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SABBATICAL
“People. Alwaystoo many people.”

Only the leathery beat of Greer’ s dragon wings answered Bardon' s observation. Cool air rushed against
Bardon’ sface, blowing away the cares of three intense years of training and study.

He squeezed his kneesinto the riding hooks and leaned forward across the major dragon’ s neck. Brisk
mountain air rose off the snow-topped mountain and blew his dark hair back from his pale face. Soon he
should be able to spot the valey Sir Dar had recommended. He needed time aone. Thefirst part of his
sabbatical would be spent in isolation.

Bardon put ahand on Greer’ s purple scales and communicated his desire to locate alake shaped like a
boot.

Looking down at the forested dopes, he speculated on how many of the seven high races populated the
area. A smile spread across hisface. It waslikely that not one civilized being walked this southern part of
the Morchain Mountain Range for ahundred milesin any direction.

He saw aropma scurry across arocky stream.

“Don’'t worry, fella. | won't bother you if you don’t bother me. I’ m taking a break from everyone, both
high and low races.”

Greer rumbled in histhroat, and Bardon placed a hand on the amethystine scales of his dragon’s neck.
“No, I’'m not running away from you, my friend. And in truth, I’ m not redlly running away from
civilization. | just need a sabbatica, along sabbatical.”

Ahead, two peaks stood taller than the rest. Bardon mentally guided the mgor dragon toward the
landmark Dar had given him. He thought about the parting from the wise little doned!.

The room had bustled with activity like al the roomsin Castle Pelacce. Dar had taken Bardon aside to
gpesk words of encouragement and instruction, but the constant commotion intruded on their
conversation.

“I’'m proud of you, Bardon.” Dar’ssmall furry hand had rested on his squire’sarm. “Y ou’ ve developed a
gracious socia presence. | know it’s been hard for you, but | consider it one of your greatest
accomplishments.”

Inwardly, Bardon had cringed when awoman'’ s piercing laugh rose over the clucking babble of asmal
group of ladies. Squire Bardon glanced at Sir Dar. He couldn’t speak of his concern to the knight he
admired so much. Every day Bardon underwent agreat struggleto project that image of serenity Sir Dar
assumed wasred.

He thinks too well of me. The young man wrestled with atruth he did not like. After three years, this
knight-in-training is only better at hiding his uneasiness.

| find the social life Sr Dar thrives on to be overwhelming. Bardon looked around at the gregarious
crowd. Sir Dar amiled sincerely at amarione' s comment as he passed. The squire wished they had
chosen a secluded spot for this conversation. But the Castle Pelacce boiled with activity in every quarter.



When does a day pass that someone, important or not, isn't visiting? Dozens of outsiders, along
with the bustling staff, roam these hallways.

While his mentor gazed fondly at agroup of giggling women, Bardon watched the finely dressed,
diminutive doned ladies and strove to keep hisface neutrd. I’ ve given up trying to keep Sr Dar’s
extended family straight. Are those cousins? | can’t remember who's who. There are dozens of
families, not just dozens of individuals.

The uncomfortable memory faded. Bardon put aside the aggravation of court life as Greer passed
between the two peaks and headed south. The rough terrain beneath them looked even more
uninhabited.

I’ m thankful this time of reflection isrequired before | take my final vow to Paladin. I’ m already
enjoying the peace of being out of civilization. Nothing within the city compares with the beauty |
beheld last night as | watched the heavens from my campsite. Even the stars seemed to celebrate
my freedom. That comet rising from the southwestern horizon may be my herald of a contented
sabbatical.

| can be gone from a month to a year. At this point, | intend to take every day of a whole year to
relish the isolation. Searching my soul as | count the cost of this alliance is only part of what |
must examine.

Bardon stroked Greer’ s neck. By using the wordless communication of mindspesaking common to arider
and his dragon, the squire often confided his thoughtsto his dragon. The young squire waswell avare
that his closest companion aready knew every detail of hislife. Nonetheless, when hetalked to Greer, he
didn’'t fed like heindulged in melancholy musings. Friendly chatswith the droll dragon often lifted his
Soirits.

Bardon gazed at the unpopulated mountain region. He would have to guard againgt falling into self-pity.
The solemn redlity of hislonely life threstened to accompany him on his chance for arelaxed time of
meditation.

| lived at The Hall fromthetime | was six, hetold Greer, until | was eighteen—a dozen yearsin a
room with five other occupants. Dormitory life doesn’t allow much time for solitude. | don’t mind
telling you, Greer, | crave really being alone.

Greer besat his powerful wings and rose severad hundred feet to soar over abroad mountaintop. On the
other sde gtretched a highland valley, cradling along lake.

“That water |ooks to be the shape of aboot.” Bardon leaned over the neck of his mount. “Sir Dar said
the cabinison the east Sde, closeto the hed.”

Greer banked and headed for the eastern shore at the southernmost end of the clear lake. Clouds
reflected in the blue water, and as Greer passed over, an image of the dragon’s purple body and cobalt
wings glided across the rippling surface.

They landed on the shordline where stubby grass and tiny, fragrant, white mountain flowers covered the
bank for twenty yards before undersized trees erupted in dense woods. The vegetation grew lush
because of along tropica growing season but was short due to the dtitude.

A one-leve, split-log cabin sat at the edge of the forest.

Bardon swung hisleg over the saddle horn, unhooked his other leg, and did to the ground. With hands



much practiced at histask, he unbuckled the straps of the saddle and laid it and the saddle packs on the
ground. The young squire stood with hisfists on his hips and surveyed the peaceful scene.

Greer gretched out hiswings and shook them with arattle of the thin leather hide. He then tucked them
closeto hisbody and rolled in the sweet-scented grass. When hisitches were subdued, he strolled to the
edge of the lake and took a deep drink. The dragon lifted his head with water dripping from his chinand
looked back at hisrider.

“Yes,” agreed Bardon. “I bet some very big fish swim in these waters.”

He picked up two bundles of personal belongings, leaving the other gear to stow later. Right now he
wanted to ingpect what would be his secluded home for the next few months. He would read the books
he’ d brought, contemplate life, and seek Wulder’ s presence, hoping for aclear direction. Should hebe a
knight after all these years of preparation, or should he settle into aless demanding occupation?

Bardon waked dowly, in no hurry to commence these weighty meditations. He' d been so sure
knighthood was his caling. Obvioudy, his unknown father had desired thisfuture for hisson, or he
wouldn't have left him a The Hal. But as Bardon trained under Sir Dar, he began to redlize thet the lofty
words servant to Paladin actudly meant “ servant to mankind.”

Theideaof serving the noble ruler of Amarahad apristine quality toit. In redlity, this serving meant
forever dedling with the sullied high races. Instead of walking on amore eevated plane than the average
citizen, Bardon found himself mingling with and humbling himself for an unappreciative, uneducated, ratty
populace.

“People,” he muttered. “Way too many people.”

He reached the door of the cabin, and without putting down either bundle, he awkwardly lifted the latch.
He nudged the heavy wooden plank open with hisfoot and stepped into the dimly lit room. His nose
twitched. He smelled what could have been ahot med eaten not long before. With shoulderstensed, he
lowered his burden to the floor and put ahand on his sword hilt.

The cabin didn’t fed right. Abandoned for over ayear, the interior should have had amusty odor. Dust
motes floated in sunbeams shining through polished windows. A door stood open to asmall bedroom.

Bardon crossed the main room silently and peered in at two made beds. A smple dress hung on apeg
onthewall. A set of shelvesheld other feminine clothing folded nestly.

He scanned the room. No one lurked in the shadows. He turned to search the rest of the small cabin.
Two other rooms didn’t seemto bein use. But it was abundantly clear the kitchen area and the sitting
room had accommodated someone earlier in the day.

He marched out of the house and asked Greer if he had seen or heard anyone in theimmediate vicinity.
The dragon had not, but took to the sky for a scouting trip. The young squire soon had an answer.

What do you mean, ‘ uh-oh’? Bardon glared at the flying dragon. Two women, one very old and one
young? Hefrowned. What are they doing?

Bardon didn’t gppreciate the dragon’ s comments on how delicious the berries would be when the
women returned with two basketfuls.

| doubt they are picking enough to satisfy your appetite.

Heturned on his hedl and tramped back into the house, snatching up his bundles as he went through the



door.

Sr Dar gave me permission to occupy this house, and thisiswhere | am going to stay! These
women are certainly not here because they were invited.

He carried his possess ons through the Sitting room and into the second unoccupied bedroom. He tossed
the bags on the bed and went out to haul in the rest of his provisions. In addiberate surge of activity, he
stowed al his belongings. Then, packing awire, abottle with acork stopper, and ahunk of cheeseina
knapsack, he went out to the lake. He stopped to whack off adender, five-foot-long branch from a
borling tree, then picked off its smaler limbs as he walked.

The nutty scent of the wood soothed his agitation. Surviva skills had been hisfavorite part of training. He
relished the fresh air, the music of woodland noises, and the busyness of living off the land.

| will enjoy these months alone. At this moment, | will focus on what is at hand.
Thank You, Wulder, for Your gift of thistime and this place.

A rock outcropping jutted into the water. Bardon clambered over apile of smooth bouldersand sat on a
ledge. Settling into a comfortable position with his feet dangling over the water, he pulled out astring and
the wire from his pocket. With nimble fingers, he fashioned a hook from the wire and attached it to the
string, then the string to the pole. In amatter of minutes, he threw afishing line with the cork from his
bottle into the water.

Greer ambled toward the rocky ridge to sit within afew yards on the grassy bank. Bardon tried to ignore
the ripple of amusement coming from the dragon’smind.

“Why don’t you go fishing?’ he asked.
The dragon stretched his neck over the water.

“Not here!” Bardon jerked hisline and jutted his chin out toward the long expanse of shordine. “Go to
the other end of thelake. Sir Dar said the water is quite deep there.”

Greer looked to the north and then over his shoulder at the stunted forest.

“No,” said Bardon. “I don’'t need you to stay and help greet the ladies.” He paused to absorb the
dragon’ sresponse. “I am not inafoul mood, and | will not catch any fish with you hanging over my
shoulder. Go have your dinner and let me catch mine.”

Greer spread hiswings and abruptly took off, but not before Bardon heard the rumble in histhroat that
indicated the dragon was laughing at hisrider.

Bardon ducked as adraft from the strong, leathery wings nearly knocked him off hisrocky perch. But
Greer’ sgood humor dispersed thelast of hisrider’s prickly temper. By the time Bardon looked up to see
his friend soaring above the mountain lake, agrin had replaced his scowl.

He pulled in hisline, reset the bait, and cast his hook into the water. Then he leaned back againgt the
rocky ledge and watched Greer rather than the cork floating in the placid |ake below.

The purple dragon circled over the [ake. One moment he spirdled in alazy pattern, the next, he tucked
hiswings and plummeted into the water. He came out again, stretching his neck skyward, flapping his
wings, and leaving awaterfal of droplets cascading from his body. Even across the distance, Bardon felt
the satisfaction that pulsed through the dragon as he swallowed his catch.



Bardon' s gaze locked on Greer asthe dragon repested the performance many times. The dragon didn’t
feed every day, but when he did, he ate until sated. With the close connection between dragon and rider,
Bardon grew more and more content as hisfriend satisfied his hunger. He leaned againgt the sun-warmed
rock and sighed. Even if he had to eat hardtack tonight instead of fried fish, he would be immeasurably
happier here than at the busy Castle Pelacce in the heart of bustling Dormenae.

Bardon wiggled hisfoat, feding asif amusclein hiscaf had drawn taut. The cramp intengfied. He
opened hiseyes and sat up. Around the circumference of hislower leg, awrither snake had coiled its
two-inch-thick, moss green body.

Bardon held his breath. Writher snakes, though small in circumference, had musclesthat were strong like
cables, teeth likerazors, and areputation for drowning their victims. Bardon wondered how old this
writher might be. Legend said they grew five feet longer every year, but never any thicker. Thisone stall
gill hung beneath the surface of the lake.

With its head lifted, the snake' s pale eyes gazed dispassionately at itsvictim. A black, forked tongue
flickered, tasting the air. Hissing with an odd cadence like the humming of a song, the serpent bobbed its
head to and fro.

Bardon eased his hand to hiswast, where aleather sheath held his hunting knife. The creature flinched
and drew back toward the water, squeezing its victim'’sleg and pulling him toward death. The snake
paused, flicked its tongue, bobbed its head, and stared at the face of its prey.

Bardon' sfingersinched over the finely braided |leather loop that secured the large knife. With no other
part of his body moving, he pushed afinger under the catch and freed the blade. He took adow,
steadying breath and tensed for the one attempt he would have to kill the beast. He whipped the blade
out in asmooth motion and swung to dice off the snake’ s head. The snake dodged the knife and struck
at Bardon' sleg. His boot saved him from the serpent’ s bite. The tough leather tore, but the teeth did not
penetrate.

The snakejerked, tightening its grip, and moved toward the water. Asif understanding the threet of the
knife, it laid its head along its victim’ sinner knee, too close to the rock for Bardon to reach without
dicing hisownleg.

Hipping onto his somach, Bardon tried to find something to hang on to, something to help him resist
being dragged benesath the cold waters. He dug the fingers of one hand and the knife in the other hand
againgt the hard surface of the rock. The stone gave no purchase. He did farther as the snake pulled.

Bardon knew just when Greer recognized hisrider’ s distress and flew toward the south end of the lake.
The amount of fish he' d esten dowed hisflight. His movements would be duggish, but the dragon would
not abandon hisrider.

Again the snake yanked backward, and Bardon fell off the rock. Just before his head splashed benegth
the surface, he heard the enraged battle cry of adragon above him and afeminine screech of horror from
the shore.
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ENTANGLED

Bardon kicked at the coil around hisleg with hisfree foat, trying to pound the snake s body into
loosening its grip. Directly above him, theimpact of amassive body entering the water announced Greer
had cometo hisrescue.

A cloud of bubbles surrounded the squire, obscuring hisvision. A moment later, his descent abruptly
reversed. He whooshed out of the lake, dangling upside down, still entangled in the long snake. Greer
held the serpent in his mouth and flew toward shore.

Water streamed from Bardon’ s hair. He swiped at his eyes with one hand and glanced up. The snake
coiled around hisleg, its head battering the leather of his boot. The length of the writher’ s body dangled
from Greer’ s mouth. Bardon estimated the creature’ s body stretched twenty feet between hisfoot and
Greer’ steeth. Bardon looked down at the rippling surface of the lake, then at the rocky shore as Greer
ganed height. The piles of rounded stones did not ook like a comfortable place to set down. He
desperately hoped the serpent would not Iet go of hisleg now.

Seconds | ater, the dragon banked over the grassy expanse before the cabin. Bardon bent in half at the
wais. Still holding his hunting knife, he grabbed the snake sbody asif it were arope and hauled himsdlf
up to Greer’ s head. Clinging to the dragon’ s neck, he braced himsdlf for the landing.

Thanks, Greer.

Inreturn for hisexpression of gratitude, Bardon listened to atirade on the foul taste of writher snakes and
the unpleasant fed of serpent scades rubbing against the tongue.

As soon asthe dragon’ sfeet hit the ground, he spat the offending reptile from his mouth. Bardon' s back
struck the grassy bank with athud, knocking the air out of hislungs. The knife flew from hisgrasp,
landing out of reach. As helabored to breathe, afrantic young woman rushed toward him with an ax
raised above her head. He wheezed, struggling for just one breath of air while the snake' s hold tightened
around hisleg.

His eyesfollowed the young woman's helter-skelter dash toward him with that large ax brandished. He
emphatically desired to get away from the snake and out of the path of the ax-wielder, but al he could do
was hack and gasp. She stumbled, and the blade of her weapon barely missed hisleg.

Sitting up, Bardon findly drew severd breaths of bracing air. He tried to move away from thefigure
sprawled on the grass beside him, but the snake lurched toward the lake and dragged him aong.

Gregr!

The dragon whipped around, histail flattening abush. He examined the Stuation, gave ahuge sigh, and
reluctantly placed onelarge forefoot on the dithering beedt.

Hisdragon friend’ s surge of disgust washed over Bardon. He thought Greer’ s abhorrence of snakes
would be laughable if he’ d been free of the creature wrapped around hisleg.

Back on her feet and armed again with the ax, the young woman charged in between Bardon and Greer.
She swung the ax above her head and, as it came down, let out afrightful screech. Bardon grimaced and
covered hisears. The serpent jerked, the coil around Bardon' sleg relaxed, and he shook the body of the



snake loose. Dark purple blood spurted from the two ends of the severed flesh.

Greer removed hisfoot from the twitching snake body and backed away from the creature. The young
woman scrambled back aswell. Tears ran down blotchy red cheeks, and her chest heaved as she
sobbed. An older woman stood by the forest’s edge with a serene expression fixed upon her dark face.

Bardon pushed wet locks away from his eyes and studied the emerlindian. A granny?
Sheamiled. “ Yes, a granny. Granny Kye.”

Annoyed that she had heard his thought, Bardon carefully guarded his expression. He could aso guard
his thoughts after working with Kae on his mindspesking abilities while they had been onamisson
together three years ago. His talent was minima next to hers. He put the guard in place so that this granny
would not know how frustrated he was by the presence of these women.

He struggled to hisfedt, tried to stamp some circulation back into his numb leg, and straightened histunic.
Chagrined that in spite of dl histraining, agirl and adragon had just rescued him, Bardon bent in an
awkward bow. The court polish of three years deserted him.

| amnot a callow lad, and | will not stutter words I’ ve repeated many times before.
He smiled with dl the charm he could muster. “1’m pleased to meet you, Granny Kye.”
“And |, you. | have been expecting you.”

The younger emerlindian, her pale skin il flushed, turned unbdieving date blue eyes on the older
woman. “ Grandmother, you never said.”

Bardon amost missed her words as he watched those thickly fringed eyes grow as dark as storm clouds.

Granny Kye chuckled. “1 don't tell you everything, infant.” Sheturned to Bardon. “Thiswild childis
N’'Ree.”

Bardon turned to N’ Rae. Her beauty astonished him. Even in plain clothing, she outshone dl thefair
ladies of court. He straightened his tunic again and managed a more polished bow. “My pleasure.”

She glanced away, then down. Bardon decided she was younger than he' d first thought. Probably alittle
younger than hisfriend Kae. But where Dragon Keeper Kae Allerion had a determined expression
about her eyesand in thetilt of her chin, thisfair maiden resembled alost kitten. Splashes of dark purple
blood covered the front of her homespun dress, Iooking incongruous on someone who radiated such
innocence.

Bardon wanted to see the unusud color of her eyes again and spoke softly, hoping she' d glance up at
him. “Thank you for saving my life.”

Shedid ook up. A moment before, the hue of her eyes had reflected stormy clouds. Now the vivid blue
matched the sky above. “I didn’t know what to do. | hate snakes!”

Bardon felt a shudder of agreement from Greer’ s mind, and he glanced over at the dragon to seehim
giving N’ Rae anod of approval. At the moment, Bardon wasn't too fond of snakes, either. And he'd
never been too fond of people. Even afetching femae and awise old woman were more company than
he desired. He turned to the granny.

“| am Bardon, squireto Sir Dar of Castle Pelacce, in Dormenae, Wittoom.”



“A squire?” N’ Rae dmost looked impressed, but she shook her head, causing her long, white-blond
tressesto swing. With asigh that took the stiffness out of her shoulders so they drooped in defeat, she
dared again a the ground. “It' sa shame you aren’t aknight. We could use aknight.” Her chin lifted, and
shelooked to the granny. “ Actually, we could use Paladin’ s army, but Grandmother sayswe areto
accomplish our task with the resources Wulder provides.”

The old woman nodded. “And Wulder has provided Squire Bardon.”

“Wait.” He held up ahand and dowly shook hishead. “I’m entering into my sabbaticd. I’m charged to
devote mysdlf to meditation. | cannot undertake to aid you in any endeavor at thistime.”

N’ Rae turned away from him, gave alittle gasp, and pointed afinger at Greer. “Oh dear, that was
dinner.”

The dragon lifted his nose from the dropped baskets of berries by the forest edge. His long, blue tongue
licked the last of the smashed purple goo from hislips. He blinked and focused on hisrider.

Bardon frowned at Greer but turned a pleasant face to the two ladies and delivered the message his
dragon had impressed into his mind. “Greer wishesto offer his gpologies. When it comesto food, he has
very little willpower. We have provisonswewill gladly share”

His thoughts turned back to the dragon. Those are my provisions you' re offering, and thisisn’t
hel ping to remove these interlopers from the cabin. Do you have any suggestions on how to get
rid of them?

Greer turned his back on hisrider and strolled down to the shore. He launched into the air and headed
for the northern end of thelake.

Bardon turned back to the women. “ Greer will bring back fish for our dinner. I’ll drag what’ sleft of this
snake far into the woods for scavengers to dispose of.”

He fought the urge to clear histhroat before he made his next announcement. “The cabin belongsto Sir
Dar, and he gave me permission to dwdl in it this summer. | hope this doesn’t inconvenience you.”

Granny Kye smiled. “Not at dl, my dear boy, we shdl be leaving on our quest within aday or two.”
Bardon deliberately shifted his gaze away from the bright brown, knowing eyes of the emerlindian.

Not with me! he protested. He strolled into the cabin to retrieve his sword. He wouldn'’t be caught
unarmed again. When he came out, he nodded to the women and picked up his hunting knife and
sheathed it. With the head section of the snake' s carcassin one hand and the long body in the other, he
marched into the trees. His stride lengthened as he determined to banish a persistent nagging in his heart.

| am not required to do anything for these females.
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THREE!

Bardon dragged the snake' s body farther into the woods than was necessary. With every step, he
pondered the question of what his reaction should be to these two inconvenient women.

Gracious Wulder, by Sr Dar’s example, | know that when someone isin need, that need takes
precedence over any personal plan. So, here | quibble. Where it would be expected to set aside a
personal plan, it would be unacceptable to ignore a mandate from You. Is my sabbatical a
personal plan or a divine assignment?

The snake’ sbody snagged on abush, jerking Bardon to a hat. He turned and yanked. It didn’t budge.
Hewaked back, held the lower branches back with hisfoot, and pulled. The bush let go, and he trudged
on aong the narrow path. He entered aforest glade and headed for the other side.

You and | both know that there really aren’t two choices, but only one. You wouldn’t have put this
need in my path if You didn’t want me to react as You’ ve taught me. | will do as You require.

The hair on the back of his neck stood up. Bardon unsheathed his sword at the first rumbling growl. He
let the dead weight of the snake dip from hisfingers and took a step backward. Crouching with his
weapon ready, helooked into the cool yellow eyes of afive-foot-long mountain cat. Just within the line of
trees, the anima pressed its entire body close to the ground, legs bent, ready to pounce. Golden stripes
adorned the animd’ stan hide. The cat’ stufted earslay back againgt its skull. With itslips pulled back,
the wild beast’ s snarl showed pointed teeth.

“I an really not in the mood for this, cat.”

A growl vibrated through the meadow. The cat’ stail swept back and forth acrossthe forest floor.
“Wouldn't you like this sneke for dinner? Y ou can haveit. My trest.”

The cat stepped forward.

“Believe me, the snake would be atadtier, easier dinner.”

He inched back. The cat inched closer.

Bardon sighed. He flexed his fingers on the hilt of the sword. The weapon had been crafted by Wizard
Fenworth and placed in Bardon’ s hand by Paladin himsalf. On the occasions he' d had to use the sword,
it had never failed him. Sometimes, he thought Fenworth had embedded specid powerswithin the
weapon. Other times, he thought Wulder had blessed the blade for righteousness. But killing amountain
cat over adead snake did not seem to be anoble cause. Still, being eaten seemed less than anoble end
to his career asaknight. He pulled his hunting knife out and balanced the two wegpons.

Bardon'slip twitched in humor. Greer would tell him this awkward stuation was his own fault. “ Never
mess with asnake,” was the dragon’s creed.

“Never mess with a mountain cat” is more apropos at the moment.
Where are you, Greer?

He watched the cat as he listened for the mental connection to his dragon. Greer answered readily,



having aready placed alarge giddinfish on the grassin front of thefair N’ Rae. Asusud, the dragon’s
take on Bardon'’ s problem sounded impertinent. Bardon concentrated on the wild anima before him as
he responded.

| do not think the cat prefers warm-blooded, fresh meat to cold, dead snake. But | prefer not to
test your theory. Could you hurry a bit? | want to be out of here before | become its next meal.

He managed to ease backward afew steps before the cat prowled into the meadow. The feline warily
approached the serpent carcass, nose quivering, large eyes on the man, not the snake.

Yes, of course | want aride, Greer. Thisisill-timed humor.

The cat didn’t come straight at him, but sashayed in zigzag fashion, aways with whiskerstrembling and
eyes fixed on the man. Bardon held his sword and knife ready but hoped Greer would reach them before
he had to fight.

He had plenty of battlefield experience. He' d matched prowess with skilled bisonbeck soldiers. He'd
engaged many grawligs, and they were barbarous creatures.

One-on-one with a wild cat involves different skills. Wild beasts fight with a finesse lacking in the
savage low races. Sill, I've fought a trundle bear and won. Bardon shook his head dightly and
clenched hiswegpons. But trundles are a smallish bear. Not at all in the same class as this beast.
Helooked at the magnificent cat, a creation of Wulder, and willed Greer to swoop in over the trees.

The dragon’ s grumbling rolled through his thoughts, and he answered.

It's not my fault you gorged yourself on fish and berries...I know you like to nap after a
feast...I’m not the one who offered to catch dinner for the women...The sooner you get me out of
here, the sooner you can stretch out beside the lake and bask in the afternoon sun.

Thecat curled itslip and snarled.
Hurry!

He had succeeded in reaching the forest line. The snake' sremainslay in two pieces across the middle of
the clearing. The cat stopped and sniffed. The animal’ s head jerked back, its chin lifted to the sky, and it
roared.

Shivers surged over Bardon'sarms and back. He flexed hisfingers on the hilt of the sword, then the hand
that held the knife. The muscles across the cat’ s shoulders bunched. Its paws kneaded the ground.

“Getting ready to attack, aren’t you?’ Bardon noted his hands squeezing and relaxing on the handles of
his weapons, much asthe great feline kneaded the turf. The squire grunted. “Well, soam I! But I'd prefer
to just go our separate ways. Y ou go have dinner with the snake. I'll go et fish with the emerlindian
ladies”

Thecat lickeditslips.
“No, kitty.” Bardon kept hisvoicelow and soothing. “Thisisabad idea.”

A rumble emanated from the cat’ sthroat, and it Sprang across the dead snake, launching himself directly
at the sword. Bardon twirled out of the way, dlowing the animal to fly past and crash into the underbrush
of theforest. The cat recovered and thrashed out of the branches, leaving a mangled bush behind. It
charged Bardon, who stepped aside barely in time. He pricked the cat’ s shoulder asit went by.



Thefelinedidn’'t charge again but circled. Bardon carefully kept turning, sword and knife a the reedly.

“| didn’t want to do that, cat. But you don’t appear to be familiar with the high races and their weapons.
Thisblade hurts. Y ou should avoid it.”

L eathery wings beet the air above them. The cat snarled and crouched, backing toward the woods.

Bardon shesthed his weapons and waited. Greer landed in front of him, bellowed at the cat, and flashed
hislarge, sharp teeth. Histail lay flat on the ground, pointed directly at hisrider. Bardon ran up theincline
of thetail, sat high on the dragon’ s back, and hooked hisfeet under the shoulder joints of the wings. He
pressed his body against the back of Greer’s neck and gripped the spikesthat protruded from where the
dragon’ s head joined his neck.

Not exactly comfortable because of the ridges running down Greer’ s back, Bardon nonethelessfelt
secure. He' d ridden bareback before in many training sessons.

The dragon spread hiswings and lifted into the air. The cat darted into the cover of the trees.

That worked. It'Il go off and lick that wound | gave it. Possibly, it has learned to be more cautious
of the high races. “ To the wise one, a prick on the finger avoids a hole in the heart.”

Greer snorted and shook his head.

Yes, | know | don’t need to quote Wulder to you. It’s habit. For three years, I’ ve had to back up
every action of the day to Scribe Moran at the evening vespers. The girder exercise, you know?
An act of will must be consciously chosen with principles to support the deed, and ramifications
accounted.

The dragon stretched hiswings, caught athermal, and circled. Bardon knew Greer found the tedious
girder ritua boring. But the young squire knew it was necessary. The practice forced novicesto order
their lives, and the exercise prevented chaos. But Greer would not prolong any conversation dedling with
girdering.

Yes, | know you have rescued me twice in one day. Pardon me for not expressing my gratitude
more promptly...Of course I’'m aware that your loyalty is a blessing of great practical value.

The dragon continued to circle, risng higher. Bardon felt the chill asthey climbed. With Greer’ sdrall
comments till registering in the back of hismind, the squire turned his attention to Wulder. After years of
study in The Hall and under Sir Dar, he ill didn’'t have agrasp of what to expect from his Creator.

You' ve sent me on sabbatical, Wulder. | know You order my days. What is the purpose of a writher
snake, a hungry cat, and these women?

Oh, Greer, giveit arest. Let’ s return to these two women and find out just what their quest is.
Maybe they only need an escort down to the valley to market.

Three? Threel Three women?



4
BIG SURPRISES

The aromas of baked bread and fried fish wafting from the cabin did much to improve Bardon’ s temper.
He did off Greer’ sback and strode toward the open door. Getting rid of three females shouldn’t be
much harder than dispensing with two.

I’ll find out what this quest of theirsis, then offer to escort them to the nearest town where they
can find appropriate help.

He paused.

Greer can’t carry three women and me. That means a hike down the mountain. Three days.
Bintuppi is the closest town. A walk across the foothills. Best to follow the Gilpen River. Two days.
Time consuming, but doable.

He veered off to the well and pumped a bucket of water. A bar of soap sat in an earthen bowl, and a
towel hung on the stone siding. Bardon washed his hands and face. He wanted to change his damp
clothing, but the med smdled asthough it was ready to serve.

Bardon smoothed hishair over hisears, rebuttoned his tunic, and waked through the door with asmile
on hisface.

On the kitchen table sat abrown loaf of bread, aplatter of fried fish, abowl of wild greens...and atiny
table. In the chair beside the fist-gzed table sat agray, furry cresture wearing a cape. The materia oddly
resembled the dress N’ Rae now wore. A belt woven from thin strips of brightly colored cloth encircled
the creature swaist. A long tail wrapped around the carved wooden chair she sat upon.

A plump figure covered with fur, the creature appeared to be more beast than intelligent race. But her
tiny black eyes studied him warily, and her face carried an expression of consideration. Between round,
stand-up ears sat a bleached mobcap, white, frilly, and completely incongruous. The maids at the castle
wore such hats, and Bardon had never figured out why. The head covering did not keep the sun off, hide
unruly hair, or look becoming. On the funny little person, the prissy, starched cap looked comical.

Bardon' s eyes shifted to Granny Kye, then N’ Rae.

Careful, young Squire. He could dmost hear Sir Dar’ svoicein hisear. Many a test of your ability to
be a knight is not in how you tackle grand endeavors, but how you treat a small circumstance.

Bardon took several stepsinto the room and bowed before the tiny woman on the table. “1 would like to
be presented, Mistress.”

N’ Rae rushed to the table, taking hisarm and giving it alittle squeeze. He liked the warmth the contact
gave him. The young emerlindian radiated friendliness, and the joy in her expresson thawed aspot in his
heart.

She nodded to the cresture on the table. “ Thisis Jue Seeno. She' saminneken from the ISe of Kye.”

Isle of Kye? Bardon’s eyebrows shot upward. How could anyone be from an inaccessible isand?
And didn’t that granny say her name is Granny Kye? He made a concerted effort to tamethe
urprise hefdt.



“How do you do, Mistress Jue Seeno?’
He heard a squeak.
N’ Raetugged at hisdeeve. “You'll haveto get closer to understand her words.”

Bardon kndlt beside the table asif he were knedling before a sovereign of one of the many provinces of
Amara

“I amwdl. Thank you,” said Mistress Seeno with anod of her head.
Her high-pitched voice barely reached his ears. He leaned forward dightly and cocked his head.
The minneken smiled. “And you?’

Bardon blinked, and a grin spread across his face. “Pardon me, Mistress, but | am trying to remember
every bit of geography, history, and folklore of the Ide of Kye. Until this moment, | thought Kye wasthe
name of an inaccessibleidand.”

“Itismogtly inaccessible.” Her smdll, twinkling black eyes moved to Granny Kye. When the minneken
smiled, arow of tiny white teeth gleamed between thin lips. The front two were quite abit larger than the
rest. “There have dways been members of the Kye family who fly in on the strongest dragons. The air
currents are as treacherous as the pounding surf battering our sheer cliffs”

“Am | right in assuming that Granny Kye isamember of that family and hasvisited the Id€?’

“Partidly. SheisaKye of Kye Idand but was born on the mainland. | don’t think she has ever ventured
out to our little paradise.”

Granny Kye shook her head and placed a hand on her chest. “Oh dear, no. Never.”

Jue Seeno tapped her fingertips together, then folded her handsin her lap. “Very rarely does one of the
minnekensleavetheide.” She preened abit, one small gray hand touching the collar of her cape. “I
believe I’'m thefirst in over five hundred years.” Her beady eyesturned back to stare earnestly at the
squire. “Most of what you had categorized asfolklore, you may now move under history. Intalking to
N’ Rae, who isawoefully ignorant child due to her upbringing, though we' re rectifying that” —she smiled
briefly at N'Rae—"1’ ve discovered that the folktales among the seven high races concerning the
minnekens are based modtly in fact.”

Bardon’ s ears perked up. “ That raises a question often debated at The Hall, Mistress Seeno. Wulder
crested the seven high races, yet no mention is made of how other races cameinto being. The dragons
areinteligent and could be said to be arace. And now that | know minnekens are more than just fable, |
wonder how this race cameto be.”

Thetiny lady tilted her head and looked quizzicaly at the young man kneeling before her.
“Waulder isthe Creator of al,” shesaid.
“| agree.”

“The books He has given to guide and instruct deal with thisland. Thereis no reason why they would
mention the creation of lifein other places.”

“What other places, Mistress Seeno?’



“Placestoo far toimagine.” She smoothed her shiny gray fur with tiny hands. “ And thisisaconversaion
for after dinner over acup of tea, under agtarlit sky in summer, or by the hearth in winter.”

N’ Rae stirred beside him. “Now that you are accustomed to her voice, your ears should be able to make
out her words from agreater distance.”

Bardon stood and faced her. “How greet a distance?’
She grinned. “Four, maybe five feet.” Then she scowled. “I’m not so totaly ignorant.”
“I'msureyou aren't.”

“My mother and | lived with aband of ropmafor many years. My mother educated me. We didn't have
books to read, but she told me everything she could remember.”

Helooked at her gentle face and asked, * Y ou lived with ropma?’

“Yes, | liked them. But after Mother died, they became afraid that | would endanger their band by being
with them.”

“How could you do that?’
Granny Kye carried apot of teato thetable. “We'll tak of that aswe edt. Sit, children.”

After Granny asked Wulder’ s blessing on their food and fellowship, they passed around the smplefare.
Heavy crockery served astheir dinnerware. The bowl from which the minneken ate looked like an acorn
cap. Her tin drinking cup had no handle. Miniscule eating utensils were dso fashioned out of tin.

Theteain Bardon's mug tasted spicy. The dark brew warmed his throat and took the edge off his
trepidation concerning these women. He bit into a chunk of bread and savored the sweet, nutty taste. His
appetite awakened, and for afew minutes, he concentrated on enjoying the food.

He noticed the slence around the table. He rarely ate d one and expected chatter during the med. In the
palace dining hall, rapid socid prattle would have accompanied each repast. Bardon would answer
appropriately but alow those more skilled in socid gracesto carry the conversation. When out on
expeditions, the men swapped stories. Bardon listened well.

Shifting uncomfortably, he wondered if he should initiate a conversation. He wiped his mouth with the
napkin provided. “ So, how long have you been staying in the mountains?’

“We spent the winter here,” said N’ Rae.
“Alone?’

“Grandmother is never donefor long. We had visitors every week. Sometimes twice in one week. They
came through the gateway.”

“Sir Dar didn't mention agateway.”
“It'sinthe cellar. Have you ever been through agateway? | thought | would suffocate.”

Bardon thought Sir Dar had |eft out severa important details about thislittle cabin getaway. Perhaps one
of them wasthe presence of the ladies. He practiced his court cdm and answered civilly.

“Yes, | have. It'suncomfortable but an expedient way to travel acrossthe continent.” Bardon dowly ate



therest of hisfish, then put down hisfork. “1 think it’ stime you ladiestell me what service you require of
rTe”

“An escort to the Northern Reach,” stated Granny Kye.
“WEe re going to rescue my father,” said N’ Rae.

Oh, isthat all? Bardon couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of histhoughts. And what outrageous ideas
does this little minneken have? The squireleveled his eye upon the smallest member of their party.

Mistress Seeno solemnly returned his gaze. | have been charged to be N’ Rag' s protector.”

Histraining in diplomacy had, indeed, been effective. He didn’t sputter the absurdity of athree-inch-tall,
rodentlike lady being anyone' s protector. He also managed to stifle an immediate objection to ajourney
starting at the southernmost region of Amara and proceeding past the northern border into abarren,
sparsaly populated land. Instead, he posed a question, hoping for arational answer.

“Who isyour father?’ he asked N’ Rae. “What are we rescuing him from?’
“My father isSr Jlles. Wizard Rigto holds him captive.”
“Rigoisdead.”

N’ Rae squirmed in her segt. “Well, yes. We had heard that. But the stronghold is now under the
possession of Crim Cropper and Burner Stox. | guess | should have said that they now hold him captive.
But he wasfirst taken prisoner by Risto.”

Bardon crossed hisarms over hischest. If Sr Jilles's capture is common knowledge, why hasn’t
someone else made an effort to penetrate this stronghold and bring out the prisoner? “Why have
you chosen thistime to begin the quest?”’

Granny Kye poured more teaiinto each mug. “ The knights have been under Risto’s spell for many years.
At the end of the gppointed time, the spell must be renewed, or they will die. Risto isdead, asyou
pointed out. However, the spdll remainsintact until the Wizards' Plume blazes across the heavens and
passes benesth the Eye of the North.”

Bardon recaled the beautiful new addition he had seen in the sky only the night before. “ This Wizards
Plumewouldn’t be acomet rising from the southwest, would it?’

“Yes, indeed,” Granny Kye amiled a him. “Y ou've seen it?’

Bardon managed apolite smilein return. “Yes, | have” So much for a harbinger of peace and
contentment.

Granny Kye offered teato Mistress Seeno, and the minneken declined. “ Crim Cropper and Burner Stox
may not know the particulars of renewing the spdll. They may not even remember that the chamber holds
deeping warriors. They may not care to interrupt their own enterprises to journey to the north. Weintend
to undo the spell and bring the knights home.”

“Knights? There is more than one knight in this chamber?’
Granny Kye nodded. “We don’'t know exactly how many, but our resourcesindicate quite afew.”

Kale sfather! He' s been missing for years. Kale's mother said he was under Risto’s spell. Perhaps
he, too, isin this chamber.



Bardon |leaned forward. “How have you acquired thisinformation?’

The minneken piped up. “ See, a sensible young man. Thinks things through. Wantsal the facts up front.”
She pointed afinger a N’ Rae. “ Take note.”

Granny Kye patted her granddaughter’ s arm but spoke to the young squire. 1 have been working for
yearsto find the right contacts. Y ou see, Sir Jillesismy son. He was captured by Risto and enchanted.
His older brother Joffawent to his rescue. Joffafirst intended to transport hisown lady and childto a
safe haven. However, asthe family |eft their estate, they were attacked, and dl werekilled.”

“S0,” said N’ Raewith asgh, “ Grandmother and my mother lost Uncle Joffaand al hope of saving my
father.”

Bardon forced himsdlf to remain till. The women’ s story made him want to squirm. Or maybeit wasthe
ingtinct to spring to hisfeet and vow to avenge the loss of thisfamily that made him squirm. He would not
jumpinto their wild scheme.

“Why not givetheinformation to Paladin?’ he asked. “ Pdladin would take interest in your plight and
provide aparty to carry out the rescue.”

The old emerlindian nodded her head. “We have petitioned him, and he gave us permission to rescue my
son.”

“Gave his permisson? Hewon't send a questing party?’
“The questing party isnow being organized.”

Bardon sighed hisrdief and sat back. His curiogity toyed with some of the other aspects of his
tablemates backgrounds.

“N’ Rae and her mother were hiding while they lived with the ropma?’ he asked.

“Yes,” answered Granny Kye.

“I’ve only met oneropma. His name was Dirt.”

N’ Rae smiled. “That isavery common name among them. So are Bug, Stick, Rock, and Leaf.”

“Um...Dirt possessed avery smplemind.”

“They dl do,” N'Rae agreed. “ And they are easly frightened. But they are generdly kind and shared
everything they had with us”

“They lived in houses?’

“Morelike huts”

“And dothing?’

“Smpleweaving.”

“Food?'

“Vegetarian.”

“And Lady Jlles protected the band aslong as shewas dive?’
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N’ Rae glanced away. “ She cloaked our presence so no one could see us except the ropma.”
“And you couldn’t continue after her deeth?’ Bardon asked. “ She didn’t teach you how?”

The minneken spoke up in her high-pitched voice. “ Singularly untaented, essentialy inept,
remarkably...clumsy. But we re working on these shortcomings. N’ Rae has made admirable progress.”

Bardon looked with compass on on the young woman. Being raised among the ropmamust have been
trying. “How did your mother die, N’ Rag?’

Her expression saddened. “ She coughed al winter and then into the spring. One morning, shedidn’t
wake up.”

That’stoo much for a young girl alone. N’ Rae certainly needs to be reunited with her father.
Granny Kye should have her son back. Bardon stifled asigh of resignation.

“All right,” said Bardon. “I’ll join you. Who isin charge of your quest?’

Granny Kye patted hishand. “1 believe you are, dear.”



5
QUESTIONS
Wulder, isthis a test?

Bardon paced adong the shore. Moonlight danced on a path acrossthe lake. Breezes carried the perfume
of pines and the sweet mountain flower azrodhan. The vine cascaded over arocky hillock near the
shoreline. Greer dozed, curled up on the grassy bank. And sitting to the left of one of the peaksin the
southwestern range, the Wizards Plume hung asif immobile for the moment in its climb through the night

sky.
He could not deep, athough those in the cabin had gone to bed hours before.

Turning away from the taunting Wizards' Plume, Bardon focused on histhoughts. He had too many
questions about the design behind thislatest turn of events.

If thisis a test, what is being tested? Can | exhibit noble instincts when my teachers are not
around? Or perhapsthisisa test of discernment. Should | recognize thisto be an irrational
endeavor and avoid it?

Pardon me, Wulder, | mean no disrespect. I'mjust frustrated. I'mwilling to do whatever You
demand of me, but I’ m not certain escorting these women to some unknown destination in the
Northern Reachisreally Your plan.

You know what I’ m thinking and even what | am trying not to think. He Sghed and thrust hisfists
deep into his pockets. Looking up, he admired the beautiful starlit sky but avoided looking at the
southwestern firmament. Wulder deserved a servant who knew what he was doing.

| want this to be from Your hand. The truth is|’m excited to go on an adventure rather than spend
hours upon hours pondering life' s choices. In spite of all the noise I’ ve made about this time
alone...

He strolled over to the deeping dragon. Greer snored, ruffling the blades of grassin front of hischin. His
breath smelled distinctly of fish. Bardon wrinkled his nose, moved to the back of the dragon’ s neck, and
folded hisbody to st on the lawn. He rested against Greer’ s shoulder. The animal didn’t even flinch.
Bardon crossed hisarms over his chest, noticing that the wrestling match with the writher snake had | eft
him sore.

Tonight he wrestled with aweightier problem.

Wulder, I’'mtrying to be honest with myself here. You know | was much better practicing
weaponry than sitting in chapel. | sat there looking attentive, but | longed for sword practice and
archery. | enjoyed digging through the library and putting together a paper much more than
listening to a lecture by one of the scribes. I’ m more comfortable doing. Physical doing.
Intellectual doing. Grand Dost said it was because when | wasidle, | delved into my deeper
consciousness and that was abhorrent to me. He said that was just why | needed the sabbatical
mor e than the others.

Yes! | would rather go on this quest than stay here and face my own ponderings about my future.

He cdlosed hiseyesbut till did not relax.



And | shall not discount a definite feeling of pride in thinking You have chosen me to do this
impossible task. But have You chosen me? Am | willing to do this because | want to be a hero, or
because | want to be a servant?

Bardon chuckled. He leaned his head back against Greer’ s leathery hide and grinned. He remembered
how shocked he had been when Dar announced over a campfire that doing arighteous deed for awrong
reason was not such abad thing. The two of them had gone to gresat lengths to track down awidow’s
foolish son and ddiver him home. They didn’t do it for anoble reason. They’d doneit because his
mother was such a pest, constantly accosting them as they rode past her cottage. Eventualy, they took a
different route to avoid her. Then she had shown up &t court to petition aid.

“Y ou see, young Squire,” Sir Dar had said as he stirred apot of magrattin soup, “when we came across
the boy, he wastired of hisrecklessliving and redly wanted an excuse to go home. We obliged. Now
he' s accepted hisrolein life. His mother is happy, no longer londly. | foresee this young man becoming a
good farmer and contributing to the community. And it isal because we went out to do theright thing for
the wrong reason.”

That had been two summers before, and the young squire had seen on numerous occasions his mentor
do the right thing with no proper motivation.

“Waulder ispleased,” Sir Dar had said, “when you do the right thing even without the inspiration of a
noble purpose. Intellectualy, you recognize the righteous rationae. Y ou have the good senseto do the
good deed, even if your heart, full of folly, has claimed aless noble basisfor action. | doubt that you get
the abundant reward that Wulder would have bestowed on you for the same action done with apure
heart. Nonetheless, I'm sure He is pleased at the end results.”

Three years of intense training to always choose the more honorable course, and still | have to
consciously make the decision to help where help is needed.

He eased hisleg into amore comfortable position and rubbed the calf muscle where the snake had
grabbed him. Helooked up at the multitude of stars and wished the doned statesman werewith him
now. The Wizards Plume now graced aspot atiny bit closer to the top of that southwestern mountain

peak.

“Sir Dar, | would like to hear you say again, ‘ There can be as many wrong reasonsto do the right thing
asthere are sarsin the sky. There might even be more than one legitimate right reason. But thereis never
aright reason to do the wrong thing. Not ever.””

He watched the sky for sometime, even saw a shooting star. When the mountain air becametoo chilly
for comfort, he rose to hisfeet and strode to his bed. The secluded house sheltered three women, when it
was supposed to be his sanctuary for several months.

Bardon sat on the only chair in hissmall deegping chamber and pulled off his boots. He lay down on top
of the covers, his hands behind his neck. What would be a proper principle for the happenings of this
day? Onereadily surfaced in hismind. “ Wulder gives His servants their needs according to His
wisdom, not by the reasoning of man.” Principle thirty-nine.

The next morning, acloud cloaked the lake and valey. Tiny whiffsof air swirled the white vapor as
Bardon made atour of the clearing’ s circumference. He found no unusua anima signs, and Greer



reported nothing had interrupted his deep. Of course, that didn’t sgnify much. Bardon had known his
dragon to deep through thundercl aps that woke wine-sodden ne’ er-do-wells.

The young man climbed over the rocky projection toward the water. The dragon skimmed the surface of
the lake and landed next to him.

“Let’'sgofor aswim, Greer.”

Bardon tossed a bundle to the ground. He pulled off histunic and shirt and sat down to work on his
boots.

“No, I’'m not changing into court dressto impressthe ladies. I’ m cleaning up to be more comfortable. |
fed like | was dragged through alake backward.”

Greer bobbed his head, and arumble emanated from histhroat.

“Thank you, Greer. | appreciate your evaluation of my comedic attempt. I, too, think my sense of humor
isdeveloping nicdy.”

Having shed therest of his clothing, Bardon snatched up his bar of sogp and dove into the chilly water.
Greer followed, wading into the lake. The mist hovered over the water, thinning and eddying and lifting as
the sun grew stronger. By the time blue sky canopied the lake from one rim of mountain pesksto the
other, Bardon was walking up the grassy dope to the cabin. He presented himself, freshly groomed and
dressed in the best he’ d brought with him, at the breakfast table. In the back of his mind, he heard Greer
chiding him about his gussied-up appearance.

Mistress Seeno twitched her nose at him, her whiskers bouncing. “Y ou don’t smell quite so fishy this
morning,” she squeaked.

Bardon smiled from his place beside her. He felt more confident in clean clothes, when freshly shaven,
and with hishair in place. N’ Rae brought dishes to the table. He caught her eye and winked.

“None of that,” said Jue Seeno. “The girl’ stoo young and sensaless to be attaching hersdlf to the likes of
you.”

Bardon ignored her, and as soon as Granny Kye took her seat, he addressed Wulder.

“Wethank Y ou for thisfood and for the hands that prepared it. We ask for guidance in every step of this
day. By Y our might and wisdom, may we live and bresthe.”

They ate turtle-egg brounaand a pastry filled with razterberry jam. The brouna had herbs, cheese, and
wild onionsfolded withinit.

“Thisisddlicious, Granny Kye. Thank you,” said Bardon after swallowing thefirg hite.
“I only cooked it,” she answered. “Mistress Seeno put it together.”
Bardon nodded at the minneken. “Thank you, Mistress.”

“You rewecome, I'm sure.” She spoke the words formaly, preening again, touching her collar ina
manner that indicated she was pleased. The minneken nodded at N’ Rae. “ The girl helped, of course.”

N’ Rae looked down at her plate, apalerosy glow rising to her cheeks.
After eating the last pastry and draining his mug, Bardon shoved his chair back from the table and rested



his hands on its edge. “We must make plans.”
The three women looked to him attentively.

“We need amap and transportation. Greer cannot carry usall. And unless we have an idea of wherewe
aregoing, thereisno sensein departing. We shdl acquire the map, then decide the best means of getting
there”

The women nodded their heads in agreement.

“Fine.” Bardon clasped his hands on his knees. “How soon can you ladies be ready to go?’
“An hour,” answered Granny Kye.

“What place doesthis gateway take usto?’

“Thecity of Norgt, asmdl tavern.”

“I’ve never visted Norst. Would there be amapmaker there?’

“No,” said Granny Kye. “But | know of amapmaker in the coastal town of lanna”

N’ Rae shook her head. “What about Greer? He won't fit through the gateway. We can't just leave him
behind.”

“Hell fly. I'll tdl him to meet usnear lanna.”

N’ Rae followed Bardon out of the cabin. Her head came up to his shoulder. The sun touched her hair,
igniting thefair locks so they shonelike acandle flame. The hair framed atypicd emerlindian face. He
thought her large eyes, tilted eyebrows, pointed nose, and small mouth appealing. She had none of the
coquettish airs of the women at Castle Pelacce. After dl hisyears of guarding hisfedings, Bardon felt

strangely comfortablein her presence, even more comfortable than when he waswith Kale.

“Y ou can mindspeak?’ she asked.

“Only to Greer,” he answered as he strode down the dope. “Well, that’ s not strictly true. | can
mindspesk with Kae Allerion.” He stopped spesking before telling her that when Kale was around, his
abilitiesmultiplied.

“I can’t mindspeek at al. Grandmother thinksit is peculiar. Mistress Seeno thinksit is disgraceful .”
N’ Rae trotted afew steps to catch up. “Y ou know the Dragon Keeper?’

“Yes.” Bardon shortened his stride so his companion could keep pace.
“Do you think she could come with us on our quest?’

“No,” said Bardon with asigh. Having Kae along would be good, but the thought of perhaps rescuing
her father on hisown, asa sort of tribute to their friendship, had an appedl. “ She' s studying under the
Wizards Cam Ayronn and Fenworth. | doubt she hastime to go on aquest.”

“You didn't have timeto go on aquest. Y ou were supposed to decide whether you will become aknight
or not,” she said. “ Grandmother explained to me just what a sabbatica is. But you' re going on the quest
instead. Maybe the Dragon Keeper could go with usinstead of studying.”

Bardon stopped and faced her. “Do you have a particular reason that | should know about? Istherea



reason why we would need a Dragon Keeper on this quest?”’
N’ Rae shook her head, sending her blond hair flying. “No, but | would like to meet the Dragon Keeper.”

He started walking again, animage of Kaein hismind. He would like to see her. She must have changed
somein three years. They’ d each written about Sx times. Theletters chronicled their advancesin their
respective sudies. Kae had included anecdotes about the colorful people she lived with. She mentioned
that Toopka never sat till for lessons but loved following Taylaminkadot around doing household chores.
Regidor sprouted stubby wings and didn’t like being teased. He did his best to hide them. Her mother
visited often. Fenworth dept through most days. Cam had trained afish to jump through ahoop. She
didn’t say why the lake wizard had bothered to do such athing.

Bardon had never been able to think of something worthy of relating when he had apen in hishand. He
knew hisletters bored Kae. How could they not?

N’ Raeinterrupted histhoughts. “ Are you going to take dl of your thingswith you?Y ou brought alot of
books. I've only seen afew books, but | can read. My mother taught me.”

Bardon pressed hislipstogether before answering. The emerlindian sure had alot of questions. “I'll leave
the books. | shall come back hereto finish my sabbatical.” Bardon laughed to himself over the optimism
of that statement.

“Where' s Greer now? Is hefishing again? Does he eat huge quantities of fish?’

“Once he' ssated, he doesn't eat again for up to aweek. Right now he' sflying just because he enjoys
flying. HE Il comeif | cal him.”

“Can you mindspeak with him no matter where heis?’

“Mindspeaking doesn’t work over along distance.” He stopped and |ooked down at her again. Her
endless questions annoyed him, and yet he felt protective of her. Her sweet expression softened hisusua
reserve. “Y ou had best go back and help your grandmother and Mistress Seeno. Do you have any more
guestions before you go?’

“Just one.” She hedtated. “1 noticed right away. Wel, when the snake was dragging you toward the lake,
and you wered| wet.”

Bardon frowned. What had she noticed?

N’ Raelooked up a him, her blue eyes wide with wonder. “Your ears,” she said. “Y ou have emerlindian
ears. Why do you hide them with your hair? Why isyour hair brown?How old are you? Why don’t you
have an emerlindian name?’



6
ONE PART OF BEING PREPARED

Bardon watched Greer fly out over the western rim of the high mountain valey. He turned on hished and
marched back to the cabin. Theladies, true to their word, were ready in just under an hour. He entered
the cabin, closed the front door, and opened atrapdoor in the floor. He had aready deposited their few
bundles at the bottom of the ladder. Granny Kye went down firg, followed by N’ Rae carrying Jue
Seeno’stravel basket. Bardon stepped down, closing the trapdoor behind him.

Common blue lightrocks embedded in the sonewadlslit the small room, making N’ Rag’ s pde hair gleam
azure. A ripple of digtortion outlined the gateway. Thefirgt time he' d seen the phenomena, he had thought
hisvison wasimpaired. A ring of prismlike lights encircled the entry. Outside them, he could seethewall.
He could see the same stonewadll in the center. Even through the odd lights, he could make out the cdllar
foundation. But he knew that once he entered the gateway, he would leave rock and mortar behind. He
would travel hundreds of mileswith only afew steps.

Thecdlar’ smusty arr filled hislungs, and he longed to get this part of the journey over with.
N’ Rae bounced on her toes, eager to go.

He frowned, remembering the curt words he had hurled at her to cut short her stream of personal
questions. He' d caused the hurt that had washed over her face. Her look of confusion had added fuel to
his anger, and he’ d barked an order for her to return to the cabin.

N’ Rae had not mentioned his ears, nor his rudeness, since. She had not sent one look of recrimination his
way. She merely doughed asde what he could not and resumed her cheerful demeanor.

Now shetilted her head at the gateway, looking alot like her grandmother as she pursed her lips. “Will it
feel the same, or will it be easer?” she asked.

Bardon frowned at the porta to Norst. “1n my experience, it hasto do with the size of the gateway. This
oneisrather smdl, so the fedling of being squeezed should be quite profound.”

“I’ve been through this one before,” N’ Rae explained. “I meant, doesit get easier each timeyou travel
through gateways?’

Bardon shook his head. “No. It doesn't.”

Methodicaly, he tossed their belongings through the passage. Each bundle hung suspended for amoment
inthelight-infused air, then disappeared.

When the last pack had traveled to the tavern in the city of Norst, Bardon turned to the eldest of their
group. “Would you like meto go first, Granny Kye?’

Her dark brown eyes met his, and he knew she saw through his assured demeanor and understood his
anxiety. Bardon relaxed a mite when he saw her tilt her head, agesture N’ Rae often mimicked.

“Please, Squire Bardon, gofirst.” The old granny’ s mellow voicefilled the cramped cellar. “1t will be
good to have you greet us on the other side.”

He nodded to her, then to N’ Rag, and strode through the opening. For one moment the sticky air clung



to him, and then the lights exploded, pelting his skin with hundreds of gentle Strokes. He felt every bit of
his exposed hands and face tapped repeatedly. Pressure borein on him, and just when he thought he'd
pass out from lack of breathable air, he stepped into a darkened room filled with wooden boxes and a
scattering of their satchels.,

Leaning over, he rested his hands on his knees and drew in degp breaths. Remembering the next traveler
would come through the gateway and bump into him, he forced himsdlf to trudge forward afew feet. He
sat on an upended barrel and closed hiseyes.

N’ Rae came through the gateway asif she had been hurled by some mighty force. Shelanded at hisfeet,
gasping for air. The basket tumbled from her arms, and the minneken rolled out of the open flap.

She squeaked furioudy. With his ears till affected by the passage, Bardon couldn’t make out her words.
He carefully scooped her up and handed her to N’ Rae.

Tears ran down the young woman’ sface. She gulped and looked up at the squire. “Mistress Seeno says
she doesn’'t know why we make such afuss about going through. She's aso disgruntled that | dropped
her and her basket.”

“It'sher 9ze. Sheign't affected theway we are.”

Granny Kye stepped into the room, breathing alittle heavily. To the squire’ s eye, the emerlindian did not
appear to be much affected by her journey through the gateway. Upon seeing Bardon' s sartled face, she
smiled.

“Onemust relax and trust. Y ou know in your head that the gateway will carry you from one place to
another. If you trust in your heart, the journey iseasier.”

Bardon nodded, asharp jerk of hishead. He knew a haf-dozen principles from the Tomes of Wulder
that said the same thing, more or less. He also knew he was better at quoting the principlesthan living
them.

N’ Rae busied hersdlf, gathering the loose items that had spilled from Jue Seeno’ s basket. Bardon picked
up atiny cushion that had bounced across the floor and landed by histoe. He crouched beside the young
emerlindian as he handed it to her and glanced insde the minneken’ straveling quarters.

The wickerwork bed, chairs, and tables remained in place. Upon closer ingpection, Bardon saw that
lashings secured the furniture to the floor and walls of the small room. Only those things not tied down
had scattered over the coarse wooden planks of the tavern storeroom. Jue Seeno ran into her little
abode. Her muffled squeaks il sounded like tart protests.

The door opened behind them, and a man with aheavy canvas gpron over his clothing started as he saw
thoseinsde. N’ Rae put hersalf between the basket and the newcomer, successfully blocking hisview.

“Granny Kye,” hesaid. “I wasn't expecting you, was 17" He wiped his hands on atowel as he spoke.
“You dthink I'd be used to dl this coming and going after five years, but I'm not.”

The old emerlindian came forward and smiled at the short marione tavern keeper. “Wewon't be with
you long, Master Onit.”

“Shdl | prepareyou amed?”’
“We had breakfast awhile ago, but thank you.”



“Um, are you planning to stay in my storage room for long? | have workers coming, and | wasjust going
to hide the gateway.”

“A faw minutes,” she answered, and he bowed out of the room.

Granny Kyeimmediately turned to Bardon. “1 fear we have encountered our first problem, Squire
Bardon.”

He stood from where he had finished helping N’ Rae passtiny hatsin to the minneken. Helifted an
eyebrow, waiting to be informed.

“N’Raeand I,” Granny began, “and, of course, Jue Seeno have no funds. Perhaps you have money with
which to purchase our medls, lodging, and transportation.”

Bardon shifted hisjaw to the sde and back again. “I havealittle. | didn’t expect to need much currency
inamountain cabin.” He rubbed hishand over hischin. “I’ [l go out and make someinquiries. Doesthis
place have a parlor where you women will be comfortable?’

“No, but the inn across the street does. We will wait for you there.”

Bardon pulled aleather pouch from apocket in the lining of histunic. “Here are some coins. If | don’t
return by noonmedl, you may need it.”

Bardon walked through the streets of midtown Norst, Szing up the people and the nature of the city. He
made a swift survey of the races represented in the market around him. The mixture of populace
contained tumanhofers, mariones, and o' rants, typica of most cities in the south-western regions of
Amara. He saw no smdl kimens nor any huge uronms. Thisdidn’t surprise him. The smalest and largest
of the seven high races tended to keep to themsalves. He saw two donedls, obvioudy businessmen by
their dress. But no emerlindians walked aong the market didtrict.

| wonder how amazed these people would be if they knew of their two visitors. The presence of
emerlindians among the other six high races has steadily declined for over a hundred years. And
what a clamor would arise if they discovered Jue Seeno!

He glanced around at those on the street once more. This crowd is representative of the statistics
Professor Gledupkonstepper liked to quotein class. “ Only three of the high races popul ate the
majority of Amara’s average cities.”

The economic situation for the township seemed stable. Open doors with people going in and out
indicated that the businesses he passed were thriving. Small donkeys pulled carts over the cobblestone,
creeting a background best to the musical quality of the conversations. Friendly greetings, cheerful
hawking of wares, and shoppers chatter asthey moved from one store to the next wiped the frown from
Bardon’ sface. Optimism pushed aside his pragmatic temperament.

The question is, How can | find work for a day or two so that | can fill our purse with enough
coinsto get this quest underway? That comet is not going to wait for me to gather funds.

He stopped and read the names of al the shops on abustling corner. Grocer, Dressmaker, Music,
Barber, Books, Furniture. Not one thing | could lend my hand to and earn a significant amount of
money. | shall have to look further.



He strolled down one street, looking for a busier tavern than the one that held the gateway. The Rafters
filled the bill. He crossed the threshold and scanned the crowd for alikely looking group of men. He
headed for a half-dozen workers egting a hearty meal. They must have been up early and labored hard to
be downing such alarge quantity of food at midmorning.

Ordering atal mug of Korskan teafrom a passing maidservant, Bardon sat down at the long plank table
where the men ate,

“I'm looking for work,” he announced.

The men nodded their heads and continued to chew.

“I'm sguireto adoned in Wittoom and find | need some traveling funds.”
They nodded again. Bardon waited.

One of the marione men took adraft of hisae, wiped his bearded mouth on his deeve, and looked at the
stranger.

“Corduff ishiring mineworkers. Good pay if you live”

“Naw, don’'t send him there,” said ared-headed o' rant. “ Gallatennodken is looking for a scholar to
trand ate a parchment brought in by one of histreasure seekers. Said it wasin some ancient donedl
language. Maybe he can help there.”

A tumanhofer lifted his head from the soup bowl he held to hislips. “Heard he found alinguist two days

Except for durping and smacking of lips, the crew at thetablefdl slent. The maid delivered Bardon's
drink, and he gave her acoin. The cold teatasted good, having a citrus tang that cut the otherwise sweet
brew.

“There’ sHoddack,” said the red-headed o' rant.
The other men remained slent.
“Hoddack’ slooking for someoneto break six young kindias. Ther training timeis running out.”

The tumanhofer removed his face from his soup bowl again. “ Tel him what happened to the last breaker.
Only far.”

The o'rant snorted. “Got stepped onisdl. Thejobisto stay on until the anima is biddable. The bresker
didn't do hisjob.”

Bardon' sfingers, encircling the glass mug, tightened as he looked deep into the tawny brown liquid. He' d
ridden kindias as part of histraining. Taller and wider than horses, the beasts could travel at incredible
speeds through rugged terrain. Their backs doped down from their muscled necks and powerful
shoulders. Thisdant encouraged gravity to pull riders off their backs. Kindias would not carry any
burden other than one passenger on apecialy designed light saddle. But the ride was incredible.
Bone-jostling at tremendous speeds. As dangerous as flying, without the pleasures.

An unbroken kindiawould spin and buck and even roll to remove the pest on its back. The most
common way to tame one just required staminaand agility. Six to twelve uninterrupted hoursin the
saddle, and the breaker usualy broke the kindiato accept arider.



Bardon had never doneit, never witnessed it, but he' d read about the process. His eyebrowsrose as he
heard the words form on hislips.

“Wheredo | find Hoddack?’



7
BREAKING A KINDIA
When he saw the six unbroken kindias, Bardon thought first of his dragon friend.

| am so grateful Greer isn’'t around to add his insightful thoughts on the folly of this endeavor. If |
can avoid his ever finding out, my peace of mind will be preserved. Otherwise, I’ll never hear the
end of it.

The kindias grazed in alarge field surrounded by aten-foot-high, wooden datted fence.

Hoddack looked firg at the young squire, then at his valuable animals. “Five hundred grood for each one
you bregk. | don't pay for fixing you up or the time you spend out of work if you' reinjured.”

Bardon nodded.

“When can you start? They’ re going to be two-year-olds in three weeks. If you know anything at al
about kindias, you know if you don't break em by two, you might aswel turn’ em loose.”

Bardon nodded again and forced hisvoice past the lump in histhroat. “Heard that.”
“Wall, do you want the job or no?’

“Yes, I'll gart now.”

“Never donethis before, have you?’

“No. I'veridden several, but never broken one.”

“Remember, | don’t provide carefor you if you're busted up.”

Bardon nodded.

“Youwant adrink or something? | don’'t recommend eating. Likely makeyou sick.”
“I'mfine. Where' sthe saddle?’

Hoddack pointed out atall, brindled kindia as they walked to the barn. “ That' sMig. She' sthe oldest,
and the one that tossed my last breaker into the fence. Best start with her so the others know you mean
business. | got other thingsto do. I'll get one of the boysto st on the fence to haul you out should you
takeafal. Youdon't get paid’lessyou finish the job. Remember that.”

Hoddack sent an o' rant named Ilex down from the main barn. The man helped Bardon corner Mig and
get the saddle on.

“All I’'m going to do is St on the fence and watch,” llex explained. “1 thank you for the time off from redl
work.” The older man grinned, showing two teeth missing from a crooked row. “Hoddack’ s ahard man,
but he won't let aman break a one down here. Someone needs to be on hand to pick up the pieces
when the bresker comes off.”

“Niceof him.” Bardon stroked Mig's neck. He had to reach up, since his head came to her shoulder.
Seems to me the kindias in Wittoom wer e shorter.



Her muscles quivered benegth his hand.

Bardon lengthened his stroke. Her smooth coat felt silky beneeth hisfingers. “ There, there, girl, thisisn’t
going to be so bad.”

She jumped away, and he brought her back with thereins.

Ilex scrambled up the fence, away from flying hooves. Once he settled on the top, broad plank of wood,
he took out a stick and awhittling knife. “Don’t be surprised if some of the other boys wander down
here whenever they got a minute. Hope you don’t mind watchers.”

Bardon thought of the few tournaments he had participated in. When you’ re busy trying to keep from
being killed, you don’t think much about who’ s watching.

Hejust nodded to llex. The other animasin the field had moved away, asif to distance themsalves from
the upcoming battle between man and beast. If the stories were true, the otherswould do their best to
overlook the captivity of their fellow herd member. Bardon sighed and turned hisfull concentration on the
kindiaat hisside,

Still grasping thereins, he took hold of the saddle horn with hisleft hand. He moved back toward Mig's
head, stepped forward, and vaulted into the saddle, turning in midair to face forward. Hislegslanded
with kneesin the saddle hooks. If he' d missed the hooks or been dow to clench hisleg muscles, he
would have flown from the saddle as quickly ashe'd found it.

Mig danced in acircle, bouncing on dl four legs one minute and heaving her hind legsinto the air the next.
She bounded sideways and reared so that Bardon had to throw himsealf forward to keep from diding off
her back. She then spun inacrazy circle, switching directions so that Bardon’ s head snapped.

The agility and slamina that would serve the beast well when she raced over countless miles of desolate
territory kept her moving for more than two hours. Bardon clung to the saddle with hislegs and
eventually threw hisarms around Mig's neck to keep from being hurled to the ground. After agrueling
campaign to rid hersaf of her rider, the beast stood till, flesh quivering, chest heaving, nostrils flared and
blowing, but Hill.

Bardon knew better than to loosen hishold or try to get off. He had not won the battle yet. Instead, he
crooned to the wild kindia, stroking her neck, and even scratching the top of her head right behind each
ear. Fifteen minutes later, Mig kicked up her hind legs. When the nuisance on her back did not sail into
the air, she commenced another round of gyrations designed to destroy the rider. The second wild dance
lasted just over an hour.

A row of men lined the fence closest to the barn. After abrief interlude where she regained her bregth,
Mig lowered her head and charged them. They scrambled up to safety, but the maneuver had apparently
given Mig an idea. She proceeded to try to scrape Bardon from her back by running into the fence at an

agle

Bardon' s body fdt like scrambled eggs. Now Mig seemed intent on crushing him. First one leg and then
the other took a beating against the wooden dats. Bardon held on.

The contest lasted until dusk. Mig's bouts of fury shortened in length, but never in ferocity. When at last
she’ d been calm for an hour, Bardon used the reinsto direct her. She responded duggishly at first and
then caught on to the gentle pressure he used to guide her. He brought her up to the fence, and Ilex
handed him a bottle of drink. He downed it gratefully, then rode the newly broken kindia around the
circumference of thefield. Asthey passed the rest of her herd, the kindias turned their backs and ignored



the two, rider and mount.
Bardon again went to the fence by the barn, and llex passed him a sandwich.

Ilex looked grim. “Y ou be sure to get your pay tonight. Hoddack might just be counting on you being too
sore to come back for your money tomorrow. Then again, he may take alikin' to you and treat you fair.
Hard to tdll with that man.”

Bardon hit into the sandwich. “ Thanks for thewarning.”

Asheate, he circled the field again on Mig. When he got back to llex, he asked, “What do we do with
her now?’

[lex grinned. “I’ll take over from here. I’ll bed her in the barn and treet her like roydty al night. She'll get
groomed and fed. I'll do everything but rockaby her till morning. By dawn she'll be convinced it was her
ideato enter thislife of luxury. Funny thing about kindias, once they is broke, therean’t no better
mount.”

Bardon shook hishead. “I ride adragon. Believe me, Greer isthe best.”

Ilex led the way to the barn and opened the door. Bardon rode inside, and the worker closed the door
behind him. He dismounted.

“Lead herinhere” llex opened agall.

Bardon found hislegswobbled abit, and he laughed a himsalf. Grinning at him, the worker took the
reins and escorted Mig into her new home.

“Y ou coming back tomorrow?’ llex cdled from the sall.
“If I can walk,” answered Bardon.

“Go up to the main barn. There' s an office in the southwest corner. Hoddack will till bethere. Get your
money and go home. Soak in hot water, but don’t drown. Have somebody wake you up should you
doze off. I'd like to see you tackle the other five.”

Bardon groaned as he turned and headed out the door. He looked through the twilight at the bigger barn.

Was that barn so far away when Hoddack brought me down here? And | don’t remember there
being a hill between the two barns. He put onefoot in front of the other. And | don’t remember the
hill being this steep. Oh, what a gift it would be to have Kal€' s healing dragon, Gymn, right now.

Hoddack glared at him as he counted out the five hundred grood, but he also handed him a bottle of
liniment. Bardon tucked the large gold coinsinto his pocket and carried the bottle on the long walk back
totheinn. | wonder if the bonus of a bottle of liniment means Hoddack’ s taken a “ likin'” to me.

Lanterns of lightrock illuminated the darkened Streets by the time Bardon entered the inn. He asked for
histraveling companions, and the sturdy marione innkeeper ushered him to a private parlor.

“What happened to you?’ N’ Rae sprang to her feet and cameto greet him. “Y ou' refilthy.”

“Andinpan,” added Granny Kye. “Innkeeper Nald, bring up atub and hot water to the young man’s
room. And agood, hot medl.”

“For you two ladies, aswell, or just the young man?’ asked the tumanhofer.



“I think we're dl ready to eat,” answered Granny Kye.

The innkeeper bowed. “I can have amedl herein atrice. The gentleman can eat while hisbathis
prepared.” Nald backed out of the room as he spoke, then closed the door.

N’ Rae tugged a Bardon' s deeve. “What have you been doing?’

“Breaking akindiafor amarione named Hoddack. | earned five hundred grood. There are five more of
the beasts waiting. By the end of the week, we should have three thousand grood, enough to get us
Sarted.”

N’ Rae frowned. “How did you bregk thiskindia?’

“The usua way. | sat on her until she decided | wasn't adanger to her.”
“How long did that take?’

“A little more than eight hours.”

A knock on the door announced dinner. N’ Rae opened the door, and several servants brought in trays
of food and drink. They laid the food out on the table and left. N’ Rae brought out Jue Seeno’ s basket
and set up the minneken' stiny table and chair so she could eat with them. Granny Kye prepared a
medicina teafor Bardon's aches.

Bardon hesitated to St with the ladies.

N’ Rae, gtting next to the minneken, giggled. “Mistress Seeno saysyou may be sweat and grime dl over,
but you labored for us, so you may St a the table.”

Bardon nodded to the imperious little matron and sat. He enjoyed the delicious food, and the minneken
decided to regale them with tales of the Ide of Kye. The squire relaxed. The teaeased his discomfort.
Thefood filled his ssomach. And the company was pleasant, not taxing his poor socia skills. He noticed
N’ Rae held her tongue and wore a pensive expression.

“What' swrong?’ he asked asthey ate crisp lemon daggarts for dessert.
“Nothing,” she answered.

“Y ou' rethinking about something.”

She blushed. “I would like to go with you tomorrow.”

“To Hoddack’s?’

She nodded.

“Whatever for? Watching akindiabeing broken may be exciting for the first fifteen minutes, but from
there on out, it’sjust repetitions of the samething, over and over. You' d be bored. And it’s hot and
dusty, and there’ snothing but arailing to St on.”

With her eyes downcast, N’ Rae whispered, “1 may be ableto help.”
Help. Did she say help?

Bardon looked to Granny Kye. The old emerlindian nodded with atwinkle lighting her brown eyes. The



squire looked at Mistress Seeno.

The minneken lifted her chin. “ She does have one talent. But when she saw through the chicken’'seyes, |
told her just what | thought of such an ability.”

“Saw through chicken eyes?’ Bardon asked as he turned back to N’ Rae.

