Chapter One

The beholder's ydlow centrd eye dill bore the gleeam of fandticiam, even in death. Its wild gaze,
undimmed by the passing of years, looked down at Teldin Moore as he walked past the guild hdl where
the beast's spherica body was mounted over the man doors. Teldin's mouth went dry when he saw it,
and he couldn't help but stare.

A thick wooden beam ran through the back of the beholder's round body for support; the ash-gray
creature was wider than a man's reach with both ams. The dozen eyestalks on its top were cracked in
places, some reveding the iron rods that supported the fist-sized eyebdl at each stak’s end. Tddin tried
to imagine what the ugly beast had been like in life, before it had met its find opponent and was turned
into an advertisng sgn.

"That's Greffin the Gray," said the big, blond-haired warrior a Teldin's Sde. Adfred Slverhorn gave a
lopsided grin at the stuffed mongter. "He's been there aslong as | can recal. Quite a looker, isnt he? He
used to attack shipping near the Rock. It took three shiploads of men to kill him, and he disintegrated one
of them before the other two finished him off from behind.”

"Interesting,” said Tedin, finaly looking away to watch the thick street traffic around them as they walked
on. He pulled his royd blue cloak closer around his shoulders. "I wouldnt like to meet one of those
here"

"Thereis one good thing about beholders,” Adfred replied, his eyes sparkling. "Given the choice, they!ll
kill eech other long before they'll kill us. But they're not going to give us any trouble here, old son. Theré€'s
one beholder who does live here, but Luigi's dl right. He's a bartender. The Rock of Brd's just a cam,
run-of-the-mill place.

As he spoke, the big man made way for a pair of grunting, red-haired gorillas in rainbow-patterned
robes, each sorting through fruit in a streetsde bin. Tddin tried hard not to stare as he and Adfred
walked past them, but Adlfred never gave them a second glance. "The Rock isn't very big," he continued
sagdly, scratching his broad chest through his loose black shirt. "Still, damn near everyone in the Known
Spheres comes here eventudly. Politeness is the rule. You might have your pocket picked, but the
picker'sin more danger than you are.” Out of long habit, Adfred let one hand dray to the money pouch
on histhick brown belt, then dropped his hand when satisfied of the pouch's safety.

Tddin nodded blankly, looking back at the red gorillas for a moment. Each wore two huge swords in
crossed scabbards on its back and probably weighed as much as three adult men. Ther huge chests and
thick forearms were an effective promise of ther tdents. By contrast, Teldin's work-hardened frame
looked weak indeed.

Adfred raised a thick-knuckled hand and pointed up the street. "The Greater Market's right ahead,
around the corner, where that cyclops is going-the one with the head horn, not the bald red one."

Tddin Moore looked in Adfred's direction and started to say something, but the sght of two Cyclopes at
once among the crowd caused his thought to trall avay. He'd never seen a cyclops before, much less
discovered that Cyclopes came in different Szes and shapes. His blue eyes widened at the sght, but he
was dowly becoming accustomed to being surprised.

"The market can be arough place” said Adfred, warming to a memory. "I heard a story about a goblin
here who tried to cut the purse on this merchant, only to find out that the merchant was an illithid. The
illithid mind-controlled the little guy, then made the goblin take its dagger and cut out its own-"



"Adfred,” Tddin said abruptly. He was dready able to visudize the rest of the gruesome tale. "You told
me you'd heard that the dven Imperid Fleet was here, but you didn't say anything about exactly where it
was. | haven't seen any dves wearing that Slver fleet armor you described.”

"Oh, the dves are here, dl right. The firs mate on the Drunken Kraken, in the dock next to ours, said
that his Sgter, who's a hdmaman on afreighter out of Toril, once met this gnome who said the eves had
an admird or two here on the Rock. Thar embassy is just a amdl one, up in the forest | pointed out
when we were coming in. The eves had the trees imported to make a little bit of home for themselves.
The forest is just beyond the Greater Market, a little ways up toward the prince's paace over there”
Adfred pointed in the same direction as before, his finger elevated toward an illuminated tower shining
agang the black, gar-filled sky.

They waked on together in slence, Adfreds tde about the unfortunate goblin thankfully dropped.
Hundreds of white, gull-like birds-Aelfred cdled them gullionswheded and cried above them, saling
agandg the starry darkness like winged ghosts. In a few moments, the two men rounded the corner and
came to a stop.

"The Greater Market," Adfred said.

Tddin gaped, then closed his mouth. For perhaps a tenth of a mile ahead of him lay a shifting sea of
humans and other beings, their voices filling the open square like roaring surf. Tedin rubbed his brisly
mustache as he surveyed the ralling chaos before him.

An arm's length away, a huge giff in a green military uniform drank from a great pewter tankard as he
walked by, his normdly blue hippopotamus face now a warm purple. A brown, wais-high hdfling with
curly black har and a bright ydlow outfit argued vehemently with an overweight dbino human, the latter
in a black robe belted with a live white serpent. A shoulder-high df wearing only deerskin trousers and
moccasins, his face and chest tattooed with fine green whorls into patterns of trees and leaves, examined
the wares of a leather-goods booth. Behind the booth's counter was a sad-eyed, winged baboon-woman
inatoga of white 1k, whose two hair)' children shouted creative insults a passersby. A stone's throw to
his right, seven colorfully dressed aperusa, human gypses whose handsome, tanned skins shone with
sweset, entertained the crowd for coins. The men played mandolins and tambourines as the women
danced and laughed. On and on went the sights, across dozens of races, scores of languages, and
hundreds of beings stretched over the whole of the marketplace.

Tddin andled the heavy, sweet perfume of the aperusa women, the scent mixing with that of curried
mests from a nearby food vendor, the citric odor of a pulpy green fruit crushed on the paving stones, and
the amdl of potent beers and des. It was a place once beyond his imagination.

"Doent look like much is going on today,” said Adfred, surveying the crowd with a bored gaze. He
shrugged and glanced a Tddin. "You want to find the eves on your own, or you need a hand?'

"l... Il be fine" Tddin recaled with an effort the detals of his misson to the Rock. "Let's meet at the
Probe later. | could be quite awhile, so | can't say when I'll get to the ship.”

"Take your time" said Adfred. "I'm going to look up some old friends and get another cask or two of
sagecoarse for the sdoon." He gave Tddin a nudge in the ribs with a rock-hard elbow. "Maybe you can
find atrinket for Julia \WWomen love that, even the warriors-sometimes especidly the warriors.™

Tddin clenched his teeth, but he kept cam and looked away. This wasn't the time to start thinking about
the copper-haired woman back on theProbe, Adfred's sharklike hammership, but Adfred inasted on
poking at the topic of Tddin'slove-life a least once a day.



"Il look around for something,” Teldin said vaguely.

Adfred grinned. "That's the idea. Good luck, then. Don't |et the eves put you on a waiting lig." Adfred
dapped Tddin on the shoulder, then strode away and was logt in the crowded market within seconds.

Tddin pushed the conversation out of his mind and tried to make sense of the madness around him. It
gruck him that he was being introduced to some of the limitless and dien possbilities of wildspace
avilization and commerce, and he was content to soak it in for a moment before moving on. He
wondered again if he should have commanded his cloak to disguise his features, changing him into
another person entirely, but again he decided againg it. There was no point in trying to fool the very
people whose hdp he needed most.

Tddin knew he was not especidly remarkable in appearance, being of average height, weight, and looks
for a human mde of thirty-three years from his now-distant homeworld of Krynn. His tanned face and
hands were lined from years of faming and soldiering, more recently scarred by fighting in wildspace. His
sandy brown hair had grown longer; he kept it brushed back and trimmed, but the fed of it was more
pleasng now than the short-cropped syle he had once favored. Hed even grown a mustache and had
been please'd with the result, though he il shaved the rest of his beard whenever possible,

His clothing-except for his cloak-wasn't particularly striking, either. Held aways liked quiet tones. Today
he favored a wel-worn blue cotton shirt and long, stone-gray trousers belted with dark leather. The
brass hilt of a short sword stood out from his left Side, strapped to a second legther belt. Two worlds
ago, Tddin had found a comfortable pair of high-topped boots, smply done, made from the rust-colored
hide of an dien beast whose name Tddin couldn't begin to pronounce. In contrast to Adlfred's careless
but often dashing dress, Teldin looked quiet and somber, not one to attract attention. Given the events of
late, he was quite happy to be seen and forgotten.

Grandfather would have loved to have seen this, Tddin thought, and he smiled. Old Hadev had dways
wondered what, if anything, lay beyond the moons of Krynn. Hed dearly loved taes of mysery and
adventure, but Teldin suspected the old man would never have believed a word of what had happened to
his grandson in the last few months. Still, he would have loved to hear the Story.

Tddin pulled his long blue cloak close around his shoulders again as he started uphill into the noisy
crowd. Thislittle world certainly looked big enough when you were waking on it, he thought. Teldin had
looked down at the Rock of Brd with the other crewmen as theProbe had flown in for docking. From
space the Rock had looked like a miledong potato coveted by a city, complete with streets, buildings,
and trees. Adfred had had the ship dock at the amdl end of the Rock; the bigger end, uphill from the
docks, was given over to the estates of the locd prince and a narrow lake where gullions congregated by
the hundreds. While the crew was unloading the cargo, Adfred had offered to give Tddin a quick tour
through the city. Tddin had been graieful for the help, but he was happier now that Adfred had found
other things to do. Being on his own was Teldin's naturd state. He knew he would have lived out his
naturd life on Krynn, hoeing crops and caring for his animas, needing only occasional company. It was
easer to get things done by himsdf. Nowadays, it was safer, too. It wasn't wise to trust many people,
thanks to his cloak. It had become the ultimate scavenger-hunt prize to the worst son of foes.

Tddin scanned the crowd for any sgn of Adlfred's face, but he could see nothing of the grinning warrior.
He amod fdt rdieved. Tddin was dl too aware of the dangers he presented to everyone who traveled
with him, and he knew hisfew living friends were aware of the risks, too. Adfred, dulia, and a handful of
others had suffered terrible injuries because of him, and uncounted numbers more, friends and enemies
dike, had died in avful ways. If he weren't looking for the eves, he knew he probably would have
disguised himsdf using the cloak, or at least would have shrunk the cloak until only the silver clasp, chain,
and atiny bit of cloth showed, concedling its true nature. Removing the cloak was impossible and aways



hed been. He couldn't unfasten the cloak's lion-headed catch, and the cloak held unpleasant surprises for
those who tried to cut it or remove it from him by force.

Tddin dowed, seeing a knot of beings ahead of him. Some Crientd humans were arguing palitdy with a
horse-sized cresture that looked like a brown praying mantis, apparently about a payment of some kind.
None of them spoke any language Tddin had ever heard, but he understood them anyway-another
benefit of the cloak, which often, ssemingly at whim, trandated unfamiliar languages for him. For dl its
faults, the cloak had its benefits, too.

As he made hisway around the arguers, Teldin thought about his past. How would he tdl Haev about it,
if the old man were 4ill around? Just hdf a year ago, Tedin was an embittered war veteran, scraiching
out hislifeon afamin alittle valey. He knew his homestead would be a mess now. Neighbors long ago
would have found his home burned to the ground, with the ruins of a ship, of dl things, right in the middle
of it. The burned or butchered bodies of his closest neighbors and severa unknown people, induding an
dien woman of a race cdled the reigar, would have been dug up shortly thereafter. Unless they traced
him across the continent of Ansdon after the fire, the few people left who knew Tddin would have
assumed that he was dead, too. Almost everyone else who knew of his troubles after the ship fdl out of
the sky and crushed his home was now dead. His new enemies had killed them all.

Tddin shrugged. Like his grandfather, the neighbors would not have believed the rest of the story ether.
Tddin was given his strange cloak by the reigar woman before she died of her injuries from the crash of
her pace-flying ship, cdled a spdljammer. Tedin and an dien soldier named Gomja-a huge blue,
hippopotamudike humanoid-had crossed the lands of Ansdon, pursued by a murderous, wicked,
Spiderlike race cdled the neogi, who wanted the cloak he now wore. Aided by the gnomes of Mount
Nevermind, Teldin had escaped into wildspace and had survived treachery, piracy, and murder as he
searched for dues to the cloak's purpose.

Once, Tddin gladly would have left the cloak with anyone who had asked for it. Now, he didn't dare let
it out of his grasp. Pirates, vile neogi, hideous mind flayers, blue-skinned humanoids called the arcane,
and others wanted his cloak very much. The neogi in particular wanted it badly enough to torture and
murder everyone they met. They had hinted that they could endave and decimate whole worlds if they
came into possession of the cloak-just how, Tddin hadn't a clue, but he wasn't sure he wanted to know.

On the advice of Vdlus Leafbower, an dven wizard who had once been the hdmaman for theProbe,
Tddin had decided to contact the admirds of the dven Imperid Fleet. He wanted answers. Who had
meade the cloak? What was the cloak's purpose? What were dl of its powers? Why couldnt he take it
off? And why were so many forces willing to kill for it? The dying dien woman had told Teldin to take
the cloak to "the creators'-but who or what were they? He shook his head as he walked. It was a crazier
universe than Grandfather Haev ever could have imagined.

Tddin stepped around a group of sted-armored dwarves, dl examining a faded parchment in a tight
cirde They bardly glanced up a him before returning to ther whispered conversation. It would be nice
one day, he reflected, to be able to take the cloak off and wak around like a norma human being. With
as many enemies as he now had, though, perhaps even that was unwise. The cloak had an assortment of
megica powers that Teldin had panfully discovered by accident and by trid and error. He could hardly
afford to lose its protections now.

Tddin passed and ignored a pair of babbling, fisy-amdling penguins, each dressed in red-and-green
plad shirts and ridiculoudy waving ther flipperlike wings a him from the blanket on which ther wares
were lad out. Adfred had dready warned him about the dohwar, and ther squawking pleas faded
behind him. He did give along look & a towering gray giant stting cross-legged ahead of him. The giant
wore purple-and-red striped breeches and a dirty white shirt. He stroked his braided beard as he quiglly



spoke with a motley collection of children of every race Tedin had ever hard of. Even stting, the being
was twice Teldin's Sx feet in height and dmogt as broad across the chest as Tddin was tdl. A spacesea
giant, he thought, recaling Adfred's lessons on wildspace inhabitants.

It was because of the spacesea giant that Tedin didn't sec the girl, and they thumped solidly into each
other in front of arug merchant's gdl.

"Oopd" the gl squeded, a sartled look on her face. Bardy a teenager, she came up to Tddin's
breastbone. It struck Tedin next that the girl was also very beautiful.

"Pdading I'm sorry. Areyou dl right?" Teldin indantly reached out to steady the girl.

Thegirl giggled and reached up to her black hair with a golden-bronze hand. A bright magenta kerchief
was tied around her head, and a high, thick ponytal fdl like water down her back. Tddin was vagudy
aware that she wore aflowery perfume and a color-splashed dress that reached to her toes, but he was
not able to look away from her huge, dark, eyes. Flecks of gold swam in them like digant stars. She
would be a sunner when she grew up.

"I wasn't paying dtention ether," the gil sad, ill amiling. "It's hard to get around in a place this
crowded. I've been here afew days, and I'm dill trying to find my way. Are you new here, too?' Her
voice was songlike. Something about it and the way she looked tugged a Tddin's memory.

"Uh, yes" Off guard, Tddin gestured behind him, downhill. "My ship docked about two hours ago. |
was, ah, teking in the 9ghts”” That's dl she needs to know, he thought. No need to involve anyone dse in
my problems.

"Great!" she sad eadlly, asif shed known himdl her life. "Then we can explore the Rock together! Have
you had something to egt Since you got here?'

Things were getting out of hand. Teldin looked uphill for a moment, then ddliberately let his gaze wander
away and around the city. "I was going to explore a bit on my own,” he said dowly. "I... need to see
some people about business. It could take awhile”

"Oh, but you have to edt, right?' the girl said brightly. "My name's Gaeadrelle Goldring. Gaye is fine. |
saw thisweird little tavern near the Burrows, son of haf-sunk into the ground. Haflings run it. It smdled
like they serve some kind of chicken dish. Let'stry it. If it'sawful, I'll pay. Cmon!"

"What about your parents?' Tddin asked, uncomfortable with the thought of having her tag dong after
him. She wasn't acting like a teenager, yet she was like a child in away. "Wouldn't they-"

"Myparents?" cried the girl, putting a hand on her chest in mock surprise. "Give me some rope! I'm not
akid! I've been waking loose on deck for years! I'm just shorter than you are, that's dl. C'mon, let's
take a walk. | don't bite much, and I'm starving. Weve got to see a bit of the Rock before you get
serious. This chicken place, now..."

Before he was fully aware of it, Tddin was waking beside Gaye as she led the way through the Greater
Market. Sill talking, she headed perpendicular to Tddin's origind course. What in the Dark Queen's
name am | doing? he thought. | have to find the eves and see what they know about this cloak. My life
and many others depend on it. If the neogi find me again, they'll cut me to pieces and pick the cloak out
of the gore, and then-

Gaye abruptly turned toward him and gave him awide, happy smile. Her eyes were like wildspace itsdf.
"So, are you hungry enough to try it?" she said.



W, he reasoned, Gaye was charming, but she dill seemed too young for anything other than polite
company. She was very serf-possessed, but she couldn't be more than sixteen, eghteen at the most. He
sghed and looked away, waghing his decison. This was an armed asteroid, and there were no neogi
about. He'd been here only two hours. Another hour or two wouldnt make any difference. He hadn't
eaten indmog hdf a day, thanks to his nerves over seaing the eves. Gaye could probably do worse in
choosng a male figure to whom she could attach hersdlf; he could at least look out for her, even if
Adfred fdt the Rock was safe. Adfred was seeing it from his own point of view, not from a teenaged
grl's

Haflings were supposed to be gresat cooks, too, or so held heard. There were no hdflings on Krynn, and
the hdfling deckhand on theProbe wasnt trusted in the gdley yet. Maybe Tddin had been missng
something.

He wondered if held pay for this with more than money.
"Sure" hefindly said. Gaye looked ecsttic.

If I'm missing anything, he decided, it's common sense.

*k k%%

Lunch (or had it been supper? Tddin had no sense of time on this night-sky worldlet) had been excdllent.
Afterward, he and Gaye had wandered through the Burrows, the surface-and-tunnel community of the
locd hdflings then through orderly Giff-Town, with its quaint and long-winded sgns. They'd even gone
into the Lesser Market, afilthy Street bazaar where the slent, meaningful gazes the locd men sent in
Gaye's direction led Tddin to wak close beside her with one hand on his sword hilt. (So much for
Adfired's opinions of the Rock's safety, he thought in disgust.) Gaye had been oblivious to potentid
danger, stopping a severd ramshackle tables to ingpect peculiar cups, ornaments, rings, and other items.

And Gaye had never once stopped talking. She had extensive, if superficid, knowledge of numerous
worlds, cities, races, and ships. So far, Teldin had heard some of Gaye's experiences with, and opinions
of, gnomes ("ddightful!™), elves ("nice, but a little snooty."), dwarves ("so serioud"), wild-space ("it'shig,
it it?"), and some place called Kozakura, where shéd studied art of some kind. Sheld arrived a the
Rock on an aperusa ship about eght days earlier, admitting that sheld been here longer than sheld let on
ealier. The gperusa men had been unbearable, shed said, and had dways tried to get her done
somewhere. Teldin fdt his blood rise at that, but Gaye thought little of it, aside from saying, "I don't know
how the women put up with it."

The details were jumbled up, but Gaye had apparently been roaming on her own for ten years or more.
The issue of her exact age was becoming more confusng dl the time, but Tedin wasn't ready to ask
about it.

Three hours after they'd eaten, they were somewhere in the Dracon Enclave, near a semitropica grove of
pam trees, gtting on the short-cropped grass. Before them was a large collection of reptilian beings of
every sort, from centauroid dracons to manlike lizard men.

"I used to think that alizard was a lizard, you know," said Gaye, "but then | saw that there were as many
types of them as there are of people like us. | met some trogs once, not very friendly ones at that, and,
wow, did they ever gink. It was incredible. Then | met dracons, saurids, sthpk, and, of course, the



wasag, like thet little blue guy over there” Gaye pointed at a hafling-szed reptilian humanoid about thirty
feet away, which looked over a them with a blank expression. Tddin leaned back on the grass and
looked &t the wasag, which flicked a thin, forked tongue in his direction, then he looked off to his left at
one of the Rock's huge hexagon-base defense towers, brisling with sege machines amed into the Sarry
sky. The tangerine sun hovered low over the city skyline ahead of him. Asde from the sun's presence, he
hed learned that night was no different from daytime on the Rock of Bra. The ar envelope around the
agteroid wasn't thick enough to create a colored sky, so it was dways dark above. Street and shop lights
kept the dty lit even when the sun was shining on the Rock's other side.

Things were becoming stranger dill. The Rock had seemed large earlier, but after wandering around he
hed discovered that the horizon was so close that he thought he was on a mountaintop. It was hard to get
used to. He suspected that the scenery could get monotonous, but at least the locals never had to worry
about bad westher. And the steady stream of vistors from other worlds kept things interesting.

Gaye said something that ended in the word "Krynn," then stopped speeking. Teldin looked a her. She
was giving him a big-eyed look, waiting for a response.

"What about Krynn?' he said.

"I asked if you were from Krynn. You sad the name of the god Pdadine when we met, so | assumed
you were from Krynn, like me"

Tddin's mouth fdl open. "I am from Krynn," he said in amazement. "I had a fam in Estwilde, south of
Kdaman. Y ou're from Krynn, too?'

"I don't believeit!" Gaye shrieked. Every reptilian being within earshot turned in their direction. "Is this a
pocket-sized universe, or what?'

Tddin was on the verge of asking her where she came from when he noticed a group of eves, probably
diplomats or nobles, waking down the street toward him. He remembered something important then.

"Damn," he said, and got to hisfeet. "I've got to find the eves™ He cursed himsdf then for letting her hear
that.

"The eves? You have to see the dves? Was that your business here? | know where they're a. You
shouldve just asked me back at the Greater Market. They're right in the middle of the Rock, on the edge
of the High City." She pointed to Tedin's right, uphill.

Tddin belatedly redlized how far they had been wandering in the last few hours. "We've got to get going,”
he said quickly. "I mean,|'ve got to get going. | have to go see them by mysdf." He quickly brushed off
his pants. His magica cloak never got dirty or wet, so he didn't bother with it.

"Let's go, then," Gaye said brightly. She hadn't heard his last two sentences very clearly. "Well go this
way, around the dracons and down to the arena and up by the fesival grounds. Well reach the dven
forest in afew minutes"

"But-" Tedin started, then had to run to catch up to Gaye's quick pace. As they passed the dracons and
lizard men, the reptilefolk stopped hissng and croaking a each other and gave them both cold,
unblinking stares until they were wdl down the street. | wonder if they think we're good to eat, Tedin
thought, then shoved the question aside. He let go of the brass sword hilt and focused instead on keeping
up with the girl with the color-splashed dress and anthracite hair.

Gaye chatted on as they went, now taking about the lore sheld picked up about the fediva grounds.



Something was pulling at Teldin's memory about Gaye. Had he met her before? He doubted it. Then why
did she seem familiar to him? She didn't have much of a Krynnish accent, but the way she spoke, her
appearance, her fearlessness, her face-what was it? He found himsdf staring at her magenta kerchief,
where it covered her ears.

They had just passed the Rock's arena and were heading up the boulevard past the festival grounds when
Gaye, in her happy rambling, started taking about Krynn and how shed fird made her way into

wildspace,

"It was redly the craziest thing. I'd just finished seeing some reatives in Kendermore when this big
gnomish Sde-whedler came right out of the sky and crashed, just smashed itdf into little-"

"No," sad Tddin, dowing abruptly and staring a Gaye with the beginnings of astonishment and horror.
The childlike face. The endless taking. The nonstop traveling. The unremitting curiogity. The lack of fear.
Great Pdadine.

"What?' Startled, Gaye looked up a him and dowed down, too. "What's wrong?' "Y ou're a kender," he
sad.
Gaye's dark eyes widened to enormous size. Her mouth fell open, mocking Teldin's expression. "Reorx's

Hammer, do you redly think s0?' she said, sopping. "Is that where | got these?' She reached up and
pulled off her kerchief.

Gaye's ears were pointed on the tops, just like the ears of dl eves-and the ears of dl kender. She saw
his expresson and grinned like a devil.

I've been traveling with a kender, Tddin thought with dismay. She's probably robbed me blind. His hands
srayed to his belt purse, which was il strapped shut. That meant nothing, he knew; she could have
gotten into it a dozen times by now. Krynnish kender were born thieves, magicaly descended from
humans despite their superficdd dven looks. Gaye's height had fooled him; most kender were willowy
and only three and a hdlf feet tdl. Gaye was dmogt four foot 9x with the build of a human teenager, more
muscular than he would have expected of a human girl. She could be dmost any adult age. Kender lived
longer than humans-and they made life hdll for everyone around them, every day of ther lives

He had to ditch her before he saw the dves; they'd never let him near them if they knew anything at dl
about kender. She could keep the money sheld stolen from him, too. It would teach him to look before

he leaped.

"Ligen," he sad abruptly. "I have to do some very important things, and | have to go done, I've had a
great time, and | appreciate your showing me around the Rock, but | do have to go.”

"You have to go?' repeated Gaye, her grin fading somewhat. "Wél, when you get back, we can-"

"I'm going to be along time. I'm sorry. | probably won't see you again." He hated to be crud about it, but
thiswas best stopped now. He'd been afoal long enough.

Tddin looked up the street. The tops of some broadlesf trees in a densdly forested region were now
vishble above the pavilions and booths & the end of the fetival grounds boulevard. It had to be the dves
forest. He turned back to Gaye and stuck out his hand. "Thanks again.”

Gaye looked blankly down at his hand. She then took it in her own amdl hands, gently and carefully, and
amply held it. Her touch was very soft and warm.

"Maybe well meet again anyway," she said hopefully, a trace of a amile coming back.



"Maybe" he said, and pulled away. In amillion years, if I'm lucky, he added to himsdlf.

Without a backward glance, Tddin set off for the forest. It was only with great difficulty that he could
push the image of the wildspace eyes out of his mind.

Chapter Two

Thefird screams began at sunrise, only dightly muted as they entered through the frosted windowpanes
of the old dven citadd. Generd Kobas Hamarka Vorr flipped a page as he finished reading another
report a his overdzed stone desk. He was in early today, hoping to plow through the mound of
paperwork before him. The only interruption so far had been from his goblin aide, who had shuffled in
bearing a wooden tray with an assortment of spiced meats, rice, fruit, and water for breakfast. The rest
of the day, exdluding medls, would be the usud ritud of reading, noting, Sgning, and moving on.

The only entertainment would be that provided by the even prisoners, taken when ther homeworld had
been conquered by a humanoid nava fleet and the generd’s scro and ogre marines. Every hour, after the
abrupt cessation of one df's cries, a new voice would ring out its agony. Thistiming had proved hdpful,
and the generd usudly let the screaming set the pace of his work.

The present system of handling even prisoners was a greet improvement over the old one, the generd
reflected as he paused in hiswork. Many of the troops ill preferred the dusk-to-dawn mass rituds now
permitted only during rdigious holidays and military celebrations, when prisoners were many, but that
sysem ate up too much time and required too many troops to manage the captives; it was Smply
wadteful. Now only three or four soldiers and a war priest could handle affairs, and the limited pool of
subjects was stretched consderably. The timing aso dlowed for normd deep, and the new ceremony
dill satisfied the legions. Best of dll, it had a profound effect on those prisoners awaiting ther turns on the
red-stained granite block in the citadd's withered garden, and they offered up the most remarkable
secrets in the hopes that they would be spared. That was dways the most amusing part, thought the
geneard, as he darted the lagt of one batch of reports and took another bite of his meat and rice.

Sometimes the generd would stop and ligen to a particularly interesting cry a victim would make. He
thought he could make out individud wordsin Elvish, most being pleas for mercy, but he was never sure.
His hearing had only recently recovered from the day when the man gun on theGroundling Scythe had
blown up in front of him during the landings on this curious little world, which the eves had named Spird.
The blast had otherwise merdly bruised and cut the generd in numerous places, thanks to his thick armor
and innate fortitude, but it had aso killed eighteen marines and his previous goblin aide, the third he had
log in only a year. Aides were damned hard to train properly, and getting dong without them was
inconvenient at best. He hoped the current one would last awhile.

The morning sun's red light was supplemented by magicd light globes set up around the room, and the
generd had no trouble reading. The air was ill cool, not yet up to the dry oven heet that would come in
the afternoon. The food was well prepared, and the water cold and fresh. It must have been the tedium
of the reports, then, that caused Genera Vorr to let a page drop from his fingers to the desktop. He
rubbed his bad gray pumpkin head with both huge hands, his eyes closed. It was hard to concentrate,
and he wasn't sure what was bothering him. He'd gotten used to the low cellings in the dven buildings,
bardy two feet above his eight-foot frame, and Spird’s sun didn't bother his eyes the way the brighter
gars did. He paid no mind to extreme temperature changes. Even his stedl-banded, black-trimmed armor
was as comfortable as leisure clothes could hope to be.

It couldn't be alack of exercise, ether. Despite the end of direct combat action in these last few weeks,
the generd was careful to mantain his Herculean musculature with heavy lifting and sretching exercises
evay other day. His paegray sin had a hedthy shine, and none of his many old injuries were



bothersome these days.

Something was wrong. After a moment, the generd knew what it was, and he knew aso that there was
no immediae cure for it. He dghed and looked down a his paper-strewn desk, noting the heavy,
red-iron tarantula paperweight his troops had cast for him, then the thick mithril-sted globe the eves had
long ago made of Spird, showing the strange, winding rivers that flowed from its polar seas to its
equatorid ocean and back. He fdt no ingpiration there, and that was the trouble. Spird was dready
conquered.

Looking up, the generd found himsdf staring at the immense clawed hands mounted to ether side of the
oaken double doors of his expangve office. The green, four-fingered husks went wel againg the white
wadls, mute testimony to the broken might of the even ground forces. The zwarth that had once widlded
those claws had been a red titan, a thirty-five-foot undead insectoid monger crewed by eght eves.
Generd Vorr wished again that he had seen the expressions on those elves faces when the zwarth had
bounded out from ambush and fired its rapid spray of megic missles directly a him while he was
directing the landings on Spird. By the Tomb of Dukagsh, that had been a fight, a damned good fight.
Cutting the hands off the smoking green wreck afterward had been especidly satisfying. Sometimes those
eves knew a good trick or two, for dl the good it did them in the long run.

Generd Vorr sat back, ligening to the hoarse, digtant cries of the fifth prisoner of the day. The garden
ceremonies were good, but they were logng their morde vaue. This group of eves had been only
farmers, after dl, not warriors captured in battle. The last of the fighting for Spiral had been too long ago.
Little Spird's orange sun now rose and set across aworld controlled by the Tarantula Fleet's ground and
wildspace forces. With the locd military ground into blood and bones, the troops lacked an appropriate
outlet for thelr aggressons. Hunting down even refugees in the deep caverns and mountains was a job
for orcs and goblins, not highly trained marines like the generd's black-armored scro and ogres.

We came here to kill eves, the generd thought darkly, not to settle down, play games, and squabble
among oursalves. Somewherein this vast crysta sphere there were more eves, possibly even dements of
the Imperia Flest, but hunting for them would stretch the resources of the Tarantula Fleet too far until the
scro had time to build more ships on Spird. This was the third sphere the generd had seen since the War
of Revenge had begun, and the once-mighty fleet had been reduced by over two-thirds in constant,
glorious, chdlenging, savage, righteous battle. All of the beautiful mantis ships were destroyed; hedily
repaired derdicts and hijacked ships had been pressed into service. They had to rest or perish.

That was the whole problem, of course. General Vorr hated just Stting here, knowing his troops were
rotting from within. We should be back in wildspace again, he thought. Weve been grounded for five
hands of days now, and the reports are filling with summary executions for fighting among the troops.
That energy should be directed at the Imperid Fleet, not at felow soldiers. It was the accursed politics
behind it dl, of course.

The generd's eyes wandered around the room, taking in the crude array of tribd, rdigious, and unit
banners crowding the wals to ether sde of the doors, past the zwarth's claws. The Tarantula Fleet
admird's policy of letting common orcs into the ground legions only fed the problem. Orcs had boundless
hatred for elves, but they dso had equdly violent hatreds for dmost every other sort of humanoid,
induding orcs of riva tribes and cults and even the ore-descended scro. Other humanoids were like that,
but few as much as the orcs.

In their favor, the orcs and minor humanoids were ussful for assaults on the gigantic, space-going
dwarven citadds, where they could absorb the initid osses from traps and ambushes before the highbred
scro and therr dlies took over and battered their ways through to the forges and redoubts. Rabble could
be spared for rooting out survivors on conquered worlds like Spird, sdtling down in the meanwhile to



create their own colonies. Otherwise, they were just a nuisance.

Whether he liked it or not, Vorr knew that Admird Halker and the admiras of dl other fleets now a war
with the dves were doing what had to be done, following the words and plans of the Almighty Dukagsh,
the Scro Father. Only by uniting dl humanoids into the War of Revenge could the eves be driven from
wildspace like sparrows in the claws of a gde- and driven they now were. In the year that the war had
been underway, the generd had seen the Imperid Feet forces in two crystd spheres destroyed; even
worlds and fleets in other spheres were rumored by scouts and spies to be under attack or to have fdlen
as wel. The war was vast, and Vorr knew he saw only a amdl part of it. Few dves had escaped the
butcher's cleaver, and little word had spread so far to dert other spheres of the coming of the blade.
Soird itdf had fdlen so rapidly that it was unlikdy any other dves in this sphere knew of it yet. The
elves, who had once ground the humanoids under thar slver hed, had grown careless and lazy. They
pad for it now with their lifeblood.

Sill, Vorr reflected, if orcs and lesser vermin were to come dong for the df daying, they'd have to pull
their own weght. Generd Vorr caefully bled off his supply of nave orcish auxiliaries with every
opportunity, sending them without qualm into deathtraps and ambushes. If Haker noticed the high losses
among Vorr's orcs and goblins, he said nothing. Halker was a full-blooded scro himsdf, and it was likdy
that he understood and approved. Vorr never saw the need to bring the topic into the open and risk
finding out differently.

A low knock sounded at the double doors, interrupting his thoughts. Generd Vorr's left hand casudly
dropped beneath the stone desktop, blunt fingers fitting into the leather grip of the weapon there. Hed
been fooled once by a hdf-dven rogue on a suicide misson; he'd not be fooled twice. "Enter!” he caled
briskly, his voice booming through the room.

A lock clicked, and one of the hdf-ton doors swung slently open. The il air sirred to brief life The
door was held by the steel-armored am of an ogre dite guard. The ogre, named Gargon, was unusudly
big, a head tdler than the generd himsdf, and he made a fine wrestling and sparring partner. Gargon
never spoke, thanks to an arrow through his voice box, but VVorr considered that an asset.

A scro platoon officer strode with efficent precison through the doorway and into the broad office, his
black leather armor squesking pleasantly. Stopping well across the room from the desk, the only piece of
furniture present aside from the generd’s thick wooden chair, the sergeant raised a black-gloved fig,
forearm verticd and upper am graight forward, the back of his fig directed a the generd. A thick red
pider emblem was clearly vishble on the back of his glove.

"The Tarantulas remember!" the sergeant shouted, his flat, porcine snout raised with pride. He spoke in
perfect Elvish. "Almighty Dukagsh hal my generd!"

Generd Vorr grunted. "Speak." Tdl me something different and new, he added mentdly. It was time for
achange. Fate would be his guide.

"St," sad the sergeant crisply, switching to the scro's Orcish didect. "Sergeant Hagroth bears news from
Admird Halker, who reports the Sghting of a large flying vessd of unknown type approaching the camp
adong Victory Highway. The ship has sgnded a desire to tak. We have scorpion-ship escorts with it
now. The base is being brought to haf dert. Admird Haker requests your atention within the hour to
meet with representatives of the intruders, deding with them asis deemed best.”

Fate actudly ligens to me, Generd Vorr thought with mild surprise. Tl Fate that you are weary with
boredom, and it sends a cure. Was | better off being bored?

Vorr let his hand drop from the grip of his concealed weapon and looked down at the green-skinned



humanoid danding at attention across the room. Sergeant Hagroth's black armor was cleaned and
polished; the stedl studs on the leather gleamed in the orange light from the tal windows. A scro maring's
marine. The armored scro showed nothing but supreme confidence.

Far awvay, the dven voice arose to a shriek-then sllence filled the room instead.

"Describe the intruder, Sergeant.” Vorr had seen more than his share of unknown ships; it couldn't be too
welird.

"Sir, the ship isbuilt of sone blocksin the shape of a ziggurat. There are no visble doors or openings. It
has four triangular Sdes and a square bottom, which it keeps facing the ground asiit flies”

Fate was being too generous. The description fit the design of the pyramid ships used by certain undead
human wizards, the sort that brought nothing but trouble. Genera Vorr abruptly shoved back his char
and stood to hisful eght-foot height; Sergeant Hagroth bardly reached past his chest. He carefully sorted
and put away his papers, his wel-oiled armor making no sound.

"Sergeant Hagroth," he said, "tdl my g&ff to bring dl the marines to full dert, but in secret. Show no
outward 9gn of our preparations. | want the Ffth Leg Battalion in assault gear at once, war priests in the
lead. Attach two wall-bresker ogres to each company.” He paused, consdering. "Batle bonuses and
honors to the firsd company to get ingde the pyramid, if it comes to that. No attacks are to be made
unless | give the order. Degth to anyone who fires before then. Inform Admird Halker of my plans

Anything more?*

Sergeant Hagroth's face twitched as he fought to contain his excitement. He, too, mugt have fdt the lash
of boredom for far too long. "Sir, nothing more,” he said, then stepped back one pace and raised his
black-gloved fig in afind sdute. "Vengeance isourd" he shouted in Elvish.

"Get onit," returned the generd in Elvish, looking down again at the stacks of paper on his desk. He
heard the door shut and the faint sounds of someone hurrying away, then slence. He hesitated for a
moment, wondering what was wrong. Oh, he thought, no screaming. The df mus have died already.
That was odd because they usudly lasted much longer than that. Vorr wondered what the eves thought
when the scro adminigtering the ritud tortures spoke to them in fluent Elvigh; it mugt be torture dl the
more. The orcs and scro had remembered the victors of the Unhuman War too wel for the victors own
good.

Gengrd Vorr had jugt finished stacking his reports and was preparing to leave when another knock
sounded. He looked up, wondering what Fate could possibly be cooking up for im now. His hand again
fdl below the desktop and clutched the weapon's grip. "Enter!” he barked.

One of the stedl-and-oak doors across the room opened gently. An emaciated Oriental human in flowery
slken robes stepped through, a serene amile haf hidden behind wisps of a white beard. A withered hand
covered by paper-thin skin cardessy pushed the weighty door shut behind him. The old man appeared
relaxed and cam.

"Gredtings, Generd,” sad the old man in a strong voice, bowing once. His dark, dmond-shaped eyes
gleamed. "l pray that | am not disurbing your work."

Vorr eyed the intruder speculdively as his hands relaxed and let go of the weapon's grip. "We have
vigtors, Usso. | trust you've heard.”

"Yes. When the gates open, the flood comes through." Without explaining the remark, the old man
approached and raised hisright hand as he reached the desk. Where his hand had been empty, a sheaf of



papers now soundlesdy appeared asif by magic-which, of course, it was.

"My spies have been busy,” Usso said, dmost chearfully, setting the papers in a neat stack on the desk
and turning them around to face the generd. "l trust thar reports will make entertaining reading.” The old
man's hands pulled back, then began to fingerspdl words rapidly againg the desk's surface. The generd
appeared to study the new reports while reading Usso's message.

Elf and human guerrillas here. Three groups. | have waned unit commanders. Some seek you.

Generd Vorr conddered the news soberly. "Nathing interesting here" he growled, thumbing a report
page absently. He kept up the charade in case the guerrillas had the dbility to scry on ther meeting with
spells, magicd mirrors, or crystd bdls. "Any other news?!

"The pyramid ship has hated two miles outside the base's northern gate. It shows no Sgn of hodility. It is
aso invulnerable to scrying, so | cannot say more about it." Thefrall old man looked toward the windows
and grinned mirthlesdy. "We should be so fortunate. The air isitsdf awindow for the ants, if not for those
insects that fly."

We're being magicaly spied upon by the intruders on the base and possbly by the flying pyramid's
inhabitants, Vorr interpreted. "Do, um, the ants and bees travel together these days?' Vorr asked. He fdt
foalish trying to speak in riddles so those scrying on him couldn't make out his intent. Usso was so much
better at deception, making it an an.

Usso pointed a narrow finger at the top report. "The answer lies here" he said, and his fingers began
working again. No.Pyramid from other world. Elves from Spiral. Bad timing. | go. Say alert.

Vorr sghed heavily, his huge hands regting on the cool stone desk. Then he draightened and bused
himsdf with filing papers in a desk drawer. "Work to be done, then. | will see to gresting our vigtors
from the pyramid-and I'll be watchful."

"I shdl stay watchful as well. A little fresh air would not hurt you, so I'll leave your door open.”

Usso meant for reinforcements to get to the generd rapidly if necessary, Vorr knew. A closed door
would not stop magicaly armed commandos. "Fine" Vorr said, dill soring papers. "Il be on my way in
aminute”

The wizened man bowed formaly, though the generad ignored him, and turned to walk back to the closed
doors. "Cdl if you need me" Usso said as he left-but his voice had changed. It was now a very feminine
one, seductive and young. After opening a door and mationing for Gargon to leave it gar, Usso was

gone.

Vorr had mos of the paperwork put away in a wal safe behind his chair and was about to take the last
of it with him when a loud thump came from the double doors. He turned around. The door that had
been open was now closed. After a startled pause on the other sde came the sounds of heavy, pounding
figs, followed by regular body dams againg the wood and stedl.

A locking spdll. That was quick, Vorr thought. He had no time left. He was on the wrong side of the
desk and couldn't go for his weapon. Vorr dropped his papers and reached for the only two solid
objects on the desktop: the steel globe and the red tarantula statuette. He spun, scanning the room.

An df stood before him, having appeared out of nowhere just thirty feet away in front of the double
doors. It was a femde with slver hair and no armor, her gaff sparkling with spell power. The coiled
emblem of the massacred House of Spird blazed from her fiery diadem.



Generd Vorr threw the sted globein hisright hand with dl the force he could summon. The impact of the
sphere againg her upper chest flipped the df completely over in the air, her gaff goinning away. She
gruck the wal behind her, then fdl in a crumpled heap, her wide blue eyes saing a the caling. More
teleporting images came into view. A tdl human in a coveted hdm and plate armor appeared to his far
left. Teeth bared, Vorr flung the forty-pound red spider with his other hand. Solid iron crashed into the
knight's upraised shield, knocking the attacker into a dwarf who had appeared nearby. Both fdl curang
into a heap.

Eyes of Dukagsh, Vorr thought, they mugt want me badly. The room was 4ill filling with teleporting
intruders. Out of nine attackers so far, 9x were dill on their feet. All stood at least twenty-five feet from
the generd. Severa were meking spdll-casting motions. He knew indantly what was coming and dmost
relaxed to enjoy it.

The spy reports from Usso!

Vorr turned and snatched the last stack of papers on his desk, flingng it & a short mde df in a glittering
green cloak. The df sidestepped the papers, which saled out of harm's way. The df pulled something
amdl from his necklace-a golden bead, it looked like-then flung it at the generd with a snap of his wris.
"For Spird!" he shouted in the world's Elvigh, his face filled with cold rage.

The tiny bead burst into a flaning ydlow stregk that struck the generd's chest-and vanished with a
Souttering hiss that a flame would make when doused by water. Almogt immediatdy, Vorr saw a second
fireball and a stream of shining magic missles streak toward him from his right, where other wizards must
have appeared, but these spdlls vanished with equa speed when they struck him,

Thefloor then exploded in a hurricane of fire beneath his boots, the concussion of the flames hammering
his body as it took him by surprise. He indinctively stepped back and raised his ams to ward the fire
away from his face, though he knew he was safe. The magicd flames died avay amos at once.

The ar was filled with ash and smoke. His desk and the floor around him were now covered with black
soot, and his once-comfortable char and the tribd flags and banners on the wal behind hm were
engulfed in yelow flames

Vorr, however, was unharmed and dill on hisfeet. The attackers gasped when they saw him. The generd
used the seconds he gained to vault over his desktop. His left hand found the grip on the weapon under
his desk, and he tore it free of its leather harness.

The human knight, now weaponless and on hands and knees, produced a smdl, golden object from a
bdt pouch and hurled it dumsly across the room. The other attackers held back. The object clanged on
the floor just a dozen feet away from the generd. It was a Satuette of a lion. "Lord of Catsl" shouted the
knight in a hoarse femde voice. "Say the humanoid!”

The golden figurine abruptly expanded and changed shape, growing a mane and numerous two-inch
fangs within seconds. Its meowing cry turned into a full-throated roar. Vorr rased the metdlic
double-barrel device he'd tugged from under his desk, amed from the hip, and pulled both triggers.

He never heard the blast, but he fdt its punch; it was too close and too loud. While he had braced himsdf
as best he could, the recoil dammed Vorr hard in the gut, and he staggered back a step before he caught
himsdf. A deafening whine filled his head for a few moments before his hearing recovered. Through the
sulfurous smoke, he saw the thrashing shape of an enormous lion with two three-foot-long spears of
barbed sted dicking out from its shaggy mane. Bright gore splattered the floor around the beast as it
writhed in agony and shivered, then collapsed and moved no more.



"Hammer timel" shouted a made humean. "Then torch him!" The attackers were dill holding back but were
inthe act of drawing more wegpons-throwing weapons.

"No! Heisfireproof!" an even made cadled out in Elvish. "Strike Plan B! We mug-"

The df sounded like aleader. Vorr whipped the discharged harpoon-bombard overhand and let go. The
wespon crossed the room in a whirling, circular blur and smacked the df in the face, then went on to
dang againg the wal beyond, splattering red droplets across it. The df fdl backward when he was hit,
his sword flying, one am raised usdesdy to ward off the blow.

Asthe df fdl, everyone else in the room stepped forward and threw wespons of their own & the generd,
who shielded his face with his foot-thick arms. A twisting, magica rope dapped around his legs, but fdl
limp to the floor. Something thumped againgt his chest, cracking arib with a stab of pain. A hatchet blade
punched through the banded armor near the base of his neck, leaving a tingling and burning sensation.
Poison. Vorr had no time to grip off his armor and wipe the wound to keep it from hurting, but no matter
whet poison it was, he could afford to wait and withstand the pain.

Reaching for his belt, the generd pulled out a three-pronged device like a black fork with a long centra
tine. He then lunged around the desk at the knight, the nearest of the attackers, who had drawn a gray
long sword and was charging in for the kill.

The sword had begun its downward arc when Vorr's iron fork aught it, turned it asde with a fluid sweep,
and jerked it out of the knight's grasp. Vorr soun in place, the butt of the fork coming around to dam the
knight in the back and throw the humen forward. The soin gave Vorr a chance to glance around the
room. He then sidestepped and kicked at the axe-widding dwarf who came a him next. The axe cut
through Vorr's leg armor before it and its owner were knocked ralling more than a dozen feet away.

Thefighting became a jumble of sharp, vidlent images. An df thrugt in with his sword, only to be caught
and thrown into the desk, bresking his spine. The snarling dwarf came at him again with a broken nose
and a bloodstained beard, long daggers in his red hands. Two chanting priests, human and dven, logt
their attack spellswhen Vorr rushed and legped up to body-dam them both. Glowing blades tore a his
armor and flesh, licked out for hisface, stabbed for his back, cut down for his neck. Streams of lightning
and energy came at him and were snuffed out as they touched him. Shouts and screams filled the air. He
log track of dl time in the madness of dodging and fighting, the crackling flames and smoke, and
sprawled bodies and dippery blood.

At some point, he saw that the dven leader was cranling amlesdy across the floor. A bubbling,
whimpering noise soilled from the mask of red where his face had been. He was in the way, so Vorr
graddled hm and grasped his head. The df s neck snapped when Vorr wrenched his huge hands
backward and sdeways, and the df fdl with a clatter of armor &t last.

Vorr pulled back and looked around quickly. Across the hazy, body-littered room, only one opponent
remained. It was the knight, missng her hemet. Vorr blinked, startled to see a femade warrior confront
him. She was atdl, blond-haired human, reasonably pretty by therr standards. Strands of curly, wet har
were plagtered to her forehead and neck. She gripped her recently recovered sword with both hands,
crouched and facing Vorr, ready to move in any direction. Vorr saw afant aura around the woman's dim
gray blade. No tdling what it could do, but it mattered little now.

If the woman knew her doom was sedled, she never showed it. She followed Vorr with unblinking eyes.
Her mouth was open just a bit, as if she were concentrating on a knotty problem of philosophy. The tip
of her sword hovered in the air like a hummingbird.

Not what you'd expect from a human, the generd thought, his mind dearing from the battle. He moved



right; she rotated, sword up, and coughed once on the foul, smoky air. He kept the three-pronged fork
ready in hisright hand, pointing down at the floor. His left hand, nearer the knight, was amed down at the
knight's feet with fingers extended, ready to grab, srike, block, or distract. If the knight didn't strike, he
could try afeint to get within reach of the sword and take it away from her. Or he could throw something
to wear her down. This drding around would get old quickly, and it wasn't becoming to true warriors.
Better to drivein and be done with it.

He gstarted forward. The knight adjusted her distance, dhifting the grip on her sword to compensate. She
coughed again and cleared her throat, but the point on her weapon was il steady and confident. Vorr
readjusted histhinking about hisfoe. She looked to be far better than he had thought. If he lunged in, she
could probably evade and thrust at least as wdl as he could. Her armor didn't seem to dow her down, so
it was probably magicd. During the mad meee earlier, she had turned asde one of his strikes and
danced back before he could strike on the return swing, and she cut him in the sSde as well. She must
have learned something when he knocked her sword away the firg time. This was a red fight. He fdt
drangdy pleased and anxious. Anxious to win.

"I asked you to cdl if you needed help," said a petulant voice out of the haze. The voice was Slky and
femining, the same voice that Usso had used before he had |eft.

Generd Vorr licked hislips The blond warrior had not moved a muscle while the voice spoke, but now
she turned her head dightly, obvioudy gtraining to hear anyone approaching from her flanks or rear.

"Let me have her, Kobas," said the voice. "'l want to play, too."

"Get out of here" Vorr sad in a low, steedy voice, his lips barely moving. He noted a pool of blood to
the knight's right and dowly edged backward and to her right to draw her toward it.

"I don't want you out playing with other girls" said the disembodied voice with an unmistakable bite to it.
Vorr noticed something forming in the air behind the swordswoman. It looked like a glowing rod-no, a
sword, floating in the ar. One of Usso's deadlier spels, probably from a prized scroll. The
swordswoman did not notice the sword, though she noted that Vorr was looking behind her. She would
have to decide now if it was a trick.

"Ussn..." Vorr warned, dill maintaining his calm but feding the srain wear his patience away.
The sword rotated in the air, aming point-first a the swordswoman's back.

Damn that magic-cagting, shape-changing dut, Vorr raged. This was a warrior's fight. He hurriedly
stepped back, anticipating Usso's imminent attack and trying to get the knight where he wanted her. The
swordswoman followed, stepping into the pool of blood.

With a bellowing shout, Vorr lunged at the knight, iron fork coming out and up to dtrike a her face or
catch her blade if she made another roundhouse strike. She didn't. The woman kept her balance, having
gpparently been aware of the bloodied floor, and crouched, stabbing directly upward. The blade bit like
aviper through a chink in Vorr's sed armor and deep into the musde of his forearm. Vorr roared and
jerked back in bright pain, but he kept his grip on the fork. He struck down in figure-eight arcs to keep
the knight back while he readjusted his stance to regain hisinitiative and attack with his other hand.

"Games over," sad a cold, flat feminine voice. Something punched the knight hard from behind, nearly
throwing her forward onto her face. She was suddenly supported awkwardly in the ar, bent back like a
marionette on a sngle gring attached to her armor's breastplate. Vorr saw the blood-covered tip of a
glowing sword blade thrust out between two plates of the knight's abdomina armor. The blade continued
to push out of the armor, twiding and cutting upward, until two feet of it showed. The knight's face was



hideoudy contorted with agony, her mouth open wide. She made a strangled, gasping sound.

Fdling from nerveless fingers, the knight's sword clanged loudly againgt the floor. The glowing sword
behind her abruptly vanished. The knight crumpled backward with a metdlic clatter and thump, rdaxing
agang thefloor.

For afew seconds, Generd Vorr could only bresthe heavily and stare down & the fdlen warrior. He
lowered hisarms.

"Damn you," he said through his teeth. He looked up at the caling and roared doud. "The lords of the
Abyssd Deep take you and keep you! Damn you for interfering!”

The disembodied voice made no reply. She was probably off sulking somewhere. Bitch.

He dowly did the iron fork back into his belt, then held his wounded arm and put pressure on it to aid the
regeneration. Fate had been especidly kind to him at birth; Vorr was not only immune to dl magic and
poison, but his wounds hedled at an astounding rate. Vorr often wondered if ether his orcish father or
ogrish mother had aso been part trall; in either event, he was grateful to them for that, if for nothing else.
He checked the wound and noted that the bleeding had stopped, though not the pain. When he looked
up again, he noticed with surprise thet the falen woman il breathed.

The knight had been a brave one and a good fighter. She hadn't been a talker, uttering stupid threets like
some warriors did. The generd hesitated, then undid a flgp on one of his smdl bet pouches and pulled
out atiny Slver vid. She deserved an honorable death, at least.

The knight was unarmed, but Vorr doubted she could have lifted a wegpon if she'd had one. Bubbles of
blood formed on her lips, the bright red running down to her neck. Her breathing was labored and
irregular. Her eyes were patialy open, but she didn't react when Vorr loomed over her, his round gray
face solemn and heavy. He knelt down beside her, kegping one hand free. She might have one trick eft.

Vorr unscrewed the cap on the vid, then gently dipped his thick fingers behind her head and lifted it from
the cold floor. "Drink this" he said in a quiet, deep voice. She tried to put up a hand to ward the vid
away, but he ignored her feeble strength and put the vid to her bloodied lips. "Drink this™ he repeated.
"It will ease the pan.”

Blue liquid poured from the vid into her mouth. She dmost gagged, then swalowed reflexivdy. For a
moment she resisted, struggling weakly-then the knight relaxed, the wind easing from her lungsin a long,
dow dgh. She looked amost deepy as the poison took effect, deadening dl her pain. She would go out
with peace and honor, with the best of the generd'’s foes.

Her eyesrolled back in her head, then rolled down again and focused as she turned her head toward the
generd. Her red lips worked as the find deep took hold.

"l..." she whispered. "l would have... won."

She gmiled, then her head sagged in his hand, her pae eyes dosng. After a few moments, Vorr let her
head down gently, then recapped the vid.

"Very touching," came Usso's voice, echoing in the gill room. "Do you do this kind of thing with dl the
girls?'

Muscles knotted in his neck, shoulders, and jaws. Vorr got to his feet and replaced the vid, then picked
up the knight's sword and lad it across her chest.



"Next time, Kobas, I'll save you the trouble and just kill dl the pixies before they-"
"Shut up! Damn you to the Fits of the Nine Helld Shut up!" Vorr roared. "Get our of herel™
Silence answered him. He no longer cared if she watched him. They'd settle this later.

He tried the double doors and found them immobile. Whatever spdl the attackers had used on it before
thar entry into the command room had welded the doors together; his antimagica touch was of no help.
The smoke was becoming a problem now since he had breathed so much of it, so he broke at the
windowpanes to get more air. He next collected the dtered spy reports that Usso had brought in just
before the attack. Only afew of the papers were damaged, but dl were ingible. Many of the unit banners
and flags were burned to crispy rags, however; even one of the zwarth hands had been damaged, though
not bedly so. It was a shame.

There was a shout outside the double doors, followed by a thundering of feet. General Vorr stepped out
of the way.

One of the hdf-ton doors split and danced free of its hinges with a thunderclgp explosion, then both
doors were smashed to the floor. Two hulking ogres, fully nine feet tal and covered in thick lesther and
amor plate, crashed into the room, hauling a huge wooden pole between them as their ram. The ogres
feet crushed and scattered the bodies around them. Behind the ogres came wild and frenzied shouts, and
a force of armed ogres and scro poured into the room, swords and axes held high, led by Gargon
himsdlf.

For the firg timein weeks, Generd Vorr fdt like laughing, out it was entirdly too much effort.

"Youre lae" he said. "Jud clean this place up.”

*kk*k*k

"Youre late" Heet Admird Halker said with the trace of a amile, "but | understand you were busy.”

"It's over with, Sr." In newly cleaned armor. General Vorr bowed and stood at atention before his
superior's cluttered desk. His am had hedled, but his shoulder dill burned from the poisoned axe; he
ignored it. "Two other guerrilla groups camein with the assassin team, directed & the prisoners barracks
and the war priests armory, but dl have been neutrdized. Weve taken only light casudties. Four ogres
and seventeen scro died a the armory, and eight scro and deven orcs at the barracks, anong them a
war priest on the torture team for the day. Our wizard Usso destroyed those attacking the armory, then
assisted with mopping up those who had attacked me."

"Thevermin of Spird ill have some fight in them, then,” the old admird said with some surprise, leening
back in his cushioned chair. He scratched at the thick gray fur on the head of the worg that sat at his Sde;
the huge wolf panted, eyes closed in pleasure. "Any idea of where they came from, their main base?"

"None, gr. All those who persondly fought me are dead now. The war priests will interrogate their spirits
within the next few hours. I'll have them see you for their reports.”

The admira nodded absently. His heavy black robes shook as he patted the worg's head, the red spider
emblem across his chest patiadly hidden in the folds of cloth. "I take it that there were no survivors
among the other groups of intruders?' he said wigfully, with a pae gleam in his green eyes.



"Two, gr, from the group at the prisoners barracks. They're conscious and ready for interrogetion.”

"Ah." The old scro gave a toothless amile, his snout wrinkling with satisfaction. "It is dways good to have
a chance to chat with the enemy. | will enjoy my work this evening, once we've settled things with our
other vistors. Spesking of which, the onein command of the ziggurat is here now. He dams to have an
interesting proposa for us”

Vorr bit back on his next remark. This must have been visble to the admird, as the old scro waved a
lazy hand. " Speak fredy. The room is sealed with lead mesh, and no one can spy on us here, or so Usso
hes informed me. The pyramid ship's commander is in the wating room with a few of his
bodyguards-under our own guard, of course. The war priests are monitoring him-or it-for soying spells
and such. I'd like to have Usso here, but he seems to have business e sewhere” The generd took a deep
breath. "Sir, pyramid ships are usudly controlled by undead humans. | was involved in a boarding action
agang one in the Glowrings Sphere, before | came to this fleet. A lich in command there destroyed
seventy-two boarders just by itself. Other pyramid ships are reported to be commanded by others of the
living dead, working together to bring about an empire of the dead throughout wild-space. | advise the
greatest caution in dedling with whatever being daims to command that ship. | put my marines on full aert
because of it."

The old scro nodded again, his lips sucking in over his hardened gums. "Our vistor then lacks subtlety,
Generd, as he has dready reveded himsdf to be alich, of humen origin. He dams not to threaten us and
further daims to know the location of, as he says, 'a treasure to fight for gladly you will." His speech is
curious, probably archaic. Anyway, he's said nothing about undead empires so far."

The admird was logt in thought. His flat, yelow-green face lacked the scars that marked many other
military leaders, but Admird Halker had dimbed the ranks with his own kind of power, rooted in magic,
charisma, and a gented sadism that made even other scro uncomfortable. He pushed his chair back from
his desk and stood. The worg licked its lips and watched, then settled down to lie on the floor. Halker
adjusted his belted black robes, belt weapons, whed-lock fireerm, and magicd parapherndia, pampering
his appearance. "Unless you have any objections, Generd,” he said, mationing to the door, "let's go
downdtairs and see our guest to discuss this 'treasure to fight for.' " The admird then looked up quizzicaly
a hisimposng subordinate. "Purely out of curiogty, how did your boarding force ded with that lichin the
Glowrings Sphere?’

Vorr looked iminthe eye. "l killed it," he said. The admird stared at him a moment, then laughed. "Of
course! Forgive my asking. You're a dream come true.”

Bang here is a dream come true for me, too, Vorr thought as he agreed modestly and headed for the
door. | thought 1'd never get away from the hdl pit | grew up in. Sometimes, though, 1've wondered if
there wasn't a reason for things to be as bad as they were early on-a reason to suffer blow after blow,
breething the heavy fumes from Father's breath, or lying awake with Mother's demon-haunted shrieks
nnging in my ears. | was dready at the bottom of the pile for having a low-born orcish father and an
insane ogre for a mother. | had to kill three scro before they would let me into ther military school, no
matter that | was stronger than any of them had ever been and healed ten times as fast. The Trall, they
cdled me, and laughed-but rardly to my face. Then they discovered that | was immune to megic and
poison, too. After that, they let me do anything and said nothing abot it.

So, maybe therewas a reason for things to be as they were. I've fought dl my life, but I'm stronger now
for what 1've withstood. My own parents could not break me when | was helpless before them, but they
were helpless enough later when | came home from military school and killed them.

The admira had finished speaking as they reached the door. Vorr had no idea what the old scro had just



said. It didnt really matter,

"Shdl we be off, Sr?' Vorr asked palitdy, opening the door ad stepping aside.

Chapter Three
"You may goin," said the dven guard politely, opening the door before Tedin's astonished eyes.

Tddin had no idea of what to say in return. He had prepared himsdf for an argument or for the kind of
disdanful dismissd that he had once received from an old df on whose ship Tddin had sought passage,
many months ago on distant Krynn. But the guard had merdy lisened impassvely when Tddin had
asked for an audience with representatives of the Imperid FHeet, thought for a moment, then... Saying
nothing, Teldin walked carefully through the door.

There was bright light beyond the front door of the elves embassy building, bright enough to remind
Tddin of daylight. Brushing againg the doorjamb was a sword-leaf plant, waving in a breeze from insde.
Elves mugt like house plants, thought Teldin, a moment before he redized that in waking through the
doorway, he had stepped into a dearing in a forest. In shock. Tedin looked around and saw a brilliant
golden sunin aclear blue sky above and a wall of tal pines encirding the dearing, which was perhaps a
hundred feet across. Elves in pale robes stood in the clearing, a short distance away, but Tddin hardly
noticed them. Tdl grasses and plants brushed his trousers. A cool breeze, laden with the smdl of fresh
earth, wildflowers, and evergreen trees, caressed hisface.

He whirled around, looking for the door, but instead stared straight into a flat rock face a dozen feet high.

Momentarily panicked, Tedin put his hands againg the cool rock, searching for an exit. The rock was
hard and rough and solid. It looked asif it had been there forever.

"Teldin Moore," said an even, strong voice behind him, "you have come along way to find us.

Tddin turned quickly, his blue cloak whispering around his legs. There were five evesin the dearing with
him, standing in random placesin the knee-high grass. The closest one was thirty feet avay, a mae who
came up to Tddin's chin. He had thick, autumn-brown hair, the color of rich, polished wood, and a richly
embroidered robe of pae gold and white,

Tddin wondered if he was being toyed with, and the spur of anger got him going. "I am looking for the
Imperid Heet," he said, his voice not as strong as he would have liked. "I need advice."

"We are with the flest," said the df amply, looking at Teldin with clear gray eyes. A dight breeze passed
through the dearing, rocking the daffodils and grass tops.

Tddin risked one more look behind him at the rock face, then turned back and cleared his throat. "l was
told that 1 should find the fleet... you, that is, by one Vdlus Leaf-bower, an df who was the hdmsmean for
aship I've been travding on." Tddin stopped, frowning. "How did you know ny name?"

"Did you not identify yoursdf to the watch at the door?' said the brown-haired df. Tddin couldn't tdl if
the df was serious or making fun of him.

"Yes |..." Tddin hestated. They must use magic to spy on people at the door, he redized. It made
sense. "You jud caught me off guard,” he finished. "You said you were with the Imperia Fleet? | might
be alittle suspicious, but-"

"We are with the flest,” repeated the df camly. "I am Uliananor Cirathorn, Admird of the Sphere" The
df gestured behind him at the other figuresin the dearing, never taking his eyes from Tddin. "With me is



my persond gtaff. Y ou have our full atention, Tedin Moore."

Tddin eyed his surroundings again, naticing that two of the admird's gaff were women. "I want to know
where we are" he said.

"We are dill on the Rock of Brd, in a safe place”" said the df. "Our magic protects us. Y ou will not come
to harm here, and your words are hed in secrecy.” Cirathorn raised his chin dightly. "If you have
something important to tel us, please do so now.”

Tddin swallowed, feding out of his depth and feding some resentment, too, a being told what to do. He
knew the admird had a point, though. He had wasted enough time with that kender earlier, and he was
wadting it now. He debated about where to start. There was so much to tell.

"I am being hunted by the neogi, among others, because of the cloak | am wearing,” Teldin began. He fdt
alittle more confident now, but he had no ideaif the eves would even care to hep him. "The neogi have
murdered many people to get this cloak, and | don't know why. | need some kind of advice on what this
cloak is and what it's supposed to do. And | want to know why the neogi want it so much. Vadlus sad
thet you- | mean, the elves-had made this, so you might know of it." The df s gaze dropped to takein the
bright blue cloak that waved in the fant breeze. "What do you aready know of this garment?’

"Not a lat," confessed Teldin. He considered describing its powers, but it was a little early to spill
evarything he knew. "It's megicd.”

"Magicd..." The df put a dight emphads on this word. "We need more, Tddin Moore." Showing no
reaction to his near pun, the admird became expectantly slent, looking into Tedin's eyes with mild
impatience.

Tddin gave up. HEd never get anywhere unless hetold al. Or dmogt al-he ill wanted to keep some of
the cloak's powers a secret, like its ability to change his shape. Sometimes it was a good idea to have a
few secrets |eft.

"The cloak has a drange higory, and I've been swept dong with it Tddin sad. "A rega woman
handed it to me as she died, her spelljammer burning on the ruins of my home and farm on Krynn...." He
went on, tdling a much-shortened verson of the tale of his journey with the cloak. It dill took about
twenty minutes to get it dl out. He hadn't dways been good with stories, but a story was dl he had to
offer.

As he spoke, Tedin watched the eves for thar reactions. Severa of the robed dves in the background
gradudly moved closer, their dert faces showing considerable interest. Admird Cirathorn, on the other
hand, merdy watched and listened. When Tddin told the theory of the mind flayer Estriss, that whoever
meade the cloak had dso built the enormous and legendary spdljamming ship caled theSpelljammer, a
musde twitched in the dven admird's cheek. Tddin guessed that this revelation might be the key he
needed to get the elves help, for good or for ill. Indeed, the admird moved closer after that point, though
he came no nearer than two dozen feet. Paranoia, perhaps, thought Tddin, but he didn't blame them.
They were military people, after all.

Tddin finished his story with hisarriva on the Rock of Brd, leaving out only his meeting with the kender,
Gaye. He paused, then added, "I have little to offer you for your help, but the lives of many depend on
whet | do about this cloak." Now it was his turn to wait. He was not accustomed to spesking for so long,
and hefdt drained. His throat hurt, too. If the eves turned him away, he decided, he would smply leave
and find help elsawhere-but he didn't know where.

"You cameto us"" sad Cirathorn, breaking the silence, "because one of our people directed you to us. It



isknown among our people that a medting with the saff of the Imperia Fleet is not a light matter. There
are many of our people who would go to any length to avoid it, preferring to adminiger their own
olutions to matters, whether we approved or not. Why would this Vdlus Lesfbower have sent you
here? What did he think we could do to hep you, Tedin Moore?

Tddin blinked in astonishment. "I haven't the faintest idea what he thought you could do!" he snapped,
feding his sdf-control dip away. "Didn't you hear what | said? The neogi want this cloak! They've
daughtered more people for it than | can count, and they're determined to have me dead as wel." Stirred
by his anger, Tedin reached up and undid the button loops on his shirt front, exposing his bare chest-and
the dozens of deep, fiery-red scars that crisscrossed it. The eyes of severd eves widened with horror.

"I got these from the neogi,” Teldin spat. "I was on their meat tables. I've escaped from mercenaries,
draconians, and pirates. 1've been attacked and betrayed because of this cloak, and I've seen dozens of
people dan for it. The neogi said that if they got this cloak, they could destroy or endave worlds with its
powers-elven worlds among them, | would think. | don't know what you can do for me, but you could
do alot more for me and for your people than you are doing now."

With a violent effort, Tedin bit off his next words. He quickly regretted what he had said, but he was 4ill
too angry to care much. If they wanted to throw him out, at least now they had a good excuse for doing
it. Hed never liked deding with most officers and authority types, even when he had been in the amy
during the War of the Lance. They were fools more often than they were true leaders, except for a few
who were ether just and fair or too cynicd to be anything other than honest.

Cirathorn's gaze had become distant while Tddin spoke. He said nothing when Tddin finished, though
some of his gaff members moved close together to whisper to each other. A new breeze ruffled cloaks
and hair.

"I remember Aelofdyn,” Cirathorn said, without emotion. The other evesfdl slent a once. "It isaworld
you would not have heard of, Tddin Moore. Aerlofdyn was a garden world in another sphere, a world
of wind and ar across which grest idands and continents drifted like leaves on the bright surface of a
river. My father's father was from Aerlofdyn, and his father before him, and every ten years my family
would meet on the idand estates for a feesting and celebration that would last for a hundred days. My
fether's father was married there, and dl his fathers before him. It was paradise.”

The other elves stared a the admird asif they were statues. Cirathorn looked a Tedin but did not seem
to see him.

"You have heard, | have no doubt, of the Unhuman War," the admird continued. "It is caled that anong
your people because humans et it had o little to do with them. The depredations of goblins across the
spheres had little meaning for the human masses on the ground. Do not be too offended, Tedin Moore, if
| say that an attitude like that istypica of your kind. Humans rardly care about the fate of others.”

Tddin's face flushed, and his fists clenched tightly. He was on the verge of cdling the df a liar and worse
when Cirathorn started to wak toward him with a dow tread. "A war flegt of the enemy fdl upon
Aelofdynin my father's father's time. My father was sent away with his sters a the last hour, aboard a
secret vessd that escaped to another sphere, where they stayed with rdatives. He returned to Aerlofadyn
inseven years a the vanguard of a war flet of his own. He landed upon the idand where he had been
bora, where he had learned to speak, where he would have taken his wife. There he buried the bones of
dl who had remained behind. He buried bones that were burned, bones that were broken, bones that
were gnawed upon. He buried a world and a family line. The name Aerlofdyn is rarely spoken by our
people, except in our memories and when we gather to remember the dead and al that has passed.”



