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Pal adi ne, you see the evil that SURROUNDS ME
You have been witness to the calanities that have been the
scourge of Krynn.... You nust see now that this doctrine of
bal ance will not wor k!

"... | can sweep evil fromthis world! Destroy the ogre
races! Bring the wayward humans into line! Find new
honel ands far away for the dwarves and the kender and the
gnones, those races not of your creation...

"... | demand that you give me, too, the power to drive
away the shadows of evil that darken the |land!"

So the Kingpriest prayed on the day of the Cataclysm

He was a good man, but intolerant, proud. He believed
his way to be the right way, the only way, and insisted that
everyone else - including the gods - follow his thinking.
Those who di sagreed with himwere, by definition, evil
and, according to the law, mnust be "converted" or
destroyed. The stories in this volunme deal with the effects
of such edicts and beliefs on the people of Ansalon at the
time prior to the Cataclysm

M chael WIlIliams begins this series, appropriately,
with a prophecy for the last days in "Six Songs for the
Templ e of Istar.”

"Colors of Belief," by Richard A Knaak, tells the story
of a young kni ght who travels to Istar in search of the truth.
He finds it, though not quite in the way he expected.

A crusty old trainer of young knights nust cope with a
nost unorthodox recruit in "Kender Stew," by Nick
O Donohoe.

"The Goblin's Wsh," by Roger E. Moore, is a tale of a
di sparate band of refugees, driven together by need, who
al nrost find the power to overconme evil. Al nost.

"The Three Lives of Horgan Oxthrall," by Dougl as
Nil es, continues the thene of unlikely allies, forced to band
together in the face of a conmon eneny, as told by a clerk
to Astinus.

Nancy Varian Berberick wites about alliances of a
nmore intriguing nature in "Filling the Enpty Pl aces.™

Dan Parkinson tells how the small and seeningly
i nsignificant can end up playing an inportant role in
history in "Of Day."

Qur novella, "The Silken Threads," reveals the fate of
the true clerics and tells how Nuitari, the guardi an of evi
magi c, attenpts to thwart the anbitions of the bl ack-robed
wi zard known as Fi standantil us.

We are delighted to be visiting Krynn once agai n,
along with many of the original nenbers of the
DRAGONLANCER game design team and sone new
friends we nmet along the way. W hope you enjoy THE
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REI GN OF | STAR and t hat

you will join us for further

journeys through Krynn in subsequent volumes in this

seri es.

Margaret Weis and Tracy Hi ckman

Si x Songs For the Tenple of Istar

According to | egend,

obscure Silvanesti bard Astral as,

M chael WIIians

the author of these songs is the

Procl amati on of Manifest Virtue. Well over a century old
when hi s voyage commenced, the elven prophet supposedly

born about the tinme of the

set sail for Istar shortly before the Edict of Thought

Contr ol

returning with a series of confused and confusing

vi sions of an inpending disaster. He vani shed under

nmyst eri ous circunstances around the tine of the
Cat acl ysm sonme say that he was destroyed by the el ven
priestesses of Istar, acting in accordance with the edict.

Sone al so say t hat

in the nightmare days of chaos that

followed the Cataclysm Astralas traveled the forests of

Ansal on,

Astralas, called into song

by the fluted god

Branchal a of the | eaves,
cal l ed when | haunted

t he woods of Silvanost,

two thousand and sixty years
since the signing of scrolls,
since the sheathing of armes.

O when the god called ne,

the twin noons crossed

on the prow of ny ship,

and the ocean was red on silver
encircling |ight

upon inarticul ate |ight
fromthe settled darkness

rushi ng, awaiting my song.

And O when the god called ne,
this was ny singing,

ny prophecy conpelled

in a visitation of w nd.

The | anguage of w nd
i s one tongue only,
pronounced in the nmovenent

forever reciting these songs.
t he account of the visions thensel ves -
t han a hundred oral
however,

The fifth of the songs

occurs in nore

versi ons throughout the continent. This,
is the only known nanuscript version

Qui val en Sat h
Archivist of The Qualinesti
Poetic Records



of cloud and water,

voiced in the rattle of |eaves
in the breath between waiting
and nenory, it stalks

el usive as light and pronise.

The | anguage of w nd

is the vani shing year

preserved in recollection,

and always it yearns

for a season the heart

m ght have been in its wld anointing.
And the wind is always your heartbeat,
is breathing renote

as the inpassive stars,

and it noves fromarrival to |eaving,
| eavi ng you one song only:

OH, THAT WAS THE LANGUAGE OF W ND,

you say, and WHAT DOES | T MEAN

TO THE LEAVES AND THE WATER

al ways, WHAT DOES | T MEAN?

So it found me the first tine

at the banks of Thon-Thal as,

at the | ast edge of river,

after the mnistries

of inkwell and tutor,

after the damaged heirl oom of days,
when the [ ong thoughts burrow

and the chil dhood dances

on dark effacenments of menory,
losing the self in the dance.

| remenbered too nuch, unabled

for the sword and buckl er,

for spell book and noon,

for altar and incense,

for the birds' veiled granmar

and the seasons' al enbic,

and al ways the river

was telling ne telling ne

COVE, ASTRALAS, COVE TO THE WATERS:

| AM THE LAST HOWE, it was saying,
THE REFUGE OF DREAMS

AND THE SLEEP OF REASON.

COVE TO M DCURRENT, ASTRALAS.

| SHALL CARRY YQU PAST YOUR FAI LURES.
COVE TO M DCURRENT AND OPEN YOUR ARMS
AS YOU FALL | NTO SPI NDRI FT,

TO MOVEMENT, TO LI GHT ON THE WATER,
TO WATER | TSELF, ENRAPTURED AND LOST
AS THE WHOLE WORLD VANl SHES.

And al ways the river

spoke like this, always the dark current
lulling the heart and the mind

into that undertow

where the honel ands shift

behi nd you and fade,

and you think they have vani shed

in the necessity of rivers,



in the battlenents of forest,

so that if you return

to recover your path

you are lost in the maze

of leaf and inevitable current,
of fore and aft,

of the honel ands al ways recedi ng.

So spoke the river,

and darkly | hearkened,
suspended in darkness,
in the heart's surrender

A boat for the passage

| began to fashion

hi des stripped in the line pits
sealed with tall ow

and stitched by the tendon of flax
as the awl and the needl e

passed through and over

the suppl e and skel etal wood:

The sails bellied forth

in carnivorous w nds,

and in dark, in surrender

the ship noved rudderl ess,

| aunched on insensible currents,

borne to the South

where the Courrain covers

the edge of the world.

And borne to the South

I lay on the deck,

and the boat was a cradle, a bride's bed,
a gray catafalque carried into the night,
it was strong wi ne and medi ci ne,

sl eep past renenbrance

and past restoration,

and as | lay down

in the vei nwork of hal yards

| decided to rise up no |onger

And the date of my death
was my enbarkati on.

Sonething there is

in the rudderless sailing,
abandoni ng hope

as the husk of desire,
architectures of boat and body
coal esce with the water

and t he di sburdeni ng wi nd.

In the south, the sails filled with words
and the boat took wi ng

above the denial of waters.
Softly the w nd spoke

under the pulse of the sails:

COVE, ASTRALAS, RIDE | NTO PROPHECY



| AM THE BREATH OF A GOD

the wi nd was sayi ng,

THE SOURCE OF DREAMS

AND THE WEBWORK OF REASON.
ASTRALAS, OPEN YOUR ARMS

| SHALL PASS THROUGH YOUR FI NGERS
AS BRI NDLED LI GHT,

AS A VI SI ON FROM THE BROWS OF A WEARY KI NG
HASTEN TO | STAR, DOVED AND TEMPLED,
WHERE SUNLI GHT REFRACTS

ON BRONZE AND Sl LVER,

ON CRYSTAL AND BURNI SHED | RON.

TEN VI SI ONS THERE

YQU SHALL READ AND | NTERPRET,

I N THAT COVWORTABLE CI TY

VWHERE TRUTH W THOUT PAI N

GOVERNS THE SPAN OF THE HAND,

GLI TTERS LI KE MOONLI GHT

OVER | MMOVABLE WATERS.

BUT YQU, ASTRALAS,

| MPRESSED FOR YOUR TERRI BLE VOYACE

CANNOT MAKE TRUCE WTH THE W ND AND THE WATER
IN THE BREATH OF YOUR VEI NS,

BECAUSE THEY ARE W TH YQU FOREVER

The trees wept bl ood

at ny departure,

stai ni ng the whiteness

of birches and butternut,

glittering dark on the maple and oak
bl ood that was falling

i ke | eaves in a thousand countries,
greater than augury,

sprung from propheti c wounds,

as | sailed through the nouth

of anci ent Thon- Thal as

like a prayer into endl ess ocean

In the mazed and el aborate swirl
of onens, of |ong prophecies,
cones a tine when you stand

in the presence of oracles,

but what they foretel

is mrrors and snoke.

When | reached the Courrain

| was standi ng on deck,

despair havi ng noved

to the country of faith,

and slowy the coast took a shape
and a nane, as the forest

dwi ndl ed to Silvanost,

green on water on green

At long last, to portside

lay the watch fires of Balifor
the manhandl i ng country of kender
of hoopak and flute

and rifled treasuries.



The snmoke from the coastline

m ngled with clouds fromthe nountains
in the high air resolving

to nebul ous hanmer and harp

to veiled constell ations,

as the shores of Balifor

sighed with departures of gods.

Nort h and west al ong the coast,
cradl ed by pine-scented w nd,

by i nfusion of hem ock,

the I ong plains clinbed

i nt o nount ai nous green

and everywhere forest and ocean,

ocean and forest tw ned

with the westernnost haze

of the damaged hori zons,

until the traveler's fancy

supposes Silvanost rising again

in dreans of retrieval

but instead it is priest-ridden Istar,
sacrifice-haunted, where freedomis incense,
the I ong snoke rising

destroyed in its own cel ebrations.
There in the branching seas,

in warmwaters harnful and northern
the wind took ne westward

skirting a desol ate | and.

Now the sea is a | eve

and heartl ess country,

boiling with unsteady fires:
The salt air snothers

the coastal |ights,

but the nast, the shipped oars,
ignite with the corposant,

and all through the water

a green incandescence,

and often at night

the coastline is dark, obscured
by the | um nous reef

by the Phoeni x of Habbakuk,

low in the canceling west,

and the wi nd and the water

are borrowed and inward as |ight.

And on those same ni ghts,

on the face of the waters,
unexpl ai nabl e dar kness

enmbarks fromthe starboard to port
i ke a dream beneath menory

as though fromthe ocean

a new land is rising, proclained
by the distant and alien

calls of the whal es.

The conpass needl e

flutters and falls

into vertiginous waters,



and waki ng to sunli ght

fractured on spindrift,

the i nmpervious jade

of the ocean bel ow you

you di smss the night, you turn it away,
which is why this song

returns to you quietly

at full noon, when the assenbl ed sea

i s changi ng past thought and remenbrance
above the eternal currents.

And now the northerlies

rising fierce, equatorial

the madman's w nd,

the mstrals of prophecy,

guiding me into the bay.

Kart hay tunbled by to the portside,
the city of harbors

where the sorcerer's tower

waits out the erosion of nountains,
as the northerlies lifted

ny boat fromthe waters' enbrace.
Into the Bay of |Istar we rushed

i ke an unforeseen conet,

like a dire thing approaching

the webbed and festering streets,
the harbor's edge

where the wi nd sail ed over ne,

cal ming the vesse

at the feet of the mountainous piers:
where the wi nd sail ed over ne,
catching the web of the ki ngdom

as it blew where it w shed,

and none could tel

where it came or went,

and it dove through the alleys,
vaul ted the towers,

and | ay waste the house

of the last Kingpriest.

The augurers took it

as one inmutable sign

to add to the bl oodtears
of al der and val | enwood,

to the pillared eruptions
of campfire and forge

to the flight of the gods
and the gods returning.

And the sound of ny com ng
was a warning sign

Ten visions, Olstar, lie sleeping

in the great crystal done

of your Kingpriest's Tenple,

where the walls recede fromthe plunb |ine,
wher e foundati ons devol ve

t hrough corundum t hrough quart z,

through |imestone through clay,

to the half-fallen dreans of foundation.



Ten visions lie sleeping

and ny song has awakened them all
For ny words are the |leveling w nd,
are the blood of the trees

and the fire on the shores,

the gods wal k in ny song,

where ten visions waken

in the hands of ny singing:

| offer them glittering, shattered
and the gods break in my hands.

I star, your arny in Balifor
is a gauntlet, clenched
on a qui cksilver heirl oom

Your priests in Qualinost
are dazzl enents of gl ass
fractured on red vel vet.

Your light hand in Hylo
steals breath fromthe cradle:
Ice on the gl ove.

In Silvanost, the white thighs of the wonen
wade t hrough the nuddi ed waters
of Thon-Thal as.

Your sword armin Sol ami a
entangles in filaments,
in the spider's alley.

Your children in Thoradin
dream away ancestries
of green earth and sun

The shards of renmenbered Ergoth
collect to a broken vesse
fromdi spersion they call the planet's twelve corners.

One nane on the lips of Thorbardin
the rows of teeth
unmar ked gravest ones.

Your fingers in Sancri st
funble the intricate hilt
of a borrowed sword.

But, Istar, the |last song
is yours, the song at the center of songs:
A bl eached bone on the altar.

\

And | ast generation of Istar
pure generation,

born of bright stones

drawn from the crown



of a nount ebank's hat,

whose goodness i s ordi nance,

preci se, mathemati cal,

stripped of the elements

in the hearts fire

and the earth of the body,

in the water of bl ood

and the air's circunference:

You have passed through your tenple
unharmed until now,

but now all of Istar

is strung on our words

on your own concei Vi ng

as you pass from ni ght

to awar eness of ni ght

to know that hatred is the cal mof phil osophers
that its price is forever

that it draws you through neteors
through winter's transfixion

through the bl asted rose

through the shark's water

through the bl ack conpressi on of oceans
t hrough rock

t hr ough magma

to yourself to an abscess of nothing
that you will recognize as nothing

that you will know is coming again and again
under the sane rul es.

So says the w nd

in one tongue only,

pronounced in the nmovenent

of cloud and water,

gi ven voice by the rattle of |eaves.
In the breath between waiting

and nenmory it stal ks

el usive as light and prom se

So says the w nd

in the long year preserved

in the heart'srecollection,

and always it yearns

for another and bl essed year

that the heart mi ght have been
inits wld anointing.

And the wind is always your heartbeat,
is breathing renote

as the inpassive stars,

and it noves fromarrival to |eaving,
| eavi ng you one song only.

OH, THAT WAS THE LANGUAGE OF W ND
you say, AND WHAT DCES | T MEAN

TO THE LEAVES AND THE WATER

and ALWAYS is what it neans.

Col ors of Belief
Ri chard A. Knaak

Arryl Tremaine stepped into the common room of
Timon's Folly, the inn where he was staying, and



i medi ately noted the eyes that fixed on him He was cl ad
in sinple traveling clothes. Those in the inn could not
know for certain that he was a Kni ght of Sol amia, but they
COULD mark himas a foreigner. That in itself brought
attention enough. Had he not prudently decided to | eave his
arnor back in his room the rest of the patrons would not
have pretended that they were | ooki ng anywhere but at him

I gnoring the others, he marched toward the innkeeper
a heavy, bustling nman named Brek. The innkeeper was the
only one to give himany sort of greeting, |ikely because he
felt a kinship with the young kni ght. Brek's grandfather had
been the Ti mon whose folly had earned the inn its name -
and |ikew se drove the famly to | eave Sol ami a. Ti non
had been a Knight of the Sword, |ike Tremaine.

Tremai ne was of the opinion that Tinmon's |ine had
grown rmuch too soft in only two generations.

"Good evening, Sir Tremaine," the nan said in a voice

that carried well. Now all the patrons | ooked up
"Master Brek." Arryl Tremaine's own voice was | ow and
just a hint sharp at the monent. "I have asked you to not

use ny title."

Sol ammi ¢ Knights were a rare sight in the land of Istar
much | ess the holy city of the same name. Arryl, coning
fromthe nore secluded sout hwest of his own country, had
never truly understood why. Both the kni ght hood and the
Ki ngpriest - he who was ruler of Istar - served the sane
lord, the god of |ight and goodness, Pal adine. Once
conpatible, the two servants no | onger seened to be able to
work side by side. There were runors that the church had
grown jeal ous of the knights' power, and the knights
jeal ous of the church's wealth. A Trenmi ne never bent | ow
enough to believe such rabbl e-rousing. The House of
Tremai ne m ght have seen better days, but the pride of the
famly was still very nmuch in flower. The young kni ght had
cone to Istar three days earlier to learn the truth.

"My apol ogi es, Master Tremai ne. Have you decided to
take your meal here? We've not seen you since you arrived.
My wi fe and daughters fear you find sonething am ss with
t hei r cooking. "

Arryl had no desire to tal k about either food or the
i nnkeeper's fam |y, especially where Master Brek's
daughters were concerned. Like many a woman, they were
taken with the young kni ght's handsone, albeit cool, visage
and his tall, well-honed form Arryl in no way encouraged
them and, in point of fact, found the thought of m xing base
desires with his holy trek to Istar sacril egious.

"I have cone nerely to ask sone information of you
before | retire for the day."

"So early? It is barely dark, Master." Brek thought the
knight a little odd. It was clear that the innkeeper either had
forgotten or had never been told by his grandfather about
the daily rituals of a Sol ami c Kni ght.

Arryl frowned. He wanted answers, not nore questions

about his personal habits. "I saw a man arrested by the city
guard, a man who had sinply been standing by his cart and
selling fruit. | have made purchases nyself fromhimin the

past day. The soldiers gave no reason for his arrest,
somet hi ng unheard of in nmy country. He was chai ned and
dragged - "

"I"'mcertain there was a PROPER reason for it, Master



Tremaine," Brek interrupted quickly. H's snile suddenly
seened strained. "WII you be staying for the Ganes,
Master? Runor has it that there will be something special
going on this time. Some say the Kingpriest hinmself will
attend!"

"l do not believe in these so-called Ganes. And |'ve
seen enough of the Kingpriest, thank you." Everywhere
Tremai ne wandered through the vast city, with its tall white
towers and extravagantly gilded tenples, he saw the
benevol ent i mage of the holy nonarch smling down at
him The many majestic banners, which had initially
rem nded Trerai ne of his training days at Vingaard Keep
all bore a stylized profile of the Kingpriest. Scul pted faces,
like the one that hung high on the wall behind Master Brek
i nvoked a frozen bl essing on the knight.

Wrse yet were the statues, especially the one
portraying the Kingpriest holding a smling baby in one
hand and a writhing, nany-headed snake in the other. The
snake was sone artist's interpretation of the dark goddess
Takhi si s, Pal adine's eternal nenmesis. Arryl was outraged.
Al knew that Huma, a Knight of Solammia, had defeated
t he Dragonqueen! Huma had invoked the aid of the gods -

Pal adi ne - not the Kingpriest!

As for Pal adine, the god for whom lIstar had originally
been erected, he was represented, but not nearly as often as
the master cleric. In fact, many of Paladine's tributes had
hi m st andi ng shoul der to shoulder with the Kingpriest, as
t hough t hey were equal s!

"Holy Istar seens nore concerned with the greater
glory of the servant than it does of the one who is his
master," said Arryl sternly.

Brek pal ed, cast a darting glance sideways at three nen
seated in a booth. "If you'll be excusing me, Sir ... Master
Tremaine, | - | nmust be about helping nmy wife." Master
Brek was gone before the knight drew another breath.
Apparently speed was not one of the traits diluted by two
generations of sloth.

Shruggi ng, Arryl turned and headed for the stairs
leading to his room He had nmuch to think about. The
pilgrimage to holy Istar had been a great disappointnent.
Tremai ne hoped that his evening prayers would give him
the answers he needed.

The kni ght had taken no nore than a dozen steps when
a voice froma coner table asked dryly, "Could you spare
us a noment, Sir Knight?"

Arryl woul d have declined, then he noted the silver-
and-white robes worn by the three nen.

They were clerics of the Order of Pal adine. Arryl
acknow edged their presence with a polite nod. "Good
evening to you, brothers."

"May the blessings of the Kingpriest be upon you,
brother," responded the smallest of the trio. H's
conpani ons said nothing, nmerely nodded. It was clear that
the one in the nmddle was the senior. "Am | correct? Do we
have the honor of addressing one of our Sol amic
bret hren?"

The two acol ytes, for that was what they nust be,
| ooked nore like soldiers than priests. O course, the Oder
of Pal adi ne contai ned capable fighters, even if they were
forbidden to use bl ades. They fought with blunt weapons,



such as maces, like the ones these two had resting on the
table. Arryl suspected that these two acted as bodyguards
for the third, which said sonething for his authority and
power .

Not that he | ooked all that powerful. The priest was
thin, with slightly hunched shoulders. H's face was | ong
and narrow and rem nded Arryl of a rat. Nevertheless, the
man WAS a holy brother

"I am Arryl Tremai ne, Knight of the Sword," he
answered politely.

"As | thought. A Solammic warrior." The cleric clasped
both hands together. Arryl noted that the priest wore thin
| eat her gloves that matched the cleric's robes. The index
fingers pressed tight, formng a steeple. The kni ght
wondered if there was sonething wong with the man's
hands, that he should hide them under gloves. The weat her
was certainly not cold enough to make protection desirable.
"Forgive me for not introducing nyself," said the cleric. "I
am Brother Gurim"

Al though it mght be a sin in the eyes of Pal adi ne,
Tremai ne could not help feeling repul sed by the man's
count enance. Brother Qurimhad eyes like a rat that
wat ched everything. H's nose was | ong and crooked. It
| ooked as if it had been broken and had not heal ed properly,
which made little sense, considering that Gurim should
have been able to heal hinmself. The priest was nearly bald,
his sparse hair conbed into a poor senblance of a nonk's
crown.

A twisted snmle stretched Brother Gurimis thin |ips,
whi ch only nade the resenblance to a rodent even
stronger.

The knight realized he'd been staring inpolitely. He
finally remenbered to acknow edge the cleric's
introduction. "I am honored by your acquai ntance. |If you
will forgive ne, | nust retire to nmy quarters to prepare for
eveni ng prayer."

Guri m nodded i n understanding, but did not bid the
kni ght farewell. "How pleasing it is to neet one of our
brot hers engaged in the struggle against the Dark M stress.
How pl easing to know that not all of you knights have
| apsed in your faith."

Arryl was angered, but careful to maintain his poise.

"We knights are faithful to the tenets set down by Pal adi ne.
Qur faith lapses in man, not the god."

@Quri m nodded and smiled unpleasantly. "Is that so?" The
gl oved hands separated. Brother Gurim placed themon the
table, palms down. "I shall not detain you fromyour vigil,
then, Sir Knight. | nerely wished to state that | am pl eased
you are visiting Istar. | pray for the day when the
kni ght hood once nore takes its rightful place as H's
Hol i ness's tool against the minions of evil. Your presence
has encouraged me in that respect."”

"I amglad | have pl eased you, Brother." Tremaine
bowed | ow so that the | ook of disdain was not visible. The
kni ght hood a TOOL of the Kingpriest? The Kni ghts of
Solammi a were as strong in their beliefs as any in holy Istar
Strong and | NDEPENDENT. .. as Pal adi ne ordai ned when
he and the gods Habbakuk and Kiri-Jolith appeared before
Vi nas Sol ammus, the kni ghthood's founder, and instructed
himto break fromhis evil master, the enperor of Ergoth.



There had been a kni ght hood | ong before there had
ever been a Kingpriest.

Tremai ne started toward the stairs. Brother Gurimdrew
a synbol in the air. "Go in peace, Sir Knight. My the
bl essi ngs of the Kingpriest be upon you."

Arryl glanced back. "And may Pal adi ne watch over
YQU, Brother."

Brother GQurimis rat smle remained in Arryl's nmind al
the way up the stairway and down to where his quarters
were | ocated. Only when he began his evening prayers did
the sight at last fade, and only when he was deep within his
own mind did Brother Gurim s distasteful countenance
di sappear .

The nmenory of the man, unfortunately, did not.

*kkk*k

By the end of his fifth day in the holy city, Arryl
Tremai ne had seen enough. He doubted the sanctity of Istar
and its | eaders. Istar was not the bastion of good that he had
i magi ned during his childhood. It was not the city of
mracles. Parts of the city were beautiful, certainly, but
parts of it were ugly, filled with unfortunates living in
poverty and squal or. The bad parts were ignored, however,
by nmost of Istar's citizens, who seened to think they m ght
pray them away.

That day, Arryl told Brek he would be |l eaving Istar on
t he norrow

That night, Arryl was within sight of the inn when he
heard a stifled cry and a grunt. A warrior experienced in
conbat, Arryl recognized the sound of sonmeone being
beaten or stabbed. It cane froman alley to his right.

This being holy Istar, the |aw forbade nen to carry
weapons, unless they were part of the priesthood or the city
guard. Daggers were allowed, since no one |liked to go
about the city conpletely unarnmed, but they were to be
bonded, strapped securely in their sheaths.

Arryl struggled with the bond that held his dagger in
pl ace as he hurried to the alley. Whoever had bound the
dagger had done a good job, however, and he finally gave
up, deciding to rely upon his other skills instead.

Solinari shone brightly. By the noons light Arryl could
see three men fighting anong thenselves. O rather, two of
them were beating a third. The two attackers wore swords
at their sides.

When he was alnost within arnms reach of them the
kni ght shouted, "Stand away and surrender!"

The two nen rel eased the third, who | ay unnoving.

One attacker already had a knife out. The second assail ant
drew a broadsword. In the shadows, Arryl could not nake

out the features of either man, but he guessed their type:
bullies, who relied on brute strength and quick results. Skil
was uni nportant.

The first slashed with his blade, then tried to follow
through with a nmeaty fist. Tremaine |et the dagger pass him
by, fended off the oncomng hand with a sharp bl ow of his
own, and kicked out with his foot.

The hard toe of his boot caught the nman just bel ow the
kneecap. Yelping, the attacker fell to the street, his enpty
hand cl utching his |eg.



The tip of a sword grazed Arryl's forearm Tremaine,
rat her than stepping back as nost people woul d have done,
dove forward while the second assailant was stil
conpleting his swing. Hi s adversary realized what was
happeni ng, but by the tine he began to pull his sword back
Arryl had himby the waist.

The two nmen crashed against the alley wall. The
swor dsman, caught between the wall and the Sol anmi an
grunted, dropped his blade, and tried to regain sone of the
air that had been shoved out of his body by the crushing
bl ow.

Tremai ne gave himno quarter. Wth his | eft hand
balled into a fist, he struck his hapl ess opponent hard in the
st omach.

Fol di ng over, the second man fell.

Arryl heard nmovenent near him and he kicked out to
the side with his foot. The first attacker, just about to |eap
went flying agai nst the opposite wall.

There was no resistance after that.

Barely breathing hard, Arryl |ooked for the victim It
did not surprise himwhen he found no one. The
unfortunate had likely crawl ed off as soon as he had been
able to do so. Arryl could not blane the man. There were
few whose courage and abilities matched those of a
Sol ami ¢ Kni ght .

Arryl was just debating what to do with his two charges
when a group of armed sol diers, obviously the city guard,
appeared at the end of the alley.

"What goes on here?" asked another man, stepping
forward. Unlike the others, he wore the robes of the
pri est hood.

"These nen were beating another. | ordered themto
surrender, but they chose to attack ME instead.”

The soldiers began to filter into the alley. Several nen
reached the two dazed assailants and hal f-dragged the Iinp
forms away. The cleric, meanwhile, ordered a torch
brought so that he mght better survey the scene. After
observing the alley and the weapons dropped by Trenai ne's
adversaries, the cleric turned his attention to the waiting
kni ght. Seen by the flickering light of the torch, the priest's
pal e face and emaci ated countenance nmade himl ook like a
week- dead corpse

"Why did you not call the guardsnen?"

"They woul dn't have arrived in time. Anman's life was
i n danger."

"So you say." The cleric sounded skepti cal

Arryl's tenper rose a bit at the thought that someone
woul d dare question his word, but he rem nded hinsel f that
the priest did not know he was a Kni ght of Sol ami a.

"I's the sword your weapon?" The cleric pointed at the
bl ade Iying on the street.

"I had no weapon. These bel onged to them™

The cleric was genuinely inpressed. "You took on two
men wthout a weapon?"

Tremai ne shrugged. "I ama Knight of Solamia, a
Kni ght of the Sword. | have been trained to fight with or
wi t hout weapons. The two who attacked were hardly a
threat." Arryl shrugged. "Swords and knives in the hands of
novi ces are generally nore dangerous to thenselves than to
anyone el se.™



The city guardsnen gl anced at each other and mnuttered
anong t hensel ves. The cleric denanded quiet. Arryl noted
the silver stripe running across the man's chest, the sane
stripe he had seen on Brother Gurim and several other
clerics since his arrival. He wondered briefly about its
meani ng, but the priest demanded his attention again.

"Your nane, Sol ammi an?"

"I am Arryl Tremaine."

"Arryl Tremaine, | want you to come with us."

"Excuse me, Brother, but | would like to return to ny
quarters. | have been negligent in the performance of ny
eveni ng prayers.”

The cleric snmled. "I commend your dedication, but this
is a mtter of justice. The laws of H s Holiness and the
great Pal adi ne have been broken. Surely you see that this is
of much greater inmport than m ssing one day of prayer?"

Arryl hesitated, then nodded. The cleric had a point. The
| aw had been broken and Tremaine was a witness. Likely
they wanted himto testify against the two.

"Come, then, Sir Knight," said the cleric pleasantly.
"Wal k beside nme. It is not often that we have one of our
Sol ammi ¢ brot hers anbng us."

VERY UNDERSTANDABLE, Tremai ne thought. When
he left Istar tonorrow, he certainly would never be back

The city guardsnmen suddenly cl osed in around hi mand
jostled himroughly. Angered at their effrontery, Arryl
started to reach for his sword, then remi nded hinself that
not only was he not the prisoner, but that his sword was
back in his quarters.

*kkk*k

To his astonishnent, the guardsnen took himto the
Templ e of Pal adi ne.

"Why are we here?" Tremmi ne asked. "I woul d have
t hought felons woul d be taken to the headquarters of the
city guard."

The emaci ated priest, who still had not introduced
hi nsel f, gave Arryl a |l ook that said that only a foreigner
woul d ask such a question. "The city guard is the physica
armof justice. Defining and overseeing the lawis a nmatter
for the Order of Pal adine."

Despite the nerit of the statenment, the Sol amian had
hi s doubts. "You have not yet explained ny purpose here.
Am| to act as w tness?"

"That is up to the inquisitors to decide."

I NQUI SI TORS? Arryl disliked the sound of that.

The tenple itself was as splendid as anything in Istar.
| mense marbl e colums rose high in the air. Intricate
friezes representing both the history of Istar and Pal adi ne's
gl ory decorated the walls. Scul ptures and ot her val uable
artifacts lined the halls. The tenple had been built Iong
before the present Kingpriest. The additions nade since his
rise to power were gaudy and seened out of place. His
banners and masks were everywhere, but here the true
wonder of Pal adi ne overwhel med that of his servant, as was
only proper.

A pair of tall silver - TRUE silver - doors led to the
chanmber where the inquisitors nmeted out justice. Tremaine
and the others waited for several mnutes, the knight trying



not to grow i npatient.

The doors suddenly swung open. Two | arge acol ytes,
armed with very solid-1ooking maces, pushed the doors
asi de and stood guard. One of them nodded to Arryl's
gui de.

"Enter."

The guards shoved Arryl forward, as if HE were the
prisoner ! He glared at themangrily.

The roomwas lit by only a handful of torches, but it
was still enough light to allow Arryl Tremaine to study his
surroundi ngs. The contrast between this chanber and the
rest of the tenple was astonishing. It seened that the
original builders had forgotten to finish this roomonce the
wal s were up. To be sure, the famliar banners and masks
conmenorating the Kingpriest were present, but little el se.
The only furniture consisted of a table and three chairs atop
a dais.

The doors behind them cl osed.

Three hooded and robed figures entered froma side
door that the knight had not noticed in the dimlight. They
all wore the sane robes that Brother Gurimand the cleric
besi de himwore, white with a silver stripe running across
the chest. Tremai ne guessed now what that synbol neant.
These specific clerics served as the keepers of justice in the
Kingpriest's city.

Their hoods nmasking their features, the three
newconers sat down in the chairs and faced the group. The
one in the center clasped his hands together and asked, "Is
this the one involved in the struggle, Brother Efran"

Arryl's conpani on stepped through the |ine of guards
and took a position two or three feet in front. The kni ght
tried to follow him but the soldiers formed a tight ring
around him Arryl frowned, but did nothing nore,
assum ng that this was nerely a matter of protocol

Br ot her Efram bowed respectfully and answered, "This
is the one.”

The spokesman for the triunvirate signal ed soneone
beyond the side doorway. Arryl was shocked to see the two
men he had beaten enter on their own. The kni ght was the
one bei ng guarded!

"This is the man?" the center figure asked them

They nodded.

"You are dismssed."

The two departed. The hooded clerics focused their
attention on Arryl, who was growi ng extremely angry. He
was forced to rem nd hinmself he was in a tenple of
Pal adi ne.

"You are Arryl Tremaine, Knight of Solamia?" the
cl eri c demanded.

"I am" he answered proudly.

The center cleric folded his hands together again. "You
appreciate the letter of the law, do you not, Sir Knight?"

"I do. What - "

"Then you realize that you have transgressed.”

"I - " Arryl stiffened. He could hardly believe what he
was hearing. "I am | NNOCENT of w ongdoi ng! What do
you mean by saying that | have transgressed?”

A second inquisitor spoke. "Arryl Tremmine, you are
charged with preventing two nmenbers of the city guard
fromperformng their duties. Further, you assaulted and



injured both soldiers.”

"This is preposterous!"” Tremmine retorted. "They were
beati ng an unarmed man sensel ess! When | called to them
to stop, they did not identify thensel ves. They attacked ne!
| defended nysel f!"

"Where is this third man?" asked the sanme cleric.

"l " Tremai ne had no answer. His only w tness had
vani shed during the struggle. "How could I know t hese
men were guardsmen? | aminnocent! This is nadness!"”

"None of us are truly without sin," the center cleric
i ntoned. The third inquisitor, who had not spoken yet,
nodded agreenent. The spokesman added, "And you of al
peopl e, Kni ght of Solamia, should know that ignorance of
the law is no excuse. Think of the chaos if we all owed
that."

For Arryl Trenmaine, the world ceased to be. Al that
existed for himwere the three nen and their incredible
accusations. What was HAPPENI NG here?

They took himthen, realizing he was weakest at this
nmonent. Two guards caught hold of his arns and pi nned
them while two nore cl anped manacl es around his wists,
ankl es, and throat. Arryl was too proud to resist; against so
many, his struggles woul d have been useless. In |less than a
m nute, the knight was shackl ed.

"Arryl Tremaine," said the inquisitor, "you have been
found guilty of crimes against the laws set down by the
Ki ngpriest of Istar and Pal adi ne hinself. To argue agai nst
those laws is to argue against your very faith."

Arryl said nothing, his mnd dazed as he tried to
under st and what was happeni ng.

"You are hereby sentenced to the Ganes, there to train
and fight for your eventual freedom... if Pal adi ne deens
you worthy of salvation."”

THE GAMES? As with everything else, even Arryl's
sentence bordered on the absurd, the unbelievable. The
Ganes were death itself, senseless, bloody conflicts that
were AGAINST the | aws of Pal adine, as set forth in the
Cath and the Measure.

"Place himin a cell for the night and see to it that he is
sent to the arena first thing in the norning," the inquisitor
ordered. Brother Efram bowed. To Arryl, the inquisitor
said, "May the Kingpriest watch over your soul, Sir
Kni ght "

The three hooded clerics rose. Arryl shook free his
guards' hands and nmarched out, glaring balefully at the
inquisitors. Hs mnd noted and | ocked on one feature
concerning the third inquisitor, the silent one. Arryl tried to
hol d back to get a better |ook, but the guards shoved him
toward the doors.

Nonet hel ess, Trenmine was certain that the third
i nquisitor - and ONLY the third inquisitor - had worn a thin,
el egant pair of gl oves.

*kkk*k

Arryl Tremaine stood outside the tall walls of the
arena, staring at it with disgust and |loathing. Until his
m sgui ded pilgrinage to Istar, he had considered the
Ganes the one aberration, the one pit of darkness he had
been willing to admt existed in the holy center



Certainly he had not thought to ever find hinself
i nside, sentenced to fight for a crinme he had not committed.
Now he was just one anmong a group of dour men, standing
in a wagon that had drawn up just outside of the stonework
| evi at han. The arena | ooked massive enough to seat every
citizen of Istar. Fromwhere he stood, he could see a
portion of the field where nen killed one another for the
anusenent of the masses.

In Istar, holiest of holy places.

"Step down, step down!" ordered an ugly, scarred
dwarf, who apparently was in charge of the arena. "M
nane is Arack. This here is Raag." Raag was an ogre.

Yel  owi sh of skin, he was taller than even the tall Tremaine
and had a warty face that Arryl doubted even the proverbi al
nmot her could | ove. The ogre was the nost monstrous thing

the Solamic warrior had ever cone across.

The knight, with his proud air and stiff, upright stature,
stood out in conparison to the slouchy, slovenly half-dozen
others. Most had the hang-dog expression of long-tine
felons. Arryl took an interest in only two - a boy dressed in
not | ey, who obviously had no i dea what was going to
happen to him and a half-elf, whose face was that of a man
who knows he is dooned. Having studied the rest during
the short, bleak trip fromhis cell to this place, Arryl
guessed that nost would not survive |long enough to win
their freedom

Arryl Tremaine gl anced about and grimaced at the ex
terior of the arena, adorned with the benevol ent visage of
the Kingpriest. Brother Gurimcane inmrediately to nind

BROTHER GURIM The rat-faced cleric was
responsi ble for his being sentenced to this place, of that
Arryl was certain. A night in a dank prison cell had been
| ong enough for the Solammic warrior to question the |aw
and authority by which he had been judged. Sonething was
ami ss. It was too coincidental that the same man who had
spoken to the young knight only a day prior, and who had
overheard what Arryl was forced to admit may have been
i nj udi ci ous remarks about Istar, should be one of the
i nquisitors at his sudden, nad trial

Mar bl e masks lined the arena walls, each visage
gazing down in scul pted tenderness upon the nonarch's
spiritual children when they entered on the days of the
Ganes. Through the open gateway Arryl could see the
faces that adorned the inside of the arena. Probably the
count enance of each succeedi ng nonarch repl aced that of
his predecessor. Not at all to Arryl's surprise, he saw very
little tribute to Pal adine.

Once agai n, Trenai ne wondered whet her |star
stronghol d of Pal adi ne, had forgotten exactly who it was its
citizens were supposed to worship.

"You there!" The dwarf wal ked up to him For one of
the hill folk, Arack was surprisingly lean, like a small cat.
Knowi ng the strength of Arack's kind, Arryl wondered if he
could take the dwarf in conbat. One did not gain authority
in an arena w thout some prowess. "Wich are you?"

“I am Arryl Tremaine."

"The knight." The dwarf | ooked hi mover, pausing at
one point to eye Tremaine's flow ng, well-grooned
Sol ammi ¢ noust ache. "Yer in good shape. Last o' yer kind |
saw | ooked nmore like a nerchant man than a fighter. Round



as a tub."

Raag | aughed. Arryl kept silent, figuring the dwarf was
only trying to provoke himinto a fight.

"I understand you took on two of the city guard,"”
Arack pursued.

"I did what | thought was right. | did not know they
were guardsnen,” Arryl replied sternly.

The dwarf snorted. "Yeah, that's what they all say!"
Arack pointed the knight out to the other prisoners. "Ya
see this man? Fought the city guard. Beat 'em both ... and
bar e- handed, yet!"

There was a subtle novenent away fromthe
Sol ammi an, as if anyone who had crossed the guard was
uncl ean.

"What's yer best weapon?" the dwarf asked, al
busi ness again. H s eyes sparkled with some schene.

Arryl had the unconfortable feeling the schene
i nvol ved him "Sword."

"Just that? 'Sword,' he says. Any particul ar TYPE of
swor d?"

"Broadsword. Short sword." Tremaine decided not to
tell himnore.

Scratching his chin, Arack considered. "You'll be
going to Nel k's bunch, then."
"I will not fight. I will not becone a part of this

barbaric ritual! This place, these Ganes, are an affr -

"You'll go to Nelk's group, whatever you end up
doin'!" That was the end of the discussion, as far as Arack
was concerned. He stepped away fromthe kni ght and
noved on to the half-elf, who was surreptitiously
observing the Sol ami an.

Arryl Tremaine knew t hat arguing would be a waste
for now He kept quiet, turned his mind to other matters.
He wondered what Master Brek woul d think when he did
not return. It occurred to himthat maybe the innkeeper
knew exactly what had happened to the knight, perhaps
had had a hand in it.

The fight ... outside the inn ... No, Arryl couldn't
bel i eve sonething so nonstrous, not even of Brother
@Qurim The kni ght wondered about his bel ongings. ..

MY ARMOR! Arryl was horrified that he could have gone
so |l ong wi thout thinking of the arnor passed down from his
grandfather. "Master Arack!" he call ed.

The dwarf gl anced over his shoulder. "What do you
want, Sir Knight?" he asked with a sneer

"My arnor! What has becone of it?"

"The guard'll return it to ya, if it's decided ya should
wear it in the arena! Now keep yer place!"

The city guard DI D have his bel ongi ngs, then. Arryl
was nost concerned with the arnor. Those who had seen
himride into Istar in full armor mght have thought him an
el egant, rich knight, but the truth was that, while the House
of Tremai ne was not poor, like so nmany of its cousins, it
had |l earned to be frugal. He had been fortunate in that his
grandfather's suit had fit himwith very little alteration and
had al so borne the synbol of the order to which the young
Tremai ne had al ways aspired to join. Anong many Houses
of Sol ammi a, arnor, when still serviceable, was a treasure
to be handed down until the day when soneone el se m ght
be able to don it.



O course, if such a suit did not fit, then a new one had
to be put together. Sone knights preferred new arnor.

Arryl considered it an honor to wear the arnor of a noble
ancest or.

There was not hing he could do about his arnor, save
hope that someone in the city guard did not take a fancy to
it.

Raag' s | eering visage | oomed before him The ogre's
rancid breath struck Arryl like one slap after another
"Knight!" Raag grinned, revealing sharp, yellowed teeth.
"You cone. "

"Take these two as well," Arack called, jabbing a thunb
at the half-elf and the confused-I|ooking boy, dressed in the
sort of |oose, colorful clothing worn by peasants in the
villages far to the southwest of Istar. Arryl recalled hearing
that those places were very relaxed in their worship of the
gods. They were even said to worship the gods of
neutrality, despite the Kingpriest's efforts to alter their
t hi nking. Arryl wondered what sort of crime brought a
nmere boy, who couldn't be nore than fourteen, to the arena
and how the gawki ng boy was expected to take part in the
Ganes.

The Ganes at this time consisted of both Iive conbat
and tournanment battle, with nore of the former than the
latter. The difference between the two was that "live"
conbat usually neant "live" death as well. Tournnament
battl es were fought between gl adi ators of exceptional skill,
who were too valuable to | et thenselves get killed, and
general | y ended when one of the nmen was di sarned. None
of the prisoners were to be a part of those tournanents. The
Ganes Arryl and his fell ows had been chosen to play
woul d be very, very real

Raag | ed theminto the arena and out onto the field.

The sound of two weapons ringi ng agai nst one anot her was

al nost deafening. A group of fighters - obviously veteran
gl adiators - stood in a circle, cheering on two conbatants.
The battle sounds stirred sonething inside Arryl. He craned
his head to see. It was evident fromthe frequency of the
strikes that here were two opponents who not only fought
with speed, but with skill.

Despite the noi se, soneone noticed Raag's approach. It
paid to notice the ogre before one becanme a tenporary
obstacle in his path. The gl adi ators gave way for the
oncom ng ogre. Arryl made a quick study of the nen.

Hardened fighters all, but lacking in the grace and el egance
of a knight. If not for the arena, many of them woul d have
ended up nercenaries or hi ghwaynen. Mdre than a few had
probably worked as one or both during the course of their
l'ives.

Raag, gruff as ever, turned to Arryl and pointed at the
duelist to the left.

"Nel k. Arack say, you fight with Nelk."

Arryl stared, amazed.

Nel k was an el f.

A maimed el f. Arryl wondered about the sort of elf
who woul d deal in death, decided he nust be a dark elf, one
of the outcasts of elven society.

Tremai ne studied Nel k. He seenmed no different from
the few el ves the knight had nmet, except that the arrogant,
delicate features were narred by a sardonic twi st of the



nmouth, as if Nelk - that could not be his true nanme - had
seen too nuch of the world and not found it to his liking.
But he handled a mace with a skill becom ng that of a

Sol ammi ¢ master, a necessary skill, since the elf |acked the
lower half of his right armand could not, therefore, have
used a shield to any real purpose. Hs natural grace and
agility also served to conpensate for his physical handi cap

Nel k' s opponent was a human, a thin, brown-haired
man who both | ooked and noved |ike a snake. He fought
with a sword and Arryl, who took an instant dislike to the
serpentine man, grudgingly had to admt he was skilled.

It was a strange duel, mace agai nst sword. Both nen
were caught up in their practice and it was evident that here
were two masters. Arryl forgot his troubles, watching the
two skilled fighters at work. Although Nel k had only one
arm his mace was nearly three feet long. He noved with a
speed that few humans could match. H s heavi er adversary
conpensated for a lack of elven speed by utilizing both
sword and shield as few nmen in the kni ghthood coul d have
managed

The weapons cl anged toget her again and agai n, never
remai ni ng notionless. Each tine one duelist seemed about
to break through the defenses of the other, a counterassault
brought them back to their standoff.

Then, Arryl saw the human make a bl under. An over-
extension of his armleft his side vulnerable. It was a very
slight m stake, but a master such as Nel k shoul d have been
able to capitalize on it easily.

Nel k ignored it. The gap in the human's defenses
vani shed instantly. Once again the two were on even
footi ng.

"Hold, Sylverlin!" The elf stepped back, still guarding
hinself. H s serpentine counterpart did the sane. Both nen
sal uted each other, then smled grimy. Nelk was not
breathing hard at all; his hunan adversary seened only
slightly put out by the strenuous activity. Arryl silently
appl auded their abilities.

Turning, the elf eyed the newconers. The rest of the
gl adi ators nelted away as he wal ked over to inspect the
smal | group Raag had brought him "Wat is this?"

"Arack said," was all the ogre comented

"Mne, then." The elf surveyed the trio of prisoners. He
seened anmused by the boy, and sneered at the half-elf.

Most elves - even dark ones - |ooked down upon half-
breeds as being less than either of the two races from
whi ch they had sprung.

Nel k paused when he came to Arryl. "You are a
fighter, | see.”

"Sol ammi an, " Raag of f er ed.

"Ah. The knight," said Sylverlin, comng up behind.

Both instructors studied Tremaine with interest.

Tremai ne straightened. "I will not fight in your
Ganes. "

"Win't you?" Nel k shrugged. "We'll see. Arack gave
you to me and that is all that matters."

"Too good for us?" Sylverlin hissed. He even sounded
like a serpent.

"Arack waits," Raag grunted.

Satisfied that Nel k was now in charge of the three, the
ogre turned and departed without another word. Nelk



wat ched hi m go, seeming to apprai se the ogre's every
novenent .

"He'd still beat you, ny good friend," the reptilian man
comment ed of fhandedly. "Raag's quick in the head when
he needs to be, not to mention having a skin as tough as a
breastpl ate.”

"I amwell aware of both ny limtations and his,
Sylverlin. Best to worry about your own. |If we had been

dueling to the death, I would have crushed your rib cage
after that |ast ploy of yours."
"You nmean the opening | left? Wasn't a m stake, ny good

friend." Sylverlin bowed in nockery to Arryl, then slid off
in the opposite direction Raag had gone.

"I knew it was not," the elf comented with a wy
smle, his voice |oud enough for the knight to hear. "Wy
el se would | have avoided it?" The elf's slanted eyes
returned to Arryl. "As for you, you will fight, human. You

will fight for the sinple reason that you will die if you do
not. You ... and others because of you." H s glance went, as
if by accident to the half-elf and the boy. "For now, you
shoul d get sonmething to eat, | think. You will need your

strength today. That is a promse. Go with them™

He pointed to several gladiators who |eered at the
newconmers and made crude comments about "l ast neal s"

Arryl stiffened and reached for a sword that wasn't at his
side. Nelk |l aughed and sauntered away.

The hal f-elf |eaned toward Arryl and whi spered, "They
will kill us on the spot if you choose to give themtrouble
now Best to live and find a better nonent, hunman!”

Tremai ne reluctantly gave in and started wal ki ng. The
hal f-elf's words nade sense to him but he wondered
exactly when that better moment m ght come. Escape
seened i npossi bl e. The arena was wel| protected;

archers and sentries were everywhere.

An indrawn breath fromthe half-elf nmade Tremai ne
shift his gaze. "What is it?"

"The senior inquisitor is up in the stands with the arena
masters!" his conpanion nuttered. "Pray he is not here
concerning us! If so, we go fromhaving little chance to
NONE! "

Fol l owi ng the direction of the other prisoner's eyes, the
kni ght focused on a man who had been wat ching the due
bet ween Nel k and Sylverlin fromthe stands.

Brother Gurim

Arryl Tremaine tripped and nearly fell. He stared and
stared at the rat-eyed priest. Arryl was certain now. He had
stepped into a nightnmare whose nmaster was the gl oved
cleric.

Was this TRULY what |star had becone?

*kkk*k

Sylverlin marched Arryl out into the arena after the
nmeal and handed the knight a sword. Arryl dropped it at
the man's feet. Sylverlin told himto pick it up. Arryl told
himthe sane thing he had told the elf earlier: "I wll not
fight." The knight fully expected to be beaten or tortured.
Sylverlin clenched his fist, seenming to enjoy the idea.
"Leave himbe," ordered Nel k. He nade Trenaine
stand aside while the elf took the half-elf and the boy and



added themto anot her group of m xed unfortunates.
Sylverlin gl owered, obviously disappointed. He obeyed

Nel k, however, though he flashed the elf a vicious glance
that Nel k saw but ignored. The abandoned sword remai ned

at the knight's feet, as if a challenge of sone sort. Arryl
folded his arnms and stood unnoving the rest of the

af t er noon.

At the end of the day, he again expected to be
puni shed. Nel k ordered Arryl into the Iine with the others.
That was all. No nention of punishnment. Sylverlin joined
Nel k; the two seened as attached as two branches of the
same tree. They wal ked off together, now apparently the
best of friends.

During the evening neal, the half-elf chose to join
Arryl. No one else sat near them The other men, both
veteran gl adi ators and newconers, were unwilling to sit
next to either a Solamic warrior who had fought the city
guard or a half-elf whose crine was the fact that he
exi sted. The only one who seened to want to join them
was the peasant boy, who al so sat al one. He gave the two
of them a shy, nervous smle, obviously hoping to be
invited. Trermaine started to signal himover, but his
conpani on shook hi s head.

"I would like to talk to you alone. My nane is Fen
Sunbrother,"” the half-elf said in a | ow voice. He had a
swart hy compl exi on and his m xed background gave him
exotic features. A thin beard attested to the fact that his
human half had at | east sone domi nance. "Wat are you
cal | ed?"

Tremai ne hesitated. Wile Sol amia had been built on
the principles of justice and fairness, mxed breeds |ike Fen
Sunbr ot her were not accepted nenbers of society. It may
have been that his own desperate situati on nade the knight
nore tolerant, for he found hinmself replying, "I am Arryl
Tremai ne. "

"W are both outcasts, it appears.” Fen indicated the
enpty benches around them "You hardly seemthe type
who shoul d be here. Knight of Solamia, yes?"

"I am a Knight of the Order of the Sword."

"Thought that." Fen glanced warily around, as if he
expected sonmeone to be spying on their conversation. "You
need not tell me, but | would be interested to know for what
reason you are here."

"I aminnocent of wrongdoing. | cane to the aid of a
man bei ng beaten. | did not know the bullies beating him
were city guardsmen.”

The hal f-elf gave hima sour smile. "Crinme enough
here, depending on the situation. Tell me about it."

Arryl did, leaving nothing out. After a day of having no
one willing to hear his side, he was gratified to find a
synmpat hetic ear. Fen Sunbrother listened, and as he
listened, his expression turned dark and bitter

"I have all the luck. I amconstantly allying nyself wth
those who draw the ire of the mghty." The half-elf took a
bite of his food, grinmaced, but swallowed it nonethel ess.
The food at the arena was designed to keep the nen fit
enough to fight; taste was not a priority. "You have brought
the attention of the inquisitors down upon you. Wrse, you
have attracted the personal wath of Brother Gurim"

"What have | done to the nan?"



"What have you done? It could be any nunber of things"
Fen poked the gruel with his finger. The hole forned did

not fill in when he pulled the finger out. "The worst part of
being in the arena is not the possibility of death - it's the
food. "

Arryl did not snile.

The hal f-elf shrugged. "There is something that you
must understand, Tremaine. In Istar, the clerics are the |aw
Among the clerics, the inquisitors are justice. It is they who
define the words of the Kingpriest and how those words
affect the citizens."

"Wuld that they were as concerned with the word of
Pal adi ne as much as that of the Kingpriest," said Arryl
sternly.

Fen's eyes wi dened, then he nodded in understandi ng.

"You knights are very strong in your faith, not to mention
vocal about it. You've been talking like that for the past few
days, haven't you?"

"What of it? | amwithin my rights -

"I'n SOLAMNI A, you would be within your rights, but
not here...." Fen shook his head. "lIstar is another matter. A
Sol ammi ¢ Kni ght, one of the | egendary warriors of justice
and good, rides into the holy city and finds it not so holy.
Smal | wonder that you incurred the wath of Brother
@Qrim To him you are a threat to the order."

"For speaking out?" Arryl realized his voice had risen
He gl anced around, but everyone el se was working hard to
pretend they had not heard him "I amonly one man! Wat
sort of threat could | be?"

The hal f-elf grunted, began eating his gruel again.

Bet ween bites, he nuttered, "You cone to a place few of

your kind ever visit and you inmedi ately question the ways

of the priesthood. Those who rule Istar have | ong seen the
Solammic Orders as rivals, jealous of the priests' wealth and
power . "

Tremai ne recalled Brother Gurims words at the inn. |
PRAY FOR THE DAY WHEN THE KNI GHTHOCD ONCE
MORE TAKES | TS RI GHTFUL PLACE AS HI S
HOLI NESS' S TOCOL. . .

"Brother Gurimmay even think this a plot by your kind
to undermne the authority of the Holy One. That al one
woul d be enough to have you executed," added the half-elf.

It was such a preposterous thought that Arryl could not
take it seriously. He decided it was tine to turn the
conversation. "And you, Fen Sunbrother? Wat harm have
you done that sentences you to the arena?"

He had expected sonething on the order of thievery,
but the half-elf shrugged and said, "I'ma "breed.' A
nmongrel ."

"That is hardly a crine."

The hal f-elf turned his attention to the unappeti zing
gruel. "Welcone to Istar, Sir Knight."

*kkk*k

Anot her day dawned. Arryl refused to take the sword
Sylverlin handed to him Sylverlin taunted, jeered, insulted
him The kni ght ignored him

Nel k wat ched in silence.

Sylverlin shoved the knight a couple of tines, but did



hi m no harm Tremai ne wondered at Nelk's ploy. It would
have been sinpl e enough to execute the knight, but

someone appeared to want nore. Soneone wanted Arryl to
fight in the arena. He thought he understood. If he gave in,
it would be as great a victory for his captor as if he HAD
died in battle. It would nmean that Gurim had broken the

kni ght, could claimhe was weak.

Arryl had no intention of bowing to the will of the
seni or inquisitor.

Eventual Iy Nel k sent Sylverlin off to instruct some of the
gladiators in the finer points of swordplay. The snakelike
man was showi ng them how to PRETEND to strike an
opponent. None of the veteran gladiators wanted to
accidentally die or kill one of their conrades during
t our nanent conbat. The prisoners, of course, had no
choi ce. They could only hope to survive | ong enough to
either win their freedomor be offered a place in the
t our nanent conbat s.

"This will avail you naught, Sol amian," said Nelk,
gl anci ng at the sword.
"I will not fight. Execute me if you will, but I wll not

go against the GCath and the Measure by fighting for the
pl easure of others."

Nel k | aughed. "Do they teach such arrogance in the
kni ght hood or is it something you were born with?" Arryl
refused to respond. The elf stepped closer, his voice
| owered. "You WLL fight in the Ganes, Knight! Listen to
me! | had hoped you would not force me to this, but | want
you to know that - "

"Nel k!" Sylverlin shouted. "Spectators!" Wth his
bl ade, he pointed to their right.

Brot her Guri mwas once again in the stands. The hood
covered his unsightly features, but Arryl had now | earned
to look for the gloves. Brother Gurimgestured to Nel k.

The mai med el f gave Arryl a long, intense | ook and
whi spered, "You may have | ost your |ast chance, human
fool I'"

Nel k and Sylverlin went over to talk wi th Brother
Qurim The two had barely departed when Fen Sun-brot her
and the boy, struggling beneath weaponry enough to arm a
| egion, joined the knight. Arns full, the boy smled
cautiously at Tremai ne, who nodded in return.

"What did the Cursed One want of you?" Fen asked.

Arryl's brow knitted. "Cursed One?"

"You don't know what ' Nel k' neans in Elvish, do you?
Never nmind. Did he threaten to have you beaten?"

"He said nothing of that, but | think something is going
to happen soon."

The hal f-elf shook his head. "And you'll just let it happen
to you! You'll take their punishnment... or the axe if they
decide you're not worth the tinme. Mark ne, Tremaine.
Brother Gurimhas let you live this long for a reason. He
has a reputation for playing ganmes with his victins."

"I's he really that bad?" the boy asked shyly. It was the
first time Arryl had heard himtalk. "But he's a cleric!™

"Yes, he is," Sunbrother snarled. "So?"

"Do not frighten himunnecessarily,” the knight
war ned.

"You there, BREEDI" One of Sylverlin's trusted
gl adi ators struck Fen on the side of the head. "The guards



don't like quiet talk! Get movin'. Arack'll count all those
swords before he lets you back out of the storeroom™

Fen Sunbrot her staggered beneath the blow, grinaced,
and noved on, his younger conpanion struggling to keep
up. Tremai ne thought over the half-elf's warning, but
remai ned unnoved. He could and woul d continue to resist,
despite whatever punishnent Nelk or - nmore likely -
Sylverlin decided to nete out.

Arryl stared at the cleric, trying to will the man to neet
his gaze. Not once, however, did Gurimglance at him The
i nqui sitor knew the kni ght was wat ching him was
deliberately ignoring him Arryl felt his tenper rise. The
cleric was baiting him and it was working.

The conversation between the gladiators and the cleric
was short, which nmight have been good or m ght have been
bad. Nelk and Sylverlin returned to the field. Brother
@Qurim acconpanied by his two | arge shadows, departed
the arena. Nel k's countenance was carefully indifferent.
Sylverlin gave Arryl a serpentine grin.

Nel k did not talk to the knight again that day. No one
spoke to Tremai ne or asked himto pick up the sword. A
deci si on had been nade, obviously, and the instructors
were only waiting for the proper nonent to carry it out.

That night, Arryl Tremai ne made his peace with
Pal adi ne. He did not expect to live out the norrow

*kkk*k

Arryl was certain of his fate when the groups were
rearranged. The half-elf, the boy, and nost of the veteran
gl adi ators were sent to the opposite end of the arena in
order to commence with a series of practice duels. Nelk,
Arryl, and a much snmaller but distinct group remained in
the area where the knight had stood the day before. Nelk
was instructing the group in the uses of a nace against a
sword. He seened preoccupi ed. Tremai ne guessed
somet hing of far greater inport had possession of the elf's
t hought s.

Nel k ignored Arryl, save to tell himwhere to stand.
From hi s vantage point, the knight could see clearly the
el aborate box set aside for the Kingpriest. Fen had
i nformed himthat the Kingpriest sel dom appeared at the
Ganes, but that other high-ranking clerics often sat in the
box.

He was not very surprised, then, when Brother Gurim
and his two acol ytes entered the box only a couple of hours
into the day's training.

The senior inquisitor seated hinself in the very center
of the box and, |ooking rather bored, settled hinself to
observe the practice. H s hood had been pulled back. As
with the day before, he seened to pay no attention to Arryl.
The cleric was intent on watching Sylverlin's group

Nel k ordered one of his subordinates to take over. His
eyes flashed to Brother Gurim then to Arryl. The nai ned
elf, mace still in hand, wal ked slowmy over to the knight,
who regarded the elf with cool disdain.

"I tried to warn you," Nelk said in a | ow voice. "He
knew all along that it would be useless to threaten YOUR
life, but he enjoys his own games al nost as nmuch as he
does those in the arena.”



"What do you nean?" Trenai ne frowned, convinced it
was a trick.

"One way or another, he will nake you do what he
wi shes, no matter how nmany lives it costs." He glanced in
Sylverlin's direction

Arryl understood. Fear gripped him He stared at the |arge
group on the opposite end of the field. The gladia tors
clustered about, staring at a body lying on the ground.

"Sonetines," Nelk was saying, "there are those who do
not nmake it to the Ganes."

THE BOY! was Arryl's first thought.

"Bl essed Pal adine!" He started to run, but the elf's foot
tri pped hi mup.

Arryl tried to regain his feet, but found the hooked and
jagged head of the elf's mace against his throat.

"It's already too late, Sir Knight. It was too |ate before
even started to speak." Nel k stepped back and al | owed
Arryl to rise. Several gladiators from Sylverlin's group
were heading toward them carrying a linp form

"It seens there's been another training accident,"
Sylverlin shouted jovially.

The victimwas not, as Arryl had feared, the boy.

"Fen Sunbrother,” he murnured. Part of the half-elf's
body had been covered by an ol d, stained cowhide, but
bl ood had al ready seeped through it. Arryl guessed he had
died instantly.

Nel k cal |l ed out, "What happened?"

"What al ways 'appens?" retorted the |lead gl adiator, a
grizzled bear of a man with scars all over his arns and face.
" 'e fairly threw 'inself on the blade! 'e was warned about
movin' like that, but 'e wouldn't listen!" As an afterthought,
the bul king figure added, "Master Sylverlin couldn't 'elp
but run 'imclean through.™"

SYLVERLI N

The head of Nelk's mace rested, as if by accident, on
Arryl's shoul der. The knight took the hint and watched in
i npotent rage as the gladiators carried the body fromthe
field. Tremmine's gaze shifted to where the senior inquisitor
sat. For the first time, Brother Gurimstared back

"Accidents could happen at any tinme," Nel k was sayi ng
casually, "especially to those who are not fanmiliar with
weapons. Take the boy, for instance...."

The kni ght turned sharply. "You wouldn't!"

"HE woul d," the elf replied, indicating Brother Gurim
"Can you stand by and let others die because of your
st ubbor nness?"

The Cath and Measure of the kni ghthood said
otherwise. To allow others to die in his place would be
tant amount to cowardice

"The boy can be saved," Nelk said softly. "Brother
@Qurimwants you, not him™"

To prove that a cleric could make a Sol ami ¢ Kni ght
yield his principles. To make a knight bow to the cleric's
will. Brother Gurims countenance m ght be expressionless,
but his eyes were not. The senior inquisitor would order the
boy's death if Arryl rejected his demands.

Arryl turned away, faced Nel k. "What will happen to
t he boy?" the kni ght asked.

"A mx-up. He should have been sent to work cl eaning
the tenple floors for a nonth in order to make his penance.



These things happen." Nel k shrugged. "Sonetines the
m st akes are rectified, sonetines not."

HOLY | STARI Arryl thought bitterly. There was no
choi ce. The Cath and Measure denmanded he protect the

i nnocent fromharm "I agree, providing you personally
guarantee the boy's life."
"I't will be guaranteed. | swear to that. You have not

dealt with the eccentricities of the inquisitor as | have. He
wi |l be happy to give the boy back his life, if only to prove
how benevol ent he can be."

