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"Thereésaproblem, sir." The Baaz was apologetic. "The dwarves have locked the doors to the shed
and are threatening to dump their brew before they'll hand it over to us, Sr.”

"By the Dark Queen's heart!" Kang swore, shocked. "Arethey serious?’

"We have to assumethat they are, sir." The draconian looked worried, aswell he might.

Kang raced off to assess the situation. When he arrived, the draconians were hissing and howling and
clashing their swords against their breastplates. At the dire threat to dump the spirits, the draconians were
near to forgetting their orders against bloodshed.

Chapter One

"Stand to!"
Kang was on hisfest, his clawed hands groping through the darkness of his cabin for hisarmor before
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hewas fully awake or cognizant of what was going on.

"Blasted elves! Damn pointy-ears. Why in the Abyss can't they let afellaget some deep?’

Hefound his breastplate, wrestled with it briefly, and finally managed to ding one strap over his
scaled arm. The other strap remained dusive, and Kang, cursing it soundly, ignored it. Clasping the
breastplate to his chest with hisarm, he searched for the door, and sumbled into a chair.

A trumpet sounded the alarm off-key. More shouts came from outside, answered by hoarse yells of
defiance. Kang gave the chair akick that divered it and once again tried to find the door.

"Foppy eves," he muttered again, but that didn't

seem quiteright.

A sober part of him, apart of him that had not been drinking dwarf spiritslast night—a
party-pooping, stern task-master, who generaly hovered near Kang's shoulder, watching the other parts
of him enjoying themsdalves with adisapproving glower—nagged & him again.

Something about dwarves. Not elves.

Kang flung open the door to his cabin. The breathlesdy hot morning air hit him agood sock in the
face. The sky was gray with the dawning rays of the sun, though that light had not yet penetrated to the
cabins and huts sheltered beneath the pine trees. Kang blinked, shook his head muzzily, tried to disperse
the dwarf spiritsfouling hisbrain. Reaching out, he collared thefirst draconian who cameinto sight.

"Wheat the hdll'sgoing on?' Kang bellowed. "Isit the Golden Generd ?

The draconian stared, lost in such amazement that he forgot to sdlute. "Golden Generd? Begging your
pardon, sir, but we haven't fought the Golden Genera in twenty-five yeard It'sthem pesky dwarves, Sir.
Onaraiding party. | expect they're after the sheep, Sir."

Kang let hisbreastplate dip down over his chest while he considered this extraordinary news.
Dwarves. Sheep. Raiding party. The part of him that knew what was going on was redly incensed. If he
could only—

"Good morning, sir!" came adamnably cheery voice.

Water, icy water, splashed into Kang'sface.

He gave aroar and emerged, scales clicking with the shock, but now relatively sober and aware of
what was happening.

"Let me help you with that, dr," said the same cheery voice.

Slith, Kang's second-in-command, had hold of the breastplate and was looping the strap around his
commander'sarm, buckling it securely beneath Kang'sleft wing.

"Dwarves again, huh?' Kang said.

Draconians were dashing past, pulling on armor and hoisting weapons and heading to their assgned
defense posts around the walled village. A sheep, separated from the herd and bleating in panicked
terror, trotted past.

"Yes, gr. They're hitting usfrom the north.”

Kang ran for the northern side of the wall—awall in which he took inordinate pride. Made of stone
that had been blasted by magic from the side of Mount Celebund, thewall had been built by Kang's
troops—the former First Dragonarmy Engineering Brigade. The wal surrounded the draconians village,
kept the marauding dwarves out and the sheep in. At least, that's how it was supposed to work.

Somehow or other, the sheep kept disappearing. When that happened, Kang could often smell the
savory scent of roast mutton, born on the night breeze, wafting from the direction of the hill dwarf
settlement on the opposite side of the valley.

Reaching the wall, Kang clambered up the sairs, his clawed feet scrabbling on the stone, and took his
place on the battlements. It was that smudgy time of morning, not dark, not light. Kang spotted the hill
dwarves running across the open ground, heading for the north face of the villagewall, but it was difficult
to count their numbersin the half-light. The lead runners carried ladders and ropes, ready to scalethe
walls. The draconians manned the walls, swords and clubs drawn, waiting to knock some hill dwarf



heads.

"Y ou know my orders!" Kang shouted, drawing his sword. "Flat of the blades only! Make sure any
magic you Bozaks useis harmless, just enough to throw ascare into them.”

Thedraconiansaround Kang dl "Yes, Sirred,” but it seemed to him that their voiceswere ditinctly
lacking in enthusiasm. The dwarves had reached the bottom of thewall and were flinging up their
grappling hooks and

hoigting their ladders. Kang was leaning over the wall, preparing to fend off aladder, when he was
digtracted from the coming battle by the sound of a commotion much farther down thewall to hisright.

Thinking that this frontal assault might have been meant as adistraction and that the first wave was
dready over thewadls, Rang left Sith in command and dashed in the new direction. He found Gloth, one
of histroop commanders, shouting in loud/ angry tones.

A draconian was holding acrossbow, aming it, ready tofireit at the dwarves.

"What in the Dark Queen's name do you think you're doing, soldier?' Gloth wasyelling. "Put that
bow down! Y ou know the commander's orders.”

"l know 'em, but | don't like 'em!™ the draconian snarled sullenly, keeping hold of the crossbow.

Kang could have charged in, thrown his weight around, brought the Situation under control. He
restrained himsdlf, however, waited to see how histroop commander handled the Situation.

"Y ou don't like mem, sir!" Gloth repested.

From the north came shouts and howls and yells. The draconians, armed with sticks, were shoving
the ladders, filled with dwarves, away from the walls. Gloth eyed the mutinous soldier grimly, and Kang
waited tensely for histroop commander to lose control and start bashing heads together. That's what
Gloth would have donein the old days.

But the draconian officer was evidently devel oping subtlety.

"Look, Rorc, you know we can't use crossbows, and you know why we can't use them. Do | haveto
go over thisagain?' Gloth raised his hand, pointed. "Now, take that dwarf right there, for instance. Sure,
hel's an ugly bastard, what with al that hair on hisface and that potbelly and thoselittle sfubby legs. But
maybe, just maybe, Rorc, that mere dwarf isthe very dwarf—maybe the only dwarf—who knowsthe
recipe for dwarf spirits. Y ou shoot him, Rorc, and, yes, you send another god-cursed dwarf back to
Reorx, but what happens the next timeweraid their village? Wefind asign on the distillery saying
'‘Owner deceased. Out of business.” And where doesthat leave us, Rorc?!

Rorc glowered but did not respond.

“I'll tell you wherethat leaves us," Gloth continued solemnly. "Thirgty, that'swhat. So you just put
down that bow and pick up your club like agood draco, and | won't say nothing abouit this breach of
ordersto the commander/'

Rorc hesitated, but finally threw down the crossbow. Picking up his club, heleaned over the wall,
prepared to beat off the assault. Gloth grabbed the crossbow and marched off with it. Kang beat a hasty
retreat to his command post.

It was ashame held have to pretend he hadn't seen any of this. He would have liked to have given
Gloth well-deserved praise for his deft handling of what could have turned into an ugly Situation.

Kang couldn't really blame the soldier. It was frustrating as hell having to put up with these annoying
dwarven raids, when back in the old days the draconians would have just swooped down on the
dwarves, killed them, and leveled therr little village.

But the old days were gone, as Kang was congtantly working to make his draconians understand.

Returning to his position, Kang surveyed thefield of battle. The dwarven ladder bearers had planted
their ladders, the dwarves were climbing up them. The draconians successfully pushed away four of the
ladders over, but several dwarves scrambled over the remaining two ladders, dubs and fists swinging.

The dwarves were atough target for the draconiansto hit. Standing about four and ahalf feet tadl, the
dwarves ducked under the legs of the seven-foot tall draconians,



whose chibs and sword blades generally whistled right over the dwarves heads.

Kang spotted six dwarves, who darted and weaved and jumped, eluding al atempts by the
draconiansto stop them. The dwarves leapt off the wall and disappeared inside the draconian village.

Kang swore.

"Damn! Slith, take the First Squadron and go after them. Weve only got ten head of sheep |eft. |
can't afford to lose any of them. Go!"

"Frgt Troop, follow me!" Sith yelled over thedin.

The draconians had pushed off the remaining two ladders, but the dwarves pnihe outside were
keeping up asteady assault, hurling rocks and mud. The draconian next to Kang dumped to his knees,
then pitched facefirg into the dirt. Kang rolled the draconian over to find him till breathing but with a
large bump rising on hisforehead. A clay brick, cracked in haf, lay next to him. Kang left the
unconscious soldier and descended the battlements. He went to find the Support Troop.

The draconians had maintained their military ranks and organization over the years, though there had
redlly been no need for mem to do so. They had long ago | eft the army. But the discipline of the military
unit worked well in times of emergency, such as mis. Everyone knew what to do and who to follow.

The Support Troop supplied the rest of the brigade (now only two hundred draconians strong),
providing food, clothing, armor, weapons, and tools. During the raids, the Support Troop served asthe
reserve army. Rog, the commander in charge of Support, saluted as Kang approached.

"We're ready when you are, sir!" Rog announced.

"Good! Lef sgo!" Kang responded and set the example by sheathing his sword.

With ayell, theforty draconians, each armed with aclub and ashield, broke into ajog, heading for
the gate.

The draconians manning the gate saw the Support Troop coming, flung wide the wooden doors.

On the other sde of the gate, the dwarves, seeing their chance, made arush on the opened portal.
Kang and his Support Troop charged through the gate. Swinging clubs and fits, they surged headlong
into the attacking dwarves.

The battle was brief. Severd dwarvesfdl, their heads cracked by club or fist. Lightning crackled, a
few Bozakswere usng their magic. Mindful of their commander's order, they made certain that dl it did
was singe afew beards and set one dwarf's pants ablaze. After five of their number had ether fallen or
were smoldering, the hill dwarves withdrew, pulling back their forcesinto the sparse woods surrounding
the village. The occasiond projectile weapon whistled through the air or, in some instances, plopped.

Kang was just turning to assess the situation when he was struck on the snout by arotten egg. The
eggshell broke, the stinking yolk dribbled into his mouth and down hisjaws. His ssomach heaved at the
foul smdll and worse taste. He gagged and retched. He would have dmost preferred an arrow in the gut.

Wiping the putrid missle from hisface, Kang called for hisforcesto retrest. He heard his command,
given in draconian, repested in dwarven, shouted by the commander of the hill dwarves. The dwarves
ran off, leaving their wounded on the field. Their wiveswould be around to collect them in the morning.

The draconians on thewall let out avictory yell. Once again they had pushed back the dwarves.
Kang shook hishead glumly. Six dwarves had madeit through, however. He could only imagine what
mischief they'd managed to do before being cornered. Kang ordered his men inside, and the gates
closed.

Sith waswaiting for him.

"Wdl?' Kang asked. "Did you catch them?'

Slith saluted. "Sir, we clobbered two of them, but at least four got away, and four of the sheep are
missng.

Kang kicked the dirt with a clawed foot, sending up acloud of dust in hisfrugtration. "Damn! And
nobody saw athing? What did the sheep do, sprout wings and fly off with the dwarves on their backs?"

Slith could only shrug. "Sorry, sir. It was dl pretty confused...”



"Yes, yes, | know," Kang sucked in abreath, tried to cam himsdlf. "Hand me arag to clean thisfilth
off, will you? Ded with the wounded, then assembl e the troopsin one hour in the compound. | want to
talk to them before it getstoo hot”

Slith lad aconciliatory claw on Kang's scaled arm. " The boys are having arough time of it now, Sir.
But we're dtill al behind you. Every one of us.”

Kang nodded wordlessly, and Slith went off to carry out his orders. He and his soldiers hauled the
unconscious dwarves outs de the gate and | eft them there. By the next day, they would be gone. They
would either wake up and stumble home, or their families would haul mem off the following day.

Either way, they would be safe in bed by sundown.

"Damn crazy way to run awar, if you ask me," one draconian was overheard to say to another, as
they hauled a potbellied, black-bearded dwarf out the front gate.

Y es, Kang thought to himsdlf. It was adamn crazy way to runawar.

Chapter Two

Kang had hisreasonsfor this damn crazy way to fight awar. Reasons he'd shared with the men under
him time and again. They just needed another reminder.

The draconians descending the wall shuffled into the compound, forming orderly ranks. Soon, dl the
draconiansin Kang's command were standing in four rows. Kang took his place before them. Sith gave
the order, and the draconians snapped to attention.

The morning sun, afiery red eyebal that |ooked the way Kang's eyesfdt thismorning, peered into the
compound. The red light glinted on the scales of the draconians, scales reflecting the type of dragon from
which each was s0 hideoudy descended. Sunlight gleamed in the brassy tinted scales of the Baaz. Slith,
one of the Siveks, glittered slver. Stepping from the shadow of the command hut into the bright
compound, Kang's own scaes glinted with burnished bronze. He was a Bozak, one the few Bozaksin
the troop and, for al he knew, perhaps one of the few Bozaks I eft in the world.

"Lizard men" wasthe term the humans used to derisvely refer to draconians—an insult that never
failed to make Kang's scaes twitch. His troops bore no more resemblance to lizards than humans did to
..well ... monkeys, for example. The draconians were much closer akin to their parents, dragons.

The shortest draconian stands six feet tall, Kang himself was seven feet in height. They walk upright
on powerful haunches, their clawed feet needing no shoes or boots. Their clawed hands are adept at
wielding the weapons of war. All draconians except the Auraks (who don't get along well with their
fellow draconians and therefore tend to be loners) have wings. These wings alow them to glide short
distances or float through the air. The Sivaks can actudly fly. Draconians eyes gleam red, their long
snouts arefilled with sharp fangs.

Draconians areintelligent, much more intelligent than goblins. This created a problem during the war,
for many of the draconians proved to be far more intelligent than the humans who led them. Bozaks, like
Kang, have an inborn talent for magic, smilar to that possessed by their doomed parents. And though the
draconians had been brought into the world with only one objective—to destroy any force that opposed
them—the longer they remained in the world, the greater their need to be part of the world.

Kang took amoment to regard histroops with pride, a pride that, these days, seemed awaysto be
mingled with sorrow. Once there had been six rows of draconian solderslined up beforethelr
commander. Now they were down to four. Every time he gave this speech, there were fewer to hear
him.

He glanced over at Gloth, standing with the Support Troop in the rear. And there was the soldier who
had disobeyed orders and picked up the crossbow.

Kang lifted hisvoice. Y ou fought well today, men! Once again, we forced the enemy to retreat, while
suffering no significant casudties" He made no mention of thelost sheep. "It has come to my attention,
however, mat some of you are dissatisfied with the way I've been running things around here. We're not



inmearmy anymore. But we dl agreed that our only hope for surviva wasto maintain our discipline.
Y ou chose meto be your commander, aresponsibility | take serioudy. Under my leadership, we've held
on here for twenty-five years. Life hasn't been easy, but then life for us has never been easy.

"Y et, we managed to build this" Kang gestured to the negt rows of cabins made of pinelogs that
stood inside the compound. "Thisvillage of oursisthefirst settlement ever constructed by our people.”

Thefirst/said avoiceindgde Kang. And thelast. , "I want to remind you," he continued, hisvoice
quiet, "of the reesonswhy we |eft the army. Why we came here.”

The troops stood still, not ascale clicked, no link of armor jingled.

"We, the First Dragonarmy Engineers, have a proud history of servicein the War of the Lance. We
were commended for our meritorious actions by Lord Ariakus himsdlf. We remained loya to our Dark
Queen, even during that terrible timein Neraka, when our leaders forgot their noble mission and instead
turned on each other.”

Kang paused amoment to relive history. "Think back on that time, men, and learn from it. Our armies
had succeeded, by a stroke of luck, in capturing the so-called Golden Generd, the ef female who was
leading the troops of the so-caled Forces of Good. And what did our commanders do with her? Instead
of just ditting her throat, as would have been the most sensible course of action, they put her on display
for the Dark Queen's pleasure. As even akender could have foreseen, agroup of her motley friends, led
by abastard half-elf, turned up to rescue her. In the fight for the Crown of Power, Lord Ariakus
managed to get himsalf skewered. Some bloke with agreen jewe in his chest impaed himsdaf on arock
and the Temple collapsed, bringing Her Dark Mg esty's ambitions down withiit.

"You dl remember that time," Kang said, hisvoke hardening. "We were ordered by our human
commandersto fight to the death, white tiiey escaped! Many of our kind died that day. We chose not to
obey. Some of us had foreseen thisterrible end. Asfar as we were concerned, these human commanders
had forfeited, by their stupidity and greed, their right to lead us. We marched off, leaving the war to those
who had bungled it. Y ou el ected me leader and, under my leadership, we headed south, looking for a
placeto hide, aplaceto live.

"Evil turnsin upon itsef, or so the god-cursed Knights of Solamniasay. But that isnot true of the First
Engineers." Kang spoke with growing pride. "We fought as a cohesive unit for years. We were
disciplined soldiers, accustomed to obeying orders. And we had anew ambition, one that wasbornin
the smoke and flame of baitle. Wewere sick of killing, sck ©f daughter, sick of wanton destruction. We
felt the urgeto build, to settle, to leave something of ourselves behind on thisworld. Something lasting
and permanent.

"Y ou recall that time. How we were pursued by the knights. We headed for the Kharolis
mountains—long a haven for exiles and outcasts. We reached it, findly, and found ourselvesin the lands
controlled by the dwarven kingdom of Thorbardin. The Knights of Solamniaweren't about to get
themselves killed for what was now a dwarven cause. They left usfor the dwarvesto handle, and went
back to celebrating their glorious victory.

"It might have gone badly for us, but our numbers were relaively few. We posed no threat to the
heavily fortified underground kingdom of Thorbardin, and so the Thorbardin dwarves saw no reason to
risk their lives chasing us down.

"We made camp in misvaley, nestled in the foothills between Mount Celebund and Mount Dashinak.
Our first objective—we built thewal. Our camp turned into afortification. Thefortification becamea
village™

Kang sighed deeply. "We have just one problem. We draconians are not farmers. Homing we plant
ever grows. No seed we sow ever bearsfruit.”

He did not speak therest, they al knew it. The futile attempts to make anything grow in the barren
ground was a cruel metaphor of their own lives. They were born of magic. No female draconians existed.
Their race would be thefirst and the last to fed Krynn's sun warm their scales.

"Wewould have perished of starvation long ago,” Kang admitted, "if it weren' for the hill dwarves."



The hill dwarves village was |ocated on the opposite face of the valey, on the side of Mount
Celebund. During the winter, when game was scarce and the draconians were facing starvation, they did
what was necessary for survival. They raided their neighbor'slarder.

"Y ou remember thosefirst raids," Kang said grimly. "Bloody affairsfor both sdes. The dwarves
suffered the most. With our experience and sheer size, we overpowered even the best dwarven warriors.
Still, we were the ones a the disadvantage. When one of our warriorsfals, hefalsfor good. There will
be no replacements—ever."

Before the War of the Lance, the evil clerics of Takhisis had devel oped the arcane art of perverting
good dragon eggs, changing the unborn baby dragon into ahost of monstrous beings. Using various
magicks and sorceries, the evil cleric Wyrllish, the black-robed mage Dracart, and die ancient red dragon
Harkid the Bender, produced the warrior race which the armies of Takhisis sorely needed—the
draconians.

The dragon-spawned draconians proved to be so powerful in their strength, intelligence and cunning,
that their creators feared them. Lord Ariakus decided that the commanders could control the draconians
only if they could control their numbers. He and the other Dragon Highlords forbade the making of
femaes. The draconians could never breed. The Highlords dite shock troops had finite numbers.
Presumably, when tile battle was over and the Dark Queen victorious, she would no longer need the
draconians. And by that time, most of them would be dead.

"1 watched our people die off in battle with the dwarves,” Kang said, "and | knew that, over time, we
would be a people no longer. We would cease to exist. Of course, we could have wiped out the hill
dwarves, but then what? \Who would tend the fields of whest? Who would raise the sheep? Wo
would'—Kang ran histongue over fangs—"ditill that concoction of the gods known as dwarf spirits?
Wed starve to death! What's worse, we'd die of thirst!

"The other troop commanders and Fcame up with a possible solution. On our nod raid, | ordered all
wegpons left behind. Y ou know what happened. We grabbed the same number of loaves of bread,
snatched up the same amount of chickens, and—most important—we made off with the same quantity of
dwarf spiritsasthe 'first raid, but our losses were considerably less.

"We fought our way in and out using fists and tails and alittle magic. No one died on either side.
There were bruises al around and broken bones, but they hedled. And, | am pleased to note, when the
hill dwarvesraded usamonth later, they carried no weapons. Thus atradition was born. It has become
ah unspoken covenant between the two settlements.

"I know it'sfrugtrating,” Kang admitted. "1 know that you'd like nothing better thaft to rip off a
dwarf's head and stuff it down histhroat. | fedl the same way. But we can't give mem the satisfaction.

"Understood? Then, dismissed.”

"Three cheersfor the commander!” Sith yelled.

The troops cheered, heartily enough. They respected and admired their leader. Kang had worked
hard to gain their respect, but now he was wondering if he'd truly earned it. Oh, sure, it had been agood
gpeech, but when all was said and done, what victory had the draconiansreally won? Living behind a
wall, fighting congtantly to survive, and for what?

All they lived for wasto get drunk every night and tell the same blasted war stories over and over and
over.

Why do we even bother? Kang wondered morosely.

Hetraipsed back doneto his cabin to indulge himsef in his hang-over.

An hour later, Slith knocked on Kang's door.

Kang's quarters were built into the main administration building in the center of thevillage. Sith's
guarters were on the other side of the same building. The armory and tool shed were located in back.

Kang's quarters conssted of alarge meeting room, with asmall bedroom off to the sde. It was not
luxurious, but it was comfortable. An oil lamp—of dwarven make—rested on abare table. Kang sat in
hischair, facing the door. A mug of dwarven aewasready for Sith. Kang had poured one for himself.



"That was a good speech today, gr," Slith said on entering.

Kang nodded. He wasn't in the mood for talk. Fortunately, he knew Slith would be.

"You'reright, you know, Sir. Our lives are pretty good at that The dwarvesraid us, take afew sheep
and what wegpons they can lay their hands on, and men we go and do the same to them, swiping spirits
and ae, tools and bread. Every timethey raid us, we pound ‘em, push ‘em back, and | comein here for
ae. Bdieveit or nat, gr, | find some comfort in that. I know what to expect out of life."

Kang gave aglum shrug. "Y ou'reright, | suppose. Still, I keegp thinking there should be moreto it than
this"

"Y ou're adragon-spawned soldier,” Slith said, nodding wisely. "Y ou yearn for the battlefield. You
yearn to command troopsin alife-or-death struggle, astruggle for glory.”

Kang took asip of hisae, pondered this. "No, | don't think so. | don't fed like I'm accomplishing
anything. None of us knows how long we're going to live, but it won't be forever. What will remain after
we're gone? Nothing. We're the last of our race.”

Slith laughed. " Sir, you can be the most depressing bastard 1've ever met! What does it matter what
happens after we die? We won't be around to know the difference!”

"I'll drink to thatf" Kaftg said moodily, and took along pull on hisde.

Slith waited afew momentsto seeif his commander was going to cheer up, but Kang remained
stubbornly immersed in gloom. He stared into his de, and watched the flies buzz around the rag on which
he'd wiped the rotten egg.

"Seeyoafor dinner, ar," Sith said, and left his com-mander to his black mood.

Kang put away hisarmor and harness. By force of habit, he cleaned his aready clean sword before
re-sheathing it and hung the belt on ahook near the door.

He went to bed, to rest through the hest of the day, the heat that was so very unusual for midsummer
in the mountains. He did not deep, but lay, eyes open, staring at the celling.

Slith had apoint.

"What does it matter after we die?' Kang asked the buzzing flies. "What indeed?"

Chapter Three

Thefour dwarvesran dong ahunting trail that zigzagged through the tinder-dry meadow grass.
Though it was early morning ill, the sun beat on their iron helmslike Reorx's hammer. Three were
wearing leather armor and heavy boots and sweeting profusdly. The fourth was clad in abelted tunic,
breeches and soft cloth dippers, known disparagingly among the dwarves as "kender shoes,” because,
supposedly, they permitted the wearer to move as stedthily as akender. Thisfourth dwarf wasrdatively
cool and quite comfortable.

The dwarves had done well for themselves on theraid that morning. One held asmall lamb over his
neck, grasping it by itslegs. Two carried alarge crate between them. The fourth dwarf carried nothing,
which aso accounted for the fact that he was enjoying the walk.

One of the dwarves hefting the heavy, réttling crate noticed thissingularity. Huffing and puffing from
the heat and his exertion, the dwarf complained.

"Hey, Selquist, what arewe? Y our pack horses? Come here and give usahand.”

"Now, Auger," replied the dwarf, fixing his companion with astern eye, "you know that | have abad
back."

"I know you can crawl through windows without any trouble,” Auger grumbled. "And you can move
pretty fast when you have to, like when that draconian came at us with the club. | never see you hobbling
around or crippled up.”

"That's because | take care of mysdlf,” said Selquist.

"He doesthat, dl right," grumbled another of the dwarvesto his companion.



Any wdl-traveled person on Ansalon could have told at a glance that these were hill dwarves, as
opposed to their cousins the mountain dwarves. At least, the traveled person could have said that about
three of the dwarves. They had nondescript brown hair, light brown skin and the ruddy cheeks that come
of being raised from childhood up on the hedlthful properties of nut-ae.

The fourth dwarf, whose name was Selquist (his mother, somethingof aromantic, had named him
after an elven hero in apopular bard'stae; no oneis quite certain why), might have given the traveler
pause. He appeared to fit into no specific category. His domes were smilar to those of hisfelows, a
shade lesstidy, perhaps.

Hewore aring, rather battered, of ametal that he clamed was slver. This dwarf—youngish,
considered lean among his stout fellows—also said the ring was magic. No one had ever witnessed any
evidence of this, dthough al would admit that Selquist was quite good at performing at least onetrick:
making other peopl€e's personal possessions disappear.

"Begdes, Mortar, my friend," Selquist added, "I, too, am carrying something—amost vauable
treasure. If my hands aren't free, how will | defend it in case were attacked?”’

"Oh, yeah?' Mortar demanded. "What?"

Sdlquist exhibited with pride an amulet he wore around his neck.

"Big ded," said Pestle, Mortar's brother. "A penny on achain. Probably worth |ess than a penny. Bet
itsfool'sgold, like those gully dwarvestried to palm off on usin PaxTharkas."

"Itisnot!" Sdquist returned indignantly.

Just to make certain, when the others weren't looking, he dowed his running long enough to teke a
good look at it.

The amulet was made of meta, but it wasn't acoin, at least not like any coin Selquist had seen, and
he'd seen quite afew in hislifetime. It was shaped like a pentagram. Each point of the pentagram had a
dragon's head inside it. The five-headed dragon identified it asardlic of the Dark Queen, making it worth
quite abit to those who traded in souvenirs from the War of the Lance. He had found the amulet while
rummaging around in adraconian's footlocker.

"Infact," he said to himsdlf, it would be worth awhole lot moreif it turned out to be magic!"

At that, arather unpleasant thought occurred to Selquist. Hastily, he snatched off the amulet and
thrugt it in the money pouch hanging from his belt.

"The last thing | need isto be cursed by the Dark Queen for appropriating her jewelry,” he muttered.
Increasing his speed, he hurried after his companions. "I'll pass that aong as an extra benefit to the
buyer."

Thefour crossed over alow ridge and were at last able to dow their pace. It was unlikely the
draconians would have chased them in this heet, but the dwarves were not taking chances. They could
now see the smoke of the village cooking fires. They could hear the cheers of the people, welcoming the
warriors home.

The main body of raiders had aready returned, battered and bruised, but in good spirits. The entire

population of the village of Celebundin was gathered a the meeting hall to greet the returning heroes.

These four, who lagged behind, were missing the celebration, but that didn't bother them. They
wouldn't have been included anyway. In fact, there were those in the village who would have celebrated
if these four hadn't come back.

Sdlquist and his party deliberately avoided the crowd, heading for Selquist's house, which was
located on the outskirts of the village. Selquist unlocked the three locks on the door—he was of a
suspicious nature—and entered. His three assistants clomped in behind him and dumped the crate on the
floor. He shut the door, struck amatch to light an oil lamp.

Auger set down thelamb and stood gazing at it hungrily. Blesting plaintively, the lamb piddled on the
floor.

"Oh, thanks, Auger! Thanksloads!" Selquist glared around. " Just what we need to improve the decor
around here, the pungent smell of lamb piss. Why in the name of Reorx did you bring that beast inside the



house? Take it out and put it in the pen, then get something to clean that up. Y ou two, open me crate,
and let's see what we have."

"Sted coins" said Pestle hopefully.

"Jewels," said hisbrother Mortar, working on the lock.

Thelock gave with asnap.

"Shovels," said Selquist, peering down. "Also picks and a saw. Come now," he added, when he saw
the brothers scowl in disgppointment. "Y ou didn't redlly expect weld find aking'sransom stashed ina
draconian shed? Those scaly louts wouldn't be hanging around this god-forsaken valey if they had
money. Heck no. They'd be whooping it up in Sanction.”

"What arethey doing here, if comesto mat?' Pestle demanded. He was in a bad mood.

"I know," said Mortar, looking very solemn. "They've come hereto die.”

"Balderdash!" Salquist glanced around to make certain they were alone. He lowered hisvoice. "I'll tell
you why they're here. They're on amission from the Dark Queen.”

"Truly?" Pestle asked, awed.

"Of course." Sdlquist straightened, scratching reflectively at his scraggly beard, which had once been
likened by his own mother to agrowth of fungus on arock. "What other possible reason could mere be?'

"Mine" said Mortar stubbornly.

But the other two laughed a him derisively and began hauling tools out of the crate. The toolswere
not of draconian make or design, which meant that they had been originally stolen from the dwarven
village: Sdquist and hisfriends had smply stolen them back, a proceeding that was not unusud. After
twenty-some years of raiding, most objects belonging to the dwarves and the draconians had changed
hands more often man gifts at akender wedding.

"Not bad," Pestle said to hisbrother. "We can sdl these for ten stedl. They're Thorbardin-made and
good quality."

Very little was manufactured in Celebundin. The town had aforge and acompetent smith, but he
made tools for building, not digging or fighting. Most of the dwarves wespons were either purchased,
bartered, or stolen from their richer, safer, and bitterly resented cousins, the dwarves of the mighty
underground fastness of Thor-bardin.

"We can either sdll them to the Thane or we can sell mem to travelers on the road norm. What do you
think?' Selquist asked.

Mortar gave the matter serious consideration. "Who is going to buy shovels and picks and asaw
while they're on the way to Solace? A roving band of goblin road workers? No, it'll haveto bethe
Thane"

Mortar lways had agood sense for the market.

Selquist agreed. Pestle raised an objection.

" Someone's bound to recognize these and claim them. Then the thane will make us give them back.”

At the sound of the dreadful word "give" the dwarves shuddered. The brotherslooked to Selquist,
who was the acknowledged brains of the group.

"I'vegot it!" he said, after amoment's thoughtful pause. "Well take that little pissy lamb and makea
present of it to the High Thane's daughter. Well ook like heroes! After that, if there's any dispute, the
High Thanewill be bound to sdewith us."

Pestle and Mortar considered this option and pronounced it feasible. Auger, who had just come back
insgde, glared a them, narrow-eyed.

"What'd you say you were going to with the lamb?”’

Sdquist told him the plan, adding modestly. "It was my idea."

Auger muttered something benegath his breeth.

"What did you say?' Selquist asked. "It sounded like 'lamb chops.™

"It was lamb chops! Y ou're giving our supper away to the High Thanéslittle brat!"



"Y ou should think less of your somach,” Selquist said in mord tones. "And more of the Cause. We
need dl the money we can raisefor our little expedition.”

Selquist quenched the light and walked magjestically out the door, accompanied by Pestle and Mortar.
Auger trailed behind, carrying the lamb.

Auger knew al about the Cause.

The only Cause Selquist ever promoted was Selquist.

Chapter Four

The Hdll of the Thanes was|ocated in the center of Celebundin and sounded alot grander than it was
redly was. The main roads of the town ran from the meeting hall to the edge of town like the spokeson a
whed. Ring roads connected the spoke roads, and the dwarves dwellings were built in between. The
town had no wall, but every building was made of stone, each congiructed like asmall fort.

The hill dwarves of Celebundin didn't like being cooped up ingde awall. Walls reminded them of
their Thorbardin cousins. Reminded the hill dwarves of the terrible days after the Cataclysm, when the
mountain dwarves had shut the gates of the walls of Thorbardin in the faces of their beloved cousins,
leaving the hill dwarves out in the wildernessto starve.

Today, the HaU of the Thanes—in reality, a blockhouse about the size of four dwarf houses put
together—was

filled with dwarves, slanding room only. Sdquigt, hisfriends, and the lamb squeezed their way through
the entrance in the back and pushed and shoved their way forward.

"Excuse me, pardon me, mind my foot!" Selquist prodded and poked the dwarves blocking his path.
When they saw who it was, hisfellow dwarves made sour grimaces, asif they'd mistakenly taken abig
gulp of green beer.

"Who isit? What's going on?' the High Thaneinquired mildly. Hewas akindly dwarf, abaker by
trade, who took a hopeful view of the future and, in consequence, dways|ooked vaguely disappointed.

"It's Selquist, the Expediter!" someone said, sneering.

The High Thane's face took on a pained expression. He had once been hopeful about Selquist, but
that hope had been dashed about a hundred years previous.

"Sdquig,” he said, "whatever it isyou're,sdling, we're not interested. We did quite well for ourselves
tonight.”

The High Thane indicated the pile before him: six bags of flour, asack of bread, an ox-plow, and
fourteen empty dwarf spirit kegs. To the Sde, near the exit, two full-grown sheep stood, eyeing the
crowd with trepidation

"Congratulations,”" Salquist said. Turning around, he snagged Pestle, who had become mired in the
crowd, and extricated him. "Since | see so much wedth here, | guessyou won't be interested in thelittle
gift | wasbringing. | had heard,” Selquist added in aflight of ingpiration, "that it was your dear daughter
Sugarpies Day of Life-gift."”

The other dwarves standing around looked stricken, dl of them thinking in panic that they'd missed
the High Thane's daughter's Life-gift Day and wondering how they could make up for the oversight.

Selquist presented Pestle, who presented the lamb.

The High Thane blinked. Behind him, achubby youngster, who had Tjeen raised on her father's
baked goods and who resembled nothing so much as a puff pastry, made animate, lurched forward,
hands outstretched.

"Baa-baa. Mewant!"

"But, Precious,” admonished the High Thane, eyeing Salquist with acertain amount of suspicion borne
of long acquaintance, "it isn't your Life-gift Day. Y our Day was two months ago."

The dwarves standing around Selquist started to breathe freely again.



Sugarpie glowered and ssomped her smdll foot. "It ismy Day. Me want baa-baal

Her face crumpled. Two tears—sgueezed out with much effort—trickled down the fat cheeks. She
flung hersalf on the floor, and those dwarves standing in the neighborhood stepped backed up apace or
two. Sugar-pie's temper tantrums were known and respected for miles.

"Don't disappoint the dear child,” Selquist said Idndly. Bending down, he gave her apat on the head
and whispered encouragement. "More tears, kid. Moretears.”

Standing beside the High Thane, hiswife—aformidable

woman with impressive s de-whiskers—shook those

side-whiskers reproachfully at her husband. He quailed

benesth mem.

, "Thank you, Selquist. Well... uh ... takethelamb.”

The High Thane accepted the animal, transferring it to his daughter, who flung her arms around the
cresturein ahug that nearly choked it.

Pestle, watching, licked' hislips and thought regretfully of mint Jdly.

Task completed, Selquist bowed to the High Thane, then made hisway back through the crowd,
aming for the huge keg of nut-ae, which occupied a prominent

placein one corner of the Hall. Before he reached it, however, ahand caught hold of the collar of his
tunic, giving it an expert twist. Selquist was suddenly nose to nose with the grizzled, gray-haired, fierce
war chief of the settlement.

"Contrary to your opinion, Master Selquist"—the war chief was red with fury—"we do not run the
raids on the draconian camp for the benefit of you and your thieving scamps! 1t's uswho take the risks,
and, by Reorx, I'm getting sick and tired of seeing your skinny buitt disappear through acrack in thewall
when my brave lads are getting their brains knocked out!"

"No greset lossthere," Selquist muttered.

"What wasthethat?' Thewar chief dragged Selquist closer.

"I sad, 'you'rethe boss, Moorbrain.™ Selquist squirmed, trying to free himsdif.

"It'sMoorthane!" the war chief thundered. "My nameis Moorthane!” He gave Selquist ashake.
"Whatever you took, you bring to the High Thane to be distributed to those dwarves who are most
"Fine, Moorbrain," said Selquist politely. Y ou go to that dear, sweet little child and tell her that you're
taking her weelamby away."

The war chief paled. Draconians with six-foot, saw-toothed, poisoned-edged swords were nothing
compared to Sugarpie.

"Just heed my warning, you Daergar whelp,” Moorthane growled, emphasizing hiswords with an
extratwist on the collar, which left Selquist momentarily speechless. "I don't ever want to seeyou ona
raid again. If | do, I'll bring amotion to have you Cast Out!"

Thethreat was aterrible one. A dwarf whois"Cast Out" isforever banished from hishome and his
clan. He becomes an exile, awanderer over the face of theland. A Cast Out may be taken in by another
clanin some other part of Ansdon, but he will have no voting rights

within the dan, will be viewed as essentialy living onits charity.

Moorthane dropped Selquist to the floor. Rounding on his hobnailed hed, the war chief stalked off.

Sdlquist smiled at those dwarves standing nearby, who had been watching with stern approval. He
graightened and smoothed his maltrested tunic. "Nice westher we're having,” he said. "A bit hot, and |
suppose we could use some rain, but otherwise great for outdoor activities.”

The other dwarves, glowering, turned their backs. He heard the word "Daergar” repeated among
them, but that was an old story, one in which held lost interest along time ago. Thisthreat to have him
Cast Out. That was new. Admittedly Moorbrain was mostly blubber and bluster. A motion to have
Sdlquist Cast Out of his clan would require aunanimous vote of all the dwarven heads of household—an



unlikely occurence, though few of them numbered Selquist asafriend or even someone to whom they
might stop to give adrink of water if he were dying of thirst in the desert

Sdlquist looked in vain for his companions. Upon the arriva of thewar chief, the three had blended in
with the crowd, leaving their leader to hisfate.

Selquist poured himself alarge mug of nut-ale from the huge keg in the back and settled down to put
Moor-brain out of his mind and enjoy himself. The meeting droned on for another hour, asthe dwarves
discussed how the booty should be divided and how they were going to defend the village from the
inevitable return raid of the draconians.

Certain that the war chief was fully occupied with matters of state, Sekjuist's three companions
emerged from the thickest part of the crowd and cameto join him.

"Did | hear Moorthane right?' Mortar demanded, aghast. "Did he threaten to have you Cast Out?

"Bah!" Sdquist brushed it asde. "He can try, but hell never get the votes. My mother will stick up for
me, for one."

Thecither three eyed him glumly.

"Oh, sure shewould!" Selquist protested.

" Speaking of your mother, he called you a Daergar,” said Auger in low voice. "Doesn't that bother
you?"

"No," Sdlquigt said lightly. "Why should it? It'strue. Half-true, & any rate. I'm haf-Daergar. And I'm
proud of my heritage. Ask anyone. They'll tell you that the Daergar are the most feared of dl the
dwarves, noted across Ansaon for being powerful warriors."

The Daergar—kJr dark dwarves—were aso noted for being murderers and thieves, but Selquisf s
companionswisaly refrained from pointing this out.

No one knew much about Selquist's father, including his mother. Having imbibed alarge quantity of
dwarf-spirits during a Forge-day celebration, she had danced off drunkenly into the woods by hersdlf.
She had returned severd days later with the incoherent tale of having partied with wood sprites. A search
of the vicin-jty by her father turned up bootprints that were larger and heavier than those generdly |eft by
wood sprites, plus aknife and aquiver of arrows of Daergar make and design. When, several months
later, the dwarf maid gave birth to achild, it was noted that he was aso of Daergar make and design.
Since the baby was half-Niedar, the clan accepted him, but they made it clear that they didn't haveto like
it.

They'd gone on making that clear for the next hundred years of Selquist'slife. And now Moorthane
was threatening to have him Cast Out. Oh, well. Selquist hadn't planned on hanging around this
backwater settlement much longer anyway.

Under cover of the hubbub in the Hall, the four dwarves stood close together, while Selquist issued
orders.

"Mortar, the High Thanelikes you, plus you're hisfourth cousin twice removed on his grand-uncle's
sde. Y ou go to the High Thane's bakery tomorrow and sell him the tools.”

Mortar nodded. He was the only one of the four whom the High Thane even remotely trusted.

"Don't take any trades," Selquist cautioned. "We want sted, not day-old bread. And we don't—"

They wereinterrupted by the breakup of the meeting. The warriors headed for the keg of nut-ae,
filling their mugs and then lacing them with dwarf-spirits. The warriors would spend the rest of the day
bragging about their exploits during the raid. Four of the women marched off, going to collect their
husbands, who had been left behind at the draconian settlement. Two well-armed warriors went with the
women to ensure their safety, more from the occasiona savage animd in the area man from the
draconians.

Sl quist turned to find the High Thane standing behind him. "So, Sdlquit,” said the High Thane,
stroking his beard, which was perpetudly streaked with flour, "what prompted you to such adisplay of
generosity tonight? 1 trugt,” he added hopefully, but without much confidence, "that this meansyou are
planning to forge anew hammer, asthe saying goes."



Sdquigt smiled. "1 am merdy fulfilling my mord obligation to the community. High Thane, aswould
any other productive member of thisclan.”

"l wish | could believe that, Selquist.” The High Thane gave apioussigh. "Y ou're haf-Nedar, after
alL But | can't forget that your other haf isDaergar.”

Sdlquigt's smile broadened. " Something I'm never alowed to forget mysdlf,”" he said pleasantly.
"Permit me this gesture tonight, O High Thane, and perhaps return the favor sometime. | do hope your
daughter enjoysthe lamb.”

"I know | would have," Auger muttered. "Roasted.”

Selquigt trod on hisfriend'sfoot to slence him.

"Gould | offer you amug of nut-ale, Respected High Thane?"

Selquist drank amug of dewith the Thane, just to be companionable, but as soon,as politely
possible, he ditched the old fart and, rounding up hisfriendswith aglance, left the Hall.

The Ceebundin dwarves beonged to the Neidar Clan of dwarves. After the Dwarfgate War—a war
brought on by therefusal of the Hilar dwarvesto assst their kinsmen following the Cataclysm—the
Niedar dwarves were forever barred from the hallowed halls of Thor-bardin. The Neidar seat on the
Council of Thaneswithin Thorbardin now stands empty.

All that was ancient history. Various parties, attempting to foster peace among the inhabitants of
Ansadon, have suggested that the mountain dwarves, if properly approached, would gracioudy alow ther
kinsmen to return to the mountain. The hill dwarves have aways replied that they would rather be
strapped to agnomish device without benefit of earplugs man come crawling back to the ancestral home.
Neider pride had never recovered from the insult and most fikely never would.

Asfor the Daergar, they had split off from the main clansin Thorbardin following an unsuccessful
attempt to saize control from the Hilar. Delving even deeper into the labyrinthine caves of Thorbardin, the
souls of the Daergar grew dark astheir surroundings. The Daergar ruler is dways the most powerful of
thewarriors of the clan and keegps hisrule by staying dive. Daergar are excdllent thieves and are known
throughout dwarfdom as the most dexterous and dishonest of al dwarves, traits that Selquist hed
inherited.

From an early age, he had shown ataent for what the kender term "borrowing.” Unlike akender,
Sdlquist knew full well how he came by his acquisitions and what to do with them once acquired.

Selquist and Auger bid good-night to the brothers Pestle and Mortar and walked back to their own
house. The two lived together as young bache ors, not yet having settled on wives. Auger fell inlove
about once aweek, but when theword "marriage” was mentioned, he broke out in hives. Selquist had no
timefor dalying with the opposite sex. He had plansto make, profit to generate. This night, hewas
working on one of hisbest.

Arriving a home, he unlocked the threelocks, entered, lit the lamp, and settled down to work. This
meant that he lounged in the best chair, while Auger sat at the desk and wrote down Selquist's orders.

"WEII need food to last us until we reach the Daergar clan homes. After that, we can scrounge,”
Sdquigt dictated.

Auger copied thisin asmal bound book. Auger's mother, one of the Thane's scribes, had taught her
son to read and write, skills Selquist found to be highly useful. Selquist could reed, if he had to, but why
bother when there was someone else to do it for you? He had never learned to write. He had better
thingsto do with his hands, such as picking locks or pockets.

"We |eave aweek from tomorrow night,” Selquist continued. Heliked to have his plansin writing.
Not that he ever forgot what he was doing, but it was pleasant to St by the fire on winter evenings and
hear Auger read the tde of their adventures together. "It will be quiet—theres no raid planned—and
there will betwo full moons, making it easy to travel. We can cross Mount Celebund and be hafway to
the South Gate by morning, The next day, well complete the journey and enter Thor-bardin.”

Auger copied this down.

Selquist yawned, stretched, and stood up. "Time for bed, Auger. WEIl continue tomorrow.”



"Uh, Sdquigt." Reading back over his notes, Auger discovered a seriousflaw in the plan. "How are
we going to get into Thorbardin?1 thought that the Hilar wouldn't let us Neldar insde.”

Selquist patted hisfriend on the back. "Y ou leave that to me. | haveaway in."

"Selquist,” said Auger, after amoment's hesitation, "aren't you worried about being Cast Out? | can't
think of anything moreterrible.”

Sdquigt's heart did give alittle flutter and an uncomfortable thump at the thought. He could not let his
friend see him afraid, however.

"Onthe contrary,” Selquist said lightly. "I'd welcomeit. Y ou don't mink | plan to spend the rest of my
lifein thisdeepy old village, do you? Why, they'd be doing me afavor. I'd go off and become ahero like
that other dwarf who was Cast Out of his clan. What was his name?..."

"Hint Fireforge," said Auger, impressed. "Y ou'd help save the world like Hint Fireforge did during the
War of the Lance?'

"I might not save theworld," Selquist conceded. "But at least | could rescue afew vauables. Now get
some deep. Wedid alot of work today."

Auger did as hewastold. But he paused on the way to his bedroom, sniffed the air. "1 smell roast
lamb," hesaid widfully.

"Get over it," Sdquist advised.

On hisway to bed, he put his hand into his pocket and felt the medallion, which hel thrust in there,
then forgotten. He pulled it out, regarded it with a certain amount of unease.

No one had ever threatened to have him Cast Out before now. Perhaps the Dark Queen ...

"Oh, don't beslly! Sdquist admonished himself and thrust the medallion back into his pocket.

It had to beworth at least five sted, easy.

Chapter Five

Eight days after the dwarven raid on the draconian village, Kang entered the command post's
conference room. The six officers of his brigade were ingde, ready and waiting.

These included the First, Second, and Support Squadron commanders, aswell as- his chief engineer,
chief supply officer, and Slith, his second. They sat around a central table—alarge table, made of wood,
finely crafted and polished—a prize stolen early on from the dwarves. It had taken quite a bit of skill and
muscleto haul the table through the valey, but the draconians had accomplished it. They had been young
back then.

Now, just looking at the massive table made Kang's back ache.

"Good morning, gentlemen. Thank you for coming. Asyou know, were on theverge of acriss
Stuation. Our supply of dwarf spiritsisrunning low. By the quartermaster's cal culation, we have only
enough for tomorrow'sration. It'stime we paid the dwarves avist. I've been talking with the chief
engineer, and tonight appearsto be an idedl night for our raid on Celebundin. I'll et the chief engineer
elaborate.”

Fulkth, the chief engineer, spoke up. "Sir, we're expecting two full moonstonight. That will makeit
eader for usto navigate. We haven't had an opportunity like thisfor the past three years."

"That was the time we stole their ox-cart and loaded it with so much de and dwarf spiritsthat we
amogt didn't makeit back home," Slith recalled. "We cleaned 'em right out! Remember the party
afterward? Dark Queen dive, but that was something specid!”

The other draconians began to jabber. Kang rapped his knuckles on the table, reminded them of their
duty. They fdl sllent, gave him ther full attention.

"We havework to do," hetold them sternly. "If we reminisce dl day, well be here until nightfall and
misstherad. Does anyone have any problemswith going tonight?"

No onedid. All of them were grinning eagerly at the prospect.



"Very well, then. Well get down to the specifics. The First Squadron has gone on the last two
rads—"

"Damned right, sir! Werethe best at it!" Gtoth said, poking the leader of Second Squadron, who
looked glum, intheribs.

"Yes, as| was saying"—Kang glowered a them, bringing them once again to order—"I think that the
Second Squadron should take the lead in thisraid. First Squadron will be held in reserve, ready to
respond if something goeswrong.”

Now it was Cloth'sturn to look dejected. He scraped his claws across the wood, bringing a sharp
reprimand fromSHm.

"L ook at the marks you've made! Keep doing that and we won't have any table left!"”

"Sorry, dr,” Gloth muttered.

Kang continued. "This time well take our own wagon. Well stash it behind the stand of treesto the
south of Celebundin. Y ethik, can you have your supply boys ready to move before sundown?”

Y ethik nodded. He was the chief supply officer, and hisjob wasto quartermaster air of the goods
and keep the food stored. He was in charge of the wagons and the oxen needed to pull them.

"Right, then,” Kang said. "Beready in eight hours. Second Squadron will move out one hour after
sundown, and the Firgt will move out haf an hour after them. Support Squadron will man the battlements
for theduration. Thatisdl.”

The officers stood, sauted, and marched out of the room, hastening to their other duties besides
rading.

First Squadron provided the maintenance of the village, from the upkeep of buildingsto the sveeping
of the dirt streets. Second Squadron was responsible for the meat—all livestock, including chickens and
sheep. The df aconians creators had certainly never intended them for shepherds, but Kang's troop had
proved fairly good at it. Support Squadron was responsible for farming; a disheartening task, one no one
liked. But grain was necessary to keep the livestock fed, and bread was needed to supplement their
meager diet of meat. All agreed, though, that it was alot easier to stedl food man to grow it.

The rest of the draconians were organized into a Headquarters Troop. Theseincluded Kang and
Slith, al of the speciadists such as Fulkth, Y ethik and his supply soldiers, and a section of Baaz who were
trained as cartographers.

Kang marched down the hallway back to his own quarters. He wasin agood mood today. He
aways enjoyed thistime, just before araid. It took him back to the old days—back when being asoldier
meant something, back when he could feel proud to command combat troops.

Certainly he was proud of the accomplishments he and his draconians had achieved in their village,
but it wasn't the same. Being able to feed his draconians another day didn't offer the same thrill as
charging headlong into a pack of eves, dicing their pointy-eared heads from their skinny little shoulders.
If it weren't for the dwarves, the draconians would have had no excitement at al.

Infact, Kang was forced to grudgingly admit, if it weren't for the dwarves, the draconians could not
have survived thislong. Not only did the dwarves provide much-needed food, they served as an outlet
for the draconians inborn aggression. The potent drink known as dwarf spirits, which was said to be
made from some sort of fermented fungus, brightened—-at |east temporarily— the bleakness and
emptiness of the draconians daily lives. If it weren't for the dwarves, the draconians would havetorn
each other apart years ago.

Kang wasfeding amost brotherly toward his be-whiskered adversaries.

Opening the footlocker at the end of his bed, he took out his battle harness, checked dl of the
buckles and straps. Next, he drew his sword from its sheath and examined the blade. No rust was ever
allowed to taint the blade, but afew dents had pocked its cutting edge years ago.

Each<kmt represented an enemy's head. Kang smiled, remembering each well-fought contest with
pleasure and pride. He ran afinger over the edge, then drew awhetstone from a storage box in the
locker and began to sharpen the blade.



The draconians dways went into the raids hoping for the best but prepared for the worst. They fought
with wooden practice swords, but they carried sted. If the raid ever turned ugly, they would haveto
escgpe fighting.

Kang returned the whetstone to the locker and put on his harness. He strapped the sword's sheath to
the harness and inserted the sword into the sheath. Weapons ready, he removed afelt bag from the
locker and carefully poured out its contents on the floor. Theseincluded acandle, asmal pot of agray
powder, and aholy symbol of the Dark Queen.

Except the holy symbol wasn't there.

Kang scratched his head. He turned the bag insde out. No symbol. Lifting the bag to hisnose, he
sniffed. Hissnout wrinkled.

Dwarf. Some dwarf had been insde his footlocker, had stolen hisholy symbol!

Kang growled. He might have known. Hisfriendly fedings toward them vanished. Confound those
hairy little bastards anyway! His sole comfort was the thought of what Takhisiswould do to the wretched
thief who had dared lay hands on her icon.

Kang stomped about, fuming and kicking things for abit. He needed that holy symbol. How could he
approach his Queen without it? His rampage carried him to the stand on which he kept hisarmor. He
paused.

There, on his breastplate, was amedallion with the Queen's symbol, the five-headed dragon. The
medallion wasn't holy. It marked his rank as commander. It hadn't been blessed by the dark clerics, as
had his other symbol. One might say, though, that it had been consecrated in another manner. It had, on
many occasions, been splashed by the blood of Her Dark Mgjesty's enemies.

Kang pried the symbol off the breastplate, spent afew moments polishing it, then carried it over to his
makeshift dtar. Helit the candle and chanted a prayer to the Queen to gain her attention. Next, he
gprinkled apinch of the gray powder over thefire. The flameflared. Blue sparkles burst in front of Kang,
dazzling his eyes. He continued to intone the holy prayers. Lifting the medalion in his hands, heimagined
the wings of the Many-Colored Dragon bearing him off into dark realms....

A bang at the door and Slith's voice yelling for him jolted Kang from his hypnotic Sate.

"What?Isit time dready?' Kang yelled. The candle had burned down agood two inches.

Slith gpoke through the door. He knew~better than to burst in on his commander's vists with their
Queen. "Sir, the regiment isready for your ingpection. At your leisure, Sir!™

Kang grunted in satisfaction. The past eight days had been mind-numWngly dull, the routine the same
every day. Seeto the cracksin the wall, see to the sheep, seeto the few plants struggling for lifein their
garden—-plants which Kang was more man haf-convinced were weeds anyway. Maintain training,
maintain discipline, settle quarrels over the dwarf spirit rations. And then, at night, get good and drunk.

But today Kang fdt dive again. He carefully snuffed out the candle, took amoment to thoughtfully
regard his new holy symbol. It gppeared to have pleased Takhigs, to judge by the euphoric feding that
now filled him. Gratified; he placed the medallion back on his breastplate. He arted, by habit, to put the
bag with the powder back in the footiocker. He stopped, glowering, and searched hisroom for a better
hiding place. A loose floorboard provided the answer.

Kang lifted the board, scraped ahole in the dirt below, and dropped the pouch into the hole.
Replacing the board, he stood and rubbed hiskneejoints, stiff from crouching for so long. He took
mental stock of his magica spells. They were as he had requested, dl ready for his use.

"AH right, Slith, let's go ook over the troops!” Kang said, opening the door.

Slith grinned, saluted, added an enthusiadtic, "Yes, r!”

Kang wasn't the only draconian who enjoyed theseraids.

The two officers marched out in front of the headquarters building to find the entire regiment formed
into ranks, awaiting ingpection.

The three squadron commanders came to attention and brought their commands to attention. The
Headquarters Troop stood to the right of the line, indicating seniority. They, too, came to attention.



"Two hundred ready for inspection. Only sentries and three lame are not present, sir,” Slith
announced.

Kang nodded. The same three had been in their makeshift hospital for over ayear now, having been
injured when abeam fell from an unfinished roof. All suffered back injuries. Thelame draconiansdid
leatherwork, repaired torn straps on the armor and tooled new belts, sword sheaths and such. The work
gave them something to do to make them fedl useful, occupied their time. Kang visited them often to
keep up their spirits, but still the crippled draconians tended to be low and depressed.

In the old days, the three would have been dispatched, thrown off acliff or dung into ariver, where
theif bodies could do no damage to anyone. Draconians are blessed—or cursed, depending on how one
viewed it—with the ability to wreak havoc on an enemy even after death. When Kang himsdlf died, his
boneswould explode, killing anyone in the immediate vicinity. Baaz corpses turned to stione, encasing any
weapon used to attack them and thereby rendering an enemy weagponless. ASivak changed shape when
he died, assuming the form of the person who killed him, making it appear that the dayer wasthe victim.
Many an enemy army, seeing thefield littered with what they mistakenly believed were their own dead,
hed fled the baitle.

When the three crippled draconians had |earned the serious extent of their injuries, they had expected
to bekilled. Kang had decreed otherwise. Hed granted them life. He always wondered, seeing them
Sitting on wooden stools, looking longingly out on the parade ground where they'd never march again, if
he'd done them any greet favor.

"Sir..." Sith gave Kang agentle nudge.

Kang shook the unpleasant thoughts from his head. Thiswas aday of battle. His good mood
returned.

Kang and Slith toured the ranks, inspecting every dra-conian. Each stood at attention, each worethe
same harness and the same sword as Kang. The Second Squadron also carried short stedl bars on their
back braces, used when lifting bridge sections, indicating that they were bridge builders.

The bars were usdess here, but they were aways worn, because, they were amark of honor and
(brought back memories of better, more glorioustimes. The sight dways heightened Kang's good humor.
This regiment had been bisfirst combat command, under Lord Ari-akus, years ago. He recdled thetime
his draconians had built a bridge over araging river, working on it while under attack from elvesand
slver dragons. The bridge had been amarvel. Asit turned out, the bridge was never used. The entire
army had retreated, instead of advancing over it. Still, Kang had been proud of his accomplishment and
that of hismen.

He stopped in front of the commander of the Second Squadron, a Bozak.

"Ready for action today, Irlink?" Kang asked, his voice booming through the compound.

"Yes, 9r!" The Bozak sauted.

Kang had given the Bozak thetitle Irlihk, Bridge Magter, thetitle Kang himsdlf had held when he had
commanded the squadron.

Of course, thetitlewasdl for show. They werent likely to be building bridgesfor an army any time
soon. But Kang ingsted that they maintain the skills which had once earned them acclam. Every few
months, he divided the squadron into teams and had them build bridges across adry gorgewhich ran
near their village. The team whose bridge was completed first and could bear the weight of the entire
regiment was awarded an extraration of dwarf spirits.

Kang and Slith finished ingpection with the Support Squadron, and then the commanders marched
back in front of the regiment.

Kang faced forward. "Y ou look as fine today as you did the day | took command! Well done.
Tonight'sraid should be agood one. With luck, well drink atoast to the dwarves tonight before we go
to bed! Drink atoast to mem with their own blood!"

A cheer went up from the entire regiment. Of course, they wouldn't redlty be drinking dwarf blood,
not like the old days. But dwarf spirits amounted to the same thing and were much more palatable.



"Brigade! Officers, fal out. Second-in-commands, prepare for battle!”

The officers saluted. Kang returned the salute. Excitement surged through the draconians. It was an
hour before sundown.

Y ethik saluted. "Sir, my boys are ready to head out with the wagon and ox team. Are you going to
send an escort with us?"

"Have Gloth provide you with asection of troops,”" Kang said, "Keep yoursaves under cover. If the
dwarves spot you, they'll know we're going to raid. For once, 1'd like to take them by surprise.”

Y ethik dashed off to find Gloth and start the wagons rolling. Kang turned to his second-in-command.