Cirathorn stopped. He appeared taler now, though it could have been only a trick of the light. "I have
been to Aerlofdyn, Tddin Moore. | know about murdered worlds. Every ten years now, | go there, just
asray father took me, and for a hundred days | mourn.”

Tddin and Cirathorn stared at each other. Suddenly the df roused himsdf and saw Tddin as if the man
hed just appeared before him. "We have been poor hosts, and we ask your forgiveness. Please join us
for our next med. We will eat in peace together and speak of your cloak and your concerns.” Without
walting for Tedin's answer, Cirathorn turned and called behind him, at the forest."Sol tath, alwe doe
maith" he said. As he turned back to Tddin, the sky grew darker, asif a cloud were passing over the
face of the sun.

"Forgive our fantasies, too, Tddin Moore," sad the df, as the entire forest around them faded into
darkness. Tddin looked wildy around as the df continued spesking, unperturbed. "We have become
creatures of the past, bound by our memories. This forest was how my father's father's home once
appeared, given hirth again through the magic of illuson. It is a weakness in which | indulge for the sake
of impressing company.”

Now, Tddin saw dim, distant walls arching over his head in place of a ky, asif he stood beneath a vad,
overturned bowl whose caling was studded with tiny starlike lights that gave off light of increesing
brightness. Teldin could see great patterns carved into the caling itsdf, weaving around the unfamiliar
congtdlations digplayed there. The rock face behind him had faded and become a wooden door, which
he could now tdl was banded with iron and painted with symbols.

"Thisis our redity,” said Cirathorn, sweeping a hand around him. "We are sheathed in old rock beneath
the surface of the Rock of Brd. The doorway on the surface brought you here by our magic, a teleporter
of sorts. You may speak and rest in safety, as | have said. My g&ff will show you to a room where you
may bathe and don new dothing if you so choose. You are our guest.”

Tddin's voice found its way back to him. "'l could probably use a bath,” he said. "My ship isin the docks
for the next few days. | don't think I'll be missed right away." Even as he spoke, it dawned on him that he
sounded asif he was inviting himsdf to stay here. It wasn't quite what he/d meant.

It seemed to make no difference. Cirathorn, his robes whispering around him, had aready turned to leave
the domed hdll, gesturing for one of his Saff to stay behind and the rest to follow him. "We are pleased to
have you, Tddin Moore," the admira said on his way out. "Your vist should be very educationd for us
dl"

*kk*k*k

A dim young femde df with gleaming black hair showed Tddin through a vine-covered stone corridor,
away from the domed hdl. Light spilled from hand-sized glass figurines mounted in the celing, each one
made to resemble a flying bird. Pushing open an oaken door a the fird bend in the corridor, the df
showed Tedin the room beyond. It was the sze of the largest inn room Tedin had ever seen, and it
contained a sunken bath, a bed, severd tables and cushioned chairs, some dim books and rolled scralls
on ashdf, and a wardrobe filled with dothing of every sze,

The young girl looked uncomfortably like Gaye in certain respects, but she was interested only in
explaning how the bath pump worked, where he could find the dining hdl, and where the sanitary
fadlities were. She nodded and left when Tddin said he needed nothing more.



The memory of Gaye reminded him of something ese, and Teldin checked his belt pouches and pockets
to find out what, if anything, the kender had "borrowed" from him. To his agonishment, he ill had
everything he had started out with when his ship had docked. No kender he had ever heard of had
ressted an opportunity to pick a pocket. He went through his inventory twice, but he was missng
nothing. He shrugged and decided a bath was in order before changing.

An hour later, he was danding near a glowing swan lamp, examining a volume of woodcuts showing
landscapes and portraits, when the door opened again. It was Cirathorn. Teldin didn't recognize him for a
few moments, as the df had changed clothes, too. He was now wearing a sit of slver-bright plate armor
over which a black tabard was hung, bearing a complex desgn of a many-colored butterfly agang a
garry background. The df wore no hemet, but he wore slken black gloves and high, star-speckled
black boots.

"Is everything satisfactory?' asked the admird.

Tddin flushed. "Actudly, | wasn't prepared to be served like this™ He quickly shut the book and put it on
a sde table. He could read only with great difficulty, and he was too embarrassed to admit that he had
only been looking at the pictures.

"We will be having dinner with other guests in two hours” Cirathorn continued. "You may rest
comfortably until then. With your permisson, however, | would like to examine your cloak. | wish only to
look at it in the light here, without attempting to remove it from you. Would that be possible?’

Others had touched the cloak without incident. "'l think s0," Tddin said, feding a little nervous. "Dontt try
to cut it, though. The cloak will shock you if you do."

Cirathorn spread his hands as he approached. "l have no intentions of harming ether you or the cloak.”
He reached out and carefully took hold of the fabric at Tdin's right arm. Nothing happened. The admird
pulled up the cloak and moved toward the nearby light. Teldin obliged by standing closer to it as the df
began his examination, watching the df s narrow fingers probe gently a the slky inner lining with its
complex geometric pattern. For a moment, Teldin was reminded of Edtriss and the movement of the mind
flayer'slong, four-jointed mauve finger asit pointed out the subtle pattern of a three-petaled flower in the
weave of the lining.

The admira made no comment during the long minutes he spent looking at the cloak. Tedin looked et it
as wdll, wondering what, if anything, the admird was able to seeinit that Tedin or Edtriss had not. After
atime, the admird dowly released the cloak and let it fal again.

"Did you find anything?* Teldin could not resist asking.

"It is authentic,” said Cirathorn in a disant voice. "l mugt go back to the library and speak with the
loremaster again. | will tdl you more later, at dinner." He suddenly turned to leave, looking back once as
he opened the door. The admird's gaze lingered on Tddin'scloak. He then left, pulling the door shut
behind him.

Thetime crawled by so dowly that Tedin believed he would go mad. He was lying on the bed, trying to
relax enough to get rid of a headache, when the door opened again. Another young €f, this one a blond
mae, motioned for Tddin to follow him. "Dinner is about to be served, good sr,” the df said. "I could
have waited a while longer,” muttered Tedin, pulling on his boots. He decided tha maybe he could
nibble a few items, just to be polite.

The hemisphericd dining hdl was smdler than the sary hdl, but much brighter and more
comfortable-looking. A circular table surrounded by soft chairs took up the middle of the room. No



other furniture was present; the entire floor was covered with a carpet, too, Tddin noticed. Bowls of
fruits and finger-foods were scattered around the table. Glowing globes and figurines hung from the
caling, soilling bright yelow light everywhere. To Teldin's surprise, living vines crawled up the walls,
endrding carved wooden figures of elves, many with wings, that graced the decorative pillars. The air
indde was cool on hisface and amdled fresh, asif it had just rained.

Perhaps a dozen eves were dready seated a the table and chatting softly and animatedly when Tddin
was escorted in. They dl looked in his direction, but they never stopped their conversations or made any
move to welcome him. He looked about, pulling his cloak around him, and took a place to the right of
one of the daff members Tedin remembered seeing earlier in the forest illuson. While he didnt
understand Elvish, Tedin found he was able to make out the gis of what the df was saying-dl gossp
about the goings-on around the Rock, he redlized. He was dmost disgppointed, though he wasn't sure
what he had expected. Tddin Sghed and ate asmdl piece of fruit, trying not to look as out of place as he
fdt. Why were the dves ignoring him? Was he just some kind of groundling peasant to them?

It was then that he heard a scratching noise, and he turned to his right and noticed a gnome two seats
away. He was too short to be seen over the top of his chair. The scratching noise came from the
movement of the gnome's pen across a folded-up page of parchment. Like many gnomes Tddin had
known, this one had brown skin with short-cut, slky white har; a large bad spot showed on top of his
head. A pair of gold-wire spectacles perched hafway down the gnome's broad nose.

Tddin smiled. What was the Gnomish word for helo? There was a phrase that the gnomes with whom he
hed traveled into wildspace had dways cdled to each other while they were aboard ship. The cloak
hadn't bothered to trandate it for im. How did it go?

"Woda ganeu!" Tddin said, leaning toward the gnome and waving a hand in greeting.

The gnome started and looked up, blinking in surprise. "What?' he sad in a high, nasal voice. "Why
should | get out of your way? Am | blocking your view?' The gnome looked to his right for anything
Tddin might be trying to see.

Tddin winced. So that's what the gnomes had been saying! "No, no! Jugt forget it," he said hadtily. "I'm
Tddin Moore. Pleased to meet you." He scooted alittle closer to hear the gnome better.

The gnome stared a him for a moment. "Tddin Moore?' he asked, his voice risng in puzzZlement. "Tddin
Moore. Y ou'e the one with the magica pants?'

"Cloak," Tddin corrected, picking up an edge of his blue garment. The gnome squinted at the cloak, then
sat back, raigng his pen and obvioudy looking to end the conversation. "Ergonomic fabric design was not
my life quest,”" he muttered. "Useful, of course. Got to have clothes. Good business.” His bushy eyebrows
knitted together in deep concentration as he was absorbed again by his scribbling.

Tddin rubbed a his mustache with frugtration. He had a momentary urge to smply get to his feet and
leave, but he told himsdf it was just a question of mking his patience last. All upper-class people, dven
or human, mugt be as bad as these eves were. Only a few minutes passed in boredom before footsteps
and afaint metdlic sound issued from the hdll outside,

As one, every dfin the room stood. Teldin dumsly got to hisfeet, one of hislegs having fdlen adeep, just
as Admird Cirathorn entered. He was dill wearing his glver armor and tabard. The dves bowed and
curtsed as he entered, but he took no notice of them. Cirathorn strode directly over to a place across
from where Tddin sat, taking an empty chair there. Here he clagpped his hands, and two dves sprang to
ther feet and left the room.



"Tddin Moore," sad Cirathorn, settling himsdf in his chair, "we welcome you to the embassy of the
Imperid Fest, the web of light that binds together dl known spheres. You have endured much to meet
with us. We offer our hospitdity, our rooms, and our food for your physica nourishment and rest. And
we offer you our guidance and advice in resolving your most pressing questions.”

Regardless of the admird'’s words, Teldin ill fdt a curious coldness in the room. He noticed that none of
the other eves were looking directly a him.

Cirathorn went on. "Our library is poor, but our loremaster was able to divine some of the past of your
cloak. There is not much that is known, and what is written about it is subject to question. Nonetheless, |
will share it. Would you please rise, Teldin Moore?'

Hushing dightly, Tdldin did so. What now? "Sisters and brothers of the spheres” said Cirathorn, looking
around the room. "We have sung the songs of the past, when the hands of light first forged the great
cryda spheres out of deepest darkness, and we have chanted the hymns to the blending of earth, fire,
ar, and water, for the hirthing of worlds of every kind. We have read the poems of those firg few who
stepped out into the wild dark and called it their home. We have only the fragments of that firg sailing,
faded legends of that awakening. What was history is now mere dream.

"You know that among the legends on which we were nursed as children are those of the Star Folk, the
race that is said to have firg crossed those vast reaches within the crystal spheres and without. Of the
identity of the Star Folk, we have no due. Yet before us, about the shoulders of this man, is one of the
last known surviving items of their handiwork. Our dreams are proven to have been redity, after dl.”

Thedf turned to look directly at Tedin. "Our guest wears the Cloak of the Firg Filot, the favored being
who took the hdm of the largest ship indl existence, that which we cdl theSpelljammer and after which
we have named dl devices and ships that sl the spheres. Of the Firgt Rlot little ese is known, though
some legends have it that he and his ship and its crew vanished on its journey to reach the edge of the
cosmos, hoping there to meet the creator or creators of dl. The truth of this, no one can know now."

No one spoke for severd long seconds. Tddin tried to swdlow, but his throat was too dry. So it was
true that his cloak was connected to the tde of theSpelljammer, just as Edtriss had long ago guessed.
But Tddin had never suspected that he wore the same cloak that this First Pilot, whoever or whatever he
was, had worn. He looked down and fingered the hem of his cloak, feding its dien smoothness. Could
these Star Folk have been the Juna, the diens of which Edtriss had spoken? Edriss had said the Juna
lived millions of years earlier....

A thought came to him, and he cleared his throat, hoping his interruption would not be taken badly. "I
was told,” Teldin said dowly, "thet this cloak was made by the elves. An even hdmsaman named Vadlus
Leafbower asked me to bring it to you-to the Imperid Fedt, rather-because you would know what to do
about it." He decided not to mention then that he had aso been told that the cloak had been made by the
blue-skinned giants known as the arcane; after dl, an arcane had told him that, and he might have had
ulterior motivesin doing so.

"It would not surprise me if the elves had indeed made it," said Cirathorn. "We know nothing of the
identity of the Star Folk, and perhaps they could have been eves. Here and there across the spheres, our
fleet has found strange ruins or ships, perhaps one in every ten spheres, which are each unaccountably
old and bear symboalsin aftrifoliate pattern-three leaves, three-pointed stars, and the like. These rains are
filled with danger, with magic so powerful and old that it has logt its meaning and now strikes out in its
madness at dl who trespass. A few more fragments of our past we have found in those ruins and wrecks,
but no ggn of the Star Folk, and no trace of thar fate. Your cloak, Tedin Moore, as you probably
know, also bears thet trifolicte pattern.”



Everyonein the room stared at Tedin, which made him acutely uncomfortable. "It's a flower, | beieve"
he said.

The admird nodded agreement. "Indeed it is, as | have seen with my own eyes. We wish to copy that
pattern for our higtories before you leave us. Of the Cloak of the First Filot, only a few rhymes and tdes
reman. One speaks of the 'shining garment’ the First Alot wore. Another says tha the First Filot was
given a necklace before he set out on his misson, and he wore this gift, though some authorities refer only
to the cloak. The most extengve fragment, the 'Song of the Firgt Rilot, isa short set of verses that tells-of
the gifting of the cloak and the Firgt Pilot's enthusasm for the voyage. Little ese is known to us. Long
have our people thirsted for knowledge of every sort, but of the distant past, of the origins of 4l
pace-faring peoples, we have found little to whet our tongues. You honor us dl, Teldin Moore, with
your vist."

Tddin was embarrassed. "I'm honored, but | ill don't know why this cloak has become so attached to
rrell

"Youve previoudy told me how you came to possess it, though you kept your story shorter then it
needed to be" sad Cirathorn, settling back dightly. "Perhaps you could tdl your story in full. We have no
end of timeto ligen."

Reieved that things seemed to be going his way, Tedin did exactly that. It took forever to get the story
out, and sometimes he went back to correct something hed said earlier, but in time he had brought
everyone up to the moment when he walked up to the sentind at the embassy. He decided to give them
dl the detals on his cloak and what it could do, down to its color-changing habits, though he
demonstrated only the cloak's power to change its Sze and turn into a sort of necklace-which explained
the confuson in the old tales, Cirathorn said doud. Tedin left out only the details of the past year that he
fdt had nothing to do with the cloak, the confused dements of his persond life since the evening when his
fam had burned and his life was thrust into chaos. Once he asked for water, and the admird merdy
clapped his hands for an df to hurry away to get it.

Tddin had no idea of how long he had spoken, but his voice was cracked and hoarse by the time he had
finished. If | have to do this again, Tedin thought, I'll have to hire someone to write it dl down s0 | can
just give the questioners the notes.

None of the elves |eft the room during his story. Many had not even touched their food. When it became
apparent that Tddin was done, Cirathorn stroked his bare chin, saring through Tddin as if he were not
redly there.

"The cloak may haveits own agenda,” said the admird. "I do not bdieve it is intdligent, but it is likdy to
be responding to certain commands cast into it at its creation. The cloak probably stays with you because
it was meant to dways stay with and protect the master of theSpelljammer, and you were merdy
unfortunate enough to put it on and be mistaken for that magter. It is my fear that you dill have far to go
before you learn the truth. Forgive me for asking, but where had you planned to go next, Teldin Moore?"

Tddin consdered. "l redly hadn't the faintest idea, Admird. You and the Imperid FHeet were my last
hope of finding any clues about the nature of my cloak and what exactly | should do with it. Wherever it
goes, | may aswdl go. I've no home left, and my only friends are those who travel with me on theProbe.
I've come so far now, 1'd rather just keep going to the end of it dl.”

Cirathom looked at Teldin with wigtful eyes. "If the cloak would permit it, | would have asked you to let
ustake it and solve its mysteries. Our lives are long, as you know, and any one of us would have joyfully
pursued its secrets to the ends of the Known Spheres. It would appear, however, that this burden has



fdlen to your shoulders.”
Tddin snorted. "Don't think I'm happy about it."

Cirathorn dmogt amiled. "No, | don't believe you are. You mus forgive me, but your decided lack of
experience, knowledge, and skills does make you an inviting target.” Teldin bristled and was on the verge
of making a sharp remark when the admird cut him off. "If you are to solve these myderies at dl, you
mug solve them with haste. Given the legends and taes that link your cloak with the great Spelljammer,
you would do best to find that ship and let the course of destiny be fulfilled. What direction that course
will take and what other powers the cloak may grant you, neither 1 nor any other creature could say.

Except perhaps one”

The admird paused, conddering something. "It would be advisable for you to seek out this one before
you search for theSpelljammer itsdf, if you are minded to do that. You are poorly armed with
knowledge, and you arein need of the best weaponry your mind can carry. | would have you meet with
the famadarastha who cdls itsdf One Sx Nine, whosetcha lies somewhere in the sphere that our
world-scouts cdl Herd-space.”

"Meet what?' asked Tddin. "I don't know whet thet is or where it's supposed to be."

"Ah." Cirathorn raised a hand. "Forgive me. A famadaraatha, which most other beings cdl afid, is one of
arace of sages whose lifepans are greater even than our own. They adore peace and knowledge, and
love solitude only dightly less. For agift or service, they will answer any questions you might ask them. If
there isan answer, they, will know it." The admird smiled. "If you were an df, your megting with the fd
would go dl the easier. Sometimes they are said to be quite dow in deducing the answer you need, and it
has happened that months or years will pass while the fa meditates on a proper and accurate reply.”

Gods, thought Tedin, | don't think the neogi would let me have that much time. "Why couldn't my friends
and | just start hunting down theSpelljammer now, instead of having to wait around for the fd to make
up hismind?" he asked. "We can take on supplies and leave right away."

Cirathorn frowned. "Y ou have no idea of the dangerous course you are proposing, Tedin Moore. What
do you know of theSpelljammer?"

The df s dark expresson convinced Tddin to tdl the truth. He was obvioudy missng something here.
"Not much,” he admitted. "I've heard it isthe largest ship in the universe, and that it drifts randomly from
sphere to sphere. Most tales about it say that it's a ghogt ship, crewed by the dead, but some say it's
completely abandoned.”

"If you ligen only to tales™ said Cirathorn without humor, "you will be fataly unprepared when you find
the queen of ships. We have heard tades, too, of theSpelljammer. That it was built by goblinkind or
devils, that it is overrun with beholders who fight among themsdves in endless wars, that it is willful and
intdligent, that it is the toy of an evil god, that to even see it will cause death or blindness or a sickness of
the spirit. It is said to be the abode of the most monstrous beings in the cosmos.

"We trug in the information within our own archives mogt, which were panfully built from guesses and
luck, supplemented by vidts to One Sx Nine, who has spent a thousand years sudying the lore of
wildspace. Of late, we have not troubled One Six Nine with questions about theSpelljammer, as these
queries are dow to produce an answer and we have had more pressng business to attend to than the
chasing of arogue ship. One of our own sages spent eght years waiting for a minor detall on its structure
and received only a sentence. Knowledge we vaue, that is true, but there are fewer dreamers among us
then there once were. Only a dreamer would chase theSpelljammer." The df leaned forward. His dark
gaze pierced Tddin's own. "Are you a dreamer, Tedin Moore?"



Theword "no" hovered on Teldin'stongue. | don't believe in dreams, he thought, not since the war. We
crushed evil and left poverty in our wake. Men with dreams, those were the Knights of Solamnia, who
left Al their dead behind to be buried by us, who followed their bloody footprints. They killed to save the
world, but they left only ruin behind them. Hard work in peacetime was not a part of their dreams.

Ever snce | was given the cloak, I've had no gods left but to find out what it is and what | should do with
it. All of my options have been cut away. | have no dreams left except to follow the cloak's path.

Strangdy, for a moment he thought of Cwelanas, the beautiful dven seefarer he had met just before he
left Krynn, and of the copper-haired Julia, waiting for him on theProbe. Did he ever imagine now that
one or the other might be a good traveling companion on the way to theSpelljammer ? Ingantly his jaw
tightened, and he looked down. Aslong as he had the cloak, he was more deadly a partner than any
lover deserved.

The one time he had trusted enough to take a lover, it had been Rianna Wyvernsbane, who had betrayed
hm to the neogi and tried to kill him, only to die horribly hersdf. Love was a nightmare now, not a
dream. He dared not think about it.

Tddin roused himsdf. The admird stared at him with cool patience.
"I will find theSpelljammer, whatever it takes," Tddin said.

"My question is unanswered, then, but no matter," Cirathorn said. "If you would go hunting, you would
do well to learn the lore of your prey. Will you seek One Six Nine's advice before you set out?'

"It doesn't sound like | have much choice"

"You have every choice there is, but few wise ones. We cannot give you the current pathway through the
phlogigton to the sphere we cdl Herdspace, but on a amdl worldlet in this sphere, only three days from
here, you can find the answer. The gnomes have a colony on that planet, which they cdl Iron-piece, and
they were the lagt to have visted One Sx Nine, only ayear ago. | do not know the result of their query,
or even what it was, but | doubt that what they would ask of a fama-daraatha would interest us. We will
give you whatever supplies you need for your journey.”

Cirathorn looked to Tddin's right. "Indeed,” he continued, finding the subject he was looking for, "we
might even be able to find a traveling companion for you, if you have room. Have you met Dyffedionizer
Artifactos Lammermaker?'

Even before he turned to look, Tedin knew who was being talked about. Only a gnome would ever
gand for aname like that. He immediatdy saw that he was right. The pudgy gnome stared in shock at the
admird and other elves, his hands sl dutching his pen and paper.

"What did you want? What are you saying?' asked the confused gnome in his nasal voice. "Where am |
going?"

"Dyffedionizer Artifactos Jammermaker,” continued Cirathorn, unperturbed, “is unrivded in his
undergtanding of spdljamming theory and construction. Dyffed long ago completed his work on ship
design for the Imperid Heet, and had requested that he be given passage back to his home on Ironpiece.
Unfortunatdy, his subsequent studies have distracted him, and he has missed every voyage back to

Ironpiece for the last eight years. If you offered him room aboard your hammer-ship, he might well offer
you able assistance on your quest for theSpelljammer, as | bdieve that ship is of specid interest to him.”

"TheSpelljammer?" mumbled the pop-eyed gnome, his face covered with amazement. "Now, you don't



mean jugt any spelljammer, do you? Or do you mean the bigSpelljammer, the redly big one? The
one-and-only Speljammer? Or isthisajoke? | can never tdl with you eves. You must mean some other
kind of-"

"If youwill bear with him," said Cirathorn patiently, "you will find his advice most hepful, though you may
have to remind him when he should eat, and perhaps when he should bathe as well. We will-"

"Wat!" yeled the gnome in a panic. "No one's told me if youre taking about the one-and-only
Seelljammer or not yet, and besdes | did take a bath not long ago. You eves think you know
everything, and if you're doing thisjust to trick me, wdl, I'm not just anyone's fool, but firg tdl me if you
redly mean the one-and-only Spelljammer or not so | know what you're taking about, because if you
redly mean the one-and-only Spelljammer, wdl, that's another kettle of lug nuts, because | wrote an
atide on theSpelljammer to Spdljamming Week & Wildspace Technology, which will see publication in
just five years, once they get ther printing presses working again after the last exploson, but more to the
point-"

Tddin glanced a the admird. Cirathorn's head bobbed dightly in rough rhythm with the gnome's
pressured speech. "You will become accustomed to him, as have we" the df sad softly, turning in
Tddin's direction again. "Trust me that it will be worth the trouble.”

Tddin shrugged his shoulders. "It depends on theProbe's captain, but | don't think hell have a problem
with one more passenger. If he can help us when we find theSpelljammer, it will be worth any amount of
trouble." Almost any trouble, he added to himsdif.

"It is settled, then." Cirathorn sighed and rose to his feet, dretching his legs and ignoring the gnome's
continued rambling and questions. "L et us rest for an hour, then return here when dl have been refreshed.
Y ou have given us much to consider, Teldin Moore, as wdl as much wonder and entertainment, which |
am sure was not your purpose. Please remain with usin our embassy until we reconvene. We will present
you with our papers on theSpelljammer as soon as possible, then will see you on your way."

"That will be fing" said Tddin, but it wasn't as fine as dl that. He would have to see if someone ese
could trand ate the papers for him, especidly if they were in Elvish or used unnaturdly long words, which
he feared would be the case. Maybe Adfred could trandate them. Anything would be better than having
the gnome try to explain them.

Something else bothered Tddin. It was grest that Cirathorn was being so hepful, but why? Tddin had
been betrayed and attacked so many times that he found it impossible to believe that anyone would help
him out of pure goodness. What was the admird's take in dl of this? Or had Tddin merdy become too
cynica? He had to clear this up before his ship Ieft. Elves weren't indined to be blunt like humans, but he
hed to know the truth.

Cirathorn motioned with his hands toward the door, and the other dves stood and Ieft the room in twos
and threes. All of them stared a Tddin and his cloak from a comfortable distance. No one tried to touch
it-or him.

The admird remained behind with his two aides as everyone d<se left. Teldin went out with the gnome,
who was dill babbling away, accompanied by an df who would show them what supplies could be
offered.

As the footsteps faded, one of the aides leaned close to the admird. "Your forgiveness, Your Grace" he
sad softly, "but you were less than forthright with our guest. That you said nothing of your own research
on theSpelljammer | can understand, but confusing the song-told madness of the First Rlot with
‘enthusiasm’ could only have been delib-"



One of the admird's hands came up and pressed itsdf lightly againgt the dfs chest. The aide stopped
gpesking at once. Cirathorn's eyes were fixed on the doorway.

"We live in interesing times, Alglor,” whispered the brown-haired df. "Have my battlewizard,
watchmagter, and loremaster report to my chambers at once. The captains of theLeaping Hart, Free
Wind's Fury, Unicorn's Wing, andEmerald Hornet are to put ther ships a ready within the hour, under
the code of the leopard-no sound, no gn. Sgnd theEmpress Dorianne that | will be aboard soon, but
cannot say when. It, too, isto be readied for flight under the leopard's code. Go and do.”

Pder than he had been a moment before, the df hurried away, accompanied by the other aide. The
admird stood in slence, done, and listened to them leave. He sghed deeply, his gaze dropping as he
pulled off his gloves. On the middle finger of hisright hand was the Sgnet ring of hisfamily: a golden eagle
inflight againg a burning sun. An arrow pierced the eagle's heart-his father's addition after the retaking of
Aerlofdyn and the laying to rest of the old, wronged bones. Cirathorn had long debated with himsdf over
whet changes, if any, he would make to the crest.

A sword, he decided, clutched in the eagl€'s talons. A dying eagle with the blood of its dayers upon it. It
was worthy of thought. There would be time enough and plenty to decide.

"Go and do," he sad, though no one was present. He pulled the glove back on and set off for his
chambers to prepare for his meeting.

*kkk*k

"TheSpelljammer!" excdlamed the gnome for the dozenth time. "You know, certainly, that eves are
notorious for not saying what's redlly on ther minds, and their love of metaphor will one day be ther
downfdl, mark my words, and they will give way to those who say what they mean, like the gnomes-ah,
and humans, of course-who are many times more clear in therr speech, so when that df sad you were
going to find the one-and-only Spelljammer, | was taken aback for a moment, because I've read
evarything there is about theSpelljammer, with the possible exception of the sources kept a the libraries
of Doth B and Zphidnin, and maybe the Academy at Lirak's Cube, but, as | was saying, you could have
knocked me over with a szefour gear wrench when | understood that he actudly meant the
one-and-only Spelljammer. Where are we going?'

"What?' said Tedin, who had not been paying attention. The two were past the Greater Market now, on
the way downhill toward the warehouses and docks. He had trouble bdieving his good fortune. The
admird had given him access to a warehouse full of supplies. Undoubtedly, it would be too much to carry
aboard the hammership, but Hill-

"I said, where are we going? Youll have to forgive me, but | haven't gone outsde very much in the last
few years, and I'm not very familiar with the city here, snce | was working in the libraries in the

"We're going to the ship that brought me here" Tddin said, cutting him off. "Then we're going to take you
to Iron-piece, get the maps to Herdspace, and go see the fd for more information.” Tedin chewed on the
indde of his cheek. "Afterward, | suppose well find theSpelljammer, and... do whatever we need to do
there"" Just what did he mean to do at theSpelljammer? Teldin redized he didn't have a clue.

"Ah, that's just excdlent,” said Dyffed with obvious rdlief. "I have a suspicion that the careful sudy of the



Soelljammer could produce a revolution in every kind of science, most especidly in the fidd of cold
dweomerfusion, which as you know is the mogt up-and-coming fidd of energy research, possbly to
replace even hydrodynamics, given a century or two and some successful fidd trids...."

The rest of the gnome's monologue was lost in the ruckus of a shouting match between two red-faced
dwarves, both stinking with ale, outside an equdly noisy tavern. Tddin hurried by before blows could be
exchanged. The docks appeared down the dtreet ahead. Bardly a minute later, he waved his ams a
Adfred, who leaned againg the ship's raling on theProbe's forward castle, directing the unloading
operations on the main deck.

"About damn time!" roared Adfred in a good humor, noticing Teldin a last. "Did you get logt, or did the
eves have you seeing one flunky after the other? And who's the dwarf? Y ou want me to hire this one on,
too?'

"Il tdl you in just a moment!" Tddin shouted back. "This is Dyffedionizer... ah, Dyffed. I'll explan
evarything later. Why did you ask about hiring him?"

"Cause | hired the other one. | was going to ask you why you sent her over, but | guessed that you knew
what you were doing, and she's working out fine"

Tddin was trying to imagine what Adfred was taking about when a dreadful possibility came to mind.
"Adfred,” Tddin cdled, his voice rigng with tenson, "who did you hire?'

"Hey, Tedin!" screamed a young girl's voice. With a jolt of sudden horror, Tddin looked toward the
ship's stern, where someone amdl with long black hair, a colorful dress, and a magenta headband waved
a him with both dim arms." Teldin, how'd it go!"

"Pdadine save me" Tddin whispered. From what, Tedin didn't want to imagine.

Chapter Four

As he placed his hand on the waiting room door, Generd Vorr took a moment to touch his sword hilt
and reassure himsdf of itsweight. Vorr had long ago discarded any worship of the uncaring gods, except
perhaps for the hero-ancestor Dukagsh. Vorr placed hisfath ingtead in his strength, skills, and willpower.
Stll, if he never admitted to having fears, he sometimes fet doubt, and getting the fed of a weagpon before
abattle was as close as he would ever come to praying. He did not fear the undead, but he did not like
them either. Victory was the hedthiest antidote for doubt.

His previous injuries were now largdy heded, thanks to his regenerative powers, but his right arm 4ill
ached deep in the bone where the knight had stabbed him, and his left shoulder ill burned from the
poisoned axe. With Admird Haker waiting impatiently behind him in the halway, he opened the door
and stepped into the cooal ar of the room beyond.

The room, in a building adjacent to the one in which Vorr had his headquarters, once had been the
gpacious stone chapel of alocd dven deity. After the fdl of Spird, it had served as a prisoner-holding
dation and was now just a room where scouts and other vistors were quartered before meeting with high
officdds Enthusadic orcs, scro, goblins, and others had demolished or stolen everything of vaue in the
area during the assault, leaving the chapd as barren asif it never had been inhabited at dl. Only the great
brass lanterns, hanging on long chains from the vaulted calling, remained of the elves origind furnishings,
their magicd glow illuminating the room despite the battering they had taken from debris hurled a them
by bored vistors.



Vorr did not know what to expect when he entered, except for the lich. Indeed, standing in the room's
center, by the facdless and dmost unrecognizable statue of an even god, was a skdetd human in dark
vevet robes. From its thin rope belt hung a Sngle gray pouch. At Vorr's entrance, the creature turned
from the statue with a Sartled movement to face him. Its bony hands came up with its fingers spread in an
obvious spdl-casting movement. The stench of long-dead meeat assailed the generd's nodtrils dmost
immediately.

It was then that Vorr saw the four huge creatures sanding farther back in the room, their black
carapaces gleaming in the light overhead. The mongers turned as one to face the generd, then raised
thar grest clawed hands and widened their yard-long mandibles in anticipation, hurrying forward with a
lumbering gait to pass the lich and plant themselves before him.

Vorr immediately blocked the doorway with his huge body ' and threw a hand out to stop the admird's
advance. "Umber hulkd" he shouted as he drew his sword. Then he saw that the room aready had
perhaps two dozen ogre guardsmen lining the walls, weapons at the ready. He aso saw that the umber
hulks dangerous magicd eyes were shrouded with torn drips of black cloth, preventing ther
mincd-destroying vison from affecting the ogres dready in the room. He hestated, senang that he had
reacted too quickly.

"Hat!" The lich's rasping voice was srained and barely understandable. Striding forward between the
huge mongers, the undead beng placed a gentle, skeletd hand on the thick am of one of its
wide-bodied beasts. "You must dower walk, and less loud be, or difficulty with my servants | will have,”
the lich said, cold yelow-green light burning within its eye sockets. "Ther eyes tightly bound are, but
guarantee your safety | cannat, if them again you dartle.”

"Thisis my fault, I'm afraid,” said Admird Haker. He stepped past the generd and entered the room,
caaudly wiping sweat from his forehead. "I was careless and did not mention that your bodyguards were
umber hulks, Skarkesh. | hope | got your name right.”

"Skarkesh, it is" The lich dropped its fleshless hand from the umber hulk's arm. "Apologize for ther
presence | mugt. Trugt indl things| lack, having this lesson in unfortunate ways learned. Like pets to me
now they are.”

Vorr sheathed his broadsword after another look around the room. Thanks to the eye shrouds, his ogres
were not affected by the terrible madness that seized anyone who looked into an umber hulk's
eyes-anyone but himsdf, of course, snce magicd effects couldn't touch him. The ogres, who had tensed
a Vorr's arivd, reaxed dightly, keeping ther pole axes and huge swords & the ready. Vorr was
pleased to see ther courage in the face of the lich, whose magic usudly drove its foes mad with panic
before it. Vorr frowned suddenly, senang that something was wrong.

"To you two planly | must speak," rasped the lich, turning to wak back to the battered statue. "At my
news with excitement | am seized, but with you to speak aone | had hoped. Too many guards we keep,
and my news best in quiet surroundingsis given. Possible thisis?'

The generd and admird carefully exchanged looks. "Thereisasmdl room in the back of this one, where
we could discuss things" said the admird, looking back at Skarkesh, "if Generd Vorr feds it would be

safe enough.”

This could be tricky, thought Vorr. Even two dozen ogres would be hard pressed againg four umber
hulks, and he knew damn wdl that the hulks first action in combat would be to tear away those flimsy
eye coverings. Vorr reached for the nearest ogre and waved him over. Pulling asmdl card from a pocket
on histhick belt, the generd handed it to the ogre and motioned at the door. "Take that to your company



commander,” he said softly. The sweat-streaked ogre grunted, sheathed its wegpons, and left, pulling the
door shut behind him. "We can tak now," Vorr finished.

"Enjoy tricks | do not,” said the lich sharply, its voice rigng in pitch. "Whet trick have you done?' The
umber hulks shifted in agitation, their long mandibles clacking softly together like vast ivory claws.

"I sent im to tdll his commander that if we were not back in two hours, he was to bring his entire force
here to find out why," said the generd in a matter-of-fact tone. "Trugt in dl things we lack, too, having
learned that lesson in unfortunate ways like yoursdf. Y ou and your big pets have as much safety as your
behavior dlows usto grant you."

Thelich made a curious wheezing noise. "As you want," it said findly, "but unpleasant my gratitude will be
if treechery for dinner you serve” Generd Vorr noted that the stench of carrion in the room was now
stronger. Odd, he thought, looking at the lich. 1t's completdy bone, with no trace of flesh. Could it have
rotting meet under its robes? There was d o the reaction of the ogres-or, rather, the curious lack of any
reaction among them to confronting the lich. It didn't make sense. Things had gone quite differently, years
ago in the Glowrings Sphere, when Vorr had been the only warrior who dared come within griking range
of the undead sorcerer.

Admird Haker stepped forward, waving a hand to the back of the room. "Let's get on with our talk.
Skarkesh, if you would have your bodyguards remain here, we shdl do the same with ours. They look
like they should keep each other in good company.” The admird rubbed his flat nose briefly, undoubtedly
not enjoying the stench the lich was giving off but il putting up a pleasant front.

"Agreed | am,” whispered the lich, and uttered a series of harsh syllables a its bodyguards. The umber
hulks shifted their huge clawed feet, forming a defensive square to watch dl sdes of the room, and
appeared to await further ingructions.

Admird Halker took the initigtive and led the way to the back of the room. Thelittle room &t the rear hed
been for the dven priests, in dl likdihood, as the scro had dain severd minor clerics and their followers
there in a massacre dfter the landings. The old scro stepped aside to dlow Vorr to enter the little room
fird.

The room was about ten feet square, with a caling low enough to force the genera to stoop. Its imported
sandstone wals were once covered with basrdief work and pantings, dl now destroyed. Vorr
examined the room briefly, seeing only the two heavy tables normdly stored here and a few wine bottles
and pots lying broken in one filthy corner; low-bred orcs or goblins held their parties here, no doubt. The
floor was dill stained brown from the massacre after the invason, and the gde ar bore the gink of old
blood. It would get alot worse with the lich here as well, Vorr thought.

Moationing the other two ingde, Von stepped back. The admird came in firg and stood dong the wal
nearest Vorr. The lich came in only after peering indde carefully, then motioning the generd away from
the door. Once dl were ingde,VVon reached over to shut the door.

"Wait!" hissed the lich, hands out suddenly, pointing with pale white finger bones a both admird and
generd. "Cursed you will both be if any tricks you try! In any circumstance, escape | shdl, and wild my
unhappinesswill be! This clearly you understand?’

Generd Vorr briefly considered ways to cdl the lich's bluff and dismember it. He hated undead things
and he hated this whole meeting, and the lich's paranoia was meking it worse. He did not worry so much
for his own safety, but having the scro promote another admird would be time-wasting and bothersome,
epecidly after he had spent the last few years getting used to this admird's quirks.



"I understand,” said Vorr, gently dosing the door, "but wild our unhappiness will be if more threats you
utter. I am not known for my patience. Y ou would do best to start discussing your reasons for wanting to
see us”

"Which involved gaining some grest treasure, as | beieve you mentioned,” said the admira smoathly, his
ams folded across his robed chest. The admird'’s sted chest protector did not show beneath the thick
black fabric, the generd noted. Nor did the admird's wegpons show &t dl in ther leg sheaths. Good; it
was better for the generd’s wegpons to draw the lich's attention. If worse came to worst, the admird
might even be able to lend a sword in the fight, though his kills at diplomacy were a dozen times better
then his meager sword-fighting techniques.

The lich'sfinger bones curled, and itsarmsfdl toward its Sdes. "Greater than your brains can dream the
treasure is” thelich said hoarsdy. "Beyond my grasp it is, and didike that | do. Dreamed of this treasure
| have, long dreamed | have, and within my grasp it will one day fdl. Anamy | need, and found it is. If in
this treasure you are pleased, mewill you serve to gain it?'

"We are not for hire, Skarkesh,” said the admird, rasing a hand to scratch at his broad snout. "We have
our own misson to perform, and we are deeply involved init. Y ou may have missed the Sgns, but we are
awa."

"Yes, yes" hissed the lich, waving itsarmsin dismissd. "A war nice is, with toys of ships and a thousand
toys of soldiers. Yes, it niceis. But nicer it iswith bigger toys, and nicest with biggest toy of dl ships. To
find this biggest toy | wish, and the key now in this very sphere is. Knowledge of this big toy, the
Soelljammer, you have?'

Nether generd nor admird spoke in reply. "Wdl?' hissed the lich more loudly. The carrion smdl was
noticegbly stronger. "Of theSpelljammer you know? Or beyond your reasoning powers doesiit lie?'

"TheSpelljammer” said Admird Haker carefully, "is a mythicd spdljamming ship the Sze of a amdl
world. It's supposed to be shaped like a manta ray. Its coming is said to be an evil portent, as it brings
degtruction and chaos in its wake. No one can destroy it or command it, not even a god. It drives its
captains insane. That's what the myths say.”

"Mythicd it is not!" the lich sad heatedly. "Across centuries have | chased it, and for its secrets a
thousand foes dead now are. Its secret buried in a sunless asteroid two years ago | found. The key to its
power in ablock of ice was frozen, and my lordservants, my umber hulks, to free it without harm could
not." Thelich's eyes glowed more brightly now. "Then! Then my captain-servant the block from me stole,
he into black wildspace flew, coward thieving spew of lowest dave med!" The lich was nealy
screaming, its body shaking with rage. "Coward the block of ice from me stole, and chase him and kill
hm 1 did, but gone the block was. It lost had been, its worth unknown, to areigar cow!"

For perhaps hdf a minute the lich rocked, then the shaking dowed quickly and stopped. "A reigar cow
the cloak had gtolen,” it rasped tondesdy, pulling its hands back from the table to fdl & its Sdes agan.
"Away in her ship, thePenumbra, she flew, by | and my servants pursued. She through the void we
chased, and then..."

Thelich broke off. Vorr heard a scraiching sound and noticed that the lich was rubbing its finger bones
together, over and over. He glanced at Admird Haker, who appeared cam but watched the lich with
Narrow eyes.

"Then..." prompted the admird.
The lich looked up and stared a them with cold light before it spoke, so quietly that Vorr had trouble



hearing it dearly. "Then my servants... to kill me tried. Poison they tried. Hard | fought before escaping
them. My litle masters ayrthni ma'adi wanted, but gone then | was, and they a new one chose, no
doubt. Gone | was... but back now | am. Different now | am, too. Better, you see” The lich raised its
hands and spread its fingers, peering at them as if it had not seen them before. It looked up at the two
who faced it, rasng its hands to the cdlling. "Better, yes, better the cloak to find again, and it to wear and
theSpelljammer to control!”

Generd Vorr understood dmost nothing of the lich's last remarks. Every muscle in him was tensed to
attack. It would be a snap. He would have to break out through the door to day the umber hulks next to
avoid losng his ogres to them, but the door wouldn't withstand more than one blow. If that ogre he'd sent
away returned in the next few minutes with the company of ogre and scro reinforcements that the genera
had requested on the preprinted card, the fight would go a lot better. Admird Haker wasn't the best
judge of fighting strength, and Vorr was used to doubling the admird's estimates of the Sze of the marine
force required to accomplish any particular misson.

"I'm having some trouble following what you are saying," said the admird quietly. "You say that you
found some sort of cape or cloak that will dlow you to control theSpelljammer- this nonmythicd,
mightiest of dl ships-but one of your servants stole it. Y ou chased down the servant and killed him, but a
regar had solen it by then, and your other servants tried to murder you after that. You've since... wdl,
changed into your current form, and now you want us to help you find and saize this cloak from the

reigar.

The lich had watched the admird intently as he spoke. "Little trouble with my words you have had," it
sad at ladt, "but reigar the cloak has not. My not-servants to day her did succeed, but the cloak missng
has been, by a human solen away. This human | know where is. Clever he is, as dl not-servants now
not-dive are. With other ships and companions this human travels, ahead of me dways. Now in this
gphere he rests, on the Rock of Brd on this sphere's far sde. Of this body you know?!

"It's an asteroid aity of mixed population,” said the admird essly. "We have it charted. It's of no interest
to us. Our quarrd iswith but this one smdl world.”

"Good news that is. With me you will serve then, this cloak to find?"

The admird frowned with annoyance. "l think we've said that we are not for hire, Skarkesh. Besides that,
you're implying that you, not we, will gain this treasure, tie cloak. Just what could we gain from following
you?'

Thelich said nothing for awhile. Generd Vorr fidgeted, the strain of waiting to attack beginning to eat at
him.

"The universe" said the lich.

There was a pause.

"I'm sorry?* said the admird, leening more closdly.

"The universe”" repeated the lich. "The benefit you as my servants would gain. Need you | will, when the
cloak isto be found, and need you | will, when theSpelljammer later isfound. Need you | will, when the
universe beneath the wings of theSpelljammer is held, and dl the worlds in existence mine will be. Need
you | will, my riches to count and share.”

The admird looked at the lich without comment. His arms dowly unfolded, and the old scro rubbed his
hands together before him, asif to warm them in a cold wind.



"What proof do you have that anything you have said istrue?' asked Halker.

The lich tilted its head hdfway to one sde. "Proof?" Sowly, the lich reached for its Sde, dipping a
skeletd hand into the lone pouch on its belt. "Proof?" it asked, and pulled out a heavy, round disk on a
short chain. It set the disk and chain on the table before it. The disk appeared to be cast from bronze and
was gregtly worn. A few deeply carved geometric patterns remained on its weathered surface, forming a
three-pointed star design.

"Proof," said the lich. "To examineit you arc dlowed." Thelich stood back with careless grace.

The generd and admird stared at the item without moving for it. "What isit?" asked Vorr, more out of
curiogty than anything. He il craved an excuse to destroy the lich.

Thelich gestured toward the disk. "Pick up you may."

The admird weighed the risks, looked a Generd Vorr, then Sghed heavily and reached for the disk. He
touched it-and froze in midmovement. His eyes took on a glazed, unseeing look as he stared off into
space.

"Admird?" asked Vorr, glandng away from the lich. Seeing that the black-robed scro could apparently
make no reply, Vorr tugged his sword from its sheath and took a heavy step toward the lich, who
retreated. "If he's been cursed,” Vorr said, his voice thick with promise, "you'e garbage.”

"Your admird unharmed is™ hissed the lich, eyes bright with angry green flames. Its hands rose, fingers
spread. "But if closer you come, on your flesh the worms will feast tomorrow. Prepared for your
treachery | was, gray orc mest, long before my ship here landed.”

"What is hgppening to theadmiral ?* The words came out as Vorr moved in on the lich, his voice garting
soft and growing in strength until he was dmost shouting. His sword arm swung up, the tendons standing
out on the back of his huge, hamlike fig as it gripped the pommd.

"Stop," said Admird Haker flatly. Vorr froze, sword poised and ready to cut off the lich's hands. He
hdld his position, waiting for more.

"Stop," sad the admird again. "Cease. This..." Vorr heard the admird swalow. "This thing is spegking in
my head, and I... | don't want to misswhét it is showing me"" The lich dowly stepped back, dmost out of
Generd Vorr's range but now backed up to the wadl. The three of them held their postions for what
seemed like an age, with the generd’s sword arm lowering dightly.

There was the sound of something being laid on the table. "Generd Vorr, put away your weapon. Now."

Licking hislips and feding that he would regret this, the generd did as he was told. The lich waited at the
wal alittle longer, its gaze focused on Vorr done.

"Tomb of Dukagsh," said the admird. Vorr looked a him sharply and saw that the admird was a pde
ydlow now. "Thethings| saw. What is that?'

Thelich moved from the wall, but not by far. "It by the hands of the ancients was built,” it said. "Through
the eyes of theSpelljammer it lets you see, world after world. Buried in the dark asteroid with the cloak
thiswas, under theice. Thisdone | kept when my servants then traitors became. Weak now this relic of
old is, and not long to last. It my last due to theSpelljammer is™

Generd Vorr suddenly reached down for the disk and chain himsdf. He picked it up in his thick fingers
as the other two looked on. After looking it over for a few moments, he held it to his head, then put it



down.
"You, too, through theSpelljammer 's eyes see?' said thelich. "Whéat reveded to you was?'

Vorr hesitated. Hed seen nothing, of course, being immune to the influences of magic. "Impressive,” he
sad, and glanced a the admird, waiting.

"It was gatling, to say the leest," said the old admird, quickly covering for Vorr. "l saw a andl green
world below me, and there was a voice in my head that said the world was cdled Torus. The world was
round but had a hole through it. It was so clear when | saw it."

"SuUffident proof now you have?' inquired the lich, edging closer to the table where the disk and chain lay.
"Now my servants you will become, my cloak to rightfully rescue from the touch of a groundling humen?*

Vorr fdt something indde him snap. "We're not servants to any being but our own kind, Skarkesh," he
sad, his jaw tightening. "You'd best drop that word from your vocabulary before it gets some of your
thin, little bones broken.”

"Brave the gray giant'stongueis™ retorted the yellow-eyed lich, stepping back and raisng a hand toward
him. "Will so brave the tongue be if in flamesiit is wrapped?”'

Vorr's hand went for the hilt of his sword.

"Stop it!" bellowed the scro admird. He dammed a fig onto a wooden tabletop. "By the Holy Tomb of
Dukagsh, you will both cease this damned bickering! If we are to work together, then we aregoing to
dart now!"

The admird pointed a withered hand at the lich. " Skarkesh, you threaten us once more, and not even a
wishing ring will save you from us. | won't tolerate that kind of crap from anyone, especidly not a dead
wizard. If you want daves, you can get them dirt cheap at any marketplace, and you can treat them
however you want. But if you want a wildspace navy to back you up, you're going to pay through your
eye sockets for it, and you're going to cut out this krgjen dung about us being your servants. If we decide
to hep you-and | mean if we help you-you're not going to become our little brass god. If you don't like it,
you can load your big rock-diggers out there back on your ship and get your bone-white ass off our
planet. Do you understand me?"

Generd Vorr waited, watching the lich. His hand gill hovered over his sword hilt. The next time he pulled
it out, he'd use it, the admiral be damned.

The lich made no immediate reply, but the yellow-green light in its skull burned furioudy. It lowered its
hand quickly, reaching some decision. "Money and gems you may have™ it sad, its voice devoid of
emation. "Magic you may have. Saves you may have. The cloak, not. For the cloak much | have
suffered, too much to seein other handsit held. To me the cloak must go. Agree you mugt.”

The old scro tilted his chin up. "Wed have no use for a gods-damned cloak. It's yours, but well have to
work out the basics of what you're going to pay us. Trust me that it will be a king's sum, but if we accept
your mission, well make it worth the cogt.”

"Then agreement we have?' asked the lich, appearing to have no trouble with those terms. "You my
serv-my helpers on this quest will be? Soon we mugt leaveif so, on to the Rock of Brd."

"Genegrd Vorr and | need to tak fird," the admira said, his anger appearing to dissipate. "But we need to
tak done. Will you excuse us?'



Thelich was taken off guard, but it recovered quickly. It reached down and snatched up the bronze disk
and chain, then sidestepped to the door. With a last look at the two, it pushed the door open and
stepped outside.

With a nod from the admird, Generd Vorr reached over and shut the door lightly, dlowing them to hear
any noises in the other room. The generd trusted his ogres to raise a shout and attack if the lich made any
hogtile move. They wouldn't be able to do much to stop it, but once Vorr came out, the fight would be
over. The ogres would have to handle the umber hulks on their own, but Vorr had faith in them.

Haker leaned againg a table and massaged his pae, watery eyes with a thumb and forefinger. "Paranoid
bastard, isn't he?' he remarked.

Vorr sad nothing, il feding the raw heet of his anger, but he nodded.

"I think our undead friend isinsane" said the scro, looking up at the generd, "but | dso think he's tdling
the truth. 1 can't describe what happened when | touched that meddlion. The vison | had was so red
that..." He raised his hands hdplesdy. "The damned thing convinced me. Maybe he enchanted the
meddlion to do that, just to fool us, but | don't think so. He has nothing to gain. | think he needs us™

"I can believe he needs us to get the cloak that will let him control thisSpelljammer,” Vorr sad in a low
voice, "but that he needs us afterward to count his riches-| doubt that very much. All the taes I've ever
heard about theSpelljammer were terror stories for infants Every soldier and sailor in wild-space has
heard them. They're dl skawer crap. Bt if a tenth of what's said about the ship is true, and if Skarkesh
were to get his bony little hands on it, he wouldn't need us. If he could rule the universe with that one
ship, we'd be only fliesto him. Everyone swats flies when they get in the way."

"Mmmhmm,” mumbled the admird. He rubbed his wrinkled chin with thin fingers. "Certainly. Unless...”
He I¢&ft the thought unfinished.

The two commanders looked at each other in dlence.
"I don't believe it would be the first time for you, would it?" said the admird at last.
"I'd love the chance" said the generd, "but | couldn't do a thing with the cloak. Y ou know that.”

"Il need someone like thet," said the admird. "Someone | could trust to handle things. If a spell-casting
lich can use the cloak, then perhaps a spell-cagting scro admird can, too." He raised both his hands,
fingers apart. He didn't smile. "Well need dl the information we can get on thisSpelljammer, and | don't
mean baby taes. If we can useit againg the dves, we might just win the war by oursdves.”

Vorr'sinterest was risng by the second. He was starting to imagine leading his marines into action again.
It would be good to fight after so long a peace. "Wed 4ill have to follow hislead for awhile” he sad.

"That's another thing," said Halker. "He dams he can show us the way to the cloak, though I'm damned
if 1 know how he could. Does he have a crysd ball, a seeing pool, a spdl, or ahdpful godling? | want to
knowhow he knows. Usso could help us there, and maybe he could get a little more intdligence on the
pyramid ship, too.

"One more thing. Skarkesh wants usto fly to the Rock of Brd, which, the lagt time | heard, has its own
little navy. We could crush it, but we'd be wasting our strength on humans, not the Imperid Fleet. 1'd like
to avoid that unless absolutdy necessary, no matter what the lich wants. Maybe amaine raid, in and out,
something like that. Y ou'd know whet to do. Then we'd have the cloak.”

Vorr nodded again, looking at the door asif he were looking through it. His face was set in stone, broad



teeth showing between his drawn lips
"Laer," sad Haker. "Frg, the cloak. Then..." He tilted his head toward the door.

Vorr consdered that and amiled, showing dl of his teeth. It was the firg time the admird had seen him
amile since the landings on Spira, when a zwarth had attacked the generd's command post. "Don't want
to forget the dves™ Vorr said.

"l haven't," said the admird.
"Then we're agreed to help him?'

"Mmm-hmm. But firg have Usso check him out, just to make sure he's not pulling us dong for something
dse If hissory is dear, then let's get on with it."

"Agreed." The generd reached for the doorknob-and stopped, deep in thought.
"What's on your mind, Generd ?'
Vorr shook his head briefly. "I was just wondering what route the lich took into the building.”

Haker raised an eyebrow. "He and his bodyguards walked in. They came up through the goblins quarter
of the camp. The 'hulks wore those eye shrouds, and none of them gave us any trouble. Why?'

"Jud curious, dr," he said. That tears it, he thought. If goblins wouldn't run from a lich, something was
wrong. The truth was suddenly undeniable.

Skarkesh was not ared lich.
The generd grunted, then opened the door. Together, they went out to greet their guest.

*kk*k*k

When Generd Vorr got back to his office late that night, he found his charcoaled char replaced by a
less-comfortable one. Fortunately, held been told that scro carpenters were a work on a replacement,
though it would take afew days. A dngle light globe illuminated his command room. It looked a lot tidier
now, but it ill smelled of smoke and desth. The breezes that blew through the broken windows would
clear even that out in time. It being long after hours, the generd wore only a military kilt and shoulder
gtraps for amal weapons. With the doors firmly closed and the guards properly warned for privacy, Vorr
st in his chair and waited for Usso's report.

"You cdled?' came the invigble feminine voice. "I'm not in the mood,” Vorr sad bluntly. He leaned
forward, resting his elbows on his desk. "Just get it out."

He heard Usso snort. "Short of temper, are we? You wanted to know about the lich, or whatever it is?
Wl itisnt alich, I can tdl that. You naled that right. It lacks dl the basic lich parts. A lichis alot more
than a bare skeleton in a robe. | couldn't break its disguise without it knowing, but it does show up as
undead, as an organized evil being-which liches aren't particularly-and as thick with magic, especidly
illudon. It dso has no persond higory, o it isnt who it says it is I'd guess it was another undead
cresture that for some reason wants to look like a lich. It's not lying about the cloak, anyway. It wants it
S0 badly it could jugt about fdl apart.”



Vorr thought it over. He could end the charade by touching the lich, but he felt like playing dong for now.
"Can we trudt it not to kill usif it gets the cloak?!

"Kobas," sad the slken voice, "if you had your big hands ready to grab the universe by the neck, would
you think anyone could trust you?'

Vorr grunted. "Recommendations?’

"Leave the ground troops here, the ores and goblins, but get the fleet up for a spin. Hit the Rock of Brd if
the human's dill there. When you grab the cloak, break some bones- Skarkesh's. And when you do get
it, toss the cloak to me, not to that senile orc-dog you take orders from.”

Vorr looked up sharply. "You are out of line"
There was fant laughter in the air. "Use that tone with me again, Kobas, and you can deep by yoursdf.”

Vorr fdt his face darken. "If you play games with me" he said evenly, "Il see that you go hungry for a
month. You know | can do it. You know what that fedslike. Y ou know you can't escape me.”

In the slence that followed, Vorr heard a presence ir behind him. A amdl, soft hand appeared on his
left shoulder, diding over his rough gray skin.

"You were joking with me, weren't you, Kobas?' said the sweet voice, atrace of anxiety behind it. "You
know | hate to joke about that. | don't like to go hungry.”

Vorr reached up, his broad hand swalowing hers whole. He dowly turned in his seat and looked into the
long-lashed amond eyes of a human woman with long black hair. Her yellow-brown skin was paer than
when he had last seen her; she mugt be quite hungry adready. It had been three days snce sheld fed ladt,
on an df prisoner who'd lasted only a day.

Vorr knew dl that lay behind those eyes. If he gave Usso the cloak, she would be only marginaly more
trustworthy than the fase lich. He'd have to watch her dosdy from now on and warn the war priests and
the admird if she showed sgns of treachery; sheld be dangerous right up to the end. It was a good thing
Usso couldn't read his mind the way she could everyone e <g's.

"Mad at me?' asked the woman. She ran her hands over the sides of his face. "Will you feed me soon?!

Sheld love to have theSpelljammer, Vorr knew. She could pick her meds from any populated world she
chose. She was dmogt as bad as a vampire. Vorr remembered seeing Usso for the firdt time, a prisoner
from an Orienta human-built dragonship. She'd looked human enough; in fact, sheld looked like an old
mde wizard. The old man's skills and charisma had impressed his captors, and soon he was adopted into
the Tarantula Fleet. Only the generd knew the truth about her. All hed had to do was to touch the old
man, and the shapeshifted form had meted away. Vorr had kept Usso's secret, but he had named a price
for it.

"Maybe'" he said. "Maybe later tonight.”

Her long white robes stirred in back; she had wagged her tall in her excitement.Hu hsien, she had cdled
her race, fox women with spdls and an endless hunger for human life energy. "1 wish you could find a
humen for me, Kobas. I'm getting tired of those dves, but anything's better than a goblin. Could you find
ahumen for me?’

"I might find one for you,” Vorr said. Sill holding her hand firmly in one of his own, he reached out and
caught her under the chin, forcing her to look a him. "But you owe me, Usso, for ruining my fight today."



His grip tightened as he pulled her closer, and she winced, her eyes tearing up with the pain. "You owe
mealaot"

"Careful," she said in a quavering voice. "You get rough sometimes. Be careful, Kobas."
"Of course" he said.

It was a very good thing, the generd thought again as he pulled her face to his that she couldn't read his
mind.

Chapter Five
The door to the captain’s cabin had barely closed when the argument started.

"Adfred, you've got to get rid of Gaye."
Thewarrior looked up in shock. "Y ou're kidding me."

"Tdl her were overbooked. Tdl her you have an unlucky number of crew aboard. Just get her off the
ship."

"Old son, you're not meking any sense.”

"Gayeisakender. You don't understand what kender are like. They're pure trouble. Were just begging
for-"

"Ptah's black beard, Teldin, do you hear what youre saying? You served on this ship when it was
commanded by a mind flayer, and just a minute ago you asked me to hire on a gnome, but now you're
having afit over agirl who-"

"Akender ! Adfred, kender will sted you blind without even thinking about it. They're not evil-that's not
what I'm saying-but they can't hdp themselves. They ded, they wander off and bring back trouble,

they-"

"No!" shouted Adfred. He raised athick finger and jabbed it an inch from Tddin's nose. "You stupid son
of abitch, we are nor going to start a fight here about a kender, whatever the hdls a kender is, and we
aren't going to start up about this one. She was aboard just an hour when she caught two thievestrying to
make off with one of our slk crates. We caught 'em both because she was so fast and quiet that she got
five of us after them before the thieves had even cleared the docks. Then she fixed the rear catapult's
trigger lock.And she says she can cook. There's no shame in having a woman cook aboard ship once in
awhile, and if she wantsto do it, I'm dl for it, so cut out this crap. What's egting you?'

Tddin dropped his gaze and rubbed a hand over hisface. He could see it wasn't going to work. "She lied
to you, Adfred,” he sad, feding tired and frustrated. "I didn't send her over here. She's just ajust a
aypsy, some homeless kender | ran into in the Greater Market. | couldn't get rid of her. I'm just-"

Adfred dammed afig into a wdl. Teldin started and looked up. "So, she lied Who in the Nine Hells
cares? | lied to get aboard my firg speljammer. | didnt know what | was in for, but | wouldnt have
cared if | had, you know that. | had people after me. | can't hold it againgt every person who tdlsme alie
just to serve on a ship, aslong as he or she's got kills worth having!" Adfred paused to clear his throat,
then suddenly gave Tddin a crooked amile. "If nothing else, she's along sight better looking than you are.
Weve needed some color around here, and she's jugt intime.”

Tddin frowned. "She's just a kid, Adfred," he said, even though he wasn't quite sure of that.



Adfred snorted and suppressed a laugh. "Gods, Teldin, there are no kids in wildspace. She can handle
hersdf. I'm not saying that looks mean everything, but it sure brightened up my day to have her on
board." He stared a Tddin hard. "You never came out withso much jettison before. Did the eves throw
a hate-kender pdl at you, or what?'

Tddin sad nothing in return. His gaze dropped under Adfred's own. Strangdy, he found it hard to
pinpoint what had set him off. He'd been angry with Gaye's intruson, and he had never trusted the few
kender held known. Something else was edting a him about Gaye. He couldn't say what.

"Speaking of the dves" Adfred said, his voice growing warmer again, "how did things go? What did they
have to say about your cloak?'

After a few moments, Tddin went dong with the change in topic and related everything that had
happened since he had I&ft theProbe hours earlier. Adfred whistled when he heard the news about the
connection between theSpelljammer and the cloak, and he grimaced when Dyffed's passenger status
was explained, but the document that Teldin produced giving them access to Imperid Heet supplies in
the Rock of Bral's warehouses made his jaw drop.

"I've never heard of the Imperid Fleet giving anyone anything if that person wasn't <o in the flegt,” he
sad, garing a the paper asif it had just given im kingship over a planet. "I can't believe they'd just do
that."

"Cirahorn was going to give me some papers on their research into theSpelljammer, too, but he said
they needed time to get their notes together. | don't know why | didn't trust them." After a moment, he let
his breath out dowly. "No, | do know why. | have a hard time trusting people these days. It just seems
like.." He ran a hand through his hair. "Every time people get alook at the cloak, things change.”

Adfred watched hisfriend carefully. Tedin was on the verge of saying something more, but didn't. They
both knew what wasn't being said. Other faces and names joined them in the room, with memories of
betrayd and blood. Teldin had given up counting those who'd died in the wake of his cloak.

"Hey, old son,” said Adlfred quietly, "Weve got to use this writ before it expires on us. I've got a ton of
quff 1 need to get if we're going to run through this sphere. Let's St down and make out a market lig."

Tddin nodded. He was 4ill angry, but tired now, too. "I didn't mean to get so upset about Gaye," he sad
suddenly. " She's probably a good kid, but she..." He fought for words, then gave up. "Jugt put alock on
your door."

Adfred grinned. "I never lock any woman out." He took a light punch a Tedin's shoulder, but as he did
90 his grin faded and he looked away. "Spesking of which, Julia was looking for you.... She wanted to
sy good-bye, Tddin."

Adfred continued as Tddin's expression did from one of surprise to resgnation to depresson. "She
came to me for permission to leave the crew. Said sheld gotten a commission on another ship. She left
you this"

Tddin took the folded scrap of parchment offered him. He opened it to find the words "It's better this
way" hedily scratched acrossit and few locks of coppery hair caught in the crease.

Adfred cleared his throat, obvioudy uncomfortable, then headed for the cabin door. There he paused.
"Ligen, well write down what supplies we need to get while we have a drink, and then well get our gear
from the eves. Itll be like Midwinter Festivd back home."



Tddin nodded mechanicdly. The big warrior's joking change of subject hit araw nerve, but Tddin wasn't
willing to fight about it. Thinking of Julia made him think of the traitor Rianna, sSince she had nearly killed
both Julia and Tddin before he and Adfred had killed her. Sometimes, when he wasn't careful, he ill
saw Riannds bloodied face, her ferd grin, the spear that pinned her to the deck. If he was very
incautious, he remembered other things that had passed between Rianna and him, things he wished had
never happened. Julids departure had to be for the better. What kind of death would she have suffered
to be his companion? he wondered. Without thinking, Teldin reached up and fingered the slver chain that
held his cloak. It took time to come back to redity when that period passed.

*kk*k*k

Writing down the supply lig took five tankards of de, only one of which was Adfred's. Tddin nodded
off as hefinished hislagt de, and Adfred walked him back to his cabin. The big warrior left Tddin adeep
in his hammock.

Gaye was topside, taking with a deck hand about repairing a broken raling on the man deck. Adfred
moationed her over. They walked back toward the stern castle gtairs, where they leaned on the raling and
looked together at the flgpping gullions and the empty dock to starboard.

"He's taking arest now," said Adfred, supporting hisweight on his elbows. "Medting the eves wore him
out. Got alot on hismind.”

"I thought he did," said Gaye, chin resting on her folded hands. "He was redly tense when we met. We
ran around, then he had to see the dves. |Is he okay?'

"Ah!" Adfred waved a hand. "Fine Wdl, son of. Our second mate took off, and he was a little down
about it. | think he liked her. He's dso sort of worried about you.”

Gaye blinked. "Oh. | thought he was angry with me" "Wdl, he's got this thing about-well, kender. He
was afraid you might get into trouble. He says he's known kender who stedl things™

Gaye chewed her lower lip. "Some do."

"That's probably it, then,” Adfred said, asif the knowledge solved everything. "Steding things wouldn't
go over wel here. It would cause alot of trouble.”

"Yegh" Gaye watched a paticularly large gullion whed in flignt nearby, over the docks. "I can
understand that."

"That's good." Adfred suddenly sounded much more cheerful. "Anyway, Tedin should be finein a few
hours. Didn't deep wdl before we got here. Too keyed up.”

"Can | slay? On the ship, | mean."

Adfred looked into her wildspace eyes with a crooked grin. "Are you kidding?' He pulled awvay from the
raling. "l owe you a drink. | dways buy a new crewmate one free drink." He suddenly stopped and
looked directly at Gaye. "Say, forgive me for asking, but just how old are you?"

Gaye looked up a him, thought carefully, then told the truth. "Forty seven.”



Adfred went limp. He stepped back, mouth open. "No." Gaye gave Adfred a dow smile "Yesah. Isnt it
incredible?' "Damn." He stared a her for along moment, then suddenly began laughing aoud, dapping
his thighs Other crewmen stopped working to stare at him with astonishment. When he could contain
himsdf, he just shook his head. "Come on,” he said with a wide grin, mationing her to follow him to the
sdoon. "You're old enough for areal drink."

"Il be there right after | vigt the head,” she said brightly. Adlfred waved and headed off to get started.

She put the compass, the three coins, the earring, and the bdaying pin back where she had found
them-more or less- before she ran down to the saloon.

k*kkk*x

Getting the supplies from the Imperid Heet two days later proved to be absurdly smple. Its crew safdy
aboard and ready for the journey to Ironpiece, theProbe did backward from its dock, drew away from
the end by hdf the ship's hundred-foot length, then dropped toward the Rock's invishle gravity plane
only afew more feet below them.

"Tum us over," cdled Adfred from the forecastle.

The hammership dowly began to rotate on its long axis, as if rdling over in a sorm. Tddin fdt a
now-familiar sense of vertigo. His somach churned, and his pams grew sweaty. Findly, he looked away
from the vast stony bulk of the Rock spread out before him, letting his somach settle as he stared out at
the tuming stars in the empty blackness of wildspace. That wasn't so bad. He couldn't help thinking that
the Rock was flipping over, and everyone on it would be crushed.

The dven Imperid Fleet maintained storehouses for its navd ships a the sorawling nava base on the
reverse sde of the Rock of Brd. TheProbe very dowly cruised up the sde of a great rocky face from
which dozens of windows and batteries of bdlisae and catapults peered. Up one hundred, three
hundred, maybe five hundred feet, the lip of the diff came into view. The weapons batteries were
numerous, and among them were many unfamiliar but discomforting weapons. Weapons crewmen
allenly watched theProbe pass by, hands resting on crossbows or the release levers of loaded Sege
engines. There were even afew huge versons of the smokepowder pigtols that the gff Gomja once had
carried with him. Teldin shook off the depressing memory of Gomjas death, earned by baitling neogi and
umber hulks on their own ship when it crashed into a mountain lake on Krynn.

TheProbe reached the diff ledge and rose over it. Ahead was a fla plain of smooth rock marked in a
grid pattern with huge white stripes and dots lights shone from tdl poles on the edges of the plan.
Red-brick weapons towers abounded, far and near. Tddin saw two wasp ships, each hovering just
twenty feet above the plain about fifty feet away, one to port and one to starboard.

"We have clearance” sang the lookout. Tedin glanced forward and saw a bright yelow light shining
directly ahead from the base of another greet diff face, perhaps five hundred fegt away. The light was
directly over the rightmost one of three titanic gray doors, each capable of swalowing theProbe and a
dozen likeit a once.

"Sow ahead," sad Adfred. "Let's take our time" TheProbe glided forward over the plain. Tddin now
saw that the plain was a sort of nava landing fidd or dry dock. Huge wood-and-kon doors were set into
the rock at various places, for purposes Teldin couldn't begin to guess at. Sealed boxes and short stacks



of lumber were visble here and there across the rock flais. Even a few walking figures were visble, but
for the most part the field was clear.