Shelooked up, met hiseyes, and looked down. “1 can communicate with most animals.” She darted a
glance a Jue Seeno. “The chicken didn’t have any thoughts, but | could see exactly what she saw. It was
interesting.”

“But usdessl” exclamed the minneken.
“Yes,” agreed N'Rae, “usdless”

Granny Kye scooted her chair away from the table. “ Taking the child with you may yield unexpected
results. She can dways come back to theinn if nothing comes of it.”

N’ Rae now looked at Bardon, obvioudy waiting for him to passjudgment on the scheme. “If it takesyou
five more days, the comet will be much higher in the sky. If | can help, perhaps we can |eave sooner.”

“Why not?’ he said, wanting to please her. “I can't seethat it could do any harm.”



8
A FINE TALENT

The next morning, N’ Rae hovered close to Bardon’ s side as they walked through the bustling streets of
Norst. Her expressive eyes displayed many emotions—fear, awe, and dismay chief among them. The
squire kept her hand in the crook of his elbow and patted it reassuringly whenever she flinched at the
noise and confusion surrounding them.

“Have you never been in acity before?’ he asked.

“Thisone.” Sheleaned closeto him rather than yell over the noise. “But we camein the middle of the
night, went straight to the tavern, and left through the gateway.”

“That certainly didn’t give you much timeto get acquainted.” Bardon swung his hand in front of him,
indicating the people and shops aong the street. “ Thisis a very nice city—clean, prosperous, and
populated by mostly gented individuals. Some cities are much uglier, both in gppearance and in the way
people behave.”

“I don’t think | want to go to one of those.”

“N’Rae, you will learn that a quest, by itsvery nature, generdly takes you to alot of places you would
rather not go.”

N’ Rae stopped short and pulled her hand away from hislight grasp. “Y ou think I’'m pretty stupid, don't
you?”

Oh, great! | didn’t mean to be so condescending. It's a trait Kale tried to hammer out of me. And
Sr Dar. And Grand Dost. And Scribe Moran. Now, |I”ve offended N’ Rae. He considered her
indignant expression. How do | get out of this? Apologize or explain? Or both? “Not stupid,
inexperienced.”

Her handswent up to rest on her hipsin tight fists. Her mouth flattened into a stubborn line. “I have
plenty of experience, just not in the things you seem to deem important.” She glowered at him. “How
many babies have you seen born? | helped my mother deliver babieswhen | was Six. Not high race
babies, of course. But Mother said ropma babies arrived in the same manner as an o' rant or adonedl or
any of the others”

Bardon spokeinacam voice. “You'reright, N’'Rae. | have never been at the birthing of ababy. I've
seen alitter of kittens born. Doesthat count for anything?’

“Not much.” Shedtill glared. “And | can forage and keep mysdlf divein the wilderness.”

“Now, | cando that.” Bardon smiled, trying to get past her anger. “I’'m sure we will be very useful to
each other aswe trek across Amara.”

“I know medicind plants and how to usethem.”
“I only know afew of the most common ones.”
N’ Rae relaxed abit at that remark. “1 can hide, and | can track.”

“Again, very ussful.”



“Areyou patronizing me? Mother dways said patronizing the ropmawas rude, even if they werelikelittle
children”

“Not intheleast. It'sgood to know in which areas | will be able to depend on you.”

She studied hisface for amoment, asif trying to read histrue feelings. Bardon' s years of keeping his
expresson neutral served himwell with this prickly young emerlindian.

She looked away. “And | have very acute hearing.”
“Probably devel oped by conversing with Mistress Seeno.”

Her head whipped back so she could see hisface. After only aglance, atwinkle cameto her eyes, and
she laughed. Smiling broadly, Bardon took her hand and tucked it back in the crook of hisarm. They
walked out of the market digtrict, through awell-kept resdentia area, and into the country. Hoddack’ s
farm was only amile out of Norst on the road to the sea.

Lessthan an hour later, they bypassed the larger barn near the farmhouse and went directly to the
expangve paddock where the five young kindias till grazed.

N’ Rae glanced at the animals and at the sod that the angry kindiahad churned up with its hooves the day
before.

“May | seetheanima that did this?’
“I should think it would be dl right. Her nameisMig. Follow me.”

The dark, cool barn smelled of hay and saddie soap. Only afaint, earthy odor of animalsrose from the
clean gtals. Bardon and N’ Rae passed a haf-dozen empty stdls before coming to the only one with an
occupant. Mig thrust her head over the door and blew awelcome through her lips.

N’ Rae waked up to the kindiaand put her hand on the animal’ s cheek. “ She' sglad to seeyou.”
“Me?1’m the culprit who ruined her day yesterday.”

“No.” N’ Rae protested with a vigorous shake of her head. Mig objected to the flying locks of blond hair.
She backed away from the stall door.

N’ Rae reached toward the frightened kindia. “I1t’ s all right, girl. Come back to me. I'm sorry | startled
you.”

Mig stood indecisive for only amoment before sauntering back and pushing her head against the
emelindian’shand.

“Sheis happy to see you. She counts you as the one who brought her in out of the cold, provided her
with fresh water and good food, and the man with strong hands, who rubs her coat.” N’ Rae sighed. “ She
iSO very content.”

Mig relaxed her neck, and her head hung closeto N’ Rae' s face. The emerlindian put her forehead
againg the animd’ s broad nose.

“What are you doing?’ asked Bardon.

“Gathering images. She doesn't think in words, but in patterns of pictures.”



“Y ou' re mindspesking with an anima ?’
“Youdo it with Greer.”

“Thet' sdifferent.”

“Shh!”

Bardon stood silently for awhile, then sat on abae of hay. Occasiondly, the beast would toss her head,
but she lowered her face to N’ Rag' s again each time. He watched the slent interchange. N'Rag’'s
concentration fascinated him, and the kindia s apparent response to the girl amazed him. He had seen the
meech dragon, Regidor, do incredible things, and Ka e had shown Bardon talents of the mind that defied
explanation. He wondered how extens ve this communication was between beast and young woman. Did
it come close to what happened between Greer and him?

Once N’ Rae had patted Mig, told her she was agood girl, and turned away, Bardon sprang to hisfest.
“What did you two talk about?’

She shook her head. “We didn't talk. Wejust understood.” N’ Rae raised her hands, then let them drop.
“It'stoo hard to explain. Let’s go see the others.”

“They’rewild.” Bardon followed her quick steps out of the barn into the paddock. “ And dangerous.”

“WE |l see” She started toward the far side of the fenced areawhere one kindiagrazed aone. “I think |
understand the pattern of their thoughts. I [l try to show them what Mig aready knows about the inside of
the barn. They may want to join her without going through the strugglefirst.”

“That would suit me. If it weren't for Granny Kye' smedicind tea, I’d be back at the inn, stretched out
onabed.”

N’ Rae gestured for him to stay behind and approached the lone kindia. She stopped ten feet from where
it stood. It raised its head from grazing and stared toward the fence, refusing to look at this woman who
invaded itsterritory. Its earstwitched, the only signd that the kindia didiked the presence of a person.

Bardon watched N’ Rag' s back. She seemed to be doing nothing more than breathing, a deep and dow
rhythm. In afew minutes, the beast turned and looked at her. Then it trotted to where she stood and
lowered its head, just as Mig had done in the barn. N’ Rae stroked its cheeks and neck with both hands.
Bardon held his breath as she turned away from the kindiaand led it right past him and toward the barn.
Hefdl in step beside her.

“What did you do?’ he whispered.

“I gave him theimages Mig had given me.” N’ Rag’ s face beamed. “ Once he’ d seen the wonders of the
barn, he gave up hisindependent desire to stand out in the cold, eating grass and drinking muddy water.”

“Y ou convinced him with mind pictures?’

“I didn’t do much convincing.” She reached up to pat the kindiawaking sedately beside her. “He's
intelligent enough to accept a better life.” She grinned at Bardon. “Y ou gtill haveto ride him.”

Together they put the saddle and bridle on the patient kindia. Bardon rode the circumference of thefield
twice and then into the barn. They chose astall next to Mig, removed theriding gear, groomed the
kindia, and gave him food and water. Ilex showed up as they worked with the second kindia that



morning. N’ Rae stood near the anima while Bardon hung back.
He saw the farm worker and strode over to the fence.
“We dready haveoneinthebarn,” he said.

Ilex nodded. “1 saw that. | didn’t even expect to see you until latein the morning. Y ou’' re moving kinda
free for someone who broke akindiayesterday.”

“I used the liniment Hoddack gave me, and my friends have ateathat’ s helpful.” Bardon rubbed his hand
across his chin. “What' swrong? Why do you look like you’ ve been stepped on by one of these
kindias?’

llex jerked his chinin the direction of the young woman who now stood face to face with a
reddish-brown kindia “ She' san emerlindian, isn't she?’

“ YS”

“Not sure how the master isgoing to react.” llex clicked histongue and shook hishead. “Thisain't the
way he' sused to breaking his stock.”

Bardon studied the man sitting on the fence. “Why would Hoddack care aslong asthe animas arefit to
be ridden?’

“I think I’ve mentioned before that Hoddack isatricky oneto get dong with.”
“I don’'t see your point.”

“Just expect him to be ornery, and you'll be better off. She' sleading that kindiaover here. What do you
two do next?’

“I'll saddle and ride him, then put him in the barn.”

“Wadll, I'll go back to coddling the two that arein there. They like to hear me sing, you know.” He
dipped off the fence and meandered into the barn.

By late afternoon, the barn held six contented kindias. N’ Rae moved from one to the next, stroking their
soft fur and looking deep into their eyes.

Hoddack marched through the open doorswith llex following.
“| want to seethid” he shouted. “ Thisis somekind of trick.”

Ingtinctively, Bardon moved so that he stood between the blustering man and N’ Rae. “| assureyou, it
i't”

The huge doors a both ends of the barn opened to the cool wind and the fading sun. Enough light poured
infor the owner of the farm to ingpect his stock. Hoddack stomped up and down the breezeway
between the two rows of stalls. The animaswatched him curiousy. He dowed and cameto ahatinthe
middle of hisbarn. The kindiatrader removed his hat and ran hisfingers through his hair. He put the hat
back down on his head with athump and pointed a stubby finger at Bardon.

“I hired you to St on these animals until they broke. Y ou haven’t done what | hired you for.”

“Y ou offered five hundred grood for each kindia broken. Six are broken. Y ou owe usfor five. That's



twenty-five hundred grood.”

“I can do the arithmetic. But thisisn’t right! How do | know this breaking is going to take? | give you the
money, and tomorrow they’ redl aswild asthe day before yesterday.”

Bardon shook his head. “I’ ve never heard of that happening. A tame kindiagone wild? Never.”
[lex spoke up. “I haven't either, Master Hoddack.”

The older man spun around and shook the same stubby finger at his hired help. “Y ou keep your nose out
of this”

Ilex squinted, spat out of the side of his mouth, and jerked anod.

Hoddack put his hands on his hips and glared at Bardon. “I’ m not giving you the money tonight. If these
beasts are till broke tomorrow, I'll pay you. I'm afair man, but | won't take the chance that you' re not.”

With long, angry strides he reached the door and turned. “ And another thing! How do | know these
beastswill ill run?How do | know thet girl didn’t zap al the vitdity out of them that makes them good
stock? If they’ re as meek as lambs, I'm not going to get agood price for them, and my reputation asa
supplier will be shat, to boot. Come back tomorrow. WE Il seeif you earned the money.”

Ilex waited until his master was out of hearing. “ Come back at the crack of dawn. He s planning atrip,
and it would be convenient for him if you didn’t get here before he left.”

“Thanks, llex.”

“It'snothing. | enjoyed working with you.” Hetipped his hat to N’ Rae. “Nice to have met you, Mistress.
Y ou have amighty finetaent with theanimals”

“Thank you,” N’ Rae answered, with a pleased smile brightening her face.

Asthey waked back to theinn, N’ Rae chattered about the day. Bardon didn’t redlly listen but let the
light babble wash over him like amerry piece of music. One phrase caught his attention.

“—ao | think it should change.”
“I’'m sorry, N’ Rae. What should change?’

“Breaking the kindias. It should change to gentling, or taming, or even convincing, but breaking istoo
harsh. When we were finished with the kindias, they weren't broken asif destroyed. They were happier,
amogt like they had redlized their purpose and embraced it.”

“Y ou are being quite the philosopher.”

“Y ou don’t have to go to school to be smart. Y ou do have to keep your eyes open, though. My mother
awayssad | had good eyes.” She paused and sighed. “1 wonder if Mistress Seeno will approve of what
we' ve done today.”



9
THE RACE

The next morning as he topped the hill with N’ Rae, Bardon saw Ilex pacing in front of the well-lit barn.
The crisp dawn bardly supplied enough light for him to make out the other figures moving from the big
barn near the main house to the smaller barn holding the newly broken kindias.

Asthey stepped into the circle of light thrown out from the open door of the barn, Bardon spoketo Ilex.
“Isthisthe preparation for Hoddack’ strip?’

The older man jumped. “Didn’t see you coming. No, trip’s canceled. Hoddack had an ideaiin the middle
of the night. He roused everyone a couple of hours ago. We re going to have arace.”

“Why?

“Hoddack thinks the kindias you broke won't make it through the first mountain pass. Then hewon'’t
haveto pay you.”

“When doesthe race start, and who' sriding?’

“Eight o' clock, and the workers here on the farm. They’ re all experienced kindiariders.”
“I want to speak to Hoddack.”

Ilex jerked athumb over his shoulder toward the barn. “In there.”

“Thanks.” Bardon strode into the barn bustling with activity. N’ Rae followed like a shadow. Every sal
had akindiain it. Bardon counted fifteen. Men groomed the kindias and checked saddles for any signs of
weakness.

N’ Raetouched hisarm. “May | visit with the animals?’
Bardon nodded his assent.
Hoddack came to him from the other end of the room.

“Y ou heard about the race? | have men establishing their bonds with the kindias now. It' saten-milerun
into the mountains, over Old Man Peak, and down the other route that lands them in rocky, no-good
territory before they get to the clean run back to the farm. Should take five to six hours. A minor test of
gaminafor akindia”

“I"d liketo ride, Master Hoddack.”
“Intherace?’
“YS”

The gruff owner of the stables|ooked him over. “Y ou want to be along to see there’ sno foul play, don't
you? Y ou think I might tell my boys not to push the kindias, to hold *em back. Think | might pull
something sneaky. Don't blame you. I’ d be thinking along those linesif our placeswere reversed.”

The older man dapped Bardon on the back. “ Sure, you can ride. Just pick amount.” He turned and



shouted. “Ilex, give Squire Bardon any kindia he choosesto ride for therace. Men, | want you each to
give an dl-out effort to win this race. Therefore, the winner receives one thousand grood. If the squire
herewins, he hasto split it with the man who gave up his mount so he could race.”

A cheer rose from the men attending the kindias, followed by some good-natured joking.
Hoddack looked Bardon in the eye. “Now you see that thisraceisin earnest.”

“I admit you' ve confused me, Master Hoddack. | thought you didn’t like to part with your money, and
thisrace was to save you the fee you owe mefor bresking the five kindias.”

“I’'m abusinessman. | go by what' sfair, and sometimes, | have to make others operate under the same
code. | got no way of telling whether you and that girl are charlatans or not.” He dapped Bardon on the
shoulder asif he had not just cast agpersions on the squire’ s character. “Now, last night, | got to thinking
that when the countryside hears about this race and the circumstances that brought it about, they’ll be
clamoring for one of my stock. Prices'|l go up.” He frowned. “ And if your kindiasfal way behind, throw
their riders, and take off for the wild, then | only have to pay the winner athousand grood, saving the
fifteen hundred more I’ d haveto giveto you.”

“And if one of the kindiaswe broke wins?”’

“Wall, then, I'm out alotta coins, but my reputation is not only safe but doubled, maybe even tripled.

Y our kindias break down, they’ Il say how shrewd | am not to let you cheat me. Y our kindias prove out,
then I’'m a shrewd dealer with the best stock in the country.” Hoddack grinned and went off to speak to
one of the other men.

N’ Rae came back to Bardon' s side as soon as the owner moved off. “ The kindias are excited. The ones
who have raced before can hardly wait. They want the people to quit fooling around and get them out to
thegartingline”

“How about the ones you broke yesterday?’
“| didn’t break them. | told you, that’ s an absurd term.”

“Thekindias you introduced to the barn, then. How are they doing? Nervous? Scared by dl this
hubbub?’

“They were at firgt, but I explained to them what’' s happening, and now they’ re eager to run.”
“Hoddack has given me permission to ride. Which one of our kindias would be a good mount?’
“You're asking me?’

“Of course! Y ouwould know.”

N’ Rae' s mouth hung open for a second. She snapped it shut, then pointed to apale kindiawith adark
mane and dark stripeson hislegs. “The men call that one Ten because he hasten stripeson hislegs. The
other animasadmire him and consider him their leeder.”

“Then| shdl ride Ten.”



llex explained the route twice.

“I want you to win thisrace, boy,” the old farm worker said. “It' sbeen along time sincel rodein one,
and it would fed mighty good to be backing the winner. And I’'m backing you. Remember theturn at the
giant monarch treeleadsto a sudden decline. It'll belike diding down the hill on the kindia srump.”

Bardon nodded as he continued to stroke Ten with his bare hands, giving the animal a chance to become
familiar with the new rider.

“And remember,” continued Ilex, “the starting rope takes about two seconds to hit the ground. Don't
Spur your mount until you count to two. Y ou'd be surprised how many races are lost with thekindia's
front feet tangled in the rope. Y ou better hope the kindias on either side of you have smart riderstoo.”

N’ Rae stood at Ten' s head and seemed to be lost in an exchange of ideas. Bardon’s mouth quirked at
the corner as hiskindianodded asif replying to something the young emerlindian said.

A trumpet blast from the main house signaled for the men to bring their mountsto the sarting line. A
forty-foot rope stretched from the porch of the big house to the large barn. A crowd continued to gather
from the town and neighboring farms.

Bardon looked over the throng. Hoddack’ s going to get the publicity he wants. Ashewaked with
Ten, he watched the men around him leading their kindias up the hill. These animals certainly don’t act
like horses do before a race. They're plodding toward the starting line as if they were going to
nothing more than another stable. Yet N’ Rae says that each oneis excited.

At thetop of the hill, they stood with the kindias as Hoddack gave a speech about riding fair and a brief
description of the route.

Now I’m glad Ilex told me which trails to take. Hoddack’ s description doesn’t amount to much.

A magistrate from the town ordered the riders to make ready. They climbed into the saddles. Bardon,
without thinking, vaulted onto Ten' s back asif mounting his dragon. He heard the stir among the
onlookers and deliberately focused on getting Ten to a place along the rope.

Two burly marione men untied the starting line and held it taut. The magistrate called for silence. The
crowd hushed.

“On the count of three, these men will drop the rope. L et this be an honest race, honoring thefair city of
Norst. One.”

Bardon leaned over Ten's neck.

“Two.”

He squeezed his knees against the saddle.

“Three”

Theropeféll. Bardon counted to two and dug in his hedls.

On either sde of him, racers plunged forward. He vaguely recognized a kindia severa mounts down
rearing up instead of charging forward. Whoops and hollers covered the clamor of hoofbeats on the dry
road. But the racers soon |eft the uproar behind.

Thefirgt stretch of the race followed a meandering road through the foothills. At various points along the



way, smal knots of people stood waiting for the racersto pass. They cheered, waved their hats, and
jumped up and down. Bardon held second place and hoped to stay there. The rider in front of him
certainly knew the racecourse. He never hesitated at aturn. Bardon followed, planning to urge Tento
pass the leader on the last stretch.

They rounded abend and nearly ran into afarm cart. Ten sidestepped the wagon and kept going.

Now, here’s a big difference. Greer and | would have been hundreds of feet or more above that
obstacle. But Ten seems to know what he’s doing. Bardon chortled. That makes one of us. | don’t
have to win this race. We and the other kindias N’ Rae tamed just need to make a good showing.

Helooked over his shoulder. So far, so good. Our kindias are in the front half of the pack.

They turned into arocky canyon. No more pastures lined the way. The kindiatook to the pathway like a
mountain goat being chased by a high-country cat.

As Ten climbed behind the lead kindia, Bardon bounced in the saddle. Severa timesthe kindiajumped
from onelarge, flat boulder to the next. With each landing, Bardon fdlt like histeeth would be jarred out
of hismouth and his boneswould crack.

Riding Greer is a breeze compared to this. Where' s the soothing stroke of his strong wings?
Where' s the smooth glide and steady pace?

Ten scrambled down into agully, following the kindiaiin front of him. Bardon no longer conscioudy
directed his mount but rather let the beast decide how best to keep on the narrow pass.

Leaning amost flat on the anima’ s neck, Bardon spoke words of encouragement. “Y ou’ re agood
kindia, Ten. You're begting dl the rest with no help from me.”

They left the jumble of rocks and entered aforested area. Thetrail narrowed and twisted back on itself,
zigzagging up the steep mountain. Severd times Bardon looked over the edge and saw the heads of
riders below him.

Ten didn't appear to mind the height. Bardon, on the other hand, who usualy soared among the clouds
when traveling, began to fed dizzy whenever he looked over the edge. To keep nausea a bay, he stared
between Ten' stwo long ears.

They crested Old Man Peak above the timberline. Here the wide path alowed the ridersto juggle their
positions. Another kindiaand rider passed Bardon and Ten. Ten snorted, and Bardon laughed out loud.

“It' sdl right, boy. We Il barrel past those two when we get on the homestretch.”

The weathered rock didn’t offer much for the kindia s hoovesto grip. They mostly did down to thetree
line

Thisisrough. And Ilex said it got a little steep after the giant monarch tree.

The older man’ swords came back to him. “ After that, boy, just hold on for all you’' re worth and
petition Wulder to keep your saddle intact. There' sno pride or stylein riding down that mountain.
You just lie back against the high cantle and hold on! You might even want to close your eyes. Ten
will know which way to go, and you couldn’t turn him anyways. Blessed thing is, it don’t last long.
Maybe twenty seconds of going straight down. After that, Ten will prance through the crumpled
pile of boulders at the bottom and then along the dry creek bed. Kind of sandy there. Then the rest

iseasy.”



They raced through the thickening forest dong a switchback path. Loose rocksfell on thefirst ridersas
the riders behind plunged dong thetrail above.

Down below, Bardon saw a huge tree with the distinctive upswept branches of amonarch. Beyond that it
looked like one section of the mountain had fallen away, leaving a bare escarpment.

Bardon clenched hisjaw and did exactly asllex had instructed him.

Wulder, protect me and this beast. Protect the men and animals before and after me. And keep
this saddle in one piece and on Ten’s back.

Two kindias and their riders till led the way in front of Bardon and Ten. They rounded the monarch and
disappeared. Bardon followed and closed his eyes. Not out of fear, but because dust and gravel flew into
the air from the other animas’ feet. He wondered if Ten had closed hiseyesaswell.

He heard arider shout behind him, and a torrent of loose rock pelted them. Something whapped them
from behind. Ten pitched forward and rolled. Bardon fell from the saddle and tumbled beside the kindia
They stopped a a broad ledge littered with crumbled shale and granite gravel.

Bardon sat up and shook his head. Ten stood prancing, asif to say, “Come on.” Thetwo riderswho'd
been ahead of them were down, aswell as two more who must have been directly behind. Themen
staggered to their feet, brushed the dust from their faces, and ran to jump in the saddles. Bardon |eft the
lower ridge in second place.

At the bottom, they zigged and zagged and hopped through the pile of rocks that had tumbled from the
mountain. Bardon sighed hisrelief when they hit the riverbed, then realized how hard Ten worked to
gdlop across the soft, dry sand. Even though trees lining the way provided shade, sweat soaked
Bardon’ s clothing, and lather flecked Ten's coat. A kindia Bardon had not noticed managed to pass
them.

When they climbed the embankment, the road they had raced down on the way out resppeared. The last
leg of the race stretched before them.

“Wadll, Ten,” Bardon shouted behind the anima’ s head. “ Do you want to comein third or first?’

Ten extended hislong neck. The musclesin his powerful shoulders moved in an acceerated rhythm under
Bardon’' s knees. They passed the second rider and came up on the right side of the leader.

A multitude of people lined the roadway. Their roar assaulted Bardon's ears. The colors of clothing and
waving pennants blurred in hissde vison as he st his eyes on the red ribbon stretched acrossthe finish
line

Heleaned forward, shifting hisweight to hislower legs. Crouching over the saddleingtead of sitting init,
he findly found the rhythm that kept his bones from absorbing dl the pounding. The distance between him
and the leader of the race narrowed. He heard both animals gasping, and he felt Ten surge ahead. The
second kindia pulled ahead and then fell back. The ribbon trailed from Ten'sample chest asthey crossed
thefinishline

The contestants dowed and circled back to the front porch of the big house, cooling the animals. More
riderscamein, late but finishing. All six of the kindias Bardon and N’ Rae had worked with completed the
race.

The crowd pushed in on the circle of first runners. Bardon searched the faces until he spotted N’ Rae with
Granny Kye beside her. The mass of people made it impossible for them to come together. People



jumped and cheered, laughed and pounded each other on the back.

The only onewho didn’t look happy stood on the porch. Hoddack scowled at the people on his
property. His eyes met Bardon's, and the young squire saw trouble brewing.



10
CHOICES
Swinging hisleg over the kindia s neck, Bardon dismounted.

“I'll take him,” said Ilex, removing the reins from the squire’ shand. “I’ ve got afine bed of hay, abin of
bossd, and clear water waiting for him in the barn. Thisboy isgoing to have arubdown, too, and I'm
going to Sng him the songs my pasang to me.”

Ilex patted Ten on the neck, reached up to scratch behind the animal’ s ears, and led him off, chuckling to
himsalf. Bardon watched as they pushed through the crowd, and the old farm worker greeted those
eager to heap praises on the winner.

Bardon eased between mingling farmers and townspeople, edging hisway to the porch. Hoddack
pointed hisfinger at one of the revelers, anestly dressed young marione with athick thatch of
dicked-down, golden hair. Hoddack hooked hisfinger in a“Come’ gesture and pointed to the front
door. Then the kindia breeder turned abruptly, signaling with awave of hishand for Bardon to follow. He
marched into his house without looking back to seeif his silent commands were obeyed.

Now what?

Bardon' s boots thumped the wooden steps as he climbed to the porch. He met the summoned young
man at the top of the steps. The marione’ sjaw angled just like Master Hoddack’ s, and he had the same
deep-set eyes and large, straight nose.

Bardon dowed, dlowing the young man to go first. Hoddack’ s son? First Hoddack looks as though
he has swallowed a drummerbug, then he calls for his son to join us. | hope thisisn’t going to be
unpleasant. He shook his head as he tried to determine the type of person the son could be. He doesn’t
look as contrary as the father. In fact, he looks rather soft, as though heisn’'t used to laboring
beside the farm workers.

The son held his shoulders traight, but they weren't as broad as hisfather’s. He wore tailored clothing
without one grubby mark on him. Instead of commonplace boots, he wore shiny brown shoes of tooled
leather.

He looks as though he enjoys his father’ s success but doesn’t help with the business of running
this kindia farm. But then, all thisis supposition. “ Judgment passed before facts are known judges
the judger.” Principle sixty-eight.

Inside, the refined décor of the home surprised Bardon. Hoddack had disappeared, but the young man
led the squire into aside room. An older woman sat in the dim light on a brocade-covered settee.

“Mother, may we disturb you for amoment?’
Shelifted her chin and smiled toward the voice. “ Of course, Holt.”
Hetook her extended hand and raised it to bestow akiss.

Her other hand came up to briefly caress his cheek. “1 suspect you’ ve brought one of the riders to meet
me. Perhaps, the winner?’



Bardon stepped forward with the assurance of yearsin Sir Dar’ s court. He bent over her hand and
brushed it with hislips.

“I beg your pardon, Dame Hoddack, for coming into your presence in such agtate. | must smell like the
kindial rode. A fine animal, but not one that should be brought into alady’s parlor.”

The gented woman wrinkled her nose ddicately and chortled. “ And with my sight gone, my sense of
smell ismost keen. But | am glad Holt brought you to meet me. Are you the same young man who tamed
the kindiaiin such an unusua manner?’

“Not exactly.” Bardon looked over to Holt, who nodded his approvd of telling the story to his mother. “I
spent the first day convincing Mig to accept aworking relationship, using the common procedure. My
friend, N’ Rae, has agift for dealing with animas. Shetamed fivein lesstimethan | took with one.”

“Thelovdy emelindian girl?”
“Yes.” He hesitated. “ Excuse me, Dame Hoddack, but how do you know of her?’
She straightened the lace shawl draped over her shoulders.

“I have many visitors, and most of the servants are aware that | enjoy knowing what goes on beyond the
walls of thishouse” She' d answered amost immediatdly, but Bardon detected adight shuttering of her
open friendliness. “I’m glad Holt brought you in. | am very interested in thisN’ Rae.”

“Itismy turn to beg your pardon, Mother. Father will bewaiting for usin his study.”

She reached for him, and he gave her hisarm, which she patted. The pleased smile on her face
transformed aweary expression to one of loveliness. “Yes, go, dear. See what he wants.” She turned
dightly toward Bardon, and the mask of the grand lady dipped back in place. “Good luck to you, young

“Thank you, Dame Hoddack.” Squire Bardon followed Holt to another room on the ground floor.

Hoddack sat behind alarge desk cluttered with papers. A sack of coins spilled acrossthe top. Seven
neat stacks of five shiny gold pieces, each large coin worth one hundred grood, lined up across the front
edge of the desk. A thick, dark purple rug muffled their footsteps, but the kindia breeder’ s shaggy head
jerked up asthey entered.

“Took your time.”
“We went to see Mother.”

Hoddack grunted and waved an impatient hand, urging them closer. “ Have a seat, Squire Bardon. | have
an additional propodtion for you.”

Holt took achair, lounging with alook of disnterest on his handsome face. Hisfingers played with the
fringe sawn into the armrest. Hisfoot slently jiggled.

Bardon remained standing. “My companions and | are on ajourney. We ve delayed long enough.”
“Thiswon't take much of your time, and what | have to offer might make your trip lesstaxing.”

Bardon wanted nothing more than to collect his earnings and |leave the crotchety old kindia breeder to
stew over whether he' d been shrewd in their interchange. Or, whether he appeared a shrewd
businessman in the eyes of the populace. Bone-weary and uncomfortablein his swegty, dirty clothing, the



squire wanted abath, ameal, and to begin arranging for the trangport of his companions down the river
to lanna. He sat on the leather chair next to Holt and waited to see what the farmer had in mind.

“I'minterested in the emerlindian.” Hoddack leaned his stocky frame toward hisvigtor. “1f you have an
arduous journey ahead of you, you don’t need to be encumbered by females.”

Bardon remained silent. The sooner he had the money in his hands and got away from this man, the
better. He noticed that Holt had ceased fidgeting. He stared at thetip of his shoe, but his stillness belied
hislack of concern.

Hoddack picked up an empty money purse and a stack of coins. Through the wide opening, he let each
grood piece drop into the soft leather sack. Thefirst coin landed silently, but each one after clinked
againg the others.

“My sonisof anageto marry. Asisour tradition, | will arrange for asuitable bride. | find your
emerindian to be suitable”

Bardon clenched afist, but he voiced hiswordsin cam tones. “Her nameis N’ Rae, and it is not our
tradition to arrange marriages. Furthermore, | am not her guardian.”

Hoddack picked up asecond stack of coins. “ Then you shal propose my offer to the granny.”
Bardon stood. “I think not.”
The money ceased dropping into the purse. “Why? This aliance would bring her comfort and prestige.”

Holt cameto hisfeet, hooking histhumbsinto hisfinely crafted belt. “I don’t understand your sudden
desireto marry me off, Father.”

“Y ou have nothing to do with it.” Hoddack snarled his contempt for his son. “It’samatter of business.
Do you redize what this emerlindian girl can do?’

“Shetameskindias”
“Y es, and we want her to tame kindias for us, not for acompetitor.”

Holt’ s hands came away from hiswaist, and he clenched hisfists. Propping them on the desk, he leaned
acrossthe clutter of paper and stacks of money. “That’ s preposterous! Why not just hire her?”

“Hired hands can walk away.”
“And amarried woman istrgpped.”

Hoddack stood and glared, his stance mirroring his son’s. Inches separated their red faces. “It's
business,” Hoddack shouted. “Cool, cdculated business without the niceties you and your mother prattle
on about.”

Bardon scooped up two stacks of the money and dropped them into the spacious pockets of histunic.
“No need for afamily argument.” He smiled at them both as he pocketed two more piles. “N’Rae has a
plan in mind for her immediate future, and it does not involve romance, kindiafarms, or business.” He
plucked the leather purse out of Hoddack’ s hand and gathered the last coins. “It has been interesting, if
not a pleasure, doing business with you, Master Hoddack. | wish you well in your endeavors. All those
that do not include me or my companions.”

He turned on his hed and marched out before either father or son could make further comment.



Granny Kye and N’ Rae waited for him in the front yard of the stately farmhouse. The younger
emerlindian carried Jue Seeno’ s basket hooked over her arm.

“Youlook angry,” commented N’ Rae as shefell in beside hisquick step.
Granny Kye ambled aong behind them, seemingly more interested in the scenery than the young people.

He dowed. “Hoddack is an unpleasant marione, insensitive and prone to think first of money and not of
peopleat al.”

“Hissonisnice”
Bardon cast her aquick glance. “Y ou met him?’

“There waslittleto do all day while we waited for the race to end. Dame Hoddack ordered afeast with
roasted pig, duck, and goose. The neighbors brought all sorts of food, and Holt Hoddack made sure
Grandmother and | had full plates and plenty to drink in the hot afternoon. He brought cushionsfrom the
house for usto St on in the shade.”

Bardon stopped and turned to face her. “ So, do you want to go look for your father or stay here and
daly with afarmer’ sson?’

N’ Rae crossed her arms over her chest, swinging the basket recklessly. A squeak of protest came from
within. “1 want to find my father, of course. Y ou can be so prickly. Whatever happened to ‘ Maturity
wearswd| in soft words and even temper.” Principle thirty-something?”

“How do you know the principles?’
“My mother taught me. | told you | wasn't ignorant.”

Bardon stomped down the lane toward the smaler barn. N’ Rae and Granny Kye had to hurry to catch
up. “We need afew basic supplies, trangportation to lanna, and that map.”

“You need,” spouted N’ Rae, “abath and clean clothes.”
Bardon turned abruptly into the barn.

“Where are you going?’ asked N’ Ree.

“1 owe aman some money.”

“Our money?’

“Hismoney. If it were our money, | wouldn’t oweit to him.” He paused insde the door. Severa farm
workers busied themsaves with taking care of the kindia stock. “1lex?”

“I'm here” llex stepped out of Ten's<tal, abrush in hishand.
“Where can | find that man who gave up his chanceto ridein the race?’

“Blosker. His cabin is down the east road just past the puny monarch tree. It dropsalimb every time
there’ sawind. He ought to cut it down.”

Bardon touched hisforehead in agesture of goodwill. “ Thanks.”

Heturned to leave, but Ilex had one more thing to say.



“You'll be passing Cise'splace aswdl.”
“Who's Cise?’
“The bregker Mig broke.”

Bardon looked into the old man’s eyes for amoment. “I’ll seetoit.” Hewaked more dowly out of the
barn.

Ilex cdled after him. “Ther€ Il be apassel of kidsin the yard and a swaybacked, piebald horse tethered
under atrang-a-nog tree.”

Bardon waved without turning. Not far from Hoddack’ s gates the road came to a crossing.

Bardon paused. “I have some errandsto run before | go back to theinn. Y ou ladies needn’t walk the
extraway. Y ou can go back to Norst, and I'll bedongin alittlewhile.”

“I want to come,” protested N’ Rae.

The older emerlindian nodded. “A walk is good for the soul.”

Bardon cocked an eyebrow at the basket N’ Rae carried.

“Perhaps Migtress Seeno istired of being jostled.”

“She degpswhen wetravel,” N'Rae said. “In fact, she degps more than anyone |’ ve ever met.”
Granny Kyetouched her arm. “Y ou’ ve met very few outside of the ropma, infant.”

“That'strue. But isn't it aso true, Grandmother, that Mistress Seeno deepsagreat ded ?”’

“I think she deegpswhen we are awake, and she stands guard while we are deeping.”

“Redly?’

“Of course. Sheisyour protector.”

N’ Rae nodded. Bardon shook his head. He till found it absurd that the tiny minneken thought she could
defend anyone. He led the way down the darkening road, beneath ancient treesrattling their leavesin the
light gustsof air.

A clutch of o'rant children clambered in and around the trang-a-nog tree and over and under the
swaybacked, splotchy horse.

Bardon asked the group in generd, “Isyour father a home?’
“He' ssick-a-bed,” answered one.
“Can’'t get up,” said another.

“I'll fetch Ma,” said ascrawny boy whose twin nodded vigoroudy and then raced the dightly smaller
child to the door.

The dender woman with graying hair took the five hundred grood gratefully.

“It'shaf of what | won in Hoddack’ sracetoday,” explained Bardon. “If Mig hadn’t trounced your



hushand, he might have been riding the winning kindia.”

She wrapped the coinsin ascrap of cloth and tucked them into her apron. “Y ou could step in for abit of
Supper,” she offered.

Bardon amiled. “Thank you, Mistress, but we have another errand and then some work to be donein
town.”

Asthey walked away, N’ Rae said, “ The horse and the dog were content but hungry.”
Granny Kye looked back over her shoulder. “1 imagine the children are the same.”

“Did you not mindspeak?’ Bardon asked the granny. He knew Kale might have used her talent to gather
as much information as needed from the poor family.

“Aslittle aspossble. The older | get, themore I’ minclined to think it' s often an invasion of privecy.”

In memory, Bardon heard his own voice repeating a principle to Scribe Moran. “ Draw the boundary of
the mind that keeps you whole and respect the boundary drawn by another.”

Not much farther, they passed a woebegone monarch tree. Many rough stubs showed where limbs had
cracked and fallen. Uneven patches of good growth reved ed the heart of the tree to be sound. A man
and his dog came out to greet them. Blosker took his haf of the one-thousand-grood prize money
readily.

“I knew that would be one whopper of arace,” said the man who'd given up Ten so Squire Bardon
could ride. “I’ve done that course plenty. It’s punishment for rider and kindia.” He grinned and bounced
the sack of coinsin the pam of hishand. “It’' s good to have the money without the sorenessyou' re going
to fed tomorrow.”

Bardon laughed and agreed. Already his muscles ached for ahot bath.
“Why did you come home?’ asked N’ Rae. “Why didn’t you wait at thefinish lineto get your money?’

The weathered man pressed the bag of coins againgt his chest and pondered for amoment before
answering. “Why, to give your friend here a chance to do the honorabl e thing. Then again, Hoddack
might not have given the squire here the purse to carry to me. Then the old man himsalf would have a
chanceto show his coreis aboveboard even if his style of dealing with folks makes you think otherwise.

“Master Hoddack’ sastrange boss,” added Blosker. “ Prides himsdlf in being honest because hisown
family weren't known for being straightforward. When he married to get the farm, everyone thought he
would be agtain on the neighborhood. But he’ s honorable in his begrudging way.”

Blosker tossed the bag inthe air, caught it, and dipped it insgde his shirt. “ The dame sfather ran the
businesswith asmile. It was right prosperous. Hoddack’ s kept it making a profit, but he doesn’'t have the
gented fed about him. Works hard, just doesn’t know how to relax and enjoy what he’ sworked for.”

Drummerbugs and crickets sang as the three walked back toward town.
“What did you learn, infant?’ asked Granny Kye.
N’ Rae shrugged.

“I won't take that for an answer.” The old woman spoke softly asif she did not want to disturb the music
of thenight air. “Think of the people you saw today. The seven high races have much in common. All are



proneto err. Not one of the high races is more righteous than another. Without fail you may count on
individuals to sometimes make mistakes and sometimes do things right when dedling with their lot.”

Bardon thought N’ Rae would not answer, but eventudly her small voice mingled with the cool breeze.
“Hoddack does not enjoy hislife and seeksto better it. The children of the injured man enjoy without
having much. The mother sought to share what little supper she had. It’s choices, isn't it?’

Granny patted her arm. “Y es, choices.”

Bardon wondered what choices Hoddack would be making. He couldn’t get the last thing Blosker said
about the kindia breeder out of hismind.

“Hoddack holds on to an idea like abodoggin. Once he' sthought of aplan, he don't give up.”
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BE PREPARED

Bardon managed to escape the women to have supper and abath in his room. Too weary to master his
thoughts, helay in the tub of hot water and drifted from one scenario to another. In one half dream,
Pdadin arrived and took over the care of the three women, ordering Bardon to return to the mountain
cabin. In another, N’ Rag' sfather strode through the inn door and announced he' d been shipwrecked
and just managed to return to Amara. In the last, N’ Rae declared her undying love for Holt Hoddack,
and the farm boy took over the expedition to the Northern Reach.

He could think of no principle that would dlow him to indulge in these fantasies.

““ A meager man looksto hisown comfort first,”” he recited as he hauled his aching body out of the
cooling water.

“*The graight path to easy living isfraught with deception, the worst being in the heart of the man who
looks neither right nor left.”” He toweled himsdf dry with avigorousrub.

“* A man moves forward faster if he doesn’t haveto look over hisshoulder.”” Herubbed in the last of
Master Hoddack’ s liniment and put on his nightshirt.

The mattress cushioned his sore musclesin amost satisfying manner. Bardon stretched carefully under
the weighty covers and stared at the pine-beam ceiling. When aknock resounded on the door, he
thought the manservant had come to haul off the bath water. Still, reponding to training, he reached for
his hunting knife and laid it dongside hisleg, ontop of the blanket.

“Comein.”

The doorknob turned hesitantly. A narrow line of light appeared as the door creaked open an inch.
Bardon’' s hand tightened on hiswespon. Thisis not the way the servant would enter the room.

“It'sme,” said Granny Kye, a second before she pushed open the door. “I’ ve brought you teato ease
your aches and help you deep.”

Relaxing, he sat up awkwardly in the bed to receive the mug.
“Thank you, Granny Kye.”

“Y ou’' re welcome, son. | know that not only your overworked body would give you trouble tonight as
you try to deep but also your keenly felt need to do what isright.”

Bardon sipped the tea and chose not to answer.

Granny Kyetook astep back but did not turn to leave. “It’s hard to be wise.” The humble woman stood
peacefully beside hisbed. Her dark eyes gleamed in the candldight. “I shall tell you something about
mysdf that isunusud for an emerlindian.”

Sheremained silent, and Bardon wondered if he was required to say something. “Y es?’

“| did not darken as one of our race usually does. People would think | was much younger than my years
because of my pallor.”



Her shoulders drooped, and she folded her hands a her waist. 1 did not learn from my mistakes. | could
not reason out a problem. | could not remember what had been told to me the day before. It was not
until | redlized that Wulder gave me adifferent gift of wisdom that | began to mature, to darken.” She
sighed and looked the young squirein the eye. “Y ou won't be able to depend on meto know the
answers, to guide you on thisjourney.”

“Y ou knew there' samapmaker in lanna.”

“Because Pdadin told me so adozen timesin the past year.” She spread her handsin agesture of
helplessness. “ He dso gave mefundsfor the quest.”

“And you logt them?’

“Oh no! | would never be so careless. | gave them away.” Her face did not reflect any qualms about her
misuse of the money.

“If Pdladin gave you funds for aspecific purpose and you used them for another, don’t you think you
have donewrong?’

A whimsica amilelifted the corners of her mouth, and her brown eyes flashed with amusement. “He said
they were for needs as | would meet them. Unfortunately, | continually meet people whose needs are
greater than my own.”

“Remind me not to let you carry the purse.”

Granny Kye chortled. “ See? Y ou dready prove that you' rewiser than | am.”
“Thecoins| left with you on our first morning in Norst”?’

“Gone”

“Gone?’

“Before the day ended.” She paused. “ The whedlwright had aneed for anew hammer. The kitchen maid
has a poorly mother. The boy delivering milk needed sturdy shoes.”

“l %.H

“Also, anything requiring memory istroublesome. However, | am good with herbs, though | sometimes
make mistakes.”

Bardon stopped before taking the next sip.

“Oh, thetea sdl right,” Granny Kye assured him. “ Jue Seeno helped me.”

Helet out agust of pent-up breath and took another soothing swallow.

“What areaisyour wisdom in, Granny Kye?’

She beamed. “Painting.”

Bardon considered thisfor amoment. “Y ou don’t happen to paint muras, do you?’
“No.” Shetilted her head and looked curioudly at him. “Why?’

“Kale Allerion has seen two muras which turned out to be prophetic.”



“How odd. No, | do portraits, mostly.”
“Portraits? And how does your wisdom show up in portraits?’

“| paint the people as| see them. But when | finish, there’ s more there. While I’ m painting, the
expressions on their faces and the colors around them become clear in my mind. Some people say that
the finished picture looks like theinsde of the person instead of just whét is seen on the outside.”

Bardon nodded. “1 had afriend who saw colors around people, and he said they reflected character and
inner conflict.”

“Hesaw them dl thetime?’
“Yes, but he said he had to focus especially on the colorsto read them correctly.”

“I don’t see them with my eyes even when | paint. But some part of me does, because they always end
up onthe canvas.” Granny Kye till stood relaxed in the same position. “Where is your friend now?’

“In Bedderman’'s Bog, a the home of Wizard Fenworth. He straining to be awizard. Y ou said ‘ mostly,’
Granny Kye. What else do you paint?’

“Landscapes, houses... They rardly turn out very well.” Her face brightened. “ Once | painted a
neighbor’ s house, and in the painting, we saw an odd object under a bush. We went to ook, and there
was the bracelet she' d lost months before.”

“So you saw something while you painted that couldn’t be seen just by looking?’
13 Y% ”
“| agree with you, Granny Kye, that' s definitely atype of wisdom.”

The old emerlindian’ s expression clouded. “ Not onethat’ s very useful in the norma way of things. |
understand N’ Rae much better than most people would, though. She, too, does not fit the typical image
of anemerlindian.”

“Mistress Seeno would prefer that she did.”

“Jue Seeno is devoted to N’ Rae, but her mannerisms are somewhat abrupt. And you make her abit
nervous.”

“1 make her nervous?’

“Decidedly s0. Now, are you finished with that tea?” She held out her hand. “Give methemug. I'll leave
you to your deep.”

Taking the mug with her, she swept out of the room, saying over her shoulder, “Don't fret. Trugt!”

Amazingly, he put his head down on the pillow and fell into adeep deep. Inthe middle of the night, he
rolled over and opened his eyes. For amoment he thought he saw amouse sitting on the windowsll in
the moonlight. But he blinked, and it was gone.

Jue Seeno? No, she wouldn’t be out and about disguised as a mouse. He grinned at the very idea
and went back to deep.

When golden sunlight, instead of the pale glow of the moon, poured through the curtains, Bardon got out



of bed tiffly, stretching his muscles with dow, deliberate movements. By the time he shaved and dressed,
he could walk without wincing. He joined the ladies for breakfast in the private parlor, and a cup of
Granny Kye steafinished the job of dleviating the discomfort in hisbody.

“May | go with you to find passageto lanna?’ asked N’ Rae. “WEe Il go on theriver, won't we?’

“No, you may not come. Y es, we shal go by the Gilpen River, but the docks are no place for you.”
Bardon saw her look of disappointment. “If | find aship quickly, I'll return and take you to the market
streets.” Heturned to include Granny Kye and Mistress Seeno. “Wouldn't you ladieslike to look for
some new clothing? 'Y ou should have something new for everyday wear and perhaps garments suitable
for rough travding.”

Hewas rewarded for his suggestion. N’ Rag' s face took on aflush of pleasure. “ Grandmother, can we?
Doesthismean I'll get to wear britches?’

“Yes.” Granny Kye watched Bardon stand and push his chair back under the table. “Do you have
ggers, young man?’

“Not that | know of. Why?’

“Because you seem to know alot about what makes young women happy.”

Jue Seeno sgueaked, and Bardon bent closer to the table.

“It could,” the minneken said, “aso mean he spent alot of time pleasing the ladies at the Castle Pelacce.”
Bardon straightened abruptly, hisface burning. He heard N’ Rae giggle as he | ft the room.

What a pleasure it will beto visit the docks where none of the men have manners, none of the men
have bathed recently, and none of the men giggle! He hurried through the hall and out onto the
cobblestone street.

As he approached the riverway, the houses became lesswell groomed, as did the people. He stopped in
atavernto have adrink and listen to the news. He heard of asmall vessel departing the next day and
headed out to find the captain. He soon had made arrangements for them to board the ship that night.
The Morning Lady would weigh anchor before dawn the next day.

The shopping trip with the women tried his patience. He had managed to secure information and passage
inlessthan an hour. The women spent that much time just deciding which street of shopsthey would vist
first. Then they discussed whether Jue Seeno would accompany them or wait at the inn. The prospect of
asarvant finding the basket and, out of curiogity, peeking insde terrified them. They decided the
minneken would go with them but stay in her basket and wait until they returned to view their purchases.

After making the mistake of entering the first haberdashery with the lady shoppers, Bardon waited
outside the other stores. He tried to admire the saminaand cheerful attitudes of the two women asthey
tramped from one establishment to the next and back to compare the quality and price of certain
merchandise. He smiled politely at the citizens of Norst who noticed the unusua sight of two
country-dressed emerlindians touring the shopping district. By midafternoon he decided hewasn't as
wise as Granny Kye had intimated. Surely, a wise man would have avoided this expedition.

He gladly toted the packages back to the inn when Granny Kye said they had purchased the few items
they would need. The women ingpected their purchases, showing the new clothing to Jue Seeno. Bardon
thought the little minneken showed afar more pleasant demeanor as she gave her opinion.



“ A woman may appear to value things above all else, but don’t try to steal her offspring, friend,
or mate.” Principle eighty-seven. And this, Scribe Moran said, was what made women so hard to
interpret.

After they ate aquick supper, Granny Kye insisted they could walk to the pier, but Squire Bardon
ordered a horse-drawn vehicle to be their transportation. After ashort ride, they boarded the Morning
Lady, apassenger ship o hauling acargo of textiles.

Bardon sttled his chargesin their cabin and then retired to his own. When he pulled the bunk down from
thewall, he could barely turn around. Backing into the bulkhead, he scraped his shoulder. The rough
wood left splintersin the cloth of hisshirt.

Shouldn’t that wood be painted? Hetried to reach over his back to assess the damage and bumped his
head on the shoulder, a brace of wood that joined the bulkhead to the overhead. Rubbing his heed, he
mumbled, “I now know for afact that I’ ve been spoiled by venturing out to seaon one of Sir Dar’s
doops. Thecelling in thishold istoo low, thewalls are too close, and the light is abominable.”

He fished book two of his Tomes of Wulder from his pack and began to read, finding comfort in the
succinct wisdom of the principlesand in theritua of setting his heart to uphold those principles. Thered
purpose of this exercise was not to refresh his memory of the written words, but rather to regain his
focus. In the past several days, he had found himself so busy dedling with problemsthat he had often
proceeded without tagging each action with an gppropriate principle.

The scribes and mentors said that one day the words repeated with the mind would be ingrained in the
heart, and the need for constant rehearsal would diminish. Bardon thought that would never happen for
him.

After reading until the candle guttered, he blew out the sputtering flame, put the book on the table, and
scooted down into the covers. The air over the water permeated the small cabin and chilled him. He
pulled the blanket up to his chin. Theinn’s accommodations had definitely been more comfortable.

At |least the ladies have a finer cabin, but | bet they’re cold. Curled dightly for warmth, he listened to
the creaks of the wooden ship and the faint [apping of the water.

Peaceful for now. But soon we will embark on a quest. | have never heard of a peaceful quest. If |
expect giant serpents, evil minions of the devious Wizards Cropper and Stox, and perhaps
interference from a troop of bisonbecks, will | be better prepared?

Wulder, | ask that You keep me alert, ever prepared to meet the challenges of thisjourney, and
capable of protecting these ladies. And then | ask that You allow nothing to cross our path that
would test my alertness, preparedness, or capabilities. Thank You, Wulder, for Your gift of this
time and this place.

A skittering sound roused him from his dumber. With eyes open, he lay till, for he felt certain the noise
had come from within his cabin. His hand moved to embrace the handle of his hunting knife. He dipped
thefinely honed blade out of the shegth.

A dight thump on the mattress puzzled him, and he dmost quit breathing in order to listen.



Mistress Seeno’ssmall voice whispered in his ear. “ Squire Bardon, get up and arm yoursdlf. A quisshas
come on board.”
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A RENEGADE QUISS

“Meet me on deck when you' re dressed,” Mistress Seeno said as she jumped to the floor. Her gray blue
cape fluttered around her chubby form as she scampered across the wood planks and dlipped under the
door.

One quiss? | thought they traveled in hordes. He pulled on his britches and stuck hisfeet in his boots.
| suppose it is possible a quiss could be thisfar inland. It could have become disoriented and
followed the river. But alone? | thought they came out of the ocean en masse every three years.
He buckled on his sword belt, stuck his hunting knifein its sheath, and grabbed a short quiver full of
darts. Don't quiss harass the northeast coast, not the southwest? He opened the door and entered
the dark hdlway. Perhapsit isn't a quiss at all.

He crept up the ladder and surveyed the deck before stepping out of the open hatch.
How am | supposed to find a little minneken before | find this intruder?

A movement dong thewad |l caught his eye. Jue Seeno emerged from the shadows, scurried acrossthe
wood deck, and legpt for hisleg. He found it disconcerting to have her scramble up the outer seam of his
britches, up the side of his shirt, and onto his shoulder.

She panted. Tiny puffsof hot air tickled hisjaw line.

“One dead. Around the corner. Very unpleasant sight.” She shuddered. “1 believe the quiss has gone to
the stern, toward the quarterdeck. We must hurry if we areto savelives.”

Bardon had never seen firsthand what the ocean creatures could do, but he’ d come across accountsin
books and heard tales from seasoned warriors. As one of the seven low races, quissrivaled the blimmets
in their ability to quickly destroy atarget. However, blimmets fought with more vicious, mad-animal vigor.
Quissmoved dowly. The danger lay in their numerous, boneless arms. Quiss encircled their victimswith
these muscular appendages, each having three rows of suction cups running from shoulder to tip. In the
center of each cup, asharp and hollow tongue the size of alarge needle squirmed, tasting the air,
searching for flesh to penetrate.

Bardon edged to the corner and cautiously peered around. On the deck a heap of clothing marked the
gpot where a seaman had gone down in the clutches of the intruder. Nothing moved in the area, S0
Bardon crept toward thefigure. At first Sight of the dead man’ s face, he swallowed to keep the bile from
risng in histhroat. He no longer doubted that a quiss lurked somewhere on the ship.

Thevictim’ sflesh and blood had been sucked from his body. An empty bag of skin draped the skeleton.
Pinpricksin the center of inch-wide, red circleslined the corpse wherever skin showed.

Bardon tried not to breathe. His ears strained to hear the dight swish of an aimost entirely bonel ess body.
Only two appendages from the trunk of the body contained enough cartilage to be used aslegs. He
remembered gruesome talestold in the dormitory. They usually ended with a quiss arm writhing out from
adark corner and snatching a helpless boy.

Onceavictimfdl into the clutches of aquiss, the thousand tongues stabbed. Hopefully, the last thing the
unfortunate soul felt was the pricks of the beast’ s tongues. The quiss then injected its poisonous sdiva,
which broke down flesh into asoft mush, and sucked al the soft tissue until the skin was nothing more



than asack for the bones.

Each hair on Bardon’' s arms and the back of his neck stood on end as atremor of horror ran across his
skin. He turned away from the sailor, blinked, swallowed, and took adeep bregth.

“Which way did you say it went, Mistress Seeno?’
“Look down, to your right.”

Inthe eerielight of ahaf moon, he saw adark, ketchy trail like amass of inky lines entangling solid
footprints. The beast walked upright on two legs with its many armstrailing. With another shock of
revulsion, Bardon redlized the dark lines would be red in the sunlight. The cresture oozed the fluids of its
last med.

“Don’t touch that,” warned Jue Seeno.

“I know.” Bardon held hisbreath. “1 know it’s poisonous.”
“Even the smdll will become toxic soon.”

“It'Il smell worsethan this?’

“Definitdy.”

“Let’sget rid of thiscreature. I'm aready tired of hiscompany.”

Bardon drew his sword and followed, careful not to step on the dimy trail. The sound of aman struggling
put an end to his caution. He ran from the shadows of the quarterdeck with his sword raised, ready to
srike. Jue Seeno squeaked and leapt from his shoulder, landing on abarrd and shouting a cheer,
“Skewer it through and through, young man! Don't let it get the best of you!”

“Toamd” Bardon shouted. “To armg!”

Hedid not wait for an answer to hiscall for help but sprinted across the deck. The quiss, with its bulbous
head and flailing arms, dl but covered asmall, wiry man. With adownward swing, Bardon diced open
the back of the cresture. The ease with which his sword penetrated the body of the quiss surprised him.

I’ll have to be careful not to cut through this beast and into the sailor.

A brief glimpse of the seaman’ s face asthe quisstwirled toward its atacker told Bardon he need not
worry about the man’sfate. His sword could no longer injure the sailor.

Behind him, Bardon heard the heavy footsteps of men, shouts of dismay, and the voice of the captain
issuing orders. He hoped Jue Seeno had made it below deck without being seen.

The longer, heavier arms of the quiss squeezed its victim. The shorter, more limber gppendages whipped
out at the young squire. Bardon swung his sword in an arc and lopped off the closest threatening arms.
Pulling back, he placed both hands on the hilt of hiswegpon and with alunge, skewered the beast clean
through. The force of the blow pushed the speared quiss and sailor back againgt arail. The sword tip
gtuck in thewood. The remaining smaller armsthrashed the air. The larger arms continued to embrace
the dead man. Slowly, the violent thrashing of the creature subsided. Its body quivered.

Bardon stepped back. He left the sword impaling the quiss and the corpse. A crowd now stood upon the
deck. Hushed murmurs rustled behind him, but the young squire did not take his eyes off the tangled
mass of squirming tentacles. Instead, he drew his hunting knife asif the creature would somehow escape



certain death, freeitsaf from the sword, and spring a him.

It opened its eyes and focused on him. The small orbslooked strangely like those of one of the high races
except for the lack of hair on the brow and lid. Its expression filled Bardon with sorrow.

The eyes shifted to something beyond the squire. Bardon turned dightly to find N’ Rae standing beside
him. A nightgown and avoluminous shawl swathed her dight frame. She dared at the dying creature.
Bardon knew that look. He put his arm around her quaking shoulders. In amoment the creature closed
itseyes. Itsbody became ill.

“He'sdead,” N’ Rae whispered.

After sheathing the hunting knife, Bardon stepped forward and wrenched his sword from the two
corpses. They fell as oneto the deck.

“Bardon.” N’ Rae svoice trembled. “Take me away from here. Take me back to Granny Kye and Jue
Seeno.”

With hisarm around her waist, he awkwardly guided her through the crowd. He didn’t want to put the
soiled sword into its scabbard.

Thefirst mate intercepted them. “1’ d be honored to clean your weapon for you, Squire Bardon. The
captain said to extend histhanks. He s busy now calming both the passengers and the crew, and setting
up amore vigilant watch. Never heard the likes of this.” He shook his shaggy head in wonderment and
held out hishand for the sword. “I’ll return it to you in atrice. We're blessed you were aboard when this
happened. Can't imagine such athing taking place thisfar up the Gilpen River.”

Bardon handed him the sword and then continued with N’ Rag, seeking the sanctuary of Granny Kye's
cabin.

The old emerlindian greeted them and took N’ Rae in her arms, hugging the pae girl tightly before Sitting
her on the edge of the bunk bed.

She patted Bardon's arm and nodded toward a shelf, where Jue Seeno sat at her small table, sipping
from a cup. Even the minneken looked shaken.

“Mistress Seeno told me,” said Granny Kye. “What is the world coming to when one of those crestures
ventures out by itsalf? It was an unnatural act, and you can be sure those two, Crim Cropper and Burner
Stox, are behind it.”

N’ Rae sobbed. Granny promptly sat down beside her and pulled her close. “There now, infant. We're
not likely to meet another of its kind once we get to the Northern Reach.”

The young emerlindian nodded and tried to speak, but only agarbled, throaty wail came out.
Granny continued to pat. The minneken squesked.

“What was that?" asked Bardon as he moved closer to hear.

“Give her sometea”

Bardon looked around and saw the kettle on asmall iron stove. He went to pour the hot water on tea
leaves aready in the bottom of a mug, but he found the kettle needed to be centered on the hot plate and
reheated. He searched the cabinet for a gpoon and sugar. His hand rested on aglassjar filled with white



crystas, but N’ Rag’ s voice stopped him before he lifted the container.

“It gpoketo me.”

Granny Kye gasped. “ The quiss?’

Bardon turned to see the young emerlindian nodding her head so forcefully her hair flung about her.
“What did it say, dear?’ asked Granny Kye.

“It was miserable. So distraught. Not about dying. It wanted to die.”

Bardon crossed the room and knelt before N’ Rae. He took both her handsin his and looked up at her
tear-stained face. “Why was it here?’

“It wastrying to get away—away from an evil man and an evil woman. The picturein its mind was of
hundreds of quiss, herded into an underground cavern full of water, trapped in the dark, and taken one
by oneto some unknown place of terror. And aways, the evil man and woman glaring. The man had
knives. The woman laughed.”
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DOWN THE GILPEN

Bardon hated to press, but she knew more. The haunted look in her eyestold him so. “Isthat al you
saw, N’ Rag?’

She shook her head and took a deep bregth. “I1t was young. In hismind, he referred to himself as one of
the young ones. He hurt, and dl the young ones born in the man’ s laboratory were suffering.

“| saw them gasping and writhing in pain. | felt the pain. They had lungsthat the old ones did not, and the
lungs hurt.” N’ Rae hugged hersdlf, curling forward, and rocking asif shefdlt the agony of the quiss.

“I saw images of the gills of the young ones and flashes of gills on the old ones. They were so closeto
being the same, but the gills on the young ones gaped and became oozy.”

Her face twisted as she remembered, and she touched her neck asif she could fed thin ditsthat would
alow her to breathe underwater.

“I saw young onesflailing about in the dark water, being pulled down by two maformed appendages.
The old oneswalked on land once every three years when those leg things grew rigid.” She shook her
head. “ The young ones could walk on land at any time, but the ‘legs hurt.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “ And this quiss was ravenoudy hungry, ways hungry, driven to find food
even after it had just eaten. It ate so much that the surplus oozed out of its skin, and that hurt too.”

Bardon remembered the dimy dark trail on the deck and suppressed a shudder.
“Anything else, N'Rae?’

“The quiss had begun eating each other in the confines of the smal cavern they werein. The man ordered
them to be separated into smaller caves and vats of water. This quiss escaped while being transferred to
adifferent prison.”

She opened her eyes and reached out to take Bardon’ s hands. “ They understand when peopletak. It
understood what the man said. It knew they would al die, but the next batch the man would have bornin
his laboratory would live. The man said so. And the woman laughed. It hated her laugh.”

Bardon patted her hand. “ Do you have any ideawhere dl thistook place?’
“No, just that it swam away from the morning sun and toward the evening sun for many days.”

Bardon nodded, thinking the quiss must have come from somewhere in Creemoor. When they reached
lanna, he would have to get word to Paladin. Two things he wanted to relay. He' d write areport of the
lone quiss boarding the Morning Lady. That would be astonishing initsalf. But N’ Rag's encounter
bewildered him. He knew Pdadin would send warriorsto investigate the facts. The squire couldn’t help
but be skeptical of the quiss sstory.

How much of this plight of the quissistrue? I'd rather it all be the wild imaginations of a twisted
mind. Amara does not need another evil army to combat.

He stood and |ooked down at N’ Rae. She still wept, enveloped in Granny’ stender embrace. A string of
principles streamed through his consciousness. Only afew seemed gppropriate to comfort the young



emerlindian. He wrestled with which onesto repesat aoud.

“*Turn your thoughtsto Wulder. Y our praisewill strengthen you.” ‘ Let not images of evil dominate your
thinking. They digtort thetruth.”” He sighed, trying to think of wordsthat would help in this Stuation, not
wordsthat gpplied to lifein generd. “N’ Rae, dwelling on the misery of the quiss will weaken you. Pdadin
cdlsusto aquest. You must be physicaly and mentaly ready.”

Thewordsdidn’t help him. Why should they help thisgirl?

He paused before leaving the room to pour hot water in the mug. Here he stood next to the shelf where
the minneken sat at her table, nibbling on a piece of cracker and cheese.

“Thank you, Mistress Seeno, for derting meto the danger.”
She cocked her head at him. “Didn’t believe me, did you?’

He smiled and considered how to answer. Before he had the right words in order, shelaughed. “I didn’t
believe my own eyes, so | guess| can’t blame you for being skeptical.” She shook her head, abig smile
brightening her usualy somber expression. “And | did enjoy seeing you widld that sword. My! You've
been trained well. Couldn’t have done better myself.”

Bardon fdt his eyebrows rise and brought them down again before the testy matron could see them. He
tightened his jaw for amoment to block the laugh that threastened to burst forth. Sir Dar would counsel
courtesy, and Squire Bardon had mastered the semblance of courtesy. “Y ou have asword, Mistress?’

“Of course.” She bristled. “What kind of a protector would | beif | had no sword?’ She chewed on her
cracker, swallowed, and took asip of tea. “1 aso carry knives, darts, abow and arrow, and al | would
need for ministering to the wounded.”

Thistime he could not keep his eyebrows from shooting upward. And what kind of damage can you
do to an enemy with a sword the size of a needle? He bit back on the discourteous question and
chose one more suitable. “Where do you keep al that?’

She gtirred her teawith atiny spoon. “ Oh, | have secrets, you know.”

Bardon remembered the cape she' d worn that night. “ A moonbeam cape!”

Jue Seeno’sfacetwisted in disgust. “ Yes, if you must know.”

“Where does one get the fiber to weave a moonbeam cape on the Ide of Kye?’

Jue Seeno stood and placed her tiny hands on her round hips. “Y oung man, Kyeisavery civilized place.
We have butchers, bakers, blacksmiths, lawyers, lamplighters, legidators, doctors, dancers, ditch
diggers, schools, churches, and auniversity. We grow crops, manage businesses, and practice thefine
arts. And in the woods, we even have moonbeam plants from which we take the fiber and manufacture
cloth. It comesin very handy when an occasiond bird of prey gets past the violent currents of air that
buffet, and thereby protect, our shores.”

Bardon felt atwinge of guilt. The tiny woman had truly been heroic this night, and till, he dismissed her
ability to serve just because of her sze. | must make a more concerted effort to respect her for who
sheis.

He cleared histhroat. “Excuse me, Mistress Seeno. | didn’t mean to imply that the Ide of Kyewas
unavilized.”



She folded her hands across the fancy braided belt encircling her plump waist. She gazed at some distant
point across the room and tapped her foot.

Bardon waited. He couldn’t say much after he had already apologized.
Her foot stopped. She sat down in her comfy chair, looked up at him, and cleared her throat.

“I am sorry for my tirade. | seem to be abit out of sortsin thislarge world of yours...and truly, the quiss
did disturb me greatly.” She chuckled and took up her cup. “ That teayou made for N’ Rae will be
crawling out of the mug and walking if you don’t seeto it soon.”

Bardon stirred in the sugar and presented the mug to N’ Rae.
“Would you liketeaaswedl, Granny Kye?" asked the young squire.

“Yes, thank you.” She stroked N’ Rae’ slong blond hair away from her face. “Sip it dowly, infant. Those
are heavy tealeaves and will stay at the bottom if you don’t stir them up by gulping the brew.”

Bardon returned to the stove to fix another mug for Granny. Jue Seeno motioned him closer oncethe
water was poured.

“I likeyou, Bardon,” she said, casting a glance a the emerlindian women. Granny Kye hovered over the
girl as she put her to bed in aitting position to drink thetea. “I shal count it a pleasure to work with you
in the charge to protect the girl.”

Not knowing whét to say, Bardon merely nodded.

“Although it goes againgt the grain to do o, | place mysdlf under your authority. | should have done so
immediatdy, for Granny Kye said it was obvious that Paladin had arranged for you to lead our quest.”

She blinked, glanced down, and then directly into the squire' seyes. “Frankly, | have abit of aproblem
with pride.” A twinkle cameto her eyes, and asmile quirked her thin lips. *Y ou can help me with that.”

“I would be honored to assst you, Mistress Seeno.”
She leaned forward and whispered. Bardon had to bend quickly to get his ear close enough to hear.

“| hate being mistaken for arodent.” Her eyes darted from sideto side. “A mouse.” Her expression
hardened, and she stiffened, standing erect. “ Should you ever hear someone refer to me by that name,
skewer him!” At Bardon'sjolt of surprise, she added, “ At the very least, persuade him he is mistaken.”

Bardon cleared his throat and worked to keep his expression bland. “ And if the mistaken personisa
young girl who legpsto stand on a chair as you pass, should | skewer her?’

The minneken’ stail twitched, and her eyes narrowed. She pointed afinger at him and wagged it. “N’Rae
told me not to mention your ears because it causes you distress. | would appreciate the same sort of
courtesy returned to me. Thisis not amatter to be taken lightly.”

Bardon wondered if all three women had discussed his ears. He frowned but redlized talking about the
matter would further confirm the minneken’ simpression that his earswere apoint of contention.

What would Sr Dar say? He' d say to be polite. It never damages your objective to be polite.
Outmaneuver your opponent with manners.

“Yes, Mistress Seeno. | understand. | shal endeavor to be more sensitive to your concern. But surely the
problemwill not arise. Aren't you to remain hidden? | assume you are not in favor of the genera



populace learning that minnekens do, indeed, exist.”
“Quiteright, but at some time on my reconnaissance, | could inadvertently be seen.”
“At that time, wouldn’t it be more convenient to be mistaken for amouse?’

Her mouth popped open and then dammed shut. Her whiskers quivered, and if her eyes could have done
damage to his person, he would have fallen to the floor. Quite without warning, Jue Seeno dropped into
her chair and started chuckling. She then began to laugh and ended up wiping tears from her eyeswith a
tiny handkerchief.

“Oh, lad,” she gasped, “you have a hidden stresk of mischief. This quest will beamost surprising
venture”

Bardon turned back to the stove and reached for the container of sugar.

Mischief? Asin humor? | thought it was a very practical suggestion that she let people think sheis
a mouse. He remembered the mouse he thought he had seen Stting on the windowslll of theinn. Perhaps
she does on occasion lurk in the shadows as a mouse. Ah well, it might be one of her little secrets.
But why would she pretend to be a mouse when she has the moonbeam cape?

People, even minnekens, are too complicated to be understood. Sr Dar thinks | have acquired
social skills. Jue Seeno thinks | have a sense of humor. And | think there are too many peoplein
the world. Way too many people.

Hefinished the teaand handed it to Granny Kye.
“Isthere anything ese | can do for you ladies tonight?’

N’ Rae gave him awan smile and shook her head. The minneken squeaked. Even though he did not
actudly catch what she said, shedidn’t ook like shewas at dl interested in him anymore. She had along
grip in her hands, and he redlized she was weaving yet another elaborate belt. Granny Kye shooed him
out of theroom with awave.

He moved to the door. “Try to get some deep. Drink thetea,” he said in parting.

In hissmal cabin, helit the lantern, folded up the bunk and latched it to the wall, then sat on the floor to
write hismissveto Pdadin.

Thefirst mate came to Bardon' s cabin and returned the polished sword.
“What has the captain done about the incident?’ Bardon asked.

“He took the bodies ashore and informed the dock manager, who informed the constable, who informed
the mayor. Quite ato-do, and for good reason. That thing could have gone ashore instead of boarding
the Lady. Theword' Il spread quite readily.” He squinted at Bardon. “ Do you know if the beasts attack
during the day aswel asat night?’

“According to the books, they do. But our intruder did not do things according to the books.”

The first mate scratched at his stubble-coated chin. “That it didn’'t. Hope thiswas just afluke, and there
are no more of them quiss lurking about. W€ Il keep aclose watch.” He touched the bill of his cap.
“Sorry to disturb you, but | figured you' d rest easier with the wegpon at your Side, considering...” He
shrugged and headed down the narrow hallway.



By thetime Bardon finally crawled into bed, he could hear the sailorsin the predawn preparing to lift
anchor and take the river vessd down the Gilpen.

Later in the morning, the squire sat on one of the crates lashed to the deck and leaned up against another.
He held abook in hishands and read from it sporadically. Astime progressed, everyone began to relax.
Nothing unusua occurred to mar the beautiful, cloudiess day.

Granny Kye and N’ Rae strolled the deck to get some air in the afternoon, avoiding the stern areawhere
the two sailors and the quiss had died.

That evening, Jue Seeno announced she would not be patrolling outside the cabin.

“There' san abundance of crewmen out there searching the water asif an invasion of quissisimminent.
I’1l be on watch here, though. | do not intend to neglect my charge.”

The uneventful night and the next day eased the tenson even more. The journey downriver to the seaport
took two days. The crew went about their business, but with many anxious glances a the railings around
the deck. Asthey traveled, they passed houses on the shore and boats on the water. The peoplein this
area seemingly went about their businessin anorma way. No threat of quiss appeared. An hour away
from lanna’ s dock, Bardon let go of the wariness that kept him on guard.

Asthey drew near the sea, asdty tang sharpened the dank smell of theriver. Traffic on the waterway
became congested. Small boats used for transporting people short distances joined the bigger vessals
used in commerce. Barges, ferries, and packets chugged along. Voices cried out from ship to ship and
from ship to shore. No one mentioned quiss or mysterious disappearances or gruesome deaths.
Apparently al waswell inlanna

Bardon carried their meager baggage above deck, and they al stood at therail, watching and enjoying
the bustle of the harbor.

Asthey came dongside the dock, Bardon saw an unwelcome sight.

“Look!” cried N’ Rae and pointed. “ That marione sitting on the cargo bales on the dock. Isn't that Holt
Hoddack?’

Granny Kye glanced at Bardon behind the girl’ s back. Shewinked a him, and he turned abruptly away.
He heard her calm voice, degp and smooth.

“Yes infant. Itis”
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LANDING IN TANNA

The ship did into its mooring, but the sailors had not yet lowered the gangway when Holt jumped off his
perch. He strode to the edge of the dock, waving at them.

N’ Rae waved back. “Hello, Holt. How did you get here?’
“By kindia, of course.”

His upturned face, filled with laughter, caught the rays of the sun. Two dimples framed his happy
expression. The seabreeze tossed hisblond hair.

“Why areyou here?” asked N’ Rae, smiling and sill waving.
“To seeyou. Why else?’