"Wdl, Sith, | think thisraid will be agood one. | have the feding that tonight the Dark Queenis
taking aspecid interest in us."

Slith laughed and rubbed his clawed hands together. " The men haven't been this keyed up for awhite,
that'sfor sure.”

"Which isone reason | want you up front with Irlihk and the Second Squadron,” Kang said. "'l don't
want anyone getting over-zealous and cutting off ahead when bashing will do. We've got agood titling
going here with the dwarves. We don't want to spail it."

"Don't worry, gr. If therésawhip to crack, I'll do the cracking!”

Slith'slong tongue rolled out of his mouth. He sucked it back in with adurp. Not only was the Sivak
quite skilled a enforcing discipline, he thoroughly enjoyed hiswork.

"Wait until an hour after dark," Kang continued, "and then move out with the Second Squadron. I'll
bring up the First Squadron and get into position with thewagon. If you run into trouble, have Irlib'k fire
off alight spdll. Well come running.”

Slith saluted and went off to find an unfortunate trooper to ydl at until it wastime to go.

Chapter Six

The two moonswerejust cresting Mount Celebund when Pestle and Mortar, packs strapped on their
backs, knocked on Selquist's door. The two entered immediately, not waiting for an answer. If they
waited for an answer, Selquist would know that it wasn't either of histwo compatriots and would hide dl
of theincriminating evidence.

The evidence tonight was amap on the table and two more packs, filled with supplies and ready for
travel.

"Did anybody seeyou?' Selquist asked.

"If they did, no one gave adamn,” Pestle responded in hurt tones. "They're al hepped up over
something. Moorthane is running around like his beard was on fire. | asked what was going on, but he
just glared at me and told meto get lost™

"Draconianraid,” Saquist said knowingly, with a glance out the window. "Two full moons makesit
the perfect timefor araid, and the perfect time for usto sneak out. It'swhat's known asadiversion.
Moorthane will be so busy wonking dracos, helll never missus.”

This statement did not bring the whoops and cheers of joy Selquist expected. Instead, Ms
companions appeared consderably alarmed.

"Wonking dracos! What's gonna stop the draconians from wonking us?* Auger demanded.

"They're after de and dwarf spirits” Salquist said. "We won't be carrying any ale or dwarf spirits, 0
they won't beinterested in us™

"Wewon't?' Mortar clung affectionatdy to an de skin, hanging from hisbelt.

"Wewont," Sdquist said gernly. "Thisisadangerous misson, and We go into it with clear heads.
Wi, at least as clear as some of us can manage," he added, rolling his eyes and jerking athumb at
Auger, who was generdly acknowledged to have dl the sense of aleaky water bucket.

The announcement of the dry expedition came as a shock to Mortar, who maintained that he couldn't



stay regular if he didn't get his nut-ale once aday.

"Look, Mortar, well only be out in the wildernessfor two nights,” said Selquigt, trying to lighten the
dwarf's dark expression. "After mat, well beinsde Thorbardin, and | know for afact that they have lots
of alein Thorbardin. Now, come take alook at the map."

Selquist traced their route. "Celebundin's here, where I've drawn this circle. Tonight we crossit and
deep inthevdley. Well hike over mounts Bletheron and Pre-nechial tomorrow during the day.
Tomorrow night, welll camp on the far sde of Mount Prenechial, and the next day we traverse the
Helefundis Ridge.”

"When do we go inside Thorbardin?* Mortar asked.

"How do we go insgde Thorbardin?' wondered his brother.

"Right here." Sdlquist put afinger on the map. "Therés an air hole from an old mine shaft. It's hidden,
but | know whereit is. We go down the air hole and into the mine. After that, it'sasmple task of walking
through the mine, and we pop out the other end into Thor-bardin.”

"Go down an old mine shaft!" Auger was nervous. "Do you mean underground?”

"That's generaly where mine shaftsleed, yes,” Sdquist said.

"I've never been underground,” Auger returned, round-eyed. "I'll bet it'sdark,” he added in low,
unhappy tones.

"Youll likeit,” said Selquist, dapping him on the back. ™Y ou're returning to your roots. It'swhat
dwarves were born to do: rappelling down steep cliffs, crawling on dl fourson atiny ledge over a
bottomless pit, clinging like afly to the wall with a seventy-foot drop onto jagged rocks, nary ahand or
foothold in Sght. By Reorx,” Sdlquist said, drawing in adeep bresth, "I can't wait!"

"l can,” Auger muttered. Helooked at Selquist suspicioudly. "What's rappelling? "

Selquist was not quite certain, having heard the word used once by the war chief. He made ahasty
guess. "Rappd—alarge, cave-dwelling bird. With aforty-foot wing span.”

"No, | don't think so," Mortar said thoughtfully. "Rappd isthe act or method of descending down a
mountaingde by means of abelayed rope—"

"Oh, what do you know?" Selquist snapped. " Speaking of rope, | have dl the climbing gear well
need. Rope enough to tie oursel ves to each other. The pass over Mount Prenechial isabit treacherous.
We don't want to lose anybody.”

Auger looked highly darmed. "First rappel s with forty-foot wing spans and now treacherous passes. |
dont think I likethismuch.”

"The descent down the air holeis chock full of big rocksand crags,” Selquist said soothingly. "If s
easy to climb. Now, if there are no more questions, let's-"-"

"What about the rappels?* Auger wondered.

"What about them?' Sdquist said, sighing. He was beginning to lose patience.

"If they're birds that big, what do they eat?"

"How in the name of Reorx do | know what rappelseat?’ Sadquist shouted. "What difference does it
make anyway?"

"It might make abig difference, if they eat dwarf," Auger pointed out.

"They don't, dl right? Rappel s are known to be vegetarians. Now, can we get on with thisk-

Selquist rolled his eyes, thrust the map into hisbelt. The other dwarves hefted their packs. Mortar
took along pull on hisae skin, then corked it and left it, with a sad good-bye, on Selquist's kitchen table,

J
"Say, Selquigt,” Pestle asked, as they started out the door, "how do you know about this hidden mine
sheft?'

Sdquist shrugged. "Do you remember last summer when | was gone for aweek?"
Auger nodded. "Y ou said you were out hunting rabhbits.”
"1 wasn't hunting rabbits. | was hunting for thisair hole. I bought the information off aHilar miner, and



it cost medearly, | cantell you. | went to seeif my investment had paid off. | found the air hole, climbed
down it, crawled through a mine shaft and"'—Sd quist snapped hisfingers—"there | was! Smack in the
middle of downtown Thorbardin.”

The other three regarded Selquist with admiration.

"You never said aword!" Pestle remarked.

"Not evento us" Mortar put in.

"These things have to be kept secret,” Selquist replied with becoming modesty. " Otherwise we'd have
the whole village tumbling down that air hole. Now, we've wasted enough time. Let'sgo."

Selquist made certain, before he left, that al three locks were locked. Most dwarven dwelling places
didn't even have onelock on their doors (unlessthey lived in atown populated by kender). Sdquist was
proof of the old dwarven adage that it takes athief to suspect athief.

The three hurried down the main road to the east. No one was wa king about the streets, no lights
shonein thewindows. The women and children were locked up safein their houses, their menfolk were
gathered in the center of town, ready to defend their village from the draconi-ans. It was, as Selquist had
anticipated, a perfect night to sneak out of town, avoiding annoying questions about where they were
going and why.

Nearing the end of the street, Selquist called ahalt. "Hold on. Let me check to seeif they've posted a
sentry." He crept forward, keeping to the shadows. He passed the last house on the road and turned
aong the fence-line. A few moments|ater, he returned.

"Y es, confound it. Theré's two sentries sitting on the far end of the fence. Gilbert's one of them, so I'm
not too worried. He makes Auger herelook intelligent.”

"Geg, thanks, Sdlquigt,” Auger said, flushing with pleasure.

Selquist grunted. "We could try another way, but weve lost enough timeasit is. The dracos are
bound to hit soon. Well chanceit. Keep low, and keep quiet.”

Thethree dwarvesfollowed Selquist to the left. Crouching down, they crawled through asmall apple
orchard across from the last house. The shadows from the gnarled branches kept the four concealed.
They were coming out tine far Side, when avoice caused themto al stop in their tracks.

"Hullo," caled out Gilbert nervoudy. He did off the fence post. His hand fumbled for the axe at his
belt. "I seeyou. Who... who's there?’

"May Reorx fry hishead!" Selquist cursed. He stood up, gave acasud wave. "Oh, isthat you,
Gilbert?'

"Yes, itsme" Gilbert said, suspicious. "Who areyou?'

"Selquigt, you ninny. Y ou know Auger, Mortar, and Pestle.”

"Sure. Hi, guys." Gilbert waved.

"Hi, Gilbert," the four said solemnly, waving back.

"What are you doing out there?' Gilbert asked.

"Picnic," sad Sdquis.

"Inthedark?' Gilbert was doubtful.

"Besttime," Sdquist said. "Noflies”

Gilbert thought thisover. "Y es, but the dracoruans are coming.”

"We brought enough food for everyone. Well, got to be going. See you, Gilbert.”

"Y eah, seeyou, Gilbert." The others waved good-bye and trotted off after their leader.

"Haveanicetime," Gilbert said and went back to sitting on the fence.

Chapter Seven

The draconians loped across the valley, the entire troop running in formation/ taking the pace at an



easy jog o as not to be worn out by the time they reached the dwarven village. When the line of trees
marking the village came into sight, the Second Squadron, led by Irli-h'k, advanced. As
second-in-command, Slith had been assigned to accompany the Second Squadron. Sneaky, devious,
cunning, the Sivak was adept a worming hisway out of tight Situations. If the Second Squadron got
themsalvesinto trouble, Sith was the one who would get them out.

The draconians advanced dowly and silently across the open plain leading to the tree line a the east
edge of the town. Sith suddenly flopped onto his blly, flattened himsdlf on the ground.

"Down!" he ordered in a harsh whisper, motioning with his hand.

The sguadron that was spread out behind him immediately crouched down on their haunches, folded
their wingsinto their bodies and went immobile as boulders. No one moved. No one spoke.

Cautioudy, Slith raised hishead. At firgt, he'd thought he was hearing things, but then the voice,
speaking dwarven, which had first caught the draconian’s attention, spoke again.

"Oh, isthat you, Gilbert?"

"Yes, it'sme" another dwarf answered. "Who are you?"

"Selquigt, you ninny. Y ou know Auger, Mortar, and Pestle.”

The dwarves continued talking, Sith squirmed around on hisbelly. Spotting Irfih'k, Slith madea
gesture with his clawed hand, motioned the squadron leader forward.

Crawling on hisbdly, pulling himsdf forward by digging hisdawsinto the dirt and propdlling hinfiself
from behind with his powerful legsand tail, Irlink dithered up to join the Sivak.

"Ficnic,” one of the dwarveswas saying.

"Thisisdamn odd," Slith whispered. "What do you think these fool dwarves are doing, roaming
around out here at thistime of night?'

Irlih’k shook his head. "L ooks to me like they're leaving town. They're dl wearing packs. Do you
think they saw us?'

"I don't know," Slith said, worried. "I don't think so. They would have raised the darm by now."

The draconians hunkered down, waited in tense silence.

The four dwarves never looked in the draconians direction. Waving to the sentry on the fence, the
four disgppeared into the night.

"You know," said Slith, "I think those sneaky little bastards might be going to raid ud™

"Huh?" Irlihk blinked. "Four of them?"

"Sure. The dwarves can see the two moons aswell aswe can. What if they think that well think it'sa
good night for araid? Thinking that we won't be there because well be here, the dwarves pull afast one
and decide to go there because they know we're not."

"Youlost me” sad Irlihk.

"Never mind. I'll take four of your boys and follow them. Y ou carry on with theraid.”

Irlih’k crept back to the Squadron. Four draconians leapt up, ran forward to join Slith.

"Comewith me," Slith whispered to hiscommand. "The first draco that makes asound feds my knife
inhisribs. Understood?’

The four nodded. Not having heard the whispered conversation between their commanders, not
having seen the dwarves, the four had no idea what was going on. They were trained to obey without
question, however, and— having known Slith from long experience—they knew he did nothing without
having adamn good reason.

Slith and histroops dunk through the darkness, following the direction the dwarves had taken,
heading north.

A ydl rose up behind them, adwarven yell. Slith paused, glanced back. The draconians had been
spotted. He could hear the sounds of bellsringing in the dwarven village, voices shouting orders, bothin
dwarven and draconian.

"Good luck, commander,” he. said softly and continued on hisway.



Ashetrailed the dwarves, Sith pondered what they might be up to. It was obvious now that they
weren't heading for the draconian village.

"Why would these four pick this night to skedaddle out of town? Scared? Cowards?' Sith shook his
head. "No, dwarves are loud and obnoxious, hairy and bad-tempered. But one thing you can say for
them isthat they never run away from afight.

"Infact,” Slith reflected, "it's apleasure to have dwarves as an enemy. They're not like humans, who
think that the whole purpose of abeattleisjust to kill or get killed. And dwarves aren't like eves, thank
the Dark Queen, who dways have to talk about killing before they get down to it and waste time with
their parleys and messengers running back and forth until afellow isready to dit histhroat just from sheer
boredom.

"Dwarves know that nothing stirs the blood and getsthe old heart going like agood fight. With a
cracked head and a bloody nose, adwarf can go to bed at night feding that he's done a decent day's
work. So thesefour aren't running away from afight.

"I'vegot it!" Slith said to himsdf. "They're not trying to dip away from usl They'retrying to dip awvay
from the other dwarves! Now, isn't that interesting? | wonder why?*

He could not only see the dwarves quite well in the moonlight, he could smell them aswell. He and
the dra-conians kept on the trail. The dwarves continued heading north. They could hear the sounds of
battle aswell asthe draconians, yet the dwarves didn't ook back, didn't appear to be the least bit
interested. The draconians kept their distance and continued to follow. They moved through the night, the
draconians silent and cautious, the dwarves pushing their pace.

Behind them dl, the sounds of battle grew louder.

Chapter Eight

Kang crept forward through the underbrush. The trees were spread apart, and the bushes and vines
had grown thick among them. Behind him, the seventy draconians of the Second Squadron followed. The
two moons, red and silver, were like mismatched eyes, taking over duties from the single-eyed sun, asif
two eyes were needed to keep watch at night. The moons, red Lunitari and silver Solmari, were sacred
to the two gods of magic. Lunitari was aneutra god, taking no sidesin the wars on Krynn. Soliriari was
dedicated to the cause of Paladine, his father, worshiped by the cursed Solamnic Knights.

Kang enjoyed theirony of knowing that the bright light of these two moons was shining down on the
path of their enemies. The moon Kang knew and he done could see, the black moon Nuitari, gave no
light at al. The son of the Dark Queen shed his unseen blessing on Kang's magica powers.

Kang motioned for Gloth, lurking in the brush behind him, to come dongside. "Well wait in the
clearing up ahead. Find Y ethik and bring him to me. He should dready be in hiding with hiswagon.”

South of the village was agrove of trees. Y ethik had orders to drive the wagon into that grove and
wait for the draconiansto launch their offensve. When the distillery was secure, Y ethik would drive the
wagon insde, ready to load up the kegs of dwarf spirits.

Gloth grunted agrumpy, "Yes, sr." Hewas still mad about being forced to wait in reserve.

Kang crept out into the grassy area, watched as his troops flowed past, ariver of dark, winged
shapesin the moonlight. Each draconian took up a defensive position on the far edge of the clearing.
Only athin line of trees separated the clearing from the plain beyond. Lessthan athousand feet across
the plain stood the dwarven village of Celebundin.

The draconians were disciplined, silent. No unnecessary chatter—Slith would see to that. Their armor
was wrapped and muffled. Gloth returned with Y ethik.

"No problems getting into the woods, sir. There were two dwarves on sentry duty—I guessthey've
figured out by now that those woods are agood hiding place. But they'd taken ajug of nut-ale with them
to keep them company. By the time we arrived, they were snoring loud enough to saw the trees down.
We had the dwarvestied up before they woke up!™



Kang chuckled. He had suspected that the dwarves would post awatch tonight—they knew the
phases of the moon aswell asthe draconians did. It was good to be one up on the dwarves. It boded
well for theraid.

He waited, tense and nervous, for the Second Squadron to launch the assault. It seemed to him that
they were past their time, and he was beginning to worry, when the three officers spotted movement to
their right.

"Herethey come!” Gloth said excitedly.

"The draconians, armor shining red in Lunitari'slight, were sweeping acrossthe plain. Suddenly, the
advancing draconians of the Second Squadron came to a halt, dropped down into the dry grass.

Gloth sucked in a bresth between histeeth. "By our Queen, what the devil are they doing, Sr?
Stopping likethat right out in the open!™

Kang shook his head. "Beats me. Look! There go some of them now."

A group of five draconians|egpt to their feet and ran off to the north, heading away from the village.
Kang thought he recognized Slith in the lead. Within moments, they were out of Sght. Kang was baffled.

Gloth was hissing like aboiling kettle. " Sir, please let me go in! The Second Squadron's botched this
rad dready! | could—"

Hewas interrupted by arustling sound. Kang looked back to see the Second Squadron on the move
agan. They closed within five hundred feet of the village before ayell went out from the closest
watchtower.

"Go! Go! Go!" Kang urged them on, though they were too far away to hear him.

Irlih’k, the commander of the Second Squadron, shouted his battle cry, and it was echoed by trie
entire squadron. They charged.

Unfortunately, the dwarves were waiting for them. Now Kang knew why his men had stopped. Fifty
dwarves poured out of the village, trying to intercept the draconians before they reached their objective.

Gloth was jumping up and down in excitemen.

Y ethik jerked aclaw in Cloth's direction. "Commander Kang, you might aswell send inthe First
Squadron. GlothTlblow out arow of scaesif you don't and it looks like the Second could use the help.”

The Second Squadron hit the dwarvesfull force. The sounds of thumping and whacking, yells, cries,
and cursesin two languages were audible. The dwarves were taking the worst of it, but the draconians
were stopped cold, at least for the moment.

Gloth quivered like an arrow stuck in atree trunk. Kang considered Y ethik's advice. It was important
to overwhem the dwarves before they could muster an effective defense.

"All right, go," Kang said.

Gloth lashed histail in pleasure. "Up, boys! Werreon! Let'sgo!™

The First Squadron rose out of the brush. Cheering, they ran forward, yelling their battle cry.

Even from this distance, Kang could see that the dwarves were startled. More than afew paused,
peering around, trying to determine the location of this new threet IrlihTc's draconians took advantage of
the dwarves distraction and pushed ahead. Buit it was areduced force. Fewer than forty draconiansfrom
the Second Squadron were on the move. The rest were either fighting or lying on the ground, knocked
out of the action.

"Sure you don't want usto join mem up there, Sir?" Y ethik asked, obvioudy eager to enter thefray.

"No, we can St thisone out. If they get in trouble, I'll do my bit. It's good for them to work on their
own onceinawhile, Builds character.”

Y ethik looked startled, glanced at Kang to seeif hewasin hisright senses. Kang grinned. Y ethik,
redizing it was ajoke, grinned back.

But not for long. The night sky over Celebundin grew suddenly, unusudly, magicaly bright.

Kang recognized a Bozak light spell.

"Damn!" was dl he said. He was up and away, heading for the dwarven village, his clawed feet



tearing up the dry grassin the parched fields.

He reached the village only to find the Streets ; deserted. He dowed, caught up on his breething, and
5 wondered where the hell hisarmy had gone* A dark !" shape, wings extended, jumped out of a nearby
tree, landed on the ground near Kang.

"Gloth sent metofind you, Sr.”

"What's going on?' Kang demanded. "Whereis everyone?'

"The dwarves are holed up in the distillery storage shed, sir. The Second Squadron has surrotmded
the shed. The First Squadron's holding the road to the center of town, where alarge group of dwarves
areassembling, gr.”

"Well, what's the hold-up? Tell the Second Squadron to storm the damn shed!”

"Theresaproblem, sr." The Baaz was gpologetic. "The dwarves have locked the doors to the shed
and are threatening to dump their brew before they'll hand it over to us, sir.”

"By the Dark Queen's heart!" Kang swore, shocked. "Are they serious?'

"We haveto assume that they are, Sir." The draconian looked worried, aswell he might.

Kang raced off to assess the situation. When he arrived, the draconians were hissing and howling and
clashing their swords againgt their breastplates. At the dire threat to dump the spirits, the draconians were
near to forgetting their orders against bloodshed.

"What's the meaning of this?' Kang's voice boomed in anger. ™Y ou're draconian soldiers, by god, not
apack of dim-witted goblins! Put those swords away!"

"But, sr!" Gloth came bounding up, red eyesblazing. " Sir, they say they're going to dumpit!”

"That'sright!" came a gruff voice from the window of the storage shed. "Come any closer, and we
pop the stoppers! We've taken an oath. I'm Velmer, chief brew master, and long as thereés whiskers on
my chin, I'll never again hand over my best brew to you, lizard-bastards!™

"| think you're bluffing!" Kang shouted back in dwar-ven. Hed picked up quite abit of the dwarven
language during the past twenty-five years. "Men, go ahead.”

The draconians surged forward.

"Oh, yeeh! Isthisbluffing?'

A dwarf rolling abarrdl appeared on the roof. Silhouetted in Solinari's silver light, he raised an ax and
let it faU, staving in the Sdes of the barrdl. Liquid gurgled out,* platted on the ground. The draconians
gasped and cameto astanddtill. A sigh like agust of wind swept through their ranks.

"You've got to stop this, sir!" Gloth cried in agony.

"l will," said Kang. " Stand back.”

Lifting his hands, he formed the prescribed circles and dashesin the air and mumbled arcane words.
Gloth looked expectant, waiting for something spectacular, perhaps ared dragon to arrive and fly off
with the dwarves.

Nothing happened. No dragon. Nothing.

"Sir, your spdll must havefizzled,” Gloth said, disappointed, but respectful.

"Wiait," Kang counsdled.

A sudden flurry of activity could be heard inside the shed. A moment later, the doors flew open. The
dwarves burst out, running asfast asthey could from the building. They were gasping and choking, had
their noses and mouths covered with handkerchiefs. Severa lurched to a hdt, doubled over, and began
to vomit.

"Let 'em go, men,” Kang ordered. "They're not important. Y ou know what is.”

The draconians were dready on the move. Ignoring the desperately sick dwarves, the draconians
charged insde the shed to restopper the kegs and claim their prize. But the first draconians who dashed
in dashed out again dmogt as fast as had the dwarves,

"Phew! That smel'svilel" Gloth snorted and snuffled.

"Giveitaminute," Kang said.



The smell was dready beginning to diss pate from the warehouse. Kang coughed and took afew
steps upwind.

"What do you call that spell, sr?" Gloth wasimpressed.

"Stinking Cloud," said Kang, letting thewordsroll off histongue.

Though he was skilled with a blade and enjoyed the organized, disorganized, bruta confusion of
bone-crunching melees, Kang experienced a deep satisfaction when using his magic. He had once
thought that he liked magic for the power it gave him over others. But lately held come to discount that
reason. Asacommander, he held life and death power over al histroops, with or without magic. His
magic alowed him to creste—even if it was nothing more than ahorrendous smell. And creating was far
more satifying to him now than destroying.

"What does that remind me of ?* Gloth muttered, frowning, trying to recall. "I know I've smelled that
before. Gow dung mingled with puke and sour gpples... Wait! | dmost haveit..."

"Remember that crazy minotaur officer we worked for, toward the end of the War of the Lance?"
Kang asked, rocking back on his hedls, dlowing himself to rest, momentarily, on hislargetail. "The one
who did hisbest to try to get usal killed? The one who came to such an unfortunate and propitious end?
The onewho got drunk on hard cider ..."

"That'sit!" Gloth shouted.

The draconians advanced once more on the deserted shed. Kang went with them, holding his breath
as he entered. The smell was fading, but he guessed it would be days before anyone was able to spend
much timein thisbuilding.

The draconiansworked swiftly, no one wanting to stay in the vicinity any longer than necessary. Only
one of the huge kegs had been destroyed, and that was the one the dwarves had hauled up to the roof.
The rest were safe and sound and till stoppered. The draconians grabbed the kegs, lifted the large heavy
wooden barrels up onto their shoulders, and ran for the outskirts of town where Y ethik's wagon waited.

"Herethey come!” A shout rose from the commander of First Squadron, who was holding the road.

Kang dashed out ol the warehouse.

"Right, men! Grab what you can and get going!" Kang yelled.

An avaanche of angry dwarves crashed into the front ranks of the First Squadron and rolled right
over the draconians. Though the draconians were taller and outwei ghed the dwarves, the dwarves were
closer to the ground and, with their lower center of gravity and compact build, smashed into the
draconians legswith the force of boulders bounding down amountainside. They beet on the draconians
with fists and clubs, brooms and ax-handl€'s. And more dwarves were coming around from the sde
sreets. Hie draconiansfell back fighting, retreating asfast asthey could, taking what they could.

As soon as Kang saw the Second Squadron draconians reach the safety of the trees, he ordered the
Firgt Squadron to runfor it.

"Protect the brew!" Kang yelled.

Grabbing their wounded, flinging them over their shoulders or dragging them by the hedls, the
draconians hurried back to the wagons. A few dwarves—the infuriated Brew Master Ve lmer among
them—seemed inclined to give chase, but agrizzled old straight-backed graybeard, whom Kang
recognized as the dwarves war chief, took command of the Situation and called ahdt at the treeline.

Undoubtedly aware that more draconians were lying in ambush among the trees, the war chief
decided to cut hislosses. The dwarves had driven off the invaders. The war chief wouldn't push hisluck.
By hisorders, two dwarves put a hammerlock on the cursing brew master and dragged him away,
kicking and vowing to see dl draconians roasting in Reorx's kitchen.

Kang, dashing out of town, gavethe war chief asdute. Thewar chief returned the salute with an
obscene gesture and thus ended another raid.

Back at the wagon, Kang took charge.

"Right, good haul, boys! Let's get thisloot back home."



Watching the wagon roll out, Kang realized someone was missing. He motioned Irlin'k over. "Where
inthe Abyssis Sith?1 didn't see him the whole battle."

Irlihk shrugged. "We were closing in on the town when we spotted a group of four dwarvesleaving
it. We thought they'd spotted us."

"Ah, so that'swhy you called a hdt there at the beginning. | wondered what was going on.

"That wasit, gr. Thefour dwarves just kept on going though. Slith thought that the dwarves were up
to no good, maybe pulling a sneak raid on our village. He ordered a section to follow him, and they went
after them."

"Only four?"

Kang shook hishead. It just didn't seem logica. Then he recalled the incident with hisfoot locker and
the stolen holy symbol. He had asudden vision of dwarvesrooting through al the draconian's
possessions, like apack of dirty little kender. A shiver of disgust ran from histail up his spineto his snout.
Hewas glad Slim had taken the initiative, gone after the rotten thieves.

Dwarvesturned to evil, ft was asad state of affairs. Apparently, you couldn't trust anybody these
days, Kang mused as he ran a ongside the wagon and wondered what the world was coming to.

Chapter Nine

Slith and his draconianstrailed the dwarvesfar into the night. There was redlly no need to follow
them. The dwarves weren't setting out to raid the draconian village. But Slith was now intensdly curious.

In addition, the Sivak was an opportunist, and this had al the earmarks of a"for profit” deal. Dwarves
didn't generaly put this much effort into aventure unless they expected to gain something fromiit.

The mountaintops were starting to redden with the first rays of the sun. The dwarves had reached a
pass between the mountains. The leader—a scrawny |ooking dwarf with a scroungy beard—-ordered a
halt. Asif they didn't have acarein theworld, the dwarves pulled out food from their packs and sat
down to breskfast.

Slith and the draconians hid in the bushes and watched.

Slith listened to the dwarves conversation, but he wasn't much good at languages, and he could only
make out about haf of what the dwarves were saying. What he could understand only increased his
desireto find out where they were going. He had caught the dwarven word for "loot,” repesated severa
times

If this had been a party of humans, they would have curled up in their blankets and taken arest now.
Dwarves had greater endurance and stamina, and Slith wasn't surprised to see them brush the crumbs out
of their beards and prepare to move on. Removing ropes from their packs, they tied the ropes around
their waists and then attached tihemselves to each other. This done, they started negotiating the narrow
pass.

The dwarves moved out of Sith'ssght.

Slith motioned. Corpora Vruss crawled over.

"Yes gr?'

"l want you and the rest to go back and report to Commander Kang. Tell him I'll be away afew
days," Slith ordered.

Vruss protested. "Sir, we can't leave you out here done!™

Slith snorted. "What do you take mefor? A namby-pamby elf-maid?| can take care of mysdf. | can
shadow these dwarves faster and quieter on my own. Now, go and report to Kang."

Vruss nodded and backed out of the bushes. He motioned for the rest to follow. Within minutes, they
were out of sight, heading back south.

The pass over Mount Celebund was easy for Slith, with his clawed feet and hands, to traverse. In
places where the path proved too treacherous to negotiate, the Sivak used hiswings, flew over the rough



spots. The greatest difficulty he encountered was keeping behind the dwarves, not passing them up. His
quarry was easy to follow.

Dwarves are not noted for their stealthy ways and make more noise trying to be quiet than a brigade
of Solamnic Knights makes while on parade. These dwarves had no idea they were being tracked, and
they clumped and shouted and swore and rattled al the way down the mountain.

Descending into the valey between Mount Celebund and Mount Bletheron, Sliih passed from
daybreak back into night. The sun was obscured by the high valey wals, and the valey was shadowy
and cool until nearly athird of the way into the morning. But al that would change soon. Just asthe sun
glared over the rocks and flooded the valey with light, Sith did into acrevice. The dwarves— not a
thousand yards ahead of Slith—stretched and stopped and looked around, appreciating the warmth.

Slith could again overhear scraps of the conversation, tried very hard to puzzle out what they were
saying. He wished Kang were here. The Bozak had an excellent facility for other races* palaver.

Slith recognized the dwarven word for "sun,” and he knew "mountain dwarf and thought he heard
"hate" but that was about it.

Then the wind changed direction, and Slith couldn't make out any more. Whatever they were
discussing, it hadn't sounded important. He'd heard nothing more about loot. After abrief rest and a
mouthful of water, the dwarves reshouldered their packs and continued north, acrossthevaley.

It waswell past noon sun when the dwarves began the crossing between Mount Bletheron and
Mount Pre-nechid. Again, Slith stopped to |et the dwarves move on ahead. He was, by now, extremely
hungry. He hadn't brought aong any provisions, not having expected to be gonethislong. A stream
bubbled from the rocks. As soon as the dwarves were out of sight, Sith bent down and took along
drink, hoping the water in his somach would ease the hunger pangs.

He spent amoment watching for fish, but none swam into view, and he couldn't wait al morning to try
to catch one.

Trying not to think about food, Sith crossed the second pass a hdf hour later. Thetrail, which skirted
theright of Mount Prenechial, was carved into the Side of the mountain. A huge rock face of solid granite
was on hisleft, to theright, acliff drop of fifty feet or more. The pass was only wide enough for one
person to traverse. Slith had to move carefully, afraid of didodging arock and giving himsdf away.

He saw the dwarves only once. They were well ahead, still tied together with ropes.

Night came before Sith was ready for it. Watching hisfooting, he had not been paying attention to the
position of the sun, and when it vanished behind the mountain peak, the valley was plunged into deep
shadows. He had been only afew thousand feet from the end of the pass, or so he had judged by
glimpses of ameadow beyond. But, in the darkness, he had to dow down or risk losing hisfooting. He
considered taking to the air, but he might fly past the dwarvesin the darkness, and they were certain to
hear the sound of flgpping wings.

At last hisfeet touched cool grass, not hard rock. He was about to heave asigh of relief, when he
rounded a boulder, and instead of releasing his breath, he sucked it back between his teeth.

A cooking fire burned not ten yards ahead. The four dwarves were making camp, roasting acouple
of rabbits that they'd managed to snare and spreading out their bedrolls. If one ef them had glanced his
direction, they would have seen him. None of them did look hisway, though. Slowly, carefully, Slim
backed into the shadows.

The dwarves chattered among themselves; Slith understood about one word in twenty.

"Sipped ... fdl.”

"HdefundisRidge ... wind. Danger."

Moretalk, then, "Mine shaft" and "Thorbardin" and "tomorrow."

Loot. Thorbardin. So that was the plan.

Slith hunched down in the shadows. Smelling the rabhit roasting, watching the dwarves et it,
watching them durp up the juice and savor each bite was the worst torture the draconian had ever had to
endure, and he'd once been captured by elves.



Two hours|ater, the dwarves went to bed. Soon, their snores reverberated off the mountain side.

Slith pondered what to do. He needed food now, and he would need rest later. Hewas donein
enemy territory, and, despite his glib wordsto Vruss, Slith waswell aware of the danger. Not from these
dwarves, but patrols had been known to emerge from Thorbardin. Ogres, too, lived in these mountains.
Though they had al fought as allies during the last war, the ogres had no love for dra-conians. Ogres had
no love for anybody, except, maybe, other ogres.

At least now Slith knew the answer to his questions. His curiosity was satisfied. Asfor opportunity,
even though hed come out of thistrip empty-handed, the information held gained might prove vaugble
later.

When Slith started picturing the scroungy bearded, scrawny dwarf dow-roasting over an open fire,
the draconian turned and headed for home.

Chapter Ten

The four dwarves were up and moving before dawn. The difficult, treacherous part of the journey
was behind them. They came across awell-traveled path, probably used by Thorbardin hunting parties,
which led down the mountainsde.

The going was easy, no need to be roped together. Mortar, who had persistently and annoyingly
clamed that he had the strangest fedling they were being followed, announced that this morning the fegling
had passed. If it wasn't for the intense heat of the day, heat that made it seem asif they werewalking
through an oven, not a canyon, the dwarves would have actualy enjoyed this part of the journey.

At length, Selquist, who wasin the lead, climbed atop alarge, flat outcropping of rock. He motioned
the othersto join him. They clumped up after him.

"What?" asked Auger.

"The fabled gates of Thorbardin," Sdquist said, pointing. " Southgete, to be precise.”

"Where?' Pestle asked.

"There. Right in front of your nose."

"| don't see anything except amountain,” Auger complained.

"Well, therés agate there. Trust me.”

"What doesit look Hke?"

"Likeagate" Sequist snapped. "Wdll, you've seenit. Let'sget going." He darted to leave the
outcrop. The other three stood there, staring.

"The great Southgateis, in actudity, part of the face of the mountain,” Mortar explained learnedly. "It
isagigantic stone plug operated by water wheelsthat, when in place, is undetectable from the sde of the
mountain itsalf."

"I'dredly liketo seemat!" Auger said eagerly.

"Sowould I!" echoed Pestle.

"Well, you cant," Selquist stated. " Sorry, but we're not going in that way. Follow me."

Jumping down from the outcropping, he left the path and struck out in an entirely new direction. The
three dwarvestraipsed after him, their enthusiasm for thisjourney considerably heightened. None of the
three had ever seen Thorbardin before. 1t was the food of legend and lore, most of it dished out with a
bitter sauce. Now it wasredity, and nothing in the legends had prepared the dwarves for anything so
grand or spectacular as agate that took up the side of an entire mountain. They could only imagine the
wondersingde the mountain.

"Wholecities, bigger than Pdanthas, are built right insde." Mortar continued with hislecture. "And
therésthe Life-tree of Hylar. A gigantic staactite that has twenty-eight levelsthat house the centrd city of
Thorbardin. Y ou can reach the Life-tree by traveling in boats drawn by cables—"

"Oh, giveit arest, will you," Sdquigt said irritably, wondering why held brought dong such a



know-it-al. "It'saholein the ground. That'sal Thorbardin isand ever will be. Quit jabbering, and come
dong.”

" met aThorbardin dwarf once," Auger said with quiet pride.

"Redlly? What arethey like?' Mortar was interested.

"He thought his beard waslonger than anyone ese's," Auger replied. "He kept calling me ‘woodsy'
and claimed that he couldn't understand anything | said, when | was spesking dwarf just asgood ashim.”

"He," Mortar corrected.

"l saidit wasahe. | never amet afemde.”

"No, the correct grammatical expressionis, ‘asgood as he."

"Hewho?" Auger was completely baffled.

"Never mind!" Sdquist shouted.

The other threefell silent. They continued walking and shortly cameto adead end. A rock wall, lined
with busheswhaose long, spiky limbs were covered with very nasty-looking thorns, blocked their way.

"Thisisit," Sdquist announced, looking extremely pleased with himsdif.

"What?" asked Auger.

"Another gate?' Pestle gazed at the rock face with wide eyes, asif he expected it to split wide open
any second.

"Theair hole" Sdquist said. "Through there. Behind those bushes™

The dwarves eyed the thorny bushes, and the enthusiasm they'd experienced for this project died
immediately.

"Why doesit have to be there?' Auger complained.

"Where dsewould it be?' Selquist demanded.

"Someplace easer to get to. Those thornslook sharp.”

"They are sharp. Good thing, too. Why do you think thisair hole has been so well-hidden for so long?
If the Thorbardin dwarves knew this was here, they would have plugged it up like they did al the others.”
Sdquist was defensive.

"Maybe they didn't plug it up because they figured no one'd be stupid enough to try to walk head first
into athorn bush,” Mortar said in an undertone to his brother.

Sdlquist heard the remark but pretended he didn't. He had now definitely made up his mind. Next
time, Mortar was staying home.

Pestle pulled out his axe, prepared to do battle. Selquist stopped him.

"Nope. No chopping. We haveto leave thisthe way we found it, or the Hilar will know weve been
here

"“Then how the bloody hell do you expect usto get through that?" Pestle growled.

"I didit,” Selquist said coldly. "Y ou just haveto take alittle care and not mind afew scratches.”

Selquist put on apair of heavy gloves, placed hisfoot firmly on the lowest branch of the thorn bush to
hold it down, used hisright hand to lift up another branch and started through. A thorn scraped across his
face, but he wisdly kept his"ouch" quiet, not to demoralize the troops. He moved ahead another step,
trampling down more branches with hisfeet, pulling apart other tangled branches with his gloved hands.
He could seetheair hole, in plain sight now, just afew feet away.

"Follow me," he ordered.

"I'm really getting tired of hearing him say that," Pestle complained to hisbrother.

"Seemere. Nothing to it." Selquist turned to hisfellows, who had been doing aot of screeching and
cursng.

Now he saw why. Selquist, with his scraggly beard and wispy hair, had made it through the bushes
with rlative ease. His companions had long, full beards and thick curly hair, which was now snagged and
thoroughly tangled in the long thorns. It appeared, from the looks of things, that they were going to be



snagged there forever, unless rescued.

"Can't you three do anything right?" Selquist asked irritably.

Three pairs of eyesglared at him from faces that were covered with blood. Three sets of teeth
gnashed at him, and three sets of mouths said not very nice things about his mother.

Heaving along-suffering sgh, Selquist drew his knife and waded back among the thorns.

"| thought you said we shouldn't cut them,” Pestle reminded him.

"I'm not," Selquist said coolly and instead proceeded to cut Pestl€'s beard.

'Hey! No! Don't!" Pestle protested vehemently. A dwarf's beard ishis pride, hisjoy. A dwarf would
as soon condder cutting off certain other essentia parts of himsalf ashe would cutting off his beard.

"Fine, then!" Selquist said. "Stay here. Wait for the rappelsto come eat you.”

Pestle subsided and permitted Selquist to cut him free. When hewasfindly out of the bushes and saw
hanks of hisbrown hair clinging forlornly to the thorns, he was forced to cover hiseyesand hide histears.

Selquist worked on the other two, and finally the rest of the dwarves, shorn and scratched* hot and
swesty, and in no very good humor, stood outsidethe air hole.

"Come on, men." Saquist waved his hand. " Follow—"

Pestle grabbed hold of Selquigt’'s shoulder, spun him around. "If you say 'follow me once more, it'll be
the last thing you ever say,”

Sdquit, indignant, brushed off Pestléshand. "I will lead theway," he said stiffly. ™Y ou can come or
not, as you choose. But may | remind you dl that there is more cold ate down there than thereisup
here

"He'sgot apoint,” Mortar admitted. The tusde with the morn bush had Ieft him extremely thirsty.

Sdquigt entered the air hole, with the othersright behind. The air hole was actually a shaft bored into
the side of the mountain. It was designed not only to provide air and light to those working below, but it
was aso intended to be used as an escape route during a cave-in. Hand and foot holds were carved into
the sde of the smooth rock face of the shaft, aswell as grapples on which to hang ropes. Selquist tied the
end of hisropeto the grapple, and the dwarves swung and climbed down the shaft, keeping awatchful
eye out for rappels. The temperature inside the mountain was much cooler man on its sun-baked surface.

They'd gone about two hundred feet when the air shaft ended. It opened up—so Selquist said—into
atunnel below. The other dwarves had to take hisword for it. The air shaft had provided some light at
the beginning, but that was gone now, leaving the dwarvesin the dark. All they could see with their night
vison was each other, the warm bodies glowing faintly red.

"l can't fed thefloor!" Auger said. He was Sitting on anarrow ledge, hisfeet dangling.

"The rope won't reach any farther,” Pestle reported.

"Doesn't matter,” Selquist replied. "Well jump for it."

"How far?' Mortar asked worriedly.

"Not far."

Sdquist recdled, with ashiver, the first time held made thisjourney. Having reached this point, he had
been forced to make alegp of faith, asit were, into the darkness. He had brought alantern, but its light
didn't reach far. The map had shown the air shaft opening into atunnd. Selquist could only trust that the
mapmaker was reliable and that the runnel floor hadn't given way during the small quakes that
occasiondly rattled the dishes of Thorbardin.

Sdquist was not the dwarf to let apaltry emotion like fear come between him and profit, but he had
spent severd uncomfortable moments huddled here a the end of the air shaft, trying to gather up the
courage to make the drop. He'd doneit, of course, and found that it was only about six feet down to the
tunne floor. Now, confident, he dangled from the last hand hold and, letting go, landed lightly on the floor
below.

Pestle remained in the air shaft, peering down at hisleader.

"Hold on! I'll light alantern so that you can see where you're going,” Selquist said, afraid that Pestle



would land right on top of him.

Sdlquist removed his pack and felt around for the lantern and the flint. A few quick sparks and the
lantern was burning. The others came tumbling down out of the air shaft. Picking themselves up, dusting
themsalves off, they gazed around with interest. All of them were in amuch better mood. Though they
would have been dow-roasted before admitting it, the Niedar had the pleasant fedling, deep insde, of
coming homeat lagt.

"Where do we go from here?' Auger asked eagerly.

Selquist was about to say "Follow me." Swalowing it, he said insteed, " Step thisway, gentlemen.”

Thetunnd was six feet in diameter, with apair of iron rails built into the floor. Thewalls, once
smooth, were cracked here and there, but such wasthe skill of the dwarven engineerswho had first
designed these tunnelsthat the delvings had withstood even the devastating quakes of the Cataclysm
without collgpsing.

"What are these things used for?" Pestle asked.

Armsflailing, he wastrying to walk on one of the rails and meeting with little success. Dwarves are
not noted for their agility.

Sdlquist, in agood mood now that they had reached their destination, waved ahand and said
magnanimoudly, "I know, of course, but perhaps Mortar herewould liketo explain.”

Mortar told them how therailswere used by the dwarvesto haul the cartsloaded with gold and
slver and iron ore through the tunnels. The dwarves passed one of the carts, rusted and broken, sitting
onasding.

"What are you stopping for?" Selquist asked, turning to find that hisfriends had deserted him and
were dl gathered around therail cart.

"Maybe theré's some gold left,” Auger said.

Selquist had been about to complain over the delay, but, & this, he realized that he had dways |onged
to seetheingde of one of these contraptions. He hastened back over, carrying the lantern.

The sides of the cart were as high asthe dwarves were tall and rusted. They couldn't seetheinterior.
Pestle suggested climbing in with the lantern and investigating further.

"Areyou kidding?' Mortar scoffed. "The Thorbardin dwarves would have picked this clean long ago.
| can'timagine why they |eft the cart here, in fact. It looks perfectly good to me.”

"Wait!" Auger said, leaning close and staring intently at the Sides of the cart." Theréswriting here.”

The dwarf brushed off a couple of centuries of dust with the deeve of his shirt. The others gathered
around to see.

"What doesit say, Auger?"

"Y eah, what doesit say?'

Auger read dowly and hdtingly. " 'Hereliesa... acoward. Let. . . otters—no, that must be
others—'L et others see hisfate and beware.' It's dated about the time of the Dwarfgate wars."

"l don't like the sound of this" Pestle said.

But the dwarves were now curious. Standing on tiptoe, the dwarves poked their noses over the side
of the cart. Auger promptly shrieked, a shriek that echoed eerily through the tunnels.

Selquist poked him hard in theribs. " Shut up, you idiot! We're getting close to the popul ated areas!
Good grief, you sound like ahuman who seesa spider. If sjust acorpse.”

"It dartled me, that'sdl,” Auger said defensively.

Drawn by amorbid fascination, they all looked back inside the cart. The corpse wasthat of a
dwarven mae, wearing an iron hem and rusted chain mail. The head had been cleanly severed from the
neck.

Subdued, the four dwarvesleft the cart and its gridy occupant with amumbled gpology for disturbing
hisrest, adding the fervent prayer that he not return the favor and disturb theirs.

"Welcometo Thorbardin,” Mortar said grimly.



They continued on down the tunnel.

Chapter Eleven

After two more hours of walking, enlivened by the occasiona tumble over theiron railsin thefloor,
the four dwarves reached the end of the mine shaft. Selquist flashed the lantern light dl around. They
wereinsgdealarge cavern. The light would not penetrate the darkness far enough to illuminate the celling.
They could see the light shining on theiron rails, however, and those ran sraight into asolid rock wall.

Thethree dwarves|ooked at Selquist, who answered hastily, "Thisisn't what it lookslike."

"A dead end?' Pestle growled.

"Yes. | mean, no, itisn't. Aslor thiswall"—Selquist tapped on it—"it was added at alater date, built
right over therails. | must admit that when | first came upon this obstacle, | was more than alittle
disappointed. However, by means of superior reasoning, | deduced that—"

"Of course!" Mortar interrupted. "1 know wherewe are! Y es! Thismust have been the very same
tunnel used by the Thane of the Neidar to lead his peoplein their futile attempt to break into Thorbardin,
after the Hylar had refused them admittance following the Cataclysm.”

"How do you know that?' Pestle asked, shushing Sd-quist, who wastrying to say something.
"Theréslots of tunnels and shafts down here.”

"Y es, but according to legend the Thane and his clan crossed Helefundis Ridge. The sameridge we
just crossed. And there was that dead fellow back there and the words were written in the old language.
Thisisaplace of great higtorica sgnificance,”" Mortar added, solemnly and reverently removing hisiron
helm. "Hundreds of dwarvesfought and died here.”

"Wonderful story," Selquist snapped. "Well erect amonument. Now, as| was saying, by means of
superior reasoning, | deduced that mere must be—"

"That would explain why the Council of Thanes had thisareawalled up,” Pestle remarked. "Thisarea
was areminder of adark timein Thorbardin history. They wanted it to disgppear. Out of sight, out of
mind, asthe specter says."

Selquist made another try. "I'm sure that's exactly what the Council of Thaneswasthinking, Pestle,
and thank you for sharing that. Now, as| was saying, | thought at first | was trapped down here, until |
came to the conclus on—the rather brilliant conclusion that—"

"S0," said Auger, pondering thisout dowly, "if this entrance to Thorbardin iswaled up, how do we
get through?'

"I'mtrying to tdl you!" Selquist shouted, forgetting his own admonition to be quiet.

Pestle reminded him.

Sdlquist seethed silently.

While he was seething, Mortar said, ™Y ou know, the dwarves must have had aforge down here.
How e'sewould they have repaired therails?’

"You'reright!" Pestle said eagerly. "And if they had aforge, they would have needed pipesto vent the
heat. Which meansthat the pipeswould lead . .. right back outside." His eagernessfaded. "We don't
want to go back outside.”

"Not necessarily!" Mortar picked up the thread of his brother's thought and ran with it "Venting the
heet outside would be wasteful. But if you ran the pipesinto Thorbardin, you could use the heat from the
forgeto— Sdlquist, why are you banging your head against thewal?' " . .

"Never mind,” Selquist said bitterly. He really had to put together anew team. " Just stop your
yammering and comewith me."

Selquigt turned to hisright and stalked off. Raising hislantern, he flashed it over one of the largest
forgesthe dwarves had ever seen. Huge cauldrons, suspended on enormous chains, hung over gigantic
fire pits. An underground steam fed into a dwarf-made |ake used to cool the molteniron.



A few broken tools lay scattered about the floor, but the thrifty dwarves had long ago carried off
anything useful beforewadling up thisarea.

The dwarves stared in awed slence, picturing the hundreds of dwarves swesting and toiling in thelight
of theroaring forge fires, hearing the ringing blows of hammer on iron, the Szzle of the hot ore plunging
into the water, the team rising up like wraiths out of the turgid water.

Pestle walked over, picked up apair of broken tongs, and ran his hand over it lovingly. Selquist was
half-Daergar and half-Neidar. Pestle was suspected of being at least half-Hylar, or mountain dwarf. He
was fascinated with forging. He had once been gpprenticed to the village blacksmith, but the
disappearance of several sted coinsfrom the smith's jnoney box led to hested words and Pestle's
eventua dismissa. Pestle's ambition was to acquire money enough to open hisown smithy.

SHquigt flashed hislantern overhead, illuminating the remnants of asystem of largeiron pipesthat
would vent the heat from the forge> carry the heat to the inhabited portions of Thorbardin. Theiron had
long since rusted and corroded, leaving scraps of pipe strewn across the tops of the forges.

Selquist climbed up onto one of the enormous stone hearths, set hislantern down. From there, he
grabbed onto a dangling chain and shinnied up it until he was opposite the hole. It was about aswide as
hewastdl. With the agility of aspider (which Salquist's detractors said he rather resembled), the
scrawny dwarf siwung from the chain into the hole and disappeared.

The three dwarves waiting below were startled, but before they could say anything, Selquist
regppeared, grinning and waving. "Come on!"

His companions, who weighed congderably more and who were not built for legping blithely from
chainsinto holes, glanced at each other dubioudy. Auger shook his head.

"Il helpyou!" Sdquist said.

"What about the lantern?' Mortar asked.

"Douseit and leave it there. Well need it on the way back.”

The dwarves clambered up onto the hearth and climbed the chain, Pestle in thelead. Selquist held out
his hands. Pestle swung over to the hole. Selquist grabbed the dwarf, helped him down off the chain
without mishap. The other two made it with only minor difficulties—such as Auger swinging himsdlf into
thewall instead of the hole—but eventudly al four dwarves were crouched, safe and sound, insdethe
hole. Selquist took the lead.

The opening narrowed considerably, forcing the dwarvesto drop to their hands and knees and crawl.
It ran horizontally for twenty feet, then turned to the right and extended on for another twenty feet. By this
time, they could al seelight at the end of the pipe, beyond aniron grating.

Oncethey reached the grating, Selquist cautioned hisfriendsto silence and peered out to seeif
anyone wasin the tunndls underneath.

The tunnelswere empty. Swiftly, Selquist removed severa bolts from the grating—he'd had the
foresight to loosen these balts on his previous trip—and swung the grating open.

"Hurry!" hewhispered. "And keep quiet!”

Sdlquist held the grate while the other three exited. They tumbled out onto the floor of atorch-lit
corridor. Unlike the abandoned shafts through which they had been walking, the corridor had every sgn
of being well-traveled. It was clean, wdll-lit, and they could hear voices, very faint and far away.

They looked up at Selquist, who was il in the pipe.

"Peoplelive here?" Pestle gulped.

"Of course, peoplelive here" Sdquist returned. "It's difficult to sted from peopleif there aren't any
peopleto steal from! Now, shut up and take these."

Selquist handed down severd objects wrapped in cloth, which held |eft inside the pipe on his previous
vigt.

"What are they? Burglar tools?' Pestle asked Mortar.

"No," said Mortar, on the receiving end. "They're brooms.”



"Broomd" The three glowered up at Selquist.

"Il explaninaminute.

Letting the grating fal, Selquist squeezed out and dropped to the floor himsdlf. Grinning in triumph, he
turned to his companions.

"Gentlemen," hesaid. "Asour friend Mortar has dready said once today, welcometo Thorbardin.”

Thethree did not share hisglee. They were staring at him and a each other in dismay. All were
covered, from beard to boots, in greasy black soot.

Mortar tried in vain, to wipe off the soot, succeeded only in smearing it across hisface.

"We can't go waltzing around Thorbardin looking Kkethis!" he spluttered. "They'll think were..*
we're gully dwarves or something and dap usinjail for surel”

"Nonsense," Sdlquist said. "And don't wipethat off. If stheided disguise. | used it myself with much
successon my last trip here. Here, each of you take abroom. Now, if anyone asks, were chimney
swveeps!”

The eyes of the three soot-covered dwarves widened. They continued to gaze a Selquist, but now it
waswith admiration. Thiswaswhy hewasther leader.

They shouldered their brooms and marched off down the corridor. Rounding that corridor, they
stepped out onto a balcony overlooking Thorbardin.

Each hdted, awe-struck. The view was magnificent.

The entire nation of Thorbardin is housed insde the Kharolis mountains. Here are seven mgjor cities,
three farming warrens, two governmental aress, afortress at Northgate and Southgate, and the City of
the Dead. From their vantage point, the dwarves could see only asmall portion of the vast delvings, but
what they saw was enough to stop their bregath.

Thelr village of Cdebundin, of which they wererightly proud, could have been dropped intact into this
vast hdl and made hardly asplotch at the bottom.

Far off, in the distance, they could see the famed Life Tree of the Hylar, the enormous stdactite that
was a self-contained, heavily fortified city. Its many stone turrets and towers, stairs and wal kways housed
everything from important government offices and private residences to gardens and shops.

If an enemy did manage to break through the stone gates of the mountain, the dwarves could
withdraw into the Life Tree and hold out against a besieging army for— by some estimates—a hundred
years.

By that time most besieging armieswould have lost interest.

Three of the dwarves stepped up to the railing of the balcony and looked down.

Auger stayed behind, his back firmly againgt solid rock. He got dizzy just climbing atree. When the
others leaned over the balcony to take alook below, Auger shut his eyes and grabbed hold of a piece of
thewdl|.

"That's the Seventh Road down there." Selquist pointed out the sights. "We're just north of the West
Guardian Hall, which entersthe Valey of the Thanes. Well go north along this road, then skirt around the
West Warrens. Then, we head straight for Thelwar territory. Once there, we can relax.”

At this, even Auger's eyes opened.

"Theiwar!" Mortar repegted. "¥ou didn't say anything about the Theiwar!*

"They're bad dwarves," Pestle sad.

"We're bad dwarves," Selquist pointed out.

"It's not the same," Pestle muttered.

"They're vampires," Auger said inalow voice. "They drink blood, and they hang from the roofs of
their cavesby their feet, and if the sunlight hitsthem they vanishin apuff of green smoke."

"Where do you come up with this stuff?* Selquist glared a him.

"My Nanatold me" Auger replied.

"Mortar, explain,” Sdquist said.



Mortar explained that the Theiwar, through years of living underground had indeed formed an
averson to sunlight but that this did not make them vampires. And though generally conceded to harbor
dark and twisted ambitions of dominating all the other races of dwarves and therefore shunned by all
other races of dwarves, the Theiwar did not eat dwarven babies> as was popularly maintained.

And, yes, they were the only race of dwarves with any interest whatsoever in practicing magic but,
though this showed them lacking in common sensg, it did not necessarily make them bad people.

While Mortar wasthus learnedly discoursing, Sel-quist herded histeam over to astaircase, which
was cut out of the rock wall and zig-zagged down the side of the cliff.

"I can't!" Auger gasped, clinging to thewall. Thetallest treein the forestsin their valley would look
likeasprig fromthisfar above.

"Who ever heard of a second-story man afraid of heights?' Selquist demanded.

"I'm more acdlar man, mysdf,” Auger said, quavering.

"Shut your eyes and hold onto my hand,” Selquist said findly. "Well guide you down. That'sthe
Seventh Road down there."

Dwarves aways take a no-nonsense approach to names (with the exception of Selquist's mother),
and the road was known as the Seventh Road because it was the seventh road leading out from
Northgate, where began the First Road.

Sowly, with Auger painfully clutching their hands, the dwarves made their descent.

Chapter Twelve

The four traveled north aong the Seventh Road. No one stopped them or even paid much attention
to them. Most of the Hylar they passed seemed unaware of their very existence, although severa
matronly dwarves did crossthe street, gathering up their skirtsto avoid brushing againgt thefilthy sweeps.
One wedding party actudly halted long enough for the bride to shake handswith Selquig, it being
well-known that shaking hands with a sweep brings luck.

They werejust dragging Auger away from ogling the bride, when, rounding abend, they were
accosted by four unusually tall dwarves wearing highly ornamented breastplates and huge battle-axes at
their belts

Auger knew immediately that they'd been apprehended. Giving awhimper, he sarted to sink to his
knees, intending to throw himself on the mercy of the court.

"What'sthat idiot doing!" Sdquist hissed. "Mortar, pick him up! Pestle, bring himin herel™

Mortar propped Auger up from behind. Pestle pulled from the front. Selquist herded his companions
into aconvenient doorway.

A wooden handcart adorned with a coat of armsrolled past, pulled by two shabby dwarves. Two
more dwarves, rather more rotund than their fellows and much better dressed, walked along on either
sde of the cart. The well-dressed dwarves—both of whom were wearing massive golden chains around
their necks— smoothed meir glossy beards and talked in loud boisterous tones to each other.

The armed guards gave the four chimney sweeps suspicious|ooks and rattled their axes but passed
by without accosting them.

"It's nothing. Probably the tax collectors,”" Salquist whispered hurriedly. "They're not after us."

The cart, heavily laden with bulging sacks, rolled by.

"1 bet mat'sfull of gold and sted!" Pestle said widtfully.

Sdquigt gavethear an investigatory sniff, his nose twitched. "Gold, | think. Some sted mixed in,
maybe a couple of bars of slver. They wanted nothing to do with us, that'sfor sure. Still, thisisjust a
sample of the wedlth well find. Where we're going, ther€lll berichesfor usdl. Stick With me, and
someday you, too, Auger, will wear agold chain around your neck."

"Either that or anoose," Pestle said gloomily to Mortar. The sight of the battle-axes had shaken his



nerves.

The hill dwarves continued on, thankful that Selquist knew where hewas going. (At leest, they hoped
Sdlquist knew where he was going.) Unable to see the sun, they had logst dl sense of time and place,
wandering around insde the mountain. Mortar guessed by the growling of his stomach that it was well
after the dinner hour.

"Wheré'sthe deyou promised?’ he grumbled to Sd-quist. "And food?"

"Soon, soon," Selquigt said. "Keep moving. We have to be there by night.”

"If sadways night down here/ Auger said, but no one paid any attention.

The Seventh Road ended at a building. Here they ran across the wooden cart again. The contents
were being unloaded into alarger cart, drawn by what appeared to be some sort of giant badger. The
well-dressed dwarves stood dightly gpart from the working dwarves, il chatting casudly, though neither
of them took their eyes from the tax money.

"Circlearound it," Selquist said.

The four scooted around the outside of a series of runnels which Salquist said were called the West
Warrens. They came upon the Second Road, which was, according to Selquist, one of two roads leading
from the North Gate to the Thelwar city of Themadlin. As one might imagine, this road was not heavily
traveled, except, perhaps, by rats.