The mongtrous gray door toward which they glided led into a dark hdl illumined by hundreds of lightsin
its high-vaulted cdlling. Tddin saw a men carrying a box from which a red light suddenly glared toward
theProbe.

"All stop!" barked Adfred. The ship groaned dightly as it came to a hdt only thirty feet from the hangar
doors. A dngle slver-armored figure, smaler and thinner than an adult man but with a straight-backed
bearing that marked him as a military officer, stood next to the doors. The figure, Tddin redized, was
Admird Cirathorn. The df dowly waved in greeting. "Your supplies can be loaded aboard your ship
usng our portable cranes,”" he caled in a pleasant voice. "All you requested is yours.”

"Were graeful to you," Adfred caled back from the forecadtle raling. "I'm Adfred Slverhorn, the
cgptain of this ship. I'm honored to meet you."

"And |, you," Cirathorn returned. "The loading should take less than an hour. | ask that you and your firg
meate join me for a moment.”

Adfred turned and looked at Tedin, shrugging. "l assume that's if you don't mind," he said.

"I trust you more than | do anyone s Tddin replied. "It's your ship, and you may as wel hear what |

They rode to the ground in one of the ship's boats, where they had the hdmsamean of the tiny craft walt for
them. Cirathorn greeted them with a gmile that looked remarkably bloodless in the intense blue-white
lights sailling from beyond the hangar door. His eyes were narrowed againg the light, but they were

friendy enough anyway.

"I hate to be nosy," Adfred said after they greeted each other, "but how did you manage to get the Rock
to let you store Imperid Flegt goods here?

"The prince of this world and city was kind enough to dlow the Imperid Fleet to lease a portion of this
navd base" Cirathorn said. "We may store supplies, berth our lesser ships, and mantain contact with the
numerous dven colonies in this sphere. In return, Prince Andru and his government benefit from our
grength. Our presence brings additiond trade from elves who would rather land where the flegt lands as
wall. If thereis cause to defend this port, we ad in that defense, though we have little here on the Rock
with which to fight. As the prince would say, it's the thought that counts.”

"A nice arrangement,” agreed Adfred, "though I've heard a few stories about the prince that weren't too
complimentary. Wasn't he involved in some way with his brother's-"

"The wise do not question their dlies too deeply,” interrupted Cirathorn, as if he were discussng the
wegther. "None of us is as others see us, and every fidd bears the seeds of disgppointment. Prince
Andruisour dly, and a good one he has been-but we have digressed from my reasons for meeting you
here"

The admird untied a leather tube from his belt and passed it to Teldin. "I believe you may find these notes
of some help, limited though such may be. They are written in the common tongue of Ansalon, for your
ease. Thisisthe sum of our lore about your god. Y ou will find this materia contradictory a best, as most
of it conssts of second-hand taes told around a tavern fire by those who would know the least about
their subject. Nonetheless, you may find a reference or two of use"



Tddin uncapped the tube and noted that it contained many sheets of rolled papers. He recapped the tube
and hdd it rightly rather than tying it to his own belt.

"I don't know how to thank you," Teldin said, looking with rdief at the dfs angular face. "I'm afrad |
didn't know whether to trust you or not. I've had a difficult time since | picked up this cloak. It's never
gotten better."

"Until now, | would hope" Cirathom said. A amile brightened his pae features. He extended his right
hand. Surprised, Teldin took it and gave a cautious but firm handshake. Cirathorn shook Adfred's hand
as well, then stepped back. "I am needed a a long dinner honoring Prince Andru,” he said. "I am
fashionably late asit is, but it would be best not to keep everyone waiting past the appetizers. Thank you
again for honoring us with your presence, Teldin Moore. May the gods watch over your journey.”

Thetwo men bid the df good-bye, then headed back for their boat. They had lifted away for ther ship
when the admird reached the hangar doors. The df turned to look back in silence, noting the billowing of
the now maroon-red cloak. He waked on agan only after the hammership had been loaded and had
begun its dow glide back over the landing field, and the red cloak could no longer be seen.

Cirathorn's walk took him to an unlit supervisor's room. He closed the door behind him, paused in the
darkness for a moment, then walked over to a writing desk and opened the lowest drawer on the right.
From ingdeit he pulled out a key. Reaching up, he let his fingers pass dong the wal until he found a nall
stuck there, then moved up three hand widths from the nail to find a nearly invisble dot in the wal. He
inserted the key inthis and twisted.

A pand did soundlesdy aside in the wall to reved a closet-sized room with a fantly glowing circle of
amber on the floor. The admird returned the key, then entered, dosing the door behind him, and stepped
into the center of the circle with the dinking of mailed boots againg the stone floor.

"The embassy," he said, and vanished into thin air.

Moments later, he stopped in the doorway of his office below the embassy structure. A row of dven
faces turned. His gaff and officers came to their feet.

"It has been ages" he said, "since we lagt hunted together. Now isthe time. Let us hunt.”

*kk*k*k

The Rock of Brd became a giat potato again, covered with minigure streets and houses. Sunlight
glinted from green copper spires and painted rooftops, al dowly receding from theProbe's bow. Gullions
dowly whirled and spun over the city, becoming flecks of white againg the endless starry night beyond.
The potato shrank into the endless night until it was jugt a bright star, then shrank again until it was lost
agang the reaches of space.

"Learn anything from those papers the admird gave you?' Adfred asked at the end of the firs day out, in
the privacy of the officer's sdloon. The captain was pleased to see that Teldin had taken only a smdl mug
of de whatever had bugged him earlier no doubt had passed. It was probably Julias leaving.

Tddin stared thoughtfully at his mug. He'd had a devil of atime with the scralls; the writing in many places
was beyond his ahilities to read, and he was too proud to ask for help. Still, he had gotten the basic idea
Dyffed, the sdf-proclamed expert on theSpelljammer, had added a few thoughts of his own, but



surprisingly little more of use then the papers had given him. The gnome had collected only trivia on the
Soelljammer, not useful facts.

"The dves wrote down everything they'd ever heard concerning theSpelljammer- rumors, taes, lies
evaything,” Teldin said. "None of it fits together or makes sense. People say theSpelljammer has been
blown to pieces, smashed into asteroids, driven into suns, and exploded in the phlogiston, but it ill
reappears, looking like new. It's been commanded by eves, men, goblins, and creatures cdled orcs,
which | assume are like the hobgoblins and goblins we have on Krynn. It's been overrun with mind
flayers, undead wizards, and priests, and those things like, urn, Graffin the Gray, | think you called him-"

"Beholders" sad Adfred. His amile vanished.

"Beholders.” Tddin nodded. "And afew other things that I've never heard of." He hesitated, then reached
down and unstrapped the leather tube from his belt and handed it to Adfred. "You may as wel see for
yoursdlf. You're just about the lagt person Ift dive that | trust, and it's your ship.”

Adfred took the scroll case with a look of surprise, but handed it back. "Il pass. | have more than
enough to read, and you're in this up to your neck. It's better that you keep your eyes on this while | run
the ship. What es=?"

Tddin took aswdlow of hisdrink first. HEd hoped that Adfred, who was better at reading, could have
told hm more. "Lats of other things Dyffed knew something abouit it, too. TheSpelljammer looks like a
gigantic manta ray with a city on its back. It moves faster than any ship that sze should. It goes wherever
it wants. Haf the races in wildspace dam to have built it or owned it. Severd legends talk about people
or mongters who went on quests to command the ship. All of them falled. They missed some key or
important bit of information, or they were killed by the creatures living aboard theSpelljammer itsdf.
Some say the ship cursed them, and some say the ship ate them. It's dl lunacy. It's one of the oldest
eementsin space mythology, Dyffed says. Of course, it would have to be the very place | have to go to
get my life sorted out, assuming that we even make it there."

Adfred reflected on this. "Are there any races whodon't have a dam on theSpelljammer? Anyone who
doesn't redly care about it?'

Tddin laughed without humor." Everyone cares about it. The only race that doesn't daim to have built it
isthe gnomes, but they'd like to take it gpart just for fun."

"Ah. Spesking of which, Sylvie caught our little friend Dyffed on the forward bridge"” Adfred sad,
referring to the haf-even hdmsman. "Dyffed was taking measurements of the hdm chair and was next
planning to take it apart. He had the usud ideato rebuild it better than before. I'm beginning to think that
dl gnomes on this ship should be locked in the hold until we reach port.”

Tddin looked past the broad-shouldered captain, his gaze travding out the huge window into the
gar-filled deeps. "Do you know anything about [ronpiece?”

"Sylvieand | looked it up in the boob and charts afew hours ago. It's a little world, a few hundred miles
across and shaped like a coin. It's an old gnome colony with a navd base, nothing important.” His grin
returned. "l don't know how | fed about landing there. We may have to fight them off with pikes and
knivesif they try to get aboard and fix' things"

Tddin remembered the Krynnish gnomes of Mount Nevermind, and how one had come up with the idea
of removing Tddin's head and keeping it dive in a machine as a preude to removing his cloak. He
genuindy liked gnomes and counted some of them as his friends, but they were dill gnomes. "Save a
boarding pike for me" he said, atrace of a amile coming back to him.



Adfred grinned. "That's a good son," he said proudly.

A thought drifted into Teldin's mind. He wondered why he hadn't thought of it before. "Have you ever
heard of anything called afdamath... wdl, afd?'

Adfred grunted, looking away a a wal. "Fa. That's the sage the ves wanted you to see, right? |
thought 'Fal* was the sage's name.”

"No, the sageis afd. It's arace of some son. The fd's name is a number, One Sx Nine."
The two men stared a each other in thought, resting back in their chairs.

"Sylviemight know," Adfred said a lagt. "She's sudied wildspace alot more than | have-the book parts,
anywey."

"W, then,” said Tddin. He took alast drink from hismug, draining it before he stood up. "Let's ask."

"We could aso ask Gaye" Adfred sad. "She seems to have gotten around. Or we could try the
gnomes.

"Sylvieit is, then," said Tddin, pointedly ignoring the last suggestion.

Adfred led the way out of the sdloon and down the companionway to the hatch leading down to the
cargo deck, where the hdm room was. Sylvie had her back to the door when the two men entered. Her
dender form was bent over the chart table, a penlike implement and a drafting tool in her hands. Long
glver harr spilled over her shoulders down to the map like a woodland waterfall. She wore an outfit she
hed picked up severd worlds back, a deeveless black blouse with a dark blue pair of billowing pants
that looked dmogt like a dress. She had lost none of her naturd grace and beauty.

Tddin sghed and looked away from her a the charts and maps covering the wdls. He remembered
waking into the chart room before the ship had arrived at the Rock of Brd, as Adfred and Sylvie had
been leaning across one of the maps. Adfred's hand had rested across the hdf-df navigator's shoulders
inaway that spoke volumes for a relationship that Teldin redlized he had completely missed ever since he
hed been brought aboard theProbe. Despite dl of Adfred's tak about the women he had known and
loved, Tddin redized that Adfred had been quite inactive in seeking the opposite sex for as long as he
and Tddin had been friends-which was at least as long as Sylvie had been aboard the ship. Adfted never
spent any time in the chart room unless Sylvie was there, plotting out courses. They were rarely seen
together on the ship otherwise, but Tddin knew from his own experience at dating the daughters of locd
fanners, back on digant Krynn, that not being seen together meant nothing.

Without a word, Adfred stood behind Sylvie to. her right, waiting for her to finish her caculations. She
made a rapid series of notes, turned her head, and saw the two of them waiting for her in the doorway.

"What's the maiter?' she asked. "Admiring the view?' Tedin was suddenly aware that he and Adfred
were saring. He flushed with embarrassment and |ooked away.

"Hey, don't kid yoursdlf, woman," said Adfred in a mock-cavaier tone. "I've seen millions of better ones.
Ligen, we were curious if you've ever heard of a being cdled a fd. You read a lot about wildspace.

Anything ring a bel?'
"A what?' Sylvie asked. "A fd?'
"That'sthe ong" said Adfred. "What about it?"



Sylvie blinked, looking at the two men as if they were smdl boys who had rushed in to ask what the
number five was made of. Her eyes amiled even if her lips didn't. "I haven' the faintest idea,” she said. "Is
this something you made up? Whereld you hear about it?'

"The dves recommended that we meet a fd to learn more about Tddin's cloak," Adfred sad, his
shoulders sinking. "We thought you might know about it."

The pen rotated in Sylvies fingers. "Why not ask the dves?' she said.
"Wdl," sarted Adfred. "We sort of-"
"I forgot," sad Tddin.

The pen stopped, then began to rotate again, more dowly. The navigator nodded at this piece of news.
"Wdl, I'm only part df, so I'm arad | cant hep you," she said, "but you might ask the gnome,
Dyffedionizer. He's an interesting little guy, if you can get him to shut up about irrdevant things. He knows
alot about wildspace. On the other hand, if | catch him teking apart the hdm once more, he's gaing
overboard.”

Tddin and Adfred bade ther farewdls and left Sylvie hunched over her charts. They consdered their
optionsin the hallway outside.

"Tedin, I'd sooner stick my head in a beholder's mouth than ask that gnome anything,” Adfred said.
"That will be your project. Y ou're good with gnomes. I'll ask Gayeif she knows anything. That way, well
split our forces”

Tddin scratched his head, hearing a door open down the hdl. "I can't believe | didn't ask the dves when
| was there on the Rock. Sylvie mugt think I'm an idiot, and | am. How could | forget to ask such a

samplething?'

"Ask about what?' came an dl-too-familiar voice. Tedin nearly sumbled over the wast-high Dyffed,
who had appeared out of nowhere right in his path. The gnome was trying to carry a stack of boob down
the corridor, but he couldnt see over the top of it. "I might be persuaded to answer a question for you,
though my expertise in the medical fidd is necessarily limited, snce | took my graduate degree from link's
Cube in spdljamming theory and applications and tested out of the undergraduate courses in biology and
anatomy, which were such a bore, as you can imagine, but-"

"No, no, no," Adfred said, cutting off the gnome and trying to quickly move past hm to get to the
dairway leading up to the main deck. "Tddin's just trying to figure out what afd is”

"What? A fd? A famadarastha?" caled the voice behind the stack of books in excitement. "Oh, wdl,
beyond the usud, I'm afrad | don't know alot about them, as | missed that course at Lirak's Cube, too,
though my colleagues and | a the Ironpiece naval... ah, um, yacht club, yes, that was it, yacht club, my
colleagues and | used to go off to tak with one of them, old One Six Nine, yes, the one the admira
mentioned when we were a the Rock-a fine old fdlow, tha One Sx Nine-many times in the last 9x
decades. Um, | meant that we'd gone to see him many times in the last Sx decades, not that One Six
Nine has been afine fdlow only within the last Sx decades, which would be amusing, see, since they do
live 0 long, the fa do, about two hundred decades, give or take afew centuries, of course, and One Sx
Nine-l believe my colleagues at the nava-l meanyacht club-cal him Thirteen Squared' as sort of an
indde joke, you see-anyway, One Six Nine has been a fine fdlow for much longer than that." The stack
of books turned uncertainly to face a point directly between Tedin and Adfred, who had stopped short
inthe companionway. "Y ou did get the joke about Thirteen Squared,’ didn't you? So many people don't,
and that's quite sad, redly, but that's what you get when funding for mathematics is cut in favor of things



like 'Introductory Troll Saying' or Treasure Appreciation' or some other rot.”

"So whet is a fdamaa fd?" Tddin asked. He dready had a mentd image of an dflike being with a
wrinkled face and a cluttered office, or perhaps a superhuman sage like the cold, dl-knowing scribe
Adtinus, whom Tddin had met once on his homeworld of Krynn.

"Oh! Well, afd is... | say, Tedin, you said you were a farmer once, from Krynnspace, correct?’

Tddin nodded, then redized the gnome couldn't see him through his stack of books. "Yes'" he added
hetily.

"Wil, you've seen garden dugs, true? Little tiny black squishy things that get on your tomatoes and on
your boots and have no function in life except to emit dime?"

Aghast, Tedin fdt hisimage of a race of reasonably humanlike sages crumble.

"Wadl," continued Dyffed jovidly, as a book on top of his stack started to dide toward his head, "afd is
pretty much like a dug, except, of course, for having two mouths and sensory antennae and those
marvelous eyestalks and a most remarkable petrophagic capability. Bright and pleasant felows, too, the
fd are, especidly old One Sx Nine. Did | mention that?' "A dug," said Adfred. He stared at the gnome
as if Dyffed had grown eyestalks himsdf. "The eves want you to talk to a dug? | guess I've heard
dranger things" Theway Adfred said that made it clear that he had never heard anything stranger in his
life

The whole idea was so ludicrous that Teldin found he was unable to grasp it. "How will we keep from
sepping on him and smashing him?" he asked, thinking that things could not possibly get to be more
unbdievable.

"Step on him? Step on him?' The gnome was suddenly seized by a fit of laughter that was cut short only
when the topmost books did off his stack and struck him on the top of his bald head. The whole stack
spilled across the floor immediatdy after that. Teldin and Adfred helped the gnome pick up his books,
though the gnome had trouble picking them up himsdf because he was unable to stop laughing.

"My, my, | redly am going to have to remember that one. That was very good, just excdlent!" Dyffed
gasped, wiping away the tears. "When | get to Ironpiece, I'm going draght to Admird
Maxineutonarigprago to tdl him, and the old boy will Smply rupture himsdf."

"Wha's so funny?' Teldin asked, dreading the answer.

"Oh, you know that-no, wait, of course you don't know, you couldn't, which makes it dl the funnier, you
see, because afd would just bardly fit into the cargo hold on this ship, with no room left over for its
luggage, if it had any to carry with it. Not to mention any of our luggage. Stepping on it and smashing
it-now, that was quite the runniest thing." The gnome sat on the floor and wiped his eyes again. He
occasondly chuckled or shook his head in amazement.

Tddin sat back on his heds. The Prate's cargo hold, he recdled, was about sixty feet long and a quarter
of that wide. "A giant dug," he said dully.

"I guess it makes as much sense as anything that's happened to us since you came aboard, Tddin,"
Adfred said, picking up the last book and setting it on the gnomeé's stack. He got to his feet and ran a
hend through his dose-cropped curls. "Well, fine, we eventualy have to look for agiant dug. I'm tempted
to go back to the sdloon and think about this for awhile, but I'd never come out again-not under my own

power, anyway."



Tddin had nothing to add as he came to his feet. In the months since the reigar's ship had crashed on his
house, he had managed with some success to keep his head above water as he learned more and more
about the grand design of the cosmos. Once in awhile he had to tread water harder than usud. This time,
hefdt he'd gone under.

"Il be in my cabin," he sad a last. "I've got some reading to do." He started upgtairs with Aelfred,
leaving the gnome struggling with the stack of books below.

"It could have been worse, old son,” said Adfred sagely, dapping athick hand on Tedin's shoulder. "The
fd could have been another gnome.”

Chapter Six

"Ship ahoy!" rang out a digant cry on the third day. Tddin started awake. He raised his head and
blinked, his head encased in thick fog, After a moment, he redized he was seated at the table in his cabin,
with Cirathorn's papers on theSpelljmmer pressed under his folded ams. He had been sruggling
through the papers for hours, curang his ingbility to grasp the meaning of any word longer than Sx or
seven letters, and the frudration and exhaugtion had daimed him at last. He rubbed his eyes. He was
aware that his clothes smdled of old, stae sweat, and his skin fdt grimy. It was long past time to see
about washing up and changing clothes.

He heard the bel on the main deck dang loudly, fast and hard. It didn't stop.

"More shipd Low to port, just forward!" came a cdl from the direction of the forward bridge. Tddin
froze, then jumped up from his chair and hadtily stuffed the papers back into their scroll tube, seding it
and tying it to his belt with fumbling fingers. He then crossed the room in quick strides and flung the door
open. As he ran aft down the companionway toward the door to the main deck, he heard frantic shouting
from other crewmen.

"It's afleet, by the godd”
"Therés ahbig one, like a pyramid! To the left!"

"Crew on deck! Battle stationd" Adfred's voice rang out from above, probably from the forecastle near
the balida, as dways. "Get the damned lead out!”

"Captain, ten shipd Eleven!”
"Scorpions! Those are scorpion shipd™ screamed someone in dishdlief. "And vipershipd™

Tddin ran onto the main deck and into chaos. Sallors ran for their dations, every face drawn and white
with fear. He dammed into a hdf-df gunner who was heading for the forecastle ladder, never feding the
pain, then nearly bumped into a waddling Dyffed before he got to the port raling. A solid line of a dozen
crewmen was aready there, cranking back heavy crossbows and gringing longbows with tight-lipped
speed. He looked down over theral and dightly forward.

A dozen or so specks of light moved againg the infinite backdrop of congtellations. Two of the specks
were especidly large; one even had three points, like a triangle. Tddin couldn't imagine how far away
they were or how fast they were going, but he could see they were moving in the same direction as the
Probe. The specks of light were quickly getting larger, too. He could now tdl that they were irregular in
shape, some of the smaler ones being long and thin.

"Intercept course, Captain!™ bawled a sallor from the forward bridge, hidden from Tddin's view. "Theyll



be ahead of usin afew minuted"

"Clear the deck and drike the sald™ Adfred roared out. "Get cover, but prepare to fire when we hit
tacticd speed! Hdmaman!" Adfred was shouting into a tube that went down to the lower bridge.
"Maintain course, dl ahead full! They can't turn and catch up if we drive straight through them! Well run
their gauntlet!”

"Almog down, and now this" muttered a crossbowman ganding next to Tddin, Saring anxioudy at the
arifting specks of light to port. "I've rarely seen so many ships together in my life. Ptah send us luck with
hiswisdom.”

"Almog down?' Tedin said, not comprehending. He leaned over the railing and looked toward the bow.
A huge, bright ovd was fixed in space ahead of the hammership. The shape was painted with tans,
greens, and blues, and wispy clouds streaked its face. Ironpiece, he thought, maybe named &fter the
Krynnish coin, and he saw with astonishment that the world truly was shaped like a flattened coin seen
from an oblique angle. This coin was hundreds of miles across at least. The world was so close that the
Probe was only an hour or less from landing. He must have missed the approach as he dept. "More
ships behind the first wavel" screamed the lookout. "At leest a score more!™

"Tddin'" It was Adfred. "Get your ass up herel™

Tddin immediady bolted for the stairs up to the forecastle. Adfred was a the ral, waching the
gpproaching ships with his brass spyglass. His lips pulled back from his teeth in an ugly parody of asmile

"Know what those are?' Adfred asked conversationdly. He suddenly handed the spyglass to Teldin,
who took it and sghted it on one of the irregularly shaped ships below.

It took a moment to find the ship among the star fidd's distant glory. A yelow-legged thing swam into
view, upside down in the glass. Tddin immediately thought of a large insect with a tal coiled over its
back.

"A scorpion?’ he asked.

"I've never actualy seen a scorpion ship before, except in a scrap yard,” said Adfred, "but they used to
be everywhere before the Unhuman War. The elves wiped them out-or we thought they had. Orcs used
them. See the daws?'

"Yes" Pdadinegs blood, Tddin thought. The claws on the ship he was watching had moved. The pincers
were opening and dosing. The scorpion's deck was crowded with figures wearing black lesther and
holding polished stedl.

"If they get hold of us with those things, we can hang it up,” Adfred said. "Theyll tear the ship apart. A
desthspider's arms have nothing on them.”

Adfred took the spyglass back and took another look. "All the gods be cursed,” he sad under his
breeth. "What did we wander into?"

The answer came to Tddin easly. It was perfectly ample. "They want the cloak,” he sad as he looked
down over therailing, hands gripping the wood so hard that it hurt.

"How do you know?' Aedfred demanded, lowering the spyglass. Then he grimaced. "Of course.
Everyone dse does. Why not the orcs? Why in the Nine Hells not?' Adfred turned and yelled right at
Tddin's face."But how did they know it was here?"



Without waiting for a response, he turned away and shouted to everyone on the ship. "Prepare to fire, on
my command!” When he looked back a Tddin, there was no trace of the crooked gmile that was his
hdlmark. "Old son,” he said softly, "if you've got a good card in your deck, you'd better play your hand
now. Weve got one chance to get through their formation when they drop us to tactica speed. | don't
know whet they'll do with usif they catch us, but | have no intention of finding out. Weve got to get
down to Ironpiece”” What can | do? Tddin thought in anguish. He looked around and saw a
half-crouched crewman beside him raise a heavy crossbow and Sght on a ship. "Let me take that,” Tddin
sad, reaching for the weapon. The crossbowman looked surprised but gave up the device without a
word.

Tddin raised the heavy weapon and cradled it in his arms, fitting his right hand over the wooden stock
and trigger. He looked down the notched metd sights, took a deep breeth, and blew the ar out of his
lungs. Now's the time, he thought, and willed the cloak to use its powers to hdp him.

On Tddin'sfird trip into wildspace, he had discovered quite by accident that the cloak could change his
perception of time, sharpening his concentration in the process. He had then been able to am and fire a
crossbow with unbelievable accuracy, killing a pirate gunner with but one shot. Would he be able to do

anything now?

The oncoming scorpion ship in his Sghts was only hdf the size of a amdl coin held a arm's length. What
could he do to stop it? He couldn't even see any creatures on it! He stared at the ship until his eyes
watered.

Nothing happened.

Biting down on hisfury, Teldin closed his eyes and lowered his head. He then handed the crossbow back
to the sailor. He fdt Adfred's eyes burning into him, waiting for some miracle to happen.

"Give me afew minutes" he mumbled in despair.

"We don't have a few minutes, Tddin," Adfred said quigtly. "If you're going to do something to pull us
out of this, do it now."

"I don't know what to do!" Tedin screamed, bdling his fists and turning to look at the orcish flegt, now
closer and farther forward than before. TheProbe was about to drive directly into them with only a
minute remaining.

Adfred stared a him, white-lipped, then turned away as if Tddin had vanished. "Aim on that scorpion

with its back to us, the one just off to port therel" he shouted, pointing. "Theres a catapult on its tal!
When | tdl you, get that and the bdlista crew on its back!"

Helpless, Tddin looked over the side to forward. One of the long, thin viperships ahead of them suddenly
produced what looked like a glimmeing cloud from its stern. The cloud became a hundred tiny flecks of
light, expanding as it came on toward theProbe.

"Jettison!" yelled someone from the forward cadtle. "It's dead on-"

Tddin had jerked his head back when he heard the word "jettison.”" Scarcely a second later, hundreds of
rocks, spikes, bolts, and deadly debris dammed into the hammership in a spray. He heard glass
shaitering and screams from forward. Suddenly he thought of Gaye. Where was she? Terror took hold of
him. He didn't know where to look for her.

The deck rocked under his feet a the same moment that the sound of snapping boards and screaming



metd rang out. Tedin clutched at the forecastle deck raling. He saw board fragments spin wildly away
from the bow.

"Hdm down!" someone cried out in a hollow voice over the spesking tube. "Weve been hit! The hdm is
down!"

"Damnit!" Adfred bolted for the stairs, running crouched, taking the steps three at a time down to the
man deck. Tddin ran after him, his mind reding from the news. How could something have punched
through the metal-plated hull that surrounded the lower bridge? It struck him then that Sylvie might be
there, in the chart room next to the hdm. He fdt his chest tighten as he hurried after the captain. The
hemaman on this watch would be Garioth, a bearded minor priest that Adfred had hired two worlds
back. Tedin ran from the foot of the stairs, across the man deck, to the forward companionway door,
then through it and down the companionway to the gtairs. At the bottom, he turned I€ft, then forward to
the open door into the lower bridge.

Red-splashed bodies lay on the floor among scattered charts and books. Part of the port hull was
smashed through. Wild-space and stars beckoned through the hole. Adfred had shoved aside a dead
crewman whose green dothing was stained and gligening from a dozen awful wounds across his legs,
chedt, and face. Another crewman, a white-faced assstant navigator, staggered past Teldin, a foot-long
spear of wood dicking out of his left Sde. An am hung dack over the am of the hdm, framed in the
doorway in which Tddin stood. He couldn't see the priest in the chair, but he saw Adfred grimace and
pull back from the hdm, his hands dark with the helmsman's blood.

"Catapult got us. Let's get out of here” Adfred said, heading for the door again. Tedin stood aside as
Adfred pulled the door shut. The captain then ran back to the main deck. Tddin started after him.

The companionway wal to his right was suddenly flung asde into Tddin's face. Shooting stars filled his
vison. There was a roaring sound in his head. He came to lying on his back, numb and disoriented.
Someone was screaming far away. He blinked, looking at the paneled wall that hung a an angle over
him. For a few moments he gaped at the woodwork that was reveded at the top of the wdl. This ship
was solidly built, he thought stupidly.

His head began to clear. "Pdadine save me" he whispered, trying to get up. He couldnt move because
of the pressure on hislegs. Looking down, he saw that the door to the gdley, which had been to his right,
hed been blown off its hinges and now lay across his legs with the greater part of the door frame and wall
around it dill attached. He looked up and saw a gaping hole in the caling as well. Beyond the broken
timber lay blackness and many stars.

The gdley's gone, he thought, the port "eye’ of the hammership. Completely gone, and it tore away pan
of the port sde when it left. Far away, men were shouting. Teldin tried to pull himsdf out from under the
door and frame, but his legs were caught and the door had wedged itsdf into the starboard
companionway wall and the door to the hdmsman's quarters.

Shivering panic ran through his bones. "Hdp me" Tddin caled out. "Somebody!" He clawed at the
companionway floor for the stairs, where Adfred had gone. No one was coming.

The floor shook again as a cracking burst sounded from the hip's stern. "Fre away!" he heard Adfred
roar in the distance. "Frefor dl you're worth!"

Tddin tried once more to pull out from under the door, but he couldn't move. My cloak, he thought dully.
Why doesn't the cloak do something? Why doesn't it help me? Why, why, why? He was feding tired and
overwhemed. So suddenly, everything was gone, dl because of the cloak. How many dead now? How
many dead?



Thefloor rang again. People were ydling about the aft hdm. Tedin closed his eyes. | wish, he thought, |
wish, by Paadine, that we were out of here.

Time dowed down.

*kk*k*k

A wam feding spread down his back, through his legs, through his arms, into his face. Sharp agony
stabbed himin his knees and thighs, then receded. His thoughts were strangdly clear and light. Teldin fdt
atug, that being the only word he knew for it, and he pulled free of himsdf.

The next thing he knew, he was hovering over the forecastle balisa A haf-dven gunner gripped the
loaded weapon, aming at a nearby scorpion ship. To Tddin's surprise, Gaye was there, too, the kender
ready to crank back the weapon after it fired. There was no sound. Everything had stopped dead.

Tddin looked around, down at the main deck. The bodies of severd crewmen lay with their faces turned
to the wooden deck or garing open-mouthed at the sky. There was Old Hok, an ex-dave of the neogi,
who used to cdl Tedin "Tdon." Near hm was a cargo hand, Mamnilla the hdfling, who now lay curled
aound a pool of dark crimson. The survivors stood by the raling, poised to fire ther bows and
crossbows, their faces set as they looked at their lagt battle.

Tddin drifted back from the forecastle deck over the ship. It fdt perfectly normd to move this way. It
was dl a dream anyway, wasn' it? The killing had stopped. Nothing would hurt his ship and his friends.

He hadn't thought about it, but he headed for the spare hdm room, on the main deck to his right, benegath
the stern castle. He looked through the open door and saw a new hole in the port wall, where a bdlista
bolt had passed through. The bolt was now embedded in the hedm, the hdm's wood split through where
the flat-headed bolt had struck it. Two men were trying to pull the bolt out. Tddin saw that their efforts
were wasted. The secondary hdm was destroyed.

TheProbe had no power.

Tddin left the Sght and hovered over the stern castle. The Sar-filled space before the hammership was
filled with ydlow scorpion ships, green and blue viperships, and even along, cherry-red squid ship with a
ram. All bore indgniaand flags of black, on which a fa red spider stood out. To port, Tedin could see
another wdl of ships lined againg the digant stars. A huge stony ship, shaped like a pyramid, hovered
perhaps only a quarter of amile awvay. The nearest enemy vessel was dead ahead, a vipership perhaps a
few hundred feet distant.

TheProbe could no longer be saved.
So | will have to save it, thought Teldin. It was the most logicd thing to do.

Time was going to start up now, he knew (without knowing quite how he knew), so he would have to
hurry. | will become the ship, he thought. And he did.

He was now theProbe. Painlesdy, he fdt the greet holes and tears in his hull, the shattered wood beams,
the misang left eye of the hammerhead shape, the torn-away spanker at the tail. The ship's spine dill held,
however.



We're getting out of here, Teldin thought. Rightnow.
Time began.

Spird was logt behind them. Before them was a shatters hammership. The fight was over as quickly as it
had started. The admird had wasted his time in bringing dl that smoke-powder, Generd Vorr reflected.
But it was just as well. The old scro was entirdly too fond of the Suff.

"Prepare for boarding!” Vorr shouted to his scro marines. TheVenomous Hullfatcher would be the first
marine vess to reach the hammership, but Vorr's ship would be close behind it. Vorr would have
preferred the fird boarding go to a more experienced crew on another scorpion ship, particulaly the
Eyecutter, but the scro of theVenomous Hullkatcher could use the experience, and it was, after dl, the
closest marine ship. If the crew on the vipershipHellfang held back on its jettison fire, the operation
would be over within a matter of two or three minutes.

The whole thing was rather a waste of time, Vorr thought, given the way the hammership was 0
overwhelmed. He should have taken out just 9x ships a most, maybe four, and made it a chdlenge. He
dill wondered how the fadse lich was able to know that the cloak-wearing human had taken a ship to
Ironpiece from the Rock of Brd. Hed have to check the lich's equipment over after he killed it; maybe
Usso would get a present out of it.

"The pyramid is 9gnding, dr," the scro a his right elbow observed. Generd Vorr looked across the
black guif to the lich's pyramida spelljammer. Bright light flashed out from each of the four corners of the
pyramid, spdling out a short message in scro pulse code. The lich-or whatever that skeletal, robed thing
was-had been remarkably efficient at indaling the magicd lights and at learning basic scro codes. The
undead thing had admitted to being quite taken with this method of communication; it gave the lich idess,
thelich had said.

"The commander of the pyramid asks you to cease fire, to prevent harm to the cloak,” the scro read.

Vorr nodded, having seen the same message. "Signd to him that we are about to board,” the generd
muttered. "We will cease fire" He looked back at the ruined hammership and again thought about the joy
he would have, wrapping his thick fingers around the lich-thing's skull and shattering it into a thousand-

The hammership moved. Rather, it shot forward so fast that Vorr could bardy follow it. He saw its bow
dice through the upper deck of the vipership ahead of it, then its mast amash againg the lower hull of a
scorpion ship farther ahead, splitting the scorpion dmaogt in two. The hammership's main mast snapped
off only ten feet above its forecastle deck, the pole carried away in the callison. Then the hammership
was through the whole formation and was fading from sght on a course dead-set for the flat world of
[ronpiece.

Vorr smply stared. Precious seconds dipped by before he regained his thoughts and voice.
"Go after it!" he roared. "Sgnd dl shipd Get that damned hammership!”

The scro at his elbow grabbed a the 9gnding switch on the ralling before him and prepared to bock out
the message, but he was distracted by the flashing of another ship's lights, from the hammershipChain
Master just to starboard. The scro read the message, then spun around and looked up and aft.

"Armada, by Dukagsh!" he yelled, pointing. "Elved"

Vorr turned, eyes wide. From out of nowhere, out of nothing at al, a titanic orange butterfly had
appeared. It was right behind Admird Halker's dephant-faced flagship, an ogre mammoth cdled the



Thundertusk, easlly within wegpons reach. This the gigantic dven ship proved by opening fire at
point-blank range, above and &t of its huge, ovd target.

Frebdls and lightning bolts exploded across theThundertusk's upper deck. Vorr saw ogres and scro
hurled like cornhusk dolls into space from the mammoth's back, ther black armor aflame. Shattered and
burning planking burst in al directions, backlit by a stupendous firebdl that punched into the rear of the
reconditioned mammoath like a god's dedgehammer. A flaming wood-and-metd shield, a section of the
mammoth's starboard ear, was thrown whirling into space.

"All unitd Attack!" Vorr shouted at the top of hislungs The admira would have to save himsdf, if saving
he needed. The scro hedily flashed Vorr's message as his own ship's catapults came to life, flinging
two-ton loads of stone up & the gigantic wings of the dven warship above them. The firg shots were off,
but the gunners were dready adjugting the Sghting.

By the Tomb of Dukagsh, this was a fight! the generd thought with a mixture of shock and excitement.
An armada, an dven cgpitd ship! But how could it have just appeared there? Were the rumors of
cloaking devices on dven ships true? Could the dves hide entire battleships right up to the moment of
attack?

"WEell know soon enough, when we ped your skin off," the generd said doud. The scro next to him
wisdy sad nothing. "It shouldn't take long. Twenty-seven ships to one seems far enough to me" Vorr
gmiled.

At that moment, he saw a second dven ship, a man-o-war, appear out of nowhere and open fire on a
vipership. The amdler vessdl immediatdy burst apart in flames, its back broken.

Ancther man-o-war then appeared and went for its prey. Then a third and a fourth one came out of
nowhere.

Ten minutes later, the gnomes arrived and shot a everyone.

*kk*k*k

Tddin wondered when the dream would end. He fdt very warm and light-headed. He dill couldn't move
hislegs, but they fdt fine now. Numb, but fine

In one way, Tddin could dill see the companionway around him, with the buckled port wal and the hole
inthe caling where the gdley had been. In another way, he was looking ahead of theProbe, asif he were
dill hovering above it like a guardian spirit. The curve of Ironpiece's distant edge now filled the forward
view. The near edge of the world was below them and fdling sternward rapidly. The ship was going right
where Tddin wanted it: down to the ground.

| need alake, he thought, as he watched one pass far beneath the ship. TheProbe has to land in water.
There mugt be water ahead somewhere.

"Tddin"

Tddin wasn't surprised. He had vagudy noticed Adfred coming down the gtairs from the main deck.
Adfred was followed by Sylvie, who had atorn strip of coth wound around her bloodied head. It was a
grip from Adfred's shirt, he noticed. Adfred seemed uninjured.



"Tedin, what are you doing?" Adfred appeared to be afrad to get any closer than the bottom step. He
was jud a few feet from Tddin's outstretched left arm. He spoke very quidly but dearly, like a child,
daing at Tedin'scloak.

How odd, Tddin thought. My cloak isglowing. It's pink, like a sunrise.

Tddin licked hislips. The dream dill held. "I'm saving the ship,” he said in a bardly audible voice. He tried
to clear his throat. "We're going to Ironpiece.”

Adfred looked around the corridor. "How? We don't have a hdm, Tddin. Both of the hdms were
destroyed.” His voice was different, asif he were afraid of something. Maybe it was the cloak, the way it
was glowing.

"I know about the hdms" Tddin said. He tried to think of how to explain it, but couldn't. "Don't worry
about it, Adfred. | won' let us get hurt.”

Adfred kndt down, looking over the bright-pink glow of the cloak and the door covering Tddin's legs.
Sylvie stood back, her eyes as large and round as plates. Adfred was swesting, though it wasn't very
wam in the halway.

"Should | move this?" the big warrior asked. "Can you move your legs?'
"No, and no," Teldin gasped. "Oh, there's water.”
"Wha?' Adfred was confused. He looked up and around, trying to follow Tedin's blank gaze.

"Water," said Teldin. "We're going to land soon, very soon. Theres acity on the far end of the lake. Get
the crew ready."

"What about you?' Sylvie asked, her voice strained.

"I'mfing" said Teldin, though he thought he might be mistaken. He felt nothing in his legs. "Get the crew
ready. We're coming down."

Adfred got to hisfeet. His face was as white as a ghogt's. A low, throbbing sound was garting to build
through the ship. Adfred recognized it as the sound of atmospheric reentry. With one backward look, he
started up the dairs, catching Sylvie by the arm and pulling her after him.

It was easer to concentrate now that Teldin was done. He became aware of the loud, throbbing howl
building dl around the ship. The decks were filled with men and women, dl trying to get firm holds on the
ralings or bracing their backs againgt forward wals. Tddin could see light playing in through the ruined
caling, a dark blue sky forming dl around as the hammership fdl through the ar of Ironpiece. He
watched the long, narrow lake ahead of the ship grow dowly. Clouds flew past. The pink of his cloak
grew brighter. The ear-blasting howl was shaking the whole ship. Treetops and dirt roads raced by
below; now they weren't so far away. The near edge of the lake grew wider. Down a bit. A bit more. To
starboard. Down more. Down. Starboard.

Waves were vishle on the lake, marching in perfect order. The wind howled in a fury dl around the
Probe, blagting down the ruined corridor from the celing and whipping Tedin's face. He fdt nothing but
warmth. He was bringing the hammership down to safety. His friends would be fine. The marching waves
were coming up now. Closer. Closer. Closer. He was a peace. A hundred fedt.

Hfty. Now-



TheProbe druck the lake's surface with a thunderclgp and skipped upward. Everyone on the decks
screamed and clutched at railings and each other, momentarily weightless. Tddin bardly heard them over
the crash of the landing. The hammership dropped back and the thunderclap sounded again, nearly
shattering the hull. The ship skipped up again, traveling at incredible speed. | need to dow it down, Tddin
thought. We're going too fast. The ship dowed at once, fdl and struck the water with a terrible sound,
and everything dammed forward toward the bow, induding Teldin and the door frame on his legs. Tddin
could not hear the screams over the explosion of water againgt the hull, the sheking and battering as the
ship diced through the waves. Then cold water poured down through the cdling in a torrent. Tddin
choked, and the dream ended, and he screamed and screamed as the water rose dl around him until it
covered his head.

*kkk*k

"It's down!" boomed the security commander, watching from the shore. He swung his huge bulk to his
left and pointed. " Squadron Twelve, fire your engined™

Gnome pilots pulled down their goggles, flipped the starter switches on their machines, and grabbed for
the leather-covered deering levers that stuck up in front of their belted sests. One by one, the giant
steam-powered fans mounted in the back of each wide, flaa boat thundered to life The security
commander quickly found his seat on his own boat, especidly built to accommodate his immense sze,
and leaned toward the pilot. "Take usout!" he ydled.

The gnome pilot tugged on a cord, and an ear-splitting whistle sounded from the rear of the boat. The
fan-powered vehide lurched forward, then picked up speed asit crossed the lake's surface. The security
commander fidgeted, redlizing thet his seat was less solid than he had hoped. 1t might not even be bolted
down; perhaps his own weight done kept him in place. Hed have the maintenance teams out in droves
on every hip after this run, he promised himsdf.

His gnome pilot was waving an am over his head. The security commander looked up and saw that the
hammership had dowed but was sarting to lig to starboard. It had been badly damaged in some space
battle. It was amirade that it was even here a dl. The forward hdm room appeared to have been holed,
and the port hammerhead eye was gone, ripped completdy off. Human men and women were legping
into the water now, dutching at boards and debris, waving ther amswildly for rescue.

The fan boat crossed the wake from the ship's crash, damming through the waves with severa
bone-jarring jolts. When the fan boat was close enough, the commander reached forward and poked the
pilot hard in the back. The pilot immediatdy flipped the engine switch and cut the fan's power. Now, the
commander could hear the voices of the hammership's crew crying out for help. He was close enough to
read the ship's nameplate, too-theProbe.

Other fan boats behind the lead one were cutting their engines now. Gnomes were hurling every sort of
buoyant object on their fan boats decks into the midst of the svimming humans. Some humans were
badly wounded and were being pulled from the water, screaming in agony. As the lead fan boat rounded
the port sde of the hammership, the crashed ship settled down into the water. The commander noticed
one more survivor clamber out of the huge hole in the upper hull where the hammership's port "eye' had
been, a man in soaking rags who could not use his legs. Exhausted, the man fdl forward into the
water-and disappeared.

"Tha way!" shouted the commander to his pilot. "Get that man!" The pilot snatched an oar and



maneuvered the boat around until it was next to the man's floating, face-down body. With one
movement, the commander reached down and dragged the human on deck, dmost losng his sedting and
fdling overboard himsdf in the process.

The commander carefully rolled the man over to seeiif he dill breathed. He did, coughing immediatdy on
the water hed inhded. "Lucky devil!" said the commander, wreathed in amiles and gently sheking the
survivor. "Another few seconds, and you'd... you'd..."

Sill coughing, the man squinted up into the commander's blue, wide-eyed, hippopotamus face, and the
latter gasped.

"By the Great Captain's blunderbussl” belowed First Coloned-Commander Herphan Gomja,
Commander in Chief of Base Security, Port Wakaway, Ironpiece. "Y ou're Teldin Moore!™

Chapter Seven

"The hdmsman on theUnicorn's Wing has ceased to speak with us, my admird,” said the battlewizard.
Her hands dropped from the crystd globein her lap. Her face was streaked with tears, but her voice was
cadm and even. "l fear the smoke and flames have overcome her."

Admird Cirathorn sad nothing. He stared out the broad, high windows of theEmpress Dorianne's
bridge at the ydlow and red fires in the distance. He could see theUnicorn's Wing ablaze now, about
two miles digant and receding swiftly. It was moot whether anyone ese had survived the close assault
the humanoids had staged againgt the man-o-war. The gnomes had arrived just as theWing was being
boarded; its captain gpparently had mistaken the gnomes for more humanoids and had ordered his
gunnersto fire on them as wdl. It proved to be a codtly error. One of the gnomish vessds caught fire, but
three others unleashed their weapons a the man-o-war and humanoid ships, damaging everything in
view-induding, if reports were to be believed, one of their own ships.

That had been only asmadl dice of the action. The battle, dl told, had taken about four hours. The most
severe fighting had come in the firgt hour, when the dves Sghted and recognized the fleet before them as
humanoid in nature, then crept in for the firg strike. This was followed by cat-and-mouse games played
out by vengeful, blood-hungry dven and humanoid captains. Cirathorn had secretly hoped that Tddin
would require rescue, placing him and his cloak with the Imperid Fleet, but that had proved unnecessary.
If there were any winners, it would be the gnomes, who had driven dl others away from their world.

A digant gar of ydlow and white bloomed among the dmog-invisble wrecks. A few moments later, the
gar grew in ragged brightness, then grew larger again. One of the humanoid ships had blown up. It must
have been the ogre mammoth, the one to which the marines from theDorimae had teleported. A good
move, that, to decapitate the ship's command and hdm with one gtrike, just before decloaking and setting
the mammoth ablaze. Orcs and ogres had crewed the mammoth's bridge, fighting surprisngly wel for
otherwise dow-witted scum.

"Wha word do we have of theProbe?" Cirathorn asked, dill peering out the windows.

The battlewizard answered promptly. "It has either landed or crashed on Ironpiece by now, my admird.
It appeared to have been damaged by the initid assault before it pulled away. It was traveling &t five
times the basic speed a spelljammer can attain when it |eft.”

Cirathorn hid his surprise. "Did you observe any activity aboard theProbe that would account for its
speed?’ "No, my admird. Its flight was completely unexpected." The admird stared out the windows in
dlence. The exploding vessd had come agpart in a thousand pieces. The ar envelope around the



remainder of the hull was visble as an expanding gray smudge againg the endless stars.

Tddin had used the cloak to help theProbe escape from the humanoids. Cirathorn knew this for a fact.
Only the cloak might have the power to serve asits own hedm, and so powerful a hdm at that. Perhaps it
hed even overridden an active hdm. It would hardly surprise the admird now to hear it. The Cloak of the
Firg Rilot was sad to have been an artifact, after dl.

What was there to do now? The humanoid flet was massng again in a postion traling Ironpiece by
about five to 9x million miles. Did the humanoids have reinforcements following them? Where had they
come from origindly? Was this the start of the long-rumored and long-feared second Unhu-man War?
Were the humanoids dlied with the undead, given that a pyramid ship-long known to be an abode for
mummies, liches, and other perversions-traveled in ther fleet with them?

There were other avful possbilities. Did the humanoids have a base in this sphere? The battlewizards
sad the humanoids were largdy made up of powerful-looking ores who appeared to have been recently
armed and supplied. Could the ores have invaded and conquered a nearby dven world? They reportedly
had an dven wizard on the ogre mammoth's death hdm, who had to be dan in his madness by the
Dorianne's marines. The death hdm warped the mind and spirit of its doomed hedmsman, causng him to
fight dl attempts at rescue while it drained its victim's life force. The hdm was a perverson that only
humanoids would cherigh; its possession by any being in dvilized space was normdly punishable by
desth.

There were many smdl colony worlds here, not afew of them dven, and most were widdy scattered or
sodidly isolated. Some dven worlds had been settled by renegades, officers cashiered from the Imperid
Heet for disobeying orders or causng trouble, and these worlds did not welcome any contact with the
Imperid Fleet as yet. Had pride led aamdl dven world like Numdiador, Spird, or Minid's Arch to turn
down a chance to cdl for help to the flegt's forces at the Rock of Bra?

If the answer to the last question had been yes, then it had been afoolish, if not suicidd, error. Four even
man-o-wars and an armada had invishly trailed the Rock of Brd for the last two years, their presence
permitted by the Rock’s bribe-hungry Prince Andru. One man-o-war was an odds-on favorite in most
ship-to-ship battles, four could strike genuine terror into the commander of a amdl space flet. An
armada was avoided by dl but the most desperate of warriors. The force could have turned the tide of an
invason and spared another world the fate of lost Aerlofdyn. That an even world would be conquered in
Cirathorn's own assigned sphere without his knowing of it-the thought was devastating.

The eves had taken no prisonersin thisfight, there being o little time and coordination of efforts among
the even ship captains, but the orcs and ther dlies could have taken severa prisoners during ther
boarding and firing of theUnicorn's Wing. Intdligence on the humanoids was thus minimd, though the
battlewizards were working on the problem. Further reconnaissance of the sphere would have to be
undertaken, meaning the fleet's presence here would have to be reinforced. Any delay could spel doom
for the other colonies. Cirathorn was an df, and he knew wdl how the Imperid Heet worked. If this
gphere had any sdvation, he one was that salvation for the foreseeable future.

He had only three man-o-wars left now, two of them-theFree Wind's Fury and theLeaping Hart-with
minor damage, and they had the apparent hatred of the gnomes of Ironpiece. As inconsequentid as they
were in the grand scheme of things, the gnomes certainly had ther ussfulness. It was a poor start.
Nonetheless, the dves had an armada, nearly undamaged. They had dloaking hdms. They had magicd
weapons and superlative wizardry, though the pyramid's master might prove itsdf an equd if it were an
undead mongirosity. The eves had punished the orcs badly in the first round, killing their capital ship.

The dves dso had the report of the hdmaman and wizard Valus Leafbower, made to the Imperiad Fleet



a Evermest, on Toril. That report on Tedin Moore and his cloak was worth at least as much as any
other advantage.

"Mirandd," sad the admird, turning and waking from the windows to the battlewizard's char. The
battlewizard's eyes were drying, her mourning for her sster's death at theUnicorn's Wing's hdm set
adde for now. The admird reached for the heavy crysd bdl in her hands, and she carefully gave it to
him. He raised the globe and studied its depths. He had used one of these once.

"I cannot use the crystd again this day, my admird,” the battlewizard said. Her green eyes were framed
by her long white hair. "Contact with the other ships during the battle has exhausted my talent for now."

"I did not mean for you to use it," said the admird, waking away with the bdl. "I mean to use it instead.”
He picked up a stoal, then returned and placed it a few feet from the battle-wizard, stting so as to face
her. He looked into the crystd bl with a thoughtful gaze.

"I am about to reved some things to you that have been kept secret by the Imperid Fleet for some
weeks now," the admird began. He looked up from the globe and a his battle-wizard, who st in
expectant slence. "You are aware that |1 have developed an interest in a human named Tedin Moore,
who arrived on the Rock afew days ago on the hammership we were trailing. Y ou were present when |
spoke of the higory of his cloak and gave him directions to Ironpiece and places beyond to ad his
search for theSpelljammer. | believe our batitle has proven that there are others who are dso interested
inthe cloak of Teldin Moore, and those forces are as dangerous as any we could hope to meet."

"My admird," interrupted Mirandd. "Is it not possible that the humanoids were dready on their way to
attack Iron-piece, and we were merdly in their way?'

"No. The humanoid fleet has neither transports nor landing craft for armies. There are few worlds known
to be inhabited by orcs or other lower humanoids in this sphere, and none of them have achieved
spdljamming &bility. The humanoid fleat originated from outside this sphere, but it is probably-supplied
from a base within. Its presence on an intercept course with the hammershipProbe could not have been
coincidence." Cirathorn amiled, "l cannot believe that more than two dozen humanoid ships would waylay
ahammership out of a sense of common piracy. | cannot prove it, but | believe they were after Teldin's
cloak, too."

"How can you be sure, my admird?'

"The cloak is vduable to many others dready,” said the admird, looking down at the heavy globe again.
"Thelying neogi, severa groups of pirates, and the mind flayers of the world Falx adso seek this cloak. If
some reports are to be believed, perhaps even the arrogant reigar are seeking it. All such forces have
been able to locate the cloak, through ether spies or some other means™ He gently tapped the crysd
ball with afingernail. "Thisis the means.”

The battlewizard frowned and appeared confused. "My admird, if seeking the cloak were merdy a
meatter of looking into a crystd bdl, | would think the cloak would have been discovered many centuries

ago.

" agree, but there was one dement missing. The key was discovered by an dven wizard named Vdlus
Leafbower, who was once the hdmsman of theProbe before it landed on Toril. Vdlus had once been
dlowed to touch and examine the cloak. With the assstance of another even wizard in the dty of
Rauthaven, he found that, after scrying for the cloak in a magicd mirror, he was able to find it and its
wearer with ease, without the need for apdl or device. The key was to touch the cloak before divining
its location with magic. Some connection is made by the touching, and it lasts beyond norma megica
limits once the scrying contact has been made. Vdlus knew, without failure, where Tddin Moore was a



any time, and he was even able to track the man while he was disguised by the powers of the cloak.
Vdlus ddivered a warning to Tddin to go to Evermeet and speak with the Imperid Flegt there. Tddin
Moore chose to ignore that advice, instead fleaing into wildspace.”

Cirathorn looked a Mirandd with cold eyes. "I do not know if scrying upon the cloak involves any sort
of risk. Vdlus Leafbower's discovery was fdt to be important enough to ddiver to as many Imperid
Heet regions as possible, usng every sort of spell and ship avalable. The admirds of every sphere were
warned to look for a humen of Tddin's description, one who aways wore ether a cloak or a slver
necklace. If Tddin should appear, and if his sory matched in some part the events that Tddin Moore
related to us a that dinner, then we were to give him every assistance to his goa, with the encouragement
to dlow the Imperid Fleet to transport and protect him.

"You recdl that some weeks ago | warned you and the rest of the gaff to look for such a person. The
sentry a the embassy door had explicit indructions to admit anyone who answered to this human's
description and asked for the assistance of the fledt. | took a chance that if Teldin Moore were to appear
on the Rock of Bra, he would come without disguise and would be in need enough to give us his trust.
The gods blessed us, and that iswhy we are here now."

The battlewizard licked her bloodless lips. "Isit thewill of the gods, or merdly your own, my admird?'

The admird gave her afant amile "Am | so transparent, my eyes like windows to your own? | do want
that cloak, though | will not stoop to bloodshed to obtain it. Surdy you know of the old poems,
Mirandd, of the Cloak of the First Rilot, and the legends of theSpelljammer. Why do you think | want
the cloak?'

She swdlowed. "Power," she said quigtly.

"Exactly," said the admird. "The cloak grants control over theSpelljammer- the largest, most powerful,
and mogt dangerous ship in existence, a ship that some legends say once belonged to our people,
Mirandd. A ship againg which no evil could stand. A ship with which we could bring the Imperid Fleet's
ruleto dl worldsindl spheres”

The woman's face was vary pde. "My admird,” she sad in a andl voice. "There are tdes of the
Spelljammer, which you must have heard as well, of the curse it casts over dl who try to take it, and the
evil that befdls those who even see it

"We have dready fdlen into evil times," the admira said bluntly. "We will have worse times to come. The
neogi have dmog certainly handled the cloak in the recent past, as so many of ther ships are now
fallowing the cloakbearer's tral. The mind flayers are probably usng spies. Some neogi may have been
captured by other forces and are being forced to lead their new masters to this ultimate treasure. Vdlus
Leaf-bower reported that pirates off Krynn were able to locate the gnomish sdewheder on which Tddin
traveled, and no one knows how they were gble to find him. Now, with these humanoids, we will face
enemies beyond counting, foes who have many reasons to hate us just because we are eves. | assume
they are on Tddin'stral, too."

The admira looked into the green eyes of his battlewizard. "We could turn away from Tddin Moore and
his cloak," he said. "Our people have dways been willful and have done as they pleased. We could save
oursdlves and say the Imperid FHeet be damned, and only | would suffer for it, and perhaps not even
then. Who could say?'

"You read my thoughts clearly, my admird,” said the battlewizard softly.

Cirathorn smiled more broadly. "I know you, my wizard. | know and understand what you think of this,



but I cannot be turned away from the hunt now. When Tddin Moore fdls, we mus be there to snaich up
hisbody and his cloak, and spirit both away from dl other takers. We face destruction without savation
from a growing pool of foes, but the bright prize beckons to me. TheSpelljammer is power, but it is the
power to save as wdl as to destroy.”

Cirathorn reached out a hand, resting the crystd bal in the other one, and took hold of the battlewizard's
cold fingers. "Mirandd, you stood with me over the grassy graves of dl my ancestors on Aerlofdyn. You
heard me swear to the stars and the gods and the spirits of dl our people that this would be the end, that
| would not permit this to befdl us were it in my power. You swore with me that you would aid me on
this quest, to the ends of our lives. Will you ad me now?'

"Yes, my husband," sad the battlewizard, with only the dightest pause. Her hand did not tremble.
Cirathorn noticed this and was pleased.

"You are my srength,” said the admird. He released her cold hand and looked down &t the crysta bal.
"If Vdlus Leaf-bower is to be beieved, then | should be able to find Teldin Moore, across dl spheres,
and we shdl bring to the Imperia Feet the very strength thet it now needs so badly.”

The admird stared into the crystd ball. Within moments the glass darkened until it was of the deepest
black that either had ever seen. The bdl cleared agan with amazing rapidity- and Tddin and his
surroundings appeared. For severd minutes, the two eves watched a scene unfold.

"I know of that one," whispered Mirandd suddenly. She pointed a delicate finger at the bal and tapped
the glass. Even as she did so, she knew she had genuindy cast her ot with her husband, and she would
share hisfate, for good or ill. So be it. She took a deep breath. "I have a plan, my admird.”

*k k%%

The scro looked out into the starry darkness over Vorr's head. "Sr, weve logt the mammoth flagship,
three scorpions, two vipers, and two wasps. The remaning ships have varying damage but are adle to
move on their own. The other ships are pulling survivors, induding Admird Haker, from the wrecks and
will rendezvous in two hours with the pyramid, just that way, Sr." The scro pointed over the generd'’s
shoulder to a digtarn, flashing light. "The pyramid appears to have been only lightly damaged.”

"And the enemy?’ Part of the generd’s question was answered as he saw a distant burning object like a
great butterfly, low to port and toward the stern.

The scro stood a little more erect. "We got one of the man-o-wars, sr. No prisoners were taken. We
have a confirmed kill on a gnomish sdewheder and six of ther little one-crew spdlfighters, with up to a
haf-dozen more assorted craft as possible kills. The dves may have hit more. The armada and two of the
remaning man-o-wars appeared to be lighly damaged when they disappeared agan. | beieve cloaking
devices arein use aboard them.”

Vorr grunted. "I want a round-the-clock watch out, looking in dl directions” he said briskly. "All ships
wegpons are to be cocked and loaded. Send the same to dl ships. The moment you see an dven ship,
fireat it. A ful rank with pay to the first one who hits an even ship; an officer's commisson or two officer
ranks to the firg one who sets foot on it. We're going to redecorate our ships with df heads.”

"Sr!" The scro's face was outwardly stondlike, but his voice betrayed his joy. He gave the generd the



fig-up saute. "Desth to the dved" he shouted in Elvish, his voice full of battle glee.
"Degth to them dl," the generd agreed. He made his words a promise.

"Sr?' cdled the captain, as Vorr was heading through the main deck door to his cabin. Vorr turned, and
the captain sduted and went on. "The pyramid ship is Sgnding again. Skarkesh says he has located
Tddin Moore on Ironpiece.”

Chapter Eight

"You can't imagine what went through my mind, gr," sad Gomja, seated a the foot of Tedin's
polka-dot-sheeted bed. "When | pulled you out of the water, | thought that you looked familiar, but |
couldn't believe it urtil | rolled you over. Then..." The giffs voice trailed off, and he sghed with happiness.
"You jug can't imegine, gr."

In the afternoon sunlight pouring through the infirmary window, Teldin could see tears of joy 4ill running
down the giffswide cheeks from histiny black eyes. This was only the fifth time Gomja was repesating the
tde of his reaction to rescuing his old friend, but Tedin was too weary to care, and the bed was too
comfortable to make protesting worthwhile.

No one ese was present in the litle white room. The dngle window opened out to show a
forest-covered dope and the lake beyond-Lake Crashsplash, the gnomes cdled it, with panful
appropriateness. If Tddin turned his head, he could see part of the lakeshore but nothing of the sunken
Probe . The lake was quite shdlow, only twelve feet deep where the ham- mership had gone down, and
he'd been told earlier that gnome salvage crews were dready a work trying to refloat it and transport it
to the dry dock at the wildspace navd base bordering the lake. Whether there was anything worth
repairing would be determined there. The hdms were just so much firewood now. As for the rest of the
ship-he wasn't sure it was worth much more.

Tddin blinked, focusing on the huge, happy giff. Gomja hadn't changed much in the haf year or so since
Tddin had last seen him. He was 4ill a seven-foot-tal, broad-shouldered blue-gray hippopotamus-a
manlike hippopotamus, a that. Gomja had put on more muscle, which Tedin found difficult to believe.
The gff s bright red uniform, covered as it was with gold trim, tassels, and an assortment of medds
across his chest, did nothing to hide his oxlike strength. As Gomja wiped a his amdl black eyes, now
red-rimmed and watery, greet cords of musde stood out on his biceps and forearms.

Nevertheless, Gomjas huge flared nogtrils were running and his chest shook as he breathed. Thiswas the
firg meeting the gnome heders had dlowed between the two since a waterlogged and exhausted Tddin
hed been brought to the infirmary two days ago. The giff was dill in shock.

"Gomja" Tddin said. His voice sounded scratchy and rough. "I doubt that you could imeagine what went
through my mind when you pulled me out ether.” No words were ever truer, he thought. He Hill wasn't
sure he believed anything at dl that had happened since he had awakened aboard theProbe .

Feding for something in a sde pocket in his uniform, Gomja gave up and pulled a large, ragged towe
from a table near the foot of Tedin's bed. The gff noisly honked into the towel, wiped his nose, then
carefully folded the towel and placed it back where he found it. "I've been embarrassng mysdf, gr," he
sad apologeticaly. "I'm not usudly like this, youll recall, but you just can't imegine what went-"

"Gomja, | know. Look, just tdl me how in the name of the Dark Queen you got here.”

"Oh, of course, sr." The giff sniffed and perked up a bit. His shoulders straightened as he spoke. "Wéll,
as you remember, dr, my firg platoon and | had some trouble with that neogi deathspider over Mount



Nevermind."

"Trouble?" Tedin gave the giff an incredulous look. "The lagt | saw of you, the deathspider crashed in
flames into the lake on the mountaintop. | thought you were... wel, gone."

"Frankly, gr, | didn't think | was going to be around very long mysdf. My platoon and | had fought our
way into the bridge, where we disposed of the neogi and ther lordservants-the umber hulks-and broke
their command. We couldn't do anything right away for the poor soul in the lifgammer hdm"-Gomja
grimaced, remembering-"as we couldn't move him without crashing the ship.”

"Which you did anyway,” Tedin mumbled. On seeing the dricken look on Gomjas face, he hadily
added, "Bad joke. Just forget it. Go on."

Gomja nodded somberly, then his chest swelled. "Well, we broke out into the corridor leading to the rest
of the ship, and my platoon was doing an excdlent job of driving back the daves the neogi were sending
toward us, when an umber hulk came right through the enemy's ranks with allittle present for us a cask of
smokepowder with a burning fuse. It would have been suffident to stop our advance dead, asthey say, if
| had not taken the liberty of removing the cask from the beast's claws firg and tossng it behind us into
the bridge. | tried to shut the door and block it, but the umber hulk had my attention by then, and the
exploson knocked dl of us down, friend and foe dike. I'm afraid the poor soul in the lifgammer had no
way to escape. The ship logt power, and we went down. We braced ourselves as wel as we could, and
maogt of my platoon made it out. The deathspider didn't sink right away, luckily for us. Ghomes from the
shore got to us rather quickly, dl said and done. | even had a tattoo placed on my chest to commemorate
the victory."

Gomja retrieved the towd, vigoroudy blew his huge nose once more, then replaced the towd as before.
Except for the red circles around his eyes, he now looked quite buoyant. "The best part of it dl, Sr, was
that the gnomes were able to retrieve the hdm from the deathspider and modify it. We aso took severa
neogi prisoners, though I'm afraid they didn't last long in the gnomes hands. Research committees in the
Heders, Zoologists, and Military guilds wanted to examine them, and the results were quite ghastly. The
umber hulks, those that hadn't drowned, had to be dain, except for one that went to a research
committee” Gomja shivered. "Many of the neogi's prisoners were freed, though they had no idea of what
to do with themsalves. | believe they were turned over to the loca human authorities for care.”

"Thisdill doesn't tdl me how you came to be here" Teldin reminded him.

"Sorry, dr. Anyway, the neogi hdm was repaired and revamped, and a new spdljammer was built, a
gdleon-type based on a merchant saling ship that the gnomes had on hand for some reason. | was
offered a chance to ride the ship into space, though some of the gnomes wanted me to remain on Mount
Nevermind as director of the Military Guild. | fdt it the wiser course to, um* Gomja lowered his voice,
ganang briefly toward the open window "-to seek gainful employment elsewhere, if you understand my
drift, 9r." Teldin nodded knowingly.

"So we took off," Gomja went on, "and over the next few weeks we consumed a great ded of time
fighting pirates and a rather nasty squid ship full of zombies. | earned three more tattoos as a resullt. | tried
to get work with the dven Imperid Feet, but without success. Eventudly, we were directed here by a
gnomish sidewhedler-trader, and here we, ah, landed. In fact, our landing was not unlike yours and was
in nearly the same spot. The gnomes even renamed the lake on account of us. It used to be caled The
Big Lake.™ Gomja grinned, his ears sraight up and histhick, blunt teeth showing.

Tddin shook his head in amazement. It was dill too much to believe. "When | saw you lagt," he said,
remembering ther parting, "you were Sergeant Gomja. | heard one of the gnomes outsde cdl you



colond-captain something-or-other.”

Thegff sat fully upright in his heavy wooden chair, his great chest swdling and gretching the fabric of his
red uniform to new dimensons. "I am now Firs Colone-Commander Herphan Gomja, Commander in
Chief of Base Security, Naval Port Walkaway, Ironpiece, My sre would be proud of meif he knew. |
am but seventeen years of age, ayouth in the eyes of many, but | now have sx hundred seventy gnomes,
twenty-two humans, and fifty individuds of other races as my subordinates. No other giff in my memory
has gained such a command so early.” For a moment, his blue face glowed as he spoke.

Tddin tried to suppress a grin but couldnt stop it. Obvioudy, the gff didnt understand just how
ridiculous he sounded. Gomja hadn't changed a bit. The gff saw Tedin's amile and returned it, no doubt
thinking that Teldin was pleased for him. "By the way," Tddin asked, "why do they cdl it Port
Wakaway?'

"That, | believe, came from a human's remark to a gnome about the best kind of landing to make with a
spdljammer. Her words went something like, "Any landing you can walk away from is a good one.' |
don't believe they actudly got the joke, Sr."

Tddin groaned. "One thing that you haven't explained,” he said as he reached for a cup of water on a
bedside table, "is how you got your command so quickly, You can't have been here longer than a few
weeks."

Gomja shrugged. "Eight weeks, actudly, Sr. The security commanders were on strike when we arrived
here. There was some disagreement about the appropriate length of unit mottos, | believe. The colony
secretary-general hired me to replace the griking gnome commanders, and that was it. It struck me as
out of the ordinary for any race but the gnomes, | confess, but | decided not to question an opportunity
such as that. After | reorganized the security and marine forces, the gnome commanders asked to Sgn
back on, and | took them as my subordinates. If | may be dlowed to wave my own flag, things have run
very smoacthly these last two months. Y our arrival was the firgt cal to action that we've had.”

"If I could have warned you, 1'd have tried," Tedin said, amiling. "What | don't understand is why you'd
take a job here leading gnomes when you were offered the very same podtion back a Mount
Nevermind."

Gomjarolled his amdl black eyes. "Oh, tha. I'm afraid the research committees had begun to take an
interest in me, S, and rather than risk aturn in their examination room and-"

"Stop." Tedin could pictureit dl too well. "I'm glad to see you, Gomja, however it came about”

"I'm glad to see you, too, gr," Gomjareplied with a wide grin, his pert ears giving a wiggle on top of his
broad hippopotamus head. "Y ou can't imagine what went through-"

"-your mind, yes" Tddin sank back into his pillow. Suddenly he fdt very tired. "Gomja, if you don't
mind, | think | need to rest for awhile

"Certanly, ar!" the giff boomed, coming to his feet and thoughtfully retrieving the towd he'd used. The
floorboards creaked in protest. "Il make sure everyone is kept out for a while The surgeon says you
should be up on your feet in another day or two. We've been heping you dong with heding spdls, as
you may be aware, and you're dmost as good as new! I'll be saying downdairs in the infirmary here, in
room number eight. Cdl for meif you need anything, sr." The gff threw Tddin a sharp saute, then turned
on his broad footpads and opened the door. He hesitated, then looked back just befordeaving. "Sir," he
sad, flushing a darker shade of blue "I just thought | should say that even though | am Firgt
Colond-Commander now, the best promotion | ever had in my life was when you made me a sergeant a



Mount Nevermind. I've never forgotten that."

Tddin wasn't sure quite what to say in reply, but he was deeply touched. "I've never forgotten it ether. |
knew a good soldier when | saw one. Carry on!"

