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

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

   "We have to assume that they are, sir." The draconian looked worried, as well he might.

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









Chapter One



   "Stand to!"

   Kang was on his feet, his clawed hands groping through the darkness of his cabin for his armor before he was fully awake or cognizant of what was going on.

   "Blasted elves! Damn pointy-ears. Why in the Abyss can't they let a fella get some sleep?"

   He found his breastplate, wrestled with it briefly, and finally managed to sling one strap over his scaled arm. The other strap remained elusive, and Kang, cursing it soundly, ignored it. Clasping the breastplate to his chest with his arm, he searched for the door, and stumbled into a chair.

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

   "Foppy elves," he muttered again, but that didn't seem quite right.

   A sober part of him, a part of him that had not been drinking dwarf spirits last night—a party-pooping, stern task-master, who generally hovered near Kang's shoulder, watching the other parts of him enjoying themselves with a disapproving glower—nagged at him again.

   Something about dwarves. Not elves.

   Kang flung open the door to his cabin. The breathlessly hot morning air hit him a good sock in the face. The sky was gray with the dawning rays of the sun, though that light had not yet penetrated to the cabins and huts sheltered beneath the pine trees. Kang blinked, shook his head muzzily, tried to disperse the dwarf spirits fouling his brain. Reaching out, he collared the first draconian who came into sight.

   "What the hell's going on?" Kang bellowed. "Is it the Golden General?"

   The draconian stared, lost in such amazement that he forgot to salute. "Golden General? Begging your pardon, sir, but we haven't fought the Golden General in twenty-five years! It's them pesky dwarves, sir. On a raiding party. I expect they're after the sheep, sir."

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

   "Good morning, sir!" came a damnably cheery voice.

   Water, icy water, splashed into Kang's face.

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

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

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

   "Dwarves again, huh?" Kang said.

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

   "Yes, sir. They're hitting us from the north."

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

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

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

   "You know my orders!" Kang shouted, drawing his sword. "Flat of the blades only! Make sure any magic you Bozaks use is harmless, just enough to throw a scare into them."

   The draconians around Kang all "Yes, sirred," but it seemed to him that their voices were distinctly lacking in enthusiasm. The dwarves had reached the bottom of the wall and were flinging up their grappling hooks and hoisting their ladders. Kang was leaning over the wall, preparing to fend off a ladder, when he was distracted from the coming battle by the sound of a commotion much farther down the wall to his right.

   Thinking that this frontal assault might have been meant as a distraction and that the first wave was already over the walls, Rang left Slith in command and dashed in the new direction. He found Gloth, one of his troop commanders, shouting in loud/ angry tones.

   A draconian was holding a crossbow, aiming it, ready to fire it at the dwarves.

   "What in the Dark Queen's name do you think you're doing, soldier?" Gloth was yelling. "Put that bow down! You know the commander's orders."

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

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

   "You don't like mem, sir!" Gloth repeated.

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

   But the draconian officer was evidently developing subtlety.

   "Look, Rorc, you know we can't use crossbows, and you know why we can't use them. Do I have to go over this again?" Gloth raised his hand, pointed. "Now, take that dwarf right there, for instance. Sure, he's an ugly bastard, what with all that hair on his face and that potbelly and those little sfubby legs. But maybe, just maybe, Rorc, that mere dwarf is the very dwarf—maybe the only dwarf—who knows the recipe for dwarf spirits. You shoot him, Rorc, and, yes, you send another god-cursed dwarf back to Reorx, but what happens the next time we raid their village? We find a sign on the distillery saying 'Owner deceased. Out of business.' And where does that leave us, Rorc?"

   Rorc glowered but did not respond.

   "I'll tell you where that leaves us," Gloth continued solemnly. "Thirsty, that's what. So you just put down that bow and pick up your club like a good draco, and I won't say nothing about this breach of orders to the commander/'

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

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

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

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

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

   The dwarves were a tough target for the draconians to hit. Standing about four and a half feet tall, the dwarves ducked under the legs of the seven-foot tall draconians, whose chibs and sword blades generally whistled right over the dwarves' heads.

   Kang spotted six dwarves, who darted and weaved and jumped, eluding all attempts by the draconians to stop them. The dwarves leapt off the wall and disappeared inside the draconian village.

   Kang swore.

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

   "First Troop, follow me!" Slith yelled over the din.

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

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

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

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

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

   With a yell, the forty draconians, each armed with a club and a shield, broke into a jog, heading for the gate.

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

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

   The battle was brief. Several dwarves fell, their heads cracked by club or fist. Lightning crackled, a few Bozaks were using their magic. Mindful of their commander's order, they made certain that all it did was singe a few beards and set one dwarf's pants ablaze. After five of their number had either fallen or were smoldering, the hill dwarves withdrew, pulling back their forces into the sparse woods surrounding the village. The occasional projectile weapon whistled through the air or, in some instances, plopped.

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

   Wiping the putrid missile from his face, Kang called for his forces to retreat. He heard his command, given in draconian, repeated in dwarven, shouted by the commander of the hill dwarves. The dwarves ran off, leaving their wounded on the field. Their wives would be around to collect them in the morning.

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

   Slith was waiting for him.

   "Well?" Kang asked. "Did you catch them?"

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

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

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

   "Yes, yes, I know," Kang sucked in a breath, tried to calm himself. "Hand me a rag to clean this filth off, will you? Deal with the wounded, then assemble the troops in one hour in the compound. I want to talk to them before it gets too hot"

   Slith laid a conciliatory claw on Kang's scaled arm. "The boys are having a rough time of it now, sir. But we're still all behind you. Every one of us."

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

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

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

   Yes, Kang thought to himself. It was a damn crazy way to run a war.









Chapter Two



   Kang had his reasons for this damn crazy way to fight a war. Reasons he'd shared with the men under him time and again. They just needed another reminder.

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

   The morning sun, a fiery red eyeball that looked the way Kang's eyes felt this morning, peered into the compound. The red light glinted on the scales of the draconians, scales reflecting the type of dragon from which each was so hideously descended. Sunlight gleamed in the brassy tinted scales of the Baaz. Slith, one of the Sivaks, glittered silver. Stepping from the shadow of the command hut into the bright compound, Kang's own scales glinted with burnished bronze. He was a Bozak, one the few Bozaks in the troop and, for all he knew, perhaps one of the few Bozaks left in the world.

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

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

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

   Kang took a moment to regard his troops with pride, a pride that, these days, seemed always to be mingled with sorrow. Once there had been six rows of draconian solders lined up before their commander. Now they were down to four. Every time he gave this speech, there were fewer to hear him.

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

   Kang lifted his voice. "You fought well today, men! Once again, we forced the enemy to retreat, while suffering no significant casualties." He made no mention of the lost sheep. "It has come to my attention, however, mat some of you are dissatisfied with the way I've been running things around here. We're not in me army anymore. But we all agreed that our only hope for survival was to maintain our discipline. You chose me to be your commander, a responsibility I take seriously. Under my leadership, we've held on here for twenty-five years. Life hasn't been easy, but then life for us has never been easy.

   "Yet, we managed to build this." Kang gestured to the neat rows of cabins made of pine logs that stood inside the compound. "This village of ours is the first settlement ever constructed by our people."

   The first/said a voice inside Kang. And the last. , "I want to remind you," he continued, his voice quiet, "of the reasons why we left the army. Why we came here."

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

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

   Kang paused a moment to relive history. "Think back on that time, men, and learn from it. Our armies had succeeded, by a stroke of luck, in capturing the so-called Golden General, the elf female who was leading the troops of the so-called Forces of Good. And what did our commanders do with her? Instead of just slitting her throat, as would have been the most sensible course of action, they put her on display for the Dark Queen's pleasure. As even a kender could have foreseen, a group of her motley friends, led by a bastard half-elf, turned up to rescue her. In the fight for the Crown of Power, Lord Ariakus managed to get himself skewered. Some bloke with a green jewel in his chest impaled himself on a rock and the Temple collapsed, bringing Her Dark Majesty's ambitions down with it.

