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Chapter 1
Separate \Ways

Aut um pai nted Sol ace in gay colors. Each porch, each w ndow,
was filled with red, orange, and yellow foliage, for the shops and
houses of Sol ace were nestled anong the stout branches of a vale of
val  enwood trees, well above the nmobssy ground. Here and there were
clearings in the treetown. These were the town's comons, where there
m ght be a market one week and a traveling carnival the next.

On this bright afternoon three figures stood in a sunlit
clearing -- two men and a woman. Two swords played back and forth,
flashing with fire when the sun's rays caught them Two figures
circled warily, feinting with sudden flicks of their naked bl ades. The
third one stood back, watching. The swords scraped together with a
ki ss of tenpered steel. "Well met!" said Caranon Majere, the onl ooker
"A very neat parry, Sturm"

The tall young man with the drooping brown rmustache grunted a
bri ef acknow edgnent. He was rather busy. H s opponent sprang forward,
lunging at his chest. Sturm Brightblade cut hard at the onrushing
poi nt, backpedaling as he swng. It mssed himby a scant inch

Sturm s foe wobbl ed as she cane down off bal ance, her feet too
far apart.

"Steady, Kit!" Caranmon called. H's half-sister recovered with
the practiced grace of a dancer. She brought her heels together with a
smack of boot |eather and presented Sturmwth only her slimprofile
as a target.

"Now, ny friend," she said. "I'll show you the skill that comnes
fromfighting for pay."

Kitiara cut tiny circles in the air with her' sword tip. Once,

twice, three times -- Sturmwatched the deadly notion. Caranon
wat ched, too, open-nouthed. At eighteen, he was the size of a
full-grown man, but he was still a boy inside. The wild and worldly

Kitiara was his idol. She had nore drive and dash than any ten nen.

From hi s place, Caranon could see every nick in the edge of
Kitiara's bl ade, nmenentoes of hard-fought battle. The flat of the
bl ade was shiny from frequent and expert polishing. By contrast,
Sturm's sword was so new that the hilt still showed the blue tinge



fromthe smth's annealing fire.

"Watch your right," said Caranon. Sturm cl osed his free hand
over the long pommel and awaited Kitiara' s attack square on, as a
Sol ammi ¢ Kni ght woul d.

"Hai!" Kitiara whirled on one leg, cleaving the air with an
upward sweep of her sword. Caranon's breath caught as she carried her
swing forward. Sturmdid not nove. Her sword would conplete its arc at
hi s neck. Caranmon shut his eyes -- and heard a solid ring of steel
Feel i ng foolish, he opened them again.

Sturm had parried straight across, hilt to hilt, with no finesse
at all. He and Kitiara stayed | ocked together with their sword points
high. Kitiara's wists shook. She stepped in and braced her sword arm
with her enpty hand. Sturm forced her guard down. Her face pal ed, then
flushed red. Caranon knew that |ook. This friendly bout was not going
to her liking, and Kitiara was getting angry.

Vexed, she shifted her stance and strained against Sturms
greater size and strength. Still her hilt fell. The knobbed quill on of
Sturm s new sword brushed her chin.

Wth an expl osive gasp, Kitiara ceased the struggle. Both sword
poi nts stabbed into the green sod.

"Enough, " she said. "I'll buy the ale. | should ve known better
than to let you bind up nmy guard like that! Come on, Sturm Let's have
a tankard of Otik's best."

"Sounds good to nme," he replied. He freed his blade and
st epped back, breathing heavily. As he noved, Kitiara thrust the flat
of her weapon between his ankles. Sturm s feet tangled, and he
sprawl ed backward on the grass. H s sword flew away, and in the next
instant Kitiara stood over himholding thirty-two inches of steel
poi sed at his throat.

"Conmbat is not always a sport,"” she said. "Keep your eyes open
and your sword firmy in hand, ny friend, and you'll live |onger."

Sturm | ooked up the blade at Kitiara's face. Sweat had stuck
dark curls of hair to her forehead, and her naturally dark |ips were
pressed firmy together. Slowy they spread in a | opsided snile. She
sheat hed her weapon.

"Don't | ook so downcast! Better a friend knock you down as a
| esson than an eneny cut you down for good." She extended a hand.
"We'd better go before Flint and Tanis drink all of Qik's brew"

Sturm grasped her hand. It was warm and cal | oused from gauntlets
and sword grips. Kitiara pulled himup until they were nose to nose.
Al though a head taller and fifty pounds heavier, Sturmstill felt |ike
a call ow youth beside her. But her bright eyes and engaging snile
di spelled his anxiety.

"I see now how you've managed to prosper as a fighter," he said,
stooping to retrieve his sword. He buried the blade in its sheath.
"Thank you for the lesson. Next tine | will keep ny feet out of
reach!"



"Later, will you teach ne sone of your noves, Kit?" asked
Caranon eagerly. He carried a short sword hinself, a gift fromhis
adventurous sister. She'd picked it up on one of her nany
battlefields. Flint Fireforge, who knew netalwrk as few did, said
that Caranon's sword had been nmade in southern Qualinesti. Only by
clues such as this did her friends know where Kit's wanderings had
taken her.

"Way not? 1'lIl tie one hand behind my back to make it fair."
Caranon opened his nmouth to retort, but Kitiara clapped a hand over
his lips. "Now, to the inn. If | don't get a draft of ale soon, I'lI
perish!"

When they reached the base of the great vallenwood tree that
supported the Inn of the Last Home, they found their friend Flint
sitting at the bottomof the ranp. The dwarf had a split of kindling
in his massive, knobby hands and was shaving off hair-thin slices with
a singl e-edged knife.

"Well, you cane back with your skin whole," said Flint, eyeing
Sturm "1 hal f-expected to see you carrying your head under your arm™

"Your confidence in nme is enornous,"” the young man replied
sourly. Kitiara halted and draped an arm across Caranon's broad
shoul ders.

"Better watch yourself, old dwarf. Qur Master Sturm has an
uncomonly strong arm Once he learns not to hold to outdated knightly
codes --"

"Honor is never outdated," said Sturm

"Which is how you [ anded flat on your back with my sword at your
neck. If you would --"

"Don't start!" groaned Caranmon. "If | have to hear another
debate on honor, 1'll die of boredom"

"I won't argue," Kitiara said, slapping her brother on the runp.
"I made ny point."

"Come with us, Flint. Kit's buying," said Caramon. The elderly
dwarf rose on his stunmpy | egs, sweeping a cascade of white wood
slivers off his lap. He straightened his clothing and tucked his knife
back in his |eggings.
"No ale for you," Kitiara said to Caranmon with nockmat er na
sternness. 'You're not old enough to drink." Caranon ducked under her
arm sprinted up to Sturm and said, "lI'meighteen, Kit."

Kitiara's face showed surprise. "Eighteen? Are you sure?" Her
"little" brother was an inch or so taller than Sturm

Caranon gave her a disgusted look. "OF course |I'msure. You just
haven't noticed that I'ma grown man."

"You're a baby!" Kitiara cried, whipping out her sword.

"Any nore out of you and I'Il spank you!"



"Ha!" Caranon | aughed 'You can't catch ne!" So saying, he dashed
up the stairs. Kitiara returned her sword and bounded after him

Caranon's long | egs covered the steep boards quickly. Laughing,
he and his sister disappeared around the tree trunk

Flint and Sturm ascended nmore slowy. A light breeze rustled
through the tree, sending a shower of colored | eaves across the steps.
Sturm gazed out through the branches at the other tree hones.

"In a few weeks, you'll be able to see clear to the other side
of the commons," he nused.

"Aye," said Flint. "It's strange not to be on the road right
now. For nore years than you' ve been alive, boy, |'ve tranped the

roads of Abanasinia fromspring to autum, plying the trade."

Sturm nodded. Flint's announced retirenment fromhis itinerant
nmet al wor ki ng had surprised themall

"It's all behind me now," Flint said. "Time to put nmy feet up
maybe grow sone roses."” Sturm found the inmage of the bluff old dwarf
tending a rose garden so unnatural that he shook his head to dispe
t he thought.

At the level platformmdway up to the inn proper, Sturm paused
by the railing. Flint went a few steps beyond before halting. He
squi nted back at Sturm and said, "Wat is it, boy? You re about to
burst to tell me sonething.”

Flint didn't miss a thing.

"I'"'mgoing away," said Sturm "To Solamia. |'mgoing to | ook
for ny heritage."

"And your father?"
"If there is any trace of himto be found, | shall find it."

"It could be a long journey and a dangerous search,” Flint said.
"But | wish I could go with you."

"Never mnd." Sturmnmoved away fromthe rail. "It's ny search.”

Sturmand Flint entered the door of the inn just intinme to
recei ve a barrage of apple cores. As they wi ped the sticky palp from
their eyes, the roomrocked with |aughter.

"Who's the rascal responsible?" roared Flint. A gawky young
girl, no nore than fourteen, with a head of robust red curls, handed
t he outraged dwarf a towel.

"Qik pressed sonme new cider, and they had to have the
| eavings," she sai d apol ogetically.

Sturmwi ped his face. Kitiara and Caranon had col | apsed agai nst
the bar, giggling like idiots. Behind the bar, Qik, the portly
proprietor of the inn, shook his head.

"This is a first-class inn," he said. "Take your pranks outside,



if you gotta pull'em"

"Nonsense!" said Kitiara. She slapped a coin on the bar. Caranon
wi ped the tears of laughter fromhis eyes and stared. It was a gold
coin, one of the few he'd ever seen

"That will ease your tenper, eh, Oik?" Kitiara said.

Atall, well-favored man stool up fromhis table and approached
the bar. H's notion was oddly graceful, and his high cheekbones and
gol den eyes el oquently proclaimed his elven heritage. He picked up the
coi n.

"What's the matter, Tanis?" Kitiara asked. "Haven't you ever
seen gol d before?"

"Not as large a coin as this," Tanis Hal f-El ven replied. He
flipped it over. "Wiere was it struck?"

Kitiara lifted her mug fromthe bar and drank. "I don't know,"
she said. "It's part of ny wages. Wiy do you ask?"

"The inscriptionis Elvish. | would say it was mnted in
Si | vanesti . "

Sturmand Flint came over to examine the coin. The deli cate
script was definitely Elvish, Flint said. Far-off Silvanesti had
practically no contact with the rest of Ansalon, and there was much
curiosity as to how an elvish coin nmanaged to drift so far west.

"Plunder,"” said a voice fromthe corner of the room

"What did you say, Raist?" asked Caranon. In a corner of the
inn'"s conmon rooma pallid figure could be seen. Raistlin, Caranon's
twin brother. As usual, he was imersed in the study of a dusty
scroll. He rose and noved toward the group; the colored Iight
filtering through the inn's stainedgl ass wi ndows gave his pale skin
odd tints.

"Plunder," he repeated. "Robbery, rapine, booty."

"W know what the word neans," said Flint sharply.

"He neans the coin was probably stolen in Silvanesti and |ater
turned up in the coffers of Kit's mercenary captain," said Tanis.

They passed the coin fromhand to hand, turning it around and
feeling the heft of it. Mre than its crude nonetary val ue, the el ven
coi n spoke of far-off places and distant, nagical people.

"Let nme see," said an insistent voice frombelow the bar. A
small, lean armthrust between Caranpbn and Sturm

"No!" said ik, taking the coin from Tanis's hand. "Wen a
kender gets hold of noney, you can kiss it a quick good-bye!"

"Tas!" cried Caranon. "I didn't see you cone in."

"He was in the roomthe whole tine," Tanis said



Tassl ehof f Burrfoot, |ike nost of his race, was both clever and
dim nutive. He could hide in the smallest places, and was known to be
light-fingered -- "curious," as he said.

"Ale all around," said Kitiara, "now that ny credit is good."
Qik filled a line of tankards froma massive pitcher, and the friends
retired to the great round table in the center of the room Raistlin
took a chair with the others, instead of returning to his scroll

"Since we are all here,"

Tani s said, "soneone ought to nake a
t oast .

"Here's to Kit, the founder of the feast!" said Caranon, raising
his clay mug of cider.

"Here's to the gold that pays for it," his sister responded.
"Here's to the elves who coined it," offered Flint.

“I"ll drink to elves in any form" Kitiara said. She smiled over
her mug at Tanis. A question forned on his |lips, but before he could
speak it, Tasslehoff stood on his stool and waved for attention
"I say we drink to Flint," said Tas. "This is the first year
since the Cataclysmthat he won't be on the road."

A chuckle circled the table, and the old dwarf reddened. "You
whel p," he growl ed. "How old do you think | an®"

"He can't count that high," said Raistlin.

"Well, I"'ma hundred and forty-three, and I can lick any man,
worman, or kender in the place," Flint declared. He thunped a heavy
fist on the table. "Care to test ne?" He had no takers. Despite his
age and short stature, Flint was powerfully rmuscled and a good
wrestler.

They toasted and drank fromthen on with good cheer, as
af t ernoon becane eveni ng and eveni ng becarme night. To stave off
ti psiness, one of Oik's large suppers was ordered. Soon the table was
groani ng under platters of squab and veni son, bread, cheese, and
Qik's famous fried potatoes.

The red-haired girl brought each platter to the diners. At one
poi nt, Caramon put his gnawed chi cken bones in her apron pocket. The
girl responded ganely, dropping a hot potato slice down Caranon's
collar. He squirmed out of his chair as the girl skipped back to
Qi k's kitchen.

"Who the blazes is she?" asked Caramon, wi ggling the crispy
potato slice out his shirttail.

"She isin Gik's care," said Raistlin. "Her name is Tika." The
ni ght passed on. O her patrons canme and went. It grew late, and Qik
had Tika light a fork of candles for the friends' table. The merry
banter of the early evening gave way to cal ner, nore reflective
conver sati on.

"I"mgoing tonorrow,” Kitiara announced. By candl el i ght her
tanned face seenmed gol den. Tanis studied her and felt all the old



pangs return. She was a nost alluring wonman.
"Goi ng where?" asked Caranon.
"North, | think," she answered.
"Why north?" Tani s asked.

"Reasons of ny own," she said, but her smle softened the flat
answer .

"Can | go with you?" Caranon said
"No, you can't, brother."
"Why not ?"

Kitiara, seated between her half-brothers, glanced at Raistlin.
Caranon's gaze went fromher to his twin. O course. Raistlin needed
him Though twi ns, they were not much alike. Caranmpon was a geni al
young bear, while Raistlin was a studious waith. He was frequently
ill and had an uncanny habit of antagonizing |arge belligerent types.

After the birth of the twins, their nother had never recovered
her strength, so Kitiara had fought for young Raistlin's health. Now
it was Caramon who watched out for his twin. "I'mleaving, too," put
in Sturm "North." He glanced at Kitiara.

"Foo," said Tasslehoff. "North is dull. |'ve been there. Now
east, there's the way to go. There's lots to see in the East --
cities, forests, nmobuntains --"

"Pockets to pick, horses to 'borrow ," said Flint.

The kender stuck out his lower lip. "I can't help it if I'm good
at finding things."

"Someday you'll find fromthe wong person, and they' Il hang you
for it."

"I have to go north,” Sturmsaid. He | eaned forward, resting his
chin on his hands. "I'm going back to Sol amia."

They all stared at him They knew the story of Sturms exile
from his honel and. Twel ve years had passed since the peasants of
Sol ammi a had risen against the knightly I ords. Sturm and his nother
had escaped with only their lives. The knights were still despised in
their own country.

"Coul d you use a good right arn?" offered Kitiara. Her offer
caught everyone by surprise.

"I wouldn't want you to go out of your way," said Sturm
nonconmittally.

"North is north. |'ve been east and south and west."

"Very well then. |I'd be honored to have you with nme." Sturm

turned fromKitiara to Tanis. "Wat about you, Tan?"



Tani s pushed a hunk of bread through the remains of his dinner.
"I"ve been thinking of doing sone travel nyself. Nothing specific,
just a trek to see sone places | haven't seen. | don't think ny
journey will take ne north." He | ooked at Kitiara, but her gaze was
directed at Sturm

"That's the idea," Tasslehoff said briskly. His right hand
di pped into his fur vest and cane out with a flat copper disk. He
roll ed the disk over the back of his knuckles. It was an exercise he
sonmetines did to keep his fingers ninble. Not that he needed practice.
"Let's go east, Tanis, you and ne."

"No." The flat turn-down froze the copper di sk m dway across the
back of the kender's small hand. "No," said Tanis again, nore gently.
"This is a trip | nust make al one."

The table was silent again. Then Caranon | et out a single great
hi ccup, and the | aughter returned.

"Pardon me!" said Caranon, reaching for Kitiara's tankard. She
was not fooled. As his hand cl osed around the pewter stem she rapped
his wist with her spoon. Carampon snatched his hand back. "Quch!" he
pr ot est ed.

"You'll get worse if you try it again," said Kitiara. Caranon
grinned and made a fist.

"Save your energy, brother," Raistlin said. "You'll need it."
"How so, Raist?"

"Since everyone has decided to undertake journeys, this seens
like a good time to announce one of my own."

Flint snorted. "You wouldn't |ast two days on the road."

"Perhaps not." Raistlin folded his |ong, tapering fingers.
"Unl ess my brother goes with ne."

"Where and when?" asked Caranon, pleased to be goi ng anywhere.

"l cannot say where just now," Raistlin said. H s pale blue eyes
stared fixedly at his nearly untouched plate of food. "It may be a
| ong and peril ous voyage."

Caranon junped up. "I'mready."

"Siddown," Kitiara said, dragging on her brother's vest tail
Car anon pl unped down on his stool.

Flint sighed a great, gusty sigh. "You're all leaving nme," he
said. "I'll not go a-tinkering this season, and all ny friends are
going their own way He sighed again, so heavily that the rack of
candl es flickered.
"You old bear," Kitiara said. "You're feeling sorry for
yourself. There's no |l aw that says you have to stay in Sol ace by
yourself. Don't you have any relatives that you can inpose on?"

"Yes," Tassl ehoff added, "you can visit your graybearded, | nmean



gray-haired, old nother

The dwarf bellowed his outrage. Those sitting closest to Flint
-- Caranon and Sturm-- slid quickly away fromthe furious dwarf.
FIlint banged his tankard on the tabl etop, sending a splash of ale at
Tassl ehof f. Rivulets of sticky golden ale ran off the kender's nose
and soaked into his topknot of wild brown hair. He rubbed the brew
fromhis eyes.

"Nobody makes sport of ny nother!" Flint declared.

"Not nore than once, anyway," Tanis observed sagely.

Tas wiped his face on his sleeve. He picked up his own
scal ed-down tankard (it was enpty) and tucked it under his armlike an
absurd helm Assuming an air of injured dignity, he decl ai ned, "Now we
must fight a duel!™

Kitiara said gleefully. "I'Il be your second, Tas."
"I'"ll stand for Flint!" Caranon cried.

"Who has choi ce of weapons?" asked Tanis.

"Flint's challenged; it is his choice,”" Sturmsaid, smling.
"What' Il it be, old bear? Apple cores at ten paces? Ladl es and
pot lids?" asked Kitiara.

"Anyt hi ng but ale nugs," Tas qui pped, his pose of haughty
dignity replaced by his usual grin. The laughter didn't stop unti
Ti ka returned

"Shh! Shh, it's latel! WIIl you people be quiet!" she hissed.
"Go on, before someone spanks you," Caranpn said, w thout
turning to look at her. Tika slipped in behind his stool and nmade

horrid faces at him The others | aughed at her. Caranon was puzzl ed.

"What's so funny?" he demanded.

Tika deftly Iifted the dagger from Caranon's belt sheath. She
raised it over her head with a terrifying grimce, as though to stab
Caramon in the back. Tears ran down Kitiara's face, and Tas fell off
his chair. "What?" shouted Caranon. Then he snapped his head around
and spied Tika in nmidgrimce. "Aha!" He started after her. The girl
darted around the nearby enpty tables. Caranon bl undered after her
upsetting chairs and stunbling agai nst stools.

Qi k appeared fromthe kitchen with a lanp in his hand. H's
ni ghtshirt was askew and his sparse white hair was standing up in
comc tufts. "What's this row? Can't a man get sone sleep around here?
Ti ka, where are you, girl?" The red-haired girl peeked over the rim of
a table. "You were supposed to hush them not join in the party."
"That man was chasing nme." She pointed at Caranon, who was busy
studying the candle-lit rafters. "Go to your room" Tika went
regretfully. She cast a last grin back at Caranpn and stuck out her
tongue. When he started toward her, she flipped his dagger at him It
struck the floor quivering, inches fromhis feet. Tika vani shed



t hrough the kitchen's sw ngi ng doors.

Qik planted his fists on his hips. "Flint Fireforge! | expected
better of you. You're old enough to know better. And you, Master
Sturm a well-bred fellow |Iike you ought to know better than to be
roistering this late at night." Flint | ooked properly abashed. Sturm
snoot hed his |long nmustache with his right forefinger and said not hing.

"Don't be an old sop," said Kitiara. "Tika was very anusing
Besides, this is a going-away party."

"Everything is amusing to people who' ve got four kegs of ale in
their bellies,” growed Oik. "Wo's going away?"

"Well, everybody."

Qik turned back to the kitchen. He said, "Well, for pity's
sake, go quietly!" and left.

Caranon returned to the table. Through a gapi ng yawn he said,
"That Tika's the ugliest girl in Solace. dd Qik'll have to put up a
big dowy to get her married off!"

"You never know," said Raistlin with a glance at the kitchen
"Peopl e change. "

It was time to part. There was no reason to del ay any | onger
Sensing this, Tanis stood with fol ded hands and said, "Though we
friends will separate, our good w shes cannot be dimnished by tinme or
di stance. But to keep the circle in our hearts, we must cone together
agai n, each year on this day, here in the inn."

"And if we cannot!" asked Sturm

"Then five years fromtoday, everyone here tonight shall return
to the Inn of the Last Hone. No matter what. Let's make this a sacred
vow. Who will take it with nme?"

Kitiara pushed back her stool and put her right hand in the
center of the table. "I'Il take that vow, " she said. Her eyes fixed
Tanis in a powerful hold. "Five years."

Tanis | owered his hand on hers. "Five years."

"Upon ny honor, and in the nane of the house of Brightbl ade,"
Sturmsaid solemmly, "I vowto return in five years." He placed his
sword hand on Tanis's.

"Me, too," said Caranmon. His broad pal mhid even Sturmis hand
from sight.

“If I amliving, | will be here," said Raistlin, with a strange
lilt in his voice. He added his gracile touch to his brother's.

"And nme! I'Il be here waiting for all of you!" So saying,
Tassl ehof f stepped up on the tabletop. His tiny hand rested next to
Rai stlin's, both lost on Caranon's w de hand.

"Lot of confounded nonsense,” Flint grunbled. "How do | know
what "Il be doing five years fromnow ? Could be a | ot nore inportant



than sitting in an inn, waiting for a pack of errant rascals."
"Cnon, Flint. We're all taking the oath," said the kender

"Hnph." The old dwarf | eaned over and set his age- and work-worn
hands around the others. "Reorx be with you until we neet again," he
said. H's voice caught, and his friends knew himfor the sentinental
old fraud he was.

They left Flint at the table. The tw ns departed. Tanis,
Kitiara, and Sturmstrolled to the foot of the stairway. Tasslehoff
trailed after them

"I will say good night," said Sturm with a glance at Tanis.

"But not good-bye." They cl asped hands. "Kit, my horse is
stabled at the farrier's. WIIl you nmeet me there?"

"That's good. My beast is there, too. Sunrise tonorrow?" Sturm
nodded and | ooked around for Tas.

"Tas?" he called. "Were did he get to? | wanted to say
good- bye. "

Tani s gestured toward the inn above. "He went back up, | think."
St urm nodded and strode away into the cool night. Tanis and Kitiara
were left with the crickets, which sang fromthe nmassive trees, a
synmphony of hundreds.

"Wal k with me?" asked Tani s.

"VWherever you like," Kitiara replied.

They strolled a dozen paces fromthe inn before Kitiara took the
opportunity to slip her armthrough Tanis's. "I have a thought," she
said slyly.

"What's that?"

"That you should stay with me tonight. It may be five years
bef ore we see each other again."

He halted and drew his armfree. "l cannot," said Tanis.

"Ch? And why not? There was a tinme not so | ong ago when you
couldn't keep away fromne."

"Yes, in between the tines you spent far away, canpaigning for
whoever woul d pay you."

Kitiara lifted her chin. "I'mnot ashanmed of what | do."

"I don't expect you to be. The point is, |I've cone to realize
nore and nore clearly that you and | are of two worlds, Kit. Wrlds
t hat can never hope to be reconciled."

"So what are you sayi ng?"

"I had a birthday while you were gone. Do you know how old | an®
Ni nety-seven. Ninety-seven years old, Kit! If |I were a human, 1'd be a



w thered ancient. O dead.”

She eyed his willow form appreciatively. "You' re not wthered
or ancient."”

"That's the point! My elvish blood will extend ny life far
beyond the normal span of humans." Tanis stepped cl oser and took her
hands. "Wile you, Kit, will age and die."

Kitiara | aughed. "Let nme worry about that!"

"You won't. | know you, Kit. You're burning your youth out Iike
a two-ended candle in a gale. How do you think I feel, know ng that
you might be killed in battle for some petty warlord, while | would
live on and on without you? It has to end, Kit. Tonight. Here and
now. "

Though it was dark, and the white noon, Solinari, was hidden by
boughs of val lenwood Tanis saw the hurt in Kitiara's expression. It
was there but an instant. She nmastered it and forced a superior snile
"Maybe it's just as well," she said. "I never did |like being
tied dowmn. My poor fool of a nmother was like that -- she never could
get along without a husband to tell her what's what. That's not ny
style. | take after ny father. Burning in the wind, amI|? So be it! |
ought to thank you, Tanthalus Half-El ven, for holding a mrror up to
the truth --"

He interrupted her tirade with a kiss. It was a gentle,
brotherly kiss on the cheek. Kitiara glared.

"I't's not what | want, Kit," Tanis said with great sorrow
"It's howit must be."

She sl apped him Being the warrior she was, Kitiara's slap was
no light tap. Tanis staggered and put a hand to his face. A thin snear
of bl ood showed in the corner of his nouth. "Keep your pretty
gestures,"” she spat. "Save themfor your next lover, if you find onel
Wio will it be, Tanis? A full-blooded elf maiden? But no, the elves
woul d despi se you as a half-breed. You need a femal e version of
yourself to love." She marched away, |eaving Tanis staring. "You'l
never find her!" Kitiara called fromthe darkness. "Never!"

The crickets had quieted under Kitiara's shouts. In their own
time they began to sing again. Tanis stood alone in the night, finding
no confort in their song

Chapter 2
H gh Crest
The sky hab not yet lost its violet hue when Sturm
reached the farrier's shop. Tirien, the farrier, had his estab-
lishment in a vallenwod tree. The winding ranp to Tirien's
shop was doubly wi de and strongly braced for horses.
Tirien, ruddy-faced from !l eaning over forge fires, and with
heavily nuscled arns and shoulders fromw elding his farri -
er's hanmrer, was al ready up and about when the kni ght
arrived.



"Sturm" he booned. "Cone in, lad. |I'mjust straighten-
ing some nails." Tirien's hel per, a boy named Mercot,
pl ucked a red-hot spike fromthe furnace with a pair of

tongs. He set the bent nail in the groove atop Tirien's anvil,
and the brawny farrier smote it twice. Mercot flicked the
straight nail into a bucket of water. A serpent's hiss and a

wi sp of steam arose

"I need nmy horse, Tirien," said Sturm

"Right. Mercot, fetch Master Brightblade's aninmal."

The boy's eyes wi dened. Rings of soot around them nade
himlook like a startled ow. "The chestnut gel di ng?"

"Aye, and be quick about it!" said Tirien. To Sturm he
continued, "Reshod him as you asked. A good nount."
Sturmpaid his bill while Mercot led Tallfox, his horse, to
the Iower platform Sturm had bought Tallfox froma Que-
kiri tribesman only a few weeks before, and he was stil

| earning the horse's manners.

He shoul dered his bedroll and pack and descended the

ranp to where Mercot had tied his nount. Tirien's hamer
rang out again, banging tw sted scrap iron into arrow

st rai ght horseshoe spi kes.

Sturmdistributed his baggage over Tallfox's sides and
runp. He filled his water bottle and heard, "You're late."
Kitiara was slouched in a corner under the livery's eaves.
She was wrapped to her ears in a red horse bl anket.

"Am | ?" asked Sturm "The sun is just rising. Wen did

you get herel™

"Hours ago. | slept here," she said, casting off the bl anket.
Underneath, Kitiara still wore the clothes she'd had on the
previous night. She stretched her arnms and braced the knots
out of her stiff back

"Why in the gods' nanes did you sleep here?" asked

Sturm "Did you think I'd forget and | eave wi t hout you?"
"Ch, not you, noble friend. It seened like a good place to
sleep, that's all. Besides, Pira needed a shoe repaired."
Sturmled Tallfox down to the ground. He swung into

Tall fox's saddl e and waited for his conpanion. Kitiara cane
| opi ng down the ranp, |eading a rather nondescript brown
and white spotted nmare.

" Somet hi ng wong?" she asked, nounting beside Sturm

"I just imagined that you would prefer a fiery stallion for
your nmount," he replied. "This, ah, quaint aninal doesn't
suit you at all."

"This '"quaint animal' will still be walking a steady pace
long after that beast of yours is no nore than bones and
hide," Kitiara said. Her fitful sleep had not inproved her

t enperament since her parting with Tanis. "l've been on six
canpaigns with Pira, and she's always carried nme hone."
"My apol ogi es. "

They rode out of Solace, north by east. The new sun

pierced the hills around Sol ace and warnmed the air. Sturm
and Kitiara breakfasted sinply, on jerky and water. The fine
dawn becane an even finer norning, and Kitiara's spirits
rose.

"I can't be unhappy on the road," she said. "There's too
much to see and do."

"W should be on guard as well,"” Sturmsaid. "I heard
travelers in the inn say there were brigands about."



"Tshaw. Peasants on foot may have reason to fear brig-

ands, but two warriors, armed and nounted -- it's the rob-
bers who'd best be afraid!" Sturm made polite assent, but
still kept his eyes on the horizon and his sword hilt handy.

Their route was sinple enough. Once clear of Sol ace's
hills, the two would turn northwest and nmake for the coast.
On the shore of the Straits of Schallsea was a small fishing
port called Zaradene. Fromthere Kitiara and Sturm coul d
easily take passage to Caergoth in southern Thel gaard.

North of Caergoth lay Sol amia proper, their ultinmte des-
tination.

Such was their plan. But plans, as said the sage w zard
Arcanist, are like figures drawn in sand: easily nade and
just as easily disturbed.

The forests and hills of Abanasinia thinned with the
mles. Kitiara filled the hours with tales of her past adven-
tures.

"My first hire was with M kkian's Marauders. They were

a bad lot. Mkkian was a | owborn lout from Lenmi sh. He
had the bad fortune of always |osing parts of hinself in

battle -- an eye, an arm half an ear. Pretty ugly he was, and
mean! | wal ked into his canp, sure of ny skill with a bl ade.
In those days, | had to pretend to be a boy, else the churls

woul d have ganged up on ne," she said.
"How does one go about getting hired as a nercenary?"

"I'n Mkkian's band, there was only one way: kill one of
his men. M kkian had only so nany openi ngs on his pay-
roll, and he wouldn't expand it for anybody." Kitiara win-

kl ed her nose at the nenories conjured up by M kkian
"Wirthl ess rogue! The foot soldiers made a big ring and put
me in it with a snaggl et oot hed axeman called -- now what
was his name? First man | ever killed. Trigneth? Drigneth?
Sone nane like that. So we went at it, axe against sword. It
was not a pretty fight, I tell you. We had to stay in the dead
center of the ring, or MKkkian's boys would poke us with
daggers and spear points. Trigneth -- Drigneth? -- fought
li ke a woodcutter, chop, chop, chop. He never laid an edge
on me. | got himwith a straight thrust, right through the
neck." She regarded Sturm He | ooked shocked.

"How | ong were you with M kkian's conmpany?" he

asked, finally.

"Twel ve weeks. W sacked a walled town near Takar, and

M kkian finally lost a part he couldn't do without." Sturm
rai sed an eyebrow. "His head," said Kitiara. "That was the
end of the Marauders. It was every man for hinself, and the
whol e conpany broke up, looting and killing. The towns-
folk rose up and fought back, wi ping out the whole damm
gang. Save for yours truly." She smled crookedly.

Kitiara had a deep fund of such stories, all exciting and
nearly all bloody. Sturm found hinmself confused. He'd
known her for about two years now and was no closer to
under st andi ng her. This handsone, bright wonan pos-

sessed no small neasure of wit and charm and yet was
enanored with war on its basest level. He had to adnmt he
marvel ed at her strength and cunning -- but he feared Kiti -
ara alittle, too.

The road petered into a path, and after a score of miles it
nmerged into a stretch of sandy pine barrens. The air grew
still and heavy with noisture. They canped in the barrens



that night, and the wind gave themtheir first snmell of the
sea.

Pi ne knots nade an acrid, snoky canpfire. As Kitiara fed

the flames, Sturmwatered the horses. He returned to the
dimcircle of firelight and squatted on the sand. Kitiara
handed hima cold mutton joint. Sturm gnawed the pep-

pered meat, and Kitiara | eaned back, her feet to the fire and
her head pill owed by her bedroll.

"There's Pal adi ne," she said. "See?" She pointed to the

heavens. "Pal adi ne, M shakal, Branchal a," she said, naning
each constellation in turn. "Do you know t he sky?"

"My boyhood tutor, Vedro, was an astrol oger," Sturm
said, not really answering. He lifted his eyes. "It is said that
the will of the gods can be divined by the nmovenent of the

stars and planets."

"What gods?" Kitiara replied |azily.

"You don't believe in the gods7"

"Why should | ? What have they done for the world

lately? Or for nme ever?"

Sturmcould tell she was baiting him so he decided to
drop the subject. "Wat is that group there?" he asked.
"Opposi te Pal adi ne?"

"Takhi sis. The Queen of Darkness."

"Ch, yes. The Dragonqueen." He tried to see the author-
ess of evil, but to himit was only a spatter of stars.
The white orb of Solinari clinbed above the horizon. In
its glow, the sandy hillocks and solitary pines were pale
ghosts of their daytine selves. Not long after, in the mddle
guadrant of the sky, a red gl ow of equal size appeared.
"Now that | know," said Sturm "Lunitari, the red noon."
"Luin to the Ergothites, Red-Eye in Goodlund. A strange
color for a noon, don't you think?" said Kitiara.

He tossed the naked nutton bone aside. "I didn't know
there were proper colors for noons."

"White or black are proper. Red neans nothing." She
propped her head up so that Lunitari was directly in her |ine

of sight. "I wonder why it's red?"
Sturmreclined on his bedroll'. "The gods ordained it so.
Lunitari is the abode of neutrality, of neutral magic and illu-

sion. Vedro theorized that the color cane fromthe bl ood
sacrificed to the gods." He offered this cautiously. "Q her
phil osophers claimthe red color represents the heart of
Huma, the first knight of the Dragonlance." There was only
silence fromhis conmpanion. "Kit?" he said quietly. A rasp
fromthe shadows revealed the result of his lecture. Kitiara
was asl eep.

The vill age of Zaradene was a | ow, brown snudge on the
gray-white shore. There were perhaps fifty weat herworn
houses of varying size, none with nore than two stories.
Sturmand Kitiara rode down the face of a steeply sloping
dune toward the village. On the way, they had to thread

t hrough lines of sharpened stakes, buried in the sand with
the points slanting out. Here and there the stakes were
scorched by fire.

"A hedgehog," Kitiara remarked. "A defense agai nst cav-
alry. The villagers nmust have been raided not | ong ago."
Behi nd the stakes was a shall ow trench, which was spotted
with black clots of blood, soaked into the sand.



The faces of the people of Zaradene were not friendly as
Sturmand Kitiara rode up the single sandy track that was
the main street. Sullen eyes and work-gnarl ed hands

clenched into fists seened to be everywhere

Kitiara reined up and dismounted in front of a saggi ng

gray tavern that bore the name Three Fishes. Gdd white

posts and rafter ends showed between the weat herworn

cl apboards. Sturmtied Tallfox to one of the posts. It was
bone, from sone enornous, |ong-dead sea creature.

"What do you suppose it was?" he asked Kit curiously.
Kitiara glanced at the bone and said, "Sea serpent, nay-

be. Come. There'll be shipmasters in here."

The Three Fishes tavern was well filled with patrons for

so early an hour. The first master that Kitiara approached
grow ed "Mercenaries!" and spat at her feet. She al npbst

drew her blade on him but Sturm caught her wist. "Cut

one, and we'll have to fight themall," he nmuttered. "Be
patient. W nust have a boat to cross the straits."

They tried half a dozen sea captains and were rebuffed

each tine. Kitiara was fumng. Sturmwas puzzled. He'd
voyaged before, and knew that mariners usually liked to

take on a few passengers. They paid better than fishing or
cargo did, took care of themselves, and didn't take up nuch
deck space. So why are the masters of Zaradene so hostil e?
he wonder ed.

They drifted to the bar. Kitiara called for ale, but all the
bar keep had was bl ack wi ne of Nostar. After a sip of the bit-
ter vintage, Sturm shoved his cup aside. Better to be thirsty,

he t hought.

Kitiara plunked one of her Silvanesti coins on the dirty
bar. Even in the dimtavern, the glow of gold caught the bar-
keep's eye. He cane to the end of the bar, where Sturm and
Kitiara | eaned.

"You want sonething?" said the man. A sheen of sweat

coated his shaved head.

"Wirds," said Kitiara. "Merely a few words. "

"For that anount of gold, you can have all the words you
want . " The barkeeper tucked his greasy rag under his arm
Sturm wondered idly which was dirtier, the rag or the bar-
keep's canvas shirt.

"\What happened here?" asked Kitiara.

"They don't |ike mercenaries here. Ten nights ago, horse-
men attacked the village. Carried off everything they could
grab, including sone wonen and children.”

"Who were they?" Sturm asked. "Did they wear insig-

ni a?"

"Some say they wasn't true men at all,"” said the bar-
keeper. "Some say they had hard, dark skin and --" He

| ooked fromside to side to see if anyone el se was |istening.
"-- and sone say they had tails!"

Sturmstarted to ask another question, but Kitiara

stopped himwith a glance. "W need to buy passage to
Caergoth," she said. "WII| anybody in Zaradene take us?"
"Dunno. Sone of themlost heavy in the raid. They'd as

like to slit your throats as take you to sea."

The barkeep went back to di spensing his awful wares,

Sturm surveyed the room "I don't like this," he said. "Raid-
ers with tails? What sort of nonsters could they have been?"
"Don't take that one's nutterings too seriously," Kitiara



said. "The farther you get fromsafe havens |ike Sol ace, the
wi | der and weirder the tales you'll hear." She tossed back the
Nostari an wi ne without a shudder. "Skinhead is right about

one thing; we have no friends in this room™

From behind their backs, a voice said, "Be not certain of

that, ne hearties.”

Sturmand Kitiara faced the speaker. He was a full head

shorter than Kitiara, with sharply pointed features and a

cl ean, boyish face -- signs of elven blood. Kitiara saw a flash

of Tanis as she had | ast seen him blood on his |lips, his cheek
red fromher slap, staring at her in shock

"Tirol an Anbrodel, at your service." He bowed fromthe

wai st. "Mariner, map maker, gemcutter, and piper." Tirol an
reached for Kitiara's hand and raised it to his lips. He didn't
kiss it, but touched it to his forehead. She smiled.
Sturmintroduced them both and asked, "Can you pro-

vide us with transport to Caergoth, Master Amnbrodel ?"

"Basily, sir. Me craft, High Crest, is |laden w th dunnage

for that very port. WII it be just the two of you?"
"And two horses. W're traveling light," Kitiara said.
"For two passengers and two horses, | shall require five
gol d pieces -- each.™

Sturm gaped at the high price, but Kitiara |aughed scorn-
fully. "We'll give you four gold pieces for the both of us," she
sai d.

"Eight for both," countered Tirol an

"Five," she said. "And we'll pay in Silvanesti gold."

Tirol an Anbrodel's arched brows bunched over his thin

nose. "True gold of Eli?"

Kitiara picked up the coin fromthe bar and flashed it in

the mariner's face. Carefully, alnost tenderly, Tirol an
reached for the elven gold. He held the coin, caressed it, and
ran his fingertips over the worn inscription. "Very fine," he
said. "Do you know that this coin is nore than five hundred
years old? Mnted just before the Lords of the East w thdrew
into the forest, severing all ties with the human world. How
many of these relics have you tossed away for neat and

wi ne?"

"I had a dozen," said Kitiara. "Now | have five. They are
yours if you ferry us to Caergoth."

" Done! "

"When do we sail ?" asked Sturm

"The tide ebbs with the first noon's rise. Wen the silver
nmoon clears the grip of the sea, we up anchor! And away."
Tirolan slipped the coin into a suede pouch on his belt.

"Now, follow e, and I'll take you to the High Crest."

St urm dropped some coins on the bar, and they exited the
tavern. They led Tallfox and Pira through the streets of
Zaradene, followi ng as Tirol an Anbrodel |ed. People turn-

ed fromthem everywhere they went. One old crone uttered

a charm agai nst bad |luck as Tirolan passed.

"The natives are very superstitious,” he said. "Anything

or anyone foreign is believed dangerous these days."
Sturm | ooked back at the circle of stakes in the dunes

above the town. "They have reason to be afraid,"” he said.
Zaradene had a single decrepit wharf. Sturmwas uncer-

tain the warped planks woul d hold Tallfox's weight, but
Tirolan assured himthat it was safe. Cargo far heavier than



hor ses passed over the wharf every day, he said.

"Where's your boat?" asked Kitiara.

"Me ship is beyond the headl and, yonder."

"Why anchor so far out?" Sturm asked.

"Me vessel and crew are not well |iked in Zaradene. Wen

we nust call here, we noor in deep water so as to avoid
trouble with the natives."

A wide, shell-like lighter was tied to the pier. A man |ay
asleep in the stern, a ragged cap over his face. Tirolan
junped into the lighter, startling the man into wakeful ness.
"This your boat?" said Tirolan in a |oud, cheerful voice.
"Uh, yeah."

"Well then, hop to it, nman. You can earn your grog noney
for the week."

The horses were led to a gangpl ank. Kitiara spoke soot h-
ingly to Pira, and the mare entered the rocking lighter wth-
out too much trouble. Tallfox, on the other hand, bal ked
conpletely. Sturm wapped the reins around his fists and
tried to drag the terrified aninal into the boat.

"No, no, that's not the way," said Tirolan. He hopped to

t he narrow gunwal e and wal ked agilely to the foot of the
gangpl ank. "May |, Master Brightblade?" Sturmreluctantly
gave over the reins. Tallfox began to cal mthe nonment Tiro-
lan's slimhands stroked his neck

Tirol an spoke soothingly to the horse. "Strong as you

are, and you're afraid of alittle boat ride? I'mnot afraid.
Am | better than you? Am| braver?' To Sturmand Kitiara's
ast oni shment, Tall fox shook his head energetically and
snorted. "Then," continued Tirolan in quiet, golden tones,
"step down and take your place with your friends." The
chestnut gelding stepped daintily into the lighter and stood

quietly next to Pira. Their tails switched gently in time with
t he rocking of the boat.
"How di d you do that?" asked Kitiara.

Tirolan shrugged. "I have a way with animals."
After sculling away fromthe pier, the boatman raised a
tattered | ateen sail. The lighter skimred between bobbi ng

fishing craft and past the few major merchant ships in the
harbor. The | aden boat ran uneventfully all the way to the
sout hern headl and. Then the wi nd died, and the boatman
went back to his sweep.

Dark sl ate-and-indigo clouds piled up on the southern
hori zon. Against the blue and green of 'the sea stood the
white hull of the High Crest. Its shape was quite unlike the
ot her boats in Zaradene harbor. The sheer line rose fromthe
| ow, sharp bow to a high poop. The single |lofty mast was
pai nted white, too, and in the freshening air, a green pen-
nant rippled fromthe nasthead.

"Me vessel ," said Tirolan proudly. "Isn't she beautiful ?"
"I've never seen a white ship before," said Sturm

"It's very handsone," Kitiara said. She frowned privately
at Sturm and gestured to him

Ami dshi ps, they huddl ed between their nounts. "This is
getting stranger by the minute," whispered Kitiara. "An
el ven captain, shunned by the local folk, a strange white
ship anchored far fromother vessels. There's nore to this
than nmeets the eye. I"'mglad | |ied about how rmany gol d
coins | have."

Sturmsaid, "I agree. The way he charned Tallfox wasn't



natural. | think he used a spell."” To Sturm steeped in the
Solammic tradition, there was no worse sign than the use of
magi c.

Kitiara put a hand to his shoul der and said, "Keep your
sword handy."

"All is well?" called Tirolan, over his shoul der

"Very well," said Kitiara. "Ch, your ship is big."

They were now only a hundred yards fromit, and the

H gh Crest filled their view The white ship rode steadily in
t he waves, anchored at both bow and stern. The deck and
rigging were enpty, but a boarding | adder hung over the

bul wark, waiting. Tirolan snared a dangling rope and tied

the lighter fast to the High Crest.

"Ho, there, ne hearties! Show yourselves," he sang out in
a clear tenor. The ship's ghostly inactivity vanished in a flur-
ry of bare feet and whoops. A score of agile sailors, al
shar p-featured and beardl ess, poured onto the deck. Sturm
found hinmsel f seized by eager hands and haul ed to the deck
Kitiara foll owed, carried by four smling sailors. She

| aughed, and they set her on her feet beside Sturm

A sailor with white hair (yet quite young | ooking)
approached Tirol an and bowed to him "Hail, Kade Berun!"
said Tirol an.

"Hail hail, Tirolan Anbrodel!"

"W've two fine horses to bring aboard, Kade. See to it,

will you?"
"Horses! | haven't seen horses since --" Kade Berun
gl anced at Sturmand Kitiara. "-- since we left hone." He

shouted some orders in a strange tongue, and the lively sail -
ors rushed to the rail overlooking the lighter. They | ooked at
Tallfox and Pira with unconceal ed adnmirati on. The chatter
ceased.

"Sling a boom" called the boatman in the lighter. "I'Il fas-
ten the harness and you can hoi st themup!"

The High Crest crew did so and they all were quickly

aboard the ship. Beneath the rapidly setting sun, the sailors
fell to quickly and soon had the H gh Crest ready for sea.

The sail was raised, a fat triangle of brilliant green fabric.
The High Crest stirred and stood out fromthe Abanasini an
headl and. Tirol an took the wheel and buried the ship's bow

in the tossing waves of the Straits of Schall sea.

Kitiara di scarded her black |eather jerkin. The breeze
stirred her light linen blouse. She closed her eyes and ran her
fingers through her short black curls. Wen she opened her
eyes, she spied Sturm broodi ng by the bowsprit.

"Cheer up!" she said, whacking himon the back. "The

wind is fair and Tirolan seens to know his trade. W'll be in
Caergoth in no time."

"I suppose,” Sturmanswered. "But | can't hel p being wor-
ried. The last time | made a sea voyage in these waters was
as a boy. There was magic on that ship, and things went

badly for ny nother and ne for a tine."

"But you came through, didn't you?"

"W did."

"Then be calm You're a knight in all but the cerenonial
sense, going to reclaimyour rightful heritage. Maybe you
don't realize it, but 1've got famly in Solamia, too."
"The Uth Matars?"



She nodded. "I've not had contact with them since ny

father left us. In all nmy travels, |'ve never penetrated the
Sol ammi ¢ Pl ain. When you decl ared your intention to go
north, it seened as good a tine as any to do some expl oring
up there." She raised an eyebrow. "The Uth Matars are a
knightly line, too, you know. "

"No, | didn't." He realized he knew so little about her
really.

She left himby the bowsprit and went below. Sturm

slipped the strap off his chin and renoved his hel nmet. The
twin brass horns were snudged; he'd have to polish them
toni ght. For now, he cradl ed the hel net agai nst his chest,
and |l et the sea wi nd wash through his long, tangled hair.

Chapter 3

The Severed Head

"Hail, Captain Tinolan," said Sturm blinking in fhe

bri ght morning |ight.

"Hail, hail, Sturm Brightbl ade! We've reached the cape of
Caer in splendid time. Did you rest well?"

"Wel |l enough. Why have we anchored so far fromthe

har bor ?" St ur m asked.

Kade handed his captain a | oose, hooded coat, which

Tirolan slipped on. "The city folk here are even | ess fond of
el ves than those at Zaradene. Here cones one of ne boys

now with a lighter for you," he said.

"111 tell Kit we're going."

He Iifted the latch on the cabin door and bulled right in --
to find that Kitiara was up and dressing. A |linen blouse,
beautifully enbroidered with red and blue, slid up over her

bare shoul ders. She'd al ready exchanged her heavy cordu-

roy riding pants for baggy Ergothic-style trousers. He could
not hel p but stare.

"I"mjust about ready," she said. "How does the city | ook?"
He swal | owed and said, "We're a mile or two out. Tirolan
fears the anti-elf sentiment in Caergoth. He's row ng ashore
to scout things, and 1'mgoing with him™"

"Good." She picked up her sword belt and buckled it

around her hips. "I'mready, too."

The four of themlowered the horses with a bl ock and

tackle. Kade held the painter line, while Tirolan, Sturm
and Kitiara clinbed down into the boat. The first mate cast
themoff, and Tirolan dug in with the oars.

It was a sultry norning, hotter than any they'd had yet,

and a steany cal m hung over the water. No one spoke as
Tirolan rowed toward the hazy line of the coast.

Caergoth was a nmjor port, and the watercraft thickened

as they drew nearer. Skiffs and dories, ketches and pi nnaces
plied to and fro, laden with fish, crab, and clans; |arger
boats shuttled goods fromthe big merchant ships at rest in
the mai n harbor.

Tirolan swng his arns untiringly back and forth,
maneuvering the yaw between the bigger vessels skillfully.
Kitiara craned her neck to see up the steep side of an
Ergothic argosy. A quartet of sailors in woolly caps |eaned
over the rail and hooted at her. She waved gaily and said to
Sturm "l1'd like to see how bold they'd be if we faced each
other with swords in our hands."

Once clear of the heavier ships, the trio noticed a very



strange vessel drawn up to the deep-water docks. It was

hi gh and square, with a pair of what |ooked |ike wagon

wheel s attached to each side. The short mast was very thick
and a signal fire seened to be burning fromits top. A patch

of grinmy snoke drifted away fromthe ugly ship.

"What in the world is that?" asked Tirol an

Creepi ng nearer, they saw that a heavy boom had been

rigged to the craft's starboard side. A barge lay alongside it,
and two enornous wooden crates were already on it. A

third crate, fully as large as Tirolan's yaw, was slowy being
hoi sted off the deck of the queer, snoking ship.

"It's going to fall," said Tirolan. "Watch."

The boom swung out, revealing that the crate was

wrapped up in a ca".go net. Clusters of small figures heaved
agai nst the weight of the crate -- in train. The net sagged, a
corner poked through, and the crate ripped free and crashed
into the water, just m ssing the | oaded barge. A string of lit-
tl e people, shrieking in high-pitched voices, tunbled over

the side. Tirolan chuckl ed | oudly.

"l should ve known," he said. "Ghomes."

Sturm knew the little people only by reputation. They

were incessant tinkerers, makers of weird machinery, and
purveyors of endless theories. Disdaining magic, gnones

were the nmost fervent technol ogi sts on Krynn. For centu-

ries, the gnones and the Knights of Solammi a had main-

tai ned a pact of nutual aid, since both groups distrusted the
wor ki ngs of nmagi c.

Tirolan rowed around the stern of the gnome ship. Kiti-

ara pointed to an endless string of letters painted across the
stern, along the side, under the bow -- it was the name of the
ship. The portion on the stern read, Principle of Hydrody-
nam c Conpression and Etheric Volatility, Controlled by

t he Most Ingenious System of Gears Invented by the Illustri-
ous Inventor, He-Who-Uters-Polynonial-Fractions-Wile-

Sl eepi ng and on and on.

"Shoul d we | end a hand?" Sturm asked.

"Not unless you want to get wet," said Kitiara. Sure

enough, the gnones on the barge who tried torig up alife
line succeeded only in falling overboard themnsel ves. Tirol an
rowed on.

"l wonder what the crates contain,’
gnomi sh pandenoni um passed astern
"Who knows? A new nmachine to peel and core apples,

perhaps," said Tirolan. "Here's the dock."

The el f captain shipped his oars, and the yaw coasted in
to the dock. Sturmslipped the bowine over a cleat, and the
three of themclinbed the short |adder to the platform

Wth a large bl ock and tackle, anchored to the dock for

| oadi ng and unl oadi ng cargo, they easily transported their
horses to the dock and shore.

"Where to now?" asked Sturm

Sturmsaid as the

A row of grog shops and taverns lined the wharf, and

beyond t hem were great warehouses.

"I don't know about you fellows," Kitiara said, gazing at

the I'ine of public houses, "but |I'mstarved."

"Can't you wait'?" objected Sturm

"Why should I?" She hitched her sword belt into its

proper angle and set off, trailing her horse behind her. Tiro-



lan and Sturmreluctantly followed.

She chose, for no obvious reason, a tavern called The
Severed Head. Kitiara tied her horse outside, kicked the
door open, and stood there, surveying the room Figures
stirred in the dimrecesses. An odd, fetid odor wafted out

t he door.

"Fawl " said Tirolan. "That snell is not human."”

"Come, Kit, this is no place for us." Sturmtried to take her
by the el bow and steer her away. But Kitiara would have

none of it. She jerked her armfree and stepped in.
"I"'mtired of barren roads and snug ships," she said. "This
| ooks like an interesting place."

"Be on your guard," Sturmnuttered in Tirolan's pointed

ear. "Kit's a good friend, but |long nonths of the quiet life in
Sol ace have made her reckless.” Tirolan wi nked and fol -
lowed Kitiara inside.

There wasn't an actual bar in The Severed Head, just a
scattering of tables and benches. Kitiara swaggered to a
table near the center of the roomand threw one | eg over the
back of a chair. "Barkeep!" she shouted. In the darkness,
heads swi vel ed toward her. Sturm saw nore than one pair

of eyes glowing in the shadows. They were red, like the
coals in a farrier's furnace.

Sturmand Tirolan sat down warily. A squat, |unpish

creature appeared by Kitiara's elbow It puffed Iike a | eaky
bel | ows, and each breath brought a fresh wave of foul ness.
"Uhh?" said the | unpish creature.

"Ale," she snapped.

" Uh-uh. "

"Ale!" she said a little |ouder. The creature shook its
upper body in negative fashion. Kitiara sl apped the table-
top. "Bring the specialty of the house," she said. This elicited
an affirmative grunt. The servant trundl ed around.

"Doubl e-qui ck!" Kit screeched, and the creature anbled off.
Sonet hing rose out of the tavern's shadows. It stood a

good hal f-head taller than Sturmand was at |east tw ce as
wi de. The shanbling hul k approached their table.

"This is not a place for you," said the hulk. Its voice was
deep and hol | ow

"I don't know," Kitiara said airily, "lI've been in worse."
"This is not a place for you," it repeated.

"Maybe we should go," said Tirolan quickly. "There are

many taverns." He eyed the door, gauging the distance to it.
"I already ordered. Sit down."

The hul k | eaned over and rested a hand, as big as a di nner
plate and with four fingers, on the table. The hand was dry
and scaly. "You go, or | send you out!" said the hul k.
Tirolan sprang up. "There's no need for trouble --" The
creature's other armshot out, catching the elf in the chest.
Tirol an staggered back. Hi s hood fell off his head, revealing
his elven features. There was a general intake of breath in
the room The hiss was enough to nake the hair on Sturms
neck bristle.

"Kurtrah!" said the menaci ng creature.

Sturm and Kitiara stood snoothly but quickly. Swords
flicked out of sheaths. Tirolan produced an el vish short
sword, and the three closed together, back to back

"\What have you gotten us into?" Sturm asked, keeping

hi s bl ade on guard.



"I just wanted a little fun,” Kitiara replied. "Wat's the
matter, Sturn? Do you want to live forever?"

A three-legged stool hurtled out of the dark. Sturm

knocked it aside with his blade. "Not forever, but a few
nore years woul d be nice!"

Sonmewhere in the gloom steel glinted. "Mve for the

door," Tirolan said. "There are too many of these things in
here to fight." A clay nmug shattered on an overhead beam
showering themw th shards. "And | can barely see them"

"It would be nice to have a candle or two," admitted Kiti-
ara. One huge figure noved out of the shadows toward her

It wielded a blade as wide as her palm but she parried, dis-
engaged, and thrust into the darkness. Kitiara felt her sword
point strike flesh, and her attacker how ed.

"Candl e? | can do better than that!" Tirolan said. He
whirled and jammed his sword into the center of their table.
He began to sing in Elvish, hastily and shakily. The bl ade of
hi s weapon gl owed red.

Two creatures closed on Sturm He beat against their

heavi er weapons, meking a | ot of noise but acconplishing

not hing. "Tirolan, we need you!" he barked. The elf sang

on. The short sword was nearly white now. Snoke curled

up fromthe tabletop. An instant later, the table burst into
flane.

The enemy stood out in the first flash of fire. There were

ei ght of them great, brawny lizardlike creatures in thickly
quilted cl oaks. The light dazzled them and they retreated a
few steps. Kitiara gave a battle cry and attacked.

She avoided a cut by her towering opponent and brought

t he keen edge of her sword down on the creature's arm The
big sword clattered to the floor. Kitiara took her weapon in
both hands and thrust it deep into her foe's chest. The crea-
ture bellowed in rage and pain, and tried to get her with its
cl awed hand. She recovered and thrust again. The creature
groaned once and fell on its face.

Sturmtraded cuts with two creatures. The burning table
filled the roomw th snoke, and the creatures backed away,
gasping. Tirolan, on Sturms right, was not doing well. He'd
recovered his now cool sword, but the short weapon was
doubly outclassed. Only his superior ninbleness was savi ng

hi m from bei ng cut down.

Wth a bang, the creatures storned the tavern door and
smashed it aside. Flanmes had spread down the table's legs to
the tinder-dry floor. "Qut, out!" Sturmcried. Kitiara was
still dueling, so Sturm grabbed her by the back of the collar
and pull ed her away.

"Let go! Leave ne alone!" She threw an el bow at Sturm

He bl ocked the bl ow and shook Kitiara.

"Listen to nme! The place is burning down around your

ears! CGet out!" he cried. Reluctantly, she conplied.

The snoke billowing fromthe upper-story w ndows had

drawn a crowd of curious Caergothians. Tirolan, Sturm

and Kitiara erupted into the street ahead of the flanes.
Sturm scanned the watching crowm, but the strange |izard

creatures were gone.

The three of them | eaned on each ot her and coughed the
rancid snoke fromtheir lungs. G adually, Sturm becane

aware of the silence of the crowd around them He lifted his



head and saw that they all were staring at Tirolan

"Elf," soneone said, making the word sound |like a curse.
"Trying to burn down our town," said another

"Always causing trouble," added a third.

"Back to the boat," Sturmnurnured to Tirolan. "And

wat ch your back."

Kitiara offered Tirolan's fee, but he took only half. The
elvish sailor started off as Sturmand Kitiara nmounted their
horses. He stopped, though, turned, and tossed a shiny pur-
ple carved gemto Kit. A wink of his eye made her snmle. "A
gift," was all he said. The three of themthen parted.

Chapter 4

A Hi nt of Purple

Kitiara and Sturmrode up a winding trail to the

sand cliffs overl ooking the bay. The Hi gh Crest had shrunk

to toy size in the distance. After a last ook at the elf ship,
they turned their horses inland.

They soon reached the road outside the walls of

Caergoth. Fromthe sutlers and traders who |ined the road

t hey bought bread and neat, dried fruit and cheese.

The road ran as straight as an arrow east. Domed and

cobbled, it was one of the few public works remaining from
pre-Cataclysmic tines. Kitiara and Sturmrode side by side
down the center of the road. Its shoulders were fairly thick
with travelers on foot, at least for the first ten nmles or so
fromthe city. By md-afternoon, they were al one.

They said little. Kitiara finally broke the silence saying, "I

wonder why there are no travelers on the way to Caergoth."
"I was puzzled by that nyself," said Sturm "A bare road
is a bad sign."
"\War or robbers beset enpty roads."
"I've heard no runors of wars, so it nust be the latter."
They paused by the side of the road | ong enough to don
their mail shirts and helnets. No sense catching an arrow
when they were so close to reaching Sol ami a.
The eerie desolation persisted to the end of the day. Now
and again they passed the burned-out renains of a wagon or
t he bl anched bones of slaughtered horses and cattle. Kitiara
rode with her sword across her saddle.

They were tired fromthe day's norni ng mayhem and
decided to canp early. They found a pleasant clearing in a
ring of oaks, a hundred yards fromthe road. Tallfox and
Pira were tied to a picket line to graze on grass and broom
straw. Sturmfound a spring and fetched water, while Kiti-
ara built a fire. Dinner was bacon and hard biscuit toasted
over the fire. Night closed in, and they noved closer to the
fl anes.
Snmoke wound in a |loose spiral toward the stars. The
nmoons were up. Solinari and Lunitari. Souls rise up like
snoke to heaven, Sturm thought.

"Sturm*”

Kitiara's voice brought himout of his reverie. "Yes?"
"We'| | have to sleep in turns.™

"Quite so. Ah, I'lIl stand watch first, all right?"

"Suits ne." Kitiara circled around the canpfire with her
bedroll. She unrolled it beside Sturmand | ay down. "Wke

me when the silver noon sets," she said.
He | ooked down at the nmass of dark curls by his knee.



Veteran that she was, Kitiara soon dropped off. Sturmfed

the fire froma handy pile of kindling and sat cross-I|egged,
with his sword across his lap. Once Kitiara stirred, uttering
faint npans. Hesitantly, Sturmtouched her hair. She
responded by snuggling closer to him until her head was
resting on his crossed ankl es.

He never felt the lethargy creep over him One mnute

Sturm was awake, facing the fire with Kitiara asleep in front
of him and the next thing he knew he was |ying facedown

on the ground. There was dirt in his nouth, but for somne
reason he couldn't spit it out. Wrse, he couldn't seemto
nmove at all. One eye was mashed shut agai nst the ground.
Wth tremendous effort, he was able to open the other

He saw the fire still burning. There were several pairs of
legs around it, clad in ragged deerskin | eggings. There was
an odd, unpleasant snell, |ike singed hide or burning hair.
Kitiara was beside him |ying on her back, her eyes closed.
"Nuttin' but food," said a scratchy, bass voice. "Dere's
nuttin' in dis bag but sone |ousy food!"

"Me! Me!" said another, shriller voice. "Me find coin!"

One pair of |legs anbled out of Sturms sight. "Where da

coi ns?" He heard a tinkle of metal. One of Kitiara's |ast
Silvanesti gold coins dropped on the ground. The shril

speaker said "Ai!" and dropped on his hands and knees.

Then Sturm saw who -- what -- they were.

There was no ni stake. The pointed heads, angul ar fea-

tures, gray skin, red eyes -- they were goblins. The snell was

theirs, too. Sturmtried to nuster all his strength to stand,
but it felt as though bars of |ead were piled on his back. He
could see and feel enough to know he wasn't tied. That, and

t he suddenness with which he was taken, neant that sone-

one had cast a spell on himand Kitiara. But who? Goblins
were notoriously dimnmtted. They | acked the concentration
necessary for spellcasting.

"Stop your bickering and keep searching,"” said a clear

hurman voi ce.

So! The goblins were not al one!

Hard, bony hands grabbed his left armand rolled him

over. Sturmis one open eye stared into the face of two of the
robbers. One was warty and had lost his front teeth. The

ot her bore scars on his neck froma fail ed hangi ng.

"Ai! H meye open!" squawked the warty one. "He. see!"
Scarface produced an ugly, fork-bladed dagger. "I fix dat,"
he said. Before he could strike the hel pl ess Sturm another
bri gand yel ped. The others quickly converged on him

"I found! | found!" babbled the goblin. Wat he had

found was the arrowhead anethyst Tirolan had given Kiti-

ara. She had tied a string around the carved shoul ders of the
stone and had been wearing it around her neck. The finder

held it up and capered away fromhis fell ows. They sl apped
and clawed at himfor the pale purple stone.

"Let me see that," said the man. The dancing goblin halted
and contritely carried the amethyst into the shadows

beyond the fire. "Rubbish,” said the man. "A flawed bit of
crystal." The arrowhead arced through the air. It hit the dirt
between Sturm and Kitiara and bounced into Kitiara's slack
and open palm The goblins scanpered over to retrieve it.
"Leave it!" the man conmmanded. "It's worthless."”



"Pretty, pretty!" protested Warty. "M keep."
"I said leave it! O shall 1 get the wand?"

The goblins -- Sturmestimted there were four -- shrank
back and gi bbered.
"We'| | take the coins and the horses. Leave the rest," said

t he robbers' human naster

"\What about da swords?" said Scarface. "Dese is good

irun." He held out Sturms sword for his | eader to see.

"Yes, too good for you. Bring it. It will fetch good noney

at Trader Lovo's. Get the woman's, too."

Warty hopped over to Kitiara. He kicked her arm aside

and bent over to draw the sword, which |lay under her. As

he did, her hand cl anped around the goblin's ankle.

"Wha?" said the wart-faced goblin.

Kitiara yanked his leg out fromunder him and the goblin
went down with a thud. In the next instant, she was up

sword in hand. Warty groped for his dagger, but never drew
it. Wth one cut, Kitiara sent his ugly head bounci ng away.
"CGet her! Get her, you mserable wetches! It's three

agai nst one!" yelled the man fromthe shadows.

Scarface pulled a hook-bladed bill off his shoul der and
attacked. Kitiara knocked the clumsy weapon away repeat -
edly. The other two goblins tried to circle behind her. She
turned so that the fire was at her back

Sturm raged agai nst the spell that kept him hel pless. A
goblin's foot passed within easy reach of his right hand, but
he couldn't even flex a finger to help Kitiara.

Not that she needed any hel p. Wen Scarface |unged with

his bill, she | opped the hook off. The goblin stared stupidly
at his shortened shaft. Kitiara thrust through him "Now it's
two to one!" she said. She | eaped over the campfire, |anding

between the | ast two robbers. They screeched in terror and
dropped their daggers. She cut one down as he stood there.
The last goblin ran to the edge of the clearing. Sturm heard
hi m di e anong the oaks. There were a few ot her sounds --

feet running, |oud breathing, and a how of pain.

"Thought you coul d get away, eh?" Kitiara said. She had
caught the hidden nmagi c-user and brought himback into the
firelight. He was a gaunt fellow twice Sturm s age, dressed in
a shabby gray robe. Tools of his art dangled froma rope tied
around his waist: a wand, a bag of herbs, amul ets w ought

in lead and copper. Kitiara kicked the magician's |egs out
fromunder him and he sprawed in the dirt beside Sturm
"Take the spell off ny friend," Kitiara denanded.

"I-1 can't."

"You mean you won't!" She poked himwi th her sword.

"No, no! | don't know how | don't know how to take it

of f." He seened ashaned. "I never had to take a paralysis

spel |l off before. The goblins always cut their throats."
"Because you ordered themto!"

“No! No!"

Kitiara spat. "The only thing worse than a thief is a foo
weakling of a thief."

She raised her blade to her shoulder. "There's only one
way to break the spell that | know of." She was right, and
when the magi c-user was dead, the |eaden feeling vanished
fromSturms linbs. He sat up, rubbing his stiff neck

"By all the gods, Kitiara, you're ruthless!" he said. He

| ooked around the canpsite, now a bloody battlefield. "D d



you have to kill themall?"

"There's gratitude for you," she said. She w ped her bl ade
on the tail of the dead mmgician's robe. "They woul d have
cheerfully cut our throats. Sonetines | don't understand
you, Sturm"

He renmenbered the goblin's fork-bl aded dagger and said,

"You have a point. Still, killing that scruffy magician was no
honor abl e deed. "

She slid her blade into its sheath. "I didn't do it for honor,"
she said. "I was just being practical."

They gat hered their bel ongings fromwhere the robbers
had scattered them Sturmsaw Kitiara pick up the anethyst

neckl ace. "Look," she said. "It's clear."

In the light fromthe fire, Sturmsaw that the once-purple
stone was now ordinary, transparent quartz. "That expl ains
it," he said. "You were able to nove when the amet hyst fel
into your hand, yes?"

The Iight dawned on her. "That's right. | was wearing it

over ny blouse and under nmy mail --"

"When it touched your skin, the paralysis spell was bro-

ken. The dissipation of the spell bled all the color fromthe
stone. It's just an arrowhead-shaped piece of quartz now "
Kitiara slipped the | oop over her head. "I'll keep it, just
the sane. Tirol an probably never realized he was saving our
lives when he gave ne the stone."

Thei r baggage recovered, Sturm began to gather dead

wood fromthe circle of oaks and heaped it on the fire. The
flames | eaped up. "Why are you doing that?" asked Kitiara.
"I"'mmaking a pyre," said Sturm "W can't |eave these
corpses lying about."

"Let the vultures have them"

"I't's not out of respect that | do this. Evil mmgicians, even
one as lowy as this one, have the unhappy habit of return-
ing undead to prey on the living. Help me put them on: he
pyre, and their nenace will truly be over."

She agreed, and the goblins and their master were con-

signed to the flanes. Sturmflung dirt on the enbers, then he
and Kit nounted their horses.

"How do you know so nmuch about magic?" asked Kiti -

ara. "l thought you despised it in all forns."

"I do," Sturmreplied. "Magic is the greatest underm ner of
order in the world. It's difficult enough to live with virtue
and honor without the tenptation of magical power. But

magi ¢ exists, and we all nust learn to deal with it. For
nmysel f, 1 have had many tal ks with your brother, and I've

| earned sone things |'ve needed to defend nyself."

"You nmean Raistlin?" she asked, and Sturm nodded. "Hi s

| ectures on nmagi c always put ne to sleep," she said.

"I know," said Sturm "You go to sleep awfully easily."

They turned the horses toward the new nmorning' s sun and

rode away.

Chapter 5

Cl oudmast er

The day after the robbers' attack was oppressively

hum d. Tallfox and Pira needed frequent watering, for their
heads woul d sag and their gait falter. They entered a district
of orchards and farnms, with a good view fromthe road on

all sides. Kitiara and Sturmdi scarded their mail for shirt-



sl eeves, and by noon Kitiara had pulled her bl ouse | oose and
tied the tails together around her waist. Thus cool ed, they
paused in a fig grove for lunch

"Too bad they're green," said Kitiara, pinching an i ma-
ture fig between her thunb and forefinger. "I like figs."

"I doubt that the orchard' s keeper would share your

ent husi asm unl ess you paid for what you ate," said Sturm

He holl owed a large biscuit and filled the hole with
chopped, dried fruit and cheese.

"Ch, cone on. Haven't you ever snitched apples or

pears? Stolen a chicken and roasted it over a bark fire, while
the farmer hunted for you with a pitchfork?"

"No, never."

"I have. And fewthings in life taste as sweet as the food
you season with wit." She dropped the fig branch and joi ned
Sturm under the tree.

"You never considered what your witty little thefts m ght

do to the farmer, did you, Kit? That he or his famly m ght
go hungry for a night because of your filched neal ?"

She bristled. "A fine one you are to talk, Master Bright-

bl ade. Since when did you ever work for the food that went
into your belly? It's very easy for a lord' s son to speak of jus-
tice for the poor, never having been poor hinself."

Sturm counted silently until his anger subsided. "I

wor ked," he said sinply. "Wen ny nother, her handnaid

Carin, and | first arrived in Solace twelve years ago, we had
some noney that we'd brought with us. But soon it ran out,
and we were in dire straits. My nother was an intensely

proud woman and woul d not take charity. Mstress Carin

and | did odd jobs around Sol ace to put food on the table.

W never told ny nother."

Kitiara's prickly demeanor softened. "Wat did you do?"

He shrugged. "Because | was able to read and wite, | got

a job with Derimus the Scribe, copying scrolls and manu-
scripts. Not only was | able to earn five silver pieces a week,
but I got to read all sorts of things."

-1 never knew that. -

"In fact, | net Tanis at Derimius's shop. He brought in a

| edger that he kept for Flint. Tanis had spilled sone ink on
the [ ast pages and wanted Derimus to replace themwth

new parchment. Tanis saw a si xteen-year-old boy scribbling
away with a gray goose quill and inquired about ne. W

tal ked and becane friends."

This statement was punctuated by a roll of far-off thun-

der. The sultry air had collected in a nmass of bl ue-black

t hunderheads piling up in the western sky. They were nov-

ing quickly eastward, so Sturmcramed the last of his

lunch in his nouth and junped to his feet. He nunbl ed
somet hi ng t hrough bread and cheese.

"What ?" said Kitiara

"-- horses. Mist secure the horses!"”

Li ght ni ng | anced down fromthe clouds to the hills where

t he robbers had been vanqui shed. Wnd bl ew out of the

upper air, swirling dust into Sturmand Kitiara's eyes. They
tied Tallfox and Pira to a fig tree, and hastily rigged their
bl ankets as a shelter to keep the rain off. Down the road Kit-
iara could see a wall of rain advancing toward them "Here

it comes!" she said.



The storm broke over the fig grove with all its fury. Rain
hamrered the ski npy screen of blankets down on their
heads. In seconds, Sturmand Kitiara were conmpletely
soaked. Rain collected between the rows of trees and filled
the I ow places. Water clinbed over Kitiara's toes.
Tall fox couldn't bear it. A nervous beast by nature, he
reared and nei ghed as the storm played around him Hs ter-
ror infected the usually stolid Pira, and both horses started
straining against their tethers. A bolt of lightning hit the tall-
est tree in the orchard and blasted it into a mllion burning
fragnments. The horses, driven beyond terror, tore free and
gal | oped away, Tallfox fleeing east and Pira veering north.
"After them "™ Sturmcried above the din.
He and Kitiara splashed off after their respective nounts.
Tall fox was a | ong-1egged sprinter, and he galloped in a
straight line. Pira was a hard-cornering dodger. She wove
anmong the leafy fig trees, changing direction a dozen tines
in twenty places. Kitiara stunbled after her, cursing her
favorite's agility.
The orchard ended in a gully. Kitiara slid down the nud-
dy bank and into calf-deep water. "Piral" she called. "Pira,
you pea-brai ned nag, where are you?" Al she got for her
shouting was a mouth full of water. She scanned both sides
of the gully for tracks. In the lightning's glare Kitiara saw a
strange thing. An angul ar bl ack shape, like a warrior's
shield, was sil houetted agai nst the cl ouds, sonme forty feet
overhead. The dazzling gl ow faded, but not before she saw
along line trailing below the shield to the ground. Kitiara
sl ogged forward, not know ng what she would find.
Tall fox easily outran his master, but Sturmwas able to
follow the chestnut's prints in the nud. A wall of closely

growi ng cedar saplings bl ocked the end of the orchard.

There was only one gap wi de enough for a horse to pass

t hrough, and sure enough, Sturmfound Tallfox's trail there.
He plunged into the dense tangl e of evergreen. Broken sap-
lings told well which way his horse had gone.

The Iightning was unusually active overhead. It crackled
and pul sed fromcloud to cloud. One prol onged stroke ill u-
m nated a wonder to Sturmis eyes: an enormous bird flut-
tered in the stormw nd. The bird wobbled fromside to side,
but never flew off. Another bolt of I|ightning crackled, and
he saw why. Someone had tied cords to the bird' s feet.

Kitiara clinbed a hill of solid mud. Her hair was plastered
to her head, and her clothing felt as if it had absorbed a ton
of water. At the top of the hill, she could see down into a

wi de clearing. There was no sign of Pira. There was, how
ever, plenty to see.

In the center of the clearing was a thing such as Kitiara
had never seen. It was like a huge boat with | arge | eather
sails furled along each side. There were no nasts, but the
prow was |long and pointed, like a bird' s beak, and there
were wheels on the underside of the hull. Above the boat,
tied to it by a rope netting, was a big canvas bag. A huge
egg- shaped bag squirned and withed in the wind like a liv-
ing thing. A swarmof little nen surrounded the boat-thing.
Beyond them a couple of tall poles rose straight up fromthe
ground. Fromthe tops of these four poles, |ong ropes

whi pped about, and at the end of the ropes were nore of the
"warrior's shields' that Kitiara had seen



At the same tinme, Sturmenerged fromthe cedars on the
opposite side of the sane clearing. He gaped at the thing.
Wrdl essly, he headed toward it.

Alittle man in a shiny hat and | ong coat greeted Sturm

"G greetings and felicit-tationsl" he said cheerily.

"Hello," said a bewildered Sturm "Wat is going on

here?" Even as he spoke, a bolt of lightning struck one of the
"birds' tethered on a pole (the sane thing Kitiara had m s-
taken for a shield). Blue-white fire coursed down the line to
the pole. Fromthe pole, it flashed al ong another line a foot
of f the ground, until it reached the boat-thing, where it van-
i shed. The boat swayed on its wheels, then settled back

"D-Doi ng? Well, charging up, as you c-can see," said the
little man. When he flipped the wide brimof his hat back
Sturm saw his pal e eyes and bushy white brows and realized
that he was a gnone. "It really is a wwonderful storm
We're so | -1lucky!"

Kitiara wandered around the odd-1ooking craft, warily
keepi ng her distance. By one especially vivid bolt of Iight-
ning, she saw Sturmtalking to the little fellow. She cupped
her hands around her lips and yelled, "Sturm"

"Kit!"

She joined him "Did you find the horses?"

"No, | was hoping they ran to you."

She waved her arms in great circles. "I fell in a ditch!"
"So | see. What are we going to do?"

"Ahem " said the gnone. "D-do | understand that you

t-two have | ost your mneans of transportation'”

"That's right," said Sturmand Kitiara in unison

"Fortuitous f-fate! Perhaps we can hel p one another." He
flipped the brimof his hat down again. Atiny torrent of
water spilled down his coat. "WII you c-cone with ne?"
"Where are we goi ng?" asked Sturm
"For n-now, out of the w weather,"
"I'mfor that!" said Kitiara.

- The gnone led themup a ranp into the left side of the
boat. The interior was brightly lit, warm and dry. Their
gui de removed his hat and coat. He was a mature nale of his
race, with a fine white beard and bald pink head. He gave
Sturmand Kitiara each a towel -- which, being sized for
gnonmes, was no bigger than a hand-towel. Sturmdried his
hands and face. Kitiara | oosened sonme of the nud from

hers, wung out the towel, and tied it scarf-fashion around
her head.

"F-follow ne," said the gnome. "My c-colleagues will join
us | -later. They're busy now g-gathering the |ightning."
Wth this amazing statenent, he |led them down a | ong,
narr ow passage between two banks of machi nery of unfath-
omabl e purpose. Al the rods, cranks, and gears were skill-
fully wought in iron or brass and carefully holl owed out.
Their guide cane to a small | adder, which he ascended. The
upper deck they entered was subdivided into small cabins.

sai d the gnone.

Hamocks were slung from hooks, and all sorts of boxes,
crates, and great glass denmijohns were packed on every inch
of floor space. Only a narrow track down the center of the
passage was cl ear for wal ki ng.

They clinmbed a second | adder and were in a house built in
the center of the deck. There were portholes in the walls,



and Sturmcould see that rain still |lashed at them The deck-
house was split into two | arge roonms. The forward room
where they entered, was fitted like a ship's wheel house. A
steering wheel was set at the bow end, which was extensive-
ly glazed with many gl ass panels. Al sorts of |evers sprout-
ed fromthe floor and ceiling, and there were mysterious
gauges | abeled Altitude, Indicated Air Speed, and Density

of Raisins in Breakfast Miffins.

Kitiara introduced them The gnone's eyes w dened, and

he smil ed benignly when he | earned that Sturm was the son

of an ancient Solammic famly. Ever curious, he inquired
after Kitiara's antecedents. She turned his query aside and
described their journey so far, their goal, and their genera
frustration at having lost their horses.

"P-perhaps | can be of s-service," said the gnhone. "M

nane i s He-Who-Stutters-Ap-propriately-in-the-Mm dst-

of -t he- Mbst - Abst ruse- Techni cal - Expl anati ons --"
Sturminterrupted, knowi ng the |length of gnom sh

nanes. "Please! Wat do those not of the gnom sh race cal
you?"

The gnome sighed, and said very slowy, "I amoften
c-called 'Stutts', a wholly inadequate approximation of ny
true n-nane."

"It has the virtue of brevity," said Sturm

"B-brevity, ny dear knight, is no virtue to those who | ove
know edge for its own s-sake." Stutts folded his stubby fin-
gers across his round belly. "I should like to offer you a
p-position, if, under the circunstances, you are i-
interested.”

"What sort of position?" asked Kitiara.

"My c-colleagues and | arrived here today from

Caergoth." The awkward spectacle of the gnome ship in
Caergoth harbor cane to the humans' mnds. "W c-cane to
this region of Sol amia because the weather patterns are

wel | known for v-violent thunderstorns.”
Sturm brushed his drying mustache with his fingers. "You
wer e seeking a stornP"

"P-precisely. The lightning is vital for the operation of oui
m machi ne.” Stutts smiled and patted the armof his chair
"Isn't it a b-beauty? It is called the G oudmaster.”

"What does it do?"

"It f-flies."

"Ch, of course it does," Kitiara said with a chuckle. "Very
i ngeni ous of you gnomes. Wat does that have to do with
Sturm and me?"

Stutts's small face flushed a deeper shade of pink. "Ahem
Wwe've had a bit of b-bad luck. You see, in calculating the
op-optimal lift-to-weight ratio, someone failed to consider
the effect of the O oudmaster coming to r-rest on soil in an
advanced state of hydration."

"What did you say!"

"We're st-stuck in the nud," said Stutts, turning pink
agai n.

"And you want us to dig you out?" asked Kitiara.

"For which we will g-gratefully fly you to any point on
Krynn that you wish to go. Enstar, B-Balifor, or far

Kart hay --"

"The Pl ains of Solammia were where we were headed, "

said Sturm "That's as far as we need to go."