"Rignt! Good-bye, sr." Beaming, the giff closed the door behind him with a solid thud.

"Good-bye," Teldin said to the door. He closed his eyes. Life had been getting only stranger and stranger
snce this entire adventure started.

"Psst!”

Tddin started and looked a the open window. A amal, dfin face surrounded with gleaming black hair
looked back at him with ajoyful expression. Bright wildflowers rested in Gaye's hair. She appeared to be
henging onto the outside window ledge by her fingers and elbows.

"Ishe gone?' Gaye said in aloud stage whisper.

Tddin wanted to close his eyes, but pushed himsdf up on his ebows instead. "What in the lower blazes
are you doing there?' he whispered fiercely. "Thisis the second floor!"

"I thought you'd like some company!” she whispered back, pulling hersdf fully into the room. The
dark-haired kender was wearing a short purple dress with a red sash and no shoes. "l would have
brought some fruit, but the gnomes said you weren't to eat anything but creamed soaked grains until you
were released.”

Tddin's somach knotted at the thought of facing another bowl of that tasteless gray dudge. He was being
fed five times a day now, and he hated every moment of it.

Gaye wiped her dirty hands on Tddin's bedsheets. "Anyway, now that I'm here, we have some time to
tak!" she sad brightly, seating hersalf on the bed. She was wearing a new sort of flowery perfume.
"Adfred said you brought us down when both the hdms were knocked out,” she said, leaning toward
hm excitedly. "Is this another power of your cloak? | don't mean to be nosy. Adfred was trying to keep
it a secret, but | overheard him yesterday taking to the navigator. | hope I'm not getting him into trouble

or anything by saying that." "Well-" Tddin began.

"I guess | should firg say thank you for saving us" Gaye continued quickly, "but that seems so
inadequate. That big blue guy with the nose, Generd Gomma whatever, said you amost drowned when
we splashed down, but he pulled you out. | was redly grateful he did, too. We've only known each other
for what, five days, and here we are, crashed on a fla planet with no ship left, and who knows what's
lurking in wildspace for us, trying to get your cloak. That's what Adfred was saying, but not to me. That
was to the navigator."

" don't-" Tddin said.

"Oh, don't worry, none of that's important,” the kender went on. "None of us can predict the future, so
we'd dl better eat our desserts fird. That's what everyone says, anyway. | like your mustache. So, what
have you been doing with yoursdf latdy?' She waited expectantly, her dark eyes shining.

Tddin opened his mouth to answer.

There was a knock at the door. "Tddin?' came Adfred's muffled voice from outside. "Tddin, mind if |
comein?'



"Oops" muttered Gaye, bounding to her bare feet. She looked hurriedly around the room, then dropped
to her knees and crawled under Tedin's bed. "Dont tdl!" she whispered with awink, and was gone from
view.

"Tedin?' came the voice at the door again.
"Comeonin,” Tddin said in defegt. "Why not."

The door opened slently. Adfred had a new gash over hisleft eye, but it had heded dready. He moved
ungeadily, favoring hisright leg. The big man gave Tddin a lopsided amile as he limped over and reached
out to shake hishand. "Good to see you dive, old son,” Adfred said, taking a seat on a stool he pulled
close to Tddin's bed. "Hope you don't mind a vist."

Tddin snorted. "Gomja was going to keep people out for me, but you mugt have missed him. Don't
worry about it. How are things going here?"

"Wdl," Adfred started, leening forward to rest his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped together in
front of him. His crooked amile faded, then was gone. "I've got some bad news, some good news, and
some more bad news"

Grimading, Tedin tried to prepare himsdf. "What?"

"The fird bad news is that we did lose a few people” Adfred said, not looking Tedin in the eye.
"Asnwilk, the stern cadtle catapult crewman, he drowned, and Bor Oxeman and that new priest, Garioth,
they were killed in the lower bridge by that catapult shot. We haven't found five others. Varisot,
Mamnilla, Old Hok, Mithko the Elder, and Yishi Narsh, the cook. They could have fdlen off anywherein
gpace or inthe lake. We just don't know. Yishi was probably in the gdley when it was hit."

Adfred looked down at hisinterlocked fingers. His eyes saw nothing there. Tddin remembered Mamnilla
and Old Hok, lying on the deck as Tedin had hovered over the ship in his dream, or whatever state the
cloak had produced. Mamnillahad had a warped sense of humor for a hdfling. An empty place formed
in Tddin's somach. He tried not to take it persondly, but he knew he was the cause of dl these
degths-he and his cloak.

"The good sde," Adlfred went on, “isthat the rest of us survived, which comes to thirty-nine people tha
you saved. The gnomes have ther hedersreal heders and priestsworking on the crew, and were
getting back on our feet. They told us we should be at full strength by the day after tomorrow. Now, we
go back to the bad news again."

Adfred paused, not looking a Tddin, and swalowed. "TheProbe's just scrap, I'm told," he sad, no
emotion in hisvoice. "The orcs, or whatever they were up there, did for us pretty well. You got us out of
therein time, but the ship's going for kindling." Adfred gave Tddin arueful amile "At least | got to be her
captain for awhile"

"I'm sorry,” Tddin said. He was blanketed in misery. He knew more than ever that his presence
threatened everyone he had ever cared about. "It's my fault,” he mumbled. "I shouldn't have stayed and
put you and everyone ese in so much danger. The neogi, the mind flayers, the orcs, they want this
cloak"-he gestured at the Slver "necklace’ a his throat, the cloak being kept smdl so it was out of the
way-"and | couldnt even giveit to themif | wanted to."

Adfred made a short gesture asif brushing away afly. "Dont tak like that. Y ou're not getting anywhere
with sdf-pity. We chose to be with you even though we knew it would be hard going. We stuck
together, and you pulled our roast out of the cooking fire when things balled up." Adfred rubbed at his



face. "The point of dl this is that my crew has nowhere to go, and some of them are thinking about
daying here. They're not that crazy about gnomes, but they'd rather ether settle down here and work or
ese wat for the next freighter that stops by and sgn on her, no matter where she's bound. | released
them dl of thar duties as of this morning, and paid them off with what the gnomes salvaged from the
currency locker in my cabin. Everyone's daying here at the infirmary for now, but soon they're going to
dart going their own ways." Adlfred hesitated. "And Sylvie and | are going our own ways, too, old son.”

I'm going to miss you, Teldin was ready to say, feding even more depressed and responsible for the
whole mess.

"So0," sad Adfred, riang to hisfeet and stretching hisright leg gingerly. "As soon as you get off your lazy
ass and get some redl food in you instead of this scavver dung they've been feeding us dl, you and Sylvie
and | are going to see this sage the dves want us to see. And if | have any luck at dl dong the way, I'm
going to make some space orcs damned unhappy that they shot up my ship.”

Tddin stared a Adfred with an open mouth. The captain leaned down and gave Tddin a hedthy punch
in the shoulder. "I've aso got to teach you about landing ships if you're going to spljam them, if that's
what you did to get us down. A blind-drunk liar bird would have done better. And | haven't forgotten
that other problem you and | were going to work on, ether. We can't do anything about it here, snce dl
they have avalable are gnome women-unless youlike that type-but well work on it." With a crooked,
bowing grin, the blond warrior waved and headed for the door, letting himsdf out.

"You old dog, you," Tddin said, Saring at the door. | can't believe you Hill want to travel with me, he
thought. | just can't believeit. For thefird timein ages, he fdt a sense of lightness ingde him.

"Hey!" came Gaye's voice from under the bed. "What kind of problem are you having? And why did he
say you couldn't do anything about it here because of the gnome women?”

Tddin closed his eyes for amoment. "Gaye," he said wearily, "it's none of your busness”

The kender, now covered in dust bals from her black har to her tanned legs, scrambled to her feet.
"They don't sweep very wel in here" she said conversationdly, brushing hersdf off beside Tedin's bed
and scattering dust clouds everywhere. "Wl, if you don't want to tak about your deep, dark problem,
then maybe youll talk about it later when we get to the fd. Adfred told the navigetor that a fd was like a
snal, only azllion times bigger. Is that true? Why are we supposed to go see asnal, anyway?'

"You know," Tddin sad irritably, "I don't recdl that any invitation was extended to you or to anyone else
for a chance to go on this expedition.”

"Redly?' Gaye said, unfazed. "We were dl going there anyway until we crashed here. What's the
difference?' She wiped her hands off on Teldin's sheets again. "Anyway, I've dready been taking with
the gnomes. | told them you were looking for theSpelljammer, and they were quite excited about heping
usout. So get some rest.” Gaye patted Teldin's shoulder. "You've been a big hero, but you need a little
more nap time. Then well vigt the big snall and find theSpelljammer and tdl dl our friends about it."

The kender padded over to the window and hoisted hersalf onto the ledge with youthful grace. Turned so
that she faced out, she leaned back and gave Tedin alast wave.

"Il ask Adfred if I can hep with your problem, whatever it is" she cdled, then svung hersdf off the
ledge, disappearing from view.

"No!" Tddin cried, hdf gtting up. He waited with terror for the awful crash that he knew would follow as
the crazy kender hit the ground.



No crash came. Wind dirred the tree leaves outsde the window. Some very loud machine could be
heard in the distance, probably afan boat rumbling across the lake.

Tddin swvung his feet off the bed, wadded up the now-filthy sheets, and carefully made his way over to
the window. Thanks to the gnomes heding magic, hislegs had outwardly recovered from ther injuries on
theProbe, but they ached abominably with every step. Limping to the window, he peered down to find a
trace of the kender.

There was nothing on the ground but grass, running right up to the infirmary walls. Gaye was nowhere in
Sght.

Stunned, Tddin looked down at the wdl itsdf. There were no handholds, no pipes, nothing & dl that she
possibly could have used to dimb up the wall to his window. He looked up, and it was then that he saw
the last bit of a piece of rope flick over the roofs guitter, pulled up by unseen hands, Gaye's. Tddin fdt a
stab of admiraion with hisrdlief.

He was heading back to his bed when he heard short footsteps outside, marching up to his door. As he
swvung his feet under the sheets again, sheking the dust off as wel as he could, Tddin heard a rapid,
continuous knocking sound from a spot low on the door.

“I'm busy," he said, too worn out to see anyone else. He figured the knocker had to be a gnome, and his
legs were il aching from moving around. He fdl back on the pillow and stared at the celling.

Hafa minute passed before the knocking resumed, Maybe if | tried red hard, Tddin thought, | could
choke mysdf with this cloak and save the neogi and everyone dse the trouble. Maybe then | could get
ome rest.

The knocking went on and on.
"Comein!" Tddin shouted in surrender. "Jugst comein!"

"I'm not bothering you, am 1?' came a voice outsde his door. It was Dyffed. "I wouldnt do this, you
understand, but some matters have come up since we landed here, and | fdt that | should probably
discuss them with you when you had a free moment, and | didn't think you'd be doing anything right now,
s0 | thought 1'd come by and-"

"Comein, come in, come in, come in, comein'" Tedin shouted, too tired to throw something at the door.

"Ah, then I'm glad I'm not bothering you,” said Dyffed cheerily, letting himsdf in. Sporting a thick
bandage on top of his bald head, tied down with a strip of white cloth, the little gnome aso wore a new
set of gold-rimmed spectacles, probably having logt his previous pair in the ship crash. He was dressed in
maroon pants, a white shirt with a round, giff front made of white paper, and a gaudy green-and-gold
jacket with at least eight pockets visble on the front. His short beard was nedtly trimmed, and Tddin
could tdl that the gnome had probably had a bath, hisfirs in awhile.

"You're looking splendid, if a bit pae" sad the gnome, beaming up a Tddin from the sde of the bed.
"They've gone and put you in the humans ward, too, so the doorknobs are dl a your height and the
water closets don't bump your ankles and you can deep without feding you've been stuck in a bookshelf.
Smply splendid. | mug tdl you, your joke about One Sx Nine is quite the rage around the yacht club,
and even Firs Commodore Smedlookinblakburdincan was quite beside himsdlf, laughed until he nearly
vomited and had to be taken outsde and given water. Marvelous sense of humor, but that's not why I'm
here. Just 9gn these" The gnome pulled a stained sheaf of papers from an indde pocket of his jacket and
spread them out on Tedin's chest. He then produced a short, black stick with a coppery point on one



end. "You can use my portable hydraulic transcription device if you like" he added, "but mind the ink.
Refilling it takes four hours.”

Tddin made no move to take the black stick. He vdiantly resisted the urge to punch the gnome in the
nose. "What are you taking about? What are these?'

"Ah" said the gnome, pointing a stubby finger at various sections of the papers as he spoke. "Thisis a
legd statement giving me permission to accompany your expedition to theSpelljammer -not just any
spdljammer, of course, but the one-and-only Spelljammer - purdy for sdentific purposes. This is a
release form that absolves you from any responghility for dl accidents, illnesses, or injuries, to indude
death and/or dismemberment, that | might suffer while in your company. This is a release form tha
absolves me from any responghility for dl accidents, illnesses, or injuries, to indude desth and/or
dismemberment, that you might suffer as a result of anything that | do for research purposes. Thisis a
waver that grants"” Tddin snatched the papers out of Dyffed's hands and dmost wadded them into a
bdl. Instead, with the greatest sngle effort of willpower he ever recaled using, he carefully handed them
back to the gnome. "I am not signing anything," Tedin said with findity, "and it doesn't matter if you want
to go or not. We have no ship. Were stuck here

"Oh, but we do have a ship,” Dyffed corrected him. "The Board of Admirds has given us an excdlent
ship from the navd ya-um, um, yacht docks, slly of me-an excdlent ship from the yacht docks, ready for
itstrid run. Within afew days, we shdl be off to see One Sx Nine"

The charade about the "yacht club,” on top of everything else, managed to push Tedin's temper to its
limits "Why do you persist in cdling this a yacht dub?' he demanded. He hdf sat up in bed again, feding
his face flush with anger. "Thisis anava base for speljammers, isnt it? Gnome pelljammers?”

"Shhhi" Panicked, Dyffed waved his hands in front of Tddin's face. "Cardess vocdizations produce
maritime disasters!” he hissed, glandng fearfully at the open window.

"Damn it, everyoneknows this is a navd base!" Tddin protested. "l knew that when Gomja brought me
ashore on his boat! All the gnomes wear uniforms, you have huge catgpult and bdliga towers
surrounding this valey, you have amilitary dry dock, and even your security commander told me it was a
nava basa!" As he uttered those last words, Tddin indantly wished he could take them back. He had
undoubtedly just sunk Gomjas whole career.

"Hrg Colonel-Commander Herphan Gomja has a security clearance that dlows him to say it's a navd
base, but you dont!" Dyffed retorted, unfazed. "As Colone-Commander Gomja says, the void holds
many foes, even if that's not logicdly correct because a void should be empty and hold nothing.
Regardless, we ask that you please not refer to this base, the lake, or the airspace above it, out to a
fifty-mile dtitude, as anything other than a yacht club. If our enemies knew that we were working on a
coherent-beam, synergized thaumamplifer here, they'd-" The gnome froze, his face filled with horror at his
words. "No! | meant, if they only knew we were working on a secret birthday party for the admirds
here, they'd be dl over us. It's the nature of space mongters, dways crashing birthday parties”" Dyffed
drew a shuddering Sgh, his face pae. "I've been working on this weapons project for so long, | dmost
forgot the code words."

Tddin thought about this latest revelation. Whatever this secret weapon was, he didn't want to be around
when it was st off. "Forgive my asking," he said, "but were you working on this, uh, birthday party at the
Rock of Bra?"

"What? Oh, yes, | was. Their library was of considerable hdlp, too, though | don't think they understood
ascrap of what | was doing there. Elved" The gnome ralled his eyes. "Wonderful people, of course, but



absolutely no concept of red science. The admird and | got dong quite famoudy, though, thanks to his
interest in theSpelljammer -that's the one-and-only Spelljammer, of course, not just any spdljammer.
We used to talk about that for days. He must have asked me a thousand questions about it. That's the
sort of thing that happens when you get a proper schooling, none of this 'Everything | Needed to Know |
Learned on Dungeon Level One' nonsense. That was why he had me go with you, so | could perform a
sdentific analyss of theSpelljammer when you found it, then answer dl of his own questions about it
leter.”

The gnome paused for breath, and Tedin broke in. His worst suspicions were dangeroudy close to being
confirmed. "What kind of questions was Admird Cirathorn asking about theSpelljammer ?"

Dyffed hesitated, logt in thought. "Oh, the usud things, of course, that a scholar of history might ask. How
big was it, what kind of wegpons would it carry, how could you contral it, where would you find it, what
sorts of military things might you do with it if you had it, would your cloak have any effect on it, that sort
of thing. Natura curiosty.”

Naturd curiogty, hdl, Tddin thought. 1 should have known. Why in the name of the Abyss do | keep
trusting everyone | meet and hoping they won't stab mein the back with the firs chance they get? | never
thought the eves would do it, but I've not been seeing this in perspective. TheSpelljammer is more
vauable than gold; it's red, raw power, and no one can turn away from it, not the neogi, not the mind
flayers, not the pirates, evidently not the orcs who attacked us, and apparently not even the eves
Possibly not even the gnomes.

"At any rate," Dyffed went on chearfully, "my research assstants and | shdl accompany you when you
leave to find theSpelljammer. We're going to find out what makes theSpelljammer squed, as they say,
but first well be off to see dear old One Sx Nine. I've communicated with him only by parcel for the last
Sxty years. He was quite a help to me on the, uh, um, birthday party. Well be bringing it with us, by the
way. It should be a marvelous trip.”

*kk*k*k

Night fdl across the face of Ironpiece. Watches changed at the navd base, and spdljammers began
landing in the evening, the lagt of those returning from the battle that had been joined after theProbe's
escape. Tddin heard from various nurses and technicians that the humanoid and dven ships had fought
each other merclesdy, but both sSdes had been driven away from Ironpiece by the gnomes
dreadnoughts, deethglories, spelfighters, and other craft. Confusion had reigned at fird as to whether the
dveswere dlies or enemies, but the matter was resolved on a practical levd when an dven man-o-war
opened fire on a deathglory. From that point on, it was every sde for itsdf. As usud, the gnomes took
the greatest casudties from their own experimenta weapons. Once the humanoids had retreasted and the
eves had smply vanished (minus one of their man-o-wars), the gnomes had mopped up and gone home.
Tddin went to deep with a certain amount of satisfaction at the news.

The infirmary's inhabitants dept. In the dark corridors, a handful of gnome attendants snored on their
dools or wrote medicd notes by candidight. One of them was in the middle of liding a series of
proposed experiments to determine the best design for a new lighting system for the infirmary-one that
would not burn the place to the ground, as the previous natural-gas system had done sxty years earlier.
She finished with another page, admiring the smplicity of her desgn-to have giat, refillable wicks
inddled in the walls-and set it on the ever-growing pile beside her.



"Somnoluncia, parafar, nombilbulum’ came a whispered voice from the darkness down the hdl to her
|€ft.

Sartled, the gnome looked up-and immediady started to yawn. She leaned back, a quill pen and a
stack of unblemished paper diding from her l1ap as shefdl off her stool. A soft thump sounded as she hit
the floor, accompanied by the sound of an upended ink bottle ralling away across the floor to empty its
contentsin awidening puddie.

Out of the darkness came a darker thing, floaing soundlesdy up to the snoring gnome. The figure
observed the dow rise and fdl of her chest, then moved on to the door on her right. There the figure took
alagt look around-then it amply moved through the entry asiif the door did not exist.

Beyond the door the darkness was broken by fant light from a window. After an appropriate wait to
assure that the rhythmic breathing from the bed in the room was genuine, the figure Slently drifted closer.
A lone being dept there, curled up like a baby. The sheets were bunched up at the foot of the bed. Peace
was written across the deeper's face.

The dark figure raised afinger of white jointed bone and pointed it at the dleeper's head.

"Obedia ooamei, ptegjarki noh,"it said quietly. The rhythmic bresthing from the vidim immediately
became heavier and deeper. The degper's eyes opened and stared a the wall, seeing nothing. The dark
thing fdt relief. The controlling spell had worked on the firg attempt.

"Much from me this spdl has cost, but much need | have of you, live meet," the dark thing whispered.
"Much for mein the weeks to arrive you will do. The cloakmagter to approach | dare not. Dangerous he
is, and because of im my not-servants exis not. But you in my service will be, hidden dave with hidden
madter, you by dl trusted, yes. My words now attend you will, much to learn, and my dreams to fulfil.
Power everlaging minewill be, the cosmos to hold.”

The dark figure spread its ams wide, covering the window and the light, and began the next
enchantment.

*k k%%

The falowing morning, before Teldin forced his own release from the infirmary, Gomja visited him and
announced he, too, would be going with Teldin to find theSpel ljammer .

"I don't undergtand,” Teldin said. He stopped rubbing his knees to ease the aching in them. "Why would
you leave your work here? Y ou've got everything you've ever wanted.”

Gomja sghed, gtting on a heavy crate and looking a a spot on the floor. "I know, gr, but the gnomes
decided that they need a marine commander aboard the ship they're taking to theSpelljammer, and they
fdt that | was the best choice. The commanders that | replaced wanted their old jobs back, too. It's dl
for the best." He looked uncomfortable and dropped his voice as he looked up. "Besdes, gr, not a lot
has been going on here, and I've been hoping for a little more action. I'm aso worried that you might
need a strong arm at your Side, given your current goas.”

Tddin grinned and shook his head. "I can't deny that, Colond-Commander. It seems asif I'm going to
have company with me, whether | want it or not." His amile faded. "To be frank, after the fight just before
we crashed here, I'd dmost decided to go on to theSpelljammer done. Anyone who goes with meisin



danger. | don't even think | can trust the eves on this one. They're as eager to get their little hands on this
cloak as everyone dse”

Gomja sad nothing, but dill stared at the floor. Tddin leaned forward and dapped the gff on the
shoulder. "It will be good having you with me again,” he said with feding. "I need someone | can trust. |
don't have many these days, and you, Adfred, and Sylvie are about it."

The giff looked up into Teldin's face for a moment with an unreadable expression. "Thank you, sr," he
findly said. The floorboards groaned as he eased himsdf to his broad, round feet. "I'll get my things then.”

"Do that,” Tedin said. "I'm getting the hdl out of here right now mysdf." He waved as the gff left, then
went back to collecting the few things that his rescuers had managed to bring to him from the wreck. The
worst loss was the sheef of papers about theSpelljammer that Cirathorn had given him. The scroll tube
mug have come loose during the crash, meaning that it was undoubtedly resting on the bottom of Lake
Crashsplash this very moment. He gritted his teeth at the thought, but there was no hdp for it. Maybe this
dug, One Sx Nine or whatever it was, would know more.

Tddin dung hisamdl bag of persona belongings over his shoulder, then looked the room over before he
left. Seeing that it was farly clean, he closed the door behind him and set off down the hdl in search of
red food.

At leadt, he reflected as he started down the stairs, he would be traveling with people he knew he could
trug.

Chapter Nine

"It should be right in this next berth... no, wrong one, just ignore the mess. There! Here it id This one
right here, this beautiful ship, thisis thePerilous Halibut, my labor of love for many years. Glorious, isn't
she?' Dressed in a brown tweed suit with a lime-green shirt and a ydlow tie that could blind onlookers
within ten feet of it, Dyffed stood before the long black ship he had named and beamed up at its bow.
His face was wreathed in betific happiness. "'l fed ningty years old dl over agan,” he Sghed.

There was along slence as Tddin, Adfred, and Sylvie stared at the ship with thoughtful expressions.

"It's very"-Tddin sruggled for a word, glanang a Adfred for hep but finding none-"interesting,” he
finished. 1t looks like a black banana with fins, he thought.

"| dbsolutdly agree" said Dyffed, reaching up to pat the bottom of the ship's metd-plated hull. "The
Perilous Halibut was caled such because, firg, it is sort of like a fish, and the Office of Yachting
Names, Desgnations, Codes, and Other Completely Nonmilitary Appellations had run out of dl the
other fish-type names, and dl the paperwork with our previous suggestions had aready been filed and
logt. Secondly, it is perilous because it's a dangerous ship-1 mean, dangerous to our enemies, of course.
We huilt it, so it can't be dangerous to us. We were origindly going to paint it blue to go with Vice Rear
Admird Blekinmangrarss new uniform, but we had aready ran out of that particular shade and Midnight
Ebony was dl the supply office had €ft, which was a very fortunate error for dl concerned, because now
the ship is perfectly camouflaged againg the blackness of space, though we might someday have to paint
gars on it here and there to make the camouflage more authen-ouch!”

The gnome hadtily stuck a finger in his mouth. "Dratted riveting,” he muttered, popping his finger out for a
second to speak, then putting it back in.

Tddin stepped around to the Sde to gauge the ship's size. ThePerilous Halibut rested on a massve and
complex framework of wooden supports indde the gigantic hangar on Port Wakaway. The ship



appeared to be about the same length as theProbe, two hundred feet or so, and was about twenty-five
feet thick and prism-shaped, octagona in cross section. A rectangular black tower stuck out from the
upper deck of the ship, dmogt like a shark’s fin, and smdler fins stuck out from severd places dong its
ddes. The ship's tal retained the fishlike imagery, with the lower end of the tal fdling wel below the
bottom of the ship itsdf. The ship would lose itstall if it landed on solid ground, but Tedin guessed it had
been meant to land on water.

Tddin's eyes scanned the upper deck of thePerilous Halibut, noting a smple gold raling running around
the edge. The raling was, of course, a the height of a typica gnomes wast-in other words, just about
the height of a human's knees. It wouldn't do to get close to it and trip over the Sde of the ship.

"I can't believe we're lucky enough to have this whole ship to oursalves™ Adfred said. Tddin and Sylvie
turned to stare at him in amazement. Adfred glanced aside at them, putting a finger momentarily to his
lips.

"Ah, nothing lucky about it at dl," sad Dyffed, pleased. He dismissad the idea with a wave of his hand.
"Nothing at dl. Experimental ships are sent out dl the time from here, and most have come back. Or
some of them have, a least. | last heard the return figure was closer to twelve point eght percent,

induding al ships bearing the expected casudties but not counting fragmenta returns if they couldn' tel
which

'iip the fragments belonged to. But that's neither here nor shi there, of course, for though this is its firg
flight test, thePerilous Halibut is of a proven theoreticd modd, the firg of its kind to be built, and we
have nothing whatsoever to fear, nothing at dl, unless the tall fals off." Dyffed chuckled, glancing at the
tdl threesome behind him. "An old gnomish joke, you understand.”

No one dse so much as amiled.

Dyffed coughed and went back to admiring thePerilous Halibut. "Yes, this lovely ship will be ready to
fly at any time, right after afew last adjustments are made. Then shelll be fit for space.”

"Ah, adjugments” sad Adfred with interest, "by which you mean..." He waited and looked at the
gnome.

"Oh, the usud things, of course” said the gnome. "Check a few fittings, tighten a few bolts, ingdl the
lavatories, order the weapons, unpack the hdm and ingd| that, then run the usud experiments to find out
if it can float. It should float, or at leest it does on paper. By that, | mean tha the ship doesn't float on
paper, but rather it floats on water, as the expresson-"

"Do you mean the ship has no weapons or hdm right now?" Tddin asked, bardy besting Adfred to the
question. Dyffed cleared his throat and managed to look everywhere but directly a Tedin. "Wel, deck
weapons were accidentdly left off the desgn prints at first-cardess of me-but we did manage to find
places to put one, a balida, right there on the front-the bow, as | believe it's caled. Perhaps someday
well have our, um, ah, birthday party mounted there instead.”

"Birthday party?' Sylvie asked, an eyebrow raised. "Are you serious?’

Dyffed quickly eyed Tddin, then grinned and waved his ams eaborately. "Yes, oh, yes, we're going to
have a birthday party-right, Teldin?to celebrate her fird birthday. | mean, to celebrate the admird's
birthday. We should have the hdm ingdled within the hour, give or take a hit, if we can get the
paperwork filled out. All we can do in the meanwhile is St back with our fingers in our ears and hope
everything works properly. Ah, which reminds me, | need to bring out a piece of old equipment and run
some tests on it before we leave for One Six Nine. It's a locating device, something One Sx Nine called



a'thingfinder,” which he made for us. We, of course, have improved upon it-just a tiny bit, mind you-and
if it hasn't decayed or been sat upon, it should lead us right to old Thirteen Squared's address without fall.
Remarkable device-operates completely on thought power. Not as effident as hydrodynamics, | know,
but-ah, | see someone sgnding me, so | shdl have to leave you here to marvd at the marvd, as it were.
Don't touch theriveting or the tall." Dyffed was off at once, sriding purposefully toward a group of other
gnomes standing near a maze of scaffolding at the ship's stern.

Tddin watched Dyffed go, shaking his head dightly as he did. He turned away and kept his arms crossed
infront of him as he looked the outside of the ship over, occasiondly chewing on athumbnail.

"Do you know," said A€dfred, who had adopted asmilar posture, "thet in the last three and a hdf years, |
have never once taken along voyage on a spdljammer other than theProbe? And not once, never, did |
ever ride on agnomish ship." He nodded thoughtfully.

"I don't like this"" Sylvie said, her hands jammed into her pockets. "Our chances of getting killed look
awfully good."

The three stood in slence &fter that, looking at the ship and ligening to the gnomes argue and hammer
thingsin the distance.

Tddin sghed, rubbing his face with his hands. "I'm not crazy about this, either, but | salled on a gnomish
ghip once, when | left Krynn, and I'm gl dive. Of course, | wasn't on it very long. Let's find out when
thisthing takes off. We may as wel enjoy oursdves before we have to go.”

"What's this 'birthday party’ he was taking about?' asked Sylvie, looking at Teldin. "He thought you
knew about it."

"It's some sort of secret wegpon that they're taking with us on the ship,” Tddin said. "Dyffed won't say
anything about it that | can understand.”

"Secret weapon,” said Adfred noncommittaly. All three stared at the black ship alittle while longer.

Adfred findly uncrossed his ams and sighed heavily. "Tedin, did the gnomes recover any of those
sagecoarse casks from theProbe 7' he asked.

Tddin thought. "Jugt one. It's a the lake docks, Pier Twelve, with the rest of what they could salvage.”

Adfred nodded solemnly. He took a last look at thePerilous Halibut, then turned without a word and
walked off a a casua pace toward the hangar doors and the docks beyond. Sylvie followed with only a
dight hesitation.

Tddin watched them go, then looked back at the black ship and sighed.

*k k%%

There had been no dgn of Gaye at the infirmary in the morning. Inquiries to the gnomes who were
carying the persona belongings of Teldin and his companions to thePerilous Halibut brought a varigty
of long responses, dl of which could be boiled down to a smple "l don't know." Gomja said he would
take awak around the base and find out what she was up to, then he disappeared, too.



Tddin wandered amlesdy around the base for severd hours, inspecting the variety of bizarre gnomish
ships. He was mildy fascinated by the heavily armed, shiplike desthglories and the tiny clockwork
spdIfighters, watching as they took off on their deep-space patrols. In time, he found himsdf standing
ingde a hangar, feding his cloak flgp againg his legs. The cloak had become a dark rich emeradd hue,
amog black, just within the last hour.

Did that color mean anything? he wondered. Why does this cloak do anything at dl? What's the point of
it? The frudration was neverending.

He looked around, frowned, and spotted Dyffed speaking with two other gnomes across the hangar,
perhaps two hundred feet away. They were bunched together and appeared wry secretive, but thar ams
were waving and gesturing wildly in some intense discussion.

Tddin was suddenly seized with a perverse urge to know what they were talking about. He couldn't walk
over to them and ask. That is, he couldn't-unless he were a gnome. He pushed the thought away, but it
came back unbidden. What would he learn if he were suddenly a gnome? What would they tdl him?

Hed never tried to use his cloak's powers to change his shape into a gnome. He'd had good success with
human-sized mde and femde forms, but this was different. His old inhibitions againgt assuming other
forms had eroded steadily in recent weeks under the twin pressures of curiodty and frustration. Things
hed been out of his control for too long.

Tddin looked around and spotted some gnomish work dothing hanging from a peg. On impulse, he
casudly waked over to pick it up. The gnomes paid no atention to him. Tedin walked on until he had
stepped behind alarge stack of wooden crates shrouded in darkness. After a brief, find mora struggle,
he carefully looked around, then removed his own dothing. He fdt intensdy foolish, worrying that
someone would see im at any moment. Why am | doing this? he asked himsdf, druggling out of his
pants. Because | want to know what's going on, he answered himsdf. | want to know what this secret
big-named device is that Dyffed's so fired up about. I'm tired of being left in the dark.

When he was undressed, he hedtated and drained to hear any sounds of someone gpproaching.
Stidfied, he closed his eyes and stood perfectly ill.

Miggins. He remembered the friendly little gnome who once had traveled with him on theProbe and was
now |eft far behind on Toril; then he pictured his own features and body dowly mdting down to Migginss
gze He fdt atingle of power surge through his shoulders as the cloak released its energies, and he
avoided opening his eyes to look around. The floor grew larger, making his feet scuff the floor as they
pulled apart. In hismind, his face took on Migginss features, down to the gnome's excited grin.

When Tddin fdt the power stop flowing, he opened his eyes again. The floor was much closer to his face
now, and the hangar seemed bigger. He raised his arms, noted how short and brown they were, how
stubby his fingers looked. His hand came up to his face and touched it, and he knew without doubt thet
those whiskers and that outrageoudly big nose were his Tddin tugged on a chin hair and winced. It had
worked. He was now a gnome. He was s0 astounded that he could hardly speak.

He reached for the gnome clothing, marveling a how different everything seemed from his new height and
how far he had to reach to get anything. It was like being a child again. He noticed then that he was il
wearing the cloak in its full-length verson, and he quickly shrank it down to necklace sze. Moments
later, he had tugged on the work clothing-Gods, he wondered to himsdf, do these gnomes ever take
baths?- and carefully hid his own dothing. With a deep breeath, he walked with short, quick paces out
from behind the crates and headed as nonchdantly as he could toward the three gnomes across the

hangar.



It took a lot longer to get to the gnomes than he had expected, being as unused to his short legs as he
was. Nonetheless, he was within hearing distance before his legs fdt as if they would give out from the
rapid pace.

Dyffed was examining a red box hed by one of the other gnomes, a shaggy-haired character with
spectacle lenses as thick as the bottoms of de steins. The wild-haired gnome was dressed in a filthy gray
smock, and he congantly mumbled short phrases like "Careful!" and "No! There" The third gnome
looked like a bored bureaucrat type, wearing aloud striped suit that Teldin was coming to associate with
the government officids on this particular world. The three spoke in Gnomish, which Tddin understood,
thanks to his cloak. Teldin was becoming accustomed to having the cloak trandate foreign languages for
him, and it appeared to be more proficient at it now than it once had been. Trandaed or not, however,
Tddin could bardly understand anything the gnomes were saying at the moment.

"I don't see where the meridiond fidd radiation is being bottled,” said Dyffed. "See, you've got this"

"No, not there," mumbled the wild-haired gnome. He tried to point something out to Dyffed, but the other
gnome paid no attention and tried to pull the red box from the wild-haired gnome's hands.

"Seg, it'sdl reversed herein the paraboloid process,” Dyffed said, raitling the object and poking a finger
into it. "The bottle should be flow separated here, by the little blue widget-"

"Caefull" said the wild-haired gnome, stepping back and sheltering the box in his arras, a fierce look on
his bearded face. "Don't touch thet!"

"Oh, for the love of Reorx's maiden aunt, | wasn't going to touch the little blue widget." Dyffed grabbed
for the box and poked around ingdeit again. "Oops," he suddenly announced, an expresson of surprise
as he jerked back hisfinger.

Remembering that "Oopsl" was a universd word of danger among the tinker gnomes of Krynn, Tddin
dowed and came to a stop only a dozen feet from the threesome. He could see that the red box had a
dark, glassy plate at one end. The back of the box was open and filled with gears, wires, and glowing

things

"Aaagh!" cried the wild-haired gnome, tugging the red box away from Dyffed's fingers and peering into it
with an agonized expresson. " 'S dl ruint!"

"There, there," Dyffed soothed, snatching the box away from the other gnome. "Let'ssmply give it a fidd
test and seeif it'sredly rained." Dyffed looked around briefly, spied Tedin's gnomish shape and ignored
him, then scanned the hangar. "I know! Well look for Teldin Moorel™

For a second, Tedin feared he had been found out, even though he hadn't the faintest idea of how that
was possible. The gnomes watched as Dyffed held the red box up to his face so that he peered into the
dat glass plate.

"All I should have to do is concentrate, of course, and this should... do the trick..." Dyffed's voice faded
as he dowly rotated in a counterclockwise direction. Teldin noted that the other two gnomes carefully
ducked when the box was aimed in their direction, and he would have done the same except that Dyffed
gave a peculiar little cry and amed the box directly at him.

"Why..." Dyffed raised the box, looked hard a Tedin's gnomish form, then looked into the box again,
pointing it at Teldin's head. "Obvioudy a defect,” he muttered. "Chegp foreign parts.”

"Locatehim” said the wild-haired gnome in a worried voice, nudging Dyffed and pointing at Teldin.



"What? Oh!" Dyffed lowered the box and looked excitedly at Teldin. "Your nameis...?"

Tddin's mind went blank for a second before he answered, "Muggins™ It sounded like Miggins, whose
form he was copying, o it would probably do.

"Ah, Muggins, excdlent," said Dyffed, pleased. "Y ou mugt have lived around humans alot to have such a
short name. Well search for Muggins, then, and hope that proximity of the target to the universd locator
apparatus doesn't result in a feedback loop and the subsequent breakdown of matter on an dementa
levd, as it did on tha unfortunate speljammer that the Sdvage Committee was tdling me about
yesterday. Quite a shame. Not much salvage vaue in sawdugt.” With that, Dyffed poked a finger indde
the open end of the box to make some hurried adjustments. The wild-haired gnome looked on with the
expresson of a mother finding an infant playing with a box full of her finet crysd glassware. The
bureaucrat gnome yawned broadly.

It took five seconds for the gnome's words to snk into Teldin's consciousness and make sense. He didn't
cachit dl, but he caught enough. "Ahhhh...." he began, backing away and looking around for an excuse
to leave.

"Wont take but a second!" Dyffed said, raisng the box to his face and aming the open end a Tedin.
"Do cover your face in case the fidd unbottles itsdlf. Very messy, but that's science for you. Can't make
an omelet without killing afew chickens firg.”

"Wait! Dont do it!" Tddin cried, remembering only a the las moment that his voice had not been
changed dong with his physica form. He put up his hands to shidd his face, not knowing what would

happen next.

To hisirfinite relief, nothing happened at dl. "Oh, guilion splat," muttered Dyffed. "This isnt working. I'm
not getting anything at dl now." He handed the box to the wild-haired gnome, who hdd it up to his face
and peered into it in Teldin's direction. The latter gnome grunted and turned the box upside down, then
Sdeways, then backward.

"S broke,” mumbled the wild-haired gnome sadly, lowering the box and looking down at it like a child a
asmashed toy.

The bureaucrat gnome yawned again, looked around, and scratched himsdf. "Well," he said in a rumbling
bass voice, "it's about time for my budget and appropriations mesting, so if you don't mind, I'l take the
development of this new invention into consderation for the next fiscd year's budget and let this year's"

"But we need the funding!" Dyffed cried in a stricken voice. "I'm absolutely totaly, completely, postively,
and error-free certain that we will have the locator up and running within no more than... no more than..."
He stopped as dl three gnomes turned toward the hangar door in puzzlement. I say," he finished, "what
isthat most bizarre sound?'

Tddin turned to look and listen, too, but he heard nothing at dl. Could the gnomes naturdly hear things
he could not, even in his new form?

"It's the emergency siren from the ranch," said the bureaucrat gnome in mild surprise. "Now, what could
possibly-"

"Uh-oh," said the wild-haired gnome.
Tddin and the other two gnomes immediady turned to look at the speaker.

The wild-haired gnome started to back away from the hangar entrance. "Hamgters," he said, with not a



little concern in his voice.
"Oh, my," said the bureaucrat gnome, looking about the hangar. "Oh, my, then | suppose we'd best-"

"Yes, immediady, | would think," said Dyffed, his eyes suddenly as large and round as saucers. The
gnome looked a Teldin, then hurried over to him.

"Herd" Dyffed said, thrusting the box into Teldin's amdl hands. "Take this to Tddin Moore immediatdy!
Il bring the ingructions later. Don't get caught!™ With that, the three gnomes ran off into the depths of the
hangar, looking anxioudy over their shoulders and pushing each other dong as they made their escape.
The lagt that Tddin heard of them was Dyffed's cry, "Hurry before they get herd™ A distant door
dammed, and slencefdl.

Hamgers? The cloak had trandated the gnomish word but had provided no explanation for what the
word meant. Teldin had to assume a hamster was some sort of animd, and to be caught by one was
obvioudy regarded as aterrible thing.

"Then what am | doing here?' he suddenly asked himsdf adoud. Clutching the box, he turned to run back
for his hidden dothing. He would have to change back into his normd sze and get his sword. With his
cloak's powers, he could better ded with the Stuation.

He would have done this, except that, when he turned around, he found his way blocked. He jumped
back in fright, ydlled, and dropped the red box as a golden-brown, grizzly-bear-szed animd, with an
impaossbly big pink mouth, smelly, hot breath, and ivory incisors the Sze of axe blades, lunged-

And ate him.

*kkk*k

"I'm sorry," sad Gaye, leening againg the infirmary door. She heard the sound of water splashing, but no
reply.

"Tedin, | sad | was sorry,” she repeated. "I talked the gnomes out of keeping you here overnight for
observation and testing, so you can say ‘thank you' if you want, but if you're mad & me and you don't, |
understand, because it was my fault the hamsters got loose and ate you and spit you out in the laundry
pool. | didn't think they had mouths that big."

There was a pause on the other sde of the door, then the sound of more water splashing. He was
cartanly going to be difficult about this one, she thought.

"Tedin, why don't you speak to me?' she cdled. "'l know you're angry about being suffed into a cheek
pouch and covered with hamster spit and then thrown in the laundry pool and losing your old clothes, but
you know, | don't understand how you logt your clothes to begin with. | mean, you weren't running
around wearing old gnome clothes for fun, were you? That's kind of weird, you know? | didn't know you
did that sort of thing, but | guess | can understand it if you said you'd been robbed a sword point and
forced to change clothes with a gnome, but you haven't said that, so | have to assume-"

"Gayd" roared Tddin. "Jugt shut up!"
Startled, the kender backed away from the door. "That's afineway to tak,” she mumbled. She surveyed



the door for amoment. "Do you redly mean that?' she called.

A few splashing sounds came from behind the door, then silence. Gaye lisened carefully, thinking she
could hear someone moving around in the room. "Teldin, are you okay?' she asked. There was no reply.

Maybe he dipped on some water while getting out of the tub, she thought. Maybe he's just drying off-but
if he needs help, he could need it now. Do | wait or not? If | wat and he's hurt, I'll never forgive mysdf.
He was pretty angry, and angry people don't think clearly. She eyed the door handle, then decided to
risk it. She found the door unlocked (like dl the infirmary doors), and threw it open.

"Wha?' Tddin spun around, dutching the towed with which he had been drying off. "Gayel Gaye, get out
of herd" heyelled.

Startled, the kender did exactly that. She reappeared two seconds later to close the door.
"Gaaaaye! "

She ran off again, finding a postion ssfely down the hdlway while Tddin dammed the bath door shut
with a bang. She heard something dragging across the floor-probably the wash stand-and heard the
object being set againg the bath door. Then footsteps stomped away from the door, and there was
Slence again.

"Ras" she said, done in the dmly lit hal. Well, it's my own fault, she decided. The gnomes told me
about the giant space hamgers they use to power ther ships, and they told me they raised the giant
hamgers here, and | just had to see what a hamster was, and they looked so anfully cute in the barn that
| went and let one out, and they dl got out, and now the gnomes hate me and the humans hate me and
even Tddin hates me. She decided she could live with everything except the last.

She was getting to like Teldin alot; he was redly myserious. What was his big secret, anyway? It had to
do with hismagica cloak, but no one would tell her about it. Now he never would.

Gaye turned and walked away down the hdl toward the dark, narrow staircase. She avoided a stack of
short wooden curtain rods leening againg one door, though she was tempted to kick it. The gnomes had
dl left awhile ago for some reason, so there was no one ese to tak to. It was going to be a bad day.

At the top of the dtairs, Gaye heard the echo of a door damming downstairs somewhere, then heavy
footsteps coming rapidly up the steps toward her. It sounded like the giff generd. She hoped he waan't
angry with her, too.

She was hdfway down the upper flignt, feding rotten about everything, when the other stair-climber
reached the landing. She barely looked up as she came down.

"If you're looking for Teldin," she mumbled, "hée's not in a good mood.”

The dark figure stopped short with a quick grunt. An odd and unpleasant body odor reached Gaye's
nose. It was like old sweat and filth and fresh blood. She looked up. It was hard to see except for the
fant light from a hal window, upstairs behind her. She could barely see the huge figure lift his right hand
as he came at her. The figure was holding along blade, and he was twice her height. He wasn't a giff.

Gaye dodged to her Ieft as the sword dashed down and smashed into the wooden step where she had
been ganding, splintering the step into kindling. She ingantly fled, her legs pumping as she ran back up
the steps toward the dim light. Boots crashed hard and fast on the stairs behind her. She heard the
attacker panting hard as he came after her. His armor scraped againg the wals right behind her.



She reached the top of the steps and dived right, just as a sudden, sharp pain stabbed her left hed.
Something thumped into the hal floor behind her at the sametime. She logt her baance and fdl, crashing
into the curtain rods and knocking them down with a clatter, then got up again. Her hed hurt badly, but
the pain was muted as yet. She ran down the dark hdl for the room where Tddin had been taking his
bath and jerked on the door handle as hard as she could.

The door wouldn't budge. She redized that Tddin had probably stuck the wash stand under the door
handle on the other Side, jamming it shut.

"Teldin!" she screamed, rattling the door handle. She looked back. The attacker was upon her, his head
scraping the hdl caling. The sword went up for a downward cut.

She gave up thinking. She dived forward at the giant's right Sde as the sword diced down with a snap of
ar. Her amdl hands caught the hilt of the sword between the giant's huge fiss and pulled it down and to
the sde farther than the giant had meant it to go. The giant staggered forward, off baance. The sword
dammed into the floor as the assailant fdl heavily on his side, the sword dmost but not quite pulled out of
his grasp. Gaye ran back down the hdl, past him, and snatched up a wooden curtain rod before she ran
back. Her hed screamed pain with every step.

"Teldin!" Gaye screamed again, gasping. The giant was dready getting to his feet outsde Teldin's door,
the sword firmly clutched in one massive hand. With the light behind her now, Gaye could see that her
attacker had a dull yellow-orange face with short tusks gticking up over its upper lip, and wore black,
spike-studded armor, wel oiled. His eyes were dl wrong, with white pupils floating in round jet-black
seas. An ogre, she thought, as the attacker's lips parted and she saw his sharklike teeth. He raised his
sword again, uttering no sound, reaching her with two swift strides.

Gaye stepped adide a the last second, feding the awful pain in her hed, and thrugt the curtain rod up a
the ogre's forearm as the sword came down. The ogre's blow was deflected off the gtick, but the Strike
was dill powerful enough to stagger her. Without waiting, she pushed the upper end of the rod into the
path of the ogre's descending face, and it struck himin the right eye, punching in hard.

As the ogre let go of his sword, his hands clawed at his face and his mouth soundlesdy opened. Gaye
danced back out of the way, taking the stick with her and raisng it to block the next attack. The ogre
dropped to his knees and fdt for the sword with one hand, the other clamped over his right eye. When
he heard a door open, he lifted his sword and got to his feet to hunt for his tormentor with one good,

squinting eye.

Instead, what he saw coming was a human who moved with a blur of speed, wearing ill-fitting trousers
and adark red cape. A short sword flashed in the human's right hand. The human ran up before the ogre
knew it and drove the short blade draight into the ogre's chest, completely through his lesther armor,
right up to the wespon's hilt.

A fantadtic jolt of pain cut through the ogre's next bresth. He dropped his own sword again and tried to
grasp the short sword's hilt with both hands, rdeasing his injured eye a the same time, but the world
began to spin and grow black around the edges. The walls tilted, and he fdt himsdf fdl-then the world
was gone.

A bright light flashed in the window at the end of the hall, followed amost a once by an ear-shattering
boom of thunder.

Tddin stepped back from the dead ogre and looked a Gaye. She took a hegtant step toward him.
"I hope you're not mad a me" she said. Then her eyesrolled up, and shefdl forward on her face.
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Outside, Tedin saw a hugefire burning out of control dong the lake docks. A strange vess, like a giant
blue scorpion, lay tilted to one side, hdf of it crashed into a storage shed by the lake. FHames licked
around the vessd's jointed legs and up its arched tal. Scorpion ship, Tedin thought dully, holding the
kender's limp body closein his arms. The orcs found us. How? How could they, with a whole world to
search? How have any of them ever found me? It was adriving him mad.

A fast shadow shot by over his head. Tddin indinctively ducked and started to run, crouching over Gaye
to shidd her. He heard the distant shouts of gnomesin hand-to-hand combat, wild cries and curses from
nonhumean throats. Another shadow passed by overhead, and something dropped from it to strike the
roof of alarge warehouse to hisleft. A wide bdl of orange fire splashed upward from the aily impart, the
muffled whoomp of the blast singing him with its hest.

Srens were going off everywhere. The ar was filled with echoing cracks and thumps as the air-defense
enginesfired. A chorus of screams sounded above and behind him, followed by a tremendous crash and
the shattering of wood as a speljammer fdl and pancaked upside-down into the pavement near the

infirmary.

"Tddin Moorel" came aloud, nasal shout. Tedin looked around and saw Dyffed waving a him from the
low, wide door of a gnomish troop barracks. He ingantly ran for the gnome, Gaye hdd tight againgt his
chest. Dyffed's neat brown suit was ripped and burned, and he clutched a pair of pitols. As Tddin came
up, the gnome stepped out of the doorway to let hm by, then raised both pistols and fired them
smultaneoudy into the air. A hideous cry rang out, and Tddin turned in time to see a body fdl from a

snakeike speljammer passing overhead. Dyffed stepped back into the barracks as the body smacked
the stones a short distance away.

"Damned inconvenient time for an ar raid," Dyffed said conversationdly, picking up two more loaded
pisols from a table that appeared to be covered with them. Tddin noticed then that two other gnomes
were in the room, loading pistols from chests full of smokepowder, shot, and weapons as quickly as ther
short fingers could move. The hazy ar stank of burned powder.

"I was just going over for supper,” Dyffed went on, squinting into the sky from the doorway agan. "The
cooks, Reorx bless them, had promised me a hot bowl of their best seven-weed soup. Never got as far
as the third armory. | heard the dert Sren and was told to set up an ambush point here, and then there
were ships dl about me, faling right out of the sky through the clouds like hal. How's the kender?!

"Her ankle's cut badly,” Tedin said, laying the kender down on a gnome's child-szed bunk bed. He
banged his head on the bottom of the upper bunk as he tried to Sraighten up, swore, then carefully stood
and rubbed his head. "I've wrapped the wound, but she needs a spdl or potion to hed it. | couldn't find
anyonein the infirmary, not even the patients.”

"That's because they're dl at their antispdljammer stations. Didn't you hear the warning Sren?' Dyffed
looked at Tedin, then looked back outside. "Ah, | forgot. Y ou're a human, of course, slly of me. Haven't
got the same range of hearing as we do-a shame, too, if you ask me. We do have srens that humans can
hear-and dves and goblins and everyone ese can hear them, too, for that matter-but we adways sound
the high-pitched gnome srensfird, as it gives us a leg up, you might-oopd" Dyffed indantly raised both
pistols and fired, aming them straight out the door. The loud reports sung Teldin's ears, but he dill heard
the clatter and thump of a body fdling on the pavement outside. "As you might say, | was saying," Dyffed



finished, tossing the pistols on the floor and grabbing two more from the table. "It makes the enemy think
we didn't know they were coming. | could use a hand here, if you don't mind."

Tddin grabbed for two pigtols himsdf, torn between watching Gaye and fighting. Dyffed didn't look up as
Tddin joined him. The gnome merdly raised his pistols and fired out the door. Tedin raised his weapons
and found himsdf garing right at a wounded humanoid warrior in studded black armor, looking vaguey
like a pig-nosed man, not ten feet away. It staggered toward the door with a curved sword clenched in
his gloved fid. Tedin's fingers tightened on the triggers, guns amed at the humanoid's head. The sharp
double crack snapped off his hearing, filling his head with a painful whine, and acrid smoke ingantly
obscured his vison and stabbed his nodtrils. Dyffed shoved Tddin in the legs, pushing him out of the
doorway and back into the room as the black-armored humanoid collgpsed across the doorway, sword
clattering into the room. Bloody droplets splashed across the floor at Teldin's feet.

"The gods made us dl," sad Dyffed, grabbing two more pistals, "but smokepowder made us dl equd.
Old gnome saying, you understand. Seemed appropriate.”

Tddin grabbed two more pistols himsdf from the huge stack of them now on the table. The two gnomes
loading them worked madly. A figure suddenly appeared in the doorway. Tddin snapped his pigtols
up-and froze just before he could squeeze both shots off.

It was Sylvie, her dothing splattered with blood, dutching a messy, long dagger in her hands. He lowered
the pistols a once. "Tddin!" Sylvie caled, out of breath. "Tddin, weve got... weve got to get to the
Halibut ! The gnomes are teking off! The base..."

Dyffed shoved at Sylvieslegs and forced her into the barracks room, then fired twice out the door again.
Tddin tried to get to the door and lisen to Sylvie at the same time, but she stopped him with her free
hand.

"There are..." she findly sad, after swadlowing hard. "There are humanoid ships, gpparently orcish,
landing dl over the place. We have to get out of here. Adfred's been looking for you, and Gomja. Gomja
had brought us back to the hangar just before the orcs came. We're going to get into wildspace, where
they can't catch us, beforeit's too late” A low, muffled boom echoed across the port.

Tddin nodded back at the slent form on the bunk bed. "Can you carry her?' he shouted, too excited to
think that Sylvie was right in front of him. The haf-df navigator saw Gaye and gasped, hurrying over to
the kender's sde and sheathing her dagger without wiping it off. In a moment, she had Gaye cradled in
her arms.

"Il never get my seven-weed soup tonight,” Dyffed said sadly, suffing four pistols into his wide belt and
carying two more. "Frg the hamgters, then this. Not my day at dl. Shdl we be off?'

Tddin nodded, taking a deep breath. Sylvie came up behind him. "Tedin, she's dill bleeding,” she
whispered.

Tddin glanced a Gaye's pae face, then looked outside, across the broad, clear pavement, to the
far-away hangar where thePerilous Halibut waited. Fires legped into the sky everywhere, and black
clouds rolled and drifted across the whole base. Few figures were visble in the open, most dodging from
building to digtant building. The sky was clear of spdljanmers. They've dl crashed or landed, Tddin
decided. The ores must be down and waiting for us, too.

"Let'sgo," he said, then dashed out of the building, pistols up, running for the distant hangar. "Come on!”
he shouted back, waving Dyffed and Sylvie on as they followed him.



Behind them, oblivious to everything, the two gnomes loaded pistols until there was no place left to put
them.

*kk*k*k

Twenty minutes later, thePerilous Halibut, its hdm having been inddled by accident two days ealier,
burst through the thin wooden roof of the hangar. Cracked lumber and splinters sprayed through the air
behind it. Sylvie was at the hdm, there being no one ese with the spell power to fly the ship as fast as
she. TheHalibut roared dong beneath the cloud cover for many miles, leaving the navd base and a mass
of pinned-down and burning humanoid ships far behind it. Borrowing an idea from Dyffed, Sylvie had the
cloud-concedled ship amply fly off the edge of Ironpiece, where enemy ships were not likdy to look for
it. Luck was with them. The sky was overcast right to the edge, and they saw no sgn of any humanoid
ships when they sped away into the void. The ship's dark, nonreflective color proved to be a marveous
ass=t in hiding it againgt the black backdrop of wildspace.

Tddin looked out of the open jettison platform at theHalibut's stern as they eft Ironpiece. Seen edge-on,
the world was now just arapidly receding band of light againgt the distant congtellations. Once they were
sady away, he knew, Sylvie would take the time to draw out the course through the phlogiston to get to
Herdspace. Sylvie, done out of everyone ese, had remembered to ask the gnomes for the navigationd
charts to Herdspace. This she'd done shortly after she had been taken to the infirmary, and sheld stored
the charts with her belongings. We don't deserve to have someone that smart with us, he mused.

Not tha Gomja was a douch, ether. He had taken charge of the evacuation, pointing out that the
humanoids obvioudy knew where Tedin and company were, and waiting at the base for the humanoids
to go away was aloang game. It was better to get off-planet into wildspace again and try to outdistance
the enemy fleat before it caught on. Funny, thought Tedin, how we thought landing on Ironpiece would
solve our troubles. Ingtead, our troubles just followed us right down to the ground.

A heavy hand dropped on Tedin's shoulder, sartling him. " Someone wants to see you, old son,” Adfred
sad with a crooked amile. "We managed to scrape a hedling potion together from somewhere for our
kender."

Wordlesdy, Tddin followed his friend down the too-narrow corridor to the equdly cramped room that
was now sarving as Gaye's room. He had barely begun to figure out where anything was aboard this
flying black coffin. Already he was garting to hate it.

Adfred opened the door. Teldin had to stoop dightly because of the low celing and bardly fit through the
doorway. Gaye was in bed, looking a him with a pale, anxious face. "You mad?' she asked in a soft
voice. Tddin hdf amiled. "No. You okay?' Gaye's face cleared with rdief, and she settled back in her
ardl bed. It had been szed for a gnome, and she just bardly fit it. "I'm okay."

Tddin managed to St on the edge of her bed without crowding her too much. "I saw you poke the ogre
inthe face with that stick. That was alucky shot, but you should have just run and let me handle it.”

"Oh," she said. She was about to say more but didn't, smply shrugging instead. "Thanks."

Tddin rubbed his face, thinking. "WEe're heading for that sphere that Cirathora called Herdspace, though |
don't bow how we're going to find the fa once we get there. Dyffed was gaing to give us a device, a
locator of some kind, that we could use when we got to Herdspace. | got it, then logt it when the, uh,



hamger swalowed me. Well have to hope for alucky break when we get there.”
Gaye looked down &t her lap. "What did the locator look like?" she asked.

“Little red box," he said. "He cdled it a thingfinder. The humanoids might have gotten it, but its more
likdy that one of the gnomes on the base has it now. We can't go back for it. The scro are dl over the
place”" He patted Gaye's feet under the blanket, then stood up to leave. "I've got to find out what's going
on aboard our new ship. I'll come back to check on you in alitle while

Gaye didn't look up as Tddin headed for the door. He heard her cdl his name once, and he turned
before he |€ft.

Gaye was dill looking down. Her arm was out, handing something to him. It was a red box with an open
back and a dark glass window on it.

"I found thiswhen | was out erlier,” she said. "Isthisit?' She dared to look up.

Ironpiece was a bright spot of light againgt a supendous backdrop of stars as the par of doors at the
gern of thePerilous Halibut came open. Thefigure there looked out but was oblivious to the splendor of
wildspace. Instead, the figure stepped around the rear jettison, from which shrgpnel could be launched at
traling foes, then carefully scanned the void.

Despite its gpparently mechanicd trappings, the gnomish covered lantern the figure bore was powered by
asmple magicd spdl that provided continud light. The gnomes had merdly added assorted gears and
gparking devices that made the lantern weigh three times what it normaly would, yet none of the devices
worked and dl had frozen in place with rust. Still, the light ingde was as bright as ever.

After afew moments, the figure spotted a faint, blinking light trailing the ship. It was the sgnd. Carefully,
the figure raised the lantern and, recalling the code that had been so panfully learned, began to open and
shut the lantern's cover, sending the firs of many messages that its master awaited. Only the stars saw the
figures face and noted its grief.

Chapter Ten
The scro who broke the news did not sweeten its bitter taste, Smply gave the facts.

"Sit, five ships out of Captain Sharak’s force of twelve have reported back from Ironpiece. The rest were
dissbled by ground fire. Our casudties are estimated at one hundred and fifteen troops. The gnomes
were somehow able to detect Sharak's approach even after our fleet had distracted or disabled ther
orbitd scouts, as the gnomes were quite ready for us on the ground. Nether Tddin Moore nor his
companions could be found. He may have escaped us”

The eght navd and marine commanders crowded into Generd Vorr's office said nothing in ther
humiliation. Vorr looked cadmly a the tal, black-armored scro, who stared back without apparent
quams. "Captain Geraz, do you have any idea of where Tedin might be?"

"Sr, I've heard severd reports of gnomish ships fleaing during the fighting," Geraz said, durring his words
ahit. "One ship crashed through the rooftop of a hangar and fled into the sky, another took off normaly,
and athird crashed into the lake. Our troops were able to capture enough papers to indicate that one of
the ships that got away was of an experimentd design, a long-range craft, but Intdligence is having
trouble trandaing the gnomes notes.

"We followed the lich's directions for finding Tddin in the infirmary. One of our ogres, your bodyguard



Gargon, found himin the infirmary, but Gargon was dain. We recovered the body for questioning by the
war priests and learned that the ogre was killed by a human in a cloak-Teldin, we believe. Two scro
reported seeing a man in a cloak with a femde hdf-df and a gnome enter a hangar just before a black
spdljammer craft smashed through the roof and fled.”

So, Tddin had killed Gargon. Lost in thought, Vorr drew in his breath. This human would spend hours in
torture before he died. It would be an interesting show for the troops.

"Exactly what damage was the force adle to inflict on the gnomes?' said a dow, venomous voice. All
heads turned to the speaker, propped up in a heavy char. Admird Haker's face was pade and his
expression haggard, but an unnaturd light burned deep in his eyes.

Captain Geraz's lifdess eyes looked into the admird's. "Sir, we destroyed five smdl craft in orbit, and
two smdl and two large craft on the ground. At least four buildings, two of them hangars or storehouses,
were set ablaze with classtwo agrid bombs. Of the gnomes casudties, we esimate that they suffered
forty dead and wounded at the very lesst.”

" S0, the ground misson was afalure” finished the admird, an edge to his voice. He leaned forward in his
Seet.

Captain Geraz stared back without blinking. "Yes, sr. We were gpparently anticipated, as | mentioned
ealier”

Slence drew out in the cramped command room aboard theTarantula’'s Trident. "How could that be
possible, Captain?' asked the admird in a voice like a serpent's hiss. "Why are you s0 sure that the
gnomes knew in advance of the attack?’

"Sr, for dl thar cleverness, gnomes are dill gnomes, and they amaost never fight efficently without strong,
decisve leadership. A surprise attack isonly rardy repulsed by them. Yet ground fire began immediately
after our ships broke cloud cover, and it remained heavy throughout the attack. The entire base was
effectivdy on dert status when Captain Sharak’s force arrived. Gnome units had dready seded most of
the critica base buildings, and ground fighting was reportedly severe and without quarter. 1 cannot
believe that the gnomes were capable of thiswithout foreknowledge of the assault, though | am at a loss
to say how they possibly could have learned of it."

Haker sucked in his cheeks as he looked at the captain.
"You sound regretfully close to saying we have a spy among us, Captain.”

The thought hung in the ar for a few moments before Vorr broke in. "Or the gnomes have spell-casters
or mechanical devices that can do their oying for them.”

"Or our most venerable foes have decided to send their own inteligence on to the gnomes™ added an
aged voice. Everyone turned to look at the withered Orienta man in flower-print robes of slk. Usso
casudly gestured at the caling, asif to the stars. "The dves have doaking hedms, have they not? They
could have seen Captain Sharak's ships depart from our fleet while one of ther man-o-wars was barely
more than hailing distance away. With but a spdl or two, they could have sent warning to the gnomes,
despite their earlier differences in the battle, Remember, the dves stood to lose nothing by tdling the
gnomes of our plans, and they stood to gain much: the restoration of some of the gnomes goodwill, the
destruction of our ships and soldiers, and the safety of Tedin Moore and his cloak. | must consder this
the mogt likdy dternative, as | have detected no Sgn of weakness or treason among our own fleet. | must
dismiss Generd Vorr's concerns, as | have armored the command offices of our flest with lead mesh to
prevent outsde agencies from scrying upon us, and the reports filed by the survivors of the expedition



gave no 9gn that the gnomes made use of any wizardry, whether their own or hired. | believe the dves
have again made fools of us”

Admird Haker broke the brief slence that followed. "Of dl the dternatives” he sad softly, "I find that
one to be the mogt disturbing. A traitor can be rooted out. A wizard's spdlls can be blocked. But to think
that the elves have outfoxed us, that they can become invishble a will. .." Haker's fingers dug into the
ams of his chair. "The dves whipped our ancestors like mongrels, broke ther fleets, drove them from the
rich worlds, shut them out of the light of a hundred suns, gave them dust to drink and rock to eat and filth
with which to clothe themsdves, and laughed at the thought that we, the children of Dukagsh, would ever
repay the blood debt owed them. That we mugt swdlow this dven vomit for our medls, that we mugt
endure the laughter that mugt surdy ring in ther shipsAlmighty Dukagsh mugt long to put out his own
eyes to spare him our shame." The admira’s grip tightened on the chair arms until his hands were corded
knots.

One of the admird's hands suddenly arose, a narrow finger sweeping the room. "But | say now, 'no
more.' | charge you to find a way, a dozen ways, a thousand ways to counter this threat. | want to find
those dveswith dl the effort we are putting into finding this Teldin Moore, and find a thousand ways to
destroy them. | want to see their lifeblood sill into space. | want their heads to hang from our ships and
their bodies to grace our tables as dessert. | want them to fear us. | want to avenge our lost brothers and
ancestors, to avenge the lives and pirits that were crushed under the golden hed of the elves! Find those
ways, and avenge ud”

"Sr," sad Ceptain Geraz, his face dill expressonless, "our drategies appear to have been laughably
week of late. When we cannot outsmart gnomes, we should look elsewhere for military advice. The lich
might have a better idea of what to do than we have had. Perhaps we should consult him.”

Generd Vorr flushed with shock and rage. No scro had ever spoken so to a superior officer, much less a
room ful of them. The other scro captains and commanders stirred with equd rage, teeth bared and
MUMUring Curses.

"Captain Geraz-ex-Captain, | should say-you are out of line" Admird Halker's eyes burned into the
young captain. "Thisis a matter for scro and the living, not for the mad and the dead. Moreover, you are
disrespectful, and you will pay for that." The admird's words dropped in volume but redoubled in
intengty. "It islikdy that you will pay with your life" He dropped a hand to the golden ceremonia dagger
on his belt. Generd Vorr, a the same moment, reached down for his sword hilt. He could see dmost
every other scro captain do the same thing. Scro justice was nothing if not fadt.

"You cannot collect from that which has no currency,” said the scro captain, meking no move to draw his
own weagpons. He raised his hands and pulled away his hdmet.

The admird'’s eyes grew large, and his mouth fdl open, reveding hardened gums. Two of the scro ship
captains Stting near Geraz legped to their feet with shouted oaths.

The top of Captain Geraz's head was gone, the skullcgp cut away. The vile odor of rotting flesh spilled
into the room. A red-brown crust of blood matted Geraz's short, bristly hair. The wound obvioudy had
been cleaned suffidently to be hidden by the helmet. Those closest to Geraz saw that his brain was gone,
hisskull left empty, and they withdrew from the animated corpse asif it were poisoned.

"I am beyond the world of the living now," said the scro captain dully. "I was killed by catapult shot from
an dven ship during the attack by the eves. My body was recovered from theCursed Shadow and
engpdled to serve you on Ironpiece and bear a message from your dly Skarkesh.”

Vorr stared in dishdief at the undead scro. The fase lich did this? He dared do this to a scro and show



off the results? Something caught firein his blood and spread to the core of his soul. That someone would
do such athing was unthinkable, a violation that had but one punishment.

Admird Halker, for dl hisrage, had the presence of mind to respond. "Y our message from Skarkesh is?"
he asked hoarsdly, fingers dill dutching his golden dagger.

" Skarkesh has located Teldin Moore in wildspace, aboard a gnomish ship. He is on course for one of this
crydd sphere's portals. Here is his heading." The undead scro pulled a flattened, tolled parchment from
his belt, offering it to the admird. Genera Vorr intercepted it, knowing that his touch would nulify any
cursed item designed to harm alliving being, but he didn't look at the paper.

"And here" the scro said, untying a belt pouch and pulling a second sheet of parchment from it, "are a
few ways to counter the cloaking hdms of the elves. Skarkesh, in his wisdom, has seen fit to present
these to you as gifts, to better enable you to do your jobs." Genera Vorr took that, too.

"Have you any further requests?' asked the undead scro.

"Only one," said Admira Halker, bresking a short, tense sllence. The admird hdf stood from his seat and
rased hisright hand, bearing the sted symbol of the eyes of Dukagsh from a necklace he wore. "By the
powers invested in me as a war priest of the Chosen of Dukagsh, | command you, undeed, to be
destroyed and return to dugt.”

Geraz's body rocked on its feet, then collgpsed on the floor. The other scro edged back in case there
was another trick, but nothing further occurred.

Generd Vorr carefully reached down and checked the body. Captain Geraz had definitdy been dead for
some time his skin was cold to the touch. The spdl cast over him had overcome the corpse's natura
rigidity, which was even now taking effect. Vorr took his fingers from the scro's neck and sat back on his
heds. Captain Geraz had been a good warrior. It was a mortd insult to have abused him like this.

Vorr looked back at the admird, then stood up. "Sir," he said, "thiswould be a good time to adjourn and
have Captain Geraz's body cared for."

The old scro nodded, his expression unreadable. "I agree” he said quietly, letting his holy symbal fall.
"Everyone but Genera Vorr isto leave and await further orders, lake Captain Geraz with you and see to
his proper burid in space.”

The other officers immediaidy stood and saluted, their voices shouting the Elvish curse in unison. They
filed out, some carrying Geraz's remains, to talk among themsdves on the squid ship's man deck. Usso
left with a thoughtful look on his aged man's face. Admird Haker seemed logt in a reverie, garing a the
far wdl from his chair.

When the door had closed, the admird turned to Vorr. "Whatever ese we do on our little jaunt through
the spheres” he said, "I want to see something done about the lich. He has made a fool of me before my
officers. | want him to burn for this-not now, but one day, and soon. Weve got the ships and the soldiers
he needs to recover that cloak, but well have precious little of our command and respect if we let that
filth pile get away with this. Start making plans for an assault on his pyramid ship, to be carried out a a
future dete."