There was relief in Nelk's eyes, a strange thing, the
kni ght noted. The elf renpved the mace fromits resting
pl ace and, turning it upside down, sank the head into the
dirt.

It was a signal, a signal of Arryl's defeat. The nonent
the mace touched the ground, the inquisitor rose and
departed the arena. No backward gl ance, no |ingering.

Brot her Gurim had seen his adversary bend knee to him
and that was all the cleric wanted. For now.

The mainmed elf smiled. "Pick up your sword and join
us. | want to see what you can do."

Tremai ne knelt and picked up the sword that had been
handed hi m each day. They will see what | can do, he
vowed. He had been forced to this decision, but now that
the barrier had been breached, he had no intention of
hol di ng back. The gl adi ators would see what it was like to
face a true knight.

Brot her Guri mwoul d see what being a Kni ght of
Solamia truly meant.

*kkk*k

Nel k nmade certain Arryl was present when the city
guard marched the boy away. It took some time for the
guard to explain to an annoyed Arack that there had been a
m st ake. The dwarf evidently did not |ike mstakes. He lit
into the hapl ess guard commander with a tongue that |ashed
out as hard as his fists. Tremaine could see that Arack's
anger was genui ne. This hel ped convince the knight that the
boy woul d i ndeed receive |lighter punishment.

"l gave you ny word," said Nelk.

It was on that sane day, shortly after the boy's
renoval , that the swordmaster issued his challenge to the
kni ght .

Sylverlin watched the two duel with avid, jealous
attention. He did not interrupt, but stood patiently by. Nelk
finally called a halt. "Wat is it you want, Sylverlin?"

The tip of the snaky human's sword pointed at the

knight. "l1've come for him | need to see if he'll be ready for
the Ganes."

Arryl, still burning over the half-elf's nurder, started
forward. Nel k darted between the two.

"He'll be ready. I will see to him"

"You?" Sylverlin scow ed. "You' re m staken, friend
Nel k. This one is definitely mne."

"It is you who are m staken, friend Sylverlin."

Sylverlin glanced at the wary knight. "A pity," he said,
shrugging. "1'd hoped that our blades m ght cross. Now, no
such luck. You'll be dead before |I get the chance.”

Arryl woul d have replied, but Nel k was qui cker. He



brought the mace around and pushed the swordmaster's
bl ade away. "Never wish ill, Sylverlin. The gods have a
habit of returning such wi shes to their makers."

The serpentine fighter |aughed, bowed nockingly to
t he knight, and left w thout another word. Arryl was barely
able to restrain hinmself fromcharging after

"He has marked you for his own sport. This changes
everything," Nelk muttered.

Tremai ne studied the elf's features. A sense of
f or ebodi ng washed over him as he noted his comnpanion's
dark expression. "Wat do you nean?"

"Sylverlin has never really cared about those | choose
to fight. But you, Knight, are sonething special to him He
hat es your kind and al ways has. He nurdered the | ast
kni ght qui ckly enough. Some say he is one of your cast-
of fs. Who knows? The only nan he wants to fight nore
than you is nme and that is forbidden to him Sylverlin never
argues with Brother Gurim"

Arryl stared. "I amto fight you in the arena?"
"You MJST fight me, human!" Nel k paused, then
qui ckly whi spered, "I could not save the half-elf, but I

m ght be able to save YQU, Knight of Solammia!"

At first, Arryl thought his ears had betrayed him
Nel k gave him a barely perceptible nod. "I can save
you fromthe arena, Arryl Tremaine, just as | have saved

others. You won't be the first."
Tremai ne had al ready had enough treachery. He pulled

away fromthe elf. "I will not fall prey to any nore traps set
by Brother Gurim Gve me to Sylverlin, who does not
pretend to be other than he is! He still owes for Fen
Sunbrother's lifel™

"This is not a trap! | have saved others and, if it had been
in my power, | would have saved even the hal f-breed!
Listen, for | doubt we will have long to talk! There is a way

for you to escape the arena and Istar, but to succeed you
must put total faith in ne!"

"Why should I?" Arryl scoffed.

Nel k dropped his mace, reached out, and grabbed the
kni ght's sword by the blade's sharp edge.

"Are you mad?" Arryl snatched the weapon back, but
bl ood was already streaming fromthe wound in the elf's
pal m

"Watch," Nel k commanded. Hi s eyes cl osed and he
whi spered sonmething. Arryl felt a tingle in the air.

The el f's wound began to HEAL! First slowy, then
wi th ever-increasing speed, the deep cut cl osed and seal ed
itself. A scab forned along the wound, but it only remained
a noment. In the matter of a breath, a thin scar was all that
was visible of the cut, yet Nelk was not finished. Even the
scar dwi ndl ed away, ever shrinking until the only evidence
of the self-inflicted injury was the bl ood that had stained
the el f's hand.

Nel k wi ped his palmon the sleeve of his shirt. "You're
a cleric of Mshakal!" Arryl gasped.

"l serve the goddess."

"But ... your mainmed arm..."
"I chose not to heal nyself in order to hide the fact that
t he goddess still favors those who keep the true faith. Have

Brother Gurim performthe same miracle and see if he can
heal hinmself. You will find that the inquisitor seens to be



| acki ng sonewhat in his faith, or perhaps his god | acks
faith in him" The elf eyed his conmpanion. "WII you listen
to me now? WIIl you believe in ne?"

Tremai ne | owered his sword blade. "If | thought ny
sentence just, | would still ignore you, but there is no
justice in Istar." He shook his head. "And little faith, other
than yours. Wat nmust | do?"

Nel k nodded his approval. "Sylverlin is eager to match
bl ades with you, but | have been granted the right to face
you in the arena. \When open conbat begins, we nust be
certain that Sylverlin does not cone between us. The battle
nmust be ny mace agai nst your blade." Nel k shook his head.
"Always before |I have trusted nmy skill, never nentioned
my plans to those |I rescued for fear they would weaken and
betray us both! This situation with Sylverlin, though, and
your own worthy abilities, have made this change
necessary. | find I rmust trust YOU, Knight!"

"\What about Sylverlin? He cannot be allowed to go
unpuni shed for what he has done!"

"Leave the swordnmaster to nme. The tinme is fast
approachi ng when he and I will clash. He might call ne
friend, but there is no | ove between us. W are marking the
day. You might wi sh his death now, Knight, but rest
assured | have prior and greater reasons than you. Wat
concerns us now is making certain that it is we two al one
who face each other during the Ganes. No one el se nmust be
all owed to come between us."

Arryl was still not pleased about |eaving Sylverlin to
the elf, but Nelk WAS a cleric - a true cleric. "I will abide
by your decision, but tell me, why do you risk yourself
here? Wiy do you do it?"

The el f considered his answer well before giving it to

t he knight. "Because there is a balance to maintain ... and
Istar threatens to tip it too far the wong way."
"Very well, then. Tell nme now your plan. Wat

happens when we cone to bl ows?"

Nel k tapped Arryl's chest with the tip of his nace.
"Then, while the crowd and Brother Gurimwatch, | will kill
you, Sir Knight."

*kkk*k

So EAGER FOR BLOCD

The day of the Ganes cane too soon, yet not soon
enough. Arryl stood in the Iline of anxious gladiators, his
eyes scanni ng the packed stadium Istar seemed especially
eager to watch the blood flow this day. Tremmi ne had heard
runors that HE was the attraction. It had been runored that
a Kni ght of Sol ammia was anong the fight ers. Despite the
fact that his arnor was still a prize of the city guard, he had
no doubt that nmost of the crowd had picked hi m out
al r eady.

Across fromhimstood Nelk ... and Sylverlin.

The Kingpriest's box was filled, but the holy nonarch
hi nsel f was absent as usual. Today the box played host to a
group of men garbed in identical silver-and-white robes. In
the center sat the only one wearing gl oves, Brother Gurim
Arryl could not clearly make out his features, but he
guessed the senior inquisitor had a snile on his face. For
Qurim all was right in the world. This day was to mark yet



anot her tri unph.

Arryl w shed he could drag the false cleric down to the
field and tell himthe truth.

The tournament had been pl ayed, the exhibitions had
finished. All that remained was the final mass conbat. A
free fight, in which a man could only hope that he survived
the tine limt. Arryl heard sone of the prisoners plotting
desperately to keep in the back, away fromthe rest of the
conbatants. Their plans coll apsed when Arack inforned
them that hesitation would not save any man here. The
archers on the wal ks had orders to shoot any gl adi ator who
shied frombattle. The prisoners had to fight. As long as
they did, they had a chance. Arack enphasi zed the last, and
t he prisoners | ooked nore hopef ul

Arryl could have told themthe truth. They were
doormed. Most were unskilled fighters, even barring the
days of training. They had | earned enough to hack and
slash, but the skilled fighters were few and far between.
The masters of the Games did not want their hand- picked
gl adi ators kill ed.

Arryl knew the outcome, having been forewarned by
Nel k. The skilled fighters had al ready been picked out by
the veteran gladiators. Two, even three, would converge on
the newconers while the rest took on the other prisoners. It
m ght | ook as if the sides were even, but the experience and
brutal skill of the gladiators would al nost i mediately turn
the tide in their favor. The crowds woul d cheer because
nost of their favorites would win and no one woul d pay
any mnd to the dead, who were convicted crimnals,
anyway.

Sylverlin was grinning with anticipation. Nelk was
eyeing Tremaine with an al nost indifferent expression. He
had armed hinmself with a sinister-|ooking ball-and-chain
mace that gave him al nost half again the reach of his other
weapon. Trenmai ne was somewhat startled by the change,
and tried not to think of what an accidental blow m ght do
to him Hi s only protection lay in a rusting shield, his
sword, and his skill.

The horns sounded their death knell. The gl adiators
charged their chosen opponents. They all avoided the
kni ght, knowi ng he was reserved for Nelk.

Al except Sylverlin. He ran up behind Nel k. Tremai ne
shout ed a war ni ng.

The elf turned. Sylverlin shot past him sword ready.
"You are mine, Knight!" Sylverlin hissed.

Tremai ne noved to nmeet him

Nel k ran up alongside his friend as if he now pl anned
to join Sylverlin in the duel against Arryl. The spiked bal
of the elf's mace swung back and forth, a w cked-1 ooking
pendulum It grazed Sylverlin's |eg.

The swordnaster howl ed in pain and collapsed into a
writhing heap on the now bl oody surface of the field.

"The goddess has blessed it," said Nelk, smling at
Arryl. Nelk was on him mace cutting a deadly arc. The
one-armed elf noved with far nore speed than the
Sol ammi an was expecting, struck at himw th | ethal skill
Had he not trusted Nel k, Arryl would have suspected that
the elf was indeed trying to kill him

Arryl brought up his sword and jabbed, keeping the
ot her at bay, as they had planned. Nel k nodded and, his



back to the crowd, he winked at Arryl. The two circled one
another, feinting strikes, but, as far as onl ookers were
concerned, they were too expert to fall prey to such tricks.
The crowd cheered.

Suddenl y, out of nowhere, Sylverlin appeared. Sword
rai sed, he headed for Nelk, prepared to stab the elf in the
back.

Arryl had no time to shout a warning. Nelk could not
have heard himif he had. The knight thrust forward. Nelk
reacted to the attack by stepping aside, still unaware of the
true danger. Sylverlin's bl ow caught the elf's shoul der, but
Nel k' s nmovenent | eft the human gl adi ator open to
Tr emai ne.

The knight's blade sank to the hilt in Sylverlin's
stomach. Arryl jerked his sword free. Sylverlin slid off the
bl ade to the ground.

Arryl heard a rattling sound behind him Instinctively,
he started to turn, and forced hinself to stand still. This was
Nel k' s pl an

A thick chain wapped around his throat. Arryl
pretended to struggle to free hinself, then suddenly
realized Nel k wasn't pretending to kill him

The crowd had hushed, breathless with excitenent.

"Sylverlin was mne!" Nel k shouted | oudly, and
wr enched t he choking chain tighter

Once nore, Arryl thought, ny beliefs have been
betrayed ... and this tine it will be fatal

He tried to lift his sword to strike the elf, but he | acked
the strength. The bl ade slipped fromhis nervel ess fingers.
He tried to speak, to curse Nelk, to plead. Al that escaped
his |lips was a pathetic gasp

The dyi ng kni ght saw the silver-and-white figure of
the senior inquisitor rise to his feet in anticipation

The chain crushed Arryl's w ndpi pe. Bone crunched;

the pain was horrifying. He fought to breathe, but he was
choking on his own bl ood. He staggered and woul d have
fallen, but the cruel chain held himupright. He saw the
stands and then the sky, and then he was falling. Fire burst
in his eyes, his head, his lungs. Wen the flanmes died,
dar kness.

"Trust in ne,

a voi ce whispered ... and | aughed.

*kkk*k

VWen Arryl woke, he realized two things.

The first thing was that, despite the know edge that he
had di ed, he was not dead.

The second was that he was lying on his back in a field
that nust be far fromthe arena, for he could neither hear
the crowds nor see the high walls.

Dazed and confused, his hand instinctively reaching for
his throat, Arryl sat up. He was well, whole, no trace of
injury. Just like the cut on the elf's hand ..

Arryl | ooked around, saw Nel k seated astride a tal
bl ack horse. In his hands, he held the reins of Arryl's own
horse. Arnmor - his grandfather's suit of arnor, packed
neatly and strapped to a packhorse - glinted in the sunlight.

"The terror of death nust have been worse for you than
for nost of the others |'ve brought back. | wondered if you
were ever going to wake up."



Br ought back! The knight stood. He gl owered at the
anused el f. "Wat do you mean, brought back? You killed
ne! "

"Yes. Then | brought you back to life. That is within
my powers as a true cleric.”

"You are NOT a cleric of Mshakal!" The kni ght
recall ed his last thoughts. "You told ne you were a cleric
of the goddess!"

"Ah," said Nelk cunningly. "You never asked WH CH
goddess!"

Arryl reached for his sword and inmredi ately
di scovered that it was not at his side.

Nel k held up the scabbard and weapon. "YQOU chose to
make ne a follower of the gods of good, not me. I amnot a
cleric of Mshakal, true. | ama servant of Kinthalas, whom
you term Sargonnas. "

SARGONNAS, consort to the Dark Lady, Takhisis,

Queen of Darkness.

"Why did you bring me back?" Tremai ne denanded
suspi ci ously. "Why? For what purpose?"

Nel k considered the matter. "What | said to you in the
arena holds true, Knight. There IS a bal ance to maintain,
though | nust admit the Dark Lady would like to see it shift
in her favor. | do what | can to help those | think will aid
t he cause. Those | rescue are behol den, however little they
may realize, to ny own patron."”

"You expect such thanks from ne?" Arryl asked
har shly.

"I expect nothing. | find it anmusing to think that a
Kni ght of Sol ammi a, inprisoned by the Order of Pal adine,
owes his life to a servant of his god's eternal foe."

Tremai ne could not deny what the elf said, but he was
determ ned that neither Sargonnas nor Takhisis would ever

own the knight's soul. He would die first... again. "I am not
your slave, dark elf! Gve ne ny sword and we will fight.
Fairly, this tine."

"I will return your sword, Sir Knight, and the rest of

your bel ongi ngs, which took sone doing to procure. As for

a battle, that nay yet be what the future holds for us, but
not now. I will not fight you. And | do not think you will
strike me." Nelk tossed the sword to the knight.

Tremai ne caught the sheat hed bl ade, but did not draw
hi s sword.

"I'f it will ease your conscience, | have no hold over
you. You may continue your way, free once nmore, but wth
perhap's a little nore understanding of the world." Nelk
smled. "You have ny word."

"What happens now? Wiere am [ ?" Arryl asked
gruffly. His greatest desire at the nonment was to return to
the master keep of the knighthood and reorient his own
beliefs. The world that once had been bl ack and white had
becorme too conplex, too gray.

"We are a half-day's ride northwest of Istar, a safe
pl ace, though we should not stay too |long. You need to be
on your way, and | have to return - "

"You are RETURNING to Istar? To the Games?"

"OfF course. | was on | eave of absence to take Sylverlin's
body to his kin," Nelk said grimy. "H s kin were jackals.
They enjoyed what was left. You did ne that favor, Knight.
Sylverlin had discovered ny secret and threatened to revea



me. Sylverlin is dead and ny secret is safe ... for a tine.
Only you know that | ama cleric, and | doubt you would be

willing to informBrother Gurim would you?"

Tremai ne did not reply.

Nel k nodded. "I thought not. It nay be that Brother
@Qurimor Arack or sone other will discover that | have
been saving lives, but, until then, I will continue to serve
t he goddess. There will be nore like you. The inquisitors
are very busy nmen." The elf sniled, |ooking rmuch |ike
Sylverlin at that nonent. "If you are strong enough to ride,

I reconmend you do. Best not to take chances." He tossed
the reins of both Arryl's steed and the pack animal to the
confused and bewi | dered kni ght.

"I refuse to thank you."

"I do what | nust." Nelk waited until Trenai ne had
mount ed before adding, "If you could forego wearing your
arnmor until you are farther fromlstar, | would recomend
it."

"I ... understand."”

Nel k took a tighter hold of the reins in his hand. "My
t he bl essings of Kinthalas and Chislev be upon you, Arryl
Tremai ne. "

The Sol ammi an gl anced up at the nmention of the latter
nane. Chislev was a neutral goddess who had a fondness
for the elven race. She was the goddess of nature, of life in
the forest.

Nel k net his gaze. "Yes, | will not deny that ny own
bl ood, however darkened, mi ght also be responsible for ny
desire to maintain the balance of life."

Turning his horse, the cleric started to depart. Arryl,
t hough, felt he needed sonething solid to cling to,
somet hing to explain the inexplicable.

"Nelk, wait. | need to know ... Fen told ne ... Nelk is
not your true nane, is it?"

"No, Sir Knight." Bitterness crept into the elf's voice.
He halted his steed. "It was given to ne when | was cast
out. There is no direct translation fromnmy tongue, but it
essentially neans 'of no faith, lacking in belief.' To ny
peopl e, that name was the greatest punishment they could
I ay upon ne."

"How coul d they -

"By their beliefs, I was ever a betrayer of the way.

Even though | still followed the gods, | did not follow them
in the manner el ves deemed proper. In that, my people are
nore like Istar's clerics than they want to adnit." The elf
rai sed his good hand in farewell ... and bl essing. "My your
own beliefs stay strong, Knight of the Sword. But nay they
not blind you to truth."

Arryl Tremaine remai ned where he was until the elf
had vani shed over a nearby hill. The knight was still at a
| oss concerning the elf, who was and was not everything
Arryl woul d have expected of a worshi per of the Queen of
Dar kness.

To Tremaine's surprise, he found that despite the
corruption and insanity that he had seen in the holy city, his
faith WAS still strong ... and it was the dark elf's doing.
Arryl didn't understand exactly how, yet. Perhaps he never
woul d. But Nel k had been right. From now on, Arryl would
chanpion his faith and help fight injustice - wherever he
found it.



"May Pal adi ne watch over YOU as well, Nelk," he
called as he mounted his own steed. "You are right.
Soneday, we WLL neet again."

For he intended, soneday, to return to Istar, holy Istar

Kender Stew
Ni ck O Donohoe

Moran moved a swordsman forward, feinting the gane
pi ece sideways to prevent anmbush. "Your nercenary is
endangered. "

Rakiel's mouth quirked. "For the first time in our
lives." He stretched a slender, thinly rmuscled arm out and
wi t hdrew t he mercenary down an all ey.

They were playing Draconniel, said to have been
i nvented by Huma hinself to keep knights ready for war.
The gane grid was |l aid over a map of Xak Tsaroth, and the
dragon side was nmoving small raiding parties through the
back streets, down the stormdrains, and inside market
carts. Mran, accustoned to the open play favored by
Sol ammi ¢ Kni ghts, was intrigued by Rakiel's underhanded
style - and a little appall ed.

He brought a second swordsman forward. "I'm
preparing a sortie down GinmStreet."

"Your frankness does you credit." Rakiel wthdrew a
previously conceal ed bowran from Gimnm Street.

"Perhaps it's just as well that you honor-bound knights no
| onger fight wars."

Once the cleric's caustic remark woul d have cut through
Moran. A long, thin man, Mran awakened norning after
morning in a lonely, w de bed, knowi ng that he had spent
his life training for a war he would never fight: a grand and
gl ori ous war on dragonback, a war such as the great Humm
had fought. No nore. The dragons were driven away. |star
was bringing "peace" to the world. He had thrown hinsel f
into drilling squire novices with a ferocity that had earned
hi m t he name "Mad Mran. "

Now in his fifties, "Mad Moran" was a | egend,
parodied for his sternness, revered for his teaching. He
sel dom sni |l ed. He never | aughed.

A door, opening far below, distracted Rakiel fromthe
gane. He peered out the tower w ndow. "Someone's
com ng in. Mdrre novices?" He said the word with distaste.

I star was beginning to resent the Solammic Knights' clainms
to piety, as well as, perhaps, their wealth.

Moran fingered his npustache thoughtfully. "The boys
are not due till tonorrow, and |'ve interviewed them al
and read their references." He considered who the late
caller mght be. "The nmeat and fruit and other supplies
were delivered yesterday, and the cook quit this norning."
Al'l sensible cooks quit before drill season. "Probably
someone vol unteering for kni ghthood," he deci ded.

Raki el snorted. "You' re dream ng. These days the
vol unteers go to the clerics. The knights only get
di sinherited second sons and," he added with a hint of a
sneer, "the needy poor, the people who think that the
kni ghts' treasury will open up to them when they sign on."

Moran wi nced. Rakiel was a "guest," here in the
Manor of the Measure in Xak Tsaroth to prepare a report
for the clerics on kni ghthood and training methods - or so



he cl ai med. Actually, he never missed an opportunity to
di scredit the knights, and he seenmed to take an uncommon
interest in the treasury.

"These novices aren't like that," Mran said stiffly.

"Not after gold, | grant you, but what about that first
one, Saliak? Power hungry, if anyone ever was."

"His father's a knight," Mran said. "H s son will learn to
lead."” In fact, the father was inpoverished and bitter, and
that had affected Saliak, the son. Mdran had found Saliak
arrogant, self-centered, and - Mran suspected - a trace
cruel. Wthout the discipline of the knights, the boy's
obvi ous talent and courage woul d never come to anyt hing.

"So Saliak will learn to lead," Rakiel said dubiously.
"Well, 'lead us not into evil,' as has been said. And what
about Steyan? A tall and clunmsy oaf of a boy."

Moran waved that aside. "I'mtall. | was clumsy. He's
quiet and a little sensitive. He'll do just fine."

Steyan had won Moran's heart when, instead of asking
first at the interview about swords or arnor, the boy had
blurted out, "lIs it hard seeing friends die? I'd want to save
them™

Moran had said sinmply, "Sometines you can't."

The tall boy had scratched his head and nuttered,
"That's hard." And he'd still agreed to learn to be a knight,
as his father and not her wanted. He was the fourth son and,
obvi ously, would inherit nothing. He would have to nake
his own way in the world.

Mor an shook hinself back to the present. "What do
you think about Janeel and Dein? Their parents are fairly
wel | off. Their pedigrees are fairly established.”

Raki el mmicked, "Their mnds are fairly easily |ed.

See if they amount to anything." He folded his arnms. "At
| east they stand a better chance than the fat one. He won't
| ast a day."

"The fat one," Mran said, annoyed, "has a nane, too."
But he couldn't renenber it. The fat one, at the interview,
had the habit of ducking his head and letting his ol der
brother do all the talking - and the brother had never
mentioned the other boy by nane. "He'll find self-respect
here.”

"Only if the others let himlook through the bl ubber."
Raki el laughed at his little joke. "And these are the 'flowers
of youth' that come to the knights. Once it was probably
different, 1'msure, but how can you care about these ..
these ... dregs? They're hardly worth the nobney spent on
them Do you really think you can make kni ghts of then®"

Bef ore Moran coul d answer, he cocked an ear to the
sound of footsteps far below. "I was right. A volunteer."

Raki el said acidly, "Aren't you going to rush down to
nmeet hi n®?"

"If he really wants to be a knight," Mran said, "he'l
climb all the way. You don't think my roonms are in the
tower just to keep nme above the heat and the dust, do you?"
Mad Moran was dropping into character. "Training begins
on the wal k up and never stops." He added with
sati sfaction, "Put that in your report.”

The footsteps stopped outside the door and | oud
knocki ng began i nmedi ately. No hesitation, Mran noted
to hinmself. Good. He waited at the door, putting on the
Mask, the fierce, noustache-bristling, confidence-draining



faci al expression that the novices came to know and dread.
Mor an al ways thought of the Mask as hangi ng over the

door, where he could grab it and "put it on" over his rea
face before striding down to the |lower hall for lecture and
drill.

The knocki ng stopped. There was an odd scrapi ng
sound, then nothing. Mdran, sword in hand, threw open the
door, swung the bl ade across at chest height on a young
nman.

The sword arced at eye | evel past the boy in the
doorway, who didn't even blink

A child, Mran thought disappointedly. Then he saw
the eyes: clear and innocent, but thoughtful, set in a face
that had its first (premature?) winkles. The boy's hair fel
over his forehead in a tangle, all but blocking his vision.

Moran studied himas a warrior studies a new
opponent. The boy wore a baggy jerkin and faded breeches.
He held a battered duffel in one hand and a stray piece of
brass that Mran thought he recognized in the other

The boy stared interestedly at the knight. Mran had a
hawk nose and bristling white nmoustache; he | ooked fierce
and renote except on the rare occasi ons when he snil ed.

"You could have killed nme," the boy said.

No fear, Moran thought. None at all. "I may yet. Wat
have you cone for?"

Raki el half-rose at the daunting boom of the Voice,
conpani on to the Mask.

The boy said sinply, "I want to becone a Kni ght of
Sol ami a. "

Raki el chuckl ed al oud. The cleric's | augh ended
abruptly when Moran, with a single wist flick, sent the
sword flying backward to THUNK, quivering, in the wall
opposite him

Moran resisted the tenptation to see where the sword
had | anded. Al ways assume, Myran's own nmentor, Tali-sin,

had said, that it landed well if you still have work in front
of you. Part of Moran was pleased that his skill had
i npressed Rakiel as rmuch as it had the boy.

" Nanme?"

"Tarli. Son of" - he hesitated and said finally - "of

Lorai ne of Gravesend Street. She sewed funeral clothes.”

The Mask nearly cracked for the first time in Mran's
career. "Loraine of Gravesend. A dark-skinned wonan,
one-hal f nmy height, slender, red hair?"

Tarli shook his head. "Gay and red when they buried
her. It's been a year."

Moran felt as if the Mask were | ooking at him

Moran's own sternness was piercing him "W met. She
did work for ... a ... friend of mne." He added gruffly,
"You' re holding ny door knocker."

"So |l am" Tarli turned it over in his hand, as if startled
to see it. He passed it to the knight. "It came off."

The boy peered beneath Moran's armand stared at the
bound books that stood on the sinple shelf above the bed.

"THE BRI GHTBLADE TACTI CS? Bedal Bri ghtbl ade?"
Tarli ducked around the knight, entered w thout being
invited. He reached past the startled cleric, pulled the
book out. "Handwitten." He turned to a carefu
drawing of an intricate parry-and-thrust pattern, trying
to follow it through with his left hand. "Did you wite



this?"

"I did." Moran tried not to sound proud. It had
t aken years of reading, and nore years of testing
techni que, until he was sure of how the | egendary Beda
Bri ght bl ade had fought. "There are twel ve copi es of
t hat book, one for each trainer of squires plus the
original."

He had unintentionally dropped the Voice and
Mask, and inmedi ately brought them back
"Swordplay is nothing. If you want to be a knight, there
is the Cath and there is the Measure, and they are all
The Cath is four words, the Measure thirty-seven three-
hundr ed- page vol unmes. Wich is nore inportant?"

"The Measure," Tarli said firmy, then added, just
as firmy, "unless it's the Cath."

Moran pointed a single finger at the boy. "EST
SULARUS OTH M THAS. My honor is ny life."

Tarli | ooked at himblankly. "lIsn't everybody's?"

Moran stared at hima long time to be sure he
wasn't joking. Rakiel regarded themboth with
anusenent, which he didn't bother to hide.

"Put your gear in the barracks downstairs, Tarli,"
Moran said. "C asses begin tonmorrow "

"Yes." Tarli added quickly, "Sire." He bowed,
bunping the witing desk and bouncing the Draconni el
pi eces. As he headed toward the door, he gave Rakiel a
nasty whack with the duffel

Tarli," Moran began.

The boy whirled, knocking over a candlestick. In
pi cking up the candl estick, he shattered the water jug
on the dresser.

Moran regarded himgravely. "The book."

"Ch. Right." Tarli handed it over. "lI'd like to read
it."

They coul d hear his dragged duffel bunp behind
himall the way down the stairs.

Raki el stared at Mdran in amazenment and di sgust.
"Surely you're not admtting hinf"

"He admitted hinself."

Raki el |aughed, a nasty noise. "Are the knights as
desperate as all that?"

Moran was | ooki ng down the stairs. "The knights
choose first for honor, and second for noble famly." It
hadn' t al ways been true.

"But you don't even know his father." The cleric's lip
curled. "HE may not even know his father."

"Then |I'11 judge the boy and not his famly."

Rakiel sniffed. "It's insupportable. He's not only
common, he's probably a bastard.”

"Not nearly as nuch as a cleric | could nane," Mboran
nuttered, well beneath his breath.

Raki el was ranting on. "And so short. He hardly | ooks
human. Do you suppose he's ..."

Moran, staring out the wi ndow, said absently, "Loraine
was very short."

*kkk*k

I T WAS THE HOTTEST SUMVER ANYONE COULD
REMEMBER. ALL THE TRAVELERS WHO HAD TARPS



PUT THEM UP AND WERE LYI NG UNDER THEM THE
OTHERS TRUDGED AS FAR AS THE CI TY WALLS AND
LAY | N THE NARROW M DDAY SHADOWS.

ONLY MORAN RODE ON, A THIN, TI RED KNI GHT
PULLI NG A CART THAT HELD A SWORD, A SHI ELD,
AND A CORPSE. THE BODY HAD BEEN REVERENTLY
VWRAPPED | N A BLANKET. MORAN HAD KEPT I T
COOL WTH WATER FROM HI S PRECI OUS TRAVEL
RATI ON. HE PASSED THE OBELI SK AT THE EDGE OF
TOMW, GLANCED AT THE FINAL LINE ON I T:

THE GODS REWARD US | N THE GRACE OF OUR HOME

HE TURNED AWAY.

MORAN RODE PAST THE NEARLY COWPLETED
TEMPLE OF M SHAKAL. SEVERAL WANDERERS
GAWKED AT IT, ALL OF THEM MORE | MPRESSED
W TH THE STONEWORK THAN A SI NGLE DUSTY
KNI GHT OF SOLAMNI A

HE KNOCKED AT A SHABBY WOODEN BUI LDI NG
I TS STONE REAR WALL WAS A SIDE WALL OF THE
ENTRANCE GATE FOR THE STAI RCASE CALLED " THE
PATHS OF THE DEAD." A YOUNG G RL ANSWERED.

"I'"M LOOKI NG FOR ALWYN THE GRAVER, " SAI D
MORAN.

"HE' S BOUGHT I NTO HHS OMN WARES, " THE G RL
SAID SI MPLY. "THE BUSINESS IS MNE NOW [|'M
LORAI NE. "

MORAN LOOKED AT HER AND THOUGHT AT
FI RST, "NOTH NG BUT A CH LD." HE LOCKED AT
HER EYES AND QUI CKLY REALI ZED THAT SHE WAS A
WOVAN - JUST GROWN SHORTER THAN MOST.

LCORAI NE COULDN T SEE OVER THE CART SI DES.
SHE CLI MBED ONE OF THE WHEELS, STARED I N,
THEN GASPED AT THE SI GHT OF THE SWORD AND
SHI ELD. "WHO IS I T?" SHE WAS LI KE A CHI LD AT A
PUPPET SHOW WAI TI NG FOR THE NEXT SURPRI SE.

HER SHI NI NG RED HAI R SPI LLED OVER HER
SHOULDERS AS SHE LEANED I N, WATCH NG MORAN
UNVWRAP THE BCDY: TALISIN, H' S BLACK
MOUSTACHE EVEN BLACKER AGAI NST HI S | CE-

VWH TE SKIN. THE BACK OF H'S HELM WAS SPLIT IN
HALF.

MORAN SAI D DULLY, "THE GREATEST
SWORDSVAN S| NCE BRI GHTBLADE, KI LLED BY A
THROMN AXE. "

HE TURNED ON HER, SHAMED BY THE STI NG OF
TEARS IN H'S EYES. "MEND THE ROBE, PATCH THE
CAPE, G VE H M NEW LEGGE NGS - EVERYTHI NG
HE' LL BE ENTOVBED WTH H S FAMLY; HE' S
NOBLE, AND A HERO, AND THE BEST - " MORAN
COULDN T TALK ANYMORE.

LORAI NE, SURPRI SI NGLY STRONG, ROLLED THE
CART | NSI DE BY HERSELF. SHE QUI CKLY
MEASURED THE BODY AND FI GURED CLOTH AND
LABOR COSTS WH LE MORAN STOCD BY, EMPTY
WTH GRI EF.

"COVE BACK I N TWD DAYS," SHE SAI D.

AS HE TURNED TO GO, SHE LAI D HER HAND ON
H'S ARM "AND COVE BACK OFTEN AFTER THAT. "



HE NOTI CED HOW CLEAR HER EYES WERE, HOW
SOFT HER VO CE COULD BE. "YOU LL NEED TO
TALK, AND | - " SHE LOCKED SUDDENLY
EMBARRASSED AND STRAI GHTENED HER GOWN,
PATTED HER HAI R OVER HER EARS. "YOU RE LI KE
NO ONE |' VE MET. | LOVE STRANGE PLACES AND

STRANGE MEN. "

AS HE LEFT, HE HEARD HER SING NG IN A
CLEAR, YOUNG VA CE, " '"RETURN H' S SOUL TO
HUVA' S BREAST ..."' " MORAN HAD SUNG THE SONG
H MSELF, IN A VO CE CRACKED WTH GRI EF, TWO
DAYS AGO

TO H S SURPRI SE, HE CAME BACK TO SEE HER
W TH N A WEEK AFTER THE FUNERAL.

*kkk*k

On the front wall of the classroomhung a tapestry (on
| oan fromthe permanent gallery of the city fathers)
picturing knights riding silver and gold dragons, aim ng
| ances at red dragons and riders. The dragons, woven in
nmetal thread, glittered disturbingly in the grimgray hall.

The novices were excited. Two of them were | eaping
benches in nock swordplay, and alnost all of the rest were
ringed around the termis first fight: two boys, rolling on the
fl oor.

Moran strode into the room carrying two breastpl ates.
The boys froze in place, then drifted to seats. Tarli's |ower
lip was bl eeding. Another novice - Saliak, Mran noted -
had bl oody knuckl es.

Oh-ho, Mran thought. It's starting already. He
wal ked in silence to the flat table below the tapestry and
turned to face the novices, who were now sitting quietly on
t he | ow wooden benches. Only Tarli, sitting apart fromthe
others, was too short for his feet to touch the floor

Two ot her novices sat apart: the ungainly tall boy, and
the fat one. Mdiran, fromlong experience, knew that the
three would be targets in the barracks.

He sl ammed one of the breastplates on the table. It
cl anged loudly. Al the boys junped.

"This," he said coldly, "is the arnor of a Knight of the
Sword. The hole you see was made in conbat, by a lance."

This," he said, slamm ng the second breastplate on the
table, "was worn in the last week of drill by a novice,
training to become a squire. The hole was made in practice,
by a | ance.

"The hol es are exactly alike. So were the wounds -
both fatal ."

In the silence that foll owed, a nunmber of boys gl anced
at each ot her nervously.

"Can a lance really go through arnor |ike that?" Tarl
asked with interest.

Silently, Mran turned the breastpl ates around,
showi ng the small exit holes the |ance points had nade.

One of the novices gagged.

Moran | ooked and found him "Janeel. You have
somet hing to say?"

The boy coughed, cleared his throat. "Sir, if it would
help the training, ny father knows a true healer."

Moran said flatly, "Wiile you are training there will be



no plate arnor and no healers.”

He let that sink in. "The greatest favor that | can do the
Kni ghts of Solamia is to kill any of you who can't defend
yoursel ves, before you fail in the field, where other knights
are dependi ng on you. When a novice dies, | offer thanks to
Pal adi ne that it happened here and not | ater. That is why"
he | owered his voice slightly - "I give you every chance to
die that I can nmanufacture, before you are even squires."

Moran noved to the door at the back of the room "I1'l|
be back. If any of you want to |l eave, do it now " He eyed
Saliak, who already had the | ook of a leader. "Don't shane
anyone into staying. That's a little Iike nurder."

He wal ked out and went to reinspect the dril
equi pnent .

A short tinme later he wal ked back in and went straight
to the front. When he turned around, he saw a group of
frightened but determ ned novices, who had just |earned
that honor could be fatal but were willing to be honorable.

VWere Tarli had been, he saw an enpty space.

He was relieved, both for the boy and for hinself, but
he also felt a sudden, sharp di sappointment that only the
Mask kept him from show ng.

"Those of you who remain," he said, "may die for it.

Sonme in training, sone in service, and sonme in conbat -

yes, even in these times." The pain of this next story was
duller after all these years. "The knight | first squired for
was killed in conbat. | have vowed, since then, to prepare
each novice well for an honorable |life and a fitting death."

They stared at him and he let it sink in. For the first
time, these boys were getting sone sense of what their
deaths might | ook Iike. They were also feeling, for the first
time in their lives, grown-up courage.

He | ooked at the faces in front of himand felt relieved
that Tarli had left; the boy had an innocence that woul d be
destroyed by training -

Aterrible growl cane fromdirectly underneath Sali ak,
who let out a startled, high-pitched shriek, |eapt straight up,
and scranbl ed over the second and third row of benches to
find the door. Most of the others junped, but settled back
enbarrassedl y.

Saliak made it alnmost to the door before he turned to
see. Smling innocently, Tarli crawl ed out from under the
front bench. He took a seat in Saliak's place.

Sal i ak sl unk back and sat next to Tarli.

Tarli, bright eyed and grinning, said to Mran
"Excuse ne, Sire."

The Mask stayed in place, not acknow edgi ng what
had happened, but Mran didn't miss the stony glares of the
enbarrassed novices, or the utter hatred on the face of the
hum | i ated Sal i ak.

Tarli, Tarli, Mran thought with a surprising rush of
exasperated fondness, | couldn't have charted a rougher
path for you than you just nmapped out for yourself.

VWen cl ass was over, Rakiel stepped out from behind
t he dragon-covered tapestry. He'd been observing. "What
do you think of then?" he asked.

"The usual ," Mran answered shortly. "Too nuch
anbition, too nmuch energy, not enough thought."

Raki el chuckl ed. "And can you nake themthi nk?"

"Fear can." Mran | ooked out the wi ndow, saw Sali ak



take an ill-advised swipe at the back of Tarli's head. Tarl
heard it coming - how, Mran couldn't imagine - and
ducked the blow Saliak stunbled. Tarli, stepping aside, |et
himfall. Saliak, wi thout getting up, threw a well -ained
stone, which struck Tarli in the shoul der

Moran turned fromthe wi ndow. "This afternoon we
start with the first lance drill. That woul d scare anyone.
They' Il think about what they're doing, fromthen on."

"Even that Tarli?" Rakiel shook his head. "Face it, he's
not fit to be here. He's a head shorter than any of them and
he's nmaki ng enem es already." He grinmaced with distaste.

"Moreover, he plays jokes like a kender. Frankly, | don't
think some paltry lance drill will make himthink."
" "Some paltry drill'? Perhaps you should try it, then."

Raki el glanced at the tapestry; his eyes lingered on the
| ance points. "Some other time. Draconniel tonight?"
Moran gl anced pointedly at the niche behind the
tapestry. "I'Il be observing the boys tonight. Over dinner? It
woul d be nmy pleasure."” And, oddly, it was a pleasure. At
| east Rakiel was soneone to talk to
The oddity didn't escape Rakiel. " 'Your pleasure' ?
Real |y, Moran, you nust be starved for conpany."

*kkk*k

HE WAS LONELY FOR THE FIRST TIME IN H' S
LI FE. HE SPENT MOST OF THE SUMMVER W TH HER.

FI RST HE TOLD HER ABOUT PLACES HE' D
VI SI TED, THEN HE TALKED ABOUT TALI SI N AND
HOW I T HAD HURT TO SEE HM DI E I N SOVE M NOR
SKIRM SH WTH A BUNCH OF GOBLI NS

FI NALLY HE TOLD HER H S DEEPEST SECRET:
THAT HE WAS NO LONGER SURE WHAT BEI NG A
KNI GHT MEANT, AND THAT HE WONDERED
VWHETHER OR NOT, BY DOUBTI NG THE MEASURE
HE HAD VI OLATED THE OATH.

LCORAI NE LAUGHED, AS SHE OFTEN DI D, AND
TOLD HM HE WAS TOO SERI QUS. HE TRI ED TO
RUFFLE HER HAIR, AS HE OFTEN DI D, AND AS
ALWAYS SHE DUCKED AWAY UNDER HI S HAND.

EVERY MORNI NG THAT SUMVER, MORAN WCKE
UP ANGRY. AT NI GHT, ANGER TURNED TO PASSI ON
AS | T SOVETI MES DOES TO MAKE AG NG MEN FEEL
YOUNG. HE LAY AWAKE FOR HOURS THE NI GHT
LORAI NE, LEAPI NG UP, KISSED HI S NOSE (HE
CAUGHT HER, AS HE ALWAYS DID) AND SAID, "I
HOPE YOUR HONOR |'S NEVER AS SOFT AS YOUR
TOUCH. "

IS IT, HE WONDERED? DO | WANT TO STAY A
KNI GHT AND LI VE FOR A WAR THAT W LL NEVER
COMVE, OR WOULD I RATHER G VE MY WHOLE LI FE
TO LORAI NE?

THAT WAS EI GHTEEN SUMVERS AGO, SHORTLY
BEFORE TARLI WAS BORN

*kkk*k

In the afternoon breeze, the wooden saddl e-nounts
creaked on the ropes and pulleys. The squires | ooked from
the mounts to the rack of shields and netal -ti pped | ances,



and stared uneasily at the suspicious-Iooking rust-brown
stains on the courtyard stones. The stones had been
scrubbed well, but the stains were too deep to come out.

Moran was proud of those stains; he'd spent much of
| ast week painting themon and aging them "Right."

Al'l heads turned. He stood in the archway, a twelve-
foot |lance tucked under his armas easily as if it were a
ri ding whip.

He saluted with the lance, nissing the arch top by
inches. He flipped the |l ance over his right shoul der, then
his left, then spun it around twi ce and tucked it under his
arm all without scraping the arch

Tarli applauded. H s cl appi ng sl owed, then stopped,
under his classmates' cold stares.

"The | ance,"” Mran said loudly, "is the knights' weapon
of tradition. Huma consecrated one, called Huma's G ace,
to Paladine. A single knight, with a single | ance, defeated
forty-two mounted enem es during the Siege of Tarsis."

He | ooked over the group with disdain. "Let nme al so
mention that your |ance may - just may - keep you alive
while you are squires. Later you'll train with footnen's
| ances. For now - " He pointed the | ance suddenly under
Sal i ak's nose, then transferred the lance to his left hand and

all but stabbed Tarli. "You and you, choose |ances and
mount up."
Saliak flinched. Tarli, to Moran's pleasure, did not

even blink.

"On the barrels?" Tarli cried in excitenent. He stared
at the wooden nounts, whose reins ran through eyelets to
join the pulley ropes.

"They're not barrels, runtlet,” Saliak hissed.

Tarli shrugged. "They're not horses, either. Wat are
t hey supposed to be?"

Saliak said, "Wio cares,"” and pulled the first |ance
fromthe rack. He snapped it up, then down, in a clunsy
salute. He was long-linbed and strong. Despite his
i nexperience, he could control the |ance well.

Tarli lifted his own | ance upright and staggered as the
wei ght toppl ed hi m backward.

"It's too long," he conplained. H's classmates
sni cker ed.

Moran regarded himsolemly. "Gowinto it."

Sal i ak | aughed | oudly.

Carrying his lance clunsily by the mddle, Tarl
wal ked over to his mount, which was scored with |ance
hits. A stubby board projected fromunder each side of the

saddl e. He studied them "If these were bigger, |1'd say they
were w ngs."
He turned to face Moran, his face alight. "It's supposed

to be a dragon, isn't it? You're training us to fight dragons,
like in the classroomtapestry.”

CGood guess, Mran thought. Once that was probably
true; now the drill was kept to honor Huma and to nake
begi nni ng squires feel clumsy and hunbl e.

Al oud he said only, "Spotters," and passed the ropes to
the boys. "When | give the signal, raise the mounts into the
air. Riders, mount up, take reins and shields, and fasten
your |ances."

The two conbatants straddled their mounts. Saliak sat
easily and confortably with bent knees, the unmi stakable



pose of soneone who had owned and ridden horses. Tarl
could only reach the stirrups by half-standing.

They set the lances in the saddl e-nounted sw vels. The
greater weight of the lance was in front. Tarli kept his
weapon upright by putting nearly his full weight on the butt
end. He swung the point up clumnsily.

Sal i ak swng his sideways, up, down, and circled it. He
smled at Tarli. "Say good-bye."

Mor an paused before signaling the start. "Yes?" he said
to Steyan. "Did you want to say sonet hi ng?"

Steyan, who | ooked as if he hadn't slept in nights,
gl anced back at Saliak specul atively.

"Not hi ng," he munbled finally. Several of the other
novi ces | ooked relieved.

Moran turned to the riders, dropped his raised hand.
"Now. " The spotters tugged on the ropes. The nounts
swung into the air.

Tarli nearly dropped his | ance when his nmount jerked
upward; his spotters had pulled too hard, possibly
intentionally. He recovered, but his |ance popped out of the
swi vel, and he was forced to bear its full weight. The tip
dropped to where it couldn't threaten anyone except Tarli's
own spotters

Early days, thought Moran. Let himnake his mstakes
here, where he m ght survive.

On the riders' first pass, Saliak speared Tarli's shield,
knocked it to the ground. Hi s classmates cheered.

Tarli stared down at the shield, then, brushing his hair
out of his eyes, he |ooked up at the exultant Saliak. Tarli's
expression was excited and confused, but unafraid.

At a tug on the reins, Saliak's spotters dragged him
backward, then launched himstraight at Tarli.

Sal i ak swng his | ance sideways. Tarli crouched
agai nst the saddl e, avoi ded bei ng sl ashed.

By intention or by accident, Saliak sliced through
Tarli's reins. Tarli's spotters, given no signals, tugged
wildly.

Tarli lurched fromside to side, trying to avoid being
smashed agai nst the courtyard walls. He gl anced at MNbran,

t he boy's eyes asking for help or advice.

Moran wat ched silently.

Saliak pulled back on his reins and hung notionl ess,
watching Tarli's flight. Drying his palnms on his legs, Saliak
grasped the lance firmy. H's spotters slowy pulled him
backward, preparing for his forward arc.

Tarli glared in frustration at the lance he could barely
hol d. Suddenly, he took the reins in his mouth. Hol ding the
| ance crosswi se, |like a balance pole, he smashed it agai nst
t he saddl e pormel. The | ance broke in two.

The watchers gasped. Tarli threw down the | ance point,
tied the broken reins hastily around the butt, and whirled
the stick over his head by the | eather thong. The stick
whirred like a living thing. Tarli's nmount swung crazily.
Sal i ak dove toward him

Saliak aimed the lance straight for Tarli's unguarded
chest.

Tarli | eaned away, brought the whirling | ance end
down on Saliak's lance, breaking it. The pieces bounced
over Saliak's shield, struck himin the forehead.

Stunned, Saliak dropped his reins. Tarli shifted his



smal |l body to the center of the saddle, whirled the |ance
butt faster.

The nounts, both out of control, swung past each ot her
Tarli got in four nore good hits before Saliak fell off into
the arns of his spotters.

Tarli slid off his mount easily, catching the footrest and
| owering hinmself to the ground to shorten his fall. He ran to
where Saliak sat, dazedly rubbing his eyes.

Tarli bent down and patted the bigger boy. "Don't cry."

Moran had seen one man | ook at another as Saliak did
at Tarli. It was in a seaside tavern in Tarsis. The ensuing
fight involved marlinespi kes, and the menmory made Moran
gueasy still.

Sal iak staggered to his feet, turned away. Tarl
shrugged and went to join the others, but they edged over to

Saliak. Even the tall, thin one and the fat one, possibly
fearing their classmates, shunned Tarli.
Moran | ooked inpassively at themall. "Drill is over

until we can repair the nounts." The other boys | ooked
nore relieved than di sappointed. "Go to your barracks."

Tarli stayed behind to pick up the thonged stick he had
made. He | ooked up and noticed the knight standing over
hi m

"I've made an eneny," the boy said.

Moran nodded. "Only one?"

A grin flickered across Tarli's tired face. "Saliak is the
best-liked boy in Xak Tsaroth. Maybe in the world. H s
father hosts his own festival in autum. His father and
grandf at her were both knights."

For just a nmonent, Tarli sagged. "I wonder what that
feels like, to have a father so inportant that everyone
respects you before you even do anyt hing."

He left the courtyard, swinging the stick on the thong.
Moran stared after him aching inside.

*kkk*k

THEY WALKED THROUGH THE MARKET BY
EVENI NG, LORAINE TUGE NG ON H S HAND. THEY
LOOKED MORE LI KE FATHER AND DAUGHTER THAN
LOVERS. FROM TI ME TO TI ME, A BREEZE WOULD
SWEEP THE MARKETPLACE, AND SHE WOULD
CAREFULLY, ALMOST PRI MY, PAT HER BEAUTI FUL
HAIR I N PLACE OVER HER EARS. MORAN LOVED
WATCHI NG HER.

HE ENJOYED TELLI NG HER ABOUT THE MARKET' S
VARI QUS WARES. " THAT GADGET, THAT' S
GNOVEWARE FROM MOUNT NEVERM ND. .. IT' S
PROBABLY | LLEGAL TO SELL IT, AND IT'S CERTAI NLY
DANGEROUS. THAT AXE, THE DWARVES USE THOSE
UP NORTH TO CUT FI REWOOD. THE BLADES' LL
LAST A DWARFS LI FETI ME, LET ALONE OURS. THAT
HAMMOCK, THAT'S MADE BY NET WEAVERS FROM
Tarsis. TALISIN AND | VENT THERE ONCE, VHEN I
WAS YOUNG ..." HE STOPPED.

LCORAI NE REACHED UP AND TOQUCHED H S ARM
"YOU MSS HMALL THE TI ME. "

"WHEN | WAS YOUNG HE WAS EVERYTHI NG TO
ME. HE TOOK ME EVERYWHERE, AND PEOPLE WERE
G00D TO ME JUST BECAUSE | WAS WTH HHM |



LEARNED ALL I KNOW OF THE WORLD FROM H M "

"HE WAS LI KE A FATHER TO YOU. EVERYONE
NEEDS SOMEONE LI KE THAT." SHE REGARDED H M
CRI TI CALLY. "YQU D MAKE A WONDERFUL
FATHER. "

HE LOOKED DOWN AT HER NERVOUSLY. "WHAT
MAKES YOU SAY THAT?"

SHE LAUGHED AND SWUNG ON HI'S ARM LI KE A
SMALL G RL. "BECAUSE I T WORRI ES YOQU. YQU
DON' T LI KE JOKES, DO YOU? SOVEDAY, 'SIRE,' |'LL
MAKE YOU LAUGH AGAI N. "

*kkk*k

Late that night, Mran stood brooding in the courtyard.
He had dined with Rakiel, then watched the novices from
one of the Manor of the Measure's observation niches.

Mor an expect ed hazi ng and abuse, but the novices
seened cruder than those in past years. To sone extent,
Tarli was to blame. Tarli's presence, Mran corrected
hi nsel f. Novi ces al ways attacked those different from
thenmsel ves, and Tarli was so different....

As if Mran had conjured him Tarli appeared in the
barracks w ndow. "Good evening, Sire. By the way, | did
you a favor."

"Favor ?" Moran was | earning, already, to be |leery of
Tarli's initiative.

The boy nodded. He must have been standing on tip toe
to be seen frombelow "I made you nore of those short
| ances like | used today."

"Did you, now? Wait. Made them how?"

"Fromthe other lances. | told you they were too |ong.
broke theminto thirds, nostly ... sone halves for the |arger
boys. "

"You broke the | ances?" Moran gasped. Huma, pray for
us all! "A'l of then®"

Tarli shifted unconfortably. "I did ny best. Besides
those on the rack, | found just the one storeroomfull - the
one with the lances in colors. Was that all?"

Sweet Pal adi ne! "The ones in colors ... You nean red,
silver, and gol d? For parade dress, for the full knights?"
Moran shook his head, not wanting to believe. "Those were

| ocked up."

Tarli waved a hand. "Don't thank ne. They weren't
| ocked up that well. It was easy." He dropped fromthe
wi ndow; he nust have been standing on a stool. "Good
night, Sire."

Mor an dashed, panic-stricken, to the weapons store. He
spent the evening going through the | ances and confirning
that they coul d not be reassenbl ed.

The treasury would cover replacing the lot, but the
paperwork would be a quest in itself.

In the end, Moran gratefully accepted Rakiel's offer to
wite the requests to rel ease funds. Rakiel's help al nost, but
not quite, made up for the cleric's sour |-told-you-so snmile

"Breaking and entering should be a handy skill for the
boy's future. Tell me, can the treasury really afford to train
a bastard AND a vandal ?"

"The treasury," Mran snapped, "could afford to
replace the entire manor."



"Real ly. Just with the funds available to you?" Raki el
rai sed an eyebrow, not believing. "Wll, let's hope Tarl
isn't that ambitious."

*kkk*k

Raki el moved a spy across the grid. "So what are they
calling hinP"

Moran munched a breakfast roll. ' Kender Stew.' They
claimhe's not human." He noved a footman, casually
speared the spy. "They've hung his pack above his reach
and they call himan animal and chain himup. |I'm not
supposed to know. "

Raki el stared at him shocked.

Moran buttered another roll. "Ch, and the tall one,
Steyan, is 'Mount Neverm nd.' N ght before last, they
sawed partway through his bed | egs and, when his bed
broke, made himstay up fixing it. Maglion, the fat one, is
"Qully Gut.' They nake him eat table scraps and pretend
that he's part gully dwarf and that they're doing hima
favor."

"Aren't you going to stop thenP"

Moran | ooked surprised. "Wiy would I? | spend all day
drilling themto death, then chew themup and spit them
out. They're frustrated all the tine. They take it out on each
ot her at night."

He pointed the butter knife at Rakiel. "Then, one night,
one of themw Il start to think about the Measure. Really
think about it. He'll be afraid, but he'll stand up to the
others and say, 'This is wong. W shouldn't do this.' The
next day they'll all be living the Cath."

Raki el ' s expressi on was dubi ous.

"It happens every year," Mran assured him

"And in the neantine," Rakiel retorted, "you let them
tornment each other, even when they pick on your own - "

"My own what?" The butter knife was still a butter
kni fe, but suddenly the blade glittered in the light fromthe
wi ndow.

"Not hing," Rakiel said with a nervous smile. "I can't
i magi ne what | was thinking."

*kkk*k

As with all uncerenoni ous busi ness of the knights, the
cl asses were taught in the | anguage known as Hi gh
Common. Only the beginning part was in the old tongue.
Moran took a place in the first row of novices as they said,
"EST SULARUS OTH M THAS' and sat.

Moran stood between Tarli and Saliak, who had ended
up sitting next to each other for the term Neither boy
wanted to | ook cowardly by noving away fromthe other
Besi des, Saliak often enjoyed hinself by punching and
proddi ng Tarli when the ol der boy thought Mran wasn't
| ooki ng.

Instead of noving to the table, Mran sat on the bench
and turned to Saliak after the recitation of the Cath. "Wy
did you say those words?"

"You make us," Saliak answered nervously.

Soneone gi ggl ed.

"Why do | nmake you?"



"Because the Cath is inportant,” Tarli said.

Moran turned the full force of the Mask on the boy.
"What mekes it inportant?"

Before Tarli could answer, Mran snapped his head
around to the second bench. "You, Maglion. Wat nakes
the Gath inportant?"

Maglion turned bright red. "Wi-what it nmeans ..."

"No." Moran stood, wal ked to the front, slowy and
del i berately.

"The Cath," he said quietly, "does not mean anyt hi ng.
The Cath IS everything. Day, night, waking, sleeping,
honor is your life.

"Once you know that, you can no nore do wong than
you can rise fromthe dead unaided." He eyed Maglion
coldly. "Do you understand?"

"Yes." But Maglion sounded unhappy.

"You do," Mran agreed, "and maybe you don't like it"

The boy turned even redder. "Well - | mean - so, if a
kni ght has been insulted, let's say wonged repeatedl y" - he
took great care to |l ook away from Saliak - "then a kni ght
shoul d fight the person that wonged hin? A duel ? For
revenge, | mean?"

"For honor. Never for revenge."

"I'f you're fighting him either way, what's the
di fference?"

Moran | eaned forward, hands on the table. "Suppose
someone tornented you for months and you chal | enged
hi m and denmanded an apol ogy. If he didn't give one, you
could fight him But if he apol ogized sincerely, you' d have
no choice but to accept it and not fight. That's the
difference.”

Steyan nuttered under his breath.

"I's that a problen?" Mran asked quietly.

The tall boy scratched his head, |ooked fromside to
side for help, and finally said, "It's hard."

"It is." Miran intentionally dropped the Mask and
spoke as a sinple human being. "Honor, when it's easy or
you can't avoid it anyway, tastes better than food or drink
When you don't want it, it eats at you, day and night."

Tarli, | ooking unusually solem, said suddenly, "What
i f one kind of honor fights wth another?"

Moran did not reply imrediately. Finally he said,
slowy and carefully, "Learn this, and learn it well. There is
only one kind of honor. Don't ever believe that a conflict
with the GCath or the Measure neans that there's a conflict
of two honors."

He rel axed. He al one knew what a crisis of faith that
sort of question produced in a man. "There are, however
conflicts between kinds of duty," he added.

*kkk*k

LATE IN THE SUMMER SHE SAI D PLAYFULLY
"ARE YOU A FAM LY MAN?"

"“I'"VE TOLD YOQU." MORAN HAD SHOMWN HER HI S
FAM LY TOMB, RECI TED MOST OF HI S ANCESTORS'
HI STORY.

SHE POKED HHM I N THE RI BS TEASI NGALY. "I MEAN
WOULD YOU BE GOOD TO A CHI LD, NO MATTER
VWHO THE CHILD IS, OR WHAT I T'S LI KE?"



"OF COURSE | WOULD. "

SHE WAVED HER ARMS, LAUGHI NG AT HHM BUT
THERE WERE TEARS IN HER EYES, TOO "I MEAN
LOOK AFTER AND TRAI'N, AND SEE TO I TS NEEDS.
DO YOU PROM SE, EVEN | F THAT CH LD COVES
BETWEEN YOU AND SOVETHI NG ELSE YOU WANT
TO DO?" HER LAUGHTER FADED. "PLEASE - "

UNHESI TATI NGLY HE SAID, "I1'D DO ALL THAT
AND MORE. NO MATTER WHAT | HAD TO G VE UP. "
HE PI CKED HER UP EASILY AND Kl SSED HER
REPEATEDLY. HE PROM SED THAT HE WOULD
ALVAYS, FOR HER SAKE, "LOOK AFTER AND TRAI N'
CHI LDREN

LOOKI NG BACK, HE REALI ZED THAT H S
PROM SE HAD MADE H M THE BEST TEACHER THE
KNI GHTS HAD EVER HAD.

*kkk*k

Qut in the courtyard, Mdran squinted at the sun
"AwWfully bright, don't you think?" he asked casually. In
the past nonth, the novices had | earned to dread his
casual questions.

He stared around in surprise. "No? Ah. You're young.

You don't notice. Don't worry. I'll take care that you don't
hurt your eyes by squinting."

He handed each boy a blindfold, told himto put it on
Wth some msgivings, he gave Tarli's to Saliak. The ol der
boy tied it around Tarli's head, all but planting his foot in
Tarli's back to pull the knot tight. Tarli, raising his hands to
his head, made a small, startled sound.

" Somet hi ng wrong?" Moran asked.

"Not really.” Finally Tarli said hesitantly, "This is so
tight, it hurts.”

"Think of the pain as a distraction. You may have to
fight in pain someday." He held the boy's shoul der, nostly
to keep himstill. "Now you tie on Saliak's blindfold."

Saliak flinched. He hadn't thought about that. Tarli, his
skin puckering beneath his own blindfold, grinned. Saliak
didn't nake a sound when Tarli tightened the blindfold, but
Moran saw the ol der boy grimace in pain.

Moran passed each blind and gropi ng boy a dagger
Magl i on yel ped when he pricked his finger on the point;

the rest junped at the sound.

Moran gui ded each of them stood them agai nst one of
the walls. "And now," he said calmy, "all you have to do is
wal k across the courtyard w thout being stabbed. Sinple
enough, 1'd think."

It was. If you used your ears and renenbered that
def ensi ve weapons were as inmportant as offensive, the task
wasn't hard at all. The novices began to shuffle tentatively
across the courtyard.

It wasn't as dangerous as it sounded; nobst boys were
afraid to strike at all, sure that they were exposing their
hands to a bl ade.

Moran moved anobng themwi th a short sword,
occasionally parrying a novice's thrust, nore often touching
a novice's back to renmind himhe was exposed.

Tarli, fromeither unconmon sense or reckl essness -

Moran coul dn't deci de which - skipped hal fway across the



yard before the others had gone a step. Alone in the center
he cocked his head, listening carefully and stepping around
each of the approachi ng novices, who were tiptoeing and
shying away from each other, striking at nothing and
ducking fromthe sane.

Tarli reached the opposite wall in record time and
stood listening. Miran felt a burst of pride in him

Sal i ak, nearly hal fway across, called softly, "Here,
kender. Little Kender Stew, conme on, boy." He clucked his
tongue. "I've got sonething for you." He sidestepped away
fromthe target spot his own voice had defined

Tarli smled and stepped back into the courtyard. He
nmoved behind Saliak and matched himstep for step

Saliak called in a sweet voice: "Here, kender. Don't be
afraid, little fella. Do you want ny surprise?"

Tarli licked one of his fingernails, then reached up and
pressed it against Saliak's neck

"Depends. What is it?" Tarli asked conversationally.

Saliak froze at the feel of what he thought was the cold
poi nt of a dagger.

Faron, hearing Tarli, shuffled toward him dagger
thrust out.

Tarli stepped back from Saliak, who all but |eapt away.

Faron made a quick thrust, |ow enough to pierce Tarli's
heart.

Tarli, his head cocked, caught the rustling of cloth. He
turned and smacked Faron's wist with the dagger's hilt.
The ot her boy yel ped, dropped his dagger, and Tarli
snhatched it up.

Faron fell to his hands and knees, searching for his
weapon. Tarli stood beside himand called | oudly, "Janeel!l™

Janeel lurched toward him fell over Faron, and lost his
dagger as well. Tarli stepped between them and shout ed,

"Pal adi ne hel p ne! Steyan! Sonebody! They've got ny
arns pi nned. "

A number of boys advanced on what they thought was
easy prey. After the first few went down in a heap, the rest
were inevitable victins.

Gradual ly the groans and nmutterings of the defeated

pile of arns and | egs sank to nothing. Except for Tarli, only
Saliak, feinting determ nedly around the enpty courtyard,
was still wupright.

"Dei n?" Saliak sidestepped. "Faron?"

Faron and Dein, half-buried in the pile, were cursing
each other and Tarli.

Sal i ak had wapped his shirt around his armin a
makeshi ft shield and used his dagger as a probe to find
someone. "Janeel ?" He sounded afraid. "Anybody?"

Then he did sonething that inpressed Moran. Saliak
ran end-to-end in the courtyard, his fingers outstretched.

When he touched the far wall, he spun around and ran the
ot her way.