Thefour entered a part of Thorbardin far different from the parts through which they had recently
traveled. The passageway was poorly lit, littered with refuse, and foul smelling. Enormous cracks gaped
at their feet. These cracks appeared to have been caused by quakes, but they had not been repaired, and
might have been | eft to dow down any threatening force. Crude wooden bridges spanned the chasms,
planksthat could be taken up swiftly in adefensive stuation.

Auger shook and shivered while crossing these planks, and it was severa long hours after they first
entered Thorbardin before they finally reached the outskirts of the Theiwar city.

The Thewar dwelt on severd leves, burrowing downward deep into the mountains roots. This
area—the bottom floor for the Hylar—was the top floor of the Theiwar settlements.

The Theiwar had built no walls; there were no guard houses or barracks marking the entrance to their
territory. But there were guards. Four dwarves, each with a battle-axe at the ready, stood blocking the
road.

The dwarves were dressed in clothes that appeared to be cast-offs; the breeches and tunics were
mismatched and tattered. Their hair was uncombed and matted, their beards were greasy and contained
remnants of past medls. One of the dwarveswas missing an eye. The eyelid covering the empty socket
had been sewn shut. Y ellow puss dribbled from beneath the wrinkled eyelid, ran down the dwarf's
chin/making tracksinto his beard. The axesthe Theiwar carried were top notch—well made, the blades
sharp and gleaming in the light of many torches.

Auger, Pestle, and Mortar bunched together and wished they hadn't come.

Sekjuigt greeted the Theiwar with anonchaant, " Good-evening, Srs,” and continued on.

"That'sfar enough,” said the lead Thelwar—the one missing an eye. "What brings you swellsto the
city of Themadlin? Out dumming?"

"Relax, Theiwar cousin. We are not Hylar." Selquist stepped forward.

He rubbed some of the dirt from hisface, so that the Thelwar could get agood look at him. Even
though they weretravel worn and blackened with soot, he and his companions still presented adistinct
contrast to the Theiwar, who both looked and smelled asiif their last baths had been taken about the time
of the Dwarfgate wars.

"We are Daewar, cometo learn from Chronix. | am his gpprentice. My nameis Sdquig.”

Thefour armed Theiwar discussed the matter in low tones. When their conversation ended, the
one-eyed dwarf walked closer and thrust hisfaceinto Selquidt's.

"You're Daewar, dl right, or I've never smelled Daewar before. Which | have. | hate the smdll of



Daewar." Hefingered his axe.

"We're not Daewar!" Auger protested, despite Sal-quist's attempt to warn hisfriend off with an
alarmed look and ajerk of the head. "Were Neidar.”

"Oh, yeah?' The Theiwar clomped over, twisted his head to regard Auger with the one good eye.
"WeH, ain't that too bad. ‘Cause white | dont like Daewar none, | got a healthy respect for 'em.” The
glaring eye came closer and so did the axe blade. "1 got no respect at al for Neidar pukes. I'd just as
soon crack open aNeidar's skull aslook himin the face.”

Auger shrank back between his comrades, who were attempting to crawl into the rock wall behind
them.

Selquist, with asigh, strode forward. He dapped the Theiwar on thE back.

"By Reorx, man, don't you know ajoke when you hear one? Auger's such acomedian. Neidar! Ha,
hal That'sagood one! Why look at these dirty rascals. Do they look like Neidar to you?"

"They look more like gully dwarvesthan anything,” the Thelwar said.

"And what would Neidar be doing in Thorbardin? How would they get in? Unless you think the Hylar
opened the Great Gate for us." Selquist laughed loudly at the thought. His companions, with some
prompting, laughed—alittle sckly, but it was laughter.

"Or maybe we crawled through a crack in the mountain!" Selquist laughed harder.

His companionsfell slent, glared a him.

The Theiwar scratched his head with the blade of hisaxe. "I guess maybe you'reright.”

Losing interest in the other three, much to their vast rdlief, the one-eyed Theiwar turned back to
SHauis.

"Y ou've been here before, an't you?'

Selquist nodded. "As| said, | am Chronix's apprentice.

He's teaching methe fine art of acquistions. He will vouch for me and my party. Now, if you'l just
direct meto hisdweling—"

"You, an't goin' nowhere, Daewar cousin." The Thei-war gave the term amost uncousinly emphasis.
"Y ou're gonnawait right here, Chronix can clam you if hewants-1 ain't gonnalet four Daewar loosein
Themeadlin. Wait in there

He pointed to amean-looking hove that the four at first took for arefuse dump but which turned out
to bethelocd tavern. Sdquist and hisfriends shuffled inside, dipping in spilled de and treading on
broken crockery. The Thelwar guard sent arunner after Chronix and then clomped insde to keep his
one good eye on thevisitors,

Thefour, conscious of the scrutiny, sat down at the only table they could find that was actualy
standing upright and tried to look nonchalant A fire sputtered in the fireplace, bel ching out more smoke
than heat. Severa huge kegs, with spigots atached, looked asif they were holding up the wall at the
back.

A datternly barmaid douched over to the table. She had black hair, brown eyes, and the longest,
curliest sde-whiskers any of them had ever seen. Auger was smitten.

"What'chawant?' she growled.

"Ale," sad Sdquist promptly. "Four mugs.”

The others regarded him with horror.

"| promised you ale, Mortar,” Selquist said virtuoudy, "and de you shdl have. We "want to keep you
regular, you know."

Mortar groaned and closed his eyes. He had visions of being agood deal more regular than was
good for afdlow.

The aeturned out to be surprisingly potable, as even Morta—who was a connoi sseur—admitted. It
was dark and foaming, with asmoky quality that spoke of oak kegs stored in cool, deep caverns. Once
the dwarves fished out the small black-winged objects floating dead on the surface, they enjoyed the de



consderably.

They waited for nearly half an hour. Finaly the runner returned, accompanied by another dwarf
trotting dong at hisside. This Theilwar was short, even for adwarf. He came only to Selquist's shoulder.
Bounding over to the table, breathless from the exertion—for he was forced to run where others
walked—the dwarf gave Selquist agood, hard look, sniffed at him, then nodded.

"Yes, that'shim. | never saw the other three, but I'll take responsibility for them."

"All right. Off with you," the leader snarled. He gave them one last baeful glance from his good eye
and stalked back to his post.

Chronix stood regarding each of mem in silence. The dwarves grew nervous benegth hisintense gaze.

FinaBy, Selquist said, "Asyou requested, Chronix, | broughf long my friends.”

Chronix broke into a gap-toothed grin. "Good," he said, rubbing dirty, pudgy hands together. "For
thisjob, that's very good indeed.”

Chapter Thirteen

It had been agood party. A helluva good party. Kang couldn't recall a better party, but then he
couldn't recall his own name at the moment. The raid on the dwarven village had netted the draconians
five kegs of de and three barrels of dwarf spirits. During the days and nights that followed—and Kang
wasn't sure hew many of those mere had been—he had drunk hisfull share.

Staggering through the door of his quarters, he saw six bedsin front of him. Something in his
dwarf-spirit fuzzed brain told him that he only owned one bed. The other five were not realy there. But
he had no idea, which bed was which.

Choosing one, he headed for it, flopped down oniit.

He missed, landed snout-first on the floor, hard.

It didn't matter. Before he hit, he was adeep.

A thunderous boom roused him from his stupor. He had been dreaming about a battle with the
Knights of Solamnia, dreaming that agnomish device had exploded in the midst of the conflict, wrecking
havoc on friend and foe dike.

Groping for ablanket, Kang dragged it over his head, to protect himsdf from the flying shrapnd and
tried to go back to deep.

The thunderous boom came again. Kang pulled off the blanket, listened. There was something familiar
about that boom. Something he knew he should recognize. It was.... It was...

A knock on hisdoor.

Kang groaned. "Go away!"

Instead, the knock was repeated. That meant that it was the duty sentry, and the fact that he had
knocked twice meant that it was important—really important. The last piece of business Kang had
conducted, before settling down to some serious guzzling, had been to make certain the sentries were set,
the long and short range patrols were assigned. | solated in a hogtile environment, the draconians could
not afford to let down their guard. A share of the take was set aside for those on duty, who would have
their chance to celebrate on their return. 1t must be one of those patrol s reporting now.

Kang groaned again, lifted his head, which seemed to have grown in Sze sncether last meeting. "I'm
adeep. What dyawant?

The knock was repeated athird time. Thiswas an emergency.

Kang knew better man to try to stand up. Herolled over, faced the door. "Comein!" heyelled.

The door opened, letting in afull blast of blaring sunlight. Kang peered painfully through the glare.

A Baaz by the name of Clotdoth stood in the doorway. He saluted. " Sir, | didn't want to wake you,
but the—"

"Just say what you've got to say, and then leave methe hell done," Kang snarled.



Before the Baaz could answer, a Bozak pushed through the door. His name was Stemhmph, and he
was the reconnai ssance officer.

Startled, Kang sat upright on the floor. He ingstantly regretted his hasty move. Hie floor heaved and
buckled, as did Kang's ssomach.

"I'm sorry to bother you, Sir, but it's urgent.” Stemhmph reported: "My patrol camein early by three
days. They reported seeing adragon flying acrossthe Plains of Dugt. | thought you'd want to know right
avay."

Kang's brain fought itsway through the fumes of the dwarf spirits. The word "dragon™ aided in the
mental battle, and in areatively few minutes, Kang was on hisfeet and about as sober as could be
expected. More sober than he wanted.

"Wasthe dragon flying north, in this direction? What kind wasit?"

Stemhmph shook hishead. "It was flying acrossthe Plains, Sir, heading west. Asto what kind it was,
the patrol leader couldn't tell. It was slhouetted against the sun. He thinks it was ared dragon, by itssize.
And he reported that he did not sense the normd 'dragon dread’ mat we used to fee whenever any of
Pdadine's cursed wyrms came near us.”

Kang's head had won the battle but lost the war. His brain felt too big for his skull, which throbbed
and ached.

"One of our Queen'sdragons? Flying in broad daylight? Something'sup,” he muttered, adding, "Have
the duty officer cal Officer's Call a mid-morning. I'd tell you to double the guard on thewalls, but I don't
mink you'l find anybody sober enough to climb up there. Good work, Stemhmph. Now et me go back
todeep.”

The draconian sa uted and shut the door behind him very, very gently.

Two days later, the effects of the dwarf spirits had been wrung out of Kang's body by along and
arduous march through the mountains, down to the Plains of Dust. Locating an outcropping of rock,
cooled by the shade of agigantic pinetree, he sat down to watch.

In the rocks and trees behind him crouched atroop of draconians from First Squadron, combat
equipped. Back at the village, the entire regiment was at battle readiness. The draconians had no idea
what had brought their dragon cousins and dlies back out into aworld they had lost, aworld now ruled
by Pdadin€'s dragons, but they guessed it might be war.

The last time Kang had seen ared dragon was at Neraka, at the end of the War of the Lance. That
had been over twenty years ago.

He waited patiently, squinting into the waves of heat that roiled off the desert sands below. At first, al
he saw was a buzzard whedling in the cloudless sky. Then, as his eyes became more and more
accustomed to the bright light, he was aware of something flying the skies over the Plains of Dust. He
couldnt tell what it was, but it was large. Two specks, moving steadily and rapidly forward, heading
toward his pogtion.

The buzzard ceased its circling, and flapped down with a contented croak in the rocks below.

"Thisisit,” Kang sad to himsdif.

Rigng to hisfeet, he turned around, looked behind him, searching for aglint of armor, ashining scale,
anything that might have given away the fact that there was a squadron of draconians hidden among the
rocks. He saw nothing and smiled. His men were good. Damn good. It was a shame that they might all
be dead in the next ten minutes.

Turning, Kang left hisrock, scrabbled down the hillside. He passed the buzzard, feasting on a dead
deer, and walked out into the burning hot sand of the Plains of Dust. He waited.

The two dots drew rapidly nearer, near enough for Kang to get agood look at them.

Two red dragons and, on their back, two dragon riders. They had been flying from west to east
when, suddenly, the dragons veered from their path. They had spotted Kang.

The dragons spirded downward, their wings extended, riding on the thermal s rising from the desert



floor. The sun glistened on their red scales. Massive, enormous, over forty-eight feet in length from their
fanged mouthsto their lashing tails, the red dragons were not as graceful as most of the others of thelr
kind. But, like al dragons, they possessed a horrific, awful type of beauty.

And, like al dragons, even those who worshipped her Dark Mg esty, the reds | oathed the perverted
gpawn of the eggs of their cousins. The reds would not dare admit it, nor would the blacks, nor the
whites, nor any of the other colors of dragons serving She of Many Colors and of None. Red dragons
and draconians were dlies, ostensibly. But Kang knew weD that the glittering eye of ared never feH on
him but mat it wasfilled with hatred born of deep-rooted fear. What had happened to one dutch of
dragon eggs could happen to another.

The two red dragons landed fifty feet in front of Kang. They were male and femae, probably amated
pair, and they regarded him with sneering disdain. Their riderswore full dragon armor, atype Kang had
never before seen—black metal with red facings, adorned with emblems of desth.

One of theriders remained mounted, on the dert. The other rider dismounted and began to walk
toward Kang. The rider was helmed, wore a sword. Kang could not see the face.

"Come no closer," Kang warned.

The dragon rider hated, pulled off her helmet. Hair asred asthe fiery sun was pulled back, avay
from her face, fdl inalong braid over her black armor. She might have been attractive for ahuman.
Kang couldn't tell. Some draconians, having no femaes of their own, lusted after human femaes. Kang
didn't happen to be one of them.

He stood in silence, leaving it to the rider to spesk.

"Tel me, draconian,” she said in aclear voice that echoed among the rocks, "why do | find
dragonspawn aday and a half's march from Thorbardin, twenty-five years after your kind was, to all
intents, exterminated?'

Kang made amenta check of hismagica spells, cataogued them. They had seemed powerful to him,
when hed received them as a gift from his Queen. Now—recalling the immense magica power of thered
dragons—hislittle spells were puny, worth less than the sand on his clawed feet.

"We are here because we survived," Kang answered. "Now, tell mewhy | find two dragon riders
mounted on red dragonswho, if they are caught out in the open by Paladine's gold dragons, will most
surely be exterminated?”

Therider gazed a him steedily. "I am Taon Leader Huzzud, Knight of the Lily, asis my companion.
We are the scouts for the Fifth Army of Conquest, led by Lord Ariakan, ruler of Ansalon.”

Kang'swings fanned him, cooled him. Standing under the begting sun, he had to fight off atendency
to drowsiness. "Ariakan?' He repegated the name. "Any relation to Ariakus, the long-dead former ruler of
Ansdon?'

The woman frowned a his sarcasm. "Lord Ariakan ishisson,” shesaid coldly. "And | would take
care with my tongue, draconian, lest you want meto cut it out. Y ou will speak of my lord with respect.”

"If and when he earnsit,” Kang growled. "l am Kang, commander of the First Dragonarmy Engineer
Regiment. You cal yoursdf aKnight of the Lily. Ismat anything like a Solamnic Knight of the Rose?"

He expected this question to be answered with afoul oath and spitting denid. Insteed, to his
astonishment, the woman nodded gravely, solemnly. "We are equal in rank and in honor," she said,
"though not in our beliefs.”

Noting Kang's mouth part, histongue flick in derision, she gave adight smile. "Times have changed,
dra-conian. Those of uswho serve the Dark Queen have learned our lesson. A hard one, | must admit.
We Knights of Takhisis are pledged body and soul to Her Mgesty, to our duty as soldiers, and"—she
paused for effect—"to honor, and to each other.

"We are bound to sacrifice everything for Our Queen's great Cause. Not only our lives, which are
hersto do with as she seesfit, but our ambition, our desires, our own sdlfish gods. All are subsumed in
her grester glory. Our duty liesin serving her to the best of our abilities.”

Kang wasimpressed. HEd never heard any servant of the Dark Queen speak like mis. Generdly her



greater glory came second to greed, lust, ambition, and self-aggrandizement. If what thisknight said held
true— and, admittedly, talk was chegp—than this Ariakan might be acommander Kang could respect.

" S0, draeonian, | takeit that you are the lone survivor of this Engineer Regiment. It isawonder you
have survived dl by yourself, so near the dwarven homelands."

"Not quitedone, Sir Knight," Kang said, with agrin.

A wave of his hand brought movement among the rocks. The draconiansroseto their feet. Therider,
startled, took two steps backward. Behind her, the red dragons lifted their wings, thrashed their tails, and
dug their feet into the sand.

"Thisisthe Second Troop of the First Squadron. | have over two hundred engineersin my
command,” Kang said with pride. "Weliveinawaled city in themountains. If thisLord Arigkan is
looking for soldiers, | would be pleased to spesk to one of his commanders.”

The rider hesitated for amoment, staring at the draconians scattered about the hill above her. "The
army isthree days march behind us. We intend to camp in these very foothills. If you will tell mewhere
your villageislocated, | will send amessenger ..."

"That won't be necessary,” Rang said. "I'll bewaiting.”

The knight didn't like that, but she apparently understood Kang's reluctance to reved the location of
his headquarters—even to those who were ostensibly alies. On more than one occasion, alies had very
nearly gotten him killed.

She gave acool nod, turned smartly on the hedl of her boot, and left him. After afew moments
speaking to her wingmate, she mounted her dragon and gave ayank on thereins. Thered female glared
batefully at Kang, then propelled hersdlf off the ground with powerful hind legs, claws digging grest holes
in the sand. Spreading her enormous red wings, the dragon lifted up into the air. Notorioudy
bad-tempered, the red femae snorted agout of flamein Kang's generd direction before flying off.

Kang was careful to take no offense; the dragon's rider spoke a sharp word of reprimand. Shelifted
her hand to Kang in sdlute. The rider'swingmate joined her inthe air. The dragonsflew off acrossthe
desart, dwindling in the distance until they vanished from sight.

"The Dark Queen is once again on the move. Thiscould be good," Kang said to himsdlf, his
sun-drowsed blood now pumping hot with excitement. "This could be good! This could be very good
indeed.”

Chapter Fourteen

The hill dwarves did not see the dragons, knew nothing of the fact that an army of those whom the
rest of the world was caling dark knights was marching acrossthe Plains of Dust. The dwarves of
Celebundin sent out patrols/ but those patrols never bothered patrolling the Plains of Dust. No Onewas
out there except the barbarian humans known as the Plainsmen, and they kept to themsalves, had asfew
dedlings with other races as possible, which was good, in the minds of the hill dwarves. Everyone knew
the barbarians were crazed. They'd haveto be, to live voluntarily in the desert.

The hill dwarvesdid not like the desert. They did not like the heet, the glaring sun, the vast open
gpaces without cover. Born to burrowing and delving, born to cool underground caverns or heavily
wooded forests, the hill dwarves could not conceive of any sane being setting foot on the burning sands.

Sdlquist and his companions might have seen the dragons and the army of knights on their return trip
from Thorbardin, but they chose to take awesterly route back around the mountain. Loaded down with
loot, they opted for the easiest paths possible. They reached Celebundin without seeing anything more
threatening than glimpsing an ogre from adistance. The dwarves had rapidly increased that distance, and
they arrived back at the outskirts of the village with nothing worse than sore feet and shoulders that ached
from carrying their heavy packs.

They waited in the woods for nightfal, in order to sneak undetected back into the dwarven village. It
would never do for the High Thane to discover they”d been out on a private raid. Hed make them do



something dreadful with the loot—like shareit. Utilizing the same apple orchard they'd used to effect their
escape, the dwarves crept past the dumbering sentry and made their way safely and unobserved back to
Sdquig'shouse!

He unlocked the three locks, grateful to see that no dishonest person had been tampering with them in
his absence, and the four tromped inside.

Once mere, safe and sound and away from Theiwar and Niedar and corpsesin carts and tax
collectors, the four dwarves al breamed a heart-felt sigh of rdlief. Even Sdquist announced mat it was
good to be home. With that, he dumped the contents of his sack out onto the large centra table.

“Incrediblel" he said. "Absolutely incredible.”

The other three had to admit he was right.

The take consisted of two silver de mugs, apair of bone candlesticks adorned with semiprecious
gtones, a haf-dozen rings whose vaue was not immediately obvious but were hopefully worm something,
and—Pestles favorite—a silver hair comb adorned with an amulet carved in the shape of askull. The
skull's eye sockets glowed red in the dark. Pestle was convinced it was magic.

"Of course, it'smagic,” Salquist maintained knowl-edgesbty. "1t fetch afine price a this mage-ware
shop | know in Palanthas. It's run by awoman named Jennawho isn't a al particular about how afellow
comes by hiswares. Here now, don't be messing with that, Pestle. Put it back. Y ou might say the wrong
word and turn yourself into ahuman or something worse. An ef maybe.”

Hastily, Pestle et the skull drop back onto the table. He continued to gaze at it, fascinated.

"l just can't figure out what makes the eyes glow like that!"

Auger removed alarge, tattered, and dirty leather-bound book from his backpack and thumped it
onto thetable. "I don't know what you made me carry thisal the way back for. It's heavy, and it smells
funny.”

"Mildew," said Mortar, eyeing the book.

Sdquist picked up the book, ran his hand over the torn binding lovingly.

"Thisis more va uable than everything cm that table combined. More vauable than everything in the
Thaneswarehouse. In my long and not inglorious career, thisis the most valuable object I've ever
stol—urn... acquired.”

"Isit magic?' Pestle regarded the book with more interest, though he was disgppointed thet it didn't
olow.

"No, it'snot magic,” Auger said scornfully. "Not unless | can suddenly read magic, which, thank
Reorx, | can't. It'swritten in our language, though some of the words are spelled funny. And, from the
looks of it, the book's arecord of some Daewar raiding party from about thirty years ago. It might be of
somevaue higoricaly.”

Mortar gazed at Selquist in puzzlement. "' Since when do you go in for history?"

"Sinceit standsto turn a handsome profit," Selquist replied, with awink. "I've said it beforeand I'll
say it again, you three have no imaginations. None whatsoever. If it wasn't for me, you'd dl be picking
potatoes in the High Thane's garden.”

Thethreelooked &t the old book and tried to imagine something valuable about it. They failed.

"Whered you find it?' Mortar asked, hoping to come up with aclue.

Selquist lowered hisvoice, leaned forward, and said softly, "From a chest under old Chronix'sbed. A
locked chest. Soit must bevauable,”

He stood back and allowed the othersto regard him with astonished admiration.

"You ... you gole that book from ... from Chronix!" Mortar wasthe only one ableto talk. Auger and
Pestle were rendered speechless.

"Of course," SAlquist said, modestly.

"But, he's your teacher! Won't he be mad?*

"Why should he? If sacompliment to him, redlly.” Sdquist shrugged. "He taught mewell.”



"But what could be valuable about abook about a Daewar raid? Unlessit's got jewels hidden insideit
somewhere," Auger argued.

"A raiding party means treasure. Treasure mat hasto be stashed away. Hidden. A book about the
rading party means—"

" —that it might tell where the treasure's hidden!" Pestle shouted.

"Very good,” Selquist said, patting Pestle€'s head in gpproval. "Keep your voice down.”

"But"—M ortar was thinking again, a habit Selquist found annoying—"if thisbook doestell wherethe
treasure is stashed, then Chronix must have aready found it."

"Not s0," Sdlquist replied. "Chronix can't read.”

"But he could have had someoneto read to him."

"Maybe he doesn't trust anyoneelse. Maybe he doesn't know anyone who can read,” Selquist
returned. "L ook at it thisway. If held aready found the treasure, he wouldn't still be keeping the book
under lock and key, now would he?'

Mortar frowned, "Well, yes, but—"

"No morebutd" Sdlquist sad, irritated. "' don't have dl the answers now, but | will haveinjust afew
days. Just as soon as Auger and | read this book.

"While we're doing that," he continued, "you and Pestle will take thisload to Pax Tharkas and sdll it
there. Just be careful traveling the road. Therésalot of thieves running about these days.”

"True enough," Pestle said and shook his head over the degeneracy of thetimes. "It'll take three days
to reach Pax Tharkas and three daysto return. Give usaday to sl the stuff.”

"Not in the marketplace/" Selquist cautioned. " Someone from Thorbardin might recognize some of
these things”

"l may not have an imagination, but I'm smarter than that/' Pestle said tiffly. "I'll-go see my kender
friend Rhanga Changehands. Helll take this stuff and give usagood price.”

"A kender?' Selquist was skeptica. "Since when are they in the buying end of the thieving business?!

"He's been in business along time. He's smarter man most kender. | think he must be part human.”

"That'sriot saying much," Sdquist grumbled. "Very well, if that's the best you can manage. But don't
come back with less than twenty sted. And make sure the kender givesyou areceipt."

Pestle and Mortar repacked dl the items.

"Seeyou inaweek," Mortar said. "Good luck with the book."

Selquist and Auger dept late, thankful to bein their own beds once again. Once Selquist was up and
moving, he woke Auger, started him on the book, and men fixed breskfast.

The book was more than two inches Stick, with heavy parchment pages. Some of the pages were
loose and hung out of the binding. The cover was made of limp brown learner, which was worn and
garting to ped off in places. No title or marking adorned it. The writing was scratchy and barely legible.

Handing Auger aplate of eggs and arasher of bacon, Selquist sat down. "All right. What have we
got? Read it loud. No, not with your mouth full! Y ou're spitting egg dl over thetable.”

Auger gulped down his med, started with the opening page.

" Tirst Day: Halfest, our commander, orders usto hurry up with gathering the provisons. He says mat
we must leave today, or abandon the quest. He hit Grumold with the whip when Grumold sat down to
rest. We hurry.

" 'Later: Grumold isnow our commander. He killed Halfest, but sayswe ill have to hurry. Grumold
now hasfeewhip. We obey.™ Auger looked up at Selquist. "Nice bunch, these Daewar.”

"I'm sure Grumold had hisreasons," Selquist said siffly. "Keep reading.”

Auger settled back and read. Selquist sat in his comfortable chair and listened. Toward evening, when
Auger's voice gppeared about to give out, Selquist kept him supplied with nut-ate, which was known to
have a coating effect on the throat.

The book was written, so they discovered, by a Daewar scribe who wasin the service of me Daewar



Thane at that time. The scribe had been sent along on the quest by the Thane to keep arecord of the
expedition. Not for posterity, apparently, but because the Thane didn't trust the expedition's leaders.

Thefirgt day's reading followed the Daewar from their home in Thorbardin out into the wilderness.
The Daewar marched for days, their scribe writing down such notable events as aknife fight over the
remains of the evening's rabbit stew, during which three Daewar were incapacitated and had to be left
behind.

The only treasure taken thus far was the theft of afresh-baked pie from awindow of afarmer's
cottage.

By that point, Sdquist had falen adeep in his chair. Waking suddenly from abad dream in which
Chronix was chasing him with aknife in one hand and a hot gpple piein the other, Selquist discovered
that Auger was aso adeep, his head on the book.

The two gave up and went to bed.

The second day of reading took the Daewar expeditionary force through some unnamed mountains,
over an unnamed wasteland, where two more Daewar succumbed to thirst, an affliction with which
Auger could sympathize. Toward lunchtime, he complained of a sore throat and, indeed, he could barely
croak out the words. Selquist brought more ale and thistime laced it with dwarf spirits for both of them.
Hefdt in need of arestorative tonic.

"l can't believethid" Selquist said during a pause in the reading while Auger soothed hisvoca cords.
"Wheré'sthe loot? Where's the treasure? Why the devil are they trekking through some godforsaken
desert when they could just have easily stolen something closer to home? | don't think much of this
Grumold asaleader.”

"Should | quit reading?' Auger asked hopefully.

"No, wéell giveit until tonight. Keep going.”

Auger sighed and read on.™"... the gpproaches through the Doom Range were covered by regiments
of draconian warriors—"'

"Stop!" Selquist shouted, and jumped out of hischair. He ran over to alarge wooden chest, fastened
with three locks. Unlocking the chest, he rummaged about for amoment. Auger, thankful for the respite,
took another pull on hisde.

Selquist removed amap case, opened it, and drew out me map. Mumbling "Doom Range" tohimself,
he spread the map out on the table. He pointed hisfinger.

"Doesthat say what | think it says?"

Auger looked. "If you think it says 'Doom Range,' you'reright.”

"l knew it! The Doom Range. Those are the mountains just south of Neraka. Nerakal Thafswhere
they're going. This could be something, after aH. The Dragon Highlords stored all their booty there, or so
I've heard." Selquist rubbed his hands together. "This could be big! Very big! Keep reading!”

Fortified by the de and buoyed in spirit. Auger continued where he had |eft off. His monotone droned
on into the smdl hours of the morniag, but other man a barroom brawl in Sanction, the scribe recorded
nothing of any interest.

"Damn. | was hoping for more." Sdquist sghed.

Auger yawned. He was haf-drunk, bleary-eyed and barely able to speak. "The rest of the book isin
real bad shape. It looks like someone dropped it in afire."

He pointed to the next page, which was partialy burned, the writing illegible.

"l wonder who theidiot waswho tried to burn up my book," Salquist said indignantly. "Probably that
louse, Grumold. I hope his Thane sacks him.”

A snore wasthe only comment. Auger had fallen for- « ward onto his forehead, sound adeep.
Sdquist shook him.

Auger never moved.

"All right." Sdquist sighed. "I get the hint. Go to bed. Well gart again in the morning.”



But by. next morning. Auger had lost his voice completely. Selquist was forced to go hunting down
the village cleric, who recited ahedling prayer to Reorx, recommended a honey-mustard poultice for the
chest, and charged Selquist the exorbitant sum of sixpencefor her services,

The honey and the mustard cost another tenpence and by the time Selquist returned front the market,
he'd forgotten whether the poultice was to be applied externaly or taken internaly. Just to be safe, he did
both. By nightfal, Auger could talk, though he was now attracting flies.

"Day eighty-one: We've been underground for four days now. The quakes caused the walls of our
cavern to cavein, but the stone held the roof in place. Vissk and Grevik are leading the digging, but with
the loss of Romas and Uluth, who were buried under the rubble, we are sorely undermanned. The—"

Auger stopped.

"Thewhat?' Sdquis said.

"l can't makeit out. | think..." Auger pointed to the page. "I think mat's blood!"

"Great! Not only doesthisidiot drop my book in the fire, he bleeds on it, too!"

Auger turned to the next page, which wastorn, but readable.

"... black-robed mages. We found two dive under al the rocks. We dug them out, then killed them.
They did hot try to cast spells. We continue to dig into the chamber, and have found what Grumold
believesisthe north wall. He saysthat according to the map, we should find a huge oak case that stlands
taller man ahuman and which contains many magica items and money and jewels. We are concentrating
herein hope..."

"Yes, yed" Sdquist sat forward eagerly. "Good old Grumold! He's getting dose! What doesit say
—

"l don't know." Auger shook his head. "More Mood."

Sdlquigt consigned Grumold to the Abyss.

Thenext day, Selquist fed Auger more honey-mustard and dathered the concoction on the dwarf's
chest, ignoring his protests and the fact mat Auger's skin was starting to ped off. Sdquist handed his
friend the book.

Auger groaned, but Selquist was merciless. "Read.”

Auger read. " ... findly broke into the storage antechamber. The damage is not as bad here. The
south wall held. The spellbooks were il in place on the shelf. We took them and several wegponsthat
we bdlieve are magicd, plus some other stuff." "

"Suff! What stuff?" Sdquist was excited.

"He doesn't say. He just says, 'We're dl going to berich. Richer than the Thane. Richer than dl the
thanesin dl of Thorbardin.™

Auger and Selquist stored at each other. Salquist, grinning widely, jumped up from the table and did a
little dance around the living room.

Auger no longer needed any urging to keep .reading. He read so fast now that Selquist could barely
understand him. " "‘We havefilled nearly dl of our packswith sted and jewels.”

"Yesl Yed" Sdquist sang and danced.

" 'Somethink that misis enough and mat we should leave. But Grumold has commanded that we
continue digging. He saysthat he feds great magica power coming from thisroom.™

"Dear old Grumold! A trueleader of men!" Salquist relgpsed back into his chair, breathless but
happy. "What did they find? Go on! Go on!"

" 'Later that day: Grumold wasright! Just after midday break, Kuvoss discovered adragon eggina
container under awall support. What afind! It istill intact, and it isworth more than dl of the other
items combined!™

Sdquist looked stricken. "Thaf sit? That'sthe big treasure?”

Auger glanced down the page. "Y eah, it looks that way."

"Dragon eggs.”" Sdquist was gloomy. "Maybe they were worth something twenty-five years ago, but



the bottom's dropped out of mat market. Dragons are laying eggs dl over the place now. Besides, any
egg mat's been stting around for twenty-five years...." Hewrinkled hisnose, shook his head. "Grumold,
meét ninny! No foresght.”

"Y ou want to hear the rest”?’

"l suppose,” Sdquist said glumly,

" 'Later: We have found nine more eggs. They are al unbroken and in good condition. Bui,
unfortunately, they're not worm as much as we had first hoped.™

"Hah!" Sdquist said in gloomy satisfaction. "Grumold must have taken alook at the futures market.”

" 'Vissk found some writing on one of the storage cases. Noorhas trand ated them, as best he can, for
they are written in Common. These eggs purportedly contain femal e draconians, which were never
permitted to hatch. Still, the outer appearance of the eggs has been unchanged. Grumold says we could
il sall man asregular dragon eggs—Iet the buyer beware!" "

"Grumold turns out to be smarter than | gave him credit for,” Selquist admitted. "Keep reading.
Maybe it says how much money they got for the eggs.”

Auger read on, but the rest of the book was nothing more than the story of the Daewar's journey
home, made interesting by accounts of fights breaking out over the treasure, fights which resulted in the
deaths of severa more Daewar. By the time the book ended, only Grumold and the scribe were | eft
dive

The next to the lagt entry read: " ‘Grumold and | hid the treasure in avery cunning hiding place mat no
onewill ever find."

The last entry went asfollows, " 'Grumold was executed today on the Thane's ordersfor trying to
keep thetreasure dl for himsdf. He did not know that | waswriting misjourna, or | am certain he would
have never left medive. | have been handsomely rewarded by the Thane.

The map to the treasure trove isin this book, which | will soon hand over to the Thane.™

"Let melooki Let melook!" Feverishly, Selquist grabbed the book from Auger and turned to thefina
page.

It was dirty, crumpled, and blank.

"Damn! Maybe the map'sin the front."

"It'snot,” Auger said, but Selquist had to see for himself.

He saw. Nothing.

Selquist sank down in his chair and stared a nothing. "No map," he said. "No map."

Reaching his hand into his pocket, he pulled out the medallion of the Dark Queen. "' should have sent
this off with Mortar. He wouldn't get near the price | could for it, of course, but about now I'd exchange
it for akender farming.”

He paused, let the ideas connect in hishead. "Kender farthing. Nonexistant. Invisble. That'sit!" he
cried. "Invigbleink."

Selquist held the book to the sunlight streaming in through an upper window. He examined every page
inthelight, but, again, nothing. He tossed the book back onto the table in disgust.

"There must beamap,” Auger said stubbornly.

"Maybe not,” Selquist said. "Maybe that's why that wretch Chronix never used the book. He didn't
have the map. | never did trust him." He threw the medallion down on top of .the book. "Asfor mat
bauble, tomorrow night, I'm burying the damn thing. I'm obvioudy cursed.”

"But the scribe said that the map was in the book,"

"Another dwarf whose obvioudy not to be trusted,” Selquist said dourly. "Look how he betrayed
poor Gru-mold. "The map isin the book. The map isin the book." He suddenly sprang to hisfeet with a
wild, "Ah, ha"

"What?' Auger cried, darmed.

"Dear, sweet scribe. Blessed beautiful scribe! How could | ever doubt you?!



Selquigt pulled aknife out of his boot. Siding the blade insde the front cover, he dit the binding open
and turned the leather back.

"The map isin the book," Selquist said, and triumphantly held up afolded piece of parchment.

Carefully, his hands trembling with excitement, he unfolded the paper, spread it out on the table.

It was indeed amap, indicating amaze of tunnels and passageways. The map was obvioudy drawn
by dwarves, for it was extremely detailed, thoughtfully marking traps, how to spring mem, and the angle
of descent of various passageways.

Selquist studied the map carefully, then suddenly let out acry. "1 know where misigl”

"You do?" Auger rubbed hisbleary eyes.

"Yes! Look, here's Southgate down here and Northgate up here. The chamber where the map starts
istotheleft. It can't befar from the air shaft | found." Selquist picked up the Dark Queen's medalion,
gaveit areverent kiss. Y our Mgesty, blessed Mgesty! Y ou've done something for me at last!”

Carefully, Selquist packed up the map and placed it insde the bone map case. He stowed the case
back in the chest and locked the three locks. He put the medallion in his pocket Then he sat back on his
hedls and heaved asigh of blissful contentment.

"We're going to get rich from thisone, aren't we, Selquist?’ Auger asked.

"Yes" Sdquigt agreed, his voice choked with emotion. "Very rich indeed.”

Chapter Fifteen

The draconians, bivouacked in the hills, spent the next two days watching the army of Lord Ariakan
crossthe Plains of Dust and establish acamp in the mountains.

The draconians were excited at the prospect of once more going to battle, and, though Kang did his
best to reinin their enthusiasm, he had to admit that he shared their fedings. To serve under a
commander who would respect mem for their unique abilities, to have the chance to do whet they were
trained to do, which wasto build, design, and man*verything from bridges to trebuchets, assault towers
to Sege engines. The chance to be useful, as opposed to stagnating in their village, pickling their brainsin
dwarf spirits.

The moment the flags of the command tent were raised, Kang left his outlook postionin thehills.
Taking two Baaz with him to serve as honor guard, he marched down to meet with the commander of the
Army of Tekhiss.

In the old days, the campsite would have been a scene of confusion, with the commanders of
individua regiments arguing over who had the best position and trying to cheat each other out of supplies.
Brawling, drunkenness, camp followers getting inthe way, their children under foot—the bad memories
flooded back. If he saw any of that, Kang resolved to himsdf, he was turning around, taking his men, and
marching back home.

He was pleasantly surprised. Not only surprised, but impressed. Damned impressed.

The soldiers moved about the camp site in orderly fashion, performing their alotted tasks with quiet
efficiency. Orders were obeyed without question, without the need for whip-cracking, bullying superiors.

Kang stopped aknight clad in ablack surcoat, adorned by the symbol of the flower known on
Ansdon asthe degth-4iiy.

"Pardon, Sir Knight," Kang said, "but could you direct me to the location of the command tent?"

The draconian knew weH enough were the tent stood. He'd spent the morning watching them erect it.
Still, he wanted to see the knight's reaction.

Theknight's gaze swept over the draconian, taking in Kang's armor—uwhich he had polished until it
outshone tite sun—his harness with itsindicators of rank, and the golden mallet that indicated his status as
anenginesr.

Kang tensed, expecting the sheer of derision or—worse—the patronizing smirk usualy worn by



humans when they spoke to draconians.

Theknight, however, saluted and said, with marked respect, "Sir, the command tent isin that
direction, about twenty-five paces. Y ou can see theflag from here, ar. If the commander wishes, | will
accompany him."

"Thank you, Sir Knight," Kang said, returning the sdute. "I seetheflag. | will not take you from your
duties”

The knight saluted once more, and walked off.

Kang felt awarm glow suffuse his body. He'd once heard a poet speak of thisfedling aslove.

The command tent had been set up on alargeflat rock shelf. Kang gpproved the site. During the
hottest part of the day, the tent would be shielded from the sun by the shadow of the mountains. The tent
was large, made of black and red panels sewn together. Two flags flew aboveit, thefirst one black,
decorated with the black lily of violent degth, its severed stem entwined around a bloody axe. Beneath
that flew the flag denoting alord commander, further adorned with awhite skull. Standing outside the tent
were two huge carved statues, resembling humans, but too tal for humans and grotesquely painted a
garish color of blue.

Kang was wondering why these statues were present, assumed mat they must be some form of new
icon dedicated to Her Dark Mg esty when, to his paralyzing astonishment, one of the statues moved.
Eyes, swathed in amask of blue, greasy paint, focused on Kang. A hand asbig asKang's
hand—counting the claws—tightened around the hilt of aswc* d so enormousthat most humans
probably could not even lift it.

Kang cameto ahdt. The two Baaz behind him nearly bumped into him. He stared at the human, who
gtared back at him, and it was obvious that thiswas the first time elther race had encountered the other.
The human's blue-painted lips curled in asnarl. He let out agrunt, and drew agood six inches of sted!
from the out-landishly decorated scabbard.

A knight insde the tent came out to see what was going on. Sporting Kang, the knight said something
to the human in a strange and uncouth language. The human grunted again and sheathed the sword blade.
The eyes, however, did not leave Kang.

The draconian's eyes did not |eave the human.

"Wait for me here," Kang ordered the Baaz. "And get your tongues back in your mouths,” he added
irritably.

The knight walked over to Kang and sauted. " This way, Commander. Weve been expecting you."

He led the way into the tent. The senior officer sat a asmall field desk with alesther writing surface.
He wore the same black surcoat, this one decorated with a skull. Inside the tent was cooler than outside,
but not by much. The heat was oppressive. The canvas flaps hung straight, no breeze tirred. The officer
but did not appear to suffer in the heat, however. He was flanked by two more of the savage-looking
humans. These guards wore two swords each and were clad from head to toe in heavy chain mail that
must have weighed more than they did. They were not even swesting.

The generd finished whatever it was he was writing, then roseto hisfedt.

"] present Robert Sykes, Lord of the Skull," announced the knight who served asthe generd's aide.

Sykes regarded Kang with frank curiosity. " Greetings, Commander—"

"Kang, gr," Kang said. "Of the First Dragonarmy Engineers.”

"Indeed.” Thelord knight smiled dightly. "Not much remains of the First Dragonarmy anymore,
Commander.”

"Wedo, sr," Kang said proudly.

"Sol antold." Sykeswasin hismiddle yearswith dark hair and, in sartling contrast, white, bristling
eyebrows. His beard was short and neatly trimmed, streaked with gray and white strands. His gaze was
cool, appraising, and saw more of others than he permitted to be seen of himsdlf.

Turning to hisaide, he said, "Have the First Wing assemble, ready for inspection.”



The knight saluted and left, Sykes turned back to Kang.

"Y ou have two hundred draconians under your command. Commander Kang," Sykes said. "Isthat
right?'

"Yes, ar. And | haveto say, my lord, that | am very impressed by what I've seen heretoday. The
armies of the Queen have improved agreat ded sincethe War of the Lance, apparently.”

Sykes amiled. "1 was acompany commander in the Second Dragonarmy during the War of the
Lance. | haveto agree with you, Commander Kang. The soldiers under such leaders as Dragon Highlord
Verminaard were very much like their superiors—little more than thieves and butchers. | have dways
been inclined to include draco-nians among that number. I'm therefore afraid, Commander, that | have no
need of your services."

Kang crossed hisarms across his chest, and extended hiswings. He was large for a Bozak, making
him equa in height to the tallest of the blue-painted savage bodyguards.

"Some draconians, maybe, sir, but not those under my command. We would not have survived this
long if we had been, my lord. | have two hundred draconians, al well-trained. We are engineers. We
think on our feet, we keep armies on the move, and deny the sameto our _ enemy.”

The lord knight's smile broadened at Kang's boasting, but the draconian had the fedling that Sykes
was impressed. He took care not to show it, however. He raised one of the white eyebrows.

"Y ou must have been in Neraka, Commander Kang. To have survived that battle and to have
escaped dive. .. Wdll, it could be said that you were deserters.”

Kang did not flinch or lower hisgaze. "Sir, it could be said mat any of the Dark Queen'sarmy who
survived the War of the Lance were deserters.”

Sykes tiffened at this. His face paed with anger and for amoment Kang thought held gone too far.
Then, thelord knight relaxed, shook his head ruefully.

"Y ou're right, Commander. More than one of uslaid down our armsin disgust and walked away from
the fight, rather than face the humility of surrendering to the elven whore who called hersdlf the Golden
Genera. Why give our livesfor a cause that even our own commanders refused to support? But dl that's
changed now," Sykes said, peaking softly, more to himsdf than to Kang. "All that's changed.”

He was slent amoment, gazing out histent in areverie Kang was careful not to interrupt. Thetwo
were dill standing in silence when the aide returned.

"Firgt Wing assembled, my lord.”

"Thank you, Talon Leader." Sykesturned to Kang. "Come with me, Commander. Let me show you
the new army of Lord Ariakan."

Thetwo exited the tent, closely followed by the two blue-painted bodyguards. Lined up in front was
an entire squadron of mounted cavalry, lances held in the upright position. They wore black armor, their
horses were dl black. The knights came to attention when the lord knight appeared.

"Asayoung man, Lord Ariakan was a prisoner of the Solamnic knightsfor many years after thewar,”
Sykes explained to Kang. "They treated him well, for they admired his courage and hisskill. He, in turn,
cameto admire them.”

Kang blinked. Thiswas new, indeed!

"He learned from them, aswell," Sykes continued. "L earned much that he put to good use when he
wasfindly able to escape. The Oath and the Measure, that we once used to sneer at, kept the Solamnic
Knights a cohesive unit, even through those years preceding the war when they werereviled by the
populace. Lord Ariakan ingtituted the Code for our forces. The Code and the Vision guide our conduct
on and off the battlefield. With this Code and the VVision, we will bring peace and order to this chaotic
world."

None of the knights moved amusclein the saddle. They kept their horses under strict control, as well.

Knight and horse might have been carved of obsidian.

"Tdl methe Code, my lord," Kang said.



"The Codeis different for each of the three orders of knighthood. The Code for the Knights of the
Lily is'Independence breeds chaos. Submit and be strong.' The Code for the Knights of the Skull is,
'Deeth is patient. It flows both from without and from within. Bevigilant in al and skepticd of dl." And
for the Knights of the Thorn, who are wielders of magic, the Code reads, 'One who follows the heart
findsit will bleed. Fed nothing but victory."

"And the Vison, my lord?' Kang asked. He gpproved highly of al three.

"The Vison comesto each of usfrom our Queen,” Sykessaid. "It isgiven to each, suited to each.
From this, we know our direction. From this, we find our inspiration.”

Kang drew his sword from its scabbard, drew it dowly and deliberately. The two bodyguards had
their hands on their hilts, were watching him warily. Reversing the sword, Kang held it out to Sykes, hilt
fird.

"My lord, it has been many years since my troops have served our Queen. Still, fighting iswhat we
were bred for, what we are best a. Our engineering skills may prove of valueto your army. | offer you
the First Regiment of Draconian Engineers, to serve as engineersfor your army. | believeit to bethe
Queen'swill."

The lord knight accepted the sword. "1 accept your offer, Commander Kang. Thereisagresat ded
that you draconians can do for me. When can you be ready to move?'

"Infour days| can meet you at the first mountain passinto Thorbardin. | assumethat's where you're
headed? To take the dwarven stronghol d?”

The Lord Knight gave away nothing. "L et's say only mat you and your regiment should meet us at the
first passleading into Thorbardin.”

Kang sauted. "1 understand, my lord. Wewill be there.”

"l look forward to it/ said the lord knight. He handed Kang's sword to his aide, who returned it, with
ceremony, to Kang. Thelord knight strode forward to inspect his command.

Kang was dismissed.

He left with the Sights and sounds of armored knights whedling in perfect formation. Thefamiliar sghts
and sounds of an army.

Hefdlt blessed as one who has come home after along, long absence.

Chapter Sixteen

The march back to Mount Dashinak was along one for the draconians. A long march and silent,
except for the dap and scrabble of their clawed feet, the gentle fanning of their wings, to disspate the
intense heat. Kang had never experienced a hotter, dryer summer. He couldn't remember the last timeit
had rained. Even the dwarves, better farmers than the draconians, were watching their crops wither and
die. Thewinter could be desperate for both racesliving inthe valey.

"But then," Kang said to himsdlf, "wewon't beliving in the valey any longer. Perhapswell be
gtationed in anice cushy city like Palanthas. Or maybe even the High Clerist's Tower. Lotsto eat and
drink then."

His pleasant daydreams carried him aong at agood dip for at least five miles before nagging doubt
caused hisfeet to dow their marching pace.

"I'm giving up twenty-five years of tail, of hard work.

Inaway, I'm giving up twenty-five years of battle—the battle we fought to survive. And now, maybe
I'm ordering everyone off to march to hisdesth. But," he argued with himsdif, "like | told the commander,
war iswhat we were bred for. We are soldiers. We were born soldiers. Glory will be oursin battle. This
army of knights cannot lose. Thistime, we will be on the winning side!

"And some of uswill die," he admitted. "Maybe dl of us, and our race will be gone. But then,” he
added, remembering Slith'swords, "we won't be around to notice. So it won't matter anyway."



Stll, he couldn't help feding sad and depressed at the thought. His pace lagged.

One of the subcommanders came up behind, brushed Kang'swing tip, to draw his attention.

Kang looked up to discover that most of the troop had come to a straggling hat, were staring at him
in concern. He had not yet told them of his decision, and he'd ordered the two Baaz to keep their mouths
shut. He had no intention of |etting anyone know anything until hed absolutely made up hismind.

"Excuseme, dr," said the subcommander, "but if you'retired, we can rest up ahead. Thereésa
place—"

"Tired!" Kang roared, rounding on the unfortunate draco with a snap of hisjaws. "What do you mean
tired? Weve got awar to fight! Double-time, and smartly now!"

The subcommander hastily retreated back among his comrades. Kang broke into arun. Hed show
them who wastired! He began to sing arousing marching song, and after mat he started a draconian war
chant. It was at that moment that he realized his mind was made up.

Kang made certain that the draconiansran al the way home. And he himsdlf led them.

The entire regiment was lined up on thewalls, waiting for Kang'sreturn. All were turned out in full
battle gear. Kang marched histroop into the walled village, brought them to a halt in the center square.

"Bugler, cal Assembly!" he ordered.

The notes rang out, echoed back from the mountains.

Having anticipated the command, most of the regiment's members were aready in the square, forming
up "in troops under squadrons. Within moments, the troops were ready for ingpection. Kang had never
seen them move so fast. He grinned. They were as excited as he was.

And there was Slith, standing at attention.

What with the party, the reports of the dragons, and discovering the army of Lord Ariakan, Kang had
completely forgotten that his second-in-command had gone off on an expedition of hisown.

"Regiment! Atten-tion!" me regiment's second yelled.

Feet pounded on the packed dirt. Kang marched up to Slith, and accepted the salute. In alow tone,
he said, "Glad to see you back! After tins, | want you to tell me where the hell you've been!”

"Very good, gr," wasal Slith said. But he winked.

Kang ordered the regiment to stand at ease. No sensein taxing their strength in this heat. Fortunately
evening's shadows were beginning to fal, though they seemed to do little to lower the temperature. At
least it was cooler herein the mountains that it had been on the Plains of Dust.

"Draconians of the First Regiment of Engineers! Battle cals us. We are going back to being soldiers!
Lord Knight Sykes of the Fifth Army of Conquest has requested that we join him in the conquest of
Ansdon!”

There was stunned silence. The draconians who had accompanied Kang had al seen the army, but
they had no ideathey'd been invited to join. Those left behind had been expecting to be attacked by
dragons. Now al had just learned that they were being called to once more wage war on the peoples of
Ansaon.

Slith started a cheer. The others picked it up, and soon their voices combined in ashout that boomed
through the mountains like thunder. The dwarves must have heard it clear acrossthevaley.

"We have made agood life here on the dopes of Mount Dashinak, but it isnot asoldier'slife,” Kang
continued, when the cheering finally ceased. "We were born for one purpose, and one purpose only—to
follow the will of the Dark Queen and aid her in the conquest of thisworld. Thiswe are called upon to
do. We must heed the call.”

No cheer went up thistime. Thiswas a solemn moment, most reverent.

" Squadron commanders, have your troops ready to march in two days. Officers conference will be at
0700 hours. Slith, dismissthe regiment.”

Slim jumped to attention, called the regiment to attention, saluted Kang, and sang out, " Regiment
dismissed!



The draconians did not leave the parade ground, but immediately clumped together, wings flapping,
teeth snapping, voices hissng. Someone rolled out the keg of dwarf spirits. They cheered Kang, ashe
passed, and called out an invitation to join them. He shook his head and headed for his own quarters. He
was suddenly very tired.

Events had taken amost unexpected turn. He didn't quite know what to think of it all.

Kang dropped hisfield gear on thefloor, letting it lay where it fell. He flopped down on hisbed and
dared at the ceiling.

"Have| donetheright thing?' he asked himsdlf again, "fathiswhat my soldierswant? 1 am their
commander and must look out for them. | must think on their behdf. Still, for the past twenty-five years,
we have not been soldiers. We have been sttlersin an unforgiving and barren land. And weve survived.
Not only that, but we've made thisland our home—",

Histhoughts were interrupted by aknock at the door.

"Sith here, ar.”

"Gomein."

Slith entered, sauted, and closed the door. He had been thoughtful enough to bring along ajug. "l
thought congratulations were in order. Y ou must have impressed the hell out of mat commander. What
does he call himsdlf? A lord knight? What is he, some renegade Solamnic cast-off? Are you surewe
want to be part of mis, sir?"

Kang stood up, clomped over to the table. "Pour yourself adrink, and me onetoo whileyou're at it.”
Hetook along pull on the spirits, paused amoment to wait for the explosion in his brain to fade avay
and thefireto die out in his ssomach. That done, he continued.

"We're soldiers, Slith, you and me. We know how to fight, and we know how to tead warriors. You
sadit yoursdf. Theyearning. The yearning to fight, and fight for the Queen. Itswhy we're here”

Sim sat down, leaned back in the chair. Histail curled around to hisside, covered hisfeet. "1 know.
Still, you remember what happened last time. | doubt our Queen had much to do-with mat last war. But
then, I don't know. She never spoketo me."

Kang stared into the dark, potent spirits. " She's spoken to me," he said quietly. Every time he asked
for hismagic, he heard her voice. Suddenly, he dammed hisfist on thetable. "Thistimewewont fall! I'm
convineced of it, Slim. Y ou should see misarmy! Disciplined, well-trained, devoted to her Cause and to
each other. Honor. Slith, they spoke of honor! Can you bdlieveit? Thisarmy had awhole different fed to
it. They're out to win, not just kill for the-sake of killing, likethelast time."

"Speaking of killing, sr. Weredl 4ill dive here, after twenty-five years, and mat countsfor
something.”

"Alive, yes, but were not living. Infact, if you cometo think about it, weredl just waiting to die. We
have a chance now to at least make our deaths mean something.”

"You'rein acheery mood tonight, Sir. Take another drink." Slith obeyed his own command.

Kang laughed, though he only sipped at his spirits. He couldn't et himself get drunk. Not tonight. He
had work to do. He pushed the jug to the end of the table,, out of reach.

"Now tell me, old friend, where did you snesk off to during the raid? The corporal you sent back said
some-tiling about you chasing after some dwarven thieves?"

"l saw agroup of four dwarves sneak out of Cele-bundin the night of theraid. They were using the
confusion of theraid to cover their movements. Y ou might say that we aided in their getaway."

Kang tried to appear interested, but it was hard work. A week ago, he would have found this
fascinating information. Now, the dwarves mattered little to him.

Slith continued. "I followed them for two days. They headed north through the mountain pass. They
crossed two more mountains, then went over the Helefundis Ridge. | had to stop at that point for fear
that they'd see me. But | found out where they were headed.”

"Where?' Kang asked, because it was expected of him, not because he cared.



“Thorbardin."

Kang was suddenly very interested. He was certain that Thorbardin was the objective of the knights.

"Thorbardin? Hill dwarves? They wouldn't find avery big welcomethere.”

"They weren't looking for awelcome. From what | overheard and what | managed to piece together,
these four are light-fingered as kender. They weren't going to Thorbardin for afamily reunion. Unless|
miss my guess, they were going to relieve their rich cousins of some of their jewelsand sted!. | think the
dwarves have played us for suckers. Here we've been raiding their ditilleries when we should have been
rading their treasure room!"

Kang shrugged. "Damn. | wish we'd known about this earlier. But it won't make any difference now.
We're off to war, and well be leaving the dwarves behind. Still, it's good to know that there's a back
way into Thor-bardin. The lord knight might be very interested in that piece of intelligence.”

"Heresto glory, gr."

"Toglory, Sith!"

Thetwo draconiansraised their flagons and drank.

"Two days, Slith. Have the men ready.”

Slith finished hisdrink in onelast gulp. "Two days. Hard to believe were leaving this place after so
many years. Yes, sr. Theregiment will be ready. Two days."

The two days went by in ablur of activity. Kang gave orders, supervised the loading of the wagons,
made certain the provisons were readied. He had to ded with innumerable crises, some minor, one
major. Themgjor crisis occurred when the three disabled draconians— hearing that their fellows were
marching off to war and assuming that they would be |eft behind to starve—tried to kill themselves by
mixing the ground-up petals of the death lily with their nut-ale. They were discovered in timeto prevent
the deed.

Kang spoke to them, showed them their names on the roster, and promised that not only would they
march with the draconian regiment, but that they would have their share of dutiesto perform. He put
them in charge of inventorying the supplies and the weapons, determining what they should take and what
they should leave behind. Thisfreed up three able-bodied draconians for other duties, so that what Kang
had done proved worthwhile. Still, it was just one more distraction.

"Perhapsit'sjust aswell | don't have time to think about thistoo much,” he wasreflecting over a
delayed dinner, when a knock sounded on his door.

It was at |east the one hundredth knock in the space of an hour. Kang sighed. "Yes, what isit?I'm
edting! Or faying to-"

"Excuse me, Sir, but we've got areport from one of the scouts. | think you should it hear it, Sir.”

"Of course | should hear it," Kang grumbled. He shoved aside hisplate. "Send himin."

The scout, a Baaz, shuffled ingde, bobbing his head and darting quick glances about. HEd never
been in his commander's quarters before.

"What isit? And be quick," Kang growled.

The Baaz ducked his head again. "Y es, Sr. Some dwarves have been watching us, sir. We spotted
'em yesterday. They're up atreein that copse about amile away. We didn't report it, because they
weren't doing anything except just sitting in the tree. But they were back today, and our lieutenant wants
to know what to do. Do we haul 'em down, sir? Or et 'em be?”’

"Let them be," said Kang with asmile. "They're only trying to figure out what we're up to. Probably
quaking in their boots, afraid we're getting ready to launch amgjor assault on them.”

"Arent we, Sir? | mean, wouldn' it be agood idea. Suppose they tell someone we're leaving.”

Kang had considered just such a course of action. A dwarven village burned and awagon |load of
dwarven heads would be afine present for their new commander. And it would insure the dwarves
Slence.

But Kang had already rejected the ides, if for no other reason than the mug of dwarf spirits next to his



plate. He owed the dwarves a debt; they had provided food, drink, and an odd sort of companionship
over theyears. If the Knights of Takhisis could talk of honor and spesk with repect of their enemies,
then, by the Dark Lady, so could Kang.

"Who are they going to tell?" Kang shook his head. "The nearest Solamnic Knight's probably a
hundred miles away, and the dwarves don't have much use for them anyhow. And by the time the
dwarves realize were gone for good, they won't care where we went.”

Helaughed. "We grab the glory/ they grab thistown. Good for them. They'll at |east get most of their
bel ongings back!"

The draconians marched on the second day, just as Slith had promised. They were six hours behind
schedule, but they were ready to go. The regiment assembled in the village square for the last time.

Kang stood in front of them. "Life has been good, these past years,” he said smply. "But it'sgoing to
be better. Today, once again, we march for the glory of the Queen!™

With that, he turned, strode to the front of the column, and led the way out of 1te gate, out of the
wall, which hismen had built, the one thing they had built that might actualy outlast them.

Theonly thing.

He did not look back.