Kitiara swung an elbow into Sturms ribs. "You' re not tak-
ing this little lunatic seriously, are you?" she hissed fromthe
corner of her nouth.

"I know gnones," he replied. "Their inventions work with
surprising regularity.”

"But | don't --"

Stutts hopped up. "You'll want to d-discuss it. May | sug-
gest you clean up, have a good mneal, and then d-decide?

W have a cl eansing station on board |ike nothing you've
s-seen before.”

"I"'msure of that," Kitiara nuttered.

They agreed to bathe and dine with the gnones. Stutts

pulled a light chain that hung fromthe ceiling by the steer-
i ng wheel. A deep-throated AH -- OO -- GAH echoed

t hrough the flying ship. A young gnone in greasy coveralls

and with very bushy red eyebrows appeared.

"Show our g-guests to the cleansing station," said Stutts.
The bushy-browed gnone whistled a string of notes in

reply. "No, one at a t-tinme," Stutts said. Bushy-brows whis-
tl ed again.

"Does he always talk like that?" queried Kitiara.

"Yes. My c-colleague --" Here he recited about five mn-

utes of gnome-nane. "-- has evolved the theory that spoken
1-1 anguage was derived fromthe songs of birds. You may
call him--" Stutts paused and | ooked at the bushy-browed

fellow, who tweeted and chirped. Stutts continued, "--
Birdcal I ."

Birdcall took Sturmand Kitiara bel ow deck to the stern.
There, with whistles and gestures, he indicated two cubicles
on either side of the corridor. The doors bore identical signs
that read:

Rapi d and Hygi enic O eansing Station

Perfected and Provided to the Flying Ship C oudnaster

By the @uild of Hydrodynanic Masters and Journeymnen

And the Apprentices of

M. Neverm nd

Level Twel ve

Sancri st

Ansal on

Krynn

Sturm | ooked fromthe door to Kitiara. "Do you think it

wor ks?" he asked.

"Only one way to find out," she replied, pulling the filthy
towel from her head and dropping it on the floor. She

st epped through the door and it swung shut behind her with

a soft click.

The tile walls inside the cleansing station were covered
with witing. Kitiara squinted at the hand-painted script.
Sonme of it ran sideways, and sone of it was upside down.

Most of the witing concerned proper and scientific bathing
procedure. Sone of it was nonsense -- she saw a |ine that
decl ared, "The absolute value of the density of raisins in the
perfect muffin is sixteen." And sone of the witing was rude:

"The inventor of this station has dung for brains.”

She peel ed of f her outer clothing and put it in a conven-
ient wicker basket. Kitiara stepped to a rai sed wooden pl at -
form There was a ghastly, rubbery hissing sound, an

wat er began to spray froma pi pe above her head. It caught



her by surprise, so she clanped a hand over the spoutin

end. No sooner had she stopped one spray than another

started fromthe wall on her left. That one she plugged wth
a finger. Then the real nel ee began

Wth mud and water trickling down her face, Kitiara

heard a rattling and squeaki ng behind her. She tw sted
around wi t hout unstopping the spouts. A square tile on the
wal | had popped open, revealing a jointed metal rod that

was unfol ding and reaching out for her. On the end of the
rod was a round pad of fleece, rapidly spinning. Weels and
pul | eys set along the jointed rod made the sheepskin turn
"What a tinme to be without a sword!" Kitiara said al oud.

The rod wavered and cane toward her. It was a nonent of

deci sion. She accepted the chall enge and rel eased the pipes.
Wat er gushed out, sluicing the nmud from her body. Kitiara
grappled with the whirling fleece, grabbing it with both
hands. The pul |l eys whined and the cords twanged.

Finally she succeeded in snapping the rod off at the first
joint. The water stopped. Kitiara stood, panting, as the

wat er drained through slots in the floor. There was a knock
on the door.

"Kit?" Sturmcalled. "Are you finished?"

Bef ore she could reply, a heavy piece of cloth dropped
fromthe ceiling over her head. She yelled and threw fists at
her unseen attacker, but all she hit was air. Kitiara pulled the
cloth off her head. It was a towel. She dried off and w apped
herself init. Sturmwas in the corridor, |ikew se swathed in a
dry bl anket .

"What a place," he said, grinning nore widely than Kiti-

ara had ever seen himdo

"I"'mgoing to have a few words with Stutts!" she decl ared.
"What's wrong?"

"I was attacked in there!"

Stutts appeared. "Is there a p-problenP"

Kitiara was about to voice her outrage, but Stutts wasn't

actually speaking to her. He bustled on by and opened a
panel in the wall. Inside, a rather harried-|ooking gnone |ay
inatangle with a three-1egged stool. At the gnome's wai st
| evel was a hand-crank, |abeled C eansing Station Nunber

2 -- Rotary Washing Device

"I's that what | was fighting?" Kitiara said.

"Looks that way," said an amused Sturm "The poor fel-

| ow was just doing his job. The fleece is |like a washcl ot h,
only he does the scrubbing for you."

"I can do ny own scrubbing, thank you," she said sourly.
Stutts nopped his face with his sleeve. "This is all v-very
di stressing. | nust ask you, Mstress Kitiara, to not

d- danmage the machinery. Now | shall have to wite a report
in qui-quintuplicate to the Aerostatics Guild."

"I"ll keep an eye on her," Sturmsaid. "Kit has a tendency
to bash things she doesn't understand."

Bi rdcall cane down the corridor whistling furiously.

Stutts brightened. "Ch, g-good. Tine for d-dinner."

The gnomes dined in the rear half of the deckhouse. A

| ong, plank table was suspended fromthe ceiling, as on an
ocean-goi ng ship, but the gnones had 'inproved' on the

sail ors' arrangenent by hanging their seats fromthe ceiling,
too. They swung happily fromside to side. Thus, Sturm

and Kitiara had to squeeze into narrow chain swings just to



sit at the table. Dinner proved ordi nary enough: beans,

ham cabbage, muffins, and sweet cider. Stutts apol ogi zed;
they had no scientifically trained cook on board. The war-
riors were grateful for that.

The gnomes ate rapidly and w thout conversation

(because it was nore efficient). The sight of ten bowed,
bal di ng heads, acconpani ed only by the sound of spoons
scraping on plates, was a little unnerving. Sturmcleared his
throat and said, "Perhaps we ought to introduce

ourselves --"

"Everyone knows who you are," said Stutts w thout | ook-

ing up. "l s-sent out a nenorandum while you were b-being

cl eansed. "

"Then you can introduce your crew to us," said Kitiara.
Stutts's head snapped up. "They're n-not crew. W are
c-col | eagues. "

"Pardon nme!" Kitiara rolled her eyes.

"You are p-pardoned.” He spooned the last of his beans
swiftly into his nouth. "But if you insist." Stutts slipped
fromhis sw nging seat and wal ked down the row of eating
gnonmes. He gave a yawningly el aborate profile of each of

his col | eagues, including the nane by which "those not of

t he gnom sh race" could call each one. Sturmdistilled all of
this into a short nmental |ist:

Birdcall, chief nechanic in charge of the engine,

W ngover, Stutts's right-hand gnone; in charge of actu-
ally flying the nmachine,

Si ghter, astronomer and cel estial navigator,

Roperi g, expert with rope, cord, wire, cloth, and so forth,
Fitter, Roperig's apprentice,

Fl ash, collector and storer of |ightning,

Bel | crank, chief netal worker and cheni st,

Cutwood, in charge of carpentry, woodwork, and al

non-netal parts,

Rai nspot, weat her seer and physician by designation

"How did you cone to build this, uh, nmachi ne?" asked

Sturm

"It is part of ny Life Quest," said Wngover, a taller-than-
average gnonme with a hawkli ke nose. "Conplete and suc-
cessful aerial navigation, that's ny goal. After years of
experimenting with kites, | net our friend Bellcrank, who
has discovered a very rarefied air, which, when enclosed in
a suitable bag, will float and support other objects of

wei ght . "

"Preposterous,” said Sighter. "This so-called ethereal air is
hunbug! "

"Listen to the stargazer," the tubby Bellcrank said with a
sneer. "How do you think we were able to fly to this point
from Caergoth, eh? Magic?"

"The wi ngs supported us," Sighter replied with heat. "The
lift ratios clearly show --"

"It was the ethereal air!" retorted Rainspot, who sat by
Bel | cr ank.

"Wngs!" shouted Sighter's side of the table.

"Air!" cried Bellcrank's allies.

"Col | eagues! C-col |l eagues!" Stutts said, holding up his

hands for quiet. "The p-purpose of our expedition is to



establish with scientific accuracy the c-capabilities of the
Cl oudmaster. Let us not argue needl essly about theories

until the d-data is available.”

The gnomes | apsed into sullen silence. Rain drunmed on

the skylight over the table. The hostile silence |lingered for
an enbarrassing length of time. Then Rainspot lifted his

eyes to the dark panes and said, "The rain is stopping." A
few seconds later, the steady thrumm ng ceased conpletely.
"How did he know that!" asked Kitiara.

"Theories differ," said Wngover. "A conmttee is neeting
even now on Sancrist Isle to study our colleague's talent."
"How can they study hi mwhen he's up here?" Sturm

wonder ed. He was i gnored.

"It's his nose,” Cutwood said.

"Hi s nose?" Kitiara asked.

"Because of the size and relative angle of Rainspot's nos-
trils, he can detect changes in relative air pressure and
hum dity just by breathing."

"Hogwash! " Roperig said.

"Hogwash," echoed Fitter, the small est and youngest of

t he gnomes, from his place by Roperig.

"It's his ears," continued Roperig. "He can hear the rain
stop falling fromthe clouds before it reaches the ground."
"Unmitigated tommyrot!" That was Sighter again. "Any

fool can see it's his hair that does it. He can feel the roots
uncurl when the noisture in the air falls --" Bellcrank, sit-
ting opposite Sighter, snatched up a muffin fromthe table
and bounced it off his rival's chin. Flash and Fitter pounced
on the fallen muffin and broke it open

"Twel ve, thirteen, fourteen," Flash counted.

"What's he doi ng?" Sturm asked.

"C-counting raisins,” answered Stutts. "That's his current
project: to determne the world average density of raisins in
muf fins." Kitiara dropped her face into her hands and

noaned.

The di nner debacle over, the gnones left the flying ship to
dismantl e their equi pnent in the nmeadow. Kitiara and

Sturm now dry, dressed in enough clothing to hike back to
their canpsite in the fig orchard and pick up their gear. The
storm had blown itself out, and stars showed in the ragged

hol es between the cl ouds.

"Are we doing the right thing?" asked Kitiara. "These

gnonmes haven't got all their bootlaces tied."

Sturm gl anced back at the queer machi ne |ying cockeyed

in the nmuddy field. "They are lacking in conmon sense, but
they're tireless and creative. If they can get us to the high
Pl ains of Solammia in a day, then I, for one, don't nind help-
ing to dig themout of the nud."

"I don't believe that thing can fly," she said. "W never saw
it fly. For all we know, the stormblewit here."

They reached the sodden remains of their canmp and

packed up their scattered belongings. Kitiara hoisted Pira's
saddl e on her shoulder. "Blast that horse," she said. "Raised

her froma filly, |I did, and she never | ooked back once she
got loose. I'll bet she's halfway to Garnet by now. "
"Tall fox was a bad influence, | fear. Tirien warned nme that

he was skittish."
"It may be that Tallfox had the right idea,"” Kitiara said.
"How so?" said Sturm



She slung the damp bedroll over the saddle. "If the
gnonmes can do half the things they claim we nmay end up
wi shing we'd run away in the storm too."

Chaptea 6

1, 081 Hours,

29 Mnutes

"Hi ggher! Higher! Get that balk in place!- Sturm

grunted agai nst the nmassive weight of the gnones' flying

ship. He and Kitiara strained agai nst a rough-hewn |ever
they'd made over the gnonmes' protests. Crude |evers! the
gnonmes protested. Bellcrank clainmed that any gnome coul d
invent a device ten times better for lifting heavy objects. O
course, it would take a conmittee to study the stress analy-
sis of the local wood, as well as to cal cul ate the proper pivot
point for raising the ship.

"No," Kitiara had insisted. "If you want us to hel p get

your ship out of the mud, then we'll do it our own way." The
gnonmes had shrugged and rubbed their bare pates. Trust

humans to do things the crudest way.

The gnomes roll ed several large rocks up to the hull

These would be the fulcrums. After Sturmand Kitiara had

made the ship |l evel, the gnomes shoved short, thick tinber

bal ks into place to brace it upright. It was slow, sweaty

| abor, but by noon of the day after the storm the flying ship
was finally on an even keel

"A problem" W ngover announced.

"Now what ?" Kitiara asked.

"The | andi ng gear nust have a firmsurface on which to

roll. Therefore, it will be necessary to construct a roadbed.
Here; 1've nmade cal culations as to how nuch crushed stone
and nortar we'll need --" Kitiara plucked the paper fromhis

hand and tore it in two.

"I"ve gotten wagons out of mud before," she said, "by put-
ting straw or twigs in the ruts."

"M ght work," Sturmsaid. "But this thing is very heavy."
He spoke to Stutts, who pronptly renoved the protesting
gnonmes fromtheir inmportant (though conpletely usel ess)
"inmprovenment' work and set themto gathering w ndfal
branches and brushwood. They all turned out except Bell -
crank, who was busy with his pots of powders and vials of
noxi ous |i qui ds.

"I must attend to ny first task, generating the etherea
air, he said, pouring iron filings froma keg. "Wen the air
bag is filled, it will help lighten the ship."

"You do that," said Kitiara. She | eaned against the hull to
wat ch. She didn't |ike strenuous work. Work was for dul-

| ards and peasants, not warriors.

The gnomes returned with a scant arnful of brush. "N ne

of you, and that's all you have?" Sturm said incredul ously.
"Roperig and Sighter disagreed on which kind of sticks to
bring, so in the spirit of cooperation, we didn't pick up
either of their choices,"” Wngover said.

"W ngover," Sturmsaid pleadingly, "please tell Roperig
and Sighter that the kind of wood doesn't matter in the

| east. We just want something dry for the wheels to run
over." The tallish gnome dropped his bundle of sticks and
led his fellows back to the woods.

Meanwhi | e, Bel Il crank had managed to enlist Kitiara's aid



ininflating the Coudmaster's air bag. On the ground beside

the ship he'd set up a big clay tub, five feet wi de." He poured
powdered iron and other bits of scrap netal in the tub and
snoot hed the pile out around the edges. "Lower away!" he

told Kitiara, and she set a domed wooden lid, like the top

hal f of a beer barrel, on top of the ceram c tub. Bellcrank

wor ked around the outside, poking a long strip of greased
| eather into the joint. "It rmust be tight," he explai ned,
ethereal air will seep out and not fill the bag."

She hoi sted the gnonme up and set himon top of the barrel
Wth a corkscrew, Bellcrank popped a large cork in the top
of the barrel. "Hand me the hose," he said. v

"Thi s?" asked Kitiara, holding up a linp tube of canvas.
"The very thing." She gave it to him and he tied it over
the neck of a wooden turncock. "Now, " said Bellcrank, "for
the vitriol!"

There were three very |l arge demijohns sitting in the tal
grass. Kitiara stooped to pick one up. "Oof!" she gasped.
"Feels like a keg of alel™

"It's concentrated vitriol. Be careful not to spill it; it can
burn you very badly." She set the heavy jug down by the

or the

t ub.

'You don't expect ne to pour that stuff in there, do you?"
Bel l crank said, "No indeed! | have a nost efficacious

i nvention that will circumvent such tiresome duty. Hand ne

t he Excel l ent Muthl ess Si phon, would you?"

Kitiara cast about but saw nothing that resenbled an
Excel | ent Mout hl ess Si phon. Bel |l crank pointed with his
stubby finger. "That, there; the bellows-looking item Yes."
She gave himthe nmouthl ess siphon. Bellcrank put the beak

of the bellows into the demjohn and pulled the handl es
apart. The sinister brown liquid in the jug sank by an inch
"There!" the gnome said triunphantly. "No sucking on

tubes. No spillage." He pushed the beak into the hole in the
barrel where the cork had been, and enptied the vitriol

"Ha, ha! Gnom sh science overcones ignorance again!"
Bel | crank repeated the siphoning four nore tinmes before
Kitiara noticed vapor escaping fromthe |eather hinges of

t he Excel |l ent Mut hl ess Siphon. "Bellcrank," she said hesi-
tantly.

"Not now! The process has begun, and it nust be kept

goi ng at a steady pace!"

"But the siphon --"

A drop of vitriol seeped through a hole that it had eaten in
t he hinge of the siphon, and splashed on Bellcrank's shoe.
He carelessly flung the siphon away and began hoppi ng

around on one foot, trying desperately to pry the shoe off
his foot. The vitriol ate the buckle strap in two, and with a
m ghty kick, Bellcrank flung the shoe away. It m ssed the
returning Fitter's nose by a whisker

"Ch, Reorx!" said Bellcrank sadly. The Excell ent MNbuth-

| ess Siphon was a pile of steanmi ng fragments.

"Never mind," Kitiara said. Whe w apped her arnms around

the vitriol jug and planted her feet firmy. "Hai-yup!" she
grunted, and raised the denmijohn to Bellcrank's level. He
gui ded the jug's mouth, and soon a steady stream of the
acrid fluid was spilling into the ethereal air generator

The hose fromthe keg to the air bag swelled. The saggi ng



bag itself began to fill out and grow firmer inside its web of
netting. Soon all the rope rigging and tackle was taut. The
bag strai ned against the confining ropes. At Bellcrank's sig-
nal, Kitiara | owered the heavy denijohn.

Sturm came around the bow with the other gnonmes. "The

ruts are full of brush,"” he said.

"The bag is full of ethereal air," said Bellcrank

"My back is killing ne," said Kitiara. "Wat next?"

"W f-fly," said Stutts. "All colleagues to their flying st-
stations!"

Stutts, Wngover, and the two humans went into the for-

ward end of the deck house. The other gnones lined the rail
"Rel ease ballast!" cried Wngover.

"Rel ease b-ballast!" Stutts called out an open porthole.

The gnomes took up | ong, sausage-shaped bags that |ined

the rail. The ends opened, and sand poured out. The

gnones flung sand over the side, getting as nmuch in their

own eyes as they did out of the ship. This went on unti
Sturmfelt the deck shift under his feet. Kitiara, w de-eyed,
grabbed the brass rail that ran around the wheel house at the
gnones' shoul der hei ght.

"Open front wings!" cried Wngover.

"Opening f-front wings!" Stutts replied. He | eaned agai nst

a lever as tall as he was and shoved it forward. Arattle, a
screech, and the leather 'sails' that Kitiara and Sturm had
noticed on the hull unfolded into |ong, graceful batlike

wi ngs. The goatskin covering the bony ribs was pal e brown
and transl ucent.

"F-front wings open," Stutts reported. Wnd caught in

them and the ship lifted an inch or two at the bow

"Open rear w ngs!"

"Opening rear ww ngs!" A slightly wider and | onger pair

of leather-clad w ngs bl ossomed aft of the deckhouse.

"Set tail!"

The gnomes on deck ran out a long spar and clanped it to

the stern. Roperig and Fitter clanbered over the spar
attaching lines to pulleys to hooks. They unfol ded a fan-
shaped set of ribs, also covered in goatskin. By the tine they
finished, the doudmaster was swayi ng and bucking off the

ground.
W ngover flipped the cover off a speaking tube. "Hell o,
Birdcall, are you there? A shrill whistled answered. "Tel

Fl ash to start the engine."

There was a sizzle and a | oud crack, and the deck quiv-

ered beneath their feet. Wngover twirled a brass ring han-
dle and threw another tall |ever. The great wi ngs rose slowy
i n unison. The Coudmaster |ost contact with the ground.

Down cane the wi ngs, folding inward as they cane. The

flying ship lurched forward, its wheels sucking free of the
mud and bounci ng over the scattered brush. The w ngs beat
again, faster. Wngover grasped the steering wheel in both
his small hands and pulled. The wheel swung toward him

t he bow pitched up, the wings flapped crazily, and the

O oudmaster was borne aloft into the blue afternoon sky.
"Hurray! HHurray!" Stutts said, junping up and down.

The C oudnaster clinmbed steadily. Wngover eased the

wheel forward, and the bow dropped. Kitiara yelled and

| ost her footing. Sturmlet go of the handrail to try to catch
her, and he fell, too. He rolled agai nst one of the |evers,



knocking it out of place, and the wings instantly stopped
nmovi ng. The d oudmaster wobbl ed and pl unged t oward

t he ground.

There were several seconds of stark terror. Sturmdisen-

tangled himself fromthe | ever and haul ed back on it. The

W ngs sang as the taut skin bit the air. Stutts and Kitiara, in a
knot, rolled to the rear of the room Shakily, Wngover

st eadi ed the ship.

"I think passengers ought to | eave the wheel house,"

W ngover said. H's voice shook with fear. "At |east unti

you get your air legs."

"I agree," said Sturm From his hands and knees he

grabbed the handl e of the door and crept out on deck. Kiti-
ara and Stutts craw ed out behind him

The rushing wi nd was strong on deck, but by taking firm

hold of the rail and leaning into it, Kitiara found it tol erable.
The wings flexed up and down in close harnony. Kitiara
slowy strai ghtened her |egs. She | ooked over the side.
"CGreat Lord of Battle!" she exclainmed. "W nust be niles

and mles straight up!"”

Stutts boosted hinself to the rail and hung his head over

the side. "N-not as high as all that," he renmarked. "You can
st-still see our shadow on the ground.” It was true. A dark
oval sped across the treetops. Sighter appeared with his spy-
gl ass, and he pronptly announced their altitude as 6,437.5
feet.

"Are you certain?" Kitiara asked.

"Please," said Sturm "take his word for it."

"Where are we headed, Sighter?" asked Kitiara.

"Due east. That's the Lemi sh forest below In a few mn-
utes, we should be over the Newsea."

"But that's seventy miles fromwhere we were," Sturm

said. He was sitting on the deck. "Are we truly flying that
fast?"

"Indeed we are, and we shall go faster still," Sighter said
He strolled forward, his spyglass stuck to one eye as he sur-
veyed the world bel ow

"It's wonderful!" Kitiara said. She |aughed into the w nd.

"I never believed you could do it; but you did. | love it! Tel
the whistler to go as fast as he can!" Stutts was al nost as
excited, and he agreed. He turned to re-enter the wheel -
house. Sturmcalled to him and he paused.

"Why are we headi ng east?" Sturm asked. "Wy not

north and east -- toward the Plains of Solamia?"

Stutts replied, "Rainspot s-says he feels turbul ence in that
direction. He f-felt it wouldn't be prudent to fly through it."
He di sappeared into the wheel house.

"Sturm look at that!" Kitiara said. "lIt's a village! You can
see the housetops and chimey snoke -- and cattle! | won-

der, can the people down there see us? Wuldn't that be fun-
ny, to swoop down on their heads and bl ow a

trunpet -- ta-ta! Scare themout of ten years' growth!"
Sturmwas still sitting on the deck. "lI'mnot ready to stand
up yet," he said sheepishly. "I was never afraid of heights,

you know. Trees, towers, nountaintops never disturbed
me. But this..."
"I't's wonderful, Sturm Hold the rail and | ook down."



| must stand up, thought Sturm The Measure demanded

that a knight face danger with honor and courage. The

Kni ghts of Sol ammi a had never considered aerial travel in

their code of conduct. | nust show Kit that | amnot afraid

Sturm grasped the rail

My father, Lord Angriff Brightbl ade, would not be

afraid, he told hinself as he faced the low wall and rose to

hi s haunches. Bl ood pounded in Sturnmis ears. The power of

the sword, the discipline of battle, were of little help here.

This was a stronger test. This was the unknown.

Sturm stood. The world spun beneath himlike a ribbon

unspooling. Already the blue waters of the Newsea glittered

on the horizon. Kitiara was raving about the boats she could

see. Sturmtook a deep breath and let the fear fall fromhim

like a soiled garnent.

"Wonderful!" she exclained again. "I tell you, Sturm |

take back all the things | said about the gnomes. This flying

ship is tremendous! W can go anywhere in the world with

this. Anywhere! And think of what a general could do with

his army in a fleet of these devices. No wall would be high
enough. No arrows could reach you up here. There's no

spot in the whole of Krynn that could be defended against a

fleet of flying ships."”

"It would be the end of the world," Sturmsaid. "Gties

| ooted and burned, farms ravaged, people slaughtered -- it

woul d be as bad as the Cataclysm"”

"Trust you to see the dark side of everything," she said.

"I't happened before, you know. Twi ce the dragons of

Krynn tried to subjugate the world fromthe sky, until the
great Huma used the Dragonl ance and defeated them"

Kitiara said, "That was |long ago. And nen are different
fromdragons."” Sturmwas not sSo sure.

Cut wood and Rai nspot clinbed a | adder to the roof of the
wheel house. Fromthere they |l aunched a large kite". It flut-
tered back in the wind fromthe w ngs, whipping about on
its string Iike a new caught trout.

"What are you two doing now?" Kitiara called out.

"Testing for lightning," Cutwood responded. "He snells it
in the clouds."

"Isn't that dangerous?" Sturm said.

"Eh?" Cutwood put a hand to his ear.

"l said, isn't that --"

The brilliant white-forked bolt hit the kite before Sturm
could finish. Though the sun was shining and the air clear
lightning | eaped froma nearby cloud and bl asted the kite to
ashes. The bolt continued down the string and | eaped to the
brass | adder. The d oudmaster staggered; the w ngs skipped
a beat, then settled back into their regular rhythm once
nor e.

They carried the scorched Rainspot into the dining room

Hi s face and hands were black with soot. H's shoes had been
knocked right off his feet, and his stockings had gone wth
his shoes. Al the buttons on his vest were nelted as well.
Cutwood | owered his ear to Rainspot's chest. "Still beat-
ing," he reported.

The ship's alarmwent AH -- OO -- GAH and the speak-

ing tube blared, "Al'l coll eagues and passengers cone to the
engi ne roomat once." Stutts and the other gnomes filed
toward the door, with the humans trailing behind.



Stutts paused. "Wat ab-bout hinP" He indicated the
unconsci ous Rai nspot .

"We could carry him" Sighter said.

"W can make a stretcher," said Cutwood, checking his
pockets for paper and pencil to draw a stretcher design
"I'"ll doit,"” Sturmsaid, just to end the discussion. He
scooped the little man up in his arnmns.

Down in the engine room the ship's entire conpany col -

lected. Sturmwas alarnmed to see Wngover there. "Wo
steering the ship?" he asked.

"I tied the wheel."
"Col | eagues and passengers, '
fault in the engine."

"You needn't beg," said Roperig. "We'll let you report."
"Shut up," said Kitiara. "How bad is it?"

"I can't shut it off. The lightning strike has fused the
switches in the 'on' position."

"That's not so bad," Sighter said. Birdcall warbled in

Fl ash said, "I beg to report,

agreenent .
"But we can't fly around forever!" Kitiara said.
"No indeed," said Flash. "I estimate we have power to fly

for, oh, six and a half weeks."

"Six weeks!" cried Sturmand Kitiara in unison

"One thousand, eighty-one hours, twenty-nine mnutes. |
can work out the exact seconds in a nmonent."

"Hold nmy arnms, Sturm |I'mgoing to throttle him"
"Hush, Kit."

"Coul d we unfasten the wi ngs? That woul d bring us
down, " said Roperig.

"Yes, and nake a nice big hole when we hit,"'
observed tartly.

"Hmm | wonder how big a hole it would be." Cutwood

flipped open a randomslip of parchment and started figur-
ing on it. The other gnones crowded around, offering cor-
rections to his arithnetic.

"Stop this at once!" Sturmsaid. Kitiara's face was scarl et
fromill-conceal ed rage. When the gnonmes paid himnot the

| east heed, he snatched the cal culations from Cutwood. The
gnones broke off in mdbabble.

"How can such clever fellows be so inpractical? Not one

of you has asked the right question. Flash, can you fix the

Bel | cr ank

engi ne?"

A gl eam of challenge grew in Flash's eyes. "I can! | wll!l"

He pull ed a hanmer from one pocket and a spanner from

another. "C non, Birdcall, let's get at it!" The chi ef nechan-
i c chirped happily and followed on Flash's heels.

"W ngover, where will we go if we keep flying as we are

now?" Sturm asked.

"The wings are set on 'clinb', which neans we'll keep

goi ng hi gher and hi gher," Wngover replied. The gnone

wri nkl ed his beaky nose. "It will get cold. The air will thin
out; that's why vultures and eagles can only fly so high.
Their wings are too small. The C oudnmaster shoul dn't have
problems with that."

"Everyone will have to dress warmy," said Sturm

"W have our furs," Kitiara said, having mastered her

anger at the situation. "I don't know what the gnones can

wear . "



"Ch! Onh!" Roperig waved a hand to be recognized. "I can

make Personal Heating Apparatuses out of materials | have

in the rope | ocker."

"Fine, you do that." Roperig and his apprentice hurried

away with their heads together. Fitter listened so intently
t hat he wal ked under an engine part and into the door

frane.

Rai nspot mpaned. Forgetting his burden in the excite-

ment, Sturm had tucked hi munder one armlike a | oaf of
bread. The gnome coughed and groaned. Sturm set himon

the deck. The first thing Rainspot did was to ask for his kite.
Cut wood expl ained how it was lost, and tears welled up in
Rai nspot's eyes. As they trickled down his cheeks, they
scored clean tracks in the soot.

"One thing nore, Wngover," Kitiara said. "You said the

air would get thin. Do you mean as it does on very high
nount ai nt ops?"

"Exactly like that."

She pl anted her hands on her hips and said, "I once led a
troop of cavalry over the high Khal kist Muwuntains. It was
cold, all right, and worse, our ears bled. W fainted at the
slightest exertion and had the worst headaches. A shanman
naned Ning made a potion for us to drink; it eased our

way. "

"What a prinmitive shaman can do with mmagic, a gnone

can do with t-technol ogy,"” said Stutts.

Sturm | ooked out the engine room porthole at the darken-

ing sky. Arine of frost was already form ng on the outside
of the glass. "I certainly hope so, ny friend. Qur lives may
depend on it."

Chapter 7

Hydr odynam cs!

It was quiet on deck. Sturm worked his way around

the starboard side to the bow Sighter had nmounted a tele-
scope on a spindle there, and Sturmwanted a | ook around.
It wasn't easy noving in his thick fur coat, hood, and mt-
tens, but he decided that it was no worse than being in ful
body arnor.

The flapping of the wi ngs scarcely could be heard as the

O oudmaster clinbed steadily upward. The flying ship had
pierced a | ayer of soft white clouds, which left a coat of
snow on the deck and roof. Once it cleared the cloud | ayer,
however, the rush of air over the wi ngs swept the snow
away.

Great pillars of vapor stood around them fat col ums of

bl ue and white that | ooked as solid as marble in the noons

light. Sturm studi ed these massive towers of cloud through
Sighter's spyglass, but all he could see was their scul pted
surfaces, as snooth and still as a frozen pond.

He hadn't seen a gnone in over an hour. Wngover had

tied the steering wheel again, and they'd all disappeared
below to work on their inventions. Cccasionally he heard

or felt bangs and crashes under his feet. Kitiara, fully and
fetchingly buried in her fox fur coat, had gone to the dining
room and stretched out on the table for a nap

Sturm swung the tel escope left, over the pointed prow.
Solinari shone between two deep ravines in the clouds, sil-
vering the airship with its rays. He scanned the strange



architecture of the clouds, seeing in thema face, a wagon, a
rearing horse. It was beautiful, but incredibly lonely. He felt
at that monent |like the only man in the world.
The cold crept through his heavy clothes. Sturm cl apped
his hands on his arnms to stir his blood. It didn't hel p nuch.
Fi nal ly he abandoned his frosty post, and returned to the
dining room He watched the sleeping Kitiara sway gently
with the nmotion of the ship. Then he snelled sonething.
Snoke. Somet hi ng was bur ni ng.
Sturm coughed and wrinkled his nose. Kitiara stirred.
She sat up intime to see the entry of a bizarre apparition. It
| ooked li ke a scarecrow nade of tin and rope, but this scare-
crow had a glass jar on its head and snoke conming out of its
back.
"Hell o," said the apparition.
"W ngover ?" asked Kitiara.
The little scarecrow reached up and twisted the jar off its
head, and the hawki sh features of Wngover emerged.
"What do you think of Roperig's invention?" he asked. "He
calls it the Refined Personal Heating Apparatus, Mark II1."
"Mark I11?" said Sturm
"Yes, the first two prototypes were not successful. Poor

Fitter has a burn on his... well, he'll be standing at dinner
for a while. That was Mark |I. The Mark Il took off nost of
Roperig's whiskers. | warned himnot to use glue on the Per-

fect Cbservation Hel net."
W ngover held out his arnms and spun in a circle. "Do you
see? Roperig sewed a continuous coil of rope to a set of |ong

underwear, then varnished the whole suit to make it water-

tight and airtight. The heat cones froma tin stove, here." He
strained to point at a mniature potbelly stove nounted on

his back. "A fat tallow candl e provides up to four hours of
heat, and these tin strips carry the warnth all over the suit."
W ngover finally dropped his arns.

"Very ingenious," said Kitiara flatly. "Has anythi ng been

done about the engi ne?"

"Birdcall and Flash can't agree on the cause of the dam

age. Birdcall insists the fault lies in Flash's lightning bottles,
whil e Flash says the engine is fused in the 'on' position."
Kitiara sighed. "By the time those two agree on what to

fix, we'll have run out of sky."

"Coul d anything fly as high as we are now?"

"There's no reason why another flying ship couldn't get

this high. It's largely a matter of aerodynam c efficiency." He
t hunped a dial or two and added, "I suppose a dragon

m ght get this high. Assuming they still existed, that is.
"Dragons?" Sturm repeated.

"Dragons are a special case, of course. The really big
ones, Reds or Colds, could achieve very high altitudes."
"How hi gh?"

"They had wi ngspans of 150 feet or nore, you know,"

sai d Wngover, enjoying his lecture. "I"'msure | could do a
cal cul ati on, based on a fifty-foot animal weighing forty-five
tons -- of course, they couldn't glide worth shucks --"

"It's freezing on the inside now," interrupted Kitiara,

scratching the frost off a small pane of glass. She breathed
on the cleared spot, and it instantly turned nmlky white.
Stutts started up the | adder from bel ow, but his Persona
Heat i ng Apparatus caught on the | adder and there were



some nonments of struggle to free him

"Everyt hi ng sh-shi pshape?" he inquired.

"The controls are fine," Wngover responded, "but we're
still going up. The hei ght gauge has gone off the dial, so
Sighter will have to cal cul ate how high we are.”

Stutts cl apped his rope-wound hands together. "P-

perfect! That will nmake himvery happy." The gnones' | ead-
er whistled into the voice tube. "N-now hear this! Sighter
r-report to the wheel house!"

In seconds, the little astrononer cane banging up the | ad-
der, tripped on the top rung, and fell on his face. Kitiara
hel ped hi m stand and saw why he was so clunmsy. He had

pull ed his jar-helnet on in such a way as to cover his face
with his long beard. Stutts and Kitiara worked and tw sted
to get the jar off. It cane away with a | oud pop

"By Reorx," Sighter gasped. "I was beginning to think mny

own whi skers were trying to choke ne!"

"Did you b-bring your astrol abe?" asked Stutts.

"When am | without it?"

"Then g-go up on the roof and shoot the stars. W need to
know our exact p-position.”

Si ghter snapped his fingers. "Not a problem"

He went out of the deckhouse through the dining room

They heard his feet stonping across the roof.

"Uh-oh," said Wngover, staring dead ahead.

Sturmsaid, "Wat is it?"

"The clouds are closing in. Look!"

They had flown into a box canyon of clouds. Even if

W ngover put the wheel hard about, they would still plow
into a cloud bank. "1'd better tell Sighter,"” Sturm said. He
went to the door, nmeaning to shout up at the gnonme on the
roof. About the tine he cracked the door open, the d oud-
master bored into a wall of |um nous white.

Frost formed quickly on Sturm s nustache. Snow swirl ed
around himas he cried, "Sighter! Sighter, cone down!" The
frozen m st was so thick that he couldn't see a foot beyond
his nose. He would have to go get Sighter

He slipped twice on his way up the | adder. The brass

rungs were encased in ice, but Sturmknocked it off with the
butt of his dagger. As he cleared the roof line, a blast of
frigid air stung his face. "Sighter!" he called. "Sighter!"
The rooftop was too treacherous to stand on, so Sturm

crept forward on his hands and knees. Fl akes of snow col -
lected in the gap between his hood and coat collar, nelted,
and ran down his neck. Sturm s hand slipped, and he al nost
rolled right off the roof. Though there was four feet of deck
on either side, he had the horrible idea that he would tunble
right off the ship and fall, fall, fall. Cutwod would cal cu-
| ate how big a hole he'd nake.

H s hand bunped a frost-rimed boot, and Sturm | ooked

up. Sighter was at his post, astrol abe stuck to one eye and
conpletely covered with half an inch of ice! Snow was
already drifting around his feet.

Sturm used his dagger to chip away the ice around Sight-
er's shoes. Hi s Personal Heating Apparatus, Mark |11 nust
have bl own out, for the gnonme was now stiff with cold.
Sturm grabbed the little man's feet and pulled --

"Sturm Sturm where are you?" Kitiara was calling



"Up here!™

"What are you doi ng? You and Sighter get inside before

your faces freeze off!"

"It's too late for Sighter. I've alnost got himloose -- wait,
here he is!" He passed the stiff gnome over the edge of the
roof to Kitiara's open arms. Wth commendabl e agility, he
then scooted down the | adder and hurried back inside.

"Brr! And | thought winters at Castle Brightbl ade were
cold!'"™ He saw that Rainspot was on hand to doctor the fro-
zen Sighter. "How is he?" asked Sturm

"Cold," said Rainspot. He pinched the tip of Sighter's
beard with a pair of wooden tweezers. A quick snap of the
wist, and the lower half of Sighter's beard broke off.
"Dear, dear," Rainspot said, clucking his tongue. "Dear

dear." He reached for the astrolabe, still in place at Sighter's

eye, with Sighter's hands clanped to it.

"No!" Kitiara and Sturmyelled. Trying to break the

i nstrument | oose would probably take Sighter's eye with it.
"T-take him bel ow and thaw himout," said Stutts. "S-
slowy."

"Someone will have to carry his feet,
Stutts sighed and went over to help.
"He's g-going to be very angry that y-you broke his

b- beard,” he said.

"Dear, dear. Perhaps if we danpened the edge we could

stick it back on."

"Don't be st-stupid. You'd never get it aligned p-properly.™
"I can get sone glue from Roperig --"

They di sappeared down the hatch to the berth deck

Sturmand Kitiara heard a | oud crash, and both rushed to

t he openi ng, expecting to see poor Sighter broken to bits

sai d Rai nspot.

like a cheap clay vase. But, no, Stutts was on the deck

Si ghter cushioned on top of him and Rai nspot was hangi ng
upsi de down with his feet tangled in the rungs. "Dear, dear,"
he was sayi ng. "Dear, dear."

They couldn't help but laugh. It felt good after spending

so nmuch time worryi ng whether they would ever wal k the

solid soil of Krynn again.

Kitiara stopped |aughing first. "That was a crazy stunt,
Sturm " she said.

"What ?"

"Rescui ng that gnone. You m ght have been frozen your-

self, and I'll wager you wouldn't thaw out as easily as Sight-
er will.”

"Not with Rainspot as my doctor."

To his surprise, she enbraced him It was a conradely

hug, with a clap on the back that staggered him

"We're coming out of it! W're coming out!" Wngover

yell ed. Kitiara broke away and rushed to the gnonme. He
was hopping up and down in delight as the white shroud
peel ed away fromthe flying ship. The C oudnaster

energed fromthe top of the snow squall into clear air.
Ahead of themwas a vast red globe, far larger than the
sun ever appeared fromthe ground. Bel ow was not hi ng but
an unbroken sheet of cloud, tinged scarlet fromthe noon's
glow. Al around, stars tw nkled. The O oudmaster was fly-
i ng headl ong toward the red orb.

"Hydr odynani cs," Wngover breathed. This was the

gnonmes' strongest oath. Neither Sturmnor Kitiara could



i mprove on it just then

"What is it?" Kitiara finally said

"I'f ny calculations are accurate, and |'m sure that they
are, it is Lunitari, the red nmoon of Krynn," said W ngover.
Si ghter appeared in the hatch. H's hair was dripping, and
his broken-off beard fluttered when he spoke. "Correct!
That's what | discovered before the snowstormhit. W're a
hundred t housand mniles from home, and headi ng strai ght

for Lunitari."

Chapter 8

To the Red Moon

The ship's conpl enent assenbled in the dining

room Reactions to Sighter's announcerment were m xed.
Basically, the gnonmes were delighted, while their human
passengers were appall ed.

"How can we be going to Lunitari?" Kitiara denanded

"It's just a red dot in the sky!"

"Ch, no," said Sighter. "Lunitari is a |arge gl obular cel es-
tial body, just like Krynn and the other noons and pl anets. |
estimate that it is thirty-five hundred niles in dianeter and
at least 150 thousand miles fromKrynn."

"This is beyond nme," Sturmsaid wearily. "How could we

possi bly have flown so high? W haven't been gone nore

than two days."

"Actually, time references are difficult to nmake at this alti-

tude. W haven't seen the sun in a long tine, but judging
fromthe positions of the moons and stars, | would say we
have been aloft for fifty-four hours,” Sighter said, nmaking a
few jottings on the tabletop. "And forty-two m nutes."

"Any other r-reports?" asked Stutts.

"We're out of raisins,"” said Fitter

"And flour and bacon and onions," added Cutwood.

"What does that |eave for food?" Kitiara asked. Birdcal

made a very unbirdlike squawk. "Wat did he say?"

"Beans. Six sacks of dried white beans," said Roperig.

"\What about the engi ne?" asked Sturm "Have you fig-

ured out howto fix it?"

Tweet -t weedl e-tweet. "He says no," Bellcrank transl ated.
"The lightning bottles are holding up quite well," Flash
reported. "My theory is, the cold, thin air offers | ess resist-
ance to the wings, therefore, the engine doesn't have to
work as hard."

"Rot!" said Bellcrank. "It's ny ethereal air. Al that flap-
pi ng i mpedes our flight. If we |opped off those silly w ngs,
we could have flown to Lunitari in half the tine."
"Aerodynam c idiocy! That big bag is just a big drag!"

"Stop it!" Sturm snapped. "There's no tinme for these ridic-
ul ous disputes. | want to know what happens when we

reach Lunitari." Ten pairs of gnome eyes | ooked at him and
bl i nked. They do it in unison, he thought, just to unnerve
ne. "Well?"

"W | and?" said W ngover.

"How? The engi nes won't shut off."

The roomfairly buzzed with the brains of gnomes furi-

ously thinking. Roperig began to shake. "What does a ship
in distress do when it's driven toward the shoal s?" asked
Roperig feverishly.

"Crash and sink," said Bellcrank.



"No, no! It throws out an anchor!"

Sturmand Kitiara smled. Here was sonething they could
understand. Never mnd lightning bottles and ethereal air --
throw out an anchor!

"Do we have an anchor?" asked Fitter

"W have a few grappling hooks about this big,"

W ngover replied, holding his hands out, about a foot

apart. "They won't stop C oudnaster."

"I"ll make a big one," Bellcrank vowed. "If we scrap a few
| adders and iron fittings..."

"But what if we don't get the engine shut down?" Sturm
said. "No anchor in the world will stop us."

Kitiara cocked her head and regarded Stutts severely.

"What about it?" she asked.

"How 1-long will it take you to m nake an anchor7" asked
Stutts.

"Wth hel p, maybe three hours,"” said Bellcrank

"When will we h-hit Lunitari?" Stutts asked Sighter

Si ghter scribbled across the table, around one corner, and

up the other side. "As it stands now, we will hit Lunitari in
five hours and sixteen minutes."
"Flash and B-Birdcall will keep working on the engine. If

n-no other course is open, we mnmay have to smash the
engi ne b-before we can set down."

The gnomes erupted with cries of consternation. The
humans obj ect ed, too.

"How wi || we ever get home if you weck the engi ne?"

demanded Kitiara. "W'll be narooned on Lunitari forever."

"I'f we c-crash, we'll be on L-Lunitari a lot |onger than

that, and enjoy it a lot less,” Stutts said. "Wwe'l|l be dead."
"Fitter and I will nake a cable for the anchor,"” said

Roperi g, headi ng bel ow.

"Il fill the deckhouse with our blankets and pillows,"

Cut wood of fered. "That way, we'll have something to cush-

ion us when we crash, er, land."

The gnomes dispersed to their tasks, while Sturmand Kit-
iara remained in the dining room The scarlet expanse of the
nmoon was Vi sible through the skylight. Together they

| ooked up at Lunitari

Sturm said, "Another world. |I wonder what it's like."

"Who can say? The gnones could give you theories; I'm

just a warrior," said Kitiara. She sighed. "If we end up

mar ooned there, | hope there will be battles to be fought."
"There are always battles. Every place has its own version
of good and evil."

"Ch, it doesn't matter to ne who | fight for. Battle is ny
virtue. You can't go wong with a sword in your hand and a
good conrade at your side." She slipped a thickly gloved
hand into Sturms. He returned her grip, but could not dis-
pel the anxiety that her words caused.

The gnomes, when aroused, had form dabl e amounts of

energy. In less tinme than it takes to tell, Bellcrank had forged

a nonstrous anchor with four flukes and a huge wei ght

made of niscell aneous netal parts fromall over the ship. In
his zeal to add weight to his creation, Bellcrank took |adder
rungs, doorknobs, spoons fromthe dining room door

hi nges, and only by threat of force could he be discouraged
fromrenmoving half of Wngover's control knobs.



Roperig and Fitter wove an appropriately stout cable;

i ndeed, their first offering was too thick to thread through
the eyel et that Bellcrank had fashioned in the anchor. Cut-
wood filled the dining roomso full of pillows and bl ankets
that it was hard to wal k across to the wheel house.

Lunitari grew visibly larger with each passing hour. From
a featureless red globe, it had devel oped dark red mountain
peaks, purple valleys, and wide scarlet plains. Stutts and
W ngover debated endlessly as to why the noon was so

dom nated by red hues. As usual, they resol ved not hing,
Kitiara nmade the m stake of asking how it was that they
seened to be flying straight down at Lunitari when they had
been goi ng up since | eaving Krynn

"It's all a matter of relative reference," Wngover said.
"Qur '"up' is down on Lunitari, and the 'down' on Lunitari
will be up.”

She set aside her sword, which she'd taken out to polish
and sharpen. "You nean, if | drop a stone fromny hand on
Lunitari, it will fly up in the air and eventually fall on
Krynn?"

W ngover opened and cl osed his nouth silently three

times. H's expression grew nore and nore puzzled. Finally,
Kitiara asked, "What will keep our feet on the moon? Wn't
we fall back hone?"

W ngover | ooked stricken. Stutts chuckled. "The sane
p-pressure that held you to the fertile soil of K-Krynn will

allow us to walk normally on L-Lunitari," he said.
"Pressure?" asked Sturm

"Yes, the p-pressure of the air. Air has weight, you know "
"I see," said Kitiara. "But what keeps the air in place?"
Now it was Stutts's turn to | ook stricken

Sturmrescued themfromtheir scientific quandary. "I

want to know if there will be people there," he said.

"Why not ?" Wngover said. "If the air thickens and gets
warner, we mght find quite ordinary folk living on Luni -
tari."

Kitiara drew t he whetstone down the [ ength of her bl ade.
"Strange," she nused, "to think that people like us live on
the noon. | wonder what they see when they | ook up --
down? -- at our world."

Birdcall whistled for attention fromthe deck bel ow. Bell -
crank had renoved the | adder hal fway down, so the chirp-
ing ghone couldn't reach a rung to pull hinself up. Stutts
and Sturmreached through the open hatch and haul ed him
out. Birdcall twittered a | engthy exposition, and Stutts
transl at ed.

"He says he and F-Flash have figured out a way to disen-

gage the engine before we land. They will c-cut the main
power cable a hundred feet up, and t-time the wing beats so
that the wings will 1-lock in their extended position. That

way, we can glide in to a |anding."

"And if they don't?"

Birdcall held up one hand with the fingers flat together.
H s hand dived into the open palmof his other, making a
crunchi ng noi se when they smacked toget her

"We have |-little ch-choice but to try." The others agreed.
Birdcall dropped to the deck bel ow and hurried down to his
engi ne. Roperig and Fitter pooled the anchor and cable on
the deck by the ship's tail. Cutwood, Sighter, and Rai nspot



boxed up their nost val uabl e possessions -- tools, instru-
ments, and the big |l edger with all the entries on raisin densi-
ty in nmuffins -- and buried themam dst the pillows in the
di ni ng room

"What can | do?" Sturmsaid to Wngover.

"You could throw out the anchor when we say."

"I can do sonething, too," Kitiara said.

"Why don't you go to the engine roomand help Flash and
Birdcall? They can't tend the engine and cut the power cable
at the same time," said the gnone.

She raised her sword until the hilt was |evel with her chin.
"Cut it with this?" she said.

"Certainly."

"Right." Kitiara slipped the sheath over the bl ade and
started down the abbreviated | adder. "When you want the
cable cut, hit that crazy horn," she said. "That will be ny
signal ."

"Kit," Sturmsaid quietly, making her pause. "My Pal a-

di ne gui de your hand."

"I doubt that I'Il need divine aid. |I've chopped through

t hi cker things than cable!"™ She smled crookedly.

There was nothing in view now but Lunitari. Though

W ngover didn't change course, the noon seenmed to sink
fromoverhead to bows-on. As the mnutes sped by, the red

| andscape spread to every horizon. Soon the airship was fly-
ing with the purple sky above and the red soil bel ow

The altitude gauge was working again. "Seventy-two

hundred feet. Four mnutes to contact," said Wngover.

A line of jagged peaks flashed by. Wngover spun the

wheel hard to port. The wings on the starboard side flicked
past the sharp spires with scant feet to spare. The d oud-
mast er careened farther, alnost onto its side. Soft thunps
and nuffled yells cane fromthe dining room
"\Whoa- oh- oh- oh!" W ngover cried. "Mre bunps com

ing up!"

The prow smashed into a |lofty pinnacle and carried it

away. A cloud of red grit and dust hit the wheel house w n-
dows. Wngover frantically pushed | evers and turned the
wheel . The flying ship went nose up, then tail up. Sturm

st aggered back and forth. He felt like a pea being rattled in a
cup.

The cliffs fell away to reveal a | andscape of flat nesas

di vided by deep ravines. The ship was down to a thousand
feet. Sturm opened the door. Melted ice ran along the deck
outside. "I'mgoing aft!" he said. Wngover bobbed his head
rapidly in reply.

He stepped out the door just as Wngover banked the

Cl oudmaster in that direction. Sturm al nost pitched head-
first over the rail. The scarlet world roared past at terrifying
speed, much faster, it seemed, than when they were cruising

t hrough the high clouds. He felt a rush of vertigo, but it

qui ckly succunbed to his will. Sturm staggered aft, bounc-
ing fromthe rail to the wall of the deckhouse. He glinpsed a
queerly distorted face at one of the dining room porthol es.

It was Fitter, his bul bous nose and ruddy |ips smashed fl at
agai nst the pane.

The wi nd whi pped at Sturm as he neared the anchor. The

hi nged tail bowed and fl exed under W ngover's control



Sturm w apped an arm around the tail's hinge post and held
on.

The tabl el and was replaced by a featurel ess plain. The

dark red soil was snmooth and unrippled. At |east Pal adi ne
had favored themw th an uncluttered place to land the fly-
ing ship! Sturmlet go of the rudder post and cradl ed the
anchor in his arms. Bellcrank had done a good job; the big
hook wei ghed nearly as much as Sturm He westled it to

the rail. They were very |ow now. The ground resenbled a
sheet of nmarble, painted the color of blood.

Do it, Wngover. Blow the horn now, thought Sturm

They seenmed too low. He's forgotten, he thought. W're too
low. He forgot to sound the horn! O had he hinself failed
to hear it in the rush of wind and the pounding of his heart?
After a second of indecision, Sturm heaved the anchor

over. The nulticol ored rope, woven from everythi ng

Roperig could find -- cord, curtains, shirts, and gnomni sh
underwear -- spilled after the hook, |oop after |oop. Roperig
said he'd made 110 feet of cable. Mre than enough. The
skein rapidly shrank. Wth a snap, it ran out, and the heavy
scrap netal anchor streamed out behind the flying ship.
Sturm had dropped it too soon

He noved forward, watching the hook drop cl oser and

closer to the red soil. By the door to the wheel house, Sturm
paused, expecting the anchor to bounce and shatter as it hit,
but it did neither. The anchor sank into the surface of the
nmoon, plow ng a w de, deep furrow.

He threw open the door. Wngover had his hand on the

horn cord. "Don't do it!" Sturmyelled. "The ground

below -- it's not solid!"

W ngover snatched his hand away fromthe cord as if it

had burned him "Not solid?"

"I dropped the anchor, and it's flow ng through the plain
as though it were in water. If we land, we'll sink!"

"We don't have any tine left. W' re less than a hundred
feet up now "

Sturmwent to the rail, staring desperately at the soft
ground. What to do? What to do!

He saw rocks. "Hard to starboard!" he sang out. "Solid
ground to starboard!"

W ngover spun the wheel. The right rear w ng touched
Lunitari. It dipped into the dust and came out unharned.
Sturmcould snell the dirt in the air. The rocks thickened,
and the snmooth, scarlet dust gave way to a stony plain.
AA- OO GAH

The C oudnaster quivered like a living thing. The | eather
bat-wings lifted in a graceful arc and froze there. Sturm
threw hi msel f through the door and | anded on his belly. He
covered his head tightly with his hands.

The wheel s touched, spun, and snapped off with brittle,

wr enchi ng sounds. Wien the hull of the flying ship plowed
into Lunitari, the bow bucked, rose, and jerked to port.
Sturm careened across the deck. The C oudnaster tore

along, trailing a wake of dirt and stones. Finally, as if too
tired to continue, the flying ship settled to a creaking, grind-
i ng stop.

Chapter 9
Foty Pounds of Iron



"Ane we dead?"

Sturm uncovered his head and lifted it. Wngover was

jamred t hrough the spokes of the steering wheel, his short
arnms squeezed tightly against his chest. His eyes were just as
tightly closed.

"Open your eyes, Wngover; we're all right,’
"Ch, Reorx, |'m stuck!"

"Hold on." Sturm grabbed the gnone's feet and pull ed.

W ngover protested all the way, but when he was finally

free, he forgot his disconfort and said, "Ah! Lunitari!"

The gnome and the man went out on deck. The rear door

of the dining room banged open, and the other gnones piled
out. Wordl essly, they surveyed the barren | andscape. Aside
froma distant hunp of hills, Lunitari was flat all the way to

said Sturm

the hori zon.
One gnone gave a high chortle of delight, and they al
scanpered inside. Sturmheard things flying as they sorted
through the pillows for their tools, instruments, and note-
books.
Kitiara appeared on deck with Flash and Birdcall. They
hadn't been able to see fromthe engi ne room being too
busy to stare out the porthole. Kitiara had a fine goose-egg
brui se over her right eye.
"Hello," said Sturm "What happened to you?"

"Ch, | knocked ny head against an engine fitting when
we crashed.”
"Landed," he corrected. "Did you break the fitting?"
Hs rare attenpt at hunor left Kitiara silent for a
nmonent. Then they threw their arns around each ot her
grateful for their lives.
The ranp in the starboard side of the hull dropped down,
and the whol e gang of gnomes boiled out onto the red turf.
Kitiara said, "I guess we'd better go down and | ook after
them before they hurt thenselves.”
The gnomes were lost in their specialties by the tinme Kiti-
ara and Sturmjoined them Sighter scanned the horizon
with his spyglass. Bellcrank and Cutwood were filling jars
with scoopfuls of red dirt. Rainspot stood apart fromthe
rest, his nose and ears tuned to the weather. He reninded
Kitiara of a hunting dog. Stutts was rapidly filling pages in
hi s pocket notebook. W ngover wal ked around the hull of
the C oudnaster, kicking the tight wooden pl anks now and
then. Roperig and Fitter exam ned their anchor |ine and
neasured the amount that it had stretched when pulled taut.
Birdcall and Flash were in a heated di scussion. Sturm over-
heard sonet hi ng about 'w ng canber variance' and |istened
no further.
He scooped up a handful of Lunitarian dirt. It was fl aky,
not granular like sand. As it fell fromhis fingers, it nade a
tinkling sound.
"Do you snell what | snell?" asked Kitiara.

He sniffed. "Dust. It'Il settle," he said.

"No, not that. It's a feeling nore than a snmell, really. The
air has atingle toit, like a draft of Otik's best ale."
Sturm concentrated for a monment. "l don't feel anything."

Stutts bustled over. "Here are mny prelimnary find-
ings," he said. "Air: normal. Tenperature: c-cool but not
cold. No sign of wwater, vegetation, or animal life."



"Kit says she feels atingle in the air."

"Really? | h-hadn't noticed anything."

"I"'mnot imagining it," she said tersely. "Ask Rainspot,
maybe he's noticed."

The weat her-w se gnone cane runni ng when call ed, and
Stutts asked for his inpressions.

"The high clouds will dissipate soon," said Rainspot.
"Humidity is very low | don't think it has rained here in a
very long tine, if ever."”

"Bad news," Kitiara said. "W haven't nmuch water |eft on
the ship."

"Do you sense anything el se?" Sturm queri ed.

"Yes, actually, but it's not a weat her phenonenon. The air
i s sonehow charged with energy."

"Li ke I -1ightning?"

"No." Rainspot pivoted slowy. "It's constant, but very
lowin intensity. It doesn't feel harnful, just... there." He
shrugged.

"Way don't we feel it?" Sturm asked.

"You're not the sensitive type," Kitiara said. "Like old
Rai nspot and ne." She cl apped her hands. "So, Stutts, now
that we're here, what do we do?"

"Expl ore. Make m maps and study | ocal conditions."
"There's nothing here," said Sturm

"This is only one small 1-location. S-suppose we had | and-
ed on the Plains of Dust on Krynn. Wwould you then say
that there is nothing on Krynn but s-sand?" Stutts asked.
Sturmadnitted that he woul d not.

Stutts called his engineers, and Flash and Birdcall trotted
up. "St-status report.”

"The lightning bottles are two-thirds enpty. If we don't
find some way to refill them we won't have enough power
to fly hone," Flash said. Birdcall sang his report, and Fl ash
translated for the humans. "He says the engi ne was shaken
| oose fromits mountings by the hard | anding. But the cut
power cabl e can be patched."
"I have an idea about that," said Wngover, who'd joined
them "If we install a switch at that juncture, we can bypass
the fused setting danaged by Rainspot's |ightning."

"My lightning!" the weather gnone protested. "Since

when do | make |ightning?"

"Switch? What kind of switch?" Cutwood asked. The

sound of disputation had drawn hi m and Bel | crank

"A single throwknife switch," said Wngover.

"Ha! Listen to the amateur! Single-throw What's needed
is arotary pole switch with isolated | eads --"

Kitiara |l et out a blood-curdling battle cry and swng her
sword around her head. The silence that foll owed was
instant and total.

"You gnomes are driving me mad! Why don't you j ust

appoi nt soneone to each task and be done with it?"

"Only one nmind on each task?" Sighter was scandalized.

"I't would never get done right."

"Perhaps Bellcrank could make the switch," Fitter suggest-
ed timdly. "It will be made of netal, won't it?"

Everyone stared at him nouths open. He edged nervous-

|y behind Roperig.

"Wonderful ideal" Kitiara said. "Brilliant ideal!"

"There isn't much spare nmetal left," Wngover said.



"W coul d sal vage sone fromthe anchor,” Rainspot said.
The ot her gnomes | ooked at himand sm |l ed.

"That's a good idea," said Cutwood

"Fitter and ne'll pull in the anchor," Roperig said.

They picked up the thick cable hangi ng down fromthe

tail and hauled away. Fifty feet away, where the field of
stones gave way to the deep dust, the buried anchor | eaped
ahead in dusty spurts. Then the hook caught on sonet hing.
The gnomes strained and pul | ed.

"Want some hel p?" called Sturm

"No -- uh -- we can do it," Roperig replied

Roperig slapped Fitter on the back and they turned

around, laying the rope over their shoul ders. The gnones
dug in their toes and pulled.

"Pull, Roperig! Heave ho, Fitter! Pull, pull, pull!" shouted
t he ot her gnones.

"Wait," said Kitiara suddenly. "The rope is fraying --"

The hastily woven cabl e was com ng undone just behind

Fitter. Twine and strands of tw sted cloth spun away, and

the two gnones, oblivious, braced their backs against it.

"Stop!" This was all Sturmhad tinme to shout before the

rope parted. Roperig and Fitter fell on their faces with a

pl unk. The other end of the cable, weighted down by the

anchor, snaked away. Bellcrank and Cutwood took off after
it. The roly-poly chem st tripped over his own feet and

stunbl ed. The ragged end of the cable whisked out of his

reach. Cutwood, with surprising verve, |eaped over his

fallen coll eague and dived for the fleeing rope. To Sturm s

amazement, he caught it. Cutwood wei ghed no nore than

fifty or sixty pounds, and the anchor wei ghed two hundred.

As it continued to sink into the red dust, it dragged Cut-

wood along with it.

"Let go!" Sturm shouted. Kitiara and the gnomes echoed

him but Cutwood was already in the dust. Then, as the oth-

ers | ooked on in horror, Cutwood upended and di sap-

peared. They waited and watched for the carpenter gnone

to surface. But he did not.

Bel | crank got up and took a few steps toward the rim of

the rock field. He was shouted to a halt. "You'll go in, too!"

Kitiara said.

"Cutwood, " said Bellcrank hel plessly. "Cutwood!" A rip-

pl e appeared in the notionless dust. It roiled and grewinto a

hunp of crimson grit. Slowy the hunp becane a head,

t hen devel oped shoul ders, arns, and a squat torso.

"Cutwood!" was the universal cry.

The gnome sl ogged forward heavily, and when he was

wai st - hi gh out of the dust, everyone could see that his pants

had ball ooned to twi ce their usual size. The waist and | egs

were packed with Lunitarian dust. Cutwood stepped to

firmer ground. He lifted one |l eg and shook it, and a torrent

of grit poured out.

Bel | crank rushed forward to enbrace his dusty friend.

"Cut wood, Cutwood! We thought you were lost!"

Cut wood responded with a mighty sneeze, which got

dust on Bell crank, who sneezed right back, pronpting Cut-

wood to sneeze again. This went on for sone tine. Finally,

Sighter and Birdcall cane forward wi th inprovised Dust -

Free Face Filters (handkerchiefs). The siege of sneezing over-



cone, Cutwood | amented, "My suspenders broke."
"Your what?" asked Bellcrank, sniffling.
Cutwood pulled up his deflated pants. "The anchor

dragged me under. | knew it was taking me down, but I
couldn't let all our scrap netal get away. Then my sus-
penders broke. | tried to grab themand the rope jerked out

of nmy hands." He sighed. "My best suspenders.”

Roperi g wal ked around Cutwood, plucking at his baggy
trousers. "G ve nme your pants," he said.

"What for?"

"I want to do some structural tests. There may be an
invention in them"

Cut wood' s eyes wi dened. He quickly renoved his rusty

twill trousers and stood by in blue flannel |ong johns.
"Brrr! This is a cold noon," he said. "I'mgoing for

anot her pair of trousers, but don't you invent anything unti
| get back!"™ Cutwood hurried to the C oudnaster with
showers of dust still cascading fromhis shoul ders.
Sturmtook Kitiara aside. "Here's a pretty problem" he
said in a low voice. "W need netal to repair the engine, and
all our scrap was lost in a |ake of dust."

"Maybe Bel I crank coul d salvage a bit nore fromthe fly-

ing ship," Kitiara said.

"Maybe, but | don't trust himnot to ruin the whole ship in
the process. Wiat we need is nore netal." He faced the
crowmd of gnones who were busy exam ni ng Cutwood's

pants as if they were the find of a lifetime. Now and then a
gnome woul d turn his head and sneeze.

"Ch, Bellcrank? Wuld you cone over here, please?"

St urm sai d.

The gnome scurried over. He stopped, pulled out a hand-
kerchi ef stained with grease and chemnicals, and blew his
nose |loudly. "Yes, Sturn®"

"Just how nmuch netal do you need to fix the engi ne?"

"That depends on what type of switch |I nake. For a dou-

ble throw, rotary pole --"

"The very least you'll need, in any case!"

Bel | crank chewed his lip a nonment and said, "Thirty

pounds of copper, or forty pounds of iron. Copper would

be easier to work than iron, you see, and --"

"Yes, yes," Kitiara said hastily. "W don't have forty

pounds of anything except beans."

"Beans woul dn't work," Bellcrank offered.

"All right. W'll just have to find some nmetal." Sturm

| ooked around. The high cl ouds were beginning to thin, and
the twilight that had persisted since their |anding was begin-
ning to brighten. The sun that warned Krynn was rising

hi gher in their sky. Taking that direction as east (for conven-
i ence), they could see a distant range of hills far off to the
nort h.

"Bel | crank, would you know iron ore when you saw it?"

said Sturm

"Wuld | know it? | know every ore there is!"

"Can you snelt it?"

The germof Sturm s idea spread to the gnonme, and he

smled widely. "A fine notion, ny friend. Wrthy of a

gnone! "

Kitiara sl apped himon the back. "There you are," she

said. "A few days in the air and you start thinking like a



gnone. "

"Never mind the wit. W' ve got to organize an expedition
to those hills to see if there is any netal there."

Bell crank ran back to his fellows to share the news. Excla-
mati ons of joy rang across the enpty plain. Cutwood, com
ing down the ramp fromthe C oudnaster, was nearly

bow ed over as his fellows charged up. He was carried back
inside with them The thunmps and crashes that always signi -
fied gnom sh ent husi asmwere not |ong in com ng

Kitiara shook her head. "Now see what you've done."

The first argunent began over who would go on the trek

and who would stay with the flying ship.

"Everyone can't go," Sturmsaid. "What food and water

we have won't sustain us all on a |long march.™”

"Il st-stay," Stutts said. "C oudmaster is mny responsi-
bility."

"Good fellow. Wio will stay with Stutts?" The gnones

| ooked at the purple sky, the stars, their shoes, anywhere
but at Sturm "Whoever stays will get to work on the ship."
Bi rdcal | whistled his acceptance. Hearing him agree,

Fl ash said, "Ch, well, burn it! No one understands the |ight-
ning bottles but me. I'I1l stay."

"I"ll stay behind," Rainspot offered. "I don't know nmuch
about prospecting.”

"Me, too," Cutwood said.

"Hol d your horses," Kitiara objected. "You can't all stay.

Rai nspot, we need you. We'll be out in the open, and if
storms threaten, we'll want to know beforehand. "

The gnome grinned and placed hinself by Kitiara. He

gazed happily up at her, pleased that someone needed him
"Three should be enough to watch over the ship," Sturm

said. "The rest of you get your bel ongi ngs together. No one
is to take anything nore than he can carry on his back." The
gnonmes all nodded vigorous affirmatives. "After we eat,

we'll all get sone sleep and start fresh in the norning."
"When is norning?" asked Bell crank

Si ghter unfolded his tripod and cl anped his tel escope in

pl ace. He studied the sky, searching for famliar stars. After
a | engthy perusal, he announced, "Sixteen hours. Maybe

nmore. Hard to tell." He snapped the tel escope tube shut.

"Si xteen hours!" said Kitiara. "Wy so | ong?"

"Lunitari doesn't sit in the sane part of the heavens as
Krynn. Ri ght now, the shadow of our hone world is over

us. Until we nove clear of it, this is all the light we'll get."
"It will have to do," Sturmsaid. To Fitter, who as the
youngest gnome had pernmanent kitchen duty, he said,

"What is there to eat?"

"Beans," said Fitter. Boil ed beans, seasoned with their |ast
tiny bit of bacon, was dinner, and it prom sed to be their

br eakfast, too.

Sturm squatted under the overhang of the flying ship's

hull and ate his bow of beans. As he ate, he tried to inagine
what | ay beyond the dust and stones. The sky was not

bl ack, but purple, lightening at the horizon to a warm cl ar-
et. Everything was wought in tones of red -- the dirt, the
rocks; even the white beans seened vaguely pink. Was all of
Lunitari like this, lifeless? he wondered.

"Kitiara sauntered up. She'd shed her heavy furs for a |ess



confining outfit. The hip-length jacket and | eggi ngs she'd
retai ned, and had slung her sword over her left shoul der, as
the Ergothites often did. In that position, it freed the legs for
wal ki ng.

"Good, huh?" she said, dropping down beside Sturm

"Beans are beans," he replied, letting themfall fromhis
spoon back into the bow. "I've eaten worse."

"So have |. During the siege of Silvanori, ny troops

menu was reduced to boil ed-boot soup and tree | eaves. And
we were the besiegers.”

"How did the people in the town fare?" Sturm asked.
"Thousands di ed of starvation," she said. The menory

did not seemto trouble her. Sturmfelt the beans turn to
paste in his nouth.

"Don't you regret that so nmany died?" he asked.

"Not really. If a thousand nmore had perished, the siege

m ght have ended sooner, and fewer of my conrades woul d
have died."

Sturmall but dropped his bow. He stood up and started

to wal k away. Kitiara, puzzled by his reaction, said, "Are
you through? Can | finish your beans?"

He stopped, his back to her. "Yes, eat themall. Slaughter
spoils my appetite." He nounted the ranmp and di sappear ed
into the d oudnaster

A quick flush of anger welled within Kitiara. Wwo did he

t hi nk he was? Young Master Brightbl ade presuned to | ook
down on her for her warrior's code.

The spoon Kitiara had clenched in her fist suddenly
snapped. The pieces fell fromher fingers. She stared at
them her anger dissolving as quickly as it had cone. The
spoon was made of sturdy ash wood. But it broke cleanly
where her thumb had pressed on it. Kitiara's eyebrows rose
in amazenent. Must be a defect in the wood, she thought.

Chapter 10

The First Lunitari

Expl oration March

The gnomes energed fromthe ship after a few

hours' nap, staggering under a burden of tools, clothing,
instruments, and other |ess identifiable rubbish. Kitiara
spi ed Roperig and Fitter pushing a four-wheel ed cart

bet ween them

"What have you two got there?" she asked.

Roperig dug in his heels to stop the cart. "A few essenti al
things," he said. He had a coil of rope over his |left shoul der
that was so thick he couldn't turn his head in that direction
"This is ridiculous. Wiere did you get this contraption?"
"Fitter and ne nade it. It's all wood, you see? No netal ."
Roperig thunped the rear wall of the cart with his foot.
"Where did the wood cone fronP" said Kitiara

"Ch, we knocked out a few of the inside walls in the ship."
"Great suffering gods! It's a good thing we're going on this
march. O herw se, you gnomes woul d have the whol e ship

di smant| ed before | ong!"

The explorers nustered on the plain bel owthe O oudnmas-
ter's port side. The gnones, in their usual endearing earnest-
ness, lined up like an honor guard on parade. Despite the
bl eakness of their situation, Sturmcouldn't help but smle at
t he goofy, ingenious little nen.



"Stutts has asked ne to lead this march to the hills, in
search of ore to repair the flying ship, and you all have
agreed to follow ny directions. My, ah, colleague, Kitiara is
to be equally responsible. She's had consi derabl e experience
in forays like this, and we should all be guided by her w s-
dom" Kitiara did not acknow edge his conplinment, but

| eaned back against the ship's hull and | ooked on i npassive-
Iy, one hand resting on the pomrel of her sword.

"Sighter estimates the distance to the hills as fifteen mles.
W shoul d reach them at about the tine daylight breaks,

isn't that right?"

Si ghter checked a col um of nunbers scrawl ed on his

shirt cuff. "Fifteen mles in six hours; yes, that's right."
Sturm | ooked down the line of his '"troops.' He couldn't
think of anything else to say. "Wll, let's get going,"
enbarrassed. So much for his first speech as a | eader
Fitter and Roperig ran around their makeshift cart, fitting

| ong pol es into prepared brackets on the front and back
Bel | crank and Cutwood pl aced thensel ves on the pole in

front, while Roperig and Fitter took up positions at the rear
"A four-gnome-power exploratory wagon," said

W ngover admiringly.

"Mark |," added Rai nspot.

"Move out," said Kitiara inpatiently. Wth no nore fan-

fare than that, the First Lunitari Exploration March began
Stutts, Birdcall, and Fl ash waved fromthe roof of the deck-
house as their coll eagues marched away. From their high

perch, they watched the expedition's progress long after the
Cl oudnaster was lost to the marchers' viewin the fluid

mauve shadows.

he said,

"Nope," Sighter said. "Sound as the slopes of M. Never-
mnd." He squinted up at Kitiara, who still held the broken-
off pole in her hand. "You broke it with one hand."

Wrdl essly she held the pole in both hands, straight out in
front of her. Bending her elbows in, Kitiara bent the pole.
The wood splintered with a | oud crack.

"I had no idea you were so strong," said Sturm

"Neither did I!" she replied, equally astonished.

"Here," said Bellcrank, picking up one of the pieces of the
pole fromwhere Kitiara had dropped it. "Break it again."
The piece was |less than a foot long. Kitiara had to use her
knee for a brace, but she snapped even that short |ength.
"Somet hing is happening here," said Sighter, narrow ng

his eyes. "You've gotten undeniably stronger in the twenty
hours we've been on Lunitari."

"Maybe we're all getting stronger!" Cutwood said. He

grasped another bit of the pole and tried to bend it. H's flor-
id face turned quite purple, but the wood did not so nuch as
crack. Simlar efforts by the others, including Sturm
showed no increase in strength. Kitiara beaned.

"Looks like you're the sole beneficiary of this gift, what-
ever it is," said Sturmevenly. "At least it will be useful. Can
you free the cart?"

She snapped her fingers and swaggered around the rear of

the cart. Kitiara flattened one hand agai nst the cargo box
and shoved. The cart |eaped out of its ruts, alnost running
Fitter and W ngover down.

"Careful!" said Sturm "You've got to learn to handle this
newf ound strength, or you may hurt someone."



Kitiara wasn't listening. She ran her hands up and down
her arms again and again, as if to feel the power radiating
from her strangely augnented muscl es.

"I don't know why it happened or how, but | like it," she
said. Sturmnoticed a new swagger in her walk. First his
weird dream (it had been so real), and now Kit's new
strength. Al was not natural on the red noon.

Four hours later the hills were well within range. C ose
up, they had an oddly soft appearance, rounded, as though
a giant hand had snoot hed t hem

Kitiara took over the | ead when Sturms step faltered. He

was tired, and his neager breakfast of beans and water
wasn't enough to keep himat his best. In fact, as the marchers
approached six and a half hours out fromthe C oudrnaster
Kitiara ran ahead to be the first to reach the hills.

"Kit, wait! Conme back!" Sturmcalled. She waved and
sprinted on.

The gnomes let the cart coast to a stop at the foot of a hill.
Kitiara shouted and waved fromthe top. She skidded down
the slope, conming to a halt by bunping into Sturm He
caught her arms. Panting, she smled at him

"You can see a long way fromup there," she gasped. "The
hills go on for nmiles, but there are wide trails running
bet ween them "

"You shouldn't go off on your own like that," Sturm said.
Kitiara | ost her smile and shook herself free of his grasp.
"I can take care of nyself," she said coolly.

The gnomes fl opped down where they stood. Uphil

tranpi ng had consi derably danpened their ardor for the
march. Against all advice, they rapidly drank up their nea-
ger water supply and were soon wi shing for nore.

"If only we could find a spring,"” said Wngover.

"Or if it rains, we could spread our blankets and catch the
water," said Sighter. "Well, Rainspot? Mght it rain?"

The weat her seer, lying flat on his back, waved one hand
feebly. "I don't think it has ever rained here," he said flatly.
"Though I wish to Reorx it would."

At his words, a wisp of vapor, no denser than steam
abruptly forned over the exhausted gnonme. The vapor
expanded, thickened, and turned into a small white cloud,
three feet wi de. The gnonmes and humans wat ched, speech-

| ess, as the white cloud went nmurky gray. A single droplet
fell on the notionless Rainspot.

"That's not funny," he conpl ai ned. Rainspot's eyes

opened in tine to catch the tiny shower that fell fromhis
personal rain cloud.

"Hydr odynanmi cs!" he excl ai ned.

The ot her gnonmes crowded in under the little cloud, their
round, upturned faces ecstatic as the raindrops pelted them
Sturm came over. He swept a hand through it and it cane

out sopping wet. Then, as quickly and mysteriously as it

had come, the cloud faded away.

"This smacks of magic," Sturm said.

"I didn't do anything," Rainspot insisted. "I just wi shed it
woul d rain."

"Maybe you have the power to grant w shes now, " said

W ngover. "Like Kitiara has gained strength.”

The gnomes took up this theory and besi eged their poor



col l eague with a barrage of requests. Wngover wanted a rib
roast. Cutwood asked for a bushel of crisp apples. Bellcrank
wanted a roast pig and apples. Roperig and Fitter wanted
muffins -- with raisins, of course.

"Stop, stop!" Rainspot pleaded tearfully. He couldn't bear
so many demands at once. Sturm shooed the shouting

gnonmes away. Only Sighter remained, staring at the weep-

i ng Rai nspot.

"I'f you can wi sh for anything, wish for a switch to repair
the ship with," he said sagely. The others -- Sturmand Kiti-
ara included -- were surprised by his w se suggestion

"I-1 wish for a new switch to repair our engine," Rainspot
said | oudly.

"Made of copper," said Cutwood.

“lron," nuttered Bellcrank

"Shhh!" said Kitiara.

Not hi ng happened.

"Maybe you have to use the same formula each tine," said

W ngover. "How exactly did you wi sh for rain?"

"l said sonething about Reorx." Reorx, creator of the

gnomi sh race, was the only deity the gnones worshi ped.

"So try again and nention Reorx," said Sighter

Rai nspot drew hinself up -- all thirty inches of him-- and
declared, "I wish to Reorx that we had a copper --"
“lron."

-- switch to repair our engine with!"

Not hi ng happened.

"You're usel ess," said Bellcrank

"Worse than usel ess,” added Cutwood.

"Shut up!" Kitiara snapped. "He tried, didn't he?"
"I"'msorry," the weather seer said between sniffles. "I w sh
it would rain again. Then everyone woul d be happy." Hard-

Iy had he said this than a new cloud forned over his head.

The rain poured down on Rai nspot, making a puddle in

the red dirt of Lunitari. It seemed insulting somehow, as if
Reorx were teasing the gnonme. Rainspot then did a rare

t hi ng: He got nad.

"Thunder and lightning!" he cried. The cloud flasherd

once, and a puny clunp of thunder sounded.

"Ha, sone storm " said Roperig.

"It proves one thing," said Sighter. "The limts of Rain-
spot's power. He can make it rain. That's all."

"Usel ess, useless,"” said Bellcrank

"Shut up," said Kitiara. "Rainspot's ability is very useful."
The gnomes regarded her blankly. "We need water, don't we?"
As usual, once the gnones were sparked off, they

enbraced a new concept with exasperating enthusiasm

Pl anks were torn off the sides of the cart and pounded into
the ground with Cutwood's mallet. Roperig ripped their

bl ankets into long triangles and sewed these together, |eav-
ing a hole in the center of the resulting circle of cloth. The
edges of the blanket were nailed to the upright planks. One
of Fitter's canvas buckets was put under the hole in the cen-
ter of the bl anket.

"Rai nspot, sit in the mddle and wish for rain," said

W ngover. Rainspot conplied, and the water was captured

by the inprovised funnel and led to the waiting bucket.

Rai nspot sat on the soggy bl anket, soaked and bedraggl ed,

wi shing over and over for rain.



"I wish for rain." The cloud fornmed and sprinkled him

"Wsh for rain." Water ran in the bucket. The gnomes changed
buckets and filled it, too. "Rain," said the sodden, tired gnone.
Poor Rainspot didn't enjoy it at all, but he wi shed for plenty of
water to save them fromthe agonies of thirst.

"Happy to do ny part,"” he said flatly when they finally Iet

him of f the bl anket, squishing in his shoes all the way.

"I wonder who will get it next," Wngover said as they

pl odded into the first gully.

"Cet what?" said Bellcrank.

"W seemto be acquiring new powers," Sighter said. "Kit-

iara's strength, Rainspot's rainnaking. The rest of us may

get new abilities, too."

Sturm pondered Sighter's claim H's dream (if it was a

drean) had been so vivid. Was it part of this mysterious
process, too? He asked Sighter if he could think of a reason
why they should be affected like this.

"Hard to say," said the gnome. "Likely, there is somnething

on Lunitari that has done this to them"

"It's the air," said Bellcrank. "Sonme effluviumin the air."
"Piffle! It's all due to the red rays reflecting off the ground.
Red |ight always has strange effects on living creatures.
Remenber the experinents done by The-d unsy- But -

Curi ous- Doct or - WWho- War s- The- Ti nt ed- Lenses- | n-
Frames- On- Hi s- Face --"

"Hush!" said Kitiara. She held up a hand. The others

wat ched expectantly. "Do you feel it, Rainspot?" she asked.
"Yes, ma'am The sun's com ng up."

A brace of shooting stars raced across the heavens from

west to east. The crests of the red hills glowed, and a subtle
ringing sensation filled the air. They all felt it. The line of
sunlight crept down the hillsides toward the shadowed

ravi nes. As the explorers watched, the soft, spongy cover-

ing of the hills withed. Bunps appeared in the turf. The
bunps nmoved in an unpl easantly ani mal fashion, tw sting

and swelling under the crinson carpet. The explorers had to
hop about to avoid the nmoving bunps. Then a single spear

of pal e pink poked through the turf. It grew | onger and
thicker, rotating in slowcircles as it pushed itself toward the
sunlight.

"What is it?" breathed Fitter

"I think it's a plant," Cutwood replied.

