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Prologue

The Cornerstone

Ten thousand footsteps rattled in the quiet mountain valley. It was early morning,
just before sunrise, and mist still clung to the low places between the slopes. Five
thousand elves, dwarves, and humans were assembling in this remote mountain pass.
Many were warriors, resplendent in burnished armor and flowing capes, who had battled
in the long years of the Kindayer Wars, elf against man, man against dwarf, and elf
against elf. So protracted had been the time of bloodshed that sons and daughters of
warriors had grown up to bear arms alongside their parents.

Thiswas an army of peace, gathered in the Kharolis Mountains. They had come
from the kingdom of Thorbardin and the realm of Qualinesti to seal a bargain and to erect
afortress. Pax Tharkas, it was to be called; the name had already been agreed upon. In
the elven tongue, it meant "Citadel of Peace."

From the southern end of the pass came the delegation of dwarves, led by their new
king, Glenforth Sparkstriker. It was he who had led the doughty dwarven armies against
the humans of Ergoth, checking their advance in the high mountain passes around
Thorbardin. The Battle of Raven's Hook had cost Prince Glenforth an eye, but it had also
put an end to the Emperor of Ergoth's plan to subjugate the dwarves. Now, with his eye
patch of beaten gold and his magnificent coal-black beard rippling across his mailed
chest, King Glenforth led his people in an even greater endeavor.

Behind the king came the most powerful thanes, those of Glenforth's own Clan
Hylar. Richly dressed in crimson velvet and glittering with all the jewels they could

possibly wear, the Hylar each bore a ceremonial hammer on his shoulder. Close behind



the Hylar came the Daewar, for this great occasion wearing midnight blue tunics, yellow
sashes, and great wide-brimmed hats of brown leather. The Daewar carried gilded rock
chisels, aslong as each dwarf was tall.

The thanes of the other clans, the Klar and the Neidar, lessrichly dressed but still
proud, followed in the wake of their more powerful cousins. The Klar carried ceremonial
trowels, and the Neidar picks.

Where the valley floor began to slope upward, King Glenforth raised a hand. The
councilors and thanes halted and waited in respectful silence.

The delegation from Qualinesti approached the dwarves from the north end of the
valley. Most of the delegation were formerly of Silvanesti, and had the chiseled features
and light coloring of that ancient elven race. But sharp eyes could see the mingled
characteristics of the Kagonesti, the elves of the forest, and even the broad features of
humans. The new elven kingdom of Qualinesti had existed for just eighty years, and so
far had proven the truth of its founder's dream: that elves and men and dwarves could live
together in harmony, peace, and justice.

The founder himself led his nobles and notables to meet the Thorbardin thanes. In
middle age now, as elves reckon time, the Speaker of the Sun was by far the most
commanding figure in the valley. Age and toil had sent afew streaks of silver through his
white-blond hair, but the clear, noble features of the House of Silvanos were unatered by
al the years of dtrife.

Kith-Kanan, the Speaker of the Sun, the founder of the nation of Qualinesti, stopped
his entourage twenty paces or so from the dwarves. Alone, he went forward to meet King
Glenforth of Thorbardin.

The elf met the dwarf near alarge boulder that rose up in the center of the path.

Glenforth extended his thick, powerful arms.



"Royal brother!" he said heartily. "I rejoice to see you!"

"And | you, Thane of Thanes!"

Tall elf and squat dwarf clasped hands about each other's forearms. "Thisis agreat
day for our nations," Kith-Kanan said, stepping back. "For al of Krynn."

"There were many times | didn't think | would live to see thisday," Glenforth said
frankly.

"I, too, have wondered if this new kingdom of ours could have been born without the
blood and suffering of the war. My late wife used to say that all things are born that
way-with blood and pain." Kith-Kanan nodded slowly, thinking of days gone by. "But
we're here now, that's the important thing," he added, smiling.

"Praise the gods,” said the dwarf sincerely.

Kith-Kanan turned back the folds of his emerald green cape to free hisleft hand.

L ooking to hiswaiting entourage, he smiled and lifted his arm, gesturing two figures
forward. Glenforth squinted his good eye and saw that the two were children, a
golden-haired boy and a brown-haired girl.

"King Glenforth, may | present my son, Prince Ulvian, and my daughter, Princess
Verhanna," Kith-Kanan said, pushing the children forward. Ulvian dragged his feet and
hung back from the unfamiliar dwarf. Verhanna, however, approached the king and
bowed deeply to him.

"Y ou do me honor," Glenforth said, a smile flashing amidst his black beard.

"No, sire. | am the honored one," Verhannareplied, her high voice ringing clear in
the mountain air. Her large, dark brown eyes appraised the dwarf frankly, with no sign of
fear. "I've heard the bards sing of your greatnessin battle. Now that I've met you, | see

the truth of their songs.”



"Memories of battle are a poor comfort when one grows old and tired. | would trade
al of minefor achild likeyou," he said gallantly. Verhanna flushed at this praise,
stammered a thank-you, and withdrew to her father's side.

"Go on." Kith-Kanan said to his son. "Make your greetings to King Glenforth."

Prince Ulvian took a small step forward and bowed with a quick, bobbing motion.
"Greetings, Great King," he said, running his words together in his haste to get them out.
"I'm honored to meet you."

His duty done, Ulvian stepped back and hovered just behind his father.

With afond pat on Verhannas cheek, Kith-Kanan sent his children back to the ranks
of nobles. Turning once more to the dwarf, he said softly, "Excuse my son. He hasn't
been the same since his mother died. My daughter never really knew her mother; it's been
easier for her."

Glenforth nodded politely. Practically everyone from Hylo to Silvanost knew the tale
of Kith-Kanan and his human wife, Suzine. She had died many years before, in one of the
last battles of the Kinslayer War. Her children matured at a much slower rate than human
children, but not as slowly as full-blooded elven offspring. In human terms, both were
still quite young.

The two monarchs exchanged more polite trivialities before returning to the reason
for their meeting this morning. At asign from Glenforth, an elderly dwarf came forward
carrying an object covered by ared velvet cloth. It was obviously very heavy, and he held
it firmly in both hands. Glenforth took the parcel, holding it easily. The elderly dwarf
bowed to his king and was introduced as Chancellor Gendrin Dunbarth, senior thane of
the Hylar clan.

"My lord," Kith-Kanan said, scrutinizing the chancellor, "1 once knew a wise dwarf

called Dunbarth of Dunbarth. Are you by chance related to him?"



Gendrin mopped his brow with a coarse-looking handkerchief. "Y es, Highness.
Dunbarth of Dunbarth, ambassador to the court of Silvanesti, was my father,” replied the
dwarf, puffing from exertion.

Kith-Kanan smiled. "I met him in Silvanost many years ago and remember him with
esteem. He was an honorable fellow."

Glenforth cleared histhroat. Kith-Kanan returned his attention to the king. In loud,
ringing tones, audible to the assembled thanes and Qualinesti, the dwarf king declared,
"Great Speaker, on behalf of all the dwarves of Thorbardin, | present you with this
special tool. | know you will wield it justly, for the benefit of your people and mine."

He passed the velvet-wrapped burden to Kith-Kanan. The Speaker of the Sun
whisked the cover away, revealing alarge iron hammer, wrought in traditional dwarven
style but made larger to fit the hands of an elf. The octagonal iron handle was banded
with gsilver, and the sides of the massive flat hammerhead were gilded.

"Itis called Sunderer,” Glenforth explained. "Our priests of Reorx forged it in aslow
fire, and quenched it in dragon's blood to give it aworthy temper."

"It is magnificent," Kith-Kanan said in awed tones. He turned the great hammer in
his hands. "Thisis the tool of ademigod, not amortal such as|."

"WEéll, aslong as it's good enough,” the dwarf king said with awry smile. He waved
a beringed hand, and another Hylar thane came to him. This dwarf bore one of the long
iron chisels banded with silver. He gave it to his king, then he and Gendrin Dunbarth
withdrew.

Kith-Kanan and Glenforth walked in matched step to the boulder that lay in the
center of the pass. Asthey proceeded with appropriate dignity, Kith-Kanan said softly,
"Will you make the announcement, or shall 1?7

"Thiswas your idea." Glenforth replied in alow voice. "You do it."



"It'sajoint project, Your Highness."

"Yes, but I'm no speechifier," said the dwarf. They stood by the boulder. "Besides,
everyone knows elves are better talkers than dwarves."

"First I've heard of it," Kith-Kanan muttered.

The Speaker of the Sun turned to face the delegations. King Glenforth stood
resolutely beside him, his hands resting on the long chisel as awarrior rests on his sword
pommel.

Kith-Kanan listened for amoment to the stiliness of the valley. The mist was
vanishing, burned off by the rising sun. A flock of swifts darted and wheeled overhead.
Somewhere in the distance, a dove made its mournful call.

"We have come here today," he began, "to erect afortress. Not a stronghold for war,
for we have too long followed that path. This fortress, which we of Qualinesti and our
friends of Thorbardin shall build and occupy together, shall be a place of peace, aplace
where people of all races can seek haven and find protection and rest."”

The Speaker paused as the first direct rays of the sun lanced over the mountain peaks
into the valley. He was facing east, and the sunbeams warmed his face. A surge of
resolution, of the rightness of what they were beginning here today, passed through
Kith-Kanan.

"This boulder will be the cornerstone of Pax Tharkas, the Citadel of Peace. King
Glenforth and | will carve it out ourselves, as a symbol of the cooperation and friendship
between our countries."

He turned to the rock and set the great hammer Sunderer on his shoulder. Glenforth
butted the chisel against the rock and steadied it with both of his thick, powerful hands.

"Swing true, Speaker," he said, half-jesting.



Kith-Kanan raised the hammer. Ulvian and Verhanna, standing with the Qualinesti
nobles, stepped forward to get a better view of their father's work.

Sunderer came down on the chisel. A torrent of sparks fell across the boulder,
spraying the dwarf king with fire. Glenforth laughed and urged Kith-Kanan to strike
again. Thethird blow Kith-Kanan delivered was a mighty stroke indeed. It echoed
through the valley like aroll of thunder and was quickly followed by the dry crack of
cleaving rock. An entire side of the boulder fell away, leaving the rock with aface clean
and straight. Cheers erupted from the onlookers.