Chapter Seventeen

The draconian squadrons marched as single units. All werein full fighting gear, dl their provisonsand
engineering tools and equipment were |oaded onto the wagons. Each draconian wore asmall pack on his
back, containing any persond objectsthat he had acquired over the years of living on the side of Mount
Dashinak. That wasn't alot. Most of what they owned, they |eft for the dwarves.

More out of curiosity than because he feared any trouble from the dwarves, Kang had left Slith
behind with a scouting party to see what the dwarves were up to. The party caught up with the main
body late that night.

"Well, what happened?’ Kang asked.

"As soon aswe marched out," Slith reported, "one of the dwarvesin the tree shinnied down and ran
like his pants were on fire back to the village to report. Horns blew and bellsrang. The whole damn
village turned out to drive off the assault.”

Slith grinned. "They waited and waited, the sun beating down on them, and, of course, we never
showed up. That war chief of theirsfinally gathered together a group and they marched over to the
village

"They met up with the three dwarves il sitting in the tree, who reported that we were nowherein
sght. Thewar chief took a squad with him and marched up to the gates/which were standing wide open.
Y ou should have seen those dwarves, clutching their battle-axes, ready for usto legp out and massacre
them! When thewar chief findly got up nerve enough to walk insde the gate, the wind blew it and those
hinges creaked, made a squedling sound. The old dwarf jumped so high it was awonder he didn't bump
his head on Lunitari!"

Kang laughed appreciaively. "Whaf d they do then?'

"Marched off," Slith said. "Went back to their village. We watched, but they didn't send out any
runners or messengers.”

"Good. Excdlent. Wdl done, Sith."

The Sivak nodded and returned to take hisplacein line.

Kang's spirits, which had been extremely low when he left the village, soared, now that he was on the
road. He was marching at the head of aregiment of well-trained soldiers, some of the bestin the
business, off to join amighty army of conquest. HEd made the right decision. He was sure of it.

They crossed the mountain pass over Mount Dashinak, traversed the Forthin Ridge, and camped in



the valey beyond.

Slith was a'so in agood mood. The draconians hadn't made aforced march likethisin years. They
were out of shape and out pf practice, tripping over their own tails, complaining about the heat and sore
feet. More than afew kedled over from acombination of unaccustomed exercise and an overabundance
of dwarf spirits.

Slith ranged up and down the line, his baton tickling stragglers, keegping theni moving, and answering
al complaints with awhack to the head/Those who fell were tossed into the wagons. No one envied
them the ride. Slith prowled around the wagons, gleefully waiting for them to cometo their senses.

Thejourney was difficult, especialy with the wagons, which had to be pushed and pulled and hauled
over therocky terrain. And then thetrail ended at the edge of acliff. The only way to reach their
destination was straight down.

The drop was easy enough for the winged draconians, but both wagons had to be lowered down the
Sde of the mountain on ropes. Thistask took up an entire afternoon, and everyone was worn out by the
end of it.

Kang dlowed them only abrief rest, however. Wrestling with the wagons had put them behind
schedule and he did not want to start off on the wrong foot with Lord Knight Sykes by showing up late.

The second day, the draconians reached the mountain pass where they were to meet up with Lord
Knight Sykesand hisarmy. They wereright on time..

No army in Sght.

Kang and Slith led the column over the last rise and were the first to notice that they were alone up
here.

"Wherethe hdl iseveryone?' Sith demanded. "'l knew it""

"Hush," Kang warned. "Keep moving. Were not as aone as we thought we were."

He pointed forward. A single knight, clad in black armor, stood up from arock, and motioned for the
draconians to approach. Asthe knight removed her helm, red hair flowed behind her, her own persona
banner.

Kang recognized her, Taon Leader Huzzud.

"Greetings, Commander,” she cdled.

Kang sauted. "Whereisyour army, Tdon Leader?| wastold to meet Lord Knight Sykes here on
thisday."

"We came upon apatrol of mountain dwarvesthe day you left. We bdieve that wekilled al of mem,
but, on the off-chance that one might have escaped to spread the warning, the lord knight determined that
he had to move fast, hoping to invade Thorbardin before the dwarves could close the gates leading into
the mountain. He force-marched the army through here aday and ahdf ago. I'm to lead you to the
encampment.”

Kang had once seen the formidable gates of Thorbardin, gatesthat could be closed flush with the
mountain wall. Attacking those gates would be tantamount to attacking the mountain itsalf and probably
just as successful. No wonder the lord knight had been in such haste.

The draconians had taken the opportunity of the halt to snatch abit of rest. They were lying in what
shade they could find, drinking sparingly from their water skins. Kang gave the sgnd to Slim, who
ordered every man back on hisfeet. Aware of the eyes of the dark knight upon mem, the draconians
made haste to form into their lines, stood rigidly &t attention.

The regiment marched for .the remainder of the day without pause, without complaint. Huzzud
glanced back occasondly at theline. It was an impressive sight, the sun gleaming on scale and metd, the
air girred by the cooling breeze of the draconians wings. Only when the sun was setting behind the
mountain did Kang call ahdt for abrief rest

"We could camp heretonight,” Huzzud suggested. Her red hair was wet from perspiration, her fair
skin reddened by the blazing sun. She wiped her forehead with the back of her leather-gloved hand. "The
lord knight isn't expecting us before tomorrow. We have the mountain to cross, and it'sdifficult



journeyingin daylight"

Kang scratched hisjaw. "How much farther?' he asked Huzzud.

She glanced a the mountains, at the sky, and said, " Ten miles.”

Kang looked back down the line. His troops were tired, but not exhausted. They'd have a chanceto
rest tonight, be fighting fit for battle tomorrow.

"Well carry on then, provided that'sal right with you."

"Of course." Huzzud appeared pleasaed with his response.

A thought occurred to Kang. " Can you lead us through the passin the dark?* he asked, concerned.
"Y ou humans cannot see well in darkness, or so | am told. No offense/ he added hastily.

Huzzud smiled. "None taken. What you say- istrue. And," she admitted, "I've only ftown over die
pass by dragon, I've never walked it. But | know the way. | am trained to know the way."

Kang bowed. He had complete confidence in her. "My complimentsto the trainer.”

Huzzud tied back her long red hair, regarded Kang with earnest intent. "' had never met any
draconians before you, Commander. | didn't expect you to be so... well . . . civilized, if you take my
meaning. | thought you'd be more like goblins. Crude and not very bright. No offense,” she added dyly.

Kang laughed. "None taken. Underestimating us isamistake many humans make, mostly to their
detriment.”

He grew pensive. A day's marching side-by-side with someone makes them close askin. Hefdlt at
ease with her. Perhaps that was the reason he shared thoughts with her held never shared with anyone
dse

"We are bred of dragons, Talon Leader. Perhapsthe most intelligent, the wisest beings dive on
Krynn. The capacity to attain such wisdom, such knowledgeiswithin us. If we only had time! Timeto
liveinthisWorld, to learn itsways, to come to know its peoples. And if we could only pas& on what we
learnto—"

He stopped, embarrassed. What he was saying was foolish and he knew it. He expected the talon
leader to regard him with scorn, o—worse—Ilaugh at him.

To hisastonishment, she was gazing a him with serious attention. "Don't mind me," Rang added,
waving a clawed hand. "1've been in the sun too long. Heat and dwarf spirits dways make me say crazy
"It'snot crazy/" she protested. "What you are talking about isinteresting. | never looked at it quite that
way."

"No, it isn't, though you're kind to say s0." Kang changed the subject abruptly. "My men are rested
now. If you're ready, we should be moving out."

She agreed and, after drinking afew sips of water, they marched on. Neither she nor Kang spoke
again during the long march, except to consult now and again on direction. But she looked at him agood
ded, and her expresson wasthoughtful. He had definitely risen in her estimation.

An hour later, they came upon the road leading north, aroad that was relatively new, as
Kang—regarding it with an engineer's eye—could tell. Trees had been recently cut and cleared, the
marks of pick and hammer were still visible upon the rocks.

"When did they build mis?* Kang asked. "And who built it?"

"The dwarves. Can't you tell their work? But it was aproject begun by al three races. dwarves,
humans, and elves. They were supposed to have Signed agreet treaty that would have dlied dl their
kingdoms, opened up al their territories to trading, one with the other. They were going to build roads
likethisoneto link Solamniawith Thorbardin, Thorbardin with Qudinedti. Thus, if any one of them was
attacked, the others could send armiesin defense.”

"It ssemsawise plan,” Kang said, worried. "And it will make our task more difficult.”

"It wasawise plan. A half-breed known as Tanis Haf-elven and hiswife Laurana, the one they used
to cdl the Golden Generd, came up with it. But, no need to fear. The three races are their own worse



enemies”

Inthe light Of waning Solinari, Kang saw afal of rock that had not been cleared from the road,
ditchesthat were left unfilled. "1 see what you mean. Thisroad is broken.”

"Likethair treaty," said Huzzud with awry grin. "It never even made it to parchment, or so I've heard.
The dvesare going back to their old isolationist ways. They have insulted the dwarves, who blameit all
on the humans, who, in their turn, are offended by the exclu-sonist attitude of elves. Onewontt lift a
finger to help the other. No, Commander, our task isgoing to be easy. Very easy indeed.”

An hour's march up the road, they were stopped by two soldiers, who stood blocking their way.
Kang heard rustling in the brush on either side of the road, guessed that there must be at least fifty
arrows, aimed right at him and hismen.

Torchesflared.

"Hat! Send forth one and be recognized} " the soldier yelled.

Kang ordered his men to halt. He and Huzzud walked forward.

"l am Taon Leader Huzzud," shesaid. "Thisis Commander Kang and the First Regimert,
Draconians.”

The soldier saluted. "Y es, maam. We weren't looking for you until morning, Commander. Please
accompany me."

Thetwo officersfollowed the sentry along the road. Although he had not been told to bring his
command with him, Kang wasn't about to leave histroops standing in the road after their long march. He
sgnded to Slith, who started everyone moving again.

The sentry turned, frowning, and appeared about to protest.

Kang extended hiswings, lashed histail dowly, back and forth, and stared, hard and cold, at the
sentry inthetorchlight.

Wheatever the sentry had been going to say wasleft unsaid. The man turned hastily on hished and
continued down the road.

Kang heard smothered laughter. Huzzud, marching beside him, said nothing. But shewas grinning
broadly.

They passed through two more checkpoints, then findly Ieft the road and entered agrassy fid to the
sde. Picketfires and cooking fires glowed like starsfalen to the ground in the surrounding fields.

"Sith!" Kang yelled out.

Slith trotted forward, saluted.

"Have the men set up right here. Same drill—no dacking off. | want adefensive ditch dug and sentries
posted before anyone goesto deep. Got it?

Slith saluted, then turned and issued ordersin arapid-fire staccato. The draconiansfell out of
formation and set to work, each performing his assigned task efficiently and with aminimum of confuson
and noise.

Huzzud spent afew moments watching, then turned to Kang. "'l must return to my talon this night, but
| will be back in the morning to escort you to the lord knight's command tent. 11l meet you here at sunup.”

Kang agreed, sduted. "Until tomorrow, Taon Leader.”

Huzzud returned the slute. "Until tomorrow, Commander.”

The officer walked away into the night Kang turned to see his soldiers working with speed and
efficiency. He amiled, his scales clicked together with pleasant anticipation.

"Until tomorrow!"

Chapter Eighteen

A week had passed since Pestle and Mortar had |eft the dwarven village. The week had been



eventful for Selquist—he had discovered the location of avast treasure horde. 1t had been eventful for
the dwarves of Cele-bundin, who discovered the draconians had, to al appearances, abandoned their
homes of twenty-five years. It had beeft eventful for the draconians, who had marched out to join up with
Lord Arigkan'sarmy. The week for Pestle and Mortar had been abust.

Upon arriving at Pax Tharkas, they found that city, which had, after the war, been about equaly
populated by humans and elves, dong with a smattering of other races, to be half-deserted. The even
contingent had packed up and moved out, according to reports, most of them goneto join with arebel
elf named Porthios. The human population wasin an uproar over reports that the High Clerist Tower had
fdlento an army of dark knights and that the city of Paanthas wasin the hands of some evil lord known
asAriakan.

Rumor had it that Pax Tharkasitself was soon to come under attack. The gates of the fortress which
had once housed the infamous Dragon Highlord Verminaard were shut, the walls manned. The guards
had not wanted to alow Pestle and Mortar inside. When the dwarves hotly insisted, the guards marched
them to the gatehouse and put them through arigorous interrogation to make certain they weren't dark
knightsin disguise

Conscious of the stolen booty in their packs, the two dwarves were considerably darmed by these
proceedings. They quaked in their boots when the guards searched their packs, certain that they would
be tossed in the Pax Tharkasjall.

"1t'll probably befilled with kender!" Pestle groaned.

"They dwaysare" Mortar agreed gloomily.

If the guards had found wegpons in the packs, the dwarves would have most certainly been spending
the night in prison, clutching their belongings and kicking any kender who ventured too close. Asit was,
rinding only afew mundane household items, which Mortar claimed he was hereto sell to raise money
for homeless orphans, the guards | et them pass. They did, as an afterthought, confiscate the skull with the
glowing red eyes.

"Our most vauableitem.” Pestle sighed. The two were walking asfast asthey could away from the
guard tower.

"Selquist isn't going to be happy about this," Mortar noted.

They made their way through the city, which was preparing to be besieged. Homeowners were
boarding up windows. Men werefilling barrels with water, to put out fires. The city guard drilled in the
Sreets. Women and children were heading for the hills.

The marketplace was empty.

The dwarves |ooked at each other and at their bags of oot and dismaly shook their heads. Selecting
adall, they set out their wares, but the few people who passed merely glanced at the items and hurried
on. Thedwarveswaited al day and sold nothing.

"Well, maybeit'll be better tomorrow," Pestle said. They packed up, found a cheap irm, and spent the
night battling the fleasin the maitress

The next morning, sore and itchy, they went back to the market. They stayed until noon and had one
vigtor, agully dwarf, who tried to sell them some dead rats on a string.

"Well, theres aways Rhanga," Mortar said.

"Hewon' give us much, but anything's better than nothing,” Pestle agreed.

Packing up their loot, they trudged off to thekerider's house.

They had no difficulty finding it, though they hadn't visited in ayear or 0. It was the only house on the
block with abright purple door glaring yellow wals and sunning emerdd green curtains. Wincing, the
dwarves knocked at the door, doing their best to shade their eyes.

The door popped open. A kender fema e greeted them.

"Why, hello? My goodness. Y ou're dwarves, aren't you?' the kender said.

"Yes" said Pestle, keeping tight hold of his pack. "Were—"



"Hey, everyone!" The kender turned around. " Come here and look! Dwarves!”

A whole passe of kender came to the door, another group gathered at the window. They jabbered
and chattered.

"Youreright. It isdwarves"

"What kind of dwarves? Gully dwarves?'

"Areyou gully dwarves?'

"We're not gully dwarves!" Mortar shouted, above the hubbub. "We're Neidar.”

"l don't need her. Do you need her?' one of the ken-der asked.

This produced gales of laughter, though Mortar couldn't see anything at dl funny. But then kender
never needed areason to laugh, one attribute which drove other more sane and sober racesto
distraction. The kender poured out into the street to get a better look at their visitors. Mortar grit his
teeth, held his pack to his chest, and carried on as best he could, while fending off curious hands.

"I'm looking for ... Put that back! | said I'm here to see... That's mine, confound you! No, don't tug on
that! | say I'm hereto see Rhangal" he roared.

"Rhanga. Did he say Rhanga?"

" think he said Rhonda. Do you know Rhonda?’

"Maybe thafs who he needs. He said he needed her.”

"Do you need someone named Rhonda?"

"We don't know anyone named Rhonda, but if you want usto ask around—"

"Rhangal" Pestle ydled. "We want to see Rhanga Changehands!”

"Ah!" sang out the kender dl at once. "Rhanga Changehands!™

"He doesn't live here anymore,” added one.

"Not live here." Mortar was astounded. "Where did he go?'

"Out," said one.

"Y es, he stepped out to borrow some sugar.”

"When will he be back?' Pestle asked.

"Couldn't say." The kender shook their top-knotted heads.

"Before nightfal, surdly,” Mortar continued. He was beginning to fed desperate.

"Maybe. Maybe not.”

"Well, surdly it can't take long to borrow acup of sugar. When did he leave?' Pestle joined the fray.

The kender put their heads together. "Last month?"

"No, two months ago at least.”

"l think it was last year sometime. He wasn't herefor my Day of Life-gift."

"Y ou werent herefor your Day of Life-gift!"

Mortar gave his own beard a sharp yank. The pain brought tearsto his eyes, but it aso restored his

sanity, which he felt dowly dipping away. He caught hold of Pestle and the two began to retreat back
down the street, keeping their eyesfixed on the kender at dl times.

"Uh, thanks. Well just be leaving now."

The kender surrounded them, reaching out for them.
“Dont go!"

"Not so soon!*

"Can't you stay for tea?'

"What'sin the bag? Can | see?'

"Do you want meto go look for Rhonda?"

"What shdl | tell her>when | see her?'



"Comeon, Niedar! Stay for teal Stay for teal”

The kender crowded around, chanting and grabbing at the dwarves.

"Let go of that! Put that back! Don't unbuckle that strap. Now look, you've cut aholeinit. That's my
pouch!" The dwarves dapped roving hands and shoved curious kender heads out of their packs, but they
were dowly being overwhelmed and ultimate defeat gppeared imminent. Already, one kender was
pretending to drink out of one of the silver de mugs, while two more kender were having amock sword
fight with the bone candlesticks.

"What do we do?" Pestle gasped, prying akender hand out of one of his pockets.
"Stay for teal Stay for teal” Severa kender were dancing around the dwarvesin acircle.

"Run for it!" Mortar cried. He was engaged in a desperate tug-of-war with akender over the second
slver demug.

"What about the loot?" Pestle shouted, making avain attempt to recover the candlesticks.

"Theloot'slost. We have to save oursalves!™

"Sdquidl befurioud™

"Hang Sdquig!” Mortar said vicioudy. Plunging forward, he broke through the circle, sending kender
tumbling and laughing indl directions.

Pestle was right behind him. They didn't dare take time even to close their packs, which bounced and
jounced on their backs. Whatever mey had managed to save spilled out behind mem, asthey could tell
by the chorus of "oohs' and "aahs' from the kender.

"Arethey coming after us?' Mortar asked fearfully.

Glancing back over his shoulders as he ran, Pestle saw the kender on their hands and kneesin the
street, searching for dropped treasure. '

"No!" he breathed thankfully. "Were safe.” «

"We won't be safe until we're out of Pax Tharkas," said Mortar.

Asif to emphasize hiswords, they heard a ghrill voice call after them, "Hey, about Rhonda—"

The dwarvesincreased their pace.

The two dwarves, in aglum mood, traipsed back to the front gate. They hoped to leave quickly, but
they had almost as much trouble leaving asthey had entering.

"Y ou're crazy, going back out there," said one of the guards.

"Why?' Mortar asked. "What's out there?"

"Haven't you heard? Knights of Takhiss, they cdll themsdaves. Dark knights. They're working for
Queen Takhiss. You better stay here, whereit's safe.”

Mortar and Pestle looked at each and rolled their eyes. Dark knightst Humans were so gullible.

"Thanks, but weve got to get home.”

"Y eah, well, warn your people. War's corning.”

"Wewill. Thanks."

The dwarves|eft Pax Tharkas. The gate door dammed shut behind them. They heard the bolt dide
into place.

Dispirited, overheated, empty handed, the dwarves plodded gloomily down theroad. They were far
poorer after leaving Pax Tharkas than when they'd arrived, which hadn't been the plan.

Selquist was, indeed, going to be furious. Especidly when he heard that they'd lost their loot to a
pack of ravening kender.

"They would have ripped off our clothes" Pestle said defensively.

"Right Tdll that to Selquist,” Mortar responded.

The dwarveswalked until they weretired, then camped for the night. They didn't take any
precautions. Dark knightsl What would the humans dream up next?

The evening passed peacefully. It wasn't until about noon the next day mat both dwarves began to



grown unessy.

"You know," said Mortar, "thisroad isusualy well traveled. It's the main thoroughfare between here
and points north. And we haven't seen a soul since we left Pax Tharkas."

"It'sthe hest," said Pestle, though he kept glancing around nervoudly, "Everyone's staying home
because of the heat."

"Y ou're probably right/* Mortar agreed, but he didn't sound convinced.

They traveled on, but now they kept to the side of the road and the shadows of the trees. Suddenly
Mortar jumped and swung around, staring behind him.

"What?' Pestle snatched his ax out of its harness. "What do you see?’

"Nothing," said Mortar, He al'so had hisaxe in hishand. "But | fed HkeI'm being watched.”

"Me, t00." Pestle peered into the shadows. "Maybe

we should go back to Pax Tharkas."

"Weve cometoo far. We should just keep going.”

"All right. But | think we should leave the road. Were too exposed. Let's move into the woods."” .
The two took a step toward the trees.

They were stopped by atwanging sound, and two arrows thudded into the ground, onein front of
each dwarf.

"Move and you die," came avoice, ahuman voice, speaking dwarven. He spokeit badly/ but the two
weren't about to correct his pronunciation.

An archer, dressed in black leather armor adorned with ahideoudy grinning skull, emerged from the
woods. He had lowered his bow, but the dwarves could hear movement in the woods and guessed that
others arrowswere till amed in their direction.

"Do you understand Common?" the archer asked.

Both dwarves nodded.

"Throw your axes down inthedirt in front of you, then put your hands on your heads.”

"Areyou going to rob us?' Pestle asked.

"If you are" Mortar said, "l fed it only fair that we warn you—you're wasting your time. We don't
have anything of vaue."

"Weare not thieves," the archer said, hislip curling in scorn. "1t is you who have broken the law. We
are placing you under arrest.”

Mortar sghed in relief. He thought he knew where he stood. "L ook, we were never anywhere near
Thor-bardin. Ask anyone. On the night in question, we were home sound adegp—"

The archer raised hisbow. The arrow pointed straight at Mortar's heart. "I said, drop me axes."

Mortar dropped the axe. Pestle did likewise.

Nine more archers, clad in black leather identical to thefirst, stepped out of the woods. They kept the
dwarves covered. Thefirst archer bent to retrieve their weapons. While the dwarves stood with their
hands on their heads, the archer ran his hands over them, removed two knives from their belts and two
more that they had stashed in the tops of their boots.

The archer swung the axes, sent them spinning into the woods. "Tietheir hands," he ordered his
comrades. He turned back to the dwarves. Thisroad is closed by order of Lord Knight Sykes,
Commander of the Second Army in the service of Queen Takhiss. Failure to comply will result in arrest.
If you're on this road, you must be spies. We're taking you back for interrogation.”

The two dwarves glanced at each other in despair.

"l guess those humans knew what they were talking about,” Pestle said sadly.

"We're donefor," Mortar muttered.

"Shut up! No talking.” The knight emphasized hiswordswith an impersona blow to the side of
Pestle's head.



The archer retrieved his arrows, cleaned them off, and put mem back in his sheaf. Two of the knights
tied the dwarves hands behind their backs.

"Moveaong now."

The leader shoved Pestle down the road. Mortar stumbled aong behind his brother. Therest of the
knightsfollowed.

"Allinal," Pestle said, his head throbbing from the blow, "I would have rather have had teawith the
kender."

Mortar had to think about thisamoment but, after looking at the grim, stern, and pitiless faces of the
knights, the dwarf was forced, miserably, to agree.

Chapter Nineteen

By the time the sun rose in the morning, the draeoni-ans had dug a defensive ditch around the
perimeter of their camp, constructing bunkers at each corner. The entrance was guarded by two more
bunkers. Insde, the tents were arranged in neat rows, according to squadron. The large tent in the middle
was the command tent, where Kang dept.

He awoke to the smdll of roasted mest. The march had given him avoracious appetite. Last night, he
had foregone dinner, spent some quiet time in communing with his Queen. She had, as was customary,
awarded him his magic, though she had seemed a bit distracted. Probably due to the war effort. He
donned hisleather harness, but |eft the armor behind. Strapping on his sword, he went outside.

Slith stood by the fire pit, gnawing on a half-eaten bone. When he saw Kang approach, the Sivak
gave the cook anudge.

"Hurry up there, trooper. The commander's coming.”

A haunch of venison on aspit was roasting over thefire. The Baaz cut off ahunk of meat and handed
it to Kang. Thejuices bubbled beneath blackened skin.

"Morning to you, sir!" Sith said. He saluted with the bone.

"Good morning, Sith." Kang devoured the mest. "Excellent! Where did this come from?”

Slith smiled. "Compliments of Lord Knight Sykes, Welcoming usto the neighborhood: Eat up,
commander. There's more where that came from. Y ou know, I'm beginning to like this guy Sykes after
al”

Kang carved off another hunk for himself. He and Slith moved away from the cook, to have aprivate
talk. Kang knew his second well. Slith had probably been up for hours dready, or maybe had not even
goneto deep. Sith could not rest until he'd nosed around, ferreted out the latest camp gossip, learned
he could about the Situation.

Like following those four dwarves, just to see what they were up to. Kang had ways said that Slith
was more curious than any kender and that this curiogity would probably land him in awhole mess of
trouble one day. Until then, it camein very handy.

"So, what's up?' Kang asked, chewing.

Slith pointed down the road on which they'd marched. "Lord Knight Sykes has his headquartersin
the mayor's house in the center of that village. It's known as Mish-ka, dedicated to the good goddess.”
Slith sneered and both draconians spit on the ground.

"The army moved in three days ago,” Slith continued. "The knights killed anyone who offered
resstance. Mot didn't. The town isunder iron control.”

Kang squinted, peered down theroad. "1 don't see any smoke. They're not razing the place?’

"Nope. No massacres of the civilian population. No torturings, public floggings, or property
confiscations." Sith grinned. That was apoliteterm lor looting.

"I'll be damned.” Kang grinned back. "Y ou mean mat they're actudly going to concentrate on fighting
awar for achange?'



"Get this"" Sim leaned near. "It seems mat the town has a Temple for the worshippers of Mishakd."

Again, bom draconians spit on the ground.

"Wadll, thefirst thing Sykes doesisvigt that temple. He didn't go indde, of course, but he stood
outsideit, admired it, and asked to see the priest The priest comes out and he's about dead from fear. He
begs Sykesto spare the temple, saying that there's abunch of sick people inside. What do you think
happens, commander?"

"Sykes cuts off the priesf shead, marchesinside the temple, kills the wounded and men burnsthe
templeto the ground.”

"No, srJ' Slith dapped histhigh with his hand. " Sykes saysthat he holds dl the gods sacred. Their
dwelling places are sacred and that, so long as the priest and hisfollowers obey the law as set down by
the knights, he will persondly guaranteetheir safety.”

"Times have certainly changed." Kang marveed.

"Of course," Slith added, with awink, "the knights have alist of laws aslong asmy tail. Curfews.
Everyone has to have papers proving who they are. No one leaves town without the word from Sykes
himsalf. No one enters town without being questioned. Civilians are not permitted to own or carry
weapons. All magical items must be turned over to Sykesswizards, the Gray Knights. No brawling, no
gambling, no public drunkenness"

Slith nudged Kang in theribs. "That goesfor soldiers, too, ar.”

Kang grunted. "1 guess well have to watch our step. Where'd you put that keg of dwarf spirits?”

"Inmy tent, Sr. Under the bed.”

"Good man. Any word on Thorbar—"

Slith looked over Kang's shoulder, straightened, performed asdute. "Taon Leader Huzzud, sir,” he
announced.

Kang turned, pleased to see the talon leader.

"Good morning, Sir Knight!" Kang said. "Have you had breakfast?"

"Good morning, Commander. Y es, thank you. Y ou're to report to headquarters thismorning. If
you'reready, | can show you theway."

"Right,” Kang sad. "Lef sgo.”

Thetwo left the camp, headed toward the village. The two regiments of troops they passed on the
way into the village were well entrenched, with defensive ditches dug in asguare, hastily constructed
wooden guard towers at the corners. Archers were posted in each. The two units faced each other
across the road. The troops demeanor, from what Kang could see, was highly professiona. Hefdt a
quam of guilt about the dwarf spirits.

Sykes had turned the mayor's house into acommand post. He was taking no chances from the civilian
populace. Huzzud and Kang had to pass through two sets of sentries before they were allowed to enter.
Onceinsde, joining the other officers, they were taken to what must have once been an eegantly
appointed banquet room. The table was now being used to display alarge map. Huzzud introduced
Kang to an officer, who was seated at a desk, adding up a series of numeric columnsin aleather-bound
book.

"Commander Kang, thisis Quadron Leader Leader Mumul, the logistics commander for the Second
Army. Quadron Leader, thisis Commander Kang of the Draconian Regiment of Engineers.” Huzzud
sduted, then left.

Mumul looked up from his numbers. "Please Sit down, Commander Kang. | want to discuss with you
what your role will bewithin the Second Army."

"Y es, Quadron Leader," Kang could barely contain his excitement. Arranging histail, he sat downin
the chair, which had not been designed for draconians. It was damnably uncomfortable, pinched his
wingsif hefolded them in and poked them if he unfurled them. The discomfort wasasmall priceto pay.

"Could | ask aquestion before we start, Quadron Leader?”



"Certainly, Commander.”

"What's the status of the attack on Thorbardin? As| understand it, the lord knight force-marched his
men to get here, and now, instead of attacking, you're just Sitting.”

The quadron |leader shrugged. "We weretoo late. The dwarves had been warned. They've sedled up
themountain.”

"Areyou going to besege them, ar?'

"No. There's no timefor that. The damn dwarves could hold out for ayear againgt us. It would bea
futile waste of manpower. Well let them sit, holed up in their mountain, if that's what they want.
Meanwhile, well saize control of al the roads leading into and out of Thorbardin. We havetime.
Someday, they'll have to come out.”

Kang was impressed. It wasasmple, but good, strategy.

"And now, Commander, what is the strength of your command?' The quadron leader flipped over a
new page, prepared to record the information.

Kang responded. The quadron leader asked question afjer question, wanting to know the size,
composition, training, equipment, and digposition of the draconian regiment Kang was pleased with the
interest the officer was showing in assessing the regiment. The knight re-corded the answersin atablein
his book. At last, helaid down hisquill pen and sat back in hischair.

"Thank you, Commander. Thefirgt thing I want you to do thismorning is haul al that bridge-building
equipment you brought us over to Third Taon."

Kang fdt atwingein the vicinity of hisshoulder blades, a painful twinge that hadirothing to do with the
chair."Yes, gr," hesaid. "Do they need a bridge constructed, sir?*

"No, Commander. They're my engineering unit. They can use the materia's and tools you brought.

Y ou can leave the wagons with Third Talon. Y ou won't be needing them.”

"Ah, | understand, Sir. Y ou want usto build siege engines. Catapults, trebuchets, we've built them dll.
"Why/once, during the War of the Lance, we built a catapult big enough to fling aminotaur—"

Kang stopped. He didn't like the way the quadron leader was smiling—patient, patronizing.

"Third Taon isquite expert at building and manning sege engines, Commander.”

"Sir," Kang began, drawing in adeep bream to try to ease the knot o.f disappointment mat was
dowly tightening his omach, "we are dl well-trained engineers. Probably the best you'll ever find. Plus,
we have experiencein baitle. Did your Third Talon ever build abridge with slver dragonsflying
overhead, filling you with dragonfear, while the elves on the other sde of the bank aretrying tofill you full
of arrows?'

The commander just sat there, smiling.

"Look, sr," Kang said, "come vist our encampment. See how we'redug in. We only moved in ten
hours ago, and yet we've aready got the place defensiblel™

For the first time, the quadron leader showed someinterest, "\fery good, Commander! Very good
indeed!"

Kang was puzzled. "What do you mean, Sr?"

"Damn good diggerd" Mumul said, thumping the table in hisenthusiasm. "I'm glad to hear that you're
good diggers.”

"l beg your pardon, sir."

"Y ou draconians. Damn good diggers. Since we can't take out the dwarves, thisarmy has been
ordered to move up and conquer the dvesin Qualinesti. We aready have plenty of engineers, but we
can dways use good diggerd 11l assgn you to the Army Commissary officer. Talon Leader Stonchwad.”

Kang'sjaw dropped, histonguelolled. He sucked it back inwith anirritated snap of hisjaws. "Sir,
Commissary? Wearen't cooks, we'reengineers!”

The quadron leader had picked up his quill, was returning to hiswork. "Y es, very good. Commander
Kang. The Commissary Command is aso responsible for troop hygiene. Please report to Talon Leader



Stonchwald after we've arrived at our base camp in the southern region of Quainesti. Until then, try to
stay out of the way of troop movements. It's hard enough keeping this army on the move without your
regiment dogging the works. Well be marching firg thing in the morning. Have your men—make that
draconians'—he said, thiswith adight curl of the lip—"ready to go. That will be dl. Commander.

"Oh, and, by theway," quadron |leader added, as an afterthought, "you can each keep a short sword
for your own defense, but turn in the rest of your weapons. They'll be needed for the front-line troops.
Dismissed.”

King stood up, started to salute, decided the hell withit.

Latrine duty. The quadron leader had called it by some fancy name, "troop hygiene," but Kang knew
what mat meant.

Kang looked for Huzzud on hisway out. He didn't see her and, on second thought, was glad that he
didn't. He knew she would sympathize, but he couldn't face the shame of tdlling her his assgnment. He
marched back to Jus camp alone. Hisanger grew stronger with every step, hisfeet pounding it into the
ground, tike ahammer pounding molten sted!.

By the time held reached camp, he had worked himsdlf into atail-lashing, wing-flapping fury. His
troops, recognizing the symptoms, fell over one another to get out of hisway. Ignoring them dl, he
stomped over to the command tent.

"gSith!" Kang'syd | resounded across the entire camp.

Slim had beenin Y ethick's tent. At the sound of his commander's bellow, he redlized something was
amiss. Heran out, saw the other draconians muttering to each other, their expressions grim, unhappy.
Dashing over to the command tent, Sith flung back the tent flap.

"What'swrong, sir?" he asked. "What's happened? Are the dwarves attacking?'

Kang started to tell him, but words were inadequate. His temper blew. Jumping to hisfeet, he picked
up acamp chair, smashed it over atable. The chair divered. Kang smote the table with hisfist,chopped it
intwo. He was going after the tent post next, when Slith collared him.

"Sir, | wouldn't hit that, if | wereyou! Y ou'll bring the tent down around our ears.”

"Good! Fine!" Kang ydled. "We can aways dig our way outt That's what were good for! Diggers!
Good diggers! Damn these bastards to the Abyss and back again!™

Sith'swings dropped. He stared at his commander, incredulous. "Did you say'dig/sir?”

Kang gnashed histeeth. Since he couldn't knock down the tent post, he proceeded to dismember the
table, pulling off itslegs and smashing them on the ground.

"Digasin... latrines, Sr?' Sith asked.

Kang'sfury had spent itself, a cyclone blowing itsalf out. He was suddenly very tired. He sank down
on hisbunk. "Weve been assigned to the Commissary Command to dig latrines and cooking pits," he
sad angrily. They have mimansfor the real combat engineering.

They don't need us. In fact, were probably freeing up some of these blue-painted savages of theirs so
that they can be useful somewhere elsel™ Slith sat down next to his commander. He looked as dejected
as Kang fdt. "Latrine duty. I'll be twice-damned. What are we going to do, sir?"

Kang shook hishead. "I don't know. | redlly don't know thistime. Cal acommand staff meeting for
an hour from now. Inform dl of the senior officerswhat's going on. Well talk about it then.”

An hour later, dl of the draconian squadron commanders and specidist officers sat in borrowed
chairs around the empty space in the command tent where the table had been. 1ts remnants, along with
those of the chairs, were piled up in aheap outsde the teat, amute testimony to the commander's foul
mood.

Kang opened the meeting. "As you have aready heard, gentlemen, we have been assgned to latrine
duty. You know aswell as| do that well have the makings of arevolt in our ranksif we haveto dig
latrinesagain.”

Every draconian present hissed and muttered has agreement.



Kang continued. "We didn't join thisarmy to dig holes for the humansto crapin. | can't believe that
thisishow Her Mgesty intends us to serve her. The question is, what do we do? I'm open to
uggedtions”

Fulkth, the chief engineering officer spokefirst. "Maybethey'll give uslineinfantry duty?'

Kang snorted. "I forgot to mention that were to turn in our wegpons.”

He waited until the howls of outrage died down, then proceeded. "They don't trust us. That much is
obvious"

Slith had been gitting slent, in deep thought, his claws drumming on the side of the chair. Kang did not
disturb him. When his second was ready to tak, he'd talk.

Kang was relating everything the quadron leader had said, when Slith suddenly interrupted. "What
exactly did you say when you volunteered our servicesto this Lord Knight Sykes, sir?"

Kang had to think about that one. "I believe| said that | offered the regiment to serve in the Second
Army, and he accepted. Why?'

Sith'seyesglistened. "I know you, Sir. You're proud of us. Areyou sureyou didn't say something
about serving as engineers?'

"I think | did. No, I'm sure| did," Kang said, recalling histak with thelord knight. "I said that wed
serve asengineersto thisarmy.”

Slith leaned forward. "Then that'sit, Sr. We're not being employed as engineers, therefore the terms
of the agreement are canceled. We don't haveto stay.”

Y ethick nodded approvingly, "They don't want us here. That much isobvious. | say weleave."

Kang looked at dl of them. Thiswas now deadly serious. He lowered hisvoice. "Y ou redize that
Sykeswill consider this djesertion. Or maybe worse. He might think we're spies. We know too much
about His movements, his strength, his plans. If we leave and they catch us, they'll kill us."

Slith shrugged, grinned. "We've out-fought Solamnic knights, sir. | don't see why we can't take on the
other sde, if we haveto. But they won't fight, Sir. | doubt if they'd even come after us. They've got evish
fishtofry. Andif they did come &fter us, well, persondly, I'd rather diewith asword in my gut, r, than
dig latrines again. | say we go back to Mount Dashinak”

Kang congdered. He hated the thought of deserting— again. He imagined what Huzzud would think,
that he'd run because of cowardice. She wouldn't understand and there was no way he could explain.
But did it matter what she thought? What any human thought? So long as he and his men and his Queen
knew the real reason they wereleaving, what the humans thought about it wasn't worth spit.

"Very wel, gentlemen,” Kang said. "It's decided. Tomorrow, the army of dark knights marches for
Qualinesti, only we won't be here to march with them. We move out tonight, when Solinari islow, and
we march until we drop, or we get back home to Mount Dashinak, whichever comesfirst. Well takea
circuitous route, to throw them off. We leave nothing behind, not our tools, not our weapons. Load up
thewagonsagain.”

"What if someone askswhat we'redoing, Sir?' Fulkth wondered.

"They won't. They'll think we're operating under specid orders. Remember, the army’s moving out
tomorrow morning. Therell be people coming and going dl night. No on€eli notice us. Y ethik, send out
foraging parties to replenish our food and water. Slith, sedl off the entrance to our camp. Bring any
human visitorsto me. | doubt well get any, but you never know. Fulkth, have a march order ready for
last light. All right, let'smove.”

The officersreturned to their duties.

Alone, Kang walked over to his bed and sat down, stared at the dirt floor. He was still staring at it
when a shadow darkened the open tent flap. Kang looked up.

Slith stood there. Next to him was Talon Leader Huzzud.

"Offiad vigtor," Sith announced.

Kang roseto his feet. Huzzud stepped inside the tent, glanced around. She must have seen the



remains of the table and the broken chairs being hauled away outside.

Huzzud hesitated, men, straightening her shoulders, she spoke the speech shed cometo deliver. "No
work ismenia in the eyes of our Queen, Commander. Everything we do, we do for her glory."

"l seeyou widding asword, Taon Leader,"” Kang said dryly. "Not ashovd.”

The Tadon Leader opened her mouth, then shut it again. Turning on her hed, sheleft.

Kang sighed and went back to his cot.

" just hope were doing theright thing."

He closed his eyes, and lay back on the bunk. He didn't deep, but lay there thinking.

Helay therefor avery long time.

Chapter Twenty

The dark knights forced their dwarven captives dong at a quick pace, shoving them from behind
when they lagged, and emphasi zing haste with a few lashes across the shoulder blades. The knights
spoke to each other in the human tongue, elther thinking that the dwarves couldn't understand or not
caring much if they did. Both dwarves did speak human, however. They'd found it hel pful in sdling their
wares.

The knights were along-range patrol, apparently. They spoke about returning to the main body of
some army, which was headquartered in avillage somewhere up ahead. A human settlement called
Mish-ka The dwarves|ooked at each other. They knew of that village. The knights mentioned preparing
for battle againgt the Qua-linesti, wondered when the army was going to attack.

Mortar breathed agentle Sigh of relief. Thisarmy was much too closeto hishome for hisliking. The
dwarf was thankful these dark knights were going to go beat up on somebbdy else.

Pestle must have been drinking aong the same lines. At one point/when the knights halted to give
themselves and their captivestimeto catch their breaths, Pestle leaned over to his brother arid
whispered, "Do you know where we are? We're redly close to home! If we could just get these knots
loos2l"

"Walt till they're adegp—" Mortar began.

"No talking!" The knight lashed out with his sword, struck Mortar on the side of the head with the flat
of the blade. " Shut up, or I'll gut you right here."

The knights forced their captivesto their feet and marched on. It waswell after darknessfell before
the knights called a hdt. Pestle and Mortar plunked down on the ground, glad for the rest. They did not
dare talk to each other. Any attempt to communicate was met with swift punishment. They sat Slentin
the darkness, their fingers busy trying to unravel the knots of the leather thongstied around their wrists.

Theknights set up camp. Opening their packs, they took out food, which they shared with the
dwarves, much to the dwarves astonishment The knights gave each dwarf a cup of water, then, once
dinner was finished, one of the knights checked their bonds—fortunatdly, neither dwarf had managed to
make much headway in loosening the thongs—then tied them to atree by means of arope attached to
the bonds around their wrists and another tied around their ankles,

"Goto deep,” the knight ordered, speaking Common. "Well be up before dawn.”

Heleft to lay out his own bedroll. Two knights took the first watch, one going across the road,
disappearing among the trees. The other sl down on afalenlog.

The dwarves wriggled about amid the dry leaves, made a show of trying to get comfortable. In redlity,
they weretrying to squirm into the best position for untying the knots. Unfortunately, every time one of
them moved, the leaves rustled and crackled.

The knight on watch stood up, came to glower down at them.

"Keep ill!" he ordered.

The dwarves did asthey were told, remained unmoving for at least an hour. The other knights had



fdlen* adegp, were softly snoring. The knight on watch was F humming amarching song to himself,
keeping time by { .. tapping out the rhythm on hisknee.

Mortar scrunched over closer to his brother, moving dowly so as not to disturb the knight.

"You know," hewhispered, "I've been thinking. Thisisal Sdquist'sfault.”

"How do you figure that?" Pestle whispered back.

"If he hadn't made usstedlall that loot and then made us go sdll it, we wouldn't be here. We'd be home
inour beds." Mortar sghed. His bed had never before seemed so wonderful.

"Wedid go dong with the plan, you know," Pestle said, determined to befair.

"Y es, but we would have never even thought up the stupid plan if it weren't for Sdquist,” Mortar
pointed out.

"You'reright there," Pestle admitted. He was quiet a moment, muttering to himsaif.

"What did you say?' Mortar asked.

"l was making adeal with Reorx," Pestle returned. "I promised him that if he got usout of this, I'd
never sed anything again."

"That'sagood ideal" Mortar regarded his brother in admiration. "I'll do the samething."

He added his promise to mat of hisbrother, bom bargaining with the notorioudly irascible and often
unpredictable God of Forging, whom the dwarvesworship ~~ lusively.

The knight ceased his humming, and the dwarves had to be quiet. But by now, both had managed to
work the knotsinto position so that their nimble fingers could yank and pry and tease the thongs apart.

The knight said something out loud and the dwarves froze, until they redized he wasn't talking to
them. He was, by the sound of it, chanting a prayer to the Dark Queen.

"How you doing?' Mortar whispered.

"Almost got it." Pestle whispered back. "There. My hands are free. You?'

Mortar grunted. He was having more trouble. "They tied mine tighter,” he complained.

"No talking over there," the knight said.

Mortar waited for the man to return to his prayer chants, which

fortunately appeared to occupy him agood ded and to be of considerable length. Mortar tugged and
pulled and suddenly, the knot came loose.

"Reorx bethanked! | got it!" he whispered.

"Good," sad Pestle. "Now we wait for him to fall adeep.”

"What if he doesn't?" Mortar asked.

"Pooh! Hewill. Humans dwaysfall adeep on guard duty.”

The dwarves waited confidently for another hour, then two. The human was destined to disgppoint
them. The knight rose, refreshed from his prayers, appearing more wide awake than ever. Worse, he
started walking toward them, apparently with the idea of checking their bonds.

"Hear me, Reorx!" Mortar whispered in desperation. "Not only do | promisethat | will never stedl
again, I'll give back everything | ever took!"

The guard halted. His head jerked around, stared toward the road He stood silent, listening, then
leaned down and shook two of his comrades by the shoulder.

" Something's moving out on theroad.”

The other knights were wide awake, on their feet with their swordsin hand, before the first had
completed his sentence. Moving slently, the two knights crept about, waking the others. They grabbed
their bows, nocked arrows, and took up position behind a hedgerow.

The tromp of many feet could be clearly heard, dong with the jingle of armor.

"It must be part of our own army,” one of the knights said softly. "Who el se would be moving around
thistimeof night?'

"We weren't informed of any troop movements,” said the leader. "And they're moving away from



Mish-ka, not toward it. | don't like mis. Y ou keep concedled. I'D ask to seetheir orders. If they give the
wrong answer, fire your arrowsinto mem."

Mortar and Pestle looked at each other. It was now or never.

The dwarves cast off the bonds around their wrists, reached down and untied the cords around their
ankles. One of the knights glanced over a me, and the dwarves ceased al movement. The knight
returned to watching the road.

"Now!" Pestle whispered.

The two jumped up, and began to run, heading away from the road, hoping to throw off pursuit by
losng themsdvesin the forest.

They heard no sounds of anyone chasing them. Perhaps the knights—preoccupied with the army on
the road—hadn’t even missed them. The dwarves ran faster. Crashing through underbrush, they caromed
off trees, tripped over fallenlogs.

Mortar saw the red-glowing outline of abody loom in front of him just afraction of a second too late
to warn his brother. Strong arms grabbed hold of him, ahand clapped over his mouth. He recognized the
amell, the clawed fingers, the short, stubby wings extending from the shoulders.

Draconiand

Mortar struggled and fought, kicking and biting the hand. By the sounds of thrashing and swearing,
Pestle had aso been captured.

"Blast! Ouch! Damnit, he bit me! Bastard knight! Hold till or I'll dit your throat."

Caughtinagrip of iron, claws digging into his skin and the horrid taste of draconian flesh in hismouith,
Mortar ceased his struggles. He had afew choice remarks to make to Reorx when he saw him, which
was probably going to be soon.

"It's not the knights, you fool Baaz," hissed the draconian holding Mortar to afellow draconian, the
one who had grabbed Pestle. "They're dwarves! Those two the knights were holding prisoner. By our
Queen, you've smelled dwarf enough the last twenty-five years. Y ou'd think you recognize it by now.
And since when did you ever see knightsthis short and this hairy?*

From behind them, out by the road, they heard a clear voice shout, "Hat! Advance and be
recognized.”

A grating draconian voice boomed, "Ho! Well met, Sir Knight. Y ou have londly duty thisnight, it
seems.”

"What ismis?" the knight asked, sounding amazed. "An army of draconians?’

"The First Regiment of Draconian Engineers,” wasthe proud reply.

"l must ask to see your written movement orders, Commander,” the knight said. "I know of no
authorized movement of troops, especidly an entire regiment, down thisroad in the middle of the night.”

"They've got archersin the trees,” whispered one of the draconians. "We have to warn the
commander. | don't know how we're going to talk our way out of this. I'll—" He stopped, then said,
excited, "By Our Queen, these godforsaken dwarves could come in handy! Come on!™”

"Y es, Subcommander Slith," the Baaz answered.

The draconians tucked the dwarves under their powerful arms and started off through the forest at a
rapid pace, heading back to the road. Mortar's heart would have fallen into his boots, if it hadn't been for
the fact that he was being held in a position where his boots were higher than his heart.

The draconians charged right through the ranks of the concealed archers, who had turned at the
sound of the crashing and ydlling. The knights held their fire, but they kept their bows raised.

"Hello, boys," Sith said loudly, giving them asdute. "Nice night for target practice, ant it?'

Emerging from the forest, dtill carrying the two dwarves, the draconians marched over to avery large
draconian who was standing in the middle of the road, talking to the two knights. Behind the draconian
stretched aline of draconians asfar as the eyes of the dwarves could see.

"Y ou have archers hiding in the woods," the big draconian said.



"Yes, ar." Theknight wasgrim. "Now if | could see your orders, sr—" He stopped talking. He had
just noticed thetwo dwarves.

"Y ou aren't by any chance missing two prisoners, areyou, Sir Knight?* Slith asked.

Hetook afirm grip on Mortar's shirt collar, held him up for display. Mortar swung and kicked, trying
to hit the draconian, but he did so more out of frustration than because he thought he might connect.

"We caught them running loose in the woods, Commander Kang," Slith continued, saluting the big
draconian.

Mortar suddenly took agood look at the draconian, redized he recognized him. Twisting around in
mid-air, Mortar looked at his brother, who was staring at the draconian with fearful eyes, Yes, Pestle
apparently recognized the draconian, too. It was the big Bozak from the draconian village, the one the
war chief said wasthe leader.

"Were doomed," Mortar said for a second time and went limp in the draconian's grasp. "'If these
knights don't kill us, the draconianswill."

"Dwarven prisoners? Running about l0ose?' Rang was eyeing the knight, who gppeared extremely
discomfited. "What isthe meaning of this, Sr Knight?"

"We had taken them prisoner earlier, Sr. They must have managed to work the knots free. Then we
heard you coming. | went to investigate, and when | turned my back on them, they took off.”

"Good thing we were here to catch them again, wasn't it?' Kang said, rocking back on his hedls,
baancing on histall.

"Yes, Commander,” the knight said glumly, adding, "If you'll hand them over, sr, well seeto it that
they don't escape again.”

Kang looked at the two dwarves. Mortar had the unhappy fedling that the draconian had recognized
the dwarves, aswelLL. The Bozak scratched his chin.

"Y ou seem to berather careless with your prisoners, Sr Knight. | think welll take them in charge”

The knight was not pleased. He must have been wondering how hed managed to lose control of this
Stuation. "Sir, the prisoners are our respongbility. And you still haven't shown me your orders—"

The Sivak holding onto Mortar dropped the dwarf to the ground. Slith strode forward, thrust his Jaw
into the human'sface.

"Now, ligten here, Sir Knight. | want to know your name and rank immediately."

"My nameis Glaf Herrik, Talon Second under—"

The Sivak gave ahowl. "Talon Second! And you dareto talk sass back to a Regimenta
Commander. I'll have you flogged in front of Lord Knight Sykess command tent for mis. Now take your
skulking, leather-creaking, prancing beauties back into the woods, and leave the real work of the war for
us veterans. These prisoners are now under our jurisdiction. Carry on, Talon Second.”

The knight was going to argue, but at mat moment, his archers walked out of the woods, escorted by
at leadt fifty draconians. The knight muttered severd threats about reporting misto his superiors, then,
with agrudging salute, he called off his men and returned to their camp.

"Company forard!” Simyelled.

The draconiansfdl into ranks and marched off. Sith remembered at the last moment to pick up
Mortar, plucking him out of the road, saving him from being trampled by the clawed feet of two hundred
draconians.

Slith, with Mortar tucked under hisarm again, hurried up to march at the sde of his commander.

"Y ou think they'll report this, sir?* Slith asked.

"Héll, yes" Kang said. "They've probably got arunner on hisway right now. At least we know the
road's not safe. They've likely got patrols up and down it. Well put about five miles behind us, then head
into the mountains. Double time march! Movel Movel Move!"

The Sivak shouted commands, and the draconians picked up the pace. Mortar craned his neck,
peered under the draconian's arm, tried to see what had become of his brother. Pestle was being carried



on the back of the same Baaz draconian who had captured him.

Seeing Mortar looking at him, the Baaz grinned. Wicked teeth gleamed in the lambent light of the
gars. The Baaz flicked histongue over them. "Dwarf-meat for breakfast! Yum, yum," he said.

Mortar gulped and looked hurriedly away.

"No taking intheranks," Sith ordered. "Save your breath. Y ou're going to need it"

The draconians maintained their breakneck pace dl through the long night. Leaving the road; they
ascended the mountains. The going proved rough and difficult, but even thisdid not dow them by much.
Their clawed feet and hands made them expert climbers;, their wings saved them from what might have
otherwise been nagty fdls.

The dwarven prisoners proved to be the biggest hindrance. The draconians could not carry the
dwarves and climb too. Mortar assured the draconians that they could leave him and his brother behind,
and mere would be no hard feelings, but Commander Kang said no. He ordered the dwarves roped
togemer, put two Baaz in charge of them, and ordered the dwarves to march.

Pestle refused. He was rumpled and rattled, but defiant. He planted his feet, folded hisarms across
his chest and glared. "Fm not moving.”

"Mendther," said Mortar.

Kang bent down to dwarf-eyeleve. "1 can dwaystoss you back to the knights,” he said.

Pestle and Mortar looked at each other.

"Well march," Pestle said meekly.

It was now midmoming. Mortar had never worked so hard in hislife. He scrabbled and dipped and
did. His hands were torn and bleeding. M ore than once, some draconian caught him when he started to
fal, saving him from tumbling off the mountain. Whenever they reached abit of level ground, the Sivak
made them run, striking their shoulders with alash if they dowed their pace. Then it was back to
climbing. Alwaysin Mortar's mind was the unhappy thought that he was undergoing thistorture only to
be cooked in the end.

By the time morning came, Mortar was so exhausted and hurting that he didn't careif hewasa
draconian's breskfast. Just aslong as he didn't have to climb or run anymore. He was trudging along, his
head down, forcing his boots to move one after the other, when a hand clutched him.

"Mortar! Look!" Pestle was pointing.

Mortar gazed wearily upward. He drew in adeep breath. Mount Celebund. Only one pass stood
between them and their home.

So close. And yet, so far.

"Hat!" Kang cdled out. "Cease march. Fifteen-minute rest.”

The draconians halted, as exhausted as the dwarves. Many collapsed where they stood, lying on the
rocks, panting, their tongues|lolling. Others grabbed their water skins, guzzled water thirdtily.

Mortar and Pestle sat down, staring wistfully, longingly at the mountain pesk.

The Sivak loomed above them, blotting out the view.

"On your feet. The commander wantsto seeyou.”

"Thisisit," said Mortar. "Good-bye, Pestle. Y ou've been aredly good brother,"

"You, too, Mortar," Pestle said, tearsin hiseyes.

The two embraced.

"Oh, for thelove of the Dark Queen, come on!" The Sivak snarled.

The two trudged over to where the big Bozak was seated on arock.

"| recognize you two. Y ou're from Celebundin, aren't you?' Kang growled. The draeonian was gray
with fatigue.

"Maybe we are," Mortar said, determined not to cooperate. "And maybe we're not.”

The Bozak amiled. "Wdll, if you are from Celebundin, that passthere will take you home. Good-bye
and thanks."



Mortar and Pestle stood and stared so long it seemed they had turned into part of me mountain.

"Did you say good-bye?' Pestle was not certain he'd heard right.

you mean we can go?" Mortar asked for clarification.

"Go! Get! Skedaddle," Kang said.

Mortar felt renewed sirength. The two dashed off, fearful that the draconian might change hismind. A
few yards away, though, Mortar came to halt. He looked back, his brow furrowed.

"Y ou sad thanks. Thanks for what?'

"Y ou saved our lives back there," Kang said. "Theleast we can do isreturn thefavor.” Hewaved a
clawed hand. " See you in acouple of weeks. Were almost out of dwarf spirits.”

"What?' Mortar was puzzled. "Oh, | get it. Y ou—"

Pestle grabbed his brother's arm and dragged him off.

Two hours later, they reached the highest part of the pass and looked down on their secluded valley.

"Wemadeit!" said Mortar, drawing in adeep bresth. He gazed down lovingly on Celebundin, "1
swear | can smell the smoke of the cooking fires."

"It'snot cooking fires!" Pestle said grimly, pointing &t the other end of the valey, where thick black
smokewasrisng into theair. "Take alook!"

"Reorx'sbeard!" Mortar said, darmed. "There's going to be hell to pay! Run for it! We haveto warn
the Thane!"

Pestle was dready running, fear lending strength to histired legs.

Mortar wasright. There would be hell to pay.

Chapter Twenty-One

There would be hell to pay, but not, Kang figured, aslong as the draconians kept dear of Lord
Knight Sykes. And Kang certainly had no intention of reenlisting. The knights might chase after the
deserters, but why bother? Sykes had more important things to do — like conquer AnsakHu

Having determined to his own satisfaction that there would be no pursuit, Kang looked forward to
returning to their walled enclave. Who knows? Now that it looked asif their villagewas going to bea
permanent home, they might even giveit aname.

The regiment had been on the move since early the night before. They had taken a short break, and
were now headed home. They had been gone only six days, but it seemed like six hundred yearsto
Kang. All hethink about was degping once again in his own bed — if the dwarves hadrtf t made off with
it.

Kang grinned. Six dwarveslaid end to end could fit in Kang's big bed. That was one thing he could
befairly certain they wouldn't have stolen.

Strung out singlefile, the draconians entered the narrow mountain pass that would take them home.
Kang wasin the lead. Sith remained back to see that everyone made it safely and to make certain there
was no one chasing after them. He would be the last through.

Kang was thefirst one over the pass. He paused to look down on their village.

He couldn't seeit. Couldn't seeit for the smokerising into the air.

Kang felt the blow in the pit of his ssomach. The sight was so shocking, he regled backward a step or
two, amost trod on the foot of the Baaz coming up behind him. The Baaz reached out a hand to steady
his commander. Shaking off the soldier's assistance, Kang let out aferocious roar and charged down the
mountain.

Kang hit the sun-burnt grass of the valley at adead run. Draconians galloped after him.

They weretoo late, however. There was nothing they could do.

Kang cameto halt. The others jammed up behind him. No one spoke. No one said aword. They



stood and watched their village burn.

Flames had aready blackened and consumed most of the central buildings. The guard towers had
been toppled. The gate came crashing down in ashower of sparks. And there, swarming around the
walls, torchesin their hands, were the dwarves.

Kang had been angry when the knights ordered him to dig latrines. But now hefdt rage, awhite-hot
fury that wasfiercer and blazed hotter than the flames that were burning up the last twenty-five years of
hislife. He had been tolerant of me dwarves, and they had betrayed him. He had |eft mem his creation,
he had even taken pleasure in the thought that they could make use of it, and they had spit in hisface.

It took nearly thirty minutes for the racing draconiansto cross the glade and reach the burning village.
Kang led the way, his sword in his hand and death spellsin hismind.

They were near the outer walls before the dwarves—intent on their destruction—were aware of
them. One dwarf, standing on the wall, glanced over his shoulder, saw them, and let out ayelp.

Kang lifted hishand. Lightning crackled from hisfingertips. The magical bolt struck the dwarf in the
chest, knocking him backward. The dwarf fell off the wall, plunged to his death in aburning shed,

Kang ran right over the wreckage of the smoldering gates. The blackened wood glowed red, burned
the pads on the bottom of his bare feet, but he never noticed the pain. Blisters were nothing compared to
the pain of seeing his crestion go up insnoke. That pain was like adagger, twisting in hisgut.