   "You all remember that time," Kang said, his voke hardening. "We were ordered by our human commanders to fight to the death, white tiiey escaped! Many of our kind died that day. We chose not to obey. Some of us had foreseen this terrible end. As far as we were concerned, these human commanders had forfeited, by their stupidity and greed, their right to lead us. We marched off, leaving the war to those who had bungled it. You elected me leader and, under my leadership, we headed south, looking for a place to hide, a place to live.

   "Evil turns in upon itself, or so the god-cursed Knights of Solamnia say. But that is not true of the First Engineers." Kang spoke with growing pride. "We fought as a cohesive unit for years. We were disciplined soldiers, accustomed to obeying orders. And we had a new ambition, one that was born in the smoke and flame of battle. We were sick of killing, sick 
f slaughter, sick of wanton destruction. We felt the urge to build, to settle, to leave something of ourselves behind on this world. Something lasting and permanent.

   "You recall that time. How we were pursued by the knights. We headed for the Kharolis mountains—long a haven for exiles and outcasts. We reached it, finally, and found ourselves in the lands controlled by the dwarven kingdom of Thorbardin. The Knights of Solamnia weren't about to get themselves killed for what was now a dwarven cause. They left us for the dwarves to handle, and went back to celebrating their glorious victory.

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

   "We made camp in mis valley, nestled in the foothills between Mount Celebund and Mount Dashinak. Our first objective—we built the wall. Our camp turned into a fortification. The fortification became a village."

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

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

   "We would have perished of starvation long ago," Kang admitted, "if it weren't for the hill dwarves."

   The hill dwarves' village was located on the opposite face of the valley, on the side of MountCelebund. During the winter, when game was scarce and the draconians were facing starvation, they did what was necessary for survival. They raided their neighbor's larder.

   "You remember those first raids," Kang said grimly. "Bloody affairs for both sides. The dwarves suffered the most. With our experience and sheer size, we overpowered even the best dwarven warriors. Still, we were the ones at the disadvantage. When one of our warriors falls, he falls for good. There will be no replacements—ever."

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

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

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

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

   "We fought our way in and out using fists and tails and a little magic. No one died on either side. There were bruises all around and broken bones, but they healed. And, I am pleased to note, when the hill dwarves raided us a month later, they carried no weapons. Thus a tradition was born. It has become ah unspoken covenant between the two settlements.

   "I know it's frustrating," Kang admitted. "I know that you'd like nothing better thaft to rip off a dwarf's head and stuff it down his throat. I feel the same way. But we can't give mem the satisfaction.

   "Understood? Then, dismissed."

   "Three cheers for the commander!" Slith yelled.

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

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

   Why do we even bother? Kang wondered morosely.

   He traipsed back alone to his cabin to indulge himself in his hang-over.

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

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

   Kang's quarters consisted of a large meeting room, with a small bedroom off to the side. It was not luxurious, but it was comfortable. An oil lamp—of dwarven make—rested on a bare table. Kang sat in his chair, facing the door. A mug of dwarven ale was ready for Slith. Kang had poured one for himself.

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

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

   "You're right, you know, sir. Our lives are pretty good at that The dwarves raid us, take a few sheep and what weapons they can lay their hands on, and men we go and do the same to them, swiping spirits and ale, tools and bread. Every time they raid us, we pound 'em, push 'em back, and I come in here for ale. Believe it or not, sir, I find some comfort in that. I know what to expect out of life."

   Kang gave a glum shrug. "You're right, I suppose. Still, I keep thinking there should be more to it than this."

   "You're a dragon-spawned soldier," Slith said, nodding wisely. "You yearn for the battlefield. You yearn to command troops in a life-or-death struggle, a struggle for glory."

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

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

   "I'll drink to thatf" Kaftg said moodily, and took a long pull on his ale.

   Slith waited a few moments to see if his commander was going to cheer up, but Kang remained stubbornly immersed in gloom. He stared into his ale, and watched the flies buzz around the rag on which he'd wiped the rotten egg.

   "See yoa for dinner, sir," Slith said, and left his com-mander to his black mood.

   Kang put away his armor and harness. By force of habit, he cleaned his already clean sword before re-sheathing it and hung the belt on a hook near the door.

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

   Slith had a point.

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











Chapter Three



   The four dwarves ran along a hunting trail that zigzagged through the tinder-dry meadow grass. Though it was early morning still, the sun beat on their iron helms like Reorx's hammer. Three were wearing leather armor and heavy boots and sweating profusely. The fourth was clad in a belted tunic, breeches and soft cloth slippers, known disparagingly among the dwarves as "kender shoes," because, supposedly, they permitted the wearer to move as stealthily as a kender. This fourth dwarf was relatively cool and quite comfortable.

   The dwarves had done well for themselves on the raid that morning. One held a small lamb over his neck, grasping it by its legs. Two carried a large crate between them. The fourth dwarf carried nothing, which also accounted for the fact that he was enjoying the walk.

   One of the dwarves hefting the heavy, rattling crate noticed this singularity. Huffing and puffing from the heat and his exertion, the dwarf complained.

   "Hey, Selquist, what are we? Your pack horses? Come here and give us a hand."

   "Now, Auger," replied the dwarf, fixing his companion with a stern eye, "you know that I have a bad back."

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

   "That's because I take care of myself," said Selquist.

   "He does that, all right," grumbled another of the dwarves to his companion.

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

   The fourth dwarf, whose name was Selquist (his mother, somethingof a romantic, had named him after an elven hero in a popular bard's tale; no one is quite certain why), might have given the traveler pause. He appeared to fit into no specific category. His domes were similar to those of his fellows, a shade less tidy, perhaps.

   He wore a ring, rather battered, of a metal that he claimed was silver. This dwarf—youngish, considered lean among his stout fellows—also said the ring was magic. No one had ever witnessed any evidence of this, although all would admit that Selquist was quite good at performing at least one trick: making other people's personal possessions disappear.

   "Besides, Mortar, my friend," Selquist added, "I, too, am carrying something—a most valuable treasure. If my hands aren't free, how will I defend it in case we're attacked?"

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

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

   "Big deal," said Pestle, Mortar's brother. "A penny on a chain. Probably worth less than a penny. Bet it's fool's gold, like those gully dwarves tried to palm off on us in PaxTharkas."

   "It is not!" Selquist returned indignantly.

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

   The amulet was made of metal, but it wasn't a coin, at least not like any coin Selquist had seen, and he'd seen quite a few in his lifetime. It was shaped like a pentagram. Each point of the pentagram had a dragon's head inside it. The five-headed dragon identified it as a relic of the Dark Queen, making it worth quite a bit to those who traded in souvenirs from the War of the Lance. He had found the amulet while rummaging around in a draconian's footlocker.

   "In fact," he said to himself, "it would be worth a whole lot more if it turned out to be magic!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

   "Oh, thanks, Auger! Thanks loads!" Selquist glared around. "Just what we need to improve the decor around here, the pungent smell of lamb piss. Why in the name of Reorx did you bring that beast inside the house? Take it out and put it in the pen, then get something to clean that up. You two, open me crate, and let's see what we have."

   "Steel coins," said Pestle hopefully.

   "Jewels," said his brother Mortar, working on the lock.

   The lock gave with a snap.

   "Shovels," said Selquist, peering down. "Also picks and a saw. Come now," he added, when he saw the brothers scowl in disappointment. "You didn't really expect we'd find a king's ransom stashed in a draconian shed? Those scaly louts wouldn't be hanging around this god-forsaken valley if they had money. Heck no. They'd be whooping it up in Sanction."

   "What are they doing here, if comes to mat?" Pestle demanded. He was in a bad mood.

   "I know," said Mortar, looking very solemn. "They've come here to die."

   "Balderdash!" Selquist glanced around to make certain they were alone. He lowered his voice. "I'll tell you why they're here. They're on a mission from the Dark Queen."

   "Truly?" Pestle asked, awed.

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

   "Mine," said Mortar stubbornly.

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

   "Not bad," Pestle said to his brother. "We can sell these for ten steel. They're Thorbardin-made and good quality."

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

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

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

   Mortar always had a good sense for the market.

   Selquist agreed. Pestle raised an objection.

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

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

   "I've got it!" he said, after a moment's thoughtful pause. "We'll take that little pissy lamb and make a present of it to the High Thane's daughter. We'll look like heroes! After that, if there's any dispute, the High Thane will be bound to side with us."