As luck would have it, both tines he missed the pile of
novi ces. He stood still and called out, "Is everyone al

right? You sound like you're in pain. Do you need hel p?"
The worst anmong themis becom ng a knight, Moran
t hought with satisfaction.
Sal i ak was now t horoughly frightened. "Answer ne!"
He | eapt to one side, as though sonething he couldn't see
had lunged at him "Sire, tell me they're all right!"



Al t hough he renmai ned silent, Mran was noved.

Tarli tiptoed over to Sali ak.

"Booga- booga- booga! " Tarli yelled and poked Sali ak
inthe ribs with his finger.

Sal i ak screaned and slashed wildly. Tarli |eapt back
| aughi ng. The ot hers, hearing the noise, struggled to stand,
grunting and cursing.

Moran viewed glumy the shanbl es of the exercise.
"Al'l right, take off your blindfolds."

Those who coul d hel ped those who coul dn't. They
gaped at what they saw thenselves, unarnmed, in the center
of the courtyard, and Tarli, still blindfolded, standing
confidently over a stack of daggers.

Most of the boys were bruised, hardly any cut. Moran
supposed that the exercise mght be judged a success.

Saliak tugged angrily at his blindfold. "It won't cone
of f." Several boys tried to untie Saliak's blindfold, but
every tug made the knot tighter. Finally Janeel asked Tarl
for a dagger.

Tarli shrugged and tossed it, lightly and easily, w thout
having to | ook, then he cut his own blindfold off, picked up
his ever-present duffel and thonged stick, and wal ked to

[ unch alone, whirling the stick, listening to it hum

Sal i ak, rubbing the marks out of his head, stared
viciously after him "I1'Il kill the little animal. ['Il kill him
"1l kill him"

Mor an, standi ng behind him said coldly, "Saliak."

Sal i ak spun, reddening. "Sire."

"A word of advice: Don't attenpt it blindfol ded. You'l
hurt yoursel f."

Steyan | aughed al oud. Saliak shot hima nasty | ook
Moran t hought sadly, He'll pay for that |augh. Rakiel
wat ched the boys linp out of the courtyard. "Tarli's hearing
is amazing - for a human," he coment ed.

"I't's a conmon enough human talent,"” Mran retorted
irritably. "My own hearing - " He stopped.

"You were about to say somnething about your
heari ng?" Raki el prodded him

"It's fairly good." He | ooked pointedly at the cleric,
daring himto continue. Rakiel smled, shrugged, and
wal ked of f. As soon as he was al one, Mdran began sorting
and counting the daggers. The count was woefully off. A
trip to the barracks - and Tarli's duffel - replaced only a few
of them Tarli was vague about what had happened to the
rest. A search of the manor produced no nore daggers.

Moran spent the evening in nore paperwork, hel ped by
a sarcastic and skeptical Rakiel. A late-night bout of
Draconniel, in which Mran | ost seven footnmen to Rakiel's
sui ci de squadrons, did nothing to inprove the knight's
t enper.

*kkk*k

"Anot her expense?" Rakiel asked a week |ater

Moran grunted. This one was for m ssing pots and
pans - Tarli had used themin the nightly barracks battle,
for "arnor."

"Doesn't anyone ever ask you if you're overspendi ng?"
the cleric demanded.

"No." Moran gritted his teeth, then said calmy, "Knights



trust one another. | wite the fornms, | sign and sea
docunents, and | hold the gold and silver in the treasury
room bel ow, not far fromthe novices' barracks and ... Oh,
Pal adine!" It was the first tine in twenty years that Mran
had sworn al oud.

Raki el wat ched, amazed to see an old nman run so fast.

By the time the cleric arrived, puffing and panting from
his exertions, Mran was standing in the open door, staring
at the shelves laden with sacks of gold, coins, caskets,
bowl s, and chalices. There were noticeabl e gaps.

Moran started down the hall, then turned back around.
"Here." He tossed Rakiel the key. "Make an inventory, then
lock up as tight as a dragon's ... Tight." Rakiel nodded
dazedly. "Then sit against the door till | cone back."

Moran was planning for a long search, but it was all too
short. He found the nmissing itens standing on a stone
wi ndowsill in the barracks.

A gol den chalice, encrusted with gens, tapered into a
griffin's foot, clutching a silver sem spherical base.

A marbl e chest was inlaid with onyx. The top handl e
was in the shape of a red dragon swoopi ng down on a
kni ght and horse. The dragon's eyes were rubies; the
knight's shield was a single nultifaceted enerald.

Atray, inlaid with pearl, jet, and di anmonds, portrayed
the tonb of Huma by noponlight. The tray was propped up
so that the dianmonds, catching the sunlight, reflected onto
the ceiling.

"Aren't they beautiful ?" Tarli was sitting on the bed in
the coner. The bed | egs had been renoved, or maybe he
had traded beds with Steyan. He was alone in the room
calmy whittling on the thong-stick

Moran pointed to the articles in the window "Are those

Ddyou ..."

"Put themthere? Yes. | borrowed them" Tarli, stick in
hand, wal ked to the w ndow. "The room needed sornet hi ng
cheerful, and - can you believe it? - these things were just
sitting on shelves in the dark. | thought they' d rem nd sone
of us of our training," he finished quietly.

"Are these the only things you ... borrowed?"

"They were all | could carry." Tarli |ooked around the
bare, dismal roomcritically. "I could go back for nore -
"No!" Moran said, then, nmore calmy, "Don't go into
t hat storeroom again. Don't take things out of it again.
Don't do anything at all in relation to the storeroom unless

| give ny witten permnmission to do so."

"Al'l right, Sire." Tarli |ooked puzzl ed.

"And now | "Il take these back." Myran gathered up the
chalice, the chest, and the tray.

"Why? They won't do anyone any good, shut up in that
room"

Moran said delicately, "The knights prefer that these
t hi ngs be | ocked away, to di scourage thieves."

"No!" Tarli was shocked. "Thieves? Here?" A
nmonstrous idea occurred to him "Among the novices?"

"It's been known," Moran said dryly.

Raki el had conpleted the inventory when Mran
returned. The cleric quickly added the last three itenms. "Do
you want to see the list - ?"

Moran shook his head. He sat heavily on an oaken
chest whose | ock, he noted thankfully, was rusted shut and



intact. "That's the lot. Sorry to put you to the extra work."

"No trouble.” Rakiel crumpled the list and stuffed it in
his robes. "I assune it was Tarli who stole them Have you
noticed - ?"

Moran cut himoff. "Go to the basenment. Bring ne a
handf ul of spikes and a hamrer. |1'm sealing this door."

Raki el did not nmove, eyed himgrimy. "Have you
noticed," he said determnedly, "that the novices are right
about his being |like a kender? He doesn't have the pointed
ears, of course," he added hastily, "or the topknot hair, and
he is alittle taller, but his habits, and his reckl essness, and
his ..."

Moran gl owered at the cleric. "Loraine was human.
Very short, a bit odd, but human. Go."

Raki el left. The knight, alone on the trunk, sagged and
closed his eyes, too tired even to dream of Loraine.

*kk k%
Moran sat clearing away his manuscripts. Drill reason
was nearly over.
The gane of Draconniel was over as well; |ast night

Rakiel's forces, depleted over months of ruthless tactics,
wi thdrew in di sorder. Mran killed and captured as many
as nmercy and logistics allowed, then accepted Rakiel's
sull en congratul ati ons and gladly slipped downstairs to
check on the novices.

In retrospect, he wi shed he had stayed w th Raki el

Hi dden in his niche, Mran listened to the boys in the
barracks. This was their last night. In the norning, the
novi ces woul d be given squires' tunics and the names of the
kni ghts they woul d serve

The boys had smuggled in cakes and ale - Moran had
known - but they didn't feel like eating or drinking. It was
no | onger fun breaking the rules.

Unfortunately, none of themfelt that way yet about
bul lying their three victins.

Janeel, with false heartiness, said, "Gully Gut can
cel ebrate for us."

Dei n and Faron had bound Maglion's arms to his bed.

By now he offered only a little resistance, nechanically
pushing the others away. Only his eyes showed anger and
pai n.

Steyan, his | egs doubled up behind himand his body
stuffed into an open trunk, watched as best he could. His
head and neck were bent forward to fit in the trunk, which
was | abel ed, "Gnone's Shortening Device."

Tarli was chai ned, muzzled, and gagged. Set in front of
hi mwere a gnawed bone and a sign

bewar e! kender bites!

Tarli watched the others with patient indifference.
"Mustn't |leave you thirsty." Janeel poured a full flagon of
ale down Maglion's throat, sone of it foaming into the fat
boy's nostrils. He choked and sputtered.
"And now' - Janeel waved a cake in front of Maglion
like a conjurer - "a nut cake! Made with real honey. Don't
you want it? O should | feed it to Kender Stew?" He held
it to Tarli's nose. "Poor Kender Stew. Has to beg for treats.”



He spun, and mashed it into Maglion's face. "@ully Cut
gets them for nothing."

He pulled the fat boy's hair, forced open his nouth, and
shoved the entire cake in. Then he mashed Maglion's jaw
up and down on the cake. A single angry tear |eaked from
the fat boy's eyes.

"Wait." The voice sounded weary, enbarrassed, and
ashaned. To Moran's surprise, it was Saliak who spoke.
"This is wong. |'ve been wong."

He wi ped Maglion's face clean, using one of his shirts
as a towel, then untied his arnms. The fat boy took the shirt
fromhimw thout a word and fi ni shed cl eani ng hinsel f.

"I thought it was fun." Saliak bent down and undid the
strap buckl es on Steyan's knees and el bows. "I thought,
they're strange, and we're not, and it's only ... fun."

Steyan, free of the trunk, stunbled and fell. Saliak
massaged Steyan's arnms and legs to bring the feeling back

"We all thought that." Saliak |ooked around anxiously.
"Didn't we? W all laughed." He | ooked as far as Tarli and
| ooked away, flushing. Wen Steyan groaned and rolled
over, Saliak stepped to Tarli.

"I never thought about the CGath." Saliak unlatched the
chain. "And the Measure was just, well, classroomstuff."
He unbuckl ed the nuzzle and said, as he untied the gag, "I
woul dn't blame you if you wanted to hit ne."

"Fair enough," Tarli said, and kicked Saliak in the
gr oi n.

The others gasped, in surprise and in sympathetic pain.
Magli on and Steyan | ooked as though, after a rainy spring,
t he sun had broken through

Sal i ak, when he could rise to his knees, gasped, "Is that
any way for a knight to fight?"

Tarli shrugged. "You'd rather fight face-to-face?"

Saliak | ooked green. "I'd rather not fight just now

"But you insulted ny honor. Repeatedly. And now you
know it."

Sal i ak blinked several tinmes; he was having trouble
focusing. "The Measure says that if | choose not to fight,
and have apol ogi zed, then you nust accept ny apol ogy."

Tarli nodded. "So it does." He added, so casually that
Moran's heart froze within him "But nmy own code is nore
i mportant than the Measure. Face-to-face?"

Sal i ak nodded, grunting with the effort.

"Good." Tarli tilted Saliak's head up. Wth the taller
boy on his knees, the two boys were on eye level. Tarl
cl enched his hands together and swung them both into
Saliak's face, knocki ng hi m backward.

"This may hurt a little - "

After a few nore punches, Tarli propped Saliak upright
with the thonged stick and began a systematic top-to-
bottom di smantling of Saliak, punches only. Moran
watching in dismay, had to admt that what Tarli did not
know about mercy or the Measure, he clearly made up for
wi th his know edge of anatony.

At length, Tarli, staggering under the weight, carried
the beaten Saliak to bed. Steyan and Maglion shook Tarli's
hand several times. Then, to Mdran's inmmense relief, the
two | arger boys dressed and bandaged Sal i ak. Everyone but
Tarli seenmed at last to understand what the Measure was, to
a knight.
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Moran hated doing it.

He coul d see Loraine's |aughing face, quizzical and
conpletely trusting. Al that sumrer, she had never | ooked
as though she thought anyone would hurt her, and he had
tried very hard never to be the one who did.

After breakfast, Rakiel, with every show of synpathy and
every indication of snmugness, went down the stairs and sent
Tarli up.

Moran argued with hinself a final time. The best |
could hope for, he said to hinself, is that it would be nmany
years before he failed. And then it would be trial, and
conviction, and the black roses of guilt on the table.

He sat quietly, rehearsing what he would say. As nany
years as he had sent squires fromthe nmanor, Mboran al ways
hat ed good-byes - unexpected good-byes the nost.

*kkk*k

AT THE END OF THE SUMMER, LORAI NE CAME
TOHM "I'"MGJ NG AWAY. DON' T ASK, AND DON T
FOLLOW "

HE ARGUED, BUT SHE STOOD FIRM "YOU HAVE
YOUR DUTY. YOUR HONOR |I'S YOUR LI FE,

REMEMBER? KEEP YOUR HONOR FOR MY SAKE.
REMEMBER YOUR PROM SE TO ME. "

SHE KISSED HM HE TRI ED TO CATCH HER, BUT
SHE TW STED OQUT OF H' 'S HOLD AND WAS GONE -
BOTH FROM H S ARMS AND FROM XAK TSAROTH.

SHE WAS CARRYI NG A DUFFEL THAT HE HADN T
EVEN NOTI CED SHE' D BROUGHT. HURT, HE
WATCHED HER WALK AVWAY. AS THE W NDS FROM
THE SI DE STREETS BLEW ACROSS HER, SHE
CAREFULLY PATTED HER HAIR I N PLACE OVER HER
EARS. SHE DI D NOT LOOK BACK

MORAN RETURNED TO HI S STUDI ES. YEARS
LATER, WHEN HE HEARD THAT LORAI NE HAD
RETURNED, HE DIDN'T GO TO VI SIT HER

*kkk*k

Tarli knocked. For once, Myran didn't put on the Msk,
but left his face as gentle and weary as he'd seen it in the
mrror. "Conme in."

Tarli had his duffel and thonged stick with him He
| ooked at Mran quizzically. "I've never seen you at your
desk. Is that where you wote THE BRI GHTBLADE
TACTI CS?"

"Yes." Mran gestured at the other chair. "Sit down."

Wthout further delays, he began: "Tarli, |'ve watched
your progress these past few weeks. You've done wonders,
in spite of your size."

Tarli nodded proudly.

"And in every situation - and | know that in sone
trai ning sessions you' ve faced real danger - you haven't
shown the slightest fear."

Tarli |ooked puzzled. "OF course not."

"Most of your classmates found it harder. In three



decades of novices, you' re probably the nbst courageous
boy |I've ever taught."

Tarli beaned.

Moran did not smile back. "However, your courage
showed itself in - well, in strange ways. |nstead of using
weapons, you broke or ... took them |Instead of accepting
training as offered, you took it and reshaped it. It would
not be too much to say that you changed everyone el se's
trai ning, too."

Tarli sat rigidly. "I did nmy best for them" He seened
not to understand what was happening to him

"There has al so been a probl em of property"” - Moran
tried to dance around it - "private property. You don't seem
to acknow edge others' property as off-limts, unavail able."

Tarli frowned, irked. "If people would just |abel things

"W can't |abel everything, and what with one thing
and anot her " Moran waved his arm "Lances, daggers,

m scel | aneous books, and foodstuffs - this has been the
costliest term| can renenber.”

Tarli scratched his head. "I've heard peopl e saying that
costs are going up all over the city."

Moran said nore diffidently, "Finally, in private,
you' ve faced a certain amunt of ... of hardship fromthe
ot her boys. For the npbst part, you endured it patiently."

Tarli's eyes w dened. "You knew, then."

Moran nodded. "I needed to know how each of you
woul d respond. Being a knight is learning to act like a
knight." He finished, watching Tarli's face, "Not just in
training or in conbat, but at all tines."

He wait ed.

Finally Tarli said, unenbarrassed, "Then you know
about last night, too."

"I do." Moran cleared his throat. "You fought in direct
defiance of the Measure. What you said, even nore than
what you did, shows that you don't believe in the
Measure. "

Moran sighed. "Believe me, Tarli, I'msorrier than you
can imagi ne. But you just weren't neant to be a knight.
You have your own way of doing things, your own view of
others' rights, and your own code of honor, and they'l
never square with becom ng a knight." Ri ghteous but
unhappy, he faced Tarli

"You're absolutely right, Sire. The knights are al
wong for nme." Tarli made it sound as though it were the
knights' fault.

Moran stared at him "You don't mind?"

"Not anynore." Tarli frowned. "I would have m nded
when | started. Did you know, | prom sed ny nother that
I'd try to become a kni ght?"

Moran shook his head, partly to clear it.

"She said it would be good for nme and for the
kni ght hood. " He sighed loudly. "Sonetines, these past
few weeks, |'ve wondered if she neant it as sonme kind of
j oke."

Possi bl e, Mran thought, smling sadly. Very possible.

"Ah, well. Time to go." Tarli stood up, but he didn't
| eave. "By the way, | do have another nane, Sire."

Moran stiffened. "So | assuned.”

"I just don't use it, since ny father and nother weren't



married." He | ooked, clear-eyed and i nnocently, at Moran.
"Your nother's name was good enough," Moran said
gruffly. Since that sumer, Loraine had becone el evated in
Moran's mind into a sort of spirit-wman, soneone whose
| ove was too wild and pure for Moran.
"By rights | can use the other name." Tarli didn't sound
bitter or ironic, nerely stating a fact. "Did you know t hat ?"

Moran nodded. "I assuned you didn't know the nane."
He added quickly, "Wich is not an insult to your nother
She was a wonderful woman. | knew her well, you know "
"I knew that."
Moran licked his |ips, which were suddenly dry. "O
course you have the right to use your father's nanme. | think"
- he paused and braced hinmself - "I think he'd be proud."

"Are you?" Tarli asked quietly.

Moran was stunned by the sinple directness of the
question. Tarli had to repeat it.

Finally Moran stamrered, "I ... uh ... She never told
me ..."

"Well, ny nother told me. And she always told the
truth.” Tarli |ooked tol erant of someone else's failing. "She
said you probably wouldn't like it if |I took your nane. She
said you m ght feel awkward about it, training boys |ike
you do. It didn't nmake sense to her, but she thought you'd
want it that way."

Mor an nodded. "She was good to me when | needed
her nmost. Except for |eaving, she was always good to ne."

He asked a question he'd wondered about for eighteen
years. "Did she know that | would have married her?"

Now Tarli | ooked startled. "She never told you? She
knew, but she didn't think it would work. You're very
different fromher." He added calmy, "But | think she
| oved you."

"I think so, too" Mran thought, briefly and with regret,
of the demands of kni ghthood, of bastardly scandals in the
kni ght hood, and of the fact that conflicts of duty can be
every bit as painful as conflicts of honor. "You have ny
perm ssion. Use ny nane if you w sh."

Tarli smled. "Thank you, but | think I'll keep using ny
own nane, plus ny formal name, now that |I'man adult.”

Moran, anused by this sudden ei ghteen-year-old adult,
said, "And what nane is that?"

Tarli answered easily and calmy, "Tarli Half-Kender."

Moran's jaw sagged slowy, |ike something settling into
a swanp. "Half ... kender?" he repeated faintly.

"That's right." Tarli flipped the broken | ance end-for-
end.

Moran renenbered Loraine's words. No MATTER
VHO THE CHILD I'S, OR WHAT IT'S LI KE? And her
| aughter. | LOVE STRANGE PLACES AND STRANGE
MEN. Even her constant patting of her hair, over her ears.
"Hal f - Kender ?"

"I suppose | could use 'Flanmehair.' It's a respected nane
anong her people, you know. | didn't want to use it at first,
since it would ook |ike social clinmnbing."

Moran's roomreel ed around him "Half-Kender?" How
could he have been so stupid? O was it that he just
woul dn't admit it to hinself?

"That's right." Tarli stared off into space and said
reflectively, "But ny nmother |eft her people and cane here.



Kender all |ove wandering. That's why she left here, too,
partly."

Tarli wal ked around the roomw th his duffel, |ooking
absently at things. The shaken Mran woul d | ater discover
that a bottle of wine, a table knife, and a copy of THE

BRI GHTBLADE TACTI CS had di sappeared. "I'd better get
goi ng. "

But Tarli stopped and rummaged in the duffel, which
seened disturbingly full. "Could you give these back to

your cleric friend?"
Moran took the offered scrolls. "He gave these to you?"
"Not exactly." Tarli grinned. "I just needed sonmething to
read one night, and his roomwas unlocked - or alnpbst." He
trailed off, then brightened. "The parts about the knights'
treasury are pretty good."
Moran unrolled the top scroll (the seal was already
br oken) and read:

MOST REVERED CLERI C ANSI LUS, | N | STAR
GREETI NGS, AND THE BLESSI NGS OF THE ONLY
TRUE GODS, FROM THEI R SERVANT AND YOUR
BROTHER RAKI EL; MAY YOU AND THEY SPEAK
VELL CF H M

VRI TTEN WHEN THE MOON SOLI NARI 1S ON
THE WANE I N THE MONTH OF THE MOON
LUNI TARI ASCENDANT I N THE QUEEN OF
DARKNESS.

SO FAR, THI NGS GO VELL. | HAVE LEARNED
THE EXTENT OF THE KNI GHTS WEALTH HERE I N
XAK TSAROTH AND BELI EVE THAT IT I S MORE
THAN | S NEEDED FOR A DEFENSI VE TRAI NI NG
FORCE I N PEACE TIME. | WLL RECOMVEND
THAT THE CHURCH COULD MAKE BETTER USE
O IT.

I HAVE GAI NED ACCESS ONCE TO THE
TREASURY, AND HAVE ENCLOSED AN | TEM ZED
LI ST OF I TS CONTENTS. | AM UNSURE HOW THE
MONEY AND PRECI QUS METALS ARE
TRANSPORTED FROM THE TREASURY AND
WHERE THE KNI GHTS' MAIN STORE IS, BUT |
HOPE TO FIND QUT SOON. THE OLD MAN WHO
TRAINS THESE PEASANTS | S A FOQOL. ..

Moran cl osed his eyes, remenbering Rakiel asking

qguestions, Rakiel filling out fornms, Rakiel offering to
handl e requisitions for the |ances.

"Plus this. | kept it because of the map - | | ove naps -
but I don't suppose |I'll be back here ever."

The "map" was a floor plan of the Manor of the
Measure, with the storeroommarked in red. On the bottom
of the scroll was a careful tracing, fromthe top, bottom
and end, of the treasure room key.

"Il kill him" Mran nmuttered, but even as he said it
he recoil ed. There was no honor in Solamia's best-trai ned
weapons naster killing a cleric who trenbl ed when the

kni ght brandi shed a butter knife.

Moran turned the paper over thoughtfully. If he could
soot he his honor sonmehow and refrain from slaying Ra kiel
this page alone, sent to the Order of the Rose, would
hum liate the clerics and probably keep the knights in Xak



Tsaroth free of their influence for years to cone.
"Thank you for showing ne this,"” Mran said.
Tarli smiled, |ooked at the knight affectionately.
"Uncl e Moran, you' ve been good to ne."
"“Uncl e Moran? You may call me 'Father.'
Tarli nodded, alnost shyly. "I'd like that. You know,
you' ve been alnost a spiritual guide to nme - "
Mor an, hol ding Rakiel's tracing of the knights' treasury,
had a wild idea.

"I may still be your guide," he said slowy. "Tell ne,
Tarli, where will you go from here?"

Tarli frowned, considering. "No idea," he said finally.
"Maybe to neet ny nother's people again. |'ve been with
them and they're nice." He frowned still nore, and Mran

was renmi nded forcibly of hinself. "But sonetimes | think I
ought to make sonething of nyself."

Moran took a deep breath and said carefully, "Have
you consi dered the clergy?"

From hi s bl ank expression, clearly Tarli never had.

The bl ankness turned to wonder. "You know, you're
right,"” Tarli said excitedly. "They're perfect. I'd have a
wonderful time. The nore | know of clerics, the nore their
code seens nore |like nmine than the knights' does." He
| ooked up suddenly at Moran. "No of fense. "

"Ch, none." Miran hid a smle

"Tell me, do the clerics accept conmpn - accept people
i ke nme?"

Ah, Tarli, Mran thought fondly, there ARE no ot her
people like you. H's hand closed in a fist around Rakiel's
letters. It was hard, not killing a man for a debt of honor
but this way m ght be better

"Il wite your reconmendation nyself. The clerics
owe ne a large favor. You'll get in, sight unseen." He
pictured, briefly, Tarli in a classroomof fledgling clerics.
This was better than murdering Rakiel in uneven conbat.

"Thank you." Tarli was genuinely surprised and
pl eased. "Mther always said you would be good to ne."

"Ah. And what will you do as a cleric?"

Tarli's eyes | ooked far away and dreamy. "1'll go to ny
not her's people. Sonething tells me they'll need clerics in
the future.”

He swung the stick at his side. "And I'Il take themthis
weapon |'ve designed. It's a great thing for short people in a
fight. I need a name for it." He spun the stick over his head.
"I'sn't that a wonderful sound? Hoop," he said happily.

"Hoop. "

Moran scribbled a quick note. "Take this to the clerics
and wait. 1'll be sending ... some other items ... on to the
Kni ghts of the Rose." After a brief noral struggle, he
added, "I hope the church will open many doors for you."

"If it doesn't, 1I'Il open themnyself." Tarli stuffed the

note in his duffel, which by now was bul gi ng oni nously.

He said quickly, "Good-bye, Father."

Moran's arns remenbered what eighteen years could
not erase. He caught Tarli and held him Tarli kissed his
cheek. Not even the Mask coul d have kept a few tears from
Moran's eyes.

Tarli dropped back to the ground and, in a gesture
surprisingly like Loraine's, patted his hair back over his
ears. It didn't matter, since his ears - however well they



heard - | ooked exactly like his father's. He wal ked to the
door, turned back suddenly.

"Maybe I'lIl be able to teach the clerics as much as |'ve
taught the knights."

And he was gone.

Moran, watching fromthe window as Tarli rode off on
Raki el 's horse, |aughed out loud for the first tine in nmany
years. "Maybe you will, Tarli. | know you will!l"

The Goblin's Wsh
Roger E. Mbore

The human carried a broad- headed spear with a
crosspi ece nounted behind the spearhead. The crosspiece
woul d keep a speared boar from running up the shaft and
maul i ng the hunter, but the human didn't think the
crosspi ece woul d be necessary when the spear ran the
kender through. If the spear went in right, it shouldn't make
any difference what the kender did.

The little guy was only a hundred paces ahead now,
and the chase was obviously getting to him The nan, on
the other hand, had run after prey all his life. He knewif he
could just get on a good, firm downhill slope, he was sure
to put the little unbeliever on a spit and collect on his hair.
There was a five-gold bounty paid on kender scalps in
Al dhaven. That was ale for a nmonth. Good-bye, kender.

The kender was fast, though, the man had to give him
that. The little guy's filthy brown hair whi pped back and
forth as he ran through briars, splashed through creeks, and
vaul ted over rocks in his panicked flight, and his bare feet
were quick and sure, even up dirt slopes. But the kender
didn't have the long I egs the human had. The hunter knew
that was how the gods of evil marked their |ost children
with m sshapen linbs that mirrored their souls. Sone
peopl e killed kender and their w cked kind out of
ri ght eousness, but righteous causes did not inpress the
hunt er much. Bounty noney was reason enough

The kender disappeared around a ridge, nearly falling
over an exposed tree root. The man put on sonme speed,
sensing his tine was near. He'd never killed a kender
bef ore, though he'd once stabbed an ol d drunken goblin
behi nd a barn and had gone for a | ost elven boy two
sumers ago with a club, battering the lad until not even
his own nother woul d have recogni zed him The hunter
had gotten only two gold for that scalp, which infuriated
himto this day. He wouldn't be cheated this time, or the fat
priest in Al dhaven who paid out the bounties would get a
little lesson in the consequences of not keeping his word to
honest nen.

The hunter rounded the ridge, arms tensing for the
throw or the thrust, and there was the kender - down. The
unlucky little guy had fallen over a log in an old creek bed
covered with dead | eaves, and he was trying to get up but
was crying out because he'd hurt his leg. It wouldn't hurt
much | onger, the man thought, and he lifted his spear to run
it through the willow kender's rib cage. The hunman was so
cl ose he could see the kender's w de brown eyes. The
kender put up his hands to ward off the blow, but thin
pal ms had never stopped a spear



A thing like a red-and-bl ack spider |eaped out of the
bushes on the | ow creek bank to the hunter's right. In a red
fist it held a steel machete that swung down too fast to see
or block. Pain jolted the hunter's body fromhis right thigh
where the bl ade hacked its way through trousers and skin
and nuscles, biting into the hard bone. Blind wth agony,

t he hunter went down. The spear jammed into the dirt and
fell fromhis grasp, |anding behind him Then all he could
do was scream

The scalp hunter was able to think a little bit as he
screaned, because he didn't want to die here. He tried to
get up to run but had lost all feeling in his |eg belowthe
wound. He | ooked down in terror and saw his thigh cut
open right down to the broken white bone. He gripped the
flesh to pull it shut and stop the bl eeding, but his hands and
arms were slippery with blood. The air was full of the sharp
tang of gore. There was novenent down the trail behind
him The hunter |ooked through pain-di nmed eyes and saw
the goblin there, wal king casually, its red-splattered
machet e dangling in one hand.

It was a goblin, the hunter knew, because it |ooked a | ot
like the old drunken one he had killed, but this goblin was
big and young and did not |look drunk at all. It wre a
ragged black tunic with a thin rope belt. Wry nuscles
flowed under its dirty red skin. Its black eyes were rel axed
and seened to smle, though its round face was as cold as
stone. The goblin eyed the nowsil ent kender, then bent
down and picked up the boar spear with its free hand to
examne the tip. The goblin tossed its machete aside.

"Don't kill ne!" the man screaned in the trade tongue
"I'n the gods' names, don't kill me! I was after the kender
Pl ease, get a ne a healer! I'Il give you anything, anything at
all, but please don't kill ne!l"

The goblin snorted gently and | ooked down at the
hunter. "Get priest? Wat you think maybe priest do for ne
when | knock door, eh? Think maybe priest say, 'Hey,
goblin, here silver for you. Be good, you go hone?

"Don't kill ne!" The man sobbed, tears runni ng down
his face. The pain in his leg was unearthly, and the bl ood
just kept coming out. "Please don't kill me. Please."

The goblin hefted the spear, feeling its bal ance, then
gripped it hard in both hands and upended it, ramming it
into the hunter's abdomen, pushing it through and tw sting
it until the nman's | ast screans and spasns had passed and
his head fell back on the | eaves, his nmobuth and eyes open
forever.

The goblin jerked out the spear and stuck it in the ground.
He recovered his machete and wiped it off on the hunter's
stai ned trousers, then stood up and | ooked at the kender
again. The kender was on his feet down in the gully, staring
at the dead human

"Rats," said the kender. "You got himtoo quickly."

The goblin lifted his chin, judging the distance to the
kender. The spear could reach himwith a good toss, and
the machete with the right spin. But the kender was doing
nothing to require i mediate action, and he had no
obvi ous weapons. "Too fast, say?" the goblin asked, mldly
curi ous.

"Yeah," said the kender. "He would have run right into
my pit in another three steps." The kender stuck out his



bare left foot and nudged at the thick patch of |eaves before
him A stick shifted, revealing a long, dark split in the
ground. The goblin carefully took a step closer and saw

that, indeed, there was a pit in the center of the dry gully.
was an expertly done pit, at that.

The goblin stepped back, eyeing the kender with a
faint amount of respect. He hadn't seen a kender in years
and had thought they were all dead in these parts. Pointing
down with his machete at the dead human, the goblin
asked, "He want hair bounty on you?"

"l guess so," said the kender, still |ooking at the man.
"I was about to skin a deer when he saw ne. He just started
running after me, and | ran away." The kender sighed and
| ooked up at the goblin, the hunter forgotten. "Say, are you
hungry?"

The goblin's enpty stomach | urched when the deer was
nmentioned. He could go for several days with no solid food,
but it had already been two days and the taste of grass and
| eaves did not appeal to him He had been an informer and
extra muscle for a human noneyl ender in East Dravinar
when the Kingpriest's nen had broken into the warehouse,
with magical lights and swords in their hands. The goblin
was the only one to get out through the skylight before the
vigilantes seized the rope. The screans of the thieves and
ot her thugs had grown faint behind himas he fled across
the rooftops to escape into the countryside. Stolen food
fromfarm houses had hel ped for a while, but the farners,
after the first half-dozen break-ins, had been prepared for
raiders.

"Are you hungry?" the kender repeated, still waiting for
areply. "l nean, 1've got a whole deer, and the neat won't
go to waste with two to eat it. Do you want sonme?"

The goblin thought about it some nore, fearing a trick,
but his stomach won. "Yes," he said sinply, marveling at
the novelty of it all. No one had ever asked himif he was
hungry before. No one had particularly cared.

He'd just make sure the kender didn't try anything
wi t hout catching the wong end of the nachete first. Just to
be safe, he picked up the spear, too.

"Well, let's be off, then," the kender said, waving the
goblin on to join himas he set off into the wods. "M nd
the pit. It took ne a week to make all the stakes."

*kkk*k

"W really should go back and bury the human at sone
point," the kender said, kicking through a big pile of brown
| eaves. "I mean because of the wild dogs and wol ves and
things. And the snell, too. | don't live here, so it wouldn't
bot her me nuch, but | have sone pits here, after all, and
there are al ways humans about, you know. | wonder if
anyone will mss him- the man, | nean. No one ever seemns
to miss us, people like you and nme. The humans have each
other to l ook after. W have no one. W just have to stay
alive when the humans come. That's the way it's al ways
been, hasn't it? My parents told me it wasn't, but | |earned
different. They said sone humans were nice. | never saw
the nice ones. Maybe nmy parents were telling nme a story,
right? They always used to tell ne stories about heroes and
dragons and ghosts and elves. They told sone good ones.



Do you know sone stories to tell? | bet you do, the way

you handl ed your sword. | was sure glad to see you, even if
| had the pit ready. You never know what ni ght happen.
found a wolf in one of ny pits once and | nearly fell in

| ooking at him The wolf was al nost dead, and | felt sorry
for him so | had to kill him 1 forgot that other things
besi des humans might fall into the pits. It would have been
....um... i-ron-ic if | had fallen in. My father taught ne that
word. He was good with words. \Wat's your nane?"

The goblin hesitated. The kender's chatter was nore
than a little annoyi ng and was bound to grow worse, but
playing along with the charade of friendship would keep
t he kender off guard for now. Kender were supposed to be
trusting, if unbearably nosy. "Do not have one," he said
stiffly.

"No kidding? No nane at all? |I've never heard of that
before. Didn't your parents call you anything?"

The goblin had never known his parents, having been
sold into slavery as an infant and having escaped in his
teens. He had been called many things by the human thugs
who had al so worked for the noneyl ender, but none of the
nanes were worth renenbering.

"Eh," the goblin said at last. "Do not know why."

"How strange," the kender said. "l thought everyone
had a nane. Mne is ..." The kender stopped, then | ooked
down in sudden enbarrassnent as he wal ked. "Well," he

finished quickly, "what's inmportant is that we're alive, and
that's what counts. My father always said that. He was
smart. "

The deer carcass lay on a hillside anong a pile of
| eaves. A broken arrow shaft protruded fromthe space
behind the deer's front left shoul der; a bow | eaned agai nst a
nearby tree. The deer had been cut half open, and flies
swarmed about the entrails. The kender searched in the
| eaves for a nonment, bent down to pick up a | ong-bl aded
knife with a bone handl e. The goblin tensed, but the kender
nmerely sat down by the deer to finish dressing it.

The kender continued tal king throughout the whol e
process. Hi s easy patter about the forest and its secrets were
of nmore than passing interest to the goblin, who suspected
that he might have to live in the wilderness for sone tine
to come. The kender had obviously lived here | ong and had
| ear ned much.

In the back of his mnd, the goblin knew that one of
these days it m ght be necessary to kill the kender
particularly if food became too scarce to be shared. Unti
then, he would listen and | earn, and would watch his back
just in case the kender's syrupy friendship turned out to be
as false as a human's.

The goblin watched his back, and the kender tal ked and
tal ked. The kender borrowed the goblin's things, and the
goblin took them away again. Three weeks flew by. The
Wi nter rains were now six weeks away.

*kkk*k

The minotaur had fallen into a stagnant pool of cold
water and red | eaves, where it lay unconscious. Its breath
rasped slowy and heavily as the | eaves endl essly rustled
around it and flies feasted on the open, filthy wounds



across its back and shoul ders. The twenty-foot |ength of

mud- choked iron chain, linked to the manacles on its
wrists, had gotten snagged on a | og, which the weakened
m not aur had been unable to pull | oose before coll apsing.

The goblin caught the kender by the armas the latter
approached the huge brown figure. "Damm, you crazy!" he
grow ed. "What you do, eh? One bite, we all bones." He
hefted the boar spear in a nmuscular red fist. "I finish it and
sl eep good. "

"No!" The kender grabbed the goblin's armand pulled
it down. For a second the goblin started to resist, alnopst
turning the spear to run it into the kender's chest, but
hol di ng off. Instead, he sinply shoved at the kender with
his free hand and sent him spraw i ng.

The kender inmediately got to his feet, face filled with
rage. "No!" he shouted. "I want to help him If it was you,
I'd help you! Look at his chains! He was a human's sl ave! |
want to save him"

"W have no food to feed himin winter!" the goblin
retorted. "We live good, bellies full now, but food gone
when rain come. You say you hungry in cold rain, hunting
bad. He hungry, too. Wat you feed him eh? You like him
chew of f 1eg?"

The heated argunent continued unabated for severa
m nutes. Finally, the goblin cursed and turned his back on
t he kender, wal king the two mles back to the cave where
they lived. Damm the little bastard! Did he want to start a
city out here in the forest? The fool was not thinking with
hi s head. The m notaur was nore dangerous than a
conpany of city guardsmen. The goblin once saw a chai ned
m notaur bite off the armof its slave overseer, though it
knew it would be killed for its crinme. The m notaur had
roared with laughter until the massed humans had beaten it
unconsci ous with clubs before dragging it away to its fate.

The goblin fumed and stanped around the cave, finally
realizing it was cold. The kender had al ways gat hered wood
in the evening while the goblin sharpened their weapons
and rel axed. Everything had been just fine until now. The
goblin knew how to use the fire-starter bow, but he didn't
know where the kender found all the wood for the fire pit.
Wien he went outside, all he could see were sticks and
| eaves, no burni ng wood.

And the kender did nost of the hunting and cooki ng,

t 0o.

The goblin stanmped around sonme nore.

Maybe the m notaur coul d be bargained with. The goblin
had no ill usions about whether or not the mnotaur would
be a grateful and friendly ally, but even a brute |ike that
woul d see the value in having two | esser beings tend to its
wounds and hunt for it. And having a nonster |ike that
around m ght not be a bad idea, if it could be managed.

M notaurs were as savage and brutal as coul d be inagined.
They were damm strong, mightier than humans. They hated
humans nore than they hated any ot her being, and they
hated the sl ave-taking, holier-than-all |starians nost.

The goblin cursed hinself for believing this would
wor k. The kender was infecting his brain. He should just
kill both the kender and the minotaur and let themrot.

But the kender did alnost all the hunting and cooki ng.

The goblin sullenly picked up his weapons agai n and



left the cave. Life wasn't fair. He hated that.

The tired kender | ooked up, knee deep in the water
al ongside the minotaur, and a grin broke out on his face. "I
knew you'd hel p," he said with relief.

They made a crude sl edge before nightfall, roping two
| ong rough poles together with a ragged | ength of henp that
t he kender recovered from di sassenbling an aninmal snare.

It was past m dni ght when they got back to the cave with
the m notaur and set hi mdown inside. The huge brown
beast had never once stirred. The goblin staggered off to
collapse in a corner and fall asleep

VWhen he awakened, it was |ong past sunrise. Cold,
cooked venison was spitted over the fire pit; the fire itself
had | ong gone out. The minotaur's festering wounds had
been carefully cleaned and dressed with old rags fromthe
cave's rag pile, donated by many farnmhouse cl ot heslines.
The kender apparently had found nothing to cut the huge
chain the minotaur was draggi ng around. The chain was
carefully wound into a | oose pile by the mnotaur's side.

The goblin rubbed his face and got up. He noticed the
kender had succunbed to exhaustion and was asl eep
sitting upright against a cave wall, sone rags in his lap, a
bone needl e and sinewy thread in his hand. He'd been
stitching together a crude bl anket.

Then the goblin saw that the mnotaur, still lying flat on
its stomach, was watching him The beast's dull eyes were
as large as a cow s, with the same deep brown color. Long
scars crisscrossed the nonster's nuzzle and | ow forehead.
One broad nostril was split open froman old wound. Long
yel low teeth gleaned dully against its thick |ips.

Trying to pretend he hadn't been caught off guard, the
goblin nodded at the beast. Suddenly the idea of having a
l[ive mnotaur in the cave did not |ook as good as it had
earlier. The goblin could al nost feel the nonster's
enornmous teeth tear into his flesh. The minotaur nade no
nmove to get up, and the goblin took care of a few m nor
chores with an air of forced casual ness. The m notaur nust
be very weak to skip a live nmeal. The goblin made his
deci si on.

Chores finished, the goblin wal ked over to the fire pit
and carefully sawed off a piece of venison with his
machete. Very slowy, he noved over to the ninotaur and
knelt down near its scarred, |ong-honmed head. He coul d see
no readabl e expression on the creature's bestial face.

If this worked, they would have a new ally. The goblin
was sure that the minotaur would eventually kill both the
kender and hinself if they weren't careful or if it went
hungry. But the goblin had worked with the strong and
brutal all his life, and he knew the value of strength in
nunbers. He hoped the m notaur knew this | esson, too. At
| east the minotaur wasn't a human. It was poor consol ation
but in these days, it hel ped.

The goblin held out the piece of venison near the
m notaur's muzzle, letting it snell the food. Then he noved
the veni son closer to the nonster's nouth.

The huge nostrils flared and snorted. The m notaur
stirred slightly, then grinmaced with pain. Its teeth were
bared as its lips drew back and it closed its eyes, but it
quickly forced itself to relax and open its eyes again.

Wth a carefully neasured nove, its gaze fixed on the nachete that



the goblin gripped in his other hand, the m notaur opened its nouth,
revealing a set of teeth that rivaled those of the largest bear. Its
breath was unspeakably foul. Very gently, it took the veni son and
began to chew

*kkk*k

Four weeks passed. The m notaur recovered. The
kender was overjoyed and tal ked until the goblin dreaned
of killing himjust to shut himup. Both goblin and kender
hunted now, the minotaur sat silently in the cave. Though
t he m notaur never spoke, the goblin feared that the beast
woul d react violently the nonment the two smaller beings
asked anything of it, so he worked nore than he had ever
wor ked when it was just himand the kender, and he
grunmbl ed about it under his breath. But deep inside he was
satisfied. He began to think that bringing the m notaur to
the cave had been his own idea. He had a boss again, a
strong boss who could eat humans for breakfast if it chose.
It was worth the trouble for the added power and safety -
just as long as the minotaur didn't go hungry.

The wi nd grew col der. The kender rai ded sone of his
ol d caches, laid nore traps, and brought nore food and
supplies to the cave. The goblin was able to build a
wi ndbreak of huge branches and rocks at the cave's
entrance, and this doubled as camoufl age for the cave in
case humans were about. The minotaur ate a whol e deer
now every three or four days, and its nuscles bul ged unti
they were |like huge knots of steel under its ugly brown
hide. It still never spoke, though the kender tal ked
i ncessantly now, a beatific look on his face as he gladly
tended his new friends.

The kender still borrowed the goblin's things, but the
goblin no I onger cared. He had too much else to worry
about. The winter rains were al nost upon them

*kkk*k

The goblin watched his quarry - a large buck worth half a
week of food for themall - |eap out of bow range and
bound away. The cry had startled it. Cursing softly to
hi nsel f, the goblin | eaned forward in the bushes and
strained to hear against the stirring | eaves.

He heard nothing now. A bird? His grip on the bow
and arrow rel axed.

No. Not a bird. He could hear it again. It was a hunman,
maybe, crying out. He'd probably fallen in one of the
kender's pits. Perhaps the kender heard it, too, but the
kender was nowhere to be seen. Figured. He was probably
di stracted by somet hi ng agai n when he shoul d be hunti ng.

It was amazing that the kender had lived this |ong.

If the human was alone, it wouldn't take nuch to finish
hi m of f and pick through his bel ongi ngs. He might even
have sone noney. The goblin didn't plan to live in the
forest forever. It wouldn't hurt to save a little change for a
future day.

Crouching low, the goblin noved through the
crackl ing brown undergrowth, sliding fromtree to tree.
Cool wind blew over his face and through his black rags.
He kept an arrow nocked. He had only three nore arrows if



the first one missed, which it often did. He wasn't the
experienced hunter the kender was.
Laughter reached his ears, human | aughter. The goblin

stayed down, listening, then nmoved forward nore slowy.
H dden anong rock outcroppings and thick briars, he
clinmbed up a low hill. Someone was saying something in a

nonhuman | anguage. It sounded |ike an elven tongue,
Silvanesti. The speaker munbl ed; his words were uncl ear

"I can't understand you," said a human voice in a
| anguage the goblin remenbered well fromhis days in East
Dravinar. 'Talk Istarian, boy."

Soneone munbl ed agai n. The goblin was al nost at
the top of the hill. No guards were visible. He carefully
checked his bow, arrows, and machete, then began to craw
toward a fallen tree trunk overgrown with briars and thick
vines, slightly downslope on the hill's far side. The wi nd
covered the sounds of his novenents.

"Talk to me, gods damm you!" Beefy smacks sounded
fromthe hill's other side.

A few seconds later, the goblin reached the fallen | og
and | ooked down the sl ope.

There were three humans, two nmen and a woman. Al
wore the brown and gray |eather of Istarian free rangers.
Once the defenders of Istar's forested west, the free rangers
were now no better than nercenaries and bounty hunters. A
thin, blond-haired man was |l eaning into the face of a male
el f, whose arnms were wrapped back around a tree trunk and
presunably tied there. The elf's head sagged; cuts and
brui ses were visible through his |ong, sun-bleached hair.
Both his eyes were bl ackened and swollen. The elf's fine
clothing, too light for the weather, had been deliberately cut
and ripped to shreds.

"You listening to ne?" the blond man demanded. His
right hand gripped the elf's hair and pulled the prisoner's
head up and back. "Anything getting through your pointy
ears? Wiy were you trailing us, el f? Wat were you after?"

The elf started to rmunbl e through thick, puffy lips. H's
knees had gi ven out, and he hung upright only because he
was tied in place.

The goblin chewed his lower lip. An elf and sone
rangers. Great. Two of a goblin's worst possible enenies.
Maybe t here should be a dwarf here, too, just to round
things out. But it |ooked |ike there soon would be one | ess
elf, and that was fine with the goblin. Dam shane the
rangers had probably robbed their victimfirst. This day was
not hi ng but bad pi ckings all around.

"The el f said sonmething about a sword," said the
massi vely built, dark-haired man standi ng nearby. He
sounded uncertain. "Didn't the captain find a long sword, a
cerenonial thing of some kind, in a box with that elf the
boys caught yesterday?"

"I thought he said sword, too," said the woman with
them She had the plainest face the goblin had ever seen on
a human, but she was heavily nuscled, too, with short,
stringy hair the color of old hay.

"Hey, elf!" yelled the thin, blond man, his mouth
against the elf's left ear. The elf winced and tried to turn his
head away. "Hey, can you hear ne? Did you want that
pretty sword with the gens on it? WAas that what you
want ed?"



VWhen no response cane, the blond nan sl amed his
fist into the elf's abdomen. The three humans waited as the
el f vomited and choked and gasped for air.

"This is taking all day," said the wonan. "W gotta get
back to the troops. W should just take this sword and sel
it tothe clerics in Istar, make our fortune! Either gut him
here or take himwith us."

"Shhh!" said the blond man. He | eaned close to the elf,
listening as the elf's |lips noved. The goblin heard no
sound.

"So it was the sword, right?" the blond man said.

Wthout waiting for a response, he added, "lIs that sword
magi ¢, boy? Does it got nmagic powers?"

The other two humans stood a little straighter, startled
by the question. They watched the elf intently.

After a pause, the elf nodded, his face slack. He was
nearly unconsci ous.

"Damm, " said the blond man. He | ooked up at the other
two humans, a smile crossing his face.

There was a whisper in the wind, followed al nost
i mediately by a thunp. At the same nonent, the huge
man with the dark hair bent back, his hands cl aw ng behind
himat the dull-colored arrow that had struck himdirectly
bet ween hi s shoul der bl ades. The arrow was sunk in al nost
to the feathers. The man nade a strange wheezi ng sound,
then pitched forward on his face.

"Ch, great Istar!" the worman said, w de-eyed. Her
hands pulled her sword free, and she and the thin, blond
man ran for cover behind separate trees. They crouched
down, both clearly visible to the goblin. The man on the
ground did not nove. The elf hung linmp fromthe tree, his
chin against his chest. The wind started to bl ow harder

The goblin slowy reached down to his side. Hi's
fingers touched the curved wood of his bow.

The bl ond-haired man, his nerve gone, made a break
for it. He took off fromhis tree, running in a straight line
for a clunp of bushes about a hundred feet away. The
woman started after him but she nust have heard the arrow
as it went past her, for she dropped to the ground, rolling
until she was behind a pair of close tree trunks. Fromthere,
she coul d hear the blond man screamas he withed in the
| eaves and dead ferns.

"I surrender!" the plain-faced woman cried in the trade
tongue. "Don't shoot! I've got kin who'll pay ny ransom "

"Then come out!" the kender's voice called. (It figured,
t hought the goblin.) "Leave your sword!"

"I"ve got a big ransom " the wonman yell ed again. The
goblin could see the white in her face, as pale as a drowned
man's skin. She |ooked as if she would be bl ubbering any
time now. The blond man was not so rmuch screani ng now
as maki ng short, gasping cries, trying to pull out the arrow
buried deep in his | ower back

"Just come out slowy," said the kender. "Very, very
slowy."

The woman tossed out her usel ess sword, then got to
her feet. Her |egs shook as she placed her hands on her
head. "Don't shoot ne!" she yelled again, |ooking around
wi th huge eyes and a trenbling | ower lip.

"I"'mover here," said the kender. He stood up, his bow
| owered but his arrow nocked.



The woman saw him and stared, surprised at his size
and obvi ously reconsidering her chances of survival. The
goblin could see it on her face. If | can get close enough to
that little bastard, he knew she was thinking, | can nake
hash of him It's ny only chance.

"My kin can pay a big ransomfor me," she said, her
voi ce gaining strength. "Lots of gold, | swear it. Just don't
hurt ne. Promise me that you won't hurt ne."

"I promise," said the kender

The long arrow that thunped into the wonan's chest
took her by surprise. She staggered back, her hands still on
her head. Her eyes grew terribly big and round before she
fell over backward. She never made a sound.

The goblin lowered his bow It was the first tine in
four days that he'd hit anything on the first try. He waved at
t he kender, then started down the slope toward the gasping
bl ond man.

*kkk*k

The goblin found the mnotaur sitting in front of the
cave, gnawi ng on a deer's thigh bone. The overwhel m ng
odor of dried blood and ripe manure carried on the air. The
goblin was actually getting used to it.

"Eh," said the goblin, alnost apol ogetically.

The minotaur, ears up and alert, glanced in the goblin's
direction. Yellowteeth tore away a scrap of deer neat. The
thick chain Iinks hanging fromthe beast's wist manacl es
swung and cli nked.

The goblin swallowed the bile churning in his
stomach, but he went on, even daring to smle. "Kender
and me hunt deer, but kill humans. Shoot three. W find
damm el f, nmuch bad hurt, bring himback. Elf no good, eh?
| know, but maybe el f know woods, good ways to hunt.

Maybe we make himteach us. Want maybe keep elf alive
for now OK?"

The goblin hesitated, wondering if any of this was
sinking into the mnotaur's brain. It hadn't spoken a word
since they'd found it. Humans said minotaurs weren't very
bright, but this one had to be dumber than dirt.

The nmi notaur continued chewi ng on the bone, watching
the goblin with its dull brown eyes. The goblin felt he had
done all he could to safeguard the elf's survival, at |east
until the issue of the magi cal sword was cleared up. After
that, the m notaur could dine on Silvanesti neat when the
kender's back was turned, for all the goblin cared. The
goblin nodded to the m notaur, then went back to help the
kender carry the elf up to the cave. There they laid the elf
out on the kender's bed - a pile of rags on the packed-earth
fl oor.

The kender was frantic to do things for the elf. Before
long, the elf was undressed, wapped cozily in the kender's
own bl ankets. The goblin busied hinself by going through
all the loot that he had taken off the bodies of the rangers
and the elf as well. The kender gently washed the elf's face.
The goblin carefully counted thirty-six Istarian gold pieces,
ten Istarian silver coins, and two rings. It was nore noney
than he'd ever had, even in East Dravinar in the good old
days. He couldn't spend it, but it felt awfully good. He
wr apped the money in cloth to nuffle it, placed it in a



pouch, then tied it inside his clothing behind his belt, where
not even the kender's light fingers would find it.

He lifted the el f's backpack and | ooked it over. Its
quai nt, elaborate tooling and stitching occupied his
curiosity briefly, then he undid the straps and | ooked i nside.

He snorted. Books and papers ... and a small bag of
gold coins, twelve of them each with an elven king on one
side and a swan on the other. Silvanesti for certain. The
rangers must not have gotten around to searching the elf's
gear if they had m ssed this. The goblin pal med the gold
and was about to enpty the rest of the backpack's contents
into the fire pit when he noticed the biggest book

Except that the book in the elf's backpack was white, it
was just like the red spellbook the goblin had seen a Red
Robe readi ng one day, three years ago, on the banks of a
mountain stream O course, the goblin had given that
wizard a wide berth. It wasn't smart to nmess with w zards.

The goblin eyed the book before gazing at the battered
elf. If the rangers had found the book, the elf would have
been dead | ong ago. The goblin wondered if that woul dn't
have been best. A m notaur knew but one way to kill you
and woul d at | east be quick about it; a wizard knew a
t housand, and he often took his tinme. The Istarians burned
wi zards at the stake, but it was not uncommon for whole
Istarian villages and towns to go up in flanes thensel ves
shortly after such events. Better to turn away froma wi zard
than to rai se your hand agai nst him

The goblin chewed his |ower lip.

Better to turn away, but maybe better still to nmake a
wi zard your ally - even an elf - if you could do it.

The kender, nuttering to hinself all the while, finished
cl eaning and dressing the elf's wounds. The goblin, com ng
out of his reverie with a start, nmade a production of
relighting the fire until the kender went outside to wash off
in a stream Once he was alone, the goblin carefully
repl aced all of the Silvanesti coins and made sure the elf's
things were in order inside the pack before strapping it
shut. He then took both the backpack and the el f's pouch-
| aden belt and stored themin the back of the cave where the
m not aur and kender weren't likely to find them (The
kender had already fully explored the shall ow cave and was
unlikely to search it again.) Then there was nothing to do
but wait - and think.

The elf regai ned consci ousness later that afternoon
The kender was beside hinmself with joy and tal ked wi t hout
stop for two hours afterward, pestering the elf with
guestions that he lacked the strength to answer. This gave
the elf a chance to eye his surroundings and take in the
goblin and minotaur; upon seeing the latter, the elf's eyes
wi dened and he seenmed too afraid to nmove. The goblin kept
to the background and took care of minor chores that the
kender usual ly handl ed, saying nothing. The m notaur
nmerely grunted when it saw the elf, then went outside and
sat down to dine on a freshly killed boar taken froma pit
trap, noisily tearing into its dinner with its bare teeth.

When the kender ran off to fetch sone water fromthe
nearby stream the goblin anbled over and sat down on the
ground next to the elf, who tried to edge away. The goblin
pretended not to notice.

"You feel good?" asked the goblin in the trade tongue.



He knew only a few Silvanesti words, and he had never had
the chance to learn the goblin tongue - not that an elf would
have appreciated it. "No human beat face for fun now, eh?"
The el f | ooked as though he couldn't think of anything
to say. His eyes were bl ood-red spheres nestled in great
bl ack bruises that covered nearly his entire face.
"No need worry, eh," said the goblin with a squint-eyed
grin. "The humans you neet, they get sick. Bad sick. W
can do not hing. Maybe bury themlater. Mre humans
maybe out in woods, |ooking around, but you safe here.™
The goblin reached over and gently poked at the elf with a
stiff finger. "Eh, you Silvanesti?"
The elf stared in tight-1lipped silence at the goblin.
"Yes? No? Not matter," said the goblin, |ooking down
to check his fingernails for dirt. "You think, eh, goblin not
like elves. Maybe he do for me hard." The goblin | ooked
into the elf's eyes with a knowing smle. "Maybe goblin
want you to live. Maybe we all hel p each other. You wear
robes, eh?"
The elf licked his |lips, seem ng to overcone sone
obstacle inside him "Yes," he whispered. He was
obviously afraid, but the goblin could tell the elf wanted to
cone out with it. Pride, no doubt. And perhaps an arrogant

honesty. "I wear the wh - " The elf coughed painfully and
swal | owed, then continued in a weaker voice. "I am of the
Whi t e Robes."

"Hmm " The goblin made a face, | ooked down at his
fingernails. It figured. "Good magi c not help rmuch, eh?
You nmaybe | ooking for somethi ng when humans catch
you?"

The elf started to reply, then stopped. H s wi de-eyed
gaze | ocked onto the goblin.

Cot cha, thought the goblin. "Humans that beat you say
they take magic sword fromelf, maybe not |ong ago.

Maybe humans go to Istar with sword, give Kingpriest.
What you think Kingpriest do with sword? Maybe cut off
little elf, goblin heads?"

The elf's face twisted. He nmade an effort to get up
wi t hout success. "No," whispered the elf, rolling back in
despair. "Did they take it? Are you sure they have it?"

"Eh," said the goblin, feigning indifference. "They say
they have sword with gens. Pretty sword. Humans gone
now. "

The elf's eyes closed. "My cousin," he whispered. He
took several deep breaths, then continued. "They nust have

caught ny cousin. | was |looking for his trail when ny
horse broke a |l eg. Then the humans found me. They asked
why | was following them but | wasn't. | just wanted ny

cousin and the sword." He roused hinself again, |ooking at
the goblin. "Did they say anything about ny cousin?"

The goblin shrugged and shook his head. He knew
what nmust have happened. He knew the el f knew, too.

The elf groaned and again tried to get up, but he was
very weak and fell back linply. Sweat beaded up on his
forehead. H s breathing becane | abored, but soon evened
out as he fell unconscious and sl ept.

For several minutes, the goblin sat by the elf in silence.
Instinct confirmed that the sword had to be magical. An elf,
especially one who was a wi zard, would not waste tine
worryi ng about a sinple weapon. What could the sword do,



t hough? Magi cal weapons were capabl e of doi ng anyt hi ng,
the goblin had heard. Some were said to hurl Iightning,
others to bumlike torches, still others to cut through stone.
The goblin had never before dreanmed he woul d have the
chance to get a mmgical sword of his owmn. He was certainly
t hi nki ng about it now.
"How i s he?" asked the kender as he came in with the

full water bucket. "Is he still alive? Did he say anything?"
The goblin snorted and got up, dusting off his hands.

"Still alive. Not say much, need sleep. Maybe all right

soon." He | ooked down at the sleeping figure. "Not bad elf.

Maybe we get along, eh? First time for everything."

*kkk*k

"Runni ng no good," the goblin observed the foll ow ng
norni ng. Leaving the cave, he found the elf standing
upright by the entrance. A cold wi nd npaned through the
branches. The sky was overcast, as usual

The elf turned and al most fell over, but he grabbed for
support fromthe rock face behind him The elf wore stolen
clothing that the kender had provided. The outfit was ol d,
m smatched, and ill fitting, but better than nothing.

"I wasn't going to run," said the elf softly. He | ooked
with a trace of anxiety in the direction of the m notaur, who
was sl ow y wandering anong the bare tree trunks sone
di stance away. The beast had wrapped its chain around its
wai st and tied it there, like a belt, allowing its hands and
arnms sone range of novenent. The chain links clinked
together lightly as it wal ked.

The goblin nodded in approval. "Good you stay. No
horse, no luck." He waved a hand at the forest. "N ce new
hone, eh? You like? Stay long tine with us, maybe?"

The el f | ooked away, his hands cl enching and
uncl enching. H's breathing was short and shal |l ow.

You' re exhausted and in pain, but you want to escape,

t hought the goblin. You want to escape and get that sword
back. It's so obvious, it's |aughable.

"I - " began the elf. He wung his hands, seeningly
unawar e of what he was doing. He was watching the
m not aur, who was casually breaking off tree linbs as thick
as a growmn man's arm then dropping themor hurling them
away. The kender would use them for firewood I ater

"Tell me story, why you here now, " said the goblin,
sitting dowmn on a rock. He was rel axed even though he
didn't have his machete or spear. He knew he woul dn't need
t hem

The elf was silent. He | ooked down at his clenched
hands.

"No story, eh?" said the goblin in nock
di sappoi ntnent. "Maybe tell good story about nmagi c sword.
Make no matter now. Sword gone. Humans got it. Tel
about sword. Good to hear story, start day."

The el f uncl enched his hands. "It was just a sword,"” he
sai d without |ooking up

The goblin grinned mrthlessly. "Just sword, eh?" he
said. "Dirty sword, no good? You sure you wear white
robes?"

Stung, the elf flushed, but still did not |look up. "It was
agift for a friend,” he said. "It ... had a ot of personal val ue



for me, too."

"Hmm " said the goblin, after a mnute had passed in
silence. "Not nuch story, eh. W find you, shoot humans,
save life, fix you up, and you have no story. Eh! Wzards
all alike." He nade a gesture with his hands, resigned to the
i ngratitude of the universe. "W save white book, even
You throw many spells all you want. Play good w zard al
day. Still sword gone. Still no story. Eh I

The elf blinked and | ooked directly at the goblin. "M
spel | book?" he asked in astonishnment. "You have ny
spel | book? Where is it?"

"In cave," said the goblin easily. "All safe for you. Eh,
some goblins not stupid. Wbrk together, maybe live. Fight
each other, all die. Wnter com ng, you know. Rains start
soon. Maybe you use spells, we live to spring. You stay,
grow strong. We safe from humans here. You | eave, eh, we
not care. But humans, maybe they not so nice next tine."

It would be tricky, the goblin knew. If the elf had the
magi c to obtain the sword, he would certainly have done so
by now. But he didn't have the sword, he hadn't stopped the
rangers from beating himup, and he hadn't nanaged to
escape even now. He m ght not have the magic to do nuch
of anything. But maybe he did and just needed tine to
prepare. It would be tricky, baiting himlike this, easing
himinto the circle, nmaking himgive up his secrets.

"You not trust ne" the goblin said at last. "Maybe
good thing. Elves, goblins Iike water and fire. Humans,
they kill us both, but we not care. That fine with you
maybe?" The goblin gave a short |augh. "Look! You see
me, you see kender, you see minotaur. W work together
You alive also. Think! Wzards good at thinking. Rea
eneny i s who, eh? Think!"

The elf did not answer for a minute. He | ooked

enbarrassed as the goblin spoke. "I apol ogize," he finally
said. "lI'd just never imagined that ... well, that - "
"That goblin get smart, eh? O kender? O - " The

goblin jerked a thunmb in the direction of the m notaur
"Istar nake us smart. No time for stupid things. W stick
toget her or Istar collect our hair. You, w zard, maybe worth
nore gold than me, minotaur, kender." The goblin grinned,
rubbing his own short, wiry hair. "My head, | |ike nuch,

eh?"

The elf actually smled. Then he | ooked around, and
the smile faded as he saw the bare trees and | ow cl ouds and
seenmed to | ook beyond them

"Cousin gone," said the goblin softly. "Wy you risk
life for sword?"

It was the noment of truth. The goblin's eyes narrowed
as he | eaned forward on the rock

The el f | ooked down at his hands and wung them
toget her for several |ong m nutes.

"It was a gift for my cousin," he said at |ast, |ooking at
somet hing only he could see. "I nmade it with the help of ny
brethren in the Orders of Hi gh Sorcery. Over the years, ny
cousin had shielded many in the orders fromlstar, defying
his own famly to do it, and we wished to reward him |
asked that we make hima sword, one that he could use as
his wi sdomsaw fit."