Sweating in the cool mountain air, Kith-Kanan said to Glenforth, "Y our hammer
strikes nothing but true blows, Thane of Thanes."

"Your hammer, Great Speaker, like al tools, strikes only asitswielder aims,” replied
the dwarf thoughtfully. He blew on his hands and rubbed them together.

"What do you think of that, Ullie?' Kith-Kanan called, looking to his son. The boy
had his head down, a hand pressed to his right cheek. The Speaker frowned. "What's
wrong, son?"

Ulvian looked up slowly to meet his father's eyes. The boy's face showed pain. When
he took his hands away, a small cut could be seen on his cheek. Gazing at the blood
staining his fingers, Ulvian said softly, "I bleed."

"A rock chip hit you," Verhanna said matter-of-factly. "Some landed on me, too."
She shook the folds of her boyish clothes and bits of stone and grit fell out.

Prince Ulvian's face twisted in anger. "I bleed!" he cried. He backed away from his
father and bumped into awall of courtiers and nobles. They parted for him, and the
panicked prince fled into the crowd.

"Ulvian, come back!" Kith-Kanan shouted. The boy did not heed him.



"Want meto catch him?' Verhanna offered, sure in the knowledge that she was
swifter than her brother.

"No, child. Stay here."

Kith-Kanan summoned his castellan, the elf in charge of his household, Tamanier
Ambrodel. The elderly, gray-haired elf, dressed in a gray doublet and mauve cape,
stepped out of the crowd.

"Find my son, Tam, and take him to a healer if he needs one," said the Speaker.

Tamanier bowed. "Y es, Highness."

Kith-Kanan watched his castellan disappear into the crowd. Hefting the great
hammer, he said, "Ullie will be al right." Glenforth cleared his throat and pretended to be
studying the boulder before him.

Verhanna and the rest of the crowd stood back as the Speaker of the Sun and the
King of Thorbardin resumed their places at the stone. The valley rang with the sound of
iron on rock.

In short order, the stone became a cube, square on four sides and rough on top. King
Glenforth wasn't tall enough to bring the chisel to bear on the top of the boulder, so his
thanes formed themselves into aliving stair, that he might climb onto the rock. It was
quite asight, all the richly bedecked dwarves of Clans Hylar and Daewar, their thick
arms locked together, bent over and braced against the cornerstone. Glenforth set aside
the chisel and climbed up their backs. Once he was atop the stone, the thanes passed the
chisel to him.

"Well, Great Speaker," said the dwarf from hislofty perch, "now | am higher than

you! Will your councilors elevate you as mine did me?"



Kith-Kanan tossed the hammer to the top of the boulder, then faced his people. "Y ou
heard the Thane of Thanes! Will the nobles of Qualinesti stoop so that their Speaker can
rise to the occasion?'

Half a hundred elves and men surged to the rock, ready to aid Kith-Kanan. Laughing,
the Speaker ordered them back, then chose three elves and three humans. They looped
their arms around each others' waists and bent to the rock. As the others cheered,
Kith-Kanan climbed nimbly atop the boulder. He and Glenforth stood side by side, and
the cheering continued. Finally Kith-Kanan raised his hands and waved for silence.

"My good and loyal friends!" he cried. "Many timesin the recent past | have
wondered if our coming to this new land was wise. Many times | have asked myself,
should | have stayed in Silvanost? Should | have fought to establish in our old homeland
the ideals we now share?’

There were shouts of "No! No!" from the crowd.

"And now-" Kith-Kanan again waved for quiet. "And now, | see us here today—men,
elves, and dwarves-working together where once we fought, and | know | could have
done nothing less than lead you to this new land, to make this new nation. Y ou have al
suffered and struggled and bled for Qualinesti. So have |. We did not fight to make a
country like my father's, where tradition and age count for more than truth and justice. |
do not want to rule for centuries and see all my ideals grow hoary with time. Therefore,
on thisrock, with this great hammer, Sunderer, in my hand, | will make you this pledge:
The day thisfortressisfinished, | shall abdicate in favor of my successor."

A loud murmur of surprise spread through the assembly. The dwarves stroked their
beards and looked concerned. Some of the Qualinesti elves cried out that Kith-Kanan

should rulefor life.



"No! Listen to me!" Kith-Kanan shouted. "Thisiswhat we fought for! The ruler and
the ruled must be bound by a solemn pact that neither shall suffer the other unwanted.
Once thisfortress of peace is complete, let ayounger, fresher mind lead Qualinesti
forward to greater happiness and glory."

He nodded to King Glenforth. The dwarf placed the chisel against the surface of the
rock. The gilded head of Sunderer flashed in the sun. Sparks flew as it smote Glenforth's
chisel, and the blow Kith-Kanan struck reverberated down through the boulder into the
stony ground of Krynn. Every elf, every dwarf, every human present felt the mighty

stroke.



1

Shadow Talk

When Kith-Kanan led his followers west to found a new elven nation in the ancient
woodland known first as Mithranhana, he had no goal, no plan in mind except that the
mistakes of Silvanesti would not be repeated. By this he meant not only the autocratic,
inflexible government of the first elven nation, but also the baroque, ornamental layout of
the city of Silvanost itself.

The site of the first city in the new nation was chosen not by conscious thought, but
by alost deer. Kith-Kanan and his closest lieutenants were riding ahead of their column
of settlers one afternoon when they spied a magnificent hart with ice-blue antlers and
gray hide. Thinking the beast would make a fine trophy, as well as provide much needed
meat, Kith-Kanan and his lieutenants gave chase. The hart bounded away with great
leaps, and the elves on horseback were hard pressed to keep up. The deer led them farther
and farther from their line of march, down a steep ravine. An arrow nocked, Kith-Kanan
was about to try a desperate on-the-fly shot when the ravine ended at the precipitous edge
of ariver gorge. Kith-Kanan pulled his horse up sharply and gave ayell of surprise. The
deer leapt straight off the cliff!

Astonished, the elves dismounted, hurried to the rim of the gorge, and looked down.
There was no sign of the hart; no carcass lay smashed on the riverbank below.
Kith-Kanan then knew the animal had been a magical one, but why had it deliberately
crossed their path? Why had it brought them here?

The answer soon became obvious as the elves surveyed their surroundings. Across

the wide gorge was a beautiful plateau, lightly wooded with hardwoods and conifers.



After only amoment's reflection, Kith-Kanan knew this was to be the site of their new
city, the capital of their new nation.

The plateau was bounded on the north, east, and west by two rivers, which
converged at the north end of the plateau and became a tributary of the White Rage
River. These two streams ran through deep, wide gorges. The south side of the roughly
triangular escarpment was alabyrinth of steep, rocky ravines, and the land rose
eventually to form the mountains of Thorbardin. From a natural point of view, the place
was ideal, offering beauty and natural defenses. And as for the gray hart—well, the Bard
King, Astarin, the god most revered by elves, is sometimes known as the Wandering
Hart.

So the city of Qualinost was born. For atime, there was much sentiment to name the
town after Kith-Kanan, as Silvanost had been named after the great Silvanos, august
founder of the first elven nation. The Speaker of the Sun would not hear of it.

"Thiscity is not to be a monument to me," he told his well-intentioned followers,
"but a place for all people of good heart.”

In the end, it was Kith-Kanan's friend and war companion, Anakardain, who named
the city. That middle-aged warrior, who had fought beside Kith at the Battle of Sithelbec,
remarked one night over dinner that the noblest person he'd ever heard of was Quinara,
wife of Silvanos. The palace in Silvanost was called the Quinari, after her.

"You'reright," Kith-Kanan declared. Though Quinara had died before he was born,
Kith-Kanan knew well the stories of his grandmother's virtuous life. Thereafter, the
budding city in the trees was known as Qualinost, which in Old Elven means"In Memory
of Quinara."

The ranks of the immigrants were swelled daily by arrivals from Silvanesti. A vast

camp grew up along the bank of the east river as more permanent dwellings sprouted



among the evergreens on the plateau. The buildings of Qualinost, formed from the rose
guartz that occurred naturally there, were domelike or conical in shape, reaching like
leafless trees to the heavens.

Greatest effort was reserved for the Tower of the Sun, a tremendous golden spire that
was to be the seat of the Speaker of the Sun'sreign. In general design, it resembled
Silvanost's Tower of the Stars, but in place of cold, white marble, this tower was covered
with burnished gold. The metal reflected the warm, bright rays of the sun. The shape of
the Tower of the Sun was the only likeness Qualinost bore to the old elven capital; when
it was done, and Kith-Kanan had been formally installed as Speaker of the Sun, then the
break between East and West was complete.

ok ok * %

One spring morning in the two hundred and thirtieth year of the reign of Kith-Kanan,
the calm of Qualinost was shattered by the tramping of massed hobnailed boots. City folk
gathered outside their rose-hued homes, in the shade of the wide, spreading trees, and
watched as nearly the entire Guard of the Sun, the army of Qualinesti, marched across the
high-arched bridges that spanned the four corners of the city. Unlike human fortified
towns, Qualinost had no walls; instead, four freestanding spans of wrought iron and
bronze arched from tower keep to tower keep, enclosing the city in walls of air. The
bridges were designed to aid in the protection of the city, yet not interfere with the free
passage of traders and townsfolk. Not unimportantly, they were breathtakingly beautiful,
as delicate as cobwebs but obviously strong enough to hold the troops that even now
marched across them. The bronze of the cantilevered spans flashed fire in the sunlight,
and at night, the black iron was silvered by the white moon, Solinari. The four keeps had

been named by Kith-Kanan as Arcuballis, Sithel, Mackeli, and Suzine Towers.



That morning, the people stood with their faces turned upward as the companies of
guards left the tower keeps and converged on Suzine Tower, at the southeast comer of the
city. The elves had been at peace for over two centuries, and no such concentration of
troops had been observed in al that time. Once the two thousand soldiers of the guard
had gathered at the keep, quiet returned once more to the city. Though the curious
Qualinesti watched for long minutes, nothing el se seemed to be happening. The arched
bridges were again empty. The people, their faith in their leaders and their troops strong,
shrugged their shoulders and went back to their daily routines.

