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| ntroductlon

Although titled The Search for Magic, the stories in this anthology range far beyond an actud
physca search for the magic that vanished with the departure of the gods. The stories in this anthology
ded with magicindl its aspects.

“All For a Pint” by Brian Murphy tels the cautionary tde of two wizards who endeavor to use
what smdl amount of magic remains to themin order to provide themsdaves with a livdihood by creating
abrew that has a bit of amagicd kick to it.

The dves use wild magic to help ther people escape the ravages of the Dark Knights who occupy
Qudinedti, as ayoung df mourns an end of the dven way of lifein “ The End” by Nancy Berberick.

A god's magic cdls down a fearsome sorm upon Ansalon, causng the sea to return to Tarss, thus
fulfilling one man’s tortured dream in “ The Lost Sea” by Linda Baker.

“Some Assembly Required” by Nick O’ Donohoe is a gnome story and there's a kender in it, too.
Congder yoursdf warned.

“Go with the Floe” by Paul Thompson is another gnome story that tells of two entrepeneurs who
come up with an interesting use for a glacier.

Jeff Crook devises amagicd way to cure aflicted kender in “The Great Gully Dwarf Climacteric
of 40 SC.”

Kevin T. Stein deds with a darker sort of magic in “Bond”, tdling the story of a group of Dark
Knights who have bonded with wolvesin order to fight a remnant of Chaos.

“A Twist of the Knife” by Jean Rabe isthe tory of an assassin sent to kill a Solamnic knight.

A Baaz draconian finds that someone istrying to sted the magic in a powerful artifact in“Hunger” by
Richard Knaak.

In “Product Given for Service Rendered” Don Perin tdls the story of two deserters from the
amy of the Dark Knights, who plot to rob and murder an old man they meet on the trall.

Kender make a perilous journey to the Gimmenthd Glacier in search of treasure in “Dragon’s
Throat” by Dondd J. Bingle



All For A Pint

BRIAN MURPHY

Light from the tavern window illuminated the faces of the two wizards as they peered insde
Stynmar’s chubby cheeks rested againg the pane of cracked glass and Grantheous's beard tickled the
adjacent frame. Fetlin, ther apprentice, stood between them, daring into the tavern. All anxioudy
awaited the reaults.

Fetlin ran his fingers through his bright red har and looked around. His masters shouldn't be
wandering around the docks of Paanthas, but they had to test the market and both had ingsted on
coming. Fetlin fingered the butcher’ s knife he had thrust into his belt in case of trouble.

The Two-Handed Mug, like every other tavern located on the docks, smeled of sdt and fish and
swest. The wood floors, made from dats of yelow pine, were discolored by blood and beer, reminding
the patrons fondly of bar fights of old.

Ingde, the raucous laughter of the sailors changed to cheers as two minotaurs kicked ther chairs back
and tossed atable asde. The minotaurs growled and snorted. Patrons jumped over the bar, where they
could watch in relative safety, or ran out the front door, taking the fight as an opportunity to leave without

paying.

The two minotaurs gave degfening roars and locked horns and arms. The mages looked at each other,
worried. Stynmar shook his head disconsolately. Fetlin, who was supposed to be taking notes, had
trouble tdling the minotaurs apart. He saw that one had a scarred lip and the other a nose ring, and he
wrote this down in case it later turned out to be important.

The minotaurs grunted and heaved, each teding the other’s dtrength and balance. With a sudden
heave, Lip Scar flipped Nose Ring onto his back. The minotaurs rolled this way and that, knocking over
chairs and tables and sallors, then Lip Scar gained the upper hand. Sitting on top of his opponent, Lip
Scar raised his hands, fingers outstretched, and paused. Excitement hung heavy in the arr. Sailors cdled
out bets. Money changed hands. Lip Scar scanned the crowd, daring anyone to say anything. He
sneered and, reeching down, began to tickle Nose Ring in the ribs.

Nose Ring started to laugh, and soon he was screaming from laughing so hard. He tickled Lip Scar,
who snorted and guffawed. The two minotaurs were having a wonderful time. The sailors looked on, first
in astonishment, then in disgust. They went back to their drinking.

Outsde the tavern, Grantheous and Stynmar stared a each other in disbelief.
“Minotaurs tickling each other?” Stynmar gasped.

Grantheous frowned. “I didn't even know minotaurs could be tickled. | don't think anyone's ever
tried.”



“Or lived to tdl about it,” said Fetlin.
The mages nodded and said, in unison, “Much too potent!”
The two walked off, heading for their next test.

Fetlin wrote the comment “too potent” on his piece of parchment and then fdl in step behind his
masters, constantly looking over his shoulder to make sure no one followed them.

The mages saw many srange things that night. Their second test was an old man, known to dl
Paan-thas as Dour Dave because no one had seen him amilein the last fifty years. To their astonishment,
Dour Dave dashed out of the tavern cdled the Seventh Lance, wiping foam from his mouth and laughing
merily.

Soying the mages, he cdled out, “Hey! You're wizardd Can you get any magic from this moon?’

Dropping his pants, Dour Dave gave the shocked mages a good view of his backside, dhining in the
moonlight. He giggled, yanked up his pants and ran off around the corner, just as a Pdanthian guard
appeared.

“Sill too much,” said Grantheous, stroking his beard.

Fetlin noted the determination on his parchment and followed the mages to the Crow’s Nest. Here
they found the group of dwarves they’d been waiching. In previous weeks, the dwarves groused and
complained about the woes of the world, what with the gods departed and evil dragons lording it over
the people of Ansalon. This night, however, the dwarves were chearful.

“Dragons and Dark Knights and dl the misery they bring cannot last forever, my brothers” one was
saying. “Nothing evil lagts forever! Lads, we mugt hold on. We will do our part to bring about change.
Evey litile bit helps, en?

The other dwarves shouted in agreement. They raised their mugs to better times.
Grantheous and Stynmar looked at each other. They amiled. Stynmar wiped away a tear.

“Jud right,” Grantheous told Fetiin, who made a note.

Late that night, the two mages and their young apprentice sat around the table in their snug home in
the presumably safe part of Pdanthas, watching while Fetiin wrote out the spell nestly on a clean scroll.
They had findly discovered the ddlicate combination of magic and beer that ddivered the desired results.
Grantheous was dl for cdebrating, but Stynmar looked a bit pensive.



Fetlin put on the teakettle then, seeing that the two wanted to be done, went off to bed.
Grantheous poured out the hot water. “ So, what iswrong, my friend?’
Stynmar wiped sweet from his chubby face and sghed. “I’'m not sure we are doing the right thing.”

“Not doing the right thing?" Grantheous was shocked. “You bring this up now? On the eve of our
success?’

“Now is the best time to bring up any doubts,” Stynmar replied. “This is our last moment, our find
out. Once we cast the spdll, there will be no going back.”

“So what'swrong?’ Grantheous asked.
“They have aright to know,” said Stynmar, gesturing to the window.
“What are you taking about?’ asked Grantheous, understandably confused.

“The people have aright to know what they are purchasng,” said Stynmar. “If | were a customer and
| found that a pair of mages were magicking my beer, | would be upset.”

“Yes” sad Grantheous, “and you would have every right to be upset if—and please mind that if—we
were doing something ugly and nasty and evil to their beer. But Stynmar, we are heping these people.”
He poked at his knobby knuckles, voice lowering. “Y ou heard those dwarves. We re doing good.”

“Do you redize how many evil things have been done in the name of good?” Stynmar argued. “The
Kingpriest, for example.”

“Now, don't get started on the Kingpriest again. Ligen, Stynmar,” sad Grantheous gternly, “snce
megic has started fading, some wizards have curled up ther toes and died. Others are obsessed with
soouring dl of Ansalon for artifacts from previous ages, hoping to suck the magic from them. Stynmar,
you are the only one who came up with this brilliant idea—take whatever magic we have left in these old
bones and give it to the people. ‘A pint of hope' you cdled it.”

“*A pint for hope, apint for love, apint for fath,’ “ said Stynmar wigfully. “Yes. | know that's what |
sad, but—"

“No butd” said Grantheous. “After Dour Dave, I've seen enough butts for one night. You and |
created this gpdl. With your knowledge of the arcane and my knowledge of spel components and herb
lore, we have created that pint of hope. Perhaps | should say gdlons of hope.”

“| dill think that the customers should know,” Stynmar protested.
“Why?" Grantheous dammed hisfis on the table. “Why should they know?’
“Did you see the minotaurs?” Stynmar shuddered.

“Bah!” Grantheous dismissed the tickling with a wave of his hand. “A minor setback. It was an
experiment. Much too much briarroot. Incredibly binding, that Suff. That was atest. We had to know the
exact effect of extreme potency. Thefind batch will not be that strong.”

“I know, it'sjust that—"



“Haven't you done something good for someone and kept it secret?’ said Grantheous.

Synmar nodded. “All the time. That's why | chose the White Robes.” He sghed. “Back in the old
days when colors had meaning.”

“And you're dill doing it,” Grantheous stated. “What would happen if they did find out that we have
injected the hope and exuberance of youth into their beer? Y ou know laymen. They would be suspicious
of the magic. The brew might quickly sour in their mouths, leaving them upset and angry, mistrugtful of
everyone.”

Synmar pondered this for a while, then conceded the point. Despite the deception, he was doing
good. Surely that must outweigh everything ese. Grantheous was right.

Grantheous winked at Stynmar. “And if we make a bit of stedl on the dedl, so much the better.”

Stynmar blanched. Magic for money? That might be dl wdl and good for Grantheous, who had
chosen the Red Robes of practicality, but White Robes were supposed to be charitable. Or did it matter
anymore? Wasn't it now a question of surviva?

“Stynmar, the end isinevitable,” said Grantheous gently. “Perhaps a week from now, or a month from
now, or ayear from now. We have seen dl the sgns. The magic will die, and asiit dies, we mages will be
left naked and vulnerable to our enemies. We must do something!”

“I know. | know.” Stynmar sipped his tea unhappily. “You are right. | just wanted to clear this up
before we gtart on the new batch of beer.”

Grantheous nodded. “Y our dilemmais understandable, my friend, but perhaps, by spreading alittle bit
of magic into people’ s dally livesit may help. Somehow.”

Even though the magic brew had been Stynma’'s idea, Grantheous had been the one to make it
happen. He pushed Stynmar into working to find the correct combination of ingredients and spell
components and rituds to perform on the beer casks. Grantheous truly hoped that good would come of
it, and if that good had a s0lid form and a stedly ring and would tide them over in tharr waning years, he
saw nothing wrong in that.

“Won't you missit?” Stynmar asked.

“Yes” sad Grantheous. “The day magic dieswill be the day | die. Oh, not physicdly, but part of me
will be laid to rest. | will never be the same. None of us will.” He gazed into the distance, far beyond the
wadls of their humble kitchen, and lifted his teacup. “Here' sto aripe old age”

Stynmar raised his cup, then chuckled. 1 was just thinking what our old mentor and master would say
about our beer recipe.”

Grantheous snorted in derison. “Master Gerdd? That old coot. Always talking about the sanctity of
meagic and how we mudt treet it with reverence. Hog-wash, | say. Magic is a tool. That is my motto. No
need to pester the gods about it. Y ou would never hear a amith praying over his hammer, would you?’

Stynmar shook his head. “No. | suppose not Stll. .

“Sill,” said Grantheous, glad to end the conversation, “it is a shame about Gerad's death.”



“Quite so. Forced to work in the mines of Blode. No magic to save him.”

“May he rest in peace. And so should we.” Stynmar nodded. Tomorrow they would take their scrall,
which young Fetlin had so expertly written out, and go to the warehouse where the rest of the barrels
were stored. Once there, they would finish cagting the spell that will help people view with hope.

Grantheous rubbed his hands. “Our future starts tomorrow.”
The two finished thar tea and went to thar well-desarved rest.

Asit turned out, ther future started somewhere around midnight.

“We ve been robbed!” Fetlin shouted. “We ve been robbed!” He hdd a candle high with one hand
and banged on Grantheous's door with the other. “Master Grantheous! Please wake! Master Stynmar!
Wake up! We ve been robbed!”

“What is this about, then?” Grantheous demanded, emerging from his room, his beard done up in a
fine meshed net.

“Robbed?” Stynmar said as he struggled into his robes. “Who would rob us? We haven't anything of
vaue”

“The laboratory,” cried Fetlin. “Come, quickly!”

The three raced down the gairs to the room Stynmar cdled the “laboratory,” which conssted of a
battered table and a couple of bookcases filled with dusty books. Fetlin pointed to a broken window. A
soft breeze blew the curtain in, then sucked it outsde and then, as if changing its mind, blew it back in

again.
Fetlin pointed to a casket that stood open on the table. A broken lock lay on the floor.
“I'm sorry, Masters. There were more than fifty pieces of sted in there. Your life savings”

The two mages stared into the empty chest, then looked a each other. Stynmar went white.
Grantheous staggered and had to hold onto the chair.

“l was getting up for a drink of water when | noticed the window. | remember quite dlearly shutting it.
I’'m so sorry about the money—"

“It's not the money!” Grantheous cried, his voice shaking.
“Thescroll,” said Stynmar, quivering dl over. “The scroll was in that casket!”

“Oh, isthat dl?’ Fellin rdaxed. “1 know that it will be a bit more work for me to rewrite it, but you
and Grantheous have that spdll memorized forward and backward, right?’

“True, Fetlin” sad Stynmar dowly. “We do know that recipe forward and backward.” He lad



emphads on the words. “That is the problem. Read forward, the spdl bestows the positive energy of
youth on the recipient. Makes him fed asiif he were young again, with the whole world before him. Read
backward—" He gulped. Grantheous groaned. “Read backward, it dlows the caster to swiff out joy,
weaken hearts, destroy hope. And if the caster is strong enough, the spell could even cause premature
aging! Turn a hopeful young man into an old, embittered one.”

“An unfortunate byproduct,” said Stynmar. “It was unavoidable”

“But,” Grantheous added, “we never worried about it, because the scroll was dways kept locked
under a magic ward when not in use.”

He pointed to the broken lock, decorated with Slvery runes.
“But, Masters, the thief would have to be awizard to
break that—" Fealin understood &t last. “Ohl Oh, dear.”

“We have to get that scroll back,” said Grantheous.

Thetwo mages were dl for running out into the night in pursuit of the thief. Fetlin convinced them to
dlow him to investigate, suggesting that they might want to use their magic to find out more about the
theft. Stynmar brightened at this and, digging into the drawer, brought forth an amulet. He held it to the

light.
“Thisis a bloodhound,” he stated.
“I don’'t see how your birthstone isgoing to hep us” said Grantheous irritably.
“l didn't say bloodstone. | said bloodhound. It hunts magic. Thiswill help us to track the scroll.
“It'sglowing red. What does that mean?’
“Red means the scrall isn't here”
“l can see that for mysdf,” said Grantheous, hislip curled in scorn.
“When we get close to the scrall, the amulet will glow green,” Stynmar said.

“So dl we have to do iswalk the length and breadth of Ansadon and wait for the amulet to turn green?
Wonderful,” said Grantheous, turning back to patching the broken window.

“I guess | should have thought this out further,” said Stynmar, peering thoughtfully at the amulet.

“Magerd” Fetlin shouted, running ingde the laboratory. “I may have something! | discovered a most
suspicious character lurking in our dley. At firgt, he daimed he hadn’'t seen anything, but after a bit of
persuasion”—Fetlin blushed sdlf-conscioudy—"he admitted that he did see someone tumbling out our
window. The person hurt himsdf in the fdl, gpparently, for he limped as he ran away.”



“Where did he go?" Grantheous demanded.
“Into the sewers, Masters,” sad Fetlin.
“Of course,” said Stynmar sourly. “Where else would he go?’

The Pdanthian sewer sysem was an excdlent one, its tunnds leading to dl parts of the city. They
provided not only excellent drainage, but dso an excdlent highway for the locd Thieves Guild.

“Wdl, there's nothing for it,” said Grantheous, girding up his robes. “We mus go after him.”

“Sird” sad Fetlin, darmed. “1 think the man is a plant. He was placed there to lure you into following.
He could be leading you into terrible danger!”

“Then we don’t want to disappoint him, do we?’ said Stynmar.

Fetlin argued, but the two mages refused to ligen to him. The sky was darting to lighten when they
saked out of their house, bent on recovering ther scroll, armed with nothing but their waning magic,
righteous indignation, and the glowing amulet. Fetlin was, himsdf, dightly better armed with a smdl
crossbow.

The granger dill lurked in the dley. The moment the man sighted the two wizards, he took to his
hedls.

“Thank the gods he didn’'t go into the sewer!” said Stynmar, wiping sweet from his face.
“Hurry, Masters,” said Fetlin, “if you want your scroll back, we mug follow him!”

Not long ago, Fetlin had been known to the Pdan-thian authorities as Fetlin the Felon, which was, ina
roundabout way, how he had made the acquaintance of the two mages, who were now his masters and
friends. Fetlin knew dl the streets, corridors, and dleyways of Paanthas. He had skulked, dinked, and
sneaked through every one of them. Although he now walked the sraight and narrow path of honesty, he
was pleased to find that he had not logt his touch for fast and fleeting furtive movements.

Unfortunately, he could not say the same for his masters.

Grantheous and Stynmar had not a sneaky bone in their bodies. They zigged when they should have
zagged. They ran into carts, fdl over garbage piles, smdl children, and their own feet. So inept were they
that the stranger was forced on more than one occason to hdt so they could catch up. Deeply
embarrassed, Fetlin hoped none of his old gang saw him.

The chase, such asit was, led up a lane and down severd dleys, a left turn, a right turn, and then
forward in the direction of the warehouse digtrict and the docks.

The sniser man paused at the end of a Street. He looked to make sure that the three saw him, then
dashed across the street to a warehouse, where stood a man in flowing black robes. The man walked up
to the black-robed figure. The two conferred, then both of them entered the warehouse, cosing the door
behind them. The onein the black robe walked with a decided limp.

“That's . . . it sad Stynmar, coming thankfully to a hat. He was gasping for breath, puffing and
wheezing. “That. . . Black Robe . . . sole.. . . our scroll.”



“Yes” sad Grantheous, gulping air. “We should go . . . get it back.”
The two looked at each other.
“When . . . weve rested,” said Stynmar, brightening. “Look! A tavern!”

“The very place)” sad Grantheous. “Well come up with a plan, Fetlin. You stay here and keep
watch. Let us know if he leaves”

The two mages bolted for the tavern. They were in such a hurry that they did not notice the faded
wood sgn hanging above the entrance, nor did they notice the ydlow pine floor stained with beer and
blood.

Fetlin noticed. He would have warned them, but he' d been told to stand guard. He could only hope
his masters figured it out before it was too late.

The two found a table near the back, as far from the windows as possible.
“What do we do now?’" Grantheous asked.

“Have a drink,” said Stynmar. “I can’'t think when I'm thirsy. My dear?” he sang, summoning the
sarving wench.

“I'm not your dear, old man. What do you two want?’ she demanded, placing one hand on her hip.
“Prune juice?’

“Beer,” sad Grantheous with dignity. “Your best brew.” He pulled out a sted coin, one of the few
they had |eft.

She eyed it suspicioudy, then flounced off. She brought back two tdl, amost-clean flagons. Chasing
and snesking and intrigue was thirsty work. The mages drank deeply.

“Wonderful suff,” said Stynmar, chugging his flagon.

“Tagtes vagudy familiar,” said Grantheous, wiping the foam from his beard.
“WEIl have another!” both called out.

“So what is our plan of action?” asked Grantheous.

Stynmar polished off his second beer. “We go in after him!”

Grantheous stared down into his own pint, asif the solution to the riddle lay somewhere in its bubbly,
amber depths. “But we don't know for certain thet the Black Robe stole it.”

“He fits the description. | say we confront this mystery man and his sniger minion. See what they
know.”



“Threseten them, you mean?’ said Grantheous.
“He stole from our home,” said Stynmar. “We know he did. We go into the warehouse—"
“The warehouse across yonder?’ asked the barmaid, plunking down two more beers.

“Yes” sad Stynmar, looking at the barmaid in doration. “You are the loveiest thing I've seen in
years, my dear.”

“Bah! They dl say that.” But she looked flattered.
“Have you seen a black-robed man snesk into that building?’ asked Grantheous.

“Have | seen him? The ugly bastard’ s been in here the past three nights” She twirled a dring of hair,
coaxing it to curl, and leered & Stynmar.

“What's he like?” Stynmar asked hestantly. “ Strong? Powerful? Fery eyes? A dark amile?’
“Hah! He's older than you two, skinny and bony. | could wring his neck like a chicken.”
“Many thanks, m’lady,” Stynmar said as he did forth the last of his sted coins.

She grinned, bit on it to make sure it was good, then returned to the bar.

“Heisancent!” said Stynmar.

“And heisweek,” said Grantheous.

“We go in the front!” the two said together.

They raised their glasses and tossed back the remnants of ther third pint.

“One more round before we take on the evil man who has stolen from us,” said Grantheous.
“One more round before we take back that whichisours,” said Stynmar.

“Magtersl’ cried avoice. “What are you doing?’

“It sFllin,” said Grantheous. “Our trusted apprentice.”

“Have adrink, lad,” said Stynmar. “Great Suff. Almogt as good as our own.”

“Magerd” Fetlin groaned. “It is your own!”

The two looked down, looked up, and looked down again. Looked into their empty flagons.
Grantheous raised a ghadtly face. “We have just drunk three pints of our own enhanced brew.”
“The strongest of the batch,” Stynmar whispered in horror. “The Minotaur Tickler!”

“Whet do we do now?" Grantheous asked.

Stynmar rose. He reached out, grabbed the barmaid, and kissed her. “We go in the front!” he said.



Grantheous rose. He, too, kissed the barmaid. “We go in the front!”

“The gods hdp us” sad Fetlin.

Grantheous and Stynmar walked draight toward the warehouse. Fetlin did his best to stop them, but
they werein no mood to ligen.

“Wewill be neither diverted nor discouraged,” said Grantheous.

“With or without magic, we will fight the good fight to the end,” said Stynmar. “We must not alow our
recipe to be used for evil.”

“Damnright,” said Grantheous, and hiccuped.

Fetlin checked the amdl crossbow and loaded his only bolt. Stynmar adjusted his white robes and
then aided Grantheous in tucking away his chest-length beard.

“Begt not to dlow the enemy any advantage,” he said solemnly.

Grantheous and Stynmar stopped in the middle of the Street to do a few stretches, limbering up their
caves, thighs and chests.

“Nothing worse than getting a leg cramp in the midst of chasng down evil and pummding it,” sad
Grantheous.

Fetlin could have sat down and wept.

Exercises completed, the two strolled, with strides of importance and purpose, thefind distance to the
warehouse.

“Nothing can overcome the suff our courage is made of,” announced Stynmar.

“Hops and barley,” Fetlin muttered.

The two stopped outside the warehouse door. They turned to one another and shook hands.
“Wewill win today,” said Grantheous, exuding confidence.

Cool and levelheaded, Stynmar agreed. “Evenif we die, we will win, for this day we fight Evil.”
“Buvil that is the bane of the existence of mankind—"

“Oh, get onwithiit, Sird” Fetlin pleaded.

Synmar took a few steps back and then, putting his shoulder into it, charged the door a ramming
speed, just as the Snister man opened it.



Stynmar was dmogt hafway across the warehouse before he could stop himsdf. Turning, regaining his
dignity, he looked about to see that he was sanding in a dusty warehouse confronting a black-cloaked
old man who was laughing a him.

The old man had a face that hadn’t laughed at much, seemingly—a face that was so wrinkled that his
wide open, laughing mouth broke the face into mismatched laughing pieces. Synmar closed his eyes,
hoping that if he opened them again, the old man would turn out to be anilluson.

That didn’t happen.
“Gerdd!” Stynmar gasped. He sdled over to stand beside Grantheous.
Grantheous didn’'t say anything at dl. He amply stared, his mouth open.

“Since when do you cdl your superiors by thar firs name?’ growled Gerdd, scowling. “You will cdl
me Archmagus, as you used to do.”

“Yes, Archmagus,” said the two mages, aringing.

“We heard your were dead, Archmagus,” Stynmar added.

“You sound disgppointed,” replied Gerald.

“Wdl, maybe alittle” Grantheous admitted.

“No, no,” Stynmar babbled, stepping on hisfriend' s foot. “We're glad you weren't esten by ogres—"

“Oh, shut up,” snapped the Archmagus. He waggled a bony finger a them. “You two have been
disobedient. Broken dl the rules. Usng magic to sl beer!” He snorted. “Come now. Speak up and be

quick abouit it. | am not getting any younger.”
“You stole our scroll!” Grantheous cried.
Gerdd scowled. “Of course.”
“But why?” Stynmar wailed. “We worked over ayear on that recipe.”

Gerdd shook his head. “1 don't careif you worked a hundred years onit. It was foolish, and | will not
abide by such behavior.” He adjusted his robes and, dmogt as if it were an afterthought, said, “And tdl
that scrawny apprentice to come out from his hiding place.”

Fetlin crawled through a sde window and stood there, crossbow in hand, feding foolish.

Grantheous twisted his beard and shuffled his feet. His voice rose an octave. He might have been the
young student again. “Magter, begging your pardon, but what we do with our magic does not concern
you.”



“We want our scroll back. Now,” said Stynmar with a blustering attempt at defiance that was spoiled
by the fact that he kept trying to suck in his sagging gut.

“Please” Grantheous added.
“You mug give them back the scrall, gr,” said Fetlin sternly, and he raised the crossbow.

Archmagus Gerdd laughed. He hacked and wheezed until he nearly fdl over. “ Apprentice,” he said to
Fetlin, “the scrall isgone.”

“What?" Smultaneous gasps of horror and shock.

Gerald wagged his finger again. “1 tried to indill certain lessons into these two over-grown children,
but dl my teachings seem to have fdlen on deaf ears. | should have held them back, to be honest.”

Grantheous and Stynmar bowed their heads and shuffled their feet.
“Thet scroll was their work and my work,” said Fetlin. *'Y ou have no right to it, Black Robe!”

“Black robe?’” Gerad glanced down a his cloak. “Oh, this. Nonsense.” He whipped off the black
cloak to reved dingy white robes. “I have every right to the scrall, Apprentice. | taught Grantheous and
Stynmar everything they knew when they were no older than you.”

“But that doesn’t make you responsible for everything they do!” Fetlin protested.

“You'd think s0,” said Gerdd with a sgh. “Buit life doesn’'t work that way. If they were to day a
dragon or solve the riddle of the dying magic, they would be proclaimed heroes. Would anyone say of
them, ‘Heroes taught by the great Archmagus Gerad himsdf? No. Not a word. But if they had gone
through with this dunderheaded plan, dl you would hear would be: “What do you expect? They were
taught by that supreme idiot, Archmagus Gerad.” “

Grantheous and Stynmar both protested, but a cold look from Master Geradld seded tharr lips.

“| told them this Immorta Truth many years ago, and | will repest it again, for apparently these two
are dow a learning. Apprentice,” he said to Fetlin, “you ligen, too, and remember. Magic is serious
business to be pursued by serious-minded people. The last thing a proper wizard should do is go about
meagicking beer. And as for you’—he pointed a bony finger at Srynmar— “keep to the courage of your
convictions. You knew this was wrong, yet you let yoursdf be persuaded by a mixture of sdf-righteous
claptrap and filthy lucre.

“And you.” The bony finger went to Grantheous. “ ‘I’ll die when the magic dies; he whines. Bosh!
You've other tdents, inner resources. | can't think wha they are, right now, but you mus have
something.”

Grantheous and Stynmar hung their heads.

“Wh-what did you do with our scroll, Archmagus?” Stynmar asked meekly. “Did you rip it up or burn
it?’

Gerdd shook his head. “No, no. | told you that | wanted to teach you a lesson.” He folded his ams
across his chest. 1 cast the spdll.”



“Where? On wha?” The two gasped.

“The Pdanthian City wdll, of course,” said Archmagus Gerdd. He pointed to the window. “And it
seems to be having quite an interesting effect.”

That day, inthe city of Paanthas, something strange and wonderful began to happen. It was as if the
gods had cast down afiery mountain of revelry, a Cataclysm of Hope, directly on the city of Paanthas.

And none could escape its effects.

Children ran through the streets, gggling and playing. Adults ran through the dtreets, laughing and
cavorting with the children. The rich decided that they owned too much for their own good and opened
their doors to the poor. Gnomes made sense. Render emptied their pouches. Innkeepers erased debts.
Palitidans spoke the truth. Dark Knights of Neraka played hopscotch. Everyone began dancing in the
streets. Mages forgot that their beloved Art was dying and joined in the celebration. With what little
power they had left, they tossed magicd fireworks into the ar to mark the fedtivities with a shower of
blue and gold sparks and images of water liliesand lilacs.

And while everyone was in the streets having the time of therr lives, the members of the Thieves Guild
snesked into the empty houses—but only to return items they’d solen in the past with little notes of

apology.

The two mages and their apprentice wended their way through the mob and findly, after much hugging
and kissng and pounding on the back, Grantheous, Stynmar, and Fetlin reached ther house. Racing
indde, they bolted the door and, then and there, took a solemn vow to destroy their notes for their recipe
for hope, didilled into the perfect pint.

The frenzied celebration ended at dawn. People rubbed their eyes and went to ther beds. When they
awoke, aday and a night later, they went back to doing what they had been doing, but each knew in his
or her heart, that for a brief moment in time there had been true peace in thair world. It had left them with
heartburn and sore feet, but aso a more kindly feding toward ther fdlow men, though no one could
remember athing about what had happened.

No one except for two aging mages and their apprentice, who, after witnessng the effects of thair best
intentions, resolutely refused to drink anything other than plain milk from then on.

Jugt in case.



TheEnd

NANCY VARIAN BERBERICK

Be careful, Jd,” sad the librarian, Annadlisse Elmgrace.

Jd Windwild bent low over the worktable to see the parchment sheets better. Three were stuck
together. He suspected they were held fast by the beginnings of mildew.

With great difficulty he bent to one knee so his eye was levd with the table, but he held his position
only for a moment. Gripping the edge of the table and gritting his teeth, he quickly levered himsdf up
agan. His shattered left kneecap had long snce hedled, or a least the bones had grown together again,
though they had never knitted well. Sometimes, Jai fdt the bones grinding againgt each other, the pain like
lightning shooting through him. It had been his bad luck to break his kneecap in the dark years dfter the
gods had left and taken magic with them. There had been no one to hed him, mage or cleric or sorcerer.

“Becareful, Ja,” Anndisse murmured.

He said, “Yes, madam,” but didn’'t look around. The librarian cared only about her books, scralls,
and manuscripts. Fond though she might be of him, her best apprentice, her true love was for the Library
of Quali-nogt. ThisJa knew, and he didn't resent it.

“Ah, excdlent,” she said, as he dipped one page from atop another. “These pages are among our
maost precious treasures.”

Ja walited, hiding a amile, for he knew what she’ d say next. He' d heard those words a hundred times.

“We can't forget who we were, Ja. It's how we know who we are, and how we can guess who we
will be.”

He sad, “Yes, madam,” as he had a hundred times. Hearing her dictum over and again did not lessen
hisbelief in the truth of it.

Head bent, Ja returned to his work, for another thing the librarian liked to say was this “Reaults. |
care about results, and the only result that matters to me, or should ever matter to you, is that we
preserve our Library inthe best order.”

They did that, the Lady and dl her scribes and cat-alogers and recorders and preservationigsts. Ther
devotion was to the Library of Quainogt, heart and soul, and each had sworn the quiet vow required
upon entering the service of the Lady Librarian: There will dways be a Library; there will dways be
Higtory’s Hoard in Quadinost.

There would aways be, Ja thought, his fingers teasing the edges of the parchments, looking for a way
between. Y et the collection was not growing. Few new books came to the library these days. Anndisse



and her gaff tended what books they had in ther collection. They repaired old manuscripts, brightened
faded illuminations, deepened the ink of an ancient script, tried to mantain the various rooms a the
proper temperature and levd of humidity to keep safe manuscripts that were penned as long ago as the
Age of Dreams. In the days before the Dragon Purge that had been easier to do. Then there had been
dven mages to weave spdls to keep the dimate of the great Library of Quainog at perfect baance.

No matter the difficulty, this was the dearest work of Jai’s heart, this careful preservation of a race's
higory in the face of war and a dragon’s oppression. Most epecidly because of those things. Some
eves stood agang the dragon’s overlord—some with ther bodies armed in secret or, as Ja’'s own
parents, danding as amdl links in a dender chain of shadowy resstance. Ja served in his own way,
safeguarding the records of ancient dven heritage, the higtory to stand forever as a light agang the
darkness. In these days &fter gods, in these dragon days when House Cleric did not send its sons and
daughters to temples but to libraries, Ja did holy work.

Benesath his hand now lay the Histories of Kings, the tles of dl the rulers of the Qudinesti elves since
fabled Kith Kanan himsdf had separated ther race and led the people out of Silvanesi and into the
forest. The thin page fdt like dlk. So did the breeze dipping in through the high window. Out that window
the towers of Quainog rose golden—ovely structures round which a grest span of bridgework ran.
Upon the bridge used to wak proud even warriors who kept the kingdom and its gleaming capitd safe.

But those were older times. Ja had been but an infant in his mother’s arms, and the king had been
Solostaran. In these days of the dragon Beryl, dl the Qudinesti had for leadership was Gilthas, the
misbred son of the old king's daughter, Princess Laurana, and her hadf-even husband, but he was little
more than a puppet on the Dark Knights grings. A marshd ran the kingdom now, a human named
Medan, and no one doubted it was he who pulled the strings that made the weskling king dance.

At the Marshd’s order, the Quainesti warriors had been disbanded. The young king did not make
any ggnificant protest. Troubled with ill hedlth, when he roused, it was to dance the nights away with
pretty women and then lull himsdf to deep with his own— by dl accounts turgid—poetry. While Gilthas
danced, Medan's black-armored Knights patrolled the slvery span round the dven ity and sat in thar
squat, ugly barracks drinking, gambling, and making certain no df doubted the ruthlessness of the green
dragon’s minions.

The conflicted dragon balanced between her hatred of eves and her love of the tribute Medan
squeezed out of them.

Ja’ s hand shook, and his breath caught ragged in his throat. Very carefully, he dipped one thin sheet
of parchment from atop the other, like brushing a shadow from a shadow.

Behind him, Anndisse said, “Don’'t work too late, Jai.”
“I won't,” he said, but they both knew he' d been long at his work and would be longer ill.
Shelaughed. “Wdll, at least take time for your supper, will you?’

He said he would try, and the librarian said nothing more to discourage him from returning to his
work. Those sheets needed separating before more damage occurred, and Ja Windwild had the
patience for the work.



In the purpling twilight, Jai lurched down the garden path and home to his supper. He owned no
crutch or cane. He owned only a danting gait. It was his, and if he did not run on sun-dappled forest
paths anymore, he’ d taught himsdf not to regret that too much. He went each day to better places, into
the lands of legend and the proud redms of dven history. There, he would have been happy to spend dl
hisdays.

Thefirg golden fireflies danced ahead of him into the darker shadows beneath the arbor at the front of
his parents’ little house. The heady scent of widteria filled the twilight. Thick bunches of the amethyst
flowers brushed Jai’s shoulders as he passed. He caught the door latch, baancing a little againg the
jamb, and the door opened under his hand.

Face white as the lone pae moon, his father gestured himinsde.
“Father, what—7?’

Emeth Windwild shook his head and closed the door behind his son. “Come in” he said. “We must
tdk.”

Jd saw his mother beyond his father’s shoulder. She sat dill as stone in a cushioned nook near the
window that overlooked the little stream beside the house. Marise Windwild loved no place in her home
better than this. She did not look out though. Her eyes darted from her husband to Jai, then to Emeth

again.

Someone has died, Ja thought. The house had that kind of illness, the breath-held quiet when sorry
news has come. He thought of his father’s uncle who lived down in Mianost, a man so old it had been a
wonder for the last ten years that he' d wakened each morning. When he turned to hisfather again, words
of sympathy on his lips, he saw Emeth’s hand trembling. That trembling quieted every word Ja would
have spoken. He had never seen fear in hisfather. Not during the terrible Chaos War, when dl the world
seemed to run mad, nor afterward when the dragon came. Not even when his son had shattered his
knee, nor when he watched Jai struggle to walk again as heders warned he would not win that battle.

“What's happened?’ he asked. Marise Windwild drew a breath, as though her son’s question freed
her. She shuddered, and her eyeswdled. “Your father . . . hehasbeen...”

She choked, tears Spilled down her cheeks as Emeth finished her sentence. “We have to go, Ja. We
have to leave the city. A message to one of the agents of the resistance went astray.”

Ja’s heart dammed hard againg hisribs. “Father. . .” he said, whispering as though agents of Marshd
Medan crouched in the shadows. “Father, something that implicates you?’

Emeth shook his head. “I don't know. A spy was found in Medan's household, and right &fter,
someone disappeared—someone dong the chain | work with.” Cold understanding chilled Jai’s blood.
His father was like a number of others who aided the resstance: only a smdl link in a chain. He would,
now and then, hand a note to atailor, information disguised as an order for clothing. HE'd spesk a word
to one of the bakers in the household of a woman known for her shy and retiring ways, something that
only seemed to be about bread or the price of wheat. Intercepted, these ssemingly innocent messages
and others like them would appear to be nothing more then the daily business of an ordinary man. But in
the right ears, they were more. No man or woman passing a word understood the whole of the message,
but dl the words together became news when they reached their destination. Somewhere, perhapsin a
dark and deep forest glen, the leader of the resistance, that fierce warrior known as the Lioness, would



see to it that a plan of the Marsha’s would turn suddenly sour. Black-breasted Knights would die with
dven arrowsin thar necks, and the dven warriors would vanish.

Smple men and women made this work, risking their lives and the lives of their families every day in
the cause. Now alink in the secret chain had been broken and the ddlicate trust betrayed to the enemy.

“The damage has been done, Ja,” his mother said. “One by one, those who had to do with this matter
will leave the city. Y ou, your father, and | will go a dawn, for we have a plausble excuse for leaving and
will arouse no suspicion.”

They would go to Mianog, the three of them. They would leave before firg light, making sure that
messages were left behind to say that Emeth’s uncle was faling fadt, thet the family wanted to gather one
lat time to be with their venerable rdative. Passes would be secured to take them safdy out of the city
and past the checkpoints manned by the Dark Knights In an occupied city, not every df was
trustworthy, not everyone a partisan. The whole of the plan to escape was not revealed to everyone who
hed part init. Each knew only what he must.

“Thismuch your mother and | know,” Emeth said, “for the rest, we will do what we're told when we
arivein Mianogt. We are confident that once we reach Mianost there will be away to true safety.”

Stunned, Ja spoke without thinking. “Leave . . .” He shook his head. “I just got to the lagt page of the
higtories of the kings—"

“Damn the kingd” Emeth cried. “Ja, ligen to me. We have no choice. If we don't leave tomorrow,
we mugt take our chances here. | forbid that.” His hard expresson softened. He was not unaware of his
son's love for hiswork. Indeed, he had fostered it. “I’'m sorry, son. Events give us no choice. We must
leave. | know very little, but if | were ever made to tdl even that, others would be found out.”

Ja heard that as though hearing his father’s death sentence, for there was a place in Quainost not so
old as the lovely houses and homes of the elves. It dated only to the time of the dragon’s conquest—a
crouching, ugly building of sandstone, hard planes, and biting comers. Narrow windows, like suspicious
eyes, glared round the square structure. Ironbound doors opened only & the order of one of Marshd
Medan’s soldiers. There the Knights were barracked, and below tha place was an unlit hole of a room.
In that chamber, no man or woman had ever survived the torturer’s attentions with dl secrets intact. The
tdling was the fee paid for deeth at last.

Quietly, steadily, Ja said, “You don’'t have to tay, father, but | don’t have to leave”
Marise rose, turning her back on the window. “You do, Ja.”

“But | don’t know anything! | don’t know who you tak to, when or where or what you say. You've
aways made sure of that, so there’s no need for meto flee. | couldn’t tdl anyone anything if | wanted to.
Go to Mianost and leave me behind—"

“No,” sad Emeth, and now his face waan't so pade. His hands didn’'t tremble. “No, Ja. If Medan
ever came to suspect us, he would take you to torture.”

The Knights would break him bone by bone in that terrible place beneath the barracks. Ja’s blood
went cold. “But | would never— Father, you know | would never—"

Emeth hed up a hand, a gesture Jai knew well. “No more, Jai. You would never tel, but you would
be killed for your silence. That won't happen. Y ou will come with us. No more will be said.”



J took in along, difficult breath. In his mind he heard the words of the Lady Librarian, spoken only
today: We can't forget who we were, Ja. It's how we know who we are, and how we can guess who
wewill be. How could he abandon the holy work? Breething again, he understood he could not, and he
knew it would gain him nathing to continue to press his case with his parents.

“Ja,” Marise sad. “Son, go back to the Library.”
He shook his head, not understanding.

“Have your supper and then go back. You dways do at this time. It would seem strange to anyone
who might be wetching if you didn’t tonight.”

Jd looked to his father, who nodded dowly. “Yes, but be back before the moon is highest. Say
nothing to anyone about our plans.”

Ja did as he was bidden, and when he I&ft his parents home, his were the usud lurching steps, his
hitching gait well-known to his neighbors and to any minion of the Marshd who might be watching.

JA sat in slence among the higtories of the kings. He had no plan for staying behind. He had not even
the smdlest thought or idea to turn into a plan. He had only his work, and this he did, trusting that some
ideawould spring to mind. So sunk in concentration was he tha the sound of a footfdl startled him. His
heart jJumped, and he looked up to see Anndisse sanding in the doorway.

“Hereyou are,” she said, entering the room. “I’m not surprised.” She dipped afinger around the edge
of the firgt page of The Higtory of Kith Kanan. “You are the best of my students and the most fathful of
my apprentices. Any of the others would have left this work for tomorrow.” She fdl Slent along momernt,
her slence like shadows creeping. “And yet, | don’'t know how many tomorrows there are.”

i looked up. “Lady?

“Don’'t you hear it, JA7?7" She looked at the manuscripts and books, a the sturdy tables and high
stools. She turned, looking out the door, and Jai knew she saw what he did: gracefully spirding staircases
leading down into winding corridors, reading rooms, the slent nooks where once scholars came to study,
and the vadt, high arched chamber in the middle of al, where the most prized pieces of the library’s
collection were displayed. There, in older days, dven kings had entertained poets and philosophers.

“Ja,” she sad, “This place has been atemple, in its time as sacred as any raised to gods. Treeties
were sgned here, laws enshrined here. All that we are is contained in the towers of this place. In the
march of Medan's Knights | hear an ending coming.”

The scent of ancient ink and venerable parchment filled the room. Jai looked around at the folios, the
books, the tightly rolled scrolls dl here for repair. Sometimes in quiet hours, when there were only these
for company, Ja thought he heard the scratch of ancient quills the voices of eves many long years dead
as they spoke the words of an age-old balad or tde. And yes, he could fed an end coming.

“Do you think the dragon will fal upon us, lady? Do you think . . . 7’



Anndisse shook her head. “Who can know? But | fed. . . something. Like the future knocking on the
door of the present. | have spent so much time among the histories and the long tales that | often think |
can see the pattern of how things work out. You fed it, too, don’'t you Ja?’

He admitted that he did. An end was coming. To a kingdom, to a long and many-leafed branch of a
shining higtory. . .

Anndis¥ s eyes went soft and sad. “I fed something else, a closer ending. Are you leaving, Ja?’
Shock ran like lightning dong Jai’ s nerves.

Anndise shrugged, a melancholy amile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “Well, 1 see how you
look around tonight, how your fingers linger on everything—table, pen, page. You look like a man who
hes another road to take.”

Fear made him shiver even as he scrambled to think of something to say. In the end, he reached for a
portion of the truth, hoping his voice didn’'t shake.

“Madam, I'm sorry. | would have told you in time. My father has had word that his uncle who livesin
Mianog is cdling the family to gather.”

A doud chased across her brow, then vanished. “Ah, that's a shame, but it has been a long time
coming, hasn't it?’

Ja nodded. “It has”
“Wd|”—she 9ghed—"1"m going to miss you. How long will you be gone?’
Jd sad he wasn't certain. “There is the gathering of the family, and then . . .

And then they mugt wait for his father’s ancient unde to die. After that, the funerd rites, a period of
mourning, and the settling of the will. All this his pause asked Anndisse to understand, and she nodded
gravedy as though she did.

“When do you leave?’

For the barest moment, Ja hesitated, feding he'd said too much aready, not knowing how he could
have sad less.

“I'mnot sure” helied. “Mother said something about meking an early start. Father said he had some
grd| matters to tend to.”

His lie sat like truth. He knew it because Anndisse's grave expression never changed. With his next
breath, however, Jd spoke sudden words unplanned, and these were not lies

“And,” he said, glandng causdly away as if this were a minor detail, “1 don’'t know that I'll stay in
Mianog as long as my parents will. After my uncle's death, that is. The business of his will and the
digpogtion of hishome . . . well, that’s best handled by my father. | might well come back here”

He sad this, and it was dl he could do not to smile He' d found his plan. He had, for he d said doud
that he would return, and if he did not. . . why, that would look suspicious indeed.

Briskly Annalisse clapped her hands, as one does who doesn't like to dwell on sadness anymore.



“Wdl! Let’s make use of you while you're dill here. There's no reason we can't at least begin to catalog
the repair needed on the firgt page of the Histories tonight.”

Ja agreed there was no reason, and they spoke of his departing no more.

When he returned home, Ja let his parents know he'd been obliged to say something to Anndisse
about their leaving Quainogt, and he told them what other thing he'd said. About Anndisse, they seemed
to understand that he'd had no choice. They agreed that he' d handled the maiter well. About his decision
to return to Quadinog after suffident time had passed, his parents were not pleased. His father looked
like a man being blackmailed. His mother quietly wept. Neither could change what he'd done.

The Windwild family left Quainogt as planned. The night's darkness was just going to gray, the sky
yet possessed afew stars, and the moon had only an hour before gnking into the west. Like people who
hed nothing to hide, the Windwilds left the dty riding—Marise upon a pretty roan mare, Emeth on a tall
black gdding, and Ja astride a docile little gray that followed his mother’s mare peacefully. At Manse's
suggestion, they made the mogt of ther pretense, taking care to greet those few who saw them and to say
they were going to Mianost prepared to mourn a kinaman. At the black-breasted guards who walked the
four spans of the siver bridge that girded Qudinog they did not look.

One of those who stopped them on their way was Anndisse, the Lady Librarian. Outsde her home,
which was not far from her beloved library, she looked up from a bench in the garden at the sound of
bridles ringing. She went out from the garden and took Emeth’s hand in hers, speaking quietly of her wish
that his uncle pass peacefully from the world. “But not,” she said, “until he experiences the joy of seeing
dl hiskin come to gather around him, the old and the young. Travel in peace, Emeth, and keep well.”

“You, too, old friend,” Emeth replied quigtly. “And we will meet again.”

Her sapphire eyes luminous in the fragile light, the smdlest of amiles tugging at the corners of her
mouth, Anndisse agreed that they would.

Hearing her say s0, seeing her amile, Ja suspected what he had not before: the Lady Librarian was
part of the resstance.

“Mother,” he whispered, hisvoice alittle tinged with surprise.

“Hush,” Marise murmured, and that one soft word was dl the confirmation Jail needed.

The amdl shady path at the head of awinding forest trall was known best to the folk of Mianost who
liked to dip away from parents or spouses to keep alover'stryst. There, in the late afternoon, Ja and his
parents met a tdl, lithe woman with flashing eyes so paey blue as to look like diamonds. She wore her



golden hair in athick braid. Her dathing was of gray and green and butternut, so that, seeing her move,
one had the impresson of sun-dapple and shade and fern. Ja’s heart rose to see her, for she was lovdy
like awild thing, quick and canny and dangerous.

She stepped toward Emeth, and though he was surprised by her sudden appearance, he greeted her
courteoudy. Ja noticed that she did not offer her name, and his father did not offer theirs.

“Gredtings, traveler,” she said to Emeth.

“Warrior, | greet you,” Emeth replied.

Warior!

“Feather . . .”Ja said, suddenly uneasy.

Emeth hushed him with a gesture. To the newcomer, he said, “1 hadn’'t expected to see you so soon.”

“Nor | you. There's no going on to Mianost, Emeth. A Dark Knight has been seen farther up the
tral.”

Ja’s heart lurched. Like his parents, he darted frightened glances into the forest shadows.

“Itsdl right,” said the woman. She put a cdming hand on the neck of Emeth’s horse, which had
begun dancing uneesly, scenting his rider’s fear. “I don’'t know if he's looking for you, Emeth, but we
can't take the chance heis, or even that he's done”

Emeth nodded, as though he understood something his wife and son did not. Marise voiced the very
question in Jai’s mind. “How will we get past the Knight?’

The lady warrior hooked her finger through a golden chain hung round her neck. From her blouse she
lifted something bright green. Jai had the swift impression of a tdismen of flashing emerad, the stone
shaped like aleaf hdf furled. She dropped the tdisman so that it hung outside her blouse, the stone gtting
a the V of her rough gray shirt, the place where her breasts rose.

“Magic,” she said. “If we're lucky.”

“Father?’ Ja said again, but he didn’t give voice to his doubts. The newcomer looked up & him, right
into his eyes. She raised a brow and smiled, and Ja found himsdf not looking into her eyes but at the
emerad nestled on the woman's breasts.

Thewind changed, shifting so that it was at the woman's back. Jai caught her scent and could think of
nothing else. His mind filled with images of the forest, of oaks and dms and trees less tame than those in
the orchards of Qudinost. Clinging to her hair and skin and dothing was the perfume that comes from
beyond the bridges of Qudinogt, from outside the city and deep in the forest where the glens are
shrouded in shadow and the streams run nameess into rivers long secret.

“Lea meassig you,” she sad to Jai, holding the gray horse il and reaching a hand to him.

Words of protest rose in Ja’s heart at the thought of this tal, lovely woman handing him down from
the horse asif he were a child. He said nothing, however, for he found himsdf foot to ground before he
remembered moving. Indeed, his parents stood each on one sde of him, his mother’s face a little paler
then it had been, his father’s settling into lines of peace. Ja’s heart kicked hard againg his ribs. He



gasped for breath. Once, twice, and then the woman put a hand on his shoulder.

“Eagy,” she whispered. “It’s like a dream.” She came very close, and his eye fdl on the emerad
agan. She laughed, alow, soft chuckle. “Jugt like a dream.”

And it was, the kind of dream where people did not move but suddenly found themsdves in other
places with no understanding of how they got there.

Ja drew breath to speak, but she warned him to slence. With that warning he redlized she hadn't
redly spoken to him at dl, not with lips and tongue. She spoke into his mind.

The magic is unstable, she said, keep ill and trust. Concentrate on being till.

Trug! That trembled in him just as his heart did, and he wondered if that quaking heart would be
enough to cause the magic to collgpse or worse, to change into something the woman couldn’t control.
Agan, she laughed. Her voice sounded like jays in the trees, raucous and chdlenging. Suddenly, it had
nothing to do with jays at dl, but became the voice of a ssorm. Wind and rain and driven leaves whirled
aong the ground.

J cried out—or tried to. He had no breath, no words, and no sight. The last sense to fal was his
hearing, and the lagt thing he heard was his mother’s voice, fral and thin in the sorm-wind of magic,
aying, “Ja! Emeth! Hold on to—!”

“Hey,” said avoice, low and very deep.

Ja groaned, and then he shut his mouth. He amply lay ill, in pain. He mug have fdlen hard. His
chest hurt asif dl the ar had been blasted out of his lungs and only recently returned. His head hurt.
Worse, pain screamed through his knee. The joint fdt as if it were on fire. The ruined musdes that once
supported him twitched feebly.

“Hey.” A finger poked him, once and then again. “Hey! Can you hear me?’
Ja opened his eyes to see a dwarf crouching near, a glowing lantern on the ground beside his knee.
A dwarf. How?

The lantern light flickered and moved, but not like a candl€’s flame It pulsed. The dwarf leaned
closer, his bearded face so near Ja could see the blue flecksin the irises of his dark eyes. “I said can you
hear me?’

JA closed hiseyes again. “I'm not deef.”

The dwarf grunted. “That’'s good.” He kept slent for a heart's besat, then, “Your ears work. How
about the rest of you?

Ja’s bdly clenched, but he refused to groan as he moved his leg. Pain lanced through the knee,
shooting up hisleg to his hip, yet in that pain he found a measure of comfort. Even dl these years later, he



remembered what broken bones fdt like, he remembered how ripped muscle screamed and burned. His
breath eased through clenched teeth. He had broken or torn nothing.

He opened hiseyes again. “I'mdl right.”

“If you say s0.” The dwarf shrugged, stting back on his heds, deeper into the shadows beyond the
lantern light. In his muscular left hand he gripped the haft of a throwing axe. “I'm Stanach Hammerfdl.
You're Ja Windwild, | takeit.”

J frowned. “How did you know . . . 7’

Reaxing his grip on the axe, Stanach nodded toward Ja’s knee. “I’ve been told to keep an eye out
for you— alame df named Ja.”

For along slent moment, the dwarf looked at the ruin of Ja’s knee, the poorly knitted bones, the
swdling of new bruises. He gave Ja a Sddong glance as to say, Well, that' d be you, wouldn't it?

But aoud, he only said, “Y ou might like to know your mam and your da are dl right.”
“My what?’

Stanach looked a him asif he' d had afew wits jogged loose by the fdl. “Y our mother and father,” he
sad with exaggerated care. A dy amile tugged at his lips. “You were concentrating on something when
the lady did her magic, eh? That pretty emerdd in its pretty nest. Not concentrating on keeping ill and
trusting, which is what you were supposed to do. Damn magic. | hate it when they have to use it. It's
aways me got to go searching miles of tunnd for the ones who fdl out of it too soon or too late”

“Wheream |7’

“Underground.” Stanach sat back again, and this time Jai noticed that his strange eyes changed, as a
dwarfs will when the light recedes. The irises opened wide, dl black now, no blue flecks to be seen.
“Underground, and nearer to Quainost than Thorbardin.”

Thorbardin?

At Ja’'s puzzled expression, the dwarf nodded. “Thorbardin, which is where you're headed. Didn't
they tdl you that?’

Hatly, Ja said, “No one tels anyone dl of anything about escape plans”

“All right, then, I'll tdl you. | suppose you or your parents did something to caich the eye of the
dragon’s underlings, yes?” Ja let his slence be the answer. “Thought so. Well, you're near the route you
eves take when you're leaving Quainog in the dark of night.

Dwarves have been ddving a tunnd between Thorbardin and Quainost —”
“Deving? Why?'

Stanach shrugged. “Kings don't tdl me why they do things The ef-king and our thane put their heads
together one day and sad, ‘Delvel’ and off we went, digging a road between Qudinesi and
Thorbardin.”

Fanly dishdieving, Ja sad he doubted Gilthas would look up from his poetry long enough to make



such aplan.
“Redly? Wdll, likdy you know him better than | do.”
Ja, who knew the king not at dl, said no more.

“This place is a work-tunnel. We stashed gear and tools here when we were digging out this part of
the main tunnd. The work began a Thorbardin, and once the job is done, ther€ll be a dark-road that
darts about five miles from Qualinost and endsright at Thorbardin's cdlar door. Till then there are ways
into the finished part. Magic's one of them, and hunting you logtlings who fdl out of the spdl the gods
know where gives me away to pass my days. But the easer way is through one of the secret entrances.”
Stanach looked up, no sgn of humor in his blue-flecked dark eyes. “Why did the lady warrior not lead
your party to the Mianost entrance?’

Bitterly, Jai told him what had happened, and how it ruined his plans.

“Your plans? Promisng as you say you are, there's got to be more scribes than you in Qudinod. |
suppose they can find someone e'se to patch up the parchments now that you're gone.”

“It's not about patching, it's about keeping.” Ja put his pams fla to the stony floor and pushed
himsdf up to gt. “I have to get back to Quainog.”

