to regain her
footing, but Feal-Thas | eaned forward and pl ucked the sword from
her bl oodst ai ned, aching hands. Eyes dimw th angry tears, she
swung desperately at himw th her fist. The dark elf grabbed her
wrist and | aughed.

"What a pity," he nurnured, the patronizing sound of victory
in his voice. He held the tip of her own sword to the throbbing
vein in her throat. "You appear to be an elf of some breedi ng- not
entirely unattractive either. | could spare your life if you gave ne
good reason," he offered suggestively.

Laurana, breathing heavily from her struggles, turned her gaze
fromthe knife in Sturms throat and his bl ood-soaked chest to | ook
at the Highlord. She swallowed hard. "Are you suggesting | join
you as a Highlord?" she asked in a seductively coy tone | would
never have thought her capabl e of using.

I was shocked. Wiy on Krynn was she toying with this evil
H ghl ord while her friend lay dying at her feet? Suddenly, | saw
t he knuckl es of her hands, clenched and white with anger, and
knew she nust be stalling for tine, hoping to regain her strength.

"What |' m suggesting has nothing to do with being a Highlord,"
the wi zard said, |eering. Encouraged that she m ght entertain the
t hought, confident that she no | onger had the strength to fight, and
obvi ously discounting me completely, the wizard | owered his
sword. "If we cleaned you up a bit, you m ght be worthy."

Laughi ng, he | ooked over at the bed and even reached out his
hand to snmooth the silken sheets.

| thought | might choke on the bile in nmy throat, as | longed to
strangle the life fromthe evil creature. Suddenly, | renenbered
nmy frostreaver! (I know now that the thought came from Pal adi ne
hinself.) But I was not strong enough to wield it-only fighters
were. | | ooked at the bent form of the courageous woman warri or
Could Laurana . . . ? No one but Ice Folk had ever been allowed to
use frostreavers. But these were extraordinary people | travel ed
with. Faith overcane tradition.

Sliding the axeli ke weapon frommy pack ever so quietly, |
crept forward. Time seened to grind to a halt. The w zard was stil
pawi ng the bed and | aughing, his foul suggestions of what he
intended to do to the elven nmaid burning nmy heart.

Softly, | tip-toed up behind Laurana and slipped the glistening
frostreaver to the princess of the Qualinesti elves, praying to
Pal adi ne to give her strength that | did not have.

Laurana's fingers curled around the haft of the icy 'reaver.
Raising it over her head, she sprang up like a wolf and | unged at
t he unsuspecting elf w zard just as he turned around for his
answer. Candlelight glinted off the frigid edge of my painstakingly
crafted frostreaver as it bit into Feal-thas's throat. A scream the
wi zard's last on Krynn, pierced the air. The floor of the small
chanmber ran red with the blood of the dead Hi ghl ord.

Dry, wracking sobs shook Laurana's body as she stunbled over to
kneel beside Sturm Selfconsciously, | nmoved forward to wench
the icy weapon from her shaky fingers. She laid her hands



awkwardly on the knight's bl oody chest, not quite knowi ng what to
do. Biting her lip, she forced her right hand forward to cl ose
around the hilt of the dagger in his throat. A heart-breaking noan
escaped her lips as, mustering all her strength and courage, she
pul | ed the dagger out. Blood welled fromthe wound;

she pressed a small cloth to it timdly, uselessly. My throat grew
thick with tears as | watched the life drain fromher friend.
Sonehow | becane aware of other sounds in the room Derek
stirred slowy, then spun onto his back

"Be careful, Laurana!" he cried, junping to his feet as if pulled
by a rope, his sword aloft. "He's a magi c-user!" Spinning about,
t he Kni ght of Solamia blinked in bewilderment. His eyes travel ed
fromthe dead body of the Highlord to Laurana as she knelt at
Sturm s side. Understanding and adnmiration lit his eyes. He bowed
his head respectfully for the dying knight.

Suddenly there came a muffled pounding on the wall behind

El i stan, rousing the unconscious cleric. Shaking his head to clear
it, he stood slowly and stepped away fromthe wall

Oh, no! | thought. The wi zard's allies! W are dooned!

Brows narrowed in a frown, Derek raised his weapon as a
smal | crack spread on the wall in the shape of a door

Suddenl y, out popped the kender

"Who' s been bl ocki ng the door?" he demanded testily. "I've

been poundi ng and poundi ng, but you've all been too busy doing
who knows what to notice!" He saw Laurana's tear-stained face,
then the bl oody pool on the floor. His eyes wi dened in disbelief.
"Sturm" he cried, dropping to the floor by Laurana. "Sturm wake
up! Flint would never forgive me if | let anything happen to
you while he was away!" The kender choked. "You know

how grouchy he can be when he thinks I've foul ed things up

again! Ch, Sturml" The kender's voice trailed away into
sobs.

Winging ny hands hel plessly, | searched ny mnd for
some way to confort them | felt even nore usel ess than |

had when Derek's foot had been crushed.

Then, "Elistan!" Laurana cried, notioning for the cleric.

| stared at her in sorrow. Now we woul d see Elistan for
the fake he was. | wi shed, for her sake al one, that he was
what he clained to be

-Furry robe rustling softly on the floor, Elistan's face was
conposed as he knelt beside the dying knight.

"W will ask for Paladine's aid, but it may be that this

man's |life has been fulfilled. If so, we must give thanks that

he di ed as he woul d have w shed, defending those he

| oved."” Drawi ng the gol den nedallion fromunder his furs,

Elistan held it tenderly and rmunbl ed words | coul d not

under stand. Monents passed and not hi ng happened. | held

nmy breath, hoping, and yet not daring to believe. | kept ny

eyes on Sturm Elistan continued to pray, his voice

gathering intensity and nonentum

Suddenl y, bl ood stopped oozing from Sturm s throat.

Fear grabbed ne. Was this the end? Had the knight's heart
simply given up?

And then a miracle happened. | can close ny eyes and, to
this day, see again what | sawin that small roomin |Icewall
Castle. Color returned to Sturm s cheeks. Slowy, so slowy

I couldn't be certain of ny eyes, the wound seal ed shut.

Sturm noaned as |life again flowed through him

"He will live," Elistan pronounced heavily, obviously

drai ned. Tears flowing fromny eyes, | bowed ny head and



dropped to ny knees before Pal adine's cleric.

But Elistan pulled nme to nmy feet. "Do not worship me. | am but
Pal adi ne' s nessenger on Krynn, as you will soon be."

| heard the words of promise as if in a dream| could scarcely
bel i eve.

"Hey, | alnost forgot!" Tassl ehoff hiccuped, his tears drying. "I
found it!"

"Found what ?" Laurana asked, preoccupied with Sturm

A l ook of extreme patience crossed the kender's face. "Wat
have we been | ooking for? The orb, that's what! | nust say, it
doesn't 1 ook Iike nmuch conpared to the picture | saw in the book
inthe Geat Library. On, it's round and carved and all that, but it's
awfully small. It looks like there's sonething red inside it- 1'd
love to break it and find out what it is!"

"Don't you dare!" Derek shouted, heading for the snall door
Tas had just used. He returned a few nmonents later holding a
smal | crystal globe that randomy shifted in color fromm sty white
to bl ue.

It didn't look like much to me either, but alnost instantly,
fighting broke out over it. Laurana wanted to hold it, for she
intended to give it to her people, the elves. Derek demanded to
keep it to return it to the council of the Knights. They agreed only
to disagree- and to let nme, as a disinterested third party, hold it
until we reached the Ice Fol k canp, where they would rejoin their
friends.

Wth Paladine's help, Sturmslowy returned fromdeath's grip.

W spent the rest of the night in Feal-Thas's library, warnmed there
by the fire, protected from m notaur and thanoi. But we were not
attacked. After we deposited the remains of the Highlord s body in
the courtyard, his forner mnions did not disturb us. | think they
fled. I didn't blame them He didn't appear to have been a kindly
nast er.

O perhaps they sensed that in the next room while a
courageous el f naiden, a precocious kender, and two very
di fferent knights slept. Good struck another blowin its

battle against Evil. Elistan and | discussed this, as we
prayed and tal ked all through the night. Wen the two
noons gave way to the sun that noming, |, Raggart, cleric

of the Ice Folk had became a long-awaited true cleric of
Pal adi ne.

| settled back fromthe flanes, ny voice scratchy from
the I engthy tale. Though tired, | was reluctant to | eave the
warnth of the fire and nmy nmenories. C osing nmy eyes,

br eat hed deeply.

"Did the great chief Harald keep his prom se to not harm
Laurana's friends?" Laina asked, though she knew the
answer from previous tellings of the tale.

"He did, but while we fought minotaurs and thanoi in

Icewal | Castle, others of their races attacked our village in
what has becone known as the Battle of the |Ice Reaches.

Many of our people were killed, as well as the knights Aran
and Brian. I'mtold they fought valiantly."

"And Laurana and Sturm and the others?" Mendor
asked. "What becane of then®"

My eyes flew open. This was a new question. "The
woman who could charman ice bear ..." | said at last. "I can
only hope Laurana joined her Tanis, as |I've come to think of
hi m

"Derek and Sturm. . . both driven by sone dark secret,"



I munbl ed, ny eyes narrow ng. "Though | believe Sturm
conquered his, | fear Derek's had grown too powerful."

| rubbed nmy chin. "I don't know for certain," | continued
nmore slowmy. "But | imagine Flint growing to a ripe old age
under a shady tree sonewhere, grunbling happily.

"The kender?" | chuckled. "It's anyone's guess with a
kender. But before our adventure in Icewall Castle was
over, Tas uncovered yet another secret in the castle-the
dragonl ance. Tas told me nore than he was supposed to, of
course. But | nust confess the details are lost to ne .

| stared, unblinking, into the flanmes. "Elistan spent his

l[ife in the work of Paladine," | continued with certainty.
"And if he has not already left Krynn to join the true god, he
will one day soon."

Wth that, |, Raggart Knug, true cleric of Pal adine, rose

to ny feet. Looking for the constellations in the sky, |

t hought wistfully of the day I, too, would join Pal adi ne.

Strai ghtening ny weary back, | left the fire for ny hut and

sl eep. Tonorrow | woul d begin forging another frostreaver.

The Legacy
Mar garet Weis and Tracy Hi ckman

CHAPTER ONE

Carampon stood in a vast chanber carved of obsidian. It was so
wide, its perinmeter was |lost in shadow, so high its ceiling was
obscured in shadow. No pillars supported it. No lights lit it. Yet
[ight there was, though none could nane its source. It was a pale
[ight, white-not yellow. Cold and cheerless, it gave no warnth

Though he could see no one in the chanber, though he could
hear no sound disturb the heavy silence that seened centuries old,
Caranon knew he was not alone. He could feel the eyes watching
hi mas they had watched himlong ago, and so he stood stolidly,
waiting patiently until they deemed it tine to proceed.

He guessed what they were doing and he smled, but only
i nwardly. To those watching eyes, the big man's face remai ned
snoot h, inpassive. They woul d see no weakness in him no
sorrow, no bhitter regret. Though nenory was reaching out to him
its hand was warm its touch gentle. He was at peace with hinself,
he had been for twenty-five years.

As if reading his thoughts-which, Caranon supposed, they
m ght well have been-those present in the vast chanmber suddenly
reveal ed thenselves. It was not that the light grew brighter, or a
mst [ifted, or the darkness parted, for none of that happened. Cara-
mon felt nore as though he were the one who had suddenly
entered, though HE had been standing there upwards of a quarter
hour. The two robed figures that appeared before himwere a part
of this place just like the white, magical |ight, the ages-old silence.
He wasn' t-he was an outsider and woul d be one forever

"W\l come once again to our Tower, Caranmon Ma-jere," said a
Voi ce.

Car anon bowed, saying nothing. He couldn't-for the life of
hi mrenmenber the nan's nane.

"Justarius," the man said, smling pleasantly. "Yes, the years
have been | ong since we last net, and our |ast neeting was during
a desperate hour. It is small wonder you have forgotten ne. Pl ease,
be seated."” A heavy, carved, oaken chair materialized beside
Caranon. "You have journeyed | ong and are weary, perhaps."”

Caranon started to state that he was just fine, a journey like



this was nothing to a man who had been over nost of the continent
of Ansalon in his younger days. But at the sight of the chair with
its soft, inviting cushions, Caranon realized that the journey HAD
BEEN rat her a | ong one-1longer than he renenbered it. H s back
ached, his arnor appeared to have grown heavier, and it seened
that his legs just weren't holding up their end of things anynore.

Wl |, what do you expect, Caranon asked hinmself with a

shrug. I'mthe proprietor of an inn now |'ve got responsibilities.
Soneone's got to sanple the cooking. . . . Heaving a rueful sigh
he sat down, shifting his bulk about until he was settled
confortably.

"Cetting old, | guess,'

"I't comes to all of us," Justarius answered, nodding his head.
"Well, nost of us," he amended, with a glance at the figure who

sat beside him Follow ng his gaze, Caranon saw the figure throw
back its rune-covered hood to reveal a famliar face-an elven

face.

"Greetings, Caranon Majere."

"Dal amar," returned Carampon steadily with a nod of his head,

t hough the grip of menory tightened a bit at the sight of the bl ack-
robed wi zard. Dal amar | ooked no different than he had years

ago-wi ser, perhaps, calner and cooler. N nety years of age, he

had been just an apprentice magi c-user, considered little nore than
a hot-bl ooded youth as far as the elves were concerned. Twenty-
five years mattered no nore to the long-lived elves than the
passi ng of a day and ni ght. Now well over one hundred, his cold,
handsome face appeared no older than a human of thirty.

' The years have dealt kindly with you, Caranmpn," Justarius
continued. "The Inn of the Last Hone, which you now own, is one

of the nobst prosperous in Krynn. You are a hero-you and your

| ady-wi fe both. Tika Majere is well and undoubtedly as beautifu

as ever?"

"More," Caranon replied huskily.

Justarius smled. "You have five children, two daughters and

three sons-"

A sliver of fear pricked Caranmon's contentrment. No, he said to

hi nsel f inwardly, they have no power over me now. He settled
hinself nore solidly in his chair, Iike a soldier digging in for
battl e.

"Your two el dest sons, Tanin and Sturm are sol diers of
renown"-Justarius spoke in a bland voice, as though chatting
wi th a nei ghbor over the fence. Caranmpon wasn't fool ed, however,

and kept his eyes closely on the wi zard-"bidding fair to outdo
their fanmous father and nother in deeds of valor on the field. But
the third, the middle child, whose nane is . . ." Justarius hesitated
"Palm" said Caranmon, his brows lowering into a frown.

d ancing at Dal amar, the big man saw the dark el f watching him
intently with slanted, inscrutable eyes.

"Palm yes." Justarius paused, then said quietly, "It would seem
he follows in the footsteps of his uncle.™

There. It was out. O course, that's why they had ordered him
here. He had been expecting it, or sonething like it, for a long tine
now. Dam theml Why couldn't they |eave him al one! He never
woul d have cone if Palin hadn't insisted. Breathing heavily, Cara-
nmon stared at Justarius, trying to read the man's face. He night as
wel | have been trying to read one of his son's spell books.
Justarius, Head of the Conclave of Wzards, the nmpost powerful

magi c-user in Krynn. The red-robed w zard sat in the great stone
chair in the center of the semicircle of twenty-one chairs. An
elderly man, his gray hair and |lined face were the only outward

he said with a grin.



signs of aging. The eyes were as shrewd, the body appeared as
strong-except the crippled left |eg-as when Cara-non had first
nmet the archmage twenty-five years ago.

Caranon's gaze went to the mage's left |eg. Hi dden beneath the
red robes, the man's injury was noticeable only to those who had
seen hi m wal k.

Awar e of Caranmon's scrutiny, Justarius's hand went self-
consciously to rub his leg, then he stopped with a wy snile.
Crippl ed Justarius may be, Caranon thought, chilled. But only in
body. Not in mind or anmbition. Twenty-five years ago, Justarius
had been the | eadi ng spokesman only of his own Order, the Red
Robes, those wi zards in Krynn who had turned their backs upon
both the Evil and the Good to walk their own path, that of
Neutrality. Now he was Head of the Conclave of Wzards, ruling
over all the wizards in the world, presumably-the Wite Robes,
Red Robes, and the Black. Since magic is the nost potent force in
a wzard s life, he swears fealty to the Conclave, no matter what
private anbitions or desires he nurses within his own heart.

Most wi zards, that is. O course, there had been his twn
Rai stlin .

Twenty-five years ago

Par - Sal i an of the Wite Robes had been Head of the Concl ave
then. . . . Caranon felt nenory's hand clutch himnore tightly
still.

"I don't see what ny son has to do with any of this,” he said in
an even, steady voice. "If you want to neet ny boys, they are in
that room you nmagicked us into after we arrived. |'msure you can
magi ¢ themin here anytine you want. So, now that we have
concl uded soci al pleasantries- By the way, where is Par-Salian?"
Car anon demanded suddenly, his gaze going around the shadowy
chanmber, flicking over the enpty chairs next to Justarius.

"He retired as Head of the Concl ave twenty-five years ago,"
Justarius said gravely, "following the . . . the incident in which you
were involved."

Caranon flushed, but said nothing. He thought he detected a
slight smle on Dalanar's delicate el ven features.

"l took over as Head of the Concl ave, and Dal amar was chosen
to succeed Ladonna as Head of the Order of Black Robes in return
for his dangerous and valiant work during-"

"The incident," Caranmon grow ed. "Congratul ations,” he
added.

Dalamar's lip curled in a sneer. Justarius nodded, but it was
obvi ous he was not to be distracted fromthe previous topic of
di scussi on.

"I woul d be honored to neet your sons," Justarius said coolly.
"Palin in particular. | understand that the young nman i s desirous of
becom ng a nage soneday."

"He's studying magic, if that's what you nmean," Car-anon said
gruffly. "I don't know how seriously he takes it, or if he plans to
make it his livelihood, as you seemto inply. He and | have never
di scussed it-"

Dal amar snorted derisively at this, causing Justarius to lay his
hand on the dark elf's bl ack-robed arm

"Per haps we have been m staken in what we have heard of your
son's anbition, then?"

"Perhaps you have," Caramon returned coolly. "Palin and | are
close. I"'mcertain he woul d have confided in ne."

"It is refreshing to see a man these days who is honest and open
about his love for his sons, Caranmon Ma-jere," began Justarius
mldly.



"Bah!" Dal amar interrupted. "You might as well say it is

refreshing to see a man with his eyes gouged out!" Snatching his
armfromthe old wi zard' s grasp, he gestured at Caranon. "You
were blind to your brother's dark anbition for years, until it was

al nrost too late. Now you turn sightless eyes to your own son-"

"My son is a good boy, as different fromRaistlin as the silver

nmoon and the bl ack! He has no such ambition! What woul d you

know of himanyway, you . . . you outcast?" Caranon shouted,

rising to his feet in anger. Though well over fifty, the big nan had
kept hinmself in relatively good condition through hard work and
training his sons in the arts of battle. H s hand went reflexively to
his sword, forgetting as he did so, however, that in the Tower of

H gh Sorcery he would be as helpless as a gully dwarf facing a
dragon. "And speaking of dark anbition, you served your naster
well, didn't you, Dalamar? Raistlin taught you a | ot. Perhaps nore
than we know "

"And | bear the mark of his hand upon ny flesh still!" Dal amar

cried, rising to his feet in turn. Ri pping his black robes open at the
neck, he bared his breast. Five wounds, like the marks of five
fingers, were visible on the dark elf's snpoth skin. Athin trickle of
bl ood trail ed down each, glistening in the cold light of the

Chanmber of Wzards. "For twenty-five years, |'ve lived with this
pai n. "

"And what of ny pain?" Caranmon asked in a | ow voice, feeling
menory's hand dig sharp nails into his soul. "Wy have you

brought ne here? To cause ny wounds to open and bl eed as well
as your own!"