There were too many warriors to fit inside Suzine Tower, so many stood on the
lower intersecting ends of the bridges. Rumors circulated through the ranks. What was
happening? Why had they been summoned? The old enemy, Ergoth, had been quiet a
long time. Tension existed with Silvanesti, and the frightening idea formed that the
Speaker's twin brother, Sithas, Speaker of the Stars, was attacking from the east. This
grim story gained momentum as it spread.

In ignorance, the troops waited as the sun passed its zenith and began its descent.
When at |ast the shadow of the Tower of the Sun reached out and touched the eastern
bridge, the keep's doors opened and Kith-Kanan emerged, along with a sizable contingent
from the Thalas-Enthia, the Qualinesti senate.

The warriors clasped their hands to their armored chests and cried, "Hail, Great
Speaker! Hail, Speaker of the Sun!" Kith-Kanan acknowledged their salutes, and the
soldiersfell silent. The Speaker of the Sun looked tired and troubled. His mane of blond
hair, heavily shot through with silver, was pulled back in a crude queue, and his sky-blue
robes were wrinkled and dusty.

"Guards of the Sun," he said in alow, controlled voice, "I have summoned you here

today with aheavy heart. A problem that has plagued our country for some years has



grown so much worse that | am forced to use you, my brave warriors, to suppressit. |
have consulted with the senators of the Thalas-Enthia and the priests of our gods, and
they have agreed with my chosen course!”

Kith-Kanan paused, closing his eyes and sighing. The day was beginning to cool
dightly, and a breeze wafted over the tired leader's face. "l am sending you out to destory
the dave traders who infest the confluence of the riversthat guard our city," he finished,
hisvoicerising.

The guards broke out in subdued murmurs of surprise. Every resident of Qualinost
knew that the Speaker had been trying to suppress slavery in his domain. The long
Kinglayer War had, as one of its saddest consequences, created a large popul ation of
refugees, vagabonds, and lawless rovers. These were preyed upon by slavers, who sold
them into bondage in Ergoth and Silvanesti. Since Qualinesti was alargely unsettled area
between these two slave-holding countries, it was inevitable that the slavers would
operate in Kith-Kanan's land. Slavers who drove their human and elven "goods' to
market through Qualinesti territory frequently captured Qualinesti citizens as they went.
Slavery was one of the principal evils Kith-Kanan and his followers had wanted to leave
behind in Silvanesti, but the pernicious practice had insinuated itself into the new
country. It was time for the Speaker of the Sun to put an end to it.

"Lord Anakardain will lead a column of athousand guards up the eastern river to the
confluence. Lord Ambrodel will command a second column of seven hundred and fifty
mounted warriors, who will sweep the western branch and drive the slaversinto Lord
Anakardain's hands. As much as possible, | want these people taken alive for public trial.
| doubt many of them will have the stomach to fight anyway, but | don't want them dealt

with summarily. Isthat clear?”



Most of the guards were former Wildrunners who had fought with Kith-Kanan
against the Ergothians; they were the sons and daughters of Kagonesti elves who had
been held in dlavery in Silvanost for centuries. Slavers could expect little kindness from
them.

Kith-Kanan stood back as Lord Anakardain began dividing the troops into the two
forces, with the remaining two hundred fifty warriors to remain behind in the city.
General Lord Kernian Ambrodel, son of Kith-Kanan's castellan, stood beside his
sovereign.

"If you wish, sire, | can have Lady Verhanna assigned to the city guard,” he said
confidentially.

"No, no. Sheisawarrior the same as any other," Kith-Kanan said. "She would never
want to be shown favoritism simply because she is my daughter.”

Even in the crowd of two thousand troops, he could easily pick out Verhanna Taller
by amost a head than most of the Qualinesti warriors, her silver helm bore the red plume
of an officer. A thick braid of light brown hair hung down her back to her waist. She was
quite mature for a half-human. Never married, Verhanna was dedicated to her father and
to the guards. Kith-Kanan was proud of his daughter's warrior skills, but some small
fatherly portion of him wished to see her wedded and a mother before he died.

"I would prefer, however, that she go with you rather than Anakardain. | think she
will be safer with the mounted troops,” Kith-Kanan told Lord Ambrodel.

The handsome, fair-haired Silvanesti elf nodded gravely. "Asyou command, sire."

Lord Anakardain called his young subordinate to his side. Kith-Kanan watched Lord
Ambrodel hurry away, and he was once more struck by the strong resemblance the young

general boreto his elderly father.



As the guards broke up into their two units, the Speaker reentered Suzine Tower,
trailed by several members of the Thalas-Enthia. With a notable lack of protocol,
Kith-Kanan went to a table set beside the curved wall and poured himself alarge cup of
potent nectar.

The senators ringed round him. Clovanos, who was of an old, noble Silvanesti clan,
said, "Great One, this act will cause great dismay to the Speaker of the Stars.”

Kith-Kanan set down his cup. "My brother must deal with his own conscience,” he
said flatly. "I will not tolerate Slavery in my realm.”

Senator Clovanos waved a dismissive hand. "It isaminor problem, Great Speaker,”
he said.

"Minor? The buying and selling of people asif they were chickens or glass beads?
Do you honestly consider that a minor problem, my lord?"

Senator Xixis, who was half Kagonesti, put in, "We only fear retribution by the
Speaker of the Stars or the Emperor of Ergoth if we mistreat those slavers who happen to
be their subjects. Our country is still very new, Highness. If we were attacked by one or
both of those countries, Qualinesti would not survive."

"I think you gravely underestimate our strength,” said a human senator, Malvic
Pathfinder, "and overestimate the concern of two monarchs for some of the worst scum to
walk thisworld."

"There are deeper roots to this business than you know," Clovanos said darkly.
"Even within Qualinost, there are those who profit by thistradein flesh."

Kith-Kanan snapped around, his robes swirling about hisfeet. "Who would dare," he

demanded, "in defiance of my edicts?"



Clovanos paled before the Speaker's sudden wrath. He backed up a step and
stammered, "G-Great Mgjesty, one hears things in taverns, in temples. Shadow talk. Dark
things without substance.”

Xixisand Irthenie, a Kagonesti senator who still proudly wore the face paint popular
with her wilder cousins, stepped between Kith-Kanan and the chastened Clovanos.
Irthenie, whose intelligence and strong antislavery stance made her a confidant of the
Speaker, declared, " Clovanos speaks the truth, Majesty. There are places in the city
where money changes hands for influence and for slaves sold in other lands.”

Kith-Kanan released the gold clasp from hislong hair and combed through the pale
strands with hisfingers. "It never ends, doesit?' he said tiredly. "I try to give the people a
new life, and all the old vices come back to haunt us."

His gloomy observation hung in the air like dark smoke. Embarrassed, Clovanos and
Xixiswere thefirst to leave. Malvic followed, after offering words of support for the
Speaker's stand. The half-human Senator Harplen, who seldom spoke, left with Malvic.
Only Irthenie remained.

With much tramping and shouting, the two units of the Guards of the Sun dispersed.
Kith-Kanan watched from the window as his warriors streamed over the bridges to the
tower keeps and down into the city. He looked for, but didn't see, Verhanna.

"My daughter is going out with the guard,” he said, his back to the Kagonesti
woman. "Thiswill be her first taste of conflict."

"I doubt that," said Irthenie flatly. "No one close to you can be unfamiliar with
conflict, Kith. What | don't understand is why you don't send your son along, too. He
could use some hard lessons, that boy."

Kith-Kanan rolled the brass cup back and forth in his hands, warming the nectar

within. "Ulvian has gone off with hisfriends again. | don't know where. Probably



drinking himself sick, or gambling his shirt on aroll of the bones." The Speaker's tone
was bitter. A frown pulled at the corners of Kith-Kanan's mouth. He set his cup aside.
"Ullie has never been the same since Suzine died. He was very close to his mother."

"Give him to me for six months and I'll straighten him out!"

Kith-Kanan had to smile at her declaration. Irthenie had four sons, all of whom were
vigorous, opinionated, and successful. If Ulvian were younger, he might take Irthenie up
on her offer. "My good friend," he said instead, taking her dark, age-worn handsin his,
"of al the problems that face me today, Ulvian is not the worst."

She looked up at him, studying him closely. "Y ou're wrong, Speaker," she said. "The
fortress of Pax Tharkas is nearing completion, and the time is fast approaching when you
vowed to abdicate. Can you in good conscience appoint a good-for-nothing idler like
Ulvian the next Speaker of the Sun?1 think not."

He dropped her hands and turned away, his face shadowed by concern. "I can't go
back on my word. | swore | would abdicate once Pax Tharkas was finished." He sighed
heavily. "I wish to pass on the mantle of leadership. After the war, and after building a
new nation, | am tired."

"Then | tell you this, Kith-Kanan. Take your rest and give over thetitle to another, as
long as it isanyone but your son," Irthenie said firmly.

The Speaker did not reply. Irthenie waited for several minutes, then bowed and | eft
the tower.

Kith-Kanan sat down on a hard barrack chair and let the sunshine wash over his face.
Closing his eyes, he gave himself over to deep and difficult thoughts.

* * *x k% %

"Ho there, trooper! Close up your ranks."



Sullenly the guards reined their horses about. They weren't usually so glum, but they
happened to have been assigned to the strictest, most particular captain in the Guards of
the Sun. Verhanna Kanan did not spare herself, or anyone in her command.

Verhanna's troop was moving northward, patrolling the western slopes of the Magnet
Mountains, asmall but steep range of peaks west of Qualinost. The stream that flowed
past the western side of the city originated in these mountains. The land was sparsely
wooded this close to the range of hills. Lord Ambrodel had given Verhanna's troop the
task of searching closest to the foot of the peaks, where the guards were vulnerable to
ambush from above.