Stanach’s left hand dropped to the haft of his axe. He looked right into Jai’s eyes. “No. You're here
I,.]c' AL ”

“You don't have to take me. You don't have to do anything but point me in the right direction. I'll get
there mysdf.”

“No, you won't. Evenif you could manageit, | can't let you. No one roams the tunnels done. You're
coming with me, and you're going to Thorbardin.”

The har prickled on the back of Ja’s neck. A cold bleakness lay behind the dwarfs eyes, like the far
dretch of awinter plain.

“And besides, what's to keep, back there in your Qudinost? A few books and papers, some old
ongs . . . ? For how long? Might be your homeand is dill in one piece tonight. Maybe it will be
tomorrow, but the end is coming, and no one' s thinking it'll be along time happening.”

In hislow deep voice, Stanach Hammerfdl said much the same thing Anndisse had. The echo chilled
J to the heart. Was there nothing, then, but ending? Was there nothing but the road away from the
golden kingdom and dl the long years of dven glory?

There had to be more!

A sound, like far-off thunder, rumbled in the stone beneath him, vibrating through his spine and
panfully in his knee. Ja looked around, seeing the strange pulsing lantern-light shining on a high cdlling of
stone, roughly hewn, and piles of rocks shoved up againg the gligening walls.

“Wha's that noise?’

“Worms.” Stanach said.



“Worms? How could worms—7?"

Stanach waved the question away. “Better showing than tdling.” He peered dosdy a Ja, then stood
and offered his hand. “'Y ou reckon you can get up and walk?’

JA grasped Stanach’s hand. The dwarf had a surprising strength. He stepped back and pulled Ja right
up to hisfeet. He bore Ja’ s weight while he found his balance and didn't seem to fed it a dl. When Ja
was steady again, Stanach handed him the lantern. Ja dmogt dropped it. The light moved like it was
dive—and then he saw something living did reside in the little lantern cage.

“Grubs” Stanach said. “Wéll, larvae. Hold steady. You drop it, you'll likdy kill it.”

Jd hdd the lantern at arm’s length, watching the fat, eyeless larva pulse, its glowing body cagting as
much light as an ail lamp would.

Stanach picked up his axe and did the haft into his belt. He settled the broad belt round his wag,
checking to see tha dl was there: knife, fat leather water-bottle, and a coil of rope. When he took the
lantern back, Jai had a good look a him. He was a dwarf in his middle age, not more than two hundred
years, likdy a decade or so less. He stood as high as Ja’s chest. His beard was black, his har slvering
a the temples and long enough to fdl over the collar of his shirt. Thick in the neck, thick in the shoulders,
he looked like one who knew hisway around a hammer and anwil.

“You're aforgeman,” J sad.
“Usad to be”

Even as he said so, Ja redized that Stanach had done everything with his left hand, holding the axe,
lifting the lantern, hauling Ja himsdf to his feet. His right hand hung at his side, the fingers twisted and
withered. The dwarf stood braced, as though walting for the inevitable, for Ja to mumble an gpology for
noticing. When Ja said nothing, he relaxed.

“All right, df,” he said, “we have some traveing to do, and it's going to be a hard old walk. You up to
it?’

“Waking to where?’

“Well catch up with the work detail. That's a good two miles out. They can send a runner back dong

the tunnd to Thorbardin and let your mam—" He cocked his head, and offered a lean smile—"your
mother and father, know dl’swdl with you.”

“Thorbardin. How far are we from there?’

“Farther than | like to be. We're standing about hafway between there and Qudinost. There's a
crossway up ahead. Once we get there it's north to Quainog, or as near to Quainogt as we get till we
hit stone. From there, it's clear south to Thorbardin. You came in—or tried to come in—about a mile
north of where we are now, near Mianost. We |l pass it on the way, but you won't see much. We hide
those waysin and out pretty wdll.

“Come on, now. WeE Il make the camp, and then you can rest.”

Blesk dwarf, rough as stone. His strange eyes seemed to see only winterscapes, only lifelessness and
ending. But there are endings, and there are beginnings, Ja thought. Out from winter, soring. He didn't



know where he d find his beginning, that spring again. With dl the world seeming to want to end around
him, he couldn’t imagine. He did know, though, that he would not find it in Thorbardin. His heart told him
that.

No, he decided. He wasn't going to Thorbardin. He was going back to Quainogt, and the firg thing
he could do about that was get rid of the dwarf.

It was, as Stanach had said, a hard old walk through the tunne. Once they turned south the going
became rougher, ridng and fdling in ways a man able to stride out and not worry about his footing
wouldn't notice. Ja fdt every rise and dip, every rock on the underground road. He had a sense of walls
rigng high, curving to a rough ceiling, but he didn’t look around much. He couldn’t take his eyes from the
ground. Stanach kept the light near, for the farther they went the rougher the road became.

“They haven’'t made the second pass yet. It's going to be hard going. Hold on to meif you want, df.”

J didn't, and didn’t even thank him for the offer. He concentrated on the way ahead, lurching dong
unasssted. He was looking for something, an opportunity.

They went that way for atime. Ja looked at the wals when they stopped to rest. Stanach called them
the ribs of the runnd, and he sad the caling was the spine, the floor the bdly. Like we've been
swallowed by some horrible beast, Ja thought. At these ribs, spine, and belly he looked, trying to find
some 9gn of the Mianogt entrance. He saw nothing but stone. All the while the earth vibrated beneath
them, the rumbling growing stronger the farther they went. The vibrations rattled Jai’s knee, sending fiery
lightning lances shooting through the joint.

“Thet can’'t be worms,” he said, his words coming through gritted teeth as he leaned up againg a
damp wall, again forced to rest.

“If you say s0.”

Lanterns hung at intervas on the wdls, settled snugly in iron brackets. By ther glowing light Ja saw
the tunnd here was strewn with debris, boulders hdf as high as Ja stood, many looking like they’d been
flung to the ground by some giant hand and shattered.

To baance, he put his hand on one of the piles. Hisfingers closed round a stone the Sze of hisfig. His
bdly clenched suddenly. That might be one way to get rid of the dwarf.

“Larvee?’ J said, spesking of the lanterns, getting a good grip on the stone.

“Lots. We're dmog there.” Stanach untied the leather water bottle from his bt and hdd it out. Ja let
go the stone and took what he offered. “It's not water. Go easy.”

Ja would have known what the bottle held the moment he unstopped the mouth. The pungent odor of
dwarf spirits sung his nose. He took a sip, the liquor burning past his lips and down his throat, findly
gtting like fire in his bely. Standing there, the spirits dfire ingde him, he imagined he fdt pain ease. He
took a step, his knee wobbled beneath him, but for the moment it didn’t hurt.



“Jud the lying spirits,” Stanach said. In the light and the shadow, he looked like he knew those lies
and maybe had believed them for a while. He took a swig, then wiped his mouth with the back of his
hand and returned the legther bottle to his belt. “Redt. It isn't far to the work camp now—just beyond the
bend. Ther€ |l probably be a heder there to dgp some poultice or something on your knee. It won't hep
the pain, but if anything’s inflamed, it might help that.”

Agan, Ja fdt the stone beneath his hand. Again, he closed his fingers around the roughness of it.
“You don't sound like you have alot of faith in heders”

Stanach grunted. “Magic was better, but gods come and gods go, and this latest going of thers isn't
thefirs. | had the bad luck to get my fingers broken the time before, during the War of the Lance, while
the crowd of them was shuffling around on the doorstep, trying to decide whether to stop by again.
Friendstried to help. . .” Again, he shrugged. “Hedler-craft is good for cuts and boils and colds, but you
probably notice it doesn’'t do much for the big things”

The ground benegth their feet shook again. Stanach braced with his feet planted wide. Jai caught his
baance againg the wal. From behind came voices, saverd shouting in Dwarvish. A great rumbling filled
the tunnd, sounding like thunder. With gestures and words Ja couldn’t hear, Stanach made him
understand that he should get right up againgt the wall.

“Second passl” he shouted, his words sounding amdl and distant. He pointed back the way they had
come, and Jai’s blood ran cold. He gripped the stone now.

Something huge lumbered through the tunnd from the direction he and Stanach had just come,
something nearly Sx feet thick through the middle, and so long Ja couldn’t see the end of it. It came
hungry, edting dl the stone and rubble in its path, chewing boulders with the same placidity as a cow
chewing grassin her green pasture.

“Worm!” Stanach shouted.

His heart pounding, Jai thought the last thing you could name that cresture was worm. And yet it did
look like an out-sized worm, its hide gligening with dimein the light of lanterns, advancing as worms do,
dithering in a gigantic sort of way. It had horns, and atop its back a basket sat, maybe where the neck
wasif, indeed, it had a neck. In that basket a dwarf stood, thick lesther reinsin his hands.

“Attached to the hornd” Stanach roared as the worm came nearer and the sound of the earth
rumbling beneath it grew even louder. * Seel”

Ja saw, and he understood that this was how the handler in the basket directed the creature, even as
other dwarves jogged dong beside it, poking it with long sticks when it paused inits journey or lumbered
off and threatened to eet its way through the wall. Stanach warned Jai to keep 4ill, not for fear that the
worm would harm him. The thing had no eyes and no interest in anything but eeting its way to some
dwarf-directed destination, but it would be easy to dip in the dime of the worm'’s passing and fdl beneath
the beast.

“Then,” he said, “we d be sending to Thorbardin for sponges to sop up your remans.”

Theworm passed to the shouting of a parade of dwarves, hooting and poking to keep the wormin a
more or less draight line. None of them looked to the side or even seemed to be aware they passed one
of ther felows and an df. It was worth the life of each of them to keep their eyes on the worm and keep
the worm itsdf moving. It was a dow passng, like a mountain dralling by. Stanach stood a moment
looking after it.



JA pushed away from the wadl, getting a better grip on the stone in his hand. Somewhere dong the
way he'd find the Mianost entrance. It wouldn't be an easy thing donein the tunnd, trying to find his own
way. Adrendine shot through him in the ingant he made his decison. In a brilliant moment of clarity he
saw just where he would bring the stone down on Stanach’s skull—there, in the center.

He cocked his am and the dwarf turned, his own am coming up with arrow swiftness. Stanach
grasped hiswrigt s0 hard that Jai’ s fingers went numb.

“Now why,” the dwarf said, his words edged with ice, “why would you want to do that, df?’
Stanach’s grip tightened. Pain shot through Jai’ s wrigt to his elbow, to his shoulder.
“Drop the stone,” the dwarf whispered, “or I'll break your wrig.”

The stone fdl, but not by an act of will. Jai’ s fingers had no feding in them to hold. Stanach eased his
orip, alittle, but didn't release Jai’swridt. “Answver me. Why?’

In the pulsing light and the shifting shadows, Jai took along breath againg the paininhisarm. “I’'m not
going to Thorbardin. I'm going back to Qudinog.”

Stanach laughed, a hard, harsh bark. “You are, are you?' He looked pointedly a Ja’s knee. “And
how do you reckon you're going to get there?’

Ja hated himin that moment. His blood burned with hate. “I’ll get there walking.”

“By Winter Night, maybe.” The dwarfs eyes darkened. “You're a fool to go back up there now.
Y our people are running these tunnds as fast as we can build them, as fast as we can bring them in. Soon
ther€ll be nothing for you to go back to. Nothing.”

“You're wrong! Up there isdl there ever was of us. Every tde of who we are, every song, every
gory, dl the higtory of us. It's up there, and—"Ja stopped, shivering. “And if dl that were logt, Stanach,
hereis one more tde that needs tdling. The tale of the end. Someone needs to know how it ends, so they
will know how to begin again.”

Stanach let go hiswrist. Jai looked at the flesh there, dready bruisng, then he looked away.
“Please, let me go. What's it to you, Stanach? Nothing, so judt. . . let me go.”

As swiftly as he'd turned before, that swiftly did Stanach turn again. His eyes took Ja’s and hdd
them. “I feflte being here. | hate being out of Thorbardin. | was too long away in older days.” He glanced
a hisruined right hand, then away. “I came home broken and saw the city and the kinship broken after
that. | hate being out of Thorbardin.”

“Why?If you leave the city, will it fal apart without you?”
“No. No, if | leave the city, | fdl apart without it.”

He looked away. Ja saw nothing of hisface, his blue-flecked dark eyes. He saw no Sgn of what the
dwarf was thinking or feding, only one smdl twitch of histhick shoulders.

“All right,” Stanach said, his eyes gill on some point south, some point in the direction of Thorbardin.
“All right. It' s dl fdling apart, df, but if you want to stand in the ruin, off you go.”



You, he said. He bent and picked up something from the shadows. a broken gick one of the
worm-handlers had discarded. With one swift somp of his booted foot, he sheared off the splintered
end. The stick he handed to Jai, with two words of advice. “Useit.”

Then he walked away, back south toward Thorbardin. Ja amiled, following. Before Thorbardin, or
even the crossway, they would come to the way out of the tunnd, the way through and up to Mianogt. It
was dl right. He could manage the walk. He'd come this far.

He was bleeding by the time he got there—cuts from fdls, scraped hands, torn knees, his cheek
ripped raw by arock. He was bruised, and the muscles and bones of his knee screamed. He fdl again,
he didn’t think he could get up again, but Stanach said, not gently, “Come on, df. You said you could do
it. So do it.”

“Shut up,” Ja snarled, and he wasn't sure it was only sweat running down his cheeks. “Shut up and
give me your hand.”

Stanach did, gripping hard, laying bruises on top of bruises as he hauled Ja to his feet. Wordless, he
put the stick back into Jai’s hand, and he pointed to the stone wal, the rocky ribcage of the tunnd.
“There)” he sad, but Ja saw nothing other than worm-chewed stone and moidture running down in
rivulets made golden by the lantern light.

Stanach touched the wall, just a gentle nudge, and the stone swung inward—a dab as long as an df is
tdl, and as wide. It moved dlently, smoothly, and there was no magic attached to it, just good dwarven
enginexring. When Stanach hdld the lantern close to the entrance, he illuminated rough stone dairs
winding upward. He did not, however, illuminate anything that might remotely resemble guards or any
kind of watch. “Not at thisend,” Stanach said. “The guards are above, and they're your folk. We delve;
they ward.”

They stood quiet a moment and then Stanach said, “That's your last dimb up. Just hang around
looking suspicious and some df or another will find you and fetch you home.”

Ja drew breath to speak, then hdd it. Thin light dipped suddenly down the dairs, pade and sivery. A
whiff of rain drifted in on a vagrant breeze. A woman's voice wafted softly down from above, spesking in
Blvish. The voice sounded familiar, distant whisper though it was. When it came closer, Ja knew it.
Anndis=

Another party of refugees was coming through, but why was Anndisse with them? His heart sank.
Had she fdlen foul of the Dark Knights? Had the Marshd learned of her connection to the resistance?

AnndisZ s footfals came closer. Ancther followed her, this on€' s tread heavier. A dwarf, Ja thought,
and then he heard the chime of ring mail, the clank of armor.

“| told you the Marsha would want to know about this” Anndisse said coolly. “Thisis no cave. This
isaway down into the earth.”

The next voice Ja heard was human, and he knew the danking armor was black, the wearer a men



whose soul was owned by the green dragon. “Damn. That's dwarf craft.”

Whidling, something dark and swift flew past Ja’s face. Stanach’s throwing axe made a terible
sound asiit bit deeply into the throat of the Knight. The man made no sound at dl but for thet of his body
danking down the gtairs. Shoving Jai back, tumbling him to the stony floor, Stanach legped for the corpse
and kicked his axe free of the Knight's neck.

Shouts and cursing erupted in the stairwd| as three more Knights ran down the steps.

Ja got the stone wdl behind his back, the cold damp rock hiting into his flesh as he pressed close,
levering himsdlf to his feet. Stanach’s voice swore in the name of a god years gone away.

“By Reorx! Close the door, df!”

Closeit? Close him in with the Knights and the traitor? And what? Howl for help? Beneath him, the
earth vibrated. No matter how loudly he shouted, no one would hear im above the thunder of worms
egting through stone. Jai kicked the door open wider and got a good grip on his stick. The firg Knight to
come through got his feet tangled in the gtick and, while he was sruggling to rise, his skull shattered by a
two-handed blow with a rock. Bone shards flew up from the broken skull, brains and blood seeped
through. Jai’ s ssomach turned, his gorge rose.

“Close the damned door!”

A second Knight came through, staggering. Blood poured from his mouth and nose. He tripped over
hisfdlow and Stanach’s axe stuck quivering in his neck above hismal shirt.

Ja dropped his stick and planted his hands on the pile of corpses, ignoring the stench of blood and
death. Balanced on one leg, he yanked the axe put of the Knight's neck and hobbled for the doorway.
From the shadow within the doorway, he trembled to see Stanach standing on lower ground, three steps
below a burly Knight—undefendable ground—and the glinting tip of a keen edged sword was dipped to
touch his neck. Above the Knight, Anndisse stood. Her face was cold as the white moon on anicy night.

“Kill him,” she said.

Icy fear washed through Jai. In his scribe's hand was a weapon that would do Stanach no good.
Neither could he charge up the stairs to the dwarfs rescue. He grinned suddenly, and he moved, flinging
himsdf into three lurching steps, the gtick in his hand. With a cry to distract the Knight, Jai hit Stanach
hard behind the knees.

Roaring curses, Stanach fdl backwards. The Knight, just thruding his sword, logt his bdance and
pitched headlong down the stairs. Anndisse cried out as Stanach staggered to his feet and took the axe
J thrugt into his hand. He finished the Knight in the space of a breath and turned toward Anndlisse, am
cocked to throw the axe.

“Nol” Ja cried.
For one furious ingtant, Stanach didn’'t understand.

J put a hand on his am, holding his throw. “She's betrayed the resistance, Stanach. We have to
know if there are others.”

His words hung between the dwarf and the Lady Librarian, the question unanswered.



“Lady,” he said, and he hadn’t meant to speak gently, yet he did. “Why?’
She closed her eyes, asonein pan. “| did it for the library.”
“Thelibrary? | don’t understand.”

Eyes shut, she drew a tight, pained breath. “I went to Medan and made a bargain. | told him | had
something he wanted, if only he would promise to preserve the library. Through dl that's to come, he
mus keep it safe”

On the evening of hislagt night in Qudinogt, she'd done that. For aflegting moment, Ja saw in her icy
expression what he' d seen then—that longing look, that sense of loss's shadow as she looked around a
her precious hoard of manuscripts and books, songs and fables and legends, dl the golden history of the
Qudinedti. She'd bargained her soul for the Library of Qudinogt, and into the bargain thrown dven and
dwarven lives

“You knew before | did that our family was leaving Quainog.”
“Yes. | didn't know where you were going, but you told me that.”

She'd set aKnight to linger around Mianost. When the refugees didn't arrive, the Knight had no way
to follow farther. Anndisse, however, didn’t give up s0 easily. She had more patience than Knights. She
hed, she believed, much more a stake.

Tonight there were, she said, with the fird dawning of shame in her voice, four Qudinesti warriors
dead in the forest, not far from the entrance to the tunnd. “But we took a vow, Ja, you and |. There will
aways be alibrary. There will dways be history’s hoard in Quainog.”

“We did, lady,” he said, the words like dust in his mouth. “But we took it to serve a truth, not a
building.” Softly, he gave her back her own words, often spoken in the quiet precincts of her library. “We
can't forget who we were. It's how we know who we are, and how we can guess who we will be. My
lady, with your bargain, you risked making us cowards before dl who would look back at us. Y ou risked
ending our higory in shame,

“Itign't the collection that matters. It is the history that matters.”
He turned his back on her. He didn’t look when Stanach asked if he should kill the traitor.
“No,” he said. “Your folk and mine are going to want to ded with her.”

The dwarf grunted and said he could save them dl the time and trouble now, but he didn’'t ings. He
ordered Anndise down the stairs. When she passed Jd, she paused. “It's over Ja, or it soon will be.
We can only try to live”

Ja said nothing, but didn't ook at her.

Stanach gestured with his axe. Anndlisse walked past, the hem of her deeve brushing agang Ja’s
hand. It fdt like ice, like winter coming



Dwarves dragged away the corpses of the Knights, eight strong fdlows come back with Stanach from
the work detail. Sitting on the bottom step of hisway home, Ja heard them talking and the scrape of mall
on stone as the heavy bodies were hauled away. No one came to wash away the blood.

“Sone will remember that forever,” Stanach said.

Ja nodded. He had nothing to say—or nothing that would pass the griegf thickening his throat.
Anndisse, his mentor . . . she'd given up. In fear or despair she'd chosen betraya and found a way to
convince hersdf it was an option.

Stanach, a grub-light in hand, took a seat on the step above. After a long moment of silence, he said,
“They're doang this entrance tonight. There's a party of you Quainesi above getting ready, and well
close it down here too. By morning no onewill know it was here.”

Ja nodded.

“Are you sure you want to go? What about your mam and your da? Will y’'not want to see ‘em one
time?’

Ja shook his head. “Send them word. Just tel them . . . tdl them | have to do this”
Stanach’ s voice softened, alittle “Jai.”

J turned, startled to hear the dwarf speak his name. He' d been “df dl dong, just that— someone to
move through the tunnels and then forget.

“Ja, it won't be long before it dl fdls gpart up there. The end is told. You heard it tonight People are
gving up.”
Breeze smdling like rain dipped down the stairs. A woman's voice caled softly, urging Ja to come up

now, or stay. Qudinedti! Secret soldiers of a king who danced, it seemed, to a tune of his own cdling,
one his people didn’t truly understand. It wasn't over yet, not while these strove.

Ja rose, bdancing with a hand on the dwarfs shoulder. “Wak up with me, will you?’

Wordless, they went. It was along way up, a hard road, dl those dozen winding dairs. At the top, Ja
turned. A pit of blackness yawned below. Stanach stood in a poal of ydlow lantern light on the top step.
His face was like stone, no muscle moving.

“Stanach, the story ign't dl told yet, because | haven't told it. I'm going back to do that. I'll send the
histories and stories out of Qudinogt a little at atime. I'll find a way to get them through to Thorbardin,
and . .. and dl the rest of thetde. How it ends.”

Stanach looked down into the darkness and then back. “Just get them out. Put them in any hand
coming into the tunnd. I’ll see them the rest of the way home. And when thelast one . . . Well, don't stay
too long, en? Come bring the last one to me yoursdf.”

“Stanach, | don't know if. . "

A smdl musdle twitched in Stanach’s cheek. He took a bregth; it sounded ragged. “That’s right. You



don’'t know. But you do know this I'll be here, right here in the tunnd, trawling for lostlings” He offered
his hand, his left, and Jai took it in his own left, gragping it the way Qudinesti warriors did, the hard
comrade’ s clasp. “I'll wait.”

Ja nodded. He said no more about his chance of coming back. He turned, and he left, going out into
the night and the end.



The Lost Sea

LINDA P. BAKER

Effram saw the firg splatters of rain hit the window only because the neighborhood children were
throwing rocks at his windows again. And they were doing it sanding ingde his boat.

Glass tinkled, soft as wind chimes, onto the floor in one of the second floor rooms he rardy used.
Little feet thudded on the deck in imitation of a salor's jog as the children laughed and cheered,
celebrating the particularly well amed throw. The four children, their faces dirty and ther hair wild and
uncombed, were dl from one family. The littlest one was being newly initiated in the fine art of harassng

crazy Captain Effram.

He stormed onto the back porch, reaching for the ding he kept hanging on a post for just such vists
The stones he kept beside it weren't big or heavy enough to redly hurt. They were just enough to give
the little brats a smart pop for trespassing again. Just enough to leave a ging in exchange for the hurled
inaults that il had a sting of their own, even after twenty years.

Effram stepped into the yard and drew back on the ding. The children gave him ample opportunity for
avery good shot, but just as he was about to fire, a big raindrop plopped right into the middle of his
forehead. He missed his shot. With a loud thunk, the stone bounced cardesdy off the hull of the boat,
and the children cackled with glee.

With high pitched shouts of “Ahoy, matel”

“Where you gonna sal today, Captain—on the Sand Sea?’ the children ran away, legping directly
from the deck of the boat onto what had long ago been the breakwater for the harbor, then down into
the dry bed that had once been the Sea of Tarss.

Effram ignored them. Sniffing the ar, he scanned the sky to the south of the city, following the wet
scent of rain to the pewter sght of rain. Bailing, silver-gray clouds stretched away to the horizon. The sky
was bardly recognizable as the same sky under which he'd lived for dmogt thirty years. Gone was the
interminable, unwavering, blazing new sun, painted over with the dull, date gray of an gpproaching
sorm—afat, ungainly sorm with a bdly full of water. He hadn’'t seen ared storm, a wet storm, since he
was a boy in Ankatavaka.

There were no gorms in Tards, not nasty ones anyway. Sometimes there were gentle rains. In the
winter there were snows, but usudly the blue sky was obliterated by awadl of white, dinging sand that
could ped the paint off the leeward side of a building or the skin from an unwary traveler. The old books,
the ones he' d found in the ruins of the city, spoke of sea storms, of walls of gray water pounding down
on the city, but there was no one dive on Krynn who remembered those days. The First Cataclysm had
taken the sea, and with it gray storms and the white, flapping sails of hundreds of saling vessdls.

Now, after hundreds of lifetimes, there was a sorm coming. A wet, cool, gray sorm. And there was



his seaworthy vessdl, with awhite sall, ready to catch the wind.

Effram dimbed down into the pit in which his boat rested on its nest of scaffolding. He d dug the pit
himsdf, with his own hands, into the now useless breakwater that had once protected the harbor. In afit
of fath, he' d angled the deep ditch in such a way that his ship could be floated out to sea where there
was no sea.

But, faith or no, what good was a boat built in landlocked Tarss? Effram ran his hands over the
smoothly joined planks of the hull and down to the polished ked, checking the stahility of the scaffold
that held the boat in drydock. The sturdy, slken heart of oak had no answers. No more than he had
answers.

He didn’t know why he' d spent the mgority of his adult life building a boat in the middle of the desert,
laying himsdlf bare to insults and jeers. He didn't know how he'd become the crazy eccentric who lived
down near the breakwater. He only knew that he had looked up one day, and the boat had been dmost
finished, and he had become daft Captain Effram. He had faith that one day he, as wel as those who
cdled him crazy, would understand.

As he did his hands across the oiled hinges that held the rudder to the ship, he gazed up at the sky.
The furtive spitting of rain threatened a any moment to become a deluge. The boat, a miniaturized,
bastardized verson of a schooner, with its wide, low deck and a sal made of tarred canvas, was as
seaworthy as he could make it. He had known, for some months, that his work was done, tha he was
only waiting. Waiting for truth and vindication. Now, gazing at the gray line of water approaching from
the south, smdling the gorm in the air, he knew hiswaiting was over.

He tested the hinges on the rudder, which he had scavenged off the huge doors of some long-dead
lord' s stable and refitted to his smdler vessdl, and checked the last of the waterproofing he'd done on the
hul. Thefed of gorminthe air, the twisting wind and the spitting rain demanded action. It demanded he
be ready when the time came.

He went insde his hulking, old house and made sure the shutters were closed and fastened. He stuffed
apiece of leftover saldoth in the window the children had broken. Having stdled more than he could
bear, savoring the anticipation, he changed into hissalling clothes. His arms and legs fdt like a stranger’s
ingde his skin, moving jerkily and without coordination, not at dl like the wel oiled shifting of muscle to
which he was accustomed—until he put on the heavy breeches and tunic, the cloak with its heavily
waterproofed seams, the boots with soles scuffed with sand so that he wouldn't dip on awet deck.

In his finery—sticky and andling of ta—he waked down the street to one of the neighborhood
markets. It was swarming with people, and he had to be among them. To see thar faces as they saw him
inhisran gear.

The ran was fdling softly now, big fat drops that splashed onto the cobbles and bounced back up
from shining puddles. The air was coal, prickly, strange compared to the heat which normally beat down
upon their heads. People hurried, heads bent, zigzagging from ddl to ddl, as if they could wend their
way amongs the raindrops.

The tarps erected over the ddls to keep out the brailing sun flapped in the unusud breeze and
shidded the melons, vegetables, and apples from the rain. Children ran squeding, jumping from puddle to
puddle. Old women scurried from gdl to gdl, gethering food into their baskets asif they thought the rain
would wash it away.



The ar was wild and tumultuous, dive and energetic, just like the beeting of his heart, and the people
responded in kind, taking up the fed of it—the blowing wind and the dancing raindrops and the peculiar
coolness. Effram couldn’'t help but be caught up init. Elaion wavering with fear at the gpproaching storm.
He bought a thick loaf of black bread, just in case there was no market tomorrow, and tucked it safdly
under his cloak.

Despite his dation and enthusasm at the wind and rain that was paitering ever harder onto the tarps,
he saw no difference in the faces of his neighbors as they looked a him. No appreciation that he done
wore clothes that could stave off the rain and sea. He saw no redlization of what the approaching sorm
meant.

The baker, a man his age but with more hair and much more girth, looked him up and down, and
though he said nothing, his disdain was evident. The man who sold milk and cheese and butter snickered
to hiswife about the Captain’s “crazy get-up” before Effram was out of range. The fruit sdler refused to
let him touch her, but made him put his coins down on the table instead of into her hand.

Children darted about him, their voices sharper then the dinging drops of rain, lingering in the air
despite the worsening gusts of wind. “Captain! Hey, Captain! Here's a puddle for you to sal your boat
in” They tugged at the tall of his cloak and stomped in the rgpidly sweling puddles of water, splashed
him to test the worthiness of his rain gear. But at least they noticed how the drops splattered againg the
knees of his ailed trousers, bounced on the back of his cloak, and dithered away.

The adults laughed and shrugged. After dl, they were “jud children,” and what did he expect, dways
acting so crazy? Only Lydia, the carpet maker, chased them away, chiding them in her lovely voice for
teesng him. Effram was as surprised to be championed as the children were to be scolded. She had
never noticed him before, never spoken softly to him. Beautiful women like Lydia did not notice men like
him.

He gaped at her, unable to stop himsdlf, though pride dictated he turn his back. Her long, black har
swirled about her as she ralled up her carpets, putting them away. She was dosng shop, as were many
of the other merchants. The rug that disappeared into a tidy, tight cylinder was a thing of magic and
beauty, so colorful it looked more like life than wool, more like a painting than woven threads.

A dwarf went past, carrying a chair and a jug of wine and squinting as lightning flashed overhead.
Effram followed the dwarf out to the street and watched, chuckling, as the fdlow doshed toward the
center of town. Water was aready ankle deep in the gutters, caf deep for the dwarf. To the south, more
ran was coming. Much more. The sky had gone from light gray to deadly dull, and squals with their
peculiar perpendicular stresks filled the southern horizon. Water was returning to Targs, this time from

the ky.

Effram shivered. Fear, anticipation, chill, dl swirled about him like a cyclone. No longer interested in
the chaos of the market, he hurried home. He dumped his purchases on the kitchen table and went out
back to check on his boat. The water in the pit was dready knee deep, swirling and cloudy with sand.

Fast. It had happened s0 fast. There was water in the seabed, as far as he could see!’ Gray ripples
flecked with slver and black, like a badly tarnished mirror, sretching away to the horizon. Far too much
water for the smple rain. The water mugt be coming from the ocean to the south, being blown by a
horrendous wind.

It was going to be a glorious storm, this strange unnaturd tempest that was unlike any that had ever
ravaged over Krynn! Perhaps crazy Captain Effram would be vindicated.



He rushed back into the house and searched franticaly for the coils of rope he'd bought only last
soring, when he knew that he had only a few more finishing touches to put on the boat. Their use seemed
30 unlikdly that he' d dmogt forgotten where he put them. He findly found them in one of the unused front
rooms under a pile of canvas. Maybe . . . maybethisstorm. . .

He hardly dared hope that the water would flow high enough to float his boat. Not even as he jumped
down into the pit and found that the water doshed around his thighs did he dlow himsdf to dream the
impossible. Rain splattered on his bald head and dripped from the fringe of hair onto the back of his
neck. Rain ran under the cloak, benegath his collar, and down his spine. It blew into his eyes and dripped
off hisnose. It tasted sdty, of the sea, and not like rain a al. But the rain was a minor nuisance, barely
noticed as he scuttled amidst the strong wooden beams of scaffolding, looping the rope through strategic
points, doshing back to tie the ends to a post up in the yard.

As he worked, the water rose. So fast. Too fast. He' d never seen such water, aran that came so fast
and furious it filled the vast seabed like a huge pitcher being tipped over to fill a tiny glass. The water
rushed into the pit, swirling so that he could bardy stand. He tied the last length of rope around his waig,
just to free his hands. He pulled himsdf from beam to beam, dragging himsdf up onto land.

He was soaked through to the skin, his boots full of water that chilled his feet. Only the tops of his
shoulders were dry, asif he' d stepped into alake up to his armpits. The rainproof cloak was no deterrent
to this miraculous storm. It weighed twice what it should, just from the weight of water sreaming off it,
and it was of no use anyway, conddering he was dready soaked. He tossed it asde and stood in the
downpour, shivering with cold and anticipation.

Only then, standing on the edge of the pit, holding the bundled ends of rope, did he dare pray that the
sorm would not stop. Not until the water was lapping a his toes. Not urtil the ditch was ful and the
seabed was deep enough to bear up the weight of his boat.

He could fed the storm srumming in the rope, tugging at the thick lines, and he closed his eyes. He
dared not watch for fear that in the bailing clouds of gray approaching from the south, he would see
aunlight and clear blue sky. He didn’'t want to amdl heat and sun. He wanted water. And thunder. And
the chance to hear the hull of his boat splash into the sea.

In answer to his prayer, no blue sky came. No sun or amdl of warm sand. Only the metdlic scent of
gorm, more water, and stronger wind. Somewhere nearby, a shutter banged againg a house, loud and
inggent. Air trilled across a chimney, squeding like an out-of-tune whidle in the hands of a demented
kender. Water pounded on the tin roof of his equipment shed, dapped agangt the breakwater, and
gurgled from the ancient gutter on the eaves of his house.

The music of the sorm grew ever more rdentless and obstinate until one breathtaking moment he
heard none of it. The sounds and the cold and the taste went away, driven out by the scrgping of the
boat. The most beautiful sound of dl: the scratch and screech of wood againgt wood.

The boat, his boat, the only boat in Tarss, tried to lift free of the arms of scaffolding. Like a child
gruggling to be free of its mother’s arms, the boat rocked and kicked, trying to take its firg baby steps.
Trying to float.

With a last amdl prayer to gods he did not beieve in, Effram twisted the ropes around his arms,
doubling them then doubling them again for fear of losng the ends. He braced himsdf againgt the lone
post driven deep into the ground, and he yanked, putting dl his body weight into it. The musdes in his
shoulders cramped, bunched. His feet dipped in the wet grass. The blades of green—waterlogged down



to ther harlike roots—gave way and tore free of the mud.

Effram fdl hard againg the post. Air grunted out of hislungs and skin peeled away from the flesh over
hisribs, but the scaffolding folded in dow moation, cracking and crying out in protest. The boat dipped
Sdeways, threatening to crash into the side of the pit, then righted, did down the last remaining section of
scaffolding, and plopped into the water.

The sound was a tiny, inggnificant sound for so momentous an occasion. His boat bobbled, dipped,
and floated, gracefully bobbing in the water, the bow nodding to him asif urging him to board.

For a moment, Effram was too flabbergasted to accept the invitation. She was beautiful, this dumsy,
pieced together, jigsaw puzzle of a boat. Pieced together of scavenged things—mosly old wood from
the wrecks of Tards. Long and svelte a the prow, wide and square and ugly a the stern, she was
beautiful just the same. Beautiful because . . . she floated.

She was a boat. A red boat, not “that piece of junk in crazy Effram’s yard.” Until that moment, he
hed not redlized how much he feared that the people who jeered a him were rignt—all of them, the
adults who looked a him askance and the children who threw rocks and words.

He scrambled on board, dipping on the wet planks despite the work he'd done on the soles of his
boots. On his knees, he walked awkwardly to the mast and dung to it. He savored the gentle rocking as
he waited for his knees to stop trembling. He waited for his heart to quiet, so that he might hear the storm

agan.
There was avoicein that storm. A voice spesking to him.

Sowly, he pulled himsdf to his feet, dill dinging to the thick, round trunk of wood upon which he'd
hung his sall. As he came upright, the firg crack of thunder boomed overhead. Lightning, so blue it
looked like sky, rent the clouds. For a moment, he could see nothing but jagged streaks on the backs of
his eydids. Another boom and flash followed closdly, and it seemed his pounding heart had taken home
in the storm, had leaped from his throat and salled away in joy at hisfindly being afloat. At being only
moments from actudly saling.

Effram freed the large lateen sail from the boom and dumsly ran the rigging that hauled it up the mast.
He d practiced the maneuver hundreds of times since he set the mast into the ked, but it had been much
smpler in practice, with the boat land-docked instead of ralling gently under his feet, with the sall hanging
loose ingtead of fighting with the wind.

The sl flapped in the strong, whirling winds, snatching the boom free of his grip. The boom swung
wide and then reversed back toward him, smacking his fingers sharply for hislack of agility in subduing it,
but there was joy evenin pain.

He tied off the boom, il dlowing it to swing in the wind while he cast off the lines, forward and &ft,
that held him captive to the land. Then he used a pole to guide the boat toward the swirling sea. The boat
bumped from side to sde in the narrow pit, and his heart thumped as loudly in his chest as the thunder
boomed overhead, for fear that the boat would beach itsdf before it had ever sailed.

The churning waters caught the stern, and the boat jerked underfoot. The starboard sde dammed into
the rocky edge of the breakwater, crashing him to his knees, and then the boat bobbed forward and
twigted in a somach-curdling semi-circle. It scraped the break-water on the other sde, wood screeching
on stone. The sall snapped, fluttered, snapped, then caught the wind. The sall popped, as if every thread
in it shouted as one, and then Effram and his boat were into the Sea of Tarss, caught by the strong



current, washed away from the jagged breakwater. He was sailing!

The boom jerked in his hand with such force it fdt as if it would tear his am from the socket. The
geering oar yanked from the other direction, fighting the boom for possession of his body. The prow of
his boat turned to the open sea as if guided by the hands of the long forgotten gods. With a tug that
threatened to topple him over the rall and into the water, the wind and the water took his boat.

He fought with the oar, bringing the nose around so that he was pardld to the breakwater that, like a
mother’s arm, encircled the southern sde of what had once been the harbor of Tarss.

The round-bellied, dumsy boat skimmed across the ragged white tops of the waves with as much
ease as a deek, high-masted schooner a full sal. The prow of the boat cut through the water, the sal
snapped in the wind, lines moaned againg the blocks, and the mast overhead creaked with the pressure.
But she hdd together, and she floated. She swam. She flew! Effram, captain of the only salling vessd to
sl the Sea of Targs for centuries, stood proudly in the stern and whooped his joy into the wind.

Cries, like the screams of seagulls, cdled to him from the direction of the city. Effram darted a glance
a Targs. Children, awhole swarm of them, ran dong the ridge of the breakwater, waving their arms and
shouting a him. Their little faces were washed clean, sreaming with rain, and they looked as exultant a
sdng his sl filled with wind as he was to fed it sngpping and tugging. They flapped their ams,
screeched like shorebirds, and leaped asif they, too, would catch the wind and fly. The cries now were,
“Hey, Captain! You're sdling! Ahoy, Captain, take mefor aridel”

He waved to them, his face stretched in a grin. He'd never thought hearing that title would sound so
sweet. He wished that every child who'd so snearingly cdled him “Captain” and every adult who'd
amiled indulgently or snickered at his passing could see him now, like this handful of children. He wished
they dl could see him salling!

Then he had no further thoughts for them, as he used the sail to turn his boat at an angle to the am of
the breakwater. The boat walowed and groaned as it turned with dl the duggisness of a fat,
sun-warmed grub, but he loved even her dumsiness. He'd expected it. With the midship and the stern
built so wide, there was no way she'd be a fast vessdl, but what he’ d sacrificed in speed, he regained in
balance. She rode low, strong, and stable, even in the churning storm.

The wind fought him as he pulled in the sall until it was close-hauled, dmost pardle to the lines of the
boat itsdf. The wind tore at the sall asif it would rip it from its fagenings, but the strong cloth held, and
the boat |eaped away from the wind.

All before him was darkness. Railing clouds and sheeting water and lightning flashed like fire in the
sky. The wind was s0lid as stone. It battered him, the wood benesth his feet, and tried to snatch the
boom from his hands. It drove the sdty rain into the Side of hisface so that it fdt like singing sand on his
skin. It was madness to sal toward that black wal of storm, but that was just what he did.

Effram understood the maneuvers necessary for saling into the wind, even though he'd never had
occasion to attempt them. In order to go forward, toward that unnaturd blackness, he knew he had to
zigzag, back and forth so that he tricked the wind into taking him into it. It sesemed only another test of his
will, like dl the past years had been tests, leading up to this moment.

He saled leeward for a short while, never taking his gaze from the black horizon. As he shifted,
knowing that now he must change course and sall at an opposite angle, he lost his hold on the boom. The
boat careened wildly and hefdl as the sal went fla. Effram flalled about and findly caught the lines that



trailed from the boom. He yanked it into position, the wind grabbed the sail, and the dumsy boat turned
and shot away into the storm once more.

Effram threw back his head and laughed with the joy of it dl. The pure ddight of accomplishment, the
pleasure of the sdt wind in his face, and the rushing power of the sea, Snging through the planks beneath
hisfeet.

Thid Thiswaswhy he'd done it dl. Thiswas why he' d spent hislife building this thing that had no life
except that which the sea could giveit. He knew that, whatever ese life brought him, he'd be a happy old
men someday, to St in the sun and remember the life of the sea beneath his feet.

As he tacked again, he noticed that the black of the sorm was no longer ahead of him. It was 4l
around him. Rain pounded steadily, unrdenting, so that he could barely see through the sheets. The ran
tasted of cold blood, sdty, coppery, and dive. The only light came from the harsh streaks of fire that
Zigzagged across the sky, guiding his course through the storm— as if the lightning reached earthward,
fighting againg the clouds.

Was Effram the only soul Ieft in the world? Alone, isolated in a storm that he redlized could not be
natura. Could not be red. This was no hearty downpour of water from over-laden clouds, no swirling of
wind from the struggle between the cold ar of heaven and the hot air of desert sand. Thiswas . . . magic?
Punishment sent from the gods? Except there were no gods, or if there were, they no longer cared about
the pitiful races of Krynn. But someone, something, was surdy angry. To pound the sky with thunder as
heavy as boulders. To drown the smells of sun and sand. To leach the colors from the land.

For the firg time since he' d shouted his exuberance at being afloat, Effram feared.

It was not safe to be so far out to sea, not safe to be surrounded by the railing black slk of a megicd
gorm. For the fird time since he'd set his feet upon the deck, he fdt the cold as something dammy and
unwecome. His shirt dung to his back like a worm dings to the stone under which it hides. His shoulders
hurt from fighting the wind, hisribs il burned where he' d fdlen againgt the post, and his legs ached from
graning to stay upright. His feet were numb with cold, his ringers pruned and old from the wet.

For one heart-stopping moment, he did not know from which direction he had come. All about him
was the same. Black and gray, unrdieved except for flashes of ydlow, orange, and sometimes blue.
Thunder groaned so loudly that he could fed it in his numbed feet. It vibrated into his clenched hands,
overshouting even the song of the sall.

He closed his eyes and let the boom line dide through his fingers urtil it swung free. The sall flogged in
the wind, a crunching angry sound of threads being beaten and abused, of a sl hungry to be filled. He
was logt a seainthe middle of a dark and supernatural storm. Now he would die, unvindicated, and al
those who had called him crazy would be proven correct.

The solution came to him as quickly as the despair had, gusting over him like the bursts of aberrant
wind. The fear made him fed stupid and dow. To even have fdt it for amoment was to deny dl the years
he' d spent bdieving in himsaf.

He' d been tacking into the wind. All he had to do was turn about and let the wind take him home, or
if not home, then to shore. For surdy that feding that he done lived upon the sea was purest fantasy? The
raging sea could not have covered the whole of the continent. Surdly there was land somewhere to the
north or east of Tarss. All he had to do was let the wind push him to safety.

He worked the sall and the tiller. The boat walowed, a great dumsy beast fighting the stronger



monger of storm. The pressure of the sea againg the ked threatened to swamp him, but then the stern
caught the current and the nose swung around. The sall billowed in the strong wind and snapped loud as
a blow, sin on skin. For a moment, Effram thought he wouldn't be able to manage the boom—that
ether he would give way, the sall would snap free of the mast, or maybe even that the mast would crack
a the base like a young tree snapping in the wind.

The drain on his fingers was dmost unbearable, the pull on the sal even stronger, but dl hdd. His
fingers did not break, the sail did not give way, and the mast creaked and groaned but held. The saling
was as different as the gait of a swift steed was from that of an oxcart.

To run before the wind was like flying! Like being given wings and a great span of free sky inwhich to
try them. The sal whispered and balooned out, pregnant with storm, with the strong southerly wind that
was blowing the sea of Tarsgs home. The dumsy boat flew with Effram adtride it, faster than any bastard
doop with a tdlship’'s bow and a carrack’s heavy stern should. It flew so fast the wind dried the water
from hisface, so fadt it fdt asif the wind would just lift him up and carry him over the sea.

Only the lightning saved him from smashing headlong into the city. One moment, he was flying across
the frothing water, surrounded by the gray-black of the sorm. The next he saw, in a flash of white light,
the seawal|l that formed the other protective arm around the harbor of Tarss arrowing toward him.

Lightning blind, he barely had time to yank the boom in, bleed the sal of some of the wind, and dow
the forward dice of the boat. It turned and in the next flash of lightning, he saw the blunt end of the
seawdl on the starboard side. The boat did past into the calmer water of the harbor.

Thewind was 4ill strong, swirling in angry gudts, as was the water, but it was less choppy. It was an
advantage that he appreciated only now. This protected haven had been wha made Tarss the great
segport it had once been. The harbor was a circular refuge backed by the cty and enclosed by a
semi-circle of breakwater on one side and seawadl on the other.

He shortened the sail, giving the wind less yardage on which to tug. Despite the dightly calmer water,
the wind dill shoved him dong at a satisfying clip. There was dill plenty of water rushing againg the kedl
and rudder to send the boat skidding forward.

Across the sullen gray light in the harbor, Effram could make out the looming shapes of the waterfront
buildings So Tards was dill there, dill above water, though if the sorm continued, he wasn't sure it
would remain so0. There was no way to tdl time, no way for him to even estimate how long he' d been out
on the sea. No way to tdl how long it had been since he'd walked in the market and bought butter and
peaches, but it fdt like along time.

His muscles, aching and tired, said it had been hours, though he suspected minutes. But if the sea had
risen this far in only minutes, how long would it be before it encroached upon the city, and would there
dill be anyone left dive to see him sall past indl his glory?

The water in the harbor was as gray as the sky, dismd as the clouds, so dark tha it appeared
depthless. The outlines of what had once been tal, proud saling ships were dark, hulking shapes in the
gray curtain of sorm. When the Sea of Tardgs had been taken away by the gods, the ships had been
trapped, liding at odd angles on dry sand. Over the centuries, people had used the hulks as homes, an
even more ignominious fate in Effram’s mind then if their carcasses had been dlowed to rot away.

He steered closer, alittle fearful, and more than allittle hopeful that one of the ships had bobbed to the
surface of the new sea, but it was a wasted wish. The once proud vessds ill lay upon their sides, dmost



drowned by the raging storm, as landlocked as he had once been.

There were people aboard the nearest one. Scurrying humans who dung to the uppermost deck and
waved and shouted franticaly, hoping he would see them. Effram could barely hear ther cries above the
cracks of thunder and doshing water. He steered closer, standing up proud and tal in the stern of his
sling vess. Let them cdl him crazy now!

As he sailed closer, wanting to be near enough to see their faces, he was hoarrified to see them jump
into the sea, one by one, like fleas abandoning a dog. They swam toward him, flaling and shouting as
they came.

A heavy smack on the side of the boat startled him as he leaned into the tiller, turning the boat before
it collided with the svimmers. He whedled to find a man hanging on the ralling of the boat by one arm.
Beneeth the sheeting rain, the man's face was familiar.

“Are you gonna just stare or actudly be of some use?’ the man shouted.

It had been so long since Effram had spoken to anyone that his tongue fdt numb. His tongue flopped
and twisted around the unfamiliar words, and when the words findly dipped past it, his voice was rusty
and unused. “Be of use?’

The man thrust his free hand toward Effram as far as he could. When Effram didn’t take his hand, the
men gave out aloud sound of disgust, then he grunted and wriggled himsdf dumsly up over the sde and
into the boat. He brought a wave of water with him, and he squished as he struggled to right himsdif.

Effram stared a him, not sure what to do. Never once in dl the years of cutting and sawing and
shaping and tarring had he ever pictured anyone ese aboard his boat. It didn't seem quite right. In fact, it
seemed sacrilege. The sodden hegp of the man's colorful dothing againgt the shining wet of the deck was
too bright. Garish. As incongruous as a harlot in atemple or a cowled priest bellied up to a raucous bar.
It made the boat seem lopsided, weighted down. But that was crazy, for while his boat was not huge, it
was not so smdl that the weight of one wet, squishing man could be felt.

The man ralled to his feet and swayed dumsly to stay upright. “You could a lent a hand to hep me
in,” he growled.

Sill shocked to have feet other than his own on the deck of the boat, Effram stared as the men
sumbled toward him, awkward but menacing. In a flash of lightning and daydream, he saw himsdf
tossing the man back overboard like so much unwanted driftwood. Effram shook his head, dispdling the
image as unworthy, but he thought he should at least protest the dien presence on his deck.

The man couldn’t possibly stand up to him, for Effram was tdl, strong and broad shouldered from
years of cutting down trees and carting them home, from sawing planks and working them into place
sngle-handedly.

The top of the man's head barely came up to Effram’s chin. The man’s arms looked spindly and easlly
breakable, but the man's fear was huge. His terror, as he glanced over his shoulder at the encroaching
seq, was larger than both men.

The man lurched the last few steps toward Effram, grabbing hisarm at the last moment to stay upright.
“Turn the boat!” he shouted. “Y ou' re going the wrong way.”

As shocking asit had been to see someone upon his deck, it was even more shocking to be touched,



to fed the man’s weght and the dammy, hot press of his hands.
As Effram backed away, the man grabbed for theftiller.
“No!” Effram pushed the man’'s hand off. “Don’t touch my boat!”

“Then turn it around!” The man grappled with him, trying to grab the tiller through Effram’s longer
reach. “There are people over there—children who aren’t strong enough to swvim!”

The boat rocked as another man dragged himsdf over the rall. The movement was dight, but enough
for Effran to fed it. This man was bigger than the one who had managed to get one hand on the end of
thetiller.

“Trouble, Blaies?” he rumbled.
“Thisfdlow don’t want to go back for the others.”
Effram opened his mouth to protest, but Hill his tongue felt rusty, tarred to the roof of his mouth.

“Sure he does,” the bigger man said eeslly, fixing Effram with a glare every hit as sharp as a flash of
lightning. “You just gotta explain it to him right. If he don’t wanta svim, he can turn this tub around.”

Then the man turned away from the shocked Effram and fished a bedraggled child from the sea. Then
another. He dapped a boy, who was coughing and crying a the same time, on the back. “You're dl
right, boy. Stop yer sniveling and St down.” He thrugt the child to the middle of the deck.

Blaies tugged, then pushed on the tiller, trying to break Effram’s hold on it, but he was pushing the
wrong way and the boat turned even more toward the dock. The man swore softly. He pointed toward
the closest of the beached ships. “That way. There's more in the water. And more on that house” He
paused to swipe water from his face. “Unless you want to snvim?’

“All right. Just . . .” Effram shoved his hand away from theftiller. “Just move away.”
Blaes released his hold and moved away to give Effram room to work.

Effram thrugt the tiller away. It was not that he feared going into the water, but he would do anything,
anything, to keep another’s hands from controlling his boat. The boat dipped across the water in the
direction Blaes indicated.

As the boat dipped past some of the people who had taken to the water upon seeing Effram, the
bigger man scurried dong the ral to hep the stragglers over the stern. Blaies sumbled forward to help
them move to the center of the deck. Coughing and gagging, they fdl onto the deck and lay where they’d
landed until pushed amidship.

Effram stared at the soaked, haf-drowned people littering his deck. He did not regiser Blaes's
demand that he sal further among the old shipwrecks until he said it a second time. Even then, it didn't
register as words. Only as annoyance and a buzzing sound of fear that cut through the rage of the sorm.

“Here” One of the men on the deck crawled to hisfeet. “I have money, if that's what you want.” He
took two unganly, raling steps towards Effram and thrust a amdl bag of coins into his hand. “Go that
way. That house right over there. The amdler one. In the middle. That's where my family is”



Effram stared at the leether bag in his pam. It had a heavy, rich fed to it. He didn’t even have to jiggle
it to know it was full of sted coins—more money, in just the one amal moment, than he' d ever made in a
month of sdling carved bits of wood and old books.

Effram looked up to find Blaies and the bigger man watching him intently, knowingly. Asif it was just
what they’ d expected. Asif they’d thought, dl dong, that behind his facade of craziness had roiled greed
and any number of other unsavory motivetions.

“l don’t want money,” Effram said, and he handed the smdl, weighty bag back to the man. He tugged
on the tiller until the boat moved in the direction the man had pointed. The man had the grace to look
away, to flush and mumble, “Thanks.”

Blaesrolled his eyes, obvioudy thinking this was just more evidence of craziness. He braced himsdf
agand the rall, looking down into the water for more survivors.

The water was aready up past the door that had been cut into the side of the smdl merchant vessd.
The man's wife and a passedl of dark-haired children hung out the windows. Effram maneuvered
aongsde, and the man held up hisarms to receive the firg child. They came out the window one by one
and huddled, wet and miserable, amidst the clutter of people aready in the boat.

Effram peered at them through the rain, wondering if any of these were the brats who had yeled into
his windows, thrown rocks at his porch, and dimbed over his piles of freshly cut wood. All children
looked dike to him, save for the differing colors of their hair.

He looked down at one of the children the man had handed into the boat, a little boy who was
probably blond but whose hair was so wet and plastered to his skull that it looked as dark as Effram’s
own. The child stuck out his tongue a him, than clambered to his feet and jumped up to grab onto the
boom. He swung from it like a monkey.

Effram gave it avidous twitch and jerked the child off. The child thumped in a heap to the deck and
sent up awall to rivd the thunder. A woman crawled over, cuddled him, and looked in fear at Effram.

“Hush, now, you're not hurt,” she said to the child. “You musn't play on Captain Effram’s boat. Not
after he's saved us”

Effram turned away, more uncomfortable with the kind words than he had been with the child's
playing. At least the child's transgression was sraightforward devilment. These adult's words were
something else. He'd seen her fear. HE'd heard it.

By the time the lagt child had been dragged onboard, shouts could be heard from the ship-house next
door. The man who had offered to pay him pushed the boat away from his house with his hands and
pointed at the next one.

The boat was more duggish, weighed down, and difficult to steer amongs the ships where there was
less current.

There was another husband and wife and three soaked children dinging to the next ship. “I can't
believe this damned boat actudly floats” this new addition said, as soon as his feet touched the deck of
Effram’s boat. He amiled shegpishly to ease the ging of hiswords.

Effram knew this face, too, and the grating tone. The man was a merchant in the main market, one of
those who amiled nicdy to his face then snickered and snorted when he went on his way. Effram’s anger



mugt have shown in his eyes, because the man flushed and turned his head away.

A few feet away was another ship-house, crawling with bodies trying to avoid drowning. Effram
directed the boat to them without being told and stood bracing the tiller, fighting the current’s attempt to
push them onward, while those who could stand in the rocking boat helped these new ones dimb
aboard.

“All thistime” aman gasped, “| thought thisthing was a waste of trees.”

Someone snickered in response and a woman shushed him, reprimanding him as if he was a naughty
child. “Captain Effram saved us. He's the only one who could.”