The elf took a deep breath and let it out, never | ooking
up. His eyes seened to glisten. "I rode out to nmeet himat a



prearranged place south of here, but an Istarian patro
chased us. He got the sword, but didn't have tine to undo
its case before we split up. | tried to find him Then ny
horse ... You know the rest."

The goblin nodded sol etmly. The sword, he shouted
i nside. Tell ne about the sword, you maggot el f.

The elf licked his lips and went on. "The sword was
naned the Sword of Change. We wanted to fulfill ny
cousin's dearest dream whatever the gods would grant, so
we gave the sword the power to do just that. It will grant its
user one wish. It is not all-powerful, but the gods of magic
will grant the user what he asks for if it is within reason.”
He grimaced at a thought. "I've been guilty of worrying
nore about the sword than ny cousin's life, but the sword
could do much harmin the wong hands. The Ki ngpriest no
doubt could find a use for it to build his power. He could
root out traitors, gain victory in battle, grant hinself many
nore years of life. Nowit's ..." He lifted his hands, then |et
themfall, his shoul ders saggi ng.

The goblin quietly digested this. The idea that a sword
was capabl e of so rmuch power was al nost too ridiculous to
bel i eve, but the practical aspects of having a sword |ike that
were not lost on himat all. A parade of w shes flowed
t hrough his head. Food, riches, wonen, physical mght,
rulership, imortality - he would ask for any of these if the
sword were his - or if it became his, one day. It began to
seep into his mnd that perhaps the sword wasn't totally out
of his grasp. It certainly couldn't hurt to find out if the elf
knew anyt hing nore that would be useful in obtaining the
sword. The goblin would have to prepare hinself for the
journey, though it nmeant abandoning the elf, the m notaur
and -

"Wow, " sai d the kender

The el f spun around and nearly fell again. The goblin
junped in surprise. Eyes full of wonder, the kender was
sitting on the hillside over the cave mouth, beside a few
smal |l saplings only thirty feet away. The goblin had never
seen him

"A sword that can do all that,"” said the kender in awe.
"And you cast magic, too? | can't believe it. That's
incredible. Are you going to capture the sword? Can we see
it if you do? What's it look like? My nother and father told
me all about nagic, and they said it was the best thing. 1'd
love to see a magic sword. Where is it? Can you find it?"

The elf slowy swall owed, appearing confused and
unsure. He glanced fromthe goblin to the kender. "If |
knew where the men who took it were, | mght have a
chance to get it back," the elf said. "If ny cousinis ... if he
is dead, then | should see that the sword stays out of
I starian hands. | could not sleep, knowi ng they had it and
could use it."

"Great!" shouted the kender, leaping to his feet. "Can
we go with you? He and | are great hunters" - he pointed to
the goblin - "and we can track and set traps and do all kinds
of stuff. And the minotaur can carry things. He's strong!

W won't get in the way, | promse. W'Ill be good! Are you
going to cast spells to get the sword back? | can't wait!"

Both the elf and the goblin stared at the kender in
ast oni shment. The goblin | ooked at the elf. The elf | ooked
back at the minotaur, who was now sitting under a tree,



t aki ng a nap.

"Vell..." said the elf.

"Then let's get going!" shouted the kender. "I'Il grab
my stuff!"” HeScooted down the slope and ran into the cave,
past the canoufl age branches.

The elf and goblin stared at each other. Each seened to
be about to ask a question. Neither did.

The elf cleared his throat. "I really should recover that
sword. The Istarians will use it against us and agai nst
everyone not of their faith, and we will suffer for it.

Maki ng that sword was foolishness. Letting it go to the
likes of themis worse."

The goblin shrugged and gl anced at the m notaur. "You
know, that fine by nme, you get sword. Fine that we go for
wal k. But maybe big one not like to take walk with us," he
said in a very |l ow voice, nodding in the mnotaur's
direction. "Hard to tell with big one.™

The el f thought. "Maybe | can do somet hi ng about
that," he said. "I don't like doing this, but ... could you find
that white book you said you found? | think |I have a spel
there that might..." He let his voice trail off.

The goblin made a show of | ooking up into the trees,
then notioned for the elf to follow himinto the cave.

Everyt hi ng was working out so perfectly that the goblin
had trouble believing it. The possibility that he would soon
have the sword in his hands nmade it hard to think. He'd
have to cal m down and use his head. There was too nuch
at stake to blow this. And he'd have to start thinking about
the wi sh he woul d nake the nonment his hand cl osed on the
sword's hilt. There were so nmany things he had al ways
want ed, and now ...

There was no sound in the forest but the rustling of dry
| eaves and the cold wind in the bare branches. Beneath the
tree where it rested, the mnotaur |eaned back, eyes al npst
cl osed, perfectly still except for the gentle rise and fall of
its barrel-sized chest. One of its broad, cupped ears flicked
away a horsefly, then curled back |ike the other toward the
cave nout h.

*kkk*k

They travel ed east under a dark sky for the rest of the
day. Behind them were the woods that the kender had
known all his life. The kender was quite excited about the
trip and tal ked incessantly, though he | ooked back now and
then, too, and was sonetines silent. Nervously eyeing the
placid m notaur, the goblin marched al ong quickly to keep
up with everyone else. The elf's spell of charmng did
i ndeed seemto have tamed the huge beast, though the
goblin was careful never to annoy it. There was no sense in
pressing one's luck. Once the elf felt certain of the
m not aur' s obedi ence and that it understood the wi dely used
trade tongue, the elf paid little attention to the beast and
nmerely had it carry their heavier supplies. These included a
few bags the el f had dropped when the humans had
captured him The elf fussed over these for several m nutes
bef ore assuring hinself that they were safe and unharned.
The Istarian free rangers had |l eft a remarkably clear
trail behind them The goblin spat on the ground as the
kender traced it back with ease. In the old days, the goblin



had heard, no living thing could find the path a ranger took
Qovi ously, that had been a VERY long time ago.

They bedded down that night, too exhausted to talKk.

The kender took first watch in the evening, unable to sleep
fromexcitement. He talked to hinself a |ot, however

whi ch kept the elf and goblin awake until the elf relieved
t he kender and forced himto get some sleep hinself.

On the afternoon of the second day, the foot trail of the
rangers nerged with that of a larger party of humans with
horses and wagons. The signs of a canp on the edge of the
forest were fairly fresh, abandoned not nore than a day
ago. A bonfire had been built in a broad cl earing;

the large ash pile was still snmoking slightly.

There was a grave, too, with an elf's battered hel net
pounded into the soil above it. The elf rested his hand on
the soil for a few nmonments, then stood, said nothing. The
goblin noticed, though, that the elf's eyes seened unusually
red thereafter. The goblin shrugged; vengeance woul d
make the w zard fight all the harder. And it neant one |ess
elf in the world.

"W've got to nove nore carefully,"” said the kender
scuffing his bare feet through sone flattened tall grass. "If
they rest in the evenings, we could catch themas early as
tomorrow norning. But they could catch us, too. W killed
three of their scouts, but they m ght not mss themright
away. It looks |like they have about twenty men, probably in
arnor. They m ght have sl aves, too. Those footprints right
there are barefoot. The sl aves probably stay in the wagons
when the Istarians are traveling. Looks l|ike children, maybe
a worman, too."

"Where are they headi ng?" the elf asked, shading his
eyes to |l ook into the distance. The sky was overcast, but the
col d sun managed to peek through irregul ar breaks in the
cl ouds.

"East, probably back to Istar. It |looks Iike a regular
patrol, border checkers. They must all want to get back
hone. They used to cone into the woods when | was snall,
but not so much lately. W should stay | ow and near trees
whenever possible." The kender turned to | ook up at the elf.
"Say, what spells are you going to use when we find the
humans, anyway?"

The el f | ooked down with a faint smle. "This was al
your idea. | thought you knew. "

"No, really," said the kender. "You're a wi zard. You
shoul d know about stuff like this. Are you planning to
throw a blast of fire at then? Are you going to bl ow them
up just like that? Can | watch if |I'm quiet?"

The goblin, who had turned to continue the trek
stopped to hear the elf's response. The sane thought about
their tactics had been going through his mnd, too, but he
had planned to ask about it this evening when they nade
canp. Wwuld the elf do all the work for thenf?

The elf's lips pressed tightly together. Hi s face was
now |l ess puffy, but it was an off-green col or, the bruises

and cuts fading away slowy. "W'Ill see," he said. "I have a
fewthings with me that might help. I'll need to think it out,
but we should be able to put on quite a show | doubt that

the patrol will ever forget it."

The kender nodded with excitenment, the goblin with
sati sfaction. The m notaur wandered on ahead to kick at



sone rocks.

The kender's guesswork on the |ocation of the Istarians
proved to be reasonably accurate. By |ate evening, even the
goblin could tell that they were not far behind the humans.
The oddly assorted comnpani ons elected to canp for the
night, forgoing a fire to prevent their being spotted. They
pl anned to catch the humans on the followi ng night. The elf
guessed it would be their last chance to do so before the
humans entered territory that was nore heavily defended.

That evening, before the light in the sky was gone, the
elf carefully outlined the plan he had devel oped for
assaulting the Istarian canp. He brought out the things that
the order had gifted himw th before he had left with the
Sword of Change, and he went over their uses, point by
point. It would be difficult to take on the Istarian force,
especially since the four of themwere far outnunbered.

But the elf pointed out that they had the wei ght of nagic
and surprise. If a kender and a goblin could kill three
rangers, they certainly had a chance against the rest.

The kender was beside hinmself with excitement at the
pl ans; the m notaur seemed indifferent and uninterested.
The goblin listened carefully to the explanation and fought
to control his mounting tension. He nentally thanked
hi nsel f for not having burned the w zard' s books and for
the silver tongue it had taken to open up the elf's foolish
trust. This elf was truly dangerous. It seemed he could do
ever yt hi ng.

And it was that very thought that brought back a tale
the goblin had heard, and his blood ran cold with fear
Nonet hel ess, he asked the question with earnest innocence.

He cleared his throat to get everyone's attention. "Hear
talk frommen of Istar, back when, that priests of |Istar hear
you think when you not talk." The goblin tapped the side of
his head with a red finger. "Maybe they do this to you or
us, find us out?"

"I doubt that they have a priest with them but it's

possible,"” the elf replied, unhappy with the thought. "I've
heard about the priests' mnd-reading, too. Only the nore
i mportant priests can do that, but ... let's hope for the best."

The goblin grinned. "Eh, hope for best, yes. Maybe you
can do this listen-to-thoughts trick also, eh? You hear their
t houghts so we know what they think?"

"No, I'mafraid not. There were a few spells | was
never able to learn, and the m nd-readi ng spell was one of
them | couldn't learn to cast a fireball spell, either, but I
think I've taken care of that. |'ve always wanted to throw a

fireball, but what |I've got is better."

The goblin |l aughed and nodded. H s mi nd was safe.
H s plans were secure. The relief he felt alnpst left him
i ght-headed. He knew a Wite Robes w zard would not lie,
and he was grateful for that flaw as nuch as he despised the
elf for it.

The goblin busied hinself, setting up canp w t hout
even being asked, which was unusual for him but wel conme
by the elf and kender. The goblin had already conme to
terms with what he needed to do to get the sword at the
| east amount of risk to hinself. Al he needed was to lay his
hands on the sword for a few seconds, |ong enough to make
his wi sh, which he now knew by heart. After that, he'd have
no worries at all.



The elf took first watch that evening. The others
bedded down in the darkness of a thicket at the foot of a
hill. The m notaur sinply stretched out on the ground,
chains rattling, and was asl eep al nbst at once. The goblin
and kender bedded down as well. After |ong minutes of
forcing his tension-tight stomach to settle down, the goblin
cl osed his eyes and prepared to take a nuch-needed rest.

"Are you still awake?" canme the kender's voice. The
goblin jerked, and his eyes opened instantly. Then he
realized the kender wasn't talking to him The soft voice
cane fromwhere the elf had gone on guard duty.

"Of course |I'm awake," the elf said.

The goblin sighed and lifted his head slightly. Wth his
ni ght vision, he could see the elf settle down on the ground
next to a log, about fifty feet away. The kender wandered
out of the dark undergrow h and sat down by the elf. The
l[ittle nuisance was wapped in a bl anket he had brought
fromthe cave. The goblin tried to close his eyes to sleep
but found rest inpossible now He resigned hinmself to
stayi ng awake a while |longer, watching the elf and kender
and listening to themtal k.

"I can't sleep," the kender said, scooting closer to the
elf. "I'ma little excited about tomorrow night. |'ve been in
fights before, but never one like this. Is it bad to be excited
i ke this?"

"No," said the elf. "I'mfeeling a little ... er ... excited
nmysel f, but it will pass. Just remenber your part, and when
the tine comes, you'll be ready for it."

The kender sighed. "I hope so. | keep thinking about
what it will be like, and | can't seemto make my mind sl ow
down enough to drop off. My head's all full of things."

Your head is full, yes, thought the goblin. It is full of
briars.

The elf grunted. "You know," he said, "I never did ask
you what your nane was. \W've been so preoccupied that |
never got around to it."

There was a little silence. "Well, | wasn't really going
to tell you, because | was talking with the goblin a few
weeks ago when we first net, and he said he didn't have a
nane. | figured it would be impo-lite to tell himny nane
when he didn't have one to tell me. My father taught ne
that word."

"Hmm " said the elf. "Well, so you're worried about
of f endi ng what' s- hi s-nane, the goblin?"

"Yeah," said the kender, scooting a little closer to the
elf. "So you can't tell me your nane, either. W have to be
fair."

The goblin gently shook his head in disgust. He had | ong
ago given up trying to plunb the depths of the kender's
bi zarre mind. It sinply nade no sense. Still, he felt odd
hearing the kender's reason for never telling his name. It
made t he goblin vaguely unconfortable, and he coul dn't
say why.

The little guy was now practically stuck to the elf's
side. The elf raised his armand hung it back over the fallen
log to keep from poking the kender in the head with his
el bow.

"Magic is great," said the kender. "I never knew you
had so much magic. |1've wanted to see magic all ny life
because ny parents always told stories about it. They said



it was the nost marvel ous thing, but it wasn't fair because
kender couldn't cast nmagic, no matter how hard they
studi ed. But elves and humans knew how. Is that true?"

"I'mafraid there's sonme truth to that," the elf said.
"Kender can cast spells if they serve the gods, but the
Orders of High Sorcery are closed to them" He shrugged
his shoul ders, but his voice betrayed a certain relief at his
wor ds.

The goblin was appall ed. A kender casting spells? The
very idea was chilling. Gods above, there was enough
trouble in the world already. Istar would be I ess of a threat
than a kender w zard.

"By the way," said the elf. "That's mine."

"What? Ch! |I'msorry." The kender handed sonet hi ng

back to the elf. "It fell out of your pocket."
The elf put the itemon the ground far away fromthe
kender. "If | |ose anything else, | won't be able to cast any

spells tonorrow, " he warned.

"Ch," said the kender. There was a pause. "Here. |
found these, too."

The elf took the offered itens with a deep sigh
Thanks," he said, and all was quiet for a while.

"I used to ask ny parents if | could learn to cast magic
when | got older," the kender said. "My nother said naybe
it was a good thing | couldn't, since if you want to becone
a magi c-user, you have to pass a test, and they make you do
terrible things in the test. Is that true?"

The elf was silent for perhaps a mnute. It was a differ ent
ki nd of silence than nerely thinking. The goblin found
hinself turning his head to hear better, straining to hear
nor e.

The kender poked the elf gently in the side with an
el bow.

"What ?" asked the elf blankly. "Ch, the test. Yes, we
do have to take the Test of Hi gh Sorcery. The test doesn't
really make you do terrible things, but you ... you have to
. um ... go through sonme terrible things. The bad things
just ... happen to you. | don't think I want to tal k about ny
test right now | want to keep nmy mind clear and ready for
t onmor r ow. "

"Ch." There was a brief silence. "Wuld | have nade a
good magi c-user? I'mthirteen now 1Is that old enough to
be a wi zard?"

The news surprised the goblin. He had seen very few
kender in his life, but because they had all |ooked to be the
size of human children, he never thought tw ce about this
kender's age, assuming it was about thirty or so. Thirteen
was far younger than he had expected of someone,
especially a kender, with so nuch ability at w | derness
survival and |ore.

"Thirteen is a little young," the elf finally comrented.
"But a few w zards start not long after that age. Sone
slightly younger."

The kender seened to be thinking hard about
sonmet hing after that. Finally, he blurted out, "Could you
cast a spell for me?"

The goblin blinked in shock. What ?

"Well, | could,"” said the elf slowy, "but npbst of the
spells | have right now should be saved for tonorrow
night." He paused for a nonment, then said, "l suppose



could try one snall thing. | can relearn a new spell inits
pl ace in the norning."

The kender | eaned forward in excitenment. "Really? A
real spell?"

He dropped his voice, glancing back at the goblin and
m not aur. The goblin closed his eyes, though he figured
they'd never know if he was awake or not unl ess he noved
around.

"Al'l right, I"'mready!" the kender whispered. "You
won't set anything on fire, will you? It's awfully dry out
here and it hasn't rained in the last five days. Anything but
that is fine."

"Don't worry," the elf said softly, and he raised his
hands. "I MPILTEH PEH. "

A faint blue light - a tiny ball the size of a fingernail -
began to glow in the darkness between the elf's fingers. The
goblin caught his breath, not daring to make a sound and
reveal hinself. He had never seen magic before; either, and
the sight of it frightened himas nuch as it excited and
fasci nated him

The elf's fingers began a slow, waving dance around
the ball, and the ball responded by noving from one hand
to the other, swaying back and forth. In a nmoment, the bal
divided into two balls of equal size, then each ball divided
again and there were four, then eight, each rolling to the
rhythm of the elf's hands. By the faint, mobile light, the
goblin could see the kender's eyes shining.

The el f's hands noved, altering the pattern. The eight
bl ue balls began to chase each other in a small circle,
changi ng colors fromblue to violet, then to red, orange,
yel l ow, green, and blue again. The balls began to change
colors out of sequence with each other, whirling around
between the elf's outspread fingers as he mani pul ated their
magi cal essence. They formed an oval pattern in the air,
chasi ng each other faster and faster, until they were a
singl e, unbroken cord of golden light that gyrated like a
coinrolling on its edge in a tight circle, just before falling
flat.

The elf's lips pursed, concentrating on the pattern. The
circle began changi ng shape as it revolved in the air, taking
the formof a square, then a triangle, then a five-pointed
star. Then its shape altered even nore: a flying bird, a
| eaping rabbit, a swinmng fish, all whirling around
wi t hout sound.

The elf's fingers changed the pattern again. Now it was
deep gl owi ng green, a narrowi ng colum that revol ved
nmore slowy until it stopped over one outstretched pal m
and began to grow | eaves like a live plant. Each | eaf
appeared in outline, then filled in with soft color; thorns
formed on the main stem The top of the plant blooned into
a bright red bud, which slowmy grew until a rose of crinmson
light reached up toward the sky.

The elf uttered a soft word, and the plant collapsed into
a small ball of pale white light. In nonents, it fornmed a
nmousel i ke shape that scanpered around on the mage's palm
with lifelike curiosity. Wen it had finished exploring the
hand, the nouse stood up on its back legs, did a short
dance, took a deep bow to the kender and w zard, and
vani shed into a dot of light that slowy faded from sight.

It was conpletely dark now. The goblin had forgotten



how to breathe. He slowy shut his nouth, unable to believe
it was over. He blinked and resisted the urge to rub his
eyes. It was magic. Real magic.

Then he heard the kender sniffle.

He | ooked at the little figure by the elf's side. Both of
t he kender's hands were pressed to his face, covering his
eyes. The kender suddenly drew in a ragged breath and
began to cry.

The elf's arm dropped over the kender's shoul ders.
"What's wrong?" he asked in confusion

The kender |leaned into the elf's chest as he wept, his
thin body shaking. Long mnutes passed in the night as the
gobl i n wat ched.

"My mamma and daddy told nme magi ¢ was beautiful,”

t he kender sobbed. "They said they had never seen it
before, but they knew it was good. They wanted to see it so
badly but no one would show them They told ne that

humans weren't all bad, and maybe sonmeday a human or an
el f would show us sone nmagic if we were patient with

them They didn't think humans would hurt them but the
humans did. The humans hurt them they hurt ny mamma

and daddy a lot and |I couldn't help them because | was too
scared and | hid, and when the humans were gone, | had to
bury them and say the goodbye prayers |ike they taught ne.
| was too scared to help them even when they were really
hurt bad. | wish | had magic then so I could have hel ped
them They wanted to see nmagic so bad." He shook as he
wept, his face hidden in the elf's clothes.

The goblin realized that his hands were clenched into
cold, trenbling fists. Something burned in his eyes; it was
hard to see. Slowy, the goblin unclenched his hands and
covered his hot face with them He hated weakness, he had
hated it all his Iife, and now he was filled with it. He hated
hinmself for it, and it was all the kender's fault - the
dammed, weak, stupid, wetched kender. Wt streans
fl owed down the goblin's cheeks, and he bit his lower lip
until he tasted bl ood.

Tomorrow, he thought. Let tonorrow come fast.

*kkk*k

No stars were out. A tall fire burned just up the slope
of the hill, visible through the thick trees and under-brush.
The crickets called fromall around.

"So you think you know how to handle that elf girl?"
the grinning guard said. "You think she's not too nuch of a
match for you?"

The smiling guard had turned to face his conpani on, who
was bendi ng over to pick up firewood. The goblin drove his
knife into the grinning man's | ower back, straight through
his |l eather arnmor. The guard knew instinctively he was
going to die, the pain was so great. He was terrified and
tried to scream but the scream woul dn't come out through
the goblin's calloused hand that was cl anmped over his
mout h and face, twi sting his head back with incredible
force. The man reached back to grab his attacker, but agony
filled his head and nade himforget everything. The goblin
| et the body sag to the ground.

"You bet | can handle her," said the guard picking up
the firewood. He crouched down to adjust the load in his



arms, reaching for a few nore pieces. "Good redeens its

own, they say, and |I'm gonna redeemthat elf girl before she
gets to Istar. She's gonna know the ways of man, and |I'm
gonna be the head priest. They can have the other sl aves.
I've waited too long to pass this one up."

He picked up the | ast piece of wood, and the goblin
sl apped his hand tightly over the man's mouth and pul | ed
himinto his hard chest. The razor-sharp bl ade sliced swiftly
t hrough his throat. The man knew what was happeni ng, but
could do nothing to stop it, and trying to screamdid
not hi ng useful at all.

Then it was quiet again in the night woods, and soon
the crickets began to chirp. Everything snelled of blood.

The goblin grinned, w ped off his blade, and noved on
t hrough the wood. He felt no weakness at all now, not with
the spell of magical strength the elf had cast upon him He
t hought he could lift a horse nowif he wanted to, maybe
ten horses. And he wore a ring that altered the sounds
around him so a man would think he had heard an ow
hoot if the goblin spoke, or heard the wind blow if he
wal ked up. It was too good to be true. In his excitenment, he
barely noticed the cold.

The mai n encanpnent of Istarians was on the hilltop
packed tightly around the bonfire in the chill air. Down the
slope, in a clearing, half hidden fromthe hilltop by trees,
was a cluster of several wagons and all the Istarians' horses.
The el f had scouted ahead with his spells and reported
finding slaves in one wagon: an el ven worman, an old
dwarf, and three children - human or elven, he couldn't tell.
The ot her three wagons were enpty. The kender's estimate
of twenty nen was cl ose; the goblin guessed twenty-four -
twenty-one now that he had killed three men in the |last few
m nutes of circling the canp.

The elf and mi notaur were down by the wagons,
attacking the guards there. The elf cast a spell that silenced
the mnotaur's rattling chains. The goblin crouched down,
pulled a thin, ceranic flask froma |eather pouch on his
rope belt. It was time. Uncorking the lid, he drank the
contents, screwing up his face at the bitter taste. Wping his
nmout h, he stood up, tossed the flask aside, and noved
toward the firelight in a crouch. He had to reach the top of
the hill before the kender arrived with the fireball.

Every step of the way, the goblin pictured the sword.

He saw hinmself holding it instead of his machete, and saw

hi nsel f after he made his wish, the one wish, the only w sh.
The t hought al nost made him hurry too fast and give

hi nsel f away to the humans, who were directly ahead of

him He dropped down behind a tree and faded into the

dar kness. He was only two hundred feet fromthe fire on

top of the hill.

"I't's not like we're killing real people, you know. " The
human who spoke kept his voice low, but his tone was sure
and knowi ng. He shifted his stance, and his arnor clinked.
Chain mail, maybe with plate. "You and I, we're rea
peopl e. W know t he difference between right and w ong.

The great gods blessed us with vision that no other race

has. That's the vision to see our destiny. We're not |ike the
nmongrel races who see only to the next day's neal. They

don't deserve to breathe our air. By the bl essed gods, do

you want to live in a city with goblins?"



There were two nen ahead of the goblin, thirty feet
away, nhear a pile of brush and branches froma fallen tree.

He could see themwell in the firelight. One wore netal

mail, the other riveted | eather. The goblin guessed that the
one in mail was a | eader, nmaybe a knight. The man woul d

be hard to kill if this wasn't done right. The goblin

wondered if he should just go around them but he hated
| eavi ng anyone alive behind him especially people who
didn't want to live with goblins or breathe their air.

The man in the riveted | eather | ooked away fromhis
conpanion, his grip |loosening on his spear. "No, Your
Reverence, " he nunbl ed.

The goblin froze. Gods of Istar, he thought, a priest.
Perhaps a priest that could tell what you were thinking!

"Well, neither do I," said the mail-arnored nan,
| ooking at the other with a half-grin. "No one does. You
know what ki nds of evil things goblins do, don't you? Wl
certainly. W have to destroy them and you know that's
right. And kender. Forgive ny asking, but would one of the
gods of good ever have created a kender?"

"They - " The other man stopped, obviously trying to
think this out carefully. "They aren't ... | mean ... kender
t hey cause trouble, | know, but "

The mail -arnmored nman snorted good-naturedly. He
| ooked away at the distant bonfire in the center of the canp,
surrounded by the secure clutter of bedrolls. The dim
firelight was reflected in his polished steel breastplate.
"You're trying to tell ne that kender aren't as bad as
goblins, right?"

The | eat her-arnored nan took a breath, thought better
of his answer, and said not hi ng.

"So you DO think kender aren't as bad as goblins." The
mai | -arnmored nman sighed. "You think we're doi ng wong,
is that it? W're doing the will of the gods of good and the
Ki ngpriest of Istar, and it's wong?"

"No." The man seened badly frightened. The goblin
could barely hear the answer. "No, that's not it, Your
Reverence. "

"Ah," the cleric said, the m sunderstanding apparently
cleared up. "The captain said this was your first canpaign
| know it's hard, and everything seens confusing at tines.
Maybe all the time, right?"

The other man | ooked at the ground and seenmed to nod
inthe affirmative, unwilling to speak

The goblin's worst fear was eased. If the priest could read
m nds, he wasn't doing it now. The goblin studied the
ground ahead of him then reached into a side pocket and
pul | ed sonmething out. He couldn't count on a clean kil
through mail arnor, so he'd have to use the potion's powers
and work around it. He slowy crept out fromthe tree's
shadow.

"I't was confusing for nme, too, when | started." The

cleric suddenly sounded strangely vulnerable. "It was
terrible for me at first. | wasn't worried about fighting
goblins, but other things threw ne. W had to fight

dwarves once. They put the fear of evil into ne, with their
shifty little eyes and ratty beards and stunpy bodies. They
fought like" - the cleric dropped his voice and turned his
dark eyes on the recruit - "like the Seven Evil Ones were in

them"



There was only silence after his words, except for the
di stant crackling of the fire. The wind seenmed to be
pi cki ng up around them
"It was a terrible war in the nountains,” said the cleric
inalowvoice. "I saw ny friends crushed by aval anches,
shot by bolts and arrows. They lay in nmy arns with their
i nbs hacked away, begging ne to heal them The dwarves
did this to us in the nmountains. They didn't fight Iike
humans. They weren't human. They were evil reborn. | saw
it all then, and | came to believe at last in their evil. | wsh
to the gods even now that there had been a better way for
me to learn than to have gone through that. 1'Il not see ny
friends die in ny arns for that again, bleeding away and
me not able to stop it because all ny spells were gone to
ot hers wounded earlier." The cleric's eyes were |ike
danci ng bl ack flanes.
The cleric reached up, patted the other man on the

back. "I like you, boy. You rem nd ne of the way | was,
before the war in the mountains. | w sh you could al ways
be like that. | really do. You're a lot happier for it."

The | eat her -arnored nman coughed and dared a weak
smle. The cleric snmled back at him The | eather-arnored
man reached up to wi pe the sweat from his forehead.

Sonet hi ng noved across his feet and crawl ed up his |egs.

The man junped when he felt it. Sonething had him
by the feet, and he lost his balance and fell over, dropping
his spear. The cleric began struggling and sl apping madly
at his thighs. He was seeing tall grass and vines and roots
and briars and saplings knot thensel ves around his cal ves
like iron chains. The two nmen opened their nouths to shout
or scream No cries sounded. Instead, the crickets chirped
nore |loudly, the wind blew harder, night birds called. The
men on the hill by the fire went on about their business.

The goblin came swiftly out of the darkness. He
whi pped a flexible wire over the cleric's head, twisted the
wire around his neck, and pulled it tight in less than a
second, snapping the cleric's head back with great force.
The cleric's eyes bugged out; he fought to get his fingers
under the wire but found no space. Hi s tongue cane out
between his teeth, and his eyes stared, white, at the stars.
The man on the ground struggled to get free of the vines
and grass that tightened over his |l egs and chest and arms
and reached up for his face, and he screamed and screaned
and heard only the crickets and the night birds and the w nd
in the trees above.

Then the cleric collapsed, falling backward into the
graspi ng grasses and vines, and the dark shape rel eased the
garrote and | ooked at the fallen man with cold eyes. The
| eat her-arnored nman saw it and believed the cleric about
the evil then, he believed it all, and he screaned |like a
madman right up to the end. And no one heard him

It's all too good to be true, thought the goblin.

*kkk*k

"Where in the Abyss are they?" nuttered the captain,
heedl ess of the sleeping men around him He had to be the
captain, the goblin decided, though the man wore no arnor.
H s bearing and novenments marked himat once as a man
who was in charge. "Hey, you!" he shouted to the sentry



standi ng across the canp. "Get out there and tell those two
dung-eaters that the fire's dying, and they're to get their fat
asses back up here with the wood right now. And tell them

| want to see themafterward, too. If they've got tine to

hunt squirrels, they' ve got time for a few other things |I've
got in mnd for them Go!"

The sl eeping nmen slept on. The chosen sol di er sal uted
with a grin and took off into the woods, passing the unseen
goblin and | eaving the bearded captain to slap at
nosqui t oes and gnats. "I hate being out here,” the captain
muttered. "I hate all of the canping out crap, with little
things that bite and sting. The w | derness doesn't give a
damm about me or ny rank or anything. | can't fight back."

The goblin | ooked at the soldier heading into the
woods. The nman wasn't likely to find the | ast two bodi es,
covered up as they were, but if he kept going he'd soon find
the first three. Time was running out. Hi dden behind a
cluster of saplings, the goblin rubbed his arm nuscles and
| ooked back at the canp. He counted twelve sleeping rolls
around the clearing; the captain was standi ng guard now by
hi nsel f. The other nmen nmust be down the slope with the
horses and wagons, if they were still alive - which the
goblin doubted very much

The kender was due. The goblin had to get there first,
to look for the sword. He took the time to squint against the
firelight and search the clearing for any sign of a box or
crate that might contain a sword. There was only one pile
of bel ongi ngs and supplies, and that was on the edge of the
cl earing, about two-thirds of the way around to the left. He
couldn't make out what was in the pile very well; the fire
interfered with his night vision. H s only hope was that the
captai n had thought the sword val uable enough to bring it
into the canp to prevent its being stolen

The goblin carefully moved back fromthe |ight and
began maki ng his way around the canp's edge toward the
left side. He tried not to think of the possibility that the elf,
the minotaur, or even the kender would find the Sword of
Change first. He had dreamed about the sword so nuch in
the last two days that he couldn't inagine not having it.
There was so nmuch to gain, and he deserved it so badly.

The wi sh would pay for a lifetine of |oneliness,
deprivation, and brutality. It would set hi mabove al
worries ever again.

He still felt as if the strength spell was working. He
didn't know if the plant-control potion was active or not,
but he didn't care. If he could get close enough to the
supplies and find that sword, he wouldn't need to entangle
the soldiers with plants again; he could just take off and run
with his prize. No. He changed his mnd. He would use the
potion's effects if it still worked. Better to snag everyone
with weeds until he had tine for his wish. Then it woul dn't
matter anynore.

The slope in the woods behind the supplies fell off
steeply, dropping at |least twenty feet straight down through
the tree linbs. The goblin kept as lowto the ground as he
could while he noved, taking his tinme. Any m nute now,
the guard in the woods woul d find soneone's body and set
up an alarm But the goblin couldn't afford haste. He
reached the edge of the grassy cliff. It was bathed in
shadows cast by the supply crates and chests, blocking the



fire's light. The goblin decided to risk standing up in a
crouch, and he took a rmuch better | ook around the canp.

Ri ght then, the kender flew down out of the sky and
| anded in the mddle of the canp, not a pike's |length away
fromboth the captain and the goblin hinself.

It happened so fast that the goblin froze in the act of
taking a step, and the captain didn't even shout to wake
everyone up. The kender merely | anded and | ooked around,
then waved a hand at the captain and gave hima devilish
grin. The kender, his dark hair full of tangles and his
scarred face snudged with dirt, came up to the captain's
breast bone. The kender wore his usual filthy mx of torn
cl othes and ani nal hides, and he held a huge bag cradled in
his arnms: the fireball

"What in the Abyss!" whispered the captain. Hs right
hand sl oWy edged up his back toward a dagger sheath.
Keepi ng his face bl ank, he waved at the kender.

The kender hopped into the air, did a snooth back flip,
and | anded on his feet again, his face alive with excitenent.
He nodded at the captain and made a nmotion of | ooking
briefly toward the sky, as if urging the captain to try it, too

The captain licked his lips. H's fingers were working

on untying the dagger straps. "I'm... I'"'mafraid | can't fly
like that," he said, forcing a smle. "But that was rea
good. "

Qut of the conmer of his eye, the goblin noticed an arm
snake quietly out of a bedroll about ten feet behind the
kender, reaching for a sword on the ground. The captain
seened to see it, too, but he kept fromlooking in that
direction after the first glance.

"Do you know any other tricks?" the captain asked,
al nost conversational ly.

"Sure!" said the kender, then | ooked instantly contrite.
"Not supposed to talk," he munbl ed apol ogetically. "M
m stake. But here's ny last trick anyway."

The soldier in the bedroll behind the kender lifted the
sword, then slowy rolled forward to get within striking
di stance. The goblin tensed. He hadn't the faintest idea
what to do next.

The kender crouched and | eaped into the air. Stil
carrying the bag, he flew straight up into the darkness. The
soldier in the bedroll flung hinself forward. H s sword
whi pped down, nissing the kender conpletely.

"Canp awake!" roared the captain, forgetting the
dagger and pulling his long sword free instead. "To arns!
Get the rocks out of your asses and get up! To arms, the
gods dam you!"

The kender was gone now, |ost against the starless black
of the night sky. The goblin backed farther into the
undergrowth until he was on the edge of the cliff. There
was nowhere to go. He kept the bulk of a tree between him
and the awakeni ng canp, and silently cursed the kender for
nearly getting hinmself killed.

Sl eepy, frightened men tore at their bedrolls, flailed
about for weapons and armor and hel mets and shields. The
captain, swearing at all the gods, stared up into the sky for
the flying kender.

"Sorry | missed 'im Cap'n," said the warrior. "l had
right there before he took off. Was he a w zard?"

"Had to be," said the captain tightly, still |ooking

i m



upward. "He flew'

"What's going on, Captain?" one of the nen shouted,
his arnmor hal f-on, an axe in his hand.

The bearded captain | ooked down. Al his nen were up
now, crowding around. "You," said the captain, pointing to
a red-haired man. "Get down the hill and get the priest up
here; we could be having sone trouble. Tell himthere's a
wi zard | oose. Take three nmen with you. Don't - ow, damm
it!"™ The captain clapped his hand over his eyes, rubbed
them vigorously with his fingers, and other nen around the
canp nearest the fire did the same. Sparks flew up fromthe
bonfire's flanes as a bl ack, powdery rain began

It was the start of the fireball

The goblin realized his danger when the bl ack dust
cane down and the nen in the canp swore. He knew he
shoul d get away, but he hesitated just a nonment before
escapi ng, because he couldn't figure out where to go
wi t hout being seen. That was all the tinme he had and it was
gone.

The fireball was an explosion of white and yellow Iight
half as big as a city block. It billowed out over the bonfire,
filled the entire clearing, framed the flying bodies of nmen at
its base for an instant before it swallowed them whol e.

A solid blinding wall of superheated flanme and air
reached for the goblin through the black branches and
| eaves, incinerating the trees as it canme. The flames found
hi m and burned the hair fromhis arnms and face, set his rags
on fire, and roasted every scrap of skin that faced the
inferno. In agony, the goblin instinctively flung up his
hands to ward it off. There was no tine to be truly afraid.
He had no tinme to react, except to nove.

He turned and threw hinmself off the cliff. He fell
t hrough space, bathed in firelight, the wind roaring for a
monent in his ears, the distant sloping ground rushing up
to nmeet him

The ground slamed all of the air fromhis |ungs when
he hit. He rolled in a crazy tangle of arms and | egs down
the slope until he struck a tree with his back. He couldn't

breathe. A million thorns and sticks had torn his burned
skin. A flam ng mass of |eaves | anded around him He
forced hinself to his knees without thinking at all. He

fought for air and felt a dozen sharp knives stab him
through the lungs. It was the worst pain he had ever known,
worse than the bunms and cuts. He got numbly to his feet,

not daring to breathe again, and staggered forward,

heedl ess of everything, until he fell over a |og. Sonething
struck his forehead |ike a hamer, and the world went out.

*kkk*k

For a minute, the goblin could not renenber what was
goi ng on or why he was even here. Al he knew was a
pecul i ar nunbness. Strange inmages began to filter back to
him part of some awful dreamthat ran around and around
in a storminside his head. He renenbered who he was,
but not hi ng about where he was or what he was doi ng here.
He | ay back, feeling some of the nunbness slip away into a
slowy building pain that covered his whol e body. He
dreanmed that he had bathed in | ava and been beaten with
cl ubs.



| amout in the night in a forest, he thought. There's a big
fire on a hill above me. | should get away from here, but |
don't know where this is or why |I'm here.

He started to roll over but didn't, wincing fromthe
awful pain that started deep in his chest. He slowy began
to renenber the kender, then the minotaur and elf. He even
renenbered the sword, but he had no idea why he shoul d
care about it.

After a while, he renmenbered that, too.

He finally got to his knees, but stayed there, his bruised
chest aching with every wheezing breath he drew. The bl ast
had been the elf's coal -dust fireball, the one he said he'd
wor ked on with the hel p of gnones, who had provided the
coal for the enchantnent. The goblin wondered if the
kender coul d have survived the blast, being so far up in the
sky. The elf had warned the kender about staying aloft too
| ong. The spell would fade and drop the little guy fromthe
clouds to his death. Maybe the kender woul dn't have to
worry about that possibility, if his curiosity had gotten the
best of himand he'd tried to watch the bl ast close up. The

goblin found hinself hoping the kender was still around
somewhere. After all, he told hinself, the kender did all the
wor K.

Then the goblin remenbered the elf and the m notaur
The el f would be | ooking for the sword right now, and he
had the minotaur's help as well as his spells.

That's all right, the goblin thought suddenly. I'm going

to kill that elf. I'"'mgoing to kill that elf and the m notaur
too. | can do it; I've killed lots of nmen tonight. I'Il just kill
everyone. |'mso strong, nothing can get me. | just need to

get that sword, and that's all I'lIl ever need. | have to do it
NOW.

Carefully, using a tree trunk for support, the goblin got
to his feet and began to stagger back up the hill

*kkk*k

Smoke drifted across the countryside in the night as
flames | eaped through the dry trees, sending yell ow sparks
skyward by the thousands. The bottons of the clouds
gl oned or ange.

The goblin began clinbing the hill, pulling hinmself up
foot by agonizing foot. H s burned, aching hands clung to
branches, bunched weeds, and stones. He clinbed until he
knew he had been clinbing for years w thout end.

Sonmewhere al ong the way, he lost his nagical ring. Severa
times he felt delirious and babbl ed about things that seened
to make lots of sense but never stayed long in his mind. He
yel l ed and sang and grasped a | ast handful of grass, pulled
hi nsel f up on his stonmach, and saw that he had nmade it. He
was still singing sonmething, a tune he'd heard the thugs sing
in East Dravinar, but the song faded away as he coughed on
the snoke and the stench of burned flesh. He rested for a
nmonent, then pulled hinself up to | ook around.

It took a while, but eventually he realized that the fires
on the hilltop were going out. It took a few nonents |onger
to realize that it was probably the doing of the elf w zard
The goblin watched dunbly as a small fire in front of him
died away into a bl ackened snmear of ash and snoke. Only
t he much-weakened bonfire still burned with any heat and



light.

The goblin shivered as a violent chill passed through
him He knew it was fromboth fear and the beating he'd
t aken, especially fromthe bunms. He had to find the sword.
He couldn't go on rmuch | onger. He noved forward on his
hands and knees, his body alive with pain, |ooking for the
supply pile.

As he did, he heard soneone stunbling toward him
t hrough the scorched remains of the canp. The goblin
coughed and | ooked ar ound.

A bl ackened apparition in guardsman arnor held out its
arms to the goblin as it approached. Its face was burned
beyond recognition, and its fingers were gone, |eaving only
the black stunps of its hands. The figure wal ked stiffly
toward the goblin. The man was blind and unaware, trailing
snoke fromthe remmants of his snol dering clothes.

The goblin shrieked in terror. He couldn't even think of
fleeing or fighting; Al he knew was that it was a dead man,
a dead man he had helped kill, and it wanted him He knew
all the stories about dead nmen. He didn't want to know any
nor e.

The burned apparition stunbled over a body on the
ground before it collapsed with a nuffled cry. For a

nmonent it tried torise, thenit fell flat and was still at |ast.

The snell hit himthen, and the goblin retched, but he
forced hinself to | ook away fromthe dead man and began
crawl i ng again. He knew he'd find worse as he got closer to
the blast, but it didn't matter. He had to find the sword.

A junbl e of bl ackened wood appeared in the dying
firelight, only thirty feet anay. Wth a burst of energy he
didn't think he could find, the goblin gave out a gasping
cry, then hurried forward on hands and knees, heedl ess of
what he had to crawl over or through to get there.

Restl ess fingers reached for the snol dering boxes. He
saw that they really had been canp supplies, but it was stil
possi bl e that the sword was anong them He was so cl ose
now, so close to the only power he would ever know, that
he couldn't stop | ooking. He got to his knees and tried to
exam ne the boxes in the dimming firelight.

And, al nost at once, he saw one that stood out from
the rest. It was a weapons case, once covered with fine
el ven carvings in the wood but now half-charred. It was
just a little bigger than a sword would be. He snatched at it
wi th an agoni zed, inarticulate cry, dragging the case to him
as he funmbled for latches or locks. His fingers found one,
snapped it open, and enptied it out.

But it was already enpty.

He blinked.

It was al ready enpty.

He checked the inside of the box again.

It was still enpty.

Enpty.

Enpty.

Soneone noved through the canmp behind him The
goblin turned around, shivering but feeling no pain at al
from hi s wounds.

"Ch, gods!" cried the elf's nuffled voice. H s face was
white with shock, and he held a cloth to his nose and nouth
with his left hand to ward against the awful stench in the
air. "You're hurt! Don't nove!"



The goblin dully dropped his gaze to the elf's right
hand, which held a gl eam ng, jewel-encrusted | ong sword,
poi nt down, at his side.

The el f sheathed his sword in a scabbard that the goblin
di d not recogni ze.

"I found the Sword of Change with one of the guards
by the horses," the elf said hastily, com ng up to kneel and
check the goblin's injuries. "The man nust have won it in a
di ce gane or sonething. The minotaur's just down the
sl ope. The slaves ran off into the hills. Let's get you to a
creek and get you washed off. |If that kender's around
anywhere, we'll get himto bandage you up. Damm, you're
really hurt. How cl ose were you to the fireball? Coul dn't
you get away fromit?"

The goblin's shoul ders slunped, and he seened to nelt
into hinmself. The elf reached out and gently took the goblin
by one arm trying to help himup. The goblin flinched at
t he painful touch, but didn't get up. He sat on the ground
and stared at the elf's feet without a trace of expression

"Cone on," said the elf. "W have what we cane for
and now we rnust | ook after your wounds." He reached
down again with both hands. The goblin | ooked up stupidly
at the elf's face. Then he | ooked down and saw t he sword.

"Come on," the elf urged.

The goblin stirred, reaching up to the elf with both hands
as he sat back on the balls of his feet. He took a sudden
deep breath and lunged forward through the elf's arnms. As
he hurtled past the elf's side, he snatched at the sword hilt
wi th both hands. The sword snagged, then pulled free of its
sheat h.

He had the sword. HE HAD THE SWORD

"CGods, no!" shouted the elf, starting for him

The goblin stunbl ed backward, nearly falling before he
caught hinself. The elf al nbst grabbed him but the bl ade
cane up. The elf dodged and junped back, al nbst a
nonment too |ate.

"Pl ease!" pleaded the elf. "You' re crazy! You don't
have any idea of what you're holding!"

The goblin stared for a nonment, then |aughed - a wild,
mad, painful |augh that rang in the night across the hilltop
H s eyes were glistening balls of blackness in his burned,
filthy face, his nouth open to the black sky. Hi s chest

shook as if each breath was killing him
"Gve nme the sword!" the elf shouted. "Gve it to ne!"
The goblin still |aughed and shook his head. He felt
giddy, as if his soul were leaving his body. He seened to
hurt all over. "It ny sword," he managed to say, though the
pain in his lungs stabbed himw th every word. "It ny
sword! My sword!"
"You'll ruin everything, you fool!" the elf yelled. "It's a

wi sh sword! We can fight Istar with it! W can save
oursel ves and our people fromlstar if we use it right! W
have the chance now G ve ne the sword!"

The goblin shook his head slowy. He kept the sword
point facing the elf, ready to thrust in case the elf did
somet hing stupid |like charge. But the goblin was feeling
very tired now It seened like a year since he'd slept |ast.
The sword was very heavy, and his chest was starting to
hurt nmore than usual. He tried to swallow, but it hurt too
nmuch.



The elf held his pose, his arnms reaching out to the
goblin froma crouched stance. Then he slowy let his arns
drop, and he stood up. "Fine," said the elf in a different, flat

voi ce. "l should have known better. | should have known.
This is the way you want it, so" - the elf raised his hands
into the air - "I have no choice."

The el f's hands began to gl ow.

The goblin's nmouth fell open. He raised his sword -
and he couldn't remenber his wish.

" ALl AKI ADAM VI THOFO M LGREYA! " shout ed the
el f. "SOVALI TARAK Cl ONDI AVAL FREETRA - "

A huge, dark shape arose fromthe brush behind the elf,
its massive brown bul k and | ong horns sil houetted agai nst
the light of the dying fire. The goblin saw the m notaur and
fell back with a wild cry. He | anded on his backsi de and
knocked the wind out of his lungs. He didn't rel ease the
sword, sinply held it before him

The minotaur swung its arns in a huge, rapid arc. The
bl ack iron chai n whi pped around, struck the elf in the back
smacking himlike a giant's hamer. The elf was thrown
forward into the air, crashing in a heap on the ground. The
magi ¢ on his hands flared up - and died out.

The elf withed on the ground, gasping for air. He
managed to roll onto his chest and pushed hinmself up to
face the minotaur. The elf's chest heaved, and his face
twisted in grotesque pain. The goblin could see in the
firelight that the back of the elf's shirt was stained dark and
wet where the thick chain had struck him Not daring to
nmove or think, the goblin stared at the m notaur, which
was standi ng upright now, facing the elf. Fromthe
m notaur's | arge hands dangl ed the | ong bl ack chain,
readi ed for another strike.

The goblin tried to remenber his wish, but it wouldn't
cone to him He couldn't think of it at all

"Well," said the minotaur in the trade tongue, as it
| ooked at the elf, "aren't you going to throw a spell at ne?"

The el f wheezed, seenming to find it hard to breathe.

The goblin stared at the huge brown nonster and forgot
about breathing entirely.

"You ... can talk," the elf gasped at |ast.

"Very good," the mnotaur said. It spoke lazily, but with a
perfectly precise grasp of the trade tongue. "You have
| ear ned sonet hi ng about your world that you did not know
before. 1've heard that elves value know edge, so this
information will serve you well in the afterlife.”

"Wait," said the elf, trying to catch his breath. "Just
wait. We set out ... to get the sword ... so that we could ..
use it against ... our common foe ... Istar. W have to - "

"No," said the mnotaur. "W each set out to gain the
sword for our own purposes.” The minotaur flicked a
glance in the goblin's direction. "I would guess that our
friend the goblin nmerely wants power. Maybe he wants to
be a god. But my need of the sword is far sinmpler.”

The goblin wondered if he was dreami ng. The elf
pull ed hinmself up a bit, but couldn't seemto sit upright
now, he grimaced as he settled down, chest against the
earth again, his breath com ng shall ow and quickly.

"You don't appear to have heard ne," said the
m notaur. The chain in its fists swung slightly.

"No! | heard!" said the elf quickly. "Wiy? Wy?"



"Because this is the way of the world: Only the strong
deserve to rule, and the strong should use any neans at
their disposal to acconplish this. Because true strength is
reveal ed in chaos, in the destruction of all borders and | aws
and boundaries, so that each being may chal |l enge every
other for the right to rule. Once |I take that sword, | will
ensure ny chance to rule the world, fromsea to sea and
beyond, for all tinme, by wi shing for the doom of the

civilized world. My brethren and | will have our freedom at
last, and we will command what's left of this sad, tortured
| and. "

The elf stared at the m notaur. "Mdness," he
whi sper ed.

"No nore mad than your hope to destroy a part of Istar's
power with this sword. You'd open the gates to chaos in
your own way, but you'd | eave justice and order in the
worl d intact. Those who nake the | aws and govern the
arm es woul d probably find mnotaurs to be as
i nconvenient as do the Istarians - and they mi ght not be as
willing to save our race for enslavenent."

The goblin figured that the elf's back was broken, and
indeed it mght be, but the elf seened to gather sone

strength as he spoke next. "If we use ... the sword together

we ... can break the hold ... Istar has on us!" he pl eaded
softly. "W can start to ... throw down slavery ... and killing
and prejudice everywhere, and be free! W can ... have a
new wor | d!'"

"Did you not attenpt to enslave nme with one of your
spells before we left on this quest?" asked the m notaur

raising a thick eyebrow "If that's a sanple of how your
new world is going to be, | confess | find it lacking. | threw
of f that spell, thanks only to ny willpower - the sane

wi |l power that allowed nme to survive |long enough in this

mad wi |l derness to be found by that pathetic kender

Besides, | really have no quarrel with slavery or killing - as
long as it is the mnotaurs who are doing the enslaving and
murdering. It is the way of the world. You elves should

really come out of your forests once in a while and see

what the world's all about."

Sweat dripped fromthe mnotaur's broad snout. "This
has gone on | ong enough. You have had your fun tonight.
And now I'd like sone fun nyself." It stepped forward,
arnms and chai n swi ngi ng back and around.

The elf raised a hand. "ELEKONI A XANES," he said,
pointing his index finger in the mnotaur's direction

A pul sing stream of white light burst fromthe elf's
finger, flashed into the mnotaur's chest. The beast flinched
and threw back its head, roaring in agony. Then it cane on
maddened, the long chain lashing down to strike at the elf's
head. The goblin came to his senses and rolled to get out of
t he way.

The elf gave a strangled cry when the chain struck
him The goblin heard the chain | ash down again, and
again, and he kept rolling to get away.

Then he renmenbered his w sh.

He renenbered it perfectly.

He stopped rolling and held onto the sword's hilt as he |ay
on his chest, facing away fromthe smashing and rattling
sounds as the minotaur flailed at the fallen elf.

"I wish," began the goblin in a choking voice, his chest



burni ng and his hands shaking, "that | would be -
He heard the minotaur's earth-shattering roar directly

behi nd hi m Pani cked, he brought the sword up as the

m not aur | eaped at him

*kkk*k

It was cold, but the goblin didn't feel the cold very

much. The chill fromthe ground seeped into his body and
t hrough his bones, but it seenmed very distant and not very
real. It was odd that he felt no pain. For sone reason, he

t hought that he shoul d.

Soneone was cal ling, soneone close by. The goblin
opened his eyes and saw dark gray clouds rolling overhead,
heard the wind tossing the tree branches. Sonething cold
and wet struck himon the forehead. Rain, maybe.

A new sound began. It was the stupid kender. He was
crying. The goblin stirred, trying to |l ook in the kender's

direction, but he couldn't nmove very well. He found it hard
to breat he.
Foot st eps thunped over to his side. Small, cold hands

touched his cheeks, wi ping away dirt and bl ood. Turning
his head, he saw a thin face with tangled brown hair and
br own eyes.

"Are you alive?" the kender asked, his voice al nost
breaking. "I saw you nove. Please say you're alive."

The goblin licked his lips. Hs nmouth felt very dry, and
it tasted awful. "Yes," he said. It hurt to speak; the w nd
al nost carried his voice away.

"I"'msorry | wasn't here," the kender said, choking back
his sobs. Hi s hands continued to clean the goblin's face. "I
got lost last night because of the explosion and the w nd,
and | crashed in some bushes. | cane down far away and
kept falling over things and getting stuck in briars and
al nost twi sted ny ankle. Wat happened?”

"Fight," the goblin managed to say. Was the kender
going to talk himto death? He suspected that he was dyi ng
anyway. Then he renenbered. "M notaur,"” he whispered
fearfully, trying to | ook around.

"The minotaur's over there." The kender waved an arm
blindly to his right. "I"'msorry. He ... he's dead." The
kender started to cry again but fought it down. "The
humans killed himwith the gem sword. The elf's dead, too.
The humans beat himup. | don't want you to die, too."

Wth a sudden effort, the goblin forced himself to sit
up a few inches and | ooked in the direction the kender had
i ndi cated. The minotaur lay collapsed in a dirty brown
heap, the sword's silver blade protruding fromits back
The goblin remenbered now the mnotaur's roar as it had
| eapt upon the blade, its full weight smashing into the
goblin's face and chest. Then the awful gurgling how as it
arose and tried to breathe with a shaft of steel through its
l ung and heart.

The goblin eased hinmsel f back down, fighting the dul

pain that came fromhis chest. | should be happy, he
thought. | killed a mnotaur. But | feel so tired. It isn't
worth it to move. | just want to ... Oh. The -

"Sword, " whispered the goblin. He tried to reach
toward the dead minotaur. "Sword."
The kender wiped his eyes and | eaned cl oser. "What?"



"Sword," said the goblin. He tried to reach for it.
Thi ngs seenmed to get dark and that frightened him but his
hand caught the kender's hand, and he felt less afraid.
Stupi d kender, he thought, and the world slowy drifted
away.

*kkk*k

One of the wagons carried shovels. It took the rest of the
day, with intermttent droplets of rain falling all around, for
the kender to dig a pit large enough to bury his three
friends. The goblin had asked for the sword, so the kender
carefully cleaned it after renoving it fromthe minotaur's
chest, never touching the blade. He held it by its hilt as he
prepared to lay it at the dead goblin's side.

"I wish ..." the kender whispered, then closed his eyes
to better remenber the words that his parents had taught
him He could renenber only the end of the good-bye

prayers, so he said that. "I wi sh you peace on your journey,
and hope you will be waiting for nme at the end of your
travels."

Because his eyes were closed, he did not see the sword
glow briefly as he spoke. The light faded away when he set
the sword into the goblin's hand.

The kender filled the pit halfway with dirt, then
covered it with rocks to keep out wol ves and ot her
creatures. It was dawn the next day before he was finished.

He left the Istarian soldiers where they lay. Then he
went hone.

Rai ndrops began falling all across the hilltop. Wthin
m nutes, the |and was awash in a cold, blinding torrent.

The Three Lives of Horgan Oxthrall
Douglas Nl es

Research of Foryth Teel, scribe serving
Astinus Lorekeeper

My Most Honored Master:

Regretfully, information detailing the history of the
Khal ki st dwarves during the century preceding the
Cataclysmis sparse and, for the nost part, of questionable
veracity. Nevertheless, | shall endeavor to collect the scraps
that yield thenselves to ne and present themto you in as
sensi bl e a manner as possible.

The tale begins with the Istarian invasion of the
Khal ki st Mountains in 117 PC, follow ng the dwarven
reaction to the Proclamati on of Manifest Virtue (118 PC)
The Khal ki st dwarves' refusal to renounce Reorx and swear
obei sance to only the gods of good was viewed as a direct
chall enge to the authority of the Kingpriest. The resulting
di sastrous canpaign is, naturally enough, given scant
treatment in the surviving human histories.

The few traversabl e routes through the crest of the high
Khal ki sts - nmpost notably, Stone Pillar and White Bear
passes - were the only overland roads connecting the
eastern and western portions of the enpire of Istar.
Angered by the effrontery of the human procl amation, the



dwarves turned their backs on a lucrative income (from
tolls on the passes) and closed their realmto Istar

The enperor invaded |ate the foll owi ng sumer (117
PC), delaying the assault until then in order to m ninze
the difficulties presented by the deep snow in the heights.
He sent two of his |egions against each of the two major
passes - a total arny of sone forty thousand nmen. The
rugged terrain confined each force to a single deep vall ey,
and though each marched but a score of |eagues fromthe
other, neither was in a position to support its counterpart in
the event of difficulty.

The dwarves capitalized on this di sadvantage quickly,
nmeeting the two southern |l egions with sone ei ght thousand
doughty warriors. Meanwhile, the northern wing of the
I starian arny advanced over rougher ground, pushing
toward the lofty divide at a snail's pace

Maki ng his attack in the south from anbush, at the
fording of a rapid stream the dwarven commander tinmed
t he onsl aught perfectly. (lIncidentally, reports indicate, but
do not confirm that the dwarven field arnmy was |ed by
H gh Thane Rankil hinmself.) Waiting until half of the
I starians had crossed, the Khal ki st arny anni hil ated an
entire legion and harried the second all the way back to the
| oWl ands. There the remmant of the human | egi on
remai ned, its fighting spirit shattered on the granite
foothills. The heights | oonmed |ike jagged daggers to the
west, casting shadows of an early sunset over Istar. (| beg
Your Excellency's forgiveness of ny metaphorical excess!)

By this tine, the northern | egions had penetrated to
Stone Pillar Pass, wthout seeing a single dwarf. Then
abruptly, the attacks began - sudden strikes from
conceal nent. There seens to have been a sinple saneness
to the tactic

A wedge of stocky, bearded dwarves bearing keen battle-
axes or steel-headed hanmers charged froma ridge |line or
ravi ne, slashing into the human col utmm, then di sappearing
before the Istarian army could concentrate its forces. The
attacks were repeated; the position of the |egions becane
unt enabl e. The human troops endured short rations, harsh
weat her, and constant harassing conbat, but their generals
ordered themto stand firm

After several weeks of this treatnent, during which
every grown, able-bodied rmale dwarf was drawn into the
Khal ki st arny, the centurions comandi ng the two trapped
| egions gradually canme to grips with the precariousness of
their situation. Food had begun to run low, and the icy
nmenace of winter was a constant remninder behind the harsh
aut um wi nds. Desperate, the commanders ordered a march
back to Istar.

The humans surrounded their heavy, ox-drawn supply
wagons with many ranks of guards and rumnbl ed down the
hi gh valleys. The oxen |l ed the charge agai nst the dense
dwarven formations when the Khal kist forces strategically
chose to block the Istarian arnmy's retreat.

Reports from I starian sources, Excellency, confirmthe
truth of this last tactic, clainmng that the oxen presence was
often effective agai nst dwarves. It seens that the wagon
handl ers fed the beasts a gruel laced with rumbefore the
battle - a goodly dose reputed to have made the nornal ly
equabl e oxen nost di sagreeable. They are great creatures,



of course, and nust have | ooned over the dwarves in
el ephanti ne proportion

Nevert hel ess, the stocky mountain dwellers tried to
stop the Istarian arny, even as roadbl ock after roadbl ock
crunbl ed before the | unbering beasts of burden as the oxen
scattered the dwarves. Still, H gh Thane Rankil renmai ned
stubbornly determined to obliterate the two | egi ons.

The humans finally were cornered before the |ast river
crossing - a historical site called Thoradin Bridge, which I
have | ocated on a pre-Cataclysmnmap - leading to the safety
of the Istarian Plains. Here a conpany of young dwarves
stood, and once again the oxen were drawn to the fore.

At this point, Excellency, it becomes difficult to sort
the I egend fromfact. W know that the human force was

lost in total - the greatest mlitary defeat suffered by Istar
to that date. As for the course of the battle, little is known.
However, | have uncovered a somewhat inpl ausible

tale. Dwarven |l egend has it that a young dwarf, one

Horgan of Squire, enployed sone great magic - often
referred to as the power of Reorx - to lure the oxen away
fromthe bridge, diverting the fateful charge that woul d
have ensured the human escape. It is said that this Horgan
wore a tunic enbroidered with silver thread, portraying as
its symbol the Great Forge of Reorx. It seens, indeed,
Excel l ency, that the youth was host to a miracle! Many
accounts have been cited - dwarves who saw t he bl essing

of Reorx ignite in young Horgan, |eading the eneny arny

to disaster!

Reports of specifics vary here, Your Grace, but | am
assured that witnesses attested to beans of silvery light
emanating, sonetimes fromthe ground, at other tines
fromthe clouds. Gthers heard choruses of heavenly voices
- songs that tore the hearts of even stalwart dwarves wth
their pure beauty! O Exalted One, it makes nme trenble to
think of it!

But, excuse ny ranbling. In any event, with the failure
of the oxen's charge, the defense of the bridge held and the
human arny nmet its grimfate. Legend has it that the river
was tainted blood red all the way to Istar itself. (A
precursor, if you will, of the great bloodletting that the
gods woul d send agai nst that unholy city! Indeed,

Excell ency - a sign of the coming, the making of the very
Bl oodsea itself! How splendid is the will of the gods -
shown to us through the w ndow of history!)

The tal e concludes with the young hero dubbed, by the
hi gh thane hinself, as Horgan Oxthrall.

It seens that, technically, Horgan Squire was too young
to serve in the army. But, as the war gradually had
devel oped into an epic victory, every young dwarf who
could break free fromhis hearth and honme hastened to bear
arms. Apparently, Horgan wove a beard of goat hair over
his own sparse whiskers to give the appearance of maturity.
The ruse worked - he was accepted into one of the |ast
conpani es nustered for the war.

It was this conpany of young dwarves, forned wth
virtually no training, that was sent to the valley of Stone
Pillar. This untried, inexperienced unit found itself standing
astride the final link in the human escape route. Then, the
mracle occurred - the oxen followed the youth into the
ditch, and the human charge was st opped.



At the cerenobny, Horgan seens to have been given
some of ficial post, perhaps honorary. |I'mnot certain.
Not hi ng further of him appears in the histories.

| have enclosed this | egendary note, Your G ace, for
your enjoyment as rmuch as anything else; | cannot swear to
its veracity. Yet | FEEL - and | hope you do as well - that
there is a least of hint of real destiny in the tale.

As to the rest of ny assignnent, | can report little
progress. Many have heard tales of a brave courier of the
Khal ki sts - one who carried historical texts of the dwarves
into the nmountains on the eve of the Cataclysm there to
conceal them for sonme future age. But no one can give ne
even a hint of the whereabouts of such a cache.

As always, | shall continue ny | abors to bring to Iight
nore of this obscure phase in the history of our world!

Your Mbst Hunbl e Servant,
FORYTH TEEL, Scri be of Astinus

*kkk*k

O Exalted Historian!