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

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

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

   Auger muttered something beneath his breath.

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

   "It was lamb chops! You're giving our supper away to the High Thane's little brat!"

   "You should think less of your stomach," Selquist said in moral tones. "And more of the Cause. We need all the money we can raise for our little expedition."

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

   Auger knew all about the Cause.

   The only Cause Selquist ever promoted was Selquist.









Chapter Four



   The Hall of the Thanes was located in the center of Celebundin and sounded a lot grander than it was really was. The main roads of the town ran from the meeting hall to the edge of town like the spokes on a wheel. Ring roads connected the spoke roads, and the dwarves' dwellings were built in between. The town had no wall, but every building was made of stone, each constructed like a small fort.

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

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

   filled with dwarves, standing room only. Selquist, his friends, and the lamb squeezed their way through the entrance in the back and pushed and shoved their way forward.

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

   "Who is it? What's going on?" the High Thane inquired mildly. He was a kindly dwarf, a baker by trade, who took a hopeful view of the future and, in consequence, always looked vaguely disappointed.

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

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

   "Selquist," he said, "whatever it is you're,selling, we're not interested. We did quite well for ourselves tonight."

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

   "Congratulations," Selquist said. Turning around, he snagged Pestle, who had become mired in the crowd, and extricated him. "Since I see so much wealth here, I guess you won't be interested in the little gift I was bringing. I had heard," Selquist added in a flight of inspiration, "that it was your dear daughter Sugarpie's Day of Life-gift."

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

   Selquist presented Pestle, who presented the lamb.

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

   "Baa-baa. Me want!"

   "But, Precious," admonished the High Thane, eyeing Selquist with a certain amount of suspicion borne of long acquaintance, "it isn't your Life-gift Day. Your Day was two months ago."

   The dwarves standing around Selquist started to breathe freely again.

   Sugarpie glowered and stomped her small foot. "It is my Day. Me want baa-baa!"

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

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

   Standing beside the High Thane, his wife—a formidable

   woman with impressive side-whiskers—shook those

   side-whiskers reproachfully at her husband. He quailed

   beneath mem.

   , "Thank you, Selquist. We'll... uh ... take the lamb."

   The High Thane accepted the animal, transferring it to his daughter, who flung her arms around the creature in a hug that nearly choked it.

   Pestle, watching, licked' his lips and thought regretfully of mint Jelly.

   Task completed, Selquist bowed to the High Thane, then made his way back through the crowd, aiming for the huge keg of nut-ale, which occupied a prominent

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

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

   "No great loss there," Selquist muttered.

   "What was the that?" The war chief dragged Selquist closer.

   "I said, 'you're the boss, Moorbrain.'" Selquist squirmed, trying to free himself.

   "It's Moorthane!" the war chief thundered. "My name is Moorthane!" He gave Selquist a shake. "Whatever you took, you bring to the High Thane to be distributed to those dwarves who are most needy."

   "Fine, Moorbrain," said Selquist politely. "You go to that dear, sweet little child and tell her that you're taking her wee lamby away."

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

   "Just heed my warning, you Daergar whelp," Moorthane growled, emphasizing his words with an extra twist on the collar, which left Selquist momentarily speechless. "I don't ever want to see you on a raid again. If I do, I'll bring a motion to have you Cast Out!"

   The threat was a terrible one. A dwarf who is "Cast Out" is forever banished from his home and his clan. He becomes an exile, a wanderer over the face of the land. A Cast Out may be taken in by another clan in some other part of Ansalon, but he will have no voting rights

   within the dan, will be viewed as essentially living on its charity.

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

   Selquist smiled at those dwarves standing nearby, who had been watching with stern approval. He straightened and smoothed his maltreated tunic. "Nice weather we're having," he said. "A bit hot, and I suppose we could use some rain, but otherwise great for outdoor activities."

   The other dwarves, glowering, turned their backs. He heard the word "Daergar" repeated among them, but that was an old story, one in which he'd lost interest a long time ago. This threat to have him Cast Out. That was new. Admittedly Moorbrain was mostly blubber and bluster. A motion to have Selquist Cast Out of his clan would require a unanimous vote of all the dwarven heads of household—an unlikely occurence, though few of them numbered Selquist as a friend or even someone to whom they might stop to give a drink of water if he were dying of thirst in the desert

   Selquist looked in vain for his companions. Upon the arrival of the war chief, the three had blended in with the crowd, leaving their leader to his fate.

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

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

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

   "Bah!" Selquist brushed it aside. "He can try, but he'll never get the votes. My mother will stick up for me, for one."

   The cither three eyed him glumly.

   "Oh, sure she would!" Selquist protested.

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

   "No," Selquist said lightly. "Why should it? It's true. Half-true, at any rate. I'm half-Daergar. And I'm proud of my heritage. Ask anyone. They'll tell you that the Daergar are the most feared of all the dwarves, noted across Ansalon for being powerful warriors."

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

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

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

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

   "Mortar, the High Thane likes you, plus you're his fourth cousin twice removed on his grand-uncle's side. You go to the High Thane's bakery tomorrow and sell him the tools."

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

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

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

   Selquist turned to find the High Thane standing behind him. "So, Selquist," said the High Thane, stroking his beard, which was perpetually streaked with flour, "what prompted you to such a display of generosity tonight? I trust," he added hopefully, but without much confidence, "that this means you are planning to forge a new hammer, as the saying goes."

   Selquist smiled. "I am merely fulfilling my moral obligation to the community. High Thane, as would any other productive member of this clan."

   "I wish I could believe that, Selquist." The High Thane gave a pious sigh. "You're half-Neidar, after alL But I can't forget that your other half is Daergar."

   Selquist's smile broadened. "Something I'm never allowed to forget myself," he said pleasantly. "Permit me this gesture tonight, O High Thane, and perhaps return the favor sometime. I do hope your daughter enjoys the lamb."

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

   Selquist trod on his friend's foot to silence him.

   "Gould I offer you a mug of nut-ale, Respected High Thane?"

   Selquist drank a mug of ale with the Thane, just to be companionable, but as soon,as politely possible, he ditched the old fart and, rounding up his friends with a glance, left the Hall.

   The Celebundin dwarves belonged to the Neidar Clan of dwarves. After the Dwarfgate War—a war brought on by the refusal of the Hilar dwarves to assist their kinsmen following the Cataclysm—the Niedar dwarves were forever barred from the hallowed halls of Thor-bardin. The Neidar seat on the Council of Thanes within Thorbardin now stands empty.

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

   As for the Daergar, they had split off from the main clans in Thorbardin following an unsuccessful attempt to seize control from the Hilar. Delving even deeper into the labyrinthine caves of Thorbardin, the souls of the Daergar grew dark as their surroundings. The Daergar ruler is always the most powerful of the warriors of the clan and keeps his rule by staying alive. Daergar are excellent thieves and are known throughout dwarfdom as the most dexterous and dishonest of all dwarves, traits that Selquist had inherited.

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

   Selquist and Auger bid good-night to the brothers Pestle and Mortar and walked back to their own house. The two lived together as young bachelors, not yet having settled on wives. Auger fell in love about once a week, but when the word "marriage" was mentioned, he broke out in hives. Selquist had no time for dallying with the opposite sex. He had plans to make, profit to generate. This night, he was working on one of his best.

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

   "We'll need food to last us until we reach the Daergar clan homes. After that, we can scrounge," Selquist dictated.

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

   "We leave a week from tomorrow night," Selquist continued. He liked to have his plans in writing. Not that he ever forgot what he was doing, but it was pleasant to sit by the fire on winter evenings and hear Auger read the tale of their adventures together. "It will be quiet—there's no raid planned—and there will be two full moons, making it easy to travel. We can cross MountCelebund and be halfway to the South Gate by morning, The next day, we'll complete the journey and enter Thor-bardin."

   Auger copied this down.

   Selquist yawned, stretched, and stood up. "Time for bed, Auger. We'll continue tomorrow."

   "Uh, Selquist." Reading back over his notes, Auger discovered a serious flaw in the plan. "How are we going to get into Thorbardin? I thought that the Hilar wouldn't let us Neidar inside."

   Selquist patted his friend on the back. "You leave that to me. I have a way in."