N’ Rae dropped her hands to clutch the railing and bounced on her toes. The minneken' s basket on her
arm swung sharply, and Bardon wondered how Jue Seeno fared within.

Herolled his eyes, shook his head, and picked up the heavier pieces of their belongingsto be taken
ashore. He headed to where the sailors hefted the gangway into place. As soon as the wood scraped the
pier, Holt bounded up, passed Bardon, and greeted the two emerlindian women. Hetook Granny Kye's
fragile hand in histwo square ones and shook it while expressing hisjoy in seeing them again. But when
gpesking to N’ Rae, the marione took both her hands and held on much longer than Bardon thought
necessary.

N’ Rae laughed at something the marione had said.

The squire scowled. You silly little widget. You're all smiles now, but this bounder will crush your
happiness. | should warn you off of bestowing your friendship on someone who wears his charm
like a pretty garment to make himself look better. Sr Dar’ s gallant behavior is to ease another’s
discomfort. How do | explain the difference to this infatuated child?

But then again, it's no business of mine if she gets entangled with this spoiled youngster ... Well,
not really a youngster. | guess he'sjust a year or two younger than | am.

Bardon' sfigstightened. But N’ Rae’ s been entrusted to my care for some inexplicable reason.
Master Hoddack is a wily man whose concept of valor certainly falls short of mine. | thought Holt
didn’t want to have anything to do with this pursuit of N'Rae. So why ishe here? Ishe a pup, a
dog, or acur?

N’ Rae giggled. The sun made ahdo asit filtered through the loose strands of her light blond hair. Holt
flung ahand out in an expansve gesture accentuating some story herelated. He looked friendly and
innocent, like a bothersome puppy.

Bardon bottled behind clamped teeth the command he wished to blast a Holt. He dso fought the urgeto
physicaly remove N’ Rae from the smooth marione sguile. Sheis so incredibly naive. Someone should
be keeping an eye on her.

Helooked a Granny Kye. The old emerlindian gazed about her with asmile on her face, obvioudy



enjoying the sights of the harbor and unaware that Holt was a potential threet to her granddaughter’s
happiness.

| am beginning to think it’s true. This granny will not be a help on the quest. Who ever heard of an
incompetent emer lindian?

Bardon felt the back of his neck tighten. “We have alot to do,” he observed. “I’ll inquire after suitable
lodging and find trangportation.”

Holt sood Straighter. “Let mehelp.”
Bardon thought the farmer’ s son even puffed up a bit.

Holt beamed at the ladies. “I" ve found a modest inn, clean and un-crowded. And as | waited for your
boat to comein, | scouted around the dock. I'll be back in just afew minutes with avehiclefor hire” He
hurried away before anyone could answer.

“A most accommodating young man,” said Granny Kye.

“Yes,” said N'Rae, her eyes glowing as she watched the young man disappesar in the crowd. She turned
to Bardon, took hisarm, and squeezed it. “1s't he nice? And isn’t it nice to have friends?’

Bardon put hisarm around her shoulders and gave her alittle shake. His response to her joy confused
him.

He sighed, sent up aquick petition to Wulder for guidance, and gently squeezed N’ Rae' s shoulders. “Be
careful with whom you make friends, little one.”

“I know,” shegiggled. “‘ Thefriendship of aviper isnot worth the spit on histongue.””

Bardon released her and laughed. “Y es, that is one of the pithier principles.”

Granny Kye nodded to where Holt could be seen waking in front of a cart pulled by an old horse. Big
chunks of dull paint had chipped away from the cart’s chassis. A gray and muted-red striped canopy
shaded the passenger seat. The upholstery looked handmade, faded but clean.

Bardon picked up most of their persona belongings. With the ladies following, he carried the baggage
and bigger parcels down to the pier and onto the broad wooden platform that ran the length of the
docks. He set the pieces down. Granny Kye and N’ Rae stopped on either side of him. Bardon glanced
at the younger emerlindian and saw her eyestrained on the handsome marione. Squire Bardon
deliberately turned to study the horseinstead of the irksome young couple.

The harness hung on the roan’ s bony frame, and someone had put an oversized straw hat on her head.
Her ears stuck through holesin the wide brim, and colorful flowersamost hid them.

Hoalt hurried forward. “Let me help with the luggage. N’ Rag, may | carry your basket for you?’ He
reached for the minneken’ straveling quarters.

“Oh no, Jue Seeno’squite light.”
Holt pulled back his hand, and adight frown pinched hisfeatures. “ Seeno?’

N’ Rae' sface flushed red. “1-1 s-see no reason for you to carry it. The basket is quite light.” Shetittered.
“I guessI’'m excited. I’ ve never been to aharbor city. | tend to talk too fast when I’'m excited.”



Bardon heard Granny Kye' s chortle as he handed the bewildered marione two heavy bags. “Here, Holt.
| appreciate the help.”

The marione quickly regained his smile and took the luggage. He headed for the cart, with the others
following. Bardon carried the smdler bundlesin hisarms. Asthey gpproached the horse, he heard

N’ Rae' s soft exclamation. She plopped Jue Seeno’ s basket into hisarms, whereit rocked precarioudy
on the cloth-wrapped parcel next to his chin, and then she drew near to the old roan.

Jue Seeno’ s high-pitched inquiry reached hisears. “What isthat girl up to?’

“It lookslike she' sintent on having a conversation with the horse.” He spoke, barely moving hislipsfor
fear someone would overhear him talking to abasket.

“I can seethat, Squire. That’ swhy | prefer to travel in abasket rather than abox. | can see through the
woven reeds. And, of course, theair isawaysfresher. And | can hear better. But what | meant is, what
purpose istherein communicating with ahorse, this horse, at this time?’

“I think,” said Granny Kye, “that N’ Rae likes meeting animals as much as some folks like meeting
people.” She nodded at Holt, who nattered away with the driver.

The tumanhofer driver paid particular attention to Granny Kye, treating her with respect and assisting her
into the passenger seat before he started with their belongings. Strapping the luggage to the back of the
light cart took afew minutes. Hetook histimeto do it properly, dl the while regding his cussomerswith
news of the town, the westher, the gpproaching festival, and suggesting placesto visit whilethey stayed in
hisfar city.

Since Granny Kye aready sat in the coach, the driver had to leave the bags every time he thought of
something el se he wanted to relay to her in particular. He spouted al sorts of tidbits of information, one
of those things being that his wife had found a shop with very good bargains on Cana Street & the
northern end of the city. He dso mentioned that asmall tavern nearby had excellent soups, which might
comein handy, asthe westher predictors said cold air would soon be turning their days chilly.

“Now, what kind of predictionisthat, | ask you?’ He laughed and waved ahand at the sky, where light
clouds whisked over the city. “It’ s till spring. More often than not, we have quick cold spells before
winter fully letsloose of us and dlows summer to take over. Y ou have the wind up high there.” He
paused to point at the clouds scuttling overhead. “But only adight breeze down here. That meansa

changeiscoming.”
He went back to work.

Bardon gazed up at the azure sky and suddenly missed Greer. Flying in thistype of westher chalenged
their skill. The smell of rain on the wind and the sudden shift of ar currentsinvigorated them both. And
whatever it was that would later make lightning skittered acrosstheir skin asif to say, “Wake up and
live”

Fenworth could explain what happens in the sky. Bardon chuckled to himsdf, remembering
“wizardry” lessons under the old man’ stutelage. Fenworth would try to explain and get it al garbled.
Later, Librettowit would untangle the supposedly smple explanation given by thewizard. | missthe old
wizard and hislibrarian.

He watched N’ Rae as she communi cated with the horse. Both she and the anima looked content. | miss
Kale, too. | wonder if she can talk to animals. She never writes about the skills she’ s acquired,
only that lifeis exciting and the details of what everyone else is doing.



Bardon smiled as he remembered the contents of Kal€' sl etters, the tales of friends he hadn’t seenin too
long. They' ve all changed so much. Toopka is reluctantly learning to read and is a wonderful
cook. Regidor has become as clothes-conscious as Dar, but since he doesn’'t have tailoring in his
background, he makes frequent trips out of The Bogs to shop and “ see theworld.” Gilda comes
out of her bottle to visit with them all in the evening. How | would like to sit in the castle' s cozy
common room and listen to those conver sations.

“That doesit, then,” said the driver as he cinched and buckled the last strap. Y oung lady, will you be
riding with your granny?’

N’ Rae flashed him one of her charming smiles and cameto thelittle box he' d put down for her to sep
on. “Your Sadie-Up isavery happy horse, Grupnotbaggentogg.”

“Herenow,” said thedriver. “Y ou know my name becauseit’s on the side of my carriage. But how do
you know my horse's name?’

Bardon stifled alaugh that this glorified cart would be called acarriage.

“Sadie-Up told me,” answered N’ Rae as she hopped up and settled hersdlf on the wooden bench beside
Granny Kye.

“Wall, shetold you wrong. Her name' s Sadie, just Sadie. And why she’ d be happy, | can't tell you.
She' sold enough to be retired and living peaceably in afield somewheres, but | can't afford to get anew
horse, and | don't trust nobody to treat her kindly. She can be stubborn.”

“She likes the rubdown you give her in the shade of atrang-a-nog tree at noonmedl ...and the feed bag.
Shelikes your grandchildren who climb al over her and give her amost thorough and unorganized
rubdown every evening in the sanctuary of her cozy stadl. Y ou give her an apple, aparnot, or acarrot
every morning. And she loves your wife sfried mullins.”

“What? Who' s been feeding her those? They aren’t good for her digestion at her age!”

Bardon handed N’ Rae the minneken’ s basket. “What was the name of the mapmaker, Granny Kye?’
“Oh dear, | don’t remember that.”

“I1t was Bromptotterpindosset, Grandmother,” N’ Rae said.

“Old Bromp?" The tumanhofer clapped his hands together. “He sright on our way. Last time | talked to
him he was complaining of itchy feet. We'll stop by on our way to theinn, and if he' s not gone off to take
the cure, wée' Il find his shop open and ready for business.”

“And if he' sgone off to take the cure?’ asked N’ Rae.
“Wadll, then, he'll be gone for months!”

Grupnotbaggentogg jumped onto his seet. The two young men scrambled to find aplace on the small
cart. They stood on the narrow running boards and clung to straps suspended from the awning over the
ladies sest.

The tumanhofer clucked histongue and jingled thereins.
“Sadie-up,” he called.

The cart jerked and rolled forward, heading for the busy street.



15
THE MAPMAKER

They passed through a warehouse district, maneuvering around lorries and wagons but few people. Then
they entered the market, where many citizenswalked in the streets aswell as on the sdewaks directly in
front of the shops. Grupnotbaggentogg turned the ramshackle carriage into anarrow street with much
lesstraffic. Hafway down the lane adark and light brown bal hung from awooden beam jutting out from
astorefront. The globe turned at alazy pace, stirred by the gentle breeze. Bold red lettersread
Bromptotterpindosset’ s Maps, Charts, Atlases, and Globes on thefirst line of adark sign abovethe
rafter. Y ellow letters stretched across the second line, saying Emporium, Bazaar, Galleria, and Thrift
Shop.

Grupnotbaggentogg drew up Sadi€' sreins.

“Herewe be.” Helooked over his shoulder at his passengers. “ The shop is open, but that don’t mean
he' s here. His daughter and son-in-law mind the place when he goes off for the cure.”

Holt and Bardon hopped off the running boards as the old tumanhofer scrambled down the side of the
cart. Holt had been on the sdewak side and beat Bardon to the task of handing down the ladies. The

squire frowned when the marione put his hands around N’ Rae' swaist and lifted her out of the cart and
onto the wooden planks beside him. Holt smiled into her eyesfor amoment before letting her go.

A polished wooden door with alarge pane of glass had an Open sign dangling from ahook above the
window.

Bardon stepped in front of Holt and put a hand on the young marione' s broad chest, stopping him from
following N’ Rae to the door. He spoke softly so as not to disturb N’ Rae and her grandmother. “Holt,
the businesswe conduct hereis of aprivate nature. | ask that you give the ladies a chance to make their
inquirieswithout an audience. Could you perchance be persuaded to watch their belongings, protecting
them from thieves?’

Holt bristled, then suddenly relaxed. The easy smile spread across hisface. “ Certainly. | servein
whatever capacity most benefits N’ Rae and her grandmother.”

Bardon glanced at the ladies. They were perusing the maps, charts, and assorted merchandise in the shop
windows. Thetrinkets from faraway ports caught Granny Kye' s attention. N’ Rae examined a spangled
hat from some distant city.

Under his breath, he addressed Holt. “I don’t trust you. After we get the ladies settled, | wishto havea
talk with you. | would like to know why you followed us here. What are your intentions? Are you here
on your own accord or at the bidding of your father?’

He patted the fine fabric of Holt's coat. “1 will expect you to tell me the truth.”
Grupnotbaggentogg turned the brass knob and entered the shop to the jangling of bells.
“Bromptotterpindosset,” he caled. “Bromp! Areyou here?’

A young woman came from behind a curtain covering a door to the back. Her thick blond braids
wrapped her head like a crown. Bright blue eyes dominated her square face. Her nose and mouth were
small for atumanhofer. She wiped her hands on awhite gpron that covered the intricately woven blue,



green, and gold cloth of her dress. She smiled at dl the customerswho' d entered the shop but spoke to
the driver.

“Master Grupnotbaggentogg, what brings you here?’
“Brought some people looking for amap. Has your dagone off again?’

“Wdll, he' s gone off to get his noonmesl, but | reckon you meant had he gone off for the cure.” She
shook her head and lowered her voice. “I’ m expecting him to leave any day. Hisfeet are driving him to
distraction. Miserable, heis.” She softened her voiceto just above awhisper. “ And grouchy, heis. As
much asI’ll misshim, | can't wait to see the back of him disappear over the horizon.”

The old driver patted her shoulder in an awkward gesture of comfort. “1t’' 1l be better, Saramaraindan,
once he' s gone and comes back. Better for adecade or two, until the itch comes upon him again.”

She smiled and nodded. “Will you introduce me to your passengers?’
“This be Granny Kye and her granddaughter, N’ Rae.”
Saramardindan bobbed a curtsy.

“And Squire Bardon.”

Bardon stepped forward. “We require amap of the Northern Reach.”
N’ Rae came to his side and added, “ The western part.”

Saramaralindan frowned and tapped afinger on her chin while she surveyed one section of thewall of
bookcases.

“We don't have much in the way of inland maps for the Northern Reach. The seacoast iswell charted.”
She crossed to astepstool and pushed it to where she wanted to examine the shelves. Climbing up two
steps, she reached for a couple of rolled parchments. She tucked them under her arm and descended.
On alargetablein the middle of the shop, she unrolled thefirst one, putting small, eaborate,
wrought-iron weights at the cornersto keep the scroll open. The table was the height most comfortable
for tumanhofers. Bardon had to bend to examine the parchment.

“Thisone has greet detail of the coast, including rock barriers under the water that would sink aship.”
She unrolled the other and shifted the book weights. “ This has some sketchy referencesto inland
topography, but we are not certain asto its accuracy. Are you planning to travel inthisregion?’ She
waved her hand over the scantily marked territory.

“Yes,” Bardon replied. “But | had hoped for a better map.”

“If you return thisway, would you stop and give us information about the area? Could you keep notes
and maybe draw sketches of what you see?’

Granny Kyetugged on Bardon'sdeeve. “1 could do that.”
The door opened, the jangling bells announcing a newcomer.
“It' syou, Bromptotterpindosset,” said Grupnotbaggentogg in warm welcome.

“Humph! Aye, itis,” said the nestly dressed tumanhofer without enthusiasm. He looked younger and
wedlthier and much more sour than the driver. He scowled at the older tumanhofer through wire-framed



spectacles, and aglimmer of mischief sparkled in hiseyefor only amoment. “Anditisyou,
Grupnotbaggentogg. Do you need amap of Cand Street, or perhaps a chart of Blecoe Warren?’

Instead of being offended by the shopkeeper’ s gruff tone, Grupnotbaggentogg laughed and dapped him
on the back. “Nay, | brought travelers on their way to the Northern Reach. They need amap, of
course.”

Bromptotterpindosset studied each of his customersin turn. His scowl did not break, even when he
gazed upon thefair N’ Rae.

“Daughter!” Theword rattled the sillence. “ Get me the chest in the back room.”
“Which chest, Father? The room isfilled with chests.”

The tumanhofer growled in histhroat and hiswhiskers shook. “The onein green legther. The one with
rusted clasps. The one under the Dabotnore volumes. That one!”

“The onethat hasn’t been moved in ten years or more?’

“Yes, of course,” he bellowed. “What other one would | want when we spesk of the Northern Reach?”’
Saramardindan rolled her eyes and shrugged her shoulders. “I can’'t imagine. I'll get it for you, Father.”
She was gone with awhoosh of the heavy curtains,

Bromptotterpindosset moved to the table and studied the parchments unrolled there. The muffled sounds
of heavy objects being shifted came through the doorway.

Bardon responded to agrunt from Saramaradindan.  Perhaps | should assist your daughter.”

The shopkeeper waved hishand asif it were no matter to him. Bardon went through the curtained door.
He soon returned with achest covered in decaying, green-dyed leather in hisarms. He set it on the table.

Bromptotterpindosset blew over the top and dust flew. He opened the clasp and tilted the lid upright. A
smdll book, severa scrolls, and a sextant rested among cobwebs and bits of torn paper.

The tumanhofer pulled out the navigational instrument and set it asde. He picked up the scrolls, oneat a
time, and brushed them off on hisdeeve. AlImost with reverence, he lifted the small book in hishand. He
held it up, and his gaze went from one face to the next around the table.

“This” hesad, “isthediary of Cadden Glas, an adventuring donedl. He chronicles his exploits, complete
with notations about floraand fauna, geographical discoveries, observations of the populace, and
information about landmarks, rivers, and other descriptive details on how to get here and therein the
Northern Reach. He explored the region for decades. The book, however, iswritten in the language of
the meech. Do any of you spesk meech?’

They shook their heads.
“Undergandable. It isadifficult language to speak. . .easer to read. Do any of you read meech?’
Again negative shakes of heads met his question.

Bromptotterpindosset grinned. The smile—a st of teeth that were big, white, and numerous—separated
his mustache-laden upper lip from the beard dripping off his chin. Bardon couldn’t remember ever seeing
agrin so magnificently absurd.



“Then | must inform you that most certainly, without a doubt, it will be necessary for you to take upon
your journey to the Northern Reach someone who does speak and read meech. Fortunately, | know of
someone who is capable of both these endeavors. And it just so happensthat heisin the position to do
some extensve traveling at thistime.”

“Hal” Grupnotbaggentogg threw back his head and echoed his own exclamation. “Hal So you're off for
the cure, eh, Bromp? Well, just remember your age and try to get back in three or four years. Y ou're not
asyoung asyou used to be, even if you are ageneration or two behind me.”



16
TOO MANY PEOPLE

Jue Seeno did not like the addition of the tumanhofer mapmaker to the questing party. And she said so as
soon as they sequestered themsalvesin the room taken at the inn for N’ Rae and Granny Kye.

Bardon felt uncomfortable in the tiny guest chamber. The agitated women dl talked a once. The
emerlindians' voices bounced off thelow celling, and the squeak of Jue Seeno’ stirade punctuated every

pause.

The last inn had provided a spacious room with asizable sitting area adjacent to the deeping quarters.
Thisroom had only the bed and one chair, with no room for N’ Rag' s pacing up and down. She gestured
wildly as shetadked, her amswhirling about as she dternately expressed enthusiasm and dismay. Bardon
found aplaceto plant himself, hopefully out of the way. He stood at the foot of the bed, one hand
wrapped around apillar of the gigantic four-poster. N’ Rae insisted that the whole quest would be so
much safer with another mae dong. As she brought both arms above her head and swung them out and
down to indicate just how grestly this concept encompassed their venture, she came within aninch of
poking Bardon’ s eye ouit.

Hefumed. It’ s the bed! This room should have a bed half this size. And that girl should have a hall,
along empty hall, in Castle Pelacce in which to express her views.

N’ Rae sashayed by him once more, knocking him with an elbow. He leaned closer to the post.
Impractical bed to put in such a tiny room!

The younger emerlindian had placed Jue Seeno’ s basket in the middle of the mattress as soon as they
entered the room and the door to the hall was closed. She' d opened the top, helped her tiny protector
out, and closed thelid. The outraged minneken stood on her traveling abode, waving her fist inthear.

Granny Kye, of course, sat inthe chair.

The afternoon sun streamed through awindow, and a chill breeze blew the white curtains about, but the
heated oratory in the confined space made the room extremely unpleasant. Bardon sought areason to
escape, even as he appeared to listen attentively to all three women.

Mistress Seeno’ s agjitated voice roseto hisears.

“Firgt, we have that marione farm boy snooping around—"
“Holt has been very useful,” Granny Kyecut in.

“But why? Why has he been useful?” shrieked the minneken.

“Because he' s been brought up well?” The old emerlindian looked to N’ Rae, who nodded her head. The
young woman went to the window and parted the curtain to Stare out at the street.

Jue Seeno waved her aromin the air, and, for amoment, Bardon pictured her brandishing ashining sword.
“We don't need an adventure-seeking tumanhofer nor ane er-do-well marione muddling up our perfectly
respectable quest. The boy isan inconvenience. The mapmaker isadisaster.”

“Jue...” Granny Kye'slow voice contrasted to the frantic squesk of the minneken. She spoke rapidly,



and enthusiasm shonein her eyes. “The mapmaker is anecessity, and the farmer’ s son turns out to be
handy. He procured the cart for our transportation. And thisinn is very reasonably priced. We shan't
waste our money here. Everything isfalling nicely into place. How like Wulder to take care of every little
detail. You know, I’ ve never been on aquest. | think | am going to enjoy it.”

The minneken hunched her narrow shoulders, pulled along shawl moretightly around her, and frowned
fiercdly at the granny emerlindian. “ Asfor those two interlopers being Wulder’ sdoing, I'll wait on
pronouncing that to be fact. Asfor us not wasting money here, that might be true, unless the mistress
givesyou a sad tale about needing new linens.”

“I’'mcarrying our coins” put in Bardon.

“Well, that at least issensible.” Her whiskers quivered. “ These two men are not agood idea. What
should happen if | am discovered? What protection can | beto N’ Raeif everyone and their nefarious
uncles know about me?’

N’ Rae turned away from the window. “Whose uncleis coming?’

“There, there)” said Granny Kye. *Y ou can still scout. Y ou can il gather information. Y ou can il stand
guard.”

The minneken did not look encouraged.

Granny Kye continued, “ Master Bromptotterpindosset will be so busy trandating the diary and drawing
his maps, hewon't notice you.”

“Not notice aminneken!” Jue Seeno dropped to asitting position, kicking her feet asthey dangled off the
side of the basket. She shook her head. A tiny felt hat between her ears did back and forth. Bardon
wondered what anchored it. And he noticed the pink and orange headgear matched the belt she wore.
Shelooked forlorn in spite of her colorful attire.

“I can’t do much about the mapmaker,” said Bardon, “but | shdl try to dissuade Holt from any further
prying. Perhaps| can send him hometo hisloving family.”

“Prying?’ N’ Rae marched to his sde and poked him on the arm with asharp fingernail. “ That’ sunfair.
He has been nothing but helpful.”

“I don't trust him, either,” yelled Jue Seeno. “1’m your protector, and | say he' sawild card. We don't
know what he'sup to.”

Bardon nodded his agreement. “I don't trust his motives. Hisfather may have sent him to discover what
our quest is, just in case it should be a profitable endeavor. Or, Hoddack wants his son to bring back a
bride who tameskindia”

“That' sunfair aswell!” N’ Rae planted her fists on her hips. “Holt dready told hisfather he didn’'t want
anything to do with such aplan.”

Jue Seeno and Granny Kye continued to argue over whether or not to trust the tumanhofer and the
marione.

Bardon kept his attention on N’ Rae and his voice calm, responding to Sir Dar’ straining to be a diplomat
aswell asaknight. “Then why ishe here?’

N’ Rae' s pale complexion colored abright red. Her lips thinned as she pressed them together. She



frowned and looked down at Bardon's chest. “He said he came to see me.”
“And you don't quite believe him,” Bardon said softly.

She shook her head. “Not quite.”

“I'll go ask him. Then wewill both know.”

“He sout in front of theinn, talking to aman. | saw him out the window.”

Bardon |eft the room, determined to get some answers from Holt. He took in a deep breath first thing
after the door closed behind him. Even the stuffy air in the hallway fdlt refreshing after the heated
atmosphere of the tiny bedchamber. He breathed in again, feding the tension ease from his shoulders.
He' d much rather talk to aman.

Women are a tangle of emotions. Pull the wrong string and |ook ouit!

A threadbare rug muffled hisfootstepsin the hal, but as he went down the wooden steps, his boots
hammered a swift cadence. He crossed the empty entry hal and stepped out into the sunshine. He stood
for amoment, letting his eyes adjust to the bright light.

None of the neighboring businesses looked any more prosperous than the hostelry. Only afew people
walked the narrow sidewalk on either side of arutted street.

Where' s Holt?

Bardon stood on the stoop of the inn and searched both directions. The farmer’ s son was nowherein
sght. Bardon spotted atavern and headed in that direction. Even if the marione hadn't stepped in for a
cooling drink, the squire thought atall, bracing glass of Korskan teawould be welcome.

Ashe passed an dley, he heard agrunt. Stopping, he heard heavy breathing, and the thud of fist against
flesh.

Another grunt. “1 told you | don’t haveit.” Holt'svoice.

Bardon stepped into the dley. In the shadows, he saw atall o' rant holding a shorter, broader man against
thewal.

The squire used the same calm voice he' d used with N’ Rae. “Let him go.”

Three thugs emerged from the shadows and fell upon him. Bardon s destepped one assailant lunging from
the right and grabbed the man by a shoulder and wrist. Twisting the attacker’ s hand behind his back,
Bardon then used the man as awegpon, ramming his body into the brute charging from the left. Thethird
man jumped on Bardon’ s back. The squire tucked his head and rolled forward over the man he held,
damming the one on hisback againgt the ground. He let go of the first man, continued his somersault over
the body of the other, and sprang to hisfest.

One of the men charged him again, but Bardon pivoted, swung abooted foot up, and sde-kicked himin
the stomach. The second man had regained hisfeet and came at Bardon, only to be kicked twice, once
in the kneecap and once in the face. The squire used an elbow to break one man’s nose and a backward
kick to disable another asthe ruffian hurled himsdlf at Bardon' s back. The assailantstook off, one man
helping abadly limping comrade. The o’ rant clutching Holt didn’t enter the fray. He dropped the marione
and ran.



Bardon watched them go, breathing deeply, but without amark on him from the fight. He went over and
helped Holt to hisfedt.

“Thanks” Holt groaned. He held hisarms around his middle. Swesat poured down hisface eveninthe
chill shadeof thedley.

“What did they want?’ asked Bardon.
“What do ruffians usualy want? Money, | guess.”

“I heard you tell him you didn’t haveit. That soundslike an answer to a specific question. | don’t think
it sagoodideato lieto me, Holt.”

“I didn't lie. | asked aquestion and then answered it.”
“Prevaricating. That'slying with finesse. Tell methetruth.”
“Thetruth isthey wanted money.” Hisface twisted as he swayed and leaned against the building.

“Thereisdill the'it, implying something specific. You didn't say, ‘1 don't haveany.” You sad, “1 don't
haveit.’ I'll ask you one moretimeto tell methe truth, and if you don’t”—Bardon maintained the coal
tone of casud conversation—"1 may lose my temper. Y ou hurt now, don’t you, Holt? Y ou'll hurt more
when I’'mfinished.” He paused and looked over the pae, gasping marione. “ Do you fed like hitting the
dirt with considerable force again? It might jar those aches you aready have.” Bardon shook his head as
if he were weighing the possibilities. “I don't think ashove or two would normaly bother you, but I'm not
in the mood for agented wrestling match. I’m in the mood to hear the truth. . .Well, it' syour decision.”

Holt' seyes szzled with hatred. “ All right. | owe aman money. These men work for him.”
“Gambling?’

“Some. But theworst of it was | offered to trade five kindias for what | owed him plus six hundred
grood. Then Father decided the kindiawere not mine after al. They were to be my payment for traveling
to Bintuppi and handling a business transaction. The ded went sour. | had no kindiato deliver, so | left
town.”

“Y ou didn’'t happen to already have the man’s sx hundred grood, did you?’

“Yes. | said | needed the money up front to handle the transportation of the beasts from upriver—the
men, the special crates, the boat.”

“And your father wouldn't help you out with the debt?’

Holt laughed and groaned. “Not again.”

“So you decided to follow N’ Rag”?’

“It was convenient.”

“And you think it would be convenient to go on along quest.”

Holt bresthed easier now. He stood alittle straighter, moving away from the wall that had been
supporting him.

“Actudly, no. I’'m not interested in getting into any dangerous Situations, but | wouldn’t mind sailing north.



Perhaps| can find away to make some money, and when | have enough to pay my debts—"
“Debts? Asin more than one?’

A hdf grintwisted the marione’ s mouth. “Y es, quite a bit more than one.”

“Wha makesyou think wewill sail north?’

“You're going to have to teach N’ Rae discretion.” Holt snickered. “ She chatterslike a dorker, but she's
quite abit prettier than those noisy birds.”

“So your planisto sal north with us. Why not just sail north on your own?”’

“They will beinquiring after alone mae passenger, not one of aparty of five.”

“And you plan to separate from us once we reach a port a some distance from here.”
“Correct.” He paused. “Y ou can't keep me from boarding the same ship, you know.”

“Oh, | probably could. But N’ Rae would be displeased with my methods.” He rubbed his hand over his
chin. “If you happen to board the same vessdl that takes us north, | would appreciate your leaving N’ Rae
alone. She' stoo naive to recognize acad when she sees one.”

“A cad?’ For amoment, Holt seemed affronted, but he chortled and grinned. “ Al right. I’ not turn the
young innocent’ s head. When do we leave?’

“I haveto vist afriend in the country first. Y ou can make the inquiriesto find the fastest ship going north
for our party of five tomorrow. | should be back by sundown.”

“Dedl,” said the marione and stuck out his hand.

“I won't shake with you, Holt. From what you’ ve told me, it is not likely your honor backs your
handshake. | wouldn’t want you to get theimpression | trust you.”

The shorter man let hishand fal dowly to hisside. The easy and charming smile faded from his handsome
face.

“If 1 didn’t need acover for leaving thisregion, I’ d part ways with you now,” Holt said.

Bardon shrugged. “It would be inconvenient for meto put off visting my friend to dedl with the matter of
arranging passage first. But you may leave our company now if you wish.”

“You'll dlow yoursdlf to associate with the likes of me so that you can see him aday earlier? Y our friend
isthat important to you?’

“Heis, indeed.”



17
A FRIEND

Rain drenched the city during the night. Bardon listened to the drum of heavy drops on the windowpane
and wondered if he' d have to ride through the torrent to find Greer. He barely heard the town clock
strike eleven through the splatter of rain and the clgps of thunder. But he heard the midnight toll
underscoring agentle shower. Sleep muffled the lone ped of one o’ clock.

He woke in the morning, sprang out of alumpy bed, and opened the window. The sun rosein the eastern
sky, casting an enchanting glow on wisps of clouds asthey broke apart and trailed away in puffy
filaments. Warm, playful breezes rustled the spring leavesin atree a the sde yard. Chickens scurried
about, pecking and scratching in the dirt. Skittish brown thornsnippers twittered from the tree, and plump
wal stcoaters cooed from the eaves of the buildings. The earth smelled damp and rich and full of promise.

The squire dressed and ran down the back stepsto the kitchen. He charmed afew biscuits stuffed with
bacon and cheese from the busy cook and stood by the hearth as he ate. He a so downed amug of
warm, fresh milk. As soon as he' d tipped the cheerful woman and audacioudly planted akiss on her
ruddy cheek, he left theinn.

He d arranged for the use of one of the inn’shorsesthe night before. Riding at abrisk clip, he made his
way to alocation directly east and three miles beyond the last cluster of houses that could have been
caled part of the city. He tied the horse securely to awoody bush, climbed ahill, and surveyed the
surrounding pastures.

This turned out to be a good place to meet. A few farmers, a few stockmen. Not a crowd by any
means. That will please Greer.

He sat on grass dried by wind and sun. The smell of the heated, rich green blades acted as a soporific.
He yawned, stretched, and lay on hisback. A stir of thought not his own passed through his
CONSCiOUSNEesS.

“Y ou haven't got achance,” he said out loud, knowing that the thought would go to Greer. “Y ou haven't
been able to sneak up on mein the three years we' ve been together. Not even in the beginning when |
was't al that greet at receiving your messages.”

Too lazy to get up, he turned on his side and shaded his eyes with a hand, looking to the south. A large
black dot skimmed over the horizon. With each breath he took, he saw the shape grow larger and more
defined. From experience, Bardon knew he breathed in time to the dragon’ swing bests. This
unconscious physica synchronization came as part of the bonding between him and his mount.

When he could distinguish purple body and cobalt wings, he stood and waved an arm in greeting. As
Greer landed, Bardon knelt and covered his head, shielding hisface from the debrisblown upintheair
by the force of the mgjor dragon’ swings.

Asthe dust settled, herose, agrin stretching his mouth until his cheeks ached. “1 am not groveling before
you, you old, overgrown bat!”

He went forward and put his arms around the dragon’ s neck, resting hisforehead against the deek
scaes. A warm thrum passed between the two, each relishing the friendship of the other. WWhen Bardon
had settled in to wait on the hill, he knew the bond between them would bring Greer assurely asa



trained waistcoater would find its way home.

| have had a most unsettling week, Greer. Ideas and images poured out of hismind. He didn't have to
organize histhoughtsto present them logicdly. The dragon took possession of the information with the
same interpretations that Bardon had placed on each relevant fact.

While he communicated, Bardon removed alarge pack strapped to Greer’ s back. The leather bundle
contained hisriding saddle, empty panniers, and assorted cloths and brushes for grooming. Bardon
removed the cloth and some balm. He proceeded to rub the salve into the place where the pack rasped
the dragon’ s skin. He then buffed Greer’ s scales. While Bardon groomed him, Greer relaxed, hummed
deep in histhroat, and stretched out on the grass.

Occasiondly, in responseto a part of Bardon' s continuing narrative, the dragon made a sympathetic
grunt in histhroat. Once, during the recounting of the quisstae, Greer gasped. That brought the smile
back to Bardon’ s face. He stroked the dragon’ s neck, right behind the ear, glad he had someoneto
confidein.

“Y es, that was pretty gruesome, and the implications of what Stox and Cropper could be cooking upis
horrific...Yes, horrific isaword.”

He went on to describe the regppearance of Holt Hoddack into their lives. Now the rumblings from
Greer’ sthroat sounded suspicioudy like laughter. Bardon left the subject of the aggravating marione and
went on to the acquisition of amapmaker aswell asamap for their expedition. He glossed over the
brouhahain the tiny bedchamber and gave afull accounting of the addition of a debt-beleaguered
marione farm boy to their ranks.

“Yes, beleaguered isaword...I do not use big wordswhen I’'m upset. And I’'m not upset....| contend
that it will be easier to keep an eye on that scdlawag Holt if we know where heis.”

Greer had settled into areclining position during thislong explanation of what had passed during the days
they had been separated. Bardon finished the grooming and repacked the bag. It lay on the ground by
Greer’stail.

Bardon leaned back between Greer’ sforelegs againgt the dragon’ s chest. To get his mind off the mess
that awaited him back in lanna, Bardon asked what hisfriend had been doing.

Greer told of flying over the countryside, basically taking in the sghts. He d hunted chigot deer in the
forests. And during another flight, he' d caused quite adtir, flying over afield full of children playing astiket
ball.

“I guessyou'reright,” answered Bardon. “People in the southwest region aren't as used to seeing
dragons as those in Wittoom and Ordray.”

Greer lowered his chin to the top of Bardon's head and gently rubbed it back and forth.

“You' remessing up my hair,” the squire objected halfheartedly. “ People?’ He stood and looked down
the hill to avalley where cattle grazed. Severad men dressed in country togs marched along the road. It
looked as though they intended to see why adragon had landed in their territory.

“Let’sfly, Greer.” Bardon sprang onto his back, settling into the dip where Greer’ s neck joined his
shoulders. The dragon stretched hiswings and took to the air.

Thewind rushed against Bardon' sface, lifting his hair back and exposing hisears. Usually, he wore a hat.
Every day, he used a pomade to tiffen the hair and keep the sidesin place. Of course, that wasn't



enough to keep his ears hidden in the wind.

Most people didn’t notice the dight point that topped each of his ears. One had to look closdly to seethe
peak in their otherwise 0’ rant shape. Kae had noticed, and N’ Rae. He' d caught Kale staring at hisears.
She never said anything, but of course, he knew she knew, because they had a special, mystifying bond.

Not only could he mindspesk with Kae, but when he was near her, he could also communicate through
his mind with others. Away from her he had no such talent.

Hedidn't count communicating with Greer as mindspesking. A subtle differenceexisted in
communi cation between those of the high races and between rider and dragon.

To my way of thinking, Kale knows too much about me. I'm glad our studies prevented us from
being in the same place.

He pictured her serious face as she tried to understand something new Fenworth explained. He saw her
eyestwinkle a one of Dar’ s jests. He heard her scolding one of her minor dragons. He saw the look of
shock on her face when they both thought the same thing at the same time. And of course, they knew it
had happened. They never figured out why.

Hedidn't need Kade Allerion didiracting him.

Kae had never quizzed him about his obvious hafling blood.

N’ Rae asked questions. And N’ Rae discussed his ears with Granny Kye and Jue Seeno.
Helooked down a the men trudging up the hill.

We | eft the saddlebag, Greer...No, | don’t think they will steal it. What would they do with dragon
tackle?...Yes, we have to go back anyway. Where should we meet next? | wish we could fly north
together and keep an eye on the ship from a distance. But | don’t trust Holt to keep away from

N’ Ra€' stender heart...Granny Kye? Oh no. Jue Seeno is a better guardian than our rather
scatterbrained emerlindian...Getting back to the next leg of our trip, Greer, how would you like a
seashore vacation?...The fishing would be good.

Greer banked, and Bardon gripped with his knees. He clutched two raised scales dong the dragon’s
powerful neck.

Take up a post north of lanna on the coast. When you sense I’ m on a passing ship, fly over, and
I’ll give you the location of the first port we will visit.

They circled the fertile valey and returned to the hill.

| guess we better see what the good citizens of this rural community have on their minds. Bardon
and Greer descended, landing with aflourish of wind that sent the half-dozen watchersto their knees.

The men turned out to be curious farmers wanting to talk about the unusua sight that had interrupted their
routine day. Bardon introduced himself and his companion. The men were asimpressed with asquire
from Wittoom asthey were with Greer.

Greer whispered in Bardon' s thoughts that he wasn't very impressed with men who thought another
two-legged beast with aminor title was as interesting as adragon. Bardon hushed him, telling him to be
civil. Greer responded with alaugh, and Bardon chastised him.



Yes, | expect you to be a great deal more civil than * not eating them.”

He cast the ornery dragon alook of disgust. When have you ever eaten one of the seven high races?
| bet you haven’t eaten any of the seven low races either. Be quiet! I’'mtrying to follow the
conversation here.

Severd of the older men reminisced about dragons working together with men.

“| wasawaobbly brat, just up on my pegs, when the last family with adragon |ft the valley for the high
country.” The farmer looked with admiration at Greer’s muscled shoulders. “I don’'t remember it myself.
Just remember my folkstalking of it. They said, in yearslong ago, each farm had a dragon bonded to the
family.”

“Where ve the dragons all gone?’ asked one of the oldest men. “ Seems like there' re fewer dragons,
fewer emerlindians, and | have never seen akimen in al my days. Of course, you hear talesfrom those
wandering fellows. Therewas abig to-do in Trese afew years back. That will be legend when my
grandkidstell storiesto their grandkids.”

“I think,” said Bardon, “that there used to be alot more commerce between the different provinces of
Amaa”

One of the men shook his head. “Don’t pay to send your products anywhere but close.” He gestured
toward the Morchain Range, rising to the east. “'Y ou go over the mountains, you haveto deal with large,
uncouth, smelly grawligs. Therivers, lakes, and wetlands resk with hideous mordaklegps who will take
away al your senses. They say in someforeign places, the remnants of Risto’ s military bisonbeckswalk
the streets with the high races. | know we don’t venture out as much aswe used to, but it' s safer.”

“Wedo sometrading by sea” A farmer broke off atall blade of grassand stuck it in his mouth.
“That we do, but it'snot the bulk of our income.” That man shrugged asif it were no matter.

“We produce what we need,” said the oldest. “1t' s not so bad being off to yourselves.” He nodded to
Greer but spoke to Bardon. “When you leave, would you circle the valley again so the youngsters can
get another gander at the dragon?’

Bardon smiled. “1’m going back to lanna on horseback. I'll ask Greer to put on alittle flying show for the
children, though. To tell you thetruth, he'sabit of aham and won't be put out at al.”

For that flagrant impertinence, Greer butted the center of Bardon’ s back with more than an easygoing
bump. The farmers laughed and kept up asteady stream of talk as Bardon secured the saddlebag onto
Greer’ sback and sent him off with abrief farewell.

The boring ride back exasperated Bardon. The horse stopped to graze anytime he wasn't prodded
along. Theroad became crowded with people and carts either going to market or returning home.
Bardon chafed at the downess of his progress.

Did Holt find a ship? Did Granny Kye give away our belongings to some worthy cause? Was the
minneken discovered? Is N’ Rae admiring Holt’s handsome face and ignoring his smudged
character? Has the old tumanhofer finished his preparations for the journey? How did | ever get
caught up for a quest with this unlikely crew?

He pulled the horse up short and took a minute to watch the people around him. O'rants, tumanhofers,
and mariones. Men, women, and children. Mostly common folk with just enough coinsto live on. At this
time of day, after the duties and strains of their work, they plodded along to their destinies without much



gpparent pleasurein their journeys.

| haven’t thought of a principle all day. He saw ayoung child adeep on hisfather’ s shoulder, being
carried home. * The body grows weary, the mind will tire, but the soul dances before Wulder in the
evening of life.”

He tapped his hedls againgt the horse’ s Sides. Even as the sun lowered to the horizon, sgnding the end of
aday, he hummed the tune to a sunrise chant. The music sparked the joy he fdt in knowing Wulder
cared for him and the quest he was on. He began to sing,

“The hour’sagift. Theroad sagrant.
Enjoy thejourney asyou see His hand
cover your errors,

wipeyour tears,

draighten theway,

draighten theway.”

Scribe Moran would say the first “ straighten the way” is an observation, and the second isa
request.

Waulder, | petition You to straighten the way.

The sght of the quaint inn reminded him of the quest he had become embroiled in with two naive
emerlindian women. His sabbatica had been shelved for the time being while he performed his duty.

He stabled the horse and gave the boy working there a coin to groom the anima. He entered theinn
through the kitchen with amuch heavier step than when he had |ft in the morning.

“Oh,” said the cook when she saw him, “then you' ve dready heard the bad news.”
Bardon frowned. “What bad news?’

“Y ou haven't heard, then?’

“No.”

She wrung her hands in the gpron hanging from her waist. “Best you hear from your own people. Last |
heard, they werein their room. Well, the girl and the gent.”

N’ Rae and Holt!

Bardon bolted up the stairs and dowed halfway up for amoment as he remembered that Jue Seeno
would act as chaperone. He hit the next step at full speed, thinking what good could athree-inch-high
chaperone be.

He burgt into the room to find N’ Rae Sitting in the chair, her eyes rimmed in red. Holt stretched across
the bed on his back, snoring.



N’ Rae jumped to her feet when she saw Bardon and ran to grab hisarms. Her sharp fingernails dug into
hisflesh.

“1 think Holt drinks,” she exclaimed. “He' s been usaess. He came back after he had been here, and dll
he did was say we should wait for you. Then hefell on the bed and went to deep.”

“ After who had been here?”

“The congtable”

Holt snorted and twitched.

Bardon ignored him and frowned a N’ Rae. “Why?’
“Toarest Granny Kye.”

“What?'

N’ Rae nodded, tossing her blond locks. * For thievery.”



18
THE JAILHOUSE

“Can't let her out without the magistrate’ s order. Can't see the magistrate without aregistry permit. Can't
register to see the magistrate until nine o’ clock tomorrow. Officeis closed. Been closed for hours.”

Bardon turned away from the dirty little man in hissqualid little office and bumped into N’ Ree.
“What are we going to do?’ she asked.

Bardon turned back to the jailer. He glanced at the nameplate on the table. Greasy chicken boneson a
folded newspaper testified that the man had dready eaten hisdinner. The squire’ snose wrinkled at the
mixture of unpleasant odorsin the room. He identified one smell asthe rank clothing on thejailer’ sback.

Thisis beyond ridiculous! According to N’ Rae, they arrested Granny Kye this morning. She's been
here for hours. What do the prisoners eat? Have they even fed her? He clamped down on hisanger.
He wanted cooperation from thisill-bred tumanhofer.

“Look, Bortenmiffgaten, we would like to see Granny Kye. She’ s old and probably scared.”

The man leaned back in his chair and studied the celling. “1 can let you see her if’ n | have some guarantee
you won't be blabbing to dl that | was derdlict in my duty.”

“And what would the guarantee be?’ asked Bardon.

“Half an ordend.” He spit the answer out under his breath. His eyes till scanned the cracked plaster
above him.

Bardon shook hishead. “I’ll not participate in the giving or taking of bribes, Master Bortenmiffgaten.”

Thefront legs of thejailer’ s chair hit the floor with awhack, then screeched as the small man pushed
back. He stood. His chin cameto the edge of the table.

This office must have been furnished by his predecessor, Bardon observed asthejailer raised afist to
shake at him. N’ Rae scooted behind Bardon asif the diminutive bundle of outrage intimidated her.

“Just who do you think you are?’ ranted the tumanhofer. “ Ain’t nothing wrong with those who have the
ready giving acoin to those who do not.”

Bardon nodded. “1 am Squire Bardon, in serviceto Sir Dar of Castle Pelacce, Dormenae, Wittoom. And
| agree with you that giving you acoin isnot abad thing, but purchasing illegd entry into thejall is”

The little man’ sfist had come down, and the glower on his face changed to alook of puzzlement. “Sir
Dar?’ he whispered. “ A fancy-dressed donedl? That' syour Sir Dar?’

“Ya”
“I'll let youin.”
N’ Rae gasped and peeked around Bardon'sarm. “Why?’

Thejailer frowned and mumbled, “Sir Dar did akindnessto our family. Not to me, mind you. But to my



gster’ schildren. I’ ve got no use for do-gooders and don't believe in those high teachings some people
prattle about. But I'll let you in.”

He patted several pockets and came up with akey. That key unlocked adoor in a cabinet behind him.
Keysinsde dangled from arow of hooks. Thejailer selected one and carefully put the padlock back in
place. He crossed the room and unlocked a door. Bardon and N’ Rae started to follow him.
Bortenmiffgaten held up agrubby hand stained with tobacco juice.

“Not yet,” hesaid. “I’'m just getting another key.”
He disappeared behind the door. They listened as several things opened and shut.
Drawers? Cabinets? More doors? Bardon wished he could see.

After more rattling around in the room behind the partially closed door, Bortenmiffgaten returned, jingling
akey ring the sze of adinner plate. Two keys swung from the rusty meta hoop.

“Thisway.” He gestured for them to follow him down aflight of sairs. At the bottom heturned right. He
jumped to snatch atorch from thewall. As he passed unlit torches, he gave alittle lesp and swiped his
burning one acrossthe next dark stick. Ingtantly, aflame burgt forth.

Thisunderground hallway was cleaner and smdlled better than the jaller’ s office.
Bardon sniffed the damp but pleasant air. Someone else must be in charge of this area.

The hal branched off severd times, but the tumanhofer kept walking. The underground path ended in a
room with one door in front of them. A heavy padlock hung from ameta latch.

Bortenmiffgaten stopped and looked up at them, asmile on hisface. In the flickering flame, Bardon
thought the flash of yellowed teeth looked evil.

“I'll let you in,” said thejailer, “but you have to leave your boots, coats, and that basket out here. Can’'t
have you carrying in weapons.”

N’ Rae twisted her face as she dipped out of her shoes and placed her folded shawl atop them. Her toes
wriggled against the cold flooring. Bardon left his sword, boots, tunic, and knife. He plucked his bag of
coinsout of thetunic to carry with him. Although thejailer had shown goodwill in admitting them, Bardon
doubted the tumanhofer would be able to resist the temptation of an unguarded purse.

“You got food in that basket?’ Bortenmiffgaten asked, licking hislips.

“No,” whispered N’ Rae.

Thejaller frowned. “What then?’

“Adoll.”

“A doll?" He stomped over. “Let me see”

N’ Rae dowly undid the little cord that held the lid shut and opened the basket.

Bortenmiffgaten looked insde and snarled. “ A lot of fancy stuff for arag doll.” He headed for the door
with hiskey in hishand. “Leaveit here”

N’ Rae sighed and carefully put the basket next to her shoes and shawl. She smiled tentatively at Bardon.



He glanced at thejailer, relieved that the man had his back to them.

Thisisabsurd. N’ Rae practically shouts sheis lying about the doll with her sigh of relief. The
jailer is dishonest. Despite his sudden change of heart, | don’t trust him. He has a hundred keys,
and | could have bashed him on the head at anytime. | still could and instigate a jailbreak. | must
get Granny Kye out of this place. I’m tempted to tie up Bortenmiffgaten in his own cell and leave
him there. But have | ever seen Sr Dar circumvent the law? No. How frustrating!

The door creaked open. Insde, not one but three cells banked the walls. Women occupied them all,
Granny Kyeinthemiddle one.

N’ Rae rushed in and flung hersdf againgt the bars making up thewall between her and her grandmother.
“Oh, it'slikebeinginacage!” shecried.

Bardon stopped at the door and bent to whisper to the jailer. He alowed a growl to underscore his
words, atrick he had learned from the meech dragon Regidor. “If any of our things are missing when we
come out, | will have to retrieve them from your pockets, since there are no other pockets to search.”

“Shh! Shh!” Granny Kye hushed awailing N’ Rae. “Y ou' |l wake the children.” She sat on the floor with
severd urchinsaround her. One dept in her [ap. Another rested his head on her knee.

“Areyou dl right?” whispered N’ Rae.
“Oh yes. Dinner was a bit sparse and underseasoned but adequate.”
“What did you stedl, Grandmother?’ N’ Rae sounded curious and not in the least bit condemning.

“The children were afraid to take the food from the forager bin. Not avery tidy forager bin at all, but
holding plenty of good vegetables and fruits. A few bits of bread and pastries, t0o.”

“ S0 you took them and passed them out?’

“Y es, and the owner of the produce stal cameyelling and fussing. Said it wasn't aforage bin at dl but his
garbage, and he sold it each day to apig farmer...and | was stealing.” Granny Kye patted a child who
dtirred. “Imagine that, N’ Rae. Apparently, they don’t follow Pdadin’s edict to feed the poor in this
district. The constable told me no one sets out food for the orphans.”

Bardon shifted in the doorway. He' d been listening but aso keeping an eye on thejailer. He glanced at
the ragged group of children and counted. Six. He' d have to get them out of jail, aswell. “Will you bedl
right for the night, Granny Kye? Do you need more food? Fresh water? Blankets?’

“Blankets would be nice. Thefloor isclean, but hard. Quite anicejall, in fact. The women workerswho
were here earlier in the day were anicelot, proud of their work and cheerful .”

Bardon shook hishead. “How many jails have you been in besdes this one?’

“None,” shereplied. “But | have imagined aprison on severa occasions, and | didn't imagine that they
would be asnice asthis”

“I'll take N’ Rae back to theinn and bring blankets. Anything else?’
“Bardon, dear, will you be able to get the children out of here when you free me?’

“I think | can.”



“ And’—she looked up at him with tearsin her eyes—"*we can take them with us when we go on our
guest, can’t we? They’ ve no place to stay and no one to take care of them.”

“No!” Theword exploded from hislips.
“Shh!” said N’ Rae as Granny Kye frowned, shook her head, and said, “Quiet, dear.”
Bardon glared at them both.

Granny Kye smiled, the expression lifting the worry from her brow. “Y ou can think about the children,
Squire Bardon. Consult Wulder and your principles. | know you will cometo the right decisons.”

“I"ll be back in an hour,” hesaid. “Comeon, N'Rae.”

On the street, he hailed ahorse-drawn cab. The dark streets prohibited their walking to theinn. Once
insde the small, enclosed carriage, N’ Rae opened the basket.

“What do you think of al this?’ she asked the minneken.
Bardon snorted. “Y es, what do you think?’

“I think it isvery undignified tolieinalump likearag doll,” she answered. “But we aredl caled upon
from time to time to do things we do not want to do.”



19
TAKING CARE OF NECESSITIES
The four-poster bed where Holt had last been seen was empty. Bardon sighed hisrelief.

“I’m going down to the kitchen,” he said to N’ Rae and Mistress Seeno. “I'll get some food to taketo
Granny Kye and the children. I’ll also get those blankets to take back.”

Jue Seeno gestured for him to lean close so she could be heard. “Y ou better take food for the women in
the other cdlls, or Granny Kyewill just give hersaway.”

“Right”

He bought blankets from the innkeeper and a so a basket filled with cheese and bread, fruit and boiled
€gas.

“That ruins my plansfor breskfast, young man,” said the cook. She threw a couple of handfuls of flour
into alarge bowl, then doused it with abig splash of milk.

Bardon winked at her. “I have every confidence there will be a splendid repast on the table tomorrow
morning.”

“You do talk fancy.” Without measuring, she used her fingertipsto sprinkle salt over her concoction, then
added sugar.

“Have you seen or heard of Holt Hoddack’ s whereabouts, Cook?’

“Ayel He came down asking for a potion to settle his ssomach.” She didn’t look up from her work,
where she kneaded the mixture into a stiff dough. “Likely he needed something for hisheed, I’ m thinking.
| gave him water I’ d boiled the vegetablesin. Of course | added a generous tablespoon of vinegar and
mixed it up good. He said it tasted nasty enough to do some good.”

“Did he say anything about finding aship for usto book passage on?’

“Hedidn’t.” Sheturned her head to holler over her shoulder. “Bim and Toa, come help the squire carry
thistothejail for the granny. Maybeyou'll eearnapip.”

Bardon smiled as the twin kitchen boys scrambled out from under atable against the back wall. No dirt
ringed their necks. They smelled of soap. Only a spattering of freckles darkened their identical faces.
They resembled the cook—clean, round, and cheerful. Green pants came down to midcalf. Brown shirts
covered atight-fitting undergarment of printed materid. Their scruffy hair hung in their eyes, but it didn’t
hide their eagerness to be off on an adventure an hour after they’ d been ordered to bed.

The cook grinned. “They’reten, sturdy and willing.” Her wide smile revealed her obvious pridein her
boys. She waved them toward the supplies on her kitchen table. *Y ou each grab a stack of those
blankets, follow the squire, and mind you, do exactly as hetdlsyou.”

“You'll earn apip apiece,” Bardon said. “ One more thing, Cook. Do you know where the Hoddack
fdlowisnow?’

“Herefused agood med and went out again. No good will come of that.” She smacked the dough with
the pam of her hand, and her sonslooked knowingly at each other.



Bardon tucked the rest of the blankets under one arm and grabbed the basket with the other hand.
“Thanks again, Cook. I'll have your boys back in an hour.”

She nodded and glanced at her sons. The look said they had better be a credit to her, and both boys
nodded with understanding.

They went through the inn to the front. Bardon wanted a buggy to take them to thejail. If they were set
upon by footpadsin the night, he would be hard pressed to defend them all with his armsloaded down.

Asthey approached the vehicle, Bardon glanced at the southwestern sky. He could see the Wizards
Plume above a housetop.

That’s not good. We're running out of time. | could move so much faster if | didn’t have to take
N’ Rae and Granny Kye along. Of course, | would be making great time to an unknown
destination. I'm not sure the granny knows whereit isfromall her tidbits of information she's
gathered. | don’t know if Bromptotter pindosset can get us there. From all appearancesthisisa
wild-goose chase.

The boys excitement at riding in the horse-drawn vehicle amused him. So did their sober expressionsas
they watched thejailer’ sritua of retrieving the proper key. But amazement touched his heart as he
watched them push the blankets through the bars and compassionately hand food to thosein dl three
cdlls. They spoke softly to the children on the other side of theiron door.

Bardon placed a hand on each head and roughed their hair asthey walked back up the stark corridor.
Hewould be sureto tell Cook how gracioudy they did their task.

When he reported the incident, she beamed and scooted them back to bed.
She stood with her hands on her hips, a berry-stained wooden spoon poking out of onefist.

“They'regood boys,” shesad. “Thelr father’ sasailor and gone too much, but | teach them the ways of
Wulder, not like most in this province. And their father tells them the wonders of Wulder he' sseen dll
over theworld. They know the truth, they do. They’ll bedl right inthislife.”

Bardon next reported to N’ Rae that her grandmother was more comfortable. Then he sought his narrow
room, his narrower bed, and atime of reflection. His thoughts became along petition to Wulder to make
right the chaosinto which hislife had falen.

Gray clouds obscured the morning sun. N’ Rae dready waited at the bottom of the stairs when Bardon
came down. She carried Jue Seeno’ s basket on her arm.

“What are we going to do?’ she asked.

“We have three appointments on our agendatoday,” he answered, heading for the common room where
breakfast would be served. “We must see to securing a place on a ship going north. We must find a
reliable trangport of my dispatch to Paladin. And we must free Granny Kye and the children from the
jal.”

“Thelast onefirg, please”



Bardon patted her shoulder and then turned her toward their breakfast. “ Fortunately, all those problems
may be solved by one man, if heiswilling.”

13 Wm’?i
“The harbormaster.”
“Hecandodl that?’

Bardon nodded and pointed to atable with two chairs. “ Along the coast of Amara, the harbormasters
wield great power.”

They sat, and Bardon handed N’ Rae a basket of small, fragrant, sugary breads.

“I’'mnot hungry,” she protested.

“l'am.”

“Wemust hurry.”

“Wewon't be able to get anything done until the clock strikes nine and the business day commences.”
“If thisharbormaster is so important, will he see us? We aren't very important at al.”

“No, wearen't. But Sir Dar is, and I’'m his squire. Hopefully, that will open some doorsfor us.”

N’ Rae picked at her food, but Bardon ate a hearty breakfast and told Bim, or maybe it was Toa, to tell
his mother she had lived up to his expectations.

A light rain greeted them as they peered out the front door of theinn. Bardon sighed. “Well, we'll take a
carriage once again. | have walked lessin thistown than in any other | have ever visited.”

“Isthat bad?’
“Y ou get to know atown and its peopl e better when you stroll through the streets.” He laughed.
“What?’

“Sir Dar lovesto explore, and he has led me on many amerry chase in townsto the north of here. Heis
ahard one to keep up with.”

“You like him, don't you?’

“Yes.” Bardon stepped out from under the stoop’ s awning and hailed a passing vehicle. He helped
N’ Rae negotiate a puddle and climb into the closed carriage.

“The office of the harbormagter,” he ingtructed the driver as he climbed in beside her.
“IsSir Dar afriend?’ she asked.

Bardon nodded. “And amentor.”

“IsGreer afriend?’

“And acompanion.”



“Am| afriend?’

Helooked at her, trying to read her expression. “Yes.”
“And?

“And...apest!”



20
LOST AND FOUND

“Y ou can open that dispatch,” said Harbormaster Mayfil, “ and add a dozen more deaths by quiss
between here and the Southern Turn.” Thetall, red-headed o' rant, with more weight on him than most
men of hisrace, $ood next to arow of windowsin his office. Behind him, ships of al sizes could be seen
moored at the piers, docking, and sailing in or out of the busy harbor.

Bardon felt N’ Rae shift beside him and understood her impatience to get to the matter of Granny Kye.
But the port official had his mind on the thregt to his harbor. Of course, the captain of the Morning Lady
reported the incident upriver and Squire Bardon’ s part in daying the beast. The crewmen spread the tde
along thewharf. Bardon had not had to use Sir Dar’ s name to get past the clerk outside the office of the
mog influentid manin lanna

Harbormaster Mayfil listened to the three things Squire Bardon requested of him. Hewaved hishand in
theair and said, “The Tobit Grander sailstomorrow. That'sthe boat you need.”

About Granny Kye's predicament he said, “Hmm? We |l contact Magistrate Inkleen.”
But Mayfil sunk histeeth into the subject of quiss and would not let go.

After they stood for severd minutes while the harbormaster fired questions at the squire, Bardon
unobtrusively offered N’ Rae a seet.

Either the man has no manners or he's forgotten themin his fervor to discover all he can about
the quiss.

With his hands behind his back and aglower on hisface, Mayfil rocked back and forth, hedl to toe. “My
brother fought severa quissinvasionsin Trese. He was amilitary man, roseto full mgjor lee. | heard
many wild stories about the swarms of sea creatures walking on land in bands of ahundred to a
thousand. He said they weren't particularly hard to day, but the sheer number caused problems. And
when the battle went against the quiss, the beasts never turned and ran. They just kept coming.” The
harbormaster shuddered.

Though truly interested in the man’ s story, Bardon took the opportunity to steer the conversation back to
where it would be useful to their immediate plans. “1 would be glad to include your observations of quiss
activity inthisareain my report. Do you have the name of someone who will carry the document to
Vendda?’

Mayfil stroked his chin. “There aren’t many pledged to Pdladin in these regions. Not that they are
disrespectful of the calling. We re more interested in practica matters. But my brother was oneto follow,
and he has agrown son | can send with your papers.”

N’ Rae surprised Bardon by speaking up. “Y ou refer to your brother in the past tense, Sir.”

“Yes, hedied in abattle at Bartal Springs Lake. Risto’s bisonbeck army was defeated, but at aterrible

“Should the battle not have been fought, then?’ asked N’ Rae.

“There are many here who think not. But | had the advantage of hearing my brother’ sfirsthand accounts



of the evil he encountered. He' d say that unlessawound is cleaned of the festering, rotted flesh, the
whole body will sicken and die. My wife once objected and said the body was their body—she was
talking about the Creemoor Province a the time—so it was their problem and not ours.”

He shook his head. “Thelook of sadness on my brother’ s face when my wife said that stunned me. | did
not know him asaman of much emation. He had plenty of military bluster. He d get heated up about his
views of palitics. Otherwise, his demeanor was cold, rigid, what you would expect from amilitary man.
But that night he looked as though the sorrows of every man lost under his command weighed heavily on
his heart. | thought he would agree with her out of hispain. But he said, Y ou are wrong, my dear. And
you do not know Wulder’s heart.””

Harbormaster Mayfil sghed deeply. Hishands, hanging by hissde, lifted briefly and fell again. “ And now
the infection comesto usto knock us out of our complacency.”

“We must send amessage to Pdadin,” Bardon said.

“We have ignored Paadin for centuries.” The powerful official sounded lost in hisdespair. “Why should
he respond to our need?’

“Maybe you have forsaken Paladin,” said the squire, “but Wulder has not forgotten you.”

Mayfil sighed again and moved to his desk. He picked up aquill pen, pulled a piece of paper close, and
bent to write. “We shdl send the dispatch to Paladin and see what happens.” He straightened, folded his
note in haf, and went to the door. Mayfil spoketo hisclerk for severa moments and then returned to his
desk.

“My nephew will cometo pick up your papers, Squire Bardon. Y ou may use my desk to add to your
account while you wait. I'll send in Gregger, the man I ve had investigating the various reports. He can fill
inthe pertinent details.

“The purser from the Tobit Grander will come here to make arrangementsfor your passage. And if you
will dlow meto accompany your young friend, we will go vist the magistrate to see about freeing her
grandmother.”

Three hours later, Harbormaster Mayfil returned alone. Bardon had just sent a sealed document off to
Paladin, confident that it would be delivered within aweek. He' d booked passage for four on the Tobit
Grander over an hour before. The sense of satisfaction that resided in his thoughts dipped away when he
saw Mayfil’s scowl.

“Something wrong?’ Bardon asked.
“Shewaan't there.”
“Who wasn't where?’

“Granny Kyewasnot inthejail. If Inkleen weren’t such agood friend, | would have been embarrassed
beyond al measure. | call an important man away from his duties. We go to rescue a poor old woman
and orphans from the jailhouse, only to discover when we arrive that there has been ajailbreak. Our old
lady and street urchins have escaped.”

“How did shedo it?’

“No witnesses.”



“No witnesses?’ Bardon paused, and with an effort, he restored calm to histone of voice. “Both cellson
ether Sde of her held numerous women.”

“They are not talking. Seemed to enjoy uslooking like fools” Hewaved afinger intheair. “| fired that
lummox of aday jailer and left amessage for the night man that he was fired too.”

“For dlowing prisonersto escape? How do you know which oneis at fault?’

Mayfil somped around his desk and threw himself down in his chair. “No, not for that. | fired them for
filth. Mogt disgudting civil officel’ ve ever seen.”

Bardon frowned. “Where s N’ Rae?’

“Shewas most distraught. | took her to the inn. We thought her grandmother might have gone there. But
she had not. A young man of your acquaintance, afellow named Hoddack—I know of the father, a
kindiatrader—took over with N’ Rae. They were going to search the marketplace.”

“The market?’

“Thegirl thought her grandmother would want nicer clothesfor the children.”

Bardon nodded in anumbed state. “ Y es, yes, shewould.”

“I sent out arunner to the constable stations. They’ [l be on the lookout for her.”

“Shell bearrested again?’

“Wadll, yes, but | ill think old Inkleen will let her out. He thought the whole fiasco was quite amusing.”
Bardon sank into the chair N’ Rae had st in earlier.

What isthelogical coursel should pursue? | don’t think thereisalogical course.

The harbormaster cleared histhroat. “ Ahem. Isn’t there something you should be doing, Squire Bardon?’

“I should be milesto the north of here, on the back of afaithful dragon, on my way to right awrong,
pleasantly ensconced in the execution of aquest of noble purpose.”

Mayfil looked abit confused. “1 thought you might want to join the search for the fugitive granny and her
accomplices”

“Yes.” Bardon stood. “ Thank you, Harbormaster Mayfil, for your cooperation. I’ m sure your nephew
will return with an answer from Paladin. We have our arrangements for our departure, and | appreciate
your effortsto extract Granny Kye from her legd entanglements.”

“Yes, very well said.” Mayfil stood, put ahand on Bardon' s elbow, and guided hisvisitor toward the
door. “I can tell you' ve been spending your timein those fancy higher courtsin the north. Why don't you
find that girl’ s grandmother so | can finish thejob of having her exonerated?’

The harbormaster |eft the squire outside his office. Bardon stayed where he had been deposited.

What isthe logical first step? To look where she was last seen. Bardon started forward and
stopped. | have to find N’ Rae. He paused. Logical. | have to find Granny Kye first.

Rain till sprinkled the streets when he emerged from the three-story office building onto the wharf. His



nose caught the unfamiliar odors of the sea, brine and fish, sodden hemp ropes and sun-bleached sals.

He bolted across the wet wood planks and into the stone street. Traffic posed no problem as he made
hisway across athird of the city. Most people had enough sense to stay out of the rain. Bardon did not
doubt that he would eventudly find the old emerlindian drenched and happy.

Sheisalmost always content, and she doesn’t have the sense to get out of the rain.

At thejailhouse, he found no jailer but two women cleaning the office. Without speaking to them, he went
to the desk cabinet. An easy blow to the latch with the side of his hand opened the door. He took out a
key and went to the door where the tumanhofer had kept the next set of keys.

He heard one scrubwoman spesk to the other. “ Do you think he should be doing that?’
“Don’t worry about it, dearie. Even soaking wet, you can tell that one' simportant.”
“He does |ook somewhat like a prince, doesn’t he?’

“It' sthefine clothes. Maybe heisaprince.”

Bardon crossed the room with the large, rusted key ring in hishand. “A knight, ladies. I’ m to be aknight,
not aprince. And I’'m only asquire now.” He entered the opening to the Stairway.

“That explainsit,” said one of the women. “A knight would have the right to be messing about with the
keys, don't you think?’

Bardon raced down the steps and didn’t hear an answer. Walking much more quickly than they had the
night before, he reached the end of the underground passageway. He unlocked the last door and swung it

open.
“What are you doing here?’ he asked, not bothering to keep the astonishment out of hisvoice.

“I was arrested, Bardon.” Granny Kye sat on the floor of her cell, combing agirl’ swet hair. “ Surely you
remember. Y ou came last night and brought us food and these blankets.” She gestured at the folded
piles. Three of the children sat on the small blanket towers. Two lay stretched out on the floor, playing a
game with sticks and small stones. Bardon strode across the entryway and grasped the iron bars.

“Y ou weren't here. The harbormaster came to get you out, and”—he paused and spoke dowly,
digtinctly—"you were not here.”

“He cameto get us out? How nice.”

Bardon sought to calm hisvoice, soften hisvoice, remove dl vestige of emaotion from hisvoice. Findly,
he spoke. “Where were you?’

“Giving the children baths. Those nice women who were here yesterday were here again this morning.
Wedl agreed the children needed washing. So we took them to the prison laundry room and bathed
them all, including their clothing.” She went back to combing the urchin’ swet locks. “I think we should
get them new garments, Bardon. Perhaps we can go to the market on the way back to theinn.”

Bardon dug hisfingersinto hishair and pulled. “N’Raeis at the market with Holt.”

“Those two redly should be chaperoned, young Squire. Of that much, | agree with Jue Seeno. | don't
think Holt isabad boy, but natural, healthy attraction does happen between young people. Perhaps
you' d better go find them.”



“Firgt | must go back to the harbor and disturb Mayfil once more on your behalf.”

Granny Kye merely nodded.

Bardon ground histeeth. “Do you think you could stay here long enough for meto get you out of here?’
Shetilted her head. “ Does that make sense?’

“Perfect sense” he answered. “1 want to get you legitimately released so you won't be arrested again for
bresking out of jail.”

Granny Kye laughed. “What aridiculousthing to say!”
“Will you stay here?’
“Yes, of course”

Bardon turned to leave. Granny Kye' s voice stopped him. “Because | worry, dear...on your way to the
harbor, would you go through the market to seeif you can find N’ Rae?’

Bardon faced the prisoner again and bowed, tiff as usua and without the grace of Sir Dar. “Yes, it
would be my pleasure.”



21
A SLIPPERY ENCOUNTER

Rain drenched the city. Bardon splashed through the market, not bothering to look closdly at the few
people out on the streets. N’ Rae wouldn't be strolling through a downpour. Holt would not want to be
uncomfortable and, therefore, would have holed up someplace warm and dry. As Bardon neared the
docks, the torrent increased. Water poured off his head, down his neck, and dribbled under histunic. His
soaked socks squished inside his boots. However, he dashed through fewer puddles as he neared the
wharf.

Better drainage. A nursery rhyme cameto mind, one that must have been planted in his ear before he
was Sx. He couldn’t remember anyone chanting nursery rhymesat The Hall.

Drip, drip makes a drop
Tiny raindrops never stop
Flowing to the ocean
Downhill, downhill

Never standing still.

Not exactly great poetry. No wonder children’s ditties were not required reading.

He stopped under an overhang of awarehouse building. In afew more steps he’ d be on the wooden
planksthat ran the length of the waterfront. The sheet of rain blurred the outlines of ships docked at the
closest piers. He couldn’t see beyond a hundred feet. Just ahead of him, it looked as though someone
had dropped their bundles and run. Not asoul could be seen in elther direction.

Odd...There isn’'t anyone about.
Hewaited. The spring rain definitely had achill to it, and a shiver ran up hisspine.

I’ll be drinking one of Granny Kye's tonic teas tonight. That is, if we get her out. At least Mayfil’s
office will be warm, and therain isletting up.

He dashed across the remaining cobblestones and legpt onto the wharf.

His boots dipped. “Whoal” he hollered and caught himsdlf before he fell. He headed toward the
three-story building that housed the office of the harbormaster. With his head ducked to kegp therain
from pelting his eyes, he could seelittle but the boards under hisfeet. He caught sight of the abandoned
bundlesin front of him and only had amoment to wonder if they were rags or mops before the mass split
into two forms and lurched to stand.

Quiss! Two quiss!

Neither of the creatures stood taler than the squire, but the quick motion to stop and retreat landed
Bardon on his back. The beasts towered over him, waving their tentacles. His feet scrabbled against the
dick wood as he propelled himsalf backward.



| can't let them touch me!

One leaned over him, and Bardon rolled toward the street, faling off the platform and landing three feet
below on hard cobblestones. He ignored the shock to his body, rolled farther away, and sprang to his
feet. He had difficulty pulling his sword from itswet lesther scabbard. But by the time the ungainly quiss
had managed the drop to the street, he was armed. With aknifein one hand and asword in the other, he
faced the approaching quiss.

He charged, passing on the left and swinging his sword through that beast’ s squirming appendages.
Before the creatures could react, he circled back and lopped off the outside tentacles of the other beast.
He discovered he was most likely to dip when his sword first impacted the creatures. He took care to be
prepared. The last thing he wanted was to go down at the feet of a quiss. Since the bold charge worked,
Bardon put hisknife awvay and made several more passes, swiftly dismembering the creatures until only a
few remaining armswaved over their stiffened limbs. On the next charge, Bardon held hissword pardle
to the ground and diced one quissin half.

As heturned to finish the last beast, hisfoot snagged on something. He looked down. A severed quiss
tentacle wrapped around his boot. With the point of his sword, he peded it off and hurled it acrossthe
pier. He danced out of the mass of gppendages writhing in the puddles around hisfeet. A grunt warned
him of the surviving beast’ s gpproach. He swung his sword in the direction of the noise, missed, and on
the backswing dashed the quiss's upper body. It recoiled, and he thrust his sword through the cresture’ s
bulbous head. It fell.

Bardon surveyed the ground around him. For the first time since the battle began, he noticed the rain had
dacked off to alight shower. The corpses and dismembered appendages seeped blood into the standing
water. Those tentacles severed first had ceased to writhe. The others moved duggishly. The pavement
glowed red.

He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, as he had been trained to do, to replenish his taxed supply of
life-giving air. The swordmeasters claimed the exercise purified the soul from the defilement of taking life
and repaired damage done to the muscles by excessive exertion. The squire' s lungsfilled with the smell of
death and the acrid fumes of rgpidly disntegrating quiss. His ssomach lurched, and he ran for the edge of
the wharf to heave.

Leaning againg athick piling, he breathed in shalow, quick gasps. He glanced around, wondering when
the dockworkers would reappear. A few feet from where he recovered, another quiss grasped the pier’s
deck and hauled itsalf up. The quiss breathed with ahiss of air taken in through wet, spongy flesh.