"Centl enen, please," said Justarius softly. "Dalamar, contro
yoursel f. Caranon, please sit down. Renenber, you two owe your
lives to each other. This establishes a bond between you that
shoul d be respected.”

The old man's voice penetrated the shouts that still echoed in
t he vast chanber, its cool authority silencing Caranon and
cal ming Dalamar. C asping his torn robes together, the dark elf
resuned his seat next to Justarius.

Caranon, too, sat down, ashanmed and chagrined. He had sworn
he woul d not let this happen, these people would have no power to
shake him And already he'd lost control. Trying to assune a
rel axed expression, he | eaned back in the chair. But his hand
cl enched over the hilt of his sword.

"Forgive Dal amar," Justarius said, his hand once again on the
dark elf's arm "He spoke in haste and anger. You are right,
Caranon. Your son, Palin, IS a good man-1 think we must say
MAN and not BOY. He is, after all, twenty-"

"Just turned twenty," Caranon nuttered, eyeing Justarius
warily.

The red-robed archmage waved it aside. "And he is, as you say,
different fromRaistlin. How not? He is his own person, after all.
Born to different parents, under different, happier circunstances
than faced you and your twin. Fromall we hear, Palin is
handsome, |ikeable, strong, and fit. He does not have the burden of
ill health to bear, as did Raistlin. He is devoted to his famly,
especially his two elder brothers. They, in turn, are devoted to him
Is all this true?"

Car anon nodded, unable to speak past the sudden lunp in his
t hr oat .

Looking at him Justarius's mild gaze suddenly becane sharp
and penetrating. He shook his head. "But in'some ways you are
blind, Caramon. GCh, not as Da-lamar said,"-seeing Caranon's
face go red with anger-"not the way you were blinded to your



brother's evil. This is the blindness that afflicts all parents, ny
friend. I know'-Justarius smled and gave rueful shrug-"1 have

a daughter "

d ancing at Dal amar out of the comer of his eye, the archmage
si ghed. The handsone elf's lips twitched in a hint of a smle

Dal amar sai d nothing, however. He sinply sat staring into the
shadows.

"Yes, we parents can be blind," Justarius nurnured. "But that

is neither here nor there." Leaning forward, the archmage cl asped
hi s hands together. "I see you grow ng inpatient, Caranon. As
you guessed, we have called you here for a purpose. And, |I'm
afraid it does have something to do with your son, Palin."

This is it, Caranon said to hinself, scowing, his sweating hand
cl enchi ng and uncl enchi ng nervously around the hilt of his sword.

"There is no easy way to say this, so |l wll be blunt and direct."’
Justarius drew a deep breath, his face became grave and sorrowf ul
touched with a shadow of fear. "W have reason to believe that the
young man's uncl e-your twin brother, Raistlin-is NOI' DEAD."

CHAPTER TWD

"This place shivers ny skin!'" Tanin nuttered, with a sideways
gl ance at his youngest brother.

SlowWy sipping a cup of tarbean tea, Palin stared into the flames
of the fire, pretending not to have heard Tanin's remark, which he
knew was addressed to him

"Ch, in the nanme of the Abyss, would you sit down!" Sturm
said, tossing pieces of bread at his brother. "You' re going to wal k
yoursel f right through the floor, and the gods only know what's
beneath us."

Tanin only frowned, shaking his head, and continued his
paci ng.

"Reorx's beard, brother!"™ Sturm continued al nost
i nconmprehensibly, his mouth full of cheese. "You'd think we were
in a draconi an dungeon instead of what might pass for a roomin
one of the finest inns in Pa-lanthas itself! Good food, great ale-'
he took a long pull to wash down the cheese-" and there'd be
pl easant company if you weren't acting such a doorknob!"

"Well, we aren't in one of the inns in Pal anthas," said Tanin
sarcastically, stopping in his pacing to catch a hunk of thrown
bread. Ginding it to bits in his hand, he tossed it on the floor
"We're in the Tower of Hi gh Sorcery in Wayreth. W' ve been
spirited into this room The damm door's | ocked and we can't get
out. We have no idea what these wi zards have done with Father
and all you can think of is cheese and ale!™

"That's not ALL I'mthinking of," Sturmsaid quietly with a nod
of his head and a worried glance at their little brother, who was
still staring into the fire.

"Yeah," Tanin snapped gloomly, his gaze following Sturms
"I"'mthinking of him too! It's HHS fault we're here in the first
pl ace!" Mdodily kicking a table | eg as he wal ked past, Tanin
resumed his pacing. Seeing his little brother flinch at his ol der
brother's words, Sturm sighed and returned to his sport of trying to
hit Tanin between the shoul der bl ades with the bread.

Anyone observing the older two young nmen (as someone was at
this very monment) m ght have taken them for tw ns, although they
were-in reality-a year apart in age. Twenty-four and twenty-
three respectively, Tanin and Sturm (naned for Caranon's best
friend, Tanis Hal f-Elven, and the heroic Knight of Sol ami a,
Sturm Bri ght bl ade) | ooked, acted, and even thought alike. Indeed,



they often played the part of twins and enjoyed nothing so nmuch as
when peopl e m stook one for the other

Bi g and brawny, each young man had Caranon's splendid
physi que and his genial, honest face. But the bright red curls and
danci ng green eyes that w eaked such havoc anong the wonen the
young nen met cane directly fromtheir nother, who had broken
her share of hearts in her youth. One of the beauties of Krynn as
wel |l as a renowned warrior, Tika Waylan had grown a little
pl umper since the days when she bashed draconi ans over the head
with her skillet. But heads still turned when Tika waited tables in
her fluffy, |ow necked, white bl ouse, and there were few nmen who
left the Inn of the Last Hone wi thout swearing that Caranon was
a lucky fell ow

The green eyes of young Sturm were not danci ng now, however.
Instead, they glinted mischievously as, with a wink at his younger
br ot her-who wasn't watching-Sturmrose silently to his feet
and, positioning hinmself behind the preoccupied Tanin, quietly
drew his sword. Just as Tanin turned around, Sturm stuck the
sword bl ade between his brother's legs, sending himto the floor
with a crash that seenmed to shake the very foundation of the
Tower .

"Dam you for a |lane-brained gully dwarf!" roared Tanin,
falling flat on his face. Clanbering to his feet, he |l eaped after his
brot her, who was scranbling to get out of the way. Tanin caught
hi m and, grabbing hold of the grinning Sturmby the collar of his
tunic, sent himspraw ing backward into the table, smashing it to
the floor. Tanin junped on top of his brother, and the two were
engaged in their usual rough and tunble antics that had |l eft severa
bar roons in Ansalon in shanbl es when a qui et voice brought the
tussle to a halt.

"Stop it," said Palin tensely, rising fromhis chair by the fire.
"Stop it, both of you! Renmenmber where you are!™

"I remenber where | am" Tanin said sulkily, gazing up at his
youngest br ot her.

As tall as the older two young nmen, Palin was well-built. G ven
to study rather than sword-play, however, he |acked the heavy
muscul ature of the two warriors. He had his nmother's red hair, but
it was not fiery red, being nearer a dark auburn. He wore his hair
long-it flowed to his shoulders in soft waves froma central part
on his forehead. But it was the young man's face-his face and his
hands-that sonetinmes haunted both the dreans of nother and
father. Fine-boned, with penetrating, intelligent eyes that always
seened to be | ooking right through one, Palin's face had the | ook
of his uncle, if not his features, the unseen observer noted. Palin's
hands were Raistlin's, however. Slender, delicate, the fingers quick
and deft, the young man handl ed the fragile spell conponents with
such skill that his father was often torn between watching with
pride and | ooki ng away in sadness.

Just now, the hands were clenched into fists as Palin glared
grimy at his two older brothers lying on the floor amd spilled ale,
pi eces of bread, crockery, a half-eaten cheese, and shards of
br oken tabl e.

"Then try to behave with some dignity, at least!" Palin
shapped.

"I remenber where | am" Tanin repeated angrily. CGetting to
his feet, he wal ked over to stand in front of Palin, staring at him
accusingly. "And | renenber who brought us here! Riding
t hrough that accursed wood that damm near got us killed-"

"Not hi ng in Wayreth Forest would have hurt you," Palin
returned, |looking at the mess on the floor in disgust. "As | told you



if you'd only listened. This forest is controlled by the wizards in
the Tower. It protects them fromunwanted intruders. W have

been invited here. The trees let us pass w thout harm The voices
you heard only whisper to you the fears in your own heart. It's
magi c-"

"Magic! You listen, Palin,” Tanin interrupted in what Sturm
al ways referred to as his El der Brother voice. "Wy don't you just
drop all this magic business? You' re hurting Father and Mot her-
Fat her nost of all. You saw his face when we rode up to this
pl ace! The gods know what it nust have cost himto come back
here.”

Fl ushing, Palin turned away, biting his lip.

"Ch, lay off the kid, will you, Tanin?" Sturm said, seeing the
pain on his younger brother's face. Wping ale fromhis pants, he
somewhat shanefacedly began trying to put the table back
t oget her-a hopel ess task considering nost of it was in splinters.

"You had the makings of a good swordsnman once, little brother,"
Tani n said persuasively, ignoring Sturmand putting his hand on
Palin's shoulder. "C non, kid. Tell whoever's out there"-Tanin
waved hi s hand sonmewhat vaguel y-"that you've changed your
m nd. We can | eave this cursed place, then, and go hone-"

"W have no idea why they asked us to cone here," Palin
retorted, shaking off his brother's hand. "It probably has nothing to
do with me! Way should it?" he asked bitterly. "I"'mstill a student,
it will be years before | amready to take ny Test. . . thanks to
Fat her and Mother," he nmuttered beneath his breath. Tanin did not
hear it, but the unseen observer did.

"Yeah? And |'ma half-ogre," retorted Tanin angrily. "Look at
me when |'mtal king, Palin-"

"Just | eave ne al one!"

"Hey, you two-" Sturmthe peacenaker started to intervene
when the three young men suddenly realized they were not al one
in the room

Al'l quarrels forgotten, the brothers acted instantly. Sturmrose
to his feet with the quickness of a cat. H's hand on the hilt of his
sword, he joined Tanin, who had al ready nmoved to stand
protectively in front of the unarmed Palin. Like all magic-users,
the young man carried neither sword nor shield nor wore arnor.

But his hand went to the dagger he carried conceal ed beneath his
robes, his mnd already form ng the words of the few defensive
spel s he had been allowed to |learn

"Who are you?" Tanin asked harshly, staring at the man
standing in the center of the | ocked room "How did you get in
her e?"

"As to how | got here"-the man smled broadly- "there are
no walls in the Tower of H gh Sorcery for those who walk wth
magic. As for who I am ny nane is Dunbar Mastersmate, of
Nort hern Ergoth."

"What do you want ?" Sturm asked quietly.

"Want ? Why-to nmake certain you are confortable, that is
all," Dunbar answered. "I am your host-"

"You? A mmgic-user?" Tanin gaped, and even Palin seened
slightly startl ed.

In a world where w zards are noted for having nore
brai ns than brawn, this nan was obviously the exception.

Standing as tall as Tanin, he had a barrel of a chest that
Caranon m ght well have envied. Miscles rippled beneath

the shining black skin. Hi s arns | ooked as though he could
have picked up the stalwart Sturm and carried hi mabout the
roomas easily as if he had been a child. He was not dressed



in robes, but wore bright-colored, |oose-fitting trousers. The
only hint that he nmight have been a wizard at all canme from

t he pouches that hung at his waist and a white sash that
girdled his broad m ddl e.

Dunbar | aughed, boomi ng | aughter that set the dishes
rattling.

"Aye," he said, "I ama mmgic-user." Wth that, he spoke
a word of command, and the broken table, leaping to its
| egs, put itself back together with incredi ble speed. The ale
vani shed fromthe floor, the cracked pitcher nmended and
floated up to rest on the table, where it was soon foam ng
with brew again. A roasted haunch of veni son appeared, as
did a loaf of fragrant bread, along with sundry other
del i cacies that caused Sturm s nouth to water and cool ed
even Tanin's ardor, though they did not allay his suspicions.

"Seat yourselves," said Dunbar, "and let us eat. Do not
worry about your father," he added, as Tanin was about to
speak. "He is in conference with the heads of the other two
Orders. Sit down! Sit down!" He grinned, white teeth
flashing against his black skin. "O shall | make you sit
down? . "

At this, Tanin let | oose the hilt of his sword and pulled up a
chair, though he did not eat but sat watching Dunbar warily.
Sturmfell to with a good appetite, however. Only Palin
remai ned standing, his hands folded in the sleeves of his white
robes.

"Please, Palin," said Dunbar nore gently, |ooking at the young
man, "be seated. Soon we will join your father and you will
di scover the reason you have been brought here. In the neanwhile,
| ask you to share bread and neat with ne."

"Thank you. Master," Palin said, bow ng respectfully.

"Dunbar, Dunbar . . ." The man waved his hand. "You are ny
guests. W will not stand on fornalities."

Palin sat down and began to eat, but it was obvious he did so
out of courtesy only. Dunbar and Sturm nore than rmade up for
him however, and soon even Tanin was lured fromhis self-

i nposed role of protector by the delicious snmells and the sight of
t he others enjoying thensel ves.

"You . . . you said the heads of the OTHER Orders, Mast-
Dunbar," Palin ventured. "Are you-"

"Head of the Order of the Wite Robes. Yes." Dun-bar tore off
a hunk of bread with his strong teeth and washed it down with a
draught of ale which he drank in one long swallow "I took over
when Par-Salian retired.”

"Head of the Order?" Sturm |l ooked at the big man in awe.
"But-what kind of wi zard are you? Wat do you do?"

"I"ll wager it's nmore than pulling the wings off bats,'
munbl ed t hrough a mout hful of neat.

Pal i n appeared shocked, and frowned at his ol der brother. But
Dunbar only | aughed again. "You're right there!" he said with an
oath. "I ama Sea Wzard. My father was a ship's captain and his
father before him | had no use for captaining vessels. My skills
lay in magic, but ny heart was with the sea and there | returned.
Now | sail the waves and use ny art to sunmon the wi nd or quel
the storm | can | eave the eneny becal med so that we can outrun
him or | can cast bursting flame onto his decks if we attack. And,
when necessary"-Dunbar grinned-"I can take ny turn at the
bil ge punp or turn the capstan with the best of them Keeps ne
fit." He pounded hinmself on his broad chest. "I understand you
two"-he | ooked at Sturm and Tanin-"have returned from

Tani n



fighting the minotaurs who have been raiding the coast up north. I,
too, have been involved in trying to stop those pirates. Tell me, did
you-"

The three were soon deeply involved in discussion. Even Tanin
warned to the subject, and was soon describing in vivid detail the
anbush that had stopped the mnotaurs fromleveling the city of
Kal aman. Dunbar |istened attentively, asking intelligent questions,
maki ng comments, and appearing to enjoy hinmself very much.

But though the wizard's shrewd gaze was concentrated on the
warrior brothers, his attention was in truth on the younger

Seeing the three deep in conversation and hinmsel f apparently
forgotten, Palin thankfully gave up all pretence of eating and went
back to staring into the fire, never noticing Dunbar watchi ng him

The young man's face was pal e and t houghtful, the slender
hands twi sted together in his lap. So lost in his thoughts was he
that his |lips noved and, though he did not speak al oud, one other
person in the room heard the words.

"Why have they brought ne here? Can they read the secrets of
nmy heart? WIl they tell my father?"

And, finally, "How can | hurt him who has suffered so nuch
al ready?"

Noddi ng to hinself as if he had found the answer to sone
unasked question, Dunbar sighed and turned his complete attention
back to fighting m notaurs.

CHAPTER THREE

"You're wong," said Caranmon calmy. "My brother is dead"

Rai sing his eyebrows, Justarius glanced at Dal amar, who j ust
shrugged. O all the reactions they had been prepared for, this
cal mrefutal by the warrior-turned-innkeeper had not been one of
them apparently. H's expression grave, seem ng uncertain what to
say, Justarius | ooked back at Caranon.

"You tal k as though you have proof."

"l have," said Caranon.

"May | ask what?" Dal amar inquired sarcastically. "The Porta
to the Abyss closed, after all-closed WTH YOUR BROTHER S
HELP- | eavi ng hi mtrapped on the other side." The dark elf's
voi ce dropped. "Her Dark Majesty would not kill him Raistlin
prevented her entry into this world. Her rage would know no
bounds. She woul d take delight in tornmenting himeternally.

DEATH woul d have been Raistlin's salvation-"

"And so it was," said Caranopn softly.

"Sentinmental drivel-" Dal amar began inpatiently, but
Justarius once again laid his hand upon the dark elf's arm and the
bl ack-robed rmage | apsed into seething silence.

"I hear certainty in your voice, Caranon," Justarius said
earnestly. "You have know edge, obviously, that we do not< Share
this with us. | know this is painful for you, but we face a decision
of grave inportance and this may influence our actions."

Caranon hesitated, frowning. "Does this have sonething to do
with my son?"

"Yes," Justarius replied.

Caranon's face darkened. His gaze went to his sword, his eyes
narrowed thoughtfully, his hand absently fingering the hilt. 'Then
will tell you," he said, speaking reluctantly, yet in a firm |ow
voi ce, "what | have never told anyone-not ny wife, not Tanis,
not anyone." He was silent a nonment nore, collecting his
t houghts. Then, swall owi ng and brushing his hand across his eyes,
keepi ng his gaze on the sword, he began



"I was numb after . . . after what happened in the Tower in

Pal anthas. After Raistlin . . . died. |I couldn't think. | didn't want
think. It was easier to go through the day like a sl eepwal ker.
nmoved, | talked, but I didn't feel. It was easy." He shrugged.

"There was a lot to do to keep ne occupied. The city was in ruins.
Dal amar"-he gl anced briefly at the dark elf-"was nearly dead.
Rever ed Daughter Crysania hurt badly. Then there was Tas-

stealing that floating citadel." Caranon sniled, remenbering the
antics of the merry kender. But the snile soon faded. Shaking his
head, he conti nued.

"I knew that soneday |'d have to think about Raistlin. I'd have
to sort it out in my mnd." Raising his head, Caramon | ooked at
Justarius directly. "I had to nmake nyself understand what Raistlin
was, what he had done. | came to face the fact that he was evil,
truly evil. That he had jeopardized the entire world in his lust for
power, that innocent people had suffered and di ed because of
him"

"And for this, of course, he was granted sal vation!" Dal amar
sneer ed.

"Wait!" Caranon raised his hand, flushing. "I cane to realize
something else. | loved Raistlin. He was ny brother, nmy twin. W
were close, no one knows how close.” The big man could not go

on, but stared down at his sword, frowning, until, drawing a
shaking breath, he lifted his head again, proudly. "Raistlin did
some good in his life. Wthout him we couldn't have defeated the
dragonarm es. He cared for those who . . . who were wetched,
sick . . .like hinmself. But even that, | know, wouldn't have saved
himat the end." Caranon's |ips pressed together firmy as he

bl i nked back his tears. "Wien | net himin the Abyss, he was near
to victory, as you well know. He had only to reenter the Portal
draw the Dark Queen through it, and then he would be able to
defeat her and take her place. He would achi eve his dream of
becom ng a god. But in so doing, he would destroy the world. M
journey into the future showed that to nme-and | showed the

future to him Raistlin would become a god-but he would rule

over a dead world. He knew then that he couldn't return. He had
dooned hinself. He knew the risks he faced, however, when he
entered the Abyss."

"Yes," said Justarius quietly. "And, in his anbition, he chose
freely to take those risks. What is it you are trying to say?"

"Just this," Caranon returned. "Raistlin nmade a m stake-a
terrible, tragic nistake. And he did what few of us can do-he had
courage enough to admit it and try to do what he could to rectify it,
even though it neant sacrificing hinself."

"You have grown in wi sdom over the years, Caranon Mjere.