That slenced the snickers, but not the other voices. Where before there had been only the londly,
lovdy voice of the sorm, the crash and crack of thunder and lightning, there was now coughing and
crying and gasping and moaning, screams for help and demands to be saved. Watery voices thanked the
long-gone gods and the hands that reached over the raling and fished them from the sea to lie like
gagping, floundering fish upon his deck. Some even touched the sanded and waxed deck benesth them
with reverence and joy. Most of them thanked Effram. A few even took up the woman's words and
praised him as the “only one’ who could have saved them.

Effram stared & those collapsed on the deck of his boat a his feet, sodden and pale as fish. They
mouthed the right words, the words that should rightfully have come to him from the moment the firs rain
drop splashed down.

But they were too late. Too little.

“Should have said that to begin with,” he mumbled softly under his breath. “Should have said that dl
adong.” He diffened his spine and turned his boat towards the docks even though there were more
waving, shouting people farther into the dump of prostituted ships. He could not bear to load more of
thet noise onto his boat.

“Hey!” Blaes waved to larboard as Effram turned the boat. “There's more over there”

Effram ignored him. He ignored the scowl of Blaies' s big friend. They would have to kill im to make
him let go of thetiller. They would have to break his fingers to uncurl them from around it.

Effram looped his fingers through the rigging that controlled the sail. Ignoring the sharp pain of the
lines, cutting into his flesh, he yanked on it. It gave, barely, the blocks squeding in protest as he put his
weight on the line and on his hand. The sall edged up. Up the mast, reaching greedily for the wind.

The boat legped forward, bringing shocked gasps from his passengers. He could dmost hear their
nalsdig into the planks of the deck. His fingersfdt asif they might fdl off his hand, but he didn't care. He
didn't care if the passengers dl washed off the deck and back into the water from which they’d been
fished s0 long as he got them off his boat. Quickly.

It was difficult seering the boat with one hand wrapped in rope and the other clamped around the
tiller. Thewind tearing at the sall was as strong and angry as he was. The current ingde the harbor was
stronger—strange, dmogt asif awhirlpool was building at its center, the water sarting to froth and show
little white-capped waves out across its gray, mottled surface.

Two passengers, aman and a woman, joined Blaes, protesting that there were dill more people out
amongd the wrecks. They dl went slent a one glance from Effram. He growled, “If you don’t likeiit, you



can swim.” It fdt good to see them dhrink back and shiver and clutch a their chests. It fdt good to see
even the big man stagger as Effram put his considerable muscle on the rigging.

His skin broke under the rough rope, and dick drops of blood dripped down his wrig like warm rain.
The sl inched higher, catching even more of the mad wind. The boat rushed inland, toward the
waterfront that was visble now through the gray air. Effram could make out the different buildings, the
white stone of the main dock, the muted ydlow of lanterns trying to shine through the storm.

The dock sped toward them at an darming rate, approaching even faster as he hauled up more of the
sl. A woman sgqueaked in fear, threw her arm over her eyes, then changed her mind and clutched at the
person nearest her. Blaes staggered toward him, fids baled, then stopped. A flush of power ran down
Effram’s spine, hot and spangled and sweet as wine. They wanted to stop him. They dl wanted to stop
him, but none of them knew how to sal his boat. None of them knew how to stop it from smacking into
thewadl of stone.

At the last moment, just before he' d gone too far, just before he committed his boat into damming her
elegant bowsprit into the dock, he shoved theftiller vidoudy to larboard and swung the boom in. It barely
missed cracking the head of the little monkey child, but it did send Blaies sprawling across the deck.

The boat turned, faster than Effram thought it could, with such elegance it made his heart swell. The
boat swooped in a graceful circle before the waterfront. Effram could see faces pressed to the cloudy
windows of the nearest tavern. Some of the more hardy patrons ran out into the wind and rain to watch
them sall past. Effram wondered if they could hear the shocked, gull-like cries of his passengers, the dhill
pleas for rescue.

For good measure, he saled dong the dock, just so they could dl see him. Then he took his
ungrateful passengers for a great looping ride across the waterfront. Maneuvering the boom, the tiller,
and the twisted ropes around his hand, he did the boat into place dongsde the dock with the expertise of
the only sallor in Tarsis.

Blaies and his big bully of a friend grabbed hold of the dock. They dung to it with dl ther srength,
though the rough stone mugt surely be cutting their hands to ribbons.

“All ashore that's going ashore!” Effram caled heartily. HE'd read that in storybooks. He suspected
that it was something made up, something no sallor had ever redly said, but these fools didn’'t know the
difference, and it fdt good to shoutt it, to see them dl dip and trip and fal over each other in their rush to
exit the rocking boat.

His passengers greeted the stone dock with glad cries and much scrambling. He gave them one last
chance to look a him the way they should. He stared at them, a their mewling little children as they
climbed to safety. In none of those wet faces did he see the respect or the grudging admiration he was
due. All he saw was fear. They dragged their beongings or their children up onto the docks and even
further up into the town, dl the while glanaing fearfully over their shoulders at the sea and the storm.

At him.

There was reason to fear. In just the few moments while hed been a the dock, the sorm had
darkened more than seemed possble. Water shrieked past, so fierce it gung his ears, blowing ran
amog pardld to the deck. The rain looked like streaks of gray satin ribbon, whirling and twidting in the
wind. The blackness he'd likened to night was a pearly gray compared to the encroaching darkness on
the horizon.



At leadt, right now, he could 4ill see the waterfront buildings, the gawking tavern patrons who stood
agand the front of the building as if it could shidd them. In the flashes of lightning, he could dill see the
jumble of ships-become-homes, but the coming darkness threatened even midnight.

What would that velvet darkness be like? How black would darker than night be? Would he even be
able to see thelightning? He raised his ams up to the rain, as if it could wrap itsdf around him and tral
behind, like the ribbons on a girl’s hat. Would the rain follow him the way it followed the wind?

“You are to be commended!” he screamed into the sky. “Whoever you are, it's a glorious sorm!”

The last quaking passenger, Blaies, who had aso been his firgt, pulled himsdf up the wet, dick stone
and wobbled afew steps. From the safety of dill land, he paused to look back a Effram. “Y ou're mad,”
he hissed. “Mad.”

Effram laughed a him. Insde, in that dark place where dreams dept, darker even than the storm, his
hope of vindication warbled, shivered, and died. Shriveled, it dropped back down to slence, another
dream that would never come true.

Effram wrenched a the boom and tiller in unison. It was automatic to him now, the way these two
moved opposite each other, but to the same effect. His boat dipped away from the dock with practiced,
expert ease. He turned back into the harbor.

To starboard, the tal, abandoned ships were suddenly more menacing than the blackness of the sky.
They'd only been shorn up to bear the weight of occupancy, not completdy clipped of ther wings, and
now the water reached that one inch more of height that was enough to bear their dead, beached weight.
The gorm lifted them, those ghost ships. They shifted and groaned with each dosh of water and
threatened to bresk free of the land that locked them.

He bardly heard the scream, followed by an unmistakeble splash, over the roar of the wind. He
looked back intime to see awhirl of white doth and frothing foam sucked underwater. A moment later,
awoman— redly only a mass of black hair—popped to the surface.

She screamed for him to come back, mationing toward the abandoned ships.

For a moment, he stared a her, a the mass of black har that floated about her like wriggling
seaweed. He could see the ar between them darkening, visbly, second by second. The ydlow lantern
light from the tavern was a mere pinprick in a dark curtain now, like afirefly seen across an evening fidd.
Choking and coughing, dipping down into the water then fighting back to the surface, the woman waved
for him to return. He turned from her, from the mass of black hair to a blacker sky. To the sea. The
gorm over it.

He sailed away from her and the waterfront buildings and the warm, ydlow light, in a great loop thet
would take him around the harbor, back dong the docks. Perhaps up and down through afew of the old

ships.

Even in the darkness, they could not fal to see him. The lightning would light him up like a spotlight
upon a stage. Those who dung to the ships they had defiled, those who dung to the land would see him.
They could not fal to see him. To know that of them dl, only he sailed.

Only crazy Captain Effram sailed the sorm and the lost Sea of Tarss.

And perhaps the ghogt ships would follow in his wake.






Some Assembly Required
NICK O’'DONOHOE

The stone floor shivered with the hum of a nearby high-speed axle that was gradudly spinning faster
and fadter.

An accompanying crescendo of thuds sent puffs of dust risng up off the age-darkened wood floor.
The thuds grew stronger and came closer together.

The reaulting explosion shook the shelving urtl it rocked on its springs, throwing the topmost book
out of the shelves.

Sorter, the gnome seated behind the desk that stood in front of the shelves, caught the book in his left
hand seconds before it could smash his head and knock him senseless. He opened the volume and lesfed
through it, scanning the drawings and bills for materias.

“Sdf-winding,” he muttered to himsdf. “ Sdf-propelled walker. Transport Section, East Outer Upper
Right. Agricultura propulson.”

He closed the book and looked widfully out a sde window, where he could see thick black smoke
and the occasiond tegtering Multi-Story Fire Suppressor chasing a thoroughly soaked gnome.

“Nothing ever happensin here”” He sghed.

Beyond the smoke he could see the usuad hammering, sawing, fastening, and soldering that was Mount
Nevermind. Only ingde the Great Repository was there quiet. Far too much of the stuff, to Sorter’s way
of thinking.

He dropped the waker plans into one of the wicker baskets on the Hying Cata-Shelver, then
laborioudy cranked the windlass urttil the trigger on the basket arm caught in its latch. He dropped a few
more didodged portfolios in the labeled baskets and cocked each of the aams. Stepping well back, he
gave the multi-trigger cord asngle, quick tug.

The Cata-Shelver flev down the aide, throwing books with unerring accuracy a the wrong shelves.
Sorter followed the Cata-Shelver, picking up the strewn volumes and putting them in place.

At the end of the ade he nearly bumped into a stocky older gnome, who was reading one of the
thrown volumes and cautioudy feding a bump on the back of his bald head.

Sorter winced in sympathy. “I’'m sorry, Blastmaster. Did it hurt?’

“Double-reciprocating action,” Blastmaster murmured as he read, oblivious to Sorter. “Who thinks of
these things?” He looked up. “What was that? Oh, not much.” He rubbed his head again, blinking as his



fingers touched the bump. “I think that shelver’s stronger than it used to be.”

Sorter nodded vigoroudy. “I added a second windlass. You should see it whip books into the Upper
Stacks.” He gestured to the high shelves, where gnomes on ladders and the odd trapeze read the books
they were supposed to be shelving.

Sorter added shyly, “The same principle would gpply to alarger machine—"

Blagmagter was aready shaking his head. “ Sorter, Sorter, we have discussed this before. You may
not design or build. You are a librarian—a sorter, chosen and named from birth.”

Blastmaster patted the younger gnome's shoulder. “It is a noble role, and you fill it wdl. Stacker has
nothing but praise for you.”

“He does?’ Sorter asked, astounded. Stacker had dways seemed exasperated by Sorter.

“Wl, he says you work his crews hard, and that's dl to the good.” Blasmester amiled a Sorter.
“Takejoy inyour work, son, for you will never leaveit.”

Sorter tugged gumly at the lever besde an empty stack of shelves and didn't even smile when it
dammed into the floor with a loud thunk.

“I'll try to find some joy,” he said, Sghing. “Evenif it kills me”

Before returning to his desk, he fet obligated to ask, “Blastmader, there was an exploson a few
momentsago . . . 7’

Blastmagter beamed. “That was mine” He pulled a scrall from one of his many pockets and unrolled
it. “Thereisavery old legend that with the right detonating device, you can detonate water. | was testing
anew device thismorning.” He shrugged and laughed proudly. “What a marvelous detonator! Blew itsdf
into more pieces than you can imagine. Completely destroyed the work of thirty years. I'll have to start
over.”

Sorter nodded and returned to his desk, muitering bitterly, “ Some gnomes have dl the luck.”

Sorter had been a his work long enough to accumulate a few sray volumes and stack them on a
corner of the desk when a voice from the stack said, “Excuse me”

Sorter blinked. “ Excuse me?’
“That'swhat | said.” The voice said reproachfully. “You have to say something different.”

“Ah.” Sorter looked thisway and that, but saw nothing but the books. “Excuse me—I mean, sorry.”
He opened the topmost book cautioudy, peered insde. “Hdlo?’

“Down here” A hand waved above the edge of his desk.



Sorter leaned forward and saw a smdl face with large eyes saring back a him. At firg he thought the
face belonged to a child, but children weren’t usudly dlowed to go around carrying dangerous-looking
gicks like that.

“A kender,” Sorter said with certainty and some wonder. “Y ou're a kender.”
“I know I’'m a kender, but how did you know?’ the kender asked, sounding impressed.
“From reading,” Sorter said, though he hadn’t read very much about kender at dl.

“That'swhat | wanted to ask you about.” The kender looked up at the gnome earnestly. “Have you
actudly read dl those books?’

Ddighted, Sorter smiled down a him. “Nobody reads these books. They review parts of them and
then come to revise them. What is your name?’ Sorter’ s right hand picked up a steam-powered quill pen
thet had dl its feathers snged off and hovered over the Vigtors Log.

“Franni,” the smdl vigtor said, but he wasn't paying attention. His gaze took him through the shelves,
the aides, dl the myriad books. “If nobody reads them, what good are they?”’

Sorter was shocked. “What good? Why, they’re higory. They're the higtory of the progress of gnome
enginegring down through the ages. Did you redly think anyone could read dl these books?’

“Wdl, | was't sure,” the kender said cautioudy. “Do you at least know what’ sin them?’
“By category a least,” Sorter said. “Is Franni your ful name?’
Sorter marveled. A short name for a short being. He was thoroughly charmed.

Franni kicked at the desk, watching with interest as his kicks drove the top book bit by hit off the
corner stack. “It'sdl the name I've ever had. What's your name?’

Sorter beamed and took in a deep bresth and launched into his name, which took several hours and a
largejug of deto tdl infull.

When he paused a good while later, Franni broke in, “Can’'t we pretend | asked your nickname?’

Sorter stopped himsdf before launching into the second part of his full name. “Actudly, it's just that
fird bit—Sorter.”

The kender’ s repeated kicking caused the book to dide off the corner stack. Sorter caught it nimbly.
“Careful, Franni. | wouldn't want you to get hurt.”
Franni’ s eyes went round with interest and his ears twitched. “Isit dangerous here?’

“Oh, my, yes” Sorter looked around proudly. “There is nothing more dangerous than the knowledge
in any library.” He waved an am at the shelves. “And this isn't just any library. This is the Great
Repository.” He saw the blank look in Franni’s face and explained, “A copy of every desgn a gnome
has concelved is stored here”

“And they’re dl dangerous?’ Franni repeated. He dtared, fascinated, a the sheves. “Can | read
one?’



“Of course you can. And no, they’re not dl dangerous.” Sorter shook his finger with mock severity.
“But just you watch yoursdf in North Centra Lower Left. That's the Large War Machines section.
Killers, every book.”

Franni nodded vigoroudy. “I'll remember,” he said solemnly, and walked away whispering, “North
Central Lower Left, North Centra Lower Left, North Centrdl. . .~

Sorter chuckled and returned to his work. As stated, he had not read much about kender, or he might
not have been so complacent.

Severd hours later, Sorter was sanding in the centra portion of the Repository, confirming the
shdving of ararity in the Grinders and Meta-Rasps section, when he heard the thump of a bookshelf
goping back into the floor.

“Busy morning,” he said under his breath.
Then he heard another thump, and another, and another—

Then he heard a sound that began softly and grew until it was louder than the thumps the thud of
book after book being flung out of their shelves, damming into the floor like gigantic hallstones.

The concussion of the books and the thumping of the shelves grew so severe that the vibraions
caused the floor to shake. Sorter stood saring asif in a dream while the lever holding up the nearest shelf
jarred free of its holding loop. He looked down a line of shelves to see row on row of levers coming

unhinged.

An older gnome, hanging by hislegs from one of the shelves, cupped his hands around his mouth and
bellowed over the growing din, “Threshold effect! Book avdanche!”

Sorter sprinted into the stacks. Diving underneath a thundering cascade of books, he did to safety
beneath areading table.

Like many disasters, the book avaanche seemed to take forever but was actudly over in moments.
Sorter crawled uncertainly out from under the table and stared around the Repository, aghast.

He could see fromwadl to wall. Every last shdlf section on the lower level had dammed into the floor.
A veritable snowdrift of books lay on the floor, some dmost the height of atadl gnome.

Teams of gnomes swung or dropped out of the upper-leve rafters to examine the chaos.
“There haan't been a shdf avalanche of this magnitude in four generations,” said one, awed.
Another turned and bawled, “ Stacker!”

“Stacker!” The others began shouting as well. “ Stacker! Stacker!”

Sorter cringed. He was going to be blamed for this. He was certain.



A remarkably tdl, thin, and long-armed gnome appeared from nowhere. Standing in the middle of the
chaos, he judicoudy surveyed the drift of books that extended from one end of the Great Repository to
the other and said, “Congratulations, Sorter. You've given dl of us job security for sometime”

“It wasn't him,” said one of the stacking gnomes defensively. “It was thet little person with the funny
ears. | saw himin the epicenter.”

“Franni? Oh, no!” Sorter cried with heartfdt grief. He immediatdy began throwing books to ether
sdeof apile “The poor kender! Is he under there?’

“l don't know,” said the stacking gnome dubioudy. “The last | saw him, he was running from to stack
to stack, pulling levers”

“Hedid thison purpose?’ Stacker had dso not read much about kender.

“I'm sure the little fellow just panicked. Probably trying to find a way out,” Sorter sad firmly. “Let’'s
keep looking for him.”

Stacker put two of his fingers in his mouth and gave a series of piercing whigtles. The standing crew
began methodicaly stacking books to ether side of the avadlanche. Sorter ran to and fro, moving books
from the piles back to the drift and generdly getting in the way. He was sick with worry over the kender.

It was sunset before the gnomes findly removed dl the books from the floor. Miraculoudy, they found
no bodies.

“Wedidn't lose asnglegnome” Stacker said dryly.
“We should put up a shrine to someone.”

Sorter sghed with rdief. “We didn’t lose any kender either. The little fdlow is dl right. Or at least he
was dl right enough to leave”

“Not without taking something with him.” Stacker pointed to one of the piles of books.
“What do you mean?’ Sorter asked.

“I mean,” Stacker said, scanning a scroll of parchment on which he had been meking hatch marks,
“that this morning’s shelf-census showed a grand tota— counting the new entries—of one hundred and
twenty thousand, five hundred, and fifty-seven books.”

He flipped the scroll over. “This evening's count, taken as we stacked the books, totaled one hundred
and twenty thousand, five hundred, and fifty-four.”

“The count’swrong,” Sorter said, and he was indantly drowned out by a furious chorus.

“The count is never wrong!”



Stacker’ s brushy eyebrows furrowed with righteous anger.
“You'reright, of course,” Sorter said meekly. “We mug find out what's missng.”

The gnomes set to work. Checking off books, deeping in shifts, the gnomes had an answer by dawn.
Stacker handed a sheet of foolscap to Sorter, who read off the titles with horror.

Walking Sledgehammer—for smashing small battlement walls. Complete plans, hill of
materials. Additional plans for miscellaneous machines of destruction included, no extra charge.

Rolling Ram, for opening fortress gates. Complete plan, bill of materials.

Automated Siege Engine for demolishing cities. Complete plans, bill of materials. Addional
plans for strike-while-launching fire arrows, no extra charge.

Sorter clutched the foolscap in hisfig and walled, “1 warned him of the dangers of that section!”
Stacker rubbed histired eyes. “Well, he didn't listen. What are you going to do now?’
“What a good librarian does,” Sorter said firmly.

“Hleareport?’ Stacker said, sneering. “Two things every gnome thinks he can do: draw plans and file
areport.”

“And manage a library,” Sorter said with diginity. “And no, I’'m nat filing a report. I'm going to go
recover those books.”

He should have definitdy read more about kender.

Sorter packed quickly, throwing everything into a bundle-cloth. He put in a change of clothes, a
compass, alamp, food for three days, water for Sx, a seed planter and a cloud-seeder for after that, and
awonderful multi-purpose machine that was designed to part oceans and make crop circles.

After hetried to lift it, he began to unpack, leaving only a change of clothes, a day’s food and water,
and some parchment and pens. He tied up the bundle and left Mount Nevermind quietly. In a few hours,
the Great Repository would open for the day, and Blagt-master would redize that Sorter was gone.

Sorter shook his head. Stacker and his crew had many months of work to do before the library could
re-open. For awhile, at least, no one would miss Sorter &t dl.

Sorter had no sooner left Mount Nevermind than he found himsdf at the firgt fork in the road beyond
the mountains. He looked about, confused. He knew little geography and even less about the inhabitants
of these drange lands. He knew that the idand of Sancrist was not large, but at the moment, it seemed as



immense as dl of Ansdon with a few other unknown continents thrown in. He knew that one of these
roads was an important trade route, leeding through several amdl villages and findly into the great city of
Gunthar. He knew that the other road was inconsequentia and led into a swamp, but which was which?

Peering down the right-hand fork, Sorter thought he could see awisp of smoke in the distance.

That decided him. If Franni had gone that way, he might be in need of help. Sorter tightened the knots
on his sack, grasped hiswaking stick, and strode determinedly toward the smoke.

By the time he arrived at the village of Gormar, the wisp of smoke was a thick, dark, black cloud. A
bucket brigade of men and women extended from a nearby sream to the center of town, where flames
shat from the roof of a huge warehouse. Smoke poured from the front double doors and an upper
window with a hoigt above it. Men and women dashed through the doors of the warehouse, emptied
thar buckets, and dashed back out, coughing.

Jugt behind the bucket-wielding adults stood a knot of dirty children dressed in tattered clothes. The
adults looked harried and worried. The children looked extemey happy as they toasted bread and
cheese over the conflagration and watched glesfully as the fire consumed the building.

“Shouldn’'t you be in school?” Sorter asked the children.
“School?” sad one. “What's that?’

“We don't go to school,” said another. “The adults made us work there” He pointed to the blazing
building. “That is—they used to.”

The children laughed and munched toasted cheese.
“Guess we won't be working there anymore,” said another. “Maybe we ll have time to play.”
“Play,” said agmdl child. “What's that?’

Sorter naturdly wanted to do his part to help the poor people of Gormar. Stting down on a rock, he
pulled a scrap of parchment from his bundle and began desgning a bucket conveyor with a
flow-and-direction control trough at the upper end. .

He worked feverishly and was able to complete the entire schemétic by late afternoon. He hastened
over to an old man, who was sanding beside a vast expanse of smoldering ashes, chewing his beard.
The children were long gone. They had gone off to play.

Sorter handed the man the schematic drawing. “Thiswill save your building,” he said earnestly.

The man blinked a the drawings, then blinked a Sorter. “Oh.” Ralling the plans up, he tucked them
under one arm. “Thanks,” he said with a nasty tone.

“What wasin the building?’ Sorter asked.



“Trade goods. Cloth, furs, some jewdry and worked metds. The metd and jewdry, a least, will be
likdy unharmed. And | suppose the children won't grow too spoiled by ther time off from work.”

“I'm sure they'll have a wonderful time,” Sorter agreed. He fdt about children the way he fet about
Franni. “Ten years from now, they'll remember this day as something specid, roagting cheese and
dancing by firdight.”

“l suppose.” The old man chewed on his beard again. “I am Elder Ammion. | lead the village of
Gormar. Who are you?’

“l am Sorter.” To clear up any confusion, he added, “A gnome.”

Elder Ammion eyed him suspicioudy. “You are the second stranger to stop here this day. And the
coming of the fird was not a<sgn of good fortune.”

“Was he akender?’ Sorter burst out.

Ammion raised an eyebrow. “Indeed. A friend of yours?’ He gestured to a young man and woman
who both wore swords. Fingering their weapons, they waked up to stand beside the elder.

“l barely knew him,” Sorter replied.
The two holding the swords put them away.
“I'm fdlowing him,” Sorter continued. “It's my duty.”

“Someone should,” Elder Ammion agreed, glancing back at the ashes of warehouse. “What ese has
he done?’

Sorter raised hisindex finger in the air for emphasis. “By accident, and I’'m sure through no fault of his
own, Franni—this kender—departed from Mount Nevermind carrying on his person ingructions for
building some of the most dangerous machines that gnomes have ever designed.”

He paused for emphasis, then went on solemnly, “Can you imagine the disaster that could befal a
kender in possession of the Fire-Breathing Caliope? Can you understand how important it is that we
come between him and danger?’

Elder Ammion, chewing on his beard even more dowly, looked a Sorter in a sort of pitying way.
“Tdl me, gnome, what do you know about kender?’

“Not much, redly. Just what they look like” Sorter added earnestly, “But I've met this kender, and
he is friendly, he loves books, and I'd hate to see him come to any harm because of the gnomes” He
added, sadly, “Because of me. It was my fault, you see.”

“Then you must leave here a onceif you're going to catch him.” Ammion led Sorter out to the road.
The dder had a thoughtful expression on his face. “This road leads to the village of Dormar, our riva—
That isto say, our Sster village If you find your kender before you reach Dormar, be sure to take him to
Dormar. It's a trading town, like ourselves.” He stared hard at the gnome. “ Trade competition is fierce,
Yes, | would think Dormar would be a good place for a kender to stop and rest.”

Sorter was touched by the human's concern for the kender.



The third-to-lagt thing Elder Ammion said, as Sorter was garting off, was, “Will you be coming back
thisway?’

Sorter looked at the twisting road ahead. “1 hope to.”

The second-to-last thing Elder Ammion said was, “And will you be bringing your kender back with
you?’

“Oh, no.” Sorter shook his head vigoroudy. “Only the books he mistakenly took with him. The village
of Gormar is obvioudy much too dangerous a place for a kender.”

The lagt thing Elder Ammion said was, “In thet case, | bid you safe journey. Trave far, good gnome.
Really far.”

The village of Dormar was a day’s journey away, but the trip took Sorter far longer, due to the poor
conditions of the highway. The road was extremdy muddy. Entire parts of it had been washed ouit.
Sorter walked carefully, legping over the gullies dogging through the mud, and dimbing around the
potholes. Findly, he lft the road and walked dongsde it. The grass and brush were soaking wet, but a
least they didn't stick to his boots.

Thevillage of Dormar looked odd to him upon arrivd. It was dl roofs with no houses. When he got
closer, he redized that there were houses, but they had dl been covered with mud.

Upon entering the mud-clogged village, Sorter noticed children having a wonderful time, Somping in
the puddles, wredling in the mud, saling smdl stick-boats in the streams of water that ran down the
streets. He smiled, and stopped a moment to hdp a child create a three-masted schooner that sailed
upstream urttil it grounded itsdf on a cobblestone.

Next Sorter noticed a group of adults moving through the village. The men had sopping wet hair and
clothes and were covered in mud. They carried shoves, rakes, and threshers and looked extremdy
menacing.

Leading them was an old man, who chewed menacingly on his beard. Glaring a Sorter, the man
stopped and brought his troops to a hat behind him.

“I am Elder Banmion. Who are you, and what brings you to Dormar?’
“My nameis Sorter,” said Sorter. “I'm looking for a kender.”
“So are wel” the men growled.

“He was here, then?’ Sorter looked around, appaled. He couldn’t believe the kender’s bad luck in
village-vigting. “Did he survive?’

“We haven't found hm yet,” said one of the men darkly, “if that’s what you mean.”

Elder Bammion looked uphill, where Sorter could see what remained of a dam. “I suspect he was on



high ground when it happened.”

“That'sardief,” Sorter said. He explained briefly about the missng books. “So | mug find him before
he hurts himsdlf. Can you imagine how dangerous it would be for him to be roaming around with a
Perambulaing Hole-Puncher?’

Themen stared at Sorter in a slence he took to be fraught with concern for the kender.

“And what will you do with him when you find hm?’ asked the Elder. “Will you be bringing him back
here?’

“Thanks for your care and generogity,” Sorter said politdy, “but clearly, the village of Dormar is much
too dangerous a place for the little fdlow.” He gestured at the wreckage of a warehouse. “What was this

place anyway?'

“Our goods warehouse. Cloth, fur, jewdry, metds . . . The jewds can be washed, but | fear the
metaswill rust and the clath is ruined. And the children are now without any place to work.”

“But now they can play,” said Sorter.
The elder grunted.
“What wasin here? Trade goods?’ Sorter asked.

“Exactly. We are on atrade route.” The elder’s eyes narrowed as he chewed his beard. “And trade is
very competitive.”

Sorter nodded. “So Elder Ammion sad.”

Elder Banmion diffened. “Ammion from Gormar sent you?' He gestured. The men with the fam
implements moved closer. “He didn’t happen to send the kender, too, did he?’

“Oh, no,” Sorter said. “But he did say that if | saw the kender, | was to bring hm here to this lovey
village And he wished me a safe journey, and along one.”

“Did he now?’ The Elder seemed thoughtful. “Then we can do no less. Take our blessing, and food
for the journey. Do not stop until you have reached the next village on the road. The village of Mormar. If
you find your kender friend, | trust he will be comfortable in Mormar. | can't hep but fed our
corn-petit— | mean, our Sgter village would benefit by his presence.”

Sorter, touched, shook the elder’s hand. “You say competition is fierce, but you can't keep yoursdf
from thinking of others.”

“l can't,” the elder admitted, chewing on his beard. “It is a habit born of trading.”

Noon of the third day found Sorter walking down a non-muddy road with no more damage to it than
whed ruts. The gnome was highly gratified to arrive in the village of Mormar without seeing any sgns of



disagter. The dam on the hill above the city looked strong. No buildings were going up in flanes. The
marketplace was free of firefighting equipment and sandbags. The centrd warehouse stood as solid as if
it had been erected yesterday. Through its windows, Sorter could see bundles and crates piled from the
floor to the caling.

Ragged children worked carrying bundles and crates from the market into the warehouse.
“Hello,” said Sorter, thinking that he’ d never seen children look so very tired or unhappy.

One of the children, a girl with golden hair, wearily dropped her wooden box before she spoke to
him.

“Are you people?’ she asked.
Sorter amiled and bowed to her. “I’'m people, but not mankind. Have you seen a gnome before?’

She stared a him wide-eyed. “An inventor! This is wonderful—" She stopped and looked back at a
fronning adult. “I'm sorry. | have to stay in line” She hoisted the wooden box over her amdl shoulders
that bent beneath the weight.

“Wat!” Sorter said. “What's your name?’
“Lila I'm sorry, but | can’'t wait.” The child turned and shuffled into the warehouse.

Sorter peered through the window, watching her as Lila dimbed carefully to the top of a stack of
crates. He was dtartled by a hand on his shoulder.

“May | ask your business here?’ said an old man, chewing his beard.

“I'm looking for a kender named Franni,” said Sorter.

“And what would your business be with a kender?’” asked the elder.

“l just want to make sure that he is safe.”

“Sdfety is our fird priority. After profit.” The old man bowed. “I am Elder Cammion.”
Sorter looked a him curioudy. “Do you come from a large family?’

“Large” he sad, nodding, “and, like trade, competitive. Are you afriend of the kender?’
A number of humans carrying sickles and scythes came up behind Elder Cammion.

“I'm an acquaintance,” Sorter said, “but I'm working in his best interest. Is he safe here?’

“Oh, yes” Elder Cammion said. “We act in his best interest because he acts in ours. He has offered
usthe help of wonderful technology.”

“Technology?” Sorter gasped. A chill traveled up and down him before settling near his heart.
Elder Cammion nodded. “The plans he carried were quite interesting.”

“But they are plans for war machines Machines for killing! Machines for war!”



“Jud s0. We are, dfter dl, one of three trading villages Competition,” the elder said dowly and
solemnly, “isfierce”

Sorter looked about indl directions, but saw no kender. “Will you tdl me where heis?’

Elder Cammion looked as he chewed his beard. “Franni the kender is working at our technology a
good distance from the village. | thought that was for the best.”

Sorter was rdieved. “1t seems to me that villages like this are dangerous places for a kender.”

Sorter followed the eder’s directions that led to a cleared fidd outsde the village He saw that
someone was rasing a wood frame for a house in the fidd.

As he drew closer, he saw tha he had been mistaken. The frame had three sides, not four, as would
he required for ahouse, or at least S0 Sorter supposed. Three upright poles connected with what mugt be
roof beams. The beamsin turn connected at the apex, above a platform.

Sorter moved closer. Why a platform? Why did the platform have a rocker arm on it, with a huge
pole extending, and a mdlet head on the pole.

“That's the Automated Siege Engine with the remarkable Gatling Ballisra Attachment!” exdamed
Sorter.

Sorter walked under it, Saring up. Strange noises came from above, but he couldn’t see anyone.
“Franni?’ he called.

An iron chain with links as long as his forearms dropped dmost on top of him. He dived for the
ground as a cast-iron hook came to a stop so close to him that it ruffled the hair on the back of his neck.

An oil-soaked and thoroughly ddighted kender did down the chain, stopping with one foot in the
hook.

“Mr. Sorter?’

“Jugt Sorter.” The gnome crawled out from under the hook. The kender had so much grease, ail, glue,
and other substances on him that he was barely recognizable. “Franni?’

“It's good to see you!” The kender hopped off the chain. “What are you doing here?’
Sorter said with a stern glare, “I’'m looking for library books.”

Franni stared innocently back. “Then you should have stayed where you were, Mr. Sorter. There
were lots of books there”

“I'm looking for three books that aren’t there,” Sorter said.



“Three books? Now there's a coincidence.” Franni pointed to his duffd, which lay dongside one
wooden leg of the Wadking Sedgehammer. 1 happen to have exactly three books. Do you think they're
the ones you' re looking for?’

Sorter rubbed his eyes. “That depends. Where did you get them?’

“Oh, around,” Franni said vagudy. “Nobody was reading them, and that seemed a shame. They're
redly interesting. Do you know the best part? The people of the village of Mormar are supplying parts
for me to build the machinesin the books. I’'m nearly done with this one.”

He dapped one of the tripod legs affectionately. An unattached beam did off from the drive
mechaniam and dammed into the earth beside him, nearly knocking him senseless.

“Areyou dl right?’ Sorter gasped. “Are you hurt?’

“Not yet,” Franni said, poking unhgppily a the beam. I don't think it was supposed to do that. Do
you know how these things are supposed to work?’

Sorter spoke with absolute faith. “I could build them off the plans.”

“Good! Then you can say and help me build these machines I'm having a bit of trouble with this
one” Franni admitted.

Sorter said flaly, “I can't. | must take the books back to the Repository immediatdy. It's my duty.”

Franni looked disgppointed. Sorter stood garing up at the machine. His pams itched. Before he quite
knew what he was doing, his pams had taken hold of one of the books and opened it to the plans of the
Waking Sedgehammer.

“Canyou tdl what's wrong?’ Franni asked innocently. “The others worked fine, but this one—" He
caught himsdlf, shut his mouth tight, and kept his eyes on the gnome.

Sorter looked at malet hanging over them, its handle as long as a mature tree trunk.

“Franni,” said Sorter uncomfortably, not wanting to hurt the kender’'s fedings, “is there any chance
that you've. . . er ... exaggerated some of the maching s dimensons?’

Franni stared blankly. “Dimendons? Dimensons. . .” He glanced at one of the books. “Oh. Right.
Those litle numbers beside each the sketches” He shrugged. “I didn't know what they meant, so |
ignored them.”

“You what?' Sorter said. “Franni, you can't ignore the numberd Gnome designs are very
complicated. They have to be executed to every specification, or they may not work. Even then,” he
conceded, “sometimes there are a few problems. But if you change the dimensons, you don’'t have any
idea what the machinewill do when you dtart it up.”

“But well know now, won't we, Mr. Sorter? Because you know what the numbers mean, and you
can hdp mefix it. Toss me that thing with the propeller on the end, will you? | think it fits up here.”

Sorter thought of the Great Repository. He thought of Blastmaster, of thirty years of work going up in
amoment’'s spectacular exploson. Sorter picked up the propeller thing and handed it to the kender.



Condgtruction took a month. During that time, Sorter dodged fdling bricks, ducked swinging beams,
and fled varying Szes of rdling objects—not adways successfully. He was covered in welts, bruises,
cdluses, and one extremely interesting scar that ran the length of his left arm. He logt a fifth of his body
weight, and his skin grew dark and weather-beaten. He was happier than he had ever beenin hislife

He peered up a the Automated Siege Engine with the remarkable Catling Baliga Attachment. In just
thirty days, he and the kender had raised a tower ten times the gnome's height and seventeen times the
kender’s. They had equipped the tower with three tiers of enormous bows and more than a dozen racks

of pitch-dipped fire arrows. In aburst of inspiration, they had added on the Ralling Ram and the Walking
Sedgehammer.

Surprigngly, it was the battering ram portion of the Sege Engine that gave them the mogt trouble. The
governor on the engine spun out of control three times, leaving Franni and Sorter to dance franticaly
around trying to shut the engine down by throwing rocks at it or poking at it cautioudy with sticks. Then,
once that was fixed, the whed blocks did myderioudy out from under the undercarriage, sending the
entire structure ralling downhill while they chased it. Franni enjoyed that part alot more than Sorter did.

Now the ram stood shining in the garlight, the malet’s sted plated head gleaming.
“Tomorrow’s the big day,” said Franni.

“Itis” Sorter said, trying to imagine it. “The whole village of Mormar isturning out to watch.”
“Think the test will go wel?’

Sorter fdl back on the old gnome maxim. “I can't think of a angle reason why it shouldn’'t work.”
Franni said solemnly, “Then you'll take your books and go back to the library.”

“Of course,” Sorter said dowly. “That's my duty. I'll miss the children, though.”

Eveay few days, Lila and some of the other children would run out from the town with loaves of
fresh-baked bread and food. She and the children stayed as long as they dared, asking questions about
the machines and dimbing over them with a reckless courage that even Franni admired. Then they would
run back, late for work. After the children left, Franni was dways very sad—an odd thing for a kender,
or so Sorter had read.

Franni rolled over on his palet. “It's dl right that you want to go back. It was redly fun a the
Repogtory, just not as interesting as what we' ve been doing. To me, anyway,” he finished tactfully.

“Toyou,” Sorter echoed. “Wdl, our work has been interesting. To tdl you the truth, I've enjoyed
mysdf.”

“I'mglad,” Franni said. “I’d hate to think thet I'd completely wasted your time”

“Not a bit.” Sorter looked around with awe a the machinery the two of them had assembled. “I'll



remember thisdl my life”
Franni was delighted. “Y ou redly think so?’
“l swear it. Listen, we' d better get some deep.”
“For the big day, and for your journey home.”
“For the big day,” Sorter agreed.

Franni rolled over and fdl adeep. Sorter stared into the stars, saying nothing more out loud.

The day dawned clear and warm, with next to no breeze. Sorter scanned the sky and saw no clouds
a dl. They couldn't have asked for a better day.

The test was going to be conducted on a city wal and a warehouse that the people of the village of
Mormar had built in the fidd near the machine. Hags flew atop the warehouse and battlements— the
flags of Dormar and Gormar. The people of Mormar told the gnome that the flags had been placed there
for ajoke.

The fedtivities began the moment the sun rose. A band conssting of a flaternette, a floozie, a rebec, a
cit-terne, a serpent, a tabor, a tambour, and three large brass indruments that sounded like extremdy
unhappy livestock marched into the field. The people of the village of Mormar gathered near the band but
not too near. Elder Cammion stood with his people, windng occasondly at the music.

There was arudle of motion in the grass and Lila appeared, carrying a bouquet of wildflowers in her
hands. She was scrubbed clean of work-dirt and wore a linen dress. Sorter barely recognized her. She
handed him the flowers.

“Good luck!” she said.

Sorter put the flowersin an open-ended canister used for injecting grease onto axles, making a menta
note as he did so: Automated Sege Machine with the remarkable Catling Ballista and Flower
Vase.

“Thark you, Lila”

“Thisisfun,” Lilasaid. “Today | don’t have to haul boxes or check inventory.” She ran back across
thefied.

Sorter noticed that Franni was once again sad about something.

Sorter put his hand on the kender’ s shoulder. Hoping to cheer im up, he said, “We'd better sart the
pre-test checkligt.”

They dimbed up and down each part of the machines, ingpecting bolt tightness, whed [ubrication,
gear mesh, and worm-gear travd distance.



When they dropped to the ground, Franni asked, “Is that everything?’

“You have a grease amnudge on your nose,” Sorter told him.

“Yes” Franni said impatiently, “but is that everything?’

“Are you nervous?’ Sorter asked. “I didn’'t think kender were ever nervous.”

“I don't know what you mean,” Franni said, and he dealy didn't. “I'm just excited by dl these
people watching.”

“Me, too.” Sorter confessed, and added shyly, “It's the best day of my life” To cover his
embarrassment, he said quickly, “lsn’'t that Elder Cammion in the center of the townspeople?’

Franni squinted and shrugged. “1 never could tdl them dl apart. You don’t suppose he's going to
make a speech, do you?’ Now he sounded nervous.

“Why don’t you engage the Siege Engine?’ Sorter suggested hadlily.

Franni clambered up the lashed timbers of the Siege Engine. On the topmost platform, fastened in
place with a panoply of rivets, grommets, staples and tabs, was a huge blood-red button. The plans
cdled for manud controls.

Franni looked at the breathless crowd. He waved his hand at Sorter, who stood off to one sde and
prepared to take notes. The kender raised hisfist and punched the button.

There came a drong smdl of hot metd. A motor whined. Seconds later, the Sege engine, its bows
bending and its arrows loading, rolled and rumbled toward the test fortifications. According to the plan,
the engine would stop in front of the wdls, fireits arrows and strew about a few flowers.

Franni legped clear of the platform, landed on the ralling ram, and pulled back on the stick that freed
the flywhed.

Now Sorter was nervous. The Sege engine was supposed to be ralling to a stop about now. Instead it
was picking up speed, rumbling toward the fortress. Something was very wrong.

Sorter ran donggde. “Did you override the safety cutouts?” he hollered.

“Who needs ‘em?’ Franni shouted back happily, and spun a crank. The air filled with a high-pitched
whine, and the ralling ram rolled on.

“Yaaaah!” Franni screeched, as he legped to the dangling starter pull of the mallet.

The dedgehammer engine turned over with aroar. As the great tripod legs strode forward, the mighty
hammer sivung down with a threstening whoosh. The crowd sghed expectantly.

At that point, the starter-pull tried to rewind, swvinging the kender to one side. He dropped down to
land on one foot of the walking dedgehammer tripod. Off baance, he steadied himsdf usng his hoopak,
which, unfortunately, happened to jam in between the toes of the tripod foot.

The tripod turned on the stuck foot. The malet, didng down, knocked the ralling ram sdeways. The
raling ram hit a corner of the sege engine, which spun around one hundred and eighty degrees.



The Automated Siege Engine with the remarkable Catling Bdliga and Flower Vase shifted away from
the fake village of Gormar and Dormar and rolled, walked, and crawled inexorably toward the red
village of Mormar.

The assembled villagers stared, stunned, at the technology that was headed straight for them. They
scattered for the high ground, leaving behind a fev muscd instruments and the dder’s notes for a
gpeech. The children, shouting glegfully, cheered the machine.

Suddenly Sorter saw that one of the children, Lila, had fdlen down. The sSege engine was headed
draght for her.

“Nol” Sorter cried, and dashed toward her as fast as he could.

A shadow fdl on Lila She looked up, frozen, at the mdlet head swinging forward, prepared to crush
her againg the city wall.

Sorter threw himsdf on top of her. Hislagt thought was, “It's been fun—"
“Hop on!” cried avoice.

Sorter looked up, saw that Franni had managed to regain control of the machine. It jumped over both
of them, as the whizzing mdlet head smashed a chunk out of the city wall.

Sorter and Lilajumped onto the machine. Sorter shouted over the sound of fdling stone, “So you've
got the manua controls working again?’

“Yes. Sort of. Well, no,” Franni answered, hunched over the ropes. “I can’t untie them.” He tugged a
aloop and atiller spun to the left. The ram siwung toward the city wadll. “I think we dl better hop back off

The three of them hopped. The ram smashed into the wal and kept going. The waking
dedgehammer, with monumental unconcern, stepped over the wal and began hammering public
buildings. The sege engine ralled through the new gap in the wal, firing flaming arrows into thatch and
wood, but it was clear that the machine was winding down. The grest warehouse stood unharmed.

Sorter breathed a 9gh of relief.
Franni chewed hislip. “You know, | thought that dl of this would go better.”

“We need to put out the fires” said Sorter. “Before they reach the warehouse.” He pointed to the
dam above the city. “If we can send some of that water down here—"

“What awonderful ideal” Franni cried, and legped to his feet. “Come with me”
He scampered toward the ralling ram. Sorter and Lila followed.

The ram hit a cobblestone and spun toward them. Franni used his hoopak to vault onto the ram. He
leaned down, hand extended, and hauled Sorter and the excited Lila onboard the ram. Franni pulled at
the haf-tied rope on the manud controls, and the ralling ram changed direction, careened madly uphill.

“We're here!” shouted Franni, adding glesfully, “I can’t stop it!”

Sorter grabbed Franni with one hand and Lilawith the other and jumped for their lives



The rdling ram plowed draght into the center of the earthen dam. A few drops of water lesked
through the dirt. The drops became atrickle. The trickle became a stream, then two streams.

Sorter grabbed Lila's hand and Franni’s hand and said briefly and succinctly, “Run. For the high
ground.”

“And missthis?’ cried Franni.

Before Sorter could stop him, the kender was gone, dashing downhill and keeping three steps ahead
of the mud.

Sorter and Lila sprinted uphill. Franni and the mafunctioning Sege engine thundered down.

Turming around, Sorter was astonished to see how quickly the dirt had mixed with the mud, forming a
durry that bore down on the village like the blade of a shovd. The dtreets backed up with water, asif a
sewer had overflowed. Sorter tried to keep sght of Franni. Water rose to the kender’s knees, then his
wag, then Franni vanished dtogether, as did the warehouse.

The villagers stood on top of the hill and watched, dumbfounded.

The muddide ceased. The water leve stablized. Furniture and crates filled with trade goods floated
past.

“What amess” said Lila, awed.
Sorter paid no attention. “Franni?” He cupped his hands and bellowed. *Franni!”

“Ove herel” Franni shouted, dimbing on the tottering remains of the dege engine that was il
Saggering about the village, thumping and maleiing whatever was Hill sanding.

At that moment, the Sege engine, its joints popping bolts right and Ieft, collapsed with a groan and a
crash directly on top of the kender.

“No!” Sorter cried and ran forward, heedless of the water that was knee deep. “Please, no.”
Arriving a the twisted wreck of the tower, he heaved at broken beams and joists.

“Franni!” he cried desperately.

A hoopak rose to meet him.

Sorter grabbed it. His hand was muddy and the hoopak did out of his grasp. The hoopak was braced
agang a cog and a beam, working as a lever and fulcrum.

Thiswas technology. Sorter understood it. He seized a disconnected drive rod and braced againg the

beam, pushing to didodge it. Lila came running up to join him, hdping him lift with dl the strength given to
her by years of toting trade.

The beamn shifted. Franni popped out, muddy but unharmed, and tugged his hoopak free. He glanced
around a the wrecked machinery.

“Ian't this great?’ he said happily. “We did it.” He gestured at the ruined walls and warehouses.



Lilalooked back at the town and said again with frank disgpprovd, “It'samess”

“It sure is” Franni said, and added with a grin, “but I'll bet you don't have to work for weeks.
Months maybe.” He looked around at the destruction, thoroughly satisfied. “Fire and water. Thisis even
better than the other two.”

“Other two what?’ Sorter asked, a horrible suspicion forming in hismind. “Y ou don’t mean—"
Franni shrugged and looked Sorter in the eye. “ Children should have time to play.”

“What's ‘play? “ Lilaasked.

“You'll get the hang of it,” said Franni, patting her shoulder.

She amiled suddenly and radiantly, then ran off to where a group of her friends were splashing around
in the muddy puddles.

Franni looked at the ruined town, then at the villagers who had been on the hill but who weren't
anymore. Indeed, they were coming toward the gnome and the kender, and they didn't appear
paticularly pleased.

“| think our work hereisdone,” said Franni. “I know that the grateful populace will probably want to
give some sort of reward, but we didn’t do this for the money, did we?’

“No, we didn't,” said Sorter.
“So | think we should leave,” Franni hinted. The villagers were getting up speed. “Now.”

It is an unfortunate fact, however, that the legs of gnomes and the legs of kender are shorter than the
legs of humans.

Elder Cammion caught both of them before they’ d taken much more than twenty steps.
Cammion stood in front of the wreckage and chewed his beard. “I see your machinery works.”

“Indeed it does,” said Sorter. He looked at the faces of the crowd and would have chewed his own
beard if he'd had one. “1 grieve for the destruction of your town.”

Elder Cammion waved a hand dismissvely. “The knowledge you brought us is cheap at any price. In
fact, we owe you money.”

“You do?’ Sorter was astounded.

The elder poured sted coins into a bag and added more, coin by coin. “Plus, we are prepared to
augment this payment with a congtruction grant.”

“A grant?’ Sorter repeated, stunned. “But we haven't filed the proper paperwork with the Committee
on GrantsL oansHereT odayGoneT omorrow—"

“Y ou were the only gpplicant we considered,” said Elder Cammion hatily. “Your congtruction taents
are unigue. We want you to continue to exercise them. Besides,” he added, “there are dill the villages of
Bomar, Comar, and Formar, guided by the Elders Nammion, Pammion, Tammion . . .” He passed the
kender the bag of coins. “We owe it to my brothers— to our brothers in trade to share your technicd



expertise”
“You want me to do for these villages whet I’ ve done for yours?’ Franni asked.
“Indubitably,” said the elder. “We are on a trade route. Competition—"
“Isfierce” Sorter agreed. “Yes, I've heard.”

Elder Cammion raised his pdm in warning. “This grant has two conditions. One is that you vigt only
villages other than ours”

Franni nodded.
The Elder pointed a Sorter. “The other isthat you take the gnome with you.”

Franni glanced unhappily at Sorter and shrugged. “Well, that's thet, then. He has to go back to his
library. Overdue books. Thanks anyway.” The kender muttered to himsdf, “All those kids . . .”

Sorter looked at the kender, then at the ruined town, then at the wrecked machinery on the plain.

He turned to Elder Cammion and handed him the books. “The next time you leave on your trading,
will you take these to Mount Nevermind? Mention that Sorter will not be coming back.”

The gnome took a few of Franni’s coins and dropped them into the man's hand. On impulse, he
added two more. “Thank Stacker for his kindness, and tdl him | will send a design or two hisway.”

Sorter turned to Franni. “Time to go. Have we forgotten anything?’
“But how are we going to build anything?” Franni wailed. “Y ou sent away our plang”
Sorter took a sketch out of his pack. “Bear in mind that thisis a prdiminary.”

Franni looked reverently at the sketch. “That's wonderful, Mr. Sorter. All those sharp blades going
every which way.”

Sorter nodded, pleased. “1 cdl it the Solamnic Army Knife”

“I"d make it ten times bigger,” Franni suggested.

“And add wheds. And a motor.”

“Perfect,” Sorter sad fervently.

“Then weéll add a rotary saw with sharp teeth on aswinging am at the front.”

“Great.” Sorter unrolled a blank piece of parchment and began sketching. “Now we're getting
somewhere”

A few moments later, waking southward, they surdy were.



GO With TheFloe

PAUL B. THOMPSON

Sea, Ky, and Reegd’'s face were dmog the same color, a fla green-gray, rdieved only by
white-caps, pde shredded clouds, and, in Raegd’s case, a shock of carrot-colored hair. Raege
mumbled something to Mixun about being seasick, but Mixun knew better. They’'d been a sea long
enough to get over being seasick. Raegd was just plain scared.

He had reason to be afraid. Both young men lay on ther sdes, facing each other. The deck rolled
gently beneeth them. They were twenty-two days out of Port 0 Cdl, twenty-two days as prisoners of a
men they had sought to cheat of five hundred sted pieces. Most of the voyage had been spent in the
ship's rope locker, ungble to see where they were going. Last night, after egting their once-daily retion of
beans, the pair had fdlen into a deep deep. Some soporific had been added to the med. When they
woke, it was gray, cold morning, and they found themsdlves on deck, with their hands and feet tightly
tied.

Bdic Persayer, captain of the caravd Seahorse, emerged from his cabin. He was heavily swathed
with scarves and wore a thick woolen coat and peaked hat. Very little of his face showed save for his
piggish eyes, red-rimmed and veined with blood, the broad tip of his nose, and his ruddy cheeks, dl of
which glowed in the raw wind like a trio of ripe crabapples.

“Let’s have them up,” Bdic said. Sailorsin rough cloaks and fleece jackets hauled the two men to
thar feet. Only then did Mixun get a clear view of where they were. His previoudy stubborn spirits sank.

Lying off Seahorse’'s starboard ral was a high, rugged coastline, sheathed in ice and snow. Wind,
steady as aflowing river, blew off the ice and over the bobbing ship, chilling everything it touched.

lcawdl. Captain Persayer had brought them to the frozen end of the world.

“Wel, gents, | hope you had a pleasant voyage,” the captain said genidly. Mixun told hm what he
could do with his pleasant voyage. Bdic promptly boxed the young man's ear. He had a fid like a tackle
block, and the blow drove Mixun to the deck. Laughing, the sailors dragged him upright again.

“Wha's this about?’ quavered Raegd. “Do you mean to kill us?’

Bdic chuckled unpleasantly. “By my beard, no! If that's dl | wanted, | could have cut your throats
back in Port o' Cdl.”

“Y eah, but murder’s acrime there” Mixun said.

“Soitis and | am a respectable ship's magter.” Bdic gestured, and the sailors behind Raegd and
Mixun cut the bonds around their ankles. Their hands were l€ft tied.



Indinctively the two men moved apart. “What are you doing, then?” Raegel asked anxioudy.
“Digoenang justice,” said Bdlic. “Prepare the longboat.”
“What does he mean?’” murmured Raegdl.

“WEe re being marooned,” answered Mixun. “The good captain is putting us ashore on the worst land
inthe world.”

Two sailors with drawn cutlasses prodded Raegel and Mixun to the rail. As they watched, the ship’'s
longboat was rigged and lowered over the side.

“Cdl it what you will, you're murdering us” Mixun said as he watched the preparations.

“No gr, | an nat,” said Bdic, sounding quite cheerful. “You shdl leave this vessd dive and breething.
Wha happens to you afterward is between you and the gods who 4ill live”

“No!” cried Raegd. “Please, good captain, don’t do thid It's dl a misundersanding! We never meant
to cheat you—"

Bdlic crossed the deck in two strides and took hold of Raegd’s flimsy shirt. “Of course not! You
didn’t know the casks of fine pearls you sold me were filled with old oyster shells, eh?’

“No, we didn’'t! Our supplier from Schallsea duped ud”
“Enough lied” Balic backhanded the frightened man. “Get this scum off my ship!”

Sruggling and protesting, Mixun and Raegdl were herded to the gep in the rall & swordpoint. With
their hands tied in front of them, they were able to hold a rope as they descended the hull clests to the
longboat. Sx oarsmen and the bo’'sun, a quarter-ef named Tamaro, were waiting for them. Mixun
missed a step near the bottom and fdl into the boat. Raegedl made his lagt step, then toppled over as a
vigorous wave dashed the longboat againg the caravel’ s hulll.

“Wear away!” Bdlic roared. “Look to your oarsl”

“Aye, Captain!” Tamaro shouted back. He took his place at the tiller and ordered the salorsto dig in.
Sowly, the longboat worked its way toward shore. Rowing into the wind made the bow legp and plunge,
but Tamaro kept them on course for the flat, rocky beach beneeth a frowning glacier. Mixun struggled
upright as histdl companion did down among the boat ribs.

Raegd’s lips were dready turning blue. “I'm cold.”

“We re going to be alot colder,” Mixun said. He was glad now he hadn’t cut his hair in Port o' Cal.
It was well below shoulder length and gathered in athick hank. At least it warmed his neck alittle.

There were no shdlows near the beach. The dark water never lightened, never gave way to curling
breakers as they rowed in. Tamaro ran the bow right on the stony shore, and the sailors shipped oars.