Bardon pushed away from the support and studied the beast. A scraping noise from behind jerked him
around to face the other direction. Four more quiss climbed out of the harbor water.

You know, Wulder, | could use some help here.

“Argh!” Bardon charged the nearest quiss and thrust his sword through the beast’s middle, then dragged
the blade off to the side. He ran on, and turned back to see the beast fall. He shuddered. As he'd rushed
past, the quiss sarmslashed out at him. Severa had grasped at hisdeeve. He wouldn't try that again.

That was too close. Better to methodically disable the beast and then go for the heart. | know very
little about the anatomy of these things. | assume the heart isin the massive chestlike area
beneath the head. He kept his eyes on the blundering beasts as they stumbled a bit before getting used
to standing. Bardon remained cautious, knowing their clumsiness did not make them any lessdeedly.

Bardon circled the smdl, bumbling group, seeking aplan of action. It would be a good idea to attack



now before they become less awkward. One at a time. Yes, foul creatures, | prefer to battle you
one at a time. Would one of you be so kind as to stagger away from the others?

Onedid sway, stumble, and lurch acrossthe wharf platform to fall on the street. Bardon took advantage
and attacked asthe creature struggled to itsfeet. Three downward blows and athrust through the chest
finished it off.

Panting, Bardon turned to pick his next victim.

Oh no! Where there had been three quiss, there were now six. The origina three stood solidly on their
legs. The additiona three till swayed unsteedily.

He heard shouts and saw aline of men pouring out of the harbormaster’ s building. They rantojoin the
fight. Bardon cheered and then looked closdly at their weapons. They carried long chainsand clubstied
to ropes. One man had what looked like a heavy tegpot at the end of his rope.

He soon saw the effectiveness of this odd wegponry. Two or three men would surround a beast, well
beyond reach of the dangerous tentacles. They then twirled their chains or bludgeons. Bardon watched
the man with ateakettle. He held the end of the rope above his head and swung the pot around and
around, gaining momentum with each circle. He edged closer, and the kettle smashed into the creature' s
head. The head exploded much like alarge, soft gourd hit with adedgehammer. Messy, but effective.

Bardon remained on the street and watched the men day the beasts. The dosh of afoot dragged through
apuddle, the durred breathing, and the heavy smell of seawater warned him. He whirled to find agiant
quiss afew feet behind him. This creature stood at |east seven feet tall. He had never seen nor heard of a
quissthissze.

The beast reached for him, and Bardon swung his sword. The arm fell to the ground between them.
Without so much asaflinch or agrunt, the animal extended another tentacle. Bardon lopped it off, this
time backing away. The creature followed. It became arhythm of sorts. The quiss reached, Bardon cut
off the arm, he stepped back, and the animal followed. They repeated the macabre dance severa times
until Bardon redlized he' d dlowed himsdlf to be pushed againgt abuilding wall. The armsthreatened at a
faster rate, and Bardon concentrated to keep up the pace.

Thelack of room to swing the sword presented another problem. It took agreat deal of skill to produce
ashort swing, draw back, aim, and swing again. Bardon redlized hisreflexes were dowing and that each
successve arm was thicker and harder to dice through. The writhing arms at his feet whipped his boots.
He thought perhaps he would chance dodging to one side or the other, hoping he could spring far enough
away to miss getting caught by one of the remaining appendages. He gathered his strength.

The monster before him burst and fell. Bardon looked at the heap of mangled flesh at hisfeet and then to
beyond where the beast had stood.

Holt smiled at him as he wound up the rope of hisweapon. “ Thought you might appreciate ahelping

“Yes” sad Bardon. “ Thank you.”
“That wasabig one.”

“Yes itwas”

“| think that’ sthe last of them.”



Bardon looked over the scene. “Yes, it would seem s0.”

Therain had completely stopped. N’ Rae came running down the steps of the harbormaster’ s office, the
ever-present basket bouncing on her arm. The dight girl zigged and zagged to get through the increasing
crowd. She reached Bardon, threw her arms around hiswaist, and hugged.

“We could see from the building. Master Mayfil organized the men and hel ped them find weapons and
showed them how to use them. It al took so long!” She sobbed, et go of him, and wiped her eyes. An
uncertain smile quivered on her lips. “1 thought you would die.”

She looked up at him, and suddenly her eyes widened, and her lips parted with alittle gasp. With both
hands she grabbed his head by the ears and forced his face down toward hers. She kissed him soundly
on the cheek and then allowed his head to bob back up, but her hands still cupped hisears. Slowly, her
fingers moved away, but Bardon felt her placing hislong, wet hair over his ears as she released him.

He heard Holt’ s short bark of laughter.
“Trying to hide the hafling' s pointed ears? Too late, N’ Rae. They’ ve been seen.”
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PROBLEMSMULTIPLY
Holt glanced over his shoulder. Mayfil stood among his men, shouting cleanup ingtructions.

“We must dispose of the bodiesimmediatdly,” barked the harbormaster. “They will putrefy within the
hour.” Hewrinkled hisnose. “ Already the stench isformidable. The fumes are poisonous. Take
precautions againgt lengthy exposure. Shovel up the remains and trangport them by wagon to an open
space. Burn them, cat and dl.”

The marione farmer’ s son looked from the decaying quiss to the men who would have to dispose of the
bodies and screwed hisface into an expression of disgust. He turned his attention to Bardon.

“What' s so bad about being ahdfling?’

Bardon forced himsdlf to relax. “ It opens the door for impolite people to ask prying questions.”

Hoalt laughed. “Y ou’ ve got no reason to take umbrage at my words, Squire. I'm asort of hafling mysdf.”
N’ Rae scowled at him. “How isthat, Holt? Both your mother and father are mariones.”

He smiled at her, and Bardon saw her frown met under the warmth of the young marione' s charming
expression.

“My mother isalady, and my father isaboor. Thus you have’—he used his hand to sweep downin
front of him, indicating his own person—*aboor with beguiling manners.”

Keeping hisfacein the careful, noncommittal mask he found useful, Bardon waited. He fdlt certain that
Holt would continue to press him. He was not mistaken.

“So, Squire, you are emerlindian and o' rant. Was your father the o' rant?’

Bardon’ sjaw hurt. Underneath the calm expression, he raged. He d been channdling the tension inward
by grinding histeeth together. He relaxed and bresthed, then answered in aleve tone. “I have never been
told.”

“Aha” Holt smiled sympatheticaly at Bardon and then with charm at N’ Rae. “Y ou see, that isthe
problem. Not that uncouth fellows like me—rather half-uncouth, half-polished louts like me—ask
questions, but that there are no answersto the questions. That would gl anyone. May | make an
observation?’ His eyestwinkled as he looked again at Bardon.

It would be such a pleasure to punch this young dorker in the nose. Bardon screwed the corner of
his mouth down before countering, “ Can | stop you?’

A good-natured laugh pealed from Holt’ sthroat. “I propose that you accept your mysterious
background and build a personaaround it. Use it to increase your appedl, your tature as aknight.”

It'sawonder hisnoseisstill straight. | think someone should have broken it for him years ago.
Bardon cleaned his sword on arag and sheathed it. “Holt, | don't deliberately caculate actions to project
an impression on the people | meet.”

“Of courseyou do.”



Bardon tightened hisfids.
Holt chortled again. The sound grated on Bardon’ s nerves.

“See?’ said the marione. “Y ou are doing it now. Y ou are working to appear calm, when you really want
to give me asound thrashing and perhaps even toss mein the harbor.”

N’ Rae' s head swiveled as she watched the two young men. Bardon saw her swallow and knew the
prospect of afight between two men she trusted frightened her.

Helooked Holt in the eye. “Tossng you in the harbor is an extremely attractiveidea. | hadn’t thought of
it.” Helet asmdl amiletouch hislips. “But thereis something fundamentaly wrong with your analyss of
my fedlings. You see, | don’t endeavor to appear calm for those around to observe. | endeavor to be
cadm for my own benefit. You employ courtesy to make the way easier for yoursdlf. | have been trained
to employ courtesy to make the way easier for another.”

He offered hisarm to N’ Rae. “I have found Granny Kye. We still need to rescue your grandmother from
thejail. Shdl we approach Harbormaster Mayfil?’

She grabbed his arm and squeezed it. “1 knew you would. At first | wanted to search the market. But
Holt kept looking &t thingsinstead of people, and then it was so wet. | thought you might till be at the
harbormaster’ s office, so we came here.” She bounced on her toes. “Whereisshe? Isshe dl right?’

“She'sinthejail cdl she' ssupposed to bein. Earlier, she wasin the prison laundry room—"
N’ Rae held up ahand. “1 can guess. Washing urchins and their clothes?’

Bardon laughed. * Exactly.”

They started toward aknot of men. Harbormaster Mayfil stood in the center.

“I dill say,” Holt called after them, “that you should add your hafling statusto your image of aspiring
knight. Romance, glamour, mystique, dl that. Take my advice, Squire. I'm alot more familiar with the
world than you are.”

Bardon stopped. He patted N’ Rag' s hand resting on hisarm. “Excuse me. Thiswill only takea

He turned and walked back to Holt. The marione’ s face took on awary look. Without aword, the
squire grabbed him by the front of his shirt and the back of his pants, lifted him into the air, and hurled
him off the dock. The splash as he hit arced upward, and the water fell on the boards at Bardon’ sfest.
He put his hands on his hips and watched the churning water.

N’ Rae ran to peer over the edge. “Oh, Bardon, what if there are still quiss swimming around down
there?’

His head jerked up, and he looked at her.
Didn’t think of that. That’swhat | get for acting on impulse.
Holt's head broke the surface of thewater. “Help! | can't swim.” He sputtered.

“Bother!” exclaimed Bardon and picked up the bludgeon on arope Holt had dropped. He dung the
weapon over the edge of the dock. “Grab hold. I’'m certainly not coming in after you.”



Up and down the wharf, men stopped what they were doing and came to watch. Holt latched on to the
lifdine, and Bardon hauled him to the Sde. The marione climbed the rough pilings and crosstimbers.
Those above could hear him coughing and making guittura noises, snorting and cackling. Two men
grabbed his arms and helped him over the edge. He lay on the wooden planks and laughed. Herolled
and held his sides and roared. He wiped water out of his eyes, part from the seaand part his own tears.

Without knowing the source of his mirth, the men laughed as well. Bardon remembered one of Ka€e's
little dragons, Dibl. Dibl used humor to strengthen the questers. A shared joke brought men closer
together. A laugh helped to heal both body and spirit. Seeing the funny side of a Situation made the
Stuation easier to bear. Bardon grinned at the memory.

“ Coarse humor corrupts, but light laughter elevates.” Principle twenty-six.

Hewatched Halt try to control hislaugher, and fail. N’ Rae giggled beside him. Bardon laughed. He
reached his hand down to Holt and helped the marione to his feet.

“WE' re going to rescue Granny Kye,” he said. “ Do you want to come with us?’

“Delighted to join you,” Holt answered with abow. “1’m sorry | missed the hullabal oo this morning when
she escaped their tidy littlejail.”

“How did you know they have atidy jail ?’
“Oh, I'vevisited lanna before.”
“Andthejal?

He nodded and winked. “And thejail.”

He offered N’ Rae his arm at the same time Bardon did from the other Sde. She giggled, transferred the
minneken’ s basket to hang between Bardon and hersdlf, and took both arms.

“| see now why Grandmother and Jue don'’t trust you.”
“Jue?’ Holt cocked hishead at her.

“You,” sheanswered, coloring. “You asin Bardon. | see now why Grandmother and Bardon don’t trust
you. But | il likeyou.”

“Thank you.”
“But now | don't trust you either.”
He nodded hishead. “Very wise of you, young lady. Never trust a scoundrel.”

Harbormaster Mayfil did not have time to go with them on their errand, but he assured them Magistrate
Inkleen would still accommodate them. The magistrate’ s secretary said he would not be available until
after the day’ s court session, which would be severd hours.

“I want dry clothes,” said N’ Rae after the clerk to the secretary showed them out the door. “ And you
two smel disgusting and look worse. We should have goneto theinn firgt.”

Bardon guided them past agroup of businessmen crowded around atown crier reporting the attack of
the quiss. “ The ideawasto get your grandmother and the children out of jail as quickly aspossible.”



Holt chortled. “I somehow get the impression that Granny Kye is comfortable no matter where sheis.”
N’ Rae nodded. “ Sheis, you know.”

Back at theinn, the mistress of the establishment firmly refused to launder the men’ s blood-splattered
clothes.

“I'll have the stable hands burn them for you, but I won't make my washermaids put their handsin atub
with thelikes of that.”

Bardon felt better in aclean set of garments but decided he had better shop for something to replace the
lost clothing before they boarded the Tobit Grander. Holt gpparently had no problem producing
something €l se to wear. N’ Rae wore the second gown she had purchased in Norst.

She'll need to go shopping as well. And Granny Kye will want new things for the children. Our
purse is going to be depleted before we even set foot in the Northern Reach.

They arrived at the magistrate’ s office at four and, therefore, had to St politely through the afternoon
ritual of umbering. Umbering was practiced al over Amarain different styles. In Wittoom, the smal
repast included fancy treats of small number. In Ordray, the break for nourishment looked more like afull
medl. Herein lanna, the dow, ceremonia serving emphasized the importance of relaxing rather than the
food.

They drank heated juices and ate smal daggarts and crisp, fresh vegetables cut and layered with a
creamed cheese. Bardon's appetite reflected a skipped noonmed. The ddlicaciesimpressed N’ Rag, and
she asked many questions about the types of vegetables and the different ways they could be prepared.

“Goodness, girl,” said the magidrate with alaugh. “Where have you lived dl your life?’

Bardon moved hisfoot under the table and managed to connect with her shin before she proclaimed she
had lived with ropma. He was proud of her when she smoothly answered, “We lived deep in the country
where there wasn't agreat variety of food, but still plenty to keep us hedlthy.”

Finaly, they made their way through the busy streetsto thejail. The office shone from its recent
scrubbing. A new desk and chair replaced the battered table and stool. A decent young o' rant stood to
give them assistance when they came through the door.

“Quite,” he answered giffly when the magistrate asked him if he was aware of the mess of
misunderstanding that the former jailers had managed to tangle around asimple métter.

“Good, then,” said Inkleen. “We will release the emerlindian woman and the children. She now
understands the customs of our people and will not repeat her mistake.”

Theyoung jailer didn’t know to whom he should offer the lone seet, the lady or the magistrate. Bardon
saw the confusion on his face as he fingered the back of the chair. He caught the man’s eye and looked
pointedly from the chair to N’ Rae. Thejailer’ s face relaxed, and he nodded.

“Miss, would you liketo St while | go fetch your grandmother?’

Again, Bardon witnessed the training her mother must have given N’ Rae even asthey lived among the
primitives

N’ Rae curtsied and turned to the elderly magistrate. “I do not wish to be seated. Magistrate Inkleen,
would you likethe chair?’



He nodded and sat in the humble wooden chair asif it were his elaborately carved seat behind his
judge s bench.

Bardon noted the jailer only had to go directly to the smdl room off to the Side of the officeto retrieve
the key. After dl the events of the day, the quiet interlude while they waited seemed too quiet and too

long.

He heard laughing and giggling and the soft tread of barefeet. The six children seemed to bein high
gpirits. They made plenty of noisein the underground corridor. Thejaller camefirst through the doorway
from the stairs. The children poured in after him, and Granny Kye brought up therear. In her arms, she
held a baby. The children hushed and stared at the men.

“I thought you said Six,” Holt said under his breeth.

“I did,” answered Bardon.

“Thereare morethan Six.”

The squire nodded. 1 counted. There arefifteen, not including the baby.”

“I canexplain,” said Granny Kye.

“I’'m sureyou can.”

“Please do,” encouraged the magistrate, not bothering to keep the amused smile from hisface.
“The six children had brothers, ssters, and friends.”

“I'macousin,” piped up acurly-headed moptop.

“And cousins,” added Granny Kye.

The same child tugged on the granny’ sdeeve. “I think | am the only cousin.”
“And one cousin,” the old emerlindian corrected.

“And,” said the magidtrate, “when torrents of rain made the day uncomfortable on the streets, they broke
into jal.”

“You aresoright.” Granny Kye beamed. “Y ou must be the magisirate, Snce you are the onewith such a
clear way of thinking.”

Inkleen nodded his head wisdly. “ And the other two men who have come to your rescue are known to
you, so they could not be the magistrate.”

“Yes, that too.”

“Granny Kye, | hereby bestow upon you the charge of these children.”
Theemerlindian’ssmile grew wider.

“But—,” said Bardon.

“You,” interrupted Magidtrate Inkleen, “are aresourceful young man. You'll manage.” He stood. “ There
now, that is settled. | wish you apleasant journey.” The man left.



Bardon’ s posture remained rigid as he recounted the children.
N’ Rae picked up one of the smallest urchins.

Holt leaned againgt the wall and howled with laughter.



23
SAILING

The children dl wore bright red or yellow shirts. The girlswore blue skirts. The boys wore tan britches.
Most of them raced hither and yon over the deck of the Tobit Grander. N’ Rae, who had never been on
an ocean-going vesse, seemed to think they were dl inimminent danger of faling overboard. Granny
Kye, who had chosen the outfits so the children could be easily spotted, seemed to think that no disaster
could befdl her charges. Bardon stood somewherein the middle of the two views.

Granny Kye sat on the deck, holding the baby and watching the activity around her with glowing eyes.

N’ Rae held the hands of two small children and roamed the deck, urging the boys to be more cautious.
Holt had looked over the situation and decided the mapmaker would be a better companion than anyone
who remotely had anything to do with children. The marione and the tumanhofer sought the ship’s
navigator and the blessed peace and quiet of studying maps.

Asthe ship rounded the last point of land and moved into the open sea, the wind caught the sailswith a
snap. N'Rae and some of the girls squealed. Asthe sails billowed, cracking with each shift, the young
emerlindian gathered the more timid children and hustled them down below.

A seaman hollered a another lad, snatched him from off the rigging, and none too gently shoved him
down the hatch. Bardon caught two younger boys and dragged them below.

As he passed the captain, he said, “ There are five older boys|eft on deck. | won't object to any duties
you assgn them.”

The captain grinned, tipped his hat, and nodded. “I’ll seetoit right away.” He continued through the
passageway with alight step, whistling a sea ditty.

Ignoring the pleasfor freedom from his captives, Bardon watched the captain’ s departure.

You' ve got to admire that man. He took on a party of four that expanded overnight to
twenty-one. He doesn’t seem to be weighed down one bit by the extra bother. Of course, his purse
is heavier and mine quite a bit lighter. That could be the source of his contentment.

Bardon trudged deeper into the bowels of the ship, hauling his recalcitrant burdens. He had marched with
outstretched arms while holding weighted bags as one of the exercises for sword training. The torture
produced muscular arms and stamina. Bardon thought he might write aletter to his old sword magter,

suggesting they subtitute squirming boysfor the heavy bags.

The ship could not provide cabin space for so many. Between bales of cotton, barrels of blackstrap
molasses, and crates of fruit, Granny Kye had arranged pallets. She and N’ Rae intended to deep here
with the children. Toward the back, she had the older boys push together a pen of sorts, made out of bits
and pieces of cargo. Here she kept the goat she' d acquired to give milk for the baby.

Bardon glanced at the goat and her crowd of admirers. One raven-haired little o’ rant girl brushed the
nanny. An older, heavily freckled marione girl handfed her. Another girl, atumanhofer, had her aams
draped around the gray animd’ s neck and appeared to be singing in the goat’ s ear.

That’ s going to be one spoiled nanny goat by the time we dock in Annonshan.

He set the boys on their feet, and they scrambled toward the hatch ladder. Bardon snatched the backs of



their shirts, twisting them around to look him in the eyes. “Y ou are forbidden to be on deck until further
notice. If you behave, I'll take you up myself. If you don't, you won't see the sun or the moon and stars
again until we dock at Annonshan. Understand?’

The boys nodded. As soon as Bardon let go, they scampered over apile of crates secured by heavy
ropes and disappeared.

Hefound N’ Rae sitting with several children asthey arranged brand-new rag dolls on a secondhand
blanket from theinn. “Will you be dl right down here, N’ Rae?”’

“Ohyes, | liketaking care of children. And this place feds cozy to me. Ropma cave dwellings felt much
likethis, dark and musty moist. And their huts were sparsdly furnished with crates and logs.”

| can’t imagine living in a ropma hut. How different her life must have been from mine.
He opened his mouth to ask a question but heard Granny Kye caling from behind him.

“N’Rae! N'Rae! Where are my paints?’ She swept past Bardon without aword to him and handed the
younger emerlindian the baby.

“My easdl, my paette, my paints,” she muttered as she rummaged through the bundleslined up and
stacked against one bulkhead. “Herel Herel” she exclamed as she grabbed a duffel wedged in among
heavier parcels. “N’Rag, help me pull it out.”

Bardon saw N’ Rae looking for a place to put the baby, and he stepped forward. “I’ll help, Granny Kye.
Stand over herealittle bit.”

“That one.” She pointed unnecessarily. “ The one with hard sides covered with blue canvas. Y es, that
one”

No sooner had Bardon shifted the other luggage and pulled that piece free than Granny Kye had her
handson it. Shelaid it on its Side and undid the latches. The children crowded close, waiting to see what
wasindde.

“What are you going to paint?’ asked N’ Ree.

Granny Kye answered absent-mindedly as she opened thelid. “ Everything. The sky. The sea. The salls.
Everything.”

She set aside several brushes and abox containing bent tubes smeared with dried paint. Next shelifted
out aflat square wrapped in cloth. Insde, blank canvas stretched over awooden frame. Granny Kye's
face beamed as she looked at the grayish white surface. She held it up for al the children to view.

“What do you see here?’ she asked.
“It' sblank,” said one.

“Sortawhite,” said another.
“Nothing,” said the smallest boy.

The granny snatched that child into atight hug. “No, no, no.” She laughed, then turned him around to Sit
in her lgp and look at the blank canvas. “ Quite the contrary, young man. Y ou say thereis nothing here?
No, no, no. Thispictureis not empty, but full of possibilities”



She gathered her painting tools, handing variousitemsinto small, eager hands. Those children who were
allowed on deck trailed behind her, helping to carry her equipment. She set up her easel and canvasina
place somewnheat protected from thewind. Mot of the children lost interest as she went through the long
preparation of getting the canvas ready.

In the daysthat followed, Bardon's party took up aroutine. The younger children played among the
cratesin the hold with N’ Rae supervising. Holt swapped stories with the seamen and harassed the
mapmeaker for tales of his adventures. Bromptotterpindosset preferred to spend histime with the officers
of the ship or the captain’ s maps and logs. Granny Kye painted.

The older boys discovered Bardon doing hisforms, the morning exercisesthat most warriors repeated
daily to keep in fighting shape, on the deck early in the morning. He did severa setsof afixed order. The
procedure for muscle toning that prepared him to use his body as his wegpon looked almost like a
ceremony. Theritual generaly bored most of the boys except one. Ahnek, an o' rant of about ten years,
stood beside the squire and mimicked his mations, quickly picking up the intricate positioning and rhythm
of theexercises,

The next set required Bardon to roll, leap, balance, and perform acrobatic feats. More of the boys joined
him for this, and he ended up instructing the most eager ones. Not only the boys, but dso the sailors
enjoyed watching Bardon parry and thrust with an imaginary opponent as he went through hislast
regimen for the day. By the second morning, al the boys had acquired roughly made wooden swords so
they, too, could fight the unseen enemies.

Each morning, after Bardon finished the serious business of his scheduled regimen, he good-naturedly
coached the boys. He even instructed some of the small ones on how to best use their weapons. He
brought out his darts, and they set up a makeshift bull’ s-eye.

“Aredartsreally aweapon?’ asked Ahnek.

“Yes, they are.”” Bardon hefted the dim wooden dart, then tossed it. Even with thewind and theroll of
the ship, he hit the center of the target. “ They won’t bring down a bisonbeck or agrawlig, but they can
be used to distract the enemy. Worry them. Get them off balance.”

Bardon divided the boys into age groups and set up atournament. They had to move their gameto a
hold below to avoid the wind, but the children threw their heartsinto the competition. Even the girls
decided to play. Again Ahnek showed the most promise.

Two of the boystook to their sea duties with a passion. Bardon figured when they reached the next port,
the boys would ask permission to serve on the ship. And, according to the captain, they would be
accepted as cabin boys.

Each evening, Bardon stood on the forecastle with the ship’s navigator. Most nights they could measure
the progress of the Wizards Plume. On the nights that cloud cover obscured their view, Bardon stewed.

The navigator chided him over hisimpatience. “ The comet will not move but afew degrees each night.”
“Each night it moves toward the degth of noble knights. | cannot relax my vigil.”
Each morning, Granny Kye set up her easdl. By the third day, Bardon resented the time she spent at the



canvas. N’ Rae looked paler than usua and haggard. The baby didn't take to the sea or the goat’ s milk.
N’ Rae didn’t know which. Jue Seeno offered advice, and the teathey brewed for the infant seemed to
help some of the stomach distress. But the minneken also made problems for N’ Rae. Mistress Seeno
inssted that no one know of her existence. Consequently, Bardon had the small friend in her basket
hidden in his cabin mogt of thetime.

In the afternoons, the squire took some of the younger children by turns up to the deck. He watched
them run wild with excess energy fueling their helter-skelter games. Even asthey plummeted past the old
emerlindian granny, she scarcely noticed. The unfinished work before her claimed dl her attention. To
Bardon’ suntrained eye, the picture held no particular splendor, just white puffy blobs for clouds and
odd, curving lines at the bottom in amuddy green hue. A mess of darknessin the middle might have been
the ship. But Bardon couldn’t imagine how she could paint the vessal shewas Stting on.

On the fourth afternoon, he took below the last three children he' d been watching for their hour of
freedom. He didn’t bother listening to their vehement protests. He knew from previous days that a couple
of crackers, adrink, and ablanket would provide enough comfort to have them snoozing in a matter of
minutes. The rocking of the gentle waves provided a cradle effect.

Before he reached the temporary quartersin the cargo hold, he heard the baby’ swails. He passed into
the dim light and saw N’ Rae gently bouncing the little one as she paced back and forth in the restricted
area. Shuddering gasps broke into the babe' s cries. Bardon knew that meant he was winding down and
would soon, out of sheer exhaustion, deep.

The squire gave the three he' d been watching adrink and the crackers. He shooed them to their own
pallets and, because he had once made the mistake of singing to them, had to meet their incessant
demandsto do so again.

Hedidn't know many lullabies or nursery songs, so he sang ballads he' d learned mostly from Sir Dar. He
liked the way the bulkheads of their small quarters made his voice sound rich and more resonant. His
mentor’ s songs represented the best of Amaran folk tunes and also some classical music.

Bardon sang severd easy melodies. With the last one he sang, he was certain that everyone except

N’ Rae napped, worn out from the business of being children. He studied the peaceful scene, knowing
that it could be destroyed in an ingtant by the entrance of one of the rough rapscallions who aso counted
themsalves among Granny Kye' s orphans. Luckily, thefive older boys remained above, helping at jobs
they found thrilling.

The baby nestled in N’ Rag’'s arms as she sank to the blanket-padded crate and |eaned against another.
Ten children sprawled on their pallets, scattered in an uncertain order around the unlikely nursery.

Bardon tiptoed to her side and whispered, “I think | shall have atalk with Granny Kye.”
N’ Rae tifled ayawn. “What about?’

“Itisn’t right that you should have the responsibility for al these children.”

“l don't mind.”

“You' reworn out.”

“I'll ngp now if you go away and quit pestering me.”

“Pestering?



Shegrinned. “1t is S0 easy to ruffle your feathers.”

He glowered at her. “It was my impression that | was offering to assst you in making the workload
equitable. | wasn't aware | was pestering you.”

“See?” She dipped down onto the floor and lay down, careful not to wake the baby. “Now go awvay and
don’t pester Grandmother, either.”

“ She' sl eft you to tend fifteen children and ababy by yoursdlf.”

“Nonsensel Mistress Seeno helps. Y ou help. And five of thefifteen | never see, they’ re so taken with
beingsalors”

“Granny Kye could hep.”

N’ Rae relaxed, her head resting on her arm. “Y es, she could, but what she’ s doing isimportant.”
Bardon scoffed.  Painting a picture?’

N’ Rae' s deepy voice drawled over her words. “Her pictures are wonderful.”

“Haveyou seen it?’

She smiled with her eyes closed asif she viewed adream. “ Just wait and see, Bardon. You'll be
surprised.”

She snored, a petite and ladylike whuffling as she breathed out.

| see that further protestations will be useless. The one | wish to persuade has found a way to
unequivocally ignore me.

He stood and froze, tilting his head to concentrate on adight nudging in his mind, the indication that his
own thoughts were not the only thoughts dwelling there. He grinned and rushed from the room, heading
for the upper deck.

The sun flashed within the foam, marking the water in long lines where the gentle waves crested and
melded back into the sea. The smdll of salt and seaweed and the fish caught for their evening med filled
his nogtrils. The breeze tangled in his hair and whipped it away from hisface. He no longer used the
pomade, and it would have been a usaless attempt under the circumstances. The wind acrossthe
seawaters constantly freshened the sails of the ship, billowed the men’ s shirts, and fluttered the clothing of
the people on deck.

Bardon had given up trying to keep hisears out of sight after Holt had made his comments. He wanted to
prove the marione farm boy wrong. As he worked among the crew and openly practiced hisforms each
morning, the sailors showed no interest in the dight point atop each of hisears. Their lack of interest a
first surprised him. Then he fdlt chagrin for having thought that his ears would cause a downpour of
condemnation. He' d been wrong.

After Bardon had gotten over berating himself for being afool al these years, he remembered Dibl. The
minor dragon roused an awareness of the absurd in those around him. While Bardon traveled with Kale
ontheir last quest, thelittle orange and yellow dragon had ddlighted in making Bardon laugh at hisown
foibles. Just the memory of Dibl landing in hishair and scratching his scalp with tiny claws made the
uiresmile.



And then he sobered as he andyzed the great difference between hislife now and his previouslife within
the confines of The Hall. Grand Ebeck had been right to throw him out of those hdlowed walls. Inthe
outsde world, the petty digs of immature boys meant little. Asayouth in The Hall, they had devastated
hismorade.

Eying the busy workers around him, he alowed that fedling of separation to settlein his chest for a
moment. He Sghed heavily, remembering the anguish of being alonely child, too different to fit in and too
dhy to use hisdifference to his advantage.

| wonder what Holt Hoddack would have done under the same circumstances.

The presencein hismind laughed, jarring him out of this melancholy. Greer laughed with the joy of
connection. Bardon strode to the forecastle and mounted to the highest point. In the distance he saw the
black silhouette againgt the sky.

“Ahoy!” The cal came from the crow’ s nest. “ Dragon, due east.”
“No cause for darm.” Bardon raised hisvoicefor dl to hear. “Heis Greer, afriend.”

Yes, | know where we shall go ashore. Annonshan...You aren’t surprised? Why would | think you
would be? You are always two steps ahead of me...And just how did you know about Granny
Kye' sacquisition of all these children?

Bardon gasped and scanned the waters. A sea serpent? Snce when are you friendly with sea
serpents?...No! I'mnot implying that your distant relatives are an inferior breed...Could you, for
once, answer a question without all thisfalderal?...Of course, there was a question! ... Bardon
chuckled. No, | guess | don’t remember it either. But yes, we are going to Annonshan, and from
there we go to Dormenae. Sr Dar will have a solution to our sudden overpopulation in the
guesting party...Yes, | also wish to acquire dragons for the rest of our journey. | amtired of the
clumsy conveyances on the ground.

Hegrinned. | concede, you bothersome beast. | am all kinds of a fool for leaving you behind. You
are a far superior mode of transportation.

You have a message for Sr Dar and Paladin as well?...From the sea serpent?...What were you
doing talking to this overgrown snake? | thought you couldn’t abide snakes of any kind...Sea
serpents are one of the reasons you find snakes disgusting? How is that?...Unsavory relatives are
a part of life, Greer. Most people do have branches of their family who are less palatable than
others...Hmm? I’ ve never thought of it that way, but | suppose being abandoned at The Hall does
have the advantage of having no distasteful relatives.

Getting back to the subject, Greer, | also suppose this message from the exceptionally
well-mannered sea serpent is about the quiss...Yes, Greer, | figured that out all by myself. | do
have a head on my shoulders and occasionally use it... My head had nothing to do with acquiring
a herd of children! Granny Kye collected the children...I amin charge of the expedition, Greer. |
have a perfectly good plan for getting rid of the children...No! Your eating them would not solve
the problem, and you don’t eat children. Although | might tell them you do, if they get out of
hand...Ha! You haven't got a reputation to spoil.



24
DANGER FROM THE DEEP

Cloudsrolled in from the open sea, the wind picked up, and the Tobit Grander rocked between
billowing waves. The inclement weether added aday to their journey, having pushed them away from the
coast. Bardon had experienced rough seas before when sailing with Sir Dar, and the rolling deck benegth
hisfeet did absolutely nothing to his ssomach. Granny Kye, N’ Rag, and Holt hung over therail, though,
losing their dinners overboard, and then took to their beds.

Bromptotterpindosset stepped in to help. The practical tumanhofer brewed teaand served it to those
who lay groaning on their pallets or, in Holt's case, abunk. Most of the children hopped, skipped, and
jumped around the hold. The swaying of the ship provided more fun. Bromptotterpindosset ordered them
to St, and they acknowledged the man’ s sharp tone by scrambling to their own spotsto wait for his next
command.

Pulling adeck of cards from ahuge pocket in his cowled, knee-length jacket, he sat down in the nook
that aso housed the nanny goat. He pointed to one child and then another until he had a group of
youngsters gathered around him. Shuffling the cards with aflourish, heingtructed them on therulesof a

lively game.

When this group became engrossed in the card playing, he stood and called the othersto follow him to
the more open area. He charged the older ones to keep the youngest ones out of trouble, and then he
produced a dozen balls out of hisvoluminous coat.

Bardon tilted his head at the tumanhofer. “ A mapmaker keeps ballsin his pockets?’
“Orbs” he answered gruffly. “Technicdly, they’ re orbs.”

A green orb sailed past Bardon' s ear and ricocheted off acrate, hitting the celling and rebounding toward
agroup of children.

“Bouncing orbs?”’

“I juggle,” announced Bromptotterpindosset without atrace of embarrassment. “I learned while visiting
Himber.” He cocked an eyebrow at the young squire. “ Y ou’ ve heard of Himber?’

“On the Herebic continent? | have. We study geography at The Hall.” He pushed aside his annoyance
that the mapmaker thought he knew nothing of the world beyond Amara. His education had been more
than adequate, but he admitted he had alot to learn. The tumanhofer would be a good source of
information if he could be persuaded to open up. Bardon determined to use Sir Dar’ s diplomacy and ask
intelligent questions about the man’ s expertise. “|I thought the Himbernese were not afriendly nation.”

The mapmaker shifted his glasses up on hisnose. “A little standoffish, but most people warm up to you if
you express an interest in their customs.” His eyes brightened asif he shared an unspoken joke with the
young squire. “They juggle to rlieve stress and as ameans to focus their attention during meditation. |
got quite good at it, actudly.”

Another orb flew between the squire and the tumanhofer. A child chased after it, bumping into the sturdy
mapmeaker and careening awvay much like one of the orbs glanced off the crates.

“Not all the orbsbounce,” said Bromptotterpindosset. “ And the different patterns of the juggle, the order



and color of the orbs, have sgnificance. A fascinating sudy.”
“The orbs, then, are vauable?’

“Quite”

“And you dlow the children to play with them?’

The tumanhofer squared his shoulders. “In dl the cultures| have studied, | have noted that children are
lesstroublesomeif they are occupied. Contented children are valuable, asisthe peace that surrounds
them.”

“ Energy directed is energy of use.” Principle seventy. “ A child on his own has only one chance in
four of heading the right way.” Principle fifty-six. Bardon nodded but had little to say about peace
where children were concerned.

A burst of laughter filled the cramped space.
Bardon smiled sardonically. “ Peace?’

“Laughter is but one tone of peace.” Bromptotterpindosset moved to the pallet of one of the few children
stricken with seasickness and offered a crust of bread. Thelittle girl took the bread to nibble on, and the
tumanhofer sat on the floor beside her, holding asmall bucket and speaking quietly.

“Would you like to hear what children living in Tastendore do when the rains come?’ he asked.
The child' seyes grew big, and she nodded.
Bardon moved on to urge N’ Rae to Sit and sip cooled tea.

Once the clouds and wind moved on and the ship ceased rocking violently, the patients recovered. First
the few stricken children found the strength to get up. Then N’ Rae forced hersdlf off her pdlet. Bardon
said sherose from the brink of death just because she had redlized he and the tumanhofer were in charge
of the children.

“Wedid very well without you, N'Rae,” he teased her. “None of them fell overboard, and all of them are
dtill well fed and dlean.”

She snorted. “Well fed on what? Hardtack and candy? Clean by whose standards? A grawlig' s?’

Granny Kye climbed out of the hold soon after. Holt was the last to appear, and he till looked pale. The
passengers on the Tobit Grander gathered on deck to bask in the warm sun.

“Squire Bardon,” said Ahnek, “ Granny Kye' s painting is finished. Come see.”

A smdl crowd stood behind the emerlindian sitting on her wooden stool. Bromptotterpindosset, Halt,
N’ Rae, and severd children looked over her shoulder at the canvas on the easel, admiring her work and
meaking enthusiastic comments.

At firgt, Bardon saw nothing remarkable about the seascape. But the others pointed out images blended
into the more obvious forms. When looked at carefully, a cloud became a hand releasing aflock of birds.
A wave curled over afinger. The ship rested in agiant pam. Light seemed to radiate from afingertip
touching the sun. Bardon blinked, and the hidden images disappeared. He concentrated, and they came
back into focus.



“I don't likethe eyes,” said Ahnek, his voice breaking with a squesk.
“Neither do|,” said N'Rae. “They look evil.”
“What eyes?’ asked Bardon and Holt in unison.

“There,” said Bromptotterpindosset pointing to acrest of awave. “It’sa sea serpent. Thetall isover
here”

“It' shuge,” exclamed N’ Ree.

Holt rubbed his chin. “ Perhaps there are two. The head of one here, and the tail of another over there.”
Ahnek put his hand on the older emerlindian’ s shoulder. “ Granny Kye, what do you think?’

“I think it isstalking us.” Shereached for N’ Rae' s hand. “Isit there now, dear?’

The younger emerlindian looked out across the gently swelling waves. After only amoment, she gasped.

“Yed” Shelooked around her at the children. *Y ou must go below. All of you! Now!” She pushed the
little girls at her skirtstoward the hatch. “Hurry now. Get below!”

Bardon ran to gather the youngsters playing on the forecastle. Holt whistled to the boysfollowing after
the sailors. Bromptotterpindosset and Granny Kye quickly collected her paints and tossed themin the
canvas carrier. She held the wet painting away from her as she hastened after N’ Rae. The tumanhofer
carried her stool and easel as he hurried her toward safety. He stood at the top of the ladder while Holt
and Bardon ushered the last of the children into the hold.

“What isthisall about?’ asked Holt.

Bromptotterpindosset shook his head and gazed out at the sea. “Legend says that sea serpents prefer
tender flesh. In other words, children.”

Bardon stood with his hands on his hips. The fingers of one hand wrapped around the hilt of his sword.
“Greer said a sea serpent gave him information about the migration of quiss. He didn't indicate that the
serpent had evil intentions toward our ship’s passengers.”

The tumanhofer shifted hisload and put afoot on the top rung of the ladder. “ Thereis more than one
serpent in the seg, Squire Bardon.”

Holt looked down to where the top of the mapmaker’ s head was disappearing. “In your travels, have
you ever encountered a sea serpent?”’

“Yed” declared Bromptotterpindosset. “And | don't wish to do so again.”

“What' s this commotion?’ barked the captain as he strode across the deck. “My crew iswhispering
about a serpent. Isit true? Did the emerlindians spot the head and tail of agiant?’

“Not exactly,” said Bardon. “Both |adies have unusua talents. Y ou can be assured the threat of attack is
red.”

The seasoned captain nodded his head. “ The important thing isto keep it from wrapping around the ship
and pulling usdown. Thelast third of itstail has no spine. Y ou can dice through the muscle with your
sword.” He nodded at Bardon’s weapon. “ Asthe body comes over the deck, you need to sever the
spinal cord. No need to hack al the way through. A point thrust into the vertebrae is your best defense.”



Heavy steps and grunts heraded the return of the tumanhofer. He hoisted himsalf out of the hold with a
double-bladed battle-ax on his shoulder. He addressed Holt. “ Do you have a weapon, boy?’

“No,” said Holt. “Not one that would count. | have asmal knife. That’sdl.”

“Come with me,” said the captain. “I' m breaking out arms for my men, and | can provide you with
something more dangerous than astickpin.”

With anervous glance at Bardon and then at the water, Holt went after the captain.
“He |l dodl right,” proclaimed the tumanhofer. “Theinginct to surviveisstrong in thet one.”

The hoursthat passed during the long afternoon reminded Bardon of the time spent on the Morning
Lady asthey cruised down the Gilpen River. The seamen went about their business, but with many
anxiouslooks to the water around them. Tension mounted. Every stir in the water caused the people on
board the Tobit Grander to grab their weapons.

Thewind stilled, and the sails hung limply from the yards. The captain ordered the men to strike and furl
the sheets. The sun sank toward the western horizon, turning orange, then red, casting an eerie hue
across the glassy surface.

“Blood sea,” muttered asailor as he passed Holt and Bardon.
A dark wave rose out of the crimson water.

Severd cdlsraised the darm. The mound sank benegath the surface, only to rise again twenty yards
farther to the east.

“It'scoming at usnow,” said Bromptotterpindosset as he came to stand beside the two younger men.
“It' Il circlefirgt. Then thetail will rise up beside the ship and dap down hard across midship.”

“Foreand &ft,” yelled the captain. “ Arms at the ready. Steady, men, we only have to worry about the
part that’ s on board. Likely we'll never even seethe head.”

“If you look into itsface,” said Bromptotterpindosset, “you are looking at your own death. Sea serpents
don’'t show their heads up close until they know they’ ve got the ship in adesth grip.”

Bardon, Halt, and the tumanhofer moved to the stern of the ship, asdid haf the crew. The other half
stood ready across the bow.

The beast showed sections of itslong body asit undulated through the briny watersin acircle that grew
amaller with every turn. It changed course and went under the hull, passing without making astrike.

“It' stoying with us,” said Holt.

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” answered Bromptotterpindosset. “ They are more clever than one would
think.”

The serpent made another pass under the ship. In the distance they saw the head rise from the sea, a
black silhouette against ablazing sky. The creature disappeared, and Bardon watched for that sinuous,
dark form to surge upward and fal down into the water. Nothing showed.

Either it isswimming deep, or it has gone away. | bet it hasn’t gone away.

Water showered down on them from one side asthe beast’ s great tail thrust into the air. It poised there



for asecond before damming down on the vessdl, splintering the wooden rail and cracking the deck. The
captain and hisfirg mate ran forward and diced through the serpent asit lay over the crushed railing. The
others surged to grab the severed tail and dide it off the deck into the churning water.

The serpent sped away from the ship, leaving ared foaming trail.
“Will it die?’ asked Halt.

“Nay,” said the captain. “1t'll grow another tail unlessit’ skilled by us or some other creature of the deep.
| doubt it even fedsthewound.” He turned to hismen. “ Step lively. Back to your posts. We haven't
seen the end of thisseadevil.”

The second attack resembled thefirst. Thistime the blood of the cresture mingled with the splash of
seawater. Bardon and the others ran forward and hacked at the serpent’ sflesh. The squire thrust his
sword deep and hit bone, but whether he connected with a massive nerve running through the spina
column, he could not tell.

The beast swam on, and the heavy body scraped across the wooden deck and fell into the ocean.

“At least one of our blades struck true,” said the tumanhofer. “1t’slost movement below the part we
attacked.”

“Will it give up now, Captain?’ asked one of the younger crewmen.

Before the captain could answer, the beast struck the hull of the ship, causing the vessdl to shudder and
rock. The blow knocked the men off their feet. They scrambled to get ready for the next assault and
waited. Only adiver of the sun remained above the horizon. The scattered clouds glowed red in the
distance. A deep purple canopy hung overhead. Stars serenely shonein their appointed spotsin the dark
eastern sky. A breeze whispered among thetall, bare masts.

Out of the darkness, a speeding hulk sailed over the ship, landed, and continued to dide. Its coarse hide
rasped the wooden planks. The ship tilted. The movement of the beast stilled, but the muscles beneath
the shining black skin rippled.

“It'Il be pulling us down,” screeched one of the men.

The cry broke their stunned inertia. All hands surged forward and began stabbing, hacking, and piercing
the body of the serpent. None of the men stood taller than the width of the beast’s mammoth body.

“Go deep, boy,” ordered the mapmaker beside Bardon.

His own battle-ax repeatedly bit into the animal’ s flesh. The sound of cascading water brought Bardon's
attention to the side of the ship. The serpent’ s head hovered over them asif it were merely curious asto
what these puny creaturestried to do to itsbody. A long, black, forked tongue flicked out of alipless
mouth. Gleaming yellow eyes caught and reflected thefire of the dying sun. The head bobbed asif it were
pleased with what it saw.

Bardon sheathed his sword and pulled out a handful of darts from apocket in histunic. He ran toward
the beast and legpt to stand on apile of crates. Aiming at the bobbing head, helet fly thefirst dart. It
landed in the serpent’ s eye. The head jerked and turned to glare at the man on the cargo.

Asit hissed, Bardon sent the second dart through the air and hit insde the beast’ s nodtril. It flicked its
head and did odged the tiny weapon. Asthe face came closer, the squire threw in rapid succession his
last four darts. Two pierced an eye, one bounced off the hard hide of its cheek, and the last sank into the



corner of its mouth.

Bardon jumped from his perch just as the serpent made an open-mouthed strike. He grabbed a running
block and swung out and around the serpent’ s head to land on its neck. He sank the sharp hook of the
block into the beast’ s flesh so he would have something to hang on to as the serpent tossed its head.

Holding the rough rope with one hand, he pulled out his svord with the other. The creature writhed and
started to submerge. Bardon put the point of his blade againgt the base of its skull and fdll forward,

driving hisweapon deep.
The serpent’ s head dropped onto the deck on top of the mutilated section of its own body.

“Stand back,” yelled Bromptotterpindosset. He hoisted the battle-ax above his head and swung
downward, smashing the blade between the eyes.

For abreathless moment, everyone waited. The beast did not move.

The captain came forward to stand by Bromptotterpindosset. Bardon pulled his sword from the animal
and jumped to the deck. A breeze blew over the ship.

“What are you waiting for?” demanded the captain as he looked over his crew. “ Get this stinking carcass
off my ship. Hoist those sails. We re aday late to Annonshan. | don’t intend to be another.”

The mapmaker worked his ax up and down until he could yank it from the skull. He, Holt, Bardon, and
severa seamen pushed the head off the sde. It dipped benegth the water with only adight splash.

“You know,” said Bromptotterpindosset, “ serpent mest is considered a great delicacy in some cultures.”

Bardon cleaned hisblade. “I’ ve dso heard there are great, thick, wet forests where people eat
caterpillars as big as your thumb. I’m not going to introduce worms or snakes of any kind into my diet.”

“I don’'t know,” said Holt, dapping the mapmaker on the back. “1t depends on if you have arecipe. Did
you bring a cookbook in al that luggage of yours, Bromp?’

“Nay, | didn’'t.” The man shook his head with alook of intense sorrow on hisface.

Bardon looked at the exposed flesh of the serpent. “ Sir Dar isafamous chef. | suppose you could bring
him acut of the mesat. But it' sthree days over land to his castle.”

Holt crossed hisarms over his chest. “We' d haveto get ice to transport it.”
“Hard to come by, thistime of year,” answered Bardon.
“SAt?’ suggested Holt.

“| doubt the galley has an adequate supply. We could get some in Annonshan, but by then, the meat
would beripe”

Holt nodded. “ Salted mest never hasthe taste of fresh, anyway.”
The tumanhofer perked up and nodded at the squire. “We could get hisdragon to carry it ahead.”
Bardon shook his head. “ Greer is squeamish. He hates snakes of any kind.”

“Just ahunk of mest,” said the mapmaker.



“Wouldn't doiit,” indsted Bardon.

Holt shook hishead aswell. “ And they would have to cook it right away. It would be gone by thetime
we got there, if it tasted good, that is.”

The tumanhofer’ s shoulders drooped once more. “ Aye, doesn't look like we' Il feast on serpent.”

“Don't takeit hard, old man,” said Holt. “ Probably tasteslike chicken.”
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WITTOOM

It had been such asimple plan. How could anything have gone wrong? When Bromptotterpindosset
mentioned sending the serpent mest ahead with Greer, Bardon saized on the idea of going ahead himsdlf
to prepare the way for the questing party plusfifteen children and a baby.

Wittoom was the safest province in the country. The road between Annonshan and Dormenae bustled
with benign travelers. Not one londly stretch, where one might be waylaid by bandits, existed on the
entire route. He arranged for a reputable company, Wittoom Coastal Transport, to oversee thetrip,
providing wagon, driver, and assigned inns for overnight rests. Mapmaker Bromptotterpindosset would
see that they wouldn't get lost. Holt decided he would liketo visit Sir Dar’ s court, so that made an extra
male escorting the entourage. N’ Rae was too tired from chasing children to flirt with Holt. How could

anything have gone wrong?

Bardon paced the dragon field on a hill above Castle Pelacce. Greer reclined on the grass with his chin
resting between hisforefeet. His eyesfollowed his rider’ s movement back and forth. The squire stopped
to search the road winding off toward the western hills. He heard Greer sigh behind him but did not turn.

Sr Dar sent out riders with homing waistcoaters. The birds will bring us a message if Dar’s men
locate our party. Blast it, Greer! | don’t see anything but dorkers, finches, and mountain sky birds.

He resumed his pointlesswalk to the end of the field and back. He made three passes, then stopped in
front of Greer.

What good would it do to fly the route once more? We saw nothing last night. And nothing again
this morning. They' ve disappeared off the face of the earth... He dapped his hand againgt histhigh. |
know they were a bother some |ot—

He shook hishead asif to rid himsdlf of anasty idea. Are, Greer, not werel—but they are my
responsibility. He looked down at hisfeet. | have not worn a path along the top of the hill...All
right, you win. It does make more sense to be traveling over the countryside searching for them,
than traveling the same patch of ground where | can only see to the next ridge.

With long strides he crossed the knoll to awell-built shed. He had no problem locating Greer’ ssaddlein
the dim light. Greer had followed him to the tack house, and in amatter of minutes, they were airborne.

Thistime let’ stravel one mile north of the Annonshan road instead of directly over, Bardon
suggested.

Lessthan hafway to the coast, Bardon spotted something unusua inasmall village.

Greer, look at the side yard of that tavern. Isn’t that horse wearing a caparison in Pelacce's
colors?...Aroan horsein green and yellow? It must be one of Sr Dar’sriders. Let’s go down and
find out if he knows anything.

They landed in an open field, the crop of corn aready harvested. Bardon covered the distance to the
tavern quickly onfoot. A young boy walked the horse.

“Istherider indde, lad?’



“Yesdr. HE sfrom Dormenae. One of Sir Dar’ s men. He let loose awaistcoater *fore he went inside,
and it took off to the east. Man said it would go right to Sir Dar and give him amessagetied to itsleg.”

Bardon said nothing in response. He wanted to know what was written on the small scrap of paper. He
rushed into theinn and located the rider Sitting at atable and having amed. The man stood when he
recognized one of hismaster’ s squires.

“What news have you, man?’ asked Bardon.

“They were seen here by a couple of children at afarmhouse several miles east. And that’ swherethe
trail ends”

Bardon nodded and left. As he hurried out the back door, he started to call for Greer, but the dragon’s
huge form aready cast amoving shadow over the yard. The squire sprinted to the road. While the boy
walking the horse watched in awe, the man and dragon synchronized the pickup with the precision of
much practice. Greer circled and landed in front of Bardon. He ran up the tail and leapt into the seat
before Greer took off again.

They flew back aong the Annonshan road on the south side. Thick forest covered much of theterrain.
Greer spotted smoke and circled low. In aclearing backed against asheer cliff, alarge passenger wagon
sat unhitched. The horses grazed nearby. Asthey dropped down, Bardon saw aman in the livery of the
transport company get up from the fire. He dipped on his hat and coat before Greer landed, then came
walking toward them.

“I figured someone would come looking for us,” he said as Bardon dismounted.
“What happened?’

“Firgt, that tumanhofer mapmaker had to go down this road because it wasn't on hismap. Well, it's
hardly aroad, isit?’ He gestured toward a bresk in the trees. “ But he’ sgoing on about sgns of it being
an ancient road that’ s been forgotten. Saysit’son older charts of the countryside.”

He shook his head, removed his cap to run ahand over hisgray hair, then resettled the hat on his head.
“Then the granny decidesit’'sagood place for the children to run for awhile. She has me build thefire,
the younger one starts fixing food and hot drink, and the children scatter. The tumanhofer and that Holt
felow are waking around looking at the ground, uncovering the rock, pulling the grass away so they can
seethedirt better.” He shook his head again and did the same little maneuver involving his hat and
rubbing hishair. “ Then the younger emerlindian calsthe children to eat. They come running, only whena
count ismade, three are missing. There sabunch of caling. | forget the names of the onesthey were
cdling. Bep was one. And those young ones just don’t show up.”

He sighed and reached for his cap, but stopped asif he was aware of what he was about to do and
rubbed his hands together instead. “ Then the most peculiar thing of all. . .the young onelookslike she's
talking and listening to the horses. Then she speaksto the older woman and points to the rock face over
yonder.” He pointed vaguely toward the cliff. “ Then she, the older one, sits down and draws a picture.
Everyone gets excited. The tumanhofer tellsmeto stay put, that they’ll be back. The granny tells me not
to leave until they get back. The younger onetriesto leave the baby with me, and | say not today or
tomorrow will | be watching an infant. They have this big discussion about who is staying and who is
going. They dl decideto leave, and the marione Holt tells me not to move the wagon no matter how long
it takesfor them to return.”

Thedriver let out along, hard breath. “ So here | am. And herethey are not. That was yesterday about
noon. And | knew someone would come looking for me and my passengers because Wittoom Coasta



Transport is areputable company, and we don’t lose our freight or our passengers.”
“But you'velogt yours?’

The man shook hishead. “ They went that way, toward the cliff. Went around those overgrown bushes
and never came back. I’ ve been over there, and | can see where they trampled down the grass, but once
they got to therock wall, they didn’t turn right nor left. But they aren’t there.”

He shook his head again, took off his cap, rubbed the top of his head hard, and put the cap back on.

Bardon stood with his hands on his hips, staring in the direction his questing party had last been seen. He
looked over his shoulder at Greer and nodded, then back at the hapless driver.

“Did Granny Kye leave the picture?’

The old man chewed his cheek amoment, then walked to the wagon. The wooden vehicle had a deep
box with doors on both sides and atailgate. Insde, padded seats with backs lined up in rows. Stacked
againg the back panel that unlatched and swung down, the questers personal belongings still took up
every inch of space dlotted for baggage.

The driver opened a side door and stepped up on the riser and into the wagon. He looked around,
moved ajacket and apair of boots, then snatched a paper from under a seat. After abrief glance, he
handed it down to Bardon.

“| think that'sit.”
Oh, Wulder, help me see what they saw.

Granny Kye had sketched the cliff with abit of charcoal. Around the edges, fingers had smudged the
lines. Bardon concentrated on the bushes where the driver said the children and adults had disappeared.

There! | seeit. A gateway.

He looked up at the bushes and saw nothing in the rock wall. But on the paper in his hand, the quivering
linesarched in away he recognized.

“I’'m going after them,” he told the driver. “Would you unsaddlie my dragon and give him arubdown?
He Il find hisown food.” Bardon folded the sketch and put it into his pocket. “1'll be back with them.
Don't—"

“l know,” said thedriver. “Don’t leave.”
Bardon nodded. “1’ll be back.”

He garted for the cliff. Greer’s comment entered his thoughts but did not stop him. He scoffed at the
dragon’s concern.

| know they said they’d come back and didn’t. That doesn’t mean | can’'t handle whatever it is
that has delayed them. Don’t be such a worry worm. I'll find them, and | will be back.

He waded through the high grass and, like the driver, could see where the blades had been beaten down
by many feet al headed in the same direction. He rounded the bushes and stopped in front of the rock
surface. The gateway’ s frame shimmered within the stone.

It's not that hard to see. Why didn’t the driver notice?



“It’ sabout time you got here.” A high-pitched voice reprimanded him.

He spotted Jue Seeno sitting on asmall ledge. She must have just moved because he could see her even
with the moonbeam cape wrapped around her. Her furry feet dangled off the sde, and she held a parasol
over her head. Assheglared a him without moving, al but her face and feet began to blend into the rock
wall.

The parasol must be made out of the moonbeam fabric as well.

She stood, threw her moonbeam cape back over her shoulders, and dusted off the shiny fur above and
below theintricate belt shewore. “ They’rein trouble, but between the two of us, we'll be ableto
extricate them.”

“What kind of trouble?’ asked Bardon.

“Bisonbecks. Landed right in the middle of abisonbeck military encampment. Well, not actudly in the
middle, but to the Sde. Then they were captured and taken to what the beasts are using for abailiwick.”

“Perhgps we should get reinforcements.”

“Notime.” The minneken pulled her sword from her garish orange and purple belt and brandished it. The
thin blade of therapier glinted in the sun as she swished it back and forth. “They’ retaking of taking them
to Crim Cropper.”

“How many bisonbecks are we up against?’
“Only ten.”

Bardon had fought bisonbecks on severa occasions. The brutes stood more than six feet tall, muscled
like the giant cats of the forest and thick-skinned like the vicious, toothy reptilesin therivers of the
southern continent. With massve heads, bulky necks, and mesty figts, they were made for fighting.
Smarter than grawligs, they formed the evil wizards army.

“We Il go scout out the Situation,” said Bardon, *and then decide how to proceed.”

“Precisdy.” With amazing agility, thelittle minneken scampered down thewall and stood before the
gateway. “ There saguard on the other side. I'll go first and prepare the way. Count to ten and follow.
I’ll have him digtracted, doubled over, and wondering what hit him.”

Before Bardon could protest, Jue Seeno stepped into the gateway.
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PLANSTO RESCUE

“Count to ten!” Bardon exploded. “ Y ou'll prepare the way?” He drew his sword. “What kind of a crazy
minneken areyou?’

He charged through the gateway without his usua trepidation and emerged to find a Sx-and-a-hdf-foot,
three-hundred-pound bisonbeck in uniform on his knees, doubled over, wailing, and holding his ear. Jue
Seeno scaled Bardon' sleg, jumped to hisarm, and scampered to his shoulder.

“Let’'sget out of here,” she said. “Go through those trees. His comrades will be coming from the
oppositedirection.”

The wounded soldier never looked up. Bardon sidestepped around the collapsed bisonbeck and dipped
into the forest. The woodland insects made more noise than he did as he moved swiftly into deep foliage.
He d dways excdled in this particular training exercise. Even back in hisyouth, when dl the scholars
escorted their pupilsto the mountains for several weeks at atime, he' d taken to the woods. None of the
other boys at The Hall had ever been able to find him when they played their catch-and-evade games.

He crouched and went under low-hanging branches of an armagot tree.

Jue Seeno logt her footing on his shoulder, grabbed ahank of hishair, and hollered. “Watchiit! I'm not
used to riding on agiant’ s shoulder.”

Bardon dowed to astop. “I think we're safe here for the moment.”
The minneken scrambled back to her perch next to hisear.

A broad root buckling up out of the ground provided Bardon with an adequate seat. “May | lift you
down from my shoulder, Mistress Seeno?’

“Makeafig, and I'll 9t onit,” she commanded.

He clenched hisfingers againgt his pam and placed his hand close to where she stood. She hopped on
and settled hersdlf. Bardon rested his elbow on hisknee and held the minneken at eyeleve.

“There are afew questions | would like to ask you.”

Shetilted her head at him, and he noticed the feather in her hat was bent, and the hat itself sat at an odd
angle. Asif she noticed his attention to her headgear, she reached up ahand and straightened it.

“I'mafrad,” hesad, “that your feather is broken.”
She made amoue and shrugged her shoulders. “ The fortunes of war.”
“How did you disable the guard?’

“I jJumped on the brute’ s shoulder and pierced his eardrum with my sword. One quick jab with atwist,
and then | jumped clear ashefell.”

“Y our drategy certainly was effective.”



“Yes” Sheamirked. “It was, wasn't it?’
“I don't believe | will underestimate you again, Mistress Seeno.”
Onetiny, whiskered eyebrow went up on the little minneken’ sface. “Oh, | think you will.”

Annoyed, Bardon bit back aresponse. The little woman certainly knew how to irritate him. * When
emotions strangle you,” Sr Dar would say, “ stick to business.” “Do you know what part of the
country this gateway hasled usto?’

“Creemoor, near the eastern seacoadt. | overheard two of the bisonbecks discussing how long it would
take to deliver our friendsto Chellemgard. The captain of their unit said he had orders not to move from
this spot, and hewasn't going to. He did send areport of the capture to his superiors.”

“Did you hear how long it would be before they had a response?”’

“They consider themsdlvesto be forgotten out here and likeit that way. Severd of the men discussaing it
were quiteirritated that their captain ingsted on following procedure. If anyone pays attention to their
report, the answer should come by tomorrow.”

“Do you know why they’ re here? Gateways aren’t usualy guarded.”

Jue Seeno shook her head. “No mention was made of the purpose of their watch. They said it wasan
easy duty, and they didn’'t want to loseit.”

Bardon’s donedl mentor had impressed upon his young squire that noticing the unusual could save hislife.
Heremembered Sir Dar pointing out anumber of anomaiesin avisting dignitary’ s entourage. “ Always
take note of that whichisout of place,” Sir Dar had ingtructed him. “Why does the man travel without
proper escort? Why did he not bring his own secretary?” On that occasion, Sir Dar had uncovered
politica trickery and avoided entanglement with adeposed leader of aneighboring principality.

Bisonbeck guards on aremote gateway set off darmsin hismind, but he couldn’t figure out why. Right
now it wasimportant to rescue his friends from danger.

Hiseyefdl on the frumpy, furry cresture preening hersdf on hisfist. He never thought he would be
depending on aminneken for aid, let aone one so disheveled, but he now trusted Mistress Seeno to bea
vauabledly.

“Y our moonbeam cape has hollows,” he said.

Shewrinkled her brow, and her whiskers quivered. “What makes you think that?”

“Y our parasol has disappeared.”

She hunched one shoulder. “It isfortunate for you that | am well prepared.”

“Do you have aplan to free our comrades?’

“No, but I can dip into the camp and cut the ropes that bind the prisoners when you give theword.”
“Now I'min chargeagan?’

“Y ou have dways been in charge, Squire Bardon.”

“Right.” He stood. “Where do you want to ride?’



“Wherearewe going?’
“To observe and eva uate the enemy’ s camp.”
“A pocket. Y our shoulder is precarious when you dip and dodge through the trees.”

She gave him a precise description of the layout of the ground in and around the camp before she dived
into abreast pocket insde histunic.

Bardon had no problem sneaking up on the bisonbecks and observing them. The tentslined up in a half
circlearound a centrd community area. One soldier bent over afire, sirring apot that probably
contained their dinner. The squire’ snose said it was a meat stew with lots of spices.

A larger tent stood with its flaps pinned back. Inside, severa men sat around atable and were engaged in
adiscussion that held their attention. At one end of the encampment, the prisonershuddled inacircle
with their backsto each other. In the center, Granny Kye sat on alog with adeeping baby in her lap.

Bardon pulled one side of histunic open and whispered, “ Come out.”
Jue Seeno scurried to her perch on his shoulder.
“I don’t see how we can do this without revealing your presence, Mistress Seeno.”

“I, too, have cometo this conclusion. | don’t mind telling the children. And Holt is bothersome, but I’ ve
cometo believe he has agood heart beneath that rascally exterior. But that mapmaker...” Her tail
twitched, her whiskers trembled, and a shudder shook her small frame. “That mapmaker isthe redl
threst.”

“Bromptotterpindosset? He seems harmless to me.”

“Y ou don’t have a home that has been a carefully guarded secret for centuries. None of us on the Ide of
Kyewant to be put on the map. Tourists! There might even be touristsinvading our home.”

“They can't get toit. Y ou said so yoursdlf. Only occasionaly, avery sirong dragon or some other flying
creature makesit through the natura barriers.”

“No one has had a compelling reason to reach Kye before this.” She sighed heavily. “Wdll, if doing right
in the eyes of Wulder exposes usto the outside world, then Wulder will provide the meansto deal with
the consequences.”

“Doing right for the wrong reason,” Bardon muttered.
“What was that, Squire?’

“I was wondering what my mentor would say to this Stuation. He lectured me on doing right for the
wrong reason.”

“You velost me, son. And now is not the right time for philosophical debates. What are we going to do
to free our comrades?’

Bardon nodded and looked over the camp again. “We need adistraction.”
Silence fel between them asthey both thought for amoment.

Jue Seeno cleared her throat. “Would fireworks help?’



“Y ou have firawvorks?’

“Small ones. Firecrackers.” She patted her cape. “ Skyrockets don't fit in the opening of the hollow. You
do know that the hollows will hold dmost anything aslong asthey are smdl enough to fit through the

opening.”

“I’ve never possessed a garment with ahollow mysdlf, but my friend Kae has one, and yes, she did
mention that.”

“So I’ll give you the poppers—"
“Do you have aflintbox?’

“Of course!” Jue Seeno shook her head over hisfoolish question. “I shall give you the poppers and the
flintbox. I’ [l cut the ropes binding our comrades and explain what is about to happen. | think you should
stay hereuntil I come back to tell you al isset.”

Bardon nodded with agrin.
“What?" asked the minneken. “Why do you have that goofy smile plastered on your face?’
“I'min charge?

“Of courseyou are, silly man. A good leader listensto counsdl. Y ou could dways veto my plan. Thisis
merely asuggestion, after al.”

“I wouldn’t dream of vetoing your plan, Mistress Seeno. It isan excellent one.”

“Yes, right.” Shelooked at him askance. “Well, then, I’ d best be off. Try not to be seen whilel am busy
inthecamp.”

Bardon agreed. “I'll try.”

The minneken skittered down the front of hisarm, hopped onto hisknee, did down hisleg, and
disappeared beneath the bushes.

Bardon closed hiseyes.

Waulder, by Your might and wisdom, may our mission succeed.
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RESCUE

“WEe ve got aproblem,” said Jue Seeno as soon as she returned and settled on Bardon' s shoulder.
“Bromptotterpindosset says the gateway is deteriorating. Each time someone goes through the passage, it
unravelsabit. This porta hasn't been used recently and hasfallen into astate of disrepair. Crim Cropper
intends to come and repair it and then useit to let loose crazed quissin Wittoom.”

“| see” Bardon said. “How did our magpmaker glean dl thisinformation?’

“He noticed the state of the gateway when he passed through. In atightly woven structure, you should
fedl pressure on your lungs as you exit. Of course, | didn’t notice because smdler creatures like me don't
fed the pressure.”

“Now that you mentionit, | didn’t fedl the usud tightnesswhen | came through. | was distracted by the
sight of the bisonbeck and didn’t take note.” And that just proves I’m not as observant as Sr Dar
expects me to be. “Do you suppose Granny Kye knows how to weave the border?’

“She says she does not. It takes awizard.”
“I helped Wizards Cam, Fen, and Lyll Allerion once when they were constructing a huge gateway.”
Jue Seeno eyed him with a speculative gleam. “ Do you think you could do it on your own?”

“Not achance. | needed the other wizards, Kale, and Regidor to even keep up with the weaving.”
Bardon looked away from her beady eyes. “What will happen if the gateway unravels beforewe al get
through?’

“Granny Kyethinksthosein the passage will be thrown out at different spots aong the way. That
mapmaker thinks everyonewill be annihilated.”

Bardon growled deep in histhroat. He hated making decisions with only conjecturesto consider.
“Neither one knowsfor sure, so it’ sjust speculation.”

Jue Seeno spoke softly. “Thereis One who knows for sure.”

“Thanksfor reminding me, Mistress. And Heis our guide. Wewill trust Him to show uswhat to do.” He
placed her on the ground. “Now | shdl take your poppers and lead those men on amerry chase. You
usher as many of our party asyou can through the gateway. When I’ ve taken those soldiers far enough
away, I'll double back.”

“The gateway may bein too dilapidated a state at that point for you to come through.”
He shrugged and mimicked her moue. “ Thefortunes of war, I’ m afraid.”
Heloaded his pouch with her supply of poppers.

Jue Seeno handed one string of poppers after another to Bardon as she whispered, “ That mapmaker
says the Himbernese have developed away to put the black powder from the poppersinto ametal tube
with a pellet of iron. When the powder explodes, the pellet is propelled with great force out of the tube.
To anyone standing in its way, the strike can be most injurious... This popper dust dwaysirritates my
skin.” Sherubbed her palms over her fur.



Bardon likewise cleaned hisfingertips on the rough materid of histunic.

Jue Seeno’ swhiskers quivered. “ Sounds like afool toy to me. A pea-shooter is bad enough in the hands
of rough and thoughtless boys.”

“It sounds like an ominous wegpon to me, Mistress.”

Shetilted her head in thought for amoment. “It does, indeed. And adangerous thing in the hands of
rough and thoughtless men.”

Bardon cocked his head, remembering a principle. He decided to paraphraseit instead of quoting. “Asis
arock in the hand of onewith evil intentions. It is not the rock that isthe problem, but the heart of man.”

Jue Seeno smiled a him and nodded.

He dipped away from the camp and stole through the forest to enact the plan that Jue Seeno had
communicated to the prisoners. He stopped two hundred yards beyond the last tent and lit a half-dozen
poppers, quickly tossing them to the ground. At the sound of their explosions, he darted through the trees
and ignited another .

The plan wasfor the bisonbecksto follow him. At the sound of thefirst explosions, Holt and
Bromptotterpindosset were to watch for an opportunity to grab weapons and dea with whomever had
been |eft in the camp. N’ Rae, her grandmother, and the children were to run to the gateway, with Jue
Seeno astheir guide, while the two men guarded their retreat.

Bardon heard degp shouts from the camp. The crashing of bulky bodies through the underbrush told him
soldierswere in pursuit. He ran a short space, exploded some more of the harmlesstoys, and ran on. He
repeated the pattern, sometimes alowing his pursuers to gain some ground in order to keep them
interested. When he’ d used the last of Jue Seeno’s supply of poppers, he made awide circle and
returned to the gateway.

Only Bromptotterpindosset and Granny Kye stood there.

Granny had a sketchpad in her hand and drew rapidly, her concentration on the shimmering gateway.
The tumanhofer looked up as Bardon approached.

“We can hope the first managed to go through. Holt was the last, and he entered twice before pushing
beyond.”

“What happened?’

Bromptotterpindosset picked up astick and threw it. The leafy piece of wood splatted against the
surface of the opening, clung for amoment, and then dropped to the ground. Bardon picked it up. He
pushed the stick into the quivering air. It sunk in, and then he could push it no farther. The resstance
increased, and Bardon was forced to alow it to resurface on his side of the gateway.

“Any ideas?’ he said over his shoulder to the tumanhofer and the emerlindian.
“Granny Kye has been drawing the gateway. Comelook.”

Bardon moved behind the small woman and looked over her shoulder. The lines on the paper clearly
depicted the gateway. Around the edges, Bardon saw the unraveling threads.

He glanced up a the surface. The lights playing in the air had dimmed.



Granny Kyelooked a Bardon over her shoulder. “ Jue Seeno said you have woven the threads before.
She sad if you could see them, you could do it again.”

“She has more confidence in methan | have. Besides, the colors of the threads are important, and |
cannot see the colorsin your sketch.”

“Put your arms around me so that your arms are draped over mine. Put your hands on the backs of my
hands.”

Bardon reluctantly followed her instructions. He did not want her help to see the threads. If he saw them,
he would be required to make an attempt at weaving, an attempt he was sure would fall.

“You can do this, Squire Bardon,” said Granny Kye. “Concentrate on the edges, relax, follow the
pattern. | see what needsto be done, and athough | have never tried, | am willing. Show me, and I'll
follow your lead.”

“Thisis pointless, Granny Kye. | merely did what the othersdid. | don’t remember.”
“Relax, son.”

More to appease the old woman than with area conviction that something would happen, Bardon stared
a the flowing threads of color. At firgt the frustration of being put in this position rumbled through his
brain. Then Greer’ s presence seemed o redl that Bardon glanced away from the weakening gateway to
seeif the dragon wereredly in the glen. Thefeding faded immediately, so he turned back to focuswith
Granny Kye on the threads binding the edge of the porta. Greer’ s presence returned, and Bardon
redlized it wasin hismemory. The likenessand voice of Sir Dar o flitted through his mind.

The next image was of Kae, and the impression strengthened with every breath he took. He wanted to
reach out and touch her. He heard her voice.

“1t’' s like the beat of a drum behind the music, Bardon. Just react to the rhythm.”
He knew she had said these exact words to him before.

The sensation of hisfriends being at hand intensified the comfortable state of mind that Greer had started.
He saw aloose thread and where the end should pass between two others. The colored line moved of its
own accord and dipped into place. He spotted the next errant strand and |ocated its true position. The
thread moved. When he aided in the building of ahuge gateway in aswampland in Trese, he had acted in
response to the arrangement established by someone else. He would never claim it was his own ingtinct.
Now he redlized he was the one creating the sequence and best.

In addition to Kae, Bardon recognized the presence of Cam, Fen, Lyll, and Regidor. He knew these
people did not physicaly stand beside him, yet their proximity seemed more real than that of Granny
Kye, who stood within hisarmswith her back againgt his chest and her head tucked under his chin.

Out of his peripherd vison, he saw Bromptotterpindosset approaching the gateway. He wanted to call
out, to say, “Not yet.” But the wordswould not form in histhroat. The tumanhofer stood closeto the
brightening lights and seemed to examine them. Bardon chose to ignore him. His presence interfered with
the rhythm. Bardon did notice when the tumanhofer moved away from the gateway. A sense of gratitude
washed over him. He wanted to be |eft done with histask. Granny Kye' s synchronized assi stance made
her fed like apart of him rather than an annoyance.

A blow to hisback shattered his concentration. He loosed the granny and whirled around to see the
mapmaker engaged in afight with two soldiers. Bardon was surprised to note the coolness of the air, the



dim light of dusk. Night hovered, abouit to take over.