Pl ease forgive ny inexcusable delay in the filing of
this report. | beg your indul gence, only to hear the tale of
nmy recent discovery - and of the light it sheds upon our
earlier imge of history! | wite to you by faint candlelight,
froma wi ndswept vale in the high Khal kists. My reasons
for com ng here, and my news, | shall endeavor to
conmuni cate while blood still flows through ny col d-
nunbed fingers.

| have not sent word, Excellency, for | have been on
t he pat hways of history for many nonths. | journeyed into
the nmountains to investigate a report that had filtered down
to ne fromthe nost convol uted of sources - a young stable
hand, who has a cousin who visits the high country, and
there hears tales of the shepherds, and so forth.

The gist of the tale that reached ny ears was the story
of a cheesemaker who kept a herd of mlk cows in the
hi ghest vall eys of the Khal kists. In search of shelter one
day, this hunble dairyman stunbl ed upon a cave that had
[ ai n hidden since the tine of the Cataclysm and had been
only recently reveal ed by aval anche.

Wthin the cave he found a skel eton and a bundl e of
tightly wapped scrolls. A shred of the wapping was
brought to me. Your Grace can no doubt inagine ny
exci tement when the pattern of dye marked the scrap as
dwarven - PRE- CATACLYSM C dwar ven!

Could this be the | ost nessenger? The one who carried
the records of the dwarves into safety, even as the
Cat acl ysm showered death across the lands of Istar? |
hoped, but could not believe for certain. Yet the piece of
evi dence could not have cone at a better time. Due to ny
ceasel ess and unconpl ai ni ng diligence, | had exhausted
every other bit of docunentation in nmy |ocal sources. It had
begun to seemthat the tale of the Khal ki st dwarves woul d
vanish into legend a full century before the Cataclysm but
now - now | had HOPE! |ndeed, the proof was profound
enough to draw ne fromthe confort of my study,
unconpl ai ningly, to make the strenuous pursuit of



know edge for the library.

My journey into the heights has been arduous in the
extreme. | wi sh you could see, Excellency, the slopes that
yawned bel ow nme, the dizzying spires of rock poised
above, as if waiting for the nonent to cast a crushing
javelin of stone onto my poor and unprotected head!

Always | kept in mnd ny duty, to be borne without
conpl aint, as you command.

But | digress. | finally reached the small, renote village
of Saas Gund, still sone niles bel ow the cheese-naker's
farm Here, however, that worthy dairyman nmet me and
provided nme with one of the scrolls he discovered. That
vol ume pi qued ny hunger for nore, and so it is wth
resol ute and unconpl ai ni ng vi gor that tonorrow
acconpany the man even higher into the nountains, to his
| ofty abode. No matter the precipitous slopes before ne,
nor how deep the depths of snow Not even the icy bite of
the killing wind shall deter me, nor make ne long for this
confortable fire ... the fire that even now sends its warnth
to ny bones and soothes ny weary nuscl es and prom ses
to restore life to ny poor, benunbed fingers. The fire, and a
little spiced wine ...

Forgive ne - once again | |ose my path.

In short, | pen this note to you tonight, Mst Esteened
H storian, in the hopes that you soon shall receive the
remai nder of ny tale. But even in the one scroll | have
perused | have discovered a story of relevance to ny earlier
work. | admit, however, that | present it to you with sone

enbarrassnment, since it seenms to contradict an incident |
had earlier reported.

The scroll | read is the famly journal of Horgan
Octhrall - the young warrior | told you about who
mracul ously drew away the oxen at the Battle of Thoradin
Bridge. It was witten later in his life, in 92 PC, to be
preci se, as he worked in the service of his thane.

Horgan recalls, in this journal, the story of that day of
battl e, when the human invasion had been broken. He
descri bed that sturdy wooden river-crossing that he had
only later |learned was called Thoradin Bridge. The battle of
twenty-five years ago was a nenory that had been etched,
vividly, against the canvas of his brain. In his mnd he
could still hear the white water frothing below him He
saw, as if it had been this norning, the snorting oxen
| unbering toward him steam ng breath bursting fromthe
nonstrous creatures' black nostrils.

And, as always with the nenories, came the guilt, the
lingering sense of shame that woul d never quite give him
the roomto breathe

He knew the tale that | egend had created, of course:

t he power of Reorx had bl essed himat the nonent of
battle-truth, and he had cast a thrall over the massive oxen
| eadi ng the human train, luring themaway fromthe charge
that certainly would have opened the escape route across
the bridge. Horgan even renmenbered the | ooks of awe upon
the faces of his conrades as they witnessed the "mracle.”

Yet, in his own mind, he recalled the stark terror that
had seized himlike the coils of a constricting serpent,
threatening to crush his chest and squeeze his bowels into
water. Al he could think of was escape, but shock
prevented his |l egs fromresponding even to this, the nost



basi ¢ of enotions. Even as his conrades streaned away
from him pani cked by the oncom ng beasts, Horgan
stunbl ed nunbly until he stood, alone, before the
| unberi ng charge.

We see proof of one thing in his words, Excellency:

oxen did indeed inspire a panicked terror in the dwarven
troops - a terror that seems peculiar to their race. O course
nost of the Istar War had been fought in terrain too rough
for the beasts to play any major role, but on flat ground the
huge, buffalolike creatures |oomed over the dwarves and
were truly intimndating.

Horgan's nmind reeled, and here - in his owm words - we
| earn of another source of his shame. It seens that the
young hero was stinking drunk! Before the battle - quite
agai nst orders - he and several in his platoon had snitched a
bottle of potent rum Horgan clains to have guzzled far
nore than his share. Indeed, he states that his hands shook
so much that he spilled the stuff all over hinself.

Now he stood there, dumb with shock, gesticulating
wildly - to sonme nmysteriously. Finally, his brain's frantic
nmessages to flee reached his | egs, and Horgan turned
toward the ditch. The bridge stood open to the human
wagons.

But the oxen ignored their drivers' comrands and
veered sharply fromthe road. Bellow ng |oudly, paw ng the
earth with their great hooves, and snorting in agitation, the
beasts | unbered after Horgan, foll ow ng the dwarf
determ nedly into the ditch. To the other dwarves, it had
seened a mracle. The wagons were i mediately mred,
bl ocki ng the road and the bridge, and the entire human
arnmy was crushed. Only Horgan Oxthrall knew the rea
expl anati on.

The oxen stared at himstonily, their eyes glazed, their
breath putrid ... and rank with rum You will renenber that
t he poor creatures had been fed a goodly dose of spirits
t hensel ves. Now, in the mdst of battle (probably starting
to sober up), they sniffed out this equally intoxicated dwarf
and followed himin eager anticipation of nore rum

O course, none of the other dwarves figured out what
was goi ng on. Horgan was a hero. After the battle - when
presunmably, EVERY dwarf stunk of rum- the thane
appoi nted Horgan to the elite order of Thane's Scouts.

As one of the scouts sworn to H gh Thane Ranki l
Horgan's job was to routinely patrol the rugged Khal ki st
hei ghts, which fornmed the border of a dwarven nation
surrounded by enem es. The scouts were drawn fromthe
finest, proven veterans of the Istar War. It is in the service
of his thane that Horgan Oxthrall |abored for twenty-five
years, a full quarter century after the victorious war. Lonely
patrol s through the heights, battles with groups of hunman
bri gands and trespassers - it was a solitary and advent urous
life that seened to suit Horgan well

Incidentally, My Lord Hi storian, it appears that Horgan
performed well anong the scouts. He nmentions that he
hel d the rank of captain and was assigned to patrol the
nost renote areas of the realm He was one of the few
dwar ves who wor ked al one.

H's words tell us of the way his service changed in the
years preceding 92 PC. He patrolled the nmountains as
al ways, alert for human incursion. But lately there had



cone another foe, one that presented a grave threat to the
| onely scouts, isolated in their posts on the frontier

Qgres. For long years the dull humanoi ds had avoi ded
t he nountai ns, since the inherent hatred between ogre and
dwarf ran deep and universal anong both races. The
dwarves, with greater organization and | ed by heroic
fighters, had banished the ogres in earlier centuries, but
now t hey came again, fleeing fromthe even greater
nmenace of the Kingpriest's bounty hunters. Those ruthless
killers sought themout, together with hobgoblins,

m notaurs, and other creatures that had been branded as
"evil" by the ruler of Istar. The scal ps and skulls of these
unfortunate beings - including femal es and young - were
taken to Istar, where a handsonme bounty would be paid in

t he nanme of the gods.

Horgan Oxthrall began his journal while he was on the
trail of one of these ogres. Apparently many thoughts had
been churning in his mnd for sone tine, no doubt agitated
by his long periods of solitary marching. Hs witing shows
a need to communi cate, for he shares the tale of these days
in some considerable detail.

He first spotted the ogre froma di stance of many
mles, across the expanse of a high basin. To the best of
Horgan's know edge, the ogre had not seen the dwarf. Only
t hrough the nost diligent efforts did Horgan | ocate the
creature's trail

For three days, Horgan tracked his quarry along the
val | eys and sl opes of the Khal kists. The ogre worked his
way through a series of |low, brushy vales, noving slowy
and cautiously. The dwarven scout gradually shortened the
gap between them though during the pursuit he did not
spot the ogre again. Horgan wondered if the creature knew
he was being followed. If so, he mght be |eading the dwarf
into a trap. But then the dwarf shrugged, accepting the
threat inplicit in that possibility but undeterred fromhis
singl e-mi nded pursuit.

In any event, Horgan ALWAYS eyed hi s surroundi ngs
as if he expected an anmbush at any nonent. The dwarf's
keen eyes exam ned each patch of rough ground, each
shal | ow stream bank or nearby ridge, considering themfor
lines of fire, potential cover, and routes of retreat - all the
whil e steadily punping his stocky |egs.

The trail wound downward fromthe lofty crests. The
ogre and, sone niles behind, the dwarf, skirted the
foothills of the Khal kist Muntains near the borderl ands,
where the outposts of Istar asserted the Kingpriest's
arrogance at the very feet of the dwarven realns. Alert for
humans, Horgan neverthel ess maintained his pursuit,
steadily closing the gap.

On the fourth norning, Horgan reached the ogre's nost

recent canpfire to find the ashes still warm Hi s quarry, he
deduced, was |ess than four hours ahead of him The
nmonster's trail led along a crude pathway that followed the

floor of a narrow, w nding valley. A deep stream
alternately neandered and thundered beside Horgan, in the
same direction as the ogre's trail

The nountainsides to the right and left | oonmed so
close, at tines, that the place becane nore |like a gorge
than a valley. The view before Horgan was often restricted,
t hough sonetinmes the dwarf would come around a bend to



see several hundred yards of the path before him Every
once in a while the route crossed the streamon a crude but
sturdy | og bridge.

It was as he approached another of these bridges, where
the stream had dropped t hrough a deep chute sone fifty
feet below, that his long pursuit reached its climax. A trio
of tall, straight pine | ogs had been | ashed together to forma
crossing. Horgan's instincts tingled, his senses hei ght ened.

The dwarf saw footsteps |eading to one side of the
path, before the bridge. Turning to investigate, he peered
between a pair of sharp boulders. The trail of the ogre |ed
to the mouth of a narrow cave, less than a hundred feet
away, and di sappeared w thin.

Shrewd, thought Horgan Oxthrall, studying the
shadowed niche. The vertical slash in the rock stood
perhaps nine or ten feet high, but only half that in width.
The ogre m ght lurk anywhere inside, perhaps arned with a
crossbow or spear. Either weapon, hurled at the dwarf,
could end the fight before it began

Then, to his surprise, Horgan saw novenment wthin
the cave. A dark formlooned in the entrance. Tension
surged through Horgan's body. His right hand cl enched the
snmooth shaft of his axe, while his left reached behind to
pull his shield from his back.

The hul ki ng shape noved forward, abandoning its
sheltering darkness. Horgan saw it, felt the ancient racial
hatred that lay so deeply within the dwarven character. An
urge to attack the ogre swept through the dwarf with
frightening intensity. The nonster's great nouth dropped
open; the thick gray |ips noved grotesquely. Horgan
noticed that the creature had three great teeth jutting from
its lower jaw - an extra tusk near the center of its lower I|ip.

"Gobasch fight."

The words - crude Conmon spoken in a deep, guttura
voi ce - shocked Horgan. He had pictured his opponent as a
dul | beast, incapable of comunication or articulation. The
dwarf stared at the ogre, too surprised to reply.

The creature | oonmed over Horgan. The ogre's barrel torso
rested upon legs as thick as gnarled oak roots. The face,
despite its trio of sharp tusks, did not |ook bestial. Arnmns,
bul ging with straps of sinew, rippled dowward to hamlike
fists that swung nearly to the ogre's knees. He wore a jerkin
of stiff, dirty leather and, in his right hand, held a battered
|l ong sword. The ogre's eyes were snall but surprisingly
bright, and they glittered at the dwarf w th frank appraisal

Horgan clainms that he felt no fear of his opponent's
size. (lndeed, Excellency, ninble dwarves with their
di m nutive stature had historically outmatched nuch | arger
ogres in hand-to-hand conbat. Too, there is no reason to
suspect that he would be less than candid in his private
journal .)

Then the dwarf astoni shed hinself by feeling a
grudgi ng awar eness of respect. The ogre had energed from
conceal nent - where he could have lurked in anbush - to
confront his eneny in a fair fight.

"Unl ess you want to surrender to the rightful authority
of Rankil, Hi gh Thane of the Khal kists,"” the dwarf told the
ogre, after a few nonents of nutual assessnent, "you don't
have any choi ce except fight ne."

The ogre snorted scornfully. "Gobasch not quit -



Gobasch KILL!"

Despite his bluster, the ogre did not advance. CGobasch
rai sed his sword and Horgan saw t hat the weapon was
| onger by several feet than the dwarf's entire body. The
bl ade was nere bronze, marked with many ni cks and
grooves. The ogre held the weapon across his body, ready
to parry but not to attack

Horgan hesitated. He recalled feeling pity for the
honel ess creature before him driven here by the sane
humans who had harassed the dwarves. At the tine,

Horgan felt ashamed of the inpulse.

For several seconds the two creatures, norta
adversaries by race and heritage, remained frozen. Horgan
sensed that the ogre desired escape nore than battle.
Horgan hinself was oddly reluctant to fight. He couldn't
under st and why.

Then, in a flash, he recalled the bitter nenory of his
cowardi ce at Thoradin Bridge. H s face flushed with shane
and anger. Cenching his axe, he raised it and took a step
forward, his shield couched carefully at his chest.

CGobasch raised his great sword

Suddenly, by mutual consent, both conmbatants halted.
Anot her sound intruded into their tightly focused
concentration.

"Horses!" grunted Horgan, as he heard the
unm st akabl e clattering of hooves upon rock

"Men!" Gobasch snarled, his voice |ouder than

Horgan's but still hushed.
Wth a flash of irritation, Horgan realized that the
ogre's observation was nore acute - it was the humans, not

their poor, dunmb nounts, who mattered.

Carefully the dwarf backed away fromthe ogre,
determ ned to investigate the new intrusion wthout giving
this nonster a fatal opening. But Gobasch sought the
shelter of his dark cave again, vanishing into the shadowy
entrance. Horgan inmagi ned that he could see those two tiny,
bright eyes glittering outward at him and the valley.

Instantly the dwarf whirled, crouched | ow, and scanned
the trail below him In another nonment he saw them three
humans on horses, noving up the valley at a wal k. They
wore silver helnets and breastplates, and the one in the
| ead wore a bright red cloak. A matching plune trailed
fromhis helm The pair who rode behind were clad in
bill owi ng capes of green and bore no badge of rank upon
t hei r heads.

Hor gan cast anot her gl ance at the cave. Al was stil
within. Boldly, he raised his axe and shield and stepped
onto the pathway. He had advanced to the begi nning of the
crude |l og bridge before the riders, on the other side of the
stream saw him

"Hold," cried the human in the crinson cloak, raising his
hand. H s two conrades reined in and regarded Horgan
suspiciously. Hs tunic, enblazoned with the hanmrer sign
of the high thane, clearly marked himas an official, and
this apparently did not please the hunmans.

But it was the tall man, the one who had conmanded
the halt, who spoke first. Horgan identified himby the
gold-hilted short sword resting, for now, in the man's
scabbard, as a centurion of Istar

"Greetings, dwarf," the centurion said, making the



word sound like an insult - to Horgan's ears, at |least. The
man shouted to be heard over the sound of the stream
surgi ng through the gorge fifty feet bel ow and between

t hem

Horgan studied the human silently. He rode a huge
horse, a bay that pranced and pawed the earth in apparent
agitation at the del ay.

"You have crossed the borders of our realm" Horgan
Ot hrall shouted back, curtly. "This is the land of High
Thane Rankil of Khal ki st, and you are trespassers. In his
nane, | bid you depart!" He fingered the axe easily, just to
show them that he was not afraid to back up his words with
action.

"W cannot depart," replied the human | oudly, his tone
still firm Horgan figured the fell ow was having a hard tine
trying to sound persuasive when he had to shout in order to
be heard. "Qur mission is a holy one!" the centurion
concl uded.

Hor gan blinked, nomentarily nonplussed by the reply.
Then his anger took over. "Nothing of Istar can be holy!"
He sneered.

"I't's worth gold!" added the officer, though his face
flushed angrily. The two other riders disnounted casually,
stood next to their horses, and tal ked quietly to each other
Horgan concentrated on the centurion

"Istarian arrogance!" Horgan snapped bitterly, his voice
ripe with scorn.

"Wat ch your tone, dwarf!" ordered the officer in
war ni ng. "The power of U tinmate Goodness shall not be
nocked! "

"Cet yourself back down the valley, and you'll hear no
words to of fend your ears - or the ears of your precious
priestking!"

"The KINGPRI EST has offered a bounty for the slaying
of the evil races. Earlier today, we spotted an ogre noving
along this trail. W are god-bound to kill himand carry his
skull to the high throne of Istar!"

Horgan's mind churned. Istar! How well he
renenbered the | egions marching into the heart of the
Khal ki sts a quarter century earlier - and on just such a
spurious quest! Then it had been the dwarven insistence on
the worship of Reorx, their traditional god all across the
race of Ansalon, that had pitted Istar against their race.

In the arrogant eyes of the Kingpriest, Reorx, as a
neutral god, was no better than a deity of evil. How many
humans had perished as a result of that arrogance? Horgan
didn't know. (W do, however, Your Grace; the figure was
somewhere around thirty-two to thirty-four thousand nen.)

Horgan's dwarven bl ood rose to his face as he
consi dered the scope of the Kingpriest's newest arrogance.
The woul d-be enperor of all the world dared to send bands
of his agents into dwarven | ands to pursue his edicts!

"Any enemnry found here is the rightful prey of High

Thane Rankil - be it human, ogre, or any other trespassers!"”
Hor gan shout ed.
"Your inpudence will cost you, runt!" grow ed the

human officer. His hand flexed and, in a fluid notion, he
drew a |l ong sword of gleamng steel frombeneath his
crimson cloak. The great bay reared eagerly.

Horgan i nmedi ately | ooked for the other two hunans,



who had been chatting idly beside their horses. This
instinctive alertness saved his life for, with astonishing
qui ckness, one of the standing humans twi sted free fromhis
green cloak and raised a weapon - a crossbhow

The scout stepped backward, setting his cleated boot
firmy against the slippery surface of the |og bridge.

Hor gan ducked, raising his shield to cover his face. The
bolt fromthe small crossbow punched into the circle of
protective nmetal with such force that it knocked the dwarf
onto his back. He struck the I ogs of the bridge heavily,
barely retaining his balance on the edge of the span

Horgan's heart leaped into his throat as he teetered
over the brink of a fall. Below himhe saw icy water
t hrough a barricade of sharp-edged granite boulders. In
anot her instant, he recovered to crouch | ow on the bridge.

Feverishly, the crossbowman pl aced another bolt in the
groove of his weapon and began to crank back the heavy
spring. The centurion, still nmounted, stared at Horgan with
eyes that bulged white, over lips twi sted by fanaticism Yet
he had enough discipline to hold his horse in check

For a di zzying second, Horgan wites, he was frozen
with fear. He recalled another bridge, a quarter century
earlier. There, too, he had | ooked into the snorting nostrils
of a great beast that had been | ashed into the service of
humans. The beast was different now, as was the bridge,
but the humans, he saw with sudden and crystalline clarity,
were the sane. (This point,. Excellency, seens to have
dawned on Horgan with the brightness of a clear sunrise.

I ndeed, he goes on and on about it. | have sumari zed
pages in the above paragraph.)

Perhaps it was this new recognition, or perhaps sinmply
t he additional experience of his years in the thane's service,
that inbued himwith the will to act.

"For Reorx and Thoradin!" he bell owed, his Iegs
punpi ng as he rushed across the bridge - straight at the
humans! The steel cleats of his boots chipped into the | ogs,
propelling himwi th a quickness that obviously stunned the
trio of Istarians.

"Stop him" cried the centurion, his voice a nixture of
al arm and surprise. "Shoot him"

The crossbownan | owered his weapon, sighting with
difficulty on Horgan's chest. Fortunately for him the target
grew | arger with each passing second. Unfortunately -
again, fromthe bowran's perspective - the target did not
behave predictably.

At the end of the bridge Horgan dove forward, tucked
his body into a ball, and executed a forward roll. He heard
the CLUNK of the crossbow and the curse of the shooter as
his mssile sped over the conpact bundle of the dwarf's
body.

Conpl eti ng one sonersault, the dwarf bounced to his
feet, shield and axe poised and ready for battle. "Hah!" he
shout ed, | ooking up at the snorting bay. The quivering
horse reared away fromthe strange figure.

"Heat hen! Pal adine will curse your inmpudence!"”
bel | owed the centurion, struggling to control his horse as
the steed danced in agitation.

"Fl ee! Run back to Istar!" bell owed Horgan. He darted
past the centurion and lunged at the two horses held by the
second footman. The poor beasts stared in terror at the



boundi ng, sputtering dwarf. In another instant, they broke

and turned to gallop down the trail. The two footnen
hesitated, then ran after them not wanting to be left to walk
t hrough hostile territory.

"The fires that are evil's reward will be your just end!"
The officer shrieked his curse as he tried to whip his horse
through a tight turn. But Horgan circled faster, until he
once agai n stood before the narrow bridge.

Furious, the centurion urged his steed to the very brink
of the gorge, took a vicious cut at Horgan with his sword.
The dwarf dodged underneath the singing steel. Chopping
savagel y, Horgan hacked his axe into the rider's |eg.

The man screaned in pain and terror as he struggled to
keep his bal ance. The horse skipped away fromthe cliff's
edge. The wounded nan toppled to the ground, |anding
heavily at the brink of the precipitous drop

"You're no better than that ogre!" hissed the centurion
H's fingers grasped and tore at the grass as he slipped
toward oblivion. "The gods curse all of you who woul d
thwart the Kingpriest's justicel™

Hor gan wat ched the human slide over the lip of the
cliff, uprooted grass tufted in his clenched fingers as his
feet kicked enpty air. The centurion twi sted into space, his
face a mask of stark terror. Then, his red cloak billow ng
around him the nman smashed onto the boul ders of the
stream bed. The dye of the robe blended with his bl ood,
fl owi ng downward through the rapid stream

(Note, Excellency, if you will forgive ny aside, that
once again we have this imge of blood flow ng downhil
to Istar. A foretaste of the Bl oodsea, rendered in the hand
of an adventuring dwarf, nine centuries before the
Catacl ysm On, poetry and prescience!)

Wearily, Horgan clunped back across the bridge. He
renenmbered with a sense of vague detachment the ogre
who had started this fracas.

Here, in his journal, Horgan Oxthrall records that he
reached a point of decision in his life. He was filled with
di sgust and | oathing for the humans and their arrogant |ord.
Consi dering the ogre, the dwarf found it hard to nuster the
same kind of antipathy - despite the racial hatred that was
so much a part of his being. He wondered if the hunman had
spoken an inadvertent truth in his dying breath. Wre
dwarves any better, truly, than ogres? D d they not have
nmore in conmmon with ogres, in sone ways, than they did
with their so-called civilized neighbors in Istar?

He cane back to the clearing and found Gobasch
standi ng before the cave nouth and | ooking at Horgan with
an expression of bew | derment on his great, three-tusked
face.

"Why you fight for me?" asked the ogre.

Horgan scow ed. Wy, indeed? So that he woul d have
t he honor, the pleasure, of slaying the ogre for hinself?
There had to be a better reason than that, he told hinself.

"No human has been allowed in these nountains for
twenty-five years!" he huffed, angrily.

The ogre stood before him his huge sword held
defensively across his chest. Chin jutting in determ nation
Gobasch regarded the dwarf, the ogre's three tusks bristling
in Horgan's eyes.

"And ogres? How | ong for thenP?" grunted Gobasch



Even as his mind grappled with the question, Horgan
knew the answer. |If he carried out his duty now, he would
be no better - in his own mnd - than the human bounty
hunters he had just confronted.

"Go on," Horgan said to Gobasch. "Get out of here!"

He indicated the valley, the ogre's route before Horgan had
caught up with him There, through the foothills, lay wld
country - and beyond, the plains of Istar

The ogre blinked, suspicious.

"Move, by Reorx! Before | change nmy mnd!" shouted
Horgan Oxthrall.

Still blinking, Gobasch | ooked cautiously over his
shoul der. He kept |ooking, all the way down the trail, unti
he di sappeared from si ght.

At this point, Horgan sets his journal aside. It is not for
anot her year that he again takes pen to paper, and then it is
to record, briefly, the events of the interveni ng annum

Horgan Oxthrall, being a dwarf of true honor, reported
the incident to his thane. The closing words of his journal
are difficult to read, but indicate that his gesture toward the
ogre cost himhis post in the scouts, and he was bani shed
fromthe high thane's court.

Neverthel ess, as | read his words, penned in the year
foll owi ng his banishnent, | see no sign of regret, no desire
to change the decision he had made with regard to
Gobasch, the ogre. If anything, the words of Horgan
Octhrall fairly swell with pride.

This is the first scroll of the cheesemaker's find. It |eads
me to believe, Excellency, that the tales of the Last
Messenger are true! Sonewhere in the heights above ne
lies the tonb of this hero who preserved the history of the

Khal ki st dwarves. | go to seek this trove, an opportunity
that any historian would seize - though not all, | dare to
venture, with as nmuch stoicismas |

Wth the com ng dawn, Master, | set out for the icy
ranparts that have framed ny view for these past nonths.
will send further word with all the haste | can nuster
t hough | doubt that ready accommodation will present itself
for the passage of messages.

Until my next word, | remain,

Your Devoted Servant,
FORYTH TEEL, Scri be of Astinus

*kkk*k

My Most Honored Master:

I can only beg the gods of good and neutrality to see
that this missive retraces the path I have recently travel ed.
My own survival | take as proof of divine providence - and
shoul d this brief note reach your hands, | shall claimno
| ess than the benevol ent intervention of G lean hinself!

O course, Your G ace, as always | press forward
wi t hout conpl aint, but - by the GODS, Excellency! - the
sunmits that have | oonmed above and bel ow ne! The
t hunderi ng aval anches spew ng their deadly wei ght across
nmy path a dozen tinmes a day! And this, along a route
i rperil ed by nonstrous bears - beasts that could tear the
linbs froma nan w thout apparent effort, jaws that could



snap of f a head. ..

Forgive ne, Lord. My nerves are not at their best.
Truth to tell, we saw no bears. Still, the know edge of their
presence, you may be sure, robbed me of even a single
decent hour of sleep

Now | have reached this cheesemaker's place, and before
me are spread the scrolls of the Khal ki st dwarves. As soon
as ny hands thaw out enough to unroll the parchnent,
shal |l continue my perusal. (In the nmorning, hopefully, the

sun will come out and, by its pale heat, | may nanage to
save a few of ny fingers.)
In the nmeantime, | await this hunble dairyman, for he

has ventured out into the night. He promses to bring ne
somet hing of interest. But until his return, the scrolls
around ne shall keep ny attention. | turn to them now.

*kkk*k

Excel | ency, hours of reading allow ne to present a
summary of the additional scrolls. Further efforts yield a
wealth of material, all relevant to the history of the
Khal ki st dwarves - -but alas, little of it relating to the
decade i medi ately preceding the Cataclysm The nystery
left by their di sappearance renains.

| have unearthed a few items of note, nostly gl eaned
fromthe tales of dwarven lore. | have endeavored, as
al ways, to cull these legends into the nost conclusively
i ndi cated facts:

Ext ensive financial records were saved by the bold
nmessenger, who gave his life to carry these scrolls to
safety. It is clear that the dwarves were taxed by their thane
at an extreme rate during the years 60 PC t hrough 10 PC.
Then the tax records end. Was this massive treasure
expended? For what? Is it hi dden somewhere? Destroyed
in the Cataclysn? O taken by the Khal ki st dwarves when
they left ... wherever they have gone?

One dwarven record postdates 10 PC, and this is
unusual for not only the date, but that once again we
encounter our friend, Horgan Oxthrall - though only in a
peri pheral sense. The record itself is the history of a battle
that was fought at Stone Pillar Pass, around 7 PC. It is the
[ ast known contact, in human records, wi th the Khal ki st
dwar ves.

It seens clear, as claimed by Istar, that the Kingpriest's
i nvasion of the nountains in 7 PC was consi derably nore
successful than had been the attenpt of a century and a
decade before. However, the Istarian tales of great victories
and ri ghteous massacre of the "dwarven heat hens" are, at
best, grotesque exaggerati ons.

For one thing, evidence indicates that this was a war
with few battles. Indeed, | can find evidence of only one
maj or skirm sh. It occurred on the Stone Pillar Pass road
and is hailed by the Istarian histories as the Kingpriest's
greatest victory - a "rout" of the defenders.

There is a note in one of the scrolls about this battle,
however, and it is interesting to contrast the dwarven point
of vieww th that of the humans. Fromthe dwarven
perspective, the engagenment is regarded as a noderately
successful holding action. A gorge in the road was held for
one day, and then abandoned - as so many dwarven



positions were abandoned in this war.
I ndeed, it seens as though the dwarves fought nerely
to gain time for a withdrawal into a nore renote,
unassail able position. Finally, they were able to fall back so
far that the humans could no | onger find them
In his arrogance, the Kingpriest declared the war
"won," his enemies "destroyed." The truth seens to be that
the dwarves sinply yielded the nmountains to the humans
and di sappeared. Their escape route and destination remain
one of the great nysteries of the world.

Forgive ne, Your Grace, | wander. There are two
uni que points associated with the Stone Pillar Battle. | fee
confident enough of their veracity to report them

First, the curious reference to Horgan Oxthrall, who

once again plays a role on the stage of history. He was the
conmandi ng general of the dwarven arny standi ng agai nst
Istar. (I get ahead of myself, Your G ace. A new thane,
Ranki | sen, had taken the throne. Oxthrall's bani shment
ended in 12 PC. The venerable warrior had been readnitted
into society. He took conmand of the field arny shortly
thereafter.)

Second is a tale that defies ready explanation, yet is
ref erenced enough to conpel its inclusion here. As the
battle waned, the human forces - with rare initiative -
attenpted to encircle the dwarven arny. Reports indicate
that this tactic al nost succeeded, save for the intervention
of a sudden reinforcenment. An unexpected brigade marched
out of the nmountains in support of the dwarves, breaking
t he human fl anki ng action and allowi ng the dwarven arny
to escape.

The curious thing is the identity of this rescuing
bri gade: you see, all of my sources are adamant in their
i nsistence that the army of Khal ki st was saved by a brigade
of OGRES! Where they cane from where they went -

these are questions that will entice future historians. Wat |
know is this: The ogres fought as allies with the dwarves
agai nst Istar and then, |like the dwarves thensel ves,

di sappear ed.

| mpl ausi bl e? Certainly. But it seems to be a fact.

| have to wonder, as | know you, Excellency, yourself,
nmust be wondering: Could this have been a return of the
boon, a life for alife?

CGobasch and Horgan meet again on the field, the
bodi es of the shattered human arny scattered like tranpled
weeds around them

"I come onto your |ands again, dwarf," says the three-
tusked ogre, his jow ed face winkling into a wy grin.

Horgan | ooks up at the beast as his arny escapes,
filtering into their caves and tunnels, turning their backs on
a sun that nost of them during their lifetime, will never
agai n behol d.

"I thank you for com ng," Horgan says, quietly.

The two cl asp hands awkwardly. The sun sinks,
casting mountai n shadows across the human canp in the
valley. Miultitudes of fires blink in the darkness, and
drunken revelry begins. To the humans, it was a "victory"

"They are your nountains now," adds the dwarf,
turning to join his people. "Care for themwell."

"We shall do our best," Gobasch replies.



*kkk*k

| hear a noise at the door, Your Grace. It is ny host,
returning with his nysterious burden. | see - he brings ne
the skull of the nessenger, this |one courier who brought
the secrets of the dwarves into this renote range before the
Cataclysm My historian's heart thrills for their brave hero,
peri shing so that his words could be read in a future age.
VWho is this brave soul ? Way did he strike out, alone, to
carry the tale of history?
I magi ne ny shock, Excellency, when the cheesemaker
hol ds out the whitewashed skull, the remains of this
courageous figure. For the skull belongs to an ogre! From
the jaws jut three yellowed, but clearly recognizable, tusks.
As al ways, Excellency, | seek the truth in your nane;

Your Hunbl e and Devoted Servant,
FORYTH TEEL, Scri be of Astinus

Filling The Enpty Pl aces
Nancy Vari an Berberick

The minotaur fell to his knees on the cracked, filthy
cobbl es of Beggar's Alley. Covered with rough red fur, the
man- beast had the head of a bull, horns as |long as ny
forearm hair |like a mane growi ng down between his
shoul der bl ades. He foaned fromthe corners of his nouth
i ke an ani mal .

I'd taken the m notaur two days before in an
unexpected end to a fruitless search for heretics. He'd cone
at me like a storm rising up out of the tall savannah grass,
a knife in each fist; charged nme roaring, dark eyes afire
with battle-joy. Mnotaurs don't nuch |ike humans or
anyone el se, and they do love to fight. But this one, it
seened, hadn't reckoned on ny horse. The gray reared
hi gh, hooves flailing, and the m notaur went down before
he knew what had hit him He stayed sensel ess | ong enough
for me to get the manacl es, hobbles, and chains on. They
have a strength beyond believing, those horned man-beasts.
Bound and hobbled is the only way you can take 'em
pri soner.

| never liked bringing live heretics to Istar, but sonetines
- like in the heat of sumrer, when you don't really want to
be traveling with the dead - you have to. That's the way of
t hi ngs and seasons, and that's the way | was working in that
[ ong, hot summer of ny thirtyfifth year. By then |I'd been
fifteen years in the bounty trade. 1'd had good tines and
bad, pockets filled with gold and just as often enpty. In
Istar they called nme "Hunter-Doune," and | was good at ny
wor k.

Fair quiet it was in Beggar's Alley that evening, but for
the m notaur cursing and panting on the cobbles. Rats ran
inthe filthy gutters. Tumbl edown shacks and unpai nt ed,
drab houses huddl ed together, enpty and | ooking lonely. At
sunset the panderers and pickpockets did a better trade over
by the great tenple. Froma distance - beyond the alley,
beyond the market and the slave auction - rose a hym, a
gat hering of elven voices, as soft and sweet as any dream of
what song should be. The holy choir was begi nni ng



eveni ng devotions. Elven women, fanous throughout the

world for their piety, lifted eerily pure voices in praise to
t he gods of good. Tonight they cel ebrated w se Pal adi ne

and his gentle, conpassionate M shakal

The minotaur, struggling to his feet again, lifted his
dark, homed head. He spat in the direction of the tenple. |
shoul d have kicked himfor it, but because no one was near
to see what could be considered my own heretica
om ssion, | let the mnotaur have his way. | wasn't one for
tormenting prisoners. It's bad business.

| had a partner once - a nountain dwarf. That was al
right, no chargeable heresy in those days to be seen with a
dwarf. Toukere Hammerfell, his nanme was. He'd been in
the bounty trade longer than | had, and | renenber all the
advi ce he gave ne.

"One thing you need to know in the trade, Doune, ny
friend," he once said. "Don't let feelings becone part of the
hunt. Now, sone people think this neans don't |let softer
feelings get in the way. No pity, none of that sweet
nonsense. But the harder feelings are just as much a trap. If
you want to do well in this business, you'll enpty out al
t hose pl aces where your feelings are, the soft and the hard.
Mercy costs you noney, Doune. So does taking tinme to
pl ague a man with kicking and beati ng when he's going to
be dead soon anyway."

Toukere woul d pause to take a long drink of ale and
wi pe the thick foamfromhis black beard. W were taking
our neal in the Hart's Leap that day, a tavern known for the
goodness of its ale. He always liked his ale, Toukere did,
and he held that no one could talk well or w sely unless he
had some in his belly.

"A heretic's a heretic, Hunter-Doune, whether it's sone
worman weepi ng over her babe or sone ugly ninotaur al
chai ned up and | ooking like an easy thing to kick. The only
thing you want to worry about is how much you're getting
paid for '"em Wrrying about feelings - theirs or yours - is a
waste of tine."

A HERETIC S A HERETI C.

As it happened, Toukere had found out that this sinple
definition worked to the Kingpriest's advantage, too. Not
long after that night the Kingpriest spun a newtwist in his
religious logic: He decided that since nost dwarves
wor shi ped the gods of neutrality - the crafter-god, Reorx of
t he Forge the nost honored anbng them - then the whole
race nust be evil because they would not worship the gods
of good. Notice went up in the paynaster's den that a
bounty hunter could make sixty gold on a dwarf. Now, |
never knew how Touk worshiped - or even whether he did -
but the night the notice went up, he parted with nore gold
than 1'd ever known himto, got nme and everyone in the
Hart's Leap drunk enough to forget where we were - or who
we were - and sneaked out the back door.

He left Istar without me, and with no word of farewell.

Ah, yes. He robbed a minor shrine to M shakal on the
way out of Istar, getting himself some traveling noney, and
likely needing it after his trick at the Hart. The cleric at the
shrine resisted, was dead of his wounds before norning.

And so the bounty on Toukere Hammerfell was |arger than
that on the average dwarf - one hundred gold, a sixty-forty
split between heresy and nurder



That was years before. Since then, 1'd heard a few
runors that someone over Xak Tsaroth way had finally
clainmed the gold on Touk. For the nobst part, | got over
m ssing ny partner, but | lost ny taste for ale, learned to
like wine. Ale didn't taste like ale after Touk left.

So at the end of that |ong, hot sumer day, with
sunset's gold shining on the broken cobbl es of Beggar's
Alley and the air filling with hymms, | didn't kick the
m notaur. | took care of business as Toukere and | used to:

jerked the chain and got my prisoner noving again.

| hustled himdown the alley, out into the w de avenues
where the wealthy and the pious live. The tall, beautifu
towers of Istar rose gl eam ng and shining around us.
herded the mi notaur along the broad, tree-lined street
where flower beds made |ush and fragrant nedi ans, and
hunm ngbi rds danced in the air like living jewels. The
street led to the great temple, and beyond that holy place
was the jail.

People on their way to prayer stopped to cheer as we
passed, and in an excess of zeal, a young man, dressed in
brocades fashionably cut to imtate hunting gear, scooped
up what ny horse left on the cobbles and hurled it at the
heretic. But the fancy bravo didn't know what to do about
the ness on his hands after that. | |aughed about it all the
way to the jail, was still |aughing when | turned the
m not aur over to the guards and went to the paynaster's
den to collect ny gold. A small place, the den; a little
wooden shack crouched behind the jail where the
Ki ngpriest wouldn't see it. He didn't mind that his clerics
and cl erks paid bounty on heretics. He just didn't like to
see it done.

The walls of the den were filled with the usual notices
that reward woul d be paid for those who served the gods of
neutrality or the gods of evil; for kender and el ves and
humans, dwarves and ogres and goblins, mnotaurs, and
any cleric who declined to worship the gods of good.

The bounty had been doubl ed again on Kell, the infa
mous outl aw heretic who professed to revere the gods of
good, but who scorned the Kingpriest's practice of using
torture and execution to convince people that they nust
wor ship those wi se and gentl e gods.

(Some holy defender of good that Kell was. Ask
anyone about Kell and you heard the tale of how he robbed
and nurdered a whole famly of pilgrins on their way to
Istar to worship at the great tenple. O the one about him
| ooti ng waysi de shrines and sl aughtering the clerics. A rea
favorite was that he liked to sneak into wakes and steal the
silver pennies off dead nmen's eyes. Al in all, Kell didn't
sound |i ke he was much better than the Kingpriest.)

Every bounty hunter knew that he could retire richer

than an elf lord if he managed to capture Kell, but, though
everyone knew what his crines were, no one knew where
in all of Ansalon this fellow, Kell, was hiding. No one even

knew what he | ooked |ike. Was he a dwarf or human or el f?
It depended on which rumor you |iked best.

| didn't do nore than glance at Kell's bounty sheet that
day. There was a time when |'d been eager to hunt for Kell
but that was a while ago, and now | renenbered what
Toukere used to say about him

"When you think on it, Doune, mny friend, no one really



knows whether this terrible heretic, Kell, is nuch nore
than a bad dreamthe Kingpriest has fromtinme to tine
when his food is too rich. I like the gold as nuch as the
next one - maybe nore, eh? - but | stick to the easy prey.
No sense wasting tine chasing savannah-wind that's all the
ti me changi ng direction."”

Then he'd called for another tankard of ale.

*kkk*k

There was a kender at the Hart's Leap. The race's
heretical status didn't bother kender enough to keep them
out of Istar, though no few of that free-worshiping kindred
had met the heretic's fate there. Ah, but you know kender
those light-fingered thieves don't worry about nuch. This
one was young, a likable-looking fellow, the way kender
can be when they're not torturing you with their eterna
chatter and endl ess nonsense. Red-haired and slim wth a
thief's long, ninble fingers, he wore kender notley - yell ow
| eggi ngs, blue shirt, green cloak and purpl e-dyed buckskin
boots. He had six or seven pouches and wallets about him
all stuffed full with pack-rat junk.

Except for me and the kender and the barnman, the
tavern was enpty. Careful people were still at devotions or
keepi ng di screetly out of sight. There were plenty of tables
to choose from but the kender was sitting at the table by
the Hart's only window, the one with the knife-scarred top
where Toukere and | used to sit reckoning a bounty's split
and drinking ale. Chance, the barman, always kept that
table clear for me, no matter how crowded or enpty the
pl ace was. Now he only shrugged when | scowl ed to see
t he tabl e occupi ed.

"He's here | ookin' for you, Doune."

That was thirty gold in kender topknot sitting at the
table. Ah, life is mghty sweet, | thought, when the bounty
cones | ooking for the hunter. | fingered the hilt of ny
sword, told Chance to get nme sone food, and said that 1'd
like to have it by the time | got back from hauling the
kender's butt to the jail.

But Chance cl osed his hand round my wist, gripping
hard. "Maybe you should eat first, eh, Doune?"

The kender cocked his head, eyes alight and grinning
as if he was expecting to have some fun

Then soneone told nme - a wonan's voice, as soft and
deadly as a steel blade cutting cold air - that no one would
be haul i ng kender anywhere tonight.

| turned fast on ny heel, sword half drawn, and nearly
spitted nyself on her blade. The tall swordsworman set the
poi nt of her steel gently against the base of ny throat.
Chance never lifted voice or hand in ny defense.

"How much did they pay you, Chance?" | asked
bitterly.

"Just exactly enough," he said, not even bothering to
try for shame. He said no nore, and | heard himl eave for
t he kitchen.

"CGently," the swordsworman said, smling and
flattening out her words so that they were a taunt. "Gently,
Doune, if you like living."

I like living well enough. | dropped my sword point,
but not the sword.



She was human, |ike nme, but dressed and geared |ike
an elf whose fam |y had sone neans. Silk and buckskin
and | ow heeled riding boots of the finest cut. I'Il tell you
now, she was well made, |ong-legged and sl ender of waist.
She was round in all the best places, and there wasn't nuch
need to guess about that. The cut of her bl ouse showed
nore than the silver-and-sapphire necklace she wore.

| tried a question. "How do you know my nane?"

"Who hasn't heard of Hunter-Doune?" She grinned, as
cocky as a scanp bent on mischief. "You' re a | egend where
| come from'

Light froman oil |lanp gl eaned on the steel between
us, hers high, mne |ow and usel ess. She gestured to the
kender.

"Peverell," she said, "relieve himof his weapons."

The kender did what kender love to do. He got ny
dagger, found the small knife | always kept sheathed in ny
boot, lifted the sword fromny hand before | knew he'd
reached for it. He also took the bounty notices |I'd gotten at
the den and the fee 1'd collected not an hour ago. He would
have taken the teeth fromny head if his conpani on hadn't
called himoff.

"Now, Hunter-Doune," the swordswonan said, "cone
join Peverell and nme for a drink and a bite, eh?" She

sheat hed her weapon. "It could be to your profit."
| eyed Peverell, back at the table and happily sorting
t hrough his take. "Hasn't been so far," | said.

"l suppose you're right. Pev! G ve Doune his purse.”
The kender screwed up his face in protest, but he
enptied the gold coins onto the table, then tossed the purse
to ne.
"AND t he gold," the woman said firmy.
Long eyes bright, the kender cocked his head.
Sonet hi ng needi ng no words passed between the two and -
for a wonder - Peverell scooped up the coins, came and

gave themall to me. | took the gold, pursed it, and stashed
it in my deepest pocket, watching himtrot back to the table.
He was uncannily quiet for one of his kind. | smled sourly.

"Someone cut out his tongue?"

"No," she said, "soneone slit it. Wrks out the same. A
bounty hunter who took himand couldn't stand the chatter
Didn't keep him though. Kender are hard to hold. But I
expect you know that. Now," she said, cold and no | onger
pretendi ng courtesy. "Do you want to know where the
heretic Kell is hiding, or is that little bit of gold enough to
keep you happy?"

*kkk*k

Chance brought us platters piled high with nutton and
cabbage and potatoes, a jug of wine for me, and a great
pitcher of ale for the others. Fair pleased with hinmself, old
Chance was, and acting like | should thank him

Qut side the wi ndow, high up in the sky, | saw the two
moons - the red and the silver - shining brightly. Chance
had barred the door, lighted only the few | anps we needed
to see what we were eating. The swords-wonman told ne
that her nane was Al yce. She said she was a nercenary's
daughter, that since her father's death she'd taken up the
famly trade, hired her sword to nerchant caravans needing



to make their way through the goblin-haunted passes of the
nmount ai ns ringing the Plains of Istar.

Now some might think that mercenary work is a strange
way for a woman to keep herself in sapphire neckl aces, but
| had no reason to doubt that Alyce was capable of the
work she claimed to do. She'd gotten up behind nme quickly
enough, and that fine jewel ed sword was no stranger to her

hand, but, for all that, 1'd heard no reason to believe that she
knew nore about Kell's whereabouts than anyone el se.
"Well," she said, tucking into a second hel pi ng of

mutton with a wharf man's appetite. "There's not mnuch |

can do to convince you that | know where Kell's hiding -
except to say that a friend of mne tracked himto his lair
not |onger that two weeks ago."

"But this friend didn't kill or capture hinP"

She | aughed, and the kender cl apped his hands in
delight, his brown eyes kindling with merrinent.

"My friend' s not foolish enough to go out alone after a
man who's supposed to have done all Kell is accused of."
She smled slyly. "If Kell were an easy take, surely sone
bounty hunter woul d have snatched hi m by now, eh? Pev
and | were supposed to neet our friend here, go after him
toget her, but our friend is ... not available."

| snorted. "Not available to make hinself rich?"

"He's been jailed." Alyce downed her ale, all business
now. She nodded to Chance, who quickly refilled the

pitcher. "The barman says you know the jail well - having
hel ped fill it up often enough over the years. Help ne
break out ny friend and you can cone al ong."

"You want ne to arrange a jailbreak? Sorry. | put 'em
INjail - 1 don't break 'emout."

"Exactly," she said, "that's why you' re the perfect
choice. You' d have it done before anyone even suspected
what was going on."

| thought about that for a while, and she - inpatient -
| eaned across the table, her blue eyes alight.

"A quarter share, Doune | Help ne get my friend out

of jail and we'll be on our way to claimng a bounty so
great that no place you could stash the treasure will be
enpty."

Wel |, she wasn't much exaggerating about the bounty,

and | was always tracking the gold. But | was al so careful

"Supposing | do this jail break? What's to keep you and
your friend fromgetting rid of nme and going after the
bounty yoursel ves?"

Alyce's eyes grew sharp and cold. She drew her sword
and | reached for where m ne should have been. She nade
no threat, only laid the jewel ed weapon flat on the table
bet ween us.

"This is ny father's sword," she said, ignoring ny own
gesture. "l have never sworn an oath on this steel that |
didn't nean to keep."

| believed her. Maybe it was the way her voice
sounded, low and freighted with fierce pride. O maybe it

was the | ook in her eyes, straight on and unflinching, |ike
the Iight gleam ng al ong the bl ade's keen edge. Qut of the
coner of ny eye | saw Peverell idly tracing some old

cal cul ati on Toukere or | had carved in the oaken table-top
[' M HONEST WHEN | WANT TO BE, DOUNE, MY
FRIEND. AND WHEN A MAN RECKONS THE SPLI T



W TH H' S PARTNER, HE D BEST WANT TO BE
HONEST OR HE' LL DESERVE TO BE DEAD.

Toukere had had the same straight-on ook in his eyes
as Alyce did now when he'd said that. By that ook - its

absence or its presence - 1'd always judged a man's nature.
O a wonan's. | guess | reckoned on it this tine,

t 0o.

"Who's this partner of yours?" | asked. "A lover?" She

tossed her head, and her short, dark hair swung and
bounced. "Dinn's a friend. Sonetinmes he acts like a
hot headed fool, but | Iove himdearly. He comes from
peopl e who have only one word for both loyalty and
honor. Hard enem es, these people, and good friends. My
father earned his friendship, and Dinn says that | inherited
it." Her voice dropped low. "On his soul and ny father's
sword I swear that I'Il deal honestly with you, Doune."
It was a powerful oath. | knew none like it to offer her
She asked if | had a father; | told her I must have at one
time. A nother? Dead, | said. No sister or wife, she
supposed. | told her she supposed right, and none of the
worren | knew had the kind of soul I'd care to swear an
oath on. She | ooked at ne with a nocking, exaggerated
expression of pity.

"Well," | growed, "I don't expect they' re swearing any
oaths on ny soul either.”
The kender whistled a rising note, like a question, to

catch Alyce's attention. When he had it, he hit his two fists
agai nst each other, then clasped both hands together. Alyce
shrugged with the air of someone who has conme to the
bottom of the coffer and expects to find nothing but dust.

To nme she said: "I don't suppose people in your |line of
wor k have many friends."
"Not many," | said flatly, "and the one who was cl osest

tonme is along tine dead.”
"Was he a good friend?"
A good conpani on, an honest partner, and one who
made his escape fromlstar in such a way as to | eave plenty
of witnesses to the fact that 1'd had nothing to do with it.
"Yes," | said quietly. "He was a good friend."
She thought about that for a | ong noment, her blue
eyes no |longer bright and jeering, but soft and very serious.
"Swear by your friend' s menory, Hunter-Doune. Swear

that you'll deal honestly with me." Then | couldn't see her
eyes at all for the veil of her dark |ashes. Only her I|ips
moving in a secret little snmle. "It'll be well worth your
while."

That's all | needed to hear. | placed ny hand over hers
and took an oath on a friend' s nmenory.

Good thing she waited until I'd sworn before she told ne

that her partner was the mnotaur |1'd brought to Istar's jail
only hours ago. Good thing for her, but not so good for
Peverell. The nute little kender |aughed so hard that he fel
out of his chair. And not so good for nme. I'd been two days
in the mnotaur's conpany and | suspected he'd not readily
agree to beconme nmy partner in the hunt for Kell. But | was
sworn now, and by Touk's menory.

Too, there was all that gold to consider

*kkk*k



Peverell was hot to pick every |lock on every door in
the jail. Wien | told himthat we wouldn't get in that way,
he showed ne how deeply he resented this slight to his
thievish abilities. Muite he m ght be, but he'd raised the
skills of obscene and insulting gesture to high art. Alyce
calmed him and fromthere the night's work was no nore
than the usual gane: Get some weapons for the mnotaur
some nmounts for Alyce and me - no sense getting horses
for Peverell or Dinn; Alice said that neither would ride if
you paid "em- then bribe the right guard and pay off the
right cleric. The bribe and the payoff were huge, took al
the ninety gold pieces |I'd earned on the m notaur and a | ot
nore besides. Alyce had to part with her beautiful sapphire
neckl ace.

"l consider it an investnent," she said. She cocked a
thunmb at ny enpty purse and grinned coolly. "You should,
too."

| did. A quarter share of Kell's bounty woul d nake the
gold 1'd paid in bribery seemlike the pittance in a beggar's
cup.

I was right about Dinn. He joyfully would have given
up all hope of freedomfor even the slimest chance of
killing me. But Alyce managed him and it was sonething
to see her go toe-to-toe with that brute, harrying himin
hi ssi ng whispers |ike an angry fishwife.

"Use your head, Dinn," she said. And she insisted -
often - that he renenber why they were here. She
demanded - just as often - that he carry through wth what
he' d prom sed.

The kender, over his fit of the sulks, cane up close to
the tall, red-furred m notaur, gestured elaborately. Dinn
grow ed and shook his horns at Peverell, sullenly asking
Alyce to translate

"He's saying just what you know is true, Dinn. W
NEED you! "

That made some difference, caused the minotaur to
subside. "Arr, well," he growled, glaring at me. "Let's do it
then. ™

"Thank you, ny friend." Alyce patted his rough-furred
shoul der and rose up on tiptoe to kiss that ugly snout
(whi ch made himgrowl and HARRUWPH and shuffle his
feet).

| kept one eye on Dinn, for all that everyone seened

happy and friendly together. I'd been the one to shame him
by draggi ng himchai ned and hobbled into Istar. M notaurs
usually like to erase the menory of shame by killing

anyone who knows about it.

*kkk*k

An unwel comi ng pl ace, the savannah; hot and dry and
wi thout |andmarks. This is the Iand of the nomad cl ans, and
there are no borders to cross; nothing to warn you that
you're in some clan's territory, for the nomads have no
i ndividual territories. Al ways noving, settling nowhere, the
| ong- brai ds consi der the whol e savannah theirs. They have
a hard greeting for visitors - a flint-tipped arrow, a |ance's
stony head.
We went carefully, Alyce and | riding; Dinn |oping
ahead, a tall, homed outrunner tracking steadily west to the



bl ue- hazed nmountains. Sonetinmes Peverell trotted beside
him unseen but for the parting of the high grass as he went,
the wake of a small, mute kender. More often, he stayed by
Alyce. Like all kender, he loved to talk, and she had nore
pati ence for his silent |anguage - and clearly a greater
understanding of it - than the mnotaur did.
| was used to riding alone since Toukere and | had
parted ways, and | was used to quiet. But soon | found
nmysel f 1iking the sound of Alyce's voice: |ow because of
t he danger, thrilling when she was keen on her subject,
gentl e when she was thinking aloud. Alyce did a | ot of
t hi nki ng out |oud, about politics and history and gods.
“I"1l tell you something, Hunter-Doune," she said, one
bl azi ng noonday when the savannah ran rippling under a

hot wind. "I've always heard that gods are about bal ance,
good and neutral and evil all lending their weight in the
nmeasure agai nst chaos. | think it's politics that makes

heretics, not wong thinking. Wich, if you believe what
you hear, is just what this outlaw, Kell, thinks." She

gl anced at nme out of the comer of her eyes. "If you believe
what you hear."

She seened to know a | ot about Kell, and | wondered if
she' d concei ved some romantic fancy for the outlaw |
asked her about this, in a joking way. Peverell, trotting
besi de us, | ooked up at ne, signing swiftly, |aughing
silently.

"What ' d he say?" | asked.

"Kender nonsense," she said stiffly. "I have no fancies
about Kell. A good hunter should know what she's hunting,

how the prey thinks, what it will defend, where it goes to
hi de, where it is vulnerable.” She smled, as though to
hersel f and over private thoughts. "Don't you agree,

Hunt er - Doune?"

| said | was a bounty hunter, not a boar hunter

"So you are." She | aughed, nocking again. "And a
good one who wastes no time thinking about the heretics
you hunt. Right?"

"No sense in it. They're nothing nore than the prom se
of gold, payable on delivery." | slipped her a sideways grin.
"Thanks to politics."

Agai n Peverell gestured, his whole bright face a
qguestion; this time Alyce transl ated.

"He wants to know whet her heretics are people to you."

| shook ny head. "They're profit."

The kender signed again, and Alyce | ooked at ne for a
| ong nonent, her eyes all soft and gravely thoughtful, as if
she were wei ghing the balance of me on a scale.

"Enpty enough for the wind to how through, aren't
you, Hunter-Doune?"

"Did he say that?"

"No. | did. How d you get so enpty?"

"Tricks of the trade." | shifted unconfortably to
anot her tack. "Wy are you worrying about how | feel? |
don't see that YOU RE holding a whole Iot of nercy for
Kell."

She | ooked away, out across the gol den, shifting
savannah. "My feelings for Kell are ... personal,"”
"I"'mnot a bounty hunter by trade."

"Ch? What'd he do, steal the pennies off your dead
father's eyes?"

she sai d.



She winced, and I was sorry |I'd said it. 1'd conme close
to sonme truth, one that hurt.

"Come on, Alyce," | said, and surprised nyself to hear
how gently 1'd spoken. "Don't worry about nme and ny
feelings. They haven't got all that nuch to do with you
anyway, eh?"

The old, taunting light, brittle and bright, cane back to
her eyes. "Not much," she said, and she | aughed.

| thought the | aughter was forced.

*kkk*k

That's the way we tal ked during those |ong, hot days on
t he savannah. Sonetinmes she nocked, as she'd done in the
Hart; sonetimes she was serious, and | |iked that best. Soon
| began to wi sh that the kender would stay with Dinn. | was
getting to like Alyce's conpany, the nearness of her, her
voi ce, even her thoughtful, considering silence.

There were possibilities in her silence. At night, as | slept
- Alyce wapped in rough wool en bl ankets with a tall fire
bet ween us - those possibilities changed into dreans in
whi ch the minotaur and the kender had no roles to play.

But the kender was with us nore often than not, and so
we three were together - Alyce, Peverell, and ne - when
at the end of our third day of travel, the sun set in a blaze of
red and ahead of us Dinn spotted the nomad woman and
her chil d.

My horse danced skittishly, sidled away fromthe
m notaur's horns. Dinn sniled thinly when he saw that,
tossed his head so that a horn cane dangerously close to
the horse's shoulder ... and nmy leg. He pointed to the tal
grass where it parted counter to the wind's direction

"Two, " he said to Alyce. "Long-braids."

The nomad wonan ran swi ftly, though she went
hunched over, burdened by the weight of the small boy
clinging to her back. The boy's head bounced linply in
rhythmto her swift, ground-covering stride. H s sun-
browned | eg was streaked with bl ood. The woman's course
woul d take her right across our path.

Answering the instinct of fifteen years, | reached for
the coil of rope hanging fromny saddl e. One good cast and
I'd have her and the child roped, down, and trussed.

Al yce, seeing ny gesture, said, "How rmuch for those
two, Hunter-Doune?"

Eighty gold, |I told her. Forty for each, the woman not
being worth nore than the child.

Alyce snmiled coldly. "Your share of Kell's bounty is
worth ten times that. Are you with ne, Hunter-Doune?"

| didn't answer. | was watching the woman run
Al t hough the wind covered our whispering and our nounts
were still, sonething - a silence of birds, maybe - nust

have spoken to her instincts. She threw a swift | ook over
her shoul der and stunbled, startled to see us. Her eyes were
| arge and dark, like enmpty holes in a mask of terror. The
sight chilled ne, squeezed ny heart so that it was as if | felt
t he desperate fear myself.
The woman recovered qui ckly, hitched the boy up higher
on her back, and ran faster
I took nmy hand away fromthe rope, saw Alyce
wat ching me - not wei ghing anything, not taunting. Rather



she smled the way you do when you first neet someone

and you're thinking that you Iike what you see. Peverel

| ooked fromone to the other of us, then gestured

somet hing. His hands flew too fast for ne to get his

meani ng, but Alyce did. A dark scowl replaced her snile as
she told himto stop tal ki ng nonsense.

*kkk*k

They say that the red moon, Lunitari, is the daughter of
Glean, the deity who is the keeper of all the know edge
possessed by the gods. Solinari, the silver noon, is
Pal adi ne' s son, and he watches over all the magic being
done in the world. That night, while the others rested,
wal ked the first watch and saw these two nobons - gods
children, if you will - rising. First to rise was Lunitari
When | squinted eastward across the plains, | thought | saw
the tall towers of Istar silhouetted against the red di sk, dark
like a jagged bite taken out of the noon's rim Second up
was Solinari, and he rose a little north of Istar, avoided the
teeth of the Kingpriest's city.

Foolish fancy, eh? Well, | had a lot on ny mind - too
much for sleeping - and | kept com ng back to the menory
of howl'd felt when Alyce smiled after 1'd |l et the nomads
go.

That was just nore foolish fancy. Wiy should | care
how | wei ghed out in her eyes? Aye, she was |ong-I|egged
and | ovely. Her blue eyes, when they weren't nocking,
spoke of possibilities, inspired dreanms. She was round -
and surely soft and warm- in all the right places, but so
was many anot her wonman, and | knew that well enough
The only difference between Alyce and them was that she
was a good hand with a sword, good to talk to ... and she
was leading me to a quarter share of a fine, |arge bounty.

Sonetimes she | ooked at me in such a way as to make
me want to be what she seenmed to hope | was.

Enpty? Maybe once. Maybe still, but Alyce, when she
| ooked at ne with her eyes soft, a little hopeful, and
gravely thoughtful, made me think that she might be able to

fill some of those enpty places in ne.
I shook ny head hard, as if | was trying to shake out
this nonsense. It WAS nonsense, | told nyself. Isn't one

worman just as good as another on a cold night?

I was | ooking at the silver moon when | thought that, so
| guess you could say | was praying for something, maybe
for an answer, or a way to understand why it mattered to
me what Al yce thought.

O course, Solinari didn't have nmuch to say about it.
The children of gods have their own business to tend.
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VWen the nmoons were past their heights | left ny
wat ch, stepped carefully around the sl eeping mnotaur, and
sat beside Peverell at the canmpfire. He gave me a sideways
| ook, then signed sonmething to Alyce. Wen | asked her
what he'd said, she didn't answer right away. | had the idea
that she wasn't thinking about how to translate, but whether
to. Finally she repeated his gestures, slowy, the way you
enunci ate each word for the hard of hearing. A long



reaching up with both hands to cup sonething, an abrupt
draggi ng down notion

"Sun setting," | guessed.

"Right."

She raised four fingers, and | suggested that this,
coupled with the first gesture, nmeant four days passing.

"Ri ght again." Her blue eyes danced as she made the
fists-and-clasp gesture | knew to nmean FRIEND. "You
know t hat one. How about this?"

She repeated Peverell's | ast gesture: slammed her right
fist hard onto her level left palm Then she m nicked his
expression: w de-eyed, drop-jawed surprise.

"What do you think that means, Hunter-Doune?"

"l have no idea."

She noved her lips in a secret little smle. "lIt's the
whol e point of what Pev said. 1'll |eave you to consider it.

| spent the night listening to the wind sigh down the
starred sky, thinking |long and hard about Peverell's
gestures. Mght be, | thought, that Peverell's fist-in-palm
gesture meant an anbush. If so, perhaps he and Alyce were
anticipating Kell's surprise to find hinself at |ast taken
And that in only another four days. But nowhere in that
interpretation did Peverell's friend-gesture fit.

Last, before | made ready to sleep, | renenbered
Alyce's secret smile.

Now | renenbered this wasn't the first tine |'d seen
her smle like that. The first time was in the Hart's Leap
right after she'd hunted around trying to find an oath for ne
to swear. An oath that maybe I wouldn't have given if I'd
known it was Dinn | had to hel p break out of jail

Col d and creepi ng canme suspi ci on

M ght be, | thought, that there's another way to
interpret Peverell's gestures and Alyce's secret smile. M ght
be they were having a | augh over how surprised I'd be to
find that the oath she took on her father's sword signified
not hi ng but a nmeans to an end - the mnotaur's release from
jail, the capture of the heretic Kell, and a third share of the
bounty instead of a quarter.