More pink spears bored through the ground and cli nbed

on wi ne-colored stalks. Oher bunps erupted into different
types of flora. Fat, knobby puffballs sprang up and infl ated

t hensel ves. Carm ne sticks popped after grow ng straight

out of the turf, and dozens of spiderlike flowers floated to
the ground fromtheir ruptured stems. Toadstools with pur-

ple spots on top and lovely rose gills underneath energed

and grew visibly as the explorers | ooked on. By the tinme the
sun shone fully into the ravine, every inch of the hillsides
was covered with weird, pulsating life. Only a narrow track

at the bottomof the ravine, still shadowed by the surround-
ing hills, was clear of the speedily grow ng plants.

"An instant forest," said Sighter
"More like an instant jungle," said Sturm observing the
cl ogged path ahead of them He drew his sword. "We'll have
to cut our way through."



Kitiara drew her sword. "It's an insult to honest steel," she
said, eyeing the garish plants with distaste, "but it has to be
done." She raised her armand slashed into the growth

crowmdi ng the path on the right. Wth her greater strength,

she had no difficulty hewi ng the pink spears and spider-
sticks cleanly off.

Kitiara stepped back. The chopped-off parts lay on the

ground, wriggling.

The stumps oozed red sap that | ooked amazingly Iike

bl ood. She noticed her sword was sneared with the sane

fluid. Holding the bl ade near her nose, she sniffed.

"I"ve been in many battles,"” she said. "I know the snell of

bl ood, whether it be human, dwarven, or goblin." She

dropped the blade fromher face. "This is blood!"

The gnomes thought this was terribly interesting. They

bunched together over the bl eeding stunps, taking sanples

of the bl oodsap. Bellcrank picked up the shorn length of a
spiderstick. It popped, and eight white flowers burst out.
Bel | crank yow ed in pain. Each tiny flower had ejected a

thorn into his face.

"Hold still,"” Rainspot said. Wth a pair of bone tweezers,

he pl ucked the thorns fromhis coll eague's face.

The gnomes filled fifteen jars and boxes with speci nmens of

the Lunitarian plants. Sturmand Kitiara had a head-to- head
talk and opted to travel a little farther. If they didn't find
any ore by nightfall, they would return to the ship.

Steeling thensel ves, they started hacking. The plants

groaned and screanmed; when severed, they bled and twtch-

ed horribly. After a mle of this, Kitiara said, "This is worse
than the massacre of Val ki nord Marsh!"

"At |least they don't appear to suffer |ong,
the screans and bl ood were wearing on him
The gnomes wandered t hrough the path the humans had

cut, poking and sniffing and neasuring the dying plants.
For themit was, as Cutwood said, "better than a train of
gears." The trail led down a broad draw. Being well shaded

Sturm sai d, but

fromthe | ow sun, there were fewer plants growing there

and Sturmcalled for a break. Kitiara borrowed a bucket
fromthe gnones' cart and filled it with rai nwater. She

di pped a soft rag in the water and w ped the sticky bl oodsap
Erom her bl ade. The sap dissolved easily. She lent Sturmthe
rag and he cl eaned his weapon.

"You know, " she said, as he rubbed the sap off his sword
hilt, "I"mno coward, and |'mcertainly no delicate |ady who
faints at the sight of blood, but this place is disgusting! Wat
kind of world is it where plants grow before your eyes and
bl eed when they're cut?"

"How s your sword arnP" Sturm asked. "How does it

feel? I noticed that you' re not even breathing hard. Look at

me; I'mtired, as you should be, having swng a heavy
sword for nmore than a mle through that weird junglel™

"I feel fine. | feel -- strong. Want to westle?"
"No, thank you," he said. "I wouldn't like to trust a bro-

ken armto gnoni sh nedicine."

"I won't hurt you," she said nockingly. Kitiara's snile fad-
ed. She scraped a shallowline in the turf with her heel
"What are you so worried about? We're alive, aren't we?"
"There are strange forces at work here. This new strength

of yours is not normal."



Kitiara shrugged. "Lunitari isn't ny idea of paradise, but
we haven't done badly so far."

Sturm knew this was true. So why did he feel such fore-
bodi ng? He said, "Just be wary, will you, Kit? Question

what comes to you -- especially what seens like a great gift."
She | aughed shortly. "You nake it sound like I'min per-
sonal danger. Are you afraid 111 fall into evil ways?"

Sturm stood and enptied the sap-stained water fromthe
bucket. "That's exactly what |I'mafraid of." He wung out
the rag and left it to dry on a stone, then wal ked away to
speak with W ngover.

The enpty canvas bucket sat by her boot. Where Sturm

had poured out the water, the turf was dark and slick. It

| ooked |ike so nmuch blood. Kitiara winkled her nose and

ki cked the bucket away. The toe of her boot split the fabric
and sent the bucket soaring over the tops of the pink and
crinmson foliage.

Chapter 11
The Crusty Puddi ng
Pl ant

The trail wound between the hills in no particul ar

direction. Anong the fast-growing plants, there was no

way for the adventurers to identify | andmarks or renmenber
where they'd been. Sturm di scovered that the path they had
made grew tall again after they had passed. The explorers
were virtually cut off in the living jungle.

Sturm halted the party finally and announced that they

were lost. Sighter pronptly tried to find the |atitude by
shooting the sun with his astrol abe. Even though he stood

on Sturm s shoul ders, the sun was too |low for himto sight
correctly, and he fell over backward trying. Fitter and Rain-
spot picked Sighter up and dusted himoff, for he'd fallen on
a puffball and was coated with pink spores.

"Usel ess!" Sighter said. Spores got up his nose and mouth
and he coughed in fits and starts. "All | can tell you is that
the sun is setting."

"We've not had but four or five hours of daylight,"”

W ngover protested.

"The position of Lunitari in the heavens is eccentric," the
ast rononer gnone expl ai ned. Rainspot tried to dab the dust
fromhis face with a danp rag, but Sighter swatted his hands
away. "The nights are very long and the days very short."
"W haven't found any ore yet," Bellcrank said.

"True," said Wngover, "but we haven't tried digging,
either."”

"Di ggi ng?" said Roperig.

"Digging," said Sturmfirmy. "Wngover's right. Pick a
spot, Bellcrank, and we'll dig to see what we can find."
"Coul d we make supper first?" the tubby gnome asked.

"My stonmach's so enpty!"

"I don't suppose an hour will matter too nuch," said

Sturm "All right, we'll canmp here, eat, then dig."

The gnomes fell to in their cheerfully scatterbrained way.
Roperig and Fitter unpacked the cart in a very sinple way:
they upended it. Fitter was buried in the mound of junk and
cane out with his favorite clay kettle.

"Supper will be ready in a jiffy!" he said brightly. The oth-
er gnomes hoot ed deri sively.



"Beans! Beans! Beans! |'msick of beans,"” Cutwood said.
"lI'msick, sick, sick of beans, beans, beans."

"Shut up, you dumb carpenter," said Sighter

"Ah-ah-ah," Kitiara warned, as Cutwood picked up a

mal | et and tiptoed up behind Sighter. "None of that."
Fitter took a hatchet and chopped a plank off the side of
the cart bed. Sturmsaw this and said, "Have you been burn-
i ng pieces of the wagon all al ong?"

"OfF course," said the gnhome. "What else is there?"

"Why don't you try sone of the plants?" said Bellcrank
"They're too green," Wngover said. "They'd never burn."
"Start a fire with the kindling you' ve got and lay the green
plants on top. When the fire dries themout, they'll burn,"
Kitiara said.

Fitter and Cutwood scavenged along the trail and

returned with double arnfuls of chopped Lunitarian flora.
These they dunped on the ground by the wagon. Fitter built
an arch of pink spear plants over the smoky fire. Wthin a
few mnutes, a tantalizing aroma filled the air. The hungry
band surrounded Fitter

"Fitter, ny lad, | never would ve believed it, but that bean
pot snells just |ike roast pheasant!" said W ngover.
"Your gears are slipping," said Roperig. "It snells like

fresh-baked bread."

"Roast venison," said Sturm winkling his nose.
"Sausages and gravy!" Bellcrank said, licking his lips.
"I haven't even put the beans in yet," Fitter declared,
it snells like raisin nuffins to ne."

"It's those things," Rainspot said, pointing to the pink
spears. The parts nearest the flanes had darkened to a rich
brown. The sap had oozed out and hardened in streaks

al ong the stal k.

Si ghter picked up one spear by the raw end. He sniffed the
cooked tip, and very gingerly bit it. Chew ng, his suspicious
frown inverted. "Pudding," he said with a catch in his voice.
"Crusty pudding, like nmy nother used to nake."

The gnomes tripped over each other in a rush to try the

ot her spears. Sturm managed to save one fromthe first

batch. Wth his dagger, he sliced the roasted portion in two,
stabbed a piece, and offered it to Kitiara.

"It |1ooks like neat," she said, then nibbled off a bit.

"What does it taste like to you?" asked Sturm

"Qik's fried potatoes," she said, amazed. "Wth lots of
salt."

"A nost unique experinent," Sighter comrented. "To

each of us, this plant tastes like our favorite food."

"How can that be, if it's all the same plant?" Kitiara asked,
nmunchi ng vi gor ousl y.

"My theory is it has to do with the same force that has

gi ven you your strength and Rainspot his rai nmaking abili -
ty."

"Magi c?" asked Sturm

"Possibly. Possibly.” The word seened to make Sighter
unconfortable. "W gnomes believe that what is comonly
called 'magic' is just another natural force yet to be taned."

and

The rest of the pink spears were rapidly consumed. For
their size, the gnomes were hearty eaters', and finished the
nmeal |ying about the canp, holding their bellies. "What a



feast!" exclaimed Bell crank.

"One of the finest," Roperig agreed.

Sturm stood over them fists on his hips. "Afine lot you
are! Who's going to help dig now?"

"Nap first," Cutwood nunbl ed, w ggling around to get
confortabl e.

"Yes, must rest," said Rainspot. "To ensure proper diges-
tion. And adequate rel axation of the muscles.” Soon the lit-
tle clearing rattled with the high-pitched snores of seven sets
of lungs.

The sun sank rapidly below the hill. Wen the |ight

di m ni shed to a deep anber glow, the tangle of plants began
to wither. Alnost as quickly as they had sprouted with the
nmorni ng sun, they now shriveled. Spear tips dried and fel
of f. The spider flowers curled up and bored into the soil
The puffballs deflated. The toadstools crunmbled into pow
der. By the time the stars cane out, nothing remai ned above
the ground but a fresh layer of red fl akes.

Kitiara said, "I think' I'll stand watch for a while. Cet
some sl eep, why don't you, then you can relieve ne later."
"Good idea," he said. Sturmwas suddenly aware of how

very tired he was. Constant wonders had dulled his senses,
and hacki ng through the daylight jungle had worn himout.

He spread his bedroll beside the upturned cart and | ay

down.

A full Krynnish day they'd marched, and still no sign of

any ore deposits. He wondered what woul d happen if they

dug into one of the hills and still found none. There was one
desperate neasure that they could resort to: He and Kitiara
still carried their swords and arnor. The gnomes could very
likely forge new parts fromthe steel and iron of these. But
he wanted that to be their | ast possible choice.

The air of Lunitari, never warm grew chillier. Sturm
shivered and pulled his furry cloak up to his chin. The lining
was wolf fur. He and Tanis had hunted in the nountains of
Qualinost last winter and had done very well. Tanis was a
dead shot with a bow

He heard the arrow s hum

Sturmwas on Krynn suddenly, and it was dayti ne,

t hough cold and overcast. He was in a forest, and there were
four men noving through the trees ahead of him Two nen
carried a third between them his arns across their shoul -
ders. When Sturm got closer he saw why: the carried man

had an arrow in his thigh.

"Come on, Hurrik! You can nmake it!" the | eader was say-

ing. Sturmcouldn't see the fourth man's face, but he heard
hi murging the others on. There was a crackle in the dead
brush behind him Sturm | ooked back and saw di mfi gures

in white flitting anmong the trees. They wore wol fskin cow s
and carried bows. He knew who they were: the dreaded
Trackers of Leereach. Hired huntsmen who woul d track

down anyone or anything for a price.

"Stay with us, Hurrik! Don't give up!" the |eader whis-
pered urgently.

"Leave ne, ny lord!" the wounded man replied.

The | eader stood with his men. "I'Il not |eave you to those
butchers," he said.
"Please go, ny lord. They will want to give me to their

master, and that will give you tinme to get away," Hurrik



said. There was blood on his arnor. Sturmcould see it
sneared across the nan's coif.

The two nmen carrying Hurrik propped himagainst a tree.
They drew his sword for himand wapped his fingers

around the grip. Sturmcould see his face, waxen froml oss
of bl ood.

The trackers stopped. A snickering whistle rattled

t hrough the forest. The prey was turning, at bay. The signa
nmeant close in for the kill.

The | eader, his face still hidden from Sturm drew a |ong
dagger fromhis belt and put it in the wounded man's | eft
hand. "Pal adi ne protect you, Mster Hurrik," he said.

"And you, ny lord. Now hurry!" The three unhurt nen

ran away as fast as their arnmor would allow Hurrik raised
his sword with pain-filled effort. A wlf's head parted a
stand of ripe holly. "Come out," said Hurrik. "Cone out and
fight me!"

The tracker was having none of it. Coolly, he nocked an

arrow and let fly. The broadhead found its mark. "M
lord!™ Hurrik cried.

The |eader paused to look back to where his conrade had
died. Sturm saw his face.

"Fat her!"
He returned to Lunitari with that scream Sturm was
lying on his stomach, his bedroll in knots. Warily, he sat up

to find Kitiara watching him

"I had a nightmare," he said, ashaned

"No," she said. "You were awake. | saw you. You've been
thrashing about and mpaning for a long tinme. Your eyes
were wi de open. What did you see?

"I was - | was on Krynn again. I don't know where, but
there were trackers. They were after some nen, one of
whom was ny father."

"Leereach Trackers? Sturm nodded. Sweat stood out on
his |ip, though the air was cold enough for his breath to
show.

"It was real, wasn't it? he said.

"I think it was. This may be your gift, Sturm Visions.

Li ke ny strength, this is what Lunitari has given you."

He shuddered. "Visions of what? The past? The future?
O am | seeing the present in far-away places? How can
tell, Kit? How can | know?"

"I don't know " She conbed through her black curls with
her fingers. "It hurts, doesn't it? Not know ng."

“I think I shall go med!"

"No, you won't. You're too strong for that." She rose and

cane around the dying fire to sit by him Sturm refolded his
bl anket and lay down. These visions which had been thrust
upon him were nmaddening. They smacked of nagic and tor-
mented him w thout warning. However, Sturm found him
self trying to fix every detail in his nind, going over and
over the terrible scene; there could be a clue to his father's
fate hidden in these specters. Kitiara laid a hand on his chest
and felt the rapid beating of his heart.

Chapter 12

Sone of Qur Ghones
Are M ssing



The gnones recovered fromtheir post-prandial
| ethargy and bounced around the canp, shouting and toss-
ing tools to each other. Bellcrank found a long dowel and
scratched a mark on the side of a hill. "There's where we
di g," he announced.
"Wy t here?" asked Cutwood.
"Why not ?"
"Wwuldn't it be better to go to the top and drive a shaft
strai ght down?" suggested W ngover.
"I'f we wanted to dig a well, maybe, but not when we're
prospecting for iron," Bellcrank said. After |engthy discus-
sion about such esoteric matters as geol ogical strata, sedi-
mentation, and the proper diet of mners, the gnones

di scovered that all they had to dig with was two short -
handl ed wooden scoops.
"Whose are these?" asked Sighter

"Mne," Fitter spoke up. "One for beans, one for raisins.”

"Isn't there a proper shovel or spade in the cart?"

"No," said Roperig. "O course, if we had some iron, we
coul d make our own shovels -"  Cutwood and W ngover
pelted himw th dirty socks for his suggestion

"If scoops are what we have, scoops it'll have to be," said

Bel | crank. He offered themto Cutwood and W ngover.

"Why us?" said Cutwood

"\Why not ?"

"I wish he'd stop saying that," Wngover said. He shoved
his sl eeves above his el bows and knelt by the circle that Bell -
crank had scratched in the turf. "Ch, rocks," he sighed.

"You'd better hope to Reorx we strike rocks," said Cut-
wood, "else we'll be digging all day."

The gnomes gathered around as their two colleagues fel
to. The upper layers of flaky red fluff were weasily scraped
away. The diggers flung scoopfuls over their shoulders, hit-
ting Sighter and Rainspot in the face. The gnomes w thdrew
to a cl eaner observation point.

Bel | crank bent down and grabbed a handful of the soi
that Wngover had tossed back. No Ilonger dry and spongy,
this dirt was hard, grainy, and danp. "Hello," he said. "Look
at this. Sand."

Sturm and Kitiara examined the ball of danmp sand that
Bel | crank had squeezed in his small fist. It was quite ordi-
nary sand, tinged pale red.

" Ugh! Ow, here's somet hi ng, " Cut wood grunt ed. He

kicked a large chunk of something out of the tunnel. The
t hi ng wobbl ed down the slope a little way and stopped. Fit-
ter picked it up.

"Feels like glass," he said. Sighter took it fromhim

"It is glass. Crude glass," Sighter said.

More bits of glass cane out of the hole, along with sand,
sand, and nore sand. Wngover and Cutwood had tunnel ed
headfirst into the hillside and now only their feet showed in
the opening. Sturmtold themto stop digging.

"It's no use," he said. "There's no ore here."

"I nust agree with Master Brightblade," said Bellcrank
"The whole hill is likely one big pile of sand."

"Where does the glass cone fron?" Kitiara asked.

"Any source of heat <can melt sand into glass. Lightning,



forest fire, volcano."

"That's not inportant," Sturm said. "W dug for iron and
found gl ass. The question is, what do we do now?"

"Go on | ooking?" said Fitter timdly.

"What about Stutts and the others?" Kitiara asked.

"Strip my gears, | forgot about our colleagues," said
Roperig. "What shall we do?"

Sturmsaid, "We'll go back. It'll be daylight again before
we reach the flying ship, and we can harvest sone spear

plants for Stutts, Birdcall, and Flash to eat. Once we're al
together, we can repair the engine -" He regarded Kit grave-
ly. "- "with the iron that Kitiara and | wear on us. You

gnomes can forge our arnms and arnor into the parts you
need." Miurnurs of approval rippled through the gnones.

"Do you think I'd allowmy sword, my nail, to be ham
mered into nachine parts? Wth what wll we defend our-
sel ves? Scoops and beans?" Kitiara said furiously.

"Al'l we've used our weapons for so far is chopping

weeds," Sturmcountered. "This could be our only way
hone. "
Kitiara crossed her arnms. "I don't like it."
“"Nor do |, but what choice do we have? W can be well-

arnmed and marooned, or unarmed and on our way hone."

"Not a handsone choice," she had to adnmit.

"You needn't nake wup your mnd right now. \Whatever
you decide, we should return to the ship first," said Sturm
No one disputed his decision. The gnones prepared to
break canp. Like their unpacking, this was a brisk proce-
dure. Each gnome tossed an item into the righted cart.
Sonetimes they westled over the sane item and Rai nspot
and Cutwood even got carried away and threw Fitter in.
Sturmpulled the littlest gnome out before he was buried.

Wth a clear sky and plenty of stars, the explorers were
able to plot their way back to the plain of stones. Once they
left the chain of hills, they beheld a lovely sight. On the
sout hwestern horizon, a blue-white glow lit the sky. Wthin

a few hundred vyards' walk, the source of the gl ow was
revealed to be the world of Krynn, rising into sight for the
first.time since their arrival on the red noon.

The party stopped to adnmire the great azure orb. "\Wat
are the fuzzy white parts?" asked Kitiara.

"C ouds," said Rainspot.

"And the blue is ocean, the brown, |and?"

"Exactly right, lady."

Sturm stood apart from the rest, contenplating his hone
world. Kitiara peered through the gnone's spyglass, squint-
ing one eye closed and bending far down to Sighter's |evel.
Wien she was done, she went to where Sturm stood

"Don't you want to take a | ook?" she asked.

Sturm rubbed his newy bearded chin. "I can see it fine."
The bright white light of Krynn caught on his ring and glim
mered. The enblem of the Knights of Solamia's Order of
t he Rose caught his eye.

He inhal ed snmoke and coughed.

Not agai n! The vision was upon himw thout any warn-

ing." Sturm fought to stay calm  Sonet hi ng al ways hap-
pened to trigger the experience - first the noon's chill air,
then the feel of his wolf fur cloak, and nowthe |ight reflect-

ing off his ring, the only real relic of his Solamic heritage. It



wasn't his father's ring, but his nother's; Sturmwore it on
his little finger.

A high, dar k wal | | oomed over his back. Sturm was
standing in the shadow of the wall, and it was night. Twenty
yards away, a fire burned. He seened to be in the courtyard
of a castle. Two nmen in ragged cloaks stood hunched over
the fire. Athird lay on the ground, unnoving.

Sturm canme nearer, and saw that the tallest man was his
father. Sturms heart raced. He held out his hands to Angriff
Brightbl ade for the first tine in thirteen years. The old war-
rior lifted his head and stared right past Sturm They can't
see me, Sturm thought. WAs there a way he could nake him
sel f known?

"W should not have cone here, ny lord," said the other
standing man. "It's dangerous!"”

"The last place our enemes would look for wus is inny
own sacked castle,” replied Lord Brightblade. "Besi des, we

had to get Marbred out of the wind. The fever has settled in
his chest."

Father! Sturmtried to shout. He could not even hear him
sel f.

Lord Brightblade squatted by the man on the ground. H's
breath had frozen on his beard, making it as white as
Marbred's. "How do you feel, old friend?" Sturms father
asked.

Mar bred wheezed, "Fit for any command of my lord."
Angriff squeezed his old retainer's arm stood, and turned
hi s back on the sick nan.

"He may not last the night," he said. "Tonorrow there
may be only you and |, Bren."

"What shall we do, ny lord?"

Lord Brightblade reached under the tattered |ayers of
cloak and blankets that hung from his broad shoulders. He
unbuckl ed his belt and brought out his sword and scabbard.
"I will not allowthis blade, forged by the first of ny ances-
tors and borne with honor all these years, to fall into the
hands of the eneny."

Bren grabbed Lord Brightblade's wist. "My lord - you
don't intend - you can't nmean to destroy it!"

Angriff pulled six inches of the sword from its covering.
The fitful firelight caught on the burni shed steel and nmade it
glitter. "No," he said. "As long as ny son lives, the Bright-
blade line will continue. My sword and armor will be his."

Sturmfelt as if his heart would burst. Then, suddenly, the
pai n caused by the scene was replaced by an odd |ightness.
It stole into Sturm s |inbs and, though he tried to hold him
self inthe vision, to keep everything in sharp focus, the
i mage faded. The fire, the nmen, his father, and the sword of
the Brightblades wavered and dissolved. Sturms fingers
clenched into tight fists as he tried literally to grasp the
scene. Sturm found hinmself clenching the nap of Kitiara's fur
coat .

“I"'mall right,"’
nor mal rhyt hm

"You were very quiet this tine," she reported. "You stared
into space as if you were watching a stage play in Sol ace."

"In a way, | was." He described his father's vigil. "It mnust

Sturm said. Hs heart slowy resuned its

be the present or the recent past," he reasoned. "The castle



was in ruins, but nmy father did not | ook so old - perhaps fif-
ty years. H's beard had not grayed. He nust be alivel"

Sturm becane aware that he was Ilying on his back and
nmoving. He sat up hastily and alnost fell off the gnones
cart. "How d | get up here?" he asked.

"I put you there. You didn't ook as if you could make it
on your own," said Kitiara.

"You pi cked ne up?"

"Wth one hand," said Wngover. Sturm | ooked down.

Al the gnonmes but Sighter were on the poles pushing the
cart along. He suddenly felt enbarrassed” to be such a bur-
den to his conpanions, and junped off the cart. Kitiara slid
down, too.

"How | ong was | out?" Sturm asked.

"Better part of an hour," said Sighter, referring to the
stars. "The visions are getting longer, aren't they?"

"Yes, but | think they're triggered when I'm reninded of
something from the past," Sturmsaid. "If |I concentrate on
the present, perhaps | can avoid episodes like this."

"Sturm doesn't approve of the supernatural ," Kitiara
explained to the gnones. "It's part of his knightly code."

Krynn was now high overhead, and the terrain around
themwas as bright as day. No plants grewin the brilliant
[ight, however; all was cold and lifeless under the planet's
clear glow. Sighter led his colleagues in another |ong discus-
sion. Kitiara and Sturmwere trailing behind the cart,”" so no
one saw the ditch until the front wheels spilled into it. The
ghomes on t he front pol e - Cut wood, Fitter, and
W ngover - fell on their faces. Roperig, Rainspot, and Bell-
crank struggled to keep the heavily |aden wagon fromturn-
ing over. Kitiara and Sturmrushed in and steadi ed the sides.

"Let it roll down," Kitiara said. "Let go."

Rai nspot and Bellcrank stepped back, but Roperig did
not. The cart bounded down the side of the ditch wth the
humans running alongside and Roperig bouncing painfully
agai nst the push-pole.

"What's the matter with you?" Bellcrank said, when the
cart halted. "Wy didn't you |l et go?"

"I-1 can't," Roperig conplained. "My hands are stuck!" He

wal lowed to his feet. Dust poured from his pockets and
cuffs. H's stubby fingers were firmy attached to the push-
pol e. Rainspot tried prying his colleague's fingers free. "Qw,
ow " Roperig yelled. "You're tearing ny fingers off!"

"Don't be such a crybaby,"” said Sighter

"Cutwood, did you put glue on this end of the pole?"
asked Rai nspot .

"Absolutely not! By gears, | would never do that without
telling him first." Cutwood' s invocation of the sacred word
‘gears' proved that he was telling the truth.

"Hhm " Kitiara drunmed her fingers on the cart wheel
"Maybe it's nore of this crazy Lunitari nmagic."

"You nmean |'Il be stuck to this cart forever?"

"Don't be distressed, master. | can saw this pole off," Fitter
said. He patted his boss on the back consolingly.

"Rot," said Bellcrank. "If Master Brightblade will Ilend ne
his knife, 1'll scrape your fingers off in no tine."

Roperi g bl anched. "You will not!"

"Then we can saw very carefully around your fingers."

"No one's going to cut or saw anything," Kitiara said. "If



this stickiness is related to my strength or Sturm s visions,
then you ought to give sone thought to howit works before
you start hacking away on a fellow s fingers."

"Quite so," said Sighter. "Now, could it be nore than
coi nci dence that we acquire abilities connected to our life's
work | Rainspot nakes rain, Lady Kitiara grows mghtier as
a warrior - and Roperig, master of cords and knots finds

hi nsel f bound by his own hands. It's as though sone subtle,
yet powerful, force were enhancing our natural attributes."

"Roperig can probably free hinmself if he wishes to," said
Kitiara. "Just as Rainspot can wish for his rain."

"All I wanted to do was keep ny grip when we slipped in
the ditch," Roperig said glumy

He screwed his eyes tightly shut and wi shed hard.

"Harder! Concentrate!" urged Sighter. Cutwood whi pped
out his magnifying glass and peered intently at Roperig's
stuck hands. Slowy, wth faint sucking sounds, his hands
peeled of f the cart pole.

"Ow, ow" Roperi g whi mper ed, waving his hands about.
"That stings!"

The cart was shoved to the top of the gully rim The
gnonmes passed a water bottle around. Fitter handed it to
Kitiara, who had a short sw g before offering it to Sturm
He held it a long time, staring at the ground and not drink-
i ng.

"Now what ?" she said, taking the bottle back

"This nmagic worries ne. Couldn't we refuse it sonmehow,
give it back?"

She pushed the plug back into the bottle. "Wy should
we? We ought to get used to it, learn to control the effect.”
Kitiara flexed a hand into a fist. She could feel the strength

within her, like the warnth of sweet wine in her veins. It
was intoxicating, that taste of power. She |ooked Sturmin
the eye. "If we return to Krynn penniless, weaponless, and
arnorl ess, | hope our powers remain."

"It isn't right," he said stubbornly.

"Right? This is the only right that matters!"™ The water
bottl e expl oded when she crushed it in her fingers.

Little Fitter stooped to get the glazed shards. "You broke
the bottle, lady," he said. "Did you cut yoursel f?"

She showed him her undamaged hand. "A lot of things
may get broken around here before |'mthrough,” she said
angrily.

By the hour Krynn had set on the northeast horizon, the
explorers were nmore than halfway back to the d oudmaster
There was nothing ahead but flat ground, rocks, and red
dust. They trod on, the humans apart and silent, the
gnomes once nore chattering.

The pilot of the flying ship walked slower and slower,
until finally he stopped.

"Move along, lad," said Sighter, pushing Wngover in the
back. "Don't want to get |eft behind, do you?"

"It's gone,"” announced W ngover.

"What' s gone?"

"The ship. The d oudmaster.”

"You're plain daft. W're a good eight mles away, how
could you see from here?"

"I don't know, but | can see the spot clearly," said
W ngover. He squinted into the distance. "There's a big rut,



some skid marks, and a few broken crates |ying around, but

the ship is gone."

Sturm and Kitiara converged on the far-seeing gnone.
"Are you sure, Wngover?" said Sturm

"It's gone," the gnone insisted.

Sighter and the other gnomes were loudly skeptical, but
Sturm ordered them to quicken their pace. The niles rolled
aside, and still Wngover said the flying ship was m ssing
fromits landing place. He described in precise detail the jet-
sam left at the scene, and his certainty infected the party
with apprehension. Wth barely a nile left to go, Kitiara
could stand it no longer. She broke into a run and quickly
left the rest behind.

Sturm and the gnones plodded on. Kitiara cane jogging
back. "W ngover's right," she said. "The Cl oudnmaster is
gone. " The ghormes i medi ately sur rounded W ngover and
started poking his face and pulling at his eyelids. The gnone
pilot slapped at the intruding fingers, while his colleagues,
conpletely forgetting the news Kitiara had brought, tried to
di scover the cause of his remarkabl e eyesight.

"It's the Lunitari magic," Wngover said. "Leave ne
al one! "

"Could Stutts and conpany have repaired the ship them
selves and flown away?" Sturm asked.

Kitiara | oosened her fur collar to let the cool air in. "There
are tracks all over - little circular inprints - | think the ship
was carried off."

"Carried off?" said Fitter in awe.

"Do you know how much that ship weighs?" said Sighter

She put out her chin and replied, "I don't care if it's heavi-
er than M. Nevermi nd. Sonebody or sonet hing pi cked it
up and carried it away."

Sturm said, "Then 'they' are very strong, or very nurmer-
ous."

"Or both," said Kitiara griny.
Chapter 13
The Wal ki ng Trees

The sun shone over the fiels of stones where
the doudmaster had first net Lunitari. The exploration
party ringed the site, gazing helplessly at the enpty furrow
in the ground. As Wngover had seen fromeight niles away,
the flying ship and the three gnones who renained on it
were gone. The landing wheels that had broken off when
they struck the noon were the only part of the ship left
behind. Aside from the wheels, there were two enpty
crates, sone bean sacks, and the remmants of a canpfire.
"Who coul d have done this?" Bellcrank asked.
Cutwood crawled about wth his lens, studying tracks.
Sturm ki cked through the pitiful remains of the canmp and
said, "At least there's no sign of bl oodshed."
"Sixty," Cutwood proclaimed. He had dirt on his nose and

in his beard. "At |east sixty people were here. They nust've
carried the doudmaster away on their shoulders, 'cause
there are no marks of the hull being dragged."

"I don't believe it," said Sighter. "Sixty humans coul dn't



carry the Cl oudnaster away on their shoul ders.™
"Even if they were as strong as Lady Kitiara?" asked
Roperig. That gave them all pause.

Kitiara squatted by the trail of footprints. "No human
feet nmade these," she said. "The inpressions are round,
alnost like the hooves of unshod horses."” She noted how
cl osely spaced they were, too. "The clunmsy fools nust have
been treading on each others' heels! W' Ill have to go after

them Track them down and get the ship back."

"No question about it," said Sturm Kitiara fished the
whet stone out of her belt pouch and sat down to hone the
edges of her sword. Sturm gathered the gnones together

"W're going after your colleagues,” he announced. The

gnonmes set up a cheer. Sturmwaved for quiet. "Because we
don't know how much of a head start they had, we have to
nove as fast as possible. That nmeans,"” he saw the anticipa-

tion in their faces, "each of you can take along only what
you can carry."

That threw the gnones into a tumult of preparation and
counter-preparation. Before Sturmis eyes, they tore the
Four - Ghone- Power Exploratory Cart to pieces and began
assenbl i ng Si ngl e- Ghone Expl orati on Packs, made of
wooden slats and strips of canvas and bl anket cloth. The
packs strapped on |ike knapsacks, but they towered tw ce as
hi gh as the gnones stood. This called for all kinds of sup-
porting straps and cords and counter-load balancing. Soon
each gnome staggered wunder a conplex tent of wood and
cloth, but in the end they didn't |eave one bit of their
bel oved equi prent behi nd.

Sturm | ooked them over and groaned inwardly. At this
rate, they would never find the d oudmaster, never get back
to Krynn, and never find his father. He wanted to rail at the
little men, but he knewit would do no good. Ghones pro-
ceed at their own rate, awkwardly and haphazardly, but
t hey do proceed.

Si ghter waddl ed past, scribbling his notes under a creak-

ing canopy of canvas. "I'm starting a newlog," he said,
swaying from side to side. The top of his exploration pack
just mssed Sturmis nose. 'This is no longer the Lunitari

Expl oratory March." He walked on. Wngover puffed along
behi nd hi m

"Now we are the Lunitari Flying Ship Rescue Mssion,"
W ngover said.

The trail was wide and plain, and as far as anyone could
tell, no effort had been nmade to hide it. Either those who had
captured the flying ship were not very smart, or else they
t hought Stutts, Birdcall, and Flash were the only crew on
board.

Kitiara and Wngover noved out ahead of the rest. She
tested his | ong-distance vision by having the gnonme describe
arrangenents of rocks fromas far away as six niles. Poor
W ngover got a terrific headache, and his short legs were no
match for Kitiara's long, powerful stride". She shoul dered his
exploratory pack (its straps were strained to the bursting
point) and lifted him by the coat collar. Tucking W ngover
under her arm Kitiara took to sprinting far ahead, relying
on the gnone's far-seeing to keep themfrom getting |ost.
The trail carried on in an unswerving |line due west.

Sturm  pl odded al ong with t he over burdened gnones.



They marched on both sides of the trail, arguing over the
reasons for Wngover's gift of far-seeing. Sturm shaded his
eyes fromthe sun and |ooked at the footprints. They were
strikingly regular circular depressions in five distinct
colums. He said to Bellcrank, "Don't these prints seem
strange to you?"

"Undoubt edly, yes, Master Brightblade, as we've seen no
animal life since arriving on the red moon," replied the
gnone.

"Exactly! Have you noticed how very precise the foot-
prints are? All of themare perfectly aligned.”

"I don't follow"

"Even a gaited horse will have a little jog, a sideways
nmoti on now and then that distinguishes its track."
"A machine!" Bellcrank exclained. "Master Brightbl ade,

you've done it! "Bellcrank grasped Roperig by his |apels.
"Don't you see, what else could pick up the C oudnaster

and carry it off but another nachine!"

"By Reorx, | hadn't thought of that," said Roperig. Fitter
rattled to Rainspot and told himBellcrank's theory. The idea
then |eaped the trail to where Cutwood and Sighter were
wal ki ng. Si ghter pooh-poohed the notion

"That doesn't solve a thing!" he said. "Wiere there's a
machi ne, there has to be a nachi ne-naker, yes?"

Bel | crank opened his nobuth to vent his opinion, but just
then Kitiara and Wngover cane running at them The war-
rior woman carried the gnome under her arm like a |oaf of
bread. Wngover's head bounced and jiggled each tinme her
heels struck the ground. In another situation, the inmage
m ght have been conmic.

Kitiara braced to a halt in front of Sturm "There's a vil-
| age up ahead," she said. She wasn't even out of breath.

"Village? What sort of village?" asked Roperig.

"A village village," said Wngover from under Kitiara's
arm "There's some kind of keep in the center of the place.”

"Does the trail lead to this village?" asked Sturm

Kitiara shook her head. "It veers off to the north, avoid-

ing it conpletely.™

"W ought to inspect this village," Cutwood called from
thirty yards away. Sturmand the others |ooked at each oth-
er, then at Cutwood.

"Can you hear what we're saying?" said Wngover in a
bare whi sper.

"Well certainly! Do you think |'mdeaf?" Cutwood yelled
back. Sighter tapped himon the shoul der

"I can't hear them" he said. He grabbed Cutwood by the
ears and turned his head fromside to side, peering into the
carpenter's ears. "Everything looks normal," he said. "Does
nmy voice sound loud to you?"

"It does when you yell froman inch away!"

Sighter took Cutwood by the hand to where the others
stood. "It's happened again," he reported. "Cutwood can
hear normal conversation from thirty yards away, naybe
nore."

"Real ly? This calls for sone tests," said Rainspot. He | ow
ered his pack to the ground and tried to disentangle hinself
fromthe cords and straps.

"Never mnd!'" Kitiara said. "Wat do we do about the



vill age' ?"

"How cl ose will we have to pass if we follow the trail?"
St urm queri ed.

"Spitting distance."

He squinted into the sky. "Half the day's gone. If we start
now, we can be past the village before nightfall and not |ose
the trail." Sighter grunbled about the human's |lack of scien-
tific curiosity, but no gnone seriously considered going
agai nst Sturm s plan.

Sturm fornmed the party single file and sternly adnon-

i shed the gnones to keep quiet. "I feel trouble conming," he
said. "A keep neans a lord of sone kind, and probably
armed retainers. If," he added, "if this world is anything |like
Krynn."

Looki ng straight ahead, Kit said, "Are you afraid?"

"Afraid, no. Concerned, yes. OQur stay here has never
been nmore precarious. A pitched battle could destroy us
even if we win."

"That's the difference between us, Sturm You fight to pre-
serve order and honor; | fight for nyself. If trouble is brew
ing, the only thing to do is come out on top."

-No matter what happens to the rest of us?"

He scored a touch. Kitiara' s eyes flashed. "I have never
changed sides in a battle, nor betrayed a friend! The little
men need our protection, and I'Il shed ny last drops of
bl ood defending them You've no right to inply otherw se!™

Sturm walked on silently for a nonment, then said, "I'm
sorry, Kit. It's becom ng harder for me to know your mnd. |
think this magical strength you' ve gained has affected your
out | ook. "

"My mnd, you nean."

"Trust you to say it the nost brutal way."

"Life is brutal, and so are facts."

At the rear of the columm, Cutwood coul d hear every-
thing, and he said, "I think they're mad at each other."

" Shows how rmuch vyou know, " Si ghter replied. "Human
males and females always act strangely toward each other
They never want their true feelings to show "

"Why i s that?"

"Because t hey don't want to seem vulnerable. Humans
have a lot of this attitude called 'pride,' which is sort of like
the satisfaction you get when your nachine performs cor-
rectly. Pride makes themact <contrary to the way they really
feel ."

"That's silly!"

Si ghter shrugged under his towering pack and alnost fel

down. "Unh! By Reorx! O course it's silly, and these two
humans have especially bad cases of pride, which neans the
fiercer they act and the louder they yell, the nmore they care

about each other."

Cutwood was dazzled by his colleague's under st andi ng of
human behavi or. "Wher e did you | earn SO much about
humans?" he sai d.

"I listen and learn,” said Sighter, very ungnom shly.
Though he didn't vyet realize it, that was the change w ought
in Sighter by the magic of Lunitari. From an intuitive,
i mpet uous ghone, he had becone a  ogi cal, thoughtful
deductive gnonme, a creature that had never before existed.
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The field of stones was l|argely barren of plants, even by
day, so the first sign the nmarchers had that they were near
the village was when stands of scarl et -capped rmushroons

seven feet tall appeared, growing in neat rows between two
low stone walls. Roperig picked a section of wall apart to
study; it was sinply nade of |oose rocks stacked conven-

iently together. "Very primtive," was his disdainful verdict.

The mushroom orchard served to screen them from the
village itself. Sturm Kitiara, Wngover, and Cutwood crept
through the rows of fungus to the very edge of the settle-
nent .

By Krynnish standards, it wasn't nuch of a village. There
weren't any houses at all, just a series of concentric stone
wal | s about waist high, plus a few cribs filled wth harvested
food. The only full-scale structure was the keep, a squat,
single-story, wndowess block in the center of the village
walls. A lone pole stuck up from the keep, and a dirty gray
banner hung linply fromit.

"Not exactly the golden halls of Silvanost, is it?" said Kiti-
ara. To the gnonmes, she said, "Can you hear or see anything
stirring down there?" W ngover could see not hi ng novi ng.
Cut wood squi nted one eye shut and |istened hard.

"I hear footsteps,” he said uncertainly, "pretty faint.
Soneone' s wal ki ng around inside the keep."

"Fine. Let's bypass this place," said Sturm

The ot her gnonmes waited patiently on the other side,
chattering in whispers. Wen Wngover, Cutwood, and the
humans returned, they shoul dered their lofty packs and
forned a single file again.

"The village |ooks deserted,” Sturm said. "So we're going
past it. Be quiet anyway."

The trail of the doudmaster bent away from the village
just beyond the walls of the mushroom or chard. As they
rounded the tall red stalks, Kitiara, who was |eading, saw
that the path was lined on either side by tall, |eafless trees.

"Qdd, " she said. "Those weren't there before.”

"Did they grow up suddenly, like the other plants?" asked

Roperig. Kitiara shook her head and drew her sword.
v’ The trees stood about seven feet high. Their trunks were
graduated in bands of color, ranging from deep burgundy
red at the base to the |lightest of pinks at their rounded-off
tops. Al had branches that grew out and bent down.

"Ugliest trees | ever saw," said Cutwood. He left the line
long enough to chip a piece of the flaky bark off wth his
Twenty Tool Pocket Kit. He was examining the fleshy gray
wood when the tree's left branch flexed and swatted the
speci men from hi s hand.

"Hey!" he said. "The tree hit nel"

The double row of trees launched into notion. They
pulled their roots out of the ground and freed their |inbs.
Black dishlike eyes opened in the trunks, and ragged nouths
split apart.

Sturm grabbed for his hilt. The gnonmes bunched together
between himand Kitiara.

"Suffering bl oodst ai ned gods! What are these things?"
Kitiara excl ai ned.

"Unless |'m gravely m staken, these are our villagers.



They were expecting us, Sturm replied, keeping the tip of

his sword noving back and forth to di scourage the tree-
t hi ngs.

The tree-folk emtted a series of deep hooting sounds, I|ike
a chorus of ranms' horns. Fromrecesses in their own bodies
they produced an array of swords and spears - all nade of

clear red glass. The tree-folk closed the circle around the
besi eged band.

"Be ready," Kitiara said, her voice taut wth anticipation
"When we break through them everybody run."

"Run where?" asked Fitter trenul ously.

One tree-man, the tallest of the lot, broke ranks wthits
fellows and advanced. It did not actually walk. Rather, the
tangle of roots that nade up its feet flexed and carried the
creature forward. The tree-man raised its «crude, hiltless
gl ass sword in one bark-covered hand and hooted | oudly.

"Yah!" Kitiara sprang forward and cut at the glass blade.
She knocked it aside and swung again, this time striking the
tree-man below its left arm Her sword bit deeply into the

soft wood-flesh - so deeply that it would not easily cone
out. Kitiara ducked the return cut by the tree-man's sword
and let go of her owmn. She retreated a few steps, |eaving her

bl ade enbedded in the foe. The tree-nan did not appear too
much di sconforted by the yard of steel stuck in him

"Sturm lend nme your sword," said Kitiara quickly.

“I' ' will not," he replied. "Calmdown, wll you? That crea-
ture wasn't attacking, it was trying to speak."

The inpaled tree-man regarded them wth wde, unblink-
ing eyes. In a raspy bass voice it said, "Men. lron. Men?

"Yes," said Sturm "W are nmen."

"And we're gnonmes," said Bellcrank. "Pleased to neet -

"lron?" The tree-man plucked Kitiara's sword from its
flank, grasping it by the blade. He offered the hilt to Kitiara.

"Iron, nen -" She gingerly took the handle and let the point
fall to the ground.

"Men, cone," said the tree-nman. H's eyes and nouth van-
ished, only to reappear on the opposite side. "Men, cone,
i ron king."

The tree-man reversed direction wthout turning around.
The other tree-folk did likewise; their eyes closed up on one
side of their heads and reopened on the other

"Fascinating," said Cutwood. "Conpletely saves them the
troubl e of turning around.”

"Do we go with then?" asked Rai nspot.

Sturm |ooked away to the trail of the stolen flying ship.
"For now," he said. "W should pay our respects to this iron
ki ng. Maybe he knows what coul d' ve taken our ship."

The tree-folk made straight for the village keep. Sturm

Kitiara, and the gnomes fell in behind them Coser to the
village, they saw signs of damage to the walls and gardens.
Sonething had battered down a long section of wall, and a
crib full of yellow fruit shaped 1like corkscrews had been
plundered. Slippery pulp and seeds were splashed all over
t he pl ace.

The tree-nen's |leader, the one Kitiara had cut, halted
before the door of the keep. The gate consisted of overl ap-
ping slabs of red glass, hanging from hinges of the sane
material. The tree-nan booned, "Ki ng! Men, iron cone."



Wthout waiting for any reply, the tree-man |l eaned on the
gate, and it swing in. The tree-man did not enter hinself,
but stood back, and with a sweep of his arm indicated that
the visitors should go in.

Kitiara slipped in, her back pressed against the rough
stone wall. Wth a practiced eye for danger, she surveyed
the scene. The interior was well lit, as it had no roof. The
wal s rose ten feet and slanted in, but no thatch or shingles
kept out the sun. The room she'd entered was actually a cor-
ridor, branching off to the Ileft and right. The facing wall
was blank, though smoothly plastered wth gritty nortar
pai nted white.

"It's clear,"” she reported. Her voice was taut and | ow.
Sturmlet the gnonmes enter

"Man." Sturmlooked wup at the inpassive eyes of the tree-
man. "lron king. Hm" It pointed left.

" under st and. Thank you." The tree-man tapped his
long, jointed finger on the gate and Sturm pushed it shut.

"Qur host will be found down the |left corridor,"” he said.
"Everyone, be on your guard!" Kitiara noved to the end of
the Iine, steeled for signs of treachery. The hall turned right
and w dened. The high walls and lack of ceiling mnmade Sturm
feel as if he were in a naze.

They came wupon an wunexpectedly famliar artifact: a |ow,
thick door nmnmade of oak and strapped wth iron hinges. This

relic |l eaned against the wall. Fitter peeked behind it.
"It doesn't |ead anywhere," he said.
"There's sonmething fanmiliar about it," rmused Cutwood.

"You silly loon, of course it's famliar. You ve seen doors
before!" said Bellcrank.

"No, it's the style that's fanmliar. | have it! This is a ship's
door!" he announced.

"It's not fromthe Coudnaster, is it?" Sturmsaid
al ar ned.

"No, this door is oak, the Coudmaster's are pine."

"Now how woul d a ship's door get on the red noon?"

W ngover asked rhetorically. Cutwood was conposing an
answer when Kitiara shooed himon

They passed nore debris from their world: enpty kegs,
clay pots and cups, tatters of canvas and scraps of |eather, a
rusty, broken <cutlass. Some <coils of rope were identified by
an eager Roperig as ship's cordage made in southern Ergoth.
Exci t ement nmount ed as nor e and nore tantalizing things
cropped up.

The corridor turned right again, this time into a wide
room There, standing by an overturned wooden chair, was
a man. A genuine man, short and scrawny. He was dressed
in a dirty tan vest and cut-off pants, rope sandals, and a
peaked canvas cap. Hs face was dirty and his gray-streaked
beard cane down al nbst to his stomach.

"Heh, heh, heh," rasped the man. "Visitors at last. |'ve
been wanting visitors for a long, long tinel"

"Who are you?" asked Sturm

"Me? Me? Why, I'mthe King of Lunitari," proclained the
tattered scarecrow.

Chapter 14

Rapal do the First



"You don't believe nme,
nmonar ch.

"You hardly conformto the stereotypical archetype," said
Sighter. The king of Lunitari cocked his head.

"What'd you say?" he asked.

"You don't look like a king," Sturminterpreted.

"Well | aml Rapaldo the First, mariner, shipwight, and
absolute ruler of the red moon, that's me." He approached
the band in a nervous, hesitant shuffle. "Wo are you?"

The gnhones eagerly pushed t hensel ves up to King
Rapal do, shaking hands in quick succession and rattling off
the shorter versions of their inpossibly | ong nanmes.
Rapal do's eyes gl azed over fromthe barrage.

Sturmcleared his throat and gently steered Fitter, the | ast

said the self-proclained

gnonme, away from the bewildered nman. "Sturm Brightbl ade
of Solammia," he said of hinself.

Kitiara stepped forward and pushed back her fur collar
Rapal do gasped aloud. "Kitiara Uh Matar," she said.

"L-Lady," Rapaldo stammered. "I have not seen a real |ady
in many, many years."
"I'"'m not sure you're seeing one now," Kitiara said wth a

| augh. Rapaldo gently took her hand. He held it carefully,
looking at the back and palmwth enbarrassing intentness.
Kitiara's hands were not refined or delicate. They were the
strong, supple hands of a warrior. Rapaldo's reverent inter-
est amused her.

As if suddenly aware that he was being foolish, Rapaldo
dropped Kitiara's hand and drew hinself up to his ful

height - not nuch nore than five and a half feet - and
announced, "If you would follow nme to the royal audience
hall, 1'Il hear the story of your comng here, and tell the tale
of ny own shipweck." He went back to his overturned

chair and righted it. "This way," said the king of Lunitari
They followed Rapaldo through a series of nostly enpty

rooms, all open to the sky. What furniture there was had a
nautical cast to it, here a seaman's chest, there a railed cap-
tain"s chair. Oher bits of ship were hung on the wall. A
brass hawse pipe liner, sone |oops of anchor chain, a |athe-
turned rail studded with iron spikes.

Bel I crank tugged on Sturms sleeve. "Metal," he whis-
pered. "Lots of it."

"I seeit," Sturmsaid calmy.

"This way. This way," Rapal do said, gesturing.

The very center of the keep was the audience hall, a
square room ten vyards wde. Wen Rapaldo entered, a half
dozen tree-nen snapped glass spears to their nonexistent
shoulders in salute. They hooted in wunison three tinmes, and
dropped their spears to a ported position

"My pal ace guard," Rapaldo said with pride

"Are they intelligent?" asked W ngover.

"Not |like you and | are. They learn things | teach them
renenmber orders, and such Ilike, but they weren't civilized
when | first canme here.”

At the far end of the room a crude throne was set up, a

hi gh- backed chair nmunted on a thick rectangle of ruby
glass. The <chair had obviously been cobbled together from
ship's tinbers; the peg holes fromthe trenails were still visi-



bl e.

Rapal do hopped upon the glass pedestal and pi cked up
his scepter fromthe seat of the chair. He turned around and
sat down with a sigh, laying the enblemof his office in the
crook of his arm It was a broadhead axe.

"Hear ye, hear ye. The royal court of Lunitari may begin,"
Rapaldo recited in a high-pitched voice. He coughed once,
and his skinny chest convulsed. "I, King Rapaldo the First,
am present and speaki ng.

“I'n honor of t he unexpected guests who have arrived
today, |, King Rapaldo, will relate the marvelous tale of ny
coming to this place." Roperig and Fitter, sensing that a long
story was begi nning, sat down.

Rapal do | eaped to his feet. "You will stand in the presence
of the king!" he shouted, punctuating the command wth a
sweep of his scepter-axe. The two gnones stood wth alacri-
ty. Rapaldo shivered with fury. "Those who do not show
respect will be renmoved by the Royal CGuard!"

Sturm flashed Kitiara a know ng | ook. She bowed and
said, "Forgive us, Your Mjesty. W've not been in the pres-
ence of a king for quite sone tine."

Her intervention had an alnpbst nagical effect. Rapal do
relaxed and sat on his wooden throne again. There was a
distinct clink as he did so. Sturmspied a glint of chain
around hi s wai st.

"Better, better. Wuat's a king wthout subjects who pay
himrespect? A captain wthout a ship, a ship without a rud-
der? Ta-ra!" Rapaldo gripped the arms of his throne tightly

for a nmoment. "It's been t-ten vyears since last | spoke to
anot her human being," he said. "If | rattle and prattle, lay it
to that fact."

He drew a deep breath. "I was born the son and grandson
of sailors, on the island of Enstar, in the Sirrian Sea. M
father was slain by Kernaffi pirates when | was but a |ad,
and the day the word came hone, | ran away to sea.

| earned to use the axe and adze.
Cut wood heard this and squirmed to conment. Sighter

and W ngover both put hands over his nouth.
"The trade of the shipwight built a man out of a boy, heh

heh, and as the sunmers passed, | stopped going to sea and
stayed ashore on Enstar, meking craft that plied the w de
green ocean." The royal axe slid down to Rapaldo's lap
"Had | stayed a |and-bound shi pwright, though, I would
not now be the royal person you see before you." A frayed
sleeve slipped off his bony shoul der. Absently, Rapal do
replaced it. "I wuld not now be on this moon," he nut-
tered. "A prosperous ship owner nanmed Melvalyn hired ne
to sail wth him to southern Ergoth. Melvalyn planned to

buy tinmber to build a new fleet of nmerchant ships, and he
wanted an expert along to grade the available wood. W
were to depart from Enstar for Daltigoth on the third day of
autum, an ill-starred day. The soothsayer, Dirazo, the one
| always consulted for tines of good luck and bad, parleyed
with the dark spirits and pronounced the sailing date as
dammed by the rise of Nuitari, the black noon. | tried to beg
off, but Melvalyn insisted the voyage begin as pl anned.
Heh, heh, old Melvalyn |l earned what it means to disregard
the onmens! Yes, he | earned!

"Cold, contrary wnds from the southeast blew us west of



Ergoth. W tacked and tacked, but nade little headway
against the Kharolis Blow. Then, four days out to sea, the
wi nd di ed. W& were becal ned.

"There's not a nore helpless feeling than being at sea with
no wind. Mlvalyn tried all the tricks, wetting the sails,
kedging with the anchors, and such like, but we didn't nove
enough to neasure. The sky sort of closed in on wus, fish-eye
gray, and then the father of all storns broke on us."

Rapal do, caught up in his own nonologue, stood abrupt-
ly. He made swift, jerky gestures to illustrate his story.

"The sea, it was running like this, and the wind, it was
blowing like this -" H s hands swung in from opposite
directions and clashed in front of his face. "Rain was
screeching over the deck flat sideways. The Tarvolina, that
was our ship, lost her topmast and yards straight away. And
then, and then, it cane down and grabbed us." Rapal do
stepped upon his throne and crouched, his head ducked to
protect himself fromthe nenory.

"What was it?" Rainspot burst out unwittingly. Rapal do,
waiting for this cue, didn't get angry this tine.

"A waterspout," he said, shivering. "A mghty, twsting
colum of water a hundred feet wide at the bottom It
sucked up the Tarvolina like a dry leaf, and we went right

through the hollow mddle of it, up and up and up! Sone of
the sailors got scared and junmped overboard. Those that
junped down the mddle fell all the way back to the sea,
mles and mles, but those that hit the wall of tw sting water

" Rapal do stanped his foot on the chair. Al the gnones
junped in fright. "They were ripped to pieces. Mght as well
have junped into an ocean of knife blades.”" The netaphor
seened to please him for he smled. For all his scruffiness,
the king of Lunitari had a fine set of straight white teeth.
"The wat erspout carried us so high that the blue went out of
the sky. Only six men out of the full crew of twenty lived to
the funnel's end. The waterspout turned inside out, and
dropped the Tarvolina upside down, here on Lunitari."

King Rapaldo hopped down to the glass throne base. H's

shaggy eyebrows closed in over his dark brown eyes.
"Three men survived the shipweck: Mel val yn,  Dar ni no,
the navigator, and Rapaldo the First. Melvalyn had a bro-
ken leg, and died not Ilong after. Darnino and | al nost

starved, until we learned to eat the plants that grow by day
and drink the dew that collects in the red turf at night."
That's sonething we didn't know, Sturm thought.
"Darnino and | stayed together until we net the Qud-

ouhai, the tree-people. The tree-folk had never seen nen
before, and they took us for their dread enemies -" Here
Rapal do paused. He peered at each nmenber of the group in
turn. "Anyway, there was a fight, and Darnino was Kkill ed.
The Lunitarians were about to kill me, too, when | raised
my axe." He suited the action to the words. "And they were
SO awest ruck t hat t hey procl ai ned e oem owa- oya

suprenme ruler of themall and wi elder of the holy iron."
Rapal do finished his story with a giggle. Unm ndful of the

guards standing nearby, he added, "The worthless savages
had never seen netal before! They figured it nust have
cone fromthe gods, and that I was a holy messenger sent to

| ook after them"



"Have the Lunitarians no nmetal of their own?" asked Bell -
crank.

"There's no netal on the whole bloody noon, as near as |
can tell," said Rapaldo. He flopped into his throne and
adjusted his ragged clothes with extrene care and dignity.
"Now | would hear of your own conmng," he said loftily.
W ngover started to speak, but the king rapped the side of
his axe on the throne. "Let the lady tell it."

Kitiara unhooked her sword belt and stood the weapon
inits sheath, before her. She I|eaned on the sword and told
the tale of how she and Sturm had nmet the gnones in the
rainstorm the flight to the red noon, their expedition, and
the theft of the C oudnaster

"Heh, heh, heh," Rapaldo |aughed. "You can't |eave things

lying about wunguarded, not even on Lunitari. The M cones
have taken your craft.”

"M cones?"

"The enemies | spoke of. The Qud-ouhai have no preda-

tors to fear, as there are no animals on Lunitari, only plants.
But the M cones, when directed, are a plague indeed."

"But what are they?" asked Kitiara.

"Ants."

"Ants?" said Sighter.

"G ant ants," said Rapaldo. "Six feet of solid rock crystal
The magic in this nmon gives themthe power to nove and
wor k, but they haven't got a single brain anong them"

"Who - or what - directs these M cones?" asked Sturm

The king of Lunitari shrank from the question. "I've never
seen it," he said evasively, "though | once heard it speak."
Sturm saw Kitiara ball a fist in frustration. Rapaldo's

qui rky behavior was getting on her nerves. She relaxed her
hand slowy and said as evenly as her tenper would allow,
"Who is their masterm nd, Your Majesty?"

"The Voice in the Cbelisk. Some ten niles from ny pal ace
sits a great stone obelisk five hundred feet or nore high. It's

hollow, and a denmon dwells wthin. It speaks in a sweet
voice to the Mcones, who live in a burrow under the base.
The denmon never cones out of its tower, and |'ve never

gone in to see it."
"And these M cones have taken our ship?" asked Sturm

"Did I not say it?" Rapaldo answered sulkily. "Two nights
ago, a host of <crystal ants narched past in the dark. They
tore down one of our walls to clear a path. Evil, | tell you -
they could ve walked around. It nust have been your craft
that they were carrying."

"Why didn't your warriors oppose then"

"Because they are trees, after all!l Wien the sun sets, they
root thenselves where they stand and feed all night |ong.
Only with the coming of day can they shake off the dirt and
wal k about." Rapaldo popped up again. He directed a glare
at Sturm "Your manners are inpertinent! | won't answer
any more questions." The shrillness left his voice and he
added, "W are tired. You may |eave us now. If you follow
the corridor to the right, you wll find rooms you can sleep
in"

Kitiara and Sturm bowed, the ghonmes waved, and the
group filed out of the audience hall. Atree-nman |led the way.

"What did you think of that!" Kitiara said in a [|oud whis-
per.



"Later," Sturmreplied softly. The roofless walls were no
guar antee of privacy.

Along the corridor that Rapal do had menti oned, they
found a series of niches. Sone were filled with nore weck-
age of the lost Tarvolina, others were enpty. The tree-nman
indicated that the enpty niches were their "roons," then
depart ed.

The gnonmes shrugged off their packs and set to work
maki ng as rmuch noise and confusion as seven gnones could
make. Sturmpulled Kitiara aside.

"I fear that H's Majesty is a bit out of the weather,’
whi sper ed.

"He's as crazy as a bug chaser."

"That's another way to say it, vyes. But Kit, we need him
to take us to this obelisk, if that's where the giant ants have
taken the Coudnaster. So we'll have to hunor his royal
pose to keep his good will, at least till we |eave."

"I'd like to give him a good shaking," she said. "That's
what he needs."

"Use vyour head, Kit. There are probably hundreds of
tree-men around, all loyal to King Rapaldo. How do we kil

Sturm

atree'? Even wth your increased strength, all you did was
cut a chunk out of one of them"™

"You're right," she said. Her expression darkened. "I'Il tell
you something else: He's wearing mail under those rags. |
heard it clink when he sat down. There are two reasons for
people to wear mail - when they know they' re going to be

attacked, or when they think they're going to be attacked.
Mad he may be, but old Rapaldo is afraid of sonething."
She tapped a finger on Sturms chest. "I say it's us."

"\Why us?"

"' Cause we're human, and we've got netal of our own,

whi ch probably confuses the Lunitarians to death. Mbst of
all, we're younger, bigger, and stronger than H s Mjesty."

"Ch, let him be king of the tree-nmen, if he wants. If
Rapal do's afraid of anything, it's this nysterious denon of
t he obelisk. Have any ideas about it?"

"On this crazy noon, it could be anything, but if the
denpon's got Stutts and the others with the flying ship, he'd
better be prepared to give themover, or face a fight!"

Fitter appeared with two steaming bows. "D nner," said
the gnome. "Pink spears and nushroom gills seasoned with
puffball dust." Fitter handed over the bows and returned to
hi s col | eagues.

They ate their food in silence for a while. Sturm said at
last, "I've been thinking about when we get back to Krynn."
"Optimst," she said. "What were you thinking?"

"I'f ny visions so far have been true, then the first thing
should do is go to ny ancestral honme. It may be that ny
father secreted his sword there sonewhere. He may al so
have left ne a clue as to where he was going."

Kitiara idly stirred her pink soup. "And what if vyou can't
find it, or hinP Wat then?"

"I shall keep searching," he said.

She set the bow down on the ground between her feet.

"How long, Sturn? Forever? Haven't you thought of any
life beyond your famly? | never faulted you for wanting to
find your father - it seened a worthy cause and a great
adventure - but | see nowthat there's nore to it than that.



You're not out to restore just the Brightblade name and for-
tune; you want to restore the entire knightly order." Her

tone was deri sive

Sturms hands grew cold. "Is that such a terrible goal? The
world could use a force for good again."

"These are nodern tines, Sturm The knights are gone.
The people cast them off because they couldn't change to
nmeet the changing times. There's a new code anong war-
riors: Power is the only truth.”

He stared at her. "Am1| to give up ny quest, then?"

"Look beyond, wll you? You're a good fighter and you're
smart. Think of what we could do together, you and I. If we
joined the right nmercenary band, in a year's time we'd be the
captains. Then the glory and power would be ours."

Sturm stood up and slung his sword belt over one shoul -
der. "I could never live like that, Kit."

"Hey!" she called to his retreating back. Sturm continued
down the corridor. The heat of fury filled Kitiara's heart. It
surged through her, and she felt an overwhelmng need to
smash sonething. How dare he be so righteous! Wat did he
know of the world, the real world? Sentinmental, boring,
kni ghtly rubbish -

"Mp'an?" Fitter stood before her, the stewpot in his
hand. "Are you all right?"

The quickening heat in her linbs subsided rapidly. She
blinked at the gnone and finally said, "Yes, what do you
want ?"

"You were poundi ng on the wall,"” said the gnone.
" Sprockets! You' ve cracked it!"

Kitiara saw a spider's web of cracks radiating from a shal -
low hole in the soft sandy nortar. There was white dust on
her knuckles. She didn't renenber hitting the wall at all

* *k k* k* %

Rapaldo the First watched as his Royal Guard nenbers
slowed to rooted immobility and froze where they were
Their eyes and mouths closed, leaving not a trace in the
ridged bark. Seeing themthis way, no one would ever imag-
ine that they could wal k and tal k.

Rapal do wal ked over and kicked the nearest Lunitarian
It hurt his toe, and he hopped backward on one foot, curs-

ing the entire pantheon of Enstar

"Soon I'll be gone, and you'll have a new king," he said to
t he unheeding tree-man. "Flown away, that's what, in a fly-
ing ship built by gnones! There's a neat trick! I had an

accursed whirlwind lift me to this rotten noon, and they go
and nake wings and fly here on purpose! Ta-ra-ra! They can

stay here, too. They'll stay behind, and I'Il fly hone."

He slipped an arm conspiratorially around the tree-nman
and whispered to him "I could take the woman wth ne,
yes? She is very beautiful, though a bit too tall. If the king
conmands it, she will go with me, yes? Yes, yes - how could
she resist? 1'll give the big fellow with the nmustache to you.
He can be the new king, Brightblade the First. |I appoint him
heir apparent, remenber that. For all | care, you can make

hima god. | shall fly, fly, fly away hone."
The Ilengthening shadows crept across the royal audience



hall. Rapaldo stared into the darkest corner and shivered.
He grasped his axe and stalked to the mddle of the room

"I see you there, Darnino! Yes, it's vyou! You always cone
back to wvisit, don't you? Dead nen should stay dead,
Darni no! Especially when | kill themwth nmnmy royal axe!" He
charged into the shadows, throwing the axe from side to
side. The heavy blade clinked off the rock walls, striking
sparks. Rapaldo flailed away at the ghost in his mind for
some time. Fatigue chased Darnino away mnore surely than
any of the king's axe cuts.

"There's a lesson for you," he said, panting. "Trifle with
Rapal do the First, will you?"

He dragged his feet across the hall. By the throne, he
stopped, ear cocked to the open sky. "Laughing? Who said
you could |augh?" he said. The Lunitarians were still. "No
one | aughs at the king!" Rapaldo cried. He hurled hinself at
the nearest Lunitarian, chopping fiercely wth his ship-
wight's axe. Chips of gray flew off the tree-man, who could
not resist the unwarranted attack. Rapal do yell ed and

cursed and chopped until the guard was a stunp surrounded
by scraps of broken wood-flesh
The axe fell fromhis hand. Rapaldo staggered a few feet

toward his throne and col | apsed, sobbi ng.

Chapter 15
The King's Garden

Sturm awoke to a tapping on his nose. He cnacked
an eyelid and saw Rainspot standing over him his stubby
forefinger poised for another tap

"What do you want?" he runbled. The gnone w thdrew
his finger.

"We're having a secret nmeeting," whispered Rainspot. "I
can't find the | ady, but we want you to take part."

Sturmsat up. It was still night and he coul d hear hushed
murmurs from the gnomes down the hall. Kitiara' s place
was enpty, but he wasn't too concerned. Sturm knew that
she could take care of herself quite well.

He tightened the lacings on his |eggings and went down
the hall with Rainspot. The gnomes flinched in unison when
t hey appeared.

"I told you it was them" said the sharp-eared Cutwood.
"But you didn't say when they were coming," objected
Bel | cr ank.

"You should learn to be nore exact,’
was general noddi ng of small pink heads.

said Roperig. There

Sturm rubbed his forehead. It was too soon after waking

to junp into a gnomish conversation. "Wat's all this
about ?" he asked at normal vol une.

" Shh! " seven gnomnes said at once. W ngover waved for
Sturmto conme to their level, so he knelt beside Sighter

"W're di scussing plans to, uh, abscond with some of
King Rapaldo's scrap netal,” said Wngover. "W'd liketo

hear your ideas."
Sturmwas surprised at such tactics coming fromthe

gnones.
"My idea is, don't steal fromyour host," he said bluntly.
"Don' t m sunder st and, Mast er Bri ght bl ade, " sai d Bel I -

crank quickly. "W don't want to steal fromthe king, it's just



that we haven't any gold or silver to pay himwth."

"Then we nust arrange some ot her nethod," Sturm said.
"After all, we sorely need his help, and it will serve us ill to
rob a potential benefactor.”

"Suppose he won't give us any netal," said Wngover.

"W have no reason to be so suspicious."

"His Mjesty seems rather unstable to nme," Sighter said.
"He's conmpletely off his gears,” said Fitter
"I't's not our place to judge," said Sturm "If the gods saw

fit to take Rapaldo's wits, it's because he was so I|onely here.
Imagine being on this nmon for ten years or nore wth no
one but the tree-folk for conpany. You should feel pity for
Rapal do." Sturm |ooked over the gnones' «crestfallen faces.
"Why not think of some way to wn Rapal do's gratitude?
Then he woul d probably give us the nmetal we need."

The gnones | ooked ashanmedly at the ground. After a

monent's silence, Wngover said, "Perhaps we could invent
something to cheer H s Mjesty up.”

Six gnome faces popped up, smling. "Excel l ent, excel-
lent! What shall it be?" asked Bellcrank

"A nusical instrument,"” said Roperig.

" Suppose he doesn' t know how to play it?" countered
Si ghter.

"We' || nake one that plays itself," said Cutwood.
"We could give hima Personal Heating Apparatus -
"An automatic bat hing device -"

"- an instrunment!"”

Sturm stood and backed out of the newest wangle. Let
themfigure it out, he thought. It'll keep them occupied. He
decided to find Kit.

He wandered along the <corridor. By night, the way was
dim and confusing, and nore than once he walked into a
dead end. This place is a naze, he decided. He doubled back
to what he believed was the main corridor and started again
for the outside. There was a series of niches along the right
again, but he didn't hear the gnones. The niches were dusty
and enpty. It was not the sanme hall.

At the end, the passage turned left. Sturmswng into the
black gap and immediately stunbled over some dry sticks
on the floor. He fell hard on his chest and banged his head
agai nst sonething solid that skittered away when he hit it.
The obj ect bounced off the wall and rolled back to Sturm
He heaved hinmsel f up on his hands. A wedge of starlight fel
across the open end of the niche. Sturm held up the object
that he'd knocked his head on. It was a dry white human

skull. The 'sticks' he'd tripped over were bones.

He went back out into the open passage and examnined the
skull. It was broad and well developed; certainly a nan's.
The nost disturbing feature was the deep cleft in the bone of
the forehead. The man had died by violence - as by an axe
stroke.

Sturmcarefully replaced the skull in the cul-de-sac. Qut

of reflex, he checked to see if his sword was hanging inits
scabbard. The cold hilt was reassuring to his touch. He was
worried. Wiere was Kitiara?

He bunped into Kitiara as she cane skul ki ng down t he
passage. She had a tousled, slightly wild | ook that nade him
t hi nk she'd been drinking. But no, ale was hard to conme by
on Lunitari.



"Kit, are you all right?"
"Yes. | am | think."
He put an arm around her waist to support her and

steered her to a low stretch of wall, where they sat.

"What happened?" he asked.

"I went walking," she said. "Rapaldo's gardens take |onger
to vanish after dark than the wld plants we saw. There were
some big toadstools, with pink spores com ng out. They

snel | ed good. "

"They've affected you," he said, noting the light dusting of
pi nk on her shoul ders and hands. "How do you feel |"

"I feel - strong. Very strong." She gripped his free hand
and squeezed his wist. Pain raced up Sturm s arm

"Careful!" he said, wincing. "You'll break my arm"

Her grip didn't slacken. Sturmfelt the blood pounding in
his fingertips. In her present state, it wasn't prudent to strug-
gle. She might crush his armw thout realizing it.

"Kit," he said as evenly as the pain wuld allow, "you're
hurting ne. Let go."

Her hand snapped open, and Sturms arm dropped out
like a dead wei ght. He massaged the brui sed arm back to
life.

"You nmust've inhaled those spores," he said. "Wy don't
you go lie down? Do you renmenber the way?"

"I  remenber,"” she said dreamly. "I never get lost." She
slipped away Ilike a sleepwalker, nmaking unerring turns and
avoiding all the wong passages. Sturm shook his head.

Such uncontroll ed strength was deadly. What was happen-
ing to her - to all of then?

Then, curious, he decided to see those nushroonms froma
safe distance. He went along the path Kitiara had used unti
he reached the outside wall. The neatly boxed-in garden
beds were enpty. No trace of the nushroons remai ned. He
stepped over the low wall and dipped his hand into the ever-
present scarlet dust. Had she indeed been walking in her
sleep? O had the nushroons withered in the short tine
between her seeing themand his arrival? The stars and set-
ting silver noon offered no clues.

Sturm noticed a dull light noving along the gallery on the
north side of the palace. He cut across the gardens to inter-
cept the light. It proved to be His Mjesty, carrying a weakly
burning oil I anp.

"Ch," said Rapaldo, "I renenber you."

"Good evening, Your Mjesty," said Sturm graciously. "I
saw your |amp."

"Did you'? It's a feeble thing, but the oil | make is not of
t he best quality, heh, heh."

"Your Majesty, | wonder if |I mght have a word wth you."

"What word?"

Sturmfidgeted. This was as bad as trying to talk wth the
gnonmes. "My friends were wondering, Sire, if we mght be

able to get some scrap netal fromyou to fix our flying ship,
once we find it."
"You'll never get it back from the Mcones," said Rapal do.
"W nmust try, Sire. Could we get sone metal from your

suppl y?"
"What kind and how rmuch' ?" asked the king sharply.



"Forty pounds of iron."
"Forty pounds! Ta-ra! That's a king's ransom and
shoul d know. I amthe king!"
"Surely iron is not so precious -"
Rapal do hopped backward, the wavering | anp throw ng

weird shadows behind him "lron is the nost precious thing
of all! It was the iron axe | carry that made me master of the
red moon. Do you not see, Sir Knight, that there is no netal
at all here? Wiy do you think nmy subjects bear swords of

gl ass? Every scrap of iron is a buttress to ny rule, and | wll
not part with any of it."

Sturm waited wuntil Rapaldo's quivering hands had grown
nore steady. He said, slowy, "Sire, perhaps you would Iike
to go with us when we | eave on the gnomes' flying ship."

"Eh? Leave mny ki ngdon®"
"If you so desire."

Rapal do' s eyes nar r owed. "M subj ects woul d never
allowit. They won't even let ne leave the town. |[|'ve tried.
I"ve tried. I"'mtheir Iink with the gods, you know, and they

are very jealous of me. They won't let me go."

"What's to stop you from leaving at night, when the Luni-
tarians are rooted where they stand?"

"Heh, heh, heh! They would hunt nme down by daylight!
They nove very fast when they want to, don't worry! And
there's never been anyplace else to go. The ants have your

craft and will not let you have it. The Voice has it now "
Sturmsaid firmy, "W intend to ask this Voice to return
our ship."
"The Voice! Ta-ra-ra! Wiy not ask the High Lords of
Heaven to bear you hone on their backs, like birdies, tweet,
tweet ? The Voice is evil, Sir Knightbl ade; beware of it!"

Sturm felt as if he were swnmng against a strong cur-
rent. Rapaldo's mind could not follow the course of reason
that Sturm had set out, but there were sonme nuggets of truth
in what he said. The 'Voice,' if it existed, was a great
unknown quantity. If it refused them their hopes for getting
hone were destroyed.

Sturm nade one last attenpt to persuade Rapaldo. 'Your
Maj esty, if nmy friends and | can convince the Voice to release
our flying ship, wuld you then provide us with forty
pounds of iron! In return, we'll carry you back to Krynn -
to your home island, if you wish."

"Enstar?" said Rapaldo, blinking rapidly. Tears formed in
his eyes. "Home?"

"To your very doorstep,” Sturm prom sed

Rapal do set the lanp on the ground. His hand flashed to
his hip, and cane back gripping the broad shipwight's axe.
Sturm tensed

"Cone!" said Rapaldo. "I will show you the obelisk."

He padded away, leaving the lanp flickering on the floor
Sturm |ooked at the lanp, shrugged, and followed the nmad

king of Lunitari. Rapaldo's skinny, rag-wapped feet nade
only the faintest thunmps as he scanpered ahead of Sturm
"This way, Sir Brightsturml | have a map, a chart, a dia-

gram heh, heh."

Sturm followed himaround half a dozen twists and turns.
Wen he faltered or felt uncertain, Rapaldo urged himon
"The obelisk is in a secret valley, very hard to find! You mnust



have my map to locate it!" Then Rapaldo's tread abruptly
ceased, as did his lunatic cackle.

"Your Majesty?" Sturm called quietly. No reply. Careful-
ly, Sturmdrew his sword, letting the blade slip through his
fingers to deaden the scrape of netal. "King Rapaldo?" The
passage ahead was vi ol et shadows and silence. Sturm
advanced into the darkness, sliding his feet along the floor
to avoid being tripped.

Rapal do | eaped down from a recess in the wall and
brought the axe down on Sturms head. His helnmet saved his
skull from the fate of Darnino, but the blow drove the |ight
fromhis mind and left himlaid out cold on the floor

"Well, well,"” said Rapaldo, breat hing quickly. "A rude
dint, I'msure, and not at all fitting for the new king of Luni-
tari, eh? The tree-nen would never allow their only king to
fly anmay, fly! So I'll take the flying ship and lady, | wll, and

the trees wll have their king. You! Ha, ha!" He giggled and
picked up Sturmis helnet. The iron pot had taken the axe's
edge with only a slight dent. Rapaldo tried the helmet on. It
was far too large for him and fell over his eyes. The non-
arch of the red nmoon stood over his victim spinning the hel-
nmet around hi s head with hi s hands and | aughi ng
ceasel essly.

Chapter 16
The Royal Axe

The | ong ni ght was al nost spent when the gnomnes

dared wake Kitiara. She grunted with pain and got to her
feet. "Suffering bl oodstained gods," she nuttered. "What
happened? | feel like sonebody's worked ne over wth a
stick."
"Are you sore?" asked Rai nspot.
She worked one shoulder around and grimced. "Very."
"I have a liniment that may be of confort to you." The
gnonme searched rapidly through his vest and pants pockets.
He produced a small leather bag with a tight drawstring.
"Here," said Rainspot.

Kitiara accepted the bag and sniffed the cl osed nouth.
"What is it?" she said suspiciously.
"Dr. Finger's Efficacious Qntnment. Al so known as the

Sel f - Adm ni stered Massage Balm"
"Well, ah, thanks, Rainspot. 1'll give it atry," she said,
t hough she thought it nore likely that the 1ininment would
blister her skin than soothe her nuscles. She tucked it away.
"Where's Sturn?" Kitiara asked with sudden realization
"W saw him several hours ago. He was |looking for you
sai d Cutwood
"Did he find me?"
"How should we know? He told us we couldn't take any
of Rapaldo's iron wthout asking permssion, then he went
| ooking for you," said Bellcrank peevishly.
Kitiara rubbed her aching tenples. "I renenber | went for
a walk, cane back obviously, but outside of that my mem
ory is dry." She coughed. "So's ny throat. Is there any
wat er ?"
"Rainspot called down a batch this norning," said Sight-



er. He proffered a full bottle to Kitiara, and she drank
deeply. The gnomes watched this process sol emmly. \When
Kitiara at last Ilowered the water bottle, Wngover said,
"Lady, we are wunanimous in our resolve to be gone from
here as quickly as possible. W think the king is dangerous;
also, the trail of the Mcones grows colder as we wait."
Kitiara surveyed the serious little faces. She'd never seen

the gnomes so united and intent. "Very well, let's see if we
can hunt down Sturm" she said.
Rapaldo was in his audience hall, flanked by twenty tal

tree-men when Kitiara and the gnones arrived. He was
wearing Sturmis horned helnet, padded out wth rags so
that it wouldn't fall over his eyes. The axe lay nestled in his
ar ns.

He regarded them idly. "I didn't send for you. Go away."

"Cut the 1lip wagging," Kitiara snapped. She recognized
the helnmet. "Were's Sturn®"

"Do all of the women of Abanasinia have such bad nman-
ners? That's what comes of letting themcarry swords -"

She drew both weapons, sword and dagger, and took one
step toward Rapaldo. The Lunitarians pronptly raised their
glass swords and spear.s and closed ranks around their
di vi ne, though mad, king.

"You'll never reach ne,’

Rapal do said, giggling. "It mght

be fun to see you try."

"Your Majesty," said Sighter diplomatically, "what has
becone of our friend SturnP"

Rapal do |leaned forward and waggled a bony finger at the
gnonme. "See? Now that's the proper way to ask a question.”
He slunped back in his high chair and pronounced, "He is
resting. Shortly he will be the new king of Lunitari."

"New king? What's going to happen to the old one?"
asked Kitiara with barely conceal ed fury.

"I"mabdicating. Ten years is long enough to rule, don't
you think? I'mgoing back to Krynn and I|ive anong ny own
kind as an honored and respected shipwight." He |licked his
fingers to snmooth back his lank gray hair. "After ny sub-
jects take back the aerial ship, you all shall remrain here,
except for whatever gnones are needed to fly it." He cocked
his head toward Kitiara. "I was going to take you wth ne,
but | see nowthat vyou are conpletely unsuited. Heh, heh
Conpletely."

"W won't fly you anywhere," said Wngover defiantly.

"I think you will - if I order ny faithful subjects to kil
you of f, one by one. | think you'll fall in with ny plan.”

"Never!" said Kitiara. The rage was rising in her

Rapal do | ooked up at the nearest tree-nman and said, "Kil
one of the gnones. Start wth the littlest one." The gnones
closed in a tight circle around Fitter

The Lunitarian came at them straight on. Kitiara cried,
"Run!™ and noved to meet the tree-man. She parried his
strong but clumsy cuts. Chips of glass flew each tinme her
steel blade net the glass one, but the haft of the tree-man's
weapon was so thick that she didn't think it would snap
without a direct crossw se bl ow. The gi bbering gnones
retreated in a body to the door. None of the other Lunitar-
i ans deigned to bother them

She had managed to pin the tree-nan's point to the floor
and now she raised her foot and smashed the glass sword in



two. The Lunitarian stepped back out of her reach
Rapal do appl auded. "Ta-ra!" he crowed. "What a show "
There were too many of them Though she hated to do it,
Kitiara backed out of the roomw th her bl ood boiling.
Rapal do | aughed and whi stled | oudly.