Drawing his cutlass, Tamaro said, “All right you two, out!”
“You're murdering us Y ou know that, don’t you?’ Mixun said.

“Captain’s orders,” replied the bo’sun. “If | didn’t obey, he' d have me put ashore with you.”



Sullenly, Mixun stood up and worked his way forward. He swung his leg over the bow post and
dropped to the gravel. With much curang, bumping, and thumping, Raegd staggered through the waiting
rowers and joined his companion on the stark shore.

“Are you leaving us any food or dothing?’ Mixun gasped, dutching his arms againg the knife-sharp
wind.

“I've none to give you,” Tamaro said. The quarter-elf s features were not without sympethy. He came
to the longboat’s prow and opened his coat, reveding the hilt of a sturdy iron dagger. Conceding his
movement from the sailors behind him, Tamaro flipped the weapon over the Sde. Mixun caught it before
it clanked on the rocks.

“And now we're done,” said Tamaro. “May you find the fate you deserve.”

He resumed his place at the rudder and ordered the sallors to backwater. The longboat grated off the
grave beach, spun around, and rowed briskly away. As it receded, Mixun saw Tamaro's face, white
agang his dark wooal cloak, as he looked back at them severd times.

“Wretch!” said Mixun. “He should' ve used his dagger on Captain Persayer!”

Raegd took the weagpon and began sawing through the cords around his wrigts. “But it was very
decent of him to help us” he said. Lengths of cord fdl at his feet. Free, he set to work on Mixun's
bonds. “I dways had hope for Tamaro.”

Mixun raised a sngle eyebrow. His partner had the habit of making puns a the worst possble
moment, like the timein Ergoth they were caught sdling painted lead bars as red gold, and were thrown
into a dank, rat-infested dungeon in Gwynned. Mixun remarked about having been in worse jals, to
which Raegd said, “As prisons go, thiswasn't so bad, barring the windows.”

“Don’'t gtart,” Mixun said. He shivered hard. His flimsy dity finery, intended to impress the gullible,
was no hdp againg the cdimate. Already the brass buckles on his knee breeches were conducting
bligering cold into hislegs. Histhin velvet boots offered little resistance to the ingstent chill.

It began to snow.
“We ve got to find shdter,” he said. “WEell be dead in an hour if we don’t.”
Raegd stamped his feet, trying to warm them. “Maybe there are caves in the diffs?’

There was nothing better to try, so they set off for the towering glacier. Before the snow completdy
closed them in, Mixun cast a last look. Seahorse, topsails set, was driving out to sea. Someday, he
fumed, someday he and Captain Persayer would cross paths again, and the result would be much
different.

“Comeon,” Raegd was cdling. He' d found a path to the glacier. Different layers of ice had fractured
and fdlen, creating a broad, dippery set of steps leading to the summit. Mixun untied the ribbon holding
his hair in place and combed the long strands forward to protect his dark, frowning face from the raw
wind.



Reegd, Rafe's son, was a country boy from Throt. At twenty-four, he’'d been on the run for seven
years. While hoeing onions on hisfamily’sfarm one day, he was taken by a press gang from the Knights
of Neraka. The Knights needed men to fill out the depleted ranks of their army, and laidy they’d begun
impressing free men rather than hiring expensive mercenaries. Raegel went dong without a fight, and the
press gang sergeant was the firs of many to take him for a smpleton. He didn’'t look like he had two
thoughts to rub together. Tadl, gangling, with a shock of red har that had the habit of sanding up on his
head like a worn-out broom, Raegd learned a an early age to let people think what they wanted about
him. While everyone discounted his wits, Raegd went about life with a peculiar grace, unhindered by
conscience.

He escaped the unwary Nerakans, and after various adventures, made his way to Sanction, where he
found work as a footman to the seer Gashini. Old Gashini did a lucrative trade in fortune-teling and
dispensing advice to the high and low in Sanction, but his powers were not derived from magic. Gaghini
was a snoop, and he employed an army of lesser snoops to ferret out gossp and private news which he
later dispensed as supernaturd revelaions. Raegel learned pick-pocketing and eavesdropping from
Gadhini, among other vices.

While working waterfront grog shops for his master, Raegd met a kindred spirit—a tough, sullen
young fdlow named Mixun, “short for Mixundan-taus,” as he often said. Mixun was down on his luck.
He wouldn't speak of hisorigins, but he'd come to Sanction as the bodyguard of a sted merchant named
Wendelsee. Wendelsee had died—ypoisoned by a jedous rivd—and Mixun was left without ganful
employ. It was hard for a bodyguard to find a new job when it was commonly known his last master had
perished violently.

The two men hit it off, dthough a more disparate pair would be hard to imagine. The tdl, seemingly
guildess Raegd and the dark, dangerous-looking Mixun began running smdl capers of their own, like
rigged dice games, or liberating high-value goods from warehouses. They did wel at petty larceny for a
while, until the lord governor of Sanction, Hogan Bight, announced his intention to clean up the waterfront
and drive out the crimind gangs hiding there. Less than a week after Bight's decree, Raege and Mixun
found themsdves invited to leave town, which they did, taking ship to the west before the leaves changed
thet fall.

Ironicaly, the duo did very wdl in honest, upright Solamnia Posng as refugees from Nerakan
oppression, they worked a number of successful capers in Port o Cal, induding the pearl scam. They
sdted oysters with seed pearls and convinced their marks they could grow pearls of any sze by usng a
megicd powder (which was just black sand from Sanction). They worked this scam successfully three
times On the fourth try, they ran afoul of Captain Persayer, who was not fooled. Instead of a handsome
payoff, the faam boy from Throt and the sullen bodyguard found themselves taken by the vindictive
cgptain and left to die on the frozen shore.

By the time they reached the top of the glacier, the snow was pdting down in greet feathery globs. It
was very wet, gticky snow, and they quickly found themsdlves soaked through to the skin.



Raegd gazed across the featureless plateau of ice. His scarecrow har was laden with handfuls of fluffy
white snow. “I don't see any place to go.”

Mixun replied, “Inland is jugt ice. We mugt stay close to the ocean, where the glaciers break off.
Maybe well find a cave or something.”

They trudged on, the taller Raegd bresking a trall. Every footfal broke through the crust of ice over
the last layer of snow, and lifting his heavy feet reminded Mixun of trying to free himsdf from a bear trap.
They blundered on like this for dmost a mile, getting colder and wetter with every fdtering step, then
Raegd broke through an extra deep drift and sank into the snow up to his chest. He sruggled for a
moment, lost his balance, and fdl face down in the snow. Mixun hated. His friend tried to stand, but
another el of ice cracked beneath him, and he disappeared below the surface.

“Reegd! Ho, Raegel!”

Mixun moved forward carefully, but not carefully enough. The ice gave way under him too, and he did
feet fird into the depths.

He did quite a ways—more than twice his own height—before coming to rest againg a pile of loose
snow. Mixun sat up and saw Raegd lying on his somach afew feet away.

“Ho!” he sad. “Areyou dive?’
“So far,” was the whispered reply. “Don't talk so loud, if you want to keep living”

Mixun looked around and saw the reason for Raegd’s concern. They had fdlen into a large hollow in
the ice, ten feet or more below the surface, and if the rest of the roof gave way, they’d be buried dive
under tons of ice and snow.

With great deliberation, Raegd sat up. His face and hands were chak-white with cold, leaving only
thetips of his ears and his nose with any color in them. Mixun was shocked, but knew he was at least as
far gone.

“Wel, we're out of the orm,” Mixun said in a very low voice.
Hislanky friend remarked, “ Snow news is good news.”
Mixun was too cold to groan. He drew his knees up to his chest and rested his square chin on them.

“Never thought I'd go like this” he muttered. “1 dways thought I'd die with a sword in my hand,
fighting to the end.”

Raegd imitated Mixun'sfetd posture and said, “I dways wanted to diein the arms of a beautiful lady.
A rich, beautiful lady.”

They sad little more. Breeth froze on their lips, seding their mouth with ice. After shivering apart for a
while, Raegd crawled to hisfriend’s sde and huddled close to him.

Lagt post, Mixun thought. He would never see home again, never complete the task he'd dedicated
hislife to. Everything had ended in this white desert, forever frozen and dead.

He closed his eyes. With his last bit of strength, he found Raegd’s hand and clasped it. His friend



returned the gesture with a dight squeeze, judt to let Mixun know he was there.

Shut off from the sensations of his body by the encroaching cold, Mixun fdl into a twilight of dreams,
images, and logt desires. He saw again the wide sandy wastes of home, the burning sun overhead, and
the wind dirring the dust into whirlpools around him.

Strangdly, he fdt no heat from the sun, which should have been begting down on his exposed face like
atorch. Hefdt nothing at dl.

The landscape shimmered, though not with heat. It trembled with a rapid, rhythmic pulse thet he firs
thought was his own heart begting, but it was too fadt, too even. The pulsation grew stronger. The
darkness around Mixun lightened a hit as he struggled to rise to consciousness.

“Stop kicking me” Raegd sounded durred, like a drunken man.

“I'm not kicking you, you idiot.” Mixun did kick Raegd then, and was ddighted to fed his leg
respond to his menta command.

A roaring filled the ice chamber, and snow cascaded down. The cold skin of Mixun's face was 4ill
warm enough to mdt it, and he opened his eyes, breaking the lacy crust of ice on his lashes. He sat up.
Raege was lying on his side, curled up in abdl. The noise wasn't in Mixun’'s head, it was redl.

“Raegd! Raegd, wake up!”
“Scratch my back, will you?’ the drowsy men replied.

“Get up, jackass! The hol€'s coming down around ud” Mixun said hoarsdly. He drew back his foot
and planted a sharp kick on his friend's backside. Raegd flinched hard and rolled over, rubbing the spot.

Dragging his benumbed friend by the collar, Mixun scrambled up the ramp of snow created when “he
and Raegd had tumbled down into the ice cave. The tremors were very rapid now, dmost continuous,
and the roaring, grinding sound was degfening.

Mixun glimpsed the chill gray sky and burgt through the last few inches of loose snow. Once in the
open, he thrust both hands into the hole and hauled Raegd out.

Towering above them was the source of the noise and shaking—an enormous whed, fully thirty paces
high, made of heavy timbers and strapped with black iron bands. The whed stood upright and was
turning a a goodly rate, digging plow-like teeth into the ice. Snow and ice sprayed out behind the whed
intwo high arcs, creating artifica drifts on ether side of the deep trench the device was carving. The axle
on which the whed turned was as broad as aman was tal, and protruded some distance from the center
of the whed. Rigng from the ends of the axle were two tdl wooden masts, topped with windmill vanes,
oinning briskly.

“What isit? What in the name of the four winds is it?” Mixun shouted, backing away on his feet and
hands, diding on the seat of his pants across the ice. “Some kind of machine” Raegd sad. “I can see
that! But what kind of machine?” Asif in answer, the churning whed sounded a ghill blast on a brass
horn. The windmill vanes canted, presenting their edges to the breeze, dowed, and stopped. At once the
vadt device dowed. The plow blades no longer tore smoathly through the ice crugt, but bit and bounced
on the stone-hard surface. Lethdly large chunks of ice flew, and for some moments the two men were

kept busy dodging them.



Without high rotationa speed to steady it, the great whed wobbled. Findly the long axle touched the
snowy ground, and the amazing contrivance ground to a hdt, leaning on its Sde like a mongtrous child's
top.

A hatch opened on the axl€'s upper surface and a head covered by a puffy black hat emerged.
Mixun, though diff and reding from the cold, stood up and tried to look dangerous. Raegd didn’t bother.
He sat crossed legged in the snow, awaiting whatever fate lay ahead.

The puffy black hat was attached to a puffy black suit. The person in the suit climbed out and
dropped to the ground, staggered, and fdl down. Another round, padded hat appeared in the hatch.

Mixun started toward the strange visitor. Raegd grasped hisleg as he passed.
“You don't know who they are,” he warned.
“They have warm clothes, and probably have food and drink,” Mixun said. “And | want some!”

By the time he reached the axle, four black-suited figures had come out. They dl wobbled in circles,
asif drunk. Mixun grabbed the closest one. He was smdl, shorter by hdf than Mixun, who was not a tdl
man. Mixun snatched at the lacing on the front of the puffy hat and shoved it back. Out came a mass of
slver-white har and an ageless pink face.

Gnomes. He should have guessed. The strange giant whed had dl the earmarks of a gnomish
mechanism.

“Greetingd” cried the gnome. When Mixun did not promptly reply, he repeated his sdutation in
Elvish, Old High Dwarvish, Ogrespeak, then whinnied like a centaur.

“Common tongue will do,” Mixun said, setting the little fdlow back on his feet. “Who are you?’
Eight minutes later the gnome concluded his name.

Three-quarters frozen, the only part Mixun remembered was the fird bit: “Master maker of whedls,
whed-rims, spokes, hubs, axles, cotter-pins, bearings (roller and bdl), fabricated in wood, bronze,
brass, iron, and ged . . .” Inlieu of dl that, Mixun thought of him as “Wheder” from then on.

The other gnomes gradudly recovered ther eguilibrium and surrounded the freezing pair. They
chattered volubly about the wegather, thickness of the ice beneeth their feet, the formation and texture of
snowflakes—on and on without pause, as Raegd dumped to his knees and Mixun's eyedashes grew

heavy with frogt.
“We're dying!” he managed to gasp. “Can you hdp us?’

“Wha's the matter with you?” asked Wheder. The near-identicd gnome on his right said,
“Over-active glands. Gets ‘em every time, these big people.”

“Maybe they have the Wingerish Fever?’ said another.

“You have the Wingerish Fever,” sad Wheder severely. The gnome in question put a hand to his
neighbor’s forehead.

“How can you say that?’ he replied. “My blood pressure feds normd!”



“The c-c-cold,” Raege chattered. His eyes fluttered and closed, and he fdl backward in the snow.

“Dear, dear,” sdd Wheder. “They aren’t dressed for the climate, are they? Come, let us repair to the
Improved Self-Propdlled Ice Engraver and warm these poor men.”

“Did | hear you say the ISPIE needs repair?’ asked the gnome with the Wingerish Fever. “No!” sad
the other four gnomes.

Wheder took Mixun by the hand and led him to the hollow axle of the stupendous whed. The rest of
the gnomes took hold of Raegel’ s hands and feet and dragged him to the open hatch.

The interior of the axle was very tight, Szed as it was for beings of gnomish height and bulk. Mixun
crawled through a thorny hedge of levers, rods, and pulleys findly faling exhausted between two
brackets of the axle frame. At leat it was warm.

The gnomes put Raegd in the niche across from Mixun. One gnome gave him a seaming mug of
liquid, and Mixun took it gratefully. He raised the cup to his lips, but the smdlest of the gnomes stopped
him.

“That’'s not a beverage,” he said.

Mixun looked over the mug rim at the round, pink-faced creature, framed by a wreath of slver-white
hair. The gnome s wide, round eyes were filled with concern.

“What'sit for?” he asked.
“It's Supreme Cold Wesether Foot Wash. Y ou pour it on your feet.”

Mixun stared at his boots—encrusted in snow, which was ragpidly mdting. The littlest gnome took the
mug from his hand and poured the seaming green liquid over his feet. The snow disappeared, and a
grong sensation of warmth flooded Mixun's feet. Unfortunately, the most gppaling stench aso arose.
Mixun covered his nose with hishand and said, “Faw! What's that gink?’

“A dde effect of the compound,” said the gnome. “I’'m dill working on it. But your feet are warmer,
are they not?’

He had to admit they were. Pleased despite the amdl, he asked the gnome his name.

Seven and a hdf minutes later (for he was younger than Whedler, and therefore had a shorter name),
the little gnome finished his proud epithet. From it, Mixun understood the gnome was a maker of ails and
unguents, amixer of soaps, greases, and anything dippery. Because of his expertise, Mixun dubbed him
“Sipper.”

“Take start postiond” Wheder shouted. Slipper thrust a second mug of footwarmer upon Mixun.
“For your friend,” he said, and dashed away.

“Hywhed to neutrd! Spring tension sixty percent! Wind veocity, twenty-two!”

“Blood pressure one hundred seventeen over fifty-five” said the gnome with Wingerish Fever.

“Shut up!” said the rest.



Huddled between the axle ribs, Mixun could see the gnomes hopping about, working their mysterious
apparatus and happily shouting numbers and figures at each other. The center of the axle was a cage-like
dructure made of wire and rattan, and ingde this stood Wheder, his feet planted on a narrow board
studded with four smdl wheds. That puzzled Mixun. Why was the gnome standing on a wheded
plaform?

“Make secure dl loose securables!” Wheder cried.

The gnomes took turns strapping each other into bags of rope netting hanging from rings on the axle
wall. When one gnome was fully laced into his bag, his neighbor would dimb into his own hammock and
wait for the secure gnome to wriggle out and lace him. Mixun thought this would go on forever, as one
gnome would aways be left free by such an absurd process, but after severd go-rounds, the lagt free
gnome was tied in place by Wheder, who It his rattan cage just long enough to finish the job. He
ciimbed back onto hiswheded plank, threw abig lever, and the giant whed began to shake.

All & once Mixun redlized he and Raegd weren't tied down at dl. “Ho!” he caled. “What about us?’

“No time for tea or hotcakes now,” said Wheder, sdting a pair of leather-framed goggles over his
eyes.

Mixun was about to protest when the gnomes threw severd levers a once. The windmill vanes
outside caught the wind, and their motion was transferred by crown gears to a huge stone flywhed ingde
the im of the great whed itsdf. As the ponderous disk of granite gained speed, ropes wound tight,
sandbag counterweights rose and fdl, and the entire device shivered with building power. The tip of the
axle lying on the ice rose a hit, then fdl back with a bump. Mixun braced his arms againg the hull and
looked on wildly.

His feet warmed and gtinking, Raegel came to. Rubbing the melted frogt from his eyes, he saw his
friend facing him, gulped, and said, “Hullo, Mix. What' s happening?’

“Gnomed” That sad it all.

The axle rose again, higher this time, wobbled in a circdle and dropped back once more. Both men
were thrown in the air and settled back in their former places with a heavy thump.

Wheder picked up a mdlet and used it to whack a large, red-painted peg outsde his cage. With a
ghriek of tortured tackle and sraining leather straps, the full force of the flywhed was applied to the outer
whed dructure. The axle legped into the air, shaking vidlently. Pounding blows rattled Mixun’s teeth and
mede Raegd’s head bang panfully againg the wooden axle wdl. Mixun knew what was causng the
bone-jarring vibration—the sharp iron plows were chewing up the ice again.

The noise was degfening. Vison blurred by the heavy pounding, Mixun could see his friend’'s mouth
move, but he could not hear what was being said. Then the gnomes launched the great whed forward.

Raegd and Mixun tumbled over each other as the cabin turned a full revolution with each rotation of
the whed. During hiswild flight, Mixun saw Wheder sanding upright and unconcerned in his rattan cage,
his wheded board cancdling out the mation of the manic machine under him. The other gnomes twisted
and tumbled in their rope bags, dlowed to turn head over heds, but hdd in place.

The two men were thrown together like dry peas in a cup. Raegd’s suede boots, no doubt toasty
warm on his feet now but smdling like al the sewers of Sanction, kept calliding with Mixun's nose. His
own noxious footwear were curled beneath him, but he managed to straighten them out so he could



return the favor to Raegd.
“Try...to...geta...grip!"” Mixun cried as they whirled.
“Onwhat? Raegd retorted.

Mixun braced his feet and hands againg the axle ribbing, and that stopped his dizzy tumbling—or it
did until Raegdl fdl on top of him and broke his hold. They rattled around a few more revolutions, then
Raegd managed to loop his arms around a wooden bracket. He ran in place as the great whed turned,
then planted his feet againg the ribs as Mixun had done. Soon they were both stable, though rotating with
the axle. Raege found himsaf staring at Mixun's kneecaps, and Mixun's view of the world was framed
by hisfriend’ s long, bony legs.

The gnomes thundered dong in this fashion for some time, the massve whed chewing through layer
upon layer of packed snow and ice. The machine bore right and picked up speed. Suddenly there was an
extra hard jolt, and the whed bounced into the air. For a second the noise and shaking stopped. There
followed a resounding splash as the whed struck the water.

“Seel Seel” Wheder was crowing. “Thusit is proven! The ISPIE works as wel in the water as it
does on land!”

“Nonsense!’ Preposterous!” his fdlow gnomes responded. “The efficiency of the plows as paddies
cannot exceed thirty percent!”

“Fifty!” Wheder shouted back.

“Thirty!”

“One hundred twenty-six over forty-nine,” announced the gnome with the Wmgerish Fever.
“Shut up!” the gnomes chorused.

“Excuse me,” Mixun said in the brief moment of silence that followed. “Not that my friend and | aren’t
grateful, but where are we going?’

“Nevermind South,” said Slipper, turning in his rope bag to see their guests. “Our base of operations
for the Excdlent Continentd 1ce Project.”

“And what, pray, isthe Excdlent Continental Ice Project?’ asked Raegd.

“Our purpose here” Wheder said. “We've come to harvest the abundant naturd concretion of
olidified sub-freezing water.”

“The what?’
“Theice” sad dl five gnomesin unison.

The giant whed, which the gnomes informed Mixun and Raegel was named Show Biter, paddied
down the coastline, making good time in the choppy gray sea. When the wind dropped, the vanes
outsde dowed and Show Biter lost speed. When the wind kicked up again, the strange contrivance
churned ahead. The axle, as tightly caulked againgt wind and water as a well-made ship, kept everyone
ingde dry and warm.



Wl past midday, Wheder announced they were going inland again. Everyone braced themsdlves.
Angling ashore, Show Biter dimbed the beach and tore at the crusty, rock filled snow. Amid a barrage
of nonsensca orders, the giant whed turned sharply to the left and halted. The sudden cessation of
moation and noise was dartling. Raegel neglected to lower his voice and kept shouting everything he said,
while Mixun seemed to want to keep on turning of his own accord. Men and gnomes tumbled outside,
weaving and soinning like danddion seeds caught in a zephyr.

Gradudly the world stopped turning, and Mixun was able to survey their surroundings. The gnomes
hed created a fantagtic miniature town. It lined the shore of a shalow bay like a toy village wrought in
snow by children. Everything was gnome-sized, and hundreds of the little people were about, coated in
dl manner of drange garb. The men saw gnomes dressed in waxed cotton coverdls smeared with
grease, leather capes with seagull festhers glued dl over, and furs of every shade. A pair of busy-looking
fdlows rolled past, sealed indde globes of glass four feet in diameter. Oddest of dl were the gnomes who
wore only a breech-cloth and stockings, yet stood about in the frigid ar as cdm and comfortable as they
pleased. Raegd was abouit to inquire about their state of warmth when the wind changed.

“Awk!” he said, gasping. “That andl!”
“Slipper’s foot-warming lotion,” Mixun said, nodding. “They must useit dl over.”

He and Raegd were freezing, so they loudly demanded some protection from the cold for themselves.
Wheder was in a hurry to report to his colleagues, and he dashed off, leaving little Sipper to asss the
humans

“I'm doubtful there' s any dothing in camp that will fit you,” he said, stroking his beardless chin.
“Anything you have—blankets will do. Anything!”
“Veay wdl. Follow me”

They followed Slipper to a low structure made of driftwood and blocks of ice, cut and fitted with dl
the care of traditiond masonry. Both men had to duck to enter the icehouse. It was surprisngly warm
ingde, which accounted for the walls running rivulets of water and the celling yidding a constant supply of
shockingly cold drops.

The building was a warren of corridors and rooms, dl szed to gnomish standards. Sipper led them a
merry route through the bustling hdls, and more than once Mixun lost sight of their guide as he passed
through a crowd of fellow gnomes.

“Little mites dl look dike!” he declared under his breath. Raegel chided him for hisignorance.
“They’re as different as you and me” he said. “ See? There' s Sipper, over there”
“All right, hawkeye, you lead!”

Gracioudy, Raegd did just that. Before long, Sipper led them to a supply room. Furs and yard goods
lay in hegps everywhere. “Help yourselves” said the gnome. He turned to leave.

“Wait!” said Mixun. “These aren't clothes. They're just piles of cloth!”

“Can’'t you make your own clothes? | can show you how to make your own, usng the Improved
Squirm-Proof Full Body Stitcher. You lie down on a table, see, with cloth beneath you and on top, and



the machine sews around you, creating perfectly fitting clothes—"

“Never mind, friend Sipper,” Raegd said. “We Il manage.” He found a brown woolen blanket and
cut it into strips with Tamaro's dagger, winding the strips around hislegs as puttees. Mixun draped a gray
linsey-woolsey blanket around his shoulders like a mantle.

Sipper sniffed. “If you want to be crude about it!” He tried to leave again.
“Wait,” Mixun said. “What about food? Where can we get something to eat?”

“Follow your nose. It will lead you to the Nevermind South Effident Eatery and Experimenta Food
Shop.”

Raegd tied hisleggingsin place. “Now that sounds like fine dining to me.”

More warmly dressed and their hunger assuaged by a vist to the Effident Eatery (*Just our luck—it's
expeimenta food day,” Raegd said when he saw the srange victuds offered), the men wandered
around the gnome camp, trying to figure out what the little men were doing.

Former famer Raegd, who developed an eye for counting free-roaming chickens as a child,
edimated there were a thousand gnomesin Nevermind South. Other giant whedls, like Show Biter, came
and went via the sea. Since gnomes were aways shouting their business for dl to hear, Mixun heard
evay returning whed madter declare things like “The cut is Sxty-nine percent complete” or “the cut is
Sseventy-seven percent complete” At one point he snagged a busy gnome and asked, “What isthis ‘cut’ |
keep hearing about?”’

“The cut that will make the Excdlent Continenta Ice Project,” said the gnome.
“You're cutting out blocks of ice? said Raegdl.

“No, just one block.” The full-bearded gnome, clad in the cut-down pelt of a polar bear, dipped out
of the puzzled Mixun's grasp and hurried on.

“The=e little men are mad,” he declared.
“That's been said before,” Raegel agreed. “Slill, they do have lots of energy.”

Jugt then a dill metdlic whistle screamed, causing the two friends to leap, ready to run from whatever
danger had just been announced. Instead of an attack, the gnomes poured out of ther huts and houses
and formed themsdlves into a disorganized mass, dl facing northwest.

Even then, they couldn’'t stop talking. A quartet of senior gnomes (recognizable by therr knee-length
beards) climbed atop a platform of ice bricks and waited for the mob to cam. It never did, so one of the
elders put a large, eaborate-looking horn in his mouth and blew. The same piercing shriek emerged,
overpowering dl conversation.

“Comrades! Fellow inventord Lend me your aural and ocular atention!” cried the longest-bearded



gnome on the platform.
“Lend hmwha?’ asked Raegd.
“l don’t know, but I'm not giving them any money,” Mixun warned.
“Shh!” said 9x gnomesin front of them. “The Chief Designer speaks!”

“Felow technocrats! As of three 0' clock and ten minutes past this afternoon, the cut has reached
eghty percent of our god. At this rate it will take just two more days to reach the next phase of the
Excdlent Continenta 1ce Project!”

The gnomes on ether sSde of the Chief Designer did some rapid caculaing with nubs of chak on
dates.

“Uh, Chief, it will take two days and eight and hdf hours” said one.
“Hal You forgot to carry the one! It's three days, two hours—"
“You forgot to dlow for wind resistance!”

“Colleagues, colleaguesl What about the Wingerish Fever?’

“Enough!” bellowed the Chief Designer. “Culmingtion is nigh, whatever the exact hour! At the Splitting
minus one day, the hammer towers will begin operation. At Splitting minus six hours, dl colleagues will
secure their work and await the Splash.”

“Do you have any nation what he' s taking about?’ Mixun asked.

“Not a whit” Raegd sad. “Seems to me they're digging trenches in the ice with those
whed-machines— maybe to roof ‘em over and make tunnds out of them. That way they can get around
no matter how much it snows.”

Mixun was impressed by his friend's andlytical powers. He had only one objection. “What could the
gnomes be getting around to? There' s nathing here but snow, ice, and rocks.”

In answer, Raegd only shrugged.

The men passed the night and dl the following day in idleness, eating, deeping, or wandering around
the camp and observing inexplicable gnome behavior. The snowy scene was littered with their odd
machines, often highly complicated devices to do the Smplest jobs—like the pendulum powered potato
masher in the Efficient Eatery, or the snow whisk operated by the increasing weight of seagull droppings
collecting on a tegtering platform overlooking the sea.

Thar second night at Nevermind South, Mixun and Raegd bedded down in the storeroom of the main
ice-building. They were dive and well, which was a great improvement over their prospects since leaving
Port o' Cal, but Mixun was dready restless.

“We ve got to find a way off this snowpile,” he whispered in the dark. “I'll go mad if | have to stay
here too long! How' re we going to get back to the rea world?’

“If we had a boat, we could sal across Ice Mountain Bay to the Plans of Dugt,” Raegd said.



Mixun said, “That won't do.”

“What's wrong with that? The gnomes mug have gotten here by boat. We could borrow one of
theirs I'm certain.”

“I'm not againg taking a boat. | just can't go to the desert country.”

“Eh? Why's that?’

“Because | can't, that's why. Why don’'t you want to return to Throt?’

Raegd cleared histhroat. “I get your meaning. Hmm. Ergoth is a possibility.”

“Are we dill wanted in Slvamori?” Mixun said.

“Um, dead or dive. | told you we shouldn't have gulled Lady Riva s factotum out of dl that stedl.”

Mixun snorted. “Fool. He deserved what he got.”

“Tdarnk ill rulesin Ddtigoth,” Raegd said. “Plenty of opportunity there for men of wit and daring.”

Y es, opportunity to get drawn and quartered, Mixun thought. Raegd went on, liging cities and lands
of the west, waighing the possible pickings they might find. Mixun stopped ligening in the midst of his
companion’s dissection of Zhea Harbor and lapsed into a deep, untroubled deep.

Somewhere far away, a great bdl tolled. The peding was dirge-like and vasly deep. Mixun, who
could deep through most disturbances, opened his eyes. He and Raegd had rigged a hide tarp over their
pdlets to keep water from dripping on them as they dept. With each tall of the bell, a cascade of dhill
droplets ran off each corner of the tarp.

“Raegd? Y ou awake?”’

“Uhrhuh.”

“What's that sound?’

“Gnomes.” Raege turned over, away from hisfriend. “Just gnomes.”

That wasn't good enough for Mixun. He threw back his fur blanket and made his way out of the
storehouse. It was an oddly warm morning for Icewall— dill below freezing, but just barely. Heavy, low
clouds reached down from the sky, gripping the stark landscape.

Bong.

The note was hdd a very long time. It seemed to come from dl directions at once. Mixun would have
asked the nearest gnome what was going on, but there were none in sight. Nevermind South was empty.

Bong.

The wind was dill for the fird time since ther arivd a Icewal, and the sound carried with greet
clarity. It seemed to be coming from both east and west. Mixun drew his cloak tight and made his way
through the snowdrifts toward a ridge of ice tha ringed the landward sde of Nevermind South. As he
topped the rise, he heard the ringing sound again, followed by high, cheering voices. The gnomes were



excited about something.

Mixun walked toward the cheering, and gradudly he saw atdl tower in the clouds. It was a spindly
condruction of logs, with long ropes attached to it. As Mixun watched, a huge, wedge-shaped object
rose ingde the tower, drawn up by ropes. The gleam of metd meant it was sheathed in stedl, and the iron
box above it was filled with loose gravd. When the wedge reached the top of the tower, the tackle
released, and it fdl heavily to the ground.

Bong.
“So that's it,” Mixun mused doud. The gray sky echoed the massed cheers of the gnomes.

On closer ingpection, he found the little people had carved out an amphithester in the ice facing the
tower, and they sat raptly weatching as the great weighted blade rose and fell. The tower straddied a deep
trench that ran as far as the eye could see east and west. From the piles of frozen dush on ether sde of
the pit, Mixun guessed this was the cut plowed into the ice by the gnomes digging machines. The trench
was S0 deep he couldn’t see the bottom, just glassy blueice as far down as the eye could see.

He spotted Sipper in the crowd and haled him. The tiny gnome waved back, never taking his eyes
off the riang weight.

111 g I pm._”

“Shh!” hissed two hundred gnomes at once. Mixun snapped his jaw shut, qudled by their unanimity.
With a screech, the shackle opened, and the wedge plunged into the ravine. The gnomes cheered wildly.

“Slipper,” he said again, once the noise died down.
“What isit?’

“What are you doing?’

“Watching.”

“No. | mean, what are you doing there, with that tower?’

“Thisis the Splitting,” said the gnome beside Slipper. He had a fantastic snowsuit on, dl covered with
amdl, mirrored glass panels. Mixun asked what the Splitting was.

“The next phase of the Excdlent Continentd Ice Project,” sad Slipper. Mixun had to wait until the
wedge dropped again, then with strained patience he asked what the Excdlent Continental Ice Project
redly was.

“We are separating a quantity of ice from the glacier, to take back home to Sancrig,” sad the
mirror-clad gnome.

“What for?” asked the amused human.
“Fresh water,” said Slipper.
“No, for our Low Temperature Laboratory!” said Mirror Suit.

A tubby gnome seated behind these two thrust his head between theirs and boomed, “Yer both



wrong! Theicewill be used to fight the red dragon, Pyrothraxus, who occupies our ancestra home, Mt.
Nevermind! W€l freeze ‘imin hislar!’”

Bong.

Thistime the blow sounded different. A prolonged cracking sound rose, like cloth being torn asunder.
Every gnomein the theater rose on stubby legs and gazed rapturoudy at the tower.

“Sipper?’ The little gnome did not answer Mixun until he tugged on the gnome' s down-stuffed deeve.
“How much ice are you taking?’

“One point Sx-eight cubic miles”
“Miles?’
“Hurrah!” cried the gnomes. “Now the Splitting! Next the Splash!”

The ground heaved beneath Mixun's feet. Before he could question or exdam, the tower over the
ravine snapped apart with a loud crack. Rope and timbers whipped into the deep gap, and the gnomes
began sailling off thar icy seats with commendable rapidity. Mixun found himsdf being borne dong with
theflow of white-haired folk. The glacier canted, firg a little, then more and more. Gnomes went down
like leaves in a fdl wind, skidding into hummocks of snow or into Mixun's legs. As little men piled up
around him, Mixun logt his balance and fel too.

“Eight degrees! Fifteen degreest Twenty-one degrees!” shouted a gnome gripping a surveyor's
quadrant. Mixun had the horrifying thought that “the Splash” would come when he and dl the gnomes
were dumped into the frigid sea.

The glacier shivered like aliving thing, wracked from end to end by powerful forces. What was Ieft of
the derrick vanished into the widening ravine. Mixun rolled over, dawing at the snow for support. To his
amazement, green seawater gushed skyward from the gap the gnomes had cut in the ice. So it was true.
Thelittle men had carved off a massve piece of the Icewal glacier!

For aflesting, thrilling moment, Mixun fet himsdf fdling. The ice dropped away from him and, in the
next heartbeat, dammed into the yidding sea. Mixun flattened on the ice, oun around, and found himsdf
buried under a squirming mass of frantic, excited gnomes.

By the time he extricated himsdf, Mixun fdt a very dight ralling motion in the ice. He stood easly and
surveyed the scene. Where once had been an expanse of ice dl the way to the horizon, there was now a
widening channd of swirling green water. Mixun dashed to the edge and looked left and right. There was
nathing but ocean between them and shore. Cold wind was driving them out to sea a a notable pace.

The gnomes had sorted themsdves out and were busly scribbling notes on any surface
avalable—thick pads of paper, scraps of parchment, even ther deeves and the backs of their
colleagues.

“What have you done?’ Mixun asked, incredulous.

“Splash successfully survived,” noted Slipper on his foolscap. “The Splitting was more extreme than
cdculated.”

“Not s0,” sad another gnome. “My figures, posted three days ago on the wdl of the Efficdent Eatery,



dearly indicate a maximum angle of twenty-six degrees before the Splash.”
“How many degrees was it?’

The quadrant-bearing gnome had marked his indrument a the most extreme angle. “Twenty-Sx
degrees, two minutes, forty-four seconds!”

Slipper and the other gnomes bowed to the successful predictor. “Excdlent caculations, my dear
chap! Smply excdlent!”

Mixun scratched his sorouting beard and said, “Excuse me, but what happens now?’
“Now we return to Sancrigt Ide” said the calculator.
“But how? Won't we jugt drift with the wind?”

The assembled gnomes laughed in explosive chirps and soprano guffaws. “Not this iceberg!” Slipper
declared. “We have propulson!”

Mixun picked up a handful of snow. It melted quickly in the warm pam of his hand.
“Sancrig is along way from here. Will theice lagt, or will it dl mdt before we get there?’

This time the gnomes didn’t laugh. They deferred to the successful calculator, who made a rapid
computation on his neighbor’ s pants leg. When he was done, he amiled broadly.

“We can lose sxty percent of our totd ice and dill stay afloat,” he said. “The maximum amount we
can expect to mdt between here and Sancrigt is no more than thirty-two percent.”

Mixun didn’'t understand the percentages, but he was soothed by the gnome's bland confidence. He
hed no reason to complain. Raege had wanted to get office-wadl, and now they were—in away.

Raeged! He was il in the storehouse! Without a word, Mixun leaped over the gnomes, scrambling
over the ridge toward Nevermind South. As he skidded down the dick hill to the camp (now teeming
with gnomes again), he saw the great whed machines being partialy dismantled. One whed was dready
being pegged into place at the edge of the iceberg so that the heavy plow blades dipped into the sea
Once in mation, the machines would act like giant waterwhedls, paddling the floating idand of ice to its
ultimate destination.

Mixun burst into the storehouse, expecting to find a frantic Raegd stricken with fear. He did not.
“Raegd?’ he called gently. The only reply was a soft and steady snoring.

Once he was wakened, Raegd didn’t believe Mixun's story. The gnomes had sawn off a giant raft of
ice, three mileslong and amile wide? It was ridiculous, and damned impossble!

“Come see for yoursdlf,” Mixun said, risng from the iceblock table in the Effident Eatery.

From the snow village, the only view was out to sea anyway, so Mixun and Raegel dimbed the ridge
above the town to see water dl around them. Raegel opened his mouth a few times, but no words came
out. He sat down on the mound of ice and gazed at the endless ocean.

Mixun held aringer to the wind, then squinted a the sun. “North by west,” he said sagdly. “Dead on



for Sancrigt Ide” He sat down by his bemused companion. “It's too much to believe. If these little folk
can do something this grand, why don’'t they command the world?’

“Don't let the 9ze of the deed fool you,” Raegel said. “Gnomes are smart, but they’re dso more than
alittle loony. It took athousand of them to carve out this idand of ice, but in another time and place the
same thousand might devote themsdlves to something totally usdess, like . . .” He sruggled for an
example. “Counting the antsin an anthill or trying to catch cloudsinajar.”

“There s gotta be something in this for ud” Mixun said, risng suddenly. “Some way to turn this to our
advantage!”

“I'll think on it. All thisice musgt be worth something. After dl, it's a chill wind that blows us no good.”

Mixun frowned and dapped Raegd on the back of the head.

The ridge above Nevermind South was the highest point on the floe. From there they could see for
miles to dl points of the compass. On their second day a sea, Mixun spotted the white sals of a ship
bearing down on them from the northeast. It was running before the wind, while the ponderous ice idand
was paddling steadily againg the prevailing zephyr. He interrupted Raegel’s plotting and pointed to the
oncoming vessd.

“What do you think they’re thinking right now?" he said.
Raegd grinned. “They're likey wondering what a big berg like thisis doing so far from lcewdl!”

The ship, a tubby two-master flying the colors of Solamnia, closed rapidly. It crossed the narrow
“bow” of the idand and drove down the length of the iceberg, bardy a cable's length away. Mixun and
Raege waved chearfully to the astonished sailors working the rigging of the merchant ship.

The two-master sailed on, and so did the floe. The vast, bulky berg could not manage much speed,
but the gnomish machines were tirdless, and drove them a a tirdess pace. Within three days, they were
passng through the Sirrion Straits into the southern sea. The farther north they went, the more shipping
they encountered. Five days after the Splash, the iceberg entered the mgor trading route between the
western idands and the mainland. An hour did not pass without some vessd in sght—fa argosies with
scalet sls, tim doops with brightly striped hulls, and dull gray fishing smacks from the coast of
Kharolis Their reaction to the mighty floe was the same: dl put their hdms over and steered wide of the

gligening apparition.

All but one ship, that is At sunset on the fifth day, a lugger appeared astern, logfing in the wake
created by the iceberg’ s paddles. Its green hull and dark blue salls made the craft hard to see againg the
water or evening sky. Mixun spotted the lugger and hunted up Raegd to get his opinion. The gangling
redhead, munching a frozen fish fritter from the Effident Eatery (every day was experimentd food day, it
seemed), climbed the ridge and followed his friend’ s pointing finger until he spied the amdl ship.

“Pirates” he sdid flaly.



“My thought too!” Mixun said. He dodged to and fro, nervoudy flexing his hands. “1 wish | had a
sword!”

HWM!
“Why? Why? Pirates, that’s why!”

“l don't think they’Il bother us” said Raegel, pulling an uneaten fish tail out of his mouth and tossng it
adde. “We're not exactly arich merchant ship.”

Mixun indsted on waning the gnomes, and Raege agreed. They dipped and did down the hill to
camp. It was much warmer in the Sirrion Sea, and the iceberg was mdting noticesbly. Every surface was
covered with a thin sheen of water, rendering everything dicker than an old gnome's bad pate. Raegd
and Mixun got used to fdling down, but the gnomes embarked on an orgy of invention, trying to come up
with devices to provide sure and steady walking. As the two men made their way to the Chief Designer’s
house, they passed through a mob of bizarrdy equipped gnomes. Some were on dilts Others had
fastened various spiky protuberances to ther feet, while some merdy sought to lessen the damage of
frequent fdling by covering their bottoms with pads and pillows.

Upon reeching the Chief Designer’s door, they saw a hand-lettered sgn that read PULL STRING.
There was no gring in Sght.

“Now what?' asked Mixun.

Raegd pointed to another, smdler Sgn over the doorknob: IN CASE OF STRING FAILURE,
RING BELL.

“What bdl?” Mixun demanded, voice risng.

Asif in answer, a young gnome appeared through a swinging flap cut in the bottom of the door. He
handed Mixun a brass hand bell, bowed, and crawled back through the door flap. The stocky fighter
looked to hisfriend for guidance.

“Ring it,” said Raegdl.

Mixun tried. He swung the bell hard, but ingead of “ding-ding” or “dang,” the bdl made a swestly
musca sound, like a songbird. It contrasted so sharply to the expected sound of a bel Mixun dmost
dropped it. He tried again, and the bell again went “tweet-tweset.”

“Even their bdlls are crazy!” he said.

The young gnome reappeared, opening the door thistime. He did not admit the men but emerged with
astep ladder and abdl of twine. Without a word, he set up the ladder and used it to replace the broken
cord on a bracket beside the door. Once more he bowed and went back insde.

“Ohno,” said Mixun. “I’'m not pulling any gtring. It’'s your turn!”

With much affected dignity, Raegel grasped the gring. “Twine waits for no man,” he sad, gving the
line a yank. No bdl rang. There was a fla, flaulent sound, and a strange, unnatural voice boomed,
“Comein!”

Mixun opened the door. Inside, he saw the gring was attached to a bellows. When pulled, it forced



ar through a series of carved, flute-like tubes. Wind passng through the holes made the device speak
two understandable words. Muittering, Mixun and Raegd went indde.

The Chief Designer, whose beard was longer than its owner was tdl, was perched on a tdl stoal in
the center of around table. He was drawing furioudy on a long rall of parchment, and when he finished
what he was doing, he tore off that portion of the rall and handed it to a waiting assistant. This room, and
the room beyond, was filled with young gnomes seated at long commund tables, busly scratching away

with long auill pens.
“Ah, hmm,” Raegd said, dearing his throat.
“Yes, what isit?’ said the Chief Designer, not looking up from his frantic scribbling.

Raegd stopped. He didn’'t know how to address the gnome properly. While he dithered, Mixun burst
out, “There' s a pirate ship fallowing ugl”

“Is there?’
The gnome' s mild response surprised both men. “Yes, I’'m quite sure,” said Mixun.

“That's interesting. Of course, we are passing within ten nautica miles of Cape Endar. | understand
the region isinfested with maritime malefactors.”

“What?’

“Pirates” sad Raegd. “Cape Endar crawls with pirates like flies on horse dung. Can we change
course, steer wide of the cape?’

The Chief Desgner findly looked up. * Change course? No.” He resumed drawing.
“But why? There may be danger if we stay on this heading!”

“Give me the rate figures for surface dluviaion,” he commanded. Sx gnomes did off ther benches
and came running with sheaves of paper covered in close columns of figures The Chief Designer ran
through four sheets, tossing the unwanted pages in the air, until he came to the one he sought.

“Can't change course,” he said. “We I lose too much iceif we do. Mugt get home with the maximum
amount of ice”

“What if the pirates attack?’ asked Mixun.

The head gnome shrugged. “The ice must be defended.”

“How? Do you have wegpons?’

“No, but we will invent some. | will gppoint an Emergency Committee for Iceberg Defense”

Both men were about to protest, but the Chief Designer turned his back on them and resumed work.
The other gnomes ignored them too, so they left.

“Little fools” Mixun said when they were outside. “I could take this berg with fifty good men.”

“No doubt, but what would you do with this gnome-man’s land?’ Raegd said. Mixun winced and



changed the subject.

By night, lights appeared to the north—colored and, in some cases, blinking. Mixun was sure the
Endar pirates were sgnding the lugger on their tail. He hunted through the gnomes' trash heap, looking
for a suitable weapon. He found a gaff of seasoned wood and lashed Tamaro's dagger to it, meking a
workable spear. It seemed mighty inadequate for defending an idand three miles long from an unknown
number of pirates.

Dawn came with date gray clouds towering in the southwest, and the low green coast of Engtar wasin
gght. It was warm enough now for Mixun to discard his mantle and go about in his shirt. He sat atop the
dowly mdting ridge, watching the sea. There were now two luggers taling them. The wind had died
when the sun rose, but the luggers had run out oars and were rowing to keep up with the iceberg.

The sun broke through the thick clouds a while later, filling the tranducent ice with fiery brilliance.
Glowing like a diamond, the ice began to mdt more rapidly.

Streams of water ran off the upper surfaces into the sea. Mixun cupped his hands under one stream
and drank the runoff. It was good waeter.

With the warming, the gnomes devices suffered. Ice-block houses collapsed, and the paddling
meachines began to work loose from their mountings. One by one they had to be shut down and the axles
reburied in firmer ice. The berg’s forward momentum was great, but it soon dowed down. Currents
around the cape started pushing the berg toward land.

While the gnomes were busy repairing ther paddle machines, more ships appeared out of Endar.
Mixun counted twenty vessdls, luggers, galeons, even a captured caravel or two. They dl wore dark
blue salls, which marked them as pirates as surely as any forma ensgn.

Raege scrambled up the dippery dope and saw the flatilla coming. “This ought to be something,” he
sad.

“Y ou seem mighty calm.”

“l don’t think we' re in much danger.”

“How can you say that? Look!”

Raegd amiled. “Rdax, will you, Mix? Have faith in our little hogts”

Scowling, Mixun did down the north dope of the ridge and hurried eadt, to the stern of the iceberg.
The pirate flest was masing there. The largest ship, a caravel with a gilded figurehead, took the lead.
Sunlight glinted from the caravel’ s tops and forecastle. The pirates were ingpecting them with spyglasses.

Mixun kept low, cregping dong crevices and cracksintheice. All were full of water, which made his
progress uncomfortable. A few hundred paces from the end of the floe, he settled into a niche between
two streaming ice boulders and watched the pirates close cautioudy. Before long they were near enough
for him to hear the thump of oarlocks, and the shouted commands of individud ship’s masters.

Where were the gnomes? They were about to be invaded, and not one of them wasin sght!

Mixun watched anxioudy as a sngle lugger under oars approached the tal of the iceberg. The mighty
idand of ice was riding eadly in the waves, bobbing far less than the amdl ship coming up to it. The edge



of the floe stood well above the lugger’srail, a good seven feet above the surface of the ocean. At once
Mixun saw the pirates dilemma—how would they get on the berg?

After some ddiberation, the pirates resorted to ropes and grappling hooks. Mixun crept out from his
hiding place, spear ready. Crouched low, he couldn’t see the pirates, but from the grunting he reckoned
some of them were dimbing the ropes. He used the dagger to chip out the tines of the imbedded hooks.
Both ropes whipped free, and with loud cries, the pirates tumbled into the water.

Grinning, Mixun waited to seeif they tried again. Sure enough, three hooks clattered onto the ice shdlf
and bit into the gleaming surface. He hurried to the first one. The three hooks were widdly spaced. Mixun
was hard pressed to dig out dl three. The firg pulled free and fel, then the second. Before he could
reach the third, a pirate gained the top of the iceberg. Thar eyes met.

“Ail” the fork-bearded buccaneer cried. “There s someone herel”

Mixun whacked the man on the chin with the shaft of his spear, sending him plummeting to the deck of
the lugger below. In response, archers loosed arrows a Mixun. None hit, but they flicked digurbingly
close. He dodged away, arrows splintering on theice at his hedls.

“Alarm! Alarm!” he shouted. “Pirates! Pirates on the iceberg!”

He didn't think there was anyone to hear him, but he hoped to make the brigands wary to follow him.
Back in his hidden vantage point, he saw more lines thrown up. In minutes, fifteen well-armed pirates
were on the ice. Since they had bows, it was foalish for Mixun to try and fight them, so he beat a retreat
over the dick, mdting hillocks for help.

He hadn’t gone hdf a mile before he ran into Raegel and a band of gnomes laden with mysterious
(and probably pointless) equipment.

“Pirated” Mixun exclaimed, grasping hisfriend by the arms. “They're herel”

“Hear that, boys? Go get ‘em,” Raegd said.

The gnomes broke ranks and streamed around the stationary men.

“Y ou're sending them to thelr deaths,” Mixun protested. “They aren’'t even armed!”

“What do you mean? That's the Emergency Committee for Iceberg Defense. They’re armed enough.”
Raegd’ s blue-gray eyes danced with inner laughter. “Come and see”

On a plateau above the end of the berg, the gnomes deployed ther strange hardware. Mixun saw
canvas hoses and bright metd tubing, windlasses and bags of sdt.

Gnomes circled the flattened area, tgpping the ice with amdl brass hammers. Now and then one
would crow, “Found onel” and another gnome would mark the spot with a colored stake hammered into
place.

Looking beyond them, Raegel and Mixun saw the pirates, now more than thirty strong, massng at the
eadtern tip of the berg.

“Better get ready,” Raegd said. Thehoss of the Committee—ther old savior Wheder—waved and
shouted orders to his helpers.



Augers hit into the ice where the colored stakes had been driven. The drills were withdrawn and
bronze pipes Sx inches wide were shoved into the holes. Bags of sdt were cut open and the contents
dumped into the tubes. When that was done, hoses were clamped to the tube and attached to the
windlass powered machines. More hoses protruded from the other sde of the devices, and teams of
gnomes grabbed onto them, pointing them at the oncoming foe.

“Begin!” cried Whedler.

Gangs of smdl, sturdy arms turned the cranks. The machines wheezed and burped. Wheder cdled
for more speed, and the gnomes raced around the crankshafts. Gradualy, the hoses belied. Mixun
looked to Raegd for an explanation. Raegd just pointed.

The center team fired fird. A jet of water burst from the open end of ther hose, arcing off the plateau
and driking the ice ahead of the pirates. The men withdrew a few steps, unsure what they were facing.
Then one pirate doffed his hat and caught some of the sream init.

He tasted it and laughed. “It's just seawater!”

It wasn't seawater, but sated fresh water. Raege explained the gnomes plan as Wheder had
explained it to him. The many hollowsin the ice had, over the past few days, filled with meted water. By
adding sdt, the gnomes made sure the water stayed liquid while pumping it out.

“What good will spraying water at them do?’ Mixun said, despairing. He didn’t have long to find out.

Laughing, the pirates advanced. More gnome pumps spewed forth, and they focused on the front
rank of pirates. The flow was hard, but not hard enough to knock the men down. It didn't have to. The
pirates came on a few paces and began to fdl. They couldn’t wak on ice doused with sdt water. They
fdl, got up, fdl again, and kept fdling. The archers tried to pick off the gnomes with arrows, but once
they were drenched, their weapons were usdess. Mixun let out a whoop.

“You've not seen anything yet!” declared Wheder. “Specid Super Pumps, on!”

Levers were thrown and the machines dmost leaped off the ground. Hoses bulged, and the gnomes
holding them down danced meadly to keep their feet. Water roared out a many times the previous
pressure. Now the pirates were washed away. A pair of streams hit one man and carried hm severd
yards. He hit the ice gtting down and continued to dide until he shot off the end of the berg, into the sea.
He soon had plenty of company. A dozen more pirates were duiced into the ocean. Wheder and the
gnomes cheered.

Then things went wrong. The pump on the far right burst apart under the pressure, soaking everyone
inthe vidnity and sending fragments of jagged metd whizzing dangeroudy through the air. The gnomes on
the third hose logt their grip, and the tube began thrashing about wildly, like a living thing. A portion of its
powerful stream hit Mixun in the chest and knocked him down bereft of breath. Raegd helped him stand.

A second pump exploded, and the gnomes abandoned the rest. They ran for ther lives shouting
“Hydrodynamicsl Hydrodynamicsl” over and over as they fled. Mixun decided Hydrodynamics must be
the patron dety of the gnomes.

Sodden and shaking, the remaining pirates managed to stand. Seeing only Raegel and Mixun opposing
them, they uttered fearsome oaths and vowed revenge. They dopped their way back to their ropes and
climbed down to their ship. Signd flags fluttered from the lugger’s mast. More pennants appeared on the
pirate flagship's yards, and the fleet cracked on sall. At first the men hoped the pirates were departing,



but this was not s0. The blue-sheeted ships crossed behind the drifting iceberg and forged ahead.
“They're making for Nevermind South,” Mixun said.
“How do you know?’

“It' s the only place on the floe with a beach. Their scouts must have seen it. They tried to surprise us
by landing on the tall here, but since that' s failed, they’re going for the jugular.”

Mixun's grim metaphor seemed apt. He gripped his makeshift spear, hands tingling for afight. How he
missed the dash and dang of desthly combat!

He stood up to strike amartid pose, dipped on the watery ice, and fdl flat on his face.

The sky was heavy and darkening, threatening to storm, but the wind favored the Endtar pirates, and
by the time Mixun and Raegd managed to sumble back to the village, it was dl over. Scores of
longboats were in the water, each deeply laden with fierce buccaneers. The gnomes had no defense to
offer.

Raegd was dl for hiding in the ice, but Mixun took his comrade by the ear and dragged him forward
to help defend the gnomes. Here was his chance to perish glorioudy in action.

All that redly happened was his spear was taken away from him while he was picking himsdf up off
theice. Raegd sat down, crossed hislegs, and waited what would be. Pirates forced the angry Mixun to
kned in a puddle of cold water, a brace of sharp swords at his back.

A stout, gorgeoudy dressed fdlow wearing a gilded breastplate and a solen Solamnic hdm clumped
ashore. As the most grandly dressed buccaneer in Sght, they took him to be the pirate chieftain. He
looked over the assembled mass of gnomes and scowled.

“Isthisdl?’ he boomed. No one answered. “Who commands here?’

The Chief Desgner elbowed hisway to the forefront, hands ill full of drawings and computations. He
began his stupendoudy long name, but the master pirate snarled and cut him short. Mixun, for one, was
grateful.

“l am Artagor, son of Artavash,” the pirate said. “ Condder yourselves taken. What loot have you?’
“Loot?’ sad the Chief Designer.
“Gold, stedl, gems, slks, furs, srong drink! Whereisit?’

“We have no gold or gems, O Son of Artavash. We have some sted tools, which we need, but we do
have some furs about somewhere. If you're cold, we do have a specid warming lotion—"

“Slenced” He drew along, curved cutlass and lad the blade on the Chief Designer’s shoulder. “Rile
me, and I'll have your head.”

