The Dragon’s Dagger
R A Sal vatore

Pr el ude

Kel sey the elf ran his slender fingers through his shoul der-1length, pure
gol den hair many tinmes, his equally golden eyes unblinking as he stared
at the enpty pedestal in Dilnamarra Keep

The enpty pedestal!

Only a nmonth before, Kelsey had returned the arnmor and reforged spear of
Cedric Donigarten, Faerie's greatest hero, to this very spot. Wat pains
the elf had gone through to repair that |ong-broken spear! The reforging
had been Kelsey's life quest, the greatest trial for any nmenber of
Tylwth Teg, the fair elven folk of the Forest Tir na n' Q. Kelsey still
carried the wounds of his challenge against mghty Robert, the dreaded
dragon, the only creature in all the I and who could billow fire hot
enough to bind the magical netal of that |egendary weapon.

And now, with word just beginning to spread throughout the countryside
that the spear was whol e once nore, the m ghty weapon and the fabul ous
arnor were sinply gone.

Baron Pwyll entered his throne roomthrough a door at the back of the
hal |, escorted by several worried-looking soldiers. Nearly a foot taller
than Kel sey and easily twice the elf's weight, the big man, gray beard
flying wild (Kel sey knew that the Baron had been pulling at it, as was
his habit when he was upset), anbled to his seat and pl opped down,
seeming to deflate and neld with the cushions

"Do you know anyt hi ng?" he asked Kel sey, his nornmally boom ng voice
subdued.

"I know that the itens, the items which | placed in your care, are

m ssing," Kel sey snapped back. A hint of anger flashed in Pwll's brown
eyes, his droopy eyelids rising up dangerously. He did not inmediately
reply, though, and that fact made Kel sey even nore fearful that something
dreadful had happened, or was about to happen.

"What is it?" the elf pronpted, instinctively understanding that the
Baron was wi t hhol di ng sone inportant news.

"CGeldion is on his way from Connacht," Pwyl| replied, referring to the
upstart Prince of Faerie, by Kelsey's estination the nost dangerous nman
inall the land. "Wth a score of soldiers, a knight included, at his
side," Pwyll finished.

"CGeldion could not have already heard that the itens are m ssing," Kel sey
r easoned.

"No," Pwyll agreed. "But he, and his father—ong live the Ki ng"—Pwl
added quickly, and gl anced around to see if any of his own nmen was
weari ng a suspicious expressi on—have heard that the spear was reforged.
It seens that Kinn ... King Kinnenore has decreed that the treasure rooms
of Connacht woul d serve better as a shrine for so valuable an artifact."
"Cedric Donigarten's own will bequeathed the itens to Dilnamarra," Kel sey
protested, against Pwll's dism ssing wave. "You have the docunents,

l egal ly signed and seal ed. Ki nnenore cannot



"I do not fear the legal battle about the placenment of the itens," Pwyl

i nterrupted. The Baron grabbed at his beard and tugged hard, |eaving a

ki nky gray strand hanging far out to the side of his huge face. "King

Ki nnenore, even that wetched CGeldion, would tread with care before
renovi ng the spear, or the arnor. But do you not understand? | thought
that they had already stolen it, and the fact that Geldion is only now on
his way, fully announced, confuses the facts."

"A cover for the theft?" Kel sey reasoned

"Do you believe Geldion to be that clever?" Baron Pwll replied dryly.

Kel sey sent his graceful hands through his golden hair once nore, turned
his questioning gaze to the enpty pedestal. If not Kinnenore, than who

m ght have taken the itens? the elf wondered. Robert had been defeat ed,
bani shed by unyielding rules of challenge to remain in his castle for a
hundred years. Sinmilarly, the witch Ceridwen had been bani shed to her

i sl and, defeated by the reforged spear itself. No doubt, the conniving
witch could still cause havoc, but Kelsey did not think that Ceridwen had
had tine yet to nuster her forces—dnl ess she was working through her
puppet king in Connacht.

A clanor by the main door, several groans and the sound of soneone
spitting, turned Kelsey around. Five soldiers entered, bearing a short
and stout character, tied—ankles and wists, knees and el bows, and neck
and wai st—+o0 two heavy wooden pol es. The dwarf—for it was, of course, a
dwarf, though he did not wear the beard typical of his fol k—+w sted
stubbornly every step of the way, forcing his head to the side so that he
could line up another man for a stream of gravelly spit.

None of the soldiers seened overly pleased, and all of themcarried nore
than a few hamer-sized dents in their netal arnor

"My Baron," one of them began, but he stopped abruptly as a wad of spit
sl apped agai nst the side of his face. He turned and raised his fist
threateningly at the dwarf, who smiled an i npish snile and spat another
streaminto the nman's eye.

"Qut himdown!" the frustrated Baron cried.

"Yes, ny Baron!" one of the soldiers eagerly responded, snapping his
great sword fromits sheath. He turned on the dwarf and brought the
weapon up high, lining up the bound prisoner's exposed head, but suddenly
Kel sey was between himand his target, the elf's slender sword at the
soldier's throat.

"I believe that your Baron neant for you to free the dwarf," the elf
expl ai ned. The sol dier |ooked at Pwll, a horrified expression on his
face, then blushed and slid his weapon away.

"W cannot free him my Baron," said the first soldier as he continued to
wi pe his face. "I fear for your safety."

"There are five arned soldiers around the damed dwarf!" Pwyll replied,
tuggi ng at his beard.

The sol di er gave the dangerous prisoner a sidel ong gl ance.

"And there were twenty in Braemar!" the dwarf bellowed. "So do let ne
down, | beg."

Pwll's big face screwed up as he regarded his troops. He had i ndeed sent
a score of soldiers to the town of Braemar in search of Geno
Hammrer t hr ower .

"The others will return to Dilnamarra after their wounds have heal ed
enough to permt travel," the soldier admtted.



Pwl 1l | ooked to Kel sey, who turned about and pronptly sliced the thongs
hol di ng Geno to the pole. Down crashed the dwarf, but he bounced back to
his feet imediately and slapped a fist into his open palm

"I was not anong the score of nmen you battled in Braenmar," Kelsey quickly
and grimy rem nded Geno. "You will cause no further ruckus in Dilnamarra
Keep. "

Geno held the elf's unyielding stare for a long while, then shrugged,
pushed his straight brown hair back fromhis rough-hewn but strangely
cherubic face, and sm |l ed

that m schievous grin once nore. "Then give ne back ny hammrers," he said.
Kel sey nodded to one of the soldiers, who i mediately put his hand on a
bandolier lined with a dozen heavy hanmers. The man retracted the hand at
once, though, and | ooked fromsmling Geno to Baron Pwyl .

"Do it!" Kel sey denanded before the Baron could respond, and so great was
the respect carried by the Tylwth Teg that the sol dier had the bandolier
of f his shoul der and over to Geno in an instant.

Geno pulled a hamrer fromthe wide strap and sent it spinning up into the
air. He casually draped the strap over one shoul der, then put his thick
hand out at precisely the right nonent to catch the descendi ng hanmer.
"My thanks, elf," the dwarf said. "But do not presume this capture to
mean | owe you anything. You know the rules of indenture as well as |

and twenty agai nst one doesn't make for a fair catch.”

"You were not brought back for any indenture," Kel sey expl ai ned, and
Geno, despite his taciturn fatade, let out a profound sigh of relief. The
dwarf was reputably the finest snmithy in all the | and of Faerie, and as
such, was al nost constantly fending off capture attenpts from Barons or
weal t hy nmerchants, or sinply upstart woul d-be heroes, all wanting himto
craft the "finest weapon in the world."

"The arnor and spear are nissing," Baron Pwyl| added rather sharply,
leaning forward in his chair as though he had just placed an accusation
at the dwarf's feet. The blustery nan backed off on his inposing stance

i medi at el y, though, when Geno's scow returned tenfold.

"Are you accusing ne of taking then?" the dwarf asked bluntly.

"No, no," Kelsey quickly put in, fearing one of Geno's volatile
explosions. It occurred to the elf for a fleeting instant that his
gesture of trust to the dangerous dwarf by giving himback his hanmmrer
supply m ght not have been such a wise thing. "W are nerely

i nvestigating the matter,” he went on calmy. "W thought that you, as
the smthy who reforged the spear, should be alerted."

"W are sinply trying to solve a nystery here," Pwll said calnly, wse
enough to understand the prudence of follow ng Kel sey's |lead. "You nost
certainly are not suspected of any wongdoi ng." The statenent wasn't
exactly true, but Pwyll thought it an inportant diplonmatic nove, one that
m ght keep a hurled hamer off his head.

"Your nen could have asked," Geno said to Pwyll

"W did ..." the spit-covered soldier started to respond, but Pwll's
uprai sed hand and Geno's sudden grip on his nearest hamrer shut the man
up.

"Al so, rest assured that you will be richly conpensated for your
assistance in this nost inportant nmatter," the blustery Baron went on,
trying to sound official

Geno | ooked around doubtfully at the rather shabby dressings of the room
It was no secret in Faerie that since Kinnenore had becone King, the

weal th of the independent Baronies, particularly those such as Dl namarra



who did not play as puppets to Connacht, had greatly dimnished. "Are the
Tylwth Teg payi ng?" CGeno asked Kel sey, and the el f nodded gravely.

Baron Pwyll winced at the subtle insult. "Were is the giant?" he asked,
referring to Tormy One- Thunb, the giant who had reportedly acconpani ed
Kel sey and Geno on their quest to reforge the spear.

"You think I'd be fool enough to walk a giant into Dilnamarra Keep?" Geno
bal ked. "How d you ever get to be a Baron?"

Kel sey faded out of the conversation at that point, falling back into
private contenplations of the unsettling events. Despite the inpending
arrival of Prince Geldion, he still suspected that King Kinnenore, on
orders fromw cked Ceridwen, was sonehow behind the theft. The dragon
Robert's hand was not as long as Ceridwen's, after all, and who el se

m ght have precipitated ..

Kel sey' s nmusi ngs suddenly hit an unexpected wall and shot off in a
different direction altogether, a direction that indicated that this
theft mght be nore nischief and less nalice. Wo el se, indeed?

M ckey McM ckey shifted his tamo' -shanter and rested back easily agai nst
atree trunk at the edge of a glade in the beautiful forest of Tir na

n' Gg. The | eprechaun soon resuned his twiddling with a dagger that Gary
Leger, the man fromthe other world, had inadvertently taken fromthe
lair of Robert. Because of this dagger, because the conpani ons had broken
their agreenment to the rules of challenge, the dragon's vow of bani shnment
woul d not hold up to scrutiny.

M ckey's thoughts drifted to his precious pot of gold, bartered to Robert
before the | eprechaun had ever entered the dragon's lair. How dearly he
mssed it, and how weak his nagi cal powers had becone with the gold | ost!
"Not to worry,"” the usually cheerful fellow said to hinself. He | ooked
over his shoulder, to the gorgeous artifacts, the arnor and spear of
Cedric Donigarten. "This'|l bring 'em running."

1

Smart Bonbs and M&Ms

Fiscal nmonth end. Fun tine for the finance group at General Conponents
Cor poration, a high-tech, high-pressure supplier for the giants of the
conputer industry. Gary Leger put a hand behind his sore neck and
stretched way back in his chair, the first time he had been nore than a
foot fromhis termnal screen in over two hours. He | ooked around at the
other cubicles in the common office and saw that everyone el se had

al ready gone to afternoon break, then | ooked up at the clock and realized
that they woul d be back any minute.

Gary let out a profound sigh. He wanted a Coke, could really use the
caffeine, but it was already three-thirty, and Rick needed this field
service sumary report finished before the nanagenent neeting at five
Gary | ooked back to the conputer screen, and to the pile of notes—+evenue
pl ans, revenue forecasts, and actual nonthly figures—sitting beside the
termnal. He had to input the data for three nore offices, a hundred
nunbers for each over two pages, then hit the space bar and hope

everyt hing added up correctly on the "total s" page.

Gary hated the data entry part of it, wished that Rick would fish out a
few bucks fromthe budget to get him an assistant just one day a nonth.
He loved the totaling, though, and the inevitable investigations that
woul d follow, tracking down m ssing revenues and delinquent credits. Gary
chuckl ed softly as he thought of the many tel evision shows he had seen



depi cting accountants as wormy, boring individuals. Gary, too, had
bel i eved the stereotype—+t had seenmed to fit—until, following the trai
of bi gger bucks, he had inadvertently stunbled into a position as an
accountant. His first nonth-end closing, filled with the seem ngly

i mpossi bl e task of making the nunbers fit into seem ngly inpossible

pl aces, had changed Gary's perception, had thrown the i nmage of the job as
"boring" right out the office w ndow.

"You |l ook tired," came Ri ck's voice from behind.

"Al nost done," Gary pronised without even | ooking over his shoul der. He
stretched again and pulled the next office sheet off the pile.

"Did you get a break?" Rick asked, coning over and dropping a hand on
Gary's shoul der, bending |ow to peer at the progress on the conputer
screen.

"At lunch."

"Go get one," said R ck, taking the paper from Gary's hand. He pushed
Gary fromhis seat and slid into the chair. "And take your tine."

Gary stood for a moment, |ooking doubtful. He wasn't one to dole out his
work, was a perfectionist who liked to watch over the whol e procedure
from begi nning to end.

"I think I can handle it," Rick remarked dryly over one shoul der, and
Gary winced at the notion that he was so dammed predictable. Wen he

t hought about Rick's answer to his doubts, he felt even nore foolish.
Rick, after all, had been the one who created this spreadsheet.

"Get going if you want a break," Rick said quietly.

Gary nodded and was off, crossing by his associates as they were coning
back fromthe break room Their talk, predictably, was on the war,
detailing the | atest bonbing runs over the Arab capital, and descri bing
how t he eneny was "hunkering down," as the popul ar phrase went.

Gary just smiled as he passed them exchanged friendly shoul der-punches
with Tom the cost accountant, and made his way quickly to the break
room Rick had told himto take his time, and Gary knew that Ri ck, always
concerned for his enpl oyees, had nmeant every word. But Gary knew, too,
that the report was his responsibility, and he neant to get it done.
Soneone had brought a television into the break room turned always to
CNN and the continui ng war coverage. A group was around the screen when
Gary entered—hell, he thought, a group was always around the screen—
wat ching the latest briefing, this one by the French commanders of the
U N forces. Gary tried to phase it all out as the reporters assaulted
the commanders with their typically stupid questions, npbst asking when
t he ground assault would begin

O course, they'Il tell you the exact time, Gary thought sarcastically.
Never mind that the eneny command was al so tuned to CNN s conti nui ng
cover age.

Gary lucked out: it only took five quarters to coax a seventy-five-cent
Coke out of the battered vendi ng machine. He noved to a table far to the
side of the TV screen and pulled up a chair. He took a pair of hand-grips
from one pocket and began to squeeze, nodded admiringly at the ripples in
his muscul ar forearm Gary had al ways been in good shape, always been an
athlete, but ever since his unexpected trip to the |Iand of Faerie, he

t ook working out nuch nore seriously. In the | and of dragons and

| eprechauns, Gary Leger had worn the arnor and carried the weapon of an
ancient hero, had battled goblins and trolls, even a dragon and an evi

wi tch. He expected that he would go back to that enchanted | and one day,



wanted to go back dearly, and was determined that if the situation ever
arose, his body at | east would be ready for the chall enge.

Yes, Gary Leger would like to go back to Faerie, and he would like to
take Diane with him Gary sniled at the notion of himand Di ane sprinting
across the thick grass of the rolling, boul der-strewn fields, possibly
with a host of drooling goblins on their heels. The goblins woul d get
close, but they wouldn't get the pair, Gary believed, not with friends
like noble Kelsey and tricky Mckey MM ckey on Gary's si de.

The i mage of Faerie waned, |leaving Gary to his nore tangi bl e thoughts of
Di ane. He had been dating her for only three nonths, but he was pretty
sure that this was the wonan he woul d eventually marry. That thought
scared Gary nore than a little, sinply because of the anticipated

per manence of the arrangenent in a world where nothing seened pernanent.
He | oved her, though. He knew that in his heart, and he could only hope
that things would work out in their own, meandering course.

A couple of MS guys, conputer-heads, infiltrated the table next to Gary,
one asking if he could borrow a chair fromGary's table, since nost of
the other chairs in the roomhad been dragged near to the TV screen.
"Friggin' war," one of themremarked, catching Gary's attention. "W're
only fighting it so we don't realize how bad the econony's getting. Wave
the flag and drop it over the bal ance sheet."

"No kidding," agreed the other. "They're talking layoffs at the end of B
if the Sporand deal doesn't go through."

"Everybody's laying off," said the first guy.

Gary phased out of the bleak conversation. It was true enough. The Baby
Booners, the Yuppies, seenmed to have hit a wall. Credit had finally
caught up to cash flow, and Gary constantly heard the conpl ai nt s—dsual | y
fromspoiled adults whining that their payments on their brand-new
thirty-thousand-dollar car were too steep.

In spite of the feww th no reason to conplain, there was a general pal
over the land, and rightly so. So nmany peopl e were honel ess, so nany
others living in substandard conditions. The gl oom went even deeper than
that, Gary Leger, the nan who had visited the magical |and of Faerie,
knew wel | . The material generation had fallen off the edge of a spiritua
rift; Gary's world had beconme one where nothing valid existed unless you
could hold it in your hand.

Even the flag—drape it over the bal ance sheet —-had becone caught up in the
turnoil, Gary noted with nore than a little anger. The President had
called for an amendnment to the Constitution outlaw ng flag burning,
because, apparently, that tangible synbol had becone nore inportant than
the ideals it supposedly synbolized. What scared Gary even nore was how
many peopl e agreed with the shall ow t hought, how many people coul dn't
understand that putting restrictions on a synbol of freedom|essened the
synbol rather than protected it.

Gary shook the thought away, filed it in his certainly soon to be

ul cerous stomach along with a nmllion other frustrations.

At | east his personal situation was better. He had to believe that. He
had cone out of the dirty plastics factory into a respectabl e job earning
twi ce the noney and offering hima chance to use nore talents than his
nmuscl es on a day-to-day basis. He had a steady girlfriend whom he cared
for deepl y—whom he | oved, though he still had trouble admtting that to
hinsel f. So everything was fine, was perfect, for Gary Leger.

A burst of laughter fromthe gathering turned Gary to the television just
intime to see a truck, in the gunsights of a lowflying jet, race off a



bri dge an instant before a snart bonb blew the bridge into tiny pieces.
The t echnol ogy was i ndeed anazi ng, kind of Iike a Ni ntendo gane.

That thought, too, bothered Gary Leger nore than a little.

He got caught up in the images as the press briefing continued, a French
of ficer pointing to the screen and tal king of the inmportance of this next
target, a bunker. Atiny figure raced across the bl ack-and-white inmge,
entering the bunker a split-second before the smart bonb did its deadly
wor k, reducing the place to rubble.

"Poor man," the French officer said to a chorus of groans, both fromthe
reporters at the press briefing and fromthe gathering around the TV at
Cener al Conponents.

"Poor man?" Gary whispered incredulously. It wasn't that Gary held no
pity for the obviously killed eneny soldier. He held plenty, for that nan
and for everyone else who was suffering in that desert ness. It just
seenmed so absolutely ridiculous to himthat the French officer, the
reporters, and the gathering around the screen seened so renorseful, even
surprised, that a human being had been kill ed.

Did they really think that this whole thing was a dammed N ntendo gane?
Gary scooped up his Coke and left the break room shaking his head with
every step. He thought of his nother, and her newest favorite cliche,
"What's this world coming to?"

How very appropriate that sounded now to Gary Leger, full of frustrations
he didn't understand, searching for something spiritual that seemed so
out of reach and out of place.

Nestled in a nmountain valley at the northeastern end of the mghty
Dverganmal Muntai ns, the gnom sh settl enent of Gondabuggan was a normally
peaceful place, lined with square stone shops filled with the nost

marvel ous, if usually useless, inventions. Half the town was underground
i n smoot hed-out burrows, the other half in squat buildings, nore than
hal f of which served as |libraries or places of study. Peaceful and

i nquisitive; those were the two words whi ch the gnones thensel ves both
consi dered t he hi ghest of conplinents.

The Gondabuggan gnonmes were far fromthe protection of Faerie' s official
mlitia, though, and far even fromthe help of the reclusive dwarfs who
lived within the nmountains. They had survived for centuries out here in
the wild lands, and though certainly not warlike, they were not a
hel pl ess group.

Huge netallic unbrellas were now cranked up fromevery buil di ng, popping
wi de their deflective sheets and covering the whol e of the gnom sh town
under a curtain of shining nmetal. Beneath the veil, great engi nes began
turni ng, drawi ng water through a score of w de pipes fromthe nearby
river and sending it shooting up into the air.

The dragon roared past, his flam ng breath turning to steamas it crossed
the spray and hit the wetted sheets of the unbrellas. Robert the mghty
was not di smayed. He banked in a wide turn, confident that he could
continue his fires long after the river itself had been enptied.

One of the unbrellas near to the center of the small, square town
detracted suddenly and as Robert veered for that apparent opening, he
heard the whoosh! of three catapults. The dragon didn't understand; the
ghonmes in that area couldn't even see him so what were they shooting
for?

Al nmost i mredi ately, the unbrella snapped back into place, conpleting the
shi el d once nore.



Robert figured out the catapult nystery as he crossed through the area
above that shield, as he crossed through the tiny bits of stinging netal
chips the catapults had flung straight up into the air. Flakes ricocheted
off the dragon's scal es, stung his eyes, and nelted in the heated areas
of his flaring nostrils.

"CQurses on the gnones!" Robert roared, and his deadly breath spewed forth
again. Those areas of netal shielding that were not sufficiently wetted
glowed fiercely, and all the valley on the northeastern corner of
Dverganal filled with a thick veil of steam

Robert heard several unbrellas retract, heard the sound of many catapults
firing, and felt the sting of hanging netal all the way as he soared
across the expanse above the protected town. The great wyrm banked agai n,
arcing high and wide for several minutes, and then turned in a stoop,
just a black speck on the m sty southern horizon, but flying fast.
"Pedal! Ch, pedal, pedal, pedal!"™ Mgw ggen the gnone inplored his

Physi cal Assault Defense Team A hundred gnones on stationary bikes
punped their little legs furiously, their breath popping out in rhythmc
huffs and puffs fromthe thin line of their nouths under their fully
bearded faces. Sweat rolled down a hundred high-browed, gnom sh

f oreheads, down a hundred | ong and poi nty gnom sh noses, to drip in

wi deni ng puddl es at the base of the spinning wheels.

Mugwi ggen peered into his "highlooker," a |ong upright tube, hooked

hori zontally on each end, that could be rotated in conplete circles. At

t he opposite end of the horizontal eyepiece was an angled reflective
sheet, catching the images froma simlar sheet near the top of the tube,
that first caught the images fromthe horizontal top-piece. This gnom sh
peri scope al so featured several slots wherein magnifying | enses could be
i nserted, but Migw ggen needed no anplification now, not with the specter
of the dragon fast growi ng on the horizon.

The gnone took a reading on the exact angle of his scope, then | ooked to
a chart to determ ne which unbrella soaring Robert would likely hit.
"Fourteen D," the gnome barked to his assistant, a younger gnone whose
beard barely reached his neck.

Weari ng heavy gl oves nolded fromthe thick sap of the Pneth Pweth trees,
the assistant lifted the end of the charged coil, connected by netal
lines to resistors on the wheels of the hundred bi kes, and noved in front
of the appropriate slot in a switch box hooked to every unbrella in the
city.

"Fourteen D" Mugwi ggen yelled into a tube, and his words echoed out of
simlar tubes in every corner of Gondabuggan, and warned those ghones in
section fourteen D (and those in thirteen D and fifteen D, as well), that
they woul d be wise to get out of harnmis way. Then the gnone went back to
his scope, alternately eyeing charts that would allow himto predict the
air speed of the soaring dragon, and the tining of the collision.

Robert swooped down over the southern edge of the conpact town, narrowed
his reptilian eyes to evil slits against the continuing sting of the
flak. Like a great bal-lista bolt, the dragon did not swerve, dove
unerringly for the targeted unbrella, which the gnones had | abel ed
"fourteen D."

"Threetwoone! " Mugwi ggen cried rapidly, seeing that his cal cul ati ons were
a split-second slow H's assistant was quick on the draw, though,

i medi ately plugging the end of the coil into the appropriate slot in the
switch box.



Met al sheets fol ded upward as the dragon smashed in, encasing Robert. The
m ghty wrmwasn't i medi ately concerned, knowi ng he could easily rip his
way through the flinsy barrier, shred the nmetal to harnless slivers.

But confident Robert didn't see the arcing current shoot up the unbrella
pol e, though he certainly felt the jolt as the charge fanned out al ong

t he encasing netal sheets.

Those gnomes nearest to fourteen D were deafened, sone permanently, by

t he dragon's ensuing roar. Loose rocks in the Dverganal Mbuntain range a
mle away trenbled at the vibrations of the titanic sound.

A hundred sweating gnonmes pedal ed furiously, keeping the charge steady
and strong, and thrashing Robert's nostrils filled with acrid snoke as
his | eathery wings began to snol der

Anot her roar, a crash of nmetal sheeting, and the dragon burst free, was
hurled free, spinning into the air, trailing |lines of snmoke fromevery
tip of his reptilian body. Two hundred feet up, Robert righted hinself,
spun right back around and | oosed his flam ng fury on the breached
secti on of Gondabuggan's unbrella shiel ding.

Many hoses had al ready been turned on the vul nerabl e area, and the steam
was blinding, but the town wouldn't escape unscathed. Fires flared to
life in several buildings; nmetal turned to liquid and rolled down the
ghom sh streets

"Whi ch one?" Migwi ggen's assistant asked him holding the | oose coil once
nor e.

Mugwi ggen shook his head in frustration. "I cannot see for the steam"”
the gnonme cried in dismay, and he thought that his precious town was
surel y dooned.

"Free fire!" came the gnonish Mayor's command over the calling tubes.

| mredi ately there came the sound of an unbrella snapping shut, foll owed
by the whoosh! of a catapult. A loud thonk! thrumed over the network of
open horns as a ballista sent a bolt the size of a giant's spear arcing
into the air.

But the gnonmes were shooting blindly, Mgw ggen knew, with hardly a
chance of hitting the fast-flying wrm He flipped a few balls on the
abacus he al ways kept by his side and shook his flaxen-haired and fl axen-
bearded head at the long, |ong odds he had just determ ned.

Robert, though, drifting hundreds of feet above the steam covered town,
couldn't see any better than the

ghonmes. The great dragon's nuscles continued to twitch involuntarily from
the electrical jolt; his wings continued to trail dark snoke behind him
He was exhausted, and hurt far worse than he had anticipated fromthe
surprisingly resourceful (even for resourceful gnones!) defenses.

More flak filled the air about himand several huge spears whi pped

t hrough the steam arcing high into the clear blue- nountain sky, one
spear nearly clipping the dragon's long, trailing tail as it rocketed
past .

Robert had seen enough for this day. He angled his wi ngs and swooped
away, seeking a perch many mles to the south, confident that when he
returned, his wounds would be fully heal ed, but the gnom sh defenses
woul d remai n depl et ed.

"I will feast yet on the flesh of puny gnones," the dragon snarled, his
drool sizzling as it dribbled past the multitude of daggerlike fangs in
the great wrns maw. "And on man flesh and dwarf flesh and elf flesh, as
wel ! Ch, fool, Kelsenellenelvial GI-Ravadry! Ch, fool to take the



dagger from Robert's lair, to bani sh wi cked Ceridwen while Robert flies
free!"

Despite the unexpected setback, the wrmlet out a roar of victory and
beat his snoking wings, soaring like the wind to the protective peaks in
t he sout h.

On a high plateau, a flat-tipped uprighted finger of rock in the greater
peaks four mles to the southwest of Gondabuggan, a handful of gnonmes put
down their spyglasses and breathed a sincere sigh of relief, a sigh only
a bit tainted by the lines of darker snoke rising fromthe distant city
tomx inwith the veil of white steam

"It would seemas if we have held the wyrm back," said Gerbil Hansmacker,
a three-foot-tall, pot-bellied gnone with an anple gray beard, tinged

wi th orange, and sparkling, inquisitive blue eyes. "Heeyah hoorah for
Gondabuggan! "

"Heeyah hoorah!" the other gnonmes cried on cue, and the group gathered in
acircle, all with one hand extended so that their knuckles were al
together like a central hub, and giving the thunbs-up signal.

The cheer ended as abruptly as it had begun, with the gnones turni ng away
from each other and going back to the business at hand.

"Held hi m back?" came a call fromthe top of the next plateau, fifty feet
west and thirty down fromthe highest group. The two gnones down there
returned the thunbs-up signal, gave a hearty "Heeyah!" and rushed to the
back edge of their platform calling dow to the next group, farther to
the west and farther down fromthem And so the victory signal was sent
to the next group and to the fifth, and final, group, sone two hundred
feet west and one hundred feet down fromthe original watchers at the top
pl at eau.

Certainly these five flat-topped and roughly evenly spaced and evenly
descending pillars of stone seemed an unusual formation in the wld
nmount ai ns—dnti|l one understood that the gnomes, with their incredible
machi nes and expl osives, had played nore than a little hand in creating
them Gerbil had needed the pillars for his latest invention, and so the
pi ece, the Muuntain Messenger, now stood, a long and hol | ow tube running
fromfinger to finger, supported by netal brackets at each plateau. It
resenbl ed a gigantic Al pine horn, though it was not flared on the end,
but instead of issuing boomi ng notes, this contraption spat out packages.
In Gerbil's original proposal to the Gondabuggan | nvention Approva
Conmittee, the Mountain Messenger had been designed as a | ong-range
delivery service for parcels to the nostly human towns of Drochit and
Braemar on the western side of the rugged Dvergamal Muntains. In truth,
t hough, the Mountain Messenger, |ike al nost every gnomi sh invention, had
been built just to see if it could work. The first trials had not been
prom sing, with dummy |loads lost in the nountains and never retrieved,
and with one | oad even clipping the top of the town chapel in Drochit.
Const ant nonitoring and pai nstaking cal cul ations, fine-tuning the

expl osive charges along the I ength of the M&M (as the express had cone to
be called) and the anmount of Earth-pull reversal solution coating the
delivery packages, had actually nade the contraption quite accurate,
cross-winds permtting. At the present tine, the gnones could skid one of
their delivery balls down the side of a sloping field north of Drochit,
sone forty nmles across the nmountains to the west, eight out of ten
tries.

Never before, though, had one of those three-foot-dianmeter delivery balls
been packed with a living creature, |et alone a gnhone



"I do so envy you!" young Budaboo, a dinple-faced female gnome with quite
a statuesque figure in spite of her three-foot height, said to Gerbil as
t he ol der gnone continued to check his packing on the | ower hem sphere of
the split-open netal ball. "To be the first M&M onaut!"

"I built it, after all," Gerbil said hunbly.

"But you nmight even be squashed like a fly in one of Yamrer's Splat-o-

Mal  ets!'" the younger gnome squeaked excitedly, hopping up and down so
that her anple chest bounced |ike the Ianding delivery balls. "Your nane
woul d then be forever etched into the Plaque of Proud and Dead |Inventors
in the University!"

"Indeed," Cerbil said solemly, and he nmanaged a weak snile as he
renenbered when he, too, as a younger gnone, had thought that distinction
to be the ultimte of gnom sh goal s.

"Ch, how | would | ove the honor of being squashed," Budaboo conti nued.
CGerbi |l glanced over one stocky shoulder to regard the

excited youngster. Gerbil easily guessed where pestering and manipul ative
Budaboo's flattery was headi ng. She was an anbitious one, |ike nbst young
gnhores, and bl essed with an intelligence uncommon even anong the
exceptionally intelligent race. "You cannot go," he said bluntly.

Budaboo, thoroughly deflated, slunped her rounded shoul ders and |i nped
away to check on the cranking progress of the huge crossbow, the initial

| aunchi ng nmechani sm

When he was finally convinced that he had his traveling gear, including a
guadricycle, properly packed, Gerbil took out his spyglass and gave one

| ast gl ance at Gondabuggan. The steam and snoke had cl eared and the gnomne
coul d see the buckl ed unbrella, and another one with several netal sheets
nmelted off. At |east one of the stone buildings beneath the opening had
been flattened, its wooden supports charred, but as far as the distant
ghore coul d see, there appeared to be no casualties. He couldn't be sure,
of course, and even if his hopes proved true, Gerbil suspected that

nmercil ess Robert would soon return.

He shook his head, called to his conpanions, and curled into the |ast
open area of the ball's |ower hem sphere, securing the flat, sappy ends
of a breathing tube around his lips.

Led by Budaboo, the other gnomes efficiently Iined up the other half of
the ball and slowy lowered it into place—ot an easy feat since the bal
had two outer layers, a hard shell for handling the explosions and the

i mpact, and a rotating inner shell that would soften the spin and the
jolts for contents. O the intricate details and cal cul ati ons needed for
t he Mountain Messenger, the delivery balls thensel ves had proven the nost
difficult for Gerbil, and had required the assistance of the entire staff
of GAPLA, the CGondabuggan Application of Physical Laws Acadeny.

Using a sealed tube with twin earpieces and a hollowed interior, Budaboo
listened carefully for all six of the inner hinges to click. That done,
the young female set the tiner that would release the hinges, giving it
an extra three mnutes, just to be sure that the ball would have stopped
bouncing and rolling before it popped open

O her gnonmes opened a snall hole and i nserted a hose through both | ayers

of the ball's shell. On cue, two of the gnones simultaneously opened
val ves in joining hoses, while a third punped away on a connected bike.
The materials mxed together and rushed into the ball, becom ng a fast-

coagul ating foamthat would further secure everything within the capsul e,
and contai ned as well the needed potion for keeping the ball aloft.



Then the gnones gathered together flat-ended | evers and rolled the bal

up a slope and into place right in front of the cranked crossbow s heavy
line. A leather pouch, connected to that |ine, was w apped hal fway around
the ball and the signals began, the duo of gnomes on each of the
successi ve four plateaus scranbling to light torches and insert theminto
hangi ng arns on either side of the tube.

"Heavy | oad," one of the gnonmes on the top plateau remarked. "Gerbil has
put on sone weight."

"The charges have been adjusted accordingly,"” Budaboo assured him and
she | ooked to the trigger man.

"Stand clear!" the gunner called through a horn, and the gnomes on the

| ower pl ateaus scranbled for trap doors built into their platfornms and

di sappeared from sight.

Budaboo t ook out her spyglass and exam ned the lines of torches, four on
each side, to ensure that the gusting wind had not blown any out. If only
one side of the twi n explosives anywhere along the I ength of the M&M
fired, Gerbil's ball would pick up an unwel cone rotation that

would curve it wildly to soar far wide of the intended mark, probably to
smash into a nountain wall.

"As you will," Budaboo said to the trigger nman, seeing that everything
was in place. "Lucky Gerbil," she whispered under her breath, w shing
that she might have been the first MM onaut.

The trigger man heaved a | ever and the gi ant crossbow snapped, rifling
the delivery ball down the tube. Bells attached to the tube near to the
first plateau tinkled, and the | evers holding the torches dropped, flanes
on each side hitting the tightly packed charges at precisely the nonent
CGerbil's ball zipped past. Before the sound of the explosions had even
begun to ebb, the other six charges went off in rapid succession and with
a hunongous thwoosh! the delivery ball soared out of the M&M and fl ew out
of sight on its trip across Dverganal .

"Forty mles out and three down to a bouncing stop along the field north
of Drochit,"” one of the gnones on the top pl ateau renarked.

"Unl ess a crosswi nd catches himand sl ans hi magai nst a stony
nmount ai nsi de, " added anot her.

"Lucky Gerbil," nuttered Budaboo, and she could only hope that
Gondabuggan woul d need another nmessenger when Robert returned.

2

Wth Her Face Against the Wndshield

There cane a neasure of freedomfor Gary Leger that |ate August eve,
tooling hone fromwork in his Miustang, the rag-top down and the w nd
shapping his straight black hair back and forth across the sides of his
face. Rick had his report and the nonth was cl osed, and though the next
week promi sed the hectic time of fine-tuning hundreds of numbers, twenty
trips to the copier a day, and several dozen phone calls fromDistrict

O fice Managers, ranging fromcurious to irate, Gary didn't have to think
about that now

He had left the office a half-hour later than usual and ruch of the
afternoon traffic was far ahead of him |eaving Route 2 west out of
Concord cl ear enough for himto ease the reins on the powerful Mistang.
He put his head back, punped the volunme up on the stereo, and cruised
down the fast |ane at an easy seventy-five, the 5.0 liter eight cylinder
hardly working at all. Gary |iked the drive hone fromwork when the



traffic wasn't too tight. Route 2 was wooded on both sides and wi de open
to the horizon, where the sun was dipping low, turning the |ines of
clouds a nyriad of colors. Many tines on this daily commute, Gary was
abl e to daydream and inevitably, those dreans took himback five years,
to the journey he had taken to the magical |and of Faerie.

He renenbered M ckey—who coul d ever forget M ckey?—and Kel sey, and the
chase through Ceridwen's castle and the battle with m ghty Robert the
dragon. He renenbered running scared through the wood call ed Cow angl e,
chased by a horde of goblins and feeling nore alive than he had ever felt
inthis "real” world.

Everybody wants to rule the world, the radio blared, an old Tears for
Fears song and one of Gary's all-tine favorites. He started to sing

al ong, gave a quick glance at his instrunments, and noticed flashing
headlights in his rear-viewnirror. A closer |Iook showed hima red Toyota
so close to his ass-end that he couldn't see the thing's front bunper!
Gary inmmediately |l ooked to the slow lane, instinctively reacting to the
flickering signal for himto let the car behind himpass. He noticed that
the | ane was absolutely clear—why the hell didn't the car behind himjust
go around on the right?—and noticed, too, that he was pushing eighty.
"Jesus," he whispered, and he took a closer look in the rearview mrror,
caught by the i mge of the young woman in the shiny Toyota, her face up
close to the windshield as she issued a stream of curses Gary's way, and
every now and then flipped himthe finger. Her inpatient headlights

bli nked on and off, her nmouth flapped incessantly.

"Jesus," Gary nuttered again, and he put the Miustang up to eighty-five.
The Toyota paced him couldn't have been nore than a single car length
off his rear bunper. Normally Gary, hardly ever in a real hurry, would
have just pulled over and let the Toyota fly past.

A horn sounded to acconpany the incessant headlights. The Toyota inched
even cl oser, as though the woman nmeant to sinply push Gary out of her
way .

Gary backed off the accelerator, let the Mistang coast down to seventy-
five, to seventy.

The |ips against the windshield of the Toyota flapped nore frantically.
Si xty.

Predi ctably, the Toyota swerved right, into the slow lane, and started
by.

"Everybody wants to rule the world," Gary sang along, and as the Toyota's
front bunper cane hal fway up the Mistang' s side, he dropped the Mistang
into third and gave the accelerator a slight tap. The eager engi ne roared
in response and the car |eaped ahead, easily pacing the Toyota.

Now he could hear the crabby wonman, swearing at himat the top of her

| ungs.

Up went the volune on Gary's radio, up went the Mistang's speed, as Gry
paced her at eighty-five, side by side.

"You son of a bitch!" she hollered.

Gary turned and offered a cat-got-the-canary snle, then eased the

Must ang back into fourth as the speedoneter needle flickered past ninety.
The Toyota backed off, and Gary did, too, keeping side by side with her,
keeping her in the slow | ane, where he figured a nut |ike that bel onged.
Curses and a flipping mddle finger flew fromthe Toyota' s open driver's
si de wi ndow.

"Everybody wants to rule the ROAD," Gary sang to her, altering the | ast
word and noddi ng ahead, indicating that they were fast coming up on a



perfectly maintained old Aspen—and that could only nean a nore
conservative driver—ruising down the highway at a perfect fifty-five.
Gary tucked the Toyota neatly in behind the Aspen and hel d pace for
another half-mle, until a line of faster-noving cars canme up on his
bunper. Understandi ng that she had been had, the wonman in the Toyota

sl ammed her hands hard agai nst her steering wheel several tinmes in
frustration and began flicking her headlights, as if the contented Aspen
driver had anywhere to go to get out of her way.