The captain kept her warriors close together. She didn't want any stragglers getting
picked off. Her eyes never left the hillside. The red rock and brown soil were streaked
with veins of black. These were deposits of |odestone, the natural magnets that gave the
mountains their name. Kender shamans came from all across Ansalon to dig up the
lodestone for protective amulets. So far on this sortie, the only living things Verhanna
had seen were afew of the small kender race, working at the outcroppings of lodestone
with deer antler picks.

Her second-in-command, aformer Silvanesti named Merithynos, Merith for short,
kept by her side as their horses picked their way slowly over the stony ground. The slopes
were in shadow all morning.

"A futiletask," Merith said, sighing loudly. "What are we doing here?"

"Carrying out the Speaker's command,” Verhannareplied firmly. Her gaze rested on
adark figure nestled in afold in the ground. She stared hard at it but soon realized it was
only aholly bush.

Merith yawned, one hand pressed against his mouth. "But it's such a bore."



"Yes, | know. You'd rather bein Qualinost, strutting down the street, impressing the
maids with your sword and armor,” Verhanna, said dryly. "At least out here you're
earning your pay."

"Captain! You wound me." Merith clutched his chest and swayed asif shot by an
arrow.

She scowled at him, amock frown on her face. "Fool! How did a dandy like you
ever get in the guards?' she asked.

"Actualy, it was my father's idea. Priesthood or warriorhood, that's what he told me.
‘There's no room in Clan Silver Moon for wastrels, he said.”

Verhanna stiffened and reined her horse up short. "Quiet,” she hissed. "l saw
something."

With hand signals, the captain divided her troop of twenty in half, with ten warriors,
including herself, dismounting. Sword and buckler at the ready, she led the guards up the
gravelly slope. Their booted feet dlid in the loose dirt. The climb was a slow one.

Suddenly a shape rose up in front of Verhanna and scampered away, like a partridge
flushed by a spaniel.

"Get him!" the captain shouted. The small creature, which seemed to be wrapped in a
white cloth, darted away but lost its footing and rolled downhill. It cameto rest with a
bump against Merith's booted feet.

He put the tip of his slender elven blade against the sheeted mound, pricking the
creature until it lay still. "Captain,” Merith called coolly, "I have him."

The guards closed around the captive. Verhannatook one edge of the white sheet and
pulled hard, spinning the occupant around. Out popped a small, sinewy figure with

flaming red hair and a face to match.



"Stinkin', poxy, rancid, dirty, lice-ridden-" he sputtered, rubbing his backside. "Who
poked me?'

"I did,” Merith said. "And I'll do it again if you don't hold your tongue, kender."

"That's enough, Lieutenant,” Verhanna said sharply. Merith shrugged and gave the
outraged fellow an insolent smile. The captain turned to her captive and demanded, "Who
are you? Why did you run from us?'

"Wrinklecap iswho | am, and you'd run, too, if you woke from a nap to see a dozen
swords over you!" The kender stopped rubbing his backside and twisted around to look at
it. An aimost comical expression of outrage widened his pale blue eyes. "Y ou made a
holein my trousers!" he said, glaring at them. " Someone's gonna pay for this!"

"Bestill," Verhanna said. She shook out the sheet Wrinklecap had been sleeping in.
A double handful of black pebblesfell fromitsfolds. "A lodestone gatherer,” she said.
The disappointment in her voice was obvious.

"The lodestone gatherer," intoned the tiny fellow, tapping his chest with one finger.
"Rufus Wrinklecap of Balifor, that's me."

The guards who were waiting below on horseback called out to their captain.

V erhanna shouted back that all was well. Sheathing her sword, she said to the kender,
"You'd better come along with us."

"Why?' piped Rufus.

Verhannawas tired of bandying words with the noisy kender, so she pushed him
ahead. Rufus snatched his sheet from the elven captain and rolled it up as he walked.

"Not fair—big bunch of bullies—creepin', pointyheaded elves—" he grumbled all the

way down the slope.



Verhanna halted and ordered her troopers to remount. She sat down on a handy
boulder and waved the kender over. "How long have you been in these parts?' she asked
him.

After afew seconds of hesitation, the kender took a deep breath and said, "Well,
after Uncle Trapspringer escaped from the walrus men and was eaten by the great ice
bear—"

The captain quickly clamped a hand over the kender's open mouth. "No," she said
firmly. "l do not want your entire life history. Simply answer my questions, or I'll let
Lieutenant Merith poke you again."

His long red topknot bobbled as Rufus swallowed hard. Verhannawas easily twice
his size. Merith, from his mounted position next to them, was tapping the pommel of his
sword meaningfully. The kender nodded. V erhanna released her hold on him.

"I've been here going on two months," Rufus said sulkily.

Verhanna remembered the |oose stones he'd had. "Y ou don't have much to show for
two month's work," she commented.

Rufus puffed out histhin chest. "I only take the best stones,”" he said proudly. "I don't
fill my pockets with trash like all them others do."

Ignoring for the moment the little fellow's last remark, Verhanna asked, "How do
you live? | don't see any camp gear, cooking pot, or waterskin."

The kender turned innocent azure eyes on her and said, "I find what | need."

Merith snorted loudly. A smile touched Verhannaslips. "Find, eh? Kender are good
at that. Who have you 'found' things from?" she asked.

"Different people.”

Verhannadrew along, double-edged dagger from her belt and began to strop it

slowly against her boot. "We're looking for some different people,” she said carefully,



making sure the kender followed every stroke of the bright blade. "Humans. Maybe some
elves." The dagger paused. "Slavers."

Rufus let out his breath with awhoosh. "Oh!" he exclaimed, his high-pitched voice
descending the scale. "Is that who you're after? Well, why didn't you say so?'

The kender launched into atypically random account of his activities of the past few
days—caves he'd explored, wonders he'd beheld, and a secret camp he'd found over the
mountains. In this camp, he claimed there were humans and elves holding other humans
and elvesin chains. Rufus had seen the camp just two days before.

"On the other side of the mountains?' Verhanna said sharply. "The eastern slope?"

"Y up. Right by the river. Are you going to attack them?' The kender's eagerness was
unmistakable. His darting gaze took in their armor and weapons, and he added, "Well, of
course you are. Want me to show you where | saw them?'

Verhanna did indeed. She ordered food and water for Rufus while she conferred with
Merith about this new intelligence.

The kender wolfed down chunks of quith-pa, arich elven bread, and bites of a
winesap apple. "This little fellow may be agreat help to us,” she said confidentially to
Merith. "Send a message to Lord Ambrodel informing him of what we've learned.”

Merith saluted. "Y es, Captain." His expression turned grim as he added, "Y ou realize
what this means, don't you? If the Slavers are on the other side of the mountain, then they
are operating within sight of the city."

He turned on one heel and strode away to send the dispatch to Lord Ambrodel.
Verhannawatched him for amoment, then pulled on her gauntlets and said to Rufus,
"Can you ride pillion?"

The kender hastily lowered awater bottle from hislips, dribbling sweet spring water

down his sunbrowned cheeks. "Ride awhat?' he asked suspiciously.



Not pausing to explain, Verhanna swung onto her black horse and grabbed the
kender by the hood attached to the back of his deerhide tunic. Y elping, Rufus felt himself
lifted into the air and settled on the short leather tail of her saddle.

"That'sapillion,” she said. "Now hold on!"



TheRaid

The kender led Verhanna's troops across the mountains to a bluff overlooking the
River of Hope, which formed Qualinost's western boundary. The towers and bridges of
the city rose up to the northeast not three miles away. The sun was setting behind the
mountains at the warriors backs. Its light washed the capital, and the arched bridges
glowed like golden tiaras. Nestled in the light green of spring leaves, thousands of
windows reflected the crimson sun. Brightest of all, the Tower of the Sun mirrored the
fiery glow with avigor that nearly burned Verhanna's eyes.

Verhanna gazed over the city her father had founded, and a deep sense of peace
filled her. Her home was beautiful; the thought that dealers in elven and human misery
operated within sight of Qualinost's beauty sent a wave of resolute anger washing over
her.

Rufus broke her reverie. "Captain," he whispered, "I smell smoke."

Verhanna strained until she caught a faint tang of wood smoke on the gentle breeze.
It was coming from below, from the base of the bluff. "Is there away down there?' she
gueried.

"Not on horseback. The path's too narrow,” Rufus replied.

Quietly Verhanna ordered her troops to dismount. The horses were tethered among
the rocks, and a group of five warriors was set to watch them. The remaining fifteen
followed Verhannato the path. She, in turn, followed Rufus Wrinklecap.

It was obvious that others had been using this path. Sand from the riverbank had

been spread over the rocky ground, no doubt to soften footfalls. Now the sand served the



guards as they crept down the path two abreast. They were careful to keep their shields
from banging against anything. The smell of wood smoke grew stronger.

The base of the bluff was some thirty yards from the river's edge. Scrub pines dotted
the landscape, and halfway out from the cliff, there was nothing but sand deposited by the
river during spring floods. V erhanna caught Rufus by the shoulder and stopped him. The
warriors crouched silently behind their captain, shielded from the camp by the small
trees.

Voices drifted to them—voices and sounds of movement.

"Can't see how many there are," Verhanna said in a tense whisper.

"I can find out," Rufus said confidently, and before she could stop him, he had eased
out from under her hand and started forward.

"No! Come back!" the captain hissed.

It was too late. With the fearlessness, some might say foolishness, of hisrace, the
kender scrambled forward a few paces, stood, and dusted the sand from his knees. Then,
whistling a cheery air, he marched into the unseen slavers camp.

Merith crawled to his captain. "The little thief will give us away," he murmured.

"I don't think s0," shereplied. "By the gods, he's a brave little mite."

Moments later, rough laughter filled the air. Rufus's treble voice, saying something
unintelligible, followed, then more laughter. To Verhanna's surprise, the kender came
rolling through the scrub pines, knees tucked under his chin. He made a graceful flip onto
his feet and flung out his arms. There was more laughter, and a spattering of applause.

V erhanna understood; the kender was playing the fool, doing acrobatic tricks to amuse

the dlavers.



Rufus scuffed his feet on the sand and dove headfirst into a somersault. From her
hiding place, Verhanna could just make out what he'd marked in the dirt. A one and a
zero. There were ten slaversin the camp.