Qut in the passage, Kitiara halted, her face burning furi-
ously with shame. To be whistled out of a room- what an
insult! As if she were some juggler or painted fool

"We're going back in there," she said tensely. "I'm going to
get that lunatic woodcutter if |I have to -"

"I have an idea," said Sighter, tugging vainly at her trouser
| eg.
"Suffering gods, we've got to find Sturm W don't have
time for a silly gnom sh ideal™

The gnomes drew back wth expressions of hurt. Kitiara
hastily apologized, and Sighter went on. "As this place has
no roof, why don't we clinb the walls? W could walk al ong
the top of the walls and peer down into every room"

Kitiara blinked. "Sighter, you - you're a genius."

He polished his nails on his vest and said, "Well, | am
extrenely intelligent."

She turned to the wall and ran a hand over the dry plaster.
"I don't know if we can get enough purchase to clinmb up,"”
she said.

"I can do it," said Roperig. He pressed his hands on the
wall and rmuttered, "Strong grip. Strong grip." To everyone's
delight, his palms stuck, and he proceeded to clinb right up
the wall 1like a spider. The gnones cheered; Kitiara hushed
t hem

"It's all right," Roperig said fromatop the wall. "It's just
wi de enough for me to walk on. Boost Fitter up, wll you?"

Kitiara hoisted Fitter up with one hand. Roperig caught his
upstretched hands and pulled his apprentice up beside him
Cut wood and W ngover were next.

"That's enough,"” said Sighter. "W'll stay with the |ady
and divert the king's attention. You find Sturm?"”

The four gnones on the wall set off. Kitiara went back to
the entry of the audience hall, banging sword and dagger

together for attention. Bellcrank and Sighter stood close
behi nd her, filling the doorway.
"You' re back. Happy, happy to see you!" excl ai nmed

Rapal do, who was still hooting fromhis roost.

"W want to negotiate," Kitiara said. It was galling, even
if it was a lie.

"You touched ne wth your sword,"” Rapaldo said petu-

lantly. "That's treason, inpious blaspheny and treason
Throw your sword into the hall where | can see it."

"I won't give up nmy sword, not while I still live."

"Real ly? The king will see about that!" Rapal do hoot ed
some words in the Lunitarians' |anguage. The guards in the
room took up the nessage and repeated it again and again,
| ouder and | ouder. Soon thousands outside were hooting
t he words.

Roperig and the others could hear the tree-nmen take up
Rapal do's chant as they fairly flew over the narrow wall
tops, peeking into every room in the Kkeep'. Cut wood, of
course, stopped to make notes of the contents of every room
and passage, while Wngover kept probing the distant vistas



instead of searching the nearer roons bel ow Only Fitter
' took his task to heart. The little gnome raced along at blind-
ing speed, running, |eaping, searching. He doubled back to
hi s panting boss.

"Where did you learn to run so fast?" Roperig gasped.

"I don't know. Haven't | always run this way?"

"No i ndeed!"
"Ch! The magic has gotten to nme at last!" Fitter flashed
along the wall, sidestepping Cutwood, who was in the mdst

of compiling his unpteenth catal og. Cutwood, startled by
the speedy Fitter, lost his balance and fell.

"Oof!" said Sturm as the forty-pound gnone landed in his
[ ap. "Cutwood! Where did you come fronf"

"Sancrist." He called out to Roperig, and the other three
gnomes qui ckly found them

"My hands are bound," Sturmexplained. He was sitting in

an old chair, and his feet were tied to the chair |egs.
"Rapal do took my knife."

"The | ady has the dagger," said Roperig.

"Il get it!" said Fitter, and in an instant he was gone.

Sturm blinked. "I know 1|'ve got the grandfather of al
headaches, but our friend Fitter seens to me to have gotten
awfully fast since last | saw him"

"Here it is!" called Fitter. He dropped the dagger, point
first. Cutwod picked it up and started saw ng away at
Sturms bonds. The dagger was made for thrusting, not cut-
ting, and didn't have much of an edge.

"Hurry," said Fitter breathlessly. "The others are in big
trouble.”

"What are we in, a pleasant daydrean?" Cutwood said
sourly.

"Don't talk, cut," said Sturm

"Trouble' was a mld word for what Kitiara and the two
gnonmes were facing. Scores of Lunitarians had filled the cor-
ridor behind them and guards from the audience hall had
seized each of them Rapaldo strutted in front of them tap-
pi ng the back of the axe head agai nst the pal mof his hand.

"Treasonous piglets,” he said inperiously. "You are al
worthy of death. The question is, who shall feel the royal
axe first?"

"Kill me, you witless scab; at least then | won't have to I|is-
ten to you spout on like the gibbering swabby you are," Kiti-
ara said. She was held by no fewer than seven tree-nen.
Their wooden |inbs were wrapped around her so securely
that only her face and feet showed. Rapaldo smrked and
l[ifted her chin with the handle of his axe.

"Ch, no, pretty, I shall spare vyou, heh, heh. I would make
you queen of Lunitari, if only for a day."

“I'"d rather have ny eyes put out!"

He shrugged and stepped in front of Sighter, held by a sin-
gle guard. "Shall 1 kill this one?" said Rapaldo. "O that?"

"Kill ne," pleaded Bellcrank. "I'm only a nmetallurgist.
Sighter is the navigator of our flying ship. Wthout him
you'll never reach Krynn."

"That's ridiculous,” Sighter argued. "If you die, who wll
fix the damage to the doudmaster? No one can work iron
l'i ke Bellcrank."

"They're just gnomes," said Kitiara. "Kill me, rotten
Rapal do, or I'Il surely kill you!"



"Enough, enough! Heh, heh, | know what to do, | do. You
try to fool me, but | am the king!" He strode away a pace or
two and dropped his axe. The king of Lunitari pulled apart
the tied ends of his decrepit tunic. Under his shirt, but over

hi s wool ens, Rapal do wore chain. Not chain mai |, but
heavy, rusty chain, wound around his waist.
"You see, | know what it neans to live on Lunitari,"

Rapal do said. He let his shirt fall off and untwi sted a bale of

wire that held the end of the chain in place. He unlooped
several turns of chain. As the links piled up on the floor
Rapal do's feet rose. Soon he was floating two feet in the air,
and the tree-folk were rapt in their devoted attention

"I fly! Ta-ral Wo are you puny nortals to bandy words

with me? | float! If | didn't wear fifty pounds of chain, I'd
drift away. They won't let me have a ceiling, you know, the
tree-people. Shade nmakes them take root. Wthout this
chain, 1'd fly away like a wsp of smoke." Rapaldo |et
anot her | oop of chain fall to the floor. He pivoted wuntil his
feet were floating out behind him "I am the king, you see!
The gods have given ne this power!"

"No," Sighter tried to explain. "It nust be a consequence
of the Lunitari magic -"

"Silence!" Rapaldo nade clumsy swi mm ng motions with
his hands and drifted over to Kitiara. "You wear arnor, but
you can take it off when you want to. | can't! | have to wear
this chain every hour, every day." He shoved his dirty,
bearded face close to hers. "I renounce the power! [|'m going
hone, | am and walk like a man again. The trees wll not
mss nme with Sir Sturnbright as king.

"Treason! Treason! You're all guilty!" Rapal do soner-

saulted in the air, away fromKitiara. He scooped up his axe
and flung it at his chosen victim

Chapter 17
W t hout Honor

The last | oop of cord gave way, and Sturm s hands
were free. He snatched the dagger from Cutwood and
qui ckly worked through the ropes around his ankles. The
henp fromthe Tarvolina was old and quickly parted. Sturm
| eaped to his feet.
"Lead ne back to the audience hall!"™ he said to the
gnomes atop the wall. Fitter waved and ran all the way
around the room before veering off for the king' s audience
chanmber. Roperig and W ngover trotted behind him
" Come on, Cut wood, " Sturm shouted, hoi sti ng t he
gnome on his shoul ders.
The sun was going down. Sturm thanked Pal adi ne for
that. Wthout sunlight, the hordes of tree-men loyal to the
mad Rapal do woul d soon revert to rooted plants.

He passed through another opening in the wall and found
hinself facing a dozen arned tree-nmen. They presented a
solid front, barring his progress. Sturmhad only Kitiara's
dagger to oppose their |long gl ass swords.

"Hold on, Cutwood," he said. The gnone gripped Sturms
head tightly.

Fl at shadows clinbed the walls. The sun was sinking fast.



Already the | ower halves of the Lunitarians were in shade;
soon their feet would fix where they stood. A tree-nman
thrust the forty-inch span of his scarlet glass sword at
Sturm Though the guard was slow, the blade flickered past
Sturmis chin, far outreaching his twelve-inch dagger

Wbodenness began to claim the Luni tarians' | ower
bodies, and they took root. The edge of night was m dway
up their trunks now. The tree-nmen's arms wavered in slow
nmotion, |like weeds beneath the surface of a pond. The
guard that Sturm faced snagged the tip of his sword on
Sturms fur hood and ripped through the hide and hair. That
was the tree-man's |last act. Bark closed over his eyes, |eav-
ing himand the others featureless and inert.

W ngover appeared atop the wall. "Mster Brightblade!
Conme quickly! Sonething terrible has happened!" Before
the human could ask what, the gnone ran back the way
he' d cone.

"He was weeping," Cutwood. noted in astonishment.

"W ngover never weeps."

Sturmthrust his arns and shoul der between the trunks of
the tree-nen and heaved hi nsel f through. Their bark
scraped and pulled at him but he struggled on wuntil he
broke out of the rear rank of guards. The passage ahead was
cl ear.

Sturm and Cutwood burst into the audience hall. The
kni ght | ooked first to Kitiara. Was it her? Was she hurt,
dying, or dead? The worman and the two ghomes were
| ocked tightly in the enbrace of their nowimmobile guards.
Bl ood stained the knotty fingers of the one that held Bell-
crank.

Bel | crank was dead. Rapal do was nowhere to be seen

"Kit! Are you all right?" Sturm call ed.

"Yes, and Sighter, too, but Bellcrank -"

"I see. Were's Rapal do?"

"He's nearby. Be wary, Sturm he's got that axe."

The room was thick wth i Mmobile tree-nen. The gat her-
ing darkness made the audience hall a forest of shadows.
Qut of the uncertain dark cane Rapal do's sni ckering | augh

"Who has a lamp to light you to bed? Wo has a chopper
to chop of f your head?"

"Rapal do! Face ne and fight!" Sturmcried.

"Heh, heh, heh."

Sonet hi ng noved overhead. Fromthe wall, Wngover

shouted, "He's up there! Duck, Sturm™

Sturm dropped to the floor just as the axe blade whisked
through the place his head had been. "Kit, where's your
swor d? Rapal do has mine!™

"On the floor in front of Sighter," she said.

Sturm scranbl ed forward on his belly as Rapaldo flitted

through the tops of the tree-nen. Kitiara called to Sturm
explaining the crazed king's ability to levitate.

"He's dropped part of his weights,” Sighter added. "He's
floating about six feet off the ground.”

Sturms hand closed over Kitiara's sword handle and was
up in a flash. Her blade was 1light and keen, and seened to
slice the air with a will of its owm".' Sturm saw Rapal do's tat-
tered pants' legs and rope sandals stepping on the heads of
the tree-men. Sturm slashed at him but only succeeded in
chipping off bits of the Lunitarian that Rapal do was stand-



ing on. The king of Lunitari bounded away, giggling.

"I can't see him" Sturm conplained. "Wngover, where is
he?"

"On your left - behind -" Sturm ducked the axe bl ow
and cut at Rapaldo. He felt the tip of Kitiara's swrd snag
cloth and heard the cloth tear

"Close, very close, Sir Sturnmbright, but you' re too heavy
on your feet," Rapal do said, chortling.

"Kit, ['d wel cone any tactical suggestions you m ght
want to rmake," Sturm said, his chest heaving in the chil
ni ght air.

"What you need is a crossbow," Kitiara hissed. She
strai ned against the enfolded |linbs of solid wood that held
her. Because her arms were pinned at her sides, she could

not get any leverage. Kitiara tried to twist her shoulders
fromside to side. The tree-man's arms groaned and cracked,
but held firm

Sturm shifted the dagger to his right hand and put the
sword in his left. The hall was very quiet. The gnones, who
had been crying for their fallen colleague, ceased all noise.
Sturm crouched low and noved to the ranshackle throne.

He clinmbed up on the chair and stood erect. "Rapaldo
Rapal do, I'mon your throne. | spit on it, Rapaldo! You're a
petty, lunatic carpenter who dreans he is a king."

The clink of chain warned him - a split second later the

axe bit deeply into the back of the chair and stuck there,
wedged tightly by the tough oak of Krynn. Rapaldo tried
frantically to free the axe, but his spindly arns and |ack of
| everage prevented him

"Surrender!" Sturm denanded, presenting the poi nt  of
t he dagger to Rapal do's throat.

"Ta-ra-ral" cried the king, planting his feet on the back of
the throne. He heaved the tall <chair over backward, sending
him Sturm bare sword, axe, and dagger down together in a
heap. There was a m ghty crash, a scream and sil ence.

"Sturm " called Kitiara.

He shook hinself free of the shattered chair and stood. A
gash in his cheek bled, but Sturmwas otherw se unhurt.
Rapaldo was pinned to the floor, the dagger through his
heart. His legs and arns floated above aimessly. Drops of
bl ood flowed up the dagger's hilt and detached, drifting up
into the air.

Sturmfound the axe in the debris. Stolidly ignoring the
fact that the trees would be living beings again by norning,
he chopped Kitiara and Sighter free. The ot her gnomes
descended fromthe wall and helped get Bellcrank out of the
wooden bonds. They laid the stout gnone gently on the
floor and covered his face with their kerchiefs. Fitter began
to sob.

"What shall we do?" asked W ngover tearfully.

Kitiara said, "Bellcrank is avenged. Wiat nore is there to
do?"

"Qughtn't we to bury hinP" said Roperig heavily.

"Yes, of course,"” said Sturm He gathered Bellcrank in his

arnms and |l ed the sorrowi ng band out si de.

The gnomes stood together. The only sounds were sniffles
and the scuffing of small shoes. Sighter brushed the wood
chips fromhis clothes and strode off. The others fell in



behind him He went to the middle of the nmushroom garden
and stopped. Pointing to the red fluff, he declared that this
was the spot.

The gnomes began to dig. Kitiara offered to help, but
Cutwood politely declined. The gnomes knelt in a circle and
dug the grave with their hands. Wen they were satisfied,
Sturm stepped in and, wth great feeling, laid the heroic
Bell crank in his final resting place.

Si ghter spoke first. "Bellcrank was a fine technician and a
good chemist. Now he is dead. The engine has ceased to
run, the gears have seized and stopped." Sighter tossed a
handf ul of pale crinmson soil over his friend. "Farewell, fare-
wel . "

W ngover said, "He was a skilled netallurgist,” and added
anot her handful of dirt.

"An excell ent arguer," noted Cutwood, choking back
enot i on.

"A dedicated experinenter,’
portion.

"The finest of gear makers," said Roperig sorrowfully.

VWen Fitter's turn came, he was too upset to think of any-
thing to say. "He-he was a hearty eater,” the |littlest gnone
murmured at last. Roperig nanaged a fond smile and patted
his apprentice on the back

They nounded the dirt over their fallen friend. Wngover
went back into the keep and returned with a piece of iron-
work from Rapal do's wecked ship. It was a gear, part of the
Tarvolina's capstan. The gnones set this on the grave, as a
nmonurrent to their coll eague.

Kitiara turned her back and headed for the keep. After a
monent of respectful silence, Sturm hurried after her. 'You
m ght have found something to say to the gnones,"” he chid-
ed.

"W have nmuch to do before the sun rises again. W've
got to gather our bel ongings and get as far fromhere as the
night will let us," she said.

Rai nspot said, sprinkling his

"Why t he haste? Rapal do is dead.”

Kitiara swept an arm around. "Hi s subjects are very mnuch
alive! How do vyou think they'll feel when they awaken and
find their god-king dead?"

Sturm pondered this a nonment, then said, "W can hide

the body."

"No good," she said, crossing the outer wall. "The tree-
men will assune the worst if we're gone and Rapaldo's mss-
ing." Kitiara paused at the door to the throne room "All the

nore reason to get out of here and find the O oudmaster.”

She was right. Sturm found his dented helnmet and put it
on. Kitiara replaced her swrd and wenched the dagger out
of the dead man's chest. Seeing Rapaldo bobbing like a cork
gave her a macabre idea. She knelt on one knee and
unwound the remaining chain from Rapal do's wai st. They
could use it when they found the flying ship.

Kitiara gripped Rapal do's bl oody shirt and gui ded the
body toward Sturm "Here's ny idea of a quick and easy
funeral ," she said, letting go. The lifeless body of Rapal do
the First rose slowy, turning slightly as it went. Wthin mn-
utes, it was lost fromsight in the violet vault of the sky.
St urm was aghast.

"It could just as easily have been ne he killed, you know, "



she said flatly. "My only regret is that you got to himinstead
of ne."

"He was a denented wetch. There was no honor in slay-

i ng such a person.”

"Honor! One day you'll face a foe wthout your concept
of honor, and that will be the end of Sturm Brightbl ade. "

They went back to the mushroom garden. The gnones
were waiting. Their tall expedi ti on packs were wei ghed
down even further with bits of netal sal vaged from

Rapal do's cache. Kitiara announced her intention to follow
the path that the Mcones had been on before their tracks
were lost in the rocks. Sighter |ooked to Sturm

"What do you say, Master Brightbl ade?"

"I have no better plan,” he replied simply. A chill was
growing in his heart. The woman who dealt so harshly with
a dead foe was nore and nmore like a stranger to him

This was their darkest hour since leaving Krynn. One of

their owmn was dead, buried in the cold noon soil, and a
poor, insane king spiraled ever upward, a weightless corpse
with no place to land. It would be a | ong, unhappy night.

And yet, when the sun next shone over Rapaldo's garden,
a giant nushroom grew out of the grave of Bellcrank
Unli ke the scarlet fungi around it, this one was pure and
shining white.

* *k k%

Sturm had another vision. It came to himwhile he
wal ked, yet his step never faltered.

A horse neighed. Sturmsaw four bony beasts tied" to a
charred post. It was day, but heavy shadows |lay over every-
thing. Sturm|looked up and recognized the ruined battle-
ments of his father's castle. Across the courtyard he saw a
broken wagon lying with one wheel off. A man was |ashed
to the remai ning wheel, his wists cruelly bound to its rim
Sturmclosed on this desperate figure. He prayed to Pala-
dine that it was not his father

The man lifted his eyes. Through the wild growth of
beard and the bruises of a brutal beating Sturmrecognized
Bren, his father's conpanion in exile. As in Sturms |ast
vision, Bren |looked right through Sturm The younger
Bri ght bl ade was a phantom a thing of no substance.

Four nen shuffled out of the shadows on Sturms right.
They were lean, rough-looking men of a type Sturm had
often seen on the road. Vagabonds. Brigands. Killers.

"When is we noving on, Touk?" said one of the nen.
"This here castle is haunted, | tell you."

"You afraid of ghosts'" said the dirty-faced fellowwth
t he brass earring.

"I"'mafraid of anything I can't stick my billhook through

"When are we leavin' ?" asked the last brigand in line.

Dirty-Face |aughed, showing vyellow teeth. "When |I'm
sure there ain't no nore swag here' bout, that's when." Touk
spat in the dirt. "Let's have a word wi' our honored guest."

The bandit and two of his nen stood over the prisoner
Touk grabbed Bren by his matted hair and lifted his head.
Sturm ached to help him but he could do not hing.

"Where's the treasure, old man?" asked Touk, flashing a



wi cked knife under the old soldier's chin.

"There's no treasure," Bren gasped. "The castle was
sacked years ago."

"Come on! Do you take us for fools? There's always a few
coins tucked away sonewhere, eh? So where are they?" He
pressed the tip of the blade into Bren's throat.

"I-1"11 tell,"” he said weakly. "Below the great hall - a secret
room | can show you."

Touk rermoved the knife. "This better be a straight story."

"No tricks. I'"Il take you right to it."

They cut himloose and dragged himalong. Sturmfol-
| owed on their heels, close enough to snmell the m ngled
stench of sweat, grine, fear, and greed.

Bren guided them to the cellar beneath the great hall
There, in a long corridor, he counted the torch sconces on
the right side. At nunber eight, he said, "That's it, that's the
one." One of the brigands Iit the stunp in the sconce wth the
brand he carri ed.

"The bracket turns," said Bren

Touk seized the stout iron holder and shook it. It swing to
the left and stayed there. A section of the tiled floor lifted
with a loud grinding sound. Touk tossed his torch into the

wi dening gap. It bounced down a steep stone staircase and
cane to rest, still burning, at the bottom Somnething shiny
gleaned in the torch |ight.

" Good wor k, " Touk sai d, grinni ng. W t hout anot her
word, he shoved his knife between Bren's ribs. Angriff
Brightblade's loyal man groaned and slid down the wall. H's
head sagged as the dark stain spread over his chest.

"Cnon, lads, let's collect our reward!'" Touk led his two

croni es down the steps.

Sturm bent to see Bren's face. Though his skin had gone
waxen, Bren's eyes still glittered with life. "Young naster,"
he said. Blood flecked his lips.

Sturmrecoil ed. Bren could see hin

Slowmy, wth terrible effort, the old soldier gripped the
rough stone wall and dragged hinself to his feet. "Master
Sturm - you've comne back. | al ways knew you would."
Bren reached out to Sturm hand swaying. Sturm tried to

clasp his hand, but of course he had no substance. Bren's fin-
gers passed through himand closed on the sconce. As death
claimed him Bren fell, and his weight bore the bracket back
to its original position.

The trap door Ilowered noisily. One robber gave a yell and
dashed to safety. At the top of the steps, he stopped, riveted,
staring at Sturm

"Ahh." he screaned. "Ghost!" He stunbl ed back, bow -

i ng over Touk and the other brigand. The slab of stone
descended, cutting off their screans for help.

* *k k* k* %

The world went red. Sturm shook his head, where the
screans of Touk and the other robbers still rang. He was
pl oddi ng across the plains of Lunitari as before.

"Back with us?" asked Kitiara. Sturm nade inarticulate
sounds. This had been his |longest vision yet, and sonehow
near the end, the nen on Krynn had been able to see him
He told his conpanions his tale.



"Hmm it's said that dying men have second sight," Kiti-
ara nused. "Bren and the thief were both facing death; may-
be that's why they could see you."

"But | couldn't help them" Sturm conplained. "I had to
watch them die. Bren was a good man. He served ny father
wel |."

"Did you see or hear of your father at all?" asked Sighter

Sturm shook his head. That very onmission preyed on his
m nd. What had separated Bren from Lord Bright bl ade?

Was his father well? Wiere was he?

W ngover let out a yell. "I see the tracks!" he cried. Were
the slabs of wne-colored sandstone broke into fingers of
rock, crimson sand had drifted in between. And there were
the circular prints, as regular as clockwork. Kitiara' s notion
had been right - the M cones had cone this way.

Chapter 18

'The Vall ey of the Voice

At | ast W ngover spied the great obelisk. The band
had come to a place where the rocky |edges reared up as
low, jagged peaks. Kitiara and Wngover clinbed this saw

toothed barrier and reported that beyond lay a nagnificent
bow -shaped valley that stretched far beyond the Ilimts of
the horizon. Kitiara could not see the obelisk, but Wngover
assured themthat a single, tall spire stood forty mles away,
in the exact center of the valley.

The gnomes took heart fromthe news. They had been
uncomonly subdued on the trek fromthe vill age.

"Bellcrank's death has them hanging their heads," Kitiara
said privately to Sturm "l guess the little fell ows have never
faced death before."

Sturm agreed. \Wat the gnones needed was a problem

to stimulate their imaginations. He <called themtogether
"Here's the situation,” Sturmbegan. "Wngover estinates
the obelisk is forty mles away. Forty miles is a ten-hour
march, if we don't stop for food or rest. Fifteen hours is a
nore reasonable estimate, but by then the sun will be up
and the Lunitarians can be on the nove, too."

"I'f only we had some way to get down in a hurry," said
Kitiara. "Horses, oxen, anything."

"Or carts, for that matter," Sturm nused

Kitiara shot hima knowi ng glance. "Yes, the slope down
from the sawtoothed ridge is steep but fairly snooth. W
could roll quite a ways."

The spirit of technical challenge was i nfectious, and
ideas - wild, gnomish ideas - began flashing about the little
group. The gnomes dunped their packs into one big heap
and went into a close huddle. Their rapid patter nade no
sense to Sturm or Kitiara, but the humans saw it as a good

si gn.
As suddenly as the gnomes had put their heads together
they broke apart. Tools appeared, and the ghonmes pro-

ceeded to knock their wooden backpacks to pieces.
"What are you making this time?" Sturm asked Cutwood
"Sleds," was the sinple reply.
"Did he say 'sleds'?" asked Kitiara.
Wthin half an hour, each gnonme had constructed,



according to his lights, a sled - that is, a Single-Gione Iner-
tia Transport Device. "By these we expect to descend the
cliff slope at prodigious speed,"” announced Sighter

"And break your reckless little necks," said Kitiara under
her breath.

"These are for you and Master Sturm" said Roperig. He
and Fitter pushed two flimsy sleds to the human's feet. Hav-
ing only short slats of wod to work wth, the gnones held
their inventions together with nails, screws, glue, string,
wire, and, in Rainspot's case, his suspenders. W ngover had
designed his sled tolet himride on his belly; Sighter's
allowed the rider to gracefully recline. Because of their rel a-
tive size, Sturmis and Kitiara's sleds allowed them only a
wi de bit of plank for a seat.

"You can't be serious," Kitiara said dubiously. "Ride that

down t here?"

"It will be fast," encouraged Sighter

"And fun!" Fitter exclained.

"We've calculated all the available data on stress and
strength of materials,”" Cutwood noted. He brandished his
not ebook as proof; there were five pages covered wth tiny,
closely spaced letters and nunmbers. "In all cases except
yours, there'll be a safety factor of three.”

"What do you nmean, 'in all cases except yours''" Kitiara

felt obliged to ask.
Cutwood stowed his notebook in his vest pocket. "Being

| arger and heavier, you will naturally put nobre stress on the
Single-Gione Inertia Transport Devices. Your chances of
reaching the bottomof the hill without crashing are no nore
than even."

Kitiara opened her mouth to protest, but Sturmfore-
stalled her with a tolerant glance. "Those are better odds
than the Lunitarians wll give us," he had to admt. He

boosted the flimsy sled to his shoulder. "Are you com ng!"

She |ooked nore than doubtful. "Wy don't we stay here
and break each others' necks? Then we'll at |east save the
trouble of tumbling and rolling."

"Are you afraid?"

He knew just how to provoke her. Kitiara flushed and
took up her sled. "Want to..wager who gets to the bottom
first?" she said.

"Why not?" he replied. "I haven't any noney."

"What good is money here? How about if the loser has to
carry the winner's bedroll all the way to the obelisk?"

"It's a wager." They shook hands.

W ngover was giving his colleagues an inpronptu course
on steering and braking. "Mstly you steer by leaning in the
direction you want to go," he advised. "For stopping, use the
heels of your shoes, not the toes. The downhill nomentum
can turn your feet under and break your toes."

Rai nspot and Cutwood flipped open their notebooks and
scribbled furiously. "G ven a maxi mumvel ocity of fifty-six
mles per hour -"

"And feet approximtely seven inches long -"

"One can expect to break three toes on the left foot -"

"And four on the right," said Rainspot. The gnones
appl auded.

"Wngover just told wus not to use our toes, so why in the



nane of the suffering gods do you calculate sonmething no
one in his right mind would try?" Kitiara asked.

"The principle of scientific inquiry should not be linmted
to nerely the practical or the possible,” explained Sighter
"Only by investigating the wunlikely and the unthought-of is
the sumtotal of know edge advanced."

Sturm was looking at his feet. "What | don't wunderstand is
why nmore toes on the right foot would break than on the
left.”

"Don't encourage them " Kitiara told Sturm She dragged
her shaky bundle of slats to the edge of the cliff. The glass-
snooth slope plunged down at a breathtaking angle. Kitiara
i nhaled sharply and |ooked back. The gnones crowded for-
ward to the edge, quite unafraid.

"Cbvi ously an exanpl e of vitreous concretion," observed
Cut wood, running a hand over the snooth, bubbly surface.

"Do you think? Vol canic?" Wngover said.

"Hardly. | should say this entire valley constitutes a ther-
nof | exi ¢ astrobl eme,"” theorized Sighter

Kitiara uttered an angry snort that cut off further gnom
ish theorizing. She dropped her sled and straddled it. When
she I et her weight down on it, the slats creaked om nously.

"You did say even odds?" she said to Cut wood. The

ghorme babbl ed sonet hi ng about "within t wo standard
deviations," and Kitiara decided not to query further. She
pulled herself forward by hands and heels until she teetered

on the brink.
"Cron, Sturm O do you want to pack my bedroll for
the next forty mles?"
Sturm laid his sled on the ground. He told Wngover that

he and Kit were going to race. Wngover replied, "GCh! Then
you'll need soneone at the bottom to see who wns! Wit,
wait - I'Il go down first, and when I'min place, 1'Il call you."
"Al'l right with you, Kit?" She waved a casual affirmative.
"All right, lads. Here 1 go!" said Wngover. "For science!"
he procl ai ned, and slid over. i medi atel y, the other

gnones |ined up and went right after him

Cutwood cal | ed, "For Sancrist!" and went over

"For technol ogy!" cried Rainspot, as he tipped over the

edge.

"For the Coudmaster!" was Roperig' s toast.

"For raisin muffins!" Fitter followed close behind his boss.
Sighter, the last, pushed his sled forward and slipped into
the seat. "For Bellcrank," he said softly.

The gnomes' sl eds bounded down the hill, swaying and

| eaping over bunps in the glasslike rock. Wngover, |ying
prone on his nount, steered skillfully around the worst
obstacles. He'd built a front yoke on his sled, and weaved a
serpentine course down the slope. On his heels, Cutwood
how ed strai ght down, knees tight against his chin, his silky
beard clanped firmy between them Sturm and Kitiara
heard his high-pitched "W.o-haa!" as he hit bunp after
bunp.

Rai nspot had a drag-brake on the tail of his sled, and he
coasted along at a relatively mld rate. Roperig, who had
designed his sled to be ridden in a standing crouch, whistled
by the weather seer, frantically waving his outstretched
arms in an effort to keep his balance. H's apprentice was
having all sorts of trouble. Fitter's mount was wi der than it



was long, and it tended to rotate as it slid. This nade his
progress somewhat slower than the others but the spinning
threatened to turn his stomach. Sighter, cool and rational
proceeded under perfect <control. He would touch his heels
to the ground at specific points to correct the direction he
was taki ng.

All was going fairly well until Wngover reached bottom
four hundred feet away. There the glass cliff face changed to
dry red gravel, and Wngover's sled stopped dead on its run-
ners. Hs stop was so sudden that the trailing gnonmes piled
right into him - Cutwood and Roperig inmediately, Fitter
and Rainspot a little later. Slats and tools and gnones flew
through the air after a series of hair-raising crashes. Sturm
saw Sighter nove wunflinching toward the pile, but averted
his eyes and mi ssed Sighter's sharp turn, which left himtwo
feet to the right of the scramnbled group

Kitiara burst out |aughing. "Acres of slope, and they al
have to stop on the sane spot!"”

Sturm frowned. "I hope no one's hurt."

Feet and | egs and w eckage untangl ed into six shaky
gnones. Sighter hel ped them untangl e thensel ves.

W ngover finally waved to the humans.

"That neans go!" Kitiara shouted, and pushed herself off.
Sturm was caught of f guard.

"Not fair!" he cried, but dug in his heels and tipped over
the cliff lip in hot pursuit.

He inmediately lost <control. The sled careened sharply to

the right, and Sturm |eaned away from the turn. There was
a sickening snap, and his seat sagged under him Sturml ess-
ened his lean, and the sled slowy corrected itself.

Kitiara barreled straight dowmn the slope at full speed, her
feet pressed together and her knees poking out on either
side. "Ya-ha-ha-ha!" she crowed. She was far out in front of
Sturm who couldn't seemto get his sled to run in a straight
l[ine for nore than a few feet at a tine.

Kitiara hit a hunp and bounced several inches of f  her
seat. Instead of frightening her, the bunp only increased her
delight. A whole series of bunps approached, and she didn't
sl acken speed at all

It wasn't wuntil she hit the fourth bunp that she realized
she was in trouble. That bunp slamed her hard against the
flimsy seat struts. The left runner splintered along its |ength.
Kitiara put her left boot down to slow herself. The hobnails
in her shoe sole bit, and her left leg was yanked back. M nd-
ful  of what Cutwood had said about breaking toes, she
didn't resist the pulling and was swept off the sled. She |and-
ed hard on her right shoulder and rolled over and over.
Sturmdidn't dare try to stop his sled, and coasted to the bot-
tom The second his runners stuck in the gravel, he was on
his feet. Kitiara lay nmotionless on her stonach.

Sturmran to her, closely followed by the gnones. He
dropped on one knee and gently turned her over. Her face
was contorted, and she uttered a ferocious curse.

"Where does it hurt?" he said.

"My shoul der," she hissed through clenched teeth

"Coul d be a broken collarbone,"” said Rainspot.

"I's there any way to tell for sure?"

"Ask her to touch her left shoulder wth her right hand,"



suggested Roperig. "If she can, the bone nmust not be bro-
ken."

"Such anat om cal ignorance!” said Sighter. "One nust
probe with one's fingers in order to find the ends of the sepa-
rated bone -"

"Don't let them touch ne," Kitiara whispered. "If they
can't prove it any other way, they may decide to cut ne
open to examne nmny bones."™ Just then Sturm heard Cut-

wood sayi ng sonet hi ng about "exploratory surgery.”

W ngover, who was standing by Kitiara's feet, said, "No
bones are broken."

"How do you know?" asked Cutwood.

"I can see them" he replied. "There don't even seem to be
any cracks. It's probably a sprain.”

"You can see through flesh nowt" Sturm asked incredu-
lously. Put so bluntly, Wngover suddenly realized what he
was doi ng.

"By Reorx!" he said. "This is terrific! | wonder what else
can see through?" The gnones crowded around him Kitiara
forgotten. They took turns having W ngover peer through
their bodies and describing what he saw. Cries of "Hydro-
dynam cs!" filled the air.

Kitiara tried to sit wup, but the pain took her breath away.

"Keep still," Sturm cautioned. "I'll have to find sonething
to bind up your shoul der."

He rummaged through his bel ongi ngs and found his only
change of shirt - a white linen blouse made by the best tailor
in Solace. Regretfully, he tore it into inch-wide strips and
tied their ends into one | ong bandage.

"You'll have to get your armout of the sleeve," he said.
"Cut the seans,"” said Kitiara
Sturm checked. "The seans are underneath. You'll stil

have to slip it off."

"Al'l right. Help me up."

As easily as he could, Sturm helped Kitiara to sit up. Her
face went pale, and as he tried to |l oosen the sleeve from her
right arm tears of pain trickled down her face.

"You know, |'ve never seen you cry before,” he said in a
| ow voi ce.
"Ah! Ah! - what's the matter, didn't vyou think | coul d?"
Sturm kept his nouth shut and turned her fur coat. The
| eat her he could cut away, but underneath she still wore her
mail shirt. "I'll have to bind you over the mail," he said
"Yes, yes," she said. Pain made her inpatient.
He sat down facing her and carefully Ilifted her right arm

until she could rest it on his shoulder. Sturmwound the |in-
en bandage over Kitiara's shoul der and under her arm
"Ti ght enough?"

Gasp. "Yes."

“I'"ll |eave enough cloth to neke a sling," he said synpa-
thetically.

"Whatever." She lowered her head into her left hand. Her

face was flushed.

I  thought she'd be stronger than this, Sturm thought, as
he wapped. Surely she's been wounded in battle worse than
this! Aloud, he said, "Wth all your conmbat experience, you
must be an old hand at field dressings. AmIl doing this
right?"

"I'"ve never been wounded," Kitiara murmured through



her hand. "A few cuts and scrapes, that's all."

"You' ve been lucky." Sturm was anazed.

"I don't let enem es get close enough to hurt ne."

Sturm helped her stand. He draped the enpty sleeve over
Kitiara's shoulder. The gnomes were energetically debating
the nature of Wngover's expanding talent.
~ "Cbviously, he is seeing a subtle variety of light that nor-
mal eyes cannot detect,"” said Cutwood.

"Cbvious to any fool," Sighter countered. "The nethod is
this: Wngover is now emtting rays from his eyes that
pierce flesh and cl othing. The source of his sight must be his
own eyes."

" Ahem " i nterrupted Sturm "Coul d you manage this
argunent while walking? W have a long way to go and a
short night to do it in."

"How i s the | ady?" asked Roperig. "Can she wal k?"

"I can run. How about youl" said Kitiara challengingly.

There wasn't nuch left to salvage from the smashed
remai ns of the sleds. Sturmrealized that for the first tine the
gnomes were going to have to travel light; they had no

means left by which to carry their heavy, useless gear. They

dithered over what to take and what to abandon. The
gnomes were about to adopt Roperig' s suggestion that they
assign nunerical values to each itemand then choose a total
val ue of items not to exceed two hundred points per gnone.

"I"'mgoing," Kitiara said shortly. She tried to sling her and
Sturms bedrolls on her good shoulder. Sturm caught the
straps and took both rolls away fromher. "I lost the bet," she
admitted.

"Don't be a fool," he said. "I'lIl carry them"

They wal ked about half a mle and stopped to let the
gnomes catch wup. How they rattled and jingled! Each gnone
had a workshop's worth of tools dangling fromhis vest and
bel t.

"I hope we don't have to sneak up on anybody," nuttered
Kitiara. The weary but steadfast party forned again and set
out for the great obelisk and the Voice that inhabited it.

* *k k* k* %

Ten mles had passed beneath their feet when Cutwood
started conplaining of a pounding in his head. H s col-
| eagues made jokes at his expense until Sturm shushed them
Rai nspot gave Cutwood a cursory exam nation

"I see nothing out of the ordinary," he said.

"You needn't shout," Cutwood said, w ncing.

Rai nspot raised his wispy white eyebrows in surprise.
"Who's shouting?" he asked mildly.

Si ght er dropped back behind Cutwood, and when he was
out of his sight, snapped his fingers. Cutwood ducked his
head and put his hands up to ward of f sone unseen bl ow.

"Did you hear that crack of lightning?" he said, his voice
waveri ng.

"Mbst interesting. Cutwood's hearing has intensified, just
as Wngover's vision has," said Sighter.

"Does this mean we're getting nore of the power?" won-

dered Rai nspot .

"I't would seem so," Sighter said gravely.

"Stop scream ng!" begged Cutwood in a whisper



Roperi g quickly nade a crude pair of earnuffs for Cut-
wood out of strips of rattan fromhis water bottle and a wad

of old socks. Ears nuffled, Cutwood smled.

"The pounding is much | ess now, thank you!"

"Don't nention it," Roperig saidin a slightly [Iower than
normal voice. Cutwood beaned and cl apped his col |l eague
on the back.

"Do you feel any different?" Sturm asked Kitiara.

"My shoul der still hurts.™”

"You don't feel any new access of strength?"

She shook her head. "All | feel is a crying need for a nug
of Gik's best ale.”

Sturmhad to smile. It seened eons since they'd all sat at

the inn and enjoyed Qtik's brew It felt as if it would be eons
bef ore they could do so again.

At the twelve-mle mark, the gnones were trailing out in
along line behind Kitiara and Sturm Their short legs sim
ply couldn't maintain the humans' rapid pace. Reluctantly,
Sturm called for a break. The gnones dropped where they
stood, as though felled by a shower of arrows.

The air stirred. dimers of roseate |ight showed in the
east - the direction they' d decided was east. "Sunrise," Kiti-
ara said flatly.

Westward, toward the center of the valley, an answering
flicker of light greeted the sunrise. Sighter tried to get his
spygl ass trained on the source of this second dawn.
W ngover noved over to him

"It's the obelisk," he said. He squinted into the far dis-
tance. "I can see a gl ow surroundi ng the peak."

Brilliant white streaks - more shooting stars - sprayed
across the heavens. A bright, steady glow in the east was
soon mmcked in the west. The sun was coming up over the
cliffs, yellow and warm the glowfrom the obelisk was a
stubborn and muddy scarl et.

The rimof the sun broke over the cliffs. There was a clap
of thunder, and bolts of red fire snapped from the far-off
obelisk toward the surrounding chain of hills. The explorers
put their faces to the ground, and all felt a blast of burning
as the red beans crackled overhead. Five tinmes the scarlet
lightning |ashed out, and the resulting thunder pounded the
sky with ringing blows. Wen the sun was fully above the
valley walls, the strange storm ceased

Sturm sat up. The ground around them steaned lightly.
Kitiara struggled to her feet and surveyed the valley by day-
light. Plants were beginning to energe fromthe flaky soil
W ngover dusted hinself off and |ooked back at the cliff
t hey had sl edded down.

"Now | understand how the sides got to be as hard and
snooth as glass,” he said. "The lightning nust hit them ev-
ery norning."

The gentlest gnone said shakily, "Those were not pluvial
di scharges."” He tried to stand and failed. "The atmnosphere is
charged wi th anot her power."

"Magic." Sturm felt his face harden wth distaste as he
practically spat the word. Though hardly unexpected, the
sudden onset of such enornmous magical power left himfeel-
i ng vul nerabl e, exposed - and tainted.



Chapter 19
Cupel i x

The vegetation in the valley was nuch the sane as

el sewhere on Lunitari, but it grewless thickly and to greater
size. The pink spears topped twelve feet in an hour's
gromh, and the toadstools towered twenty and thirty feet.
One new species the explorers found was a five-foot-wde
puf fball. After seeing one such puffball explode, sending a
shower of javelin-sharp spikes in all directions, the
mar chers gave thema very w de berth.

The sky seenmed brighter, too, and a steady hum filled
their ears. Cutwood conplained constantly of a |oud buzz-
ing, despite his makeshift earmuffs. W ngover took to
shielding his eyes with his hands, just to cut down on the
intense glare he saw everywhere. The other gnones found
their special attributes beconmng nmore and nore onerous.

Roperig couldn't touch anything wthout his hands sticking.
He once accidentally scratched his nose, and it took an hour
to free his fingers. Fitter fidgeted about like a hovering hum
m ngbird, moving wth such speed that he seemed little
nmore than a blur. He fell down a lot and continually
bunped into other nenmbers of the party. Rai nspot wal ked
in a perpetual haze - a real fog that clung to his head and
shoulders - his own private cloud. Misture condensed on
his face, and his ears and beard dripped nonstop

O all the gnonmes, only Sighter exhibited no obvious il
effects. But Sturmnoticed a subtle change in his expression
Sighter's wusually incisive gaze had given way to a hard
smirk, as if he were listening to sonme lurid tale being whis-
pered in his ear. Sturm wasn't certain that the world was
ready for a | ogical gnone.

Sturm worried about Kitiara, too. She kept ahead of the
others, walking purposefully toward the wai ting obelisk.
Her right armwas still slung across her chest, but her left
hand, firmy clenched in a fist, rose and fell with each deter-
m ned step. Each strike of her heels Ileft a deep notch in the
ground. Sturm wondered how much power she coul d bear

He lost sight of Kitiara for a tinme among the pink spears
and spidersticks. "Hello?" he called. "Kit, wait for wus." There
was no answer but the hive-humthat surrounded them

Sturm spied Kitiara standing under an enor nous toad-
stool. Pink spores rained lightly over her. Her hand was at
her throat, and she was | ooki ng at somet hi ng.

"Kit?" he said, touching her shoul der

She flinched. "Sturm | just noticed this." It was Tirolan's

gem the anethyst arrowhead that had turned clear after Kit
had used it to free herself from the spell of the goblin rob-
bers. She held the crystal out for Sturmto see. It was blood
red, like a heartsfire ruby.

"When did that happen?" he asked.

"At Rapaldo's palace, | saw that the gemwas turning pale

pi nk. The col or has deepened since sunrise."

"CGet rid of it, Kit. It's a receptacle of magic. It too nay be
affected by the atmpsphere of Lunitari. Nothing good can
cone of it."

"No!" she said, slipping the gem back under her nmail



shirt. | intend to keep it. Have you so soon forgotten how
Tirol an hel ped us?"

"No, | haven't forgotten. But the gemmay be filled wth a
different power now, a power you know nothing about.
Drop it on the ground, Kit, please! If you don't, the conse-
guences may be horrible."

"I will not!" she said, her dark eyes flashing. "You're a
fool, SturmBrightblade - a frightened little boy. |'m not
afraid of power. | welcone it!"

Sturm was about to argue back, but the file of gnones
appeared. He was not wlling to provoke a confrontation in

front of the little people. There was a thinly veiled rage in
Kitiara, and to push her at this juncture would |ead
nowher e.

"W ngover says the obelisk should soon be in view for al
of us," said Roperig. His right hand was stuck to Fitter's
back. The apprentice was running in place, his short |egs
nearly invisible wth notion. Roperig saw Sturms startled
expression and added, "Fit ter's having a hard tine standing
still. I"'mthe only one who can keep hold of him"

"How are the rest of you?' Sturm asked. Cutwood and
Wngover, muffled and blindfolded respectively, gallantly
waved their good spirits. Rainspot |ooked sodden and for-
[orn under his cloud, but avowed that he felt well.

Sighter <cleared his throat and arched an eyebrow in a
maddeni ngly superior way. "It is evident that the closer we
get to the obelisk, the nmore intensely the neutral power of
Lunitari infects us," he said.

"Let's push on," said Sturm

They continued on for about an hour, when they cane
upon a path, cleared fromthe strange jungle. And where the
cleared path nmet the horizon, there stood a tall spire - the
nmysterious obelisk of Lunitari. They were still sonme ten
mles away, but the Iland sloped downward toward the obe-
lisk at an easy grade. There were no other features to over-
shadow it.

"Looks like we're expected," said Sturm

"The Voi ce?" Fitter wondered.

"Who el se?" Sighter replied. He hooked his thunbs under

his suspenders. "If I'mright, we're going to neet a very

remarkabl e being. Someone who'll nmake all the other won-
ders of Lunitari seemlike cheap carnival tricks."

The obelisk grew from a slim red line to a robust tower
five hundred feet tall. It had a curiously striped appearance,
caused by thin black bands that alternated with the red
stone of its walls. The closer the explorers cane, the higher
the grand tower seemed to thrust into the sky.

Cutwood broke the long silence. He said, "Have you
noti ced how the plants lean toward the tower?" It was true.
Al of them even the spiny puffballs, were bent so that they
faced the great obelisk.

"Like lilies turned to the sun," surmised Kitiara.

They halted fifty yards from the base of the obelisk. The
red nmarble sides were beautifully dressed and squared,
unlike the crude masonry of the tree-nen's village. The
bl ack bands between the courses of nmarble were nortar of
some kind. On ground level, facing the explorers, was an
open entrance, a notch cut in the snooth stone. |nside was
only darkness. At regular intervals, the obelisk's walls were



pi erced by | ong, narrow w ndows.

"What do we do now?" asked Fitter in a very small voice

Cone cl oser!

Sturm and Kitiara stepped back, reaching for their weap-
ons. "Who said that?" called Sturm

I, the Keeper of the New Lives, said a soothing bass voice
within their own heads.

"Where are you?" Kitiara denanded.

In the edifice before you. Come cl oser

"We'| | stay right here, thank you," said Cutwood.

Ah, you are afraid. Is nortal flesh so dear that you would
i gnore the opportunity to feast your eyes on a rare and won-
derful sight, nanely myself? That the humans woul d be
afraid | did not doubt, but | expected better of you gnones.

"W saw a col |l eague die not [|ong ago, so you'll excuse us
if we're a bit cautious,” Wngover said.

You require proof of my good will? Behol d.

A small shape stirred in the dim doorway. It energed into
the I'ight of day, stopped and waved. It |ooked like Stutts.

"Cears and sprockets!" Fitter crowed, dashing forward.
O  course, he dragged Roperig with him Cut wood and

W ngover stunbled after them while Rai nspot wander ed
over in a fog, with Sighter chuckling at his side.

"Wait," said Sturm "It could be an illusion."
But it was not an illusion. The gnones engulfed Stutts,
yel l'i ng with unrestrai ned delight. Birdcall and Fl ash

appeared in the door and leaped on the pile of happy
gnonmes. After a heartily bruising hello, Stutts extricated
hinself fromthe press and toddled to Sturmand Kitiara. He
shook Sturms hand solidly and expressed concern for Kiti-
ara' s bandaged shoul der

"It is you," she said, pinching his ear

"It is, and |l amquite well, thank you. W' ve been waiting
for you all for days."

"What happened to your stutter?" Sturm asked. Suspi -
ci on made hi m bl unt.

"Ch, that! It's gone, you know, poof! The Keeper says it's
due to the leveling effect of the nagic forces present on Luni -

tari." Stutts peered behind the humans. "Where's Bell -
crank?"
Sturmlaid a hand on the gnone's shoulder. "I fear that we

have grave news, ny friend."

"Grave? How - ?"

Are your fears alleviated? intruded the voice.

"For now," Kitiara said. "May we have our flying ship
back, pl ease?"

Don't be so hasty! W' ve not been properly introduced.
Pl ease come in, won't you?

"Explain later," Stutts said quickly. He took Kitiara' s and
Sturms hands and led them to the door. "W've had the
nost trenmendous adventure since you left to prospect for
ore," he reported. "The Keeper has treated us marvel ously."

"Who is this Keeper? Where is he?" asked Kitiara.

"Come and see for yourselves."

Stutts let go of their hands. Sturmand Kitiara stepped
through the deep door-notch into the shadowed interior of
t he grand obeli sk.

Sunlight filtered down from the slit w ndows higher wup in
the obelisk. In the center of the floor, illumnated by the



sunlight, sat the flying ship doudmaster. The ethereal air
bag had shrunk to half its previous size, just a soft lunp in

many folds of |oose netting. The wngs had been detached
from the hull, no doubt to allow the craft to fit through the
door in the obelisk. The Ileather wngs were neatly folded
and lying on the red nmarble floor beside the ship. Cdicking in
t he dar kness beyond t he Cl oudmaster proved the presence
of M cones.

Inevitably, the warriors' gazes were lifted by the soaring
hol | owmness of the interior. As Sturm and Kitiara raised their
eyes, they saw a series of ledges and horizontal pillars set
into the imensely thick walls. Perched about fifty feet
above the floor was the occupant of the obelisk, the Keeper

A dragon. Were blades of sunlight struck him his scales
shone greeni sh gol d.

No dragon had been seen on Krynn in centuries, so |long,
in fact, that their actual existence was a sorely debated point

anong hi storians, clerics, and natural phi | osophers. Sturm
bel i eved from boyhood that there had been dragons, but
face to face with a Iliving exanple, he felt so nuch fear that
he t hought he'd faint.

Be a man, a kni ght! he adnmoni shed hi nsel f. Men had

faced dragons before. Huma had done it. So while Sturms
head swam from this newest and greatest revelation, he kept
his feet firmy under him

Kitiara, too, was stunned. Her eyes were huge and white
in the dim light. She recovered nmore quickly than Sturm
however, and said, "Are you the Keeper who spoke to us?"

Yes. "Or do you prefer spoken | anguage?” asked the
dragon. Its voice was not as boonming as Sturm had expected
it to be; considering its size (thirty-five feet fromnose to tail)
and the distance to it, it was quite soft-spoken

"Spoken is best. That way | can be sure of what |'m hear-
ing," answered Kitiara.

"As you wsh. | do enjoy speaking, and |[|'ve gone such a
long tinme wthout having anyone to speak to. The ants, you
see, respond best to telepathy.” The dragon shook its broad,
angul ar head with a noise of <clanging brass. It lifted its feet

off the ledge and dropped to a lower perch with a single fluff
of its wings. The breeze washed over the anazed expl orers.

"Wher e are ny manner s? I am Cupel i x Trisfendanir,
Keeper of the New Lives and resident of this obelisk." The

gnonmes had retreated behind the hunans when the dragon
appeared. Now they spread out and began to bonbard him
wi th questi ons.

"Keeper of what new |ives?"

"How much do you wei gh?"

"How di d you get here?"

"How | ong have you been here?"

"Do you have any rai sins?"

The dragon was amused by this barrage, but he dism ssed
the gnomes with a wave of one giant foreclaw. "You are Kiti-
ara Uh Mtar and Sturm Brightblade, are you not?" he
asked. The two nodded dunbly. "Your small friend, Stutts,
speaks very highly of you both. Apparently, you have
i mpressed himwith many sterling qualities.”

"Apparently'" said Kitiara dryly.

"I have only the evidence of Stutts's inpressions. Be that



as it may, | amvery glad you are here. 1 followed your prog-
ress along the trail | had the Mcones make -" Cupelix tilted
his burnished head and peered at Sturmw th dagger eyes.
"Yes, Sir Knight, the trail was deliberate."

"You read minds," Sturm said unconfortably.

"Not deeply. Only when a thought is so clearly on the tip
of one's tongue."

Stutts introduced his colleagues to the dragon. Cupelix
exchanged wtty banter wth each one, until Sighter's turn
cane.

"You are a bronze dragons" questioned the gnone.

"Brass, if you nust know. But enough of these trivialities!
You have cone a long way and |labored hard to recover your
flying craft. Now that you have found it and each other
once nore, enjoy a nmoment of repose at ny expense."

"We'd rather be on our way," said Sturm

"But | insist," said the dragon. He slid along the edge of his
perch, his rear legs gripping the stone |edge and his w ngs
flaring out for balance. Cupelix worked his way around to
just over the door - the only way out.

Sturm didn't |ike what was happening. By instinct, his
hand strayed to the pomel of his sword - which changed
to a chicken drumstick when he touched it. The gnones
| ooked popeyed, and Kitiara's jaw fell open in surprise.

"Pl ease excuse ny little joke," said Cupelix. In the w nk of
an eye, the poultry leg was gone and the sword was back
"Your weapons are unnecessary here. That was just ny way
of showing you the truth of it. Men so often have to be
shown the truth before they believe sonmething. r

"And now," said Cupelix, drawi ng hi nsel f erect. "Let
there be victuals!" His eyes flashed with an inner 1ight that
seened to | eave bright sparkles in the air. The sparkles col-
lected in the open space before the bow of the C oudnaster
When they faded, they left behind a broad oak table groan-
i ng under the weight of food and drink

"Eat, ny friends. Drink, and we shall tell each other tales
of great doings," intoned the dragon. The gnomes fell upon
the table with squeals of delight. Kitiara eyed the pitchers of
foaming ale and sauntered over. Though the spear plants
could taste like any food she wished, Kitiara had nissed the
sight of real food. Only Sturmremained where he stood, his
hands fol ded at his waist.

"You do not eat, Master Brightblade," said Cupelix.

"The fruits of magic are not fit victuals," Sturm said.

The reptilian nostrils tw tched. "You have poor manners
for one who styles hinmself a knight."

Sturm answered carefully. "There are higher directives
than nere manners. The Measure tells us to reject nmmgic in
all its fornms, for exanple." The brass jaws w dened, reveal -

i ng saber-sized teeth and a forked black tongue flecked wth
gold. For a second, Sturms heart contracted to a tight knot
in his chest, for he knew he could not withstand this non-
ster's attack. Then, he realized Cupelix was grinning at him

"Ch, how boring it has been these centuries past w thout
creatures to dispute wth! Bless vyour stiff neck, Sturm
Bri ght bl ade! What pleasure you give nme!" The jaws closed
with a metallic clank. "But cone now, surely you have
heard of Huma the Lancer?"

"Of course.”



"He got along quite well wth sone types of dragons, did
he not ?"

"So the histories say. | can only point out that while
Huma was a brave warrior and a great hero, he was not a
nodel knight."

Cupelix burst out laughing; it sounded like a chorus of
m ghty gongs. "Do as you please, then! I would not want to
be responsible for underm ni ng such form dable virtue!"
Wth that, Cupelix sprang fromhis stand and, beating his
wi ngs furiously, flew up to the highest recesses of the holl ow
obel i sk.

Sturm went to the sunptuous table. The ghonmes were
gorging thensel ves on baked appl es, dove stuffed with
bacon and chestnuts, wld rice wth saffron, whole sweet
onions glazed wth honey, venison steaks, blood pudding,
pi ckl ed eggs, breads, punch, wi ne, and ale.

Kitiara had taken her injured armout of its sling and let it
rest on the table. Wth her coat falling off one shoul der and
the flush of new ale on her cheeks, she |ooked quite wanton
She sniffed when her eyes net Sturms, and she popped a
whol e pickled egg in her nouth.

"You're missing a feast," she said after swallow ng. "The
old enmperors of Ergoth never ate so well."

"I  wonder what it's made fron?" Sturm said, picking up a

warmroll and letting it fall back into its tray. "Sand? Poi-
sonous nushroons?"

"Sonmetines you are tiresone beyond belief," said Kitiara
and quaffed a three-gulp swallow of ale. "If the dragon
wanted to kill us, he could do it without resorting to the sub-
tleties of poison.”

"Actually," Cutwood said, leaning across the table and
spewing bread crumbs with every syllable, "brass dragons

traditionally are not aligned with evil."

"Have we nothing to fear from this creature?" Sturm
asked the table at large. He glanced up at the darkness that
held the dragon, and |lowered his voice. "Qur ancestors on
Krynn fought long and hard to elimnate dragons fromthe
worl d. Were they all wong?"

"The situation here is completely different," said Stutts.
"Lunitari is this dragon's home. He has taken a kindly inter-
est in our plight. W shouldn't refuse his help because of
ancient prejudices that have no application at the present
tine."

"What does he want from us?"

"He hasn't told us vyet," Stutts admtted. "But he, ah

won't let us |eave."

"What do you nean?" Sturm said sharply.

"Birdcall, Flash, and | wanted to go searching for you. W
rerouted the engine control sufficiently to make short
ascents - hops, really - but Cupelix refused to allow us out
of the obelisk. He clained it wasn't safe, and that he was
taking steps to bring you all here.™

"Well, we're here now," said Kitiara, reaching for another
broil ed dove. "And we'll soon be on our way."
"WIl we?" Sturm asked, craning his neck again to peer

into the di mheights of the obelisk. "Now that he has us all,
will he let us go?"



Chapter 20
A New Age

Aften Kitiara and thee gnonmes had their fill, they stole

off to the doudmaster for a nap. Only Stutts remained with
Sturm The two of them strolled around the interior of the
vast obelisk, and Sturmrelated the story of Bellcrank's death.
"It was pure chance that Bellcrank died instead of Kit or
Sighter.”" They paused in their walk as Stutts plucked a
handkerchief from his vest pocket and dabbed at his nose.
Sturm told of Rapaldo's death, and howthey placed Bell-
crank in the niddle of the nushroom garden

" He and I were at gear - maki ng school toget her, you
know," Stutts said softly. "I'll mss him a great deal." They
passed under the bow of the flying ship, and Sturm saw a
snooth round hole, eight feet w de, bored in the hard mar-
ble floor. He asked Stutts what it was.

"The Mcones live in a cavern below " Stutts said. "They
enter and | eave by these holes.” He indicated two others not
far away. Sturm stood on the lip of one of the holes and
| ooked down. There was a feeble bluish glow below, and he
could see the jagged shapes of stalagmites. A faintly bitter
snell wafted up fromthe depths.

"Did the Mcones build this place?" Sturm asked.

"Not as far as | can tell," Stutts replied, resum ng his wal k.
"The Mcones are a rather new addition to this place. Cupe-
l[ix hints that he created them but | don't believe he's that
powerful. But to address your question: The obel i sk was
here even before the dragon."

"How do you know t hat ?"

"By observing Cupelix. Wile a healthy adult specinmen of
a brass dragon, his features are in nany ways nolded by the
fact that he grew up inside this obelisk. Notice, for exanple,
his short wngs and powerful |legs; he spends all his tine
perching on the |edges rather than flying. He can junp tre-
mendous di stances, even straight wup." Stutts stopped, seeing
that Sturmwas studying him "What?" asked the gnone.

"You're so changed," said Sturm "Not just the lack of a
stutter; you seemso cal mand collected."

Stutts blushed pink wunder his neatly trimed beard. "I
suppose we ghomes  mnust appear awfully di sorgani zed and
i mpractical to you humans. "

Sturmsniled. "Not at all."

Stutts returned the grin. He said, "Being on Lunitari has
changed me - all of us. The flight of the d oudmaster, while
erratic, has been the first true success in ny life. | spent
years in the workshops of M. Nevernmind, building flying
machi nes. They all failed. It wasn't until | learned of Bell-
crank's experinents wth ethereal air that the C oudnaster
became possible.” Mention of the I|ost chenmist quelled con-

versation for a noment.

"Be at peace," Sturmfinally said. "He was avenged."

They passed below the tail of the flying ship. A mxed
chorus of snores issued fromthe open portholes. Stutts ges-
tured toward the sound.

"They are a fine band of colleagues,” he said. "They
deserve to go home to the cheers of all Sancrist."



"Do you think we'll ever see Krynn again?" Sturm asked.

"That all depends on Cupelix and what he wants. | have a
theory - "

A wind flowed over them Wth a customary netallic

ringing, the dragon alighted on the lowest sill, perhaps fif-

teen feet above Sturm and Stutts. The gnome sidled away
from Cupel i x.

"I trust you are satiated," Cupelix said to Stutts.

"The meal was excellent, as always," Stutts replied. He
yawned. "It weighs a bit heavy on ny stomach, though. |
think I shall join ny colleagues.” Wth a polite nod, Stutts
returned to the ship. Cupelix |oonmed over Sturm

"So it is you and |, Master Brightblade. What shall we
talk about | Let wus debate our philosophies, knight to
dragon. Wat do you say?"

"No magi c?"

Cupelix laid a burnished claw on his breast. "Dragon's
honor . "

"How is it," Sturm wondered, "that you speak so fluently
t he Krynni sh tongue!"

"Books," replied the dragon. "My nest on high is plentiful-
ly supplied with books by authors nortal and inmortal
Now | shall ask a question: What is it you seek fromlife?"
"To live honorably and in the manner befitting an Gath-taken
knight. My turn. Have you always lived inside this tower?"
"From the days when | was a dragonlet no larger than a
gnorme, | have been the Keeper. | have never seen outside
these walls, save what | spy by the doors and w ndows." Hi s
broad pupils narrowed. "Do you ever question the tenets of

the Knights' Gath or Measure? After all, the Oder of
Sol ammus was not revived after the Cataclysm"”
Sturm folded his arms across his chest. "If you are well

read, then you know the Cataclysmwas not caused by any-
thing the knights did. They accepted the blame of the com
nmon people, as all preservers of order nust do when that
order breaks down. \Were did the M cones cone fronP"

"They were created to serve ne. The Lunitarian tree-folk
did not prove reliable.” Cupelix flicked out his tongue. "Are
you in love with the woman, Kitiara?"

Cupelix's pointed query threw Sturm off guard. "I have

some affection for her, but I'mnot in love wth her, if you
under st and t he di fference." The dr agon nodded, human-
fashi on. Sturm conti nued, " So t he tree-nen and t he

M cones were created in succession as your servants, the
tree-men being a failed effort. Wio created thenP"

"Hi gher powers," replied Cupelix evasively. "This is won-
derful! | w sh people had conme to Lunitari centuries ago! But
hark now If you're not inlove wth the wonan, why is she
SO predom nant in your thoughts? Behi nd many of your
spoken thoughts is an inage of her."

Drops of sweat broke out on Sturms face. "I'm very con-
cerned about her. The nuagical force that pervades this
nmoon has i nvested her with enornous physi cal strength.
Her tenper has sharpened, too. | worry about the power
getting control of her."

"Yes, magic can cause problens. | studied Stutts, Birdcall,
and Fl ash as the power changed them It was nost interest-
ing. So the woman has becone very strong? That nust
"conplicate your feelings. |'ve never yet heard of a human



mal e who relished a femal e being stronger than he."

"That's ridiculous! | don't <care -" Sturmhalted his out-
burst. Blast that sly dragon. He was deliberately probing for
a sore point.

"My turn to ask sonmething," Sturm said. "Wy does a
powerful, magic-using dragon |ike yourself need servants?
What can they do that you can't?"

"l cannot | eave the obelisk; isn't that obvious? The door and
wi ndows are far too small to permit nme to pass through.™

"Ah, but a skillful magic-user could overcome a problem
of nere size."

Cupelix's tail swept back, t hwack! agai nst the marble
wall. "I'm not allowed to Ileave. | cannot pass the w ndows
or door, and have not been able to break, cut or Dbore
through the walls, nor nagic them aside. I am Keeper of the

New Lives, and such is nmy lot until darkness clainms ne!"
"What new |ives?"
"Al'l in good tine, Sir Knight. A nore pressing matter
engages my attention: the matter of ny freedom"
"You need us to get you out," Sturm said.
A wisp of fine vapor trickled fromthe dragon's nostrils.

"Yes, | need you. Only clever machines can release ne from
this stifling prison. Tree-men could not do it. The M cones
will not. The gnomes can. You shall have your flying ship
when | amfree."

The vaporous threads thi ckened until they envel oped
Sturm He felt the strength drain fromhis linbs. H's eyelids
drooped.... A sleeping mst! Sturnmis |egs buckl ed. He
munbl ed, "No magic, you said."

"Not magic, exactly," Cupelix said soothingly. "Merely a

soporific wvapor | have at ny disposal. My dear fellow,
you're so full of suspicions. This will help you. Sleep, and
you will not remenber this distressing conversation. Sleep

rest, dream Sleep. Rest. Dream Forget....

* ok % * *

Kitiara woke up. She had that vaguely troubled feeling
that often went with a sudden return to consciousness, as
though she'd been having a bad dream that she couldn't
renmenmber. She was |ying on the deck of the dining room
aboard the C oudnaster. Bel ow, the gnones snored wth
the regularity of a water-driven nill. Kitiara conbed
t hrough her short curls with her fingers. Her skin was clam
ny, and her hair danp with sweat.

Qutside, the air was cool. She inhaled deeply, but her
breath caught when she saw Sturm lying crunmpled on the
stone floor sonme yards away. Kitiara hurried down the
ranp and ran to where he lay. Sturm breathed, strong and
st eady, soundly asl eep

Kitiara becane aware that she was being watched. She
whirled and saw Cupelix lying on his side along the |ower
| edge. Hi s neck was bowed and he held his tail off the stone.
Wen he saw that she saw him his tail came down and
began to twitch fromside to side in a very feline manner

"When did this happen?" she asked, gesturing to Sturm

"A short tine ago. It's not a natural sleep," said the
dr agon.

"He's been having visions since comng to Lunitari. W' ve



all been affected by the magic here."
"Truly? Visions of what?" Kitiara firned her lips, unwilling

to say. "Come, nmnmy dear. Master Brightblade has no secrets
fromyou, does he? A man always tells his |over of his dreans."

"W are not |overs!"

"That sounds definite. | see I'mqguilty of inferring too
much. No matter. He has told you what he visualizes, hasn't
he?"

She shrugged. "Scenes of home, on Krynn. Hi s father
nostly, whom he hasn't seen in twelve years."

Cupelix let out a dragon-sized sigh that swirled dust in
Kitiara's face. "Ah, Krynn! Were once thousands of ny
kind lived, to fly the broad skies in absolute freedom"

"You' ve never been to Krynn?"

"Alas, never. M entire span of days has been spent wth-
in the stone walls of this structure. Sad, isn't it?"

"Confining, at any rate.”

The tip of Cupelix's forked tongue flickered out. 'You're
not afraid of ne, are you?"

Kitiara lifted her chin. "Should I be?"

"Most nortals would find ne awesone. "

"When you've been around as nuch as |  have, you get
used to newthings. That, and the fact that those who can't
adjust quickly die."

"You're a survivor,'

"I do what | can."”

sai d Cupeli x.

The black tongue protruded farther. "How did you hurt
yoursel f?" asked the dragon. Kitiara described the sled ride
down the «cliff. "Ho, ho, I see! Very clever, those gnones.

can heal your hurt."

"Can you really?"

"It's sinmply done. You'll have to renove the w apping.

Wy not? Kitiara thought. She fiddled wth the knot that
Sturmhad tied, but couldn't untie it with her left hand. She
pul | ed her dagger and slit the linen with a few deft strokes.

"The mail, too," said Cupelix.

She raised one eyebrow but put the point of the dagger
under the rawhide lacing on her shoulder. The slightly rusty

mail peeled back. Kitiara pulled her shirt off her injured
shoul der, exposing a hi deous purpl e-black bruise.
"Come closer," said Cupelix. She stepped forward once,

and was prepared to go farther, when the dragon swing his

head down on his I ong, supple neck. The bl ack tongue
| anced out, just barely touching the bruised area. A shock
jolted through Kitiara. Cupelix flicked his tongue again,
and a harder shock rocked her back on her heels.

Cupel i x reared back. "Done," he said.

Kitiara ran her hand over the site of the sprain. Not a
trace of discoloration or soreness remained. She worked her
right armaround in a wide circle and felt no tw nges.

"Wonderful !'" she excl ai ned. "Many thanks, dragon!"

"It was nothing. A simple healing spell,” he said nodestly.

Kitiara stretched Iluxuriously. "I feel like a new wonan!
could best a hundred goblins in a fair fight!"

"I'm glad you are pleased,” said Cupelix. "The tine may

soon come when you can repay the favor."
She stopped in md armswing. "What is it you want?"
"Good company, some phil osophy, and words with heat



inthem Small things."

"So talk to nme. | have tinme to spare.”
"Ah, but the Ilife of a nortal is a star falling fromthe heav-
ens. | have Ilived twenty-nine hundred years in this tower.

Can you converse for even half that time? A quarter? No, of
course you can't. But there is a way to help ne do these
things to the end of ny days."

Kitiara folded her arns. "And that is?"

"Free ne fromthis obelisk. Set ne loose, that | mght fly
to Krynn and live as a dragon shoul d!'"

"Men and elves would try to slay you."

Cupelix said, "It is a chance |l wuld willingly take. There
are great changes in the offing, deep stirrings in the tide of
heaven. You have felt them yourself, haven't you? Even
before you flew here, didn't you notice a newtide rising in
the affairs of Krynn?"

Fragments of thought cane back to Kitiara. Tirolan and
his elves on the high seas, in direct defiance of their elders.
Robber s and wi cked clerics plundering the countryside.
Strange bands of warriors - nonst r ous, i nhuman
warriors - crossing the land, intent on sone nmission. And a
word muttered by the el vish seanmen: Draconi ans.

"You see it, don't you?" asked Cupelix softly. "Qur tinmeis
conmi ng again. A new age of dragons is about to begin."

Chapter 21
Wbod to Burn

As Kitiara pondered Cupelix's words, W ngover
appeared, yawning, at the ship railing.
"G norning! Wen's breckfiss?" he asked, thick-tongued.
"You ate not five hours ago," Kitiara chided. She slipped
her shirt and mail back on her shoul der
Roperig and Fitter stood in the hull door. Roperig' s hand
was still firmy fixed to his apprentice's back. "Hello,
dragon!" he said heartily.
"Hell o!" added Fitter
"Did you sleep well, little friends?" asked Cupeli x.
"Very well indeed, thank you. | - W thought we m ght
go outside and take in a bit of fresh air," said Roperig.
"Stay close,” Kitiara warned. "Every time one of you
gnonmes does somnething on his own, he ends up putting us to

no end of trouble.”
Roperig promised not to stray, and Fitter had no choice
but to agree. They strolled to the door of the obelisk in hilar-

ious misstep. Small cyclones of wnd swirled through the
hollow interior of the obelisk. Kitiara realized that this was
Cupelix laughing. She couldn't resist; small chuckl es burst

out of her and changed to full-fledged guffaws.

* *k k* k* %

Sturm braced hinmself on his arnms and shook his head. He
hear d | aught er . H s head cl ear ed, t hough his nenory
seened adrift in fog. He got to his feet, turned to the sound
of laughter, and was bow ed down by Roperig and Fitter

Kitiara haul ed the gnomes off Sturm and held them up at
arms length. "What's the matter wth you tw? Didn't you



see Sturm standing there?"

"But-but-but," stuttered Fitter.

She shook them "Well, out with it!"

"It was an accident, Kit," said Sturm getting to his feet
once more. Poor Fitter was running in mdair, his short |egs
churning. Kitiara set the gnones on their feet.

"Tree-nmen!" Roperig exploded. "CQutside!"

"What! How many?"

"See for yoursel f!"

They rushed to the door. Even as Sturm appeared in the
outer opening, a red glass spear hit the pavenent in front of
him and shattered into a thousand razor-sharp slivers. Kiti-
ara grabbed him by his swrd belt and hauled hi m back
wi th one hand.

"Better stay back," Kitiara suggested.

"I  can keep nyself out of harmis way." Sturm pressed close
to the right wall and peered out. The valley floor around the
obelisk was thick wth tree-nen - thousands, if not tens of
t housands of them They began to hoot, "Qu- Stoom | aud,
Qu- Stoom | aud. "

"What are they saying?" Kitiara asked, behind him

"How should I know? Rouse all the gnones,"” he told Kiti-
ara. "lI'll speak to Cupelix." Kitiara got Roperig, Fitter, and
W ngover to help her.

"Cupel i x?" Sturmcalled, for the dragon had vani shed
into the top of the tower again. "Cupelix, conme down!
There's troubl e outside!"

Troubl e? | dare say, there is trouble!

A great rustle of brassy wings sounded, and the dragon
alighted on one of the crossing pillars that ran from one side
of the obelisk to the other. Cupelix's metallic claws closed
over the marble pillar with a clack. He furled his wngs and
started preening hinself along either w ng.

"You don't seemvery disturbed by this devel opnent, "
Sturmsaid, planting his fists on his hips.

"Should I be?" asked the dragon

"Considering the tower is besieged, | would think yes."

"The Lunitarians are not very intelligent. They woul d
never have cone here if you hadn't killed that fool of a nor-
tal they nmade their king."

"Rapaldo was nad. He killed one of the ghones, and
woul d've killed others if we hadn't resisted,” said Sturm

"You should feel flattered that they have cone all this way
to kill you. That uncouth phrase they keep repeating - do
you know what it neans? 'Sturm mnust die.'"

Sturms hand tightened around his sword handle. "I am

prepared to fight," he said grimy.
"Your kind is always ready to fight. Relax, ny knightly

friend; the tree-folk will not attack."
"Are you so certain?"
Cupel i x yawned, exposing teeth green wth verdigris. "l am
t he Keeper of t he New Lives. Only a severe trauma woul d

have conpelled the Lunitarians to conme here in the first place.
However, they are not so bold as to trifle with ne."

">le can't just let them bl ockade us!" Sturm i nsisted.

"Shortly, the sun will set, and the tree-folk will take root.
The M cones will awaken and cl ear them away."

"The M cones cone out only at night?"

"No, but they are practically blind in sunlight." Cupelix



pricked up his ears when Kitiara returned, herding the
gnomes ahead of her. The dragon reassured them all that
they were in no danger fromthe Lunitarians.

"Perhaps we should prepare a barricade, just the sane,"
said Stutts.

"I think our tine would be better spent repairing the
d oudmaster, " sai d Si ghter. "Wth the scrap metal we
brought from Rapaldo's keep, we ought to be able to make
repairs in a few hours."

Birdcall whistled a sharp note. Stutts nodded, sayi ng,
"We haven't the fire needed to work iron."

"I my be able to help you there,"
"How much wood will you need?"

"You're being awfully hel pful," Sturm said. "Wy?"

The beast's eyes narrowed to vertical slits. "Do you ques-
tion ny motives?" he asked. Wth his long ears laid back
Cupel i x | ooked quite fierce.

Cupel i x said snoothly.

"Frankly, yes."
The dragon rel axed. "Ho, ho! Very good! | blink first,
Master Brightblade! |I do have a favor to ask of you all, but

first we shall see to the repair of your ingenious vessel."

Already the light in the obelisk had subsided to a dusty rose.
The hooting of the tree-nen, nuffled by the thick walls, faded
with the sunlight. It was soon quite dark inside the obelisk. Kit-
iara conplained to Cupelix, while the gnomes ranged noisily
t hrough the C oudmaster in search of tools.

"Ch, very well," said the dragon. "I forget your norta
eyes cannot pierce the sinple veil of darkness.” He spread
his wings until the tips scraped the surrounding walls and

bowed his neck in a swanlike curve.

"Ah-biray solem Creatures of the dark

Bring forth a fair and living spark

To light the tower bright as day.

Cone, M cones! Sol em ah-biray!"

The glassy clicking that they all associated with the giant
ants arose fromthe holes in the obelisk floor. It grewquite
loud, as though hundreds of the form dable creatures were
stirring below their feet.

Sonething stroked Sturms leg. He was near one of the
large holes in the floor, and a M cone had poked its head out
to touch Sturm with one of its antennae. He recoiled, and
t he gi ant ant ener ged, to be foll owed i medi ately by
another, and another. The floor rapidly filled wth M cones,
all clicking and gently waving their crystalline feelers.

"To your places, ny pets," ordered Cupelix."The ants

nearest the walls clinbed up to the |owest |edge and hung
there, their broad, plumshaped abdonmens poised off the
edge. Wen the entire interior was ringed with hanging ant
bodies, the Mcones began rubbing their bellies against the
snooth marble shelf. As they did, their translucent abdo-
mens glowed, first a dull red, then warner and brighter
Like a mass of living lanterns, the ants gradually illum nated
the whol e | ower half of the obelisk

Sturm and Kitiara stared. No matter how jaded they
t hought they'd become to the strange wonders of the red
noon, sonething new and startling was al ways happeni ng.

"Better?" said Cupelix snugly.

"Tol erable,"” said Kitiara, sauntering away.



Sturmwent to the door. The Lunitarians were a true for-
est now, still and tall in the starlight. This forest, though
was arranged in perfect concentric circles around the great
obeli sk that shielded the killers of their Iron King.

Cupelix wthdrew to his lofty sanctum Not long after he
did, Sturm returned to the Coudnaster, where the gnones
were up to their elbows in repair work

VWen he descended to the engine room he found to his
shock that Flash, Birdcall, and Stutts had torn apart the
entire engine, searching for defects. The deck was covered
with cogs and gears, copper rods that W ngover called
"armatures,' and hundreds of ot her exanpl es of gnoni sh
technol ogy. Sturm was afraid to enter, for fear of stepping
on and crushing sone delicate, vital conponent.

"Uh, how goes it?" he ventured.

"Ch, not to worry, not to worry!" Stutts said blithely.

"All is in good order." He snatched a metal curlicue from
Cutwood and snapped at Flash, "Stay away from the Indis-
pensabl e Inductor Coil! It mustn't be magnetized!" Lunitari

had finally bestowed its 'gift' upon Flash; he was intensely
magnetic. Bits of iron and steel had begun to cling to him
Flash nmeekly stepped away fromthe |ndispensable |Inductor
Coil. "W're trying to find what parts were damaged by the
lightning strike," Stutts went on, "so they can be fixed, too."
"Keep at it," Sturmsaid, trying not to smle. He knew the
gnonmes woul d find an answer of sorts - eventually.
He found Kitiara in the wheelhouse, sitting in Stutts's

chair. She had one leg cocked over the arm of the chair and

was drinking from a tall <clay tankard. "Dragon ale?" asked
Sturm
"Um Want sone? No, of course you don't." She drank

sone nore. "All the nmore for nme then."

"The gnomes are hard at it," he said. '%e could be on our
way hone in a day or two."

"Can't be too soon for ne,

"Ch? Do you have pl ans?"

Kitiara cradled the tankard in her lap. "Do vyou really
want to know?"

"I feel a bit wuseless with the gnomes working, and the
M cones worki ng, and us not doing anything."

She let her head fall back as she slouched lower in the
small  chair. "I was thinking how | would like to raise an
army of ny own and not be a nmercenary any | onger. My
own troops, loyal to ne."

"And what would you do with your own arny?"

"Make nyself a kingdom Seize an existing one in a weak-
ened state, or <carve one out of a larger country." Kitiara
| ooked Sturmin the eye. "What do you think of that?"

He sensed she was baiting him He nmerely replied, "Do
you think you're up to conmandi ng an entire arny?"

she replied.

She made a fist. "I'm alnpbst an army on my own. Wth
my new strength and ny old experience, yes, |I'mup toit.
Wuld you Ilike a commission in my guard? You're pretty
decent with a sword. |If | could break you of your foolish
noti ons of honor, you'd be even better."

"No, thank you, Kit," he spoke seriously. "I have a duty to
nmy heritage. | know that one day in ny lifetime, the Knights
of Solammia will recover from their disgrace. | shall be there

when they do." He turned away to the wde w ndows. "And



| have other obligations. There's still ny father to find. He's
alive, 1've seen that. He has left a legacy for me at our castle,
and | intend to claimit."” His voice trailed off.

"I's that your final word?" she asked. Sturm nodded. "I
don't understand you. Don't you ever think of yourself?"

"Of course | do. Entirely too much, sometines."

Kitiara |l et the tankard dangle from her fingers. "Name an
occasion. It can't have been since |I've known you."

Sturm opened his nouth to speak, but before he could a
shadow fell across the bow of the Cl oudnmaster. Kitiara
junped up. It was the shadow of the dragon

WIl you cone out a nonent, ny friends? he thought at
t hem Kitiara and Sturm  went down the ranp and
descended to the obelisk floor

"What is it?" asked Kitiara.

"I have set the Mcones to building a ranpart that wll
inmpede the tree-folk from entering the obelisk," Cupelix
said. He preened hinmself with a foreclaw, as if proud of his
i ngenuity.

"I thought you said they didn't dare conme in," Sturmsaid
sharply. Cupelix stopped in mdpreen

"That was true of ordinary tinmes, but you, dear fellow,
have incited the Lunitarians to overcone their fear of ne.
Their presence here is proof of that. It does not take deep
wi sdom to deduce they may soon decide to go where they
have never been."

"W can't have that," said Kitiara, folding her arns bellig-
erently.

"No indeed. So | thought vyou mght Ilike to inspect ny
defenses, as it is your lives they will defend."

Sturm roused the gnones from their current work, sal-
vaging scraps of wood from the doudmaster to burn in the
forge fire. Everyone trooped to the open door to see what
Cupel i x had set the M cones doing.