   "Selquist," said Auger, after a moment's hesitation, "aren't you worried about being Cast Out? I can't think of anything more terrible."

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

   "On the contrary," Selquist said lightly. "I'd welcome it. You don't mink I plan to spend the rest of my life in this sleepy old village, do you? Why, they'd be doing me a favor. I'd go off and become a hero like that other dwarf who was Cast Out of his clan. What was his name?..."

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

   "I might not save the world," Selquist conceded. "But at least I could rescue a few valuables. Now get some sleep. We did a lot of work today."

   Auger did as he was told. But he paused on the way to his bedroom, sniffed the air. "I smell roast lamb," he said wistfully.

   "Get over it," Selquist advised.

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

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

   "Oh, don't be silly!" Selquist admonished himself and thrust the medallion back into his pocket.

   It had to be worth at least five steel, easy.









Chapter Five



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

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

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

   "Good morning, gentlemen. Thank you for coming. As you know, we're on the verge of a crisis situation. Our supply of dwarf spirits is running low. By the quartermaster's calculation, we have only enough for tomorrow's ration. It's time we paid the dwarves a visit. I've been talking with the chief engineer, and tonight appears to be an ideal night for our raid on Celebundin. I'll let the chief engineer elaborate."

   Fulkth, the chief engineer, spoke up. "Sir, we're expecting two full moons tonight. That will make it easier for us to navigate. We haven't had an opportunity like this for the past three years."

   "That was the time we stole their ox-cart and loaded it with so much ale and dwarf spirits that we almost didn't make it back home," Slith recalled. "We cleaned 'em right out! Remember the party afterward? Dark Queen alive, but that was something special!"

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

   "We have work to do," he told them sternly. "If we reminisce all day, we'll be here until nightfall and miss the raid. Does anyone have any problems with going tonight?"

   No one did. All of them were grinning eagerly at the prospect.

   "Very well, then. We'll get down to the specifics. The First Squadron has gone on the last two raids—"

   "Damned right, sir! We're the best at it!" Gtoth said, poking the leader of Second Squadron, who looked glum, in the ribs.

   "Yes, as I was saying"—Kang glowered at them, bringing them once again to order—"I think that the Second Squadron should take the lead in this raid. First Squadron will be held in reserve, ready to respond if something goes wrong."

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

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

   "Sorry, sir," Gloth muttered.

   Kang continued. "This time we'll take our own wagon. We'll stash it behind the stand of trees to the south of Celebundin. Yethik, can you have your supply boys ready to move before sundown?"

   Yethik nodded. He was the chief supply officer, and his job was to quartermaster air of the goods and keep the food stored. He was in charge of the wagons and the oxen needed to pull them.

   "Right, then," Kang said. "Be ready in eight hours. Second Squadron will move out one hour after sundown, and the First will move out half an hour after them. Support Squadron will man the battlements for the duration. That is all."

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

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

   The rest of the draconians were organized into a Headquarters Troop. These included Kang and Slith, all of the specialists such as Fulkth, Yethik and his supply soldiers, and a section of Baaz who were trained as cartographers.

   Kang marched down the hallway back to his own quarters. He was in a good mood today. He always enjoyed this time, just before a raid. It took him back to the old days—back when being a soldier meant something, back when he could feel proud to command combat troops.

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

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

   Kang was feeling almost brotherly toward his be-whiskered adversaries.

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

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

   The draconians always went into the raids hoping for the best but prepared for the worst. They fought with wooden practice swords, but they carried steel. If the raid ever turned ugly, they would have to escape fighting.

   Kang returned the whetstone to the locker and put on his harness. He strapped the sword's sheath to the harness and inserted the sword into the sheath. Weapons ready, he removed a felt bag from the locker and carefully poured out its contents on the floor. These included a candle, a small pot of a gray powder, and a holy symbol of the Dark Queen.

   Except the holy symbol wasn't there.

   Kang scratched his head. He turned the bag inside out. No symbol. Lifting the bag to his nose, he sniffed. His snout wrinkled.

   Dwarf. Some dwarf had been inside his footlocker, had stolen his holy symbol!

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

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

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

   Kang pried the symbol off the breastplate, spent a few moments polishing it, then carried it over to his makeshift altar. He lit the candle and chanted a prayer to the Queen to gain her attention. Next, he sprinkled a pinch of the gray powder over the fire. The flame flared. Blue sparkles burst in front of Kang, dazzling his eyes. He continued to intone the holy prayers. Lifting the medallion in his hands, he imagined the wings of the Many-Colored Dragon bearing him off into dark realms....

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

   "What? Is it time already?" Kang yelled. The candle had burned down a good two inches.

   Slith spoke through the door. He knew~better than to burst in on his commander's visits with their Queen. "Sir, the regiment is ready for your inspection. At your leisure, sir!"

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

   But today Kang felt alive again. He carefully snuffed out the candle, took a moment to thoughtfully regard his new holy symbol. It appeared to have pleased Takhisis, to judge by the euphoric feeling that now filled him. Gratified; he placed the medallion back on his breastplate. He started, by habit, to put the bag with the powder back in the footiocker. He stopped, glowering, and searched his room for a better hiding place. A loose floorboard provided the answer.

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

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

   Slith grinned, saluted, added an enthusiastic, "Yes, sir!"

   Kang wasn't the only draconian who enjoyed these raids.

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

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

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

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

   In the old days, the three would have been dispatched, thrown off a cliff or slung into a river, where theif bodies could do no damage to anyone. Draconians are blessed—or cursed, depending on how one viewed it—with the ability to wreak havoc on an enemy even after death. When Kang himself died, his bones would explode, killing anyone in the immediate vicinity. Baaz corpses turned to stone, encasing any weapon used to attack them and thereby rendering an enemy weaponless. ASivak changed shape when he died, assuming the form of the person who killed him, making it appear that the slayer was the victim. Many an enemy army, seeing the field littered with what they mistakenly believed were their own dead, had fled the battle.

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

   "Sir..." Slith gave Kang a gentle nudge.

   Kang shook the unpleasant thoughts from his head. This was a day of battle. His good mood returned.

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

   The bars were useless here, but they were always worn, because, they were a mark of honor and (brought back memories of better, more glorious times. The sight always heightened Kang's good humor. This regiment had been bis first combat command, under Lord Ari-akus, years ago. He recalled the time his draconians had built a bridge over a raging river, working on it while under attack from elves and silver dragons. The bridge had been a marvel. As it turned out, the bridge was never used. The entire army had retreated, instead of advancing over it. Still, Kang had been proud of his accomplishment and that of his men.

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

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

   "Yes, sir!" The Bozak saluted.

   Kang had given the Bozak the title Irlih'k, Bridge Master, the title Kang himself had held when he had commanded the squadron.

   Of course, the title was all for show. They weren't likely to be building bridges for an army any time soon. But Kang insisted that they maintain the skills which had once earned them acclaim. Every few months, he divided the squadron into teams and had them build bridges across a dry gorge which ran near their village. The team whose bridge was completed first and could bear the weight of the entire regiment was awarded an extra ration of dwarf spirits.

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

   Kang faced forward. "You look as fine today as you did the day I took command! Well done. Tonight's raid should be a good one. With luck, we'll drink a toast to the dwarves tonight before we go to bed! Drink a toast to mem with their own blood!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

   "Well, Slith, I think this raid will be a good one. I have the feeling that tonight the Dark Queen is taking a special interest in us."

   Slith laughed and rubbed his clawed hands together. "The men haven't been this keyed up for a white, that's for sure."

   "Which is one reason I want you up front with Irlih'k and the Second Squadron," Kang said. "I don't want anyone getting over-zealous and cutting off a head when bashing will do. We've got a good titling going here with the dwarves. We don't want to spoil it."

   "Don't worry, sir. If there's a whip to crack, I'll do the cracking!"

   Slith's long tongue rolled out of his mouth. He sucked it back in with a slurp. Not only was the Sivak quite skilled at enforcing discipline, he thoroughly enjoyed his work.

   "Wait until an hour after dark," Kang continued, "and then move out with the Second Squadron. I'll bring up the First Squadron and get into position with the wagon. If you run into trouble, have Irlih'k fire off a light spell. We'll come running."