"You son of a bitch!" she screaned again at Gary, and he bl ew a kiss her
way, kicked the Mustang into third and blasted off, smling as he | ooked
back in his mrror, watching car after car zip by the frazzled driver in
her Toyota and the contented driver of the Aspen.

Sone pleasures in life just couldn't be anticipated.

Two hours later, Gary's Mustang was sitting quietly in the driveway of
his parents' home in Lancashire, and Gary was sitting quietly in his
bedr oom unwi nding fromthe long day and fromthe ride home. Hs radio

pl ayed quietly in the background; outside the wi ndow, a nockingbird was
kicking up its typical ruckus, probably conplaining that the sun was
goi ng down and it hadn't found the opportunity to chase any cats that
particul ar day.

Gary noved across the roomto the stereo cabinet, opened the top drawer
and renoved his npbst precious possession, a worn copy of J.R R Tolkien's
The Hobbit. Gary ran his fingers slowy across the cover, feeling the
illustration, feeling the magic of the book. He opened past the credits
pages, the introduction by Peter S. Beagle, and the table of contents.
Not hi ng unusual about these, but when Gary turned the next page, he found
not the expected, standard typesetting, but a flow ng script of arcane
runes that he could not begin to identify. Mckey had done it, had waved
hi s chubby hand over the book and changed the typesetting to a | anguage
that the | eprechaun coul d underst and.

Gary heard a knock on the door, |ooked out his windowto see Diane's Jeep
(Gary's old Jeep), parked on the street, in front of the bushes lining
the front yard. He dropped the book back in the drawer and slanmed it
shut just as Diane cracked open the door

"You in there?"

"Come on in," Gary replied, hand still holding the drawer shut. He

wat ched Di ane's every nove as she crossed the roomto give hima little
kiss, watched her dirty blond hair bouncing carel essly about her

shoul ders, her wistful green eyes, so like his own, and that m schi evous
smle she always flashed when she first saw him that |-got-you-Gry-
Leger smile.

And it was true.

"What ' cha doi ng?"

Gary shrugged. "Just hanging out, listening to some nusic." He poked his
head under the bottom of the open wi ndow, putting his nmouth near to the
screen, and called loudly, "Wenever that stupid nockingbird shuts up

| ong enough so that | can hear the nusic!"”

"You want to go get an ice crean?' " Di ane asked when he turned back to
her. Again came that nischievous snmile, telling Gary that she had nore on
her mind than ice cream

It seemed so perfectly natural to Gary Leger, the way things were
supposed to be for a guy in his early twenties. He had a decent job
payi ng nore noney than he needed, the security of honme, and a great
girlfriend. He had his health (he worked out every day), his mnor



glories on the softball field, and a car that could trap jackasses in the
sl ow | ane on the highway.

So why wasn't he happy?

He was contented, not frazzled |ike the woman in the Toyota, or like so
many of his coworkers who had famlies to support in a struggling
economnry, who had to keep | ooking over their shoulders to see if they
still had a job. But Gary couldn't honestly say that he was happy,
certainly not thrilled with the everyday tasks and pleasures that life
offered to him

The answer, Gary knew beyond doubt, lay in that cabinet drawer, in the
flowi ng script of a | eprechaun he wanted to speak with again, in the
menories of a world he wanted to see again.

Gary tapped the drawer and shrugged. He and D ane went for their ice
cream

H gh and far, the M&M ball flew, through |ow hanging clouds, through a
"V* of very surprised geese, and past the high doors of the hol es of
mountain trolls, the not-too-snmart creatures scratching their scraggly
hai r and staring dunbfoundedly as the missile fast disappeared from

si ght.

Tucked in tight and surrounded by pressing foam Ger-bil couldn't see out
of the delivery ball. If he could, the gnonme m ght have died of fright as
he neared the end of his descent, canme soaring up on the lip of the field
north of Drochit. The |oad was i ndeed heavy—too heavy—and the ball angl ed
inabit low, diving for the rocky ridge bordering the top of the field.
Good | uck al one saved Gerbil, for the ball struck the turf between two
stones, narrowly mssing each, and skittered through, spinning into the
air again, then landing in a roll down the descendi ng sl ope of the |ong
field. The ball had two shells, separated by independent bearings
designed to keep the inner area sonewhat stable.

No gnom sh technol ogy could greatly soften this bouncing and tunbling
ride, though, and Gerbil bit his own |ips nmany tines, despite the tight-
fitti ng nout hpi ece, as he bl abbered out a hundred different equations,
trying to figure his chances for survival

Gerbil heard the splat, and he was yanked to a sudden stop and turned
upsi de-down as the ball bogged down in a nuddy puddl e.

"Ch, | hope, | hope, that | do not sink!" the gnome nunbl ed around the
edges of his nout hpi ece. The next few mnutes, waiting for the timers to
rel ease the | ocks, seened like an hour to the trapped (and increasingly
cl austrophobi ¢c) gnonme. As soon as he heard the telltale clicks, Gerbi
heaved and strai ghtened with his | egs, popping the ball in half, only to
tunmbl e over backwards and splat runp-first into the nud.

He was up in an instant, funbling with the many conpartnments of the half-
subrerged ball, trying to salvage all the pieces of the contraption he
had brought along. Again, luck was with him for just a few nonents

| ater, he saw a group of Drochit villagers riding down the road on a
wagon, coming to retrieve the gnom sh delivery.

"Didn't know ye was sendi ng anything," one farner, the ol dest nan of the
group of six, said when he noticed Gerbil

"Hey, how d you get here?" another man asked.

"He filed in the ball!" a third reasoned.

Poor Gerbil had to answer a hundred i nane questions concerning his trip
over the next few mnutes, all the while coaxing the nen to help himin
hi s sal vage operations. Soon the dry ground near to the puddl e was
covered with netal tubing, springs, gears, and a box of tools, and Gerbi



had to slap curious hands away repeatedly and firmy scold the

i nqui sitive hunans.

"Robert the dragon is loose and in a fury!" the flustered gnone said at
last. Cerbil had nmeant to keep that news private until he could neet with
Drochit's | eaders, but that neeting seened | onger away i ndeed if these
sinple men did not |eave his equipnent alone and let himget on with his
assenbl i ng.

Si x faces bl anched, six nmouths fell open.

"You," Gerbil said to the oldest, and apparently nost intelligent, of the
group. "Hand ne itens as | call for thempronmptly, for we have not a
nmorment to |ose!"

The farmers were nore orderly then, and Gerbil's work progressed

excel lently, with all the parts fitting neatly together. There canme one
nmonent of terror for the gnone, though, until he reached into the bul ging
pocket of a young man and took out his m ssing sprocket.

"Thought it'd be good for hitting birds," the young farner apol ogi zed,
drawi ng a slap on the back of his head fromthe ol dest of the group.

"What is it?" Gerbil heard the question fifty tines as the contraption
neared conpletion. He figured that it would be easier to show this group
than to try to explain, so he waited until he was done, then clinbed into
t he back-1eaning seat, tooted the small horn on the four-wheeled thing' s
steering bars, and began punping his | egs.

For a few nonents, he did not nove. One wheel had snhagged on a hal f-
buried rock and was spinning in the nud. Just as the farnmers, scratching
their heads like not-too-intelligent mountain trolls, noved near to
figure out what the gnonme mght be trying to do, the wheel cleared the
obstruction with a jerk and Gerbil rolled off slowmy across the thick
grass.

"Wll, 1'll be a pretty goblin,"” one man said

"You woul dn't be pretty if ye was a goblin," answered anot her.

The first slapped himon the back of the head, and they woul d have
started an all-out fight right then and there, except that Gerbil then

turned onto the road, little |egs punping furiously, and the quadricycle
sped away.
"Wll, 1'll be a pretty goblin," they both said together, and the whol e

group ran off for their wagon. They turned the cart about and shook the
reins, spurring the horse into a gallop. But the burdened beast was no
mat ch for precise gnonish gearing and well-oil ed axles, and GCerbi

conti nued to outdistance themall the way to Drochit.

3
M schi evous Twi nkl e
Kel sey stood on a low hill, east of Dilnamarra Keep, watching the sun go

down behind the square, squat tower that centered the sinple village. The
cl ouds beyond had turned orange and pink with the sunset, and all the nud
of the town was lost in a rosy hue

"You just do not understand,” the elf said to Geno, who sat on a stone
with his arms crossed over his sturdy chest, pointedly |Iooking away from
t he beautiful scene.

Kel sey turned about to face the dwarf squarely. "Geldion holds Pwyl
solely responsible for the m ssing arnor. Connacht has found its excuse
to hang the troubl esomre Baron."

"Way woul d | care, you dunb el f?" Geno snorted, and he spat on the
ground. "I never did any business with Pwll, or with any in Dilnamarra.



I've got no custoners there, so | plan to go and watch and enjoy the
hangi ng! "

Kel sey' s gol den eyes narrowed, but he bit back his angry retort, know ng
that gruff Geno was sinply baiting himfor a fight. "If Baron Pwll is
hung, " the elf explained, "then Geldion will appoint an acting Baron, a
man, no doubt, who will nod his head stupidly at every edict passed on
from Connacht . "

"Aren't all humans stupid?' Geo asked in all seriousness.

"Not as stupid as you are acting."

Geno' s gaze dropped to the many hamers on his belt. He wondered how nany
he could put spinning into the air before Kelsey closed on him

"Stupid, indeed, if you do not understand the inplications of |osing an
ally such as Pwyll," Kel sey added, reading Geno's expression and pronptly
gualifying the statenent. Kel sey needed no fights with Geno, not now with
so much apparently at stake. "Only a few of Faerie's human | andowners
remai n i ndependent of Connacht," Kel sey expl ai ned. "Duncan Drochit and
Badenoch of Braemar are two, but they look to Pwyll for support. King

Ki nne-nore dearly desires to bring Dilnamarra into his fold, craves an
out post so near to Tir na n'Qy, that he mght keep an eye on the Tyl wth
Teg."

"Sounds like an elfish problemto ne," Geno renarked

"Not so," Kelsey quickly replied. "If Pwll is hung and D | namarra taken
t hen Ki nnenore can | ook east, to Braemar and Drochit, and farther east,
to the other two goodly races who have ever been a thorn in the outlaw
King's side."

Geno snorted derisively. "That weaselly King would never have the belly
for a fight in Dvergamal,"” the dwarf reasoned, waving his hands as if to
brush the absurd notion away.

"But Prince Geldion would,"” Kelsey said gravely. "And if not Gel dion,
then certainly the witch Ceridwen, whose hand noves the lips and |inbs of
Ki nnenore." Geno stopped his wavi ng hand, and his snug and gap-t oot hed
smle nelted away.

"Even if war did not cone to the dwarfs and the gnonmes, the trade woul d
surely suffer," Kelsey went on, casually turning back to the sunset as

t hough his procl amati ons were foregone concl usi ons. "Perhaps, after Pwyl
is hung, you will get the opportunity to clear up your pile of overdue
orders, good smthy."

Geno chewed on his lower [ip for a while, but had no practical response.
He could bluster that he didn't care for the fate of Faerie's bothersone
humans, but the nen were by far the nost popul ous of the goodly races,
far outnunbering the Tylwth Teg elfs of Tir na n' Qy, the Buldrefolk
dwarfs of Dverganmal, and the gnones of CGondabuggan conbi ned. And while

t he popul ati ons of the elfs, dwarfs, and gnonmes had hel d steady for
centuries untold, the hunans seened to breed |ike bunnies in an unhunted
meadow, with new villages dotting the countryside every year—-new villages
needi ng netal tools, arnor, and weapons.

"You have an idea of where to find the arnor?" CGeno stated as nuch as
asked.

"I have an idea of where to start |ooking," Kelsey corrected. "Are you
coming with me, or will you return to the nountains?"

"Damed el f," the trapped Geno nmuttered under his breath, and Kel sey
smled, taking the grunbling to nean that he had hooked the tough dwarf
into his quest once again.



Kel sey set a course straight north, and when towering trees canme into
view a short while later, it wasn't hard for Geno to figure out where the
el f was headi ng

"No, no," Ceno stuttered, setting his boots firmly in the turf, shaking
his head and his hands as he regarded the najestic forest. "If you plan
towalk into Tir na n"Qy, elf, you wal k al one. ™

"I need your help," Kelsey rem nded him "As do your people."

"But why the forest?" Geno asked gruffly, if a bit plaintively. "If the
witch took the arnor, then it would nore likely be headed for Ynis
Gwdrin, the other way."

Kel sey' s eyes narrowed as he listened, getting the distinct inpression
that Geno would prefer a trip to Ynis Gwdrin, Ceridwen's dread island,
over a wal k through the elven forest.

"I'f Kinnenore took the arnor," Geno went on, ignoring the | ook, "then it
woul d be headed for Connacht, again the other way. Wo woul d be stupid
enough to steal sonething so inportant to the Tylwth Teg, then drop it
in Tir na n Qy, right under their flower-sniffing noses?"

"Who i ndeed?" Kel sey mused, and his wy snile sent a nyriad of questions
t hrough Geno's mi nd.

"Did you take the dammed stuff?" Geno bal ked, and it seermed to Kel sey as
t hough the dwarf was ready to start heaving a |ine of warhamrers.

Kel sey shook his head, his mane of gol den hair bouncing wildly about his
shoul ders. "Not 1," he explai ned. "Watever ny reasons, | would never act
so rashly when so nuch is at stake."

Geno mul l ed over the words for a few nonments, know ng that Kel sey had put
a clue or two in his answer.

"McM ckey!" the dwarf cried suddenly, and Kel sey's nod confirmed the
guess. "But what would the | eprechaun want with arnor that is five tines
his size? Wat would he want with a spear he could hardly lift off the

ground?"
"Those are exactly the questions | plan to ask him once we find him"
Kel sey paused, |ooking fromthe now not-so-distant wood to Geno. "In Tir

na n' Qy," Kelsey finished, and he started off again, notioning for the
dwarf to follow

"Damed sprite,” Geno bitched. "I'll pay that one back in hanmers for
putting me through this."

"Perhaps you will find, after wal king the snoboth paths of the wondrous
forest, that you owe the | eprechaun sone thanks, Geno Hamert hr ower, "

Kel sey remarked rather sharply. He really didn't expect a dwarf to

under stand or appreciate the el ven wood, but he was beginning to find
Geno' s grunbling about the place nore than a little annoying. "Few of the
Bul dref ol k have ever seen the wood, and none in centuries. Perhaps your
fear of it

"Shut your nouth and wal k on fast," Geno grow ed.

Kel sey said no nore, realizing that advice to be the best he woul d get
out of the surly dwarf.

The sheer vibrancy of Tir na n"QOg's prinmal colors sent Kelsey's spirit
soari ng, and sent Geno's eyes spinning, as they nade their way al ong the
forest paths. It was early sunmer, and Tir na n'Qy was alive, bristling
with the sounds of chattering birds and hunmmi ng bees, the thunping of a
rabbit, the splash of a beaver, and the continuing song of a dozen
danci ng brooks. To Kelsey, to all the Tylwth Teg, this was hone, this
was Faerie at its nost precious, its nost natural and correct state. But
to Geno, who lived his life in rocky caves in the rugged Dvergamal range,



Tir na n' Qg seened foreign and unwel coning. In his dwarfish honel and,
Geno's ears were filled with the rhythm c sound of hanmers ringing on
heated netal, and with the unending roar of the waterfalls at the Firth
of Buldre. Tir na n'"Qg's nore subtle, but many times nore varied, noises
kept the dwarf off-balance and on his guard, his gnarly fingers clutching
tightly to the handl e of a hanmer and his blue eyes darting to and fro,
searching the inpossible tangles to try to discern what creatures m ght
be about.

Bi rds squawked in the boughs above them dogging their every step with
telltale shrieks.

"They are announcing our presence to nmy people," Kel sey explained to the
nervous dwarf. "The birds are Tir na n'(y's sentries.”

The el f had thought that the explanati on would put Geno nore at ease,
but, if anything, the dwarf seenmed even nore agitated. Every few steps,
he would skid to a stop, hop around, |ooking up, and yell, "Shut your
beak! " which only agitated the birds even nore. Kelsey was glad that the
dwarf was behind him and could not see his smle, as the chatter
multiplied in their wake.

Wder indeed did the elf's smle grow when they came through a snmall |ea,
I ined by huge pines, and the birdsong reached a new crescendo.

"I told you to shut your beaks!" unnerved Geno roared, but then the dwarf
saw t hrough the illusion, saw that the birds were not really birds at
all, but were Tylwth Teg, scores of them grimfaced and with bows drawn
as they watched fromthe branches.

"Ch," Geno offered, and he said not another word for the next severa

hour s.

After they passed the meadow, Kel sey stopped nany tines and whistled up
trees, waiting for the whistling reply, then starting off once nore,
often in a different direction. Geno figured that the elf was getting

i nformati on about the |eprechaun in sonme strange code, but he didn't ask
about it, just followed in Kel sey's wake and hoped that the whole trip

t hrough the mserable forest would soon be at its end

It was | ate afternoon when Kel sey crouched in a bush and notioned for
Geno to cone up beside him The elf pointed across a small clearing to a
huge tree, and to the leprechaun resting easily against the trunk
twirling a jewel ed dagger atop one finger. His hair and beard were brown,
fast going to gray, his snmiling eyes shining the color of steel in the
afternoon sun. Hi s overcoat, too, was gray, and his breeches green. He
absently kept the dagger spinning, its tip on the tip of his finger,
while he filled a |l ong-stenmed pipe with his other hand and popped it
into his nouth. And all the while, the hard heels of M ckey's shiny

bl ack, curly-toed shoes tap-tapped a frolicking rhythmon a thick root of
t he gi gantic oak.

Usi ng hand signals and facial gestures, Kel sey conmunicated to Geno that
he should wait for the elf to get into position, then charge straight
ahead at M ckey. Knowi ng how tricky fleeing |eprechauns could be, and
wanti ng nothing nore than to get out of the forest, Geno readily agreed,
t hough he was nore than a little unsettled when Kel sey slipped away, fast
di sappearing into the brush, |eaving himal one.

Just a nmonment later, though it seemed an interninable period to Geno, the
el f poked a hand up fromthe tangle to the side and back of M ckey.
"Damed sprite!" Geno roared again, bursting fromthe brush, a hanmmer
hel d high so that he could throw it at the ground in front of the

| eprechaun's feet if Mckey took flight.



"Ah, there ye are, ne friend dwarf," M ckey said easily, not even upset
or surprised enough to drop the spinning dagger off his finger. "Suren it
took ye long enough. And yerself, too, Kelsey," Mckey said wthout
turni ng around, just an instant before Kel sey's hand grabbed hi mby the
col I ar.

Kel sey and Geno exchanged i ncredul ous | ooks and Kel sey | et go, though
Geno kept his hanmer ready. The elf |ooked closer at the sprite,
wondering if he was nerely an illusion, fearing that the real M ckey

McM ckey was standing on the edge of the clearing, or up in the oak

| aughi ng at them as they stood there confused. None in all of Faerie, not
even Robert or Ceridwen, could see through an illusion as well as the
Tylwth Teg, though, and as far as Kel sey could tell, this was indeed

M ckey sitting before him

"You expected us?" Kel sey asked, unsure of hinmself.

"I called ye, didn't 1?" Mckey replied with a huff.

"Then it was you who took the arnor and spear," Geno grow ed

M ckey gl anced over one shoul der, his eyes pointing the way to the |eaf-
covered itens, sitting neatly against a tree at the clearing' s edge.

Kel sey grabbed the | eprechaun by the collar again and hoisted himto his
feet, the jewel ed dagger falling to the ground. "Do you realize what you
have done?" the elf denmanded.

"I have brought ye both out here, as | needed," Mckey replied easily.
"CGeldion has conme to Dilnamarra," Kelsey grow ed, roughly letting go of
the sprite. "Connacht hol ds Baron Pwyl| responsible for the theft, and
thus, he will be hung at noontinme tonorrow. You should | ook farther down
the corridors behind the doors you open before you act."

"And yerself should | ook east, Kelsenellenelvial GI|-Ravadry!" M ckey
roared back, and his uncharacteristic tone and use of Kelsey's fornal
nane (which M ckey had never seened able to properly pronounce before)
gave Kel sey pause. He watched curiously as Mckey retrieved the dagger,
holding it up for both Kel sey and Geno to see, and wearing an expression
whi ch showed that the dagger should explain everything.

To both the others, the weapon seened out of place in the | eprechaun's
hand, first because |eprechauns rarely carried weapons—and on the few
occasions they mght, it was usually a slingshot or shillelagh—and second
because the man-si zed weapon seened so unwi el dy, practically a short
sword, to the dimnutive sprite.

"Look east, Kel senellenenen ... Kelsey," Mckey said again, "to where
Robert may have al ready taken wing."

"The dragon was bani shed to his castle for a hundred years," Kel sey
started to argue, but all the while he stared at the dagger, and began to
under stand. "Where did you get that?"

"Gary Leger," M ckey expl ai ned.

" St onebubbl es, " Geno spat, the very worst of dwarfish curses.

"Not the lad's fault,” M ckey explained. "He taked it fromthe tower, not
the treasure room and taked it for fighting, not for stealin'.”

"But the theft rel eases Robert from his banishnent,"” Kel sey reasoned.
"And with Ceridwen bani shed and posing no deterrent to Robert ...

"The wrm m ght well be already out and flying," Mckey finished. "And so
did | bring ye all together, that we night put the wrmback in his
hole.” All the while, M ckey was thinking not of Robert, but of his

preci ous pot of gold, bartered to the dragon in exchange for his life
before the friends had ever entered Robert's castle. Mckey didn't think
it wise to tell the others that little detail, though, preferring to take



the altruistic route this tinme, knowing that it would nore |ikely appea
to the honorabl e Kel sey.

"I'f the dragon has discovered the m ssing dagger, then he will not likely
be easy to put back in his hole," Kelsey reasoned, mmcking M ckey's

wor ds deri sively.

"Ch, ye should better learn the terns of bani shment before ye go
insulting me," Mckey replied. "If we get the dagger back to the Gant's
Thunb afore the change o' the season, then Robert' 11l be obliged to
return.” It was a plausible lie, and one that M ckey hoped woul d get him
near to his pot of gold once nore.

Kel sey's fair face screwed up incredul ously. He had lived for centuries
anong the Tylwyth Teg, his people, anpbng the nost know edgeabl e of races
where anci ent codes were concerned, and he had never heard of such a
rule.

" '"Tis true," Mckey went on, puffing on the pipe to hide his smrk.
Leprechauns were the best liars in all the world, but the Tylwth Teg
were the best at seeing through those Ilies.

"I have never heard of this rule," Kel sey answered.

"If Robert hasn't found the | ost dagger and we get it back, then no
harm s done," Mckey replied. "And if he has found it, even if he's taken
wi ng, then he'll be bound to return.™

"And i f you are wrong?"

M ckey shrugged. "Ye got a better plan? Ye neaning to go off and fight

t he wyr "

" St onebubbl es, " Geno spat again.

Kel sey didn't inmmediately answer, caught in Mckey's web. He certainly
did not wish to fight Robert, if that could in any way be avoi ded.

"And so | bringed ye together," Mckey went on. "It's our own fault that
Robert's about, and our own job to put himback where he rightly

bel ongs. "

"You coul d have just asked," Geno grunbled, and he, too, seemed subdued,
caught in M ckey's sticky web.

"I needed to get ye all together,"” Mckey argued. "And | didn't even know
where yerself had gotten off to. | figured to let Pwll do me hunting for
me, and it seens |ike he catched ye good."

Geno grunbled and | owered his eyes, preferring to keep his nenories of
the wild fight in Braemar's Snoozing Sprite tavern private.

"At what cost?" Kelsey denanded. "Your ganes have put Baron Pwyll in

j eopardy. "

M ckey chewed on the end of his |ong-stenmed pipe for a few nonents,
thinking it through. "Then we'll just have to take the good and fat Baron

along with us," he decided, his big-toothed and pearly smile beam ng once
nor e.

M ckey' s obvi ous confidence set Kel sey back on his heels and ended t hat
debate—for the tinme. "And what of the arnor?" Kel sey denanded, determ ned
to find sone problemwith Mckey's sinple reasoning.

"Ch, I'I'l be filling it soon enough,” the | eprechaun replied, his gray
eyes twi nkling mschievously. "Don't ye worry."

4
dick Against the W ndow

Di ane lay across Gary's bed and Gary sat on the floor, both of themtired
as m dni ght approached. Fleetwood Mac's Tusk played softly in the room



and candl es burned | ow while Stevie N cks rolled through the haunting
lyrics of Storns.

Every night that goes between, | feel alittle |less

She was singing to Gary, about Gary, the young man felt, singing the sad
truth that Gary was indeed beginning to feel a little less with every
passi ng day away fromthe enchanted | and of Faerie. Gary renmenbered it

all so vividly, renenbered M ckey and Kel sey, and surly Geno. Renenbered
the vibrant colors of Tir na n" Oy and the nmud-filled streets of
Dilnanarra. Gary thought of Faerie every night as he was drifting off to
sleep, usually while this sanme CD cooed softly at the edges of his

consci ousness.

"They're hitting Baghdad again!" cane a call fromdownstairs, Gary's
father watching the coverage on the | ate news.

D ane shook her head in disgust. She was one of the few people Gary knew
who openly expressed her disdain for the war. You could throw every

| ogi cal argunent at Diane for fighting the war, fromoil reserves to the
need to defeat terrorism and she'd just snmle and say, "Wen historians
| ook back on this, they'll see that it could have been avoi ded, just like
every other war." No argunent could shake Di ane from her convictions.

A tough lady, and that's what Gary | oved nost about her.

"They're creating their own Robert," Gary mused al oud, thinking of how
the nedia, probably with governnment's full support, had made the | eader
of the eneny country out to be the worst crimnal since Adolf Hitler
There were no dragons in Gary's world, no real ones, anyway, so it seened
that, fromtinme to time, people had this need to create one. Gary Leger
had met a dragon, a real dragon, and his fear of ever neeting a real one
again far outwei ghed his all-too-human need for the excitenent.

"What ?" Di ane asked. "Who's Robert?"

Gary thought |long and hard about an answer to that sinple response. Many
times he had considered telling D ane about his trip to Faerie, about
showi ng her the book and trusting in her to believe in him "Nothing," he
said at length. "Just an evil king | read about sonewhere."

The answer satisfied weary Diane, who was already drifting off to sleep
She didn't nake it a habit of falling asleep in Gary's room but the door
was open and his parents didn't mind, and the quiet music was so inviting

Sonet hi ng snapped agai nst the window, jolting D ane fromher sleep. The
candl es were out now, the digital clock reading 2:30. The room was
perfectly quiet, and dark, except for the dimlight of the streetlight
conmng in through the edges of the front wi ndow s shade. As her eyes

adj usted, D ane could make out Gary's sil houette, propped agai nst the bed
in the sane position he had been in when they were awake.

Puk!

"Gary," Diane whispered. She reached out and jostled his shoul der a
little, and he responded by shaking his head and | ooki ng back to the bed.
"Huh?" he replied dreamly

Puk!

"The wi ndow,"” D ane said. "Sonmething' s clicking agai nst the wi ndow "
"Huh?" Gary rubbed his bleary eyes and | ooked to the window, just in tine
to hear yet another click. "It's probably just a squirrel on the roof,"
Gary announced rather loudly as a yawn intermngled with the words. He
pul l ed hinself up and noved across the floor, trying to appear bold. He
noved the shade aside and | ooked out, but the front yard and the street
seened enpty.



"There's nothing out there," he said firmy, turning back into the room
Puk!

Di ane reached for the light as Gary pulled up the shade, lifting the
bottom hal f of the wi ndow as soon as the weak springs of the old shade
had moved it out of the way. "Don't turn the light on!" he told her,
knowi ng that he wouldn't be able to see outside if she did. Wth not hing
reveal ed, he put the screen up, too, and |l eaned out, his hands resting on
the wi ndowsill as he scanned the front and side yard.

"There's nothing out here ..." he started to protest, but he stopped in

m dsentence, the words caught in his throat as he | ooked down to regard
several tiny arrows protruding fromthe wooden sill.

"No way," the young man breathed. Gary's mnd rushed in a hundred
different directions at once. Could it be true? Had the fairies cone back
for hin? He knew instinctively that this was a signal, that a sprite was
sunmoni ng him probably to go down to the woods out back, to the same
spot from where he had once been taken to the enchanted real m

"What is it?" D ane demanded, coning to within a few feet behind Gary.

It, Gary thought, is time for sonme revelations. He could tell her now, he
nmused, could nmake her believe himw th evidence that her stubborn and
rational side could not dispute

"Come here," Gary said, notioning for Diane to join him He pointed out
the little darts and Diane bent lowto the sill, shaking her head

"Some kind of pellet?" she asked.

"Arrows," Gary corrected.

Di ane | ooked at himblankly, then peered lowto better regard the darts.
"Who coul d shoot an arrow that snall ?" she asked incredul ously, but then
she nodded as if she understood. "Ch, froma bl owgun?" she asked,
renenbering the stories Gary had told her about his blowgun fights at the
of fice.

"No," Gary replied cryptically, trying to build the suspense so that his
answer, when he gave it in full, would not be too overwhel n ng.

"From one of those-what do you call thenP?—crossbows?" Diane reasoned.
"Nope," Gary replied, working hard to keep the nmounting excitenent out of
his voice. "Froma | ongbow. "

Di ane | ooked back to the tiny dart, her face twi sted in confusion
"Couldn't be too long a bow," she said with a smrk.

Gary thought of going to his stereo cabinet and showi ng D ane the

| eprechaun-transfornmed version of The Hobbit, of show ng her the flow ng
script and blurting out everything that had happened to him

Take it slow, he rem nded hinself, thinking of his own doubts even after
the sprites had abducted him even after his first full day in the |Iand
of Faerie. Gary had lived the adventure, and yet it had taken hima | ong
time to believe that it had actually occurred—even after it was over and
he found hinmself waking in the woods out back, only the still-transforned
book had proven to himthat the whole thing hadn't been a dream

But he had to nake Diane believe it, he told hinself. It was inportant to
him vital to him that someone el se, especially Diane, believe his tale
and maybe share another adventure with him He took a deep breath, turned
on the rooms light, and retrieved the book fromthe stereo cabinet,
handing it over to D ane.

"Yeah," she pronpted, not understanding.

"Open it."



Di ane' s eyes wi dened as she considered the flow ng runes on the strange
pages, not at all what she would expect, of course, froma printed book.
She | ooked to Gary and shook her head, totally confused.

"I took that to a professor at the college," Gary explained. "Dr. Keough
who knows Irish history better than anyone el se around here. It's Gaelic,

as far as he could tell, but a formof the | anguage he had never seen
before. He couldn't decide if it was sone hybrid of the |anguage, or sone
pure form™

"You' ve got Tolkien in Gaelic?" Diane asked breathlessly. "This nust be a
collector's edition, and nust be worth a fortune."

"It's not a collector's edition," Gary replied. "But it's probably worth
nore than a fortune."

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"Look at the beginning," Gary explained. He went to his book shelf and
took out the second book in the series, opening it to the credits page.
"Same publisher, sanme edition, even the sanme printing," Gary expl ai ned,
showi ng Di ane the identical information in both books

She continued scrutinizing the pages, |ooking for sone clue, and Gary
wondered if it was tine to spring the truth on her. He trusted her, and
knew that she wouldn't ridicule him(once she realized that he was
serious) even if she didn't believe him But Gary sinply couldn't figure
out where to begin. WIld ideas canme into his thoughts every tine he tried
to think of an opening sentence. He i magi ned his name spread across the
headl i nes of tabl oid newspapers:

Lancashire Man Abducted by Fairies Gary Leger: | Was | npregnated by a
Lepr echaun

Gary laughed in spite of his dilema, drawing Diane's attention away from
t he book.

"What' s goi ng on?" she denanded, the perfect cue, but again Gary coul dn't
find the words to respond.

"I can't tell you," he adnitted. He | ooked back to the open w ndow. "But
| think I can show you."

They rushed through the house, out the front door, and Gary |led the way
down the street, towards the black Iine of trees, the beginning of the
smal | wood.

"I'f you wanted to nake out, couldn't we have gone for a ride?" D ane
asked him resisting the urgent pull of his hand and not liking the | ook
of those dark and om nous trees.

"This is better than making out," Gary replied excitedly, not taking the
time to choose his words nore carefully.

Di ane tugged her hand free and skidded to a stop on the road. Wen Gary
turned back to her, she was standing with her arns crossed over her
chest, one foot tapping on the tar, and her head tilted to the side. The
dimlight of the distant streetlights did nothing to dininish the

appear ance of her scow .

"What ?" Gary asked bl ankly.

"Better than naking out?" Diane replied, enphasizing every syllable.

"No, no," Gary stanmered. "You don't understand, but cone on, and you
will!"

"Better than making out?" D ane asked again, but caught up in Gary's
overboiling enthusiasm she accepted his hand once again and foll owed him
down the street and into the woods.

It was pitch black in there, but Gary knew his way, had grown up pl aying
in these woods. They noved down the dirt end of his parents' street,



turned onto a fire road, and soon noved through the bl ueberry bushes,
past the wi de break atop the high ground overl ooking the area that had
been cleared for an el enentary school.

The view there was beautiful, with the shining dots of stars dotting the
sky, and Diane sl owed, her eyes drinking it in.

This was the spot where Gary had encountered the fairy ring, but not
where he had first encountered the sprite. He allowed D ane a few nonents
of the grand view, while he snooped around, |ooked for the telltale
lights of dancing fairies.

"Come on," he said at length, taking Diane's hand once nore. "Down
there." He started along the path once nore, heading for where it dipped
down the side of a thickly wooded val e.

Di ane resisted, slapped at a nosquito that had stung her on the neck.
"What' s going on?" she asked again. "Wat does this have to do with those
arrows, and that book?"

"I can't explainit,"” Gary replied. "You wouldn't believe ... you

woul dn't understand it. Not yet. But if you'll just cone along, you'l
see it for yourself."

"I always pick the nuts," Diane nuttered under her breath, and she took
up Gary's hand and foll owed himdown the dirt path

They canme to a npbssy banki ng—bBi ane had to take Gary's word that it was a
nossy banking, for she couldn't see a thing. He pl opped down, and pull ed
her hand, patting the ground to indicate that she should sit behind him
The mi nutes passed uneventfully, quietly, except for the rising hum of
hungry nosquitos gat hering about them snelling human food.

"Wl | ?" Di ane pronpt ed.

"Sssh!" Gary replied.

"I"'mgetting eaten alive," she protested

"Sssh. "

And so they sat in silence, save for the annoying buzz and the occasi onal
slaps. Their eyes adjusted enough to the dark so that they could at |east
make out each other's black silhouette. D ane nuzzled into Gary's

shoul der and he instinctively put his arm around her.

"W shoul d have taken the car," she whi spered.

"Sssh." Gary's tone grew nore agitated, nore inpatient, aptly reflecting
the frustration building within him

The ni nutes becane an hour, a chill breeze blew by, and Di ane nuzzl ed
closer. A twi st of her head put her |ips against Gary's neck, and she
gave hima |l ong kiss, then noved her head up so that her |ips brushed
lightly against his ear.

"Do you want sone ice crean?" she asked teasingly.

Gary sighed and pull ed away, causing Diane to straighten.

"Do you want themto watch us?" Gary asked sharply.

Di ane | eaned back from him

"Wl ?" Gary asked.

"Who?"

"Them " Gary snapped back, pointing to the enpty darkness. He shook his
head and cl osed his eyes. Wen he had seen the arrows, his hopes had
soared. But now ...

Gary desperately wanted it to be true, wanted the sprites to come back
for him to take hi m-and D ane, too—+nto Faerie for sone new grand
adventure. To get himout of the world of nonth-ends and hi ghway ganes.
Di ane | ooked confused, even a little scared. "Who?" she demanded agai n.
"The sprites,” Gary answered softly and bluntly.



Di ane was silent for a long nonent. "Sprites?" she asked, and her voice
had dropped at |east an octave.

"Fairies!" Gary snarled at her, snarled at the obvious doubt in her tone
and at his own nmounting doubts.

"What the hell are you tal king about?" Diane replied. "And why is it that
| seemto keep asking you the sanme questions over and over without
getting any real answers?"

"Because | can't explain it!" Gary cried in frustration

"Try."
"That book," Gary began, after taking a deep breath to clear his thoughts
and steady his nerves. "It wasn't printed the way you sawit. It was

normal , perfectly nornmal typesetting.”

"Then how did it change?" The obvi ous doubt in her tone stung the young
man.

"A |l eprechaun waved his hand."

"Qut it out," replied D ane

"I"'mnot kidding," Gary said. "That's why | brought you down here. You
don't believe nme, you can't believe nme. Hell, | didn't believe nyself—
until | saw that book."

Di ane started to ask a question, but stopped and held her arnms up high to
the sides in surrender.

"You'll have to see it," Gary explained. "The words are too inmpossible."
To Diane's credit, she didn't reply, didn't tell Gary that he was out of
his mnd, and didn't rise to |l eave. She took Gary's hand and noved him
back besi de her.

"Just give ne this night," he asked her. "Then, nmaybe, 1'll be able to
explainit all."

Di ane pulled himcloser, put her head back on his shoul der. Her sigh was
resi gned, but she held her place and Gary knew that she would trust in
him despite the nps-quitos, despite the fact that, by all appearances,
t he young man was out of his m nd.

A gentle singing awakened Gary sone tinme later, sone time not far before
t he dawn.

"Di ane," he whispered, nudging the sl eeping woman. She didn't nove.

The fairy song drifted on the breeze, too soft for Gary to nake out the
i ndi vi dual words, though he doubted that he woul d understand the arcane
| anguage anyway.

"Di ane." He gave her a harder nudge, but still she didn't nove.

"Conme on," Gary pronpted as |oudly as he dared, and he rubbed his hand
across Diane's back, then stopped abruptly as he felt the tiny dart
sticking from her shoul der.

"Ch, no," he groaned, and Di ane's next snore came as an appropriate
reply. The fairies had put her to sleep

Gary rose into a crouch, saw the flicker of tiny lights, like fireflies,
atop the ridge, back near to the blueberry bushes. He hal f-wal ked, half-
crawl ed up the slope, the lights and the song growing nore intense with

every passing foot. And then he saw them a ring of dancing fairies, |ike
tiny elfish dolls barely a foot tall. They twirled and | eaped, spun
graceful little circles, while singing in their squeaky yet nel odic

voi ces. This was the gateway to the enchanted | and.

"Get in," came a chirping voice, the words running so fast that it took
Gary a long nonent to sort themout. He | ooked down to see a snall sprite
standi ng beside him

"You canme for nme?" Gary stated as nuch as asked.



"Get in!"

"What took you so long?" Gary denanded, wi shing that they had arrived
hours before. The sprite replied with an incredul ous | ook, and only then
did Gary realize that the few hundred yards back to his parents' house
must have seenmed like mles to tiny sprite |egs.

Gary | ooked back down the trail, to where Di ane was sl eeping soundly. He
needed her to witness this, to cone with himto Faerie.

"Get in!'" The squeaky voice sounded nore insistent with each demand.

"Not without her," Gary replied, looking fromthe vale to the sprite. The
sprite was hol di ng somet hing, Gary noticed, though he couldn't quite nake
it out in the darkness. Hs nind told himwhat his eyes could not, but
too late, for then he felt the sting of an arrow against his calf.
"Dammit," he groaned, feeling for the dart and then tearing it free. A
few noments later, his vision went double, and through blurry eyes he saw
two rings of dancing fairies.

"Dammit," he said again, and for some reason, he was down on his knees.
"D ane?"

"Just you!" the now unseen sprite answered enphatically.

"Dammit!" But despite the protest, Gary was craw ing, noving slowy and
inevitably for the fairy ring. There he col |l apsed, his strength drai ned
by the sl eeping poison, his | egs too weak to support him

Gary Leger wouldn't need his legs for this next portion of his journey.