The giant ants were lined up in echelon, parallel to the
door of the obelisk. At sone invisible, inaudible signal, the
M cones lowered their triangular heads to the ground. They
pushed the red soil forward in a long heap, and repeated this
process many tinmes. Thus they created a trench around the
obelisk. The dirt they piled into a high rampart.

"Satisfactory?" asked the dragon from his perch

Kitiara shrugged and sauntered back to the ship. The
gnonmes followed in twos and threes as they grew bored with
watching the mghty Mcones shift the red earth. Soon only

Sturmwas left. He watched until all the gaps in the ranpart
were filled. The loose dirt spilled down from the top of the
wal |, burying the nearest tree-men wuntil only their jagged

tops protruded fromthe crinmson soil.
Chapter 22

Keeper
of the New Lives

The forge fine's maki ng shgowed the party yet
another of Cupelix's powers. Wth scavenged stones, they
erected a crude hearth. Kitiara, stripped to her shirt and
with her pants legs rolled up, stood by, sweating, as the | ast
of the stones was put in place.



"Now, " she said, "who's got the flint?"

Stutts put his hand out to Wngover. Wngover stared at
t he open palm "Come, conme, give ne the flint," Stutts said.

"I haven't got the flint," his colleague replied.

"I gave it to you when you went off on your march.”

"No, you didn't. Maybe vyou gave it to one of the others.”
A quick poll of the remaining gnones failed to turn up any
flint.

"This is ridiculous! Wo made the fires while we were on
our own?" asked Kitiara.
Fitter raised a hand timdly. "Bellcrank," he said.
Stutts clapped a hand to his head. "He had the flint!"
"I think so," said Wngover, looking at his dusty, worn-
out shoes.

"Not to worry, little friends," said a voice from above.
Wth amazing silence, Cupelix drifted down the shaft to
alight on the nearest ledge. "Fire is what we dragons do
best."

Kitiara and the gnones took shelter in the far corner of
the obelisk, after first taking the precaution of dragging the
G oudmaster aside as well. Cupelix raised his |long, scaly
neck and inhaled so sharply that the air shrieked into his
nostrils. The gnones flattened thenselves against the wall.
Cupel i x raked his wing claws back and forth across his brass
cheeks, throw ng out cascades of sparks. Then Cupelix
exhal ed, hard, through the fountain of sparks. His breath
caught fire wth a dull "whuffing'" sound, and streaned down
over the kindling. Thick snoke roiled out of the hearth, fol-
lowed by Ilighter white snoke, then flame. His great convex
chest alnost inverted from the exhalation, Cupelix ceased
his fire-making. Snoke drifted in the still air, rising to hid-
den heights of the tower.

"Come along," said Stutts. Wth a cheer, the gnones hur-
ried to their tools. They laid out all the scrap netal they'd
liberated from Rapaldo's horde - copper tree nails and iron
brackets, bronze chain and tin buckets. Al of it was going
under the hamer, to be recast and reforged into engine
parts. The interior of the obelisk rang with the sound of stee
and iron nelding together. The firelight cast distorted, non-
strous shapes on the narble walls. The nonsters were the
gnones, toiling around the fire.

Kitiara slipped past the busy little nmen and went outside.
The cool air washed over her like a splash of fresh water
Over the head-high wall that the Mcones had built she
could see the cold stars. Faint streaks of haze crossed the
sky, lit by a distant [Iight source. She walked slowy around
t he obelisk's massive base and found Sturm gazing up at the
bl ue-white spl endor of Krynn.

"Rat her pretty," she said, stopping behind him

"Yes, it is," he said noncommttally.

"I keep wondering if we will ever get back there."

"W will. | feel it, here." Sturmtapped his chest. "And it i,
confirmed by these visions of nmine. They seemto showthe
future.”

Kitiara managed a nildly crooked grin. "You didn't hap
pen to see ne on Krynn while you were perusing the future,
did you? I'd like to know that I'Il make it back, too."

Sturm tried to summn up an image of Kit from his mem



ory. All he got for his effort was a stabbing pain in the chest.

He coughed and said, "I'mworried, Kit. Are we right to dea
with this dragon? The gods and heroes of ancient tinmes were
wise - they knew nmen and dragons could not coexist. That's
why the beasts were killed or banished."

Chill forgotten, Kitiara planted a foot in the rising bank
of red soil. "You surprise ne," she said. "You, who are edu-
cated and tolerant of nost creatures, advocating hatred for
al |l dragons, even one of good |lineage, |ike Cupelix."

"I"'mnot advocating hatred. | just don't trust him He

wants somet hing fromus."

"Shoul d he hel p us for nothing?"

Sturmtugged fitfully at the ends of his rmustache. "You

just don't see, Kit. Anyone wth power, be he dragon, gob-
lin, gnome or human, is not going to relinquish that power

merely to help others. That's the evil of power, and anyone
or anything who has it is tainted by it."
"You're wong!" she said wth verve. "Wong! A crue

man is cruel no matter what his station in life; but many
dragons skilled in magic were aligned with good. It is the
heart and soul that are the seats of good or evil. Power is
somet hing el se. To have power is to live. To lose it is to exist
as sonething | ess than you are.”

He listened to this short tirade in mute astoni shrment.
Where was the Kit he once knew, the fun-Iloving, passionate
worman who could | augh at danger? The Kit who carried
herself with the pride of a queen, even when she had only a
few coppers in her pocket?

"Where is she?" he said aloud. Kitiara asked him what he

meant. "The Kit | knew in Sol ace. The good conpani on.
The friend."

Hurt and anger flowered in her eyes. "She is with you."

He could sense the anger radiating from her, |like heat

from a hearthstone. She turned and disappeared around the
corner of the obelisk

* *k k* k* %

The gnonmes forged a nmassive |ever switch of iron and
copper, and converted the rest of the scrap into huge coup-
lings that could be clanped over the severed cables in the
C oudmast er and cl osed by great iron hooks. This work
took nost of the night, and when it was done, Rainspot pre-
cipitated a short shower inside the obelisk to quench the fire
and dispel the pall of snmoke that hung over everything.
Cupelix watched it all from his perch, never questioning,
hardly even nmoving for nine and a half hours. Afterward,
the tired gnomes clinbed the ramp into the ship for a rest,
| eaving Cupelix to admre their work.

Sturm |ooked over the netalwork, too, as he idly ate his
supper of dried spear plant and cold beans. Cupelix teased
him wth rmagically produced haunches of roast pig and

pitchers of sweet cream but Sturm stolidly i gnored the
proffered treats.
"You're a stubborn fellow," said the dragon, as Sturm con-

tinued to munch his neager fare.
"Principles are not to be cast aside whenever they becone
i nconvenient," he replied.



"Principles don't fill enpty belly".

"Nor does nmgic salve an enpty heart."
"Very good!" exclaimed Cupelix. "Let us trade proverbs
that contradict each other; that's a worthy entertai nment."
"Some other time. I"'mnot in the nood for ganes," said
Sturmwith a sigh
"Ah, | see the fair face of Mstress Kitiara in this," said the
dragon with a mschievous 1lilt in his voice. "Do you pine for
her, ny boy? Shall | put in a good word for you?"
"No!" Sturm snapped. "You really are quite irritating
sonetinmes. "
"Inasmuch as I1've had no one totalk to for nearly three

mllennia, | admt my etiquette is sorely underdevel oped.
"Still," said Cupelix, "this presents you with the opportunity
toinformme. | would be as polite and genteel as a knight.
WIl you teach ne?"

Sturmstifled a yawn. "It isn't manners or gentility taught
by the fireside that nakes a knight. It's long study and train-
ing, living by the Cath and the Measure. Such things cannot
be taught in light conversation. Besides, | doubt that you
genuinely want to learn anything; you're just |ooking for
di version."

"You're so untrusting," said Cupelix. "No, don't deny it! |

can hear it in your mnd before you speak. How can | con-
vince you of nmy true good will, Sir Doubter?"
"Answer me this: Wy are you, a fully grown brass

dragon, permanently confined to this tower, on this strange
and magi c-ri dden nmoon?"

"I am Keeper of the New Lives," said Cupelix.

"What does that nean?"

The dragon darted his snaky neck from side to side, as
t hough 1 ooking for nonexistent eavesdroppers. "I guard the
repository of ny race." \Wen Sturm conti nued to [look
bl ank, Cupelix said loudly, "Eggs, ny dear, ignorant nor-
tal! The eggs of dragons lie in caverns beneath this obelisk.
It is ny task to watch over them and protect themfrom
i nsensate brutes like yourself." H's great mouth widened in a
grin. "No offense intended, of course.™

"None taken."

Sturm |ooked at the floor, |light red and veined wth dark
wine streaks. He tried to inmagine the nest of dragon eggs
bel ow, but he could not grasp it.

"How do they cone to be here | The eggs, | nean," he said.

"I do not know for certain. I was born here, you see, and
grew from dragonlet to maturity within these walls. Qut of
eggs, mne was chosen to hatch and live as guardian, as the
Keeper of the New Lives."

Sturms mnd boggled. He Ilowered hinmself to the floor
"Who deposited the eggs and built the tower?" he asked.

"I have a theory," said Cupelix, consciously mmcking the
gnones. "Three thousand years ago, when dragons were
bani shed from Krynn, the evil ones were driven by Pal adine

to the Geat Nullity, the negative plane, where they were to
remain until doonsday. The dragons aligned with the forces
of good left the lands of man as well. Pal adine made a pact
with Glean, a neutral god who was synpathetic to our
plight, and arranged for a number of good dragon eggs to be



coll ected and deposited here, to serve as sentinels for when
the evil ones returned. He caused the tower to be raised and
hat ched ne. "

"How many types of dragon eggs |ie bel ow?"

"Some of the brass, bronze, and copper <clans, in the num
ber of 496. It is the collected spirit of these wunborn dragons
that provides the magic that saturates Lunitari."

"Four -" Sturmshifted on his haunches, as if he could fee
the novenent of so many creatures below the thick marble
sl ab. So many!

"When will they hatch?" asked Sturm

"Tomorrow or never." Sturmpressed for a better answer,
and Cupelix said, "Aveil of dormancy laid down by G lean
lies over the entire cache. It will +take a god, or a mghty
spell, tolift the veil and cause the eggs to hatch. Now you

know al |l about me," added Cupelix. "Do you trust ne?"

"Alnmost. Could | see the eggs?"

Cupelix scratched his shiny chest with one of his fore-
claws and Sturm w nced at the screeching sound. "I don't
know about that -"

"Don't you trust nme?" asked Sturm

" true touch, nortal! You shall see themthen, a sight no

nortal eye has ever beheld. Hwm" The dragon |lifted one
tree-sized leg and flexed his birdlike toes. "I'Il have to warn
the Mcones. They live in the caverns and keep the eggs

clean, turning themevery day so the yolks don't settle.
They would certainly slay you if you ventured down there
without my permission.” Cupelix settled again and fluffed
out his wngs. "I wll inform the Mcones, but you nmnust be
sure not to touch the eggs. The protective instinct runs so
deeply in them that not even ny intervention would pre-
vent the Mcones from ripping you linmb fromlinb if you
touched an egg."

“"I"ll keep that in mnd," said Sturm He stood to go. "My
| invite the others?"

"Way not? I'msure the little men will be fascinated."

"Thank you, dragon."

Sturm nodded and made for the qui et  ship. Once the

human was inside, Cupelix spread his wngs and telepathi-

cally ordered the illumnating ants to cease their glow The

l[ight went out of their bodies, and one by one the M cones
' dropped off and scuttled back into their holes in the floor

Kitiara re-entered the darkened obelisk. "Were is every-
body?" she call ed out.
"In the flying machine," said Cupelix, unseen above her in

t he shadows. She flinched at the sound of his voice.

"You should give a person warning that vyou're there," she
chided. "Is there anything left to eat?"

A table, set wth candles, appeared before her. Delicate
cutlets of wveal, bread, and nelted sweet butter awaited her
A tall, clear glass goblet brimed with rich red wne. Kiti-
ara pulled out the velvet-cushioned, high-backed chair and
sat down.

"What's the occasion?' she asked.

"No occasion,"” replied the dragon fromon high. "A ges-

ture of friendship."

"Are we friends?" said Kitiara, forking up a slice of veal
"Ch, yes, and | hope we shall be better friends still."

"A woman could do worse,"” she said, sipping the wne. It



wasn't grape wne at all, but sonme sort of berry, tart and

cleansing on the tongue. "Good," she said, not quite sure
how el se to characterize the w ne
"I'm glad you like it. It's pleasing to ne to do things for

you, Kitiara. May | call you Kitiara? You appreciate ny lit-
tle gifts. Unlike that Brightblade fellow He's so stiff and
proper, it's a wonder he doesn't chip himself when he

shaves." Kitiara | aughed at the dragon's very apt image.

"You have a very charming | augh," said Cupeli x.

"Careful,” she said. "If I were less mndful, 1'd think you
were trying to cozen ne."

"I merely delight in your conpany." There was a heavy

rustle as the dragon flew fromone side of the obelisk to the
other. The candle flanes on Kitiara's table wavered in the
di sturbed air.

" Soon Mast er Bri ght bl ade and hi s gnomi sh conpani ons
will make a descent into the caverns below the tower,"
Cupelix said, and further explained about the cache of
dragon eggs. 'Wile they are down there, | should Iike you
to visit me in ny private sanctum" The bulk of the brass
dragon dropped from the dar kness, |anding with infinite

grace and lightness in front of Kitiara' s table.

"What for?" she said, not quite suppressing the catch in
her throat.

Up close - at a range of no nore than six feet - Cupelix's
eyes were green orbs three hands w de. The vertical black
pupils were cracks into the deepest abyss. H's eyes nar-
rowed as the dragon scrutinized the wonan.

"I would hear of your |Ilife and philosophy, and you may
pry into ny secrets as well," he said. "Only don't tell the oth-
ers. It would make them jeal ous."

"Not a word," Kitiara said. She winked at the dragon, and
Cupelix flicked his tongue out. 1t touched her hand and a
warm tingle spread up her arm

"Until then." Cupelix spread his wngs until they whisked
the far walls. He sprang off the floor with one thrust of his
power ful hind | egs and vani shed into the darkness above.

Kitiara's heartbeat slowy resumed its normal  rhythm
The tingle in her arm slowy faded. Kitiara reached for her
wine glass. To her surprise, her hand was shaking so nuch
t hat she knocked the goblet off the table, and it shattered on
the red marble floor.

"Dam!" she said, clenching her fist.

Chapter 23
Caverns Deep

The ghomes responded to Cupelix's invitation wth
characteristic enthusiasm The new netal parts for the
Gl oudmaster had to cool a while Ionger before they could be
fitted into place, and the proposed descent into the caverns
suited them very well. They turned the ship upside down
hunting for proper equipnment: pens and paper, of course;
rope and tape measures; and transits for surveying the |ay-
out of the caverns. Cutwood brought out a |[|arge bal ance
scale to weigh representative speci nens of dragon eggs.

"Ch, no," Sturmwarned. "No one is to touch the eggs, not
the least little bit."



"But why?" asked Rainspot, who was wearing his oilcloth
slicker full-tine now
"The M cones are under orders to kill anyone who touch-

es them" Sturm said. "Not even Cupelix can countermand
that order." Cutwood reluctantly abandoned his scale.

Two hours before dawn, Sturm and the gnones presented
t hensel ves before one of the large, round holes in the obe-
lisk floor. Cupelix was poised on his |edge above them and
Kitiara lingered in the doorway, watching the comc nar-
shaling of the gnome explorers. Some of them particularly
Fitter, were so laden wth gear that they could scarcely
stand. Sturmis only special item was a |ong hank of rope,
secured at one shoul der and draped across his chest.

"I  hope you don't intend to clinb down," said the dragon
mldly. "The way presents many difficulties."

"How else shall we get down there?" asked Stutts.
"By allowing the Mcones to take you."
Sturms eyes narrowed. "How wll they do that?"

"It's very sinple," said Cupelix. He shut his nouth and
lowered his head, as he wusually did when conmuni cati ng
telepathically with the ants. Hard, arnored heads appeared
in all the holes, and before Sturm could protest six M cones
presented thenselves to the exploration party. "The ants are
quite capable of carrying two gnones apiece, and the sixth
wi Il be Master Brightblade's mount."

Sturmturned to Kitiara. "Are you certain you won't
change your mind and go with us?"

She shook her head. "I've explored enough of this noon,
thank you."

The gnomes were already scranbling over their rmounts,
nmeasuring, touching, and tapping the crystalline creatures
from mandible to stinger. The glass-snboth ants presented
no footholds or handholds for mounting and riding. After
some discussion (cut short by Sturms inpatient sigh), the
gnones tied lengths of rope together into reasonable halters
and bridles. The M cones stood stock-still through all this
indignity. Even their restless antennae were notionl ess.

Fl ash bent down on his hands and knees and Stutts
stepped on his back to reach his seat on the Mcone. He was

still too short to reach the ant's arched thorax. Sighter tried
to boost Stutts up. He planted both hands and one shoul der
in the seat of Stutts's pants and shoved wth all his mght.
Stutts rose up the curving carapace of crystal, wup and up -

and over. He slid headfirst over the ant's body and thunped
down on the other side. Fortunately, sonething soft broke
his fall. It was Birdcall.

Sturmmade a stirrup loop in his rope and |evered hinself
onto the creature's back. "It's like sitting on a statue," he
said, wiggling to situate hinself. "Cold and hard."

The gnomes enul ated Sturmis rope stirrup, and with only a
few mnor bruises, managed to mount their ants. The pairs
were Stutts and Flash, Birdcall and Sighter, Cutwood and
Rai nspot, Roperig and Fitter (naturally), with Wngover by
hi msel f .

g "How do we steer these things?" Cutwod nuttered. The
makeshi ft halter ran around the giant ant's neck, but there
was no way to control an animal that didn't breathe.

"There's no need for that," said the dragon. "I have told



them to take you to the cavern, wait there, and bring you
back. They wll not deviate from ny instructions, so don't
try to get around them Hold on and enjoy the ride."

"Ready, colleagues?" asked Stutts, with a wave.

"Ready!" "We're ready!"™ "Let's go!" were the replies.
Sturm wrapped the rope around his clenched fist and nod-
ded. The Mcones were set in notion, and they were off.

v The giant ant below Sturmwas rock steady on its six spin-
dly legs, though its side-to-side notion was a bit odd to him
who was wused to the up-and-down gait of a four-footed
horse. Sturms feet were only a few inches off the floor, but,
the M cone bore himstrongly to the nearest hole. He expect-

ed the ant to enter and descend like a man going down a spi-
ral stair, but no. The creature entered the hole headfirst and
kept bending, tipping Sturmfarther and farther forward.

He | eaned down until his chest was pressed against the ant's
doned back and clanped his arnms and legs around its body.

The M cone wal ked down the hole's wvertical wal | and
energed, upside down, in the vaulted cavern below, wth
t he astoni shed Sturm hanging on for all he was worth.

The gnhones' nmount s ent er ed t he same way, and the

squeals of delight and terror that followed rang off the
mlky, china blue walls. Huge stalactites, thirty and forty
feet long and ten feet wide at their bases, reached down to
the floor. The pale blue formations shone with a dim |ight of

their own. The walls and ceiling (which Sturm found him
self staring at) were |likew se encrusted with a coating of the
hard bl ue-white crystal. It |looked as snpboth as ice, but the
ants' barbed feet clung tenaciously to it and never slipped.

Sturms munt followed a well-worn path amd the cold
spires. The Mcone walked thirty vyards across the cavern's
ceiling, then abruptly turned and descended straight down
the wall. A hundred feet below, the ant righted itself and
noved across the cavern floor, which was littered wth what
resenbled large scraps of old parchnent and red |eather
This debris was kicked up around the ants' feet wuntil they
halted in a precise straight line, directly belowthe holes in
the obelisk floor, now high above their heads. Al around
them the wvaulted cavern glowed wth faint |um nescence. It
was like Solinari in wane, but glowed from all directions
and cast no shadows.

* *k k* k* %

VWhen Sturm and t he ghones had depart ed for the
caverns, Kitiara waited nervously by the bow of the d oud-
master. The gnones' shrieks - half delight, half terror -
faded as the ants carried them into the hollows below
Cupelix alighted on the floor beside the flying ship. "Wll
ny dear, are you ready?" asked the dragon

Kitiara bit her lip and rubbed the palnms of her hands on
her sleeves. "Sure," she said. "How do | get up there?"

"The sinplest way is for me to carry you."

She eyed him uncertainly. Cupelix's forelegs were small
conpared to his massive hind | egs, which could easily crush
an ox. Noting her hesitation, the dragon said, "If you clinb
upon ny back and sit astride ny neck, 1'Il fly very carefully
to the top of the tower." So saying, he laid his chin on the
cold floor. Kitiara threw one |leg over the beast's I|ong, sin-



ewy neck. His scales were as cold and hard as she'd thought
they would be. They were living flesh, but felt wvery much
like true brass. Cupelix raised his head, and Kitiara felt taut
muscl es surge under the burnished scales. She |eaned for-
ward and grasped the edges of two scales to secure a grip, as
Cupel i x spread his wings and |launched straight into the air.

3
The obelisk walls were square on its lowest third. Were
one particularly heavy platform ringed the wall s, they
slanted inward, constricting the dragon's novenent. Cupe-
lix flared his wings and grabbed hold of the ledge wth his
powerful hind Iegs. He hopped sideways, sliding his four-
toed feet along the sill, which was deeply worn by centuries
of such novenment. Kitiara | ooked over the dragon's shoul -
der and down. The C oudnaster |ooked like a toy, and the
holes that had so recently swallowed Sturmand the gnones

were mere ink blots on a crinson page.

Cupel i x reached a horizontal pillar that crossed fromthe
north |l edge to the east side. He sidled on out onto this unti
he was al nost centered in the shaft again. "Hold on!" he
sai d, and | eaped.

There was not enough roomthat high to allow him to fly,
so he kept his wings furled. Cupelix |eaped thirty yards up
to where the obelisk was very cranped indeed.

Kitiara opened her eyes. The floor, four hundred feet
bel ow, was a vague pink square. Above, the obelisk cane
to an abrupt end at a flat stone ceiling. She tightened her
hold on the dragon's neck. A shiver ran through the great
el ephanti ne body.

"You're tickling me," he said, in a very undragonlike man-
ner. A wckedly hooked claw set on the |eading edge of
Cupel i x's right wi ng nudged against her. It scraped along the
spot where Kitiara had held on, scratching the ticklish spot.

"Are you going to do any nore junping?" she asked, try-
ing not to let her anxiety showin her voice.

"Ch, no, fromhere onit's all clinbing."

By claw and ruscul ar | eg, the dragon clinbed the
remaining few yards wth deft deliberation. He stopped
when his horned head bunped the flat ceiling separating
themfrom the obelisk's wuppernost section. Kitiara expected
himto utter sone magic word that would open the way, but
instead Cupelix planted his angular head against a stone
slab and pushed. H's neck bowed under the pressure, and
Kitiara was pinned between the nmassive wing nuscles. She
was about to protest when a large section of the slab gave
way grudgingly. Cupelix shoved it upward wuntil it stood on
edge. He Ilowered his neck, and Kitiara disnounted inside

the dragon's inner sanctum Her feet slipped on the marble,
and for a second the distant floor below seemed ready to
rush to her. Kitiara stepped farther away from the opening
and breathed a silent sigh of relief.

"Arryas shirak!" said the dragon. A globe fully eight feet
across, set in the very apex of the obelisk roof, blazed with
light. The details of Cupelix's lair |eaped out at her: heaps of
old books and scrolls, candle stands, censers, braziers, and
ot her magi cal appar at us all  wrought in heavy gold; four
tapestries covered the walls, tapestries so old that the | owest
edges were crunbling to dust. One hangi ng, fifteen feet



wide by fifteen feet high, showed Huma the Lancer astride a
fire-breathing dr agon, i mpal i ng a denizen of t he Dar k
Queen's domain. The hero's arnmor  was worked in gold and
silver thread.

The second great tapestry was a map of Krynn. It showed
not only the continent of Ansalon as Kitiara knew it, but
other |and nasses to the north and west.

The third hanging showed a concl ave of the gods. They
were all there, the good, the neutral, and the evil, but the inmage
that truly arrested her was that of the Dark Queen. Takhisis
stood apart from the assenbled gods of good and neutrality,
regal and scornful. The weaver had nade her not only beauti-
ful, but also terrible, with scaly legs and a barbed tail. As Kiti-
ara moved past the great figure, the expression on the Dark
Queen's face was by turns cruel, contenptuous, bitter, and
bewitching. Kitiara mght have stood there forever staring at
her, had not Cupelix levered the stone slab back into place,
restoring it for a floor. The several tons of marble thunked
down, and broke Kitiara's trance.

The last tapestry was the nost enigmatic. It was a depic-
tion of a balance, Ilike the constellation H ddukel , except
that this scale was unbroken. In the right pan of the scales
was an egg. On the left was the silhouette of a man. Cupelix
cl onped across the slab, his nails clicking on the stone.

"Do you understand the picture?" he asked.

“I'm not sure," Kitiara replied. "Wat sort of egg is that
supposed to be?"

"What kind do you think it is?"

"Well, if it's a dragon egg, then |I guess the picture repre-

sents the world in balance between humans and dragons -
as long as the dragons are just eggs."

Cupelix said, "That's very good. It's also the nost obvi-
ous interpretation. There are many others."

"Who made the hangi ngs?"

"I don't know. The gods, perhaps. They were here before
| was." The dragon went to the largest pile of books and |ay
back against them drawing his tail around in front. Kitiara
cast about for a convenient place to sit. She upended a black
iron cauldron inlaid with silver runes and sat on that.

"So here | am" she said. "Wiy did you want to talk with
me especial ly?"

"Because you are different from the others. The nman
Sturm | enjoy debating, but one can talk to him for five
mnutes and know his entire mind. He is very plain-spoken
and singl e-m nded, isn't he?"

She shrugged. "He's a good fellow when he doesn't inflict his
narrow val ues on others. It's hard to Iike himsonetines."
"And | ove?" asked the dragon slyly.
"Hardly! Ch, he's not bad | ooking, well made and all, but
it'll take a different sort of woman fromme to capture
Sturm Brightbl ade's heart."

Cupel i x cocked his head to one side. "lIn what way?"

"I'nnocent. Unworldly. Someone who fits his knightly
version of purity.”

"Ah," said the dragon. "A femal e untainted by | ust

Kitiara smled crookedly. "Well, not conpletely.”

"Ha!" Cupelix gave a hoot of |laughter, thumping a six-
foot stack of tones. Dust puffed frombetween the yellowed



vel lum pages. "That's what | like about you, ny dear
you're so frank, yet unpredictable. |1've not yet been able to
read your mnd."

"But you've tried?"

"Ch, vyes. |It's inmportant to know what dangerous nortals
are thinking."

Kitiara | aughed. "Am | dangerous?"

"Very. As | explained, Master Brightblade is an open book
to me, and the gnomes' thoughts fly about like nmad butter-
flies, but you - you, ny dear Kitiara, bear nuch watching."

"The time has come for you to answer some questions

frankly, dragon," she said, planting her hands on her knees.
"What is it you want fromus? From ne?"

"I told you," said Cupelix, twsting his neck from side to
side. "I want to leave this tower and go to Krynn. |I'm sick of
bei ng cooped up in here, wth no one to talk to and nothing
to eat but the Il eavings the Mcones can scrounge for ne."

"You feed us quite well," Kitiara objected.

"You do not understand the essential formula of nmagic. A
small  amount of matter can be changed by a |arge ampunt
of energy - that is howit is done. What you consider a large
nmeal woul d not be a snack for ne."

"You're big and strong," she said. "Wy don't you claw
your way out?"

" And bring the stones down upon rmy head?" Cupelix

preened his purplish cheeks. "That woul d hardly accom
plish nmy purpose. Besides," his eyes narrowed vertically,
"there is geas, a mmgical prohibition against ny danaging
the structure. | have tried many tinmes, using many fornu-

lae, to convince the Mcones to denolish the tower, but they
would not. There is a higher power at work here, which
requires the attention of athird force to overcone. Your
ingenious little friends are that third force, ny dear. Their
fertile little brains can conceive a hundred schemes for every
one you or | nmay devise."

"And none of them practical."

"Real ly? You surprise me again, dear nortal girl. Dd
t hese same gnones not get you to Lunitari in the first place?"
She objected that that had been an acci dent.

"Accidents are only unexpected probabilities," said the
dragon. "They can be encouraged."

VWen Cupelix said that, Kitiara |ooked over her left
shoul der and saw the Dark Queen glaring down haughtily

fromher tapestry. "Wiat," she began before taking her eyes
off the nesnerizing visage, "will you do if we can get you
out of here?"

"Fly to Krynn and take up residence there, of course. | am
very keen to sanple the nortal world with all its gaudy and
vigorous life." She gave a derisive snort. "Wy do you do

t hat ?" asked Cupeli x.
"You think life on Krynn is strange! Wat do you call the

creatures who dwell around you?" she said.

"To me, they are normal. They are all | have known, you
see, and they bore nme. Have you ever tried to talk philoso-
phy with a tree-man? One night as well talk to a stone. Did
you know that the vegetable life that grows on Lunitari is so
feeble and transient it has no magical aura of its own? It is
only because of the pervasive force of ny egg-bound com



patriots that there is life here at all." Cupelix nmustered a
massive sigh. "I want to see oceans and forests and noun-
tains. | want to converse wth wise nortals of every race
and so increase ny knowl edge beyond the boundaries set by
t hese anci ent books."

Now she understood. "You want power,'

said Kitiara.

Cupelix clenched his foreclaw into a fist. "If know edge is

power, then the answer is yes. | ache to be free of this perfect
prison. Wwen ny Mcone scouts discovered the gnones' fly-
ing ship, for the first time |I hoped that | m ght escape."

Kitiara was silent for a noment. Choosing her words care-
fully, she said, "Do you fear retribution, should you escape?"

The dragon's head pulled back in surprise, "Retribution
from whon®"

"Those who nmade the obelisk. If a prison stands, then
there likely is a warden somewhere. "

"The gods sleep. Glean the Gay Voyager, Sirrion, and
Reorx have laid dowmn the reins of destiny. The way is clear
for action. The very fact of your voyage to Lunitari bears
this out. In the days of Huma, such a thing would not have
been tol erated,"” Cupelix said.

The gods sleep, Kitiara nused. The way is clear for
action! These thoughts stirred deep within her. It rnust be
true; a dragon woul d know

"Tell me your thoughts," Cupelix said. "I grow uneasy
when you are so quiet."

A daring notion began to formin her head. "Have you
consi dered what you will do once you reach Krynn?" she

asked. "Your books are old. You could use a guide."

"Do you have anyone in mnd, ny dear?"

"Few know Ansalon as | do," Kitiara replied."M travels
have taken me far. Together we could tour the world and
reap what benefits would conme to wus." She |ooked the

dragon in the eye. "As partners.”

Cupelix wheezed and whistled like a boiling teapot. He
cl apped his forearns against his sides. He really was quite
good at parodyi ng human gestures.

"Ch, ny dear wonan! You wound nme with mirth! | am
killed!'" he excl ai ned.

Kitiara frowned. "Wy do you | augh?"

"You speak of partnership with a dragon as casually as |
speak of ny servants, the Mcones. Do you inmagine that
you and | are equals? That is a rich jest indeed!" Cupelix
rocked so hard wth nerrinent that he banged his head
sharply on the wall behind him That calmed him but Kiti-
ara was al ready of fended. She sprang to her feet.

"I wish to |eave!" she exclaimed. "I see no reason to sit
here and be | aughed at!"

"Sit down," Cupelix said genially. When she struck a defi-

ant pose, the dragon swept his tail in behind her, and down
she went to the marble floor

"Let us be clear about one thing, nmy dear girl: On the
scale of life, | sit far higher than you. And | will have good

manners from ny guests, yes?" Kitiara rubbed her bruised
posterior and said nothing. "Face-to-face wth one of the
greatest creatures that ever existed, you are insolent. \Wat
makes you so proud?

"I amwhat | have nade nyself," Kitiara said tersely. "In a
world where nost are ignorant peasants, | made nyself a



warrior. | take what | can and give when | like. | don't need
you, dragon. | don't need anyone!"

"Not even Tanis?" Kitiara's face darkened dramatically.
"Be at ease. Even your nortal friend Sturm could have
heard your heart cry out his nane just then. Wwo is this
man, and why do you | ove hinP"

"He's half-elf, not human, if you must know " Kitiara
took a deep breath. "And I don't love him"

"I ndeed? Can ny sense for such things be so wong? |
woul d hear the tale of Tanis," Cupelix said. He curled back
his lips in a waggi sh imtation of a human smle. "Please?"

"You only want to hear so you can nock ne."

"No, no! Human relationships fascinate me. | need to
under st and. "

Kitiara slipped back onto the overturned caul dron. She

gazed into space, marshaling images of her past. "I'd like to
understand Tanis nmyself," she said. "Being a woman in a
man's game - war - throws you inwith all sorts of men.
Most of themare a scurvy lot of bullies and cutthroats. In
nmy younger days, | rmust have fought a hundred duels wth
men who tried to push ne around, take advantage of ne,
until | becane as hard and cold as the blade | carried.” Kiti-

ara fingered the hilt of her sword. "Then cane Tanis.
"I was on ny way back to Solace one autum a few years

back. The sumer canpai gni ng season was done, and 1'd
been paid off by ny nmpst recent comrmander. Wth a pocket
full of silver, | rode south. In the forest, | was anbushed by a
pack of goblins. An arrow took out nmy horse, and | was
throwmn down. The goblins came out of the brush wth axes
and clubs to finish ne off, but I Jlay in wait for them When
they got <close, | was on thembefore they could blink.

killed two right away and settled down to toy with the |ast
pair. Goblins are startlingly bad thieves and even worse in

st and- up conbat . One of them tripped and managed to
inpale itself on its own weapon. | carved my mark on the
| ast one, and it screamed its bloody head off. | was ready to
finish the pest, when out of the bushes bounded this beauti-
ful fellowwith a bow He scared ne for a second. | thought
he was wth the goblins. Before 1| could nove, he'd put a
gray-goose shaft into the last goblin. It was then | realized

he t hought he was rescuing ne."
She paused, and the ghost of a smile played about her

lips. "It's funny, but at the tine | was nad. That goblin was
mne to Kkill, you see, and Tanis had taken that away from
me. | went after him but he stood ne off long enough for

the blood-anger to |eave ne. How we |aughed after that! He
made me feel good, Tanis did. No one had done that for a
long, long time. Sure, we were lovers soon enough, but we
wer e nmor e than that. We rode and hunted and played
pranks together. We lived, you understand? W |ived."

"Why did this love not continue?" asked Cupelix quietly.

"He wanted nme to stay in Solace. | couldn't do that. | tried
to get himto go on the road wth nme, but he wouldn't fight
for pay. He's half-elf, as | said; sone rogue nercenary

nol ested his elf nother to conceive him and he's ever had a
cold place in his heart for soldiers."” Kitiara nade a fist. "If
Tani s had fought by ny side, | would never have left himtill
the last drop of blood spilled fromny body."



She sl apped her knee. "Tanis was great fun, and in that he
was far better as a conpanion than Sturm who's always
serious, but the tinme canme when | had to choose between his
way of living and mne. | chose, and here | am"

"I"'mglad," said Cupelix. "WII you help liberate ne?"

"Back to that, are we? Wiat is it worth to you?"

Cupelix raised his ears, making the veined webbing
behi nd them stand up. "Don't you worry about your own
safety?" he asked in a runbling voice.

"Don't bluff me, dragon. If you were going to use threats,
you'd have threatened Stutts, Birdcall, and Flash before we
got here. You can't force us to help. You're not the sort of
dragon to do it."

The dragon's threatening posture collapsed, and the the-
atrical menace left his voice. "True, true," Cupelix said. "You
are a razor, Kit. You cut deep with little effort.”

Kitiara flipped a hand in salute, nockingly. "I'mnot new
to the gane of threat and bluff,"” she said, standing. A slim
band of new light fell across her shoulder froma slit w ndow
in the obelisk wall. "Consider what | said about partnership,
dragon. It needn't be for life, just a year or twd. Do that for
me, and I'll speak for you."

Sunlight brightened the room The nagic globe at the
ceiling's apex dimed and went out. By the natural light,
Kitiara could see that the dragon's books and scrolls were
nore decayed than she thought. The tapestries were rotten
too. In the nmdst of this decay, the dragon's predicanent was

nor e obvi ous. Soneday, Cupeli x woul d have nothing to
read or study but a heap of mildewed pul p.
"How many nore centuries wll you live?" Kitiara asked.
The dragon's eyes narrowed. "A great nmany."
"Well, nmaybe soneone else will show up and hel p you
escape. But think how lonely it wll be. Soon no nore
books, no tapestries, no conpany."
"Partnership... one year?" said Cupelix.

"Two years,"” Kitiara said firmy. "A very short span in the
life of a dragon.”

"True, true." Cupelix gave his word that he would travel
with Kitiara for two years upon their return to Krynn

She stretched, sniling expansively. Kitiara felt good. She
would come out of this crazy voyage to the red moon wth

nor e than increased nmuscl e power. A dragon, a living
dragon, as her conpanion for two whol e years!
"I't'"ll be a great adventure," she said to him

Cupel i x snapped his jaws. "Indubitably."

Kitiara went to the windowto take in the fresh air. Light-
ning crackled fromthe obelisk peak as the magic essence dis-
charged into the red mon's sky. Wwen the flashes ended,
Kitiara | ooked down at the valley bel ow

"The Lunitarians are noving!" she excl ai ned.

"Of course; it's day, their time to nove," said Cupelix.

"But they're formng ranks! | think they're going to
attack!"

* *k k* k* %

The M cones showed no si gns of novi ng, so Sturm
announced that they'd best proceed on foot. The gnones



were already untied and sliding off the backs of their
mounts. Sturm got down and patted the M cone on the
head, a habit he'd always had since owning his first horse.
The giant ant cocked its wedge-shaped head and clacked its
mandi bl es together. A response of pleasure? Sturm wonder-
ed. It was hard to tell.

The rubbi sh around them was knee-deep to Sturm and
chest-deep to the gnomes. Sturm found Sighter exanining a
pi ece of the red leather with his magnifying gl ass.

"Hm doesn't look Iike vegetable material," said Sighter
Cutwood tried witing on the soft brown parchnent-stuff,
but it wouldn't take a pencil mark; it was too soft and supple.
Sturmtried to tear a sheet of it in two, but couldn't do it.

"This woul d make admirabl e boot tops," he said. "I won-
der what it is?"
"I would say it's sone formof aninmal hide," said Sighter
shapping his glass back into its case.
"W haven't found any animals on Lunitari, except the
dragon," Stutts objected. "Even the Mcones are nore nin-

eral than aninmal."

"Maybe," Wngover said slowy, "there are other kinds of

animals in these caves. Animals we haven't seen before.”
Rai nspot swal | owed audi bly. "Ghone-eating ani mal s?"

" "Bosh," said Sighter. "The M cones woul dn't all ow any-

t hi ng dangerous to live near the dragon eggs. Stop scaring
your sel ves. "

Flash was off a little ways, touching the white crust on the
walls. He plucked a tack hamrer fromhis tool-Iladen belt
and butted a cold steel chisel against the wall. Back swung
t he hammer.

Bong! The little hamrer hit the chisel, and the whole
cavern reverberated with the sound. So powerful were the
vi brations, that the gnones lost their footing and fell in the
thi ck rubbi sh. Sturm braced hinself against a squat stal ag-
mte until the ringing ceased.

"Don't do that!" Cutwood said plaintively. Wth his aug-
ment ed hearing, the tone had been enough to start his nose
bl eeding. AIl the Mcones were clicking their mandibles and
shaki ng their heads.

"Fascinating," said Stutts. "A perfect resonant chanber!
Ah! It makes sense!”

"What does?" asked Roperig.

"This extraneous jetsam |It's padding, to deaden the ants
footsteps on the floor."

They waded t hough the rubbish toward the end of the
obl ong chanber. The ceiling level fell and the floor rose to
form a tight «circular opening. The rim of the opening had
been notched wth jagged spikes of quartz, probably by the
M cones. Anything softer than a giant ant would be cut to
pieces if it tried to walk or crawl over the spikes. The
gnonmes held back and proposed many sol utions to the
probl em of the entrance. Sturmplanted his fists on his hips
and sighed. He turned back and gathered up an arnful of
the tough parchnentlike shreds, then laid them across the
spi kes. He put his hands on the parchnent and pushed. The
spi kes poked through three or four layers, but the top |layers
remai ned unpi erced.

"Allow ne," said Sturm He lifted Stutts and sat himon



the padding. Stutts slid through the opening to the chanber
beyond. One by one, the ot her gnomes foll owed. Sturm
went last. The gnomes plunged ahead in their bunbling,
fearl ess way, and he had to catch up with them

Sturm hurried down the narrow slit in the rock and into
another large chanber. Here veins of wne red crystal oozed
out of fissures in the rock. Wen the soft crystal touched the
warner, noister air of the cavern, it lightened to clear crim
son and began to take nore exact form Around them were
dozens of hal f-formed M cones; sone only heads, sone
whole bodies but wthout Ilegs, and some so conplete that
t heir ant ennae wi ggl ed.

"So this is the ant hatchery," said Wngover.

"'Hatchery' isn't the right word for it," said Roperig.

"Living rock crystal," said Stutts breathlessly. "I wonder
what influences it to take on an ant shape?"

"The dragon, | would think," said Sighter, turning a com
plete circle to see all the budding Mcones. "Renenber, he
said he tried to make the tree-folk into servants but failed.
He rmust have wuncovered this living crystal and decided to
use it to nmake perfectly obedi ent and hard-working slaves."

They walked in single file down the center of the high
narrow cavern. As before, bluish stalactites on the ceiling
shed a weak light on the scene. Flash approached one of the
nearly finished Mcones and tried to neasure the width of its
head. The ant noved I|ike lightning and clanped its power-
ful jaws on the gnome's arm Flash let out a yell

"Cet back!"™ Sturmcried, drawing his sword. He tried to
| ever the jaws open, but the creature's grip was too strong.
The cruel sawtoothed jaws could easily cut through flesh
and bone -

Sturmnoticed that Flash's armwasn't bl eeding. The
gnonme struggled, beating the stone-hard ant on the head
with his flinmsy folding rule.

"Has he got you by the arn®" Sturm asked.

"Uh! Agh! Yes! \Wat do you think this is, ny foot?"

Sturm eased his hand forward and felt Flash's arm The
M cone's jaws had missed the gnone's flesh. Al it had was
his jacket sleeve.

"Take your jacket off,’

Sturmsaid calmy.

"Uh! Argh! Eeel | can't!"

“I'"ll  help you." Sturmreached in front of the gnonme and
undi d the conplex series of buttons and | acings on his jack-
et. He pulled Flash's left armout, then his right. The enpty
jacket dangled in the M cone's jaws. The hal f-formed
M cone did not nove.

"My jacket!" Flash how ed.

"Never mind! Just thank your gods that your armdidn't
get caught in that thing' s pincers,"” Sturm said.

"Thank vyou, Reorx," said the gnone. He |ooked |onging-
ly at the lost jacket. A big tear rolled down his cheek. "I
designed that jacket nyself. The One Size Fits Al W nd-
proof Jacket Mark II1."

"You can nmeke another," Wngover said consolingly. "An
even better one. Wth detachable sleeves, in case you ever
get in such a predi canent again."

"Yes, yes! Wiat a splendid notion, detachable sleeves!"
Fl ash made a hasty sketch on his white shirt cuff.

Beyond the ant hatchery the cavern wound off in severa



directions, and there was no clear indication which way the
explorers should go. Cutwood suggested that they split up

and try all the tunnels, but Stutts vetoed that, and Sturm

agr eed.

"W've no idea how large this caverns is, and if you go off on your

you stand a good chance of getting |ost forever

W also don't know how the Mcrones will react to us if we split up,"”

sai d.

"They do seemvery literal-minded," Sighter said. "Sepa-

rate pairs may not nean the same thing to them as a band of
ten." The sight of Flash's jacket |ocked in the unbreakable
grip of the Mcone's jaws was a powerful inducenent to stay
toget her. Not hing nmore was said about splitting up

They chose the widest, straightest path onward. The
floor sloped down from the Mcones' birth chanber at such
a steep angle that the gnomes gave up trying to walk down
and instead sat down to slide. Sturmwould have preferred
to wal k down, but the floor was slick with dew, so it didn't
take himlong to decide to do as the gnomes did.

Sturm slid gently into another, |lower cavern. It was very
much warmer and wetter here; the air was steany. Wter

trickled down the walls and dripped fromoverhead. As he
stood up, he saw the gnomes' dark shapes strolling through
the wi spy white clouds of steam

"Stutts! Sighter! \Were are all of you?" he called.

"Right here!™ Sturm walked wuncertainly into the mst.
The cavern was well lit from above (from a large nunber of
the glowing stalactites), and considerable heat radiated
fromthe fl oor.

"M nd the magma, " said Cutwood, appearing in the steamin
front of him The gnome pointed to a raised funnel of glazed
rock in their path. A fiery halo hung over the w de nouth.
Sturm bent over it and saw that the natural bow was full of a
bright orange liquid. A bubble burst wetly in its center

"Molten rock," Cutwood explained. "That's why the cave
is so warm"

Sturm had an alnmost irresistible urge to touch the bub-
bling stuff, but the glare of heat on his face told himquite
pl ai nly how hot t he magnme was. Anot her ghone,
W ngover, appeared in the swirling steam

"This way!" he cried.

They wended their way through a garden of seething
cauldrons, each one emtting gurgles as the nolten rock
boiled. The air around them became sulfurous and hard to
take in. Sturm coughed and held a kerchief to his face.

The vapors abated sonewhat near the cavern wall. The
remai ning gnomes were clustered by a small hole in the
wall. Sturmraised his head and saw that the hole was dark

"I's that it?" Sturm wondered al oud.
"Must be," said Sighter. "Seems to be no other way out."
"Perhaps one of the other tunnels we m ssed,” Roperig

suggested. The black circle was not very inviting.

"The established path clearly | eads here," said Stutts. "As
seni or colleague, it is up to me to go first -"

"No, you don't," Sturmsaid. "lI'marmed. 111 go first to
make sure it's safe.”

"Ch, excellent idea!" said Rainspot.

"Well, if you insist -" said Stutts.

"You will need a light," said Flash. He unbuttoned one of

own,

St urm



t he capaci ous pockets on the front of his trouser legs. "Gve
me a nmonment and 1'l1 lend you ny Collapsing Self-lgniting

Pocket Lanp Mark XVI." Flash wunfolded a flattish box of tin
and set it on the floor. Froma separate wooden case he
extracted a bit of gooey stuff that resenbled axle grease. He
put a dollop of this in the lanp. Froma different pocket,
Flash produced a slender glass vial, tightly stoppered. He
broke the wax seal and popped the cork. A sharp, volatile
aroma filled the cavern. Flash crouched down and extended
his armcautiously to the lanp. One eye clenched shut as a
single drop of the fluid fell fromthe vial

The droplet hit the plug of grease and went poof! The
flash lit up the whole area, and the grease burned nerrily.
Sturm reached for it, and the |anp popped and sputtered,
sending bits of flaming grease in all directions.

"Are you sure this is safe?" he asked

"Well, after a few mnutes, the tin wll nmelt,” Flash said
"But it should be all right until then."

"Wonderful ." He picked up the violent little lanp by its
slim netal ring and started through the hole. The gnones
clustered around the opening, their pink faces and white
beards facing upward |ike so nmany dai sies seeking the sun

Sturm walked up a curving ranp and soon entered a
chanmber of profound silence. Even the lamp's sputtering
declined to a fitful flicker. He stepped off the ranp and onto
the roughly cleared stone floor and beheld a sight that no
nortal had seen in mllennia.

Dragon eggs. Row upon row of carved niches, each hold-
ing a single nelon-sized egg. Row after row, tier upon tier
stretching far beyond the feeble range of Iight from the Col -
lapsing Self-lgniting Pocket Lanp Mark XVi. The 1lips of
each niche glittered with dew, forned when the steany air
bel ow nmet the cooler air of this chanber.

A gnomi sh voice drifted to Sturm "What do you see?"

"This is it," he called back, hand cupped to his mouth
"The great egg chanber!"

The gnomes scranbled up the ranp and spilled into the
cavern, jostling past Sturm for a better view They oohed
and aahed and wuttered fervent exclamations to their holy
trio: Reorx, gears, and hydrodynam cs.

"How many eggs do you suppose there are?" Dbreathed Fit-
ter. Sturmshot a glance at Sighter

"In view, there are eight tiers," said Sighter. "And sixty-
two per tier."

"For a total of -" Cutwood figured frantically.

"- 496, said Sturm recalling the figure that Cupelix had
gi ven him

"That's right," said Stutts, totting up his nunbers.

They walked forward wth Sturm |eading. Wngover
hovered at the rear, since the lanp dazzled his piercing eye-
sight. He could see through the velvet darkness, so he was
able to keep their entry hole in sight.

"Ow," Sturmnuttered, shifting the lanp to his other
hand. The ring was getting very hot.

"This way! Turn this way!" said Roperig suddenly. Sturm
turned to his left.

"What was it?" he asked.

"Something noved over there. | didn't see it very clearly."



A jet black thing scuttled out of the niche behind the eggs

and leaped into the air toward Sturmis light. He recoiled
clumsily and dropped the lanp. Sonething small and furry-
feeling brushed over his foot and was gone. The gnones
were all yelling and stanping their feet.

"Silence! Silence, | say!" Sturmroared. He found the | ost
lanp. Its fuel was alnost extinguished. Only a faint corona

of blue flame <circled the Ilunp of grease. Sturm sheltered the
tiny fire wth his hands and it grew brighter. He picked up
the I anp and faced the gnones.

They were not scared in the least. Wngover had bounded
forward from his place inline and planted his foot on the
thing that had burst from the egg niche. It squirmed under
his toes, trying to get away. At first sight, it resenbled a fat,
hairy spider, but as Sturm brought the [|anp nearer, they al
recogni zed it.

"It's a glovel" said Stutts.

"One of Kit's gloves,” said Sturm recognizing the pattern
of stitching on the back. "It's one of a pair she left behind on
t he C oudnaster when we went off on our ore expedition.”

"How d it get here?" asked Rainspot. Birdcall twttered a
guestion of his own.

"He says, 'Wiy is it alive?"' Stutts added.

Rai nspot grasped the glove by its 'fingers' and told

Wngover to lift his foot. The weather seer brought the
wiggling thing to eye level and grunted. "Strong little
thing!"

Sighter glared through his ever-present lens. "This glove
is made of cowhide and rabbit fur, but the seams have disap-
peared.” He pressed a finger into the soft |eather side. "It has

a heartbeat."

"Ri di cul ous," Flash said. "G oves don't come to life."

"On Lunitari?" said Stutts. "Wy not ?"

Sturm renenbered Cupelix's remar k about the cumul a-
tive life force of all the dragon eggs being responsible for the
intense aura of nmagical power on Lunitari. He offered this
bit of information to the gnones.

"Ah," said Sighter wth a sage expression. "The |evel of
magi cal force nust be particularly high in these caverns. "
dare say, any animal or vegetable product Ileft down here
| ong enough might develop a life of its own."

Roperi g | ooked down at his own pigskin boots. "You
mean ny shoes might take on life and run away with ne?"

"W shan't be down here 1ong enough for that to happen,”
Stutts assured him

Rai nspot put the glove down on its back and pinned it
with his foot. Cutwood suggested that they dissect it to see
what internal organs it had.

"Let it go. It's harm ess,’
fool around with it."

Rai nspot raised his foot and the glove flipped over. It
scanpered into the recesses of the egg niches.

"I wonder," said Flash, "what a living glove eats?"

"Finger food," said Fitter. Roperig cuffed him lightly on
the head and his hand pronptly stuck there.

"Are you finished?" Sturmsaid inpatiently. "There's
nore of the cave to see, and I don't think the lanp wll |ast
much | onger." Indeed, even as he spoke, silver drops of nol-
ten tin dripped off the lanp's front end.

said Sturm "We don't have tine to



They hurried down t he tunnel . Sounds of nmovement
cane to them and they halted. The rear legs and teardrop
abdonen of a working Mcone maneuvered out of the dark-
ness. The Mcone sensed their light and scuttled around to
face the intruders. |Its antennae alnost straightened while it

studied the man and gnomes. Sturm had a monentary flash
of fear. If the Mcone attacked, his [|one sword would never
prevail .

The M cone kinked its feelers again and turned away.
Sturm and the gnomes let out a collective sigh of relief.

They inched past the giant, who was busy chipping away
glassy 'dew fromthe shelf below a row of eggs. A fragment
of the clear encrustation |anded at Rainspot's feet, and he
pounced on it. He dropped it in a tiny silk bag and pulled the
drawstring. "For later analysis," he said.

The caverns gave no sign of ending, and after penetrating
a hundred vyards or sointo them Sturm called a halt. The
place they stopped was thick with M cones, and the giant
ants swept past the explorers without any heed. Cupelix had
told the ants to ignore them and the ants obeyed, in their
preci se, unswervi ng way.

"W'd best go back before we get tranpled,” Sturm said,
dodging a flurry of M cone | egs.

Rai nspot drifted away from the others to where the ants
were engaged in cleaning the dragon eggs. As they chipped
and anointed and turned the blockish eggs, the ants exposed
t he undersi des of the eggs to the air. Sone of the shells had a
scabrous | ayer peeling off, and the ants scrupul ously
renoved this dead layer. It was this cast-off shell that nade
the parchmentlike skin they'd found in the first chanber.
Rai nspot picked up a sheaf of cast-offs belowthe |owest egg
shelf. A Mcone turned sharply toward him and snatched
the I eathery shell fragnent with its mandi bl es.

"No!" said Rainspot stubbornly. "It's mnmine, you threwit

away!" The gnome dug in his toes and pulled. The shel
wouldn't vyield and neither would the ant. Rai nspot got
angry. H's enveloping cloud thickened and 1ightning flashed
withinit.

"Rai nspot, leave it. W'Ill take sanples from the outer
cave," said Wngover. But the Mcone's inplacable resist-

ance made the wusually nild gnonme nadder and madder. A
cyclone four feet wide | ashed at the ant, and mniniature claps
of thunder reverberated through the cave.

Sturm entered Rainspot's tiny tenpest. To his surprise

the whirling rain was hot. "Rainspot!" he said, grabbing the
little fellow by the shoulders. "Let go!"

A bolt of lightning, dimnutive by nature's standards, yet
still five feet long, struck the Mcone in the center of its

head. The strike knocked Sturm and Rainspot backward at
least six feet. The gnone |anded on Sturm shook his head,
and found that he was hol ding the scrap of eggshell

"I have it!" he said triunmphantly.

Sturm flat on his back and not happy, said, "Do you
m nd?" Rai nspot blushed and rolled off the nan's stomach.

"Look at that," Cutwod said in awe. The gnones ringed
t he Iightning-struck ant.

The bolt had split the createature's head in half with the pre-
cision of a dianmond cutter. The M cone's headl ess body col -



| apsed, the thorax sagging to the floor. Imediately, two
nmore M cones appeared and began to clean up. They nipped
the shattered ant's carcass apart and carried each bit away.

"At | east we know they can be killed," said Roperig.

"And our Rainspot did it!" said Fitter. The gentle weather
seer was nortified.

"I"ve never lost ny tenper like that," he said. "I'msorry. It
was unforgivable. The poor myrmdon was only doing its
appointed task, and | killed it."

"You very thoroughly killed it," Sturm said, inpressed.
"Remind me not to nake you angry, Rainspot."

"I  hope Cupelix won't be angry," Rainspot said worriedly.

"It wasn't intentional," said Roperig consolingly.

"I doubt any single ant is that inportant to him?" Sturm
sai d. "Now can we go back I’

The lamp failed before they were all up the ranp to the
steam chanmber. Wngover took the lead and each one held
the hand of the person in front and behind him They avoid-
ed the budding giants in the birthing cave - though Fl ash
cast a longing look at his jacket, still dangling fromthe
Mcone's jaws - and soon they were back in the rubbish-
filled grand cavern. The six Mcones who had brought them
were just as they'd left them unmoved by as nmuch as an
inch. Sturm and the gnomes nounted, and without a word
or gesture needed, the giant ants lurched into notion

Chapter 24
Little Fitter's Pants

The drnagon, with Kitiara clinging to his neck
dropped like a stone fromhis lair, flaring out his wngs to
ease his landing. Kitiara di scarded her cloak and reached the
not ch-shaped doorway just as the Mcones bearing Sturm
and the gnomes appear ed.
"It's about time you got back!" she yelled. "Stand to arns,
all of you - the Lunitarians are formng to attack!"
A barrage of glass javelins arced through the doorway to
shatter on the marble floor. The gnonmes, though curi ous,
retreated under a shower of red glass splinters. The Lunitar-
ians were hooting wldly.
"They mean to have you,'
for your blood."
"Surely they can't get in?" Rainspot said.

Cupel ix said. "They're calling

"The tree-nen are beyond reason," the dragon replied.

"So they're coming," Sturmsaid grimy."He shucked off

his outer garb and made ready his arnmor and helnet. Kiti-
ara marched recklessly back and forth before the door
drawing the tree-nmen's attention

"Shall we sting thema little?" she said to Sturm

"It does seem necessary to discourage them"™ he admtted.
To the dragon, he said, "Can you | end us some M cones?

They woul d even the odds for us."

"They would be of little wuse,” said Cupelix. A gl ass
hatchet whistled in and thunped against his scaly belly. It
bounced off harmessly and broke on the floor. Cupelix
regarded the ruined weapon idly. "The M cones are al nost
totally blind in daylight,"” he said. "If | unleashed them they
would as likely cut you two to pieces as any tree-man."



"Enough talk," Kitiara barked. She hitched her shield up
on her forearm "lI'mgoing to swing some steel!"

Sturm cinched his sword belt tighter. "Kit, wait for nel"
He was shieldless, but his mail was heavier than Kit's. He
drew his sword and ran to the door

The tree-men had scal ed the earthen ranpart turned up
by the Mcones and were using its height to gain velocity for
their spear casts. Kitiara held her shield to her face as mssile
after mssile crashed against it. "C non, you bark-covered
devils!" she shouted. "Throw on! Kitiara Uh Matar is com
ing for you!"

She started up the slope. It was hard going, what wth the
steep angle and the 1loose soil. Sturm nore circunspect,
worked his way around the obelisk to where the rampart
was not so steep. He gained the top at nearly the same tine
Kitiara did, though there were forty yards and twenty-odd
tree-men between them

Sturm had to fence with the Lunitarians on the nound
and dodge spears hurled from the ground below. The Luni-
tarians were hooting at the top of their voices, and it didn't
take nmuch imagination to see the anger distorting their sim
pl e faces.

Kitiara plowed into a trio of tree-nen, all of whomtow

ered over her. She did little nore than inflict deep chips on
them with her sword. She did catch one tree-man wth his

arm down, and lopped it off wth a single stroke. The sev-
ered limb hit the ground and craw ed about, seeking its

former owner. It got tangled up in Kitiara s legs, and she
tripped, falling backward amid a flurry of spear thrusts.
The tree-men converged on the fallen woman, and Sturm

could only think that she'd been wounded. He roared at the
foe and cut at their backs. Unable to strike through a heart
and kill them he concentrated on their stumpy legs. A glass
bl ade swept over his face. The hot line it left dripped blood.
He ignored it. Lunitarians toppled off the dirt wall, rolling
down to bowl over their fellows on the ground.

There was a terrible tearing sensation in Sturmis right leg
He | ooked back and saw a spear enbedded in the back of his
thigh, blood welling around the already crinson shaft. He
swng his sword back, snapping the spear shaft off and
leaving the head in his leg. He couldn't see Kitiara at all. He
went down, weak from the pain and loss of blood. He slid
down the ranmpart on the side nearest the obelisk. \Woop-
ing tree-men skidded after him shouting their version of his
nane.

Fi ni shed, he thought. This is how it ends -

The expected spear points did not descend on his unar-
nored face and neck. The sounds of battle raged over him
t hough he fancied that he heard high-pitched cries of delight
and triunph. The ghomes? Surely they hadn't ventured
forth. They'd be sl aughtered!

The hooting of the berserk Lunitarians receded. Sturm
lifted his head with great effort and tried to see what was
happening. A tree-man stood atop the ranpart, waving his
sword before him trying to ward off sonme unseen foe. A
dark object whipped into view and hit the tree-man in the
face, thunk! The Lunitarian disappeared over the ranmpart
am d shouts of gnom sh | aughter

Sonmeone turned Sturmover. The red dirt was dusted



fromhis eyes. Kitiara

"Looks like you caught one," she said in a friendly way.
Her face was scratched and her hands cut up, but she was
ot herwi se unhurt.

"Are you well?" he asked weakly. Kitiara nodded and put
the neck of her water bottle to his lips. The trickle of rainwa-

ter was the nost delicious thing he'd ever tasted.
"Ho, Master Sturml Mstress Kitiara! W have won!"
Stutts declared. He stuck his thunbs under his suspenders

and threw out his chest. "The I|nprovised Trouser Fl ai
Mark | was a success!"

"The what ?"

"Never mnd," Kitiara said. "Let's get you inside." She

scooped him up as easily as Sturmwould pick up an infant
and carried himinto the obelisk

The gnomes were pounding each other on the back and
talking as fast and as loudly as they could. Sturm saw a
weird contraption to one side of the passage: an upright col-
I ection of posts and gears, fromwhich dangled three pairs of
gnone-sized pants, stuffed tightly wth somet hi ng heavy,
probably dirt. Cupelix was on his lowest perch, watching
intently. Wwen he saw that Sturm was wounded, he offered
to help treat the injury

"No magic," Sturm said stubbornly. H s whole leg was
achingly nunb. It was cold, very cold. The dragon's broad
brass face swooped down close to his.

"No magic, even if it means your |ife?" said the polished
reptilian voice

"No magic," Sturminsisted.

Rai nspot turned Sturm s face away and put a bitter-
tasting root in his nmouth. The gnonme said, "Chew, please."
Confident that he was in the thoroughly non-magical care
of the gnones, Sturm did as he was told. Nunbness spread
t hr ough hi s body.

He didn't fall asleep. Sturm quite distinctly heard the
gnonmes consulting over his wound, heard rather than felt
the glass spear tip being renmoved from his flesh, heard the
dragon offering advice on how best to close the gaping hole.
Then he was Ilying on his stomach, the nunbness gone.
Sturms leg throbbed wunnercifully. He Ilifted hinmself up on
hi s hands.

"I'f you say 'where aml1?" 1'll hit you," said Kitiara genially.
"What happened?" he said.

"You were injured,"” said Sighter, who was squatting near
Sturm s head.

"That | recall well. Wo repelled the tree-fol k?"

"I wish | could say that | did," Kitiara said.

"W did it," Stutts declared, coning up behind Sighter
Cupel i x runbl ed sonething that Sturm couldn't make out.

Stutts blanched and said, "Wth help fromthe dragon, that
is."

"W adapted a gnoneflinger design," Wngover said. He
knelt alongside Stutts and peeked over Sighter's shoul der
"We used Cutwood's pants, filled with dirt, as a test subject
for flinging. Birdcall suggested hurling the pants at the Luni -
tarians, but that would have sufficed for only one shot -"

"So me and Roperig gave up ours," said Fitter, who
squirmed into view H's striped long johns were eloquent



proof of the truth of his statement. "We filled "em wth dirt
and tied "emto the throwing arns -"

" and used the gear system to pumel the eneny off the
wal | ," Roperig finished for his apprentice.

"Very clever," Sturm admtted. "But why should fiercely
angry tree-folk flee when thunped with a few pairs of
pants? Why didn't they swarmall over you?"

"That was ny doing," said Cupelix nmpdestly. "I wove a
spell of illusion over the gnonmes and their rmachine. The
Lunitarians saw a huge, flame-breathing red dragon attack-
ing them its terrible claws snatching them one by one from
the rampart. The physical effect, conbined with the vivid
illusion, was quite effective. The tree-nen have fled."

"What's to prevent them from recovering their nerve and
conm ng back?" said Kitiara

"At sunset, | shall send the Mcones to harry them back to
their village once and for all."

Their story told, the gnones dispersed. Sturmcalled
Stutts back to him

"Yes?" said the senior gnone.

"Have you inspected the repairs on the d oudmaster?"

"Not yet."

"Urge your colleagues forward, ny friend. W nust be
off this world soon," said Sturm

Stutts stroked his short, silky beard. "What's the hurry?
The new engi ne conponents ought to be tested first."

Sturm lowered his voice. "The dragon may believe the
tree-men will not come back, but | don't want to take the

chance of being besieged in here again. Besides Cupelix
will -" He closed his nouth when he saw Kitiara coning
"We'll speak later,"™ Sturm finished. Stutts nodded and
strolled back to the C oudmaster, his thunbs hooked in his
vest pockets. Kitiara paid no attention to his exaggerated
nonchal ance.

Kitiara dropped down beside Sturm "Does it hurt
much' "

"Only when | dance,"” he said uncharacteristically.

She snorted. 'You'll live," she said. She poked around the
bandaged area and added, "Probably won't even have a
[inp. What made you charge into those tree-nmen? You
weren't carrying a shield or wearing |leg arnor."

"I saw you go down," he said. "I was going to help you."

Kitiara was silent for a nmonent. "Thank you."

Sturm gingerly eased hinmself onto his good side and sat

up. "That's better! | was getting a headache lying like that."
"You know what the nobst wunforgivable thing is, don't
you? That vyou and I, two fighters soundly trained in the

warrior arts, should fall to a bunch of savages and be saved
by a band of nutty gnomes using pants full of dirt as flails!"
Kitiara started to laugh. Al the tensions and suspicions sur-
faced and flew away in her laughter. Tears welled in her
eyes, and she couldn't stop

"Little Fitter's pants,” Sturm said, feeling the guffaws
buil ding deep inside. "Little Fitter's pants disguised as the
claws of a red dragon!" Kitiara nodded hel plessly, her face
contorted with hysterical mrth., Geat rolling |aughs
boomed out of Sturm H's shaking jounced painfully his
tightly wapped wound, but he couldn't stop. Wien he tried
to speak, all he could gasp was "Trouser Flail!" before erupt-



ing into fresh gal es.

Kitiara | eaned against him forcing herself to breathe in
the too-short intervals between new nerry convul sions.
Her head rested on Sturms shoulder; she draped an arm
around hi s neck.

Above them Cupelix perched in a shadowed corner of
the tower, a shaft of amber sunlight falling across the
enfolding tips of his leathery wngs. Illunminated from
behi nd, the brass dragon's skin shone |ike gold.

* ok % * *

Despite his earlier protests, when Kitiara had brought
Sturma bow of venison stew that Cupelix had nmade, he ate
wi t hout a second gl ance. There was somrething nore; he
accepted her offer to nmke a backres out of her fur cloak
and blanket. Odinarily, Sturm would have stoically reject-
ed such treatnent.

The gnomes ate heartily, as usual, wunder the gentle glow
of the four Mcones who renmined behind when the bulk of
them went out to chase the Lunitarians away. The ants hung
overhead by their forelegs like grotesque paper |I|anterns, the
om nous barbed stingers the only threatening aspect of their
ot herwi se beni gn posture.

"The new parts showed no sign of cracking or fatigue,"”

Flash said, ladling gravy over his roast. "If we can get a
decent charge of |Ilightning, I don't see why we couldn't fly
hone right away." He tried to set the netal ladle back inits

bowl, but it clung to his magnetic hands. Cutwood pl ucked
it off for him

"You know," Sighter said, stirring his pudding idly, "with
the proper angle of flight, we could very likely fly from here
to one of the other noons." This option was greeted with

t hunderous silence. "Solinari or the dark nmoon. Wat do
you t hi nk?"
Birdcall answered for all of them He put two fingers to

his |lips and nade a very rude noi se.

Si ghter grunbled, "No need to be insulting."

"The inmportant thing is to return to M. Neverm nd and
announce our success," said Stutts. "Aerial navigation is
now a fact, and the gnomi sh people nmust not delay in
exploring all the possibilities it presents.”

Sturm reclining on the floor by the dinner table, spoke
up: "What possibilities do you foresee?"

"Exploring and mapping can be done easily from the air.
These would be a boon to navigation. Al the heavy work of
transport now done by ships could be nore efficiently done
in the skies. | can see a time when great aerial galleons, with
six or eight pairs of wings, ply trade routes in the clouds,
bringing goods to and from every corner of Krynn...."

Stutts got quite lost in the grandness of his conception

"Then there's war," said Sighter om nously.

"What war?" asked Kitiara.
"Any war. There's always a war soneplace, isn't there?

Can you see the cavalry of the clouds, swooping down to
destroy field and farm town, tenple, and castle alike? It
woul d be easy, yes, very easy to fling down fire and stone on
the heads of the foe. In the workshops of M. Nevern nd
there are stranger things still. Wapons that require no mag-



ic power to destroy the entire world."

H's norose vision quelled all conversation. Then, from
above, Cupelix said, "It sounds as though you gnones are
planning to create your own race of dragons - nechanica

dragons, conpletely obedient to their master's hand. Al
those things Master Sighter describes happened a thousand
or nore years ago, when dragons served in the great wars."
"Perhaps we shouldn't share the secret of aerial naviga-
tion," Fitter said hesitantly.

"Knowl edge nust be shared," Stutts decl ared. "There is
no evil in pure know edge. It's howit's put to use that deter-
m nes what good or ill comes of it."

"Knowl edge is power," said the dragon, catching Kitiara's

eye. She buried her nose in her cup. Wen it was enpty, she
set it down on the table with a | oud thunp.
"W're forgetting one inportant thing," she said, wping
her lips on the back of her hand. "W owe a debt here. W
oughtn't |eave without paying it."

"Debt ?" said Cutwood. "To whonf"

"Qur host," Kitiara replied. "The excellent dragon, Cupe-
lix." The gnones broke into polite appl ause.

"Thank you, you're very kind," said the dragon

"W would long ago have fallen into the hands of the
Luni tarians, had it not been for the intervention of Cupelix,"
Kitiara went on. "Now we're safe, the flying ship is
repaired, and we have a debt to pay. How shall we do it?"

"Wuld you care for some fresh water?" asked Rai nspot.

"Kind, but wunnecessary," said the dragon. "The M cones
bring me water fromthe cavern depths.”

"Do you have any machines to be repaired?" asked Flash
t hought ful l'y.

"None what soever."

The remaining gnomes all tried suggestions, which the
dragon politely disnmssed as unneeded or inapplicable.
"What can we do?" said Wngover, frustrated.

Cupel i x launched into a compressed description of his sit-
uation inside the obelisk, and how he very nuch wanted to
escape it. The gnones just |ooked up at himand blinked.

"I's that all?" said Roperig.

"Not hi ng el se?" added Birdcall by translation

"Just this one sinple task," answered the dragon

Sturm pushed hinmself up to a seated position, nindful of
the pressure this put on his injured leg. "Have you consid-
ered, dragon, that a higher power intended for you to live
out your life within these walls? Wuld we be conmitting
an act of inpiety by releasing you?"

"The gods raised these walls and brought these many eggs
here, but in all the thousands of years |'ve been resident in
t he obelisk, no god, demigod, or spirit has deigned to revea
any such divine plan to nme," said Cupelix. He shifted from
one nassive foot to the other. "You seem to think ny being
kept here like a rooster in a coop is a good thing; can you
not see it as | do, that | amin fact a prisoner? Is it an evil
deed to free an innocent captive?"

"What will happen to all the dragon eggs if you |eave?"
asked Roperi g.

"The Mcones wll tend them and guard the caverns for-
ever. No egg wll hatch w thout deliberate inducenent. At

this point, I amtotally superfluous."



"I say we help him" said Kitiara with conviction. She
| eaned forward to the table and gave each ghome a piercing

| ook. "Who <can honestly say the dragon hasn't earned our
hel p?"

Al was silent until Sturmsaid, "I will agree if the dragon
answers one question: Wiat will he do once he is free?"

"Revel in ny liberty, of course. | shall travel thereafter

wher ever the wi nds of heaven carry ne."

Sturmfolded his arms. "To Krynn?" he said sharply.
"Way not? Is there a fairer |land betw xt here and the
stars?"

"Dragons were driven out of Krynn |ong ago because

their power was wused to schene and control the affairs of
nortal s. You cannot return to Krynn," Sturm said.

"Cupelix is not an evil dragon," Kitiara argued. "Do you
think he could live so long on the noon of neutral magic and
not be noderated by its influence?"

"And what if," Sturmsaid slowy, "Cupelix is no danger to

Krynn. He is still a dragon. M ancestors fought and died to
rid our world of dragons. How can | dishonor them by aid-
ing a dragon - even a benign one - to return?”

Kitiara stood so suddenly that her chair fell over. "Suffer-
ing gods! Wi do you think you are, Sturm Bright bl ade?
My ancestors fought in the Dragon Wars, too. It was a dif-
ferent tine and different circunstances.” She turned to the
gnonmes. "I put it to you. Shall we repay the dragon's hospi-
tality with indifference? WIIl we fill our bellies with his food

and drink, fix the ship with his help, and depart wthout so
much as attenpting to help himbe free?"

She had themnow. All nine little faces, paler in the short,
faint days of Lunitari, were rapt wth attention. Kitiara
rai sed her hand to the silent Cupelix, who contrived to |ook
forlorn and desolate atop his marble perch. "Put vyourself in
his place," she said grandly.

"Whi ch one of us?" asked Cutwood.

"It doesn't matter - any or all of you. Think of how you'd
feel, spending all your life inside this tower, unable to even
wal k outdoors. And consider that a dragon's life is not fifty
years, or tw hundred vyears, but twenty tines two hun-
dred! How would you feel, inmprisoned in a lonely tower,

with no one to talk to and no tools either?"

Roperig and Fitter gasped. "No tool s?"

'Yes, and no wood or netal to work with. No gears or
val ves or pulleys.”

"Horrible!" said Flash. Birdcall seconded himwith a
st eady descendi ng note.

"And we - you - have the chance to correct this wong.
You have the inventive powers to devise some way to allow
Cupelix to fly free. WII you do it?" she asked.

W ngover |l eaped to his feet. "W will! We will!" Rainspot
and Fitter wept for the injustice inflicted on the dragon
while Stutts and Sighter were already bonbarding each oth-

er with first schemes to open the obelisk. Wngover got up
on his chair and then on the table, pointing dramatically to
the wingless hull of the C oudnaster

"To the ship!" he cried. "W nust nake plans!"

"Yes, yes, the tools are there," said Cutwood.

"And parchnent and pencil s!"



"Chem cal s and cruci bl es!"
"Rope and rigging!"

"Rai si ns!"
The gnomes surged away from the table, a tiny tide of
boi sterous idealism and ranshackle ingenuity. When the

| ast gnome had disappeared up the ranp, Kitiara turned,
smling, to Sturm

"Very clever," he said at last. "You did that well."

"Did what ?" she replied guilelessly.

"W both know how inpulsive the gnones are. Between

your passionate call for freedom and the prospect of a ngjor
engi neering project, the obelisk hasn't got a chance."
"I hope you're right," said Cupelix. It was uncanny how

easy it was to forget him when he stayed quiet above their
line of sight. Sturm frowned. "Don't be so suspicious!" chid-

ed the dragon. "If ny intentions were black, do you think
would have resorted to banquets and cajoling? M M cones
could have held the ship indefinitely wuntil you agreed to
hel p, or | could have left you to the tree-nen."

"No one ever said you were evil, Cupelix," Sturm persist-
ed. "Subtle, you are, and very nuch concerned wth getting
your way. If you could have gotten out of your prison by
sacrificing Kit, nyself, or the gnones, | don't think you

woul d have dallied long in giving us up."

Cupel i x spread his wings and coiled his legs to spring into
the air. "Be at ease, Mster Brightbl ade. No one need be sac-
rificed. W shall all see Krynn again, | promse."

Chapter 25

Gnomrepl ans

The ghones di vi ed into t wo gr oups. The first
group, which consisted of Stutts, Flash, Wngover, Sighter
and Birdcall, was to study the problemof breaching the

wal | s of the obelisk. The other four gnomes had as their task
the safe renoval of the contents of the tower, including
Cupel i x hinself, the Coudnaster, Sturm and Kitiara.

The Mcones returned with the night half gone, and on
the dragon's orders, leveled out the dirt ranpart they'd piled
up sone days before. Because there were nore than fifty of
the powerful giants at work, the |land around the base of the
obelisk was soon snmpboth and passable again. Kitiara and
the Breaching Goup (as they called thenselves) went out-
side to survey the structure.

"The walls at ground |l evel are nmarble no | ess than el even

feet thick," Stutts reported, reading off his calculations.
"Wth the best steel picks and mattocks, it would take a dig-
gi ng gang days and days to hack through all that rock."

" And furthernore, " said Sighter, "nmy analysis of the
stone shows it to be extrenmely hard, nmuch harder, in fact,
than regular marble. It's glazed."

"dazed? Hmm" Kitiara |ooked to the obelisk's high pin-
nacle. A flickering red aura wavered about the top. She
rem nded the gnones of the violent discharges they'd seen
when the sun came wup. "Al that energy, nust have hard-
ened the stone," she said.

Stutts reached to touch the cold stone. Between the w de
courses was a band of shiny black, colder even than the



scarlet marble. "Metal," he nmused. "Metal for nortar."”
"Real | y?" said Flash. "What sort of netal is it?"
Stutts scraped at the six-inch-wide band wth his thunb-

nail. The color did not scratch off. "It's soft,"” he said. "Lead,
per haps?"
Sighter and Birdcall examined the nortar, too. Birdcal

confirmed with a twitter that the netal was indeed | ead.
"Pretty solid," said Wngover, slapping the wall.
"I have an idea," Kitiara announced. The gnones | ooked

at her as if she'd said she was growing another head. "Well, |
do. Here it is: 1've seen lots of castle waills fall to besieging
armes, and they are often as thick, if not as hard, as these

wal | s. The besiegers brought them down by tunneling under
t he foundations and underm ning the wall."

Consternation spread on the faces in the Breaching Party.
"Why, that's bloody sinple," Stutts decl ared.

"Way didn't we think of that?" asked Fl ash

"All we have to dois dig away the sand!" said Wngover.

They fell on their knees and crimson dirt flew Kitiara,
shaking her head, went inside to the ship. Sturmwas on his
feet, leaning on a crutch that Cutwod had fashioned for
him He was keeping aloof from the preparations, but he
asked what the gnones had decided to do.

"W're digging now, " Kitiara remarked. She appropriated

a wecking bar from the store of tools and returned to the
frantic diggers. Sturm hobbled after her
The gnomes carved out a crater deeper than their own

height in a very short time. Below grade, the foundation of
the obelisk showed no alteration from the structure above -
nor e massi ve mar bl e bl ocks joined wth lead. Kitiara
cleared themout of the hole and swing the iron bar at the
st one.

"Wait," said Wngover, "that's solid -"

She drew the bar back in a deep arc and struck the foun-
dation wth all her extra strength. There was a crack, like
the breaking of a great tree branch, and a single chip of nar-
ble flewoff. It landed at Sturmis feet, a |ost petal froma
stone rose. He stooped awkwardly to pick it up

"Look at the bar!" said Flash

Kitiara held up the inch-thick rod. The flat prying edge
had mushrooned out from the blow, and the whole bar was
bent in a graceful curve. Kitiara braced the bar against her
knee and tried to straighten it, but only succeeded in bend-
ing it the opposite way. She tossed it aside in disgust.

"I tried to tell you,"™ Wngover said as Kitiara clinbed out
of the hole. "The base of the tower rests on the roof of the
cavern. It's solid stone."

"There are holes through it," said Sighter. "The M cones
holes. W went through them ourselves, to visit the egg
chanber . "

"Mning won't work," Stutts said sadly. "W're no nore
able to bore through the foundation than the upper walls."

Kitiara clanbered out of the hole and dusted of f  her
hands and |eggings. Her breath showed white in the night

air. "lt's up to you gnones now. "

The little men faced each other for a few mninutes and
talked in their lightning patter. Finally, Stutts poked his face
out and said, "W'll have to consult with our colleagues."

"Do you have a plan?" asked Sturm



"The rudi rents of one, but we need the w sdom of our
fellows inside." The gnonmes trooped off.

St urm pushed the wecking bar around with his toe.
"That much strength is hard to control, isn't it'!" Wen Kiti-
ara didn't answer, he went on. "Are you getting stronger al
the time, Kit? Is that why you nove as if the world were
made of gl ass?"

She snatched up the iron bar and, holding it in one hand,

steadily bent the rod into a right angle - using only her
thunb! She dropped the bar and said, "lIs that what you
wanted to see?"

* *k k* k* %

Cupelix and the humans sat attentively on one side of the
obelisk - whichis to say, Sturmand Kitiara sat on crates
while the dragon sat on his |edge above them The gnones
sat on a bench facing them Cutwood had rigged up an

easel, which was shrouded wth a |oose cloth. Stutts stood
by the easel, a long, pointed stick in his hand.

"Lady, gentlemnan, and beast," he began. The dragon's
gusty sigh sent Stutts's beard whipping over his shoul der
"Lady, gentleman, and dragon,"” Stutts said snoothly, "may

| present the Cbelisk Escape Auger, Mark |I. He whisked the
cloth away, revealing a |arge sheet of parchment tacked to
the easel. A fantastic-1ooking device was drawn in brown
ink. Supported by a nassive tinber frame was an enornous
hel i cal auger, a grossly enlarged version of the tool wused by
carpenters to bore holes. According to the figures on the
parchnent, the bit alone was fifteen feet wide, the optinmm
di ameter, Stutts said, to allow Cupelix to pass through

"Very ingenious," said the dragon, eyeing the peculiar cre-
ation with evident skepticism "Howis it operated?"

"By this eccentric crank, here." The pointer tapped the
drawing. "All eleven of us wll man the crank. According to
our best estimates, the auger wll bore through the wall in
si xty-seven hours of work."

"That's al nbst three days!" Kitiara said.