The bisonbecks loomed over the battling tumanhofer. Bromptotterpindosset wiel ded aspiked club,
obvioudy one he had picked up in the enemy’ s camp as he escaped. Bardon drew his sword, and his
movement caught the attention of one of the men.

Thissoldier growled and left his comrade to batter the short, old tumanhofer. Bromptotterpindosset had
been holding his own againgt the two. Now he hurled hisbody sideways at the remaining soldier’ sknees
and knocked him to the ground. Bardon had no more time to observe the mapmaker’ s next move.

Bardon' s attacker opened his wide mouth and roared as he charged. The beastly man clenched two
knives above his head in powerful arms. He seemed determined to plunge his weaponsinto the squire.
Bardon sidestepped and diced the man’ storso as he passed. The bisonbeck bellowed. An answering
roar sent shivers down Bardon's spine. The hair on hisarms stood.

Reinforcements echoed the bisonbecks war cries. Somewhere in the woods, other enemy warriors
closed in on the dilapidated gateway. He and his friends would soon be trapped.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the tumanhofer had gained another weapon from his opponent.
Bardon ducked ablow from the soldier he fought. He vaulted into the air and flipped to come down on
the hulk’ s other side. He kicked astout arm out of hisway, spun, and thrust his sword into the brute's
chest. If these warriors had been dressed in battle array, the fight would have lasted longer.

Heturned to assst Bromptotterpindosset and found the tumanhofer standing over adowned soldier.
Blood flowed from the man’ s forehead where the mapmaker had planted the club.

A howl arose from the woods.

“Timeto leave,” said Bromptotterpindosset. He rushed to Granny Kye' s side and took hold of her arm.
She hadn’t moved from the spot where Bardon had |eft her.

“Oh, | agree,” said the smal emerlindian. “I’ ve never seen abisonbeck up close before. They are
extremely tal, aren’'t they?’

“Extremdy,” answered the tumanhofer and guided her toward the gateway.
“Itisn't completely repaired,” objected Bardon.

“Neither was it when we came through before. We shdl have to chanceit.” With afirm grip on the old
emerlindian, he plunged into the clinging light and disappeared.

Bardon followed. Thistime he noticed the lack of pressure on his chest, but the lack of resistance made
the atmosphere dick. He pushed and felt he made no headway. He thrust aleg forward and it returned to
hisside. Leaning his body forward, he hoped he could just fdl into the meadow where he had |eft the
driver of Wittoom Coagtal Transport. A twinge of nausea gripped his somach, asif apart of him would
be |eft behind when he took the final step. He bent one knee and shoved with dl hismight againgt the
dippery surface beneath hisfoot.

A crowd cheered when he emerged into the late afternoon light, a golden hue with atinge of rose. The
children swvarmed around him, al talking at once. In N’ Rag'sarms, the baby pulled at a bottle with vigor.
Behind them stood the driver from the transport company. Thelook of befuddiement on hisface hit a
chord of understanding in Bardon. He had felt that way many atimein the past few weeks. The young
squire laughed.



“No timefor jolliment,” said Bromptotterpindosset. “| suggest you and the granny unravel this gateway
before the remaining eight bisonbecks follow usthrough.”
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CASTLE PELACCE

Squire Bardon watched Sir Dar’ s expression carefully as he related the events of his“ sabbetica.” The
doned’ sface twitched with suppressed humor.

Annoyed, Bardon shifted his gaze to his surroundings. The receiving chamber stretched away in endless
opulence.

Qurely purpleis a bit gaudy. His eyeswent back to his host. The dignitary wore satin and brocade, silk
and lace. No, nothing Sr Dar designsis anything less than elegant. If | had put purple on a couch,
it would have |ooked tawdry. He chooses the right amount, the right shade, and the right
combination. He doesthisin all areas of hislife...and it is disconcerting. He doesit with such
ease. Hethinkslifeisfun.

Dar’ sfurry face ill sported acrooked smirk.
“I don’t find these misadventures funny, Sir Dar.”

Hisknight laughed out loud. “No, | suspect you don't. But it' s so typica of the way Wulder arranges
things to chalenge our worst weaknesses.”

Bardon gtiffened. “Wulder has assessed me as being so week that | cannot handle women and children
and sdlf-centered adventurers?’

Dar shook his head dowly. “Bardon, it takes more strength of character to handle the crew you' ve got
with you than it doesto face a horde of attacking blimmets.”

The doned waved hishand asif brushing away afly. “ But we must look at the more serious side of your
adventures. I'll send amessenger to Paladin about the quiss. And I'll set up aguard beside thisend of
that derdlict gateway.”

“I’'m sorry we could do no moreto block it, Sir Dar. Granny Kyeand | aren’t proficient in such things.”

“No matter. If Crim Cropper and Burner Stox decide to use that portd, they’ Il repair it despiteits
condition. Y ou have at least dowed them down.” He shook his head, the expression on hisface serious.
“I cantell you | don't like the idea of these landlubber quissinvading Wittoom.”

A memory of fighting quiss on the dock sent a shiver down Bardon' s back. Quiss attacking at random
threstened more than just Wittoom. “ Greer’ s message from the sea serpent is unsettling, aswell.”

“To say theleast,” the doned agreed emphaticaly. “A hundred quissin areasthat used to have five and
small colonieswhere there were once no quiss!” He tapped his hand on hisknee. * And the news about
them climbing in and out of the seaat any time... Y es, Pdadin must be aerted, and we must recruit men
from the East Coast to train our men how best to fight these creatures.”

Bardon shifted in his seat. He had other mattersto discuss with hisknight.

Sir Dar continued. | was raised believing they were cold-water animas and that they lived exclusvely off
the northern coast of Trese. Now they’ ve migrated south and across to the western coast and even up
rivers. These are dangerous times. We shall need those knights you go to rescue.”



Bardon leaned forward, and Sir Dar cast him a suspiciouslook. “Y ou wanted to ask me something?’
“Quiteafew things, actudly,” admitted Bardon. “I thought you might like to come adong.”

“Ahyes, | would. But with the threat of quiss and the need for preparation, | don’t fed that it isagood
time”

The squire had suspected that thiswould be the case and went on to his next request. “Would you equip
uswith dragonsfor transportation?’

“Lost your trust in Wittoom Coastal Transport, have you?’
“I hardly think WCT would send a party into the Northern Reach.”

Dar chuckled. “Yes, dragons and provisions can be donated to your cause. How largeisyour party
going to be?’

“I was hoping to leave Granny Kye, N’ Rae, and the orphans under your care. A couple of the older
boys would love to be put to work on your ships. They were disappointed when the Tobit Grander
ended up in dry dock for repairs.”

Dar nodded his head. “ The boyswill be placed to their advantage.”
“I don’'t know if Holt will stick with us. So it may only be Bromptotterpindosset and myself.”

“I'll assume respongbility for the orphans, but the emerlindian women must go with you. Thisquest isat
their ingtigation. Paladin has gpproved of their participation. And the marione Holt Hoddack” —Sir Dar's
eyestwinkled with amusement—"will most likely go anywherethelovely N’ Rae goes”

“Not if he doesn’t have adragon or supplies.”

“Bardon, another young male might come in handy on this venture. He may not be trained, but | bet he
does better in afight than either of the women. N’ Rag’ sassstance in killing the writher snake nearly cost
you your leg. And | haven't heard you say oneword of Granny Kye so much astripping anyone on
purpose. If you take them, you'll so have the assistance of Jue Seeno.”

Bardon amiled. “ She did turn out to be aworthy dly, didn’t she?’

Dar grinned as he sood and stretched to hisfull height, just under four feet. “I have never underestimated
the fighting power contained in smaller packages”

The comrades in arms exchanged appreciative grins. But Bardon soon sobered.
“I"m disgppointed that you will not go with us, Sir.”

“Nomoresothan|.” Dar shrugged his shoulders. “Y ou will have much more excitement than | have
organizing the defense of my holdings and urging the Wittoom parliament to take similar precautions” He
smoothed the hair on his cheek with afinger, then pointed it in the air.

“Aha” said Dar. “I’ve had an excdllent idea. | will contact Regidor. He would be someone interested in
exploring the Northern Reach. The vanished meech colony is supposed to be there, and he' s been
looking for someone to help him learn more about his meech ancestry. Y our Bromptotterpindosset might
be just the man.”

Bardon brightened at the prospect. “ Regidor would be awelcome addition to our quest. Does he il



carry Gildaaround in abottle?’

Dar chuckled. “Yes, in his pocket. She has mellowed in the last three years but is still avery melancholy,
moody, distrustful dragon.”

“And Kae. Have you seen Kale since |’ ve been away?’

Dar nodded his head, hisfurry earstwitched forward. “Yes, | visited Bedderman'sBog. Kale' sa
beautiful young lady now, not the gangly youth we knew. And Fen and Cam argue over who's
responsible for her remarkable abilities asawizard. Fenworth is supposedly retired and spends much of
histimeasatree. Still he clamsit’shisingtruction that shinesthrough Kae s more daring achievements.”

Bardon pictured the old man and knew exactly how hewould twist hisface into ascowl ashe made his
outrageous clams. “And Librettowit iswell?’

Sr Dar laughed out loud. “ Librettowit married that hepful little tumanhofer they rescued from Crim
Cropper.”

“Taylaminkadot! If | remember correctly, it was Taylaminkadot who rescued Kae and Toopka from the
enemy camp.”

“A very resourceful woman, astellar cook, and an enthusiastic housekeeper. Sheisthe bane of Wizard
Fenworth’ s existence and thejoy of hislibrarian’s.”

Bardon laughed out loud. As Fenworth’ s notable librarian, Librettowit had dways complained. The
tumanhofer did not believe his duties included cooking and dusting. Fenworth assumed they did. He dso
assumed Librettowit would wholeheartedly join any adventure, which the librarian resisted likeamule
being taught to fly.

A hundred more questions tumbled into Squire Bardon’ s thoughts. How' s Toopka? Dibl? All the minor
dragons? Have any more been hatched? It had been four months since hislast letter from Kae. She'd
hinted that Taylaminkadot flirted with Librettowit, but he had dismissed thet revelation asayoung girl’s
invention of romancein her rather isolated society. The urge to see and talk to Kae and the others
surged strongly in the young squire' s heart. Dar’ s voice interrupted him.

“Thisisanasty busness,” the doned said ashe stood. “I’'m glad you' reto lead this expedition. If Paadin
hadn’t chosen you firg, | would have. Y ou’ ve grown into one of my most reliable men.”

Bardon thrust aside his persond inquiries and followed his mentor.

Sir Dar ushered him to the tall double doors of the chamber. Bardon gave a gentle push to one of the
ornate panels, and it swung open.

“We Il dinein my blueroom tonight,” said Dar. “Privately, with only the adult members of your questing
party. You'll find your room just asyou l€eft it. If you need anything, just ring.”

Bardon nodded and walked out into the massive hal. Clumps of people stood in the hdl. Alwaysthe
hangers-on seemed to know exactly which room Dar occupied. If the doors were closed, implying he did
not wish to be disturbed, they waited in theimmediate vicinity. Bardon had little patience with these
people. But Dar treasted them well, with the same genteel courtesy and respect he extended to everyone.

Even me. I’ m one of the ones Sr Dar treats with respect, though | don’'t deserveit. Why do |
begrudge the grace that falls on these cadgers when | deserve no better and receive so much
more?



Bardon nodded to people as he passed them. He saw the spark of curiosity intheir eyes. They're
wondering why | have returned so quickly.

Then he saw it, aquick glance directly at his ears, accompanied by agart. The woman unfurled her fan,
and from behind this small screen, whispered to another in her group. Bardon fought to keep his hand
from smoothing the hair into place, hiding hispoints. | haven’t used the pomade for a long time. In
just a few weeks | forgot the necessity. | came immediately to find Sr Dar before washing away
my travel dirt and making myself presentable. But their stares are not for my disheveled
appearance. It'smy earsthat draw their snickers.

A buzz followed him, and he ddliberately kept his pace even and unhurried. Hot anger roiled in his chest.
So | was not wrong after all. It is not only petty rich boysin a secluded private school who
torment those who are different.

Sr Dar manages to treat themwith civility. | shall do aswell as Greer does under similar
circumstances and promise not to eat them.
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THE LOVELY N'RAE

Squire Bardon traversed the length of the castle, using corridors he had roamed for much of the three
years he spent under Sir Dar’ stutelage. During the long walk, he found an empty room and ducked
ingde. In the privacy of this unused classroom, he ran hisfingersthrough his hair, covering hisears. He
wet hisfingersfrom a pitcher of water on the master’ s desk, then patted the hair down in the style he had
abandoned since leaving for his sabbatical.

With a chary look both ways, he reentered the corridor. Deserted halls attested that classes had ended
for the day. As he hurried through the wing that housed asmall college, Scribe Moran appeared out of a
classroom and headed hisway.

Great! | haven't thought of a principle all day. | couldn’t run through a girder exercise right now
if I tried. | haven't bothered to support each action with a principle for weeks.

“Bardon!” said Scribe Moran with surprise. “I didn’t know you had returned. Y ou’ ve made your
decision so soon? Odd, | would have thought you were one to take the entire year.”

“I have not started my sabbatical, Master.” Bardon stopped beside the tumanhofer scholar. “1 ran across
two women who needed assistance. We are on aquest.”

“Ah,” said the short, round man as he stroked his gray beard. “ And you have cometo enlist Sir Dar?’

“That would have been convenient, but no, | somehow ended up with aragtag bunch of orphansand
needed a place of sanctuary for them.”

“Y ou've found that sanctuary with Sir Dar?’
“Yes Magter.”

“And your quest?’

“We continue tomorrow.”

The tumanhofer scribe patted Bardon’sarm. “Y ou say you haven't started your sabbatical. | wouldn’t be
S0 sure of that, my boy.”

He chuckled, bent his head, and resumed his shuffle down the corridor.

Now, what did that mean? A sabbatical is supposed to be a time of reflection. | certainly haven't
had time to think about what I’ m going to do with my life. At least he didn’t ask meto run
through today' s girder.

Bardon went to hisroom in afoul mood, bathed, dressed, and groomed his hair. Before he ventured out
again, helooked in the mirror and made sure hishair covered his ears.

Imagine Librettowit getting married. Hisfacerelaxed. And Dar may be able to reach Regidor and
send himto join us. Hesmiled. And Kale is beautiful and talented. | knew that. Hislips parted, and
his eyesturned into haf moonswith laugh wrinkles radiating out.

He nodded to the image in the mirror and | eft his room. He quickened his step when hefindly reached



the dining suites. Turning acorner, he nearly ran into awoman being escorted by acourtier.
“Excuse me.” He stepped to the side.
“Bardon,” thelovely young emerlindian said, “you’ re going the wrong way.”

The squire looked sharply at the couple. The courtier he knew as Trum Aspect, an o'rant dignitary
promoting trade with the southern continent. The young lady, he had never—

“N’'Rae?’
She amiled, let go of her escort’sarm, and twirled. “1sn't it gorgeous?’

Her dress of light blue silk swirled around her and settled again in soft folds starting from ahigh waist and
ending with the hem brushing the toes of satin dippers. The bodice glimmered with tiny blue gems. Her
white-blond hair swept up under an el aborate headdress with two sheer scarves draped from the crown.
She wore long, white gloves and carried a painted fan. A lace shawl, fringed and beaded, covered her
bare shoulders.

“The nicest lady cameto my room and helped medress,” she said. “Her name was Faye.”

Bardon let hiseyes drift over her attire and then gazed at her face. Her eyes sparkled, her smileinvited
him to join her enthusiasm, her entire being spoke of eegance and beauty. He shifted his gaze to the man
beside her and then back to N’ Rae.

“Y ou look extremely good tonight. But I’ m not going the wrong way.”
“Oh, but you are. Trum istaking me to the blue room. I’ m to meet Grandmother there.”
Squire Bardon looked back at the young o'rant. “Heis?’

N’ Rae reettled the shawl on her shoulders, not looking at either young man. “Well, of course heis. Why
areyou being such adolt?’

Bardon grinned as he took her hand and placed it in the crook of his elbow. “Now, that soundslike the
N’Rae | know, even though you look like a princessinstead of my comrade.”

N’ Rae gasped. “Am | really your comrade, Bardon? Truly?’

“Indeed. We take up our quest tomorrow.” He nodded at the courtier. “1’1l escort her the rest of the
way, Master Aspect.”

The young man nodded and stepped back. Bardon noted the overly correct stiffnessthat hid the young
man’sanger. And that N’ Rae wastotally obliviousto having been in the company of acad.

“Thank you, Trum,” N’ Rae called softly after the departing suitor. 1 enjoyed our talk.”
“Asdid |, fair lady.”

Bardon tugged gently and started them down the hall.

N’ Rae shook her head. “Buit thisis the wrong way, Bardon.”

“I lived herefor three years, N'Rae.” Hewinked at her. “Thisisashortcut.”

They passed two doors, turned down a hallway, and entered the first room on the right, stopping in the



doorway to survey the scene. The other guests had aready arrived. Dinnerware gleamed on the long
table. Scrumptious smells of wonderful ddicaciesfilled theair.

“Where was he taking me?’ asked N’ Rae.

“Probably just for along, roundabout walk in order to spend time with the most beautiful woman at court
thisevening.”

She squinted a him with acrease across her brow. “Does a pretty dressredly make that much of a
difference?’

Heleaned over and kissed her cheek. “Y ou are acharming young thing and shal haveto guard against
young men who would love to stedl from that beauty.”

“How could one stedl from beauty?’

“By taking what doesn’'t belong to them. By encroaching on your youth.” He saw the bemusement on her
face.

He shook his head and screwed up hismouth. “ N’ Rae, in plain words, unscrupul ous men will want to
filch akiss and more from you. Thiswould give them great physical pleasure and, for some of them, the
satisfaction of aconquest asif you were no more than a hunting trophy. Y ou would have lost something
that could not be replaced. Y our beauty would be less pure.”

N’ Rae cocked her head. “Does that mean that | can never kiss and cuddle?’

“When you choose aman who will be your life partner, then each kiss accentuates your beauty instead of
dminishingit”

A look of mischief cameto her eye, and asmile quivered on her lips. “Y ou give sage advicefor a
bachelor, Bardon.”

Bardon felt heat creeping up his neck. He cleared histhroat. “1t iswritten in the Tomes of Wulder,
N’Ree. | have studied the Tomes extengively.”

“Have you ever solen beauty?’
“No, | havenot.”

Granny Kye approached them. The basket on her arm looked out of place with the brightly colored
robes layered over agtraight white tunic. The floating materia of the outer garments billowed as she

wa ked. Bardon suspected she couldn’t decide which color appealed to her most and so put them dl on,
one on top of the other.

“WE re going to close the doors now that you're here,” she said. “ Jue Seeno isto eat with us, and the
sarvants are not alowed in the room. She’ sabit nervous, as you can imagine.”

She handed N’ Rae the basket. “Bardon, Mistress Seeno wants you to Sit next to ‘ that tumanhofer’ and
keep him distracted. Steer him out of any conversation dedling with the minnekens.”

Heleaned over thelittle cresture straveling abode. “ Y es, Midtress.”

Her high-pitched answer could be heard clearly through the woven reeds. “Don’t you get smart with me,



When they sat for the dinner, Sir Dar gave thanks to Wulder, ending with “By Y our might and wisdom,
may we live and breathe.”

“Prgudice, that'swhat itis,” said the tumanhofer after severd helpings.
“1 beg your pardon, Bromptotterpindosset,” said Bardon. “I don’t know of what you speak.”

The mapmaker tilted his head toward Jue Seeno’ s smdll table and chair sitting among big tureens of soup,
baskets of rolls, and platters of mest.

“ She' s preudiced againgt tumanhofers. Thinks we have no discretion.”
“I believe sheisworried for the privacy of her people.”

“Humph!”

The tumanhofer’ s grunt reminded Bardon of Wizard Fenworth.

Bromptotterpindosset chewed and swalowed, hisfork aready stabbing into another chunk of mest. “Did
you know thereis no foundation for prgudice in the Tomes?’ He waved the fork for emphasis.

Bardon thought for amoment. “I haven’t pursued that concept in any study |’ ve done.”
“Wadll, thereisn't. I’ ve studied Wulder’ s Tomes as well as other rdigions of theworld.”

He nodded. | was supposed to steer Bromp away from talk of the minnekens. | think he has done it
himself. But I’m not sure exactly what we are talking about now.

The tumanhofer pointed to Bardon's other side, where N’ Rae sat. “ Y our little emerlindian is about to
burst into tears”

The squire turned abruptly and caught N’ Rae dabbing at her eyes with the napkin.
“What' swrong?’

“Everything,” sheanswered inasmadl, pitiful voice. “I shouldn’t be enjoying thisfancy med and fine
clothes and even music coming from somewhere. Whereisthe music coming from?’

Bardon waved a hand toward one of the walls where the ornate panding hid asmall chamber. “ There are
musicians behind that fsewall.”

N’ Rae' s face took on the expression of a startled deer. She peered at the pand and then at Jue Seeno.
“They can’'t see her, can they? She would be so upset.”

“No, there’ sablack cloth backing the open work of the carving. The sound can penetrate, but the room
hereisdill private.”

Thegirl rlaxed but still looked miserable. Another tear formed in the corner of her eye.
Bardon patted her hand. “Tell me, what' swrong?’

“WE |l never get to the fortress where my father is prisoner. At thisrate, the Wizards Plume will pass
under the Eye of the North long before we even cross the border into the Northern Reach.”

“We || make better time riding dragons, and we |leave early tomorrow. Do not give up hope, N'Rae.”



She sniffed and smiled wanly. “1t’sjust that suddenly | felt so guilty, Bardon. | was so happy with the
dress and this beautiful place. The pleasure of it al seemed wrong somehow.”

“Inthefirst Tome, Wulder says, ‘ Taste now and imagine. For this pleasureisasagrain of sat to what |
have prepared for you who follow Me.”

“Soit’'snot wrong to enjoy this.”
“Not intheleast.”

After dinner, the guests mingled for awhile. Bardon spotted Mistress Seeno cornered on the ledge over
the hearth by the inquisitive mapmaker. Jue Seeno sent him a beseeching look that begged for rescue.
Bardon approached them.

“Bromptotterpindosset,” he said as he raised the water goblet to hislipsand sipped. “I know Sir Dar’s
interested in the maps you acquired on the Herebic continent.”

“Heis?’ Heturned to find hishost in the room, locating him conversaing with Granny Kye. “I’ll just visit
with him now, since our time tomorrow will be short.” He bustled off.

“Thank you,” said Jue Seeno.
“It was my pleasure.”

“Theman lovesto hear himsdlf talk. He lectured me on prgjudice, and in truth, | agree with the man. But

| felt like he wanted me to redlize how much knowledge he had of dl the persuasions of the many cultures
he hasvisited. | didn’t redly appreciate histopic when it was merely ashowcase for histheories.” The
minneken sghed and sat in her chair, making hersaf comfortable and picking up her needlework. “My
opinion on the subject is based on Wulder’ steaching.”

“The subject was prejudice? He mentioned that at the table. It must be on hismind.”
“He d taken amore narrow subject, actualy.”

“He had?’

“Yes, and | couldn’t get aword in edgewise to set the man Straight.”

“And the narrowed subject was...?’

“Your ears”

Bardon felt his eyebrows shoot up.

“Your earsreved your mixed heritage.” Mistress Seeno wove severa strands of bright thread together.
“Some people scoff at hdflings, but why?”

Good question. Why? Bardon reached for acandy mint in abowl beside the minneken’s chair and
placed it in hismouth instead of answering.

“Because misinformed people equate the creation of amixed race with Pretender’ s creation of the seven
low races”

Bardon nearly choked. He sipped from hiswater glass as Jue Seeno went on without even aglance at
her uncomfortable audience of one.



“Wulder does not forbid intermarrying among the seven high races. Of course, some mixes would not
work for obvious reasons. Urohms and kimens, for instance.”

With difficulty, Bardon swallowed and carefully placed the glass on the hearth ledge.

“The point isthat men, in their infinite wisdom, have decided to make alaw that Wulder did not deem
worthy of putting in the Tomes. So you have prejudice, founded on misconception and pride.”

Mistress Seeno carefully tied off her thread at the end of the row. When she had examined the work and
turned it over to bind the edge, she said, “1 don’t believe Wulder looks down on the seven low races.”

“Youdon't?
“| don't seeit written inthe Tomes.”

“But the Tomes were written before the emergence of the seven low races. How could there be
revelation of how they would stand in Wulder’ s eyes?’

“Wulder is Crestor of al.”

“Not the seven low races!”

The minneken lifted an eyebrow but said nothing.

Bardon lowered his voice. “Pretender created the seven low races. They are atravesty of natura
beings”

“I believe that Wulder alowed the creation of these unnatura beings.”

“Why?

She shrugged. “ Either HeisWulder and in control, or Heisnot. | believe Heis. Since HeisWulder, and
the low races were created with His knowledge, then they will ultimately serve His purpose. Nothing
Pretender does is done without the overseeing of the Creator. In the end, Wulder will use what Pretender
has created for evil to do something good for al.”

Bardon paused. He searched for something to say. “I think you have agreater faith than | do.”

Jue Seeno gtifled asudden laugh in her throat. “I am just older, my boy, just older. Give your faith timeto
grow, be strengthened by adversity, refined by trial and error.”

Later, in hischamber, he had trouble deeping. N’ Rag s ability to attract males, without a proper
education asto what to do with them once she had them hovering around her, bothered him a grest dedl.
Jue Seeno’ stheories about Wulder’ sinvolvement with the future of the low races puzzled him. When he
findly did doze off, he dept fitfully.

The corner of hisbed sank under aweight. Immediately awake, helay ill.
“Itisl, Paadin. You need not fear. Sit up, Bardon. We must talk.”

His candle sizzled, and aflame sprang from the darkened wick.



Bardon pushed back the covers and sat up. Paladin sat on his bed, leaning against the tall footboard. In
the flickering light, he looked weary.

“You havetraveled far, my lord.”
“Yes, these are disturbing times.”
“Y ou know about the quiss?”’

“Yes” Hewaved hishand through the air in adismissve gesture. “1t ismongters harder to fight than the
quissthat trouble me.”

“May | be of service, my lord?’

A sad amile crossed the noble features of the leader of Amara. “Y es, you may be successful on this quest
of yours. That would be agreat service. | could use adozen or so more knights who understand the
code of vaor.”

“Do you hot have an army of warriors who understand?’

“They have been taught ineffectively—a convoluted version of the code. Among them, there are afew
who have grasped the truth. But our forces are weakening. ‘Variance from the code' isthe monster that
worriesme mogt.”

“| shdl do my best to bring the knights back, my lord.”

“I know you will, Bardon.” He reached into a pocket and pulled out a coin. He handed it to the squire. “I
brought you something to help.”

Bardon examined the smdl, round disk. “Kae has one smilar to this”

“Yes. Yourswill help you to discern the hearts of those you encounter. If it iswarm againgt your pam,
you can trust the person. Even if their best is not good enough, their hearts are true to your cause. If the
coiniscold, shun the person. Hisway is not your way.”

Heroseto leave.

“Pdadin?

-

“Isthat al? Arethere no other ingtructions? If this quest is so important, could you not come with us?’

“You have dl that you need to be successful if you use your knowledge and resources wisely. The quest
isimportant, but Wulder has put me on adifferent path.” He shrugged, and hislipslifted in agenuine
smile. “I don’'t choose my tasks any more than you do, Squire Bardon. But | am content to follow
whatever road He lays before me. After dl these years, | cannot but trust Him. Even when | misinterpret
His meaning, He savesme.”

AsPaadin walked out of the room, the flame guttered and went out.

He looked so tired. How could one empowered by Wulder ook so weary?
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ADDITIONS
Thaose planning to depart on the quest gathered at the dragon field as the sun peeked over the horizon.

“Ohlook, how beautiful,” said N’ Rae as she and Bardon crested the hill. “Why are the dragons

Soft, pink rays of the new morning glistened on jewel-like dragon scales and the dew clinging to the grass
carpet beneath their feet.

“They' re sretching, getting their blood moving.”
“You mean likealizard or a snake warmsitself on a sun-baked rock?’
“Don't say anything like that around Greer. Dragons are not reptiles.”

N’ Rae giggled. She pointed to Jue Seeno’ s basket, which she carried on her arm, and whispered, “ Just
like minnekens are not mice.”

“Exactly.” Bardon steered N’ Rae to the side of the field, where they had a better view.

Six dragons moved with surprising grace in adow-motion ballet. Their different colors added to the
dramatic effect. Two, besides Greer, were purple and blue hued. Y ellow and copper scales covered
one. Thelast two belonged to the green cast of dragons, but one had yellow accenting hiswings, and the
other’ s underscore color was a shimmering blue.

Bardon enjoyed watching the dragons tir their blood.

“Like many older people,” he said, “when dragonsfirst come out of asdumber, they are stiff. Of course,
Greer has another theory. He says his body is so huge, he has to do these exercises to remember where
the different partsare. Heisreminding hisbrain where histail isand what he can do by swishing it
around. Same with hislegs and wings. He says hisbrain never losestrack of his neck or his ssomach.”

N’ Rae laughed, then pointed acrossthefidld. “Look. There sSir Dar.”

Sir Dar stood talking to three men and two women. By their uniforms, Bardon identified them as dragon
riders. The doned shook hands with each one and then cameto join N’ Rae and his squire.

“I"ve provided you with five dragons and their riders, Captain Anton and hisguard,” said Dar. “They are
under your command, Squire Bardon. Also, | have had severa requests from individuas who wish to
joinyour quest.”

“A guard?’ asked N’ Ree. “What' saguard?’

“A military unit,” answered Srr Dar. “ A captain and four loes. A 1o ishigher rank than leecent and lower
then lehman.”

“Isacaptain higher in rank or lower than aleetu?’

“Lower,” said the doned. “Why do you want to know of military rankings?’



“Bardon mentioned aLegtu Bends, that'sdl.”

Sir Dar sent hissquire aquizzicd look. Bardon merely shrugged. He didn’'t know why hislittle
emerlindian comrade should take such an interest in someone he spoke of once.

“Isthat good, Bardon?” asked N’ Rae. “ To have more people to help rescue Father?’
“That depends.” He looked at Sir Dar. “Who wantsto join us?’

“Follow me.” Dar led them to the other side of thefield, skirting the dancing dragons. Thefivein service
to Sir Dar executed their drill in synchronized motions. Greer only just managed to keep up. He usualy
performed his morning exercises by himsdlf.

Watching hisdragon trying to blend in caused Bardon to puzzle over the odd behavior. Why are you
even bothering to join their routine? The squire’ s eyes moved to the graceful golden female between
thetwo greens. Yes, | see what you mean. Sheis, indeed, a beauty.

Bardon put hishand on N’ Rae' s elbow to guide her. Her head was turned so she could admire the
graceful movements of the dragons. She had no ideawhen Sir Dar changed directions and would have
walked off the steep decline on that side of the hill if Bardon hadn’t tugged on her arm.

Three people, two boys and aman, stood near the tack house. Bardon knew two, Ahnek and Trum
Agpect. A surprisingly dender tumanhofer youth stood next to Ahnek. He had awalking stick in his
hands and gazed over the dragon field.

Bardon stuck his hand into his pocket, curling hisfingers around the coin Paadin had given him.

Sir Dar led him to the courtier Trum Aspect, who had distanced himself from the poorly clad boys, and
meade introductions.

The coin grew cold in Bardon's hand. He bowed politely. “I decline your generous offer, Master Aspect.
We have no need of your estimable talents on this journey into the wilderness.”

Aspect held hisexpression in check and bowed with just the right amount of deference. “Y our choice, of
course,” he answered. He turned on his heel and strode off toward the castle.

When he had passed the end of thefield, Sr Dar muttered, “I wouldn’t have taken him, either. Shifty.
Couldn’t figure out why he wanted to go.”

“I believe hethinks N’ Rae is a valuable commodity.”

Sir Dar tilted his head, and his earslay back. “ Emerlindians are becoming scarce, but hisinvesments are
usudly more commercid.”

Asthey waked closer to the shed and the two boys, Dar said, “Next, we have two eager young
adventurers. Ahnek, you know. The other is Sittiponder from Vendela. He hastraveled here for the
express purpose of joining your quest.”

“Hemust have known of it long before | did.”
“He probably did. Heisablind seer.”

“Sittiponder?’ Bardon spoke the name in a cong dering tone, then paused. “I think Kale mentioned this
lad”



“Shedid. He' s an associate of the street urchin, Toopka.”

Bardon clenched the coin in hisfigt. It held warmth as he studied one boy and then the other. He and Sir
Dar stopped in front of the boys. Ahnek |ooked up with asmile. Sittiponder cocked his head dightly, but
his face remained directed to the field he could not see.

Bardon put hisfree hand on the blind boy’ s narrow shoulder. “What is your reason for coming,
Sittiponder?’

“To serve Pdadin, Squire”

“How will you serve him?’

He shrugged. “I haven’t been told. | have only been told to come.”

Bardon consdered the answer.

The boy shuffled hisfeet. “I have ataent that might be useful.”

Dar’ sears perked. “And thisis?’

“I hear voices of wisdom.”

Dar cocked his head and nodded. He looked up at Bardon. His squire nodded as well.
“Why do you want to go, Ahnek?’ Bardon asked.

“I can beof use, and | desireto train to be aknight. With my background | have no hope of entering
service unless | make myself useful.” He stopped and looked around asif to find something he could do
immediately to show hiswillingness. He grasped Sittiponder’ sarm. “1 can be this seer’ seyes. He will
need help. | can do that. Then neither of uswill be aburden to you.”

Sittiponder carefully removed hisarm from Ahnek’ shold. “1 am not as hel pless as you would think.”

“Of coursenot,” Ahnek said quickly. “But wouldn't it be convenient for you to have aservant?” A big
grin spread across hisface. “I'd like that if | were you. Bet you' ve never had someone at your beck and
cal. Sounds good, huh?’

Bardon knew something of Sittiponder’ s history as a street urchin who told storiesin exchange for food.
He amost laughed at the irony of one boy being servant to the other. But the dignity exhibited by both
lads kept him from so much as smiling.

“Y ou shall both come,” he said, “and you shal both do choresthat fall to you. Sittiponder, go to each
dragon and determine who is the best mount for you. Ahnek, accompany him. Y ou will ride with him on
whomever he chooses.”

Sittiponder chose the largest of the dragons. Named Frogt, the blue purple mgjor dragon had wings with
adlver shimmer over his sapphire hide. Silver dso edged each purple scale. Smal blue stones and silver
beads adorned his black leather saddle and straps.

“You've chosenwell,” said Bardon. “He' s muscular enough to carry the triple saddle and supplies.”
“He smagnificent, Sitti,” Ahnek said after describing Frost in detail. “Why did you pick him?’

“He sthe only onewho talked to me.”



“Hedid?" Ahnek’s mouth hung open. “Y ou mean like mindspesking? Talking back and forth in your
head without words?’

A smadl amile dipped into place on the gentle tumanhofer’ sface. “ There are words, but | hear themin my
thoughts, not with my ears. | hear voicesalot. It used to scare me when | waslittle, but someone told me
about Wulder, and from then on, | could tell which voices were good and which were bad. | learned to
shield mysdlf from the bad voices”

“For true? What did the bad voices say?’

Sittiponder laughed. “Do you know that hardly anyone ever asks me what the good voices say?’
Ahnek rolled hiseyes. “Wdl, what do the good voices say?’

“They tdl methe secrets of the universe.”

“Secrets?’

Sittiponder nodded.

“Areyou alowed to share the secrets? Say, with someone who is your persona servant and does all
sorts of thingsto make your life more easy?’

Sittiponder’ s smile twisted at one corner of hismouth. “1 suppose...if | knew such aperson. | don't
know such aperson yet. Someone who has actualy been of service and not just talked about it.”

“Doyou haveaparcd | could fetch for you?’

“No.”

“Areyou thirsty? hungry? Can | get you something?’
“No.”

Ahnek’ s shoulders drooped. “ Thisisn't going to be easy.”

Bardon laughed. “Y ou boys better get on board. Ahnek, Sittiponder has never ridden adragon. Y ou will
need to describe the way to climb up, and give him ahand.”

“Right!” said the young o'rant. “Thisway, then.” He put his hand on Sittiponder’ s elbow and steered him
to Frost’ shind leg. He stopped, alook of confusion washing over hisfeatures.

“Squire Bardon?’
“Yes, Ahnek?’

“Thething s, | haven't ever ridden adragon myself.” He scratched his head. “I don’t suppose you could
show ustheway up.”

“I’d beglad to.” Bardon stepped closer to the boys. “ First, sncethisisadragon you are only briefly
acquainted with, the proper etiquette would be to go to his head and ask permission to board.”

“I'll dothat,” said Sittiponder. He moved away from Ahnek and walked ddliberately dong the reclining
dragon’ sside, directly to Frost’s head. Frost looked at the lad solemnly, and his head bobbed.
Sittiponder grinned.



He came back to Bardon and Ahnek. “He thought it was funny when | asked if it would be too much
extraweight to carry us. He said we were like fleas on adog, to climb up, and he' d appreciate it if we
didn't bite”

Bardon showed them how to mount the dragon and explained the triple seat. One large lesther pad lay
over the dragon’ s spine, molded to fit the ridges that rose between his shoulders. Three seats were sewn
to thelarge rectangle. Therider sat forward, and the passengers sat facing therear. Their legsfit into
knee hooks. A padded crest rose between the knees with places either to rest the hands or to grip when
the dragon’ sflight became erratic. Each section had a high cantle to lean against and pouches at the side
where food, drink, and blankets were stored.

“It can get very chilly inthe higher dtitudes,” explained Bardon. “If you fed like you might go to deep,
there’ sastrap to put across your waist. The buckleisover here. Y ou can wear thisbelt dl thetimeif you
like”

“Excuse me, Squire Bardon,” said Ahnek. “What does erratic mean? Does it mean ‘ dangerous 7’
“Erratic?’
“Y ou said to hold on when the dragon’ s flight became erratic. What does erratic mean?’

Bardon remembered using the word when he described the parts of the saddle. Ahnek had avery
inquigitive mind. The boy would do well inlife. Bardon put his hand on the lad' s shoulder as he explained.
“When adragon is chasing something or being chased, he will make sharp banks, soar upward, or plunge
downward. That'san erratic flight. Also, the belt can be useful when the wind israther forceful.”

“How will Granny Kyefarein such aseat?’ asked Sittiponder.

“She'll travel in abasket, aswill Bromptotterpindosset. Wizard Fenworth saysthat old bones don’'t bend
tofit right in adragon’s saddle.” Helooked over to where N’ Rae settled her grandmother in the woven
contraption. “ The basket has a special name, doohan. It looks like the cab of a single-seat buggy,
doesn't it? The doohan istightly woven out of small reeds. This makes the enclosure warm for the
passenger and light for the dragon. It rides on the side of the dragon rather than perched ontop like a
saddle. Thisisfor thedragon’sease. Usudly, it’s balanced with an equal load on the other side,
sometimes another doohan.”

“I wouldn't liketoride like that,” said Ahnek. “ All closed-up like. | couldn’t see.”
“I wouldn't likeit, either,” said Sittiponder. 1 couldn’t fed or hear or smell.”

Bardon laughed. “Y ou shdl soon fed and hear and smell agreat deal, young Sittiponder. Get yourself
settled. We shall depart very soon.”

“What' sthat smdler basket, Squire?’ asked Ahnek.
“Homing waistcoaters. Sir Dar wants us to keep him informed of our progress.”

He left them to make hisway around the field, checking on each rider and dragon. Satisfied thet al was
well, he bade farewdll to Sir Dar.

“Wulder be with you, young Squire.”
“And with you, my knight.”



He vaulted into Greer’ s saddle and gave the signd to rise. With huge colorful wings sweeping through the
air, the entourage of six dragons ascended into a clear blue sky and headed north.

Nothing untoward occurred during the morning flight. They landed, ate, and rested a midday. During the
afternoon, clouds began to accumulate.

What was that, Greer? My mind was wandering...Frost says that Sttiponder says that the voices
say there is bad weather ahead? Relay a question to Bromptotterpindosset. Is there shelter
nearby?

Bardon waited for afew minutes.

Seagram says hisrider, Pont, says that the tumanhofer mapmaker says The Caves of Endor are
the closest?.. .1, too, find our passing of messages amusing, Greer, but | think not as much as you
do. Your chortling isjiggling my saddle...

| am learning a sense of humor, but just now | am leading a questing party into foul weather. |
think it imperative to see to their safety...l never claimed to be a people person if that means, as |
think it does, that | relate well to people...I" ve never claimed to be a dragon person, either ...

Oh, enough Greer! Just tell the other dragons to informtheir riders that we are changing our
course to reach The Caves of Endor. Pont’s dragon shall take the lead. Tell Seagram to have
Pont secure directions from Bromptotter pindosset.

Greer, my saddleisjiggling again.
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THE CAVES OF ENDOR

Lightning forced them from the sky, but not before they reached the Plain of Gette, where they could go
on foot, following the Bissean River. An hour’ strek in sheeting rain got them to the Ledges. The Caves
of Endor honeycombed the oversized, natural, sandstone steps. Unusua geologica formations covered
one hundred square miles of the upper Wittoom Valley. Between the river and the beginning of the

L edges, numerous mud holes bubbled with smelly gases. Steam mixed with cold rain around each one.
Occasiondly, they heard sizzles and pops as cold water hit hot rocks.

The caves provided crude shelter for travelers. None of the high raceslived close by because of the smell
rising from the mud holes and because geysers occasiondly popped through the crust of the earth without
warning. No one wanted to build ahouse, then wake up in the middle of the night to find the floor
swamped with steaming water.

The riders and passengers did not complain as the dragons marched through the unusud terrain.

“We should be close now,” cdled out Bromptotterpindosset.

Bardon called ahdt to their caravan. “Holt, Ahnek, men, we shall get down and gather fuel for afire”
“Won't it smoke something awful?” asked Ahnek.

“It'll cover the smell of the mud holes”

The men descended from the backs of the dragons. “ Gather the thick limbs of the portamanca bushes,”
instructed the mapmaker from his doohan. “ They are surprisingly light, and you can ped the outer bark to
find awood core that burnsvery efficiently.”

“What' sthis portamanca bush look like, Master?” called Ahnek.

“Have one of the riders point it out, boy,” barked the tumanhofer. “It' s past time you got out of the city.
Y ou need a different education than what you got on the streets.”

“That' swhy I'm here,” muttered Ahnek.
Bardon stood nearby and heard him continue grousing as he shuffled through the puddies.

“I mean to make the most of my life, and here| am doing it, in muddy water up to my ankleswith smelly
gases nearly choking me’ spite thisblasted cold rain.”

Two riders put out atarp on which to throw the branches of the portamanca bushes. Then they dragged
the waterproof canvas asthey walked to the caves. The others continued to gather wood.

“How do we know we re going in the right direction?” Ahnek asked Bardon asthey met beside thetarp,
each carrying an armload of fud.

“Aslong aswe don't cross the Bissean River, we re going the right direction. The cliffsand ledges angle
out from the riverbed. W€ d have to turn completely around to missthem.”

Injust afew more minutesthey cameto thefirst ledge. The dragons stepped up easily. They al turned on
the wide shdlf, lowered their heads, and dlowed the walking members of the party to ride up, clinging to



their necks. With the four corners of the large canvas tied together, Greer took the bundlein histeeth and
carried it up severa morelayers of rock before they reached aledge that had huge, gaping, black entries
to the caves beyond.

“We'regoing in there?” asked Ahnek.
Bardon dapped him on the shoulder. “It' [l be warm and cozy.”
“Right. Just likeawarehouse.”

“I can't say I've ever dept in awarehouse, Ahnek. But | have dept in The Caves of Endor. Aside from
the sméll, they’ re avery comfortable accommodation. If you wish privacy, you can choose your own
little cavejutting off from one of the main caverns. I’ ve met other travelers here and shared acommunity
campfire. Music, good stories, and dance. It can be quite atreat.”

1] Ri gl,]t.”

The boy didn’t sound convinced but followed Bardon as he led the party into the largest cavern. The
riders brought out lanterns from their packs of supplies and soon had agolden glow emanating from the
center of the cavity in the limestone ledge. The other passengers dismounted, and Bromptotterpindosset
took over the job of building afire. Holt and N’ Rae built seats out of the larger parcels and bundles as
they unloaded the dragons. The dragons, one by one, dipped off to nearby cavesto curl up and deep.

“Why did they leave us?’ asked N’ Ree.

Bardon hooked together ameta apparatus that would hang over the edge of the fire and hold a kettle.
“They don't like the smoke and don’t mind the smell of the mud holes as much aswe do. And, they
redlly only enjoy the company of peoplein smal numbers. In other words, they like their riders, they
tolerate passengers, but people in a crowd are bothersome.”

Theriders prepared food, a potato flat and creamed greens, which dl the questing party enjoyed. The
smoke from thefire did minimize the stench from outside. After they ate, Bromptotterpindosset told
stories of hismany travels. Granny Kye got out her sketchbook and drew. Sittiponder and Ahnek sat
together with their backs against a soft roll of blankets. In the cave, the warmth of the fire kept the chill at

bay.
Eventudly, the mapmaker grew tired. “My voicewill giveout,” hesaid. “Let’ shave some music.”

Three of Sr Dar’ sriders played musica instruments. That didn’t surprise Bardon, who had also been
trained to play the flute while in the donedl’ s service. They chose songs of adventure, ballads of charming
maidens and daring rescues, chants of epic quests, and melodies of haunting beauty, which filled the
cavern with amysterious ambiance.

First Granny Kyetook hersalf to acorner of the room, and N’ Rae followed to help her lay out apallet.
Holt and Bromptotterpindosset took the boys with them to share a degping nook. Bardon went with the
ridersto check on the dragons and make their campsite secure for the night. The squire assigned shifts
for night watch and took the first one himself.

During thefirg hour, the storm whipped itself into a crashing uproar with flashes of lightning and claps of
thunder. Bardon doubted anyone huddled in their blankets had fallen adeep. The worst of the tempest
moved south, and only the sounds of rain and distant rumbles disturbed the silence. On the third hour of
hiswatch, the rain subsided to adrizzle. Bardon woke Pont to take the next shift. Before turningin, he
circled the room one moretime. Everyone dept.



At the back of the cavern, atunne reached into the depths of the mountain. He chose the wal next to this
opening to roll out his blankets. Stretched out on his back with his hands clasped behind his head, he
reviewed their progress.

Thefirst day hasn't been so bad. Theriders are helpful and work well with the original party. Holt
has pulled his weight and shown no signs of bothering N’ Rae. | do wonder why he iswith us. To
court the kindia-gentler? To escape his debtors? Just to try something new?

Bromptotterpindosset is an asset. Mistress Seeno has made herself scarce. Granny Kye already
seemstired. Thisistoo much of an undertaking for one so old. But she wants to find her son. |
believe this desire will carry her through. Sttiponder and Ahnek have both contributed in their
own ways.

All inall, it has not been a bad first day.

After three hours of ddliberate dertness, he found his body unwilling to rlax. Thelight from theflickering
flames cast dancing shadows on the walls but scarcely reached the celling. To compose himsdlf for deep,
he quoted principlesin hismind.

“ Beyond what we see, our fire enlightens or destroys.” Wulder, make Your passion to be my
passion so that when my actions affect those beyond my vision, the influence will be good and not
bad.

“Arippleor ring. Therock or the shore. It is no more glorious to be the start or the end.”
Wherever You place me, Wulder, allow me to be effective.

“ A man of integrity—"

A sound from the depths of the mountain echoed through the tunnel by his head. Bardon sat up and put
his hand on the hilt of his sword.

Critch. Critch.
He stood, concentrating on the dight scratch of ahard substance againgt stone.

Pont saw him and drew his own sword. He tiptoed across the cave and stood beside the squire. Bardon
held up afinger to indicate he didn’t want the rider to spesk.

Critch. Critch. The sound moved closer.

Pont tilted his head. His eyes |ocked with Bardon's. A question clearly lit the rider’ s expression.
Critch critch. Critch critch.

Bardon pulled his sword.

Pont mouthed aword, his voice not sounding the question. “ Druddum?”’

Bardon shook hishead. The cave-dwelling mammals skittered at high speeds through caves and tunnels.
This creature sounded large and slow. Druddums would be no problem. He suspected this beast to be
deadly.

Ciritch critch. Critch critch.

Whatever made the light sound could not be more than afew feet degp into the tunndl. Bardon waved



Pont to the other side. They stood waiting with their weapons ready.
Critch.

Bardon took in abreath and held it.

Critch.

He concentrated only on the dark mouth of the underground passage.
Critch critch.

Black, snakelike tentacles waved out of the opening.

Critch.

The body of ahuge spiderlike creature stepped into the light.

One more step, you beast.

Critch.

Bardon plunged his sword into a soft spot directly behind the creature s bulging, compound eye. A
second later, Pont’ s knife speared one of the other eyes. The creature thrashed once and collapsed.

Bardon let out the breath he’ d been holding and heard Pont do the same. He looked up at the
rider-warrior.

“Now, what do you suppose a Creemoor spider isdoing in Wittoom?’



32
A LEGEND
Bardon sent amessage by waistcoater at firgt light: Killed Creemoor spider in Caves of Endor. B.

Three of the riders hauled the carcass of the spider onto the flats amid the mud holesand st firetoit. It
took most of the morning to burn the body to ashes so that none of the creature’ s poisonous fluids
remained to kill some unsuspecting animal.

Even with the late gart, the flight north that day covered more ground than the previous day.
Bromptotterpindosset estimated two more days before they would reach the northern foothills of the
Kattabooms. The mountain range petered out one hundred miles south of the Finnicum Gulf. From there,
they would veer to the east and follow the coast to the northern border. Unless they dallied dong the
way, they should reach their destination before aweek was out.

The mapmaker and Granny Kye sat together in the evenings. She poured out al the bits and pieces of
information she had gleaned over the years. He made notes and examined his maps and charts and the
diary of Cadden Glas. The doned’ s crude maps compared favorably with the more-expertly drawn
cartographer renditions of the Northern Reach. However, the adventuring donedl had explored areas that
were blank on Bromptotterpindosset’ s scralls.

“I’'mtrusting Glas srecordingsto be accurate,” he told Bardon as he pointed with a stubby finger to a
high mountain valey. “ Thisisrecorded in the diary but not on the officid charts. Cadden Glas proves
close to the mark on the places we can compare. Why should he be imprecise on the areas only he has
dravn?’

Bardon examined the map in the diary. “ And Granny Kye thinkstheat this high valley isthe location of the
fortress where the knights are under aspell?’

The mapmaker nodded with conviction. “It matches the snips of information—atiny, round lake at the
southern end. Two towering pesksto thewest. A break in the eastern wall of mountains, asif some giant
had pulled out one of the mountainsin the chain like a sore tooth.”

“Isthereanamefor thisvaley?’ asked Bardon.
“Cadden Glascdled it Broken Cup Valley.”

The squire contemplated the peculiar markings on the small page of the diary. “Why do you suppose he
choseto write hisdiary in an obscure language? No onethat | know of conversesin meech. Except
perhaps those dragons of the missing sect.”

“Why arethey missng?’ asked Ahnek as he waked up with Sittiponder.
Bardon and Bromptotterpindosset jumped.

The tumanhofer scowled at the boys and fussed. “1 thought little boys were loud, noisy, rambunctious.
How isit you two are dways lurking about without a squeak between you?’

Both o'rant and tumanhofer child grinned. Ahnek answered, “We re practicing for when we rein enemy
territory.”



“I know,” said Sittiponder.
“Know what?' asked Ahnek, his forehead wrinkled.

“ About the meech colony. A small group had lived in seclusion in the Kattaboom Mountains. They kept a
distant friendship with the donedls, but only because the donedls were useful to them. Risto sent aforce
to ravage the little community and stedl their eggs. The survivorsfled to the north.”

“Why didn’t they fight?’ asked Ahnek.

“Because they believe in a better way.”

“What better way?’

Sittiponder shrugged and then grinned. “1 don’t know. It'sjust called the better way.”
“Who tellsyou these things, son?’ asked Bromptotterpindosset.

“Thevoices”

The older tumanhofer adjusted his glasses higher on hisround nose. “Do you hear the voices dl the
time?’

“Not so much since we ve been traveling. | think | am too tired at night to listen properly. And we are
too busy during the day for meto st and listen.” He sniffed the air. “ Supper isalmost ready. Fried fish.
Holt caught them.”

The boys hurried off to the cooking fire. The mapmaker put away his precious book and scrolls. He and
Bardon joined the others around the campfire. The squire frowned as he saw that N’ Rae sat on the same
log with Holt. On the ground at their feet, Jue Seeno st at her table, which was set up on theflat lid of
her basket.

Bardon got his plate, filled with fish and cooked wild ostdl greens, and perched on a square parcel on the
other side of the young emerlindian girl. He didn’t spesk but sllently said aword of thanksto Wulder.

Helooked down at N’ Rae’s most diligent chaperone. Mistress Seeno sipped teafrom atiny cup. His
eyesroamed over therest of their questing party. Not far away, Granny Kye sat with the boys and did
not once look to seeif her charge was up to mischief. Bardon cast asideways glare a Holt and began to
edt.

The marione acknowledged the squire s presence with a brief nod. His handsome face held alook of
congenidity, his eyes a sparkle of merriment. He chewed and swallowed.

“N’Rae, do the fish spesk to you?’

“No.”

“But | thought you could talk with any animd, even achicken.”

“Y ou don’'t understand. None of the animastalk. They useimagesto relay their thoughts, not words.”
“None of the animas use words?’

“Dogs and cats use amixture of pictures and alimited vocabulary. Ropmado the same but possess quite
afew more wordsto expressthemselves.” N’ Rae stirred the grain porridge with her fork. “A lot of



emotion comes through as adog communicates. Cats are different. | think that cats actualy have amuch
wider command of words than they let on.”

“Humph,” said Jue Seeno.
“What wasthat, little mistress?’ asked Holt.

“Oh, don't tease her, Holt,” scolded N'Rae. “Y ou know she doesn't like to be called ‘little mistress.’
And she said she doesn't carefor cats. They think too highly of themselves.”

“So dogs, cats, and ropma use words?’ Holt focused his attention back on N’ Rae.
Bardon watched her blush, the color clear evenin the flickering light of campfire.

She nodded. A few yards from where they sat, Sittiponder |eaned forward, his attention on the
conversation.

“How about birds?’ asked Holt.

“Pictures”

“And other animas? Pigs?’

“Surprisingly clear images. Quite afew words.”
“Horses and kindias?’

“ About the same, except horsesthink ddliberately, and kindias' thoughts move in rapid changes of
pictures.”

“Dragons?’
“Dragons are not animas, Holt.”
“They aren’t?” Hegrinned. “ Then what are they, fair lady?’

“They arearace from somewhere ese,” Sittiponder answered abruptly. “They came through adark
hole. Many creatures swarmed at their feet, fleeing whatever was beyond that hole. But not al the smaller
creatures adapted to our climate and our food.”

Holt looked up, clearly annoyed at the interruption. “1 suppose the voicestold you this.”
Sittiponder shrank back alittle a histone. “Yes,” he said meekly.

Jue Seeno abandoned her table and scooted up N’ Rae' sleg to Sit on her knee. She spoke to the girl,
and Bardon amost caught the gist of what she said but wastoo far away to hear properly.

“Oh!” said N’ Rae. “Midtress Seeno wishes meto tell you that there isalegend on the Ide of Kye that
would correspond to what Sittiponder just said. She says that the minnekens came with the dragons. The
meech led theway. It was the exodus.”

“Exodus from where?’ asked Holt.
Jue Seeno spoke.
N’ Rae repeated. “ She doesn’t know.”



Thetiny minneken turned and faced the blind seer. Bardon knew from the inflection of her wordsthat she
asked a question.

From acrossthe fire, Sittiponder responded. “No, Mistress Seeno, | do not know either. The voices
have not told me.”

Holt muttered, “He could not have heard from way over there. | can barely hear anything stting right
beside her.”

The minneken turned and shook her figt as she spoke to the upstart marione. Her raised voice carried
digtinctly to Bardon.

“Not dl creatures have their own egos stuck in their ears, keeping them from hearing.”
Bardon laughed out loud. Jue Seeno had quoted a principle with her own twist to the words.

Holt looked puzzled. Ahnek smiled but did not seem to understand what was going on. The others smiled
or laughed.

When Bardon could till his laughter enough to speak, he quoted the principle properly. “* A man’sego
may interfere with his hearing the truth.””

“Very funny,” growled Holt. “1 suppose that iswritten in one of those Tomes of Wulder you drag
around.”

Bardon nodded. “ Right smack dab in the center of the second book. And since there are three Tomes, it
isinthe middle of Wulder’ swritten word. Some say it isthe crux of the whole revelation.”



33
NORTH

Asthey traveled north, the trees showed aless mature green, reminding Bardon that spring was severd
weeks newer in the northern part of Amara. Cooler nights also reinforced the feding of adifferent
climate

They camped one night by the sea, where waves crashed againgt granite cliffs. Bardon paused in his
assembly of the tent N’ Rae and her grandmother would deep in to watch the silhouetted ballet of the
dragons over the water. Of course, he knew they were merdly fishing, gorging themsalvesto be exact,
but the beauty of six dragons plunging into the waves and then reemerging to soar through the
orange-tinted skiestook his bregth away.

“Ohmy!” N’'Rag sexclamation at his sde expressed how hefelt. She turned, her eyes seeking out
Granny Kye. “Look, Grandmother. Everyone, come see.”

Sheinssted that each member of the party stop what they were doing and gather at the top of the cliff.
Huge, rough boulders served as seeting.

“Play,” she ordered Bardon and the others who carried instruments with them. “Play one of those dow,
haunting melodies”

Pont pulled apiccolo from his breast pocket. “*He Will Greet the Morning’ ?’

The others nodded. Captain Anton counted the tempo and raised his hand to begin their impromptu
concert.

“I know the wordsto thisone,” whispered N’ Rae. She began to sing.

“Hewill greet the morning,
Because He will make each day.
Now He scattersthe stars.

He coversthe moon.

He drawsthelight in the blaze of the sun.

“Do not mourn the day’ send,
Asthe sun declinesitsream.
Now He collects the stars.
He reveals the moon.

And Hedlowsthe sunto Stay its course.



“Hewill great themorning
And never restrain new light.
Now He governsthe stars.
He directs the moon.

As He greets the morning, He orders our world.”

They repeated the entire song, then the musicians went on to other melodies. Granny Kye sat on arock.
N’ Rae sat on the grass at her feet. Bromptotterpindosset, Holt, and the two boys chose to sit on smaller
boulders closer to the cliff’ s edge. In the distance, the dragons swooped, dove, and rose again as the sky
deepened to purple.

When the dragons turned to shore and the musicians put down their insgtruments, Ahnek stood and
watched Sittiponder get up.

“That was nice, but now we have to get everything ready in the dark,” said the practical o'rant lad.
Sittiponder grinned. “I’ll help you.”
“And I’'m hungry.”

“Metoo.” The blind tumanhofer turned away from the ocean’ sroar. “ Too bad those dragons didn’t
catch usour dinner.” He scrunched his shoulders as the wind from Frost’ s wingspan swept over them.

Sshplatt!
Sittiponder giggled.

“What isthat?” Ahnek took two steps forward and peered at the ground. “It' sastrange fish. It' sflat,
Sittiponder, and round, as big around as atodden barrel. Can't tell what color itisinthislight.”

Bardon walked over. He poked his hand in adanted gill and hoisted up the three-foot-wide,
disk-shaped fish. “It'sasmoothergill.” Thefish wriggled, and Ahnek jumped away.

“Fed the skin,” Bardon said, holding the fish out toward the young o' rant.
Ahnek backed away, waving hishandsin front of him.

However, Sittiponder came forward quickly, with hisarm stretched out in front of him. In his haste, he
bumped hisfriend as he passed.

“Hey!” said Ahnek.

“Sorry.” Sittiponder touched thefish and stroked itsside. “It feelslikeit’sbeen diled. | don't fed any
scaes”

The smoothergill gave an exhausted flap of itstall.
“Good eating,” said Bromptotterpindosset. “Y ou want to learn how to clean it?’
Ahnek shook his head. “1 have choresto do for Pont.”



“Waan't talking to you, boy,” the tumanhofer spoke gruffly. “ Sittiponder, come with me.” The mapmaker
took the fish from Bardon and strolled away with the young tumanhofer following.

“Do you think he can?’ asked Ahnek. He took a step to follow his new comrade, but Squire Bardon
stopped him with ahand on hisarm.

“I'm sure hecan,” he answered.

Bardon turned back to see N’ Rae still standing near the edge of the cliff and gazing toward the western
horizon. He waked to her side and put an arm around her shoulders. The Wizards' Plume marked the
sky with abright starlike blaze followed by ashort tail.

“Wedill havetime,” he whispered and turned her to the camp. “Let’s go see what a smoothergill tastes
like”

They ate an hour later. The thick white mesat of the smoothergill cooked well in a pan placed on rocks at
thefire sedge.

Jue Seeno chewed rapidly, her whiskers bouncing. “1 admit | thought it would be greasy, but that il
seemsto have fried away. Ddlicioud”

Sittiponder had only one smdl cut on histhumb from hisfirgt attempt to clean and fillet afish. N’ Rae
wrapped hiswound with asmall, clean rag. Hewore ahuge smile as he ate.

The questing party rose early the next morning and flew al day with two stopsto rest the dragons. In the
evening they landed in ameadow surrounded by tal rock pines. Beside the campfire, Bardon
remembered Kae sstory of her first battle with grawligs. He recounted the tale and held arock pinecone
for Sittiponder to tentatively explore with hisfingertips. The weighty orbs had barbsthat, once
embedded, had to be cut out of fur.

The following night they reached an area populated by o' rants. Ornopy Halls had once offered shelter to
Kale sfirst questing party. Master Ornopy and his housekeeper, Mistress Moorp, welcomed them as
Pdadin’'semissaries.

As s00n as Bardon crossed the threshold, he smelled Kae. Not that she was there. But a scent of citrus
emanates from al o'rants skin. In this household of o' rants, the aromafloated on each current of air
through every room.

Hewaswell aware that his own emerlindian blood tifled the tangy smell rising from his pores. Ahnek
needed severa baths to erase the odor of the streets from his hide. Once or twice Bardon had caught a
whiff of that identifying fragrance about the lad, but mostly Ahnek smelled of dirt and old swest.

Bardon noticed Sittiponder’ s nostrils quivering. He put a hand on the boy’ s shoulder. “It' s the fragrance
of oranges, lemons, limes, and 0’ rants.”

“It'snice,” theblind boy answered. “I likeit.”
“Sodol.”

They stayed two days, dlowing the dragonsto thoroughly rest. At midday on the third day, the small
band of questers crossed the border into the Northern Reach. Stretching before them, miles of short,
pale new grassrolled over the hills like avariegated carpet. For the most part, only shades of green and
an occasiona tree made up the landscape. But here and there, outbreaks of splendor spotted a
monotonous stretch.



N’ Rae exclaimed over patches of wildflowersthat puddied the swells and hollows of earth with amelee
of color. Bardon noticed the beauty only after the young emerlindian pointed it out. He then saw that
Ahnek readily described the scenery to hisblind comrade.

Dar would be chastising me if he were here, Greer...Guilty as charged. Again I” ve been focused
on images in my mind of riverstoo wild to be crossed, chasms too deep to fathom, and trails too
twisted to follow, while Wulder has painted a picture to gladden my heart right in front of
me...Yes, | know there are numerous principles to quote about the folly of the mind' s eye. You
needn’t remind me...It would appear that Wulder Himself is doing a good job of reminding me, so
you can relax in your duty to keep mein line.

They traveled more east than north at this point. Herds of wild animals scattered as the dragons flew
overhead. Streams meandered through the steppes and joined ariver crossing the plain. In the distance,
mountains rose out of the plains. At the second rest stop for the day, Bromptotterpindosset, Bardon, and
Captain Anton decided to make camp and study the charts.

The boys explored. Sittiponder held on to hiswalking stick and Ahnek’ sarm. Heran asfast asthe o' rant
boy and listened intently as the sghted boy described each new wonder. Granny Kye got out her paints.
Holt helped with a saddle sore one of the dragons had developed. N’ Rae walked in circles around the
camp.

Bardon kept an eye on the wandering boys and N’ Rae. The lads stayed close, crossing and recrossing
the same bit of land, discovering rocks, bushes, and animals that deserved inspection. N’ Rag' strail
rounded the camp in ever-widening circles.

“Here' swherewe are.” Bromptotterpindosset jabbed astubby finger at the parchment unrolled on the
ground and weighted by rocks. “And here,” he said, pointing to apage in the diary, “isthe map that
Cadden Glas sketched.”

“What doesthe writing say?’ The squire crouched beside the sitting mapmaker to ook at his book.

The tumanhofer pinched his upper lip between afinger and histhumb. “Hmm. Cadden Glas' s handwriting
isdoppy, and when he got excited about something, it became ascrawl.”

“It dl looks like random scratchesto me.”

Bromptotterpindosset ignored him. “Luckily here, Glasis not disconcerted. He does butcher the meech
verb forms, however. This says, ‘Wetraveled overland for ten days and reached our first view of the
mountains.” Actudly, it says present tense travel and future tense will reach.”

“Doesit say anything ussful ?”

Thetumanhofer gave him a scathing look. “It liststhe floraand fauna. | shal have to snag those two boys
and compare his notesto what they have found.” He turned the page. “ There are also sketches of the
specimens he noted.”

A piercing scream lifted the hairs on the back of Bardon’s neck. He sprang to hisfeet and ran to the
crest of ahill where he' d last seen N’ Rae. The other riders and Holt scrabbled up the rise behind him.

A clugter of grawligs ran through agully, splashing in the small stream that cut through the earth. Bardon
paused only a moment to see N’ Rae draped over the shoulder of one of theill-clad ogres. The squire
raced down the hill.

With powerful legs, the grawligs covered ground quickly. The knot of raiders disappeared around a



corner of the degpening ravine.
Greer, cut these beasts off and herd them back toward us.

Mighty wings whipped the air above him, and the dragon’ s huge shadow skated across the doping bank.
Keeping an eye on the rough terrain, Bardon charged toward the opening where N’ Rae had been taken.
He heard those following dip and dide asthe crumbling soil broke away under their feet. He blessed his

emelindian agility.

A satisfied grin broke the serious expression on Bardon' s face as he heard a collective shout from the
amd| ravine,

He stepped aside just as Greer warned him the horde had turned and was about to trample him.

The horrified beasts ran out of the opening to see aliving wall—six warriors, armed and blocking their
escape. They stopped short and started to turn.

Bardon jumped back onto their trail and yelled, “ Eeeyah!”

Greer landed on the edge of the cutaway above them, peering over the dliff at the unfortunate, trapped
ogres.

The grawligs shuffled, their massve heads swiveling asthey redized they had no way ot.

The beast carrying N’ Rae abruptly dropped her. She sat up and straightened her skirts around her legs.
Glaring at her captors, she remained where she was, with her arms crossed defiantly over her chest and
her chintiltedinthear.

“No good.” The grawlig grunted and looked at those around him. They echoed his profound statement.
“No good.”

The spokesman stepped over N’ Rae and walked afew steps toward Bardon, who held his sword ready
in hishand.

“Wego,” said the grawlig. “No like woman. No like men. No like...that.” He pointed to Greer.
Greer sneered, hislip curled, and sharp teeth clicked againgt each other.

“Dragon,” said Bardon. “ Do you not see dragons here?’

“Wego.”

Bardon waved his sword. “No, you answer some questions. Do you not see dragons here?’

“Highin sky.” The beast grunted. “Not belong on ground.” He puffed out his chest. “ Ground belong to
hunters.”

Greer hissed, and the hunter’ s chest deflated.

“Wego.”

“No, you answer some questionsfirst. Do you know of acastle in the mountains?’
The brute' s forehead collapsed into deep furrows. “ Castle?’

Helooked at his cohorts. They muttered, “ Castle?” and shook their heads.



“Big house?’ asked Bardon.
They repested their performance of confusion.
A voice from the ridge opposite Greer spoke with deep authority. “Y ou won't get anything out of them.”

The horde of grawligs gasped in terror. In sheer panic, they scattered, bolting in every direction, right
through their captors wall of defense asif the warriors held no wespons. Some of the beasts cried out as
they encountered the swords but kept on running.

Bardon turned to face the newcomer. Againgt abackdrop of brilliant blue sky stood atall, lean figure
dressed in black, with a cape billowed by the wind, and a broad-rimmed hat shadowing hisface.

“Welcome, Squire Bardon of the Castle Pelacce, Dormenae, Wittoom.”



34
AN OLD FRIEND
Thefigure shifted, striding severd steps dong the top of the dliff.
Bardon smiled and lowered his sword. “Regidor!”

The meech dragon stepped off his perch, dropped ten feet, and landed lightly beside the squire. Histall,
glistening, green scalelike skin with adark ridge down the center, swooped out from under the long cape,
then back under. With oneforefoot on the hilt of his sword and the other afist againgt hiswaist, he smiled
hislong, flashy grin. Two rows of gleaming, pointed teeth showed between thinlips. Hishairlessjaw line
extended from a squarish chin with adeep dimplein the center to the amost indistinguishable ears on the
sides of his head. Even with the oddness of his appearance, Regidor was handsome.

Bardon considered the seven-foot meech dragon. “Y ou’ ve matured a great deal since last we met, my
friend.”

Regidor agreed with adownward jerk of his head. “ Almost too fagt. It was more fun chasing Toopka
around and trying to get Librettowit to let me stay up late to read.”

Bardon gave adight nod. Sounds like a typical, though short, childhood. | have no recollection of
the years before | entered The Hall. Wonder if my childhood included chasing friends and reading
at night.

Thisis awkward. What do | say next?

His comradesinched closer to him and the odd visitor. They still had their wegpons drawn and |ooked
ready to pounce should Regidor make athreatening move.

Bardon nodded to Captain Anton. “Thisthestrica fellow isafriend, Wizard Regidor of The Bogs.”
The guard relaxed on their leader’ ssignal but continued to watch the meech dragon, now out of curiosity.

Onthe crest of the hill, Ahnek whispered earnestly to Sittiponder. A few feet away, Granny Kye stood
beside N’ Rae, who had gotten up and was dusting off her clothing. It seemed everyone but the minneken
had gathered at the gully.

“So.” Bardon shifted on hisfeet as he sheathed his sword. “How’ d you get here?’
“Sir Dar sent amessage, and | came. | wasn't far. In Dadl, in fact.”

What in the world would he be doing in the tumanhofer underground capital city? The
universities! | bet he was studying.

“Yes, | was.”
Now that’s not very polite.

Regidor grinned. Bardon responded with alaugh, and the two young friends embraced, pounding each
other on their backs. Regidor was more than afoot taller than the squire.

“Y ou overgrown lizard,” exclaimed Bardon. “What have you been up to? And | have a hundred



guestions to ask you about those in the bog. Did you finish your gpprenticeship? Areyou awizard?’
“I am,” said Regidor. “Best pupil Fenworth has ever trained.”
“I bet!”

“Wadl, consdering Fen dept through most of my ingtruction and Cam Ayronn and Librettowit taught me
most of what | know, it isan amazing feat. Of course, the venerable Wizard Fenworth is capable of any
task.”

A sudden thought struck Bardon as odd. Greer had not told him of the arrival of another mgjor dragon.
“Regidor, how did you get here?’

“Sr Da—"
“No, no. Physicdly, how did you get here?’
“| floated in on a tiff breeze.”

Bardon looked at hisfriend’ s serious face for amoment. The expression was amost too serious, asif he
weretrying to hide an emotion.

No, he couldn’'t have. But... “Youflew?’
Regidor’ s green eyes gleamed, and he slently nodded.
The squire gasped. “1 didn’t know it was possible.”

“Thereisvery little known about the meech, including whether or not they fly. | figured | had the wings,
so | would giveit atry.”

“«And?
“And | fell off successvely higher platformsuntil | eventually got the coordination down right.”
“Ouch!” Bardon laughed. “Areyou joining our quest?’

“yes”

“Then let meintroduce you to our party.”

The riders stepped aside so Bardon could lead Regidor to Granny Kye and N’ Rae.

“Granny Kye,” said the squirein hismost formal tones, “may | present Regidor.”

The meech dragon bowed, and the emerlindian granny curtsied. He took her hand and kissed it. “Itisa
pleasure to meet you, Granny Kye. | admire the wisdom of your people.”

“Ohw-wdl,” Granny Kye stuttered, “you see...well, | kind of missed out...on the wisdom. Took my
mother forever just to teach meto tie my shoes.”

“That would seem to be a problem of dexterity, not discernment.”

Granny Kyetook back her hand and propped her chinoniit. “Yes, | see your point, but I’m not sure
they would.” She shook her head. “No, that does't make sense at dl. Now my fingers are much more
clever than | am. | paint, you see.”



Regidor nodded hislong head solemnly. “Y es, painting requires dexterity.”
“ Bardon, you will unravel this knot for me at a later time, | trust.”
Ohyes.

“And thisis her granddaughter, N'Rae.” Bardon gestured toward the pae emerlindian. “It is her father
we seek to rescue.”

Regidor bowed. N’ Rae curtsied.

“Charmed,” said the meech dragon.

Theemerlindian girl giggled.

“ A beauty.”

Don't.

“Don’'t what?”

Dally.

“Why not?”

Sheinnocently captures men’s hearts and then doesn’t know what to do with them.

Bardon cleared histhroat. “1’ll introduce you to the guard Sir Dar sent to accompany us. Captain Anton
will want hisridersto get back to their duties.”

The captain and hisriders were loath to return to camp. None of them had met ameech dragon or knew
anyone who had. But their military training won out, so they took their curiosity and returned to camp.

Bardon moved to the next member of their questing party.

“Bromptotterpindosset, thisis Regidor.” He turned to the meech. “ Regidor, our mapmaker friend reads
and speaks meech.”

Regidor’seyes grew wide. “A rare accomplishment. | do not speak the language of my heritage. | would
be honored if you would instruct me.”

“Gladly.” Thetumanhofer beamed with pleasure a such a prospect.
“May | ask, where did you learn meech?’

“On the vast continent of Punipmats, thereisathriving colony of meech in ahard-to-reach area
surrounded by tropical forest.”

The two would have continued their discusson, but Bardon interrupted.

“We have four more members of our party.” He took Regidor’s elbow and turned him to face the
marione.

“Holt Hoddack is...ariding-anima expert.”

Asthetwo exchanged conventiond greetings, Regidor snickered in Bardon' sthoughts. “ Thiswill be an



interesting story.”

Later.

“ One of N’ Ra€’ s smitten beaus?”

Later.

“And these two youngsters are Sittiponder and Ahnek.”
Regidor shook hands with both lads.