The draconians surged after Kang, and once they were inside the walls, they spread out, searching for
dwarves. There were only about fifteen or so ingde the village. The others had probably made off with
what they could carry, left behind enough men to torch the place. These dwarves were trapped insde the
wallswith nowhereto run.

Seeing their deaths loom before them, the dwarves drew their swords and grimly stood their ground
wherever they happened to be. Most died without ever getting in ahit, however. The enraged draconians
hacked them to pieces. Picking up the pieces, the draconians threw those into thefire.

Kang was cutting off the head of a dead dwarf, preparatory to hanging it from the charred stonewall,
about dl that now remained of the draconian village, heard adraconian shouting his name/but heignored
it. The draconian kept on shouting. Then someone grabbed hold of hisarm. Annoyed at the interruption,
Kang turned, his bloody sword in hand.

It took amoment for the red mist to clear from hiseyes. When it did, he saw Slith.

"Sir" Sith's voice was hoarse from the smoke and from yelling. "Sir! For the love of the Queen, listen
tome, gr!"

Kang lowered his sword.

"Sir," Sith said, coughing. "Weve got to get the troops under control! They're preparing to march on
Cdebundin. If they rush off now, without any discipline or orders, they'll dl get daughtered!”

Kang stared a Slith, He knew his second was talking to him. He knew Slith was saying something
important, but Kang couldn't hear aword for the blood besting in his head.

"Agan," he said, hismouth dry and parched.

Slith repesated what held said. Thistime Kang was calm enough to comprehend.

"Yes. Youreright. Go..." Kang waved abloody hand,

Slith turned and ran, yelling orders over the crackle of the dying fires. Kang knew he should be
helping, but hefdt oddly lethargic. Hewasin one of those terrifying dreams, where you want to move,
you know you have to move, but you keep standing in the same place.

For amoment, Kang didn't think Slith was going to prevail. The draconians were amob, shouting
wildly about daughtering every dwarf in the world. But amob is no match for an organized army and
Kang guessed that the dwarves would have heard of the draconians return and would be expecting
them. And that would be the end.

Very wdl, then, Kang thought to himsdf. That's how well go out. Hed fed some satisfaction at least
before he went to serve his Queen.



And then, the notes of the bugle rang over the din: Officer's Call. At the sound, the draconians lifted
their heads, looked around, dazed. Slith had tost his voice, but apparently didn't redizeit, because he
was dill shouting, (hough no one could hear him. It had been a stroke of brilliance, latching onto the
bugler. A few officers cameto their senses, began helping to restore order.

Sowly, the draconians shuffled into ranks, forming up on the grasdands outside their burning town.
Kang would have to go spesak to them. He remembered fedling thisway before, asajunior officer, losing
hisfirst battle. He dreaded the mesting.

Slowly, he picked up his sword, wiped it on the body of the dead dwarf at hisfeet, noting, at the
time, that the dwarf was wearing a uniform. Kang shesthed his wespon. He walked through the
smoke-filled streets and out the blackened gates. Now he could fed the pain of his burned feet.

He arrived to find dl of the officers present, and the draconian troops standing &t attention. Discipline
had won out over chaos. Discipline. It had kept them going thislong. Her Dark Mgesty willing, it would
keep them going alot longer.

Kang straightened his shoulders and marched tall.

Slith called the officers to attention as Kang approached. Slith croaked the words, "All officers
present but two, sr. Gloth and Stehmph are off collecting the stragglers, as per your order.”

That liewas for the benefit of the other Officers. Kang had given no such order. But maintaining the
unity of command was of paramount importance.

"Thank you, Slith," Kang said quietly. "I owe you one. Ancther one."

Slith stood at attention, pretending he hadn't heard.

"Troop leaders," Kang yelled, hisown throat raw from the smoke. "Take your troops and begin
putting out the fires. Y ethik, | want your supply peopleto go h every squareinch of thisvillage and
sdvage anything of use. That includes nails, hinges, anything.

Gloth, take atroop from the Second Squadron and set up a cordon to our north, two hundred yards
out from here. I want no onein, other than returning stragglers, and | want no one out. Have your
draconians gather up anything that's left of those damned dwarves and nail them to poles. Post them out
herein aline. Weve been too soft with these dwarves. But al that's going to change."

Slith turned to the officers. "Y ou heard the commander! Move!"

The draconians dispersed, |eft to accomplish their tasks. Kang wasfairly certain that they wouldn't
find much to salvage, nor werethey in any danger of attack. The dwarves were probably barricaded in
their village, fearing the worst. What was important was that his troops were doing something
congtructive, working off their anger. When the two were aone, Slith turned back to Kang. Smoke
wafted past them. Somewhere, aburning timber crashed to the ground.

"What do we now, sir?" Sith asked in ahusky whisper, al he could manage.

Kang sighed, rubbed his hand over hischin. "I don't know. | guesswell set up camp over to the west
of thetown. At least well be up-wind of the stench. When things cool off, maybe well dear avay the
rubble and rebuild.”

Slith shook his head. "It won't be the same, Sir."

"No, youreright there. It won't ever be same."

Thereatively peaceful life of the past twenty-five years had gone up in aroar with thefire. Their
atempts at co-existing with their neighbors had failed. That relationship had been based on acertain
amount of trust, and that was now gone.

"Why did they doiit, r?" Sim was puzzled and hurt. "There waslots of valuein there. They could
have hauled it off, made some use of it. But they burned it! Why?"

"Hate," said Kang. "They hate us so much that they couldn't bear to have anything of us|eft. | thought
maybe that might have changed. | don't mean that | thought they'd cometo like us. | don't like dwarves.
Never wilL But | can tolerate them. | thought that's maybe how they felt about us. | guessnot. I'll tell you
thismuch, though, Slith." Kang's voice hardened. "Cde-bundinisgoing to pay for this."



Slim nodded in satisfaction. Turning, he ran off to join the troop heading out to their assigned picket.

It took four hoursto put out me fires. Not one building was saved. Luckily, when the draconians had
|eft to join the army, they had taken their tools, weapons and armor with mem. They had their tents, and
they could at least erect temporary shelters until Kang decided what to do and whereto doit.

The wood smoldered and would continue to do so for severd days. Kang knew he would never get
the stench out of his nogtrils. The draconians were black from sfting through and cleaning up the
gtill-warm ruins. Cloth's pickets rounded up those few draconians who had gone berserk, disobeyed
orders, and rushed off to daughter dwarves. They were stopped before they reached Celebundin. All*
were punished severely. No army can survive when disciplinefallslax and soldiersfed freeto act of their
own valition.

By sundown, the draconians had evacuated their old town. They began to dig breastworks around a
new camp, just as they had done so many times before. The work was dow-going and half-hearted. The
draconians had not dept for nearly three days. Their fury had sapped what strength they had remaining.
A few fdll adeep ontheir feet, toppled into the ditch they were digging. Even when they fell, they did not
wake up. After nightfal, Kang ordered a complete standdown.

Ashissoldiers straggled off to their tents, Kang ed the bugler to sound the Officer's Call again. The
officers gathered around their commander.

"Tonight," Kang said, "we officers are going to keep the watch. The men are so tired that they'll fall
adeep at their posts or do something stupid—Iike shoot an arrow in someone going to the latrine. It'sup
to us, as officers, to keep our heads clear. No one goesto deep until sunup. Understood?’

"Yes, Commander." Slith answered for them.

They each went off to find a sentry post to guard.

Kang settled himsdlf down to watch. The sky was cloudless. The stars seemed unusudly bright,
amost feverishly bright, asif heaven itself was restless and disturbed. Kang didn't have to worry about
faling adeep. Tired as hewas, his nerves were raw and twitchy. If hed laid down, hewould have sared
a thetent flap dl night.

Asit was, he stared at the glittering stars, his thoughts darker than the night He was beginning to
doubt himsdlf, doubt his ability to lead, to command. He thought back to when things had started to fall
gpart—the "day held discovered the holy symbol missing.

And it wasadamn dwarf who'd run off withiit.

Every decision hed made since that time had been the wrong one, Perhaps he should resign, hand
command overtoSMv.

Gazing into the heavens, he found the congtellation that was His Queen's—the five-headed dragon.
Kang spoke to his Queen, not asking for magical spells, power, or glory. He begged her forgiveness. He
asked her for help arid guidance.

And it seemed, by fee peace that filled his soul—and the idea that She gave him—that help was
granted.

By morning, only half the officers on watch were till awake. Therest dumbered at their posts;

Kang never said aword.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Two dayslater, Kang passed the word for Slith.

The Sivak, who was till with the picket lines, entered the command tent that aso doubled as Kang's
living quarters. "Sir? | wastold you wanted to see me."

Kang was seated at a hastily constructed table, in arudely constructed command chair mat cresked
loudly whenever he moved. He had been out inspecting the newly constructed breastworks. Now, back
insgde, he was honing the blade of hisknife. "Yes, | do. | have ajob for you, my friend. Onel think you'll



enjoy."

Simgrinned. "Yes gr!"

Kang's next question took the Sivak by surprise.

"What are the men thinking, Slith?'Y ou're closer to them than | am. What are they saying?"

Slith looked uncomfortable.

"Permission to spesk fredy, sir?!

"Since when haven't you ever spoken fredy, my

friend?" Kang asked wryly,

"Wel"—Slim was embarrassed—"they think you've gone soft, air. It's been two days now and
instead of lopping off dwarf heads, al we've been doing is digging. We might asweH have stayed with
the dark knights. The men want revenge.”

Kang nodded. "That'swhat | thought. The men want to exterminate the dwarves, wipe them out.”

"Do to mem what they did to us, gr.”

"They didn't wipe usout,” Kang said. "They burned down our village whilewe werent init."

"Yes, gr, thaf strue, | guess, sr." Slith looked worried. He was like the rest of them, apparently,
thinking his commander was going soft. Was Kang the only one who could see past his own snout?

"What happensif wekiU dl the dwarves, Sim?"

"Wefed ahdl of lot better, Sir,” Sim answered, hisjaw closing with avicious snap.

Kang suppressed asmile. "And after that? After welve wallowed in bloodlust for awhile? What
happens after mat?"

"We have thewhole valey to oursdves, sir. We can live herein peace and quiet.”

"Would you like that, Sim? Peace and quiet? No raids. No midnight darms. It might be nice at mat,"
Kang said thoughtfully. Y ou could pass the time tending to your garden. Hoeing weeds, picking carrots.
Maybe even raise chickens

Sim grimaced.

"Of course," Kang continued, "you'd have to settle the fights mat would break out among the troops,
when the men couldn't find any other way to let off steam. Still, think of the long, peaceful nights. Very
long. No dwarf spirits. No nut-ate. We could get alot accomplished. | wasthinking of starting a series of
lectures—"

"All right, gir,” Sim said gloomily. "Y ou've made your point. But | got to tdll you, Sir. | know dwarves.
And they'll think we've dl gone soft if we don't at least punish 'em, and punish'em good.”

"l intend to, Slith," Kang said, tone now grim. "Firgt, though, | want to make certain they're not
planning to finish us off. They could, you know, if they attacked now in strength. We have no defenses.
Weé're stuck out here in the open, exposed. | need to know their plans, Slith. | need to know if they're
massing for an al-out assault.”

"Andif they are, Sr?

"Then we have to make a choice. We either leave the valey or we stay and fight.”

Slith thought this over. "If we leave the vadley, where would we go, sir? Weve got to assume that the
dark knights have every mgor road under their control. They'd find usfor sure. | say we stay and fight."

"l agree. I'm for staying mysdlf. And well put up one hell of afight if the. dwarvesinsst onit, but I'm
hoping they won't. It'simperative that we know their plans.”

"Yes, sr. And what do we do men?"

Kang paused, then said, "Wefight, if they push us. If not, if they're willing to go back to the way
things were before, then I'm willing to do the same. I'll arrange aparley with their High Thane. This
valey'shig enough for usal tolivein. And well be gone soon enough. All they haveto do iswalt for us
todieoff.”

Slim shook his head, unconvinced. But it wasn't his place to argue. "So what'sthe plan, Sir?"



"l want you to take three other Sivaks and do some scouting. Y ou know how to sneak into mat
village without being spotted.”

"Yes, gr!" Sim, the shape-changer, grinned again. Thiswas moreto hisliking. "Ifsgoing to mean
killing, though."

"Y es, and that will show the dwarvesthat we don't intend to roll over and turn to stone. But wekill
only sol-. No killing of civilians, especialy no women or children. The dwarves we caught torching our
villagewere dl soldiers. That was different from theraids, if you'll remember. On theraids, every dwarf
who could walk cameto share the fun. It makes me mink this burning was gtrictly amilitary action,
probably theideaof that war chief of theirs, and sait'stheir militiawell target. Besides, you and the other
Sivaks need to take the shape of soldier dwarves, anyway. Then you can infiltrate their ranks and find out
their plans.”

Slith was eager. "When do we go?"

"Tonight."

Sith sduted. "Yes, gr."

"Oh, onemorething," Kang added. "I'm going with you."

Slith diffened. "If you don't trust me, Sr—"

Kang was exasperated. "Bladt it, Slith, you've known mefor thirty years! Y ou've saved my butt so
many timesI'velost count. Of course, | trust you. But don't you mink a magic-wielding Bozak might
comein handy?'

Slithrelaxed. "Yes, gr. Youreright, asusud, Sr."

“I'll be meditating, communing with our Queen. Let me know when you're reedy to leave.”

Slith nodded, rose, saluted, and closed the tent flap on hisway ouit.

Long after dark, the Baaz sentry on duty outside Kang's tent rapped on the tent pole. "Sir, you asked
to be awakened when Subcommander Slim was ready to go.”

Kang had drifted off into histrance-like deep of spell preparation. Waking, hefdt refreshed, with a
whole catalog of magical spellsin hismind. His Queen appeared to approve of his plan.-He donned
learner armor, buckled on ashort sword, thrust aknifein hisbelt.

Slith and three other Sivaks waited for their commander by the campfire. Sith was handing out strips
of red cloth to the other Sivaks. "When you change form, tie this strip around your arm. | don't want us
killing each other by mistake."

Slim looked dubioudly at Kang. "Sir, what are we going to do with you? Y ou're not a shape-shifter
and, begging the commander's pardon, but you'll never passfor adwarf."

"I've got aspdl that will help. I'm mainly aong to make certain that we don't get into trouble bigger
than we can handle.”

"Sir, I've been thinking. We could take the First Squadron—"

Kang shook hishead. "No. Thefirst whiff of dwarf and they'll go on akilling spree.”

"Right, ar." Slith sad, resgned. "Lef sgo.”

Thefive draconiansleft camp in the darkness. Both moons were waning, athough Kang could sense
the third moon, the dark awaoa, waxing-"agood omen for the draconians. The ground they covered was
familiar. They moved rapidly and slently. When they reached the woods outside the dwarven village,
Kang caled ahalt.

"I'm going to make mysdf invisble. The spell doesn't last long and it's not complete. Anyone looking
for me can find me. Y ou'll need to cover for me."

Kang pointed to six heavily armed dwarves, who were pairolling the main street leading into
Celebundin. "Look, they're waiting for us. Once werein, you're on your own. Meet back at our camp. If
you're not back, you're consdered dead. Move out"

Kang spoke words of magic, drew an arcane symbol m the air. One of the Sivaks turned to ask the
commander aquestion, blinked in astonishment and looked al around. The spell was working.



Slimissued orders. "Y ou two sneak around to the west Side and try to get in there. Remember, we
only kill warriors. No dicing up civilians. And you're after informa-dwarf heads.”

The three Sivaks padded softly into me night. Slith and the remaining Sivak crept over to the sde of
the nearest building—a smdll thatch-roofed storage shed. Kang was right behind them, athough neither
of them knew it. Slith did forward, around the side of the building.

Two of the dwarves patrolling the streets marched past the front of the shed. Slith made certain they
were wearing uniforms, then he motioned his partner forward. Crossing the street, the other Sivak moved
to the front of the shed. Slith crept up to the corner of his building, and waited for the dwarvesto return.

Moments later, me two dwarves came back, walking their beat. As one of the dwarves crossed in
front of Sith, the draconian leaped out, grabbed the dwarf, jerked his head back and dit histhroat. Using
his ability to assume the shape of the enemy held just killed, Slim transformed. It was adwarf who
dragged the body of the dead dwarf back into the shadows.

The second dwarf, hearing the scuffle, turned to see what appeared to be his partner dying &t the
hands of another dwarf. Before he could yell, the second Sivak leaped out and throttled him. There was
asharp crack and now there were two dead dwarves and two live dwarves who looked exactly like
them.

"Dump the bodiesin this storage shed.”

Kang stood off to the Side, waiting to cast alightning bolt spell in case, any of the guards comrades
showed up. No one appeared.

"Y ou there, Commander?' Slith asked.

"I'm here," Kang answered.

"All s, men.”

Slith the dwarf and his new dwarven buddy, each with ared rag tied around his neck, walked up the
center of the street, searching for atavern. They needed to find a place where soldiers were likely to talk
fredy, and thereis no place like atavern for information. They even had stedl in their pockets, enough to
buy afew drinks. Compliments of the dead.

Halfway to the center of the town, they came acrossthe Market Guild Tavern, asquat, two-story
building that advertised itsdf asa"drinking and egting establishment with roomsto let." Peering in the
window, Slith saw severa uniformsthat matched the one he wore.

"Goonin. Find out what you can. Meet me outside in haf an hour.”

The dwarf started, by force of habit, to give adracon-ian salute. Slith smacked hisarm. "You'rea
dwarf, now. Remember?’

Chastened, the dwarf changed the salute to awave and entered the tavern.

Slith continued on down the street, intending to investigate the center of the village, where the meeting
hall was located. It had occurred to him that he might find the war chief here. What better person to ask
about dwarven military plansthan the head of the militiahimsdf ?

As Slith was gtrolling down the sireet, he noticed afemale dwarf heading his direction. They wotild
have to pass each other. He steered over to the opposite side of the sfceet, tried to look nonchaant, asif
he were out for an evening strall. It would never do to let her get dose to him. He looked like a dwarf,
but he till smelted like adraconian.

The femae was staring a him, probably one of those who were attracted to dwarvesin uniform. Slith
averted his eyes, hoping shewould ignore him.

It didn't work. She cameright up to him.

"Don't you try to sdle past me, Harold Brickman! Don't you try to sneek off! Y ou said you were
standing guard duty tonight! That's why we couldn't go vist mother! Whereve you been? In thetavern,
I'll wager. Drinking with your no account friends. | can smell the spirits—" The female dosed in on Slith,
sniffed.

It wasn't spirits she smelted.



Chapter Twenty-Three

"Brickman, whatever have you been doing? Y ou smell just likeafrog..."

Her eyes widened. She stared at Slith in horror. In order for the shape-changer spell to work, the
victim must be prepared to believe that the person he or sheislooking at isadwarf. Oncethat belief is
caled into doubt, for whatever reason...

Thefemae screamed.

Slith turned and ran. He dashed past the tavern, where dwarves—the Sivak among them—were
wandering out to see what the screaming was about. They spotted Slith racing away. The femae dwarf
was hysterical. She could only scream and point. The other dwarves, assuming sheld been robbed, set
off in pursuit. Sim kept running. Rounding a corner, he legged it for the north end of thevillage.

A voice camefrom behind him.

"Don't worry, Slith, I've got your back covered,” Kang said.

Slith had forgotten the commander was with him. He didn't look back, just kept running.

"They'regaining on us," said Kang.

"Damn rotten tack!" Sith muttered. He had dwarf legs, not his own powerful draconian legs, and he
wasfaling behind. "Y ou'd think our Queen could look out for us better than thigl"

"Maybe sheis," Kang said. "Maybe sheis. Look, there's an empty house. Duck in there. Well lie low
till they've gone."

Slith changed course, ran for the house, with Kang right behind him. The house was of typical
dwarven design, made of stone with wooden doors and shutters. No lights shone from the windows, ft
did, asKang said, look deserted.

Slith tried the door handle. When it didn't give way immediately, he threw his shoulder against the
door, forgetting, as he did 0, that he had a dwarven shoulder, not a big, muscular draconian shoulder.
The door didn't budge.

"Hurry up, Sitft!" Kang urged.

They could hear shouts and cries coming very close.

"Damn door's got threelocks!" Slith said, peering &t it. "Y ou better haveago a it, k."

Slith couldn't see anything, but he felt something large hurtle past him.' The door burst open, asif it
had been hit by an enormousfoot.

"Yougoingde I'll never fit through the door. I'll be safe enough out here.”

Slith dashed insde, hatily shut the door—with its now-broken three locks. He turned around to find
that they'd made amistake.

The house was not deserted.

Four dwarves were gathered around atable on which burned asingle candle. They were dl peering
intently at something and arguing among themsdves.

At the sght of the dwarf entering their house, one of the dwarves grabbed the something they had
been staring at off the table and appeared to be trying to hideit. The other threetried very hard to look
innocent.

"Uh, hullo, uh, Brickman," said one of the dwarves, ascrawny fellow with abeard like afungus. "Out
on the town without the little woman, eh? Nice of you to stop by. Next time, though, knock, will you?

Y ou've wrecked my door."

I'll be damned, thought Slim. | know this dwarf!

Kang, standing outside the house, heard the voicesingde and cursed. "Damn and double damn!™ This
empty house had seemed the answer to his prayers. Now it did indeedlook asif their Queen had
forsaken mem. He was going to have to find another holy meda.

If Sim could just fool them for afew momentslonger...



The dwarvesin pursuit came pounding down the street. Kang crouched down beneath a heavily
curtained window, hoping to be able to hear what was going on ingde the house, yet remain hidden in the
shadows. Hisinvishility spell was due to wear off soon.

The search party straggled to ahdlt.

"Whereéd he go?'

"Begtsme."

The dwarves stood in the middle of the road, staring around. "That's Selquisf s house. Maybe he saw
something. We could ask."

"Naw, he's not home. Look, no lights. What'd the fellow we were chasing do, anyway?"

"l dunno. Madam Brickman was yelling, fit to be tied. Robbed her, | guess. Did you get agood look
ahim?'

"No, you?'

"Menether."

"He must have left town. Y ou want to go after him?*' The dwarf did not sound enthusiadtic.

"What?Y ou heard the war chief. He said those damn dracos are probably skulking about out there,
waiting to pick us off one by one. Not me. I'm not going any farther. Let's head back to the tavern. All
that running made methirsty.”

After further conversation/the dwarves turned and headed back into town.

A good thing. Kang could fed theinvisbility spell draining avay. He could hold it for only another
few minutes. At least he was near the edge of town. He could make his escapeinto the night. He
wouldn't leave without Slith, however, and he wondered what was taking so long. He hadn't heard any
shouts or cries, so he assumed that Sith hadn't been discovered.

But if so, what was he doing? Having tea?

"Damnit, Sifli!" Kang muttered. "Comeon!"

Insde the house, Slith was curious. He recognized these dwarves—they were the four he had
followed for two days, the four who had talked of sneaking into Thor-bardin. He definitely remembered
the skinny dwarf with the scraggly beard.

These dwarves had raided Thorbardin. They had obvioudy found something vauable, to judge by the
fact that they were being so secretive about it.

And what was valugble to adwarf might be of equa value to adraconian.

"Well, Brickman," said the scrawny dwarf. "Are you going to stand there dl night with your eyes
bugging out? What the devil do you want?If if sabout that small matter of the missing pewter pat, I've
dready explained—",

"We were never anywhere near Thorbardin!™ one of the dwarves piped up, his voice quavering!
"Ouch!" he said amomertt later, and rubbed hisarm. "Whafd you pinch mefor, Sdquist?'

Slith sucked a breath, blew out the candle.

Dwarves can seein the darkness aswell as draconians, but these dwarves had been staring into the
candlelight, and it took amoment for their eyesto adjust. Sith took advantage of that moment. Changing
form, returning back to his draconian shape, he legpt for the table. He backhanded one dwarf, who was
in hisway, surged toward the scrawny dwarf.

The scrawny dwarf could see well enough now, and what he saw terrified him. He stood, clutching
something to his chest, pardyzed with fear.

Slith reached out clawed hands, grabbed hold of whatever it was the dwarf wastrying to hide.

This attempt to stedl histreasure jolted the dwarf to action. He hung onto the object with atenacity
typica of acertain species of dog raised by the Solamnic knightsto hunt goblins. Slith picked up not only
the object but the dwarf dong with it.

"Let go! Damn your hairy hidel" Slith snarled, and attempted to shake the dwarf loose.

"It'sm-m-mine!" said the dwarf, histeeth rettling in his head.



Slith gave atremendous heave, sent the dwarf flying through the air. He landed, from the sounds of it,
inacabinet filled with crockery.

Object tucked under hisarm, Slith ran for the front door. Unfortunately, in his haste and excitement,
he forgot that thiswas a house built for dwarves, forgot that he had entered as adwarf and that he was
now leaving as a seven-foot-tal draconian.

Slith bashed headlong into the doorframe.

Kang, standing outside, heard the yelling, the scuffle and the sound of breaking crockery. He could
only assume that Slith had been discovered.

No use hiding. The commander thrust his head through the open window, intimeto see his
second-in-command ram his skull into the doorframe and knock himself senseless.

"Oh, for thelove of—"

Kang dashed around to the front His spell had worn off by now, but the need for concealment was
gone. One of the dwarves insde was screeching like agnome-powered doomsday device. Every dwarf
within mileswould be descending on them.

Slith lay on hisback, hisfeet sticking out the door. He was holding what looked like abook in his
ams

Two of the dwarves were running toward him, large clubsin their hands.

"Save the book!" cried another dwarf from the depths of a smashed cabinet,

"Slith! Wake up!" Kang shouted.

Grabbing hold of the Sivak's feet, Kang gave a heave and pulled Slith out the door, just asthe two
dwarves with clubs were getting ready to finish the job on SHth's skull which the doorframe had started.

"Sith! Come on! Wake up!" Kang smacked his second a couple of timesin the face.

Groggily, Slith shook histead. "What hit me?"!

Kang took hold of the book, tucked it heedlessly under hisarm, and helped the Sivak to stand. He
paused amoment to bare hisfangs and grow! at the three dwarves, who were racing out of the house.

At the sight of two draconians, one of them extremely large and muscular, the three dwarves skidded
to ahalt, with the result that they al bunched up in the doorway,

"Let meout! Let methrough!" shouted avoice from behind the three. "He's got the book!™

Slim staggered to hisfeet. "Ooh!™ He put his hand to hisforehead.

"Sorry, old friend, but we have to get moving," Kang said. "Company's coming,"

"Yes, gr," Sithsad, gritting histeeth.

The two started off down the road. From this point, they could see the woods, where they could lose
themselves among the trees. Kang's concentration was divided between his awn rurmmg and concern for
Slith, who was weaving like a drunken goblin. Thus Kang failed to hear the footsteps behind him. Searing
pain flamed aong his thigh muscle, pain so severe and so sudden, so unexpected, that Kang let out a
howl and dropped the book. Turning, enraged, he confronted a dwarf, holding abloody knifein his hand.

The dwarf ignored Kang, made adive for the book.

"Saveit, 9rl" SKthcried. "Don't loseit!"

Kang had no ideawhat was s0 va uable about this book, but if both Slith and the dwarf wanted it, he
guessed there must be something. He caught hold of the book at the same time asthe dwarf grabbed it.

Therewas abrief tusde. The scrawny little dwarf was stronger than he looked. A strange, unholy light
flickered in the dark, frenzied eyes.

Kang tried to hold on by digging his clawsinto the leather cover. He pulled, the dwarf pulled. The
cover ripped apart and both fell backward. The tug-of-war ended with dwarf hanging onto the book and
Kang hanging onto the torn cover.

The scrawny dwarf was up and running like he'd been shot out of a catapult, the book clutched
triumphantly under hisarm.

"Never mind, dr," Sith said, Sghing. "Youtried.”



Torcheslit the night. Bells had begun to ring. The entire village was aroused. Kang wondered if the
other two Sivaks had escaped; if they'd had any luck.

"Let'sget the hdl outtahere,” Kang said.

He was limping. Sith was wobbling, his hand pressed over his aching head. The maneuver hadn't
exactly turned out as planned.

The two draconians reached the shelter of the trees safely and took time to rest and examine their
wounds. The pursuing dwarves had stopped at the border of the village, unwilling to go farther. For dl
they knew, the woods might be full of draconians.

Slith had abump on his head the size of (he egg of a goat-sucker bird. Kang's knife-dice was deep
and painful, having cut into histhigh muscle. The wound bled profusely. He wore no shirt, and hewasin
desperate need of abandage. Slith offered the red rag he had worn, but it couldn't be found. It had
probably popped off during his transformation from dwarf back to draconian.

"What's mat you havein your hand, Sr?" Slith asked.

"I don't know. Part of that blasted book, | guess." Kang looked down to find alargish piece of torn
leather dangling from aclaw.

"It's better than nothing. Here, let me help you, gir," Slith offered.

Kang, weak and dizzy from loss of blood, handed over the leather.

Slith was about to dap the book cover over the wound, when he noticed a square piece of white
parchment, stuck to the lesther.

"Whaf sthis?' he asked.

"Doesit matter?' Kang demanded, suppressing agroan. "1'm bleeding to death!"

Sim carefully peded the parchment from the learner, tucked the parchment inside his belt.

"If it was hidden in the cover, it must be valuable," he explained to Kang, who only growled a him.

"Yes dr," Sithsad.

Taking the lesther, he pressed it over Kang's wound and tied the leasther secure with athong torn
from hisarmor.

Thetwo started out for what was |ft of their home.

It was going to be along walk.

Chapter Twenty-Four

Selquist returned home bruised and battered but otherwise unhurt, the precious book held fast in his
arms. Rounding acorner, he saw half the population of Cele-bundin coating toward him.

"Drat and bother!" Selquist muttered. First draconians, now his neighbors. All he needed next wasa
load of kender to drop out of the sky on top of him and it would be a perfect night.

Sdquigt stuffed the book into his shirt. Leading the pack were thewar chief and the High Thane, the
latter armed with aralling pin.

Sighting Selquist, Moorthane called ahat. He held out hisarms protectively in front of the High
Thane. "Watchit, Y our Worship. I'll handle this. It might be one of them! Stop right merel” he bellowed
a Sdquidt.

S quist, heaving an exasperated sigh, stopped.

"Who ismat?' Moorthanethrust atorch in Selquisfsface.

"It'sme, Moorbrain, Sdquigt,” Sdquist said irritably. "Mind that flame! Y ou've come near setting my
beard on fire!"

"How can | be sureit'syou?' Moorthane stared hard at the dwarf.

"Stick asword into him," said Vellmer, the brew master and one of Moorthane'slieutenants. "If he
dies, thenit's Sdlquidt. If heturnsinto adraconian, well know it's not.”



"Maybe someone should stick asword in you, Velmer," Selquist said, giving the brew master anasty
look. "I notice you have a sort of greenish cast to your skin. Y ou wouldn't be sprouting scales, by any
chance, would you?'

Velmer'sneighbors stared a him in darm and hastily sidled out of range.

"For that matter, Moorbrain, how do | know if syou?' Selquist demanded. He sniffed. ™Y ou smell
sort of fishy."

"He does, you know," said the High Thanein alow voice.

The other dwarves began to back away from the war chief.

M oorthane rounded on histroops. "I ate salted fish for dinner! Now stopit, al of you! Thisisexactly
what those cursed lizard men want to happen. If welose trust in each other, we might aswell burn down
thisvillage just like we burned down theirs! Speaking of draconians.” He turned back to Selquist. "'
talked to those n'er-do-well friends of yours. They said the draconians broke into your house. Where did
they go? Did you seethem?”

Selquist shrugged; looked modest. "I chased them down the road. They got away, but not before |
managed to knife one of them/" He exhibited hisbloody dagger. "That's one lizard man who'll think twice
before coming back to Celebundin.”

The High Thane was regarding Salquist with respect. "'I've never heard of anything so brave, have
you, war chief?'

Moorthane snorted, glared at Selquist suspicioudly.

"Since when are you the heroic type?'

"When my people are threatened/ Selquist said, drawing himself up tall.

The High Thane and the other dwarves all applauded. The war chief frothed abit at the mouth.

"I'll be going home now," Selquist added. "I'm extremely tired. Fighting draconiansiswearing work,
especidly when | must fight them aone! Interesting how you show up after the danger is padt,
Moorbrain!"

Having left thisverba shaft to ranklein the war chief's bosom, Selquist bowed respectfully to the High
Thane, who dapped him on the back and said he was a stout fellow. The crowd then dispersed, going off
to search for more draconians, especidly any who might be hiding out in the locd taverns.

Selquist tramped down the road. He was upset, tired, and in abad temper, aE of which combined to
cause him to abandon his native sense of caution. He did not look behind him to seeif he was being
followed, aswas his custom. His one thought was to get home and see how badly his precious book had
been damaged.

He found his house blazing with light, the other three dwarves now convinced that draconianswere
ligbleto leap out of the darkness at any moment. Selquist took amoment on entering to study the broken
locks. Shaking his head sadly, he entered his house and shut the door behind him.

"Selquist!" said Pestle, round-eyed. "Y ou're back!™

"Selquist!" Auger ran over, embraced hisfriend, gave him ahug. I never thought I'd seeyou dive
agan!"

"That wasincredibly brave," said Mortar, gazing at Selquist with awe. "'l never saw anything so brave,
you running after those draconians with only your knife to defend yoursdlf."

"Did you kill them?" Auger asked esgerly.

"Did you get the book back?" Pestle demanded.

"Did you hear something in the garden?' Mortar said fearfully, turning toward the window.

"No and yesand no," said Selquist. "It'sjust the cat For Reorx's sake, Mortar, don't you start letting
your imagination run away with you like the rest of thoseidiots." Grumbling, he reached into his shirt,
drew forth the book and placed it on the table.

He gave adart, turned pale, made a sort of gasping sound, and clutched at the edge of thetable to
keep fromfdling.



"Areyou sure thaf sour book?" Auger asked. "It doesn't look tiie same.”

"That's because the cover's missing,” said Pestle, opening the book and turning the pages. "Whaf sthe
matter, Selquist? The cover's gone, that's dl. We can il go after the treasure. The rest of the book is
not damaged—"

"Themap!" Sdquigt said, or thought he said. The words came out in an inarticulate gurgle.

"What?' Auger asked Pestle.

"I'm podgitive | heard something in the garden,” said Mortar. He started to stand up, to go over and
take alook out the window, when Selquist let out an anguished cry that halted Mortar in histracks.
Fearing the worst, Mortar whipped around, expecting armies of draconiansto burgt into the room.

"Where? What?' he gasped.

Selquist was not being attacked. He had picked up the book, was examining k feverishly, turning it
over, upending it, sheking it.

“Nothing!"

With a heart-rending moan, he sank down into his chair and buried hishead in hisarms.

"Uh, oh," said Auger, understanding at last. "The magp'sgone.”

"Isthat dl?' Mortar sniffed. "I thought you were being strangled at the least. Asfor the map, |
remember it dearly; | can draw you anew onelikethat." He snapped hisfingers.

Sdquist lifted atear-stained face. Y ou can?' he whispered, not daring to hope.

"And the parts| can't remember, I'm sure Pestle can fill in," Mortar added.

"You bet," Pestle stated, "I'm quite good at maps.”

"Y ou remember where the treasureisand . . . and the draconian eggs and everything?' Selquist asked
feverishly, "How to get there? All the warnings for the dangerous parts?’

"Therésmat noise again!™ Mortar stated. "l tell you, Selquist, something's out merein your garden!™

"Oh, Reorx take the blasted garden!" Selquist swore. Leaping to hisfeet, helunged a Mortar,
grasped him by the collar of his shirt and shook him. "Tell me you can draw me my map!"

"Well, certainly, | candraw it," Mortar said with dignity. He pried Sdlquist's handsloose from his
shirt. "Hand me something to write on.”

Selquist found a blank page—only dightly charred and blood-stained—in the Daewar book, shoved
it over to Mortar. Auger ran to fetch some charcod. Pestle brought mugs of nut-aleto aid the artistic
process.

Mortar picked up the charcod, began to draw. The other three dwarves leaned over him, breathing
down his neck.

"No!" said Sdquist, shoving agrubby finger in Mortar'swork. "Y ou've got that bit wrong. Thisfork
goes off tothe left.”

"No, it doesn't,” Mortar said irritably.

"Yes, it does. Auger, what do you say?"

"I thought mis was where three roads branched off—"

"No, misiswhere the wall was blocked up,” Pestle argued.

The arguing and the map-drawing continued.

Mortar didn't hear any more sounds from the garden.

Moorthane did not like Selquist. He didn't trust Sel-quist. Moorthane didn't like or trust Selquist's
friends. Moorthane was well aware that Selquist occasionaly made trips away from home, which initself
was highly suspicious. Unlike their kender cousins, who are afflicted with adisease known as Wanderlust
and who generaly remain in one place only until their sentenceis up, dwarves do not liketo travel.
Dwarves are homebodies. Mogt are born, live, and die in the same village, probably in the same house,
or one nearby.

Moorthane was himsdf more widdly traveled than most dwarves, having once been to Pax Tharkas
by accident during the War of the Lance. He had not intended to go to Pax Tharkas, but, during a battle



with the troops of the Dragon Highlord Verminaard, as he was defending the village of Celebundin, ared
dragon had swooped down, picked up Moorthane in its daws, flown off with him to the city, where he
was interrogated by the Highlord.

The most Moorthane saw of the city wasits dungeons, which are said by kender to be quite nice, but
which did not appear to their best advantage at the time, being filthy, smelly and overcrowded.
Moorthane had just about given up al hope of escape, when agroup of mettlesome adventurers arrived
and cut short Venninaard's promising career asatruly evil dictator. Pax Tharkas was freed from the
control of the dragonarmies, and M oorthane was rel eased from prison.

He walked out the cell door and did not stop walking until he arrived back in his peaceful valley,
which he swore never to leave again. The sad experience further convinced him that the only peoplein
thisworld who traveled were villains and miscreants.

According to Moorthane's spies, Selquist traveled. Not only did hetravel, but he was gonefor entire
daysand nights. Not only that, but he took other dwarves with him. Further, Selquist encouraged his
friendsto continue their wandering ways. Moorthane knew for afact that

Pestle and Mortar had been gone from home for dmost aweek and had only just returned.

But now, Moorthane had it all figured out. He knew where Selquist had been and what he was up to.
Hisfriends, too.

Sdquigt wasin colluson with the draconiand

Moorthane hated draconians, hated them with a hatred of which only dwarves are capable, ahatred
that can last over centuries. Insults are never forgotten among dwarves, rarely forgiven. Quarrelsare
handed down through the ages, passed from father to son, mother to daughter. Blood feuds are every
dwarf'sbirthright. A brother of Moormane's had been killed by draconians during the War of the Lance.
And though it was not these particular draconians who had done the killing, Moorthane blamed the entire
race.

There was only one other race Moorthane hated more than draconians, not counting kender (who
didn't count, because every sane person aive on Krynn hated kender), and that was the dwarves who
lived in Thorbardin. The Hylar had never done anything to M oorthane persondly. He just hated mem on
generd principles.

When the draconians had first moved into the valley, Moorthane had been incensed and had insisted
on launching severa raidsto try to destroy them. His raids had accomplished nothing except to kill a
draconian here and there, while losing five dwarvesfor every dead draco.

Then the draconians—for reasons unknown, but undoubtedly sinister—had ceased to fight. They had
stopped killing dwarves, merely knocked them over their heads instead. The High Thane, with true
short-sightedness only to be found in a dough-kneading, flour-sifting baker, had been rather charmed by
thisturn of events and had flatly refused to even consder Moorthane's plan to take advantage of this
Reorx-sent opportunity and destroy the draconians once and for al.

It had been Moorthane'sidea—and his akme—to burn the draconian village. Thistime, hed gone
ahead and acted on his own before presenting it the High Thane, who would have probably come up
with some lamebrained scheme to move the village poor into the draconians comfortable houses.

And where would the dwarves have been then? Eh?

M oorthane had known the draconians would come back. He just hadn't counted on mem coming
back quite so soon. The war chief had barely escaped with hislife, having been in the woods attending to
some purely persond business when the draconians came roaring down the hill. Hiking up his britches,
Moorthane had sped back to the village. On the way he saw Pestle and Mortar, coming down from the
hills, coining from the same the direction as the draconians.

And this night, what had M oorthane found? Selquist entertaining draconiansin hisvery own house!
Oh, sure, when questioned, histhieving friends had claimed that the draconians had burst in on them and
mat Selquist had vaiantly driven them off. Not only that, but hed actually chased after them and
purportedly stabbed one



A likely sory.

At last, Selquist had gonetoo far. At last, Moorthane would have al the evidence he needed in order
to bring Selquist to trid and have him Cast Out. Not even Sdl-quist's mother would stand up for her son
once she heard he wasin league with the draconians.

"I've got you now, you Daergar runt,” said Moorthane.

Chapter Twenty-Five

Inside Selquist's house, the dwarves completed the map.

There were parts of it on which they aft agreed, there were parts on which none of them agreed, and
mere were parts where the vote was split, but, overdl, Selquist somewhat moodily pronounced it was "as
good as they were probably going to get."

"l think it's quite nice," said Pestle, admiring his brother's artistic talent. "Look how he's drawn the
little eggs, just like on the origind, and the little draconian femdes with their stubby little wings—"

"Hsst!" Selquist whispered. "Did you hear that?!

"It came from the garden,” said Pestle.

"I've been trying to tell you," said Mortar, exasperated.

The rustling and thumping sound grew louder, followed by ayowl, aspitting and hissing, and adeep
voice cursng.

"Help! Draconiand" Auger bawled. "Hep!"

"Oh, shut up, you blithering idiot" Moorthane's head appeared, thrust through the window curtains.
"lt'sme."

"Help! Moorbrain!™ Selquist yelled, deftly snatching the map off the table and stuffing it down his
pants. "Help!"

Moorthane's face reddened in anger. He shook hisfist at Selquist.

Standing up, Selquist walked over to the window. "Excuse me, Moorbrain. Nasty draft in here.” He
dammed shut the window, missing Moorthane's head, but nearly catching hisfingers.

"Do you think he heard?' Auger asked.

"He heard,” Selquist said, aprey to deep gloom.

The door crashed open. Moorthane clomped inside.

"You see?' Sdquist sad.

Moorthane stomped over to the table, peered down at it.

The table was empty, except for some scattered pieces of charcoa and four empty mugs.

"All right" Moorthane glared around."Where isit?'

"What? Dinner? Oh, we ate hours ago. But thanks for asking,” Selquist said.

“I'm not talking about dinner," Moorthane said, with aleering grin. "'I'm talking about the treasure
map. | want to know a) what treasure? b) where if slocated? and c) what you meant by draconian eggs?
Or dsg'-~he held up ahand to hat Selquist's undoubtedly sarcastic rejoinder—"or else | will call atown
meeting and tell every dwarf in Celebundin that you've found atreasure map."”

Selquist paled beneath his scroungy beard. ™Y ou wouldn't do that"

"Oh, wouldn't 17" Moorthane gloated.

"Let him," said Mortar, thinking he smelled abluff.

"What? Areyou crazy? Do you know what would happen?' Selquist demanded bitterly. "I couldn't
go to the outhouse without twenty-five dwarves traipsing after me, every one of them convinced that |
was going off after the treasure.”

"Never amoment's peace,” said Moorthane, fetching up adeep sigh. "Then, of course, there'd be
those wholll figure you've aready found the treasure and that you haveit hidden somewhere.”



"They'll ransack the house!" Sdlquist said, horrified. "Tear up my garden!” Hisvoice hardened. "All
right, Moorbrain, you win. But no more talk of my being Cast Out"

Moorthane glowered, hesitated.

"When | get the treasure. I'll probably move to Paanthas anyway,” said Selquist cardlesdy. "Wl cut
youin, too, of course. Theresfour of us, five, now, with you. Lef s seg, fivetimestwo isten. Tentimes
tenisone hundred. Wl cut you in for one-hundredth. One-hundredth of a share to keep your mourn
shut I'm too generous, | know. But if safault of mine”

Moorthane wasn't dl that good with fractions—something he'd never quite mastered asalad. One
hundred seemed afine, round figure. Besides, he wasn't all that interested in gold and stedl and jewels
anyhow. Wdll, hewas, but al in good time.

"What about the dragon eggs?' he asked, leaning on the table, glaring around &t the other dwarves,
hisiron-gray beard quivering with theintengity of hishate. "1 heard you say something about dragon eggs
and femae draconians. What was it? What have you found?"

Selquist sighed. He was extremely tired and discouraged. Tomorrow, after anight's deep and agood
breskfagt, he could dedl with Moorthane. Tonight, he was past caring. Then, too, he had the terrifying
vison of hisneighborsfollowing him about, watching hisevery move. —

"Auger, you explain,” he said wearily.

"Thetruth?" Auger wasn't sure what was required of him.

Selquist sghed again and nodded.

"All right. I hope you know what you're doing. This book"—Auger thumped it with hishand—"isan

account of a Daewar raiding party into Neraka, back during the War of the Lance. They found al sorts
of treasure which the Dragon Highlords had hoarded. Not only that, but they found some eggs that were
not hatched. They were female draconians. Apparently the higher powers made the females, then
decided that it might be better for all concerned if the draconians didn't breed. And so the spellsto hatch
the eggs were left undone.”
"Thank Reorx!" Moorthane said. He eyed Sdlquist grimly. " Just what did you intend to do with these
eggs?’
"Sdl them, of course” said Selquist with ashrug. "Why? What would you do with them, Moorbrain?
Make omelets?'

"Damn right, I'm going to make omelets," Mdorthane said vicioudy. His hand clenched to afist. He
brought hisfist down on the table with ablow that nearly shattered it. "'I'm going to bresk every one of
those god-cursed eggd! I'll seeto it personally!™

"What? No! You can't!” Sdlquist sared at the man, unable to believe the stupidity. "Do you redize
how much we could get, sdlling these eggs? Maybe not alot on the open market/' he admitted, "but the
draconianswould pay anything! Anything, Moorthane! With one-hundredth of ashare, you'l bericher
than the High Thane!"

"Y ou grasping, covetousthief of aDaewar spawn,” Moorthane snarled. Y ou'd sell your own father if
you knew who hewas. If these draconian femaes hatch, they'll get together with the males and make
baby draconians. And the babieswill grow up to be big draconians and they'll take over the world!™

"Wow!" said Sdlquist, round-eyed, "Is that where babies come from, Moorbrain? | never knew."

"I'm going after them," Moorthane continued. Twenty of my finest soldiersand | are going after those
eggs to destroy them! What do you say to that?'

"Good," Selquist said, nonchaantly. "We need someoneto carry dl theloot. Of course, you'll split
your share between them, snce you're bringing them with us.”

"Humpf." Moorthane grunted. "Who said anything about you coming along. Hand over the map.”

"It won't do you much good," Selquist said with asweet and innocent smile. "Not unlessyou plan to
ask the Hylar to pretty please open up their mountain and let you in. I'm the only one who knowsthe
secret way into Thorbardin.”



Moorthane's snarl dowly untwisted. Frowning, he sood snorting and muttering to himself, trying to
figure someway out of this.

Sdlquist smoothed his shirt, hitched up his pants by the belt, surreptitioudy feding to seeif the map
was gtill there, still hidden. 1t was. He smiled at the discomfited Moorthane.

"Areyou tdling methat thistreasure, theseeggsarein ... in ..." He had difficulty speaking the detested
name, findly spit it out: "Thorbardin?’

"Yes, Moorbrain. That'swhat I'm telling you. | know the way in. A secret way—not onthemap. Sol
guess mat unless you want to go knocking on Southgate, you better take me dong with you. And my
friends" he added.

"I'm not sure | can go," Mortar said suddenly. "Y ou see, | promised Reorx that if he helped me
escape from those dark knights, | would never steal again, and he helped. | mean, | guess he helped.
Maybe it was him who sent the draconians—"

Sdquist flashed Mortar awarning look.

Mortar said, "Oh," and shut his mouth.

Moorthane was glaring from one to the other. " So your draco buddies helped you out, did they? And,
in return, you gave them the map. | see how it is. They'll be going &fter this, too!™

Sdquist's | eft eyebrow twitched. He nearly said something, bit histongue and, to cover the fact that
he'd dmaost spoken, rubbed at his scruffy beard with such intengity it seemed he might rub it off.

"WElIl just haveto get there ahead of them,” Moor-thane was saying solemnly. "WEeE leave at first
light. And you'—he shook hisfist a Selquis—"call me Moor-thane! Moorthane! Understand?’

With that and a parting snarl, he stalked ouit.

"Oh, well," said Auger. "L ook at it thisway. Well have help carrying dl that loot back. | was
wondering— Erp!"

"Oh, shut up,” Selquist said and dumped amugful of tepid de over Auger's head.

Reveding what he thought of Auger's philosophical viewpoint, Selquist dammed down the empty mug
and stalked off into his bedroom.

He returned amoment later, wearing hislearner armor, his helm, and holding something in his hand.
He headed for the front door, what remained of it.

"Where are you going?' me others demanded, astonished.

"Out," hegrowled. "Don't wait up.”

The three pressed their noses to the window., The last they saw of Selquist, he was walking down to
the end of theroad, leaving the village.

Chapter Twenty-Six

A Baaz orderly poured foul-smeling gunk onto acloth. "Thisisgoing to sing, sir," hewarned. The
last time held administered this remedy to his commander without adding the warning, the Baaz had spent
two weeks laid up with abroken jaw.

Kang gave acurt nod, gritted histeem, and grabbed hold of the edge of the table.

The Baaz dapped the gunk-covered cloth over the wound in Kang'sthigh.

Kang howled. The table shook. His daws made scraping sounds.

"Sting, he saydl" Kang gasped.

Deftly, the Baaz tied afresh bandage around the wound. Findly he poured hiswincing and swearing
commander acup of dwarf spirits from their dwindling store and made a hasty departure. Kang gulped
down the bitter liquid, and for abrief moment the firein his head successfully competed with thefire
burning in hisleg. At length, the-pain subsided.

Helooked longingly at his cot. He had been up al night and most of the morning. The walk back had



been hllish. Every step hetook sent divers of agony through him. Slith had been forced to help him
walk; it had taken them six hoursto crossthevaley.

Sleep would be wonderful, but Kang didn't have time. He had to hear Slith's report on what the other
Sivaks had found out. Based on that report, he had to decide what to do. It could be the dwarves were
massing for an assault tonight, although from what Kang had seen, hedidn't think it likely.

"Pass the word for Sub-commander Slith," he shouted to the orderly.

Kang turned his gaze firmly away from the cot. What he should do was go out and hobble around the
charred parade square, keep hisleg from stiffening up. past use. He had just about nerved himsdf for this
when Slith entered the command tent

"Feding any better, sir?* Sith drew up another chair, sat down.

"No," Kang said bluntly. "Hell-blasted dwarves. I've agood mind to go gut the lot of 'em, How about
you?'

"My head feds about the Size of aminotaur's ego, but other than that, I'm dl right.”

"Good." Kang grunted. "What's the report? | trust the others had better luck than we did?’

"Vissdidn't. He had just sat down with hisdrink in the tavern when the hue and cry after me went up.
There was nothing he could do but run out with the others. He managed to lose himsdlf in the crowd, and
then someone yelled that they'd found the corpses, and someone el se recognized him as being one of
them. At that point, Vissfigured he wasn't going to accomplish anything, so he best aretrest.”

"What about Glish and RoxI?*

Slith grinned. "They did better, Sr. They fell in with agroup of dwarves pulling watch duty on thefar
side of the village. The dwarves weren't expecting to be attacked from back there, and so they were
keeping company with ajug of dwarf spirits. By the time Glish and Rox| showed up, the dwarves
couldn't havetold if they were draconians or ef maidens. Glish and Roxl sat right down and chinned with
the dwarves until near sunup.”

"And what did they find out?"

"Wadll, it seems, dir, mat the one who burned down the village was the-war chief, adwarf named
Moorthane. The High Thane didn't know anything about it, and he was furious when he found out. Some
of the dwarves thought burning the place was a good idea, but most didn't Most considered it aterrible
waste of good lumber. Now, of course, they'redl scared silly that we're going to turn around and bum
down their houses."

"Wemight at that," said Kang, rubbing hissoreleg. "Any plansto attack us?'

"Thiswar chief ispushing for it, but the High Thaneis againgt it. Saysthey'll lose too many people. So
far what the High Thane says goes."”

"Well, that's good news. Every day that passes, we grow stronger. Well soon have thewall repaired
and rubble cleared out. Then we can start rebuilding.” Kang nodded in satisfaction. "I'm glad the night
went well for some of us, at least. Remind me next ingpection to single those three out for
commendation.”

"Yes, gr."

Insteed of leaving, Slim fidgeted in his chair, glanced at his commander out of the corner of hiseye.

"Well, what isit, Sith?'Y ou obvioudy have something else on your mind."

"I know you'retired, but do you fed liketaking just alittle longer, Sr?" Slim asked. "'l wouldn't
bother you, but ifskind of important.”

"Sure" said Rang. "Y ou're saving me from a hike around the parade ground. What isit?"

Slith reached into his bdlt, removed the folded square of parchment and carefully spread it out on the
table. "Take alook at this, gr. It wasinsde that book we stole from the dwarves.”

Kang looked. "It'samap.”

"Yes, gr," sad Sith. "1 don't suppose you can read the writing, can you, Sr?"

Kang shook his head. "L ooks like some sort of dwar-ven language, but | can't makeit out.”



"Too bad." Sith gazed down a his map with fond affection. "L ook at thislittle drawing up here, sr.
What would you say those are?"

Kang squinted, leaned down. "Eggs. Large eggs, 1'd guess, since they're drawn bigger man anything
d"

Slith nodded in satisfaction. " Thaf swhat | thought mysdlf/sr. These other drawings might be
draconians, sir. Guards, maybe? And these drawings here. What do you say those might be?”

Kang pointed with a claw. "Those are storage chests. Those are urns. Scroll cases, maybe, or map
cases. Books, probably spellbooks, since they're each marked with a symbol for one of the three
moons.”

"My thoughts exactly, Sr." Sim grinned.

Kang leaned back in his chair, propped his wounded leg up on afootstool in front of him. "What do
you make of this map then, Slith? Obvioudy something. Y ou look like the dragon that swallowed the
kender."

"Yes, gr." Sith paused amoment, then said, inalow voice, "I'm thinking that our luck last night
wasn't all that bad. My guessisthat it's atreasure map, sir! These"—heindicated the chests and
urns—"are probably rilled with money and jewels. And, like you say, the books and scrollsare magical. |
think thismap could lead usto avauable treasure, Sir.”

"What about the eggs?’ Kang asked. "What have eggs got to do with treasure? Unless, of course,
you're on short rations."

The draconians were themsdlves on short rations. The only food they had left was what they had
brought back from the camp of the dark knights, and that wasn't going to last long, with two hundred
mouthsto feed.

"l don't know. Unlessthey're not eggs at al. Maybe they're—"

The Baaz sentry knocked on the tent post.

"Yes?' Kang eased hisleg into adightly more comfortable postion. "What isit?’

"Something | mink you should see, Sr."

"Very well." Kang motioned to Slith, who grabbed up the map, folded it, and replaced it in hisbelt.

The Baaz entered. In his hand, he held a short-statured, squirming, scruffy figure who looked vaguely
familiar.

"Eh?' Kang said in astonishment. "What'sthis?'

"A dwarf, Sr," said the Baaz.

"l can seethat,” Kang returned irritably. "1 mean, what's he doing here?' He stared hard at the dwarf.
He'd seen that face with that wretched growth of beard somewhere before. He glanced at Slith, who was
regarding the dwarf with narrow-eyed interest.

"He came walking through the picket lines as cool asawhite dragon's breeth, sir," the Baaz
explained. "The boys nabbed him and were about to skewer him, figuring him for aspy, when he flashes
amedallion and says he's got to talk to the commander quick.”

"What medalion?' Kang was suspicious. He had no doubt at all mat the dwarf was a spy.

The Baaz dropped the dwarf to the tent floor, cuffed him on the back of the head. " Show mat
medallion to the commander.”

The dwarf opened agrubby pam and held out his hand. As he did so, Kang recognized him.

"Youl" heroared. Y ou're the bastard who knifed me!™

The Baaz drew his own knife. Grabbing the dwarf by the hair, the draconian jerked his head back,
ready to dit histhroat at the commander's order. Kang might have given that order, but Slith hated him.
The Sivak was bent over the dwarf's hand, peering at the object.

"| think you should take alook at this, Sir."

Reluctantly, Kang swung hisleg down from his chair, heaved himsdlf painfully to hisfeet and hobbled
over to see what the dwarf was holding. All thistime, the dwarf had not spoken aword.



“I'll be ahobgoblin!" Kang said, sartled. "It'smy holy symbol! The one. . .the one that was stolen
from me!" He glowered at the dwarf, switched to speaking Common. Y ou stole thisfrom me! Thief!
What are you doing back herewith it?"

The dwarf dropped to hisknees and raised his handsin a supplicating manner. " Oh, wise and most
gloriousleader! | admit fregly that | Stolethis, but | didn't know | was stedling from you. Not that it
matters." The dwarf bowed his head. "1 admit that my actions were wrong, though the same might be said
of otherswho steal things—books especialy—that don't belong to them.”

Kang snarled. The dwarf gulped and continued on. "I am happy to return thisto you, Honored Sir.
Very happy!" The dwarf mopped his perspiring face with the deeve of histunic. "l ask only onething in
return.” He clasped his hands together. " Take your Queen's curse off me! Please!l”

"What about pleading for your miserablelife?" Kang demanded, voice grating.

The dwarf considered this, finally shook hishead. "No, sr. If you don't take the curse off me, my life
will beworth nothing anyway. If you'd just removethe curse, I'd be grateful. Very grateful. And I'm truly
sorry | stabbed you, sir. The heat of the moment. Battle-rage. I'm sure you can understand.”

Kang snatched back his holy symbol. His hand closed over it, afeding of relief flooded through him,
ablessed warmth mat eased the pain of hiswound.

Kang reached out his hand, took the Baaz's knife. "Thank you, soldier, but I'll gut this one mysalf—"

"Uh, sr, aword with you?' Sith coughed in ameaningful manner, jerked his head toward the back of
the tent.

"Very wel," Kang muttered, ill glaring at the dwarf.

He and Slith withdrew to the shadows.

"Sir, mat's the dwarf from last night. The dwarf who had the book."

"He's dso the dwarf who stuck aknife in me and stole my holy symbol." Kang growled. He paused,
then said, "What book?' Last night's events were abit foggy.

"The book | handed you, sir. The book with the leather cover. Y ou used it asabandage. That's
where the map was! Inside that book! And this was the dwarf in the house with the book. And mat'sthe
reason he stabbed you, sir.”

"The book!" said Kang, remembering. "By our Queen, you'reright. What of it? It's just a book."

"Sir, he wanted mat book back badly enough to run after you—a draconian three times his sze—and
stab you from behind.”

"You've got apoint,” Kang admitted.

"And look at theway hislittle beady eyes are darting around. He's searching for something, sir. What
else could it be but the map? He must figure we have it. Do you know what | think, Sir?"

"I'm getting mere," Kang said.

"The book tellswhat'sin that treasure room. He knows!"

Kang regarded the dwarf thoughtfully. "He'saclever little bastard. Bad asthey come, too. No dwarf
with a clean conscience could even touch our Queen's medalion, and he's been carrying it around like
some bloody heirloom. From thelooks of him, though, I'd say helll die sooner than tell us anything about
the tteasure.”

"That'sjudt it,” Slith said, growing more excited. "The curse, Sr! He spillswhat he knows about the
treasure, and you remove the curse.”

"What curse?' Kang was puzzled™ "Nobody put acurse on him. Though | wish I'd thought of it."