What you say is convincing." Justarius regarded Caranon wth

new respect, even as the arch-mage shook his head sadly. "Still,

this is a question for phil osophers to argue. It is not proof. Forgive
me for pressing you, Caramon, but-"

"I spent a nonth at Tanis's, before I went hone," Caranon
continued as if he hadn't heard the interruption. "It was in his
qui et, peaceful honme that | thought about all this. It was there that
| first had to come to grips with the fact that nmy brother-ny

conpani on since birth, the person that | |oved better than
anyone el se on this world-was gone. Lost. For all | knew,
trapped in horrible torment. 1... | thought, nore than once

about taking the edge off ny pain with dwarf spirits again.
But | knew that was only a tenporary situation."™ Caranon

cl osed his eyes, shuddering.

"One day, when | didn't think | could live anynore

to



wi t hout going mad, | went into my room and | ocked the

door. Taking out nmy sword, | |ooked at it, thinking how

easy it would be to ... to escape. | lay down on ny bed, fully
intending to kill nyself. Instead, | fell into an exhausted
sleep. | don't know how long | slept, but when | woke up, it

was ni ght. Everything was quiet, Solinari's silver light
shone in the window, and | was filled with a sense of

i nexpressi bl e peace. | wondered why . . . and then | saw
him"

"Saw who?" Justarius asked, exchangi ng qui ck gl ances
with Dal amar. "Raistlin?"

"Yes."

The faces of the two wizards grew grim

"I saw him" said Caranon gently, "lying beside ne,

asleep, just like when . . . when we were young. He had
terrible dreans sonetinmes. He'd wake, weeping, fromthem
I'd confort himand . . . and nake hi mlaugh. Then he'd
sigh, lay his head on ny arm and fall asleep. That's how
saw him"

"A dream " Dal amar scoffed

"No." Caranon shook his head resolutely. "It was too real

| saw his face as | see yours. | saw his face as | had seen it
last, in the Abyss. Only now the terrible lines of pain, the
twi sted marks of greed and evil were gone, leaving it

snooth and ... at rest-like Crysania said. It was the face of
my brother, my twin . . . not the stranger he'd becone."
Caranon w ped his eyes again, running his hand down over

his mouth. "The next day, | was able to go hone," he said
huskily, "knowi ng that everything was all right. . . . For the
first time inny life, | believed in Paladine. | knew that he

understood Raistlin and judged himnercifully, accepting
his sacrifice."

"He has you there, Justarius," booned a voice from out

of the shadows. "What do you say to faith |like that?"

Looki ng around qui ckly, Caranmon saw four figures
materialize out of the shadows of the vast chanber. Three
he recogni zed and, even in this grimplace with its
storehouse of nenories, his eyes blurred again, only these
were tears of pride as he | ooked upon his sons. The ol der
two, armor clanking and swords rattling, appeared
somewhat subdued, he noticed. Not unusual, he thought
grimy, considering all they had heard about the Tower both
in legend and fanmily history. Then, too, they felt about
magi ¢ the way he hinself felt-both disliked and distrusted
it. The two stood protectively, as usual, one on either side of
Car-amon's third son, their younger brother

It was this youngest son that Caranon | ooked at anxiously
as they entered. Dressed in his white robes, Palin
approached the Head of the Conclave with his head bowed,
his eyes on the floor as was proper for one of his |ow rank
and station. Having just turned twenty, he wasn't even an
apprentice yet and probably wouldn't be until he was
twenty-five at least. That is the age when magi c-users in
Krynn may choose to take the Test-the grueling
exam nation of their skills and talents in the Art which al
nmust pass before they can acquire nore advanced and
danger ous know edge. Because magi ci ans wi el d such great
power, the Test is designed to weed out those who are
unskilled or who do not take their art seriously. It does this
very effectively-failure neans death. There is no turning



back. Once a young man or worman of any race- elven

human, ogre-decides to enter the Tower of Hi gh Sorcery
with the intent of taking the Test-he or she commits body
and soul to the magic.

Pal i n seemed unusual ly troubl ed and serious, just as he
had on their journey to the Tower-alnost as if he was
about to take the Test himself. But that's ridicul ous,
Caranon reni nded hinsel f. The boy is too young. G anted,
Raistlin took the Test at this age, but that was because the
Concl ave needed him Raistlin was strong in his nmagic,
excelling in the art, and-even so-the Test had nearly

killed him Caranon could still see his twin lying on the
bl ood-stai ned floor of the Tower. . . . He clenched his fist.
No! Palin is intelligent, he is skilled, but he's not ready. He's
t oo young.
"Besides," Caranpn nmuttered beneath his breath, "give

hima few nore years and he may decide to drop this foo
noti on. "

As if aware of his father's worried scrutiny, Palin raised
his head slightly and gave hima reassuring smle. Caranon
sm | ed back, feeling better. Maybe this weird place had
opened his son's eyes.

As the four approached the semicircle of chairs where
Justarius and Dal amar sat, Caranon kept a sharp eye on
them Seeing that his boys were well and acting as they
were supposed to act (his oldest two tended to be a bit
boi sterous on occasion), the big man finally rel axed and
studied the fourth figure, the one who had spoken to
Justarius about faith.

He was an unusual sight. Caranon coul dn't remenber
havi ng seen anything stranger and he'd travel ed nost of the
continent of Ansalon. He was from Northern Ergoth, that
much Caranon could tell by the black skin-the nmark of
that sea-faring race. He was dressed like a sailor, too, except
for the pouches on his belt and the white sash around his
wai st. Hi s voice was the voice of one accustoned to
shouting com mands over the crashing of waves and the roaring
of the wind. So strong was this inpression that Caranon gl anced
around sonewhat uncertainly. He wouldn't have been the | east
surprised to see a ship under full sail materialize behind him

"Caramon Majere, | take it," the man said, com ng over to
Caranon, who rose awkwardly to his feet. Gipping Caranon's
hand with a firmess that made the warrior open his eyes w de, the
man grinned and introduced hinsel f. "Dunbar Mastersnmate of
Nort hern Ergoth, Head of the Order of White Robes.™

Caranon gaped. "A nage?" he said wonderingly, shaking
hands.

Dunbar | aughed. "Exactly your sons' reaction. Yes, |'ve been
visiting with your boys instead of doing my duty here, |I'mafraid.
Fine | ads. The ol dest two have been with the Knights,
understand, fighting m no-taurs near Kalaman. W cane close to
neeting there, that's what kept ne so long." He glanced in apol ogy
at Justarius. "My ship was in Palanthas for repairs to damage taken
fighting those sane pirates. | ama Sea Wzard," Dunbar added by
way of explanation, noticing Caranon's slightly puzzled | ook. "By
t he gods, but your boys take after you!" He | aughed, and, reaching
out, shook Caranon's hand agai n.

Caranon grinned back. Everything would be all right, now that
t hese wi zards understood about Raistlin. He could take his boys
and go home.



Car anon suddenly becane aware that Dunbar was regardi ng
himintently, alnost as if he could see the thoughts in his mind
The wi zard's face grew serious. Shaking his head slightly, Dunbar
turned and wal ked across the chanber with rapid, rolling strides,
as though on the deck of his ship, to take his seat to the right of
Just ari us.

"Well," said Caranmon, fumbling with the hilt of his sword, his
confi dence shaken by the I ook on the wizard' s face. All three were
staring at himnow, their expressions solem. Caranon's face
hardened in resolve. "l guess that's that," he said coldly. "You' ve
heard what |'ve had to say about . . . about Raistlin. . . ."

"Yes," said Dunbar. "We ALL heard, sonme of us-1 believe-
for the first time." The Sea Wzard gl anced neaningfully at Palin,
who was staring at the floor.

Clearing his throat nervously, Caranmpon continued. "I guess
we'll be on our way."

The wi zards exchanged | ooks. Justarius appeared
unconfortabl e, Dal amar stem Dunbar sad. But none of'them said
anyt hi ng. Bowi ng, Caranon turned to | eave and was j ust
nmotioning to his sons when Dal amar, with an irritated gesture, rose
to his feet.

"You cannot go, Caranon," the dark elf said. "There is stil
much to discuss."”

"Then say what you have to say!" Caranobn stated angrily,
turni ng back around to face the w zards.

"I will say it, since these two"-he cast a scathing glance at his
fell ow wi zards-"are squeam sh about chal |l engi ng such devot ed
faith as you have procl ai ned. Perhaps they have forgotten the
grave danger we faced twenty-five years ago. | haven't." H s hand
strayed to the torn robes. "I never can. My fears cannot be
dispelled by a 'vision,' no matter how touching." H's lip curled
derisively. "Sit down, Caranmon. Sit down and hear the truth these
two fear to speak.”

"I do not fear to speak it, Dalamar." Justarius spoke in rebuking
tones. "I was thinking about the story Caranon related, its bearing
upon the matter-"

The dark elf snorted, but-at a piercing |l ook fromhis superior-
he sat back down, w apping his black robes around him Caranon
remai ned standi ng, however, frowning and gl ancing from one
wi zard to the other. Behind him he heard the jingle of arnmor as his
two ol der boys shifted unconfortably. This place nade them
nervous, just as it did him He wanted to turn on his heel and wal k
out, never returning to the Tower that had been the scene of so
much pain and heart break

By the gods, he'd do it! Let themtry to stop him Caranon
clasped the hilt of his sword and took a step backward, gl ancing
around at his sons. The two ol der boys noved to | eave. Only Palin
remai ned standing still, a grave, thoughtful expression on his face
t hat Caranon could not read. It rem nded hi mof soneone though
Caranon coul d al nost hear Raistlin's whispering voice, "GO IF
YOU WANT TO, My DEAR BROTHER LOSE YOURSELF I N
THE MAG CAL FOREST OF WAYRETH AS YOU MOST
SURELY WLL WTHOUT ME. | INTEND TO REMAIN ..."

No. He woul d not hear his son say those words. Flushing, his
heart constricting painfully, Caranon seated hinself heavily in the
chair. "Say what you have to say," he repeated.

"Alnmost thirty years ago, Raistlin Majere came here to take his
Test," Justarius began. "Once inside the Tower, taking his Test, he
was contacted by-"

"W know that," Caranon grow ed.



"Some of us do," Justarius replied. "Sone of us do not." His
gaze went to Palin. "Or at |east, they do not know the entire story.
The Test was difficult for Raistlin-it is difficult for all of us who
take it, isn't it?"

Dal amar did not speak, but his pale face went a shade pal er
the slanted eyes were clouded. Al traces of |aughter had vani shed
fromDunbar s face. H's gaze went to Palin and he al npst
i mperceptibly shook his head.

"Yes," Justarius continued softly, absently rubbing his leg with his
hand as though it pained him "The test is difficult. But it is not
i mpossi ble. Par-Salian and the Heads of the Orders would not have
granted Raistlin permission to take it-as young as he was-if
they had not deenmed it likely that he would succeed. And he
woul d have! Yes, Caranmon! There is not a doubt in my mind or in
the m nds of any who were present that day and witnessed it. Your
twin had the strength and the skill to succeed on his own. But he
chose the easy way, the sure way-he accepted the help of an evil
wi zard, the greatest of our order who ever l|ived- Fistandantilus."

"Fi standantilus," Justarius repeated, his eyes on Pa-lin. "Hs
magi ¢ having gone awy, he died at Skullcap Muntain. But he
was powerful enough to defeat death itself. H's spirit survived, on
anot her plane, waiting to find a body it could inhabit. And he
found that body. He found Raistlin."

Caranon sat silently, his eyes fixed on Justarius, his face red,
his jaw nuscles stiff. He felt a hand on his shoul der and, gl ancing
up, saw Palin, who had conme to stand behind him Leani ng down,

Pal i n whi spered, "W can go, father. I'msorry. | was wong to
make you cone. W don't have to listen . "
Justarius sighed. "Yes, young nmage, you do have to listen, | am

afraid. You nust hear the truth!"

Palin started, flushing at hearing his words repeated. Reaching
up, Caranmon gripped his son's hand reassuringly. "W know t he
truth,"” he grow ed. "That evil w zard took nmy brother's soul! And
you mages let him"

"No, Caranon!" Justarius's fist clenched, his gray brows drew
together. "Raistlin nmade a deliberate choice to turn his back upon
the I'ight and enbrace the darkness. Fistandantilus gave himthe
power to pass the Test and, in exchange, Raistlin GAVE
Fi standantilus part of his |life force in order to help the liche's spirit
survive. THAT is what shattered his body-not the Test. Raistlin
said it himself, Caranmon! 'This is the sacrifice | nmade for ny
magi c!' How many tinmes did you hear him say those words!"

"Enough! " Scow i ng, Carampon stood up. "It was Par-Salian's
fault. No matter what evil nmy twin did after that, you nages
started himdown the path he eventually wal ked." Mtioning to his
sons, Caramon turned upon his heel and wal ked rapidly fromthe
chanmber, headi ng for what he hoped (in this strange place) was the
way out.

"No!" Justarius rose unsteadily to his feet, unable to put his ful
wei ght upon his crippled left leg. But his voice was powerful,

t hunderi ng through the chamber. "Listen and understand, Caranon

Maj ere! You must, or you will regret it bitterly!"

Caranon stopped. Slowy, he turned around, but only half-
way. "lIs this a threat?" he asked, glaring at Justarius over his
shoul der.

"No threat, at |east not one we nake," Justarius said. "Think
Caranon! Don't you see the danger? It happened once, it can
happen agai n!"

"I don't understand," Caranpn said stubbornly, his hand on his
sword, still considering.



Li ke a snake uncoiling to strike, Dalamar |eaned forward in his
chair. "Yes, you do!" His voice was soft and lethal. "You
understand. Don't ask for us to tell you details, for we cannot. But
know t hi s-by certain signs we have seen and certain contacts we
have nade in real ns beyond this one, we have reason to believe
that Raistlin lives-nuch as did Fistandantilus. He seeks a way
back into this world. He needs a body to inhabit. And you, his
bel oved twi n, have thoughtfully provided himw th one-young,
strong, and already trained in nmagic."

Dal amar' s words sank into Caramon's flesh |ike poisoned
fangs. "Your son . "

CHAPTER FOUR

Justarius resuned his seat, easing hinmself into the great
stone chair carefully. Snmoothing the folds of his red robes
about himw th hands that | ooked remarkably young for his
age, he spoke to Caranon, though his eyes were on the
whi t e-robed young man standing at his father's side. "Thus
you see, Caranon Majere, that we cannot possibly |et your
son-Rai stlin's nephew continue to study magi ¢ and take
the Test without first making certain that his uncle cannot
use this young man to gain entry back into the world."
"Especially," added Dunbar gravely, "since the young
man's loyalties to one particular Order have yet to be
establ i shed. "
"What do you nean?" Caranon frowned. "Take the
Test? He's long way fromtaking the Test. And as for his
| oyalties, he chose to wear the Wite Robes-"
"You and Mother chose that | wear the Wite Robes,"
Palin said evenly, his eyes avoiding his father. \Wen only
hurt silence answered him Palin made an irritated gesture.
"Ch, cone now. Father. You know as well as | do that you
woul dn't have considered letting ne study magi ¢ under any
other conditions. | knew better than to even ask!"
"But the young nman rnust declare the allegiance that is in
his heart. Only then can he use the true power of his nagic.
And he rmust do this during his Test," Dun-bar said gently.
"Test! What is this talk of the Test! | tell you he hasn't even
made up his mind whether or not to take the damm thing.
And if | have anything to say about it-" Caranon stopped
speaki ng abruptly, his gaze going to his son's face. Palin stared at
the stone floor, his cheeks flushed, his |lips pressed tightly together
"Well, never mind that," Caranon nuttered, drawing a deep
breath. Behind him he could hear his other two sons shuffling
nervously, the rattle of Tanin's sword, Sturm s soft cough. He was
acutely aware, too, of the w zards watching him especially of
Dal a-mar's cynical smle. If only he and Palin could be al one!
Caranon sighed. It was something they should have tal ked about
before this, he supposed. But he kept hoping.
Turning his back on the w zards, he faced his youngest son
"What . . . what other loyalty would you choose, Palin?" he asked
bel atedly, trying to nake anends. "You're a good person, son
You enj oy hel pi ng people, serving others! Wite seenms obvious..."
"I don't know whether | enjoy serving others or not," Palin
cried inpatiently, losing control. "You thrust ne into this role, and
| ook where it has gotten me! You adnmit yourself that | amnot as
strong or skilled in magic as ny uncle was at ny age. That was
because he devoted his life to study! He let nothing interfere with
it. It seens to ne a nan nust put the magic first, the world second



Closing his eyes in pain, Caranon listened to his son's words,
but he heard them spoken by another voice-a soft, whispering
voi ce, a shattered voice - A MAN MUST PUT THE MAG C FI RST
THE WORLD SECOND. BY DO NG ANYTHI NG ELSE, HE
LIMTS H MSELF AND HI S POTENTI AL-

He felt a hand grasp his arm "Father, I'msorry," Palin said
softly. "I would have discussed it with you, but |I knew how nuch
it would hurt you. And then there's Mther." The young man
si ghed. "You know not her "

"Yes," said Caranmon in a choked voice, reaching out and grasping
his son in his big arns, "I know your nother." C earing his throat,
he tried to snmle. "She night have thrown sonething at you-she
did ne once-nost of ny armor as | recall. But her aimis terrible,
especially when it's soneone she loves. . . ."

Caranon couldn't go, but stood holding his son. Looking over
his shoul der at the w zards, he asked harshly, "Is this necessary,
right now? Let us go home and tal k about it. Wiy can't we wait-"

"Because this night there is a rare occurrence,” Justa-rius
answered. "The silver nmoon, the black, and the red are all three in
the sky at the sane tine. The power of magic is stronger this night
than it has been in a century. If Raistlin has the ability to call upon
the magi ¢ and escape the Abyss-it could be on a night like this."

Car anon bowed his head, his hand stroking his son's auburn
hair. Then, his armaround Palin's shoulder, he turned to face the
wi zards, his face grim

"Very well," he said huskily, "what do you want us to do?"

"You nust return with nme to the Tower in Palan-thas," said
Dal amar. "And there, we will attenpt to enter the Portal-"

"The Tower? Let us ride as far as the Shoi kan Grove with you.
Fat her," Tani n pl eaded.

"Yes!" added Sturm eagerly. "You'll need us, you know you
will. The road to Palanthas is open, the Knights see to that, but
we' ve had reports from Porthi os of draconian parties, lying in
anmbush-"

"I amsorry to disappoint you, warriors," said Dalamar, a slight
smle upon his lips, "but we will not be using the roads between
here and Pal ant has. Conventional roads, that is," he anended.

Both the young men | ooked confused. @ ancing warily at the
dark el f, Tanin frowned as though he suspected a trick

Palin patted Tanin's arm "He means magic, ny brother. Before
you and Sturmreach the front entry-way, Father and I will be
standing in Dalamar's study in the Tower of H gh Sorcery in
Pal ant has-t he Tower my uncle clained as his own," he added
softly. Palin had not neant anyone to hear his |ast words, but-
gl anci ng around-he caught Dal amar's intense, know ng gaze.

"Yes, that's where we'll be," nuttered Caranpn, his face
darkening at the thought. "And you two will be on your way
hone, " he added, eyeing his older sons sternly. "You have to tel
your not her-"

"I'"d rather face ogres," said Tanin gloonily

"Me, too," Caranpbn said with a grin that ended in a sigh.
Leani ng down suddenly to nake certain his pack was cinched
tightly, he kept his face carefully in the shadows. "Just nake
certain she's not standing where she can get hold of the crockery,
he said, keeping his voice carefully light.

"She knows nme. She's been expecting this. In fact, | think she
knew when we left,"” Palin said, renenbering his nother's tender
hug and cheery snile as she stood at the door to the Inn, waving at
themw th an old towel. d ancing behind himas they had been rid-



ing out of town, Palin recalled seeing that towel cover his nother's
face, her friend Dezra's arms going around her confortingly.