"On Lunitari, only two days and nights," said Sighter
"Never mind that,” Sturm said. "Wwere wll the steel cone
fromto make the bit? Wwere will you get the tinmber to build

the frane?"
"Ah," said Cutwood. "Except for the bit blades and a few
poi nts of stress, such as the bearings, all parts of the Qoelisk

Escape Auger will be nmade of wood."
"\What wood!"
"Why, the hull and frame of the C oudnaster."
"Ai!" said Kitiara. She let her head fall forward into her

hands. Sturm si ghed.

"I'f you dismantle the flying ship, how wll we get hone?"
he said with as nuch patience as he coul d nuster

The gnonmes |ooked fromone to another, surprised. Very
faintly, Fitter said something about putting the ship back
t oget her once the dragon was out.

"No!" said Kitiara. "You'll never get the tinbers back
together as a ship. You fellows nmust do better!”

"Not to worry!"™ Stutts rejoined."He whipped the el abo-
rate drawing of the Obelisk Escape Auger off the easel



Beneath it was another, wequally detailed diagram'"This,
am proud to say, is the oelisk Arch Doorway Wdener,"
said Stutts.

"Reasoning that the doorway represents a natural point
of entry, we came up with this alternative schene. These
screw jacks -" Again the pointer flew to the diagram "-
will be fitted in the doorway. By tightening them wth these
turnbuckl es here, here, and here, the rans will be forced
apart, cracking the door w de open."

It took exactly one mnute for Sturm and Kitiara to
denmolish the Arch Doorway Wdener, nostly for the sane
reasons as the Cbelisk Escape Auger: lack of quality materi-
als. There was just no wood or netal to be had, except what
the C oudnaster and its crew had brought with them

"It seens hopeless,"” said the dragon with a profound sigh

"Never!" vowed W ngover. He pushed the bandages up
fromhis face so that everyone could see his eyes. They had
turned conpletely black. Wngover shielded themfutilely
with his hands.

"You see what has happened to ne," he said, "I no |onger
can shut out anything. | have to sleep face down to the
ground, where | count strata all the way down to the noon's
core." He pointed with a thunb at Cutwood, next to him
"My good colleague hears every grain of sand rubbing
agai nst another. Roperig's hands are al nost seal ed together
aren't they, Roperig? Rainspot's clothes are beginning to rot
fromthe constant danp. Al the rest of us have problens,
too, but we won't |eave until we solve this problem"”

Sturm heard these words carefully. He said, "As long as
we are discussing our gifts, let me show you this." He tore

the cloth bandage from his leg. Were two nights and a day
before there had been an wugly, gaping wound, there was
now only smoot h, unscarred skin.

"The same nmagic that makes trees wal k and fight has
heal ed ny wound. | did not ask for it to be done, but it has
convinced ne of one thing. This is no place for nortals. 'l
lend my aid, dragon, for that reason alone. The |I|onger we
remain on Lunitari, the nore the magic wll affect wus. Since
nmy companions have resolved to help you, my resistance
only inpedes their progress.”

"Wel come to the struggle,"” said Cupelix.

"Wngover," Kitiara said, "if you can see into the ground
we stand on, can you see any deposits of iron or copper?
Anyt hi ng we can use?"

"Alas, lady, nothing. This entire noon seens nade of
sand, granite, and nore sand."

"Sand," said Sighter, nmusing. He hopped down from the
bench and strolled to the far wall and back. He traced a
stubby finger along the |ead seans where two narble cours-
es lay on top of weach other. "Sand!" he shouted. "Sand,
sand, sand!"

"Look out," said Rainspot. "He's slipped his gears."

Sighter took a deep breath and strode to Stutts wth grave
dignity. "Sand," he said, "is the one thing this world provides
i n abundance, yes?"

"Uh, yes," said Stutts.

Si ghter snapped his spyglass open and laid it across his
col l eague's palm "Wat are | enses made of ?"

"d ass," Roperig said pronptly.



Si ghter whirled, pointing to the adhesive gnone. "And
what do the Lunitarians make their weapons out of ?"

"dass," said Sturmand Kitiara together

"Yes! And what is glass nmade of ?" Sighter cried.

No one said a word. Finally, Fitter said, "Sand, but -

"Sand, glass, lenses! Don't you see? W can cast a giant
lens, and with that concentrate the rays of the sun into a

burni ng beam The focal point of the rays wll be far hotter
than the nelting point of lead, so -"
"The wall wll conme tunbling down," said Cupelix. "Do

you think you can do it!"

"Nothing is for certain," Sighter said with wungnon sh cau-
tion. "We'll need a continuous source of heat for the nelting
of the sand."

"What about the heat source we found in the caverns?”
said Sturm "Wuld that be hot enough for you?"

"Hmm rmagma is nore than hot enough to nelt sand,"
sai d Fl ash.

"The M cones can gather any anount of sand you'l

need," said Cupelix. "Shall | get them started?"

"W'd better push the doudnmaster outside,” Stutts said.
"We'| | need the floor space in here to work."

Cupelix sumoned two ants, and the gnomes harnessed

themto the bow of the flying ship. The Mcones pulled the
creaki ng craft t hr ough the doorway and out to the
snoothed soil. The gnones carried the detached w ngs and
laid them in the shadow of the hull. Cupelix fell into a
lengthy telepathic comune wth his ninions, and soon the
M cones were nustered in the valley. They surrounded the
obelisk on all sides, an army of nute, clicking creatures,
intent on a voice no one heard but them Wthout as nuch
as a nod, the three score giant ants turned their backs to the
tower and began to plow the soil wth their heads. Furrows
of dull red sand turned up to the starry sky, and other
M cones pushed the sand into conveni ent nounds.

Sighter showed off his hasty design for a burning |ens,
twenty-two feet in dianeter and five feet, seven inches thick
in the center.

"Do you think it will work?" Kitiara said.

"If the lens can be cast in one piece, the polishing
shoul dn't take long. There's plenty of sand, after all," said
Sighter. He rolled up his parchnent draw ng and tucked it
under his arm CQutside, the Mcones slaved on, the ground
trenbling agai nst the force of their unyielding heads.

Chapter 26
The Lens

To refine the sanb awd elimnate any inmpurities, the
gnonmes resorted to washing it. Poor Rainspot was haul ed
up to the |l owest of Cupelix's | edges and instructed to rmake it
rain for several hours. The floor of the obelisk grew quite
griny with wet sand and sodden vegetabl e muck. The
dragon descended from his sanctum wth the news that
clouds were formng up there, too. A gentle rain was falling
450 feet above Rainspot. Mdget streaks of [lightning flick-
ered through the hollow shaft, glancing off the marble |ike
mnnows in a racing brook. Far from being annoyed, Cupe-



lix was delighted with all this. He had read of the mysterious
thing called 'weather,' but had never experienced it.

"It doesn't naturally occur indoors," Sturmsaid sourly. He
was wet to the skin, as the gnomes had appropriated his oil-

cloth slicker to make buckets for the cl ean sand.
M cones were fitted with pairs of big buckets, which were

draped like saddlebags on each side of their globular
t horaxes. They scuttled down to the cavern with their | oads,
where Sighter, Birdcall, and Flash were preparing the vat in
which the sand would be nelted. This, Ilike the nold in

which the lens would be cast, was sinply and roughly made
from nud. The disintegrated plant fluff that coated the
entire red moon, mixed wth dry dirt, nade an admirable
clay. The gnomes in the cavern slapped together a wde tub
of mud, reinforced with just a few laths 'borrowed fromthe
G oudmaster. At about dawn, the vat was ready. Wth a
M cone as a draft beast, the gnomes shifted the vat into
pl ace over one of the volcanic vents. Then they sat back and
waited for the clay to harden

Fl ash's head popped up through one of the holes in the
floor. "W're ready for the sand!" he cried.

Roperi g noved closer to the hole and said, "Wat's hold-
ing you up?"
"Not hing," said the nud-caked gnone. "I said, we're

ready for the sand.”

"He means, what's holding you up in the hole?" said
Sturm

"Ch! I'mstanding on a Mcone." The giant ant was cling-
i ng upsi de down under the opening, and Flash was standing
on its belly.

The whol e crew, save Kitiara and Rai nspot, descended to
the great cavern. There the train of Mcones saddled with
hoppers of sand stood ina line, like a cavalry troop on

parade. Each time Birdcall poked his head through the
toot hed passage in the rock and whistled, an ant detached
and followed him

Farther in, past the Mcones' birthing chanber, the
gnones | abored over the glass vat. Sturmwatched as they
enptied bucket after bucket into the baked nud bow,
spreadi ng the sand evenly across the bottom and sprinkling
in various unnamed powders they'd brought down fromthe
flying ship. The heat in the chanber was terrific. On Cupe-
lix"s orders, the Mcones had broken open one of the nmagma
flues, allowing nore of the rock to well out of the ground.

The giant creatures seened unaffected by the heat. The vat
was precariously perched above the magma pool on piers of
stones. The little nen wal ked nonchalantly along the edge
of the fiery pit, hardly noticing painful death could claim
themif they slipped. Not for the first time, Sturm felt an
admration for the gnomes. They were foolish and trying at
times, but in their elenent,. they were indomtable.

The sand grew hot and steaned. In a process too sudden
and subtle to see, the hard grains softened into a snmooth
mass, first bright orange and then nearly white as the heat
rose to its highest level. The glare was too rmuch for the
gnonmes and Sturm and they drew back to the cooler end of
t he chanber.

"How wi || you get the nmelted glass up to the Ilens nold?



asked Sturm

"We shan't," said Stutts, mopping his florid pink brow
"We're casting the rough | ens down here."

Even as he said this, Mcones laden wth fresh nud
clicked into the chanmber. Birdcall, who seemed to have a
particular rapport wth the ants, directed them to dunp
their loads in a natural hollow in the cavern floor. Birdcal
and Sighter fell to with trowls, sweeping the crinmson nud
about in snooth swirls, formng a round bow .

VWen the nmud was firm though not entirely dry, Stutts
and Sighter conferred. Everyone waited for the word - the
gnonmes, Sturm the Mcones, even Kitiara and Cupelix in
t he obelisk above. Stutts tapped his fingers together and
tal ked far too fast for Sturmto follow Sighter nodded.

Four M cones took up positions around the glass vat.
Birdcall sat astride one ant, warbling and waving his hands
to conduct the giants' efforts. The Mcones clanped their
pi ncer jaws on the studs the gnones |left poking through the
mud walls, and lifted the vat easily off the nagma furnace.

Supported by twenty-four individual Ilegs, the vat was
maneuver ed over the rocky floor to the nold.

"Are you ready?" Stutts called to Birdcall. The whistling
gnonme gave the high sign and Stutts called out, "You may
pour now "

Two ants lifted the vat up. Wiite-hot nolten glass slipped
over the rimof the vat and splashed heavily into the nold.

Torrents of steam billowed out as the water was driven from
the still-danp nud.

"Hi gher!" Stutts cried. "Tip the end up higher!"

Parts of the wvat's outside began to crunble and break off.
The nolten mass of gl ass surged agai nst the weakening
wal | s. Cracks devel oped in the Iip.

" Keep them back!" Sturm adnoni shed Stutts. The
gnonmes, in their boundless urge to see everyt hing, had
crowmded close to the lens nold. |If the vat broke open, they
would all be swanped wth nelted glass. Stutts pushed his
col | eagues to a safer distance.

The vat was vertical now, and the last gobs fell into the

mold. There was nore nolten glass than the mold woul d
hold, so it |apped over the edges. As the M cones |owered
the vat to horizontal, the cracked sides fell to pieces.

"Phew " said Stutts. H's forehead was raw from constant
Wi pi ng. "That was none too soon!"

The nold, being solidly bound by rock, was holding well.
Al ready the edges of the lens were turning red, cooling from
i ncandescent white. Bubbles popped in the center as steam

forced its way out from the nud liner. Sighter frowned at
the sight.
"Hadn't planned on that," he said. "Bubbles will distort
the glass.”
"It doesn't need to be of the first water," said Stutts.
"How long will it take to cool?" asked Sturm The shim

nmering heat fromthe poured gl ass was nesneri zi ng.

"Fully cooled, twelve hours or nore," said Sighter. "It'Il be
hard a |ot sooner than that, but we <can't crack the nold
until we're sure the core is cooled."

"Maybe we could get Rainspot to sprinkle it wth water,"
Cut wood suggest ed.

"No! It would shatter into a mllion pieces!"



Wth nothing else to do but wait, Sturmand all the
gnonmes but Sighter left the cavern. There was still sone
daylight left on the surface, and the gnones wanted to get
the C oudnaster back into flying trim

The flying ship posed proudly on the |evel valley floor
and once the wings were restored to the hull, it gained a
maj estic air. The obelisk's long shadow nmoved swiftly

around with the rapidly setting sun

"Ready for wng test?" Wngover hallooed in the voice
pi pe. A squawky, nmuffled "Yes" returned from the engine
room "Engage engine!"

Kitiara sensed a deep grinding vibration under her feet.
The wing tips lifted, flexed and started down again, but
bal ked. An agoni zing shudder ran the Ilength of the ship.
The wi ngs hung down where they were and qui vered.

"No, no! Shut off!" Wngover yelled. The door of the din-
i ng room banged open, and Fl ash emnerged, coughi ng.

W ngover stuck his head out the wheel house w ndow.
"What happened'" he said.

"That stupid Birdcall installed the armature sw tch upside
down! When | fed lightning to the engine, it flashed back
t hrough the cable and burned out the storage jar! W have
no power!" Flash exclainmed, close to tears.

Kitiara grabbed the gnome by the shoul der and spun him
around. "No power?" she said. "What does that nean?"

"It neans, we can't fly hone!"

Chapter 27
The | nvaders
G oomsettled in with the night. Birdcall was sound-

ly berated for his sloppy work, but once the reproaches
were finished, the gnones went right back to their usua

good- nat ur ed camar aderi e. Kitiara was furious, Sturm
resi gned. The dragon tried to lighten their spirits.

"Be of stout heart!" he adnonished. "If worse cones to
worst, | shall fly to M. Nevermind and notify the gnomi sh
authorities of your plight. They will, of course, nount a res-
cue expedition. Assuming | get clear of this tower, that is."

"Yes, assuming that," Sturm said. He went away to com

m serate with the gnones.
Kitiara sidled over to where Cupelix was perched. "Can
you hear me?" she said in the | owest of whispers.
Certainly. The dragon's telepathic voice caressed her

m nd.

"When we get you out, | want you to take ne wth you,"
she muttered.

And | eave your friends behind?

"You said yourself the gnones on Sancrist can be notified.
It may take sone nonths, but they'll try to reach their col-
| eagues marooned on Lunitari." Since the ruin of the d oud-
master's engine, Kitiara had begun to understand how the
dragon felt, trapped on this moon. Al so, once Cupelix was
free, she feared he would not linger on Lunitari while the
gnomes struggled to repair the flying ship. Her dreans of
partnership woul d be over

And what of Sturn®



"Someone has to look after the little fellows," she said.
"Don't think ne wuncaring; |I'm just eager to be gone from
here. "

Fortunes to find, wars to w n.
"Not to forget showi ng you around, too."

Yes, of course. Still, | wonder, dear Kit. If you could fly
and I could not, would you | eave nme here al so?
She grinned up at the huge creature. "You're far too big

for me to carry," she said.

Supper was a subdued affair, and they all turned in soon
after eating. Cupelix wthdrew to his tower top, and the
humans and gnonmes slept scattered about the obelisk's now
spaci ous fl oor.

Sturmwas awake. He lay on his back, staring up into the
tower's black recesses. It well matched his nobod. Was this
his ultinmate fate, to be nmarooned on the red noon forever?
The dragon had said something about things never dying
here. Wuld he live on and on, bitter, lonely, forever denied
his heritage as a knight?

The dark space above himclosed in. The odd, displaced
sensation fl ooded over himyet again -
~ He sat up and heard crickets chirruping in the bushes. A
canopy of trees alnopst closed out the sky of Krynn. Sturm
could see the sculpted outline of a high wall in the distance,
and knew that it was Castle Brightbl ade.

He drifted across the night-cloaked land to the castle's
main gate. To his surprise, torches flamed in the side brack-

ets, and two inposing figures in arnor flanked the entrance.
He nmoved in closer.

"Uh! What goes?" said the guard on Sturms right. He |lev-
el ed his poleaxe directly at Sturm

He can see ne! Sturmheld up his hand and said, "I am
Sturm Bri ghtbl ade. This castle belongs to ny father."
"Fool, nothing goes," said the other guard. "Put axe
away. "
"I say is." The right-hand guard took a torch down from

its holder and stonped toward - and through - Sturm By
the bl azing pine knot, Sturm saw the guard's face. It was not
human, nor dwarven, elven, kender, or gnome. The pro-
trudi ng snout was green and scaly, and toothy horns sprout-
ed froma wde mouth. Hs eyes were vertical slits, like
Cupel i x's.

Draconi ans! He was furious that these wugly brutes were in
his ancestral honme. Sturm pushed through the gate into the
bail ey. There were wagons and carts parked there, groaning
wi th swords, spears, battle-axes, and sheafs of arrows. The
draconi ans were turning Castle Brightblade into an arsenal
but for whon

In the great hall he found a crackling fire built. Canp
stools were set up before the hearth, and a trestle table was
covered with scrolls. Sturm hovered by the table. The
scrolls were maps, primarily of Solamia and Abanasi ni a.

Steel rang on stone, and Sturmstarted, forgetting that he
could not be seen. Atall, powerful figure strode out of the
dark hall. He was hel netless, his face hard and expression-
| ess. Long, snooth | ocks of white hair fell over his shoul-
ders. The man crossed between the fire and the table and sat
on one of the stools. He set his helnet down beside him
Sturm had never seen such a helnmet before. Tusks protruded



fromthe visor, and the whole formwas shaped |ike the head
of a predatory insect.

~ "Come and sit down," said the man, whom Sturm thought
of as the general. A second figure stirred in the shadows.
He - it? - did not cone into the circle of firelight. A thin
hand, sleeved in dark gray, reached out and dragged a canp
chair into a dimer corner of the hall.

"I forget you do not care for fire," said the general. "Pity.

Fire is such a useful force."

"Fire and light shall be nmy undoing sone day," rasped the
robed figure. "I have seen ny denmise in flanes. | am not
eager to nmeet ny end just yet."

"Not with so nmuch to do," replied the general. He perused
the map of Solamia. "Wen do you hear from your M s-
tress that Red Wng wll be here? The arms grow rusty in
this danp old castle.”

"Patience, Merinsaard. The Dark Queen has well gauged
the tenper of the land, and she will set the armies in notion
when t he auspices are nost favorable.™

The general snorted. "You speak of signs and portents as if
they determ ned everything. It's the charge of the |ance, the
shock of <cavalry, that decides the fate of battles and
enpires, Sorotin."

The hi dden sorcerer chuckl ed, a nol deri ng, decayed
sound that chilled Sturm "Men of action always like to
think that their fate is in their hands. It conforts them and
makes them feel inportant.™

Merinsaard said not hing. He leaned to the hearth,
pl ucked out a burning brand, and thrust it toward his shad-
owed compatriot. Sturm got a glinpse of a face that sur-
prised him It mght've been handsome but for its deathly
pal eness and the evil that emanated from burning eyes set in
it. The nmagic-user, Sorotin, groaned and shrank away from
the flame. Merinsaard tossed the burning twig after him

"Mnd your tongue,” Merinsaard said. "And renenber,

command here. If vyou displease ne, or fail in your necro-
mancy, |'Il feed you to the fire nyself."
The sorcerer panted raggedly with fear. "Be not too bold,

nmy lord. For one is here now who watches and is no friend
to our cause." Sturm s heart skipped a beat.

"What?" said the general. He reached under the pile of
maps and pulled out a viciously curved dagger. A sticky
coating of greenish poison showed on the cutting edge.
"Where is this intruder? VWhere?"

"Standing between wus, (great general." He did nmean
Sturm
Merinsaard slashed through the enpty air. "You fool

There's no one there!"

"Not in the fleshly sense, nmy lord. He is a spirit fromfar
away - very far, by the aura he enits. Perhaps as far as -
Lunitari? That is far indeed."

"CGet rid of it, whatever it is,"” said Merinsaard. "Kill the
spy! No one nust know of our plans!"”

"Cal myourself, my lord. Qur visitor is not here to spy. |
sense that this was once his hone."

"Dotard! No one has lived here for twenty years. The |ast
lord of the castle was hounded out of the country."

"True enough, mghty Merinsaard," said Sorotin. "Shall



bring this spirit here in body, or bid him go back where he
came?"

Sturmstruggled with his feelings for a noment. He tried
to will himself to solidity so that he night challenge these
evil men. But he could sense no change in his state.

"Can he speak to the living of this world ?" asked Merin-
saard.

"I think not. He is too attenuated by the vast distance he

has traveled. | sense no know edge of magic in him"
"Then hurl him back to his wetched body and keep him
there! | have no time for ghostly anbassadors."”

Sturm saw a glint in the darkness. He heard a sweet
chime. The sorcerer had struck the silver bell he carried.
"Hear me, O Spirit: As | ring this magic bell thrice, you

will depart fromthis castle, this land, this world, never to
return.” The bell chined once. "Argon!"™ Twce. "Hrar!"
Three tinmes. "In the nanme of the Dragonqueen!™

Every muscle in Sturms body jolted at once. He literally
felt as though he'd fallen from a height, but he was awake
and in his body, in the obelisk on Lunitari. He sat up
breathing hard and shaking. The entire vision had passed
wi thout any new clue to his father's whereabouts. That was
di stressi ng enough, but the machinations of this Merinsaard
and Sorotin - in Castle Brightblade - filled him wth out-
rage. Soneone must be told! The al arm nust be given

He roused Sighter fromhis blanket. "Wake up!" he said.
"Let's have a | ook at that |ens of yours."
"Now?" said the gnome through a jaw cracking yawn.
"Yes, why not? It's been hours."
A M cone was standing by, as per orders, and it all owed

Sturm and Sighter to mount for a ride down to the casting
chanmber. The whole cavern was filled with dripping patches
of mist. The giant ant didn't |ike the danpness at all. Once
or twice, its barbed feet slipped on the vitreous wall, making
Sturmcling tightly to the rope harness and causing Sighter
to cling even nore tightly to Sturm

The lens was still ruby red, but very little heat radiated
fromit.

Sturmtapped his fingers lightly on the edge of the nold.
The fourth tap broke loose a chunk of rmud, now dry and
brittle. The inward sloping side of the lens was exposed.
Si ghter stood on his toes to exan ne the gl ass.

"No," he nuttered. Qut cane the magnifying glass. He

peered into the scarlet casting. "Broken gears and slipped
pul l eys!" he exclained. "The lens is worthless!"
"What ?"

"The glass, the glass! It's nearly opaque!"

"It can't be," Sturm said. Sighter handed him his nagnify-
ing glass. Sturmpeered into the lens. All he could see were
mllions of tiny white bubbles trapped in the solidified glass.
That, and the dark red color, made it obvious that the |ens
woul d be useless for focusing the sun's rays into a burning
beam

"Perhaps when it's polished,"” Sturm said hopefully.

"Never!" Sighter sputtered. "You'd have nore chance try-
ing to focus sunbeams through a cedar tree!" He threw his
pocket glass on the rocks and stanmped it until it shattered.

"What's the matter?" asked a voice. Stutts and the others
had also cone to inspect the giant lens. Sighter bitterly



expl ained that their work had been for nothing. The crest-
fallen gnomes ringed the nold and stared down at the lens in
di sbelief.

"Worthless," said Fitter

"Usel ess," said Roperig.

"A waste of time and effort,"” Cutwood added.

"Now what do we do?" asked Rainspot.

"Try to explain it to the dragon," said the crushed Sighter

* ok % * *

No one said much about the lens failure except Cupelix.

The otherwise genial, well-mnnered dragon had a dragon-
si zed tantrum

"Thundering inconpetents! Wtless - inept!" A trenen-
dous tel epathic FOOLS! nmade themall flinch

"Do be still," Kitiara said severely. "A dragon your age,

carrying on like a spoiled child! Do you think the little fel-
| ows guar ant ee success?"

Sturmwat ched the effect of Kitiara's chiding on the beast.
Cupel i x's ears, which had been flattened on his head, slowy
lifted, and the jets of acrid vapor stopped puffing fromhis
nostrils.

"I had such hopes!" Cupelix all owed.

"Well, it looks like we're going to be here a long while,"
Kitiara said. "So we shall have plenty of time to think up
new ways to get you out of this marble cell."

Mollified, the dragon prepared them a cold repast and
retired to his high sanctumto neditate on his problens.
Sturm Kitiara, and the gnomes went outside and stared at
the Coudnaster. Poor, lifeless hulk, an inmmpbile derelict
gracing the red turf of Lunitari.

Sturm put a hand to his chin and pondered what he
understood from Wngover's explanation of how the C oud-
master flewi The w ngs were useless without Ilightning to
turn the engine. Al that remained was the half-enpty bag of
ethereal air. He said, "Wat about the ethereal air?"

"What about it?" asked W ngover.

Sturm rather abashed to be making technical argunents
to the gnomes, said, "Bellcrank used to say that when full
the ethereal air bag was sufficient to lift the ship."

"Wth all due respect to our late colleague, the lifting
power of the bag is nuch less than the total weight of the
hul | of the ship," Stutts said. They |lapsed into silence once
again. Sturm thought sone nore. Kitiara's eyes narrowed
as she, too, concentrated.

"What if we lightened the ship?" said Fitter

"What ?" said Sturm

"What ?" said Stutts, Wngover, Sighter, Rainspot, and
Fl ash.

"What!" said Cutwood, Roperig, and (translated) Bird-

call.

Kitiara grinned her Of-center grin, something she did al
too rarely these days. "Lighten the ship!"™ she declared
"Now that's Something | can wunderstand!” She picked little

Fitter up and Shook him So hard that his teeth rattled. Then
She boosted him up to the rail. The gnone Went bel ow deck
and Opened t he si de boarding ranp. The O her gnones
swarnmed aboard, fired with the Zeal O desperation. Before



sturm and Kitiara had even nounted the ranp, |oud crash-
es and Splintering creaks sounded within the Ship.

"They may rip everything Qut," StuimSaid wyly. "Deck
celing, planks, and posts."

) The gnones forned a chain fromthe | owest deck to the

top rail and began flinging everything they could lay their
hands On Over the Side. They ransacked their cabins and
brought forth all their personal bel ongi ngs. Sturm Was
astounded by the nmass and variety O it: blankets, books,
tools, clothing, barrels, pots, plates, rope, cord, twine, Sail-
cloth, a crate &' ink, pens, bars O Soap, two harnonicas, a
fiddle, a flute, Sixteen pairs O boots (all sized too big for
Sturm  much less any gnonme that ever lived), gloves, belts,
and a Stuffed billy goat that cutwood kept in his cabin.

Sone items couldn't be manhandled to the upper deck
Kitiara found Roperig and Fitter 1lying prostrate beside a
| arge keg. "We can't budge it," Roperig panted.

"I"ll doit." She turned the keg around to See if there was a
bung attached. Liquid sloshed inside, and a single Wrd in
gnomi sh block letters was stenciled On the Staves. Kitiara
said, "What's in this, anyway?"

Fitter Squinted at the label. "Gl O Vitriol. Mist have
been Bellcrank's," he Said. A Slight quiver invaded his chin.

"Vitriol, eh?" She recalled the ness that the acid had nade
O Bellcrank's Excellent Muthless Siphon back On Krynn
"Why hasn't it eaten through the keg?"

"Ch, it's probably lined with sone resistant coating," Said
Roperig. He Wped the back O his neck with his hand, and it
promptly Stuck there. "Ch, dry roti"

Kitiara drumed her fingers On the barrel head. "Hwmm
that's worth knowing. So this stuff dissolves sone things
but not O hers?"

"Yes." Roperig tried to free his hand and succeeded in
sticking his O her hand to his Om arm "Double dry rot 1"

"WII Ol O vitriol dissolve marble?" She asked.

"Maybe. It doesn't affect many gl assy substances."

"What about | ead?"

"Yes, definitely. Fitter, stop fidgeting and help net"

She left the two gnomes locked in a Stnmle against
Roperig'S adhesive pal ms. The gnhonme she sought, Stutts,
was Qutside the ship, Sorting through the heap Of goods that
t he gnomes had discarded. Kitiara pulled Stutts free O a pile

O clothing and Said, "I know how to get the dragon CQut!"
"What ?" said the gnome. " How?"
"Bellcrank'S wvitriol." She gestured vaguely back toward

the ship. "There's a whole barrelful O it On board. If we let it
eat up the nortar in the |owest course O the Obelisk, the
Walls are bound to collapse, aren't they'd"

Understanding gradually lightened Stutts's face. Then it
hit himfull force. "Hydrodynamcst It will work!"

The gnomes heard Stutts'S cry and rallied around. Wth
ext ravagant hand not i ons and frequent complinments to
Kitiara, Stutts explained her idea. The gnomes positively
exploded with excitement. It was So Sinmple! So el egant!
They'd been fixated On a nechanical Solution, and here the
human Woman had cone up Wth a chem cal answer!

Sturm heard the conmotion and hustl ed down the ranp.
He agreed that the plan was a good One, but Saw One inpor-
t ant consi der ati on. "What happens to Cupelix when the



tower falls?" he asked. "Not even a brass dragon can wth-
stand tons O marble masonry falling On him"

"There has to be a way around that," Said Kitiara.

"Why don't we ask the dragon?" Said Sturm

That's what they did. At first, the dragon was Sulky and
refused to conme down from his aerie. Kitiara Scolaed him

for his petulance, and still there was no response. Then she
al one heard: | don't wish to be di sappoi nted agai n.

"W're not meking any prom ses," she proclainmed | oudly.
"W have a new schene that W're pretty sure will Wrk, but
it has an awkward problem Freeing you may kill you."

A uni que solution. I would not be a prisoner any | onger.

"Ch, shut upi If you can't cone down and talk to us like a
reasonabl e dragon, We'll just bring the Cbelisk down around
you." Kitiara jerked her head to the others. "Let's go."

"W're not really going to use the vitriol Wth himstill up
there, are we, ma' an?" said Fitter

"Why not? You want to see if it'll work, don't you?" She
replied.

"But the dragon will get hurt."

cut wood chewed thoughtfully On the tip O his pencil. "I
Wonder, " he nused, "Wat the tensile strength O dragon
hi de and flesh is?" Sighter produced sonme vellum

"We can do a cal cul ation!"

Chapter 28
Br eakt honough

The C oudnaster, freed of several hundred
pounds O useless weight, buoyed a bit off the ground.
W ngover had a fine tine 'lifting' the big ship up wth his
hands. Roperig advised staking the hull to the ground, so
Woden Stakes Wre pounded into the turf and the flying
Shi p was Secured.

"Besi des stacks OF food and water, there isn't a Scrap O
anything left On board," Stutts reported. "Mdst O the interi-
or partitions have been tjrn Qut, too."

"What about the engine?" asked Sturm "It nmust weigh as
much as the rest O the hull put together."

"It does," said Flash, not w thout pride.

"Then we rmust dunp it."

"Not Qur beautiful enginel There isn't another machine

like it anywhere!"

Sturm could rmake no headway, so he went to where Kiti-
ara, cutwood, and sighter Wre studying the matter O dis-
solving the Qbelisk's lead nortar.

"we'll need | adders to reach those higher courses,” Kitiara
Was Sayi ng.

"Scaffolding would be better," Sighter argued. "There's
Sone Scrap |unber fromthe Ship."

"How will we get the vitriol up there?" asked Cutwood.

"d ass vials and beakers," Said Sighter. "That Stuff wll eat
t hr ough anyt hing el se. ™

Sturmcleared his throat loudly. Kitiara Said inpatiently,
"Speak up, Sturm™

"The Ship is alnost |light enough to float, but Birdcall and
Flash Wn't agree to discard the usel ess engine," he reported.



"So what? Take a hammer and knock it to pieces," She
Said. "That's the Way to get things done." cutwod and
Sighter | ooked at her in some surprise, and Sturm prudently
refrained from commenting. |nstead, he asked if they'd
heard from Cupeli x.

"Not a peep. He's being very stubborn.™

Sturm went inside. The vast Open floor WAs deserted. The
ship, the gnonmes, and their gear had all been renoved. Only
the three gaping holes for the M cones Wre the sane.

"Cupelix?" he called. "Cupelix, | know you can hear ne.
Cone down." His voice echoed through the enpty Space.
"Kitiara is going ahead wth this vitriol Scheme O hers.
She'll bring this tower down about your ears, just to prove
She can do it." He felt the faint but distinct touch O the
dragon's nmental voice

L trust you, Brightblade. You tell the truth

"A man's truthfulness is his duty to the Measure," Sturm
replied.

| made a bargain wth dear Kit: If she would advocate ny
cause to the gnones, | would acconpany her for two years
upon our return to Krynn

Sturm frowned. "For what purpose?"

I know not. But it was inportant enough that she was
VWil ling to abandon you and your friends to reach Krynll

"You must be jesting! Kitiara Wuldn't do that t"

I am very Serious, Brightblade. Wen she believed the
ship ruined, she pressed ne to take her away when | left.

"Why are you telling ne this?"

Her anbition worries ne. Every living thing has an aura;
have you heard this? It is true. The aura reveals the spark O
life that animates the body w thout. Yours, for example, is a
gol den yellow, strong, radiant, and unvarying. But Kitiara's
is fiery red and streaked with black. The black is growing in
her .

Sturm Waved dism ssively. "I don't know What you're
tal king about. Kit is strong-willed and inpetuous, that's all."
You are wong, ny virtuous friend.
J"conme down, dragon, and help us with your rel ease.
That's all | have to Say." Sturm marched CQut.

The gnomes had the lowest Stages O a Scaffold | ashed

together. Sturm noted the brightening Sky. "Sunrise," he

Said. "Better come inside till after the tower discharges."”
There was a runble Overhead. The sun peeked Over the
Valley Wall, and the early rays hit the marble tower. The

runbl e deepened. The first crackles O lightning were arcing
from the Obelisk's peak. The Wole valley shook Wth the
force. Another brief day began On Lunitari

You don't have to Shake the tower so! | intend to join in.

The group broke into relieved |aughter. "Gves us a lot O
credit, doesn't he?" Kitiara said. They Streaned back to the
unfi ni shed Scaffol d.

Stutts explained, in great detail, the vitriol Plan to Cupe-
lix. The dragon was not sanguine about it. He was nore
interested in taking the top Of the tower, but there was not
enough Wod to erect a Scaffold five hundred feet high

"It's too bad you can't go down to the cavern," Said
W ngover. "You'd be Safe there."

"Who Says | can't?" the dragon answered.

"The holes in the floor aren't big enough to let you pass,"



t he gnone Obj ect ed.

"Then we Shall nake them bigger. WII this corrosive O
yours eat through marble?"
"Ah, we're not certain,"” said Stutts. "I wish 1'd Studied

al chermy nore closelyl Then | could tell you."
"Wy don't We try a nore direct approach' Let's apply

vitriol to the floor stones,"” Ofered Cupelix.

The flying ship's erstwhile china mlk pitcher was pressed
into service as a vitriol vessel. They breached the keg head
and di pped the pitcher in until it Was full

"Careful!" said Stutts. Kitiara nodded, tight-Ilipped, as

drops fell fromthe pitcher's lip and |anded, sizzling, On the
ground, | eaving bl ack, snmoking scorch marks.
Kitiara walked very Slowy to the Obelisk, gnones danc-
ing attendance On each Side, prattling On with useless but
wel | -i ntended advice. Sturm hurried ahead to clear the way.
Cupelix had come all the way dowmn to the floor to be as
cl ose as possible to the experiment. Holding the pitcher at
aims length, Kitiara dribbled a thin Stream O vitriol On the
rimc One O the Mcones' holes. The corrosive hissed and
Sizzled villainously, and after a few nminutes, the bubbling
st opped.

"Whewf " said Kitiara. "This Stuff Stinksl”

W ngover tapped the doused area Wth a Slender ninera
hamrer. "The stone has definitely decayed," he announced,
"though not by nuch. It would take gallons and gallons O
Ol O vitriol to eat through this thick marble."

"W haven't got an endless Supply," Kitiara remnminded him
"Fifty gallons; that's as nuch as we have."

"Then it's picks and mattocks,"” Said Sturm "Hand work. |
knew it would cone down to sweat and blisters eventually."

The gnomes returned Qutside to work On extending the
scaffolding around three sides O the Cbelisk. Kitiara and
Sturm found the heaviest digging tools the gnones had and
Set to work. It was hard going. The floor Was tough, and the
tools were Small. \What anbunted to a full-sized pick for a
gnonme was little bigger than a hand adze to a hunan.

It was hot inside the tower, as they chipped away at the
marble. Kitiara Stripped Of her cloak and mail Shirt and
worked in her |light blouse. Sturmset aside his arnmor and
quilted tunic, too. Cupelix did Wat he could to nmake their
| abor easier. He fanned them with his broad wngs and
flushed the chips and dust Qut O their way. He told clever
stories that he'd garnered from his readi ng.

Sturm di scovered that Cupelix was a devotee O the elven
bard, Quivalen Soth. The dragon knew the "Song O Hum"

by heart. Even nore interesting Was a lost cycle OF songs by
Quivalen about Huma and the Silver Dragon. Kitiara had
not heard the tale & Huma's love for the Silver Dragon, and
was fasci nat ed.

"A true tragedy," said Cupelix, fanning a breeze Over
them "That a dragon should descend fromits noble natura
formto that O a nortal. Tsk, tsk."

Sturmtraded his small pick for an equally small sledge-
hamrer. It hit the floor with a crack that stung his hands.
"You think dragons are better than peopl e?" he asked.

"Wthout a doubt. Dragons are bigger, Stronger, have
nore abilities and powers, |live longer, do nore, and have



unequal ed ment al qualities," Said Cupelix. "What can
humans do that dragons can't?"

"Walk Qut OF here," said Kitiara, leaning On her pick. The
fanning Wngs m ssed a beat, then started up again.

"Too bad you can't change into a man, even briefly,"
Sturmsaid. "Then all this digging would be unnecessary."

"Alas, shape-Shifting has never been a talent known
anong brass dragons. There are texts On the matter, that O
the elf wzard Dronondothalas being the nost fanous. But
nmy library is conpletely lacking in Such books."

Kitiara kicked a Wde Wdge O stone loose. It slipped
t hrough the hole. Seconds later, a distant thud reveal ed that
it had landed in the cavern below She Said, "Were did
your books comne fron"

"What books | have | had from the beginning. The maker
O the Obelisk provided them | believe, So that the Keeper O
the New Lives Wuld have sonme know edge O the Wder
wor | ds beyond Lunitari. There are tones O history, geogra-
phy, letters, nedicine, alcheny -"

"And magic," said Sturm bringing the hamrer down.

"Half the Scrolls are related to magic," agreed Cupeli x.

In two hours' Wbrk, the humans Succeeded in w deni ng
the hol e by several inches all around. Cupelix expressed sat-
isfaction with their progress, but Kitiara Was di sgusted.

"At this rate, well be too Od to lift the tools by the tine
W cut a hole big enough for you," She said to the dragon

"I think W're going about this the hard way," Sturm Said.
Hs alms and back ached, and his head pounded fromthe

Strain O working So hard in the thin air. "I remenber the
masons at the <castle cleaving Stones as thick as this floor
Wth One O two blows. Let nme have Sonme cool Water, and
"Il think about it a while." He took the water bottle from
Kitiara and Sl unped by the near wall.

Kitiara went Qut . To her unconceal ed surprise, the
gnomes had already wapped their rickety pl atform around
three sides O the elisk to a height O Six feet. Boards,
posts, tool handl es and beans were pegged and | ashed
t oget her \Werever space all owed.

"How goes it?" she said, turning away and al nost bow -
ing Over Stutts.

"W're ratcheting right along,” he Said. "Are you naking
any progress On the floor?"

"Very little, I'mafraid." She fingered her left biceps. "All
this extra nuscle power 1is going to Waste. |If I swing too
hard, 111 Only break the tool."

"I see." Stutts squinted at the mdday sun. "Only two and
a half hours OF light left. Let's have a | ook at your progress.”

They entered and found Sturmkneeling On the floor, star-
ing at the water pitcher. He looked fromit to One O the
areas where they'd Scarred away the polished Surface. Then
he Stared Once nore at the Water pitcher. Cupel i x had
hopped back up to his perch

"What are you doing?" Kitiara asked Sturm

"I remenber howthey didit,"” Sturmreplied. "The nmasons
at castle Brightblade used to quarry Qut enornmous blocks O
granite with just four nen."

"How did they do it?" asked Stutts.

"They bored hol es al ong the block they wanted to free
and drove in thick Woden pegs. Then they Soaked the Pegs



in water. The Swelling wood cracked the stone.”
Stutts | ooked at Sturm and blinked. "That's ingenious."

Kitiara Said, "But can W bore holes in the marble?"

"W have sonme steel augers,"” Said the ghome. "Wth your
strength and the right approach - yes, easily!"

Stutts ran back to the pile O goods discarded from the fly-
ing ship and returned with a Ilarge brace and bit. He
expl ained quickly how, when boring Stone, it Was i npor -
tant to keep the bit cool and Ilubricated. Sturm would trickle

water around the bit while Kit turned the brace.

They tried it, and bored through the twenty-inch-thick
floor in thirty mnutes. Flushed wth success, they bored
nore hol es, connecting the first Mcone hole with the Sec-
ond, about twelve feet away. Using this line as the base O a
triangle, Sturm and Kitiara angled Qut into the nmain floor
Space. They were well into the triangle' s Second arm When
the sun Went down and the gnonmes cane Streaming in. Flash
announced that the scaffold was done.

"Then find a bit and join in," Kitiara said. "Mre Water
Sturm The handle feels hot!"

It was well past mdnight when they finished, thirty-Six
holes in all. Cupelix worked up an especially bracing repast
with thick soup and lots O bread. They had mined four
bits, and Kitiara' s hands were bli stered.

Rai nspot O fered her Some soot hing Sal ve, but She
declined. "Let's get Onh Wth it," She Said. "Get the pegs."

The gnomes did the peg work. They cut lengths fromthe
remaining Scrap Wod, and Sturm banged these honme wth
the sl edge. Everyone cleared Qut O the triangle area forned
by the bored holes. Kitiara filled a canvas bucket Wth Wter
and handed it to Sturm

"Your honor," she Said. "Your idea."

He took the handle. "This is for the good yeoman O Cas-
tle Brightblade," he answered, dousing each peg in turn
refilling the bucket, and dousing themall again.

Not hi ng happened.

"Wel|l?" Said Kitiara, bracing One hand On her hip.

"It takes a while," said Sturm "The pegs have to swell.
We'd better have sone nore water."

Sturm poured water On the pegs three nore tinmes. The
tops O the pegs clearly Swell ed above the level O the floor
but little el se appeared to happen

"wonderful ," Kitiara said Sarcastically. She |oped Qut,
Snorting Wth ill-concealed contenpt. One by One, the
gnonmes gave up, and went CQutside. Sturm Shook his head.

"It Wrked for ny father's masons," he Said.

"Masonry is an arcane art," Cupelix said. "lIts secrets are
not easily adapted by the untrained."

Then the floor went crack

Near the hole that Sturmand Kitiara had So |aboriously
enl arged, a hairline crack reached fromthe first peg, across
the marble, to the peg Oh the Oher Side O the hole. Sturm
laid the sledge On his shoulder and hurried to the scene. He
Was about to snmite the Splitting Stone, Wen he heard
anot her crack, and a fissure slowy zigzagged from the tri-
angle's far point to its base; Sturmraised the hamer.

"No, wait," Said the fascinated dragon

The Iine between the M cone hol es junped apart, and



Sturm started backward. A section O stone, larger than any
they'd released by hand, broke free and plunged into the
cavern below. That Opened the floodgates, and the entire
triangle collapsed into the cavern with a rush. The Obelisk
rang with the concussion as a ton O marble hit the resonant
floor a hundred feet down.

Kitiara burst in, the gnomes at her heels. "Geat suffering
gods! What was that?" She cried.

Sturm dusted his hands and pointed dramatically to the
gaping hole in the floor. "The way is clear for Cupelix to
descend!" he Said.

The gnomes were all for going On and bringing the Qoelisk
down that very night, but Sturm and Kitiara were both
exhausted and begged Of. Cupelix supported them saying
that he had many itens he Wshed to Save fromdestruction
before the tower Was denolished. He flew up to his private
aerie and left the nortals to take their ease.

The gnomes quieted after the initial rush OF Success wore
Of. They burrowed into the doudmaster's j etsam and
Slept, their tinny Snores Sounding like an Operatic war
between bullfrogs and crickets. Sturm Stretched Qut On a
bl anket surrounded by Stacked crates. The Sky Was bril-
liantly clear as usual, and he counted Stars to make hinself
dr owsy.

Kitiara sauntered around the crates. "Asleep?" she asked.

"Huh? No, not yet."

She slipped down opposite him her back braced by a
box.,"This may be our last night On Lunitari."

"Sounds good to ne."
"You know, |'ve been trying to figure out how, |ong W' ve
been here. In local terms, W' ve seen about forty-four days

and forty-five nights. How | ong does that make it back
home?"

"l don't know, " he admtted.

"Suppose We get back to Krynn and find that years have
passed?"

He al nost | aughed at the idea, but stopped hinself.
Sturm couldn't prove that vyears hadn't elapsed while they
were On the red noon

"There are so many Od tales about humans who Went O f
to elf realnms and returned in What they thought were a few
months to find their children growmn and their friends dead
O Ad age," Kitiara said. Sturmthought She was just nusing
Over possibilities, but then he realized that she Was seriously
concer ned.
"What are you afraid of, Kit?" he asked gently.
"The five-year reunion. It's inportant that | not mss it."
"And Tani s?"
"Yes."
"Do you intend to go back to hin®"
Kitiara shifted unconfortably. "No, that's not it. W
didn't part on the best of terns, and | want to patch things
up, before -" She started to say Sonething but stopped.
"Bef ore what ?" St urm pronpted.
"Before | begin ny travels with Cupelix."
So, she was Oming up to it. "Are you giving up trying to
nd your father and his peopl e?"
"My father always said his fanmly had disowned himand
his forever," she said. "Much as 1'd love to ride up to their

f



front door and spit in their faces, partnership Wth a dragon
prom ses to be nore exciting." She Shrugged. "I say, to the
Abyss with the UWh Matars. ™"

The quiet interval grew long, and Sturmfelt his eyelids
droop Wth Sleep. He was about to nod Of Wen Kitiara
said, "Sturm if you see Tanis before I do, wll you tell him
I"'msorry, and that he Was right?" Sturmwas too much O a
gentleman to inquire Wat she had to be sorry about. He
prom sed upon his honor as a Brightblade to bear her nes-
sage back to Tanis Hal f-Elven

Chapter 29
The belisk Falls

The dragon cal led to them rousing themfromtheir
slunmber. The gnomes bounced up, eager to be about their
busi ness. Sturmrubbed his eyes and | ooked about. Kitiara
was not in sight.
He stretched and hunted around for a drink of water. As
he was gulping a cool drink, Kitiara appeared. She tossed
asi de a handsaw and said, "Wat's the beast yelling about?
couldn't quite make it out."
"He wants us to get on with the denolition," said Sturm
"Fine. I'mready."
Al the glass and porcelain jars and cups they had were to
be used to pour vitriol on the |lead nortar seans. The
gnonmes lined up like soldiers, mugs and cream pitchers in
hand |i ke swords. Kitiara gave them a nocking salute and

told themto bide their tine.

Inside, Cupelix was nervously hopping from one nassive
leg to the other. "All ny books and manuscripts are safe," he
said. "The Mcones have transferred everything to a safe
place in the cave." There was no |onger reason to delay.
Cupelix put his three-toed feet into the hole and curled his
tail up close to his chest. It would be a tight fit.

"CGet your wings in," Sturmsaid. "Closer. That's it."

"Good thing | ama svelte exanple of ny race,"” Cupelix
said. H's massive body was in the hole. Only his head
showed i nsi de the obelisk

"I believe | shall mss this place," he said.

"G on!" Kitiara shouted. Cupelix's head disappeared. He
fell forty feet before getting his wings open. He hit the
cavern floor wth enough force to rock the tower on its
foundations, but to the dragon it was a mnor tunble. He
tel epathed his good health and told the nortals to proceed.

"Cupelix is safely in the cavern,” Sturmsaid to Stutts
when they were outside.

Stutts put two fingers to his mouth and blew a shrieking
whi stle. "Begin pouring!" he cried.

The gnomes, spaced around the three sides of the obeli sk,
applied vitriol to the | ead. Wsps of noxious vapor coil ed off
the walls, choking all the gnones but Roperig and Fitter
who had invented Caustic Snoke Filters for Noses and
Mouths (Mark 11). Keen observers would have recognized
the filters as being made of ol d bandannas and suspenders.

"Right! Now clear off the top Ilevel and pour on the sec-
ond!" Stutts called. Convenient beakers of vitriol were posi-
tioned on the lower platfornms of the scaffold.



Flash clinbed down the spindly collection of poles and
pl anks. He swng to the second Ilevel and pronptly kicked
over his beaker. Gl of vitriol streamed down the scaffold
eating away the wood and rope lashing wth as rnuch vigor
as it consuned the |ead.

"Look out!" said Sturm The poles under Flash sagged and
canme apart. The gnome wavered back and forth on his toes
and toppled fromthe planking.

Kitiara gauged his fall and stepped below him She held
up her arnms and caught the plunmeting gnone.

"Thank you so nuch," he said.

"Certainly," she asked.

The walls of the obelisk steaned with vitriol vapor
Streaks of black showed on the flawess red marble where
the liquified | ead ran down. The corrosive fluid ate into the
joints between the courses of stone with alacrity, and half an
hour after starting, the gnones were down to the fourth
| evel of their scaffold.

"It looks like it's weeping," Sturm observed of the struc-
ture. "But | don't think it's suffering nmuch danage."

"The effect should be cunulative,™ said Stutts. "Wthout
the lead support, each course wll sag under the weight of

the wupper blocks. By the tine we get down to ground |evel,
the whol e structure may be leaning as nmuch as three feet out

of plunb. The remmining fourth wall cannot support such
an inbal ance, and the obelisk will collapse."

The Wi ne- purpl e sky segued into cl aret red. Sturm
frowned. "Sunrise," he said. "WIIl the discharges affect the
process?"

"How can they not?" Kitiara replied. "They may bring the
whol e thing down on our heads.” She went to the foot of the
scaffold and yelled, "Get a nove on! Dawn is coning!"

There wer e acci dent s, ghones bei ng gnones, with the
i mm nent sunrise pressing on them Vitriol burns, falls, and
sprained ankles nultiplied. The stars faded fromview as the
heavens changed from claret to rose. The usual streak of
neteors ricocheted from one horizon to another, and the
i ntense stillness was broken by a stirring in the air that Kiti-
ara felt, though Sturmcould not.

"Hurry!"
The gnomes tunbled off the scaffold like mce froma
bur ni ng bui | di ng. The platform groaned and curled up

wherever the wvitriol dropped on it, and the lower third of
the obelisk was coated with sickly gray steam

"Run!" Sturmsaid. "Run as far and as fast as you can!"

He grabbed Cutwood, who was slow, and dragged him

off his feet. Kitiara scooped up Roperig and Flash, the |ast
ones off the scaffold. And they ran, past the point at which
they'd left doudmaster, on the unscarred side of the tower,
as far as where the valley began to rise in elevation. A hor-

rendous grinding noise filled the valley, overpowering even
the first crackle of the norning discharge.

From under Kitiara's arm Flash twisted around to see.
"The bl ocks are giving way!" he cheered.

The grinding sound arrested their nad flight. Everyone
st opped, turned, and stared.

Bolts of blue lightning sizzled from the obelisk's peak, not
to the distant cliffs that defined the valley, but into the dry



red soil a hundred yards from the nmonunent's base. The
obelisk |eaned appreciably, and whole courses of stained
marble tunbled to the ground. It seemed for a nonent that
the tower mght wthstand the |oss of those blocks, but the
wei ght of the wupper reaches was too nuch for the under-
m ned base. The five-hundred-foot obelisk slowy, grace-
fully, leaned over. Stones shattered under the unbearable
pressure. The top broke apart in nidfall, the stones separat-
ing with the tunult of a hundred thunderstorns"”. "Bl ocks
twel ve feet long, six feet high, and three feet thick hurtled to
the ground, gouging out deep craters in the soft turf. The
obelisk lay down like a falling tree, pieces weighing severa

tons bounced off each other, breaking, crushing, and com
ing to rest at last, as though too tired to leap any farther

The great pyranid capstone crashed with blue and white
sparkles dancing around it. WII-0'-the-wi sps rose above the
swel ling cloud of dust and vanished, silent witnesses to the
m ghty structure's fall

There was silence. The runble died away.

"My," said Stutts sol emmly.

"It worked," said Wngover.

"Did it ever work," said Rainspot.

Suddenly, Kitiara gave out a loud, Ilong whoop of tri-
unmph. "Yaaahaaah!" she cried, leaping up into the air. "W
didit! W didit!"

Sturm found himself grinning from ear to ear, but as the
menbers of the little party noved slowy toward the fallen
giant, an awed silence settled over them Large blocks stood
upright, buried to a third of their length. Sturm |ooked on
and nmarvel ed. The shape of the obelisk proper could still be
recogni zed as a heavier concentration of broken nmasonry.

Sturm clinbed to a pile of blocks near the erstwhile base

of the obelisk. The dust thrown up by the collapse had risen
making a dull red ring in the sky. He had an odd thought:
Wul d stargazers on Krynn be able to see the ring of dust? It
was miles and nmiles across, and darker than the surface soil
Wuld the astrononers see it, t heorize about it, make
| earned di scourses on the cause and meaning of it?

Everyone gathered at the base. A donme of bl ocks had
fallen over the hole in the obelisk floor, and only a very

small person could wiggle through the resulting gap. Kiti-
ara called for Fitter

"G in and call to the dragon," she said. "See if he's al
right. | can't get himto answer."

"Yes, ma'am" Fitter scanpered into the arch of stone. In
answer to his call, they all heard a tel epathic Success!

"He's alive," Stutts said.

"We' || have to clear these stones away," Sturm said.

Get clear, little Fitter; I'mcom ng out!

Fitter crawed out, and the nortals drew back. The mass
of blocks flew apart, and Cupelix energed. H s massive face
was split by a wde smle. Huge teeth gleaned dully in the
light as he flung back his head and expanded his chest.

"Rejoice, nortal friends! | amfree!" he cried.

"You had no trouble shifting those blocks," Kitiara said.

"None at all, nmy dear Kit. Wien the structure was bro-
ken, so was its protective spell." Cupelix inhaled deeply,
sucking in the tepid air in dragon-sized gulps. "It is sweet is
it not, the first breath of freedon?



No one was sure what to do next. "I suppose," said Stutts
reflectively, "we ought to prepare to depart ourselves." He
fol ded his hands over his round belly. "That is, assum ng the
Cl oudnmaster can rise on its ethereal air alone.”

"I'm confident," Kitiara said. Sturm shot her a question-
ing look. She winked and smiled just like the old Kit, then
noved away, toward the top end of the w eckage.

Wthout warning, Cupelix unfurled his w ngs to their
full est extent. Never in the close confines of the obelisk had
he been able to spread his wings in all their glory. Now he
groaned with pleasure at the stretching of his |eathery
wi ngs. Cupelix launched hinself in the air with one spring,
and flapped Ileisurely, luxuriously, gaining height wth each

pass over the site of his deliverance. He rolled, stalled, hov-
ered, wngs bellying full and enptying in rapid sweeps. He
climbed so high that he was a golden dot in the sky, and
dived with such wld abandon that it seenmed certain he
woul d crash into the obelisk's ruins.

Sturm turned his gaze from the joyous dragon and real-
ized that everyone had left him Kitiara had nearly reached
the top of the ruins and the gnones were scattered through-
out the debris, neasuring, arguing, and enjoying their tri-
unph i mensel y.

Kitiara found, amdst the rubble, the wonderful tapes-
tries she had seen in Cupelix's private aerie. They were tom
to shreds, but here and there whole portions were identifi-
able. Cupelix hadn't bothered to save the noldering tapes-
tries, and she wondered why. She found a patch fromthe
Assenbly of the Gods tapestry, the patch with the face of
the Dark Queen on it. The woven face was nearly as w de as
Kitiara was tall, but she rolled the fragment wup and tied it
around her waist as a belt. She felt she had to save it.

"Care for a ride?" said Cupelix.

Kitiara | ooked up. The dragon hovered above her, the
sweep of his w ngs sending dust swirling around the ruins.

Kitiara thought a brief noment, then said warily, "Yes.
But no acrobatics."

"Certainly not."
unnervi ng grins.

He | anded and Kitiara mounted his neck. She took hold
of the brass plates and said, "Ready."

He | aunched themstraight up, and Kitiara felt the breath
snatched from her body. Wth slow, |azy sweeps of his
wi ngs, Cupelix circled the ruins and the flying ship. Kitiara
again felt the exhilaration she'd experienced those first few
mnutes on the doudmaster, when the whole of Krynn had
been spread out below her. Wth the wnd whi ppi ng her
short hair, Kitiara grinned down at Sturmis astonished face.
"Hai, Sturm Brightblade! Hai-yah!" She waved one hand at
him "You should try this!"

The gnomes set up a cheer as Cupelix banked into a steep
clinmb. Sturm watched the dragon soar away with Kitiara.

He felt a strange uneasiness. He wasn't afraid for Kit. There

Cupelix's nmouth was wide in one of his

was something about the imge of a human riding on the
back of a dragon that chilled himdeep inside.

"Well, I"'mglad they're enjoying thenselves," Sighter said
sourly. "But can we get underway, ourselves?"

Sturmwaved to Kitiara and called for her to conme down.



After several nock diving attacks at the rubble, the gnones,
and Sturm Cupelix landed and Kitiara junped to the
ground.

"Thank you, dragon," she said. Her face was flushed. She
pounded Sturm on the shoulder and said, "Well, let's get
going. No need to stand around here all day."

The humans and the gnones trekked to the tethered fly-
ing ship. In a nonment of creative vandalism Flash and Bird-
call had agreed to sever the useless wings and tail, so the
ship presented an austere, clipped appearance. Kitiara was
smling and humm ng a marchi ng song.

"Pick up your feet, soldier," she said, linking an armin
Sturms.

"What are you so pleased about?" he said. "The ship may
not take flight."

"Believe that we will fly, and we will."

“I'"l1l think lightheaded if it will help." She |laughed at his
nor ose tone.

The ship was reloaded with what food and water the
gnones collected, and a few items for emergency use -
spare |lunmber, tools, nails, and so forth. Sturm bent down
and saw that the keel was firmly set in the red dirt.

The gnomes filed up the ranp. Sturmand Kitiara paused,
each with one foot at the ranp, the other on the soil of the
red noon.

"WIl anyone ever believe we were here?" he asked, tak-
ing in the panorama. "It all seens like a wild dream™

"What difference does it make?" Kiiiara replied. "W
know what we've done and where we've been; even if we
never tell another soul, we'll know "

They walked up the ranp and hauled it up behind them
When the hatch was secure, Sturm went up to the main
deck. Kitiara disappeared into the hold.

Cupelix swooped in, beat his wngs hard and alighted
gently beside the Coudmaster. "G orious, ny friends! | am

reborn - no, born for the first tinme! Freed of the stone sar-

cophagus in which | dwelt, | am a new dragon

"Henceforth, | amno |onger Cupelix, but Pteriol, the Fly-
er!l"

"Pl eased to neet you, Pteriol," said Fitter.

"W'd best be off," interrupted Sturm "Wile it's stil
[ight."

"Yes, yes," said Stutts. "Listen, all of you; each fellowis to
stand by the nmooring ropes. Wen | give the word, slip the
knots and let us rise."

"Tell them to pull in the ropes. They're all we've got,"
advi sed Roperi g.

"And pull in the ropes!" Stutts said. "Everyone ready?"

The gnomes piped their readiness. "Very good. Al'l  hands,
slip your ropes!"

They nmanaged to get nost of the lines |oose at the sane
time, though Rainspot at the stern had a hard knot and
| agged behind. The ship rolled sideways, the hul I pl anks
gr oani ng.

"W're too heavy!" W ngover shout ed.

The distinct sound of splitting wood erupted belowtheir
feet. The starboard side rose, throwing everyone to port.
Sturm banged the back of his head against the deck house.
Then, with an ear-piercing crack, the G oudmaster righted



itself and lifted into the air.

"Hall oo!" called Pteriol. "You' ve |ost sonething!"

Sturm and the gnomes filled the rail. They were rising
very slowy, but froma height of fifty feet, they could see a
wi de section of the hull planking and a nass of dark netal
on the ground.

"The engine!" Flash cried. Birdcall uttered a hawkish
scream of di smay.

They rushed fromthe | adder down to the hold. Near the

deck hatch, Flash fell into the arms of Kitiara. She was whis-
tling a Sol aci an dance tune.
"Quickly!" sai d t he excited ghore. "' ve lost the

engi ne! We must go back and get it!"
Kitiara stopped whistling. "No," she said.
"No? No?"
"I don't know anythi ng about aerial navigation, but | do

know this ship was too heavy to get off the ground. So |
arranged for the extra weight to stay behind."

"How d you do that?" Sturm asked.

"Sawed through the hull around the engine," she said.

"It's not fair! It's not right!" Flash said, blinking through
angry tears. Birdcall made sinilar noises.

Sturm patted the two on their shoulders. "It may not be
fair, but it was the only thing to do," he said gently. "You can
al ways buil d anot her engi ne once you get back to Sancrist."

Stutts and Wngover squeezed past Kitiara and started
down the | adder. "We'd better inspect the hole," said Stutts.
"The hul | may be seriously weakened. Not to mention
drafty."

Drafty was an understatenent. A yawning hole, twelve
feet by eight feet, showed where the |ightning-powered
engi ne had been

"My," said Stutts, peering down at the receding ground.
They were already a hundred feet up. "This is rather inter-
esting. W should have built a wndow into the bottom of
the ship fromthe first."

"Keep that in mnd," Sturm said, who kept well back from
the hole. "W'll have to patch this sonmehow, if only to keep
ourselves from tunbling out." He wasn't too surprised by
Kitiara's deed. It was typical of her: quick, direct, and a bit
ruthless. Still, they were off the ground at |ast.

Pteriol's brass scales glistened as he passed under the ship.
The dragon circled in a rising spiral, wings flapping slowy.
The Cl oudmast er noved very slowy westward, away from
the fallen obelisk.
W ngover stepped forward until his toes were off the edge

of the hull tinmbers. He pushed back the swath of bandages
that shrouded his head. His disturbing black eyes focused
on sonet hing far bel ow.

"What is that?" he asked, pointing at the distant ground.

"I can't see anything," Stutts said.

"There's someone down there wal ki ng."

"A tree-man?" suggested Sturm "It is daylight."

"Too small. It walks differently, nore like -" Wngover
scrubbed his eyes with his small fists. "No! It can't be!

"What, what ?"

"It looks like a gnome - |ike Bellcrank!"
Sturmfrowned. "Bellcrank is dead."



"I know | know But it |looks just like him H's ears have
this funny shape." Wngover brushed his own ears. "But
now he's red all over!"

There was a shout from the upper deck. Sighter had spot-
ted the wal king figure with his spyglass. Sturm Stutts, and
W ngover hurried up. The astrononer gnonme identified the
figure as Bell crank, too.

Fitter shivered. "Is it a ghost?" he asked plaintively.
"Hardly," Sighter responded. "It just stunbled on the
turf.”

"Then he's alive!"™ said Cutwood. "W have to go back for

him " Flash, Roperig, and Birdcall all seconded this notion
Stutts cleared his throat to get their attention

"W can't go back," he said sadly. "W've no control over
direction or altitude." Rainspot began to sniffle, and Cut-
wood dabbed his eyes on his sleeve.

"Isn't there anything we can do?" Sturm asked.

Just then, Pteriol flashed by the port side, banked steeply,
and roll ed over the top of the bag. Everyone on the d oud-
master felt his tel epathic whoops of delight.

"The dragon! The dragon can fetch him" said Rainspot.
"He might," said Kitiara

"You're his favorite. You ask him" said Cutwood

The brass formarrowed past the starboard rail, the w nd
fromhis wings stirring the drifting ship into a slow eddy.
"Hai, dragon. Cupelix! Suffering gods, | nmean Pteriol!" Kiti-
ara yelled. The dragon swept under the stern and raced
al ong the underside of the ship.

"He can't hear me," she said, peeved. "Big, dunb brute."

"He's drunk with freedom™ Sturm said. "Can't Dbl ane
him after all the centuries he spent in that obelisk."
"We're losing Bellcrank!"™ Fitter cried as the ship floated

over the valley cliff walls.

The tiny red figure shrank from even Wngover's power-
ful sight and was lost in the scarlet terrain. The gnones
wat ched, wordless, as the Cl oudmaster drew away from
their lost friend. Amd quiet weeping, Cutwood broke away
and went below deck. He returned shortly with a hamer, a

saw, and a pair of pliers. He threw these itenms overboard.

"Way did you do that I" Sturm said

Cutwood turned his round pink face up to the taller nman.
"Bellcrank will need tools," he said.

Sighter, Stutts, and Wngover left the rail. Flash and Bird-
call lingered a while Ilonger, then they, too, departed.
Roperig pulled Fitter away. Rainspot and Cutwood stayed,
even as the valley fell farther and farther behind.

"It's so hard to believe," Rainspot said. "Bellcrank was
dead. W buried him"

"Perhaps there's some truth to what the dragon said," Kiti-
ara offered. Cutwood asked what she neant. "He said noth-
ing ever died on Lunitari."

"You mean that wasn't Bellcrank down there, just some-
thing that |ooked Iike hinP"

"I don't know, I'm no cleric or philosopher,"” she said.
"The dead have been known to walk, even on Krynn. Wth
all the magic ranmpant on Lunitari, it doesn't seemtoo

strange that Bellcrank should return.™
No one could answer her. Kitiara turned up the collar of
her cloak and went below, |eaving Rainspot and Cutwood



alone at the rail.

* *k k* k* %

They flew over many of the places they'd crossed on
foot - the field of stones (alive with growth by daylight) and
the orel ess range of hills. From above, the short-lived jungle
had a disquieting appearance. The plants withed and undu-
lated, like swells in a wind-tossed sea. Even that grew boring
after a while, and Sturmwent belowto see what was being
done to the hole in the ship's belly.

He almst choked when he saw what the ghomes were
doing. Cutwood and Fitter were lying on their bellies on
thin lengths of planking stretched across the gap. Less-than-

inch-thick wood was all that stood between them and a
long, long fall. Rainspot and Fl ash passed them other, short-
er pieces of wood to nail <crosswise. In this knockabout,

trial-and-error style, the gnones were repairing the hole.
Fromthe stern, Kitiara | ooked down at the red noon.

Three hours aloft, and the land had fallen away far enough
to lose its surface features. Now it was just a rolling bolt of
red velvet, no nore real than the permanent black of the
sky. Cupelix (for Kitiara scoffed at the dragon's new nane)
was behind and slightly below them The continuous effort
of flying was tiring himout, and he no |longer swooped and
danced through the air. Now it was |ong, sl ow, steady
wor K.

How do you do it?

"How do | do what?" said Kitiara.

How do you in the ship fly so effortlessly?

"The ethereal air holds us up," she said. "That's all | know
Shall | fetch Stutts, so he can expl ai n?"

No. Gnomi sh expl anations give ne a headache.

She |aughed. "Me, too." A thin veil fell between the ship
and the flying dragon. "Clouds," said Kitiara. "W're getting

pretty high."
My chest aches. | amnot used to so rmuch exertion
"It's a long way to Krynn."
How | ong?

"Many days, at this rate. Mybe weeks. Did you think
Krynn was just over the horizon?"

There is not much synpathy in your tone, ny dear

"You're not master of your own world anynore. Take this
as a lesson in discipline."

You are a hard woman.

"Life's hard," said Kitiara. She turned away fromthe rail
The air was growing steadily colder and thinner, and she
needed to don her gloves. |In the former dining room (now
wi t hout table or benches) Kitiara slipped into her boots. She
did up her leggings and drewthe string tight around her
cal ves. The old knot passed by in the drawstring. She'd | ost
weight. No matter, she thought; I've traded ten pounds for
the strength of ten nen.

Kitiara tied a bow in the drawstring. Distracted, she
pulled too hard and one end fell out, mnmaking a hard knot.
She stared at the result, puzzled - not for mstying the bow,
but because she hadn't snapped the string |like a cobweb.

No one was around. Kitiara grasped the woven silk cord
in both hands and pulled harder. It did not break



Chapter 30
Little Red Man

On high the air was as clean and sharp as an el vem
sword. Wthout the <constant beating of wngs, there was no
sensation of nmovenent aboard the d oudnaster. Quite to
the contrary, it seened as if the sun, stars, and Lunitari itself
were noving, while the ship stood anchored in the sky. The
effect of this node of flight was curiously tinmeless. Only the
wi nd- up cl ock in t he wheel house showed that time was
passing at all.

After they had been airborne alnost five hours, Lunitari
was far enough below themto resenble a sphere again. O
Krynn there was no sign, and that worried the travelers.
Si ghter assured themthat their hone world woul d appear
as Lunitari turned on its course through the heavens. "W

have a better than even chance of reaching Krynn," he said
severely. "As the largest body in the heavens, it naturally
has the greatest attraction for us, just as it attracts a greater
amount of sunlight than Lunitari. Still, we rnust be wary

and release the proper anmount of ethereal air when the pro-
piti ous nonent comes, so that we can descend honeward. "

The strange, motionless flight bothered Sturm so he kept
bel ow deck. There the hull and deck creaked as a proper
ship should, and it <conforted him He'd always been fond
of sailing ships.

The patch over the hole in the hull was finished, but it was
not the finest exanple of the shipwight's art. Planks and
laths and blocks of wood were nailed and nortised over the
gap wherever they could fit. The gnones strolled across the
patch without a care, but Sturm did not trust it to support
his weight. He prowed on past the patch to the forward end
of the ship, which at sea would have been the forecastle.
The hull there was barren of gear, and all the interior parti-
tions had long since been ripped away. There was not hi ng

forward at all but beams and planking. It was |I|ike being
inside the skeleton of sone great beast, all bones and no
fl esh.

Sturm ascended t he fore | adder into the wheel house.
There was no wheel, for there was no tail to be turned by a

wheel. Al the finely wought brass fixtures had been ripped
out for scrap or nerely to lighten the ship. Only Stutts's
chair remai ned, t hough its plump  vel vet cushions were
gone.
Kitiara was there, sitting on the deck, gazing out the w n-

dows at not hi ng.

"Are you ill, Kit?"

"Do | look ill?"

"No." Sturm sat down on the deck opposite her

Kitiara | ooked away, toying with the drawstring of her

| eggings. "Sturm are you still having visions?"
"No, not for sone tine."
"Do you renenber then?" she asked.
"Of course | do."
"What was the first one?"
"Way, it was the - when | saw -

A perpl exed | ook cane



over Sturm s face. "Something about ny father?" H's high

forehead becane a nmass of winkles as he tried to recal
what he'd seen

"What about the |ast one?" Kitiara asked.

He shook his head. "There was a sorcerer - | think."

"We've lost it," Kitiara said softly. "The effect the natura
magic of Lunitari had on each of wus. You've forgotten the
substance of your visions. I'mlosing nmy strength. Here
- look." She took out her dagger and planted her thunbs on
the back of the blade. Fingers knotting, Kitiara slowy bent
the slimsteel blade to a blunt angle.

"You seemvery strong to nme," said Sturm

"Yesterday | could ve folded this blade in half wth two

fingers." She tossed the bent dagger aside.
"We're better off wi thout the powers," Sturm said.
"That's easy for you to say! | |like being strong -
powerful I'"

"Mghty fighters live and die in every generation, the past
ones forgotten by the present, the present destined to vanish
in the nenories of the future. Virtue, not ferocity or cun-
ning, are what make a fighter a hero, Kit."

Kitiara straightened her stooped shoulders and said reso-
lutely, "You're wong, Sturm Only success is renenbered.
Not hi ng el se matters but success.”

He opened his mouth to reply, but the wheelhouse door

flew open and a blast of icy air rushed in. Cutwood,
swathed to the top of his pink bald head in flannel rags and
quilting, posed dramatically in the doorway, one st ubby

armflung out, pointing astern

"The dragon!" he said. "Cupelix is faltering!"

The whol e crew was assenbled aft. Wen Sturmand Kiti-
ara joined them the concentration of weight nade the ship
tip steeply back. Stutts said, "Spread out! W can't all stand
in the same p-p-place!”

W ngover shook his head. "You stuttered," he said.

"Never mind that now, " said Kitiara.

Cupel i x was far back and nearly fifty feet below the rising
C oudmaster. He was holding his wngs out in glide posi-
tion, flapping only once every few seconds. H's [|ong neck
was arched down, his head low The dragon's | arge hind
legs, normally held tightly against his belly when in flight,

i kewi se dangled |inply.

"Cupel i x! Cupelix, can you hear nme?" Kitiara called
t hr ough cupped hands.

Yes, ny dear.

"You can make it, beast. Do you hear ne? You can mnake
it

No. Done in... too weak. The dragon's tail dropped,
maki ng hi m waver.

"Flap, damm vyou! Don't give up. Renenber, you're a
brass dragon!"™ she «cried. "This is your chance, Cupelix!
Your chance to come to Krynn."

Can't fly... not nmeant to be, dear Kit.

Sturm called, "Is there anything we can do?"
Tell others, | live. Tell others to wvisit Lunitari
"W will," shouted Rai nspot.

Bri ng books. Bring phil osophers. Bring - H s thought
trailed off. Cupelix was flapping weakly now.



Kitiara grabbed Wngover by his collar. "Wy can't he
fly? Wiy does he keep goi ng down?" she demanded.

"The air is too thin. Hs wngs aren't big enough to sup-
port him this high," said the wde-eyed gnome. Sturm broke
her grip and put Wngover back on his feet. The gnone
exhaled gustily. "doudmaster was able to stay aloft because
we had two sets of wings and the ethereal air bag to hold us
up. The dragon has neither."

Farewel | .

Kitiara flung herself at the rail. The crinmson orb of Luni-
tari | ooked no bigger than a dinner plate. Against the |ight-
col ored noon, the dark figure of the dragon moved, an
agoni zed sil houette. Cupel i x, the ill-naned Pteriol, was

going down. W ngover gave his col | eagues a running com
mentary on the dragon's failing flight. The massive nuscles
in the dragon's back withed in ferocious cranps. H s w ngs
spasned, sending him into a heart-stopping plumet. Wth
great effort and nuch obvious pain, he regained his balance
and slowed his descent. Trailing behind him in the wnd was
a steady swirl of brass scales, torn off by his terrible exer-
tions.

"Cupelix! Don't leave me! Qur bargain!"™ Kitiara cried
desperately. "My strength is fading, do you hear? | need
you - our plans -" Sturm took hold of her shoulders and
pull ed her firmy away fromthe rail. Her fingers clutched at
t he snoot h wood.

Farewel |, dear Kit, was all they heard, and the tickling
touch of the dragon's telepathic voice was gone. Sighter
climbed up on the rail and scanned the nmoon with his spy-
glass. He <could see nothing. "Good-bye, dragon!" he said.

Si ghter snapped his telescope shut and slipped back to the
deck. The little men quietly dispersed.

Kitiara sobbed against Sturmis chest "lI'msorry," he said.

Her tears unsettled himnore than Cupelix's tragic failure.

She pushed him away suddenly and snapped, "Stupid
beast! He and | had a deal! CQur plans, our great plans!" Sud-
denly ashanmed, Kitiara scrubbed the tears from her cheeks
and sniffed Iloudly. "Everyone |eaves ne. There's no one
can rely on."

Sturmfelt his synmpathy for Kit drain away. "No one you
can rely on?" he said coldly. "No one at all?" \Wen she
didn't answer, Sturmturned his back and left Kitiara alone.

* *k k* k* %

Cupelix, defeated by the heights he had hoped to con-
quer, glided down in a wide spiral to the nbon that had
been, and always would be, his honme. Hs flying nuscles
burned with fatigue, and the invidious cold of the upper air
nunbed his heart and soul. He skimmed over familiar |and-
scapes, now cloaked in night, until the <cliffs of his valley
dropped away beneath his hanging feet. Striking heavily,
Cupel i x' s horned head plowed into the red dust.

He raised his head and sneezed. A voice said, "Bless you!"

"Thank vyou," replied the dragon weakly. "Wit - who
said that?"

A dimnutive figure appeared frombehind a pile of goods
left behind by the gnones. It resenbled a gnone itself,
except that it was as hairless as an egg and colored red -



skin, eyes, clothes, everything.

"I saidit," said the little red creature. "It's a conmon w sh
to express when soneone sneezes."
"I know that," said the dragon peevishly. He was far too

tired to play gnom sh ganmes. "Wo are you?"

"I was hoping you nmight know," said the little red fellow
"I woke up a day ago, and |'ve been wandering since."

Cupelix raised himself on his hind legs and carefully
furled his wings. The bending of his joints caused him con-
si derabl e pain, and he hissed | ouder than a hundred snakes.

"Does it hurt?" asked the red man.

"Very much!™"

"I saw a bottle of [Iiniment over there. Perhaps that would
help." A small red hand went to the dark red 1ips. "Though
I'"mnot sure what lininment is."

"Never mnd, Little Red Man," said Cupelix. "Fetch it, if
you woul d. "

"I's that ny nanme?"

"I'f youlike it, it is."

"Seems to fit, doesn't it?" The Little Red Man trotted off
to find the bottle of Dr. Finger's Efficacious QG ntnment. He
stopped and cal | ed back, "Wat's your nanme?"

"Cupelix," said the dragon. He was here to stay, all right,
but at |east he had someone to talk to. All things considered,
it wasn't too bad a state of affairs.

"Little Red Man," Cupelix called across the valley, "would
you like sonething to eat?"

Chapter 31
Hi ghgol d

The second voyage of the d oudmaster was very

different fromthe first. The engine's incessant turning, and
the great wings' wafting had given those on board a sense of
passage, of activity. The silent drift of the ship, now sup-
ported only by the ethereal air, was not |ike that. A perva-
sive lethargy invaded everyone on board. There was Ilittle to
do in the way of managing the ship, and the less there was to
do, the | ess anyone cared to do.

The gnomes quarreled, too. 1In the past, they had traded
scoffing remarks and nmild blows wth equanimty; ten sec-
onds afterward, no one remenbered or cared. But now,

cooped up in the bare hull of the O oudmaster, the gnones
lost their generous natures. Roperig and Fitter squabbl ed
over the correct way to store the small supply of rope they

had left. Cutwood grew deafer and deafer as he adjusted to
his normal |evel of hearing. Flash yelled at himall the tine,
and Sighter yelled at Flash for yelling. Wngover had a sl ap-
ping match with Birdcall that Ileft red welts on both their
faces for hours. And Rainspot, poor gentle Rainspot, sat in
the 'tween decks and wept.

Stutts sought out Sturm "Things are s-seriously wong,"
he said. "My c-coll eagues are behaving |ike a band of gully
dwarves. They are b-bored. Now there's no great task to bc
acconplished, |-like toppling the obelisk."

"What can | do about it?" asked Sturm
"W mnust give them a task, something that wll t-take



their mnds off the sl owness of our p-passage.”

"What sort of task?"

Stutts said, "P-Perhaps Sighter could enlist their help in
n-namng all the stars?"

"They would only argue,” Sturmreplied.

"Hmm we c-could make a batch of mnuffins."”

"No flour," Sturmrem nded him "Try again."

"Well, you c-could get seriously ill."

"Ch, no, your good coll eagues would want to cut ne
open and find out what was wong. Try again."

The gnone's shoulders sagged in defeat. "That was mny
| ast idea."”

This is serious, Sturm thought. Wwo ever heard of a
gnonme out of ideas? "You know, " he said, snobothing out his
nmust ache, "perhaps there is some way to make this ship
nove faster."

"Wt hout an en-engi ne?"

"Ships girdle the world wi thout engines," Sturm
observed. "How do they do it?"

"Let's s-see." Stutts twined his fingers together and
t hought hard. "QGars, s-sails, draft animals on shore,
magic -" Here he traded a disapproving look wth Sturm
" nmuscl e-turned p-paddle wheels, towing by whales or sea
s-serpents -" A light kindled in his pale blue eyes. "Excuse

me. | mnust confer with ny coll eagues.™
"Good man," said Sturm He watched the gnone hurry
away, al nost skipping with delight.
A cheer penetrated the deck from bel ow as Stutts

explained his notion to the ot her gnomes. Thunps and
squeaks told only too well that the gnones' idleness had
vani shed. Sturm smi| ed.

He went Jlooking for Kitiara. She was not in the dining
room so he went below. The gnones were gathered in the
berth deck's aft <cabin. He peeked in the doorless doorway,
to see Flash and W ngover sketching madly on the deck
pl anks with |lunps of charcoal

"No, no," Sighter was saying, "you nmust increase the
degree of canber, relative to the angle of incidence.”

"What a lot of goat cheese! Any fool knows you have to
decrease the planar surface," argued as, rapping his fist
on the deck.

"Yes, any fool!"

Sturmw t hdrew. The gnones were happy again.

He descended the short ladder to the hold. It was bitterly
cold down there, since the flimsy patch in the hull scarcely
kept out the wnd, much less the cold. It was there that
Sturm found Kitiara, perched on one of the stout hull ribs,
si pping fromher water bottle.

"You | ook confortable,"” he said.

"Ch, | am Care for sonme?" said Kitiara. She handed
Sturmthe bottle. He raised it to his lips, but before taking a
swal | ow snel | ed the sweet tang of w ne.

He | owered the bottle. "Wiere did you get this?"

"Cupelix made it for ne. Wne of Ergoth.”

Sturm took the smallest sip. It was extrenely sweet, and
as the few drops flowed down his throat, they burned
strongly. Hs face nust have reddened, for Kitiara chuckled
at him

"Deceptive, isn't it? Tastes like syrup at first, then it Kkicks



like a bee-stung nule."