"It doesn't matter, Sir. He thinksthere'sacurseon him."

"Ah." Kang sad. "Perhapsyou'reright.”

He and Slith returned to the front of the tent. The dwarf was watching them askance.

"“That will bedl," Kang told the Baaz, who saluted and | eft the tent.

"Now then." Kang fixed hisreptile eye on the dwarf. "Whafs this about a curse?'

"You know," said the dwarf sullenly. "Y ou cast it on me." Suddenly, he burst out, "Firg it'swar, then



itskender in Pax Tharkas, then dark knights fgrabbing people off the road, then draconiansin my living
room and, last but not least, Moorthane under my window! Takeit off me," the dwarf said through
clenched teeth. "Or just kill meright here and now."

All thetime he talked, his eyeswere searching every part of the tent and dl its contents.

"Thiswhat you're looking for?" Sith pulled out the folded map, laid it on the table.

The dwarf barely gave the square bit of parchment a glance. He shrugged. "No, I'm not looking for
anything."

"He's good, thisone," Kang muttered to himself. He had seen, deep down in the dwarf's dark eyes, a
glimmer of fire when the map appeared.

"I'll make you aded," Kang said. Returning to his chair, he sank into it, propped up hiswounded leg
on thefootgtool. "I'll removethe curseif you make it worth my while. We happened to find this map. It
looksto usto be some sort of treasure map, but the writing isaH in dwarven, which we can't read.”

"Giveittome," said the dwarf, the fire burning deep within. "I'll read it for you."

"Yes, I'll bet youwould. And refresh your memory of it at the sametime." Kang pkeced his clawed
hand over the map. "There must be something on that map that's worth the price of acurse-removal.
What isit?"

The dwarf pursed hislips, amove that sucked in his cheeks and pulled the rest of hisface into a point.
Hewas not an attractive dwarf to begin with, and this did nothing to improve hisfeatures. He bit hislip.

Kang held up the holy symbol. Reaching out, he plucked open the dwarf's pocket. " Perhaps you'd
like this back—"

"All right!" The dwarf gasped, shuddered. " Get rid of itf I'll tell you... onething!" The words seemed
wrenched from him. ™Y ou've looked at the map?'

v

"Y ou know it'samap of Thorbardin.”

"Oh, yes," said Kang and Stith. They exchanged glances. They'd neither of them had a clue about
that.

"Wdl." The dwarf drew in adeep breath. His gaze went to the holy symbol one moretime. His
shoulders sagged in defeat The rest of the words came out in arush. "On that map you saw some
markings mat looked like eggs? Well, they are eggs. Dragon eggs. From Neraka back during the War of
the Lance. Did | say dragon eggs? Make that draconian eggs. Like you gentlemen, only they're not
gentlemen. If you get my meaning.”

They didn't. Kang and Slim looked blank.

The dwarf was exasperated. "L ook, do | haveto spell it in words of one syllable for you guys?
Wheat's the opposite of gentlemen? Ladies! Right? Now you're catching on. There'sladiesin those eggs,
my friends. Boy, girl. Boy, girl. The patter of little clawed feet. Femae draconians.”

The dwarf stepped back, gave aflourish, and folded hisarms across his chest, like a second-rate
illusonist who hasjust produced a coin from up his nose.

Kang and Slith sat perfectly ill, staring at the dwarf. His news knocked the breath from their bodies
assurely asif hed struck them in the solar plexus with alimb from avalenwood.

"Females," Kang whispered. "Female draconians. Thaf snot possible.”

"Yes, itis. It'sdl inthe book. The dark clerics and the black-robed wizards made females, so that
they could perpetuate your race. But then the high muckety-mucks decided that they weren't dl that sure
they wanted your race perpetuated. And so they left the final spell undone.”

"But wewerein Neraka," Sith said, voice harsh. "Wewould have found them!"

"Not s0," said the dwarf craftily. "Because by that time, the Daewar had stolen them and taken them
back to Thorbardin. They were going to sell them, but before they could, the thieves had abit of afdling
out over how to split the treasure, with the result that it was heads that got split, not the treasure.”

"You'resaying... theeggs ... are ftill there?' Kang's voice failed him before he came to the end of his



sentence, but the dwarf understood.

"It'sagood posshility." He shrugged. "Mind you, | can't guarantee anything. Well, how about it? That
vauable enough for you?'

"Yeah. Sure" Kang felt dazed. He waved his hand over the dwarf's head three times, said something
in draconian. He was never quite sure what, but it appeared to satisfy the dwarf. He Straightened his
shoulders, shook back hishair.

"Right! | fed likeanew man." He cast awistful glance at the folded map. "I don't suppose..»onelittle

Slith snarled and bared hisfangs.

The dwarf nodded. " Got you. See you around.” He winked and, with that, ducked out of the tent.

"Sir!" The Baaz thrust hishead ingde. "Do you want—"

"Let himgo," Kang said, dill dazed. "Escort him through the picket tines. Make certain nothing
happensto him."

"Yes, dr." The Baaz was dubious, but he knew better than to question his commander's orders. Kang
heard the dwarf's heavy booted footsteps recede into the distance.

"What do you think?' Kang asked Slith.

The Sivak cameto his senseswith agtart. Hagtily, hands shaking, he carefully unfolded the map. The
two bent over it, gazed at it intently.

"It could be, sir," Slith said, excited. "It certainly could be. Those sketches. Look at them, sir. They're
different from us. Wings are shorter and stubbier. Their hips are wider and—"

"Perhaps they were drawn by abad artist,” Kang said. He sighed. "Y ou're seeing what you want to
see, my friend.”

"Maybe s0, sir." Slith was stubborn. "But | say it's worm achance. What do you say?'

Kang looked ahead into the future. A future that was suddenly no longer bleak and empty. A future
mat was no longer adeath watch. A future that held meaning.

"Yes," hesad, drawing adeep, shivering breath. "Yes, I'd say it was worth the chancel

Selquist found aplace in awooded area of the valley in which to hole up, rest through the heet of the
day. It would be miserable walking, and he didn't particularly want to return to Celebundin during
daylight hours anyway. Making himsalf comfortable in acool patch of dirt undernesth alarge pinetree,
Sdlquist laid down, head on hisarms, and gazed, smiling, into the tree branches.

He hadn't recovered the map, but then he hadn't really expected to. Having the map wasn't dl that
important now, anyway. Dwarves and dracordans and the map—they were al going to the same place

One god accomplished.

The second god—to rid himself of that accursed holy symbol of Takhisis. That was accomplished,
too. Selquist wasn't superdtitious, nor was he particularly religious. But when things go wrong and keep
going wrong, and you have in your possession a necklace that might have been worn by her Dark
Majesty, and she might have afondnessfor it, and the way you came by that necklace was not exactly
honest... well, it couldn't hurt to return it.

Andfinally, thethird god. To get rid of Moorthane, once and for dl.
That goa was not yet accomplished, but at least Selquist was off to agood Sart.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Kang and Slith spent the remainder of the day making plans. They kept the map and the news about
the eggs secret, not because they didn't trust their men, but because they knew that once they told them
of this unexpected hope, they would have difficulty restraining them from dashing off heedlesdy and
probably getting themselveskilled in the process.



Their commander needed to be able to present them with a plan. And once Kang emerged from his
euphoric daydreams, he realized that this was not going to be easy. In fact, he couldn't imagine anything
moredifficult.

"Thorbardin," he muttered. "How the devil are we going to get insde Thorbardin? Y ou Sivaks could
manage, | suppose. Knock off adwarf or two and take their shapes. Although that didn't redly work out
al that wel in Cdebundin.”

"WEéIl need asizableforce, gr,” Sith said. "Morethan just four Sivaks. For onetiling, well haveto
carry those eggs out ourselves. Dragon eggs are big, and they're heavy. Not to mention we might have to
fight. I don't trust that scroungy little dwarf, not for amoment. | have the feding he's setting us up. He
was dl too eager to hand out thisinformation.”

"It could be atrap,” Kang said.

"It probably is, gr." Slith agreed. He was silent amoment, then said, "We can abandon this, sr. If
mat's what you want. I'll never say aword to anyone."

Y es, Kang said to himself. That'swhat | should do. Thisiswild, impossible, dangerous, and probably
al for nothing. Well stay here, rebuild our village. Every few weeksweéll raid the dwarves. Every few
weeksthey'll raid us. Eventua ly—who knows how long?—well start to die off. One or two at first. Then
more and more. Well dig the graves behind the city, dig them deep, so the animas don't drag off the
bodies. Thelast onethat's left won't have agrave. There won't be anyone around to bury him.

Maybethat'll be me. Maybe I'll be the only draconian left dive. I've watched al the othersdie, al my
friends, aU my comrades, adl thoseI'veled. I'll bury them al, and therell be only meleft. Our legacy”-a
row of graves.

Kang looked a Slith. "All right. How the devil do we get into Thorbardin?'

Sith grinned. "I think | know away, Sr."

The smal force of twenty-five draconians, made up of Sivaks and Bozaks, crept silently through the
forest north of Celebundin. The troop had traveled far to the north of the village, then swung back down
to return to the forest, hoping by thistactic to keep any dwarven scoutsin the valley from running across
them.

Kang glanced behind him. He could barely make out the draconians lurking in the woods and he
knew whereto look for them. They were wearing leather armor and, with their coloration, blended in
with the browns and faded greens of the sun blistered forest. Each chose his spot, hunkered down, and
did not move. They could have been boulders, scattered benesth the trees.

Satisfied, Kang turned his attention back to the house they were keeping under close scrutiny.

"They'redill inthere, Sr,” said Gloth, leader of the hand-picked squad. "1 can see them moving
around.”

"l hope they haven't olen amarch on us" Kang said.

"l don't think o, Sir," said Slith, who had the sharpest eyes of anyonein the troop. "There'sfour of
them insde, the same who were there with the book. | recognize that scrawny dwarf with the moldy
beard, and there's a chubby dwarf with him, plus the two we snatched from the dark knights.”

"And youthink they'll dl go?'

"Pogitive, Sr. Those are the samefour that | followed thelast time. They'rein thistogether.”

The fiery sun was setting, sending shadows creegping through the forest. Thiswas adangeroustime,
because the lengthening shadows often fooled the eye, making a soldier think he sees movement. All it
would take to cause thismission to end in disaster was a single dra-conian legping up with ayell/ ready to
attack something that wasn't mere. The dwarves would be on the pursuit so fast they'd probably leave
their beards behind.

The last rays of light gilded the crest of Mount Cele-bund. It was dark now in the valley, and Kang
was thinking that the dwarves would be on their way soon, when Sim dug an elbow in Kang'sribs.

"Damn! Look at that, Sr!"



Kang waslooking. With hisnight vison, it was easier to seein the full darknessthan it had beeninthe
haf-light of dusk.

Twenty dwarves, clad In uniform, under the direction of a commander, were marching down the
Sreet.

"They've found ud" said Gloth, reaching for his sword.

"No, wait!" Kang ordered. "Those dwarves aren't going to battle. Or at least if they are, it's not with
us"

The other two now saw what their commander had first noticed. In addition to their weapons, the
dwarves carried hefty packs on their backs and water skins. Severd had brought along stout walking
deffs

Slith glanced at Kang. "What gives?"

Kang shook his head. "Don't know. My guessisthat's their war chief, the bastard who ordered our
village burned. I've seen him before, giving orders.”

Theleader—alarge, grizzled dwarf whom Kang recognized from earlier raids—entered the house.
The small troop of dwarves huddled together in the yard, keeping watch, though not for draconians. They
weren't facing that direction. These dwarves were looking back toward their own village.

A few minutes later, the occupants of the house emerged, with thewar chief right behind. The four
also carried packs, waterskins, and weapons. Slith and Kang both spotted the scrawny dwarf, talking to
thewar chief.

"Y ou were mentioning atrap, gr," Sith whispered. "Think thisisit?'

Kang mused. Thiswas completely unexpected. "No, | doubt it," he said at last. "A trap for uswould
have been more like two hundred dwarves, not twenty. No, I mink they're facing alogistical problem, the
same one we faced—how do four dwarves carry back dl that loot? Not to mention the fact that these
Niedar will be about aswelcomein Thorbardin aswe will, if they catch us.”

The dwarves moved out.

"Quitethe expedition, isn't it, 9r?' Sith said.

"Yes" Kang agreed. "Somehow | don't imagine thisiswhat our skinny little friend had in mind.”

The dwarves swung past them, the war chief in the lead—Iooking very smug and triumphant. The
scrawny dwarf and histhree friends marched aong glumly behind.

Kang glanced over hisshoulder. "Thisisit. Gloth, prepare to move out.”

Gloth crawled back into the underbrush. The draconi-ans were also well equipped, carrying heavy
packs containing food and, in addition, tools and equipment which could be used for tunneling, climbing,
building. Fifty-foot rope cords looped around their bodies like sashes. All wore swords. Kang had afull
complement of magica spdls.

It might have been hisimagination, but since held recovered hisholy symbol, Her Dark Mg esty had
seemed more gracious to him. More gracious, yet he thought he detected an undercurrent of unease.

Perhaps her dark knights were running into trouble.

Gloth crawled back. "We're ready whenever you give theword, sir."

They didn't have to wait long. The dwarves exited the village, heading north. No one came out to
cheer or wave or seethe dwarves-leave. The High Thane was not making a speech, urging hismen on to
glory. These twenty were sneaking out under cover of darkness. Kang could guesswhy. The dwarven
village was still expecting to be attacked by the draconians. And here were twenty able-bodied men,
who should be preparing to defend hearth and home, leavingit.

The dwarves marched straight for the Celebund pass. The night was extremely dark. It would be
sometime yet before Lunitari rose, and then sheld be only athin diver of red, like ascar. The black
moon was full, though. Kang gave the dwarves aten-minute head sart.

"Moveout."

Kang ordered Gloth to pass the order, which would be done by each draconian whispering the



command to thenext inline. "' want absolute quiet,” Kang reiterated. " Anyone so much as coughs—no
dwarf spiritsfor the next two months.”

Thiswas aterrible threat, and completely unnecessary, as Kang knew. Histroops were well
disciplined, well trained, and these were the best of the best. The draconians moved out of the north end
of the wood, marching along after the dwarves.

Kang led the troop up the rocky entrance to the well-worn path that wound over the edge and down
the side of Mount Celebund. Every time they topped arise, he could see the line of dwarves, their bodies
glowing faintly red in hissight, trailing down the mountain ahead of him.

They'd marched about six hours and had just completed the crossing of the pass, when the dwarves
cdled ahdlt. They settled themsavesin aglade, pulled out waterskins, and rested from their labors. i

Kang stopped the troop. Slith moved forward.

"What isit, Sr?" he asked.

"Down below the ground opens up. We have to cross ameadow. We should increase the distance
between our two parties. At thisrate, we should still reach Mount Bletheron by sunrise. Arethey
following the same path they took thefirst time?”

"Exactly, sr." Sith'stongue flicked over histeeth. "I wasright. They'releading us straight to their
Secret entrance.”

Kang'stroop waited for the dwarves to move on. Half an hour later, the dwarves packed up and
continued their march.

The draconians reached the approaches to Mount Bletheron as the sky began to lighten.

"Wed better stop and take cover here,” Kang said. "Onceit's daylight, any dwarf who so much as
turns hishead to look behind him will see us”

The draconians crouched behind boulders or lay down beneath bushes. Most fell adeep. Kang and
Slith took turns keeping watch.

The morning passed without incident. When the sun had reached its zenith, was burning down on
them asif it meant to roast each one dive, Kang decided that the dwarves had an adequate head start.
He woke everyone up. After acold med, they were on their way again. They crossed the pass over
Mount Bletheron just as the sun began to st.

TCang was beginning to worry. He had set his best trackers on the trail and they reported no sign of
the dwarves. Of coursg, it was difficult to track anything among the rocks and boulders. One thousand
dwarves could have marched through here without leaving atrace. But Kang fretted and fumed. What if
Slith waswrong? What if the dwarves had struck off on another path?

Kang motioned for Slim and Gloth to move up to join him at the front of theline.

"| let them get too far ahead. We have to make up sometime. The dwarves .are agood haf-day's
march ahead of us. They didn't stop last night, so my guessisthat they'll stop and rest tonight. Do you
know where?"

Slith nodded. "They'll probably camp in front of the Helefundisridge, on the other sde of Mount
Prenechid, just like they did when | followed them last time.”

"They're going to spot us once we start to crossthe ridge. We can't hide up there," said Gloth. "And
we can't let them get too far ahead, or they'll sneak into Thorbardin, and well never find their entrance.”

Kang nodded. "Don't worry about that. | have aspell in mind that will solve that problem. Our first
objective isto make certain were on theright trail!™

The troop marched on. By midnight, they had crossed Mount Prenechid, and were climbing the
gpproach to Helefundis Ridge. Kang was picking hisway through aclump of boulders, thinking thet this
would be agood place to camp for the night, when he nearly stepped on a dumbering dwarf.

Kang stopped so suddenly he very nearly tumbled snout first down the mountain

Hisfirst thought was: At least welve found them.

His second: the dwarves have found us.



Chapter Twenty-Eight

Moving dowly and carefully, testing hisfooting with every step, Kang crept backward. If he
didodged so much as apebble, it would go bounding down the mountainside and give them away. When
hewas out of Sght of the degping dwarf and wiihin sght of his men, Kang made frantic hand sgndls,
ordering animmediate halt

The draconians froze where they stood, tense and wary.

While Kang listened for sounds of darm from the dwarven encampment, he searched desperately for
cover for histroop. Oh the other side of the path, a stand of half-dead bushes clung to the rock. He
glided toward the bushes, using hiswingsto take the weight off hisfeet and reduce both the noise and the
possibility that he might dip and fall. Thetroop wasright behind him, marching in snglefile.

Circling the bushes, the draconians crouched and lay down on the other side.

Sithwaslast in line. Kang had not spoken aword, but every soldier had guessed what had
happened.

"1 don't think anyone heard us," Slith whispered.

Kang nodded in response. He had feared the dwarves had sent an ambush for them, but that didn't
appear to be the case. He let himself breathe again.

Slith drew his sword, then lay down to hide. Kang did the same. The draconianswaited. Thistime, no
onefell adeep.

There hadn't been acloud in the sky for months, but Kang thought mat the Dark Queen might take an
interest in their cause and send astorm aong the next day. It would be difficult for the dwarvesto
discover they were being followed in adriving rain storm and the draconians could sneak close enough to
see where the dwarves entered the mountain.

But if Her Dark Mgjesty was taking an interest, she wasn't bothering to help. Morning broke, clear
and sunny. Kang swore slently to himsdlf. A blind dwarf could see them in weether like this.

They heard sounds from the dwarven camp. Kang risked raising up, spotted two dwarves performing
their morning ablutions behind arock. Then came sounds of pot-banging and cheerful swearing. The
dwarves were cooking breskfast. After that, they packed up and |eft.

Kang kept his men hidden, waited two hours before he permitted them to move. He ordered the
troop to eat, sent out a patrol to scout.

The patrol returned with good news. "We could see them from a distance, strung out dong theridge.
They should beto the other end before nightfall, sr.”

"Jlith, Gloth, over here." Kang spelled out his plan. "WEell crossthe ridge tonight using cover of
darkness. | don't think we have to worry about being seen. We're closeto Thorbardin. Their secret
entrance must be near, and the dwarves will probably be underground before we even reach theridge.
Oncewe'rethere, well wait until daylight to search for the hidden entrance. I'll ask our Queen for my
spdls”

All went as planned. The troop reached the ridge, never seeing adwarf, confident that the dwarves
had not seen them.

Kang made certain his men were settled, saw the watch posted. Rummaging in his pack, he drew out
his newly restored holy symbol and, holding the medallion fast in his hand, he began to climb up adry
creek bed, the water having long ago vanished in the hat, brittle summer. Hed caught a glimpse of what
he thought might be a cave up there—the perfect place for him to use to commune with Her Dark
Maesty.

The creek bed wound around alarge flat ledge that jutted out over me place where his men were
resting. The going was a it difficult here. Kang was forced to use hands, feet, tail, and wingsto help him
over thelast little stretch. He made it and had just straightened, was wiping his hands clean, when hewas
suddenly aware that he wasn't a one. Someone was up here, someone was hiding in that cave.



Human, to judge by the smell. A smdll that wasfamiliar.

Kang was an easy target, sanding on theledgein full sunlight. Well, merewasno help for it.

Cursing his own cardessness, he peered into the darkness of the cave.

"Y ou can come out, Huzzad," he said quietly. "1 know youreinthere.”

At firgt, he heard no sound of movement and he tensed, waiting for the arrow to come flying out of
the darkness, me arrow that would end hislife,

He could always shout for help. Sfith and his Sivaks could fly up the mountain, whereas Kang had
been forced to climb. They wouldn't arrive in time to save their commander, but they could at least exact
vengeance on hisdayers.

But no, Kang reasoned. Thisdidn't make sense. If there was asquad of archers on their trail, they
would havekilled him long before this. Killed him and al therest. And, now that he was closer, he only
smelted one human. Huzzard was alone. Perhaps she expected the draconians to be intimidated by her
authority, her rank and standing as aknight of Takhids, maybe even the fact that she was human.
Perhaps she figured they'd be so impressed that they would just meekly surrender.

Kang raised his hands, opened them. "I'm not armed. My men are adeep down below. It'sjust you
and me, Huzzad. If you've come here to settle the score, let's settle it between the two of us.”

The knight emerged from the cave.

Shewas clad in leather armor, not plate mail, with lesther breeches. Her arms were bare. She wore
no shirt, due to the heat She was dressed for stedlth, for tracking, not armored for battle. Her red hair
hung in two limp braids down her back. She wore her sword, but she kept it sheathed. Her hand was on
the hilt, however. Standing in the shadows of the cave, she regarded Kang with cool speculation. Then
she motioned.

"Comeinside, out of the sun. I'm aone," she added.

"I'm not," said Kang dryly. "I have twenty men down below. Twenty men who would like nothing
better man to see those red braids of yours hanging from their belts. We're not going back, Sir Knight.
There's nothing you can do or say that will make us change our minds. We're warriors. Not crap-hole
diggers. And werre sure as hell not going to go back and be executed as deserters.”

Huzzad tilted her head, squinted to see him. The sun wasfierce, beat off the rocks. "But thaf swhat
you are, Draconian. Deserters.”

"No, maam." Kang was emphatic. "We agreed to join up on terms that we would work as engineers.
Y our commander accepted our terms, then he went back on them. In amanner of speaking, you might
say that the lord knight deserted us."

The corners of Huzzad's mouth twitched and then, to Kang's amazement, she began to laugh. She
laughed until tears came to her eyes. She wiped her hand over her eyes, removed her hand from her
sword hilt.

"1 would dearly love to see my lord's face when you presented mat argument, Kang." Sighing, she
shook her head. "Who knows? Perhaps my lord is no longer still dive. | am not here to exact punishment
on you and your men, Commander. True, | was sent to find you and | have been following you for days.
If I had wanted to kill you before now, | could have done so. Y ou admit that?*

Kang gave abrief nod, kept hiseyeson her.

She seemed to find what she next had to say somewhat difficult. She ran her hand through her
sweat-damp hair, stared out over the horizon. "1 am ordered to tell you that your rote in the Army of
Takhiss has been reevauated, Commander.”

Kang grunted. "Oh, so now you have ajob for usto do. A dirty one, I'll bet. Will we need shovels?'

Sheflushed in anger, but it was quick to pass. Her gaze came back to Kang. "Strange and terrible
events are happening in thisworld.

Events of which you know nothing, or so 111 wager. Come insde, please, Commander. We haveto
tak."



Kang shrugged and entered the cave. It was shallow, more adepression in the rock than atrue
cavern. A quick glance reveded that she wastdling the truth. Huzzad was done. Kang settled himsdlf on
the ground. Huzzad sat down on asmall boulder near him.

Clasping her hands, she rested her elbows on her knees. Kang noted that the knuckles of her hands
were white. Out of the glaring sun, he saw new lines of strain and tension on her face.

She had cdled him in hereto talk, yet now she remained sllent, pondering.

"Y ou said something about your lord being dead. The elves proved tougher than you'd thought,
apparently,” Kangsaid.

"Elved" Huzzad snorted. "Tough! Qualinesti fell to Lord Ariakan's troops before our division even
arrived. For thefirgt timein the history of Krynn, Kang, the forces of Her Dark Mg esty control Ansalon.
Oh, certainly, there are pockets of resistance. Thorbardin, for one. But the dwarves are bottled up insde
and are no threat to us, so were letting them be. The High Clerist's Tower isours, asis Paanthas and dl
therest of Solamnia. The cursed dragons of Paladine have been forced to flee.

"Southern and Northern Ergoth are ours,; we control the high seas. Pax Tharkas hasfalen, Solaceis
ours, even Kendermore." She grimaced. "Pity the poor knightswho have duty there. Victory isoars,
Kang. Victory for Her Mgjesty.”

Kang drew in a deep breath. He had known the knights were good, but he hadn't expected anything
likethis. Victory, at last. The knights were the conquerors of Ansalon.

Takhisswould rule.

Then why Huzzad's white-knuckled grip? Why had she been sent by her commander to find the
draconians? Why had she doubted if her commander was dive? The war was won and good as over.
Kang had an darming thought.

"Y our lord doesn't intend to post usin Kendermore, doeshe?'

"No." Huzzad smiled, aflegting amile. She was again quiet amoment, then said abruptly. "My lord
told you of the Vison?'

Kang nodded, wondering why the sudden shift in subject.

"TheVison gives each knight a clear understanding of the gods of the knighthood," Huzzad
explained. Her gaze shifted to the bright sunlight beyond the cavern. "The Vision reved s the knight's own
partin Her Dark Mgesty's plan. The Vision comesfirst at our investiture, and then many times after that,
changing and flowing with theriver of time."

Her gaze shifted back to Kang. A linefurrowed her brow. The knuckles of her clasped hands grew
even whiter, asif the skin had been peded back, reveding bare bone.

"My lord has, these past two weeks, experienced anew and frightful Vison, Kang. And heisnot the
only one. The same Vison cameto many of usin the knighthood.”

Ah, now we're getting somewhere, Kang thought. "And what isthisVison, Sir Knight?'

"The High Clerigt's Tower isunder attack—"

"Solamnic knights" Kang said with an oath.

"No, not the knights. In fact"—she paused, sounding awved—"the Solamnicsfight a our Sde! We
fight against horrible creatures, demonsthat are not of misworld. Or perhapsthey are of thisworld, but
have been held prisoner in the fathoml ess darkness below the Abyss, prisoner until now. Now they
swarm over thewalls of the High Clerist's Tower. Each person they touch becomes as nothing. Not one
memory of their existenceisleft behind. It is said that even me dead fear these demons.

"Lord Ariakan fdls, mortally wounded. The Gods are fighting in the heavens. The Gods are fighting,
and they arelosing." Huzzad's voice Was hushed, as she spoke. Her face was pae, her eyesrapt and
garing. She was seeing the Vison again in her mind. "A band of heroesrides form to do battle with the
Father of the demons. The Father of All, the Father of the Gods. Chaos. He has sent these fiends to
destroy us, to obliterate our sun from the heavens, to return usto the VVoid of which we were made. No
memory of us, of any of us, will remain.”



A shiver made Kang's scaes click. The draconians might well perish asarace, if their quest for the
egosfailed, but at least mere would be those who would remember them. Their deeds during the War of
the Lance were even now being sung by bardsal over Ansalon. The songsweren't particularly
complimentary and mostly told of how some hero or another had bested the Dark Queen's evil minions.
But at least someone would be here to remember. At least someone would be hereto sing.

Kang tried to imagine Nothing. All the pain, the suffering, the love, the hatred, the laughter, the
gdlantry, the heroes, the ordinary, al for Nothing, reduced to Nothing.

"What happens?' Kang asked, his mouth dry.

"The heroes are defeated,” Huzzad said softly. "Theworld falsinto the hands of Chaos, and he
crushesit and wipesthe dust from hisfingers.”

Kang blinked. "So that's the end for us? What do we do? Sit here and wait to die?”

"Wedo not," said Huzzad sharply. She shook off the Vision, snapped back to duty. "The Vision
changes as Time changes. What | have seen in the future may never cometo pass. It may only partidly
cometo pass, or it may never cometo passat dl. We are ingrumental in shaping the Vision. In away,
we are most honored, for we are given the opportunity to fight alongside the Gods. Y ou are going to
Thorbardin, aren't you, Commander?"

She did that onein so swiftly that Kang was caught off guard. He recovered, shrugged, and said,
"We are? That's newsto me."

Smiling, Huzzad reached out and took hold of Kang's clawed hand. He stared, astonished, at the
firm, thin and calloused fingersthat gripped his scaey hide. It was thefirg time human flesh had ever
voluntarily touched his. Her hand was warm, and her grasp strong.

"Youwereinmy Vision, Kang. That iswhy the commander sent meto find you. | have amessageto
givetoyou. A message from Her Dark Mgesty.

"Sheiswdl pleased with you, Commander Kang. Y ou have survived in ahostile world for many
yearsand, in dl that time, you have remained loyd to her. Y ou have shown intelligence and wisdom.
Otherswould have killed the dwarvesin your valey. But you, by permitting your enemiesto live, have, in
turn, lived off them. Y our wisdom has been rewarded. The dwarves have sumbled acrossavaluable
treasure, very vauable, indeed. And | do not mean stedl or jewels."

Kang stared at Huzzad. His hand trembled. Huzzad could not have known about the dwarves. Kang
had never told her anything about them. Certainly she could not have known about the treasure map. This
message was, indeed, from the Queen. Kang bowed his head, humbled and grateful.

Huzzad's grip on his hand tightened.

"Ingde achest decorated with my symbols are ten dragon eggs: two gold, two silver, two bronze,
two brass, two copper. They contain femae draconians. Thefemaesare dive, or rather, they will be
when thefind spdl iscad."

Kang's heart sank, his hopes dashed.

"And how can that spell be cagt?* Kang asked hitterly. "We have no dark clerics among us, no
black-robed wizards."

"Y ou do not need them," said Huzzad camly. "Their work has been done. Y ou heed only awand, a
very specia wand."

"How will | know it?*

"Thewand ismade of obsidian and isaslong as your forearm. The bodies of five dragonstwine
around it, each dragon made of precious gems.The heads of the dragonsjoin at the top, their tailstwine
together at the bottom. The knowledge of how to use thiswand will come to you when needed. Speak
my name. That isall that isrequired. The wand will do therest.”

"Thank you, Sir Knight. Tell Her Mg esty"—Kang was choked with emotion—"that | do not know
how to thank her."

"She hasaway," said Huzzad and her voice was grim. "Deep insde Thorbardin live those who will, if
they are not stopped, be Krynn's doom.”



"Wewill destroy them!™ Kang vowed, clenching hisfist. "If you want usto wipe out every dwarf in
Thor-bardin, every dwarf on Ansalon, wewill do it!"

"Not dwarves, Kang," said Huzzad. "Haven't you been lisening? The enemy you may be caled upon
to faceisfar moreterribletitan any living enemy you could possbly face on Krynn. These arethe
creatures of Qiaos.”

"What are they?' Kang asked.

Huzzad stared intently into the darkness, stared back into the Vision. At length, she shook her head.
"No, | cannot Jdll. All | seeisfire, the heroes withering and dying in the flames. | seethe world itself
withering and dying. | am sorry, Kang. | know nothing more. Here my Vision ends and so does my
message.”

"Then how do we know what we're supposed to fight?' Kang asked, frustrated. "How will we know
when we meet these fiends—the Dark Queen's enemies?”

"When you see her Sgn. Thissgn"—Huzzad released Kang's hand. With her finger, she traced
around the image of the five-headed dragon on his breastplate— "you will know that what you do you do
for Her Dark Mgjesty and at her behest and with her blessing.”

Huzzad roseto her feet. "That ismy message, Kang. I'm sorry if itisnot clearer. | hope you find the
eggs. | hope your race survives.”

Kang stood up. "1 hopewe dl survive. Thank you, Sir Knight Thank you for coming. Y ou've brought
me great hope.”

The two walked to the cavern entrance and paused, loath to go out into the baking sun.

"We are near Thorbardin. The dwarves patrol this area sometime. Do you need an escort?' Kang
asked. | could detail two of my men...."

"No, thank you, Kang." Huzzad reached benesth her |leather armor, drew out an amulet of ared
dragon on asilver chain. "My mount iswithin cdl.”

"Good-bye, then, Sir Knight," Kang said, adding, "Where do you go now?"'

"Tothe High Clerist's Tower," Huzzad replied. "Who knows? Perhaps | will be among that band of
heroesto makethat last, fateful ride. Farewel, Commander.”

"Farewd|, Sir Knight," Kang said. "Glory and the Dark Queen ride with you."

Huzzad |€ft the cavern, followed atrail that led her higher up the mountain. Kang watched her until
she passed out of hisline of sght. Even then, heremained at the cavern entrance for long moments,
pondering what had been said, going over her wordsin hismind.

Kang drew out the holy symbol, held it in his palm. Then he presented the symbal to thefiery sun. It
seemed to him that the symbol, tinged with ared light, was dipped in blood.

Humbly, he sank to his knees and thanked Her Dark Mg esty for her favor. The dwarf had spoken
truly. The eggs were draconian eggs, femae draconiang! At last, he and hismen had afutureto
contemplate.

Evenin hisjoy, Kang did not missthe crue irony. Now that they finally had something to livefor, he
had just pledged their livesto fight these creatures of Chaos, whatever those might be.

Yet, if only afew of hisdraconians survived the battle and—Kang gloried in the thought—the young
fema e draconians could be rescued from their egg-shell prisons, their future would be assured.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

When Kang awoke, he realized that night was fdling. He wastired, but the warmth of his Queen's
approval essed the wesariness. In addition, she had given him the spdlls he had requested. It wastimeto
be moving.

Returning to camp, hefound Slith just waking up.

"Did you get any rest, Sir?" Sith asked.



"Some," Kang said.

He considered telling Slith that held seen Huzzad, mat she'd brought amessage to him from the
Queen. Kang rejected the idea. Slim was an excellent soldier and the best friend Kang had in the world,
but Sim was cynicd when it came to humans. He would immediately start to poke holesin Huzzad's
story, and before long held have Kang doubting Huzzad, doubting the Queen, doubting himself.

No, better to keep bom hope and fear locked inside.

The draconians were on march once the sun had Mty set. This Helefundis pass was a difficult oneto
traverse. The draconianstied themselves together with ropes for safety. Kang ordered dl of them to bind
their mouths with lengths of cloth. If anyonedid fal, Kang didn't want them to give away their position by
screaming.

The troop spent the night crossing the pass. They reached the other side of the ridge an hour before
sunup. Kang ordered a halt.

"Rest while we can. Onceit'slight, well sart the search.”

The sun rose, blistering the Kharolis Mountains, flooding the valeyswith heat. Before them, hidden in
the mountain, wasthe great dwarven city of Thorbardin, the gates shut againgt the threat of the dark
knights, the mountain sedled. Thousands upon mousands of dwarves wereindgde there, waiting and dert
for attack. And Kang and twenty draconians were going to try to sneek inside.

Kang let hisimagination play with the notion of what would happen if he and his small band were
discovered. There wouldn't be any gravesto worry about That much was sure.

With daylight, Gloth ordered the troop to spread out, try to find the dwarvestrail.

They hadn't been searching long before Sim yelled. "Here, Sr!™

Kang hastened over to look. The grass had been beaten down, and atwig on the end of abush had
been broken.

"You and I'll follow this. Therest of you, stay here. Oh, and, Slith, leave any rope you're carrying
behind."

Simlooked abit gartled at this strange request, but did as his commander ordered. He and Kang
took over, following thetrail, which was extremely clear. They even found bite of bread and other food
tossed aside. The dwarvesweren't being at al careful to concedl their tracks. Evidently they had no idea
they were being followed.

"Either that or they're luring us on with bread crumbs like the witch in the kender-tde," said Slith. "She
ended up cooking the children, | hear."

"WelU see who cookswhom, if that's die case," Kang growled.

They made good progressfor nearly amite, and then, unaccountably, thetrail vanished. The
draconians stood in front of arock wall that was, to al appearances, solid.

"What now, Sr?' Sim asked.

"I have aspdl that dlows meto find certain objects. | figure mat if me dwarves are entering the
mountain, using asecret entrance, that entrance must be an old mine shaft or maybe ah air hole. What
elsecould it be?!

Slith gave the maiter thought. "Right, ar,"

"And, if that'sthe case, they'll have to use ropeto lower themsalves down. I'll cast amagical spell mat
searchesfor rope.”

"That'singenious, ar." Simwasimpressed. "And so smple. That'swhy you made meleave my rope
behind."

"| dready know whereyou are," Kang said, grinning.

"What happensif they haven't used rope, Sr?"

Kang grunted. "Then we have aproblem. Lef sjust hope that's not the case.”

He held aforked stick in hisright hand. Speaking the words of the spdll, he drew asymbal intheair
with hisleft hand, held out me stick. He and Slim gazed at it expectantly.



Thedtick didn't move.

"Damn! The entrance must be here somewhere! The blasted dwarves didn't fly off. Search north for
any dgns," Kang said, frustrated. "1'll follow thiswal south. Rve hundred paces, then meet me back
here"

"We|?' Kang asked, when me two met up again.

"l haven't found anything, sir. Should | call down the rest of the troop™?”

"No, not with dl the rope they're carrying." Kang thought the matter through. "L ef slook at this
logicaly. A mine shaft or an air hole would have to come to the surface somewhere higher than ground
level. Otherwise, the mine below would flood every timeit rained/

"You'reright, Sr. | never thought of that" Slim looked around, suddenly pointing west. "What about
up there?'

He gestured toward asmall rock butte, several hundred yards away He and Kang hastened over,
searching on theway for tracks.

"Ah, ha" Sim pointed to asmdl fir seedling that had been trampled into the ground.

Kang climbed the firgt rock, leading up to the butte. He tried his spell again and thistime the stick
moved in his hand, moved so violently that he nearly dropped it. The stick pointed upward.

Excited, Kang climbed onto the next rock, only to find the way blocked by a hedge of bramble
bushes. Theforked stick pointed directly at the brambles.

"Look at this, ar!" Slith cried.

Reaching out, he plucked afew strands of brown hair from the brambles. "That came from a dwarf
beard, or my wings don't flap. And, see, Sir? There's others broken, and more hair, and here's a bit of
cloth. They camethisway, mat'sfor certain.”

Kang forced hisway through the thorns, which had little effect on his scaed hide. Below the bramble
bush, they found alarge stone cover, looking like a plug in the sde of the mountain.

"Let'sget rid of thismess" Slith said, drawing his sword and attacking the brambles.

Kang replaced his stick on his belt. The two chopped the thorns away from the stone cover. Once
clear, they each lifted one Side of the stone. It came off eadlly.

Beow them, ahole opened up, leading straight down and vanishing into darkness. Plainly visblein
the sunlight were ropes, attached to grapples on the side of thewall.

"Werein!" Kang said.

Chapter Thirty

The dwarves descended the ropes leading down into the air shaft. The descent was accomplished
with animmense amount of clumping; banging, swearing, and talking in what they consdered loud
whispers, which would have been shouts to any other race.

Leading the way down, Selquist cringed. Thorbardin was a consderable distance away, but with the
noise this troop was making, he wouldn't have been surprised to find every Hylar dwarf in the place
down at the bottom awaiting their arriva, The worst of it was, M oor-thane and his soldieirdwarves
thought they were being both sneaky and stedthy.

"Try to bealittle more quiet!" he ventured to cdl softly, when he had reached the bottom.

"What'd he say?' boomed Maoorthane.

"Dunno, can't hear," came back severa loud replies, dong with adropped pickax that crashed to the
ground with an unholy clang and nearly took off Selquist'sfoot.

"Chemosh takethelot of you," Selquist muttered into his beard, "Now what's the matter?' he asked
Mortar, who was next down.

The dwarf landed, shook hishead. "It's not right,” he said. "It'sjust not right.”



"What isn't right?" Selquist thought something had gone wrong up top.

"l shouldn't be here,” Mortar said inalow voice. "l promised Reorx | wouldn't steal anymore and—"

"Oh, for the love of—" Sdlquist sighed. "We've been through this, Mortar. What we're doing is not
geding. The steding's been done for us. Were'—he searched for inspiration—"being thrifty. Making use
of valuable resources which would otherwise go to waste."”

Mortar hesitated, considered this new idea. "We're not receivers of stolen merchandise?!

"No, no," Sdquist said soothingly. "The statute of limitationsis up on thiscrime. The owners have
collected the insurance money. They don't want any of the stuff back. Ifsfreefor thetaking.”

"Oh." Mortar thought this over, liked it, and waited to impart thisinformation to his brother, who was
now descending.

Selquist shook hishead. Asif he didn't have enough trouble, now he had to deal with adwarf who
had devel oped a conscience! Sometimesit didn't pay to get out of bed. Grabbing hold of Auger, who
had just landed, Selquist took him in tow and hastened over to the other rope, down which the soldier
dwarves wererattling.

Moorthane had finaly reached ground level. Standing at the bottom, he was shouting encouragement
to those above.

Selquist used admirable restraint and did not throttle the war chief.

"Moorbrain," he said, poking the chief in the back.

"Huh?' Moorthane jumped and turned. He glared when he saw who it was. "The name's Moorthane
and what do you want?'

"Auger and | are going to do alittle scouting. Y ou and the rest wait for us down thistunnd.”

Moorthane frowned, suspicious. "Where are you going? Not thinking of ditching us and running off
with the treasure, are you?"

Selquist asked for patience, lest he smash the war chief's teeth down histhroat. "No, I'm not. I'm
leaving Mortar and Pestle here, as proof I'll return. They have the map. Asto where I'm going, I'm going
to take alook insde Thorbardin. Y ou're making enough racket to wake the Eighth Kingdom! We should
seeif theHylar areup inarmsyet."

It was obvious Moorthane didn't like this, but he had to admit that, from amilitary standpoint,
scouting the enemy made good sense. And he remained in possession of Mortar, who was in possession
of the map.

"All right," Moorthane growled. "But don't take long. If you're not back in an hour, were going on
without you."

Selquist gave acurt nod. He and Auger |eft, accompanied by the clatter of adropped shovel.

"Where are we going?' Auger asked, after amoment. "Thisisadifferent direction than we went the
legt time”

Once out of sight of the expeditionary party, Selquist climbed what appeared to be a sheer wall, but
which, Auger discovered by experiment, turned out to have severa hand and foot-holds carved into the
rock. At the top, Selquist entered another shaft. This one was smdll; the dwarves were forced to crawl
through it on their hanSir and knees and even then they bumped their heads on the ceiling.

"Likel told Moorthane," said Selquist. "We're going to take alook and seewhat'sgoing onin
Thorbardin.”

"Redly?' Auger wasamazed. "Y ou meant it?"

"Of course" said Sdquigt in lofty tones. "'l don't liedl thetime.”

"Why didn't we take thisway before?’ Auger asked. Despite bumping their heads and scraping their
hands on the rock, this route seemed easier than the last.

"You'll see" Salquist predicted and/at the end, Auger saw.

The tunnd ended abruptly, opening out into nothing. Auger, peering fearfully over the edge, saw the
city of Thorbardin far, far below. The dwarves moving around down there looked like antsin an ant hill



he'd once stepped on. He gulped and scooted backward, clinging to the sides of the tunnel with both
hands.

"l don't likethis" hesaid inasmdl voice. "Let'sgo back!"

"Jus* aminute." Selquist was hanging periloudy over the edge, staring down. Just looking a him
made Auger fed queasy. " Something's going on. I've never seen this many people about. | can't see what
they'redoing, but it lookslike..."

Hefdl slent.

"Y es? What? Can we go now?" Auger whimpered, shivering.

"They'rea war," sad Sdquig, findly.

Auger's eyeswidened. "With the dark knights? But | thought the Hylar closed the mountain!™

"They did," said Sdlquist. "They're at war with each other.”

He pulled himsalf back, didn't spesk for along time. He sat so quietly and looked so solemn that
Auger wasfrightened.

"They're not coming after us, are they?'

"No, they're not coming after us.” Salquist Sghed. "They've got bigger problems. Dwarf fighting
dwarf. It just doesn't seem right, somehow."

"Humansfight each other al thetime," Auger pointed out.

"That's humans." Salquist was scornful. "We're supposed to be better than that.”

"Who's fighting who?" Auger asked.

"l can't tell for sure. My guess would be the Theiwar have findly done what they've threstened to do
al these years. They'retrying to take over rulership of Thor-bardin. The fighting seemsto be spreading
out from their city—the one we visited the last time we were here.”

Auger, remembering the barmaid and her sde-whiskers, expressed a hope that no one would get
hurt.

"It'swar, Auger,” Selquist said. "A lot of peoplewill get hurt." He shook his head, shrugged. " Oh,
well. At least that's one threat we don't have to worry about.”

He turned and started crawling back down the tunndl.

"Good thing™te®©," said Auger, coming adong behind. "What with those draconiansfollowing us."

Selquist bumped his head hard on the ceiling. Twisting around, he glared back at Auger. "What did
yousy?'

"| said it was agood thing we didn't have to worry about the Hylar."

"l don't mean that! The part about the draconians.”

"They'refollowing us. Didn't you know?"

"Well, of course, | knew," Selquist snapped. "It was my ideathat they follow us. But no oneelseis
supposed to know. Does anyone else know?"' He gppeared anxious. "Did you tell anyone?!

"I'vetold you," said Auger, after amoment'sintense thought.

"l don't count! Anyone ese? Mortar? Pestle?"

"No," Auger said.

Sdquist wasrelieved, afedling that evaporated quickly when Auger added, " They were the oneswho
told me"

Selquist groaned. "Does everyone in the whole bloody party know?"

"l don't think so. Mortar said | wasn't to mention it to Moorthane or the rest of his bunch. Mortar said
he figured thet it was dl part of your plan and that it was pretty damn clever of you."

"Mortar said that?' Selquist was pleased. "Pretty damn clever?”

Auger nodded.

"Well, hesright," Selquist stated. "It was pretty damn clever of me.”

He started crawling again, moving along rapidly.



"l don't understand, Selquist,” Auger said, scuttling aong behind. "Do you want the draconiansto be
folowing us?'

"Of course. Otherwise, how will they know how to find the secret entrance?

Auger assmilated this. It appeared to him to have aflaw. "Do we want4hem to find the secret
entrance?'

"Of course. Otherwise, how are they going to get insde and lead usto the treasure?!
Auger asamilated this, aswdll. "Why will they lead usto the treasure?!

"Because they havethe map!" Sdquist was triumpharnt.

*'We have amap."

"Not avery good one. Thisway isalot more certain.”

Auger crawled dong in the darkness, did some more thinking. "But, Selquist, what if the draconians
decide to take the treasure for themselves?"

"They won't. They're only interested in one thing— the draconian eggs.”

Auger gasped. "The eggs! How do they know about the eggs?”

"| told them." Selquist was smug. "That'swhy they're following us. And that's why we're going to be
following mem! Pretty damn clever, huh?'

Auger was overwhelmed at the sheer masterful brain-iness of this scheme. " Just one Hung, though.
Won't the draconians be realy mad when they find Moorthane squishing the eggs?’

"That," said Selquist lightly, "isMoorbrain's problem.”

Thetwo dwarves continued crawling.

Onther arriva, Sdquist and Auger found the rest of the dwarves had safely reached the bottom of
the air shaft. Moorthane was standing at the bottom, trying to figure out how to recover the ropes.

"Just leave them," Selquist suggested. " The draconians can use them.”

"l don't know," Moorthane said solemnly. "It seems— "His eyes bulged. He began to sputter. "What?
What? Draconians? What draconians?”’

"Don't keep repeeting yourself, Moorbrain. It makes you sound even stupider than usual. The
draconians who've been following us, of course. The draconians who have the only good map. | can get
us and them to the starting point, but, after that, our map's a bit muddled, and we're going to haveto rely
onthem.”

M oorthane was rendered speechless.

" Shut your mouth, Moorbrain,” Sdquist continued. " A rappd will fly into it Y ou should be thanking
me. I'm going to make you a hero! Y our namewill livein legend and song for centuriesto come.

"Now"—he put hisarm around the sunned war chief, drew him off to one Sde—"heresmy plan...."

Chapter Thirty-One

The last draconian lowered himsalf down the rope. Kang waited at the bottom to make certain
everyone arrived safely. We could have used our wings after al, he thought. Floated down, not bothered
with these ropes.

But he hadn't been able to judge how wide the tunnel was and so held insisted that everyone climb.
He didn't want anyone breaking awing in case the shaft suddenly narrowed.

One of the Sivaks, who'd been first down, had been sent out to scout. He came back to report.

"No sign of anyone up ahead, Sr/' he said. " Although the place reeks of dwarf. They were here, and
not long ago. Nice of mem to leave the ropes.”

Kang grunted. "Y es, wasn't it? Little bastards think they're so clever. Keep your eyes open for
ambush." Hetook out the map. "SHth! Bring mat light over here.”

The regimenta second-in-command brought an ail light that was known among thievesasadark



lantern. Made of iron, the lantern had iron panelsthat did opento et out the light of the burning wick.
When the pands were shut, the light could not be seen at dl. Slith held the lantern over the map.

"The route to the treasure startsin alarge chamber. It can't be too far. Look, Southgate's marked
down here and Northgate's marked up here. Thisiswhere we are, right between the two and off to the
west. And that's where the chamber is, just abit north of us.”

"Butit'sara'swarren down here, ar,” said Sithin disgust. "Tunnds and shafts running off in every
direction. How will wefind theright one?"

"Simple," said Kang, grinning and shoving the map back in a pouch, "We follow the dwarves. Douse
that light. Slith, you go on point.”

Draconians, like their dragon ancestors, were a home insde caverns and tunnels. Once their eyes
grew accustomed to the darkness, they were able to move dong rapidly.

The smedl of dwarf was particularly strong in one of the tunndls, atunnel that had two ironrails
embedded in the floor.

Spreading out sSnglefile, the draconians entered the tunneK The walking was easy. The tunnel was
large and ran straight into the heart of the mountain. No other tunnels or shafts branched off fromit, it
neither curved nor bent.

The smell of dwarf led them on, growing stronger and fresher. They walked for what Kang estimated
was about an hour and then he saw Slith, who had been out in front, motioning.

"Wait here," Kang ordered and went on ahead.

"Wha isit?"

Slith opened the lantern's pandl. A shaft of yellow light flared out, revedled the dismembered bodies
of two dwarveslying huddled in the tunnel. Both wore meta armor and both held swordsin their skeletal
hands- Both had been brutally ripped apart, the flesh picked from their bones.

"I'mno coward, sr," Slith said, "but | don't mind telling you | wouldn't want to meet the creature that
did this"

"I'm no coward, and | agree with you," said Kang. He examined the remains. "They've been dead
about twenty years or so. Hopefully, whatever did this has moved on. Still, keep your eyes open.”

"Yes, gr. That'swhat | wanted to tell you, sir. The tunnd curves around a bend up ahead,” Slith said,
his voice soft. "It'd be adamn good place for an ambush, sir. Dwarvesor ... whatever."

"Right. Go on ahead. WE'l keep you covered.”

Slith shut the pandl, squel ched the light, and crept away. Kang brought the troop up, ordered
everyoneto ahat near the bodies of the dead dwarves.

Slith moved cautioudy toward the bend in the tunnel. Almost there, he stopped. The rock face was
moist; water was seeping down from somewhere above. The rock glistened faintly.

Slith sood unmoving until his body temperature had cooled to that of the temperature of the caverns.
When that happened, he would be invisible to the dwarves, whose night-vision was similar to mat of the
draconians, allowing them to see objects that radiated heat. He would aso be invisble to anything else
that might be lurking in the shadows.

When he deemed that he was cooled down, Slith did around the bend, keeping his body pressed
agang thewall.

He saw nothing, heard nothing. He drew aside the pand, flashed the light around swiftly. The tunndl
continued on aheed, iron rails gleaming in the lantern's light.

He gave awhistle that wasthe"all clear" sgna and continued on. Kang and the troop marched
Slently behind.

After another hour, the tunnel opened into asmall chamber attached to another small chamber.
Judging by the pick marks on the walls, the Hylar dwarves had done alot of digging here, had probably
run across agood vein of iron ore. Very little tailings remained, no tools lay scattered about. The
dwarves | eft clean work sites, which practice Kang approved.



The draconians walked through the two chambers, were once again in the tunnel, when Slith returned.

"Thissmaller chamber opensinto a huge chamber," he reported. "Much bigger titan thelast two. And
I've found something. It looks like our guides stopped here and cooked dinner.”

"How long?"

"Thewood's cold. I'd say five or six hours."

Kang entered the chamber, which was, as Slith had said, massive. Kang guessed that long ago, when
thisareawasin use, & e miners must have used the chamber to unload and reload ore cars.

Twenty rusted carsin various states of disrepair stood aong the far wal of the chamber. Whedls,
axles, and hingeslittered the floor. Either the dwarves hadn't bothered to clean up thiswork site, or
they'dfleditinahurry.

Herecalled the bodies they'd discovered, hoped that if anything monstrous was till down in these
tunnels, it preferred dwarf to reptile.

"Put out sentries,” he ordered Slith. "Well rest here.”

"Sir, do you want torchesit?"

"Might aswell. At least we can have alook around. This may be the starting point on the map,”" Kang
sad.

Thedraconianslit torches, but the chamber was so vast thelight didn't reach the celling. Sentrieswith
torches cameto hat when they found awall.

Soon, the entire chamber wasiilluminated. Kang saw, with growing excitement, that the chamber was
shaped like akidney bean and that massive blocks formed awall opposite him, awall that sealed off one
gde

He drew out the map, studied it in the light. Thefirst chamber, the starting point on the map, was
shaped like akidney bean. The blocked-up wall wasindicated aswell.

"Blessthair little hearts," said Kang in satisfaction, looking down at what remained of the dwarves
cooking fire. "They'veled usto theright spot.”

The draconians rested and ate. Kang and Slith studied the map.

"There should be an exit over there." Kang pointed to hisright. "Viss," he caled out to one of the
sentries. "Takethat light over. What do you find?'

The Sivak carried the torch in the direction indicated. "An exit, Sir," he reported.

Kang looked back at the map. "Arethereiron rails running through it?*

"Yes, gar."

Slith reached but, gripped Kang'sforearm. "Thisisit, gr! Thisisit!"

"Yes." Kang couldn't say anything more. His elation swelled up inside him, stopped his speech, nearly
stopped his breathing. He offered asilent prayer of thanksgiving to his Queen and, again, pledged her his
loydlty.

"Y ou should eat something, ar," Sith said, bringing over ahunk of dried meat and apiece of Sae
bread.

Thiswasthe very last of the rations. Kang had |eft the Baaz back in the village with ordersto go
hunting—for deer and rabbit, not dwarf. He doubted that they'd find much, however. The drought had
forced the deer to seek food and water in areas less harsh than the mountains.

And how were his men going to survive the winter?

Kang put that thought out of his head. One problem at atime. He wasn't hungry, but he forced himsalf
to eat, to keep up his strength. He ordered the sentries changed, so mat the rest of histroop could est,
and then looked back at the map. Slith had been inspecting the exit.

"Well?' Kang asked, as Slith returned.

The Sivak scratched hishead. "The tunndl's made for dwarves, sir. Well have to walk bent double.
And something else. The senchisgone.”

Kang looked up, puzzled. "What stench?



"Dwarf, gr. | don't smell 'em anywhere."

Kang traced a claw over thefirst leg of the route described by the map. The route twisted and turned.

He grinned, chuckled. "They don't have the map! They've taken awrong turn aready.”

"But they got thisfar, gr,” Slith argued.

"They've been here before, asyou said. Theroute ran straight, with only one bend. This chamber is
easy to find. Therest won't be, though. Look at this." He pointed to afork with four exits, only one of
which led to the treasure. "They could be wandering down there for months without a map.”

When the last sentry had finished eating, Kang issued orders.

"Well move on until weretoo tired to go any farmer. There'sno day or night down here, sowe go as
far aswe can, find a safe place to rest, then carry on again when we wake up.”

He paused, then added, "Keep your eyes and ears open.”

Everyone nodded. They'd al seen the bodies. They repacked their gear, and headed out.

Til takethe lead, Slith. Y ou stay right behind me. Keep the dark lantern covered while we march. I'll
useit to refer to the map when we need to.”

Theiron rails made the path easy to follow, even in the darkness, which was so thick and heavy mat
the draco-nians night vision had trouble penetrating the endless black. Their pace dowed. Thetunnels
narrowed, were only dwarf-height. The draconians were forced to walk bent over, their wings scraping
thecaling.

When Kang nearly knocked his head on a sagging beam, he called ahdt. Hewould have given
anything to straighten. His back ached from the strain of bending double. Crouching down on the floor,
he managed to get somerdlief.

"Let's seethe map,” he ordered.

SKth did the cover of the dark lantern, shone the soft light on the map.

"There's an open area up ahead," Kang said, adding, "Thank the Queen! We can at least stland up
and walk like men, not goblins. And keep thelight shining. Thisdarknessis dowing us down. If anything
sees us, it'swelcometo afight. Better that than knocking mysdf slly.”

They moved on.

After an hour's backbreaking march, the draconians entered another chamber, smdl in size, but with a
ceiling high enough for the draconians to straighten, rub their sore backs, and flex their cramped wings.

"We're at another fork. Which way now, sir?" Sith asked.

Kang brought out the map.

Threetimesthey'd cometo forksin theironrail line. Sometimes the map indicated that they should
take the right, sometimesthe | eft. But they were dways, Kang noted, following therails.

He was beginning to understand why. The Daewar had |oaded the loot onto rail cars, hauled it to thelr
degtination. It was adamn good idea, one held aready discussed with Slith. The treasure had comein by
rall. It would go out by rail.

Gloth came forward, saluted. "Sir, | hear something.”

"Yes" Sithsad. "I've been hearing it, too. A sort of shuffling and aclanking and then it stops.
Sometimes | think it's behind me and sometimes ahead of me.”

"I've heard the same. Probably it's the dwarves," Kang said. "They could be anywhere down here,
bumbling around in the dark. These tunnels distort the sound, carry it for miles. Lef sgo.”

"l hopeit's dwarves and not whatever eats dwarves," said Gloth in alow toneto Slith.

"Y ou and me both,” Slith replied.

He drew his sword. The other draconians drew their weapons and, bending over with groans, they
entered another tunndl.

The light flashed down the tunnel, stabbing into the heavy darkness, playing off rock and timber and
thegleamingironrails.

Another hour of walking brought them to athree-way fork. Kang was investigating the map when the



flamein the lantern Sarted to waver.

"I havetofill it withail, gr," Sith said.

"Fine. While you're doing that, send scouts down each of these three shafts. Not far. About two
hundred paces. Seeif you can find out what's making those noises.”

Slithissued the orders. Three Sivaks split up, each taking one tunnel, and crept into the darkness.

Slith refilled the lantern. He and Kang were, once more, studying the map when they heard a
thumping sound. One of the Sivaks was returning on the run.

Kang jumped to hisfeet. Therest of the draconians formed into battle line behind their commander.

The Sivak ran forward, saluted. "I heard movement down mat shaft there, Sir." He indicated the left
branch.

"How far ahead?' Kang asked.

"l was out around a hundred paces. | stopped for afew momentsto listen. | could hear faint scraping
sounds off in the distance. | don't know how far. It could be ten feet or ten miles. But it sounded like they
were aheed of us."

Kang smiled. "It must be the dwarves. Good. They've taken the wrong fork."

The map indicated the center branch. The draconians relaxed, settled down to rest, wait for the other
scouts to return. When they did, neither reported hearing anything.

"We're ahead> now," Kang told hismen. "I know you'retired. So am |. But let's pressthe
advantage.”