"Besi des," said Caranon, standing up to glare at his ol der two
sons, his tone now severe, "you both prom sed Porthios you'd go
to Qualinesti and help the elves handl e those draconi an raiding
parties. You know what Porthios is like. It took himten years to
even speak to us. Now he's showi ng signs of being friendly. |
won't have sons of mine going back on their word, especially to
that stiff-necked elf. No of tense," he said, glancing at Dal amar.

"None taken," said the dark elf. "I know Porthios. And
now "

"We're ready," interrupted Palin, an eager | ook on his
face as he turned to Dalamar. "I've read about this spel

you're going to cast, of course, but |I've never seen it done.
What components do you use? And do you inflect the first
syllable of the first word, or the second? My Master says-"

Dal amar coughed gently. "You are giving away our
secrets, young one," he said in snooth tones. "Cone, speak
your questions to me in private." Placing his delicate hand
upon Palin's arm the dark elf drew the young man away
fromhis father and brothers.

"Secrets?" said Palin, nystified. "What do you nean? It
doesn't matter if they hear-"

"That was an excuse," Dal amar said coldly. Standing in
front of the young man, he |l ooked at Palin intently, his eyes
dark and serious. "Palin, don't do this. Return honme with
your father and brothers.”

"What do you nean?" Palin said, staring at Dal amar in

confusion. "I can't do that. You heard Justarius. They won't
let me take nmy Test or even keep on studying until we know
for certain that Raistlinis ... is ..."

"Don't take the Test," Dalamar said swiftly. "G ve up
your studies. Go hone. Be content with what you are."

"No!" Palin said angrily. "Wat do you take me for? Do
you think I'd be happy entertaining at country fairs, pulling
rabbits out of hats and gol den coins out of fat nen's ears?
want nore than that!"

"The price of such anbition is great, as your uncle

di scovered. "

"And so are the rewards!" Palin returned. "I have made

up ny mnd . "

"Young one"-Dal amar | eaned cl ose to the young man,

pl acing his cold hand upon Palin's arm H's voice dropped
to a whisper so soft that Palin wasn't certain he heard its
wor ds spoken or in his mnd- "why do you think they are
sendi ng you-truly?" H's gaze went to Justarius and

Dunbar, who were standing apart, conferring together. "To
somehow enter the Portal and find your uncle-or what's

left of hin No"-Dal amar shook his head-"that is

i npossi ble. The roomis | ocked, one of the Guardians stands
constant watch with instructions to let no one in, to kill any
who tries. THEY know that, just as they KNOWRaistlin

lives! They are sending you to the Tower-H S Tower-for

one reason. Do you know the old | egend about using a
young goat to net a dragon?"

Staring at Dalamar in disbelief, Palin's face suddenly
drained of all color.

"I see you understand," Dal amar said coolly, folding his
hands in the sleeves of his black robes. 'The hunter tethers
the young goat in front of the dragon's lair. Wile the



dragon devours the goat, the hunters sneak up on himwth
their nets and their spears. They catch the dragon
Unfortunately, it is a bit late for the goat.... Do you still
i nsi st on goi ng?"

Palin had a sudden vision of his uncle as he had heard of
himin the | egends-facing the evil Fistandan-tilus, feeling
the touch of the bl oodstone upon his chest as it sought to
draw out his soul, suck out his Iife. The young nman
shivered, his body drenched in chill sweat. "I amstrong," he
said, his voice cracking. "I can fight as HE fought-"

"Fight hinP The greatest w zard who ever |ived? The
archmage who chal | enged the Queen of Darkness herself
and nearly won?" Dal amar | aughed mirthlessly. "Bah! You
are dooned, young nman. You haven't a prayer. And you
know what | will be forced to do if Raistlin succeeds!"

Dal amar' s hooded head darted so near Palin that the young

man coul d feel the touch of his breath upon his cheek. "I nust
destroy himl|l WLL destroy him | don't care whose body he

i nhabits. That's why they're giving you to ne. THEY don't have the
stomach for it."

Unnerved, Palin took a step back fromthe dark elf. Then he
caught himsel f, and stood still.

"I... understand," he said, his voice growing firmer as he
continued. "I told you that once. Besides, | don't believe my uncle
would harmne in ... the way you say."

"You don't?" Dal amar appeared anused. H s hand noved to
his chest. "Wuld you like to see what harmyour uncle is capable

of doi ng?"

"No!" Palin averted his eyes, then, flushing, he added | anely,

"I know about it. I|'ve heard the story. You betrayed him"

"And this was ny punishnent." The dark elf shrugged. "Very
well. If you are determ ned-"

"I am"

"-then | suggest you bid farewell to your brothers-a fina
farewell, if you take ny neaning. For | deemit unlikely that you
will meet again in this world."

The dark elf was matter-of-fact. Hi s eyes held no pity, no
renorse. Palin's hands twitched, his nails dug into his flesh, but he
managed to nod firmy.

"You must be careful what you say." Dal amar gl anced
nmeani ngful l y at Caranon, who was wal ki ng over to Justari us.

"Your brothers nustn't suspect. HE nmustn't suspect. |f he knew, he
woul d prevent your going. Wiit"-Dalamar caught hold of the
young man-"pull yourself together."

Swal | owi ng, trying to noisten a throat that was parched and
aching, Palin pinched his cheeks to bring the col or back and w ped
the sweat fromhis browwith the sleeve of his robe. Then, biting
his lips to keep them steady, he turned from Dal amar and wal ked
over to his brothers.

Hi s white robes rustled around his ankles as he approached
them "Well, brothers,"” he began, forcing hinself to smle as his
brothers turned to face him "I'm al ways standing on the porch of
the I nn, waving good-bye to you two, going off to fight something
or other. Looks like it's ny turn now. "

Pal i n saw Tanin and Sturm exchange sw ft, al arned gl ances
and he choked. The three were close, they knew each ot her inside
out. How can | fool then? he thought bitterly. Seeing their faces,
he knew he hadn't.

"My brothers," Palin said softly, reaching out his hands.

C asping hold of both of them he drew themnnear. "Don't say



anyt hi ng," he whispered. "Just let me go! Father wouldn't
understand. It's going to be hard enough for himas it is."

"I"'mnot sure | understand,"” Tanin began severely.

"Ch, shut up!"™ Sturmmuttered. "So we don't understand. Does
it matter? Did our little brother blubber when you went off to your
first battle?" Putting his big arns around Palin, he hugged him
tightly. "Good-bye, kid," he said. 'Take care of yourself and ... and

don't be gone . . . long. " Shaking his head, Sturmturned and
wal ked hurriedly away, wi ping his eye and nmuttering sonething
about "those damm spell conponents make nme sneeze!"

But Tanin, the ol dest, remmined standi ng beside his brother
staring at himsternly. Palin | ooked up at hi m pl eadingly, but
Tanin's face grewgrim "No, little brother," he said. "You' re going
to listen.”

Dal amar, watching the two closely, saw the young warrior put his
hand on Palin's shoulder. He could guess what was being said. The
dark elf saw Palin drawn away, shaking his head stubbornly, the
young man's features hardening into an inpassive mask that

Dal amar knew well. The wi zard's hand went to the wounds in his
chest. How like Raistlin the young man was! Like, yet different, as
Caranpon said. Different as the white noon and the black. . . . The

dark el f's thoughts were interrupted when he noticed that Caranon
had observed the conversation between his tw sons, and was
taking a step toward them Quickly, Dalamar interceded. Wl ki ng
over to Caranon, he placed his slender hand on the big nman's arm

"You have not told your children the truth about their uncle,"”

Dal amar said as Caramon gl anced at him

"I"'ve told them" Caranon retorted, his face flushing, "as much
as | thought they should know. | tried to nake them see both sides
of him "

"You have done them a disservice, particularly one of them™
Dal amar replied coldly, his glance going to Palin.

"What could I do?" Caranpbn asked angrily. "Wen the | egends
started about himsacrificing hinmself for the sake of the world,
daring to go into the Abyss to rescue Lady Crysania fromthe
clutches of the Dark Queen-what could | say? | told themhow it
was, | told themthe true story. | told themthat he lied to Crysania
That he seduced her in spirit, if not in body, and led her into the
Abyss. And | told themthat, at the end, when she was of no nore

use to him he abandoned her to let her die alone. | told them M
friend Tanis has told them But they believe what they want to
believe. . . . W all do, | guess," Caranpn added with an accusing

gl ance at Dalamar. "I notice you mages don't go out of your way to
refute those stories!"

"They' ve done us good," Dal amar said, shrugging his slender
shoul ders. "Because of the | egends about Raistlin and his
"sacrifice,' magic is no |longer feared, we w zards no |onger reviled.
Qur schools are flour ishing, our services are in demand. The city

of Kal a-man has actually invited us to build a new Tower of High

Sorcery there." The dark elf smiled bitterly. "lronic, isn't it?"
"What ?"

"By his failure, your brother succeeded in what he set out to
acconplish," Dal amar renmarked, his smle twisting. "In a way, he

HAS becone a god

"Palin, | insist on knowing what's going on." Tanin laid his

hand on Palin's shoul der

"You heard them Tanin," Palin hedged, noddi ng toward

Dal amar, who was talking with his father. "W're going to travel to

the Tower of Hi gh Sorcery in Pal anthas, where the Portal is



|ocated, and . . . and look in. ... That's all."

"And I'ma gully dwarf!" grow ed Tanin.

"Sometines you think [ike one," Palin snapped, losing his
pati ence and thrusting his brother's arm away.

Tanin's face flushed a dull red. Unlike the easygoing Sturm
Tanin had inherited his nmother's tenper along with her curls. He
al so took his role of Elder Brother seriously, too seriously
sonmetines to Palin's mind. But it's only because he | oves nme, the
young nman reni nded hinsel f.

Drawi ng a deep breath, he sighed and, reaching out, clasped
his brother by the shoulders. "Tanin, you listen to me for a change.
Sturms right. | didn't 'blubber’ when you went off to battle that
first time. At |east not when you could see ne. But | cried al
night, alone, in the darkness. Don't you think I know that each tine
you |l eave may be the last time we ever see each other? How many
ti mes have you been wounded? That |ast fight, that mnotaur arrow
m ssed your heart by only two fingersbreadth."”

Tanin, his face dark, stared down at his feet. "That's different," he
nut t er ed.

"As Granpa Tas would say, 'A chicken with its neck wung is
different froma chicken with its head cut off, but does it matter to
the chicken?" " Palin smled.

Swal | owi ng his tears, Tanin shrugged and tried to grin. "I
guess you're right." He put his hands on Palin's shoul ders, | ooked
intently into his pale face. "Cone hone, kid! Gve this up!" he
whi spered fiercely. "It isn't worth it! If anything happened to you,

think what it would do to Mbther . . . and Father.
"I know," Palin said, his owm eyes filling despite all his best
efforts to prevent it. "I have thought of that! | nust do this, Tanin.
Try to understand. Tell Mther I... | love her very nuch. And the
little girls. Tell themI1'll ... 1I'll bring thema present, |like you and

Sturm al ways do .
"What ? A dead lizard?" Tanin growl ed. "Some noldy old bat's

wi ng?"

Wping his eyes, Palin smiled. "Yeah, tell "emthat. You better
go. Dad's watching us."

"Watch yourself, little brother. And him" Tanin gl anced at his
father. "This will be pretty tough on him"

"I know." Palin sighed. "Believe nme, | know."

Tanin hesitated. Palin saw one nore | ecture, one nore attenpt
to dissuade himin his brother's eyes.

"Pl ease, Tanin," he said softly. "No nore."

Bl i nking rapidly and rubbi ng his nose, Tanin nodded. Cuffing

his little brother on the cheek and ruffling the auburn hair, Tanin
wal ked across the shadowy chanmber to stand near the entryway
with Sturm

Pal i n wat ched hi mwal k away, then, turning, he went the

opposite direction, toward the front of the great hall, to bid his
parting respects to the two w zards.

"So Dal amar has spoken to you," Justarius said as the young man
cane to stand before him

"Yes," said Palin grimy. "HE has told nme the truth."

"Has he?" Dunbar asked suddenly. "Remenber this, young one.

Dal amar wears the Bl ack Robes. He is anbitious. Watever he

does, he does because he believes it will ultimately benefit him"
"Can you two deny what he told ne is true? That you are using
me as bait to trap nmy uncle's spirit if it still lives?"

Justarius glanced at Dunbar, who shook his head.
"Sonetines you have to | ook for the truth here, Palin," Dunbar
said in answer, reaching out his hand to touch Palin gently on the



chest, "in your heart."
Hs lip curled in derision, but Palin knew what respect he nust
show two such hi gh-ranking wi zards. So he sinply bowed.

"Dal amar and my father are waiting for ne. | bid you both
farewell. The gods willing, I will return in a year or two for ny
Test, and | hope | will have the honor of seeing you both again."

Justarius did not mss the sarcasm nor the bitter, angry
expression on the young man's face. It made himrecall another
bitter, angry young man, who had cone to this Tower over thirty
years ago. .

"May Glean go with you, Palin,” the archmage said softly,
folding his hands in the sleeves of his robes.

"My Pal adi ne, the god you are nanmed for, guide you, Palin,"
Dunbar said. "And consider this," he added, a smile creasing his
bl ack face, "in case you never see the old Sea W=zard again. You
may | earn that-by serving the world-you serve yourself best of
all"

Palin did not reply. Bowi ng again, he turned and left them The
chanmber seenmed to grow darker as he wal ked back across it. He
m ght have been al one, he could see no one for a nmonent, not his
brothers, not Dalamar and his father. . . . But as the darkness
deepened, the white of his robes gleaned nore brightly, Iike
the first star in the evening sky.

For an instant, fear assailed Palin. Had they all left hin®
Was he alone in this vast darkness? Then he saw a glint of
nmetal near himhis father's arnmor, and he breathed a sigh
of relief. Hi s steps hurried and, as he cane to stand beside
his father, the chanber seened to lighten. He could see the
dark el f, standing next to Caranon, pale face all that was
visible fromthe shadows of his black robes. Palin could see
his brothers, could see themlift their hands in farewell.
Palin started to raise his, but then Dal amar began chanti ng,
and it seened a dark cloud covered the light of Palin's
robes, of Caramon's armor. The darkness grew thicker
swirling around themuntil it was so deep that it was a hole
of bl ackness cut into the shadows of the chanber. Then
there was not hing. The cold, eerie light returned to the
Tower, filling up the gap

Dal amar, Palin, and Caranon were gone.

The two brothers | eft behind shoul dered their packs and
began the | ong, strange journey back through the magica
Forest of Wayreth, thoughts of breaking this news to their
red-haired, fiery-tenpered, |oving nother hangi ng around
their hearts with the weight of dwarven arnor.

Behi nd them standi ng beside the great stone chairs,
Justarius and Dunbar watched in grimsilence. Then, each
speaking a word of magic, they, too, were gone, and the
Tower of Hi gh Sorcery at Wayreth was left to its shadows,
only menories wal ked the halls.

CHAPTER FI VE

"'He cane in the mddle of a still, black night,'" Dal amar
said softly. " The only nmoon in the sky was one his eyes

al one could see.'" The dark elf glanced at Palin fromthe
dept hs of the black hood that covered his head. "Thus runs
t he | egend about your uncle's return to this Tower."

Palin said nothing-the words were in his heart. They

had been there, secretly, ever since he was old enough to



dream In awe, he | ooked up at the huge gates that barred
the entrance, trying to inmagine his uncle standing where he
now st ood, conmandi ng the gates to open. And when they

did- Palin's gaze went farther upward still to the dark
Tower itself.

It was daylight in Palanthas, it had been m d-norni ng when
they left the Tower of Hi gh Sorcery in Wayreth, hundreds
of miles to the south. And it was nmid-norning still, their
magi cal journey having taken them no nore than the
drawi ng of a breath. The sun was at its zenith, shining right
above the Tower. Two of the blood-red mnarets atop the
Tower held the golden orb between them 1ike bl ood-stai ned
fingers greedily grasping a coin. And the sun m ght well
have been nothing nore than a coin for all the warnth it
shed, for no sunshine ever warmed this place of evil. The
huge bl ack stone edifice-torn fromthe bones of the world
by magi ¢ spells-stood in the shadow of the spell-bound
Shoi kan Grove, a stand of nmassive oak trees that guarded
the Tower nore effectively than if each tree had been a
hundred kni ghts-at-arns. So powerful was its dread
enchantnent that no one could even cone near it. Unless
protected by a dark charm no one could enter and come out alive.

Turning his head, Palin glanced fromthe folds of his white
hood at the Grove's tall trees. They stood un-noving, though he
could feel the wind fromthe sea blowi ng strong upon his face. It
was said that even the terrible hurricanes of the Cataclysm had not
caused a leaf to flutter in the Shoi kan G ove, though no other tree
inthe city remained standing. A chill darkness fl owed anong the
trunks of the oaks, reaching out snaking tendrils of icy fog that
slithered al ong the paved courtyard before the gates, withing
about the ankles of those who stood there.

Shivering with cold and a fear he could not control, a fear fed
by the trees, Palin |ooked at his father with new respect. Driven by
love for his twin, Caranon had dared enter the Shoi kan G ove, and
had very nearly paid for his love with his life.

He must be thinking of that, Palin thought, for his father's face
was pale and grim Beads of sweat stood upon his forehead. "Let's
get out of here," Caranon said harshly, his eyes carefully avoiding
the sight of the cursed trees. "Go inside, or something. "

"Very well," replied Dal amar. Though his face was hi dden once
again by the shadows of his hood, Palin had the inpression the
dark elf was smiling. "Although there is no hurry. W nust wait
until nightfall, when both the silver nmoon, Solinari, beloved of
Pal a-di ne, the black moon, Nuitari, favored by the Dark Queen
and Lunitari, the red nmoon of Glean, are in the sky together
Raistlin will draw upon the black noon for his power. O hers-
who mi ght need it- nmay draw upon Solinari-if they choose.

." He did not look at Palin as he spoke, but the young man felt
hi msel f fl ush

"What do nmean-draw upon its power?" Caranon demanded
angrily, grabbing hold of Dalamar. "Palin's not a nage, not yet.
You said you woul d deal with everything-"

"I am aware of ny words,"” Dal amar interrupted. He w enched
his armfree of Caranon's grip with an ease astonishing in the
slender elf. "And I will deal with . . . what nust be dealt with. But
t hi ngs strange and unexpected may happen this night. It is well to
be prepared."” Dal amar regarded Caranon coolly. "And do not
interfere with me again or you will regret it. Come, Palin. You
may need ny assistance to enter these gates." Dal amar held out his
hand.



d anci ng back at his father, Palin saw his eyes fixed on him
"Don't go in there " his angui shed gaze pleaded. "If you do, | will
| ose you .

Lowering his own eyes in confusion, pretending he hadn't read
t he nessage that had been as clear as the very first words his father
taught him Palin turned away and laid his hand hesitantly upon
the dark elf's arm The black robes were soft and velvety to the
touch. He could feel the hard nuscles and, beneath, the fine,
delicate bone structure of the elf, alnost fragile to the touch, yet
strong and steady and supportive.

An unseen hand opened the gates that had once, |ong ago, been
made of fluted silver and gold but were now bl ack and tw sted,
guarded by shadowy beings. Drawing Palin with him Dal amar
st epped through them

Searing pain pierced the young man. Clutching his heart, Palin
doubl ed over with a cry.

Dal amar stopped Caranon's advance with a | ook. "You cannot
aid him" the dark elf said. "Thus the Dark Queen puni shes those
not loyal to her who tread upon this sacred ground. Hold on to ne,
Palin. Hold on to me tightly and keep wal king. Once we are inside,
this will subside."”