   Slith saluted and went off to find an unfortunate trooper to yell at until it was time to go.









Chapter Six



   The two moons were just cresting MountCelebund when Pestle and Mortar, packs strapped on their backs, knocked on Selquist's door. The two entered immediately, not waiting for an answer. If they waited for an answer, Selquist would know that it wasn't either of his two compatriots and would hide all of the incriminating evidence.

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

   "Did anybody see you?" Selquist asked.

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

   "Draconian raid," Selquist said knowingly, with a glance out the window. "Two full moons makes it the perfect time for a raid, and the perfect time for us to sneak out. It's what's known as a diversion. Moorthane will be so busy wonking dracos, he'll never miss us."

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

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

   "They're after ale and dwarf spirits," Selquist said. "We won't be carrying any ale or dwarf spirits, so they won't be interested in us."

   "We won't?" Mortar clung affectionately to an ale skin, hanging from his belt.

   "We won't," Selquist said sternly. "This is a dangerous mission, and We go into it with clear heads. Well, at least as clear as some of us can manage," he added, rolling his eyes and jerking a thumb at Auger, who was generally acknowledged to have all the sense of a leaky water bucket.

   The announcement of the dry expedition came as a shock to Mortar, who maintained that he couldn't stay regular if he didn't get his nut-ale once a day.

   "Look, Mortar, we'll only be out in the wilderness for two nights," said Selquist, trying to lighten the dwarf's dark expression. "After mat, we'll be inside Thorbardin, and I know for a fact that they have lots of ale in Thorbardin. Now, come take a look at the map."

   Selquist traced their route. "Celebundin's here, where I've drawn this circle. Tonight we cross it and sleep in the valley. We'll hike over mounts Bletheron and Pre-nechial tomorrow during the day. Tomorrow night, we'll camp on the far side of MountPrenechial, and the next day we traverse the Helefundis Ridge."

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

   "How do we go inside Thorbardin?" wondered his brother.

   "Right here." Selquist put a finger on the map. "There's an air hole from an old mine shaft. It's hidden, but I know where it is. We go down the air hole and into the mine. After that, it's a simple task of walking through the mine, and we pop out the other end into Thor-bardin."

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

   "That's generally where mine shafts lead, yes," Selquist said.

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

   "You'll like it," said Selquist, slapping him on the back. "You're returning to your roots. It's what dwarves were born to do: rappelling down steep cliffs, crawling on all fours on a tiny ledge over a bottomless pit, clinging like a fly to the wall with a seventy-foot drop onto jagged rocks, nary a hand or foothold in sight. By Reorx," Selquist said, drawing in a deep breath, "I can't wait!"

   "I can," Auger muttered. He looked at Selquist suspiciously. "What's 'rappelling?' "

   Selquist was not quite certain, having heard the word used once by the war chief. He made a hasty guess. "Rappel—a large, cave-dwelling bird. With a forty-foot wing span."

   "No, I don't think so," Mortar said thoughtfully. "Rappel is the act or method of descending down a mountainside by means of a belayed rope—"

   "Oh, what do you know?" Selquist snapped. "Speaking of rope, I have all the climbing gear we'll need. Rope enough to tie ourselves to each other. The pass over MountPrenechial is a bit treacherous. We don't want to lose anybody."

   Auger looked highly alarmed. "First rappels with forty-foot wing spans and now treacherous passes. I don't think I like this much."

   "The descent down the air hole is chock full of big rocks and crags," Selquist said soothingly. "If s easy to climb. Now, if there are no more questions, let's-^-"

   "What about the rappels?" Auger wondered.

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

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

   "How in the name of Reorx do I know what rappels eat?" Selquist shouted. "What difference does it make anyway?"

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

   "They don't, all right? Rappels are known to be vegetarians. Now, can we get on with thisF

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

   "Say, Selquist," Pestle asked, as they started out the door, "how do you know about this hidden mine shaft?"

   Selquist shrugged. "Do you remember last summer when I was gone for a week?"

   Auger nodded. "You said you were out hunting rabbits."

   "I wasn't hunting rabbits. I was hunting for this air hole. I bought the information off a Hilar miner, and it cost me dearly, I can tell you. I went to see if my investment had paid off. I found the air hole, climbed down it, crawled through a mine shaft and"—Selquist snapped his fingers—"there I was! Smack in the middle of downtown Thorbardin."

   The other three regarded Selquist with admiration.

   "You never said a word!" Pestle remarked.

   "Not even to us," Mortar put in.

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

   Selquist made certain, before he left, that all three locks were locked. Most dwarven dwelling places didn't even have one lock on their doors (unless they lived in a town populated by kender). Selquist was proof of the old dwarven adage that it takes a thief to suspect a thief.

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

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

   "Yes, confound it. There's two sentries sitting on the far end of the fence. Gilbert's one of them, so I'm not too worried. He makes Auger here look intelligent."

   "Gee, thanks, Selquist," Auger said, flushing with pleasure.

   Selquist grunted. "We could try another way, but we've lost enough time as it is. The dracos are bound to hit soon. We'll chance it. Keep low, and keep quiet."

   The three dwarves followed Selquist to the left. Crouching down, they crawled through a small apple orchard across from the last house. The shadows from the gnarled branches kept the four concealed. They were coming out tine far side, when a voice caused them to all stop in their tracks.

   "Hullo," called out Gilbert nervously. He slid off the fence post. His hand fumbled for the axe at his belt. "I see you. Who... who's there?"

   "May Reorx fry his head!" Selquist cursed. He stood up, gave a casual wave. "Oh, is that you, Gilbert?"

   "Yes, it's me," Gilbert said, suspicious. "Who are you?"

   "Selquist, you ninny. You know Auger, Mortar, and Pestle."

   "Sure. Hi, guys." Gilbert waved.

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

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

   "Picnic," said Selquist.

   "In the dark?" Gilbert was doubtful.

   "Best time," Selquist said. "No flies."

   Gilbert thought this over. "Yes, but the dracoruans are coming."

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

   "Yeah, see you, Gilbert." The others waved good-bye and trotted off after their leader.

   "Have a nice time," Gilbert said and went back to sitting on the fence.









Chapter Seven



   The draconians loped across the valley, the entire troop running in formation/ taking the pace at an easy jog so as not to be worn out by the time they reached the dwarven village. When the line of trees marking the village came into sight, the Second Squadron, led by Irli-h'k, advanced. As second-in-command, Slith had been assigned to accompany the Second Squadron. Sneaky, devious, cunning, the Sivak was adept at worming his way out of tight situations. If the Second Squadron got themselves into trouble, Slith was the one who would get them out.

   The draconians advanced slowly and silently across the open plain leading to the tree line at the east edge of the town. Slith suddenly flopped onto his belly, flattened himself on the ground.

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

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

   Cautiously, Slith raised his head. At first, he'd thought he was hearing things, but then the voice, speaking dwarven, which had first caught the draconian's attention, spoke again.

   "Oh, is that you, Gilbert?"

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

   "Selquist, you ninny. You know Auger, Mortar, and Pestle."

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

   Crawling on his belly, pulling himself forward by digging his claws into the dirt and propelling hinfiself from behind with his powerful legs and tail, Irlih'k slithered up to join the Sivak.

   "Picnic," one of the dwarves was saying.

   "This is damn odd," Slith whispered. "What do you think these fool dwarves are doing, roaming around out here at this time of night?"

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

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

   The draconians hunkered down, waited in tense silence.

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

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

   "Huh?" Irlih'k blinked. "Four of them?"

   "Sure. The dwarves can see the two moons as well as we can. What if they think that we'll think it's a good night for a raid? Thinking that we won't be there because we'll be here, the dwarves pull a fast one and decide to go there because they know we're not."

   "You lost me," said Irlih'k.

   "Never mind. I'll take four of your boys and follow them. You carry on with the raid."

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

   "Come with me," Slith whispered to his command. "The first draco that makes a sound feels my knife in his ribs. Understood?"

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

   Slith and his troops slunk through the darkness, following the direction the dwarves had taken, heading north.

   A yell rose up behind them, a dwarven yell. Slith paused, glanced back. The draconians had been spotted. He could hear the sounds of bells ringing in the dwarven village, voices shouting orders, both in dwarven and draconian.