"Good fellow," she whispered fiercely. "Well rush them. Spread out along the
riverbank. | don't want any of them jumping in the water and swimming away." Burdened
by armor, her guards wouldn't be able to pursue the slaversin theriver.

Swords whisked out of scabbards. Verhanna stood, silently thrusting her blade in the
air. The last rays of daylight fell across her face, highlighting its mix of human and elven
features. Almond-shaped elven eyes, rather broad human cheeks, and a sharp Silvanesti
chin proclaimed the captain's ancestry. Her braid of light brown hair hung forward across
her chest, and sheflicked it behind her. She nodded curtly to her warriors. The guards
swept forward.

As Verhanna hurried through the screen of scrawny trees, she took in the slavers
camp in aquick glance. At the foot of the cliff stood several huts made of beach stone
chinked with moss. They blended in so well with their surroundings that from a distance
no one would have recognized them as dwellings. Two small campfires burned on the
open ground in front of the huts. The slavers stood in aragged group between the fires.
Rufus, his red topknot dripping perspiration and his blizzard of freckleslost on his
flushed face, was standing on his hands before them.

The astonished slavers shouted when they saw the guards crashing toward them. A
few reached for weapons, but most elected to flee. Verhanna pounded across the sand,
straight at the nearest armed Slaver. He appeared to be a Kagonesti, with dark braided
hair and red triangles painted on his cheeks. In his hands he held a short spear with a
wicked barbed head. Verhanna fended off the spear point with her shield and hacked at

the shaft with her sword, lopping off the spearhead. The Kagonesti cursed, flung the



wooden shaft at her, and turned to run. She was on him in a heartbeat, her long legs far
swifter than his. The captain lowered her sword and slashed the fleeing slaver on the back
of hisleg. Hefell, clutching his wounded limb. Verhanna hopped over him and kept
going.

The daversfell back, driven in toward the cliff base by the swords of the guards.
Some chose to fight the Qualinesti, and these died in a brief, bloody skirmish. The ragged
band was poorly armed and outnumbered, and soon they were on their knees, crying out
for quarter.

"Down on your bellies!" Verhanna shouted. "Put your hands out flat on the ground.”

She heard awarning shout from her left and turned in time to see one of the Slavers
sprinting for the river. He had too much of a head start for any of the guards to catch him,
but he hadn't reckoned on Rufus Wrinklecap. The kender whipped out a sling and quickly
loosed a pellet. With athunk, the stone hit the back of the daver's head, and the escaping
human fell and lay still. Rufus trotted over to him, and his hands began moving through
the fellow's clothing.

The fight was over. The slavers were searched and bound hand and foot. Of the ten
in the camp, four were human men, four were Kagonesti, and two were half-humans.
Merith remarked on the fact that the three who died fighting were all Kagonesti.

"They're not inclined to submit," Verhannareplied grudgingly. "Have those huts
searched, Merith."

Rufus came sauntering up, swinging his sling jauntily. "Pretty good fight, eh,
Captain?' he said cheerfully.

"More a pigeon shoot than afight, thanksto you."

The kender beamed. V erhanna dug into her belt pouch and found a gold piece. Her

father's graven image stared up from the coin. She tossed it to Rufus.



"That's for your help, kender," she said.

He caressed the heavy gold piece. "Thank you, my captain.”

Just then Merith shouted, "Captain! Over here!" He stood by one of the huts.

"What isit?" she asked sharply when she reached him. "What's wrong?"

Ashen-faced, he nodded toward the hut. "Y ou—you'd best go inside and see."

Verhannafrowned and pushed by him. The door of the crude stone house was
nothing but aflap of leather. She thrust a hand through and stepped inside. A candle
burned on the small table in the center of the one-room dwelling. Someone was seated at
the table. His face was in shadow, but V erhanna saw numerous rings on the hand that
rested on the table, including afamiliar silver signet ring. A ring that belonged to—

"Redlly, sister, you have the most appalling timing in the world," said the seated
figure. He leaned forward into the candlelight, and the hazel eyes of the line of Silvanos
sparkled.

"Ulvian! What are you doing here?' Verhanna asked, shock reducing her voiceto a
whisper.

Kith-Kanan's son pushed the candle aside and clasped his hands lightly on the
tabletop. "Conducting some very profitable business, till you so rudely disrupted it."

"Business?' For along moment, his sister couldn't take it in. The crude plates and
utensils, the worn wooden table, the rough pallet of blanketsin one corner, even the
sputtering candle—all claimed her roving gaze before her eyes once more rested on the
person before her. Then, with the force of a summer storm, she exploded, "Business!
Slavery!"

Ulvian's handsome face, so like his mother Suzine's, twitched slightly. Full-blooded

elven males couldn't grow beards or mustaches, but Ulvian kept a modest stubble as a



sign of his half-human heritage. With a quick, distracted motion, he stroked the fine
golden hair.

"What | do isnone of your affair,” he said, annoyed. "Nor anyone else's, for that
matter."

Her own brother atrafficker in slaves! Eldest son of the House of Silvanos and the
supposed heir to the throne of Qualinesti. Verhanna's face flamed with her disgrace and
the knowledge of the shame and pain this would cause their father. How could Ulvian do
such athing? Then her mortification was replaced by anger. Cold ragefilled the
Speaker's daughter. Grabbing Ulvian by the front of his crimson silk doublet, Verhanna
dragged him from behind the table and out of the hut. Merith was still waiting outside.

"Where are the daves?' she rasped. Mutely Merith pointed to the larger of the two
remaining huts.

"Come on, Brother," growled Verhanna, shoving Ulvian ahead of' her. Other guards
saw the Speaker's son and gaped. Merith stormed at them.

"What are you gawking at? Mind those prisoners!” he ordered.

Verhanna propelled Ulvian into the slave hut. Within, a guard was removing a
young, emaciated female elf's chains with a hammer and chisel. Other slaves slumped
against the walls of the hut. Even with their deliverance at hand, they were broken in
spirit, listless and passive. There were some half-human males, and to Verhanna's horror,
two dark-haired human children who couldn't have been more than nine or ten years old.
All the captives were caked with filth. The hut reeked of stale sweat, urine, and despair.

The guard hacked the elf woman's chain in two and helped her stand. Her thin, frail
legs wouldn't support her. With only the faintest of sighs, she crumpled. The guard lifted

her starved body in hisarms and carried her out.



Verhanna knew she must get control of her emotions. Closing her eyes, she willed
herself to be calm, willed her heart to slow its frenzied beating. Opening her eyes once
more, she said with certainty, "Ulvian, Father will have your head for this. If he favors
me, I'll gladly swing the axe."

One pale hand adjusting the lace at his throat, Ulvian smiled. "I don't think so, sweet
Sister. After al, it wouldn't look good for the Speaker's heir to go around without a head,
now would it?"

The captain slapped her brother. Ulvian's head snapped back. Slowly he turned to
face his sister. She was four inches taller than he, and the prince tilted his head back
dightly to stare directly into her eyes. The smirk was gone from his|lips, replaced by
cold-blooded fury.

"You will never be Speaker if | have anything to say about it," Verhanna swore.
"You are unfit to utter our father's name, let alone inherit histitle."

A single bead of blood hung from the corner of Prince Ulvian's mouth. He dabbed at
it and said softly, "Y ou aways were Father's lapdog."”

Sweeping the door flap aside, Verhanna called, "Lieutenant Merith! Come here!”
The elegant elf hustled in, scabbard jangling against his armored thigh.

"Put Prince Ulvian in chains," she ordered. "And if he utters one word of protest, gag
him aswell."

Merith stared. "Captain, are you sure? Chain the prince?"

"Yes!" she thundered.

Merith searched among the heaps of chain in the slave hut and found a set of
manaclesto fit Prince Ulvian. Abashed, he stood before Kith-Kanan's son and held open
the cold iron bonds.

"Highness," Merith said tightly. "Y our hands, please."



Ulvian did not resist. He presented his slim arms, and Merith snapped the bands
around hiswrists. A hole in the latch would take a soft iron rivet.

"You will regret this, Hanna," the prince said in abarely audible voice as he stared at
his manacled wrists.

%k ok k%

By the time Verhannas warriors had the slavers camp sorted out, Lord Ambrodel
and his personal escort of thirty riders had come thundering up the riverbank, summoned
by fast dispatch. The elves set up a double row of torches in the sand to light the riders
way. By the same light, they had sorted the wretched captives by race and gender. The
davers were chained together in one large band, and a guard of bow-armed warriors set
to watch them.

Lord Ambrodel rode up, sand flying beneath his horse's hooves. He called out loudly
for Verhanna. The Speaker's daughter came forward and saluted the younger Ambrodel.

"Give me your report," he ordered before dismounting.

Verhanna handed him atally showing eight slaves found and freed, and seven
slavers captured. "Three chose to fight and were killed," she added. Lord Ambrodel
dlipped the parchment under his breastplate.

"How were they moving the slaves?' he asked, surveying the cunningly concealed
camp.

"By river, sir."

Lord Ambrodel glanced back at the moonlit water.

"My lord," Verhanna continued, "we found signs that more slaves were sent on from
this camp. The ones we found here were too sick to travel. I'd like to take my troop on

and try to intercept the rest before they reach the Ergoth border."



"You'refar too late for that, I'm sure," Lord Ambrodel replied. "I want to question
the leader of the dlavers. Did you take him alive?' Verhanna nodded curtly. The warrior
lord tugged off hisleather gauntlets and slapped the sand from his mailed thighs. "Well,
Captain, show him to me," he said impatiently.

Without aword, Verhanna turned on one heel and led her commander toward the
huts. The slavers lay on the ground, their heads buried in their arms in despair or else
staring with hatred at their captors. Verhanna yanked a torch from the sand and held it
high. She held the door flap open for Lord Ambrodel and thrust the torch inside. The face
of the figure seated before them leapt into clarity.

Lord Ambrodel recoiled sharply. "It cannot be!" he gasped. "Prince Ulvian!™

"Kemian, my friend," the prince said to the general, "you'd best have these fetters
removed. | am not a common criminal, though my hysterical sister insists on treating me
like one."