5
The Rescue

He knew as soon as he opened his eyes on a glorious dawn that Di ane was
no | onger beside him He knew by the vivid colors, alnmost too rich for
his eyes, that he had come again to the enchanted real mof Faerie, and he
was not surprised at all a nonment later to see Mckey McM c-key, Kel sey,
and Geno staring dowmn at himas he lay on a patch of thick grass,
surrounded by bl ueberry bushes.

Still groggy fromthe pixie poison, Gary stretched and yawned and forced
hinself to sit up.

"No tine for sleeping, lad,” Mckey said to him "Baron Pwll's to be
hung at noon, and we've to get ye in the arnor and get to Dilnamarra in a
hurry."

Gary's stare took on a blank appearance as he tried to orient hinself to
his new surroundi ngs and tried to digest the sudden rash of news. The
Baron ... the arnmor . .. Dilnanmarra ..

Geno grabbed him by the shoulder, and with strength far beyond what his
four-foot-tall body shoul d have possessed, easily hoisted, flung, Gary to
his feet.

"Comes fromeating rocks?" a shaken Gary asked M ckey, renenbering what

t he | eprechaun had told himof dwarfish power.

"Now ye're catching on," Mckey said with a wide grin. "There's a good

l ad. "

"My wel cone, Gary Leger," Kel sey added solemly, and fromwhat Gary knew
of Kel sey's al oof deneanor, that seened |like the warnest greeting of all
Gary took a nonment to look all around, to bathe in Faerie's preternatura
colors and in the continual song that seened to fill the ear, just bel ow



the I evel of conscious hearing. Miusic had been an inportant part of
Gary's life in his own world, and the feelings bestowed by the best of
the songs that he heard cane close, but did not match, the sublimninal and
unendi ng nmagi cal notes that filled Faerie's clear air.

M ckey tugged at daydreanming Gary's belt, pointing out that Kel sey and
Geno had already started away.

When they arrived at the great oak tree and retrieved the arnor, Gary was
suddenly relieved that Diane had not come with him Up this tree lived
Leshi ye, the wood nynph, a gorgeous and ultinmately seductive creature

wi th whom Gary had shared a nobst pl easurabl e encounter on his last visit
to Faerie. Inevitably, Gary's eyes now drifted up the w de-spread
branches, and he put a hand to one ear, wondering if he nmight catch a
hint of Leshiye's enchanting and enticing song.

Kel sey tapped Gary on the shoul der, and when the young man turned about
to regard the elf, he |ooked into the nbst unconprom sing glare he had
ever seen. It was Kel sey who had clinbed this very tree to pull Gary from
Leshiye's tender, and inevitably deadly, clutches. The elf had been angry
t hen, as dangerous as Gary had ever seen him and Kelsey's glare now cane
as a clear warning to Faerie's visitor that he should concentrate on the
busi ness at hand and | eave any sought-after pleasures for |ater.

"Way not give back the arnor, instead of putting that one in it?" Geno
asked suddenly, drawing the attention of the other three. "Geldion would
let Pwll go and | could get back to ny hone."

"But then Celdion would take the artifacts back to Connacht," M ckey
reasoned. In truth, the dwarf's plan seenmed sinple, but Mckey coul dn't
let it cone to pass, not if he wanted to retrieve his pot of gold.
Worried that pragmati c Geno mi ght spoil everything, Mckey found sone
unexpect ed support from Kel sey.

"W shall need the arnmor and spear if it cones to battle with Robert,"”
the el f expl ai ned.

Geno snorted. "Let Geldion and Pwyll raise an arny to battle the dragon,™
he sai d.

M ckey chewed his lip as the situation seemed to hang on a fine wire
"No," Kelsey said flatly, and Mckey tried hard to keep his relieved sigh
qui et. "Robert is our responsibility, since it was our actions that

| oosed himon the land. It seens a sinple thing to return the itemto the
dragon's lair and force himto honor the terns of banishnment."

"The dragon's out?" Gary asked incredul ously.

"Just a small issue,” Mckey replied, straightening his tamo'-shanter.
Gary |l ooked to M ckey and shrugged, hopel essly confused, but the

| eprechaun put a finger to pursed lips, calling for silent patience.

"Your responsibility, elf!" Geno bal ked, poking a stubby finger Kelsey's
way. "The quest was yours, never nine, and you bear the responsibility of
the theft."

"What ?" Gary nouthed silently to Mckey, though he thought that he was
beginning to catch on. The word "theft"” led Gary to believe that M ckey
had taken sonet hing from Robert, sonething that had broken the dragon's

i ndenture. The notion that the friends had sonmehow | oosed a dragon on the
| and began to weigh heavily on the young nman's shoul ders, began to nake
himthink that going right back to the forest behind his nother's house
m ght not be such a di sappoi nt nent.

"Qur responsibility,"” Kelsey pronptly corrected. "And we, together, shal
see it through, shall put the wrmback in his hole, and perhaps right
many other wongs in the |and al ong the way."



M ckey was sniling easily then, realizing that he had i ndeed appeal ed to
Kel sey' s overdevel oped sense of honor.

"Pretty words, elf,"” Geno said grimy. "Let us hear themagain in the
face of an angry dragon." Despite his grunbling, though, the dwarf was
the first to nove for a netal plate.

Gary felt the balance of the magnificent arnor as Geno and the others
went about the task of strapping it on. On his initial visit to Faerie,
when he had first donned the arnor, it had felt bulky and he had felt
clumsy in it. Gary had spent the last five years strengthening his

muscl es, though, preparing hinmself for this return, and now, as the arnor
fell into place, his body renenbered. Wen the | ast piece of netal
plating was strapped securely into its place, Gary felt no nore
encunbered than if he had been wearing a set of heavy clothes and a | ong
| eat her coat.

Gary lifted the huge and ornate helmand tucked it under one arm This
was the only piece that didn't fit well—€edric's head nust have been huge
i ndeed—and Gary saw no reason to put it on just yet. Then he went for the
spear, pausing a long nonent to study it, to bask in the view of its
splendor. It was long, taller than Gary, and forged of black nmetal, with
a wide tip that flared out back at the top of the handle and turned
around on both sides into secondary points, making the whol e appear
alnost like a distorted trident. It looked as if it would weigh a hundred
pounds, but so bal anced was it, and so heavily magi cked, that Gary coul d
easily hurl it fifty feet.

"Wll net again, young sprout,"” cane a call in Gary's mind, a telepathic
greeting fromthe sentient spear. Gary let a reply drift fromhis

t houghts, and then, alnost as if they had never been apart, he and the
weapon were communi cating continuously, subconsciously, each becom ng
extensions of the other. It was in this telepathic joining that Gary
Leger had learned to fight, that Gary Leger had conme to see the | and of
Faerie as one of Faerie night, and make his battle decisions quickly and
correctly when the situation demanded. The spear had given to Gary a
different point of reference, and the confidence to act on his newf ound

i nstincts. Wien Ceridwen had caught them on the nountai n outsi de Robert's
castl e, when all seened lost, Gary had listened to those instincts and
had hurled the spear into the witch's belly, saving themall and

bani shing Ceridwen to her island hone.

"Lead on," Gary said to Kelsey as he took up the magnificent spear. The
el f shook his head, put his slender fingers to his lips, and blew a
shrill whistle, and a nonent later, three horses and a pony burst into
the clearing by the oak, flipping their heads about and snorting (Gary

al nost expected to see fire puffing fromthe nostrils of the mghty
steeds). Al four were pure white, and bedecked in an array of tinkling
gol den bells that rang out in perfect harnobny as the beasts jostled
about. Rich satiny purple blankets peeked out from under their snooth and
del i cate saddl es.

"A bit noisy, don't ye think?" M ckey asked Kel sey.

"The bells ring only when they are commanded to ring," Kelsey replied.
"No nount wal ks as quietly as a steed of Tir na n'Qg, and no nmount runs
as fast."

"Not likely," Geno grunbled, eyeing the pony w th disdain.

Kel sey and M ckey regarded the dwarf for a long while, not understandi ng
what he was tal king about, until the pony pawed near to Geno and the



gruff and fearless dwarf verily | eaped away, his hand snappi ng down to
grab at a hammer.

"He's afraid of horses," M ckey chuckled, but his smle wapped tight
agai nst his |ong-stenmred pi pe when Geno turned his glare M ckey's way.
"Dilnamarra is many mles away," Kelsey said to the dwarf. "W have no
time to wal k. You have ridden before," the elf reasoned, for horseback
was the primary nmeans of travel in Faerie.

"Ye rode the giant when | rmade himlook like a mule," M ckey added.

"I rode the cart the giant pulled,” Geno pronptly corrected.

"I don't know how to ride," Gary cut in, |ooking apologetically to his
friends. The young man thought himself incredibly stupid. He had spent
five years in his own world preparing hinself in case he ever got back to
Faeri e, and he had never even thought to take a riding | esson

"Horses aren't so commn in nmy world," he tried to explain.

"And when ye got here the last time, ye didn't know how to fight,
either," Mckey renminded him "Ye |learned, Gary Leger, and so ye' 1l learn
again. Besides, don't ye worry, I'll be up in yer saddle beside ye."

Gary | ooked doubtfully to the horse that had padded near to him but
shrugged and nodded M ckey's way. He started for the saddle, plopped the
cunber sone hel met on his head, and put his foot up to the stirrup
"Fromthe left side," Kelsey corrected.

"Uh-oh," Mckey nmuttered under his breath.

Wth a single fluid notion, Kelsey was up in his seat, taking the reins
of the riderless horse beside himas well. Gary had to struggle a bit
nore—the | eggings of the arnmor didn't quite spread wi de enough for an
easy nount —but he nanaged to get into place, and M ckey floated up in
front of him taking a confortable seat between Gary and the horse's
muscl ed neck.

"The lad can do it," Mckey said to Geno. "Are ye not as brave?"

Geno grabbed the pony's bridle and pulled the beast's face right up to
his own, nose to nose. The dwarf started to speak several tines, but
seenmed as though he had no idea of what to say to a pony. "Behave!" he
barked at |ast, sounding ridicul ous, but when he turned his unrelenting
scowl about to regard his friends, they all three quickly bit back their
chuckl es.

When the dwarf finally settled on the pony's back, Kel-sey nodded to the
others and clicked his teeth, and the nounts | eaped away, hooves poundi ng
as they thundered through the thick brush, bells ringing gaily, though it
seenmed to the stunned Gary Leger that not a | eaf was shaking in their
wake.

The wild run through Tir na n'Qy was anong the nost exciting things Gary
had ever experienced. The nounts seenmed out of control, running of their
own free will. Once his nount headed straight for the trunk of a w de
elm head down in a full gallop. Gary screaned and covered his eyes with
his arm M ckey | aughed, and the horse veered slightly at the | ast
nmonent, passing within inches of the elm Gary funbled to straighten the
hel met, then | ooked back and saw that Geno's pony, follow ng closely, had
taken the sanme route, and the dwarf, who apparently had tried to junp
of f, was now struggling to right hinself in his saddle, conplaining all
the while.

"Keep low in the saddle," Kel sey warned fromthe side, seeing the man
upright, and Gary bent as far over as he could. Still, he felt nore than
one | ow hangi ng branch brush across his shoul ders, and the |ong spear cut
a swath in the foliage along the tight side.



Gary heard the singing of running water somewhere up ahead. A nonent
|ater, his helnet spun around on his head and he felt as if he was
flying, and then he heard the sound of the water fading fast behind him
"Unbel i evabl e," he muttered, straightening the helm

"That's the fun of it,"” Mckey quickly replied, still sitting easily in
the crook between Gary and the horse's neck. "Say, lad, ye didn't happen
to bring me anot her book, now, did ye?"

Gary smled and shook his head. He wi shed that he had brought severa
books, the rest of Tolkien's series, at |least, so that he m ght hear

M ckey's comments as the | eprechaun read them+ead themas if they were
factual historical books. Gary sniled again as he realized that they just
m ght be, fromthe perspective of Faerie's folKks.

The party charged out of Tir na n' Qy just a few mnutes later, thundering
across the hedge-lined fields, causing the many sheep and hairy "heel and
coos," as Mckey called the highland cows, to pause and | ook up to regard
t heir passing.

It all seenmed a wondrous blur to Gary, the miles rolling under him as
surely as if he had been flying down Route 2 after work back home. But
even with the rag-top down, the sensations in the Mistang could not cone
close to equaling the thrill of riding this near-wild steed, a beast that
Gary mght coax, but certainly could not control

Sone time later they cane in sight of Dilnamarra, the single stone tower
that served as Baron Pwyl|'s keep poki ng above the rolling plain and the
| ow wooden shops and cottages. On Kel sey's command, the magical bells
stopped ringing, and the elf slowed, bringing themin at an easy and
gui et er pace.

A crowd had gathered at the nuddy crossroads in the center of the snal
village, gathered around the gallows, to which a trenbling and bl ubbering
Pwl |l was now bei ng dragged.

Kel sey | ed the others down around a low hill, where they left the horses
and crept up on foot, pausing to watch from a hedgerow a hundred feet
down the north road fromthe gathering, with the squat tower directly
across the gallows fromthem

"W've cone not a nonent too soon," M ckey remarked. "But howre we to
get in there and get away?"

“If we had wal ked, our concerns woul d soon be at their end," Geno
grunbl ed, drawi ng angry stares from both Kel sey and M ckey.

"There are a lot of soldiers down there," Gary remarked.

"Aye," M ckey added, "and nost o' them wearing the colors of Connacht."
He tapped Gary's hand, clutching tightly to the magnificent spear. "W're
for needing tricks, not weapons," he said, and Gary nodded and eased his

grip.
"What tricks do you have, |eprechaun?" Geno asked gruffly. "The fat one
wi Il be hanging by his neck in a ten-count."” It was true enough; even as

they crouched and tried to figure out a plan, Prince Gel dion was reading
froman unrolled parchnent while a contingent of his men prodded and

ki cked the reluctant Pwll up the stairs

"WIl the crowd help us?" Gary asked eagerly, picturing some grand revolt
with himself at the | ead, dressed as Cedric Donigarten, the nost fanous
hero of Faerie.

"Not likely," Mckey answered, bursting Gary's daydreans. "They're
commonfol k, and not likely to find the courage to go agai nst Connacht,
even if yerself's wearing the arnor of their hero of old.”



"You rmust get in close to the Baron," Kel sey said suddenly to Geno,
stringing his bow as he spoke. "My arrows have cut ropes before."

Geno | aughed at him

"CGeldion and the others will believe that Pwyll is hanging," Kelsey,
undaunted, said to the dwarf. Kelsey turned to Mckey with a questioning
stare, and the | eprechaun understood what role the elf neant for himto
pl ay.

M ckey | ooked back doubtfully to the gallows, where a soldier was putting
t he hangman's noose around Pwyl Fs neck. |f he had his pot of gold, his
source of magical energies, Mckey could have woven an illusion that
woul d have curious onl ookers staring at the hanging nman for a week. But
he didn't have that precious pot, and without it, the | eprechaun wasn't
sure that his magical inmagery would be precise enough to fool half the
peopl e around the gall ows.

"I see no better way," he answered, though, and he rubbed his plunmp
little hands together and began weavi ng the words of a spell

Geno continued to smirk doubtfully and shake his head.

"I will goif you're afraid," Gary offered, and he shifted away as the
dwarf's disbelieving and threatening scow fell over him Wth a grow,
Geno was up and running, cutting from bush to bush, then darting behind a
wat er trough just a few feet behind the back ring of onlookers. There,
Geno spat in his hands and tanped down his powerful legs |like a hunting
cat, preparing to rush out at the exact nonent.

Gary shot a mischievous wink Mckey's way. "Alittle notivation for the
dwarf," he expl ai ned.

"It's good to have ye back, lad," the | eprechaun replied with a chuckle.
Gary went out next fromthe hedgerow, slipping closer to the crowd, spear
in hand. He heard Kel sey whistle softly and | ooked back to see the horses
wal king in behind the elf and M ckey. Then Gary turned his attention
fully to the scene ahead, inching up as close as he could get to the

anxi ous crowd. He noted the thickness of the rope and began to doubt

Kel sey's plan, began to doubt that any arrow, no matter how perfect the
shot, could cut that henp cleanly. He heard Cel dion conplete the danmning
procl amation, labeling Pwll as a thief and a traitor to the throne.

"And we hang traitors!” the Prince cried out, a pointed renminder to
everyone in attendance. "Executioner!"

A whi ne escaped dooned Pwyl Fs thick Iips; the executioner's hand went to
the long lever at the side of the gallows platform It all happened at
once, suddenly, with Geno hopping the trough and pl owi ng through the

onl ookers, cutting a wide wake with his broad shoul ders, an arrow
splitting the air above himas the trap door dropped open, and Gary
finding hinself instinctively heaving the great spear behind the arrow in
its flight.

Kel sey's arrow hit the rope squarely, cutting an edge. Still the henp
hel d, and Pwyll's neck would surely have snapped, had not Gary's spear
conpl eted the task, its wide head easily shaving the rope in half as it

fl ew past.

The crowd roared, a unified groan.

Baron Pwyll felt the sudden, sharp jerk, felt as if his head was about to
be ripped off, and then he was falling, turning horizontally, and | ooking
up to see hinself hanging by the neck!

"I am dead!" he cried, and he was surprised to hear the sound of his own
voi ce. He slammed agai nst the ground, but was back up again, seenming to
float in the air as he continued to stare blankly at his own corpse.



"You should be," Geno agreed, grunting under the trenendous wei ght as he
whi sked the Baron away.

Poor confused Pwyll didn't know what to think, caught hal fway between
what his senses were telling himand what his mnd, what M ckey's
illusions, were telling him

Fromthe far side of the crowd, Gary blinked, for he hadn't witnessed any
of it. Horror and revulsion welled up inside himas he stared at the
hangi ng and twitching Baron. But then Gary noticed Geno, his arnms full of
a second Pwyll, rushing out the back side of the gallows, and Gary
renenbered M ckey.

He | ooked through the illusion then, saw the severed rope, the dwarf
running of f, and his spear angled out of the ground twenty feet to the
other side of the gallows. No one el se was novi ng, though, caught up in
the illusion, and Geldion hadn't called for any to block the fleeing
dwarf's path.

A runmbl e of confusion and a cry of alarmbegan its inevitable rol

t hrough the crowd. Up on the platform GCeldion and his soldiers glanced
all around, trying to see what the commoti on was about, for to their
eyes, Pwyll was hangi ng securely right bel ow them

Gary nearly junped out of his arnor when he felt sonething tap his

shoul der. He turned to see his nmount, down on its front knees, tossing
its head anxiously. Gary hadn't even put his leg all the way over the
beast's back before it took flight, flying around the side of the

gat hering.

More and nore people were beginning to recogni ze the deception, beginning
to point this way and that, nostly to the northeast. Prince Celdion

| ooked down t hrough the trap door and screaned in shock.

"Cedric Donigarten is cone!" one villager cried, spying the arnored
rider.

"We to Connacht!" cried anot her.

"Kill him" Geldion yelled, stuttering over the words, spittle stream ng
fromhis thin lips. "W have been deceived! Ch, devil-spawned magic!"
"The ganme's over," Gary whispered, bending | ow and urging his steed on.
He saw Geno |ink up with Kel sey and M ckey, the |eprechaun up behind

Kel sey. The dwarf heaved Pwyl|l up on the spare horse, then rushed to his
pony.

A crossbow quarrel clicked off the shoulder-plating of Gary's arnor. The
road before Gary seened cl ear, though, except that one soldier had rushed
out of the keep's open door. The man had gone to the spear and was now
tearing it fromthe ground

"Dammit," Gary growl ed, and his steed seened to read his thoughts,
veering straight for the man. Gary thought he would have to run the man
down, tranple himflat, then wheel about and retrieve the spear on the
second pass

"Hurry, young sprout!" he heard in his mnd, and he watched in thrilled
amazenment as a flashing jolt of energy coursed through the spear handl e,
hurling the soldier to the ground a dozen feet away and sending the
weapon flying high into the air.

Gary caught the free-flying weapon in mdstride, heard the sitting
soldier cry out in terror as the horse bore down at him But the beast of
Tir na nnQy was intelligent indeed and not evil, and it lifted its |egs
and easily cleared the ducking man, landing solidly far beyond hi mand

t hundering about in a tight turn to get away fromthe occupi ed keep and
catch up to the fleeing conpanions.



Gary held on for all his life, nearly went flying free as the horse

wheel ed. He heard a whistle in the air as another quarrel flew past.
"Mounts! Mounts!" one soldier was yelling above the din of the frenzied
villagers, the angry shouts of Prince Geldion, and the sudden bl are of
hor ns.

Anot her quarrel zipped past and Gary bent as | ow as he could go, trying
to present a small target. He saw the cloud of dust ahead as his sweating
st eed approached his conpani ons, heard the tumult behind himfast fading.
He cane up between Geno's pony and the horse bearing Pwll, and nearly

| aughed al oud, despite the danger, when he saw that the Baron still had

t he noose and length of rope around his neck. Three |long strides brought
Gary beyond those two, up beside Kel sey and M ckey.

"The illusion did not hold!" the elf was claimng to the | eprechaun.
"Didn't say it would," Mckey replied casually, puffing on his |ong-
stemmed pi pe—which Gary thought an amazing feat, given that they were in
full gallop. He noted that there seened to be an underlying tension

behi nd the | eprechaun's carefree facade, and thought it curious, as did
Kel sey, that M ckey, who had created illusions to fool a dragon for nmany
m nut es, had not been able to trick the crowd for any | ength of tine.
"They're comng!" Geno called from behind. Kelsey pulled up his horse and
the others followed the | ead, turning about to regard the now di stant
keep. They saw the dust beginning to rise on the road back to the north
and coul d hear the distant dull runble of many hooves.

"How conme every tine we |eave that place, there's a Prince chasing us?"
Gary asked.

"Ch, ny," groaned the thoroughly flustered Baron Pwyll. He grow ed
repeatedly, getting all tangled up as he tried to get the noose off his
neck. "Now | amin serious trouble."

Gary blinked in amazenment; Geno snorted.

"More troubl e than hangi ng?" M ckey asked, equally incredul ous.

"Fear not," Kelsey assured themall, turning his nmount back to the open
road to the south. "No horse can match the pace of the nounts of Tir na
r]l ml n

The el f handed M ckey over to Gary and ki cked his steed away. Geno's pony
flew past, with Pwll's horse coming right behind.

"Ready for a run, lad?" M ckey asked, settling into his seat in front of
Gary.

"Do | have a choice?" Gary replied, smling.

M ckey gl anced around the nan, to the north and the approaching cavalry.
"No," he said easily, puffing the pipe once nore as Gary | oosed his grip
on the reins and the powerful steed of Tir na n' Gy charged off.

6

Sense of Strength

Two score of villagers, peat farmers nostly, gathered on the western road
out of Drochit to watch the curious gnonme's departure. Gerbil had brought
grave news to the Duncan Drochit, Lord of the town, word that mghty
Robert the dragon had taken wi ng again, that darkness woul d soon descend
over all the land. In return, the gnone had been given some news of his
own, information about the reforging of Cedric's spear and the subsequent
theft of the artifacts.

It didn't take a clever gnonme to suspect that the two unusual events

m ght be related (especially since Robert had reportedly been the one to



supply the breath for reforging the spear), and so, with Duncan Drochit's
prom se that Braemar woul d be alerted, Gerbil had struck out west instead
of south, for Dilnamarra and the riddle that m ght shed some light on the
appear ance of the dreaded wyrm

The quadri cycl e gai ned speed steadily, despite the nud I eft over froman
early norning rain and the | oad of supplies Gerbil had strapped into a
basket behind his seat. Less than a hundred yards out of town, he had to
stop and wait, though, as a shepherd herded his fl ock across the road, an
all -t oo-cormon scene that woul d be repeated four tinmes over the next few
hours, with poor anxious Gerbil making sporadi c headway to the west. Then
he cleared the inmrediate farning areas near to the village, cane into the
nmore wild region between Drochit and Dil nanarra, and made nore steady
progr ess.

"I must figure a way to snooth out this road," the easily distracted
inventor said to hinself, his little | egs punping tirel essly as he bunped
and slid along the uneven cart path. And so Gerbil filled the hours with
t hought s of extending the Muuntain Messenger, or of devel oping a better
road systemthrough the | and, or, perhaps, of possible inprovenents to

t he quadricycle, such as stronger bunp absorbers and a gear ratio
designed for nud.

The pursuit |agged behind, but was not given up, as the five conpani ons
conti nued their run down the south road. Soon they cane to a crossroads,
with four high poles stuck into the ground, one at each corner, and wth
torn corpses, barely recogni zabl e as men, hangi ng by the neck from each
of these.

This very spot had burned an indelible inage into Gary Leger's nenory,

per haps the worst nenory he had of the land of Faerie. He renenbered

t hese very poles, and, he realized a nonent |ater, renmenbered these very
sane men hangi ng by their necks!

They were nore bl oated now, pecked by the vultures, and one was so badly
deconposed that it seened as if he would soon break | oose fromthe rope.
But they were the same, Gary believed, to his horror and his confusion.
He reared up his nount in the center of the intersection, staring
unblinkingly at the garish sight.

"How l ong has it been?" he asked M ckey.

"They leave "emuntil they fall of their own accord,” the | eprechaun
answered grimy.

"No," Gary corrected. "I nean, how long has it been since |I've been gone
from Faerie?"

"Ch," Mckey answered. He began silently counting and | ooked to Kel sey.
"Near to a nmonth."

"One nmoon cycle," Kel sey agreed.

"Way, lad, how much tine has passed in yer own world?" M ckey asked.
"Five years," Gary replied breathlessly.

"I thought that you | ooked ol der," Geno remarked dryly. "And ol der are we
all getting, sitting here in the nmddle of this wonderful snell."

"Wth Prince Geldion coning fast behind!" the fearful Pwyll added, wi ping
the sweat fromhis blotchy face

"Right ye are,"” said Mckey. "Of we go, then."

"The road to Connacht is surely blocked," Kelsey said. "So we go east, to
Drochit and Braemar."

"Right ye are," Mckey said again, and he, too, now | ooked back to the
north, growing fearful that Geldion would soon be upon them "Of we go,

t hen. "



Kel sey wheeled his nount to the left, to the east, and started off a
stride, but stopped abruptly as Gary Leger said, in a determ ned voi ce,
"Nol "

"No?" Geno echoed incredul ously.

"I came through here once before," Gary explained. "And we |l et these nen
hang, fearful that cutting them down would tell Geldion that Kel sey of
the Tylwth Teg had passed through this spot." Gary |ooked directly at
the elf. "For who but the Tylwth Teg would dare to cut down lawfully
convi cted crim nal s?"

"W have not the tinme," Mckey interjected, guessing where Gary's speech
was headed. The | eprechaun, too, |ooked to Kelsey for support, but
realized that Gary had cunningly struck a solid appeal to the elf's sense
of honor.

M ckey was not surprised to see the elf disnmounting, a determ ned and
grimsparkle in his golden eyes.

"W'll make the tine," Gary Leger replied to Mckey, throwing his |leg
over the saddl e and sliding down to the ground. "I'm not passing through
here and | eavi ng these poor nen to hang, not when, by your own words,

t hey did nothing wong."

"You cannot cut them down!" Baron Pwyll verily shrieked. "That is a crine
agai nst Connacht puni shabl e by . "

"Hangi ng?" Gary finished for him in an unshaking voice. "Well, if | am
caught and hung, then |I hope sonmeone will do for nme what | am about to do
for these nmen."

Nobl e Kel sey was noddi ng his conpl ete agreenment through it all

"W have half an hour's lead, elf,"” the pragmatic Geno said. "No tine for
di ggi ng graves."

"Not even shal |l ow ones?" Kel sey asked, pleaded, and Geno shrugged and
hopped off the pony, notioning for Pwll to cone and hel p him The Baron
seened hesitant and made no nove to di snount, until the dwarf wal ked over
and spoke to himprivately—a line of deadly serious threats, no doubt.

Kel sey shinm ed up the poles and worked the ropes, while Gary used the
butt end of the long spear to gently guide the rotting bodi es down. By
the time they had the four nen cut down and planted in the shall ow
graves, the cloud of rising dust had reappeared just a few m nutes behind
themon the road to the north

"Time for flying," Mckey, the first to spot the dust, remarked. The
others were back in their saddles in a nmonent, Pwyll npaning and | ooki ng
back in sheer terror, and Kel sey | eading the charge to the east.

"Ye've grown a bit in yer five years, lad," Mckey renmarked when Gary was
back up behind him The | eprechaun gave a-squeeze on Gary's rock-hard
forearm "In body and in spirit, soit'd seem™

"Wl |l done, young sprout, " Cedric's spear telepathically added.

Gary accepted both conmplinents in silent agreenent. The fact that he had
grown in strength was obvious, and increasingly obvious, too, was his
newf ound strength of character and confidence. The last tine he was in
Faerie, Gary hadn't been able to understand the notivations of Kelsey, so
nobl e and so aloof. Kelsey's life was one dedi cated slavishly to
principles, to intangibles, sonething not quite foreign, but certainly
not familiar, to the young man raised in a world of material possessions,
a world that he hinself had come to think of as spiritually bereft.

Gary could accept those faults in his own world, the real world, could
play ganes on Route 2 with stressed-out drivers, could snmle at the jokes
about the latest eneny, the | atest "created Robert,"” and had no choice



but to accept the "progress" that was inevitably eating away at the woods
out back and at the quality of life in general all about him

But not in Faerie. The wongs here were nore black and white, nore
definitive, tainting an air that was too pure to be clouded wth snoke.
Bringing up the rear as the party charged down the eastern road,
clutching tightly to that nost mghty spear of legend with an evil prince
and his soldiers only a few m nutes behind, Gary Leger felt a sense of
euphoria, a sense of righteousness.

A sense of strength.

"He will be trouble again!" the raven-haired witch snarled as she stared
into her crystal ball, stared at the tiny i mages of Gary Leger and Kel sey
and the others taking flight to the east, past the crossroads.

"Trouble for Lady?" Geek the spindly armed goblin asked, trying to sound
i ncredul ous. "Who could be trouble for nost mghtiest Lady?"

"Dear Ceek," Ceridwen purred at him turning slowy about on the satiny
covers of the pillow-soft bed, a disarmng smle on her face. Her hand
whi pped across, catching CGeek on the side of the head and | aunching him
several feet before he crunpl ed agai nst an ornately carved night table,
to fall whinpering on the floor. The goblin quickly scranbled back to the
foot of the bed when Alice, Ceridwen's pet lion, |eaped up from her bed
on the opposite wall, startled by the noise.

"You stupid goblin,” the witch grow ed, |ooking from Geek to her always-
hungry pet. Geek whi npered, understandi ng what she was thinking, and
crawl ed under the bed. "Trouble |like he was trouble for ne before!" Ceri-
dwen continued, talking nore to herself than to the hidden and cowering
goblin. The witch's belly ached with renmenbered pain as she thought of
that fateful day on the nountain outsi de Robert's castle. She had them

t he whol e group, at her nercy, until that wetched Gary Leger had thrown
t he cruel spear.

Ceridwen's wounds had not been nortal, of course. In Faerie, the witch
could not truly be killed. But Gary's action had defeated Ceri dwen, had
bani shed her to Ynis Gwdrin, her island home, for a hundred years.

The Lady Ceridwen was not a patient witch.

She | ooked back to her crystal ball, still focused on the crossroads.
More horsenen charged into the scene, paused to study the tracks, then
veered east, as Prince Celdion continued the pursuit.

Ceridwen's lips curled up in an evil smle. "CGeldion," she purred, and

t hen she waved her hand quickly across the ball, dispelling the image to
snoky not hi ngness.

"Ceek!" she called, snapping her fingers. A crackle sounded, along with a
flash of sparking Iight under the bed, and Geek rolled out rubbing his
snol dering posterior. "Go and fetch Akk Akk," Ceridwen instructed,
referring to the | eader of the giant nonkey-bats that lived in the
tunnel s far bel ow Ynis Gwdrin.

Ceek cringed. He didn't like dealing with Akk Akk, or any of the

unpredi ctabl e and stupid (even by goblin standards) nonkey-bats. Tw ce
bef ore, when he was delivering sinilar nessages from Ceridwen, Akk Akk
had tried to nibble on flat-faced Geek's |large and pointy ears.

Ceridwen dropped an angry glare on the goblin, then, and Geek realized
that sitting in the niddle of the witch's private chanbers was not a good
pl ace to be when deliberating whether or not to obey one of her unbending
commands. Ceridwen's icy-blue eyes flashed dangerously and she snapped
her fingers again, and Geek cried out, hopped to his feet, and ran off,



ski ppi ng about wildly and patting at the igniting sparks crackling across
his butt.

As soon as he was gone, the witch ordered her bedroom door to sw ng
closed. "Let us see who will win this time, dear Alice," she said to her
pet, now in the formof an ordinary housecat, circling about and kneadi ng
at the pillows in its soft bed. "Let us see if Gary Leger and his pitiful
friends can escape when | amguiding the pursuit."”

Ceridwen's smile grew wider than it had for a nonth. There were ways to
break bani shnents, the witch knew. Robert had found one, and was out and
flying, and, with Gary Leger back in the |and of Faerie, so, too, night
she.

The witch's eyes flashed again. A second wave of her deceivingly delicate
hand and a soft chant brought a new inage into focus in the crystal ball,
that of the throne roomin Castle Connacht, where King Kinnenore,
Ceridwen's perfect stooge, sat waiting.

Kel sey | ed the way down the wide road into the thick forest of Cow angl e.
A short way in, the elf paused to get his bearings, then nodded and noved
his mount to the side of the road, to a narrower path barely visible
behi nd sone thick brush. Kel sey disnobunted and notioned for his friends
to pass by, then took a wi de branch and brushed the narrow trail and the
mai n road cl ear of tracks.

"This should put Geldion back a while," the elf explained, com ng past
Gary and M ckey.

"Even if Geldion goes straight through," Gary said grimy, "he'll stay on
the east road. Can we afford to have himriding directly ahead of us al
the way to the nountains?"

"W will not stay on the road," Kelsey replied, nodding to show that he
agreed with Gary's surprising show of reasoning. "W shall parallel it to
the east, cone to the nmountai ns south of Braenar."

"Where | take ny leave," Geno put in.

Gary started to reply to the dwarf, but Mckey tapped himon the wi st
and whispered that it wasn't worth the argunent.

"There, we will skirt the nountains south, and then east," Kel sey

conti nued, "follow ng our original course through the Crahgs and to the
Gant's Thunb."

"If the wild hairy haggis doesn't get you all first,” Geno put in with a
wi cked snmle, a snile that turned into a belly [augh when the dwarf

noti ced how pale Baron Pwll's face had becone.

The dwarf was still roaring when Kel sey took up the lead and started off
again down the narrow trail. A short while later, they heard CGeldion's
conti ngent gallop by on the main road, and they were relieved.

But it was short-lived, for a notion cane into Prince Geldion's mnd, an
i nsight sent by a spying hawk serving a witch in an island castle nore
than a hundred m | es away. Soon the conpanions on the narrow trail heard
t he unmi stakabl e clip-cl oppi ng of horse hooves on the path behind them
"How d he know?" M ckey asked i ncredul ously.

"Good fortune," Kelsey replied grimy, before any of the others could
utter any nore om nous possibilities. The trail forked a short distance
ahead and Kel sey veered fromthe main easterly course, turning southeast.
"Where are we goi ng?" Gary asked M ckey quietly, as the path continued to
turn, and soon had them heading right back to the west.

"Kel sey knows the wood better than any,"” was all that M ckey would reply,
t hough his grave tone sent alarnms off in Gary's head. "Keep yer faith."



Gary had to be satisfied with that, though he suspected that the

| eprechaun knew nore about their course than he was letting on

And i ndeed M ckey did. The | eprechaun knew that the path they were riding
woul d take themto the southwestern conmer of the small wood, a place of
steany fens and bottom ess bogs, and horrid nonsters that appreciated
havi ng their dinners delivered

7
Ghost in the Wods

What had gone froma gallop down a wide road to a trot down a narrow path
soon becane a plod along a barely discernible and wi ndi ng way around
steany wet bogs. The annoying buzz of gnats and nosquitoes replaced the
chatter of birds, and | ow hanging fog stole the crystal blue fromthe
sky.

"The land of fantasies," Gary Leger remarked quietly, and even his

whi sper seenmed to come back at hi m om nously.

"And of nightmares,"” Baron Pwyll put in, sweat covering his thick-skinned
face and his eyes wide and darting fromside to side as though he
expected sone horrid nonster to spring out and throttle himat any
noment .

"Not so bad," Mckey said to keep Gary calm "She's a quiet place really,
even if she's looking like a home for the spooks."

The three of themhardly noticed that Kel sey and Geno, up in front, had
stopped their march, with Kel sey turning his nmount sideways al ong the
narrow path so that he could look all about. The elf sat shaking his
head, gol den eyes squinting and |ips pursed as though he had just taken a
big bite out of a grapefruit.

"What is it?" M ckey pronpted.

"I did not believe that CGeldion would follow us in here,"” Kel sey
admtted. "Even the nounts of Tir na n' Qg have difficulty navigating the
treacherous bogs. The Prince is likely to lose nore than a few nen."

Gary | ooked all around, confused. "How do you know that he's follow ng
us?" he asked, for he had noticed nothing that would indicate pursuit.

Kel sey put a finger to his lips, and all the conpani ons went perfectly
silent for a few moments. At first, Gary heard nothing but the endl ess
din of insects, and the occasional nicker fromone of the nounts, but

t hen came the unni stakabl e, though distant, clip-clop of horses plodding
t hrough t he soft ground.

"I'd lay ye a good-odds bet that our Geldion's got eyes guiding his way,"
M ckey remarked to Kel sey, and the elf didn't have to ask whomthe

| eprechaun was referring to.

Kel sey clicked softly to his nmount and tugged the reins to right the
stallion on the path. The elf had hoped to skirt the bogs and cone back
into the forest proper before nightfall. But now, though the sun was fast
sinking in the western sky, he turned deeper into the swanp.

"Damed el f ears," Mckey said softly to Gary. "If he hadn't gone and
heard Celdion's horses, we'd be away fromthis place afore the night."
"She's not so bad," Gary said, echoing the | eprechaun's earlier remarks.



"Ye just keep believing that, lad," Mckey replied, and Gary didn't mss
t he honest | ook of trepidation that crossed the | eprechaun's face as he
it up his |ong-stemred pi pe once nore.

The noon was up soon after the sun went down, and the swanp did not
become so dark. The ground-huggi ng nmist glistened, seenmed to have a |ight
of its own, starkly outlining the reaching branches of dead trees, and
swirling to create inmages that had names only in the imginati ons of
frightened w tnesses.

Kel sey was gl ad for the glow, for he could continue to wal k his nount

al ong, but Gary found hinmself w shing for bl ackness. M ckey pretended to
be asl eep, but Gary often saw hi m peeki ng out through a hal f-cl osed eye
fromunder his tamo'-shanter. Even Geno seened fearful, clutching a
hamrer so tightly that his knuckles had whitened around it, and poor
Pwll fell into several fits of trenbling and whinpering, and woul d have
broken down al toget her had not the dwarf pronptly stepped his pony back
to the Baron and whispered in his ear—probably threats, Gary realized
The young stranger to Faerie couldn't blame the Baron, though, couldn't

fault the man for his weakness in this place that | ooked "like a home for
t he spooks," as M ckey had put it. Bats were out in force, squeaking and
squealing as they darted all about, easily getting their fill of insects.

The sucki ng noi ses of the horses' hooves pulling free of the grabbing nud
cane to sound like a heartbheat to Gary, or like the gurgling spittle of a
raspi ng ghoul .

He peered closely into the fog at his side when they passed one fen,

wat chi ng the edge of an angled log half floating in the stagnant water.
Anot her branch was sticking straight up, just a few inches above the
pool, its twigs resenbling the dried fingers of a |ong-dead corpse.

Just your imagination, Gary stubbornly and repeatedly told hinself, but
that thought held little wei ght when the supposed "tw gs" cl enched
suddenly into an upraised fist.