Gitting his teeth, Palin did as he was tol d/ noving
forward with halting footsteps, both hands gripping
Dal amar's arm

It was well the dark elf led himon for, left on his own,

Palin would have fled this place of darkness. Through the

haze of pain, he heard soft words whisper, "Wy enter?

Deat h al one awaits you! Are you anxious to | ook upon his

grinning face? Turn back, foolish one! Turn back. Nothing

is worth this. " Palin mobaned. How coul d he have been

so blind? Dal a-mar had been right . . . the price of anbition

was too high. .

'"Courage, Palin .
whi speri ng words.

The Tower was crushing himbeneath the weight of its
dark, magi cal power, pressing the life fromhis body. Stil
Pal i n kept wal ki ng, though he could barely see the stones
beneath his feet through a blood-red filmblurring his eyes.
Was this how HE felt when HE first came? Palin asked
hi nsel f in agony. But no, of course not. Raistlin had worn
the Bl ack Robes when he first entered the Tower. HE cane
in the fullness of his power. Master of Past and Present.
FOR HM THE GATES HAD OPENED. . . . ALL DARK
AND SHADOAY THI NGS BOWED | N HOVAGE. Thus
went the | egend.

For him the gates had opened.

Wth a sob, Palin collapsed upon the t hreshol d of the
Tower .

"Feeling better?" Dal amar asked as Palin raised hinself
dizzily fromthe couch on which he lay. "Here, a sip of
wine. It is elven. Afine vintage. | have it 'shipped to ne
from Silvanesti, unknown to the Silvanesti elves, of course.
This was the first wine made following the land' s
destruction. It has a dark, faintly bitter taste-as of tears.

Dal amar's voi ce bl ended with the

Sone of my people, | amtold, cannot drink it w thout weeping."
Pouring a glassful, Dalamar held the deep purple hued liquid out to
Palin. "I find, in fact, that even when |I drink it, a feeling of sadness

comes over ne.
"Homesi ck, " suggested Caranon, shaking his head as Dal anar
of fered hima glass. Palin knew by the tone of his father's voice



that he was upset and unhappy, frightened for his son. He sat
stolidly in his chair, however, trying to appear unconcerned. Palin
cast hima grateful glance as he drank the wine, feeling its
war m ng i nfluence bani sh the strange chill

Qddly enough, the wi ne WAS maki ng hi mthink about his
hone. "Homesick," Caranmon had said. Palin expected Dal amar to
scoff or sneer at this statement. Dark elves are, after all, "cast from
the Iight" of elven society, banned fromentering the anci ent home-
| ands. Dal amar's sin had been to take the Bl ack Robes, to seek
power in dark magi c. Bound hand and foot, his eyes blindfol ded,
he had been driven in a cart to the borders of his honel and and
there thrown out, never nore to be adnmitted. To an elf, whose
centuries-long lives are bound up in their bel oved woods and
gardens, to be disnmissed fromthe ancestral |ands is worse than
deat h.

Dal amar appeared so cool and unfeeling about everything,
however, that Palin was surprised to see a | ook of wi stful |onging
and swift sorrow pass over the dark elf's face. It was gone as
quickly as a ripple over quiet water, but he had seen it nonethel ess.
He felt less in awe of the dark elf. So something could touch him
after all.

Si pping the wine, tasting the faint bitterness, Palin's thoughts went
to H'S hone, the splendid house his father built with his own
hands, the inn that was his parent's pride and joy. He thought about
the town of Sol ace, nestled anong the | eaves of the great
val  enwood trees, a town he had left only to attend school as
must all young, aspiring magic-users. He thought of his
nother, of the two little sisters who were the bane of his
exi stence-stealing his pouches, trying to peek under his
robes, hiding his spellbooks. . . . Wiat would it be like-
never seeing them agai n?

. never seeing themagain .

Palin's hand began to trenmble. Carefully, he set the
fragile glass down upon the table near his chair, fearing he
m ght drop it or spill his wine. He | ooked around hurriedly
to see if either his father Dal amar had noticed. Neither had,
bot h bei ng engaged in a quiet discussion near the w ndow
overl ooking the city of Pal ant has.

"You have never been back to the |aboratory since?"

Car anon was asking, his voice | ow

Dal amar shook his head. He had renoved the hood of
his robes, his long, silky hair brushed his shoul ders. "I went
back the week you left,"” he replied, "to nmake certain all was
in order. And then | sealed it shut."”

"So everything is still there," Caranmon nurnured. Palin
saw his father's shrewd gaze turn to the dark elf, who was
staring out the window, his face cold and expressionless. "It

must contain objects that would grant a trenendous power
to a wizard, or so | would guess. What is in there?"

Al most hol ding his breath, Palin rose fromhis chair and
crept silently across the beautiful, [uxurious carpet to hear
the dark elf's answer.

"The spel |l books of Fistandantilus, Raistlin's own
spel | books, his notes on herb lore and, of course, the Staff
of Magi us-"

"H' S staff?" Palin said suddenly.

Both nen turned to | ook at the young man, Cara-non's
face grave, Dal amar appearing faintly anused.

"You told nme ny uncle's staff was lost!" Palin said to his
father accusingly.



"And so it is, young one," Dal amar answered. "The spell | put
upon that chanber is such that even the rats do not conme anywhere
near it. None may enter on pain of death. If the fanmed Staff of
Magi us were at the bottom of the Blood Sea, it could not be nore
effectively lost to this world than it is now "

"There's one other thing in that |aboratory,"” Caranon said
slowy in sudden realization. "The Portal to the Abyss. If we can't
get in the |laboratory, how are we supposed to | ook inside the
Portal or whatever fool thing you wi zards want me to do to prove
to you ny twin is dead?"

Dal amar was silent, twirling the thin-stemred wine glass in
hi s hand thoughtfully, his gaze abstracted. Watching him
Caranon's face flushed red in anger. "This was a ruse! You never
meant it, any of you! Wat do mean, bringing us here? Wat do
you want of ne?"

"Not hi ng of you, Caranon," Dal amar answered cool ly.

Caranon bl enched. "No!" he cried in a choked voice. "Not ny
son! Damn you, wi zards! | won't allowit!" Taking a step forward,
he grabbed hold of Dalamar . . . and gasped in pain. Yanking his
hand back, Caranon flexed it, rubbing his armthat felt as though
he had touched |i ghtning.

"Father, please! Don't interfere!" begged Palin, going to his
father's side. The young nman then gl anced angrily at Dal amar.
"There was no need for that!"

"I warned him" Dal amar said, shrugging. "You see, Caranon,
nmy friend, we cannot open the door fromthe outside." The dark
elf's gaze went to Palin. "But there is one here for whomthe door
may open fromthe | NSIDE!"

CHAPTER SI X

FOR ME, THE GATES W LL OPEN.

Pal i n whi spered the words to hinmself as he clinbed the
dark and wi nding stairs. N ght had stolen in upon Pal ant has,
sealing the city in darkness, deepening the perpetua
dar kness that hung about the Tower of H gh Sorcery.
Solinari, the silver nmoon bel oved of Pal a-dine, shone in the
sky, but its white rays did not touch the Tower. Tjiose
i nsi de gazed upon anot her noon, a dark moon, a noon only
their eyes could see.

The stone stairs were pitch-black. Though Cara-non
carried a torch, its feeble, wavering flame was overwhel ned
by the darkness. Groping his way up the stairs, Palin
stunbl ed nore than once. Each tinme, his heart pul sed
pai nfully, and he pressed hinself close against the chil

wal |, closing his eyes. The core of the Tower was a hol | ow
shaft. The stairs ascended it in a dizzying spiral, protruding
fromthe wall |ike the bones of sonme dead ani mal.

"You are safe, young one," Dal amar said, his hand on
Palin's arm "This was designed to di scourage unwel conme
i ntruders. The magic protects us. Don't |ook down. It will be
easier."”

"Way did we have to wal k?" Palin asked, stopping to
catching his breath. Young as he was, the steep clinb had
taken its toll. Hi s | egs ached, his lungs burned. He could
only imagi ne what his father nust be feeling. Even the dark
el f appeared to be at a |l oss for breath, though Dal amar's
face was cold and inpassive as ever. "Couldn't we have
used magi c?"

"I will not waste ny energies," Dalamar replied. "Not on



this night of all nights."

Seeing the slanted eyes observing himcoolly, Palin said

not hi ng, but began clinbing again, keeping his eyes staring
strai ght ahead and upward.

"There is our destination." Dalamar pointed. Looking up
the stairs, Palin saw a snmall doorway.

FOR ME, THE GATES W LL OPEN.

Raistlin's words. Palin's fear began to subside, ex-

citenent surged through him Hi s steps qui ckened. Behind

him he heard Dalamar's light tread and his father's heavier

one. He could al so hear Caranon's |abored breathing, and
felt a twinge of renorse

"Do you want to rest, father?" he asked, stopping.

"No," Caranon grunted. "Let's get this foolishness over
wi th. Then we can go hone."

Hi s voice was gruff, but Palin heard a strange note init, a

note he had never heard before. Turning slowy around to
face the door, Palin knew it for what it was-fear. Hi s
father was afraid. Palin knew then a secret feeling of joy-
one his uncle nmust have known. His father. Hero of the

Lance, the strongest man he knew, who coul d-even now
wrestle the brawny Tanin to the ground and di sarmthe
skilled swordsman, Sturm H's father was frightened
frightened of the magic.

He is afraid, Palin realized, and | amnot! Cosing his
eyes, Palin | eaned back against the chill wall of the Tower
and, for the first time in his life, gave hinmself up to the

magic. He felt it bumin his blood, caress his skin. The
words it whispered were of welconme, of invitation. His

body trenbled with the ecstasy of the magi c and, opening

his eyes, Palin saw his exultation reflected in the dark elf's
glittering gaze.

"Now you taste the power!" Dal amar whi spered. "CGo
forward, Palin, go forward."

Smiling to hinmself, cocooned in the warnth of his euphoria,

Palin clinmbed the stairs rapidly, all fear forgotten. For him the
door woul d open. He had no doubts. Wy or by whose hand, he
did not speculate. It did not matter. Finally, he would be inside the
anci ent | aboratory where some of the greatest mmgi ¢ upon Krynn

had been performed. He woul d see the spell books of the |egendary
Fi standantilus, the spellbooks of his uncle. He would see the great
and terrible Portal that led fromthis world into the Abyss. And he
woul d see the famed Staff of Magi us.

Palin had | ong dreaned of his uncle's staff O all Raistlin's
arcane treasures-this intrigued Palin nost. Perhaps because he
had seen it portrayed so often in paintings or because it always
figured prominently in | egend and song. Palin even owned one
such painting of Raistlin in his black robes, the Staff of Magius in
his hand, battling the Queen of Darkness. If ny uncle had lived to
teach ne, and | had been worthy of him perhaps he m ght have
given me the staff, Palin thought wistfully every tine he | ooked at
the painting of the wooden staff with its gol den dragon cl aw
clutching a shining, faceted, crystal ball

Now | will get to see it, perhaps even hold it! Palin shivered in
delicious anticipation at the thought. And what else will we find in
the | aboratory? he wondered. What will we see when we | ook into

the Portal ?

"All will be as nmy father said," Palin whispered, feeling a
nmonentary pang. "Raistlinis at rest. It nmust be! Father would be
hurt, so terribly hurt otherw se. "



If Palin's heart was whi spering other words, the young nman
ignored them H's uncle was dead. His father had said so. Nothing
el se was possible, nothing el se was to be wi shed for.

"Stop!" hissed Dal amar, his hand closing about Palin's arm

Starting, Palin halted. He had been so lost in his thoughts, he had
scarcely noticed where he was. Now he saw that they had cone to
a large landing, located directly bel ow the | aboratory door
Looki ng up the short flight of stairs that led to it, Palin drewin his
breath with a gasp. Two cold, white eyes stared at them out of the
dar kness-eyes without a body, unless the darkness itself was their
fl esh and bl ood and bone. Falling back a step, Palin stunbled into
Dal amar .

" St eady, young one," the dark elf commanded, supporting
Palin. "It is the Guardian."

Behi nd them the torchlight wavered. "I renenber them™
Caranon said hoarsely. "They can kill you with a touch!"

"Living beings," came the spectre's hollow voice, "I smell your
war m bl ood, | hear your hearts beating. Come forward. You
awaken ny hunger!"

Shoving Palin to one side, Dalamar stepped in front of him
The white eyes glistened for an instant, then | owered in homage.

"Master of the Tower. | did not sense your presence. It has
been | ong since you have visited this place."

"Your vigil remains undisturbed?" Dal amar asked. "None have
tried to enter?"

"Do you see their bones upon the floors? Surely you would, if
any dared di sobey your command."

"Excel lent," Dal amar said. "Now, | give you a new comand
Gve me the key to the lock. Then stand aside, and let us pass.”

The white eyes flared open, a pale, eager light shining from
t hem

"That cannot be. Master of the Tower."

"Why not ?" Dal anmar asked coolly. His hands folded in the
sl eeves of his black robes, he glanced at Caranon as he spoke.

"Your command. Master, was to Take this key and keep it for al
eternity. Gve it to no one,' you said, 'not even nyself. And from
this moment on, your place is to guard this door. No one is to
enter. Let death be swift for those who try.' Thus were your words
to me, Master, and-as you see-l obey them"

Dal amar nodded his hooded head. "Do you?" he nurnured,
taking a step forward. Palin caught his breath, seeing the white
eyes glow even nore brightly. "What will you do if | cone up
t here?"

"Your magic is powerful. Master," said the spectre, the
di senbodi ed eyes drifting nearer Dalamar, "but it can have no
effect on ne. There was only one who had THAT power-"

"Yes," said Dalamar irritably, hesitating, his foot upon the first
stair.

"Do not cone closer. Master," the eyes warned, though Palin
could see themshining with a lust that brought sudden visions of
cold lips touching his cringing flesh, drinking away his life.
Shudderi ng, he sagged back against the wall. The warm feeling
was gone, replaced by the chill of this horrible creature, the chill of
death and di sappointnent. He felt nothing inside now, just enpty
and cold. Perhaps | will give it up, it isn't worth it. Palin's head
drooped. Then his father's hand was on his shoul der, his father's
voi ce echoi ng his thoughts.

"Come, Palin," Caranon said wearily. 'This has all been for
not hing. Let's go home-"

"Wait!" The gaze of the di senbodi ed eyes shifted fromthe



dark elf to the two figures that huddl ed behind him "Wo are
t hese? One | recogni ze-"

"Yes," said Caranmon, his voice |ow, "you've seen nme before-

"His brother," nurnured the spectre. "But who is this? The
young one. Hml do NOT know. . . ."

"Cnon, Palin," Caranon said gruffly, casting a fearful glance at
the eyes. "W've got a |ong journey-"

Caranon's armencircled Palin's shoul ders. The young man felt
his father's gentle urging and tried to turn away. But his gaze was
fixed on the spectre, who was staring at him strangely.

"Wait!" the spectre commanded again, its hollow voice ringing
t hrough the darkness. Even the whispers fell silent at its
conmmand. "Palin?" it murmured softly, speaking questioningly, it
seemed, to itself ... or to soneone el se.

A deci sion was reached, apparently, because the voice becane
firm "Palin. Come forward."

"No!" Caranon grasped his son.

"Let himgo!" Dal amar ordered, glancing around with a
furious look. "I told you this mght happen! It is our chance!" He
gazed coldly at Caranpbn. "Or are you afraid of what you m ght
find?"

"I amnot!" Caranon returned in a choked voice. "Raistlinis
dead! | have seen himat peace! | don't trust you nages! You're not
going to take ny son fromne!"

Palin could feel his father's body trenbling near his, he could
see the anguish in his father's eyes. Conpassion and pity stirred
within the young man. There was a brief longing to stay safe

within his father's strong, sheltering arnms. But these feelings were

burned away by a hot anger that surged up from somewhere inside
of him an anger kindled by the nagic.

"Did you give Tanin a sword, then bid himbreak it?" Palin
demanded, breaking free of his father's grip. "Did you give Sturm
a shield and tell himto hide behind it? Ch, | know" Palin
snapped, seeing Caranon, his face flushed, about to speak. "THAT
is different. THAT is sonething you understand. You've never un-
derstood ne, have you. Father? How many years was it before
persuaded you to let ne go to school, to study with the Master who

had taught my uncle? Wien you finally relented, | was the ol dest
begi nni ng student there! For years, | w as behind the others,
working to catch up. And all the tine, | could sense you and
not her wat chi ng nme anxiously. | could hear you tal king at night,

saying that maybe 1'd outgrown this 'fancy.' Fancy!" Palin's voice
grew agoni zed. "Can't you see? The magic is ny LIFEl W

LOvE! "

"No, Palin, don't say that!" Caranmon cried, his voice breaking.

"Why not ? Because | sound |ike ny uncle? You never

understood him either! You aren't intending to |let nme take the
Test, are you. Father?" ' Caranon stood w thout noving, refusing
to answer, staring grimy into the darkness.

"No," said Palin softly. "You aren't. You're going to do
everything in your power to stop me. Maybe even this!" The
young man turned to | ook at Dal amar suspiciously. "Maybe this is
some foul stew you and your friends here have cooked up to feed
to nme so that I'lIl quit! It gives you all the perfect excuse! Wll,
won't work." Palin's cold gaze went from Dal amar to his father. "I
hope you choke on it!"

St eppi ng past the dark elf, Palin put his foot on the first step
his eyes on the spectre above him

"Come, Palin"-a pallid hand appeared from nowhere,

it



beckoni ng-"cone cl oser.™

"NO " Caranon screamed in rage, junping forward

"I will do this, Father!"™ Palin took another step

Car anon reached out his hand to grasp his son. There cane a
spoken word of magic, and the big man was frozen to the stone
floor. "You nust not interfere," Dalamar said sternly.

@ anci ng back, Palin saw his father-tears stream ng down his
face-still struggling in inmpotent fury to break free of the spel
that bound him For a nmonment, Palin's heart m sgave him His
father loved him . . . No. Palms lips tightened in resolution. Al
the nore reason for letting ne go. | will prove to himl am as
strong as Tanin and Sturm | will show himl amnot a child,
needi ng his protection.

Palin saw Dal amar start to ascend the stairs behind him But
then the dark elf hinself cane to a halt as two nore pairs of
di senbodi ed eyes suddenly materialized out of the darkness.

"What is this?" Dal amar demanded furiously. "Do you dare
stop nme-the Master of the Tower?"

"There is only one true Master of the Tower," the Guardi an
said softly. "He who cane to us long ago. For him the gates
opened. "

As the Guardi an spoke, it held out its hand to Palin. A silver
key lay within its skeletal palm

"Palin!" Dalamar shouted, fear and anger tightening his voice.
"Don't enter alone! You know nothing of the Art! You have not
taken the Test! You cannot fight him You could destroy us all!"

"Palin!" Caranmon begged in agony. "Palin, come hone! Can't
you understand? | love you so nuch, my son! | can't |ose you-
not like I lost him "

The voices dinned in his ears, but Palin didn't hear them He
heard anot her voice, a soft, shattered voice whispering in his
heart. "Cone to ne, Palin! | need you! | need your help . "

Athrill tingled in his blood. Reaching out, Palin took the key
fromthe spectre and, his hand shaking with fear and excitenent,
finally managed to insert the silver key into the ornate silver door
| ock.

There was a sharp click. Placing the tips of his five fingers on
t he oaken panel, Palin gave a gentle push

For him the door opened.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Pal m entered the dark | aboratory, slowy, exultantly, his body
shaking in excitenent. He gl anced back to see if Dal amar was
behind him (to gloat a little, if the truth nmust be told) when the
door slammed shut. There was a click, a snap. Sudden fear assailed
Palin, trapped alone in the darkness. Frantically, he groped for the
silver door handle, his fingers trying desperately to fit the key in
the [ ock-a key that vanished in his hand.

"Palinl"™ On the other side of the door, he heard his father's
frantic shout, but it sounded nuffled and far away. There was a
scuffling sound outside the door, muttered words of chanting and
then a thud, as though sonething heavy had struck it.