"Release him," said Lord Ambrodel. His face was white.

"My lord, Prince Ulvian was caught engaging in the forbidden commerce of
davery," Verhanna put in quickly. "Both my father's edicts and the laws of the Thalas--
Enthia demand-"

"Don't quote the law to me!" Lord Ambrodel snapped. "1 shall bring this matter to
the attention of the Speaker at once, but | will not drag a member of the royal family
through the streets of Qualinost in chains! | cannot disgrace the Speaker so!"

Before she could order it, Merith was at Verhannas side, chisel in hand. She shoved
her lieutenant's hands aside and grasped the cold iron clamps in her own bare hands. With
the strength bestowed upon her by her elven heritage, Verhanna pried the manacles apart
just enough so that Ulvian could dlip his arms out. Impudently he handed the empty

chainsto hissister.



"Captain," Lord Ambrodel said, "return to your troop. Muster them for marching."

"My lord! To what destination?' she answered tersely.

"Southeast—to the forest. | want you to search for other slaver camps there.
Lieutenant Merithynos will remain to report on the finding of the davers."

Verhanna's gaze flickered to her brother, to Merith, and back to Lord Ambrodel. She
was too disciplined in the ways of the warrior to disobey her commander, but she knew
Lord Ambrodel was sending her away so he could handle the delicate business of
Ulvian's crime and punishment. Kemian would not let the prince escape; he was too
honest for that. But he would grant her brother every privilege, up to the moment he
turned Ulvian over to Kith-Kanan himself.

"Very good, sir,” Verhannafinally responded. With a curt nod, she departed, spurs
ringing as her heels struck the packed sand.

Ulvian rubbed his wrists and smiled. "Thank you, my lord," he said. "I shall
remember this."

"Save your gratitude, my prince. | meant what | said; you will be given over to your
father's judgment.”

Ulvian maintained his smile. The ruddy light of the torch made his blond beard and
hair look like copper. "I'm not afraid," he said lightly. Indeed he wasn't. His father had
never punished Ulvian for his errant ways in the past.

As Verhanna gathered her warriors together with hoarsely shouted commands, the
kender reappeared. His pockets were bulging with plunder from the slavers camp:
knives, string, flints, clay pipes, brass-studded wristbands.

"Hail, Captain,” Rufus called. "Where to now?"

Verhannalooped her reins around her left hand. " So you came back! | thought I'd

seen the last of you."



"You paid me. I'm your scout now," Rufus announced. "I can lead you anywhere.
From which horizon will we next see the sun?"’

Verhanna swung into the saddle. Her eyes rested on the hut where her brother and
Lord Ambrodel still tarried. Her brother, the Slaver.

"South," she said, biting off the word as it left her tightly drawn lips.

ok ok * %

The Speaker's house was quite large, though far less grand than the Quinari Palacein
Silvanost where Kith-Kanan had grown up. Built entirely of wood, it had awarmth and
naturalness he felt was missing from the great crystal residence of his brother, the
Speaker of the Stars. The house was more or less rectangular in shape, with two small
wings radiating to the west. The main entrance was on the east side, facing the courtyard
of the Tower of the Sun.

Lord Ambrodel, Lieutenant Merith, and Prince Ulvian stood in the lamplit
antechamber where Kith-Kanan usually greeted his guests. Asit waswell past midnight,
the bright moons of Krynn had already set.

Despite the late hour, the Speaker looked alert and carefully groomed as he and
Tamanier Ambrodel descended the polished cherrywood staircase to the antechamber.
His fur-trimmed robe swept the floor. The toes of hisyellow felt dippers protruded from
under the green velvet hem.

"What has happened?' he asked gently.

As senior officer present, it fell to Kemian Ambrodel to explain. When he reached
the point in his story where Verhanna had discovered Prince Ulvian in the slavers camp,
Kemian's father Tamanier gasped in astonishment. Kith-Kanan's gaze shifted to Ulvian,
who pursed his lips and rocked on his heels in an obvious display of arrogance.

"Were the slaves you found badly treated?' asked the Speaker in clipped tones.



"They were sick, filthy, and ill-fed, Mg esty. From what they told us, they were held
back from alarger group of slaves sent on by river to Ergoth because they were deemed
too feeble for hard work." Kemian fought down his disgust. "A few had been whipped,
Speaker."

"I see. Thank you, my lord."

Kith-Kanan clasped his hands behind his back and studied the floor. The maple had a
beautiful grain pattern that resembled the dancing flames of afire. Suddenly, he lifted his
head and said, "I want you all to swear to keep what happens here tonight strictly secret.
No oneisto know of it—ot even your families. Isthat clear?' The assembled elves
nodded solemnly, except Ulvian. "This is adelicate matter. There are those in Qualinost
who would try to profit from my son's actions. For the safety of the nation, this must
remain a secret.”

Stepping down from the last stair, the Speaker stood nose-to-nose with his son.
"Ullie," he said quietly, "why did you do it?"

The prince quivered with suppressed anger tinged with fear. "Do you really want to
know?" he burst out. "Because you preach about justice and mercy instead of strength
and greatness! Because you waste money on beggars and useless templesinstead of a
proper palace! Because you were the most famous warrior of the age, and you've thrown
al your glory away to idle in gardens instead of fighting your way to the gates of
Silvanost, our rightful home!" His voice choked off.

Kith-Kanan looked his son up and down. The grief on hisface wasvisibleto al. The
Speaker's great dignity asserted itself, however, and he said, "The war and the great
march west left Silvanesti with an acute shortage of farmers, crafters, and laborers. To
appease the nobles and clerics, my brother, the Speaker of the Stars, has sanctioned

davery throughout hisrealm. A similar condition exists in Ergoth, with similar results.



But no amount of inconvenience justifies the bondage of living, thinking beings by
others. | have made it my life's goal to stamp out the evil traffic in servitude in Qualinesti,
and yet my own son-" Kith-Kanan folded his arms, gripping his biceps hard through the
plush velvet of hisrobe. "Ulvian, you will be held under close confinement in Arcuballis
Tower until—until | can think of a proper punishment for you," he declared.

"You don't dare." The prince sneered. "I am your son, your only legitimate heir!
Where will your precious dynasty be without me? | know you, Father. You'll forgive me
anything to keep from being the first and last Speaker of the Sun from the House of
Silvanos!."

The aged Tamanier Ambrodel could contain himself no longer. He had been friend
to Kith-Kanan ever since the Speaker was a young prince in Silvanost. To listen to this
spoiled pup jeering at his father was more than mortal flesh could bear. The gray-haired
castellan stepped forward and struck Ulvian with his open hand. The prince rounded on
him, but Kith-Kanan moved swiftly, placing himself between his son and castellan.

"No, Tam. Stop," he said, his voice shaking. "Don't justify his hatred." To Ulvian, he
added, "Fifty years ago you might have earned a beating for your insolence, but now |
will not ease your conscience so readily."”

Tamanier stepped back. Kith-Kanan beckoned to Merith, standing quietly behind
Kernian Ambrodel.

"I have acharge for you, Lieutenant," Kith-Kanan said gravely. The Speaker's gaze
unnerved the anxious young elf. "You will be my son's keeper. Take him to Arcuballis.
Stay with him. He must see and speak to no one—no one at all. Do you understand?’

"Yes, Great Speaker." Merith saluted stiffly.

"Go now, whileit is still dark."”



Merith drew his sword and stood beside Ulvian. The prince glared sullenly at the
naked blade. Speaker, castellan, and general watched the two leave for the tower keep
that guarded the city's northeastern corner. When the great doors of the house closed
behind them, Kith-Kanan asked Kernian where Verhannawas. Lord Ambrodel explained
how he'd thought it best to separate brother and sister at such acrisis.

"A wise decision,”" Kith-Kanan said ruefully. "Hannawould wring Ullie's neck."

The Speaker bade Kemian return to the field and continue the hunt for slavers. The
general bowed low, first to his sovereign and then to his father, and swept out of the hall.
Once he was gone, Kith-Kanan sank shakily to the steps. Tamanier swiftly knelt beside
him.

"Maesty! Areyouill?

Tears glistened in Kith-Kanan's brown eyes. "I am all right," he murmured. "Leave
me, Tam."

"May | escort Y our Magjesty to hisroom?"

"No, | want to sit awhile. On your way now, old friend."

Tamanier rose and bowed. The scuff of his sandals faded in the dimly lit corridor.
Kith-Kanan was alone.

He realized his hands were clenched into fists, and he relaxed them. Five hundred
years was not along timeto live, by elven standards, yet at that moment, Kith-Kanan felt
very aged indeed. What was he to do with Ulvian? The boy's motives were a mystery to
him. Did he need money so badly? Was it the thrill of doing something forbidden? No
reason could excuse his conduct thistime.

Once, after Ulvian had returned home half-naked and filthy after literally losing his

shirt gambling, Verhanna had cornered her father. "He's no good," she had said.



"Isn't he? Who made him so?" Kith-Kanan had wondered aloud. "Can | blame
anyone but myself? | hardly ever saw him till he was twelve. The war was going badly,
and | was needed in the field."

"Mother spoiled him. Shefilled his head with alot of nonsense," Verhanna said
bitterly. "l can't count the times he's told me you were responsible for her death.”

Kith-Kanan drew a hand across his brow. He couldn't count the times he'd told
Ulvian the truth about Suzine, that she had sacrificed her life for her husband and his
cause, but Ulvian never believed it.

What could he do? Ulvian was right; Kith-Kanan couldn't have his own son executed
or banished. He was the Speaker's heir. After working so hard, sacrificing so much, to
build this great nation, Kith-Kanan wondered, was it al to be lost?

A bell tolled somewhere far off. The priests of Mantis, called Matheri in old
Silvanost, were ringing the great bronze temple bell, signaling the imminent dawn. Kith-
Kanan raised his weary head from his hands. The sound of the bell was like avoice,
calling to him. Come, come, it said.

Y es, he thought. | will meditate and ask the gods. They will help me.