“"Ch, no," he nuttered.

"What is it, lad?" Mckey asked, the | eprechaun's gray eyes poppi ng open
wi de.

Gary sat perfectly still, holding tight to the bridle of his nervous and
unnovi ng horse.

The arm began to rise up out of the pool

"What is it?" Mckey asked again, nore frantically.

Gary's reply canme as a series of deep breaths, a futile attenpt by the
young man to steady his nerves.

"Ch, Kelsey," the leprechaun quietly sung out, seeing no real answer
forthcom ng

Nervous Baron Pwyll | ooked back to discern the problemwith the trailing
mount, |ooking from Gary's frozen stare to the pool. The fat nman

i medi ately spotted the arm and then the top of a head, with matted,

bl ot chy hair surroundi ng many open sores. Pwyll neant to cry out,

"Chost!" but his stuttered cry came out as sinply "GAAAl"

The Baron was nearly jerked fromhis saddl e then, as Kel sey rode back
grabbed the bridle fromPwyll's hands and bolted away. Geno acted equally
resour ceful, skipping his pony past Pwll's mount (and grow ng nore than
a bit frightened as his pony's hooves splashed into foot-deep water), and
simlarly grabbing at the bridle on Gary's horse.

Gary never saw the face of the ghoulish creature rising fromthe bog, but
he pictured it a hundred different ways, none of themoverly pleasant.
The group raced off as fast as Kelsey could lead them and when the



commotion had died away, they were all startled once nore, this tinme by
the calls of pursuit not far behind them Kelsey veered into a brush
tangl e and pulled up there to get his bearings, the others comng in
right behind, all of themeager to remain in a tight group.

"They're even following us at night," Mckey whispered to Kelsey. "Wo do
ye know that'd cone through the fens wi thout being chased through the

f ens?"”

"W're being chased through, and | don't want to be here," Gary put in
sarcastically.

"The witch," Geno reasoned, to Pwyll's acconpanyi ng groan.

"Qur pursuit is being guided," Kelsey admitted. "Surely. Perhaps by

Ceridwen, but in any case, | do not believe that we will |eave them
behi nd. "
"W'll | eave them behind," Geno prom sed grimy, pulling out a hamrer and

slapping it across his open palm

"Prince CGeldion rides with at |east a score of men," Pwyll argued.
"Twenty nore ghosts for this haunted swanp," the dwarf solidly repli ed.
Geno tossed the hanmer up into the air, then caught it perfectly in his
gnharly hand.

"More than a score, |I'd be guessing," nmuttered M ckey, poking his chin
out to the side, not behind, where the others were generally |ooking. A
line of torches, two dozen at |east, was evident through the fog and the
trees, noving slowy and parallel to the path the conpani ons had been
riding.

"Fl anking us," Geno renmarked, his surprise obvious.

"And many nore behind, would be ne own guess," Mckey said. Kelsey ran
his sl ender fingers through his thick and | ong gol den hair, then put a
guestioning stare on Mckey as he reached for his | ong bow.

"I can slow 'em perhaps,"” the leprechaun replied. "But I'mnot likely to
be stopping "em" He closed his eyes then, and began chanti ng and

waggl ing his fingers in the air before him in the direction of the

fl anki ng sol di ers.

A second grouping of torches appeared, farther down the trail fromthe
line of riders.

"There they are!" cane a cry, followed by a unified roar and the instant
runbl e of chargi ng hoofbeats. The torches intersected and becane a
scranble of lights through the fog. Horses whinnied, conplaining of being
pul l ed up so short, and there cane several wet thuds, as though nmount and
rider had gone down.

"WIIl-0"-the-wi sps!" cane one cry above the general tumult.

"Not really,” Mckey said to his friends, taking another |long draw on his
pipe. "It's just lookin' that way. A bit o' pixie lights, actually."”

The flanking Iine was soon in wild retreat, nost riding, but sone nen
running, and with less than half the torches burning that the conpanions
had previously noted. One rider cane splashing through the bogs directly
for the brush that held the conpani ons, though he obviously couldn't see
them H's cry sounded remarkably like Pwll's stuttered attenpt at
"Chost!" and he was | ooking too nuch over his shoul der for such a pace in
so treacherous an area

H s horse hit sonme deeper water and rolled over headlong, pitching the
sol di er through the air. He slammed heavily into a dead tree and pl opped
down into the water, springing right back to his feet and running on,
trying to wi pe the blood and nuck out of his eyes.



"They're as scared as we are," Gary reasoned, an idea comng to himal ong
with a snile.

"As you are," Geno gruffly corrected.

"Even better," Gary replied.

"What are ye thinking, lad?" Mckey asked, but the | eprechaun woul d have
to wait for his answer, for the fleeing cavalry apparently had |inked up
with Geldion's main force, and there cane the sound of many riders
approachi ng qui ckly from behi nd.

"Be off," Kelsey instructed, and his conpanions didn't have to be asked
twi ce.

Gary Leger had an idea. "Wien | was a kid, we always threw scary parties
on Halloween," he said to Mckey as they tronped al ong at the back of the
line.

"Al'l hal |l ows Eve?" the | eprechaun asked.

Gary nodded. "Everyone was afraid," he explained with a wy smle,

"except for the kids doing the haunting."

M ckey took a long draw on the pipe and rolled his eyes as he consi dered
Gary's point. H's smle soon outshone Gary's.

"I told you to get the dammed bugs out!" Geno grunbled at Pwyll as the
fat Baron slipped a hollowed |og over the dwarf's arm Pwl | inmediately
retracted the Iinb and brushed aside a few bugs, then slipped it back
over the dwarf's outstretched arm

"Quietly!" Kel sey demanded, his voice nmuffl ed because his shirt was
pul | ed up high over his head and buttoned tight.

"Can you see?" Gary asked the elf.

"Wl |l enough," Kel sey answered.

"Wll enough to ride?"

The "headl ess" elf pulled open a space between two buttons and gl owered
at Gary. "Just point me at the horse,” he grow ed, his frustration only
hei ghtening at the sight of Gary's smirk.

"This will work," Gary said to calmhim

Kel sey nodded, making the whole top part of his tightly pinned torso bob
crazily. Despite his frustration—frustrati on born of fear—the elf
approved of Gary's plan and thought it the best way for the conpanions to
escape Geldion without an all-out battle. Gary hel ped himget to his
horse, then, and hel ped himget up, and soon Kel sey seened to settle into
t he saddl e.

"Perfect!" Baron Pwyll proclai med, popping a stubby piece of rotting wood
over Geno's head and lining it with brush.

"There ye go, lad," M ckey said, bobbing over to join Gary. The

| eprechaun cradled a curved piece of bark, a makeshift bow, filled with
sone type of golden glistening nmud. "Stand still and put yer arms out

wi de. "

"What is it?" Gary asked.

"Something to give ye a ghostly glow," M ckey assured him The | eprechaun
rubbed sone of the nud on the hip-plate of Gary's arnor and indeed, that
section of the mail suit took on an eerie golden gl ow.

"Qur enem es approach," Kel sey announced. He ki cked his horse away,
taking a side route so that he mght flank Geldion's force. Pwll took
the reins of the other two horses and the pony and started away, turning
back once to remind Geno to "Look like a tree!"

"Geno' Il hold this spot,”" Mckey said to Gary. "And Kelsey will hit 'em
on the right. There's a ford across the bog to the left, a place Geldion
m ght know. "



"Lead on," the glowi ng warrior bade the |eprechaun.

Soon after, the area was quiet, except for the shuffling feet of Geno the
tree as the dwarf tried to get into a better position. The toes of his
hard boots stuck out from under the trunk he wore from shoetops to
arnpits, and his stubby finger couldn't even reach the end of the |ogs
Pwl 1l had slipped over his arnms. Even worse, Geno could hardly see at

all, peeking out fromunder his treelike helnet, through strands of thick
brush, and he feared that he might trip and fall, and lie |ike a hel pl ess
turtle on his back until (hopefully) one of the others cane back for him
"Stupid plan," the dwarf nuttered, and then he went silent, hearing a
group of soldiers noving along the path.

Kel sey took many a stinging hit fromlow hangi ng branches as his horse
trotted through the thick brush. He held his seat easily, though, his
strong | egs wapped tightly around his nmount's back while he clutched his
| ongbow, an arrow notched and ready.

"Find ne a wide and safe run," he whispered to his horse when the torches
of CGeldion's flanking line came into sight. Gary had tol d Kel sey—and

Kel sey thought it good advice—that his only chance was to nmake qui ck,
fleeting passes at the soldiers, never to give the eneny a good vi ew of
hi m

A few nonents |ater, Kelsey's nmount waited patiently behind a copse of
trees, with a clear run before it and Geldion's soldiers conming along a
parall eling course barely twenty feet to the side

Kel sey held his horse back until the very last instant, then burst from
the copse, groaning loudly, as Gary had instructed.

"There's one of..." a soldier cried, but his sentence got cut short,
turned into an indeci pherable gurgle, when an arrow drove into his hip.
The flanking Iine took up a cry of attack and swung about to charge out
and intercept the fast-flying specter. Kelsey thought that the gane was
up. He fired a steady streamof arrows into the air, having no idea of
how many, if any, mght hit the mark, and kept his |limted vision focused
strai ght ahead, trying to discern an escape route once the wi de run
ended.

Sol di ers crashed their nounts through the bl ocking brush, a solid |ine of
horsenmen at first, but gradually dissipating until those few who suddenly
found thensel ves out in front |ooked back curiously, then | ooked ahead to
see what had stopped their eager conrades.

"Hey, he ain't got no head!" one man cri ed—ene man and then nany.

Kel sey heard the call and smiled under his high-pulled shirt. He dropped
the bow across his lap, and in a powerful notion drew out his enchanted

Il ong sword, its rune-etched blade glowing a fierce blue that accurately
reflected the elf's inner fires. Kelsey pulled hard on the reins, reared
the stallion and then swng hi m about.

"Ring!" he commanded the bells, and a thousand tinkling chinmes
acconpani ed his return charge.

"He ain't got no head!" another nman cri ed.

"G ve ne back ny head!" Kelsey answered in a mournful, crooning voice,
again as Gary Leger had instructed him

One of the front soldiers, the captain of this contingent, sitting right
in Kel sey's path, chewed on his |lip and rubbed his fingers anxiously,
desperately, along the hilt of his sword. He heard sone of his forces
breaki ng rank altogether, and didn't know which way to go.

"G ve ne back nmy head!" Kel sey grow ed om nously once nore.



"If any's got it, then give the dammed thing back!" another sol dier,
farther down the fast-disintegrating line, cried out desperately.

"Hey," the captain realized suddenly, straightening in his saddle. "If he
ain't got no head, then how s he tal ki ng?" Thinking that he had uncovered
the ruse, the captain turned snmugly to one side and then the other.

Only to find that he was sitting out there all al one.

"I ain't got your dammed head!" the captain shrieked at the closing
horseman, and he threw his sword Kel sey's way, wheeled his horse about
and gal | oped away, screaming, as were his deserting soldiers, of

"headl ess horsenen in the bog!"

"They were here," one of the lead scouts said to his conpanion, studying
the area where the five friends had split up. "And none too |Iong ago."
The man bent [ow to study the fog-enshrouded ground beneath one smal
tree, his conpanion right at his back, waiting for news.

Sonet hing hard conked the standing man on the back of the head.

"Who?" he stuttered, spinning about.

"What ' re you about?" the crouching scout asked him | ooking back over his
st ooped shoul der.

"Something hit me on the head," the other man expl ai ned.

"This place is scary enough w thout your imagining things," the scout
scol ded. "Now, be alert."

The ot her man shrugged and adj usted his cap, |ooking back to his
searching friend.

Sonet hing hard conked himon the back of the head again, harder this
tinme.

"Quch," he said, stunbling into the crouching scout and grabbing at the
back of his noggin.

"What ?" the exasperated scout began

"Sormething hit me on the back of the head,"” the nan protested, and the
fact that his cap was five feet out in front of the two of them added
credence to the claim

The scout pulled a small axe fromhis belt, notioned for the other man to
go around one side of the small tree, while he went around the other.
They hopped in unison around the trunk, comng to a standstill facing
each other above one of the tree's two | ow hangi ng branches.

"Nothing here," the scout said dryly.

"I"'mtelling you," the other man began, but he stopped as the tree
suddenly began to shake, its two |inbs bobbing, its twi ggy clunp of
branches rustling.

"What in the name of a hairy haggi s?" the scout asked, scratching his

f or ehead.

Geno brought his arm his linb, straight back, clunking the scout on the
nose, then shot it forward with all his strength, catching the
unfortunate other man under the chin and launching himinto the air. He
| anded in the nuck on the seat of his pants, gasping and scranbling to
get away.

The tree spun about to face the scout squarely, but the nman was not so
intimdated. He wi ped the blood off his upper |lip and regarded it
angrily. "Damed haunted tree!" he roared and his hatchet rushed in,
splitting the bark and conming to a sudden stop close enough to Geno's
face so that the dwarf could stick out his tongue and lick the weapon's
razor-sharp edge.

Geno turned quickly, one way and then the other, back and forth, his
straightened |inbs battering the scout's arns and shoul ders. The man | et



go of his axe and tried to run, but got clipped and fell to the ground.
Geno, trying to follow, tripped over the scout's feet, and he, too, cane
tunmbl i ng down.

The tree-dwarf flattened the scout under him burying the man in the soft
muck.

"Now what ?" the dwarf nuttered under his breath, helplessly prone with
the frantic man trying to scranble out fromunder him Geno began to
shake wildly again, twisting so that his still-w despread arns conti nued
to batter at the man. He added a haunting groan to hei ghten the effect.
But then Geno was cursing his encunbering suit as the scout wiggl ed
free, knowing that it would take hima long tinme to get to his feet,
knowi ng that the man had hi m hel pl ess.

The scout didn't know it, though, for he had seen nore than enough. As
soon as he cane up, spitting mud, he took off in full flight behind his
al ready departing conpani on.

He never | ooked back—and soon after, he retired as a scout and took up
basket weavi ng.

The five soldiers approached the ford, and the ghostly |imed and

i npressive figure in the netal plate-mail arnor, with due caution, their
weapons drawn and the five of themrepeatedly |ooking to each other for
support.

"Standing and waiting for us to cone and get you?" one of themsaid as

t hey neared the man

"I amthe ghost of Cedric Donigarten!" Gary Leger growl ed at them
standing resolute, the wondrous spear planted firmly in the ground before
hi m

Two of the soldiers backed away, two started to follow, but the fifth, a
dirty-faced man with the green cap of a forest tracker, |aughed al oud.
"Ch, are ye, then?" he asked between chuckl es. "Then ye woul dn't happen
to be that Gary Leger lad from Bretai gne, beyond Cancarron Muntains? Ye
know who | nmean, the one who fits so well in old Donigarten's arnor?"
"Trouble, lad," M ckey whispered, perched out of sight on a | ow branch
right behind the young nan.

M ckey had recogni zed the speaker, and now so too did Gary, as one of
Prince Celdion's personal escorts, one of the nmen who had been in

att endance when Gary had gone with Kel sey and M ckey to originally
retrieve the arnmor fromBaron Pwll, before they had ever set out to
reforge the | egendary spear. Gary feared that M ckey's estimte was
correct, that the gane was suddenly over, but sone of the whispers behind
t he confi dent sol dier gave hi m hope.

"No man, you fool," one of the retreating nmen renarked. "See how he's
gl owi ng. "
"Moon-nud,"” the sly man replied. "He's a nan in a suit of netal, is al

he is, and no nore a ghost than neself. Don't ye know at |least Cedric's
spear, if not the arnor?"

"I amthe ghost of Cedric Donigarten!" Gary grow ed again. "I am

i nvinci bl e!'™

"Let's see,"” the sly man retorted, and he cane forward a few steps, two
of his conrades tentatively at his sides

Gary Leger tore the spear fromthe ground and held it out sidelong in
front of him "NONE SHALL PASS!" he declared in a boomi ng voice, and the
two flanking nmen stopped, causing their sly conpanion to pause and stare
at them i ncredul ously.

"Ch, that's good, lad," M ckey whispered from behi nd.



"Monty Python and the Holy Grail," Gary whi spered over his shoul der.
"When he hits nme, nake ny armfall off."

M ckey started to question that last renmark, but the men were advanci ng
again, swords ready. The sly man canme suddenly, in a wild flurry, and
Gary worked the spear all around, parrying the nmeasured swordtnrusts. The
sol dier quickly grew frustrated, and came ahead with a strai ghtforward

t hrust .

Gary hopped asi de and sl apped down with the spearhead, |ikew se forcing
the swordtip to dip. He put his opposite foot forward and turned his body
besi de his |ungi ng opponent, com ng near to the man and smacki ng hi mon
the side of the head with the Iong handl e of the spear.

"I aminvincible!" Gary declared again, hands on hips, as the soldier
retreated a few steps to shake the dizziness fromhis vision.

"Five of us can take .. ." the soldier cried, |ooking around, only to
find that the two men at the back of his group were |ong gone. "Three of
us can take hinm" the man corrected. "Together, | say, or face the wath

of Prince Celdion!"

The other two | ooked doubtfully at each other. The indonitable forest
tracker slapped the sword fromone man's hand. "I1'Il not be asking
again," the cruel and sly man said evenly.

They canme at Gary together, and only through his symbiosis with the
magni fi cent weapon, the | essons the spear had subconsci ously taught him
was Gary able to dance about, twirling the spear, and fend off the
initial attacks. Fortunately, his enenies' attacks were not well

coordi nated, though they certainly kept Gary back on his heels. He

whi pped the spear side to side, brought it up suddenly to stop an
overhead chop, then whipped it to his left, knocking aside a darting
swor d.

Gary didn't know how | ong he could keep it up. He knocked away the sword
to his left again, then the one to his right, and when he brought the
spear back in line to halt the sly man's straightforward thrust, he saw
an openi ng.

He could have driven his speartip right through the man's chest, and with
t hat man—-who was obviously the | eader—dead, the other two would Iikely
have turned and fled. But Gary had to face the consequences before he
made the nove, had to conme to terns with killing another human bei ng.

H s hesitation cost himthe opening, and nearly the fight, as the man on
his left came in stubbornly again, the sword just mssing as the
spearshaft deflected it aside.

The man junped back and whooped with delight, and the sly man turned and
punched himvictoriously on the shoul der

Gary didn't have a clue of what they were so excited about—dntil he

| ooked down to see his arnmored armlying at his feet.

"Right," Gary cried, trying to defeat his own shock and renenber the
script. He lifted the mghty spear in one hand, the one renmini ng hand
that appeared to his opponents to be intact. "Have at it!"

The three soldiers screwed up their faces and | ooked to each other, then
back to the stubborn knight.

"Come along then," Gary growed at them lifting the spear in his right
hand and leveling it in front of him

"Yield," the sly man replied and he sarcastically added, "ye one-arned
ghost . "

" "Tis but a scratch,” Gary insisted. "And though the blood may SPURT
fromny shoulder, it will soon heal," he added, putting a heavy enphasis



on the mssing visual effect. On cue, a gusher of blood spurted from
Gary's shoul der, splashing to the ground

"I've had worse," Gary said calmy to the disbelieving nen

" AAAAH! "

The tracker found hinself suddenly all alone, and even he did not seem so
keen for the fight. Gary waved the spear again, and the man advanced a
step, but then | ookedback to Gary's feet, his eyeballs nearly falling
free of their sockets, and pronptly turned and ran away.

Gary's stomach did a flip-flop when he, too, |ooked down, to see his
severed linb grabbing at his ankle and trying to crawl back up in place.
"Enough, enough," he whispered harshly, gagging in tune with the

| eprechaun's merry chuckling.

"Ch, afine plan it was, lad," Mckey congratulated, comng fromhis

hi di ng place, and privately patting hinmself on the back for being able to
pul | off the somewhat sinple illusion. "Qur tricks' 11 put Geldion and his
men on their heels for sure.”

"If the others had similar success, we should get far away," Gary agreed,
breat hi ng easier now that the inmage of his own severed armwas no nore.
"Now, " M ckey began in all seriousness. "I'mknow ng about the holy grail
and where the thing is hidden, but tell me who or what this Mnty Python
fellow m ght be."

8

Gerbil's Ride

M ckey and Gary found Geno lying half-buried in the soft ground, spitting
curses and spitting nuck, with Baron Pwyl| standing hel plessly over him
It took sone effort—the dwarf seened to wei gh as much as an equal vol une
of |l ead—but by freeing up Geno's arns fromtheir encunbering | ogs and
using those logs as levers, Gary and Pwll finally nanaged to stand the
grunpy tree-dwarf upright.

"Stupid plan,"” Geno growl ed, smashing wildly at his bark trappings until
he had split the log in half. He cane out of the suit and scraped the nud
fromhis body, flicked a few confused insects fromhis arns and

shoul ders, and ate a few nore that | ooked too tasty to resist. Even the
meal did little to inprove the dwarf's nood.

"Stupid plan,” he said again. On inpul se, before Gary could react, the
dwarf reached up and slugged Gary in the shoul der, |aunching hi msidel ong
to land in the nuck

"It worked!" the startled young nan protested, |ouder than he should
have. Al four went quiet immediately, fearing the consequences of Gary's
cry, but when they stopped maki ng so nuch noise, they heard the genera
commotion Gary's plan had caused. Screans and shrieks cut through the
night fog, calls of ghosts, of headl ess horsenen, and of the trees

t hensel ves turning against the force. Further confirnmation of the success
cane a few nonents |ater, when Kel sey rode up, his head free of the high-
| aced tunic and a snile w de upon his fair face.

"They are in conplete disarray,” the elf remarked.

"Stupid plan,” Geno said again, under his beetle-tainted breath.

"The Prince was not swayed by the clains of his returning nmen," Kel sey
expl ained. "He blaned it on denon nagics, and said that we would surely
hang for our evil tricks."

"Then sone of themare still coming," Mckey reasoned



Kel sey's snile wi dened as he shook his head. "For all of Prince Geldion's
determ nation, even he was taken aback by a trick that was not of our

doi ng. "

The el f paused, inviting a guess, and Mckey's grin cane to equa

Kel sey' s as he caught on. "Gel dion passed the swanp with the ghoul," the
| eprechaun reasoned

Kel sey | aughed aloud. "It seens that Prince Geldion called it an
illusion, a magic trick. He even wal ked up to it as it crawl ed out of the
muck to prove to his nen that it was only an i mage and not hi ng
substantial. The Prince wears a scar on his cheek for his foolishness."
It was all very welcone news, but Gary only half |istened as Kel sey went
on to explain that the Connacht sol diers had backtracked out of the swanp
and woul d be far fromthe trail when they exited Cowangle. Gary thought
of the nonster, the undead ghoul, they had seen crawing out of the nuck,
a nonster that was, apparently, very real indeed. Now that the tricks
were over and the imredi ate threat had been put off, the hairs on the
back of Gary Leg-er's neck began to tingle. Wat the hell were they so
happy about? he thought. They were in the nmiddle of a haunted swanp,
conpl ete with ghouls, on a dark night.

Gary's heart did not slow any when he saw a stilted, |eaning form com ng
slow y through the gl owi ng m st.

"Where are the horses?" he asked, |oudly enough to interrupt the

conti nui ng conversati on.

"I tethered them a short distance ahead,"” Baron Pwyl| expl ai ned.

"Coul dn't have them wandering about in this evil place."

"W should get to them" Gary offered, and he nodded ahead to guide the
curious gazes of the others. A rare gust of the wind cleared the ni st
tenmporarily, and Gary's nouth dropped open wide. He saw the creature, a
badly deconposed body of a |Iong-dead nan, skin hanging in | oose fl aps,
one eye fallen back into its head, and, to his horror, Gary Leger

recogni zed the corpse.

"Dad," he nouthed, hardly able to spit the word.

"W weren't for staying anyway," he heard M ckey say, and a nonent | ater,
Kel sey grabbed hi mby the shoul der and tugged at him Gary resisted, or,
at least, his planted feet made no nove to help the novenent. Kel sey
called for help and Geno cane over, w apped his nuscul ar arnms around
Gary's legs, and hoisted the man clear of the ground. They soon

out di stanced the night creature, leaving it behind in a swirl of fog, but
that awful image hung heavy in Gary's nind, stealing any words fromhis

i mpossibly dry nmouth, long after they had retrieved the nounts, |ong
after they had picked their way along the nmuddy paths, |ong after they
had exited the swanp and then the wood al together.

Sitting in the nook between Gary and the horse's neck, M ckey soon
recogni zed the true source of his friend' s distress. "Ye knew the ghost,"
t he | eprechaun stated, understanding the tricks of night creatures quite
wel | .

Gary just nodded, couldn't even nanage a verbal response, his words
caught fast by the inmage of his father as a corpse.

"They' |l do that to ye," M ckey expl ai ned, seeing clearly what had
happened and trying to put Gary at ease. "Themspirits're smart, |ad.
They |l ook into yer head and see what'l| nost get at ye."

Gary nodded and M ckey fell silent, knowing that he could do no nore for
his friend. The words did confort Gary a bit, but that inmage renained,
powerful and horrible. Alarge part of Gary wanted to be done with this



adventure at once, wanted to go back to the other world, the real world,
to ensure that his dear father was all right.

They rode hard and fast over the course of the next day, and started out
early the day after that, the Tir na n'Qy nounts running easily in the

| ow brush not too far fromthe side of the eastern road. Kel sey had
determned that they would go into the small farm ng and m ning comunity
of Braemar, unless Geldion beat themto the place, and learn if the
dragon had been spotted out from his nountain hone.

Wth his sharp eyes, the elf, in the | ead, spotted a disturbance farther
up the road, a commotion he feared m ght involve the Prince. He veered
his mount farther to the side, putting sone distance between hinsel f and
the road, and bidding the others to follow

"Somet hi ng up ahead?" M ckey asked, shielding his eyes with one hand and
peering to the east, below the late norning sun

There cane a distant shriek in answer.

"Dammed Prince," Geno nuttered

"Or soneone in trouble," Gary offered. He | ooked to Kel sey, al npst
beggi ng permi ssion to ride out and see what was about.

"It is not our affair,” the elf said coolly, but Gary saw Kel sey
unintentionally cringe when another cry cut the air.

"OF course it is," Gary said, and he gave a tug on the bridle and sent
his mount | eapi ng beyond Kel sey. A whistle and single word fromthe el f
stopped the nount so abruptly that Gary nearly fell fromhis saddle, and
M ckey did topple, popping open an unbrella that cane from sonewhere,
sonehow, and floated to the grass, a not-happy expression splayed across
hi s cherubic face.

"You feel no responsibility to check this out?" Gary asked bluntly,
turning back in his saddl e as soon as he was sure that M ckey was al
right.

Kel sey didn't inmmediately repl y-which caught Gary sonmewhat off guard. "I
fear to proceed,"” Kelsey explained calmy. "There is too nuch at stake
for us to risk an encounter with Prince CGeldion."

"Wll, you won't have to proceed, elf,"” Geno offered, pointing past Gary
to the road up ahead. "Looks like the fight is comng to us."

It was true enough. Gary turned back the other way to see a cloud of dust
rising fromthe road, and stringing out in their direction. Above it
fluttered a group of strange and ugly creatures, appearing as vicious
nonkeys, dark-furred, with too-w de eyes and red nouths lined by |ong
fangs. They flew about on |eathery bat w ngs, twelve feet across, and
even fromthis distance, Gary could make out the hooked cl aws extending
fromtheir back feet.

The road was up higher than the conpanions, and fromthis angle, they
could not discern what the nonstrous group was pursuing. Gary figured it
to be a horseman, though he hadn't yet heard the poundi ng of hooves, for
what ever or whoever it might be was noving with great speed.

"That | ooks nore like Ceridwen's doing than Prince Geldion's," M ckey
said, aimng his remark at Kel sey.

"They nmay be one and the sane," the elf retorted, but it was obvious from
Kel sey's hurried tone, and fromthe fact that he had already strung his
bow, that the noble elf woul d not abandon whoever it was that was in
peril on the road.

"Surely you're not thinking of attacking those nonstrous things!" Baron
Pwll said to him blanching as he spoke.



"Find a rock to craw under," Geno said, juggling three spinning hammers
as he wal ked his pony beyond the fat man's nount.

Gary liked what he was hearing, |iked the fact that his conpani ons, even
surly Geno, seened concerned with sonething beyond their specific

busi ness. How nmany tines in his own world had he heard about peopl e
turning their heads and | ooki ng away when soneone el se was in trouble?
"Let me down, lad," M ckey said unexpectedly. Gary's ensuing stare was
filled with di sappoi ntnent, even disbelief.

“I''ll only hinder yer fighting," Mckey explained. "I'll be doing what
can, don't ye doubt, but ever have | been better at fighting froma

di stance. "

A sudden poppi ng sound turned their attention back to the approaching
fight. A burst of spinning nissiles—they renm nded Gary of the bl ades used
on a circular sawshot up into the air, cutting a nyriad of angles that
many of the nonkey-nonsters could not avoid. Two got their w ngs clipped,;
athird caught a missile squarely in the face, and dropped from si ght.
"It's a gnone," Geno, who had gone up to the edge of the road, called
back, and that fact inspired the dwarf to kick his pony into a roaring
charge. Gary angled his horse right up to the road and thundered behind,
easily catching up to the dwarf's pony, while Kelsey ran full out along
the side of the road, holding fast to his mount with his | egs, and fast
to his drawn bow with his hands.

He had ridden with | eprechauns and fought agai nst twelve-foot-tall trolls
and mighty dragons, but Gary could hardly believe the sight that greeted
him It was a gnome, as Geno had decl ared, a creature sonewhat resenbling
the stocky dwarf, but slighter of build and with a face not so carved of
granite. The gnone sat lowin a contraption that resenbled two bicycles

| ashed side by side, a steering wheel and two panels full of |evers
encircling him He pulled one, and Gary saw a coil at the side of the
left front wheel unwi nd suddenly, hurling another handful of circular
mssiles up into the air.

One nonkey-nonster, swooping low in an attack pass, caught the whole
bunch in its face, wings, and belly, and was torn apart and thrown aside.
But a score or nore nonkeys remai hed, synchronizing their dives at the
frightened gnone.

The nonsters never even realized that the gnone had found sonme unl ooked-
for allies until an arrow cut the air and drove hard into the side of one
nonkey. A second arrow followed in quick order, and a third after that,
both scoring hits. The nonsters sang out with their shrieking voices,

| ooking first to the side, the flying elf, and then ahead, to the fine
kni ght and his long spear and to the dwarf, hanmer cocked back over his
head, chargi ng side by side down the road.

A few squeals fromthe | argest of the nonster band put the nonkeys in
order immedi ately, one small group breaking off in pursuit of the elf,
anot her group, including the leader, remaining to dive at the gnone, and
the | argest band rushing straight ahead at the approaching riders.

"Keep a tight hold!'" Geno yelled at Gary. "They'll try to pull you from
your saddle!" The dwarf hurled out his first hanmer then, but the closest
approachi ng nonkey was agile enough to swerve aside. Geno, too, swerved,
purposely splitting apart from Gary and goi ng down to the side of the
road opposite Kelsey in hopes of confusing the nonsters. They were not
stupi d beasts, though, and while a few turned to follow the dwarf, the
bul k kept their focus ahead, zoomi ng for Gary.



He brought the great spear up before him resisted the urge to hurl it
into the face of the closest nonster. Keep your nerve, he thought, and
told hinself to trust in his arnor and in his nount, and to follow the
warrior training Donigarten's spear had given to him

Still, Gary Leger thought he was surely dooned as the group of nore than
ten of the wi nged nonsters closed on him They were |arger than Gary had
t hought froma distance, fifty to eighty pounds apiece, surprisingly
agile and swift, and with long and pointy white teeth, and hooked cl aws
that certainly could, as Geno had warned, pull Gary fromthe saddle. Gary
renenbered the tinme when, as a kid, he had cornered a raccoon under his
best friend' s front porch. He'd put on sone work gloves and thought to
clinmb under the porch and catch the critter, a cute little raccoon |ike
the kind he had seen on TV. When that wild animal reared up on its hind
|l egs and bared its form dable teeth, young Gary Leger had been snart
enough to turn tail and scranble out.

So how cone |'mnot that smart now? he wondered, and then the tine for
wondering was over as he and the nonkeys made their first pass. Ducking

| ow, Gary poked ahead with the spear, nicking the |l ead nonkey as it spun
conpl etely around in midair to avoid the strike.

Ri ding past, Gary tried to bring the weapon back in |ine ahead of him
but he was into the gauntlet too fast. He took a hit on the shoul der, a
wi ng buffeted him spinning his hel met about so that he could not see,
and his horse grunted as a claw opened a deep scratch along its nuscled
neck.

Still, the pass was not nearly as bad as Gary had thought it would be; he
took less than half the hits he had expected. He managed to right hinself
in the saddl e, managed to right his helm and | ooked back to find that
many of the nonkeys had swerved to either side of himand were now
hoveri ng sonme di stance down the road, |ooking curiously Gary's way.

And no wonder, for riding right beside Gary, one on either side, were two
exact replicas of the man, conplete with spear and arnor

So surprised was Gary that he nearly charged on blindly right into the
approachi ng gnonme contraption. He found his wits, and realized the
conpany to be Mckey's handiwork, in time to begin his turn to the side
of the road

The six nonkeys that went for Kel sey were nmet by a seemingly solid line
of arrows, comng out so rapidly fromthe fast-riding elf that his hands
were no nore than a blur. The terrain was rough on the side of the road,
t hough, and Kel sey bounced about, nmany of his shots going wi de and wild.
He scored three hits, two on the sane beast that took that nonkey down
altogether. The other five cane stubbornly on, though, even the one
sporting an arrow shaft fromits shoul der. They shrieked eagerly above

t he cl appi ng poundi ng of their bat w ngs, and were al nost upon Kel sey,

wi cked cl aws extended as they angl ed down for a swoopi ng pass.

Kel sey's horse cut so sharp a turn, right back towards the nonkeys, that
the elf was forced to grab on, hands and legs, just to keep in the
saddl e. Surprised, too, were the nonkeys, and the horse dipped its head
Il ow, and Kelsey fell flat across its back as they passed right under the
beasts, who were still too high to attenpt any raking attacks.

Kel sey straightened i mediately and reared up his nount, readying his bow
as he turned about and getting off several nore shots before the nonsters
were able to reverse direction and come at himagain in any coordi nated

f ashi on.



The four nonkeys that went after the snallest of the new foes were
surprised i ndeed when a barrage of flying hamrers—t seened |like there
were at |east twenty of the missiles—ane out suddenly as they closed the
final few yards. Metal slapped hard against |eathery w ngs, crunched
nonkey bones, and took all the front teeth, top and bottom from one
hooti ng maw.

Geno' s pony cane around, following the dwarf's call for a charge. Sniling
that m schi evous, gap-toothed smle, Geno took the bridle firmy in one
hand and stood up on the pony's wi de back, his stubby |egs cocked for a
spring.

The cl osest nonkey had just recovered fromthe hamer attack when its
eyes wi dened once nore in surprise, this tine as the hanmer-thrower, and
not a hamer, soared its way.

Geno hit the nonster squarely, wapping his powerful smithy arns about it
and hugging as tightly as he could. The nonkey clawed and bit, and beat
its wings furiously, but even if those wi ngs had not been entangl ed by
the dwarf's ironlike grasp, they would not have supported Geno's solid
wei ght. Down cane the two, Geno twisting so that the beast was bel ow him
The nonkey stopped thrashi ng, stopped breathing, when they hit. Geno
bounced off the flattened thing and hopped about. Just in tine, for a
second foe was in full flying charge, swooping for the fallen dwarf.
"Catch!" Geno politely roared, whipping a hamrer the nonkey's way. The
sharp crack as the weapon bounced off the creature's skull sounded |ike a
gunshot, and the ainmed plumet becane a dead drop.

Athird flying beast, follow ng the charge, wisely turned aside, though
the fourth of the group continued on. This one was wal ki ng, however, not
flying, with one wing tucked tight against its back and the ot her,
shattered in the initial hamrer barrage, dragging on the ground beside
it. Geno's mschievous snmle did not dimnish. He flipped his hamer
repeatedly into the air, catching it with the sanme hand, while his other
hand beckoned the nonsters to cone and pl ay.

A nmonkey dove for the lowriding gnone—Gary thought that the little nan,
who al ready showed a |line of blood across his high-browed forehead, was
surely doonmed. A tug on a lever and a netallic unbrella sprang up, angled
above and to the side, and the nonkey-nonster bounced harm essly asi de.

A second nonkey, com ng the other way, was closer, though, and Gary saw
the gnone frantically reach for another, sinilar |ever, probably designed
to conplete the unbrella covering. The gnorme pulled, and there cane a
clicking sound, but nothing happened—not hing except that the gnone's face
drai ned of bl ood as he | ooked at the swoopi hg nenace.

Purely on instinct, Gary let fly the spear. It skewered the diving nonkey
and carried it away, launching it far over the back of the speeding
guadri cycl e.

Gary's horse thundered past the gnonme a split-second later, Gary just
catching the thunbs-up sign as he gall oped past. Back up over the bluff
and onto the road, his steed charged, and Gary bent low to the side,
reaching down in an effort to retrieve the spear, lying with its dead
gquarry along the top of the bluff on the opposite side. He saw that it
was just beyond his fingertips as he cane near, and so he reached | ower.
Too | ow.

The worl d becone a spinning blur, filled with solid bunps and ringi ng
arnor, over the next few horrible seconds. When Gary finally stopped his
tumbling fall, he found hinself sitting against the base of the bluff. He
heard his horse nickering, calling, fromthe road up above and behi nd



him and he instinctively struggled to stand, though he hardly renenbered
the fight in that confusing noment, and hardly renmenbered that there
remai ned nmany nonsters yet to battle.

He got al nost hal fway up before the ground seened to withe to life, to

| eap at himand swall ow him

Geno' s nmuscl ed |l egs twitched, |aunching him ahead suddenly, and he
barreled into the wal ki ng nonkey. They wrapped arns and went into a roll,
each biting hard into the other's neck. Geno's maw was not as strong as
the beast's, but his neck was as hard as granite, and he did not fare
badl y.

He | ooked up over the nmonkey's shoul der and saw its conpani on rushing in.
Smling, his nouth full of nonkey flesh, the dwarf waited until the
unsuspecti ng nmonkey was al nost upon him then jerked his armfree and net
the charge with a flying hanmer.

The nonkey tunbled to the ground, stunned but not dead, and the dwarf
used that free armto pronptly pull it into the pile

They rolled about, all three thrashing wildly, the nonkeys claw ng and
biting and Geno punching, kicking, head-butting and biting, and doi ng
what ever el se seened to work. Bl ood, dwarven and nonkey, mxed with dirt,
caking all three in grine.

Geno grabbed a tuft of hair on the back of one nonkey's head and pulled

t he t hing perpendi cul ar across his chest as he rolled once nore. Yanking
as they canme over, Geno managed to plant the facedown nonkey's forehead
firmy against the ground. Wth a growm, the dwarf forced the pile to
continue to roll and the nonkey screaned out in agony, its head bending
over backwards and its neckbone snappi ng apart.

Wth surprising strength, the beast jerked free of the dwarf's iron grip
and went into a series of wild convulsions. It was out of the fight,

t hough, twitching on the ground and fast dying.

That | eft Geno one on one, and he | ooked down to see that the renaining
nonkey had used the distraction to its seening advantage, its strong maw
clanped tightly around Geno's bl eeding forearm The dwarf grunted and
flexed his muscles, and his right arm his snmithy-hanmer arm tightened
and bul ged, forcing the nonkey's nouth w der.

Wder, too, went the disbelieving beast's eyes.

"You think that hurts?" Geno asked it Incredul ously. He | ooked to the
ghawi ng nonkey, then to the hand of his free and cocked arm "That
doesn't hurt,"” he explained, and he extended his pinky finger and his

i ndex finger. "Now this hurts!"”