Four days. Friendship. And a viol ent, smashing
gesture. Surprise.

Alyce - her considering | ooks, her soft eyes, her
surprised pleasure when | et the nonads go? What were
those things? Bait, nmaybe. Four are better than three on the
savannah - until the three got where they needed to go.

Time to get out. Time to cut my | osses and get out.

| stayed - for the sake of the gold, | told nyself. \Wat I
didn't admit - didn't even know then - was that 1'd foolishly
cone too far down the road of fancy to turn back

Alyce kept to herself after that night. Quiet and
br oodi ng, she spoke to Dinn only when she had to, and
spoke to ne hardly at all. She had sonething on her m nd
and if she tal ked to anyone about it, that one was Peverell -
who seened to know about, and naybe even synpathi ze
with, whatever troubled her.

They conversed in his silent, graceful |anguage of
gesture, and so | had no idea why she'd grown so suddenly
di stant.

*kkk*k



We | eft the savannah three days after we saw the
nomad woman and her child. W made canp that night in a
blind canyon, a long slot of stone and tall, rising walls. No
need to post watch there. The only way into the canyon was
in clear sight of our canp.
We'd no nore than built a fire when Al yce | ooked
around to find the kender m ssing. "Dinn," she said.
"Where'd he go?"
The minotaur made the kender's fist-hitting-palm

gesture.

"Dam! | TOLD him- " She glanced at ne, then took
anot her tack. "Dinn, are you sure?"

Di nn shrugged. "I'mnever really sure what he's trying

to say, but that is nmy guess.

Ah, she wasn't happy with that answer. Nor was she
very happy when | asked her what the gesture neant. Bl ue
eyes glinting, she said, "It neans that that kender's going to
find hinmself in some big trouble next time | see him™"

She said no nore.

As we ate, the red noon cleared the high canyon walls,
spilled light over the stone, made the shadows a web of
purple. Alyce, who'd displayed a wharfman's appetite at the
Hart, picked only absently at her food. When she tired of
that, she bunched a rough wool en bl anket into a pillow and
stretched out before the fire.

She lay silent, staring up at the narrow sky, the
gleam ng stars. The fire's flickering gl ow made her pale
cheeks flush rosy, her dark hair shine, but | only watched
that fromthe comer of nmy eye. Dinn, sitting in the night
shadows and honi ng his daggers, had the nmpost of ny
attention. He worked with sure, even strokes and
someti nmes sparks | eaped fromthe steel and stone. Wen
t hat happened, the minotaur would [ ook up at nme, his dark
eyes gleaming, his large yellow teeth bared in sonething
like a smile.

"Doune," Alyce said after a while. "W're near Kell's
hi deout. Tomorrow, we'll be playing a whole different
gane. "

| |1 ooked away from Di nn, not liking the sound of that.
"What do you nean?"

She | ooked at me, her eyes neither soft and thoughtful
nor brittle and jeering. She wasn't smling. Her expression
was unreadabl e.

"Doune," she said. "Can | trust you?"

| answered evenly, though | didn't know where the
guestion was |l eading. (And, no, it didn't remind nme of ny
own doubt. Doubt had haunted ne for the past three days.)

"I swore |'d deal honestly with you, Alyce."

She nodded. "On your old friend' s nmenory."

| said nothing, remenbering Peverell's fist-hitting-
pal m gesture, repeated again tonight. Ambush for Kell, or
betrayal for ne? | didn't know, and | waited to see where
Alyce's questions would | ead. D nn put aside his daggers,
wat ched and waited, too. But he wasn't watching Al yce. He
was wat chi ng me.

Al yce said, "Doune, you also said that bounty hunting
is just business. Can we trust you to stand by us, no natter
what we find tonorrow?"

| laughed wi thout humpr. "Unless this Kell of yours has
an army with him Then you can trust ne to do what



anyone with sense would do - cut ny |losses and run. Live
to hunt another day, eh? This is a strange time to be talking
about that."

She shrugged. "Not really. Tell me, Hunter-Doune,
what woul d you do if "

A loud whistle - a sudden pattern of sharp notes, shril
enough to make the hair stir on the back of my neck - broke
t he ni ght silence.

"Goblins,"” Dinn runbled, reaching for his daggers.

| scanned the dark heights, saw nothing but shadows
and the bal eful eye of the red noon gleamng. | |istened
hard for Peverell's whistle, but heard only the ghostly echo
of night wind trapped in the canyon. Then, darkness
becorme solid, goblins lined the heights, black against the
moonlit sky. |I counted a dozen. Although distance m ght
fool the eye about details, | knew that the | east of them was
taller than | and nore nuscul ar than even the mi notaur

You night think that none of this mattered nuch, that
we could slip through the shadows and the dark, head for
the nouth of the canyon and take our chances runni ng and
hiding until we lost themin the dark and the nountains. W
couldn't.

A huge goblin stepped forward to the edge of the drop.

It held something high, like a dark cleric offering sacrifice.
Alyce cursed softly. The goblin held the kender above its
head, had voicel ess Peverell for a hostage and a shiel d.

Peverell withed in the goblin's grip as if he wanted
not hi ng nore than to overbal ance his captor and send him
plunging to a bone-shattered death. So furiously did he
struggle that | knew he'd not give a thought to his own
bones until he was in mdair hinmself. Yet he was lightly
built and had not one tenth of the goblin's strength. H's
struggling was worth not hing but the goblin's annoyance.

Al yce gestured to Dinn, pointed to the canyon entrance.
Wor dl ess under st andi ng passed between themin just one
| ook, as though a whol e pl an had been unfol ded and
di scussed. The minotaur didn't like it, whatever it was, but
Al yce reached up, stroked his red-furred shoul der

"Don't worry, ny friend. I'll be fine. Now, go. Go."

He obeyed, as he always did, but in the fire's light |I saw
his eyes gleaning, all reflected animal glare and as red as
Lunitari hanging high in the sky above the canyon's bl ack
wal ls. A dire warning, that | ook, and directed at ne.

"Don't worry," | said, sarcasmnot even thinly veiled
“I'I'l be fine, too, Dinn."

He exercised adnmirable restraint, did no nore than
feint a lunge at ne as he passed by - and | still have two
eyes today because | kept as still as stone when one of his
twi sted horns canme close to ny face. Alyce sniled in a
col d, absent way.

"You shouldn't bait himlike that, Doune. There m ght
cone a tinme when I'mnot near to restrain him"

"M ght come a tinme when 1'd wel come that."

She said nothing, likely recognizing bravado when she
heard it. | |ooked over ny shoul der at the nouth of the
canyon, yawni ng bl ackness with silvery stars hangi ng
above. | turned back to Alyce, saw her studying ne.

"I's this where a bounty hunter decides to cut his | osses
and run, Hunter-Doune?"

| snorted. "Could I?"



"G and try," Alyce said flatly. Wth her sword's
gleam ng tip she pointed to the goblins. They'd found a
narrow path, a wi nding way down the bl ack canyon walls.
They went slowy, being obliged to keep behind the one
who was still shielding hinmself with Peverell. But they
cane on steadily, and | saw that nmy first count was wong
There were nore than a dozen of them at |east tw ce that.
"There's no profit in this for you now, Hunter-Doune."

None at all.

In that nonment the silver noon, Paladine's son |agging
behi nd Lunitari as he always does, rose above the stony
hei ghts. By Solinari's light | saw Alyce's face in profile, as
white as marble. Al her attention was on the kender caught
in the goblin's dutches.

The big goblin flung the kender to the ground, |aughed
when he saw himhit the rough stone and tunble the rest of

the way to the canyon floor. Peverell lay where he fell, a

pitiful junble of arms and | egs. Wen | | ooked at Alyce, |

saw one thin line of silver on her cheek, nmoonlit tears.
"Are you with me, Hunter-Doune? O wll you | eave

ne?"

She was not wei ghing ne now, or taunting. She really
didn't know how | would answer. By the light of w se

Pal adi ne's son, | saw in her eyes the know edge that with
me or wthout, she'd probably not get out of this canyon
alive. | saw her wanting to believe that | would not abandon
her here.

I'd be a fool to stay, but that would be nothing new. ['d

been a fool for the last three days, should have gotten out
when | knew | wasn't sure whether | trusted her. Wat had
made nme stay?

It was a jewel ed nonent, one of those spaces in the
soul when you understand that sonething has happened to
change you. Those nonments have their sudden, unl ooked-
for absurdities to send you laughing, if only silently. Once
|'d asked the silver moon why | cared what Alyce thought
of me. Abit late in answering, was Solinari, but he
answered me now, softly, like a whisper in nmy heart.

VWHAT A DAMNED ALL | NCONVEN ENT TI ME TO
FI NALLY FI GURE QUT THAT |'VE FALLEN I N LOVE ..

Maybe Al yce heard the laughter in me. For one
monent, swiftly fled, she sniled as though she agreed.

| hefted nmy sword, took confort in its trusty bal ance.
"I swore to deal honestly with you, Al yce. By ny
reckoni ng, that neans sticking by you now. "

W stood braced, back-to-back, when the goblins
entered the canyon.

*kkk*k

Ni ght fighting is a hard thing, all shadows and noon-
gl eam ng steel, all cold sweat and heart |eaping in your
chest. Wen the odds are good, it's hard to tell friend from
foe, but that wasn't anything for us to worry about. The
odds weren't good. There was only Alyce and nme, with
never the slimbreadth of a steel blade between us.

She used her blade |like a sword dancer, whirling the
steel so that the whistle of it filled the canyon. Any goblin
who got too close lost at least a linb. One lost his head.
That was all very fine and flashy, but | |ike the dependabl e



parry and thrust. | spitted the first two of the fanged goblins
that came at nme, was ready to take on a third when | heard
D nn roaring somewhere near the canyon's nouth.
couldn't turn to see what cause he had for bell ow ng, but I
heard Al yce suck in her breath, a soft hissing counterpoint
to her sword's whistle.
The goblin who'd come to take the place of the one
killed feinted fromthe side, dove in under ny guard. He
caught ne around the neck and did what his fell ows
couldn't do - separated Alyce and ne as he threw nme hard
to the stony ground. | heard Alyce cursing above ne, saw
the star-filled sky, felt the goblin's claws raking ny face.
The goblin knew how to use his knees. In two thrusts
he knocked the wind fromnme with a knee to the belly -
and nearly all the sense with a knee to the groin. | tw sted
onto my side, hunched over the hurt. The goblin sank his
fangs into the nuscl e between neck and shoul der, gnawed
as though he'd like to have chewed his way to nmy heart.
A dagger whistled past my head, its cold steel stinging
nmy cheek, drawi ng bl ood. And the goblin fell off me, the
bl ade through its neck. | didn't stop to marvel over ny |uck
| scranbled for ny sword and saw Al yce ringed by three
goblins - big as boul ders, gray-skinned, clawed, |ong fangs

dri pping. Her sword flashed, singing as it cut the air. | ran
to her. Linmping and listing, still hunched over ny pain, |
didn't know what | could do for her. Still, I ran. Her fine

silk blouse was splattered with blood, and the silver noon's
light showed ne that it wasn't black goblin blood. It was as
red as rose petals, and it was hers.
Alyce cried me welcome. | severed a goblin's head
wi th one chopping bl ow of ny sword, kicked the corpse
aside, and Alyce and | were agai n back-to-back. The
goblins cane at us howing, nightrmares come to life. W
wer e out nunmbered, fighting only to kill as many as we
could before we fell.
Close by, | heard a piercing whistle - sharp and hi gh
and urgent. Peverell? No. It couldn't be. Sonmeone shouted
"Kell!" as though it were a war cry, a call to arnmns.
| 1 ooked up, thinking, WHERE? Then, AS IF VE
DI DN T HAVE ENOUGH TROUBLE
That nmoment's distraction cost ne. | went down under
t he wei ght of two goblins, and Alyce, kicking and hacking
at ny attackers, yelled, "To ne!l To me!" as though she
were giving an arny a rallying point.
The ni ght expl oded, as if the nmoons and every one of
the countless stars had burst to rain red and shower silver
down on me. In the stormof light, flaring and running,
shadows | eaped to thrice their height. Alyce's face shone as
white as snow, her sword like ice gleam ng. A rush and
babbl e of shouting and screaning filled the wildly rocking
ni ght, just as though an arny HAD cone.
Too late for me, though, sword-cut and bl eeding ..
Peverell - bruised and scraped and grinning - threw
hi nsel f down on his knees beside nme, gestured wildly, but
| couldn't figure it out. The light, the running, raining red
and silver, began to fade, then vani shed altogether, taking
feeling and sound with it.

*kkk*k



I awoke in another place, a sturdy cottage so |light and
bright and clean that if | did not have wounds and weakness

to gainsay the thought, |1'd have believed the canyon no
nore than a place in a nightmare. The first thing | saw was
Peverell, and he was chattering to an elderly woman in his

silent way, his hands swooping and flying. After a while,
the old woman, her face winkled like a winter apple,
shooed hi m away as though he were a pesky hen gotten
into the house. | wondered, in a vague kind of way, what
they' d been tal king about, but | fell asleep again.

| slept often and | ong. One evening | awoke to find
D nn standi ng besi de ne.

"There is no | onger debt between us, human," he said.
"You kept her safe when | could not. They're right. You'l
do, Hunter-Doune, if you live." He said that |ast
grudgingly, with a sullen shake of his horns.

Dinn wasn't the only one who was unsure whether |'d
survive nmy wounds. | wasn't all that certain about it nyself,
but Alyce wasn't having any of that. She was al ways near
and one nmorning | awoke to see her standing in the open
doorway, |ooking out. Her left armwas bandaged above the
el bow. She wore a soft blue gown of some light, w de-
woven fabric, the hemof it just brushing sun-browned
ankl es.

| don't know why | renmenbered it then - with her
| ooking like a breeze-blown flower cone to settle on the
doorstep, but in menmory | heard soneone shout, KELL!
and heard her yell, TO ME! TO ME

"Are you Kell?" | asked her.

She turned fromthe doorway, her blue eyes darkly
t houghtful . She was weighing a risk. Finally she said, "Yes.
You see, Hunter-Doune, Dinn does know where that
terrible heretic Kell hides out."

"But why - ?"

She shook her head, laid a finger on ny lips, then she
pressed her own lips to ny forehead. To check for fever
she said.

*kkk*k

Later that day | awoke and Alyce was not in the
cottage, but | wasn't alone. | had a visitor. He sat in a chair
pull ed close to the side of the bed, a tankard of ale in his
hand. H s eyes, dark and a little flecked with blue, were
soft-focused, as though his thoughts were far away.

On second l ook, | saw that what |'d thought was
sunlight glinting in his black beard was the silvering of
time's passing. He'd aged, and that shoul dn't have been
surprising. It had been about seven years since |'d | ast seen
him Wen he saw ne awake, he turned in the chair, and
saw that he'd |l ost something since the last tinme |'d seen
him aleg. Inits place, strapped to the stunp where a knee
shoul d have been, was a carved wooden peg.

Al though it hurt to move, | raised ny |left hand, palm
up, and hit it with my right fist. Now | knew the neani ng of
Peverell's puzzling gesture: A hammer hitting an anvil.

Four days. Surprise. Friend.

Toukere Hammerfell.

"Touk," | said, though hoarsely for trying to sound
calm "Where am|?"



"Ah, well, that's a story." He raised the tankard, drank
and held it out to ne.

"No," | said. "I don't drink ale.”

Smiling alittle, as if he were | ooking down a | ong road
to an old menory, he said, "Guess you had your fill the
night I left Istar, eh? Well, then, listen good, Hunter-Doune.

There's a lot to tell about nme and the Vale."

He told ne there were two mages living in the Vale. They
had made the sky over the canyon rain red and silver light.
He grinned when he said that, held that those nages did a
fine job of scaring the feeble wits out of the goblins with
their little light game. He told ne there were five clerics,
and some declared their allegiance to the gods of good by
their white garb. Ot hers wore the red of neutrality.
According to Toukere, it was one of the red-robed clerics
who had heal ed the worst of ny hurts.

"And t here's enough people - young nen and ol d,
granni es and nmothers and children - to fill up a snall
town," he said. "Some of 'emyou saw in the canyon, which
is no great distance fromhere. Good fighters when they
have to be, but nostly they're farnmers."

"But this is no town, Touk, is it?"

He allowed as how it wasn't, not exactly. The Val e was
a deep, high-sided valley tucked between two rising
nmount ai n peaks. The people who lived there hunted the
hi ghl ands, raised cows and chi ckens and pigs, had a fine
forge at the broad fording place of the river. Kell's father
had founded the pl ace.

"Alyce - Kell - told ne her father was a nercenary."

Touk shrugged. "He was, once, for a while, but he was
a pretty good thinker, and he got to thinking that this habit
the Kingpriest has of slaughtering in the nane of goodness
is a strange one. Once that idea got hold of him it didn't let
go. He opposed the Kingpriest's persecutions with
everything he had - heart and soul. He did nmore than talk
about it. He settled this place.

"You call his daughter Alyce," Toukere said, "but that's
only a traveling name. Here we nane her Kell, for that's
what her father called her. Kell o' the Vale."

He told ne that all the folk who lived in the Vale were
free believers in whatever god or gods they chose. Many of
t hem had conme by way of dark paths, hunted for bounty
and driven by desperation into the goblin | ands. He said
that every one of them - nen and dwarves and el ves, one

kender and a minotaur - owed their lives to Kell, the heretic
who, |ike her father, did not believe that tornment and
execution were fit ways to honor the gods of good.

"W get on well, Hunter-Doune. By which | nean we
don't kill each other over the big matters, and we feel free
to squabbl e over the small things."

pyveY

He finished off the ale and thunped the nug agai nst
his wooden leg. He winced a little when he did that, and
saw t hat the wood was new y carved. The anputation
wasn't old enough to be used to.

"W're awmfully close to goblin |ands, here,"’
"That's good and bad. Good because it keeps the
Ki ngpriest's spies and casual visitors away. Bad because we
have to keep patrols on our borders agai nst the bl ack-
hearted goblins. | am- " He ran his pal mal ong the wood

he sai d.



again. "I was the one who | ed those patrols. No nore."

"What happened, Touk?"

He shrugged. "Just what it looks like. Lost my leg to a
goblin's axe, lay too long for the cleric to heal ne. But I'm
not here to talk about nme, Doune. |I'mhere to tal k about
you. "

Now, go reckon this - because | can't. There he sat, ny
ol d partner whose advice |'d renenbered and |ived by even
all the years after I'd thought himdead, the old friend
whose nenory |'d sworn by - and | was suddenly angry.

Angry and wondering why he'd not found a nonent to
spare to let me know that he was not dead.

"You want to tal k about me?" | said bitterly. "Wy, |I'm
just fine, Touk. Sword-cut, my ribs broken, gnawed by
goblins, and the rest of me feeling like |I've been run over
by a wagon. But otherw se, fine. How ve you been?"

"Now hear me, Hunter-Doune," he said. "Hear ne.

"Hear you? No, Touk Hammerfell. You listen to me - "

"Hear nme!" Hi s dark, blue-flecked eyes flared, as they'd
so often done when - as he liked to say - | had the stubborn
fit on ne.

"I't's me who told Kell to bring you here," he said, "and
that was a risk. | knew you seven years ago, Hunter-Doune,

but I didn't know what you'd beconme since then. Still
tal ked Kell into taking the risk. Ah, blackmailed her,
guess you'd say, told her she owed me for ny leg."

"Wy, Touk?"

He sucked in his cheeks, as he did when he was
t hi nki ng, then spoke in a rush, as he did when he was trying
to get past sentinent.

"I'"ve never forgotten you, Hunter-Doune, and |I hoped

| hoped you'd still be the man | renenbered. |'d have

gone for you nyself, but you see | couldn't. W need
someone trusty, and soneone keen-witted. Sonmeone who -
" He shook his head, then went off on another tack
"They're nostly all farners here, not fighters. The m notaur

wanted the job. He wants nothing nore than to be killing
goblins every chance he gets. But you know how m not aurs
are. Hot headed and not good at leading nen. I'Il tell you, he

didn't nuch like being the bait in this gane."
"Bait? For what? For ne?"

"Well, |I've been dead these seven years, haven't |7
Caught by sone bounty hunter in Xak Tsaroth." He
grinned, an old fanmliar twist of his lips. "I don't reckon

you' d have believed it if anyone cane to say that your old
friend Touk Hanmerfell wanted to have a chat."

I gave himthat.

"So we used Dinn for bait. A nice big minotaur - worth
what, ninety gold these days? - wandering your usua
stonpi ng grounds and ready for the taking."

| sighed, and he gave ne a sharp | ook

"I"'mnot doing a very good job explaining, am]l?"

"No," | said. "You' re not."

There canme a soft sound, a bare foot whispering agai nst
the floor rushes. Alyce stood in the doorway, as bright as a
sapphire in a golden fall of sunlight. She came to stand
besi de Touk

"Let me try," she said. "Doune, we need a new captain
for our border patrol" - she rested a hand on Touk's
shoul der - "and you cone hi ghly reconmended. "



"Way did Kell hinmself - herself - conme after ne?"

She | aughed, her blue eyes sparkling. "I told you when
we first met that you were a | egend where | cone from
Touk insisted that you were the man we need, but | like to

make very certain about the people who are going to live
here. There wasn't all that rmuch danger for me in Istar
They' re too busy spinning up | egends about Terrible Kell to
know who | really am So, who better to deci de whet her

you were trustworthy?"

"And if you'd decided that | wasn't?"

"Easy enough to | ose our way in the canyons." She
smi |l ed, her cheeks dinmpling. "They're very tw sty and
wi ndi ng. You'd have had no trouble believing that D nn
had | ost his way."

| looked at the ceiling, trying to get all this into shape.

No murdered party of innocent pilgrinms? | asked.

None, she told nme. No | ooted shrines and sl aughtered
clerics? Not a one, she said. No silver pennies stolen from
dead nen's eyes?

She shuddered. "I hate that story worst of all. No.
have ny ideas about what's right, and | see that they get
heard out there in the world. That's all."

| nodded. "No bounty then, | suppose?"

"None. Just a job, Hunter-Doune, guarding good people
and keeping them safe. A home with an old friend." She
gl anced away, her eyes hi dden beneath the veil of her dark
| ashes. "And some new ones. Are you with us, Hunter-

Doune?"

Touk | ooked fromher to nme, raised an eyebrow. "Well,
well,"” he muttered. "So that's the way of it, eh? | thought
t he kender was just nmaking it up."

"Ch, hush, Touk," she said, her cheeks flushing, but
she didn't say it very insistently.

Touk | aughed and sl apped his knee - his good one. "So
what about it, Hunter-Doune? Are you with us?"

Once Alyce had pronmised me a bounty so great that no
place | could stash the treasure would be enpty. 1'd been
t hi nki ng about gol d; she'd been tal king about a hone, a
pl ace of trust, and an old friend. Now, watching her snooth
white cheek coloring rosy, | understood that she was
of feri ng somet hi ng nore.

| told Touk that 1'd sworn a good oath to deal honestly
with Alyce, said that | reckoned that the oath held for Kell,
t oo.

*kkk*k

Later, when the sky was filled with stars and Solinari's
[ ight shone in though the wi ndow, Alyce - the terrible
outlaw, Kell o' the Vale - brushed her |ips against ny
forehead in such a way that |I knew she wasn't thinking
about fever.

"Once | thought it would be inpossible to fill up those
enpty places of yours," she whispered. "I thought Touk
was wrong, that you weren't the man for us. But when
saw you wat chi ng the nomad woman runni ng, when | saw
you feeling for her, really FEELING so that you wanted to
turn away but couldn't "

She sm | ed, as she had then, as though she were seeing
me for the first tinme and |iking what she saw



"Wl come hone, Hunter-Doune."
She kissed nme again, and | felt her lips nove in a smle
like a prom se

O f Day
Dan Par ki nson

In a place of shadows, small shadows noved

Sunlight filtered anong tunbl ed stone debris, where
great blocks of granite lay in nountains of rubble, braced
one agai nst anot her where they fell. The |ight shone down
t hrough cracks and crevices to illuminate the snooth, danp
floor of a meandering tunnel far beneath the ground. Here
centuries of rainwater had scoured gullies beneath the
rubble, gullies that | ed downward to | arger, cavernous
sunmps bel ow t he massive foundations of a great tenple.

In the dimlight, shadows wound their way upward -
smal |, furtive shadows noving in single file, moving
silently ... or nearly so.

THUMP. The |ine of shadows sl owed, becane shorter
as trailing shadows converged on those in front. The
forenost shadow spun around and said, "Sh!"

"Somebody fall down," a voi ce whispered.

"Sh!" the | ead shadow repeat ed, enphatically.

Then they were noving again. The source of the
eroded gully was a V-shaped openi ng between squared
stones, a seep where stones had settled, pulling apart from
one anot her.

The | ead shadow paused, said, "Sh!" again, and
di sappeared into the cleft. The others followed, into
dar kness beyond.

Dar kness, then dimlight from sonewhere ahead. Wth
the Iight, the sounds of voices and the snmells of cooking
food. The light came through a narrow crack

the | ead shadow stopped again. Qthers piled up behind,
and again there were abrupt, soft sounds.

THUD. A hushed voice, "Cof!"

Anot her voice, "OM Careful!"

" Shi"

"Somebody bunp into somebody. "

" Shi"

THUMP

"Somebody fall down again."

" Shhh! "

Silence again, and the little shadows crept one by one
t hrough the crack and into a large, lanp-lit, vaulted room
where ovens radi ated, neat sizzled over coals, pots steaned
on bl azing grates, and people worked - people far |arger
than the shadowy little figures that darted across an open
space and under a | aden cutting table.

One of the tall people in the kitchen gl anced around.
"What was that?"

"What ?" anot her asked.

"Did you see sonething just then?"

"No. What was it?"

"Not hi ng, | guess. Take a | ook at those | oaves, wll
you?"

A large person turned away and bent to peer into an
oven. "A few nore mnutes. | ... now where did THAT go?"



"What ?"

"Hal f a duck." The voice sounded nystified, then
irritated. "Conme on, now. These roast ducks are for the
guards' hall. W took it?"

"I didn't, so don't glare at nme. It doesn't matter. GCet that
tray ready. You know how the guards are when they're
hungry. "

"Al'l right, but | hope nobody notices that there are only
el even and a half ducks here."

Large people came and went, and the little shadows
wor ked their way from cover to cover, across the kitchen to
a hal f-open pantry door in a shadowed corner. Behind
them another voice shouted, "How many |oaves did you
put into this oven? | think sone are m ssing"

Through the pantry the little shadows nmoved, fanning
out, investigating everything. Here and there, small itens
di sappeared from shel ves and benches. Past the pantry was
a wide hall, dimMy lit, where linen robes hung from pegs on
the walls and pairs of sandals |ay beneath them Curtained
cubicles lined the hall. From behind some cane the sounds
of rhythm c breathing and an occasi onal snore.

"Ch!" a voice whispered. "Pretty."

" Sht "

Tool s and inplenents |ay on heavy-tinber benches in
a stone-wal |l ed workshop. As the shadows passed, a few of
these itens di sappeared. At the far wall of the workshop
tanned and treated hides stood rolled and bound. O her
hi des hung on the wall, and others were stacked in piles
besi de | arge, covered vats.

A shadow paused near a big elk hide, freshly cured.
"Pretty," a whisper said. "Mke nice sleeping mat."

"CGorge'! | take that for hisself," another whisper noted.
"After th' fight, he will," the first said, determ nedly.
Candl es lighted a wide eating hall, where | arge nen sat

at long tables, wolfing down food and ale as servants
carried in |laden trays, took them out enpty.

"Burni sh and polish, scour and shine," a deep voice
grow ed. "I1'm about worn out from rubbing arnor."

"Captain's orders," another grunted. "Spit and polish al
the way. Big things afoot.”

"Whol e council's here now," a third said. "The ninth
del egation just cane in. Kingpriest's birthday, the clerics
say."

Bet ween ranks and rows of large |legs and big feet,
smal | shadows scurried single file beneath a row of tables.
Here and there, near the edge of the tables, bits of food
di sappear ed.

THUMP

" Shi"

"Sonmebody fall down again," a faint whisper
expl ai ned.

Above the table a guardsman turned to the one next to
him "Wat?"

"What, what ?"

"Who fell down?"

"Who did WHAT?"

"Never mind. I ... ow Keep your feet to yourself,
j oker!"
Beyond the feasting hall, past a crack behind a

tapestry, a wide, dimroomheld ranked cots. Here and there



were sleeping nen. Suits of arnor hung on wooden stands.

Shadows noved about .

"Not much here," a voice whispered. "N ce stuff, but
all way too big."

" Sht "

"Here somethin'. Hey, nice an' shiny." Metal clinked
agai nst netal .

" Sht "

After a tinme, the shadows were gone, back the way
they had cone. Except for the ordinary sounds of the
templ e, now there was only silence.

*kkk*k

Thr ough anci ent seeps caused by ancient rainfall,
shadows nmoved - snmall, hurrying shadows | aden with
bul gi ng net sacks, arm oads of various things, and objects
of all descriptions. The seeps wi dened into caverns and
ahead were glows of light and the nuffl ed sounds of
VOi ces.

THUWP ... CLATTER CRASH

The line slowed. "What now?" the | ead shadow
demanded.

"Somebody fall down.™"

The shadows noved on, then stopped abruptly as a
m ghty roar came from sonewhere - a roar |like the rushing
of water. A shout mingled with the sound, then stopped
abruptly, only to return as a frantic echo of soneone
spl ashi ng and coughi ng.

The shadows had di sappeared into hiding places. Now,
as the sound subsided, they crept forth again, cautiously.

"What that?" one or nore whispered

"Who knows?" the answer cane. "Gone now, though.

Cone on."

Agai n the shadows noved, hurrying toward the light.
Agai n spl ashing ..

"Stop!" the |l ead one ordered. "Wat this stuff on
fl oor?"

"Dunno. Wasn't here before.”

"Not water. What is it?"

"Snells funny. Tastes good, though. What is it?"

Sl ur pi ng sounds. "Who knows? Stop wastin' time! Let's
go!"

*kkk*k

The Of Day was never planned. Like nobst historic
events in This Place during the Iong and lusterless reign of
H s Boi sterousness Gorge |11, Hi ghbulp By Choice and
Lord of This Place and Maybe Some of Those, the O f Day
j ust happened.

It began innocently enough, with a question posed by the
H ghbul p's wife and consort, Lady Drule. The | ady,
acconpani ed by a gaggle of other female gully dwarves,
had just returned froman expedition into the Halls of the
Talls, in search of sonething - some said it was roast rice
and stew bones, which could sonetines be scrounged from
the kitchens when the Talls were distracted; sone said it
was feathers; sone said nice, juicy nmice; and nost sinply
didn't remenber what it was.



Sone things - as far as the Aghar were concerned -
were worth renenbering, and sone were not. Reasons for
actions already taken rarely qualified as worth
renenbering. It was the excursion itself that mattered

Lady Drule and others had gone as far into the halls as
they dared - through m ddens and pantries, rooms and
shops, through a dining place where Talls were having a
nmeal and tal ki ng about someone's birthday, and into
i nteresting places where there were cots, personal effects
cabi nets, and various things just |ying about.

The Aghar | adies, instinctively adept at scurrying
t hrough hal f-open doors and under tables, at hiding in
shadows and creepi ng unobserved anong the ranked feet
of larger species, had quite a successful expedition, by
gully dwarf standards. Mst of themreturned before
nightfall - whether all of themreturned was not known,
because none of them knew for sure how many had gone in
the first place - and the treasures they brought back to This
Pl ace were a source of great excitenent for at |east several
m nut es.

There were two clay pots with norsels of food in them
an assortment of gnawed bones; an ornamented sandal far
too large for the foot of any Aghar; two white |inen robes,
each of which woul d make marvel ous cl othing for eight or
ten Aghar; a keg nearly half full of Tall ale; half a roast
duck; a mirror; a footman's pike three times as long as the
hei ght of Gorge 11l hinmself; two | oaves of bread; a heavy
maul ; a potato; fourteen feet of twine; a chisel; a Tal
warrior codpi ece, which would nake an excell ent tureen
for stew, and a conplete dressed el k hide, with skull-pan
and antl ers attached.

This final treasure so delighted Gorge Il that he
claimed it as his own ... after the scuffle.

Tossing aside his rat-tooth crown, CGorge pulled the el k
hi de over his shoul ders, squirmed about beneath it for a bit,
then energed with the skull-pan on his head, huge antlers
jutting above him The remai nder of the hide trailed far
behi nd as he noved.

Never in his life had he felt so regal. He strutted
around in a circle, demanding, "See! All |ook! Hi ghbulp
inpres ... pres ... lookin" good!"

He was so insistent on showing off that a crowd
gat hered around him el bowi ng aside Lady Drul e and the
others who had actually acquired the treasure. Mirnurs of
"See Highbulp," "Mghty Gorge," and "Wo th' clown in
th' elk suit?" arose anong them

"Al'l kneel!" Gorge demanded regally. "Make obei..
obe ... make bow to G eat Highbulp."

A few of his subjects dropped to their knees
obedi ently, though nost had | ost interest and wandered
away by then. Some of those behind him kneeling on the
trailing length of the elk hide, discovered that it was a very
confortable mat. Two or three pronptly |lay down upon it
and went to sl eep.

"Pretty good," Gorge nodded, satisfied at the attention
he was receiving in his regal new garb. Then, "Uh-oh!"

The wei ght of the great antlers above himtipped forward,
of f bal ance. The nod became a bow, the bow a cant, and
with a tremendous clatter of antlers and oaths, the

H ghbulp fell on his face, buried conpletely beneath the



great hide.

The opportunity was too nmuch for some of his |oyal
subj ects. Noticing those already asleep on its rearward
expanse, others now crawl ed aboard and curled up for their
naps.

Wth the hide thoroughly wei ghted down by sl eeping
gully dwarves, it was all that Gorge could do to crawl out
fromunder it.

H s wath abated sonewhat when a sturdy young
Aghar cane running from somewhere, shouting at the top
of his lungs, and skidded to a halt before him The youth
was soaking wet and stained fromhead to toe - a deep
purplish red.

"Hi ghbul p!'" the newconer gasped, panting for breath.
"News fromroyal mnel"

"You from nmine?" CGorge squinted at him "Wat is

m ne?"

"Yes, Highbulp." The red-stained one grinned. "I Skitt.
Wrk in royal mne."

"Fine." CGorge thought a minute. "Wat is work?"
Shruggi ng, he turned away, trying to recall what had so
irritated himjust a nonment before. Peering around, he
wal ked into a splay of elk antlers and found hinsel f
t hor oughl y t angl ed.

Lady Drule hurried forward, shaking her head.

"Hi ghbul p clumsy oaf," she muttered, and began
extricating her lord and husband from his dil emma.

"Hi ghbulp listen!" the red-dripping mner insisted.
"News from mine!"

CGorge was in no mood to listen, but Drule turned to
the newconer. "VWat news?" she asked.

"What ?"

"News! News from mine! What news?"

"Ch" Skitt collected his thoughts, then stood as tall as
a person less than four feet in stature can stand. "Hit pay
dirt," he said. "Mther |oad. Real gusher.”

"Pay dirt?" Gorge was interested now. "What pay dirt?
Mud? Cay? Pyr ... pyr ... pretty rocks? \Wat?"

"Wne," Skitt said.

Corge blinked. "Wne?"

"Wne," Skitt repeated, proudly. "H ghbul p got royal
wi ne mne, real douser."

Drule finished the untangling of H's Testiness fromthe
elk antler trap, then strode to where Skitt stood and noved
around him sniffing. "Wne," she said. "From nmi ne?"

"Whole mine full of wine," he gabbled. "Musta hit a
main vein."

Drule stood in thought for a nonment, then turned to
t he Hi ghbul p. "Wat we do with wi ne?"

"Drink it," Gorge said decisively. "All get intox ... intox

inneb ... get roarin' drunk."

"Dunb idea, Highbulp," a wheezy voice said. Atiny,
stooped figure, |leaning on a mop handl e, came out of the
shadows. It was old Hunch, G and Notioner of This Place
and Chi ef Advisor to the Hi ghbulp in Matters Requiring
Serious Thought.

"Drinkin' main-vein mne-wine not dunb, Hunch," the
H ghbul p roared. "Good idea! CGot it nyself!"

"Sure,"” Hunch wheezed. "Drink it all, then what? W
all wind up with sore heads an' nothin' to show for it. 'Stead



of drink it, trade it. Get rich."

"Trade to who?"

"Talls. Plenty of Talls pay good for wine. | say make
trade. Get rich better than get drunk."

Drul e found herself thoroughly taken with the idea of
becom ng rich. Visions of finery danced in her head -
strings of beads, unending supplies of stew neat, matching
shoes ... a conb. "Hunch right, CGorge," she said. "Let's get
rich.”

Qut reasoned and out maneuvered, the great Hi ghbulp
turned away, grunbling, and began reclaimng his el k hide
by kicking sleeping Aghar in all directions.

"Calls for celebration," Drul e decided.

Hunch had wandered away, and the only one remaini ng
to discuss such matters with her was the w ne-stained mnine
wor ker. Skitt stood where he had been, not really paying
much attention, because he had caught sight of the lovely
Lotta, a pretty young Aghar fenale quite capable of naking
any young Aghar male forget the subject at hand.

Still, he heard the queen's statenent and gl anced her
way. "What does?" he asked.

"What does what ?"

"Call for celebration. What does?"

"Ah ..." Lady Drule squinted, trying to renenber.
SOVETHI NG certainly called for celebration. But she had
lost track of what it was. Like any true Aghar, Drule had a
remar kabl e menory for things seen, and sonetinmes for
t hi ngs heard, but only a brief and limted nmenmory for ideas
and concepts. The reasoni ng of her kind was sinple:
Anyt hi ng seen was worth renmenbering, but not rnuch el se
was, usually. ldeas sel dom needed to be remenbered. If
one | ost an idea, one could usually come up with another
She had an idea now. Turning, she shouted, "Corge!"

A short distance away, the Hi ghbul p ki cked anot her
sl eepi ng subject off his elk hide, then paused and | ooked
around. "Yes, dear?"

It was then that Lady Drul e asked the question that |ed
ultimately to that nost historic of episodes in the | egends of
the Aghar of This Place: the Of Day. The question cane
froma sinple recollection of sonething she had heard in
the Halls of the Talls, during her forage expedition wth
other |adies of the court.

"CGorge," she asked, "when your birthday?"

*kkk*k

It was the acolyte Pitkin who discovered that Vat N ne
had been drained of its blessed contents - drained down to
the murky dregs, which were beginning to dry and crust
over. At first, he sinply could not believe it. Making the
sign of the triad, he closed the sanpler port and backed
away, pale and shaking, reciting litanies in a whisper

"I have been beguiled,"” he told hinself. "It is only an
illusion. The vat is not enpty. The vat is full."

Mur muri ng, he knelt on the stone floor of the great
cellar and did obeisance to all the gods of good, waiting
while his prayers eased the tensions within him letting the
[ight of goodness and wi sdom flood his soul. Still shaken
t hen, but feeling sonewhat reassured, he clinbed the stone
steps to the catwal k and returned to the sanple port of Vat



Ni ne. Wth hands that shook only slightly, he unlocked it
again, nuttered one further litany, and opened the Iid.

The vat was enpty. Candlelight flooded its dark
interior, illumnating the draft marks at intervals on the
inner wall. A dozen feet bel ow, shadowy in the reeking
murk, drying dregs lay crusting, inches below the | owest
draft mark. Pitkin's pale face went ashen. The vat could not
be empty. It was not possible. Yet, there was no w ne
wi t hi n.

Easing the sanpler Iid down again, he locked it and
stared around the cavernous vault. From where he stood, on
the catwal k, the great vats receded into shadows in the
distance. Nine in all, only their upper portions extended
above the hewn stone of their nestling cradles. Each of
themwas nmany times the size of Pitkin's sleeping cell four
levels up in the Tenple of the Kingpriest. The huge flattop
vats seened a row of ranked nonoliths of seasoned
har dwood, their walls as thick as the Iength of his foot.
Each one nestling into a cavity of solid stone, the vats were
like everything else in this, the greatest structure of Istar
the center of the world. They were the finest of their kind ..
anywher e.

The wi nes they held were bl essed by the Kingpriest
hi nsel f. Not personally, of course, but in spirit, in sonber
cerenoni es performed by | esser clerics on behalf of His
Radi ance. For two and a half centuries the wines had been
bl essed. Every Kingpriest since the conpletion of the
temple, at every harvest of the vines, had bl essed the wi nes
of the nine vats.

Synbolic of the nine realnms of the Triple Triad - the
three provinces ruled directly by Istar, the three covenant
states of Solammia, and the Border States of Taol, Isnin
and Gather - the wines were part of the holy wealth. The
best of vintage, produced entirely by human hands and
made pure by the bl essings of the sun, these were the w nes
of the nine vats.

The wi nes that were SUPPOSED to be in the vats, Pitkin
corrected his thought. The w nes that vats nunber one
t hrough eight did indeed hold - Pitkin had inspected them
hinsel f, as he did every nmorning - and that Vat Nine
sonehow di d not.

H's mnd tunbl ed and churned in confusion. How
could Vat Nine be enpty? No vat was ever enpty. These
were no table wines. Readily available elven w nes were
used for routine. No, these wi nes were sacred, used only on
rare occasions and only in cerenoni al anmounts. Wat was
used was replenished by the stewards at regular intervals -
al ways by the finest of human vintage from each of the
ni ne real ns.

Made of seal ed hardwood, cradled in solid rock, no vat
had ever | eaked so much as a drop of precious fluid. And
there was no way to renove any wi ne fromany vat except
by unl ocking the sanpler port. And only he had the keys.
Pitkin wanted to cry.

Slow y, on shaking | egs, he made his way to the seal ed
portal of the cellar vault. A hundred thoughts besieged him
- approaches to expl ai ning what he had found, to
formul ati ng apol ogi es for such an unthi nkabl e
di sappearance, to the wording of a plea for clenmency - but
none had any nerit.



There was only one thing for himto do. He nust
simply report the di sappearance of Vat Nine's w ne and
pray for the best.

*kkk*k

"Wzardry," the second warder rnuttered, staring into
the enpty vat. "Evil and chaos. Mage-craft. Spells."

"M schief of sone sort,"” the high warder agreed, "but

wi zardry? Wthin the very tenple itself? How coul d that
be? There certainly are no mages here ... save one, of
course, but he is sanctioned by the Kingpriest hinself. The
Dark One woul d use no such m schievous spells. Al the
other wi zards are gone-driven to far Wayreth. Al of Istar
has been cl eansed of their foul kind."

"Then how can you explain this?" a senior cleric fromthe
mai nt enance section insisted. "An entire vat of wine - four
hundred and, ah, eighty-three barrels' count, by yesterday's
inventory - it certainly didn't get up and wal k out by itself,
and there has been no cartage below the third level for the
past week, not even porters.”

"Thi eves?" a junior cleric suggested, then turned pink
and | ooked away as scathing glances fell upon him It was
wel | known that the Tenple of the Kingpriest was
inviolate. In all of Istar, in all of Ansalon, there was no
edifice nmore theftproof.

"Only dregs," the second warder nuttered, still staring
into the drained vat. He prodded downward with a | ong
testing rod. Its thunp as it tapped the bottom of the vat was
nmut ed. " Wi st-deep, drying dregs. How could this have
happened, unless ..." He lowered his voice. "Unl ess by
magi c? Dark and infidel magic."

From bel ow t he catwal k a curious voi ce asked,

"Brother Susten, are you aware that you are wearing only
one sandal ?"

"I can't find the other one," the chief warder snapped.
"Pl ease concentrate on the matter at hand, Brother Gisten
This is no tinme to count sandals."”

Far in the distance, beyond the vault doors, a |oud,
exasperated voice roared, "I'mtired of this gane, you
bubbl eheads! | want to know who took it! Now "

Heads turned in surprise. Several clerics hurried away
toward the sound, then returned, shaking their heads. "It's
not hi ng, Em nence,"” one of themsaid to the chief warder
"A captain of tenple guards. He, too, has |ost sonme part of
his attire, it seens.”

Again the irritated voice rose in the distance, "This has
gone far enough! What pervert took nmy codpi ece?"

"CGone," the second warder nuttered, staring into the
enptiness of Vat Nine as though nesnerized. "All that
Wi ne, just ... just gone."

*kkk*k

"Sorcery?" The keeper of portals rasped, staring in
di sbelief at the assenbled clerics before him "Magic?
Don't be ridiculous. This is the Tenple of the Kingpriest.
Mage-craft is not allowed here, as all of you very well
know "

"Qur accumul at ed pardons, Em nence," the chi ef



warder said, shifting his weight from sandal ed foot to bare
foot and back, "but we have given this nmatter the nost
serious of study, and we can arrive at no other

expl anation. "

The keeper of portals glared at themin silence for a
| ong nonment, then spread his flowi ng robes and seated
hi nsel f behind his study table. He sighed. "All right, we
shall review it once again. One: Even if magic were
somehow i ntroduced into the tenple - and what nage
woul d dare such a thing? - what purpose would be served
by draining a vat of blessed w ne?"

"Evil," soneone said. "The purposes of evil
obvi ously."

"Two: Hi s Bl essed Radi ance, the Kingpriest hinself,
oversaw the evacuation of the Tower of Hi gh Sorcery in
Istar. Every last mage and artifact was rempoved, and every
magi c-user of any degree driven away - not just fromlstar
but fromthe nine realnms. The tower is enpty, and its seals
are intact."

"Dire evils have their way," soneone said.

"There is the ... Dark One," soneone el se whi spered,

t hen bl ushed and | owered his head, w shing he had not
spoken.

"Three." The keeper of portals continued grimy,
pretendi ng not to have heard. "It is patently inpossible for
that wine to have di sappeared - " He stopped, scow ed, and
bl i nked.

" - by any device other than sorcery," the chief warder
finished softly, trying to | ook pious rather than victorious.

*kkk*k

"W zardry?" the master of scrolls whispered, shaking
his head. White hair as soft as spidersilk trenbled with the
nmotion. Here in the shadows of his deepest sanctuary,
where few beside the keeper of portals - and of course the
Ki ngpriest hinmself - ever saw him he seened a very old
man. Very different fromthe dignified and reverent
presence who sat at the foot of the throne when the
Ki ngpri est gave audi ence in the sanctuary of |ight.

Again the master shook his head, seenming very frai
and sad as long as one did not look into his eyes. "After al
these years ... evil still confronts us in Istar."

"There is no other answer, August One," the keeper of
portal s said, synpathetically. For nore seasons than nost
men had lived, the master of scrolls - next to the Kingpriest
hinsel f, the very epitome of all that was good and holy -
had born upon his frail shoul ders the weight of
ri ghteousness in a world far too receptive to wong. Now
he | ooked as though he m ght break down and weep ... unti
he rai sed his eyes.

"Evil," the old man whi spered. "After all we have
done, still it rears its vile head. Do you know, Brother
Sopin - but of course you do - that my illustrious
predecessor, ny own venerated father, died of a broken
heart, realizing that even his strenuous efforts as advisor to
H s Radi ance had not stanped out evil forever. He truly
bel i eved that such had been done, first with the
Procl amati on of Manifest Virtue, and subsequently by
sanctioning the exterm nation of evil races everywhere. He



believed, for a tine, that we had succeeded, just as the third
Ki ngpriest and his advisors believed that THEY had

stanped out evil for good the day this tenple was bl essed

in the names of all the gods - of good, of course,"” he added
as an afterthought.

The master of scrolls raised rheuny old eyes - they
seened so at first glance - to gaze at his visitor. "He once
even believed the tenet of the first Kingpriest, that by
bondi ng the might of Solamia with the spiritual guidance
of Istar, the forces of evil could be driven fromthe world.

"It is regrettable, August One," the keeper said
sorrowful ly.

"Yes. Regrettable. | have said it before, good Sopin.

Evil is an abonmination. Evil is an affront to the very

exi stence of the gods, and of nmen. Yet howto elinmnate it,
finally and forever?" H s question was rhetorical. He

obvi ously had the answer.

"Yes, August One?"

"We know now - the Kingpriest hinself must know as
well - that evil cannot be conquered by unifying states and
buil ding tenples. Neither by driving away practitioners of
chaos, nor even by elimnating evil acts and evil races ..

t hough that has yet to be thoroughly tested, | understand."

"Such things take time, August Brother. Even the
vilest of races resist exterm nation. As to the practices of
evil men, when they believe they will not be found out "

"Time," the master of scrolls rasped, in a voice as dry
as sand. "There is so little tine, Sopin. This business of the
wine mssing, this willful and arrogant exercise of a

sorcerous spell, right here in the holiest of places in this
entire world ... Don't you understand it, Sopin? Don't you
see what it neans?"

"Ah ... well, it mght be ..."

"It is a challenge, Sopin. Wirse, it is a taunt. Evil is
gaining strength in the world, because we have yet to kill it

at its source!" The rheumy eyes bl azed at the keeper, and
now he saw the fire in them the eyes of a zealot.

"August Brother! Do you nean - ?"

"Yes, Sopin. As has been argued before. It is tine to
go to the root of evil. The very mnds of nen."

The keeper went pale. "August Brother, you know that
| agree, but is this the tine for so drastic a policy? People
are - "

"People are children for us to lead in the true path,
Brot her Sopin, at the pleasure of H s Radi ance, the
Ki ngpriest." The master of scrolls gathered his robes
around him shivering. He was often cold, of late. "The
Grand Council of the Revered Sons, Brother Sopin ... |
believe they are all present now, in Istar? H s Radiance
has received their respects.™

"They are all present, H ghest. Each of the nine real ns
has sent a delegation for tonorrow s festivity, and all the
menbers of the council are present, though | have word
today that one of the high clerics is ill. None have been able
to heal him Perhaps tonorrow - at the tine of the festivity
- he will be better."

"As the gods of good will," the master of scrolls
agreed, then | ooked up again at his assistant. "111? Wich of
themis ill?"

The keeper |ooked agitated. "Ah ... it is Brother Sinius,



August One. The high cleric of Taol."

The master of scrolls stared at him "Taol ? The ninth
real n? The one from whose real m cane the di sappeared
wi ne?"

"The sane."

"By the gods of ultimte good! There lies evil's perfidy,
Sopin. It lulls us with subtlety until we expect all of its
machi nations to be subtle. Then, when we are lulled, it
strikes - sinple and direct. Through the bl essed wine, it
strikes directly at us. None can heal him eh? | nust speak
of this to H s Radiance hinself, Sopin. Tonorrow s counci
of light ... there is business to discuss.”

"It is the Kingpriest's birthday, August. Is such
busi ness appropri ate?"

"The council is present, Brother Keeper, and so is the
evil. Leave ne now, Brother. | nust prepare a petition.
shal I suggest an edict - the sane that | have submitted so
many times before. But H s Radi ance must consider it,

Brot her Sopin. Beyond that, it nust have the sanction of the
G and Council of Revered Sons."

"Yes, August One." Sopin felt a chill rise up his back
The Kingpriest require the sanction of council? Only one
order of business could explain that. The master of scrolls
nmeant to propose the opening of the Scroll of the Ancients.

It was the one artifact in the keeping of the priesthood
that the first Kingpriest had so feared that it was sealed by a
spell. It could be opened, but only by separate, secret
incantations recited in unison by all the menbers of the
G and Council of Revered Sons.

The know edge contained in the Scroll of the Ancients
was a power that the first Kingpriest had found so fearsone
that he trusted no man with it - not even hinself, or any of
his successors. The Scroll of the Ancients, it was said,
contai ned the secret of mind reading. Wth its power, one
could enter and adjudge - possibly even control - the m nds
of others.

Never in the history of Istar had the scroll been
opened. Never had the high council agreed to it, though it
had been proposed many times. Among the nine there were
al ways those - notably those of the Sol amic Kni ght hood -
who argued that the altering of free will was an
abomi nation. And usually there were sonme - generally the
elves - who worried that the gods thensel ves ni ght not
condone such a thing. It could, they pointed out, destroy the
very bal ance upon which the universe relied.

Certainly the neutral gods would be outraged, for free
will was sacred to them Even the gods of good and light,
some whi spered, mght consider the exercise of nind
control as an arrogance.

The keeper of portals shivered again, realizing that the
scrol Il master was | ooking directly at himnow. In those eyes
there was no touch of age, no frailty, no question of
pur pose. The ancient eyes blazed with a zeal as bright as
fire and as cold as ice.

"The gods of good rely upon us, Sopin," the old one
said. "They entrust us and enpower us. W MJST not fai
them again. The source of evil lies in the mnds of nen. It
is there that we must stamp it out."

*kkk*k



The great H ghbulp Gorge I1l, |eader of all the Aghar
of This Place and Maybe Sone of Those, was stunped by
Lady Drule's question. He hadn't the vaguest idea when his
birthday might be - wasn't altogether sure what a birthday
was - and had far nore inportant things to occupy his mnd

if he could remenber what they were

One of them of course, was the wi ne mne. Gorge
wasn't at all certain, but he suspected that w ne was an
unusual commodity for mning. Then again, the world was
full of nysteries and it was usually best not to dwell on
t hem

He didn't even know where the nmine was, exactly. The
conbi ned clans of Bulp always had a m ne going
somewhere (generally near the town dunmp), on the off
chance of finding sonething useful, but the mne' s |ocation
shifted as often as the location of This Place did.

This Pl ace was portable, which served the gully
dwarves' purposes. Years of abuse and mi suse by other
races had built certain instincts into the Aghar, and one was
to not stay in any place |ong enough to be discovered. This
week, This Place was here. A week or two ago, This Place
had been sonmepl ace el se, and a week or two hence, This
Pl ace nmight be in some other place entirely. This Place was
wher ever the Highbulp said This Pl ace was.

Corge didn't renenber exactly why his tribe had |eft
the previous This Place - past decisions based upon past
ci rcunst ances were sel domworth renenbering - but he
was proud of his selection of the current This Place. A
natural cavern in a |linmestone formation, its outside entrance
was conceal ed by huge nounds of rubble left by the Talls
who built the giant structures soaring above. This Pl ace
ext ended deep beneath the fortress parapets of the great
temple of Istar and was joined by ancient, eroded seeps to
the pantries of the great structure.

It was a fine place for This Place, and the fact that it had
been di scovered by accident - several gully dwarves had

fallen into it, literally - was not worth renenbering. To
CGorge 111, it was sinply one nore evidence of his personal
geni us as Highbul p, on a par with other acconplishnents
such as ... Well, whatever they were, he knew there had

been any nunber of them
Probably the only actual act of genius the | eader of the
Aghar of This Place had ever managed was to proclaim

hinsel f Gorge Ill instead of sinply Gorge. The
enuner ati on had the desirable effect of keeping his subjects
t horoughly confused - an acconplishment that all |eaders of

all nations and all races night envy. Few anmpong the Aghar
could count to two, and none could count as high as three.
Thus, there was always a certain awe anong them when

they addressed their lord as Gorge II1.

Sinply by virtue of his nane, they were never quite
sure who - or what - he was. That al one elimnated any
possibility of competition for his job.

Deciding to be Gorge Il had been an inspiration. Now,
many years |ater, the H ghbul p sensed another inspiration
com ng on. He didn't know what it was, but its synptons
were not quite the same as indigestion and it had sonet hi ng
to do with the way he felt when he put on his new el k hide
with its enornmous antlers. Sonehow, the inprobable attire



made himfeel |ike a Hi ghbul p of Destiny.

So, when his bel oved consort - what's-her-nane -
suggested a cel ebration in honor of his birthday, Gorge
readily agreed and promptly forgot the entire matter. He
was far nore interested in strutting around in his elk hide
and feeling inportant than in planning formalities.

Drul e, on the other hand, had no such preoccupation

"Hunch!" She sunmmoned the grand notioner. "W
cel ebrate Hi ghbul p's birthday!"

"Fine," the ancient said, starting to doze off.

"Hunch!" she demanded. "Pay attention!"

He woke up, | ooking cranky. "To what?"

"Hi ghbul p' s birthday! Celebrate!"

"\Nhy 2"

That stunped Lady Drule for a nmoment, then she
countered, "Hi ghbulp say so."

Hunch sighed. "All right. When H ghbul p's
bi rt hday?"

"Tonmorrow, " she deci ded. Other than today and
yesterday, it was the only day that cane to nind. And the

Hi ghbul p certainly had not been born yesterday. "Make
pl an."

"\What pl an?"

"Who knows? Ask Hi ghbul p."

The conversation was interrupted by a clatter and a
flood of oaths. The great H ghbulp, trying to wear elk
antlers atop his head, had fallen on his back

The grand noti oner approached and stood over his
liege, poking at himw th the nmop-handle staff. "H ghbulp.
What you want to do tonorrow?"

"Not hi ng," CGorge grunted, getting to his feet. "CGo
‘vay. "

Wth his answer, the grand notioner returned to Lady

Drule. "Highbulp say for celebrate, all go 'way, do
not hi ng. "

It was not exactly what Drule had in mnd, but she was
busy with other matters by then. Sone of the court | adies
wer e bickering over the new stew tureen, and it was
obvious to Lady Drule that they should have nore than one
tureen. An entire table setting m ght be nice.

Hunch frowned and repeated the Hi ghbul p's order
"For celebrate, all go 'way, do nothing," he said.

Drul e gl anced around. "No work? Not hi ng?"

" Not hi ng. "

"OFf day, then." She nodded. "Tell everybody,
tomorrow is OFf Day."

Skitt, the miner, was one of the first to hear the news,
and hel ped to spread word of it. "Tomorrow OFf Day," he
told everyone he could find. "Hi ghbulp's orders.™

"What is OFf Day?" soneone asked him "What we
supposed to do on Of Day?"

"What we do on OFf Day?" someone el se asked

Skitt had no answer. He hadn't heard the details. For his
own part, though, he intended to go to work.

Among the spoils of the |adies' foray, he had found a
reaver's maul and a chisel. Skitt m ght have been only a
gully dwarf, but he WAS a dwarf. The use of tools was
strong in his sinple soul. He couldn't wait to see what he
mght do with a reaver's maul and chisel in a wine nine

Thus it was that on one fateful day, two birthdays were



cel ebrated - one above, in the Tenple of the Kingpriest in
the city of Istar, seat of clerical power and center by
procl amation of all the world, and one bel ow

*kkk*k

The high cleric of Taol had been under the weat her
owi ng to a pardonabl e excess of elven spirits used to
counter the grueling effects of a |ong and arduous j ourney
to Istar. But when it was announced that the pious festivity
of the new day woul d be preceded by a petitioned neeting
of the grand council, his health inproved markedly. One
did not send regrets when the Kingpriest sumoned the
grand council .

Thus all nine of the Mdost Revered Sons - the high
clerics of the nine realns - were in attendance in the Hall of
Audi ence when the panels of glow ng stone were rolled
back to flood the chanber with glorious light, light that
seenmed to emanate fromthe throne reveal ed there, and
fromthe person who sat upon it.

None of them woul d renenber afterward exactly what
the Kingpriest |ooked |like. No one ever did. There was
al ways only the lingering inpression of imense good,
fl owi ng upon waves of |ight.

In the entire great chamber, there was only one snall
coner where shadows | urked, a niche anong the great
floral carvings that rose fromthe radiant floor. To one who
m ght notice such things - and few did, in the presence of
H s Radiance - it seemed only a slight anomaly in the
magni fi cent architecture, an inadvertent cleft where the
light was blotted out. But to Sopin, who lived daily in the
sanctuns of the tenple, the corner was a source of dread.

He gl anced that way and thought he saw nmovenent there,
anong the shadows. He could not be sure, but it seened
that the Dark One was present.

Sopin shivered and turned his eyes away, letting his
troubl ed thoughts evaporate in the brilliance of the Iight
fromthe throne of the Kingpriest.

There were the prayers and the rituals, the |avishing of
appropriate unction toward each of the good gods of the
uni verse, and then it began. "Revered Sons." The voice
that came fromthe source of Iight was as warm and
conforting as the light itself, as resonant as the rays of the
sun. "Qur bel oved brother, the nmaster of scrolls, has
petitioned for audience, as is his right. He proposes an
edi ct, one which has been considered before, and one
whi ch woul d require your sanction."”

Sopin settled hinmself into his cubicle, ready for a |ong
and | earned debate. He had heard it all before, and now he
woul d hear it again, and he wondered if the outcone would
be any different.

Never had he seen the master of scrolls so determ ned
t hough, and he wondered if it were possible that evil itself
m ght provoke its own final denise.

Tinme would tell

*kkk*k

Skitt had about given up on replenishing the source of
the wine, which had run dry after an hour's flow A |arge



part of the cavern of This Place was now wai st-deep in
wi ne, but no nore had cone lately fromthe pay dirt vein.
When he finally managed to wi den the vein enough to
squeeze through - it struck himas slightly odd that the
tunnel had started in stone and ended in wood - he found
beyond a sticky, reeking mass of pulp. H s naul and chise
had little effect on the mess and, in fact, he very nearly | ost
t hem

He had al nost deci ded that the gusher was no nore
than a pocket with a dry hol e beyond, when spl ashi ng
sounds behi nd hi m caught his attention and he backed from
the tunnel to see what was going on. Across a small | ake of
spilled wine, Lady Drule and a sizabl e entourage of other
Aghar femal es had | aunched a makeshift raft and were
poling thensel ves toward the dark seeps that led to the
Halls of the Talls. Many of themcarried enpty sacks and
bits of net.

Skitt waved at themfromthe mne entrance.

Sone of them waved back, and Lady Drul e call ed,
"Why you here on O f Day, Skatt?"

"Skitt," he corrected.

"Skitt, then," she said. "Why?"

"Dunno," he admitted. "Sonebody give ne that nane,
| guess. \Were | adies go?"

"Need nore stew bowl s," she called back. "Lady
Grund remenber where they are. Place where Tall guards
stack netal clothes."

"Have nice day." Skitt waved agai n.

"Of Day."

"What ?"

"Skatt supposed to say, 'Have nice Of Day.' This Of
Day, remenber?"

"Ch." Skitt waved again. The raft was past hi m now
and approaching the | edge where the seeps began. Having
not hing better to do, Skitt went back into his tunnel, took a
deep breath, and plunged into the wall of sticky stuff. It had
occurred to himthat sonewhere beyond there m ght be
nmore wood or rock - something that he could cut with his
chi sel .

*kkk*k

Corge 111 was feeling grunpy. He glared around in the
di mess of the central cavern, seeing only a few of his
subj ects here and there, all of themignoring him
Everybody, it seened, had decided to take the day off. No
body was argui ng, nobody was scurrying about bunping
into one another, and worst of all, nobody was paying him
any attention. He was surly and nmiffed, but he didn't know
quite what to do about it.

"This insubor ... insub ... in ... this no fun," he
grunbl ed, and nobody seened to care.

Even ol d Hunch was no hel p. The grand noti oner
simply had shrugged and said, "This Of Day, H ghbulp.
Nobody got to do anything on Of Day. Not even put up
wi th Hi ghbulp. Mg, too." And with that he had turned his
back and wandered off.

For a tinme, the Hi ghbul p funed and stanped around.
When that gained himno attention, he got his el k hide,
pulled it around himw th the great antlers jutting upward



atop his head, and sat down to sul k.

As usual, when CGorge IIl set out to sulk, he went to
sleep. Hs eyelids drooped, he yawned, the great antlers
teetered and swayed above him then tipped forward, held
upright only by the elk hide on which he was sitting. H's
mnd drifted off into nmuddy visions of hot stew, cold |izard,
stol en ale, and confortabl e confusion

*kkk*k

It seened that CGorge IIl was alone in the cavern of
This Place. It seenmed that the cavern had grown darker, and
that there was no one anywhere except himself. O nmaybe
there was soneone el se, but he couldn't see who it was.

"So THHS is the answer,"” said a soft voice. Corge
couldn't remenber the question

"Poor Hi ghbul p," the voice whispered. "Gets no
respect."”

"Right," CGorge tried to say, but it didn't seemworth the
effort.