The t hick oaken door shivered, light flared frombeneath it.

"Dal amar's cast a spell,” Palin said to hinself, backing up. The
t hud was probably his father's broad shoul der. Not hi ng happened.
From somewhere behind him Palin noticed a faint |ight beginning
to glow in the | aboratory. H s fear dimnished. Shrugging, the
young man turned away. Nothing they did could open that door
He knew that, sonmehow, and he smiled. For the first tine in his



life he was doi ng something on his own, w thout father or brothers
or Master around to "hel p." The thought was exhilarating. Sighing
with pleasure, Palin relaxed and | ooked around, a tingle of joy
surgi ng through his body.

He had heard this chanber described to himonly tw ce-once by
Caranon and once by Tanis Hal fEl ven. Caranon never spoke
about what had happened that day in this |laboratory, the day his
twin had died. It had been only after much pleading on Palin's part
that his father had told himthe story at all-and then only in brief,
halti ng words. Caranon's best friend, Tanis, had been nore
el aborate, though there were parts of the bittersweet tale of
anmbition, |love, and self-sacrifice about which Tanis could not
even tal k. Their descriptions had been accurate, however. The
| aboratory | ooked just as Palin had pictured it in his dreans.

Wal king slowy inside, exam ning every detail, Palin held his
breath in reverent awe.

Not hi ng and no one had di sturbed the great chanber in
twenty-five years. As Dal amar had said, no living being had dared
enter it. The gray dust lay thick on the floor, no skittering mce
feet disturbed its drifted surface, as snooth and trackl ess as
newfal | en snow. The dust sifted fromthe w ndow | edges where no
spider spun its web, no bat flapped its |leathery wi ngs in anger at
bei ng awakened.

The size of the chanber was difficult to determne. At first,
Palin had thought it small, logic telling himit couldn't be very
large, located as it was at the top of the Tower. But the |onger he
stayed, the larger the chanmber seenmed to grow.

"Or is it me that grows smaller?" Palin whispered. "I am not
even a mage. | don't belong here,” said his mnd. But his heart
answered, "You never really bel onged anywhere el se. "

The air was heavy with the odors of nildew and dust. There

lingered still a faint spicy snmell, famliar to the young man. Palin
saw the light glint off rows of jars filled with dried | eaves, rose
petals, and other herbs and spices lining one wall. Spel

conponents. There was another snell, too; this one not so

pl easant-the smell of decay, of death. The skel etons of strange

and unfamliar creatures lay curled at the bottons of several |arge
jars on the huge, stone table. Renmenbering runors of his uncle's
experiments in creating life, Palin |ooked hurriedy away.

He exami ned the stone table, with its runes and polished
surface. Had it really been dragged fromthe bottom of the sea as
| egend tol d? Palin wondered, running his fingers |ovingly over the
snooth top, |eaving behind a spidery trail in the dust. H s hand
touched the high stool next to the table. The young nman coul d
picture his uncle sitting here, working, reading.

Palin's gaze went to the rows of spell books |ining shelf after
shel f al ong one entire wall of the chanber. Hi s heart beat faster as
he approached them recognizing themfromhis father's
description. The ones with the nightblue bindings and silver runes
were the books of the great archmage, Fistandantilus. A
whi spering chill flowed fromthem Palin shivered and stopped,
afraid to go nearer, though his hands twi tched to touch them

He dared not, however. Only mages of the highest ranking
could even open the books, much | ess read the spells recorded
therein. If he tried it, the binding would burn his skin, just as the
words woul d burn his mnd-eventually driving him nad.

Sighing with bitter regret, Palin turned his gaze to another row of
ot her spel | books, these black with silver runes-his uncle's.

He was wondering if he should try to read, what woul d happen
if he did, and was just starting to exam ne them cl oser when he



noticed, for the first time, the source of the light illumnating the

| aboratory.

"His staff!" he whi spered.

It stood in a corner, |leaning up against a wall. The Staff of

Magi us. Its magical crystal burned with a cold, pale light, like the

light from Solinari, Palin thought. Tears of longing filled his eyes
and ran, unheeded, down his cheeks. Blinking them back so that he
could see, he drew nearer the staff, hardly daring to breathe,
fearful the Iight mght go out in an instant.

G ven to Raistlin when he successfully conpleted his Test by
the wi zard, Par-Salian, the staff possessed untold magical power. It
could cast light at a word of command, Palin recalled. According
to | egend, however, no hand but his uncle's could touch the staff or
the Iight woul d extinguish.

"But my father held it,"” Palin said softly. "He used it-with ny
dyi ng uncles help-to close the Portal and prevent the Dark Queen
fromentering the world. Then the Iight went out and not hi ng
anyone said could nake it gl ow again."

But it was gl owi ng now. .

H s throat aching, his heart beating so it made hi mshort of
breath, Palin reached out a trenbling hand toward the staff. If the
light failed, he would be |l eft alone, trapped, in the snothering
dar kness.

Hi s fingertips brushed the wood.

The |ight gleamed brightly.

Palin's cold fingers closed around the staff, grasping it firmy.
The crystal burned brighter still, shedding its pure radi ance over
him his white robes glowed nolten silver. Lifting the staff from
its corner, Palin |ooked at it in rapture and saw, as he noved it,
that its beam grew concentrated, sending a shaft of light into a
di stant corner of the |laboratory-a corner that had previously
stood in deepest darkness.

Wal ki ng nearer, the young man saw the light illum nate a heavy
curtain of purple velvet hanging fromthe ceiling. The tears froze
on Palin's face, a chill shook his body. He had no need to pull the

gol den, silken cord that hung beside the velvet, no need to draw
asi de those curtains to know what |ay behi nd.

The Portal.

Created | ong ago by wi zards greedy for know edge, the Portals

had led themto their own doominto the real ms of the gods.

Knowi ng what terrible consequences this could have for the

unwary, the wise anong all three Orders of w zards cane together
and cl osed them as best they could, decreeing that only a powerful
archmage of the Black Robes and a holy cleric of Paladine acting
t oget her could cause the Portal to open. They believed, in their
wi sdom that this unlikely conbination could never come about.

But they had not counted upon | ove.

So Raistlin was able to persuade Crysania, the Revered

Daughter of Pal adine, to act with himto open the Portal. So he had
entered and chal |l enged the Queen of Darkness, thinking to rule in
her stead. The consequences of such anbition in a human woul d

have been di sastrous-the destruction of the world. Know ng this,
his twin brother, Caranmon, had risked all to enter the Abyss and
stop Raistlin. He had done so, but only with his twin's assistance.
Real i zing his tragic mstake, Raistlin had sacrificed hinmself for the
wor | d-according to | egend. He closed the Portal preventing the
Queen fromentering, but at a dreadful cost. He hinself was
trapped upon the OGther Side of this dread doorway.

Pal i n cane nearer and nearer the curtain, drawn to it agai nst

his will. O was he? Was it fear making his steps falter and his



body shake-or excitenent?

And then he heard that whispering voice again, "Palin . . . help

It came from beyond the curtain!

Palin closed his eyes, |eaning weakly upon the staff. No! It
couldn't be! His father had been so certain. .

Through his closed eyelids, the young man saw anot her 1i ght
begin to glow, coming fromin front of him Fearfully, he opened
his eyes and saw the |light radiating fromaround and above and
beneath the curtain. A multicolored light, it welled out in a
f ear sone rai nbow.

"Palin . . . helpme . . .

Palin's hand cl osed over the golden drawstring of its own
volition. He had no conscious thought of nmoving his fingers, yet
found himsel f holding onto the cord. Hesitating, he | ooked at the
staff in his hand, then gl anced back behind himat the door |eading
into the laboratory. The thuddi ng had stopped, no lights flashed.
Per haps Dal amar and his father had given up. O perhaps the
Guardi ans had attacked them .

Pal i n shivered. He should go back. Abandon this. It was too
dangerous. He wasn't a even a mage! But as the thought crossed
his mind, the light fromthe crystal atop the staff dimred-or so it
seenmed to him

No, he thought resolutely. | nust go on. | nust know the truth!

Gipping the drawstring with a palmwet with sweat, he pulled
it hard, watching, holding his breath as the curtain slowy lifted,
rising upward i n shimering folds.

The light grew nore and nore brilliant as the curtain lifted,
dazzling him Raising his hand to shade his eyes, Palin stared in
awe at the magnificent, fearful sight. The Portal was a black void
surrounded by the five nmetallic dragon's heads. Carved by magic
into the |ikeness of Takhisis, Queen of Darkness, their nouths
gaped open in a silent screamof triunph, each head gl owi ng
green, blue, red, white, or black

The light blinded Palin. He blinked painfully and rubbed his
burni ng eyes. The dragon's heads only shone nore brilliantly, and
now he coul d hear them each began to chant.

The first. From DARKNESS TO DARKNESS, My VA CE
ECHOES | N THE EMPTI NESS.

The second. FROM TH S WORLD TO THE NEXT, MY
VO CE CRIES WTH LI FE.

The third. FROM DARKNESS TO DARKNESS, |
SHOUT. BENEATH MY FEET, ALL |S MADE FI RM

The fourth. TIME THAT FLOA5, HOLD I N YOUR
COURSE.

And finally, the | ast head. BECAUSE BY FATE EVEN
THE GODS ARE CAST DOMN, WEEP YE ALL W TH ME.

A magi cal spell, Palin realized. H's vision blurred and
tears streamed down his cheeks as he attenpted to see
t hrough the dazzling light into the Portal. The multicol ored
lights began to whirl madly in his vision, spinning around
the outside of the great, gaping, tw sting void.

Growing dizzy, Palin clutched the staff and kept his gaze
on the void within the Portal. The darkness itself noved! It
began to swirl, circling around an eye of deeper darkness
within its center, |like a naelstromw thout substance or
form Round . . . and round . . . and round . . . Sucking the
air fromthe laboratory up in its nouth, sucking up the dust,
and the light of the staff.

"No!" Palin cried, realizing in horror that it was sucking



himin as well! Struggling, he fought against it, but the force
was irresistible. Helpless as a babe trying to stop his own
birth, Palin was drawn inside the dazzling light, the withing
dar kness. The dragon's heads shrieked a paean to their Dark
Queen. Their weight crushed Palin's body, then their tal ons
pull ed himapart, linmb by linb. Fire burst upon him

burning his flesh fromhis bones. Waters swirled over him

he was drowni ng. He screamed wi thout sound, though he
could hear his voice. He was dying and he was thankful he
was dying for the pain would end.

H s heart burst.

CHAPTER EI GAT

Everyt hi ng stopped. The light, the pain.

Everything was silent.

Pal i n opened his eyes. He was |ying face down, the Staff of
Magi us still clutched in his hand. Opening his eyes, he saw the
light of the staff shining silver, gleamng cold and pure. He felt no
pain, his breathing was rel axed and normal, his heartbeat steady,
hi s body whol e and unharned. But he wasn't lying on the floor of
the I aboratory. He was in sand! O so it seened. d ancing around,
slowy rising to his feet, he saw that he was in a strange |land-flat,
like a desert, with no distinguishing features of any type. It was
conpletely enpty, barren. The | andscape stretched on and on
endl essly as far as he could see. Puzzled, he | ooked around. He
had never been here before, yet it was famliar. The ground was an
odd col or-a kind of nuted pink, the sanme color as the sky. His
father's voice came to him AS THOUGH I T WAS SUNSET OR
SOVEWHERE | N THE DI STANCE, A FI RE BURNED

Palin closed his eyes to blot out the horror of realization as fear
surged over himin a suffocating wave, robbing himof breath or
even the power to stand.

"The Abyss," he murmured, his shaking hand hol ding onto the
staff for support.

"Palin-" the voice broke off in a choked cry.

Palin's eyes flared open, startled at hearing his nane, alarned
by the sound of desperation in the voice.

Turni ng around, stumbling in the sand, the young man | ooked in
the direction of that terrible sound and saw, rising up before
him a stone wall where no wall had been only seconds
previously. Two undead figures wal ked toward the wall
draggi ng sonet hi ng between them The "sonethi ng" was
human, Palin could see, human and living! It struggled inits
captor's grasp as though trying to escape, but resistance was
usel ess agai nst those whose strength came from beyond the
grave.

As the three drew nearer the wall, which was, ap-
parently, their destination, for one pointed to it and | aughed,

t he human ceased his struggles for a monent. Lifting his
head, he | ooked directly at Palin. ' Golden skin, pupils the
shape of hourgl asses

"Uncl e?" Palin breathed, starting to take a step forward.

But the figure shook its head, meking an alnost im
percepti bl e novenent with one of its slender hands as
t hough sayi ng, "Not now "

Palin realized suddenly that he was standing out in the
open, alone in the Abyss, with nothing to protect him but
the Staff of Magius-a magical staff whose magi c he had
no i dea how to use. The undead, intent upon their struggling



captive, had not noticed himyet, but it would only be a
matter of time. Frightened and frustrated, Palin | ooked
about hopel essly for sone place to hide. To his amazenent,
a thick bush sprang up out of nowhere, alnost as if he had
summoned it into being.

W thout stopping to think why or how it was there, the
young man ducked swi ftly behind the bush, covering the
crystal on the staff with his hand in an attenpt to keep its
light fromgiving himaway. Then he peered out cautiously
i nto the pinkish, burning |and.

The undead had haul ed their captive to the wall that stood
in the mddle of the sand. Manacl es appeared on the wall at
a spoken word of command. Hoisting their captive up into the
air with their incredible strength, the undead fastened Raistlin to
the wall by his wists. Then, with nocking bows, they left him
there, hanging fromthe wall, his black robes stirring in the hot
breeze.

Rising to his feet, Palin started forward agai n when a dark
shadow fell across his vision, blinding himnore conpletely than
the brilliant light, filling his m nd and soul and body w th such
terror and fear that he could not nmove. Though the darkness was
thick and all enconpassing, Palin saw things within it-he saw a
worman, nore beautiful and desirable than any ot her woman he
had ever seen before in his life. He saw her walk up to his uncle,
he saw his uncle's manacl ed hands clench. He saw all this, yet al
around hi mwas such darkness as m ght have been found on the
floor of the deepest ocean. Then Palin understood. The darkness
was in his mnd, for he was | ooking upon Takhi si s-the Queen of
Dar kness hersel f.

As he watched, held in place by awe and horror and such
reverence as made himwant to kneel before her, Palin saw the
worman change her form Qut of the darkness, out of the sand of
the burning land, rose a dragon. Immense in size, its w ng span
covered the land with shadow, its five heads withed and tw sted
upon five necks, its five nouths opened in deafening shrieks of
| aughter and of cruel delight.

Palin saw Raistlin's head turn away involuntarily, the golden
eyes cl ose as though unable to face the sight of the creature that
| eered above him Yet the arch-mage fought on, trying to wench
hinself free of the manacles, his arns and wists torn and bl eedi ng
fromthe futile effort.

Slowy, delicately, the dragon lifted a claw. Wth one swift stroke,
she slit open Raistlin's black robes. Then, with al nost the sane,
delicate movnent, she slit open the archmage's body.

Pal m gasped and shut his eyes to blot out the dreadfu
sight. But it was too late. He had seen it and he would see it
al ways in his dreans, just as he would hear his uncle's
agoni zed cry forever. Palin's mnd reeled and his knees
went linp. Sinking to the ground, he clasped his stonach,

r et chi ng.

Then, through the haze of sickness and terror, Palin was
aware of the Queen and knew that she was suddenly aware
of him He could sense her searching for him 1|istening,
snelling. . .. He had no thought of hiding. There was
nowhere he could go where she would not find him He
could not fight, not even |ook up at her. He didn't have the
strength. He could only crouch in the sand, shivering in
fear, and wait for the end.

Not hi ng happened. The shadow lifted, Palin's fear
subsi ded.



"Palin . . . help . The voice, ragged w th pain,
whi spered in the young man's mind. And, horribly, there
was anot her sound, the sound of liquid dripping, of blood
runni ng.

"No!" The young man nmoaned, shaking his head and
burrowing into the sand as t hough he woul d bury hinsel f.
There came another gurgling cry, and Palin retched again,
sobbing in horror and pity and di sgust at hinself for his

weakness. "Wat can | do? | amnothing. | have no power
to help you!" he nunbl ed, his fist clenching around the
staff that he held still. Holding it near him he rocked back

and forth, unable to open his eyes, unable to | ook

"Palin"-the voi ce gasped for breath, each word causing
obvi ous pain-"you nust be ... strong. For your own .
sake as well as ... mne."”

Palin couldn't speak. H's throat was raw and aching, the
bitter taste of bile in his mouth choked him

Be strong. For his sake . .

Slowy, gripping the staff, Palin used it to pull hinmself to
his feet. Then, bracing hinself, feeling the touch of the
wood cool and reassuring beneath his hand, he opened his
eyes.

Rai stlin's body hung linply fromthe wall by its wists,
the black robes in tatters, the long white hair falling across
his face as his head lolled forward. Palin tried to keep his
eyes focused on his uncle's face, but he could not. Despite
hi nsel f, his gaze went to the bl oody, mangled torso. From
chest to groin, Raistlin's flesh had been ripped apart, torn
asunder by sharp tal ons, exposing living organs. The
dri ppi ng sound Palin heard was the sound of the man's life
bl ood, falling drop by drop into a great stone pool at his
feet.

The young man's stomach wenched again, but there was
nothing left to purge. Gitting his teeth, Palin kept wal ki ng
forward through the sand toward the wall, the staff aiding
his faltering footsteps. But when Palin reached the
gruesone pool, his weak | egs would support himno | onger
Fearing he might faint fromthe horror of the dreadful sight,
he sank to his knees, bow ng his head.

But the voice cane again. "Look at me . . . You . . . know
me . . . Palin?"

The young man rai sed his head, reluctantly. Gol den eyes
stared at him their hourglass pupils dilated with agony.

Bl ood-stained |ips parted to speak, but no words canme. A
shudder shook the frail body.

"I know you . . . uncle. Doubl i ng over, Palin began
to sob, while in his nmind, the words screaned at him
"Father lied! He lied to me! He lied to hinmsel f!"

"Palin, be strong!" Raistlin whispered. "You . . . can free
me. But you rnust ... be quick. "

Strong ... | nust be strong. .

"Yes." Palin swallowed his tears. Wping his face, he rose

unsteadily to his feet, keeping his gaze on his uncle's eyes.
"I-1"msorry. What must | do?"

"Use . . . the staff. Touch the locks around . . . ny
wists. . . . Hurry! The . . . Queen . . ."

"Where-where is the Dark Queen?" Palin stamrered.

St eppi ng carefully past the pool of blood, he canme to stand
near his uncle and, reaching up, touched the glow ng crysta



of the staff to the first of the manacles that held Raistlin
bound to the wall.

Exhaust ed, near death, his uncle could speak no | onger,

but his words cane to Palin's mnd. "Your coming forced

her to | eave. She was not prepared to face one of the Wite
Robes such as you. But that will not last |ong. She will
return. Both of us ... nust be gone. "

Palin touched the other manacle and, freed of his chains,

Rai stlin slunmped forward, his body falling into the arns of
t he young man. Catching hold of his uncle, his horror lost in
his pity and conpassion, Palin gently laid the torn, bleeding
body on the ground.

"But how can you go anywhere?" Palin nurnured.

"You are . . . dying."

"Yes," Raistlin answered wordlessly, his thin |lips
twisting inagrimsnle. "In a fewnonments, | will die, as I
have di ed countl ess nornings before this. Wen night falls,

I will return to Iife and spend the night |ooking forward to
t he dawn when the Queen will conme and tear ny flesh

ending ny life in tortured pain once nore."

"What can | do?" Palin cried. "How can | help you?"

"You are helping already," Raistlin said aloud, his voice
growi ng stronger. Hs hand noved feebly. "Look . . ."