Geno's free arm shot about, his fingers diving into the nonkey's eyes,
driving the beast off his forearm Geno's armrecoiled imediately, his
hand balling into a fist, and he punched the creature square in the face.
The nonkey seermed to bounce to its feet, but stood there dazed, offering
no defense as the dwarf stalked in and slanmed it again. It bounced, but
still stood, and then Geno's forehead splattered its nose all over its
face and it flew away.

It never hit the ground, though, as a strong dwarven hand caught it by
the throat and held it up.

Geno | ooked to his bloodied arm wondered if the wound m ght slow his

sm thing business for a while.

"You shoul dn't have done that," he explained to the sem consci ous beast,
and his powerful hand began to tw st.

In the span of six seconds, and a |ike nunber of |ipping arrows, five
nonkeys had becone two.



Kel sey dropped his bow and drew out his sword, kicking his nmount into a
charge to neet headl ong the next stubborn attack. The nonkeys cane at him
t oget her, one to pass on either side of his nount.

Kel sey veered to the side at the |ast nonent, trying to put them both on
his right, but the nonkeys were just as quick, and turned accordingly.
Undaunted, the elf lifted his sword up and over to the left, angling for
that beast. Predictably, the frightened thing opened its wings for drag
and fell back, and Kel sey's bl ade whi pped across to the right, deflecting
a diving claw and severing half the nonkey's foot.

Kel sey knew instinctively that the one to the left was diving for him
had hi mvul nerabl e, so he continued to the right, falling all the way
over the side of the horse. The nobnkey's hooked cl aws caught nothi ng but
air.

Kel sey did not fall fromhis seat, as had Gary. The Tylwth Teg were said
to be the finest riders in all of Faerie, and Kel sey did not dimnish
that reputation in the least. R ght under his steed' s belly, between the
punpi ng |l egs, he rolled, tugging hinself back up the other side, and
tugging tight to the bridle, rearing his nmount. He had won the first

pass, but the nonkeys were coming back the other way for the second.

Kel sey kicked his nmount into a charge, happy to oblige. Again, the
nmonkeys tried to flank him one on either side, and this tinme, Kelsey
went right through the gauntlet, his sword snapping left, right, and |eft
again, so quickly that he took only a mnor nick on his forearm

He was better prepared, his cunning warrior mnd working fast, as he
brought the nmount around for the third pass, this tinme turning before the
nonkeys had even cone about.

Down the mddle, Kelsey started again, but then he lifted one | eg over
his horse's back, standing at the side of the charging beast, using the
horse's body as a shield between himand the nonkey on the right. Again,
Kel sey perfectly anticipated his opponents' reactions. The nonkey on the
| eft swerved wide, having no desire to face the elf head-on, and the one
to the right cut in for the horse, thinking the elf concerned with its
conpani on.

Kel sey started left, then junped back across his horse's back, sword
leading in a straightforward thrust. The weapon suddenly wei ghed an extra
fifty pounds, exploding through the nonkey's chest, but Kel sey managed to
hold on to it, taking the skewered nonkey along for the ride. He heard a
shriek cl ose behind, and knew that the monkey which had fled the pass had
cone around qui ckly. Lying sidelong across his running horse's back, his
sword stuck fast in a dead eneny, Kelsey was not in an envi abl e position.
Wth few options, the elf heaved the dead nonkey out behind him It
slipped free of the blade, right into its flying conmpanion's path, and

t he chargi ng nonkey had to kick off fromthe body, its nmonentum stol en by
the ploy. By the time the living nonkey recovered, recovered, too, was

Kel sey. He turned his horse about once nore and began yet another charge.
Al one, the nonkey wanted no part of the elf, and its w ngs beat

furiously, trying to get it out of harnms way.

Kel sey's sword slashed its wing, and its flight becane an awkward
flutter. It swooped and rose, turned sideways and rolled right over in
mdair, finally fluttering down to the ground. The frightened nonkey ran
on, but it was no match for the speed of Kelsey's powerful nount. The
horse ran it down, nonkey bones crackling under the poundi ng hooves.

The nonkey lay in the dirt and dust, its backbone shattered, and watched
hel pl essly, dying, as Kelsey turned his steed once nore.



But Kelsey had no tinme to finish the unfortunate beast. He | ooked back to
the road, saw Gary's horse trotting, suddenly w thout a rider, and saw
the gnome on his curious contraption rolling fast into a snappi ng and
slashing tangl e of nearly a dozen nonsters.

And Kel sey's bow lay on the ground many yards away.

Gary had saved Gerbil, but the gnone realized that the reprieve woul d not
|ast for long. A handful of nonkeys still pursued him and severa
others, the band that had rushed past Gary Leger, were now com ng at him
fromthe other direction

"Drat' n'doggonit, drat'n' doggonit!" the gnone cried, his little |legs
punpi ng the pedals furiously, and his hand working the jamred unbrella

| ever.

"Not to be pretty,"” Mckey MM ckey, watching from sone di stance away,
muttered. It appeared as a strange gane of "chicken," with Gerbil | eading
one band of nonkeys at top speed one way, and a larger band flying fast

t he ot her.

Monkeys shrieked, CGerbil screanmed, and at the last instant before the
collision the gnome grabbed the steering bar in both hands, jerked it
sharply one way and then back the other, sending the quadricycle into a
spin, its skidding wheels shooting a swirling cloud of dust into the air
CGerbi |l yanked yet another |ever as the groups cane crashing together,
this one dropping his seat flat, getting himdown as | ow as he could go
bet ween the contraption's hi gh wheel s.

Monkeys smashed together, smashed into the quadricycle, and slanmed

agai nst poor Gerbil. The whole of the group seenmed to hang notionl ess—a
communal stun, it seemed—and then the quadricycle rolled slowy out the
side of the group. The nonkeys, beginning to recover, hat the gnone
hel pl ess.

Nets flew up fromthe road, flying in at the throng Monkeys shrieked and
scranbl ed and woul d have batterec each other into conplete chaos, but

M ckey, his powers a a |l ow ebb, couldn't hold the illusion and the nets
di ssi pat ed.

More real were the arrows that suddenly flew in, anc the hamrers that
cane spinning fromthe other side. Th< gnonme was hel pl ess, unconsci ous
actually, but not so help less was the grimfaced elf, rushing in on his
shining whitf steed, or the running dwarf, laughing wildly, his little
leg! rolling under him his arns heavi ng hamrer after hammrer

One of Geno's hanrers and one of Kel sey's arrows go the large | eader of
the group at the same tine, blasting it; breath fromits [ungs and then
turning that burst of breatl into a whistling gurgle through a neat hole
inits neck.

Those nonkeys that could still fly did so, and seven o the nine got away,
the other two falling prey to Kelsey'. bow. The three |iving nonkeys on
the ground joined to gether in a unified defense against the charging
dwarf .. and were summarily buried where they stood.

9

Br aemar

The huge red-bearded man wal ked sl owy down the rocky nountain trail,
great sword resting easily over one shoul der. Below him nestled beneath
the veil of rising mist in the secluded nountain dell, lay the quiet town
of Gondabuggan.



Robert's hand clenched tightly about his swordhilt. He hated being in the
confining human form wanted to be out soaring on the high wi nds, feeling
the freedomand feeling the strength of dragonkind.

But Robert had lived many centuries and was as wise as he was strong. He
suspected that the resourceful gnones had sent word of his com ng

figured that the tough dwarfs in the nmountains and the puny humans across
the towering range were well into their preparations to battle him Even
wi th the euphoric know edge that the witch, Ceridwen, his principa

rival, had been banished to her island, Robert would not forget due

cauti on.

If he were to rule the land, he would have to do it one village at a
time, and Gondabuggan had the m sfortune of being the closest settlenent
to the wrnis lair.

Though he was in human form Robert retained the keen senses of
dragonki nd, and he sniffed the gnom sh sentries, and a different scent
that he had not expected, |ong before they suspected that he was anywhere
about. He noved to a rocky outcropping, sone fifty feet fromthe gnones,
and perked up his ears, hearing their every word.

"Kinnenore's arny is on the field, by one report,"” said a dwarfish voice.
"It is truly amazing," replied an excited gnonme. "Truly amazing!"

"OfF course the nmeddl esone king is involved!'" the dwarf replied. "The
spear and arnor of Donigarten have been stolen, by the elf who defeated
Robert (with the hel p of Geno Hammert hrower, of course) and the hero of
Bretai gne. Kinnenore is nervous, and all the land is in chaos."

"Truly amazing," the gnonme said again. "To think that Gerbil Hamsnacker
sinmply flew through the nmountains! Truly amazing!"

"Ch, he will go down in gnom sh records,"” another gnone agreed, clapping
pudgy hands t oget her.

The exasperated dwarf groaned. "The artifacts and the king's arny are
nore inportant!"” he tried to explain.

"Yes," agreed a boom ng, resonant voice as a huge and nuscl ed red- haired,
red-bearded nman stepped into view. "Do tell ne about the artifacts and
the king's arny."

An hour | ater, Robert was a dragon again, gliding easily on the warm
updrafts rising fromthe cliffs on the eastern edge of Dverganmal, waiting
for his neal of two gnomes and a dwarf to settle—dwarfs had al ways been
so indigestible! The news of events in the west had saved Gondabug- gan,
for the tine being, for Robert now understood that there was nore about
all of this than his being free and Ceri dwen's bei ng bani shed.

Robert knew as well as any that Kinnenore was Ceridwen's puppet, and
that, guided by the witch, the king would certainly cause himtrouble.
And there were heroes in the land now, for the first tine in centuries,
for the first time since the days of Cedric Donigarten. Dragons, whose
power was as rmuch a fact of intimdation as actual strength, did not like
her oes.

Gondabuggan woul d have to wait.

Gerbi |l opened bleary eyes to see the scul pted features of a gol den-

hai red, gol den-eyed el f | ooking back at him A | eprechaun sat on the
front right wheel of Gerbil's quadri-cycle, puffing on a |Iong-stemed

pi pe and saying, "Hmm" repeatedly as he studied the gnone.

Gerbil quickly straightened hinself in his seat, tried to put on his best
greet-the-visitors face.

"Gerbi|l Hamsmacker of Gondabuggan at your service," he said as politely
as could be, and indeed, Gerbil neant every word to this troupe that had



rescued himfromcertain doom "I pray that none of your nost hel pful
party was too badly injured.”

"The |l addie, there, got a fewlunps, is all," Mckey answered, notioning
to Gary, who was kneeling in the road while Geno and Baron Pwyl| tried to
hamrer a fair-sized dent out of one shoul der plate.

"The arnor," Gerbil breathed under his breath, his gnom sh eyes,
typically blue, shining brightly and his head bobbing as if it all
suddenly nmade sense to him "Ch, | do say that | thought Sir Cedric

hi nsel f had cone a' bobbing to ny rescue! O course, of course, | do know
better than that. Humans do not live so long, and Cedric ..."

"OfF course," Mckey replied. "But |I'magreeing that the lad has cone to
wear the arnor well."

"Yes, yes," Cerbil said excitedly. "That is why | canme west, you know,
because the word is spread that the arnmor and spear were mssing ...
stolen, actually."

"What concern would that be to a gnone of Gondabuggan?" Kel sey asked
gravel y.

"None and lots," Gerbil answered. "You see, Robert the Wetched was the
one who reforged the spear."”

Kel sey and M ckey | ooked to each other and seened not to understand the
connection, at least not as far as Gondabuggan was concer ned.

"Wll, the m ssing spear and arnor mght offer some clues as to why
Robert has come out on wing, so to speak," Gerbil explained at |ength.
"The two events were too closely related ..."

"What do you know of the dragon?" Kelsey interrupted, his voice stern

Kel sey knew, as did nost of Faerie's folks, that a gnone could ranble for
hours if not properly guided through a discussion, and from what Gerbi
had just referred to, Kelsey wasn't certain that he had hours to spare.
"What do 1 know?" GCerbil bal ked. "lIndeed, what do |I? OF course, that
depends nostly on the subject matter. Take expl osives, for instance ..."
"About the dragon," Kelsey clarified.

"He was over Gondabuggan, that is what | know" Gerbil said. "Just

He paused and lifted his plunp gnonme hand, counting on the fingers so
that he could be precise. "Just fifty-one hours ago."

"What do ye nean by he 'was over' Gondabuggan?" M ckey asked. "Did he
attack the town, then?"

CGerbil nodded rapidly. "Wth fire and talon!" he replied. "Of course,
that is what one nust expect froma dragon, unless the dragon is one of
the | ake variety. Then the expected attack node ..."

"Ye're sure?"

"I am if the dragon treatise is correct,” Gerbil replied.

"Not about water dragons!" M ckey retorted. "Ye're sure that Robert flew
over yer town, just fifty-one hours ago?"

"I watched it with my own two eyes, of course," replied Gerbil. He nodded
a greeting as the other three wal ked over to stand beside Kelsey. "COh, he
cane down in a tirade, breathing and kicking," the gnome went on, and his
| evel of excitement seened to rise accordingly with the rising audi ence.
"W . held himat bay, but I would guess that Robert is not yet finished
wi t h Gondabuggan! Ch, woe to my kin!"

Sone of the others began to whisper; Pwll's remarks were filled with
forlorn, but Kel sey steeled his gaze, seenmed to find something not quite
right with Gerbil's dire tale.



"You were in Gondabuggan for Robert's attack just two days ago?" the elf
asked. As soon as Kelsey put it so plainly, Mckey went silent,
understanding the elf's quite reasonabl e doubts.

Gerbil counted quickly on his fingers again. "Fifty-one hours," he
replied with a nod

"You have cone a long way in fifty-one hours, good gnhone," Kel sey
remarked. "Even though the weather has been fine and your .. ." He | ooked
to the weird contraption

"Quadricycle," Gerbil explained.

"And your quadricycle is swift," Kelsey went on, "Gilone Pass is many days

fromDrochit, and Drochit is still a day's ride fromhere."

"Ch, | could not take-the quadricycle through the nountains, of course,”
CGerbil retaliated. "Too many rocks and trails too narrow, after all! Ch,
no, | did not ride. | flew"

"Ch Robert's back, then?" M ckey asked sarcastically.

"On the Mountain Messenger," Gerbil replied wthout nlsS|ng a beat. "It

is along descendlng tube, packed at precise p0|nts .

"I know of yer M&M " M ckey assured the gnone. "Are ye telllng me that ye
clinbed into one o' themballs and got shot across the nountains?"
"Landed in the field north of Drochit,"” Gerbil replied with a proud
smle. "OF course, if | had been splattered, then | would have had ny
nane etched into the Plaque of Proud and Dead Inventors." The gnone gave
a long sigh. "Better to live at this time, though,” he conceded. "Wth

t he dragon about, after all."

Gary, confused and intrigued, couldn't take any nore of the ranbling.
"What are you tal king about?" he demanded.

"It's a big cannon,"” M ckey answered before the gnonme could get into a

| engt hy expl anation. Mckey was nore famliar with Gary's world than any
of the others, having often snatched people fromthat place, and he knew
how best to put the MM in terns that Gary Leger woul d understand

"And he clinbed in a hollow ball and got bl asted across the nountains?"
Gary asked incredul ously.

"Something like that,”" Mckey replied. He turned back to the gnone,
wanting to hear nore of Robert, but Gary wouldn't be so easily satisfied.
"How far?" he asked.

"The distance has never actually been neasured," Ger-bil was happy to
explain. "My calculations approximate it at forty mles, give or take
seven hundred feet."

Gary | eaned back to consider this. He knew of battleships in his own
world that could throw two-ton projectiles nore than twenty miles, but,
as he found the proper perspective, the prospect of hurling a ball with a
living gnonme inside twice that di stance—and have the gnome crawl out

al i ve—seened absolutely ridiculous. He tuned back in as Gerbil was
descri bi ng Robert's attack on Gondabuggan, how the gnonmes put up a wall
of water, and netallic unbrellas to fend off the attack.

"I npossible,"” Gary cut in as soon as the gnonme paused to take a breath.
"No, really,"” Gerbil cane right back. "Urbrellas of properly folded
plates, just like this." He reached for the handle to his smaller
versions of simlar unbrellas on the quadricycle.

"Not the unbrellas,” Gary explained. "There's no way you can hurl a bal
that far."

"No way?" Cerbil cried, throwing his hands up in absol ute di sgust.

"Never be saying 'no way' to a gnone, |lad," Mckey whispered to Gary.
"Puts themall in atizzy."



And i ndeed, Gerbil Hansmacker was in a tizzy. If Gary Leger had called
the gnone's nother a thousand dirty nanes, or had called the race of
ghores thi ck-headed, it would not have upset the proud M&M i nventor any
nore than this. Gerbil blustered and threw his hands this way and that.
He ranbl ed off a series of calculations, followed by a series of curses
at the thick-headed, dimwitted, slowto-|learn, never-to-understand
humans.

"I just don't believe that you can launch a projectile that far," Gary
began, wanting to explain that the speed and the inpact would surely kil
any passengers. "How high up was the cannon? That ball woul d have to
travel at "

"Two hundred and seventy-two mles per hour,"” Gerbil proudly interjected.
He | ooked sidelong at Kel sey. "Two-seventy-three and you clip the
overhang at Buck-toothed Ogre Pass."

Geno tugged at Kelsey's tunic. "I saw one hit that overhang once," he
said. "At night, and the sparks were far-to-see!"

Kel sey nodded, not doubting the tales, but Gary shook his head, finding
it inmpossible, even anidst this land of inpossibilities, to believe a
word of it.

"But the landing," he started to protest, hardly able to find the words
to properly express his whirling thoughts.

"OF course the target area was the descending slope of a field," Gerbi
cut in. "Peat nostly, and cow droppings. The trick, you see, is for the
val ves to rel ease the precise anbunt of Earth-pull reversal solution at
precisely the nonent to slow the flight and soften the |anding."

"Eart h-pull reversal solution?" Gary had to ask

"Flyi ng potion," Mckey quickly explai ned.

"I don't believe it."

"Ye don't believe in | eprechauns either, lad," M ckey renarked.

" Renmenber ?"

Gary stuttered over a few responses, then turned back to Gerbil, arned

wi th nore questions.

"He'l I have an answer for anything ye ask,"” Mckey said before Gary could
get onaroll. "He's a gnone, after all."

Gary's deternmined | ook faded to resignation. "Precise anbunts at precise
nonent s?" he asked the gnone.

"Precisely!" Gerbil proudly cried, his cherubic face beamng as only the
face of a gnone who had been praised for an invention could beam

Gary Leger let it go at that, just sat back and |listened as the
intriguing little gnone finished his tale. Then Gerbil stood up straight
in his seat, looking all around as though he wasn't sure of where to go,
or of where he had been.

"What were those nasty things?" he asked

"Some witch-mni xed nonsters, by me guess,"” M ckey replied, and he | ooked
gravely at Kel sey as he spoke. Had Ceri dwen extended her evil hand once
nore? they both wondered, and both, inevitably, knew the answer.

"I do not believe this to be a chance neeting," Kel sey added, speaking to
Gerbil. "You may find the road to Dilnamarra difficult, at best.”

"Wll, | amnot so sure, not at all, that | have to go there anynore,
though | would like to speak with the fat puppet, Baron Pwyll, to see
what | mght learn of the theft,"” Gerbil answered, but then he | ooked at
Gary, obviously in possession of the supposedly stolen itens, and gul ped
| oudl y.



"Then speak with him" Mckey offered with a m schievous grin, "for to be
sure, the fat puppet's but a few feet away."

"At your service," Pwyll remarked dryly, and Gerbil gul ped again. But
Pwll took no real offense, and the overdue introductions were not
strained at all. Kelsey was already figuring that they night have to go
to Gondabug-gan, and in that case, Gerbil would prove a great help.
Leprechauns got along well with gnonmes, as did dwarfs, and even Geno put
on a genui nely warm expression as he cl asped the gnone's little hand.

In the end, it was decided by all that Gerbil would remain with the
group, backtracking to the east. The gnonme spent a long while nilling
over the proposition, |ooking east and west repeatedly as though he
wasn't sure of how he should proceed, but when M ckey rem nded himof the
airborne attack, he nodded his agreenent and turned the quadricycle
about .

The group of six came to a ridge above Braemar, a small village of two
dozen nostly single-chanbered stone houses, |late the next afternoon.
There was no keep here, as there was in Dilnamarra, just a large centra
bui l di ng, two stories high-which Mckey called the "spoke-Ilock," the hub—
surrounded by a cluster of town houses, including a blacksnith and other
craftsnen, a trader, a supplier, and, of course, the infanobus Snoozing
Sprite tavern, wherein Geno had been captured by Baron Pwyl Fs nen. Beyond
the central cluster of town rolled rock-lined fields of grazing sheep and
hi ghl and cows, dotted here and there by the customary squat stone houses
with their thick thatched roofs

"W're sure to make a stir if we walk right in," M ckey reasoned.
"Especially if Geldion's got men down there."

Kel sey | ooked around, in full agreement with the | eprechaun. He didn't
know how to weigh the potential reaction of Braemar to the disturbing
news. Badenoch, the village's | eader, was one of the few i ndependent
Barons in Faerie, often showi ng nore support for Pwll than for the

em ssari es of Connacht. But certainly, this unusual troupe would attract
much attention. Geno could go in relatively safely, as dwarfs were not
uncommon to Braemar, and though Geno mi ght be recogni zed, he could easily
concoct a story of escape fromPwyll's bunbling soldiers. Gerbil had

al ready been to the sister town of Drochit, twenty miles to the north,
and gnonmes often visited Braemar, as well. The Tylwyth Teg were not
conmmon this far fromTir na n'Qy, not in these days of King Kinnenore's
reign, but Kelsey, too, could probably go into Braemar without too nuch
difficulty.

Bot h humans woul d be nore than welcone in the friendly town, except that
if Pwll was recogni zed, the word of his passing would spread throughout
the countryside. And the arnor, nore fabul ous than anything in all the

| and, woul d keep a crowd mlling around Gary for every step. Few knights
rode the fields in this dark time, and even the weal thiest of those who
did had no netal plating to match the craftsmanshi p of Donigarten's

| egendary suit. Wrd of the theft had come this far north, according to
Gerbil, and with it, undoubtedly, word that King Kinne-nore wanted the
arnor retrieved. Who knew what friends of the throne, and i ndependent
bounty hunters perhaps, mnight be about, ready to seize the opportunity to
get into Kinnenore's good graces and abundant treasures?

M ckey would have the nost difficulty of all in going into Braenar,

t hough. Braemar was primarily a human settlenent, and few nmen woul d | ook
upon a | eprechaun and not make chase, seeking the famed pot of gold.

M ckey rarely ventured into any town, and never w thout using a clever



di sgui se. Kel sey couldn't be certain, but it seened to himthat the

| eprechaun's illusions were not carrying the same strength as in the
past .

"I doubt that Geldion has conme this far," Kelsey said at |length. "And |
wish to learn nore of Robert's novenents. Perhaps the dragon has been
seen on this side of the nountain, and if not, we will need supplies to
properly cross Dverganal ."

M ckey nodded, but was not in agreenent—not with the elf's planned
course, at |east. Kelsey was tal king about chasing the wrm but M ckey
wanted only to get back to the Gant's Thunb, Robert's castle, and get
back his precious pot of gold.

"Send in a couple, then," Mckey offered. "Dwarf and gnone, and even ..."
M ckey put his stare on Pwll, but shook his head suddenly and | ooked to
Gary instead. "... Gary Leger, as well," the |l eprechaun finished. "But

| eave the spear and arnor here," Mckey said to Gary. "Ye'll not likely
be needing themin the peaceable town."

Few eyes turned with anything nore than passing curiosity when the three
conpani ons wandered down the dirt streets of Braemar an hour later, CGeno
at the lead with Gary and Gerbil right behind. Many people were about,
rushing nostly, and several approached the strangers with "Have you heard
of the dragon?" or "Good gnonme, does Gondabuggan survive?"

Gary woul d have liked to stop and question these villagers in nore depth—
that was why they were in town, after all—-but Geno gruffly excused
hinsel f from any buddi ng conversation (usually with a streamof spittle
heading the villager's way), and pulled the others along, noving with
purpose towards the large central structure, the spoke-lock. Gary thought
that the dwarf neant to go and find Lord Badenoch, Braemar's |eader, and
so he did not argue, but Geno went right past the main house, into a | ong
and | ow building. Gary couldn't nake out the runes on the sign outside
the place's wi de door, but the acconpanying painting, that of a smal

pi xi e curled up peacefully anidst a patch of white clover, confirned to
himthat this was the Snoozing Sprite tavern.

The place was bustling, nostly with villagers, nen and wonen, havi ng
their supper and tal king of the dragon, and of the mssing arnor

"Where should we sit?" Gary asked, but he realized when he | ooked down to
his sides that he was talking to hinself. Gerbil had scooted off to the
side, totalk to a tall and | ean barkeep, and Geno was naki ng his way

t hrough the crowd, spreading stunmbling people in his wake, towards a far
table where sat three other dwarfs. Gary started to follow, but
renenbered what he had | earned of dwarven nanners—nostly that the four
woul d probably pick himup and heave himaway if he interrupted them—and
so he went to find his own table instead.

He wound up along the far wall, well past the bar, at a round table built
for four, and still covered with the bow s and spoons of the previous
occupants. Gary | ooked around, saw no one objecting to his choice, and
slipped into a chair, defensively putting his back against the wall. He

| eaned this way and that, trying to keep an eye on his friends anong the
crowd.

Geno was still with the dwarfs, apparently they were friends, and Gary
had to wonder if perhaps the dwarf's part in this adventure had just cone
to an end. Geno was ever the reluctant conpanion; if he had found sone
allies and was inclined to be done with the group, not Kelsey's sword nor
M ckey's tricks would get himaway.



Across the way from Geno, Gerbil was sitting atop the bar, chatting
easily with the barkeep, and with a crowd of curious nen who had gat hered
around the gnonme. They were seeking infornmation about the dragon, Gary
figured, and Gerbil was undoubtedly trying to find out what nore, if
anyt hi ng, had happened to his town.

"That's ne dad," canme a sweet voice at Gary's side.

Acting as though he had been caught Tom peeping, Gary strai ghtened
suddenly in his chair—+too suddenly, for he overbal anced and nearly
toppled to the floor. Standing beside him tray in hand, was a young | ass
of not nore than twenty years, with shining red hair and a fresh
conpl exi on that no makeup coul d ever inprove. Her eyes sparkled innocent,
childlike, and Gary got the distinct feeling that she had growm up in a
field of wildflowers, smling at the sinple pleasure of the warm ng sun.
"Sorry to startle ye," she offered, catching hold of Gary's shoul der and
hel ping himto regain his bal ance. That done, the lass started to | oad
the used bow s onto her tray. "Me nane's Constance, and that's ne dad
talking to yer little gnome friend."

"Ch," Gary replied, trying to digest it all. He extended his hand, pulled
it back into wipe the grinme of the road off it, then held it out again
"Pl eased to neet you, Constance," he offered lamely with a strained,
still-enbarrassed smle.

"I've not seen ye before in Braenmar," Constance noted. "Are ye passing

t hrough, or have ye cone to find a hiding place fromthe dragon?"

"What do you know of the dragon?" Gary asked, trying futilely to hide his
anxi ety. "Has he been seen near to here?"

"Some say they've seen him but | think they're just trying to make

t hensel ves nore inportant than they are,” Constance replied with a

m schi evous wi nk—a wi nk that sent a shiver along Gary's spine. This was a
beautiful girl, and though she was polite and proper, there remai ned
sonet hi ng untanmed about her, something that could nelt a man's w || power.
"The only trusted word we've beared cane from Drochit," Constance went

on. "A gnonme was there, so 'tis said, with word that Robert had attacked
Gondabuggan. Last we beared, the gnone went west, to Dilnamarra, to speak
with fat Pwll and find out what had happened to Donigarten's suit. The
two're related, so 'tis said."

Gary nodded and pretended that it was all news to him

"Anyway, it is exciting, isn't it?" Constance asked, and her snile nearly
knocked Gary off his chair as he nodded his agreenent. "And who m ght ye
be?"

It took Gary a nonent to even realize that he had been asked a question.
"Gary Leger," he replied without thinking.

"A strange nane," Constance renmarked of fhandedly, and her delicate face
screwed up as though she was trying to place the name

"From Bretai gne, beyond Cancarron Muntains," Gary quickly added, using
the alias that M ckey had concocted for himon his last trip through
Faeri e.

“Ah," Constance newed. "Ye're the one who cane to Dilnamarra for the
arnor!"

Gary suddenly realized his error, knew that it was not good for himto be
connected in any way with the events in Dil namarra—ot with Prince
Gel di on hot on their trail

"No," he said, trying vainly to sound calm and trying vainly to weave a
believable lie. "That was a different man, a cousin, | believe, though if
he was, he was not one |'ve ever net."



Const ance' s doubting expressi on showed hi m how ridi cul ous he sounded.
"Ch," was all that she replied

"Yeah, not one that | ever net," Gary said, and he glanced around to Geno
and Gerbil again, wanting nothing nore than to crawl out of that place.
"What might | be getting ye?" Constance asked unexpectedly, her snile
genui ne, and enticing once nore.

Too many stutters escaped Gary's nouth.

"The | eek soup's hot and warm ng," Constance suggest ed.

"Good enough,"” Gary replied, and Constance turned away. Gary realized
that he might have a problem though, so he grabbed frantically at her

el bow.

"I"'msorry," he said suddenly, letting go as Constance abruptly spun
about to face him and realizing that he probably shouldn't have done
that. The girl, though, seened to take no offense. "I nean ... | have no
nmoney, " Gary qui ckly expl ai ned

"Ch." Constance seened truly perplexed. "Ye're traveling with not a
pence?"

"My friends ..." Gary started to reply, but he wasn't sure what he m ght
say about those two, so he didn't continue.

"G and see then," Constance offered. "And if they got nothing for ye,
then let me talk to ne dad. He's got sonething needi ng done around here,
don't ye fret. |I've not ever seen himturn one away w thout a proper nea
in his belly!" Constance spun and ki cked away, a young foal in an open
field, and Gary sl unped back in his chair, thoroughly charned

Hs snmle did not last, though. Not when he noticed that another group
had taken an apparent interest in him Four nen, wearing the clothing of
villagers, but with long dirks at their sides, were |ooking his way,
their stubbly faces grimy set. They stopped Constance as she wal ked
past, and asked her sonme questions, all the while |ooking back at Gary as
he sat there, feeling very conspi cuous.

Const ance went by themwi thout incident and they tal ked anbng t hensel ves
for a few nonents, as though everything was perfectly natural. Every now
and then, though, one of themwould |l ook Gary's way, |ocking stares with
t he stranger.

Gary felt the tension nounting as the mnutes slipped past, felt al

al one and dangerously out of place in a suddenly unwel com ng town. He
tried to figure out what his next nove should be, and only realized then
that he did not have the sentient spear and the arnor.

"Hurry up, Geno," he muttered under his breath, hoping that if it came to
sudden bl ows, the dwarf and his tough conpani ons would rush to his aid.
But to Gary's shock, when he | ooked to the table, Geno and the others
were not to be found. Gary groaned quietly; he could only believe that
the dwarf had quit himand the whole adventure, had | eft hi mvul nerabl e.
Al four of the men were staring at himintently then, and his instincts
told himto junp up and run for his |ife. The nmen whi spered anong

t hensel ves, started towards him

A hand cl asped on Gary's shoul der, and he woul d have fallen to the floor
had not the dwarf grabbed a tight hold and hoisted himto his feet.
"Come on," Geno said, and Gary really didn't have nmuch choice but to
follow, bending lowin the unyielding grip, as the dwarf storned away,
for a side door that Ger-bil was hol di ng open | eading to the wi ng of
private roomns.

"Here cone sone," M ckey remarked, and Kel sey and Baron Pwyll cane up to
the crest of the bluff, lying in the grass beside the | eprechaun



M ckey pointed to the road, but it was obvi ous what he was tal ki ng about
as si x horsenen approached the town, some sporting | ongbows over their
shoul ders and others with sheat hed swords at their hips.

"W nust expect that the people of the surrounding areas will flock to
the town, prepared for battle," Kelsey reasoned, trying to figure out
what significance, if any, this group indicated. "Lord Badenoch may have
put out a call to arms."

M ckey nodded hopefully, but Baron Pwyll was not convinced. "In that
case, he could not expect this group,"

the | arge man whi spered. "There, the one in the lead." He pointed to a

| arge square-shoul dered man with a bushy bl ack beard, riding a tall roan
stallion. The man carried no bow, but had an i nmense broadsword strapped
to his back, its pomel rising up high behind him higher than his head.
"Ye know hi n?" M ckey asked

"That's Redarm " Pwyll explained. "Naned for a wound he got in a sword
fight, a wound that woul d have defeated a | esser man. He's one of

Cel dion's lackeys, by all that |'ve heard." The Baron shook his head.
"No, this group would not have conme to Badenoch's call."

M ckey and Kel sey exchanged serious gl ances, both then instinctively

| ooking to the unoccupied arnor lying in the brush behind them at the
base of the bl uff.

10

M dni ght Ri de

"Wake up." The whisper, acconpani ed by a repeated tapping on his

shoul der, sounded harsh, urgent, in Gary's ear. The young man was wel |
settled into a wonderful dream of a walk through beautiful Tir na n' Qg
with Diane beside him of bringing some of his other friends to Faerie
and letting themsee this different side of Gary Leger, this heroic side.
"Wake up!" This tine the call was accentuated by a finger snapping
against Gary's cheek. He opened his eyes, sawthat it was Gerbil standing
inthe dimlight beside him The gnone appeared anxious, but Gary
couldn't figure out what night be wong. The roomwas perfectly quiet,
and the night outside the open wi ndow was dark, no nmoon this night, and
still.

Gary stretched his shoulders; the roomhad only one bed, clainmed by Geno
(though Gary couldn't figure out why, since the dwarf had flipped it over
so that he could sleep across the hard slats), and Gary had fallen asl eep
sitting on the floor with his back against a wall. H's acconpanyi ng yawn
was too | oud for poor Gerbil's sensibilities, and the gnonme sl apped a
hand across Gary's open nout h.

Gary pushed himaway. "Wat?" he demanded in a soft, but firm whisper
Gerbil | ooked nervously to the door. "W have been discovered, it just
very well nmight be," the gnone replied.

Gary sat up straighter and rubbed the sleep fromhis eyes as Cerbi
clinbed up on a chair and dared to light a single candle sitting in a
tray on the rooms small desk. Only then, in the quiet light, did Gary
realize that Geno was no longer in the room

They heard a commotion in the hall, a scuffling noise foll owed by severa
bunps, and | ooked to each other curiously. Gerbil hopped down fromthe
chair and padded over to the door, glancing back at Gary, and then taking
a tentative hold on the high knob.



The door burst open; poor Gerbil came right off the floor, hanging onto
the knob with his little feet kicking as he and the door swung about.
"The wi ndow " Geno cried, rushing into the room The dwarf skidded to a
stop and spun about, hanmer swiping low. Gary wi nced at the resounding
crack as the weapon connected on the kneecap of the man pursuing the
dwarf. He how ed and pitched headl ong, grabbing at his crushed joint.
"Wndow " Ceno cried again, and he grabbed Gerbil's freely wavi ng hand
and pulled the gnone from his doorknob perch. Gerbil's other hand

i medi ately tugged a bottle fromhis belt. He brought it up to his nouth,
bit off the end, and splashed its contents all over hinself.

"Get nme there!" he bade the dwarf, and Geno was al ready thinking al ong
those very lines. Wth a single, powerful arm the dwarf twirled the
sevent y- pound gnorme about his head once and then again, and hurled Gerbi
across the room

Gary blinked in disbelief at the gnone's flight. Gerbil started fast, but
soon | ost nmonmentum and seened as though he would crash to the floor. He
continued to float, though, turning several perfect sonersaults and
winding up in a straight-armed, slow notion dive that slipped himthrough
t he open w ndow w thout a scratch agai nst the wooden frane.

Geno turned back to the hall, facing four nore dirk-w el di ng opponents—
the same four nmen Gary had seen earlier in the tavern

"Wndow " the dwarf shouted to Gary. Gary | ooked that way, then |ooked
back to Geno curiously, surprised by the dwarf's uncharacteristic
altruism Geno was under no debt to protect Gary, or even to acconpany
themat all on this journey. And yet, here he was, fighting furiously,
telling Gary to run off while he held the eneny at bay.

Gary began to understand, then, the urgency of it all, the apparently
desperate situation that Faerie had been placed in with the return of the
dreaded dragon. But he would not run away fromthe dwarf, he decided. For
perhaps the first time in his life (no, the second, he realized, counting
his first trip to Faerie), Gary Leger felt as though he was part of
sonet hi ng bi gger than hinsel f, something nore inportant than his own
life. He would go to Geno's side, use fists if need be against the
daggers.

"Waiting . . . the w ndow. "

The silent call canme into Gary's mind, a voice he recognized clearly. How
it had gotten there, he didn't know, but the spear of Cedric Donigarten
was | eani ng above the rosebushes under his room s wi ndow, waiting for him
to retrieve it.

Geno cut a wide swath in front of himw th his heavy- headed hanmer, but
cane nowhere near to hitting the three agile men who had fanned out
before him Daggers thrust in behind the flying weapon, but the dwarf
reversed his grip quickly and started with a reverse backhanded cut that
forced the nen to hop back once nore.

This time, though, Geno did not hold onto the hamrer. It spun fromhis
grasp, slamm ng one man in the chest and knocking his breath fromhis

| ungs. He staggered backwards, slaming into the door and then tripped to
the fl oor, dazed.

A conpani on, seeing the dwarf's weapon fly, snarled and thrust ahead nore
forcefully, but quicker than he anticipated, Geno pull ed another hamer
fromhis belt and snapped it across, slamrng the nan's fingers.

The dagger, stained with the blood of the dwarf, fell to the floor. Geno
had only been scratched, but when the newest of the wounded nen fel



away, the dwarf found the fourth of the party waiting for him daggers in
each of his hands, cocked back over his head.

Geno went into a frenzy, started to charge, but got hit by the other nman
standing near to him The dwarf bl ocked one of the daggers, but the other
dug into his thigh. He shot a death-prom sing glance towards the thrower,
only to see that the man had two nore daggers up and ready.

Geno fell to the side, threw his hamer up before him and sonmehow
managed to escape the deadly throws. He was vul nerable, though, off-

bal ance and with the remai ni ng uninjured man, the man who had gotten back
up fromthe floor near to the door, and the man with the broken fingers,
com ng back in at him

The huge black tip of an enornous spear slashed the air between the
conbatants, forcing the three men to fall back. In stepped Gary Leger
grimfaced, whipping his powerful weapon about furiously, using its
length so that the nen, with their nuch shorter weapons, could not get
anywhere near himor Geno.

"Wndow " the young hero cried to his dwarfish conpani on.

A fifth man staggered through the crowd unexpectedly; Gary had to pul
back on his cut to avoid disenboweling him It didn't matter anyway, for
the man | ooked at Gary plaintively, then fell to the floor, an elfish
arrow protruding fromhis back, just under the shoul der bl ade, and

t hrough, Gary realized, the back of the dying man's heart.

Gary's stomach did a flip-flop, but he determ nedly swallowed the bile
and continued his defensive frenzy.

Geno patted himon the hip and was of f and runni ng, poundi ng across the
roomwhile issuing a | ong scream then |eaping headl ong out the w ndow
and into the night.

Gary heard Pwyll shriek fromoutside and figured that the dwarfish
mssile hadn't missed the fat Baron by far

"Up!" The sentient spear's warning cane in time for Gary to snap the tip
upward and knock aside a flying dagger. Instinctively, Gary cane back the
ot her way, covering his exposed flank, and he grimaced in anger as his
spear cut deeply into an opportunistic enenmy's side. Down the nan went,
screamng in agony, and Gary yelled, too, if only to block out the man's
cries.

"No!" Gary growl ed as he noticed again the man Kel sey had shot, now |ying
perfectly still in the unm stakabl e quiet of death. Gary's denial was
usel ess, hel pless, and realizing that, the young nan buried his own
frailties under a curtain of sheer rage.