"Yes, dr," sad Vorr crisply. He had been toying with this very idea since he had first met Skarkesh.

The admird craned his head a the papers Vorr hdd. "You may as wel see if there's anything useful
there. | don't want to lose Teldin's course, so you should get that fird message to the hdm. When you've



done that, let's look at the second message and see what our... partner recommends as prudent courses
to fail the ves. I'll meet you back herein one hour.” The admird dowly got to his feet.

Vorr headed for the door and sduted on hisway out. Behind him, he heard the admird cal, "Remember
thet firs order fire, Generd."

[ will, Vorr promised himsdf. 1 will.

The humanoid fleet took up a new, tighter formation as it set out in pursuit of the lone gnomish ship.
Invisble now because of the thousands of miles between them and the humanoids, the four surviving
dven warships tracked ther foes. Before long, two of the man-o-war speljanmers moved in to
reconnoaiter the humanoid ships.

One ship came back.

"They found us, my admird,” said Captain Mdwan, who just two days ago had been the second officer
of theFree Wind's Fury. "We sustained considerable damage to the forward areas of both the man and
battle decks in the orcs initid volley. TheLeaping Hurt logt its hdm a once and was set aflane We
could not render aid. Captain Sirithea was wounded on the bridge, and First Officer Ed Dornd was
killed by a shot outsde the speljammer's cabin. Three others were killed, sixteen wounded. | took
command and ordered a retreat, usng a fase movement pattern to avoid giving away the location of our
fleet. | had to assume after the attack that the orcs were able to track us as they wished, and we made dl
speed back once we were certain we were not being followed.”

Admird Cirathorn raised a finger from his command throne. "How do you know," he said tondesdy,
"that you were not followed?'

Mewan, atdl df with dull gray har and eyes, hesitated. "Sir, our battlewizard's spells assured us that-"

"Are you certan?' Cirathorn's voice was quiet and ruthless. "Are you certain? You were, after dl,
detected while your ship was cloaked. If the ores could do that, how can you be sure they did not track
you dl the way back here?'

The captains and battlewizards in theEmpress Dorianne's conference room looked a one another. The
idea that a cloaking hdm could be defeated was unthinkable. Cloaking hdms were distributed by the
Imperid Fleet to only a handful of ships, and these had never been known to suffer casudties while
cloaked. If the cloak was dropped early, the ship could be attacked at will.

"Sr," sad thetdl df, hisface nearly white, "I did not order the FreeWind's Fury to uncloak. Our closest
approach to the orcish fleet was five hundred feet from the traling vessdl, an ancient vipership. We
suddenly encountered a minor nebula, and the enemy fleet opened fire upon us moments afterward. |
took command-"

"Ahh" Cirathorn leaned back in his chair, his expression thoughtful. "1 see now. The ores detected the
image of your ship as you passed through the nebula It is the same principle a groundiing adventurer
would use againg an invishle foe- hurling a sack of flour in the ar to detect the opponent's body after the
flour coats it-only your ship blundered into a naturd trap.” Cirathorn leaned forward in his chair. "Why
did Captain Sritheadlow theFury to enter the nebula? Was she not aware that this would happen?'

"l... haven't any ideg, gr," said Mewan. "She'sin a coma and is being tended by-"

"I'm aware of her condition,” said Cirathorn. His hands were clasped together in front of him, ebows
resing on the arms of his throne. "I want your opinion.”



The tdl df was dlent for a fev moments, "None of us saw the nebula, dSr, before we entered it. It
appeared suddenly as the orcish fleet was passing through it.”

The admird stared down at the new captain. "Could it be that the orcs have suddenly become rather
clever and have merdy found a way to detect our ships by, say, firing flour, dust, or other paniculate
debris from thelr jettisons and catapults, in essence creating their own temporary nebulag?!

Melwan's eyes widened as he considered this. "Sir, after the incident, | did notice that our ship was
covered with a fine white powder, which | assumed to have been from the nebula. We are dill deaning
up the ship as wel as repairing it, but | can have the materid checked for its composition.”

"Do s0 immediatdy,” said the brown-haired admird, his eyes sharp. "Report back before this watch is

Mewan snapped off a salute and Ieft with his battlewizard within five seconds. When the door shut
behind him, Cirathorn turned to the other dves in the spacious room benegth the crystd chanddier.
Pantings of landscapes hung on the wals, softly lit by the chanddier's many candles.

"The ores have become much brighter snce we las met them on the fidd of battle" the admird sad
tiredly. He looked up without seeming to see anyone present. "Perhaps they are far smarter than we
would like to believe. Perhaps they are far stronger and far better fighters, too. The loss of theUnicorn's
Wing gave me pause, but this disaster while under cloaking has indilled mewith dread. | have the gravest
concerns for our safety, and for the safety of our entire Imperid FHeet and people. | believe a second
Unhumean War is upon us, and we might not live to see it through.”

The other elves stared a Cirathorn in shock and disbelief. "Sir," started one, an amber-haired maewith a
white mask painted on his face, "I don't believe the orcs could possbly have the intdlect to plan such
undertakings as you have described. We are spesking of orcs, and they are incapable of any form of
foresght and planning beyond a day'stime”

Cirathorn amiled grimly. "Then how have they done so well so far?' he asked. "In the old days, we would
have consumed their fleet by now with but the forces we have here. Yet we harry them from hiding like
guerillas, not like the lords of wildspace we imagine ourselves to be. We dare not approach them again in
direct battle without an invincible edge, one that will dlow us to crush them quickly and decisively. As of
yet, we lack that edge. Even the firepower of this armada is not suffident. We need something more.”

None of the other eves spoke. Severd looked away- whether in shame or thought, Cirathorn could not
tdl. It was obvious that no one had any new ideas.

Cirathorn let out his breasth and leaned back in his throne. "We are less than a fortnight from this crystd
sphere's portal. Tddin Moore and his ship will not likey be caught before then if he is able to use the
powers of his cloak to take his ship out of harm's way. Once beyond the portd, it is twenty-nine days,
with an error of three days, to Herdspace and the famadaraatha. We must prepare ourselves as best we
can for our next medting with these orcs, or whatever they are cdling themsdlves these days. We sndl
reconvene this evening for adiscusson of tactics in such an event. You will each come prepared with at
least two workable tactics, one fleat tactic and one ship tactic, given the caugtic knowledge in which we
have bathed ourselves this day."

The other eves dowly came to their feet and made their way out of the room to their own chambers on a
lower levd of the armada. Cirathorn rubbed his eyes, feding an ache in his head flow and ebb with each
besat of his heart.

"Areyou wdl, my admird?' came a Slk-soft voice.



"No." He dropped his hands and looked at his battlewizard. "No, | am not well. Our people are not wdll,
and our futureisill-but we have a chance, one pathway to sdvation. You have been our best guide, and
your direction has served uswell. | mugt trust to the gods that it will be enough.”

The pae battlewizard nodded but said nothing.

"Have you heard any more from the lookouts about the sgnd light emitted from the gnomes ship?'
Cirathorn asked. "Has anyone been able to trandate the code?!

Mirandd mumbled a response to the negative.

"Wewill need to warn our dly with Teldin, then." Cirathorn's gaze ran up and down the femde df s thin
frame. "You dill grieve for your sgter,” he said. "Why?"

"She and | were very cdose" sad the battlewizard, her voice faling. Her shoulders dumped. "Since the
battle, 1... | fed logt. She was my only friend when we were children. |..." Her voice tralled off as she
looked at the floor, unable to speak further. She appeared to be ready to cry.

Cirathorn frowned, gtting up. "I need you, Mirandd. Don't leave me now to fdl ingde yoursaf. | logt 9x
generations of my family when Aerlofalyn was taken. We are in the crucible. For dl that we have logt, we
will lose far more if we give in to weakness now. Be strong, my Mirandd. We will avenge your sster
Yolantha and dl who died with her."

The battlewizard nodded her head dightly, barely enough to detect. "Yes" she whispered. "l am sorry to
be so weak, my admird, but it is hard. | miss her."

The admird got up from his throne, his robes rusling, and stepped down to put a hand on the
battlewizard's warm cheek. With a careful stroke, he brushed her long white hair with his fingertips. She
never looked up.

"You are my srength,” he said softly. "You devised the plan by which we can keep a closer watch over
Tddin Moore, and we were able to use that plan to warn the accursed gnomes of the orcs invason. |
need your brilliancein this darkness. Help mefind away to fight the orcs. Save us"

The battlewizard nodded after a pause. "Yes, my admird.” Her voice was so weak that he could bardy
hear her.

Cirathorn smiled. He would wear the Cloak of the First Rilot before long, of that he was certain. He
would then have theSpelljammer, and the ores across dl space would fed the flaming spear of dven
rage. Miranddl would come through with something clever. She would not fall im now.

He pressed hislips to Mirande's smooth forehead as his arms encircled her and her thin body leaned into
hisfor comfort. She was the best of dl battlewizards, the best of dl spouses, the truest of lovers. It was a
shame he did not love her back, but surdy she knew that and accepted it. There was no time for love
now in these days of blood and war. There was time now for only vengeance.

*kkk*k

"Wdl," said Dyffed heatily, as he sat down to breakfast, "I have some good news and some bad news."



Asone, Tddin, Adfred, Sylvie, Gaye, and Gomja paused, exchanging glances. They then put down their
wooden spoons and looked in the gnome's direction. The group was packed so dosdy together in the
ship's narrow dining area that Teldin feared he would go mad from claustrophobia if the diet of creamed
soaked grains did not kill him first. Gomja sat on the floor beside the table, unable to squeeze into one of
the absurdly confining wooden seats, each mounted to the wal. Whoever was a the far end of the table
was trapped there by everyone ese who took a seat afterward. On this day, the eighth one out from
Ironpiece, Tddin was the one who got to be trapped. The ar was overly warm and sae, reinforcing his
sense of confinement. His ssomach was queazy and tense,

Dressed in the same clothes held worn since landing on Ironpiece, Dyffed spooned large dollops of
dudgy gray creamed soaked grains into his bowl, taking them from the geaming pot resting at the near
end of the table. He took a deep siff of its flavorless aroma, Sghed with contentment, and took a seat
next to Adfred, who looked a Sylvie with a why-me expresson and shrugged. Sylvie fought back a
amile

"What's the news?' said Tddin, unable to wait any longer. Y our good and bad news."

"Hmm?' said Dyffed absently, about to take his firg bite. "Oh! Yes, of course. | have some good news
and some bad news. The good news is that we're about to run out of food." With that, he began to
consume huge spoonfuls of creamed soaked grains, each bite accompanied by much lip smacking and
"Mmmmmm!" sounds.

Tddin fdt an irrationd urge to jump on his chair, run across the tabletop, and srangle the unkempt
gnome. He closed his eyes and counted to ten ingtead. It didn't help.

"I suppose that can be consdered good news" remarked Adfred dryly. His bowl was hdf finished,
consumed only to avoid tarvation. "So, what's the bad news?'

Dyffed took a moment to swalow. "Ah!" he said, spitting out a few bits of cered, "the bad news is that
we won't be able to steer or take showers”" He chuckled to himsdf. "That's quite the funniest thing,
redly." The gnome shoveed another spoonful of creamed soaked grainsinto his mouth.

There was afragile slence. Gomja used the break to carefully heave his enormous bulk up from the floor
and hdp himsdf to his sxth bowl of gray mash this morning. Unlike everyone ese but the gnomes,
Gomja, a vegetarian from hirth, loved creamed soaked grains ("Gnomes know how to cook!" he once
hed confided to Tedin).

"Dyffed,” sad Tedin, his patience virtudly gone, "what are you taking about?' He was aware tha
everyone but the gnome was garing at him, and he tried with little success to gem his rigng anger. He
hed spent the last eght days sumbling over gnomes in hdlways, finding them repairing sorings in the
middle of the night under his bed, and wedging himsdf into impossibly smdl spaces that obvioudy had
been built for gnomes and no one dse. Adfred ran things aboard the ship, directing the gnomes in their
duties, but he couldn't be everywhere a once. The gnomes were restless and ill & ease these days, and
they were dwaysin the way.

Gaye put a hand on Tddin's am and squeezed to distract him. Tddin tried to relax, contenting himsdf
with imagining now terrible it would be if he were to givein to his baser urges and begin throwing gnomes
off the ship.

"Wadl," sad Dyffed, wiping his mouth on his once-white shirt front, "once we run out of the creamed
soaked grains, we shdl have nothing left to feed the two giant hamgters in the hydrodynamic pumping
gation, and we shdl be forced to eat them instead, and once we butcher them, we shdll, of course, have
nothing to make the water pumps operate, so our showers will stop, and we will dso be unable to



connect the steering gyroscope's drive shaft to the pumping station, sSince our hamgters are being baked,
unless we gnomes run ingde the giant whedsin place of the hamdters. It's quite smple”

Gomja stopped edting his cereal and wrinkled his nose in disgust a the mention of edating the giant
hamgters. Gaye |ooked postively stricken, her mouth faling open in shock.

"Wha happens when we run out of hamgter meat?' asked Sylvie, dearly not looking forward to the
answer.

" 00, wuh fine sunthun en thuh gdley,” mumbled Dyffed, his mouth full again. "Don worra aboud id."

"Can't we find something else to eat besides hamaters?' asked Gaye, her voice bresking. She turned to
Tddin and pulled on his deeve. "Tddin, please tak to them! | know how to cook! Don't let them do that!
Do something!”

Breskfast disintegrated shortly thereafter. Tddin retired to his room, having extracted a promise from the
gnomes that they would "check the gdley carefully firs" before serving up hamster meat. He found out a
few minutes later that Gaye had gone rearward and managed to lock hersdf in the hydro-dynamic
pumping station with Ruff and Widget, the giant hamsters, and was refusing to let any gnome near them.
He wished he had a srong drink.

"Do you have a moment, Sr?' came Gomjas deep voice from the hdlway.

"Sure"" Tedin got to his feet from the cramped bed, his back aching, and stretched out. He opened the
door and let the massve giff indde, moving to the far Sde of the narrow room to give Gomja a chance to
gt on the edge of the bed. It was the only furniture in the room strong enough to hold the giff s weight.
Nonetheless, the bed groaned and cracked as Gomja settled hisweight on it.

"I was tdking with one of the gnomes, named Loomfinger, dr," said Gomja. "He's turned out to be a
novice mage who says he took up illusons as a hobby. | made him an assstant hdmsamean to Sylvie, and
he's dso hdping her with navigationd duties. He says the trip to Herdspace will take about thirty days
after we enter the phlogigton. | think we should use the time to drill the gnomes and set up a chan of
command. | would be the logica choice to lead them in afight, but | would naot like to command the ship.
Adfred would be the best one for that. Having no one in charge is troublesome, and it could hurt us if the
orcs catch up to us”

Tddin nodded briefly. "I have no problem with that. I've been thinking the same thing. But this is the
gnomes ship. Maybe they'd want a say in who ran things here.”

"Yes, gr, but | sugpect they'll go dong with whomever we designate as leader. None of the gnomes on
this ship have any military experience. They're just technicians that | rounded up as soon as | heard the
intid dert Srens. They're used to being given orders, not to giving them. It's worse than the Stuation a
Mount Nevermind."

Tddin sghed and ran a hand through his hair. "If they and everyone dse agree to it, it sounds fineto me. |
only wish this ship was bigger. It helpsto go out on deck, but then | hate to come back insde”

Gomja nodded sympatheticdly. Teldin knew his big friend was forced to deep on the ship's upper deck,
as there was no place to put him without blocking hdl treffic; the giff fit no bed aboard. Gomja dso
snored like alion roaring.

"It's uncomfortable, 1 know," said Gomja, "but we were lucky just to have gotten this far, sr. Once
Adfred and | get the gnomes organized and teach them some basic tactics and drills, we should have a



chancein case the orcs attack us again and try to grapple and board us”™

"It's your fate to command gnomes dl the rest of your life" Tddin said, managing a grin. "'l hardly envy
you that."

Gomjaamiled, too, hislittle ears perking up. "There are worse troops, dr," he said. "l would be afrad to
commeand aforce of kender, for ingance.”

Tddin nodded in agreement. " Spesking of which, I've just heard that she's gone and-"

"Shels dill there, gr,” Gomjafinished. "l was going to ask if you can tak her out. This ship has plenty of
supplies hidden in the gdley. | found them not five minutes ago. Even with the creamed soaked grains
gone, we have lots of food left before we'd ever have to est a hamder.” The gff made a sour face. "I'm
afrad I'm in agreement with Gaye on that, gr."

Tddin frowned. "That's odd. Dyffed told us earlier that no one had gotten around to loading up the ship
with food supplies, much less putting in the hdm and wesponry.”

Gomja looked a him blankly. "I hadn't heard that, Sr. | suppose thet Dyffed wasn't awvare whether things
hed been loaded on or not. Perhaps they supplied the ship and forgot about it." He shrugged his gigantic
shoulders. "Who knows?'

Thegff got to hisfeet, Sooping to avoid driking the calling. "Carry on, Sr," he said, giving a quick saute.
"Weve nothing left to do until we get to Herdspace. I'm looking forward to finding out why it's caled
that. None of the gnomes know but Dyffed, and he laughs when | mention it. Oh, and don't forget about
Gaye, gr."

"Il tl her,” Tddin said, returning the salute with feding. "I'll see you later.”

When the giff was gone, Tddin considered lying down again for a few moments more, but decided not to
bother. His back was killing him, and he couldn't rest with Gaye dl stirred up. He sraightened his clothes
and prepared to leave for the beseged kender.

It wasn't until he was going to see Gaye that Tddin though about Gomjas comment about the aert on
Ironpiece. Hadn't the fird dren been one tha only the gnomes could hear? Yet Gomja had sad hed
begun rounding up gnomes at that time. The giff had never displayed any ability to hear the high-pitched
sounds gnomes could detect, but maybe he could anyway. Maybe the gnomes had heard the firs sren
and had told him about it. It was only a mildy interesting thought, and Teldin decided he would ask
Gomja about it the fallowing day. He promptly forgot al about it.

Thirty-four days passed. Gaye cooked. The gnomes trained. Everyone waited.
And the scro caught up with them.

Chapter Eleven

"The portd! It's opening!” Gaye shouted, dutching the bow raling on the top deck of thePerilous
Halibut. Ahead of her, impossbly far away but drawing nearer, was a dark gray wdl that stretched from
one end of the universe to the other. In the center of the wal was a burning ydlow whirlpool of light
whose arms rotated with agonizing downess. At the hub of the ydlow whirlpool was a sky-blue dot that
grew steedily larger as the arms turned.

Gaye thought of the pupil and iris of an unspeakably mighty god, and she shivered with excitement even
as she puzzled over the color beyond the portal. She was looking into the crysta sphere of Herdspace,



of course-but wasnt it dways black beyond a portd, in the wildspace beyond?

"Prepare to fird" thundered Gomjas voice from &ft. Gaye turned and saw the giff, wearing a freshly
cleaned white uniform and dutching a crossbow as long as a man's am. Gomja had demanded the
chance to fight the enemy, and Adfred had findly agreed to stay below and handle shipboard activities
therein case of boarding. The gnomes were aready filling the ship with boobytraps.

With his free hand, Gomja was directing the array of crossbow-bearing gnomes who kndt dong the
ship'srailing or crewed the newly ingaled deck balista. The gnomes wore a chaotic assortment of armor
manufactured from cooking utendls, metd scraps, and ship's supplies. The giff stood by the trailing edge
of the ship's huge verticd fin, lit dl around by the infinite depths of the rainbow-hued phlogiston. The
"flow" was a ky painted by a mad dety with every color a god's paette could hold. The colors ran and
blurred together in evershifting swirls larger than worlds.

Gaye never got tired of looking at the flow, even if it now held the shape of a tralling enemy ship. It was
only about amile behind now, a greenish scorpion ship with its great claws extended and open as it came
on for thePerilous Halibut's tail.

A tiny, dark shape detached itsdf from the upraised tal of the scorpion ship, gaining rgpidly on the
gnomes ship. "Incoming fird" Gomja roared. "Hatten and hold fast!"

The two dozen gnomes on deck threw themsdves flat as they watched the catapult shot close in-and
take an increasingly obvious peth to ther right. As the yard-wide rock flew by at a distance of only a few
hundred feet, Gaye sghed with rdief, only now remembering that she hadn't ducked, too. She heard a
ragged cheer erupt from the gnomes. Severa sent their crossbow bolts chasing after the stone, and a few
othersfired at the scorpion.

"Company, hold your fire until 1 give the command!" Gomja ordered. "Those dogs will get a taste of our
bolts yet, but we're going to make each shot count!”

Gaye looked ahead again. The flaning ydlow whirlpool was much closer, but she couldn't begin to
edimate its distance or Sze even now. It was vast and panfully beautiful. The blue pupil continued to
grow. No gars were visble beyond. How bizarre, she thought. Dyffed had said that Herdspace was
different from other crystd spheres, and held tried to explan how, but shed never caught on to the
specifics of his unbearably detailed lecture. Herdspace was a sphere with no planets-she had caught that
part, and Dyffed's reference to everything living on the indde of a gigantic bubble, but the concept hadn't
quite jelled yet in her mind as to what he had meant by that. The gnome dso kept taking about a
something-something "mega-fawn” on which the fd, One Sx Nine, was sad to live Gaye pushed it out
of her mind as she watched the yelow whirlpoadl's blue center open. Sheld have to seeit to understand it.

"Begin the dimb!" the giff shouted. Gaye |ooked back even though she knew he wasn't ydling for her. He
was cdling through the voice tube to the hdm, where Sylvie had been stting for the last two days since
the ores in the lone scorpion had begun to gain on them. In moments, thePerilous Halibut's long black
bow rose, lifting up and away from the vast portd ahead. The gnomes, looking sternward, took am a
the scorpion with ther light crossbows over the heads of ther felowsexactly the result Gomja had
wanted, to dlow dl the gnomesto fire a once.

"Srl" came the dill cry of a gnome somewhere aft. "Potentialy hodtile spdljamming vessd apparently
crewed by unidentified humanoids is now trailing at fifteen hundred yards, with an estimated error of one
hun-"

"Hrel" Gomja bawled, drowning out the gnome.



"Immediatdy activate the mechanism according to the preset trgectory!” Gaye heard a gnome shout
rapidly. The command was interrupted after the firg word by the heavy thump of a baligta and the crack
of two dozen crossbow bolts being released. Then came the cresking sounds of the balista mechanism
being cranked back for a second shot. A smal cloud of bolts could be seen for a second, flashing toward
the scorpion. The gnomes immediatdy reloaded their crossbows, snatching bolts from the huge pile of
ammunition carefully stacked along the deck.

"Ral her over and dimb!" Gomja shouted, leening back. The backdrop around thePerilous Halibut
began to rotate, sarting to send the lone traling ship below the deck’s horizon. Quickly, though, the
spdljammer changed course and climbed again in the opposite direction thet it had origindly taken, like a
fish unable to decide which way was up. By the time the gnomes had reloaded ther crossbows, the
scorpion was agan in view-now upside down, but with its main deck-and the crew on it-clearly visble,

"Prepare to fird Hold it, hold it-Firel" Gomja shouted. Gaye heard the crossbows and bdliga snap in
unison. It was incredible to think that, only a month ago, those same gnomes could barely be made to
breathe at the same time, much less function as a military unit. Gomja's congtant drilling had taken care of
that, even if the congtant stream of shouted orders kept everyone else awake some nights.

Gaye had turned back to look at the opening portd when she heard someone dimb the ladder from the
deck below. She saw with rdief that it was Tedin Moore, a short sword belted on under his dull maroon
cloak. Everyone had given up trying to explain the cloak's seemingly random color changes.

"What's the-oh," Tddin said, turning around to see the gnomes dill firing at the scorpion ship. He looked
back at Gaye, who was wearing a remarkably low-cut red dress with a skirt made of doth strips. Tddin
knew better than to ask where sheéld gotten it; she produced dothing out of thin arr, but never admitted
how she did it. "Where's your shidd?" he asked in astonishment. "Didn't you pick up a shidd?’

"It was too much of a bother to carry around,” Gaye replied with a smile. "If my thread's going to get cu,
itll get cut, and a shidd isn't gaing to help. Besides, | get a much better view without it. Isn't it grand?”
She punctuated her last comment by waving a hand a the oncoming portal, visble but dropping below
the bow as the ship maneuvered.

Lips parted, Tddin stared at the ydlow whirlpool and its blue eye. The sght literdly took his breath
away. "We're going to go through it in only a few more minutes™ he findly mumbled. "I was just taking
with Sylvie"

"How's she looking? She's been on the hdm for-"

"She's exhaugted,” Tddin said, tearing his gaze away from the ydlow madstrom. "We can't replace her
as long as the ores are coming up on us like this. I'm here to bring you back ingde. That scorpion's crew
might board us soon, and you've got to get out of here before it does. Now, move.”

Gaye got a surprised and indignant look on her dfin face. "Tedin Moore, whét right do you have to-"

"Incoming! Shields up!" Gomja roared from the stern. Both Gaye and Tddin looked rearward. Gnomes
snatched up the wooden shields beside them. Recognizing the danger, Tddin ingantly threw himsdf over
Gaye, knocking her down with a thud and flattening her againgt the black, meta-plated deck. The kender
gasped, the wind knocked from her lungs.

There came a brief dattering sound across the length of the ship, not unlike hal on ametd roof. A gnome
gave a brief cry of fear. Tddin fdt something punch him hard againg his cloak under his left shoulder
blade, and he grunted and clenched his teeth againgt the stab.



"Tddin," came Gaye's muffled voice as she struggled beneath him, "I like you, too, but | can't breathe.
Let me up." Tddin risked a look around, wincing with pain. All the gnomes seemed to be okay, aming
their shidds in the direction of the scorpion ship. Gomja hed an enormous tower shield made from the
ship's gdley door. "Lower shiddd" he shouted, suddenly seiting his shield aside and hefting his huge
crossbow. "Reoad and prepare to fird Bdligawith ud" "Tddin!" Gaye wheezed, trying to shove him off
her chest. "Darn you!"

"Get below, now!" Tddin ordered the kender, getting up. His left shoulder blade hurt aomingbly; an
arrow clattered to the deck as he moved. No doubt the magica cloak had kept it from punching through
his ribs. He kept his cloak positioned above Gaye as she rolled over on her sde, dill trying to get her
breath. With a dirty look up at Tedin, Gaye crept to the deck hatchway, stopping only as she was ready
to descend.

"I want to say up and watch," she sad petulantly.

"Not a chance" Tddin sad, and he pushed her head down into the ship. He flipped the hatch shut,
jammed the locking bar in place, then got to his feet. Only a gnome ship would have locks on both sides
of its hatchways, he noted.

"Rdl her over and dimb!" Gomja cdled as the gnomes raised their crossbows again. "Prepare to fird"

Tddin could sec that the scorpion ship was much closer now than before, only minutes from catching up.
The orcs must have put their best spell-caster on the hdm, he thought grimly. The last month had been so
peeceful that held thought they had escaped. For the hundredth time, Tddin considered asking the
gnomes about thelr "birthday party” weapon, but discarded the notion. Any gnome-made secret wespon
would be deadlier to its users than to its target. Teldin never even brought up the topic, for fear of getting
Dyffed interested in testing the device, wherever it was.

"Hrel" Crossbow and bdlisa bolts lesped out at the scorpion ship.” Tedin cursed himsdf when he
redlized he didn't have a missle weapon. He had come up to the deck after held heard Gaye was here in
the thick of the trouble, and now that she was safe he didn't fed he could abandon Gomja and the
gnomes. He hurried aft to seeif a spare crosshow was available for him.

The gnomes steadily continued their loading and firing and paid no atention to Tedin as he ran up.
Gomja reloaded his bow and shouted for the ship to rall over and dimb again, dways keeping the
scorpion in view. The giff saw Tddin approach from the corner of one eye and looked around. "You
shouldn't be here, Sr!" Gomja said in astonishment. ™Y ou don't have a shidd, and there's no place to take
cover!"

Tddin saw severd spare light crossbows on the deck. He grabbed one and cranked it back. "My cloak's
good enough,” he said, quickly sdting the bowstring and reeching for a bolt, "and I'm getting
claustrophobia anyway."

Gomja stared a him, then nodded and raised his crossbow once more a the scorpion. "As you wigh,
gr," he said, gghting in with a proud grin. "My dre dways said, 'A brave heart seeks the heart of the
action.' Prepare to fird"

Tddin raised his crossbow, stepping back to get out of the giffs way. Gomja would have preferred to use
the musket strapped to the indde of his shidd, or the pistols stuck in his belt, but the phlogiston's
flammeable nature precluded use of any firearms.

"Hre" Gomja shouted. Teldin concentrated, but his cloak did nothing to improve his am or sharpen his
senses. He hadlily squeezed off a shot.



As he nadlily reloaded, Teldin couldn't hep thinking that it was nothing short of a mirade that the supply
rooms aboard the ship had turned out to be wel stocked with persona weapons and ammunition, even
the deck baligta, just as the gdley had been overstocked with food-this despite the fact that none of the
thirty-one gnomes aboard the ship remembered having stocked anything before the ship took off. All had
been busy examining the ship's hull for scratches on its paint job and taking about the "birthday party”
Dyffed was fond of referring to. They were confounded when Gomja confronted them with the spare
materids, which he had uncovered while meking a detailed inspection of the ship just before they had
entered the phlogiston.

Asareault of the discovery, Ruff and Widget, the giant hamsters, had been saved from the dinner table.
Gaye promised never to lock hersdf in a room again, and there was enough ammunition for the gff to
have the gnomes practice with their crossbows for severd days without thregtening the whole supply.
Gomja had shaken his broad head when he had told Tedin, Adfred, and the others of the Stuation,
putting it down to the gnomes &hility to have their left hands not know what ther right hands were doing
a any giventime.

"One lagt valley, ladd" Gomja ordered, cranking his enormous bow's gring back. A few firearms, too,
hed been among the suppliesin storage, and Gomja had taken dl of them from the moment he'd laid eyes
on them. "The scorpion's too close for us to stay in the open. We're going to spin the ship to put the
scorpion benesth us and hope we can drop something on it from the jettison before they get aboard! It's
going to be blood and fire, but they'll not try to take us without dying for it! Are you with me?'

The gnomes, who had been peaceful maintenance workers only a month before, gave out a mighty cheer
and waved ther shidds and crossbows in the air. Gomja gave them a wide, savage grin, his huge blue
face flushed with anticipation of the coming battle. He gave a quick look a Teddin. "Last chance to get
below, gr!"

"Not a chance" Tddin answered. He thought of the days when he had been amule skinner in the War of
the Lance, a naive soldier who hunted for glory and found only desth and sorrow. There was no glory
even now-but there was the chance to save his friends, and he meant to pay back a part of the debt
owed him by the forces that had hunted him.

Gomja nodded with satisfaction. "Prepare to fird" he said, rasng his crossbow once again.

Tddin amed and thought he saw something coming a him from the scorpion. The object flashed by-and
amoment later cracked as it broke againg the deck. A haf-dozen or more other missles dso dammed
into the ship. A gnome to Tedin's left gave an agonized cry and fdl over the raling, gone. The other
gnomes gasped in horror.

"Seady!" Gomja said in a commanding voice. "Now, fird"

Tddin looked down the Sghts of his crossbow-and fdt a peculiar darity of thought. Time dowed down.
It's about time the cloak started working again! Teldin thought jubilantly.

Tddin's senses were now sharpened to nearly unbearable levels. Suddenly he saw the scorpion ship as if
it were only twenty yards away instead of hundreds. He heard odd noises, the tiny sounds of the jointsin
his body moving and the rush of blood in his ears. He smdlled his own swest, the unwashed bodies of the
gnomes, the heavy scent of the giff, even the aroma of the wood of his crossbow. He was drowning in a
torrent of sensations.

He hdd the crossbow steady, quickly sdecting a target: an ogre crewing a bdlisa on the scorpion’'s man
deck, below the ship's upraised tail. Teldin fixed the ogre's face in the Sghts, then squeezed the trigger.
The crossbow released its bolt with alazy thump.



Time returned to normd. The flood of sensations died. Tddin lowered the crossbhow and tried to see
what he'd done, but the scorpion ship was too far awvay.

Tddin turned to say something to Gomja, but a bright light from the bow of the ship distracted him. The
titanic whirlpool on the crystal sphere was right on them. The ship was flying through the center of it, into
apure blue sky.

Tddin gaped. The gff and severd of the gnomes saw the sight, too, and stopped moving.

Directly ahead of thePerilous Halibut, in the midgt of the blue sea, was a huge, bright yelowish-white
gar. Tedin could look at it directly for only a second before shidding his eyes. It appeared to be twice
as large as other suns he had seen. At the same moment, Teldin had a peculiar feding that everything was
dowing down. He redized the ship had dropped to tecticd speed. What was going on? he wondered.
The ship behind them wasn't within range to do that!

"Oh, wow!" came Gaye's voice, directly behind Tedin. "Oh, wow, it's beautiful!”

Tddin looked back, startled to hear her voice-and a blast of wind hit him from the bow, building repidly
in strength. Teldin staggered and crouched low, then grabbed the raling, as did dmogt everyone dse.
Bolts and weapons stacked on the deck swiftly blew away, fdling behind the ship in a shower, few
crossbows and shieds were lost as wdl, but fortunately none of the gnomes. Three gnomes dung to the
deck balisa Gomja merdly stood firm, hunched down a hit as the white lapels and flaps on his uniform
snapped in the wind.

Tddin could hardly believe it-they'd entered an atmosphere upon entering the crystal sphere! No wonder
they were at tactical speed. The ship's speed continued to drop, dlowing a degree of movement on the
deck, though Tddin hardly trusted himsdf to stand. He looked &ft again-and saw the indde of the crystd
sphere they had just entered.

The scene behind them could have come draight from his homedand on Krynn. He looked down on an
endless green countryside, lined with roads and checked with cultivated fidds and clugters of smdl
houses. Forests stretched away to dl sides, with afew round lakes dotting the landscape.

There was no Sgn of the porta, however. No phlogiston. No scorpion ship. Just grassy hills and a dirt
road.

Tddin gaped, unable to imagine what had happened.
People lived on the ingde of the sphere itsdf.

"I've never seen anything like this" Gaye sghed, her eyes as hig as cartwheds as she dung to the low
raling. She stared &t again, then gasped. "It's a gate! Here they come!”

Tddin looked back and saw, for the briefest moment, a huge, circular opening into the phlogiston around
the scorpion ship. Then the gateway vanished, and the scorpion ship was driving up from the ground to
catich them inthe air.

Not only did people live on the indde of this crysta sphere, Tddin redized, but they would never be
disturbed by entering vessels. The ships must have been gated past the crystd sphere and directly ingde
it. But then how did anyone ever get out of this sphere?

"Shidds up, if you've got them!" Gomja bellowed. "Hdm, turn us over!™
Tddin thrugt dl other questions asde. "Geat back bdow!" he sad, suddenly redizing Gaye's danger.



"How'd you get up here, anyway?' He reached out to grab her and force her back below, noticing an
open hatchway in the vertical "shark'sfin" of the ship. So that wasiit.

Gaye squirmed out of his reach and ran againg the wind toward the bow. Tddin started to give chasg,
then gave up. If she wanted to stay outside and get shot, it wasn't his problem.

He looked back just as the black ship began rotating. Suddenly he saw the tall catapult on the scorpion
fireagain. The rock it hurled was right on target.

"Hatten!" Gomja cried, ignoring his own advice. "Hang on to the ralling!"

ThePerilous Halibut continued to rotate. Tedin threw himsdf flat again, eyes fixed on the rock as it
came a him- and flew by to the left by a matter of twenty feet a most. Tedin fdt his somach churn with
terror.

"Jettison!" Gomja shouted. " Jettison away!"

There was a deep thumping sound that ran throughout the ship, and a spray of metdlic shards and debris
was launched from the rear port of the ship, spreading out in a glittering cloud as it flew toward the
scorpion. Tedin noticed no mgor change to the orcish ship itsdf as the jettison struck home the
scorpion was now close enough that he could see the shrapnd bounce off its hull. He saw no casudties
being taken by the shot, however. Then the scorpion vanished below the deck’s "horizon,” hidden by the
Perilous Halibut's own massin case the ores fired again.

"Stand by to repel boarders!" Gomja was now reoading his huge crossbow. A few of the gnomes
managed to load their crossbows while dinging to the ralling at the same time. "On my command, when
we rotate the ship again, fire & the enemy crew, then draw your weapons and fight as we come
aongsdel Cut dl ropes launched over to us Use your Sze againg your foel Take no prisoners™

Tddin tried to ready his own crossbow, but he had no bolts Ieft near him; they'd dl been blown away.
He waited in a hdf crouch with his long cloak flgoping around him. The twenty or so gnomes were
obvioudy nervous and afraid, but they clutched their wegpons and stole glances at the resolute figure of
the gff as he towered over them, crossbow at the ready in one hand and long sword drawn in the other.

"Hdm!" Gomja cried. "Rotate and pull dongside the scorpion before our gravity fidds match up!”

There was slence then, except for the roaring wind. The few gnomes who had managed to hold on to
thelr crossbows rested them againg the raling and amed them in different directions, unsure of which
direction the ship would rotate. Teldin had the presence of mind to look for Gaye, and he saw her on the
bow, dutching the raling there. He saw, too, that she hed a short pole in one hand. The gick was as
long as she was tdl. Now, where did she getthat ? She hadn't even been able to say how she'd hidden
the thingfinder on her person weeks ago, on Ironpiece. That was a kender for you.

The ship rotated counterclockwise. The scorpion would come up on Tedin's sde. He dropped the
useless crossbow and freed one hand from the railing. His cloak once had enabled him to cast a curtan
of energy before him that protected him during a fight. He had an inspiration, and now wanted to see if
the cloak could turn that energy into a weapon. Could he fire magicd missiles or bolts from his fingertips?
No other weapon was Ieft to him. If the cloak couldn't obey his commands, he'd be dead very soon. He
concentrated on the image of a magica bolt of energy, kegping hisfingers extended.

The scorpion ship came up into view. Its deck was full of black-armored figures with long poles in their
hands. Some had ropes. Some had crossbows themsdves, but the high wind made it difficult to am
them. Draped over the side raling was the body of an ogre, an arrow protruding from its forehead. | did



that, thought Teldin.
"Hre" Gomja roared, his crossbow snapping loudly.

One of the orcs dropped when Gomja fired. Another fdl with a gnome's bolt in him. The orcs fired back,
and two gnomes were hit; one fdl from the ship and vanished. Teldin concentrated as hard as he could,
putting his whole mind in his fingertips. Just like hitting the ogre, he thought.

Power bloomed indde him. He fdt he would burst with it. It burned as it ran through his veins, filling him
like a cup under a waterfdl, sailling over. Radiant energy poured out from hisfingers, flashing straight into
the orcs on the scorpion ship. The orcsfdl asif they had been scythed down. Only three out of a dozen
were left sanding when it was over a moment later. The power was gone from Teldin as quickly asit had
appeared, and he went limp with exhaugtion.

"By the Great Captain!" Gomja gasped behind him. "Weve got them good now!" He then bellowed out
to the world. "Pull dongside the scorpion! Company, prepare to fire agan!”

Even as Gomja spoke and thePerilous Halibut did close to the scorpion, mote orcs appeared on the
deck of the enemy ship, gpparently coming up from one or more ladders below. Reganing his energy,
Tddin cautioudy got to his feet and noticed that both ships were traveing pardld to the ground, miles
below them. Wispy clouds, like white horses tails, were scattered above and below.

With wild whoops, the orcs on the scorpion suddenly hurled ropes and grappling hooks across at the
gnomes ship. A few of the hooks caught, enough for the black-armored orcs to start reding the ships
together. A few of the gnomes drew knives and meet cleavers to hack at the ropes.

Gomja was more direct. He saized a grapple and jerked on it with dl his might. The orc holding the
opposite end of the rope flipped heedfirg off his ship, to fal screaming between the ships until no one
could hear him.

Tddin drew his short sword as the ships closed, side by sdein the roaring wind. Suddenly the orcs gave
out wild cries and legped over ther raling onto the deck of thePerilous Halibut, swords hed high.
Some dipped and fdl down the dick sdes of the latter ship, but a dozen made it aboard, and the fight
was joined.

As a paticulaly huge orc came a him with its scimitar doft, it struck Tddin that these orcs were
somewhat larger than the ones Gomja and Adfred had described while crossng the phlogiston. Tedin
dodged the downward blow the orc amed a his head, dashing the orc across his black-armored chest.
His wild blow hardly penetrated the ore's thick leather armor, bouncing off the metd studs across its
front.

Tddin tried to back up, redizing in an indant that hed made a mistake. The orc advanced quickly,
lunging forward and dmogt skewering Teldin with the scimitar. Tedin tried to cut a the orc, but his blow
went wild again. I'm screwing this up! he thought, dmog in panic. | can't get this right! He amogt fell
agang the orc as the wind shifted suddenly, and the huge warrior drew its sword arm back for another
lunge, one that Teldin could see he wasn't going to avoid.

A smdl, feminine figure with long, wind-blown black hair appeared and jammed a wooden pole between
the ore's dbow and its back, shoving the pole back asiif it were a lever. The orc spun around, surprise
onitsface, and fdl back on its Sde. Tedin lunged forward himsdlf, avoiding the scimitar, and plunged his
short sword into the orc's ssomach. The orc died with a choking cry.

Gaye glanced a Tddin long enough to see that he was unhurt, then turned away to meet a second



attacker. Tedin turned just in time to avoid being struck from behind by an orc that had circled around
the fight, parrying the blow by sheer luck. Back to back, Tddin and Gaye fought their opponents as the
fight raged around them. Even as he best back the ore's attacks, Teldin heard Gomjas bombastic curses
and the garbled cries of gnomes shouting detailed directions to each other.

ThePerilous Halibut shifted its heading away from the orcish ship for a moment, then drifted back,
damming into the sde of the latter ship. Tddin staggered a the unexpected blow, dmost loang his
balance. It went for nothing, as the orc could not recover its footing and collapsed agangt Tedin,
knocking them both to the deck. Teldin blocked a badly aimed chop from the orc, then dived on his foe
to wrestle in gnim slence, weapons dill clutched in their hands. Gathering dl his strength, Teldin managed
to turn his wegpon and shove it into the ore's neck, only moments before the orc would have driven his
own sword through Teldin's ribs. The ore choked, dropping his scimitar and giving a gurgling scream as
he died. Tddin pulled his sword free and started to get up, splattered with gore.

The two ships suddenly struck again, and thePerilous Halibut shook with the collison. Tedin fdl on his
back, away from the dead orc. The orcish ship again came out second best, its entire forward side
smashed inward. Abruptly, the port claw of the scorpion, which had been jammed againgt thePerilous
Halibut's bow, snapped and fdl away. The two ships skittered apart, then dammed together once more.
Unable to regain his footing, Tedin heard a shrieking sound like thick metd being crushed; for an anful
moment, he feared that the gnomes ship was the source. The scorpion ship then rose, nose up, its entire
bow caved in on the near side. Its long meta legs scraped the starboard sde of thePerilous Halibut as
the orcish ship flipped over in the air, fdl behind the gnomes ship, and began along, twiging dive toward
the ground.

Tddin saw two mote orcs on the top deck fighting gnomes, their backs to him. He dove at them without
thinking, killing each with a angle blow through the lower back. When the last had falen, he turned to see
the rest of the battle.

The fight was dmogt over. The black deck of the gnomes ship was dippery with smeared streaks and
pools of blood, the bodies of orcs and gnomes thrown together across it. Only a dozen gnomes were left
danding, saverd dutching the railing. Some of the gnomes were shoving the bodies of dan orcs over the
Sde of the ship.

Gomja was hammering a battered orc lying flat on the deck with his huge, ham-sized figs. Seaing that his
opponent was no longer fighting back, he grabbed the orc by its black-armored shoulders, lifted it from
the deck, and casudly hurled it off the Side of the ship into empty space. "Now you know the hazards of
inviting yoursalves onto other peopl€'s ships without asking fird!" he roared, dagpping his two thick hands
together to dust them off.

Gomja looked back and surveyed the ship. Tddin, Gaye, and the gnomes were sweseting heavily, their
dothing askew and splattered with red. The gnomes had taken the worst of the fighting, having had so
little experience with it before; haf of thar numbers on deck were dead, and the rest were exhausted and
wounded. The wind whipped a the survivors as they stood on the deck beneath the huge sun, miles
above the ground.

"Wl lads" said Gomja softly. "Weve won." He took a last look around, then walked over to catch a
gnome who was on the verge of Ietting go of the raling and fdling overboard. "Gather your gear! All
hands below!" he shouted. "Weve won! Let'stdl the rest!”

The weary gnomes staggered againg the wind, toward the nearest hatch, some dill dutching their
weapons. Gaye wandered over to Tedin and fdl againg him, wrapping her ams around his wais and
burying her face in his stained shirt. He held her to him, thinking of the mounting tall of dead, dl for the



sake of his cloak, which snapped in the wind behind him like a flag.

*kkk*k

"We need to put down right away," Adfred said when he met Tddin in a narrow corridor near the hdm.
Tddin had just been on his way to check on Sylvie "I've got to get her off the hdm before she fdls
adeep. Shel's dmodt too tired to think sraight. No-don't go see her. The gnomes haven't found dl their
boobytraps yet, and I've got that gnome mage, Loomfinger, in there with her to keep her awake urtil she
can set us down. | wigh this ship had a second hdm so | could just have Loomfinger take over for her.”

Tddin looked down the corridor to the hdm room. "If theres anything | cando . . ." he said.

Adfred damped a hand on Tddin's shoulder. "Old son, you've done more than your share aready. Sylvie
sad you took but dmaogt the whole upper deck of the scorpion with some spdl you threw a them. She
could see it from her hdm. It redly picked her up for a while™ Adfred's twisted grin came back. "She
sad your sword fighting needed work, though. Looks like we have to start getting together again on
thet."

Word came a few minutes later from Loomfinger that Sylvie had spotted a place to land, and Adfred
went to the hdm room to be with her. Avoiding severd undismantied booby-traps in the corridors, Teldin
went to his cabin to peer out the forthole over his too-short bed, not willing to risk being on the top deck
when the ship came down.

Fortunatdy, the ship was arding its prospective landing dte in such a way that his cabin was facing the
gteitsdf. It was long the coast of alarge sea with a very smooth, regular coadtline that curved off into the
distance. The ship dropped toward the water a a comfortable speed, though Tddin found himsdf
worrying about the impact when the ship hit the water. Sylvie was a much better pilot than he had been
when he had brought theProbe down, he knew, but the knowledge did not take the edge off hisworries.

"Can| see?'

Tddin jumped when he heard Gaye's voice behind him, driking his head againgt a shef mounted right
over the porthole. He fdt his head, detecting no serious harm, and forced himsdf to relax. He got up
from his bed.

"Dont you ever knock?' he sad irritably.

Gaye climbed on the bed and peered out the window. She was wearing what looked like a slk bathrobe,
tied around the waist with one of Tddin's belts-a belt he did not recdl having ever loaned to anyone, least
of dl her. Her hair was wet and hung down over her face and shoulders in thick strands. Water dripped
inthe bed from her hair, and her feet left huge wet spots on the sheets wherever she stood.

"My cabin's on the wrong side," she said by way of apology, her face pressed to the portal. "This should
be fun, huh? Dyffed says this ship was made to travel underwater if we want it to. Maybe we could go
exploring and see what lives under the lake, then take off and see the fid."

"You not only don't knock,” Tddin remarked, "but you adso don't dress properly, and youre meking a
mess of things. Did you just get out of the shower?"

Gaye looked back with afrown. "Boy, you'rein a bad mood. Yes, | just got out of the shower. | couldn't



gtand to run around a moment longer without deaning up. You could use a shower yoursdf, Mister
Cloak Man. Why are you so grumpy, huh? The fight was pretty awful, but a least we're dive. Or isiit
me? You pick at me alot latdy. Why?'

Tddin started to reply, then stopped. He didn't redly know why. He stared a her, wrapped in her
bathrobe and 4ill dripping bath water on his bed, and it findly dawned on him why she bothered him. It
wasn't because she was a kender; held known a kender or two during the War of the Lance, and though
they were irritating at times, they could be quite likable, too. Gaye was very likable, in fact-and that was
the problem.

He dropped his gaze and rubbed his face with both hands. "I'm sorry,”" he said. "Everything has me on
edge latdy." He sat down uncomfortably on the gnome-sized chair behind him, feding his back ache a
little as he did so, and reflected on how much of the problem he wanted to discuss with her. He heard
Gaye move away from the window and St down on the edge of his bed.

"Gaye" he began, "ever snce | put on this cloak, I've watched everyone I've ever known be killed or
injured because of it. My neighbors, my friends, my enemies, even-one. | can't take it. | can't even count
the number of people who have died because someone wanted to get this cloak a every cost. | can't
lead anything remotely like a normd life with half the universe out to kill or capture me. The neogi caught
me once and tried to cut me up and break dl my joints just for fun" He hedtated, seeing one gim
memory in particular, then went on. "l even knew awoman once, someone | loved, who betrayed me to
the neogi 0 she could get my cloak. She and I... | thought we were very close, but it meant nothing at dl
to her. She just wanted the cloak. Adfred and I... we had to kill her when she tried to kill me"

Tddin covered his eyes with hisfingers. "I know you want to be my friend, "Y ou're like Adfred in a way.
Nothing gets to him for long. He aways comes back, ready to fight and move on. | like people like that,
but... | don't want people to get too close to me these days. | can't take the thought of being responsible
for ther being killed."

The kender thought this over. "Or maybe for them betraying you," she said quietly.
Tddin thought that one over. "Y es, maybe that, too. It just seems easier not to get... involved.”

Gaye sghed as she regarded Tddin. ™Y ou know, if there was ever a time when you needed people, this
isthe time. My father tried to handle everything in our family business after my mother died, and it made
me crazy to see him wear himsdf out. He had people who were willing to help, but he turned them away.
For what? The work just made himill, until... wel." Gaye shrugged dightly, looking down for a moment.
"Anyway, you can't afford to do that same thing, and you have no end of help. Gomja said he quiit his job
with the gnomes because you're his best friend and he wanted to help you out. Adfred told me he and
Sylvie decided they would gtick it out with you, no matter what, because they both redly like you and
they don't want any bad guys to get your cloak. Dyffed's here because he's.. well, because he's a
gnome, but he likes you, too."

Gaye pushed hersdf up from the bed and padded over to Tddin on her bare feet. Before he could react,
she leaned close, her eyes looking deep into his own. She had used some sort of fragrant soap when she
hed showered, and the scent surprised him. She reached out and took his head in her warm hands.

"And I'm here" she said in alow voice, "because-"

There was a sudden thundering sound outside, dl across the hull of the ship. Just as suddenly, everything
on the ship was hurled forward toward the bow, which dived downward. The light from the porthole
went out. Teldin fdt Gaye dam into im with a muffled cry as the room tilted up amost verticaly. Loose
items around the room crashed into the wal near him. Then the ship struck something more solid than



water, and Tedin's head snapped back and dammed the wal behind him. He saw an amazing assortment
of stars explode in his vison, then saw nothing at dl.

Chapter Twelve

Tddin fdt the top deck of thePerilous Halibut dowly rall with the waves, and, despite his headache, he
seadied himsdf eesly as it did. The ship kept a surprisngly even ked for a gnome-built craft, he
thought-particularly a craft that had just been through a nearly disastrous landing. As the throbbing in his
head came and went, Tedin watched a group of 9x gnomes paddle for the shordine in therr amdl raft,
cobbled together from doors and wooden beams knocked from the interior of the ship. He mulled for a
moment over Sylvie's bad news, which held received shortly after the splash-landing, then sourly pushed
it from his mind. Things were looking worse dl the time.

Looking down, Teldin checked the raling where a thick rope had been tied off. Once the gnomes got
ashore, they would take the other end of the rope and tieit to one of the trees there; then the crew of the
Perilous Halibut would pull the ship in. The screws and paddles the gnomes had origindly designed for
powering the ship no longer functioned. The screws were made to be turned by the giant hamsters, both
of which had been knocked unconscious in the crash and were dill "woozy," Gaye had reported. The
paddies were nearly dl broken, having been badly stored, and the mechaniams for the screws had aso
taken some damage in the crash; they could not be fixed without two days of work. It was easier to
smply haul the ship in by force.

Someone waked heavily from the stern of the ship to stand behind Teldin. He heard the being stretch
and yawn, then casudly draighten his uniform.

"Lovdy day, if you don't mind my saying so, Sr," said Gomja, carefully shading his amdl eyes with a thick
blue-gray hand as he watched the gnomes progress. "Unless, of course, were attacked by the locd
militia or those scro find us, but we can handle that, I'll wager. By the Great Captain's blunderbuss, a
good fight would get the blood girring. We gave better than we got up there.”

"Scro?' Tddin asked, hdf turning to look at the huge giff. The giffs pleased remembrance of the battle
was garting to annoy him. "What are scro?’

"Scro are space orcs, gr," said Gomja, dill watching the gnomes. "I didn't redlizeit a first when we were
fighting them, but it came to me afterward. My dgre told me a few taes about them. Scro are orcish
aurvivors of the Unhuman War, hundreds of years ago, when the eves and humanoids fought for control
of dl the spheres. The survivors spelled the name 'orcs backward when they cut their ties with their
ancestors. They've been just an occasond nuisance until now. Sao are much more dangerous than
common orcs, and even ogres will leave them adone. They're supposed to be patidly resstant to megicd
spdlls, and dl are wdl trained for combat. They fought well, | must admit. | wish | had saved one of their
suits of armor as a trophy.”

Tddin looked back at the shore. The gnomes were dimbing out of thelr boat at the beach, a hundred
yards away. Two gnomesfdl into the water and disappeared as he watched. "But the scro, or whatever
you cdl them, are dead, and we arent,” he said, summing up dl he cared to recdl about the battle. "I
wouldnt like to see them get another chance at us™

Gomja grunted. The gnomes had managed to upset ther entire raft, and it appeared to have come apart.
There was nothing that could be done about it.

"The scro should have an easy time with us now that we're stuck here” Tddin said grimly. He turned to
look back at the dozen or so gnomes on the top deck, each holding a loaded crossbow and nervoudy



watching the sky for other spelljammers. Tddin lowered his voice in hopes that the gnomes couldn't hear
him. "With the hdm gone, we don't have much of a chance to escape them."”

Gomja looked down sharply. "Where did you hear that, 9r? The hdm's quite functiond. Its magic was
merdy nullified by the antimagicad properties of this lake water."

"Wha?' Tddin frowned & Gomja. "Sylvie sad that the hdm wouldn't work, no matter what magic or
effort she used on it. That was why we logt control and went underwater, hitting the lake bottom. The
hdmissmply dead.”

"I am sure she would say now that she spoke too soon, sr," Gomja said promptly. "Before | came on
deck, | asked her about the ship, and she explained what she had discovered about the antimagica
properties of the water inthislake. It's quite remarkable, gr. The water doesn't remove a magicd item's
powers, but the water will keep the item from functioning. All we have to do is pull the ship onto the
shore, out of the water, and well be off.”

Tddin snorted softly, crossng hisarmsin front of him. "'l wonder if the water would shut off the powers
inmy cloak long enough to let me take it off."

"That is possible, gr, but not likdy." Gomja looked over the side of the ship briefly, "™You could try it
but the ladder came off in the landing, and you'd have no way to get up the side of the ship and on deck
again unless you used arope.”

Tddin made up his mind to try it anyway-closer to shore. "If we run into one more minor setback like
antimagicd water that interrupts spdljamming,” he muttered, “the scro, the neogi, the dves, and everyone
ese can fight over the cloak and my smashed body at ther leisure” He fdt the dull throbbing of his
headache behind his eyes. HEd have to try the cold compresses that Gaye had gpplied to him when hed
recovered in his cabin, surrounded by his scattered beongings. He couldn't for the life of him recal
anything that had gone on for a few minutes before the crash; he remembered only that he was trying to
et to his cabin to lie down. He'd asked Gaye, since sheld been in the cabin with him, but she'd shrugged
and sad only that she'd discussit later.

In the distance, the gnomes made it to the shore and managed to pull part of ther raft onto the beach.
After some confusion, the gnomes worked therr way up the bank to the closest of the many trees there,
the rope tralling behind them into the water. It took them about twenty minutes to tie the rope down.
When they finished, the huge giff braced himsdf on the deck and began pulling on the rope, hand over
hand. The ship creaked and groaned, changing its heading to face the shore, and dowly moved toward
land.

"Antimegicd water," Tddin said, hdf to himsdf. "What ese does this place havein store for us?'

He turned away to look out over the lake. Thus, Gomja, not Tedin, was the firs to see the horse-sized,
green-and-gray insect that broke through the tree branches behind the tired gnomes. One of the
centaurlike creature's clawed hands grasped the rope that the gnomes had judt finished tying off. With a
curved saber inits other hand, the creature chopped through the rope with asngle cut.

Aningant later, dozens of the multilegged horrors crashed out of the woods, rushing down the dope at
the startled gnomes with long bows drawn and curved swords raised.

*kk*k*k



Bony hands saized the gilded frame of the mirror, lifting it swiftly out of its cradle.

"Accursed you will bel" shrieked an inhuman voice. "Accursed by dl the powers of darkness forever you
will be!" The bony hands raised the heavy mirror over the lich's skull and shook it, then-carefully-placed
it back on its stand.

Generd Vorr drew in a breath of foul ar, hed it for a moment, then released it while ingpecting a clawed
fingamail. He had been ligening to the lich rave for the last ten minutes, its odor of decay growing ever
worse, and he was getting bored. The lich's initid news about the fate of the scorpion and its crew was
bad enough; he couldn't afford to lose another ship without good cause. The posshility that Usso had
been killed in the crash bothered him only in that it would be difficult at this date to replace her with
someone equdly capable as a spell-caster, even if she was a traitorous dut. Her information-gathering
taents-among others-would be missed if she hadn't teleported out intime,

Vorr ignored the lich's ranting as he glanced around the amdl stone chamber again and stood near the
open archway where held entered. The room was not large but was mildy impressve, if one liked
ancient tombs. Generd Vorr didnt care for tombs, himsdf-unless they were for his enemies.

"Tedin Moore where is? Answer! Answer your master now, or to the burning planes of the Abyss and
rotting shdl you go!" The lich uttered another string of curses in a foreign language, then waved itsarms in
impotent fury.

Vorr swalowed ayawn.

The lich regarded the looking glass for a few moments, then turned away, muttering. "Gone he id A
power of the cloak this might be? An act by live mest thismight be?' It shook its head, thinking furioudy.
"Not possble it is. Weak and smple his mind is, this live meat Tddin, and not for the tinkering with
atifacts was it made" The lich paused as it turned, consdering the objects that lay upon its rickety
workbench. It looked up then and seemed to see the generd for the firg time,

"I take it you can't find Tedin Moore as you once said you could,” Vorr sad dryly.

The animated skeleton waved a bony hand in Vorr's direction as if dismissng him. "The gnomes ship
vanished it has, gone" it said. "Cloaked the cloak is-but what this could do? Wildspace this could not do.
Metds thick as a lordserv-as an umber hulk this could not do. A crysa sphere this could not do." It
pondered, garing at the faded paintings on a nearby wall with empty eye sockets.

The answer came eadly for the generd, but he resisted saying it doud as even his answer didn't explain
evarything. Since Vorr knew he was himsdf completdy antimagicd at birth, a sort of antimagicd fidd
suggested itsdf as the cause of Tddin's disappearance. Could some antimagica device or creature have
affected the gnomish ship? It would have to be a remarkable effect, given the 9ze of the ship. The only
other dternative was to assume that the gnomes ship had disintegrated on impact, and Tedin was dead.
This was reasonable enough, but the generd knew enough not to jump to conclusons. What was the
truth?

Vorr stared a the preoccupied lich and once again hated the thought that he needed to keep this reeking
abomination dive-well, unharmed was a better word-for the time being. It was ill of some vaue in
leading them dl to Tddin Moore- and theSpelljammer 's cloak.

It dawned on the generd that if the lich was no longer able to find Tedin, there was no reason to keep
it... unharmed. The corners of his mouth crept upward. He would give it a litle mote time to find



Tddin-but only alittle. He was interested in finding out what sort of being it redly was before he broke it
into vase-sized pieces.

"I later with you will speak,” sad the lich, turning away toward a dusty shdf of scrolls and papers. It
began sorting through the papers and paid no further attention to Vorr.

The generd nodded solemnly, asif the lich could ill see him. His dmogt-amile was gone. "We will await
your word," he said smoothly. Then he left, waking through the stone archway and down the broad
corridor toward the ship docks. He passed rows of skeletd soldiers, his face regisering his disgust as he
looked down their crooked lines. The skeletons were nothing more than bones made mobile with a
necromancer's Ydl, as mindless as the true dead could be. A force of scro could make short work of
the pyramid's entire force, with the exception of the lich itsdf-but the generd could dispose of that
problem. The umber hulks would be tough to crack, too, but not impossible.

Thisthought kept him happy as he swiftly descended severa ladders and dtairs, eventudly coming to the
flying pyramid's cargo deck, an open area of ancient stonework with faded pictograms adorning the
cracked walls. A spel on one far wal cast dim yelow light across the bay, illuminding a pile of stones,
scraps of old wood, and afew scattered bones.

Vorr's squid ship was drifting in space only a few feet from one open cargo-bay door. A boarding rope
tied around a thick pillar led out to the ship, and Vorr walked up to it and caught the rope without
bresking stride. He swung hand over hand out through the cargo-bay doors, out across the abyss of
space. If he fdl, it was of no consequence, as he would only hit the pyramid ship's gravity plane and
bounce. For afew moments, though, he imagined that if he let go, he'd fdl forever toward the stars, never
reeching them. It was a pleasant sensation.

"Generd aboard!" shouted an armored scro as Vorr appreached. Every scro on the deck snapped to
atention and saluted, black-gloved figs up, the tarantula emblem facing out. Vorr svung over the squid
ship'sraling and dropped onto the forecastle deck with a heavy thump. It was pleasant to smdl clean air
agan. "Ship away!" another scro called, cagting off the boarding rope, and the stars turned around the
squid ship asit pulled away from the flying pyramid.

Vorr trotted down the gairs to the man deck, then turned and went through the door to the gdley and
his own offices beyond. Scro edting their meds in the gdley leaped to ther feet as he entered, but he
bypassed them, opening his office door and closing it behind him after he entered.

"You missed arotten fight," came afamiliar but subdued voice from the floor mat where Vorr dept.

"A pity," Vorr said. He glanced at Usso, who sat in the corner with her legs drawn up to her chin, then he
took a seat a a heavy wooden desk and picked up afeathered pen. "Was this the fight in which you lost
control of your ship when it was battered by a gnomish one, and you teleported away but Ieft the crew
behind to die?'

"That was the one," she said. Her voice lacked its usud liveliness, an indicator that she was depressed or
upset. "How did you know? Could the lich seeit dl?'

"If Skarkesh can track Tddin Moore by his cloak, | imeagine he can track more than that if he wants to,”
Vorr replied. He scribbled a few notes to himsdf on a sheet of paper. "He informed me of the ship and
crew's fate, then tried to contact Teldin again, just to prove to me he could do it, but he couldnt find
Tddin." Notes finished, Vorr turned on his stoal to face the beautiful Orienta woman in the corner. "It
was asif Tddin Moore's ship had vanished, he said. | thought of an antimagic fidd. Would that block our
bone man's ability to spy on Tddin?'



The woman's face twisted with hurt and anger. "Kobas, you bastard, | dmog died! The port wdl of the
hdm room was broken through, and | was dmost caught in the hdm when the whole damned wadl fdl on
it. All you can talk about is that filthy cloak! Y ou don't give a rotting damn about me!”

Vorr looked geedily a Usso. "You're dive My scro are not. This expedition is costing us more with
each passng minute.

Do you want to waste my time, or help me get Tddin Moore's cloak before we are reduced to one
battered ship and a crew of corpses commanded by a monger?'

"Take a jump right to the bottom of the Abyss, you fat, dung-egting, bootlick-no! No!" Usso broke off
her retort as Vorr launched himsdf across the room, seizing one of her arms. Usso covered her face with
her other arm, pulling her legs in agang her somach. "Don't kick me" she cried. "Don't do it! I'll
stop-ow! No! Owwww!"

Vorr hdd her delicate wrig in one massve hand and dowly rotated her wrist and forearm in a direction
they were not meant to go. Usso writhed, trying to pull free. "Kobas! Ko-bas, stop it, stop it!" She
screamed incoherently, her face pressed down againg the bed mat.

Vorr eased the pressure off, leaving just enough to make Usso acutely aware the pain would return in an
ingant. The usud dining noises from the gdley outside his door had ceased; if the scro were smart, they
hed gone esawhere to edt.

"Your mouth will be your tombstone,” he said, his voice as soft as a dlken glove. "l found you, | made
you strong, and | gave you power. | can take it away like this" He did something with Usso's arm, and
she screamed again until he eased off once more. "Let's be reasonable before | lose dl interest in reason.
Tddin's cloak isthe god. We shdl endure. Our enemieswill decay on forgotten baitlefields, but we shdl
endure-if you cooperate with me" He stopped and waited.

"Yes" Usso panted, her face hidden by her mass of long black hair, which lay spilled across the mat. "I'l
help. Don't hurt me, Kobas. Please don't hurt me. I'll be good. I'll hdp you. Don't hurt me anymore.”

He eased more of the pressure off, but not enough so that she could get up. "Could an antimagica fidd
block the lich's attempts to spy on Tedin Moore?' he asked.

"It might. It can do that. It won't hurt the cloak, but it can stop magic coming from it. Il be good,
Kobas."

He reflected on the news. "What would happen,” he said, "if | were to touch the cloak? Could Tddin be
traced? Could he use any of the cloak's magicd powers?'

Usso was panting hard, trying to get her breath back. "I think you would negate the cloak's powers, but
only as long as you were holding it or touching it. It would work if you let it go. | believe it's very
powerful. Y ou couldn't destroy it, but you could stop it. He can probably spelljam with it. | told you that
weeks ago. He mugt have used it when he escaped from us the fird time. | saw him throw spdlls from it,
megica missiles, just before we crashed. He killed alot of scro before they boarded his ship.”

Vorr listened to the woman's panting, then looked down her back. Clearly visble under her long white
gown, her fox-liketal lay flat on the mat between her legs. Usso could lie, but her tal never could. She
wes like dl of her kind: clever, arrogant, strong in the face of the weak, and wesk in the face of the
grong. All she cared about was hersdf.

It was a mistake to let her live, and Vorr knew it. Usso would sdl out the gods themsdves for more



power. She no doubt had her own desgns on the cloak Tddin wore; Vorr didn't mind that, because it
would be easer to ded with her treachery than it would be to ded with the lich. If she could just keep
her mouth shut more often and rein in her emotions, she could have a much cozier and more comfortable
life-but she could never manage that, no matter how many warnings she got.

That was fine, too, Vorr thought. He sometimes enjoyed adminigering a loving warning or two to the
fox-woman. If she pushed things hard enough at the wrong time, held adminigter a find warning one of
these days, and hed take histime at it. The thought was a pleasant one.

Vorr got to his feet again. He kept one broad, iron-muscled hand on Usso's wrigt, forcing her to stay
down until he was completely up. He gave her am afind sharp twist and released her as she yeped and
crawled away, sobbing.

It was dl show, he knew. Usso, like dlhu hsien, could hed her wounds and diminate pain quickly. She
was judt hurt in the heart, or whatever she had that passed for one, because he didn't want to ligen to
her.

Vorr waked back to his desk and picked up his pen again. He imagined Tedin, wearing his cloak,
atacking him with a sword. How could he get a grip on that cloak? What could he do with it when he
got it in his hands? Could he use the cloak againgt Teldin in a face-to-face fight?

Images began to move in the genera's mind as he listened to thehu hsien weep worthless tears. When he
met Tddin at last, Vorr sncerdy hoped the man would give his very best shot at trying to kill his
opponent. Vorr wanted it that way. He wanted it to be afight to dways remember.

*kk*k*k

The shordline grew nearer, foot by foot, as Teldin dumsly paddied the raft toward the shordline. His legs
were dready awash in water up to his hips, but it mattered little as he had fdlen into the lake once
dready and was completely soaked. His raft was barely more than a few more doors from the ship
roped together, and his oar was a broken one from the ship's hold, but it worked. Nothing dse was
avaladle.

Far behind him, Gomja and Adfred watched anxioudy from the ship's deck. They carried an assortment
of whed-lock pistals and muskets, primed and loaded, with more on the deck within reach. Lining the
ship's ralings and facing the shore was the ship's remaning crew, crossbows cocked and aimed, bolts
piled behind them. Only Sylvie and Gaye remained ingde the ship, and Tddin was postive that Gaye
would not stay there long.

Tddin's cloak had pulled up into its necklace form when hed hit the water earlier. For just a moment he
wondered if he should use the cloak's powers to shapechange into one of the centaurlike insectoid
crestures that lined the bank. Perhaps he could then use the cloak's trandating ahilities to convince these
creatures that they were friendly. However, they had aready seen him, and they would suspect the worst
of any sudden transformation now. If he were them, he certainly would. The trandating power would
have to serve done-that, and whatever he had in the way of oratory.

The insectoid creatures that awaited him on shore had hardly moved an inch since they seized the Six
gnomes and cut the rope. Teldin counted about three dozen of them, many armed with long bows. Each
creature was striped and sported in a peculiar pattern of gray and green, which Tddin redized made



them hard to spot againg forested backgrounds. Crossng the chest of each eight-legged being were
various straps and bandoliers, induding a long quiver of arrows and numerous long-handled daggers.
Only a few of the creatures hdd land weapons, long scimitars and pole axes, and these troops were
clustered around the group of wet, frightened gnomes they had captured.

When he was only twenty feet from the shore, Tddin remembered that the lake water was supposed to
be antimagicd. That meant his cloak... he stopped paddiing, dmost pardyzed with fear a his next
thought. Would his cloak's powers even work? It was too late now. He didnt even want to try to take
the necklace off, for fear it would fdl into the lake and be lost. Sowly, he resumed his progress toward
shore, his heart anking ingde him. When he was close enough, he carefully did off the raft and stood in
the dgae-thick water up to his knees, pulling the raft behind him until he could lay one end of it on the
sand and rock bank. That done, he rose and faced the creatures, sanding erect with his hands open a
hissdes. Cold water dripped from his soaked trousers and spilled out of his boots.