   "Good luck, commander," he. said softly and continued on his way.

   As he trailed the dwarves, Slith pondered what they might be up to. It was obvious now that they weren't heading for the draconian village.

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

   "In fact," Slith reflected, "it's a pleasure to have dwarves as an enemy. They're not like humans, who think that the whole purpose of a battle is just to kill or get killed. And dwarves aren't like elves, thank the Dark Queen, who always have to talk about killing before they get down to it and waste time with their parleys and messengers running back and forth until a fellow is ready to slit his throat just from sheer boredom.

   "Dwarves know that nothing stirs the blood and gets the old heart going like a good fight. With a cracked head and a bloody nose, a dwarf can go to bed at night feeling that he's done a decent day's work. So these four aren't running away from a fight.

   "I've got it!" Slith said to himself. "They're not trying to slip away from us! They're trying to slip away from the other dwarves! Now, isn't that interesting? I wonder why?"

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

   Behind them all, the sounds of battle grew louder.









Chapter Eight



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

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

   Kang motioned for Gloth, lurking in the brush behind him, to come alongside. "We'll wait in the clearing up ahead. Find Yethik and bring him to me. He should already be in hiding with his wagon."

   South of the village was a grove of trees. Yethik had orders to drive the wagon into that grove and wait for the draconians to launch their offensive. When the distillery was secure, Yethik would drive the wagon inside, ready to load up the kegs of dwarf spirits.

   Gloth grunted a grumpy, "Yes, sir." He was still mad about being forced to wait in reserve.

   Kang crept out into the grassy area, watched as his troops flowed past, a river of dark, winged shapes in the moonlight. Each draconian took up a defensive position on the far edge of the clearing. Only a thin line of trees separated the clearing from the plain beyond. Less than a thousand feet across the plain stood the dwarven village of Celebundin.

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

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

   Kang chuckled. He had suspected that the dwarves would post a watch tonight—they knew the phases of the moon as well as the draconians did. It was good to be one up on the dwarves. It boded well for the raid.

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

   "Here they come!" Gloth said excitedly.

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

   Gloth sucked in a breath between his teeth. "By our Queen, what the devil are they doing, sir? Stopping like that right out in the open!"

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

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

   Gloth was hissing like a boiling kettle. "Sir, please let me go in! The Second Squadron's botched this raid already! I could—"

   He was interrupted by a rustling sound. Kang looked back to see the Second Squadron on the move again. They closed within five hundred feet of the village before a yell went out from the closest watchtower.

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

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

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

   Gloth was jumping up and down in excitement.

   Yethik jerked a claw in Cloth's direction. "Commander Kang, you might as well send in the First Squadron. GlothTlblow out a row of scales if you don't and it looks like the Second could use the help."

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

   Gloth quivered like an arrow stuck in a tree trunk. Kang considered Yethik's advice. It was important to overwhelm the dwarves before they could muster an effective defense.

   "All right, go," Kang said.

   Gloth lashed his tail in pleasure. "Up, boys! We're on! Let's go!"

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

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

   "Sure you don't want us to join mem up there, sir?" Yethik asked, obviously eager to enter the fray.

   "No, we can sit this one out. If they get in trouble, I'll do my bit. It's good for them to work on their own once in a while. Builds character."

   Yethik looked startled, glanced at Kang to see if he was in his right senses. Kang grinned. Yethik, realizing it was a joke, grinned back.

   But not for long. The night sky over Celebundin grew suddenly, unusually, magically bright.

   Kang recognized a Bozak light spell.

   "Damn!" was all he said. He was up and away, heading for the dwarven village, his clawed feet tearing up the dry grass in the parched fields.

   He reached the village only to find the streets ; deserted. He slowed, caught up on his breathing, and 5 wondered where the hell his army had gone* A dark !' shape, wings extended, jumped out of a nearby tree, landed on the ground near Kang.

   "Gloth sent me to find you, sir."

   "What's going on?" Kang demanded. "Where is everyone?"

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

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

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

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

   "We have to assume that they are, sir." The draconian looked worried, as well he might.

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

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

   "But, sir!" Gloth came bounding up, red eyes blazing. "Sir, they say they're going to dump it!"

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

   "I think you're bluffing!" Kang shouted back in dwar-ven. He'd picked up quite a bit of the dwarven language during the past twenty-five years. "Men, go ahead."

   The draconians surged forward.

   "Oh, yeah! Is this bluffing?"

   A dwarf rolling a barrel appeared on the roof. Silhouetted in Solinari's silver light, he raised an ax and let it faU, staving in the sides of the barrel. Liquid gurgled out,*platted on the ground. The draconians gasped and came to a standstill. A sigh like a gust of wind swept through their ranks.

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

   "I will," said Kang. "Stand back."

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

   Nothing happened. No dragon. Nothing.

   "Sir, your spell must have fizzled," Gloth said, disappointed, but respectful.

   "Wait," Kang counseled.

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

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

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

   "Phew! That smell's vile!" Gloth snorted and snuffled.

   "Give it a minute," Kang said.

   The smell was already beginning to dissipate from the warehouse. Kang coughed and took a few steps upwind.

   "What do you call that spell, sir?" Gloth was impressed.

   "Stinking Cloud," said Kang, letting the words roll off his tongue.

   Though he was skilled with a blade and enjoyed the organized, disorganized, brutal confusion of bone-crunching melees, Kang experienced a deep satisfaction when using his magic. He had once thought that he liked magic for the power it gave him over others. But lately he'd come to discount that reason. As a commander, he held life and death power over all his troops, with or without magic. His magic allowed him to create—even if it was nothing more than a horrendous smell. And creating was far more satisfying to him now than destroying.

   "What does that remind me of?" Gloth muttered, frowning, trying to recall. "I know I've smelled that before. Gow dung mingled with puke and sour apples... Wait! I almost have it..."

   "Remember that crazy minotaur officer we worked for, toward the end of the War of the Lance?" Kang asked, rocking back on his heels, allowing himself to rest, momentarily, on his large tail. "The one who did his best to try to get us all killed? The one who came to such an unfortunate and propitious end? The one who got drunk on hard cider ..."

   "That's it!" Gloth shouted.

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

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

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

   Kang dashed out ol the warehouse.

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

   An avalanche of angry dwarves crashed into the front ranks of the First Squadron and rolled right over the draconians. Though the draconians were taller and outweighed the dwarves, the dwarves were closer to the ground and, with their lower center of gravity and compact build, smashed into the draconians' legs with the force of boulders bounding down a mountainside. They beat on the draconians with fists and clubs, brooms and ax-handle's. And more dwarves were coming around from the side streets. Hie draconians fell back fighting, retreating as fast as they could, taking what they could.

   As soon as Kang saw the Second Squadron draconians reach the safety of the trees, he ordered the First Squadron to run for it.

   "Protect the brew!" Kang yelled.

   Grabbing their wounded, flinging them over their shoulders or dragging them by the heels, the draconians hurried back to the wagons. A few dwarves—the infuriated Brew Master Vellmer among them—seemed inclined to give chase, but a grizzled old straight-backed graybeard, whom Kang recognized as the dwarves' war chief, took command of the situation and called a halt at the tree line.

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

   Kang, dashing out of town, gave the war chief a salute. The war chief returned the salute with an obscene gesture and thus ended another raid.

   Back at the wagon, Kang took charge.

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

   Watching the wagon roll out, Kang realized someone was missing. He motioned Irlih'k over. "Where in the Abyss is Slith? I didn't see him the whole battle."

   Irlih'k shrugged. "We were closing in on the town when we spotted a group of four dwarves leaving it. We thought they'd spotted us."

   "Ah, so that's why you called a halt there at the beginning. I wondered what was going on.

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

   "Only four?"

   Kang shook his head. It just didn't seem logical. Then he recalled the incident with his foot locker and the stolen holy symbol. He had a sudden vision of dwarves rooting through all the draconian's possessions, like a pack of dirty little kender. A shiver of disgust ran from his tail up his spine to his snout. He was glad Slim had taken the initiative, gone after the rotten thieves.

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









Chapter Nine



   Slith and his draconians trailed the dwarves far into the night. There was really no need to follow them. The dwarves weren't setting out to raid the draconian village. But Slith was now intensely curious.