Now t he spear cane flashing across with renewed fury, Gary driving the
remai ni ng men backwards. He stopped a cut in midswing and gave a short
thrust that forced the closest of the group to suck in his gut and hop up
onto his toes, falling backwards a nonent | ater and tangling with his
conpani ons.

Gary turned and ran for the window. He smiled in spite of his revul sion,
conjuring an image common to old Errol Flynn novies. As he cane towards
the wi ndow, Gary dipped the tip of his spear, thinking to fancifully

pol e-vaul t his swashbuckling way out si de.

H s cal cul ations weren't quite correct, though, for the enchanted spear's
tip sliced right through the flooring, shifting Gary's angle and stealing
his monentum He cane up in the air, up even with the vertical shaft,

t hen went nowhere but down, to one knee on the floor just beyond the
stuck weapon.



He saw his enem es regroupi ng back by the door, and they saw him and

gui ckly came to understand his dil emma.

Gary pulled hard on the spear, bending the netal shaft his way, but
maki ng no progress in freeing it. He thought of fleeing, of diving out

t he wi ndow, but he couldn't |eave the spear behind—ot to these nmen, who
wer e obvi ously working for Prince Celdion.

But still, what choice did Gary have? Three of the cruel nmen charged at
him verily drooling at the thought of such an easy kill, and a fourth
hopped on his one good | eg behind the pack. Gary tugged hard until the
very | ast nonent, then cried out and | et go.

The bent shaft sprang back the other way with trenmendous force. The
nearest eneny lifted a forearmin front of hinself defensively, then

howl ed as his bone snapped apart, jagged edges of it cutting out through
the skin right before his disbelieving eyes. He flew away, into a
conpani on, and both of themtunbl ed backwards, tripping up the man with

t he shattered kneecap.

Gary could hardly believe his luck, went desperately for the spear as the
remai ning man cane in around the quivering weapon. Gary al nost reached
his spear, but then he fell back, thinking that he had been punched in

t he side.

Wde did Gary Leger's eyes go when he | ooked down to see not a fist, but
a dagger, above his hip, to see his bl ood gushing out through torn skin.
|'ve been stabbed! The thought rocketed through Gary's mind, horrified
himand confused him for he honestly still felt as if he had only been
punched; the pain was dull and not too intense. Still, the inage was nore
than Gary could rationally take, and he didn't think of his actions,
didn't hear the primal cry of sheer survival instincts escape his |ips.

H s opponent was well bal anced, crouching with the bl oodi ed dagger held
ready. He got the weapon up to block Gary's furious |left hook, but Gary
didn't even wince as his hand and arm scraped across the bl ade,
continuing on to slamthe man in the face. A right cross followed, com ng
in under the surprised man's rolled shoul der, finding an open path to the
man's chin.

The next left hook net no resistance at all until it smashed the nman's
cheek, whipped his head across the other way.

This was pure street-fighting, not delicate boxing, and wild Gary didn't

| ook, didn't aim as he continued to swing, left and right, left and
right. Hs own yelling prevented himfromhearing the solid snmacks, or

t he cracki ng bones in knuckles and cheeks alike.

The man fell away, but Gary kept swi nging, four nore punches flying
freely through the enpty air before he even realized that he had knocked
hi s opponent down. He regai ned his conposure then, and saw the nman on the
floor, trying to crawl, trying to get up, apparently trying to remenber
where and who he was. He managed to get to his hands and knees, and Gary
started to kick at him but he rolled over to his side of his own accord,
lay still and groaned.

Gary put a hand to his side, wincing as he brought it up and regarded the
generous anmount of blood. It had all happened in nmere seconds—the ot her
three in the pile hadn't even sorted thenselves out yet. Gary dove for
the spear, grabbed its shaft in both his aching hands, and heaved with
all his mght.

The back-and-forth action of the weapon had | oosened the floor's hold on
it, and it came out nore easily than Gary anticipated. Spear in hand, he
stunbl ed backwards, pitched head over heels in a backward somersault out



t he open w ndow, his toes snashing gl ass and snappi ng the bottom wood on
the wi ndow frame, and fell heavily into the thorny rosebush.

"Damit!" he groaned and he | ooked up fromhis natural prison to see an
eneny cone to the wi ndow—and then go flying away with a hamrer tucked
neatly into his face.

"About tinme ye're getting here, lad," Gary heard M ckey say. He tried to
turn his head about to regard the | eprechaun, but a thorny strand tuggi ng
pai nful | y agai nst his neck changed his m nd.

Baron Pwyl|l and Gerbil were at his side in an instant, pulling himfree,
while Geno lined up the window with another readi ed hanmer.

"Hurry, then,"” Mckey inplored them "W're to neet Kel sey down the south
road, and the elf's not in any nood for us being late!" Behind the

| eprechaun, the two horses and the pony whinni ed nervously, but did not
scatter. One of the horses, Gary's, had a | arge sack strapped over its
back, bulging with the netal plates of Donigarten's arnor

They finally got Gary untangl ed—Geno heaved anot her hamrer into the room
to turn away the two nmen stubbornly continuing the pursuit—and went for
the horses. Pwyll hoisted Gerbil, who didn't seemthrilled at the
prospect of riding so tall a beast, up to his nount, but before the
little gnome had even swung his | eg over, he pointed down the road and
whi spered, "Trouble, oh, yes."

"Ch, yes," Gary echoed when he | ooked that way. Half a dozen riders lined
the road a short distance fromthe tavern, regarding the friends and
seem ng al nost anmused by it all. One of the men wore full nmetal plating,
like the armor of Donigarten, and carried a long | ance tipped by a
pennant bearing the standard of the lion and the clover, the enbl em of
Connacht. On his back was strapped a huge sword, one that M ckey and
Baron Pwyl |l had seen before.

"Yield or be killed!'" the kni ght decl ared.

"Five on six," Geno nuttered m schievously. "Even up, if the damed elf
woul d get here.™

"I"'mthinking that Kel sey's got his hands full of fighting already," said
M ckey.

"Ch, well,"” replied the dwarf without the slightest hesitation. "Then
Kel sey will mss all the fun."

"Not so quick," M ckey whispered back, sitting easily in his place in
front of Gary's saddle. "I'mknow ng that knight, and knowi ng that he

didn't have the arnor when he rode into town, not so |ong ago."

"So?" Geno's question reflected no doubts and no fears.

"He's got friends in town," M ckey reasoned. "Mre than we've seen, don't
ye doubt."

"Archers in the hedge," Gary whispered, nodding to his right, and even as
he spoke, they heard several voices fromnen congregating in the room
behi nd t hem

Baron Pwyl | groaned.

"You got anything to trick then?" Gary asked M ckey.

The | eprechaun shrugged. "Me nmagic's not so good," he answered honestly.
"And the knight'd see through it, if none o' the others would."

It seemed to Gary as if they had few options other than the demanded
surrender. But to do so would surely doom Baron Pwyll, and in | ooking at
t he precious spear he carried, Gary realized that the cost nmight be nuch
hi gher than that.

"Yield or feel the tip of ny lance!"” the knight bellowed. "I have no tine
and no patience for your delay!"



Gary recalled all that he could about chivalry and codes of behavi or,
knew that this man was driven by a sense of honor, warped though it m ght
be. Gary's snmile w dened; what his friends needed was a distraction. He
hoi sted M ckey fromthe horse and set himdown on the ground.

"Get up with Geno," he explained quietly. "You'll know when to ride."
"What ' re ye thinking?" Mckey denanded, soundi ng not too pl eased.

Gary was already clinbing up to his seat, and paying the | eprechaun
little heed.

"My friends will yield," Gary called to the knight.

"When gnones fly," Geno growl ed, but Gerbil threw hima rem nding snirk
to defeat that protest.

"I'f you can defeat me in a challenge of honor," Gary finished. He
couldn't see the knight's face for the faceplate, but he inmagi ned a w de
smle curling up under that netal.

"My dear Gary Leger of Bretaigne," the knight began, chuckling with every
word and slowy lifting the grilled faceplate up onto his head.

' These guys don't nmiss a thing," Gary, surprised at being so easily
recogni zed, whispered to M ckey.

"You have been blinded by your pride," the knight continued. "For have
you forgotten that you wear no arnor?" H s conrades broke into | aughter—
too loudly, Gary noted, and that told himjust how rmuch they respected
this knight. One of the nen, though, trotted his horse up beside the

kni ght and whi spered sonething in his ear that the arnmored man apparently
did not Ilike.

"I remenber!" the knight roared, and he slapped the man away.

'They want himalive," Gary heard M ckey remark to Geno. The | eprechaun
conti nued to whisper to the dwarf, but Gary could only nake out the name
"Ceridwen" in the ensuing nonents.

"What's the knight's nane?" Gary munbl ed over his shoul der.

M ckey directed Gary's gaze to Baron Pwyll

"I don't know his proper nane," the Baron said. "But he is called by
Redar m "

"Have | forgotten?" Gary bal ked incredulously to the knight. He held the
spear of Cedric Donigarten up high. "Good Redarm have you forgotten that
my spear will cut through your feeble arnmor nore easily than your |ance
will pierce ny skin?"

"My thanks, young sprout,"” came a call in Gary's head.

The | aughter down the road stopped abruptly.

"Don't mention it," Gary whispered to the sentient weapon.

"Laddie," M ckey warned.

"Are these horses as fast as Kel sey says?" Gary asked.

"Faster," answered the | eprechaun.

"Then get ready to prove it," Gary whispered. "These guys, the archers,
too, and especially Redarm are going to be nore interested in the joust
than in you."

"Laddie," Mckey said again as the dwarf verily tossed the | eprechaun
atop the pony. Both Geno and M ckey understood what Gary Leger had in

m nd.

"Laddie," Mckey nmuttered again, not so sure that he Iiked the decision.
"Have a good ride to the netherworld," Geno said evenly to Gary, cutting
M ckey's concerns short. "Though | hate to | ose the spear."

"Hey, CGeno," Gary replied, snmling as wickedly as was the dwarf. " Suck
pond water."



"Thanks," the dwarf answered. "I have, many a tine. Nothing like it after
a hot day at the forge."

Gary unstrapped the sack of arnor and handed it over to Pwyll, who nearly
fell fromhis horse as he tried to secure it. "By the way," Gary asked
the dwarf, needing to know before he went for his apparently suicida
ride, "how did you throw the gnone so far?"

CGerbil started to answer, "Earth-pull reversal ..

"Never mind." Gary cut himoff, holding his hand up high and shaking his
head.

"I amwaiting, Gary Leger of Bretaigne!" grow ed Redarm seening |arger
and nore ominous as his huge horse plodded out away fromthe other.
"W're all to die," nuttered Pwyll

Gary ignored the gloomy Baron and trotted his nmount out fromthe group.
He | ooked to Redarm to the road and fields around the nman, and knew t hat
his was a desperate choice. Perhaps Baron Pwyll was correct, at |east as
far as Gary was concerned, but even so, the young nan woul d not despair.
He felt again like sonething |arger than hinself, like a part of a bigger
whole, and if he died allowing his friends to escape, then so be it. Gary
paused as he fully contenpl ated those thoughts; never once in his own
world had he felt this way.

Gary lowered the mighty spear.

"I'f I win, then nmy friends are allowed to ride free," Gary decl ared.

"As you wish," Redarmreplied exuberantly, and Gary knew that cocky
knight didn't nean a word of it—ot that Redarm expected Gary to win
anyway.

It was, perhaps, the hardest thing that Gary Leger had ever done,

sonet hing that went against his very instinct for survival. But he
gritted his teeth and kicked his horse into notion, commanding the bells
to "Ring!" and charging off down the road. The thunder of hooves doubl ed
as Redarmsimlarly charged, that |ong and deadly | ance di pped unerringly
Gary' s way.

Gary noved to the left side of the road, opposite the archers, held the
spear across his body with his left hand, and clutched the bridle tightly
with his right. Only with the bouncing of the charge did the young man
realize how severe the wound in his side nmight be, and his battered
knuckl es ached so badly that he feared he would sinply drop his weapon.
He squi nted agai nst the sudden sharp pains, kept his focus straight

ahead.

"Ch, valiant sprout!" canme the spear's cry in his head, a cry that showed
the spear to be thrilled to be in a joust once nore.

"Ch, shut up," frightened Gary grow ed back through a grimce, working as
hard as he could to hold his bal ance whil e keeping the spear out in sone
senbl ance of an attack posture.

The conbatants cl osed, weapons | evel ed (though Gary's spear had begun to
dip), elfish bells ringing and horses snorting for the exertion. In Gary
charged, grimfaced, roaring in rage and pain.

And then he veered, at the |ast nonment, away fromthe knight, turned his
horse to the side of the road and charged off into the darkness.

"Young sprout!"” cane a cry of telepathic protest.

"Shut up!" Gary yell ed back.

It took Redarm several nmonments to understand what had just happened in
the pass. "Treachery!" he roared, in the direction of the dimnishing
sound of elfish bells. "Coward! Kill him Kill themall!" The infuriated



kni ght | ooked back towards the tavern wall, to the dissipating illusion
of a horse and a pony where Gary's friends had been.

The surprised archers put a feww |ld shots the way Gary had fled, then
cane out of the bushes, scratching their heads.

The wind in Gary's face, the wind of freedom al nbst erased the
continuing pain in his side. He had outsmarted the enemes, used their
strict adherence to codes agai nst them knowi ng that they would believe
that he woul d not avoid a challenge of honor. But Gary woul d not confuse
honor with stupidity. He had no arnmor on, hadn't even a shield to turn
asi de Redarm s deadly | ance.

He heard one arrow cut the air not so far away, but was nore concerned
with the sound of hooves as his enem es took up the chase. He bent low in
the saddle, told the bells to stop ringing, and trusted in his steed.

Kel sey had not lied; the sound of pursuit fast faded behind Gary as he
flew on across the rolling fields. He heard the distant ringing of
simlar elfish bells and took it to be a signal fromhis friends. His
nmount apparently thought so, too, for the horse veered and snorted and
took control of the ride fromGary. A few nonents later, Gary saw a dark
line up ahead, a stone wall probably. Wiether he held doubts or not did
not seemto matter to the horse, for the beast picked up its pace and did
not turn to the side.

Equestrian junpi ng | ooked so easy on television. And indeed, the nmount of
Tir na nQy easily flew over the lowwall, clearing it on the far side by
nore than a dozen feet.

They had to | and, though, and Gary Leger imredi ately gai ned tenfold
respect for the straight-backed riders he had watched i n equestrian
conpetitions. He jerked forward, alnost flying over, as the horse's

forel egs sl amed down, then went strai ght down, though of course he could
not go strai ght down, when the horse cane fully to the field.

H s breath |long gone, Gary thought that he should reach up and feel his
throat to see just how high his testicles had bounced.

He was still |eaning when he caught up to the others, Kelsey included

his horse trotting in beside Baron Pwyll's nount.

"Wll done!" shouted the sincerely relieved Baron, and he cl apped Gary
hard on the shoul der. The dazed and wounded Gary woul d have fallen right
off the other side of his horse, except that Geno was there to catch him
and toss himroughly the other way.

The others watched in confusion as Gary struggled to gain an unsteady
seat on his nmount. "I think I need some hel p," the young man expl ai ned,
and this tine he did fall, between his horse and Pwyll's, the bl ood
running freely fromthe knife cut in his side.

11

Spirituality's End

"Way did you bring hinP" The voice was distant to Gary, but he recogni zed
it as Kelsey's, and the elf did not sound happy.

"I telled ye before,” Mckey replied. "It's bigger than yer spear and yer
arnor, bigger than Robert hinself."

"Enough of your cryptic babble," Kel sey demanded.

"He did get us out of there," offered another voice, Baron Pwyll"'s.

"He di shonored hinsel f, and us!" Kel sey snarl ed back.

Gary had been trying to convince his sleepy eyes to open, trying to shift
his prone, weary body so that he could get up and join in the



conversation. But now he knew what his friends were tal ki ng about, who
his friends were tal king about, and he was not so eager to join in.

"Ye couldn't expect the lad to fight it through,"” M ckey reasoned. "He
didn't even have on the arnor!"

"He chall enged the man," Kel sey declared, and his words sounded with the
finality of a nail being driven into Gary Leger's coffin. "Honorably."
"He fooled the man," Mckey corrected. "Fittingly. Besides, ye're the
only one o' the group who's angry with the |ad. Even Geno, who'd fight
yerself to a draw, feels he owes the |l ad his thanks."

"Dwarfs don't mx honor and stupidity,"” came anot her voice, Geno's voice,
froma different direction. "That's an Ifish trait, and one for hunmans,

t hough you cannot trust any human, even on his word."

Gary blinked his eyes open. He was lying flat on his back, sunk deep in a
thi ck bed of soft clover and | ooking up at the nobst spectacul ar display
of twinkling stars he had ever seen. To his left, he saw the horses, and
saw Geno and Gerbil ride up on the gnone's quadri-contraption. Across the
other way sat Gary's renmining conmpanions, circling a pile of glow ng
enbers, Baron Pwyl| eagerly digging the remaining food out of a smal
bow .

"I's he alive?" Geno asked with his customary gruffness as he and the
ghore crossed by Gary's feet.

"Ch, sure," Mckey answered. "H s wound's not too bad, and the sal ve
should fix it clean."”

Gary instinctively dragged his hand to his side, felt a poultice there,
and realized that the sharp pain had becone no nore than a distant and
dul I ache.

"Did you note any signs of pursuit?" Kelsey asked.

"Plenty of signs," Geno replied with a chuckle. "But all going in the
wrong directions. Celdion's bunch lost the trail altogether when M ckey
made the horse bells sound back to the north."

Gary had seen and heard enough of the |eprechaun's tricks to understand
what had occurred. Redarm and his mnions were probably twenty niles-
away by now, chasing illusionary bells through dark fields.

"And we can keep goin' to the south,” the | eprechaun reasoned

"East," Kelsey bluntly corrected. There cane a | ong pause, as all of the
others waited for Kelsey to explain. Gary wanted to hear it, too.

"W shall cross Dvergamal ," the elf decided. "The dragon was | ast seen
near to CGondabuggan. Perhaps he will still be about, or perhaps sone of
your folk"—&ary knew that Kel sey was speaki ng to Geno—have seen him
crossing the nountains."

"Ch, yes, yes, a fine plan,” Gerbil interjected, above the stuttered
protests of Baron Pwyll. "If Robert is still about ny town, then won't he
be surprised—eh, his dragon eyes will pop w de! —-when a whol e new group of
heroes arrives to battle him"

"I'f the wrmis still about your town, then your town is no nore a town,"

Geno put in, and fromhis tone, it didn't seemto Gary that the dwarf was
particularly fond of Kel sey's plan.

"Have you a better idea?" Kel sey demanded, apparently thinking the sane

t hi ng.

"I have an idea that chasing a dragon, a dragon that can fly," the dwarf
enphasi zed, "across nountains, will get us nothing nore than tired.

Besi des, whoever said that the plan was to catch up to the dammed wyrnP"
"W have not the time to go all the way to Robert's lair," Kelsey
reasoned, his voice firmand even



"And you won't catch a flying wrmcrawling along nountain trails!" Geno
sai d agai n.

"He's right," Mckey interjected. "W won't be catching Robert by going
where the dragon's | ast been seen. We'll find charred trees and charred
bones, to be sure."”

Ger bi | groaned.

"But not a sight o' the fast-flying wrm" M ckey fi ni shed.

Gary chanced a |l ook to the group, saw Kel sey, obviously agitated, junp up
to his feet and stalk a few steps away.

"More than that," Geno said roughly, "the dragon is nowhere near to
Gondabuggan anynore. "

"What do you know?" Kel sey demanded, spinni ng about.

"The Bul drefol k have seen him" Geno answered. "In a foul npod, soaring
across the peaks of Dverganal. Robert is out and flying free with
Ceridwen bani shed to her island for the first tinme in centuries. He has a
lot to see, elf, and a lot to conquer. Did he destroy the gnonme town?
WIIl he go for the Crahgs next, try to find sone allies out of the pile
of nmonsters lurking in there? O might he go straight for Connacht, to
burn the castle and the King? Robert knows as well as we that Kinnenore
is Ceridwen's puppet. Wth the witch banished, if he can bring down the

t hrone, then what mght stop hin®"

How true rang every one of Geno's suppositions, and how hopel ess the
desperate task seened then to Kel sey. His scow becane a | ook of dread
and resignation, and he turned back away, staring out into the enpty

ni ght .

"W'll catch him" Mckey said to him "But not by going where he's been—
by goi ng where he's sure to be."

Kel sey turned about once nore, his eyes, shining golden even in the dim
light of the enbers, narrowed with an expression that seemed to Gary half
anger and half intrigue.

"Ch, we'll go east, like ye said,”" Mckey went on, lighting his |ong-
stemmed pipe. "But not 'til we get south around the nountains.”

"To G ant's Thunb," Kel sey sai d.

Pwyl |l groaned again, and Geno's stream of spittle sizzled as it hit the
enbers.

"Dragons don't like thieves walking into their enpty lairs to their
backs,” M ckey said with a conniving smle. "Robert'll come rushing back
as fast as his flapping wings'H fly himwhen he senses that we're there.
And when he sees what we bringed back to his hoard, then he's bound to
stay put for a hundred years."

"What you brought back," Geno corrected.

"You have deci ded not to acconpany us?" Kel sey asked.

"I never decided to acconpany you!" the dwarf correeled. "I cane east
because east is ny hone, to get away fromthat stupid Prince Geldion and
fromyourself!" He poked a stubby finger PwlFs way. "Don't you think
that |'ve forgotten who put me in this trouble in the first place!"

The fearful Baron bl anched.

"Ah, a load o' bluster,"” Mckey said, and Gary half expected Geno to | eap
up and spring across the enbers to throttle the | eprechaun. The dwarf did
sone mghty gl owering, but kept his seat.

"Ye're here because ye got put in the mddle of it, that much is true,"

M ckey continued. "But ye've stayed because ye know ye have to stay. Like
our friend gnonme, there. He'd Iike nothing nore than to get back to



Gondabuggan and his own, but he won't go, not if our best plans don't
take himthere."

"True enough, | figure. | figure," Gerbil replied, stroking his gray
beard, shining nore orange in the firelight than Gary had noticed before.
"I figure?"

Geno sent another stream of spittle sizzling against the enmbers, but he
did not openly dispute the wise | eprechaun's reasoni ng. The dwarf knew
nore than the others, though, knew that Prince Geldion and his small band
were but a tiny fraction of the resistance steming from Con-nacht.
Geno' s conpanions in the Snoozing Sprite had told himthat the King's
arnmy was on the march, northeast across the fields, drawing a |ine

bet ween Connacht and Braemar.

"South and east it is, then," Kelsey agreed. "To the Gant's Thunb, to
lure the wrmand to trap the wrm?"

A series of clucking noises issued forth fromBaron Pwll's tw sting
nmout h, obvi ous protests against the seem ngly suicidal course.

"You can stay here and wait for Geldion," Geno offered, punching the
Baron in the arm The dwarf spat again and rolled over, propping a rock
for a pillow. "Too fat and sl ow anyway."

Gary shook his head, tried to lift his arns to clasp hands behind his
neck, but found that he could only lift his right arm his bound | eft
side being too sore for the maneuver. He grinmaced and tucked his left arm
against his side, hoping that it would heal before he found hinself in
anot her battle.

That thought led Gary's gaze down between his feet, to the pile of arnor
and the long black spear, resting easily against it. Gary propped hinself
up on his el bows—gi ngerl y—and reached his toe down to tap against the
weapon.

A blue spark erupted fromthe butt end of the spear, singeing Gary's toe
and coursing through his body, sending his thick black hair into a

nmonentary standstill atop his head.

"Hey!" he excl ai ned.

" Coward!"

The nessage stole all the surprise fromGary's body, stole his strength
and just about everything else, as well. He stared blankly at the mghty

weapon, confused and distressed.

"I"'mnot a coward,"” he replied, quietly aloud, but with the protest
screamng in his thoughts.

He waited, but the spear did not dignify the declaration with a response.
"Probl ens?" M ckey asked, skipping over to sit in the clover beside the
young man. Gary | ooked to the spear.

"Damed thing zapped ne," he expl ai ned.

" Cowar d!

"I amnot a coward!" Gary grow ed.

"Ah," nuttered M ckey. "The proud spear's not |iking yer choice to run
from Redarm "

"I didn"t run fromRedarm " Gary snapped back, nore angrily than he had
intended. "I mean ... | just ... we were trying to get away."

M ckey stopped himwith a | ow whistle and a knowi ng wave of his little
hand. "I know what ye were doing, lad, and you did well, by ne own
guess, " the | eprechaun explai ned. "The spear's a proud one, that's all
and not liking mssing any fight, needed or not."

" Coward!"



Gary growl ed at the spear; images of heaving it over a bottonl ess ravine
in Dvergamal canme into his thoughts. The spear responded by inparting

tel epathic i mages of Gary going over the edge, and of the spear plunging
down behind, chasing him point first, all the way down the sheer cliffs.
And then the connection was broken, sinply gone. Gary | ooked around
curiously, suspecting, but not certain of, what had occurred. Had the
spear rejected hin? Wuld it refuse his grasp in the norning, and forever
after?

"How stubborn can a weapon be?" the young man asked M ckey.

"Less bending than the netal they're forged with," the | eprechaun
replied.

"Then we mght be in trouble.”

M ckey nodded and took a long draw on his pipe, then blew a | arge snoke
ring that drifted the length of Gary's body and settled around the tip of
the nmi ghty spear

"Have it your own way," Gary remarked to the spear, and he |lay back down
in the clover, head in his hand and | ooked again to the wondrous
nighttine sky of Faerie. Hundreds of stars peeked back at him pulled at
his heart. He wanted to fly up there suddenly, to soar out into the

uni verse and play in the heavens.

' '"Tis a beauty," M ckey agreed, seeing the obvious pleasure splayed
across Gary's suddenly serene features.

"Better than anything |I've ever seen in nmy owmn world," Gary agreed.

"The sanme sky," M ckey replied.

Gary shook his head. "No!" he said enphatically, and then he took a
nmonent to figure out where that firmdenial had cone from "It's
different," he said at length. "My world is too full of cities, naybe,
and streetlights."”

"They burn all the night?"

"All the night," Gary answered. "And dull the sky. And the air's probably
too dirty for the stars to match this." Gary chuckl ed resignedly,

hel pl essly. It was true enough, true and sad, but there was even

sonet hing nore profound that made Gary believe that even without the
night lights and the dirty air, the stars of his own world woul d not
shine so brightly.

"It's different," he said again. "W have a different way of | ooking at
stars, at all things." Yes, that was it, Gary decided. Not just the
actual imge of the night sky, but the perspective, was very different.
"W have science and scientists, solving all the mysteries,” he expl ai ned
to a doubtful-1ooking Mckey. "Sonmetimes | think that's the whole
problem" Another pitiful chuckle escaped Gary's |ips. He considered the
denmise of religion in his world, when the nmysteries of faith becanme not
so nysterious. He thought of the Shroud of Turin, long believed to be the
actual cloth covering the body of Jesus. Only a few days ago, Gary had
wat ched a show on PBS where scientists had dated the cloth of the shroud
to sonetime around a thousand years AFTER the death of Christ.

It was an inevitable clash, science and religion, and one that Gary was

j ust now begi nning to understand that his people had not properly

resol ved or accounted for. Religions hung on to outdated nyths, and
science ruthlessly battered at themw th seem ngly indisputable |ogic.
"Expl ai ni ng everything," Gary said again, and again, he |laughed, this
time loudly enough to attract the attention of Kelsey and Pwyll, sitting
by the gl owi ng enbers. "Do you know what it feels like to be nortal

M ckey?"



"What're ye tal king about?" the | eprechaun replied sincerely, honestly
trying to understand this thing that was so obviously distressing his
friend.

"Mortal," Gary reiterated. "You see, when you take the nysteries away, SO
too goes the spirituality, the belief in sonething beyond this physica
life."

"That's a stupid way to live."

Gary chuckl ed yet again and could not disagree. But neither could he
escape, he knew. He was a product of his world, a product of an era where
science rul ed suprenme, where no bal ance between physical truths and

spiritual needs had been struck. "It's ..." Gary searched for the word.
despairing. Wien the physical world beconmes explained to a | evel
where there is no room..." Gary let the thought drift away and sinply

shook hi s head.

"Ye think yer scientists got all the answers, then?" M ckey asked.
Maybe not for this trip of mine, Gary thought. Watever the hell this
pl aced call ed Faerie night actually be.

"There is no magic in ny world," Gary answered sol emnly.

"Ch, there ye're wong," the leprechaun replied, taking the pipe fromhis
nmout h and poking Gary in the shoulder with its long stem "There ye're
wrong. The magic's there, | tell ye—yer people have just |ost their way
to seein' it!"

"No magic," Gary said again, with finality, and he | ooked away from

M ckey and stared back up at the incredible night canopy.

"Can yer so-snmart scientists tell ye then why yer heart |leaps up at the
sight o' stars?" the | eprechaun asked smugly, and he snapped his little
fingers right in front of Gary's nose.

"Thought not!" M ckey continued in the face of Gary's incredul ous stare.
"Yer science won't be telling ye that, not for a long while. It's a magic
common to all the folk—never could a man or a sprite or even a dwarf

| ook up at the stars and not feel the tug o' magic."

Gary wasn't sure that he bought M ckey's description of it all, but the
| eprechaun's words were, sonehow, conforting. The man fromthe other
world stole a line froma song, then, again fromthat haunting Tusk

al bum a quiet song by the group's other wonman singer. "Ch what a
wonderful night to be," he half sang, half chanted. "Stars nust be ny
friends to shine on nme."

"Ah, the bard McVie," Mckey said with obvious pleasure.

Gary's forthcomng reply stuck in his throat. The bard Me Vie! How the
hell could Mckey . . .

Gary shook his head and let out a cry that startled M ckey and sent

Kel sey |l eaping to his feet. Seeing that nothing was askew, no enem es
nearby, the elf threw a threatening glare Gary and M ckey's way and
slow y eased hinmsel f back down.

"What ?" M ckey started to ask, but Gary cut himshort with a wave of his
hand.

"Never mind," was all that he cared to say at that tine.

"As ye wish, lad," Mckey answered, hopping to his feet. "Get yerself
sone rest, then. W' ve a long road in the norn."

Gary continued to ook at the stars for a long tinme, thinking hard. The
bard Me Vie? The last time Gary was in Faerie, when he had brought The
Hobbit along with him M ckey had hinted that the author of that book
J.R R Tol kien, had probably crossed into Faerie, as Gary had done, and
that the books that Gary considered so fantastical mght be the true



adventures of that remarkabl e nman, or adventures told to him by anot her
visitor to Faerie, or by one of Faerie's folk

Now t he | eprechaun had inadvertently expanded upon that possibility.
Could it be that many of the artists, the sculptors and the painters, the
musi ci ans penni ng haunting songs, the witers of fantastical works, had
actually crossed into this realm had found the nagi c and brought a
little piece of it back with themto share with a world that so badly
needed it? Mght the artists of Gary's world be people who could find the
magi ¢ beneath the dulling cover, who could see the stars despite the city
lights?

It was a conforting thought, one that |ed weary and wounded Gary Leger
into a deep and nuch- needed sl eep.

12

Arrayed for War

M ckey's sal ve worked wonderfully, and nost of the pain was gone from
Gary's side when he awakened the next norning, despite the fact that

nmoi sture hung thick in the air, grayed by a solid curtain of heavy
clouds. There renmined sone unconfortable pulling in the scar tissue when
Gary stood up and stretched, and a soreness when Geno and Baron Pwyl
began strapping on the arnor, but it was nothing too bad.

Gary spent nobst of the nminutes |ooking over to the spear, |ying prone on
the grassy field. There had been no nental contact, at |east none that
Gary coul d consciously sense, since he had awakened. It seened to him
that the spear was broodi ng—he got the feeling, too, that it didn't |ike
the fact that he was donning its conpl enmentary arnmor—and he feared that
he m ght have to find hinsel f another weapon.

Even nore worrisone to Gary was the fact that Kel sey, who al so had

| abel ed hima coward, was giving himthe proverbial cold shoul der. The
el f | ooked his way several times while the arnmor was being put on, always
| ocked gazes with Gary for just an instant, and then his gol den eyes
woul d narrow and he woul d brusquely turn away.

Not that Gary was overly thrilled with Kelsey at that tine, either. He
kept seeing i mages of the man stunbling into the roomat the Snoozi ng
Sprite, an elfish arrow dug into his back. Gary understood the necessity
of fighting, understood the grimconsequences of not w nning, but it
seenmed to him as though Kel sey coul d have achi eved the same nargin of
victory by shooting the nman in the leg instead, or in the shoul der,

per haps. Gary knew well how narvel ous a shot the elf was with that deadly
bow, if the arrow was sticking through the man's heart, it was only
because that was exactly where Kel sey had neant it to be.

The arnmor was on, then, and Gary worked his arnms about in circles,
stretching this way and that to try to better the fit. Kelsey wal ked by
him on his way to the horses, again throwi ng an angry, dangerous gl are
Gary' s way.

"Did you have to kill then?" Gary asked reflexively, grabbing at
sonet hi ng, sone accusation, with which to shoot back at the judgnental

el f.

"OF what do you speak?" Kelsey replied to him seem ng honestly confused.
M ckey and Gerbil, over by the gnonme's quadricycle, and Pwll and Geno,
al ready readying their nounts, paused and | ooked Gary's way.



"The men back at the inn," Gary pressed, trying to ignore the elf's

caval ier attitude about it all and the continuing concerned stares of his
ot her conpani ons. "You shot to kill."

"Perhaps we shoul d have stopped to reason with them" Kel sey said
sarcastically, coming up to stand right before Gary.

"You didn't have to kill them" Gary said sternly.

"They cane at us," Kelsey pointedly rem nded him and the elf snorted
derisively and turned away, as though he felt that the conversation
wasn't worth conti nui ng.

"I amnot a coward!" Gary growl ed at his back. Gary never considered his
next nove, never took a nmonment to think things through. He slamred his
hands agai nst Kel -sey's back and shoved as hard as he coul d.

Kel sey fl ew several feet, diving headl ong. He was agile enough to tuck
his shoul der, and wi se enough not to fight against the undeniable
nmonentum and he rolled right back to his feet, spinning as he went so
that he cane up facing Gary. In the blink of an eye, Kelsey's sword cane
out and he rushed Gary's way, |aunching a swi ng.

Gary hardly flinched, rem nding hinself that Kel sey would not kill him
He instinctively brought his armup to block, caught the sword on his
forearmas it whipped to a stop barely inches fromhis neck. The two
stared unblink-ingly for several nonments. Gary realized a throbbing ache
in his arm believed that he m ght be bleeding under the arnor, but he
did not relent his hold, even grow ed and pushed the weapon farther from
hi m

"I amnot a coward," he said again.

"But are you a fool ?" Kel sey asked dangerously and Gary heard M ckey suck
in air and hold his breath.

Gary didn't blink, didn't flinch at all, just held the pose, and the
weapon, as the |ong seconds slipped past.

"You fled," Kelsey remarked at |ength.

"Wasn't it Kelsey who led the flight fromGeldion in Dl namarra?" Gary
replied coyly.

"I made no challenge of honor!" the elf snarled, snapping his sword away
and slipping it into its scabbard so quickly that Gary could hardly
foll ow t he novenent

"To hell with your challenge," Gary replied without hesitation. "I had to
get ny friends out of there. Their Iives were worth nore to ne than any
fal se conceptions of honor. Brand ne a coward if you choose,

Kel senel | enenen ... whatever the hell your name is, but you know better."
Kel sey' s visage softened sonmewhat for just a nonent. The elf seened to
realize his slip, though, and his scow returned as he turned away to go
to his horse.

Gary only then realized that he was trenbli ng—aith anger and not with
fear.

"/ amwaiting, young sprout,” cane a call in his head, slightly reluctant
per haps, but Gary realized then that his bold words had defl ected nore

t han Kel sey's outrage. He went over and roughly grabbed up the spear,
and, under the continuing gazes of his surprised friends, wal ked steadily
to his horse. He hoisted Mckey up first, then noved to put his foot in
the stirrup.

The white steed shied away and Gary understood that it was smart enough
to react to Kelsey's enotions.



"Tell the stupid horse to behave," Gary demanded of the elf. Kel sey
scowl ed at himand said nothing, but the horse did not shy away when Gary
took hold of it a second tine.

At Geno's insistence, they rode out at a leisurely pace. Kelsey didn't

of fer much argunment against that, since he wanted to | earn nmuch nore
about what Robert had been up to before they ever got near the Gant's
Thunb. They kept nostly to the south, skirting the towering rocky peaks
of Dvergamal, and only occasionally skipping away fromthe nountains
protective shadow to ride up to lonely groupings of farmouses and see
what they might |earn.

For the nost part, the group renained quiet, each caught in his own
private swirl of worries and contenplations. Gerbil did not even know if
Gondabuggan had survived, Baron Pwyll felt that he surely would not, and
Kel sey's fair features were cl ouded by the wei ght of trenendous
responsibility. Geno kept |ooking every which way, as though he expected
t he dragon, or sonething else, to spring out at himat any nonent, and in
wat ching the dwarf, Gary recogni zed that Geno's insistence that they ride
nmore slowy had nothing to do with a sore backsi de.

For Gary Leger, the enornity of the situation around him the incredible
danger, far beyond anything he had ever experienced in his own world,
kept his mnd nore than occupied. Again there was that strange sense of
cal macconpanying it all, though, that feeling that he was part of

sonet hing bigger, the feeling that his actions, whatever the personal
cost, held a profound effect on sonething nore inportant than his own
nortality.

More inportant than his own nortality!

But it was true; Gary knew that to be truly how he felt. He wondered how
many people of his world had ever experienced this sensation. He thought
of the war ragi ng back hone, of the fanatical, suicidal people facing off
against the United States-led coalition. Wre they really so altruistic,
so believing in their religion, that they were not afraid of death
itself?

The t hought sent a shudder along Gary's spine. He feared people so
fanatical. But also, Gary envied them for their purpose in life, however
Gary might judge the merits of their religion and |loyalties, was |arger
than his own, was larger than the next fifty or sixty years, or however
long he had left to live.

An inevitable snmle cut through the trepidation, and Gary gl anced around
at his five conpanions. He saw CGer-bil sitting low, casually punping the
wondr ous quadricy-cle, and felt synpathy for the gnone, and prayed that
CGerbil's fears for his honel and woul d not conme to pass. He noticed Geno,
gl anci ng about again, and knew that the dwarf was up to something. He
felt for Kelsey, so noble and proud, and inadvertently the cause of this
terrible strife

Gary's gaze lingered | ong on Mckey. The | eprechaun sat before himon his
horse, resting easily against the beast's high-held neck and hol ding his
pi pe (though it was not lit) between his teeth. Gary had seen this sane
faraway | ook in Mckey's gray eyes before, a sadness and a | ongi ng.

"What are you thinking?" he eventually asked the sprite.

"OfF long ago,"” M ckey answered quietly. "Wen all the goodly races were
as one. Maybe there's not enough true evil in the world today, lad."

Gary thought the comment odd, especially considering the conpany M ckey
was now keeping: two nen, an elf, a dwarf, and a gnone, all riding side
by side towards a comobn goal



"It would seemas if they're united again," Gary renarked.
M ckey shrugged and nmade no coment.
"Way did you bring me here?" Gary asked bluntly, and for the first tine

in the talk, the | eprechaun | ooked directly at the young man. "I need to
know, " Gary expl ai ned.
M ckey's huge snmile erupted. "I needed a body to carry around that

arnor," the | eprechaun remarked coyly. "Couldn't be leaving it in a bush,
and woul dn't want to sack it and Iift it over ne shoul der!"”

"No," Gary said seriously, sonberly. "It's nore than that."

"Wll, ye've fought the dragon once already ..."

"And nore than Robert," Gary interrupted. "I mght hel p against the
dragon, but not enough to make it worth your while to pluck nme fromny
own world."

"Ye don't want to be here?" M ckey asked evenly.