One of the insect-beings flipped its saber behind it, neatly dropping it into a broad shesth. 1t moved
through the ranks of its fdlow soldiers until it stood about ten feet before Tddin, looking him over with
many-faceted black eyes as broad as the span of a man's hand. The head of the insect-centaur
resembled that of an ant, with two huge antennae that twisted to and fro on its head, and a pair of dark
mandibles larger than any animd's claws. It made a come-hither mation, and Tddin carefully stepped
closer, away from the shordine.

"Ship you sall sky?" the creature asked. Its voice was not unpleasant, dmogt like a chirping song. It
gestured with one long, clawed hand toward thePerilous Halibut.

Tddin couldn't be sureif the creature was redly spesking the Common tongue, as it seemed to be, or if
the cloak was trandating its words. "Yes" he said amply. "We came down and landed in the lake. We
wigh to rest." He canceled the idea of tdling the insect folk that the ship wouldnt fly yet.

The creature regarded thePerilous Halibut without expression. "You no sal sky now? Ship you no sl
lake? Home you here find?'

Tddin hestated, not sure what the cresture meant. "Ship fly... Our ship flies, yes. We just want to rest
here, then leave. We will not bother you." He looked in the direction of the gnomes. "Please release our
crew. They meant no ham.”

In answer, the creature caled out in an incomprehengble Sngsong language over its shoulder. There was
some moation near the gnomes, then another insect-centaur appeared from the rest, holding, a gnome aoft
under the armpits. The gnome, his face as white as his beard, appeared frozen with terror, but the
insect-centaur merely deposited him on the ground in the long, flat grass near Tedin. With a push from
behind, the creature sent the gnome in Teldin's direction.

Tddin fdt the urge to reach down and snatch up the gnome as he would a returned child, but he resisted
it. He did crouch and force a amile as the gnome waked nervoudy to him, looking over his shoulders
every few seconds at the insect people. "Are you hurt?' Tedin asked.

The gnome shook his head, rubbing his chest where the insect being's claws had hdd him. "Fine" the
gnome said-the shortest phrase Tddin recalled ever hearing from a gnome. He recalled this particular
gnome was named Druughi.

Tddin clasped a hand on the gnome's shoulder with fase bravado, then stood again. "Thank you for
returning him," he said, feding only dightly more confident. "We want the rest of our crew, too. | give you
our word we will not bother you. We wish only to rest, then leave and, urn, sall the sky."



"Trade," said theinsect being. "You trade talk. We trade crew. You trade true talk. Ship you no sal sky.
Lake no sail. Home here you find?'

"No, we are not meking our home here" Tddin said. He judged tha these beings knew the lake water
was antimagica, and he further had the impression that they were not evil. It was only a hunch, but he
hed nothing else, so he plunged ahead. "We didn't know the lake would stop our ship from flying-salling
the sky, | mean. We had to land, and we will leave again as soon as we get our ship out of the lake."

The insect-centaur turned and repeated its earlier gesture. Another insect warrior left the group
surrounding the remaining gnomes, another frightened gnome clutched in its clawed hands. This gnome,
too, was sent on hisway toward Tddin, and Druushi welcomed him briefly, if anxioudy.

That leaves four gnomes left, Tddin thought. Was he going to have to tak dl the rest of them out of
captivity? "l don't know what ese | can tdl you,"” Tddin sad findly. "Will you dlow us to come to
shore?"

Theinsect being considered this. Within moments, Teldin fdt a change in the atmosphere. Severd of the
insect beings close to the speaker lowered their bows. Moments later, large numbers of them followed
Quit, appearing to reax as they stood. Severd even put their bows away, shoving them back into leathery
shegths strapped to thar long tal sections. Tddin fdt his nose twitch. He was going to sneeze.

He fought the impulse as long as he could. "If you want to trade talk,” he said, "we can tdl you some of
our stories. True stories. You seem to know we can fly-sall, whatever. We can tdl you where weve
been. We can tdl you about the..." He sneezed then, vidently, four times in a row. Eyes watering, he
forced himsdf to stop and looked up, then waved a hand to encompass the entire sky. "We can tdl you
about the universe, the worlds beyond the sky, if you let our crew go."

Huge black eyes gleamed as they looked Tddin over again. "You say true?" it chirped-sang.

"On my word of honor,” Tddin answered, his nose garting to run. What in the Abyss was happening?
Weas he dlergic to something inthe air? "l say true.”

For a moment, nothing happened. Then, to Tddin's astonishment, dl of the insect folk put away ther
weapons and relaxed their postures. They moved away from the gnomes, who hesitantly began
Sde-stepping toward Tedin and their two compatriots. When it was obvious the insect beings did not
care, the gnomes broke into a run and collided, arms out, into drawn-out hugs with their friends. "What's
that odd amdl?' he heard one of the gnomes ask ancther.

Tddin fdt his knees grow weak with relief. He started to say "Thank you' to the insect being when he
was saized with an uncontrollable urge to sneeze. He could barely do anything ese, and the sneezing
went on and on.

"You say ship crew, dl good," sad the insect being, out of Teldin's Sght. "We and you pull ship. Trade
tak and talk. You and crew rest." The creature hesitated, then looked curioudy at Tedin, who was dso
being regarded with some concern by the gnomes.

... | can't... sop!" Tedin gasped, then sneezed again twice. "1... cant. ..stop !"
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"Of course, | did tdl you that medicd meatters were not in my central curriculum when | was a the
univergty of Lirak's Cube," said Dyffed, examining Teldin's red, swollen face. "I was in engineering-none
of this tinkering with the ingdes of dead things or trying to make trees grow watermelons or
crossbreeding dragons with giant hamsters. No, | had the cleen fed of the dide rule, the virgin expanses
of fresh paper, the thrill of multiple equations, the afterglow of a correct sum. | was young then, only fifty,
young and foolish, eager to yidd mysdf to the temptations of differentid mathematics and pdl-jamming
theory. Some fools cdled it infatuation, but they wouldn't have known verifiable ardor even if it chose to
dfix itsincisors on their ischid tuberosities”" He sghed and looked off into space. "Ah, it was an exdting
timeto be dive"

"What's wrong with Tedin?' Gaye asked, unable to wait any longer.

"What? Oh." Dyffed cleared his throat. "He's got a runny nose and he's sneezing alot.”
"Yes, we know that!" Gaye exdamed. "But why?'

"Beats me" sad the gnome with a shrug. "Maybe it's something in the arr.”

"It's the rastipedes,” sad Adfred with a amile. "I dedt with one a few years ago in Greyspace. They
communicate with each other by amel. Most of us can barely detect it, but I'll bet a year's pay tha our
men Tddin isdlergic to the odor. A buddy of mine had the same thing. There's nothing you can do about
it except avoid rastipedes whenever possible. Sorry about that, old son.”

"Tddin's dlergic to those bugs?' Gaye asked. "Thank Pdadine it wasn't kender.”

| dmogt wish it had been kender, Tddin thought miserably. His snuses were swollen far beyond norma
limits and he could barely breathe. He had never had an dlergy before in his life, and he hoped he'd
never get another.

"ltwill pass," Adfred added, rasng amug of deto his lips. "Give it a couple of days, and youll be fine
In the meantime, the rastipedes and our crew are building a wagon for the ship. We should have it out of
the water by this evening." He drank deeply and smacked hislips.

"Any other news?' Tedin managed to ask, hisvoice now outrageoudy nasd. He heard Gaye giggle

"They're giving us a magp of the area," said Adfred. "It should give us a start on finding what we came
here for."

Thefd, Tddin thought, rubbing his face. He tried to picture a giant black dug that could talk, but it wasn't
possible. Hed amog forgotten about the fd in the last few days since the-what were they again?since
the scro's ship began trailing them.

"Here he comes" said Gaye, "and he's got a map!”

Tddin's eyes watered again as the rastipede jogged up on its eight legs, moving more rapidly than
seemed possible for its Sze. The creature did indeed have a large rolled-up sheet of paper inits claws,
which it presented to Adfred and Gaye. "Tddin sck?' asked the insect being.

"I'm afraid 0," said Adfred, unralling the map. "Where are we now on this?"

The radtipede turned its attention to the map, trotting over to stand behind the big, blond warrior. A
clawed green finger reached down and pointed to a spot on the map that Tedin could not see from
where he sat. "We here”



"There?" asked Adfred, surprisein hisvoice. "What's thisin the center, then?'

"Lake" sad the rastipede, looking up from the map to point toward the shore where the other insect folk
and the gnomes were laboring.

Gaye gasped, and Teldin could see her eyes widen as she peered at the sheet of paper. "Ian't that weird?
Dyffed, look at thid 1sn't that bizarre?"

Tddin could stand it no longer. He gat up from the rock and tried to get into the crowd, even as his nose
stopped up completely as he approached the insect being. "What's going on?' he wheezed, haing the
sound of hisvoice.

Adfred managed to lower the top end of the map. Tedin looked down. A large blue footprint appeared
to take up mogt of the center of the map. Tddin blinked, his teary vison dearing for a moment, and he
saw the rastipede's claw pointing steedily to a forested spot on the leading edge of one of the footprint's
four thick toes.

Adfred looked up at the lake, then down at the map. He snorted and amiled. "Mother Nature having one
of itsjokes," he said. "Looks like something stepped there, doesn't it?'

"Something did step there” said Dyffed, peering a the mgp through his gold-rimmed spectacles.
"Quadrupedad megafauna. One of the bigger ones, 1'd say.”

There was a short slence.
"Dyffed," said Adfred conversationdly, "that lake is about a hundred and twenty mileslong.”

The gnome merdy nodded. "I'd say a hundred and thirty, mysdf, a third the she of Ironpiece. Just a
rough guess, of course. We can make more accurate measurements when we're airborne agan.”

The slence returned. Adfred lowered the map and looked off into the distance, in the direction the
leading edge of the footprint indicated. "Then how big... ?' he started to say, but his voice trailed away.
Tddin and Gaye followed his gaze, looking over the treetops and into the infinite blue beyond.

"Well know soon enough,” Dyffed said cheerfully, dill looking at the map. "One Sx Nine lives on top of
one"

Chapter Thirteen

Within afew hours, Tddin's dlergy had begun to clear up. His head fdt less likdy to burst, and he could
go for dmogt twenty minutes before sneezing. The frudtration of it was ill torture, but he fdt he could
command at least a shred of dignity when he walked about, as long as he kept upwind of the rastipedes.

He dso learned from Sylvie and the now-friendly rastipedes thet the antimagica effects of the lake water
goparently extended for afew feet around the lake itsdf. The leader of the armed rastipedes, he recalled,
hed been careful to motion Teldin away from the water when he came ashore, no doubt so that its own
spd| for trandating languages would function.

By the time Tddin thought to seeif his cloak's powers had >een negated by the lake water, the necklace
part had dried off and was working normaly. Given the presence of the rastipedes, Tedin put off any
further test of lake-water effects on the cloak until later.

"Weve jugt about got the ship in postion,” Adfred said, Stting down beside Teldin on a fdlen tree near
the edge of the forest. The big warrior held a wooden cup full of de, fresh from the ship's stores. "Those



rasipedes are damn good engineers. Between them and the gnomes, they had some werd
crane-and-pulley system sat up and going in about three hours. They hauled the ship right out of the
water like it was atoy. Amazing what you can do without magic." He took a swalow from his cup, then
offered it to Tedin.

"No, thank," Tedin said. "I've had more than my share dready.” He siffed and rubbed his stuffed-up
nose. "Medicind purposes, of course."

Adfred gave hisfriend alopsided grin. "You've saved our lives savera times running now, and the gods
reward you with this. There's no justice.” He turned around, hearing footsteps from behind them. "Come
onover," he cdled. Tedin turned just as Sylvie waked up and casudly sat on the log beside Adfred.

"You get some rest?' Adfred asked, nudging the hdf-df gently in the sde. "Y ou've stayed up too long
dready.”

Sylvie elbowed Adfred back, though more sharply. "I can't get to deep now,” she said glumly. "Sunsst
and night can't be possible in this sphere because the land area is exposed to overhead sunlight dl the
time | can't find a place that's dark enough to deep. Someone did a bad design job when this sphere
was being made." She poked a the leaves on the ground with the toes of her soft shoes. "I'min a bad
mood. Just ignore me."

Adfred laughed, but Tddin stared a Sylvie in asonishment at her revelation that night wasn't possible
here. HE'd been wondering for some time now when the huge sun was going to drop toward the horizon;
he now fdt intensdy foolish for not having redized that "sunst" was out of the question. How did the
natives get aong without night? This was the strangest world he had seen since entering wildspace.

"Lady, you can be as mean as you want, and | promise not to pay any dtention to you a dl,” sad
Adfred, grinning from ear to ear. He began to stroke Sylvies back with his right hand. After a moment,
ghe closed her eyes and vishly relaxed. "Besdes, some people do manage to get to deep here. The
rastipedes live underground, for instance. They deep in shifts, so two-thirds of their colony is dways
awake. | was taking with their leader a while ago-he has no name, as we know it, Snce thar language is
based in part on smdl-and he told me abouit ther life here. They're descended from a spdlljammer crew.
Thar ship landed in the lake just like ours did, but ther ship broke up on landing, so they just stayed on.
They run the forest and most of the land on this Sde of the lake. One of them could give an ogre a fit.
Tddin did us a red favor in taking things out with them, even if our buddy the giff wanted to charge
them." Adfred reached over and gave Teldin another punch to the shoulder.

"You know," sad Sylvie dowly, "l was thinking earlier that there was something odd about the horizon,
where the view was clear through the trees. The earth and sky fade together in a blur, with the land
reeching dightly up into the sky. Then it hit me that | was seeing the curvature of the indde of the crystd
sphere

Sylvie suddenly turned around to face both Adfred and Tedin. "Did either of you think about how big
this place is?" she asked. "Serioudy, | mean. Do you know how huge this place redly is?*

"Looked damn big to me" Adfred said, "but Dyffed told me a few weeks ago in the phlogiston that
Herdspace wasn't the biggest crystd sphere there was™

"That doesn't matter,” Sylvie said, brushing her long siver hair back over her pointed ears. "This crystd
sphere could be hdf the sze of any mgor one, but it would dill have more living space indde it than a
million planets. Think about it: We're living on the indde of a crysd sphere, which is maybe a million
times bigger than aworld. Do you see what I'm saying?'



Tddin thought about it and shivered dightly. The idea was dmost too crazy to believe. He redized that he
could not picture how truly big a sngle world was, much less imagine the size of the ingde of a crystd
sphere. "Then what's beyond the atmosphere?’ he said, pointing up at the sky.

Sylvie looked up for a moment, shading her eyes and squinting againgt the glare. "There could be some
planets orbiting the sun, but | don't see any of them. Dyffed said there weren't any there, anyway. Maybe
the ar envelope on the ingde of this sphere extends dl the way up to the sun, though- blue sky
everywhere you go, and clouds a thousand miles high. | don't know."

Tddin saw Sylvie frown as she stared draight up. "That's odd,” she whispered. "Is the sun getting
darker?'

Tddin and Adfred immediatdy leaned back and looked up. Tedin thought he had noticed a dight
dmming in the light, but he had put it down as avisud quirk.

"Damn," said Adfred. "It is getting darker. | can tdl now. Gods of Toril, what's going on here?’

Tddin heard a sudden increase in the volume of the gnomes distant conversation. Severd were cdling to
each other about the sun going out. They sounded quite panicked. He hardly blamed them.

"Maybe we'd better get back to the ship,” said Adfred, riang to hisfeet, his cup forgotten on the ground.
"We can ask our multilegged friendsiif thisis naturd and harmless, or if we're supposed to scream now.”

"Adfred" said Sylvie. "If thesun is™”

"You no fear," said a chirping, sngsong voice behind them. They turned in surprise to see a tdl ragtipede
approaching, its eight legs thumping softly through the undergrowth. Teldin couldn't tdl if it was the |leader
he had spoken with earlier. They dl looked so much dike.

"Qunis hedthy," said the insect-centaur. "Sun have not much light now. World is dark soon. World you
have no night? Y ou fear dark?"

"You mean the sun is going out?' Tedin asked in amazement. His nose twitched, but he fought the urge
to sneeze. "We are not afraid of the night, but we thought there was no night here because the sun
couldn't set."

"I not ligen you true," said the rastipede, twiding its head dightly. "You say 'set'? What is 'set'?"

Tddin started to explain what a sunset was, but the urge to sneeze overcame him too repidly. He backed
away, trying not to fdl over, as he sneezed violently two dozen times in a row. Sylvie abruptly took over
for him, quickly explaining to the rastipede the rudiments of day and night on sphericd worlds. The
rastipede appeared to be even more confused as she spoke, asking a stream of strange questions, until
Sylviefindly gave up.

"It'sno use" she said. "They've lived here for so many generations that they don't remember what it's like
to live on aregular planet. They've never seen thar sun set. The sun just goes out, and it gets dark. The
aun goes back on again eventudly, and that's dawn here” She looked up at the rapidly darkening star.
Tddin looked up, too, and found that he could now see the sun's broad, reddened disk clearly. It was
featureless and smooth, seemingly perfect.

Adfred dropped his gaze. "I'm in serious need of a drink. If there's anything left of thet little keg of de we
pulled off the ship, let's drain it and get some deep. This place has been very entertaining, but I've dmost
log dl sense of time. And you," he said, nudging Sylvie again, "you need your beauty est. You've worked
too hard. I'm your captain, and I'm ordering you to turn yoursdf in for a ngp.”



"Will you tuck mein?' Sylvie asked straight-faced, then glanced at Teldin and colored, biting her lip.

Adfred saw her expresson and laughed, putting his aam around her. "Sure, Il tuck you in" he said.
"Excuse us, Tddin. I've got some officid duties to perform.”

Sylvie mumbled something in embarrassment as Adfred led her away to the ship. Tedin managed to
gnile in spite of himsdf, then sneezed and sneezed uniil he fdt he would never stop. When he findly
finished, exhausted, he looked up and noticed that the rastipede was gone, too.

Grandfather, he thought to himsdf as the red sun went out overhead, the things you've missed. If | die
from this wretched dlergy and find you by Pdadines side, I'm going to tdl you some taes tha will lay
you out dl over again.

k*kkk%x

Nightfal could not have come soon enough for the ship's tired crew. Dyffed and the other gnomes, once
they had gotten used to the phenomenon, watched the sun go out until the gnomes were nearly
incapacitated from Hiff necks. During the sun's fade-out, the gnomes built a bonfire and talked with the
rastipedes urtil exhaustion overcame the former and they fdl adeep across the lakeshore in every
possible spot. The insect folk stayed up, moving to and fro among the deegping travelers and keeping
guard over them.

Tddin watched it dl, unable to deep because of his dlergy. The rastipedes were changing their guard in
shifts he noticed; a few would leave together just as other rastipedes would approach the informd
encampment. He decided the new creatures were fresh from the underground home that Adfred had
spoken of. It was impossble to tel, redly, but as a theory it wasn't a bad one. If they were
communicating by smdl, as Adfred had suggested earlier, then they were "taking" up a storm.

Tddin found Gaye adeep under a tree, wrapped in alight blanket that Teldin recognized in the firdight as
having come from his cabin aboard the ship. The night air was warm enough that he didn't think she redly
needed it, but he wasn't in the mood to bother her about it. After making sure she was in good shape, he
got up and continued his dow wak around the lakeshore, siffing and sneezing and wishing, just a little
bit, that he could cut off his nose.

His feet findly brought him to the numerous poles and ropes strung from the lakeshore to a hedtily built
framework about a hundred feet inland, on which thePerilous Halibut rested about a man's height off the
ground. The ship'stall fin had been straightened, the oars and propeller drive had been repaired with the
rastipedes astounding carpentry skills, and the two large mounds of active fur tied on long rope tethers to
anearby tree attested to the complete recovery of the giant hamgters. Tddin lisened to the hamsters
rumblingreeep! reeep! sounds, then turned away, shaking his head and amiling despite his Snus agony.

It was then that Tddin heard afaint, deep voice from the other sde of the ship. He stopped and listened,
trying to make out the words, but the noise from the obvioudy nocturnd giant hamsters drowned it out.
He hesitated for a moment, then walked toward the source of the talking as quietly as he could.

"We should leave in the morning, shortly after the sun lights up,” he heard the voice say. It sounded like
Gomja. He mugt be taking with a rastipede leader, one that could cast a language-trandating spell. He
knew from taking with Sylvie and other wizards that such a spdl was farly minor, but the idea that
insects could cast spdls at dl Hill surprised him, even when he fet nothing could surprise him anymore.



Sill moving in slence, Tedin rounded the Sde of the ship. It was impossible to see anything clearly in the
darkness. The bonfire was far on the other sde of the ship, and Tddin had noticed earlier that the sky
hed no stars; it was pitch black above him, though he imagined he could see fant, distant lights near the
horizon.

"No, they've been very friendly so far,” Gomjas voice said. "Our Stuation is quite good. We shouldn't
need any assistance unless... oh." Tedin heard arudling in the darkness. "Sir? Is that you?'

"Who are you talking to?" Teldin asked. He wished his eyes would stop tearing up. He could barely see
asit was. He walked forward dowly, one hand out to keep from waking into the wooden sruts holding
up thePerilous Halibut. "I thought | heard you taking with someone.”

"Oh," said Gomja. Tddin heard something big move right in front of him, and he stopped. He could hear
the gff breathing hoarsdly and rapidly, perhaps only ten feet away. "I, um, was tadking with mysdf, gr.
Forgive mefor that. | don't do it very often.”

"I don't mind," said Teldin, puzzled. He looked around, seeing and hearing no other being. "l just thought
that... well, forget it. Y ou should get some deep, First Colond-Commander. We could have a busy day
tomorrow."

"Yes, gr!" sad Gomja, heartily and quickly. "Il turn in in a short while, not long at dl. | was having
trouble getting used to things here, I'm afraid. Y ou mugt admit, Sir, thet thisis a very queer place” Tddin
heard the giff yawn. It was dill too dark to see more than Gomja's outline,

Tddin nodded, then turned to go. "Well, good night to you. Let's hope we get off the ground without any
trouble. We have a giant four-legged beast to find, Dyffed says. | don't want you to blink and missit.”

"Oh, very good, sr!" Gomja said, laughing briefly. "Good night to you, too!™

Tddin made his way back around the ship to the vidnity of the campfire. He wiped his face with his
hands, feding his thick moustache and redlizing how long it had been since held shaved. Hed have to
take care of tha firg thing in the morning. Was this antimagica lake water good to shave with? He'd
know soon enough.

He found a spot a random and lay down, settling himsdf near a tree, and forced himsdf to rdax and
ignore his snuses. It was difficult, but he managed to drift off after along period and enter a redm ful of
grange and bothersome dreams.

He was in his room aboard thePerilous Halibut with Gaye. It was night, and she was leaning close to
him. "Tddin," she said softly. He could smdl her perfume as she started to reach for him. He knew they
were doing wrong, and they were about to crash. The ship was fdling straight down toward the other
gde of the darkened sphere, fdling like a rock from an infinite tower. He tried to hold on to something
and tried to protect Gaye, but he couldn't find away to do it. They were fdling toward the sea on the far
gde of the black sphere. In the sea were mongirous shapes greater than whaes, tharr blackness darker
then the night-lit waters in which they swam." Teldin" Gaye said, holding his face. A titanic shark lesped
out of the sea, its white-fanged mouth wider than aworld. It wasn't going to miss them.

"Tedin, wake up!" Gaye said, sheking hisarm. He blinked, then involuntarily shielded his face againg the
brilliant sky. Gaye looked down at him, her black tangled hair littered with smdl sticks and bits of leaves
and grass. "Time to get up. The sun's on again! Boy, you dept like a rock!™
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After two hours of traveing sraight up, Teldin could see that the footprint shape of the lake was much
clearer. His snuses dearing up a lagt, he stared out of his cabin porthole, feding a curious sense ofdegja
vu. Hadn't he done this before? He had the feding that someone was about to enter his cabin, but he
shrugged off the feding and concentrated on the view. He guessed that they were about seventy miles up.

Loomfinger was on the hdm for now. Sylvie had dept badly the night before, and she was so exhausted
thet she could not be awakened. Adfred had made the hdm substitution so the ship could get on its way
as soon as possible. With enough dtitude, Adfred hoped the ship's speed would increase regardless of
who ran it. Then, too, if they had to find a beast like the one that had made those unbdlievable footprints,
they would need dl the dtitude they could get.

Someone knocked on Teldin's door. Gaye, he thought, not quite sure why he believed it was her. He
heaved a 9gh and Ieft the bed, waking over to his door. He crouched as he opened it, to avoid banging
his head on the door frame.

"Ah, Tddin!" cried Dyffed. "Just the man | wanted to see, and here | am, seeing you!" The gnome gave a
hearty chuckle. Dyffed had not changed his clothes in the last month; his brown tweed slit was fraying
gpart a the elbows, his lime-green shirt was a lifdess green-brown, and his bright ydlow tie was
decorated with hundreds of food stains.

Maybe seeing Gaye wouldn't have been such a bad idea, Tedin thought. "What do you want?' he asked
tiredly.

"Miss Gaeadrelle Goldring informs me that you have the thingfinder!" Seeing Tddin's blank expresson,
the gnome hurried on. "The thingfinder! Smalish crimson box, about so big, which | thought | had lost
when the hamgters got 1oose but which Miss Gaeadrelle Goldring says she found and took with her when
we |eft Ironpiece, then-"

"lI've gat it," Teldin said, leaving the door open to wak back to his bed. He reached down and opened a
drawer in a bedside dresser, then pulled out the red box. He gave it to Dyffed. "I forgot dl about it.
Forgive mefor that.”

The bald gnome inspected the box, then gave Tddin a glowing amile. "Marvelous-it's in perfect shape!
Y ou've taken excdlent care of it, not what | would have expected from someone not born to the rigors
and demands of science and technology, the exacting care tha they-oops.” He gingaly withdrew and
pocketed a broken gear fragment from the open back of the box. "Do hope that wasn't important,” he
muttered. He looked up a Td Jn again, the incident forgotten. "As | was saying, let's be off!"

"Off where?' Tddin asked cautioudy.

"Why, off to find the fd, of course!" announced the gnome, asif the god had been perfectly obvious from
the start. "Well go topside and swing our little thingfinder around and see what thing we find!"

Tddin looked down at the red box asif it were alive serpent. He remembered the way the gnomes with
Dyffed had ducked when it was pointed in their direction, back in the hangar on Ironpiece. "Is that thing
dangerous to use?"

"Dangerous? You mean dangerous?’ The gnome appeared astonished. "Why, not a dl. It's perfectly
safe. There's not a thing it could do to harm ether of us. At least, not that | know of. | mean, my



colleagues on Ironpiece had made only this one modd, and they hadn't had time to properly test it, but
they gave me ther utmost assurances that nothing could go wrong, nothing that they could possibly
imagine. It's as safe as the Bank of Ironpiece, Reorx bless it." The gnome chewed his lower lip. "But |
guess | shouldn't say that now, should |. How fast they go. The bank had experienced some difficulties
but no one had thought..."

Hve minutes later, the two were on the top deck. The wind wasn't particularly troublesome because the
gnome at the hdm couldn't give the spdljammer the speed tha the more-experienced wizard Sylvie
could, but Tddin dill kept his cloak reduced to necklace length to keep it from flapping againg him. He
suddenly fet queazy about approaching the low raling around the top deck while the ship was in flight.
The suddenness with which the ship had entered Herdspace and the excitement of the earlier ar battle
had negated dl his nervousness before; now the Stuation was very different. He kept low, reaching the
raling and gtting down next to it with one leg againg araling post for additiond support.

There were few clouds around. Tedin remembered how clear the sky had been that morning, and he
wondered if the weather was merdly going through a pleasant period or if this was the naurd state of
things With luck, they wouldn't be inthis crysta sphere long enough to find out.

Dyffed had no quams about being on the top deck, and he peered over the sde of the ship to the
ground, now many miles below them. Tedin dmost closed his eyes, not wanting to see the gnome fdl
over by accident. "Lovdy view, jugst lovdy,” murmured the gnome, then stood back with the red
thingfinder in his hands. "Now, let's see what we shdl see”

Tddin's teeth gritted together as the gnome made a few adjustments ingde the box, then raised it to his
face. "We're looking for our friend the fdmadarastha, One Sx Nine, or old Thirteen Squared,’ as we
used to cdl him. That's an ingde joke, you see, because the vaue of thirteen squared is"

"Youve dready told me about that," said Teldin wearily. "Just let me know if you see anything.”

The gnome began scanning ahead of the ship, the wind whipping his filthy tie around his neck. "You see,
this device works on a certain amount of latent psonic energy present in the mind of the operator. You
need not be afully accredited psonicigt to use it, Snce we dl possess a certain degree of-"

"Dyffed," interrupted Tedin. "I havent the faintest idea of what you are taking about. Pretend that I'm
supid, then explain it to me."

"Oh," sad the gnome. "Wel, um, what you do... you think of something, then you look for it through
here'-he indicated the dark glass window on the box with a finger- "and then the box front, here, lets you
see the object. | tried to locate you once with this, before we Ieft Ironpiece, and got the most curious
reaction when this perfectly imbecilic moron got in the way. Would you bdlieve that thisslly box said that
this obvioudy low-grade-but-still-gnomish gnome was actudly you? | was quite annoyed, redlly. Thought
| was going to have my funding cut off for it, but then the hamsters escaped, and you know, | can't see a
sangle thing through this™" The gnome lowered the red box and turned it over. "Ah. Forgot to turn it on."
He made afind adjustment, then looked through it again. "Ah, much better. One Six Nine, One Sx Nine,
One Sx Nine... redly quite a nice chap, | mus say. Makes an excdlent carrot dip. | remember once
when | came here with-"

"Can you find theSpel ljammer with that?' Teldin asked abruptly, amazed he hadn't thought to ask before
now.

"Why, cartainly,” said Dyffed, "if it'sin this sphere, then we should . . ." The gnome swung the thingfinder
insevera wide arcs, eventualy covering the range of the sky and ship. "Waell, so much for that. Must be
in another crystd sphere. Back to One Six Nine. Fine chap, as | was saying-"



"Dyffed,” interrupted Tedin again. "If youve been to this sphere before, and you've vigted One Sx
Nine's home, then why don't you know the way to get there? Why didn't you say anything about what we
should expect when we got to this sphere, like these 'megafaund you talk about?”

"What?' The gnome lowered the thingfinder and looked a Tedin in surprise. "Oh, wel, I... 1.." He
looked confused, saring a the view wi th a vagudy troubled look. "I forgot about it, I'm afraid. Because
this sphere pops shipsingde it, so they never go through it, it's dmost impossible to come in where you
want to be. You just can't tdl from the outside, you know. | also meant to tdl you about the mega-fauna,
| redly did. | was going to say something about the antimagica water, too, since I've read some papers
about that-quite fascinaing, redly. The megafaunds tracks destroy dl megica power beneath them,
amply crush it out, voiding the dweomer. We are speaking of pressures greater than three point one four
one five nine two Sx five three five nine times ten to the thirty-seventh power scruples per square acre, of
course, far beyond any known magicd tolerance levels, once the megafauna puts down its foot-a process
which takes centuries, as you can imagine There are locd legends in Herd-space to the effect that
eventudly dl of the megafauna will crush out al magicd power, and magic will cease to exig in this
sphere. That's the 'Quiet Whimper' theory, you see, and the other view is the 'Unsteady Stat€' theory, in
which the footsteps taken by megafaunaafter the magic is crushed out will then bring magicback. A
fascinating ides, the latter, but, as yet, there's no red-"

"Wait," Tddin interrupted. "One more question: How do we get out of this sphere?!

"Ah" Dyffed's face lit up. "Ah, | did see that. You smply dive back toward the place you came inl
Marvelous system. The gateways open up a regular intervas, the same time each day for an hour or so,
and-assuming that you've been able to time your exit usng a properly built timekeeping device, such as
gnomes are known for making-you leavel”

"Good," said Tddininrdief. "Now, look for thefd."

"Thefd, yes," said the gnome, raiang the red box to his face again. He rotated, scanning the sky in dl
directions a eye leved, then looked higher. "Perhaps this cursed device redly is just a tad out of
adjusme-oh! By Reorx!" The excited gnome sarted to point to a place forward, up, and to the
starboard sde of the ship, then did a very unexpected thing. He dropped the red box.

Stunned, Tedin lunged for the box, which bounced on the deck toward the sde of the ship. His fingers
missed a dean grab, instead knocking the box back on the deck and away from him. Dyffed lunged for
the box again and missed, sumbling over his own fegt to fal facedown on the deck. Tddin lunged for the
thingfinder, dapping a hand over it and pinning it to the deck.

Heaving a dgh, Tddin pulled the thingfinder to him and picked it up. As Dyffed mumbled gpologies,
Tddin hed up the box as he had seen Dyffed do, placing the glass plate in front of his face. He tried to
face it in the same direction as the gnome had amed it, thinking dl the while about a giant, baking black
dug-as best as he could visudize one.

Almog a once, hefdt a sort of tickling sensation indde his head. 1t was difficult to describe it as anything
ese. Theimage of a giant dug sharpened in his mind until he thought he would seeit: a creature perhaps a
third the length of the oldProbe, gleaming black and very thick. From the near end of the beast sprouted
a handful of whiplike tentacles, two of them especidly thick and having bulbous ends. Between the
tentacle roots was a huge, circular mouth rimmed with a double row of long yelow-gray fangs. Curioudy,
above the treat central mouth was a large human-type mouth.

With a shock, Tedin redized that he was. looking at such a creature. It was dearly visble before him.
He knew that the image was not digplayed on the glass plate of the thingfinder; Instead, the view of the fd



replaced his normd vison, blocking out everything else as if it were the only object in Sght. The being
appeared to be resting, stretched out full length on invisible ground somewhere.

Abruptly, the bulbous antennae writhed and moved, weeping dowly around as if searching for something
nearby.

A sense of dread grew in the back of Teldin's mind, and he was certain that somehow the cregture knew
it was being watched, but he fought the urge to tear his gaze away from it. This is impossble, he thought;
whet I'm seeing is merdy some sort of megical image the thingfinder is cresting. Even if this was the mu,
it could not possibly know that-

The creature lifted the front third of its great bulk into the ar with an unhurried motion. The head-if he
could cdl it that-tilted and moved until it was amed directly at Teldin, one two thickest antennae pointing
a himfrom their widdly separated directions. The upper humanlike mouth moved.

Youaregreeted. The sensation of the beast's words in Tddin's mind was nothing at dl like that when he
hed once

Chapter Fourteen

"Are those the scro?' Tddin asked, pointing &ft a the swarm of distant objects on the horizon. He fdt
like afool to ask, but he wanted to be sure.

"Thet they are, gr!" Gomja shouted, unnecessarily loudly. "We're dearing the deck for hdm changeover,
50 youll have to comeingde You, too, Migter Jammermaker!"

Tddin quickly got to his feet and headed for the open hatch, dill not entirdy comfortable to be waking
around on the open deck so far from the ground. "We found the fd!" he cdled. "It's off that way, ahead
but up and to theright, to starboard!" He looked down at Dyffed, but the gnome was busy watching the
goproaching fleet through his thingfinder. Teldin grabbed the gnome by the shoulders and propelled him
toward the hatch.

One minute later, Tedin pulled the hatch shut behind him and bolted it tight, then descended the last few
rungs on the ladder to the deck. He fought down a brief surge of claustrophobia, tdling himsdf that one
day he wouldn't have to face being cooped up in a gnomish ship ever again-at least, not if the gods were
kind.

"Weve been going too dowly for too long, sr,” Gomja said, checking Teldin's bolting of the hatch. He
ciimbed down the ladder, looking grim. "Adfred wants to pull Loomfinger off the hdm and put Sylvie
back on. You should go to your cabin during changeover. | believe well have some trouble there, but it
shouldn' last long. I'll handle everything else around here."

"I can give ahand, I'm sure," Tedin started to say. The huge gff shook his head vigoroudy. "That won't
be necessary. We're not going to go above to shoot back at the scro this time. We lack the troops, and
the wind will be too great when Sylvie takes over. Jugt-"

The door into the room banged open unexpectedly. An overweight, sweating gnome hurried into the
room, panting asif he'd run along distance, and bounced off Gomjas massve left leg before coming to a
sop. "Tddin Mayor,” he announced, red faced and out of breath. "Captan Albert Siverhand
requests-no, wait. Captain Albert Slverhorn requests your-Captain Adfred Hornglver requests-oh,
bother! The captain would like to see you in the hdm room right away if you have a moment for an
emergency now, unless it's a bother.”



Gomja appeared sunned for a moment at the message but quickly recovered himsdf. "Cdm yoursdf and
get your message Sraight, Private” Gomja ordered the gnome. The gnome immediatdy sat down and
tried to catch his breath, repeating his message oftly to himsdf to straighten it out. Gomja turned back to
Tddin with a concerned look on his face. "I wouldn't worry about it, Sr. | think Gurfley here has his
message twisted around. I'll get it Sraightened out and tdll you later in your cabin. Get some rest.”

"I think 1 got the basic idea of what the message was," Teldin said. "I'll find out what's going on with
Adfred.”

"But sr!" Gomja cdled anxioudy. "Changeover could be dangerous. | don't think it would be wise to go
there yet. Wait urtil it's over, at least.”

Tddin hestated. Gomjamight have a point. He waved to the gff and said, "Whatever you say," then |eft
the room, daosng the door behind him. On impulse, he set off for the hdm room anyway. Adfred
wouldn't ask for him unlessiit was at least remotely important.

Tddin made the trip through the low, narrow corridors of the ship with better than usud speed, sumbling
over gnomes only twice. When he arived in the hdm room, he found Loomfinger on the eaborately
decorated hdm, perched nervoudy on the edge of the throndlike seat. Adfred and Sylvie were there, as
was Gaye, ganding amogt in a corner of the room. Gaye immediady smiled and waved a Tedin when
he entered. Adfred glanced at him, then turned his atention back to Sylvie

"You sure you're up to this?" Adfred asked with concern. He stood by Sylvie, who was seated on a
goal just in front of the hdm and rubbing her face vigoroudy.

"Damnit, I'm fing" the haf-df muttered. "l got alittle deep, anyway. If we make it quick, we won't drop
more than a few hundred feet, a thousand & most. How high are we? Arc we above the clouds? No-I
mean, are we above-are we high enough to make that drop okay? Y ou know what | mean, Adfred. Just
tdl me”

Adfred looked up at Teldin and gave a quick shake of his head, hislips pressed into aline

Tddin then caught on to what was happening. "Adfred, do you want me to take the hdm?' he asked. "I
don't know anything about how to make this thing work, and the lagt time | tried running the hem, it
didn't work."

"You did pretty damn wel when we flew out of the reach of those scro at Ironpiece,” Adfred sad flaly.
"We don't have time to quibble. Weve got to get up and out of this atmosphere, or well never get
anywhere. We don't know how high the air goes, but it will be faster sailing for us dl the farther we get
from the ground and the scro. No offense, Loomfinger, but we need the best person in that hdm right
now. Sylvigs too tired to do it, and | want you to try, Tddin." Adfred looked back a the gnome on the
hedm. "What's the Stuation out there?'

The gnome swallowed. "The fleet isdill behind us, ar," he said, his speech growing more rapid with each
second. "We are a two and a hdf miles dtitude and | count twenty ships to aft so far, and they are
ganing on us and should be upon us in ten minutes or so unless we change hemsmen, but | can 4ill run
the hdm in an emergency if you need me anytime. Just cdl me and | can run the hdm in a jiffy and
never-"

"Forget it! Just forget it, Loomfinger," Sylvie interrupted, standing suddenly and swaying. She caught
Tddin'samin atight grip but did not rdax it. "l can do it. Bring me some water so | can wash my face
off, and | can get on the hdm. Hurry it up.”



Adfred stared a Sylvie, who was dill swaying, then looked at Teldin with desperation. "You up to this,
old son?" he asked. "Can you make that cloak of yours run aship agan?' "Adfred, | sad | would try it!"
Sylvie ydled suddenly. She angrily whirled around, looking at everyone. "Would you dl just get out of
here? Y ou're driving me crazy!"

"Sylvie, cdm down!" Adfred said, reaching out to put a hand on her shoulder. "You havent had any
deep, and- Tddin!"

Without a word, Teldin acted on impulse. He reached out, caught Loomfinger under the arms, and lifted
the surprised gnome off the hdm to set him on the floor. At that same moment, Tddin had a curious
feding, asif he had stepped off a high diff and was sarting to fal. He lunged for the hdm in panic, not
having expected the change so soon. His cape flowed out behind him asif he were underwater. Everyone
inthe room fought to keep from fdling over as the gravity left. Sylvie shrieked, flalling with her arms.

"Gods, Tddin!" roared Adfred, hisface turning white. His feet had left the floor. "You idiot!"

Tddin's right hand grasped the back of the hdm, and he heaved himsdf dumgly into the hdm's seet,
holding himsdf down by grasping the arms of the chair.

Nothing happened.

Now weightless, with the screams of everyone in the room ringing in his ears, Tedin fdt a terror that hed
never dreamed he could fed. He had just murdered everyone aboard the ship. They were going to die
because of his gupidity. And dying was going to take along, long time at this dtitude.

Wildly, he clutched a the arms of the chair, concentrating on meking the ship rise with every bit of
willpower he had.

Nothing happened.

"Noooooo!" he roared. There was a cracking sound, and one of the arms of the hdm broke loose in his
orip.

Time dowed down.

Warmth flooded through his body again, asit had on theProbe. Thistime the warmth and surge of power
fdt even stronger and clearer than before. In a daze, he pulled hmsdf down to the hdm. As he did, he
fdt his spirit pull loose from his body and flow out through the ship and into every part of it. He fdt
himsdf fuly become thePerilous Halibut.

With the ship's internd gravity restored, Tddin fdt himsdf dowly thump down onto the hdm's seat, his
cloak glowing with bright pinkish light. He was vagudy aware that everyone ese was flaling about in
dow motion, but dl were fdling toward the floor now. Luckily, they didn't have far to fal.

Sodljamming theHalibut was a strange sensation, somewhat different than it had been on theProbe. He
could see everyonein the hdm room with him, and he could adso see dl around the outside of the long,
black ship. He saw both the floor of the room and the ground miles below the ship. It took only a few
seconds to look back, without turning his head, and see the nearing fleet of scro ships above the horizon.
They were hovering dmost motionless, but he knew that they were just dowed by his perceptions. The
Perilous Halibut had falen quite a distance in the last few seconds.

Strangest of dl, Tddin fdt as if hewas the ship. The ship's hull became like a second skin, though he
could fed no heet or pressure from it. It was amply there, a part of hm now. He wondered if he was
ganing more awareness of things as he acquired experience with o ljamming.



Busnessfirg, he thought. Adlfred had wanted to gain dtitude in hopes the ship could move more quickly.
Tddin focused dl of his energies into going up. He fdt no different gtting on the hedm. His view outside,
however, reveded a once that thePerilous Halibut was dimbing rapidly.

Time returned to normd again.
For afew seconds, the room was filled with cries and struggling bodies on the floor.

"Tddin" Adfred thrug his face right into Teldin's own, the pink light from Tedin's cloak reflecting on
them both. "Tddin Moore, you son of a bitch, what in the Nine Hells possessed you to do tha?' Adfred
shouted at the top of hislungs, his face pae with fear and rage. "Damn you for screwing around with the
hdm! We dl could have been killed! Don't you ever think firg?"

Tddin looked a Adfred and fdt an onrush of shame. He knew he had acted too quickly and hed
endangered everyone, but he fdt his anger soill out instead. "It was either act or stand there and listen to
everyone argue” he retorted. "l gpologize for the shock, but were gaining dtitude from the scro fledt.
They won't catch us now. It worked!™

Adfred continued to Sare into Tddin's face a eye leve. "Wonderful, but don't ever do it agan,” he said.
"You scared the crap out of me. The gods damn you for that."

Tddin nodded, his face deep red. He switched to looking outside the ship. The sky above the ship was
getting darker, bit by bit. How high did the ar envelope extend, dl the way to the sun? They'd know
soon enough.

Sylvie looked at Tedin, blinking rapidly. "Y ou've torn the arm off the hdm, but you're flying the ship.”

Tddin looked down and nodded. "The cloak must work only if there's no functioning hdm on a ship,” he
sad dowly. "That's why it wouldn't fly for me before now, and why | could fly theProbe with both hdms
down."

Sylvie stared at him. "l see™ She tried to rub her face, but her hands were shaking too much. Swaying
from foot to foot, she turned and Ieft the room without ancother word.

Adfred followed her to the door. "I want to tak with Tddin for a while, so go ahead. | won't wake you
up again. Gaye and Loomfinger, you two can leave, too."

"I wanted to talk with Teldin, t0o," sad Gaye, as Loom-finger picked himsdf up and scuttled for the
door.

"Out," sad Adfred, jerking a thumb at the entrance. Gaye rolled her eyes and mumbled, "Darn," as she
|eft.

When the door closed behind everyone, Adfred stepped back from Tedin and took a deep breath.
"Youve saved us again, but thistime | can't think of a good excuse for it," he sad in a cdm but hard
voice. "You took a chance and blew it, then you broke the hdm and, by an incredibly stupid piece of
luck, you saved us. But if anything had gone wrong-the ship rdling over, you mising the hdm,
whatever-wed be at the bottom of a crater about now. For dl your powers, Tddin, you Hill don't know
dirt about spdljamming, and you'd better leave decisons on it to people who do know dirt about it.
Think before you act! Do you want to kill us?"

Tddin couldn't meet his friend's gaze. He nodded, facedown.
Adfred shook his head and looked away. "I dmogt soiled mysdf when you pulled Loomfinger off his



sedt.” He shivered for a moment. "It's different in wildspace. You don't fdl anywhere there if someone
gets off the hdm to go to the head. The ship keeps on flying. You can't do that in a gravity fidd." He
glanced back at Tedin. "Aslong as you're up there, are there any Sgns of our followers?'

Tddin looked, usng his hdm's-eye view of the outsde of the ship. "None that | can see. Were not
leaving the atmosphere yet. The ar envelope here mugt be very thick. Where should we go next? The
fd?'

Adfred nodded. "Of course. If I'm going to put my life on the line for you every few days, | want to
know some of the reasons why. That dug had better have some good answers, too. | heard Dyffed knew
how to get there, usng some little magica box of his. Any truth to that?'

Tddin had dmog forgotten about the gnome. "He has a device that picked out the fd's location just a
few moments before Gomja came up and warned us about the scro fleet. 1t works on menta energy in
some way. | don't pretend to understand it. He may be able to set a course for us usng it. He said we
hed to use it outside the ship on the deck, or at least | had that impression.”

Adfred looked a Tddin with an odd expression. "Messng with the hdm has addled your brain. | think
you meant that Gomja found out about the scro flegt from you when he came up on deck, don't you?"

"No," said Tddin. "He told us"

Adfred looked a Tddin blankly. "Now, how could that be? Gomjas been indde the ship this whole
time. | assumed he'd gone up to see you and you'd warned him then, or ese you'd come in yoursdf to tel
him."

"Wait, let me think about this" said Teldin, becoming confused. "Couldnt he have found out from
Loomfinger? When he was on the hdm, didn't Loomfinger see the fleet behind him and warn everyone?'

"I wasn't here, but Loomfinger wouldn't know a fleet from a flock of gullions”" Adfred said. "He's not
much more than aminor illusonig with a handful of spells, and he can bardly pay enough atention to the
red world to keep from getting killed on a dally basis. | guess it's possible that he could have warned
Gomja. | never asked the giff how he found out about the scro. He practicaly dragged me out of my
hammock to tdl me about them. | ran to get Sylvieright after that, and Gaye showed up wondering what
everyone was doing in the hdm room, then you showed up, and there you are. | should ask Loomfinger,
just out of curiosity, | suppose, but | don't know if it matters now. Maybe | should give him a medd.”

"We should find Dyffed firgt and get that thingfinder from him." Teldin tried a weak amile. "Not that I'm
tdling you what to do, mind you."

Adfred didn't amile back, but he relaxed dightly. "I'll arm wrestle you for control of the ship, if you like"
he said, "then you can try to command a crew of gnomes™"

Tddin shook his head. "I'm afraid | threw my arm out when | was rowing over to the shore to meet those
rastipedes,” he said sorrowfully. "As soon as it's better, I'l let you know." Adfred laughed. "That's whet |
like" he said, "job security. I'l go find Dyffed."

When Adfred had left, Teldin's amile faded. He knew that he had done a nearly disastrous thing in pulling
the gnome from the hdm. Now that it was dl over, he couldn't believe he had done it. What if things
hadn't turned out, as Adfred had said? What had made him do it? He remembered thinking, for just a
moment as he grabbed for Loomfinger, that he could do anything he wanted to with the cloak, and it
would work if he tried hard enough. Had he been getting cocky, then, with his new powers? He knew he
would have to use hisintdligence from now on, not his ego.



For a few minutes, Tddin concentrated on thePerilous Halibut's dimb away from the ground, and
toward... what? He wasn't sure. Was there a wildspace-type vacuum in the middle of this sphere? Or
was there ar dl the way through it? He had visted severd crystd spheres in the months since held left
Krynn, and no two of them were much dike at dl. This one took the prize so far, though he recdled
some taes that Adfred told of a sphere in which a gigantic tree grew, with planets nestled in its branches.
He shook his head. Less than ayear ago, he would have laughed. Now he believed every word of it.

Suddenly, he thought to look down, usng his hdm-given view of the ship's outside. He'd been looking up
and across for some time, seeing little other than blue sky, wispy clouds of every possible shape, and the
huge sun overhead. The sky was 4ill fairly clear. The view should be interesting.

S0 he looked down.
"Pdading" he breathed. "Oh, great Pdadine."

Tddin had seen worlds from space before. Hed never forgotten his firg view of Krynn from orbit: the
beautiful blue seas, green and brown lands, white clouds. It was one world among a multitude, but it was
hisworld. In hismind, it had become precious beyond the vaue of any treasure, and he loved it for dl of
its flaws and heartaches. It was just one little world, but he had fdt a strange emotion upon seeing it as a
whole for thefird time,

But Teldin had never dreamed of seeing aworld that had no end, a world that got bigger the farther one
traveled from it. As he looked down, Tedin could see the outlines of four mighty rivers, two mountain
ranges, and two vast blue seas thet rivaled the largest 1akes that Krynn could offer. The view went on and
on. As he looked down, he became aware that he must be hundreds of miles up now. The view extended
off to hisleft and right to a considerable distance, though it faded into blue sky, hidden by the thickness of
the atmosphere.

He had to admit that the lake below him did, indeed, resemble a gigantic beast's footprint. He looked a
the other Iake he had seen-and saw that it, too, resembled a footprint. In fan, so did the next huge lake he
saw, lying in the opposite direction on roughly a sraight line with the previous two lakes. It mug be true,
Tddin thought, that these are footprints. Even as he thought it, part of hismind would not accept it. What
inthe name of dl the gods in the universe could possibly be so huge as to carve out a sea with each step?
He had thought held accepted the idea of Dyffed's "megafaund’ before, but...

Tddin's outsde vison became blurred for a moment. The ship passed through a mild sort of turbulence,
He look wildly around the outside of the ship. The blue sky was gone, and in its place was a patchwork
sky of blues, browns, greens, and white-the full view of Herdspace.

He dowly redized he mugs have |eft the atmosphere's upper boundary, which was farly didinct here
instead of being a gradud dhift from air to vacuum as on a norma world. Why this place was different, he
hadn't a clue. With the thick air gone except for the ships own ar envelope, he could now see perfectly
indl directions. He could make out very few digtinct features beyond a certain distance, as they were too
far away, put he could see the outlines of continents that were larger than planets, and oceans that could
swvdlow a dozen Krynns. Gone was the blackness of wildspace and the glorious congtelations. Now, dl
he could see was sand-colored land and blue water, until it faded into the reaches of infinity.

ThePerilous Halibut was moving much faster now, he noticed, at full wildspace speed. A thousand miles
flashed by with each second of travel in wildspace, he recaled Sylvie saying, and with each second, his
view of the land below subtly shifted, reveding new vidas that tugged at his dready overstretched
imagination. Now he could see aline of footprint lakes and valeys, an unmistakable path of stupendous
craters that reached off into the distance toward... toward...



"Great gods of Krynn," Tddin breathed.

*kkk*k

Adfred was busy esawhere on the ship now, so Gaye decided it was safe to vigt Tddin in the hdm
room. Sylvie wouldn't talk to her when the haf-df was on the hdm, and Loomfinger didn't know how to
explan things very wdl, but Teldin could tdl her what it was like to be on the hdm. She was dying to find
out. What did it fed like? How could you see outsde the ship, as she'd dways heard could be done, and
dill see the ingde of the ship? Sheld had a million questions dl bottled up ingde her for years, and now
she had someone who could tel her the answers at last.

Gaye padded softly to the hdm room door. Get a grip on yoursdf, she thought. Don't get too close to
hm too soon; men never liked that. Just take your time and get him to talk, like he was just before the
gplashdown in the lake. HE's got so much on his mind, but maybe there's room for a little more. She
thought again of his blue eyes, so much like her father's, and she shivered. It wasn't cold in the corridor.

No one ese was around the door, and she could hear nothing ingde the room, so Tedin must be aone.
She took a deep breath and knocked.

No answer came. She waited, knocked again, then tried the door handle. It was unlocked, so she
peeked indde.

Tddin sat in the hdm, facing the door. Maps hung on the wadls around him in the smal room, and low
tables held stacks of papers and boob. A magicd caling light spread soft radiance across the room,
blending with the shining pink from Tedin's gpdljamming cloak.

She amiled and opened her mouth to say hi, but she saw the expresson on Tddin's face and stopped. He
seemed to be sunned a something he was saring a over the door. Gaye carefully looked up but saw
nothing except the door frame and another map on the wall.

She did into the room and shut the door behind her. "Tddin?' she asked. "Are you okay?'
Hisjaw worked dightly. "Yes" he said in awhisper. He never looked at her.

"You just look strange,” she said. "Isit because you're spdl-jamming? Is the hdm comfortable? You just
have the funniest look on your face.”

Tddin tried to swalow with a dry mouth. Still he gazed into the distance & some invisble scene. "It's...
you can't seeit fromin here. You could if you were on deck.” He tried to amile. "I found one of Dyffed's
megafauna. Great gods of Krynn, you can't believe thisthing.”

"What? What's it look like? How big is it?" Gaye was indantly torn between rushing to the upper deck
and gaying with Tedin. She thought she would go nuts with indecison. "Tak to me" she said.

"I can't be sure how big it is" Tddin said dowly. "It has a huge blue-and-red-striped body, with a long
neck and atall. | think only itslegs are in the atmosphere; the rest of it rises out far beyond it. Maybe it's
ten thousand miles high, | don't know. Wait-the hatches are opening on the main deck. Gnomes, some
gnomes and Adfred are coming out. Maybe they saw it through the portholes. Theres Gomja, too.
They're just looking at the creature. I've adjusted our course so that we can fly around it, and I've
dropped our dtitude a few thousand miles so that we can be on its level." His voice faded off, his vion



dill riveted on the Sght.
"Keep taking,” said Gaye.

Tddin licked his lips. He was aware of a pleasant scent in the air. Gaye, probably. She was wearing
some kind of perfume again. "Were coming closer to the creature. It has a tremendous multicolored
shadow on the ground, fuzzy. | can see a vague sort of haze around its neck and head, maybe gas or
clouds. It might have its own ar envelope around it, maybe its own gravity fidd. It would have to,
wouldn't it, Snce it's so big. The head is very strange, like a lizard with fanlike ears. There might be gills
on the sde of its head, ahead of the neck. It has only one eye, very big and dark green. Some of the
gnomes are waving & it, but | don't think it sees us. No one seems to be saying much. It's so big thet it
looks likeit could walk over a planet.”

Gaye was dlent, picturing the scene hersdf. She glanced down, lost in her reverie, and saw Tddin's left
hand lying limp on the arm of the hdm. After a moment, she reached out dowly and put her right hand on
top of his and squeezed. His skin was very warm, amogst hot. Something happened insde her when she
fdt his heat. He didn't pull his hand away, but he didn't return the squeeze.

"It's beautiful," Tddin said, unaware of her. "l never dreamed it would ever be like this

Gaye fdt her cheeks flush with a heat of her own. She couldn't look up a him. After amoment, she came
to and looked around, then pulled her hand away.

"Il go up on deck," she said softly. "Look for me up there."
“I'will," Teldin said, Hill looking into space.

Gaye closed the door and waked through the ship for the nearest ladder to the upper deck. Her heart
pounded in her ears every step of the way.

Thisis supid, she thought. | can't believe I'm doing this. I've never had this happen to me. I'm fdling for
him. He's a human, but so was my rather. He and Mom worked out pretty well. But why this guy? Why
am | breething so fast? Thisis the dumbest thing I've ever done. Where is the ladder? | missed it-1 have
to go back two doors now. What is the matter with me? Will he see me if I'm on deck? Where will |
have to stand for him to see me? Wll | be able to see him, or what?

She found the ladder and climbed through the dready open hatchway. Light poured down from the greet,
perfect sun at the zenith. A vault of dim color arced overhead, swirls of blue and white and dark green
and tan everywhere. She stood up, looked in the direction everyone ese was looking, and immediately
forgot about Teldin.

But only for alittle while.

*kk*k*k

"We should be there in less than an hour,” said Adfred in the hdm room. "Dyffed got a good fix with the
thingfinder on our buddy, the dug, and he just went topside to take one last look at it. | wish Sylvie was
up, but the longer she deeps now, the better off she and the rest of us will be. She should be adle to use
the hdm now that it's fixed. Well just take the arm off when you want to useit."



"Speaking of Dyffed," said Teldin, "l can see him on the top deck now. Doesn't he ever change clothes?!

Adfred laughed. He was dowly becoming the old Adfred Tedin knew, one less stressed than held been
gnce ariving a this bizarre sphere. "l could ask Gomja to catch him and hold him down while we scrub
him off, but neither of uswould like to get that close to him. Il see what | can do to suggest a change. He
isgetting abit gde”

Tddin was slent for a moment, obvioudy using his hdm vison. "I'm trying to see what Dyffed is looking
a with that thingfinder," he said. "I don't see another world-beast yet, but | probably will, soon. Did
Dyffed say what the one we want look like, or do they dl look the same?’

"I had the impression from Dyffed that these mongters were unique. Half the time, though, he talks too far
over my head to catch what he's saying. If hedd tak normaly instead of uang twelve-syllable words,
maybe I'd-what's wrong?'

Tddin's body went rigid, his fingers digging into the arms of the hdm. "Adfred, get someone on the top
deck!" he said. "Dyffed's thingfinder blew up on him!"

*kk*k*k

"Kobas" sad a soft voice in the darkness of the room. Generd Vorr was indantly awake. His right hand
strayed down to his side and tugged free his sword, oiled so that it made no sound.

"Kobas, wake up." Her voice came from the room's far sde. Vorr lisgened carefully but heard nothing
out of the ordinary.

"What do you want?' he asked. It had to be an emergency. Usso had been warned too many times to
never disturb his deep for any other reason. He reached for thewdl beside his floor mat and pressed his
hend againg it. The magicd lightsin the caling came on as he did.

Usso flinched at the lights, then steadied hersdlf. She sat in a respectful posture by the doorway, hands
folded in her Iap, fox tal curled around her sde.

"Let's hear it," he said, diding his sword back into its sheath and stting up. He wore only hiskilt.

"Something weird just happened,” Usso said. Her face was tight with tension. "I was on deck, invisble,
when | noticed one of the scro, Sergeant Dlavish, a the Sgnding lamp. | thought he was working on it,
but | recaled that the lamp had been in perfect shape earlier, so | investigated. Dlavish was aming the
lamp at the pyramid ship, two milestraling, and was preparing to send a message. | read his mind with a
spdl, then confirmed my findings with other spells. He was acting as a gy for the fadse lich, Skarkesh. |
checked him magicdly usng afew devices of my own and found that he had been placed under a spdll of
charming recently. He was about to send a message that indicated our current crew, weapons, and
upply status.”

Vorr grunted and rubbed at his face. He'd been expecting news like this for some time. "Go on," he said.

"I didnt want to dert Dlavish or the lich that | had caught on to the Stuation, so | cast a ventriloquism
el to make him think someone was gpproaching. He shut down the lamp and went on about his normal
duties. Once he came below decks, | was able get the assstance of severd officers to have him arrested
and hdd in his cabin under guard, where heisnow. | do not believe | derted Skarkesh by my actions”



"Had Sergeant Dlavish ever been in contact with Skarkesh?' Vorr asked hoarsdly.

"Not at dl. To my knowledge, there is no way a charm-type spdl could have been cast on him. The
range was adways too great. My bdief is that ether Skarkesh used a new charm spel with a very long
range, tha he managed to get Dlavish to touch some object that had the spel imbued in it, or that
Skarkesh cast the spdl through the medium of amagica device with scrying aailities, like a crystd bdl or
megica mirror, perhaps one that produces an image of the caster through which other spells can be cast.
If the latter is true, then Skarkesh can spy upon us as wel as cast spdlls on our troops, and we are in
terrible danger.”

Vorr thought of the magica mirror he had seen Skarkesh try to use the previous day, without success.
"What's our tacticd Stuation?'

"We should reach the edge of the atmosphere in one hour. Skarkesh's last message indicated that Teldin
Moore and his ship had set off for a specific point on the indde of this sphere, about ninety thousand
milesfrom here. Tddin mugt be usng his cloak to spelljam the gnomish ship, because of its extraordinary
speed. At best, we should be about two or three hours behind him, unless he is delayed. It appears tha
hewill be meeting with a creature of some kind, something cdled a fd. All ships are in full readiness and
arein standard flight formation with us. | should add that we've ndther heard from nor seen the eves at
any time snce we entered this sphere.”

Vorr looked down in deep thought, then got to his feet. He reached for a fresh uniform in a wardrobe
and began to get dressed. "I want you to check the rest of the crew aboard this ship and find out if any of
them have been charmed. Do it as quickly as you can. After you check Admird Haker and Captain
Azofin, have them meet me here immediaidy. Under no circumstances is any word of this to be released
to the troops. | don't even want other ships notified yet. We've got to find a way to check everyone on
the other ships. | think the war priests have spdlls that would help. Just get the admird and captain and
gart checking everyone.

Usso nodded quickly and got to her feet.
"Usn," sad Vorr.

The fox-woman turned, then jumped. Vorr had moved across the room to her in two swift strides. He
caught her by the arm, his grip like a gentle vice. "If you had been charmed,” he said in an even voice,
"the charm would be negated now by contact with me. Are you lying to me, Usso?'

"No," she said in a sheking voice, shrinking back from him. "Kobas, please don't hurt me. I'm not lying.
I'm not charmed. I'm tdling the truth. Please don't.”

Vorr stared down &t her, then let go. "If we pull out of this Usso, I'll owe you a specia reward-but don't
fal me"

"No," she said, rubbing her arm. She moved closer to the door, her eyes dill on the generd, then pressed
an amulet againg the door's wood. She then walked through the door as if it were not there, and was

gone.
"Skarkesh," said Generd Vorr with clenched teeth, "Y ou're going to wish you had just stayed dead.”

Chapter Fifteen

The cheerless giff wore his spotless red-and-gold uniform when he reported to Tedin in the hdm room.
"Hdlo, sr," Gomja sad, giving a hdfhearted sdute with a thick blue hand. "I thought | would bring you



up to date on Dyffed's condition.”

"It looked like his hands were injured when the box exploded,” said Tddin, shifting pogtions in the hdm
seat. The hdm wasn't the most comfortable chair, and Tddin's lower back ached. The room wasn't
ventilated, either, and his clothes were aready stained with sweat.

"I'm afraid that | have some bad news on that,” the giff said heavily, his shoulders drooping. "Weve run
out of dl heding potions and magicd curatives, and none of the crew aboard has any dericd el
power. Gaye was able to bandage Dyffed's hands after deaning the wounds, but he lost two fingers from
each hand in the explosion. Without magic, the damage cannot be repaired.”

Tddin groaned softly at the news and looked away. He had somehow imagined that nothing bad would
happen to the little guy. Gomja sighed and continued. "He has some burns on his face, as wel as both
ams and hands, but these aren't life-threatening. There were worse injuries with four of the gnomes who
took part in the fight on the deck when we entered this sphere, and they're pulling through well, though
we had the last of our hegting potions for them.”

Gomja held up a blackened box in his thick right hand, flecks of red paint gill showing around the box's
edges. "I'm afrad thisis dl that's left of Dyffed's thingfinder, Sr. We're on our own as far as finding the

fd's megafauna”

"Maybe that won't be o difficult after dl," said Tedin, his eyes unfocused. "I don't know if it's the right
one, but there's some kind of giant animd ahead of us now. | have no idea how far away it is. We should
arive there in afew minutes. Can Dyffed dill see?’

"Oh, cartainly he can,” the giff hastened to add. "Only his nose and beard were harmed in the explosion,
gr. Gaye was forced to give his beard a. fairly close trim.”

Tddin sghed with rdief. "Fine. Seeif he can identify the megafauna were approaching. | haven't any idea
if I'm supposed to land on this monster's back or head or what in order for usto get to the fd. He should
know."

Gomja nodded, then had a thought and held up the ruined thingfinder. "Did you want this saved, Sr?"

Tddin shook his head with a look of disgust. "No. It might gill be dangerous. Dispose of it in the safest
way possible before someone ese gets hurt with it

Gomja nodded agreement. "Il send it out the back of the ship on the jettison, gr, and Il then see if
Dyffed is up to one more trip to the top deck.” He opened the door, but he hestated before leaving.
"Any d9gn of the scro outsde the ship, Sr?'

Tddin took along look aft, below, and around the ship. "Nothing so far. We seem to have left them
behind for now, maybe for good."

The giff appeared pleased with the news. "I'll take care of things, Sr," he said, and closed the door.

Gomja had been gone only aminute before there was another knock at the door, this one from the lower
part of the door itsdf. Dyffed? Teldin wondered. "Come in, it's open,” he cdled, wishing he could see
everywhere ingde the ship as wel as he could see everywhere outsde. On second thought, perhaps it
was just as wel!! that he couldn't.

Someone fumbled at the door. It then opened to reved a gnome with wide brown eyes and a curly
beard-Loomfinger. He peered in hestantly, looking dl around before entering.



"Um, Migter Adlfred Silverhand said you wanted to see me about something thet | did, but | didnt mean
to do anything wrong, honest. | was just following orders, and everything was going aong fine, and | had
nothing to do with anything."

"Wha?' Tddin said in confuson. Maybe the gnome thought held done something wrong while he was on
the hdm. "Oh, don't worry about that,” said Teldin, feding foolish now. "I don't want to reprimand you.
I'm just trying to sort out something. I'm not sure it was very important, but | wanted to check anyway."

The pae gnome nodded, then pushed the door dosed behind him without completely shutting it. He
looked up at Teldin with sweat beading up on his forehead, wringing his hands in front of him. "Anything
you say, no problem.” He swalowed. "You aren't going to grab me and throw me around, are you?'

Tddin had the good grace to be embarrassed. "No, and | do fed badly about that. | was curious about
something. When did you find out about the scro fleet chasing us, after we took off from the rastipedes
forex?'

The gnome stared a Tedin, then vishly relaxed. "Oh, that!" he said. "Oh, that's what you wanted! Oh,
that's ample, of course, because | was judt Stting there in the hdm and everything was quiet, and then
Firg Colond-Commander Gomja came in and we were taking and | saw the scro fleet right there behind
us | didn't know what you were taking about, and here I've been dl worried and everything, and | won't

let anything bad happen, | promise.”

"So you did see the flest,” sad Tddin. He fdt doubly foolish now. He hadn't the faintest idea of why he
had suspected something was funny earlier.

"That'sright,” said the gnome, dmog galy. "I looked right where First Colond-Commander Gomja said
to look, and there the scro were, and | told him, and he said 'Excdlent,’ and he left.”

There was a short sSlence as Tddin stared down at the beaming gnome. "You looked where Gomja said
to look," Teldin repeated, not bdieving he was hearing this. "Gomja told you where the scro were?'

"Yes Sr!" sad Loomfinger. "Boy, thiswas a rdlief, | can tdl you, because | had dl sorts of things going
through my mind about what you wanted to ask about, and gosh if it wasn't something unimportant and
routine and not something | would be thrown off the ship for, like... um, nevermind. | fed so much better
now, just loads.”

The shock of the gnome's news was passing. In its place was a strange feding of anger and fear, dill
tempered by disbdief. "1 want you to find Adfred and have hm see me a once" he said. "And hurry.”
His hdm vison was reveding more of the distant megafauna; at this distance, it resembled an earless
elephant with arhino horn.

"Get Adfred?' exdlamed the gnome with mounting panic. "Why? Do you think | did something after dl?
It wasn't me, redlly. Please don't do it. Please don't get Adlfred, because | didn't do it!" He hid his face in
his hands.

"What in the Abyss are you taking about?' Tddin demanded. "l just want to see Adfred!”.

Loomfinger peeked out from hisfingers, then hedtily grabbed for the doorknob. *No problem then! Il be
right back with Adfred!" In a second, the gnome was gone.

*kk*k*k



"Thesid" said Dyffed through puffy lips. He pointed with one cloth-wrapped arm. "Thas the megafauna
on wigde One Sx Nine lives. Id il has ids leff fordeg ub afder dl this dibe. Of course, id will dake
another five hundred and sixdy years for id to-"

"Dyffed," sid Teldin. "Dont talk."
"Okay," sad Dyffed rdluctanty, and subsided.

"Wow," said Gaye, leaning on the ship's railing. "An eephant unicorn. He needs a mugtache like you,
Tddin"

"ldz nod a unicorn or an eephand, because idz-"
"Dyffed,” Teldin warned.
"Okay," sad the gnome with a frustrated sigh.

Tddin grimaced and looked away from the gnome's red, blistered face. He hoped this giant dug hed
some heding spdls on hand, not only for Dyffed but for the other injured gnomes aboard who hadn't
completely recovered from ther earlier battle and from the crash into the footprint lake.

As he looked again at the approaching megafauna, Teldin wondered if he was becoming jaded &fter
having seen the firs one. Adfred had placed Loomfinger on the now-repaired hdm while the ship was
dill coasting through airless wildspace to dlow Teddin the chance to see the cresture directly from the
deck; Sylvie was dill adeep. This one was ill a shocker: a diamond-patterned creature of black, red,
and ydlow that Dyffed had sad stood tweve hundred miles high. It was vagudy dephantine with a
rhinolike face, tiny ears, and a huge horn projecting from where a unicorn's horn would grow. A
reptilian-type tal hdf as long as its body hung from the rear, sweeping hundreds of miles above the
ground at its lowest point.