“If you need a head, mine has alarger cranid capacity,” said the gnome on the Chief Designer’ s left.

“Rubbish and rot!” said the gnome behind him. “My cranid dimensions are much greater than yours,
plus| have the Wingerish Fever!”



Like a match to tinder, the daim to having the biggest head spread through the gnomes until dl one
thousand of them were shouting and waving cdipers, trying to prove tha they had the largest skull
around. Artagor roared impatently for quiet. He might as well have shouted at a waterfal.

He raised hisugly blade to strike down the Chief Designer. Before he could do so, Mixun evaded his
distracted guards and caught the pirate chiefs wris.

“Dor't do that,” he said mildly.

Artagor glared and tried to free his hand. To his surprise, the smdler man's grip was hard to break.
When atrio of sailors closed in to ad their chief, Mixun released him.

For dl his previous blugter, Artagor held his temper in check and said, “Who are you, srrah? | take
you for aman of ams. Y ou're not with these mad tinkers, are you?’

“No indeed,” said Mixun. “They’'re with me.”

Raegd gnawed his lip and said nothing. He'd worked with Mixun long enough to know when his
partner had a scheme working.

Artagor lad the dull sde of his cutlass on his shoulder. “Explain yourself, and be quick.”

“l an Mixundantalus of Sanction, and this is my colleague, Count Raegel.” The redhead gave the
pirate chigf ajaunty nod. “We hired these gnomes. They work for us”

“Doin’ what?’
“Harveding ice, of course.”

Artagor looked from Mixun to the mob of gnomes arrayed around them. The little folk were quieter
then they ever had been, sanding and watching the humans with clear, unblinking eyes—a thousand
pairs. Artagor tugged a his beard.

“It changes nathing,” the pirate declared, unnerved by the gnomes sudden, quiet atention. “You're dl
my prisoners. | want dl your vauables gathered heré’— he stabbed the ice with the point of his blade—
“within the hour. Y ou two will be my guarantees. | want no gnomish nonsense!l”

“Of course not,” said Raegel, danding at last. “Take what you will, excellent Artagor.”

The pirates ransacked Nevermind South with brisk, professona thoroughness. The results were
disgppointing. A smdl hesp of metd trinkets, mosily sted, grew in front of the impatient chief. As time
passed and the pile did not progress, he began to roar again.

“What'sthis?’ he bellowed, gesturing to the modest haul of swag. “All you tinkers, and thisis dl the
metd you've got? And you, from Sanction—if you' re the paymaster, where' s your pay chest?’

“The gnomes are working on account,” Raegd said smoothly. “They’re to be paid off when we reach
our degtination.”

“Which iswhere?’

Mixun opened his mouth, so Raegel let him answer. “ Sancrigt Ide, of course.”



A pirate wearing amate' s cap ran up. “That' s dl, captain. There's no more to find.”
Artagor shoved the young buccaneer away roughly.
“They've hidden their loot!” he declared. “I’ll have it out of them, one way or t' other!”

Torture on hismind, he ordered afirelaid. The pirates tried, but there was no dry wood or tinder on
the iceberg, and the ice beneath their feet was too cold and wet to dlow a flane anyway. As Artagor
consulted his mentd repertoire of brutdity, lightning flashed overhead.

Slipper sdied up to Mixun. “Sir,” he whispered. Mixun discreetly waved the gnome aside. “Sir,” said
Sipper, more inggently.

“What isit? Can’'t you see we're dl in pexil ?’
“It' sgoing to storm, sr.”
“l can see that!”

More lightning crackled overhead. The wind shifted direction, died, then started again from the
opposite Sde of the compass.

“There sgoing to be acyclone” Sipper muttered.
Mixun shot alook at the smalest of the gnomes. “Are you sure?’
“Barometric readings do not lie”

As usud, Mixun had no idea what Sipper was taking about, but he believed him. The wind was
increesing in drength out of the southwest. It was so bdmy the ice around them began to vighly soften
and lose its shape. Artagor was shouting for wood to build a pair of frames. Mixun understood he
intended to hang him and Raege by their feet and question them about hidden treasure.

Thunder boomed. Thefird fat drops of rain landed, followed quickly by an dmost sdeways sheet of
wind-driven rain.

Sgnd flags whipped from the madts of every pirate ship. The lesser cgptains pleaded with Artagor to
dlow them to withdraw, lest the sorm drive them into the ice idand.

“I'll not be cheated of my booty!” Artagor cried. “Not by the likes of them!”

“You dready have been!” Mixun shouted back. “This is no naurd sorm! The gnomes have ways,
devices, to influence the weather! Go now, Captain, before your flegt is destroyed!”

At his words, the pirates bolted for thelr boats. Artagor dithered a moment, then raised his sword.
“I'll not leave you to boast how you bested Artagor!”

He cut and dashed & Mixun and Raegel, who promptly leaped apart, dodging each other and the
pirate' s savage swings. Rain and wind tore at them, making the ice impossble to stand on. Down went
Artagor, heavily. Mixun would have lesped on the fdlen foe, but he fdl too. Raege managed a strange
pirouette and collgpsed onto the crowd of gnomes.

The Chief Designer was shouting orders. Mixun heard something like “engage the propulson units”



but the wind made hearing difficult. He got up on his knees just as Artagor did. The pirate thrugt a him.
Mixun fdt the rake of cold iron, and a cut three inches long opened on hisleft cheek. He threw himsdf at
Artagor’s swordhand and both men spun away, duidng down the ice hill toward the water’ s edge.

All the pirates had fled except Artagor’s boat crew, who stood by their gig anxioudy waiting for ther
master. When he appeared, diding down the ice on his back, grappling with the short, muscular Mixun,
they broke ranks and ran to help. Not one made it two steps before fdling. Severd went right into the
tossng sea.

Mixun was strong, but Artagor outweighed him by sxty pounds. He threw the smaler man off and
rose warily. Mixun floundered heplesdy at his feet. Grinning through his beard, Artagor raised his cutlass
high.

There was a thump, a loud twang, and something struck the pirate chief in the face. He yeled and
flung his arms wide, losing his sword. When he came down again, he was in the sea. Artagor surfaced

once, spouting water and terrifying curses. It was obvious he couldn’t swvim in his heavy breastplate and
boots, and he went down again.

From his knees, Mixun saw the tdl, gaunt figure of Raegd and the tiny beardless Sipper sanding a
few paces away. Raegd hdd some kind of fork-shaped device in his hand. With great effort, Mixun
climbed the dippery dope on hands and knees until he reached his friends. Raegd was grinning widdly.

“What happened?’ asked Mixun.

“Friend Slipper loaned me his hand catapult,” said Raegd. With greet ceremony, Raegd returned the
device to the gnome, who shoved it in one of the many pockets on the back of his coverdls.

The pirates were gone. Artagor’ s gig, rowed by just four salors, was pulling for his ship. Of the pirate
chief there was no sgn. The rest of the fleet had scattered before the tempest and were trying to beat
their way back to Endar.

“We mug take shelter!” Sipper piped. Most of his comrades had aready done so. With the wind and
rain pdting their backs, both men and the gnome dowly dimbed the hill to camp.

What paddle machines there were dill working rapidly collapsed in the ssorm. Their mountings in the
ice had mdted loose, and the fierce wind smashed them down. Powerless, the great iceberg turned in the
wind, plowing sideways through the heaving sea. Raegel got seasick again.

In the storehouse, the gnomes were furioudy working—sewing hides together, panting hot pitch on
wicker baskets, and other nonsensical doings. Mixun and Raegel shut the driftwood door and did to the
floor, their backs againg the flimsy, quivering pand.

“It sacyclonedl right,” Raegd said, wiping hisface. “We Il soon be aground at this rate.”

“| estimate we will reach Engtar in ninety-two minutes,” said the gnome who cadculated the Splitting so
accurately. Despite his earlier success, he ingantly had fifty other gnomes disputing his estimate. Mixun



ground his teeth.
“Timewalts for gnome one,” Raegd sad, leaning his head back.
“Shut up! Are wein danger?” asked Mixun.

“Danger enough, even if thisfloeisn't aship. It may beice, but it's solid. We Il go aground and thet’lI
be that.”

The gnomes were not about to see their great project end so ignominioudy. They sewed ther store of
hides into a gigantic sail, which they announced they would spread between the peaks atop the iceberg.
Usng the wind, they would sall the floe away from Endar.

“And what,” Mixun asked, “are the baskets for?’

The explanaion was lengthy, but the crux of the matter was that they were gnomish lifeboats, for use
in case the iceberg broke apart.

Tied together by an endless rope, the gnomes ventured forth in the ssorm. Smdl as they were, they
were carried hither and thither by the tempest, hopdesdy snarling the makeshift sall. Driven to hep by
sheer exasperation, Mixun and Raegd climbed the ridge, dragging the heavy sail behind them. At the top,
Mixun threw one leg over and surveyed the scene. His heart dimbed into his mouth.

The coast of Engar seemed close enough to touch. Above a white sand beach, a dark headland
loomed. Trees tossed in the scouring wind. Under him, Mixun felt the huge floe rall and pitch as it drove
relentlesdy toward land. Raegel arrived a few seconds later, ill dragging the gnomes usdess sall.

“Forget it!” Mixun shouted. “Look!”

The deep underbdly of the berg struck sand, and the idand hedled sharply, throwing the men over the
ridge. They skittered down the mdting face of the ridge, jolting to a stop in a ravine full of ran and
melt-water. Soaked, Mixun tossed the wet hair out of his eyes. They were ill a good fifty paces from
dry land.

With amazing delicacy, the ponderous floe pivoted on its naturd ked. The ‘bow’ of the idand was
pushed ashore by the thundering wind. A monstrous grinding filled the air. The ice quivered.

“Here we go!” Raegd shouted.

With a crack as loud as the Splitting, the fore-end of the iceberg, fully hdf a mile long, broke off.
Fragments of ice the Sze of houses crashed into the raging ocean. Out of baance, the broken segment
heded over on its end and piled ashore amid heavy waves. Now the rear of the iceberg was
unsupported, and the floe svung in the other direction, grinding hard onto the sand. The vast crysdline
mountain of ice, formerly clear as diamond, seamed with amillion cracks.

Mixun got up and ran, ice disntegrating under hisfeet. Raegel overtook him, long legs pumping. Both
men would have bet anything it was impossible to run on a danting sheet of ice, but panic put sours on
thelr heds. Passing Mixun, Raegd was a dozen steps from the edge of the berg when the whole section
shivered and fdl apart. His Sartled cry was lost in the wind and the grinding of the ice.

Mixun went down on dl fours and scrambled to the new edge of the berg. He looked down and saw
the surf was dotted with ice—amall chunks, large dabs— and Raegedl’s head as he tried to keep &float.



The floe was 4ill pushing againg the shore, forced by the roaring scorm. Mixun's shouts to his friend
could not be heard. When Raegd went under and did not immediatdy surface, Mixun did feet firg into
the foaming water.

He was promptly brained by a piece of floating ice the Sze of a horse. Driven underwater, he shook
off the blow and opened his eyes. He saw Raegd, stuck benegth a large dab of ice, ams and legs
swinging back and forth limply with the tide. Mixun sank down until his toes found sand, then sprang
forward and upward, catching Raegd around the waist. He pushed the ice aside and broke the surface,
gasping.

With a noise like the end of the world, the center of the iceberg, two miles long and gill dmost amile
wide, heaved ashore. Theridge that ran down the center of the floe exploded into fragments, peppering

the water as Mixun dragged his unconscious friend onto drier land. He hauled Raegd up the beach above
the high tide line and fdl breathless on the sand.

The great floe disntegrated before his eyes. To hisright, the bow ssgment rolled ashore upside down,
waves bresking over it. To Mixun's Ieft, the stern section was 4ill a sea, caught in an eddy. It spun
medly, hdf amile of ice whirling like a soap bubble in a wash basin. Between these two spectacles, the
man portion of the iceberg was bresking up. Each fresh wave helped pound the floe agang the
unyidding idand, and the cyclonic wind threatened to roll the monstrous mountain of ice onto land. Mixun
tried to stand and pull Raege to safety, but he was too drained. He turned Raegd over on his somach to
protect him from flying shards of ice and threw hisarm over his face to await what would be.

He heard voices—many voices, high-pitched like children. Peeking out from under his arm, he saw
the surf wasful of gnomes. Some were bobbing in watertight baskets, other were dog-paddling around
with inflated pigskins tied to their waists. They seemed not the least concerned by the tempest or the
crumbling iceberg. Indeed, upon gtting up, Mixun redized the gnomes were shouting theories and
caculations at each other even as the catastrophe thundered about them.

Mixun began to laugh. Waterlogged, beset by pirates, sorm, and mountains of ice, he laughed and
laughed.

Shaking Raegel’ s shoulder until he revived, Mixun laughed in his comrade’ s half-drowned face.

“Were divel” he said between guffaws. “Reoice, son of Rafe! We are divel”

By the time the storm was done, there wasn't a piece of icein 9ght bigger than a gnomish house. The
coadline of Endar was covered with mdting blocks of ice for miles and dl the flotsam of Nevermind
South came ashore, too. Not one gnome was logt in the wreck of the iceberg, but there were many
broken bones and bruises.

The Chief Designer got his people organized. (Disorganized is more like it, Mixun thought privately.)
Teams of gnomes combed the sand for logt equipment. Mixun and Raegd scrounged as wel—Mixun for
vauables and Raegd for food. They found little of ether.

At dawn the fallowing day the gnomes gathered to hear long-winded reports on their Stuation from a



series of designated committees. Mixun let them wrangle a while, then asked, “Now what? How will we
dl get home?’

“I'll gppoint a committee to study the problem,” said the Chief Designer.
“I'm sure you will. What about the ice?’

The gnome wrung seawater from hislong beard and shrugged. “The Excdlent Continentd Ice Project
will have to be repeated,” he said.

Before noon, the firg idanders came down from the diffs above to invedtigate the strange castaways.
They were tough looking folk, darkly tanned and chapped from the wind. They weren't pirates, but they
hed dedt with Artagor and his kind before and probably weren't above wrecking and loating if the
opportunity presented itsdf. The Endarians looked over the gnomes wreckage and scratched thar
heads. Where was the ship? Where was the cargo?

Raegd watched the hard-eyed men and women poking among the mdting ice. He had an idea—a
aurprisng idea. He whispered part of it to Mixun, who grinned when he got the gigt of it.

“I'll ak,” he said, hurrying away.
“Wait, Mix, there smore to it—"

Mixun did not walit for the full explanation, but sought out the Chief Designer, the caculator, Whedler,
and other important gnomes. With expressive gestures, he pointed to the growing crowd of idanders
picking over the remains of the gnomes experiment. The gnomes dl regarded him blankly.

“Jud say yes,” Mixun said tersdly.
“What you say is not scientific, so it does not concern us,” said the Chief Designer. “Do as you will.”

Mixun clapped his hands together and waved to Raegd. Together they approached a likdy mark—a
lean, hungry-looking Engtarian who wore the rod and chains of a moneychanger on his belt.

“Hall, friend!” Raegd said. “Fine morning, isit not?’

“ 'Tis dways far ater a grest sorm,” the man replied waily. “You're in good soirits for a
shipwrecked man.”

“Oh, we're not shipwrecked, friend! We were blown off course by the storm, but we meant to land
heredl dong.”

The moneychanger narrowed his aready close eyes. “What brings you to Engar?’
Mixun gestured broadly. “Icel”
13 Iw?l

“Ice. Tons of ice, made from the sweet, pure snows of Icewal and brought to you by the enterprise of
my colleague and |, and by the skill of our gnome friends” sad Mixun. He introduced himsdf as
Mixundantalus and Raegd as a count again. In glowing terms, he described their expedition to Icewal to
retrieve an iceberg and sl it to Endtar.



“Why here?’ said the woman on the moneychanger’ s left. “Why bring your ice to us?’

“As a tedt, dear lady,” Raegd sad. “Beng close to lcewall, yet surrounded by temperate seas, we
wanted to seeif we could bring our ice to you without losing too much to meltage. | think we did al right.
Don't you, friend Mixundantaus?’

“We did, Count Raegdl.”
“You mean to I that ice?” said another idander.
“We do,” Raegd said. “One sted piece per hundredweight.”

The moneychanger laughed harshly. “One gted piecel What's to stop us from picking up your ice
from the beach?’

“Why, nothing but the loss of future fortunes to come,” said the bogus count.
“What's your meaning, stranger?’

Mixun picked up two fig-szed chunks and banged them together. He passed out the resulting divers
to the growing crowd of idanders. They put them in ther mouths, chewed on them, or hed them in thar
hands urtil they melted to pure water.

“You hold the finest fresh water in the world, and the coldest,” Raegd said grandly. “Our company
intends to sl lcewdl ice in every port between here and Sanction—for drinking water, chilling
beverages on hot days, preserving meats, and many other uses! We need a friendly port where we can
gtore the ice before we ship it off to its ultimeate destination. Engtar could be that place.”

“Are you Hling this ice for one sted per hundredweight to others?” asked the moneychanger. He
sucked noidly on adiver of ice while Raegd answered.

“Not a dI!” hesad. “Asaluxury item, we plan to sl icein port cities for one sted per pound.”

The idanders murmured to each other, trying to caculate the wedth in Sght if the ice could be sold at
thet price.

“It' sgood ice” said one man. “I have aplot of land on Kraken Bay. Y ou could build your warehouse
there”

“Not so0 fadt, Jericad” the woman interjected. 1 saw the strangers firg!”
“l spoke to them firg,” the moneychanger shouted.

“Friends, friendd” Raegd said. “Ther€'s ice and profit enough for dl. Since our stock is currently
mdting on the beach, why don’t those of you interested in our proposition leave us your names and a
gmd| deposit? Once our fortunes are restored, we Il mount another expedition to lcewdl for more ice”

Like gnomes arguing over an obscure point of mathemetics, the Engtarians crowded around the two
men, thrusting handfuls of coins a them while shouting their names. Mixun made a grest show of writing
down everyone's name and the amount of their payment. He then urged them to help themsdlves to dl
the ice they could carry. Whooping like children, the hard-bitten idanders swooped down on the rapidly
mdting ice and hauled it away in buckets, jackets, even women's skirts.



Away from the mob of idanders, Raegel and Mixun counted their money. “There mugt be two
hundred sted pieces here,” Mixun chortled. “Who'd have thought? We can sl anything to anyone!”

“We mug share the money with the gnomes,” Raegd said.
“What! Why?’
Raegd looked at Mixun, but said nothing.

“All right,” Mixun said. “They did save our lives back on Icewdl. W€l give them something.” He
mused. “Twenty percent?’

“Rfty percent. They'll need it.”
“For what?" said Mixun, rasing his voice.
“To equip our next trip to lcewdl.”

Mixun jerked his comrade farther away from scavenging idanders and the gnomes. “Are you crazy?’
he hissed. “We're not going back to Icewdl! That was a song for the marks, that duff about sdling ice in

evay port—"
“I'mgoing to do it,” Raegel said smply.
Mixun stared. “Y ou're not serious, are you?’

“l am. The figures | gave the idand people weren't lies. We can get a sted piece per pound in any
port, mark my words. And how many pounds do you think was in that ice floe? A million? Two million?
Twenty? That's serious coinage, Mix, my friend.”

Twenty million sted pieces? All the scams for the rest of his life wouldn't net Mixun so much money.
Weas this scheme of Raegd’s the red thing? On far less than twenty million he could redeem his
inheritance and fulfill his destiny in his homeland.

He studied Raegd’s face. The former farm boy from Throt was logt in a waking dream—no doubt
urveying some digtant viga of ice. If they could =l it, they could turn an idand of ice into an idand of
money. In that moment, Mixun caught the dream too.

“Hey, Sipper!” he cdled. Thelittle gnome, seated on a broken barrelhead, turned to face him. “How
much ice was in that berg, anyway?’

The caculaions took only minutes, but the resulting argument lasted the rest of the day.



The Great Gully Dwarf Clmacteric Of 40 S.C.
JEFF CROOK

At the corner of Globe and Market Streets, in the City of Seven Circles, Pdanthas the Ancient, two
kender skidded around the corner of the Militay and Medicd Guild of the Gnomes of Mount
Nevermind—Loca 458, Pdanthian Divison, the MMGGMN (mmggmn for short). Farther up Globe
Street, from whence an angry mob surged, stood the ancient and revered Cartographer’s Guild, and it
was no surprise that many in the mob brandished an assortment of compasses (the pointy kind), long
metd rules, and T-squares. Even afew surveyor’s sticks bobbed in their midg, like pikemen in a ragtag

any.

Nether was it surprigng that, from the voluminous pouches of the eder kender, there protruded a
shock of newly acquired rolls of parchment bound with green ribbons and bearing the great sed of the
Cartographer’s Guild impressed in an officid-looking red wax. The two kender were not aware that it
was they who were the object of the chase. They were Smply trying to get out of the mob’'s way, while
a the same time dlambering for a glimpse of the two thieves who had so earned the mob'sire.

The two kender ducked behind a stone staircase and watched the mob rall by, cross Market Street,
and sweep onward dong Poulter’s Lane, chickens rigng before them like dust before a cavdry charge.
The elder kender stepped into the Street to wetch the tail of the mob dwindle away, agrin on hisface that
seemed to continue dl the way up to the tips of his pointy ears. His companion, however, remained
seated in the shade of the steps, for it was an uncommonly hot day, and he looked miserable. His har (if
one could cdl it that) was a veritable rat’s nest, with an honest-to-goodness rat living in it. His clothes,
leggings vest, and even his pouches gppeared to be held together by force of will done (or maybe it was
the dried mud). Likely, they had not seen a talor's shop, even from a distance, since the Second
Cataclysm. Were the companion kender to sneeze, in dl probability he would have emerged from the
resultant cloud of dust naked as the day he was born. Contrary to popular belief, kender are not born
fully clothed, their pouches dready stuffed with other peopl€e’ s belongings.

The elder kender was as unsurprising in appearance as his companion was exceptiona. He was the
living epitome of a kender, from his hoopak to his lime green leggings to his orange-furred ves, dl the
way up to a topknot that had grown beyond preposterous and was dangling over the edge of absurd.
He' d been meticuloudy growing it every day of his eighty-odd years, and it was now as long as the tall of
abeer-wagon horse. In winter, he wore it as both ahat and a scarf at the same time. He could d<o tie it
under his nose and pretend to be a dwarf. If the kender race could be bothered with writing books about
themsalves, they might have put his picture on the cover.

Now that the fun was over, the elder kender looked around for something new to do. In Palanthas,
there was aways something new to do. But as his gray eyes fdl upon his miserable companion, a spasm
of sadness passed over his wrinkled brown face. Blinking back a tear and amog reaching for a
handkerchief, his eyes strayed up the side of the imposng marble building looming over them. Suddenly,
his face brightened, the wrinkles around his eyes writhed with glee, and he suffed the hanky away before



he' d finished drawing it out.

“Whort, my boy,” he said, “we're here”

Hearing the riot outsde, Dr. Paaver set asde his delicate dchemicd experiment for a moment, exited
his office, and crossed the lobby to the front door. It being late in the day, dl of the other members of the
Military and Medica Guild of the Gnomes of Mount Nevermind, Local 458, Pdanthian Divison, had
dready gone home, and the doors were locked.

As he approached the door, he searched his pockets for the keys, found them, then dropped them.
He bent to pick them up, heard aloud bang, and the next thing he knew, two kender were gtting beside
him, petting his cheeks and waving various bottles of ointments, esters, and tinctures under his long
bulbous nose, while going through his pockets as though they were therr own. His keys had vanished
atogether. He was flat on his back on the floor, with a large knot sweling on his enormous bald head. He
dapped away their hands, sat up, swooned, and awoke agan jud in time to keep them from pouring
some concoction of their own mixing down his throat.

“What's dl this?” the gnome managed to blugter.
“What' s wrong with your voice?’ the elder kender asked, hisjaw fdling open.

“My voice? My voice? Does it sound confabulated? Oh, dear. | hope you didn't pour anything
unmeaturated down my throat while | was napping. Say, wha happened? The lagt thing | remember is
bending over to pick-up the keys and hearing aloud bang . . .”

“Someone hit you on the head with the door,” the elder kender answered, interrupting him. “We
found you here. | thought for a moment that you weren't a gnome. You looked like a gnome, but you
were taking much too dowly. It is very important that we see a gnome, but now | see that you are one
after dl, and so it is much better.” He helped the gnome to rise.

“By the way, my name is Morgrify Pinchpocket,” the kender said, extending hissmdl brown hand.

The gnome placed a pair of spectacles on the end of his nose and examined the kender’s hand.
“Whatap-pearstobethetrouble?” he asked, while removing a smdl rubber mdlet from one of the
two-dozen pockets in hislong white coat.

“Nothing's wrong with my hand!” Morg responded, snaiching back his hand and guffing it ssfdy into
one of his own pockets (as opposed to someone es2's). “It's my nephew here, Whortleberry
Pinchpocket. Show your manners to the doctor, Whort.”

The younger kender stepped forward and dragged his foot across the floor, his head bowed. “Erngh,”
he said, or something very like that.

“Remarkable! I've never seen a case like it. What-doyoucdlit?” The gnome dropped his hammer and
pulled a rather large book from a rather smdl pocket in his coat, opened it, and began flipping through
the pages. “Manners, do you say? Let me see . . . mumps, mouth-and-foot disease, meancholy meades,



medy mouth mdthasia. . . Nope, no manners. Isit a partic-ulated kender confliction?’
“A what?'
“Isit peculiar, to your knowledge?’ the gnome attempted to elaborate.

“Mogt peculiar,” the kender answered. “You see, he's broken, and I'd like to get him fixed.” He
leaned closer and whispered, “1 think he's been afflicted.”

“ Anafflictedkenderohhowmarveloud” Dr. Pdaver exdamed as he led them through his achemica
laboratory.

Severd large pots galoped atop asmdl stove, which caused the whole contraption to rock and scoot
dowly around the room. Morg stood on his toes to see what was cooking and very nearly set his topknot
on fire. Meanwhile, the doctor led Whort through a door that opened into an examination chamber.

“I've never had the opportunity to sudy an aflicted kender before. How did he come by it? | have
heard that it is caused by expostulation to some source of vaporous fear, like that induced by dragons or
other . . . do you mindif I measure his kull?’

He took down from the wal a device that looked like a giant nutcracker and approached the younger
kender. Whort backed away, shaking his head and moaning “Erngh!” most emphaticaly.

“What is he afraid of 7’ the gnome asked.
“Everything!” Morg groaned.
“Everything?’

“Everything.”

“Mostpeculiarindeed!” the gnome sgquesked with a litle  glegful Soring.
“Renderareafraidofnothingbuthe-isafr iadofeverythinghowmearvel oud”

He began opening cupboards, of which there were perhaps three score, and drawers numbering in the
hundreds. In the middle of the room stood a squat white marble examinaion table covered with what
looked to be the same paper a butcher uses to wrap pork chops or whatnot. The large drain in the floor
aso did not bode wdll.

Dr. Pdaver rattled about the room, gathering his indruments onto a large wooden tray and sailling
various gleaming metd contraptionsin his wake. Morg dutifully followed behind him, picking them up, but
most of them somehow ended up in his own pockets rather than atop the doctor’s tray. The gnome did
not seem to notice, so intent was he on his “unprecedented opportunity maybe even an aticle in the
MMGGMN semi-quarterly annud,” and with running about, snapping his fingers and exdaiming, “Yes, |
shdl need thet too!”

Whort crawled onto the examination table and curled up into abal of dirt. His rat poked its head out
of his har and watched the doctor with growing darm.

FHndly, Dr. Pdaver stood beside his patient and fingered through the insruments on the wooden tray.
He picked up a smdl ydlow card and held it a arm’s length from his face, peered down his nose and
through his spectacles at it, reading aoud, “Now then, what seems to be the problem?’ He dropped the



card, lifted a device that looked like aflat piece of wood, and shoved it into Whort’s mouth. “ Say ah.”
“ Brgh.”
“He can't speak,” Morg said.

“Cannot speak? Tch-tch. What a shame.” The doctor sympathized while trying to maneuver the beam
of abullseye lantern into the kender’ s gaping mouth.

“It satragedy!” Morg exclamed.
“Erngh,” Whort agreed, choking on the stick.

The doctor removed the stick from Whort's mouth and snapped the lid on the lantern. “Repeat after
me. Big brown bugbear hiting blue bottleflies.”

“ Err.gh.”
“You have been living with gully dwarves,” Dr. Pdaver noted.
“Erngh.”

“That's remarkable!” Morg said in awe. “I found himin the sewers in the company of about forty gully
dwarves. You see, his mother sent me to look for him—"

“Elementary. The amdl done tedtifies to his modus homunculus,” the doctor said.
“Yes, | had noticed that. You see, his mother sent me—"

“The prognosis is obfuscated,” Dr. Paaver announced.

“She sent me— It swhat?”’

“I know whet is wrong with him.”

“You do?’ Morg asked excitedly. “Can you fix him?’

“l am not a surgeon, and evenif | were thisboy’s cure is not to be found at the point of a knife” Dr.
Pdaver said, as he dumped the tray of insruments on the examination table. He lifted a long butcher’'s
blade from the mass of metd and held it up to the light. “Not this one, anyway.”

“BErngh.”

“Whortleberry is suffering from acute panic psoriasis,” the doctor pronounced.

“It sounds horriblel” Morg cried. “Isit catching? Does it itch? Will he live? What isit?’
“It meansthat heis afraid.”

The elder kender’s face hardened. “We dready know that! Are you sure you are a doctor?” he
asked. “Don't you fellows carry a badge or something?’

“There is the name on the door if you care to look,” the gnome answered, somewhat miffed. “In any



case you did not dlow me to complete my diagond, concerning the gully dwarves. You see, the
laborious odor of these creatures has permutated into his spesking glands, interrupting ther normd
efluviaof sound, while his fear—whatever its cause—has conscripted the muscles around his talk bone,
preventing its ability to swing fredy.”

“So whet isto be done?” Morg asked.

“There is only one cure, and of course | have only just invented it today. Thet is why | was so late
leaving, or you might not have found me on the floor,” the gnome said as he helped Whort from the table.
Therat retreated back into Whort's hair.

“The cure,” Dr. Pdaver sad as he led Morg and Whort down a low, dark, odiferous tunnd, “is to
face the fear that produced the affectation, while at the same time indigesting a specid formula—of which
| am the inventor and which should evacuate the speak glands. Since | speculum that the source of the
fear originates down here in the sewers, where you firg found your nephew, the cure for the fear must
dso liein the sewers”

“If you only just invented it today, how can you be sure it will work?” Morg asked.

“There is an old gnomish axiom which states that something will work urtil it doesn't,” Dr. Pdaver
explained. “And snce we don't know that it doesn't work we must assume thet it does. It redly is
eementary if you think about.”

“l see,” Morg sghed, though he redly didn't see.

When they had reached a certain section of the tunnd that seemed sgnificant to the gnome, but which
was no different than any other they had passed dong the way—except perhaps that there was a
paticulaly vile sndl wafting from a nearby passageway—the gnome paused and removed a
grange-looking device from one of his coat pockets.

“Thisinflatable deeve monitors the thickness of the vines in the arm,” the gnome said, as he wrapped
athing around the kender’s arm that looked like the air bladder of a large fish. A long tube ending in an
onion-shaped bulb of amilar materid depended from one end of the device, while from the other hung
three tiny brass bells of varying szes and tones. “It is beieved that the thickness of the vinesin the am is
directly provisond to the state of hedth. Any sudden changes could indicate a converse reaction to the
potion, but we will be aerted to such changes by the ringing of the smdlest bell. This middle bel indicates
that there is a problem with the firg bell, and this largest bel indicates that there is a problem not
associated with either bell.”

Next, the doctor removed a strange set of spectacles from the upper-middie breast pocket of his
white coat. They were not ordinary reading spectacles like the ones perched on the tip of his own very
large, bulbous nose. Instead, they seemed made of some kind of thick, dark, opague materid through
which no light could possibly pass, and which wrapped completely around the face. “How marvdoudy
hideous” Morg exclamed, as the doctor dipped them onto his nephew’s nose and wrapped the ams
behind his pointy ears. Once on his face, the lenses magnified to grotesque proportions the sze of his
eyes behind them. He blinked, and it was like someone quickly opening and dosing the shutters of a pair
of dark windows.

“These spectacles measure the pupae reactions of the eyes for any changes which could indicate
possible sde effects such as a sudden onset of death-like symptoms. The lenses dso prevent any outsde
influx of proprietary confluences which might construe the results obtained from the measurement of the



potion’s benefits. Do you understand?’
“Not redly.”
“Erngh.”

“Excdlent! Shdl we begin? The gnome snapped open the cover of his bullseye lantern. Pointing a
long narrow beam of light ahead of him, he led the two kender into a smdler passage of the sewer. He
glashed heedlessy through the muck, while Whort trudged behind and Morg brought up the rear,
legping nimbly or pole-vaulting with his hoopak from dry spot to dry spot in a vain attempt to keep his
bright green leggings clean.

Few but the most esoteric of scholars and thieves knew this, but the sewers of Pdanthas weren't
redly sewers at dl. They were an ancient dwarven city, carved into the bedrock centuries before the firg
humans sailed into the Bay of Branchala, even before the wizards raised the Tower of High Sorcery with
their magic. But the city was abandoned by the dwarves long before the humans took over the land
above it. Those who firg discovered it found it empty and desolate. Some say it was once part of the
great dwarven empire of Ka-Thax, which vanished without a trace before Thorbardin was even a dream
inthe mind of Reorx.

As they rounded a bend in the sewer, the trio entered a much larger passage than any they had
encountered so far. It was dso by far the most pungent. Before them lay asmdl lake of sewage, in which
floated as varied a collection of garbage as any city could boast—everything from a toy boat with a
broken mast to a dead and very bloated pig to a whole wagon bobbing belly up with its wheds in the air.
Large brown globs of thick and apparently solid foam bumped about among the more common rotting
rinds of vegetables, dicks of ail, and shingles of congedled fat.

“We cdl this place the Gully Dwarf Stew Pot,” the gnome shouted over the amdl, as he tied a bit of
white cloth across the front of his face. “This section of the tunnd invertabrately clogs up during the
ranless summer months, and gully dwarves find this place irrefutable. The Civil Engineering Guild Loca
1101 is currently discussing a hundred and forty-three possible solutions, but in the meantime | can think
of no better place to begin to effect arevolution of the patient’s meody.”

“I've never amdled anything quite so extraordinary,” Morg said, while pinching his nose. A burning
and curioudly itchy curiogity to explore every inch of this place and see what might be found flogting in the
water competed with a very red concern for the future state of his dothing.

The gnome hitched up his coat and jumped in, promptly snking up to hiswhite beard. Being a kender
and thus somewhat tdler than his gnomish companion, the sewage only came up to Whort's pouches, but
his uncle, being much weighted by his more recent acquirements, dipped upon landing and vanished
below the surface. He came up spluttering and thrashing, while his maps spread around him like a jam of
ardl logs They quickly began to snk, many vanishing into the dark mucky water before he could
recover hiswits and grab them.

“Come dong, thisway. Follow me!” the gnome ordered as he started off, flaling the water to ad his
progress. Morg stuffed his remaining maps into a shoulder pouch, meking sure to tie it securely shut
before continuing.

Though this section of the sewer was illuminated at irregular intervas by iron grates set in the roof,
there was very little light to see by, and the water was 0 thick with muck that no light could pierce its
depths. At each step, there was a danger of dropping into some deep hole. The three explorers fdt their



way dong the dimy bottom as they dogged through the water, wary of sudden drops, or worse.

As the sawer merged with the Market Street tunnd, the grates in the roof gradudly grew more
frequent, providing more light and hdping to speed ther progress. Because this section of the sewer
opened directly into Market Street, one of the busest Streets in dl Paanthas, it was no wonder that
dtizens of Palan-thas desired some means of preventing it from clogging, or to clear the dog once it was,
wal, clogged. To this end, the locd gnomes had been diligently working for a number of years, with
varying degrees of success. One of ther most promising devices, the very large SNAKE (Sdf Navigaing
Auto-Keyhole Eviscerator—the origind desgn was much smdler and was intended to cdean keyholes
clogged with rust) proved unreiable and was last reported ill burrowing avay somewhere near the
town of Lemish.

Their most recent design was origindly thought too smple to work, but to date it had passed every
test. It conssted of alarge wooden bdl only dightly smdler in diameter than the passage it was meant to
unstop. The bdl was deployed upstream from the dog, then carried to the clog by the flow of water,
where it punched through by the force of its own weight combined with the mass of water that had built
up behind it. Downstream, it would be caught and wrestled back up an access passage to the street, for
redeployment or storage, as needed. For explorers of the Pdanthian sewer system, often the only
warning of this bowling disaster came when the sewer suddenly drained away, rather like the surf before
an oncoming tidd wave. So it was with no smdl darm that Dr. Paaver redized he was crawling dong the
bottom of the sewer rather than svimming through its dudge. He looked back and found his companions
ganding only knee deep in the water, with the levd swiftly receding.

Whort, who had spent some time, years perhaps, living in the sawers of Paanthas, knew immediady
that danger loomed. The bells on his deeve commenced to tinkle quite vigoroudy in his agitation. He
grabbed his und€'s am and pulled, but Morg was much too intent on what was, by the sound of it,
bowling from behind them.

Thething filled dl the passage, blatting out the light streaming from above and casting the passage into
ever degpening darkness. It was congtructed of circular layers of wood bolted together and coated by a
hard dick varnish to keep out the water and maintain buoyancy. It ground aong the passageway, pushed
from behind by what appeared to be awall of water reaching dl the way to the roof.

“WE Il be crushed!” Morg remarked glefully. Dr. Pdaver had aready fled, abandoning his patient,
before Whort got his uncle turned around and headed in the right direction. But there was nowhere to
run. They quickly caught up to the puffing old physician as he stood before the tunnd blockage—a
massve dam of sticks, tredimbs, bones, bits of furniture and cloth, a whed, the bodies of more rats than
they cared to count, even a bathtub, dl cemented together by the thick black sewer dudge.

“Trapped like gully dwarves!” the doctor cried, pulling at his beard.

But Whort had no desire to be flattened, crunch or no crunch. Turning his uncle once more, he shoved
the eder kender into a hole in the wal bardy wide enough to admit his pouches and hoopak.
Complaining volubly of missng dl the fun, Morg climbed ingde. Dr. Pdaver followed, with Whort
dragging his feet to safety a bare heartbeat before the sewer bal cast the tiny upward-doping pipe into
pitchy darkness.

Of course, a moment later, raw sewage roared in behind them, blagting the two kender and their
gnomish companion up the length of the pipe, disgorging them into a smdl, round chamber dimly lit by a
grate in the low roof above.



“Ah. We have reached a safe room. Good show,” the gnome said as he wrung out the deeves of his
no-longer white coat. “We should be quite safe here. You see, the safe rooms lie above the highest leve
of the sewer. Even & flood time, we will have to wait a bit for the level to subsst, but then | think we may
then continue our search for gully dwarves.”

“Won't those do?’ Morg asked while pinching his nodtrils. With his free hand, he pointed into a dark
corner, where ahdf dozen pairs of beady black eyes gleamed back at them.

“They will do admirdty,” the gnome answered. He rushed to Whort's side. “I will minotaur your
reections as you approach the gully dwarves. Are you afrad?’

Whort shook his head that he wasn't, dmogt didodging the strange spectacles ill dinging to his
pointy ears.

“Approach them now,” the doctor ordered. “When | tdl you, you must drink the potion. Do you have
it?”

Whort shook his head that he didn't. Dr. Pdaver franticaly searched his own pockets, until Morg
produced it from one of his own. “You It it on the table back at the office” he explained.

Whort took the potion, then stepped toward the gully dwarves, moving into a thin beam of light
descending through atiny grate in the roof. Perhaps it was his eyes, hugdy magnified through the glasses,
which frightened them, for the gully dwarves began to scream and bite each other. Whort backed away,
hiding his features in the shadows opposite the room. “Erngh,” he groaned miserably.

The gully dwarves screamed again a the sound, and continued to chew one anothers ears, fingers
noses, and whatever was handy. Soon, the cries turned from fright to anger, and a fight broke out which
threatened to engulf them dl. The two kender and the gnome backed up againg the wal, wary of flashing
ydlow teeth or grubby nails.

“Inflectiond Inflectiond” the gnome cried. “Do not let them bite you or you'll get an inflection!”

Findly, the disagreement subsided, with only afew mising ears and one gnawed pinky finger. Like a
shark-haunted bank of herring, in the blink of an eye the gully dwarves had turned, swirled, then collected
back in their shadowy corner, dl facing in the same direction again.

“l suppose | may have misdirected you,” Dr. Pdaver said as he examined Whort's deeve and
protective goggles. “I had hypostacized that aghargphobia might be the cause of your fears, but obvioudy
you aren't afraid of gully dwarves as| firg surmounted. Say ah.” He whipped out another wooden plank
(this one much begrimed and hardly very sanitary) and shoved it into the kender’ s mouth.

“Erngh,” Whort gagged.

“As| suspected! The tak bone isdill constricted. Wl then, we shdl just have to find the true source
of your fear. As my tormentor used to say, when dl other probabilities have been exploded, whatever
remans, no matter how andly, mug be the truth.” Dr Paaver tossed asde his dipstick. “One of you
wouldn't have anything of interest to agully dwarf?’

“Would arat do?’ Morg asked, wrinkling his nosein disgust as he withdrew the dead rat he had just
discovered in one his pouches.

In answer, the gully dwarves began to daver and creep forward, eyeing the limp, wet morsdl dangling



from the kender’ s fingertips. Dr. Palaver took the rat from Morg and shook it temptingly before the gully
dwarves, drawing them even farther from their shadowy nook.

Taking greet care to speak dowly o that they could understand him (gnomes were notorioudy rapid
speakers), the doctor said in swest tones, “Whoever shows me the scariest place in the whole sewer gets
thisrat. Do any of you know where the scariest place in the whole sewer is?’

At this point, some kind of conference commenced among the gully dwarves. There was many a loud
meaty smack, for like most of ther race, they spoke more doquently with the back of the hand than the
mouth. They dso tended to repest the same two-word argument endlessy—"No! Yes! No! Yes No!
Y ed”— like a shutter banging back and forth in the wind.

Fndly, one of them seemed to have gained the upper backhand, so to speak, for as he turned and the
others started to protest, he raised one grubby fis and slenced them dl. “Me know!” he said. “Give rat.”
He held out his hand, black pam upward.

“What isthe mogt scariest place?’ the gnome asked.
“Don't say, Grod,” one of the other guily dwarves begged.

“Pace cdled . . . The Holel” the head gully dwarf said with the best dramétic flar he could mugter.
The other gully dwarves screamed and bit each other anew.

“Whet isthe Hole?” Dr. Pdaver asked. The guily dwarves screamed again.
“The Hole’—again with the screams—"is deep, dark place where no aghar ever come back from.”

“Take usto it,” Morg said, legping into the conversation. The head gully dwarf backed away a step
and shook his head until his yellow teeth clattered.

“No get rat until you take usto the Hole!” the doctor demanded as he hid the dead rodent behind his
back.

The gully dwarves screamed.

“Thet Hole,” the guily dwarf leader said, pointing to a smal, collapsed section of the wall in another
part of the massve Pdanthian sewer system. The other guily dwarves, too terrified by the sght of it, il
managed to scream, even if it was a whisper.

“Doesn't seem much to me” Morg said as he approached the holein the wall. He stuck his head into
the dark aperture and shouted, “ Taly-ho and view haloo!”

As he removed his head (dill attached to his neck), and his bright kender voice came chirruping back
to him by way of a magnificent echo, the gully dwarves breathed an awed Sgh to kender bravery. “Do
agan,” one whispered, but he was promptly attacked by his fdlows for even suggeding anything so
frightening.



Dr. Pdaver approached and tilted his ear toward the opening. “1 hear something,” he said. “Some sort
of deep rumbling. Could be the snore of a degping beast.”

He sniffed. “And aamd| like stae beer and dead rats. Definitdy something in there,” he concluded.
“Something, yed” the gully dwarf leader agreed.
“Then goin there and find out whet it is” the gnome retorted.

The gully dwarves backed away in horror, until Morg (who had gotten hold of the dead rat again)
dangled the morsd before them. They stopped, and a few even managed a step forward, filthy bearded
jaws dobbering hungrily.

Morg swung the bait before them, back and forth, back and forth, hypnoticaly, watching their eyes
watch the movement of the rat, watching their bodies begin to leen sde to Sde with each sway.
Suddenly, he flung the rat into the hole, and the lot of them dived after it before they knew what they
were doing. One managed to actudly get through the hole. The others merdly piled up againgt the wall,
dawing and scratching a each other angrily until they redized where they were. Then, with a horrific yell,
they pelted away, leaving the gnome and the two kender done beside the hole.

They waited a bit for the victim of the rat toss to emerge, then waited in growing darm as he failed to
make his anticipated appearance and exit.

“Perhaps they were right,” Morg suggested. His eyes were dmog as large as his nephew’s, but
without the benefit of magnification. “Let’s go and see,” he added, in a tone that seasoned travelers had
learned to dread when spoken by a kender.

They crawled into the hole, Morg leading the way, the gnome bringing up a reluctant rear. They had
only gone a short distance before they redized that they were no longer in the sewer. They had come
through into a cdlar somewhere, a place filled with casks and barrels. Judging from the ancient stone
pillars supporting the roof, it appeared to have once been a catacomb.

The deeper into the hole that they went, the louder the contented purring snore became. 1t sounded
like the enormous rumbling of a snoozing dragon—a thing Morg had actudly heard, once upon a time.
But the reek of stde beer and wet rat and, they now noticed, gully dwarf, grew stronger with each step
forward. Findly, rounding a corner, they came to a section of the catacomb illuminated by torchlight
shining through a grate in alarge iron door. The flickering beam of light that danted through the grate fdl
directly on apile of gully dwarves. They were not dead, though they smelled like they might be. Instead,
they were degping off a marvelous drunk. Nearby, a cask had been broached, and it was but one of
may other empty ones. The owner of the cdlar obvioudy had not been in this section for many
days—weeks perhaps, or even months.

Morg saw a large iron door nearby, and his kender-curiosity got the best of him. Straining at the
massve ring, he pulled the door open. An even larger cdllar, this one lit by numerous torches, lay beyond
it.

However, his opening of the heavy iron door had caused it to groan on its rusty hinges. The noise
awoke the gully dwarves and sent them balting in dl directions. One gully dwarf bowled into Morg,
amaog knocking him off his feet. It was a good thing that he kept his balance, or the guily dwarf would
aurdy have devoured himinitsfright. Yelow teeth flashed and champed inches from his face. Findly, he
hed to whack the grimy creature with his hoopak just to settle him down. It worked. The gully dwarf
settled down on the floor with a thump.



“Oh dear,” Morg grimaced while gnawing on his topknot.

Dr. Pdaver brought the gully dwarf around by goplying something he cdled “smdly sdts, or
bicarbonate of anmmonid’ to a kerchief and waving it below the gully dwarfs nose. The miserable little
creature came fully awake in an indant, teeth dready sngpping together in defense. Morg gripped his
hoopak in case he needed to regpply the anesthetic.

But the gnome managed to mallify the cresture enough to tak to it. “What is your name?’ he asked
dowly, so the gully dwarf could follow his words.

“Rulf,” the creature belched.
“He sounds like he is about to be sick,” Morg said.
“Rulf, we have rescued you from the Hole. Doesn't that make you happy?’ the gnome asked.

The gully dwarf shook his head. “No. Me happy here. Plenty good beer, dinky cheese . . . this
heaven. Y ou rescue me from heaven. Go away.” He crossed his arms sullenly and chewed a remnant of
cheese ill stuck in his beard.

“Come now, Rulf. We have rescued you, so you must come with us. You must do us a little favor,
and if you do, | will catch you anice, big, fat rat with one of my mousetraps,” the gnome offered.

“How big?" Rulf queried.

The gnome held up two fingers (he had dedlt with guily dwarves before). “This big,” he said, wriggling
his stubby digits for emphags.

Ruf sucked in his breath, which caused him to choke on the hit of beard he had been chewing. He
gpat it out. “That big, huh? Who Rulf gotta kill?’

“Ruf kill no one. All Rulf gotta do . . . er, ahem,” the gnome cleared his throat and blushed. “All we
desire of you isto show us the scariest place you know.”

“Scarier than this?” Rulf asked, indicating with a wave the catacomb cdlar around him.
“The scariest you know,” the gnome said.

“It better be big hog rat,” Rulf said as he rose weerily to his feet, rubbing his hoopak-knocked noggin
with a grimace.



Deep beneath the city of Paanthas, below its sewers and deepest dungeons, lay a sysem of sea
caves known only to a few scholars of Pdanthian lore. The caves had not been explored by the
surface-dwelling citizens of that city in many a century, but they were wel known to those who inhabited
them.

The denizens of the caves were, of course, the gully dwarves. Those who knew of the guily dwarves
living in the city’s sewers knew only the tip of the dwarfs beard, as the saying goes. There is often a
whole dwarf behind it. In this case, there were severa thousand of the generdly mistreated and wisdy
didiked race of aghar dwarves, dl living out ther private livesin ther private desolation, deep beneath a
aty of a hundred thousand blissfully ignorant souls.

Rulf picked a glent way through these caverns, warily avoiding any large groups and generdly keeping
to the shadows. When Morg asked him why he was hiding from his people, ther guide turned on him
with a snarl.

“Thisnot my people,” he spat in disgust. “These nagty ginky Gulps. Rulf is a Bulp, the highest Bulp.
These lazy Gulps live like kings while we prince Bulps eat bugs. Good bugs” he added. “But not so
good as here”

Indeed, the Gulps of Under Palanthas had been living as good a life as any gully dwarves in dl of
Krynn for many generations. There was plenty of room, for the caves were most extensive, and plenty of
nice, dimy, glowing fungus grew on the walls and floors. Whenever the aghar were hungry, dl they had to
do was chew on awadl. Most of them could be seen even in the dark by the werdly glowing streaks of
phosphorescent fungus-impregnated sdiva drying in their beards.

But the good life here had come to a screeching hdt some thirty years ago. Rulf laughed as he
recounted the tale.

“Thet when big boss come. Big boss tdl Gulps make plenty torches, smoky torches, torches day,
noon, and night, torches dl the time. Big boss eat smoke, they say. They say he love smoke like you and
meloverat.”

“Speak for yoursdf,” Morg said.

“That where me take you: to see big boss. They say he scarier than the Hole. They say he make the
Hole look like just aregular old hole in the wall.”

At the mention of the Big Boss, Whort began to back away. Morg caught sght of his nephew just as
he was about to round a corner. Despite his advanced age, he was easly abdle to run his younger nephew
to ground and drag him back to the gully dwarf and the gnome. He arrived just as Rulf was explaining to
Dr. Pdaver how the gully dwarves made torches.

“They take gticks and bones—nice bones, waste of good bones—and dip them in pool of black goo.
Black goo burns, makes lots of black smoke. Big boss happy. When torches burn out, Gulps take stubs
and dip them in black goo again to make new torches. Big boss happy. He eat smoke and leave Gulps
aone, but when he mad, he eat Gulps, too. Nasty, ginky Gulps” he ended with a snarl.

Dr. Pdaver turned to his patient. “This is the source of your fear,” he commented, seeing the way
Whort's eyes bugged even more grotesquely behind the spectacles. “You mug face it and drink the
potion of mighty heroes that | invented today. Now what have | done with it?” He franticdly patted his
pockets, then turned them insde out.



Fndly, Morg produced the bottle from one of his own pouches. “You I€ft it in the officel” he replied
to the gnome s angry remark about the kender race in generd. “I thought it might be important. Lucky for
you, you have got me with you.”

The doctor pressed the battle into Whort' s hands. “When | say so, you must drink it down no matter
what happens, do you understand?’

The younger kender nodded, swalowing alump the Sze of a dragon egg in his throat.

Rulf led them dong a series of winding passages and empty, torchlit chambers. The smoky torches
provided an excellent cover for their secret entry into the lar of the Gulps and their Big Boss. Findly,
they dipped around a corner and entered the largest cavern of dl, a cave so big they could have parked
a three-magted Pdanthian gdley in it and dill had room for an Ergoth-ian river cog. One hdf of the
chamber was brightly lit by at least a hundred torches, dl smoking to high heaven. The other hdf of the
cavern was as dark as a minotaur’'s heart. The darkness was so thick and smoky that it seemed to be a
substance in and of itsdf, like fog, only much thicker and blacker than even the sul-furous night fogs of
Sanction.

Upon seeing this chamber, the firg hdf of Whort's cure was effected. His voice returned in the form
of awail, long and quavering like that of a banshee, and only ending with his head knocking againg the
floor. Morg tried to clap a hand over his nephew’s mouth, but it was too late. Dr. Pdaver checked the
inflatable deeve and bug-eye goggles to see if Whort was experiencing any adverse reactions. The gully
dwarf bit through the mest of his own thumb in his anguish.

Of course, dl of this woke the dragon. At the horrendous noise, the big boss dragon unwound its
great smoky coils and crawled from its niche in the far wdl of the chamber. Its body seemed made of
living darkness, smoke, and fog. It was a shadow dragon, one of the rarest and most temperamentd of
dl dragons. Its body was made of the essence of shadow itsdlf, a creature born of the substance between
the waking and desping worlds.

“Kender, gully dwarves, and gnomed” the beast roared when it spotted the intruders. It spread its
great black wings, tralls and tatters of shadow swirling from their edges.

Ruif cast himsdf on the ground and gnawed the floor, trying desperately to fill hisbely before he died.
Dr. Pdaver hed his sndly sdts benesth Whort's nose, while Morg edged closer to have a better look.
Never had he seen such a magnificent creature. The red dragons and blue dragons of the world paed
beside this being of shadow. Only a death knight could possibly have been more frightening, and though
Morg's mind gill wanted to get a closer look, his feet wisdy took another course and began to run the
opposite direction. He swooped up his nephew as he passed, dragging Dr. Pdaver after him.

But not even kender feet could outrun the dragon. It breathed its black despair-inducing breath in a
cloud that quickly overtook the fleang intruders. Rulf, who had remained prostrate on the floor, fdt it
fird. They heard him cry out in his sudden blindness, and then his cry was cut short by a sckening
crunch. Before they could begin to fed sorry for the miserable creature, the breath caught up to them as
wall.

Dr. Paaver, who was behind the two kender, sumbled and fel, struck blind by the darkness of the
dragon’s breath. Then it overtook Morg. He dropped his nephew, then fdl over him and caught himsdf
agand thewdl. As he fdt thewill to live drain from his body like water from a lesky bucket, leaving him
inamost uncomfortable black despair, he did to the floor.



For the fird timein his life, Morgrify Pinchpocket didn't redly care about anything. He didn’t look
forward to anything. He didn’t anticipate the next moment with dl the gusto of his diminutive race. He
was blind, but the blindness was more than the physcd inghility to see. He was blind to the future, blind
to dl hope of what lay in store for him tomorrow or the next day or the next. With sudden ingght, he
redized that this was indeed fear, the sdfsame fear that had stolen his nephew’s voice and every aspect
of his kenderness.

With thet redlization, he resolved not to lose his own particular kenderness, even if he had but a few
more moments to live. Degth, as his old Uncle Dropkick used to say, was the grandest adventure of them
dl, and Morgrify Pinchpocket determined then and there not to miss his own death, no matter how
horrible it promised to be. Privately, he had dways hoped for a horrible desth—the more horrible the
better. Dying in his deep didn’'t gpped to him at dl, not even now.

Morg roused himsdf. Since he was blind, he turned his atention to his other senses. He amdled his
nephew. The boy seemed near a hand, wel within spitting distance, while the gnome, by his groans and
moans, was a bit farther down the passage. Also within the range of his hearing was the sound of the
dragon as it finished its med of Bulp gully dwarf. The crunching of the bones and the way the dragon
purred asit fed was particularly unnerving, but Morgrify was no longer afraid.