"I didn't say that," Gary quickly replied, refusing to let the tricky

| eprechaun deflect the conversation

M ckey |l et out a deep sigh and clasped his hands behind his hairy head,
the tip of his tamo'-shanter dipping | ow over his sparkling gray eyes.
He | ooked away from Gary and off into enpty air. Gary waited patiently,
under standi ng that the | eprechaun had sonmething to say, was just trying
to weigh every word carefully.

"Ye know it's nore than the dragon,"” M ckey began. He notioned for Gary
to slow the horse, to put sonme ground between them and the others. "Ye
knew | ast tinme ye canme here that bad things been brew ng between Connacht
and Dilnamarra."

Gary nodded, renenbering the confrontation between Baron Pwll and Prince
CGel di on when they had first gone for the arnor, a tine that seened |ike
several years before to Gary (and from his perspective, it was!).

"And so goes Dilnamarra, so goes Braemar," M ckey went on. "And Drochit
as well, and a dozen other ham ets that have so far resisted King

Ki nnenore' s greedy hands."

"Kinnenore is Ceridwen's puppet," Gary renarked. He had heard this nuch
bef or e.

M ckey nodded. "Aye, and with the witch stuck to her island, and Robert
flying free, she's been forced to play out her hand, to take the aces
outa her sleeves," the | eprechaun expl ained, in | anguage that he knew
Gary would fully conprehend. "That's why Ceridwen went for the arnor, and
went for Pwyll when the arnor could not be found. And she'll be going for
nore before all's ended, |ad, and so' 11 greedy Robert."

Gary sat back in his saddle. He had suspected those very things, of
course, both from Robert's reported raids and the actions of stubborn
Prince Geldion. But to hear Mckey put it so plainly nearly overwhel med
the young man. There was a tug-of-war going on here, between Ceridwen

wi th her puppet king and the dragon, and all the commonfol k of Faerie,
and the dwarfs and gnones and Tyl wth Teg, and even the |eprechauns, were
caught squarely in the nmddle of it.

"That's why Geno's conming along,” Mckey remarked, easily understanding
the train of Gary's thoughts. "And Gerbil, too, though the little one
hasn't figured it all out yet. Yerself played a part in bringing it to
this point, lad, and so there might be things that only yerself can do. |
thinked it proper and right that ye should get to help in finishing the
tale.”

Gary wasn't so sure that he liked where this particular tale mght be
headed, for his own sake and for the sake of Faerie's goodly folk, but he



nodded his appreciation to Mckey, for he did indeed want, and need, to
be an active participant in the witing of the tale.

The arnored captain fidgeted inpatiently atop his arnored warhorse,
looking to his lightly clothed servant and the great black bird perched
upon the man's upheld arm Wth a squawk to cut the norning air, the crow
lifted off and flew away furiously, swiftly becom ng a bl ack speck anong
the om nous gray of the heavy sky.

"What did the dammed bird say?" the captain denmanded, obviously not
thrilled in dealing with supernatural creatures. By the edicts of his own
dear King, nmagi c had been decl ared denonic and outl awed, and here they
were, the arny of Connacht, talking to birds!

"W nust not be straight for Braemar," the servant informed the captain.
"The outlaw Pwyl | and his renegade band, along with the stolen artifacts,
are nmaki ng south along the nountain line. W need veer to the east and
intercept them King Kinnenore has declared that they must not nake the
Crahgs. "

The | arge and strai ght-backed captain scow ed. The outlaw Pwyll, he

t hought, and the notion didn't sit well with him He and nany of his
sol di ers had gone to Connacht from Dl namarra, and they had never known
Baron Pwyll, for all his bluster and | ove of confort, to be anything
short of generous.

But Ki nnemore was King, this lowy captain's King, and to this nman's
sensibilities, that placed Kinnenore just one rung on the hierarchica

| adder bel ow God hinsel f.

"What of Prince Geldion?" the captain asked.

"The Prince and his force are riding west of the outlaws," the servant
explained. "W will join on the field."

The captain nodded and notioned for his sergeants to get the force noving
once nore. He didn't like dealing with supernatural creatures on a
superstitious level, but in all practicality, the infornmation being
passed between the crows was proving invaluable to the mssion, and thus,
to the King.

"Friends of yours?" Gerbil asked Geno when the party had broken for a

m dday neal. The gnone notioned across the canp, beyond the tethered
horses and the parked quadricycle, to the foothills, where a group of
dwarfs fully arrayed for battle were marching in a single line along a
narrow trail, just under the lowriding layer of thick gray clouds. Gary
and Pwyll turned in unison with Geno to regard the dwarfs, noticed Kel sey
crouching behind a stone, bow in hand. M ckey was nowhere to be seen, but
Gary knew the | eprechaun well enough to realize that he had certainly
spotted the dwarfish marchers.

"Better go to them" Geno remarked dryly. "Before the elf gets hinself

cl obbered."” He junped up and brushed the biscuit crunbs off him then
spotted a large one that had fallen to the ground and greedily scooped it
up, along with a good neasure of dirt, and stuffed it into his nouth

It struck Gary as nore than a little curious that Geno did not seemthe

| east bit surprised by the appearance of the dwarfs.

"Put the puny bow away!" they heard Geno runble at Kel sey, and he ki cked
a stone the prone elf's way as he anbl ed past. He and the dwarfs
exchanged signals of greeting, and then they all di sappeared over a
ridge.

Kel sey came back to the group, then, obviously fearful, and M ckey cane
in right behind him



"What is it?" the |eprechaun asked as soon as he sawthe elf's darting
eyes.

"W may have just lost Geno's aid," Kelsey replied. "O worse." The way
he kept gl anci ng about revealed to Gary, and to fearful Pwyll, that

Kel sey al nost expected the dwarfish band to attack. In an instant, the
Baron's eyes went this way and that, nmore anxiously than Kel sey's.

"The dwarfs're not our enemes," Mckey offered calmy to Kelsey, and to
nervous Pwyll. "Ye'1ll know that soon, nme friend. The dwarfs're not our
enem es, and Geno's not for |eaving."

"What do you know?" Kel sey denmanded.

M ckey nodded to the ridge, to where Geno had just reappeared, stonping
his way back to the canpsite. Kel sey nodded, too, cal ned by the sight,
and Pwyll let out a profound sigh of relief. Gary tossed the man a
curious glance, and wondered, and not for the first tinme, how Pwll had
ever becone a Baron.

"They are out searching for the dragon?" Kel sey reasoned hopefully.
"Dwarfs are too smart to go out |ooking for dragons,"” Geno grunbl ed back.
"What about you?" Gary renarked, seeing the obvious fault in Geno's

logic. Hadn't Geno, after all, already acconpani ed themonce to Robert's
lair?

"Shut your nouth!" came the predictabl e response.

Gary did.

"Then why?" Kel sey asked, and it seened to Gary as if the elf already
knew, had known all al ong.

"I learned it in Braemar," Geno replied. "Fromfriends at the Snoozing
Sprite."

"Learned what?" piped in Gerbil, stroking his orange-and-white beard and
appearing nore openly anxious than he had previously |et on.

"Ch, it is King Kinnenore!" Baron Pwl |, know edgeable in the politics of
the land, wailed. He threw up his hands and verily danced in circles,
crying that they were all dooned.

Geno nodded grimy. "A force rides fromthe southwest," he confirned.
"Five hundred strong by sone reports, larger than that by others."

Gary coul d understand that, knew how badly Ceridwen, and thus the King in
Connacht, wanted to get her hands on the arnor and spear of Cedric

Doni garten. "Wy are the dwarfs out?" he had to ask, somewhat confused by
where CGeno's folk fit into all of this. "Do they care that nuch for us?
For hinP" Gary added, pointing to Baron Pwyl |

"They care that little for Ceridwen's king puppet,” Geno corrected.

Gary | ooked to M ckey, who only shrugged and nodded, seem ng not
surprised in the least by the sudden turn of events. Mre than ever, Gary
Leger understood why M ckey had brought him back to Faerie, and though he
was terribly afraid, nore than ever did Gary Leger appreciate the

| eprechaun’'s choice

He had hel ped to bring things to this point, for better or for worse, as
M ckey had said. He felt duty-bound nowto finish the tale.

For better or for worse.

"Lord Duncan Drochit and Badenoch of Braenmar should be told," Kelsey

reasoned. "If so large a force is conming this way, then they' Il likely
not stop at catching Baron Pwyll and retrieving the artifacts."
Baron Pwyll | et out another of his increasingly annoyi ng whines.

Geno nodded grimy to Kelsey and pointed back to the north, where a cloud
of dust was just beginning to clinb into the mdday air.
"The King has cone!" Pwyll cried out. "Ch, we ..."



"Shut your nouth,"” Geno barked at him

"Badenoch and Drochit," Kelsey reasoned. "Wth the conbined mlitia of
the two towns."

"Still not a third of what Connacht has sent,"” Geno replied grimy.

"Ri di ng pl owhorses and carryi ng wood axes and hay forks."

Gary | ooked at his own arnor, his own mghty weapon, and could well

i magi ne what those poorly outfitted common farners night soon neet in the
field.

Baron Pwyll continued to wail; a shudder ran along Gary Leger's spine.

13

Hol d Yer Breath, Lad

The conpani ons caught up with the ragtag mlitia of Drochit and Braenar a
few hours later, on the high edge of a field | ooking dowmn across the
rolling hills to the west and south. Despite Geno's assurances concerning
what his dwarfish kinfolk had told him Kel sey kept the conpani ons
outside the ring of farner-soldiers, unsure of where the |ines of
alliances had been drawn. By all reports and all previous actions, Duncan
Drochit and Lord Badenoch would seemto be friends, but in these
confusing and dangerous tinmes, and with so nuch hangi ng on the success of
their quest, the friends had to exercise all caution.

The sentries within the canp, too, seened unsure, eyeing the riders with
sone concern and clutching tightly to their pitchforks and axes. Finally,
a contingent of dwarfs cane marching out of the rocky foothills, and
Geno, Kelsey, and Gerbil fell into step beside them going with themto
meet the mlitia | eaders.

"They' |l have no trouble,"” M ckey assured Gary, and Baron Pwyl |, whose
fate seened to hang so precariously in the balance. "W're all | ooking
for the sane thing, to stop the dragon and Connacht."

"Unl ess Badenoch and Drochit think it safer to hand ne over to Prince

Cel dion,"” Baron Pwll said gloomly, but there was a trace of accepting
resignation in the large man's tone that Gary had not noticed before.
"They won't hand you over," Gary said firmy, to confort the troubled
man.

"Ye should have nore the faith in yer friends," M ckey added. "How nany
ti mes have both Badenoch and Drochit | ooked to yerself wth support,
nostly in matters concerning the wtch-backed throne?”

Pwl |l nodded, but the grimexpression did not |eave his round face.
"Perhaps we would all be better off if | just surrender to Prince Celdion
when he arrives," the Baron said with unexpected altruism

"Better for all?" Mckey quipped. "Not so much better for yerself, unless
ye're fancying henp collars."

Pwyl |l shrugged, but his nounting determination did not seemto ebb. It
appeared to Gary as though the man was fighting an inner battle,

consci ence agai nst cowardi ce, nustering his courage and | ooki ng beyond
his own needs, even his own survival. Pwyll was fornulating his own
secret agenda, Gary knew, one that might well send himrunning to
Gel di on.

"Besi des," M ckey quickly put in, apparently beginning to understand
things the sane way as Gary, "CGeldion's not really looking for yerself."
Bot h nen cocked curious eyebrows M ckey's way. "For the spear and arnor?"
Gary asked.



"That's a part of it, by ne guess," Mckey replied, eyeing Gary directly
and grimy. "But he's wanting yerself, lad, and that we cannot let him
get."

Gary was about to ask what in hell Prince Geldion mght want with him
but he thought things through silently instead, renenbered fromwhere the
King, and thus the Prince, was being directed. Beautiful, raven-haired
Ceridwen was the power behind Faerie's throne, and Gary was the one who
had put a spear through the witch's belly, had bani shed her to her island
hone for a hundred years.

It was not a conforting notion, and hung heavily in Gary's thoughts for
the rest of that day, even after a group of nmen rode out fromthe
encanpnent and bade the three conpanions to cone in.

Baron Pwyl|l was inmediately sumoned to join the conference with Kel sey,
Badenoch, and Drochit. Seenmi ng nore assured than before, the big man
squared his shoul ders and wal ked with a confident stride.

"He was thinking of surrendering to Geldion," Gary renmarked to M ckey,

t hough he realized that the | eprechaun had already figured that much out.
"That one' 1l surprise ye," Mckey replied. "Pwll, above all the other

| ords, has held out against Kinnenore. Just the fact that Geldion's
taking the trouble to cone out after himshows Pwll's strength."

Gary nodded, but had a hard time reconciling what he knew about the fat
Baron—particularly how Pwl| seenmed to spend nore tinme trenbling than
anyt hi ng el se—agai nst the obvi ous respect the man commanded from fri ends
and enem es alike. The guards standi ng on opposite sides of the comand
tent, wherein Kelsey was neeting with the two | ords, beaned happily at
the sight of Pwyll, as though their salvation was at hand, and

strai ghtened their posture as he passed between t hem

Gary sighed, and figured that Pwll| nust have been sonething nore

spect acul ar when he was a younger nan. He | ooked to M ckey again, and
found the | eprechaun wal ki ng away, towards a small cook-fire where

Gerbil, Geno, and a few other dwarfs were gathered.
"What's the matter with the little one?" Gary heard M ckey ask as he
rushed to catch up with the sprite. One | ook at Gerbil, head down and a

pai ned expression upon his nornally cheery expression, told Gary where

t hat question had cone from

"Wrd has spread of casualties fromthe dragon attack on Gondabuggan, "
Geno informed them The beardl ess dwarf gave a surprisingly synpathetic

| ook Gerbil's way, then piped in heartily, "The gnones beat him off,

t hough! Sent Robert fleeing to the nmountains to Iick grievous wounds."
Geno reached over and gave Gerbil a swat on the back, but the gnone did
not visibly react.

"But not w thout cost," another dwarf, one with a blue beard tucked into
a wide, jeweled belt with a golden buckle, added. "An entire section of
the town was destroyed and a fair nunber of gnones killed. And it is said
t hat Robert canme back, but did not go into the town."

"A gnhone patrol is missing in the foothills,"” Geno added. "Along with one
of nmy own kin."

Pangs of guilt turned Gary's stomach. He had been part of the group that
had gone to Robert's lair, an act that had apparently coaxed the dragon
out. And Gary had been the one to bani sh Ceridwen, a good thing by one
way of thinking, but the act that had upset the bal ance, had gi ven Robert
the Wetched the confidence to fly free so far fromhis nountain hone



Gary had found that he liked Gerbil, and if Gerbil was typical of his
race, as Mckey had said, then the | oss to Gondabuggan was surely a |oss
to all the world.

"They're going to send us around the fighting, if there is to be any
fighting," Geno remarked, pointedly changing the subject. "If Geldion

bl ocks the way, then we are to go around while Badenoch and Drochit hol d
himat bay."

M ckey nodded, apparently in agreenment, but sonething discordant tugged
hard at Gary's sensibilities.

"W all want the sanme thing," the young man replied angrily. "How can we
t hi nk about battling the Prince with the dragon soaring about? Wy don't
we all just band together agai nst the dragon, then worry about our
personal feuds?"

There cane no i mredi ate response, the sinple logic of Gary's words
seemng to steal the words from Geno and M ckey and all the others. At
first, Gary took this to nmean that he might be on to sonething, but he
soon canme to realize that he sinply did not understand the depth of the
buddi ng feud between Connacht and the outlying baronies.

"Who's going on to the dragon?" M ckey asked CGeno.

"Same as before," the dwarf replied. "Though we m ght bring a few of ny
ki nfol k al ong, and Pwyll m ght be asked to stay behind."

"He'd hate that," Gary renarked sarcastically.

"And the little one," Geno went on, patting CGerbil again. "H s path is
his own to choose. He might want to get back to Gondabuggan and help with
the repairs.”

"No," Gerbil said resolutely, lifting his head so that the others could
see the determination in his inquisitive eyes. "No, no! | go to sting the
dragon's hone, | do, just as he attacked ny own! Be afraid, wetched
wyrnm " the gnone proclained loudly. "Ch, do, if you are half as smart as
t he | egends say. You have never had an angry gnome in your nest, | would
guess, and when you do, you will not be so happy a wrm"

Gary was just conming to terns with Geno's unexpectedly synpathetic

posture when Cerbil |aunched his uncharacteristic tirade. He stared at
t he suddenly fierce gnome incredulously, then to Geno and the ot her
dwarfs, lifting their nugs in a toast Gerbil's way.

"Slow to anger, but fierce as a badger when they do," M ckey whispered to
Gary, referring to Gerbil and the race of gnonmes in general. Gary did not
argue; standing there, one foot up on a log, his head tilted back
proudly, Gerbil seened al nost four feet tall.

Geno was the only dwarf acconpanyi ng Kel sey, Gary, M ckey, and Cerbil as
t hey wal ked their nmounts (and Gerbil punped his quadricycle) to a ridge
above and to the side of the field where the opposing forces would neet.
Kel sey and Geno noved behind a brush line overlooking the field, while
Gary, with Mckey tucked in front of him stayed back, and Gerbil found a
| evel and out-of-the-way place to park his rolling contraption. Wth all

t hat was happening, politically and nilitarily, the village |eaders had
deci ded that speed and stealth would be absolutely necessary if the snall
group was to have any chance of getting through to the Gant's Thunb to
repl ace the stol en dagger. Thus, Badenoch, Drochit, Pwyll, and Kervin of
the dwarfs had deternined that the other dwarfs woul d not acconpany the
band, that the responsibility fell upon the shoul ders of those who had

t aken the dagger, and upon Gerbil, who insisted that he be allowed to go
along. Surly Geno, hoping for alittle dwarfish conpani onship on the hard
road, hadn't stopped grunbling since.



Nei t her woul d Baron Pwyl| acconpany the friends, for Lords Badenoch and
Drochit had begged the man to remain with them (right before Pwyll had
begun to beg to be allowed to remain with them, to |l end support and

wi sdomas they tried to fend off Connacht's encroachnments from one side,
and Robert's inpendi ng appearance fromthe other. That left one Tir na
n' Gy horse free, Gary noted. He was about to ask about that, wondering if
t hey shoul d perhaps take the nount along as an extra, when he got his
answer. Up padded the proud horse, bearing a short but stout and heavily
nmuscl ed man with an inpossibly thick black beard and tanned arns the size
of Gary's thighs. He wore a sl eeveless jerkin and sinple breeches (that
were too small for hinm, and carried an i mense hamrer over one shoul der.
H s skin was darkly tanned and seened darker still, with patches of soot
ground in against the brown flesh. H's beard and thick-cropped hair were
matted with the dirt and sweat of hard | abors.

"Wll net," Kelsey called to him apparently expecting the ally. Geno and
M ckey greeted the man as well, though Gerbil seened too consuned by his
private thoughts to even recogni ze that another had joi ned them

The huge man started for the ridge, then noticed Gary and gave a fierce
tug that pronptly wheeled his horse about, aimng it straight for the
arnored man. "Cedric," he said, extending a calloused hand Gary's way and
flashing a huge, broken-toothed smle.

"Cedric?" Gary echoed.

"Cedric the smthy,"” the nan replied. "Best shoer in the world."

"Gary Leger," Gary replied, and he was nearly pulled fromhis saddl e when
t he man grabbed his extended hand and punped it vigorously.

"An honor, spearw elder," the man growl ed, and Gary was surprised by the
obvious admiration in his tone. The snithy | et go—Gary unconsciously

wi ped his now griny hand on his side—and jerked his horse about roughly.
He nodded once nore to Gary before padding up towards the crest of the
ridge to join Kel sey and Geno.

"They're to neet in the field," Cedric explained |loudly, and then Gary
could nake out no nore as the powerful smithy noved in close to the

ot hers.

"Cedric?" Gary asked M ckey.

"All the smithys—+the human snithys—are naned Cedric," the | eprechaun

expl ai ned. "I n honor of Donigarten. Ye couldn't find an ally nore |oyal,
lad. Ye're carrying the spear and wearing the suit of the nan's idol.
That's why he was given the extra horse. Cedric'll die for ye, die for

the spearwielder, smling all the while if he thinks he's hel ped yer
nobl e cause."

It sounded crazy to Gary Leger, and he wasn't so sure that he liked
having a man so willing to die for him He started to nmention that fact
to M ckey, but changed his nind, suddenly realizing those thoughts as
condescendi ng. Who was he to determ ne another man's notivations? |f
Cedric the smithy would die smling for the noble cause, then Cedric was
a noble man, and Gary was the fool if he confused that sense of honor
with foolishness.

"A good thing to have himalong," M ckey remarked, and Gary nodded
sincerely.

They saw Kel sey's armjerk out suddenly, pointing to the field bel ow, and
M ckey bade Gary to wal k the horse over so that they m ght see the
arrival of Celdion.

The Prince cane in fromthe southeast, the soldiers of Connacht arrayed
behind himin the even lines of a well-trained arny. Geldion rode out



fromthe ranks on a black horse, flanked by three soldiers on either

side. Redarm was not anong this guard, Gary noted, and nowhere to be seen
anong the front ranks of Connacht soldiers, though what that m ght nean

t he young man coul d not discern

Gary focused his attention on the Prince instead. Geldion | ooked far from
regal, |ooked al nbost haggard, actually, his skin too browned fromthe
long road and pulled tight to his bones. He wore his worn brown traveling
cloak, tied only at the neck, and a suit of arnor that had seen nany,
many encounters. Jewel ed scabbards at his side held sword and dagger,

t hough, and M ckey assured Gary that Celdion was well versed in the use
of both weapons.

In response to Geldion's bold approach, Badenoch and Duncan Drochit
trotted their nmounts out fromtheir ragtag force, Kervin the dwarfish

| eader running al ong besi de them

"Vll net, Prince Geldion," the friends heard Badenoch call. The w nd was
behind the Lord, blowing in the faces of the hiding conpanions, and they
heard the words clearly. "d ad are we that Connacht canme to us in our
time of need," Badenoch went on, "for nighty Robert has taken w ng and
threatens all the land!"

Cel di on rocked back in his saddle; he seened a bit surprised to Gary.
"WIl you and your forces ride to Braenmar beside us?" Badenoch conti nued,
his tone anything but hostile.

"I's Geldion to beconme an ally?" Gary whispered to M ckey. For a nonent,

t he young man thought that his earlier words nmight prove true, that these
supposed enemni es woul d band t oget her agai nst a common foe nore powerful
than either of them separately.

"Badenoch uses diplomacy to force Geldion to nmove first," Kel sey
explained grimy, and Gary was somewhat surprised, and certainly pleased,
that the elf was apparently talking to himagain. "The | ords feign
friendship so that Geldion will have no excuse to attack."

Prince CGeldion sat atop his nount, eyeing the lords suspiciously. H's
father had told himof the conspiracy, had even hinted that outl awed
magi ¢ was being used to bring the lesser towns into |ine against

Connacht. The thought did not sit well with the Prince of Faerie. Celdion
was an extension of Kinnenore's throne, the nost |oyal of sons, but a
part of himhad been thrilled, and not so angry, when the ancient spear
of Faerie's greatest hero had been re-forged. Hi s father, though, had
been purely outraged, a fact that bothered and confused Gel dion nore than
alittle.

That confusi on woul d not deter himfrom executing the duties Kinnenore
had given to him Not at all. Geldion would not let this Gary Leger of

Bret ai gne steal the repaired spear away, even if he had to kill the man
per sonal | y!
"W may ride to Braemar," he replied in his shrill voice. "But not for

any defense agai nst Robert. The dragon is only one of our concerns, and
not the nost inmediate one.”

"Surely the dragon ..." Badenoch began, but the always inpatient Prince
cut himshort.
"I demand the return of the outlaw, Pwyll, and the stolen artifacts!"

Cel di on explained. "And there is a young man, a Gary Leger from

Bretai gne, a spy from beyond Cancarron Muntai ns, who desires to bring
the precious itens back to his honeland.”

"Now, that'd be a trick," Mckey remarked quietly, seem ng not at al
surprised by the lie.



"Where the hell is this Bretaigne place?" Gary asked him
"Beyond Cancarron Muntains," cane the predictable answer, which told
Gary, who had no idea of where the Cancarron Mountai ns m ght be,
absol ut el y not hi ng.
"Are you so certain of his intent?" Badenoch asked. "Was it not Gary
Leger who acconpani ed Kel senellenelvi-al G1l-Ravadry ..
"Wll said!'" Mckey exclainmed, and he winked at Gary. "He got that dammed
nane right." The |l eprechaun's snmirk drew a glare from Kel sey.

to Robert's lair to reforge the spear?" Gary heard as Badenoch
conti nued. "Was it not Gary Leger who banished evil Ceridwen to her
island fortress?"
"All by hinmself," Geno nuttered sarcastically.
"Wl |l done, young sprout,"” cane the telepathic call in Gary's head.
Badenoch's |l ast comment forced a visible wince fromthe haggard Prince, a
wi nce that none of the friends on the not-too-distant ridge, and none of
the three | eaders facing Gel dion, m ssed.
"Reforging the spear increased its value to Bretaigne," Celdion argued.
"As for any fights with Ceridwen, they were nerely incidental, and not
| ooked for by any of the traitors."
"True enough, except for the '"traitors' part,”" Mckey put in dryly.
"Connacht seens eager to brand traitors," Badenoch replied.
"Hold yer breath, lad," Mckey remarked at hearing the firmresponse, and
even CGeno gul ped in sone air.
Cel di on verily shook fromboiling rage, his anger fueled by confusion
This was not how the ki ngdom was supposed to respond! Hi s father was

King, after all, the rightful King. How dare these | essers speak ill of
Connacht! "You seem eager to place yourself anong that list!" he snapped
at Badenoch. "I denmand the return of the traitors, and of the stol en
artifacts!™

Cool Badenoch, sitting tall on his proud stallion, his neatly cropped
sal t - and- pepper hair blown across his face fromthe breeze off the

nmount ains, slowy glanced around from one side to the other, then | ooked
directly at the opposing Prince.

"W do not have them" he answered cal ny.

CGel di on wheel ed his bl ack horse about, jostling a couple of his escorts,
and gal |l oped back to the Connacht Iine.

"Hold yer breath, lad,"” Mckey said again

"The bells nust not ring," Kelsey said to the others, turning his nount
away from the bushes and wal ki ng the horse down to the side of the ridge.
Geno and Cedric followed i mediately, and Gerbil punped his quadricycle
into position right beside the group.

Gary wai ted a nonent | onger, though, sensing that the storm was about to
break and unable to tear his gaze fromthe field.

Cel dion took a position in the center of the front rank. He stared across
the field, his features grinly set, his right arm uprai sed. Badenoch,
Drochit, and Kervin had not returned to their force; they sat far out
fromthe lines, talking easily, and this seenmed to upset Geldion all the
nmore. Gary could hardly believe their courage, and understood that their
apparent indifference to the comng stormwas nerely to give the

unm st akabl e appearance to all w tnesses, even the Connacht sol diers,
that it was Celdion and the throne, and not the eastern vill ages, who
precipitated this battle.

What ever the appearance, Prince Celdion would not be deterred. He noved
as if he nmeant to call out again to the opposing | eaders, probably to



speak the accusation one final time, but the first word cane out as a
grow and Cel dion just snapped his armdown to his side.

Gary nearly junped out of his seat, so surprised was he by the sudden

t hunder, the shaking of the ground beneath him and the roar of a unified
battle-cry, as five hundred horses and five hundred sol diers charged to
battl e.

Prince Geldion sat very still in his saddle, letting his soldiers flow
out around himin their wild charge across the field. "So be it," Geldion
muttered grimMy. "So be it."

The three leaders in the field were not surprised in the | east, though.
They wheel ed about and started off, Kervin accepting Drochit's extended
hand and half clinmbing to the side of the horse, flying with all speed
for their own ranks.

14

A Mnd of Its Omn

"Ride on!" Kel sey commanded, starting down the side of the ridge behind
the smthy Cedric, leading the group to flank the inpending battle on the
western side.

Geno, al one anobng t he conpani ons, seened hesitant, |ooking back to his

| eft, back where his dwarfish conrades stood to face the overwhel m ng
odds. H s tornent was obvious, and not unexpected to Kelsey, and the elf
qui ckly reversed direction, sidestepping his mount around the rolling
guadricycle and slapping Gary's pony on the runp as it trotted by. A few
words to Geno, reninding the dwarf of the inportance of the m ssion,
brought Geno al ong, though many tinmes did the beardl ess dwarf | ook back
over his left shoul der.

The field was lost fromsight alnost i nmediately as the conpani ons went
lowin a gully. They heard the continuing thunder of poundi ng hooves, the
cries of battle, the wails of the wounded and dying, but it seemed not
nearly as intense as Gary had expect ed.

"Qur allies are in flight back to the foothills,"” M ckey explained to
him seeing his quizzical |ook. "That was the plan all along, to bait

CGel dion in and keep hi mrunning the opposite way fromus."

Gary | ooked back, using one hand to adjust the too-big helnmet with his
head as he turned. He heard shouts of frustration from Geldion's hungry
force, confirmation of the | eprechaun's clains, and was glad. The whol e

t hought of the battle—especially with a greater conmon eneny, the dragon,
free to terrorize the |and—rade bile rise in Gary's throat.

Cedric was still leading the way, driving his horse hard al ong the gully,
then into a perpendicular trail running straight west and even | ower from
the battlefield. They went around a hillock, turning back to the south,
now with a wall of grass between them and Geldion's force, the cries and
t hunderous hooves fast fading into the background.

It seemed not enough distance to the eager smthy, and he kicked his big
boots against his nount's flank, spurring the horse full out as they
rounded yet another bend, this one wrapping right behind the battlefield,
back to the east.

"What ho, with ease good smithy!" Kelsey warned. "W have put them behind
us."



Gary under st ood where Kel sey's words were | eading. The elf knew that
CGeldion's main force could not catch them but he feared—and rightly so,
Gary believed—that scouting parties, or groups held back to flank the
eneny, had been deployed in the region.

Around the bend went reckless Cedric, and his horse whinnied i mediately
and skidded to a stop in the soft turf. Al the others broke stride as
Cedri c's horse backped-al ed, the smthy yanking hard on the reins, trying
not to fall backwards off the nount.

Cedric reappeared fully fromaround the bend, a stunned expression on his
bushy-bearded face and an arrow sticking fromhis chest.

Kel sey, in full charge, fitted an arrow and ducked | ow, his nount
galloping with all speed around the back of the wounded Cedric, using the
smthy as a shield. As soon as he cane clear on the other side, the elf
let fly his .arrow, then dropped the bow across his saddle horn and drew
out his gl eam ng sword.

Geno, ever hungry for battle, charged right behind, and Gary foll owed.
CGerbi | skidded the quadricycle to a stop and pulled open a conpartnent to
the side of his seat, renobving a long netal pole, a crank, and two iron
balls secured to either end of a four-foot |ength of henp.

Cedric was still up on the horse when Gary caught up to him the smithy's
mouth still wide with surprise, and his hands tight around the reins.
Hardl y thinking of the nmovenent, Gary lifted Mckey across to the man's
horse, yelled for the leprechaun to help him and kicked his nmount away,
foll owi ng Kel sey and CGeno.

Ei ght Connacht sol diers had been positioned in the gully, |ooking for
potential flanking maneuvers fromthis very direction. That nunber was
now seven, with one man slunped low in his saddle, face against his
horse's mane, and an elfish arrow sticking diagonally into his collar

But the scouts, still twenty yards away and with bows in hand, had not
been taken by surprise. Aline of crinson appeared on Kelsey's neck as an
arrow narrowmy mssed its deadly mark. Another bolt would have hit the
el f squarely, except that Kelsey fell to the side and threw up his sword,
luckily tipping the mssile wide. Those sane two bowren were the cl osest
foes for the elf, and he roared in, hoping to get to them before they
were fully prepared for close nel ee.

The hiss of nmetal on nmetal split the air as broadswords slipped free of

t heir scabbards. One of the soldiers foolishly kicked his nmount ahead,
relinquishing the two-on-one advantage for the first attack routines.

Kel sey's sword, blue-glowing with magical fires, slashed across as the
horses cane side by side, and the broadsword intercepted it and forced it
wi de. Qui cker than the sol dier believed possible, Kelsey et go the
sword, flipped his hand around and caught its hilt with an upsi de-down
grasp. He jabbed it back, daggerlike, into the man's knee.

The sol dier how ed, his horse reared, and Kel sey, already going to the
side, turned his mount further and called into its ear. The intelligent
beast readily conplied, lifting its haunches fromthe ground and ki cking
out with both hooves, blasting the wounded sol dier from his saddle.

Kel sey continued the turn, canme around a full circle, noving behind the
nowriderl ess horse to bide sone time as the second sol dier bore down on
him broadsword sl ashing through the air.

Gary worked hard to catch up with Geno. The gully was not w de—ust a few
horses could fit side by side, and with Kel sey already in tight against

t he eneny, Gary knew that poor Geno would take the brunt of the renaining
bow att acks.



One arrow went wide, at |least one other hit the charging dwarf with a
poppi ng thud. But Geno hardly seenmed to flinch, bent |ow over the side of
his pony, a hanmer cocked and ready.

It wasn't until he felt the smack agai nst his chestplate that Gary Leger
realized his error in focusing his attention on the fate of his
dimnutive friend. It took hi mmany nonents to get past the shock of
being hit so that he could even realize that the arrow had splintered
harm essly against his fabul ous arnor, its stone tip barely scratching
the marvel ous suit. Still, the shock had broken Gary's nonentum had sent
Geno rushing far out ahead of him

Gary | ooked up ahead and prodded his horse forward, but then reared his
nmount as anot her archer drew a bead on himand let fly.

One soldier, the only knight anong the group, |owered a long | ance and
charged out for the approaching dwarf. Geno straightened as though he
meant to come across on the pass as if in joust. But the dwarf on his
pony was barely half the height of the arnored man on the tall black
stallion. Geno had come to Gary's defense when the young man had tricked
Redarm and now the dwarf proved that he, too, would hot confuse
stupidity with honor. The kni ght canme thundering on, thinking to skewer
t he apparently hel pl ess dwarf and charge past to the next rider. Before
he ever got close, though, Geno's arm whi pped out, one, two, and three,
and a line of hamrers twirled in low, clipping the front |egs of the

kni ght's horse.

The beast stunbled with the first hit, began to pitch with the second
and the third only ensured that it was going down head first. The
surprised knight did not react nearly quickly enough as the tip of his

| ong | ance di pped and then caught into the ground. The weapon's butt end
slamed hard into the man's arnpit, and he pitched forward in a funbling
pol e-vault. He nearly went up vertically before the |Iance snapped,
dropping himhard to the ground, where he | ay, dazed and wei ghted by the
heavy arnor, and unable to crawl or even roll out of harm s way.

Geno tightened his muscul ar | egs around the pony's sides and forced the
mount to veer sharply, hooves slamming atop netal plating, driving the
wounded kni ght deeper into the soft turf.

Anot her arrow hit the dwarf then, in the Ieft shoul der, but Geno only
grow ed and snapped his |l egs around the other way, making a tight turn
towards the archer.

The arrow tore a gash in his horse's ear, continued on to deflect off
Gary's arnored side, stinging himthough it could not penetrate the
enchant ed metal .

The man was al ready reaching for another bolt, and now eyeing Gary's

hor se dangerously.

Gary knew that he couldn't give the archer that next shot, that the man
woul d likely kill his mount and | eave himspraw ing hel plessly in the
grass. He had just seen Geno's maneuver, and the thought of being
crunched under fifteen hundred pounds of horse and rider didn't seem
overly appealing.

Gary cocked the mghty spear over his shoul der and brought his arm
forward as if to throw

"Do not!" screanmed a voice in his head, and to his amazenent, his fingers
woul d not | oosen fromthe black shaft.

Gary's horse bolted away, apparently of its own accord, charging straight
for the archer. Instinctively, Gary | evel ed the spear at his hip, while
desperately clinging to the reins of the out-of-control beast.



The archer's face paled. He funbled with his arrow, then seened to
realize that he could not possibly ready the bow and fire in tinme. He
threw the bow asi de and grabbed at his swordhilt.

Gary knew that he had the man dead.

Dead!

Gary Leger was about to kill a human being. H s conscience screaned at
him his heart m ssed many beats, but his horse, nostrils flaring and
head down in full charge, did not sway an inch

At the last nonent, Gary flipped the balanced spear around in his hand.
He nearly toppled off the side of his galloping nmount for the effort, and
clicked hinself painfully in the shoulder with the mghtily enchanted
speartip. Sonehow he managed to get the butt end of the spear out in
front, though, and it cracked off his terrified opponent's raised
forearm blasted through as Gary's nmount rushed by, and snmacked ful

force into the man's chest, knocking himflat out on his back across his
horse's runp.

Gary heard himgroan as he rushed past, was grateful for the sound,

t hough he wi nced as he heard the man drop heavily to the ground.

Gary's horse swung about sharply, unexpectedly, and Gary lurched in the
saddl e, rolling far to the side

"Slow down!" he called hel plessly to the horse. He focused ahead just in
time to see another archer, arrow nocked and eyes set on Gary, pull back
on hi s bowstring.

The horse jostled over an uneven patch of ground, and Gary's poor-fitting
hel met dropped down over his eyes.

"Ch, God!" he cried, thinking that he was about to die. Sonething slammed
his forehead, dented his helm and he saw little stars expl ode behind his
eyel i ds.

"Ch, CGod!" he said again, but he realized that he was still alive, stil
on his horse. He grabbed blindly across the nmount's back and pull ed
hinsel f as upright as he could, and spotted the archer under the top edge
of his fallen helm fast noving off to the side.

Gary realized that he couldn't go by the nan, couldn't give himany nore
clear shots. He fell over the other way, tugging hard on the reins. The
horse apparently had the sanme idea, and turned nore easily, and at a
sharper angle, than Gary expected.

And at a sharper angle than the archer had expected, Gary realized as he
brought his forearmup to bat the troublesome hel mso that the slit
sonewhat aligned with his eyes.

"Ch, CGod!" Gary cried a third tine, just as his horse rammed full force
into the archer's.

It wasn't pretty, it wasn't graceful, but sonehow it proved effective as
t he eneny sol dier and horse toppl ed si deways, the horse crushing the
man's leg as they slanmmed down to the ground. Gary's agile nount

qui ckst epped, bucked and hopped, anbng the tangle, and cane out beyond,

Gary still holding the reins and still holding the spear
t hough his helnmet had fl own conpletely around on his head.
"You do not fight to kill," the spear remarked—accused?—n Gary's m nd.

Thi nki ng that the weapon was belittling him Gary started to respond with
a stream of silent curses.

"That is good, young sprout," the spear went on, ignoring the ranting
man. "You value life, even the lives of your enemes.”

Gary had no nore tinme to pay attention to the telepathic barrage. Mire
enem es renmi ned, and he couldn't see themn



"But I'Il not let you get killed," the sentient spear inparted. "Not
yet."

The t hought seened curious to Gary, and he was too nuddl ed and afraid to
put two and two together when, an instant |ater, his nmount cut a nasty
turn (and again, Gary had to hold on for his life) and | eaped away,
running full out. Gary tried to get a hand free so that he could at |east
figure out where he was going. Not that he was sure he wanted to see
ahead, for he feared that he would find another knight with a | owered

| ance, patiently waiting to skewer him

Just as he let go the reins with one hand, his horse | eaped high and

I ong, coming dowmn with a jolt that forced Gary to grab on with both hands
again. Grab on and tighten his |legs about the steed's sides, lying lowin
the saddle all the while.

It took Gary another |ong nonent to discern that the sounds of battle
were fast fading behind him that he was running free and far away from
enem es and friends alike.

Hs first thoughts went to Ceridwen, the troubl esonme and dangerous witch.
Had she taken control of the horse? Was she reeling Gary Leger in to her
like an angler with a hooked fish?

"Help ne!" Gary cried, his shout ringing inside the helnet and inside his
own ears. He yanked on the reins with all his strength, but the horse
pul | ed back, kept its head low and flew on across the rolling fields.