Overawed, the boys merely bobbed their heads in response to the meech dragon’ s deep-throated,
“Hello.”

“I believe you said four more members, Squire.” Regidor looked around. “1 see no other.”

“Jue Seeno,” squeaked Ahnek.

“Jue Seeno?”’

Both lads nodded vigoroudly.

“Come see” said Ahnek. He took the shorter tumanhofer’s arm and turned him toward the camp.

“He means come meet her,” said Sittiponder over his shoulder. Aside to hisfriend, he whispered, “Be
polite. Y ou don't show somebody to somebody as if one somebody was an interesting cat or dog you
happen to have in the barn.”

“What are you talking about? We don't have abarn. She’sin abasket.” Ahnek frowned at hisfriend as
they walked.

Bardon and Regidor exchanged glances, each smiling over the boys argument. Bardon shrugged, and
they followed thetwo lads.

“Y ou have the manners of astreet urchin,” Sittiponder grumbled.
“I am adreet urchin.”

“Not anymore!” He shook Ahnek’ s hold off hisarm and trudged forward, using hiswalking stick. “ Y ou
areamember of aquesting party charged by Paladin himsdf to rescue noble knights from an evil curse”

“Now you sound asif you' retelling one of your grand storiesagain.” Ahnek ssomped dongside
Sittiponder. “And | learned to eat with my mouth shut like you wanted. That’s manners.”

“Youdill dipup.”

“How do you know?’

They stopped and faced each other, oblivious to the grown men who stopped aswell.
“I can hear you,” shouted Sittiponder. “I’m not deaf, you know.”

“It might be easier if you was.”

“If you were, not was. And you don’t mean that.”



“No, | don't.” Ahnek stared at hisfriend’ s mulish expression for amoment. He reached out and punched
Sittiponder’ s skinny arm. “Let’ s go tell Mistress Seeno a meech dragon is coming. Bet she doesn't
believehe'sred.”

“Bet hewon't believe she'sred.”
The boys hooted with laughter, grabbed each other by the arms, and ran ahead.

Regidor turned with aquestion in his eye, accentuated by one lifted eyebrow. Or rather, the skin that
would have sported an eyebrow if the meech had any hair.

“l won't bdievethis Jue Seenoisred?’
“She' saminneken.”

“Ahal” Regidor contemplated this. “He's correct. How refreshing that there should be someone ese on
this quest who isthe personification of myth. | wish to meet such an oddity.”

Bardon laughed as he quickened his pace to keep up with hisfriend’ slong stride.
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TEMPERAMENTS

“My, my,” said Mistress Seeno as shetilted her head back to get a better ook at the dragon standing
beside Squire Bardon. “Y ou cut adashing figure.”

Regidor swept off hishat, passing it over hisleg as he made adeep bow. The galant gesture would have
impressed royalty.

Bardon raised his eyebrows.
The meech dragon, now standing straight and tall before the humble basket of the minneken, ignored him.

“I’'m honored you think so, Mistress Seeno.” Regidor rested his hat against his chest as he spoke to the
fur-covered person sitting in her chair on her basket. “It has actualy taken quite abit of effort to acquire
awardrobe that has gyle, yet minimizesmy tail and wings.”

“And thiswas necessary because...?’ prompted Jue Seeno.
“Because | wish to mingle unobtrusvely with the citizenry of the high races.”
“Y our height and coloring would till distinguish you.”

“Ahyes, but you' d be surprised how much abusy person hurrying down the street, absorbed in hisown
affairs, will overlook.”

“Height and an unusua complexion—"

Regidor nodded. “But not wingsand atail.”

Ahnek danced from one foot to the other.

Bardon put ahand on the boy’ s shoulder to help him contain his excitement. “What isit?’
“Wewant to see hiswings.”

Regidor grinned, stepped back afew feet into an open space, and tossed the sides of his cape back over
his shoulders. In agreat whoosh, large leathery wings expanded behind him, fanning the air and ruffling
the hair of hisaudience.

Ahnek clapped his hands and ssomped hisfeet, then grabbed Sittiponder. “They’ re green and glistening
likel told you histail is. HE s got dark ridges running through them just like Frost, only adifferent color,
of course. Sitti! They must be fifteen feet across and tdler than heis at the highest point. They’s
stupendous.”

Regidor brought the wings forward until they touched in front of him so that he stood within acircle of his
own making. Then he flashed them back, and Ahnek plopped down with athud, stunned.

For amoment, the lad just took in the wondrous sight. Then, he reached up and grabbed Sittiponder’ s
hand, jerking him down to Sit.

“The undersde of hiswingsisnow likeail in apuddle, dark with swirly colorsinit.”



The othersin the camp came to watch aswell. Regidor repeated the action. Thistime hiswings gleamed
red. Once more he encircled himsdlf, and after alonger pause, he dowly unveiled not only himsdf but
aso abeautiful femae meech dragon.

She stood in front of him and alittle to the Side, so they faced the small crowd asapair. Their smiles
reflected amusement at the astonishment they had created. Her blue gray dress contrasted with Regidor’s
black garb and blended in with his now moonlight-gray wing.

“She' snot redly there,” Ahnek whispered to Sittiponder before he even described the vision. * Y ou can
see through her like she was made up of smoke or something.”

“No,” corrected Bardon. “ Sheisthere.”
He bowed his head to the female meech. “Welcome, Gilda. | see you till travel with Regidor.”

She glanced over her shoulder toward her companion’ sface, then back at the squire. “He kindly includes
mein hisdally life. It's much more exciting than Stting on ashdf, | assureyou.”

A breezeflitted between those watching and the two meech dragons. The zephyr swirled dust into the air
and bent the grass. Gilda s dress swayed asthe air ftirred. It looked for amoment asif the edges would
blow away, like tendrils of smoke. But the scattering substance pulled back together.

Regidor moved hiswings around them once more. When he snapped them open, Gildawas gone. He
stretched the now-shimmering green appendages out to their complete wingspan, and then with aloud
ruffle, they folded and disappeared behind him. He reached to his shoulders and adjusted his cape.

Theridersreuctantly turned away. Holt went with them.

Bardon tried to interpret the young marione sreaction. Of those assembled, only Holt seemed disgusted
by what they had seen.

What was that? Jealousy? | better find out what is sticking in that young man’s craw.

Before he could make any more speculations, he saw N’ Rae leave Granny Kye' sside and run to
Regidor.

“Can | tak to Gilda? Will she come back? She' slovely, isn't she? Is she your wife?’

Regidor gazed down at the excited girl. “No, sheisnot my wife. Yes, sheislovely. Yes, shewill come
back. And yes, you may talk to her, but not now. Gildadoes not feed comfortable when exposed to the
dements”

He put ahand on N’ Rae' s elbow and steered her back toward the minneken’ s basket. “I believe my
conversation with Mistress Seeno was interrupted.”

He glanced over at the two boys. Their heads nearly touched, and Ahnek talked in rushed undertones,
hishandswaving in smal, jerky movements.

Jue Seeno waited for them, standing and tapping her foat, fists on her hips. Bardon had not moved, and
s0 he heard her sputtering even before Regidor and N’ Rae arrived.

“Quiteadisplay,” shesad. “ So much for mingling unobtrusively with the higher races.”

“Thisishardly atown square.” Regidor seated N’ Rae on a pile of parcels unloaded from the dragons.
“Now, why have you turned all prickly on me, Mistress Seeno?’



“Don’'tworry,” said N’ Rae. “It' s her natura reaction to life. She bristles whenever you don't do
something exactly as she thought you would.” N’ Rae shrugged. “She'll be over it in atrice, and quite
oftenit will be ten or fifteen minutes before she getsal riled up about something again.”

The minneken’s body stiffened. Her whiskers quivered above apinched mouth. *Y ou, young lady, are
taking on airs, talking like you know more than you do. Kindly remember your place.”

N’ Rae raised her fingertipsto her lips, and her face went from its natural alabaster toneto ruby ina
matter of seconds. “I’'m sorry, Mistress Seeno. | didn’t think.”

“Nonsense,” fumed the little woman. “Of course you were thinking. No one ceasesthinking. The
problem isyou thought only in one narrow line. Y our focus was on this Regidor person with his charming
smile and dashing ways. Y ou spoke in acontext of two, you and him. But you don't live in acontext of
two. Your lifeisintertwined with many more than just two.”

Jue Seeno stood even gtraighter and glared with piercing black eyes. “And I, young lady, am your
protector. It ismy duty to bristle.”

“Here, now.” Granny Kye' s deep, gentle voice intervened. “ Are we having afuss? Let’s have tea
ingtead. It s<till sometime until our evening med, and everyoneisabit excited.”

She shooed the boys off to help with chores. “1I’ll call you as soon astheteaiis ready and thereisa
daggart to be eaten,” she promised, then turned to the handsome new addition to their party.
“Bromptotterpindosset wishes to spesk to you when you have amoment.”

“Y ou might aswell go with him, Squire Bardon,” Mistress Seeno piped up. “ The three of us can make
the tea without your assistance.”

Bardon and Regidor inclined their heads and moved off to join the tumanhofer.

When they were afew steps away, Regidor commented quietly, “ The question is, Can the three of them
make peace without your assstance?’

Bardon chortled. 1 believe they can. Granny Kye has acaming influence on Jue Seeno.” He paused.

“Y ou may think that thelittle minneken is harsh, but she has ahuge respongibility. Granny Kye doeslittle
to stem her granddaughter’ simpulsiveness, so the role of protector fals squarely on the minneken's
shoulders”

“So thismarione Holt isone of N’ Rae'sadmirers?’
“I’'mnot sure, Regidor. Would you mind looking at him and seeing what measure he exhibits?’

Regidor searched for Holt and caught sight of the marione bending over the fire with one of the female
riders at hissde. He studied the young man. “The colors flowing around his person are mostly in
harmony. That would verify heis comfortable with his present circumstances. Underneath, he hasrifts of
displeasure, contrasting tonesin one color indicating tension. A lack of uniformity would indicate heis
unsettled in his desire and motivation. The serenity of Wulder’ sinfluenceis definitely missng. His measure
isvariable, at best.”

“So isheagood addition to the questing party or not?’
Regidor shrugged. “1 would say that is as undecided as the young man’ s aspirations.”

“I have acoin given to me by Paladin. It is supposed to help me discern whether apersonisin direct



conflict with the purpose of our quest.”

“Interesting.” Regidor returned his attention to Bardon. “ Somewhat like the metdl disk that has aready
confirmed Kae hasfound her lost mother and will tdl her if she hasfound her lost father?’

13 Y$11
“Useful.”
“NotinHolt'scase. I’ vetried it severd times and gotten different degrees of heat each time.”

“Then | say we keep an eyeon him.”
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TRADITION

Under atarp set up to provide shade, the mapmaker had erected chairs and a collapsible table to display
his treasures. Books, charts, and maps covered the sturdy table. Bardon sat on atrunk cushioned by a
pillow. He could not work up an eagernessto view this hoard of knowledge one moretime.

Bromptotterpindosset and Regidor pored over the diary of Cadden Glas and the mapmaker’ s charts.
The meech dragon pointed out mountain ranges he had aready explored and made minor correctionsto
the scale and scope of the sketches before him. The tumanhofer interpreted both Glas s notations on the
diary maps and the daily entries.

After an hour, the meech dragon began trandating the pages with much less difficulty than hisingtructor.
Bardon laughed at hisfriend’ s ability to grasp the nuances of alanguage so quickly, but the mapmaker
stared open-mouthed. He dammed his mouth shut, furrowed his brow in afierce frown, and shook his
finger a the meech.

“What' sthis? Were you lying to me?’ demanded the enraged tumanhofer.

“No.” Bardon leaned forward from where he sat watching the two. “He has dwayslearned a a
phenomend rate. Didn’t the meech you encountered in Punipmats exhibit incredible mentd abilities?’

“They wereintdligent, it' strue,” Bromptotterpindosset admitted. “But | didn’t actualy observe them
learning what they knew.” He glared at Regidor, then shook his head and looked back at the map.

“So how isit, Wizard Regidor,” asked Bardon, “that you have spent so much timein thisregion?
“I"m searching for the lost meech colony.”

N’ Rae gpproached, holding hands with Sittiponder and Ahnek. Holt followed, carrying ateatray.
Granny Kye came with Jue Seeno’ s basket over her arm.

A warrior’ s battle shidd served asthe tray, and the cups and platesrattled dightly with ametdlic
clanking. The tegpot was the camp’ stall coffegpot. The teaand daggarts, however, smelled like ared
treat that might be served in Dar’ s castle.

“S0, Regidor, you are searching for your parents,” said Holt as he stood by the table, waiting for
Bromptotterpindosset to clear away the scattering of charts. “I'm beginning to fedl out of place. | seemto
be one of the few on this quest who knows exactly who and where my parents are.”

Regidor stood so that Granny Kye and N’ Rae could take the bench he had been sitting on.

“There are fourteen in our party, and only...” The meech dragon paused and leaned over the minneken’'s
basket. “Mistress Seeno, are you without knowledge of your parents?’

Regidor nodded at whatever the minneken had answered.

Heturned back to Holt. “ Only five of our members havelittle or no information about their parents. It
would seem you erroneoudy claim aposition of minority.”

“What' d he say?’ asked Ahnek, shaking Sittiponder’ sarm, but hisfriend ignored him.



“I have afather,” said the young tumanhofer.
“You do? exclamed Ahnek. “Whereishe?’
“Everywhere. My Father isWulder.”

The mapmaker nodded. “A quaint term used in many traditiond circles. Y ou are from Vendda, am | not
mistaken?’

“I am,” answered Sittiponder.

Granny Kye poured a cup of tea and handed it to Bromptotterpindosset. He accepted with an inclination
of hishead. “I have aways consdered it odd that the ‘ City of Enlightenment’ clingsto the older traditions
of the Tomes.”

Bardon frowned and reached into his pocket. Hisfingers found the coin Paladin had given him, and he
pressed it againgt his pam. The cold meta chilled his skin as he watched the mapmaker pass a plate of
daggartsto N’ Ree.

Bardon exchanged glances with Regidor asthe well-traveled tumanhofer talked of various cultures and
their amilarities.

“Don’t be so alarmed, Bardon. He can still be of use to us even if his beliefs are tarnished.”

The coinis cold in my hand. Paladin said to shun those people who did not have a heart for our
quest.

Regidor’ s eyesreturned to the pleasant tableau of an afternoon tea. “ What are you going to do? Put
him on a dragon and send him back to Wittoom?”

Perhaps. We needed Bromptotter pindosset to trandate the diary. Now you can do that.

“Yes, but the diary belongs to the mapmaker. If he goes back, the diary and his maps go with
him.”

| believe Wulder would take us to the resting place of the lost knights without
Bromptotter pindosset.

“In theory, sodo I, Squire.”

Bardon paused, mulling over the scene his announcement to ban the mapmaker would cause. His nose
wrinkled in distaste. | should challenge Bromptotter pindosset now and make arrangements for his
return tomorrow.

Bardon started forward, but Regidor put aforefoot on hisarm.
“Don’'t act rashly, my friend. Give yourself time to consider what Wulder would have you do.”

It seems pretty clear cut to me. Paladin gave me a coin to help me discern the hearts of men. He
said to shun those who cause the metal to cool. He paused, rubbing the late-afternoon stubble on his
chin. Regidor, what do you see in thisman’s colors?

The meech turned his gaze on the tumanhofer. The mapmaker sat a ease, clearly aman accustomed to
gtting at the tables of refined citizens. He held the others' attention with astory of adeity popular among
the Ataradari, atribe on one of the smaler southern continents. This Ataradarian character of folklore



rewarded cleverness and beauty from his powerful seat of authority on amountaintop.

Bardon twisted hislips. Even a child learning the rudiments of the Tomes knows cleverness and
beauty are temporal achievements and have nothing to do with lasting contentment.

“Hiscolors.” Regidor’ svoice interrupted Bardon’ s thoughts.
What?

“You asked about his colors.”

Yes?

“He carries no dark hues indicative of transactions with Pretender. But none of his colors have
clarity, either. All but a very few of these strands of muddy-colored light turn back, inward. They
should encompass himin a circular pattern. The lack of symmetry is significant. Heis a very
self-centered man.”

Bardon’ sthroat tightened. We should be rid of him.

“Yes, now | see why you are eager to berid of him,” remarked Regidor in asteady voicethat did
much to soothe Bardon’ s distress. *“ He worked beside you to kill the sea serpent, and again, to
escape the bisonbecks through the disintegrating gateway. But it was vital to his own personal
safety that he do so. | think his decisions would be different should he need to choose between his
own lifeand anyone else’s.”

Regidor placed ahand on Bardon’s shoulder but still did not speak adoud. “ | am now convinced that

this mapmaker would not choose his path based on the principles of Wulder or the commands of
Paladin. Nevertheless, you cannot load him onto a dragon at this late hour. And you would have
everyone upset if you announced your intentions. So...”

S?

“ S0, consult with Captain Anton tonight and arrange for Bromptotter pindosset’ s transportation
in the morning.”

| worry about his influence on our party. The way he spouts off his philosophy is very entertaining.

“You do your people a disservice. Look at their faces.”

Of those seated around the mapmaker’ stable, al but Holt and Ahnek had lost interest. Sittiponder had a
distant expression, asif hewerelistening to an entirely different conversation. N’ Rag’ s brow furrowed as
if she could not quite understand what was being said. Granny Kye yawned, covering her gaping mouth
with ascrap of linen she used as her handkerchief. Jue Seeno, with her tiny hands and an odd metal
instrument in her lap, worked on weaving yet another fancy sash.

Quietly, Bardon and Regidor |eft the gathering around the tegpot and went in search of Captain Anton.
The young squire had to double-time to keegp up with the meech dragon’ slong stride.

“Tomorrow,” said Bardon asthey passed by the cooking fire and thelo who wasin charge of the
evening' smed, “we shdl address the fa se philosophy that riddles the tumanhofer’ stales. Paladin said he
was more concerned about the monsters of variance than the quiss.”



“Rightly s0.” With hislong legs, Regidor stepped over an outcropping of rock that Bardon had to hop
onto before he could jump down to the other side. They were headed for the temporary dragon field
whereriders and dragons relaxed.

“I’ve pondered what Paladin said, and | think | understand,” said Bardon, bresthing heavily. “ Slow
down, would you, Reg?1 can’t talk and run to keep up with you.”

Regidor complied. Bardon took a couple of deep breaths and went on. “When people are confronted
with an outside enemy, they band together for mutua protection. A physica threet unifies”

“Correct,” said Regidor.
“But ideas, contrary concepts, shades of differing opinions, theories, these things shatter commonality.”

“| agree,” said Regidor. “A quissrises up out of the mist, and one knows one must kill or bekilled. A
man saysover apint of de at the tavern that he believes Wulder is one form of universa fable, and who
contradicts him? No one. Y et hiswords are belittling the truth, wounding the strength of our convictions.”

Bardon laughed. “We can't day everyone who doesn’t agree with the Tomes.”

“Words are powerful weapons, Squire Bardon. False philosophy can be killed with the right wesapon.
And the wegpon iswords. And the right words are truth.”

Bardon stopped. Regidor paced ahead, then halted his course to turn and tilt hishead at hisfriend.

Bardon pointed back to the main camp. “If what you say istrue, Reg, we should go back to
Bromptotterpindosset and expose hislieswith principles. We should be shouting our opposition.”

Regidor grinned. “No, no. | don’t believe that’ sthe correct course for this dilemma. Y ou cannot attack a
bad idea as you would asavage beast. Y ou don’t reason with abull who charges. Y ou don’t shoot
arrows a men with ideas.” Regidor signaled with hisforefoot for Bardon to follow and started off again
to the dragon fidld. “ Sittiponder has dready raised the flag of truth. Tomorrow we shal discuss
Bromptotterpindosset’ s stories. Wewill kill the false teachings of an ignorant man. Because...we shdl
alow each person to wrestle through his or her thinking to reach apersona conclusion. Their decisons
will comefromwithin.”

“There are men with bad ideas who do shoot arrows at us. What of them, Regidor? Do we reason
then?’

“Thinking of Crim Cropper and Burner Stox?’
“Among others”

“Because they wish to kill us, then by al means, let us shoot back. Those we do not kill, we shall
capture. Then we can talk their ideas to death, once we have their arrows safely in our hands.”

They found Captain Anton sitting between the front legs of hisdragon. Heheld asmall, stringed
ingrument in his hands and played amelody commonly heard in Amara smusic hdls. He stood
immediately as Bardon and Regidor gpproached. The squire explained the problem with the mapmaker.
If the captain thought the solution a bit extreme, he said nothing, merely agreeing to fulfill the orders given
to him by hissuperior.

Bardon chose to deep beneath the stars that night. He spent agreat dedl of time talking to Wulder in
hopes that a clear answer to his unsettled feding would emerge.



The problem of the Wizards' Plume advancing across the sky could not beignored. It hung at about forty
degrees above the southwestern horizon. In the north sky the Eye of the North looked down from its
ninety-degree position. It seemed that asthe Wizards' Plume gained height, it aso gained speed. Bardon
could do nothing to dow the comet’ s progress. He spent time staring at the heavenly lightsand
wondering why Wulder alowed this particular clock to tick away the time. And he pondered an old
question. Why did Wulder put each star and planet in intricate synchronization with one another, yet
never bothered to send afollower just one clear-cut answer to asimple question?

Have | made the right decision regarding the mapmaker?

Inthe morning it didn’t matter. Bardon got up from his palet, rolled it and stored it with his gear, and
went to tell the tumanhofer he was returning to Dormenae.

Bromptotterpindosset was gone.
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BOOTS

The young o'rant Ahnek followed Bardon asthey circled the area east of the camp, looking for evidence
of how and why the missing mapmaker left. Others searched the perimeter aswell. Regidor canvassed
the north with two leecents. Captain Anton and two riders studied the ground on the west. The last rider
and Holt covered the south. Granny Kye, N’ Rag, Sittiponder, and Jue Seeno fixed the morning medl.

“How’d old Bromp get past the guards?’ asked Ahnek. “Isn’t that what they’ re posted for, to keep
people and things from coming into or leaving camp?’

The squire gave hisyoung companion astern look. “Y ou will refer to our lost tumanhofer with respect,
Ahnek. Heis Bromptotterpindosset unless he gives you permission to cal him by amore familiar name.
Andthat ishighly unlikey.”

“Doyou think he' s dead?

“No, | don’'t think he' sdead.”

“Thenwhy won't he ever say | can cdl him Bromp?’

“Hejust doesn’t seem the type to want to be called in afamiliar manner by a scrap of aboy.”

Rather than being insulted by Bardon’ s description of him, Ahnek grinned. “ So how did
Bromptotterpindosset get out of camp without being seen?’

“The guard did see him leave,” explained Bardon as he crouched to examine some marksin the dirt
besde alarge bush.

“Nobody told me,” complained Ahnek.

“Obvioudy.” Bardon gestured for the boy to come closer. “Look at this. Someone with big feet covered
with asoft materia such aswell-worked leather stood herefor along time.”

Ovd imprints overlaid each other in the scuffed dirt.

Ahnek et out alow whigtle. “ Someone was watching us?’

“Probably.”

“Why didn’t the guard raise an darm when Bromptotterpindosst left?’

“It was one of the mgor dragons, and she saw nothing unusua with one of the men leaving the camp for
afew minutes”

“Those guards suredon’t likeit when Sitti and | go out.”
“They probably assume you' re up to mischief.”
“Wadll, it was Bromptotterpindosset who was up to mischief, wasn't it?’

“Wedon't know that.” Bardon stood and followed the indistinct tracks as they moved from one bush to
the next.



“Do you think whoever was standing here watching clobbered Bromptotterpindosset on the head and
hauled him off?’

“Problem iswe don’t know if these tracks are coming or going.” Bardon stopped and put his hands on
his hips. He surveyed the terrain around them. * The shape doesn't indicate front or back of the foot, and
the ground istoo hard to show the indentation of the hed when it hit the dirt first.”

“Do you think it was a high race or alow race watching us?’
“Low.”

“Bisonbeck, grawlig, or ropma?’

“Grawlig.”

“Thosethat tried to carry off N’ Rae or some others?”
“Noway of tdling.”

Ahnek scratched hishead. “I can see why someone would want to carry N’ Rae off but not that
tumanhofer.”

“Ahnek.” Bardon' s voice held anote of warning.

“Misgtress Seeno calls him ‘that tumanhofer’ dl thetime.”

“Migiress Seeno isnot acalow lad, who—"

“Uh-oh.” Ahnek had stopped in histracks and stood staring down a steep dope into a patch of bushes.

A scrap of the tumanhofer’ s shirt snagged by athorn, broken branches, signs of astrugglein the trampled
grass, and small, dark splotches of drying red blood on arock told an interesting story.

Bardon tucked hislower lip under his upper teeth and whistled, loud, sharp, and clear. Those searching
for cluescamerunning.

“It would seem,” said Bardon as they waited for the othersto gather, “that whoever was standing there
watching clobbered Bromptotterpindosset on the head and hauled him off.”

Ahnek gave asatisfied nod. “ See? | told you.”

Regidor arrived first and surveyed the scene. “Grawligs,” he said. “ Six of them.” He looked back to the
camp. “By going down into thislittle depresson, our mapmaker took himsdf out of the line of vison of
the guard.” He paced afew feet with hiseyes on the ground. “It’ Il be an easy trall. I ll fly ahead and seeif
| can learn anything.”

“I thought you were going to get rid of him anyway,” said Ahnek. 1 thought he was a hindrance to our
quest because he didn’t truly follow Wulder.”

Bardon and Regidor stared at the boy. Ahnek clamped his mouth shut and became very ill, asif he
could turn into amere shadow and not be noticed.

“That' svery interesting,” said Regidor.

“Where did you come up with that information?’” asked Bardon.



Ahnek swalowed. “ Sittiponder.”

Bardon narrowed his eyes at the boy. “And where did Sittiponder learn of this?’

“Hisvoices.”

“Hmm?’ Bardon looked at Regidor.

The meech dragon shrugged.

Holt ran up, followed closely by the others coming from various directions. “What did you find?’

Before they could answer, he spotted the Site of the abduction. “Oh.” He studied it for amoment.
“Looks like hewasn't hurt too badly.”

Asthe search party crowded closer to see, they shoved Ahnek next to Bardon'sleg.

Holt shook hishead and haf laughed. “If they knocked him on the head, old Bromp won't hardly have
fdtit”

Ahnek nudged Bardon at thewords “old Bromp.” The squire glared at the lad’ simpertinent grin. The
boy tried to control the musclesthat lifted the corners of his mouth but failed. He looked away.

A whoosh of air captured Bardon'’ s attention.

Regidor had paced off afew yards and released hiswings. “I’ll make areconnai ssance flight and bring
back information. Y ou might aswell est, then bresk camp.”

Hiswings spread to their full span and best the air twice. On the second downward motion, Regidor
lifted off the ground. In amoment, he swooped over the hills and soared away. Soon he looked like a
large bird of prey in the distance.

Thetalk, asthe group walked back into camp, centered on speculations. Bardon listened but didn’t
participate. His thoughts centered on this new twist in the plansto find and rescue the deeping knights.

Ahnek pulled on Bardon’ sdeeve.

“But why arewe going to try to find Bromptotterpindosset?’ he asked. “Couldn’t this be Wulder’ sway
of taking away the problem of what to do with him?’

Bardon clapped ahand on the lad’ s shoulder. “ Some might think so, but when you read the Tomes, you
find that Wulder expects usto treat someone like Bromptotterpindosset with respect, just aswe would
treat Paladin with respect, or would want to be trested with respect ourselves.”

Ahnek shook his head. “What does respect have to do with it?’

“I have two pairs of boots, Ahnek. One pair is new and looks good. The other pair isold and |ooks bad.
I’ve cleaned my boots and put them on the windowsill to air, because the polish | useis strong and
smelly. The good pair looks better. The bad pair looks only passable. It beginstorain, and | retrieve my
boots out of therain. Do | fetch both pairsin out of therain, or just the new pair?’

“Both.”
“WW’?!



“Because both pairs need to be out of therain, not just the good pair.”

“Correct. They are my boots, and | will take care of them. We are Wulder’ s people, and He will take
careof us”

“Whether we are shiny and new, or old and stinky?’
“I never said the old boots were stinky.”
Ahnek wrinkled hisnose. “Old bootsjust are.”

“Wall, yes.” Bardon roughed up the lad’ s hair. “And Wulder takes care of His people with equal respect,
whether they are old boots or new.”

“But Bromptotterpindosset is not one of Wulder’speople at dl.”

“But Wulder has put the mapmaker in our midst. And before we were able to hand him over to someone
else sphere of influence, hefdl into trouble.” Bardon smiled at theimagein hismind.
“Bromptotterpindosset isan old boot in therain, Ahnek, and we mugt retrieve him.”

“B-but heisn't our boot, Squire Bardon. And heisn’t Wulder’ s boot either.”
“It’ sone of those hard things to understand, but Wulder isvery interested in dl boots.” Bardon laughed.

They breakfasted on fresh journey cakes and fried wild onions. Bardon thought the sweet corn flour
biscuits and crunchy onions an unusua combination, but he didn’t want to spoil N’ Rae' s pleasurein
providing the morning med. She had done most of the cooking herself. Granny Kye had pulled out her
easdl. An hour later, Bardon urged the old emerlindian to pack up her art. They had completed

preparations for departing.

“We are going to follow Regidor and, hopefully, catch up with the grawligs who have
Bromptotterpindosset.”

She merely nodded.

Bardon went searching for N’ Rae. He found her communing with afurry animal twice the size of hisfoot.
He d never seen one outside of drawingsin abook, but he guessed it was a steppesman. The burrowing
animals earned their name by the locations of their colonies and the odd habit they had of congregating
around an object. Asthese furry animals sat up on their haunches and chittered at one another, they
looked like agroup of men discussing something of great import. The creature saw Bardon’ s approach
and dashed down hishole.

N’ Rae gave theintruder an exasperated |ook.

“Was he saying anything important?’ asked Bardon as he gave her ahand and helped her to rise from
her seat on the ground.

She brushed off her skirts. “I waslearning quite abit about the local weether.”
“Y ou were discussing the westher?’

“Not exactly. | wastrying to get information about anything unusual around here, like a place where my
father might be. But the silly little rodent could only think about sunshine and food.”

Bardon patted her arm, not knowing how else to offer sympathy. “1 need your help.”



Shelooked up a him sharply. “Y ou do?’

Henodded. “I can’t pry Granny Kye away from the picture she' spainting. | have requested on
numerous occas ons that she pack up and get ready. Her only responsg, if sheanswersat dl, is, ‘My
landscapes are getting so much better.’”

The younger emerlindian laughed. “Yes, I'll come and help.”
“He'scoming,” yelled Ahnek. He pointed to the mountains.

Bardon shielded his eyes with his hand across his brow. In the sky, flying toward them from the
mountains, ashape like alarge bird approached.

Greer, isthat Regidor?

Instead of hearing his dragon’ s droll comments, he heard Regidor’ svoice.
“Itis, indeed, I.”

You can mindspeak over such a great distance?

“No, | can't. I'll talk to you when | get closer.”

Bardon paused for amoment and digested the sarcagtic reply. How like hisfriend to tease him in the
midst of acrigs.

Regidor?

“ Ve

So it was a stupid question. | deserved that jab at my intelligence.

“ Sop, Bardon, you are driving me to the end of my patience.”

| was merely acknowl edging that my remark was spoken without first considering.

“You are being a boring, sanctimonious academician. Just laugh and ask me what | found out.”
Bardon didn’t laugh. What did you find out?

“ That these grassland grawligs dig holes like rabbits.”

You found where they have taken the tumanhofer?

“1n amanner of speaking. | found their village, which isa warren of burrows in the foothills of
the mountains you see to my back.”

Thisisn't going to be a smplerescue, isit?

Regidor laughed. “ You are correct. ‘Smpl€e’ is not the right descriptive word. Try ‘interesting.””
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GILDA

“Carry this”” Regidor handed Bardon a blue glowing globe and pulled another out of an inside pocket of
his cape.

“You ve got hollows,” Bardon said as he balanced the pam-sized light in his hand. He tossed it to the
other hand and back. “ Are you sure of your trandation of Glas sdiary?’

Regidor nodded. “ This warren has burrows crisscrossing under the land for milesin any direction.”
“I've dways thought of burrows as small, housing rabbits and badgers and the like. These are huge.”
“Yes, but what € se would you cdl them? They are tunndswith smdl chambers dug out for degping.”
Bardon nodded in agreement but till marveled at the size.

Regidor continued. “ This particular tunnel leadsto acentral meeting place of thelocal grawligs, a
watering hole ingde the first range of mountains. It seems reasonable to assume Bromptotterpindosset’s
captors would take him to thislocation to show off their prize. The diary describes just such activities
when Glas explored the territory.”

Bardon nodded. This does seem to be the most logical placeto start our search. However, thereis
something inherently wrong with using logic to predict the actions of grawligs.

They sat in the entrance to one of the many burrows that riddled the hills. Out of the wind, Regidor had
opened the top of a shapely bottle made from thick glass.

“Doyoulikeit?” heasked. “I think it suits Gildamuch better than that clay jar she used to inhabit. | got it
a an open-air market in Vendda.” He held the blue vessdl infront of him. “Blueis her favorite color.
Andtheslver...wdl, the slver is because sheis preciousto me.”

A wisp of smoke floated out of the opened top. It formed into Gilda, and the female meech dragon
sashayed over to Sit on one of the boulderslining the side of the tunnél asif placed there for a purpose.
Neither Regidor nor Bardon had figured out the purpose.

This entrance to the warren showed little Sgn of use, which seemed odd. The map showed thislarge
tunndl to be the most direct route to the grawligs celebration Site.

Bardon had firmly refused Ahnek’ s pleato come dong. And he d left ingtructions with Captain Anton to
return the questing party to Dormenae if he and Regidor did not returnin aday’ stime.

“Y ou know, there should be some advantage to having awizard asafriend,” Bardon sad, ill tossing the
light back and forth between his hands. “How about giving me ahollow as a gesture of our deep and
abiding brotherly affection?’

Gildalaughed softly, and Regidor scratched the ridge above hisleft eye. “Hadn’t thought of the depth of
our mutual esteem before. | guess| could make you a hollow to commemorate our bond...Do you want
asmdl hollow or alarge?’

“I thought ahollow could hold asmuch asyou put init. | didn’t know they camein sizes”



Regidor pulled out two metal contraptions and handed one to Bardon. Demonstrating its use, the meech
fitted the pointed, clawlike clamp over the light. With the sphere held in the device, he could grasp it by a
handle or clamp it to some object.

Asthe squire followed his examplein mounting the light into its holder, Regidor reached again into the
hollow. “Once the object you wish to storeisinside the hollow, it takes up no discernable space. At
least, not in thisdimengion.”

Bardon held up ahand. “ Stop. Don't explain dimensionsto me. Just get to the point.”

“I agreewith him, Reg.” Gilda crossed her legs, shifting to amore comfortable position. “Too often you
launch into explanationsthat are truly beside the point.”

“ And nobody wantsto hear,” muttered Bardon.
“Morereasonto find my clan,” said Regidor. “The hope of finding intelligent conversation.”

The meech dragon twisted hisface into amask of extreme tolerance, eyebrows raised, lips pursed, and
eyes cutting Bardon alook of disdain. “However,” he continued asif not interrupted, “the sze of the
opening to the hollow can severely limit what you collect. If you can't pass the object through the opening
to the other plane, you cannot storeit.”

Bardon nodded. “Like adragon cannot go through a gateway unlessthe gateway is sufficiently
proportioned.”

The meech wrinkled hisbrow. “Not quite an exact pardld, but close enough.”
“Atthispoint,” said Gilda, “it would be worth our whileto have thelittle Dragon Keeper with us”
Both men looked at the beautiful, exotic female Stting coolly on her rock.

“Don’'t look so astonished,” she said. “I’m surprised you haven't thought of it before. Those minor
dragons are excellent as scouts. She herself isan admirable warrior. And athough she has not nearly the
expertise of dear Reg, sheisaformidable wizard.”

“Bethat asit may, Kaeisthousands of milesaway,” reponded Regidor as he checked hiswegpons—a
sword, two knives, and a pouch of small projectiles.

Gilda seyesglittered in the blue light of the globes. “ These tunnelstwist and turn likeamaze. You'll be
sorry you haven't got Kade and her little dragons beside you.”

Regidor did not answer.

Gildasmiled in what Bardon thought was a catlike manner, with her head tilted and alook of superiority
on her lovely features. She hunched a shoulder and spoke to Regidor. “Now you' re grumpy because you
should have thought of her joining you earlier, and didn’t.”

He faced her and spoke softly, no anger or impatience marring histone. “ Do you want to ride in your
bottle or walk with us?’

Her eyeswidened, and her lips parted as she took in aquick, small breath. She glanced down the dark
tunnel and shivered. Her chin tilted up, and she did off the boulder. Asaways, her movementswere
smooth and fluid. “I prefer to ridein comfort, thank you.”

He unstopped the container. She transfigured into her vapor form and flowed into the bottle. Regidor



replaced the stopper and put the container in his pocket.
“Can she hear uswhile she' sin there?” asked Bardon.

“She used to be able to, but her powers have diminished over the years.” Regidor led the way down the
tunndl, holding thelight in front of him. “ She used to be able to stay out of the bottle for longer periods of
time without beginning to disspate. She used to be able to perform minor acts of wizardry. She used to
enjoy agood debate, especialy when she thought she' d bested me.”

“Y ou're worried about her.”
“I think sheisdying.”

They walked dong in slence for awhile, skulking through the earthen corridors, listening intently for
anyone else who might bein the large burrows.

“Regidor,” Bardon said after along stretch. “Has Librettowit or Fen or Cam been able to uncover any
solution? aspell? arecording of asimilar circumstance such as Gilda s?’

The meech dragon did not turn but shook hishead. “Like the plight of the deeping knights, Gilda'send
hinged on knowledge that apparently passed away with Wizard Risto. He cast the spell that placed her
essencein abottle. Presumably, he knew how to undo his enchantment.”

“Y ou' re hoping to find something to help her, aren’t you?’

“I hopefor so much, Bardon, my friend. To free Gildafrom her prison. To find other meech dragons
who can tell me more of my heritage. To break the spell that put good men to deep to keep them from
fighting for justice and against oppression. And even to serve Pdadin in some outrageoudy heroic deed.”
Heturned dightly and flashed histoothy grin over his shoulder. “ Perhaps we are destined to do dl these
thingstogether.”

Bardon smiled back. Odd as Regidor was, he dways managed to lift Bardon's spirits.

Regidor turned a corner and disappeared from view.

“Oh, bother.” His deep voicerolled back to Bardon. “ Gildawas right. We should have fetched Kaeto
hepus”
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DRAGONS

Bardon heard Regidor’ s sword glide out of its sheath just as asinister hissreached his ears. He clipped
the globe light to the edge of histunic at the shoulder, drew his own weapon, and leapt around the
corner. He landed, ready to fight, side by side with the meech dragon. Regidor’ s glowing orb floated next
to hisshoulder.

Of course he doesn’t have to carry it. The holding device was for my benefit.

Bardon followed Regidor’ s gaze to afew feet beyond where he stood. Their globe lights cast ablue
radiance on the pale skin of a cave dragon.

What type of cave dweller isthis?

The animal guarded athree-way branch in thetunnd. The bulk of its body filled the lower half of dl three
openings. Both head and tail curled away from the men.

Bardon scowled and tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword.
Isit sleeping soundly enough for usto crawl over without waking it?

Bardon looked to Regidor. The meech appeared to examine the beast blocking their way. He picked up
afig-sized rock, held it shoulder high, and dropped it. The clatter asit hit echoed in the chamber.

The creature irred.

Glad we didn’t try climbing over. Now, we' |l see just what type of cave dragon we are up against.

Musclesrippled under the unnaturally pale skin. It rolled to get its feet underneath and push to a stand.
Asit gained itsfedt, the neck dithered out from the tunnel where it had been resting. Aslong as the body,
the thin shank supported asmall head.

Shake dragon! What do | know about snake dragons? Not enough.

The dragon rocked back and forth on two short front legs asif preparing to pounce. Its serpentine neck
swayed to and fro like the head of ahooded cobra. Large eyes, stunted wings, and a powerful long tail
added to its monstrous appearance.

The creature hissed and struck at Regidor, mouth open and ready for achunk of meech flesh. Regidor
blocked the strike with his sword but did not injure the beast.

Bardon kept his eyes on the ugly dragon.

You're going to test me next, aren’t you? You want to seeif I’'mas quick as Regidor here. Well,
you ugly brute, I’'m close to matching his skill, and I’ m ready for you.

The creature continued to sway on its front legs and bob its head. Bardon became impatient. “ Regidor,
couldn’t you tell thismongter that we' refriendly?’

“Already did,” answered Regidor. “1t' snot buying it.”



The beast made adouble strike, first athrust aimed at Bardon' sleg, then another at Regidor’ sarm.
Both men protected themsalves with precise parries.

Regidor chuckled. “1 guesswe now know why...umph...there was no sign of activity...in this part of the
warren.”

Each sentence had to be timed so as not to interfere with their efforts to remain unscathed by the
increasingly hostile lunges of the dragon.

Bardon fended off the next blow. The dragon drew back and hissed. “While you' re mindspeaking
with...thisobstacle, you might mention that you, too, are...adragon.”

“I’m as much related to that cresture asyou areto agoat in abarnyard.”

“Then why not just blow your fire breath onit, and let’ s get on with thisrescue.”

“It seemsto me ashameto day it for being initsown home.”

“Any suggestions?’ Bardon jumped to avoid a hit.

“I'vegivenit lots of suggestions. It redly just wantsto eat us.”

The squire looked the snake dragon in the eye. “ Sorry. Weredly don’t have timeto stay for dinner.”

Bardon held off striking the beast in away that would do permanent damage. He believed Regidor
should givethesignd. | hope we don’t dally with this creature long enough for it to strike a lucky
blow. Better to kill it and get on with our search for the tumanhofer.

“What makes you think Kae would have been useful in this situation?” Bardon asked.

“Sheis the Dragon Keeper. Y ou would be amazed a what influence she has over animals, especidly, of
course, over dragons.”

The creature dammed the sde of the tunnel with itstail, causng ashower of dirt to fall ontheir heads.

“That doesit.” Regidor sputtered dirt from his mouth. “Kae might be able to turn you from your wicked
ways, but | sure can't.” He sprang forward with hisarm up, ready for adownward dash. Beforethe air
cleared of dugt, the dragon’ s body lay on the tunnd floor, minusits head.

Bardon sheathed his sword. While Regidor cleaned his before putting it away, the squire unfastened his
light and thrugt it into each branch of the tunnel. In each opening, the light illuminated severa yards.

Bardon peered beyond to darkness. “ Any ideawhich way we should go?’
Regidor pointed at the first tunnd. “From the smell, I' d say that leadsto the dragon’ slair.”
Bardon sniffed. “And it was't avery good housekeeper.”

The meech pointed to the opposite tunnd. “ That one has the freshest air, so | would assume it leads back
to the outside after avery short distance.”

“So,” said Bardon, “the middie one probably stretches degp into the ground, into the enemy’ sterritory,
and is, therefore, our logical choice.”

Regidor picked up hislight orb. “That was my assumption.”



Bardon shrugged, heaved a sigh of resignation, and headed into the middle burrow.

Dug out of the earth to accommodate grawligs, the burrows were plenty big, even for Regidor’'s
seven-foot height. Regidor and Bardon, ignoring many narrower passageway's that branched off from the
central core, kept marching forward.

“Regidor, have you noticed the change in the walls for the past mile or 0?7’
“I have. WEe re moving through rock—mountain instead of hills.”
Regidor meandered through the large corridors, examining the stone.

When Bardon studied the walls, he saw only long grooves spirding down onewall, traversing thefloor,
returning up the opposite, and crossing the celling. To him, these markings looked like the impressions left
in wood when a screw was inserted, then removed.

What is Regidor up to? Does he see something in this odd pattern etched in the limestone? Are we
lost? Would he admit it if we were?

The squire cleared histhroat. “ Somehow, | don’t think we are headed to where the grawligs have our
tumanhofer.”

“And | don’t think these tunnelswere crafted by grawligs.”
Does that matter? Bardon studied hisfriend for amoment.

Regidor’ s mind is engaged on the uniqueness of these burrows and not on our mission. The
guestion is, How do | bring him back to our original purpose without ruffling his intellectual
feathers? I’m not sure there is a way.

“Aren’t we supposed to be rescuing Bromptotterpindosset?’ Bardon asked.

“Hmm?What did you say?’ Regidor stopped and raised hisorb to scrutinizethewall. “Look at this,
Bardon. Thisiswriting.”

Bardon came closer, held up hislight, and peered at the marksin the stone. “What languageisit?’
“Ancient Kere”

“Canyou read it?’

“Hmm?’ Regidor squinted as his eyes moved back and forth over the lines of writing.

“l said, ‘Canyou read it? But it lookslike you are doing just that. So you need not answer. That is, if
you' retoo busy.”

“What?" Regidor shook his head and turned away from the wall. “ Are you being sarcastic? No, | can't
read it. | was scanning the text to seeif | recognized aword or even asyllable.”

“How do you know it'sKere?’
“Saw somein one of Librettowit’ s old books.”
“Y ou don't have aclue asto what it means?”’

“Ohyes. | believeit’' sawarning about atwo-headed dragon.”



“Y ou said you couldn’t read the script.”

“I can't.” Regidor moved over afew feet and shone hislight on another section of thewall. “They drew
pictures”

Scratched into the soft rock, eaborate line drawings depicted a party of men fighting atwo-headed
dragon, losing most of their fighting party, and the few survivors hobbling away. By the size and shape of
the men, Bardon guessed they were al tumanhofers.

“Thisisvery interesting, Regidor, but we sill have atumanhofer of our own to track.” The squire waved
his hand back the way they had come. “We haven't seen asign of agrawlig. We haven't even seena
druddum. | think we should retrace our steps and try another direction to find Bromptotterpindosset.”

“I would agree, except we now fed afresh air draft coming from ahead of us.”

“Wedo?

“1 do.” Regidor moved on down the burrow.

Bardon made aface but followed him. “How long ago do you think that picture was made?’

“Hard to say,” Regidor answered over his shoulder. “I would guess before tumanhofers began recording
their adventures on paper.”

“Isit unusua for tumanhofersto writein Kere?’

“We don't know that the message was written at the same time as the picture. The words may have been
there before the picture was drawn. In that case, the picture explainsthe text. Or the picture could have
been scratched onto the walls first. Then someone came aong to explain the picture with words.”

Bardon pondered the possible order of events. He didn’t see how the timing made much difference, but it
wasthe kind of thing Regidor liked to dwell on. “Well, it dl seemsto be done for naught.”

Regidor laughed. “Because dl that explaining, in oneway or ancther, has|eft uswithout any
undergtanding?’

“Uh-hun”

“Y ou are agreeing to keep me from further expounding on the subject.”

Thistime Bardon responded with more enthusiasm. “Uh-huh.”

Regidor lifted his hands and let them drop. “What am | to do with you?’

Bardon laughed. “Leave me as| am. Not everyone has a compulsion to understand everything.”

“Y ou misunderstand, Squire. It isnot the compulsion to find answersthat drives me, but rather the
contentedness after | fully comprehend that satisfiesme.”

“Nevertheess, my meech friend, | am content to allow you to know it al whilel know enough to answer
my immediate questions.”

Regidor shook his head. “Someday | will find my meech relatives and have adiscusson that lastsfor
d@/s,”



Bardon groaned at the prospect, and Regidor grinned.

They waked on, and Bardon finally felt the dight, fresh breeze that Regidor had detected earlier. The
passageways leading off to one side or the other became more numerous. Regidor checked Glas sdiary
once again and ingsted the largest tunnel was the most likdly to lead them to the grawligs mesting
ground.

Bardon spotted the next etching in the wal. Upon examination, the picture was remarkably like thefirg.
“ Another two-headed dragon,” said Bardon.
“Or the same two-headed dragon.”

Bardon shook his head and twisted his mouth. “I’ m getting an uncomfortable feding, Reg. Y ou know,
thereisthe possibility that this two-headed dragon is il roaming around these tunnels.”

“The thought had occurred to me aswell.”

Bardon pointed to the picture. “ It looks a bit like the snake dragon you killed at the entrance to this part
of the mountain. Except for the two heads, of course.”

“Of course. And that thought had occurred to me aswell.”

“Hasit occurred to you that we have not rescued our tumanhofer? We are probably lost in this mountain
full of tunnels. There may be atwo-headed dragon waiting for us. And our timeis running out for finding
and rescuing the knights.”

“I have thought of dl thosethings.”

Bardon quite easily identified the stony mask on hisfriend’ sface. Hewas sure hisown face held asimilar
expression. A person of hisrank in society did not alow frustration to contort hisfeatures. Nor did he let
words explode from his mouth in unrefined anger. The two stared at each other, their breathing audiblein
the slence.

Regidor scratched the ridge above his eyes. “Do you want to go back?

Bardon pressed hislipsin afirm line as he considered their options.

“No,” hesad at last. “Let’sfollow thisto theend.”

The main tunnd curved to the right, no longer carved in astraight line, to some unknown destination.
“I’vedecided,” said Regidor, “that thisis an abandoned tumanhofer settlement.”

Bardon compared what he had seen here with avisit he had made to the tumanhofer city of Dadl. “I think
you'reright. It must be very old and must not have been occupied for centuries.”

“Longer than that. | don't recall seeing any mention of thisin Librettowit’ s history books.”

A heavy object—ablur of white—atail!'—dammed down between them as they passed awide tunnd.
The animd sped away, the tail disgppearing into darkness.

They had their swords drawn. They listened to the heavy tread of the attacker asit moved farther and
farther awvay.



“What wasthat?’ asked Bardon.
“I think we may have found the snake dragon’ s big brother.”
“Didyou get alook at it?’

“Only the pasty white dragon tail.” Regidor replaced his sword in its sheath. “I wonder if it hastwo
heads.”

“I wonder if it shungry.”
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LITTLEDETAILS

Traveling through the burrows became along and tedious task. One tunnel looked much like the last, and
the monotony of the walls wore on the squire’ snerves,

“I"d much rather beflying,” hetold Regidor.

“Ahyes. When | first started flying on my own | had no stamina, no endurance. Now | do pretty well at
thelong stretches”

Bardon nodded, figuring hisfriend understated the case. He knew Regidor to be extremely agile and
stronger for his size than any cresture he had ever encountered.

“Here sanother drawing and the same type of writing besideit.” Bardon pointed to the inscription on the
wal.

“Each battle sceneisatad different, Squire.” Regidor examined the scratched image. “In this depiction,
there are seventeen tumanhofers battling the two-headed dragon. In the one previousto this, there were
twelve, and in thefirg, there were only seven.”

“Y ou counted?’

“Well, of course, | counted.” Regidor ran hisfingers over the unreadable words. “ The depth of this
carving is degper than thefirst or the second. The number of linesareless”

“Anything dse?’
“Y es, the dragon has been larger in proportion to the crudely drawn men in each successve picture.”
“Regidor, you amaze me.”

The meech dragon smiled over his shoulder. “I used to amaze mysdlf, but | am getting used to my genius
astimegoeshy.”

Bardon stared at hisfriend for amoment before he recognized the humor in Regidor’ seyes.

Laughing, Bardon sank down to the floor. “I'm ready for alittle bresk.” He pulled out hiswater flask and
a packet of food.

Regidor sat besde him. Both of them leaned against the rock wall, and the meech pulled out hisown
provisions. He handed the squire an extra package.

The squire peeked ingde. “Daggarts. Thanks.” He shifted to rest more comfortably against one of the
spiraling grooves. “Have you thought about what was used to burrow these tunnels?’

1] Ya”
“And what was your concluson?’
“Didn’t have one.” Regidor chewed abite of bread. “What kind of cheese do you have?’

“Bordenaut.”



“I'll trade you criantem for the bordenaut.”
“Ded.”

They exchanged hunks of cheese and sat resting while they ate. When he had amost completed his
repast, Regidor brought out Glas sdiary. He thumbed rapidly through the pages and dowed down when
he came to the section about the burrow. He skimmed severa pages.

“That’ swhat | thought.”
“What?’ asked Bardon as he rolled the crumbs of hislunch in the paper it had comein.

“Glas never mentions the two-headed dragon, the pictures or words etched into the walls, or the unusua
formation of the groovesin the stone.”

“What does that mean? That he wasn't very observant?’

Regidor shook his head. “This section isincons stent with the careful notations on other pages of his
diary.” Regidor closed the book and tapped the cover with the claw tip of onefinger. “I suspect that Glas
was never in one of these tunnels. He probably recorded what someone had told him, not what he had
seen with hisown eyes.”

“That means we have been depending on amap drawn blindly.”

“That doesn’t mean it isentirely inaccurate.” Regidor stood. “Let’smove on. The qudity of theair is
improving steadily. We should reach an opening to the outside very soon.”

Bardon stood, stuffed histrash into an inner pocket, and dusted his hands off on histrousers. “I’m eager
to get this underground journey over with.”

Regidor took the lead. Bardon followed six to ten feet behind him. They passed severa tunnels branching
off to theright, but none on the left. Ahead there seemed to be an intersection where atunne completely
crossed the main one. Bardon heard awhoosh like a sudden intake of breath, and then a huge white
stonerolled acrosstheir path in the junction ahead, blocking the way.

Both men drew their swords. Regidor legpt to Bardon’ s side and turned so that they stood back to back.
They listened and waited.

A scrape across the stone floor gave away the location of whomever or whatever else waited in the
warren. The sound repeated, closer.

Regidor sniffed the air. 1t is the same dragon who startled uswith awhack of itstail sometime ago.”
“I suppose we are going to find out if it has two heads.”

Regidor grinned and nodded. “And whether it is hungry.”

The cregture gpproached them from the tunndl they had just passed through.

“Ah,” said Regidor asit came closer, but till could not be seen. “It hastwo heads, and it is hungry. They
are quite interested in having something besides druddum for their next med.”

“I had noted the almost nonexistent druddum population in thiswarren.”

“Indeed.”



“ S0 interesting that you can mindspeak with our opponents.” Bardon bresthed deeply, relaxing his
musclesin preparation for the fight. He flexed the fingersthat held the hilt of hissword. “1t would,
perhaps, be more useful if they responded to your eloquence by abandoning their intent to devour us.”

“The problem with mindspesking with these snake dragonsisthey don't join in the conversation.”
Two scuffing noisesindicated the beast was much closer.

“I,” Regidor continued, “ make perfectly reasonable suggestions. And | am ignored.”

“For ingtance?’

“| suggest that we taste ghastly. One head tells the other that it will be nice to each have its own body on
which to munch. | say we are mighty warriorswho will hack their duggish, overgrown body to bits. It
saysit needsto approach with greater sedth.”

“It' susing quite an elaorate vocabulary.”

“No, no, Bardon. It ismy vocabulary. | am merdly interpreting the gridy mental imagesthat | detect inits
feeblebrains”

“Soitisn't aparticularly smart dragon.”

“Correct. Both heads together couldn’'t spell cat.” Regidor pointed with thetip of hissword. “There, in
thetunnel, just out of view, it stands, watching us.”

Bardon heard the hoarse chorus of breathing from the two heads.

“It was smart enough to block our way, then circle back to attack us.”
“Merely copying someone else' s strategy.”

“Whose drategy 7’

“One of the tumanhofer hunting parties.”

Bardon considered the ramifications of Regidor’ s stlatement. This must be the original two-headed
monster. A descendant wouldn’t have memory of a battle with tumanhofers eons ago. Long
memory, but not very clever. There must be a way to trick this creature.

“Regidor, | recdl hearing of Wizard Risto doing aparticularly clever visua deception. He crested an
illusoninwhich he, or severd images of himsdf, sood about the room.”

“A good idea, Squire.”

Bardon blinked and saw not one meech dragon standing beside him with sword drawn, but two. He
turned his head to the other side and saw three more replicas of the original Regidor.

“Now be careful,” warned Regidor, “and don’'t swing your sword through the real me. Piercing one of
my fellowswould not injure them, but—"

The two-headed dragon bolted out of the dark. In three strides, it loomed over them. Both heads
swiveed, trying to pick atarget.

“Not identical twins,” observed Regidor.



“Definitely not,” agreed Bardon.

The skin of the dragon’ sleft neck was wrinkled, with an ugly purple mottling over agreenish tan
under-color. Smooth, ebony skin covered the other neck. The left head reminded Bardon of agourd
with apoint on top, and it wobbled abit on its perch. The underbite of this distorted head exposed arow
of jagged, crooked teeth with gaps where severa had falen out.

The roundish head of the right side had a crest of burnished copper scales. It ported astrong jaw line
and amouth full of shiny, pointed white teeth.

The well-formed head swooped down, mouth open asit tried to bite one of the Regidor illusions. Its
teeth sngpped together, holding nothing.

Bardon took advantage of its bewilderment and charged. He dashed the creature’ s neck and chest, then
ran out of reach. He turned and surveyed the Situation, looking for his next opportunity. The wound he
inflicted on the two-headed dragon barely trickled blood. The squire didn’t have an opportunity to puzzle
over why hisattack had done so little damage.

The weaker head sivung wildly through the line of Regidor images. It whipped through three and camein
contact with solid flesh on the fourth. Regidor was thrown off balance and fell on hisback. He used his
position to strike ablow to the underside of the beast’ s chin. It roared and pulled back.

Whilethe uglier head retreated, the stronger, smarter-looking head glanced down at Regidor. With teeth
bared, it struck. Regidor rapped it sharply on the snout with hisblade. It reared up as the weaker head
came down for another strike at Regidor. The heads came together with aresounding thud. The meech
rolled to the sde and sprang to hisfest.

Regidor bresthed rapidly, and with every breath, more images of himsdf appeared. Bardon'seyes
widened as he watched. The meech dragon wizard had improved upon hisfirst attempt. Thefirst set of
Regidor images had moved in synchronization, al doing exactly the samething asthe origind. These
images moved around the room independently.

Bardon recognized what each illuson was doing. Forms. In years of training, Bardon had done these
same routines himsdlf in astate of mind that was detached from the motions. Now these images of
Regidor went through the formsin mindless repetitions.

The momentarily stunned dragon shook its heads and gazed, glassy-eyed, around the tunnel. The head
closest to Bardon bobbed, sinking dowly until its underdevel oped chin rested on the ground afew feet
from where the squire stood.

“Uh-oh,” said Regidor.
“What?’
“The other head is not too happy with what we' ve doneto his partner.”

“Wedidn't do that.” Bardon pointed to the unconscious part on the floor and then at the till functioning
part looming above them. “It did. It knocked it out with its own hard head.”

Regidor laughed. “A concise summary of the circumstances. But to this menacing head it isaminor detail.
Unfortunatdly, the conscious part of the beast does not take responsbility for theinjury toits other half. It
blamesus”

“Wel, what'sit planning to do?’ Bardon eyed the cregture.



“It'strying to figure that out. It’'s never fought solo before.” Regidor yelled and jumped to the Sde asthe
beast’ s head came damming down. “1 guess he’ s not going to bother to do any more thinking.” He
swung his sword and hit the creature between the eyes. The blade |eft a deep scratch.

“Our problem isgoing to be piercing thisthick skin,“ Regidor commented to Bardon as he danced away
from the sngpping mouth. “Y ou might join mein thisfracas. I’'m not so conceited that | haveto fight this
thing done”

Bardon stepped over the deeping head and joined Regidor in his defense against the still-active, stronger
head. The effects of the collision between heads had worn off this one. Instead of dazed, the creature
was enraged.

It repeatedly thrust its open mouth at the two-legged warriors, snapping and snarling and keeping
Regidor and Bardon jumping. The men made numerous hits. They battered the dragon with their swords,
leaving bloody marks on its face and neck. But the wounds did not inhibit the dragon’sfury.

“Aim for itseyes and the indde of itsmouth,” suggested Bardon.

“I am aming for those tender spots. | believe this beast has afew more years of fighting experience than
we do. Ouch!”

Bardon glanced at his comrade. Regidor’ sforeleg bled from a straight-linewound. It didn't look like the
jagged tear teeth would make.

“He bit you?’ asked Bardon.
“No! The confounded anima dapped my own sword againgt my foreleg.”

“Not agood idea, Reg. WEe re having enough trouble subduing this beast without your loaning him the
use of your weagpon.”

Bardon felt something painful clamp down on his calf. Helooked to see that the ugly half was awake and
active and biting hisleg.

Thefew teeth this head had left were sharp, and they penetrated the lesther of hisboot, pricking hisleg.
He had haf amoment to think he was glad it wasn't the other head holding hisleg. When he attempted to
grike ablow, the anima hoisted him in the air and siwung him over Regidor’ s head. The more attractive
head took affront at his recovered partner getting in theway. It swung to the sde, damming into Bardon
and the mouth holding him upside down.

An opening in the dragon’ s defense dlowed Regidor an opportunity to attack. Heflipped into the air. As
he somersaulted over the rounder, crested head, he dashed downward, dicing the cresture’ seye. The
meech landed on the weaker head and managed a deep thrust through the eye into the brain. The beast
jerked, letting go of itsprize.

Bardon sailed up toward the ceiling. He landed with awhump on aledge and rolled onto his scomach to
peer over the edge. His sword lay on the floor below. He pulled out his darts and began menacing the
brighter head of the dragon while his meech friend dedlt with the other. Bardon amed hisdarts a the

eyes.

Regidor withdrew his sword from the other head and stabbed again. The snake dragon thrashed, trying
to didodge the awful atacker. Regidor did down the neck, taking his sword with him. When he reached
the back, Regidor turned and lifted the underdevel oped wing. He thrust his sword into the tender flesh
beneath. Another thrust, and blood spurted. He' d hit amain artery.



Bardon ran out of darts and sat up. He redlized a section of the wall behind him opened into another
room. One look caused his heart to race. He turned back to shout to Regidor, but hisfriend still needed
to administer the killing blow.

The meech pushed the dragon’ s head back and exposed its neck. With the point of his blade, he pierced
the jugular vein. He moved to the other lethargic head and did the same. Then he backed away from the
snake dragon and let it die. When the beast shuddered and expelled itslast breath, Regidor gazed up to
where Bardon sat on the edge of alip of stone.

Bardon grinned. “ Good work, Reg.”

“Enjoying theview?’ asked Regidor. He looked with disgust at the blood soaking the front of his cape,
shirt, and pants.

“Yes” answered Bardon. “And I’ ve made the most wonderful discovery up here.”
Regidor looked up again, tilted his head, and cocked the ridge over one eye,

“A hole,” Bardon answered the unasked question.

“A hole?

“More like adoorway.”

“A doorway?’

Bardon nodded. “To aroom.”

Regidor sghed noisly. “A room?’

Bardon smiled. “Filled with lightrocks and. .. degping knights.”
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A CASTLE

Even before they entered the chamber, Bardon heard the roar of falling water. Once insde the stone
room, the noise drowned out every other sound. Draperiesin rich, dark burgundy covered the windows,
S0 he could not see the waterfall that dominated the room with itsdin.

Regidor and Bardon circled the vaulted hal without saying aword. The knights stood, sat, and reclined
around theroom asif they were visiting in someone' s home. Only the knights did not breathe, their
closed eyes saw nothing, and their skin felt hard like marble and cold likeice.

Twelve. Twelve young knights exiled from their lives.

Theroom itself looked like the great hall of an old castle, dusty and smelling of mold. Under the layer of
disuse, the chamber exhibited age-old €legance.

Regidor plunged into an investigation of everything he saw. He examined books, furniture, the walls, the
deeping knights, the candles, everything, inarush.

Bardon’ s second dow walk around the room included a careful study of al the knights. These men did
not appear as satues, sncether skin toneslooked natura. Two urohm knights sat on the floor next to
the curtained windows. Their heads leaned back against the wall, hafway to the ceiling. One tumanhofer
knight sat in achair too tdl for him. An untouched teatray sat on thetable at his elbow. No mariones,
kimens, or donedls had been captured. Five emerlindians and four o’ rants made up the remaining knights.

“Look at thesetwo emerlindians, Reg,” Bardon called to hisfriend. “ They' re brothers, maybe even
twins”

Regidor I€ft the picture that had caught his attention and came to examine the two deeping knights.
“Definitely,” he said. “ They probably looked more dike as boys. Their lives have marked their faces.”
“I wonder,” said Bardon, “if they are Jllesand Joffa.”

“You sad Joffawaskilled in an ambush.”

Bardon nodded.

Even though both had raised their voices, many of their words were drowned in the noise of the
cascading water outside. Thisroaring waterfall claimed Bardon' s attention as the meech hurried off to
inspect ateaservice.

Long, narrow windows lined one wall. Bardon moved aside aset of dusty drapesto consider thick,
beveled glass set in movable frames. He stepped up on the deep ledge of awindow and tried to wrench
it open. The old frame would not budge.

“Reg, | could use some help here,” he shouted.

After Bardon's second call to break Regidor’ s concentration, the meech dragon pushed a heavy chest
under the window. The deep ledge was too narrow for both of them to stand on. Regidor examined the
frame and then removed a bottle of oil from hishollow. He poured this dick lubricant down the side
grooves where the window stuck in the wooden track. He put two fingers of each hand at the top of the



grooves. After amoment, he drew back.

“Try it now.” Regidor gestured with his hands aswell as shouted. The tumult of falling water obscured
their words.

Bardon lifted the window eedily. “Y ou’ re handy to have around, Reg.”
The meech just grinned and returned the bottle of oil to the hollow.
“What do you see out there?’

Bardon pushed aside thick vinesthat had completely covered the opening and peered out. A fine spray
of water landing in cold droplets on hisface sartled him. A cascade of water flowed over the building
from anarrow river. The water splashed in what looked like a deep pool at the base of the castle and
then sped away in white-water rapids.

“I can seethe waterfdl. It appears to plummet over the end of the castle. We're at the front of the
building, near thetop.” He leaned out the window. “From the position of thesun, I'd say it'slate
afternoon and we're at the eastern end of the castle. There' s so much growth covering thewadlls, it's hard
to distinguish the mountain from the castle. Both are made out of the same type of stone. Who would
build their home so that one end is perpetudly wet?’

“Let’sexplore. We need to find Bromptotterpindosset. Perhaps we' |l discover the answer to other
guestions along the way.” Regidor motioned for Bardon to come out of the window and jump down. The
meech dragon replaced him on thewindowsl|l. “Let metry something,” he yelled.

Bardon did not see hisfriend do anything, but the sound of the waterfall faded. The roar became distant,
asif it were over amountain ridge and in the next valey.

Regidor jumped down, and Bardon climbed back into the window. The water still cascaded over the
rocks and part of the castle.

“What did you do?’ asked Bardon, without having to shout.

“I just repaired asound barrier. | got to thinking that the people who lived here surely didn't listen to that
noise constantly.” Regidor gestured toward the window. “When | looked outside, | could seethe
fragmented barrier. It was asmple thing to bind up the loose ends.”

He flashed hislarge and charming smile. “| have agrest dedl of practice with sound barriers. Smaller
onesthan thisone, of course. But they camein handy with Toopka' s congtant jabbering, Wizard
Fenworth’ stendency to fuss, and Librettowit’s courting of Taylaminkadot.”

“As| said before, old friend, you comein handy.” Bardon lowered the window and jumped down. “Our
exploration of thisoddity will be much more pleasant now that we can hear each other.”

Bardon looked at the statuelike knights. “1 wonder if they are aware we' re here.”
“No, | wouldn't think s0.”
“Do you think any of them resemble Kde?’

Regidor’seyes narrowed. “ Y es, 1, too, thought perhaps her missing father could be here.” He looked
carefully at each o'rant’sface. “No, | can't say that onelookslike our Kale.”

“We d best get busy. We can't do anything for the knightsright now.”



Over and over again, the empty rooms and the signs of neglect proved their assumption that the castle
was deserted. They explored the upper floors and those below. The building consisted of seven floors
and three turrets that extended two stories above the seventh floor.

They thought it odd that the chambers seemed to be mostly for entertaining. On the ground floor, agrand
ballroom stretched from one end of the structure to the other. A raised platform would have
accommodated asmall orchestra

A few smadller, out-of-the-way rooms might have been servant stations where maids and footmen stored
supplies and prepared teacarts. But they saw no kitchen, no bedchambers, no laundry, nothing practica
or designed for the background functioning of such a huge establishment.

A storage basement sprawled under the entire structure, but aside from afew pieces of furniture, nothing
was stored there. Large-leafed, rope-thick vines covered al the windows. Regidor caled thislush ivy
heirdosh and said it was poisonous if consumed.

The doorsto the outside would not open, even with Regidor’ swizardly help.

“Warded, | suspect,” said the meech after another unsuccessful attempt to get out of the building and
explore the grounds.

“lsn’'t it more customary to place aspdl on the entryways to keep people out rather than to keep them
in?’ asked Bardon.

Regidor raised both ridges over hiseyes. “Thiswhole setup israther unusud.” He waved hisforefeet at
the area surrounding them. “ Elaborate dining rooms, but no kitchen. Elegant soiree chambers, drawing
rooms, salons, music rooms, and grand halls for entertaining hundreds of guests, but no bedchambers.
No library, no study, no housekeeper’ s quarters. It samost asif part of the castleismissing.” He
furrowed hisbrow as he continued hislist. “No stables, no wine cdllar, no armory. Asit is, this
establishment could not function.”

After exploring the part of the castle where the air wasrelatively dry, they ventured into the rooms where
moisture clung to the wals and furnishings. Their feet dipped on amarble floor dick with athin sheen of
mud. Plants grew dong the walls and cascaded across the floor asif nature had decided to take over the
décor.

When they came to what they thought would be the last wall of the castle, they found massive doors.
Opening thisgiant porta reveded another section of cagtle directly behind the waterfal.

Herethey found servants quarters. Upon further exploration, they identified many different craft rooms
where obvioudy things had been made to accommodate the needs of the peopleliving in the castle. At
onetime, these hdls had produced everything from linen and leather, garments and furniture, cheese and
jerky, to horseshoes and armor.

After they had walked from floor to floor, Regidor stopped and leaned against awall. “ Thisraises even
more questions.”

“Indeed,” said Bardon. “When was this castle inhabited? And by whom? | see evidence of urohmsas
well as o' rants, mariones, and tumanhofers.”

“The herb room looked like it had been run by an adept emerlindian.”

Bardon pointed in the direction of the halls holding looms. “ Donedls had ahand in the weaving of fabric
and fashioning clothesand jewdry.”



“Where were the gardens for food, the pastures for the animals?’ asked Regidor.
“Was thisfortress occupied five hundred years ago or five thousand?’

Regidor tugged on the edge of atapestry. “If it wasfive thousand years ago, why hasn't it all
disntegrated?’

Bardon put hisfists on his hipsand dowly turned, surveying the room, still amazed by the overal
grandeur of this deserted castle. “If it was only five hundred years ago, why are there no recorded
histories, no legends passed down through the generations, and not even amention of it in the ballads?’

“Wheét isthe name of this castle?’

“Why was it abandoned?’

The two warriors|ooked at each other, shrugged, grinned, and said in unison, “We don’'t know.”
Bardon sighed. “We dlill have to find Bromptotterpindosset.”

Regidor reached into his cape and pulled Glas sdiary from the hollow.

“The map clearly showsthe grawlig meeting field at the end of that burrow.”

“It doesn’'t show acastle?’

“No cagtle.” Regidor shook his head without |ooking up.

“We must have been in the wrong burrow al dong, or we made awrong turn.”

Regidor studied the page in the diary and shook his head again as he contemplated what he saw. “ There
were not that many turns.”

“Y ou said Glas drew that map on hearsay.”

Regidor nodded. “But there must be atincture of truth to substantiate the drawing, or Glas would not
haveincluded it. He seems to have been ameticulous recorder of hisexplorations.” He snapped the
small, leather-bound volume shut. “Let’ skeep looking.”

“Where and for what?’

“For answers. | suspect,” he said, pointing to the west wall, “that there is another set of massive doors
somewhere”

“That would lead us into the side of the mountain | could see from the window. It was avine-covered,
sheer diff face”

Regidor held afinger inthe air and started for the staircase they had climbed. “It looked likea
vine-covered, sheer cliff face. Let’ sretrace our stepsto the doors that lead back to thefirst part of the
cadle”

Bardon followed as Regidor bounded down thewide stairs at arapid clip.

Regidor cdled over his shoulder, his voice charged with enthusiasm. “1 want to get on the outside of this
castle and view it from that perspective.”

When they reached the massive doors, Regidor walked directly acrossthe great hall and began probing



thethick layer of vines.

Reuctantly, Bardon followed. He reached between the pam-sized leaves and heavy stems. Hisfingers
touched smooth plaster. He moved over afoot and tried again. His fingertips brushed carved wood.
Exploring with his hand, he came to the conclusion he had found the doors Regidor wanted.

“Right here, Reg.”

Bardon got out his knife and began chopping through the heavy vegetation even before the meech dragon
confirmed his suspicion. The heavy vineswere remarkably healthy. He used his blade to saw through
some of the thicker branches. Regidor worked beside him, using a claw to sever each limb. By himsdlf,
Bardon would have worked severd hours. With Regidor employing some wizard' strick, in minutesthey
removed the vegetation barring their way.

Regidor aso opened the massive doors by some method Bardon did not quite perceive.

In thiswing they found the personal quarters of whoever had owned the castle. Bedchambers, a study
and library, a solarium, ahothouse, and smaller parlors occupied three floors.

“Y ou will haveto repair the sound barrier on this side of the castle, Regidor. | can barely hear mysdlf.”
“Let’s open a window, then.” Regidor’svoice came clearly into Bardon'smind.

The view, when they got the window opened and cleared, was exactly like what they’ d seen from the
other sde.

Bardon frowned and shouted. “ This castle blends into the mountain so that you can’t tell it’ s here.”

“ Makes our mysterious castle all the more mysterious.” Regidor looked outside. “ The barrier is
torn between here and the falls. I'll repair it in a moment.” He turned to the back of the room. “ We
have windows on two sides instead of just one. Let’s see what is out there.”

Now that they had experience opening the stubborn windows, it didn’t take long to throw open the sash.
Thefirst window they opened had |et in the roar of the waterfdl. Thiswindow let inthe roar of grawligs

a play.
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VIEW FROM A TURRET

“So, we' ve found them after all,” said Regidor as he dapped Bardon on the back.

The squire squeezed to one Side so hisfriend could lean out of the window and examine the courtyards.
Regidor scowled. “1 haven't spotted Bromptotterpindosset, have you?’

“Over there, by thefire pit,” Bardon said. “I hope that doesn't indicate they’ ve chosen him for their next

“Y ou can never tdl with grawligs.” The meech jumped down from the windowsill. “We better find away
out of this castle so we can rescue him.”