They moved down the center fork. The ceiling was somewhat higher here, they had only to bend
head and shoulders. Two more forkstook them to their right.

Kang thought how wonderful it would be to walk upright, breathe fresh air, bask in the sunlight. Hed
lived out in the open too long. He was beginning to get heartily sick of thistunndl.

Slith'slight flared out, illuminated asmall chamber off to the right. Kang stopped, motioned for a halt.

"Thislooks as good a place as any. Let's get some deep.”

Slith agreed. "Isit dl right with you, gr, if | send out three scouts? Any forks ahead?!

Kang consulted the map. "They'll cometo afork about amile and ahalf down. We cross abridge
over alarge chasm, and the fork is on the other side. Tell them to stop there, listen, then come back.
Wheres Gloth?'

"Here, dr." The Bozak stepped forward.

"Y ou have your magica spdls ill?*

Gloth cast about in hismind for them. He could only handle the most dementary spell. Anything
complicated and he forgot the words or got them tangled up or forgot to draw the symbol or misplaced
his spell components. Kang had worked with him patiently, until Gloth was able to retain afew smple
dls

"Y ou go with the scouts. They might need your magic.”

Gloth saluted, and momentslater he and the three Sivaks disappeared down the tunndl.

Slith dtered the chamber, shone the light around.

The chamber was large, filled with tools, including severd enormous hammers. Six rail cars tood
outsideit. Judging by the stacks of rail ties and a couple of bent rails scattered over the floor, Kang
decided that mis must have been a maintenance shed, used by the dwarvesto keep theironrailsin
repair.

The draconians set up camp inside the chamber, placing sentries at the entrance.

"I've got to get somerest, Sith, sothat | can restore my spells,” Kang said. "Aou take the map.”

He drew out his holy symbol/held it fast in his hand, and found a darkened corner. No need to gain
Her Mgesty's attention. He felt her presence dmost a once, asif she had been keeping watch over him;
The thought was comforting. He smiled and did into the trance.

Kang was deeply adeep when sometime later Gloth and his three Sivaks reported back to Sith.



"Keep quiet,” Slith ordered, herding them outside the chamber. "Don't wake the commander. What's
up?Did you find the dwarves?'

"No, sr." Gloth pointed out his route on the map. "The chasm isthere, just like the commander said.
The bridge acrossisnt, though. That is, the bridge isthere, but a gpan's missing in the center. We
dumped our gear and glided across the chasm and—"

"Damn!" Sith swore.

Gloth was gartled. "What, Sr? What's the matter?'

"Y ou say the span from the bridgeis missing?’

"Yes, gr, but it's only about twenty feet. We crossed without any trouble—"

"After you dumped dl your gear!” Slith gave Gloth arap on the head. "Use that skull of yoursfor
more than a place to hang your helmet. How are we going to fly back across, carrying dragon eggs and
al therest of the treasure?"

Gloth blinked. Now he looked worried. "I seeyour point, sir. Weld fal like rocks. What are we
going to do?'

"Wereenginears, Gloth," Slith said. "It'swhat we do for aliving. Or what we used to do. Everything
we need we either brought or we can probably find lying about down here."

"Yes, ar." Gloth ill didn't get it. "Need for what, Sr?"

"We're bridge builders,” Slith explained. "Were going to build abridge.”

Chapter Thirty-Two

Kang woke with a gtart, after afrightening dream in which he was wandering around lost in amaze of
tunnels, carrying adwarf on hisback. The dwarf was heavy, and Kang wanted to get rid of him, but he
couldn', because the dwarf was chained to him and neither of them had the key. He carried the dwarf
until he was ready to drop, and the dwarf laughed and laughed ...

Shaking off the dream, Kang sat up and stared around. The lantern was gone. He couldn't see or hear
anyonein the darkness. His men were gone, too.

And somewhere, off in the distance, Kang heard clanging, metal striking metal. He went over the
magica spellsin hismind, the words to each coming to him like otherslearn rhymesin childhood. But
these rhymes, unfortunately, were very smple.

The spellswhich he had requested—complex, powerful spells—were not there. His Queen had
granted him only rudimentary magical spells, spells mat even Gloth could have learned. Kang worried
Her Dark Mg esty was angry at him for some reason. Hastily he reflected over histime spent in prayer
with her, intending to seek her forgivenessif he had said or done anything contrary to her wishes.

But it was not anger he felt, when he approached her throne. It wasfear. His Queen was afraid. Her
war againgt Chaos must not be going well. Kang tried to imagine awar raging in heaven, but he failed.
Such athing was beyond his comprehension. Well, he would do the best he could down here on this
plane, work with what he had.

The clanging grew louder. 1t sounded like a pitched battle.

Kang drew his sword, crept out of the chamber and, as he did so> he had the distinct fedling that
someone was watching him. He caught ssght of a short, squat figure, lurking at the chamber entrance.
Kang raised his sword and legpt forward.

"Oh, hullo, Sir. You awake?' Viss sprang to hisfeet, saluted.

Kang lowered his sword, heaved asigh. "Damnit, Viss, | nearly cut off your fool head! What the
devil are you doing out here donein the dark? Whereis everyone? And what's al that noise? Arewe
under attack?'

"Not that | know of, gr. Slith left me here to keep watch while you dept. The others are off building a
bridge, gr.”



"They'rewhat?' Kang couldn't believe held heard right.

"Building abridge, Sr. Y ou remember that bridge on the map? Well, when we got there, we
discovered that the bridge was out. We managed to fly acrossit, but the chasm'’s pretty wide and Slith
sad that flying wouldn't work, carrying dragon eggs, not to mention the rest of the treasure, which he said
you wanted to go in therail cars. So we're building abridge, sr.”

"I'll be damned," Kang said, impressed. "Good for Sith."

Two Sivaks loomed out of the darkness, carrying torches. Seeing Kang, they both saluted.

"Were herefor morerail ties, Sir," said one. "We're using them asjoists for the main span.”

"I'll giveyou ahand," Kang offered.

The remains of an enormous stone bridge hung over the chasm. The central span was missing, and it
looked, to Kang's experienced eye, to have been purposdly fdled. The dwarven craftsmanship was
excdlent asadways. The bridge—what was |eft of it—did not gppear to be unstable. A quake would
have taken down the whole bridge, not just the center.

No, the dwarves had smashed their bridge deliberately. And they must have destroyed it sometime
after the Daewar had hidden their treasure, because nothing like this was marked on the map.

It was atantalizing mystery. Kang could picture a beleaguered army, retresting from the
foe—whatever foe mat happened to be—breaking the bridge after they had crossed. He threw down the
rall ties hed been carrying, spent afew moments studying the bridge.

Slith caught sight of hiscommander.

"Hello, ar!" The Sivak sdluted and grinned. "We're building abridge, sir!

"| seethat. Show me your plans.”

Slith and Kang walked across the part of the bridge that remained standing, moved out near the
break in the center span. A rough drawing, done in charcoal, adorned the insde part of the bridge's stone
raling,

"I had Cloth's second, Drossak, draw this up. He's an understudy to Horndak, the Plans Officer for
the First Squadron. | mink he did agood job, considering what we have to work with."

The replacement span was to be atwenty-eight foot drop-in, made of wood, formed in the shape of a
triangle. Theiron rail trackswould hold it together. The draconiaris would hoist up one end of the span,
keeping the other on the floor. Letting the span teeter, the draconians would men drop the hoisted end
down into the gap between the two ends of the part of the bridge till intact. The triangle would wedge
itself in between the far and near side, effectively bridging the gap.

It wasn't elegant, but it would do, Kang admitted. Crewswould be posted on the other side, ready to
dignthe spanwhenit fell.

The Bozaks were hammering straight the bent rails that would be the mainstay of the bridge, keep it
stable. Some of the Sivaks were working to build anetwork of wooden trestles. Others were scrounging
the areafor rail tiesand tracks.

Gloth coordinated the construction of the triangle support trestles that would be under therall
sections. Wood was nailed and lashed together as best asthey could, considering the shortage of
materids.

"Squadron Leader Gloth, can | see you for amoment." Kang drew the officer off to one side.

"What isit, Sr?"

"You are doing agreeat job here. Perhapstoo great. This bridge only hasto get us across and then
back again. After we cross, | want to pull it up onto the other side, so that the dwarves won't be able to
useit. Don't build me amagterpiece. It only hasto be used twice— once on the way over and once on
the way back."

Gloth nodded. "I understand, sir. Still, we can't afford to lose anyone, so | thought I'd err on the side
of safety. Especidly when we're coming back with the eggs, sr.”

"That'sabig 'if/ Gloth. Don't get your hopestoo high," Kang admonished sharply.



"Yes, ar." Gloth looked dejected, puzzled.

Kang was sorry held spoken. It was his duty to increase morale, not dampen it. Still, he couldn't help
feding depressed over hislack of magica spells and the feding that he was being watched, afeding he
couldn't shake off.

Kang sent Gloth back to work, adding acompliment on the fine workmanship that cheered the
draconian. His commander went to watch Slith directing the traightening of therails. They wereusing
four railsto secure the top of the span, to increase its stability and strength.

"What isyour estimate of when it will befinished?' Kang asked.

Slith looked around, taking in the work being done. "I'd say well be ready to hoist the span in about
two hours, then it'll take an hour to drop it into place, sir. That's going to be the tricky part. We don't
want to send al thiswork plummeting down to the bottom of the chasm.”

"Three hours." Kang nodded. "Good, that'swhat | figured, aswell. | want two sentries back down
the tunnel. We're making noise enough to attract al sorts of attention. | don't want anything sneaking up
onus"

Thework progressed as planned, but dower than they had hoped. It took them four hoursto
assembl e the span, and then another to secure one end and raiseit up, pulling on it with ropes. The hard
part was yet to come.

The triangle teetered on the bottom end, the top held suspended in the air by ropes and makeshift
pulleys. The draconians now had to shove the bottom end mat was balanced on the floor toward the
hole.

Eight draconians held the ropes needed to keep the span raised in the air. The rest wrestled the
opposite end of thetriangleinto position, shoving it forward inch by inch, toward the gaping chasm.
Twicethey were forced to stop when the top began to sway out of contral. If the span tumbled over the
Sde, they did not have materiads enough to build another.

They inched the span closer to the precipice. Findly, it was about six paces from the edge.

Kang ydled, "Let her down gently, boys!™

Draconians® held the end on the floor in place. The rope holders started to lower their Sde. The span
dropped afew inches at atime. Asit crossed the hafway point on the descent, however, the draconians
had amore difficult time holding it up, keeping it from faling. The span was il five yards abovethe far
Sde's edge when suddenly lite ropes et go.

The bridge span crashed down. The crews who were on the other Side, waiting to align it, ran for
their lives. The end struck the far side with athunderous boom, overlapped it by three yards. Asit hit,
however, the span bent upward dightly, alowing more of the triangle to drop into the chasm. Therails
that held the span together groaned under the pressure, then everything went quiet.

the draconians watched, listened.

The span held.

The draconians cheered. Kang felt his depressed mood eevated. Once again, the engineers from the
First Engineering Regiment had succeeded in building abridge.

Theydl died down as Kang wa ked the span, gingerly stepped out onto the rails. Moving forward, he
found that the bridge was not only steaedy, it was aso sturdy. He crossed to the other side, turned, and
gave hisengineersasdute.

The draconians cheered again.

Four Sivaks began pounding stakes into the near Sde, digning the rails on the bridge with the existing
rails, then bracing the railstogether to give them strength. The far Side overhung the bridge span by two
yards, making it difficult to dign. The Sivaks on that Sde were attempting to wrestleit into place. But,
dl-in-all, Kang was impressed. The structure would hold.

"gSith!" heyelled back across. | want areconnai ssance done ahead. All toolsand provisonsareto
be repacked. | want everyone ready to crossthis bridge in ten minutes!”



Slith began barking orders, urging everyoneto hurry.

Three troopers, one Bozak and two Sivaks, donned their field harnesses and drew their- weapons.
They crossed the bridge, then trotted off down the tunnél. According to the map, the tunnel forked yet
again on the opposite Sde of the bridge. Theiron railsran to the right, entered another tunnel. The
draconians disappeared into the darkness.

Slith had the rest of the troops and dl of the kit ready with a minute to spare.-Kang returned,
recrossing the bridge to pick up his own gesr.

"Wdl done, my friend," he said to Slith.

"What about pulling the bridge back up now?"

Kang shook his head. "It'stoo damned heavy. We nearly lost it thefirst time. | don't think we have
the sheer muscle-power to—What the devil'sthat?*

A rumbling sound thrummed around them, bouncing off the chasm walls.

"Quake?' Sith said, looking dlarmed.

"The ground's not moving. Where'sit coming from?' Kang yelled over thedin.

"l cant tel, sr!" Sith shouted. "Thisdamn tunnd! It distorts every sound!”

The rumbling increased. A fearful wall, like the scream of some df maiden, dying in agony, screeched
through the darkness.

"Banshee!" Slith cried and drew his sword.

Every draconian in the troop grabbed hisweapons. They faced various directions, keeping sharp
watch, Kang was doing hislevel best to try to remember how to fight a banshee, though he seemed to
recd| that once you heard their deadly song, it was al over for you.

He was hearing the song al right; the horrible sound pierced his ear drums. He was till standing, was
not, asfar as he knew, dead yet.

And then Kang fdt therails under hisfeet begin to vibrate.

He looked back down the tunndl.

"Therel" Sith gasped.

Riding ontheiron rails, one of the ore carts careened into view. Indde were Six dwarves, clutching
the sdes of the cart for dear life. Beards flying, mouths wide open, shouting and laughing in derision, the
dwarves hurtled past the draconians at a break-neck speed. Theiron cart rolled aong therails, heading
for the newly replaced span.

"Look out!" Kang cried and legpt to one side.

Draconians standing on the tracks flung themselves out of the way. The cart rocked violently when it
hit the new rails, appeared periloudy dose to tumbling off into the chasm. The dwarves derisve jeers
changed to terrified screams, severa covered their eyes. Rattling and shaking, the cart clung to therails
and sailed across the span.

The Sivaks working on the rails on the opposite side scrambled to safety, leaving their task undone,

At that end of the bridge, theiron rails did not meet. The bridge jutted up about two feet into the air.
The cart carrying the dwarves shot off the end of the bridge, flew some distance in the air, crashed, and
overturned, spilling out the dwarven rail-riders, who took off down the tunndl a arun.

Kang and histroop just stood there, staring, dumbfounded.

The rumbling sound, that had ceased when the first cart tumped over, started up again. The
draconians pushed forward onto the tracks to see what was coming.

Kang yelled "Get back!" just asthe second iron cart hurtled out of the tunndl. A third wasright
behind..

The two carts flew across the new center span. The dwarves eation changed rapidly to sheer terror
when they saw the overturned cart blocking their path. One of the dwarfs attempted to put on the
brakes. Sparks flew from the iron wheels. The screeching sound went through Kang's skull, started his
teeth vibrating.



The second car shot off the uneven span and lurched into thefirst. The third careened into both of
them. One of the cars remained upright. The other tipped over. Dwarves poured out in al directions,
clambering over the sides, crawling out from under the wrecked rail carte. They fled likeratsinto the
darkness.

The sounds of chortles and laughter and insulting catcalls echoed down the tunndl.

Kang snapped out of his dazed Sate.

"Damn it! Get after them!" heydled furioudly.

Chapter Thirty-Three

"That ride," said Pestle, departing the overturned iron cart, "was the single most wonderful experience
of my entirelifel”

"Ooh, boy, what aride" said Mortar, eyes shining. "Where's Auger?”

"Down here," said Selquigt.

He bent over adwarf huddled in the bottom of the car. The dwarf had his head buried in his hands,
and hewas screaming, "Isit over?Isit over?'

"It'sover," said Sdquist. He shook Auger. "Hurry up! We've got to get out of herel™

Between hum and Mortar, they managed to drag poor Auger to hisfeet. The sight of the furious
draconians pounding across the bridge did alot to help the dwarf recover after histerrifying experience.
He broke into a staggering run. The others dashed adong on ether sde of him. The dwarves from the first
two cars had already run on ahead.

Selquist stopped amoment to wave back at the draco-nians. "Thanks for the nice bridge!” fag
yeHed. "And for showing us the way to the treasure rooml If sbeen areal pleasure doing business with
you!"

"Where do we go from here?' Mortar asked, worried. "How will we know the way?"

"Theironrails," sad Sequigt. "Haven't you noticed mat by now?We just keep following theironrails.
And it's not far now, no matter whose map you go by."

Selquist's plan had worked better than even he had anticipated. The dwarves had waited, hidden, ina
small shaft branching off from the first main chamber room. They watched the draconians scout the
chamber, heard Kang ascertain that this was, indeed the starting point on the map. Allowing the dracos a
five- or sx-hour head start, the dwarves had then proceeded to follow the draconians through the maze
of tunndls.

It became clear to Selquit, asthe dwarvestrailed aong behind, that Mortar's recollections of the
map weren't al that accurate. Entire sections had been |eft out, the wrong forks indicated. Without the
draconians to guide them, the dwarves would have been hopelessly lost, would have probably wandered
around down herefor therest of their naturd lives.

And then the bridge! So kind of the draconians. So thoughtful. That chasm would have been the end
of the quest for the dwarves.

Fedling quite friendly toward the draconians, Salquist was a bit saddened to think of Moorthane and
hisband of cut-throats destroying the dragon eggs. Such very profitable eggs, too. The draconians would
be certain to pay big...

"Toarmg!" someone shouted up ahead. "To armd!™

Sdlquist raised his head. Torchlight flared, glistened off the scales, and shone in the red eyes of three
draconians, who were racing frantically back down the tunndl.

The draconians were running straight at the dwarves.

Moorthane lifted his sword, placed himsdf directly in their path. He crouched in afighting stance,
prepared to sl hislife dearly.

The draconians ran around the stout dwarf and kept running. The rest of the dwarves were forced to



fal back againgt the tunnel walls, out of the draconians path, or they would have been trampled. The
three draconians barely spared the dwarves a glance. They ran on down the tunnel, back toward the
bridge.

"Cowardd" Moorthane cried, waving his battle-axein theair. " Stand and fight! "

"I'll gand and fight you, Moorfarain, you ninny!" Sel-quist called, struggling to reach the front. "What
do you flunk you're doing?Y ou could have wrecked this entire opera—"

The hair—what there was of it—stood up straight on Selquist's head. He stopped, open-mouthed,
and stared, as did the other dwarvesin the tunndl.

Auger, grabbing hold of Selquist, began babbKng. "What isthat? Reorx save usl What isthat thing?”

Moorthane sucked in ahuge bresth and fell back six paces, bumping against Selquist.

"A grel!" hecried, hisvoice cracking. "It'sagrd|!"

Selquist had once been extremely sick asa child. His high fever had prompted him to see dl sorts of
things, from worms crawling out of the woodwork to giant rats dancing on the foot of hisbed and, of
course, grells.

These mongters are nearly always apart of dwarven bedtime spook stories, their tales having been
passed down from the time when the Niedar had once lived in Thorbardin. Legend hasit that the grdlls
had been the origina inhabitants of the cavern beneath the mountains and mat the first dwarvesto inhabit
the mountain, led by their Thane, Hamish Ironfist, had been responsible for cleaning them out.

Apparently Hamish had missed one.

Thegrdl was agreenish blob, agigantic brain that floated off the ground about six feet above the
heads of the dwarves. It had green tentacles, abeak like abird's, and, asfar as Selquist could judge, a
nasty disposition. The grel did not appear inclined to chat or passthetime of day or inquire politely if the
dwarves couldn't find some other route through the cavern rather than itsliving room. The grell swooped
down on them, lashing out vicioudy with its spiny tentacles, gnashing its beek, and obvioudy intent on
killing every one of them.

"No wonder those draconians were running away!" Selquist redlized and decided to emulate their
excdlent example. He turned and ran, pushing and shoving hisway back through the crowd.

Moorthane and his soldiers stood their ground, began attacking the grell. They stabbed at the
tentacles, which were jabbing out vicioudy in dl directions. Other dwarvesthrust their lit torchesinto the
grell'seyes, hoping to blind it. A few of the less daring were huddled back at a safe distance, pdlting the
grdl with rocks.

With the main body of his comrades now between him and the grell, Selquist opped running and
turned to watch the fight. He wasn't impressed. The dwarves weren't making much headway—three
were aready down, rolling and writhing in agony from the poison of the grell's paralyzing sting. Selquist
was just thinking how smart he had been, bringing along Moorthane to serve as grell-fodder, when
Auger, axein hand, charged straight past Selquist, running headlong for the grell.

"Auger! What are you doing? Y oure acoward like me! Remember?' Selquist cried. "Let Moorbrain
ded withit!"

Hisfriend didn't hear him.

Entering thefray, Auger dashed at one of the grell's tentacles. His sword connected and cut off about
afoot of thewriggling arm. Green ooze spurted, splashing over Auger's head, hitting himin the eyes.

Blinded, he staggered about helplesdy, wiping ooze from hisface. Theinfuriated grell struck Auger
with one of its undamaged tentacles, hitting him in the shoulder.

Auger shrieked, hisbody convulsed. He pitched forward onto hisface and lay unmoving on the
ground.

With Auger down, Mortar and Pestle entered the battle, began hacking at the grell with their axesand
doing no good at al that Selquist could see. They appeared to be accomplishing little more than irritating
it.



The grell hovered aboveits victim, beak gnashing. Moorthane was atacking it from behind, whacking
at the back tentacles, and the grell was whacking absent-mindedly at Moorthane. The grell was plainly
moreinterested in finishing off poor Auger.

Emitting a series of clicking sounds from its besk, the grell lifted atentacle. An object it held clutched
in the tentacle began to glow with an eerie bluelight

Sdlquigt groaned. Asif thisgrell wasn't nasty enough, it had somehow or another managed to come
into possession of awand, awand that had every appearance of being magica. Thewand wasarod
about afoot long, black as night and wound round with the bodies of dragons of various colors. The
heads of the five dragons formed the top of the wand.

Sdlquist guessed that this magica wand wasn't the kind likely to cause lovely little flowersto spring up
out of snowbanks.

Confirming Sdquist'swors foreboding, the grell— having apparently grown tired of
M oorthane—whipped about, pointed the wand at Moorthane, and made aloud clicking sound with its
beak.

Blue-white light flared from the mouths of the five dragons.

A flash, abang.

Moorthane made akind of soggy popping sound, and what was l&ft of him splattered over the walls,
the floor, and hisfellow dwarves.

Having dedlt with this annoyance, the grdll turned back to Auger, who till couldn't see and couldn't
move. Trie other dwarves had fallen back in panic, the shocking death of Moorthane having effectively
taken thefight of them. The grell raised the wand, pointed it at Auger. The monster started clicking.

Sdquigt thrust hishand in his belt, drew his knife, and threw it over the heads of the dwarves bunched
infront of him.

Thegrel clicked again, but thistimein pain. The knife had imbedded itsdlf in the frontal |obe of the
brain-like mass. Green ichor began dribbling down from the wound. The grell faltered in its spellcasting,
its tentacles twitched.

Taking advantage of the grell's weakness, Selquist beat and pummeled hisway throughthe crowd. He
dipped in beneath the flailing tentacles, grabbed hold of Auger's shoulder, and began dragging his
hel plessfrjend back away from the grell. Sdquist's feet dipped in the remains of Moorthane, did out
from underneath him.

"It figures" Sdquist thought angrily. "Even dead, Moorthan€e's out to get me!™

Helay flat on hisback, staring up at the grell.

Raising the wand, the grell held it above Selquist. The wand began to glow. The grell began to click.

Selquist knew he was adead dwarf.

Suddenly, from somewhere behind him, awave of smal crossbow bolts, each one of them outlined in
red flame, flew over Selquist and thudded into the gréll's brain.

The grdll screamed and writhed; its tentaclesjerked wildly. Another wave of red-hot bolts streaked
over the dwarves, followed by yet another.

Thegrdl seemed toimplode. Its brain looked like a sponge wringing out blood and puss. The grell
sank to the floor of the cavern, its tentacles twitching and writhing. And then the grell ceased to move a
dl.

Dazed, Selquist picked himsdf up and looked over his shoulder. A huge Bozak draconian, carrying a
smdll, hand-held crosshow, pounded down the hallway, hopping over the crouched dwarves as he came.
The Bozak was followed by about twenty more draconians, swords and crossbows in their hands.

The dwarves nearly crawled up thewallsin terror.

But the draconians were not interested in fighting dwarvesthis day.

The Bozak jumped over Selquist, narrowly missed stepping on Auger. Reaching the body of the grell,
the Bozak swooped down, took hold of the magica wand, and— careful to keep from touching the



poisonous tentacles-gingerly did the wand out of the dead grell's grasp.

His prize safe, the Bozak turned, grinned and snapped histeeth at the dwarves. "Thanks for the nice
wand," hesaid. "And it wasreally good of you to take on that grell for us. Such a pleasure doing business
with you! Keepintouch."

The Bozak bowed to Selquist, then waved his hand and shouted orders. The rest of the draconians
surged around the dwarves, legpt over the dwarves, ran past the dwarves, and vanished into the
darkness.

"Wdl," said Sdquist, as he picked himsdf up, "even the best laid plans can go awry, asthe kertder
sad right before the griffin bit his head off. And every silver dragon hasacloud. I'm the new leader, it
seems.”

He wiped Moorthane off his hands and bent down to help rouse poor Auger.

Chapter Thirty-Four

Kang gripped the wand tightly, examined it while he ran. There was no doubt, no doubt at al. This
was the wand Huzzad had described to him. It till glowed faintly blue, and he could see by the glow that
the wand was arod made of black onyx, about aslong as hisforearm, and topped by his Queen's own
five dragons.

The dragons heads were crafted of silver, their bodies encrusted with rubies, emerads, sapphires,
diamonds, and black opals. Their five tails wound down around the rod, twining together to forma
handle.

It was the most beautiful, the most awful object Kang had ever seen, much less held. He could fed
thefey power inthe wand, fed it humming through his body.

Kang began to believe. He began to bdlieve that it all might cometrue. They might find the dragon
eggs, they might be able to cast the spdll that would free the femade draconians. Hisvillage might have a
future. Their entire race might have afuture.

Of course, there were till these fiends of Chaos he had promised Her Dark Mgesty to destroy. He
hed the fedling that thiswould require more than just knocking off one dimy grel. But with thiswondrous
wand in his hand, Kang felt equd to facing anything—including Father Chaos himsdlf.

"Good find, gr," said Sith, running dong a Kang'sside.

The Sivak held the dark lantern, and now he flashed the wavering light directly on the wand. Slith's
eyesglisened. "That looks extremely vauable."

"More man you know, my friend," Kang said, hisvoice husky with emation. "More that you know.
Here'sthat crossroad we were looking for." Calling a halt, he reached for the map. The troops bunched
up around him.

"What gives, Sr?' Silh demanded, hisvoice harsh and grating.

Kang looked at his second in surprise. Thiswasn' like Slith.

The Sivak gestured. "Y ou weren't going to attack that grell at al, sir. Not at first. Y ou sure as hell
weren't going to risk our lives rescuing those hairy little farts. And then you saw that wand and suddenly
went charging forward. Y ou know something, Sir? | say you were looking for that wand. Y ou knew it
was going to be down here™ What's so specid about it? And why've you been acting so strangely ?

"You've never lied to us before, Sir," Gloth said, joining the discussion. The other draconians gazed at
Kang with solemn, grave expressions. "All these years, you've told us straight out what we were up
againgt. We've seen the change in you the last few days, sir. We just wondered what happened, that's
al”

"Dousethat lantern,” Kang ordered. "No use providing the dwarves back-lit targets.”

Slith obeyed, did the pand. The light went out.

Concedled by the darkness, Kang smiled sadly, and he sighed. Never lied to them, they said. Hell, a



commander awayslied to histroops. That was part of acommander'sjob.

"I'm sure the generd knowswhat he's doing.”

"Those dves aren't astough asthey look!"

"So what if we're outnumbered € even to one? Weve been in tighter spots before.”

"What do you mean, dragonfear? Thereisn't adragon within ahundred miles of this place.”

But Kang knew his men didn't mean mat type of lie. Hed been living alie these past few days or
weeks or however long it was that they'd been in these tunnels. It seemed to Kang asif it had been most
of hislife. Hewas mindful of time, mindful of the need to hurry. It wouldn't take the dwarves|ong to
recover from their shock and to regroup. But thiswas very important. His men were losing faith in him.

"I'm sorry, boys," he said, fumbling for words. "It'sjust. . . Something happened to me. | didntt
believeit mysdf first, and men, when | did, | was afraid no one else would believe meif | spoke about it.
Until | knew for certain what had happened wastrue, | didn't want to raise your hopes. But this'—he
held up thewand—"thisis proof. Y es, Slith, | knew about the wand. | was looking for it. Do you
remember that knight, Huzzad? | met her, back there when we were going through the mountains. She
had a message for me from the Dark Queen. Shetold me | would find thiswand down here.”

The draconians stared at the wand in the darkness, their red eyesfaintly gleaming.

"Our Queen told mewhereto find it," Kang repeated, his voice clear but hushed. "Huzzad cameto
me on the mountain. She spoke to me."

Hetold them dl, told them everything. They listened silently, so slently that it seemed some even held
their breath. When he was finished, they gazed at the wand in reverence. A few reached out atentative
claw to touchiit, for luck.

"Thank you, dr," said Slith. "And, I'm sorry, Sr. | didn't mean... It'sjust that.

"l know, Slith," Kang said. "1 know."

He sighed again, but now it wasasigh of relief. He hadn't redlized until this moment how heavy the
burden of his secret had been. It fell from his shoulders, and he felt renewed strength, renewed energy.

"Let'sget going. | hear the dwarves behind us. We have to get to me eggs before they do," he added
grimly, "or the wand won't matter. Therewon't be any eggs.”

"Why not just kill thelittle bastards?" Gloth asked. "WEéll wait here and jump 'em.”

Kang had dready thought of this, dismissed it. He knew why he wasn't going to kill the dwarves, but
it was hard to put histhought processinto words.

"Our enemies can prove useful to us," he said, quoting his Queen. "We would have waked smack
into mat grell if the dwarves hadn't come adong when they did. Hus | don't want to waste the energy
needed to kill-them. Remember, men, Her Mg esty has asked usto do her afavor in return for this
wand. | want usto befighting fit and ready for action. For now, the dwarveslive."

"For now," Gloth growled, histongueflicking over histeeth.

The draconians traveled on through the tunnels. Slith took the lead, shining the lantern light only at
intervas. The tunnelswere larger here; the draconians could stand straight, for which blessing Kang was
most grateful. He had the fedling held ruined his back permanently.

They passed aturnoff on their left. Kang paused here, studied the map. The main tunnel went straight
on. Thisturnoff appeared to be asmall side shaft which, according to the map, ted off from the main
tunnd, joined up with it again about amile farmer dong.

"Thisis apparently some sort of Siding, used to take theiron carts off therails, get them out of the
way," sad Slith, returning from a brief mvestigation. "There's abunch of carts shunted off in there.”

"And it's marked on the map," said Kang in satisfaction. "Were going theright way."

He was about to motion the troop forward, when Gloth stopped. “Listen, sir!”

Sounds came from the tunnel behind them—a clomping, as of many pairs of heavy boots tromping
down the halway.

The draconiansfell back into the shadows, waited.



"Remember,” Kang said softly, "no killing unlessthey gart it.”

At length, the dwarves cameinto their view. The draconians night vision saw them aswarm, glowing
bodies. Warm/glowing bodies that didn't look nearly as chipper asthey had before they ran into the grell.

The dwarves straggled out of line, marched with their shoulders dumped, their heads down, their
boots dragging on thefloor.

Kang waited until the lead dwarves were within about six paces, then he legpt out of hiding, gave a
frightful roar.

Spreading hiswings, he bared histeeth and, lifting the glowing wand in his hand, he took to the air.
He landed amost on top of the lead dwarf. Shouting a battle cry, Kang ssomped hisfeet and waved his
arms. Hiswingsflapped up agde.

The dwarf stared up at Kang, let out ayelp, turned, and ran headlong back down the tunnel. Hisydll
and hisflight spread panic throughout the rest of the party. Unnerved by the attack of the grell and the
loss of their leader, the dwarvesfled this new, dimly seen terror.

Kang heard one voice at the end of the line expostulating with them, trying to head off the Stampede.
The one voice wasn't having much luck.

The dwarves dashed out of sight. "It'll be along time before they have nerve enough to come down
here again/'said Slith. "Thaf sthe plan,” Kang answered.

The draconians continued on through the tunndl a arun.

"Sir," said Gloth, "do you notice that it's getting warmer down here?!

Kang had noticed, and he had thought it odd. Underground caverns aways maintain the same
temperature, winter and summer. But the heet was definitely risng in thisone, and it wasrising quite
rapidly.

He rounded a bend to find that the Slith and his two scouts had halted again, staring into achamber
that opened up in the center of the tunnel. A bright reddish glow spread over them, its source wasthe
chamber.

The path they were supposed to take ran straight into the chamber—a chamber that according to
what Kang recalled of the map wasn't supposed to be here.

Kang moved forward to join Slith. The Sivak stood at me entrance to the chamber, peering inside.
The heat from the chamber wasintense, hit Kang in wave that nearly bowled him over. The heat and the
smell—sulfurous and acrid—caused his snout to wrinklein revulson.

"What isit?' Kang looked insde, advanced a step or two. That was as far as he could manage.

The chamber walls were not rough-hewn and timber-shored as had been the other wdlsin dl of the
other chambers and tunnels built by the dwarves. The stone in this one was smooth and polished and
looked asif it had been melted, then hardened again. Waves of rock formed the Walls, rivulets of stone
cascaded down along the floor.

In the center of the floor was agigantic pit.

Thefiery red light, athousand times more intense, welled up from the pit. Heet radiated from the pit,
beat on the sonewalls and continually hammered a Kang. But it was not only hesat that assailed him.

Fear—qut-curling, bowe -wrenching terror—writhed insgde him. He knew such fear, he recognized it,
though he had never fdt it this strongly. Hastily, Kang backed out of the chamber.

"Phew! That'sfoul!"

Kang paused amoment to clear his head of the fumes. Hefelt the fear ease when he left the chamber,
though it did not vanish completely.

He wondered what to do. Hisingtinct was to run and keep on running, even if heran into Thorbardin
and an army of ten thousand dwarves. Ten thousand dwarves, ten million dwarves, were nothing
compared to what might be living inside thet pit.

Unfortunately, the treasure room lay on the other side of this chamber.

"Theré's something in there, isn't there, Sr?' Slith said, eyeing hiscommander. "And whatever it is



melts solid rock!"

"| saw ared dragon do that once," offered Viss. "It waswhen | served under Dragon Highlord
Verminaard. His dragon flamed somelittle village on the Plains. The stone glowed red-hot and made
puddiesdl over the ground.”

"I've seen the samething. But | don't think thisisared dragon.” Kang didn't add that he thought this
was something much worse. "The rest of you scout around, see what you can find."

Kang needed quiet, to be able to think. Stalling for time, he drew out the map.

"It'snot ared, isit, Sr?' Sith asked quietly.

Kang shook his head. "I've been around reds before. So have you. I've felt dragonawe, but nothing
likewhat | felt ingde that chamber. Did you go in?'

"Yes, gr. Likeyou, | didn't stay long. So what do we do now? | don't remember this chamber being
on the map.”

"It isnt." Kang looked over the map. "According to the map, the tunnel runs straight, without a bend
or aturn—certainly without alake of fire and a chamber of melted rock—for &t least another two miles.
So far, the map has been correct in every detall. | can't imagine the Daewar neglecting to mention this."

"Maybeit'sus, sr. Maybe we took awrong turn.”

Kang went back over their route in his mind, compared it to the map. "It wasn't that difficult! We
passed the siding.” Helooked down at thefloor. "There aretheiron rails. No, this hasto be the right
way."

Kang studied the map again, had anidea. "L ook, the siding circles around this part of the tunnd,
comes out down here. That's the route we wilt take. Move the men out quietly. Whatever isin there, |
don't want to disturb it. [—"

"Sir," said aSivak. "l think you better come see this”

Kang didn't fike the sound of that. Whenever someone wanted him to come see something, it aways
meant trouble. No one ever asked him to come see a marvelous sunset or to come look at a bunch of
baby ducks, swvimming in apond.

Hewalked over to the Sivak, who was peering intently at the wall outside the chamber.

"Look here, Sr." The Sivak pointed.

Kang looked. He said nothing. There wasn't much to say.

Onthewall, outside the chamber, was carved in the rock afive-headed dragon, the image of
Takhigs, Queen of Darkness.

"What doesit mean, Sr?'

Kang ran hisdry tongue over histeeth. "Thisisthe favor. She wants usto face whatever isin there.”

"And whatever isin there seemslikely to kill us. What good's the wand, g, if we don't liveto useit?!
Sith was hitter. "We've got the wand. WEIl do her another favor some other day.”

Kang recalled his eation when held first looked at the wand, first felt its power. He hadn't asked
questions of his Queen then. He hadn't doubted her wisdom. He hadn't wavered in hisfaithfulness.

Was heto back out of his part of the bargain now? Was he to forswear his oath of featy?

Kang waswell aware that those who forsook their promisesto his Dread Queen rarely received a
chance to forsake any more. But he would not keep his promise out of fear, he said to himsdlf proudly.
Hewould keep his promise because he had made it. A matter of honor.

Kang fumbled at hisleather harness, removed the medalion that was a symbol of hisrank. He quietly
handed the meddlionto Sim.

"What'sthis, sir?" Slitii asked. He kept his hands a his sSide, refused to tekeit.

"Y ou'rein command now, my friend,” Kang said. Reaching out, he attached the medallion to SMth's
harness. "And high time, too. Take the map, aswell." He handed it over. "Y ou and the others continue on
to find the dragon eggs. I'll keep the wand and dedl with thislittle matter."

"No, gr," Slith said stubbornly. He plucked the medallion from hisarmor, tried to hand the meddlion



back. "I won't go and leave you aone, sir. None of uswill."

The Sivaks and the Bozaks gave forceful agreement.

Kang shook his head, crossed hisarms over his broad chest.

Seeing that Kang refused to take back the medallion, Slith threw it to the floor. He folded hisarms
across his chest, planted hisfeet firmly. "No, Sr. | won't go.”

Kang found the meddlion in the darkness, picked it up. Reaching down, he said steadily, "That'san
order, Sith."

Slith glared a him. The Sivak may have acted on hisown initiative from time to time, but he had
never, in the al yearsthey'd served together, disobeyed adirect order.

"Likethelord knight said, Subcommander,” Kang said quietly. "Discipline. Disciplineisthe oneway,
the only way, we can win out over chaos."

Slith stood staring at his clawed feet, refusing to look at the medallion, refusing to look at Kang.

Kang waited patiently, confident that his second would come through. Slith had never failed him yet.

Still not looking a his commander, Slith snatched the medal lion from Kang. The draconian thrust the
pin through his harness. His hand shook, he had to try several times before he succeeded.

"Thank you, Slith," Kang said, breathing out asigh. "Good luck to you. To al of you." Hisgaze
included the entire troop.

The draconians mumbled something back; they were shocked and numb. Kang had been their
commander from almost the very beginning. They couldn't remember atime when Kang hadn't led them.

Slith was agood officer. They'd soon adapt to his leadership.

"Y ou'd best be off now," Kang suggested. He couldn't make it an order.

"Yes, dr," Sim sad. He hesitated amoment longer, asif he had something elseto say. But, inthe
end, hedidn't say it. Instead, his clawed hand reached out, grasped hold of Kang's hand in the dark, and
gaveit asqueeze.

Turning, Slith glared at his subordinates. "What in the Abyssare you al staring a? 'Y ou've had things
easy inthisoutfit, but I'min charge now. Lively therel March!"

Turning, Slim led his command—his command—aback down the tunndl, the way they'd come. He
didn't look back.

The other draconians hesitated a moment, then they followed him and soon Kang was done.

He faced the red-glowing chamber. Before he entered, he placed his hand on the symbol of the
five-headed dragon drawn on thewall and asked for his Queen's blessing.

Holding the wand in one hand, his sword in the other, he ran through his catalog of magicd spdlsand
began to walk steadily toward the pit.

Chapter Thirty-Five

By much arm-waving, shouts, threats and beard-pulling, Selquist finaly managed to stop the dwarves
panicked stampede.

"Stop it! Stopit! Have you dl gone mad?' heydled.

The dwarves straggled to hat, breathing heavily and glancing nervoudy down the tunnel. They had run
amost al theway back to the newly repaired bridge.

"l am thoroughly disgusted with melot of you." Selquist snapped. "I've never seen such cowards!”

The military dwarves were sullen and defensive. "Y ou didn't see nothing,” said one. "'Cause you were
way back at the end of theline. Back where it was safe.”

"l was guarding therear,” said Selquigt, with dignity. "And you wouldn't catch me running from
danger. | attacked the grell, after dl. And you cdl yourselves hill dwarves! Gully dwarvesis nearer the
mark."



The rebuke struck home, gully dwarves being generally acknowledged as the greatest cowards on the
face of Krynn. The dwarves glowered at the insult, though some appeared to fed it was deserved. They
hung their headsin shame,

Another voice spoke up defiantly. "Y ou weren't there, Daewar. The draconianswere. And they've
got thewand that sizzled old Moorthane. I'm not going in after them.” . Severd of the dwarves muttered
agreemen.

Selquist stood on tiptoe, peered over heads. "Whose that back there? Ve lmer?

"Yeah, it'sme." Thethick-set, black-bearded brew master, whose face was dways flushed, due to
the continual need to taste-test his own products, sumped forward. He had a perpetualy fierce
expression, produced by apair of bristling black eyebrows that met in the center of hisforehead,

"Y ou were Moorbrain's lieutenant, weren't you, Vellmer. | guess that meansthat you've taken over
the troops following poor,old Moorbrain's unfortunate demise," Selquist said.

Vellmer gave Seiquist ashove that knocked him backward.

"Y ou speak respectfully of the dead,” Velmer snarled.

"That's something I've never understood,” Selquist said. ™Y ou can bad-mourn aperson al you want
when he's dive, but the moment he's dead and can't possibly hurt you anymore, you can't say aword
againg him. Oh, never mind. | don't want to quarrd.”

Selquist stepped forward, placed his hands affectionately on Velmer's shoulders.

"Look, Velmer. You didn't sign on for this. Moorbr— | mean dear old Moorthane was the one who
was dl fired up to go smash dragon eggs. Now, if you want to take your boys and head home, you know
the way back, | presume?’

The brew master stiffened, regarded Selquist with dark suspicion. "I know theway," he growled.
"And I've amind to do just that. We came down to smash dragon eggs. We didn't know we were going
to haveto fight grefis and draconians with magic wands.”

"Onegrel,” said Sdquist. "Let's be accurate. And it was pretty puny. But, go if you want.”

"We'regoing," said Velmer and started off down the tunnel, accompanied by his men.

"That just means more treasure for therest of us,” Slquist caled. ™Y ou would have been digiblefor
Moor-brain's share. One two-hundredth.”

The dwarves cameto a halt.

"What'sthis?' Velmer demanded, missing the sound of marching boots behind him. He turned
around, clumped back, grumbling al the way. "What good's treasure if we're not aive to spend it?"

"It was sort of apuny grell,” said one dwarf.

"And likely thaf sthe only one," added ancther.

"What about the draconians?’ Vel lmer demanded.

"Maybethey'll fal into apit,” said yet another dwarf.

Sdlquist clapped Velmer on the shoulder. "Too bad you have to rush off. Well takeit from here. It
will be abit of astrain, carrying back al that treasure by oursalves, but well manage.”

"All that treasure, you say." Velmer eyed Sdquigt. "Theresalot of it? Sted and gold and silver and
jewdsand such?'

"Morethan you canimagine" Sdquist said.

Vellmer thought the matter over. "About those dragon eggs.” He frowned, looked extremely grave.
"It's our duty to smash 'em. | seethat clearly now. And, oncethat's done, well help you carry the
tressure.”

"You'reatrue Niedar, Velmer," said Sdlquigt, shaking the dwarf's hand. "A gentleman and a brewer,
asl'vedwayssad.”

"But how do we get past the draconians?' Auger wondered.

Selquist pulled out his map. "Bring those torches over here. Look, we don't have to go the same way
the dra-conians took. There's aside tunnel that branches off, goes around, and then ..." He stopped,



squinted down at the map.

"Thenwhat?' Velmer peered over hisshoulder. "Endsin anink blot?"

Sdquist glared a Auger,

"I'm sorry," said Auger. "The quill dripped.”

"Never mind," Selquist said crosdy. "But, asyou can see, once we're past tike blot, it's straight on to
the treasure. We better hurry. The draconians have got a pretty good head start.”

The dwarves formed two lines, oneled by Velmer and one by Salquist. The two leaders started off
at run, setting the pace. The dwarves swung into step behind. Although these dwarves had been born and
raised in the mountains, not beneath them, they had rock-dust in their blood, as the saying went. They
traveled fast, making up for lost time, and soon found the Siding.

"Ligen!" Velmer sad, pausing. "Hear that?'

They al heard it—the sounds of clawed feet scraping against rock.

"Thedraconians!" Mortar cried. "They're coming back thisway!"

"Why arethey doing that?' Selquist demanded, irritated. "They've proved anuisance. I'm redly
beginning to be sorry | led them down here.”

"Quick!" Velmer urged. "Hurry! Everyoneinto the tunndl before they seeud”

The dwarves bolted into the siding. They ran past the abandoned ore carts, kept'running until they
figured they werewell out of sight and out of earshot of the draconians. Stopping to listen, the dwarves
heard nothing.

"They must have marched on past. Maybe they're giving up and going home," Pestle said hopefully.
"I'm not so sure,” said Mortar inalow voice. "l fed sort of crawly insde. Like someoneswatching
=

"All | canfed isthe heat!" complained Auger, wiping swest from hisface. "It's not supposed to be hot
underground, isit?"

"No," said Velmer. "It'snot. It'stoo hot, and something'swatching us, | can fed it. Something's
wrong."

"Something'sright." Selquist was studying his map. "This sding leads back to the main tunnel. The
treasure chamber isright up ahead.”

Selquist increased his pace. His excitement was contagious. The other dwarves hastened along after
him, faces flushed with heat and exultation. They rounded abend in the tunnel; came within Sght of avast
chamber.

"That hasto beit!" Saquit cried.

"If itis, why isthetreasure giving off ared light?" Auger asked.

"Theluster of gold!" Selquist said. He paused a moment to wipe the sweeat from hiseyes. "The gleam
of rubies. The magica auraof spellbooks!™

"Andisit supposed to smell that bad?' Mortar held hisnose.

"That's probably the dragon eggs,” said Sdquist. "Likely they'rerotten, after al thistime. Here! Thisis
it!"

The tunnd in which they were traveling opened into an enormous chamber. The dwarves gathered
around the opening, stared insde.

Red light radiated from a pit in the center of the cavern room. The heat was intense and forced the
dwarvesto shidd thelr facesagaingt it.

"We don't have to worry about the dragon eggs,” Vellmer said darkly. "If they'rein there, they're
hard-boiled by now!"

"Selquigt, thisisn't the treasure room. It's the wrong shape. Thisroom isn't even on the map," Mortar
pointed out. "We must have come the wrong way!"

"Would you look at that!" said Pestle, awed. "The stone walls have melted! like they were butter or
something!”



The dwarves excitement was melting away, too. They stood outside the chamber, swesating and
fingering their wegpons nervoudy.

"This place hasan unholy fed toiit," said Velmer inalow voice.

"And if snot supposed to be here," Mortar reiterated.

"Either that or we're not supposed to be here," Pestle said, gulping.

"Bah!" Sdlquist spoke with considerably more spirit than he actually felt. His ssomach was crawling
around like it was looking for away out of hisbody. "Weve come acrossalavapit. That'sal. The floor
probably caved in sometime after the treasure was hidden here, which iswhy thisisn't on the map. This
chamber ismerely anatural phenomenon, caused by... by..."

"Salsmic tremors" Mortar suggested.

"Thank you." Selquist edged toward the chamber entrance, and looked inside, eyes squinted against
thefiery light. "I can see an exit... way over there”

The other dwarves crowded back into the entryway.

"Youreright." Velmer gavetheexit hisofficid sed of approva. "That'sthe way out. Unfortunately, to
get out, we havetogoin.”

No one seemed willing to do that.

"Well, now," Selquigt said, trying to drum up enthusiasm. "Wego in, like Velmer here says, circle
around the lava pit, and go out. That'sdl thereistoit."

"l don't know, Selquist. Something in there doesn't want usin there," Pestle said in ashaky voice,
wiping the sweat from his face with the end of hisbeard.

The dwarves stood, glancing a each other and back into the chamber uncertainly.

"Il goin," said Sdquigt findly, and started for the chamber entrance.

Vellmer caught hold of the harness on Selquist's leather armor, jerked him back.

"And stuff your pockets full of treasure while we're not looking?' The brew master snorted. "Weadl
go or noneof usgo."

"Weadl gothen," said Sdquig, relieved. He was not sorry to have the company. He had only taken a
single step toward the chamber, and though the room was excessively hot, he experienced a strange and
unaccountable chill inthe vicinity of his backbone.

Bunched together, weapons drawn, their faces grim and shining wet in thered light, the dwarves
shuffled ingde the chamber.

Chapter Thirty-Six

The draconians crept slently down the main tunnel, moving each clawed foot with extreme care,
wings quivering with the effort of maintaining absolute quiet. Their new commander wasin afoul mood,
and no one wanted to draw his atention. Two draconians were dready nursing bruises, and their only
offense had been the involuntarily clicking of their scales/which were spreading apart due to the intensity
of the heat.

Fortunately, the heat began to diminish the farther they moved away from the strange, red-lit
chamber.

The draconians marched down the tunnel until they reached the Sding. Slith hdted and glared at the
branching shaft, cursed it for being there. If it hadn't been, his commander would have never sent them
off. His commander wouldn't now be facing whatever it was he was facing aone.

Simkicked at arock wal in passing. Sullenly, morosaly he led histroop off into the Sding. He came
to ahalt so suddenly that those behind him had to skip and dance out of the way to keep from running
into him. No one wanted to bump him.

"Do you smell that? Dwarf!" Slith whispered, glancing back at histroops. "Douse mat light!"

The draconians nodded. The one carrying the dark lantern quickly shut the meta shield.



"They're up ahead of usinthe siding. | can hear them breathing. By the Dark Queen,” he added
vehemently, "I'll get rid of these buggers, at least.” He looked back at the others. "Knife work," he
ordered. "Quick and quiet.”

He drew hisknifefrom hisbelt. At hismotion, the other draconians did the same. Their eyes gleamed
red in the sweltering darkness. All felt extremely rdieved. Saughtering afew dwarves was bound to
cheer up the commander.

Bending low, to fit into the tunnel, the draconians sidled down the corridor, making sure of every
footfal, careful not to let their swords strike againgt the narrow rock walls or their wings scrape against
the celling. They opened their mouths, tongues lalling, panting for air. The hest was beginning to build
agan.

Sim rounded the bend in the tunndl.

The red glow from the chamber washed over him, the stifling heat and the sulfurous smell roiled
around him. Slith grinned with the sheer pleasure of it dl.

"Thank you, Your Majesty!" he said softly. "And forgive mefor doubting you back there. And dl
those bad things | said about you—I'm sorry about them, too."

He drew out me map, held it to the light radiating from the chamber, " So that'sit,” he muttered. "The
fire pit blocks al the routesto the treasure, which is on the other sde. Were up here" He put hisfinger
on the top of the map. "The commander's down here." He moved hisfinger to the bottom. "Weve caught
the cursed dwarvesright in between both of us."

He turned back to histroops. "Come on, men! We're—"

Hiswords, his very thoughts, were lost in aboom that shook the cavern. The draconians braced
themselves againgt walls that shivered benegath their hands. The boom subsided, only to be followed by
an ominous roar which started low and grew in volume until it seemed to suck the air from the chamber,
the courage from the draconians.

Ahead of them, they heard—benesath the roar—the sound of hoarse voices crying out in terror. The
red light grew brighter, so bright that it hurt the eyes. With the light came awave of heat and afoul and
gtifling odor. Worse than the heat, more painful than the flaring light, awful fear seized the draconians and
shook them as awolf shakes atorn carcass.

They recognized such fear. They'd felt it before, only never this powerful, this strong. Sith'sknees
went weak, hiswingsfdl limp a hissdes, his claweti hands clenched. His mouth was so dry he couldn't
move histongue.

"Dragon!" adraconian behind him croaked.

"It must be the mother of al gold dragons, then,” Slith muttered. Up ahead, he could hear cursesand
shouts coming from the dwarves. Sith turned, motioned histroop to retreat. "Well just snesk off while
the dragon’'s munching on dwarf mest. Then well—"

Sith fel slent. HEd heard another voice, this one shouting loudly and defiantly—in draconian.

"The commander!" Gloth cried. "It's got the commander!”

Kang was battling the dragon done. Slith took hold of the dragonfear, formed it into aball and
swallowed it, choked it down. Thefear rolled around in the pit of his stomach, but he could ded with
met;

Drawing his sword, he ran down the corridor, heading straight into the inferno. The other draconians
wereright behind him.

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Kang could not move. Terror pardyzed him, wrung him, turned him inside out. He Stared at the pit,
realized, now that he was close, that due to the angle from which he had entered, he hadn't seeniit all.
What held seen was only asmall portion of an enormous pit filled with fire and molten rock, magma that



bubbled and churned.

A head emerged. The head of adragon, but not like any dragon Kang had ever before seen on
Krynn.

It was adragon of fire. Its scaes were black, thered of itsfiery body glowing hideoudy benegth. Its
mane was fire that crackled in the ait Opening its mouth, it bel ched forth noxious gases.

Herecdled Huzzad'swords: "All | seeisfire, the heroeswithering and dying in the flames. Krynn
withering and dying in the flames."

Thiswasthe creature of Chaos. Thiswas what would kill the heroes and bring about Krynn's doom.

The dragon's front clawed feet dug into the rock at the rim of the pit. It was pulling itsalf up out of the
lavapit. Its eyeswere dark, empty asauniverse drained of dl life. The eyesfocused on Kang. He saw
not only his own death but the death of al living beings. He saw the degth of the gods. Fear crushed
hope, ssomping it out and scattering the ashes.

He couldn't breathe. The dragon'sfoul breath poisoned the air. The heat radiating from its body was
intense, seemed to fuse Kang'sfeet to the floor. His hands went limp, he nearly dropped the wand and
clutched at it in growing panic. As hedid so, he felt its power throb in his hand. The wand glowed with a
vibrant blue intengity, shone with the same unhalowed light asthat given off by the dark moon.

Y et againg the living inferno of the fire dragon, the wand was dight and fragile. A whisper from the
dragon would incinerate the wand, incinerate Kang. He could not fight thisthing! Nothing, no one could
fight thistiling'. Not the dark knights, not the Dark Queen hersdlf. Certainly not onelone draconian.

With agreat effort, Kang wrenched hisfeet from the floor and turned his back, turned to flee. The
heat seared hiswings; he bit histongue to keep from crying out with the pain. He broke into a staggering
trot. The exit seemed alifetime away.

Discipline, said astern voice. Disciplineisdl that will win over chaos,

Kang recognized that voice, knew it for hisown. Helooked at the wand, saw itslight diminish, felt its
pulse wane. The hesat was enough to boil hisvery blood, red-orange flame licked his scales.

"Discipling," Kang said, hissing the word through clenched tegth.

He expected his men to obey his commands. What would they think if they saw him fleeing in terror?
What if he did survive? He could never again give another order. He could never again ask hismen to
believein him. He could never again ask them to set their liveson theline.

Hemight aswdl dieaslivethat kind of life. And he might aswdll diefighting.

Turning, standing his ground, Kang faced the fire dragon. The wand quickened. Energy, fey and
powerful, surged through Kang.

Thefiery head loomed over him and, even as he faced this single, dreadful, deadly dragon, without a
hope of destroying it, without a hope of surviving, Kang saw agroup of dwarves emerge from an opening
in the upper part of the chamber.

On the faces of the dwarves was aterror that must mimic hisown.

Kang saw them, and then he forgot them. One enemy at atime.

Hishand groped ingtinctively for his sword. He envisioned trying to get close enough to the beast to
gtab it, and he abandoned the idea. He would be charred before he came within striking range. His
Queen had given him the wand. He would use it, even though hewasn't a al sure how it worked. If
nothing more, perhapsit would enhance the few spells he aready knew.

The dragon's head lowered, drew nearer. Its eyes were focused on Kang. The eyes were empty.
They held nothing, not hate, not hunger, not fear. The dragon would kill him, it would watch Kang die
without feding anything. Kang would far rattier have fought an enraged df lord, who would at |east fed
something at the death of an enemy, even if that feding were exultation. Thisdragon'sonly god wasto
destroy any living thing that it found in its path. Fire flickered from its closed jaws, the teeth were black
.againg the glow of the flame. The head drew nearer till, the jaws gaped open.

Fumesfilled the air, poisoned it, made it unbreath-able. Kang could do nothing but retreet for the



moment.

Holding his breath, he backed away until he was near the chamber's entrance. He gulped lungfuls of
relaively fresh air, then dashed back indgde.

The heat wastaking itstoll. Kang rumbled at the magica spellsin his hest-dazed mind. Unlike other
races, the draconians could not cope well with extremesin temperature. He was growing limp asalizard
basking in the sun. He had to do something to fight the hegt, before he could even begin to battle the
dragon. Thefirst spell he cadt, therefore, was for himself.

"Water..." Kang mumbled the word, through athroat that was burned and parched. His clawed hands
traced the requisite symbol on thewall behind him.

He searched around hagtily, looked at the stonewall, at the floor.

Nothing, and Kang despaired. He had hoped for atrickle of water, anything to bathe hisface, cool
his scales that were spreading wide with the heet, forcing hislipsto draw back in arictus grin. Histongue
lolled.

The dragon had been watching him. It wasn't toying with him, as one of the petty-minded, vengeful
slver dragonswould have done. Thisdragon did not immediately attack-because, Kang had the feding,
it didn't see any need to. He couldn't blame it. Why waste the energy? He was going to be dead of the
heat before long.

The dragon continued dragging its huge body up from the pit. The stone floor and walls radiated heat.
Kang felt asif hewere being roasted divein adow oven.

"Water! Your Mgesty! | beg you—"

Thewand flared blue in his hand. Power irradiated the wand, Sartling Kang so much that he amost
dropped it

Water, ice cold and wonderful, splashed down on Kang. Water flowed from the walls, washed over
the floor. Water eased the pain of the burns on hisfeet, cooled his body, revived his mental processes.

The water gushed in atorrent from tire ceiling. It ran down the floor, cascaded into the pit. Steam
rosein clouds.

Shaking off the lethargy that had almost been lethal, Kang doshed about in the water, tried
desperately to think of hisnext spell, aspdll that would kill the dragon. The water continued to pour
down, the chamber wasfilling with steam. Kang momentarily lost sight of the fiery cresture.

But he could hear it roar, and it sounded asif it wasin pain. Lurching forward, trying to see, Kang
came within Sght of the dragon and discovered that his spell was having an unexpected effect.

A torrent of water, flooding down from above, was washing over the dragon. Its scales, congtricting
from the hest, were cracking. The dragon'sred glow was dimming. It roared again in fury.

Water continued to pour down upon the dragon. Thefiery light it had brought into the cavern started
to diminish. The dragon's roar became art enraged howl. It had managed to pull the upper portion of its
body from the flaming pit, but the lower portion remained in the lava bel ow, and the upper part was
cooling rapidly.