The voi ce soothed him weaving its slow way through
drifting dreanms. "Need to do sonething special to get

respect," it said. "Something grand and gl ori ous. Sonet hi ng
great."
"Sure," he thought about saying. "That nothin' new.

H ghbul p glorious all the tine."

"But SPECI AL," the voice purred. "Need to do
somet hi ng special . "

"Li ke what?" the Hi ghbul p consi dered asking.

"Move," the voice suggested.

"Don't want to," Corge m ght have said. "Just got
here.”

"Ch, but a big nove," the voice insisted. "A mgration
H ghbul p, a great, grand, glorious mgration. Lead your
people to the Prom sed Pl ace."

"What Promised Pl ace?"

"Far," the voice whispered. "Very, very far. A long
journey, Hi ghbulp. Destiny ... the Hi ghbul p of Destiny.
What is the name?"

"Geat ... Gorge III ..."

"The great Hi ghbulp who Ied his people to the
Prom sed Place ... destiny, Highbulp. YOUR DESTINY."

"Des' ny," the Hi ghbul p nused and m ght have
whi spered. "Great Highbulp. Hi ghbulp of Desi ... Den ...
Density."

"Destiny."

"Right. Destiny. Were this Prom sed Pl ace?"

"West, Hi ghbul p." The voice receded, becane faint.
"Far, far west of here. Very far away."

The voi ce seenmed to continue, but it was no | onger
speaking to Gorge. It spoke only to itself. "So does the
m ghtiest torrent,” it said, "begin with a single drop of
rain."

"Drip?" the Hi ghbul p m ght have wondered.

"Drip," the dream voice agreed.

*kkk*k

Once they had crossed the | ake of wine, it wasn't far at al
to where Lady G und renenbered finding the bit of Tal



arnor that made such a nice tureen. Wth Lady Drule in the
| ead and Lady Grund gui ding, the Aghar | adies nmade their
cautious way through the old seeps to the | owest of the

m ddens, through pantries and stowages, to a hole where a
cracked stone had settled into eroding clay. The hole
opened into a crawl space behind an ornate cabinet in a
huge, vaultlike roomwhere a hundred or nore sl eeping

cots were ranked along the walls. Tables and benches stood
in neat rows beyond them and the open central area was a
forest of wooden racks where suits of armor hung.

Dozens of the cots had human nen sl eeping in them
and the rack nearest each occupied cot glistened with
ar nor .

Drul e peered from behind the cabinet, |istened
carefully to a chorus of snores, then nodded to her
followers. Wth a finger at her lips, she said, "Sh!"

Quietly, methodically and efficiently, the Aghar |adies
crept fromrack to rack, collecting burnished iron
codpi eces.

*kkk*k

Skitt came near to drowning in pulp before he found
solid matter in the wine mne. The pulp shifted and fl owed
around himas he pushed forward through it, threatening to
swanp him But he kept going and, after a tine, bunped
into something solid. A wooden wall

" "Bout tinme," he nuttered, feeling the surface with his
hands. It was like the other wood that had produced the first
gusher. Wth maul and chisel, he went to work

Beyond was solid stone, and he wondered for a
monent if he had gone in a circle and was tunneling out
near where he had tunneled in. He was tenpted to forget
the whol e thing and take up rat hunting or something, when
a revelation came to him

"This Of Day," he told hinself. "Of Day nmeans don't
have to do anything ... not even quit."

Fortified by this insight, Skitt renewed his efforts,
chiseling away at the stone in reeking darkness. Beyond the
stone was nore wood. "G ve it one nore shot," he
muttered, "THEN go hunt rats.” In his mnd, he fantasized
that - if he could make a name for hinself as a w ne mner
of note - possibly the lovely Lotta m ght consent to go rat
hunting with him

At | east the wood was easier to chisel than the stone. It
was very old, seasoned wood, and he enjoyed the shaping
of it as he carved a tunnel, an inch at a time. Gadually the
sound of his maul changed, beconi ng deeper, nore
reverberant with each blow, and intuition prickled at his
whi skers.

"M ght have sonethin' here,’
i ke maybe pay dirt."

The maul thudded and the chisel cut, and abruptly the
wood before himbul ged and splintered. Skitt had only tine
to gulp a breath before a roaring tide engul fed himand
carried him tunbling, back the way he had cone - back
t hrough the tunnel of wood, of stone, of wood,;

back through the mushy path of reeking pul p, through
wood again, through stone and flung himoutward to splash
into the frothing, tossing waves of the wine |ake in the

he whi spered. "Sounds



cavern.

He bobbed to the surface, gasped for air, and stared at
the entrance to the nine several yards away. A vast torrent
of dark w ne was pouring fromthe hole, roaring and
foaming as it net the |lake's rising surface.

"Www " Skitt gasped. "Wol e 'nother gusher!™

Still clinging to his maul and chisel, Skitt bobbed and
eddied on the tormented purple surface, trying to stay
afl oat. H s head bunped sonething solid and he found
hi nsel f | ooking up at a raftload of Aghar | adies carrying
| aden nets and sacks.

"You fall in?" one of them asked him

"Lake's a lot bigger than before," another conmented.

Lady Drule was kneeling at the raft's edge, dipping w ne
with an iron bow . She sniffed at it, took a dainty sip, let
roll on her tongue for a nmonent, then nodded. "Good," she
decreed. "Wat you say this is?"

"Wne," another told her

"Wne, huh? Pretty good."

Lady Drule bent to |l ook at the barely floating m ner
"Skatt - "

"Skitt," he corrected, blowi ng spune. "See any dry
[ and?"

She | ooked around. "Sure. Gab on."

Skitt clung to the raft. The | adies poled for the far
shore. A curious crowd of Aghar had gathered on the bank
some to see what the | atest expedition had produced and
some who had al ready been there, sanpling the wine.

As the | adi es waded ashore with their loot, Lady Drule
remenbered the miner in tow "Get Skatt," she ordered
poi nti ng.

"Skitt," burbled the clinging Skitt. Hal f-drowned and
becom ng nore inebriated by the m nute, he was having
troubl e keepi ng his head above wi ne. Strong, small hands
reached for him took firmhold on his ears, and lifted him
until he could clinb onto the raft, then steadied himas he
craw ed across it to the safety of dry ground.

He sprawl ed there and | ooked up into bright, concerned
eyes. It was Lotta.

"Skitt all right?" she asked.

"Al'l right" He belched. "Fulla wi ne, though. Ht 'nother
gusher. "

Several other young gully dwarves were intently aware
of the attention being paid to the wi ne-logged m ner by the
fetching Lotta.

"He got sonethin' goin'," one of them said.

"CGot Lotta goin'," another agreed. "You know anyt hi ng
about mine? O wine? O work?"

"What's to know?" A third shrugged. "Just dig, keep
diggin' . Somethin' bound to turn up."

Wth one final gaze at the recunbent Skitt, basking in the
glow of Lotta's undivided attention, the other young Aghar
dashed away and went |ooking for tools. This being Of
Day, and havi ng nothing better to do, they had decided to
go into the mning business.

*kkk*k

The acolyte Pitkin thought that yesterday had been a
bad day. Today turned out even worse. His norning duties



now i ncl uded the inspection of only eight vats - the ninth
had been seal ed the day before by the chief warder - but
naggi ng intuiti on made hi mnore and nore nervous as he
wor ked his way al ong the catwal k.
It couldn't happen again, could it? Not again?
Sonehow he knew, even as he opened the sanpler
port on Vat Eight, what he would find. Nothing.
Vat Ei ght was enpty.

*kkk*k

It was a pal e and shaken nessenger who ran all the
way fromthe chief warder's quarters in the lower tenple to
the vast upper halls with their radiant stone, to hand a
seal ed message to the captain of the guard outside the
portals of the great hall of council. The messenger knew
what was in the nessage. The |lower |evels were buzzing
wi th gossip, and everyone, fromthe hi ghest maintenance
personnel to the | owest cooks and keepers, was worried.

The nessenger was al nbst too worried to notice the
odd appearance of the captain of the guard ... but not quite.
As he returned to the | ower |evels, he wondered why such
a magnificently attired sol dier woul d wear one pi ece of
arnor so out of keeping with all the other pieces. From
pol i shed hel mto burnished braces, fromfine, oiled chain
to fine-worked scabbard, fromgleani ng gauntlets to
glistening plates, every piece of his arnmor was perfectly
mat ched to every other piece - with one notable exception

That particular piece | ooked as though it night have
been borrowed.
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Wthin the grand chanber, the seal ed message was
passed fromthe clerk of entry to the clerk of the vestry,
then carried silently to the clerk of the keep, who handed it
across to the aide of the keeper of portals. A nonment |ater
the keeper hinself rose to his feet, bowed toward the throne
and approached it, kneeling at the base of its pedestal. He
| owered his eyes and rai sed the opened nmessage toward the
light.

"Share this news," the Voice of Radiance said.

Sadly, the keeper of portals turned toward the G and
Council of Revered Sons. Hol ding the nessage at arm s
length, he read to themits brief contents.

Vat Eight of the blessed wines - the vintage fromthe
border province of Ismn - was enpty, as enpty as the vat
from Taol, discovered only the previous day.

"Evil strikes at us," the master of scrolls said when
Sopin had finished. "So subtle a taunt, yet so direct a
chal | enge. O Most Radiant - O Mdst Revered Sons - we
nmust respond. "

Sonewher e beyond, where shadow di mred t he
radi ance, a quiet voice whispered, "Destiny."

*kkk*k

Wthin hours, at |east a dozen woul d-be w ne miners
were at work in the royal mine, and nore Aghar were on
their way. The earliest arrivals found a sizable | ake of wi ne



in the cavern below the nmine, but only a trickle coning
fromthe mne itself. Armed with various delving tools,
they entered single file and traced Skitt's route, going

t hrough a long tunnel of rock and a short tunnel of wood,

t hrough a saggi ng tunnel of congeal ed sludge to another
tunnel of wood, which |led again to rock, then to wood, then
to a seeping nmass of wet pulp. Here, dimlight filtered

t hrough from above and anxious Tall voices sounded

nmuddl ed, muted by the pulp.

In silence, the Aghar waited until the light and the
voi ces faded. They heard the distant boom of a heavy port
bei ng seal ed.

When all was silent, the one in the |ead said, "Conme on
Maybe nore pockets of wine. Let's get 'em™

In single file, they trudged through the cavern of
sludge, only their heads and candl es rising above it, and set
to work on the wooden wall beyond. After some tunneling
t hey encountered stone, then wood agai n.

The caverns of This Place roared with the thunder of
rel eased wine, flowing and frothing through two enpty
vats, spewing outward fromthe mne shaft into the grow ng
| ake beyond, carrying a round dozen gully dwarves
tumbling with it. Their shouts and spl ashes resounded as
they hit the roiling, rising surface of the w ne | ake.

VWen the commtion finally died down and the
drunken gully dwarves had been fished out by their peers,
several dozen others picked up tools and headed for the
mne. It becanme a contest to see how nuch wi ne could be
m ned and who coul d produce the nost.

It also was an interesting way to spend Of Day - as
good a way as any, since nobody was sure what Of Day
was all about, anyway.

*kkk*k

By the time the glorious radi ances of the grand
chanmber began to soften, to take on the pastels of evening,
a visitor night have thought that the Tenple of the
Ki ngpriest at Istar - the nost awesone piece of
architecture in the entire world - was in a state of siege.

In the upper reaches, white-faced clerics and ashen
functionaries rushed here and there, carrying nessages,
pausi ng for fervent prayer, gathering in clunmps and cl us
ters to whisper anong thenselves. In the |lower levels, daily
routi ne was a shanbl es. Warders and codi ng cl erks cane
and went fromthe wi ne vaults. A general, emergency
i nventory had been ordered, an audit of every artifact,
every store and every conmodity.

And to top everything el se off, half a conpany of
tenmpl e guards on the noon-to-night shift refused to | eave
their quarters.

In the evening hours, the final holdouts on the G and
Counci| of Revered Sons conceded. There was no
reasonabl e expl anati on for what was happening within the
tenmpl e, but things were becom ng worse by the mnute.

There woul d be no deci sion reached today regardi ng
t he unl eashing of the power of the Scroll of the Ancients.
Nor woul d such a matter be decided tonorrow, or even
next week. But the zeal of the master of scrolls was having
its effect upon the Revered Sons, assisted by the air of



chaos in the tenple.

It was only a matter of time before the Kingpriest
hi nsel f conceded that the ultimte power was needed in the
battl e against evil. Thanks to the master of scrolls, when the
power was called for, the council would sanction it.

"Destiny," the whisper in the shadows said again. But
in the entire chanber, only the keeper of portals heard it.
Intuition told himthat it neant sonething, but reason could
not define it.

"Drip." The Dark One in the shadows | aughed.

Far beyond the tenple, in the skies over Istar, thunder
rolled.
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In filtering light of dusk, Gorge IIl, Highbulp by
Choi ce and Lord of This Place and Maybe a Lot of O hers,
glared at his subjects crowded around him It wasn't his
presence that had drawn them as much as that this part of
This Place was the only high ground left in This Place, and
even here they were ankl e-deep in wine.

H's elk antlers towering over himand all the rest, the
H ghbul p muttered every curse he knew ... which at the
noment was two or three. "This abonmin ... abom... this no
good! " he roared, his voice echoing through the cavern
"Too much wi ne! Wne all over everything!"

"Should' a traded it off when you had the chance,

H ghbul p," ol d Hunch snapped. "Prob'ly too late now "

"This place |ousy place for This Place." The Hi ghbul p
snorted. "lnoccup ... unoccu ... not worth livin' in."

Most everyone el se had wat ched the wi ne rising
t hrough the day, but it had cone as a nasty surprise to
CGorge I11. After sulking for part of the norning, he had
slept the rest of the day and it hadn't occurred to anyone to
wake him He had awakened only when he had rolled over
and gotten wi ne up his nose.

Now he came to a decision. "Tine to | eave," he
announced. "All pack up. Let's go."

No one noved. Sone sinply stared at him others
hadn't heard himat all

"Matter with you?" he roared. "Hi ghbul p say pack up!

So pack up!"

"Don't have to," soneone near himsneered. "Don't
have to do anything. This Of Day."

"Who says?"

"Hi ghbul p's orders," soneone el se expl ai ned.

"Happy birthday, Hi ghbul p,"” another said, w ping
wi ne-muddi ed feet on his lord's trailing el k hide cloak

"Maybe Hi ghbul p have sone stew?" Lady Drul e
suggested. "Got real nice set of stew dishes ..

" "Nough!" the Hi ghbul p bellowed. "Of Day through
Al over! Of Day off! Pack up!"

Status quo restored, everyone scattered obediently to
do his bidding. Everywhere in This Place, gully dwarves
scurried about, splashing through various depths of w ne,
stunbl i ng over one another, packing up to | eave. Wen the
H ghbul p said this place was no |onger This Place, it was
time to head for another place.

"Where we go this tinme, Hi ghbul p?" Lady Drul e asked,
stacki ng codpi eces. "' Cross town, maybe? Better



nei ghbor hood?"

VWen he didn't respond, she glanced around at him He
was standing very still, gazing off into nothingness, his elk
antlers towering above him

"Hi ghbul p?" Drul e said.

"Drip," he whispered, seem ng puzzled.

Drul e stared. "Wat?"

"Dest. .. des ... destiny,"’
Destiny. How 'bout that!"

"Hi ghbul p!'" Drule prodded himwith a stick

He turned. "Yes, dear?"

"Where we go from here?"

"West," he said, his eyes aglow. "Great migra ... mg ..
bi g nove. Long way."

Sonething in himsaid that, as of this day, nothing in
the world would ever be quite the sane again. Destiny was
in motion and not hing now could alter it. He didn't know
how he knew that, but he did. Wthout the words or the
concepts to voice it, Gorge |1l had a feeling that the history
of the entire world had just begun

"Destiny," he said, for anyone who wanted to hear

he murmured. "Hi ghbul p of
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The Tower of Hi gh Sorcery at Wayreth is, at the best of
tinmes - such as now, with the war's end - difficult to find.
Qui ded by the powerful w zards of the Concl ave, the tower
roans its enchanted forest, the wildest of the wild creatures
within its boundaries. One often sees young mages
standi ng, hovering, on the outskirts of Wayreth Forest, their
breath coming fast, their skin pale, their hands nervously
cl enching. They stand hesitating on the outskirts of their
destiny. If they are bold and enter, the forest will pernit
them The tower will find them Their fate will be
det er mi ned.

That is now. But then, |ong ago, before the Cataclysm
few found the Tower of High Sorcery at Wayreth. It
prow ed the forest only in the shadows of night, hiding
fromthe light of day. Wary of interlopers, the tower
wat ched all who ventured within (and there were few) with
restive, suspicious eyes, prepared to pounce and destroy.

In the days right before the Cataclysm the w zards of
Ansal on were reviled and persecuted, their lives forfeit to
the holy zeal of the Kingpriest of Istar, who feared their
power, claimed it was not spiritual in nature.

And he was right to fear them Long and bitter were
the arguments within the Concl ave, the governing body
of magi c-users. The wi zards could fight back, but in so
doi ng, they were afraid they would destroy the world.

No, they reasoned, it was better to withdraw, hide in the
bl essed shadows of their magic, and wait.

Wi t.

*kkk*k

It was Yule, a strange Yule, the hottest Yule anyone



in Ansal on coul d renmenber. Now we know t he heat
was the wath of the gods, beating down upon an
unhal | owed worl d. The people thought it was nmerely an
odd phenonenon; sone blamed it on the gnones.

On one particular night, the wind was still, as if the
worl d had ceased to breathe. Sparks junped fromthe
bl ack fur of the cat to the black robe of its nmaster. The
snell of doomwas in the air, like the snell of thunder
On that night, a man entered Wayreth Forest and
began to wal k, with unerring step, toward the Tower of
H gh Sorcery.

No enchant nent stopped him The trees that would
attack any other intruder shrank back, bowed low in
reverent homage. The birds hushed their teasing songs.
The fierce predator slunk furtively away. The man
ignored it all, said no word, did not pause. Arriving at
the tower, he passed through the rune-covered walls as
if they did not exist, alerted no guard, roused no one's
i nterest. He wal ked unhi ndered across the courtyard.

Several white- and red-robed w zards wal ked here,
di scussing, in |low voices, the troubles afflicting the
outside world. The man strolled up to them pushed his
way between them They did not see him

He entered the tower and began to clinb the stairs
that led to the large roons at the very top. Guest roomns
and roons for apprentice mages were | ocated at the
bottom These were enpty this night. No guests had
been pernit ted in the tower for a long, long tine. No
apprentices studied the arcane art. It was far too dangerous.
Many apprentices had paid for their devotion with their
l'ives.

The roonms at the top of the tower were inhabited by the
nost powerful w zards, the nenbers of the Concl ave.
Seven bl ack-robed nages ruled the evil magic of night,
seven white-robed mages rul ed the good nagi c of day, and
seven red-robed mages rul ed the in-between magi c of
twilight. The man went straight to one room |ocated at the
very top of the tower, and entered.

The room was el egantly furni shed, neat, and ordered,
for the wizard was rigid in his habits. Spellbooks, bound in
bl ack, were arranged in al phabetical order. Each stood in its
correct place on the bookshel ves, and each was dusted
daily. Scrolls, in their polished cases, glistened in
honeyconb conpartments. Magical itens - rings and
wands and such - were stowed away in bl ack-1lacquered
boxes, every one |labeled clearly as to its contents.

The wi zard sat at work at a desk of ebony, its finish

reflecting the warmyellow gl ow of an oil |anp suspended
fromthe ceiling above his head. He was at work upon a
scroll, his brow furrowed with concentration, his |ips

silently formng the magi cal words his pen, dipped in
| anb' s bl ood, traced upon the parchnent. He did not hear
his guest's arrival

The doors to the wi zards' roons in the tower have no
| ocks upon them Every wi zard is respectful of another's
privacy, respectful of personal possessions. Thus the visitor
could enter uni npeded, had no need to wait until a bolt was
thrown, a | ock unlocked - not that there existed any | ock
that coul d have stopped him He stood on the threshold,
gazing at the wizard in silence, waiting, respectfully, until



t he mage conpleted his work upon the scroll.

At last the wizard sighed, passed a hand that trenbl ed
fromthe reaction to his concentrated effort through his
long, iron-gray hair, and lifted his head. H s eyes w dened;
hi s hand sank nervelessly to the tabletop. He stared, then
bl i nked, thinking the apparition mght vanish

It did not. The man, clad all in black, fromthe satin-
lined cowl to the velvet hemthat trailed the stone floor
remai ned standing in the doorway.

The wi zard rose, slowy, to his feet.

"Approach, Akar," said the man in the doorway.

The wi zard did so, linbs weak, heart fluttering, though
Akar had never before known fear of anything on Krynn.

He was in his forties, tall and well built. The iron-gray
hair, long and luxuriant, framed a face tight-Iipped,
resol ute, unforgiving, unyielding. He went down on his
knees awkwardly; never in his |ife had Akar bowed to any
man.

“"Master," he said hunbly, spreading wide his hands to
i ndi cate he was open to receive any conmand, obey any
sumons. He kept his head | owered, did not |ook up. He
tried to, but his heart failed him "I am honored."

The man standi ng before himnade a gentle notion
with his hand and the door shut behind him Another
nmoti on, a whispered word, and the door disappeared. A
solid wall stood in its place. The wi zard saw this obliquely,
out of the comer of his eye, and a chill shook him The two
were |locked in this roomtogether, with no way out, except
deat h.

"Akar," said the man. "Look at ne."

Akar raised his head, slowy, reluctantly. H's stomach
clenched, his lungs felt paralyzed, and sweat was cold on
his body. He gritted his teeth against the cry that welled up
in his throat.

A white face, disenbodied within the shadows of the
bl ack cow, hung over Akar. The face was round, with
heavy |idded eyes and full lips, and it was cold, as cold as
stone that hangs suspended in the vast void of space, far
fromthe warnth of any sun

"Speak ny nane, Akar," commuanded the nman. "Speak it
as you speak it when you summon ny power to enhance
yours."

"Nuitari!" gasped Akar. "Nuitari! God of the black
nmoon! "

The pallid face glowed with a ghastly, unholy light. A
pal e, translucent hand reached out of the darkness.

"Gve nme your left palm"

Akar raised his |eft hand, wondering, as he did so, that
he had the power to nmove it.

Nuitari clasped hold of Akar, the god's pale, delicate
fingers closing over the human's tanned, strong hand.

Akar could no | onger swallow his screans. Pain
wrenched strangled cries fromhim The chill that flowed
t hrough his body was |ike the burning of ice on wet flesh
Yet his hand did not nmove, he did not wench it fromthat
dread touch, much as he longed to do so. He remained on
hi s knees, gazing up at the god, though his linbs tw sted
wi th the agony.

The heavy-1idded eyes flashed; the full lips smled.
Nuitari let |oose his grasp suddenly. Akar clutched his



chilling, burning hand, saw five livid marks - the fingers of
the god - upon the skin.

"My mark will be the sign and synmbol of our
di scussion,"” said Nuitari. "That you may know, should you
by chance ever doubt, that | have spoken to you."

"I'f I would ever know doubt, it would only be to doubt
nmy own worthiness of such an honor," said Akar, staring at
the inprints on his flesh. He | ooked again at Nuitari. "How
may | serve ny |ord?"

"Ri se, be seated. We have nmuch to discuss and we
shoul d be confortable.”

Akar rose to his feet, stiffly, awkwardly, and returned to
his desk, trying to keep fromwinging his wounded hand.

He knew what was expected of him despite his suffering,

and conjured up a chair for his guest, a chair that was nade
of night, held together by stars. This done, he stood hunbly
until his guest had seated hinself, then Akar sank behind
the desk, glad to be able to sit before he fell. He kept his
hand hi dden in the folds of his robes, bit his |lips now and
then as sharp flanes of ice flickered over his skin.

"The gods are angry, Akar," said Nuitari, the heavy-

i dded eyes watching the flickering light of the oil |anp
hangi ng above him "The scal es of bal ance have ti pped,
threatening the world and all who live upon it. Krynn's
destruction has been foreseen. In order to prevent that end,
t he gods have determined to take drastic neasures to
restore the balance. Wthin a fortnight, Akar, the gods will
cast down fromthe heavens a nountain of fire. It wll
strike Ansalon and split it asunder. The nountain will fal
upon the Tenple of the Kingpriest and drive it far, far
beneath the ground. Rivers of blood will wash over the
temple, and the waters of the sea will drown it forever

This doom the gods intend, unless mankind repents, which

bet ween you and ne, Akar" - Nuitari smiled - "I do not see
hi m doi ng. "

Akar no longer felt the pain in his hand. "I thank you
for the warning, Master, and | will carry it to the other
menbers of the Conclave. W will take such steps as are
necessary to protect ourselves - "

Nuitari raised his pallid hand, nade a gesture as if to
brush away the inconsequential. "Such is not your concern
Akar. My brother, Solinari, and ny sister, Lunitari, both
wal k the halls of magic, bearing the same message. You
have no need to fear. Nor," he added softly, "do you have
any need to becone involved. | have another, nore
i mportant task for you."

"Yes, Master!" Akar sat forward eagerly.

"Tonmorrow night, the gods will come to Ansalon to
renove those clerics who have remained true to their faith,
t hose who have not been swayed by the corrupt tenets of
the Kingpriest. At this time, the Lost Citadel will reappear

the true clerics will enter, and a bridge will form | eading
fromthis world into worlds beyond. Al true clerics may
cross that bridge and will be sent to other realns far from

this. Do you understand, Akar?"

"I do, Master," said Akar, sonewhat hesitantly, "but what
has this to do with me? | have little use for clerics,
especi ally those who serve the god Pal adine and his ilk.
And there are none left alive who serve Her Dark Mjesty.
The Kingpriest saw to that with his edicts. The dark clerics



were anpong the first to face his inquisitors, the first to fee
the hot fires of the so-called 'purging flanes."

"None left alive. Did you never wonder about that,
Akar ?"

Akar shrugged. "As | said, Master, | have little use for
clerics. Takhisis, Queen of Darkness, was |ong since
bani shed fromthe world. | could only assunme that she was

unable to cone to the aid of those who called out her name
to save themfromfiery death."

"My nother renenbers those who serve her, Akar,"
said Nuitari. "Likew se, Akar, she remenbers those who
fail her."

Akar flinched as the pain in his hand flared through his
bl ood. He gnawed his |ip and cast down his eyes.

"I beg forgiveness, Master. How may | serve our

queen?"
"On the night when the bridge forms, good and true
clerics will cross fromthis plane to the next. It will be

possi bl e, at that particular noment, for the souls of the dark
clerics who wait in the Abyss to cross as well."
"Those who have perished serving the Dark Queen in

this world will be able to return to it?"
"As all good and true clerics leave it. And thus, after
the fall of the fiery nountain, there will be no clerics left in

Krynn except those belonging to Her Dark Majesty."

Akar raised his eyebrows. "Truly an interesting plan
Master, and one that surely will aid Takhisis in her return to
this world. But what has this to do with me? Forgive ny
speaking plainly, but it is the son | serve, not the nother
My loyalties lie to magic al one, as do yours."

Nuitari appeared flattered by this answer. Hs smle
wi dened, and he inclined his head. "I am doing a favor for
my mother. And the wi zard who serves the mother will find
rich reward fromthe son."

"Ah!" Akar breathed softly, settled back in his chair.
"What reward, Master?"

"Power. You will becone the nost powerful w zard on
Krynn, now and in the future. Even the great Fistandantil us

"My teacher," Akar muttered, paling at the nane.

"The great Fistandantilus will be forced to bow to your
m ght . "
"Fi standantilus?" Akar stared. "I will be his master?

How i s that possible?"

"Wth the gods, all things are possible."

Akar continued to | ook dubious. "I know the
tremendous power of this mghty wizard. It is a power that
m ght well rival that of a god."

Nuitari frowned, and the black robes stirred. "So he
fancies himself. This Fistandantilus has displ eased ny
not her. Even now he is in the Tenple of the Kingpriest
seeking to usurp the Dark Queen. He aspires to heights far
above him He nust be stopped.”

"What nust | do, Master?"

"I'f the blood of a good and true person is spilled in
anger upon the bridge, the door to the Abyss will open and
the dark clerics may return.”

"How am | to find the Lost Citadel, Master? None
know its location. It exists only in the planes of nagic.
None have seen it since the beginning of tine!"



Nuitari pointed. "The |Iines upon your hand."

Akar's hand pul sed and throbbed; skin withed, and
bones shifted. The pain was, for an instant, al nost
unendur abl e. He gasped, pressed his lips over a cry. Lifting
his hand, he stared at it in silence. At length, drawing a
shuddering breath, he was able to speak. "I see. A map.
Very well. Have you further instructions, ny [ord?"

"Steel nust draw the blood."

Akar shook his head. "That makes matters nore
difficult. The only steel weapon we nages are permitted to
carry is a dagger."

"You may find another to performthe deed. It doesn't
have to be yoursel f."

"l understand. But what about guards, my |lord? Wn't
t he gods be guarding the bridge?"

"One of the gods of neutrality will stand guard. Zivilyn

will not interfere, as long as you or whoever you find to
serve chooses to do this deed of his owmn free will."
Akar snmiled grimy. "I see no difficulty. I will

undertake this task, Mster. Thank you for the
opportunity."”

Nuitari rose to his feet. "I have | ong watched and been
i npressed by you, Akar. | believe | have chosen wi sely.

The bl essing of the god of the black mobon on you, ny
servant."

Akar bowed his head in reverence. Wen he lifted it
again, he was alone. The chair was gone, the wall was
gone, and the door was back. He held the pen in his hand,
the newy conpleted scroll lay on the table before him All
was exactly as it had been before. He m ght have thought
he'd dreaned it, but for the pain.

He lifted his hand to the light, saw upon it the marks of
the god's fingers. The marks formed roads that led up to the
hills of his knuckles and over and around to the
crisscrossed valley of his palm He studied his hand,
attenpting to deci pher the map.

Qut side his door, he heard shuffling footfalls pass,
robes brush against the stone floor. Someone coughed,

softly.
A visitor, now, of all tines.
"CGo away!" Akar called. "I'"'mnot to be disturbed!"

He brought out a sheet of parchment, began to copy the
lines on his hand onto the scroll

The person standi ng outside his door coughed again, a
snot hered sound, as if he were trying to stifle it.

Irritated, Akar raised his head. "To the Abyss with you
and that coughing! Be off, whoever you are!"

A moment's silence, then the footfalls, the whisper of
t he robes, continued past the door and down the echoing
hal I .

Akar paid it no further attention

Part 11

The high cleric frowned, and the lines of his frown
ext ended down hi s nouth, creasing the nunerous chins
that rolled over his breast, above the nound - enveloped in
rich cloth of gold - that was his belly.
"And this is your final word on the subject, Sir
Kni ght ?"



The kni ght to whom these words were spoken | ooked
troubled, |Iowered his head to stare unseeing at the still-ful
chalice he held in his hand. He was a young man. He
"rattled in his arnor" as the saying anong the knights
went, referring to the fact that the youthful body didn't
quite fill out the breadth and wi dth of the breastplate that
had been his father's. The young man had been accepted
into the kni ghthood early, to take over the responsibilities
of that father, who had left this world and its many burdens
to his son.

The burdens were heavy ones, to judge by the care-
worn expression that prematurely aged the young face. But
he was not bowed down or crushed beneath them He
rai sed his eyes, faced the high cleric steadfastly.

"I amsorry, Revered Son, but that is my final word
My father donated generously to the building of the tenple
in Istar, nore generously than he ought, perhaps, but he
coul d not have foreseen the bad tinmes to cone.”

A young worman, who had been standi ng behind the
kni ght's chair, suddenly stepped forward, faced the priest.

"Nor could nmy father have foreseen that the tine
woul d cone when the Kingpriest would go back on his
sworn word to those who placed himin power!"

The wonman's features were so |ike those of the young
kni ght that many people neeting the two for first tine
t hought they nmet twin brothers. Both were of equal hei ght
and nearly simlar in build and weight, for the twins were
each other's conpanion in everything they did, including
swor dsmanshi p.

The one marked difference between the two was the
worman' s sheaf of |ong, wheat-colored hair that, when she
let it dowmn fromits tight braid around her head, fell in
shi ni ng cascades al nost to her knees. Her brother's hair, the
same col or, was kept short, falling to his shoul ders.

The sister's beautiful hair and the begi nnings of the
| ong noustache of a Sol ammi ¢ Kni ght grow ng upon the
brother's upper Iip marked the difference in their sexes, but
in all else they were alike - moved alike, spoke alike,

t hought ali ke.

"Peace, N kol," said her brother, reaching out to take
hol d of his sister's hand.

But she woul d not be pl acated. "Gve to the tenple,’
you say. 'Increase the glory of Paladine!" It isn't Pal adine's
gl ory you' ve increased, but your own!"

"Take care how you tal k, Daughter," said the high
cleric, glaring at her. "You will bring down the wath of the
gods. "

"Daughter!" Ni kol's skin flushed in anger; her hands
cl enched. She took another step toward the priest. "Don't
you dare call ne daughter! The two peopl e who had the
right to speak that dear word to me are dead, ny father in
the service of your lying Kingpriest, ny nother of hardship
and overwork."

The high cleric | ooked rather alarned at the sight of the
i npassi oned young worman advanci ng on him He gl anced
uneasily behind himat his two bodyguards, wearing the
mlitary insignia of Istar, who stood stalwartly near the
door. Reassured and, perhaps rem nding hinmself that he
was, after all, a guest in the castle of a Knight of Sol ami a,
the high cleric turned back to the brother.



"I do not blame you for this unseemy outburst, Sir
Knight. If your sister has not |earned to speak respectfully
to nmen of the cloth, it is not your fault, but, rather, the fault
of the one who has her religious training in his care.™

The high cleric's narroweyed gaze shifted to anot her
man in the hall, a man clad in the hunble clerical garb of a
fam |y heal er. He was young, near the same age as the
brother and sister, yet the gravity of his expression nade
him seemolder. H s robes were not fine, as were those of
the visiting clerics of Istar. He wore no jewels on his
fingers. Hs only emblemwas a holy synmbol, shining with
a soft blue light, that hung froma | eather thong around his
neck. He | ooked troubled by the high cleric's accusation
but nmade no coment and bowed his head in silent
acknow edgnent of the rebuke.

Ni kol flushed, glanced at the young heal er. "Do not
bl ame Brother M chael for ny sharp tongue, Revered Son
of Pal adi ne,"” she said, her voice |ow "Forgive ny
out spokenness, but it is hard to see those left in our care
suffer and know that there is little we can do to help them"

"There is sonething you can do, Sir Knight," said the
high cleric, talking to the brother, ignoring the sister. "Turn
your |ands and estates over to the church. Rel ease your
men-at-arns fromtheir service. The tinme of warring is past.
Peace is at hand. Al evil has been - or soon will be -
eradi cated from Ansal on

"Face reality, Sir Knight. Once the kni ghthood was
necessary. Once we relied upon you and those |like you to
keep the peace, protect the innocent. But that age is ended.
A new age is dawni ng. The knighthood is outdated, its
virtues admirable but strict, rigid, old-fashioned.” The high
cleric smiled, and his chins waggl ed. "People prefer nore
nodem ways.

"G ve your lands to the church. W will take over
control, send priests well qualified" - the high cleric cast a
scathing glance at Brother Mchael - "to collect the rents
and maintain order. You will, of course, be permitted to

live in your ancestral manor as caretaker -

"Caretaker!" The knight rose to his feet. H s face was
pal e, and his hand trenbled on the hilt of the sword he
wore at his side. "Caretaker of ny father's house! Care
taker of a noble estate that has been handed down in
honor fromfather to son for generations! Get out! Get
out or, by Paladine, | wll " He drew the sword
hal fway fromits scabbard

The high cleric's fat face nottled over with red and
white splotches; his eyes bul ged. He heaved hinself up out
of his chair. Hi s guards drew their weapons, and steel rang
in the hall.

"Revered Son, allow ne to escort you to your
carriage." Brother Mchael strode forward, taking care to
pl ace his body between that of the outraged knight and the
of f ended pri est.

Ni cholas, with an effort, restrained hinmself, slid his
sword back into its scabbard. His twin sister stood at his
side, her hands cl asped over his arm Brother M chael
tal king snoothly, politely, was hastily ushering the priest
fromthe hall. At the door, the high cleric of Istar paused,
| ooked back, his gaze hard and stem

"You dare threaten a man of the cloth in the nanme of



Pal adi ne? Beware, Sir Knight, lest the wath of the gods
descend upon you!"

"This way, Your Reverence," said Brother M chael
cl anmpi ng his hand over the high cleric's fleshy arm

The heal er steered his superior out of the hall, into a
corridor that was devoid of furnishing. Only the Yule
branches, drooping in the heat, and a few relics of a bygone
era - an ancient suit of arnmor, faded tapestries, a torn and
bl ood- st ai ned standard - decorated it. The high cleric
sni ffed, glanced around in disdain.

"You see, Brother M chael, how run-down this fine
manor has become. The walls crunbling about their ears. It
is a shane, a waste. It will not be tolerated. | trust, Brother
that you will counsel these two prideful young persons,
make them see the error of their ways."

Brot her M chael folded his hands in the sleeves of his
shabby robes, did not answer. Hi s gaze went to the
nunerous sparkling rings worn on the high cleric's fat
fingers. The healer's lips tightened, keeping back words
t hat woul d have done no good, maybe nuch harm

The high cleric |l eaned near him "It would be a pity if
the inquisitor was forced to pay a visit to this knight and his
sister. Don't you agree, Brother M chael ?"

The healer lifted his eyes. "But they are devout
foll owers - "

The high cleric snorted. "The church wants these
| ands, Brother. If the knight truly was a worshiper of
Pal adi ne, he would not hesitate to grant all he owns to the
Ki ngpriest. Therefore, since this knight and his foul -
tongued witch of a sister thwart the w shes of the church
they nmust be in |l eague with the powers of darkness. Bring
t hem back to the paths of righteousness, Brother M chael
Bring them back, or I will begin to wonder about YQU."

The high cleric waddl ed out the door, acconpani ed by
his heavily armed bodyguards. He rolled to his carriage,
wavi ng his hand in lethargic blessing to several peasants,
who hunbly doffed their caps and bowed their heads.

When the priest disappeared inside the carriage, the
peasants stared after his rich equipage with grimand angry
faces in which could be seen the cruel pinch of hunger and
want .

Brot her M chael stood a long time in the doorway,
wat chi ng the cloud of dust raised by the carriage wheel s.

H s hand cl asped the holy synbol around his neck

"Grant ne understandi ng, M shakal," he prayed to the
gentl e goddess. "You are the only light in this terrible
dar kness. "

Brother and sister, within the hall, heard the carriage
wheel s rattle over the flagstone of the courtyard and each
breathed a sigh. The knight drew his sword, stared at it
rueful ly.

"What have | done? Drawn steel against a holy father!"

"He deserved it," said N kol stoutly. "I wish |I'd had
mne. |'d have relieved himof a few chins!"

Both turned at the sound of footsteps entering the hall
The fam |y heal er paused in the doorway.

"Come in, Brother Mchael. As always, you are one of
us," said N kol, mistaking his hesitation for a reluctance to
intrude on their private conversation

M chael was, in reality, wondering how he would tel



them wondering whether or not to inpart the terrible
threat. They were so young, already struggling with the
burdens of a nmanor and its poverty-stricken people. There
was little N cholas could do for his tenants. He had trouble
enough supporting the nmen-at-arns, who kept maraudi ng
goblins from plundering what neager stores the people had

r emai ni ng.

M chael |ooked at the young knight, the healer's eyes
dinmmed with tears. N chol as shoul d have been riding to
tourneys in his shining arnmor, wearing the favors of his
| ady. He shoul d have been wi nning renown in gallant
contest, but the only contest this knight fought was an
i ngl ori ous battle against hunger and deprivation. The only
horse he rode was a plow horse. The heal er closed his eyes
and bowed his head.

He heard a rustle of skirts, felt gentle fingers on his
hand.

"Brother Mchael, are you in trouble with the Revered
Son? It's all ny fault. My tongue's sharper than ny sword.
"Il send a note of apology if you think it will help."

M chael opened his eyes, stared at her dunbly. As al ways,
she took his breath away. Hi s love for her and his |onging,
his admiration, pity, and conpassion, surged inside him
tangled up his voice. Gently, he renoved her hand from
his, took a step away from her. She was the daughter of a
knight; he, a cleric of the | owest standing, with no noney
to pay the tenple to rise higher

"Brother Mchael, what is it? Wiat's wong? Wat did
that man say to you?" N cholas strode across the room

M chael could not bear to | ook at either of them He
| owered his gaze to the floor. "He threatens to send for the
inquisitor, nmy lord."

"I'f we don't give up the lands to the church?"

"Yes, ny lord. I'mdeeply sorry that one of nmy own
kind - "

"Your kind!" Nikol cried. "That man is not |ike you
M chael, not in the slightest I You work tirel essly anong
t he people. You share our poverty. You take nothing, not

even what rightfully belongs to you. Ch, |'ve seen you
Brother! 1've seen you slip the salary we pay you for your
services back into nmy purse when you think |I'm not

| ooki ng."

She | aughed at the foolish expression on his face,
t hough there was a catch in her laughter, as if she m ght

weep.
"Mny lady," Mchael stamered, face burning, "you
make too rmuch of it. | need nothing. You feed nme, house
me. | - " He could not go on
"Come, N kol," said her brother briskly. "You'll unman
us all if you keep this up. And we have urgent matters to

di scuss. WIIl the high cleric make good his threat? WIIl he
send this inquisitor?"
"I fear so," said Mchael reluctantly, though he was

t hankful to Nicholas for changing the subject. "It has been
done to others in the past."
"Surely only to evil nmen," protested Ni kol, "clerics of

the Dark Queen, wi zards, and those of their ilk. What have
we to fear if they do send an inquisitor to us? W have
al ways wor shi ped Pal adine faithfully."

"There used to be nothing for the faithful to fear, ny



| ady," said Mchael. "In the beginning, the Kingpriest truly
meant to try to rid the world of darkness. He did not

realize, however, that to bani sh darkness he would have to
bani sh us all, for there is a touch of darkness in each of us.
W are none of us perfect, not even the Kingpriest. Only

by recogni zi ng that darkness and constantly striving

against it do we keep from being overwhelnmed by it."

M chael had his own darkness, or so he considered it. H's
| ove for this young woman was not pure, not holy, as he
wanted it to be. It was tinged with burning desire. He
wanted to take her in his arms, press his lips to hers. He
wanted to undo her crown of hair and feel it cascade down
around t hem bot h.

"I understand," said N kol softly. "I long for a beautifu
new dress. Isn't that terrible of me, when people are
starving? Yet, I'mso tired of wearing this one poor gown."

Her hands snoot hed the well-worn, oft-nended fabric. She
sighed, turned to her brother. "Muybe we are w ong,

Ni chol as. Maybe it is proud and sinful of us to want to keep
t hese | ands. Maybe we shoul d give themto the church

After all, if it is the will of Paladine - "
"No," said Nicholas firmy. "I cannot believe it is
Paladine's will. It is the will of the Kingpriest and his

Revered Sons."

"How can you be sure?"

"Because, ny lady," answered M chael steadily, "the
Ki ngpriest clainms to know the m nds of the gods. How can
any nortal claimsuch a thing?"

"You serve M shakal ."

"I followthe laws of the goddess. | obey her
commands. | woul d never presune to speak for her, ny
[ ady. "

"But is it wong to want to rid the world of evil?"

M chael hesitated before answering. This was a
guestion he hinself had | ong argued internally, and it was
not easy to utter his innernost thoughts and feelings.

"How do you define evil, ny lady? Too often, we
define it as that which is different from ourselves, or that
whi ch we do not understand. You said before that we
should rid the world of w zards, but it was a w zard, one
Magi us, who fought at the side of the great Hunma and who
was the knight's dearest friend.

"In the land of my birth, near Xak Tsaroth, there live a
band of nonads call ed the Plainsnen. They are barbari ans,
according to the Kingpriest. Yet a nore generous, |oving
peopl e never lived. They worship all the gods, even the
dark ones, who are supposedly bani shed fromthis world.
When one of their people falls ill, for exanple, the
Pl ai nsnmen pray to M shakal for healing, but they pray also
to Morgion, evil god of disease, to withdraw his foul hand."

"What is their reasoning?" N cholas's brow furrowed.
"Morgion, along with the Dark Queen, was driven fromthe
world | ong ago."

"Was he?" asked M chael gently. "Have pl agues and
illness left the world? No. What do we say, then? W say
that it is the unworthy who suffer. Was your nother
unwor t hy?"

Brot her and sister were silent, absorbing this thought.
Then Nicholas frowned and stirred. "Wat is your counsel
then, Brother M chael ? Do we defy the Kingpriest? Think



wel | before you answer." The knight smiled wanly. "As the
one in charge of our spiritual guidance, you will be in as
much danger fromthe inquisitor as ny sister and I."

M chael did not respond i medi ately. He rose to his
feet, paced thoughtfully about the hall, hands cl asped
behi nd his back, as if again wondering what to say, how to
say it.

Brot her and sister drew near each other, held hands. At
last, Mchael turned to face them

"Do nothing. Not yet. | ... | cannot explain, but |I have
had strange dreans of |ate. Last night, Mshakal cane to
me as | slept. | saw her clearly. Her face was grieved, her

eyes sad. She started to say sonething to ne, to tell ne
somet hi ng. She reached out her hand to ne, but, at the |ast
nmonent, she faded away. | will pray for her return tonight,
pray that she will speak to me. And then, hopefully, | wll
be able to guide you."

Ni chol as | ooked relieved; the burden lifted, for a tineg,
fromhis shoulders. Ni kol smiled trenmulously at M chael
Reachi ng out her hand, she took hold of his, pressed it
warmy.

"Thank you, Brother. W have faith in you."

M chael 's hand tightened on hers. He couldn't help
hi nsel f. She was so lovely, so caring. N kol, looking into
his eyes, flushed, renoved her hand fromhis grasp

"Ni chol as,"” she said, "it is time for our sword work. |
for one, could use the exercise."

Her brother went to the weapons rack, lifted a sword.
"Yes, and | feel the need to sweat the touch of that fat priest
out of ny pores.”

He tossed the weapon to her. She caught it expertly.
"I'"l1l change nmy clothes first. It wouldn't do to put any nore
rents in this poor dress of mine." Teasing, she glanced
denmurely at M chael. "You need not cone with us, Brother
| know how fighting, even in practice, disturbs you."

She didn't love him Liked and respected him but she
didn't love him How could he expect her to? Wat was he?
A healer, not a warrior. How often he had seen her eyes
shi ne when she listened to tales of courage and valor on the
battlefield. Her dreans were of a bold knight, not a hunble
cleric.

The twins ran off, laughing and jesting, |eaving him
behi nd, enpty, lonely, and afraid. Sighing, he went to the
fam |y chapel to say his prayers.

Part 111

"You know what it is you must do?"

"I know," growl ed the goblin chief. He was sone part
human, and thus smarter and nore dangerous than nost of
his kind. "G ve ne the noney"

"Hal f now. Half when you deliver the knight. Alivel"

"You didn't say anything about that!" The goblin
gl owered, his face hideous in the bright light of the red
nmoon, Lunitari. "You just said bring you the knight. You
didn't say you wanted himalive."

"And what would | do with himdead?" Akar
demanded testily.

"l don't know what wi zards do. And | don't care." The
goblin sneered. "Alive will cost you extra."



"Very well." Akar gave in with an ill grace. Reaching
into a black vel vet pouch, he carefully counted out a few
gol d pi eces.

The goblin stared at themw th deep suspicion

"They're real ," snapped Akar. "What do you expect
themto do? Di sappear?"

“I't wouldn't surprise me. If they do, so do |I. Remenber
that, wi zard." The goblin chief thrust the coins into a hairy
pouch at his belt. "Tonmorrow night. Here."

"Tormorrow ni ght. Here," repeated Akar

The two parted, both skul king back into the dark
shadows that bred and sheltered them

*kkk*k

It was the hour before dawn. Brother M chael's sleep
had been restive. He woke often, thinking he heard a voice
calling him He sat upright, holding his breath, staring into

t he darkness of his small, w ndow ess room
"What ? Who' s t here?"
No answer.
"Am | needed? |s soneone ill?"

No response.

He | ay back down again, telling hinmself he'd inagined
it, and drifted into sleep, only to be roused again by the
sane call.

"M chael ... Mchael ..."

He sat up, weary, sleep-dazed. "Wat now -
t hen stopped and stared.

The i mage of a beautiful woman, surrounded by a
radi ant blue light, glimered at the foot of his bed. He had
seen her image before, but never this clearly, never this
cl ose. He knew, now, that she would speak to him that she
had come to confort and guide him His prayers had been
answer ed.

M chael had no care for his nakedness, for the goddess
sees all nen naked, when they cone into the world, sees
t he nakedness of their souls, their hearts. He slid fromhis
bed and fell to his knees upon the cold stone floor

he began,

"M shakal . I amyour servant. Conmand nme. What is
your bi ddi ng?"

The goddess's voice was lovely, like the song of nyriad
birds, like his nother's whisper, like silver bells on a bright
new nmorning. "Truly you are ny servant, M chael. One of
nmy faithful servants. | need you. Come with ne."

"Yes, of course, Holy One." M chael rose swiftly,
began dressing hinself, hardly knowi ng what he was doi ng.
The blue light surrounding himwas blinding, filled his
heart with uplifting joy. "ls soneone sick? Soneone in the
vill age, perhaps?"

"Put aside the cares of this world, Brother M chael
They are no | onger yours." The goddess held out a hand of
sur passi ng beauty and wondrous softness. "Cone."

M chael heard horns blowing the call to battle. He
heard shouts and voices, the rattle of armor and of sword.
He heard feet pounding on the battlenments. He paused,
| ooked behind him | ooked toward the door that led to the
fam |y chapel

"Yes, Lady, but there is fighting! They will need ne -

"Not for long," said the goddess. "Pal adine has themin



his keeping. He will gather their souls to him renove them

froma world that soon will erupt in fire. Lay down your
burden, Mchael, and walk with me."

"And I will see them agai n? Nicholas, N kol ?"

"On the other side. You will wait for them It will not
be long."

"Then | will cone." He was glad to |l eave, glad to give

up the pain of living, the pain of his desires. Soon, he
woul d be able to I ove her purely. He reached out his hand
to take the hand of the goddess...

A scream shattered the dawni ng. Fists pounded on his
door.

""Mchael! Brother Mchael! You nust cone! It's
Ni chol as! He's hurt! He needs you!"

"Ni kol's voice!" Mchael trenbled; his hand shook
"There is nothing you can do, Brother," the goddess
told himsadly. "True, the valiant knight is wounded, but,
even as his sister stands here, pleading for your aid, the
knight is being carried away by his attackers. You will

arrive too late to save him"

"But if Nicholas has taken ill, who will |ead the nmen?
The manor will fall - "
"Brother Mchael! Please!™ N kol's voice was raw with
shout i ng.
The goddess gazed at himwi th cool eyes. "Wat will
happen, wi |l happen. You can do nothing to prevent it.
Have faith in us, believe that all is for the best, though you

do not understand. You said yourself, 'What nortal can

know the mnd of a god?" If you refuse, if you lack faith, if
you stay and interfere, you run the risk of dooning

yoursel f, the woman, and the world to a terrible fate!"

"M chael! | need you!" Ni kol cried. Fists pounded on
t he wood.

"Then so be it, Lady," he said heavily, "for | cannot |eave
them" H's hand dropped to his side. He could no | onger
| ook on the radiance of the goddess. It hurt his eyes. "I |ove
her. | love themboth. | can't believe that their deaths woul d
be for the best! Forgive ne, M shakal."

He started toward the door. His hand was on the
handle. His heart ached. He longed to go with the goddess.
Yet, outside, he heard N kol crying. He placed his hand
upon the door. The light around himseenmed to soften. He
gl anced back.

"Tormorrow ni ght, the Night of Doom the bridge at the
Lost Citadel will open to all true clerics. Only those who
have faith may pass."

The blue light glimrered and died. M chael yanked
open the door.

Ni kol clutched at him "Were have you been? What
have you been doing? Didn't you hear me call?"

"I was ... at ny prayers,"” Mchael said | anely.

Her eyes flashed. Daughter of a knight, she could not
understand the soft cleric who fell to his knees and prayed
to his goddess to save him when ot her nen were grabbing
shield and sword. Catching hold of his hand, she began
runni ng down the hallway. He stunbled to keep up with
her. She was clad in her nightclothes. Her |ong gown
whi pped around her ankles, nearly tripping her. Blood
stained the white cloth. M chael had no need to ask whose
it was.



"They carried himinside," N kol was talking
feverishly, as they ran. "W stripped off the arnmor. Hi s
wound i s deep, but not nortal. We have to hurry. He's | ost

so much blood. | left old Gles with him..."
No, we don't need to hurry! Mchael cried silently. Too
late. W will be too late! But he found hinmself running al

the faster, as if he could outrun destiny.
They reached a roomon the ground | evel, near the
entrance. They had not carried the wounded man far

"Gles!" N kol cried, pushing on the door. "Il've
brought the healer. | - N cholas? Where are you? Gles! Oh,
god, no! Pal adi ne, no!"

Her heartbroken cry went through M chael like iron
Ni kol caught up the body of the elderly servant, lifted him

gently fromthe floor.

"G les! What happened? Where's N chol as?"

M chael knelt beside the old man. A goblin arrow
stuck out of his chest, the shaft buried deep

"M shakal , heal..." Mchael's voice cracked. The holy
nmedal | i on of M shakal he wore around his neck, the synbol
of his faith that gl eamed blue with the radiance of the
goddess, was dark, its light gone. He stammered,;

hi s words hal t ed.

The ol d man gasped. "They ... took him"
"Who took hin? Gles, answer ne!" Ni kol cried.
"Goblins ..."

The old man stared at her, but his eyes no | onger saw
her. His head lolled in her arms. She laid himon the floor
her face expressionless, shocked past hurt and sorrow

M chael stood, |ooked around the room Broken gl ass
littered the floor; the wi ndow swng crazily on its hinges.
It had been smashed open with a heavy object, probably a
club or mace. Bl ood snmeared the wi ndowsill.

"They carried himout this way," he said.

"But why?" N kol stared at the enpty bed, the
bl oodst ai ned, runpl ed sheets. Her face was whiter than the
[inen. "Why woul d they take hinf? Goblins butcher and

kill. They never take prisoners.... Ch, N cholas!"
A shudder swept over her. She buried her face in the
still-warm bedcl othes, twisted the cloth in her fingers.

M chael ached to confort her. He drew near, reaching out
to her. His hand touched her shoul der

"My lady - "

Ni kol rounded on himw th a savage cry. "You! This is
your fault! If you had been here, instead of hiding behind
the skirts of your goddess, ny brother would be well! He
woul d be alive! He could have fought them- "

A bowman, bl oodi ed and di shevel ed, appeared in the
door way.

"Where's ny | ord?" he demanded harshly. "The eneny
is assaulting in force. What are his orders?"

M chael straightened, was about to give the man the
terrible news that his lord was gone.

Sharp nails dug into his skin. N kol pushed past him

"My lord will be with you presently," she told him her
voi ce cold and level. "W are binding his wound."

"Pray Pal adi ne he cones swiftly," said the bowran,
and dashed of f.

"Kat herine!" Nikol cried. "Katherine - There you are."

The woman who had been nursemaid and nanny to the



girl, lady-in-waiting to the young wonan, hastened into the
roomat her mistress's call.

"Fetch ne the men's clothing I use when | practice
wi th Ni chol as! Be quick about it! Hurry!"

Kat heri ne stared at her, confused and upset. "Ch, ny
lady, there is no time! W nust flee - "

"Co!" N kol shouted at her. "Do as | conmmand!"

Kat heri ne cast a frightened | ook at M chael, who
shook his head, bewi |l dered. The worman fled, her wooden
clogs clattering over the stone floor

Ni kol gl anced about the room found what she sought.
Cat ching hold of her brother's |eather belt, she drew a sharp
knife fromits sheath and held it out to Mchael. He stared
at it, then at her.

"My vows forbid me to carry sharp weapons, ny | ady

"You weakling! I'mnot asking you to fight with it!"

Ni kol thrust the knife into his Iinp hand. Lifting the
heavy braid of |ong, golden hair, she twitched it around,
held it out to him

"Cut it. Cut it to match the Iength of ny brothers hair."

M chael understood suddenly what she intended. He
stared at her, aghast. "N kol, you can't be serious! You're
not thinking - "

"No, it's you who's not thinking!" She turned, faced him
"This is nmy only chance to save Nicholas. Don't you
under st and? They' ve taken him away. Now they're
 aunchi ng an assault to cover their escape. W nust drive
t hem back, then | can lead a party to go rescue ny brother."

"But you're a woman. The nmen won't foll ow you."

"They won't know they're follow ng me," Nikol said
calmy, turning around again. "They'll think they're
followi ng my brother. W | ook enough alike that | can foo
them beneath the arnor. And don't worry, Brother," she
added bitterly. "You can stay here in safety and pray for
me. Now, cut"

Her sarcasm was sharper than the blade. He realized
now how wi de was the gulf that separated them He had
sometines dared to hope that she was fond of him He had
sonetines fancied that she had responded warmly to his
t ouch.

If I were noble or if she were conmon, m ght we not
| ove?

But now he knew the truth, he saw it in her eyes. She
despi sed him despised his weakness.

M chael grasped the knife awkwardly. Lifting the
heavy braid of hair in his hand, he felt its silk beneath his
fingers.

How many tinmes have | dreaned of this nonent, he
thought to hinself bitterly. The grace, the privilege of
touchi ng her beautiful hair.

He heard frantic shouting outside. A spent arrow
whi stled in through the window Gitting his teeth, M chael
hacked away at the shining, tw sted strands.

*kkk*k

"My lord!" A grizzled sergeant caught hold of the
knight's arm Blood streamed froma cut on the sergeant's
head. He linped fromeither a new wound or an old. "M



lord | It's hopeless. There are far too many of the fiends!
Sound the retreat!”

"No!" The kni ght shook himoff furiously. "They're
falling back. Rally the nmen for another charge!"

"My lord, they're regrouping, making ready for the killing
blow, that's all,"” said the sergeant gently.

M chael realized then that the sergeant knew the truth.
He knew he wasn't following his lord, but his |ady.

The cleric edged closer, to listen to the conversation
The battle had been brief and brutal. He had done what he
could to ease the pain of the dying, but that hadn't been
much. The situation bad been too dire, too confused, for
anyone to notice that their cleric had tucked his nedallion
of faith inside his robes, that no prayers passed his lips.
Merci ful death cane to nmobst swiftly. M chael's one panic-
stricken thought was that N kol would fall, wounded. And
t hen what could he do for her?

"What are your orders, ny lord?" the sergeant asked,
respectfully.

Ni kol did not imediately answer. Exhaustion had
taken its toll. The ragged blond hair that fell to the netal -
arnored shoul ders was wet with sweat. Any other knight
woul d have renmoved the heavy helm wiped his face. This
kni ght kept her hel m on.

M chael joined them stared out over the battlenents
into the woods beyond. Day had dawned. The vast nunbers
of the eneny could be counted easily; they made no secret
of their strength. The knight gl anced around at the pitifu
nunber of men who renained.

"Rel ease the nen fromduty," said Nikol, in a |ow,
tonel ess voice. "If they | eave now, they can make good
their escape. The goblins will be too busy |ooting and

burning to chase them"

"Very good, ny lord," said the sergeant, bow ng.

"G ve them ny thanks. They fought well."

"Yes, ny lord." The old sergeant's voice was choked.
"My lord will be comng with us?"

Ni kol made no response. M chael stepped forward,
prepared to argue, prepared to tell everyone the truth, if
necessary. Anything to save her. He caught the flash of
bl ue eyes from behind the helm N kol's gaze held his a
nmonent, warned himto keep silent.

"No, not inmediately," she replied. "And don't wait for
me. | will try to save what little of value remains."

"My lord - "

"CGo, Jeoffrey. Take ny thanks and ny bl essing."

The kni ght held out a gauntleted hand. The ol d man
caught hold of it, pressed it to his |ips.

"Never did a noble knight fight with such courage as
you have fought this day, nmy lord | May Pal adi ne wal k
al ways at your side."

The sergeant bowed his head. Tears streamed down the
weat hered cheeks. Then he was gone, running through the
snoke, shouting orders.

M chael stepped forward, out of the shadows. "You
should go with them ny lady."

Ni kol did not even glance at him She stood staring out
into the woods, crawling with evil creatures. "Your prayers
did little good, Brother."

M chael's face burned with shane. D d she know t he



truth? Suspect? He turned away in unhappy silence.

"Don't go, Mchael," she said softly, renorsefully.
"Forgive ne ... and ask the gods to forgive nme. It's just
so hopel ess!”

She | eaned agai nst him thankful for his support. He
couldn't very well take an arnored knight in his arms. He
made do by squeezing her hand tightly. "W nust get
away, my lady."

"Yes," N kol murnured. She talked as if she were in a
daze. "There is a cave, not far fromthe castle. Nicholas
and | used to play there, when we were little. It is well
hi dden. W will be safe.”

"I's there anything you want to take with you?" M chael
asked, feeling hel pless. He | ooked at the castle walls. Even
now, they appeared stalwart, inpregnable. It was difficult
to i magi ne that they could no | onger offer the shelter they
prom sed. "What about the servants?" he asked.

"I sent them away | ong ago,"” said N kol. They were al one
now. The men had fled. She renoved her helm Her face
was ashen, griny with dirt and bl ood and sweat. "Mst of

them have fanmily in these parts. They'll warn them
hopefully in time to get away safely. As for the jewels, we
sold themyears ago. | have with ne what matters to ne
nost . "

Her gaze went fondly, sadly to the sword in her hand -
her brother's sword, which once had been her father's and
his father's before him

"But we'll need food, water skins ..

A hideous yell went up fromthe goblins in the woods.

A black wave started to roll across the torn and tranpl ed
grasslands in front of the castle. The gate was shut. It
woul d take them sone time to stormthe walls, even though
they were no | onger defended.

Ni kol's lips tightened. She replaced the hel mover her
head, gripped the sword. "Stay behind ne and keep cl ear of
my sword arm | nmay need to fight our way out."

"Yes, ny lady."

They hastened to stairs, |eading downward. N ko
paused, turned to him grasped his hand.

"We'| I find Nicholas, and you will heal him" she said.

"Yes, ny lady," Mchael replied. What could he say?

She nodded abruptly and di sappeared into the darkness
of the spiral staircase. Mchael followed after her, his heart
achi ng, heavy.

"I't's hopeless!" he wanted to shout. "Hopel ess! Even if
we did find him | can't heal him Don't you see? Don't you
under st and?"

Grasping the blue holy synbol of M shakal, he drew it
forth frombeneath his robes. Once it would have it the
dar kness. Once it would have glowed brightly, radiantly.

Now he could barely see it for the thick shadows
surroundi ng him

He let the nmedallion fall heavily to his chest. "You will
see, soon enough. Now you despise ne. Then you will hate
ne. "

He stumbl ed after her through the darkness.
Part IV

Ni ght crept over the land. Nikol stood at the entrance to



the cave and watched the lurid red glow of flanmes lighting
the dark sky, at first brilliantly, then gradually grow ng
dim The snoke of the burning stung the eyes, bit into the
nostrils. QCccasionally, raucous shouts and wild | aughter
could be heard, carried on the w nd.

"You should rest, ny lady," said Mchael gently.

"You sl eep, Brother," she told him "I'll keep watch."

Her spirit was strong, but it could not lend its strength
to nuscl e and bone and sinew. Even as she spoke, her
knees buckl ed beneath her. M chael caught her in his arns,
eased her to the cavern floor. He pried her fingers fromthe

sword she still held, fingers gumed black with goblin
bl ood. He washed her hands, bathed her face with coo
wat er .

"Wake ne before the dawn," she murrmured. "We will
followthem ... find Nicholas." She slept.