He crawled to his knees and fdt around for his nephew, found him, and lifted the boy onto his old
shoulder. Staggering away from the sound of the dragon, he paused only to grab a handful of the
gnome' s coat and drag him aong. He bumped and thumped his way down the passage uniil he thought
they might be beyond the area of the dragon’s black breath. He was ill blind, but the air here did not
seem s0 close and smoky. He gently lowered Whort to the floor and tried to rouse him.

Sowly, the young kender came to his senses, then dl a once he stood up with a shout. Although he
was now able to put together a gtring of noises that sounded rather like the belowing of a yearling caf
with its foot stuck in the fence, he dill had not freed histalk bone from its regtriction.

Morg tried his best to cam his nephew, knowing that the boy’ s continued noises would only draw the
dragon to them. By the tightening feding in the air, he knew that the beast was not far behind.

“You mug drink the gnome's potion, boy,” he urged his nephew. “Have you ill got it? No? Why,
I’ve got it in my pouch here. Now how did that get there?’

He pressed the bottle into Whort's hands. Whort took it and looked at it with his goggle eyes as
though he had no idea how it had got there.

Morg had been right. This area of the tunnd was beyond the range of the dragon’s breath. A few
torches smoked on the wal, providing a thick, ydlow light. Morg lay on the floor, daring around as
blindly as a newborn kitten. The gnomish doctor writhed nearby, a stream of incomprehensible babble
pouring from his bearded lips as he banged his bad head on the floor in the blinding despair wrought by
the dragon’s breath.

However, Whort, who had been unconscious when the dragon breathed its black breath upon them,
was not blinded by it, nor did he experience the despair now torturing his unde and the gnome. His fear
and afliction remained. He was dmogt pardyzed by it, but he was used to it, and the sght of his blind
and hdpless unde projected new courage in hisvines (as Dr. Pdaver might say).

Whort looked again at the bottle and knew what he had to do. He had to drink it before the dragon
appeared. Only the potion of mighty heroes, as Dr. Pdaver had named it, might give him the courage to



rescue his unde and the good doctor from ther predicament.

He uncorked the bottle, loosng a pleasant smdl not unlike popcorn popping over a winter blaze.
Encouraged, he tilted the bottle to his lips, but at that moment, the shadow dragon loomed around the
corner. Whort's nerve dmost abandoned him atogether, but his uncl€ s pleading cries to hurry, cries
tinged with a fear he had never known in his redoubtable unce, roused Whort enough to pour the
contents of the bottle into his mouth and swallow.

It tasted like licorice, and when he had drunk it dl, Whort tossed aside the bottle and tried his voice.
To his horror, nothing happened, except that he hiccupped. But from this hiccup there fluttered a black
butterfly with yelow bands on its wings. Whort opened his mouth in surprise at this Strange occurrence,
only to experience something quite beyond the pale.

Sunlight streamed from his open jaws, poured from his nogdrils, and waterfdled from his pointed
kender ears. It spread like a pool of mdting ice cream across the floor in an ever-widening circle. Asit
flowed over the gnome, he ceased his babbling and sat up, wiping his runny nose with a filthy deeve and
blinking blindly. On the other hand, Morgrify fdl immediatdy into a deep and contented deep, a heroic
snore ripping across the chamber. The dragon paused, unsure of what this portended.

Themagicd sunlight reached his shadowy scales, searing their fleshless substance like white-hot iron.
The scent of a warm spring morning in a rose garden assaulted his nodtrils, driving him back into the
comfortable gloom of hislair.

Seaing the dragon retreat, Whort' s talk bone was set free, erupting in a sorm of expletives worthy of
the crugtiest sailor to scrape a barnacle from the bely of a ship.

Meanwhile, the sunlight from his mouth continued to swel across the floor. The dragon retreated
before it, hissng and thrashing its mighty tail. Whort stepped toward it, assaulting it with such a plethora
of kender taunts as few before him had ever strung together in one sunny breath. Wherever he stepped,
green grass sprang up in his footsteps. The dragon writhed with anger, but it dared not move into the
kender-born sunlight. Findly, it retreated into its lair, belching up what it hoped would prove a protective
wadl of darkness to block the passage behind it.

Whort returned to his uncle, who smiled up a him, the wrinkles around his blind eyes just a shade
more pronounced than Whort remembered them. Taking the ederly kender in one hand and the strangely
dlent gnomein the other, he led them from the sewers of Paanthas.

Many wel remember that day. On the surface, the sun had set and people were jugt seitling down to
ther dinners, when swarms of gully dwarves poured up from below the streets. Driven mad by the sweset
scent of soring roses that streamed from Whort's every orifice, every Bulp and Gulp beneath Pdanthas
fled upward, the only direction of escape. Never indl its centuries had the ity faced such an unexpected
danger, and not since Lord Soth stood a the gates and the flying citadd floated over the walls had it
been in greater danger.

The Knights of Neraka, ever prepared for dmogt any eventudity, were quickly overwhelmed, forced
to retreat into thar gate towers, palaces, and barracks, as the gully dwarf horde swarmed through the



dreets like a sorm surge from the sea. Many later speculated that, had the Great Gully Dwarf
Climacteric of 40 SC begun earlier in the day, the casudties would have been much higher. As it was,
only one old beggar logt his life that night. They found his well-gnawed bones lying where he had falen.
Many folks mourned the loss of beloved family pets that had been left out of doors for the warm
summer’s night, but most counted themselves extremdy lucky.

Everyone, that is, but the owners of twelve ships, and the fishermen who made ther living plying the
waters of the Bay of Branchda

For as quickly as the invason began, it ended. In mass, the gully dwarves swept down to the sea
Many were drowned outright. A few were rescued by the brave and the foolish, and twelve ships were
aunk as the creatures gnawed through thar hulls However, perhaps the worst tragedy was reveded
when hundreds of thousands of dead fish washed up dong Palanthas s pebbly shore.

The next moming back a the Militay and Medicd Guild of the Gnomes, the fird gnome to
arrive—none other than the famous EET (Ears, Toes, and Throat) Doctor Whizbang—found a young,
bedraggled kender stting on the floor of the lobby beside an old, bedraggled kender and something
resembling agnomein a doctor’ s coat.

“My friend and my uncle are broken,” the young kender announced loudly. “They are blind, and |
would like to get them fixed, if | could.”



Bond

KEVINT. STEIN

“Damn wolf!”

Karn dragged the leash, threatened with the rod. The wolf bared his teeth, head jerking againg the
leather rope. Karn wrapped another loop of leash in his pdm and dragged the wolf inches closer. The
animd barked, snarled, pawed the ground, and pulled back. His teeth were dirty ydlow and brown.

Karn swesated, raised the gtick, gathered another loop in his padm. The wolf jumped forward, jaws
wide, and Karn kicked the wolf. Blood flowed from a shdlow gash. The walf yelped, turning from the
attack, sdiva soraying from his muzze as he dragged himsdf sideways. The wadlf thrashed his head,
patches of fur missng, showing scars.

The braided lesther of the leash dug deep againg the calluses of Karn's hand. Dirt ran free, loosened
by swesat into streams of grime. Arms and bare legs shone in the firdight. The wolf stopped thrashing and
turned his head toward Karn. Karn bared his canine teeth— sharp and pointed like the wolfs, filed. He
cracked the lash againg the wolfs scarred flank. The wolf snarled and Karn snarled. Karn propped his
elbow againg hiswaist and pulled hard, dragging the wolf a few inches closer.

“Givein, damn you!”

Karn let the leash dacken, sat crosdegged, and beckoned the wolf forward. The wolf lowered himsdf
to the ground, head in Karn's lap. Karn braced a rod end in the crook of a leg, the crook of an ebow,
pressed the rod againg the wolfs throat. The wolf growled.

“Shut up.” Karn smoothed the fur between the wolfs ears and scratched the wolfs muzzie The wolf
nuzzled Karn's hands. Karn pressed the hedls of his hands into the pinion of the walfs jaws, prying them
open. His fingers exposed the wolfs ydlowed teeth. The wolf pushed with his rear legs. Karn's rod
pressed into the wolfs neck, prevented the wolf from moving. Choked off his howl.

Karn scraped his fingers dong the jawline of the wolfs mouth. The walf tried to bite his fingers, and
Karn pressed his pdms harder, continued to scrape. The underside of his long nails were caked black.
Thewalf moaned. Karn pulled a flower from the ground, flicked the yelow head off with his thumb and
pressed the moist green sem into the wolfs mouth. The wolf moaned again.

“Shut up,” Karn muttered. “Y our own fault.”

Kan pressed harder. Blood flowed around the flower-sem where the wolfs gums had swollen
around old food. Karn dragged the animd higher into his lap when the wolf tried to pull away. Karn lifted
himsdf to one knee, leaned againg the rod, and wrapped his other leg around the walfs flanks. Worked
hard a a piece of old food. The wolf moaned loudly. Blood flowed, the food findly worked out.



Karn released his hands and the rod, pushed himsdf back. He sat in front of the wolf and stared into
his brown eyes. From a pocket, Karn took out a piece of sdted beef, hdd it between his lips and
lowered his head. The wolfs eyes flicked between Karn's and the food. The wolf lowered his head. Chin
touching the ground, Karn pushed his face forward. The wolf shuffled forward. Carefully taking the beef
from between Karn's lips, the wolf raised his head and chewed loudly.

Karn sat up and grabbed the animd around the neck. He ruffled the wolfs fur between the ears. The
wolf plodded into Karn's lap, dill chewing loudly. Karn smoothed out the animd’ s fur with his hands, lad
down the rod next to him.

“Not s0 bad, eh, Blood? Wlfbunde? Karn asked. The walf finished chewing and swalowed the
beef. Karn checked the gash in the wolfs sde, blood sill flowing from the kick. He wiped his bloodied
fingers on the grass.

“Who said a wulfbunde needs his teeth cleaned?’ Brek asked. Hiswulfbunde lay on its ssomach, eyes
on Blood. Brek ran a hand over hiswolfs back.

Karn picked another flower, flicked off its head, cleaned his own teeth. “Idiot,” Karn said.
“Idiot I may be, but why have you have beaten the fur from your walfbunde?’ Brek asked.
“My disciplineis harsh,” Karn said. He cleaned the underside of hisfingernails

“Your wiilfbunde can't take care of himsalf.”

Karn leaped over Blood, past Brek’s wtilfbunde, a knife in each hand. Brek drew his own knives.
Karn knocked the firgt one aside and the second fdl from Brek’s left hand. Karn straddled Brek, knee
agang the man's throat, outstretched leg pinning Brek’s left arm. Brek’s wulfbunde jumped near to
Blood, who sat up and watched.

“Speak againg my wulfbunde, and I'll kill you,” Karn said.

“Stand down, scout,” Arana ordered, hand scratching her walfbunde's ear. “Another time to stle.
Tonight isfor a sacred misson.”

Karn bared his teeth. Brek bared his own canines. Arana said a wordless command. Karn jumped off
Brek, returned to Blood' s Sde. Blood panted. Arana s wolf stood at her side, watched the other two.

Each of the five scouts straightened ther uniforms, faced the fire. The wilfbunde sat next to their
masters—black, brown, mottled fur. Blood's fur was patched and uneven, reveding old scars and
lashes.

“Report,” Arana sad.

“We entered the village” Brek said. “The Dark had been there. We did the killing.”
“And that was where it happened?’ Arana asked.

“The Dark took his spirit, yes,” Brek said. “Heis Forsaken.”

“How did you know?’ Arana asked.

“The Forsaken killed his own wulfbunde” Karn said. He ran his hand over Blood' s forehead.



“Yes, that is proof,” Arana agreed. “Now the Forsaken runs wild. He must be stopped.”

The scouts bowed ther heads to the fire, its burning and cracking the only sound. Arana spoke to the
fire, to each of the scouts and to their wulfbunde.

“In the Age of Might, the Dark Queen brought us the word of Canus. Canus is the faithful. Canus is
the guard. Canus is the hunter. Canus brought the Bond between wolf and man, wulfbunde and master.
We become like the wolf, and the walf like us”

The ears of the wolves twitched. A howl echoed in the high, surrounding hills—the howl of a wolf
from the throat of a man.

Arana heard the howl, said, “By accepting the Bond, we accept the sacred misson of Canus. Canus
isthe hunter. Once we hunted the enemies of our Queen. Now that she is gone, our missonis to hunt the
Dark. Canus isthe guard. We guard life. Canus is the fathful. We give our livesto our service”

Blood yawned and sat. Karn batted the wolfs ear. Blood stood.

Arana sad, “The Dark are threads escaped from the mantle of Father Chaos. The threads drive a
men to madness. The Dark causes father to murder child, comrade to kill comrade. In the Knighthood,
the Dark destroys discipline. With us, the Dark breaks the Bond. The Dark must end with death.”

Arana stopped, listened to the howl in the high hills She closed her eyes. “The Bond is dagger and
fang againg the Dark. The Bond can be proof againg its power. Thus, we fight the Dark.”

The wolves around the fire were 4ill, like their masters. Arana drew a crescent-bladed dagger, cut a
lineinto her pam. Drops fdl into the dirt at her feet.

“The Dark has taken one of our patrol. The Forsaken is mad. He will try to kill us as he killed his
wulfbunde. He sees comrades as enemies. We know. We know what happens to those who fdl victim to
the Dark.”

Aranalet her blood fdl into aline. Each of the scouts drew ther daggers, did the same.

Aranasad, “Asthe Bond is proof againg the Dark, the broken Bond is the scent of weakness. If the
Dark remains divein him, he will become a force for Chaos. Shdl we suffer im to live?’

Each of the scouts dripped another line in the dirt, forming a cross with the origind. Jaren firg, then
Syllany, then Brek, each touching ther wulfbunde on the neck, tumning them. Karn made another line,
turned, touched Blood's neck. Blood turned.

They dl sheathed their daggers.

Aranamade a line through her firgt line, formed the cross. She turned her back to the fire, wilfbunde
falowing. “We have dl agreed to the judgment of Canus. By dagger and fang we have agreed. The
decison is desth.”

Each scout waked into the darkness. The scouts were dlent on bare feet. The four wolves turned
toward Blood. Blood turned back to face them. Each wolfs dark eyes fixed in anger and question on
Karn, then each turned and followed thair masters.

Blood did not move. Karn grabbed Blood by the remaning fur around his neck, urged the walf



toward the forest. Blood growled and hit. Karn dapped the wolf. He dapped the rod againg his thigh.
Blood crouched back.

“We have turned our backs and accepted the judgment of Canus. By dagger and fang, we have
agreed. | know you understand this well, Blood, because you are the best of dl wulfbunde.”

Kan pointed the rod into the dark. Blood stood draight, proud, waked into the forest. Karn
followed.

Thefirdight caught the pattern of leaves, branches, threw them large and dark againg the ground. The
how of the Forsaken filled the forest. Karn dipped the rod into its loop on his belt. He drew his twin
daggers, cutting edges away from his body, curved blades down. Ther metd was old, nicked, sharpened
with new whetstones.

The hills and mountains of Neraka penetrated the night sky, waled off the stars and Krynn's new
moon. Karn found prints within a hundred paces. The Forsaken had passed severd times, drding the
campfire, the scouts, and their wulfbunde. The prints were hidden with corps technique. Karn pointed a
the prints. Blood bobbed his head, sniffed, stared into the forest.

“What do you see?’ Karn asked.
Blood coughed.
“Tekeme”

The two wove through the trees and underbrush. The ar was dear and warm. The forest floor was
covered with |leaves fdlen from recent storms, tracks from samdler animas There was an occasiona low
rumbling the two fdt in their feest—the digant power of the volcanic Lords of Doom. Karn listened, but
he did not hear the voice of the Forsaken. Blood kept his nose close to the ground, waking easly.

Karn and Blood found a amdl dearing, smilar to the area around the scouts campfire. In the center
of the dearing was a cairn made of rocks, covered with dried blood. A pair of corps knives formed a
crescent, handles stuck in the ground, tips touching. Drawn into the dirt between the handles of the
blades was the glyph of the Forsaken’ s wulfbunde. His grave.

Karn touched his upper canines to his lower lip. Blood sniffed around the stones, poked his muzze
toward the glyph, jerked away when Karn dapped him with the rod.

“You know not to touch the sacred mark,” Karn said. Blood growled low. Karn raised the rod, let
the lash dangle. Blood sidestepped away. The two glared a each other. Karn replaced the rod at his
Sde

Karn bowed to the sandl monument. “Masters and wulfbunde have turned our backs and accepted
the judgment of Canus” he said.

Karn studied the dlearing and the empty forest, doped his shoulders, walked into the brush.

Blood bobbed his head as Karn waked past, brown eyes on the scout. Karn stopped, dapped his
Sdefor Blood to follow. Thewdlf stood, did as commanded, siffing the trall. He quickly found the trail
leading away from the blooded monumernt.

The covered tracks, in wider circles, continued to lead around the patrol’s campste. Karn agan



heard the howl of the Forsaken. The night was hdf gone. Karn dapped his hand againg his thigh, walked
faster, then loped, like Blood, through the forest dong the trall. The howl was closer, with the rugtling of
leaves and branches the only other sound. Karn increased the pace, right hand knuckles down on
Blood's back, knife dill in his grip. The uniform of the corps stuck to his sweaty body. Karn kept his
eyes wide, his body |oose. He tightened the grip on his knives

Blood followed the trail. Karn followed Blood. The ground was more firm. The Forsaken was better
able to hide his drding tracks. Blood stopped, sniffed the air, peered into the darkness. Karn stopped a
pace ahead of his wulfbunde, seaerching the night forest. Blood turned around, siiffing the air, turned
back. He coughed.

“What do you—7?’

The Forsaken howled in Karn's ears, bare hands dawing his chest, canines tearing at Karn's throat.
Kan fdl to the ground, brought his knees up, pushed the Forsaken away, howling in return. The
Forsaken fdl on his back, growl cut short. Karn sprung to a crouch as the Forsaken turned on his belly
and launched himsdf forward. The Forsaken drove Karn sumbling backward into a tree.

The black wolf was the firg to arrive, danding a the edge of the cdlearing. The brown wolf was
second, then the mottle-furred. The last was Arana’ s wulfbunde.

Blood moved toward his master, was cut off by the sudden circle of other wolves. Blood dodged, but
was blocked again.

Arand s wulfbunde licked at the fresh wounds from Karn's lashes. Blood shied away, tried to dodge
around the cirde again, findly sat, watched the fight.

Karn tried to drive his daggers into the Forsaken's back. The Forsaken opened his ams wide,
preventing the curved blades from reaching his flesh, and bit Karn with hisfiled canines. Karn dropped to
his knees, bodyweight forcing the Forsaken’s arms down. The Forsaken spat and snarled, drove a knee
into Karn's face, knocking the scout’s head back againg the tree. Karn dropped his knives.

Karn growled, swayed. The Forsaken pulled Karn to hisfeet, bit deep into the man's shoulder. Karn
howled, shook his body, but could not free himsdf from the Forsaken’ s teeth. He beat the Forsaken with
hisfigts. Blood ran from his wound into the Forsaken’s mouth.

“Wilfbundel” Kara cdled, desperate.

Kara brought his fids agang the Forsaken's ears, struck again, and again. The Forsaken's hite
loosened. Karn kicked and pushed the Forsaken back. Karn tried to raise his hands in defense, but his
left arm wouldn't work. He kept hisright hand up, left dangling, helpless. The Forsaken shook his head,
fixed his eyes on Karn, charged, and knocked Karn to the ground.

“Wulfbundd”

Blood |ooked to each of the other wiilfbunde, toward Karn. Arana’s wulfbunde bit his paw, dragged
aline of blood in the dirt. The black wdf bit her paw, did the same, then the brown, then the
mottle-furred. They each crossed the lines with another, forming crosses of blood.

“Wilfbundd” Kara cried. He hdd the Forsaken off with his right arm, dowly losing strength against
the other man’s weight and insane rage.



The Forsaken's jaws opened wide over Karn's throat. Karn's own blood dripped from the
Forsaken's canines. The Forsaken's jaws closed, canines puncturing Karn's neck. Kara raked Hiff
fingers and sharp nails across the Forsaken's eyes.

The Forsaken yelped, threw himsdf backward, twisted to his feet, and ran into the forest.

Blood moved toward his master, but was blocked by the other wolves. He growled a the other
wiilfbunde. They bowed their heads, backing away from the crosses. Blood watched them lope off into
the cover of the forest.

Karn's eyes opened, hand lowered to his throat. Hislife seeped around his fingers. He tore a strip of
cloth from his shirt, pressed it to the wound. He rolled on his side.

“Get help.” Blood licked hismuzzle. Karn patted his hip, where the rod dangled from its loop. “Go.”

Blood stood and stepped toward Kara. He coughed, yelped. Turned to go, turned back. Karn raised
himsdf up, holding the bandage with hisright, left arm dangling. One-handed, he wrapped the loose ends
of the bandage around his neck, brought them around, binding.

“Go,” he said. Blood yelped, sa, did not move, eyes on Karn's wound. “Fine, wilfbunde. Help me
up.”

Blood forced his muzze under Karn's arm. The scout pushed himsdlf up, braced by Blood's strength.
Karn stood. He turned his head. The bandage held, the outer rall dill white. He touched his left arm,
pinched his bicep, the back of his hand. He moved his Ieft shoulder. The wound there had stopped
bleading. With hisright, he tucked hisleft arm into his shirt.

Blood turned away, picked up Karn's dropped daggers. The walf sat in front of his master, dropped
the daggers at the scout’s feet. Karn retrieved the daggers, sheathed them at his belt. Blood licked his
muzzle, groaned. Karn removed the rod from the loop at hisside, let the lash fdl, raised it, struck Blood.

The wilfbunde yelped, shied. Karn struck again with the lash, grabbed the leather, struck the wolf
with the rod. Blood crouched, pressed himsdf down, away. Karn followed, lashing, striking with the rod.

Blood legped up, catching Karn between dtrikes, paws on the scout’s shoulders, teeth bared. Karn
kept his balance with a step backward. He forced the rod up into Blood' s lower jaw, knocking the wolfs
jaws shut. He turned and pushed hisright shoulder into Blood' s throat and forced the walf onto his hack.

Karn pointed the rod. “You let me he attacked!” he said. “Is this the sacred hond of Canus? Why?’

Blood howled, was cut off by a kick reopening the recent wound in his Sde. Karn used the lash again,
gripped fur from Blood's flank. The wolf moaned, cravled away on his bely. Karn lashed Blood's
flank.

“Remember the oath as | do, wiilfbunde. My life for yours, yours for mine”

The Forsaken howled. Karn bared his fangs at Blood. He raised the rod. The Forsaken howled.
Kan growled and kicked at Blood, missed. He snarled, pointed into the forest. Blood crawled toward
the howl of the Forsaken, raised himsdf, eyes on Karn. Karn swept the rod toward the dark. Blood
loped into the undergrowth. The Forsaken howled. Karn followed Blood.

The Forsaken had run in a sraight line from the fight. The forest floor was black with leaves where the



tral stopped. Karn logt the trail. Blood put his nose to the ground, sniffed, walked past Karn, sniffed the
leaves. He looked Ieft, right, sniffed again. Sat and moaned.

“Found it?” Karn asked. Blood coughed. “Doit.”

Blood lowered himsdf to the ground, crawled, put his nose into the leaves. He sat up, sneezed, shook
his head, sneezed again. He tried again, waking onto the leaves, poking his muzze toward the forest
floor. He sneezed and moaned.

Karn bent down, rubbed dirt between hisfingers. He sniffed, sneezed, stood and wiped the dirt onto
his shirt. “Bdnscent. He' strying to throw us off the scent. Don't put your noseinit.”

Blood paced back into the undergrowth, kept his nose higher, sniffed, moaned, sniffed again. Picked
adirection, waited for Karn to follow. Karn readjusted his usdess left arm, drew a knife.

The new moon set behind the mountains. Stars and the distant red hao from the Lords of Doom lit the
forest. Karn and Blood waked carefully, quickly across the floor. Blood stopped, sniffed the ground,
amost sneezed, tried again. Headed east, continued until he reached a amdl pond.

Karn knelt, brushed his knuckles over the grass a the water’s edge. He sheathed the knife, put his
hand into the water, rubbed it over his face and into his nose to clear the banscent. He did the same for
Blood. Scratched the wolf between the ears. Blood lowered his head, lapped from the pond. The
Forsaken howled nearby. The two dashed away from the pond. Karn drew his knife.

The forest grew lush where the Lords of Doom lightly spread their ash. Blood followed the howl of
the Forsaken, the howl sounding again around the far Side of the pond. Karn ran behind, checked his
grides to avoid fdlen tree limbs, short brush. Hisleft arm jogged loose. He tucked it back.

Blood ran draight. The wolves of the patrol appeared to Blood's right, hidden from Karn by trees,
matched Blood's pace, Aranas wiilfbunde in front. Karn watched his feet and Blood's tral. The
Forsaken howled. Blood increased his pace. Arana s wiilfbunde coughed. Blood leaped right.

Following, Karn dipped, fdl, undergrowth cracking with his weight. He did down the hillsde, struck
the knife into the dirt, logt his grip, clawed. His right leg struck an outgrowth of roots, buckled. He
tumbled to the bottom, landing hard on his back. Blood stopped, wheded, returned to where he had
leaped. Looked down at his master.

Karn did not move.

The wolves of the patrol walked to the hillsde edge, peered down the hill a Karn, then a Blood.
Arand s wiilfbunde bit his paw, reopened the wound, and dragged a red line in the dirt. Blood shied
away, paced near the edge, findly sat. He looked down at Karn, moaned.

Arand s wiilfbunde licked at the newest wounds of Karn's lashes, where the gash had been reopened,
fur had been stripped. Arana' s wiilfbunde bared teeth, growled a Karn. The black walf drew a line in
the dirt, then the brown, then the mottle-furred. Arana' s walfbunde put a paw near the line in the dirt,
started to drag another line to form a cross.

Blood snarled, clenched his jaws over the wolfs paw before the cross could be finished, pushed the
other wolf away. Blood barked a the other wolves, then carefully edged over the edge of the hillsde,
inched his way to the bottom. Blood poked his muzze under Karn's chin, took hold of the scout's
uniform shirt in his teeth, and shook.



Karn lifted his head. He breathed deeply, tried to raise himsdf. Blood forced his body behind the
man's back and lifted. Karn raised himsdf to a gtting postion. Waited, then stood. His right leg was
week but supported his weght.

“The Dark is not in me, Blood. The others don’t understand. You do. You know. The Bond between
usisstrong.”

Blood circled his magter, yelped. Karn put his left am back into his shirt, fastened his shirt over his
am to ensure it would not dip out. He checked himsdf for new abrasions, found the wound in his
shoulder was bleeding again. The bandage around his throat was damp on the outside. Blood s,
panting. Karn touched his canines to hislip, stared a his wiilfbunde, removed the rod from his belt.

“Never have you faled metwice” Karn said. “You are the best of dl wulfbunde. By dagger and fang,
you are the best. With you, | have long been blessed by Canus. | will remind you.”

Karn raised the rod and sruck Blood once. Blood howled, the other wulfbunde howled. The
Forsaken heard and howled in return. Blood sumbled away, ran in a circle, bit, and licked his flank
where the rod had struck. The wolf spat, barked fury at his master, moaned, crawled and leaped up,
barked again. Karn replaced the rod at his Side, checked the bandage at his throat, securing the end.

“l am off to find the Forsaken,” Karn said. He left Blood standing.

The wolves of the patrol made their way down the hillsde wal after Karn was gone. Blood limped.
Arand s wulfbunde drew a red line in the dirt. Blood bit his own paw, crossed the ling, judgment on his
master made.

Karn followed the howl of the Forsaken. He put weight on his left leg, dragged and hopped on his
right. His left arm was il secure in his shirt. He held hislast dagger in hisright hand. The Lords of Doom
shook the leaves. Ther light faded with the dawn.

The undergrowth was congtant and not high. The path Karn found was clear—crushed leaves,
snapped branches, curving around north, west. The hillSde' s base doped back up toward Neraka. Karn
was forced to work harder.

His uniform shirt was dark with his siweat and blood. The bandage around his neck was wet near the
wound, dry where the doth had once been soaked. The end of the bandage was loose. Karn kept his
pace steady. He used the trees to support himsdf. He didn't stop moving. He bared his canines and
breathed quickly. The forest was qui€t.

The Forsaken's path led back to the origind encampment. The fire was dill lit. The cross in the dirt
made by Arana had not been blown away by the wind. Karn did not enter the encampment. He hunched
by atree, scouted. He held his dagger to his chest, waited, stood.

From behind, the Forsaken legped on Karn, forcing him into the encampmen.

Karn twisted, brought the dagger around as he fdl on his back. The edge of the blade caught the



Forsaken on the bridge of the nose, bone cracking, skin shorn. The Forsaken howled, dropped on top of
Karn with a knee, bresking ribs.

The Forsaken pinned Karn's arm with a knee, bared bloody canines, and sruggled to reach Karn's
throat. Karn struck with his left leg, tumbled the Forsaken up and over. The Forsaken rolled, twisted,
jumped to his feet.

The wolves of the patrol stood behind the Forsaken. Blood stood behind the cross in the dirt, Karn's
lashings il fresh on the wolfs body.

Karn turned, got to his feet, dagger ready. He looked past the Forsaken into Blood's eyes, a the
crossin the dirt. Karn understood.

“I, too, have been judged,” he said. “By dagger and fang.”
Blood bared his canines and growled.

The Forsaken snarled, charged forward, broke Karn’s wrigt, dagger fdling. Karn spat and howled,
drove his left hed into the ground for support. The Forsaken forced Karn backward into a tree. Karn
snarled, struggled, dodged as the Forsaken tore and missed, gouging bark from the tree. The Forsaken
pinned Karn by the throat.

Blood leaped, bresking the Forsaken’s hold on Karn. The wolfs jaws ripped, tore a the Forsaken's
throat, finding arteries, finding veins and tearing them loose. The Forsaken staggered, holding the wolf
upright, the two sepping Sdeways, backward. Blood's muzze was covered, dripping, from the
Forsaken’s wounds. The Forsaken raged, dowed, sumbled, toppled backward.

Blood breathed hest into the Forsaken's face. The Forsaken growled at the walf, did not move.
Blood's chest heaved with breath. Waited.

The Forsaken wept. Growled, snarled and clawed the air.
Karn sank to the ground. “Why, wulfbunde?’ he asked Blood. “Y our judgment was made.”

Karn heard the Forsaken laugh, choke around the blood flooding his throat. “In the Age of Might, the
Dark Queen brought us the word of Canus. Canus brought us the Bond between walfbunde and master.”

Blood backed away from the Forsaken, turning to Karn. The wolf walked dowly to Karn, shuffled,
put his head in Karn's lap, forced his head beneath Karn's hand. Karn tried to brush his fingers against
Blood's fur, but could not make his fingers move. Blood moaned, brown eyes medting Karn's.

Blood's ears twitched. He lifted his head, coughed, lowered his head again. Karn listened. The patrol
was nearby. He could hear the other wulfbunde leading their masters to where he lay.

The Forsaken tried to move, lay dill. He said, “The Bond is the bond of love. The Dark cannot break
the Bond. Above dl things, aman loves hiswolf.”

Karn looked into Blood's eyes and understood. “The Dark cannot bresk the Bond,” Karn said.
“Above dl things, awalf loves hisman.”



A Twist Of The Knife

JEAN RABE

The snow came a her in ablur—icy shards singing her face and hands, turning her skin a hurtful pink
and chaang her farther into the folds of a tattered woolen cloak. She had no hood or hat, and her long
hair whipped about, soun slver dancing medly with the keening wind.

She didn’t have to be out in this westher. She could have stayed in the goatherds' village, daiming a
spot by a cozy hearth and eeting her fill of something warm and reasonably tasty. But she was driven this
night, like the snow was driven, and so she struggled to pick up the pace dong a narrow path where the
drifts were afoot deep in places.

It was the onset of winter in Neraka s Broken Chain Mountains. In the foothills and in the rest of the
country there was likdy only a dusting of snow—and perhaps no snow at dl in the southern parts of the
Dark Knight-held land.

But this brutal storm is not so bad, certainly not as bad as others face, she told hersdf, as if her
thoughts might somehow soften the wind's vicious bite. People she knew in Southern Ergoth, where the
white dragon Frost hed sway, faced weether like this—or worse— every day of the year. Word was
they had blizzards o fierce that no man could last outsde for more than a few minutes and she was
lasting—and waking— making headway toward the next village.

She didn’t see the man againg the rocky outcropping. He hed his breath and listened, hearing the
wind. To himit sounded like a chorus of mournful ghosts. Her boots crunched on the snow as she passed
by his hiding spot. He waited, slently counting, then stepped out, an inky shadow againg the stark
whiteness that stretched indl directions.

Shiv was tdler than the woman, but only by a few inches, putting him a bit above sx feet. His back
was draight, his shoulders broad, and the rest of him was oddly narrow, a gaunt man whose silhouette
resembled a dagger stuck into the drift growing a his feet.

He was dressed in a smoke-gray jacket and trousers made from the hide of a worg and lined for
winter use. A knit cap hugged his hawkish face. Unlike the woman, Shiv did not wear a cloak; he knew it
could lash about in the wind, entangling his arms and flapping noisly and perhaps giving hm away. He
hed a pack on his back, padded so it would not rustle, and a purse at his bet—nearly empty, as it had
taken practicaly every coin he owned to find this woman. But his purse and his pockets would be
golitting at the seams soon enough, filled with stedl and gems. Before the month was out he would be
heppily doling out some of hisriches to the most exotic, perfumed ladies for hire he could find in JEek’s
colorful foreign quarter.

Shiv held thin-bladed knivesin each gloved hand, smeared with an aily black substance so they would
not reflect any gleam off the snow. He'd bought them two years ago from an expert weagponamith in
Bloodspring. Ther metd was as hard as the set of his jaw, the edges so keen he hadn't yet needed to



resharpen them. Worth every coin, these tools of histrade.
He intended to kill the woman with them.

He would do it quickly, effortlesdy, stepping close and dipping the right blade across her throat while
plunging the left into the center of her heart. HE'd done it so many times before. Afterward, he would
drag her off the trall, take her body a little higher into the mountains where the wolves would catch the
scent and devour the evidence.

But he wouldn't do it here. It was too close to the village she'd judt I€ft, too risky that someone
following after a stray goat might—despite this damnable sorm-glimpse the deed.

And hewouldn’t do it tonight.
It was too soon.

He' d only just managed to find her, late this afternoon. He didn't know her yet, didn't have her walk
down, hadn’t looked into her eyes. He didn't know how strong she was, and, most importantly, he had
no cdlue about her contactsin these mountain villages. This last crucid bit could take a few days to ferret

out, perhaps longer.

So he followed severd yards behind her, gloved hands reflexivdy dosng on the handles of his
weapons before sheething them, dark eyes sguinting againg the frenetic snow as they trained on her
back.

It was work to keep her in gght, his chest burning from the exertion, his legs aching from dogging
through mounds of snow. Twice he dived into a drift when she turned to check her bearings. Were it not
for the whirling snow she might have spied him or his tracks. His teeth chattered, and he muttered a Slent
curse that perhaps he'd been a fodl to take on this job at this time. Couldn’'t her assassnation have
waited until spring?

He guessed it took them nearly two hours to reach her degtination—a ramshackle assortment of
wood and stone buildings wedged into a mountain overhang. He made out on a Sgn partidly buried by a
drift: KETH’S CRADLE. More like the Abyss's Cradle, he thought.

She hurried toward the largest dwdling, a turtleshell-shaped afair that was busly beching smoke into
the sky. He watched her for a moment more, then quickly began to circle the tiny community, which by
the mal odorous aroma that hung in the air, and the pens he barely made out, declared it another village of
goatherds.

She rapped firmly on the door.
“l an Risang” she Stated.

Ree-shanna. That was the name Shiv had been given, though his employers had pronounced it
differently— Ris-aye-nah.

“Risana” she repeated, as the door findly opened. “Risana of Crossng.” Her voice was mudcd and
held no trace of the tiredness she mogt certainly fdt. “You sent word that you needed me”

“Yed” came the breathless reply. “The Solamnic Knight.”



“At lagt you're here, dear woman. Please.” Without another word she was ushered indde, and the
heavy door dammed shut behind her.

Shiv worked hisway behind the turtleshell dwelling, peering through the cracks of a shuttered window
that couldn’t close properly because the frame had warped. He could see only the man room from his
vantage-point, but it was enough. The merrily burning fireplace made it appear warm, and Shiv pressed
himsdf againg the wdl in the futile hope of catching some of that hest.

An old, bent man with a mustache and goatee, who Shiv idly thought parroted the village's
cloven-hoofed charges, drew Risana to the center of the room, where four blanket-wrapped forms were
dretched out on cots. There were a haf-dozen women of various ages gtting in straight wooden chairs,
their backs to the fire and sympeathetic faces angled toward the forms. Their conversation stopped as
Risana moved to the smdlest patient. Ther eyes trained on her now.

Shiv watched her, too. On initid ingpection the firdight revealed nothing untoward about Risana. She
was just atdl, young woman wrapped in a tattered cloak, the rosy hue of which suggested the garment
hed been red a one time. She was a plain-looking woman, redly, Shiv thought, a commoner who could
have logt hersdlf in the lower- or middle-class quarters of any town, someone most folks wouldn't stop to
give a second look. But then he gave her a second look, a careful one, and saw that she was young, dl
right, very. Certainly not yet twenty, he decided, and nothing common about her. The woman was
sngular. One smply had to see past her tattered garments and fatigue.

Her face was wdl defined, angular without being sharp, the planes of it smooth and unblemished, and
it looked asif she was blushing because of the cold and windburn. Her nose turned dightly upward, a hint
of aristocracy, and the bearing suited her. While her hair had looked like sparkling Slver outside in the
snow, here, wet and flat againgt her head, it seemed an unusud shade of blonde, the color of cooled
ashes—an dmog whitish-gray that shone like slk. He imagined it must be soft to the touch.

Her eyes were charcod, dark and large and rimmed with long black lashes. Those eyes seemed to
take in everything, and measure—the women by the fire, the bundled-up people on the cots, the old,
bent man who was spegking to her, and the windows, where her gaze lingered. Had she seen hm? He
hdd his breath, not blinking. Were her eyes locked with his? No, he breathed a sgh of rdief. Her eyes
were clearly fixed at some point far beyond this room and Neraka.

Shiv turned his face, concentrating to catch fragments of what was being said ingde.

“It's not pneumonia” the bent man was tdling Risana He wrung his hands nervoudy. “I know
pneumonia | can treat pneumonia. Someone here gets it every year. It's something worse, this is—a
plague maybe, something that spreads. Emil and his family have it, too. They're in the house across the
way. And the Donners might be getting it.”

“We might be next,” the stoutest of the 9x women cut in.
“We shouldn’t be stting so close to the Sick,” another whispered in a high-pitched voice.
“I'll 9t where | please,” the stout womean returned.

Risana knelt at the cot nearest the window, tugging the blanket back to reved a red-faced child with
dozens of lesons on hisarms and neck. The boy, no more than sx or seven, coughed deeply, shoulders
bouncing againg the pine frame of the cot. The child was overly thin, there was a sheen on his skin, and



his clothes were dark with swest.

“A plague” the bent man continued. “It has to be. The runner said Graespeck and Tornhollow have
gck folks, too. Jugt like this. Some of ‘em dying. That's why we sent for you. The runner said you were
fixing folks in the villages to the south of here. Said that you maybe knew how to cure this kind of illness
WEe re desperate.”

She replaced the covers and smoothed the boy’s hair. He started to offer her a amile, but began
coughing again, which was echoed by one of the other blanketed forms. The stout woman loudly sucked
in her breath.

“That’'swhy our message said this was an emergency, ma am. We're asmdl village. Don’t want more
people catching this disease, and we don’t want no one dying. Our Jamie—the little one here—he's red

Softer, the bent man added, “He s my youngest grandson.”
Risana nodded and ran her fingers across the child's forehead.

“A very grong fever,” she said. She twisted to her right so she could reach to another cot, feding the
forehead of an derly woman.

“My wife” the bent men said.

“Moather,” one of the Sx women added, choking back a sob. “She's not been conscious for two
d@/s”

Shiv noted that there was some resemblance between the women by the fire. Sisters. The other two
patients no doubt were rdaives dso. The ssters had started taking again, filling the room with the sound
of tharr buzzing. They asked Risana what she could do to hdp the ill. The thickset one, practicadly
begging, made it clear Jamie was her son and should be tended to first. None argued with her.

The oldest Sgter palitdy asked what had brought Risana into Neraka, and why she was heding folks
in the mountain villages when Solamnic Knights were considered the enemy around here. “Not that we
take you for an enemy,” she added, “but if the Dark Knights catch you, they’ll kill you.”

Risana didn’t reply. She stood, taking off her voluminous cloak, which was quickly gathered by the
bent man. She stretched, rolled her head to work akink out of her neck.

A Solamnic Knight with no armor, Shiv thought, knowing his mark was now an easier one.

The firdight from the hearth played across her tal form. Her sword seemed wel maintained, the
pommd highly polished slver that was fashioned in the shape of a griffon’'s claw. The scabbard was worn
and ripped in places, and the blade showed through, catching the light and reflecting motes that danced
across the walls

Risana unbuckled her sword belt, and the bent man took this too, shuffling away and hanging it and
her cloak on a hook near the door. She had abig pouch tied to her waist, and she was fumbding with this
now, pulling smdler pouches from it, a few tiny vids, softly issuing ingtructions that Shiv could not hear.
He got the gig of it though, as the bent man and two of the sigters hurried to heat some water over the
fire. The remaning four women resumed their buzzing talk, the thickset one cagting frequent concerned
glances a the coughing boy.



Risana did not pause in tending to theill until dawn threatened to take over the sky. She congantly
moved between the turtleshdl home and the one cdled “Emil’s place.” She had diagnosed the mdady as
Redlant Fever, adding that afew of the eldest Knights in the Solamnic unit she'd been assgned to were
sruck with it shortly after coming to Neraka wel more than a year ago. A potentidly deadly threat that
seemed to dtrike the young and the old the hardest, she demonstrated that with the right medicines it was
not terribly difficult to treat. She gave them details about the mixtures she was usng so they could
duplicate it with their own herbs, then she sat by the bed of the old woman.

Jug as the amdl community began to wake up, Shiv stepped away from the shadows and moved
around to the front of the building. He was dressed differently now, in well-worn clothes he had retrieved
from his pack. He no longer stood sraight. He adopted a lig to his right, rounded his shoulders and
turned his left foot so he appeared clubfooted. He shuffled forward and knocked on the door. Severd
moments later it was answered by the bent man, whose eyes were rimmed by dark circdles from lack of

deep.

“Snow’sfilled thetrall t Graespeck,” Shiv said, sounding haf out of breath, hisvoice dl craggy. “Too
tought' walk it right now. Lookin' for a place f gtay until it stops showin’.” He looked up a the sky for
effect, the snow dill coming down hard, though the wind had dwindled to dmost nothing. He shivered,
something easy to do as he was indeed cold, and he thrugt his hands into his pockets. “1 was wonderin’ if
lcould...”

“Thanks for your hospitaity. Name's Safford,” Shiv lied as he dipped past.

“Wilcher,” came the reply. “Erl Wilcher. Take care, Miger Safford. We' ve sick folks here, though
we ve got someone busy heding them.”

Shiv shuffled into the main room, heading straight to the fireplace and waving his hands in front of the
flanes The heat fdt good to his Sixty-year-old frame, and he let hmsdf bask in the sensation for severd
moments before he turned to sudy Risana

Her shoulders were dumped. Still, she kept her vigil at the old woman’s side.

The daughters moved between the other three patients—al who were remarkably improved and
gtting up on the cots. There were only a few lesons remaining on the boy cdled Jamie. He no longer
coughed, and his mother was ducking her thanks to the young hedler.

“Here. Drink up!” One of the ssters thrust a bowl of soup a Risana. “It's spiced chicken broth.”

Risana declined, until the three improving patients, the sisters, Wilcher, and even the newcomer had
some firg. Then she took a chipped bowl between her hands, closed her eyes asif in prayer, and drank.

The soft light that streamed in through the windows gave siver highlights to her hair and reveded cuts
to her garments that only could have been made by a sword.

“You're aKnight,” Shiv stated, trying to draw her out into conversation. “A Solamnic.” She didn’t
answer. “That charm a pokin’ out from your shirt,” he continued, gesturing with a finger. “That says



you're aKnight of the Rose.”

Risana fingers fluttered to her neck, finding a gold chain and charm that had worked itsdf free. She
was quick to Suff it under her shirt and tabard.

“A wilted rose,” he said wryly, nating that the sisters were upset at his prying. “And one without any
amor. Where's the rest of your unit?” Any information about other Solamnic Knights in Neraka would
be worth something to his employers.

“ Dw.”

He raised an eyebrow and clamped his teeth together to difle a yawn. Shiv desperately needed some
deep.

“All of them dead. Dead and buried.”
Shiv cocked his head to the Side, a gesture that encouraged her to continue,

“We were directed to Neraka about a year and a hdf ago, twenty of us ordered to the foothills just
north of the Lords of Doom. We were to meet a Dark Knight commander there, escort him sefely out of
the country.”

“‘But...?

“But we learned too late that the commander didn't intend to defect. He meant merdy to lure
Solamnic Knightsinto Neraka. He must have been disgppointed that the coundil sent only twenty. | guess
he expected a amdl army. Still, he had some measure of triumph, as two of our number were from the
counal itsdf.”

“What happened?’ This came from the child Jamie. “Were you ambushed?’

A nod.

“But you escaped,” Shiv said. “Obvioudy.”

“l was the only survivor.” She let out a deep breath, the sound like sand being blown by a hot breeze.

One sgter came forward and poured her more broth. “Then don’'t mind my asking, and don’t believe
we' re not grateful—we are—but why are you here?’

She didn't answer, and so Shiv pressed, “Why didn’'t you join another Solamnic outfit? Why aren’t
you...?

Her doe eyes regarded the disguised assassin, cutting off his words. She ran her thumbs around the lip
of the bowl and findly replied. “Elsewhere? I'm not needed e sewhere. I'm needed here.”

Shiv redly saw her then—sdifless, driven, filled with a determination he had never seen before, and
perhaps touched by madness. He finished his broth, his eyes never leaving hers.

“You'retired.” This came from Wilcher, who hovered a Risand s shoulder.

“A bit” She amiled dightly. It was die firg time Shiv had seen her smile—a gmile tha mdted the
coldnessin her face.



“Regt here, inmy home. Aslong as you like. Please.”
“I will stay with your wife until. . .”

“| thank you for helping my grandchildren. | know you can't help her.” There was a deep sadness in
the old man’'s eyes. “lll tend to her aone. You don't have to St with her.”

“Yes | do”

Two hours later, ther vigl was over, and Risana dlowed hersdf an al-too-brief rest before getting up.
“l am sorry for you loss, Erl Wilcher,” she said, as she reached for her cloak.

The old man nodded, his eyes filled with tears. “Stay for a while” he said. “Have dinner. Spend the
night.”

She shook her head. “I mugt be on my way. Asyou sad, there areill folks in Graespeck, and 1'd like
to get there before nightfall.”

Wilcher clasped her hands and gestured with his head toward the assassin. “Thisfdla here—’
“Sdfford,” Shiv stated. “He said he' s going to Graespeck, too.”
“Then | shdl have company.”

“Her nameisRisang” the Dark Knight commander told Shiv severd weeks earlier. The commander
and a half-dozen of his esteemed fdlows met with the assassin in a closed banquet hdll in Telvan.

“She is concentrating her efforts in the Broken Chain Mountains, and has been for much of the past
year from what we ve gleaned. She hedls the sick, traveing from village to village, and she touts the glory
of the Solamnic Knighthood. She relies on the witless and the grateful to keep her hidden and to feed her.
The villagerswill not give her up and will not reved her contacts. Locating her could be difficult.”

“Not for me”
The commander’s lips edged upward in ady grin. “That’s why we sought your services.”

Shiv seepled hisfingers. “I am, as you' ve acknowledged, your most expert spy and assassin. And the
mogt expensive. But why send me dl thisway for just one woman?’

The commander let out a laugh, then ingantly sobered. “At firg we thought her inconsequentid,” he
sad, eyesfliting to Shiv's, then finding the assassin’'s gaze uncomfortable and looking away. “We have
done nothing about her for severa months—considering her, as you said, just one woman.”

“At fird,” Shiv mused.

“At fird. But anglehandedly, she appears to be turning the villagers againg us”



“One woman?’

The commander growled. “We've had reports of youths in some of the mountain towns leaving
Neraka under her direction to join our enemy. Others are taking againg us. She is a blight that must be
stopped. Her dlies and contacts must be found and diminated.”

“Why not send an army of Dark Knights to ded with this blight?”

“There can be no hint of Dark Knight involvement. The mountain villages embrace this Solamnic, and
we cannot afford to make a martyr of her. That would only make matters worse. No clues can point to
lJSI”

Shiv agreed to the job. They offered him more than enough money—despite the wesather.

The assassin followed Risana, glandng over his shoulder to see the people of Keth's Cradle amiling
and waving good-bye. In the space of less than twenty-four hours the “blight” had been thoroughly
embraced by the village.

“Graespeck ign't dl that far,” he told her after Keth's Cradle was out of sght, “but dl of this snow
makes it seem leagues away.”

Shiv had graightened his back and was no longer pretending to have a clubfoot. Waking behind
Risana, he didn't need to keep up the ruse. However, an hour past sunsst they neared her new
degtination, and he adopted his crippled guise again. They plodded into Graespeck, a place only
magindly larger than the previous village. Once again, he watched her go to work.

There was a group of young men in this village who were keenly curious about the woman, tales of
whom had obvioudy preceded her arrivd. As she moved from home to home, minigering to those who
were dricken with the fever and offering kind words to the derly, the young men followed her, plying
her with questions about the Order of the Rose and about life outside of Neraka. A few made it clear
they wanted to be Solamnic Knights.

The blight spreads, Shiv mused, nating, however, that she encouraged no one to join her Order. At
least not here. Furthermore, it was clear she had no contacts in this village and that she hadn’'t known a
angle soul here before she arrived.

They spent the night in alog home with one family. Following dinner, they helped shore up a shed that
was threstening to collapse, then they dept for afew hours and headed out &t fird light.

For weeks Shiv accompanied Risana, and not once in that time—despite his many questions—did he



hear her mention other Solamnic Knightsin Neraka or name villagers who might be in leegue with her. In
that time she never asked why, upon reaching Graespeck, he kept going dong with her on her heding
missons. In truth, he wasn't quite sure himsdif.

She amply seemed to accept his company, enjoying it at times between places where they stopped to
rest. He regaled her with stories he made up about a boyhood that never happened and a family that
never existed.

Gradudly, she told him quite a bit about her own youth and, one night, about why she came to
Neraka. They were hunkered just indde the entrance to a amdl cave, watching the snow fdl and the

evening deepen.

“I was a chirurgeon,” she said, her voice and eyes soft. “The youngest and the most inexperienced of
the Solam-nic Knights sent here. | was brought dong as an assstant, redly, for the two council members,
as | am not the mogt skilled with a sword. Councilman Crandayl suffered from gout. | was there to aid
him.” She paused and turned to stare a Shiv, agan her eyes seeing something far beyond him and the
darkening cave. “1 was charging forward into the battle againgt the Dark Knights when | fdl, dipped on
the blood aready thick on the ground. | struck my head and logt consciousness. When | awoke hours
later | discovered that someone had fdlen on top of me—Crandayl. He was dead. Everyone was dead.
And the Dark Knights had taken me for dead, too. It took me three days to bury my brethren, nearly
another day to bury the Dark Knights who had fdlen.”

“And you |eft your armor there?” Sanford asked.

A nod. “I left my oath there, too.”

Shiv waited.

“I'm not a Solamnic Knight any longer. If | was, | wouldn't be here”
“l don’t understand.”

“A Solamnic Knight would have returned to the Order’ s nearest outpost. | would have let them assign
meto another unit.”

“Thenwhy .. .7

“Am | here? I’d rather wander these mountains heping people live than return to the Order and ride
off to kill people. | hate fighting. | hate the regime and the mandates and the notion of aways fallowing
orders. And maybe | hate the Knighthood because it fosters bloodshed.”

“The villagers think you' re a Solamnic Knight.”
She shrugged. “Better, perhaps, they think that than to know the truth—that I'm a deserter.”

“Maybe you're dill a Solamnic a heart. After dl, the pendant . . .” Shiv gestured to where he knew
the charm hung on the gold chain beneeth her shirt. “Y ou ill wear a symbol of the Order of the Rose.”

“I| wear a symbal of my quilt,” she corrected him. She paused and resumed sudying the snow. “Get
some deep, Safford. Morning will come too soon.”



Morning did come too soon. Shiv knew Risana wel enough by now, better than any of his previous
targets. He knew she worked aone, that there had never been any contacts or fdlow Knights supporting
her cause. She had never encouraged a soul to leave the mountains and join the Solamnic Order. He
could kill her and complete his assgnment. It would be smple.

They were nearing a branch in the trall that led back to Telvan. There were places nearby to hide her
body. A journey of saven or eght days and he could tdl the Dark Knight commander that the contract
was fulfilled. He could findly collect his pay.

“Aren't you worried?’ Shiv asked her, the fingers of his right hand brushing the handle of a knife.
“Righ, aren’t you in the leadt little bit worried?”

“About . .. 7

“The Dark Knights. Thisisther land, after dl. Aren’t you worried they’ll be hunting you? If you keep
this up, heding people and ending plagues, they might try to do something to stop you.”

She shrugged. “Let them send someone, Safford. Let them send their very best assassins. I'll say
here until my last breath.”

“Till your last breath,” Shiv whispered, saring at the trail ahead. “This way,” he said louder, stepping
onto the trall toward Tevan and, for the moment, taking the lead.

Shiv didn’t hear the boots crunch on the snow ahead, or see the shadows gtretch out from a spire
dong the path. If the sun hadn’'t been shining so fiercdy, he wouldn't have caught the glint from their
swords, which they supidly hadn’t blackened. The dlint was the only thing that derted him.

“Rish!” he shouted as his hands tugged free the twin blades. He crouched as he heard the swoosh of
ged behind him, Risana drawing her long sword.

“Sdfford, what isit? What—7"

Shiv darted forward just as the firgt assassin lunged into his path. He was a young man, full of musde
and energy and, fortunately, not terribly skilled. Shiv dropped below the swing of his short sword and
drove one of his knives up into his belly. The second knife stabbed higher and punctured a lung. He
twigted the blade for good measure.

Shiv stepped back and kicked the man down the mountain path. The young man struggled to stop his
descent and managed to grab onto an embedded stone. Shiv turned his aitention to the second figure.
Thisone was older, wel into middle age, and careful from experience. His eyes narrowed as he caught
Shiv's angry expression.

“Shiv.” The word was a hiss of remembrance. Then, much louder, “ Shiv of Tdvan!”

Shiv grimaced. He had seen thisone in a Dark Knight camp last year, a mercenary who had the favor
of the commander who had ordered Risana s assassnation. The man opened his mouth to say something
else, but Shiv cut him off, hurling one of his knives and watching as the sharp, dender blade pierced the
man's throat.



So the Dark Knights have sent more assassins, Shiv thought. They are tired of waiting for me to finish
her. They arein a great hurry to have thiswoman die.

There was a sudden dlash of sted and Shiv whirled, shaken from his thoughts. Risana was bettling her
own foe, athird man whose weapon was blackened and whose presence Shiv had not sensed. Perhaps
the two Shiv had dispatched had been sacrificd lambs, part of a ruse to distract the woman from the
more dangerous killer.

“Who are you?' Risana demanded. She was trading blow for blow with the man. “What do you want
with us?’

No answer.

The assassin was a professona, Shiv quickly understood, one who was merdy gauging Risand's
grength and kill. The man was dressed like the firg two, as a shepherd with ragged clothes, but his
unlined and unweethered face made it clear he wasn't native to the mountains.

“The contract ismine” Shiv hissed, as he charged up the path, drawing his remaning knife and taking
am.