They dashed down the wide, curving staircase and tried the doors to the outside.

“Warded,” said Regidor, “just like the doorsin the other wing.”

“Let’ stry reaching the top of one of theturrets. Y ou can fly out, and | can probably climb down those
vines”

They sprinted back up the staircase and then climbed the twisted stepsinsde asmal, stuffy tower. When
they reached the top, they spotted atrgpdoor in the celling. Bardon climbed the remaining steps built into
the stonewall and felt around the edges for alatch. When he found nothing securing the square door, he
put his shoulder to it. Surprised when it did not move, hetried again, grunting. The trapdoor did not give

way.
“Warded,” he said as he stepped off the ladder and onto the last platform at the top of the turret.

Regidor reached up and placed hisforefoot on the wood. “Yes, it’ swarded. But the ward was cast from
the ground floor. Thisis probably the weakest point, being farthest away from the origin. Let metry to
break through.”

Bardon waited. Twevetiny windows spaced evenly around the circular wall gave him viewsin every
direction. Out of one he saw the waterfall. Out of another he saw the opposite wing of the castle and had
to look carefully to seethat it was not just a sheer cliff face mostly covered with heavy vegetation. He
saw the sun setting to the west. He saw the grawligs cavorting in the courtyard below, and he saw
another slone mountainside behind thair festivities.

“Regidor, | believe thereisyet another wing to this castle”
The meech dragon grunted. “Busy.”

Bardon stared at the wall he suspected to be manmade and not nature’ s cliff until he could make out a
few of the windows. He looked at the skyline, and after some study, he could digtinguish the turrets, a
battlement, and twin towers.

“That’ sdone,” said Regidor as helifted the door.
The hinges creaked, and dirt, dried leaves, and dead bugs rained down on their heads.



“I'mglad | wasn't looking up,” said Bardon.

Regidor sputtered. “1 was.” He stepped down and dapped at his clothes, knocking the debris away. “ It
has not been agood day for my wardrobe. Blood and dirt. Unacceptable embellishmentsto
sophigticated attire.”

Bardon blinked as Regidor’ s apparel vibrated at enormous speed. When the activity ceased, the meech
was clean.

Regidor swept an open forefoot toward the ladder. “Y ou may go first, Squire.”

Bardon, in hisgrimy clothing, climbed out of the turret and peered over the chest-high wall. Regidor
joined him. Below them the grawligs participated in awild rumpus, besting drums, hooting in what might
be considered a song, and dancing that consisted mostly of jumping up and down.

“They’re certainly happy about something,” Bardon observed.

“The smple pleasure of having stolen one of usaway. After their humiliation in the ravine, they needed
the exhilaration of pulling off some daring deed right beneeth our noses.”

“Y ou sound asif you have sudied them.”

“Oh, we have. Wizard Cam Ayronn and | are writing abook on the mores and cultura structure of the
lower races. Of course, so far our studies have only encompassed grawligs, ropma, and bisonbecks.”

“Of course.” Bardon couldn’t contain the smile that broke out on hisface. He knew he' d missed any
chance he had of appearing serious.

Regidor spotted his smirk and returned a haughty stare. The coldness of the meech dragon’s expression
melted into atoothy grin. “Never mind, dear Bardon. Y ou were not designed by Wulder to be an
academician like Librettowit or Wizard Cam. Y ou were not meant to be debonair like Sir Dar, or
persgtently friendly like N’ Rag, or obnoxioudy inquisitive like Ahnek.”

“What was | meant to be, Regidor?’
“Y ou don't know?’

“You know | don't. I’ ve dways known you see right through me. | don’t particularly understand why
you gtill chooseto bemy friend.”

Regidor now scanned the sky asif he expected to see something. “I suppose you' re talking about the
facade you have cregted that givestheimpresson of being al-sufficient.”

The smile dropped from Bardon' s face. He now had the serious expression he had wanted a moment
ago to tease hisfriend.

“I don’t know that Wulder made me with what it takes to be aknight, Regidor. My sabbatica was
important. | needed to know if | had enough in meto fulfill the vow | would make to Paladin to follow
Wulder.”

Regidor leaned againgt a pargpet and crossed hisforelegs over his chest. “Y ou are saying that Wulder
made a mistake when He designed you?’

“No, of course not.” Bardon looked away from hisfriend’ s scrutiny and examined the western sky. The
sun hovered over the horizon, displaying ared blaze of last-minute glory asit disappeared. “ Of courseit



isl who am at fault. | havefailed to recognize what Wulder wants meto do. | try to be something that is
not in my natureto be.”

He glanced back at hisfriend. The meech rolled his eyes and pushed away from thewall. “Y ou have
failed to recognize that Wulder wants you to be the knight that is Sir Bardon, not Sir Dar. Y ou are not
like any of the heroes of our last quest. Y ou areyou.”

Bardon looked away again.

Regidor came and put his hand on Bardon's shoulder. *Y ou have a o failed to recognize that Wulder fills
you with what you need when you need it. What iswithin you at this moment is not sufficient to meet a
need that will not arise until forty years hence.”

The squire did not answer. Regidor’ swords sounded as if they might apply to someone else but not to
Bardon.

Regidor clapped him on the shoulder. “Here comes my messenger.”

Startled, Bardon looked to where Regidor pointed. A moonbird winged toward them and landed on the
same parapet the meech had been leaning againgt. Bardon had seen kimens smaller than thislarge bird,
whose feathers glowed white with an under-color of gray. Its head swiveled asit looked with piercing
golden eyes, fird a Regidor, then at Bardon, and back to the dragon. Its yellowish orange talons spread
acrossthe rock of the castle. It snapped itslarge beak together asif asking Regidor a question.

Regidor gazed into the beautiful cresture’ seyesfor along moment.

| don’t suppose | should interrupt his commune with his bird friend, Bardon thought, but speaking
of messages, it would be convenient to send a message to our party. “ Good news—we' ve found
the knights and our mapmaker.”

| should tell Captain Anton to hold on for one more day. Technically, he should head back with
our party in the morning. But we may be back with Bromptotter pindosset by midday.

Regidor touched the moonbird lightly on the chest, and then the creature flew away.
“Who was the message to?” asked Bardon.
“Captain Anton. Actudly, it will goto N’ Rae, who will relay it to Captain Anton.”

“ And the message said we have found the knights and should return tomorrow sometime with our missing
tumanhofer.” Bardon’ s anger hummed benegth the words.

Regidor’ s head shot around so that the two stared at each other.

“| see” said Regidor. “Yes, you'rein charge of thisexpedition. | gpologize. Ka€ s aways onto me for
being too independent. She says she will someday have me write the definition of team in anotebook a
hundred times.”

Thetenson drained out of Bardon's neck and shoulders. Hewasn't sureif it was Regidor’ s ready
apology that caused him to relax or the fact that Kae al so became frustrated with the meech dragon’s
occasiond high-handed manner.

“Um.” Regidor uncharacteristically hesitated. “Would you like to outline our course of action?’

Bardon laughed. “Now you' re deferring to my leadership?’



Regidor nodded. “ Belatedly.”
“Oh, Reg, Kde has taught you to do contrite very well.”
The meech dragon chortled and managed to look even more sheepish.

Bardon studied the activity below and then crossed to the back of the corner turret. “We'll go down this
Sde and meet by the garden wall. We can follow that with reasonable cover until we are within striking
distance of the guards around Bromptotterpindosset. He doesn't look injured and should be able to
travel. When we get closer and see what the setup looks like from the ground, mindspeak to him and tell
him what is about to happen.

“Hopefully, your sudden appearance will give us enough time to free him and escape through the front
gate. Y ou can hold them within the enclosure easily enough to give metime to get him some distance
away. Thenfly tojoin us, and we Il determineif any further diversonary tacticis needed. Any questions
or suggestions?’

Regidor’ s pointed teeth gleamed in the moonlight. “Y ou did that quite well, Squire. Are you sure you
don’t have what is needed to become aknight?’

Bardon sghed and ran the fingers of one hand through his hair. “Thisis merely delineating a course of
action.”

“This” said Regidor, “isexactly what aknight does.”

Bardon hopped up to sit on the turret wall and threw aleg over. “1’m climbing down these vines.
Good-bye.”

Regidor releasad hiswings from the tight folds he kept them in asthey lay againgt hisback. Theair blew
Bardon’shair away from hisface.

“And | will fly. A lot lesswork.”

Bardon nodded and lowered himself over the edge. Regidor took to the air and glided noisdesdy into the
back courtyard.

The squire put hisfoot on abranch, testing it. Finding it strong enough to support hisweight, he began a
cautious, step-by-step climb down the side of the castle. Halfway down he placed his foot on abranch
that seemed to melt under hisweight. He moved over to assess another branch. This vine would not bear
hisweight ether.

Bother. I'll have to inch back again. If | move morein thisdirection, I’ll be in sight of the
grawligs' little party.

He went up aways and then scooted over the weak spot.
“ Having a problem?”
Yes, Reg. Can you see the vines from where you are?

“ Of course,” heanswered. “ I’ mwondering why you are dancing around in that one spot. The
vines are thick and sturdy there.”

They give under my weight.



“Odd. They shouldn’t. Put your foot on one and push it down. 1’1l watch.”

Bardon reached with hisfoot, found abranch, and shifted hisweight. Thisvine felt thick beneath the sole
of hisboot. It had given alittle, but Bardon decided to trust it. Still clinging to the vines next to his chest
with both hands, he moved the other foot to follow thefirst.

“ Careful, Sguire. There’' s something underneath.”

That something wrapped around both ankles and jerked. The vines dissolved in his hands, and Bardon
didinto aholeinthewal. An exploson of lightstold him he' d entered agateway. Pressure built up in his
lungstoo fast to grab alast breath to hold on to. Usudly, the sensation of going through a gateway was
horizontal, a matter of afew steps, and the traveler determined when those steps were taken. This
gateway opened up like the top of awell. Bardon did not walk, hefell. He did not travel afew steps, but
down along tunnel of variegated lights. The atmosphere stuck to him and dowed his descent. Thelights
dimmed, and he hit the side of the passageway. He redized the shaft had changed direction and now
descended as adope. He began to roll. The flashing lights returned right before Bardon tumbled out onto
aplanking of acygnot tree.

Spread out, facedown on the firm weave of branches, he closed his eyes and enjoyed breathing.
A voice from above him brought his eyeswide open.

“Bardon, what are you doing here?’
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KALE
Kae swung down from one layer of the planking in Bedderman’ s Bog and sat cross-legged on the next.

“What do you think, Pat?’ she said to asmall brown minor dragon no bigger than akitten. “Canit be
fixed?’

The little dragon chewed thoughtfully on some bug he had captured and eyed the portal. She listened with
her mind to the dragon’ s assessment of the damaged gateway. Her eyeswidened. “Eight or nine
thousand years old? Maybe Fenworth made it in hisyouth. Of course, he claimsto be older than that, but
| don't believeit. | think it’s part of hisconfusion.” Sheleaned back against the thick trunk of acygnot
tree. “Thisis such aboring assgnment.” She picked up a notebook and made an entry. First she marked
the location of this gateway on amap of The Bogs, then numbered it. “Number fifty-gx, approximate age
eight to nine thousand years.” She tapped her pen on the page. “ Y ou know Fenisn't going to accept
such abroad estimation. Oh, | wish Reg were here. He would have thisfigured out in atrice.”

Kale scooted closer to the opening and studied the fibers with which the gateway had been woven. She
didn’t touch them because they were actualy made of amateria smilar to light. She preferred not to be
shocked. And, shedidn’t want to accidentdly fal through.

Thetask assigned her wasto locate and catal og every gateway in The Bogs. It was atedious chore, and
sadly, she saw the necessity.

Fenworth was dying. Not apainful or difficult death, but as he put it, the end of thislife and the beginning
of the new. Once he had quit thisworld and stepped into the presence of Wulder, he would no longer be
ableto assist Kae. And he wasleaving The Bogsto Kale. She would be its mistress and must be familiar
with al its properties.

“Thislooks like the pattern woven in the Pordactic Period, and the strength of the fibers backs that up.
Il put down eight thousand, five hundred, twenty-five years. And asto the weaver of the gateway, it
was not Fenworth. Fen believesin smplicity, unlessit’ s his stay-at-home robes. Those are elaborate and
beautiful.”

She glanced down at her attire, black leggings, asmock shirt in adull green, and, of course, her
moonbeam cape. With agrin, she concentrated on the plain pants until they blossomed into loose-fitting
sk trousers, shimmering in peacock colors. Her floppy blouse she changed into afitted blue tunic
embroidered with threads of gold. Under the tunic, she now wore adazzling white long-deeved shirt with
sapphire sngps a the throat and wrists. Still not satisfied, she rearranged the embroidery on the tunic into
ascene including awhite paace, strutting peacocks, and dragons flying over her shoulder and across her
back. She |eft the moonbeam cape done.

A second minor dragon scampered out of the hanging moss. He chittered and flew to a branch of leaves
above Kde€ shead. Shelooked up and smiled. “Hdlo, Gymn. Y our tummy full?’

The green dragon smacked hislips and stretched out in a patch of sun filtering through the dense leaves
above.

Kaeturned back to her examination of theweave. “Strot. | think it was Strot who made this gateway.”
Shetilted her head. “ That’ s peculiar, though. Why would Strot be here in The Bogs making a portal ?



Thisclearly istheinitia entry.” She wrote her identification in the notebook and tapped the pen against
her chin. “Now, where does it go? These broken strands would indicate north, and they were quite long,
weren't they, Pat? Now they’re so frayed and tangled, it’s hard to know what to think.” The brown
dragon scrambled among the leaves. She put the pen and notebook down on the floor and faced the
gaeway squardly.

“Let’sfix this, Pat. Maybe while we re weaving, we can determine the location of the other sde.”

Thelittle brown dragon dropped the collection of tiny beetleshe had in hisforefeet and flew to Ka€e's
shoulder. With the help of the fix-it dragon, she used her knowledge of wizardry to gather together the
broken strands, form new matching strands, and work them into asmooth frame for the gateway.

“My,” she said as shefinished and let out aheavy sigh. “That covered quite adistance. All theway up to
the Northern Reach. And the exit at the other end was most peculiar. Where' sFilia?’

Almost immediately, asmal, rosy pink dragon appeared from within the foliage. The cresture looked far
more delicate than Pet. Her pale wings, filigreed with silver and gold lines, were dmost transparent.
“Filia, do you remember anything about the Wizard Strot?...A mountain wizard. Yes, | remember that
too...Murdered by Risto? Oh no, | don’t think | knew that.”

Kaeagain sudied the gateway. “Two things | detect about this gateway, friends. Thefirg isthat it
proceeds verticaly instead of horizontally. Second, thereisadevice at the other Sde that literdly pullsin
anything that comes too close to the entrance.” She tapped her pen again on her chin. “To what purpose
would that be?’

She closed the book, stuck the pen in a pocket dong its spine, and shoved them into ahollow in her
cape.

“Now, whereis everybody? It stimeto go home. I'll ask Librettowit what he knows of this gateway and
Strot.”

Pat had again gathered a medl. He reluctantly released the drummerbug he’ d been about to devour and
followed Kale.

“Metta? Ardeo?’ shecaled.
A purple and agray dragon came through the planking from the cygnot floor below.

“Dibl? Dibl! Wouldn't you know he d be the last to come?’ She walked to the tree trunk, gave alittle
jump, latched on to the hole in the flooring above, and pulled hersalf onto the next layer. Her stylish pants
caught on atwig. Annoyed, she carefully unhooked the cloth so it would not tear, and stood up.

“Dibl, where are you?’

The yellow and orange dragon swooped down from the branches above and ruffled her short curly hair.
“Oh, cease your antics, you naughty little beast.” She laughed but stopped short when she heard athump
from the landing below.

Dropping to her knees, she peered through the hole. In front of the gateway, ahdfling stretched out on
his stomach. She knew those pointed ears and coa black hair.

“Bardon, what are you doing here?’
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JOINING FORCES

Bardon pulled hisface out of the planking and looked up, trying to locate Kde. “Where are you?’
“Up here”

Herolled over on his side and peered into the woven branches above him.

Kaegiggled. “Here”

He shifted his gaze, following the bright sound of her voice, and spotted her face upside down with curls
bouncing around her ears.

“Areyou dl right?’ sheasked. “You look kind of stunned. Did you whack your head coming through
that crazy gateway?”’

She disappeared for amoment, then her legs came through the opening. The colorful materia of awild
pair of bloomersfluttered as she swung for a second and then dropped to the floor. A stream of dragons
followed her, dl smdl, dl chittering wildly in their excitement.

Bardon pushed himsdf to agtting position as Kale sprang across the planking to hisside.
“Areyou hurt?’ she asked. She crouched next to him and touched hisarm.

“No.”

“Where did you come from?’

“A castlein the Northern Reach.”

“Strot’ s cagtle.” Kale nodded vigoroudy and then looked to one of the dragons, apink one. “Filiaagrees
that’ s the most probable conclusion.”

Bardon sat up straighter and inched away from Ka€e' s hovering presence. “Filia, what does that mean?’

“Sheloveslife and isinterested in everything, therefore she collectstidbits of information. Her knowledge
comesin very handy.”

Kde noticed Bardon was staring at her and frowned at him. “Are you sureyou're dl right?’
“You'redifferent.”

“I’'mthreeyearsolder.”

“What are you wearing?’

Kae stood up suddenly. “What kind of question isthat? I’ m wearing clothes.”

Bardon struggled to hisfeet and faced her. “Y es, but what kind of an outfit isthat for traipsing around
The Bogs?”’

“Itisavery becoming outfit.” She dammed her fists againgt her waist and stood with her feet gpart. “It



declares my flamboyant persondity. It isfunctiona and flattering at the sametime.”

Dibl swooped between the two glaring faces and landed on Bardon' s head. The squire flapped a hand at
the smdll yellow and orange dragon perched in his hair. Dibl fluttered upward and settled back down on
his crown. To preserve hisdignity, Bardon refused to flgp at the minor dragon again.

Ka€e swide-set hazel eyes shifted up to look at Dibl and then refocused on Bardon’ sface.

Animage of the two of them standing amost nose to nose, glowering and fuming, flitted through
Bardon' sthoughts. He dso envisioned the ridiculous dragon pulling with tiny talonson hisblack hair, and
next his mind’ s eye focused on the peacocks parading around the hem of Ka€' s outrageous tunic.

He knew Dibl projected the images to him. The minor dragon had akeen sense of the ridiculous and
loved sharing his humor. Bardon smiled.

Kae amiled, too, and giggled. Her clenched hands relaxed, and she let them drop from her hips. But a
moment later, she crossed her arms over her chest and looked at Bardon, speculatively. “What are you
doing, faling out of old gateways, acting dazed, and...”

“Asking stupid questions?’ Bardon held both hands up, palms forward. “| apologize for the inappropriate
comments about your beautiful ensemble. I’'m dazed because thisisthe last place | expected to be and
asothelast place | need to be. Although it is very good to see you again.”

He paused and jerked athumb at the portal behind him. “ And, before | fell through that ramshackle
gateway, Regidor and | were about to rescue atumanhofer.”

“Regidor iswith you?’
“Yes, hejoined the quest.”

“Quest?’ She crossed onelegin front of the other and gracefully lowered herself to sit on the cygnot
flooring. “Let’ stak, Bardon.”

“I redly haveto get back, Kae.”

“I may be able to help you with that. Pat and | just repaired that gateway, and you tore some of the
strands when you came shooting out. Right now it would be abit dangerousto plunge back in.”

Bardon sighed and sat down. “1 suppose you want to know all about the quest.”

“Uh-huh.” The five other minor dragons landed on Kale and settled in asif they, too, wished to hear this
tde.

“Thisisgoing to be aquick verson, Kae, because | really have to get back to help rescue
Bromptotterpindosset.”

“Y ou said something similar to that before. If you don’t repeat yoursdlf, you will be much more efficient in
thetdling of thisstory.”

Reather than being annoyed, Bardon found himsalf grinning &t the beautiful o' rant girl before him.
Isthisjoy the influence of the humor dragon on my head or the pleasure of seeing Kale again?

“ Let’s say both, and hurry along with this quest tale.”



It's rude to read my mind without engaging in conversation.

Kaelaughed out loud. “ Yes, it is, and it feels so good to be linked with you again, Bardon.” Her
expresson settled into one of intense mischief, eyes gleaming, dimplesin her cheeks. “ And it’ s good to
know you think I’m beautiful. You' d be surprised how rarely | hear such a compliment.”

Your most constant companions are Wizard Fenworth, Wizard Cam, Librettowit, Taylaminkadot,
and Toopka. Bardon mockingly scratched hishead. No, I’ m not surprised.

Shelaughed, and the precious sound reminded the young squire how much he' d missed this comrade.
“Thegory,” said Bardon, doud and firmly.
His companion nodded. “Y es, the story.”

“My sabbatical was interrupted by two emerlindian women, Granny Kye and N’ Rae. They're searching
for knights entrapped in adeeping spell rendered by Risto. The spell must be refreshed before the
Wizards Plume crosses under the Eye of the North, or the knightswill die.”

“We noted the Wizards Plumerising. How long do you think you have before it passes under the Eye?’

“Regidor and the mapmaker have been debating about that. Does it mean when it first touchesthe
perpendicular or when it has completely passed under? Hopefully, there will be more cluesin the castle.”

“Who are these knights?’

“Granny Kye and N’ Rae believe one of the knightsis N’ Rag' s father and Granny Kye' s son. We've
found the knightsin an abandoned castle. But grawligs have captured our mapmaker and may eat himiif |
don’t return promptly.”

He stood, and Kae did, too, with dragons taking flight as she moved.
“I'll gowithyou,” shesad.

“You can't just come dong, Kde. Y ou have responsbilities here.”
“I’'m awizard now, and | can dowhat | please.”

Bardon cocked an eyebrow at her.

“I am awizard, Bardon, evenif | am not in the class of Regidor. But who could be? Wizard Camisvery
well pleased with my progress. Wizard Fenworth thinks | could surpass even Regidor if | just applied
myself. Mother says that when she was his apprentice, Fenworth had unreasonabl e expectations for her
aswdl.”

She looked pleadingly at her friend. “Bardon, I’'m so bored herein The Bogs. Regidor has dways been
able to come and go as he wishes, but | have many more restraints upon me.” She made aface and used
avoicethat sounded remarkably like the old wizard in charge of her education. “* Y ou’' reafemale and
likely to get into trouble.” Hal Regidor tells me some of the scrapes he getsinto. They should chain him to
the cagile”

She rubbed Filia s back, who had landed on her shoulder. “1'll send amessage to Fenworth’s castle so
they’ Il know where I’ ve gone. And I'll return tomorrow, after we have freed your tumanhofer mapmaker
and lifted the deeping spdll.”



Bardon remained Silent.
“Pease”
A grintugged at the corners of hismouth. “All right.”

Ka e sface beamed, and she reached out to squeeze hisarm. Then she whistled, and athrush winged out
of anearby treeto St on her finger. Bardon watched, assuming she communicated her message to the
little brown bird. It took to the air, and she turned smiling eyesto Bardon. He caught his breath, again
dartled by the fact that this Kae was no child, but ayoung, charming woman.

“Shdl we go?’ she asked.

He nodded. “ It seems both you and N’ Rae can twist meinto doing things | think are not the best ideas.”
Kaefrowned. “ Just how old isthisN’ Rae?’

He shook his head and shrugged. “How should | know? She' s till pale, paer than Leetu Bends.”
“Isshelike Legtu?’

“A warrior?’ Bardon barked alaugh. “No, sheis more like an inept kitten. She has atender heart, but
not much common sense. She needs someoneto look after her.”

Ka€e seyes narrowed, and though he didn’t quite understand why, Bardon thought he had better change
the subject.

Hewaved a the gateway. “ Are you going to fix it?’

“Yes, of course.” She stood before the porta but didn’t seem to be doing anything. Her shoulders
drooped, and she turned to face Bardon. “ Pat and the others are giving me al sorts of lectures. Y our fal
through the opening only caused asmall tear in the corner. The possibility of that insgnificant, tiny rentin
thefabric causing you aproblemisinfinitesma. So | lied to keep you here.”

She paused. “Oh,” she exclamed asif she had just remembered something. “And I’'m sorry | lied.”

Bardon tilted his head as he studied her dightly flushed face. “Y ou have six dragons reminding you what
isright and wrong?’

She nodded. “ And how to do spells, and when | said | would do something like read abook to Toopka
or help Taylaminkadot with dinner. They tell mewhere | left my shoes and when | need to check on
Wizard Fen.”

Bardon groaned. “ Oh, Kde, that’ s awful.”

She nodded. “ Y ou know, it redly is.” Then shegrinned. “But | love them, and | scold them right back.
We make awonderful team.”

“Shall we go?’ asked Bardon.
13 Ya”

“I must warn you, thisisarough ride. At least it was coming thisway. Longer than most, and you don’t
walk on your own. Rather, you are hurled dong.”



“All right. I'm reedy.”

“And when you get to the other end, the portd isin thewall of aturret. Try to grab on to something as
S00N asyou come out.”

“All right. I'm ready.”

“You'll come out on the west side of the turret. On the east Side, in acourtyard, the grawligs are having a
bit of afrolic. Try not to make an excess of noise.”

Kaderemained slent.

Bardon looked at her cold expression. Just amoment ago she was al eagerness. “Now what’ swrong?”’
“I" d forgotten how full of detailsyou can be.”

“Detalscan saveyour life”

“Details may make ustoo late to save your tumanhofer’ slife.”

Bardon thought for amoment. “Right. Let’sgo.”
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Kae struggled to remain cam as the pressure of the gateway intensified. She tumbled head over hedls
and marveled that shefdt asif shewerefaling up.

Bardon'sright. Thisisaroughride. | hope the minorsareall right.

She catagpulted out of the gateway, frantically trying to grab something to hold on to. To her relief, she
landed facedown on ground padded with thick, tall grass. Shelifted her head and saw statuary blended
into the bushes by the shadows of night.

Bardon plummeted out of the gateway and landed on top of her.
“Oomph. Ouch!” Too late, she remembered about being quiet.

The"shh” that followed her exclamation did not come from Bardon. Herolled off of her, and she sat up,
looking for the source of the shushing sound.

Regidor sat on a stone bench next to a statue of three dragons. Her minor dragons escaped the confines
of their pocket-dens and flew about her head, chittering to one another. Once the six little dragons had
determined that Kae was not injured and none of them were hurt, they landed on the Satue to examine
the artwork.

Cold night air raised goose bumps on Kae€' sarms. She rubbed her hands over them.
The squire sat, with his hands on hisknees, staring up at the turret.

“Y ou were gone long enough,” said Regidor in alow voice. “1 became intrigued with the idea of moving
the entry by shifting the edges dong aguide wire. The process was meticulous but surprisngly speedy
oncel practiced ahit. | had time to dide the gateway down to asafer level.”

Bardon stood and dusted bits of grass off his clothes. “Thanks, Regidor. I'm sure you saved us a hard
landing.” He turned and offered Kale ahand. “Do you know what he’ stalking about?’ he whispered as
he pulled her to her feet.

“I believe the process would be something like dip-stitching in apiece of knitting.”

Bardon adjusted the scabbard that held his sword on hisbdlt. “1 still don’t have aclue asto how he did
it, but if heiswilling to spend more time here, the inside of that passage could use somework.”

Regidor shook hishead. “No, | cameto redize as| wasfinishing the movethat | might have defaced a
nationa treasure, asite of historica significance. That gateway must have been one of thefirst ever
congructed.”

The meech focused on Kale. “What are you wearing, Kale? That isn't exactly an appropriate outfit for a
rescue.”

Thematerid of her outfit shimmered in the moonlight.

Kae smoothed the fancy fabric over her asams and grimaced &t her best friend. “Hello, Regidor, I'm glad
to seeyou, too.”



He grinned and cameto give her ahug. Hislong, strong forelegs embraced her with brotherly affection.
The frown on Bardon’ sface surprised Kae.

“Why are you looking daggers at me?” she asked him.
I’m not.

Heturned away from Kale and Regidor and looked toward the grawligs playground. “They’ ve settled
down somewhat.”

Regidor gave Kae an extra squeeze and let go of her. “They’ ve massed around the food, and their
mouthsarefull. They'refeasting.”

“Not on our friend, | hope,” said Bardon.

“No, they’ ve decided to play agame with him. They wrangled for some time over what game and what
the ruleswould be, then decided to et first. Grawligs are not known for their organizationd abilities.”

“Then now would be agood time to rescue Bromptotterpindosset,” said Bardon. “If his captors are busy
withfood...”

“Right,” said Regidor.

Kaetwirled in place, changing her outfit into more servicesble dark green leggings and abrown tunic.
Her mother had taught her the twirl technique. In truth the spin was totally unnecessary for the
transformation, but Lyll Allerion had aflair for the dramatic that she had passed on to her daughter.

“Begides” Wizard Lyll had said, “the twirl isinvigorating, and you need that rush right before entering
your more chalenging Stuations.”

Before her moonbeam cape stopped swaying from the spin, Kae looked a her companions and said,
“Anything you need to tell me before we get this rescue underway?’

“You'realittletoo enthusiastic, Kale,” said Bardon. “ Try to remember we' rein alife-or-desth Situation.”

Regidor just winked and gestured for them to follow him. They skulked behind awall made up of stone
and dmost hidden by vegetation. The minor dragons either rode on Kale or flew beside her. Except Pat.
Pat trudged through the grass, kicking up bugs and eating them. Regidor held up ahand for them to stop.
He pointed to the other side of the wall.

Ka e peeked through the shrubbery wrapped around and over the stones. Mogt of the grawligs sat or
reclined in clusters. Big pots garnered al their attention. They ate cooked mest with their fingers,
smacking their lips and squabbling occasiondly over the next piece. An untidy stack of bonesto the sde
of the lawn gave evidence that a buck had provided the medl.

A few of the mountain ogres leaned against trees or statues. Statuary seemed to have overrun the place.
Severa grawligs, who appeared to be some kind of beaten-down, low servants, passed among the
others, handing out raw fruits and vegetables.

A very disgruntled tumanhofer sat, bound hand and foot, with his back to a stake. Two sturdy ropes
wrapped around his chest and the wooden pole. Another thinner rope secured his neck to the same
stake. Two additional ropes looped his neck like leashes and were held by a pair of massive grawligsas
if hewereadog.



“We've come to rescue you.” Shesaw him jerk dightly as her words entered his thoughts.

“Who are you?’

“ Kale Allerion of The Bogs, Dragon Keeper and Wizard.”

“Well, | hope you're a mighty warrior aswell. These grawligs are brutes.”

“ Squire Bardon and Wizard Regidor are with me. They' re well noted for their fighting skills.”

“Two warriors? There are nearly a hundred grawligs in this encampment. Where' sthe guard Sr
Dar sent to escort us?”

Kaeturned to Bardon. “ Your tumanhofer wants to know where the guard is.”
Protecting the rest of our party.

“ Granny Kye and N’ Rag?”

And the others. Oh, | didn’t mention the others, did 1?

A shout erupted from a group of grawligs. Two of them stood and growled at each other. Onethrew his
fistful of meat down. The other stepped closer and smashed his grease-covered hand into the first
grawlig' sface.

Kdejust had timeto say “uh-oh” before dl the grawligs jumped to ther feet and began pounding one
another.

One of the grawligs holding the mapmaker’ s ropes stepped toward the fracas.

“Hey!” yelled the other. “ Y ou can’'t go. Y ou stay here and watch him.” Hethrust athick finger at
Bromptotterpindosset.

“You stay!” The grawlig turned and best his chest with onefigt. “I am Bor-bor clan. | fight Nastrek.” He
hurled the end of the rope at the other.

The grawlig grunted when the rope flailed across hisface. “1 Nastrek clan,” he roared, dropping his rope
and lunging at the other grawlig.

“Very good timeto retrieve our magpmaker,” said Bardon. He and Regidor vaulted over thewall.

Kae stood up and lifted the hood of her cape to cover her head. She whistled the cdll of anight bird as
an aert and commanded, “Dragons, spit in the eye of any grawlig who seesus.”

Regidor and Bardon had been spotted. Five grawligs, who evidently weren't as determined to defend the
honor of their clans, had blocked the warriorsin their charge to rescue the tumanhofer.

Theminor dragonsflew to help. They spit sticky, caugtic sdlivainto the faces of the enemy. When the
substance struck an eyeball, the grawlig would double over and howl. Unfortunately, this attracted the
attention of those who had not been attacking Bardon and Regidor. These abandoned the brawl between
clans and joined the attack on the outsiders. Thefray, afew yards away from the captured tumanhofer,
grew from five grawligsto ten. As one dropped out, two more took his place. The odds against Regidor
and Bardon grew more uneven by the minute.

Kaejumped over thewal and stood perfectly still, giving her moonbeam cape a chance to camouflage



her. Shethen took dow steps, one at atime, until she knelt directly behind the tumanhofer. Using her
short sword, she cut through the knots that she could not undo with her fingers.

“Give me awegpon,” the tumanhofer demanded as he rubbed hiswrists and somped hisfeet. “It'sa
good thing those beasts are inept at tying tightly. I’ ve still got the use of my limbs.”

Kae pulled ashort, heavy sword out of the hollow of her cape. Bromptotterpindosset grabbed it and
began swinging as he worked hisway from the fringe to the center of the battling circle around Bardon
and Regidor.

Rather than join the two warriors and the tumanhofer, Kae chose to keep any more grawligs from joining
the conflict. She created aring of quicksand around the main fight. Four feet across and four feet deep,
the mire provided an efficient barricade. The ogres stepped in, sank to their hips and struggled.
Eventudly, there were enough of the grawligs stuck in the loose, saturated sand that the following brutes
just used their trapped comrades as steppingstones. This, of course, enraged the ogres sinking in the
sand. They began reaching up to snag those crossing over, pulling them down into the mire.

Kaewatched abrawl develop that far outshone the fight inside the ring. Bardon, Regidor, and
Bromptotterpindosset incapacitated the last of their attackers and stood at ease, watching the chaos
around them. Occasiondly, dmost by mischance, agrawlig ended up on their idand, and they dispatched
the poor unfortunate individua with speed.

Bardon called to her. “Kae, did you have aplan for how we' reto get from here to there?’
She shrugged. “Regidor canfly.”
Bardon indicated his short mapmaker. “Neither of us have wings.”

Kde grinned and directed her thoughts to Regidor done. “ My dear meech friend, shall we help them
out?”

“Of course,” hereplied. “ The mapmaker first?”
13 Y%H

The tumanhofer rose off the ground and floated. His eyes grew big, hisface turned red, and he began to
pump hislegsasif he could run from whatever it was that had ahold of him. Kae and Regidor passed
him over the heads of the scrapping ogres and set him down. Then they seized Bardon, lifted him higher
than they had the tumanhofer, and sailed him quickly through the air to land next to
Bromptotterpindosset. Regidor spread hiswings and took to the air.

From across the courtyard, achorus of howls drowned out the snarls and gnashing of teeth in the
quicksand ring. A thundering pack of wild grawligs charged through the open space. Kae jumped behind
adatue to keep from getting run down by this new band of beasts. The swarm surrounded Bardon and
Bromptotterpindosset as they passed by the grawligs stuck in Kale smire.

They ran through the courtyard and out the other side, while Kale ran to where Bardon lay on the
ground. The squire sat up and shook his head asif trying to clear it. He looked around.

“Where sthe tumanhofer?’

Kade, too, searched the ground around them. She jumped to her feet and |ooked behind the two statues
that were close enough for Bromptotterpindosset to have used for refuge.



“He snot here”
“Those ogrestook him,” Bardon said as he struggled to his feet.
HWW?l

“Who knowswhy agrawlig does anything? And you only compound the absurdity when you have
grawligs making decisons en mas=.”

Kale came back to stand next to Bardon. “Where' s Regidor?’
“He probably flew after them to see where they go.”
“What are we going to do?’

Bardon sighed, picked up his sword, and turned toward the gate. “Follow them.”
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A FRIENDLIER DINNER

Bardon asked Ardeo, Ka€ slight dragon, to lead the way. He flew close to the ground, and the glow of
his skin gave Bardon enough light to see the tracks of the mob that had stolen Bromptotterpindosset. The
huge grawligs had beaten a wide path through the underbrush. Kae and Bardon sped after them, dowing
only when they cameto diff-likeinclines. Apparently, the mountain ogreswith their tough hidesjust did
down these rocky sopes.

Bardon heard the beat of Regidor’ swings and put ahand on Kale sarm to stop her. In amoment, the
meech dragon landed in front of them, immediatdly folding hiswings and retracting them under his cape.
The minor dragons perched on Kae and Bardon.

“Wadl,” said Kale when Regidor didn’t speek, “what did you find out?’

The meech dragon looked pointedly at Bardon's hold of Kale' sarm. The squire frowned and stepped
down the path afew fedt.

Kdelooked from one maefriend to the other. Bardon thought she would make some comment, but she
surprised him by staying focused on the rescue.

“Whereisthe tumanhofer?’ she asked.

“Unfortunately, they have taken him back into the warrens.” Regidor clapped hisforefeet together,
producing atable, chairs, food, and drink. “Shall we?1’m sure you're as hungry as| am, and we have
time to make plans over asucculent med.”

Fried fish, alargeloaf of dark bread, corn, pnard potatoes, and crisp slad greens lured them al to the
table. Regidor hurried to pull achair out for Kale. Bardon stopped to stare.

Now, why did he do that? Of course, | would have done the same in a more formal setting. It’s not
asif I’'munaware of how to treat a lady.

Kaeflashed asmile at Regidor and then frowned at Bardon. “ Aren’'t you coming?’
Bardon sat down without saying aword.
Regidor bowed his head, as did Kae. The squire followed suit asecond and ahalf later.

The meech dragon’slow voice rumbled his petition. “Wulder, we acknowledge Y our sovereignty, we
thank 'Y ou for our meal, and we ask that Y ou strengthen our friendships, even making them new. By
Y our might and grace, may dl things be done.”

Just as he opened his eyes, Bardon caught alook passing between Kae and Regidor.

What is going on between those two? And what did Regidor mean by making our friendships new?
Should | ask?

No! We're here to rescue Bromptotter pindosset. We're here to rescue the knights.

The squire knew the meech dragon would rather report on his own time, but he wastired of the delays
and dl the nonsense that seemed to be interfering with their purpose. “ Regidor, what did you find out as



you followed the grawligs?’

Regidor wrinkled his nose in distaste but complied with Bardon’ s request for information. “ The band that
most recently abducted Bromptotterpindosset were the Gar-hoo. And, they were the ones who
abducted him from our camp. The Bor-bor then ambushed the Gar-hoo and stole their prize. The
Bor-bor then invited the Nastrek to join in acelebration. To them, successfully grabbing the Gar-hoos
loot is of great consequence. Also, having in their possession an otherlander increasestheir prestige, so of
course they wanted the Nastrek to be witnessto their triumph.

“Aslong asthe clansdo not lose interest, Bromptotterpindosset isfairly safe from becoming amed.
These grawligsliketo play with their food and don’t actualy cook them until the novelty hasworn off and
they have become bored.”

Kde had buttered thick dabs of bread and placed them on each plate. Now she poured a cool, clesr,
red juiceinto tal goblets and passed them to her companions.

“Thank you,” said Regidor.
“Thank you,” echoed Bardon and tried not to choke on the bite hafway down histhroat.

What is this? Some kind of contest? My manners are just as polished as the manners of a meech
dragon from a swamp!

He bit into the fish and found it salty, crunchy, and delicious. A savory sauce covered the pnard potatoes.
A light dressing glistened on the salad greens and tasted of delectable herbs with ahint of garlic. The
fragrance done soothed Bardon' s frazzled nerves. He soon forgot hisirritation over Regidor’s odd
behavior toward Kale, and he ate heartily.

When they each leaned back in their chairs, totally satisfied, Regidor clapped hisforefeet, and thewhole
dinner, dirty dishes, table, and al disappeared. Only the chairs remained.

Bardon looked askance at hisfriend. “1 only had rudimentary wizardry lessons under old Fen, but it
seemsto methat al things must be created from existing things. That awizard cannot pull objects out of
thinar.”

Ka€ sexpresson took on the look of amentor displeased with her pupil. “Now that your somach isfull
you think to question where the food came from?’ She giggled. “Regidor doesn’t pull them out of thin air,
but out of well-stocked hollows. Regidor ismore amaster of dramatic display than most of us.
Librettowit sayshe hasa‘flair’ for the art of wizardry that hasn't been seen in any wizard for eons.”

Bardon smiled. “And Fenworth says?”’
“Harrumph!” imitated the two ex-apprentices a the sametime.
They laughed.

We have so much in common, the three of us. Not only the crazy old wizard, but also the lack of
parents and the desire to follow Wulder. He caught himsdlf before he let histhoughts stray further
down such a philosophica path. They had work to do.

“Weneed torest,” said Bardon, “then find Bromptotterpindosset, send him on hisway, and tackle the
problem of how to wake up the knights.”

“Y ou left out an important step,” Kae said asthey al stood. She paused and raised her eyebrows.



“Removing your tumanhofer from the midst of his captors.”

“Ah yes, that should be entertaining,” said Regidor. He snapped hisfingers, and the chairsthey had been
sitting on folded in on themselves and disappeared.

They strolled through the moonlight among the jagged rocks toward a part of the warren Regidor thought
might be unoccupied. Ardeo flew in front of them, closeto the ground, illuminating the shadowsin their
path. The other minor dragons sometimes flew and sometimes perched on the three travelers.

“We ll ook thisdirt shelter over carefully,” explained Bardon to Kae. “ The last supposedly unpopulated
burrow we explored housed two cave dragons. One was asmall snake dragon, and the other, amassive
two-headed snake dragon.”

The minor dragons sat up a hullaba oo, chittering, scolding, and chirping interspersed with shrill whistles.
“What' sthat al about?’ asked Bardon.

“They’ re expressing their opinions of what they call degenerate dragons. They consider snake dragonsto
be very low creatures, indeed.”

“Which,” said Regidor, “raises the question of why some dragons behave more like animals and some
like upstanding citizens of the high races”

“Which,” said Bardon, “raises the question of why some citizens of the high races behave more like
animals, never fulfilling their potentia for nobility.”

Kae clamped her hands over her ears. “Stop! | get my fill of philosophica debates when Wizard Cam
comesto vigt. He and Librettowit can discuss the vagaries of civilization until they are both hoarse from
taking.”

Bardon laughed. “They had those kinds of ddliberationsa The Hall, but Sir Dar discouraged them at
Castle Pelacce.”

“Why?" asked Kdle.

“He said there came atime when words lost their ability to accomplish change and just became noisesin
theair.”

“So he didn't believe people should indulge in discussons?’

“Oh no,” Bardon shook his head. “He encouraged discussions until they became futile. He used the
example of describing an egg. There are only so many words you can use to describe an egg, and after
those have been used in every possible combination, the smarter activity isto eat the egg rather than
decribeit.”

When they reached the burrow Regidor had spotted, they found vegetation grown up around its entrance
and no sign of anyone having gonein or out for severa seasons at least. Both Regidor and Kale used
their mindsto seeif they could detect life within the enclosure. They found nothing larger than adruddum,
and those cave dwellers never posed problems other than occasionaly startling an explorer by appearing
suddenly.

Thetroop settled in, using blankets Regidor and Kae had in their hollows. Kae volunteered to take the
first watch.



Regidor uncorked his elaborate bottle. “ Gildawill kegp you company. She' s safe here and will enjoy the
vigt”

Kde brightened at the progpect. She smiled at Bardon and explained. “ Gildaand | often visit when
Regidor stays at Fenworth’s castle.”

Their voices—Ka€ s sweet and musicd, Gilda slow and bresthy—l ulled Bardon into arestful dumber.
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ONE MORE TIME

“How areyou feding, Gilda?’ asked Kde.

“Just tired.”

“Y ou’re not bored anymore?’

She shook her head wistfully. “I’m too tired to be bored these days, Kae.”
“Areyou frightened?’

“I’d say | wastoo tired to be frightened, but that isn't true. I’'m not frightened anymore, but it isn't
because of the nagging fatigue. It is because Paadin has taught me about Wulder. Because | understand.”

Kae nodded.

“And,” Gildasmiled the dow, lazy smilethat relaxed her face and cast an aura of tranquility over her
features, “1 am very glad | met Regidor. We ve traveled so many places. Do you know why he travels?’

Kae shook her head. “I’ ve often resented his freedom to go places Cam and Fen would not let me go.
And dthough Mother vists often, she never takes me with her to the places she goes.”

“Y our mother still does very dangerouswork for Paladin. She goes placeswhereit isnot safefor a
young, inexperienced girl.”

“You'reyounger than | am, Gilda, and so0 is Regidor. Everyone seemsto forget that.”

“We are meech, dear Kale, and you know that makes a difference whether you want to acknowledge
thefact or not.”

She'sright. Just look at her. She's poised and unruffled and everything | am not. And actually, |
would rather not be exactly like Gilda for all her sophistication. Being stuck in The Bogsis
infinitely more entertaining than being stuck in a bottle. I’ m happy with my lot.

Kae smiled and stretched and leaned back against the earthen wall of the burrow. “1 know I’'m not a
meech. Fenworth often bemoans the fact that | don’t learn as quickly as Regidor.” Sheyawned. “Tel me
about your travels and make it very interesting so I'll stay awake.”

Gildachortled, the laugh rattling deep in her throat. “1 won't need to work at that.” Shereclined acrossa
broad rock shelf where Regidor had set her bottle. “Where shal | begin?Y ou know Regidor spent a
great ded of timevisiting weaversand tailors.”

“| used to think hewasvain.”

“He enjoyed teasing you. When you scolded him for wasting histime, he secretly took pleasurein being
able to midead you. He searched for fabric suitable for his adventures and for clothes designed to help
him blend into the general populace. It isdifficult to be hairless, green, and scaly. It isaso difficult to hide
atall andwings”

Kaelooked at her elegant friend who also disguised atail and wings. Gilda used draped vells. Her



dresses and swirling capes added to her exotic glamour.

“But Regidor travelsfor two other reasons,” continued Gilda. “He searcheswith apassion for
information about the meech race. The question of where they came from troubles his peace of mind.
Equdly, he wants to know where the remnants of our race have gone.”

Kaenodded in understanding. “ And the last reason he travelsisyou, isn't it?”

“For me. He hopesto find away to save me.” She shrugged asiif the solution to her predicament was not
al that important to her.

“Don't you want to live, Gilda?’ Kae asked.

“I suppose | do, but not with the zeal one might expect. | think it's good that I’ ve spent time with Wizard
Fenworth.” Her facelit up with amuch warmer expression than her usual serene smile. “Besdesamusing
me, he hasingructed me in the gentle art of dying. Without anger or defiance. No desperate clinging to
thisredlm with afear of the next.”

“Y ouwouldn't fight to live?’

“Under certain circumstances. But those circumstances are not mine. | would only cause mysdlf
unhappinessto chafe under my situation. | would cause Regidor’ sanguish to intengfy. No, my desireis
to enjoy each moment. And should | be granted an unexpected reprieve, | shall rgoice.”

Kae shook her head, her brown curls bouncing against her face as they swung back and forth. “I don't
think | could be so cam, Gilda. | just couldn’t resign mysdlf to die without afight.”

“That’ s because your circumstances are not mine. | think Wulder expects you to fight and meto
comply.”

Gilda soon returned to her bottle. The length of time she could spend outside had dwindled significantly
over the three years since Risto had imprisoned her. Kale recogni zed that each time Gilda appeared
outside her bottle, her vapor was less dense, her image less sharp.

Regidor took the next watch. Bardon the last.
Inthe morning they steasmple med.

“Regidor,” Bardon said as he swalowed the last bite of mullin, “we should send another message to
N’ Raethat we'll be delayed.”

“N’'Rae?’ Kadefrowned at the squire. “Didn’t you say a Captain Anton led your party in your absence?
Why are you sending amessageto agirl ?’

“Because,” answered Bardon with excruciating patience, “ Regidor delivers the message through an
anima. Y ou do remember thet | told you N’ Ra€ s particular talent isthe ability to communicate with
anmas?’

Kale hated the tone of voice Bardon used. It reminded her of their early acquaintance, when hewasa
snooty lehman at The Hall. At that time, he treated everyone with cold disdain. Irritation seeped into her



voice. “I do remember you saying something about a chicken.”

“Children, children,” scolded Regidor as he laughed and tried to keep hisface solemn. “Let’ s not
squabble. I'll send amessage to Captain Anton viaN'’ Rae. Kale, would you send out your dragonsto
seeif they can pick up atrail for usto follow? Preferably one that leads to Bromptotterpindosset. And,
Squire Bardon...”

“Yes?' Bardon growled.

“I think it would be profitableif you were to busy yourself by being in charge. Y ou could plan our attack,
or devise aschemeto find our way back to the castle, or you might want to—"

“Regidor.” Bardon' s voice held no humor.
“Yes, my good friend?”
“Go find acrow to carry your message.”

“Yes.” Heturned on his hed and headed for the burrow’ s outer opening. “I believe now would be a
good timeto do that.”

It took the dragons less than an hour to locate the grawlig camp. Pat and Gymn came back with news of
snoring ogres and one old tumanhofer trussed up again and spitting mad.

Kd e recounted what her green dragon, Gymn, had reported. “ Bromptotterpindosset has escaped the
ropes binding his hands, but a great bruteislying across hislegs, and he can’t get out from under him.

“Gymn says once we' ve moved the beast, Gymn and | will have to hed the tumanhofer’ slegs”
“Have they goneto deep?’ asked Bardon with concern.

“No.” Kdesghed over the clumsy, irrational behavior of these beadts. “ The grawligs repeatedly dropped
the mapmaker while using him to tossin agame of catch last night. Hislegs are bruised, but not broken.
Perhaps an ankleis sprained. Gymn had ahard time assessing his condition, because the grawlig desping
on Bromptotterpindosset thrashed around a bit.”

“Did Gymn say how many there are, and if any are awake?’

“Pat said there are forty-seven, and none of themis conscious. They drank brillum last night.”

“Sounds like agood time to go rescue our mapmaker.”

Regidor grunted. “One moretime.”

They followed Pat and Gymn through the burrows. In these passageways, lightrocks illuminated the way.

Kale dtifled agiggle asthey came up to the cavern where the grawligs sprawled in pileslike puppies.
These troublesome ogres had celebrated their coup too well. The cacophony from their snores
reverberated off the stone walls. Instead of sneaking in on tiptoe, the rescuers walked among the beasts
asif they were scattered boulders. Wrinkling her nose and trying not to breathe, Kale followed Regidor.
Therancid smdl from the grawligs unwashed bodies made her want to gag.

Bromptotterpindosset opened his eyes, raised his head, and gave adight nod in recognition of their
arrival. Hethen let his head droop.



“Gymn,” Kae cdled to the healing dragon, “let’ s get to work while Bardon and Regidor remove
that beast.” She pointed to the grawlig sprawled over the mapmaker’ s lower hdf, pinning him to the
ground.

Trying to keep her breathing shallow so as not to inhae the putrid smells from around her, she kndlt
besi de the tumanhofer’ s head, placing her hands on his neck and shoulder. Gymn cameto rest on his
chest. Thehum of hedling energy flowed in acircle from the small dragon, through the injured man and
Kae, and back to Gymn. Bromptotterpindosset began to bresthe easier, his color improved, and his
expression logt the pinched look of onein pain.

Bardon and Regidor lifted the weighty grawlig and carried him afew feet to set him down among other
unconscious grawligs. Kale and Gymn moved to the bruised legs and completed the hedling. Bardon
helped Bromptotterpindosset to hisfeet, and the four walked without incident out of the hotbed of
trouble.

“That wastoo easy,” said Bardon asthey followed the minor dragons flying toward fresh air. They soon
stepped out of the cave and into sunshine.

“I’'m not sure,” said Regidor, “that it iswritten aslaw that every endeavor must be fraught with danger.”
The tumanhofer remained silent. He had not spoken at dl since they freed him and restored his hedlth.
Kae watched him out of the corner of her eye. “ Areyou dl right, Bromptotterpindosset?’

“l am,” he said and kept marching, his head down and his eyes on the path.

Sheturned to Bardon. “Where are we going?’

“Back to our camp to get the others. We ve found the knights, but we must awaken them.”

Kae surveyed the area. “ These are odd mountains.”

Bardon glanced around. “Why do you say that?’

She shrugged and grimaced. 1 don’t realy know, they judt...l know.” She pointed to amountain peak
ahead. “ That mountain”—she turned and pointed behind—"lookslike that one.” She pointed in yet
another direction. “And that one.”

The mapmaker stopped. His head came up with ajerk. He looked around, placed his hands on hiships,
and looked around again. “We'relogt,” he muttered, his usualy brusque manner subdued by despair.

“Wefollow the sun,” said Regidor. “The sun doesnot lie.”
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LOST IN ONE PLACE

The minor dragons grew deepy dmost as soon as they started the morning trek. One by onethelittle
dragons crawled into their own pocket-densin Kale's cape.

“That'sunusual,” shetold Bardon when even Filia, who loved to see new things, tucked herself upin her
pocket to deep.

He held a branch back so she could pass. “ They’ re used to rather adull lifein The Bogs. They’ll come
out when they’ ve rested.”

But the little dragons did not reappear.

Penty of game, birds, and insectsinhabited the area. But the crestures acted in a perplexing manner,
seemingly unaware of the strangers. The meech dragon tried to summon birds so he could learn from
them something about the land. They refused to come. Kae called to different animals, but none
responded. After walking west for several hours, the four travel ers came to an impenetrable forest.

Regidor started afire to warm them asthey tried to figure out where they were and how to get to where
they wanted to be. The meech conjured up theingredients, and in ashort time, Kae sat ftirring a pot of
soup.

“Why don’t you just fix the mea?” Bromptotterpindosset asked Regidor. “I know wizards can produce
banquets out of nothing.”

Regidor patted the tumanhofer on his broad shoulder. “ That's a misconception, Bromp. And besides,
sometimes the preparation of amed, with its smells and procedures, is comforting. Areyou terribly
hungry, Sr?’

“No, I’'m not. Not at al. | don’t know why we stopped. We should be covering more ground before the
day dipsaway from us”

“That’ sjust why we stopped. Our desireisto cover theright ground, and we seem to be getting
nowhere.” Regidor pointed to the satchel that had been returned to the mapmaker. “ Shall welook at

your maps?’

The men settled down. Bromptotterpindosset sat on along log, Regidor sat on arock, and next to the
tumanhofer sat Bardon with his back againgt the rough bark of thelog.

Kae€ s eyes scanned the bushes, trees, and undergrowth. Her mind wouldn't rest but kept pondering
what strange power lay over thisregion.

At times she had trouble hearing, and at others, she would hear one thing dmost to the exclusion of the
other natural noises. She heard adrummerbug until she thought she would go insane. When she
mentioned it to Regidor, he said hedidn’t heer it at dl.

Kaedtirred the bubbling liquid and sniffed the fragrance of onionsand meat. | find it odd that I’ m not
tired. Walking is my least favorite mode of transportation. And I’ m not really hungry, either.
Bromptotter pindosset doesn’t appear tired, and he said he wasn’t hungry.



She peered into the pot and frowned. When did | put carrotsin this soup? Regidor must have put
themin. Helikes carrots.

Bromptotterpindosset, Bardon, and Regidor pored over maps and the diary, trying to retrace their steps.
They passed the different itemsto one another. Asfar asKae could tdll, they hadn’t resolved anything
during their hour-long discussion. She listened to them speculate and wondered if she and Regidor could
build agateway, choosing aplaceto go.

Bardon pointed first to a spot on one of the maps and then to amountain to the east. “1f we cameinto
this range of mountains from this direction, then that peak is this one on the map.”

Bromptotterpindosset shook his head. “ That would mean the scale iswrong. We haven't traveled nearly
long enough to get from thereto here.”

“Thereisthe possbility that the map iswrong,” argued Bardon. “1 don't believe thisareais recorded on
any of these charts. None of the drawings match with the configuration of thisrange. Everythingisjust a
bit off in either Sze or spacing.”

“I agree.” The mapmaker folded the map in his hand. “ Could we have passed through a gateway without
knowing as we traveled through the burrows?”

Bardon scrunched hisface. “I’ ve never been through a gateway that didn’t squeeze the breath out of
rre”

“There was the large gateway made by the wizards to transport dragons and warriors to the Battle of
Bartal SpringsLake,” said Regidor. “That one wasless condricting.”

“Y es, but the sensation of sticking to air wasthe same. | don't think we could walk through agateway
totaly obliviousto making the passage.”

Regidor grunted. “Neither do1.”

Kaeturned her mind away from the discussion. It seemed to her that they repested the same argument in
acycle. Soon they would spread out the maps again and try to determine where they were. The minor
dragons refused to come out, and she sensed their fear and confusion. Something was not right, but her
little friends did not know what.

In the thicket not far from her, asquirrel picked up anut, scampered aong arotted log, and buried his
treasure.

Kae sat up, attending to the small details around her, and waited. Overhead, abird took off from alimb.
The branch shook and three leavesfdl to the ground. Kalelooked &t thefalen leavesin thedirt. They lay
inarough triangular formation.

With her lips pressed together, she watched for more signs of life in these woods. A bee flew to abush
covered with smal white flowers, then after along pause, abluebird brought atwig to the tree a her |&ft.
Her eyesturned to the sky and followed a cloud asit sailed past amountain pesk.

In the thicket not far from her, asquirrdl picked up anut, scampered aong arotted log, and buried his
treasure.

Kale nodded her head and waited peatiently for the three leavesto fal from the tree after the bird took to
theair. They landed, making atriangle on the dirt. In due time, the bee came, and then the bluebird with
histwig. Shelooked up to the mountain and saw the same cloud drift out of Sght over the same mountain



“Wereinanilluson,” she announced, loud and clear.

She closed her eyes for amoment, dreading what she might see when shelooked at her three mae
companions.

They had the same discussion over and over, but they didn’t use the exact same words.
Sheturned her head and opened her eyes.
Bardon, Regidor, and the tumanhofer had stopped what they were doing and stared at her.

She sighed and smiled. “I’'m so glad. | thought you might be part of theilluson aswell. Inwhich case, |
would be done. But you' re not repesting.”

Bromptotterpindosset glanced first at Bardon and then at Regidor. “ Does anyone know what she's
talking about?’

“I think,” said Bardon as he stood, “these maps are uselessin our present circumstances.” He moved
toward Kale.

“What does he mean?’ the tumanhofer asked Regidor.

Regidor roseto hisfeet and looked down at Bromptotterpindosset. “If this place isunder aspell, the
mapswill not guide usout.”

The meech followed Bardon, and the mapmaker got up clumsily. “ See here, I’ ve been around the world,
and there has never been atime when my mapsfailed me. Evenif | couldn’t determine where we were
by landmarks, the stars remain constant to the celestia charts. Y ou, yoursdlf, said the sun never lies.”

“Yes” sad Regidor over hisshoulder, “but isthat the sun?’

Bromptotterpindosset glanced at the sky and then sputtered, “ Ridiculous! How could the sun not be the
un?’

Regidor ignored him. “Tdl uswhat you' ve seen, Kae”

She pointed to alimb above them. “That bird will take off, and three leaves will fal to the ground.” She
pointed to the dirt. “They’ll cometo rest there, making atriangle.”

The bird took to the air, and the leaves landed in the dirt just as Ka e predicted.

“Next abee flies among those white flowers, then abluebird carriesatwig to that tree.”
The three men watched the insect and the bird.

“Coincidence,” scoffed the tumanhofer.

Bardon and Regidor cast him disgpproving glares.

“Next,” said Kae, “the cloud goes over the mountain peak.”

Bromptotterpindosset shifted in irritation. “ Anyone can see which way the cloud isgoing.”

Kaeignored him. “Notice the three leaves are gone.”



They looked to where dirt lay in the cleared patch.

The cloud drifted out of Sght.

“A squirrel will pick up that nut and bury it over there.”

“I’'m convinced,” said Bardon asthe squirrel flicked itstail and grabbed the nut.

“What doesit mean?’ asked the tumanhofer.

Regidor frowned at the shorter man. 1t means we' re lost unless we can bresk the spell.”

Kae put her hand on Bardon’sarm. “We broke asimilar illuson in Risto’ s dungeon with music. Dar
played hisflute”

Bardon reached inside histunic and pulled out hissmdl slver instrument. He played afew random notes.
Nothing happened. He played ascae. Nothing. He played thefirst bars of a popular tune. Still nothing.
Helooked to Regidor. “ Any ideas?’

“We could try interrupting the cycle.”
“It’ sthe bee’ sturn to make an appearance,” said Kale.

Regidor stood ready beside the flowers and scooped the insect out of the air with his bare hand. He
threw it to the ground and stepped oniit.

“It didn’t Sting you?’ asked the tumanhofer.

“My forefeet are covered with very thick skin. But that’s beside the point. It didn’t try.”
A minute |ater, the bluebird flew by with atwig in its besk.

“S0,” said Bardon, “the destruction of abee did not disturb the order of theillusion.”
“What do we do now?’ Bromptotterpindosset asked, while looking around nervoudy.
“I doubt that anything is going to attack us,” said Regidor.

The tumanhofer’ s eyes snapped back to glare a the meech dragon. “1 didn’t expect that something
would. It' sjust”—he shuddered—"this place is unsattling. Nothing' sredl, isn't that s0?7°

“Mostly,” said Regidor, patiently. “1 believe the ground under our feet isredl. It perhaps doesn’t look like
this ground we see, but we are standing on something.”

“You'reaclever fdlow,” sad Bromptotterpindosset. “Y ou'll figure some way out.”
Regidor inclined his head but said nothing.

Kaewiped her hands on her britches. “Could we build agateway, Reg? Y ou and | have studied them
and repaired them, and | helped make one. Bardon did too. Shall wetry?’

“It will bedifficult, if not impossible. One needs to know one' s exact location in order to begin.”
After two tries, they gave up.

“Don’'t quit!” exclaimed the tumanhofer. “ Get us out of here.”



“I don’t seewhy you're o upset,” said Bardon. “ Surely you' ve been in more dangerous situations than
this”

“I liketo know where| am, that’sal.” The mapmaker’ s eyes darted right and left. His eyeslatched on
the bee asit returned to the flowers. “Let’ s burn a section. Maybe that will do the interrupting thing you
tried to do by killing the bee.”

Bardon and Kde both looked to Regidor, waiting for the more proficient wizard to passjudgment on the
idea
“I don't think we can get anilluson to catch fire. But | don't mind giving it atry.”

“Y ou got the fire to start to cook the soup.” Bromptotterpindosset whined, sounding asif he accused the
meech of some kind of trickery.

“I used materid from my hollows,” said Regidor with asigh. “Y ou didn’t see me gather any wood, did
you?’

“Wdll, no,” he admitted. He glared at each of the othersin turn and then grabbed a stick from thefire,
holding the end that stuck out from the coals.

He poked the stick under abush, but the branches sizzled to black and then reformed. He tried burning
old leaves on the ground, but they did the same thing. In disgust, he threw the lighted branch down in the
dirt. It burned for aminute and dowly went ouit.

Bromptotterpindosset sat down hard on thelog. “We aren’t going to get out. W€ Il die here. There'sno
real food to eat after Regidor runs out of his supply. No water to drink, either. We' re trapped.”

Regidor sat down beside him. “We' re along way from being dead, my friend. Wulder has not
abandoned us.”

“Wulder? Wulder! Y ou think afable can help you?’
“Well, He hasin the past.”
“I don't believein your Wulder. He does not exist.”

Regidor chortled. “I would be very worried if Wulder said that about you.” He spoke in an authoritetive
voice. “‘| don't believe in Bromptotterpindosset. He does not exist.”” The meech dragon clapped the
tumanhofer on the back. “If He said that, my dear friend, then you would not exist. However, your saying
such athing about Him does nothing but make noisein the air. And that noiseis soon gone.”

“So, isyour Wulder going to break thisillusion and show usthe way out?’ The mapmaker rubbed both
hands over hisface, ending with his pams covering his eyes. He leaned forward, resting hiselbows on his
knees. “If we must depend upon amyth, then we shdl truly perish.”

“This‘myth’ can turn astream or ariver from one path to another. And He aso turns the minds of men
to one destiny or another. | would not be surprised if the way of our salvation has not aready been
established.”

Bromptotterpindosset groaned. “What does that mean?’

“It means,” said Kale, “that someone is aready on the way to rescue us. Or, the collapse of thisfancy
illusion has dready been devised.”



“Youredly believe that?
“YS”

“If we get out of herein the next hour, or even today, I’ll think about your Wulder being more than a
figureinafable”

Regidor stood. “Y ou would gtill hesitate, even if He clearsaway out of thisillusonin lessthan an hour?’

The tumanhofer stood, puffed out his chest, and glared at the meech dragon. “No! By the word of
Bromptotterpindosset. If we escape this madness, I'll believein your Wulder. Or at leat, try.”

“Even to the point of reading the Tomes and learning more about Him?’
“I'll spend the rest of my days chasing down every fact | can discover about this marvelous myth.”
Regidor shook his head, but abig grin broke the solemn expression he' d worn just previoudy.

“No myth. He sWulder. And you are going to find out the risk involved in challenging the al-powerful
Creator.”

A rough shout resounded across the forested region. “There. There they are. Onward, we shall capture
them.”

Bromptotterpindosset jumped and grabbed Regidor’ sarm. “Grawligs.”

The wizard meech laughed. “Yes, it would be just like Him to use the lowly mountain ogresto do His
will, but have you ever known agrawlig to speak in a complete sentence?’

“Herenow,” the voice from the woods spoke again, “who’s put al this muck in my way? Be gone, you
fasfied flowers. Off with you, you bloodless creatures. Of what useis asun with no warmth and no
place in the galaxy? Good work, though. Must admire the good workmanship of thisfantasy. But
enough. Begone.”

The colors of the trees dripped into the dissolving bushes. The birds, insects, and creatures faded into
nothing. Kale, Bardon, Regidor, and a stunned tumanhofer stood at one end of alarge cavern aglow with
lightrocks. At the other end stood two old wizards, one leafy and one wet. Beside them, two women, a
child, and alibrarian waited.

Kalelet out ashriek and ran to greet them.



49
MORE JOINING OF FORCES
“Mother.” Kaethrew her amsaround atall, e egant o’ rant woman.

Lyll Allerion returned the hug, then shook afinger at her daughter. “Y oung lady, you scared me. | went to
Fenworth’'s castle for avisit and found you were gone. Fenworth had no ideawhere you were.”

“| sent abirdto tel him.”
“Y es, but Fen was meditating.”

“Harrumph!” The old man interrupted, putting an arm around his gpprentice’ s shoulders. A lizard darted
out his deeve, scampered down Kae€e stunic, and sprang to the floor of the cave. Kaedidn't even jump.
Three yearsin constant company with the bog wizard and his creatures had inured her to their sudden
appearances.

Fenworth squeezed her shoulders. “I was resting, and the bird, very politely, waited in my branches until
| awoke. Of course, when your mother started tugging on my beard, | roused from avery pleasant
dumber.” He cast Lyll adisapproving look.

Sheamiled in return.

Toopka jerked her hand out of Taylaminkadot' s and ran to legp into Bardon'sarms. Thetiny doned
child, dressed in bright and mismatched colors, squealed. She hugged the squire fiercely around the neck.

“Areyou aknight yet? Can | call you Sir Bardon? Did you miss me? Where' s Greer? Why did you take
Kaeawvay?

Bardon laughed. “No. No. Yes. | don’t know, and she wanted to come.”

Toopka stuck out her lower lip, and her whiskers quivered. “1 wanted to come, too, and they amost |eft
me until they figured out everyone was coming but me, and they couldn’t leave me home by mysdf. Only
they redlly could have because | can take care of mysdlf.” Shetook abig breath. “But | wanted to come.
Wizard Fenworth swirled usto the courtyard of afunny castle that looks like amountain. Wizard Cam
scolded abunch of grawligs. He shook hisfinger at them, and lake water sprayed out of hisdeeve.”
Toopka stopped to giggle. “ Grawligs do not like to be wet. And Wiz Cam told them to clean up
everything. They’d made ahorrible mess. And hedried up acircle of quicksand and |et the stuck ones
get out, but they had to agree to help clean. And Wizard Lyl fixed their hurts. 1sn't she pretty? Sheis so
pretty, except when she' stired and then shelooks like avery comfy grandma Then Librettowit said we
had to quit fooling around with the dirty grawligsand find Kale.” Again shetook adeep breath. “I said
Kaewould bedl right, because she was with you.” She looked over Bardon's shoulder and waved at
Regidor, who waved back. “And if Regidor iswith you, dmaost nothing bad can happen that he can't fix,
because he' s probably the greatest wizard and the greatest warrior that ever lived.”

Librettowit walked over to Bromptotterpindosset and stuck out his hand. The disgruntled mapmaker
took it reluctantly, shook briefly, and dropped the friendly gesture as quickly as possible.

The newly arrived tumanhofer seemed not to take offense. Kae knew the librarian Librettowit could be
hot-tempered, and she watched with interest. She squeezed her mother’ s hand, drawing attention to the
little dramataking place. But Librettowit’ s face remained neutrd, expressing neither irritation at



Bromptotterpindosset’ s rudeness nor projecting false cheer.

“I'm Trevithick Librettowit.”

“Gordonnatropp Bromptotterpindosset. Pleased to meet you.”

“I’ve heard of you,” said Fenworth’slibrarian. “1 have some of your mapsin our library.”

The mapmaker’ s expression brightened. “ This was supposed to be afact-collecting expedition. | hoped
to make new maps and improve some of the old. At least on my part, it was that and nothing more.
These others are on a quest to save deeping knights.”

“So | heard.”

“And we were trgpped in this cavern.” Bromptotterpindosset dowly shook his head. “ So many things|
don't understand. For instance, we walked some distance.” He glanced from one end of the caveto the
other. “We should have covered miles, and yet, we are dtill in this one space.”

“When trgpped inanilluson,” Librettowit explained, “you think you aretraveling in agtraight line, but you
areactudly goingincircles”

The mapmaker nodded toward the two old wizards. “Can they get us out of this mountain? Can they
return usto civilization?’

“Ohyes. But firgt | think their plansinclude rescuing the knights. They were quite put out when Risto
commandeered Strot’ s castle for his own evil purposes. We all were under the impression the
castle-fortress had been destroyed eons ago.”

Librettowit scratched his nose before continuing. “I suspect ablinding spell was cast over many written
records of the castleand its history. I'll be doing some research when | return.” Librettowit’ s eyes
gleamed with anticipation. “ And therewill bethelibrary in Strot’ s castle to examine.”

The mapmaker’ s shoulders dumped once again. “1 have done afoolish thing.”
“What isthat?’
“I vowed to accept Wulder’ s existence and seek aknowledge of Hiswaysif we were rescued.”

“Foolish?’ Librettowit clapped the man’s shoulder. “ Probably the most intelligent thing you have yet to
doinyour life”

“Hal” Theword came from the mapmaker’ slipswithout histypical bluster. “A coincidence has put mein
this position. A coincidence and fear and my own stupid words.”

Thelibrarian shook hishead. “Nay. Do you not redlize that Wulder Himself wasin pursuit of you?’

The guttura grunt in reply only made Librettowit smile more broadly. “Y ou' re ftill under the influence of
years of disbelief. You' |l soon seethat what you call coincidence was acarefully laid plan devised by
Wulder to bring you to a place where you had to accept Him for who Heis.”

The same grunt rumbled in the mapmaker’ sthroat. “What makes you think so? Why should | change?’

“Initialy, because your pride will force you to honor your vow. But more importantly, Wulder has begun
awork inyou, and He will not abandon you.”



“The meech said something similar. He said Wulder had not abandoned usin theilluson.”
Librettowit nodded. “ Smart fellow, our meech wizard.”

Movement inside her cape drew Kal€ s atention away from the two tumanhofers. The minor dragons
crawled out of their dens and flew from one member of the rescue party to the next, chirruping greetings.

Pat dove into Fenworth’'s beard, searching for asnack of insects. Kale started to call him out, but the old
wizard held up his hand. “He sagrowing dragon.”

“He sgrowing round,” said Kdewith asmile.

Fen' s eyeswandered around the gathering. Kae felt compelled to follow his gaze and knew her mentor
wasimpressing her with histhoughts.

Regidor stood tall with histail swishing acrossthe ground. Three of their group were squat. The
tumanhofers seldom topped five feet, and their bodies often resembled the shape of boulders. Furry
Toopkabardly covered Bardon’s arm with her smdl frame. Two mae wizards had aged, and the two
femae wizards had not. The squire looked hedlthy, strong, and ready. Ka€' s eyeslingered on how
mature and reliable her friend looked. The various minor dragons flashed avariety of colors asthey flitted
about.

“I believe,” said wise old Fenworth, “that Wulder appreciates diverse Sizes, shapes, and colorsin His
creation. And if He does, then who are we to pass judgment based on such criteria?’ He turned to look
Kdeintheeye. “Let Pat beround.”

Fenworth strode over to Bardon, using hiswalking stick, but by no means depending upon it. “Y oung
Squire,” he boomed, “I am the oldest, and by rights, should be the leader of this quest. But, asyou may
have heard, | am retired. So, | defer to you. | have been informed that Paladin chose you to head this

party.

Bardon studied the old man’ sface for amoment, seeing the fatigue around his eyes and the blue tinge of
hislips. He wanted to put his hand on the old man’ sthin arm but knew Fenworth would not appreciate

that type of sympathy.

Fenworth’'s eyes narrowed asif he read the squire’ sthoughts. “Well, boy, where do you wish to go?
What do you wish to do? And when do you suggest we get started?”

Bardon spoke with authority, “We shall return to the castle and endeavor to free the knights, Wizard
Fenworth. And now seemsto be an appropriate time to get started.”

“That way, then.” Fen pointed his staff in the direction they had come from and marched off, leaving the
rest to follow.

Cam doused the fire Regidor had provided.
“Walit!” Fen came tramping back. “I smell soup. Delicious Regidor soup. Let’s eat beforewe go.”

Bowls came tumbling out of nowhere, aimed a each member of the party. If they falled to catch the
dishes coming their way, they circled around and returned to be caught on the second try. Kade ladled up
the brew. The pot emptied only when the last person’s appetite had been satisfied.

Fenworth again set out abruptly, commanding the othersto “step lively.” Toopka scampered through the
burrows, content to play chase with the minor dragons and to pick up smdler lightrocks of different



colors. When they reached the trek through the forest, she dowed some. Asthey trudged up amountain
path, she began to complain.

Regidor picked her up, swung her around to land on his back, and spread hiswings. Toopka giggled and
wrapped her arms around his neck. The meech dragon took to the air and soared high, soon
disappearing ahead of them.

Fenworth hollered back to Bardon. “ Squire, did you say he could do that?’
“No,” he answered.