3

The Balance of Justice

The domed ceiling of the Tower of the Sun was decorated with an elaborate mosaic
symbolizing the passage of time and the forces of good and evil. One half of the dome
was blue sky, made up of thousands of chips of turquoise, and a brilliant sun made from
gold and diamonds. The opposite half was tiled with the blackest onyx and sprinkled with
diamond stars. The three moons of Krynn were represented by discs of ruby for Lunitari,
silver for Solinari, and oxblood garnet for Nuitari. Dividing these hemisphereswas a
rainbow band set with crimsonite, topazes, peridots, sapphires, and amethysts. The
rainbow was a barrier and bridge between the worlds of night and day, a symbol of the
intervention of the gods in mortal affairs.

Kith-Kanan meditated on the symbolism of the dome as he lay on his back on the
rostrum in the center of the tower floor. Unlike its counterpart in Silvanost, this tower
was not used as the throne room. The Tower of the Sun was mainly used when
Kith-Kanan wanted to, as Verhanna put it, "impress the boots off avisitor."

Kith-Kanan pillowed his head on one hand. His silver-blond hair was loose and
spread out around his head like a halo. Fixing his gaze on the ceiling of the tower, he
opened his mind. The peace and balanced beauty of the Tower of the Sun calmed him,
allowing him to consider difficult matters.

Rows of windows and mirrors spiraled up the height of the tower, letting in the sun
and reflecting it in endless cascades. No matter where the sun wasin the sky, the Tower
of the Sun would always be brightly lit. The Speaker draped his free arm over hisface. A

cool breeze played over his arms as it whistled through the tower windows. Even that was



soothing. On this day, the Speaker of the Sun needed every bit of peace he could find as
he wrestled with the problem of succession.

Qualinesti must have an heir. Kith-Kanan had sworn, before the gods and the
assembly at Pax Tharkas, that he would step aside when the fortress was compl ete.
Weekly dispatches from the chief architect and master builder, the dwarf Feldrin
Feldspar, kept him informed of the progress there. Pax Tharkas was ninety percent done;
with good weather and no delays, the citadel would be finished in another two or three
years. Kith-Kanan must name his successor soon.

For too long, the Speaker had consoled himself with the thought that his only son
was merely wayward, but now there was no denying that the problems ran much deeper.
His own son involved in the slave trade. . . .

With Ulvian obviously unworthy for the position of Speaker of the Sun, Kith-Kanan
pondered other candidates. Verhanna? Not a good choice. She was brave, intelligent, and
as honorable as any highborn Silvanesti, but also temperamental and sometimes prone to
harshness. In spite of Kith-Kanan's dreams of equality in his kingdom, the fact that
Verhanna was half-human would also weigh against her in the minds of some of hisfull-
blooded elven subjects. These prejudices were kept carefully tucked away, out of plain
sight, but the Speaker knew they existed still. Coupled with the fact that Verhannawas
female, that bias would be too much to overcome.

"Y ou could marry again," said a quiet voice.

Kith-Kanan descended the rostrum and looked around. The tower was pitch-dark,
though he knew it wasn't yet midday. Standing to his left, between two of the pillars that
ringed the chamber, was a strange elf, wreathed in yellow light.

"Who are you?' demanded Kith-Kanan.



The halo of light followed the stranger as he approached the rostrum, though the elf
carried no lamp or candle. He was clad entirely in a suit of close-fitting red leather. A
scarlet cape hung from one shoulder and brushed the floor. The stranger's ears were
unusually tall and pointed, even for an elf, and hislong hair was avivid ruby red.

"I am one who can help you," the intruder said. He spoke with an air of supreme
self-assurance. Now that he was closer, Kith-Kanan saw that his eyes were black and
glittering, set in aface as dead white as dry bones. No lines at all touched the face; it
might have been carved from purest alabaster.

"Begone from here," Kith-Kanan said sharply. "Y ou intrude on my privacy." He
faced the stranger, his muscles tensed for fight or flight.

"Come, come! You'rein aquandary about your son, aren't you? | can help. | have
considerable power."

Kith-Kanan knew this elf must be, at the very least, a powerful sorcerer. The tower
was wrapped in protective spells, and for any malign being to enter would require great
mastery of magic. "What is your name?'

The red elf shrugged, and his cape rippled like wavesin a scarlet sea. "'l have many
names. You may cal me Druif you like." With one hand at his slim waist and the other
held out before him, Dru made a graceful, mocking bow. "Y ou came here seeking help
from higher powers, Great Speaker, so | have answered your call."

Kith-Kanan's brows arched. "Are you mortal ?"

"Doesit matter? | can help you. Y our son has offended you, and you want to know
what to do about it . . . yes? You are Speaker of the Sun. Condemn him," Dru said
smoothly.

"Heismy only son."



"And yet you might have another, if you marry again. For adlight fee, | can procure
for you the mate of your heart's desire!" He smiled, revealing teeth asred as his hair.
Kith-Kanan recoiled and moved quickly back to the rostrum, where the potent magic
symbols set in the floor mosaic would protect him from evil spells.

"I will not bargain with an evil spirit,” he exclaimed. "Begone! Trouble me no
more!"

The red elf laughed, the loud peals echoing weirdly in the black, empty tower. "Our
bargain has already commenced, Great Speaker."

Kith-Kanan was confused. Already commenced? Had he somehow summoned this
odd being from the netherworld?

"Of courseyou did," Dru said, reading histhoughts. "I'm abusy fellow. | don't waste
my valuable time appearing to just anyone. Here, son of Sithel. Let me demonstrate what
| can do."

Dru brought his white hands together with aloud clap. Kith-Kanan felt a breeze rush
by him, asif al the air in the tower gusted toward the strange elf. With acrackling hiss, a
ball of fire appeared suddenly between Dru's palms, and he flung it to the floor, where it
burst. The loud crack and blinding flash caused Kith-Kanan to stagger back. When his
vision cleared, he beheld atransformed scene.

Kith-Kanan no longer stood in the Tower of the Sun, though its rostrum was still
solid beneath his feet. His surroundings were those of a smaller tower. By the stonework
and the shape of the windows, he knew that it was in Silvanost. Tapestries in shades of
pale green and blue hung on the walls, depicting woodland scenes and elegantly clad

ladies. Sunlight filled the room.



A sigh caught his ears. He turned and saw alarge, heavy wooden chair, its back to
him, facing an open window. Someone was sitting in the chair. Kith-Kanan couldn't see
who.

Suddenly the someone stood. Kith-Kanan glimpsed her beautiful red hair and his
breath caught.

"Hermathya," he whispered.

"She cannot see or hear us," Dru informed him. "Y ou see how she languishesin
Silvanost, unloved and unloving. | can have her at your side in the blink of any eye."

Hermathya. . . the love of hisyouth. For many years the wife of his twin brother,
Sithas. She stared straight through the spot where Kith-Kanan stood, piercing him
unknowingly with her deep blue eyes. Her red-gold hair was piled up on her head in
elaborate braids, showing the elegant shape of her upswept ears, and she wore a gown of
the finest spider's web gold, thin and clinging. Once he had proposed marriage to her, but
his father, not knowing of their love, had betrothed her to Kith-Kanan's twin, Sithas. So
much time had passed since that distant day. Now Sithas was |leader of the Silvanesti
elves, as Kith-Kanan ruled the Qualinesti.

Lonely and abit self-pitying, Kith-Kanan felt himself sorely tempted. Always
Hermathya's great beauty had been able to arouse him. An elf would have to be made of
stone not to feel something in her presence.

Just as he was about to ask Dru his terms, Hermathya turned away. She lunged at the
open window before her chair. Kith-Kanan cried out and reached for her.

Before she could hurtle through the high window, Hermathya was brought up short.
The harsh clank of metal shocked Kith-Kanan. Beneath the hem of her golden gown, he

spied an iron fetter, locked about her right ankle and attached by a chain to the heavy



chair. The chair was fastened to the floor. Though the fetter was lined with padded cloth,
it gripped Hermathya's slender ankle tightly.

"What does this mean?' demanded Kith-Kanan.

Dru seemed vexed. "A minor problem, Great Speaker. The lady Hermathya suffers
from despondency over the crippling of her son during the war and, | might add, over the
loss of your love. The Speaker of the Stars has ordered her chained so that she won't
harm herself."

Hermathya had been staring with pal pable longing at the open window. Her face was
as exquisitely lovely as Kith-Kanan remembered it. The high cheekbones, the delicately
slender nose, and skin as smooth as the finest silk. Time hadn't marked her at all. Once
more her faint sigh came to him, a sound full of sorrow and yearning. Kith-Kanan
squeezed his eyes shut. "Take me away," he hissed. "l cannot bear to see this."

"Asyou wish."

The dark embrace of the Tower of the Sun in Qualinost returned.

Kith-Kanan shuddered. Hermathya had been out of his thoughts, and out of his heart,
for centuries. The break between him and his twin brother had been widened by the
passion Kith-Kanan had felt for Hermathya. Time and other loves had practically
extinguished the old fire. Why did he feel such longing for her now?

"Old wounds are the deepest and the hardest to heal," said Dru, once more answering
Kith's thoughts.

"I don't believe any of this," the Speaker snapped. "Y ou created that scene with your
magic to deceive me."

Dru sighed loudly and circled the rostrum, his yellow auramoving with him. "Ah,
such lack of faith," Dru said sardonically. "All | offered was true. The lady can be yours

again if you meet my terms."



Kith-Kanan folded his arms. "Which are what?"

The red elf pressed his hands together prayerfully, but the expression on his face was
anything but pious. "Permit the passage of slave caravans from Ergoth and Silvanesti
through your realm," he said quickly.

"Never!" Kith-Kanan strode toward Dru, who did not retreat. The strange elf's
yellow aura stopped the Speaker's advance. When he, reached out to touch the golden
shell, he snatched his fingers back asif they'd been burned. But the glow was bizarrely,
intensely cold.

"You are brave," Dru mused, "but do not try to lay hands on me again."

At that moment, Kith-Kanan realized who Dru really was, and for one of the few
timesin hislife, he was truly frightened.