He gave the bottle back to her. "I thought you preferred
ale," he said.
Kitiara drank. "Ale is for good tinmes, good neals, and

good company. Sweet w ne of Ergoth is for nelancholy
hours, |oneliness, and funerals."

Sturm knelt beside her. "You shouldn't be nelancholy," he
said. "We're on our way hone, at last."

Kitiara |eaned back against the «curving rib. "Sonetimes I
envy you your patience. Oher tinmes, it sets ny teeth on
edge." She «closed her eyes. "Do you ever wonder what the
rest of your life will be like?" she asked.

"Only in a very basic way," Sturm replied. "Part of
kni ght hood i s acceptance of the fate the gods nete out."

"I could never think that way. | want to make it happen
That's what hurts so nuch about |ost opportunities. | had
strength, and nowit's fading; | had a dragon for an ally, and
now he's gone, too."

"And Tani s?"

Kitiara shot him a cold I|ook. "Yes, damm your honesty. Tanis
is gone, too. And ny father." She swirled the bottle around. It

was al nost enpty. "I'mtired,” Kitiara said. "I'll nake a resol u-
tion, Sturm and you can be ny wtness From now on, | shal
contenmplate, plan, reason, and calculate; whatever serves ny
purpose will be good and whatever inpedes me wll be evil. I'll
not rely on anyone but nyself; not share with anyone except
my nost loyal conrades in arms. 1'll be queen of ny own
realm this," she patted herself on the leg, "and not fear any-
thing but failure." She turned her rather bleary eyes to him
"What do you think of mnmy resolution?"

"I think you've had too nmuch wine." He rose to go, but she

called for himto stop

"It's cold down here," she conpl ai ned.

"So conme up to the berth deck."

Kitiara held out her arms and tried to stand. She didn't get
very far before sagging back to the hull rib. "I'm better off
not trying," she said. "Come here."

Sturm stood over her. She grabbed hold of his sleeve. Stil
quite strong, Kitiara easily pulled Sturm down to her |evel.
He tried to protest, but she pushed him back against the
curving planks and nestled in close. "Just stay here a while,"
she said, eyes closed, "to keep me warm "

So Sturmfound hinself lying very still in the coldest part
of the ship, Kitiara nestled under his left arm Her breathing
grew soft and regular. He studied the face show ng under

her fur-trimed hood. Kitiara's tan had |I|ightened over the
past weeks, but her dark Ilashes and curls seenmed out of
place on so rugged a warrior. Her dark lips were parted

slightly and her breath snelled of sweet wine.

The gnomes presented their grand design for inproving
the drifting Coudmaster's speed a few hours later in the

former dining room Birdcall had drawn the whole plan on
the wall in chal k and charcoal. Sturmsat on the floor, |isten-
ing attentively. Kitiara |leaned on the wall several feet away,
tight-1lipped. She was experiencing ill effects fromthe w ne.

"As you can see," Wngover began, our plan calls for rig-
ging the doudmaster wth sails on each side of the etherea
air bag. That, and trinmng the hull wth the excess of



weight well in the bow should increase our speed by, ah -
how rmuch did you estimate, Sighter?"
The astrononer gnone studied the scribbles on his shirt
cuff. "Sixty percent, or to about twelve knots."
"What will you nake the sails out of?" asked Sturm
"What clothing we can spare. You and Mstress Kitiara
will have to contribute what you have as well."
"Ahem well, if there are no nore questions -
"What about spars and nasts and rigging?" Sturm said.
Cut wood waved his hand to be recogni zed. W ngover

relinquished the floor. "I thought of an answer to that," the
gnome said inportantly. "Wth chisels and planes, we'll be
able to slice off long pieces fromthe beans and rails of the
shi ps. These |l ashed together will serve as spars.”

"Let me tell about the rigging," said Roperig.

"I know about it, too," Cutwood conpl ai ned.

"Let Roperig tell it!"™ ordered Fitter. Cutwod flopped
down in a snit.

"W have sone store of rope already," Roperig said. "And
some cord, twi ne, string, thread -"

"Get on with it," said Wngover.

"Silly knowit-all," nuttered Cutwood.

"These can be braided into whatever thickness of rope we
need." Roperig snapped his fingers and sat down. Only Fit-
ter applauded his report.

"Shall we get to it?" Sturmasked, bracing hinmself to rise.

They forned the Coudnmaster sewing circle on the dining
roomfloor. A fair-sized heap of clothes grew up in the cen-
ter, around which everyone sat. It was not an easy process.

Sturm could not sew and Kitiara steadfastly refused to even
attenpt it, confining her contribution to slitting the seans
of the sacrificed clothes wth her bent-bladed dagger. O the
gnones, only Roperig and Fitter, not too surprisingly,
proved to be adept sewers. They were so adept, in fact, that
they sewed the clothes they were wearing into the sail
whi ch then had to be cut apart again.

After a break for food and rest, the work resuned. Sone
hours later (it was hard to judge tine in the constant night)
the ragged, flinsy sails were done. Cutwod and Flash had
by this tine chiseled out spars fromthe I|argest beans in the
ship. It was tinme then to rig the C oudnaster for sail.

They tied the ends of the spars to the air bag's rigging and
the sails stretched between them The sails were sinple rec-
tangles that overlapped the deck rail by several feet. Once
they were set, the flying ship did come slowy about in a
new direction.

"How do we steer this thing?" Kitiara asked. O dinary
shi ps had rudders. The C oudnaster had none.

"W'll have to manage by trinming the sails,” Sturmsaid.
He was cheered by the sight of wind filling the funny patch-
wor k sails.

They shifted all their |oose baggage forward and the fly-
ing ship surged ahead wth noticeable vigor. It was possible
to feel the wnd now out on deck, and the ship rolled fore
and aft like a rocking horse. Kitiara was a bit green fromthe
motion. The rigging creaked and stretched. The stars and
nmoons coursed by at an increasing rate.

d ouds | ooned ahead, and the ship qui ckly overtook
them Streams of warm mist flowed over the ship, thaw ng



the frost that coated the w ndows and ports and nade the
upper deck treacherous. They sailed through the clouds for

only a short tinme. Wen they burst through the wall of
white, a glorious sight greeted them
The brilliant blue globe of Krynn hung before them a bau-

ble of silver and glass. It |ooked so small and fragile this far
away, a marble in a child s hand. Oher cloud banks towered
around them but by luffing the sails, the Coudmaster's crew
weaved the ship through them Sonme of the banks flickered
with Ilightning. Rainspot eyed these wth longing. He hadn't

experienced any real weather in nonths. Unlike Kitiara, he
was genuinely pleased to have lost his gift. No one should
al ways wal k about in a rainstorm he had deci ded.

An odd t hi ng happened as t hey steered cautiously
through the maze of storm and cloud. Faint echoes of thun-
der rolled by, and in the dying claps Sturm heard anot her
sound, a distant bleat, like the call of a trunpet.

"Did you hear that?" he said to Flash, who was by his
el bow.

"No," said the gnone. "What was it?"

The noi se sounded again, louder and nearer. "That's it!"
said Sturm
"Funny, it sounds like a -" Before Flash could finish, a

green and gold nallard hurtled into the sail above their
heads. "A duck!" Flash said hastily.

The mallard was a good-sized bird, and it half-tore the
flimsy sail from the twig spars. Duck and spar tangled, and
fell to the deck at Flash's feet. "Halloo! W've caught a
duck!" he shout ed.

"What did he say?" Roperig asked.

"He said to duck," Fitter replied, face down on the deck

"No, by Reorx, he's snared a duck!" cried Wngover.

Flash folded the sail back and the mallard poked its head
out. Its beady black eyes regarded the C oudnaster's crew
with pure hostility.

"Wonder where it came from" said Rainspot.

"An egg, dunmbhead," said Cutwood.

"Hold on to it," said Kitiara. "Ducks are good eating." Just
as her strength had faded as they left the influence of Luni-
tari, so too had the spear plants lost their magical variety of

flavors. They had becore rubbery, tasteless. Kitiara
smacked her lips at the thought of «crisply browned duck
nmeat .

"Not rmuch neat for eleven,” Sturm said. "If only there
were nore."

"Ducks ahoy!" Roperig sang out. Over the starboard rail
bl ack agai nst the gray clouds, came a great flock of ducks.

"Bring us about!"™ Sturm shouted. "They'll weck us if
they hit usl"”
Gnhonmes scanpered into the jury-rigging, col lapsing the

sails on the port side. The ship heeled away from the flock
swinging under the air bag like a pendulum Sone of the
mallards hit the hull and bounced off. A few swept across
the deck, squawking loudly. They veered and banked in
panic, thudding on the sides of the deckhouse. Fortunately,
none hit the air bag or the sails.

"This is crazy," Kitiara declared. "Wat are ducks doing
so far from honme?"



Flash stood up frombehind the railing. The first duck was
still firmy wunder his arm "Maybe this is where ducks go
when they migrate,” he posited.

"Interesting theory," Sighter said. "Do they just fly around
for three months, or do they have a destination?"

Kitiara hobbled the duck with a loop of twine around its
feet and pinioned its wings witha length of cord. Fitter
wat ched her every nove

Unnerved, she said, "Wuld you rather do this?"

"No, | just don't want you to hurt it."

"Hurt it! |I plan to eat it."

"Ch, no! It's so pretty. Those green and gold feathers -"

"Yes, and it'll | ook even better roasting on a spit," she said.

The ducks who'd been |ying senseless on deck chose that
monent to rouse and take wng, quacking loudly. In sec-
onds, they were all gone, save for the mallard that Kitiara
had trussed wup. It honked forlornly at its departing com
rades.

Fitter stared at the mallard in his hands. Wth two |arge
tears rolling down his face, he held the duck out ro Kitiara.

Kitiara's hands closed on the duck and a loud sob cane
fromFitter. "Suffering gods!" she exclained. "Keep it, Fitter
Enjoy it yourself."

"Ch! I wll!" Fitter dashed to the deckhouse door. "I've
already named him Hi ghgold, because he flew so high and
has gol d feathers." The door banged shut behi nd him

"So, instead of a duck dinner, we have another nouth to
feed," said Kitiara

"Don't worry," Sturm said. "The duck is one of us, flying
too high and too far from hone."

Chapter 32
The Lost Caravel

It was hard to say just when the change occurred. It

cane on slowy, wth no dramatic oscillations or warnings.
Somewhere in the billowing white clouds, the d oudmaster
stopped rising toward Krynn and began falling toward it.
Sturm asked Sighter just how this worked, but the astrono-
mer nunbled sonething about "density of nmatter in rela-
tion to air" and left it at that. Sighter plainly didn't
understand the effect hinself.

Neverthel ess, the blue face of Krynn nopved from over
their heads to under their feet. The closer they got to their
hone world, the livelier the winds grew, and the faster they
flew

"W can't land too soon for ne, Kitiara commented. "If |
have to eat pink spears and drink water nmuch |onger, toad-

stools will sprout frommy ears!”

---Some txt mssing ---

The air grew warmer and wetter. While the warnth was
appreci ated, the denser, noister air proved a hardship for
themall after being used to Lunitari's thin air. The weighti -

ness oppressed them For a time, it was hard to do anything
strenuous.
"By the gods," Sturm remarked, panting as he helped Cut-

wood and Flash trim the port sails, "I haven't been this
wi nded since Flint and | had to flee the forest dwarves, after



Tassl ehoff ' borrowed' sonme of their silver."

Day and night fell into a nore even rhythm again, and
Sturm found hinmself sleeping longer and nore soundly as
the days slipped by. Sighter recorded that the d oudmaster
had been airborne for nineteen days and estimated that it
woul d nmake | andfall in two nore days.

The sky changed from black to blue, and the horizon
filled with clouds. Through puffy gaps they could see for-
ests, fields, nmountains, and seas below. They were stil
high, but at least they had a sense of solid ground beneath
t hem agai n.

The norning of what was to be their |ast day al oft
dawned sultry and wet. The sails hung fromtheir spars, and
dew stood in puddles on deck. A clinging mist held to the
flying ship, and nothing was visible ten feet beyond the rail

"Hal | oo! " W ngover shouted. "Halloo!"

"Can't see a thing," Kitiara reported, squinting hard.

"I can't even tell how high we are," Sturm said. The
Cl oudnmaster seened to be adrift in a box of wet fleece.

Stutts appeared with the rope and grapnel

"W should d-drop this over the side," he advised. "It m
may hook a tree and d-drag us to a stop."

He | owered the grapnel from the bowsprit and tied it off.
When he returned amidships Kitiara asked him when they
ought to open the bag and rel ease the ethereal air.

"Only when wwe're certain we're about, to I-land."

She stared at the wallow ng bag overhead. The dirty can-
vas sack had shrunk steadily as it got warner. Now it hung
agai nst the rope netting, rolling about furtively like a caged
beast trying to escape. Kitiara fingered the hilt of her bent

dagger, No nore nonsense, she thought. Wen conditions
| ook good, 1'll open the bag nysel f!

W ngover, still entwined in the rigging, pointed off the
starboard bow. "Fire!" he cried.

Sighter clicked open his telescope and swng it toward
the orange glow far off in the mst. H's nmouth dropped open
for a second, then he |lowered his glass and shut it.

"You dolt!" he said to Wngover. "Haven't you ever seen a
sunri se before?"

"What ?"

"Sunrise?" said Kitiara, A sunrise could only nmean they
were | ow enough to the ground for the sun to appear as the
ball of fire they remenbered, and not as the yellow disk it
| ooked li ke from between the red nobon and Krynn

The sun waxed hotter and brighter, and the fog dispersed.
A thousand feet belowlay only ocean - as far as every eye
could see, nothing but oily green sea. The salty snell rose to
greet themas the sun heated up the water.

A north wnd pushed themalong at an idle six knots. As
the day wore on, the humdity rose and all the furs and cold
weat her gear canme off. The gnones stripped down to sus-
penders and trousers. The deck thunped wth nine pairs of
bare pink feet. As protection from sunburn, Fitter made
them all bandannas from their shirts and soon the gnones
| ooked li ke a band of pirates shrunk to half size.

Kitiara joyously discarded her heavy cl ot hes, keeping
only her riding breeches and a |eather vest. Sturm alone
refused to shed his long-sleeved tunic and boots. Kitiara
noted the dark sweat stains on his chest and arnms. Dignity,



she deci ded, could be an unconfortable burden

By angling the sails, they were able to drive the ship down
closer to the sea. The grapnel dipped and |eaped fromwave
crest to wave crest, slinging back fromthe inpacts.

Sighter worked hard with his astrolabe to determne their
| ocation. Wthout a conpass and accurate charts, he could
make only a rough estimate, but he tried. The deck, from
t he door of the wheel house aft to the stern post, was cov-
ered with his figures. Sweat collected in his bushy brows
and dripped annoyingly fromthe tip of his nose.

Kitiara and Sturm surveyed the vast cal cul ati ons, and

finally Kit asked, "Well?"

"W're on Krynn," said Sighter. Kitiara counted to twen-
ty, silently. "My best guess is, we're somewhere in the Sir-
rion Sea, either four hundred, eight hundred, or twelve
hundred miles from Sancrist."

"Four, eight, or twelve hundred?" Sturm said.

"Lacking a conpass, it's very hard to be precise." Sighter
flicked off a drop of sweat that had stubbornly clung to his
nose. I'mcertain it's one of those multiples of four hundred."

Kitiara threw up her hands. "Whnderful! W my cruise
into Thalan Bay in four days, or we nmay starve to death try-
ing to reach an island a thousand mles away."

"I don't think we'll starve," said Wngover.

"Ch? What nakes you so certain?"

"There's a ship,"” he said quietly, pointing out to sea.

Sighter's precious figures were tranpled in the rush to the
rail. Of the port they saw bow masts and snowy sails pok-
ing above the horizon. Qut canme the tel escope. Kitiara
plucked it from Sighter's grasp

"What!" he said, but she already had the glass to her eye.

The ship was a two-masted caravel of uncertain origin.
There was no figurehead or name scribed on the forecastle.
The nmastheads were bare of pennants or flags, though the
deck was clean and the brightwork shined.

Can you make out where she's fron?" asked Sturm

"No," Kitiara said. "Can't see any crew. "

"Try in the rigging. They're running wth the wnd, so
there's bound to be sonebody al oft."

"I | ooked. There's nobody to be seen.”

The Coudnaster slowed as it entered a lower stratum of
air. The direction changed, and the patchwork sails luffed
and flapped inpotently. Wile Sturm and four gnones saw
to resetting them Kitiara studied the unidentified ship.

"Pirate, maybe? O snuggler?" she nused. There were
pl enty of reasons to hide a ship's nane, few legitinate.

"Sturn? Sturn?' she called

"What is it?"

"Could we catch that ship and board it?"

He cane to the edge of the deckhouse and shaded his eyes
to |l ook down at her. "Wy?"

"They m ght have food and fresh water."
It was a powerful argument. Sturmwas as sick of beans

and Lunitarian fungi as the rest of them "I suppose we
could," he said. "The grappling hook is still out. W'IIl have
to be careful not to snarl their rigging or rip their sails.”

The unknown ship drove on wth all sails set. There was

no one on deck, and as the O oudmaster flew around to the



ship's port beam Kitiara could see that the caravel's whee
was | ashed. The sterncastle lights were shuttered, and all the
hull ports were closed. On a hot, still day like this, the
"tween decks must be stifling, she thought.
"Let them out now," Sturm said. Birdcall and Roperig |et

the sails unfurl, and the flying ship spurted ahead. The
swi ngi ng grapnel snagged the chain stays of the mainnast,

and the C oudmaster jerked to a stop. They pivoted with
the drag and found thenselves flying tail-first into the wind,
towed by the far heavier caravel

"Now what ?" said Wngover, |eaning over the side.

"Someone has to go down and tie us off," suggested
Sturm "1 would go, but the grapnel rope is too thin for ne."
"Don't look ny way," Kitiara said. "I've had all the rope

climbing | care for on this trip."

Fitter agreed to go, since he was small and ninble. He
shinnied down the rope to the masthead. Standing on the
crosstree, he waved up to his friends.

"Find a heavier line and tie us off!" Sturmbaw ed. Fitter
nodded and slipped down the rigging to the ship's deck. A
fat hawser line lay coiled behind the foremast. Fitter shoul -

dered this burden and clinbed back to the C oudmaster

"That's my apprentice,"” said Roperig proudly.

"Did you see any signs of life down there?" asked Kitiara.
Fitter dunped the hawser off his shoulder. "No, ma'am
Everything's neat as can be, but there isn't a soul around.”
Sturm went down into the deckhouse and returned wth
his sword. He draped the belt over his shoulder and threw

one leg over the rail. "lI'd better be first to | ook around."
“I'"ll come behind you," said Kitiara.
"Me, too," volunteered Fitter. The other gnones chined

in in quick succession
"Someone has to stay on board," Sturmsaid. "You

gnonmes work it out, but don't all of you cone."

A hundred feet is a long way to clinb down a rope. The
heat was so bad that Sturm got dizzy halfway along and had
to stop to nop the sweat from his eyes. Howw Il | ever
climb back up?he wondered. It was a relief when the dark
varni shed oak of the yardarm touched his feet. Kitiara
wr apped her bare | egs around the hawser and started down.

Deck |l evel was just as Fitter had described: tidy and ship-
shape. Sturm had a bad feeling about it. Sailors did not
abandon a wel | -founded vessel w thout good reason

Kitiara dropped down to the deck. Sturm whirled, sword
com ng out with a whisk of steel

"Easy!" she said. "I'mon your side, renmenber?

"Sorry. This ship has ne spooked. Go up the starboard
side to the bow 111 take port."

They net at the bow, finding nothing am ss except the
conplete lack of visible crew There was a hatch behind the
bowsprit. Kitiara suggested they go bel ow deck.

"Not yet," said Sturm "Let's chec aft."

Sighter and Stutts arrived on deck. Sighter carried a car-
penter's square and Stutts a hammer. These were the only
"weapons' they could find. Mre than ever they resenbled
di m nutive pirates, boarding an unlucky ship from above.

"F-find anything?" said Stutts.

" Not hi ng. "

The ship's wheel was firmy tied. It creaked an inch or two



left and right as the wind and waves fought against the rud-
der. Sturm was trying to tell howlong the wheel had been
fixed when Kitiara drew in her breath sharply.

"Look here," she said.

Nailed to the wall of the sterncastle was a crow. A
stuffed, dead crowwith its tail and w ngs spread.

"I"'ve seen these before. Sonmeone has cast a spell over this
ship, and to ward off the evil magic someone put this crow
here," said Kitiara. "W've got to get out of here.”

"Take it easy," Sturmsaid quietly. "W've seen no signs of
magi c at work. Let's go inside and see if we can at |east iden-
tify this vessel."

The | ouvered door creaked back on bright brass hinges.
Wthin the sterncastle it was hot and dim Slivers of |ight

cast weird shadows across the room

"Stutts, open the shutters, will you?" The gnome nade
for the row of shades on his right. There was a rustle as he
westled with the latch. The shutters fell open, flooding the
cabin with [ight.

"So, here's the captain,” said Kitiara grimy.

The master of the caravel still sat at his table, gazing sight-
lessly through ivory eye sockets. H's skull was clean and
dry, and the skeletal fingers lying on the tabletop were stil
joined together. The captain wore a richly made coat of blue
brocade, enbellished with gold tassels and braid. A fina

macabre touch was the skeleton of his last neal still on the
pl ate before him Stutts poked through the tiny bones.
"Chi cken," he announced. "A h-hen, | should say."

Sturm sniffed the pewter goblet by the dead man's right
hand. There was no obvious trace of poison in the enpty
cup. He put it down and noticed a slimsilver ring around
one of the bony fingers. CGently he lifted the skeleton's hand.
Despite his care, the bones fell apart at his touch. Sturm
held the ring up to the light, trying to find an inscription or
maker's mark. It was a sinple, beaded silver band, slightly
grimy. It could have been nade anywhere by anyone.

Kitiara |ooked wunder the table. "Ho!" she said. "Wat's

this?" She stood up with a second skull in her hands. "This
was between Captain Bones's feet." She flipped the skul
around. "Soneone chopped this fellows head off. You can

see the axe mark, there." She set the gruesonme relic on the
table and bent over again. "Nice boots," she reported. "Sil-
ver buckl es, deerskin tops. He was a dandy."

"l wonder who he was," Sturm said.

"Mny!" Stutts was over near the stern lights. He'd found
a large |leather-bound chest and sprung the simple 1ock
Inside were gold coins and scattered jewels. Kitiara whistled
and fished out an especially fine emerald.

"Now | understand," she said. "This nust be a pirate ship."

"Are you so certain?' said Sighter.

"You don't lay in swag like this trading fish and dry
goods!" She threw open a second chest. It was filled to the
brimwith small wooden boxes. She pried the |id off one and
leaned in to see what treasure it contained. Kitiara screwed

up her face and gave a m ghty sneeze.
"Mnmercy!" said Stutts. "What is it?"
"Spice - pepper!" she wheezed, snapping the lid back on
Sturm peered over her shoul der



"Spices are rarer than gold," he said. "This chest is proba-
bly nmore valuable than the other."

"Just the sane, when we divvy it up, I'll take ny share in
gold and jewels," Kitiara said.

"Divvy? | thought you were concerned about the curse.”

"Wth enough gold in ny pocket, 1'Il face up to all the
curses in the world."” Suiting action to her words, she began
to fill her pockets with gens and gol d.

The cabin door flew open and they all jumped. It was
only Rai nspot.

"I thought | ought to cone down and warn you," he said.

"There's a stormbrewing. It feels like a strong cyclone."
"Just enough tine for alittle salvage," said Kitiara. She
| eaned against the treasure chest and tried to shift it toward

the door. It squeaked a scant inch out of place. "Don't just
stand there, help ne!"
"W don't have time for treasure,"” Sturmsaid. "W've got

to get back to the O oudmaster.”

She st opped shoving and stood up. "Do we?" she said.

"Do we what ?"

"Have to go back to the flying ship. Wiy can't we stay on
board this one?"

"W don't know anything about it," Sturm protested. "For
all we know, it could founder in the first squall we hit."

"So could the O oudnaster.”

Stutts fidgeted as the two humans argued. "P-please! | am
returning n-now." He hurried out the door
Sighter shrugged. "1'd like to explore this vessel sone

nore, but nmy place is wth ny colleagues.”" He bowed and
pushed Rai nspot out the door ahead of him

Alone with Kitiara, Sturmsaid with annoyance, "Are
you goi ng or staying?"

She crossed her arns stubbornly. "Staying."

"Then you're staying by yourself." Sturmwent out on
deck. A cool wind was blowing in from the south, and the
caravel was heeled under sail to the north. Purple-black

clouds closed to sea level and charged with the wnd. In
m nutes, both ships would be engul f ed.

Sighter and Stutts shinnied up the rope with little trouble.
By the time Sturm had reached the top of the mainmast,
they were clinbing over the flying ship's rail. The d oud-
mast er was whi pping about Iike a fish on a hook, and Sturm
wat ched the bouncing rope with trepidation. He took hol d.

Rain, light and warm puffed ahead of the storm Sturm
shook it out of his face. The gnonmes had sheeted in all the
Cl oudmaster's sails, but the air bag itself caught the wind,
dragging the flying ship behind it. Sturm haul ed hinself
hand over hand toward the bobbing craft, trying not to
t hi nk about the tossing waves eighty feet bel ow.

The first blow of rain hit like a wall, soaking Sturmto the
skin in a second. He continued to inch higher, but the
O oudmaster scarcely grew cl oser the | onger he clinmbed.

"Hal | oo, Sturm Halloo!"

"W ngover, is that you?" he shouted in reply.

"Sturm can you hear ne? The rope is wet and stretching

under your weight! The strain is too nmuch!" cried the
unseen gnorre.
"Il go back!"

Sturm could barely see the Coudnaster's gray outline.



"W'll try to conme back for you!"™ Then faintly, "My Reorx
guard you wel I'!" Wngover cried.

Sturm all but slid domm the hawser to the waving mast.
The stout oak yard swung into him hitting himhard in the
ribs. H's breath rushed out, and he lost his grip on the rope.
Sturm | anded against the sail and clanped on as hard as he
could. The powdery soft canvas gave way under his grip,
and tore slowy down to the deck. Sturm |anded, blind,
wet, and breathless, in the caravel's waist.

The gnomes cut the rope at their end. The O oudmaster
soared into the driving clouds and was | ost from sight.

Kitiara rolled Sturm over. "Can vyou stand? Can you
wal k?" she cried above the how i ng wi nd. He nodded
dunbly. She dragged himto his feet, and together they stag-
gered aft to the sterncastle. Sturmcollapsed on the deck by
the captain's table to collect his breath. Kitiara circled the
room closing the shutters and cranking the | ouvers tight.

"You all right?" she asked out of the darkness.

"Yes."

"Are the gnonmes gone?"

"They - had to cut loose to save the ship." He coughed
pai nful ly.
Kitiara struck sparks fromthe sea captain's flint and lit a
fat candle on the table. The wavering flame threw weird
hi ghlights on the dead captain's skull. Sturmwung out his

kerchi ef and draped it over the skull

"He does tend to stare at you, doesn't he?" said Kitiara.
She put out a hand to steady herself. The deck was rising
and falling with the regularity of a water wheel

"We'|| have to trimthe sails,"” Sturmsaid. "If the right gust
hits us, we'll capsize."

"I"'mnot going up any rigging in that blow " she replied.
Qut cane his sword. "You won't have to. I'll cut all the
stays on the lowest sails. They'll blow away, and that should
do it." He went to the cabin door
"Wait," she said. She found a painter Iline in the captain's
| ocker and brought it over. "Hold your arms up." He did,

and Kitiara reached around his chest and tied the |ine.
"Don't do any swiming while you' re gone," she said.

He lowered his arms. "I'll try not to."

Sturm threw open the door and received the storms ful
bl ast. He staggered to the nmainmast and slashed the lines to
the mainsail. The torn canvas flopped like a live thing,
crackling out from the main yard. He ducked under it and
pushed on to the forenast, |ikewi se hacking away the stays

there. Wth only topsails and spritsail set, the going was eas-
ier. Sturmmade it back to the sterncastle.

"It is steadier," Kitiara said.

"What do we do now !" asked Sturm as water dripped
fromhis clothes and hair.

"Let's explore below " Kit suggested.

"Have you forgotten the curse?"

Her amusenent evaporated. "I haven't forgotten. But if
this is a sanple of what's on board, |'mnot nuch worried."
She patted the captain's kerchief-covered skull. The head

toppl ed off the neck bones and hit the table with a thunp. It
| ay, eyes up, staring at the nortal intruders on its ship.

Chapter 33



The Wzard's Sea

A narrow hatch covered a | adder that |ed down
into the caravel's dark bowels. Kitiara lay flat on her belly
and poked the candle into the hole. Warm stagnant air waft-
ed out, but no obvious danger |ooned. She clinbed down
and Sturm fol |l owed, hand on the ponmel of his sword.
They'd entered nothing more interesting than the ship's
rope locker. It contained only rope, sailcloth, and chain.
Kitiara poked around, |ooking for nore treasure. Al she
found were dead rats. Like everything else dead on the ship,
the rats were a nmere junbl e of bones.
"Isn't it strange," Sturm whispered, "that all we ever find
are bones?"
They passed through a 1ight wooden partition into a larg-
er space, a cargo area. Here Kitiara's candl e shone on sone-

thing nore sinister than rope and cloth. They had found an
arnory, replete wth swords, spears, shields, bronze breast-

pl ates, shirts of mail, |ances, bows, blocks of lead for sling
pellets - enough to equip a small arny.
"These are dwarf-forged shields,” Sturm said, pushing a

round buckler aside wth his toe. "See, they have the nmark
of the Thorbardin Arnorers' @iild. That breastplate bears
the mark of the Thanes of Zhaman." He picked up the
breastplate. The cold iron was polished to a finish like mir-
rored silver, and though fully a third of an inch thick, it was
remar kably |ight.

"These are first-quality arnms. Wiy wuld pirates need so
many weapons?" he said.

"Maybe they are captured stocks."

"Maybe, but space is precious aboard a ship. They m ght
keep good itens for their own use, but not this many."

"What's through there?" Kitiara hissed, pointing forward.

"Forecastle. Were the crew sl eeps.”

They stepped over the door sill and beheld a terrible sight.
The forecastle was full of skeletons.

Row upon row of clean white bones |lay huddled on either
side of the ship. Sonme were stretched out, others knotted
with the agony they had borne wuntil death. Not all the bones
were human. Sone, by their shape and size, belonged to
dwarves. Ohers, smaller bones, my have been kender or
gnonmes. There was one thing the skeletons had in conmon:
They were all chained together at the ankles.

"I don't like this. There has been great evil here,’
hi ssed. "Cone." He backed out.

"What's up front of that roonP" Kitiara wondered.

"The bury of the bowsprit. Wiere the anchors are kept."
In the center of the armory was a large square hatch
which Sturm said led to the hold. Renoving the hatch was
not easy. Someone had secured it to the deck with a dozen
large iron bolts. Sturm tried to figure out the best way to
renove them but Kitiara sinply took a battle axe fromthe

cache of weapons and bashed the heads off several bolts.

"Stop!" he demanded. "Did you ever think that hatch
m ght be fastened down to keep sonething in?"

She paused in mdswing. "No," she said and brought the

Sturm

axe down on the next bolt. --- Sone txt --- , those poor dev-



ils died of plague or sonething. You and | are the first living
souls on board in nonths, maybe, so what we find is ours

by right of salvage." She decapitated the Ilast bolt. "If you
want a share, you'd better help ne."
Rel uct ant |l y, Sturm got hi s fingers under the hatch's

flange, and together they lifted it off. The stout lid of oak
and copper fell aside, landing on a pile of armor. The ringing
boom echoed t hrough the caravel

Kitiara thrust her candle into the opening. A cold draft
flowed out, so she shielded the flame wth her hand. The
weak anber gl obe of light fell over the open hold.

It was enpty.

A wide set of plank steps led dowmn. Kitiara |owered a foot
to the first step.

"Don't," warned Sturm

"What's the matter with you? A few skulls and bones, and
suddenly you're afraid of your own shadow. Were's your
curiosity? Wiere's your knightly val or?"

"Alive and well, thank you."

She dr opped down a few nore steps. "Comi ng, then?"
Sturmheld up one finger and went to the pile of shields. He
found a buckler of good dwarven nake and slipped it over
his arm Thus reinforced, he followd Kitiara into the hold.

"It's very black in here," she said. A post at the foot of the
steps proved to be coated wth a greasy bl ack powder.
"Soot ?" she said.

" Hhm yes. " Sturm  went down on one knee. The deck
was charred. "There was a fire down here." He brushed off
his fingertips. "This ship's lucky to be afloat." Fire at sea was
one of the worst fates a ship could face.

"I's there anything below this floor?" Kitiara asked.

"Just the bilge." Sonething caught the candlelight. Sturm
waved her to him "Bring the light here," he whispered.

"What is it?" On the deck a few feet to the right of the
steps were four long scratches, so deep that they scored
through the charred wood's surface to the lighter, unburned
wood beneath. The scratches were three inches apart and
al nost a foot |ong.

"What do you nmake of that?" Sturm asked

Kitiara drew her sword. "C aw marks," she said grimy.
Toward the bow, a massive half cylinder descending from
the ceiling divided the bulkhead in two. This was the |ower
end of the nmainmast. On each side of the mast were doors.
Both had been hastily but solidly blocked with boards. The
barricade on the right of the mast was intact; the one on the
left was burst asunder - fromthe other side.

"Whatever it was, it cane through here," said Kitiara.

"t

She didn't answer, but stepped carefully through the shat-
tered barrier into the forward hold. Sturm couldn't fit
through the hole, so he broke out a few nore boards. The
charred planks split |oudly.

The forward hold was even colder than the aft one. It was
not sooted by fire. They found nore bones, broken swords
and cutlasses, and smashed helnets - +the remants of a

fierce fight. Kitiara alnost tripped over another form this
one still clad in a noldering brown robe. Were she had dis-



turbed the robe there was a glint of gold.

"This was a cleric," Sturm said. "The robe, the anulets,
are the kind a holy man would wear." He groped in the folds
of the robe and pulled out a necklace wought in copper. He
held it to the candle. "A rose. The synbol of Mijere. At

| east he served a good god." He laid the necklace down rev-
erently on the dusky cloth.

Kitiara nmoved on to the facing wall. A ladder was set in
the wall, going up to the forecastle. Hal fway up, sonmeone

had sawed the rungs off. The stout base of the foremast
intruded into the hold here, too, and beside it was another
boar ded- up door. This one was intact.

"Sturm come here!™ He stepped over the cleric's skeleton
Kitiara thrust her candle to the battened door. Scarl et
threads were woven back and forth across the rough barrier
and gathered in a knot in the center of the door. A blob of
sealing wax held the threads together, and in the wax was
the inpression of a ring seal

"Can you read it?" she asked.

Sturmsquinted at the inage. "' Majere protect us' and

"Cbey the will of Novantumus'." He |ooked back at the cler-
ic's remains. "He must have been Novantunus."

Kitiara put the point of her sword to the wax seal. "Wat
do you think you're doi ng?" he said.

"There's sonething valuable on the other side of this
door," she said. "I want to see what it is."

"It could be what killed all these nmen!"

She rapped on the door. "Hello, any nonsters in there?"

The only sounds were the steady, nuffled roar of the
stormoutside and the creaking of the ship's tinbers. "See,
no danger."

Sturm pulled her roughly away. "I won't let you tanper
withit!"

"You won't - I" She snatched her arm free of his grasp.
"Since when do you give me orders, Sturm Brightblade?"

"I won't let you break that seal. It could nean our deaths."

Kitiara cut at the door. Sturm flung the shield out and
deflected the blow Kitiara uttered an angry snort. She set
the candle down and assuned fighting stance. "Qut of ny
way!" she decl ared

"WIl you think what you' re doing? Do you want to fight,
just to open that door? Look around, Kit. Do you think
pl ague smashed up these armed nen?"

"So they killed each other fighting over the treasure. Qut
of the way!"

Sturm started to reply, but Kitiara lunged at him He
backed away, unwilling to wuse his own sword. Sturm kept
the shield up, fending off her cuts. This went on until Kitiara
grew frustrated. She ained a wld overhand slash at his
head. Her blade hit the shield a glancing blow and skidded
of f. The arc of her cut ended against the door and shattered
the brittle wax seal

"Now you' ve done it," he said, panting.

Kitiara flung herself, sword and all, at the door. Sturm
stared in amazenent as she pressed herself against the
wood. "At last," she said. "At last!"

There was a split second of silence, then a trenendous
crash. Kitiara's sword was knocked from her hand as she
flew backward and landed with a clatter anbng the bones.



The center board was bowed outward and cracked. Sturm
tossed the shield aside and went to help Kitiara stand. From
inside there cane another crash, and the board above the

first one flexed out.

"What is it?" Kitiara cried.

"I don't know, but it's com ng out of there. Let's go!"

They fled in such haste that they forgot the candle.
Through the sooty mdnight of the aft hold they ran and
stunbled up the stairs to the arnory. Kitiara made for the
rope locker. Sturm called her back. "Help me wth the
hatch," he said.

They westled the heavy hatch into place and dropped it.
Then it was through the rope | ocker and up the |adder to the
captain's cabin. Kitiara dragged some heavy chests over to
block the ladder well. Rain drumed on the poop deck
above them and wind whistled around the |ouvered shut-
ters. They stood close together in the dark, breathing hard
and |i stening.

The deck trenbled beneath their feet and they heard
wood breaking. The thing, whatever it was, was snashing
its way out.

"I lost my sword," she said, deeply ashaned. She, a sea-
soned warrior, had lost her only weapon when she fel
among t he skel et ons.

"It doesn't matter,"” Sturmsaid. "Swords didn't save the
crew of this ship."

"Thanks," she said wyly. "--- Some txt mssing---"

Metal rang and rattled. 'It' was in the arnory. Sturm

flexed his danp hand around the handle of his sword. The
uproar below got worse as the thing expended its anger on
the store of weapons. From the crash and clang, it sounded
like every itemin the cache was being battered, tw sted, and
crushed. Then, abruptly, all the noise ceased.

Sturm and Kitiara, by some conmon inpulse, drew clos-
er together. Their arns touched in the dark

"Can you hear anythi ng?" he whi spered.

"Just you. Shh." They strained to catch any stray sound.

The cabin door blew open wth a bang. Rain poured in.
Sturm struggled to cl ose the door against the press of w nd.
By the greenish gray light that filtered in through the
cyclone, he saw that the main hatch cover, forward of the
mai nmast, was bl asted off.

"It's gone out on deck!" he shouted above the wind. "It

coul d be anywhere!"

"We' || have to close that hatch," she said. "Or the ship wll
flood, vyes?" He nodded. Sturm felt exhausted. At that
monent, he wondered what silliness the gnomes were up to,
and fervently wi shed he was with themto see it.

"Ready?" said Kitiara. She threw the bolt back, and they
pl unged out onto the storm swept deck

They were soaked with sea water before they took two
steps. The heel of the ship with the waves was nore notice-
abl e on deck. Muntains of green water rose and fell and the
hori zon swung frombelow eye level to nearly the masthead.
Hol ding hands, Sturm and Kitiara staggered to the main-
mast. The hatch cover was not just thrown open; gaping
rents were torn init. Sturmlost his footing twice as foan ng
sea swept over him Finally, on their knees, they managed to



get the hatch back over its coani ng

H gh above the runble of the churning sea, a shrill cackle
reached them Sturm |ooked left and right for the source of
the sound; Kitiara |ooked up and down. She spied the thing
clinging to the rigging high over their heads.
-s' It was a horrid-looking thing, ghastly white and gaunt.
Except for its abnormal size, it mght have been a nan,
starved and sallow. But this creature was seven feet tall. Its
protruding eyes were like red burning coals, and its hands
were clawed with silver nails two inches 1ong. The head was
round and hairless, the wears tall and pointed. The creature
threw back its head and how ed, showing |long vyellow fangs
and a poi nted bl ack tongue.

"Suffering gods! Wiat is it?"

"I don't know. Look out!" The creature sprang fromthe

rigging to the stays hanging from the foremast. |t swung
under the spar and flipped over until its feet were on top of
the yard. There it how ed at them agai n.

They backed cautiously across the wet deck, ignoring the

lashing rain and pounding sea. Once inside the cabin, they
sl amred the door and bolted it.

Kitiara turned. A strange white glowfilled the rear of the
cabin. They were no | onger alone there, either

Chappter 34
Pyrthis's Tale

The cold white Iight collected into a human form si x
feet tall. Kitiara pointed her sadly bent dagger at the appari -
tion, but Sturm pushed the weapon down.
"In the nane of Paladine and all the Gods of GCood, depart
in peace, spirit," he said.

The cabin filled with a deep, long sigh. "Wuld that |
could depart,"” said a lowvoice. "For I amtired beyond nea-
sure and desire rest."

"Who are you?" asked Kitiara.

"Inlife 1 was master of this vessel. M name is Pyrthis."
"He doesn't seem dangerous," Kitiara nuttered to Sturm
"but let's find a safer spot fromthat creature outside."

"The CGharmwll not enter this cabin,” the ghost said, "as
long as | am here." CQutside, the hellish thing shrieked,

acknow edging the truth of the dead captain's words.

"What is the Gharn?" asked Sturm

The indistinct figure drew closer and becane nore
defined. Its legs did not nove, and its arns stayed firnmly by
its sides. The ghost glided forward until Sturmand Kit could
see deep, hollow eyes and a jaw that hung open, as slack as
the face of a corpse. The voice issued fromthe nouth with-
out the Iips noving at all

"Once he was ny friend, and then a curse laid us all |ow
He becane the Gharm |, a walking spirit, and the crew of
the Werival died in tornent."

"Spirits walk for tw reasons: to right an unavenged
wrong, and to give warning to the living. Wichis it, Cap-

tain? Wy do you remain on this nortal pl ane?" asked
Sturm
Anot her mournful sigh. "Know, ny friends, that | bar-

gained with the forces of evil and lost." The ghost cane cl os-
er still, enough for Kitiara to see its dead white eyes and



corpse pallor.
"I was a nerchant captain, bold and enterprising, who

never turned down a cargo for nmoney. | plied the Sirrion Sea
and traded north and east to the Blood Sea nmelstrom In
my tine, | carried all goods - fromspices to slaves."
Sturm frowned. "You trafficked in msery," he said flatly.
"Aye, | did. Thank vyour gods that you still live and can
make anmends for any evil deeds you have conmitted! | am

past savi ng now. "

The poop deck overhead resounded with the tranp of
feet. Kitiara listened nervously as the Gharm stanped on
the boards. "Wat is that thing?" she demanded.

"Once ny first mate and friend, Drott, who | trained in al
the wily ways |I knew. Qur coffers grew fat and heavy with
gold, and | grew satisfied, as nen in their waning years are
wont to do. But Drott was young and keen and al ways
searching for the richest commission to be made. It was a

fateful day when he fell in with the scaled warriors."

Sturm had a glinmer of recognition. "Do you nean dra-
coni ans' ?" he asked.

"Aye, sone have called them thus." Pyrthis's ghost
| oomed over Sturm Though seemingly benign, its presence

was oppressive, and Sturm began to sweat.
"The dragonnen had a rich proposition: that we carry a
shi pnent of weapons and noney for them from Nordnaar

to Coastlund, there to rendezvous with ot her dragonnen
arriving from the northern seas. Drott accepted their com
mssion and their noney, thus daming us all." The ghost
made a horrible rasping sound. "I am so weary..." The

dead man's left arm canme |oose from his shoulder and fel
silently to the floor. Kitiara flinched at the sight, nore from
surprise than disgust. She bent to pick up the gently glow ng
[inb, but her hand passed right through it.

"W | oaded si xty hundredwei ght of arms, and wei ghed
anchor for Coastlund. We had a fair wind and nade a swft
passage. On the way, Drott schemed and plotted. He drew
me into his plan, which was this: Since the dragonnen were
barbarians and invaders, why should we not hold them up
for as nmuch gold as we could? They would pay doubly or
triply for their swords, and we would have nothing to fear
Wwo could they conplain to? Their purpose was even nore
illicit than ours.

"I fell inwith Drott's schenme. In truth, | despised the scaly
killers and feared them greatly. To cheat them seened both
just and profitable."

The ghost paused and the silence grewlong. Sturmfinally
sai d, "What happened when you reached Coastl| und?"

Rasp. "A dragonship was there, waiting. The | eader of
the dragonnmen canme aboard to accept transfer of the weap-
ons. Drott laid out his denmand for nore noney. The |eader
must have expected such a ploy, for he readily offered to
pay half again the original price. Drott insisted on double
the anount. The Ilizard resisted for a time, then conceded.
He departed for his ship and returned with a second chest of
treasure. This tinme a human cane wth him a dark cleric
wearing a metal nmask that mimcked a dragon's face. This
one frightened me very much. He stood by, wat ching and
saying nothing. Drott |aughed and joked as the second box
of noney came on board. He was drunk wth success, and



when | ordered the crew to begin transferring the cargo to
the dragonship, he drew ne asi de and whi spered anot her
wi cked design in nmy ear. 'Shall we not keep sone part of the

cargo ourselves?' he said. 'Could we not wing a bit nore sil-
ver fromthese flush pi geons?"

"That was pretty stupid,” Kitiara said, "with a boatload of
draconi ans al ongsi de."

"W did not fear their force, for our crew was nunerous
and skilled in the use of saber and pike. W did not sail the
pirate-infested seas unprepared.”

"But the dark cleric - that was sonmeone you weren't able
to counter,” said Sturm
"Indeed, nortal man." The ghost's right arm dropped off.

Part of the wunreal flesh touched Sturms booted foot. He
withdrew it hastily and shivered. The ghost's touch was
nore frigid than the wind off the lce \Wall.

"W held back five hundredwei ght of arms. The dragon-
men's |eader discovered the shortage and conpl ai ned. Drott
jeered at himfromthe rail, saying there was a tax on illega
weapons and the dragonfolk had yet to pay. The dragon-
man threatened to storm the Wrival and slaughter wus all.

The crew rmanned the rail wth bare bl ades and taunted
them to try. The dragonmen, less than a third our nunber,
began to arm | wanted to weigh anchor and be of f, but

Drott said we should stay and fight. After we killed the
scaly folk, he said, we could take back all the weapons we'd
sol d them and sell them again.

"There was no battle. The dark cleric canme from his place
on the stern of the dragonship and threw his arnms Wi de.
'CGo, greedy vermn, and take away your dishonored gold. |
curse you and vyours forever! Those who lust for gold shal
lust for the flesh of their fellows, those who jeer at the nin-
ions of the Dark Queen shall know her wrath! They shal
hear her nocking | aughter forever! ' he said.

"It was a terrible curse, and the full weight of it did not fal
on us for sone weeks. W J|eft the shores of Coastlund for
Sancrist, but never saw l|land again. Strange, circular w nds
blew us farther and farther from land. The crew began to
hear voices - a woman [ aughing - and they slowy went
mad. The few healthy sailors that remai ned chai ned the
mad ones below decks. Food and water dw ndled, but try as
we mght, we could not bring the Wrival to shore

"Drott changed. He had al ways been a vain man, proud

of his quick mnd and good | ooks. Now he ceased to care for
hinself, allowing his beard to grow and his clothes to fall to
tatters. The nmeat shrank on his bones and his skin whitened
to a ghastly color. As the days passed, ny first nmate and
friend peri shed as the hideous curse worked upon his
wretched body. Drott prow ed below, sharing rats in his
hands and eating them alive. Soon rats were not enough for
him He had become a Gharm a ravenous ghoul that feeds
on the flesh of nmen."

"Why didn't you kill hinP" Kitiara said sharply. The
drumm ng of feet had stopped, but they could still hear the
Gharm s cackl e as the nonster capered madly in the rigging.

"I could not, for as nuch as his new formdisgusted ne,
pitied ny lost friend. The crew, poor wetches, learned to
keep him at bay by giving him those who died of nmadness



and starvation. Wen there were only five sound nen |eft,
they decided to try to put an end to the Gharm Qur young
cleric, Novantunus, wove a tenporary protective spell

The sailors arnmed thenmselves and drove the Gharm to the
fore end of the ship wth fire and sword. Novant umus
meant to inprison the fiend in the anchor |ocker, and he
fashioned a magic seal to keep it in. The Gharm attacked the
men savagely and killed them one by one. Wth hislife's
blood spilling on the deck, the brave Novantumus succeed-
ed in conpelling the Gharm into the locker. |I alone lived,
and here at ny table | died of hunger, thirst, and despair."

The ghost had shrunk throughout his telling, and the cold
glare that it cast had dimnished to a firefly's sparkle. Sturm
was deeply sorry for the captain.

"One question," said Kitiara. She picked up the skull that
had been set between the captain's feet. "Who is this?"

"That was Drott's head. One of the sailors cut it off before
the Gharmkilled him"

"But that thing out there has a head!"

"A newone it grew afterward.”

Sturmsaid, "Can the Gharm be killed?"

The ghost shriveled to a slender coil of white mist. "Not
by steel, iron, or bronze," it said, a tiny, far-off voice. "Only
purifying fire wll mke this ship clean." Wth those fina
wor ds, the ghost vani shed.

"This is wonderful ," Kitiara said bitterly. "A nonster we

can't kill unless we burn up the ship that's keeping us out of
the water!"

"What we nust do is stay alive wuntil the stormends,"”
Sturm said. "The gnonmes will be 1looking for wus and we'll be

able to leave this cursed ship -* A splintering sound halted
Sturm in midsentence. The Gharm had ramred one bony,
clawed arm through the thin, |louvered panel of the cabin
door.

"Something tells me our nonment of immunity is over!"
Kitiara said. Sturmleaped up from the table, drawing his
sword in one snooth notion. He brought the keen blade
down hard on the grasping talons. The Gharm roared in
pain and withdrew the stunp of its left arm

"Suffering gods!" Kitiara kicked the severed arm away.
The linmb rapidly decayed to bone, and then to dust. The
Gharm put one of its baleful eyes to the hole that it had
made and glared at them Sturmraised his sword again and
the nmonster backpedal ed.

Kitiara went to the <cabin's rear and started tearing
t hrough the captain's bunk.

"Kit, what are you doing?" he call ed.

"Don't worry, just keep that dammed thing away a minute
longer!" He heard wood being split behind him then felt
heat on the back of his neck

Sturm turned and saw that Kitiara had made a torch from
a bunk slat and a strip of ticking. Doused wth oil fromthe
captain's lanp and ignited by flint, it blazed furiously.

"Ha! Try this, ghoul!" she shouted, brandishing the flane
before the door. The Grharm howed and hissed, its fangs

dripping saliva. "I'll give you sonething to chew on." Kiti-
ara kicked the smashed door frame open. The rain had
al nost stopped, but a fierce wind still raged across the open

deck. Kitiara dashed out, whipping the torch to and fro like



a fencing blade. The Gharmcrouched back on its rail-thin
haunches, spitting and hissing.
"Kit, be careful!"”
"It's ny fault this thing is out. I intend to kill it!"
She noved on the ghoul again, forcing it to retreat up the
rigging. It hung twenty feet above the deck, giggling in an

obscene parody of hunmanity. Kitiara paced below it, wav-
ing the torch to keep it bright and hot.

Sturm cl osed behind her. "Don't let it drop dowmn on you,"
he counsel ed.

"If it does, it'll go back up a lot faster than it came down."

The ceiling of black clouds scattered into streans of dirty
white as the blue of clear sky shone through. The w nd had
died down but did not cease. They were in the eye of the
cyclone, the calmcenter of a mles-w de storm

The Gharm swung over to the port side rigging. Kitiara
followed across the deck. She was so intent on Kkeeping the
fiend in view that she missed the end of the minsail Sturm
had cut free. The heavy, flapping canvas was soaked wth
rain, and one corner of it whipped around and slapped Kiti-
ara between the eyes. She fell backward and |ost the torch.
As the sail struck her, the Gharm pounced.

"No!"™ Sturmcried. He was on the fiend's back in a flash,
slashing at its pale, |leathery hide. The ghoul had one set of
talons deep in Kitiara's shoulder, but Sturmis attack nmnade it
let go. He inflicted wounds that would have killed a norta
foe, but the GCGharm wasn't slowed. A detached part of
Sturmls mnd noted that the ghoul already had grown back
the armthat he'd chopped off.

Kitiara pushed herself away from the duel between Sturm

and the Gharm Her shoul der wound bur ned like Bell-
crank's vitriol. She crawed to where the torch lay charring
the deck. In her pants' pocket she still had the tin can of oi
from the captain's storm lanp. At the right nonment, when
Sturm gave ground to the nonster, she flung the oil over the
Gharm and with it the torch.

It was scarcely a cupful of oil, but it burned rapidly, and
the Gharm yowed in unimaginable pain. It threw itself on

the deck and rolled to put out the flanes. Failing that, it
| eaped up and ran forward, burning as it went, and tore off
the hatch cover. The Gharm disappeared below, trailing a
thin plume of putrid snoke.

Sturm knelt and put an arm around Kitiara. Her teeth
chattered. She had been poi soned by the ghoul's vile tal ons.

"Kitl Kit!"™ Her eyes were alnost conpletely white, they
had rolled so far back in her head. "Kit, listen to ne! Don't

give up! Fight it! Fight it!"

Her hand cane trenbling to her throat. There, under the
thin fabric of her blouse was the anethyst arrowhead pen-
dant that Tirolan Anmbrodel had given her so many weeks
before. Drained of color before they net the gnones, the
crystal's magic had been restored by the days they'd spent
on Lunitari for it nowwas a rich, royal purple. The stone
had not surrendered its power upon its return to Krynn.

Kitiara's fingers would not grasp the amethyst. They were
already stiff and cold. Sturmgently lifted the magic crystal
Was t here enough power in it to save Kit's life? Did he, a
sworn opponent of magic, dare use it to heal her?



Her breath canme short, in hard, ragged gasps. Death had
Kitiara in its grasp. There was no time to debate. Sturm
closed the anethyst in his fist and placed his other hand on
Kitiara's injured shoul der.

"Forgive me, father," he whispered. "This is for her life."

The stone was hot for the merest second, but not enough
to burn him Kitiara gave a sharp cry and then went linp in
his arms. He thought he was too late, that she was dead.
Sturm opened his fingers, to see that the amethyst was clear
again. He peeled back the bloody cloth over Kit's wound
and saw that it was heal ed.

Smoke from the hatch was getting thicker. Sturm put an
armunder Kitiara's legs and staggered to his feet. Miffled
screans filtering through the open hatch proved that the
Gharm hadn't yet overcome the fire.

The snoke got so bad that Sturm retreated to the poop
deck, carrying Kitiara. The wind switched fromport to star-
board, never allowing the ship to drive clear of the funes.
Wen the first tongues of flame licked out of the hold,
Sturmfelt real fear. How could they escape if the ship was
on fire? The Wrival's | ongboat was m ssing.

At that noment, the wall of rain off the starboard bow
parted, and out cane the brown hull of the d oudmaster.
The flying ship was skinmng over the waves so low that a

few high swells |lapped the bottomof her hull. Sturmsaw
t he gnomes at the bow, waving white handkerchi efs.
A great shout of triunph escaped his throat. "Kit, wake

up!" he cried. "Kit, the gnonmes are com ng! W' re saved!"

Fire blasted out of the fore hatch, and with it, the figure of
the Gharm Blazing from head to toe, the hi deous ghoul
bounced from bulwark to bulwark, shrieking its cursed life
away. Unable to bear the burning any |onger, the ghoul
finally dived into the churning waves.

The bows were burning now, and the foremast was begin-
ning to smolder. The doudmaster drifted past the stern.
Sturm left Kitiara lying on the deck and grabbed a boat
hook from the rail. As the gnone ship coasted slowy along
the port side, Sturm hooked it and drew it tightly to the car-
avel .

The gnomes clutched the Wrival's sides as Sturmlifted
the linp Kitiara over his shoulder. He sprinted for the rail
and |eaped, one foot kicking the rail top as he went. The
gnones | et go, and the C oudmaster sank toward the sea.

"Too much wei ght!" W ngover cried. " Qut bal | ast!’
Ami dshi ps, Si ghter, Cutwood, and Birdcall threw doors,
wi ndow glass, and other |oose objects over the side. The
ship rose again into the | ow cl ouds.

"Wwel come aboard!" Stutts said heartily.

"dad to be here,” Sturm said with genuine relief. He lay
sprawl ed on the deck.

"What happened down there? asked W ngover.

"It's a long story."

"I's the lady well? She seens unconscious," said Sighter.
He lifted one of her arnms and let it fall.

"She'll be all right," Sturm said. The d oudnaster broke
through the top of the clouds. Below, the cyclone's whirling
mass spread out in all its glory. The gnomes set the sails and
put the setting sun to their backs.

"I't was very clever of you to start a signal fire,’

W ngover



said. "But it got out of hand, didn't it? | mean, you m ght
have destroyed the whol e ship before we ever arrived."

Sturm felt a crazy desire to laugh. Instead, he said,
"That's not the way things went." He paused to yawn prodi-
gi ously.

"Did you find anything wuseful on that vessel?" Sighter
asked. But by then Sturmwas already fast asleep

Chapter 35
The Road to Garnet

Sturmsnelled | and: wet soil and flowers and fresh-

ly turned fields. The sun was in his eyes. He sat up. He was

n t he wheel house, al one. The w ndows and doors were

gone, as was nost of the roof. He went out on deck. At the
bow was Sighter, surveying the ground belowwth his tele-
scope. Aft, by the fornmer tail post, sat Kitiara, Stutts, Fitter
and Rainspot. Kitiara was talking rapidly and making wld
gestures with her hands.

and then Sturm stepped in and chopped the nonster's

armoff!" The gnomes all went Chh, and Kitiara descri bed
how the arm had wi thered before their very eyes.

Stutts saw Sturm approach. " Ah, Mast er B- Bri ght bl ade

You're awake. W are just hearing about your t-trenendous
adventure on board the cursed c-caravel."

Sturm grunted somet hi ng nonconmittal and | ooked at
Kitiara. "How do you feel ?" he asked.

"Fit as can be. How re you7"

"Rested," he said. "How | ong have | been asl eep?”
"T-two nights and a day," said Stutts.

"Two nights!"

"And a day," added Fitter

"I came to about an hour ago," Kitiara said."l slept like a
dead wonman, but now | feel better than | have in ten sum
mers."

"You al nbost were a dead worman. " Sturm  expl ained how

t he Gharm had poi soned her and told her that the elven pen-
dant had saved her once again. Kitiara brought the ane-
thyst out of her blouse. Not only was it clear once nore, but
it was seaned with hundreds of tiny cracks.

"I don't remenber using it," she said, puzzled.
"You didn't. | did," said Sturm Kitiara's eyes w dened in

surprise.

He turned and went into the dining room There the

water barrel sat, alnpst enpty. Sturm downed a dipper of
tepid water.

Qut si de, W ngover said, "I thought men of his order
woul d not use nmgi c under any circunstance."

"They're not supposed to," Kitiara said. She began to tuck
t he pendant back under her blouse, but as she did, it crum

bled into dust. She stared sadly at the flakes on her tunic;
Tirolan Anbrodel's gift was no nore. Then, brushing them
away, she rose and said to the gnomes, "Excuse ne, fellows.

need to have a word with Sturm"”

Kitiara found Sturmstanding by the port rail, staring at
the green | and bel ow.

"Northern Ergoth," she said." Wngover spotted a flock

of terns and followed them The birds I|led them to |and."



Sturm stared on, saying nothing. "Not very scientific, I
t hought, but Wngover says, 'Anything that vyields good
results is scientific."'

"I amtainted," Sturmsaid quietly.

"I'n what way?"

"I used magic. Such a thing is forbidden. How am | ever
goi ng to becone a kni ght?"

"That's ridiculous! You used magic on Lunitari when you
had those visions," she said.

"Those were inflicted on me; | had no choice. On the ship,
| used the power of the pendant to heal your wound."
"I call that a right proper thing to do! Are you sorry you
dn't let nme die?" she asked sarcastically.
"Of course not."
"But you're 'tainted neverthel ess?"
"I am"
"Then you are a fool, Sturm Brightblade, a hi debound
fool! Do you honestly believe that an ancient set of rules for
knightly conduct is nmore inmportant than a conrade's life?

di

My life? He did not answer. "There's something tw sted
about such thinking, Sturm"”
Sturm shook his head vigorously. "No, Kit. I would have

given ny life to save yours, but it is a cruel turning of fate
that made ne break the Measure."

Her jaw clenched in anger and she said stiffly, "I never
realized how little value you place on friendship. You want
me to believe in your dusty old code. Just like Tanis. He
tried to make nme into something | wasn't. He couldn't con-

trol me, and neither can you!" She stanped the deck, barely
cont ai ni ng her fury.

Sturm folded his hands and regarded them carefully. "Vir-
tue is a hard naster, Kit. The Measure and the OCath were
never nmeant to be easy burdens to bear. A knight carries

them |ike ponderous stones on his back, and their weight
makes himstrong and upright.” He lifted his gaze wuntil their
eyes met. "You will never understand, because all you want

fromlife is to give your burden over to soneone else. A |ov-
er, a servant, even a brass dragon. As long as soneone el se
can bear the burden of honor for you, you don't have to fee
guilt, or face the consequences of your acts."

Color drained from her face. No one had ever spoken to
her like that, not even Tanis. "Then this is the end," she said

coldly. "From the nonent this soap bubble touches the
ground, we're finished."
Kitiara left himwatching the canopy of trees wunroll. They

did not speak to each other again.

* * * * *

"Careful! Careful! Watch those branches!"

The doudmaster pushed into a forest clearing. E m ash,

and birch branches clawed at them Wngover was atop the
deckhouse, trying to direct the landing. Flash and Birdcal

had opened the neck of the ethereal air bag, letting sonme of
the Iifting power out. The flying ship had scraped over a few
bald hills before the wind carried it down. Sturm stood at
the bow, fending off dangerous linmbs wth the boat hook
from the Werival - his only souvenir of the perilous hours
on the cursed ship. They had no anchor, no grapnel to fix
themin place, only timng and control of the air bag. Flash



and Birdcall clung to the rope that held the half-enpty bag
shut .

Branches scraped the length of the deck, shappi ng when
the gaping w ndows of the deckhouse caught them Birds
fled, chirping, when the ship disturbed their treetop hones.

"Cl earing ahead!" Sturm call ed.

"Cet ready!" Wngover cried.
The bow di pped once the trees were out of the way. The
keel gently touched the nmeadow s grass, dragged a few
yards, and stopped. Sturm jamed the boat hook into the
ground and swung over the rail. He landed on the soil of
Krynn with both feet.

"Prai se Pal adine!" he said. "Solid ground at last!"
The boarding ranp fell, and seven gnomes boil ed out.
W ngover was inhaling deep breaths and patting hinself on
t he chest when he heard Birdcall whistle questioningly.

"Can we open the bag now?" asked Fl ash

"Yes, yes, we're |anded!"

The two gnonmes pulled the =zigzag stitching | oose. A gust
of sulfurous air fled the bag, and the exhausted craft settl ed,
finally and heavily.

Kitiara descended the ramp and dunped what bel ongi ngs
she had left on the ground. In spite of the bitterness of their
parting, Sturm couldn't stop his eyes from follow ng her
She paid no one the slightest heed, but stood a ways off,
hangi ng her water bottle and |eather pouch on opposite hips
to balance the I oad. She slung her bedroll over one shoul der

by its strap. Sturm had an urge to speak, to say sonething
conciliatory, but her hard expression forestalled him

"Well, Wngover, it's been a long, strange voyage," Kiti-
ara said, shaking the little man's hand. "1'll never forget it."

"We couldn't have nade it wi thout you, l|ady."

She moved on to Cutwood, Sighter, Birdcall, and Flash.
"Keep thinking up new ideas," she said amably, "That way
the world will never get dull."” She turned to Roperig and Fit-
ter and chucked the littlest gnome under the chin. "So |ong,
boys. Stick together - you nake a good team ™

"W will," said the two in unison

Final ly, she approached Rai nspot and Stutts. "You're a
very lucky fellow, Stutts," she said warnly. "Not many peo-
ple get to realize their |life's dream as conpletely as you
have. Keep flying, old fellow | hope you will have many
nore adventures."”

"My," said Stutts. "It d-doesn't seemlikely. | have so many
reports to wite and s-so many lectures to give. After all, the
Ghom sh Patent OFfice must be satisfied that we have
d-done what we have done." He bowed formally. "Farewell,

M stress. You were a t-tower of strength.”

"I was, wasn't [|?"

"Where are you off to?" Wngover asked.

"Wherever the trail takes ne," she replied.

Kitiara's crooked snile al nost appeared. She squinted
into the sky. It was not yet noon. The sun warned her face.

Sturm stood apart from her | eave-taking. He felt the
weight of his own resolve and knew that what Kitiara had
said was true. They were finished. And yet, he knew he
would nmiss the old Kit, the brash, fun-Ioving conmpanion

Kitiara crossed the warm neadow briskly and did not
| ook back. Sunlight burnished her black curls as she cut a



swath through the high grass. Sturm bent over to shoul der
his own gear. Wen he straightened again, Kitiara had van-
ished anmpbng the closely growing elms and birches at the
field s far end.

"Aren't you going after her?" said Fitter

"Way should I do that?" Sturmsaid. He tied a thready
piece of twine around his bedroll and tucked it under his
arm "She can take care of herself. It's what she does best."

"I don't understand," Fitter said, scratching his nose. "I
t hought you two were going to get nmarried one day."

Sturm dropped his cooking kit at that remark. The clay
pot banged himsmartly on the toe. "Wiere in the world did
you get an idea like that?" he asked, flabbergasted.

"W've always heard how human men and worren fi ght
and yell at each other, but always end up married and, you
know -" Fitter blushed. "Having babies."

Sturm picked up the spilled contents of his kit. "It will
take a man with nore riches and power than ['Il ever have to
claimher hand." He hung the kit bag around his neck. "The
man who wns Kitiara Uh Mtar had better have the
pati ence of Pal adine and the wi sdom of Majere to keep her."

The gnomes gathered around himas he adjusted the |ast
of his equipnent. "Wiere will you go?" asked W ngover.

"Sol ammi a, as before. There are things | must investigate.
The visions | had on the red noon have faded fromny
menory, but | know ny father's trail begins at nmnmy ancestra
hone, Castle Brightblade. That is ny destination."

Small hands patted himon the back. "W w sh you every
bit of luck, Master Brightblade," said Cutwood. 'You're
very smart, for a human."”

"That means a lot, coming fromyou,
wyly.

"Wwe would offer to fly you ont-to Solamia," Stutts
said, "but we are on f-foot now ourselves."

That hadn't occurred to him Sturm said, "Wuld you like
me to escort you home to Sancrist?" It seened the |east he
coul d do.

"No, no, we've delayed you I|ong enough," said Sighter
"We'|| get to Gwnned, all right. There'll be ships there for
Sancrist."

"I shall mss you," said Rainspot fondly. He held out his
small  hand. Wth great solemity, Sturm shook Rainspot's
hand and each of the other gnonmes' hands in succession
Then he hitched up his gear and started out.

Funny, he thought; to have traveled so far and wal ked so
little. Hs feet were nore tender now than before he went to
Lunitari. Walking wll be good penance, he decided. He
could shed sonme of the stain of magic by walking and con-

St ur m answer ed

templating his transgression. Perhaps he could also cone to
grips with the difficult choices he faced as he tried to Ilive by
the Code and the Measure.

"CGood- bye! Good-bye!" called the ghomes. Sturm
snhapped out of his reverie and waved to them They were
good fell ows indeed. He hoped they would not have any
nore trouble, but, being gnonmes, they probably woul d.

He entered the humid forest and plunged through thicket
after thicket of dense greenery. It cheered himto see vines
and bushes wth honest green |leaves, plants that didn't bleed



or cry when he tranped over them Lunitari was such an
unnat ural worl d.

Two niles of woods Ilater, he found a clear creek and filled
his bottle. The water was cold, and had a mineral taste. It
was a welcone change after weeks of drinking soft rain
water. Sturm paralleled the <creek bank for four niles, unti
he came to an arched stone bridge. He «clinbed the bank to
the road that wended away north and south. A road narker
was fixed to the corner of the bridge. On its south face, it

read, ' Caergoth - 20 Leagues', and on its east face,
"Garnet - 6 Leagues'.
Sturm |aughed wuntil tears cane. The gnones had | anded

in Solammia, not twenty miles fromwhere they'd left in the
first place! And he laughed for other reasons. To be hone
again, not merely on Krynn (though that was good), but in

Solammia. He felt |light and free, without the gnomes to wor-
ry about , wi t hout t he const ant appr ehensi on of what
strange things night be around the next corner - and free of

his curious relationship with Kitiara. Their separation was
like the pulling of an aching tooth; a definite feeling of relief,
yet tinged with an underlying sense of loss, of a void in him
sel f.

Sturm took the road for Garnet. The roads in this prov-
ince converged on the city, so it was the best way to get to
the northern plains. He set hinself a good pace. Wth his
light burden and no dependents to herd, he ought to nake
Garnet by the next norning, he thought. As he nmarched, he
took in the sights and sounds and snells of his native |and.
The scrub past ures and rolling hills. Peasants ranging
through the dales, chasing cattle and driving them wth

sticks to tunble-down pens nmade of fieldstone. Once the
Brightblade family had owned a vast herd of «cattle, but
those had been quickly lost in the upheavals that toppled
the great, knightly estates throughout the country. Wo
knew but that the scrawny, ill-tended beasts that Sturm now
saw shuffling over the hills were offspring of the prine
Bri ght bl ade herd?

It wasn't cattle or land that bothered Sturm about the fal
of the Sol ami c Knights. Such things were not the true nea-
sure of a knight's worth. It was the injustice of it. The com
mon  folk blaned the Cataclysm and the troubl es that
followed on the arrogant pride of the knights, as if the
Kni ghts of Solammia could turn the whole world on its ear
and split the |l and asunder

Sturm stopped in his tracks. H's hands were clenched into
fists so tight that his knuckles were blanched white. He let
go of his anger and slowy opened his fists. Patience, he
adnoni shed hinself. A knight nust have self-control, or he
is no better than a barbarian berserker

* * k* K %

From the time Sturmgained the road at the stone bridge
to late afternoon of the followi ng day, he met no other trav-
elers. This struck himas ominous, especially as he got near-
er to Gar net . Drovers and rmerchant caravans al ways
noved fromtown to town, timng their arrivals to the loca
market day. An enpty road indicated that sonething, or
someone, was keeping the travelers at hone.



The road began to rise and wind as the hills of Garnet
grew out of the plain. Here he found signs of traffic: hoof
prints, wheel tracks, and marks of bare and booted feet.

The prints nultiplied until it seemed a small arny had
mar ched t hrough not | ong before.

Sturm saw snmoke rising fromaround a bend. He shifted
the pomrel of his sword forward to be convenient to his
hand.

He could snell the snoke now. Slowy the scene cane
into view Several heavy wagons were overturned and
burning in the road. From the extent of the damge already

done, the fire nust have started hours before.

Crows and other <carrion birds stirred at his approach
Between two gutted wagons, Sturm found bodi es. One,
t hi ck-wai sted and richly dressed, obviously was a successful
nmerchant. He had two arrows in his chest. Beside him was a
younger man with the stunp of a broken mace still clutched
in his hand.

A groan brought Sturm running. A few yards away, a
big, well-muscled nman sat with his back against a scrub
pine. He was a warrior. Hs body bled froma dozen wounds
and arrayed at the warrior's feet were six dead goblins.

"Water," moaned the fighter. Sturmput a hand behind the
warrior's head and raised his bottle to the man's parched

I'ips.
"What happened here?" asked Sturm
"Bandits. Attacked wagons. W fought -" The big nman

coughed. "Too many."

Sturm exanined the fighter's wounds. He didn't have to
be a healer to know the warrior was doonmed, and because
the man was a warrior, Sturmtold himso.

"Thank you," he said. Sturm asked if he could do any-
thing to make the man nmore confortable. "No, but Pal a-
di ne bl ess you for your nercy."

Sonet hing rustl ed behind the pine. Sturmreached for his
sword, then saw the broad brown nuzzle of a horse poke
t hrough the branches. The dying warrior called the animal
by name. "Brunbar," he said. "Good fellow" The horse
pushed through the scrub. He was an enornous aninal, as
bl ack as coal. Brunbar dropped his nose to nuzzle his nas-
ter's face.

"I see that you are a man of arns," rasped the warrior to
Sturm "1 beg you, take Brunmbar as your rmount when | am
dead. "

"I will,” Sturmsaid gently. "lIs there anyone in Garnet |
can tell about your fated?"

The man slowy closed his eyes. "No one. But do not go to
Garnet, if you value your life." His chin fell to his chest.

"But why?" Sturm asked. "Why shouldn't | go to the
city?"

"Loosen ny breastplate..."

Sturmundid the sraps and pulled the steel cuirass aside.
Beneath the arnor, the man wre a quilted shirt. Enbroi-
dered over his heart was a small red rose. Sturm stared. The
dying man was a knight of the Oder's highest rank, the
Oder of the Rosel Only Solamic Knights of noble |Iineage
could enter that exalted brotherhood.

"The forces that destroyed the knights control Garnet," the



man said. Hs breath came in ragged gasps. "I know you are
one of us. It would not be safe for you there... assassins... "

"Who are you? What is your name?" Sturm asked franti-
cally, but the Knight of the Rose would never again speak

Sturm gave the brave fighter an honorable burial. It was
well after sundown when he finished. He collected Brunbar
and went through the saddlebags thrown across the horse's
runp. There were dried rations in one bag, and in the other
surprisingly, were hundreds of coins, all of them small cop-
per pieces. Sturm understood. The dead knight was living
incognito because of the w despread hatred of the Oder
He'd adopted the guise of a guard for hire, and took his
wages in copper. No one would ever expect a Knight of the
Rose to live so hunbly.

Sturm left the Garnet road. He chose anot her trai
t hrough the hi ghl ands, one not frequented by traders, or (he
hoped) bandits. Garnet he passed in the night. He sawthe
glow of its street lanps in the distance. Reining in Brunbar,
he listened. Wnd whirled around the nountain passes. A
wol f gave voice, far away.

Chapter 36
Sol ammi a

Hi s new horse was a steady plodding beast. Brum
bar, in Ad Dwarvish, nmeant 'Black Bear.' Black he was, and
bearishly stolid. Sturmdidn't mnd. The kind of traveling
he was doi ng now was better suited to a steady animal, rath-
er than sone excitable, fragile charger. Brumbar had a back
so broad that Sturmimagi ned he could put his feet up on the
animal's nodding neck and take a nap. Festooned wth
Sturm s pack and ot her bel ongi ngs, Brumbar kept a jingling
pace all day |ong.
The Lemish forest thinned out to a few spindly pines,
growing weakly amd the grassy undergrowth. It was hot
on the plain, and very dry. Sturm began to ration his water
when the streans and springs started getting fewer and far-
ther between.

Being off the road, he saw few people. This southernnost
finger of the Solamic Plain, thrust between the Garnet
Mount ai ns and the Lemi sh forest, was too dry for cattle and
farmng. There were no robbers here, either; there was
not hing to steal

Al one, Sturmtook time to reflect on things. Since he and
Kitiara had left Solace so nmany weeks ago, he'd cone to
realize that there was danger on the horizon everywhere
The strange lizardlike nercenaries he had heard called dra-
conians had been seen in port cities. Caches of weapons
being noved about. Large nunbers of brigands infesting the
roads of the northern countries. Dark magic at work. Gob-
lins led by a human magi ci an. VWhat was the common
thread in all this? he wondered.

War. |nvasion. Evil nagic.

Sturm gave Brumbar a kick, and the big horse shuffled
into a trot. A welter of vague inpressions and shrouded
nmenories surfaced in his mnd. The visions he'd had on
Lunitari were lost to him in detail, but shadows of them
remai ned, dimy. The strongest of these was that his father



was alive sonmewhere. There was sonething about the old
castle, too, and death that was sonehow |linked to |lingering
i npressions of Kitiara's.

Oh, Kit. Wiere are you now?

The day's shimering heat built towers of black clouds in
the sky. Lightning danced far away, and peals of thunder
crossed the grassland long after the flashes of |ightning were
gone. The snell of rain pulled Brunbar toward the storm
and Sturmlet himgo. He was thirsty, too.

The stormseened to retreat fromthem even as they rode
to nmeet it. Brunmbar splashed through gullies running fast
with rainwater, The air was wet, oppressive, yet the edge of
the rain receded from Sturms approach. The 1ightning
pl ayed about a stand of pines to the east. Sturm reined away
from the dangerous display, but Brunbar had other ideas.
Puffing hard through his dry throat, the horse headed
straight for the trees.

Li ght, steany drops of rain began to hit them Brunbar
cantered heavily through the widely spaced trees. The rain
fell harder. Ahead, Sturmsaw a dark shape flit between the

pines. He blotted water fromhis eyes and | ooked agai n.

A rider in a flowing cape was weaving anong the trees.
Now and then, the pale oval of a face turned back, as if the
rider were peering over his shoulder at Sturm He seened to
have a | ong nmustache nuch like Sturm s own.

Brunmbar slowed by a shallow pool of water, but Sturm
spurred himon; he was curious about the other rider and
wanted to catch up to him

"Hello!" called Sturm "Could | talk to you?"

A bolt fromthe <churning sky struck the ground a score of
yards away, |leaving a snmoking crater in the grass. The rider
didn't respond to Sturmis call, but continued to weave
around the pines. Sturm slapped the reins across his horse's
neck, and Brunmbar |aunched into a jarring gall op. They
were closing on the stranger.

The rider's dark hair was slicked down by the driving
rain. He did indeed have a long nustache, synbol of the
Kni ghts of Sol ami a.

The stranger's horse was light and agile, but it rnust have
been running hard too long. Brunbar closed rapidly. Only
the passing of a tree between them kept Sturm fromreach-
ing out to grab the other man's | ashi ng cape.

"Wait!" Sturm shouted. "Stop, | want to talk to you!"

The stranger's horse went hard to the left, circling around
Sturm The man drew up and stopped thirty yards away.
Brumbar shuddered to a halt. The wind was up and bl ow ng
rain into Sturms face, so he turned his horse around. The
stranger was waiting for him

"I didn't nean to chase you," Sturmcalled out, "but -

He never heard the stroke of lightning that hit the ground
between him and the stranger. Nor did he feel it. 1In one
instant, he was talking and in the next, he was lying on the
muddy grass wth rain pattering on his face. Hs arms and
| egs were | eaden and weak.

A dark form loonmed over him For a second, he was
afraid. Lying there, helpless, Sturmwas easy prey for a thief
or assassin.

The stranger, still horsed, towered over him Against the
gray sky, with the rain in his eyes, all Sturmcould see of him



was dark hair, high forehead and drooping nustache. The

cape was close about the man's shoulders, which were w de
and powerful .

The stranger sat in the saddle, |ooking down at Sturm and
sayi ng not hi ng. Sturm managed to gasp, "Wwo are you?"

The man parted the cape, revealing the hilt of a large
sword. Sturm made out the shape of the pomel and sone
of the filigree work. Wth a start, he realized that he knew
that sword. It was his father's.

"Beware of Merinsaard,"” said the man, in a voice Sturm
didn't recognize
Wth tremendous effort, Sturm got to his knees. "Wo

are you?" He reached out a nuddy hand to the stranger
Where he should have touched the leg of the nan's horse, he
met nothing. Horse and rider vanished, silently and com
pletely.

Sturm staggered to his feet. The rain was over. Already
the sun was poking through the tattered clouds. Brunbar
was several yards away, drinking from a puddle. Nearby, a
pi ne tree had been blasted to snoking splinters by Iightning.

Sturm put his face in his hands. Had he seen what he
t hought he'd seen? W0 was the phantom rider? And what
was Merinsaard? A person, a place?

Wearily he mount ed Brunbar. The big horse shifted
under Sturms weight, and his broad hooves squelched in
the nmud. Sturm |ooked around. There were no other hoof
prints in sight besides Brunbar's.

* * k* K %

Though described as a plain, the country of Solammia was
not perfectly flat, as were, say, the Plains of Dust. There
were ridges and gullies, dry creek beds and small stands of
trees that grew like islands in the m dst of the grassy steppe
land. Sturmrode north at an easy pace, eating wild pears off
the trees and filling his water bottle fromthe herders' wells.

He soon found hinmself noving anmobng small herds of cat-
tle, tended and guarded by hard-1 ooking peasants wth
mauls and bows. They watched him closely as he rode by.
Rai ders were comon, and in their eyes he mght have been
a scout for a larger band of rustlers. Also, Sturm wore the

must ache and horned helnmet of a Solamic Knight - itemns
not calculated to nake him popular anong the people who
had overthrown the Oder. Sturm didn't care. He rode

proudly, sword turned out to show that he was ready for
trouble. At night, he took special care with polishing his hel-
net, boots, and sword, to nake them shi ne.

He decided to avoid the city of Solanthus. After the over-
t hrow, Sol anthus had proclained itself a free city, not sub-

ordinate to anyone but its own Quildnasters. Sturm had
heard of several knights, friends and conpatriots of his
father, who had been inprisoned and executed in Solan-
thus. Wiile he was willing to proclaim his heritage in open

country, he saw no reason to walk into the city and put his
head into a noose.

The country beyond Sol ant hus sl oped gently down to the
Vingaard River. It was rich land. The <clods turned up by
Brunmbar's iron-shod hooves were bl ack and fertile.



The herds were thicker the closer to the river he got. He
spent an entire day guiding Brunbar through ranks of rusty
brown cows and calves. The heat and dust were so bad that
he traded his helnet for a cloth bandanna, like the herd
riders wore

The herds converged on the Ford of Kerdu, an artificial
shallows created centuries before by the Solamic Knights
(anot her benefit that the common fol k had forgotten).
Thousands of small stones were dunped into the Vingaard
River to nake a fording place. As the river slowy scoured
t he stones away, each new generation on the river banks had
to renew the ford with its own gathering of stones. A sort of
winter festival had developed around the collecting and
dunpi ng of rocks in the river

It soon became too congested for Sturmto ride, so he got
off Brumbar and led the horse by his bridle. Here, by the
river, the day's heat rapidly dispersed after sunset. Sturm
wal ked down to the river bank where a hundred canpfires
bl azed. The herders were settling for the night.