   In addition, the Sivak was an opportunist, and this had all the earmarks of a "for profit" deal. Dwarves didn't generally put this much effort into a venture unless they expected to gain something from it.

   The mountaintops were starting to redden with the first rays of the sun. The dwarves had reached a pass between the mountains. The leader—a scrawny looking dwarf with a scroungy beard—-ordered a halt. As if they didn't have a care in the world, the dwarves pulled out food from their packs and sat down to breakfast.

   Slith and the draconians hid in the bushes and watched.

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

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

   The dwarves moved out of Slith's sight.

   Slith motioned. Corporal Vruss crawled over.

   "Yes, sir?"

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

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

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

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

   The pass over MountCelebund was easy for Slith, with his clawed feet and hands, to traverse. In places where the path proved too treacherous to negotiate, the Sivak used his wings, flew over the rough spots. The greatest difficulty he encountered was keeping behind the dwarves, not passing them up. His quarry was easy to follow.

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

   Descending into the valley between MountCelebund and MountBletheron, Sliih passed from daybreak back into night. The sun was obscured by the high valley walls, and the valley was shadowy and cool until nearly a third of the way into the morning. But all that would change soon. Just as the sun glared over the rocks and flooded the valley with light, Slith slid into a crevice. The dwarves— not a thousand yards ahead of Slith—stretched and stopped and looked around, appreciating the warmth.

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

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

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

   It was well past noon sun when the dwarves began the crossing between MountBletheron and MountPre-nechial. Again, Slith stopped to let the dwarves move on ahead. He was, by now, extremely hungry. He hadn't brought along any provisions, not having expected to be gone this long. A stream bubbled from the rocks. As soon as the dwarves were out of sight, Slith bent down and took a long drink, hoping the water in his stomach would ease the hunger pangs.

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

   Trying not to think about food, Slith crossed the second pass a half hour later. The trail, which skirted the right of MountPrenechial, was carved into the side of the mountain. A huge rock face of solid granite was on his left, to the right, a cliff drop of fifty feet or more. The pass was only wide enough for one person to traverse. Slith had to move carefully, afraid of dislodging a rock and giving himself away.

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

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

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

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

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

   "Slipped ... fell."

   "Helefundis Ridge ... wind. Danger."

   More talk, then, "Mine shaft" and "Thorbardin" and "tomorrow."

   Loot. Thorbardin. So that was the plan.

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

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

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

   At least now Slith knew the answer to his questions. His curiosity was satisfied. As for opportunity, even though he'd come out of this trip empty-handed, the information he'd gained might prove valuable later.

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









Chapter Ten



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

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

   At length, Selquist, who was in the lead, climbed atop a large, flat outcropping of rock. He motioned the others to join him. They clumped up after him.

   "What?" asked Auger.

   "The fabled gates of Thorbardin," Selquist said, pointing. "Southgate, to be precise."

   "Where?" Pestle asked.

   "There. Right in front of your nose."

   "I don't see anything except a mountain," Auger complained.

   "Well, there's a gate there. Trust me."

   "What does it look Hke?"

   "Like a gate," Selquist snapped. "Well, you've seen it. Let's get going." He started to leave the outcrop. The other three stood there, staring.

   "The great Southgate is, in actuality, part of the face of the mountain," Mortar explained learnedly. "It is a gigantic stone plug operated by water wheels that, when in place, is undetectable from the side of the mountain itself."

   "I'd really like to see mat!" Auger said eagerly.

   "So would I!" echoed Pestle.

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

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

   "Whole cities, bigger than Palanthas, are built right inside." Mortar continued with his lecture. "And there's the Life-tree of Hylar. A gigantic stalactite that has twenty-eight levels that house the central city of Thorbardin. You can reach the Life-tree by traveling in boats drawn by cables—"

   "Oh, give it a rest, will you," Selquist said irritably, wondering why he'd brought along such a know-it-all. "It's a hole in the ground. That's all Thorbardin is and ever will be. Quit jabbering, and come along."

   "I met a Thorbardin dwarf once," Auger said with quiet pride.

   "Really? What are they like?" Mortar was interested.

   "He thought his beard was longer than anyone else's," Auger replied. "He kept calling me 'woodsy' and claimed that he couldn't understand anything I said, when I was speaking dwarf just as good as him."

   "He," Mortar corrected.

   "I said it was a he. I never a met a female."

   "No, the correct grammatical expression is, 'as good as he.'"

   "He who?" Auger was completely baffled.

   "Never mind!" Selquist shouted.

   The other three fell silent. They continued walking and shortly came to a dead end. A rock wall, lined with bushes whose long, spiky limbs were covered with very nasty-looking thorns, blocked their way.

   "This is it," Selquist announced, looking extremely pleased with himself.

   "What?" asked Auger.

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

   "The air hole," Selquist said. "Through there. Behind those bushes."

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

   "Why does it have to be there?" Auger complained.

   "Where else would it be?" Selquist demanded.

   "Someplace easier to get to. Those thorns look sharp."

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

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

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

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

   "Nope. No chopping. We have to leave this the way we found it, or the Hilar will know we've been here."

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

   "I did it," Selquist said coldly. "You just have to take a little care and not mind a few scratches."

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

   "Follow me," he ordered.

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

   "See mere. Nothing to it." Selquist turned to his fellows, who had been doing alot of screeching and cursing.

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

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

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

   Heaving a long-suffering sigh, Selquist drew his knife and waded back among the thorns.

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

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

   'Hey! No! Don't!" Pestle protested vehemently. A dwarf's beard is his pride, his joy. A dwarf would as soon consider cutting off certain other essential parts of himself as he would cutting off his beard.

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

   Pestle subsided and permitted Selquist to cut him free. When he was finally out of the bushes and saw hanks of his brown hair clinging forlornly to the thorns, he was forced to cover his eyes and hide his tears.

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

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

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

   Selquist, indignant, brushed off Pestle's hand. "I will lead the way," he said stiffly. "You can come or not, as you choose. But may I remind you all that there is more cold ate down there than there is up here."

   "He's got a point," Mortar admitted. The tussle with the morn bush had left him extremely thirsty.

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

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

   "I can't feel the floor!" Auger said. He was sitting on a narrow ledge, his feet dangling.

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

   "Doesn't matter," Selquist replied. "We'll jump for it."

   "How far?" Mortar asked worriedly.

   "Not far."

   Selquist recalled, with a shiver, the first time he'd made this journey. Having reached this point, he had been forced to make a leap of faith, as it were, into the darkness. He had brought a lantern, but its light didn't reach far. The map had shown the air shaft opening into a tunnel. Selquist could only trust that the mapmaker was reliable and that the runnel floor hadn't given way during the small quakes that occasionally rattled the dishes of Thorbardin.

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

   Pestle remained in the air shaft, peering down at his leader.

   "Hold on! I'll light a lantern so that you can see where you're going," Selquist said, afraid that Pestle would land right on top of him.

   Selquist removed his pack and felt around for the lantern and the flint. A few quick sparks and the lantern was burning. The others came tumbling down out of the air shaft. Picking themselves up, dusting themselves off, they gazed around with interest. All of them were in a much better mood. Though they would have been slow-roasted before admitting it, the Niedar had the pleasant feeling, deep inside, of coming home at last.

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

   Selquist was about to say "Follow me." Swallowing it, he said instead, "Step this way, gentlemen."

   The tunnel was six feet in diameter, with a pair of iron rails built into the floor. The walls, once smooth, were cracked here and there, but such was the skill of the dwarven engineers who had first designed these tunnels that the delvings had withstood even the devastating quakes of the Cataclysm without collapsing.

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

   Arms flailing, he was trying to walk on one of the rails and meeting with little success. Dwarves are not noted for their agility.

   Selquist, in a good mood now that they had reached their destination, waved a hand and said magnanimously, "I know, of course, but perhaps Mortar here would like to explain."

   Mortar told them how the rails were used by the dwarves to haul the carts loaded with gold and silver and iron ore through the tunnels. The dwarves passed one of the carts, rusted and broken, sitting on a siding.

   "What are you stopping for?" Selquist asked, turning to find that his friends had deserted him and were all gathered around the rail cart.

   "Maybe there's some gold left," Auger said.