Travding a a much reduced speed but dill covering a thousand miles of space every few minutes the
Perilous Halibut dowly circled the creature. The gnomes who had come up on deck to see the beast
were much more takative now than before with the firs mongter, and Tedin guessed thet they, too, were
becoming used to such marvels. We're going to be spoiled rotten by the time this trip is over, Tddin
decided. A dragon? Ho-hum. A flying castle? Booooring.

"Where's the best place to land so we can get to the fd's place?" Adfred asked the haf-mummified
gnome.

"ldz..." Dyffed stopped and looked up a Tedin questioningly. When Teldin nodded, he continued. "ldz
ride on dop of the horn there," he said, pointing again. "Bud we can'd land on the horn. We have do land
onidz head and wak up do the horn. We can go up frob there”

Adfred nodded and headed for the ship's huge verticd fin. "Il cdl directions down to Loomfinger," he
told Tedin.

"We should bake sure thad... bake sure thad..." Dyffed stopped, looking puzzled.
Tddin looked down. "Make sure that what?'

The gnome rubbed the sde of his head with a bandaged hand. "I forgod. Id was ride there on by bind
and id fell off or sobething.”



Tddin shrugged and looked back at the megafauna. The ship's course adjusted after Adfred cdled the
ingructions down, and the ship made its way toward the hundred-mile-wide top of the creature's head.

Something thumped heavily up the ladder toward the top deck. Tedin glanced a Adfred, who nodded
and looked away, busying himsdf with a set of mooring ropes. As Gomjas broad hippopotamus face
appeared in the hatchway, Tedin forced aamile,

Areyou atraitor? he wanted to ask. What's going on with you? | was afool not to have seen it before.
"How do you like the view?' Teldin asked instead, waving a and at the megafaunain the distance.

Y ou certainly changed your mind suddenly enough, back at the hospitd on the morning we were leaving,
Tddin thought. | told you | trusted you. | don't understand what happened.

"Cetainly abig fdlow, isnt it, r?' Gomja said, carefully adjusting his uniform.

Tddin's gaze flicked briefly down to the two pigtols a Gomjas belt. He fdt the reveations coming faster
and faster in hismind. Y ou, not the gnomes, must havestocked thePerilous Halibut. Y ou made sure you
hed a big supply of pistols and powder, and that there was enough provisons for dl of us on war trip.
Y ou made sure the gnomes were there a the ship then the attack came. "You made sure that dmost
everyonein war tight little group from theProbe was a thePerilous Halibut then, too; but you couldn't
find Gaye and me before the attack came, so you had the gnomes track us down. You just not lucky
there.

"Are we heading for the beast's head?' Gomja asked, When Tddin nodded, the huge gff looked
curioudy at the oposed destination. "How are we going to land, sr? We have atal fin that drops below
the ship's bottom. |s there water there?'

"WEell hover firgt, with Loomfinger on the hdm,” Adfred said, stepping up. He was the mode of a ship's
captain, casualy watching the beast's head draw nearer. They were perhaps a thousand miles away, their
velocity dowing as they drew loser to the top. Teldin could see immense vdleys and cracks in the beast's
folded hide, and in some places he thought he would see brief gleams of light that might be reflections
from the sun on standing water. Maybe there would be a place to and after dl, if they could be sure there
would not be a repeat performance of the footprint-lake landing.

Gomja sniffed, his broad nodtrils flaring. "It is not exactly proper, landing on someoné's head, but..." He
grinned. "Perhgps we could build a landing plaiform for the ship as we did when we were with the
rastipedes, gr."

I'd dmogt forgotten about the night you were taking to yoursdf behind the ship, Tddin thought, looking
a the giff. Adfied thinks you were actudly talking to someone with a scrying spell, someone who could
hear and see you-and probably me as well, once | got close enough. All thistime, | never thought about it
aadl.

The giff looked at Teldin and blinked. "Sr?'
"What?' sad Tddin. He was suddenly aware that he was saring hard at the giff. "Sorry?'
"Is something wrong, Sr?'

"No, nothing." Teldin waved the question away and looked back at the beast's head, his ams folded
across his chest. The top of the creature's horn reached at least fifty miles above them, a great whorled
gpike of ivory and red tilted forward in the direction of the megafaunds line of travel.



Severd times as they approached, Tddin had to blink, shake his head, or wipe at his eyes, trying to
adjust to theimmengty of the beast and the bizarre perspectives it presented. He fdt more and more like
adugt mote, or even one of the unbreakable and minute particles that some sages daimed made up dl
matter. The world-beast was everything. He was nothing. With but a few steps, this beast could span
Ansdon, the continent where Tddin had been raised. It could ford the deepest seas and never know it
hed gotten wet.

It became apparent as they drew closer that some of the creature's diamond-pattern decoration was due
to patterns of forestation on its hide. Conversation faded away on the top deck as the crew looked at
tracts of woodland wilderness hundreds of miles across, spread over the world-beast's neck and head.
Broad lakes appeared, as Tddin had suspected, and thin clouds and areas of low-lying fog or mig
became evident.

"Id hasidz own gravidy fidd," said Dyffed, forgetting his earlier promises. "See how the drees grow oud
frob idz neck? And thad lake, on idz cheek-there, you see id. 1dz nod spilling off indo space. Gravidy!"

Tddin fdt overwhemed. "Does this thing have a name?*

"Oh, of course id does. Thefd knowsid. | think id goes like... like this" The gnome hummed to himsdf,
then started to 9ng a scadike meody entirdly out of tune.

"Dyffed,” sid Teldin.
"Y ou asked!"

Tddin looked back at the megafauna, ending the conversation. "l suppose we should get as close to the
horn as we can, as long as we don't have to wak farther than a few miles How about that lake, over
there?' He looked questioningly a Aelfred, who nodded agreement and walked back for the spesking
tube.

"It wouldn't hurt to find something farther from those trees, sr,” Gomja offered. "We havent any idea if
this cresture is inhabited."

Tddin wrestled with the idea, not knowing if Gomja had something unpleasant in mind. "I think 1'd rather
keep out of Sght, in case the scro are following us' he findly said. "The closer to those trees we can set
this down, the better the cover well have from agrid fly-bys”

Gomja looked uncomfortable. "Yes, gr, but | think we're in less danger from the scro than the naive
wildlife The last forest we found had those rastipedes, and-"

"Damnit!" Tddin hit off the rest of his response, forcing himsdf to relax. "Gomja," hefindly said, "thanks,
but no. Well put it down there, by those big redwoods.”

Gomja looked thunderstruck at Tedin's outburst. His broad mouth dowly fdl open. "Wedl..." he sad
uncertainly. "I'm with Tddin," Adfred said. He raised a muscular am and pointed. "There are a few
places where trees have fdlen into the lake, and if we set down next to those trunks, the scro will have a
hdl of atime trying to separate the ship from the rotting trunks. | doubt that anything big enough to worry
about will have made it thisfar up into the sky. Twelve hundred milesis along way up.”

Tddin found his hands had baled up into fists. He forced himsdf to relax. He looked around and caught
Gomja garing down at the lake, fingering some of the medds on his chest. Tddin fought the urge to ask
Gomja where hed purchased them. It would serve nothing to cause trouble now. They had some
distance to go yet, and Gomjamight prove to be dangerous.



Long minutes passed as thePerilous Halibut drifted down in slence toward the forest. The megafaunas
head, seen from s0 dose, had now become smply a mountaintop. It could even be mistaken for a amdl
agteroid, thought Teldin, recdling the Rock of Brd. In any event, he had to admire Loom-finger's skill on
the hdm. For a gnome, he was doing a magterful job.

"Thiswater isnt antimagicd, is it?" asked Adfred suddenly, peering over the railing. Tddin froze, having
forgotten to ask and fearing that he had doomed the ship from his inattention.

"Oh, no, idz perfedly safe" the gnome said cheerily. "My ships dways landed nearer the horn, bud thisis
fine We should have anice wak frob here.”

Tddin questioned the nice walk. It was becoming obvious that the redwoods were far larger than hed
firg guessed. Some appeared to reach many hundreds of feet up, and they were crowded together so
closdy as to produce considerable darkness within them. Teldin stepped back from the raling, prepared
to hep Adfred with the mooring lines.

Gomjadrew his pistal so quickly that Teldin had no time to prepare himsdf for it. He flung himsdf back,
rasng his hands to shidd his face as the grim-faced giff aimed and fired.

In the next ingant in which he could think retiondlly, Tedin saw that the giff was aming away from him, at
something below, near the tree line. He looked, hearing the gnomes cry out in fear a the same momertt,
and saw a huge oil-black bird sal out of the woods, then dip awing and sal around and back into the
darkness. As it went, Tddin disinctly heard a drawn-out, warbling screech issue from the creature and
echo in the forest before it vanished.

"Skullbird," said Adlfred. "Gomja, give me a pigal.”

The giff was dready pulling another pistol from his bdt. "I have more experience with these, | believe.
I've fought skullbirds before, too, and | know where they are vulnerable. Let me handle this”

Adfred swore and looked around. "Give me that crossbow,” he ordered a nearby gnome. He took the
proffered weapon, cocked it back with one jerk of his am, and loaded it with a razor-headed bolt.
Tddin suddenly redized he would need a crossbow himsdf, but he saw no others available.

"All handd" Gomja bawled at the shocked gnomes. "Arm yourselves immediatdy! | want a full-time
guard on deck, eight troops, with stockpiled missled Movel" The gnomes scattered in haste, severd
dimbing down hatchways and shouting to other gnomes below them. Within a minute, supplies of
crossbows, armor, and weapons began pouring out in bucket-brigade fashion from the interior of the
ship, until the top deck was awash in stacks of bolts, throwing axes, daggers, and other items.

The ship, now only fifty feet above the water's surface, dowly turned so that it was pardld with a
particularly huge fdlen redwood in the water. Sowly, then, it sank toward the water's surface.

"We could stand to get a little closer to shore” Adfred muttered. "That tree isn't a dock, and it's
probably dick. It will make for bad shooting if that skullbird comes back. |1 hope it wasn't gathering
friends”

"What will it do?" Teldin asked in alow voice. He had finished cocking and loading his own crossbow.

Adfred grinned. "Whatever it damn wel wants. Those things are purest evil. Did you ever hear any tdes
about them?' Tedin shook his head, no. "Good," sad Adfred, his voice barely audible. "We're actudly
inluck that these gnomes aren't experienced sailors. The rumors about skullbirds are dl bad ones, and
morde adways takes a blow when one appears. They're harbingers of bad luck. If they roost on your



ship, it means your vessel will be destroyed. Besides, they're not particular about what they eat, and they
can pick a man off the deck as eadly as anything, then carry him off and eat him in midair. | hate the
bastards. At least scawers don't know good from evil. Skullbirds know they're evil, and they love it."

The water below them was twenty feet away, then ten, then five. The ship splashed gently down, huge
ripples ralling away through the agae-choked water. Odd, thought Tedin, how the lake had looked
much more inviting from far above.

"Shore party!" shouted Gomja. "I want ten volunteers The rest stay with the ship!” He looked hestantly
a Tddin, his pigtols lowering until they pointed down at the sted deck. "We ate about five miles from the
base of the horn, dr. May | accompany you to meet the fa?"

Tddin glanced a Adfted.

"Youd better come with us"" said Adfred eadly. "You can keep an eye out for flying friends while we
seethefd. | dont trust the wildlife here.”

Thelook of satisfaction and joy on Gomja's face would have been heartwarming if Teldin had trusted him
a dl. "I've been looking forward to alittle action,” commented the giff, easing his grip on his pistals, "but
I'm il not convinced that thisis the best place for usto land.”

"Yegh, wdl, we're here" said Adfred. "We should be able to handle things. Dyffed will be going with us,
of course. Gaye and Sylvie should stay back here. I'd better go below and tdl them what's up. Gaye
wont likeit, | know."

Tddin nodded. Gaye had something on her mind lately. She was acting srangely around him, and he
couldn't figure out what the problem was. He pushed the image of the raven-haired kender out of his
mind. Her problems weren't his concern right now.

The shore party took ten minutes to form. Adfred and Gomja led the way from the ship onto the huge
redwood trunk, using grapples and planks. The trunk wasn't as dippery as they had feared. Waking in
close order behind the front two came Dyffed and mogt of the other gnomes, each holding a crossbow
and outfitted in armor and assorted weapons. Dyffed had put his armor on over his old clothes, making
him appear in Tddin's eyes to be an overduffed doll. Tedin and a group of three gnomes formed a tight
clugter that brought up the rear.

Tddin looked up into the mighty redwoods on the shore and fdt a deep sense of unease. He glanced
back a the ship and saw Gaye and a few gnomes watching them from the top deck. The ship's cheery
banners drooped in the 4ill, warm air. He raised a hand and waved good-bye. Everyone but Gaye
returned the wave, Gaye stared gSlently back, her expresson unreadable. Maybe she was pouting
because she had to stay behind. Seeif | care, thought Teldin, and dropped his gaze to the bulk of the
ship. He wondered whether Sylvie or Loomfinger was on the hdm, waiching them leave. Sylvie had
gotten a little more deep and was looking much better now. Adfred had given her the news on their
current location, and sheld hardly believed a word of it.

Thewak across the fdlen tree was uneventful, though getting down from the thirty-foot-high trunk once
the shore was reached proved difficult. Gomja managed to find a huge tangle of rotting roots and vines
that served as arope ladder, and everyone was sent down before the giff tried his luck. The vines hdd,
but only barely.

"Thed way," said Dyffed, pointing with a bandaged right hand. Teldin winced a the Sght of the injuries
the burding of the thingfinder had caused; the gnome's index and middle fingers were missng, and the
white doth wrapping his hand was dready dightly stained with red.



Gomja took a breath and readied his two pisols. "In formation, road step,” he sad in his normd,
sea-deep voice. "Forward!" Everyonefdl in behind him as he set off with confident strides into the dark
and pathless wood.

It wasn't long before the stench of rotting algae and wood was replaced by the smdl of redwoods and
earth. The ancient trees reached over their heads like the pillars of a tremendous cathedral. Shrieking
birdlike cries echoed through the forest, many originating from far overhead among the distant branches.
Tddin once thought he heard the skullbird again, but he saw no sgn of it.

They marched for at least ten minutes before Tedin saw a gnome in the middle of the formation turn his
head to the left, as if he was ligening to something. The gnome poked another one beside him,
whispered, and both looked to the left with wide and curious eyes. Teldin looked, too, but saw and
heard nothing. Nonetheless...

Tddin clapped his hands together once, giving the sgnd Adfred had arranged for stopping the column.
All the gnomes hdted at once, with Gomja and Adfred doing so a moment later and looking back in
confuson. The gnomes quickly looked to the left and listened with grave concentration.

"Interesting arrangement of rhythmic low-frequency noise, remarkably smilar to dow bipeda ambulatory
movements” said Dyffed, cupping both hands around hisbig ears. "Mugt be abig one”

"Then let's keep moving," said Adfred, hoiding his crossbow and darting ahead again. Gomja nodded
and waved the column on. For a moment, Tedin was dmogt glad the big giff was with them. He thought
he'd understood Dyffed to say that the noises the gnomes could hear were like footsteps-big ones. If so,
he wanted to keep moving as well. Gnomes heard things humans and others never would.

They proceeded on for perhaps another five minutes before one of the gnomes looked to the left, gave a
wild gasp, and accidentaly fired his crossbow into the air. Everyone stopped and looked.

Animmense, ragged figure was now vishble among the mogt digtant of the mighty trees. It was mking its
way with long, dow footsteps that cracked saplings and crushed falen logs with each step. The creature
was vaguely manlike, but grotesquely thick bodied, with short, twisted legs and a flat, misshapen had. It
was of astounding Sze, as tal and as broad across the shoulders as the man mest of theProbe. The
cydopes Tddin remembered from the Rock of Bra would not have reached past this creature's wide
bdly.

A skullbird's high-pitched screech rang through the forest, as if offering encouragement and directions.
Within moments, the titanic creature caught Sght of the party. It started to amile. It took a house-gpanning
step forward.

"Run for it!" shouted Adfred.
"Prepare to fird" roared Gomja, rasing his pistols.
"The hdl well fight!" Aefred shouted back. "Thet thing could break our ship in haf!"

The gnomes were paralyzed with anxiety and fear, unsure of which commander to obey. The oncoming
mongter made the choice for them by stopping to seize a young redwood in its hands. The tree was every
inch of one hundred feet high, but the giant merdy wrapped his gargantuan hands around it and tugged
once on the trunk. With an awful groaning and sngpping, the tree tore free of the earth, traling its broken
roots. With a crooked-toothed leer, the colossus shook the tree briefly, snapping off its upper branches,
then dowly advanced on the party again. It clutched the tree like a spear.



"Perhaps we should find more defensible ground,” said Gomja thoughtfully, lowering his pistals. "Then we
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"Run for the horn!" Adfred shouted. The gnomes took this as their Sgnd, and they indantly broke
formation, running pell-mél through the redwoods as fagt as ther short legs could carry them. Adfred
took the lead, Gomja stayed in the middle, and Teldin brought up the rear.

Tddin fought the urge to run at full speed, knowing that the gnomes could not possibly catch up to him if
he did. He forced himsdf into a jog, but the cold hand of panic urged him on as the rumbling thunder of
the humanoid colossus came on behind him. Some of the gnomes dropped or threw away their weapons
to speed their flight, but Tedin held his astightly as he could. Adfred and Gomja did the same.

Thelong, regular thunder behind them grew steadily louder, mixed with the cracking of branches and the
cdlsof frightened animas. Tddin risked a glance behind him as he can, seeing that the human mountain
was dowed by the narrow spacing of the redwoods. The giant's tree-sized spear snagged and caught
other trees, tearing out house-sized chunks of bark. Tedin guessed the creature was only a fifth of a mile
behind them and gaining.

Ahead, Tddin saw what appeared to be a break in the forest leading to open ar. He took another look
behind and saw that none of the gnomes had fdlen down-a mirade if there ever was one. The giant was
now closer dill, each dride sweeping over the forest floor with ponderous ease.

Tddin looked ahead again. Adfred and two unusudly quick gnomes had broken out of the tree line into
the open space. Moments later, the rest of the gnomes and Gomja poured out of the forest behind them,
with Teldin &t the rear. The titanic humanoid was only five hundred feet back and ill ganing with each
earth-shaking step.

For some reason, Tedin noticed, the huge giff was dowing down now and looking up into the sky, as if
searching for something. Tedin had no time to find out what it was. He knew the whole group had but
seconds left before the mongtrous creature was upon them. Far ahead, across a long dretch of bumpy
ground, Tddin noticed a vast, whorled spire, which he recognized as the megafaunas horn. Somewhere
a the top of the horn was the fd, but the horn itsdf was ill severd miles awvay. There was no way to get
toit in time to escape the colossus.

Tddin dowed down and shouted out at the top of hislungs. "Split up and run for the horn! It can't catch
usdl!"

The gnomes paid no aitention to him, as they were aready running off in different directions in their awful
panic. Tddin turned around, facing back toward the forest. As he did, the colossus broke through the
tree line and strode out into the open with broad, dow steps that shook the ground at Tddin's feet. The
behemoth's mongirous spear was clutched tightly in its wagon-sized figts. It was perhaps three hundred
feet away.

"Tddin'" The roaring voice was Gomjas. He turned and saw the giff mationing for Tedin to run to him.
The giff was off to one side, maybe two hundred feet away.

Something moved in the sky behind the giff. To Teldin's astonishment, the object appeared to be a large
green butterfly, swooping down toward the tal grass of the fidd. He recognized it as a smdl spdljamming
ghip of some kind. Something about it looked familiar.

"Run, gr'" Gomja roared out, pointing to the green butterfly behind him as it approached and dowed
down to hover inthe air, a man's height above the ground. "Run for that ship!"



Tddin stared in amazement, then looked behind hm and saw the humanoid giant was moving
again-toward him. It was rasing its tree-trunk spear. The giant's two huge, dark eyes squinted beneath
beetled brows, 9zing Teldin up and appearing to mark him as a worthy target.

Tddin backpedaled, forgetting about Gomja and the green ship. Maybeif | move fast to one Sde just as
he's thrusing down, he thought, | can get out of the way. He looks too dow to do any ham. | can't
outrun him, but | can sure dance around him.

Fate apparently decided to test that theory. The giant thrust with the log, seemingly in dow motion. Tddin
bolted, not waiting to see if the giant's am was true. There was a rush of wind, then an earth-shaking
crash as the spear dammed into the ground to Teldin's Ieft. The tree trunk sank more than twenty feet
into the earth, flinging a fountain of soil and stone into the ar. Tedin threw his hands in front of his face
and dropped the crossbow, amost gumbling over it as he ran.

A long shadow passed over him. He heard the sudden whigling of wind from alarge, fast-moving object,
and he dived to the ground to roll and escape it. Could the giant have thrown something else-at him, too?
He didn't want to wait and find out.

"Sr!" Gomja bawled again. "Thisway!"

Tddin scrambled to his feet and looked back. The gff ran toward him, his huge girth swaying. Gomja
waved a pigal in one hand, heedless of the colossus's presence. "Go to the ship!" he bellowed urgently.
"They want to hdp you! Go to the ship!" The green butterfly came on behind him, trailing by a dozen
yards.

The colossus roared, its booming voice dmost desfening Tddin as it washed out dl other sounds. A long
shadow passed over the ground near him again-this time heading for the giant. Tedin began running from
the giant again, but had enough time to look back once over his shoulder.

ThePerilous Halibut had arived. In his momentary glimpse of it, Tedin saw that the ship was flying
draight for the titan's head.

Something caught Teldin's foot and he sumbled and fall forward into the grass, knocking the wind out of
him. He got to his feet, his lungs full of knives, and at that moment he heard the colossus scream. The
sound was an awful, roaring cry that went on and on. When he heard it, Teldin fdt a sudden pity for the
creature. It sounded dmost like a huge human child who had been badly hurt.

Tddin looked back as he continued to run. The giant had clapped both hands over the right Sde of its
face and stood in place. Huge, jagged teeth showed in its loose-lipped mouth. Cirding around from
behind the behemoth came thePerilous Halibut. It looked different now. After a moment, Tedin redized
that the ship was missing its long, drooping tal fin. "Sirl Sir! Stop!" Still dutching his pistol, Gomja was
lumbering dong behind Tedin. The giff was obvioudy winded and near collapse. The green butterfly,
revedling a wingspan of fifty feet, continued to drift on behind him.

Tddin saw that the giant wasn't about to attack while it was holding its injured face. He dowed just
enough to shout back. "Whao'sin that thing? What's going on?'

"Let... them... explan!" Gomja shouted, gasping for bregth. "Let... them..."

Without warning, the green butterfly sped up, rocketing toward the running giff. With a smple twist as it
flew, a movement Tedin knew could not have been accidenta, the ship turned so that the lower edge of
one wing swept the giffs feet out from beneath him. Gomja fdl, arms flalling. The ship shot over him and
came directly a Tddin.



Indinctively, Tedin threw himsdf to the ground. The green butterfly flev over im a moment later, the
lower edges of its wings scything through the tdl grass. When Tddin got to his knees, he saw that the
ship had come to an abrupt hdt only twenty feet in front of him. Uncertain of which way to run, Tddin
got up in a crouch.

A door in the green ship opened as it hovered, reveding a smdl, cramped cargo bay. Two
slver-armored figures stood within it, each dutching a short gtick of wood in one hand that was kept
pointed a Teldin.

"You can get aboard of your own will, or with our assistance,” said one of the silver-armored beings with
an Elvish accent. "The former would be less troublesome.”

"Who are you?' Tedin shouted, gill backing up. "What in the name of the gods are you doing?'
"The colossus ismoving!" ydled someone farther back in the ship, in Elvish. "Take him now!"
The two slver warriors raised their wands and chanted a phrase in unison.

Tddin fdt a mad rush of panic, rasng his hands to shidd his face.

Suddenly, time dowed down.

The cloak! he thought, then legped to his right as fast as possible. As he moved, he had a momentary
glimpse of two long gray beams of light flicker out from the wands through the spot where held once
stood.

How in the Abyss did the dves find me? he wondered. The answer was obvious Gomja. But how did
they setthat up? flow? He ran through the tal grass, which was now differ and more resgtant to his
passing. He saw the colossus to one sde, in the act of taking a huge step toward him; it moved with
infinite downess now. Tedin saw A€fred running dowly toward him in the distance, a crossbow in one
hend and his red face regigering his effort.

Tddin tried to think as he ran. Too much was happening dl a once. He had to keep away from the giant
and avoid the eves butterfly ship at the same time. He needed a weapon, but he had nothing that would
make any difference.

Gomja Gomja had been holding a pistal, and it had not gone off when the ship had knocked him down.

Tddin ran in a wide circle, marveing that his exhaustion had been digpelled by the cloak's time-dowing
effects. He raced back to where he thought the giff had falen, the grass whipping his dathing as he went.
It dmogt fdt like running through water, though he fdt he was meking good headway. The green ship, he
saw, had lifted away from the ground and was trying to move toward him, but he was now moving so
fadt thet it could only track where he had lagt been. Tedin saw aflash of red in the grass ahead of him
and tried to come to a stop, skidding dumsly through the weeds and nearly losng his balance. He had

passed the prone giff.

Tddin ran back, finding Gomja sprawled in the dirt and grass in a heap, his pridine red uniform now
gained with soil and sweat. Damn you, Teldin thought, you were my best friend once, you lying son of a
bitch. Seeing Gomja down dill brought a stab of pain to Tddin's heart, but he thrust dl emotion aside.
The pigtol was not in Sght.

A low sound of thunder vibrated in the earth. The colossus had taken another step. One more step, and it
would be right where Teldin stood.



Tddin glanced up and saw that the green butterfly was now getting a fix on his location. It was beginning
to rotate its stern toward him again. He could see that the rear door on the ship was 4ill open, and the
two dlver-armored eves were dill there. He looked down, sweeping the grass away with his hands as
fast as he could. Then he thought to trace Gomjas footprints back to see if the pistol might be there,
closer to where the green butterfly had struck the giff.

Almog immediady, he found the pistal, lyingin adump of grass.

Tddin reached down and snatched the pistol up in a blur. He raised it in the direction of the rotating
green butterfly.

Without warning, time sped up again.

Tddin dmogt cried out in exhaustion and pain, hisam on the butterfly waving wildy as his hands shook.
The cloak had cut off its power! What was wrong with it? Gods, what was wrong with the damned

thing?

Someone was shouting a garbled command ingde the green butterfly from between the two rearward
elves. The two armored dves amed their wands a Tddin, again chanting in unison. Teldin gripped the
pistal with both hands and squeezed the trigger, just as the wands flashed together in gray light. The
pistol's exploson wiped out dl other sound and filled Teldin's head with a screaming whine that rang
endledy through his ears.

The gray light struck Teldin and surrounded him. In an ingtant, he fdt his entire body diffen, clutched in
totd parayds. The wands magic had been dead on target-and he saw that neither of the two eves in the
rear of the green butterfly were injured by the pigtol's bullet. Helpless, Teldin saw the two dves shout Iin
triumph.

The green butterfly abruptly tilted forward, going into a dow rall in the ar. The two dves suddenly
clutched a separate Sdes of the door to avoid fdling out. As Tddin watched in shock, his body rigid in
the grip of the elves magic, the front of the green butterfly appeared from below, upside-down, as the
ship continued to roll over. The limp body of the butterfly's hdmsman was visble in the center of the
forward window, dangling from straps that held him into his hdm chair. A splash of crimson tained the
upper part of the hedmsman's white shirt. His eyes were wide with surprise. The window in front of him
was shattered where the pigtol bal had smashed through it after passing through the df.

The ship then made a quick turn to the right, drifting away from Teldin, before one of its wings caught the
ground. The entire ship tumbled wildly as it rolled, its ceramiclike wings bresking and shattering in huge
shards. The body of a slver-armored df flew into the air.

A foot the Sze of a large cottage came down and dammed into the remains of the ship, crushing them
fla. Tedin rolled his eyes up and saw the colossus soaring above him like a thunderhead. The giant held
one huge hand to theright side of its face, from which ran rivers of pinkish fluid. Its scraggly teeth set ina
grimace, the giant reached down for Tddin with its left hand.

The shadow of thePerilous Halibut passed over Teldin as the ship shot by overhead, just missng the
giant's head. Tedin saw a cloud of debris fdl from the ship's stern and drike the titan in its grotesquely
muscled chest.

A flash of sparkling light enveloped the giant on the ingtant, hiding it entirdly from view. A moment later,
soundlessly, the giant vanished.
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Later, when the pardysis spdl had worn off Tedin, everyone tried to sort it out as they gathered in the
grass outsde thePerilous Halibut. Now missng itstall fin, the ship was easly able to land on the grassy
plain, though it was tilted a bit on the rough ground. Ropes had to be used to dimb down from the upper
deck to the ground. The loss of thetall had changed the ship's gravity plane dightly, but the ship was dill
arrworthy, despite Dyffed's jests to the contrary long ago.

"Sylvie sent me to the jettison when we heard the giant in the woods, and we took off after you in a
flash," Gaye recalled, unconscioudy winding a lock of her hair around a finger as she spoke. "When the
gnomes ydled to fire, | just pulled the lever, andthunk! the jettison threw everything out. Then | looked
out the back and said, 'Wow! Whered the giant go? and tha's dl | know. Do you think the gods got
med at him? That happened on Krynn once, you know. The gods got mad, andboosh! They dropped a
whoale flaming mountain on this one redly mean country, jus flattening it! It was redly wild! You know
about that, Tedin, right? Could the gods blow up the giant just like that? Could the gods have made the
jettison flatten im? What do you think, Tddin?"

"Oh, no, id wasn'd the gods, nod ad dl," interrupted Dyffed, waving a bandaged hand in dismissl. "I
exabined the area and found no elebendd drace of the bonsder ad dl. 1d was cobplede disndegration of
badder on an adobic leved, exacdly the kind of thing | did by thesis on ad Lirak's Cube the year thad the
dweoberfuson achebical laboradory dook off and landed in Inediblegreendudge Bay. Thad was dso the
sabe year by advisor bisdook his giand habsder for his wife when he cabe hobe frob class, and the poor
fdlow was-"

"The thingfinder,” Teldin interrupted. "Gomja threw the thingfinder in the jettison. Could that have done
it?"

"Thethingfinder?* Dyffed said, blinking. "Whad a sdrange idea. | forgod dl aboud id. Id was durned on
when | had by accidend, and there dways was sobe concern aboud the resulds of a promixidy-induced
feedback loop through the liddle blue widged, dthough | persondly said the plasba flow was sdable
enough do dlow-"

"Was it possible that the thingfinder did it?" Tedin said, his patience gone and his voice just sy of a
shout.

Dyffed appeared taken aback a Tddin's vehemence, "Well, now thad you bention id, | suppose so, bud
| <dill fed-"

"Tddin" Adfred caled. All heads turned to see the brawny blond warrior waving a hand from the ship's
gern. "Gomjas coming around. You'd better get back here.”

Tddin nodded and waved back once. "This ian't getting us anywhere" he said to the group. "Let's just
drop it. The giant's gone, we're dive, and I've got to see agff about a little problem and hope he's gaing
to enlighten me. Then I'm probably going to be tempted to throw him off this damned giant animd and let
him think about things for a thousand miles or so on hisway down.”

Tddin fdt a gentle hand on his arm. He pulled away from it. "Generd Gomja wouldn't betray us™ Gaye
sad softly, looking up a him with wide dark eyes. "I can't believe it. He redly cares about you, Tddin.
He"

"He was feeding the eves information on ud" Tedin shouted back in a red rage. "Only the gods know



how he was doing it, but he kept the dvesright behind us, every step of the way, just so that they could
try to kidngp me! That big son of a bitch was working forthem! He's another Rianna Wyvernsbane,
esger for some cash and ready to sl a friend out! | was a blind, gods-damned fool not to have seen it!
Damn you, Gaye, what do you know, anyway?"

Gaye looked up a& him as dl the color drained from her face. Her mouth was barely open, but no words
came out. She suddenly looked down and let go of her curl, her hands fdling limp a her Sides.

"Tddin!" Adfred cdled again.

Tddin knew he had gone too far, but he was too angry to take it back or think about it. With a last ook
a the dlent kender, he |eft the group and walked off through the grass. "Coming,” he cdled to Adlfred,
hisvoice cracking. He fdt very tired. What was the point to dl this? Who cared about the cloak at dl? If
he could have given his cloak away at that moment to just anyone, he would have done so, and gladly.
He was sick of thiswhole quest and everyoneinit. He just wanted to leave.

But firgt, he promised himsdlf, he would have some answers.

Chapter Sixteen

"Easeitin" sad Generd Votr. His face was s0lid, eyes focused on the flying pyramid only five hundred
feat away. Only three other scro were out, two of them on the forecastle deck with the generd. The
generd dowly drummed histhick fingers on the ralling, difling a sudden yawn. He looked away from the
pyramid ship just ahead and glanced at the distant shape of the one-horned world-monster where Teldin
and the gnomes had gone. He shrugged. It was an hour away, but it could wait. An interesting sphere,
thiswas, and worthy of a closer ook after the eves were crushed.

He turned to the scro to his left, the fird mate of theTarantuk's Trident. The pae-skinned scro
appeared dmod fat, his girth draining againgt his spiked black armor. The generd knew that dl of that
"fa" was muscle. The firsd mate glanced back, his huge boar's tusks shining dully in the bright sunlight
overhead, and he winked, Vorr gave a curt nod. The firg mate looked back at the pyramid, seemingly
relaxed, his hands open and hovering near the hilt of the broadsword and the handle of the axe that hung
from histhick belt.

Almod there, thought the generd. Almost there. The fdse lich didn't seem to suspect a thing about the
request for a short conference before making the dose assault on Teldin and his adlies. Usso had done her
work wel with only hours to spare; shed get a nice reward out of this one, even if she was a hitch
otherwise. TheTrident coasted toward its unknowing prey, only seconds away from the gravity plane of
the deceptively smdl stone pyramid. The ziggurat had twice the mass of the much-larger squid ship, and a
misca culated move would smash the two ships together, leaving the squid ship Stting in front of severd
batteries of catapults and balistae a dead-zero range, itsram jammed into stone.

But there would be no error. Vorr dowly took a breath through his nose, held it for a few moments, then
dowly let it put through hislips. No error a dl. It was good to be back at war again.

TheTrident jerked and shifted. They'd hit the pyramid's gravity plane dead on.

Vorr grasped the railing with one hand and turned to the speeking tube that led to the hdm. "Rall over!”
he shouted. Then he threw his head back, drew a swift bregth, and roared &t the top of hislungs at dl the
universe. He fdt his power go put as he screamed, unstoppable, born into fire and death.

Dozens of muffled screams answered his own, and pounding feet thundered three steps at a time up from
the ship's cargo deck, where Usso had hidden the scro and ogre warriors after teleporting them in from



the other ships, Howling soldiers in full battle gear, black lesther gleaming, poured out from their hiding
places. Weapons clanged againg spiked armor; eyes glowed green with rage.

Theview of the universe around theTarantula's Trident immediady soun in atight cirde as the ship shot
forward, crossng the pyramid's gravity plane and approaching from below. The ship lifted dightly to clear
the edge of the bottom of the pyramid, then did to afull stop asits hull scraped across the rough stone of
the base. If there were any hatches or bay doors on the pyramid's bottom, they were jammed shut now.
Screaming battle cries and curses, the scro and ogres on the main deck snatched up ropes hidden by the
rallings, then hurled themsdlves over the sides of the ship, rappelling to the stones below.

Vorr was the fird one over the side, ignoring the ropes for the twenty-five-foot fdl. He tumbled when he
hit but was up at once, and he began waving on the horde. Tight units of ogres and scro, led by war
priests, thundered on metal-shod boots for the sdes of the pyramid.

"Moveit! Moveit!" Votr shouted, now heading for the edge himsdf amid the screaming mob. "Send the
bastards back to the Helld Almighty Dukagsh watches you!"

Vort knew they were dready luckier than they deserved. Usso sad she had found a least one scro
aboard each ship who been charmed into the lich's service. The fox-woman had used up nearly dl of her
precious scrolls and spdl books in undoing the charms and freaing the scro from the lich's domination. It
hed been easy thereafter to piece together the lich's plot to oy on his scro dlies and set up saboteurs in
their midg, traitors who would day the hdmamen of their own ships and send their flegt into a
thousand-mile dive to the ground below. The once-charmed scro were now the most frenzied of those
leading the attack, berserk in their desire for vengeance. Not even skeletons would be spared; the war
priests would destroy them, rather than command them into service with their powers. Skarkesh had
gone too far. Dukagsh, wherever he was, would look down and be proud this day.

Vorr gripped the stones at the edge of the pyramid's base and climbed down. Moments later, he fdt a
rush of nausea come and go as he crossed the pyramid's gravity plane, now greatly dtered with the
landing of the squid ship. He turned around on the stone wall and began dimbing up the stonework of the
pyramid's face, surrounded on dl sides by his troops on hands and knees.

Luck was 4ill with him: He was on a face leading to the pyramid's cargo doors. The massive, ancient
bronze gates were sedled, as were the wegpons bay doors farther up the pyramid's dope. There was no
point in trying to force the latter open; it would only waste time.

"Sachd!" awar priest shouted. Moments later, a scro scrambled up the dope to the bronze doors and
tore off his thick backpack. The war priest began a short chant, then finished by dapping his bare right
hand againg the base of the doors a ther separation. The wat priest then saized the backpack and
jammed it againg the doors. The scro in the area moved away from the doors as fast as they could go,
then hunkered down, shidding ther faces with their armored arms. No one stayed below the doors.

The spdl, a minor firelighting magic, went off. A burst of flame erupted around the backpack for a
moment before the smokepowder in the backpack ignited. The white-hot blast blew a fountain of rock
and twisted metd into the air, with shrgpnel screaming over the scro backs. With a wrenching metdlic
sound, one of the two cargo bay doors fdl forward and blanged down the sde of the pyramid, fdling
free to bounce through the ship's gravity plane like aflat yo-yo.

Vorr was on his hands and feet on the ingtant, crossing the stone face for the opening. He had daimed
the right of firg entry into the lich's pyramid. He had reasons other than sheer glory for wanting this
particular honor. When he got to the entryway, he grabbed a bag from his sde and emptied its orightly
shining contents into his hand, then flung them into the space beyond. The two-dozen pebbles each had



permament light spells on them. Without further delay, Vorr pulled his huge sword free, gripped it with
both hands, and jumped down into the space where the left cargo bay door had once stood. He looked
into the pyramid.

The dead were waiting for im insde.

Ancther maddened war cry erupted from his lips, and Vorr legped into the thick of the sword-wielding
skeletons before him. His sword whipped out and around, shearing through skulls, spines, and rib cages.
The filthy stench of decay and rot assailed his nodtrils and filled his lungs The dead surged for-ward,
fearless, mindless, reaching at him with bone fingers and thrusting with dulled sabers and long swords. In
aparody of the living, the animated nightmares came on by the dozens, perhaps by the hundreds. Thelich
hed packed the cargo bay with them.

Wild screams sounded behind the generd as scro and ogres poured into the room and joined battle with
the undead. Earsplitting shots rang out in the bay as sarwhed pistols and heavy arquebuses were fired at
point-blank range into the skeleta army. Bone fragments ricocheted from the wals and door, scattering
across the room.

Vorr's sword swept tirdesdy through the dead, severing hands and arms, chopping through their old
wegpons like arazor through flesh. He spun as he advanced, hewing a every sde, eschewing any tactic
except daughter. I'm killing the dead, he thought, and laughed even as the white dead continued to come
a himin droves.

A bright tongue of flame flashed into being to Vorr's right. It was the war priests again, he knew, and
fought on. The hoard of pel scrolls captured from the dven world of Spirdl had been unexpectedly rich.
Flame-drike spdls burst up from the rear of the room, enveoping the skeletons packed there and
incnerating them at once. Waves of searing heat washed through the room and across Vorr's exposed
face, but he hardly noticed them.

The ranks of the dead thinned out. Scro and ogres had dready found the many ladders leading to levels
above and below the cargo deck, and they swarmed up and down, their swords and axes ready. Vorr
made a roundhouse swing through two skeletons charging him, shattering them like glass, then made for
one of the ladders leading up. He clutched the hilt of his sword with one hand as he dimbed, not daring
to sheath it again. Severd of his troops immediady followed him.

Vorr remembered the pyramid in the Glowrings Sphere, and how its lich had placed two hdms within it,
one at the pyramid's gpex and the other atop a smdl building in an open space in the middle of the
pyramid. The fastest way to dther locde was sraight up. The middle hdm could be reached by legping
across a bacony that ringed the open space; the apex would take many ladder dimbings to reach. The
fdse lich would have nowhere to run. Vorr could hardly wait.

Vorr reached the next level up. Nothing waited for him there except for other scro, pouring up the other
ladders. Seeing no 9gn of combat, Vorr continued up the ladder to the next leve. 1t was then, in the dm
light from above, that he thought he saw something moving over the open hatchway. He hurried his climb,
taking the steps four a atimein hopes of catching whoever was there off guard. He tensed, preparing for
rocks or worse to be dropped through the hatch onto him.

As his head and shoulders hurtled up through the hatchway to the next leve, something huge with thick
claws swiped at his head. Vorr tried to duck but succeeded only in negating pan of the blow. Iron claws
tore away his sted hemet and dashed hisleft cheek open to the bone.

Vorr let go of the ladder. He found his grip on his sword, then thrust it with dl his might into the umber
hulk standing right beside the ladder. His blade struck the 'hulk's leather bely and tore through it, driving



into its vitals, dl the way to its back and out. With a deafening inhuman squed, the 'hulk lurched back,
amaogt dragging the sword from Vorr's fingers. A moment later, it lunged again, its four dien eyes aglow.
A death scream sounded from across the room, where a scro doubtless had worse luck with another of
the mongers.

There baing no room to swing his blade, Vorr again thrugt his sword into the creature, aming for its head.
The mongter's claws dashed down into his armored shoulders as the sword's tip plunged into the 'hulk’s
open mouth, between its mandibles, and broke through the back of its skull. With dl the drength he
could mugter, Vorr svung his sword aside at the same time, so the 'hulk’s momentum carried it past the
generd and flung it away into a Sege machine nearby. The sword cut its mouth open to twice its norma
width. The giant beetldlike monster crashed through wooden supports and balista bolts, ralling over and
over in atangled hegp of shattered wood and rope.

Vorr jumped from the ladder and charged the umber hulk. The creature was getting to its feet again when
the sword came down and plit its head apart.

For amoment, Vorr had time to take in his surroundings. Dim red light spilled down from overhead glass
fixtures, rdics of aforgotten age. Thisfloor was bardly forty feet square, with a twenty-foot-wide square
opening in the middle of the room surrounded by a low stone wall. Bdlisgae and catapults were
positioned here, crewless but in good condition. He was on a weapons deck. He heard another scream
and spotted movement across the room.

A second umber hulk looked up from the ladder haich it had been defending, having been haf-hidden by
the low wadl ringing the center pit. The 'hulk started upon seeing Vorr, then charged around the pit for the
generd. Its eyes sparkled with magicd light, attempting to drive the generd insane asit had doubtless just
done to some scro who had subsequently fdlen from the ladder to the depths below.

Vorr noted that the baliga to his left had been loaded, no doubt by the skeletons sarving the fase lich.
He dropped his sword and grabbed the ballisa's wooden frame, dragging it around and toward him so
thet it faced the oncoming 'hulk. Before the monster could understand what was happening, Vorr found
the trigger and pulled it. The balida fired its bolt with a loud bang as its taut rope dammed into the
bowlike crosspiece.

The'hulk sumbled as the bolt hit it and passed through it, shattering againgt the stone wal beyond. The
beast got up with a gurgling squed, gppearing unusudly dow and uncoordinated. Vorr snaiched up his
sword and dived around the bdlisa. He hewed at the umber hulk until its ichor splattered the floor and
wadls, and the mongtrogty fdl back with a curioudy childlike shriek. The sword rose and fdl ceasdedy,
one stroke with every heartbeat, until the heet of battle rage left Vorr for a moment and he saw that the
fight was long over.

An exploson boomed through the pyramid's corridors and hdls His chest heaving, Vorr suddenly
looked around and saw a hdf-dozen troops cheering him, their numbers ill pouring up from the two
ladders leading to this level. One raised a long, leather-wrapped device in both hands as his comrades
screamed gpprova, and he hed it out to the generd.

Vorr blinked, then he stepped forward suddenly and grasped the bulky object with a free hand. He
threw down his sword and tore the leather covering free of the device.

Black sted glisened in the red lights above. Twin bolts of polished metd, wicked notches cut in ther
barbed heads, projected from the double-barrelled end. His troops had brought his harpoon-bombard,
loaded and ready.

Vorr looked up at his troops, who stamped the stone floor, raised their black-gloved figts, waved jagged



swords and axes, and caled his name. Ther screams and samping grew ever louder and louder, until it
became like a physcd thing, like awal of power.

Sowly, like the opening of a door into an old, familiar torture chamber, a smile came to the generd's lips.

Vorr whirled, the harpoon-bombard clenched in his hands, and he leaned over the low wadl to look down
into the next levd. Bdow him was the primary hdm, resting atop a stone block perhaps fifteen feet
across. The ancient throne there was smashed and empty. There was only one place I€ft for the lich to
hide. He looked up to the next baconylike leve, and he remembered the way the Glowrings Sphere lich
hed raised its ratting handsin front of its face to ward off the last blows Vorr had rained down upon it.

Vorr looked around and spotted the one ladder Ieft in the room that led upward. He ran for it, holding
the bombard in one hand as he nearly leaped up the rungs. He reached the next levd, which was laid out
much like the lagt, though with no weaponry. In fact, this level contained nothing at al- except one last
ladder, positioned adjacent to the walled opening in the center of the room. The generd climbed away
from the ladder from the wesapons deck and reached the lagt ladder up in two drides. His free hand
caught the rusted wrought iron.

"How is a blonde not likeahammer ship?"
The voice was an inhuman scream. It was desfening and mad. Vorr looked sraight up.

A thing let go of the ladder fifteen feet over his head and legped down a him. It had not been there a
moment ago.

Vorr had just enough time to swing the harpoon-bombard up and squeeze both triggers. The weapon
went off next to his right ear and eye; the explosons maimed hearing and sght with concussions and
powder burns. The massive thing landed right on him anyway, its clawed hands larger than anvils and its
goat-skull jaws open wide in insane laughter.

Vorr's grip was torn from the ladder by the impact, and he was knocked sorawling to the floor. For a
wild second he thought the huge creature was an undead chimera or lion, but it had only one skeleta
head within its greet, ragged mane. Brass scales covered its hide. Demonic bat wings whipped into the air
on ether side of the beast. Vorr kicked up into the beast's chest and abdomen, feding thick ribs snap
and flesh tear as his metal-plated boots ground in. He couldn't bring the harpoon-bombard up to strike,
as the creature hdd his arm pinned down with both of its own great forearms, each fully hdf again as
large as Vorr's own. Vorr's other am was trapped beneath the creature's mass, crushed agang his
chest. The mongter's strength was relentless.

"How is a blonde not likeahammership?" the beast screamed again, bright purple flames dancing in its
eye sockets. Vorr now saw the butt ends of the two barbed harpoons protruding from the mongter's
maned shoulders on opposite Sdes of its head. The spears had gone draight into the beast, but it had
bardy noticed them. Purple-black blood spurted from the wounds and spilled down its scraggly mane,
dripping on Vorr's face and armored chest.

Suddenly, the mongter belched a cloud of white gas from its mouth, the opaque mist blinding Vorr but
doing no other harm. Twiding benegath his attacker's weight, Vorr found the leverage to free his left hand.
His fingers came up beneath the mongter's jaw and found its scaled throat. Vorr's fingers clenched the
loose skin tightly, then he quickly raised his legs from benesth the beast and wrapped them around the
beast's back, locking his heds together across its spine, just behind its great black wings. He squeezed
with hislegs, usng every ounce of strength to crash the mongter's windpipe shut a the same time.

The skull-headed beast jerked its head back and bucked, trying to legp away from the leg-lock, but



could not get its footing. The goat-skull face came down abruptly, snapping a Vorr's face but missng by
only afoot, hed back by Vorr's left am; it then tried to breath gas on him, but only wisps of white vapor
came out. Vorr saw the creature's eyes turn from violet flames into golden ones.

The cresture released its grip on Vorr's right arm with both hands, aitempting to drag his other arm away
from its throat. The bombard indantly came up, propelled by Vorr's right am, and he jammed its barrel
draight into the mongter's nearest eye socket and pushed.

A flash of white lightning burned the air for a fraction of a second, spilling from the creature's eye and
playing dong the bombard barrel into the air in a dozen directions. Nestly blinded, Vorr fdt nothing and
redized the bolt was magica, so it could not harm him. He pushed on the bombard until something in the
mongter's skull broke, and the barrel was suddenly thrust out the other eye socket.

"That's not the answer!"the beast shrieked. Without warning, the mongter exploded. A huge circle of
interlocking bolts of lightning took its place, snaking across Vorr's limbs and chest in a wild dance-and
the lightning vanished, leaving no trace of the beast.

Vorr fdl back on the floor, his feet thumping into the stone. He hdf sat up, ill exerting hmsdf againgt the
mongter's now-vanished throat. After a second to look around, he quickly got to his feet. Nothing was
[]8

All was quiet again, except for a horrible ringing noisein his ears. He looked up the ladder again and saw
that the hatchway was open at the top. If the fase lich was anywhere, it was up there.

Sowly and ddiberately, the generad drew a long dagger from a thick shegth at his belt. He reached for
the ladder again, placing the dagger in his teeth, and started up.

"Worked my last defense, hidden no more, has not,” said a familiar voice from the top room. "My
adrosphinx much trouble to collect was. Immune to spells, | see, the treacherous generd is, and | on the
hdm git, spells of my own gone for this ship to feed. Bad my condition |ooks."

Vorr continued dimbing. He was hdfway up.

"To bargain for my exisence | should like" said the voice. "Méaterid items you will take. Knowledge
from my head you will not. Perhaps this knowledge vauable is?'

Vorr reached the top of the ladder. Cautioudy, he peered into the room beyond. As expected, the room
was very smdl, roughly cubicd and barely fifteen feet dong each sde. No decorations graced the walls,
as far as he could see. He crouched dightly, then charged up the last few steps and legped free of the
ladder and into the room, turning to seeif enemies stood behind him.

The room was dmost empty. An undidinguished hdm sat againgt the far wal. In it sat the fase lich,
moationless. Next to the hdm chair was a rickety table of rough-hewn wood, on which sat a few smdl
items, induding a jade bowl, a amdl doth sack, and a mirror on a stand. Vorr recognized the mirror a
once as the one Skarkesh had relied upon for scrying on Tddin Moore. He supposed the lich's meddlion
was in the sack. Four torches burned againg the wals a eye leve, ther flames giving off warmth and
odor but no smoke.

"Not good enough was our bargain?' asked the robed skeleton. "Not good enough for the scro generd
to keep his word to an old one? More does the generd want-perhaps theSpelljammer as wdl as the
treasure within it?"

"You betrayed us, Skarkesh," said Vorr softly, turning his fdl attention to the skeleton. The huge knife



turned in his hand. "You set out own soldiers againg us. You meant to sabotage our flegt once you got
the cloak from Teldin Moore." Vorr took adow, quiet step forward.

"Lieyou do, lie to judify treason,” hissed the skeleton, "and unwise it would be to carve on these old
bones. Immune to magic maybe you are, but to ignorance not. TheSpelljammer find | can. The cloak
find I can. Of more | know, much more, but not for tdling when this body... dead is™

Vorr came closer. He was Sx steps away. The knife blade's tip rose. "I weep for you," he said.

"These treasures yours are," said the skeleton, making a brief gesture toward the table. "The seaing disk
of theSpelljammer, yes, and ameagicd mirror, for pying upon Teldin Moore-"

"-and scro dlies”" Vorr finished, five steps away.

"Norscro dlies, fod!" snapped the skeleton. "But good it is for the projecting of my image, to dlow the
cadting of spdls to charm or compd action, to plant a traitor anong the friends of Tedin Moore and
reved dl ther plans upon the making! A traitor among them now is, and Tedin's secrets to me it has
been sending dl dong!™

Vorr glanced at the mirror. Four steps. "Who?"

Skarkesh made atiny gesture with one finger. "Who? One word, then, am | worth, then with gdley dop
to be put out on a jettison when it | speak? Doneitis" A skeletal hand reached out toward the table and
made a gesture at the mirror's surface. Immediately, the silvered glass turned black.

"Watch you mugt, and learn," whispered the fase lich, never turning its luminescent eye sockets from the
generd. "If bargain for existence | mug, dl clever secrets shared with the generd done will be”

Vorr kept his attention focused on the skeleton, then gave afast look at the mirror when he saw an image
forming on it out of the corner of his eye. He did not recognize the person there, but he memorized the
face and dothing. The person would not be difficult to locate among Tddin's followers.

"Of greeat vaue that one is, beyond worth to me as a py. Alive mugt that one be taken when dl others
are cut down.

Qufficient thet isto keep your interest?' Skarkesh stared impassvey at the generd. "Satisfied you are that
these bones must together stay? Willing you are to work with this old one to gain theSpelljammer 2"

Vorr glanced once more a the mirror, but the image was fading, to be replaced by the normd mirror's
image of the torchlit room. He looked back at the fase lich. A thick thumb did againg the edge of the
knife blade, feding its sharpness. A bead of red appeared where blade and skin met. "No," said Vorr.

He lunged forward. The lich snatched the jade bowl at its Side, flinging it and its contents at the generd.

Vorr indinctively turned his body and raised his arm to block the blow, trying to prevent any liquid from
golashing in his face. He had amost reached the hdm when the gloppy substance in the bowl struck his
chest armor, Spattering pieces of green goo everywhere. Vorr grabbed for the skeleton with his free
hand.

The fdse lich Smply vanished in his grasp. A new mongter took shape on the hdm, a smdler one that
eedly evaded his grasp and hurtled past him, under his outstretched arm. It looked for dl the world like a
withered bright-red spider with a serpent’'s head and pae, glowing eyes.

A neogi. An undead neogi wizard.



A tremendous heat began to burn through Vorr's chest armor. With the fird red fear he had fdt in
decades, Generd Vorr cut a his amor with his knife, scrgping a huge chunk of the glop away and
flinging it againg a stone wall, where the dime hung, green and gligening.

A dozen pinpricks of white-hot pain stabbed into his face where the green dime had struck him. It was
the deadliest living substance in dl the known spheres. He had only a dozen or two heartbesats left until
the rapidly growing dime devoured his entire body, with dl of his weapons and armor, turning him into a
vile pool of ooze on the ancient stones of this ship. With aflick of hiswrigt, he stabbed through the straps
holding his plate armor together, hurriedly flinging the chest plate away from him with the vast mgority of
the dime attached to it. The rest of the upper hdf of his armor followed only moments later, the 9zzing
sound becoming more pronounced as the dime dissolved the sted and leather like the most powerful
acid.

The dicking of the neogi's claws sounded behind Vorr's back. He spun and saw the little creature as it
reached the hatchway down to the next levd. He remembered that he dill held his dime-encrusted knife,
and hethrew it.

The blade struck the little spider-being in its neck, knocking it off balance and agang the stone wal
beyond it. The neogi staggered, then emitted a peculiar warbling shriek.

"Eding at me! Eaing a me" it screamed, and began a mad circular dance around its end of the room.

Vorr fdt as if his face had been splashed with acid. He could barely see through the haze of agony.
Desperatdy, he grasped one of the totches from the wdl and broke it free of its sconce. The torch
flickered as he grabbed it, dmaost going out. It must have been kept fueled by magic, he knew; now that
he held it, the fire consumed the wooden torchstick normaly. Eyes and lips squeezed shut, he hdd his
face in the bright searing flames and thought of life
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Thewar priests came up later and destroyed the test of the dime, induding the little spider-shaped pool
near the hatch. The magicd trinkets by the hdm were saved, as was the hdm itsdf. A new suit of armor
was brought up for the generd.

"The pyramid's ours," said Usso. She avoided looking at Vorr's face directly. The war priests had done
dl they could for him, but it had not been enough. "We took only light casudties: nine dead, twenty-three
wounded, roughly equa between scro and ogres. Most of the trouble came with the umber hulks,
especidly the ones on the lowest leve, but we got them dl. The mirror's a high-quality scrying device that
let our little friend cast spells through it, just as he said he could. 1t will take time for me to learn to use it.
We found afew other trinkets, but nothing ese of interest.”

The huge figure sat on a stone ledge and looked down at his hands. Grotesgue scars, gouges, and burned
patches were chisded deeply into his gray face and forehead, the damage arrested and healed indirectly
by minor spells. Usso swallowed, fighting down the urge to vomit. She had dways hated and feared ugly

things

Caefully, the genera hed up his hands and fingerspelled a few words for Usso to see. His mouth was
Seared Shut.



"TheTrident logt part of its hull bottom when we landed,” she replied. "It's been moved, but it will Snk if
it lands on water again. Should we keep it or..." The figure made a cuting gesture with his hands, and
Usso nodded quickly. "Well trip it, then, and use it as aram if need be."

The generd fingerspelled a few more words. Dark eyes poked out from the hideous patchwork of his
face.

Usso nodded again. "Certainly. The pyramid is sturdy enough to hold a great many troops. We can-" She
stopped as the generd began to gpdl out a long message. Minutes passed as she watched and read and

thought.

Fndly, the generd's hands stopped moving and dropped to his Sdes. He stared at the fox-woman with
dark eyes.

"I can do that," she said. "l have some scrolls that could take care of it. But what if the dves"

Vorr snorted and waved a hand in dismissal. Usso hit back a retort and considered the generd's idea. It
was clever enough, and there was no reason it should fail. The pyramid was strong enough. If they pulled
it off quickly enough, they could get away with it.

She reflected afew seconds more. This shouldn't interrupt her plans, redly. It might even help her in the
long run. Vorr would be distracted enough to missdl the clues. She was good at staying on top of things.
If she could keep it up just awhile longer, she would be on top of the universe.

Her tall wagged.

Vorr saw her do it and nodded thoughtfully. She couldn't read hismind and for that he was glad. Once in
awhile, though, he wished he could read hers. HEd tdl her about the traitor in Teldin's group later. In the
meantime, he was glad held pocketed the lich's meddlion before sheld come up. She would have been
impossible otherwise.

Chapter Seventeen

"What happened?' Gomja's rumbling voice was barely above a whisper, but Tedin and Adfred did not
have to grain to hear him. Tddin stood, his cloak flapping lightly in the breeze. Adfred sat cross-legged
on the ground, gpparently relaxed and comfortable. Sylvie sat to the Sde on a sool from the ship, leaning
forward with her elbows on her knees and her hands covering her mouth as she watched. Tddin noticed
she held a copper coinin her fingers.

Gomja, ill blinking into wakefulness, was tied up so0 thoroughly that Tddin thought it was a wonder he
could dill breathe. The barrel-chested giff sat on the ground, propped upright againg an old tree sump.
His once-prigtine uniform was stained by mud, sweat, and crushed grass; rips showed in severd places.
Some of hismedas and gold braid were missng as well.

"What happened?' Gomja repested, then noticed his condition. "What-what's this? Why am I... what-"

"Your dven friends gpparently thought you were in the way, so they moved you,” Adfred sad eadly.
"Youd dready served ther purposes. Maybe they wanted to shut you up for good to cover their tral
when they tried to kidngp Tddin, but they muffed their plan.” He looked a Gomja thoughtfully. "I was
glad to meet you after dl that Teldin had said about you, but | never figured you for a traitor.”

Gomja lifted his head and stared angrily a the blond warrior, then drew himsdf up. "You would not
gpout such liesif 1 where able to make you account for them, Mister Silverhorn. You have a brave



mouth, but you lack any sort of redl honor lich as we giff know.”

"Isthat the same code of honor that lets you sl us out to the dves?' Adfred asked suddenly, his eyes
narrowed. Gomja quickly turned bright blue with rage. His arms and chest swelled againg the ropes and
stretched them uncomfortably far. "Untie me, mongrd,” he said, "and | promise to give you a persond
demondtration of our code of honor, one that you will never forget. Y ou are a vomit-egting dog and a&"

"You were working for the eves" said Tddin angrily, bresking in. Y ou were hdping them to kidnap me
S0 they could get my cloak. | want to know why."

Gomja looked a Tedin, and his manner changed at once. To Tddin's asonishment, the giffs rage was
gonein an indant. "That's just not true, Sr'" he said in a wounded voice. "I was hdping the eves protect
you! The very least you can do is to ask the eves themsdves. They should tdl you dl about..." He
looked away, his dark eyes searching the vicinty. "Unless, of course, the giart..."

Adfred grinned without humor. "The giant's dead, and so are your Imperid Fleet buddies. They dropped
the spear on this one. We know you set Tddin up to be grabbed. Before we figure out what to do with
you, we just want the truth, if we can get anything close to it from you.”

"I do nat lie" Gomja roared suddenly, struggling at his bonds. Tddin stepped back at the violence in the
gffsvoice.

Wildspace scum, | do not lig If thereisaliar anong us, it is certainly you!"

"Gomja" Tddin said. The gff looked a him again, anger fading once more from his smd| black eyes. "I
want to know the whole story about the elves, and | want it now."

The gff hesitated, glancing around once more in search of something.

"Tdk," sad Tedin. "The dves are dead. | want to know how you got mixed up with them, before we
decide to leave you here or do something worse."

Gomja dowly relaxed in his bonds as he looked back up a Tddin. "Very wel," he sad softly, "but it's
not what you think, Sr. I'm not a traitor. The eves contacted me when we were on Ironpiece. They
remembered me from the times | tried to get work from the Imperid Feet, and they used a spdl or
device to talk to me. At fird | though it was psionicsthose are mentd powers, something like spdls, |
think-but they told me it was just magic. We giff know little of red magic, so-at any rate, gr, they-"

"Stop cdling me'sr,"' " said Tddin softly. "I think we're long past that point now."

Gomja looked at Tddin in disbdief, his mouth open. Somehow he grew smdler as his face logt dl
expresson. "Yes, dr," sad the giff, his voice barely audible. He grimaced as he caught himsdlf. "I mean,
yes, | undergtand.” The giff cleared his throat with a rumble, his eyes gligening, then continued. "Wl the
firg thing the dves did was to warn me of the scro assault. That was on the firg night after | pulled you
from the water when theProbe crashed into the lake. The ves..." Gomjas voice drifted off as he looked
from Tedin to Adfred and Sylvie, garing for a moment a Sylvie in paticular. He swalowed, then
looked back at Tedin. "Can we talk privatdy, Sr?* He bit hislower lip. "Sorry."

"Whatever you have to say, you can say it in front of these two," Tedin responded curtly. "I trustthem ."
The emphasis he put on the last word was lost on no one.

Gomja looked anxioudy at the others, then went on. "The dves warned me not to tdl you they were
communicating with me, because... there was a oy among your group,” he said fantly, looking at Teldin.
"Someone was sgnding our plans to the scro behind us, and the dves, who were behind the scro, saw



the 9gnd lights. The dves didn't know who it was, but they were very much afraid for your safety. They
asked me to find a way to go with you and protect you from any”-he looked agan at Adfred and
Sylvie"internd dangers, while the elves would try to fend off the scro fleet with their own ships”

"Old son,” said Adfred with an easy smile, "you're implying that either mysdf or this lady might be that

Gomja looked Adfred in the face as he spoke. "The possihility has crossed my mind on a few occasions.
I've seen nathing so far that would imply that there was any truth to ii, and is obvious to me that Tedin
trusts you grestly, but my firg loydty is dill to Teldin's safety. When stake s are high, one should tread
caefully and carry ahbig firearm."

"If you were so concerned about my safety,” Teldin said aoruptly, "then why did you lead that ship to me
90 that it could try to snatch me like some kind of war booty? What did they offer you? Gold? A ship?
Smokepowder?”

Gomjaturned pale blue, but he looked Tedin seadily in the eye. "'l can't believe they would have done
anything as crude as that, but in any event they offered me nothing, nothing a al. They merdy said that if
| cared for you, then | would have to hdp them protect you. They gave me accurate reports in the
wildspace battle near Ironpiece. They gpologized for firing on some gnomish ships in the confusion. They
warned me of the attack on Port Wakaway, and | was able to prepare for it with the hep of my troops.
They continued to give me warnings about the scro when we were in the phlogiston and when we entered
this crystd sphere, and they told me about the scro fleet's presence behind us when we It the
rastipedes. They did hdp us, sTddin."

No one spoke. "The eves sad that a some point they wanted to tak to you persondly,” Gomja
continued. "They wanted to convince you to go with them to find theSpelljammer. They'd had a change
of heart in not becoming involved in your quest, so they followed you. They said it was a good thing they
did, too. All they wanted was a chance to tak and hdp."

"Areyou a dl aware of what they did when they found me?* Teldin asked heatedly. "They knocked you
down on purpose, they tried to kidnap me, and they findly managed to pardyze me with their wands
before their ship went out of control and was smashed by tha giant. Tak to me? Hel, they wanted
this'-Tddin grabbed an edge of his cloak in one hand and hdd it up-"and you amost helped them get it.
Didn't you even have a due about this?'

Gomjas ears drooped and he appeared to get even paer. His tiny eyes were wide and rimmed with
white. "That can't be true, Sr'" he cried, forgetting himsdf. "They promised me that dl they wanted to do
was to tak to you and help you find theSpelljammer! Maybe they were just trying to get you out of the
area, away from the giant. They didnt hurt you, they?"

"If they weren't after me, then why did they turn their wands at me, and not at the giant?' Teldin shouted
suddenly. "Why did they treat me like a crimind? Why?'

Gomja looked dricken. He started to say something, but no words came out of his mouth.

"Why?' Tddin said more quietly, stlepping forward and leaning down to the giffs wide face. "I'l tdl you
why. Because they wanted my cloak. If | hadn't shot their hdmaman, they would have had it, too." Tedin
stabbed afinger into the distance. "You want to talk to the dves? They're over there, smeared over the
ground in the wreckage of ther ship! If you redly were trying to hedp me, then damn you for not tdling
me about dl thid Damn you for keeping it a secret and nearly getting me killed! Damn you for meking me
have tokill them!"



No one spoke. Tddin drew back, his face hard with rage. "The only difference between the Imperid
Fleet and those scro is that the dves won't cut my throat right away to get the cloak. It must offend ther
senghilities, but | have afeding that they might change their mind on this before long. They can't resst the
lure. | was betrayed by an old war comrade on Krynn for this cloak. Damn you, Gomja, | was betrayed
by a woman | trusted completdy. She tried to kill me, and | had to hep kill her! But you! You, of dl
the-"

"l didn't betray you!" Gomja howled, drowning out Teldin's words. Tddin saw tears forming under the
gffs eyes, and they did down his heavy jowls. "l didn't betray you, Sr! | have been trying to protect you
ever dnce you landed on Iron-piece! By dl the smokepowder in wildspace, | truly thought the dves
wanted to protect you, too! You're my friend!”

For along moment, Teldin and Gomja stared a one another. Gomjas eyes were now puffy and blue
around the edges, he was dmost panting.

Tddin fdt asif hismind were locked insde a maze with no exit. Had the eves srung the gullible Gomja
adong? Was he lying through his thick teeth? Or was he just-

"Hestdling the truth,” said Sylvie quietly, "and he's not charmed. Y ou can untie him and let im go.”

Tddin and Adfred turned to stare at her, asif the hdf-df had just turned blue hersdf, like the giff. "What
inthe Nine Hdls are you talking about?' asked Adfred.

"I'm reading hismind," said Sylvie, lowering her hands from her mouth. The copper piece was gone from
her fingers. "'l cast the spdl alittle while ago. Gomjas tdling the truth. | think Admira Cirathorn found out
about him somehow, learned about his past connection with Teldin, and gambled that he could get to
Tddin through Gomja. Cirathorn probably would have abandoned the rest of usif he could have gotten
the cloak. Tedin'sright, too. Cirathorn's not going to stop, if he's redly behind this”

"What?' said Gomja stupidly, scarcely daring to breathe. ™Y ou're reading mymind?"

Sylvie amiled a the giff. "Not dl of it, but just enough to know the truth,” she said. "Whatever you think
of, | can senseit.” Sylvie got to her feet and brushed off her clothes. "Let im go,” she said. "Weve got to
see the fd before someone dse dive-bombs us.”

Tddin looked from Sylvie to Gomja and fdt his rage dowly mdt away, leaving behind a sea of emptiness
and confuson. At a shrug from Adfred, Teldin rubbed at his face, looked at the others, then walked over
to untie the dirt-encrusted giff.

"Why couldn't you have done this before?' Adfred mumbled to Sylvie as he moved to help Teldin.

"I couldn't find a copper for the spell, so | borrowed one from Gaye. If you ever need anything, ask a
kender."

No one laughed, but it lightened the amosphere anyway. Gomja sniffed, obvioudy relieved, and
graightened his posture to build his shattered dignity.

"Next time" sad Tddin, finishing with one of the giffsarms, "jus tdl the truth from the start. By the gods,
| hope thefd didn't see us acting like this"

There was a pause of exactly two heartbeats.
| did,sad avoicein Tddin's head.



Everyone jumped. Adfred shot to hisfeet, tugging his sword free. Tedin and Sylvie soun around on ther
knees, crouching, while Gomja got one arm out of the ropes and hedlily fdt for a wegpon that he no

longer had.

The gnomes near the ship cried out, and Tddin heard Gaye dhriek, "There it id" He got up, his own
sword in hand, and saw a huge black shape forming only twenty feet from thePerilous Halibut. Although
amdler than the gnomish ship, it shared asmilaly long and cylindricd form and was equdly dark-but the
surface of the new form dowly rippled and undulated. The nearer end rose from the ground to the height
of atdl man and lesurdy looked over the assembled crew.

"Splendid!" cried Dyffed, soreading his arms. "Thirdeen Squared, you look barvelous, smply barveloud
Y ou haven'd changed a bid in Sxdy yeard"

| am indebted to you, my youthful friend,said the voicein Teldin's head. The now-solid mongrosty by
the ship, fully the Sze and length of a horse barn, was exactly as Tddin had seen it through the thingfinder.
Bilerosein Teldin's throat. The Sght of the pulpy black monster made him queasy, but he forced himsdf
to be cam. It turned the upper part of its dug-like body toward the gnome, its rubbery tentacles writhing
inaseemingly random fashion.You honor me with your presence and that of your companions. You
have suffered physical harm in coming here. | grieve to see you 0. | ask to repair you damage
and see you whole.