A hal f-dozen sun- br owned faces turned up as Sturm
approached the nearest canp.He raised his palm and said,
"My hands are open,"” the traditional herders' greeting.

"Sit," said the herd | eader, identified by the carved steer

horn that he woire on a thong around his neck, Sturmtied
Brunmbar to a small tree and joined the nen.

"Sturm" he said, sitting.

"Onthar," said the leader. He pointed to the other nmen in
turn. "Rorin, Frijje, Ostimar, and Belingen." Sturm nodded
to each one.

"Share the pot?" said Onthar. A black kettle hung over
the fire. Each nman had to provide sone ingredient in order
to share the common neal. Herder's stew - an expression
known throughout Krynn as nmneaning a little bit of every-
t hing.'

Sturmlifted the flap of his pack and saw the last of his
provisions: an inch-thick slab of salt pork, two carrots, and
a stoppered gourd half full of rye flour. He squatted by the
kettle, took out his knife, and started slicing the neat.

"Been a good season?" he asked politely.

"Dry," said Onthar. "Too dry. Fodder on the lower plainis
bl owi ng away."

"No sickness, though," observed Frijje, whose straw
colored hair hung in two long braids. "W haven't lost a sin-
gle calf to screwfoot or blue blister.™

Shoving wispy red hair fromhis eyes, Rorin said, "Lot of

raiders.” He whetted a wi cked-1ooking axe on a snooth gray
stone. "Men and goblins together, in the same gang."
"I've seen that, too," Sturm said. "Farther south in

Caergoth and Garnet."

Ont har regarded himwith one thin brown eyebrow
rai sed. "You're not from around here, are you?"

Sturmfinished the salt pork and started slicing the car-
rots. "I was born in Solamia, but grew up in Sol ace."

"Raise a lot of pigs down there, | hear," Ostimar said. H's
voice was deep and resonant, seemingly at odds wth his
smal | hei ght and ski nny body.

"Yes, quite a lot."
"Where you headed, SturnmP" asked Onthar.
“"North."



"Looki ng for work?"

He stopped cutting. Wiy not? "If | can get sone," he said.
"Ever drive cattle before?"

"No. But | can ride."

Gst i mar and Bel i ngen snorted derisively, but Ont har
said, "W lost a man to goblin raiders tw weeks ago, and
that left us with a hole in our drag line. All you have to do is
keep the beasts going ahead. Well be crossing the Vingaard
tomorrow, heading for the keep."

"The keep? But it's been deserted for years," Sturm said.

"Buyer there."

"Sounds fine. Wat's the pay?"

"Four coppers a day, payable when you | eave us."

Sturm knew he was supposed to haggle, so he said, "I
couldn't do it for |less than eight coppers a day."

"Eight!" exclained Frijje. "And hima show rider!"

"Five mght be possible," said Onthar.

Sturm shook the gourd to break up the lunps of flour
"Si x?"

Ont har grinned, showing several nmissing teeth. "Six it is.
Not too nuch flour now - we're cooking stew, not baking
bread.”" Sturmstirred in a handful of gray rye flour. Rorin
gave him a copper bow and spoon. The stew was di shed
up, and the nen ate quickly and silently. Then they passed a
skin around. Sturm took a swi g. He alnost choked; the bag
held a potent, fernented cider. He swallowed and passed
the skin on.

"Who's buying cattle at the keep?" he said, after everyone
had eaten and drunk

"Don't know, " Onthar adnitted. "Men have been com ng
back from Vingaard Keep for weeks with tales of gold, say-
ing there is a buyer up there paying top coin for good beasts.
So the keep is where we're going."

The fire died down. Frijje produced a hand-whittled flute
and began to blow Ilonely, lilting notes. The herders curled
up on their single blankets and went to sleep. Sturm unsad-
dled Brunbar and curried him He led the horse to the river
for a drink and returned him to the sapling. That done, he
made a bed with his blanket and the saddle.

The sky was clear. The silver nmoon was lowin the south,
while Lunitari was clinbing toward its zenith. Sturm gazed
at the distant red gl obe.

Had he really trod its crinson soil? Had he really fought
tree-men, seen (and ridden) giant ants, and freed a chatter-

box dragon from an obelisk of red narble? Here, on Krynn,
anong the sinple, direct herdsnen, such menories were
like a mad dream fevered inages now banished by the nore
practical concerns of Sturms life.

The young knight slept, and dreanmed that he was gall op-
ing through Solace, pursuing a caped man who carried his
father's sword. He never gained on the stranger. The vallen-
wood trees were bathed in a red glow, and all around Sturm
felt the cold air echo with the sound of a woman's | aughter

Chapter 37



The Ford of Kerdu

Sturm was roughly shaken awake before the sun

was up. Al along the river's south bank the herders were
stirring, packing their meager possessions on their horses,
and preparing for another day's nmove. Sturmhad no tine
for anything other than a brief cup of water. Frijje thrust
some jerky in his hand and told himto nount up

Bel i ngen galloped to himand tossed hima |ight wooden
pole with a bronze |eaf-shaped head. This was his herd
goad. Wen the cows were balky or wanted to wander in
the wong direction, he was to poke them with the goad to
set them straight.
"And woe to you if you cut the hide," Belingen said.
"Onthar prides himself on his herd not being scarred.” Wth
an arrogant toss of his head, Belingen spurred his horse back

to the front of the herd.

The cattle, nore than nine hundred head, sensed the rise
in activity and surged from side to side against the fringe
riders, Two other herds had right-of-way over Onthar's, so
the men had to bide their time as the other two swarns of
cattle forded the river ahead of them The Kerdu passage
was a quarter-nmile wide and nore than half a nmile across to
t he other bank. The ford's edges fell away sharply, and Gsti-
mar warned Sturmnot to stray off the stones.

"I"ve seen nmen and horses drop off the edge and never
cone up,"” he cautioned. "Nothing ever found but their
goads and bandannas, floating on the water."

"I"l1l keep that in mnd," Sturmreplied.

The herd settled into a standard oval formation. Sturm
couched his goad under his left arm The bar was eight feet
long, and he could easily touch the ground with it, even
from as high a perch as Brunbar's back. |Indeed, Sturms
own height, placed on the broad back of the Garnet horse,
made him taller than any other rider in the group. He could
see far across the tight mass of cows, their dusty coats and
long horns always shifting, always noving, even when the
herd itself was not in forward notion

A horn blasted fromthe far shore, signaling that the pre-
vious herd had cleared the ford. Onthar stood in his stirrups
and whipped his goad back and forth (there was a black
pennant fixed to the tip). The riders whistled and shouted to
stir the beasts forward. A wall of beef surged toward Sturm
but he vyelled and waved the goad before the cows' faces.
The animals turned away to follow those in front.

The track down to the river was a norass. Thousands of
cattle and horses had churned it wup, and under the rising sun
the mud stank. Onthar and the front riders splashed into the
Vingaard with the herd bulls. The steers and cows cane
after, and the rear riders were last of all. The stench and bit-
ing flies over the river were ferocious.

Brumbar put his heavy feet into the water. H's iron shoes,
suited to paved roads, did not provide a very sure (grip on
the round, wet rocks. Despite the uncertain footing, Brum
bar went on, unperturbed. And then, perhaps twenty vyards
into the river, Sturms horse slid sideways off the rocky

ford.
Water rushed over Sturms head. He imediately kicked



free of the stirrups and thrust up for the surface. H's head
burst into the air, and he took a deep breath. Brunbar was
out in the stream swimmng steadily for the south shore.

Frijje reined up and shouted, "You all right, Sturnf"

"Yes, the stupid horse slid off the ford!," He swam a few
strokes toward the herdsman. Frijje extended the butt of this
goad for Sturmto grab and hauled the soaked knight to the
ford's sloping edge. Sturm stood up. Atop the stones, the
wat er was only knee-deep

"Can you ride nme across, Frijje?" he asked.

"Can't |eave the herd," was the reply. "You'll just have to
catch up." Frijje rode on, long braids bouncing on his back
Sturm slogged through the nuddy water back to the south
bank, where Brunbar had clinmbed out and was drying off
in the norning sun.

"Come here, you ignorant brute,” Sturm said, then
smled. An ignorant brute Brunbar might be, but the horse
stood quietly after his watery ordeal, calmy awaiting his
rider's pleasure. Sturm swing into the saddle and twi sted
Brunbar's head. Onthar's herd was alnpost to the other
shore. Sturmhad lost his goad, and his pride had taken a
beating, too, but he wasn't finished.

"Heyah!" he cried, snapping the reins on Brunbar's neck
The horse took off, big feet pounding down the bank and
into the river. Straight down the center of the ford they
went, Brumbar Kkicking up an inpressive froth as he gal-
| oped. They gained the north side just as the |[|ast herder
Rorin, was |eaving the water.

"Have a good sw n?" Rorin asked, grinning.

"Not too bad,"” Sturmresponded sheepishly. "Lend ne a
goad, will you? I've got to get back to nmy place."” Rorin
yanked an extra pole froma boot on his horse's neck and
tossed it to Sturm Sturm caught it neatly.

The cattle churned over the sandy flood plain on the Vin-
gaard's north side. Here, at last, Brunbar's shoes proved
their worth. Wiile the herders' unshod ponies floundered in
the 1loose sand, Sturm and Brunbar headed off a dangerous
side novenent by the rear third of the herd. Like some huge

living tapestry, the herd and its riders «clinbed the bank to
the drier, grass-covered plain of northern Solamia. Once
they were well clear of the river crossing, Onthar I|ed them
into a wide gully and halted the herd.

"Keep your place," he said as he rode up to Sturm Onthar
scanned the river for stragglers. "I hear you fell in," he add-
ed.

"lron horseshoes and wet rocks don't nake for a firm
grip," Sturm said.

"Uh- huh. You | ose the goad | gave you?"

"Yes, Onthar," Sturmsaid. "Rorin |lent nme another."

"Lost goad costs two coppers. 1'Il deduct it fromyour
pay." Onthar swung around and rode on to speak with
Ror i n.

The nore Sturm thought about it, the angrier he got with
Onthar. To charge for the lost goad seened downright petty.
Then the teachings of the Measure renminded Sturm to see
the situation from Onthar's point of view Maybe they
hadn't known Brunbar was shod. Cstimar did advise him
to stay away from the ford' s edge. Onthar had originally
paid for the goad he'd lost. Gven the scarcity of hard



money in a life Iike herding, charging two coppers for a |ost
stick wasn't petty. It was absolutely necessary.

Sturm pulled off his bandanna and wung it out. His
clothes would dry rapidly in the sun, and there was a |ong
day's ride still to go. He straightened in the saddle and
thought of himself as being on a war foray. Alert yet
rel axed. That's the way his old friend, Soren, had practiced
sol di ering, as sergeant of the castle guard for Sturmi s father
A braver, nore devoted man had never |ived.

Onthar circumavigated the herd, and when he was satis-
fied that all was in order, he returned to the head and sig-
naled to resume the drive. The bawing calves and cows
slowy came about as Onthar led them north and east
toward Vingaard Keep, sone sixty mles away.

* * k* K %

It was a long, hard day, and the herders spent every m n-
ute of it in the saddle. Sturm had al ways thought of hinself

as an acconplished 1|ong-distance rider, but compared to
Onthar's nmen, he was a tenderfoot after all. Except that it
wasn't his feet that grew tender

The herders rotated positions, noving slowy counter-
cl ockwvi se around the herd. The mdday nmeal, such as it
was, was eaten when a man reached the front. Then there
were no cows to watch, only the lay of the |land ahead. Sad-
dle food was jerky and cheese and raw onions, all washed
down with bitter cider.

The sun was still well wup when Onthar called a halt.
Sturm estimated that they'd covered twenty-five mles since
crossing the river. Frijje, Belingen, and Rorin pushed the
herd into a shallowravine in the mddle of the grassland.
Judging by the tranpled grass and scoured ground, this pit
had been wused by previous herds on their way north. Gsti-
mar and Onthar took Sturm on a circuit of the pit and
showed himhow to set wup the fence that would keep the ani-
mal s from wandering in the night.

"Fence?" Sturmsaid. He hadn't seen anyone carrying
anyt hing as bul ky as a fence.

Onthar pulled a wooden stake about two feet long with a
fork at the top from a canvas satchel and stuck it in the
ground. He tied the end of a length of rope to the fork and
stretched it out eight or ten feet, where Ostinmar set another
stake. On and on this went, wuntil the whole herd was sur-
rounded by a single thickness of rope.

"And this flinsy barrier wll keep themin?" asked Sturm

"Cows and steers aren't real wse," Gstimar expl ai ned.
"They'll think they <can't push through the rope, so they
won't try. 'Course, if areal panic set in, a stone wall

woul dn't stop 'em

"What would frighten themthat nmuch?"

"Wl ves," noted Gstinmar. "Or nen."

The herders canped on the highest ground overl ooki ng
the pit. Rorin and Frijje scythed down sheafs of tall grass for
cattl e fodder, but the herd would get no water until the next
day, when they reached Brantha's Pond.

Onthar built a fire fromw nd-blown tw gs gl eaned from

the grass. The fire drew the other herders in. The conmon

kettl e was brought out and hung fromits peg over the



fl ames. Each man st ooped over t he pot and added
somet hing - water, cheese, flour, bits of nmeat, vegetables,
and fruit. Wen the pot was full, Frijje knelt by the fire and
stirred it.

"Not a bad day," said Rorin.

"Hot," Ostimar pointed out. "Should rain."

"Some of wus don't mind taking a swiminstead of work-
ing," Belingen cracked. Sturm sensed a challenge in his eyes.

"Some of us ought to get wet nore often,"” he parried. "It
would help to cut the snell."

Frijje stopped stirring the pot. The herders |ooked at
Sturmintently. Belingen said coldly, "Only a city fool would
ride a shod horse across a river ford."

"True enough," Sturm countered. "How many times did
you do it, Belingen, before you thought to renove your
horse's shoes?" He saw the Estwilder close one hand into a
fist. Sturmknew that the only way he could keep the respect
of these rough, sinple nen was to match Belingen insult for
insult. If he showed any softness, real or inagined, they
woul d et Belingen treat Sturm any way he |iked.

The next thing Sturm knew, Onthar was on his feet,
shouting. "Get up! Get up, you idiots! Raiders! Raiders are
after the herd!"

A runmble of massed hooves and screans proved that
Onthar was telling the truth. "111 get ny sword,"” Sturm said,
running to find Brunbar

The herders vaulted onto their short ponies and pulled
their goads out of the ground. Sturmclinmbed heavily onto
Brunmbar. Drawing his sword, he spurred after his com
rades.

In the twilight, he could see that the attackers outnum
bered Onthar and his men - perhaps a dozen. The raiders
wore fantastic masks wth glaring, painted eyes and horns,
tusks, and garish frills nade of wildly painted |eather. They
were armed wth sabers and short bows. Several steers were
al ready down, lying on their sides with arrows sticking out.

Ont har charged into the pack of yelling thieves. H s goad
took one raider in the chest, but the slimshaft snapped. The
cattle thief toppled off his horse with thirty inches of goad
buried in his chest. Onthar shouted to Rorin, who slapped a

new weapon into his |eader's hand.
Sturmangled to the other side of the raider band. Brum

bar burst through the ranks of the raiders' [|ighter beasts,
overturning two of them Sturm cut down one bow ar nmed
thief wearing a horrible, leering mask. Another took his

pl ace, slashing hard with a crudely forged saber. Sturm
turned the thin, curved blade and thrust hone through the
raider's throat. The thief's body fell forward but was caught
in the stirrups; the horse galloped away fromthe fight, the
dead man draggi ng behi nd.

The nounted thieves seened to be getting the worst of it,
until Sturmrealized that there were foes on foot as well
Masked figures stole out of t-he grass and fell on the arrow
shot animals. As the battle raged around them they swiftly
ski nned and butchered the steers. The raiders left hide and
carcass, but carried away whol e sides of beef. Frijje cut off
one pair's escape by spearing one and tranmpling the other. It
was a brutal, nasty fight.



Sturmfelt a sharp blow on his back. As he pivoted Brum
bar, he felt a short arrow sticking fromhis back. The raider
who had loosed it was only a few yards away. The popeyed
face on the leather mask reflected its wearer's obvious sur-
prise that Sturm hadn't fallen. The raider couldn't know
that Sturmstill wore his mail shirt under his riding tunic.

Sturmflew at the archer. The raider turned to flee, but
Brumbar's long legs rapidly outgained the thief's short-
| egged pony. Sonme instinct for nmercy made Sturm turn
away his sword edge, and he brought the flat of the tem
pered blade down on the raider's head. The thief threw up
hi s hands and slid sideways off his pony.

The other raiders were in hot flight. Onthar's nen chased
t hem some way, but quickly returned to guard the rest of the
herd. Sturm disnmounted and dragged the unconscious raid-
er to Brunmbar. He threw the |I|ight body across the horse and
| ed them back to Onthar.

"Filthy dirt-eating swine," Onthar said, spitting. "They
got four. The robbers eat well tonight!"

"Not all of them" Sturmsaid. At |least four of the raiders
were dead. "I caught one." The herders clustered around.
Frijje grabbed the raider by his characteristic ponytail and

jerked his head back. Still out cold. Frijje tore the painted
mask away.

"Hawt It's a girl!" he grunted.

It was indeed, a girl of maybe fifteen or sixteen years. Her
blond hair was greasy and |linp, and her face was sneared
with paint fromthe nmask.

"Phew! " said Rorin. "She stinks!"™ Sturmhadn't noticed -
t he herders thensel ves were rather pungent.

"Slit her throat and | eave her on the steppe for the others

to find," Belingen advised. "They'll learn not to steal from
Onthar's herd. "
"No," said Sturm interposing hinself between the uncon-

scious girl and the others.
"She's a thief!" Ostimar protested.
"She's unarned and unconsci ous,” Sturminsi sted.
"He's right,"” Onthar said after a noment's reflection
"She's worth nore to us alive anyway."
"How so, Onthar?" asked Rorin.
"Host age. Keep the others of her band away, maybe."

"Too rmuch trouble,” Belingen grunbled. "I say just kil
her and be done with it.".
"It's not for you to say," Onthar replied. "Sturm caught

her, she's his now. He can do whatever he wants with her."
Sturm flushed slightly when Rorin and Frijje |aughed, but

he said, "I shall follow your advice, Onthar. W'Ill keep her
as a hostage."
The herd |eader nodded. "She's your problem then. You

are responsible for anything she does. And what she eats
cones out of your pay."

He'd expected that. "Agreed," said Sturm

The girl groaned. Rorin grabbed her by the back of her
hairy hide chaps and dragged her off Brunbar. He held her
up by the scruff of the neck. The girl shook her head and
opened her eyes.

"Ma'troya!" she cried, wupon seeing her captors. She tried
to run, but Rorin held her feet off the ground. She kicked
himon the shin until he threw her to the ground. Her hand



flashed to her waist and cane up wth a short, double-edged
knife. Sturm clanped his strong hand over hers and plucked
the little skinning knife away. "Ma'troyal" the girl repeated

hel pl essly.

"What is she saying?" Sturm asked.

"That's an eastern dialect," Onthar said. "But 111 wager
she speaks our tongue. Don't you, girl?" The girl's dark blue

eyes flickered with recognition. "Yes, | see you do."
Sturmlifted the girl gently to her feet. "Wat's your
nane?" he said quietly.
"Tervy." She pronounced this wth a 'ch' sound, like

Tchair -vee.
"Well, Tervy, you're going to be staying with the herd a
| ot longer than you expected."

"You kill me now "

"I don't think so," Sturmsaid dryly.

"They want kill me," gasped the girl, her eyes darting at
the herders.

"Be still,"” Sturmsaid. "No one will hurt you if you do as

you're told."
Onthar dislodged the arrow from Sturmis tunic and hand-
ed it to the young knight. "A souvenir," he said.
Tervy regarded the arrow qui zzically, then | ooked up at

Sturm "1 shoot you, you not bleed, not die. Wy so?"
He pulled up his tunic and showed her the hip-length shirt
of mail he wore. Tervy had never seen armor before. She

hesitantly put out a dirty hand to touch the netal nesh.
"lron skin," she uttered with awe.

"Yes, iron skin. It stops arrows and npst swords. Now
|'"ve captured you, and you're going to stay wth nme. |If you
behave, 1'll feed and take care of you. If you're wcked, |'ll

hobbl e you and make you wal k behind the cattle."

"I do as you say, lronskin."

Thus Sturm acquired a prisoner, a hostage, a servant -
and a nickname. Fromthat tinme on, the herders called him
I ronski n.

Chapter 38
Tervy and lronskin

By the time the herders returned fromrepulsing
the raiders, dinner was congealed. It was too dark to hunt
for nore kindling, so Onthar ordered Frijje to collect sone
chips fromthe cattle pit.
"Faw " he grunbled. "That's a dirty job. I know Make
the girl do it." Onthar deferred to Sturm
"I doubt she could get nuch filthier," Sturmadmtted. "I'lI
go with her."

Tervy showed no sign of di spl easure when Sturm
expl ai ned what she was to do. She plunged into the herd,
shovi ng asi de yearling calves and cows. She filled a bandan-
na with the few pats that were dry enough, and canme back
out. Showing themto Sturm she said, "Enough?"

"Enough. Take themto Frijje."

The coals were stirred and the fire blazed up again. The
stew was di shed out. Tervy watched expectantly, |icking her
[ips. Sturm asked for another bow .



"There are none," Ostimar said sullenly. "Not for raider
scum "

Sturmate only a third of his portion and gave the rest to
Tervy. She ate wol fishly, slapping gobs of thick stew into her
mouth with her dirty fingers. Even Rorin, the least clean of
t he herders, was disgusted.

When it was tine to bed down, Sturm asked, "Should
someone stay awake, in case the raiders return?”

"They won't cone back," Onthar assured him

"Some ot her band mght."

"Not at night," grunted Rorin, hunkering down on his

anket .

"And why is that?"

"Rai ders don't nove at night," Ostimar expl ai ned.

"Wlves'll get "emin the dark." He pulled his horsehair bl an-
ket up to his chin and slipped his rolled bandanna down
over his eyes.

Wl ves? The her dsmen didn't seem worried about
wol ves. Sturm nentioned as much to Frijje, the |last one
awake.

"Onthar has a charm against wolves,” he said. "He hasn't
| ost a beast to wolves in three years. G night."

Soon the circle around the canpfire was filled with soft
snores and wheezes. Sturmwatched Tervy, sitting wth her
knees tucked under her chin, staring at the dying fire.

"Do | have to tie you up?" he saidto her. "O wll you
behave?"

"I not run," Tervy replied. "Qut there is tyinsk. Wl ves.

He smiled at her. "How old are you, Tervy?"

" Say ?"

"How many years have you lived?"

She | ooked back over her shoul der, her brow furrowed
wi th i nconprehension. "How |long ago were you born?"

St urm sai d.

"Baby doesn't know when born." Maybe her people were
too primtive to count the years. O perhaps it wasn't
i mportant; probably few of them survived to middle years.

b

"Do you have a fam|ly? Mther? Brothers and sisters?"

"Only wuncle. He dead, out there. You cut, here to here,"
she said, running a finger across her throat. He felt a twi nge
of shane.

"I'm sorry," Sturm said regretfully. "I didn't know " She
shrugged indifferently.
He kicked his bedroll so that it opened feet to the fire.
Sturm lay down. "Don't worry, Tervy; |'Il look after you
You're my responsibility." But for how | ong? he wonder ed.
"Ironskin keep Tervy. Tervy not run away."
Sturm pillowed his head on his arm and dropped off to
sl eep. Hours later, the sharp how of a wolf roused himfrom
slumber. He tried to sit up but found that a weight held him
down. It was Tervy. She had crawed atop Sturm and gone
to sleep, her arnms draped over him
Sturmeased the girl to one side. She fought sleepily, say-
ing, "If charmfail, wolves come, have to get ne before get
you. Protection.”
Smiling, he ordered her in hushed tones to do as he said.

"I can protect nyself," he assured her. Tervy curled up on a

narrow strip of his blanket and returned to sleep



* * k* K %

Tervy spent half the nmorning trotting al ongside Sturm
and Brunbar. He had offered to let her ride, but she insisted
on keeping pace on foot. However, as the northern plain's
sumer sun took its toll, Tervy relented and hopped on
Brunbar's runp, behind Sturm
"This the biggest horse in the world!" she decl ared.

He laughed. "No, not very likely." Her conclusion wasn't
difficult to wunderstand, considering that Brumbar was half
again as tall and tw ce as heavy as the average plains pony.

At midday, the herd caught wnd of Brantha's Pond. The
pond had been built by Brantha of Kallimar, yet another
Solammic Knight, 150 years before. The pool was two hun-
dred vyards across, a perfect circle whose shore was paved
wi th bl ocks of granite fromthe Vingaard Muntains.

The thirsty cattle quickened their pace. The herders had
to concentrate at the head of the noving mass to discourage

the animals from breaking into a dangerous stanpede. At
first, Sturmwas nystified by their haste, but Tervy sniffed
the air and informed him that she, too, could snell the
wat er .

Wthin an hour, the silver-blue disk of Brantha' s Pond
cane into view Another herd, far |larger than Onthar's, was
being driven away. Horses, wagons, carts, and their occu-
pants clustered around the pond' s edge.

Sturm s own i nterest qui ckened, stinul ated by the
i npendi ng cont act with new people. The herdsnen were
good fellows (well, there was Belingen), but they were taci-
turn and rather dull in conversation. Sturm had actually

begun to miss the distracting talk of the gnones.

The travel ers abandoned t he pond' s edge when they
heard the massed nooing of Onthar's herd. The cattle broke
ranks and lined the shore, burying their peeling pink noses
in the green water. Sturmpulled Brunmbar up short. Tervy
threw a |l eg over and dropped off. She ran toward the pond.
"Hey! What are you doing?" Sturm call ed. Before his
eyes, the girl stripped off her collection of skins and vaulted
onto the back of a drinking cow She stood up and wal ked
across the hind ends of two nore beasts, then dived into the
wat er. Sturm urged Br unbar down to the granite paving
The girl swamin short, quick strokes to the center of the
pond and disappeared. Sturm watched the green surface.
No bubbles. No turbulence other than that created by the
drinking cattle. Then Tervy burst out of the water not ten
feet from Sturm scattering the cows who were drinking
t here.

"G ve hand," she said, and Sturmleaned down to pull her
out of the water. "I not stink now, hey?"

"Not as much,"” he admitted. He handed her clothes to her
and tried not to let his enbarrassment show "Did you junp
in because we said you snell ed?"

"I not <care what they speak," Tervy said, tossing her
shoulder at Onthar and his men. "I not want |Ironskin to
smell ne bad."

He was touched by her gesture. Sturm turned Brunbar
around and rode out of the congested pond bank. He teth-
ered his horse with Onthar's ponies and saw the herders



squatted on t he ground, eating whatever they could
scrounge from their rucksacks. Tervy was hungry, too. She
snitched a flake of jerky from Belingen's bag. He caught her
at it, and boxed her ears. She pronptly put a thumb in his
eye. Belingen howed with rage and groped for his skinning
knife.
"Put it away," said Sturm Belingen found hinself staring
up thirty-four inches of polished steel
"That rai der wench nearly put nmy eye out!" he snarled
"You punched her pretty good. That should satisfy vyou -
or are you fighting with girls now?"
Sturm decided to take the girl to the caravan wagons and
see what he could buy to eat. Tervy's ponytail dripped water
down her back as she eagerly trotted al ong beside him

"Ironskin wll truly buy food wth nmoney?" she said,
i ncredul ous.
"OfF course. | don't steal,"” Sturm said.
"You have nuch noney?"
"Not so much," he said. "I'"'mnot rich."
"That | figure. Rich man always steal," Tervy said. Sturm

had to smile at the blunt w sdomof her statenent. He was
smling a lot lately, he suddenly realized.

Sturm found an Abanasinian group that was journeying
to Pal anthas. Besides the hired driver, there was a nerce-
nary, a worman soothsayer, and an elderly tanner and his
apprentice. Sturm swapped stories of Solace wth them for a
while, then cane away with slices of dried apple beaded on
a string, sone pressed raisins, and a whole snoked chicken
For the fine wvictuals, he dipped into the purse that the
Kni ght of the Rose had given him and paid twenty coppers,
wel |l nore than his total wages as a herdsnan.

Tervy danced around him fairly bursting to get at the
food. The apples didn't interest her, but she devoured nost
of the chicken, down to sone of the snmall bones. Sturm
unti ed the cheesecl oth bundl e that held the raisins.

"What that?" Tervy said, chicken grease smeared across
her face.

"Raisins," Sturmsaid. "Dried grapes. Try sone."

She grabbed a handful and stuffed theminto her nouth.
"Um sweet." Spilling raisins all around, she finished the

first handful and reached for another. Sturm swatted her
hand.

"You eat all those she said, w de-eyed.

"No," he said. "You can eat themif you do it in a civilized
manner. Like this." He picked wup four raisins, put themin
the palmof his left hand, and ate themone by one wth his
right. Open-nouthed wth curiosity, Tervy duplicated his
artions precisely, except when it cane to getting the raisins
fromher hand to her nouth one at a tine.

"Too slow " she declared, and cranmed themall in at
once. Sturm pulled her wist down.

"People will stop treating you like a savage when you
stop acting like one," he said. "Now do it the way | showed

you." This time she did it just right.
"You eat like this all time " asked Tervy.
"l do," said Sturm
"Ah," she exclained know ngly. "You big man. Nobody
steal your food. I little, eat fast so nobody steal ny food."
"No one's going to take food away fromyou here. Take



your time and enjoy it." Wen they had finished their neal,
they strolled back to the herders' canp. Tervy gazed at
Sturmwith a mxture of awe and anusenent.

Ont har announced that it would take only two nore days
to reach Vingaard Keep. Once the cattle were sold, each
man would be paid his wages and could sign on for another
drive, if he so desired.

Sturmwas the only one to decline. "I have other business
in the north," he stated. Frijje asked himwhat. "I1'm] ooking
for my father."

"Ch Wiat's his nanme " asked Onthar.

"Angriff Brightblade.”" None of the herders responded to
this disclosure. However, behind Sturm Belingen stiffened.
H s nouth dropped open to speak, but he closed it wthout
saying a word.

"Well, | hope you find him" Onthar said. "You're a fair
hand with cattle and good with that sword. These others,
they don't know a sword from a sharpened stick

"Thank you, Onthar," Sturm said. "Traveling compan-
i ons help shorten the journey."
Frijje played his pipe a while. Tervy, who had been sitting

by Sturmis side, arms wapped around her shins, was won-
derstruck by the funny noises that the young herdsman was
maki ng. Seeing her interest, Frijje handed her the flute. Ter-
vy blewin the end as Frijje had done, but <could only nake a
fai nt, unnusical rasp. She flung the pipe back to Frijje.

"Magic," she stated flatly.

"No, my girl. It's all skill." He dusted the dirt fromthe
nmout hpi ece and trilled a fast scale.

"You nove fingers like a cleverman," she pointed out.

"Believe what you want." Frijje lay back and played a
slow ballad. Sturm put his head down, but Tervy continued
to watch Frijje as long as he pl ayed.

In the days that followed, Tervy's command of |anguage
increased dramatically. She told Sturm that amobng her peo-
ple no one spoke wthout leave fromthe head man, so that
by habit they all spoke in clipped, short sentences. She had
|earned the Conmon tongue in order to be a scout. Tervy's
raider band had stalked Onthar's herd for nore than eight
hours before striking.

"W didn't know you had a sword," she said. "If we
know - if we had known, we'd have used anot her plan."
"Such as?"

She grinned. "Wuld've junped you first."

These conversations took place while Sturm worked the
herd and Tervy rode behind him The resilient Tervy wasn't
the least bit worn fromriding the hard pillion all day. And in
the evening, when the conmunal stew pot cane out, she
earned her portion of Sturmis neal by cleaning and oiling
his boots, his sword, and sword belt.

"You' ve picked up a squire," Belingen said, as Tervy dili-
gently buffed Sturmis boots with a piece of sheepskin.

"Un and in a year or two she'll be a fine conpanion on
cold nights,"” Ostinmar added with a w cked grin.

"Wy wait so long?" Rorin said. The herders | aughed
roughly.

"What do they mean?" Tervy asked.

"Never mnd," Sturm said. For all her toughness, Tervy
was conpletely innocent, and Sturm saw no reason for her



to change.
Chapter 39

The Trader
at Vingaard Keep

The squat fortifications of Vi ngaard Keep | oonmed
over the lowlying plain with a presence that far exceeded its
nodest height. Onthar led the herd up out of a flood-cut
gully and the keep stood out like a nountain peak, though
they were still miles away. Sturmwas near the front position
then, and the sight of the ancient knightly fortress filled him
with excitement and Ionging. From Vingaard, Castle Bright-
bl ade was only a day's ride

"Why do people build such places?" Tervy asked from
behi nd hi m
"A keep is a stronghold, to live in and defend agai nst
attacks," Sturm sai d.
"Lived in by other ironskins."

"Yes, and their famlies."

"lronskins have famlies?"

"Well, of course, where do you think little ironski -

kni ghts cone fron?" he asked, anused

A haze hung over the old keep, which was little nore than

a ruin these days. After the Cataclysm mar auders had
burned the keep. The walls still stood, but the tower was an
enpty shell.

Closer in, the haze proved to be dust and snoke from
tranping feet and canpfires. A sizable body of troops was
encanped around the outer wall. No banners flew Sturm
could not tell whose troops they were, but their presence
explained the need for large nunbers of cattle. Such an
arny needed huge anounts of food.

Riders slipped in on both sides, observing the onconing
herd. Sturm scrutinized them in return. Their arnor  was
pl ain, undistinguished as to origin or age. The cavalry nen
wore barred visors on their helnmets and carried Iong |ances.
Their proportions appeared human, but they kept to such a
di stance that it was inpossible to be sure.

Tervy was intrigued. "Mre ironskins," she breathed.

Sturm corrected her. "Not all men in armor are knights,"
he said. "You be very careful around them They may be
evil." He felt her thin arns tighten a little around his waist.
VWhat ever her failings in education, Tervy knew evil

The keep grew larger as the day wore on, and the outrid-
ers thickened on the herd' s flanks. Sturmrode past Onthar
while making his «circuit. "What do you nmke of those
men?" asked Sturm

"Cavalry," Onthar said. He chewed a I|ong blade of grass.
"dad to see 'em Wn't be any raiders about with them out

there."

Onthar halted at mdday for a word with his nmen. "I do
the talking, and | do the dealing. Any man speaks out of
turn at a parley like this loses his head. | don't know if these
are mercenaries, or some warlord's new arny, but | don't
want any trouble. So keep your mout hs cl osed and your
hands enpty."

Half a mnmile from the keep, a colum of horsenen gall oped



out to neet the herd. Sturmwas on the right edge of the for-

mation then, and he saw the nen ride out. Ont har et
them and the cattle mlled to a stop and fell to cropping the
grass.

Sturm coul dn't hear what was being said, but Tervy
munbl ed sonething. He said, "What did you say?"

"I'"'mcatching their words," she replied.

"You' re what?"

"Catching their words. If you watch their nouths nove
you can catch the words they speak, even if you're too far
away to hear them"

Sturmturned sharply to her. 'You're jesting with ne!"

"Cut ny heart out if I lie, Ironskin. The nman, Onthar
said he has brought his animals because he heard a great
lord was buying cattle for top coin. And the nman in the iron
hat said, yes, they can use all the fresh nmeat they can get."

"Can you really tell what they are saying?"

“I can, if you let me look." Sturm wheel ed Brunbar
around so that Tervy had the best view of the parley.

"Onthar says he will bargain with the great |lord hinself,
no one else. Iron Hat says, '| speak for the great lord in small
things.' 'Listen to ne," Onthar says, 'ny herd is not a snall
thing. Either the great lord speaks to me, or | wll drive the
cattle over the nmountains to Palanthas, where beef always
conmands a high price.' lron Hat is angry, but he says, 'I wll
go and speak to the great lord; wait and | will return wth his
tidings."' She smiled at Sturm "How was that?"

The cavalry officer did in fact bring his horse around and
gallop back to the keep. Sturm asked, "Wiere did you learn
such a trick?"

"An old man in our band practiced this art. He was the
best scout on the plain. He could catch words true froma
bowshot away. He taught ne before he died."

"Where did he learn it?"

"From a kender, he said."

They waited in the broiling sun until the caval ryman
returned. His fine mount pranced out to where Onthar sat
slouched on his stubby pony. Tervy squinted into the glare
and caught their words again.

"He says to drive the herd into the baney, the bailey - ?"

"Bailey," Sturm said. "The courtyard inside the keep."

"Yes, and 'the great lord will treat with you personally.’
Ont har agrees.”
le Wth many whistles and pricks of the goad, the herders
got the cattle moving again. The nine hundred beasts fun-
neled into the keep's gate. The bailey easily acconmpdated
the animals. Wwen the last calves were spanked, baw ing,
into the gate, soldiers drew the bars shut.

There were clusters of tents all along the outer wall.
Onthar and his men tethered their horses on a picket |ine
and foll owed a pluned soldier along the tent I|ine.

"Are these all the men you have?' said the soldier. Hs
face was hidden by his visor. "I would have thought such a
| arge herd would require nore handlers.™

"Not if the men are good," Onthar said.

Sturm was counting tents. Four nen per tent, sixty tents
so far - he had an unconfortable feeling about this.

They came upon a very large tent, trimred with dark



blue brocade and golden fringe. CQuards snapped to atten-
tion and crossed halberds at their approach. The visored
sol dier spoke to them presenting Onthar and his conpany.
The guards resuned nornmal positions. The plunmed officer
extended his hand, and the herders went in al one.

The interior was sumnpt uous. Car pet s covered t he
ground, and tapestries, hanging from the ridge poles, gave
the illusion of being in a solid building. Wile the others

were gawking at the richness of their surroundings, Sturm
was staring at the designs of the rugs and wall hangi ngs. The
recurring notif was that of a ranpant red dragon, clutching
a sheaf of spears in one claw and a crown in the other

"lIronskin," Tervy said, too |oudly.

"Not now. "

A curtain of shimrering red beads closed the corridor
Onthar feigned disinterest and swept the curtain aside.
Sturm t hought the red 'beads' |ooked very nuch |ike rubies.

Two halberds swung down to bar Onthar's progress. He
regarded the guards idly, as if he'd seen such beings many
times and they bored him Beyond the guards, a I|arge, pow
erfully built man sat at a three-legged table that was draped
with a golden cloth. He wore scale arnor enaneled in red
and blue, and a fearsone helnmet sat facing outward on the

gol d-t opped tabl e.

The man |ooked wup. His hair was white, though he was
by no means elderly. It swept back from his massive browto
fall around his shoul ders. His skin was pale.

"Come in. You are Onthar the Herdsnan, are you not?"
said the man.

"I am ny lord. May | ask what | shall call you?"

"I am Merinsaard, Lord of Bayarn."

Sturmclenched his fists tightly at his sides. Merinsaard!
The name spoken by Sturms storm phant om Sturm con-
centrated on the hard face and long white hair. Danger enm-
nated fromthis man. Sturm tried to catch Onthar's eye, but
coul d not.

There were no chairs for Onthar and his nmen. Odinary
folk did not sit in the presence of the great |ord.

Merinsaard stated, "I am pleased that you chose to drive
your fine cattle here. It was been sone weeks since our |ast
supply of fresh meat was consunmed. How many head did
you bring?"

"Nine hundred, nore or less. Six hundred steers, two
hundred cows, and one hundred vyearling calves. Wat bulls
we brought we wll drive back with wus," Onthar said. He
crossed his hands at his waist and did not appear at al
excit ed.

The great lord took out a |edger book and opened it. Wth
a sharp quill, he made a notation. "And how rmuch are you
aski ng, Master Onthar?"

"Twel ve coppers per calf, fifteen per steer, and one silver
pi ece per cow," he said firmy.

"A high price, but fair considering the quality of the
beasts in the bailey."” Onthar permtted hinself a snile

Merinsaard snapped his fingers, and two nore soldiers
entered froma door in the wall behind his table. They car-
ried a chest into the room and set it down. "Your paynent,"
said the great |ord.

Onthar reached out wth steady hands. This was a for-



tune! H's household would celebrate for days when he
returned with such a bounty. He lifted the Iid and let it fal
back on its hinges.

The chest was enpty.

"What ?" Ont har said. Sturm snapped his sword out.

"Take them " Merinsaard barked. Sol diers poured into
the roomfromtwo sides.

"Treachery! Treachery!" The herders scattered. Sturm

gat hered Tervy to him

"Stay behind ne!" he said. A soldier thrust the point of
his hal berd at Sturm but the knight parried the heavy stee
head away. The herders, wth only their flinsy goads, were
qui ckly subdued by the sol diers.

"I ronskin!" Tervy shout ed. " At your back!" Sturm
whirled in time to dodge a savage cut by another hal berd.
He stabbed hone, hitting the fellow below his breastplate.

Bl eedi ng heavily, the man fell. Tervy rolled the body over
and snatched a small axe fromthe man's belt. "Hai! Tirima!"
she yel |l ed.

"Tervy, no!" Too late, Sturmsaw her scanper through the

press of struggling men and junp upon Merinsaard' s gol den
table. By Paladine, she was brave! The great |ord stood
back from the table as the girl threatened him wth the
hat chet. He donned his helmet and raised his hands over his
head.

He shouted at Tervy to get out, but she didn't. Instead,
she whipped her arm back and hurled the hatchet at the
great |ord.

The puny weapon struck his armored chest and gl anced
of f. Merinsaard's voice filled the tent with a boom ng incan-
tation. The air seemed to solidify around Sturms |inbs, and
his sword grew i npossibly heavy to lift. Then, with a single
silent burst, a white light dazzled him conpletely. Sturm
sagged to his knees. The sword was torn fromhis hand, and
the enenmy soldiers bore him imobile, to the richly car-
peted fl oor.

* * k* * %

Someone was groani ng.

Sturm opened his eyes and found that he still couldn't see
anyt hing. There was no blindfold around his head; the

ef fect of the dazzling light spell was |ingering.

"Ch, I'mblind!'" sonmeone groaned.

"Shut up,"” Sturm said. "Be quiet, all of you. Who's here?"
"Onthar is here," said the herd | eader

"And Frijje."

"I''m here." Sturm asked who 'l' was. "Ostimar," was the

sheepish reply. They were all present except Tervy. Al of
them were sitting on the ground in a circle, hands tied
behi nd their backs to a stout wooden post.

Frijje said, "She hit the lord with an axe."

"Did she really?" Rorin asked.

"Yes, right on the wi shbone. Didn't even scratch him"

"Quiet," Sturm said. "The light spell is beginning to wear
off. I can see ny legs."
Wthin a few minutes, they could all see again. Onthar

apologized in his blunt, clipped way for getting theminto



this fix.

"It's not your fault,” Sturm said. "Merinsaard nust have
lured other herds here after starting those runmors about a
rich buyer at the keep."

"What does he need all those cattle for?" asked Frijje. "He
doesn't have nore than a couple hundred nen."
"He's no nere cattle thief," said Sturm "I think he's pro-

curing food for a nuch larger arny."
"What arnmy?" asked Onthar.

"Well, 1 think -" The wall flap turned in and Merinsaard
wal ked in, wearing his fearsone dragonlike helnmet. It had
just the effect he wanted.

"Please, don't kill us!"™ Belingen whined. "W're poor

men! W have no ransomto pay!"

"Be silent!"™ The tusked face circled the room studying

each man in turn. "Waich of you is the one the girl calls
I ronski n?"

No one said anyt hi ng. Merinsaard drew a dagger and
tapped the flat of the blade against his palm He circled
around, stopping by Belingen. He pushed the tip of his dag-
ger against Belingen's chest. "There is a sinple way to find

out which of you wears nmail," he said. ".I shall run this dag-
ger through each of vyour chests.” Merinsaard |eaned on the
dagger. Belingen inhal ed sharply.

"No! Don't do it! I'Il telll™
"Shut your nouth, fool!" Onthar yelled. Merinsaard

went to the herd | eader and struck himon the head wth the
butt of his dagger. Onthar slunped forward.

"The next man to speak wll die," said Merinsaard.
"Except you, mny friend." Belingen nanaged a sweaty smle

"It's him the nustached one. Yes, him" Sturm stared at
the floor. Merinsaard' s thigh-high boots noved into his line
of sight. The lord called for his guards, and a squad of hal -
berdiers cut Sturm |l oose fromthe post.

"That nman, too," Merinsaard said, indicating Belingen
The guards nmarched Sturmand Belingen through the court-
yard.

"Where's Tervy?" Sturmsaid at |ast

"She is safe," the great lord said. "I have not harmed her."

"You can kill her, ny lord; she's only a raider brat,"

Bel i ngen said. Sturmshot hima fierce | ook

Wthout sparing him a glance, Merinsaard replied, "She
has considerable wit and courage, which is nore than | can
say for you."

They entered the rear of the sane roomthey'd fought in
an unknown tine before. Tervy was sitting on the rug in
front of the table. She saw Sturmand junped to her feet. A
cl ank announced that she was fettered to a table |eg.

"Ironskin! | knew you'd cone for nme!" she said.

"Things are not so sinple," said Merinsaard. The guards
brought Sturm and Belingen in and forced them to knee
before the great lord' s gol d-decked table. The sol diers stood
at their backs with hal berds | eveled, and Merinsaard sat in
his chair.

"There is a problem" he said, renmoving his dragon mask.
"Among a group of sinmple herdsmen | find a young stal-
wart, a swordsman and warrior, who wears mail and rides a
Garnet-bred warhorse. Now | ask, why would such a man
be here tendi ng cows?"



"It's aliving," said Sturmsullenly.

"I know who he is, master," said Belingen

Merinsaard | eaned forward on his el bows. "Yes?"

"His nane is Sturm Brightbl ade. He's a knight."

The great lord didn't blink. "How do you know t hi s?"

"I heard himtell his name was Brightblade. And | remem
bered that nane from ny younger days when | hel ped sack

his father's castle.”

Sturm leaped up. "You did what?" A guard struck him
smartly on the back of his knees, and Sturm collapsed on
the carpet.

"I see. Is there anything else you can tell nme?"

"He's looking for his father, but his father's dead. | was
with the band that breached the inner keep. W set fire toit,
and all the knights threw thenselves from the battlement
rather than burn up." Sturms face paled and Belingen
grinned. "They was scared of a little fire."

"Thank you, ah, what is your nane?"

"Bel i ngen, master. Your devoted slave."

"Yes." Merinsaard nodded and the sol di er standi ng behind
Belingen raised his halberd. Down went the axe blade, and
of f came Belingen's astonished head. It rolled to Tervy's feet,
and she kicked it away, spitting, "Chu' yest!" Sturm needed
no translation. He grimaced at the severed head wth regret
and disgust. Belingen m ght have been a worthless fool, but
he mght also have had further information about Sturms
fat her.

"Renove the debris,” declared Merinsaard. Two soldiers
dragged the body out by the heels. "A man so easily per-
suaded to betray his conrades is of no use to anyone," said
Merinsaard. He stood. "So you are Sturm Brightblade, of
t he House of Brightbl ade?"

"I am" he said defiantly.

Merinsaard signaled again, and a stool was brought in for
Sturm to sit on. The soldiers wthdrew, |eaving Sturm and
Tervy with the great |ord.

"I would very much Ilike for you to join nmy conpany of
men," said Merinsaard. "I can use a young, trained warrior
like you. Too many of the scuml| pick up are no better than
the fool | just shortened by a head." He folded his hands
across his flat stomach and looked Sturmin the eye. "ln a
very short time, you could have your own command of
pi cked troops, cavalry or infantry. Wat" do you say?"

The blood was still fresh on the floor, so Sturmconsid-
ered his reply. "I have never worked as a nercenary before,"
he said equivocally. He pointed to Tervy and said, "WIIl you
rel ease the girl?"
"I f she behaves." Merinsaard placed a key on the table.
Sturm picked it up and unl ocked the fetter that enclosed Ter-
vy's sl ender ankle.

"Before | commt nyself, my | ask a question?" said
Sturm Merinsaard inclined his head affirmatively. "In this
arny, to whomwould | be responsi bl e?"

"To me and no one else.”

"And from whom do you take your orders?"

"I am supreme,” runbled Merinsaard

Sturm glanced at Tervy. The chain lay by her foot. She
ran a hand over the «crudely forged iron fetter. "I don't



bel i eve you," Sturmsaid, calmy

Merinsaard bolted to his feet. "You question nme?" he
roared.

"Supreme commanders do not sit in lonely keeps, confis-
cating cattle like skulking freebooters," said Sturm

Rage purpled the great lord' s face. Sturmwondered if he'd
gone too far. In his next breath, would Merinsaard order
both their deaths? No, the <color slowy Ileft his face, and
Merinsaard | eaned on the table.

"You are wise for a young man," he said at last. "l have
been given the task of collecting food and arnms for a great
host that will invade northern Ansalon soon. It is a task
undertake wth total devotion. As to ny |eader, she -" He
paused, conscious of revealing an inportant fact. "- she

| eaves all the handling of nundane affairs to ne."

"I see,” Sturm said. Wat now? "Ah, what would be the
terms of ny service?"

"Terns? | cannot offer you a contract, if that is what you

mean. But know this, Master Brightblade, join with us and
all manner of power and glory shall be yours. You wll com
mand and conquer. Anbng nen you will be as a king."

Merinsaard sat down. Sturm |ooked to Tervy, which put
his face away from the warlord' s. Their eyes net. Tervy
gave a very slight nod.

Merinsaard |ooked expectant, so Sturm said, "This is ny
answer...." The great lord | eaned forward. "Now"

Tervy stood and pulled the chain as hard as she coul d.

The folding table | eg popped | oose and the heavy tabl etop
col l apsed on Merinsaard's legs. Sturm sprang over the fallen

table, knocking Merinsaard down and pinning his hands.
There would be no blinding incantation this tine.

Tervy grabbed the shiny helmet from the floor and scam
pered behind the struggling nen. She whacked Merinsaard
on the head, and the big man howl ed under Sturm s clench-
i ng hand. Tervy snmote himagain and agai n.

"That's enough,” Sturmsaid. "He's out."

"Shall we kill hinP" she said.

"By the gods, you're a bloodthirsty child! No, we're not
going to kill him W're not assassins." The sight of the
unconsci ous Meri nsaard gave Sturm a dangerous i dea.
"Help me get his arnor off."

"Ch, you want to skin him" Tervy said. Sturm rolled his
eyes and hurried to untie the lacings of the warlord' s arnor.

* * k* K %

The great |ord Merinsaard threw back the wall flap.

Guards in the corridor stiffened to attention. The fierce
Dragon Highl ord nask turned to them

"I have imobilized Brightblade,™ he said. "He wll
remain here until | return. No one is to enter that room
before me, do you understand? The paralysis spell wll be
broken if anyone does. |Is that clear?"

"Yes, lord!" the guards shouted in unison

"Very good." Merinsaard beckoned to Tervy. "Cone
along, girl." Tervy walked toward him | ooking m serable.
Chain dragged between her feet. She was hobbled wth
heavy iron fetters.

"When you prove your loyalty, | wll renove them"



Merinsaard said |loftily.

"Ch, thank you, great lord!" Tervy replied.

The masked man swept on with the girl close on his heels.
In the corridor, beyond earshot of the guards, Sturmsaid
softly, "You did that very well."

"Ch, thank you, great lord!"

"You can stop now. "

In the maze of silk walls, Sturmfound the flap leading to
the room where Onthar and his nen were Kkept. He burst in.
Gstimar raised his sagging head, and when he sawthe

dragon nmask, his expression ran fromfear to hatred.

"What now?" Onthar said.

"I'm going to let you go," said Sturm He handed Merin-
saard's dagger to Tervy, who busied herself freeing the
astoni shed herders.

"Where are Sturm and Bel i ngen?" said Frijje.

"Bel i ngen betrayed his honor and died for it." Sturm
renoved the stifling helnet. "And Sturmis with you."

It was all Sturmcould do to restrain the herders from
cheering. Even the normally taciturn Onthar grinned and
t hunped Sturm on the back

"There's no time for celebration,” Sturmsaid hastily. "You
must get to your horses and get out of here."

Rorin said, "You're not riding with us?"

"I can't. M destiny lies farther north. Besides, the only
chance you fellows have is if Merinsaard wants to avenge
hi nsel f on nme rather than recapture all of you."

The realization of what this nmeant quickly sank in.
Ont har grasped Sturms arnms. "We'l|l face the hordes of
Takhisis if you say so, lronskin."

"You may have that opportunity,” Sturmsaid grimy. "So
go. Warn all your people about Merinsaard. Make sure that
no one else brings him cattle, or sheep, or other supplies.
They would nmeet with the sanme treatnment you did."

"I will spread the word across the plains,” Onthar vowed.
"Not even a partridge will get to Merinsaard' s stores.™

The herders gathered up their few belongings and started
for the exit. Sturm added, "There's just one other thing."

"What ?" asked Ont har

Sturm paused. "I want you to take Tervy with you."

"No!" she said loudly. "I stay with youl"

"You can't do that. I've got to travel fast and light, and it
will be too dangerous for you to remain with ne," Sturm

said sol emly.
"It wasn't too dangerous in Merinsaard's room when |
spilled the table and thunped himon the head."

Sturm laid a hand on the girl's shoulder. "You're braver
than ten nen, Tervy, but there's going to be nore than just
swords or arrows coming at ne. There is evil nmagic abroad
inthe land, and the full weight of it nmay fall on ne in the

com ng days."

Her lips quivered. "I don't care.”

"I do. You're a fine girl, Tervy. You deserve a |ong and
happy life." He turned to Frijje. "You'll look after her, won't
you?"

The herder, still amazed to hear that the girl had subdued
the mighty Merinsaard, replied, "I think she'll end up |ook-

ing after me!"



It was agreed then, though not wi thout some tears. Sturm
hesitated a nmonent, then kissed her snudged forehead and
sent her way with the herders. The pang of regret he felt was
like a fresh wound, but Sturm knewthat in the coning days
hi s own odds of survival would be slim

The guards tensed when Ont har and his party wal ked
into view Sturm mask in place, ordered the soldiers to let
them pass. "These nmen are to return with nore provender,"
he booned.

The herders' ponies were brought out, and they nounted.
Frijje hauled Tervy up behind him "You wll bring the next
herd to this same spot,"” Sturmsaid | oudly.

"Aye, ny lord," Onthar replied. "A thousand head, |
pronise."

Onthar swung his pony southward and Kkicked its dusty
hide. He ogalloped away wth the others strung out behind.
Frijje and Tervy were last. The girl |ooked back wuntil they
were | ost fromsight. She held her right fist clenched to her
chest; the tenptation to wave farewel|l was strong.

Hands clasped behind his back, Sturm strode down the
center passage, acting like a general at inspection. He
glanced into several roons until he found what he wanted:
Merinsaard' s wardrobe

Qui ckly he shed t he arnmor. Merinsaard was thicker
through the <chest and waist than Sturm but otherw se they
were nearly the sane size. He donned a woolen tunic, scarf,
and gl oves. Though it was warm on the plain, in the higher
elevations it would be cold at night. Sturm retained the
dragon mask, and threw an ankle-length cloak around his
shoul ders. The hood hid his dark hair. There was no tinme to
search for the sword that had been taken fromhim so he
"borrowed’ one of Merinsaard's. Tas would be proud of him

he thought ruefully. The sinple-hilted weapon was plated
with mrror-finished silver, and fitted wth a black |eather
scabbard. Sturm buckled the sword belt under the cloak

At the entrance of the grand tent, he shouted, "M
horse!" A soldier ran to the picket line and returned wth a
magni fi cent white charger

"The apothecary reports the poultice has healed Mai-tat's
hoof," the soldier said in a rapid, breathless voice. "The nman
begs your lordship to spare him"

Wy not? "I give himhis life," Sturm said in what he
hoped was a convincingly arrogant nmanner. He put a foot in
the stirrup and swung onto Mii-tat. The spirited charger
pranced in a half-circle, causing the soldier to retreat.

Sturm opened his muth to explain his departure, then
quickly realized that Merinsaard would likely do no such
thing. "I shall return before norning," he said.

"The wusual guard postings remain?" said the man who'd
br ought the horse.

"Yes." Sturmtightened the reins to quell the nervous ani-
mal . "Let there be no mstakes, or it will be your head!" he
sai d.

He spurred lightly and galloped north, toward Castle
Brightbl ade. Sturmregretted not having time to scatter the
cattle inside the old keep. But there was no tine for such
di versions; the nonment the real Merinsaard awoke and
freed hinself from his bonds, the hunt for Sturm Bright-
bl ade woul d begi n.



Chapter 40

The Secr et
of Brightblade Castle

Mai -tat was as fleet as he was beautiful, and in a
very short time the dark hunp of Vingaard Keep sank
below the southern horizon. Wth the stars to guide him
Sturm bore northwest. A tributary of the Vingaard River
lay due north and the Verkhas Hills to the west. In the fertile
pocket of |and between the two lay Castle Brightbl ade.
The white stallion's hooves drumed a solo song on the
plain. Several times Sturmhalted his headlong flight to Iis-
ten for sounds of pursuit. Aside from the whirring of crick-
ets in the tall grass, the plain was silent.
A few hours before dawn, Sturm slowed Mai-tat as they
cl osed upon a shadowy ruin. It was an old hut and a | and
marker, now denolished. The stunp of the marker still bore

the lower half of its carved nane plaque. The |l ower petals of
a rose showed, and beneath that a sun and a naked sword.
Bright Blade. Sturm had cone to the southern limts of his
ancestral hol di ngs.

4/ He clucked his tongue and urged the horse forward. The
fields beyond the nmarker that he renenbered as rich graz-
ing land and bountiful orchards were overgrown and wld.
The neat rows of apple and pear trees were little nmore than a
thi cket now. Vines had long since reclained the road. Sturm
rode on, tight-lipped, ducking now and then to clear the
saggi ng tree branches.

The orchard was split by a creek, he remenbered, and so
it was still. He steered Mai-tat into the shallow stream The
creek ran a mle or so to the very base of the walls of Castle
Bri ght bl ade. Mai-tat trotted through the cool water

The east was brightening to anber when the gray walls
appeared over the treetops. The profile of the battlenents
and towers brought a lunp to his throat. But it was not the
same as when he left; creepers scaled the walls in thick mats,
bl ocks of stone had toppled, and the towers were naked to
the sky, their roofs burned off years ago.

"Come on," Sturm said to the horse, tapping himagently
with his heels. Mii-tat cantered through the creek, kicking
up founts with every step. He clinbed the bank on the west
side and plowed through the hedges. On the castle's west
face was the main gate. Sturm clattered up the grass-
spotted, cobblestone road to the entrance. Shaded fromthe
rising sun, the walls | ooked bl ack

The narrow noat was little nore than a muddy ditch
now, wthout the damto divert the creek, it would never
keep water. Sturmslowed Mii-tat once they hit the bridge.
Bel i ngen's cruel remarks about knights jumping into the
moat echoed in Sturms mnd. The ditch was nothing but a
dar k, swanpy norass.

The gate was gone. Only the blackened hinges remained,
spiked to the stone walls with iron nails a foot [Iong. The
courtyard was thick with blowm |eaves and charred wood.
Sturm | ooked up at the donjon rising before him The w n-
dows gaped blankly, their sills displaying tongues of soot
where fire had raged through. He wanted to call out, to yell



Fat her, Father, |'ve come hone!

But no one woul d hear. No one but ghosts.

The bail ey had been used recently to house ani mal s.
Sturm found the tracks of nmassed cattle, and realized that
Merinsaard's canp at Vingaard Keep was not the only site
wher e t he i nvaders wer e mar shal i ng provi si ons. A deep
anger welled in him at the thought of the low purpose for
whi ch the noble edifice of Castle Brightblade had been used.

He rounded the corner of the donjon and entered the
north courtyard. There was the little postern gate that his
mother and he had fled through that last time he had seen
his father. He saw again his father enbrace his nother for
the last time, as snow fell around them Lady 1lys Bright-
bl ade never recovered fromthe <chill of that parting. To the
end of her life, she was cold, rigid, and bitter

Then he saw t he body.

Sturm di smounted and | ed Mai-tat by the reins. He
wal ked up to the body lying face down in the |eaves and
rolled it over. It was a man, and he'd not been dead long - a
day perhaps, or tw. He'd been neatly run through from
behind. The corpse still <clutched a cloth bag in his fist.
Sturm pried open the fingers and found that the bag held
petty valuables - silver coins, crude jewelry, and sone seni-
preci ous stones. Wwoever had killed this man had not done
so torob him In fact, by the dagger and picklock tucked in
his belt, the dead man appeared to be a thief hinself.

Sturm wal ked on. He discovered the remmins of a canp-

fire and sonme bedding, all tranpled and tangled. Under a
blue horsehair blanket he found another body. This one had
died by sword as well. The wusual sort of canmp itens were
scattered about. Copper pan, <clay pots, waterskins - nore

silver coins and a bolt of fine silk. Had the thieves had a fall-
ing out over their spoils? If so, why hadn't the w nner taken
everything with hinf

An enpty doorway yawned nearby. To the kitchens,
Sturm nmused. He used a broken tent pole for a stake and
tied Mui-tat.

Sunlight streaned into the shattered donjon, but many
halls were still pitch black. Sturmwent back to the spoiled
robber canp and made a torch wth a stick and sonme rags.

As he worked, he heard a stirring in the doorway. He
whirl ed, sword ready. There was nothing there.

The dead nmen had changed Sturmis perception of the cas-
tle. He'd been expecting a nournful tour of his old hone,
and a search for understanding to his father's fate. Now a
nore sinister air clung to the stones. No place was free of the
probing fingers of evil, not even the former castle of a
Sol ami ¢ Kni ght .

The kitchens were picked clean, plundered |long ago, even
of their fire brick and andirons. Cobwebs clung to every

beam and doorway. He cane to the great hall, where his
father had often dined with great lords, such as GQunthar Uth
W st an, Dor man Hamer hand, and Dr ust an Sparfeld of

Garnet. The great oak table was gone. The brass candle-
hol ders on the walls were ripped out. The fireplace, wth its
carved synbols of the Order of the Rose, had been deliber-
ately defaced

There was that noise again! Sturmwas sure that it was



footfalls. "Wiwo are you? Cone out and show yourself!" He
waved the torch toward the vaulted ceiling. The stone arch-
es were cloaked in a tightly nestled | ayer of bats. Disgusted,
Sturmcrossed the hall to the steps. One set led up to the pri-
vate roons, while another |ed down to the cellars. Sturm
put a foot on the |l owest of the rising steps.

"Hello...." sighed a voice. Sturm froze. Under the hood
his hair prickled.

"Who is there?" he called.

"This way...." The voice came frombelow. Sword in
his right hand, torch in his left, Sturm descended the steps.

It was cold down there. The torch flickered in the breeze
rising through the stairwell. The corridor curved away on
either side, follow ng the foundation of the very ancient cit-
adel that Castle Brightblade had been built on

"Whi ch way?" Sturm called boldly.

"This way...." whispered the voice. It seened oddly
famliar as it sighed dowmn the hall |like the last gasp of a
dying man. Sturmfollowed it to his left.

He had not gone fifty yards when he stunbl ed upon a
third dead man. This one was different; he was no robber
He was older, his beard untrimed and his face worn by

wind and sun. The dead man sat slunped against the wall, a
dagger buried in his ribs. Oddly, his right armwas bent and
resting atop his head, a finger stiffly pointing down. Sturm
studied the face. It was famliar - in a rush, he recognized
the man as Bren, one of his father's old retainers. If he were
here, could Sturmis father be far away?

"What are vyou pointing at, old fellow?" Sturm asked the
dead man urgently. He opened the nman's coat to see if Bren
carried any clues to the fate of Sturms father. Wien he did,
the dead man's right armslid out of position and cane to
rest pointing straight up, overhead. Sturmraised the torch
There was not hi ng above himbut an iron wall sconce -

- whi ch was crooked. Sturm |ooked nore closely and
saw a light mark scored on the wall block. The bracket piv-
oted, scratching this mark. Sturmgrasped the |ower end of
the sconce and pushed. It turned, following the scratched

path in the wall
The floor trenbled, and a trenendous grinding sound
filled the tunnel. A section of floor rose in front of Sturm

revealing a dark cavity below. In all his Iife in the castle,
he' d never known of such a secret room
"CGo down. . .. o down...." rasped t he phant om

voice. Sturmfelt for the first time a presence to go wth the
voice. He turned sharply and saw the apparition behind
him It was a dimred figure, dressed in what |ooked Iike
furs. Sturm stepped forward with the torch. He couldn't
make out the face, but he caught a glinpse of a dark, droop-
i ng mustache. The man he'd seen in the thunderstorm

"Come forward, vyou!"™ he shouted, and thrust the torch
into the specter's face.

The face was his own. Sturm dropped the brand.

"Great Paladine!" he sputtered, backing away. H s heel
slipped off the top step into the secret vault. "Wat does this
mean?"

"Go down...." repeated the phantom Sturm Its lips did
not nove, but the voice was distinct. "Go...."

"Why are you here?" Sturm said. He reached for the torch



with trenbling hands. "Were did you come fron®"
"Far away...."
Sturm s eyes wi dened. The phantom repeatedl y urged

himto descend into the secret chanber.

"I will,” Sturmassured. "I will." Wth that, the red figure
vani shed.

Sturm turned to the steps, but could see nothing beyond
the sphere of ruddy light <cast by the torch. He took a deep
breath and went down.

It was cold in the secret vault, and he was glad to be wear-
ing Mrinsaard's thick tunic. At the bottomof the steps,
some eight feet beneath the level of the corridor, he found
two nore corpses. They were unmarked, but their faces told
too well how they had met their fate. The trap door had
sealed themin, and in the ensuing hours the men had suffo-
cat ed.

Sturmturned from the dead robbers. As he did, his torch-
light gleamed on something netallic. He walked into the
vel vet darkness, his breath plumng out before him The
glow of the torch fell over a suit of arnor.

Sturm swallowed hard, trying to force down the lunp in
his throat. Wth one shaking hand, he reached out to brush
the dust fromthe etched steel. It was. It was his. Sturm had
found his father's suit of arnmor. Breast- and backpl ate,
greaves, schildrons, and helnmet were all there. The superla-
tive war arnmor etched with the rose notif. The helnet had
high horns on the forehead, nmeking Sturmis old headgear
still dented from Rapal do's axe, seemlike a cheap imtation

The armor was hung on a wooden frame. As Sturm ran
hi s hands over the cherished suit, he felt the soft, cold |inks

of a chain mil shirt wunder the breastplate. And hangi ng
fromthe wai st by a single thickness of scarlet ribbon was a
slip of yellow parchment. Inscribed in Angriff Brightblade's

forceful hand were the words, For My Son.

Sturm was filled with such joy at that nmoment, he could
scarcely breathe. The nortal shell of a man could weaken
and die, but the virtues that made him a | eader anong nen,
a Knight of Solamia, were enbodied in the inperishable
metal. Sturms life was half conplete. Al that remined was
to know of his father's fate.

He threw of f Merinsaard' s clothes and, dusty or not,
began to put on the arnmor. It fit well, alnost perfectly. The
shoul ders were a bit roony, but Sturm would grow into

them He finished tying the cops to his boots and lifted the
breastplate off the crossbar. Beneath it, hanging from a sin-
gl e peg, was the sword.

The hilt curved toward the point in a graceful are, the
steel as clean and shiny as when it had come from the forge.
The long handle was wapped in rough wre, to ensure a
tight grip even when soaked with bl ood. The al nond-
shaped pomel was hard brass, engraved with the synbol
of the rose.

Sturmcould bear it no longer. He felt the tears flow over
his cheeks and made no nove to wpe them away. He had
not cried like this since the night he'd left his father behind,
twel ve years ago

The sword cane lightly off its peg. The balance was per-
fect, and the handle fit Sturms hand as though it had been



made for him He drew Merinsaard' s silver-handl ed weapon
and tossed it, <clanging, to the cold stone floor. Sturm
slipped his father's sword into the black scabbard and hur-
riedly fit the breastplate and backplate over his head. He

was still closing the buckles under his arms when he heard a
strange hunm ng.

Meri nsaard's sword was gl owi ng. The hum emanat ed
from it. Sturmshoved the stand over on top of the glow ng
bl ade, and he watched, open-nouthed, as the sword rose

into the air, flipping the heavy wooden crosstree over effort-
lessly. Merinsaard's sword drifted toward the stairs, and
Sturm hastily snatched wup his father's helnmet and foll owed.
The silver sword slanted upward, out of the vault.

The floating blade noved unerringly across the great hal
to the despoiled kitchen and out the door. There stood Mai-
tat, unmoving, like a statue of alabaster. The nervous stal-
l[ion had never been so quiet. The sword came on, point
first. The blade slowly circled the horse, its point barely
touching Mai-tat's neck. The glow reached out to engulf the
horse. The <charger began to withe and shrink wthinits
white aura. He stepped forward, ready to cut the suffering
animal down, but the fierce heat radiating from the sword
stopped him The glow intensified to searing level. There
was a flash of blinding light and a great clap of thunder
Sturm was hurled back against the wall, the breath driven

from his body.

A deep-throated laugh filled the courtyard. The hair on
Sturm s neck prickled. He coughed and rubbed his eyes.

Where Mai-tat had been, there now was Merinsaard, fully
armed and full of rage.

"So, Brightblade! This is the.treasure you traveled so far
to find! Is it worth dying for?" he roared.

Sturm fell back a pace, his head throbbing from the shock
of Merinsaard's appearance. Finding his voice, he replied,
"The relics of a noble past are always worth having. But |
don't expect to die just yet."

Sturm  brought t he Bri ght bl ade swor d on guard. Merin-
saard cut wide circles in the air wth his own blade, but he
didn't conme forward to fence. He raised the silver sword
high and declainmed, "Do you know what it was you so care-
lessly <carried forth from ny canp, i mpudent fool ? This
sword is the key to all the negative planes. It is Threshol der
the pathway to power! | allowed you to escape, worm five
seconds after you left nme bound and gagged, | was free and
plotting how best to follow you. Was it not convenient that
you should inpersonate me, and ride me in nmy equine form
all the way here?"

An unnatural w nd sprang up, bl owi ng hot in Sturms
face. "lIt's a pity you did not stay a horse!" he said boldly. "In
that form at |east you were a useful creature!”

A ball of silver fire flew out from Thresholder's tip. It spi-

raled up to the donjon's roof and burst there, shattering the
tiles asunder. Sturm ducked inside the kitchen as broken
rock rai ned down where he'd been standing.

Merinsaard |aughed. "Flee, Ilittle man! Only now do you
realize with whomyou have trifled!"
nmeri nsaard smashed t hr ough the wall. He whi pped hi s

silver blade to and fro, leaving arcs of crackling-hot |ight
behi nd. Sturm dodged into the great hall just ahead of a siz-



zling tongue of fire that scored nolten ruts in the slate floor
Merinsaard was toying with him He could bring the whole
castl e down on Sturmif he desired.

Sturmwanted to stand and fight, but only on ground of
his own choosing. There would be |l ess debris to fling at him
on the open battlenments, so Sturm led the maniacal warlord

to the second floor and down the narrow corridor where
Sturm's bedroom used to be. Sturmcleared the end of the
corridor just as Merinsaard entered it. The warrior-w zard
sent white fire blasting down the enpty passage, opening a
hole through a wall two feet thick. Sturm ran on, past the
third and fourth floors, to the roof.

"Come back, young Brightblade! You can't hide forever!™
Merinsaard taunted him A masma of anger and evil settled
over the entire castle. Sturmcane to a section of wall where
the wooden boarding had been burned away. He teetered
along a charred beam thinking the heavi er Merinsaard
could not follow, then crouched behind the rubble froma
fallen tower and tried to plan an attack.

Wen he canme to the burned area, Merinsaard folded his
arnms across his chest and nuttered a spell in an ancient, gut-
tural tongue. Black clouds «collected around the hoarding,
and Merinsaard sinply walked across on the vapor, chuck-
ling fiercely as he came. Sturm pushed over a section of bro-
ken wall in a desperate attenpt to inpede the wzard's
approach. Threshol der swept back and forth, shattering the
tumbl i ng bl ocks into gravel.

"Where wll you go next?" chortled Merinsaard. "You are
running out of castle, Brightblade. Wat a di sappoi nt ment
you woul d have been to your father. He was a true warrior
ten times the man you'll ever be. My nen pursued himfor
nmonths after they sacked the castle. He survived themall,
even the Trackers of Leereach.”

"What was he to you?" Sturm shouted. "Why should you
want his deat h?"

"He was a Knight and a battle lord. M mstress could not

allow himto live if our plan for conquest was to go for-
ward." A blast from the silver sword shaved off the top of
the battered tower. "What an irony it is that you wll die

wearing his arnor. Wat a suprenme nonment for my Dark
Queen!"

He's right, Sturmthought. 1've run out of castle, and |I'm
not the man ny father was. A curved wall of the tower
closed in behind him Sturm |ooked up. There was no place
to go - no place but down.

Tiny droplets of fire burst around Sturmis feet. He

hopped aside, perilously close to the edge. "Junp, boy.
Cheat ny revenge, why don't you? It will be easier than the
death | have in mnd for you," Merinsaard said, a scant five
yards away. Sturm | ooked down. It was a long, long fall

"Take the step. Junp. For you it can be over quickly,"
hi ssed the w zard.

There was no hope. This was the end. Sturm would never
again see his friends or solve the mystery of his father. For
him there was only a choice of deaths. A single step, and
oblivion. Didn't every nman want an easy death when his
time came? But you're not every man! his mnd screaned.
You're the son and grandson of Solammic Knights! his nind



screamed. This knowl edge helped nelt the icy fear that
gripped his heart.
He squared his shoul ders and faced Merinsaard. The

Bri ght bl ade sword pointed at the warlord's heart. "I do not
do your evil bidding," Sturmstated. "If you claimto be a
warrior and a lord, let your blade test mne, and we wll see

who acquits hinself w th honor."

Meri nsaard smled, show ng white teeth. The blinding
glow faded from Thresholder, and Sturm assumed a fighting
stance. The wizard extended his blade at Sturm and with
no warning at all, a blast of fire lashed out fromthe tip. It
struck Sturm in the chest and slammed himinto the tower
wal I .

"As you see," said Mrinsaard. "I amnot an honorable
man." He raised Thresholder for the final, nortal strike, and
his eyes got very wide and white. Sturmstruggled to bring
the tip of his father's sword waveringly into the air.

Suddenly, Merinsaard nmade a gagging sound and stag-
gered to the battlenment. Sturm was astonished to see an
arrow buried in his back. Sonme distance away, silhouetted
agai nst the norning sky, was a figure with a bow.

Sturm got to his feet. Merinsaard grasped the battlenent
with his mailed hands, but the iron 1links found no purchase,
and the warrior-wizard toppled through a crenelation to the
courtyard below. There was a scream a heavy, ringing
thud, and sil ence.

Sturm raced for the steps. The nysterious archer was
nowhere in sight. He found Merinsaard dead, his sightless

eyes staring into the nossy flagstones. Thresholder lay just
beyond his lifeless fingers. As Sturmwatched, the sword
flared and vanished with a |oud crack. Were it had lain,
the stones were scorched.

Sturm wavered and braced hi nsel f agai nst the donjon
wall. As he tried to make sense of what had happened,
anot her arrow struck the ground at his feet. The gray goose-
feather fletching on the |ong black arrow quivered fromthe
i mpact .

Sturm jerked around and saw the unknown archer atop
the outer wall. The bowman raised a hand in salute, then
ducked into an enpty watchtower and was gone.

He stooped to examne the arrow Tied to the shaft just
behi nd the head was a slip of paper. Sturmfreed it and read:

Dear S

| knew you'd conme here and here | find you in a losing
fight with a wzard. M new friends don't choose to
play fair but | decided to even the odds in nenory of

our past friendship. Next time you mght not be so
| ucky!

K

PS: You were a sucker to let himpoint the magic bl ade

at you.
"Kitiara!" Sturmcalled to the sky and stones. "Kitiara,
where are you?" But he knew she was gone, lost to himfor-

ever.



Chapter 41
Pal ant has

If took some time, but a nessage displayed by

Sturm from Palanthas to Sancrist was answered. Stutts,
i nventor of the practical (well, nostly practical) flying ship,
sent Sturma reply that took up sixteen sheets of fool scap
front and back. It seens that he, Wngover, Sighter, and the
rest made it back to M. Nevermnd eventually, using the
hull of the Coudmaster as a conventional sailing ship. The
massive report the gnones subnitted to the High Council of
Gnomi sh Technology ran into thirty vol unes.

"The irony is," Stutts wote to Sturm "in all the tine we
spent on Lunitari we didn't nmanage to bring back a single
sampl e of soil, air, rock, or plant life. Al our copious sam
ple collection was abandoned trying to lighten the ship for

takeoff. Wth only our notes, the Hi gh Council rendered a

verdict of 'Not Proved about our expedition. Sighter was
pretty mad, but I'mnot too disturbed. As | wite this, the
hull of the doudmaster Mk Il is taking shape on the
slopes of M. Nevermind. It will have four sets of wngs and
two bags for ethereal air, and carry..."

Sturmflipped through the letter with a smle. Al the rest
of the pages were a catalog of the things the gnones planned
to take with themon their next voyage. Only the last lines
were of interest: "If you and Mstress Kitiara would like to
acconpany us again, please nmake your way to Sancrist by
ten days before the winter solstice. That's when we're taking

off for Lunitari. Cutwood wants to go to Solinari, but he
was overruled. W still have a lot to |earn about the red
moon. Plus, there is sone hope we might find evidence of
Bellcrank...." The letter was signed wth several |I|ines of

Stutts's gnom sh nane.

Sturm set the pages aside. "Safe voyage," he said al oud.
The maid in the inn where he was staying in Palanthas heard
hi mand came to his table.

" Somet hi ng you requi re?" she asked. Her nane was
Zerla, and she was pretty, with curly blond hair and a warm
smle. She renminded Sturm of Tika, were Tika about ten
years ol der.

"No, thank you," he said.

"Been in Pal anthas | ong?" she asked.
"A few weeks."

"Thi nki ng of staying, are youl"

"Actually, I'mready to | eave now. "

Zerla frowned attractively. "Not on ny account, | hope!"
"Not at all. | have business in the south,” said Sturm
"Agirl?"

Tervy came to mind, but Sturmis nost pressing task was

to get back on his father's trail. That neant going to High
Clerist Tower. He'd come to Palanthas after his encounter
with Merinsaard mainly to rest and get his mind calmand
focused again. Wile there, Sturm heard gossip that sone
knights were gathering at H gh derist for a conclave. He
was certain his father's trail would |ead there.

Zerla was talking to him and Sturm snapped out of his
daydr eam



"The good-looking ones are wusually taken," she was say-
ing. Zerla wiped the table under his cup of sweet cider. "Are
you married?"

"What? No, |'mnot."

The maid brightened. "Where are you fronP"

"Sol ami a," he said.

"I thought so! | noticed your helmet and nustache. You're
a knight, aren't you?" He adnmtted that he was. "M/ grand-
father tells me stories of the old days, when the knights
wat ched over the land and saw that justice was done. | wish
I'"d lived back then. I'd have liked to see the knights on their
fine horses, arnor all polished, doing good for people."
Zerla blushed. "lI'msorry. I'mtal king too nmuch."

"I don't mind," Sturmsaid. "Wat you said cheers ne. |

t hought nost folk had forgotten the Order, or hated it." He
finished his cider and put down two Sol acian silver pieces.
"The change is for you," he said.

"Thank you!" Zerla swept the cup and coins off the table.

Sturm wal ked out into the af ternoon sunshine. In the
days he'd been lingering in the city, other reports had cone
in via the seaport. Tales of strange marauders in other
regions were growing. Wen Sturm got to Hgh derist he
woul d have plenty to tell the other knights.

But here in Palanthas, the threat seemed far away. Chil -
dren played in the streets, wagons and carts noved goods
about from the wharves to nearby shops and markets. The
citizens were well fed and well dressed. Yes, the danger of
war was far renoved fromthe life of the average Pal ant han.

He could see fromthe high street that puffy white sails
filled the bay. Were there gnones down there? he wondered.
Did a gleaming white elf ship named H gh Crest ride at
anchor beyond the headland? Sturm could not tarry |ong
enough to find out. Too long he'd allowed hinself to be
diverted by other matters. The tinme had cone to shoul der
the responsibility of his knightly nane. The burden of duty
was as heavy as the arnor Sturm now wore. Hs father's
arnmor, and the Brightblade sword that hung by his side.
Sturmrested his right hand on the pormmel and let his eyes
linger on the polished plate of his arnor. He took a deep
breath and wal ked down the street.

So it was south to High Cderist. Nearly a year had passed
fromthe tinme he'd said good-bye to Tanis, Flint, and all his
friends in Sol ace.

And Tervy.

And south again. Abanasinia and Solace. 1In due tine, his
old friends would be gathering at the Inn of the Last Home.
They would want to hear about what had happened to him
and Kitiara. How could he tell then? How could he explain
to Tanis? And what of her brothers? Wuld they understand
any better what Sturm hinself did not? So many questions
troubled Sturmas he wal ked the sunny streets of Pal ant has.

A cloud passed over the sun, and Sturm|ooked up. Dark-
er clouds than that were coming. He could shout it fromthe
rooftops, but the Palanthans wouldn't heed him Life was
good, why worry about war? Wren't the nmountains high?
WAs not the bay patrolled by Palanthan galleys, arned and
ready? Pal ant has was safe, absolutely.

But nountains and warships were no inpedinent to evil.



The seed of that insidious force lay in every heart, in every
act of greed and hatred. The Iland and the sea were nerely
hi ghways over which ideas flowed as readily as the trade
wi nds, and now the sky was open, too. The gnones had
proved that.

The cloud noved on. Sturm shaded his eyes from the
sun's glare and listened for the sound of beating w ngs.