The dragon snapped at Kang, but its movements were duggish and dow, and the draconian easily
dodged out of the way. The dragon's claws scraped againgt the rock. The top portion of the body was
growing heavy, the bottom could no longer support it. The dragon was retregting, sinking back into the
pit.

Kang panted in relief, relief that was short-lived. Asfar as he knew, the one way out was through this
chamber. If he alowed the dragon to escape now, it would probably revive. Hewould only haveto fight
it later. He had to prevent it from escaping back intoitslair.

The water that had been a blessing now proved a curse. It was over Kang's knees, made movement
difficult. Kang floundered through the flood, but it was obviousthat by the time he reached thefire
dragon, close enough to stick asword into it, the dragon wouldn't be there anymore.

He would have now traded all this water for afew bouldersto come crashing down...



"Mud!" Kang said, looking up & the celling.

Nothing happened, but thistime he was prepared. 'l beg Your Mgesty ..."

The wand flared blue. The stone ceiling of the cavern above the dragon transformed”™ oozed, and
liquefied. An avalanche of mud descended upon the dragon, mud rained down into the pit. Soon the mud
completely covered the dragon's upper body and head. Kang could no longer seeit or hear it. The
dragon'stail thrashed up from the pit, flicking molten lava about the walls, but soon the tail went flaccid.
Kang could only assume the dragon was dead.

Kang sucked in a shuddering bream. He was about to leave, to go seeif he could catch up with Sith
and the rest of the command, when the floor and the walls started to shiver.

Looking up, Kang knew immediately what was happening. The shifting mud could no longer hold the
weight of the celling aboveit. Thispart of the chamber was going to come crashing down on top of him.

Kang started running toward the exit, the way held entered, only to seeit vanishiinadiding wal of
mud and rock that would soon overtake him- He was abouit to suffer the same fate as the dragon.

Turning, Kang ran the Only way he could run, the only way left open to him. He ran farther, deeper
into the chamber.

He could not see for the steam, but he recalled that he had seen an exit at the chamber'sfar end. It
was along distance away, and to reach it he had to pass near the fiery pit.

Kang ran, ran fagter than héld ever runin hislife, hisfeet doshing through the water. The floor doped
uphill, the water was shdlower here. And then he was on dry stone, hot stone. He gritted histeeth against
the pain of hisburned and blistered feet and kept running.

Hewas circling around the pit, giving it awide berth, when he caught a glimpse of movement, of the
rock within heaving and rolling toward the surface.

Eyes, black and empty, stared from the pit.

Chapter Thirty-Eight

The dwarvestook afew tentative steps insgde the chamber. The heat was oppressve, the fumes
difling. The pit of molten rock glowed hotter than asmithy's hottest fire. Those daring enough to look at it
saw lava bubble and churn. The exit was off to their |€ft, at about aninety-degree angle. The pit was
straight ahead.

The dwarvesfell back againsgt the cavern's smooth walls and crept dong the edges. Hest boiled out of
the pit, asense of dread wrung the courage from every dwarf as he wrung the sweat from hisbeard. The
dwarves gripped their battle-axes and continued on.

"l saw eyed" Auger cried, pointing. "Eyesin the pit!"

The other dwarves cameto hdt. Their faces glistened with swest, the red of the molten lava gleamed
in the axe blades.

Selquist swallowed, tried to find some moisture in his dry mouth. He had never in hislife been so
scared. He would have never believed he could be this scared. He gave alight and carefree laugh, that
was rather spoiled by agulp inthe middle.

"What an imagination you have, Auger!" Selquist said, swallowing again and trying to control a
nervous tremor in his hands. He, too, had seen the eyes, but he was trying to ignore them. ™Y ou should
go to Palanthas and study to be abard. Those weren't eyes. It wasonly .. . only shadows. Keep
moving."

That order was eagerly obeyed. The dwarves wanted nothing more than to escape this place. They
had taken twenty steps and were till some distance from their destination, when aterrible bellow
sounded from the opposite side of the chamber.

The dwarves halted again, stared at each other.

"That was adraconian's voicel" cried Pestle,



"Firgt agrell, then eyeswith fire for eyebrows, now howling draconians,” Selquist muttered. "Those
blasted Daewar! There was no need to hide the treasure in such an inconvenient location.”

"Look! Off to theright!" Mortar was shouting.

Sdlquist looked, but an enormous stalactite blocked his view. The draconian bellowed again, shouting
words in atongue mat none of them understood. Thiswas followed by aflash of bright, unnatura blue
light and the sound of rushing water, coming from off to their right, on the other sde of the lava pit.

The dwarves weren't about to hang around and see what came next. They brokeinto arun. They
were dmost hadfway to their goa, when their goa suddenly vanished in acloud of hot steam.

The dwarves choked and gasped and blinked. Everything vanished in the thick fog, including each
other.

"Stand Hill!" Selquist yelled. "Keep together!"”

Every dwarf who heard this order assumed that it gpplied to every other dwarf, not him. Hewasthe
dwarf who wasto run for the exit. Each dwarf consequently stumbled about in the fog, shouting and
groping with his hands, endeavoring to find the way ouit.

Adding to the fear and confusion were the terrible noises coming from out of thefog, noises of a
draconian shouting and afrightful hissng and roaring. Thefog began to dissipate. Findly ableto see, the
dwarves discovered that they were scattered dl over the chamber-some periloudy closeto fdling in the
pit. At that moment, the floor and the walls Sarted to shake.

A sound of an avalanche thundered to their right. The cavern was caving in.

The dwarves headed—once more—for the exit with Salquist in thelead. He was the only dwarf to
have taken his own advice. When thefog rolled in, he stopped in histracks and waited for it to dear. As
soon as he could locate the exit, he ran that direction. A shout behind him caused him to turn his head.
Involuntarily, he dowed his pace.

A dwarf stood in front of the glowing pit. He appeared to have turned to solid rock, for he wasn't
moving, and something ingde the pit was. A head of flame and smoke, with eyes as empty aseternity
surged upward.

Selquist had never seen adragon before, much less adragon made of fire, but he wasimmediately
ableto identify this cresture as afire dragon. The one thing he knew about fire dragons wasthat he
should not remain long in the vicinity of one.

The dragon shot amouthful of flame on the dwarf, who was ingtantly ablaze. Screaming in agony, the
dwarf flailed about, took amisstep, and tumbled with a horrible shriek into the pit of molten rock.

Dread and awe rendered Selquist and all the rest of the dwarvesincapable of movement or thought.
Another one of their number became aliving torch, set ablaze by the dragon's breath. The beast was
pulling itsalf out of the pit, its head swivding to keep itsvictimsingght.

Selquist redized suddenly that, unless someone did something, they weredl goingto die.

"What are we doing? What's come over us?' he asked and struck himsdlf severa times on the
forehead to bash away the dreadful feding of helplessness.

This accomplished, he endeavored to rouse hisfriends.

"Auger! Run! Pestle, you idiot! Get away from mere! Mortar, you moron—Oh, Reorx take the fools!
What would they ever do without me?

The empty black eyesfocused on Ve lmer, who stood shivering in his boots. His battle-axe fell to
floor, struck the rock with adull clang. The dragon drew in a breeth.

Sdquist hefted his own battle-axe and let fly.

Unfortunately, Selquist had never been much good at axe-tossing. Hed aways had better thingsto
do with histime than hang about hurling axesinto trees, afavorite amusement of the more militant anong
the dwarves. Sd-quist sarmswere not particularly muscular, being better suited to climbing nimbly into
second-story windows than heaving large and heavy weapons through the air. Hisaim was not true. He
didn't get any lift or height, asis advisable when hurling axes a dragons.



Sdlquist missed the dragon completely, but he did hit something. He struck Velmer—fortunately with
the dull end of the axe.

Vellmer toppled like afelled tree. The dragon's bubble of flame burst harmlesdy over the brew
meder,

Sdlquist's attack may have missed the mark, but it kindled the fire of courage in the hearts of the other
dwarves.

"Attack!" Mortar shouted. A much better hand at axe-throwing, he hurled his blade at the dragon. It
struck the beast in the left eye.

The dragon thrashed about, flinging its head from side-to-side. The eye was a bloody mass, oozing
down the dragon's cheek.

Encouraged, taking advantage of the dragon's distraction, the other dwarves threw their axes—and
anything e se they held—at the fire dragon. Under cover of thefire, Sdlquist ran forward. Auger and
Pestle were bending over Velmer, trying vainly to revive him.

"Hurry! Drag him out the door!" Selquist grabbed hold of the unconscious brew master by hiscollar.
"l expect free dwarf spiritsfor ayear for this! Y ou two, take hisarms.”

Pestle and Mortar each caught hold of an arm and they started hauling Ve lmer in the direction of the
exit.

The dwarves had run out of weaponsto throw at the dragon. They kept up the attack however,
hurling rocks, waterskins, and even their own hobnailed boots.

Stunned by the barrage, the dragon started to sag to the floor. But it was not finished yet. Shaking its
fiery mane, it swiveled its good eye around to find and destroy these annoying pests.

"Retreat!" Selquist shouted when it was gpparent mat they had nothing more to throw.

The dwarvesturned and fled, stopping only to pick up any of their injured dong the way.

The dragon made a sudden surge forward, flame erupting from itsjaws. The gout of flame caught
severd of those nearest the pit. Burning embers clung to their domes and set their hair and beards dight.
They sumbled and fell, cried out to their comrades not to abandon them.

A low, warbling chant sounded from somewhere behind the dragon. A draconian ran forward,
emerging from out of the red-tinged darkness, chanting hiswar cry asheran. Heheld agleaming wand in
one hand, his sword in the other and his breast and head were protected by a coat of sparkling white
frost/that glittered like armor. Asthe draconian closed on the dragon, the yefl increased in volume, grew
higher in pitch. The dra-conian'swar cry was picked up and shouted by the other draconians, coming to
theaid of their commander.

Thedragon tried to find these new foes, but they were attacking &t it from seemingly every direction.
Thefirst draconian ran in, ducked benegath the teeth that snapped at him. The magical frost armor began
to melt in the terrible heat, but it protected the draconian long enough for him to drive his sword straight
into the beast's right eye.

The dragon flung its head Sdeways, attempting to did odge the sword. The draconian held on, driving
the sword deeper, until it seemed he was about to be carried into the burning pit Letting go at the last
possible moment, hefell heavily to the floor. The dragon opened itsjaws and was about to devour him
when the rest of the draconians arrived and formed a defensive perimeter around their falen leader. One
of them grabbed the big draconian and dragged him away from the pit.

"Now!" Mortar shouted, and with afew of the others he ran back to rescue those dwarves who had
fdlen, asssting memto safly.

Draconian swords flashed in the red light, stabbing and thrusting. The dragon lurched its head upward
and lashed out with its powerful daws. A swipe caught one of the Bozaksin the back, impaling him. The
Bozak struggled amoment, then went limp.

"Take cover!" Sdlquist cried. He had seen aBozak die once. He knew what was coming. "Duck!
Everyond"

The draconians evidently knew what was coming aswell. They began to run, scuttling back for the



entrance. The draconian who carried the wand crawled on his hands and kneesin the opposite direction.

The Bozak's flesh crumbled, leaving a skeleton. The dragon was endeavoring to shake the skeletdl
remains from its claw, when the bones exploded. The dragon's head burst asunder, fire erupted from its
skull. It tumbled into the pit.

"By Reorx, therés more of them!" Mortar cried in dismay.

The magmain the pit churned. Red waves of fire crashed on the rock shore.

"There must be hundreds!” Pestle gasped.

"Good," said Sdlquist, rubbing his hands.

"Good?" Auger screeched. "Areyou crazy?'

"l am quite sane," Salquist said coally. "This means we don't have to worry about the draconians any
more. Their timeisgoing to be fully occupied.”

Standing in the exit, Selquist motioned, yelled, "Down the tunnd. Thisway! Quickly now] "

A third dragon was crawling up out of the pit It looked to be the biggest yet, and there were more
behind it.

"Have those beasties cleaned out by the time we're ready to come back, will you?' he yelled to the
draconians.

The dwarves helped tile wounded to their feet. Thisincluded Ve lmer, who demanded to know what
hed hit him.

"A draconian,” said Selquist promptly. He pointed. "That big guy there, with the crumpled wing.”

Velmer growled, rubbed hisheed. "I'll fix him," he said savagely.

"You'll haveto get inline. The dragon has dibs. And don't you have ajob to do?"

Velmer recaled that he did. Turning, he began to run on wobbly legs, followed therest of the
dwarves down the tunnel—the tunnd that was, findly, going to lead them to the treasure.

Selquist was about to chase after them, when a thought occurred to him.

"Mortar! Pestle! Wait herewith mejust aminute," hecaled. 'l have anidea

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Kang lay face down, staring with horror into the bubbling magma. He had once, during a battle near
Pax Tharkas, stumbled across anest of vipers. The snakes had been twined around each other ina
writhing knot, so that one could not tell meir numbers or even where one snake began and another snake
ended.

Dazed from the heat, Kang saw countless eyes> empty eyes, staring back at him, saw incalculable
numbers of thefire dragons twisting and turning, crawling over each other, rising full-grown from the
molten lavaof which they were the magica embodiment.

If these creatures escaped, they would not only overrun Thorbardin, they would decimate Krynn.
This, heredlized dowly, isthe Dark Queen'stask for us. Not to kill one or two of the fire dragons. To
destroy the viper's nest.

He shifted his eyes that burned with pain inside their socketsto gaze at the wand.

"She never intended for usto survive thismission,” Kang redlized. "We are her doom brigade, like the
fabled knightswho rodein the last battle with . .. what'shisname .. ." Kang couldn't think clearly. "Huma
or somesuch.” It didn't matter anyway.

"Srl Sr!" A voicewasyeling & him. "Commander!”

Kang wished the voice would shut up. Why couldn't they leave him done for once? What wasit
now? Expecting him to get them out of trouble again? Expecting him to savetheir scaly hidesthistime?
They were going to bein for a big disappointment. He was going to go to deep and sink into thefire...

Water splashed over him. It sizzled on hishot scales, but it brought him back to consciousness. A



clawed hand had grabbed him by the harness, was dragging him back away from the pit.

The hand dumped him on the floor afew paces away.

"Youdl right, 9r?" Sith asked. He held adwarven waterskin in his hands.

Kang sat up. He couldn't answer with words, his throat was raw, and his breathing was |abored. But
he managed to nod his head.

"Youjust rest here, sr. Well deal with thesewyrms.” Slifli was off before Kang could reply, returning
to the battle.

"We haveto kill them," Kang said, talking to himself, stupid from the hest, the fumesand hispain.
"Kill them dl. Those are my orders.

But it looked asif it was going to be the other way around. The dragon impaed aBozak on its claw.
Kang saw the Bozak die. He had just strength enough Ieft to crawl out of the way before the explosion.

Thefire dragon died, but the head of another reared up to take it& place. Kang heard a second
exploson. Another Bozak dead. How could they fight a creature they couldn't even get close to without
szzling. He sat on the floor, gazing around at nothing, a strange and terrible lethargy affecting him. He
waswaiting to die.

Hisaimless gaze lifted to the cavern's enormous domed ceiling. Stalactites, made of rock melted by
the heat, |ooked like enormous teeth. Once black, the staactites glistened red in the light of the fire. Kang
might have been ingde amaw of some gresat creature, whose mouth wasfilled wMi fangs- A mouth
about to closeonthemall....

"That'sit,” said Kang.

Hewas on hisfedt, the lethargy gone. He searched for, found Slith, fighting some distance away.

"Retrest!" Kang bellowed, hisvoice booming through the cavern. "Withdraw!"

Slith looked around, stared a him to seeif he'd heard correctly.

Kang waved, pointed to the chamber entrance that was located directly behind the draconians.
"Retreat!" he shouted. Histhroat was raw. He tasted blood. "Go back out me way you came!™

Slith nodded once. His voice snapped orders, and the draconians began an orderly retresat, taking
their wounded with them. No panic, like the undisciplined dwarves. It was no rout. Thefire dragons
swooped and snapped after them, flameflared al around them. Several more draconiansfell, but the rest
did not break ranks, did not falter.

Kang watched them. Pride for hismen swelled in hisbreast. It was agood fedling, agood feding to
go out on. He waited until the last draconian was clear. Slith turned, and it was only at that moment that
he redlized his commander had not followed.

Slith appeared on the verge of racing back to the rescue. Thank the Dark Queen, he held his position.
He knew Kang had a plan, trusted hisjudgment.

Kang wished he could fed ascertain.

One of thefire dragons, angry at losing its prey, turned and saw Kang. The".fire dragon lunged at
him, jaws opening wide.

Kang raised the wand and pointed it—not at the dragon—but at the ceiling of the cavern.

"Next time, tell ustheirWi, Vottr Mgesty/ he said quietly. "Y ou don't haveto trick usinto serving
you."

The wand glowed blue. The glow brightened, tendrils of lightning twined acrossits surface. Kang felt
anger, his Queen'sanger. It was not directed at him, but at the fate that was crushing her, that would
soon drive her from her throne, her world. He did not know or understand it then, but thiswas Takhisiss
last petulant act, her fina burst of fury, ahand dap across the face of the Father who had come to avenge
himsdf on his godchildren.

Blue-white jagged lightning burst from the wand, struck the celling directly above ine fire dragons pit.
Stdactites exploded, showering down huge chunks of rock. Boulders crashed into the pit, smashed the
bodies of the fire dragons. Some lay crushed near the edge of the pit. Others managed to escape and



disappeared rapidly, diving into the pit's molten depths.

Boulders crashed aroand Kang, aswell, but he remained standing, keeping the beam of dazzling light
amed at the ceiling. The beam of light was protecting him from the chunks of ceiling hurtling down on top
of him, abenefit he hadn't expected, but for which he was certainly thankful. Striking the halo of light that
surrounded him, the rocks bounced harmlesdy off, rolled to thefloor.

More rock tumbled down. Rock dust rose into the air, lava splashed in great gouts around the cavern
room. Kang could no longer seethe calling, but he kept the light aimed in that direction.

A deep rumbling shook the chamber. A crack appeared at Kang's feet, spread to the rim of the
magma pit. The floor was beginning to bresk apart, shatter.

"Sir!" That was Shith's voice, howling through the chaos.

Kang started to back up, one footstep at atime, fedling his way toward the exit behind him, the exit
the dwarves had taken. He kept his gaze and his thoughts concentrated on the destruction of the cavern.

It was much darker in the room now. Thefiery light was dying, asthe pit filled with debris. Hopefully,
this meant that the fire dragons were dying. The only light was the radiant blue light surrounding him and,
suddenly, that light went out.

The wand went dead in Kang's hand.

Rocks struck him, smdl ones, shards flying through the air, lacerating scale and skin. A boulder
crashed down beside him, narrowly missing him. A chunk the sze of afist struck his shoulder. Another
rock tore one of hiswings.

The cavern room was caving in. Kang made aconvulsive legp for safety. Helanded on hisbelly,
cracked his ribs and knocked the breath from his body. He couldn't breathe, couldn't move. Thefloor
beneath him heaved and shook. Rocks thundered and crashed around him.

Short, dark figures surrounded him. Hands grabbed him, hands with fingers, not claws. Hairy faces
bent over him. The dwarveslifted him up by his harness and dragged him toward the exit. There, they
dropped him.

Kang raised his head, stared dimly at them. His strength was almost gone.

One of the dwarves|eaned down, plucked the wand from Kang's nerveless hand.

"Nice doing busnesswith you," the dwarf said, and dashed off.

And then al was dark around Kang.

All wasdark insde him..

Chapter Forty

Coughing from the rock dust that rolled out of the dragon's chamber in grest, choking clouds, Sdquist
dowed hisrunto awalk. He kept awary eye on the ceiling, but though it shook and shivered, it did not
seem prepared to tumble down on top of him.

"Y ou Hylar dwarves build one hdl of afine, surdy tunndl," Selquist told any of their dead who
happened to be lounging about.

"Whered everyone go?" Auger asked nervoudly.

"Probably out of theway of the dust,” Pestle said, hisvoice muffled by his handkerchief, which hetied
over hismouth.

"There, | think | seethem.” Sdlquist pointed.

Theflickering light of atorch was bardly visible through the murky dust. Burned and blistered, but
otherwise dive, their comrades were gathered together beneath a huge support beam, obvioudy
expecting the whole mountain to come crashing down about their ears. The dwarves were asorry sight,
bereft of their weapons, most of them barefoot.

"Who'sthat?' cried out avoice, peering through the dust.

Sequist started to reply but at that moment acloud of dust flew down histhroat, making breathing



interesting and talking impossible. He choked and spit until he wasfinaly ableto gasp, "Me!”

"And Mortar and Pestle and Auger,” Auger added.

"If sSdquist. We thought you were dead,” said Vel-mer in atonewhich implied that al hisfondest
hopes had been dashed. "What's going on back there?Isit the fire dragons?”’

"Arethey coming after us?' another dwarf asked fearfully.

"Thedraconians,” growled another. "They're coming after us.”

Selquist shook his head, coughed a couple of more times, then waved hishandsin theair, banishing
their fears and getting rid of the dust a the sametime.

"No need to worry abouit fire dragons or draconians. They've killed each other. Brought the whole
bloody cave down on top of themselves. We saw it."

He indicated Auger, Mortar and Pestle, who al nodded solemnly.

"That'sdl very weH!" shouted Velmer, cdutching the side of the tunnd to remain standing while the
floor shook benegth their feet. "But if snot going to do us much good if they bring the cave down on us,
too!"

The rambling ceased. All was quiet. Therock dust hung in the air, and then began to dowly settle.

The dwarves listened, heard nothing.

"What did | tell you?' Selquist said. "All dead.” He hummed afew bars of adwarven love song,
looked extremely pleased with himsdlf. "Now, aren't you glad | brought those draconians aong?”

"Not particularly.” Velmer rubbed his sore head. "What's that you're holding?’

Selquist recdled, too late, that the magic wand wasin plain view. He quickly shoved it up hisdeeve.

"Oh, nothing,” he said cardlesdy.

"It looked like amagic wand. The same wand that grell was carrying,” Velmer said in disapproving
tones. "The same wand that killed poor Moorthane.”

"Maybeitis. Maybeitisn't." Selquist shrugged. "One magic wand looks alot like another, & least in
my experience. Let's get amove on. Thetreasureroom isredly close, as| remember. Where's that
mep?"

But the dwarves were not to be sidetracked.

Auger looked shocked. "Isthat what you stole from that dead draconian?' Hisface wrinkled. "1 don't
mink it'sright to sted from the dead, Sdlquist.”

"It may not beright, but if ssafe," Salquist muttered.

"That wand isan artifact of evil,” Mortar observed righteoudy. "I think you should get rid of it and
men sy aprayer to Reorx, begging hisforgiveness.”

"I'U say aprayer to Reorx, dl right,” Selquist said into hisbeard. "Ask him to pick up thewholelot of
you and drop you down in Kendermore.”

"Y ou remember what trouble that holy symbal of the Dark Queen was, before you got rid of it,"
Pestle reminded him.

The wand was cold againgt Selquist's skin and, a mis, he did fed amomentary touch of misgiving.
Fortunately logic—which was aready ca culating the va ue of the rubies and sapphires, emerdds,
diamonds, and what appeared to his experienced eye to be some quite fine black opals—won out over
Superdtition.

"That was aholy symbal," Sdlquist explained. "Of course the Dark Queen was miffed over my
geding it. She considered it... sac ... sacrilegious.”" He spoke the large and well-educated-sounding word
proudly.

"Thiswand isnothing to her! Magic. Pooh!" Sdquist snapped hisfingers. " She wouldn't give two
ghoulsfor it. Her son isthe one who'sin charge of magic, you see, and from what 1've heard Nuitari is
relaxed, easy-going, afun-loving type of guy. Hewouldn't go about putting curses on people just
because they happened to pick up amagic wand or two that was lying about, unwanted.”

The other dwarves did not appear convinced. They cast Selquist dark, sidelong glances and most



edged away from him.

"You are soignorant,” Selquist continued in disparaging tones. "None of you think ahead. What
happens when the draconians crane after us? How are we going to fight them?' He displayed ihe wand.
"Withthis"

"Y ou sad the draconians were deed,” VVellmer reminded him.

"They are." SAlquist had forgotten his earlier satement. It had been atrying day for him, dedling with
grdls, fire dragons, and his dow-thinking brethren. "What | meant was grell. There could be morein the
treasure room. That's probably where the grell picked up the wand in the first place.”

Velmer consdered mis point, admitted it might have some merit.

"Do you know how to use that wand?" he demanded.

"Of course" said Sdquist.

Vellmer appeared dubious, but he only shrugged and said, "L et's get going, men. Weve got eggsto
crack. And don't point that thing at me," he added, glowering back at Selquist, who had been waving the
wand about experimentally.

"Y ou don't know how to useit, do you?"' Auger whispered, marching dong beside hisfriend.

"Not redly,” Selquist admitted. He tucked the wand back up his deeve. "But how hard can it be?
Draconians used it, after dl, and everyone knowsthey have dl the brains of sand lizards. So just keep
your mouth shut, Auger. | know what I'm doing.”

Auger sghed and shook his head. He was nothing if not loya, however, and he had faith in Sdquit,
30 he kept quiet. The dwarves started off, Vellmer leading the way. Dwarves are resilient and not
strongly imaginetive, nor proneto dwell on the past. Theterror and horror of the battle with the fire
dragons was aready arting to fade from their minds.

They were sorry for their fallen comrades, but the thought of chestsfilled with steel coins, with gold
and silver nuggets, with rare and wondrous jewel s assuaged their grief. The dead would each receive a
fair share, asthe dwarven dead have always shared with the living.

Sequist fingered the bluewand in hishand. "'l can makeit work," he said confidently. "I know | can!"

The dwarves up ahead of him cameto astop.

"What isit?' Selquist asked, pushing hisway through to the front. Jfee lead dwarves had rounded a
tight bend in the shaft. Before them was alarge cavern.

"Thismustit," Selquist said, hisvoicetight with excitement. " Shinethe light in therel™

The dwarves had only managed to save asingle torch, the rest having been tossed at the dragon. The
dwarf carrying the light edged into the chamber entrance, shone the torch around. The cavern was long,
shallow, and amogt ditinctive shape,

"Yes" said Sdquist. "I'm positive thisit. | recognize the shape, like ahaf moon! The antechamber is
back there somewhere."

"Let's make surethere aren't any nasty surprisesin this chamber,” Mortar said. "Whao'sgoing in first?"

"Selquid!" The vote was unanimous.

"Y ou have the wand, after al,” Velmer said in what Selquist consdered anasty tone.

"Oh, dl right," Selquist grumbled. Grabbing the torch, holding it in one hand and thewand in the
other, he entered the chamber.

The rest of the dwarves gathered outside to watch.

Selquist walked about the entire chamber. It was agreeably empty.

"All clear," caled Sdquist to hisown admitted vast relief.

The dwarves swarmed inside, searched hagtily around.

This chamber was very much like the other chambers through which they had passed. Discarded
toolslittered the floor, mined rock was piled up a one end. Theiron rails entered it, but they didn't leave
it. They ran straight into asolid rock wall. Not asingle stedl coin was on the floor, nary ajewd glittered
from out the pile of rock.



"Where'sthe treasure?" Veltaier demanded.

"Behind that wall," said Sdlquigt. "It'sfase" he added.

The dwarvesregarded the wall in consternation. The wall ran the entire length of the chamber. Forty
dwarves could have lined up in front of it and still not reached the end. It was built of huge chunks of
rock that appeared to have been fused together by some sort of substance which had now become hard
astherock itself. The dwarves had lost dll their tools, those having been handed over to the fire dragon
aong with their boots and weapons.

"We havetools" Selquist said, seeing eighteen pair of glowering eyesturning hisdirection.
"Compliments of the Mylar." He pointed to apile of discarded digging devices.

Mortar grabbed hold of apick, only to have the head fal off the handle. "The rest of thetoolsaren't in
much better shape,” he reported.

"We don't have to bresk through the entirewdll,” Salquist said, "just aportion of it. The antechamber
isn't very big. The Daewar opened up asection of misfalsewall mat had been built by the Hylar ages

Selquist recaled me notes | eft by the scribe. "They hid the treasure and then put afase front over it,
making it look likethe rest of thewall. If we can find that part, we should be able to knock the fase wall
ineedly."

The dwarves spread out and began rapping on thewall with their knuckles, hoping to find a portion
that sounded hollow. Selquist, taking the torch, began to carefully examine the wall, searching for some
sort of mark or sgn which might indicate mat it was false. He walked the entire length of the wall and was
forced to admit defedt.

"Wherein the Name of Reorx isit?" Pestle demanded, frustrated.

"l don'tthink it'shereat dl," said Ve lmer grimly. "I think Selquist brought us down here on akender's
errand!”

"I'vefound it!" caled Mortar excitedly.

Sdlquigt wiped the swest torn, his brow. He never doubted himsalf-7-at least not for long—but he
was certainly glad to hear those words.

Mortar knocked againgt the wall with the head of the broken pick. In one place, the pick thumped. In
another, it rang. Their flagging energy revived, the dwarves gathered around to watch. Using the handle
of the pick, Mortar scratched out an area on the rock that appeared to be the entrance to the treasure
chamber.

Excited, practically able to smell the wedlth, the dwarves went to work with awill. Scrounging up
toals, they beat on the wall with hammers and picks. In some cases, the more enthusiastic tried to tear
through the rock with ther fingernails.

Chipsflew. Auger knocked aholein thewall, discovered that it was made of only asingle layer of
rocks.

"Stop! Wait amoment!" Sdquist called. "Letmelook.”

The dwarves ceased their labors, backed off.

Selquist brought historch forward. The opening was large enough for himto thrust hisfist ingde. He
bent down, peered inside.

"Kegp going! Thisisit!" heydledin excitement.

The dwarves continued their work, their efforts redoubled. The hole expanded. A good hit from
Mortar knocked another large piece out. The hole was now nearly wide enough for adwarf to poke his
head through.

"Wait! Let melook again!”

The hammers stopped. Selquist thrust the torch inside, peered in. The light flashed on something
metallic. Thetorch light wavered. Salquist's hand was shaking so he nearly dropped it. Hadtily, he
withdrew from the hole.



"l saw it!" he said, hisvoice trembling. Hewastrembling al over. "l saw it, | tell you! Gold, sted,
slver, jewds. It'sdl therel"

The dwarves bashed at the wall with such vigor that it crumbled beneath the blows. Sharp bits of
rock flew about the chamber, inflicting minor cuts that no one noticed. Those dwarveswho did not have
tools hauled the rock off to one side to make room for the others to work.

"We'rethrough!" Mortar shouted, ecstatic. He dropped the hammer. The dwarves surged forward,
struggling to enter the smal aperture. Selquist managed to squeezeinddefirst. Behind him, the other
dwarves pushed and shoved.

Holding the torch high, Selquist stood still and stared. For oncein hislife, he was too awed and
amazed, charmed and dazzled, to speak. One by one the other dwarves clambered into the room. They,
too, looked around and fell silent.

They had found the stolen treasure of Neraka

Chapter Fourty-One

Kang woke to pain and silence and darkness. He could not remember exactly what had happened,
but he knew that he should be dead, and he was vaguely surprised that he wasn't. He lay quite ill, afraid
to move, afraid to find out what was broken. His head throbbed, as did his shoulder, and hewas
conscious of acrushing weight on one leg. Hisribs hurt abominably, every time he took abream.

The thought came to him of the draconians with the broken backs, how they sat dl day, mending
leather. Kang gritted histeeth and tried to move hislegs. Rock shifted and clattered to the floor. Pain
shot through hisleft leg, but it moved, and so did the right.

Kang spent aquiet moment relaxing in relief. Then he wondered why he should be rdlieved. Hewas
going to die. What difference did it makeif he died acripple or not?

Lying there, done and hurting in the darkness, Kang faced the fact that his quest was over. He had no
idea how long he'd been unconscious, but the dwarves had undoubtedly reached the treasure room by
now. They had reached it and destroyed the dragon eggs.

There was nothing the draconians could have done to stop them anyhow. Not after Kang's decision
to bring down part of the mountain on top of the fire dragons. He had obeyed Her Mg esty's orders, he
had destroyed the fire dragons. In doing so, he had doomed his race to extinction.

But he had obeyed orders, and that was asoldier'sfirst duty.

He could see nothing in the darkness. He could not see walls or aceiling.

Sowly, carefully, shifting hisweight by increments, Kang crawled out from beneath the rock cairn that
covered him. Each movement was agony, but he forced himsdlf to go on. Fedling about with his hands,
he discovered mat, although he had survived the cave-in, he was now trapped in the shaft. There
appeared to be no way out. He could not even remember in what direction the exit lay. Hewas
surrounded by fallen rock and wreckage.

Buried dive. Nothing to do but watt for death, wait to die of thirst, Sarvation ...

Kang shook off the despair. True, the situation appeared hopeless. He might well die, but he'd do so
only after held done everything possible to save himsalf. He sat down again to give the matter logica
thought. He sat down to mink it over asan engineer.

The cavern's high, domed ceiling had come crashing down on top of the lava pit, which meant that
much of the rock would have fdlen into the pit itsdf. The rest of the rock would have formed amound
over the pit, rather like an enormous ant hill. The areawhere Kang lay—the former exit—;was on the
edge of the destruction. The rock and debriswould not be as deep here. He should be able tp find away
out.

Kang used hishandsto fed about him, to gain some vague idea of thesize of theareain
which hewastrapped and the extent of the cave-in. He began pushing aside smaller rocks,



sniffing, hoping to scent fresh air, which would mean that he had discover ed an adjoining tunnel
or mine shaft

Placing his hands on an enormous boulder, he gave it a heave and felt it wobble. He was
tempted to shoveit out of hisway, but forced himsdf to feel all around the boulder firg, totry
tofind why it was ungtable, to capitalize on that instability. The boulder was precarioudy
balanced on top of another. Kang levered hisweight against the boulder and eased it forward.
It tumbled to one side, forming an opening into alarger area. Kang rolled the boulder out of the
way.

Cool air touched hisface, made his snout twitch with pleasure. And therewasnot only air,
but light! Dusty light, dim light, but by it Kang could now see wher e he was and what
surrounded him.

Kang thrust hisarmsand shouldersinto the aperture created by removing the boulder.
Crawling over crumbling, shifting rock, grunting from the pain of hisdamaged ribs, he climbed
out of die hole. The sharp rocks dug into his hands and knees. Hisleft leg burned every time he
moved it Either he had broken something, or he had a severe bruise. But thelight and the air
acted on him like dwarf spirits, intoxicating him and diminishing the pain.

Kang crawled out into thefiredragon's chamber, now vastly changed.

A new mountain had been formed, amountain of boulders and debris, amountain within amountain.
Light filtered in from acrack somewhere far, far above Kang. So far above him that he couldn't discover
the source. He was standing on what one might consider the new mountain's foothills.

He paused, trying to gain some sense of direction, but the chamber had changed so dramatically that
he had no ideawhere he was, where the entrances and the exits had been. He might dig for days without
discovering the way out, and Kang had only days|eft to him before he succumbed to thirst.

Hemight try to climb up the new mountain, to reach the source of the light. He eyed the enormous
jumble of boulders and fallen stalactites, piled precarioudy on top of each other, and abandoned that
idea. Even as he watched, one boulder fell, came bounding down the mountainside, sarting asmall
avaanche. The mountain was far too unstable and, in his present physical condition—injured, without
food or water—he'd never make it. He was little better off than he had been, except that at least now he
wouldn't die trapped in absolute darkness.

Admitting the futility of hisactions, Kang began to dig. He was scrabbling at the rockswhen he
became aware that the scraping sounds he was making couldn't account for al the scraping sounds he
was hearing.

Kang froze, arock in his hand. The sound continued amoment/ then it stopped. A few moments
later, it started again, then stopped again.

Kang grabbed hold of another rock and banged them together. Tap tap tap, pause. Tap tap, pause.
Tap.

Hewaited, breathless, his heart pounding, for areply.

Nothing.

He repeated the pattern. Tap tap tap, pause. Tap tap, pause. Tap.

Stll nothing. His hope waned.

Kang bowed his head, ready to give up. Why fight on? Why not just lay down and die? Despair
rushed in .to fill hopesvoid.

Then, he heard asound like metal on stone ring out from somewhere below him.

Tink tink tink,;pause. Tink tink, pause. Tink.

Kang answered, pounding his two rocks together in wild exultation.

The answer came back. It was his draconians! 1t had to be.

Pain vanished. Kang dug rapidly, franticaly, dug down through the rubble. He lost track of time, only
noticed vagudly that the column of light in the dust-filled chamber had shifted, waslengthening. An hour,



maybe two, had passed.

Kang heaved aside alarge stone. He wastired, moretired than he could ever remember feding in his
life. The pain returned with the weariness, jarred through him. It seemed he had torn every muscle, his
hands were raw and bleeding, his claws broken. He was desperately thirsty and hungry enough to have
started eating rock.

He kept digging. The sounds were getting closer. And then, he heard voices. His hands opened a
hole.

SMi'sface appeared, peering up a him. "Sir! Glad to seeyou! Areyou dl right? By the Queen, you
look awful. Youjust rest, Sr. Well have you out in haf an hour.”

He was gone, but he was back again dmost immediately. "It'sgood to seeyou dive, Sr!"

Kang went limp. He was dmost sobbing from fatigue and pain. "1 can't dig any more, Sim. | just
cant.”

Slith barked orders behind him, thealooked back worriedly to his commander. "Y ou relax, sir. Wdll
haveyou out innotime."

Kang lay in astupor, sprawled on the rocks. He knew he should be making plans, figuring out what
to do next. They weren't out of danger by any means. They might still be buried dive beneath the
mountain. He had to think . . . but the stern task master abandoned him, refused to cooperate.

"For oncein your life, let someone else take charge,” the task master told him.

Kang meekly obeyed, drifted off into exhausted deep.

A ydll woke him. The draconians had broken through.

Slith wastitlefirgt to reach him. With gentle hands, the draconians took hold of Kang, eased hint
carefully down into the shaft below.

Kang tried to stand, but his knees gave way. Slith helped him to a seated position pn aboulder.
Twelve draconians stood around him. They were covered in rock dust and blood, their scaleswere
charred and burnt, but every one of them was grinning.

"Water!" Kang croaked.

Slith handed Kang awaterskin. He drank, paused, drank some more, then handed the skin back.

"Any orders, Sir?' Slith asked. Reaching out, he attached something to Kang's harness—the
commander's meddlion.

Kang looked at it, shook his head. He couldn't mink of asingle thing to do. “No, Slith. No orders.”

"Then, gr," Slith said respectfully, "might | suggest that we continue on down the tunnel? We mink the
treasure room'’s a the other end.”

Kang gazed dazedly, stupidly at hissecond. "Y ou're saying that... the tunnel |leading to the treasure
Is.."

"Right here, Sir. You're dtting iniit. It's marked on the map, but the map shows that it was blocked off.
The cave-in must have opened it up.”

Kang prodded hisdull brain to action. He shook his head gloomily. "Evenif it does and we find the
treasure, the only way out is blocked off."

"Not s0, gr. The side tunnd isstill open. That's where we were when the roof fell in. We dug our way
through the rubble to where we figured we might find you. The routé's clear. It won't be easy, but we can
makeit."

"Youresureit leads... whereit's supposed to?' Kang couldn't believeit.

"l sent acouple of scoutsdown it, Sir. They reported back that the tunnel is not only free of debris,
but they heard the dwarves, making a big racket, banging and hammering. That was just a short time ago,
ar

Hammering. That means they haven't found the antechamber yet," Kang said.
"Either that or they've found it and they're trying to breek through.”
Slith spread out the map. Thelight from the crack in the mountain above them waswaning. He called



for the lantern.

"Look here, gr. Thetreasureislocated in this part of the antechamber. By the symbols, the dragon
eggs are over in thispart. Even if the dwarves do break through, they might be distracted by the treasure
long enough—"

Kang was on hisfeet, hope sparking hisweary, aching musclesinto action.

"Let'sgo,” he ordered.

Chapter Forty-Two

The dwarves were struck dumb. Speechless, they stared at the treasure, which was more wonderful,
more radiant, more beautiful, and more val uable than any—even Selquist—had dared dream.

Thiswasthe booty of an empire. A greedy, rapacious empire.

Sted coins spilled out of partially opened chests. Rubies and emerads, sapphires and diamonds, and
myriad other precious gems, sparkling in settings that were lovely and fantastic, lay strewn about the
floor, asif some clumsy lady-in-waiting had carelesdy overturned her mistresss jewel box.

Armor—dill bright, still polished, and obvioudy magica—was piled in acorner or stood silent
senting on stands againgt the wall. Wegpons that shone with afey light were stacked haphazardly against
awall.

Spellbooks of innumerable colorslined another wall.

Jumbled among them were magic scrolls, tied in ribbons of black, white, or red. Chests and casks,
unopened, ranged about the chamber, tantaizing the dwarves with the possibility of what further treasure
lay hidden from their Sght.

Sdquist seyesfilled with tears. He was forced to cling to Auger for support.

"By Reorx, thisis beautiful!" Sdquist wept.

Hiswords freed the dwarves from the spdllbound trance the sight of the treasure had cast over them.

They surged into the chamber, began rummaging around, opening lids, peering insde, exclamingin
wonder, crying out in joy. They stuffed their pockets with jewels, poured coins down their underwesr,
and mourned theloss of their boots, which they might have filled with even more loot.

It was a misjuncture, at the height of everyone's eation, mat Mortar made a devastating discover™.

"Sdquig!" he shouted.

It took sometime to attract Selquist's attention. He had dug his handsinto avat of steel coins, was
happily |etting the money trickle through hisfingers, dreaming of the paatid home he was planning to
build inthe city of Pdanthas.

"Selquist!” Mortar swatted his friend across the head.

Sdquigt findly turned to him. "What?" he asked in avoice tinged with dreams of avarice.

"Sdquigt, thetracksend,” Mortar said.

"S0?' Sdquist didn't see the problem.

"Thetracks cometo adead end!" Mortar repeated, hisvoicerisang in panic. "Thisisacul-de-sac.
Therésno way out!"

The last words were a shriek that echoed through the chamber. The other dwarves hated their
gloating and counting and turned pale faces toward Mortar. Selquist shrugged and was about to say that
they'd just go out the way they had comein, when he remembered that the way they had comein was
blocked by a couple hundred tons of rock. He gulped.

A chilling thought brushed cold fingers across the track of his neck. He might well be trapped down
here, trapped with no way out, trapped without food or water, trapped for eternity. It didn't take muchin
the way of imagination for Selquist to envision his skeletal remains draped over this chest of stedl pieces.

Hastily he fished out his map. The other dwarves garnered around him, the treasure forgotten. One



could not eat jewels, one could not drink gold.

Selquist searched and searched for another exit. He turned the map upside down, sideways, even
flipped it over on the back, though he knew well enough there was nothing there.

"Well?' Velmer demanded, hisvoice hoarse with anxiety.

Selquist swallowed again. "There... uh... doesn't ssemto be any ... well... any other route ... that is,
mat | can find. That doesn't mean that there isn't,” he concluded, trying to end on a hopeful note.

The dwarves glared at him. Severd, including Vdlmer, gnashed their teeth and clenched their figts.

"Thisisn't my fault!" Selquist protested. "If it hadn't been for those stupid draconians who caused the
cave-in, wewould have—" He paused. The thought of the draconians had just given him anidea.

"Say," said Auger, who'd been exploring in another part of the chamber and hadn't heard the terrible
news, "l'vejust found awhole chest loaded with eggs. Do you think those are the dragon eggs?”

"Gresat," Pestle muttered. "At least we can live off those eggs for awhile. That should keep us dive for
aweek or two."

"They're not very fresh," said Auger.

"Of coursenot, youidiot!" Pestle glowered a him. "Thaf swhy we're dl going to die down here!™

"Huh? Die?" Auger tooted blank. "What'd | miss?"*

"Only that Selquist hasted usinto adead end,” said Vellmer.

"And Sdquis/ said Sequist proudly and disdainfully, "will leed you out.”

"Yeah? How?' The dwarvesregarded him doubtfully.

Selquist pulled thewand out of hisdeeve. "Thisisthe very wand which the draconians used to bring
down the calling. | will useit to tunndl through the rock.”

The dwarves looked hopeful, gazed at the wand and at Selquist with new respect.

"Right," he said briskly, forestaling the question of how he was going to make the wand work. "Let's
get busy. We have to catalog everything we find down here. Since we can't make use of theiron carts,
wewon't be ableto haul al the treasure out, so welll just have to take the most va uable objects and
leave the rest until we can return with more manpower.

"While I'm busy finding the best spot to tunnel through, the rest of you determine what we take and
what we leave behind."

That should keep everyone occupied for agood long while, Selquist thought. Long enough for him to
figure out how to use the wand.

Already, the dwarves were practicaly coming to blows, arguing over whether magica sted bracers
were as valuable as ordinary diamond bracelets and whether or not they should haul out the spellbooks
now or leave them behind in favor of the arcane wegpons.

"Show me those dragon eggs,” Selquist said to Auger, and the two started off for adark and
secluded part of the antechamber. Selquist intended to get in alittle wand practice.

Pleasad to show off hisdiscovery. Auger led hisfriend to alarge chest. The latch had been broken
long before the dwarves arrived, probably by the Daewar, who had never bothered to replaceit Auger
pried open thelid, proudly exhibited hisfind. Sdlquigt, interested in spite of himsalf, peeredin.

Nestled in straw wer eten dragon eggs, each the size of a large watermelon. The eggswere
siver and gold, bronze, brass, and copper. They were smooth and perfectly shaped and would
have been exquisitely lovely, if it hadn't been for the faint, sickly, greenish light that began to
emanate from them the moment Selquist drew near.

"What's causing that glow?" Auger asked, alarmed.

" Probably the spdll that the black-robed mages and dark clericscast over them,” Selquist
said. Hewas equally alarmed but trying not to show it " I mink you should shut theM.."

1 think so, too," Auger said and reached out atentative hand. Hisarm appear ed to have
difficulty obeying, however, for hisfingerswouldn't even come dose.

"1 can't> Selquist,” hecried in astrangled voice. " Help! | can't move my arm!”



Selquist grabbed hold of hisfriend'sarm, forced it down, and dragged Auger away from the
chest and into adark corner.

"Forget mat,” hesaid. " Let Vellmer deal with it. He'sthe one who wantsto break the eggs.
You and | haveto figure out how thiswand works."

"1 thought you said it wasgoing to be easy,” Auger pointed out. " Even draconianswith
lizard brainsused it, you said."

"Maybel should just hand it to you, then, lizard-brain," Selquist retorted. He was beginning
tobeinabad mood. " I'm certain | can useit. | just haveto practice a bit, thafsall."

Sdlquist thought back to the fire dragon pit, recalled the draconian using the wand, casting the spell.
Selquist tried to remember every motion, every gesture, every word. Unfortunately the words had been
in draconian, and Selquist hadn't been able to hear them al that dearly, what with the screaming and
blasting and shouting. The only words he was eertam.of i»4 to do with Queen Takhisis

Selquist amed thewand at alikely looking portion of solid rock wall and intoned, "By the grace of
Her Dark Mgjesty.”

"I don't think you should say bad things like that,” Auger protested, edging back away from the wand.
"Something dreadful might happen to you!"

" Something dreadful has happened to me. I'm trapped in a cave with maybe more wedlth than even
I'll be able to spend, with no way out,” Selquist muttered, but he didn't say it loud enough for Auger to
hear.

He stared at the wand expectantly.

Nothing happened. The wand's five dragons, their fivetails twined around the bottom, their five
mouths gaping open, made no sound, shone with no blue light. They |ooked—Se quist thought
irritably—incredibly stupid.

"Come on, Dark Queen! listen up!" he commanded, and gave the wand a shake.

Auger gasped and covered his eyes so that he might be spared the sight of Selquist being instantly
toasted, flayed, skinned, disemboweled, quartered, and changed into awraiih.

This did not happen. Nor did the wand work.

"We|?' cameagrating voice.

Selquist turned to discover Velmer and the rest of the dwarves gathered behind him. They were all,
Sdquist noticed, now heavily armed, having outfitted themsel ves with the magica wespons.

"Jugt give meamoment, will you?' Sdquist said coldly. "I'm getting afed for it."

Vellmer glowered. "Oh, yeah? Well, while you're getting the fed of that wand, I'm going to bust up
these eggs.” He shook hisfinger in Selquist'sface. ™Y ou better be ready to get us out of here by thetime
I'm done."

"1 will be" Selquigt said.

Vellmer stalked over to the chest, his sword in hand. Me came to an abrupt halt, however; he
appeared consderably token aback at die sight of the eerie green light that was growing brighter, casting
ahorrid glow over anyone who came near it. Hie soldier dwarves accompanying him took one look and
left hurriedly for the outer part of the chamber. VeUmer held his ground, and he even attempted to bring
the sword dose to the eggs.

Swest broke out on hisface, hisarm wavered in the aii. "I... can't..." he said through clenched teeth.

Any other time, Selquist must have been entertained by this Sight, but now his mind was on higher
matters. Such as Saying dive.

Sdlquist turned away from VeUmer, turned from Auger, turned hisface away from the light. Facing
the deepest, darkest part of the antechamber, Selquist pointed the wand, concentrated dl this thoughts,
invoked the Dark Queen, promised her his soul and anything €lse she might like, including aten percent
portion of histake, and cried desperately, "In the name of Her Mgesty, Takhisis, Queen of Darkness, |
command thee to blast thisrock to smithereens!™



Selquist poured every ounce of will and energy and strength and hope and wishing into thewand. His
hand shook with the effort of hisexertion. The wand trembled, but that was only because hisfingers were
trembling. It did not respond.

Ragefilled Selquist. He had made the discovery of alifetime, of Six lifetimes, he had more wedlth than
he could have ever hoped to gain in ix lifetimes. He had money enough to build acastle in Pdantheas, if
he wanted, and live like aking, with gully dwarf daves and dwarf maidens fawning over him and humans
bowing respectfully and caling him "Lord Sdlquit,” and he was going to die down herein thisstupid
chamber and adl because thisinferna wand wouldn't work.

"Well, what about it?' Vellmer demanded in nasty tones. He had apparently abandoned—at least for
the time being—the idea of breaking the eggs. Now he was back to hounding Selquist. " Got that wand
of yoursworking yet?'

"No!" Sdquist screamed in fury. "Why don't you giveit atry?'

Whipping about, Sdlquist flung thewand straight at Vellmer's head.

Inginctively, Velmer ducked. Thewand sailed over his head and struck the chest containing the
dragon eggs.

Bluelight flashed. Green light flared horribly.

An explosion rocked the chamber.

Velmer flew through the air, crashed into thewall. Auger was blown backward into Selquist, who fell
to thefloor.

The green light shone brighter and brighter. The dwarves couldn't bare to look at it. They squeezed
shut their eyelids, covered their eyeswith their hands, and they could Hill seetheterriblelight. Tears
streamed down into their beards. They roared with the pain.

And then the light was gone, replaced by a darkness that was blessed, &t first, and then didn't seem
quite so blessed when they discovered that they were aU effectively blind. Their torch had gone out.

From the darkness came a strange sound.

Mortar gasped, breathless. "What's that noise?’

"It soundslike eggs cracking,” said Auger helpfully.

Chapter Forty-Three

Redlizing the implications of what hed just said/Auger promptly screamed.

"Light, weneed light!" Selquist ordered, picking himself up off thefloor.

He heard sounds of furious scrabbling and scraping, groping around in the darkness for the torch/
then the sounds of nervous hands trying to strike flint and failing. Then aspark, and the singletorch
sputtered with flame.

The dwarves moved & one toward the chest, saw that their worst fears were being redlized.

Every single egg had spidery cracks running through it.

The dwarves watched in shock, unable to move, asthefirst egg—agold—split wide open. A tiny
lizard-like head thrust up from the shell, struggling to emerge. It opened its mouth and squeaked. Rows of
razor-sharp white teeth glistened. Other heads poked up besideit.

"Blessed Reorx, save usl" Mortar intoned.

"Reorx nothing,” cried Velmer. He was somewhat singed and considerably bruised from his
involuntary flight into the wall, but he was up and moving. "We haveto save oursdves. Kill those vermin
gpawn, men. Kill them now! Quickly! They'll belooking for food, and wereit!"

The dwarves gripped their swords and advanced on the chest.

The eggs hatched. The dwarves couldn't count them dl, but there must have been ahundred tiny
draconianstrying to stland on wobbly legs, their tiny wings, still wet, dinging to their backs. At the sight of
the dwarves, the draconians opened their mouths, begging for food. The spell which had protected them



all these years was broken. They were helpless, vulnerable as any other newborn.

The dwarveslifted their weapons.

"Freezel" came adeep, grating voice from the behind them. "Don't move amuscle. Thefirst dwarf
who so much astwitchesis adead dwarf."

The dwarves hated, weapons wavering in their hands. They looked back over fteir shoulders.

Fifteen draconians stood at the entrance to the chamber. Each draconian held asword in his hand.

"Back off," said the big draconian, who appeared to be their leader.

Velmer snarled in anger, ready to defy them. He faced around, his sword in his hand, holding the
sword above the hatchlings.

"Do your damndest, draco! We're trapped down here, we're dead dwarves anyway! But I'll see you
fiends dead &t least!"

"Y ou're not trapped,” was the unexpected reply. "Throw down your wegpons. Back away from the
chest. Leave the hatchlingsto us, and well show you the way out.”

"Stop! Velmer! You fool!" Sdquist hurled himself at the dwarf. Grabbing hold of Vellmer's sword
arm, Selquist wrestled the weapon out of his hand. "Did you hear what they said? They'll show usthe
way out!"

Sowly, the other dwarves|owered their wegpons. Reluctantly, they turned to face their longtime foes.

"How can wetrust you?' Velmer asked the big dra-conian.

"Trust mem, trust them!™ Salquist whispered in hisear.

Vellmer ignored him. "We give up our wegpons, and you just kill usdl, feed usto your evil spawn.”

"My nameisKang," said the draconian. "I command the First Engineer Regiment. We aretired of
killing. We want only to take these, the children of our race, and livein peace. | give you my word."

Velmer sneered. "Youll livein peacedl right Y oull livein peace until these lizard-women grow up
and you mate witii them, and then therell be more of you lizard creatures and you'll overrun mevalley.
And what will happen to us men? What will happen to our people?’

The other dwarves mumbled low-voiced agreement.

"It would be better for our peopleif we dl died down here" Velmer said grimly. "Every one of us,
rather than see that terrible day come about. And, Master Kang, if you're as honest asyou claim, you
cant tdl meit wouldn't."

The big draconian was sillent, thoughtful. The dwarveswere grimly slent, reedy to fulfill their leeder's
promise and die. The other draconianswere slent, ready to kill the dwarves, if ordered. All that could be
heard was the squeaking and chirping of the hungry hatchlings.

"You areright, dwarf,” said Kang, hisvoice heavy. "I couldn't guarantee that what you have said will
not cometo pass. | know my people. By nature we are ruthless and aggressive. We would want to
expand and you would bein our way." Helifted his sword, took a step forward.

The other draconians crowded behind him.

Vellmer garted to edge near the hatchlings. He could probably kfll agreat many before the
draconians jumped him.

Selquist saw dl hishopes, hisdreams, his castle in Paanthas, crashing down around him. He made
one last desperate attempt.

"Y ou could move!" He blurted out the first thought that occurred to him.

Kang hdted, gazed a him. "What did you say?"

"Y ou could move out of the valley?' Selquist repeated. The idea suddenly seemed agood one. Not
surprising, since heéld thought of it. "Y es, movel Somewhere. Anywhere. Norm, maybe?

Another draconian, standing behind Kang, said, "That'san idea, sr. What with thewar going on,
amid al the confusion, we could dip avay northward through the mountai ns without anyone finding us."

"Thereslots of primered edtate available, especialy around Neraka. Abandoned citied just waiting
for some enterprising person—such as yoursaf—to walk in and lay claim to them. Urban renewa



programs. Maybe you could get agrant! Y ou could expand al you liked! Well, isit aded?' Selquist
asked eagerly.

Kang consdered, men said, "Yes, itisaded."

"Vdlmer?' Sdquist asked.

Velmer wrestled with the concept amoment, then said grudgingly, "If they'll agreeto move out of the
vdley, it'saded."

The dwarves lowered their weapons, stepped back away from the chest. The draconians lowered
their weapons, stepped away from the dwarves.

Selquist, who had been holding his bream until he had nearly turned blue, was able to breathe again.

Kang walked over, bent to look at the newly bom draconians. Cupping his hand, he carefully lifted
onefromits nest Bits of eggshell dung to the baby. Thelittle beast squirmed in his hands and opened her
mouth to befed.

He gently put the femae back into the chest with her sgters.

"Thefire dragons are destroyed,” Kang said. "Our Queen willing, this means that the heroes will be
able to defeat Chaos, and the world will be safe. Wot thefirst timein our history, thereis hope for our
race. When we die, there will be young to take our place. Now that we have afuture, we can begin to
takejoy in the present”

Other draconians came up behind their leader. Reaching down, they picked up thetiny hatchlings.
The babies nestled against the adult draconians, seeking their warmth.

"Look, gr," said one. "'l think shelikes me dready!"

The big draconian nodded, too choked with emotion to spesk.

Even the dwarves were touched,it seemed. They shuffled their feet and looked askance at each,
gruffly pretending that they didn't care, but dl the while watching with smileswhich they were careful to
hide in their beards. The draconians hadn't been bad neighbors. Not redly. And they'd be much better
neighbors afew hundred miles awvay.

The draconians, gently and with great fondness, tucked the babies back into their nest of straw.

Kang gave ordersfor the digposition of the chest. Two of the draconians hefted it.

"Prepareto move out,” Kang said. "Y ou dwarves can follow us."

Velmer stood scratching his beard, looking somewhat embarrassed. He then said, abruptly, "I'm
sorry about burning down your village."

"You are?' Kang was surprised.

"Yeg" continued the brew magter. "And if, in the future, you ever need any dwarf spirits... well.. . just
let me know, and I'U make you afair price."

"Thank you for the offer, sir," said Kang gravely, "but we have new respongbilities now. | don't mink
well be

needing any more dwarf spirits. BF we do, however," he hastened to add, not to be outdonein
politeness, "we know that yours are the best, and well be sure to trade with you."

VeUmef flushed, pleased with the compliment " The secref sin the mushrooms," hetold Kang, as
they walked together out of the treasure chamber. "Y ou've got to pick them at midnight. And ihenyou ..."

He continued on down the passageway, accompanying the draconian, enlightening Kang on thefine
art of didillation.

The rest of the dwarves packed up, prepared to leave, carrying as much treasure as they could
possibly manage and then some. Pestle could barely move; he jingled when he walked. Auger, draped all
over in precious gems, was endeavoring to decide which vauable necklace to give to which girlfriend. All
of them were nearly bent double with the load, except Selquist.

"Auger?' he began. "Would you give meahand—" "No," said Auger. "Y ou can carry your own this
time." "Pesfle" Sdquigt tried hisother friend. "'If snot much—" " Absolutely not. I'vegot dl | can
manage." "Mortar. If smy back. | think | wrenched it—" "Pooh!" Mortar said and walked off. Sdquist



stood in degp thought for amoment, then approached a draconian.

"Whafs your name? Gloth? Well, Gloth, you're abig strapping draco, aren't you? | bet you could pick
up that chest of stedl coinswithout any effort whatsoever and probably carry it al the way to Palanmas
without ever fedling the strain. Now, | happen to know of this abandoned city that would be perfect for
you and your new little brood. If s southwest of Nordmaar. Y ou carry mat chest for meand I'll tell you
how to get mere. "Y ou see," Sdlquist continued, "I have thismap...
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