Rel uctantly, Palin glanced down at his uncle's terrible
wound. It was closing! The flesh was nmendi ng! The young
man stared in astonishment. |If he had been a hi gh-ranking
cleric of Pal adine, he could have performed no greater mracle.
"What is happening? How" he asked bl ankly.

"Your goodness, your love," whispered Raistlin. "So mght ny
br ot her have saved ne if he had possessed the courage to enter the
Abyss hinself." Hs lip curled in bitterness. "Help nme stand."

Palin swal |l owed but said nothing as he hel ped the archnage
rise to his feet. What could he say? Shane filled his soul, shane
for his father. Well, he would nake up for it.

"Gve me your arm nephew. | can wal k. Come, we nust reach
the Portal before the Queen returns.”

"Are you sure you can manage?" Palin put his arm around
Rai stlin s body, feeling the strange, unnatural heat that radiated
fromit warmhis own chilled flesh

"I must. | have no choice." Leaning upon Palin, the archnage
gat hered his torn black robes about him and the tw wal ked
forward as fast as they could through the shifting sand toward
where the Portal stood in the center of the red-tinged | andscape.

But before he had gone very far, Raistlin stopped, his frail body
wracked by coughing until he gasped for air.

St andi ng beside him holding him Palin | ooked at his uncle in
concern. "Here," he offered. "Take your staff. It will aid your
steps-"

Rai stlin's hourglass eyes went to the staff in the young man's
hand. Reachi ng out his slender, gol den-skinned hand, he touched
the smooth wood, stroking it lovingly. Then, |ooking at Palin, he
sm | ed and shook his head.

"No, nephew,"” he said in his soft, shattered voice. "The staff is
yours, a gift fromyour uncle. It would have been yours soneday,"

he added, speaking alnost to hinmself. "I would have trained you
nmysel f, gone with you to watch the Testing. | would have
been proud ... so proud . . ." Then, he shrugged, his gaze

going to Palin. "What am | saying? | AM proud of you, ny
nephew. So young, to do this, to enter the Abyss-"
As if to remind themwhere they were and the danger



they were in, a shadow fell upon them as of dark wi ngs,
hoveri ng over head.

Palin | ooked up fearfully. Then his gaze went to the
Portal that seened farther away than he remenbered. "W
can't outrun her!" he gasped.

"Wait!" Raistlin paused for breath, color com ng back to
his face. "W don't need to run. Look at the Portal, Palin.
Concentrate on it. Think of it as being right in front of you."

"l don't understand-" Palin | ooked at Raistlin,
conf used.

"Concentrate!" the archmage snarl ed

The shadow was grow ng increasingly darker. Looking
at the Portal, Palin tried to do as he was told, but he kept
seeing his father's face, the dragon ripping his uncle's flesh.
. The shadow over themgrew still darker, darker than
ni ght, dark as his own fear

"Don't be afraid.” H's uncle's voice cane to himthrough
t he darkness. "Concentrate."

The disciplined training in nagic cane to Palin's aid.
Thus was he forced to concentrate on the words to a spell
C osing his eyes, the young man shut everything out-his
fear, his horror, his sorrow and envisioned the Portal in
his mnd, standing directly before him

"Excel l ent, young one," cane Raistlin's soft voice.

Palin blinked, startled. The Portal was right where he
had envisioned it, just a step or two away.

"Don't hesitate,"” Raistlin instructed, reading the young
man's mnd. "The way back is not difficult, not |ike com ng
t hrough. Go ahead. | can stand on my own. | wll follow

Palin stepped inside, feeling a slight sensation of dizziness and
a nonentary blindness, but it passed quickly. Looking around, he
drew a deep breath of relief and thankful ness. He was standing in
the | aboratory once nore. The Portal was behind him though he
had no clear renenbrance of how he got through it, and, beside
the Portal, he saw his uncle. But Raistlin was not |ooking at him
H s eyes were on the Portal itself, a strange smle played on his

thin Iips.
"You are right! We nmust close it!" Palin said suddenly,
t hi nki ng he knew his uncle's mind. "The Queen will come back

into the world-"

Rai sing the staff, the young man stepped forward. A sl ender
gol den- ski nned hand cl osed over his arm Its grip hurt, the touch
burned him Catching his breath, biting his lip fromthe pain, Palin
| ooked at his uncle in confusion

"Al'l in good tine, my dear nephew," whispered Raistlin. "Al

in good tinme. "

CHAPTER NI NE

Rai stlin drew the young nan nearer, smling slightly as

Palin flinched, noting the |ook of pain in the green eyes.
Still Raistlin held him regarding himsearchingly, studying
the features, probing the depths of his soul

"There is nmuch of nyself in you, young one," Raistlin
said, reaching up to brush back a | ock of hair that had fallen
across Palin's pale face. "Mire of nme than of your father
And he | oves you best for that, doesn't he? Onh, he is proud

of your brothers"-Raistlin shrugged, as the young nan
started to protest-"but you he cherishes, protects.

Fl ushing, Palin broke free of Raistlin's grip. But he



m ght have spared his energy. The archmage held him
fast-with his eyes, not his hands.

"He'll smother you!" Raistlin hissed. "Smother you as he
did ne! He will prevent you taking the Test. You know that,
don't you."

"He- he doesn't understand,"” Palin faltered. "He's only
trying to do what he thinks-"

"Don't lie to me, Palin," Raistlin said softly, placing his
sl ender fingers on the young man's lips. "Don't lie to
yoursel f. Speak the truth that is in your soul. | see it in you
so clearly! The hatred, the jealousy! Use it, Palin! Use it to
make you strong-as | did!"

The gol den-ski nned hand traced over the bones of Palin's
face-the firm strong chin, the clenched jaw, the snooth,
hi gh cheekbones. Palin trenbled at the touch, but nore stil
at the expression in the burning, hourglass eyes. "You
shoul d have been mine! My son!" Raistlin nmurnured. "I
woul d have raised you to power! What wonders | woul d
have shown you, Palin. Upon the wi ngs of magic we woul d
have fl own the worl d-cheered the wi nner of the fights for
successi on anong the mnotaur, gone swinmng with the
sea elves, battled giants, watched the birth of a gol den
dragon. . . . Al this could have been yours, SHOULD have
been yours, Palin, if only they-"

A fit of coughing checked the archmage. Gaspi ng,

Rai stlin staggered, clutching his chest. Catching hold of him
in his strong arnms, Palin led his uncle to a dusty, cushioned
chair that sat near the Portal. Beneath the dust, he could

di scern dark splotches on the fabric-as though it had, |ong
ago, been stained with blood. In his concern for his uncle,
Palin thought little of it. Raistlin sank down into the chair,
choki ng, coughing into a soft, white cloth that Palin drew
fromhis own robes and handed to him Then, |eaning the

staff carefully against the wall, the young nan knelt down
besi de his uncle.

"I's there sonething | can do? Sonething | can get for
you? That herbal m xture you drank." His glance went to

the jars of herbs on a shelf. "If you tell me howto fix it-"

Rai stlin shook his head. "In tine . " he whispered as
the spasmeased. "In tine, Palin." He sniled wearily, his
hand reaching out to rest on the young man's head. "In tine.
I will teach you that . . . and so nuch nore! How t hey have

wast ed your talent! What did they tell you, young one? Wy
did they bring you here?"
Pal i n bowed his head. The touch of those slender fingers
excited him yet he caught hinself cringing, squirmng
beneath their burning caress. "I cane- They said . . . you
would try ... to take . " He swal |l owed, unable to
conti nued.
"Ah, yes. O course. That is what those idiots would think.
woul d take your body as Fistandantilus tried to take mine. What
fools! As if | would deprive the world of this young mnd, of this

power. The two of us ... There will be two of us, now. | make you
nmy apprentice, Palin." The burning fingers stroked the auburn hair.
Palin raised his face. "But," he said in amazenent, "I am of |ow
rank. | haven't taken the Test-"
"You will, young one," Raistlin murmured, exhaustion plain
upon his face. "You will. And with ny help, you will pass easily.
Just as | passed with the help of another . . . Hush. Don't speak

anynore. | rnust rest." Shivering, Raistlin clutched his tattered



robes about his frail body. "Bring nme sone wi ne and a change of
clothes or | will freeze to death. | had forgotten how danp this
pl ace was." Leaning his head back agai nst the cushions, Raistlin
closed his eyes, his breath rattling in his |ungs.

Palin stood up slowy, casting an uneasy gl ance behind him

The five heads of the dragon around the Portal still glowed, but
their colors were faded, less brilliant. Their nouths gaped open
but no sound canme out. It seened to Palin, though, that they were
waiting, biding their tine. Their ten eyes watched him glittering
with some secret, inner know edge. He | ooked inside the Portal
The red-tinged | andscape stretched into the distance. Far away,
barely discernible, he could see the wall, the pool of blood beneat
it. And above it, the dark, w nged shadow.

"Uncle,” Palin said, "the Portal. Shouldn't we-"

"Palin," said Raistlin softly, "I gave you a conmand. You wil |
| earn to obey nmy conmands, apprentice. Do as | bid."

As Palin watched, the shadow grew darker. Like a cloud covering
the sun, the wings cast a chill of fear over his soul. He started t
speak again, but at that noment gl anced back at Raistlin.

Hi s uncle's eyes appeared to be closed, but Palin caught a slit
of gold gl eam ng beneath the lids, like the eyes of a snake. Biting
his lower lip, the young man turned hastily away. Taking hol d of
the staff, he used its light to search the laboratory for that whic
hi s uncl e had requested.

Dressed once nore in soft black velvet robes, Raistlin stood
before the Portal, sipping a glass of elven wine that Palin had
di scovered in a carafe far back in a corner of the | aboratory. The
shadow over the land within had now grown so dark that it seened
ni ght had fallen over the Abyss. But no stars shown, no noons |it
that dread darkness. The wall was the only object visible, and it
glowed with its own, horrid light. Raistlin stared at it, his face
grim his eyes haunted by pain.

"Thus she rem nds ne of what will happen should she catch ne,
Palin," he said softly. "But, no. | amnot going back." Looking
around, the archmage gl anced at the young nman. Raistlin's eyes
glittered within the depths of his black hood. "I had twenty-five
years to consider nmy mstakes. Twenty-five years of unbearable
agony, of endless tornment. . . . My only joy, the only thing that
gave me strength to neet each noming' s torture was the shadow
of youl sawin my mind. Yes, Palin"-snmling, Raistlin reached

out and drew the young nman nearer-"l1 have watched you al

t hese years. | have done what | could for you. There is a
strength-an inner strength-in you that cones fromnme! A

burning desire, a love for the magic! | knew, one day, you would
seek me out to leamhow to use it. | knew THEY would try to stop
you. But they could not. Everything they did to prevent your

com ng nust only bring you closer. Once in here, | knew you
woul d hear ny voice. You would free ne. And so | nade ny

pl ans . "

"I am honored that you take this interest in ne," Pa-lin began
H s voice broke, and he cleared his throat nervously. "But you

nmust know the truth. I-1 didn't seek you out to ... to gain power.
heard your voice, pleading for help, and I-1 canme because . "
"You cane out of pity and conpassion,” Raistlin said with a

twisted smle. "There is still much of your father in you. That is

weakness that can be overcone. As | told you, Palin. Speak the
truth-to yourself. What did you feel upon entering this place?
What did you feel when you first touched the staff?"

Palin tried to |l ook away fromhis uncle's gaze. Though the
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| aboratory was chill, he was sweating beneath his robes. Raistlin
held himtightly, however, forcing the young man to | ook into the
golden, glittering eyes.

And there see a reflection of hinself. . . . Was what he said
true? Palin stared at the image in the arch-nage's eyes. He saw a
young man, dressed in robes whose col or was indeterm nate, now
white, now red, now darkening. . . .

The arm Raistlin held jerked spasnodically within the
archmage' s grasp.

He can feel ny fear, Palin realized, trying to control the
tremors that shook his body.

Is it fear? the golden eyes asked. Is it fear? O exultation?

Palin saw the staff he held in his hand reflected in those eyes. He
stood within the pool of its bright Iight. The | onger he held the
staff, the nore he could sense the magic within it-and within
hi nsel f. The gol den eyes shifted in their gaze slightly, and Palin
foll owed them He saw the bl ack-bound spel | books standi ng upon
the shelf. He felt once again the thrill he had experienced upon
entering the | aboratory, and he licked his dry, parched lips like a
man who has been wandering long in a vast desert and who has, at
| ast, found the cool water to ease his burning thirst. Looking back
at Raistlin, he saw hinmself as in a mrror, standing before the
archmage dressed in black robes.

"What -what are your plans?" Palin asked hoarsely.

"Very sinmple. As | said, | had |long years to consider ny
m stake. My anbition was too great. | dared becone a god-
something nortals are not nmeant to do-as | was painfully
rem nded every norning when the Dark Queen's talon ripped ny
flesh.”

Palin saw the thin Iip curl for a noment and the gol den eyes
glint. The slender hand cl enched in anger and remenbered agony,
its grip tightening painfully around the young man's arm "
| earned ny lesson,” Raistlin said bitterly, drawi ng a rasping,

shuddering breath. "I have trimred ny anmbition. No |longer will |
strive to be a god. | will be content with the world." Smling
sardonically, he patted Palin's hand. "We will be content with the
world, | should say."

"I-" The words caught in Palin's throat. He was dazed with
confusion and fear and a wild rush of excitement. d anci ng back at
the Portal, however, he felt the shadow cover his heart. "But, the
Queen? Shouldn't we shut it?"

Rai stlin shook his head. "No, apprentice."

"No?" Palin |ooked at himin alarm

"No. This will be ny gift to her, to prove nmy loyalty-admttance
to the world. And the world will be her gift to me. Here she wll
rule and I ... | will serve." Raistlin bit the words with his sharp
teeth, his lips parted in a tight, mrthless grin. Sensing the hatred
and the anger surging through the frail body, Pa-lin
shudder ed.

Rai stlin glanced at him "Squeam sh, nephew?" He
sneered, letting | oose of Palin's arm "The squeam sh do not
rise to power-"

"You told ne to speak the truth," Palin said, shrinking
away from Raistlin, relieved that the burning touch was
gone, yet longing-sonmehowto gain it back. "And | will.
I"mfrightened! For us both! | know | am weak-" He
bowed hi s head.

"No, nephew," said Raistlin softly. "Not weak. Just
young. And you will always be afraid. | will teach you to
master your fear, to use its strength. To make it serve you,



not the other way around."

Looki ng up, Palin saw a gentleness in the arch-mage's
face, a gentleness fewin the world had ever seen. The

i mage of the young man in the black robes faded fromthe
glittering gol den eyes, replaced by a yearning, a hunger for
love. Now it was Palin who reached out and cl asped hold of
Rai stlin's hand. "Close the Portal, uncle!" the young man

pl eaded. "Come honme and live with us! The room ny father

built for you is still there, in the Inn. My nother has kept
the plague with the wizard's mark on it! It is hidden in a
chest of rosewood, but I've seen it. 1've held it and dreaned

of this so often! Conme honme! Teach nme what you know |
woul d honor you, revere you! W could travel, as you said.
Show me the wonders your eyes have seen. "

"Home." The word lingered on Raistlin's |ips as though
he were tasting it. "Home. How often | dreaned of it"-his
gol den-eyed gaze went to the wall, shining with its ghastly
light-"especially with the com ng of dawn. "

Then, glancing at Palin fromw thin the shadows of his
hood, Raistlin sniled. "Yes, nephew, " he said softly. "I
believe I will come home with you. | need tinme to rest, to
recover ny strength, to rid nyself of ... old dreans.” Palin
saw t he eyes darken with remenbered pain.

Coughi ng, Raistlin notioned the young man to hel p him
Carefully, Palin |eaned the staff against the wall and
assisted Raistlin to the chair. Sinking into it weakly, Raistlin
gestured for the young man to pour hi m another gl ass of
wi ne. The archnmage | eaned his head back wearily into the
cushions. "I need time . " he continued, noistening his
lips with the wine. "Time to train you, ny apprentice. Tine
to train you .. . and to train your brothers."

"My brothers?" Palin repeated in astonishment.

"Why, yes, young one." Amusenent tinged Raistlin's
voi ce as he | ooked at the young man standing by his chair.

"I need generals for ny |legions. Your brothers will be
i deal -"

"Legions!" Palin cried. "No, that's not what | meant!
You nust come home to live with us in peace. You've
earned it! You sacrificed yourself for the world-"

"H' Raistlin interrupted. "l sacrificed nyself for the
wor | d?" The archmage began to | augh-dreadful, fearfu
| aughter that set the shadows of the |aboratory dancing in
delight like denpbns. "lIs that what they say of nme?" Raistlin
| aughed until he choked. A coughing fit seized him this one
wor se than the others.

Pal i n wat ched hel pl essly as his uncle withed in pain.

The young man could still hear that nocking | aughter

dinning in his ears. Wen the spasm passed, and he coul d
breathe, Raistlin lifted his head and, with a weak notion of
hi s hand, beckoned Palin near

Pal i n saw bl ood upon the cloth in his uncle's hand, bl ood
flecked Raistlin's ashen |ips. Loathing and horror came over
t he young man, but he drew nearer anyway, conpelled by a
terrible fascination to kneel down beside his uncle.

"Know this, Palin!" Raistlin whispered, speaking with great
effort, his words barely audible. "I sacrificed . . . MYSELF. . . for

MYSELF! Si nki ng back into his chair, he gasped for breath.
When he coul d nove, he reached out a shaking, bl ood-stained
hand and caught hold of Palin's white robes. "I saw . . . what |
must. . . beconme ... if | succeeded. NOTHING That. . . was ... all



Daindle ... to ... nothing. The world . . . dead. . . . This way"-Hs

hand gestured feebly at the wall, the gruesone pool beneath it. Hs
eyes gl eaned feverishly-"there was . . . still... a chance . . . for
me ... toreturn ..."

""No!" Palin cried, struggling to free hinmself fromRaistlin's
grasp. "l don't believe you!"

"Why not?" Raistlin kept hold of the young man. Hi s voice
grew stronger. "You told themyourself. Don't you renenber,
Palin? '"A man nust put the nmagic first, the world second
That's what you said to themin the Tower. The world doesn't
matter to you anynore than it does to nme! Nothing matters- your
brothers, your father! The magic! The power! That's all that neans
anything to either of us!"

"I don't know" Palin cried brokenly, his hands claw ng at
Raistlin's. "I can't think! Let ne go! Let ne go . " Hs fingers fel
nervel essly fromRaistlin's wists, his head sank into his hands.
Tears filled his eyes.

"Poor young one," Raistlin said snoothly. Laying his hand on
Palin's head, he drew it gently into his | ap and stroked the auburn
hai r soothingly.

W acking sobs tore at Palin's body. He was bereft, alone. Lies, al
lies! Everyone had lied to himhis father, the mages, the world!

What did it matter, after all? The magic. That was all he had. H s
uncl e was right. The burning touch of those slender fingers; the

soft bl ack velvet beneath his cheek, wet with his tears; the snell of
rose petals and spice. That would be his life. . . . That and this
bitter enptiness within. An enptiness that all the world could not
fill.

"Weep, Palin,"” Raistlin said softly. "Wep as | wept once, |ong,
| ong ago. Then you will realize, as | did, that it does no good. No
one hears you, sobbing in the night alone.”

Palin lifted his tear-stained face suddenly, staring into
Raistlin's eyes.

"At |ast you understand."” Raistlin smiled. H s hand stroked
back the wet hair fromPalin's eyes. "Get hold of yourself, young
one. It is time for us to go, before the Dark Queen comes. There is
much to be done-"

Palin regarded Raistlin calnmy, though the young man's body
still shuddered from his sobs and he could see his uncle only
through a blur of tears. "Yes," he said. "At last | understand. Too
late, it seems. But | understand. And you are wong, uncle," he
mur mur ed brokenly. "Someone die? hear you crying in the night.