   Selquist had been about to complain over the delay, but, at this, he realized that he had always longed to see the inside of one of these contraptions. He hastened back over, carrying the lantern.

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

   "Are you kidding?" Mortar scoffed. "The Thorbardin dwarves would have picked this clean long ago. I can't imagine why they left the cart here, in fact. It looks perfectly good to me."

   "Wait!" Auger said, leaning close and staring intently at the sides of the cart."There's writing here."

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

   "What does it say, Auger?"

   "Yeah, what does it say?"

   Auger read slowly and haltingly. " 'Here lies a ... a coward. Let. . . otters'—no, that must be others—'Let others see his fate and beware.' It's dated about the time of the Dwarfgate wars."

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

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

   Selquist poked him hard in the ribs. "Shut up, you idiot! We're getting close to the populated areas! Good grief, you sound like a human who sees a spider. If s just a corpse."

   "It startled me, that's all," Auger said defensively.

   Drawn by a morbid fascination, they all looked back inside the cart. The corpse was that of a dwarven male, wearing an iron helm and rusted chain mail. The head had been cleanly severed from the neck.

   Subdued, the four dwarves left the cart and its grisly occupant with a mumbled apology for disturbing his rest, adding the fervent prayer that he not return the favor and disturb theirs.

   "Welcome to Thorbardin," Mortar said grimly.

   They continued on down the tunnel.









Chapter Eleven



   After two more hours of walking, enlivened by the occasional tumble over the iron rails in the floor, the four dwarves reached the end of the mine shaft. Selquist flashed the lantern light all around. They were inside a large cavern. The light would not penetrate the darkness far enough to illuminate the ceiling. They could see the light shining on the iron rails, however, and those ran straight into a solid rock wall.

   The three dwarves looked at Selquist, who answered hastily, "This isn't what it looks like."

   "A dead end?" Pestle growled.

   "Yes. I mean, no, it isn't. As lor this wall"—Selquist tapped on it—"it was added at a later date, built right over the rails. I must admit that when I first came upon this obstacle, I was more than a little disappointed. However, by means of superior reasoning, I deduced that—"

   "Of course!" Mortar interrupted. "I know where we are! Yes! This must have been the very same tunnel used by the Thane of the Neidar to lead his people in their futile attempt to break into Thorbardin, after the Hylar had refused them admittance following the Cataclysm."

   "How do you know that?" Pestle asked, shushing Sel-quist, who was trying to say something. "There's lots of tunnels and shafts down here."

   "Yes, but according to legend the Thane and his clan crossed Helefundis Ridge. The same ridge we just crossed. And there was that dead fellow back there and the words were written in the old language. This is a place of great historical significance," Mortar added, solemnly and reverently removing his iron helm. "Hundreds of dwarves fought and died here."

   "Wonderful story," Selquist snapped. "We'll erect a monument. Now, as I was saying, by means of superior reasoning, I deduced that mere must be—"

   "That would explain why the Council of Thanes had this area walled up," Pestle remarked. "This area was a reminder of a dark time in Thorbardin history. They wanted it to disappear. Out of sight, out of mind, as the specter says."

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

   "So," said Auger, pondering this out slowly, "if this entrance to Thorbardin is walled up, how do we get through?"

   "I'm trying to tell you!" Selquist shouted, forgetting his own admonition to be quiet.

   Pestle reminded him.

   Selquist seethed silently.

   While he was seething, Mortar said, "You know, the dwarves must have had a forge down here. How else would they have repaired the rails?"

   "You're right!" Pestle said eagerly. "And if they had a forge, they would have needed pipes to vent the heat. Which means that the pipes would lead . .. right back outside." His eagerness faded. "We don't want to go back outside."

   "Not necessarily!" Mortar picked up the thread of his brother's thought and ran with it "Venting the heat outside would be wasteful. But if you ran the pipes into Thorbardin, you could use the heat from the forge to— Selquist, why are you banging your head against the wall?" ' . . '

   "Never mind," Selquist said bitterly. He really had to put together a new team. "Just stop your yammering and come with me."

   Selquist turned to his right and stalked off. Raising his lantern, he flashed it over one of the largest forges the dwarves had ever seen. Huge cauldrons, suspended on enormous chains, hung over gigantic fire pits. An underground steam fed into a dwarf-made lake used to cool the molten iron.

   A few broken tools lay scattered about the floor, but the thrifty dwarves had long ago carried off anything useful before walling up this area.

   The dwarves stared in awed silence, picturing the hundreds of dwarves sweating and toiling in the light of the roaring forge fires, hearing the ringing blows of hammer on iron, the sizzle of the hot ore plunging into the water, the steam rising up like wraiths out of the turgid water.

   Pestle walked over, picked up a pair of broken tongs, and ran his hand over it lovingly. Selquist was half-Daergar and half-Neidar. Pestle was suspected of being at least half-Hylar, or mountain dwarf. He was fascinated with forging. He had once been apprenticed to the village blacksmith, but the disappearance of several steel coins from the smith's jnoney box led to heated words and Pestle's eventual dismissal. Pestle's ambition was to acquire money enough to open his own smithy.

   Selquist flashed his lantern overhead, illuminating the remnants of a system of large iron pipes that would vent the heat from the forge> carry the heat to the inhabited portions of Thorbardin. The iron had long since rusted and corroded, leaving scraps of pipe strewn across the tops of the forges.

   Selquist climbed up onto one of the enormous stone hearths, set his lantern down. From there, he grabbed onto a dangling chain and shinnied up it until he was opposite the hole. It was about as wide as he was tall. With the agility of a spider (which Selquist's detractors said he rather resembled), the scrawny dwarf swung from the chain into the hole and disappeared.

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

   His companions, who weighed considerably more and who were not built for leaping blithely from chains into holes, glanced at each other dubiously. Auger shook his head.

   "I'll help you!" Selquist said.

   "What about the lantern?" Mortar asked.

   "Douse it and leave it there. We'll need it on the way back."

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

   The opening narrowed considerably, forcing the dwarves to drop to their hands and knees and crawl. It ran horizontally for twenty feet, then turned to the right and extended on for another twenty feet. By this time, they could all see light at the end of the pipe, beyond an iron grating.

   Once they reached the grating, Selquist cautioned his friends to silence and peered out to see if anyone was in the tunnels underneath.

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

   "Hurry!" he whispered. "And keep quiet!"

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

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

   "People live here?" Pestle gulped.

   "Of course, people live here," Selquist returned. "It's difficult to steal from people if there aren't any people to steal from! Now, shut up and take these."

   Selquist handed down several objects wrapped in cloth, which he'd left inside the pipe on his previous visit.

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

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

   "Brooms!" The three glowered up at Selquist.

   "I'll explain in a minute."

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

   "Gentlemen," he said. "As our friend Mortar has already said once today, welcome to Thorbardin."

   The three did not share his glee. They were staring at him and at each other in dismay. All were covered, from beard to boots, in greasy black soot.

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

   "We can't go waltzing around Thorbardin looking Kke this!" he spluttered. "They'll think we're..* we're gully dwarves or something and slap us in jail for sure!"

   "Nonsense," Selquist said. "And don't wipe that off. If s the ideal disguise. I used it myself with much success on my last trip here. Here, each of you take a broom. Now, if anyone asks, we're chimney sweeps!"

   The eyes of the three soot-covered dwarves widened. They continued to gaze at Selquist, but now it was with admiration. This was why he was their leader.

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

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

   The entire nation of Thorbardin is housed inside the Kharolis mountains. Here are seven major cities, three farming warrens, two governmental areas, a fortress at Northgate and Southgate, and the City of the Dead. From their vantage point, the dwarves could see only a small portion of the vast delvings, but what they saw was enough to stop their breath.

   Their village of Celebundin, of which they were rightly proud, could have been dropped intact into this vast hall and made hardly a splotch at the bottom.

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

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

   By that time most besieging armies would have lost interest.

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

   Auger stayed behind, his back firmly against solid rock. He got dizzy just climbing a tree. When the others leaned over the balcony to take a look below, Auger shut his eyes and grabbed hold of a piece of the wall.

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

   At this, even Auger's eyes opened.

   "Theiwar!" Mortar repeated. "
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