"Oh, this?' Dyffed looked down at his mutilated hands, then hid them behind his back as if embarrassed.
"Oh, thad's quide dl ride, they're hardly a bother now, but 1'd afrad sobe of us did ged a drifle knocked
around on the way here, and if you could do sobething aboud thad, then we-"

| will do that,said the voice. Tddin suddenly heard digtinct gasps from some of the gnomes, and a few
whooped as rhey looked down a their now-hedled injuries. Dyffed appeared surprised, then carefully
unwound the bandages over his hands usng his teeth. Tddin saw the gnome thoughtfully examine his
hands-till missing certain fingers, but otherwise fully heded. Dyffed looked up doruptly as if someone
that Teldin could not hear had just spoken to him.

"Oh, that's quite dl right,” he said hurriedly. "The pain is gone, and that itsdf is marvelous™ He put a hand
to his mouth, running fingers over his lips. "Just wonderful, smply wonderful. One Six Nine, you are the
dearest old felow."

You have suffered the threat of physical extinction in searching for me,said One Six Nine, the large
humanlike mouth moving in rhythm to its thoughts.l watched your arrival from my tchawhere my true
body lies now, at the peak of the megafauna's horn. You see but my image, created by my powers.
| was impressed with your removal of the humanoid colossus by using your damaged quasi-psionk
locater device as an aerial missle. You have earned my admiration. You have, however, only
limited opportunity for discussion. | acknowledge the imminent arrival of antagonistic forces. You
wish to acquire knowledge concerning the cloak Teldin Moore wears?

"Yes" Tddin broke in. "'l was told that | had to find theSpelljammer, but | haven't any idea how to find it
or even if that's what I'm supposed to do. | haven't been able to talk with anyone | can redly trust on
this" He colored as he said the last pan, hoping that no one present took offense,

You must come closer,sad the fd. Its front tentacles twisted and waved gently in his direction as its
fore-part-Teldin couldn't bring himsdf to cdl it a head-faced him.

Tddin took a deep breath and approached the fd, coming to a stop a dozen paces from its open,
man-szed maw. He found himsdf garing at the dozens of razor-sharp teeth set in multiple rows ingde its
crcular mouith, like the teeth on a shark's jaw Teldin once had seen on Krynn.



| am not carnivorous,sad One Sx Nine. The two largest tentacles, on opposite Sides of its centrd
mouth, examined Tddin from two widdy separate points, looking him over with uncomfortable
thoroughness for perhaps a minute.

| am satisfied,sad the mentd voice a last. You are wearing an authentic ultimate helm. You possess
potential of an open-ended nature. You are the Cloakmaster, Teldin Moore, the future captain of
the Spelljammer. You need only find your ship to claimit.

Tddin fdt as if he had been phydcaly struck. The blood ran from his face. It was difficult to think
draght. "I'm what?' he said fantly.

You wear an ultimate helm, a device imbued with the power to command theSpdljammer,the
largest and most powerful ship in all known spheres. You must find the Speljammerin order to
take command of it. You have open-ended potential-infinite, unlimited, of import to the gods
themselves, given time.

"Of import to..." Tedin's mouth was completely dry. He fdt light-headed. "But why me?"

You were randomly selected,sad the fd.You were in the right place at theright time, as your kind is
fond of saying. | know of no preconceived reason for it. You have taken a path from which you
cannot turn back.

It once had seemed to Tddin that he had a thousand questions to ask the fd, but now he could not think
of where to start. He took a deep breath, but the fal's telepathic messages flowed into his mind before he
could begin.

You need to know much from me, Teldin Moore,sad One Sx Ninel fear | may not have much to
tell you that you need to know. | have studied the legends of the Spdljammerfor an age of time. |
have examined trinkets said to bear dues to its origin and whereabouts. | have even seen the
Sodljammer asit passed through this sphere six thousand seven hundred twelve days ago, load
time, on its endless journey through the spheres. | have deduced from all my research only that
nearly all of what people know of the Spdljammeriswrong. There s little that is right.

There was a pause, and Tddin had a mentd image of someone amiling wryly a a private joke. He
looked around and noticed that everyone standing around him-Adfred, Sylvie, the gnomes, Gaye, even
Gomja, dill haf-tied on the ground-appeared to be ligening to their own internd voices. You should not
be concerned that they can hear what | am to reveal you, sad One Sx Nine, indining its head in
Tddin's direction.] have been able to project my thoughts into others from the time of my
generation as anindividual, unlike others of my kind, though | can read only your surface thoughts
in return. | am able to carry on two such conversations at once- again, a unique ability. | am
giving your comrades a speech welcoming them to my abode. | find this an easy speech to give,
and | am not troubled by its habit. | wish to speak with you alone now. You fear that you can trust
no one. | will strike a bargain with you, Teldin Moore. | will tell you what is true about the
Sodljammerif, when you find it, you will return and tell me all that you find to be true about it.

Tddin blinked and dropped his gaze, condgdering. It was an easy enough thing to promise. The fd
obvioudy was powerful and had no red reason to lie He had the didtinct feding that it wasn't interested
inhis cloak in the dightest; only pure knowledge would satisfy it. As far as he was concerned, thet was a
far enough price to pay for more practicd knowledge. If he fa's advice was true enough, hed owe the
cresture a thousand favors.

He made his decison and looked up. "It's aded," he said imply. "Il do what | can for you if | make it to
theSpdl ljammer!"



| am pleased,said One Six Ninell trust you and have faith in your ability. You must listen carefully
to my next words.

| must tell you first that you must be prepared to meet dangers that will make all you have seen
until now appear tame. You will face uncounted enemies on your quest, their ranks growing with
each passing day. You must have courage beyond measure to go on to the end, for even if you
retreat from hunting for that ship, your enemies will do their utmost to sky you for your cloak as
you sleep. You were, are now, and will be hunted, no matter what you do. You cannot escape this
fate. | must tell you second that your cloak is not unique. You have one of many devices with the
potential to control the mightySpelljammer.You are one of many other beings from across the
known spheres and beyond who seek the prize of command of that ship. You must move with all
speed to your destination if you wish to have a chance at capturing it for yoursdlf, to whatever
ends.

"Wait, wait," Teldin mumbled, dazed. He had expected the grim, firs reveation, but not the second.
"There are Others? But how could there be? | don't-"

| have little time left, Teldin Moore,sad One Sx Nine dmog sadly.l sense the arrival of your
enemies is at hand. | muse tell you third that the goal you seek is itself dangerous to you. | have
met others before you who sought the Spdljammer,and they have vanished, their ultimate fates
unknown to all but themselves. | have heard reliable stories of whole crews who went aboard that
ship but were swallowed up by their goal. You must be wary of all dangers when you set foot on
its decks, and you must watch for destruction such as no being has ever faced before, for no one
has yet successfully prepared for it or escaped it.

| must tell you fourth that | alone knowadue to the mystery of the Spelljammer, one that was
revealed to me when last theSpdljammerpassed through this sphere. | reached out to the ship with
my mind, across the millions of miles of open space beneath our sun, in an effort to communicate
with those powers aboard it. | discovered in doing so that which | had not expected. | know that
the Spdljammeris alive.

"Alive?' Tddin sad fantly. "The ship's dive? How?"'

| do not know how. | caught only the briefest ook into what consciousness it has, and | looked
into alien depths | could barely fathom. | captured but one image out of that foreign abyss of
thought and dream, one bit of real knowledge. | offer you the knowledge that to find the truth
about theSpdljammer,you must seek its birthplace: a broken sphere. | know no more, Teldin
Moore.

One Sx Nine shifted, rasing its forward bulk off the ground so that it towered over the assembly beside
thePerilous Halibut. Its tentacles twisted in great agitation.

| sense that your enemies have arrived,thefd said to dl.lI can do nothing to protect you but to give
you warning. You must fight or flee. | am glad to have seen you, Dyffed, my young friend. | send
you my best wishes and the hope that we will again meet in peace.

Without warning, the vast black image of the fd vanished.

Tddin stared supidly a where the fal's head had been, then roused himsdf and turned to look at Adfred,
Sylvie, and Gomja. With horror, he redized that Gomja was 4ill entangled in rope, and he hedily
dropped to his knees to untie hisfriend as fast as possible.

"You heard him!" Adfred roared a the top of hislungs "Arm yourseves Get to the ship!" The gnomes



nealy fdl over themsdalves to comply with his command, squabbling over who would be firg to ascend
the rope ladder to the ship Gomja struggled to untie a complex knot on his feet, then hesitated, his hands
frozen in the act of fumbling with the ropes. Tddin glanced up at the giffs broad face. Gomja was looking
over Teldin's head a something in the sky behind him.

"By the am of the Great Captain,” the giff muttered, then bent to finish untying his legs. Teldin risked a
fast look behind him, knowing that whatever he saw would be something he wouldn't like.

He was surprised to find that the immense orange butterfly hovering in the sky behind him was actudly
quite beautiful. The wingspan of the ship had to be three times the length of thePerilous Halibut's hull,
maybe five hundred feet or more across. The ddlicate panes of its purple-veined wings were lit like
ganed glass by the vast sun overhead. It could not have been more than a few hundred yards above
them, slent and magnificent. Teldin could not imagine how it had gotten there so suddenly.

A bit of movement attracted his eye. On the tips of the butterfly's wings were tiny figures wearing the
dlver armor of the Imperid Fleet.

It was only a moment later that the giant orange butterfly opened fire. Teldin saw something coming right
for him, perhaps a bdliga bolt. It was too lae to dodge it. A moment later, the bolt zipped over his
head-and someone behind Tedin gasped and fel.

Chapter Eighteen

"No!" Adfred's voice rang out as Tedin turned. Tedin had a momentary glimpse of Adfred's curly blond
hair, the big warrior's face blank with shock as he looked at the ground near Teldin's feet. Then Adfred
rushed forward and bent down over someone lying on the ground only two steps behind Tddin. Tddin
looked down and saw dlver hair spilled over the long, flattened grass.

Thefigure on the ground was Sylvie.

Sylvies sky-blue blouse was gligening purple in an ever-expanding patch around the yard-long shaft of
dark wood that projected from her chest. As Tddin looked on, her thin white fingers dipped down the
bolt's shaft and fdl to her sdes. Her head eased back into Adfred's big hands, her eyes now open but
unseaing. Adfred whispered her name, cradling her head. There was no response.

Someone spoke Tedin's name. He looked away and saw the gnomes dill boarding thePerilous Halibut,
the cold orange butterfly hovering in the air beyond. Gomja was on his feet now a Tedin's Sde, his
broad hippopotamus face dmos white as he looked down a Sylvie and Adfred. The gff swallowed,
then he looked a Tddin and motioned to the ship. "You have to go, gr," he said, his voice hallow. "The
dves are dill firing &t us. Get to the ship.”

Gomja gave Tddin a dight push, then turned to Adfred and Sylvie, blocking Tddin's view, and knelt
down. Tddin broke his gaze awvay and numbly started back for the ship. His blue cloak flapped againgt
hislegs as he walked. He fdt nothing. How curious, he thought; she's dead, and | fed nothing a al. He
looked up at the ship and saw Gaye's golden face, framed by her black hair and rainbow dress. She was
looking over Tddin's head at the scene behind him. Then she buried her face in her hands and wailed.

*kk*k*k



"Cease fire" sad Cirathorn. "Sgnd theFree Wind's Fury andEmerald Hornet to drop ther cloaks. If
the gnome ship lifts off, resume firing until it is brought down, then cease firing again. Go and do.”

"Yes, Admird," Mirandd whispered. The battlewizard left quietly to rday Cirathorn's orders, leaving him
aone on the forward bridge a the right ova window. He gazed down through the tinted glass at the
scene on the ground, hundreds of feet below. The initid volley of bdlisa bolts appeared to have struck
down &t least one of the gnomish ship's crewmen, judging from the little cluster of beings near the black
vessd. Death was regrettable, if unavoidable in getting the point across. In the larger scheme, it mattered
not. Such events were inggnificant from this height. He was the one who was looking down, not they. He
was the one who spun the plans, not someone who was caught within them. Only the grand scheme
mattered in the universe. No one cared for the fate of one lone creature.

Cirathorn frowned dightly. The spider imagery that had come to mind was unappeding, one fit more for
the drow, the true eves twisted cousins who lived in underground reams, forsaking the light. Better, he
reflected, to use the image of the caterpillar and its cocoon, the transformation to a higher state of
consciousness. He was the caterpillar, the one who would restructure his world-indeed, dl the known
gpheres- with his boldness and daring. His sgzing of the cloak of Teldin Moore would ddliver the ultimate
vehide of change into his hands, theSpelljammer, and with that he would transform the faces of dl
worlds a once. It would be a new age, atime of glory, in which dl evenkind would be forever free to
sl the spheres, the masters evermore of wildspace and the flow, and of dl the-

"My admird," interrupted a soft voice behind him.

"Yes, battlewizard,” said Cirathorn frodtily after a pause. She had spoiled his thoughts. He swung around,
his eyes like the bottom of a frozen pond.

Mirandd's voice was empty of emotion. "TheFree Wind's Fury has Sghted an unidentified man-o-war,
gpproaching from the sun. It is being pursued by dements of the orcish fleet, and it will reach usin five
minutes”

The coldness went out of his eyes. "A man-o-war? What pattern?’

"Bright ydlow, my admird, without markings." Mirandd licked her lips uncertainly. "I believe it would be
amodified or logt ship, as there isno mention of any ship of this typein our records.”

"Of course" There had been a yellow-and-red pattern grown two centuries ago, but it had not been an
epecidly aesthetic desgn and had been discontinued. Perhaps this was a renegade ship, now seeking
assgtance againd the orcs. Its captain and crew could be dedlt with later for their transgressons, which
would perhaps include capita theft and mutiny, but there might be extenuating circumstances. One never
knew with dves, he thought, and amiled tightly. "Did the Fury and theHomer drop ther cloaks?'
Cirathorn asked. "And how many orcish ships are pursing the newcomer?"

"TheHornet did, but theFury retained its cloak once it saw the gpproaching ships. We have heard that
only four ships are pursuing.”

Two big ships done would be enough to scare the gnomes into surrender. "Excdlent,” he said. "Have the
Fury immediatdy investigaie the oncoming man-o-war and send recognition and grestings. Permit no
boarding, and have theFury avoid combat. We mug gain the cloak from Teldin Moore. Then we can be
free to ded with the orcs, which should take only a few minutes work."

Mirandel nodded. "Yes, my admird,” she said, and turned to leave. She staggered, off balance, as she
did so, catching hold of the door frame to keep from fdling. Mumbling an apology, she I€ft the bridge.



Cirathorn chewed the indde of his cheek. Mirande had barely esten snce her ddter's death. This
foolishness would have to stop, or she would be replaced and sent to her cabin under arrest, wife or not.
She had no right to act in this manner. The admird had logt dmost his whole family line during the
Unhuman War, but he had never stopped for rest in his misson of vengeance. Mirandd showed
disurbing Sgns of weakness, and wesklings were aliability in these times of fire and blood.

He turned around again to look out the right window. TheEmerald Hornet now rode the sky to
starboard, the second point in an aerid triangle above the black gnomish ship. The third point, soon to be
unoccupied, would be the invisble FreeWind's Fury. Two ships would be enough to get what he
wanted. He would have to send down another flitter and hope for better success than the now-smashed
fird one had found. The admird made a mental note-to have commendations sent to the families of the
eves who had died in the crash while trying to capture Tddin Moore. There was no need now to be
polite about it. Teldin Moore, tragically, would have to be killed.

And it would be best if the admird did it himsdlf, he thought, fitting and proper in the grand scheme.

Far below him, specks crowded around the black ship.
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"We cannot retreat,” said Gomja, matter-of-factly. He checked the firing mechanism on his fourth pistal,
then jammed it into his belt beside his other weapons, like Tedin, Gaye, and a handful of gnomes,
induding Dyffed, he crouched on the grass benegath the bulk of theHalibut, his back pressed againg the
cool black meta of the hull. "'l do not normally favor escape, S, but I've learned prudence. We would be
shat down a onceif we tried to flee™

Tddin exhded dowly and looked across the trampled grass to Adfred's hunched figure From this
position, Tedin could not see Sylvie's body, and for that he was glad. "So you're saying we should
surrender.”

Gomja snorted and gave Tddin a disgused stare. "No. We should make the dves regret their
unprovoked attack."

"Make them regret it?" Tddin asked in dishdief. "How in the name of dl the gods can you just say
something like that? Y ou have got to be the craziest person I've ever met inmy life When | first met you,
you gave me this incredible speech about how you were gaing to kill me, then your pistol blew up. You
lead an attack on a neogi desthspider with a few dozen gnomes, and you crash the whole ship into a
lake. You were hdping out the dves" Tddin broke off, senang he had said too much.

The giff looked down, carefully pulling his uniform’s front together and buttoning it where it had come
loose. "I fredy admit that the eves used me, gr, but they have killed our navigator and chief hdmsman.
We mugt make them regret it by being prepared to take advantage of ther every midake from this
moment forward. They have two ships above us, but neither ship can land. We are a an impasse unless
the eves have more of thar smdl flitters to come after you persondly. Ever, if the dves win, thar
casudties will cause them to mourn ther victory.”

Tddin sad nothing at dl to this. He looked down at the grass on which he sat, with his cloak bunched up
beneath him. After a moment, he turned to his right, where Dyffed and Gaye sat, dmogt within arm's
reach.



Gaye's tear-streaked face was dmaost hidden in her black tresses. She dill watched Adfred but made no
sound at dl. Occasonaly she would sniff and wipe her nose on her deeve. Dyffed sat with his knees
drawn up to his chest, idly picking & a thumbnall. He sensed that Tedin was waiching him, and he
looked up blankly and shrugged, carefully avoiding any glance in Adlfred's direction.

Something clicked in Tddin's mind but wouldn't quite surface. Something about Dyffed and theHalibut.
Something with an unpronouncesble name.

"Your secret wegpon,” said Tddin. "Dyffed, where's your secret wespon? The birthday party?*
The gnome peered through histhick spectacles and blinked rapidly. "The what?'

"The birthday party, damn you! You told me that you had a secret weapon aboard the ship, something
you and One Six Nine had been working on. Where's your wegpon?'

Dyffed's blank look vanished. "Yes, it's..." The gnome hesitated and looked around, but no one ese had
the dightest interest in @ther him or what he was saying. "It's here with me, dl finished. Why? What did
you want with it?"

| must be dreaming, Tddin thought. "What did | want with it? | want you to use it! Use it on the dved
Can you use it to blow up thar ships?'

Dyffed's eyes glazed over as he became absorbed in the idea. "What a thought,” he findly mumbled. "It
could certainly do thet. | have no ideaif there's any limit to what it can do. We should set up some tests,
then arrange for afidd demondration, then-"

"You idiot!" Tedin yeled. Everyone but Adfred turned to look a him. "We have no time for tegting it!
We have no time Ift for anything! Pull out that secret weapon and show us the damned thing!™

Agan, Dyffed looked around. Seeing dl eyes upon him, he made a decison and sghed heavily. "This
goes agang dl my better judgment and scentific ethics” he said, "not to mention the members code of
Ironpiece Dweomerfusion Indudtries, Ordnance, and Technology, but perhaps you have a point.” He
reached into his dirty vest and carefully extracted a dip of folded paper. This he handed, after a moment's
hestation, to Tddin. "Hereit is"

Tddin took the paper in dishdief. After daring a the gnome, he looked down and dowly unfolded the
paper. He read it without comment. "Thisisit?" hefindly said.

The gnome looked down and nodded somberly. "Took me decades just to get it right,” he said with a
trace of satisfaction. "One Sx Nine was a jolly help, just perfect. Fine old boy." "Is this a spdI?' Tedin
asked.

"Oh, no, no, nat a dl. That's just the theory. Well have to get the raw materids and some equipment,
assamble a device or two, develop addivery system, conduct a least a few tests, then well be ready to
put it into production.”

Tddin sad nothing. After a few moments, the dip of paper dropped from his fingers. His head sagged
forward until it dropped into his upraised hands, his pdms and fingers covering his face.

Duffed grabbed for the paper, but Gaye caught it first and held it up to her wide, dark eyes. All that was
written on the scrap was a Smple notation:



E=mc2

"Eee mik two," she said, just before Dyffed snatched the paper away. "I don't get it."

"It's actudly rather ample” Dyffed sad irritably, folding the paper up again and putting it safely away in
his indde vest pocket. "It's the reationship between mass and magicd potentid in dl the spheres,
throughout the cosmos. The equation shows clearly that-"

"The armadas sending down a flitter, Sr," said Gomjain a flat, deep voice. He was looking up into the
sky. Hislarge, blunt fingers closed on the butts of two of the pigtols at his bet. "You and the others had
better get indde the ship. | can gl the flitter crewmen if they dill think I'm helping them. | might be able
to force my way indde and take the crew hogstage, usng them to get our freedom." The gff shoved
himsdf ungteadily to his feet. He looked down and saw that no one ese had moved. "Sr, you and the
others had better get ingde now," he repeated.

Tddin's face turned to look into Gomjas own. The giff shifted uncomfortably. There was something new
in Tddin's face that the gff did not recadl ever having seen before. It was so0 intense tha Gomja
swallowed, dmogt turning away.

"I'm going with you," Teldin said, and abruptly got to his feet. His cloak was at full length, so blue that it
seemed dmog purple. He waved at the gnomes and Gaye. "Get the hdl indde the ship, right now.
Move"

With only the dightest pause and without even the dightest comment, the kender and the gnomes did
exactly as they were told, though Gaye stopped before him long enough to look into his face. Her hand
came our as if to touch him, but it then pulled back, and she followed the others to the rope ladder to
dimbingde.

Tddin and Gomja glanced up at the tiny green-and-white striped flitter that dowly descended from the
orange butterfly ship in the sky. Tddin looked over for amoment at Adfred.

The big warrior was stroking Sylvie's face with his fingertips, dill cradling her head with his other hand.
His face was hidden. Tddin looked away and began waking in the Sitter's generd direction. After a
moment, Gomja straightened his posture, lifted his chin, and followed.

*kk*k*k

Mirandd watched the flitter fdl toward the ground. It was impossible to tdl a this close distance thet
what lay beneeth them was the surface of the head of a creature larger than many worlds, whose
footsteps could span continents. TheEmpress Dorianne hovered over what seemed like a high hill, with
apatchwork sky of green, blue, and brown overhead. With her husband gone to meet Teldin Moore, she
fdt afant girring of interest in things, no longer having to face his frigid, uncompromising expresson and
hide her fedings. It was 4ill best to keep busy, however; the ghosts within her mind would gain control
the moment she gave them a foothold. It was impossible to think straight.

A noise caught her attention. The battlewizard, now acting captain for the armada, stepped away from
the window when she heard footsteps and raitling armor hurrying toward the open bridge door. An
officer burgt into the room, his face flushed and obvioudy out of breath.



"Captain!" he gasped, Saggering to a stop. "Captain, theFury has sent a message that it has been found
and is under attack. The whole orcish fleet is behind the four pursuing craft, each ship protected by fog
clouds and illusons The sun blocked our view!"

Mirandd started toward the spesking crysd that would transmit her voice to the hdm room, then
stopped. She had thought to order theEmpress to move in to support theFury, but she remembered then
that Cirathorn was below on the unarmed flitter-an unavoidable target for any orcish ship tha came near
enough to seeiit.

"Order theHornet to support theFury!" she shouted at the officer. "Have Second Battlewizard Ervar
contact the flitter and request its immediate return! We mug stay long enough to get the admird back
before we can join battle with the orcs.

All weapons crews are to fire on any enemy ship that threatens either theEmpress or the flitter. Abandon
dl ground targets. Go and do!"

*kk*k*k

"TheTrident has rammed!” Usso's squed rang throughout the tiny hdm room. She gripped the arms of
the ill-made hdm chair with trembling fingers, her face dive with the vison of the battle outside. "It drove
through the back of the man-o-war. There's consderable debrisfdling” She pulled back from the scene,
blinking with surprise. Her eyes registered nothing in the room where she sat. "The man-o-war log its
port wing. It's begun to fdl apart. TheTrident is going down with the hull and starboard wing. It cannot
pul free-it's fdling now. The man-o-war mugt have logt its hdm. They're both faling. TheTrident is loang
deck gear. A deck hand has fdlen free.." Usso stopped. For severd seconds, she pursed her lips
together. "Both ships are fdling out of control,” she continued. "They're... they've both crashed." She
exhded dowly, then looked up at the armored giant who stood before her. "A search for survivors is not
advised.”

Vorr nodded curtly, making a brief fingergpeling gesture with his left hand. He then stuck out his other
hand and made a cutting gesture across hiswrist with the blade of the left hand. His expresson could not
be read through the many scars and burns across his face.

Usso nodded at Vorr's last command, her long black hair svaying gently. "Within the next two minutes,
Generd. The last man-o-war has engaged the fleet but is now trying to break off and escape. We are
amaog in pogtion for the find blow."

And so0 | am, shethought. Soam I.

k*kkk*x

The flitter glided down in complete slence. Only the wind in the tal grass sounded around Tddin and
Gomjaas they stood to greet the ship.

"Forgive me, gr," muttered Gomja from behind. "It's better this way." Tddin heard the hammer being
drawn back on aflintlock pistal, then fdt something like a thick finger poke himin the back of the head.



Tddin fdt that he couldn't be surprised any longer. "So you're ill working for the dves” he sad evenly,
looking up at the striped flitter.

Thegff drew in his breath asif to make a reply, then let out his breath, saying nothing. The flitter dropped
until it was only a dozen feet above the ground, thirty feet away. Gradudly it drifted down and closer, its
four spindly legs soon making contact with the ground and sdttling down under the weight of the ship. It
was barely twenty feet away and facing them. A lone dven pilot was vighble through the darkened
forward window, his face impassve and cam.

A door opened in the back of the flitter. Teldin heard boots thump into the grass, then saw afigure dowly
wak around the starboard wing of the flitter. It was an autumn-haired df in slver armor, his hdmet in the
crook of hisleft arm. The df amiled dightly as he stopped a dozen feet short of Tedin and Gomja, eyeing
both the human and the thick-bodied giff. He wore no obvious weapons but appeared relaxed and sure.

"Tddin Moore," said Admird Cirathorn. "I have come along way to find you."

Tddin stared at the dfin undisguised hatred. "Go to hdl." "I might for what I'm about to do," the admird
sad. "l need your cloak, Tddin Moore. The dven people need it. We are a war, and your cloak is the
key to victory. | mug take that cloak from you in any way | can. If Firs Colonel-Commander Herphan
Gomja will oblige me, | will perform the deed mysdf." With that, Cirathorn raised his right hand,
appearing to pull aleafy decoration from the top of hishdmet. He raised his hand, now clenched around
aslvey pigol-like device, which he amed directly between Teldin's eyes. "Your cloak is likdy to block
meagic or weapons amed at your body, but not a lead bullet amed a your head,” he said. "Cloaks, even
meagicd ones, are not the best of armor.”

"I wish to perform the deed,” Gomja rumbled suddenly. The object sticking in the back of Tedin's head
poked him dightly, though Tddin did not move. "I have been waiting for this moment for some time, Sr."

Cirathorn grinned. "Then wait no more.”

A huge hand grabbed Tddin by the left shoulder and shoved him out of the way. As Tddin fdl back, he
caught a momentary glimpse of Gomja hurling himsdf forward and bringing his pistol directly into the
admird's face. Then Tddin struck the grass and rolled.

Two shots tore the air, coming so close together that Teldin could bardly tel them apart. He sprang to his
feet, giving awild look at the combatants by the flitter. A thick haze of smoke amos obscured the both
of them.

"Supid giff," said Cirathorn with scorn. His hand and pistol were dill extended. There was not a mark on
him.

Gomja stepped forward one more pace, then went down on his knees. The pigal fdl from his fingers.
His broad hippopotamus face looked down at his dirty red uniform front in disbdief. Tddin saw the gff
put a thick blue hand to his great chest. The hand came away as brightly colored as the crimson uniform
once had been.

"Not even lead bullets can penetrate a spdl that is proof againg nonmagica missles” said Cirathorn. "It's
afarly basic el in the Imperia Fest, but | recdl that you gff have little faith in magicd things. A pity.”

Gomjalooked up at the df, who was on eye levd with him. His thick lips and jowls moved.

"Before you die" the giff said, pronouncing each word with care, "know that your dayer is Herphan
Gomja, commander of ship's... marines, assigned to the...Perilous Halib-"



The gff fdl forward into the grass.
"Gomja" Tddin shouted. His eyes burned with tears. "Gomja, you son of a bitch, get up!”

"Not likdy," said Cirathorn. He reached down to drop his slver pistol and pull a new one from Gomjas
belt. "He was a very poor actor, anyway. We never charmed him or magicaly compelled any behavior
from him. He was much easier to manipulate directly. If he believed he was doing you good, Tddin
Moore, he would do anything. He was faithful and loyd to the end. Not very bright, but faithful, certainly.
Giff overplay their parts, and pretending to betray you by tuming you over to me was only to be
expected. But he tried. He gave it his last full measure.” Cirathorn looked up a Tedin and raised his new
pistol, steadying hisam once again on Teldin's face.

"And you gave your lagt ful measure and more, Tddin Moore, but the Cloak of the First Rlot does not
recognize that. It responds only to who is the more clever and powerful and dangerous. That would be
me, | believe

Onimpulse, Tddin raised his hand and pointed afinger at Cirathorn. "Die" he said, not knowing how the
cloak would respond. "Die and rot in the Abyss."

Cirathorn did not move for severd moments, his face frozen in surprise. Nothing happened. Then he
amiled broadly. "Interesting,” he said. "l fed fine. And now, it's your-"

There was a movement behind him. A thick blue hand stained with gleaming red came up swiftly and
caught the admird by the leg. Cirathorn started involuntarily and hdlf turned, the pistol swinging around a
his assailant.

A second blue fig the 9ze of a baked ham swung up and dammed into the df s midsection. Metdlic
armor crumpled under the force of the blow. The admird gasped and choked, the wind knocked out of
him. Swiftly, Gomja came to his feet, one hand ill locked on the admird's leg and causng the df to fll
hafway to the ground.

The wide-eyed pilot of the flitter, who had not moved a muscle until this moment, suddenly grabbed for
the ams of his hdm chair in obvious panic. Gomja spun on his feet a the same moment, whirling the
admird in atight orbit once around his body, pulling the df close to avoid griking Tedin or the flitter. On
the second pass, as the flitter was beginning to lift away from the ground, Gomja gave a mighty heave and
flung the armored df a the nose of the smdl ship.

The port window was smashed ingantly as the admird struck it. The flitter rolled backward suddenly, its
wings digging into the ground and pivoting the craft onto its back. With a sound like shettering glass, the
two wings on the ship broke apart, the shards flying through the air. The ship's fusdage leaped up, free of
dl but itswing stubs, and flung the admirad'’s body out of the port window. It then flipped again onto the
ground. Thistime, it lay dill.

"Gomja" Tddin cried out, rushing forward to the giff. Gomja stepped back dumsly from looking at the
flitter's wreckage and turned to see Tedin. The front of his crimson jacket was splashed with a darker
red that spread down over his barrdl chest toward hiswast. The giff tried to swalow.

"I hope he heard ray name" Gomja said. Then he sagged and fdl backward to the ground just as Tddin
reached him, the giffsthick arms spread-eagle on the grass and weeds.

"Damn you, you are not going to die on me" Tedin roared, kneding and tearing a Gomjas uniform
coat. He had the idea that by shouting, Gomja would hear him and would know enough to stay dive.
"You're going to live, you stinking giff! Y ou're going to live, and I'm going to beat the hdl out of you for



scaring me like that! Damn you, livel Live, you ugly blue monger, livel™

"Therée's... no need to be profane,” came a husky, gasping whisper from the giffs thick lips. "I'm... hardly
dedf dther. I'm judt... alittletired, gr." The giffs amdl black eyes blinked open and stared up at the sky.
"Giff are notorioudy... hard to stop.”

Tddin found the bullet wound: a round hole nearly in the center of the giffs chest, bleeding profusdy. He
quickly tore the giffs coat a the entry hole for the bullet and wadded one red drip into a thick bandage,
which he pressed to the wound. "Hold thig" he ordered. It had been years since he had done this, during
the War of the Lance, when he had cared for severd victims of arrow attacks in his unit on Krynn. He
was amazed he remembered anything at dl about firg ad.

"You should get to... the ship, dr,” Gomja wheezed, dowly raisng a thick blue hand to press on the
bandage. "Leave me here, and I'll-"

"Jugt shut up!” Tddin ydled. "We're both going to the ship and we're getting our butts off this mongter for
wild-space! Knock off this noble crap, and just shut up and movel Keep that bandage on tightly, as tight
asyou can!"

Gomja did not reply right away, but after a moment he did make an effort to get up on one ebow, his
other hand pressing the bandage to his chest. "I'm not dedf," he repeated petulantly, in a barely audible
voice.

Gomja had dmost made it to his feet when he froze, his wide-eyed face turned up toward the sky.
Merciful Paladine, not again, Tedin thought in despair. What now?

"Look out, Sr'" Gomja began. "Tha-"

The exploson overhead drowned out the rest.

*kk*k*k

Theydlow man-o-war was too close, Mirandd noticed. It didn't matter. She looked down again at the
wreckage of the flitter and the sorawled slver body that lay among the green litter. She knew, without
usng aspdl or device of any sort, that her husband's family line had now ended-except for her.

There was some sort of darm going off, a howling collison aert. She looked up at the window and saw
the ydlow man-o-war coming straight for theEmpress Dorianne -graight for her window, in fact.

It didn't matter. Her lips moved. She would see her Sster soon, her beloved sigter, and dl would be well.

She had darted to say her Sster's name when the yelow man-o-war hit the bridge.

*kk*k*k



Only Gomjaand a handful of other onlookers saw the transformation as the ydlow man-o-war collided
with the armadals bridge. The man-o-war had looped in as if seeking refuge from its pursuers, then had
dived dead-on at its prey. As the two made contact, the yelow-winged ship vanished in a dlittering
shower of magicd lightning and fire that burst across the gigantic armada as its bridge was destroyed.
The craft that was the man-o-war exited the blast and was now reveded to be atan stone pyramid much
gmdler than the armada but obvioudy far more compact. One point on the pyramid's base had pierced
the bridge, like a chisd point through the head of an insect.

The debris from the fdling armada rained down across an area a thousand feet wide, and the gff and the
humen were right in the middle of it.

Chapter Nineteen
Firefdl from the sky. Tedin looked up and said, "No."

Power surged through his body. Time dowed down. The flaming debris fdl lazily now. Tedin grabbed
for Gomja's free am and heaved. The giff seemed to be unusudly light, and Tedin was able to drag the
blue-skinned, red-suited goliath at a respectable speed. As he did, Gomjas face dowly turned to face
Tddin with alook of astonishment, one hand dill pressing the bloodied bandage to his chest.

A shadow drifted over the grass around Teldin. He looked up and saw a gigantic orange wing tumbling
directly at him, magicd sparks and flames pouring in rivers across its surface from where it had been torn
free of the armada’s hull. The wing was two hundred feet across. It fdl quickly, even in dow time, and it
was too big to avoid. He tried to speed up his pace, but he was dill too dow. The orange wing covered
the sky, seconds from griking him.

You will fear not,sad a voice in Tddin's mind. Tddin dammed into something incredibly hard that he
hed not seen before him just a moment earlier. Stars exploded in hisvison.

He came to on the grass, Gomja gasping for breath a his sde. He thought his head was split open,
judging from the pain he fdt, but he had only smashed his nose. He couldn't remember how he'd gotten
here. And what was Gomja doing here? What was going on? Flames roared dl around.

| owe you my apologies,sad a srangdy familiar voice in his head.l want you to deep very deeply for
now, both of you. You will feel no more pain. You soon will awaken and be refreshed.

Tddin clawed at the earth to get to his knees. Darkness overtook him before he could manage to get
hafway up. He never fdt the ground when he hit it.

*kkk*k

The wreckage of the armada was stupendous. Vorr dlowed himsdf to be impressed as the pyramid ship
settled down toward the earth, casudly passing over the smoldering, smoking pyre of the dven warship.
There was no dgn of the las man-o-war, which had broken free of combat after the armada was
destroyed and had fled. Severd ships were chasng it, but the man-o-war had the edge in speed. Vorr
could accept its loss, given the magnitude of the victory over the other even forces. "My generd,” cdled
ascro from indde the cargo deck. Vorr turned from the doorless opening where his forces had entered
the deck. He shifted his grip on the newly loaded harpoon bombard as the scro continued his message.
"Usso reports that he has located the body of Teldin Moore. We will be there in a moment.”



Vorr nodded and looked out of the cargo doorway again. The pyramid ship was only a hundred feet off
the ground. Thick smoke drifted past him, causing him to wrinkle his nose in disgust. He would take a
long vacation after this, away from everything but cleen air and pure water. Anyone who disturbed him
would be ground up and eaten.

"How are you doing, Generd?' Vorr stepped back from the entrance momentarily and gave a brief sdute
to Admird Haker, who was waking up behind him. The toothless old scro was looking especidly
chearful. "The scars giving you any trouble?" he asked.

Vorr shrugged and gestured at his ruined face, tumning to look back out of the cargo bay, the bombard
hed loosdly in hisfingers

"I've heard that Usso has located Tddin Moore, who is conveniently dead.” The admird pogtivey
beamed. "We should be able to gain the cloak in one more minute. Do you wish the honors?”

Von stared down into the burning chunks of ceramiclike materid that once had been one of the mightiest
shipsin the known spheres. He nodded, his eyes searching.

He then caught sght of a flash of roya blue among the shattered remains of a vast orange wing, Spread
out across the green ground. Vorr dapped his hands together to get Halker's attention, then pointed. The
old scro came forward ingantly to see, sanding fearlesdy on the edge of the cargo doorway only a few
feet from where Vorr stood. Vorr reached out to steady the admird, but the scro saw the gesture and
recoiled, stepping out of reach. "I can manage!™ he snapped. "I'm not a cripple yet!"

Vorr withdrew his hand, giving Halker a curious look before he turned his attention again to the ground.
The patch of blue was definitdy Teldin Moore and his cloak, sorawled on the smoking ground. Beside
himlay a giff in a red military uniform. They were both badly wounded, if not aready dead, judging from
the amount of blood vishle even from this height. Both obvioudy had been caught in the rain of fdling
debris from the armada.

The pyramid drifted closer and closer, now only man-height off the ground. VVorr stepped up on the edge
of the cargo doorway, preparing to jump down. The pyramid came to a slop a moment later. Vorr
dropped over the Sde of the pyramid, landing crouched on his feet with the bombard held outstretched in
one am. He then straightened dowly and walked over to the pair on the ground.

It took only a glance to see that both of them were dead. A fdling armada packed a hdll of a punch. The
cloak on Teldin's back appeared undamaged, however. Not a scrap of dust was on it. Nice magic, Vorr
thought, and he reached down for the clasp on Teldin's neck. It popped open at his touch.

With asingle motion, Generd Vorr pulled the blue cloak free and raised it in the gentle wind and smoke.
It didn't fed any different than a regular cloak would fed. Magicd things were dl the same to him. A
shame, redly, that he couldn't just wear it himsdlf. It would have been interesting to have commanded the
Soelljammer, but it would do just as wdl to have Admirad Haker do it. It made for a guaranteed job for
years to come, afar safer pogtion than if the undead neogi Skarke had been in charge-or Usso, for that
metter.

Vorr looked up and saw Haker on the periphery of the cargo doorway. The old scro's face was dive
with naked desire, and his arras were stretched out to Vorr asif Vorr hdd the scro's very exisence in his
hands. Vorr suddenly gave a broad grin, wadded the cloak up with one hand, and tossed it to Halker like
abadl. Hed give the old coot Skarkesh's medalion when he got aboard, and cement his future.

Haker snatched the cloak out of the air, dutching it to his chest in ecstacy. As Vorr stepped forward
toward the low stone base of the floating pyramid and tossed his bombard into the cargo bay doorway,



Haker made a sngle thumb's-up gesture into the ar outside the pyramid.
The pyramid lifted rapidly away from the ground.

Vorr dowed his pace for amoment, sunned-then bolted for the pyramid. He legped at the last moment,
mighty hands spread out to catch any pan of the stonework and pull himsdf aboard. Haker! he thought.
Halker, what in the-

He missed and fdl, tumbling into a pile of wreckage. As he sruggled to his feet, he heard a ped of
feminine laughter.

Vorr saw Haker throw his harpoon-bombard somewhere into the wreckage, then continued to watch as
the pyramid rose and became a amdl black square againg the patchwork sky, then a square dot, then a
mote that faded away as it dropped toward the horizon. For perhaps five minutes, he did nothing dse.
Then he uttered a word, one that could not have been understood by any listener, through his tortured
lips, fused together by dime and torch flame.

"Us0."
He turned and looked back at the bodies of Tddin Moore and his giff companion.

They weren't there.

*kk*k*k

Admird Halker announced to the crew that Genera Vorr had wished to explore the wreckage for
suitably glorious souvenirs, he would be picked up later by another ship. The scro and ogre warriors
gmiled and nodded, as they knew the generd was just like that. No one but the hddmsman noticed that
there was one additiona passenger aboard the pyramid as it took off, a passenger who had climbed on
a the moment Vorr had jumped off, but no one was going up to ask the hdmaman anything.

Jugt before the wizard's last medting with Admird Halker, before the armada was destroyed, Usso had
announced his intention to run the hdm himsdf, freeing the war priests for other duties. Only one warrior,
an ogre, happened to hear the feminine laughter coming from the direction of Admird Halker at the cargo
bay doors, but he knew that couldn't have happened. He did think it was curious that Halker appeared to
be pantomiming the act of putting on a cloak when he had nathing at dl in his hands. But he knew that
couldn't have happened, ether. He snorted and went on about his duties.

*kk*k*k

It had been child's play to convince Vorr of Skarkesh's evil intent toward the Tarantula Fleet, requiring
only charm spdlls on Sergeant Dlavish and a few other scro, who had never known what had hit them.
Vorr hated undead of any kind, especidly liches, and he had been more then willing to believe that
Skarkesh would have sold out the scro after Skarkesh's heavy-handed use of Captain Geraz. Usso had
no doubt that Skarkesh was not fond of scro, but she suspected that the rotting neogi gladly would have
kept the scro around as its servants. Neogi were neogi, dead or dive, and they craved power over



anyone that they could find. Scro were as useful as daves as anyone else.

It had been tricky, she admitted, and she had dmogt lost control of things once or twice, but she had
pulled it off. The victory left her weak in the knees, but she fdt an exhilaration that she couldn't bdieve
was possible. She had the cloak to theSpelljammer. Generd Vorr was far behind on the top of a
thousand-mile-high beast's head. Admird Haker was under her control, charmed by her powers of
fascination into crewing the working hdm at the pyramid's apex, but eventudly he would be dropped
over the Sde or discarded in some other manner, once a nicer ship could be found.

Usso looked out of the broad doorway of the pyramid's cargo bay and watched the landscape rise up to
meet her with increasing speed. The pyramid was fdling through wildspace toward the ground, where
they would rest before leaving this sphere. Usso had ordered the rest of the crewmen to their quarters
aboard the pyramid. She 4ill wore her magicd disguise as Haker; mantaning it was as effortless as it
had been to appear to be an old Orientd man or any other humanlike person she chose. It was one of
her innate powers as ahu hsien. A marvelous power it was, too.

Therest of the Tarantula Heet had been given orders by "Haker™ to stay behind for a day, hunting for the
last man-o-war and any other loca even ships, then to rendezvous back at Spird. With luck, it would be
months before they figured out that something had gone wrong. The scro weren't impossibly stupid, but
their obedience to orders made them the perfect victims of deceptions such asthis.

Usso noticed that it would be only seconds before the ar envelope around the insde of the Herdspace
sphere would be contacted. The ship would dow to tactica speed, but the cargo bay would ill be
amaog unlivable without the protective doors. Damn the scro for being efficient. She turned away from
the door and wandered through the empty cargo area for one of the ladders upgtairs to the hdm room,
then began to dimb.

*k k%%

Tddin hesitated as he stepped over a scorched chunk of debris. Something was moving in the smoke
ahead.

"Gomja" he whispered. "Therés"

"l seeit, Sr," the giff rumbled. "It looks too big to be an df." Tddin heard the giff fumble with his pistal,
then a muttered curse as Gomja threw the weapon to the ground. "Hint's gone" he said. "Usdess”

"Youve got that sword you found, rignt?' Teldin asked. He reached up and scratched a his nose as
Gomja grunted in the affirmative. When he had awakened only minutes ago, heldd found hisfreshly broken
nose had completely hedled. The fa mugt have set up some sort of protective magicd wal around Gomja
and himsdf to prevent the wing of the armada from griking him. The wal had been crude, but it had
worked. Perhaps he should be grateful.

"Sr," said Gomja, stopping short behind him.

In the thick smoke ahead stood a huge black-armored figure. It obvioudy had heard them coming
through the debris, and it was waiting for them to approach.

Tddin recognized the black plate-metal armor and its sted studs at once. "Scro,” he whispered, drawing
his short sword.



The scro became clearer. 1t was gray-skinned and nearly of ogre Sze, as thick across its chest as a tree
trunk. Its arms and legs were smilaly muscled, surpassing even Gomjals bulk.

Wha stopped Tedin short was the scro's face. Hideoudy-scarred by dther fire or acid, it was bardy
recognizable as even remotely humanoid, except for its squashed nose and two large black eyes. It
regarded Tddin and Gomja without comment. With a start, Tedin redized that the scro's mouth was
blistered and burned so badly that the lips were shut.

The scro made a muffled sound, then breasthed heavily for a moment. With a dow, steady motion, it
rased its left arm, reveding a large, three-tined fork of black metd. This the scro brought to its mouth
and made a quick dashing motion. Blood and pus ran down the scro's jaw to drip from its chin.

"Tedin Moore," the scro croaked hoarsdly in the Common tongue. "I certainly hope thet is redly you.
I've looked forward to meting you."

"Sr" Gomjas hammy hand clamped down on Tddin's shoulder. "Get back. You dont have the
experience or the strength to dedl with an opponent like this one.

"We can take it together,” sad Tedin. He knew Gomja was right, but he knew of no way to get out of
this now. "You go right. Il go left.”

"Y ou're being fodlish, gr,” Gomja muttered back, taking a step past Tddin toward the scro. "Thisis the
sort of fight 1've been hoping to have for months. A worthy opponent is"

The scro moved rgpidly at Gomja before either Teldin or the giff were fully prepared for it. Gomja jerked
his sword up and struck down. At the same moment, the scro whirled on one foot, catching the sword in
the black fork and coming to stand side by side with the giff, pulling Gomja's sword arm around in an arc.
Reverang the arc, the scro flung the entrapped sword back up over Gomja's head, tearing it out of the
aurprised giff s grasp. The scro's right knee came up at the same moment and smashed into Gomjas
midsection with a loud thump. The gff gasped doud, saggering back to get his baance. The scro
whirled, reverang its grip on its black fork, and brought the butt end down on Gomjas broad, thick
forehead with an audible crack.

Gomja dropped like a lead weight and did not get up. The scro gazed down at its foe, then turned and
looked down at Tedin. Its mouth bled fredy, splattering droplets of blood across the front of its black
ged armor.

"l seem to have been the vicim of some magicd hoax,” said the scro, spitting blood cardesdy as it
spoke. "I thought | had found you dead and taken your cloak. | see that | was wrong, but | can fix that.
It's your turn now. Give me ared fight."

Tddin backed up. Gomja was breathing, but he was out cold. Tedin's foot caught on a piece of metd
and he sumbled, catching hmsdf at the las moment. He swalowed and looked around. Only smoke
and wreckage were vishle

"A fight," said the scro. "Use your cloak.”

The cloak! Tddin stopped and concentrated, raisng his left hand and pointing his index finger at the
scro's head. Power suddenly rushed through his body, setting the hairs on his neck and arms on end.

"Here's afight for you!" Tedin shouted.

A brilliant stream of magicd bolts flew from his fingers and struck the scro in the face. The burst lasted
for severd seconds, sending dozens of fiery projectiles at hisfoe. The energy stream ended abruptly.



The scro appeared completely unaffected.
"Try again,” said the scro.

Tddin caught a hint of something in the scro's voice, and he redized it was usdess. The scro must be
resstant to magic in some manner, probably because of a magicd item it wore. Usng the cloak was not
the answer.

But if it wasn't the answer, what was?

The scro took another step toward Teldin. "You killed Gargon, my bodyguard, on lronpiece,” it said.
"He was a good soldier. Heisgoing to be hdl to replace.”

Tddin had no idea what the scro was talking about. Did he mean the ogre who had tried to kill Gaye?
Tddin glanced behind him and continued backing up, avoiding the debris.

"I'm disgppointed,” said the scro. "I had expected better. Word of your ahilities has long preceded you. |
was counting on afight with an opponent equd to me."

Equd to you, Tddin thought. Equa to you.

Tddin came to a stop. He adjusted his grip on his sword. He had one trick left. 1t was dl he could think
of.

"If you wanted your equd,”" said Tddin, "then why didnt you say s0?"'

He concentrated on the scro, taking in his opponent's Sze and musculature. Once he had it fixed in his
mind, he focused on his cloak and opened himsdf to its powers.

For a moment he noticed no change, then fdt a rushing of energy through his body that dwarfed
evarything he had previoudy fdt when using the cloak. He fdt his dothing grow tight across his chest and
thighs binding and pulling over his neck and upper ams. He seemed to be getting tdler. Fabric ripped
and solit down his left and right sides. His bdt tightened urtil he thought he would be crushed, then
snapped apart and fdl away. The sword in his hand seemed to shrink until it was merely of dagger sze.

The scro had frozen in place as the trandformation started, watching Teldin with wide, dark eyes. Blood
continued to fdl from its mouth as it stared.

"Impressive,” the scro said as the tranformation ended. "You are me. Two Generd Vorrs. You have
become my equal-perhaps.”

Tddin sad nothing. He took a deep breath and stepped forward, sword raised. "Soon you will be my
lesser," he replied. He fdt none of the bravado he put into his voice, feding instead that he had been
pushed beyond dl rationd limits. He had nothing left to do but fight.

Generd Vorr charged him. Tedin saw the gray warrior make a peculiar feint with his black fork-weapon
as he came on. Not knowing what to expect, Tddin merdy dashed out a Vorr's face, then impulsvdy
turned completely around and dashed out again. He fdt his wild drike bite into the flesh a Vorr's
neck-and felt the impact of the butt of Vorr's weapon strike im dead center in his chest. Ribs broke, and
blinding spikes of white-hot pain shot through Tedin's lungs. He staggered back, trying to breathe, and
fdt that he had been stabbed by a haf-dozen spears.

Vorr came a him again. Tedin lunged forward, shidding his face with one hand and trying to impale Vorr
with his sword in the other. The generd sidestepped Tddin and hit imin the back with his figt, unable to



bring his black fork to bear. Tedin kicked out in reflex, griking Vorr in the leg and knocking him off
balance, then fdl on his face and rolled to get up. He wanted to scream in agony from the pain in his
chest and back. He knew he was going to die, but first he wanted to take this scro with him as payment
for everything the scro, the neogi, and everyone eke had done to him.

A round piece of ceramic materid lay at Teldin's feet as he got up. He bent down, seized it, and flung it at
Vorr, then grabbed along sted pipe as wel and whipped it & the monsirous scro. The ceramic disk
burst when it dammed into Vorr's chest, scattering bright shards everywhere. The generd had recovered
his balance again when the pipe dammed into his legs and knocked him back down.

Tddin fdt a new surge of power flow through him. He wanted to kill this Vorr. Nothing else mattered.
With a wild scream that tore his lungs as if they were set aflame, Tddin rushed at the fdlen scro and
legped, his cloak and the rags of his dothing flgoping in the air. Vorr came up, hands out and empty, and
grabbed him by the arms, flinging im over his head and into the grassy earth beyond.

The impact jarred Tddin to the bone. He couldn't see sraight; the world was spinning crazily. With an
effort, he rolled back to his hands and knees, just intime to see Vorr come at him, take a short legp, and
lash out with his foot for Teldin's head. Tedin never fdt the blow.

*kk*k*k

Vorr fdl to his knees and rested there, panting, for severd minutes. It had not been the most chdlenging
fight he had ever had-the fight with the zwarth on Spird ill had that honor-but it had been exciting
nonetheless. Teldin had put up a surprisngly good, if brief, fight, mostly because he obvioudy had <o little
formd combat training that he could do things to catch a better opponent off guard. Not the best fight,
but a worthy one. Vorr was satisfied.

A glance a Tddin'sfdlen body brought a brief surprise: Teldin had now assumed his origind shape. The
cloak mugt not work when its owner was knocked out or dead, Vorr thought. | should be jedlous thet |
can't use something like that, Vorr thought with a smile, but then, | don't need it.

A moment later, Vorr had reached Tedin's side. The human was unconscious. The boot to the head had
amog killed him, but his neck had not broken; taking Vorr's own shape had saved Tddin a the last
moment. The scro generd sighed, then reached down for Teldin's cloak. He touched the materid. It fet
red. Carefully ralling the human over, Vorr touched the lion-headed clasp of the slver necklace, then
tried to undo it.

It came open in his hands.

Vorr pulled the cloak free and stood up. Now he had the redl cloak, and Usso had nothing &t dl. Or did
she? What exactly had happened earlier? He looked down at Tedin, then dropped the cloak by Tedin's
sgde. He should finish the job with Teldin and the giff, then move on and find some food. Perhaps he
could Sgnd someone from the flegt later, if he could avoid the pyramid ship.

He had just started to reach down for the black fork when he saw a tiny femde figure only thirty feet
away. Vorr blinked. It appeared to be a young humen or df girl dressed in dirty, smeared dothing that
once had been bright and colorful. Her thick black har was mussed and wild. She was carying some
sort of stick.



Vorr rubbed his eyes briefly, then looked again.
"My sensal isgoing to hate mefor this" said the little, black-haired femde.” Sayonara.”
Bracing hersdf, Gaye pulled both triggers of the harpoon-bombard at the same time,

Usso was hdfway up the ladder out of the cargo bay when everything changed. A blast of wind suddenly
dirred the ar in the cargo deck, then arose to an ear-splitting roar. At the same moment, the pyramid
tilted, asif itsinternd gravity had shifted dightly-then the gravity was gone.

Suddenly weightless, Usso clutched the ladder's iron rungsin numbing-cold terror. If there was no gravity
when the pyramid reached the gravity fidd of the Herdspace sphere, that meant the hdm was
abandoned-or destroyed.

The cloak! She suddenly recadled that she could use the powers of the cloak to contral the pyramid. She
reached back with one hand to grasp the soft fabric as she prepared to concentrate and activate the
cloak's powers.

Her hand closed on nathing. The cloak was gone. Her hand flew to her throat but found no siver chain
and clasp. It was asif the cloak had never existed. That wasn't possible. She knew it. The cloak must
have fdlen off. There was no time to retrieve it now. She had to get to the hdm.

Usso reached the top of the ladder leading into the hdm room barely three minutes later, having had to
polymorph hersdf into a spider a one point to cross a celing to the next ladder. The pyramid was
goparently rotating dowly in free fdl, heading for the ground of Herdspace a hundreds of miles an hour.
Agang the roaring from the cargo deck Usso could hear the screams and curses of the scro and ogres
below as they |eft thar quarters on the lower floors of the pyramid to tumble about hdplesdy in the stony
rooms and corridors.

The door to the hdm room had been broken open by someone with reasonably grest strength. Usso
froze when she saw it. Vorr? Was Vorr dive and here in the pyramid? Impossible! It took dl her
willpower to keep from fleaing down the ladder. How could he have gotten aboard?

Trickles of blood ran down the sdes of the hatchway from the floor above. Usso readied a spell, one
hand gripping the ladder rung until the metd dug into her hands. Forgetting dl caution in her panic, she
stood up on the ladder and looked into the room.

The bloodied face of Admird Halker looked back at her from the floor by the hatch, one deeve of his
amor snagged by ametd staple in the floor. Someone had cut his throat. Blood trailed across the floor
around imin long streams.

She rased her shocked gaze. Beyond Haker's pae green face was the hdm-what was left of it.
Someone had hacked at it with an edged wespon, ether a sword or axe, and it was in ruins. Both ams
were missng from the chair, and the back was split in two. Splinters rattled across the wals and floor.

Without a hdm, the pyramid was going to hit the ground so hard that nothing larger than grave would be
left, scattered across the bottom of a crater hundreds of feet deep and wide. Usso knew she had to flee
the pyramid at once. She might ill have the time to polymorph into a bird before-

Someone grabbed her by her long black har and pulled her off the ladder with a sngle jerk. She
screamed from the sudden pain and fdt a powerful am dutch her to a muscular chest. Whirling, she
looked into the face of her assallant. VVorr, it must be Vorr.

But it wasn't Vorr.



Her assailant was a human mde of indeterminate age, tal and broad, with short, curly blond hair. His
face was contorted with the effort of holding Usso with one hand while dutching a metd hook on the wall
behind him with the other.

"Now it's your turn to lose a ship," he said as the room dowly spun through the air.

*k k%%

Things hadn't made any sense to Adfred Siverhorn since that firg night on lronpiece. He had aready
planned to go with Tedin Moore to avenge the loss of his ship, theProbe (and maybe to see Tddin
become the captain of theSpelljammer, too-you never knew how things would go), but there was that
anvful dream tha he couldn't talk about, coming on the morning the group had Ieft Ironpiece on the
Perilous Halibut during the scro attack. Someone had been in the dream, meking him into a dave of
some kind, and he woke up il feding he was a dave. It had made no sense.

Worse, he had done things he could not understand. He found himsdf compelled to set up asignd light in
the rear of the ship, next to the jettison, and send messages to the scro chasing them. He would forget
about it while he was awake, but his dreams were thick with terror, and before awakening every morning
he knew he had been up and about in his deep, carrying out his task. No one had known what he was
doing. Everyone had trusted him completely.

Over time, he pieced together an image of his taskmaster. It was an undead thing, he knew, but he knew
little more. He suspected it was part of the scro fleet. He had some mentd image of a pyramid-shaped
ghip, probably the one held seen off Ironpiece. He knew it was hopeless to fight his compulson to betray
his friends-so he stopped worrying about it. Instead, he planned his revenge.

It was Sylvie's death that had freed him. As he kndlt in the grass beside her body, he had fdt the chains
of the compulson mdt from hissoul like icein the sun. It must have been the stress, he thought. He was
overcome with guilt that his unwilling behavior had brought on her death. She had been his best friend, his
anchor to his new lifein space. He could not put dl the blood back into her body. He could only leave
her behind and find someone on whom to vent hisfury.

Adfred had watched as the elves who had killed Sylvie died themsdlves. The elves killers, however, had
come down to earth right afterward-in a giant pyramid ship.

It had been easy to rush forward through the burning wreckage-easy, perhaps, given that he had ignored
the burns and injuries he had suffered on his run. He had made it aboard the pyramid just before it l&ft for
good, dimbing on asiit rested above the ground for a moment. It had taken a long while to find an upper
hatch and dimb indde. No one was home, as far as he could tdl, so he had gone looking for the hdm.
He'd heard the hdms on pyramids were on top.

It was a scro ship, he had found. He knew he was on the right ship, the one from which he had been
possessed, but he didn't know who or what had done it. It didn't matter. It took only a moment to chop
the old scro on the hdm into bloody meat and hack the hdm into splinters. The last descent began
immediatdy after that.

Getting back to the hatch was troublesome but necessary. Someone might come up to see what was the
problem, and he wanted to stop any atempt to fix the hdm. He was halding onto a hook in the wal
behind the hatch when an Orientd woman came up the ladder, and he grabbed her. He wasn't sure a



fird if she was afriend or foe. When she turned into a python, he decided she was a foe, and he held on
as she changed shape over and over in her panic to escape him. It was when she had turned into a wolf
and had dmogt gotten away from him that the pyramid struck the ground at a speed many times faster
than a hawk could dive. There was an indant of chaos and impact, then nothing at dl.

k*kkk*x

Tddin awoke, feding something cool wash across his face. He blinked and looked up into a too-bright
sky, the sun directly overhead as dways. He shut his eyes again, hdf rasing his hands to shied his face.

"Rdax," came ayoung girl's voice. It sounded familiar but he couldnt place it. "Everything's fine" A wet
cloth began to wipe his face again, soreading its coolness across his brow.

It fdt like heaven. Tddin sghed and rolled his head to one sde. A wadded blue cloak supported his
head. His cheek rested againgt something cool and metdlic.

Thinfingers reached under his cheek and removed the large bronze disk and chain that lay on the ground
there. After a brief look a it, Gaye tucked the meddlion down the front of her blouse and into the
megica bag that was carefully strapped across her chest. The bag opened into another dimenson and
would hold dmogt anything-poles, coins, extra dothing, food, even log thingfinders. She'd give the
meddlion to Tddin later when he recovered. It had belonged to the gray ogre, having been tucked into
his chest armor, and had come partidly free when he had fdlen to the ground, but picking it up had been
difficult, given that she couldn't bare to look at whet the two harpoons had done to the ogre's face. Her
body gill ached from the bombard's recoil.

The effects the meddlion had on her when she firg touched it had been shocking. What deep-space vida
was tha? What otherworldly view was she seeing? It had been tempting to keep the meddlion for
hersdf, but Gaye knew that Tedin might make better use of it wherever he was going on his search for
theSpelljammer- and she knew he would be going without her. Hed make sure of it now, with dl the
deaths and horror he had faced.

And she would be l&ft far behind, she who loved him.

"You never knew, did you?' she said softly as she picked up the cloth and wiped Tddin's face agan.
"You never did figure it out." Her free hand came up to stroke Teldin's cheek as he faded into deep.
Hearing the change in his breathing, Gaye dowly released the doth and leaned over Tddin's 4ill form.
Her black hair fdl across his chest and covered his face like a tent. Eyes closed, she pressed her lips to
his His mustache tickled her nose. ™Y ou never will know,” she whispered, then bent down again and with
ddicate fingers, reconnected the Slver clasp at Tedin's neck.

He was once again the Cloakmaster.

*kk*k*k

"I'd like some answers, if you have them,” said Tddin.You may ask, said the speljammer-sized dug. Its
pulpy body shook and rippled like black jdly asit rose up to turn its head in Tddin's direction.



Tddin swallowed. He would never get used to the fa's foul appearance. After returning to hed Tedin
and Gomja, the fal-or itsimage, Tddin wasn't sure which-had reported that the surviving even and scro
ships were leaving and probably were on ther way out of the sphere. Once Gaye had given Tddin the
bronze medalion, the fd then informed Tddin of the meddlion's purpose-it having been mentioned in a
few old epics about theSpelljammer -and had devised a set of ingructions on how to use the ancient
item to track the mighty ship. One Sx Nine dso had brought the news of Adfred's fate, much to
everyone's distress.

"Why couldn't you have done something to hdp Adfred?' Tddin asked. He knew the fd would have a
good answer, but he had to know. ™Y ou have so many powers, but... why?'

| greatly regret that | was unaware of his actions, but | was maintaining a set of mental illusons
in my attempt to draw away the scro fleet. | dropped the illusions only to divine his fate too late to
intervene, as he apparently had completed his sabotage and was beyond my reach.

Tddin snotted softly. It was usdless to beeat the issue. He rubbed his eyes. It was so hard to bdieve both
Adfred and Sylvie were gone. "l don't understand what you mean when you tak about psonics, for
ancother thing" Tddin said, dropping his hand and changing the topic. "I have enough trouble
underganding magic. You sad something about mentd illusons jus now. Were you taking about
psionics?’

Youarecorrect. The enormous bulk of thefd gave an aily ripple in the sunlight.] am implanting in your
mind my ownimage, to which you ire speaking. You could touch my image but would discover that
| feel quite real to you, though I am not truly in your vicinity. | am able to so control your
perceptions that | am, for oil purposes, real to you. | can do this only with a limited number of
beings, however. | do not enjoy duplicity, except when it serves to protect my person or my allies.

You may have guessed that General Vorr, whom you fought, fell victim earlier to one of my
mental decoys. | wished for the scro to depart without further bloodshed, and my plan was almost
entirely successful. You were thought by the general to be dead, based on a mental illuson he and
an ally of his had observed earlier. | did not intend for the general to be left behind by his cohorts,
for which | offer my apologies, just as| had not meant for Aelfred to die aboard the pyramid ship
that he apparently sabotaged.

"No one's plans work perfectly,” said Tddin with a bitter amile, "least of dl mine I'm ill confused,
though, because the generd daimed he was immune to magic. How could psionics have affected him?"

You must understand that psionics is like magic, but it is not magic. | would like to explain the
subtle differences between them, but it would serve no purpose. You need know only that the two
do not affect one another, so Vorr's immunity to magic helped him not against any psionic attack
| cared to make against him. | created what | wished him to see and feel, and that he did.

What if | was seeing only what you wished me to see right now? thought Tedin uncomfortably. Not just
your image, but everything, even this whole megafauna-being were on. What if everything | saw and fet
was unred?

He shook himsdlf, quickly abandoning the thought. "I'll let it go," he muttered. "It's beyond me. Anyway,
we should get underway and start looking for theSpelljammer before some other fleet comes looking for
us We 4ill have to bury Sylvie with Adlfred on our way out, too, if we can find out where he... you
know." Teldin waved his hand vagudly.

| will guide you there, Teldin. | assume that you also will need funds, as well as guidance, to fulfil
our bargain for you to find theSpdljammer.You will find at your feet a pouch containing several



dozen small gems, which you may convert into currency at your next destination. You may wish to
purchase a new ship if you must eventually part from the giff and gnomes.

Tddin moved his left foot forward without looking down. His foot tapped something soft, like a smdl
bag. Sghing, he leaned down and retrieved the pouch. He didn't want to know how the fd had done it; it
didn't matter. "1 want to leave everyone behind as soon as possible. Everyoné's in too much danger with
me around now. Your gems are appreciated, but if | knew where the broken sphere that you mentioned
was, I'd be better able to fulfil our bargain. It could be on any world in dl the crystd spheres” Tddin
hesitated. "The sphere you were taking about, by the way. Did you mean a sphere like a planet or an
ageroid, or-"

| meant a broken crystal sphere, Teldin. The black image of the fa's head lowered in his direction. The
Spdljammerwas born in a broken crystal sphere.

For a moment, the thought didn't fully register. Asit did, he let out his breath. "Broken? How could a
crysa sphere be broken? | dont... oh, forget it." Tedin suffed the pouch of gems into the pocket of his
pants. "We should go," he finished, looking around.

Gave was waiting by the ship, wearing a deep purple dress tha reached the ground. Her dark eyes were
rimmed with red, and she kept her arms folded across her chest as Tedin coughed and then approached.

Bedt to keep it brief, Tddin thought. He nodded at the smdl kender. "Well miss you. I'm dill not sure
why you want to stay around here, but maybe it's for the best. Things aren't going to be safe for me or for

anyone-"
"I know," said Gaye abruptly. She blinked up a him. "It's for the best.”

Tddin looked away from her wildspace eyes. Something hurt down in his heart. He knew that he had
been garting to fal for Gave, and that would never have worked out. The idea of loving a kender was
one problem, but seeing her dain as a result of the attacks that inevitably would be made againg him-he
couldnt face that. She was just another race in a long line of faces that he was leaving behind. He
wondered if it would ever stop. He had <o little faith that it would.

"Wdl, good-bye, then," Tddin said, and turned away. Gaye watched as he waked over to thePerilous
Halibut and grabbed its rope ladder, dimbing to the top deck with his violet-blue cloak flapping behind
himin alight breeze. Everyone else was dready aboard and waiting.

He never looked back. Soon, the long black ship was lifting away, and before long it was gone.

About an hour later, Gaye took a ragged breath and wiped her eyes on the hem of her dress for the last
time "l guess that's that, then," she said. "Everything comes and goes. Life is a pan sometimes, isnt it?
Maybe we should do something so | can keep busy for awhile. | appreciate you letting me stay here and
hep out around the place and learn something new. | love to learn." She siffed and wiped her nose on
her deeve. "l fed like I've got so much to learn about life”

You wish to begin your lessons?queried the fd.

Gaye's head bobbed rapidly. "Now, please.” she said, blinking and looking away for a moment to where
the gnomes ship had gone. There was nothing there now and nothing ingde her, either. It was best to
day busy.

Come with me, then,sad the fd. The image of One Sx Nine faded into the air-and so did the
black-haired kender, with a shriek of surprise.lf you wish to lean. | have much to teach you,



Gaeadrelle Goldring.

*kkk*k

"The gnomes ship is departing, Captain Kilian."

The one who was addressed made no movement away from the forward window on the bridge, through
which he peered a the disant landscape. Perhaps a minute passed. The ade cleared his throat,
preparing to repeat the statement.

"I am aware of that,” sad the slver-armored df at last, without turning around. "When it is gone, we will
go, too, and return to the Rock of Brd."

The aide blinked in confusion. "If you will forgive me for saying so. Captain, it might be wise to make one
lagt attempt to recover the cloak from Tddin Moore.”

"No." sad the captain. He ill didn't move. "We mugt not pursue him. Our duty is to inform the Imperid
Fleet of the enemy's presence and actions, and of our own losses. We are the last of the Rock of Brd's
flet, and we are respongble for the safety of our people firs. We have nothing more to gain by chasng
unicorns”

The aide frowned. He had expected a different answer. "But the gnome ship is not effectively armed,
Captain. We would have no trouble in capturing it and teking...”

The aide's voice faded as Kilian turned. A cold blue gaze stabbed out from the older df s sharp-featured
face.

"That path was dready attempted-, with grave losses" the captain said. "There was no honor in our hunt.
We paid for our arrogance with our comrades' lives. Would you have us now bargain with our own?"

The ade caught his breath. "I meant, Captain, that... that we.." Seconds passed; he flushed with
embarrassment. The admird wanted us to get the cloak," he finished.

The captain stared a his ade a moment longer, then turned back to the window of the man-o-war,
looking down at the swirling clouds a thousand miles below him. "The admird is dead, and we have other
condderations now," he murmured. "Teldin Moore cannot be our concern. Perhaps the grand admird
will fee! differently, but it is of no matter to me for the moment. We must warn our people of red
dangers, not make sacrifices to legends” The df seemed about to say more, but stopped.

Another minute or two passed before Kilian heard the door close behind him. He let out his breeth in a
long Sgh and searched the viga before him for any sgn of the gnomes black ship. He saw nothing, but
he had expected that.

"You are free for now," he whispered to the window. "I will let you depart in peace, but others will not.
May the wind carry you wherever you run, Tedin Moore. May the wind be fast and sure. You cannot
run forever.”