“Didn’t think s0. Cheeky rascd. He sbeen ahard oneto raise. Too sure of himsdlf. Cocky. Usudly
right. A horribletrait in an apprentice.”

They reached the courtyard of Strot’s castle an hour later.

Fenworth stretched his arms over hishead, and severd birdsflew out of hisdeeves. “Exercisel” He
lowered hisarms, and arabbit, amouse, and asquirrel popped out from under the robe’ s hem.
“Exerciseisgood for mind, body, and spirit.” He sat on one of the stone benches and promptly went to
deep, turning into astunted tree after the second snore. Pat scrambled out of the tangled branches and
perched on top.

Toopka barreled around a corner of the building. “Y ou're herel” she shouted. “Regidor found adoor.
He saysit’sthe main entrance to the castle. But he needs the other wizards to help him get it open.
Follow me.” She dashed back the way she had come.

Librettowit and Bardon gently lifted the tree off the bench and carried it. Kae followed with the others
close behind. A muted snore reverberated within the trunk.

Toopka skipped back to hold Ka€' s hand. “ Do you know what?’
“No. What?’

“You can't tdl thisisacastle from the air. We only knew it was the right place because Regidor saw the
waterfall. Y ou can't see the statues or the benches or the walkways. Nothing! And then Regidor couldn’t
find the door. He had to use hisforefoot instead of his eyes. He closed his eyes and walked around the
mountain with hisforefoot on therock. | followed. Then hefound it. | couldn’'t seeit. Hesaid hedidn't
seeit, but hefelt the gap in the stone. | didn’t see the gap in the stone, but he showed me and showed me
andfindly | saw it. Hurry up.”

Sheran ahead.

Bardon looked over hisshoulder at Kale. “Y ou know, she doesn’'t seem one bit older than she did three
yearsago.”

“She has learned to read allittle,” Kae said.
“ She can be quite hdpful in the kitchen,” added Taylaminkadot.

Librettowit shifted his burden and said, “ Emerlindians and doned s have alonger maturing period.
They’re consdered youngsters for dmost a hundred years. Tumanhofers and o' rants mature in eighteen
to twenty years. Mariones and urohms maturation period is about the same, but their life spanis
congderably shorter than the other high races. Kimens mature rapidly, in three or four years. No one
outside of the kimen raceis sure about their longevity.”



“Stll,” said Taylaminkadot, “there has dways been something secretive in Toopka s manner. She refused
to choose aday to celebrate her birth every year. And when | urged her to pick anumber to say it was
how old she was and start counting from that, she didn’t want to. In fact, she became quite stubborn.”

The subject of their conversation danced toward them, hopping, skipping, and twirling. “Come on!
You'readmost there.”

They followed her around a hedge and spotted Regidor inspecting a section at the base of what looked
likeadiff.

After placing Fenworth in the shade, they gathered around the meech dragon. He showed them the
camouflaged entry. The tumanhofers and Toopka sat down to watch as Lyll, Cam, Regidor, and Kae
worked to open the door. Cam assigned each wizard arange of colored threads to manipulate. Bardon
scouted the area to make sure thisimportant work wouldn’t be interrupted by grawligs.

Kae had never seen such acomplicated weave. She had to concentrate to keep the strands from
dipping away from her. Sometimes, it was amatter of holding hersin one place while another wizard
moved his strands. She smiled as sheredlized her mother was the best a unwinding the threads.

“Jugt like untangling amess of necklaces or yarn when you' re knitting,” her mother said.
“I try not to let my knitting get inatangle,” said Cam.

“I rarely wear necklaces,” said Regidor.

Lyll chortled and directed Cam to move his threads through aloop in Regidor’ s strand.

In the end, they had the colorsisolated and tied off. Regidor gave a push againgt the door, and it swung
open.

Librettowit and Bromptotterpindosset lifted Fenworth and carried him in after the others. They stood in a
vast entryway with tapestries and huge oil paintings on the wals, atwo-sided, curved stairway before
them, and amarble floor done in many colors, much likeamosaic.

Regidor tilted his head. “Odd.”
LylIlI’ seyes swept the room as she nodded. “ Definitely.”
Cam breathed in deeply and expelled the air dowly. “We must proceed with caution.”

Kaefet goose bumpsrise on her arms, and a shiver tingled her spine. “Ther€ s someonein the castle
now, isn't there?’

“Yes,” said Regidor and drew his sword.
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INTHE CASTLE ONCE MORE

Bardon aso pulled his sword. Behind him he heard the swish of metal leaving leather. He glanced at Kde
and saw she had her hand in front of her asif she held asword, but nothing was there. A quick look at
her mother showed she stood in the same position. They had invisible weapons. Bardon had seen Lyl
Allerion wield her sword in afight with mordaklegps. He presumed she had trained Ka e to use the
wegpon just as effectively.

“How many people arein the castle?’ he asked.

“Hard to say,” Regidor answered. “They’re scattered dl over thiswing.”

“We rein the part of the castle where the Knights' Chamber islocated, right?’
“Right.”

“Let’sescort the wizards, Taylaminkadot, and Toopkathere. Then, we'll determinewho isto stay and
work on breaking the spdll, and who will go looking for intruders.”

Regidor nodded. Bardon looked over his shoulder to seeif his party was ready to go. Kale and her
mother had changed into matching ouitfits that would not hinder their movements during afight. Instead of
the loose clothing that had been comfortable for along hike, they now wore fitted garments of ablue
materia that stretched easily. Toopka clung to Taylaminkadot’ s hand. Cam brought up therear. The old
wizard only had his staff for awegpon, but Bardon knew he could count on Cam to punish an attacker
with more than just a blow from astick.

The mapmaker’' sred face and the perspiration dripping off his brow warned Bardon something was
wrong.

“Bromptotterpindosset?’
“I don't relish carrying this tree up those gairs”

Bardon looked to Lyll and Kae, who flanked the tumanhofers carrying Fenworth. “Can you do
something about that?’

They nodded in unison, then turned to face the tree. In amoment it floated.
Lyll smiled. “Now dl you haveto do is guide Fenworth, instead of carrying him.”

The group climbed the right Side of the curving steps. Each one moved with great stedth. The only noise
came from Fenworth’ s occasional snore. Toopka jumped each time a snort broke the silence.

They passed down ahdl with family portraits hanging on both sides, then up another stairway, thisone
only six feet wide and straight. Regidor and Bardon continued to lead theway. They listened at each
passage that branched off from the main corridor.

At thefirgt of these junctions, Bardon glanced at Kae. She met hiseye and, by giving asmall shake of
her head, confirmed she did not fedl the presence of another being outside their own little group. No one
lurked down the hall.



Are you ready? he asked.
“Yes, | feel our connection asif we hadn’t been apart these three years.”

Bardon relaxed some, knowing he and Kae had entered into a state that, asfar asthey knew, only the
two of them had ever experienced. Both dert. Both thinking dong the samelines. They knew from past
experiencethat if afight broke out, they would react asif their movements were synchronized, thought
out by one mind instead of two.

The group climbed another set of stairs and cameto athird-floor hallway. Regidor mindspoke to each of
them, saying they sought the room at the end of this corridor.

Light poured from the open door and made a bright patch on the dusty hall runner. The carpet’s colors of
burgundy red and deep green struggled to show through alayer of fine dirt. Thethick pile muffled their
amost slent footsteps. Bardon signaed the men and women behind to stop. With anod of his head, he
indicated that Regidor and Kae should go with him.

They crept to the edge of the door, al three tensing.

“ Bardon.”

The squire cocked an eyebrow, hearing Ka€ svoice as clearly asif she had spoken doud.
“There' s awoman in the room. She'sfilled with sorrow. | don’t think she’s dangerous.”
Regidor tilted his head and suddenly relaxed. He shoved his sword into its sheath. “ Granny Kye.”
Bardon put away hisweapon and signaed the rest to come.

He stepped into the room so as not to startle the old emerlindian. She sat at her easdl and concentrated
on the picture she drew. He spoke softly, “Granny Kye?’

She frowned but did not ook up.
He moved closer and touched her shoulder. “Granny Kye.”

Sheglanced a him. “Thereyou are. I’ ve found him. My son.” She raised a handkerchief to her trembling
lips. “And my other son. The one I’ ve thought dead. Twins.” She nodded toward one stonelike knight
and then another. “1f we don’t wake them soon, they will surely be gone forever.”

He knelt beside her and put his arms around her thin shoulders. “ There is hope, Granny Kye. I've
brought four more wizards besides Regidor, and alearned gentleman who will search thiscastle's

library.”

She nodded and rested her forehead against his chest. A little sob broke from her throat. “We're so
closeto saving them. We must not fail.”

“How did you get here?’

“Captain Anton said it wastime for usto return to Dormenae. The moonbird brought Regidor’ s message,
but another full day had passed. The captain said we would leave in the morning, but during the night, the
voices spoke to Sittiponder. He said they were most urgent. We must follow you and Regidor into the
warren. Captain Anton was reluctant, but the boy convinced him. Sittiponder led the way.”

“How long have you been here?’



“Threedays.”

His breath caught in histhroat, but Bardon merely nodded. Obvioudy, his and Regidor’ s accounting of
time had been influenced by the enchantment of the castle and the surrounding area.

Bardon looked at the painting of Granny Kye' stwo sons. Although the knights stood asthey did in
actuality, and their clothing represented what he could see with his eyes, the portraits reveded vibrant life.
In redlity the figures dumped with their chinsresting on their chests. In the portrait, they were pictured as
awake. Each man’ s eyes|ooked out from the canvas instead of being shut in perpetual dumber. Their
expressions showed an eagerness to spring from the two-dimensiona world and perhaps embrace their
mother.

When Bardon stood, the son on the right seemed to watch him. A shiver ran down the squire’ s spine. He
crossed behind Granny Kye to stand at her other shoulder. The eyes of the one knight followed him.

“Which oneisN’'Rag sfather?’ he asked.

“Thisone.” Theold emerlindian pointed to the man on the left. “ Jilles. Hisnameis Sir Jilles” Her head
turned dightly, and her finger moved to the other man in the painting. “And thisismy eldest son, by afew
minutes. Joffa. Sir Joffa. Their father was Jofil. | thought | was very clever when | named them.”

Bardon rested his hand on her shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze. “We will do our best to wake them.”
The portrait of Sr Joffastared at Bardon, and now the expression held adeep sadness. Theliving,
bresthing squire gave himsdlf alittle shake to bresk loose of the fedling that the picture would speak if it
could. He glanced up at the till, cold knight, who appeared not to breathe at al.

“Where are the others, Granny Kye? N’ Rag, Holt, the boys, the guard?’ he asked.

“They spend the days exploring. No one has found away to get out of the castle. All the doorsare
locked. All thewindows are sedled.”

Behind him, he heard Lyll Allerion and Kae speaking in muted tones. He turned to seethe lady wizard
knedling beside a seated knight, her head in his fiff ap.

In afew steps, Bardon reached Kale and touched her elbow. She turned toward him, and he naturadly
enclosed her in hisarms. Her arms came around hismiddle, and she held on asif shewould fall without
his support. His embrace tightened as she melted againgt him and cried.

Heleaned his cheek againgt her hair and breethed in the fresh citrus smell of her. Affection and afierce
desireto protect her surged through him. He moved his chin afraction of an inch and placed hislips
againg her temple, sure that she would not notice such an insggnificant kiss,

Helooked at Lyll and the deeping knight.
“Y our father?” Bardon asked.

Kae nodded and sniffed. Reaching into his pocket, he brought out a handkerchief and offered it. Kde
took it with one hand but kept herself tucked close while she blew her nose,

“ Mother said when she heard about the sleeping knights, she hoped my father would be among
them. She knew Risto had captured him and cast a spell over him. No one had seen himfall in
battle. No one knew where he had gone from the last inn where she had traced him. Then she
heard the rumor of Risto’s mastering this sleep spell and that my father was under Risto’s power.
But no word as to where these men were. But she was afraid to think she had found him at last.



Afraid he would not be among those sleeping here.” She swallowed another sob. “ Now she has
new fears. She's found him, and she is afraid we will not be able to wake him.”

Bardon turned Kae so she could see what the others were doing. Look, Kale. Cam and Fen are at
work. Librettowit already has found a reference book and is comparing what they see to the
knowledge that iswritten in its pages. They will break the spell. I’'m sure of it.

She leaned back to look at him, and abrave, but tiny, smilelifted her lips. Bardon fought the urgeto kiss
away atear that traced a path down her cheek.

Helet her go, pushing her away.

“We must find the others. Pull yoursdlf together, Kale.” He turned to Regidor, who examined the
tumanhofer knight. “Reg, Kadeand | are going to make a sweep through the castle and round up al the
members of our questing party and return here.”

“Locatethelibrary,” ordered Librettowit.
“And thekitchen,” said Taylaminkadot.
“| want to cometoo.” Toopkaran to stand at Kale' sknee.

The three walked briskly out of the room. Six multicolored minor dragons accompanied them, sometimes
flying around their heads, sometimes flying ahead or behind them, and sometimes resting on available
shoulders, heads, or ams.

As soon asthey were out of earshot, Bardon muttered, “1 don’t understand how they could have beenin
the castle for three days and never found the way out through the turret Regidor and | used.”

“Don't forget,” said Kde, “you had Regidor hel ping you. He probably did more untangling of spellsthan
you were even aware of . It’ s exciting for me to watch him work.”

“So your relationship as Dragon Keeper and young protégé has changed, hasit?’

“Definitdy. Can you imagine anyone ‘keeping’ Regidor?’

Toopka hopped in anticipation. “Maybe we |l find something exciting.”

“We found enchanted knights, little one,” said Kade. “What could be more exciting than that?’
“Treasure!”

“Actudly,” said Bardon, “Regidor and | saw quite abit of vauable property, paintings and gold
candlesticks, thingslike that.”

“Any gold coins? Any jewels?’
1] NO-”

“Wdl, we can look for red treasurein abox or hidden in aholein thewall. And we could find acastle
monster. That would be exciting too.” Toopka shivered inimaginary fear.

“Only if we defeated it without injury to one of us”

“Oh, you and the others could protect usfrom anything.”



“Youthink so?7’
“Yes.” She nodded her head with such ahard jerk, Bardon expected her to say, “ Ouch.”

Kde scratched the top of Toopka s head between her two perked ears. “ Suppose you find the monster,
the mongter eats you, and then we come aong afew minutestoo late to save you.”

“Then you must cut open its sscomach and pull meout. I'll hold my bregth till you come.”

“That soundslikeadimy thing to do.” Kaelaughed. “I’d just as soon not dedl with any mongters, thank
you very much.”

“Oh, | want to see abig, hairy monster.” Toopka grinned and twirled, then stopped and winked at the
adults. “But | really don’t want to be eaten. Y ou better come along before he chomps me.”

Bardon laughed. “We l try.”
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TREASURES

Female voices drifted up one of the staircases. Toopka darted ahead, stood at the top, and hollered,
“Hit”

Kaerushed forward, aggravated that Toopka could be so impetuous in unfamiliar surroundings. The
women didn’t sound dangerous, but still, Toopka s monster could be around any corner.

Bardon followed at adower pace. Kale recognized their uniforms and greeted the two dragon riders as
they reached the last steps.

“Hdlo, I'm KdeAllerion.”

The doned rider put forth her hand, but her eyesfollowed the minor dragons, first watching Metta flutter
like ahuge butterfly through the hall, and then Ardeo and Gymn asthey swooped and dived in some

gamethey were playing.
“I’'m Lo Mees,” shesad, obvioudy forcing herself to focuson Kae. “And thisisLo Oh.”

Toopka giggled, and the second rider, an o' rant, smiled down at her. “Y es, we know it' s aterrible name,
and | am trying very hard to earn my next rank.”

“My name' s Toopka. Y ou don’t see minor dragons very often, do you?’
“No,” said Lo Oh. “I've only read about them in books and seen afew pictures.”

“I' livein The Bogs with the Dragon Keeper.” Thetiny donedl nodded to indicate Kale. “So | know alot
about minor dragons.”

“That' svery impressive,” said Lo Mees.

“Not redly. My friend Regidor isameech dragon, and that isimpressive. Have you seen any treasure or
mongers?”’

Lo Meeslooked past her. “Now, there’ satreasure of sorts, our lost leader.”
They al turned to look at Bardon, who nodded.

“I’'m back, and so is Regidor. We ve brought people with us who should be able to bresk the spell over
theknights. | would appreciateit if you would locate everyone and tell them to report to the Knights
Chamber. W€ Il have amesting as soon asthey’ ve dl arrived.

“Yesdr.” Thetwo women answered and turned around to go down the steps they had just climbed.

Kae amiled at their muffled chatter asthey |eft. Were they enthused about the minor dragons or their
handsome leader? Kae gazed at her friend. He doesn’t know how he affects the femal es he meets.
And he doesn’t much care for being impressive. Ha! Unlike Regidor, who loves attention or
theatrically avoiding attention. Bardon would have loved months and months of solitude, and
instead, here heiswith a gaggle of questers.

“Just how many are on thisquest?’ asked Kale.



“If we count your minor dragons, two dozen plustwo.”
“Phew! And you never liked acrowd.”

“Too many people.” Bardon smiled at her.

Kae picked up the next line. “ Always too many people.”

Thelook he cast her, filled with humor and chagrin, felt good. We' re friends, she thought. Very good
friends.

Shegrinned at him. “ And when we successfully awaken the degping knights?’
Bardon groaned. “ Three dozen, plustwo.”
Toopka hopped. “Are any of these people children?’

Kae saw alook of awareness cross Bardon' s face, but more interestingly, she felt his sense of pleasure.
He had asecret surprisefor the little doned.

“Yes.” He patted her head. “Two are boys.”
“Oh good,” she exclamed. “Boys are so much better to play with than girls.”

“They are?’ asked Kde. “You redly haven't had many opportunitiesto play with anyonethe last three
yws.”

“Just when Wizard Cam takes us through a gateway for ‘ educationa purposes.’” She looked very glum
asthey resumed their walk down the hall.

“Don't let her fool you, Bardon.” Kae shook her head deliberately. “ Cam'’ sidea of educationisavisgt to
afedtivd for culturd enlightenment or to diversefamiliesfor exposureto different lifestyles” Kdefdta
sadness settle on her heart, remembering what it was like to have no red friends. “ Still, it would be nice
for Toopkato have onefriend closer to her own age. One who isaways around.”

“Regidor ismy friend.” Her voice piped up, proving she had been listening, athough she had appeared to
be more interested in the paintings on the walls and knickknacks sitting in cases dong the corridor. “ And
I”’m older than him. | dwayswill be.”

She dropped to her hands and knees, wiggled under atable, and came out with alargering.

“Look, | found treasure.” She rubbed it on her yellow shirt and then held the ring up for themto see. A
large square-cut emerald glistened from the ornately worked gold setting.

“I’d say that’ streasure,” said Bardon. “But we don’t know who it belongsto. Y ou can keep it until we
find the rightful owner.”

Toopka scowled as she tucked it in a pocket.

Bardon tweaked her ear ashe waked by. “But somewherein this castleis atreasure that belongsto
you.”

She jumped and raced past him, then turned to walk backward as she pelted him with questions.
“Where? How do you know it belongsto me? What isit? Why isit here?’



“I don’'t know whereit is. That’ swhy we' re exploring the castle. | know it belongsto you, because you
oncetold meabout it. It'sa...” He paused. “No, | think it would be better if you discovered thistreasure
on your own. Why don't you turn around and look?’

At the end of the long hallway stood two boys, ablind tumanhofer and an o' rant.

Joy rushed through Kale as she redlized Toopka s old friend from Vendelawas Bardon' s surprise. Her
emoationstransferred to the minor dragons, who burgt into a chorus of excited chittering.

Toopka scrunched her eyes closed and turned dowly. Kde knew exactly when the little doned alowed
hersalf to open her eyes.

“Sittiponder!” Toopka squealed and ran to meet him.

The small tumanhofer scooped her into an embrace.

Kaetook hold of Bardon’s arm and squeezed. “ Thisiswonderful. How did you find him?’
“Hefound us”

Kaeleft her arm tucked under Bardon'’ s as they walked down the corridor.

Tiny Toopka hugged her friend fiercely. “I’m so glad you' re here, Sitti.” She kissed his cheek and hugged
him again. Then her atention turned to the other child. “Who isthis boy?’

“Ahnek.” Sittiponder responded. With hisarmsfull of thelittle donedl, he nodded in the other boy’s
direction.

“Hello, Ahnek. | found atreasure.” Toopkatook the ring out to show them. After flashing it before
Ahnek’ s eyes, she pressed the treasure against Sittiponder’ s cheek and turned the ornate circlet owly.
“Bardon saysthere’ s another treasure here in the castle for me. | may haveto give back thisring if it

bel ongs to someone, but the other treasure belongsto me and it'sone | told him about, but | can't
imaginewhat it is because I’ ve never had atreasure.”

“You noisy bird,” said Sittiponder affectionately, “quit twittering. Bardon was talking about me. I’'m your
treasure.”

“You?" Shethought amoment and then giggled. “Y ou aren’t made out of gold. Y ou don't have jewels
anywhere”

“I’'myour friend, pebble.”

Toopkasat very gill in hisarms. Shelooked at hisface so closeto hers, and her face grew very ill.
“Am | your treasure, Sitti?’

He squeezed her. “Yes, turnip seed, you' re my friend. | think that’ swhy the voicestold me to come on
thisquest. So | could bewith you.”

Sittiponder and Ahnek knew where to find the kitchen, the library, and N’ Rae.

Bardon and Ka e followed the two boys. Toopka skipped beside Sittiponder, holding his hand. With the
dragons circling above them, they moved through the hallways quickly, going down narrow stairs hidden
behind doors. At one corner the two boys stopped to consult. Ahnek wanted to go left, and Sittiponder
ingsted they should go right. The blind boy won the dispute.



Ahnek spoke over hisshoulder. “There sno sensein fighting him. He' sawaysright.

When they walked into the library, N’ Rae sat curled up in abig chair, her feet tucked under her. She
looked up from a book asthey entered.

“Hi! I'm Toopka.” But thelittle girl might aswell have saved her greeting.

N’ Rae sprang out of the chair, sprinted across the room, and threw herself into Bardon’ sarms, hanging
on to his neck and lifting her feet off the ground in an exuberant greeting.

Kaetook astep back, thinking, 1t’s a good thing | no longer held on to his arm. She would have
knocked me out of the way.

N’ Rae took a deep breath and leaned back to get a better look at Bardon.

“You'redl right. I'm so very, very glad. We found the knights. My father isthere, and soismy uncle.
We ve searched and searched, and none of us can find a clue asto how to break the spell. We can't
even get out of the castle. Wetried going out the way we camein, and that hole to the burrowsis
blocked somehow. A spell, | would suspect. And we're running out of food, and all Grandmother does
ispant.”

“Oh dear, a grown-up Toopka.”

Kale, be nice. Bardon’ s voice popped into her mind.

“Of course, I'll benice.”

She was raised with ropma.

“That explainsalot.”

Kale.

“All right. I’'ll be nice. Peel her off of you and introduce me.”

AsBardon tactfully disengaged N’ Rae' s arms from around his neck and placed her afoot away from
him, he explained where they had been, that they had rescued Bromptotterpindosset, and that they had
brought back reinforcements.

Kae guarded her thinking. It wouldn’t be prudent for Bardon to pick up her thoughts as she mused over
thisnew development. If | hadn’t felt that kiss he planted on my head, I’ d be quite irritated with my
dearest Squire Bardon. | wrote him letters pages long and got back three sentences. He never
once came to visit me in The Bogs. | hinted where Cam was planning to take us next, and he
never coincidentally showed up.

But that’s all right. He kissed me and was naive enough to think | wouldn’t feel it. Poor Bardon
needs help discovering we' re meant to be a couple, and | can’t think of a better person to help
him than me.

Kaefrowned at the vivacious N’ Rae. This friendly little emerlindian had better find someone else to
snuggle up to.

Findly, Bardon introduced Kae and her dragons. The minor dragons liked the attention N’ Rae gave
them. Kale narrowed her eyes and vowed to give them atalking to. They immediately felt thetensonin
their Dragon Keeper and flew to perches around the room.



The pale emerlindian turned once moreto Kae. “1 am so glad you're here. I’ ve dwayswanted afriend
my own age, and Bardon has told me so much about you.” She hesitated long enough for Kaleto think,
Oh, great!

N’ Rae smiled shyly up at her. “1 know you' re important, the Dragon Keeper and awizard, but | hope
we can be friends”

Be nice, Bardon reminded her. Sheisjust what she seems.
“ She seems like she' s a bit empty-headed.”
Benice.

“Oh, all right!”



Kae smiled and extended her hand. “Let’s get to know each other.”
52
ASSIGNMENTS

Bardon looked around the crowded room and noted the odd appearance of its occupants. Lyll Allerion
sat on the arm of the chair her hushand sat in. Kade sat on thefloor at hisfeet. Two women, divewith
hope and love, bracing like bookends a cold man with no feding.

Since space was limited, othersin the questing party mingled with the deeping knights, standing next to
and gitting beside the unresponsive men. Granny Kye remained at her easdl, detached from the others.
Jue Seeno presumably listened from the basket next to the artist’ s supplies.

| would love to hand over the leadership of this quest to someone else. Bardon sighed. Hewas
obligated to fulfill hisresponghilities, and heknew it. I’ just proceed one item at a time. He paused
for amoment, surveying the other worthy leadersin the room. Ah yes, Wulder, | see. Thank You for
these people You have assembled for thistask. Help me to hand bits of the burden You have
placed on my shoulders into the most suitable hands.

“Captain Anton, the wizards have opened the front door. Y ou and your guard will be responsible for
patrolling the area. I'm sure there are grawligs interested in what we are doing here. And, of course,
there may be more sinister opponents lurking about. Although this fortress seems deserted, it was a one
time astronghold for evil.” He paused to give Ahnek and Toopkaalook of warning. Both youngsters
nodded their understanding. Bardon turned back to Captain Anton. “I charge your men to hunt for food
aswdll. There should be game on the mountainsde.”

The captain nodded.
“Regidor, would it be possible for you to fly out and guide our dragonsto this castle?’
“It will take severd hours” Regidor sad. “I’ll seetoit firgt thing in the morning.”

Bardon looked at Wizard Fenworth, who had dozed off and taken the form of a scraggly bush. A mouse
peeked out from the long tangle of moss that would be hisbeard if he were awake. When Bardon
looked again, the small creature had disappeared. | wonder if that’ s Jue Seeno disguised as a mouse.
He shook off the distraction.

Since Fenworth was not awake, the squire addressed Wizard Cam. “What can we do to help you
discover the remedly to this spe 1?7’

“We could use assstancein the library. If you would designate workers to sort through the books and
bring any to usthat have to do with wizardry, that would save time and energy. We are particularly
interested in tomes pertaining to living organisms and vita processes.”

Bardon nodded. “ Taylaminkadot, may | count on you and N’ Rae to bein charge of meals?’
“It would be my pleasure, Squire Bardon,” said the tumanhofer.

N’ Rae perked up. “I can do that, and I’ ll watch after the children.”



Toopkatossed the ring she' d found from one hand to the other. “We don’t need watching after.”

Ahnek said, “ Shh!” and stood up. “We d like to continue our explorations, Squire. We might discover
something useful.”

“Fine, Ahnek,” answered Bardon. “ That' sagood plan. And when the dragons arrive, | want you to help
with taking care of them. Regidor will escort them here, then they will return with their ridersto pack our
equipment and bring it long. Y ou could be useful there, aswell.”

Ahnek beamed as he accepted the responsibility and sat down again.

Holt stirred in his seat besde agtiff knight. “1s there anything you want me to do?’
“Would you rather be assigned to the guard or the library?’

“Theguard.”

“Done. You' Il answer to Captain Anton.” Bardon surveyed the group. No one seemed to be eager to
add to hisingructions. “ Any questions? Suggestions?’ Mogt of them gave dight negative shakes of their
heads. Of course, Fenworth didn’t respond. Neither did Toopkanor Granny Kye. “Regidor, | believe
Taylaminkadot will need your assstance in providing for our evening medl. All right. Let’ s get to work.”

They dispersed. Librettowit, with Ahnek guiding hisway, led the group down to the library. Captain
Anton said they would join the book search, since they wouldn’t be hunting thislatein the day. Kade and
Bardon followed some distance behind the others.

Kaelooked at him askance. “1 only counted twenty-five.”

“Twenty-five?’

“People”

Bardon stopped in histracks. He took her hand and started back down the hall.
“Where are we going?’

“Y ou need to meet someone. Kale, of dl the amazing thingswe' ve seen, thisis quite beyond
agonishing.”

He tugged her into the room and over to Granny Kye. There he crouched beside the minneken’ s basket,
pulling Kae down beside him. “Mistress Seeno, may | have the honor of introducing aspecid friend to
you?”

“Injust aminute,” her small voice cameto hisears. “If I’'m to meet someone new, I'd liketo be
presentable.”

Bardon grinned, glanced at Kale, and winked.

Don't use your talent to find out who'sin there. | want this to be a surprise.
“1 promise.”

In aminute, the cover of the basket raised dightly.

Bardon said, “ Allow me,” and lifted thewoven lid.



Jue Seeno gppeared, eaborate hat firgt, with round ears peeking through the velvet brim. Face next, with
pointed nose and chin, whiskers quivering, and tiny black eyesingpecting Kde.

“Give me your hand, young man,” she ordered.

Bardon let go of Kale' s hand to offer aplatform for Mistress Seeno to stand on. She stepped out with
the moonbeam cape swirling about her and one of her most elaborate, colorful belts encircling her waist.

“Mistress Seeno,” said Bardon in avery good imitation of Sir Dar’ s cordia manner, “may | introduce
Kde Allerion, Dragon Keeper and wizard of The Bogs under Wizard Fenworth?’

The minneken dipped her tiny head, and Kale, kneeling beside Bardon, did her best to curtsy. She
inclined the upper haf of her body.

“Kae, thisisMigtress Jue Seeno of the lde of Kye.”
“It isan honor to meet you, Migtress” Kade replied demurely.

Bardon observed the two women ingpecting each other without reglly seeming to. This play of manners
occupied much of the time spent at court. He didn't enjoy it there but found it rather amusing to seeKade
perform the art with ease in these unusua circumstances.

Her mother has been training her, as well as Fenworth, Cam, and Librettowit. Good thing too.
Who would want a woman around who only knew the crusty behavior of three old men?

Kae slight laughter flitted through hismind. “ There' s Taylaminkadot, too.”
You quit intruding on my thoughts.

“ Really, Bardon. Sometimes it is more difficult not to hear what you' re thinking than to listen.”
With the introductions over, Bardon moved on to important matters.

“What have you discovered in my absence, Mistress Seeno?’

“That this castleis strangdly devoid of active lifeforms. No cats, bats, rats, or bugs. That thereisaleve
below the cellar that is, to me, inaccessible. That Holt is more fond of N’ Rae than he should be.”

Asan asdeto Kale, Bardon said, “ Jue Seeno is N’ Rag' s protector.”

Jue Seeno’ s eyes narrowed. “ Are you going to send that tumanhofer back as soon asthe dragons get
here?’

“I'll check with Paladin’s coin, but we may not be forced to expel Bromptotterpindosset from our midst
afterdl.”

“Why isthat?’
“Our mapmaker met with enough ‘ coincidences' to be rdatively assured of auniversad Master’ shand.”

Jue Seeno was speechless, but only for amoment. “Wulder chooses to attract the most irregular people.
| certainly wouldn't have bothered with such a pompous braggart.”

Bardon thought it wise to change the subject. “1 trust you will be actively keeping meinformed of the
things you observe. It' s reassuring to know you' re on duty.”



“Of course. Now if you don’t mind, | must catch up with N’ Rae and that scoundrel.”

He placed her on the floor, and instead of rushing out the door, she disappeared through acrack in the
wanscoting.

“Shall we go search the library with the others?” Bardon asked.

Kae nodded, and he rose from his crouched position and then gave her hishand to help her rise.
Asthey passed the ensorcelled form of her degping father, she stopped and gazed down at him.
“What are you feding, Kae?’

She turned and looked into his eyes. The depth of her confused emotions swept through him. With apull
of hishand, he drew her into hisarms and for sometimejust held her.

Do | feel thisturmoil so strongly because I, too, have never known my father? Or isit that strange
bond between us that always surfaces when we' re together?

“ Both, | would think.”

I’'msorry | don’t have words to say that would comfort you.

“It'sall right, Bardon. | think words are highly overrated at times.”

Heloosened his hold and looked down at her upturned face. She had particularly lovely eyes.
“Wel,” hesad, clearing histhroat. “Let’ s get busy doing something. Um...since words—"
“You just missed a perfectly good opportunity to kiss me.”

The words came into his mind with awistful tone. He stared at Kale, whose face began to glow with a
pink blush.

“You heard that!”
Yes. Sometimesiit is more difficult not—
Kae placed her hand on the back of hisneck. “Words are highly over—"

Shedidn’t gpply any pressureto bring his head down to hers. Bardon felt the pull from his heart, and his
kiss brushed her lipsjust to taste their sweetness. He pulled back and saw his own astonishment flashin
Kae€ seyes. Uncertainty touched hisfedlings, and he saw the question in her expression. An explosion of
delight replaced the trepidation, and Ka € sface lit with pleasure. Contentment followed the joy, and he
felt satisfaction bounce back from the young woman in hisarms. He began to laugh, and she hugged him.

“Youredize” shesad, “that you have brazenly kissed mein front of my father.”

He dtiffened and looked down at the deeping knight, then shrugged. “And Wizard Fenworth. And
Granny Kye. And eleven other of Paladin’sknights.”

Bardon squeezed her and then put her away from him. “I did not expect asmple kissto be so powerful.
Kde, we shal haveto usealot of words, overrated or not, beforeweindulgein...”

Kae widened her eyes, mischief divein her expresson. “1 agree.” Shegiggled. “1 want to be courted.”



“Courted?’

“Definitdy.”

“And | agree. Y ou deserve to be courted.”

Bardon and Kaeleft Granny Kyeto her portrait of her two sons and Wizard Fenworth to his nap.
“Now,” said Kae asthey passed through the hal, “tell me about Jue Seeno. She'saminneken, right?’
“Right.”

“I want to know it dl, Bardon. How is she the emerlindian’ s protector? Why is that handsome marione
Holt a scoundrel? And there was something about a coin given to you by Paadin.”

“Let’snot go directly to thelibrary. There re too many people there.”

“Way too many people,” they said in unison and laughed.

Bardon coaxed her toward the front Saircase. “Let’sgo walk in the garden instead.”
Shetilted her head. “To tak?’

“Totak.



53
DISCOVERIES
Bardon kept an eye on his expanded questing party asthe day cameto an end.

Taylaminkadot fussed about the condition of the linens, but her husband overruled when she wanted to
strip the beds and wash the sheets. Librettowit promised she could commence housekeeping the
following day. The castle had more than enough luxurious bedchambers to accommodate them dl. They
did have to thump dust out of the pillows and covers.

Bardon ordered anight watch. Captain Anton insisted thiswas his responsibility and organized the shifts
with two people on duty at atime. Holt surprisingly volunteered to do his part.

The next morning Regidor flew to thewest a dawn. Severa hourslater he returned with the five guard
dragons and Greer.

Bardon went out to greet his purple dragon. Greer’ s disposition was | ess than sunny. His squire held on
to his patience and tried to make amends.

| know you don’t like being left out of the action. | would have much rather had you by my side,
but it couldn’t be helped. The warren had huge burrows, but you would have been
claustrophobic...Yes, that’s a word...It has nothing to do with closets. Well, in a way it does, but
not as a root word or anything.

Bardon sighed and stroked the scales under the dragon’ s chin. You' re not to pout...I’m serious. | need
you to oversee the protection of the castle. Keegp an eye out for any massing forces. Grawligs are
in the area, and they had come to think of the courtyards of this castle as their own personal
property...No, | don’t know for sure they even recognized this mountain as a castle, but they
enjoyed the gardens, the terraces, and the fountains. Listen, Greer. | don’t want to be busy with
other things and discover rampaging ogres pouring in the front door.

Bardon grinned in response to Greer’ s sudden elation. Yes, Kaleis here...Utterly

beautiful...” Utterly” isa suitable word to use with beautiful ...All right, then. She’ s looking
extremely well...That’s not good, either? It would solve the problem of what she looks likeif | just
call her. Wait a moment, and you can see for yourself.

Thevist with Kaelifted the dgected dragon’ s spiritsin an amazing way, but Bardon had to seeto
detailsamong his charges. He could not stay to enjoy histwo best friends' company.

During the early morning, Captain Anton and his men took their bows and arrows to hunt. They brought
back several medium-sized wild heatherhens, plump birds known for their tender, juicy meet. Holt, who
had risen a bit too late to accompany them, redeemed himself by locating the overrun kitchen garden.
Even through years of neglect, the small patch of ground still had some produce to gether. The marione
farm boy dug pnard potatoes and onions and brought in some scrawny herbs.

Bardon cocked an eye at Kale as Holt explained how he had overdept. In hismind, he heard her
chortle. “ Scoundrel or slugabed?”

In the afternoon, Holt and Captain Anton, with two of the guard, mounted the dragons and took off to
recover the remainder of their supplies. Two guardsmen stayed behind to offer protection. They came
upon agrawlig lurking around the castle and scared him off.



The dragons and riders returned at sunset. And with that event, according to Toopka, the last of any
interesting activity cameto asudden end. Thelittle donedl complained daily that no one did anything but
chores and study books. The boys often escaped to explore while Toopka finished the chores
Taylaminkadot had listed for her.

Granny Kye l€eft the finished portrait of her sons propped up againgt achair and moved her easdl in front
of Sir Kemry Allerion. She studied her subject for severd minutes, then picked up her brush.

Three days later, Taylaminkadot brought a clothbound book to the Knights Chamber.

“It'sthe housekeeper’ sjourna,” she said. “1 looked through it, and I’ ve put bits of paper in pageswhere
she makes comments you might be interested in.”

Bardon and Librettowit opened the book on atable and read together. After amoment, the librarian
looked up and smiled a hiswife. “Y ou’ ve donewdl, my darling. Thisis most important information.”

Taylaminkadot blushed. “I’ll go back to my cooking now. That'simportant too.”

“Rigto ismentioned here,” said Bardon, pointing at apage. “Listen. * That wizard is here again. Master
Strot likesthe man, but | think it isonly because the visitor promisesto help him learn more about the
spells affecting the body. Master Strot wantsto do good, but | think thisWizard Risto isevil. | get the
shiverswhen helooksat me’

“Here sanother one severd dayslater. ‘ To my way of thinking, the master knows more about the
workings of the human body than does this awful man who smilesand is everything that is agreegble. But
dtll, this pleasant Wizard Risto makes me cold insde and fearful.””

Librettowit and Bardon scanned severa more pages. The librarian looked up at the waiting comrades.
“The housekeeper is responsible for the missing book. She says she found her master dead in his chair.
She suspected Risto killed him, and she didn’t want the book in the evil wizard' shands.” He turned the
pages back to those they had passed over quickly.

“Ahal” thelibrarian exclaimed, tapping an entry with astubby finger. “Blessmy little Taylaminkadot’s
soul. Here' sthe information we need in order to figure out exactly how long these vaiant men have
beforeit istoo late to rescue them. The housekeeper is actively eavesdropping at this point. She doesn't
trust Risto. She records a conversation in which Risto says when the Wizards Plume that he threw into
the sky has grown to acertain size and first kisses the line of discernment from the Eye of the North, the
spell must be refreshed or broken.”

“What istheline of discernment?’ asked Granny Kye.

“A perpendicular line from the gar to the horizon.”

“Thereare dill alot of variables,” said Regidor.

Librettowit patted the page beneath hishand. “Yes, but | have enough to give usadate.”

The room went quiet. The librarian looked around and saw the eyes of Lyll, Cam, Regidor, Kale, and
Granny Kyetrained on him. His chin dropped down to his chest, and he focused on the page. Bardon
heard him muitter as he calculated.



Librettowit' s head lifted, and he looked with a serious frown at those around him. “ Six days.”

With renewed hope and adread of time passing too quickly, the researchers went back to work. Two
dayslater, Regidor came into the room waving a book above his head. “Here' s good news and bad.”

“What isit?" asked Cam, sharply.

Thefrown on the usualy relaxed |ake wizard worried Bardon more than the librarian’ s outbursts of
temper. The time was growing short before the wizards must cast arenewa spdll or ingtigate the process
to restore the men to their natural selves.

Regidor placed the book on thetablein front of Lyll and Cam, who immediately opened it.

The meech dragon smiled with satisfaction. “Thisisatrandation guidefor Strot’s Book of Anatomical
Sodls. Fromwhat | gather from the words written in here, there has to be abook with the key to
reversing the degping invoceation.”

Bardon rubbed his hand through hishair. “ And the bad newsiswe still don't have that book.”

The meech dragon put his hand on the opened trandation guide. “I’ ve enjoyed the brilliance Wulder has
given me. Perhgpsthistimeit will be of monumenta significance. | hopethat by studying the random
wordsin thisvolume, | will be able to piece together Strot’s method.”

Cam took hold of hisarm and gaveit ashake. “It’sworth atry. If anyone could decipher a procedure
from this montage of words, you can.” He dapped Regidor on the shoulder. “ Get to work, young
Wizard”

Regidor scooped up the book and strode across the room to sit beside Fenworth on the divan, where
the old wizard had planted himsdlf when they first arrived.

Another day passed without any measurable progress toward freeing the knights. The morning of the
fourth day, after Librettowit had made his six-day pronouncement, Toopkawandered into the room.
Bardon noticed her but gratefully let Kale handle the intrusion.

“Toopka, where are the boys?’ asked her guardian.

“Inthecdlar. They' redwaysinthecdlar.” Thelittle girl plopped down on afootstool beside Granny
Kye. “l don't likethe cdlar. It' sdark and smelly. We didn’t find any treasure and now Sitti and Ahnek
aretrying to find adungeon. There won't be any treasure in adungeon.”

She put her elbows on her knees and rested her chin on her figts. “ Taylaminkadot is making daggarts and
will not let me help because she says | snitched onetime too many. N’ Raeisin thelibrary with those
books. Thelittle minneken I’m not supposed to know about won't play. She never wantsto play. The
minor dragons have to go into the woods to find food because there are no bugsin thisboring castle. I'm
not alowed to go into the woods because it might be dangerous.”

Her gaze shifted to Granny Kye' s painting of Kae sfather. She stood up and looked at the canvas and
then at the palette of many colors.

“Granny Kye, could | paint too?’ she asked.
The old emerlindian actualy looked up from her artwork and smiled at the child. “Not today, dear.”

Toopka sighed heavily but remained by the granny’ s side. Shetilted her furry head and stared at the



portrait, then at the deeping knight.

“Isn’'t the picture supposed to look like the person?’

Granny Kye nodded.

“Y our knight isawake, and thered knight isadeep.”

Granny Kye nodded again.

Toopka leaned closer, getting her head between the artist and her easdl. Granny Kye frowned.

The little doned pointed to the background in the painting. “Y ou’ ve got asmudge on thewal.” She
leaned to the side to look around the canvas. “Oh, thereisasmudge. No, that’ s not dirt.”

Sheran to thewall and crouched beside the wainscot pand pictured in the granny’ s painting.
“It'snot here.” Sheran her fingers over thewood. “Yes, itigl”
“Walt!” said Granny Kye, and the urgency in her voice made Bardon put down the book he held.

Toopka pushed againgt the wall, and a pand moved downward sSix inches, exposing agap. Toopka put
her hands on the thin sheet of wood and peered into the darkness.

“It' sasecret cupboard. There' s probably treasure in here.”
“Toopka,” said Bardon, “that wood looks fragile. Don’'t—"

Hetook a step toward her and heard a crack. Instead of the pand splintering, it suddenly dipped dl the
way down, and Toopka tumbled head first down the hole.

Bardon raced across the room and threw himsalf down beside the gap in the wall. “ Toopkal”
He reached into the darkness and felt nothing but rough wood.
Regidor was beside him, removing his cape and jacket. “Let metry,” hesaid. “My arms are longer.”

Hiswings expanded and then folded againgt his shoulder blades. The stylish coat he' d dropped to the
floor had two large ditsin the back.

“I'mall right! I'mdl right!” Toopkacoughed. “Redly, I'mdl right.” She coughed again. “I got
something. It’s...it' sonly abook. What isit with this castle and books?’

Bardon looked over his shoulder and saw that Toopka had captured everyone' s atention.

Kae stood at the open window. “Tdl her not to be afraid. Ardeo is coming to give her somelight. The
others are coming t0o.”

Bardon turned back to the hole. “Ardeo iscoming. Don't be afraid.”
“I'm not &fraid. I'm stuck.”
“Areyou hurt?’

“| scraped my face and my arm.” Her voice did not sound quite as brave asit had amoment before.



“Gymniscoming,” said Bardon. “He Il come down and hed you.”

“Atleast | know there aren’t any spiders or leggybugs down here.” Her tone had dipped to timid.
“That'sright,” said Regidor in adeep, reassuring voice. “No insects.”

“It' skind of suffy,” shewhined.

Bardon frowned. “| don't suppose there’ sawindow you could open.”

“Of course not.” She sounded disgusted, which was what Bardon wanted to hear. Toopka being
fainthearted just wasn't naturd.

Ardeo came in through the window, flew across the room, and dropped down the small shaft.
Toopkagiggled. Gymn and Pet followed in afew seconds.

Thelittle doned laughed. “Gymn, you' retickling me.”

Kde cameto kned besde Bardon. “Gymn says your fuzzy faceisvery red beneath the fur.”
“I'm upside down.”

Kaewinked at Bardon and Regidor. “ Toopka, Pat has figured out how to get you out. He wants you to
put your hands down on the crossheam Ardeo is Sitting on. Pat and Gymn are going to unsnag your
britches. Y ou have to ease yoursdlf down onto that beam and then turn right side up. The other dragons
are coming to make sureyou don't fall.”

“Tel Mettanot to Sng to me. | don’t want Mettato sing to me.”

“Why not, dear? When Mettasingsto me | fed brave. She could sing a song about marching into battle.”
“All right. But no baby-go-to-deep songs.”

“Of course not.”

By peering over the edge of the floor, Kae and Bardon could see the activity below. Asthe dragons
made suggestions, Kae relayed them to Toopka. She soon sat on the large crossbeam, her feet dangling
over aspace that opened to the inner wall of the floors below. She still had the book clutched under her
am.

“Giveyour treasureto Pat and Filia, Toopka,” said Kae. “They’ll carry it up for you.”
“It' snot atreasure. It'sjust abook.”

The minor dragons shot up the skinny shaft with the book between them. Bardon took it and handed it to
Regidor.

“Isit?’ asked Cam.
The meech dragon amiled. “Itig)”
Theroom shook with cheers.

“Hey!” yelled Toopka. “Hey!”



Bardon yelled back. “'Y ou can come out now.”

He heard scrabbling and looked down to see Ardeo lighting the way and the other dragons showing her
whereto put her hands and feet as she scaed the rough timber inside the wall.

When her head popped up in the opening, Dibl sat between her furry ears and Gymn circled her throat
like anecklace.

“| had an adventure,” she said as Bardon pulled her free.

“You did, indeed.”

“Wait till | tdl Sitti and Ahnek. They think they’ re going to find something in asmelly old dungeon.”
Bardon kissed her cheek. “ And you found something inasmely old wall.”
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THE DUNGEON

Ka e watched Bardon holding Toopka and then turned to see the other wizards huddled over the two
bookswith glesful anticipation. Regidor had the trand ation volume memorized. The older, wiser wizards
would make quick work of interpreting the newly found book. Kae decided her talents would best be
served rdieving the squire of thelittle doned.

She waked to them with her arms out. “Come with me, Toopka. Let’s go spread the word that the book
has been found.”

“Andthat | foundit.”
“Yes We'll even go tell the boysinthecdlar.”

Toopkajumped from Bardon’sarmsto Ka€'s. The Dragon Keeper put her down on her feet. “ Y ou can
walk. | learned along time ago not to carry you. | get bruises from your wiggling.”

With the minor dragons flying above them, Kale and Toopkawent to the library. Everyone who did not
have a pressing duty to perform had ingtinctively gone to help search through the shelves of books.

The doned child ran into the room, straight to Taylaminkadot. “ Are the daggarts done? We get to
celebrate.”

“Yes, they' re done. What are we celebrating?’
“I found the book! It wasin aholein thewall.”
Holt and afew of the guard gave a cheer.

Bromptotterpindosset closed the book he was perusing and pushed it across the table. With alook of
relief, he pulled a stack of maps from Strot’ s collection toward him.

N’ Rae sprang to her feet. “Have they dready undone the spell? Is my father awake?’

Kale shook her head and felt her chest tighten. No one had promised this miracle would happen before
timeran out.

Hope. Now we have a bigger hope, but still it is hope and not fact.

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and practiced something Fenworth had taught her. She
bresthed in, remembering the promise Wulder had made in His Tomesthat thisworld spun toward an
end of Hisdesign. And she breathed out, purposefully shedding the demand in her soul that everything be
made right. Right now, thisvery ingtant.

When she opened her eyes, N’ Rae stood beside her. The young emerlindian gently placed ahand on
Kadéesam.

“I’'m sorry, Kde. | forgot that you' re waiting for your father to wake up too.”

“Thank you, N’ Rae. I’ ve never known him, yet it would hurt to have this chance to meet him snatched
away.”



Toopka bounced beside the two young women and tugged on Kale sdeeve. “Let’sgo. Let’ sgo to the
cdlar.” Sheturned to announce to the othersin the room, “We re going to tell Sittiponder and Ahnek that
| found the book.”

Kaetook her hand and started for the door. “Y es, we are, and the sooner, the better.”

Toopka pulled her down the hallway, into the servants wing, through a maze of rooms, and down a
dark, narrow stairwell.

A shiver of dread hit Kdelike anicy wind as soon as she stepped through the doorway at the bottom.
The minor dragons cooed in dow mournful callsto one another. Gymn landed on one shoulder, Dibl on
her head, and Metta on the other shoulder. Filiasettled on one arm with Pet below her. Ardeo flew just
ahead of her, lighting the way.

“Toopkal” Kae heard thefear in her own voice and wondered what was wrong in this dark basement.
The area certainly smelled musty, but it appeared clean and orderly from what she could see. “ Toopkal”

“I’'m here.” She came around the corner, carrying an armload of lightrocks. “1 take as many as| can,
because | think it's creepy down here.” She handed the biggest oneto Kale. “Thisway,” shecdled as
she scurried off.

Kaefollowed, muttering to her dragon friends. “I don't likethisat al.” She got the impression they liked
itevenless.

“WE re going to get those boys and drag them up to the castle proper. This exploring for adungeon has
to cometo anend.”

“They’re not herel” Toopka s exclamation hastened Kal €' s steps.

She cameto the end of the hall in a storage room with wooden boxes stacked againgt the walls. The
doned child was nowherein sight.

“Toopkal” she cdled in ahoarse whisper.
Her face popped out from behind a crate, and Kale jumped.
“Don't scare melike that,” Kale scolded.

Toopka grinned and then nodded to a spot behind her. “ There’ salittle door back here. | think you can
get through it. The boysdid.”

Kae grunted as she moved the heavy stack of boxes farther away from thewall. She swung the
waist-high door open abit wider. Then, thinking she did not want to get trapped in any dungeon, she
struggled to move those boxes againgt the door to hold it open.

“Comeon!” urged Toopka.

Whatever had made her fed nervous when shefirst passed into this rellm bel ow the castle made her fed
positively terrified here. Her skin crawled, and the hair on the back of her neck stood on end.

“Filia” she whispered. “Go back and get Bardon.”

When thelittle dragon hesitated to go by herself, Kale started to send Dibl with her. “ No, you stay here
with us, Dibl. | forgot your lightness of spirit gives me courage. And | need to be brave. Metta, go
with Filia, and both of you be quick.”



Each dragon picked up achip of lightrock from the stone floor and headed back the way they had come.

As shewalked behind Toopka, Kae looked more closdly at the structure of her surroundings. The floor
and wallswere chisdled out of solid rock. The cold, empty passageway had probably never been used
for storage. They moved at asower pace now.

“Toopka, do you know where we're going?’
“No,” she said and stopped. “I’ ve never seen that door before. This must be the dungeon.”
“I’ve only been in one dungeon before, and it had rooms, not just along passage.”

“I think,” said Toopka, turning an earnest faceto Kae, “I’ll tel Sitti and Ahnek about the book later.
Let’sgo back and wait until they come up for supper.”

“| think we had better find them and take them back with us,” said Kale.

She looked at the small child in front of her. Toopkaturned and stared into the dark of the tunnel with
such concentration, she hardly looked as though she was breathing. Her ears usualy stood at points, now
they drooped. Thislittle girl who rarely ssopped moving wasimmobilized by fear.

“Toopka, | need you to be very brave and go back to get more help.”

Toopkajerked at the sudden sound of Kale' svoice. Shetwirled to face Kae. “Y ou sent Filiaand Metta
to get Bardon.”

“Yes, but I've decided it would be best if Captain Anton and the guard came. Maybe Holt, too. We may
have to search more tunnelsto find Sittiponder and Ahnek. | may need help. I'll send Pat and Dibl with
you.”

“All right. | can do that.” Shetrotted past Kale with the two minor dragons flying as her escort. But after
afew steps back, she stopped and turned. “Kale,” she said, biting her lower lip, “Y ou be careful. This
is'taniceplace”

“I' will. I’'m just going to get the boys and come back.”

She watched the blue glow of lightrock grow fainter as Toopkaran down the passageway. When she
could seethe light no longer, she turned to face the dark tunnel ahead.

“Just get the boys and come back,” sherepeated. “ That sounds like avery good plan.”

She walked another hundred paces. The green dragon perched on her shoulder let her know he didn’t
likethisjourney, either. A smdl smiletouched her lips. “Y ou haven't fainted since you were a baby
dragon, Gymn. Y ou are not going to faint now. But should something pop out a us &t this point, you may
haveto revive me from faling over in aswoon.”

A few feet ahead of her, Ardeo’ s glow blinked out of sight. Before she could call to him, he regppeared,
flying toward her.

He d gone around a corner, and around the corner was a huge cavern lit by lightrocks.
Kaesghedinrdigf. “That' swhere those boyswill be”

They quickened their pace and came to the end of the passageway. It came out as a balcony overlooking
ahuge cavern. The wakway turned and followed the wal in adow descent to the main floor. Kale



surveyed the room and gasped. Lining the walls of the main floor stood aring of people, dumbering as
the knights dumbered in the castle above.

There must be hundreds of them. All races. All ages. The servants!
“Ahnek! Sittiponder! Where are you?’

She heard grunts but no words. She drew her weapon and held the invisible sword so that the blade
pointed the way. Rushing down the ramp, she kept her eyes open and trusted Gymn and Ardeo to help
her watch for danger.

When she reached the cavern floor, she heard muffled groans and sounds of struggling. She turned to see
the boys being held by atal dark figure, their hands bound behind them. Gags stopped their mouths, and
ropes wound around their ankles.

Wings flashed out from behind their captor. He stepped closer, into the light, and Kae let out astartled
exclamation.

“You' reameech!”
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He smiled, and Kale shivered, grasping her sword's handle more tightly. She wondered if he could seeit.
Instantly, she regretted not protecting her thoughts from intrusion and said the words Granny Noon had
taught her so long ago. My thoughts belong to me and Wulder. In Wulder’ s service, | search for
truth. | stand under Wulder’ s authority.

She watched the meech’ s expression to seeif she could pick up some indication that he listened to her
thoughts. His face maintained the wicked grin.

Hewasn't much like Regidor at dl. While Regidor liked fancy clothes, this meech wore only acloth
around hiswaist. The muscles on his body stood out like on a sculpture, but hiswingslooked less
developed than Regidor’s. She wondered if he could fly.

The boys continued to struggle, but the meech held them away from him asif they were no weight at all.

“S0,” he said and tossed his head back; jutting his chin in abelligerent fashion. “The mighty Dragon
K eeper has come to me. No doubt you' ve met your father. He didn’t give you much of awelcome, |

suppose.”

“Y ou have the advantage over me.” Kae kept her voice even.
“Oh, quite! Profoundly so, | would say.”

Sheignored the interruption. “I don’t know who you are.”

“Wadl, inaway, | an Wizard Strot. And | am also ayoung meech dragon whose body | found
particularly appedling for its youth and stamina. And | am two other wizards, so obscure I’ m sureyou've
never heard of them.”

“And do dl of you have one name?’

“| toyed with severd, but in the end, | decided to keep my own. I am Lord Ire. And now you know why
Crim Cropper and Burner Stox have not come to claim this property astheir own, asheirsto Risto's
estate. Those puppies are amassing an a'my of creatures they hope to send to overcome me.” He



laughed, an unpleasant sound in Kale' sears.

“Wadll, I've just come for the boys. Sorry they intruded upon your living quarters. I [l take them off your
hands.”

He laughed again. The first one had been unpleasant. This one ripped across Kae' snerves.
“Actualy, dear Dragon Keeper, | intend to asorb them. It hel psto keep me young.”
“How old areyou?’

“Not asold asWulder. But | know of no other than Hewho isolder than | am.”
“Pretender?’

“How clever you are.”

Kaefdt lightheaded, and darkness pressed in on her. My thoughts belong to me and Wulder. In
Wulder’s service, | search for truth. | stand under Wulder’ s authority. | stand under Wulder’s
authority. I am pledged to Wulder. Wulder is mine, and | am Wulder’s. His banner is over me. His
girding isunder me. Hisfortress surrounds me.

Kaedidn't know where the words were coming from, but she let them flow until Pretender interrupted
her.

“I may not be able to touch you,” heroared. “But neither can you leave. Try to move, Dragon Keeper.
Try!”

Kaelooked at his enraged expression. His eyes glowed. He had tossed the boysto the Side, and they
lay in unconscious hegps.

Shetensed her right leg and tried to lift her foot. It stuck to the floor. Shetried the l€ft. It, too, remained
fastened to the stone beneath her.

“You know,” said the evil before her, “1 don’t like what Wulder has made.” He waved his hand,
indicating the many people who were satudike against thewadlls. “| prefer to seethem likethis” He
sneered. “1 understand you have summoned more to join usin this cavern. How gracious of you to add
to my collection.”

“ Gymn, Ardeo, go warn them not to come!”

A look from Pretender stopped the flutter of leathery wings. The two dragons dropped to the floor and
lay ill.

A sparkle of light seen out of the corner of her eye caught Kae' s attention. A kimen stood beside
Sittiponder.

Kalelooked back at Pretender, but he didn’t seem to seethe smdll, lighted figure.
Kae closed her eyes.

My thoughts belong to me and Wulder. In Wulder’ s service, | search for truth. | stand under
Wulder’ s authority. | stand under Wulder’ s authority. | am pledged to Wulder. Wulder is mine, and
| amWulder’s. His banner isover me. Hisgirding is under me. His fortress surrounds me.



55
LIGHT VERSUSDARK

Bardon strode across the mountain meadow with Captain Anton. They headed for the dragon field to
check on the dragons and the rider stationed there on guard. Behind them a narrow waterfal plummeted
over adliff. Even knowing the castle was there, it took concentration to distinguish rocks from turrets,
and windows from crevices. Bardon glanced over his shoulder. The sght dways fascinated him.

Two minor dragons winged hisway. He stopped, and Captain Anton stopped aswell.
“Trouble?" asked the captain.

“I don’'t know.”

Filiacircled his head, then landed on his shoulder. Mettallanded on the other side.
Bardon listened to their chatter but heard wordsin hismind.

“Kaehasgoneinto the cdlar of the castleand isfinding it unsettling,” hetold the captain. “ She' slooking
for the boys and wants me to come adong.”

Captain Anton’s eyebrows went up. “Y ou can mindspeak with minor dragons?’

“With these, | can. That is, when Kae sends a specific message.” He stroked Metta s back and then
Filia's, when shelet out ajedous chirp and nudged hischeek. “I’ vetried it on my own, and nothing
passes to me or from meto the little creatures.”

“I'll go onto thedragon field,” Captain Anton said, “while you go rescuethe fair damsdl in distress.”
Bardon laughed, raised his hand in ahalf salute, and strode back toward the castle.

He went upstairsfirst, sure that Kale would want to know what progress was being made in waking the
knights. The smiles on the faces of the wizards told him progress had been made. Helooked closely at
Sr Jllesand saw adight risng and faling of hischest.

“How much longer?’ he asked.

Wizard Cam beamed as he looked up from the young knight on whom hewasworking. “A matter of
minutes”

“I'll stay and watch. Kae wants meto join her in the dungeon. Perhaps | can take her father with me.”
He d been in the room only afew minutes when he heard Toopkatearing down the hall.

“Help! Help!” she cried through gasps for breath. She careened around the corner and straight into
Bardon'slegs.

“Whoa!” He crouched to face her. “What' s the matter?’
“Kaé€e sintrouble.” She panted. “The boysarein trouble. Something bad is down there in the dungeon.”

Knowing her penchant for the dramatic, Bardon looked at her closdly. Her darm was genuine. He stood.



Toopkabeganto cry. “Kae said to get everyone. It'sbig and horrible.”
“We nearly havethe knights awake,” said Lyll. “Cam and | will stay here. Therest of you go.”
“I'll get the men from thelibrary,” said Librettowit. “I’ [l send one of the guard for Anton.”

Bardon threw himsalf out the door and raced down the hall. He plunged down the stairs and redized all
four minor dragons kept pace with him as he entered the maze of roomsin the servants quarters. He let
them lead when they got to the cellar door, and beneath the castle, he followed them to the storage room
where Sittiponder and Ahnek had uncovered the haf door.

He hdted and took a moment to sow his breathing, to prepare his heart and mind for battle. He put his
greet fear for K€ s safety in Wulder’ s hands and petitioned for clarity of thought, for precisonin his
combat ability, and that his decisions would honor Wulder. He ducked through the short entryway and
picked up alightrock.

He addressed the minor dragons as he went, keeping his voice low. “I"m not used to battling with you by
my side. Stay away from my blade. | don’'t want to be distracted with worry over your safety.”

They passed a message to him, and he gathered they considered themsel ves seasoned warriors who
would not do something so foolish. He stopped for amoment. The influence of Kale. My skills
sharpen whenever I’'maround her. Where | couldn’t hear the little fellows before, now | can.
Thank You, Wulder, that was just the sign | needed to help me be more confident.

He moved rapidly but with great caution. He cameto aturn in the passageway and heard Ka€' svoice,
“ Bardon, Bardon, don't comein here. Don’t! Bardon?”

I’mherein the tunnel.

“ Pretender’ s been here. He left. But | doubt that he' s far away.”

Pretender?

“Yes, he' sin the body of a meech. Sittiponder and Ahnek are here, unconscious. Pretender
knocked Gymn and Ardeo to the ground. He pinned me to the rock beneath my feet.”

I’mcoming in, Kale.

“No!”

You think I"'m going to leave you there?
“He'll kill you. We can't fight him, Bardon.”

Bardon advanced the last few stepsto the cavern balcony. He bent and carefully placed the lightrock
he' d been carrying on the stone ledge.

We can fight him, Kale. That's what my training is for.
He stole down theincline, his sword out and his eyes moving about the room.
Pretender isevil. He' s strong and cunning. But he' s not Wulder.

Bardon saw Kale crane her neck to look up at the ramp he crept down. Her head shook in afierce



negative command, and the word “No” formed on her lips.
“ Bardon, go back.”

No, Kale. | hope to take vows to serve Wulder. The vows include protecting the innocent from evil
and freeing the oppressed. This seems to be a good place to start.

He marched down theincline and straight over to Sittiponder and Ahnek. With thetip of hissword he
diced through the ropes that bound them hand and foot. He then leaned over and removed the gags.
Neither boy stirred.

“ A kimen stood over Sttiponder earlier.”

He' s probably still here somewhere. | have long suspected that the voices Sttiponder hearsare
kimens talking to him.

He stood and moved toward Kale. When he was face to face with her, helooked her in the eye and
spoke in astrong, gentle voice. “Y ou can move your feet now.”

Her eyeswidened, and sheinhaded sharply. Without hesitation, she moved into hisarms.
“How did you do that? Wasit wizardry?’

“What held you was a suggestion, only a suggestion. | merely spoke the truth.”

“How did you know?’

He pulled her close to him and hugged her while his eyes roamed around the room, taking in the area
from this vantage point. He spoke while he szed up the strategic elements of the layout. “ My studies have
covered physical, mental, and spiritua laws. Y ours have focused on the physical elements of Wulder's
world. Y ou can dter things you understand. Y ou can change water into ice. Y ou can form cloth and then
change the cloth. But your training has not introduced you fully to the spiritud redlm. In the spiritud there
aretruth and lies. And truth isthe stronger of the two.”

“Very philosophica.” Thevoicerattled through the cavern.

Bardon turned to face the meech-dragon form of Pretender. He stood in an acove, where alarge tunnel
led away from the main cavern.

“But,” said Pretender, “your little summary leaves out many factors. For instance, the will.”

“WEe |l get around to discussing that someday.” Bardon bresthed deeply, maintaining the readiness of his
body to fight.

“I think not.” The meech took astep closer. “Y ou annoy me. Therefore, | choose to eliminate you.”

The ground beneath their feet rumbled. The tremor grew. The deeping figures standing around the
circumference of theroom fell over. Kaletried to keep her balance but went to her knees. Bardon
remained on hisfeet.

The stone floor split open next to Kae. The crack ran from one end of the cavern to the other. The dab
under Kaetilted toward the chasm, and she screamed. Bardon lurched toward her, grabbed an arm, and
managed to pull her away. When the earthquake quieted, Bardon, Kae, and Pretender stood on the far
side of the cavern from the ba cony entrance. Much of the incline they had walked down had shattered
and falen away from thewall.



Bardon let go of Kae and faced Pretender. He raised his sword and stepped closer to the meech.
Pretender laughed. “Y ou think | would bother to fight you mysdlf, boy?’
Kae dhrieked. “Bardon!”

He whirled to see stinger-schoergs scrambling over the edge of the chasm. The creatures crawled on
thin, black, furry armsand legs. Their thick bodies supported an equaly thick head. They stared out of
beady black eyes and snapped oversized, sharp, yellow teeth. Tails curved up over their backs. A
glistening arrow-shaped stinger tipped each tail. The creatures hissed asthey gpproached.

One sprang a Kae. She swung her sword hand, and the beast’ s head rolled across the floor.
Bardon jumped to her side as the next foray of schoergs swarmed up from the black pit.

Kae and Bardon fought as one. Both trained to use their swords efficiently, they diced and stabbed the
enemy’ sminions, keeping the spiderlike horrors at bay. Occasiondly, one of the beasts made it past their
blades, dive and grasping. Bardon or Kae would use awell-aimed kick to stun the creature, if not kill it
outright by breaking its neck.

Two of the creatures began clearing away their dead. These two did not engage in the battle but grabbed
the mangled bodies of the falen and threw them back into the chasm.

Asthe creatures kept coming, Bardon had the horrible notion that the lifel ess schoergs somehow
regenerated down in the depths to return. He heard a shout from above and glanced up to see the

bal cony crowded with wide-awake knights. However, the way down from the high entrance had been
destroyed. Bardon refocused on the horde attacking him and Kale.

Arrowsrained from the knights bows, daying the black stinger-schoergs. Thefirst assault ceased.
Bardon looked up to see Wizard Cam replenish the knights' supply of weapons. Bardon redlized that it
would be difficult for the wizards and knights to keep an adequate barrage againgt this swarming mass of
creatures.

His body grew weary, and he knew that Kae, too, felt the fatigue of battle. The adrenaine that pumped
through him had long since worn off.

“ Paladin. Oh, thank Wulder!” Kae€ svoicein hismind sounded as though she was closeto tears.

Still swinging his sword with deadly accuracy, Bardon looked up again to see their leader at the front of
the crowd of witnesses. Before him, a bridge was forming across the gap, supported by nothing that
could be seen. The brief glimpse of help on the way gave him hope. He felt energy from Kale as shetoo
recognized they were no longer in thefight done.

In only amoment, the last bit of rock connected the ba cony with the floor of the cavern. Paladin’s
concentrated stare left the new bridge, and he turned to the warriors.

“Say every one,” Pdadin ordered. “Let not one of the abominable beasts survive.” Heraised his sword
and led the charge acrossthe bridge. A half-dozen knights remained on the bridge with the tumanhofers
and Holt. They used the advantage of the narrow space to fight off the schoergs who tried to climb up
after them. The wizards, Cam, Lyll, and Regidor, jumped to the floor of the cavern on the unoccupied
gde of the chasm. They knelt together with their palms pressed againgt the stone flooring.

Six of the restored warriors circled Kale and Bardon, alowing them to rest.



Bardon did not doubt that somewhere in the fray, the tiny minneken warrior, Jue Seeno, did her part to
decrease the number againgt them. In front of each of the deeping servants and besi de the unconscious
boys stood a kimen, their garments, made of light, shining into the darkness.

The ground began to tremble as the three wizards closed the gap created by Pretender. Soon it was too
narrow for the schoergs to pass through. The attacking horde aready out of the abyss continued to fight.
Refreshed, Kae and Bardon joined their comrades in the final minutes of the battle. At last they stood,
panting, with arms rel axed, weapons pointed to the floor, and surrounded by the dain enemy.

Kae stepped closer to Bardon, and he hung an arm over her shoulders. She leaned againgt him.

A roar filled their ears. As one, Paladin’ s brigade turned to the huge underground passage thet |ed off
from the main cavern. The smd| of sulfur, agust of bligtering air, and the trembling of the ground
announced the gpproach of something vile.

Paadin signaed them to re-form at the sides of the entrance. He stood where he was and faced the rock
shaft that now flashed from within asif aviolent storm rolled through the tunnel. A flash of fire herdded
the entry of ablack dragon, twice the size of Greer. The flame shot past the waiting warriors and
engulfed their leader. When the blaze subsided, Paladin stood unharmed.

The creature lowered its head, stretched out its neck, opened its mouth, and blew. A second inferno
leapt across the empty space.

“Charge,” shouted Bardon, and the two lines of Paladin’ swarriors rushed the exposed throat of the huge
dragon. The beast bellowed and threw up its head asiit felt the multiple strikes. Most of the warriorslost
their grips on their swords as the creature s neck rosein amighty jerk.

“Back!” ordered Bardon, and the fighters retreated.

Thefire dragon legpt to the wall and climbed out of reach asit stoked its furnace. It breathed heavily and
occasionaly shook its head, asif annoyed by the swords stuck in its flesh.

Paladin shouted, “ Lances!”

A pile of weapons appeared on the floor. Long rods with sharp metd tips lined up between the warriors.
They rushed forward and grabbed them. The beast roared and circled the wall, while the men hurled the
spears at the fleet-footed dragon.

“He senchanted,” said one of the knights. “Look a him scdethewadlslikeatiny lizard.”

Regidor joined those throwing the lances. Bardon noted that every one of the meech dragon’ s spears hit
the mark. Holt left off throwing the lances himsalf and took up the task of keeping alance ever ready for
the more proficient meech dragon.

The dragon kicked ahind leg, asif trying to shake something off.
“Look,” exclamed Kale. “1t' sthe minneken.”

Jue Seeno clung to her sword. She had thrust the blade into the tender flesh behind the dragon’ s knee.
With every one of the dragon’ s kicks, the minneken swung back and forth on the hilt of the embedded
sword.

Infuriated, the creature legpt to the floor, using itstail to dam warriors out of the fight.



Lyll and Cam stood with their heads together. When they turned to face the dragon, their expressions
showed intense concentration.

“What are they doing?’ Bardon asked Regidor.

The meech studied the wizards for only amoment, then grinned. “ Good ideal” he said asasmile broke
out on hisface. “They aredrawing al the anima’ sfluidsinto the craw that producesthe flames. | think I'll
jointhem.”

The beast became duggish. Paladin ordered, “ Stand down, men, and get back,” just before the heavy
head dammed to the cavern floor. It breathed once more, drawing initslast bresth with a shudder and
exhding ahot, fetid gasp.

Pdadin walked among his men, praising their work, taking note of the injured, and giving orders. He
cameto Bardon's sde and put ahand on his shoulder. “Well done, Squire.”

Bardon bowed his head in respect before his commander.
Pdadin lifted his hand and clapped it down again. “Y ou’ ve decided to join me, haven't you?’

Bardon raised hiseyesto look into Paladin’ sface. Today, the ruler of Amaralooked younger, stronger
than when he had visited Bardon at Castle Pelacce.

“Yes,” Bardon answered.

Pdadin waved his hand around the room to indicate the crumpled forms of the mass of servants, al ill
under Risto’s pdll. “Y ou will have to ded with such asthese”

Bardon studied these cold, usdless people, and he looked at the warriors around him. Kale and Lyl
embraced Sir Kemry Allerion. N’ Rae and Granny Kye had at some point crossed over the bridge from
the castle cellar and now held between them the younger of the old emerlindian’ stwins. Bardon looked
at the collapsed forms of Sittiponder and Ahnek. Toopka sat beside the blind seer, grasping hishands. In
front of each and every living creaturein the vast underground hal stood a kimen, solemn and watchful.

Hiseyesfdl again on Kade, and his heart tightened with the need to hold her, to have hisarms around
her, to never let her go.

“Yes,” Bardon said. “ Each of these peopleis preciousto someone, and al of them are preciousto
Wulder.”

“Indeed,” said his commander.

Paladin turned away from him, withdrawing his hand from Bardon’ s shoulder. He put hisfiststo hiships
and surveyed those servants who' d falen as the earth quaked. One by one, as his gaze rested upon

them, their color returned, their bresthing deepened, and they moved, stretching and sitting up, blinking as
they looked around. Gymn and Ardeo fluttered up from the floor and sought Kae. Sittiponder hugged
Toopka. Ahnek stood and turned in acircle, his mouth hanging open as he took in the wondrous scene.
Those among the warriorswho were injured received healing.

“Bardon,” a soft voice spoke behind him, and he turned to see Granny Kye standing with her eldest twin.
Her small, dark face beamed with joy.

Bardon put hisarms around her and squeezed. “Y ou have both your sons, dive and well. I’d say our
quest has been successful.”



“And you've gained someone aswdl,” she said.
Bardon looked over her head to Kae, who was making her way through the crowd to him.
“Yes, very definitely.” He grinned at Kade and, astheir eyes met, winked.

“Oh, I'd forgotten Kale,” said Granny Kye. “So | guess we should make that two someones. No, three.
Four!”

Bardon leaned back to look down into her glowing countenance. He knew his face must be amask of
confusion, because she laughed.

“I’'m your grandmother, N’ Rae is your cousin, and, Bardon...” She eased out of his embrace so that he
could face her eldest son. “Meet your father.”
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