My father."

Rising to his feet, Palin brushed his hand across his eyes,
keepi ng his gaze steadfastly on his uncle. "I amgoing to close the
Portal ."

"Don't be a fool!" Raistlin said with a sneer. "I won't let youl

You know that!"

"I know," said Palin, drawing a shivering breath. "You will
stop ne-"

"I will kill you!l"

"You wll. . . kill ne. Palin continued, his voice faltering
only slightly. Turning around, he reached out his hand for the Staff
of Magi us that stood | eaning agai nst the desk beside Raistlin's
chair. The light of the crystal beanmed white and cold as his hand
cl osed over it.

"What a waste!" Raistlin hissed, twisting out of his chair. "Wy
die in such a meaningl ess gesture? For it will be neaningless,
assure you, ny dear nephew. | will do all | planned. The
world will be mine! You will be dead-and who will know



or care?"
"You will," said Palin in a | ow voice
Turni ng his back upon his uncle, Palin wal ked with firm
steady steps over to stand before the Portal. The shadow
was deeper and darker, making the wall wthin the Abyss
stand out by hideous contrast. Palin could feel the evil now,
feel it seeping through the Portal like water flowing into a
wr ecked ship. He thought of the Dark Queen, able to enter
the world at last. Once nore, the flames of war would
sweep across the land as the forces of good rose to stop her
He saw his father and nother die by his uncle's hand, his
brothers fall victimto their uncle's magical charm He saw
them dressed in dragonscal e arnor, riding evil dragons into
battl e, |eading troops of hideous bei ngs spawned of
dar kness.
No! Wth the help of the gods, he would stop this if he
could. But, raising the staff, Palin realized hel plessly that he
hadn't the vaguest idea howto close the Portal. He could
sense the power in the staff, but he could not control it.
Rai stlin was right-what a stupid, mneaningless gesture.
Behind him Palin heard his uncle laugh. It wasn't
nocki ng | aughter this tine, however. It was benused,
al nost angry.
"This is senseless, Palin! Stop! Don't make me do this!"
Drawi ng a deep breath, Palin tried to concentrate his
energy and his thoughts upon the staff. "Close the Portal,"
he whi spered, forcing hinself to think about nothing else,
t hough his body quivered with fear. It was not a fear of
dying, he could tell hinself that with quiet pride. He |oved
life, never so nmuch as now, he realized. But he could | eave
it without regret, though the thought of the grief that his death
woul d cause those who loved himfilled himwith sorrow. His
not her and father would know what he had done, however. They
woul d understand. No matter what his uncle said.
And they' Il fight you, Palin knew. They will fight you and your
Dark Queen as they fought once before. YOU WLL NOT WN
Palin gripped the staff, his hand sweating, his body trenbling.
He wasn't afraid of dying. He was afraid of ... of the pain.
Wuld it hurt . . . very nuch ... to die?
Shaking his head angrily, the young man cursed hinself for a
coward and stared hard at the Portal. He had to concentrate! To put
this out of his mind. He nust nake fear serve hinml Not naster

him There was a chance, after all, that he might close the Porta
before his uncle . . . before

"Pal adi ne, help me," said Palin, his gaze going to the silvery
light gleaming atop the staff with steadfast, unwavering brilliance
in the shadowy darkness.

"Palin!" Raistlin shouted harshly. "I warn you-"

Lightning crackled fromRaistlin's fingertips. But Palin kept
his eyes upon the staff. Its light grew brighter, shining with a
radi ance whose beauty and clarity eased Palin's |ast fears.

"Pal adi ne, " he mur nmur ed.

The nane of the god nercifully obliterated the sound of
magi cal chanting Palin heard rising behind him

The pain was swift, sudden . . . and soon over.

CHAPTER TEN

Rai stlin stood alone in the |aboratory, |eaning upon the
Staff of Magius. The light of the staff had gone out. The



archmage stood in darkness as thick as the dust that Iay,
undi st ur bed, upon the stone floor, upon the spellbooks,
upon the chair, upon the drawn, heavy curtain of purple
vel vet.

' Alnost as deep as the darkness was the silence of the
pl ace.

Raistlin stilled his breathing, listening to the silence. The
sound of no living being disturbed it-neither nmouse nor
bat nor spider- for no living being dared enter the
| aborat ory, guarded by those whose vigilance would | ast
unto the end of the world and beyond. Alnpbst Raistlin
t hought he coul d hear one sound-the sound of the dust
falling, the sound of time passing. . . .

Si ghing wearily, the archmage raised his head and
| ooked into the darkness, broke the ages-long silence. "I
have done what you wanted of ne," he cried. "Are you
sati sfied?"

There was no answer; only the gently sifting dust
drifting down into the perpetual night.

"No," Raistlin nurnmured. "You cannot hear me. And that is
just as well. Little did you think, Dalanmar, that when you
conjured ny illusion for this purpose, you would conjure
me! Ch, no, apprentice"-Raistlin smled bitterly-"do not
pride yourself. You are good, but not that good. It was not
your magi c woke ne fromny sleep. No, it was something
el se. " He paused, trying to remenber. "VWat did | tel
t he young man? ' A shadow on ny nmind ? Yes, that's what it
was.

"Ah, Dal amar, you are lucky." The archmage shook his
hooded head. For a brief nmonment, the darkness was lit by a
fierce glint in the golden eyes, gleamng with their inner
flame. "If he had been what | was, you would have found
yourself in sad straits, dark elf. Through him | could have
returned. But as his conpassion and his |love freed ne from
t he darkness into which | cast nyself, so it binds ne there
still."

The Iight of the gol den eyes faded, the darkness returned.

Rai stlin sighed. "But that is all right," he whispered,

| eani ng his head against the staff that supported him "I am
tired, so very tired. | want to return to nmy sleep." Wl ki ng
across the stone floor, his black robes rustling about his

ankl es, his soft unheard footsteps leaving no trail at all in

the thick dust, the archmage cane to stand before the vel vet
curtain. Placing his hand on it, he stopped and | ooked
around the | aboratory that he could not see except in his
nmenories, in his mnd.

"I just want you to know," Raistlin cried, "that | didn't do
this for you, mages! | didn't do it for the Conclave. | didn't
do it for ny brother! | had one nore debt to pay in ny
l[ifetime. Now | have discharged it. | can sleep in peace."

In the darkness, Raistlin could not see the staff he |eaned
upon, but he didn't need to. He knew every curve of the
wood, every tiny inperfection in the grain. Lovingly he
caressed it, his delicate fingers touching the gol den dragon's
claw, running over each facet of the cold, dark crystal it
held. Raistlin's eyes stared into the darkness, stared into the
future he could glinpse by the Iight of the black noon.

"He will be great in the Art," he said with quiet pride. "The
greatest that has yet lived. He will bring honor and renown
to our profession. Because of him magic will live and



flourish in the world.” The arch-nmage's voice | owered.
"\What ever happiness and joy was in ny life, Palin, cane
fromthe magic.
"To the magic, | give you.
Rai stlin held the staff an instant |onger, pressing the
snoot h wood agai nst his cheek. Then, with a word of
conmand, he sent it fromhim It vanished, swallowed up
by the endl ess night. H s head bowed in weariness, Raistlin
laid his hand upon the velvet curtain and di sappeared,
becom ng one with the darkness and the silence and the
dust.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Palin cane slowmy to consciousness. His first thought was one
of terror. The fiery jolt that had burned and bl asted his body had
not killed him There would be another. Raistlin would not let him
live. Mdaning, Palin huddl ed against the cold stone floor, waiting
fearfully to hear the sound of magical chanting, to hear the crackle
of the sparks fromthose thin fingertips, to feel once again the
searing, exploding pain. . . .

Al was quiet. Listening intently, holding his breath, his body
shivering in fear, Palin heard not hing.

Cautiously, he opened his eyes. He was in darkness, such deep
dar kness that nothing whatever was visible, not even his own
body.

"Rai stlin?" Palin whispered, raising his head cautiously from
t he danp, stone floor. "Uncle?"

"Palin!" a voice shouted.

Palin's heart stilled in fear. He could not breathe.

"Palin!" the voice shouted again, a voice filled with | ove and
angui sh.

Palin gasped in relief and, falling back agai nst the stone fl oor
sobbed in joy.

He heard booted footsteps clanbering up stairs. Torchlight lit
t he darkness. The footsteps halted, the torchlight wavered as
t hough the hand holding it shook. Then the footsteps were running,
the torchlight burned above him

"Palin! My son!" and Palin was in his father's arnmns.

"What have they done to you?" Caranon cried in a choked voice.
Dropping the torch, he lifted his son's body fromthe fl oor and
cradled it against his strong breast.

Palin could not speak. He | eaned his head agai nst his
father's chest, hearing the heart beating rapidly fromthe
exertion of clinbing the Tower stairs, snelling the famliar
snells of |eather and sweat, letting- for one | ast noment-
his father's arnms shelter and protect him Then, with a soft
sigh, Palin raised his head and | ooked into his father's pale,
angui shed f ace.

"Not hi ng, Father," he said softly, gently pushing hinself
away. "I'mall right. Truly." Sitting up, he | ooked around,
confused in the feeble light cast by the torch flickering on
the floor. "But where are we?"

"Qut-outside that . . . that place," Caranon grow ed
letting go of his son, but watching hi mdubiously,
anxi ously.

"The | aboratory,"” nurnmured Palin, puzzled, his gaze
going to the closed door and the two, white, disenbodied
eyes that hovered before it.

The young man started to stand up



"Careful!" said Caranon, putting his armaround him
agai n.

"I told you, father. I"'mall right," Palin said firny,
shaking off his father's help and getting to his feet w thout
assi stance. "Wat happened?” He | ooked at the seal ed
| aborat ory door.

The two eyes of the spectre stared back at him un-
bl i nki ng, unnovi ng.

"You went in ... there," Caranpon said, his brow creasing
into a frown as his gaze shifted to the seal ed door as well
"And . . . the door slanmmed shut! | tried to get in ... Dal amar
cast sone sort of spell on it, but it wouldn't open. Then
nore of those . . . those THI NGS'-he gestured at the eyes
with a scowm-"canme and | ... | don't renenber nuch after
that. Wen | came to, | was with Dalamar in the study. "
"Which is where we will return now," said a voice
behind them "if you will honor ne by sharing ny
br eakf ast."

"The only place we're going now," said Caranbn in a
stern, low voice as he turned to face the dark elf, who had
mat eri ali zed behind them "is hone. And no nore nagic!"

he snarled, glaring at Dalamar. "We'll walk, if need be.

Nei ther ny son nor | are ever com ng back to one of these
cursed Towers again-"

Wthout a glance at Caranon, Dal amar wal ked past the

big man to Palin, who was standing silently next to his
father, his hands folded in the sleeves of his white robes, his
eyes downcast as was proper in the presence of the high-
ranki ng wi zard.

Dal amar reached out his hands and cl asped the young

man by the shoul ders.

"QUI THAIN, MAGUS," the dark elf said with a snile

| eaning forward to kiss Palin on the cheek as was the elven
custom

Palin stared at himin confusion, his face flushed. The
words the elf had spoken tunbled about in his mnd,

making little sense. He spoke sone elven, |learned fromhis
father's friend, Tanis. But, after all that had happened to
him the | anguage went right out of his head. Frantically, he
struggled to remenber, for Dalamar was standing in front of
him |ooking at him grinning.

"QUTHAIN . . ." Palin repeated to hinself. "Means .
congratul ati ons. Congratul ati ons, MAGUS..."

He gasped, staring at Dal amar in disbelief.

"What does it nmean?" denmanded Caranon, glaring at the

dark elf. "I don't understand-"

"He is one of us now, Caranon," said Dal amar quietly,
taking hold of Palin's armand escorting himpast his father
"His trials are over. He has conpleted the Test."

"W are sorry to have put you through this again, Caranon,"
Dal amar said to the big warrior. Seated opposite the ornately
carved desk in the dark elf's luxuriously appointed study, Caranon

flushed, his brow still lined with the signs of his concern and fear
and anger.
"But," Dal amar continued, "it was fast becom ng apparent to

all of us that you would do your best to prevent your son from
taking the Test."

"Can you bl ane ne?" Caramon asked harshly. Rising to his
feet, he wal ked over to the large wi ndow, staring out into the dark
shadows of the Shoi kan G ove bel ow him



"No," said Dalanmar. "W could not blane you. And so we
devised this way of tricking you into it."

Scow i ng angrily, Caranon turned, jabbing his finger at

Dal amar. "You had no right! He's too young! He might have
di ed!"

"True," said Dal amar softly, "but that is a risk we all face. It is
a risk you take every time you send your ol der sons to battle.
"This is different." Caranon turned away, his face dark

Dal amar' s gaze went to Palin, who sat in a chair, a glass of
untasted wine in his hand. The young nage was staring dazedly
around as though he could still not believe what had occurred.
"Because of Raistlin?" Dalamar smiled. "Palin is truly gifted,
Caranon. As gifted as his uncle. For him as for Raistlin, there
coul d have been only one choice-his magic. But Palin's |ove for

his famly is strong. He would have nmade the choice, and it woul d
have broken his heart."

Car anon bowed his head, clasping his hands behi nd him

Palin, hearing a nmuffled choke behind him set his wine gl ass

down and, rising to his feet, wal ked over to stand beside his father
Reachi ng out his hand, Caranon drew his son close. "Dal amar's

right,"” the big man said huskily. "I only wanted what was best for
you and-and | was afraid . . . afraid | mght |ose you to the nagic
as | lost him . . . I-I"msorry, Palin. Forgive ne."

Palin's answer was to enbrace his father, who wapped both his
great arms around the white-robed nage and hugged himtight.

"So you passed! |I'm proud of you, son!" Caranmon whi spered.

"So proud-"

"Thank you, father!" Palin said brokenly. "There is nothing to
forgive. | understand at last-" The rest of the young mage's words
were squeezed fromhimby his father's hug. Then, with a clap on
t he back, Caranon let his boy go and returned to staring out the
wi ndow, frowni ng down at the Shoi kan Grove.

Turni ng back to Dal amar, Palin |ooked at the dark elf, puzzled.

"The Test," he said hesitantly. "It-it all seems so real! Yet, I'm
here. . . . Raistlindidn't kill me . . ."

"Raistlin!" Caranmon gl anced around in alarm his face pale.

"Be at ease, ny friend," Dalamar said, raising his slender hand.
"The Test varies for each person who takes it, Palin. For sonme, it is
very real and can have real and disastrous consequences. Your
uncl e, for exanple, barely survived an encounter with one of ny
kind. Justarius's Test left himcrippled in one |l eg. But, for others,
the Test is only in the mnd." Dalamar's face grew tense, his voice
quivered in remenbered pain. "That, too, can have its effects.
Sonetimes worse than the others . "

"So-it was all in ny mind. | didn't go into the Abyss? My
uncle wasn't really there?"

"No, Palin," Dalamar said, regaining his composure. "Raistlin is
dead. W have no reason to believe otherw se, despite what we
told you. W do not know for certain, of course, but we believe
that the vision your father described is a true one, given to him by
Pal adine to ease his grief. Wen we told you we had signs that
Raistlin was still alive, that was all part of the ruse to bring you
here. There have been no such signs. If Raistlin lives today, it is
only in our |egends. "

"And our nenories," Caranon nuttered fromthe w ndow.

"But he seenmed so real!" Palin protested. He could feel the soft
bl ack vel vet beneath his fingertips; the burning touch of the
gol den- ski nned hands; the cool, snmooth wood of the Staff of
Magi us. He coul d hear the whispering voice, see the gol den, hour-
gl ass eyes, snell the rose petals, the spice, the bl ood.



Lowering his head, he shivered.

"I know," said Dalamar with a soft sigh. "But it was only

illusion. The Guardian stands before the door, the door is stil
sealed. It will be, for all eternity. You never even went inside the
| aboratory, much | ess the Abyss."

"But | saw himenter-" Caranon said

"Al'l part of the illusion. | alone saw through it. | helped create
it, infact. It was designed to be very real to you, Palin. You wll
never forget it. The Test is neant to judge not only your skill as a

magi c-user but, nore inportantly, to teach you somet hi ng about
yoursel f. You had two things to discover-the truth about your
uncle, and the truth about yourself."

KNOW THE TRUTH ABOUT YOURSELF . . . Raistlin's voice.

Palin smoothed the fabric of his white robes with his hands. "I
know now where ny loyalties lie," he said softly, remenbering
that bitter nmonent standing before the Portal. "As the Sea Wzard

said, | will serve the world and, in so doing, serve myself."

Smiling, Dalamar rose to his feet. "And now, | know you are
eager to return to your hone and your famly, young mage. | will
detain you no longer. | al npost regret that you did not nake
anot her choice, Palin," the dark elf said with a shrug. "I would
have enjoyed having you as ny apprentice. But you will nake a
wort hy adversary. | am honored to have been a part of your

success." Dal amar extended his hand.
"Thank you," said Palin, flushing. Taking Dal amar's hand in
his, he clasped it gratefully. "Thank you . . . for everything."
"Yeah," munbl ed Caranon, |eaving the wi ndow to cone stand
besi de his son. He, too, gripped Dalamar's hand in his, the elf's
sl ender fingers conmpletely engulfed in the big man's grip. "I-I

guess | will let you use . . . that magic of yours ... to send us back
to Sol ace. Tika'll be worried sick-"

"Very well," Dal amar said, exchanging smles with Palin.

"Stand cl ose together. Farewell, Palin. | will see you at the Tower

of Wayreth."

There canme a soft knock upon the door

Dal amar frowned. "What is it?" he asked irritably. "I gave

instructions that we were not to be disturbed!"

The door opened by itself, apparently. Two white eyes
gl eaned fromout of the darkness. "Forgive me, Mster," said the
spectre, "but | have been instructed to give the young nage a
parting gift."

"Instructed? By whon?" Dal amar's eyes flashed. "Justarius?

Has he dared set foot in ny Tower w thout my perm ssion-"

"No, Master," said the spectre, floating into the room Its chil
gaze went to Palin. Slowy it approached the young mage, its
fl eshl ess hand outstretched. Caranon noved swiftly to stand in
front of his son.

"No, Father," said Palin firmy, putting a restraining hand on
his father's sword-arm "Stand aside. It nmeans me no harm What
is it you have for me?" the young nmage asked the spectre, who
cane to a halt only inches from him

In answer, the fleshless hand traced an arcane synbol in
the air. The Staff of Mgius appeared, held fast in the
skel etal fingers.

Car anon gasped and took a step backward. Dal a- mar
regarded the spectre coldly. "You have failed in your
duties!" The dark elf's voice rose in anger. "By our Dark
Queen, | will send you to the eternal torment of the Abyss
for this-"

"I have not failed in ny duty,’

the guardian replied, its



hol | ow tone renminding Palin fearfully of the real mhe had
entered-if only in illusion. 'The door to the |aboratory
remai ns | ocked and spell bound. The key is here, as you can
see." The Guardian held out its other hand, showing a silver
key lying in the bony palm "All is as it was, undisturbed.
No |iving being has entered.”

"Then who-" Dal amar began in fury. Suddenly, his
voi ce dropped, his face went ashen. "No |iving being
Shaken, the dark elf sank back into his seat, staring at the
staff with w de eyes.

"This is yours, Palin, as was prom sed," the spectre said,
handi ng the staff to the young mage.

Reaching out, Palin took hold of the staff with a shaking
hand. At his touch, the crystal on the top flared into |ight,
blazing with a cool, clear radiance, filling the dark room
with a bright, silvery light.

"Agift fromthe true Master of the Tower. Wth it," the

spectre added in its chill tones, "goes his blessing."
The white eyes lowered in reverence, then they were
gone.

Hol ding the staff in his hand, Palin | ooked wonder-ingly
at his father.

Blinking rapidly, Caramon sniled through his tears.
"Let's go hone," he said quietly, putting his arm around his
son.