The man crouched and spun, catching Risana off guard and diding at her abdomen, then continuing on
past her and hurtling toward Shiv. Risana stumbled back as Shiv threw his knife. The blade lodged in his
opponent’ s shoulder.

“Sd—" Risana cried, as she regained her footing and darted forward.

Shiv's opponent was quick, stabbing down and caiching Shiv in the chest. Before the man could
deliver a second blow, however, he was speared in the back. He made a gasping sound, then crumpled.

“Sefford?”

Risana pushed the corpse away and kndt at Saf-ford’s side, putting her hands over the growing
blossom of red on his chest.

“There might be others,” he managed to gasp. He fet himsdf growing weak. “Dying,” he sad. “Leave
me, Rish”

Instead she stayed at his Sde dl through the night and the following day, uang herbs from her pouch,
shidding him from the cold with her own body. When she was certain he would live, she carried im to a
rocky overhang and wedged him into a crevice, usng her cloak for a blanket. She then tended to burying
the three assassins. The ground was so hard she had to fashion cairns.

“They were Dark Knights” Shiv told her when shefindly returned.

Risana shook her head. “No. Knights, even Dark Knights, would be wearing armor, something to
identify themsdalves. And they wouldn't be usng short swords.”

“Agents of the Dark Knights then,” Shiv returned.

“I guess you would know.” Risana s words made him aware of the chance she had taken, heding him
and not leaving him for the wolves.



In Brighthollow Risana assisted with the birth of the mayor’s twin daughters. In the next three villages
she saw to scattered cases of fever, helped bury individuds she could not hed, mended dothing and
fences, and stalked and killed a wolf that had been preying on the locad herd. Shiv followed after her,
rardly speaking, but intently watching.

“I'll gart toward Telvan tomorrow,” Risana announced one evening.
Shiv growled. “There are Dark Knights there.”

“I guess you would know.” Agan the tdling words. “But | need some clothes. These can't sand up to
many more washings.”

He knew he could find the Dark Knight commander there, or someone dse of authority, and that he
could collect hisfee amply by marching her into the camp.

“I'll lead the way,” he said.

It was shortly before sunset, two days later, that the tal buildings in Tdvan appeared in the distance
and another band of assassins struck.

Thistime Shiv caught ther intake of breath from around a sharp bend in the trall in front of him. The
assassns were usng the spires and overhangs for cover. He drew his knives and spun around the bend,
jamming the blades deep into the ssomach of a man he knew well, one he'd trained himsdf years ago.

“Risanaismy contract,” Shiv said, hdf under his bregath.

The man collapsed, hisweght taking Shiv down with him. As Shiv struggled in a failed attempt to pull
the blades free and to get out from under the corpse, he heard Risana drawing her sword behind him.
She stepped around him and hisfdlen foe, quickly engaging her own target Shiv findly pushed the body
off. It rolled down the sde of the mountain, with histwin knives protruding from it

“Ah, thank the vanished gods for thid” Shiv retrieved his onetime student’ s dropped short sword.
A few yards away, Risana was exchanging blows with a pair of Dark Knights.
“Given up on assassins, have they?”

Shiv watched her for a moment, nating with admiration that she had some <ill with a blade, but her
two opponents were gradudly wearing her down.

“Time to share, Rish!” Shiv cdled, as he pressed by her and engaged the shorter but bulkier of the



two men. The Knight he fought was strong, his swings forcing Shiv back. Shiv spun to his right, the Dark
Knight falowing him, then he pivoted to the left and entangled the Knight's legs. Pressing the attack, he
rained blow after blow on the man, one findly biting into the chanmail gusset of his armor between the
shoulder and breastplates. The Knight dropped his sword. Shiv kicked and sent him to his knees,
knowing the man was dying.

Shiv whirled to see how Risana was faring. She was parying her foe's repeated strikes. Her wide
charcoa eyes were unblinking. A corner of her mouth turned up as she shifted her waight and became
the aggressor, varying her swings and foraing the Dark Knight to back up.

Shiv watched in admiration as she increased the tempo. Unarmored, she was more agile than the
Knight, and within the span of severa minutes she had her foe gasping for breath. She made quick work
of the man now, wredting his blade from him with one fierce swing, then thrusting her sword into a gap
between his plates.

She jumped back as he fdl, then leaped forward and over the dead knight, charging aong the narrow
tral draight toward Shiv.

“Shivl” she cried. “Movel”

Shiv turned as she raced past, following her movements in horror as he saw the Knight he thought
he' d killed back up on hisfeet, hisarm drawn back to hurl a dagger.

The metd caught the sun as the dagger flew deep into Risand s abdomen.
“No!” Shiv stared in disbelief as shefdl, sword dattering on the path.

The Dark Knight was unsteady, blood flowing down his breastplate. Still, he refused to die, drawing
another dagger from a band a his wag, taking am a Shiv this time. The master assassin stood frozen.
Then he saw a bloodied dagger fly over the Knight's head. Risana had tugged the weapon free and sent
it back.

The bad throw was enough to distract the Knight. Shiv plunged in, ranming his borrowed short sword
into the knight’'s chestplate, cracking the armor and lodging it deep in the man’s chest.

“Rish!” Shiv hurried to Risand s Sde. For an ingtant he considered doing nothing, waiting for her death
to come and hiding her body, collecting his pay. Instead, he found himsdf groping for her pouch that held
herbs and powders. He' d become knowledgeable at usng them just by watching her, but he didn’t know
how to treat such a serious wound. “Tdl me what to do. What do | use, Rish? Tdl me! What can | do?’

She stared a him a moment, doe eyes medting his worried and confused ones, lips fantly smiling. He
bent close, turned his ear so he could hear her.

“Maybe they'll think I'm dead and stop sending assassins,” she mused.

It was spring, and the snow had started to mdt on the dopes. Shiv was waking behind her, ligening



to her cloak flutter in the breeze and enjoying the scent of the pae purple flowers that were poking
through the snow here and there.

“Maybe” Shiv sad after severd moments. “Maybe they'll think I'm dead, too.” We make quite a
pair, he thought, a former Solamnic Knight and an old assassin.

“A pair of deserters,” Risanasad, asif she'd heard what he' d been thinking.

Shiv looked over his shoulder, sudying the spires and overhangs, waiching for out-of-place shadows
and the glint of stedl.

They were heading north, to a gring of villages that were being visted by a bothersome pox. There
would be herbs to gather dong the way, their hedling pouches to be refilled, roofs to be repaired, fences
to be mended . . .

Shiv knew an old man's luck would not lagt forever. What mattered to him now was how long hers
would hold out. He redized now he'd become undone that firg night he saw her, when he peered
through the crack in the shuttered window and watched the firdight dance across her sdifless, determined
face. He had a new contract now, one he'd made with himsdf—he would protect her as long as he
could.

“Till my lagt breath,” he said as he walked.



Hunger
RICHARD A. KNAAK

“Massster Brudasss! Massster Brudasss! May | beg of you leave to enter?’

Brudas looked up from his work, barely containing the rage that had swelled up the moment the
irrtating voice of the Baaz had grated on his sengtive ears. If he could have fulfilled this misson without
the aid of the lowest of dl draconian kind, he would have done so, but that would have meant muddying
his hands himsdf—something the Bozak would only do for his mistress, the great black dragon Sable.
Digging in svampy mud was definitdly work for Baaz, and they were welcome to it.

“Enter, you fool!” Brudas snapped, eager to get on with his own respongbilities.

He and a trio of Baaz had come to the hdf-sunken ruins of the city of Krolus on a quest for ther
midiress. Sable had come across scraps of information that led her to believe that some powerful relics,
induding those created by a dark wizard of the Third Age known for his trafficking with the undead, ill
lay buried somewhere in the heart of the old kingdom. In the past, her minions had comhed the
devastated area for such items without success. Brudas, however, hoped to change that. He had
uncovered old scrolls that hinted of places missed hy his hapless predecessors and had convinced the
black dragon to let him lead this latest hunt for the dusive artifacts.

Success would further the draconian’s own ambitions. Of course, at the time he volunteered, he had
not considered that there was no more stench-infested, waterlogged region in dl the overlord’s domain
then this one.

Bowing as he entered, the Baaz hurried to the bench and table where his superior sat glaing a him.
He quickly fdl to one knee. Brudas eyed the newcomer with distaste. Baaz were the least of the
draconian races, afar cry below the degant Auraks Brudas so admired and emulated, and certainly not
nearly advanced as the Bozaks, of which he himsdf was a gerling example. The ginking, mud-encrusted
figure before him was typica of his kind.

They were a contrast, these two, whose only connection was the fact that they, like dl draconians,
had been created full-grown by dark magic from the stolen eggs of metdlic dragons, the so-cdlled
dragons of light. Baez sprang from the eggs of the brass leviathans and their scaled hides showed a
tarnished hint of that coloring. Pathetic in so many ways, Baaz had wings that would not even let them fly.
They could merdy glide. Once they had been the most numerous of the draconians, but as even the
Dragon Highlords had seen their usdlessness, many had perished fighting in the front lines in the War of
the Lance. True, Baaz were more muscular than the taler, dimmer Bozaks, but they lacked the quick wit
of the latter. Little wonder, snce Bozak sprang from the megnificent bronze dragons and had been
granted a great gift—the ability to widd magic in a manner that dl the other draconians, (save the
imposng Auraks, of course) could only dream about.

The Auraks. As much pride as Brudas fdt concerning his own heritage, he dreamed of beng as



skilled and advanced as the tdl, wingless ones. The Auraks were the epitome of draconian superiority,
the creations of corrupted golden dragon eggs. They could cast better spdls in swifter fashion, were
tdler, deeker, and spoke doquently, boasting intelligence and wisdom.

Brudas tried his best to emulaie Auraks, even to the point of dressng in sorcerer’s robes and
practicing his speech so0 he didn’t sound like one of the lesser draconian races. The Bozak fdt, with some
judtification, that he could now number himsdf among the most gifted of his kind, yet ill he fdt
inadequate in comparison to the Auraks. To add to hisfrugtration, his sorcery had begun to fal of late, a
horrible thing to happen to one born with the gift. He hadn’t told anyone, hoping that he might manage to
find and ferret out a magica artifact for himsdf in the ruins of the city of Krolus. The expedition had to
succeed. . . .

“Get up, you imbecile” he snarled at the crouching Baaz. Other races occasondly confused the two
draconian types because of the amilar coloring of their scales, a fact that dways irritated Brudas. Could
not the color-blind fools tdl the difference between tarnished bronze and knavish brass?

The Baaz rose. Brudas recognized him as Drek, the lowliest of hislowly kind, perhaps the stupidest of
the three draconians who accompanied him on this quest.

Drek had the ambition and intelligence of a rock, perhaps even less. To Drek, the Bozak tended to
delegate the most menid and disgudting labor.

“Forgive me, Massster Brudasss!” Drek hissed. 1 did not mean to disssturb you.”

The ghilant hiss annoyed Brudas even more then the Baaz's blunt snout. Even though gtting, he
managed to stare down his own deek, narrow snout—more akin to a true dragon’s than Drek’s swinish
nose—and, with perfect enunciation, he retorted, “You disurb me amply by exiding, Drek! If you have
something to report, report it and get out of my sght! | ill hope to find out if one of these artifacts—" he
waved a dim, taloned hand at the table, upon which lay nearly a dozen supposedly magicd items— “has
any latent power, something that will please our mistress!”

At mention of Sable, the Baaz cringed. His kind feared Sable utterly. Brudas feared her, respected
her, and hoped to betray her when the opportunity presented itsef—which was why he had suggested
this odorous and, so far, futile expedition.

Something had happened to the magic of Krynn, to dl spellcasters, not Smply Brudas. The sorcerers
and other morta spellcasters had noticed it first. Spells began to fdter, then fal completely. Attempt after
attempt left nothing but the taste of futility in the wield-er’s mouth. The sorcerers, of course, blamed it on
the overlords.

Soon, though, the overlords too began to complain of the loss of ther abilities Brudas ill recalled
how Sable had for weeks blamed one rivd or another for her fdtering spels—until she had learned that
her fdlow dragons were having troubles, too. With that redization, she had turned to the same desperate
remedy sought by the sorcerers—Sable sent her minions out to find whatever magicd tdismans and
artifacts they could so she could drain the rdics power and use thelr ancient magic for her her own

magic.

Only a handful of her most trusted servants knew the complete truth and, of them, only Brudas knew
the full extent of his mistress's weakness.

“Many, many apologiesss, Massster Brudasss,” Drek babbled again. “It'sss jussst | think | may have
found sssomething!”



“You found something?” Quickly, Brudas's ire faded. He rose from his chair, his nearly seven-foot
frame towering over the more compact Baaz. “Where isit? What isit? Bring it in, you dolt!”

“We can't! Not. . . not yet! It'sin a chamber. We' re ill excavaing the entrance, but—"
“Lead meto it immediatdy!”
“Yesss, Massster Brudasss!” Drek turned and darted out of the tent.

Sdzing his gaff, Brudas followed after him. The Bozek momentarily decided to forgive the lowly
creature for not holding the tent flap open for him. If Drek and the others had found something of vaue, it
would be the firg Slver lining to this black-cloud of an adventure since their arrival more than two weeks
before.

Damp and gloom greeted the draconian as he stepped onto the soft, drenched soil. He had chosen the
mogt stable patch of ground for his tent, but Hill the moisture tended to seep everywhere. Not for the firg
time Brudas wondered what fascination a dragon could have with such a muddy, bug-infested quagmire.

With great care, the two wended ther way through the hazy marsh into the heart of what had once
been a thriving city. Although Sable had transformed much of her domain into swampland, Krolus had
been destroyed in the Great Cataclysm centuries before. As happened with so many other cities, the
people who lived here had been caught entirdy offguard. In the veritable blink of an eye, their proud city
hed been swalowed up by the cracked earth and shifting wetlands. In the years since, the swvamp had
only encroached further on the ruins. Sable hersdf could not have created a more nightmarish place.

The spiraled tip of a watchtower jutted out of the brackish water to their left. A pair of long, emerdd
serpents crawled over the tiled roof of a stone building— possibly aninn once. Brudas's gaze fdl upon a
datue of some humen warior, its head gone, with great cracks dong its body. An arachnid as large as
the Bozak’ s hand had spun a web between the body and an upraised arm.

Although it was midday, the sulfur-ridden haze made it seem more like twilight. A dim glow up ahead
marked one of the ail lamps that Brudas had commanded the Baaz to spread over the vague path leading
to ther latest digging Ste. Searching for dry wood in this soggy domain would have been fruitless and so
the Bozak had commandeered numerous ail lamps for thar journey. However, thair supply of al had
dready dwindled dradticaly, and Brudas suspected they had three days of lamplight left—at best. Not
good, consdering how little the expedition had to show for its efforts so far. If Drek’s latest find did not

pan ot. . .

Rubble from a massve, broken arch forced them to take a more circuitous route to their destination,
but Brudas held hisimpatience in check. Drek would not have disturbed him without a good reason. The
Baaz knew the pendty for that.

Brudas s clawed feet sank an inch or two into the ground with every step. Nothing remained dry long
here. Those buildings and structures that had not sunk entirdy into the svamp were covered with mold
and moss. Even though many of the ditizenry had failed to escape— as evidenced by die skullslying amid
the grass—those who had some link to magic evidently had been luckier than most. The treasure trove of
relics that the Bozak had hoped to find had so far proved nonexistent.

Sable would not like that. More importantly, Brudas did not like that.

One of the mogt intact structures was, of dl things, a temple of Mishakd, the goddess of heding. As
they approached on what had once been the main thoroughfare of the city, Brudas noted that the temple



now listed to one side even more than on the fird day he had glimpsad it. Some of the columns had
begun to crack. Too soon this monument to a departed goddess would join so much ese under the water
and mud of the black dragon’s domain.

Who was to say that, long ago, some rdic had not made its way into the temple, perhaps brought
there by a pious follower who feared the sniser ways of magic and sought to keep at least one atifact
out of the amhbitious hands of the old wizards? Some of those magicd artifacts might dill remain within. . .

Yet, Drek led hm past the temple, where the three Baaz were supposed to be digging, heading
indeed to the far quarter of Krolus that had suffered the worst destruction.

“You were supposed to finish exploring the templel” Brudas snapped.

Drek looked even more miserable than usud. “Found nothing there, Brudasss” he replied, forgetting
to cdl the Bozak by histitle. “We gave up yesssterday.”

Yesterday? And no one had informed him? The dim draconian opened his mouth to berate his
underling-only to pause as the pair came to where the palace of the loca ruler had once stood.

Once, this had been afairly degant abode that had towered over mogt of Krolus. The Cataclysm,
however, seemed to have taken specid interest in wreeking havoc on the building, for not only had a
good portion of it disappeared beneath the swamp, but over time, risng water and vegetation had
conquered the rest of the structure. Fearsome trees with sickly-green vines covered the interior. On dl
gdes, thewadls had crumbled or caved in.

Suspicious, Brudas halted. He knew that the Baaz hated their leader nearly as much as they feared
him. Had their days in this monstrous ruin caused them to revolt? Did they hope to do away with him?

“Where are we going? Where isthis supposed artifact, Drek?’

The lowly Baaz paused, gasping for breath. “You know how we could not find any way into the
palace? Any way to reach the lower depthsss? There isss onel”

“Impossible | led the search mysdf. Who found it?’
Drek had the audacity to look proud. “I did, Massster Brudasss!”

“Did you now? And how did you manage that?' To think that a Basz could do what a Bozak could
not. . .

Now the other draconian looked rather embarrassed. “| fdl into it, mossst high one”

Brudas laughed, despite himsdlf. Yes, trust Drek to fal into a secret entrance. How ese could this
particularly usdless creature succeed where more intdligent life failed? The laughter died as the Bozak
considered the potential of what Drek had discovered. Surdly the palace, of dl places, hed something.

“Lead me there—quickly!”

Drek did s0, guiding Brudas dong a path that circled widdy until it brought them around to the back
of the ruin, where a mountainous dab of wall rose a a precarious angle just above the water. Its dark but
dry interior showed steps leading downward like a shaft. Smdl wonder that Brudas had not seen it



earlier. Mud and swamp grass surrounded it on dl sides.
“Hunnh,” the Bozak grunted. “Where are the others?’
“Beow. Digging.”
“How deep does it descend?’ Dare he hope?
Drek shrugged. “Four levelsss, four and a hdf if you count our digging.”
Better and better. “Lead on.” After a pause, “ Good work, Drek.”

The Baaz beamed at this rare compliment. He leaped down the steps of the passage, but Brudas
followed more carefully. The entrance just bardy dlowed him to use his gaff, and the angle of the
passage required the Bozak to grip one wall with his free hand.

The stench of rotting vegetation and other dead matter assalled his senses, but Brudas did not care.
As his eyes became accustomed to the near dark, he noted the cracks in the wals the moidure dl
around. Not the safest place.

After an eternity of ajourney, Drek at lagt brought him to his prize. The other two Baaz, Molgar and
Gruun, stood knee-deep in swampy water, trying their best to dig a stone doorway out from the mud and
muck. They stepped aside when they saw their superior. Above them, a sngle ail lamp made visble not
only their efforts, but the curious symbol on the door.

Although the swamp had tried its best, the colors of the three intertwined spheres carved into the door
were dill evident. White, red, and black—the sgns of the old moons, the moons of magic. A nogdgic
emation rippled through the Bozak as he reached to touch the spheres, feding their solidity. Even the fact
that he was ankle deep in mud did nothing to dampen Brudas s excitement. Yes, Drek had found a prize,
indeed.

“Don't just stand there, you doltd” he snapped a the Baaz. “Finish digging the door freg!”

Under his baeful gaze they performed the remainder of the task. The moment they finished, Brudas
reached for the handle and tugged.

Nothing happened. He inspected the handle, saw that some lock mechaniam kept him from whatever
was indde. The Bozak, though, would not be defeated. Ordering the others back, the draconian raised
his gaff.

Not much magicd power remained in the aff, but Brudas could not see why he shouldn't expend
some of its last precious energy on this doorway, dearly a sanctum of sorts for some great spellcaster,
likey the court wizard.

Muttering the words, the draconian unleashed his spell on the lock.
The power. Give me the power.

Brudas sumbled back as the lock flashed and flamed. He soun around, glaring at the miserable trio of
Baaz and looking for the one who had spoken the odd words. “Who dared interrupt me a such a crucid
moment? My spdl might have gone awry!”



The Baaz looked at one another confusedly, Drek findly daring to reply, “No one ssspoke, sssr! |
sss-wear!”

The Bozak hissed, but did not pursue the matter. He could ded out punishments later. Greedily,
Brudas returned his attention to the lock.

The el had not worked as wdl as it should have. Frustrated, Brudas turned and studied the lock
closer. Tiny plumes of smoke dill rose from the blackened section. Not destroyed, as he had hoped, but
catanly weakened. A shovel or pickax would finish the job nicdly.

Backing away, Brudas commanded, “Drek! Y our shovd! Strike the lock!”

Drek seized the tool and stepped to the door. Raisng the shove high, he let loose with his envidble
drength, smashing the lock. The lock broke with a satisfying crack.

Bresthing heavily, Drek stepped back. Anticipation risng, Brudas glanced a the other two
apprehengve Baaz. “Open it!”

Molgar and Gruun swiftly obeyed. The muscles of the draconians strained, but the two soon hed the
great door gar, enough to let a Sngle figure squeeze through a a time. Saizing the al lantern, Brudas
thrugt it in and swept it over the interior.

More water and mud greeted him. Nearly three-fourths of the chamber lay submerged. He couldn’t
hope even to get indde more than afew yards.

A waste of time. If there were any artifacts within, the doping floor would have sent them dl deep
down in the swamp, to a place not even Brudas could command the Baaz to go.

With hope fading, he swung the lamp around for one last inspection—and caught aglint of metdl.

Brudas stared, at firs certain he was mistaken, but, no, the tip of some metdlic object was poking
above the muck. The Bozak somehow sensed he had not smply found some hit of rusted tableware or
old sword. No, Brudas could sense magic . . . the old magic.

“Drek! Over therel See that? Retrieve it! And be warned! If you lose it, you'd best just follow it to
oblivion, understand?’

With afeaful nod, the Baaz strode into the ruined chamber. Brudas nearly held his breath, but Drek
managed to pluck the rdic free and return with it in only a couple of minutes.

“Givemethat!” the Bozak demanded, fingers twitching in excitement.

The object that Drek anxioudy passed on to him proved to be a bracdet of sorts, but of a desgn
Brudas had never come across before. It seemed too large for ether draconian or human wrigts and far
too bulky to be worn practicaly. Much of it had been fashioned out of dlver that seemed to hint of
moonlight, but what fascinated hm most was the intricate centerpiece to the atifact, a crest with a
horned, animd-skull design that hinted of the lost god Chemosh, lord of the dead.

Adding to its effect were two black stones flanking the skull desgn. Staring a them, the Bozak could
have sworn that they flared briefly in response to his intense gaze. The stones appeared to be entities
separate from the rest of the bracelet. Brudas sensed some spdll attached to them, but the leve of power
paled in comparison to the rest of the ric.



One of the stones seemed dightly gjar, as if something had nearly knocked it free of its mounting. With
great caution, Brudas brought one tdon gingaly to the stone. He did not want to lose the stone by
accident.

Ashistaon touched the ebony gem, a brief spark from the stone gtartled Brudas, nearly causng him
to drop the entire bracelet.

The power. Give me the power!

Clutching the rdlic awkwardly in one hand, he glared a the three Baaz, but none of them looked as if
they had spoken the peculiar words. The Bozak shook off the whipering voice. Perhaps he had
imagined it. Ingpecting the bracelet, Brudas decided not to risk touching the loose stone again. Still, the
mild jolt he had received had been enough to encourage him.

Brudas eyed the sunken chamber. The prospects of finding anything e sein this danger-laden, ungtable
ruin were minima at best. He had been fortunate to find even this one artifact. Still. . .

“Continue the search. Leave nothing untouched! | will return to my tent to study this item.” Ignoring
the dismayed expressons of the others, the Bozak strode away, as best he could, dimbing laborioudy up
to the surface and shaking mud off dl the way back to his tent.

For the first time since coming to Krolus, Brudas had made ared find, one that might help him redize
his dreams of success, of power.

Brudas had grown tired of serving Sable and recaiving little in return. He had grown tired of his own
faling magic, meking him fed even more usdess than a Baaz or a Kapak. Auraks had ther fabled
craftiness to serve them when magic falled, and the others were good for ether battle or labor, but a
Bozak without magic was worthless. He was not even of any use to himsdif.

However, with the forces Brudas sensed in this artifact, he might be able to depart the black dragon’s
domain and make his way to better climes, to some place where he, not some overgrown, fat lizard,
could rule. Then Brudas would be magter, not servarnt. . . .

Entering his tent, he stalked to the table and, with a contemptuous sweep of his arm, cleared it of the
lesser relics. Hanging his ail lamp nearby, Brudas placed the bracelet on the table, then leaned toward it,
reptilian orbs ditted. He cared not for what purpose its designer origindly had created it. Sable would
have found the artifact’s background of interest, but al Brudas cared about now was how he would be
able to draw the magic and useit for his own spells

A tedt. It required a Smple test. The Bozak would cast the easiest of spdls, utilizing only the least
amount of energy.

With growing eagerness, Brudas clutched the sdes of the bracelet, making certain to leave both index
fingers atop the skull design. Feding the nearness to strong mgic sent a chill of excitement down his
spine. He could bardly contain himsdf as he began to recite the words of the spdll. If dl went as planned,
the Bozak hoped to create asmdl sphere of light that would float just above the table. A smple spell. In
the old days, even a novice wizard could have cast this with ease.

As he whispered, Brudas noticed a dight movement of the tent wdls. The lamp dimmed a bit for no
reason he could discern.

Thefind words dipped from his toothy maw.



And a pale, cadaverous hand suddenly dipped across his own, while a moaning, demanding voice like
awinter wind cried out, “Give it to me! | must have it!”

Caught by surprise, Brudas sumbled backward, losng his grip on the rdic. His gaze fdl upon a
ghogtly form, an older, bearded man wearing tattered robes. The face had little flesh and the eyes were
s0 hollow and hungry that for a moment Brudas, who had as a servant of the goddess Takhiss dedt
before with the undead, could only stare back in astonishment.

In its skeletd hands the ghost held a glowing force, and, as both spectre and burden faded away,
Brudas redlized the ghoulish cresture had just stolen the magic from his spell.

Hissng in both anger and congternation, Brudas rose to his feet and raced out of the tent. Outside he
saw nathing but the swamp and the ruins. Both the ghost and glowing magic had vanished.

For a moment, he considered cdling for the Baaz, but thought better of it. To ask them if they had
heard or seen a ghost would only make him look ridiculous in their ijnorant eyes.

However, one ghost would not stop him. The Bozak knew some dark spells, one that could repe the
undead. Trudging back indde the tent, the draconian eyed the bracelet. Best to keep away from it for
now. The creature dearly was attached to it, perhaps had even been its creator. Well, come the morrow,
Brudas had an idea that would send the ghoul on itsfind journey.

As could be expected, the Baaz found nothing more worthwhile. Drek, while excavating, had dmost
been crushed by the weekening cdling of the chamber. Brudas sent the miserable creatures to yet
another site he believed worthwhile, then he began his research. That took not only the rest of what could
laughingly be called the day, but dso wdl into the night.

He had not touched the bracelet again, not wanting to accidentally summon the spirit. As Brudas lay
down on his cot to deep, he pondered his options. Should he capture the ghost, perhaps make the spirit
tdl him where other magicd atifacts of sgnificance might be found? A waste of power most likdy.
Better to berid of the cresture entirdly.

Brudas drifted off to deep, his thoughts gill on spdls. He dreamed of spdlcastmg and saw himsdf
upon a great mountain, usng his magic to drive the overlords away and, in ther place, he took over the
rule of dl Ansalon. The draconian took specia pleasure in humbling his migtress, Sable. In his dreams, he
forced the ebony leviathan to cower before him, her head buried o flat againgt the earth it made him
laugh to see it. No more would the Bozak follow anyone dse's dictates. Even the Auraks would
acknowledge his greatness.

In the dreams, hundreds of craven subjects crowded around him, begging his mercy, cheering his
might Brudas granted them the wonder of witnessng his spellwork, casting wondrous display after
wondrous display. . . .

Then the draconian woke to find his fingers twitching. He fdt magic briefly course through hm . . .
then out again.



He opened his eyes—

And let out a startled shout as more than a score of ghoulish, semi-transparent figures wafted close to
him, surrounding him, their hollow eyesfilled with an insatiable hunger.

“Get away from me!” Brudas cried, ralling off the bed. “ Getaway!”

The ghosts did not touch him, but nether did they move away. Wherever the Bozak went, the
spectres followed.

They talked, begged, pleaded, and demanded.
“Giveit to meg!”

“I mugt haveit!”

“No! It'sming”

“Please! | neediit . . "

With a wordless cry, the draconian sumbled out of the tent. From the tent shared by the three Baaz,
Drek emerged with a deegpy expression, sword in one hand.

“What isssit? Are we under attack, sssir?” v

Brudas seized him by the throat and spun the Baaz around so the fool faced his superior’s dweling.
“What do you think, you imbecile? Look at them and ask me that idiotic question again!”

Drek did look . . . and then gave Brudas a bewildered glance. “Who do you mean, Massster
Brudasss? Where? | sssee no onel”

Tuming, the taler draconian found that his underling had spoken the truth. There were no ghostly
figures. They had vanished. The Bozak inhaed deeply, trying to regain his composure.

The other Baaz emerged from ther tents, joining them. Gruun scanned the area nervoudy, while
Molgar was so tired he seemed to be degpwaking. They looked at their superior.

Suddenly feding like a fool, Brudas grew irritated. Perhaps he had dreamed it dl, dthough surdly the
firs ghost had existed. But a host of them . . . his subconscious must have played tricks on him.

“Go back to your tent!” the Bozak snarled a the other draconians. “Now!”

Puzzled, the Baaz wandered off. Brudas heard them muttering under ther breath, no doubt discussing
thar superior’s sanity.

The moring mig made it difficult to actudly know exactly when dawn arrived, but Brudas found he
could not stay in bed any longer. The draconian had not dept wdll, for each time his eyes closed he fdt as



if the shadows gathered around him again. That no spectres were there whenever he findly chose to open
his eyes did not ease his troubled mind a bit.

Weary but determined, Brudas rose and sought out the Baaz. He needed privacy for his project.
After kicking Drek and the others out of their dumber, he sent the trio off to a digant part of the sunken
aty, a place it would take them hours to reach. That would afford him the quiet he needed—not to
mention preventing a repeat of the previous evening’'s embarrassing episode.

Alone now, the Bozak gingerly took the bracelet from the table, brought it out into the open. He
looked around, but saw no 9gn of any spectre. At lagt, teking a deep breath, the draconian mouthed the
ample spdl that had firg brought him the ghastly vigtor. In the back of his mind, though, he kept a
second spdl ready. The spectre would be infor a nasty surprise.

Come to me, the draconian thought. Come to me, you damned spirit! You'll find me ready, thistime.

As his spdl grew to fruition, the ghost reappeared. The same bearded man with the hollow eyes
beckoned to Brudas, and the Bozak could dmogt hear the same words, even though the specter had not
yet spoken.

Giveit to me.

Brudas would give it to him. Brudas would give the ghost a taste of magic, but not the way the
phantom wanted. He stopped the first spell, intending to unleash the trap—

Only to see a second, a third, then more and more ghosts risng from the earth, maeridizing among
the trees, drifting forward from theruins.. . .

There had to be at least three dozen of them—maybe more. Each of them had that hungry, hollow
look, and their voices, dthough different in tone, sounded asiif they blended into one.

“Giveit to ma”
“It' smind It has to be ming”
“I need it!”

Brudas whirled and saw that they approached him from dl sides. He counted far more than before,
possibly as many as a hundred!

“Away from me, spiritd” he snapped. “You'll get nothing from mel Nothing!”
They ignored him, though, their ams outstretched, hands grasping, dutching . . .

A driveled daw passed through the draconian, and dthough he fdt nothing, Brudas nonetheless
shook. Then, reminding himsdf that the ghosts seemed unable to hurt, much less touch him, he grew
defiant.

“You were warned, spirits No one assaults Brudas! Not even the dead!”

Holding up the bracelet, he began the banishing spdl. Then, to his dismay. . . the ghodts sole the
magic from him again. Their fingers caressed the rdlic as each spectre carried off some of the power.

Sill, their numbers grew. It seemed asif every ditizen of Krolus who had ever died rose to haunt him,



yet some of the ghosts did not seem properly placed. A few wore armor more like that used in Solamnia.
Others were dressed in recent fashions. A man in full saling gear from the southlands waked beside a
Knight of Takhigs. A cadaverous minotaur with a dit gullet kept pace with a kender.

The truth suddenly stared him in the face. These were not just the spectres of the sunken city. They
were phantoms from dl over Ansdon.

Over and over, they chanted the same dreadful litanies. They wanted, they needed, they demanded . .
. It threatened to drive the Bozak mad just ligening to them!

What they wanted, needed, demanded was the magic. Brudas stared a the rdlic, his prize. At the
moment, the Bozak desired nothing more than to be free of this monstrous horde. He held the bracelet
high, waving it so that the ghodts could seeit.

“You want the power? Y ou want the megic? Here it ig”
With a tremendous effort, Brudas sent the artifact sailing through the air.

Ingantly, scores of the ghosts turned and followed, gill mouthing their damnable words. Yet, to the
Bozak's congternation, many more stayed where they were, even drew closer to the draconian. These
ghosts had no interest in the bracelet. They wanted his magic.

His nerve broke. Brudas turned and fled. He did not have to glance back to know tha he was
pursued. Worse, even as he ran, the draconian saw dill othersrigsng from the stones, floaing through the
walls, even descending from the sky.

Magic. They dl sought magic. He sumbled through the ruins trying to find a place to hide, but
everywhere he looked, the ghosts crowded toward him. They were legion, an endless flow of hungry
souls seeking to devour his essence.

A smdl human, a ghost-child who should have been nothing to the once-arrogant Bozak, emerged
from the wall of an inn hdf buried in the muck of the swamp. This ghedlly urchin stared with the same
hungry orbs, the same hideous look of the other ghogts, but on a child, it appeared even more strange,
more monstrous.

“Get back! Get back!”

They would not ligen to Brudas, though. Strong arms saized hold of him as he rounded a crumbling
house. Brudas let out a gasp of surprise, wondering if the spectres, no longer satisfied with asking or
demanding with words, had now found a way to take what he would not willingly give.

“Sedr! Massster Brudasss! Areyou dl right?”

The shilant voice dragged him back to redity. Brudas managed to focus on the one who hed him—
Drek, of dl creatures.

“Drek!” Never before had he been <o filled with pleasure at the sght of a Baaz. Brudas clutched the
other draconian tight before redizing how slly he must look. Summoning up a modicum of dignity, he
glared a his subordinate. “Drek! What are you doing in this part of the city? Y ou should be farther to the
west!”

The Baaz gave him a sheepish expression, then hdd up a broken g&ff. “Cracked my shove, ssar!



Forgot to bring a ssspare.”

“You—" Brudas nearly broke out in laughter. So mundane an accident, so typica of Drek. He dared
not tel the Baaz how pleased he was, but surdly the fool saw what was happening.

“Are you dl right, ss3r?’ Drek repeated, eyeng his commander as one might eye a three-legged
chicken. “You don’t look well, if you'll pardon me for sssaying ssso, sssr!”

“Wel?WedI? How can | be wdl? They're surrounding us, and you dare to ask such a question?’

“Who? Who' sss around usss?’ the Baaz hissed, reaching for his sword. “Ogresss? Are they hiding in
the ruinsss?’

Brudas looked a the Baaz in congternation, then glanced around quickly just to be certain. Sure
enough, even though the ghosts had backed away dightly at Drek’s appearance, they dill milled nearby,
eyes hollow, hands grasping, voices cdling. But Drek neither heard nor saw any of it. The Stuaion struck
Brudas as absurd as some of the comica plays watched by humans. Drek stood close to him, hissng and
saling a imagined foes. He even had his sword out and was waving it wildly. The ghosts, undaunted by
his fearsome performance, passed effortlessy through his blade, then even through the Baaz himsdf. Still,
Drek saw nothing.

Gritting his teeth, the Bozak muttered, “Never mind, Drek. There’ s no one. There’'s no one for you to
fight.”

His companion blinked, then once more gave Brudas the three-legged chicken stare. The Bozak did
not care. All that concerned him were the spectres and their ungodly hunger. No longer did Brudas
dream of carving out his own relm somewhere, some day. Now dl he wanted was to be left done by
the legion of undead.

Drek sheathed his weapon. “ Sssir, if | may. Y ou've been working hard, sssr. Maybe you should get
alittle more ressst. Y esss, maybe allittle ressst would do you sssome —"

“Do not treat me like a hatchling!” Brudas pulled his arm away from Drek’ s reaching hand. “All 1 need
-He hesitated, eyeing the monstrous faces dl around. He was awash in a sea of dead. “All | want,”
Brudas muttered, “isto be left done”

The ghosts paid his plea.no mind, but Drek, who did not redlize to whom his superior actudly spoke,
took the words as a command. With jugt a dight hint of annoyance in his sharp sdute, he responded,
“Yesss, ss3r! Asss you wish!”

The taler draconian dmogt caled him back, but to do so would have further shamed him in the
Baaz' s eyes. Besides, of what use was Drek to his troubles? Drek neither heard nor saw the phantom
horde and smply thought his commander had gone mad.

No! Brudas would not be o readily defeated. He had survived the loss of the gods, the coming of the
overlords, and years under the tasking of his mistress. He would not let a bunch of moaning ghosts bring
him to madness and ruin!

With the ghosts staking his every footstep, Brudas forced himsdf back to his tent. He would be rid of
these damnable spirits somehow! He mud think like an Aurak! Think like the highest of dl draconiand
That was the way to solveit!



Ye as the day progressed, no clue dawned on him. He sat a his desk, surrounded hy the
death-faces, trying his best to think and be inspired and dways getting distracted by the burgeoning
numbers, the constant, whispering demands of the ghodts.

“Give me the magic!”

“I need it!”

“I mugt haveit!”

Andonandonandon. ..

Thetrio of Baaz returned to camp without Brudas even noticing. Only when Drek came up to report
did the Bozak redlize that the entire day had faded into darkness.

The lowly Baaz waked ignorantly through the army of ghodts, unaware of the horrors eyeing him. He
sduted Brudas as dways.

Brudas forced his eyes up. “Yes, Drek? What isit?’
“@Gving my report, ss3r.”

Not redly caring, the weary Bozak waved for his subordinate to continue. At least Drek’s deep,
ghilant voice would drown out a bit of the constant pleading and wailing.

Drek, however, did not immediately begin. Instead, he firg eyed Brudas with something approaching
concern. “Massster Brudasss, you don't look well. Per-hapsss you should lie down.”

Lie down? How could he lie down? If he dept, the ghosts wormed their way into his dreams, urging
hm to cast spells from which they could purloin the magic! Brudas had not forgotten the previous night,
how he had woken to fed the power seeping from his twitching fingers. Lie down? Didn't the fool Baaz

know anything?
“Jud give your damned report!”

Cringing, Drek did so. Brudas paid him little attention, however, usng the droning of the Baaz as an
opportunity to focus his thoughts on his predicament. He could not deep; he could not cast magic. The
ghosts remained with im a every moment and their numbers seemed to be growing. What could he do?

“. ..and that'sss dl, ssar.”

Defeated for the moment, Brudas waved a taoned hand in Drek’s direction, dismissng him.
However, as the Baaz turned to go, something Drek had said findly registered with the desperate Bozak.

“What's that you said about a magic Saff?’

With another sheepish expresson, Drek replied, “We found what ssseemed a wizard' sss qaff,



Massster Brudasss, but | tripped and fdl on it. Broke it. I'm sssorry, sssir!”

Under normd circumstances, Brudas would have punished the cardless Baaz for such heinous
Supidity, but a thought was gtirring within his head, a possible sdvation from the ghouls.

“The bracelet! Find me the bracelet!”
“Ss3r?’ Drek glanced at Brudas s tent. “lssan't it insssde there?’

“No, you imbecile! It's out there!” He pointed, not bothering to explain how the artifact had come to
end up out in the swamp, and Drek had the good sense not to ask further questions. Instead, the Baaz
cdled to histwo comrades and, under Brudas's manic guidance, they searched for the bracelet.

Drek findly found it, haf-sunken in the mud. Had the Bozak tossed it just alittle farther, it would have
ended up in the depths of the swamp, no doubt forever lost. Relic in one hand, Drek trotted back to
Brudas, who seized the bracelet immediady and, without another word, turned away from the three
Baaz.

As he headed back into his tent, Brudas inspected the bracelet. The rdic remained intact, even down
to the loose stone. It was the black stones that interested him now, for Brudas redized he had not seen
the firg ghogt until he touched one of them. For some reason, the pdl surrounding the stones must
enable the bracelet’ s wearer to see the dead.

“You did thisto me” Brudas muttered at the black gems. “Let us see what happens if | remove you
entirdy, en?’

The Bozak drew a dagger and pried at the loosest of the pair. To his surprise, it took him far more
effort than he expected to break the stone free. It seemed dmog as if the stone did not want to be cut
from its mounting, but & last it popped out, faling to the ground at the draconian’s feet.

Glanang around, Brudas thought that the ghosts dready looked less didtinct. Better yet, their voices
hed faded to whispers. Eagerly, he went to work on the second stone.

Freaing this one proved more troublesome, but Brudas put such manic effort into it that eventudly the
second gem flew high into the air, landing some distance from the firs. As the find stone dropped, the
ghods vanished.

Brudas listened closdly, but the only sounds he heard now were those of the swamp creatures and the
wind.

He dumped for a moment, exhausted. “Free. . .”

Then, pulling himsdf together, the Bozak tossed the bracelet on the table, roaring, “Drek! Get in
I’Hd”

A moment later, the rather disgruntled Basz entered. Drek immediatdy sduted, but otherwise sad
nothing. Brudas redized that he had summoned the fool from his evening med, but there were more
important matters than filling a Baaz' s cavernous stcomach.

The tdl, dim draconian pointed & the stones. “Take those and throw them into the swamp as far as
you can, Drek! And be certain to follow through with my command, because if | find you' ve disobeyed
and kept them for yoursdlf, you know what I'll do to you.”



Shuddering, the Baaz scooped up the gems and rushed from the tent. As a safety precaution, Brudas
stepped out of the entrance to watch. Drek stood at the edge of the water, his feet hdf-sunken into the
soft mud. With a throw that put Brudas's own to shame, the Baaz hurled both tiny stones far into the
svamp.

The Bozak exhded in relief. He had escaped the ghosts. An Aurak could not have been more clever,
Brudas thought with some pride.

A sudden exhaudtion overtook Brudas and he recdled that he had not rested much the prior night.
Now, with no more dead, hungry eyes or mournful, demanding voices to haunt him, the draconian could
a last get some peaceful dumber.

“Drek!”

The Baaz, only steps away from his supper, turned back to his superior. “Y esss, Massster Brudasss?’
“I'm going to deep. Seetoit that I'm not disturbed by anything, understood?’

“Yesss, ssar.”

Brudas reentered the tent. How gppeding his cot looked! How wonderful the thought of deep,
undisturbed deep sounded!

He dozed off dmost the very moment he settled into the cot.

At firg, the draconian dept wel and deeply, but then something disturbed his rest. Nothing he could at
firg identify, but it was a gnawing, cregping feding. Brudas tossed about, dawing his way closer and
closer to consciousness, until—

With a scream, he tumbled from the cot. A shiver came over the Bozak as he glanced down at his
hands, which il twitched.

“No-0-0,” he whispered, reptilian eyes glancing about. “No!”

With much trepidation, he concentrated on a smple pdl of levitation. For his target, he chose the
bracelet, which dill lay atop the table. Brudas had cast this spdll a thousand times. Casting it successtully
should have been child's play.

Y et, when the draconian tried to complete his spell, nothing happened.

He had been afool! By damaging the bracelet, he had destroyed its ability to show him the dead, yet
that did not mean that they had left. They dill surrounded him . . . and likdy in greater numbers than
before. He imagined hundreds, perhaps even thousands at this point, numbers that chilled even the
hardened Bozak to the core.

Thousands of ghosts swarming about him, hungering for his magic, slently urging him to activate it for
them. . ..

The tent rippled in the night wind, causing Brudas to start. From somewhere far off, or maybe right
next to him whispering in his ears, came a moaning sound. Even though he could not see them, the
draconian knew that the pleading, demanding dead encircled him . . . and that they waited for ther

opportunity.



“I've got nothing for you!” he snapped at the wind. “Nothing for you at dl!'” The anxious Bozak
whirled about. “Find yoursdf another mage from which to leech! I'll not cassst any more ssspdlsl You'll
sssuck no more magic through mel”

But the wind seemed to mock him. The ever-growing legion of wraiths swirled invisbly around him,
glently watching him.

All around him. Unseen, but everywhere.

Brudas hissed. He imagined the dawing hands, the hollow eyes. The Bozak began pawing a his
elegant robe, the one he wore in order to better emulate the Auraks. He tried to ped away the grasping
fingers. Sharp taons ripped fabric, and yet ill Brudas fdt the ghogtly presence. He looked around, saw
the bracelet. Grasping it, Brudas rubbed his hand across the skull design, trying to find some way to
unlock the power.

Nothing. Brudas s gaze fixed on the two empty spaces where the stones had been mounted. Had he,
by ripping them free, ruined any hope of usng the artifact?

“Foal! I've been a fool!” Brudas swung the bracelet about in wild anger and frudtration. His hand
smashed agand the ail lamp, sending it flying againg the tent wal. The ail and fire spread across the
fabric, quickly tuming into an inferno. Brudas backed away, only to discover that the hem and deeve of
his robe were &fire.

He turned, trying to douse the spreading flames. In desperation, the draconian began to cast a spdl,
one that should have been able to qudl any ordinary fire. However, as the last words left his mouth,
Brudas again experienced the unsettling sensation of feding the magic drained away from his very lips.

In that terrible moment, dark, maddening thoughts flew into his mind. Had the ghosts planned this,
too? Had they led him into this desperate Stuation so he would be forced to try magic—which they
would then swoop upon, unseen vultures hungry for even the tiniest morsd of his power?

“No!” the Bozak shouted at the air, heedless of the fire consuming his garments. “I know what you
intend! I'll not be your puppet! I'll be free of you somehow—free of dl of you!”

Theflames now covered his robe and burned his scdy hide. Brudas tried ralling on the ground, then,
in desperation, he dashed out of the burning tent, gartling Drek and the others, who had come to stop the
fire

Brudas ran past them toward the svamp. In his agonized mind, he saw only the water, and as the
three Baaz watched, ther superior ran headlong into the swamp, ignorant of its many perils. Brudas
waded farther and farther out into the muck.

With each step he made less progress, snking deeper. Sill he pushed on. His shoulders and arms
were ablaze. He took a breath and plunged underwater to kill the fire.

Ashis head went under, the Bozak caught Sght of something in the mud—two tiny objects gleaming.
Two tiny black stones.

Sruggling to hold his breath, Brudas reached for the precious stones, but they were too far avay. He
managed another step and, hislungs sraining, tried once more to grab them.

Brudas's hand plunged into the mud and seized the stones. A dight shock ran through him and



suddenly, dl around the Bozak, floated the legions of dead.

Terrified, Brudas opened his mouth to shout, forgetting for the moment that he, unlike the hungering
spectres, needed air to breathe.

Drek, leaning over as far as he could, ceased cdling his superior’s name and watched with horror as
the last bubbles rose to the surface . . . and the angry swamp findly calmed again.

The slence shattered as an explosion, the find mark of deeth for dl Bozaks, sent a shower of water
high into the ar. Drek stepped back just enough to avoid being drenched, then eyed the swamp, ill
confused by what had happened.

Molgar and Gruun rductantly joined Drek and the three Baaz stared for a time, dmog as if they dill
expected thar superior to rise out of the water and cagtigate them for standing around doing nothing. At
last, Gruun broke the sllence, turning to Drek.

“What do we do now?’

Drek shrugged. He had lived hislife obeying orders, not giving them, but the other Baaz seemed even
more uncertain about what to do. At last, he gave them the only answer that made any sense at dl under
the circumstances.

“We pack up and go back to our missstressss.”

“Sothisisdl?’ the black leviathan rumbled dangeroudy. “Thisis the result of your grand expedition?’

Drek could not help but shiver before Sable. The greet creature towered over the tiny draconian, her
form so massive she had to bend over and contort hersdf to fit into this cavern, one of her many
sanctums scattered around her domain.

“Yesss, missstressss [t isssdl!”

Spread before the overlord were the handful of items that the three Baaz had been able to sdvage
from Brudas's destroyed tent. Not much to show for their work, and Drek knew it. Yet, as a lowly
servant of the great dragon, he had no recourse but to bring it dl to her, no matter her certain
disgppointment and anger.

The ebony leviathan's head swung back and forth as she surveyed their meagre findings. Drek aready
knew that she would find them of little interest. Brudas had mentioned time and time again how pathetic
these magicd rdics were.



“It is fortunate for your superior,” Sable announced, her maevolent gaze fixing on the Baaz again,
“that he chose to die in Krolus. He wasted my time and hopes on this misson, it seems. | should have
sent an Aurak to lead the expedition just as | had origindly planned.” Her eyes narrowed. “And as for
ycl | ”

Drek blinked, suddenly redizing that he had forgotten one item. Fool! He had wanted so much to
protect it that he had forgotten to remove it from his pouch and add it the pile. “There isss one more,
missstressss One more!”

She pulled her head back, waiting.

The draconian plucked the object from the pouch, then set it down before her. Drek backed up as
Sable's head dived down to scrutinize the relic.

Her eyeslit up. “Yed | can sense the magic within! Strong magic! This has to be the work of the dark
mege the scralls spoke of.” She reached down and ddlicately took the bracelet in her tremendous talons.
“This has been damaged, though.”

Under her baeful gaze, the draconian stammered, “It wasss Brudasss, missstressssl Brudasss in his
madnessss! | am only alowly Baaz and understand nothing of magic!”

“But you understand wedlth and treasure, do you not?’ Sable said. “Even you wouldn't be so foodlish
as to stedl a couple of patry gems and risk my wrath. . . would you?’

Anintense blast of dragonfear overwhelmed Drek. He fdl to his knees. “No, missstressssl No!”

She seemed satisfied, both with his reply and the rdic. “So perhaps the misson was not a tota
falure” Sable held up the bracelet, admiring it. “1 shdl make use of this, yes The damage means little
overdl. All I need is the raw magic within!”

The gargantuan dragon turned away, eyes fixed upon her prize. Even though only a lowmly Baaz, Drek
knew wdl enough to rise to hisfeet and hurry from her sight.

Drek did not look back as he rushed from the cavern and, evenif he had, dl he would have seen was
the dragon studying the artifact. He would not have seen the trailing legions of ghosts who followed him,
the legions that Sable hersdf could not see without the black gems. There were hundreds, perhaps even
thousands of them, aready floating around the black leviathan, eagerly awaiting her spdlls.

Ghogts with hungry, hungry eyes.
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“l hate rain,” Gnash said.
“Yeah, metoo,” Yarl agreed. “I hate everything right ahout now.”
It had been raining forever. For as far back as they could remember, it had been raining.

The two brothers wore chain armor over leather jerkins, and carried kite shidds. The clothes they
wore under their armor were soaked through, and their boots—what was Ieft of them—sguished as they
plodded through the mud. Therainfdl in a steady downpour that was neither light nor heavy. The ground
inthe pine forest was soaked.

“Wat!” Yarl stopped, sniffed the air. “You andl that? | smdl somethin’ good”
“l just smdl you, and it @n't good.” Gnash answered flatly.

Yal thumped his brother on the arm. “No, | meen it. It amdls like food. | can’'t remember the last
time we had a good med.”

“You dwaysthink of food. Damn it, Yarl, we' re deserters. If they catch us, they’ll hang us. On top of
that, we don’'t know where in the Abyss we are. We ve been wakin' in circles’—he pointed to a rock
formation that they had passed a least 9x times—"and dl you're worried about is your empty bely!
What if there are Solam-nics around?’ He glanced about nervoudly.

Yal scowled. “1 know exactly where we are. We ve only got to go another fifty miles or so until we
reach a port, and from there we can catch a ship that'll take us anywhere we fed like, so shut your
goddamn mouth! As for that boulder, it's not the same boulder.”

“Is too,” Gnash muttered, but he was too cold and hungry to fight about it. “I do amdl somethin’
though. It amdisredly good. Take awhiff.”

“By the Vidon, you're right, Yarl!” Gnash sniffed the ar like a hungry dog. The amdl was fant, but
suggested warm bread.

“Kindalike ahome amdl, an't it, Gnash?’' said his brother.
The brothers sniggered.
“Ma could sure bake bread.” Yarl sounded wistful.

“Now don't get started,” Gnash, the elder, said severdly. “Sure we got some bread, but we had to eat
it buttered with dl that rdigious hokum. Paadine this and Mishaka that and ‘Remember to say your



prayers, boys,’ and ‘You know it looks bad for the sons of clerics to be wadtin' time, hangin' out in
taverns” Wél, Pd-adine' s gone, and good riddance, | say.”

“Thet big red dragon we sold ‘em to sure did make short work of them,” said Yarl, cheering up at the
memory. “Chomp, chomp. Didn’'t even bother to cook ‘em firg, like | thought she might.”

“Don't tak about red dragons, neither,” Gnash said nervoudy. “If she or the Dark Knights finds out
we deserted, she'll go chomp, chomp on ud”

“Bah! Shewon't find out,” said Yarl confidently. “As for the Knights, they were getting whupped so
bad when we lit out we don't have to worry about them no more. | think the smdl’s coming from that
direction. Someone's cooking us dinner, brother.”

“I think you're right,” said Gnash. He grinned. “Only they don’t know it yet.”

Yal patted the broad saber hanging & his side. “Ain’'t no one gonna mess with us We're sergeants
from the army of the Knights of Takhisd”

“Gentle, brother!” warned Gnash. “Firg let’s poke around.”

The two moved forward a a lope, heading toward the amdl that grew stronger and more tantaizing
the nearer they came. The rain grew heavier. The water poured down the center spine of Gnash's hdmet,
down the nose guard, then dripped off the tip of his nose. The fdl storms would only get worse, then
eventudly turn to snow, Gnash thought, hoping they reached some seaport long before that happened. At
least in this downpour, no one would hear them coming. And he couldn’t get much wetter than he dready
was.

The pine forest ended abruptly. The brothers looked out of the woods to see a dearing of tal grass
that drooped inthe rain. A huge pile of freshly turned dirt rose up out of the grass.

Yal gripped his saber. Gnash looked at his brother, shook his head, and proceeded gedthily.
“What isdl thet dirt?’ Yarl asked inalow tone.

“| think it's a grave—one of those big ones where they dump a lot of bodies after a battle. Damn it,
Yal,” Gnash swore, “do you know what this means? This means we' re dill somewhere close to the war!
Too damned close” Hefdt for his saber. The grip was wet, but he wanted it close if afight erupted.

“Yeah,” sad Yarl, and after a moment’s consideration he added, “but if they're digging graves, then
the battle must be over.”

“l guess you got a point,” he admitted, admiring his brother’s sound logic. “But just be careful. We
don’'t know who's diggin’ the graves!”

He crouched low and crept forward. Yarl stayed right a his sde. Cregping past the mound, they
stopped at the far end. A stone marker stood at the head of it.

Gnash nodded to his brother. “Go see what it says.”
“You want me to walk close to agrave?’ Yarl asked, horrified. “What if somethin® grabos me?’

“How old are you? Ten? Nothin's going to grab you,” said Gnash, disgusted. “Now go on.”



Yal did as he was told. Gnash was the older brother by a year and Yarl dways did what his brother
told him to do. Yarl cautioudy approached the sone marker, Snking in the fresh mud with every step.