M chael sat back, closed his eyes. Tears of weariness
and despair filled his eyes; a lunp grew in his throat,
choked him He |l oved her so, and he nust fail her. Even if
t hey found Nicholas and saved him- and how coul d they
do that, against a goblin arny? - Mchael could not hea
hi m

TOMORROW NI GHT, THE NI GHT OF DOOM THE
BRI DGE AT THE LOST CI TADEL W LL OPEN TO ALL
TRUE CLERI CS. ONLY THOSE WHO HAVE FAI TH MAY
PASS. M shakal 's voice cane to him The goddess had
gi ven hima chance to redeem hi nsel f.

Tomorrow ni ght. The cleric had until tonorrow night
to find the bridge, the Lost Citadel, a place remenbered
only in legend, fromthe beginnings of the world. He would
cross the bridge. The light of the goddess once nore woul d
shine on him envelop him end the pain of this hopel ess
| ove, this useless existence. Once he was there, he would
redi scover his lost faith.

"CGood- bye, N kol. Tonorrow, when you wake, | will be
gone," he told her. Reaching out his hand, he touched the
rough-cut hair. "Don't be angry with ne. You don't need
me. | would be a liability to you, a weak man who cannot
even call upon the power of the goddess to aid you. You
will travel faster alone.”

He propped hinself up against the cavern wall, fully
intending to stay awake, watch for the gray |ight of dawn,
when he woul d sneak away. But easeful slunber stole over
him H s head drooped; his body slunped to the ground. He
did not see it, but in the darkness, the holy nmedallion he
wore began to glow a soft blue, and no harm cane to them
during the night, though many evil creatures skul ked about
t heir hiding place.

Wth the dawn, however, the medallion's soft Iight
f aded.

*kkk*k

The bl ack-robed w zard squatted on a cl eared patch of
ground in the mddle of the forest. It was mdnorning. The
sun shone through a haze of smoke that drifted anmpong the
treetops. Akar sneezed, glanced up at the snmoke irritably,
then turned his attention back to the divining rocks he had
tossed on the ground. Leaning over them he studied them
careful ly.



"This is it, the Night of Doom The true clerics wll
depart Ansalon. | have one night to find the Lost G tadel
Where are those bl asted goblins anyway?" Akar | ooked
once again, grimy, at the snoke. "Enjoying thenselves, |
fancy. We'll see how long they do if they fail ne - "

The rustling of tree branches interrupted him Akar
gat hered up the stones in one swift novenment of his hand,
thrust theminto a black | eather pouch. The words of a
deadly spell on his lips, he crept back swiftly into the
protection of the trees and waited.

A group of four goblins burst into the cleared space. They
nmoved | oudly, with the confidence of those engorged on
victory. They bore between thema litter on which lay the
body of a human nale. The wi zard, seeing the litter, cursed.

The goblin chief shoved past his nen, |ooked around
the forest. "Wzard? Show yoursel f! Mke haste! | want
my noney!"

Akar stal ked out of the woods. Ignoring the chief, he

strode over to the litter, which the goblins had dropped on
t he ground. The young man on the litter groaned in pain.
He was consci ous, though he seenmed to have little idea
what was happening to him He | ooked up at the w zard
wi th dazed puzzl enent.

Akar regarded himcoldly.

""What's this?" he demanded. "Wat have you brought

ne?"

"A Kni ght of Sol amia. They stripped himof his
arnor." The goblin sounded bitter. He could have used that
ar nor .

"Bah! He's too young to be a knight. Even if | believed
you, the man is wounded, near dying! Wiat use is he to ne
in this state?"

"Lucky you are to have himin any state!" hissed the
goblin. "Did you expect us to take a Knight of Solammia
wi t hout a fight?"

Akar bent over the young man. Roughly, he lifted the
bl ood- soaked bandages wrapped tightly around the
abdonen, peered at the wound. The nman cried out in
agony, clenched his fists. Aring flashed in the light. Akar
grasped it, stared at it, grunted in satisfaction

"Well, well. You are a knight."

"What do you want of ne?" the wounded nman
managed to gasp

Akar ignored him He felt for the lifebeat in the neck
noted the fever burning the blood. The w zard sat back on
hi s haunches.

"He won't |ast another hour."

"l suggest you do what you must do with himquickly,
then," advi sed the chief.

"I npossible. | need himalive all night."

"Ch? | suppose now you'll want us to go out and
capture you a cleric?" The goblin chief sneered.

"I't would do no good. No cleric you would find this
ni ght on Krynn could heal him"

The goblin chief gestured. "Then you take care of him
You're a wizard, after all. | suppose your mmgic's good for
somet hi ng. Pay us what you owe us and |let us be gone. W
pl an to make something out of this deal. The castle was
pi cked cl ean before we got there. Not a worman to be had.”

The knight cried out, struggled to rise. H s hand went



for his sword, but it was no | onger at his side.

"Save your strength." Akar shoved the kni ght back
down. The wi zard stood up. He was in a better nood,
al nost smiling. "Here's your pay." He tossed a few gold
coins at the goblin chief.

The chief found this sudden change in the w zard
suspi ci ous, apparently, for he eyed the nmoney dubiously.
"You pick it up,"” he ordered one of his cohorts, who did as
he was told.

The goblins slunk back to their looting, their chief
keeping a careful eye on his man who held the w zard's
noney.

Akar turned to the knight, who lay still and silent,
fighting against the pain, refusing to show weakness.

"What do you want of ne?" he repeated hoarsely.

"This night, | nust spill the blood of a good and true
person on the bridge of the Lost Citadel. You have the
m sfortune to be, Sir Knight, a good and true person. At
| east that's what your people say of you. Something of a

rarity these days, | nust adnit. Don't trouble yourself over

t he how and why, but, with your nurder, the clerics of Her

Dark Majesty will at last be able to return to this world."
The knight smled. "I amdying. | will not live |long

enough to be of use to you, thanks be to Pal adi ne."
"Ah, now Don't give up hope. My magic is good for
somet hing. | cannot heal you, Sir Knight. Nor do

necessarily want you heal ed. You would, | fancy, prove a
nost troubl esome captive. Yet you will remain alive until |
can transport you to the Lost Citadel

"A wish spell will acconplish what | want. Yes, a wi sh
will do nicely. The spell will cost ne a year of ny life."
The wi zard shrugged. "But what is that? Wen | have the
power of the great Fistandantilus, | will gain that year back

with interest!”

Akar lifted his hands, gazed up at the sky, to the black
moon, Nuitari, the noon that only those with the vision of
dar kness can see.

"My wish is thus: Let the knight remain alive until he
nmeets death at the point of this dagger." Akar renoved the
dagger fromits sheath at his belt, held it up to the sky. The
netal darkened, as if a shadow fell across it, then it flashed
with a terrible, unholy light.

"My wish is granted!" Akar said in satisfaction.

"No! Pal adi ne, forfend! Take ny life! Kill me now"

The young knight struggled to his feet. Ripping the
bandages from his wound, starting the blood flow ng freely,
he | urched across the clearing, heading toward the forest.

Akar made no nove, watched calmy.

Ni cholas fell to his knees. His lifeblood flowed from
him He stared at it, watched it soak into the ground. The
pain was intense, excruciating. He doubled over, cried out
to die.

Death did not cone. Nicholas lay in his own bl ood,
writhing in agony.

Akar whistled. A horse as black as goblin's bl ood -
whi ch was, indeed, the steed's nane - cantered into the
clearing, drawing behind it a small wooden cart. The
wi zard grasped hold of the knight by the shoul ders, dragged
hi m across the bloody grass to the cart, and heaved hi m up
intoit. Removing a length of rope fromthe cart, Akar



bound the suffering knight's hands and feet securely.

"Not that | think you're in any shape to do me harm" said
Akar. "But you're a tough breed, you knights. I'msorry |
can do nothing to ease the pain. But, look at it this way.
After a few hours of agony, you'll be nore than ready to
die. Try not to groan too loudly. Foul creatures roamthe
countrysi de these days. And now, to find the Lost G tadel."

Akar nounted the cart, lifted the reins in his hands.
Once again he gazed up at the sky. As he watched, a
shadow crossed the sun, like the noon eclipsing it, but it

was a shadow only he could see. He stared at it, squinting
agai nst the sunlight, until he found what he sought.
The shadow ext ended downward from the sun, forned
a shaft of darkness that pierced the daylight. \Watever that
shadow t ouched instantly burst into flane. Fire roared
t hrough the forest. Snoke, foul and poi sonous, hung in the
air. Akar sniffed its perfume. Behind him he heard the
kni ght choke and retch
VWen the snoke di ssipated, blown aside by a death-
cold wind, Akar saw that a trail had been burned anong
charred trees, a trail of blackness, a trail of night in day.
"Nuitari be blessed," said Akar.
Sl appi ng the reins on the horses back, he drove the cart
onto the shadow shrouded pat h.

Part V

The goblins' trail was easy for Mchael and Ni kol to
follow ... too easy. The arnmy had cut a swath of destruction
t hrough the forest surrounding the burned and gutted castle.
Their nunmbers were strong; they had no need to hide or
conceal the path that led back to their lair in the nountains.
They feared no retribution. Neighboring knights, in
nei ghbori ng manors, had their own | ands and people to
consi der.

M chael stared in dismay at the broken trees, the
tranpl ed brush, the bodies of dead goblins, who, wounded,
had been left behind by their loutish conrades. N ko
roamed the path, her gaze fixed on the ground, searching
for any clue of her brother.

"My lady, if they did take him what chance do you
have of rescuing hin? There nust be ... hundreds of
them " M chael waved his hand at the destruction

"Then at least | will have the confort of dying with
him" N kol returned. Straightening, she brushed her hair
back out of her eyes. "You knew what we faced. | warned
you this norning."

M chael didn't want to be reni nded of the norning.

The two had awakened, clasped in each others arns.

Confused and enbarrassed, each of them kept the other

well at a distance. He nmeant to tell her, then, that he was
| eavi ng her, but sonehow he couldn't find the words.

The sil ence between them grew unconfortabl e.

Undoubt edly she was thinking of this nmorning as well.

"N kol ," he began, longing to say what was in his
heart.

She turned away from himhurriedly, began | ooking
with self-conscious intensity back at the ground.

"Have you ever known goblins to take hostages,

Br ot her ?" she asked himabruptly, putting, he thought, a



heavy enphasis on his title.

M chael sighed, shook his head tiredly. "No, | haven't. It
takes a subtle mnd to plot exchangi ng hostages for ransom
Goblins think only of looting and killing."

"Precisely. And yet they took N cholas, stole him
deliberately. They took him alone. They didn't want anyone
el se. They killed poor old Gles. Way? Unless they were
under orders to capture Nicholas ..."

Her face was flushed with her new i dea. She forgot the
strained formality. "That's it, Mchael! The attack on the
castle was a diversion to cover their real intent: capturing
Ni chol as. Wi ch nmeans that someone wants himand that
soneone nust want himalive!"

"Yes, ny lady." M chael agreed.

No need to tell her that her twin, if he was still alive,
m ght well have good reason to wish hinself dead. A few
hours fruitless searching and Ni kol would be forced to
admt defeat. Then, perhaps, he could persuade her to take
refuge in some nei ghboring manor, while he hinself
prepared to | eave. ..

"M chael !'"

Her excited voice rang like silver in the still air. He
hast ened through the brush toward her

"Look! Look at this!" N kol pointed to a splotch in the
tranpl ed grass. Blood. Red bl ood. Human bl ood.

Bef ore M chael could say a word, N kol had dashed
off, following a trail that broke fromthe main one. He
hurried after her, not knowi ng whether to give thanks or
curse the gods that had put this sign in her way.

They came upon the clearing. Both stopped. Although
the sun shone brightly, the evil that lingered in the place
covered it with a dark cloud. N kol put her hand to the hilt
of her sword, but nerveless fingers slipped fromit.
Unconsci ously, she reached out to Mchael. H s hand
cl osed over hers, and they drew cl ose together, shivering in
the chill, sunlit darkness.

"Ch, Mchael," N kol whispered brokenly, "where is
he? What have they done to hin? | - "

She gave a cry. The large puddle of red blood glistened in
the light. Near it |lay the bandage she had wapped with her
own hands around her brother's wound. N kol covered her
face with her hands, slunped against Mchael's chest. He
put his arns around her, held her shivering body close.

"My | ady, we nmust go away fromhere." Mchael's |ove
for her, his pity, was agony. "Let me take you to Sir

Thomas's manor. You will be safe - "
"No!" Hastily, N kol w ped her eyes, pushed herself
away fromhis conforting enbrace. "I was weak for a

monent. This dreadful place ..." She | ooked around,
shuddered. "But Nicholas isn't here. H's body isn't here,"
she continued, her tone grim resolute. "They've taken him
of f somewhere. He's still alive. | know he's alive!"

She began searching the clearing. It did not take her
long to find the tracks left by the wheels of the cart, or the
spoor of blood that led to it. She followed the signs;

M chael followed her. Both found the opening burned
into the forest, the opening of darkness. They stopped,
stared at it, blood chilling in their veins.

"I think this is what it nmust be like to gaze into the
Abyss," said Mchael in awe.



Ni kol 's face was ashen, her eyes wide and terrified.
She stood close to him and he could feel her body trenble
beneath the arnmor. "I can't go in there...."

W nd nmoaned in the tops of the blackened trees, a cry
of pain, as if the trees were screani ng. And then M chael
realized, with a thrill of horror, that the cry came froma
human throat. He hoped agai nst hope that N kol had not
hear d.

"Come, ny lady, let us go away fromthis evil place -

"Ni chol as!"™ Ni kol called out in anguish. "I hear you!
We're comng!" She took a step forward, into the noisone
shadows.

M chael caught hold of her. "N kol, you can't!"

She struck at him hard, shoved hi mback. "I'm going.
And so are you, you coward!" Her hand cl osed over his
wist with a grip of iron. "You will heal him- "

"I can't!" Mchael cried savagely. "Look! Look!" He
yanked the holy symbol fromits hiding place beneath his
robes, held it up for NNkol to see. "It's dark, as dark as that
path before us. Do you know what that nmeans? The
goddess has turned away from ne. She won't answer ny

prayers. Even if we did find N cholas, | could do nothing
for him"

Ni kol stared at him not conprehending. "But ... how?
How coul d t he goddess abandon you?"

Because | abandoned the goddess! | did it for you, for

you and Ni chol as! M chael wanted to shout at her, vent his
frustration, his fear and anger - anger at her, anger at the
gods. ...

He shivered suddenly. He shouldn't be angry. That was
wrong. The faithful were never angry, never questioned.
Agai n, he'd been found | acki ng.

"I can't explain," Mchael said tiredly. "The matter is
bet ween nysel f and ny god. But, now, you must cone
away fromthis place. As you see, there's nothing we can
do...."

Ni kol let go of him as she might have tossed away a
pi ece of rubbish.

"Thank you for accompanying me this far." Her voice
was cold, bitter with di sappointment. "You needn't go on
with me. This place holds far nore danger for you than for
me, for now it appears that you are defensel ess against its
evil. Farewell, Brother - ! nean, Mchael."

She turned and wal ked, with firmstep, into the
fearsone, fire-ravaged forest. The shadows surrounded her
instantly. He lost sight of her, could not even see a glint of
her arnor.

M chael stood shivering on the outskirts of the
bl ackened woods. M shakal's words, forgotten until now,
cane back. to him suddenly, as if spoken for this very tineg,
this very place. |F YOU LACK FAITH, | F YOU STAY AND
| NTERFERE, YOU RUN THE RI SK OF DOOM NG
YOURSELF, THE WOVAN, AND THE WORLD TO A
TERRI BLE FATE!

HE had stayed. He had interfered. He had hel ped bring
this evil upon her, upon hinself, perhaps upon the world!

"l should have faith," he counseled hinmself. "If | did,
I'd let her go. Paladine is with her. Love arnors her. She
will only lose her life. | mght lose ny soul! | should turn

away, seek the Lost Citadel, beg the goddess to forgive ne.



| have only until tonight to find it, to retrieve ny faith....'
He did turn away. He turned his back on the dark and
f ear sone woods into which she had vani shed. He took a
step away from her and then another. And then, he stopped.
He could not |eave her. He could not |eave her to die
alone, in pain and in terror. Athough it would cost himhis
soul, he would go with her, be with her until the end.
Until doomfell upon them... and the world.

Part Vi

M chael was blind. Darkness, thick and suffocating,
fell over his sight the noment he entered the fearsone
woods. His loss of vision was utter and instantaneous. He
could see nothing - not vague shadowy outlines, not
novenent. He could see neither the shine of N kol's arnor
nor the sheen of her golden hair. So strange and terrifying
was his sudden blindness that he involuntarily put his hand
to his eyes. It seemed to himthat they must have been
pl ucked out.

"M chael ?" N kol was frightened. "M chael... is that
you? Mchael, | can't seel™
"I'mhere," he said.

He tried to sound reassuring, but he choked on the
words. Yes, he was here. Alot of good it would do her, do
either of them He reached out wi th gropi ng hands toward
t he sound of her voice, the silvery jingle of the buckles on
her armor. "I ... can't see either, my lady."

He paused, blinked. Suddenly, he could see. He could
see the way out, the way back. He coul d see the hot
sunlight shining in the clearing, see the ruts left by the
wagon wheel s | eading into these woods. He gasped al oud
i n thankful ness. He had feared, for a nmonent, that his sight
had been stolen from him forever

"What is it, Mchael ?* N kol heard him caught hold of
hi s hand.

"Turn around, ny lady," he said, guiding her

She did so, slowy, feet shuffling in the charred
undergrowth and ashes. Her eyes wi dened, she clasped his

hand tightly.

"I was so afraid!" She breathed, shifted to | ook at him
Her smile slowy faded. "I can't see you!" She noved her
head around. "I can't see anything ahead of me...."

"W can see the way out -

"But | don't want to go out!" she cried angrily. "I - "

The sound of the scream cane again, but it sounded
farther away, came from deeper within the wood. They
could hear a horse's hooves and the rattle of a cart being
driven at a sl ow pace over uneven ground. Letting go of
M chael ' s hand, N kol ran forward.

"N kol! Come back - "

He heard her running footsteps, then heard her
stunble, fall, heard the sound of angry, frustrated sobbi ng.
He nade his way toward her, funbling through the
terrifying darkness that seened to becone darker the
farther into it he ventured. He alnost fell over her, knelt
besi de her.

"Are you hurt?"

"Leave ne alone!" Ni kol started to get to her feet. "I'm
going after him"



He | ost patience. "N kol, be reasonable. It's hopel ess!
Even if you could see, could you keep up with a cart on
foot? You can't find the trail! You can't see what obstacles
or dangers lie in your path. You could step off a cliff, fal
into a chasm- "

"I will not abandon him | will go after himif |I have to
crawl !”

He felt her, so near him turn. He knew she was
| ooki ng back the way they'd conme. He turned as well.

Never had sunlight | ooked so bright or so beautiful. The
cl earing, which had seened a place of terror before, was
now a haven of peace and safety.

Thus do we take our blessings for granted, until they
are gone, he thought in bitter sadness, putting his hand to
t he synbol of M shakal that l|ay, a heavy burden, on his
chest.

"What is causing this?" N kol demanded in frustration
"What evil has created this darkness?"

"Nuitari," answered a soft and whi spering voice, "god
of the unseen. You walk in the light of the dark noon."

"Who is it?" N kol was on her feet. Mchael heard the
ring of steel. She had drawn her sword. "Wo is there?"

"Your weapon is useless, Sir Knight." The voice was
heavily ironic. "l've been sitting here, watching you two
bunbl e about for the last ten minutes. | could have slain
you both tw ce over before now "

M chael stood, grasped N kol's sword arm He could
feel her trenmbling in frustration and fear. She shoved him
away, swung the sword in front of her wildly, nore to
relieve her own sense of hel pl essness than in hope in hitting
anyt hing. He heard the bl ade whistle harm essly through
the air.

The unseen wat cher began to | augh, a | augh that caught
suddenly in his throat, changed to a racki ng cough. After
| ong nonments, the coughi ng spasm ceased. M chael heard a
ragged, indrawn breath.

"My lady," M chael counseled, reaching for her
finding her arm holding it firmy. "If this person has
wat ched us, as he clains, then he nust be able to see."

"That is true," said Nikol, lowering her sword. "Can
you see?"

"I can," answered the voice calmMy. "To those of us
who walk in Nuitari's night, this wood is |lit as brightly as

the day. For you, it will grow ever darker with each step
you take. But, perhaps you have wandered in here by
accident. | suggest you |l eave, while you can still find the
way out."

"I'f you have been watching us, as you say, you know
that we did not enter this wood by accident,"” said N ko
coolly. She had turned in the direction of the voice, her
sword still in her hand, her guard rai sed. "Sonmeone has
been taken into this wood, soneone dear to us. W have
reason to believe he is being held captive by goblins.™

"A young man?" asked the voice. "Comely, well made,
with a grievous wound in his side? He is wapped in bl oody
bandages...."

"Yes," said N kol softly, her hand cl osing over
M chael's, holding himtightly for support. "Yes! That is
nmy brother. You' ve seen hin®"

"I have. And | offer you this counsel. Turn back. There is



not hing you can do for him He is a dead man. You will die
yoursel ves. Not hing you can do will save him Isn't that
true, Revered Son of M shakal ?" The voice seened to

sneer.

"I amnot a Revered Son," answered M chael quietly,
"only a hunble brother."

"Not even that, seemingly," said the voice.

M chael felt eyes staring at him strange eyes that he
swore he could al nost see, eyes |ike hourgl asses.

Sel fconsci ously, the heal er put his hand over the nedallion
on his chest, thrust it hastily beneath his robes.

"Let himalone," N kol retorted angrily. "He has no
reason to be here, not as | do. He cones with ne not out of
| ove, but out of loyalty."

"I's that so?"

M chael could see the hourglass eyes |laughing at him

"So you cone in here for your brother, Sir Knight?" the
voi ce continued, soft, hissing. "G ve himup. You can do
not hing for himexcept die with him™"

Ni kol spoke steadily. "Then | will do so. | could not
l[ive without him W are twi ns, you see - "

Twi ns?" The voice was altered, |ow and dark, darker

than the woods. Twins," it repeated.
"Yes," said Nikol, hesitant, uncertain at the sudden
change she sensed in the speaker. Did it bode good? O ill?

"W are twins. And if you know anything of tw ns, you
know t hat we are cl ose, closer than nost siblings."

"I know ... something of twins," said the voice.

The words were spoken so softly that the two night not
have heard them but both were straining every sense to
make up for the loss of their eyesight.

"Then you know that | will not abandon him" said
Ni kol. "I will go after him to save himif | can, die with
himif | cannot."”

"You cannot save him" said the voice, after a nonents
pause. "Your brother has been captured by a powerful
wi zard of the Black Robes, a man naned Akar. He needed
a virtuous person. |Is your brother, by chance, a knight as
wel | ?"

"My brother is a knight," answered N kol. "I amnot. | am
a wonan, as you well know, for | can feel your eyes on ne,
t hough | cannot see them"

"One twin born to a body fragile and frail, one twn
strong and powerful. Did you never resent hinP"

"OfF course not!" Nikol answered too fast, too angrily.
"I love him What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"Not hi ng i nportant” The voice seened to start to sigh
but the sigh was broken by a cough that seened likely to
rend the man apart.

Involuntarily, forgetting that he was powerl ess,

M chael reached with a hand toward the stranger. He heard
a hissing | augh.

"There is nothing you could do for nme, healer! Even if
you retained the favor of your goddess. It is the wath of
heaven that batters this poor body of nine, the anger of the
gods that will soon cleanse this world in fire!"

The voi ce changed, abruptly, becom ng cool and
busi ness-nmi nded. "Do you speak truly, Lady? WII you
foll ow your brother, though the way be dark and terrifying,
t he end hopel ess?"



"Iowill"

"How can we go anywhere?" M chael demanded. "W
cannot see the way."

"I can," said the voice, "and | will be your eyes."

M chael heard a rustle of cloth, as of |ong robes
brushi ng across the ground. He heard odd sounds, objects
hangi ng froma belt, perhaps, clicking and rubbing
together. He heard a soft thud that acconpani ed whi spering
footfalls - a staff, hel ping the speaker wal k. M chael
sniffed, his nose winkled. He snelled the sweetness of
rose petals, and a nore horrible sweetness - that of decay.
He sensed an arm noving toward t hem

"Wait a monent," M chael said, halting N kol, who had

sheat hed her sword and was reaching out to the stranger. "If
you can see in the light of Nuitari, then you, too, nust be a
mage of evil, a w zard of the Bl ack Robes. Wy should we

trust you?"

"You shouldn't, of course," said the voice.

"Then why are hel ping us? What is your reason? Is this a
trap?"

"It could be. What choice do you have?"

"None," said Nikol, her voice suddenly gentle. "Yet |
beli eve you. | trust you."

"And why should you do that, Lady?" The voice was
bitter, nocking.

"Because of what you said about tw ns. One weak, the
ot her strong ..."

The stranger was silent a |l ong nonent. M chael m ght
have t hought the man had left them but for the rasping
breat hi ng of sickness-racked | ungs.

"My reason for hel ping you i s one you woul d not
understand. Let us say sinply that Akar has been prom sed
that which is rightfully mne. | intend to see he does not
acquire it. WIIl you cone or not? You must hurry! The
Ni ght of Doom approaches. You have very little tine."

"I will go," said Nikol. "I will follow where you | ead,
t hough it cost ne ny life!"

"And you, Brother?" said the wizard softly. "WII| you
wal k with me? The woman has pl edged her life. For you, as
you surm se, the cost will be greater. WII you pl edge your
soul ?"

"No, Mchael, don't!" N kol said, interrupting the
cleric's answer. "Go back. This is not your battle. It is nine.
I woul d not have you sacrifice yourself for us."

"What's the matter, ny |ady?" snapped M chael

suddenly, irrationally angry. "Don't you think I |ove

Ni chol as as well as you? O perhaps you think | don't have
aright to love himor anyone else in your famly? Well, ny
lady, | do love! And | choose to go with you."

He heard her sharp intake of breath, the jingle of arnor,
her body stiffening.

"The decision is yours, of course, Brother," she said in
a |l ow voice. She reached out to hold the rmage's arm

The wi zard made a raspy sound that m ght have been a
[ augh. "Truly, you ARE blind!"

M chael reached out, and his hand cl osed over the
wi zard's arm- as thin, frail, and fragile as the bones of a
bird. Fever burned in the skin; the sensation of touching the
mage was an unpl easant one.

"What is your name, sir?" Mchael asked coldly.



The wi zard did not inmediately answer. M chael was
startled to feel the armhe held flinch, as if the question was
a pai nful one.

"I am... Raistlin."

The nane neant nothing to Mchael. He assuned, from
the wizard's hesitation, that he'd given thema fal se one.

The mage led them forward into a darkness that grew
i mpossi bly darker, as he had warned. They wal ked as fast
as they dared, not entirely trusting him yet holding tightly
to his guiding arm listening to the rustle of his robes, the
soft tapping sound of his staff.

In their nostrils was the smell of roses and of death.

Part VI

No harm befell them They began to trust Raistlin and,
as their trust increased, they started to nove with incredible
speed. M chael's feet barely skimed the ground. A chil
wi nd blasted in his face, stung his blind eyes. Branches
scratched his cheek, tore his hair. Thorns and branbl es
caught at his robes. He pictured vividly what it would be
like to smash headl ong, at this speed, into tree or rock, or
hurtle into some boul der-strewn chasm He grasped harder
the mage's frail-boned body.

M chael had no idea how | ong they travel ed through
t he darkness. It nmight have been the span of a heartbeat, or
it mght have been eons. He wondered how much | onger he
could keep going, for though it didn't seemthat he exerted
hi nsel f, his body was growi ng nore and nore fatigued. He
was forced to | ean heavily on the mage's shoul der
wondered that such a frail body could support his own. His
linbs were stones; he could barely nove them His feet
stunbled. He tripped, lost his grip on Raistlin, and fell.

Sobbing for breath, Mchael started to try to regain his
footing. He Iifted his head and stared.

Bef ore him stood a building, a structure of beauty and
simplicity and el egance. Columms of black, white, and red
mar bl e supported a doned roof whose shining exterior was
a mrror for the night sky. Reflected in it, the constellations
wheel ed about its center. The two dragons, Pal adi ne and
t he Queen of Darkness, each kept careful watch upon the
other; in the mddle, Glean, the book of life, turned;
around t hem wheel ed the rest of the gods - good, neutral
evil.

A bridge of shining starlight burst, gleamng, from
beneath the dome. The bridge spanned up and over the
templ e, extended to the night sky. An open door appeared
in the starlit blackness. Beyond it, strange suns burned fiery
red and yel | ow agai nst deep bl ackness. Strange pl anets
circled around them

The beauty of the vision nade M chael weep, and only
when he felt the tears cold on his cheek did it occur to him
that he could see again, that his sight was restored.

VWen he realized he could see, he noticed a dark shape
mar the radiance of the tenple.

A mage in black robes, tall and powerfully built, was
untyi ng the hands and feet of another man, lying in a horse-
drawn cart. They stood in deep shadow. The bl ack-robed
mage coul d barely be seen, a shape of darkness agai nst
night, but the light of the temple fell on the face of the man



in the cart. The young face was pale, drawn with pain and
suffering. Sweat glistened on the pallid skin.

M chael could see Raistlin now as well, and the healer
was consi derably astonished to note how young the w zard
appeared. Young and weak and ill. The thin face was

bl anched; feverish spots burned in the cheeks. His

breat hi ng was shall ow and raspy. He | eaned on a wooden
staff, the top of which was adorned by a dragon's cl aw
clutching a faceted crystal. Soft, pale Iight shone fromthe
crystal, glittered in the nage's cold brown eyes.

Qdd, thought Mchael. | could have sworn they were
t he shape of hourgl asses.

"Ni chol as!" cried Nikol

She woul d have run to him but Raistlin grasped her
tightly by the wist and held her fast.

Ni kol had been her brother's partner and equal in all his
sports and training. She was as tall as Raistlin and was far
stronger physically. M chael expected her to break the
wi zard's weak hold easily, and the cleric steeled hinself to
try to stop her inpetuous rush to what undoubtedly woul d
be her deat h.

Al ready, the other wi zard, the one called Akar, had
paused in his work and was peering about in alarm

"What was that? Who is there?" he called in a deep
harsh bel | ow.

The thin, frail hand of Raistlin renained cl osed over the
worman's wist. N kol gasped in pain. She seened to shrink
in his grasp.

"Make no sound!" he breathed. "If he knows we are
here, all is lost!"

Rai stlin dragged the young worman back into the
shadows of the blackened, burned trees. M chael
acconpani ed themreluctantly, unable to wench his rapt
gaze fromthe radi ant spl endor of the shining tenple and
t he wonderful bridge that soon would take himaway from
pain and suffering, despair and fear

"You're hurting me," Nikol whispered, trying
ineffectually to pull away. "Let ne go!"

"You woul d be hurt far worse than this if | did," said
Raistlin grimy. "Akar is powerful and will not hesitate to
destroy you if you interfere in his plans.”

Ni kol cast a stricken glance at her brother. Akar,
apparently deciding he'd been hearing things, had returned
to his work. He took rough hold of the young man, pulled
himfromthe cart, and dunped the kni ght on the ground.

Ni chol as cried out in agony.

"Soon your tornment will be ended, Sir Knight," said
Akar, rubbing his hands on his robes to cl eanse them of
bl ood.

Akar renoved an object fromhis belt, held it up to the
light. Steel glinted, bright and sharp. He inspected the
dagger and thrust it back into his belt with a grunt of
sati sfaction. He bent down, started to Iift the knight by the
ankl es, intending to once again haul himover the ground.

Ni chol as struck out; his feet knocked the w zard
backward. Caught off guard, astonished that his feeble
victimshould have fight left in him Akar stunbled, off
bal ance. He tripped on the hemof his robe and fell heavily.

Ni chol as began, pitifully, to try to crawl away, to | ose
hi msel f in the hideous darkness from which he had cone.



"I"'mgoing to him You can't stop ne." N kol, her right
hand still held fast in Raistlin's grasp, reached for her sword
with the left.

Sparks junped fromthe hilt. She snatched her hand
back, winging it in pain. Again she tried; again the sparks.
She gl ared at the mage.

"You foul wizards are in |eague! | should have known!

I never should have trusted - "

"Silence!" ordered Raistlin.

Hi s gaze was intent on Akar. His entire being seened
concentrated on his counterpart. He had even ceased, for
the nonent, to cough. A faint tinge of color burned in the
thin cheeks. He didn't seemto notice the wonman struggling
in his grasp, though his hold on her never | oosened.

N kol twi sted around to face M chael

"Why are you standing there? Go to N cholas! Save
him This wi cked man has no hold on you! He cannot fi ght
us both!"

M chael started forward, reluctant to turn away from
the shining bridge, yet his heart ached for the gallant young
kni ght and for the sister who suffered with him The voice
of Raistlin stopped him held the cleric as conpletely as the
mage' s hand hel d Ni kol

"Far nore is at stake here than the |life of one brave
knight. The fate of the world hangs in the bal ance on
Glean's scales.” Raistlin glanced at Mchael. "Wat do you
see, healer?"

"I see ... a sight nore beautiful than anything |'ve ever
seen inny life. A tenple stands before ne, its colums of
bl ack and white and red marble. Its done is the heavens, its
roof the constellations. A bridge of starlight extends from
this world to worlds beyond. People wal k across that bridge
- nmen, wonen, human, elven. They | ook back at this world
with regret, their faces sad. But Paladine is with them and
he reassures them and they turn to the door with hope."

"What have you done?" N kol demanded of Raistlin.

"You' ve bew tched him"

M chael hinself took a step forward, as if he would
follow. An outraged cry jolted himback to this world. Akar
had regained his feet. He glared at the knight in anger

"Truly, as | said, a tough breed. Come, Sir Knight, I
am | osing patience. Time grows too short for nore ganes."

Akar kicked N cholas in the face. The knight fell back
wi t hout a sound and lay still and unnoving. Akar grasped
Ni chol as, this tinme by the shoul ders, and began hauling the
linp body across the ground.

"He's taking himto the tenple! Wat does he plan to
do?" M chael asked Raistlin, who watched all with an
expression grimand stem

"He plans to nmurder him "™ N kol cried, trying again to
free herself.

"My | ady, please - " Mchael began gently.

"Leave ne be!" N kol's eyes flared. "You're
ensorcell ed. The wi zard's cast some sort of spell on you!
Bridge of starlight! Radiant tenmple! It's a broken ruins,
probably an altar of evil, consecrated to the Dark Queen!"

M chael stared at her. "Can't you see? ..."

"No, she cannot," said Raistlin. "She sees a ruined
citadel, nothing nore. You alone, cleric, see the truth. You
al one can stop Her Dark Majesty in her efforts to return to



this world."

M chael didn't believe the wizard. How could N ko
not see what was so obvious and beautiful to hin? And yet
Ni kol was staring at himangrily, fearfully, as if he were
i ndeed a person acting under a spell.

"What nmust | do?" he asked in a | ow voice.

"The lady is right. Akar intends to rmurder the knight,
but the nmage nust commit the crine within the precinct of
the ruins or, as you see it, on the bridge of starlight. If the
bl ood of the good and virtuous is spilled on the sacred
bridge, the dark clerics, long held prisoner in the Abyss,
will be free to return to Krynn."

"WIl you help ne?" M chael demanded.

"Don't trust him" N kol cried, twisting in the mage's
grasp. "H s robes are cut fromthe sane black cloth!"

"I brought you here," said Raistlin softly. "And w t hout
nmy help, you will not succeed. Your brother will die, and
all of Krynn will fall into the hand of the Dark Queen."

"What nust we do?" M chael asked.

"When Akar drops the dagger, pick it up swiftly and do
not allow himto retake it. He has foolishly bound the
knight's life in the weapon."

"I will seize it," said Nikol

"No! "

Perhaps it was a trick of the Iight shining fromthe
temple, but the wi zard's brown eyes, staring at M chael
gl eaned suddenly golden, as if that were their true color
the other, only a disguise.

"The cleric alone nust take the dagger, else the spel
cannot be broken."

"What do | do then?" M chael's gaze shifted back to the
bl ack-robed wi zard, |aboriously dragging the body of the
dyi ng kni ght across the grass.

"l do not know," said Raistlin. "I cannot hear the voice
of the gods. You can. You nust listen to what they say.

"And you, ny lady" - the w zard rel eased N kol's hand
- "must listen to your heart."

Ni kol sprang away from Raistlin, drawing her sword in
the sane notion. She held it, blade toward the w zard, as
she began backing up. "I don't need either of you. | don't
need your gods or your magic. | will save ny brother."

She ran off, sword flashing in the tenple light, a Iight
that, to her, was darkness.

M chael took a step after her, fear for her and for
hinsel f and for themall constricting his heart. Then he
paused, turned to |l ook at the w zard.

Rai stlin stood | eaning on his staff, regarding the cleric
intently.

"I don't trust you," said M chael

"I's it ne you do not trust?" asked the wizard, his thin
lips twisted in a snle. "O yoursel f?"

M chael turned without responding, ran after Ni kol
There canme to himthe words, "Renenber, when the
dagger falls, pick it up."”

Part VIII
Sweati ng and straining, stunmbling over the hemof his

bl ack robes, Akar dragged the unconsci ous kni ght across
rough and uneven ground. The nmage, though strong, was



nore accustonmed to spending his time studying his spells.
Akar was forced to pause a nonment in his exertions, rest
aching nuscles. He gl anced over his shoul der to judge the
di stance to his destination.

He could see, by Nuitari's dark light, a ruined citadel
its stone walls crunmbling into dust. A bridge extended
outward fromthe broken floor, a bridge that glinmered
with a ghostly, waithlike glow On the far side of the
bri dge, shadowy figures reached out eager hands to him
Hol | ow voi ces shouted for himto free them release the
| egi ons of darkness.

"A few nonments nore, Knight, and you will be free of
this life and I will be free of you, for which we both will
grateful ,” Akar grunted, bending once again to his task

Ni chol as had regai ned consci ousness, pushed back the
shadows that woul d have brought himbl essed relief from
t he agony he suffered. But worse than the pain of his
wounds was the bitter know edge that he woul d be,
however innocently, responsible for the resurgence of evil
in the world. He kept his gaze focused on the face of his
eneny.

"Why do you stare at ne so?" Akar demanded
somewhat di sconcerted by that burning-eyed gaze that

never left him "If you are afraid you will not recognize ne

when our souls neet on the other side, save yourself the
trouble. I will be nmore than happy to introduce myself."
It took all the knight's will to rel ease each indrawn
breath in a sigh and not a scream Nichol as managed a
smle, through Iips caked with bl ood, parched and cracked
fromthirst. "I watch you as I would watch any opponent, "

be

he whi spered hoarsely. "I wait for you to slip, to | ower your

guard, to nake a m stake."

Akar | aughed. "And then what will you do, Sir Knight?
Drool on me? Or do you have the strength to do that
much?"

"Paladine is with ne," said Nicholas calmy. "He wll
give nme the strength I need"

"He had better hurry, then," said Akar, grinning.

Perhaps it was the urging of the dark voices, but Akar
found hinmsel f suddenly anxious to have this task done. He
al l owed hinself no nore rest, but nanhandl ed t he kni ght

up the broken stairs of the citadel, listened to the cries of

agony wenched fromthe man with a certain satisfaction

"I do not think Pal adi ne hears your cries" - Akar
sneered - "for here we are at the bridge. And here, Sir
Kni ght, your life ends."

Dr eadf ul noonl i ght shone upon the knight's face and
bandaged, bl oodi ed body. The unholy radi ance washed out
all color, turned red bl ood bl ack, reduced waxen flesh to
bone, glistened in the eyes like unshed tears. The |ight
blinded Nicholas with its vast and terrible darkness. He
cried out, clutched at nothing with groping hands.

"Know despair!" breathed Akar, draw ng the dagger
fromhis belt. "Know defeat. Know that your god has
forsaken you and the world - !I'"

"Halt, foul servant of evil! Stay your hand or | swear,
by Paladine, I will cut it fromyour arm"™

Akar stopped, peered out into the darkness. He was not
arrested in his nmovenent by the living voice, though it was
stem and comandi ng, as he was halted by frantic,



whi spered war ni ngs com ng fromthe shadow voi ces on the
other side of the bridge. Wat threat did they see?

The wi zard's gaze flickered over the figure of a knight in
arnor, sword in hand, who ran forward to chall enge battle.
Strong enchant ment surrounded the Lost Citadel. Akar
doubted if the knight could break through it. As he
expected, the arnored figure cane up against a barrier that
was |ike an explosion of stars, was thrown suddenly and
heavil y backward

"Ni kol!" cried the knight, straining to reach her, but he
only managed to fall forward on his bloodi ed breast.

The woman hurl ed herself once again into the barrier
cried out in pain and frustrati on when she could not get
t hrough, and she began to hack at it with her sword. A
cleric in nondescript blue robes appeared to be trying to
renonstrate with her. Akar paid them scant attention. He
saw, by Nuitari's dark light, something far nore
di squi eti ng.

A mage clad in black robes stood | eaning heavily on a
staff that had at its top a crystal clasped in the claw of a
dragon. Akar recognized the staff, the Staff of Magius, a
powerful magical artifact that was, the last he had heard, in
saf ekeeping in the Tower of Wayreth. Akar recogni zed the
staff, but not the mage who held it, and that disturbed him
for he knew all who wore the bl ack robes.

"So you would try to usurp me, would you, Akar?" said
the mage. Raistlin strode closer

VWho was this stranger wi zard? H s voi ce sounded
fam liar, yet Akar could swear he had never before seen
him The words of a killing spell were on Akar's lips. He
shifted the dagger to his left hand; the fingers of his right
slid into his pouch, gathering conponents. The voices from
t he darkness shouted cries and warnings, urged himto
destroy the silent onl ooker, but Akar dared not kill the
stranger without first ascertaining who he was, what his
purpose. To do so woul d be against all the laws of the
Conclave. In a world in which magic is mstrusted and
reviled, all nagi are loyal to one another for the sake of the
magi c.

"You have the advantage of me, Brother Black Robe,"
shouted Akar, trying in vain to see nore clearly beneath the

shadows of the hood that covered the mage's face. "I do not
recogni ze you, as you seemto recognize ne. | would be
glad to renew ol d acquai ntance but, as you see, | am

somewhat busy at the noment. Allow me to dispatch this
kni ght and conplete the spell and then | will be happy to
di scuss what ever grievance you think you have agai nst
ne."
"You don't recognize ne, Akar?" cane the soft,
whi spering voice. "Are you sure?"
"How can | if you do not renmpove your hood and let ne
see your face?" demanded Akar inpatiently. "Be swift. M
tine. is short."
"My face is not known to you. But this, | believe, is."
The strange nage lifted an object in his hand and held
it forth to be illumnated by Nuitari's dark light. Akar saw
it, recognized it, felt the chill hand of fear close around his
heart.
In a thin and wasted hand - a hand that seened, to
Akar, to gleamwith a golden light, as if the skin had a



strange gold cast to it - the mage held a silver pendant, a
bl oodst one.

Akar knew that pendant. Often he'd seen it hanging
around the neck of his teacher, one of the greatest, nost
power ful w zards who had ever lived - and one of the nost

evil. Akar had heard the whispered runors about that
bl oodst one, how the ancient w zard used it to suck life out
of an apprentice, infuse his own powerful life into a new,

younger body. Akar had never believed the runors, never
bel i eved themuntil now

"Fi standantilus!" he cried in recognition, and funbled
for the spell conmponents with fingers gone nunmb while his
brain funbled for words that eluded his grasp

A jagged bolt of lightning streaked through the night,
struck Akar's left hand. The jolt knocked the dagger from
the wizard's grasp, flung hi mbackward, nomentarily
dazed.

Ni chol as nmade a feeble effort to try to escape. Crawling
on his hands and knees, he dragged his suffering, tortured
body out of the ghastly light. He reached the edge of the
stairs, tried to crawl down, slipped in a pool of his own
bl ood, and plumeted down the steps. H s deat h- shadowed
eyes sought and found his sister. He stretched his hand out
to her.

She dropped her sword, tried to clasp him but the
magi cal barrier kept them apart.

From behind them out of the darkness, cane the
urgent command, "Pick up the dagger!"

Part I X

M chael heard Raistlin's command, renenbered the
mage' s i nstructions.

VWHEN THE DAGGER FALLS, PICK I T UP!

"But how can | ?" Mchael cried. "How can | cross the
barrier?"

The cleric had been attenpting to keep N kol from
injuring herself, flinging herself again and again into the
magi cal wall that kept her from her brother. Her hands
were burned and blistered, yet, even now, she ignored the
pain, trying her best to reach N cholas, though every tine
she did so, a cascade of sparks burst around her

M chael | ooked past her, |ooked past the tortured
Ni chol as, and saw the dagger that |lay gl eanming on the
citadel steps, near the bridge. The bl ack-robed w zard who
had wi el ded it, who sought to bring into the world the dark
clerics that shouted and gi bbered fromthe other side, was
recovering fromhis shock, was starting to | ook around and
take stock of his situation. He was nuch closer to the
dagger than M chael

"You can enter, fool cleric!" Raistlin cried. The words
were his last, however, tearing the breath from his body.
The spell he had cast had weakened him A violent fit of
coughi ng brought himto his knees, near where N kol stood.

Akar saw his eneny falter. H s eyes glinted. He
lurched to his feet.

M chael grasped his holy medallion, the nedallion that
was dark and lifeless, and plunged forward, gritting his
teeth agai nst what he knew nmust be a surge of magic that
woul d nost likely kill him



To his amazenent, nothi ng happened. The barrier
parted. He ran up the stairs and plunged forward to snatch
t he dagger from beneath Akar's clutching fingertips. The
mage's chill touch brushed the cleric's skin. Mchael shrank
fromthe horrible feel and the sight of the burning enmity in
t he bl ack eyes, but he had the dagger

Gl aspi ng the weapon in his hand, hardly know ng what
he was doing, only wanting to escape the w zard, M chael
stumbl ed back down the stairs.

At the bottomlay N cholas. Mchael |ooked down at
the pain-twi sted face, lost his fear in his conpassion for the
young man's suffering, his admration for his courage. He
knelt, lifted Nicholas's hand in his, held it fast. The dying
kni ght managed a pain-filled, weary smle

"Pal adi ne, help nme!" Nichol as said, gasping for breath.

A blue light bathed M chael, bathed the knight,
washed the dreadful lines of pain fromthe gaunt face, as if
he had been inmmersed in a | ake of placid water. Tine
ceased its flow Every person was arrested in notion, from
Ni kol , striving desperately to reach her brother, to the evil
wi zard, trying still to achieve his heinous goal. Mchael, his
heart filled with thankful ness, raised his eyes to the radi ant
bl ue goddess who stood at the entrance to the shining
bri dge.

"M shakal ," M chael prayed, "grant me the power to
heal this man, Pal adine's faithful servant."”

The blue light di mmed. The goddess's face was
sorrow ul

"I have no power here. The knight's life is bound by
the magi cian's cursed wi sh to the dagger you hold. Only the
dagger and the one who wields it, for good or evil, wll
bring this young nan ease."

M chael stared at the dagger in his hand with horror
and the sudden, sickening realization of what he was being
asked to do.

"You can't mean this, Lady! What dread task is this
you give me? | ama healer, not a killer!"

"I give you no task. | tell you how the knight's pain
may be forever ended. The choice is up to you. You can see
t he bridge, can you not?"

"Yes," said Mchael, looking with |onging at the
radi ant, shining span and the peaceful, serene features of
those ethereal figures who walked it. "I see it clearly."

"Then you may cross it. Throw aside the dagger. The
concerns of this world are no | onger yours."

M chael |ooked down at Nicholas, who lay still, eyes
closed, in peaceful sleep ... as long as the light of the
goddess shone on him Wen it was withdrawn, the terrible
spell that bound himto his cruel suffering would be
enpower ed once nore. Ni kol had ceased her bitter
struggl e and was on her knees, as near her brother as was
possi bl e for the magical barrier that barred her way.

"You can heal him Mchael," she was saying.

Near her, the strange, black-robed nmage, Raistlin, who
had fought one of his own kind, watched M chael with
glittering eyes that refl ected back the goddess's |ight,
seened to see and know all that was passing.

VWho was this Raistlin? What was his purpose?

M chael didn't know, didn't understand. He didn't fathom
any of this, knew hinself suddenly to be nothing nore



than a frayed thread in a tangl ed skein.

Anger stirred in himagain. Wiat was his life or any of
their lives worth to the gods, who live forever? How coul d
he be expected to know what was right and what was
wong if he stunbled through life as blind as he'd been in
that enchanted forest?

"While | amin the world, its concerns are mine," cried
M chael . "When | took your vows, Lady, | accepted
responsibility for the world and its people. Those will be
mne, as long as | live. How can you ask nme to break
t hen®?"

"But by killing this man, M chael, you do break ny
VOWS.

"So be it," said the cleric harshly. He gripped the
dagger with hands that trenbled. "Must ... must | stab
hi nP"

"No," said the goddess gently. "Draw bl ood only. That
will break the spell."

"And nmy vows?" M chael |ooked up at her again,
calmy, not pleading, but in deep sadness. "WII| | | ose your
favor ?"

The goddess did not reply.

M chael bowed his head. The blue light faded. Tine
began its ticking, like the beating of a heart. He heard,
behind him Akar's trampling footfalls, the rasping of his
breath. He saw, before him N kol regarding hi mhopefully,
expectantly. He felt the knight's hand, still clasped in his
own, stiffen in agony, saw the young nan's face tw st.

"Strike now" ordered Raistlin, so weak w th coughi ng
that he could not stand. "Or else all is lost!"

"Strike? What do you nean?" Ni kol sprang to her feet.

She saw the dagger in M chael's hand, suddenly understood
his intent. "Wat are you doing? False cleric! You have
betrayed nme!" She turned to Raistlin. "Help nme! You
understand what | feel! Don't let himkill ny brother!™

She wasn't watching. Mchael nust strike now, while
she wasn't watching. Barely able to see for the tears in his
eyes, M chael rested the dagger's tip on the knight's sweat -
covered brow and pressed the point into the flesh. Athin
trickle of blood oozed fromthe scratch

Akar cursed bitterly.

Ni chol as opened his eyes, turned his head. The light of
t he bridge shone on his face.

"Paladine is nmerciful," he said. "He gave ne strength."

At the sound of his voice, N kol turned swiftly.

"N chol as!"

Hi s eyes had closed. Hs breath left himin a sigh. The
lines of pain and suffering were snoothed away, as if by
some i mortal, soothing hand.

She saw M chael |ay the dagger reverently on the
kni ght's bare breast.

"N chol as!"

Ni kol 's voice, ragged with grief, pierced mchael nore deeply than
t he dagger had pierced her brother's flesh. The barrier was lifted.
She fell upon the lifeless body. The hair that she had shorn for his
sake mingled with the hair that was so like it that it was inpossible
to tell them apart.

Suddenl y, she raised her head, stared at M chael and
Akar .

"The cleric killed your brother!" Akar cried. "It was



nmy spell that kept himalive. The cleric broke it!"

M chael could say nothing, couldn't explain, if she
di dn't understand.

She stared at him eyes enpty of all feeling.

Rough hands grabbed hold of M chael from behind,
jerked himto his feet. A black-robed arm w apped around
hi s neck.

"Here, cleric!" Akar said. "Come up here to the
temple. Away fromthat evil w zard, Fistandantilus. You
don't know him He's dangerous!"

M chael started to cry out a warning. Akar's hand
covered the cleric's nouth.

"Yes, |'ve captured you. The good and virtuous!" Akar
| aughed beneath his breath. "I saw the goddess speak to
you! You are in her favor. Your blood will do as well as
the knight's!"

M chael tensed, prepared for a struggle.

"I wouldn't try it," breathed the w zard, "unless you
want to see the young wonman die in flanes! There, that's
better. Cone quietly. And you, Fistandantilus!" Akar
sneered, all the while dragging M chael backward, up the
stairs. "You are too weak to stop ne!l"

Rai stlin was on his knees, clutching the staff to keep
fromfalling. Blood flecked his lips. He could not speak
yet he smiled and pointed.

M chael , cl asped cl ose agai nst the nage, heard Akar
draw i n a sucking breath.

The dagger. The dagger lay shining on the knight's
lifel ess breast.

STEEL MUST DRAW THE BLOCD

Akar halted, ground his teeth in frustration. M chael saw
the bridge beneath his feet. And now that he was this near
to the other side, he could hear cold voices calling for his
deat h, see shadowed shapes withing in eager ness to be
free.

M chael had, at first, thought it was his fevered
i magi nati on, but now he was sure of it - the light of the
bri dge was grow ng gradually di mer, the clanoring
shouts of the dead growi ng | ouder, nore frantic. The N ght
of Doom was endi ng.

"Grl!" Akar's voice was suddenly soft, sweet and thick
and warm "Grl, bring ne the dagger."

Ni kol shifted her gaze to him blinked. Slowy, she
| owered her eyes to the dagger that rested on her brother's

body.

"The false cleric killed him this knight that was dear to
you. Bring ne the dagger, girl, and you will have your
revenge."

Ni kol reached out with her hand, lifted the dagger in
fingers that trenbled. She stared at it, |ooked fromit to the
wi zard, fromthe wizard to M chael. Her eyes were dark
Slowy, she rose to her feet and began to clinb the stairs of
the Lost Citadel, conmng toward them the dagger in her
hand.

Was she ensorcell ed? The w zard had spoken no words
of magic, had cast no spell that M chael had heard.

"Come, girl, swiftly!" Akar hissed.

Ni kol did as he bade. She wal ked forward steadily, her
eyes as enpty as her brother's. Sonething within her had
died with him



Akar's grip around M chaels throat tightened. "I know
what you're thinking! But if you break free, cleric, it will be
her blood I spill on the bridge. Make your choice. You or
her. It matters little to ne."

Ni kol was level with them the dagger held |l oosely in
her linmp, outstretched hand. Her left hand. Her sword hand,
her right, was free.

The light of the bridge was fading fast. A pale glowin
the far distant sky presaged norning, a gray norning, a
dawni ng of unhappi ness and fear for those left in a world
where man had forsaken the gods.

Akar had seconds only. He made a grab

Ni kol 's grasp tightened on the dagger. She stabbed. The
bl ade tore through the wi zard' s palm tore through bone and
tendon and nuscle, thrust out, blood-blackened, on the
ot her side of the hand.

Akar how ed in pain and rage. M chael broke free of
t he mage's weakening grasp, flung hinself to the ground.

The only help he could offer N kol was to keep clear of her
sword arm

Ni kol 's bl ade, which had been her brother's and his
father's before himand his father's before that, swept past
M chael in a shining silver arc. The w zard screaned. The
bl ade drove deep into his vitals.

M chael rolled over, was on his feet. Akar stood spitted
on Ni kol's sword, his hands grasping at it, his face distorted
with fury and pain.

Ni kol jerked the sword free. Blood burst from Akar's
mout h. He pitched forward on his face and | ay dead on the
steps of the Lost Citadel

Her face pale and set, as rigid as the stones, gray in the
nmorning light, N kol nudged Akar's body with the toe of
her boot.

"I"'msorry if | frightened you," she said to Mchael. "I
had to play along with him | feared he'd cast a spell on ne
before | could slay him"

"Then you do understand!" was all M chael could think
to say.

"No," Ni kol answered bitterly. "I don't understand any
of it. All I knowis that this Akar was the one responsible
for nmy brother's death and, by the Cath and the Measure,
that death is avenged. As for you" - her lifel ess gaze turned
,to Mchael - "you did what you could."

Ni kol turned and wal ked back down the tenple steps.

Si ckened by the terrible death he had just w tnessed,
shaken by his ordeal, the cleric tried to follow, but his Iegs
gave way. Sweat chilled on his body. He | eaned weakly
against a crunmbling pillar, his wistful gaze going back to
the shining bridge, that line of peace-filled, serene figures
| eaving this world of pain and sorrow and suffering.

The bridge was gone. The door anid the stars was
cl osed.

Part X

The norni ng was deathly quiet.

Qui et.

M chael raised his head. The dread voices of the dark
clerics were silenced. Their threat to take over the world,
now that all the true clerics of the gods were gone, was



ended.

Al true clerics gone. Mchael sighed. H s hand went to
t he synbol of M shakal that hung dark and col d about his
neck. He had questi oned when he should have believed. He
had been angry, defiant, when he shoul d have been hunbl e,
subm ssive. He had taken |ife when he should have acted to
save it.

M chael drew a deep breath to dispel the nists that
blurred his vision. One nore task was left for himto
perform the only task for which he was seeningly worthy
now - conposing the body of the dead for its final rest.
Then he could | eave, |eave N kol alone with her bitter grief,
renove hinself and the know edge of his failure from her
sight. It was poor confort, but all he could offer. He pushed
hinsel f away fromthe pillar, slowy descended the stairs.

Ni kol knelt beside her brother's body, his lifeless hand
cl asped fast in her own. She did not glance up at M chael
did not acknow edge his presence. Her arnor was
splattered with the bl ood of the dead mage. Her skin was
ashen. The resenbl ance between the twi ns was uncanny. It
seened to M chael that he | ooked on two corpses, not one.
Per haps he di d. Daughter of a knight, N kol would not |ong
outlive her brother.

A shadow fell across the two, and a gaspi ng cough
broke the stillness. Mchael had forgotten the bl ack-robed
mage who had | ed them here, was startled to find the man
standing quite near him The snell of rose petals and decay
that dung to the soft black robes was unnerving, as was the
fevered heat that emanated fromthe frail body.

"You got what you wanted?" M chael asked abruptly,
bitterly.

"I did." Raistlin was calm

M chael rounded on him "Wo are you, anyway? You
gave us one nane. Akar gave you another. Wo are you?

What was your purpose here?"

The mage did not imredi ately answer. He | eaned on
his staff, stared at M chael with the brown eyes that
glittered gold in the chill light of a sad dawn.

"I'f I had net you a year ago and asked you the sane
questions, cleric, you would have answered glibly enough
| suppose. A nonth ago, a day ago - you knew who you
were - or thought you did. And woul d you have been
correct? Wuld your answer be the sanme today as it was
yesterday? No." Raistlin shook his head. "No, | think not."

"Stop talking in riddles!" Mchael said, fear making
hi mangry, frustrated. "You know who you are, why you
cane. And we served your needs, whatever they were,
since you were too weak at the end to stop Akar yoursel f. |
thi nk you owe us an expl anation!"

"I owe you nothing!" Raistlin snapped, a flush of color
mounting in the pale cheeks. "It was | who served your
needs, far nore than you served mne. | could have dealt
with Akar on ny own. You were a convenience, that is all."
The mage lifted his right arm The bl ack sleeve fell away
fromthe thin wist. A flash of nmetal gleaned cold in the
sunlight. A dagger, held on by a cunning | eather thong, slid
into Raistlin's hand when the mage flicked his wist. The
nmovermrent was so fast that M chael could scarcely foll ow
it.

"I'f she had tried to nurder you,"'

t he mage said, turning



t he dagger, making it flash in the light, "she would not have
succeeded. "
"You coul d have slain Akar.
"Bah! What good woul d that have done? He was never
anything nore than a tool for the Dark Queen. He was not
needed, only the bl ood of the good and virtuous, spilled in

anger."
"You woul d have killed N kol!" Mchael stated in
di sbel i ef .

"Before she killed you."

"But, then, the curse would have been fulfilled
anyway. Her bl ood woul d have fallen on the bridge."

"Ah," said Raistlin, with a cunning snmle, "but it would
no | onger have been the bl ood of a good and virtuous
person. It would have been the blood of a nurderer.”

M chael stared at him shocked. The cal cul ating
col dness of the mage appal |l ed him

"CGo away," he said thickly.

"I intend to. | amneeded in Istar," said Raistlin,
briskly. "Events will nmove fast there in these last thirteen
days before the Cataclysm and ny presence is essential."

"The Cataclysn? What is that?"

“In thirteen days' tine, the gods in their wath at the
folly of men will hurl a fiery nountain down upon
Ansal on. The land will be sundered, seas will rise, and
nmount ai ns toppl e. Countless nunbers will die. Countless
nmore, who will live in the dark and terrible days to foll ow,
will come to wish they had died."

M chael didn't want to believe, but there was no
doubting the cal mvoice or the strange eyes, which seened
to have witnessed these terrifying events, though they had
not yet cone to pass. He recalled the words of M shakal
HE WLL GATHER THEI R SOULS TO HHM REMOVE
THEM FROM A WORLD THAT SOON W LL ERUPT IN
FI RE.

M chael | ooked back down at the two notionless
figures, who seened to personify the w zard' s prediction

one who was dead, one who could not bear the pain of
[iving.

"I's there no hope?" M chael asked.

"You are the only one who can answer that, ny
friend," the mage responded dryly.

At first it seemed to Mchael that there was no hope.
Despair would cover the world in a black tide that nust
drown all in its poisonous waters.

But as he | ooked at the brother, the cleric saw the peace
and serenity on the pallid features, the know edge of a
battle well fought, a victory won. The goddess had not
forsaken M chael. The Dark Queen had been defeated in
her ceaseless efforts to reenter the world.

M chael, Nikol, Nicholas - three silken threads, stitched
together for a tine. Raistlin, Akar - two nore threads,
crossing theirs fromopposite directions. None of them
could see beyond their own insignificant knots and tangles.
But in the eyes of the gods, the individual threads formed -
not a tangled skein - but a beautiful tapestry. If the gods
chose to rend that fabric, it would no | onger be as beautiful
But it might, when it was nmended, be far stronger.

Gently, Mchael renoved her brother's lifel ess hand
fromN kol's grasp, laid the still hand across the still breast.



A soft blue radi ance surrounded them Nichol as opened his
eyes. He rose. He was once nmore clad in knightly arnor,

t he synbol of the crown glittering on his breastplate. Al
mar ks of his suffering and pain were gone.

Ni kol reached out to him joy lighting her face. But
Ni chol as backed a step away from her

"Ni chol as?" Ni kol faltered. "Why won't you cone with
ne?"

"Let himgo, ny lady," Mchael told her. "Pal adi ne
waits for him"

Ni chol as smiled at her reassuringly, then he turned
away and began wal king toward the stairs, toward the Lost
G t adel .

"Ni chol as!"™ Ni kol cried in anguish. "Were are you
goi ng?"

The knight did not reply, but kept wal ki ng.

Ni kol ran after him "Let me come with you!"

The kni ght paused on the steps of the ruined tenple,
| ooked back at his sister sadly, pleadingly, as if begging her
t o under st and.

The blue light grew stronger. The radiant figure of the
goddess materialized, standing beside the knight.

"For now, you two nust part. But take with you the
know edge that someday you once nore will be together."

M shakal 's gaze went to M chael. The goddess held out her
hand to him "You may cone, Brother, if you choose."

The holy light that surrounded them shone fromthe
nmedal | i on around M chael's neck. He cl asped his hand
around it thankfully. He recalled with aching heart the
beauty and the wonders of the worlds beyond. The Iight of
his medal li on strengthened, shone on N kol's face. He saw
her standing alone in the darkness, bereft and forlorn, not
under st andi ng. There woul d be many, many nore |ike her
in the dread days to cone.

"I will stay," said M chael

M shakal nodded wordl essly. The bridge flashed back
into being, the door to the stars opened. The kni ght set foot
upon the shining span, turned for one last |ook at his sister
one reassuring smle. Then he was gone. The bridge
vani shed. The bl ue light faded.

Next to M chael, the mage began to cough

"Finally!" Raistlin muttered.

He wrapped his black robes closely about his thin body
and cl asped the magi cal staff. He spoke a word of nagic.

The crystal's light flared, nearly blinding Mchael. The
cleric held his hand before his eyes to bl ock out the painfu
gl are.

"Wait!" he called. "You claimto know the future!

What will happen to us! Tell us what you see!™

The mage's i nage was starting to fade. For a nonent it
wavered, and, as it did so, it altered, startlingly. The bl ack
robes changed to red, the hair whitened, the skin glistened
gold, the eyes had pupils the shape of hourgl asses.

"What do | see?" Raistlin repeated softly. "In a world of
the faithless, you are the only one who is faithful. And,
because of that, you will be reviled, ridiculed, persecuted.™
The gol den eyes shifted to Nikol. "But | see one who | oves
you, who will risk all to defend you." "You see this
happening to us?" N kol faltered. Raistlin's nmouth tw sted
ina bitter smile. "To nyself." He was gone. N kol and



M chael stood in the chill dawn of a gray norning. They
stood al one, together.