"I know you," he said in avoice that wavered, though he fought to keep it steady.

"Y ou are the one who corrupts those beset by adversity." Almost too softly to be heard,
he added, "Hiddukel."

The God of Evil Bargains, whose sacred color was red, bowed. "You are tiresomein
your virtues," he remarked. "Is there nothing you want? | can fill this tower twenty times
with gold or silver or jewels. What do you say to that?' His red eyebrows rose
guestioningly.

"Treasure will not solve my problems.”

"Think of the good you could do with it al." Hiddukel's voice dripped with
malicious sarcasm. "Y ou could buy all the avesin the world and set them free."

Kith-Kanan backed away toward the rostrum. It was his safe haven, where not even
the evil god's magic could reach him. "Why do you concern yourself with the slave trade,

Lord of the Broken Scales?' he asked.



The god's elven form shrugged. "I concern myself with all such commerce. | am the
patron deity of slavers.”

The stone of the rostrum bumped against Kith-Kanan's heels. Confidently he climbed
backward onto it. "I refuse al your offers, Hiddukel," he declared. "Go away, and trouble
me no further."

The look of malign enjoyment left the red-garbed elf's face. Addressed by histrue
name, he had no choice but to depart. His pointed features twisted into a hateful grimace.

"Y our troubles will increase, Speaker of the Sun," the God of Demons spat. "That
which you have created will come forth to strike you down. The hammer shall break the
anvil. Lightning shall cleave the rock!"

"Go!" Kith-Kanan cried, his heart pounding in histhroat. The single syllable
reverberated in the air.

Hiddukel backed away a pace and spun on one toe. His cape swirled around like a
flame. Faster and faster the god whirled, until his elven form vanished, replaced by a
whirling column of red smoke and fire. Kith-Kanan threw up an arm to shield hisface
from the virulent display. The voice of Hiddukel boomed in his head.

"The time of wondersis at hand, foolish king! Forces older than the gods surround
you! Only the power of the Queen of Darkness can withstand them! Beware!"

The fiery specter of Hiddukel flew apart, and in two heartbeats, the Tower of the Sun
was quiet once more. The deep darkness that filled it remained, however. Sweating and
shaking from his near escape from the Collector of Souls, Kith-Kanan sank to the floor.
His body was wracked with spasms he could not control. A jumble of thoughts and
images warred inside his brain—Ulvian, Hermathya, Suzine, Verhanna, his brother
Sithas—-all surmounted by the leering visage of Hiddukel. He felt asif his soul wasthe

object of adeadly tug-of-war.



Kith-Kanan's entire body ached. He was limp, worn out, exhausted. Rest was what

he craved. He must rest. His eyelids fluttered closed.
ok ok k%

"Sire? Speaker?' called afaint voice.

Kith-Kanan pushed himself up on his hands. "Who isit?' he replied hoarsely,
brushing hair from his eyes.

A glow appeared from the entry hall. Thistime it was the mundane light of alamp in
the hands of his castellan.

"I'm here, Tam."

"Great Speaker, are you well? We could not reach you, and-and the whole city has
been plunged into darkness! The people are terrified!"

Concentrating his strength, Kith-Kanan struggled to his feet. Behind the agitated
Tamanier were several silent Guards of the Sun. Their usual jaunty posture was gone,
replaced by an attitude of tense fear.

"What do you mean?' the Speaker demanded shakily. "How long have | been in
here? Isit night?'

Tamanier came closer. His face was white and drawn. "Sire, it is barely noon! Not
long after you entered the tower to meditate, a curtain of blackness descended on the city.
| came at once to inform you, but the tower doors were barred by invisible forces! We
were frantic. Suddenly, only afew moments ago, they swung wide."

Kith-Kanan adjusted his rumpled clothing and combed his hair back with his fingers.
His mind was racing. The tower seemed normal, except for the darkness cloaking it.
There was no trace of Hiddukel. He took a deep, restoring breath and said, "Come. We

will see what the situation is and then calm the people.”



They went to the entrance, Kith-Kanan striding as purposefully as his nerves and
throbbing muscles would allow. Tamanier hurried along with the lamp. The guards at the
door presented arms and waited dutifully for the Speaker to pass. The great doors stood
open.

Kith-Kanan paused, his feet on the broad granite sill. The gloom beyond was intense,
far denser than ordinary night. In spite of the torches carried by Tamanier Ambrodel and
severa warriors, Kith-Kanan could barely see to the bottom of the tower steps. The
torchlight seemed muffled by the jet-black fog. There were no lightsto be seen in the
gloom, though from this high vantage point, all of Qualinost should be spread out before
him. Overhead, no stars or moons were visible.

"Y ou say this happened just after | entered the tower?" he asked tensely.

"Yes, sire," replied the castellan.

Kith-Kanan nodded. Was this some spell of Hiddukel's, to coerce him into accepting
the god's vile bargain? No, not likely. The Lord of the Broken Scales was a deceiver, not
an extorter. Hiddukel's victims damned themselves. Their torment was thus sweeter to the
wicked god.

"It'svery strange," Kith-Kanan said in his best royal manner. "Still, it doesn't seem
dangerous, merely frightening. Isthe prisoner still in Arcuballis Tower?' No need to
bandy the prince's name about.

One of the guards stepped forward. "'l can answer that, sire. | was at the tower myself
when the blackness fell. Lieutenant Merithynos thought it might be part of a plot to free
his prisoner. No such attempt was made, however, Highness."

"Thisis no mortal's spell," remarked Kith-Kanan. He swept a hand. through the
murk, half expecting it to stain his skin. It didn't. The gloom that looked so solid felt

completely insubstantial, not even damp like anormal fog.



"Tell Merithynos to bring his prisoner to my house," Kith-Kanan ordered briskly.
"Keep him sequestered there until | return.”

"Where are you going, sire?' asked Tamanier, confused and unsure.

"Among my people, to reassure them."

With no escort and bearing his own torch, Kith-Kanan left the Tower of the Sun. For
the next several hours, he walked the streets of his capital, meeting common folk and
nobles alike. Fear had thickened the air as surely as the weird gloom. When word spread
that Kith-Kanan was in the streets, the people came out of the towers and temples to see
him and to hear his calming words.

"Oh, Great Speaker," lamented ayoung elf woman. "The blackness smothers me. |
cannot breathe!"

He put a hand on her shoulder. "It's good air," he assured her. "Can't you smell the
flowersin the gardens of Mantis?' His temple was close by. The aroma of the hundreds
of blooming roses that surrounded it scented the still air.

The elf woman inhaled with effort, but her face cleared somewhat as she did. "Yes,
sire," shesaid morecalmly. "Yes. . .| can smell them."

"Mantis would not waste his perfume in suffocating air,” said the Speaker kindly.
"It's fear that chokes you. Stay here by the gardens until you feel better."

He left her and moved on, trailed by alarge crowd of worried citizens. Their pale
faces moved in and out of the gloom, barely lit by the scores of blazing brands that had
sprouted from every window and in every hand. Where the avenue from the Tower of the
Sun joined the street that curved northwest to the tower keep called Sithel, Kith-Kanan
found a band of crafters and temple acolytes debating in loud, angry voices. He stepped

between the factions and asked them why they were arguing.



"It's the end of the world!" declared a human man, a coppersmith by the look of the
snips and pliers dangling from his oily leather vest. "The gods have abandoned us."

"Nonsense!” spat an acolyte of Astra, the patron god of the elves. "Thisis merely
some strange quirk of the weather. It will pass.”

"Weather? Black as pitch at noon?' exclaimed the coppersmith. His companions-a
mix of elves and humans, all metal crafters-oudly supported him.

"Y ou should heed the learned priest,” Kith-Kanan said firmly. "Heis versed in these
matters. If the gods wanted to destroy the world, they wouldn't wrap usin a blanket of
night. They'd use fire and flood and shake the ground. Don't you agree?"

The smith hardly wanted to contradict his sovereign, but he said sullenly, "Then why
don't they do something about it?" He gestured to the half-dozen young clerics facing
him.

"Have you tried?' Kith-Kanan asked the acolyte of Astra.

The cleric frowned. "None of our banishing spells worked, Highness. The darkness
is not caused by mortal or divine magic," he said. The other clerics behind him murmured
their agreement.

"How long do you think it will last?

The young elf could only shrug helplessly.

The coppersmith snorted, and Kith-Kanan turned to him. "Y ou ought to be grateful,
my friend, for this darkness."

That caught the fellow off guard. "Grateful, M gjesty?"

"It's pitch-black on aworking day. 1'd say you have aholiday." The crafters laughed
nervoudy. "If | wereyou, I'd hie on over to the nearest tavern and celebrate your good
fortune!" A broad grin brightened the coppersmith’s face, and the disputants began to

disperse.



Kith-Kanan continued on hisway. Passing a side street on hisright, he halted when
he heard weeping coming from the dim alley.

The Speaker turned into the side street, following the sound of sobbing. Suddenly a
hand reached out of the dark and pressed against his chest, stopping him.

"Who are you?' he said sharply, thrusting the torch toward the one who'd halted him.

"I live here. Gusar is my name."

The weak torchlight showed Kith-Kanan an old human, bald and white-browed.
Gusar's eyes were white, too. Cataracts had taken his sight.

"Someone isin trouble down there," said the Speaker, relieved. An old blind man
was hardly athreat.

"I know. | was going to help when you blundered up behind me."

Kith-Kanan bristled at the man's bluntness. " Get that brand out of my face, and I'll be
on my way," the blind man continued.

The monarch of Qualinesti drew his torch back. Gusar moved off with the easy
confidence of one used to darkness. Kith-Kanan trailed silently behind the blind man. In
short order, they came upon atrio of elf children huddled by the closed door of atower
home.

"Hello," Gusar said cheerfully. "I's someone crying?"'

"We can't find our house," wailed an €lf girl. "We looked and looked, but we couldn't
see the daisies that grow by our door!"

"Daisies, eh? | know that house. It's only afew steps more. I'll take you there." Gusar
extended a gnarled hand. The elf children regarded him with misgiving.

"Areyou atroll?" asked the s