“Says THREE HUNDRED EIGHTEEN SOLAMNIC SOLDIERS, FIFTY-ONE SOLAMNIC
KNIGHTS, AND TWO QUALINESTI ELVES. BATTLE OF THE SOLACE WATERSHED,
CHAOS WAR, YEAR 384 AFTER CATACLYSM. THEY DIED BRAVELY. Stone's been fresh
cut, Gnash.” Yarl glanced about. “That means there must be Solamnics il about.”

“Solamnic grave-diggers,” said Gnash, rdlaxing. “They won't have swords, just shovels”

The dlearing ended another fifty yards ahead asiit led into a forest of poplar and oak and scrub pine.
The brothers entered the forest warily, but saw no sgn of anyone.

The andl was stronger now—the sweet amdl of fresh baked bread with something else, cinnamon or
nutmeg, Gnash wasn't sure. Both were so hungry they wouldn't have much cared if the whole Solamnic
amy had been up there waiting for them, so long as they were fed.

The trees stopped ahead, with another clearing opening out beyond it. An ancient road, overgrown
with grass and weeds, crossed the dearing. The two stopped and stared into the wet landscape. The
dearing opened onto severd old fam fidds, with an old, tumbledown farmhouse at the end. A wagon
stood parked beside the ruin of the building. Smoke and the wonderful amdl rose from some sort of
chimney-like contraption gicking up out of the back end of the wagon. No one wasin sght.

“Think we should sneak up?’ Yarl asked.

Gnash shook his head. He fdt braver now that he was certain there wasn't an amy around. “Naw.
We grut in bold as brass. Make friends with ‘em firs. Then later, we do what we mugt. Either way, well
egt good tonight, brother!”

“You bet!” said Yar, grinning.

The two headed across the open expanse, sabers sheathed but at the ready. They might have drawn
their weapons, had they seen an enemy, but ill there was no one to be seen. Gnash waved his hand
toward the right Sde of the farmhouse. He pointed to Ieft. The two brothers split up and circled the
farmhouse, peering ingde. No one there. They met up outside the wagon that had to be the strangest
looking vehide they'd ever seen. It was actudly closer to a house on whedls. All sorts of pots and kettles
dangled from hooks on the sides. The wagon was ssemingly meant to carry heavy loads. Severd large
draft horses grazed nearby, glanced over ther at the brothers, and went back to egting. Gnash pointed a
the horses.

“No more waking,” he said softly.
“Hey! Wagon!” Yarl shouted boldly.

A canvas curtain hung over the back end parted. A beard poked out. So thick and black was the
beard that it took the brothers a moment to redize the beard was attached to a head. Two black beady
eyes stared at them, then the head withdrew and another head— this one with a sdt and pepper beard
and intense brown eyes—poked out. The curtain parted. An ederly man, hde and hearty to judge by his
upright bearing and quick step, walked down the stairs that led up to the wagon. Behind the old man
came a short, stocky person, the owner of thefull black beard.

“Thet little guy’s a dwarf,” said Gnash, showing off.



“I know a dwarf when | see one” Yarl stated indignantly. “I wasn't born yesterday.”

“The old man’s wearing robes. He looks like awizard. Let’s see your hands, Old Man,” said Gnash,
reaching toward his saber.

The human held his hands out, so that the two could see that he had no weapons. The dwarf did the
sane.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” the old men greeted them.

He waked forward, his hands in plain sght, his gray robes traling in the mud. The dwarf remained
behind, near the wagon.

The two brothers each fingered their sabers nervoudly.
“You're cold and wet,” said the old man in friendly tones. “You mug be hungry, as well. Am | right?’

Gnash was taken aback. He'd expected the old man to run off screaming at the Sght of two such
fearsome warriors. Gnash could have drawn his sword and just diced the old man in two at that point
and taken what he wanted. But what did the old wizard have up his deeve besides bread? He was acting
S0 nice to them that Gnash fdt obligated to tak to him.

“Uh, what's that amd|?’ Gnash asked.
Yal nodded and licked hislips

“I'm baking bread, and I've got a pot of beans on,” said the old man. “You are welcome to share
supper with my associate and mysdf. You like spicy food?’

Gnash watched the old man warily. He should be afraid of them, for he must know thet they would
ged hisfood and his horses and probably kill him in the bargain. But the man didn’t appear to be afraid
of them at dl, and that made Gnash even more nervous.

“You got a weapon on you, Old One?” Gnash asked, mationing at the man’s cloak. “Or maybe suff
for spdlcastin'?’

“No wespons on me” the old man responded, shaking his head. He pulled back the cloak to show
that he had no weapons or bags of bat wings attached to hisbdt. “I do have a lot of weapons over here
near the wagon, though. Perhaps you'd like to see them?’

The old man motioned toward the wooden crates piled beside the wagon. At his gesture, the dwarf
clomped down the dtairs and opened the lid on one of the crates. Suspecting a trap, Gnash moved
forward dowly. He kept his distance, peering indde the box.

“By the Queen! How many swords you got in there? Gnash demanded, astonished. “Hey, Yarl.
Come look at thid”

“There s gotta be a hundred swords!” Yarl added, awed. “Enough for an amy.”

The old man amiled. “No, only forty, with another forty daggers or dirks. They’re not in very good
shape though. | can il use them, however.”

“Use them? Y ou got an army we should know about, Old One?’ Gnash glared at him.



The old man glanced at the dwarf. Both of them seemed amused. “An amy?’ the old man repeated,
chuckling. “Oh, dear, no. When | say | usethem. . . well, | can show you, if you're interested. You need
to come into the wagon to see. There's food for you here, too.”

The man turned and walked back up the three steps into the back of the wagon. He flipped up the left
flap of canvas, then stepped in. After a penetrating look at the two brothers, the dwarf followed.

“Wait here and be ready for anythin',” Gnash said in low tones.

“In the rain? While you get to go indde with the food?’ Yarl demanded.

“I'm the one waking into danger,” Gnash returned with a swagger. “You stay outsde whereit's safe.”
“Intherain,” Yarl muttered, but under his bresth.

Gnash marched up the steps and entered the back of the wagon. He maintained a grip on his blade,
not knowing what to expect.

Theindde of the wagon was it by a lantern hanging from one of the spines holding up the canvas. The
smoke came from asmdl fidd forge, such as the one an army blackamith used on the battlefidd to make
Weapons or repair armor.

“Y ou some sort of wegponamith, Old One?” Gnash asked. “Maybe serving with the Solamnic army?’

The old man gruggled out of his cloak, hung it from another hook on the same spine as the lantern.
The dwarf shook himsdf like a dog, raining water from his heavy beard.

“My nameis Flannery. Thisismy associate Digger Cutterstone. We ' re not with the army. We're from
Paanthas, and | assure you that we mean no harm to you or your friend.”

“Brother. Yarl’s my brother,” Gnash corrected. He grinned in a nasty sort of way. “We know you
don’'t mean us no harm, OId One. And we don’t mean you any harm, athough we're the ones with the
swords. Swordsin our hands,” he added quickly, thinking of dl the swordsin the box.

“Oh, he's your brother.” Hannery said, with a sgnificant glance a the dwarf. “We should have
guessed. Should have seen the resemblance. Won't you invite your brother in? Well eat soon. The
beans are dmost done.”

Gnash looked around the wagon. A pot of beans bubbled onto a stedl plate that had been mounted
over the top of the forge. To the Sde of the forge were bread loaf tins and two ladles. Some sort of
grange machine stood at the back of the wagon. The machine looked like a lesther punch, only much
bigger, with a handle that pulled down a cylinder. On the other Sde of the wagon were two beds that had
been covered with planks so that they turned into benches. At the back of the wagon stood a large chest
with a heavy iron padlock. Gnash eyed the chest.

“All right, Old One. | guess | trust you. But no funny stuff. We're sergeants with the amy of the
Knights of the Takhigs, so don’t you messwith us. We don't take kindly to no messn’ from no one from
Pdanthas”

Gnash backed up his warning with a threstening look. He stroked the hilt of his saber blade
menacingly, then whistled to his brother.



“Comeonin, Yarl. HE s going to give us some food,” Gnash said.

Yal entered the wagon. He looked at Gnash, who winked. Yarl knew that wink from ther childhood.
It meant that there was going to be some fun later on.

The two sat down on the bench. The dwarf rolled over alarge barrel for them to use as atable.

Hannery served four bowls of beans that had been flavored with a hint of cinnamon in a brown
tomato sauce. He gave each of the brothers a smdl loaf of fresh-baked bread.

“Uaudly, Digger and | eat done” Flannery explained. “Tonight we' re happy to share our food with
you.”

“Why are you out here digging graves?’ Gnash asked, eyeing the food in his bowl, but not touching it
yet. “Are you sure you don’'t work for one of the armies?’

“No, | don't work for any aamy—" FHannery began.

“Did you find any vauable jewels on the bodies?’ Yarl interrupted, looking greedily at the chest with
the iron padlock.

Hannery amiled. “No jewels. I'm not redly looking for jewels. | look for armor and wegpons.”
“Grave robbers, huh,” said Gnash.

“Dear me, no!” Hannery was shocked. “We don't rob the dead. We make a pact with them. The
gandard contract.” He glanced a the dwarf, who shoveled beans in his mouth and nodded his
agreement.

“Contract for what?" Gnash asked, after waiting what seemed like an eternity for the old wizard to
continue.

“For thar armor and ther weapons. In exchange, we give them a proper burid. You see, we work
this way: My associate and | search for battlefidds, paticularly those where the dead haven't been
properly buried in the afterhaste of battle—those where the bodies are just flung into a pit or maybe
never buried a dl. We dig up the bodies and remove their armor and wegpons.”

“Grave robbers,” said Gnash indignantly.

“Not redly,” Hannery argued. “The dead aren’'t uang thar armor or their swords anymore. They
don't mind giving them to us, especidly when we explain that we're providing a service. Product given
for services rendered.”

“Searvice for product,” sad Digger, the fird words the dwaf had uttered. Yal's eyes widened
suspicioudy.

“In return,” Flannery continued smoothly, “we bury the dead and perform the proper rituds so that
they may rest in peace.”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Gnash, rdlling his eyes. “Get to the interesting part. What do you do with the
amor and the swords? Sdl ‘em as souvenirs?’

Hannery reached into his pocket and pulled out two shiny sted coins. He handed oneto Yarl and one



to Gnash. Both examined them. The coins were marked LORD CITY PALANTHAS on one sde and
BANK OF PALAN-THAS on the other.

“Yeah, 307" Gnash said, fingering the coins. “Y ou get alittle money from sdling old wespons.”
“Mud be about twenty copper’s worth of old weapons out there” said Yarl, disgusted.

“No, no, nothing like that,” Hannery said. “We don't sl the armor for coin. We mdt down the armor
and the swords and use the stedl to make coins. | minted both those coins you're holding in your hand.”

Yal gasped. “You. . . you make your own money? Can you do that?’
“We can, and we do,” said Flannery. “We work for the Bank of Palanthas.”

Gnash thought this over. “Then how come everyone s not running around miking their own money out
of old armor?’

“Excdlent question, my friend. The reason no one dse does it is that sed is extremdy difficult to
work with. | have developed a magicd powder that | add to the sted that causes it to mdt a a much
lower temperature than normd.”

Hannery pulled out a bag and opened it. Insde was a fing, gray powder. “I use jugt a pinch. Can't
wadte any magic. Not these days. After the sted is mdted, | pour the sted into sheets and then use that
mechine you see over there to punch out the coins. A good sword or piece of amor makes a surprisng
number of sted coins”

Hannery motioned at the dwarf to open the iron padlock on the chest at the rear of the wagon. Digger
frowned and looked at the old man questioningly, but Flannery gave him a reassuring nod. Shrugging,
Digger opened the chest for the brothers to see.

Gnash and Yarl peered ingde. The chest was full to the brim with sted coin, dl gleaming and freshly
minted.

Gnash stared at the man in disbelief. “ Are you tdling me that you have a wagonload of stedl coins, and
you're dl aone out here with nothin’ but a dwarf for a bodyguard? | don't believe it.”

Jumping to his feet, he grabbed his sword hilt and looked about, asif expecting a huge warrior to legp
out a him at any moment.

“| assure you, we are quite done” said Hannery.

“Then why tdl us? We're redly bad guys, you know.” Gnash and Yarl both scowled ferocioudy.
“You know we' re gonna have to kill you now and take dl your money.”

“I'mafrad that’sarisk | have to take,” said Hannery with a hint of sadness. “You see, | tdl you this
because | need your hdlp. | was trained as a cleric of Paadine—’

“We don't think much of clerics” growled Yarl, rattling his sword in its shesth.

“Oh, I'm not aderic anymore,” said Hannery hurriedly. “It’'s because | was a deric of Pdadine that |
am able to bury the dead Solamnics and dead dves with the proper sacred rituds But I'm in a bit of
quandary when | come to the bodies of those who died in the name of Queen Takhigs. | can't bury them



with the proper rituds so that they will deep the deep of the dead, which means that | can’t take ther
amor. |’ve been hoping I'd run into someone who would understand the proper procedure for burying
the dead of Queen Takhiss. Now you gentlemen are here, and you might be able to help me. Besides
having my utmost gratitude, I’d be glad to pay you, of course.”

The brothers looked at each other. They couldn’'t believe this old man was so fodlish. But then, thar
parents had been the same way. Always prattling about trust and loving your neighbor and al that rot.

“You're gonna pay usdl right,” said Gnash tersdly. “As for buryin’ dead guys, well see to it that we
bury you both nice and proper.”

He yanked his sword out and pressed the point of his blade to Hannery’s breast, then glanced over at
Digger. “You, dwarf, gart shovding that sted into sacks. | want to know how much we're going to make
for thisnight's work. Make it quick or you'll get to see me start cuttin’ pieces off this old man.”

Hannery gave adight nod. Digger started to count out stacks of stedl coins.

Hannery looked down his nose at the blade that was pressed againg his chest. “Nice weapon. A little
rusty, but ill in good condition. How much did you pay for it?”

“It cost him forty stedd up north,” Yarl answered proudly. “It's aredly good blade. | got one too.”
Hannery touched the edge with hisfinger. “ Sharp. Know what it's worth?’
Gnash sneered. “Yeah, it'sworth forty sted.”

Hannery shook his head. “I reckon | could make axty stedl coins out of that blade this very night.
And | could make another Sxty out of your armor.”

Gnad's jaw sagged. “Sixty! | only paid twenty-five for the armor!”

“Now you see why I’'minthisbusiness” Hannery explained. “You could rob us, of course, and kill us
into the bargain, but in truth you' d be cheating yoursdf out of a lot more money. Whereas if you help us,
I'll cut you in for a share of dl the armor of the Knights of Takhiss”

Outside the wagon, night had fdlen. The pattering of rain stopped. Ingde, the dwarf hated his money
counting and turned around.

“You redly mean that?’ Gnash asked eagerly. “You could make our armor and blades into a lot more
money than they’ re worth?’

“And if we hdp you dig up dead Knights of Takhiss, we get a share of their armor, too?”

“It's not so much the digging up we need hep with,” Flannery explained—a tad reluctantly it seemed.
“It' s the putting back into the ground that’s giving us problems”.

Gnash and Yarl looked at each other. The old wizard was taking riddies again.
“What do you say? The standard contract for services rendered?’
Digger reached into his shirt and drew forth a sheaf of parchment. He hed it forth temptingly.

“I know what | say,” Gnash said to his brother.



“It tops the reward for Mom and Pop,” Yarl agreed, eyeing the sted coinsin the chest. Leaning close,
he whispered, “Besdes, once we learn the trick of tha there powder, then we can kill them both

anyway.”

“Smart thinking, little brother,” whispered Gnash admiringly. Lowering the sword from Hannery's
chest, Gnash thrusgt the weapon back into its sheath. He reached down to undo the buckle of his sword
belt.

“Jugt a moment,” said Hannery, raisng his hand. “Remember our bargain: product given for services
rendered. Tdl me the ritua for burying the dead of the Knights of Takhigs”

“Some mumbo jumbo about commending the souls of the dead to Takhiss for dl eternity,” sad
Gnagh, not much interested. “That's the important part. The Gray Robes say that settles ‘em. There's
wrapping of cloth and incense and candles as such if there' s time. Spooky waste of time, if you ask me”

“Thank you!” said Hannery with a deep sigh. Lifting his hand, he hed it over the heads of the two
brothers. “And | commend your souls to Takhiss for dl eternity.”

Swords, sheathes, belts, buckles, chain mal and hemets made a sharp banging and dattering sound
as they dl hit the floor. For a brief ingtant, two skeletal figures stood staring at Flannery, a flicker of
enmity in the hollow, empty eye sockets.

“Product given for services rendered,” Hannery reminded them gternly.
“Standard contract,” said Digger Cutterstone, exhibiting the paper.

The skeletons collapsed in a hegp of tangled bones onto the pile of meta that had once, thirty years
ago, been ther armor.

The dwarf and the old man stood looking &t the remains,
“Thet was a close one,” said Digger.

“Indeed it was” said Flannery, wiping sweat from his face with the deeve of his robe. “We mug be
more careful next time. But at least now we know that part about commending ther souls to Takhiss.
Seemed to work fine”

The wagon rolled off the next morning, heading for the Ste of the next battle—Chaos War, War of the
Lance, it didn't matter. There were enough battlefidds to keep Masters Hannery and Cutterstone busy
for the rest of ther lives.

They left a peaceful gravesite with two grave markers on the large mound.
Thefird reed:

THREE HUNDRED EIGHTEEN SOLAMNIC SOLDIERS, FFTY-ONE SOLAMNIC
KNIGHTS, AND TWO QUALINESTI ELVES BATTLE OF THE SOLACE WATERSHED,



CHAOS WAR. YEAR 384 AFTER CATACLYSM. THEY DIED BRAVELY.
The second read:

TWO DEAD BROTHERS, SERGEANTS OF THE KNIGHTS OF TAKHISIS, BATTLE OF
THE SOLACE WATERSHED, CHAOS WAR, YEAR 384 AFTER CATACLYSM. THEY DIED . .
. FINALLY.



Dragon’s Throat
DONALD J. BINGLE

They say the upper reaches of Gimmenthd Glacier are so beautiful it's hard to think. Goodness
knows it's hard to breathe. Tumbling down from the airless heights of 1cewall, rugged, jumbled chunks of
ice pack together to inch down onto the Plains of Dudt. Ice crystas sparkle as they gft into pridine drifts
goanning awesomely deep cobalt fissuresin the massve river of ice. In the summer, so I've heard, it's S0
quiet you can hear the mdt-off trickle down into the shadowy blue depths of the broken ice to refreeze
agan once out of the baeful glare of the never-setting summer sun.

‘ Course nobody much goes there. Even the Ice Nomads vist the head of the glacier only sporadicaly,
and then in the gloom of winter to gart the longest and most chdlenging of their 1ce Boat races.

Nope, for thousands of years, nobody much cared about Gimmenthd Glacier at dl. And then the
kender came.

It's not like the pesky little troublemakers suddenly decided to hike up the glacier to appreciate
nature. Nah. Theidiots prefer to camp inthe mud, scores of miles from the heights of Icewal and about
twenty miles east of 1ce Mountain Bay, where Gimmenthd dies in a sprawl like the flow of dirty, molten
wax from a chegp candleholder. Streaked with dirt, rock, and mud in ragged stripes, pushed into its
mids as tributary glaciers join the mammoth torrent of ice in its inexorable downdope progress,
Gimmenthd mdts. Strange as it may seem, the kender come for the mdting.

Y’see, in winter, that old glacier creeps forward onto the Flains of Dugt, pushing mounds of grave
and top-soil before it. Come summer, it retreats again, leaving a pockmarked landscape of mounded
earth and muddy pools of water. It's this messy mdt-off that makes the glacier so popular with kender
not afflicted by the destruction of Kendermore by the great dragon Malystryx.

These merry, irrepressible kender long for adventure. They want to see and “handl€’ baubles and
gewgaws of dl sorts, trade ‘em, and “find’” them yet again. But with the mood of Krynn these days, they
find few enough places to be happy. Their afflicted cousins are no longer any fun. Every sheriff or Knight
of Neraka they run into shuffles them off to jail. Magic is getting scarcer and less interesting dl the time.
And travelers are few and getting fewer as the Great Dragons close roads and terrified communities close
thar borders.

‘Bout the only bright spot for curious kender is, of course, a vigt to the Tomb of the Last Heroes in
Solace, where they can celebrate the mighty fest of Tasdehoff Burrfoot in defeating Chaos. They do this
by mocking the Knights solemnly guarding the Tomb, snesking over the fence to break chunks of marble
off as souvenirs, and frolicking on the picnic grounds ‘neath the giant vdlenwood trees with amilarly
inclined and often amilarly named kender.

A vist to Solace is not enough for some kender, though, and many have taken to tracing Tasdehoff s
journeys during his days as a Hero of the Lance, hoping to recapture the excitement of his encounters



with dragons and draconians, gully dwarves and wooly mammoaths. From Pax Tharkas to the Gates of
Thor-bardin, they travel. Of course, the dwarves will not actudly let the kender into Thorbardin, and the
kender have no way to falow Tas's journeys into the Abyss, but they do what they can. So began the
kender trips to lcewall.

Once kender began trekking to lcewadl, it was only a matter of time before one wayward traveler
happened upon the mdting terminus of Gimmenthd Glacier. The “discovery” of Gimmenthd Glacier (the
locating of huge geographic features well-known and mapped by both the Ice Nomads and the dwellers
on the Pains of Dust amounts to a “discovery” to a kender) would have occasioned no greet fussif it had
not been for the items found there. For, y’ see, the mdting glacier gives up the suff of kender dreams
random junk. Coins, weapons, bones of dl sorts, rings, pots, canteens, hdf-rotted hats, belt-buckles,
boots, utility knives, pouches, teeth, mangled and frayed rope, and on and on and on.

Apparently, at some time long forgotten, there was a bettle between two mighty armies in the heights
from which Gimmenthd Glacier flows. The battle remnants were quickly covered with endless snow. The
snow compacted over eons into the hard ice of the glacier, and the battlefidd items dowly wound their
way down to the Plains of Dugt to be reveded a the mdting terminus of the glacier.

Not surprisngly, Gimmenthad—aquickly dubbed “Gimme Glacie” by the excited
“discoverer”—hbecame a stopping point for curious kender on the way to Ice-wal. A congtant stream of
kender flock over the mud-piles, dredge the ponds of mdt-off, gft through the piles of mounded graved,
and even mine the irregular icy edges and smdler fissures of the gladier itsdf, searching for buried
treasure—well, treasure to kender anyway. Though the recovered items are mosly mundane items of
metd or other Surdy congruction, they are from an unknown and ancient time. One can never tdl wha
wonders might be found. Better yet, the pickings are plentiful and, a firs, no pesky sheiff or angry
shopkeeper kept guard over the items, shooing kender away.

Then something happened, so they say.

Once he had heard of Gimme Glacier, there was no keeping Finderkeeper Rumplton away. A
thirteenth cousin, twice removed, of Tasdehoff Burrfoot himsdf, Finderkeeper was determined to uphold
the family honor, which of course meant wandering to as many places and finding as many things as he
possibly could. Following in the steps of his famous ancestor—he was congantly looking down to see if
he could actudly see the steps of his famous ancestor—Finderkeeper had, at first, debated whether he
should take the Sdetrip to Gimme Glacier before or after vigting lcewal fortress. But when he heard
from passing travelers that magic had recently been discovered among the items of Gimme Glacier, he
mede for the Site sraight away. Never mind that nobody knew what the magic did or if it would sill work
in these days of uncertain magicd effects. Never mind that flocks of kender were dready swarming dl
over the glacier, the gravd mounds, and the mudpits. Never mind that Finder-keeper wouldn’'t know
what to do with a magic item if he found one. Here was an opportunity not to be missed. He whidled at
his good fortune, twirled his topknot three times around in excitement, and headed for Gimme Glacier
with alook of acquisitiveness so determined that it caused a passng merchant to check his pouch twice.

The scene a Gimme Glacier was chaos itdf, or a least what remnants of Chaos had survived
Tasdehoff s noble sacrifice at the end of the Fourth Age of Krynn. Kender plunged headfirgt into muddy



pools searching in the dimy muck at the bottom for artifacts. Grave flew everywhere as mounds were
enthusadticdly plundered for treasure. Picks thudded regulaly into the face of Gimme Glacier as
impatient kender attempted to hurry the impassve ice into reveding its secrets. Tripods, pulleys and
ropes dangled over crevasses on the face of the ice sheet itsdf as suspended kender attempted to inspect
aress that might not mdt for years to come. Gaggles of kender oohed and ahhed over mud-encrusted
items trying to figure out whet they were. Disappointment showed when the items turned out to be mere
armor buckles or stones, but not too much disappointment.

Finderkeeper threw himsdlf into the fray. After numerous conversations with his incredibly talkative
yet refreshingly truthful cousins, and some complex caculations, he picked a spot where he judged a
sengble mage would have positioned himsdf in relation to the main line of battle. He dimbed up onto the
icy surface of the glacier and made his way dmog thirty feet from the soft, mdting edge. No one was
looking here yet. After dl, so far nothing had been found near this spot. He set to exploring the
crevasses—already more than ten feet deep even so close to the mdting edge of the glacier.

It was dangerous. A dip into the crevasse and he would fal until it narrowed enough to pin him. Then
the ice would quickly drain away heat from his body, most likdy too quickly for him to be saved, even if
his fdlow kender were paying enough atention to hear his cries for hdp above the hubbub and
commoation.

Late the next afternoon, however, he found his prize an odd piece of smooth, pinkish stone with a
rounded knob & one end, tapering to aflat ovd & the other. No bigger than a amdl skipping stone, it
seemed to glow from within asit lay frozen in the crevasse wal, suffusng a rasy hue to the ice-blue of the
fresh chasm. An hour later, hisfingers numb from digging a the frozen wal with his dagger, Finderkeeper
held the object in his hands. Hisfingers warmed from its mere touch. This must be magic. Given the age
of the other rdics that had been found here, Finderkeeper Rum-plton was sure that this was logt Irda

meagic.

He couldn’t contain himsdlf. Faster than a shopkeeper blocks the entrance to his store at the sght of
an gpproaching kender, Finderkeeper legped up from his mining crevasse and hollered, “1 found Irda
meagic!” He might have been trampled in the excited onrush of treasure-fevered kender had not a squad
of Knights of Neraka been busly rounding up the treasure-seekers for search and interrogation. Instead,
the few nearest kender were the only ones to run over and marve over Finderkeeper’ s discovery.

News of magic travels fast. Finderkeeper had arrived at Gimme Glacier only a day before the Knights
of Neraka. Sendng, as did the mages of Krynn, the waning power of ther magic, the great dragons
sought magic artifacts over dl else. Thar lackeys, the Knights of Neraka, did their bidding, tracking
down and taking dl magic that they could find. Just as Finderkeeper had been loosing the Irda magic
from the glacier’s chilly grip, the Knights had arrived and taken charge of the search for megic a
Gimmenthd Glacier.

Vern Hasterck, Commander of the squad of Knights, found no joy in his assgnment to Gimmenthd
Gladier. It was bad enough that the squad had to do a three-day forced march over the Plains of Dust to
arive quickly, but the southern reaches of the Plains would now be better caled the Plains of Mud.
Médt-off from the encroaching glacid fingers of lcewdl had created a myriad of streams, ponds, and
lakes—dl unmapped and numbingly cold to cross. The swampy terrain yidded naught but svarms of
accursed mosguitoes and hiting flies, yet here he was to remain indefinitely, camped in the muck at the
foot of a giat dab of ice trying to corra kender into work detalls until something ussful to his
meagic-craving dragonmaster could be found. Then and only then could he leave this frozen wasteland.

He could scarcely beieve his good fortune when, mere hours after ariva, he heard one of the



feckless kender cry out, “1 found Irda megic!”

“Saze that kender!” he shouted to his troops. Find-erkeeper heard the order and, after looking
quickly over his shoulder to see who the nasty-looking Knight Commander might be taking about,
uttered a squeak and backed away. “ Take dl his goods and bring them to me!”

While being seized is an annoying bother to most kender, the words “take dl his goods’ are the
closest that non-afflicted kender know to actudly inspiring fear, or at least aggravation.

“It's ming | found it!” protested Finderkeeper as he continued backing away from the squad of
Knights moving through the milling kender.

A tumult of protest arose from the kender. Murmurs and shouts of “He sright!”
“Leavehim done!”

“FHind your own magic!” and “Run for it, boy!” erupted from dl sides. The commotion was risng, and
afullscde kender riot threatened to break out a any moment. Hasterck was not about to let his chance
of getting out of this assgnment be missed because of mere kender.

“Kill anyone who gets in your way—anyone who helps him.” Hasterck joined his men in rushing
toward Finderkeeper.

Finderkeeper’s squesk was even louder than before, as he turned his heds on the Knights and
headed south, up the flowing river of ice. Fortunately, the Knights were tired from ther forced march
and, though longer of stride than the scampering Finderkeeper, they were unable to gain ground on thar

quary.

Hasterck cursed as the quick solution to his unhappy Stuation scampered updope, out of reach of his
lumbering soldiers. He could not let this opportunity dip away, but he dso had to see to the kender
camp. Something else, something better and more readily taken might be found. As twilight fell, Hasterck
divided the squad into two segments. The mgority turned back under his Second-in-Command to
question, search, and organize the kender that had not taken the chance to skedaddle during their
temporary reprieve from the reaches of authority.

Looking back, Finderkeeper was disappointed to see that the second segment included the two
largest Knights and the Knight Commander and that they had set up camp on histrail. It seemed like alot
of fuss and bother. Sure, he had found Irda magic, but he didn’'t know what it did or what it used to do.
Sill, it was his magic and he meant to keep it.

Finderkeeper tried to push on, but it was difficult in the dark. The solitary moon had not yet risen to
guide him, and the crevasses grew deeper, wider, and more assuredly deadly as he progressed up the
gladier. He angled toward the western edge in the hope that it would be less dangerous, when he was
suddenly grabbed by his topknot and hoisted into the air.

“Look what | found, Thrak!” bellowed the large, snewy Ice Nomad holding Finderkeeper doft. “If



huntin' don’t improve, we can dways take this varmint back for roagting.”

“Put hm down, Bodar,” ordered a tdler, lankier Ice Nomad on the rocky crags at the edge of the
gladier. “That's no way to teach Garn hospitdity on his firs hunting trip.” He nodded toward a nearby
overhang, where ayoung boy sat sharpening a spear as he huddled for warmth.

Finderkeeper did his best to retain his composure and not flal about as Bodar carried him by his
topknot to the edge of the glacier and set him down upon a large boulder covered with lichens. After
gingerly smoothing his topknot, Finderkeeper stuck out his hand toward Thrak, obvioudy the netive with
the greatest intdligence, or at least the greatest respect for kender hair.

“Finderkeeper Rumplton, adventurer extraordinaire,” he said in as formd a tone as the gregarious
kender could muster.

“Thrak D’ Nar, my son Garn, and | think you have aready met Bodar.”
“Thards ‘mat’ and there's ‘wdl met,” “ intoned the kender. “He would do wdl to work on the latter.”

“Sorry, Rumpled Bum,” sad Bodar gruffly. “You haven't scared off dl the game have you?
Mammoth are hard enough to find these days, without the likes of you running them off.”

“Rumplton. Finderkeeper Rumplton. And, no, | didn’t see any mammoaths, though | very much would
like to do so. Do you think any are nearby? Is that what you eat for food?’

“During the winter we dig up hibernating lemmings and ground squirrels because it's so hard to travel
most times,” volunteered Garn.

“Arrr, boy, don't be tdling him we egt frozen rodents,” Bodar interrupted. “We're hunters. Don't you
worry, Thrak and me, well find you a mammoth. You just be ready, boy. Do what you need to do.
That'swhat a hunter does to feed hisfamily.”

Thrak looked at Bodar sternly, but without anger. “And if he needs to dig up hibernating lemmings
that’s what a hunter does to feed hisfamily, too, Bodar.”

“Bazfaz!” muttered the Ice Nomad as he turned away and sought out a good place to St anongst the
jumble of rock.

Finderkeeper fidgeted a bit in the ensuing slence. “1 would be happy to share some of the provisons |
have with me if, in the morning, you could point me in the direction of a good passage to Ice Mountain
Bay. | understand that there might be a trail dong the shore that | can teke . . . er . . . away from this
place”

“Provisons or no, the knowledge is yours for the asking. We—all of us—appreciate the hospitality.”

“All the same,” gruffed Bodar, “mind your possessions Garn. Once something finds its way into a
kender’ s hands, ‘tis seldom seen again.”

The cold hardtack and jerky that the kender had tucked into one of his pouches long ago were
aurprigngly wel received by the Ice Nomads. Finderkeeper found a ready ligener to his tales of
adventure in Garn and soon after they had eaten, dl were fast adeep.

The nights are short in Icewadl in the summer, however, and Finderkeeper was distraught to redize



that it was fully light when he awoke. He hadlily gathered up his meager belongings and was approaching
Thrak for directions when he heard a cry from Bodar, high on the rocky diff above him. “Warriorsl On
theice Three of them.”

Thrak jumped onto a nearby tumble of rocks and looked in the direction that Bodar pointed. Garn
joined him. The Knights had seen the Ice Nomads and were headed toward them.

“I, perhaps, should have mentioned that my haste to leave this lovdy land was motivated by the
compdling circumstance that these Knights, which Bodar has so deverly located are, erp, well, they are
seeking to murder me and take my possessions, which could he interesting . . . heing murdered, | mean,
not having my possessions taken—that’s happened hefore. Somehow, being murdered sounds exciting
but vagudy unpleasant and terribly permanent, so if you don't mind | will just be heading on my way. If
you could kindly point me on my way to Ice Mountain Bay, | will thank you very kindly for your gracious
hospitaity. | am very sorry for any trouble | have caused.”

“Did you sted from them, little one?”’

“l, Finderkegper Rumplton, am not a crook! These . . . these . . . ruffians are seeking to s8ize a
vauable artifact legitimatdy mined from theice of this very glacier. | dug it out of the ice with these very
fingerd” excdlamed the kender, holding out his bruised and scratched hands. “Hmmm. | wonder where
that nail-clipper 1 got from that gnomish merchant is?’

Gan stepped up close to Thrak. “If you are truly on the run from bandits, whatever uniform they
wear, honor demands that we protect you. Right, father?”’

“You have learned wel, son.” Thrak looked at the armor and weapons of the well-equipped and
muscular Knights. “But, perhaps, we could negotiate a purchase of your item for your pursuers” He
stood and signaled the Knights that he wished to parley.

Commander Hasterck was even more cranky today than yesterday, if that were possible. A cold night
hunkered down on a dab of ice will do that to a warrior. The fact that his armor was as frigid as the
gladier beneath him did not help. The fact that he had to traverse ggping chasms in the ice and tha his
leather boots dipped and did on the wet sheen of the glacier as the sun rose did not help ether. Finding
thet the dusve kender had found refuge with the natives of this accursed iceland redlly set him off.

“Zeke, Dirk,” Hasterck growled, “take no prisoners.”

“And the hunters become the hunted,” mumbled Thrak. “They do not seem indined to tak. Garn,
Bodar. Over theridge as quick as you can.”

Bodar grumbled something about meeting their foes in noble battle, but deferred to Thrak’s judgment
to make arun for it. After dl, Garn was too young to hold his own in a fight, and a father had to protect
his son. Finderkeeper started to gpologize for dl the trouble he was causing them, but Thrak turned and
headed up the ridge. “Hurry. Dragon’s Throat is our only chance.” Finderkeeper's gpologies died on his
somewhat bluish lips “Dragon’s Throat? Sounds interesting, but is theat redly the most advisable co—
Yipe” Bodar, muttering to himsdf about how he liked Knights of Neraka even less than kender,
snatched his topknot yet again to set him on his way. Looking down the rock-strewn mountain-gde a
the pursuing Knights and back up at his potentid saviors, Finderkeeper decided tha the odds were
condgderably better if he kept up with the Ice Nomads' trek over the mountain pass that they kept
belittling by calling aridge. Besides, the Ice Nomads might have something interesting in their pouches to
trade. The Knights, on the other hand, did not look indined to bargain. Yessreg, the Ice Nomads were



the best bet in his current ignoble Situation.

Moving westward up the steep, granite dope, Find-erkeeper could see that the ridge was the
adwinding spine of a considerable upthrust of mountainous terrain to the south from which glaciers spilled
to either Sde.

At midday, they reached the crest of the ridge. To the west was a green valey littered with boulders
and clear, round pockets of water. A stream meandered dong the surprisngly flat valey floor.
Apparently the glacier that Finderkeeper could barely make out far to the south had once reached this far
down the vdley and had gouged the terrain flat between two spiny mountain ridges. Ice Mountain Bay
glittered beyond the next ridge. Finderkeeper searched the sky and the rocky crags for dragons, nesting
or flying, but found none. Instead hundreds of terns wheded in the sky and roosted in holes dong the
diff-face.

The way down was quicker than the way up. Following the lead of Thrak and Garn before him,
Finder-keeper leaped zigzaggedly from Sde to Side of the goat path, letting gravity do the work, while the
loose shde and grave absorbed some of the speed and adlowed him to control his descent. It was tiring
dl the same and the spongy valey floor was a welcome rdief from the sharp corners and loose shde of
the descent. The kender expected a mad dash across the valey floor, then another arduous dimb over
the next ridge separating them from Ice Mountain Bay. Instead, Thrak turned southward, up the vdley
toward the distant Icewall.

Perhaps, the kender thought, reinforcements live in this lovely valey. Thrak said nothing, but trudged
onward. Garn looked about with interest at the surroundings. It became clear to Finderkeeper that the
boy had never been here before. So much for reinforcements.

Finderkeeper ran to catch up with Thrak and pulled on his goafs-wooal tunic. “Excuse me, D’ Nar, but
they’Il catch us eventudly on fla ground.” Already he could see the Knights of Neraka scrambling down
the dope behind them—fortunately not as expertly or quickly as the Ice Nomads and the kender had
done.

Thrak did not turn his gaze from the wal of ice far ahead. He looked only & it and at the stream
gugling dong on the valey floor. “They won't catch us before we reach the ice. That's not what | am
afrad of,” gtated Thrak. “Garn. You be ready. If | say *Go’, you run as fagt as you can to the near diffs
and dimb as fast and as high as you can. Don't wait for anything, you understand, boy? Not me, not
Bodar, and not the kender. And don’'t stop dimbing, no matter what. Y ou, Rumplton, do the same. Not
that it islikdy to help, not with your short legs” With that, Thrak picked up the pace and Finder-keeper
trudged dong, too bregathless to ask more questions. It was a peaceable valey. What was dl the worry?

As they got closer to the wall of ice a the head of the valey, Finderkeeper began to hear rumbles
from far ahead, like an approaching thunderstorm. But no cloud appeared in the sky. A particularly sharp
crack caused Thrak to stop for amoment and stare. Bodar collided with the back of Finderkeeper as the
kender dso paused. “1 don't understand,” stammered the kender to his topknot tormenter. “Is it going to
gorm?’

“Nah, little one,” growled the hunter. “The Dragon’s just coughing abit Now move dong. No time to
dawdle here”

Zeke, Dirk, and Knight Commander Vern Hasterck dso enjoyed the soft and rdatively clear leve
ground of the valey floor. The insect pests were admittedly more of a problem here, but not as bad as on
the plains gpproaching Gimmenthd Glacier. Here the pools of water were clear and briskly cold.



Wildflowers dotted the valey floor. As the area went, Hasterck thought thet this was a good place to
stle That worried him. The Ice Nomads could find reinforcements, though none of them had been able
to see any settlement in the flats from their earlier high vantage point.

“lcefalk are too supid to livein a green valey,” amirked Zeke. “They want to shiver on the ice where
they are safe from animas and enemies.”

“Cowards, everyone of them,” agreed Dirk. “Look at them scamper away. When the battle comes,
they'Il freeze for sure.”

Both laughed heartily at that, but Vern Hasterck wasn't so sure. Something was going on. Something
he didn’t understand.

It was dmogt dark as they approached the towering wall of ice filling the valey from spiny edge to
edge. Thrak led them to the western dliff-face from whence the ice flowed down, and they dimbed high
up dong the edge of the glacid soill. Finderkeeper looked longingly at the verdant green valey floor
below—a better place to deep if it hadn't been for the Knights pursuing them. The Knights obvioudy
agreed, as they had made a camp in the vdley, complete with a roaring fire for warmth, by the time that
the 1ce Nomads and the kender stopped dimbing.

Finderkeeper was ready to deep, but Thrak and Bodar obvioudy 4ill had plans for the evening. “The
Dragon’s dmos reedy,” Finderkeeper overheard Thrak say.

“Aye, you're right about that. | heard the coughing mysdf.”

“We need to tickle her throat a bit. That'sdl thereisto it. I'll be the one.”

“No, Thrak. I'll go. Y ou've much to teach Garn yet.”

With that, Bodar picked up his axe and headed down the rocks to the top of the wal of ice.

“If you don’'t mind my asking,” interjected Finder-keeper as Thrak watched Bodar depart. “What is
this Dragon’s Throat you keep taking about? If | am going to die, | might as wel die wdl informed.”

Thrak judt turned away, but Garn spoke up. “The vdley below isthe Dragon’s Throat. I've heard of it
before, but never seen it. You see, the glacier from the western edge here is not at the head of the valey.
The valey continues far back south, where dts another glacier, providing a good bit of mdt-off due to
how the western winds come through the mountain passes. The glacier here advances down into the
valey each winter, crossing it and grinding up againg the eastern ridge. The advancing ice completely
blocks the water from the mdt-off up-valey and alake forms behind the dam of ice”

Scratching his head, Finderkeeper peered into the darkness to the south. Indeed, he could see a huge
lake dmogt even with the top of the ice dam extending far to the south.

“As the soring and summer come, the ice dam begins to mdt and the blocking glacier begins to
retreat. At some point, the risng water begins to spill over the ice dam—a trickle at firdt, but quickly and
fiercdy erosve. Within minutes the water begins to cut through the ice dam. In less than an hour, the
Dragon roars and the entire lake empties out down the vdley. That's why no one lives there. It's not
safe”

“But where did Bodar go?’



Thrak, who had listened approvingly to Gam's explanation, interrupted. “She's not quite ready, but
with Bodar’s hdp, sh€ll go hy dawn.”

Indeed, in the distance, Finderkeeper could hear the methodica wet smack of Bodar' s ice pick on the
top of the ice dam. If the Knights heard it, they paid it no mind. Thrak could see their flickering campfire
below.

Hasterck was up a dawn. Today they would catch the Ice Nomads and the kender, and the Irda
magic, whatever it was, would be his—or at least his master’s. He took care of his morning ablutions and
then squatted at the stream to fill his canteen with the clear, cold water that flowed from the edge of the
glader. It must be warming dightly, he thought. The stream looked higher than he remembered from the
evening before.

Suddenly there was a sharp crack, asif lightning had struck nearby. He turned to see a huge dab of
ice break off the face of the ice wal severd hundred yards up-valey. Though dartling, it did not
immediatdly frighten him. Their camp was far enough back that the dab would do it no harm.

What did frighten him severdly an indant later was the cascade of water flowing rgpidly over the
scarred edge of theice that had just calved. The dint of the crystd water rushing over the deep cobalt of
the freshly exposed ice flank was beautiful, but he also knew it was deadly. He ran as fast as he could to
the western diff, ydling for Zeke and Dirk to awake and follow. He knew that they would not make it in
time He was unsure if he would. He climbed asif hislife depended on it, because it did.

Bodar's ams ached with a weariness he had never known. His hands no longer responded to his
commands. They were fixed in a death grip on the handle of his axe. The freezing water dulled the pan
that had fired through his hands for the firgt few hours, but he knew that the best he could hope for from
his evening's activities was that both his hands would turn black— frozen more solidly then the
hibernating lemmings they dug up for food. As the early dawn approached, his efforts had grown more
and more fevered. Findly, he had completed the narrow trench, and the water had begun to flow.

It dl happened so fagt after that. One moment, he had been hacking through gill water of the
makeshift trench in the top of the ice dam. The next moment, the water was moving swiftly through the
trench, doubling its depth in seconds. Then the water seeped into unseen cracks with a gushing force that
opened them ever wider. A rumble caused the trench to fork and he redized, too late, that he stood on
the most ungtable portion of the dam. A sharp crack and the huge V-shaped dab of ice on which he
stood broke free of the dam and plummeted down the face of the ice diff. A torrent of frigid water raced
the berg.

He knew as he died that the Dragon had roared intime.



Thrak, Garn, and Finderkeeper had watched through the night, degping only fitfully. They worried as
they saw the Commander of the Knights awake and begin to break camp. Then they, too, heard the
crack of the glacier’s thunder. For a moment, they glimpsed Bodar, upright, before the ice sheeted off
beneath im and the water started its tumultuous rampage.

A moment before, the tremendous |ake behind the ice dam had been a placid mirror, reflecting the red
and purple of the sun rigng above the snow-capped spires of the eastern ridge of the valey. The wake of
awater bird spread out over the cdm surface and lapped gently at the top of the dam as a loon heralded
daybreak in the distance. But Bodar’'s trench was more than a mere dit in the ice dam, it gave the
coursng water away into a multitude of cracks and fissuresin the mdting glacier. The surface of the lake
lurched downward and crashed into the vdley below. Rumbles quickly became pops and huge,
thunderous claps, as the disntegrating glacid dam shuddered and broke into giant, tumbling dabs of ice.

The tumultuous surge carved off tremendous, ungtable bergs of ice and created a wdl of rushing,
foaming, angry water and house-sized chunks of ice that inundated the peaceful green valey at more than
twice the speed of a gdloping horse. Birds neding in the valey grasses squawked as they wheded
upward, abandoning their eggs. Tremendous boulders littering the valey floor, perhaps from the
aftermath of prior ondaughts, were picked up by the force of the water and tossed about like an angry
child's marbles. Cliff-sdes collgpsed into the torrent as the ice-dabs and rushing water eroded their
underpinnings.

In less than aminute, the camp of the Knights was flung down the valey by rushing, freezing water. In
two minutes, the water a the camp was a bailing, turbulent flow of fearsome waves and white-water
goray. In five minutes, the wall of water hurtling down the valley was cregting a roar so tremendous that
they could not hear each other ydling in fear.

Everything on the valey floor was shattered and destroyed. In ten minutes, the vdley was filled with
water more than fifty feet deep. The edges of the siny ridges that confined the flow were stripped clean
of vegetation. The terns had fled, and outcroppings of rock were fdling into the railing, sampeding water
below.

In less than twenty minutes, a lake seven mileslong and more than one hundred and twenty feet deep
had dmost completely emptied. The ice dam was gone, leaving nothing but a sump of glacier flowing
down from the western ridge, dangling precarioudy over the open space where the dam once held back
the waters from up-valley. The Dragon had roared, and Finder-keeper now knew jug a little bit of what
his afflicted cousins had fdt a the fdl of Kendermore. The destruction was demordizing in its speed and
completeness.

The sght had been wondrous and frightening. It had saved life, and it had caused death. The rocks on
which they sat, high above the devastation, had rumbled and complained. When it was over, they
remained dive, each with their own thoughts on nature, sacrifice, knowledge, existence, and desth. Thrak
sad afew words for Bodar. Garn's eyes filled with tears, but he made no sound. Finderkeeper decided
thet his hair-tormentor was a pretty good guy, after dl.

They heard the Knight Commander before they saw him. His incessant curang gave him away.



Somehow he had made it far enough up the western ridge to escape the worst, and he held on above the
cauldron of freezing, railing death, the adrendine building a rage in him that mirrored the destruction of
the Dragon’s roar itsdf. The remaining three companions knew thet their adventure was not yet over and
hastened up the ridge, for the chase was on again.

It was possible that they might defeat the Knight Commander in a battle. He was but one and they
were three. But the long spears that Garn and Thrak carried for use againgt the mammoths were of little
hdpin a close quarters battle, and Finderkegper had naught but a dagger that he had been holding for his
Unde Both-eragain. The Knight was armored and well-wegponed with longsword and mace. Not to
mention that he was enraged . . . redly, redly enraged.

Thereislittle to say of the dimb and descent that followed. The bright sun shone down on a narrow
am of the lce Mountain Bay northwest of them as they reached the crest of the lagt ridge. The glacid
fidds that had spawned the ice dam lay west and south. They headed toward the bay as the tide turned
and the water seeped away from thar approach. By the time they had reached the shore many, many
hours later, the tide was low and mud flats stretched from edge to edge across the finger of water.

“If we can make it across the flats before the tide turns” sputtered a weak and weary kender, “maybe
the water will cut off our truly dedicated but thoroughly exasperating pursuer.”

“No,” said Thrak. “We stand here” He turned to Garn. “No matter what befdls, do not venture onto
the flats”

“I know, Father. | know.”

Finderkeeper was befuddied but too tired to want to run across severad miles of open mudflats
Besdes, he wasn't sure how soon the tide would be turning anyhow. Drowning did not redly sound like
an interesting way to die. They said you jugt drifted off into unconsciousness, but he couldn’t figure out
how they would redly know that. Didn’'t only dead people redly know, one way or the other?

“Maybeif we just give im the magic thing,” he volunteered weskly, taking the smal carved item out
of the scroll case in which he had put it for safekeeping.

“Too late” said Thrak, and then the Knight Commander was upon them.

Like the ondaught they had just witnessed at dawn, the Commander rushed at them without subtlety
or tactics, but with amazing brute force. Both Thrak and Garn managed to stab a him as he charged a
the group, but the force of his rush was s0 great that he struck the spear out of Garn's hands before it
hed penetrated the leather joint in his armor. Thrak held on to his wesgpon, driving his spear into the
upper arm of the Commander, but it dashed through muscle without gtriking bone, and tore out the side.
There was no chance to regroup before the roaring maniac was atop them.

Thrak did his best to shidd Garn from immediate harm, but not so much as to diminish the boy’s
honor in this, his only battle. Finderkeeper drew Uncle Botheragain's dagger, but found no opening. As
quick as the hands of a kender are, he was no maich for afully armored and well-muscled human. Trying
to keep his wits about him, Finderkeeper stabbed at the Knight's boots, but the leather was sturdy and
thick, and Uncdle Botheragain's blade was redly not up to the task.

Suddenly, the tidal bore—a amadl, perhaps twelve inch inch high, wall of water that marked the turning
of the tide—could be seen entering the narrow bay &t its seaward end.

“Quickly!” said Gam, grabbing the kender. “Give me the scrollcasel”



Finderkeeper did as he was told. “But it doesn’t—"

Before he could say more, Garn grabbed the scroll-case and hdd it up. “You want the magic?’ he
cried hoarsdly at the top of hislungs “Then get it before the sea takes it!” He flung the scroll case out
onto the mudflats, where it landed and rolled to a stop about forty feet offshore.

Perhaps Garn hoped that the Knight Commander would go after the magic and they would escape.
Perhaps Garn knew only that he would be able by this maneuver to avenge his own death.

Vern Hagterck looked at the scrollcase and the gpproaching tidd bore. He looked at the three
daggering defenders. There was enough time,

Focusing his remaining strength, the Knight Commander feinted back to gain room to swing. With a
bdlowing roar, he dashed in a wide, horizontd arc. He deliberately swung just over the boy’'s head,
overbearing Garn's hagty effort to parry with his spearshaft, so that the boy could see his father die fird.
He need not have bothered, for Thrak threw himsdf into the dashing blade in a desperate attempt to
purchase his son's life a the cost of his own, with a find thrust of his hunting knife at the head of their
berserk attacker. His blade glanced noigly off the hdm of the Knight, gouging the thick metd with its
force but causing little red damage.

Finderkeeper followed Thrak’s lead. Too short to reach the head or heart, he stepped into the stride
of the rampaging Knight in an attempt to cripple his enemy’s maohility with a thrust into the crease of his
leg-armor. But Hasterck recognized the gambit and let the force of his arcing blow againg Thrak carry
his left leg up and into the sde of the dosing kender. Finderkeeper went down, fdling hard onto the
smoath stone pebbles and rocks on the shore of the bay. Although, in any other Stuation, Finderkeeper
would have taken a moment to pick out severd of the best weathered rocks for his pouch, in this
particular Stuation he grabbed the armored leg that had connected with his ribcage and held on for dear
life Even Finderkeeper’ s full weight and strength did not dow the rampaging warrior.

Hasterck reversed his sword stroke and lunged at Garn, aming lower this time. Before the boy’s
body had even fdlen to the blood-soaked beach, Hasterck dropped his sword and reached down for the
kender. Finderkeeper it in the Knight's face. Uncle Bothera-gain had taught him that, when he was but
awee one back in Kendermore, but he had never had much use for spitting, until this particular instance.

Putting one hand on the kender's chin and wrapping the other around Finderkeeper's tangled
topknot, Hasterck gave a sudden twist. Finderkeeper's last thought was that the sound of splintering
bone, combined with a sudden subsiding of dl pain, was redly quite interesting. Then, the kender thought
no more.

Before Finderkeeper’s limp body once again hit the smooth stones he would never finger, Hasterck
sprinted onto the mudflas to retrieve the scroll case.

The mud was soft and sucked at his legs during his rapid strides, but his momentum carried him out to
the scrollcase. He stopped to pick it up. Immediady he sank in the soft sdltwater mud to mid-thigh, the
mud releasing a flood of water as he sank. It was only then he redized that as the mud released water, it
gripped his legs in a visdike hold. He did not sink further, but he could not free himsdf. As if hed by
stone, hislegs would not move—not an inch, not at dl. He grabbed his dagger and cut a the bindings to
his leg armor, feding certain that cutting away the inflexible and weighty materid would dlow him to
move. It was to no avail.

He tried not to panic. Grab the scrollcase so the magic does not flow away when the tidd bore hits,



he thought. Remove the armor, so when the water comes, you can just float away to safety.

It was aplan. It should work. He grabbed the scroll-case, his prize, as the tidd bore broke over his
wag with the stabbing fed of a thousand icy, vengeful knives. He waited as the shock subsided.
Certainly the mud, infused now with water, would loosen around his legs. It would be unpleasant, even
dangerous, but he could 4ill float away.

But the mud did not loosen. It gripped him tighter. Soon he could not fed his legs, whether from the
death grip of the accursed mud or the numbing coldness of the water of 1ce Mountain Bay he did not
know. The tide was quickly moving up his body. The cold was so grest that he was unsure if his chest
would refuse to take breath even before his head was covered by the water.

Perhaps the magic could save him. It was insane to think so, but he had to try. He opened up the
scrollcase and found it empty. That bastard had tricked him! The magic was probably in one of the
kender’s accursed pockets. The swearing that had occurred earlier on the face of the diff while the
Dragon roared was tame in comparison to what spewed forth from the Commander’ s blue lips now.

The water crept higher. His breath came in ragged, shdlow gasps. His body was numb. His lips
quivered in the cold. His thoughts dowed and became confused. He had to do something, but what? He
wanted to rest, to givein, but histraining permested through his murky thinking.

Perhaps, he thought, he could use his dagger to cut off his legs and somehow druggle to shore. The
numbing effect of the water could be a blessng in disguise. He vagudy redized that there was some
problem or danger or difficulty in this, but couldn’t fathom what it might be. It was a plan. It should work.

He mustered dl hiswaning strength to the effort, to the plan, but his numbed fingers fumbled with the
blade. At the last, he redized that he could not even tdl if he held the knife any longer, if he might even be
cutting into his own flesh.

The bard finished histde as the tribe of 1ce Nomads glanced a one another. The weeping of Thrak’'s
widow pierced the quiet of the night upon the ice fidds A amdl boy, however, tugged a the brightly
colored tunic of the traveling bard. “But how,” he asked, “do you know the taleistrue, if none survived?’

“Sometimes” whispered the bard, fingering an oddly shaped, pinkish stone, “they say, the truth is not
the noblest thing about atae.”

Author’'s Footnote: Both the Dragon’s Throat and the gripping mudflas (dluvid mud) are actud
features that have been found in arctic regions. During the peak of one past jokulhlaup, as it is known, at
Lake George, as much as 150 million gdlons of water drained from the 25 square mile lake each minute.
Eveay year, people are caught in the dluvid mud in Cook Inlet. Some are not rescued in time and



eventudly must be abandoned as the frigid water closes over them.