Kel sey and the swordsman continued their fight across the back of the
riderless horse, the agile elf easily parrying the |unging attacks of the
angry fighter. The elf would have liked to play this out |onger, to take
no chances agai nst an opponent he coul d obvi ously defeat, but he heard
Geno's arrowinspired grunts and saw Gary Leger bolting about wildly,
danger ousl y.

The fighter gave a straight thrust across the horse's back, his sword
diving for Kel sey's thigh.

Confident in his nmount, Kelsey let go the reins altogether and caught the
man's wist, shifting hinsel f about and tuggi ng hard, draw ng the

overbal anced man right across the riderless horse's back. The elf's sword
was free, and his opponent was trapped and hel pl ess.

Surprisingly, to Kelsey, an imge of Gary Leger cane into his thoughts.
The tip of Kelsey's blade was just an inch fromthe hel pless, terrified
man' s exposed forehead when Kel sey turned it aside, sent it snapping into
the man's biceps instead so that he cried out in pain and lost his grip
on his own sword.

Kel sey let go the wist and grabbed the nan by the hair, tugging him
fiercely, pulling his face down towards the ground. H's sword canme in
again, this tinme hilt-first, slanming the man on the base of his neck.
The soldier struggled no nore, went |inp under Kelsey's grasp and slowy
slid over the back of the riderless horse and fell to the ground.

Kel sey took care not to tranple the unconsci ous man, sidestepped his
mount around the back of the riderless horse, and | ooked for his

conpani ons.

He saw Geno, two arrows already sticking fromthe dwarf, charging the two
remai ni ng opponents, both archers, sitting conposed, side by side, bows
drawn and ready.

"Now you die, dwarf!" one of themcried, as nmuch in fear as in anger.

A horn blast to the side—not the winding horn a knight mght carry, but a
curious beepi ng sound—turned all eyes.



Gerbil's quadricycle rushed and bounced al ong the steep slope of the
gully's side. One of the gnonme's arns worked frantically on the
contraption's steering bar, while the other punped wildly on a crank,
turning a high pole tipped by spinning bolas. Gerbil tried to watch the
rough path ahead, while eyeing a sighting device attached to the pole.
"Ch, yes!" the gnone cried, letting go the crank and flicking a trigger.
The bolas flew free, spinning fiercely, |ooping about the nearest archer.
The henmp wound fast, iron balls cracking the unfortunate nman about the
shoul ders and pitching himsidelong into his simlarly surprised
conpani on.

"Ch, yes, yes!" Gerbil shouted in victory, but he should have paid
attention to his own precarious perch instead. The front |eft wheel of

t he quadricycle sl amed agai nst a rock and bounced up hi gh, taking the
whol e side of the gnone's vehicle off the ground.

Gerbil's victory shout turned to a shriek as he tried to hold the
guadricycle steady on two wheels. He lost the valiant fight when his
right front wheel plopped into a ditch and got yanked si del ong. Poor
CGerbil and his contraption pitched head over heels, crunched down in the
soft turf, and slid to a stop at the base of the gully's sl ope.

Geno wasn't watching the gnome, nore concerned with the tangle of eneny
archers before him The one who had been hit with the bolas went down
hard between the horses, one shoul der obviously broken, wailing |oudly
and trying to keep his own horse from stepping on him The other archer
was still in the saddle, though, righting hinself and trying to ready his
bow. Sheer terror covered his face when he | ooked up to see the charging
dwarf, face contorted in rage and a hamrer hi gh above his head.

The archer fell backwards, fell away fromthe choppi nhg hanmer, as Geno's
pony slamed in. Geno |leaped right fromhis nount, dove forward into the
| eani ng man and forced them both off the back side of the archer's horse.
The man twi sted about so that he did not land flat on his back and tried
to break his fall with outstretched arns. One wist exploded with a
trenendous crack, and the surprising weight of the short but conpact
dwarf drove the nman facedown into the turf.

Geno grabbed a handful of hair and jerked the man's head back, then face-
slammed himinto the soft grass. Seeing a better target, the dwarf yanked
hi m back again, shifted the angle slightly, and rammed himinto a half-
buri ed rock.

The man's ensuing scream cane out as a blood-filled gurgle. H s nose and
cheek shattered, but that only seened to urge the ferocious dwarf on.
Geno sl amed hi magain, then hooked an arm under the nan's shoul der and
tugged so fiercely that he dislocated the arm A dwarfish knee crunched
the half-turned man's stomach, rolling himright over to his back, his
armgari shly wrapped behind him

Geno was up to his feet in an instant, deadly hanmer ready to do its grim
wor k.

"Do not finish him" Kelsey advised, trotting his nount over. Both elf
and dwarf | ooked around to see that, amazingly, not a single opponent had
been killed, though the man whom Geno had tranpled with the pony was

gri evously wounded.

"Go to the gnone," Kel sey ordered. The elf turned about to see M ckey
steering Cedric's horse forward. The huge snmithy sat very straight in the
saddl e, caked with sweat, his dark eyes unblinking.

"What ever ye're to do, do it fast," M ckey advised, and he | ooked to poor
Cedric, then back to Kel sey, shaking his head.



The man on the ground fl opped about, jostling Geno, and the dwarf's
hanrer cane up in an instant.

"Geno, " Kelsey said slowy.

"Bah, good enough for you!" the dwarf yelled at his wounded victim and
he followed the growl with a streamof spittle, then stonped off to
extract the fallen gnone.

Kel sey | ooked around, was sonewhat relieved to see that no other enenies
were in the area. But neither was Gary Leger.

"Where* d the lad run off to?" M ckey asked.

Kel sey shook his head, having no answers.

"There's suren to be other enenies about,” M ckey renarked.

Agai n, Kel sey had no answer for the | eprechaun. He, too, was concerned
for Gary, and he was concerned for hinmself and the others as well, for
Cedric seened to be hovering near death, and Gerbil and his gnom sh
contrapti on had gone down hard.
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In the Name of Honor

Gary finally righted his hel menough so that he could see, but with the
dizzying blur of the broken | andscape rolling beneath, he al nbst w shed
he hadn't. Stifling a scream the young man who wi shed he had taken sone
riding | essons tucked the magi cal spear tightly under his armand held on
for all his life. H's horse | eaped across shall ow ravi nes, zigzagged

t hrough boul der-strewn fields, and spl ashed across several snall streans.
Gary sensed that eneny soldiers were about, even saw one group, resting
under a wi despread tree at the base of a hillock, eating a neal. One of
them noticed Gary as well, pointed and called out.

But Gary was a white blur, a trick of the eyes, gone from sight before
the other soldiers even reacted to the cry.

Still, the young man knew that he was vulnerable, and if the cl opping of
hooves, the rattle of arnor plates, and the occasional snort fromthe
fiery horse weren't enough, the elfish bells began to ring!

| didn't command themto do that! Gary thought, trying to sort out what
in the world was happening to him He hadn't thought about the bells at
all, actually, and yet they were ringing. He couldn't control the horse,
couldn't control the bells, and that led himto the inevitable concl usion
t hat sonmeone el se had taken command of everything around him

Gary Leger had nmet the witch Ceridwen on his |last journey through Faerie;
he figured that he knew who that soneone el se m ght be.

He had to junp off. As terrifying as that thought seenmed, Gary believed
that he had no practical choice. It had to be Ceridwen, after all, and
Gary figured that anything would be better than neeting her again.
Junpi ng was easi er thought than done, though, for the arnor prevented
Gary from making a clean | eap, and the ground, turf-soft in sone places
but boul der-hard in others, prom sed to smash himapart.

"You have to do it," he whispered grimy to hinself, and he forced
hinself to make the first nmove, to bring the spear out fromhis side so
that he could toss it away fromhimas he went.

Gary's armjerked, but he found, to his disbelief and his horror, that
his fingers would not let go.

"Do not throw nme away, young sprout!” canme the nmental command

Gary's thoughts rushed back in a junbled blur, too fast for himto
clearly spell out to the sentient spear what he believed was happeni ng.



He took a deep breath, forced hinself to sl ow down at |ast, and pointedly
imparted, / did not command the elfish bells to ring!

"I did," cane the surprisingly cal mresponse.

Gary nearly fell out of the saddle; under his helm his nmouth drooped
open. Wat the hell was going on?

The horse bounded around anot her bend, |eaped a | ow hedgerow, and padded
to a quick stop, and Gary Leger had his answers.

"Restore ny honor!" the spear conmanded.

Gary was as surprised as the three nmen faci ng himacross the way—+wo
Connacht sol diers centered by the knight, Redarm

The surprisingly resilient quadricycle rolled away, Gerbil taking care to
avoid the groaning forns of the fallen Con-nacht soldiers. Carefully,
too, went Kelsey on his horse, |eading the horse bearing M ckey and
Cedric. The | eprechaun had done his best in binding the wounded snit hy,
and Kel sey had helped as well, the elf, like all the Tylwth Teg, being
greatly versed in the healing arts. Gerbil had even added a potion and
heal i ng salve, fromyet another conpartnent in his amazing vehicle. They
had not been able to dig the arrowhead out of Cedric's chest, though, and
despite the warm bl ankets they w apped about the man, cold sweat

conti nued to stream down his face.

"W won't catch Gary Leger tugging himalong," Geno grunbled to Kel sey.
Kel sey had no rebuttal, except to ask, "Wuld you prefer that we | eave

t he man behi nd?"

Geno thought that one over for a long while, even nodded a few tines.

" St onebubbl es!" he cursed at |ast, and he wal ked his pony out ahead of
the slow noving el f, taking the point position.

M ckey took a deep draw on his | ong-stemed pipe, feeling nore hel pl ess
than he had ever before. The continued absence of his pot of gold, his
source of magi cal energy, had depleted the | eprechaun to the point where
he practically hadn't been able to help out at all in the last fight. He
call ed upon what little magical energy he had renai ni ng now, though,
inmparting to the grievously wounded snithy images of a spreadi ng chest nut
tree, a hot forge, and glowing netal. Better for Cedric to rest easily
with the thoughts that would nost confort him Mckey figured, and he

wat ched the man's nuscl ed chest, expecting that each shall ow breath woul d
be Cedric's last.

H s face alone could frighten the heartiest of nen. Redarm sat atop his
great stallion, the hinged facepl ate of

his plated armor up high on his head. Despite his obvious delight at
seeing Gary, his expression was grim his skin ruddy and scarred in a
dozen places. He wore a thick black noustache that covered both his |ips
when his mouth was closed, and his simlarly thick eyebrows converged
above the bridge of his oft-broken, crooked nose. Even fromtwenty yards,
Gary could tell that Redarm s eyes were dark, black actually, and

bl oodshot. Angry eyes, Gary thought, always angry.

The man forced a smle, a curiously evil sight. "Geldion relegated nme to
the back lines," he said, a coarse chuckl e acconpanying his gravelly

voi ce, "in punishnent for ny obvious eagerness to kill you! And here, by
the fates, do you cone to play."”

Not so fateful, Gary thought grimy

"Restore ny honor," the spear conmanded.

Eat shit.



The sentient spear had no response to that, seened somewhat confused to
Gary, and that gave hi msone pl easure—nuted pl easure, of course, since
the young man believed with all his heart that he was about to die.

"By Prince Geldion's word, this nan fromBretaigne is to be taken alive,"
the soldier to Redarm s right rem nded the knight, placing his hand over
Redarmis wist as the knight reached for the hilt of his sword.

"CGeldion did say that," Redarmagreed calmy, and the soldier renoved his
hand. Redarm had the sword out in the blink of an eye and sl ashed across,
smashing the cruel blade downward into the side of the nman's neck, nearly
decapitating him The soldier sat very still in his saddle, his
expressi on frozen. Then, as though the residual energy of the trenmendous
hit had rolled dowmn to his feet and conme storming back up, he seened to

| eap out of his saddle, falling dead to the grass.

The nowriderless horse nickered and pawed the ground in hel pl ess
protest.

Redar m swung about the other way, but the renaining soldier had already
ki cked his horse into a run, fleeing with all speed.

Gary | ooked on dumbfoundedly, felt his stomach churning and his pul se
pounding in his tenples. He had seen battle in Faerie, had even seen nen
cut down, but never so ruthlessly and never by another nan.

"Now it is as it should be," the scarred knight said to Gary. Wt hout
even w ping away the blood, Redarmreplaced his sword in its scabbard and
took up his |ance.

"Have you made your peace with whatever god you serve?" the knight asked
politely, and before Gary could stutter an answer, Redarm dropped his
facepl ate, set his lion-and-cl over-enbl azoned shield, and di pped his

| ance atop its concave-cut corner

VWhat the hell do | do now? Gary asked the spear.

"Restore ny honor!"

"WIl you say sonething else!" Gary cried out, and Redarm strai ghtened in
his saddle, Iifting his faceplate once nore.

"What else is to be said?" the knight asked confusedly. "Prepare to die,
Gary Leger of Bretaigne, inpostor of Cedric Donigarten!" Down cane the
facepl ate, down di pped the | ance.

"Son of a bitch," Gary groaned

"You say the nost curious of things," remarked the sentient spear.

"Eat shit," Gary told it again

"Indeed,"” replied the spear, and Gary could sense that it was not happy.
"W will talk of that comment again, young sprout.”

At that nonent, Gary Leger didn't think that he would get the chance to
tal k of anything ever again. He | ooked around, wondering where he night
run, but renmenbered that the spear, and not he, was in control of his
horse. He groaned again, realizing that he didn't even have a shield, and
di pped the speartip Redann's way.

"No shield,” Gary whispered to hinmself, thinking that he m ght bring that
up to the knight, mght at |least get Redarmto relinquish the unfair
advant age, might get the honorable knight to throw his own shield aside.
Gary never got the chance to nention it, though, for his horse kicked
away suddenly, and Redarm s did |ikew se, and the thunder of hooves and
the jingling of elfish bells filled the air

It seemed to Gary a nmacabre gane of chicken, a gane of nerves as much as
skill. He saw Redarmi s approach, saw nostly the deadly tip of the
knight's lance, lined perfectly with his breastplate. Gary tried to shift



about, tried even to turn his horse nore to the side, for the two nounts
seermed as though they woul d collide head-on

Al that Gary could do was hold on, though, and hold tight to the spear,
bracing it against his hip. Wth only a few strides to go, Gary
under st ood anot her di sadvantage of jousting with a spear, however
strongly magi cked.

Redarmi s | ance was at |east three feet |onger.

Prince Geldion's force continued the pursuit long after the eastern
mlitia had cleared the field. Duncan Drochit, Badenoch, and the dwarf
Kervin had urged their forces on as fast as CGeldion had urged hi s—the
other way. The three | eaders had no intention of battling Connacht's
wel | -armed and well-trained arny on an open field and had never pl anned
to do so. They had conme out to neet Geldion only to keep himfromtheir
towns, and to keep himdistracted while the small party slipped around.
Now they rode and ran with all speed, back into the foothills of rugged
Dverganal . Stragglers who coul d not keep up, or those who inadvertently
turned down the wong narrow trails and wound up bl ocked from further
retreat, were nercilessly cut down.

Kervin's dwarfs offered the only real resistance to the Connacht arny.
They had secretly dug trenches, carefully replacing the top turf so that
CGeldion's riders would not see the traps. They had rigged snal
rockslides in the lower hills, both to hinder and crush pursuing enem es
and to block off some of the trails used by their fleeing allies. Half
the dwarfish force, ten sturdy warriors, had crouched anmong a rocky
outcropping at the lip of the wide field, and when Geldion's lead riders
cane rushing past, intent on those nen in full flight, out they cane,
batt| eaxes and war hamers choppi ng, a hearty song on their lips. They
died, all ten, in bloody heaps, but not until they had taken down four
times their own nunber in eneny soldiers.

And so the tumult died away on the wide field, the thunder of hooves, the
flying mud, and shouts of battle and agony, rolling away to be swal | owed
up in the dimnishing echoes of rugged Dverganmal. The field bore the
scars, quick though the charge passed, with |ines of broken, churned
turf, and with its northeastern corner bloodied by nore than three score
casual ti es.

The i nstant of inpact, when the tip of Redarm s | ance poked hard agai nst
Gary's chestplate, seened to nove in slow notion for the terrified young
man. He felt the hard jab against his breast, saw the | ance bend, its tip
sliding to the side, to find a niche in the crease of his arnmor at the
front of his shoul der.

Gary felt hinself being pushed back, knew that his nmount would not sl ow,
and coul d not break nonentum or turn away fast enough to save him On
cane relentl ess Redarm driving hard, roaring in victory.

The | ance bowed and snapped, and suddenly the magi cal spear was the

| onger weapon. Its tip flared with energy as it battered Redarm s ornate
shield, turning it around on the man's arm Any |esser weapon woul d have
been defl ected, but Donigarten's spear was the mightiest in all the Iand,
and was angry now, determined to win back its honor.

Gary felt the magic throb up his arm telepathically conpelling himto
keep the weapon | evel and keep his course straight, the horses passing
barely six inches apart. Gary flinched, knowi ng that he would surely be
hit again by the renmaining portion of the [ ance. But again, it al
happened in the span of an eye-blink, and Gary had no tinme to fornul ate
any | ogi cal argunents agai nst the sentient spear's denands.



He wat ched through the slit in his helm his green eyes w dening in blank
horror, as the spear fought through the blocking shield and dove for
Redarm s chestplate. Metal arnmor curled up beneath its killing touch
tore apart and rolled inward as the spear bit at the knight's flesh
hungrily, ate into the man's broad chest.

Gary felt the crunch as the remaining portion of Redarm s | ance sl anmed
himin the belly, but there was no strength behind the blow, no strength
left at all in his opponent.

The spear continued its plunge, through the man's |ung and spine,

bl oodied tip driving out his back.

The horses passed and both nen, connected by the spear, were jerked about
to face each other. Gary felt as though his armwould be pulled fromits
socket, but he held on stubbornly, and was pronptly yanked hal f out of
his saddle, lying sidelong across his nmount's bouncing runp. He hooked
his free armunder the front of his saddl e, watched as his hel net fel
bounci ng to the ground.

Redarm too, fell back, and tunbled off his horse altogether. Gary could
not support the sudden wei ght and had not the strength to tear the

i thedded spear fromthe dead man. He let go and tried to right hinself
instead, figured to turn his horse about and sonmehow retrieve the

bl oodi ed weapon. And all the while, black wings of guilt flapped around
Gary's ears, told hi mwhat he had just done, made himl ook at the fallen,
br oken kni ght.

Redarmlay on his side in a wi dening pool of blood, the spearshaft
protruding fromone end, its tip sticking out the other. He was not

nmovi ng, woul d never nove again, Gary knew.

Gary winced in pain as he started to shift his weight closer to the
center of his nowtrotting nount. Both his shoul der and belly had been
hit hard and he knew without | ooking that blue-black bruises were already
wi dening in those areas. He could only hope that he was not bl eeding
under the arnor.

When he had found his bal ance, he caught the bridle again and sl owed the
horse even nore. For the first tinme since the pass with Redarm Gary
managed to | ook ahead of him to | ook where he was goi ng.

Two twel ve-foot-tall giants, their legs as thick as the trunks of old
oaks, their chest broad and strong, stood side by side, a few feet apart,
hol ding a thick net between them and grinning stupidly through pointed
and j agged greenish-yellow teeth.

Gary knew them had seen nountain trolls on his |ast journey through
Faerie. He gave a yell, tried hard to turn his nount aside, but the
surprisingly quick nonsters shifted with him and both he and his horse
pl unged headl ong into the net.

The powerful trolls were noved backwards no nore than a single step by
the inpact, and they quickly wapped their captured prey so tightly that
Gary's terrified horse could not even continue to kick and thrash.

Gary thought that he would surely be crushed in that pile. He strained to
get his face out to the side so that he could at least try to draw

br eat h.

"Horsie for supper,” a third troll remarked happily, com ng over to join
its conpanions. He poked a huge and dirty finger into Gary's face. "But
none fer you!" he laughed. "No food fer you all the way!"

"All the way?" Gary whispered. This had not been a random stroke of bad

| uck, he knew then. Someone el se, not Prince Geldion or even King



Ki nnenore, had gui ded these nonsters, and Gary, already fearful of a
certain witch, had little trouble in figuring out who it m ght be.

He took sone snall confort when the band started away, realizing that the
trolls had been too stupid to even go over and retrieve the magi ca

spear .

Smal | confort.
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The Deal

An enornmous smacking of |ips bade Gary to awaken. Before he ever opened
his eyes, he realized that he was no | onger netted beside his horse, no
| onger in crushing quarters. He found that his arns were bound tightly

t oget her behind him though, the edges of the nmetal arnor digging painful
creases into his shoul der bl ades.

' "Osie's a good supper," he heard a resonant troll voice declare.

"Arg, but me'd like a bit o' man-neat," said another, and Gary's eyes
popped wi de and he I et out a trenendous shout when the troll reached
over, caught an exposed piece of skin between two huge fingers and
twisted so brutally that Gary soon after felt warm bl ood oozing fromthe
spot, just above his hip.

There were five of the nonsters, giant and appearing human, except that
their ears were far too small, and their eyes and noses too large, and
their skin was the color of granite, as was their long and dirty, tangled
hair.

"That waked the little feller up!" roared another of the group, and when
he | aughed, a thousand elfish bells that he had draped around his body
began to jingle.

Gary winced and | ooked away, understandi ng what had happened to his
courageous nount. The tinkling bells did not seemso gay to hi manynore,
mxed in with the smacki ng sounds of trolls devouring the beautifu

hor se.

It went on for many minutes, trolls slobbering and talking to each other
in their typically unpleasant way. Every once in a while the sanme one of
them near Gary would beg for just a bite of man-neat, and Gary seened to
al ways wi nd up getting sorely pinched at |east once. The other trolls
wer e adamant agai nst that, though, and after a few occasions, seened to
tolerate their too-hungry conpanion |ess and | ess. At one point, the
troll gave Gary a pinch, but was haul ed away by another, lifted to his
feet, then punched right in the eye. He tunbled back, hitting the ground
hard just a foot away from prone Gary's head. He | eaped up i nmedi ately,
surprisingly fast given his half-ton bulk. Gary |ooked at the deep
depression the thing had left in the ground and nearly fainted away,

i magi ni ng what his head m ght have |ooked |like if the troll had fallen
atop him

"Yer turn to carry!" one of the trolls grow ed, picking his teeth with a
hor se bone.

"Arg, he can't carry!" protested another, the fattest of the group, with
bl ack eyes and a tongue that didn't quite seemto fit inside his nouth.
"E'll eat the man, and then the witch'll eat us!"

"Trol I -bunny pie," another remarked, nodding stupidly.

Gary did not mss the obvious reference to Ceridwen.

"Then you carry '"inml" snarled the tooth-picker. The fat troll protested
nore, but the tooth-picker whipped the horse bone off his head, then set



on him punching and biting. Two others joined in, the fifth staying back
so that he woul dn't danmage his precious elfish bells, and soon the fat
troll relented

"You wiggle and I'll squeeze ye good!" the behenoth pronised as he easily
lifted Gary with one hand and tucked hi munder his round, though stil
rock- hard, arm

The strength of the thing horrified Gary. He had fought trolls before, a
couple of tinmes, on his first visit to Faerie, but he was still surprised
at how solid these nonsters were. He felt as though he had been lifted by
the steel shovel of a backhoe and tucked tight against the side of a
brick wall. He was facing forward, at least, and the wind felt good in
his face as the trolls ran off with long strides that could natch the
pace of a race horse.

Gary settled into a bouncing rhythmas the ninutes becane an hour. H's
shoul ders ached with his arns bound so tightly behind his back, but he
knew that if he conplained, the trolls would probably just rip his arns
off so he wouldn't have to worry about them anynore.

"Caught by trolls on your way to see the evil witch," Gary whispered
sarcastically under his breath. -"You' ve done good."

A huge hand cane across in front of his face, the nail of the troll's

m ddl e finger held tight against its thunb.

"Arg, stop the spellcastin'!" the creature demanded, and it snapped the
finger into Gary's forehead. Gary's head jerked back, his vision blurred,
and he felt as if he had been kicked by a horse. He lay linp in the
troll's grasp for a long while, watching the pretty stars that had
suddenly cone up, though night was still far away.

Geno was not gentle as he pushed the nmagi cal spear the rest of the way

t hrough t he dead Redarm

"There," M ckey, obviously upset, spat at Kelsey. "Did the lad get his
honor back in yer own stupid way o' seein' things?"

Hol di ng the enpty hel net, Kel sey nodded gravely. "Gary Leger has done
well," the elf adnitted. "On al nbst every occasion.”

"Damed good spear,"” Geno proclai med, exam ning the incredible wound,
with Redarmis netal arnmor folded into his chest around the gapi ng hole.

M ckey | ooked fromthe spear to Kelsey, and took an inpatient draw on his
pi pe. He knew that Kelsey, in his typically understated way, had given
Gary about as great a conplinment as anyone coul d expect fromone of the
haughty Tylwth Teg, but it didn't seem enough to the | eprechaun at that
grimtime. Mckey had brought Gary back to Faerie, was |eading a quest

t hrough dangerous | ands by holding to a lie. The | eprechaun felt
responsi bl e now, one of the few burdens the carefree M ckey hadn't been
able to sinply let roll off his rounded shoul ders.

"Wll, he won the fight," Geno said, hands on hips as he regarded the
ground around Redarm The other soldier, the one Redarm had cut down with
his sword, lay in a pool of blood to the side, his horse and Redarm s
grazing easily on the grassy field in the distance. "So where in the nane
of a stupid gnonme did he go?"

CGerbil glared at the dwarf.

"Just a saying," Geno grunbled. "No such thing."

"Indeed,"” replied the gnone. "And can we concl ude that this other
unfortunate soldier was killed by the kni ght?"

Geno drew out Redarm s bl oodi ed sword. "Seens that way."



"Thus did the knight and the soldier conme at odds," reasoned the gnone,
determned to prove Geno's insulting "saying" far fromthe truth. "M ght
we concl ude that the disagreenment came fromthe sight of Gary Leger?"
"Redarm want ed himdead," Mckey put in. "But the others had orders to
take himalive."

"Qthers?" CGeno and Kel sey said together, that thought sparking new |lines
of reasoning. The two of themwent into a search imrediately, certain
that other clues would not be far away.

They found their answer not far to the south of the dead nen, in the form
of the huge tracks of bare-footed nonsters right where the tracks of
Gary's horse abruptly ended.

"Trolls," Kel sey announced grimy, looking to the south as he spoke, for
he understood the potential inplications.

"What ?" Geno asked in surprise

"Trolls," Kelsey said again, turning to regard the dwarf. Only then

Kel sey realized that Geno hadn't been addressing himat all. The dwarf
stood unblinking, staring at the spear he held in his hands. He | ooked
over to Kelsey and M ckey a nonent | ater, a stupefied |look on his
normal | y unshakabl e features.

"Damed spear just told nme that they're taking himto the witch," the
dwarf announced. He beaned a hel pless snmile a nonent [ater. "Been good to
know you, Gary Leg-er!"

The spear responded to that unfaithful farewell by jolting Geno with a
burst of electrical energy. The dwarf growl ed, his straight, sandy brown
hai r standing up on end, one eye twi tching uncontrollably. He spun the
spear about in his hands and planted it deep into the ground, then
prudently hopped away. "Damnmed spear."

"W've got to go and get the lad," Mckey said to Kel sey, recognizing
that the elf was truly torn. In truth, Mckey, too, did not like the
prospects. Trolls could nove with incredible speed, and would not tire
for many days. They already had a head start, and even without it, would
get to Ynis Gwdrin, Ceridwen's enchanted island, |ong before the

conpani ons.

Kel sey sighed and | ooked around. The mounts fromTir na n' Qg were
certainly up for the run, and Gerbil had done well to keep pace in that
curious contraption of his, but what of Cedric?

The smithy had nanaged to ease his way down fromthe horse, but |eaned
heavily against it. Sweat covered his face; his breath came in shall ow,
forced gasps. He seened incoherent, staring away into enpty air, but he
apparently understood nore than the others realized, for he announced, "I
amdying," and bade themto | eave himthere.

M ckey and Kel sey believed the nan's claim but even so, neither of them
could sinply | eave the brave snithy behind.

"Geno and | will go for Gary," the elf decided. He | ooked to M ckey. "You
and the gnone can get himto cover." He indicated Cedric, |ooking that
way as he spoke, and was surprised to see the man wal ki ng away fromthe
supporting horse.

"No!" Cedric declared in a voice that amazingly did not quiver. He
strode, defiant of his garish wounds, over to the spear and, somewhere
finding the strength, roughly tore it fromthe ground. The huge nman's
eyes glistened as he held the magnificent weapon before him seenming to
draw strength fromsinply holding the artifact that was so dear to one of
his trade. Cedric nodded and sniled, as though he was holding a private
conversation with the sentient weapon. This was the spear of his



nanesake, an itemnost holy to smthies all across the |land of Faerie,
and never before had Cedric of Braemar been so serene.

"Can he ride hard?" Kel sey asked M ckey.

The | eprechaun shrugged, not even chancing a guess about what was goi ng
on, about where this grievously wounded man had found the sudden burst of
strength.

"I understand,"” Cedric said to the spear. He came out of his private
conversation then, and | ooked to the friends and nodded. Then, to their
surprise and horror, the altruistic snmthy turned the spear suddenly and
plunged its tip into his breast, smling with suprene contentnent.

He held the pose for a long, horrible nonent; then his |egs buckled under
hi mand he went down in a heap.

"Ch, oh, oh!" a stunned CGerbil uttered repeatedly, a stubby gnome finger
poki ng out fromthe | ow seat of the quadricycle to the spectacle of the
dead man. "GCh, oh, oh!"

"I"'mnot getting that out!" Geno roared in rage, pointing to the again-

i thedded spear. The gruff dwarf turned and wal ked away, spitting curses
about "stupid peoples!”

"Ch, you should have a plaque for that," the gnone offered in al
sincerity.

"Indeed,” M ckey muttered, and took another |ong draw off his pipe.

They were in the nountains, and the daylight was fast disappearing. This
was not Dverganal, Gary knew, for these peaks were not quite as tall and
rugged as in the dwarfish honeland. The trolls were carrying himthrough
the region called Penllyn, whose heart was Ynis Gwdrin, the isle of

gl ass.

Ceridwen's isle.

Act fast, Gary told hinself. He stretched and yawned | oudly, gaining the
attention of the troll carrying him

"How | ong have we been runni ng?" he asked, trying to sound calm even
rel axed.

The troll's other hand came around again, mddle finger tight against the
t hunb, and Gary thought he was about to take another nap.

' "Ere, shut yer mouth," the nonster grow ed, and it shook its free hand
dangerously, but did not snap Gary in the head again

Gary knew that he had to speak directly, had to say sonmething that woul d
imediately attract the dimwitted troll's attention—else the stupid
thi ng m ght knock himcold before it ever realized that he had somet hi ng
important to say. He squirnmed a bit so that he could | ook around, tried
to find sonething that might |ead the conversation forward. He found

hi nsel f thinking of The Hobbit, and of Bilbo's encounter with simlar
trolls, and of how those adventurers got out of their rather sticky
predi canent. He heard the elfish bells ringing gaily, draped about one of
t he nonsters.

"Why does he get the magical bells?" Gary asked suddenly, w thout even

t hi nki ng.

The troll carrying himslowed noticeably. Its hand, finger cocked,
started around towards Gary, but it held back, apparently intrigued.
"Magi cal ?" it asked as quietly as a troll could, which neant that Gary
was not quite deaf ened

"OF course,"” Gary replied. "The bells nmake a horse run sw fter, nake the
wearer stronger."

"Stronger ?"



"OfF course," Gary whispered, his eyes flashing excitedly. "Stronger" was
the perfect buzz-word for any troll, the word that brought drool to the
bully's lips. Gary knew fromthe troll's tone that he had started

sonet hing inportant here. "The troll wearing the bells ..."

"Petey," Gary's bearer interrupted.

"Petey," Gary continued, "will soon grow nuch stronger. As he absorbs the

magi cal energy of the elfish bells, he will Iikely becone the strongest
troll in all the world."

There cane a | ong pause as the troll considered the news. "Hey, Petey,"
he called a nonment later. "I wants to wear the bells.”

The ringing stopped as Petey stopped, |ooking around to consider his
garment. "They're nine, they is," he snarled. "I looked "em and |I'm

keepin' "em™

"Gme the bells!" Gary liked the urgency of the troll's tone as the
nonst er stepped towards stubborn Petey. He would have liked it even nore
if his troll had thought to put himdown first.

"Go pick a goblin's nose!" Petey yelled back

The troll reacted the only way trolls ever react—ith violence. The
nonst er wasn't cl ose enough to punch Petey in the eye, so he hurled
sonet hing instead, the only thing he had in his hands at the tine.
Gary's cry ended with a guttural grunt as he connected on Petey's

bl ocki ng forearm and was roughly deflected off to the side. He spun down
to the rocky ground, dazed and battered, his thoughts screaning all the
while that he had to get up and get away.

Predictably, the troll fight soon becane a general row, with all five of
the nonsters rolling and clawi ng, biting each other and | andi ng sone

i ncredi bly heavy punches. One rolled Gary's way, nearly rolled over him
and that surely woul d have been the end of hin

"Get away!" he whispered under his breath, and he, too, rolled, over the
side of a rock into a short drop. Then, when he found his breath again,
he began to crawl on his knees, stunbling and tunbling across the broken
| andscape. He nanaged to get up to his feet, but soon tripped back to the
ground.

He took sone confort in the continuing thunder of the troll battle. But
t hat ended soon enough when one of the nonsters, Petey, Gary believed,
yel l ed out above the din, "Hey, where' d he go to?"

"Ch, damm," Gary nmuttered, and he forced hinself up again, running with
all the speed he coul d nanage, hoping he wouldn't fall blindly into a
deep ravine in the fading light. He bounced off rocks, clipped his

shoul ders and head on | ow hangi ng branches as he di sappeared into one
copse, and finally tripped facedown over the roots of a scraggly bush.
Dazed, he rolled to his side, looking for sone place to craw into and
hi de.

He saw the giant, snelly foot of a troll instead, and a nonent |ater felt
as though he was flying. He stopped his ascent even with, and | ooking
into, a bruised troll face, contorted with frothing rage

" '"Ere, don't kill him" one of the nonsters ordered fromthe side, and
Gary was glad to hear those words, for he thought that this trol
certainly meant to kill him

"Yeah, the witch says that we don't kill him" another troll enphatically
agr eed.

"Little sneakster's gonna run again!" the troll, holding Gary decl ar ed.



"Bite 'is feets off," another offered, and the troll holding Gary snil ed
wi ckedly and turned hi mupsi de-down. An instant later, Gary felt the
pressure of troll jaws against the sides of his sneakers.

"Ceridwen wouldn't like that!" he squeaked frantically. He felt the
pressure ease, but not relinquish, and knew that he had to concoct sone
story, some excuse to save his feet, at once.

"I"'malready bruised and cut," Gary stuttered. "Ceridwen won't like that,
but these wounds will heal. If you bite nmy feet off, though, they won't
grow back!'

"What's that got to do with it?" Petey denanded.

"Yeah, yous's just a prisoner," added another.

Gary | aughed—+t wasn't an easy thing to do in his predicanment. "Just a
pri soner?" he asked incredul ously. "Don't you know why Ceridwen wants
me?"

"Duh?" canme the conmon response as the trolls, having no idea of what the
man was babbl i ng about, | ooked around at each other.

Gary considered the best way to put this. He had no idea of what horrid
trolls understood of |ove and sexuality. They seemed to be carved out of
stone, not born, and he had never seen a female troll, after all
"Ceridwen thinks I'mcute," he announced. "She wants nme as a husband."
"Duh?" Gary went up into the air, comng to a stop hangi ng upsi de- down
right in front of the troll's confused face.

"I don't think the witch—whom|'ve seen turn trolls into bunnies," he
added quickly, "would like a husband with no feet."

The troll looked to its conpani ons and shrugged heavily, Gary bobbing
three feet with the novenent. A nonent |ater, he was tucked under the
troll's arm every linb still intact, and the group headed off.

Gary thought of The Hobbit again, but came to the conclusion that he was
not quite as sneaky as the wizard in that tale, and so he kept his nouth
shut, all the way to the crystalline | ake.

Ceek and sone ot her goblins were waiting for themthere. They tied Gary
down in a rowboat, then finished their business with the trolls.

Despite his grimsituation, Gary Leger twi sted about to stare with
admration at the castle that cane into sight as they neared the distant
island. Its walls were of glass, sparkling wondrously in the first |ight
of twinkling stars. It was beautiful and icy, a palace fitting for
Ceridwen, Gary decided as he renmenbered the witch, so alluring and so
danger ous.

Beauti ful and icy.

Gary had been in this roombefore. He had battled a denon here, which had
caused many of the scorch marks that marred the otherw se beautifu

decor. The doors had been repaired, as had Ceridwen's canopy bed, and the
| arge | eat her bound book—the book that had distorted time itself—was no

| onger out in plain view on the carved desk.

Gary continued his scan of the witch's bedroom pointedly keeping his
gaze away fromthe wall to the right of the door. There sat Alice,
Ceridwen's pet. She appeared as a nornmal house cat now, but Gary had seen
her in nore om nous trappings. Wien he and his friends had escaped
Ceridwen's castle, Alice had taken on the formof a |ioness and attacked
them Gary had skewered the cat with the nmagical spear, a vicious fight
that the young man renmenbered all too well

Alice apparently renenbered it also, and recogni zed Gary. Fromthe nonent
Ceek had escorted himinto the bedroom Alice had eyed himlike he was a



field nmouse conme to play. Geek had quickly departed, |eaving Gary feeling
oh, so vul nerabl e.

He was al nost relieved when the door opened—al nost, until he saw Ceri dwen
enter the room her posture typically perfect, seemingly taller and nore
om nous than Gary renenbered her. She verily floated across the way, Geek
the goblin cowering in her wake, her icy-blue eyes locked into Gary's
gaze.

Gary had net a few wonmen at | east with black hair and bl ue eyes, a
sonewhat unusual conbination, in his own world, but that m xture pal ed
when neasured agai nst this standard. Ceridwen's eyes burned with an
intensity Gary could hardly believe, an intelligence that transcended her
human trappi ngs. The luster of her thick and long hair showed every other
color within its general blackness, like a raven's wing shining in the
sunli ght.

She sat on the bed next to Gary, and he unconsciously brought his
suddenly sweaty palnms in close to his sides. Ceridwen had nade ronmantic
overtures towards himbefore. Only her evil reputation, and the fact that
Gary knew she was | ooking for no nore than a conquest, had given himthe
strength to keep the witch at arnmis length

He coul d resist her now, he knew, for all the previous reasons and for
the fact that he had a marvelous friend waiting for himshould he nanage

to get out of Faerie alive. Still, he couldn't deny the powerful allure
of the witch.
"Agai n, you have done well, Gary Leger," the witch said, and Gary was

surprised by her tone, seem ng al nost subdued

Gary nodded but did not reply, fearful that anything he mght say would
give the witch too much information. Ceridwen | ooked down at him nodded
in the face of his nod, as though his silence, too, had proven revealing.
Gary wanted to crawl under the bed; he knew that he was outmatched here.
Ceridwen notioned to a mirror on the wall. She waved her hand and spoke a
word and the glassy surface clouded, and then reforned into an i mage of
the field on the sout heastern edge of Dvergamal. Celdion was there, in
the nidst of Connacht's encanped arny, along with several dead dwarfs and
dead farners, butchered in the field as they tried to flee. Several human
prisoners sat in a heavily guarded area, |ooking thoroughly m serabl e,

t heir expressions hopel ess. Gary renmenbered the high poles at the
crossroads, and could easily guess what Geldion had in nind for them
"You may tal k freely, Gary Leger," the witch explained. "I know all that

I need to know." Ceridwen waved her hand again and the inage in the
mrror di sappear ed.

Gary tried not to show his revulsion for the brutal scene. He couldn't
hel p but think how nmuch Iike his own world Faerie could sonetines be. But
why had Ceri dwen chosen to show himthat particular view? he wondered.

He | ooked over to her, sitting perfectly straight, eyeing himclosely and
licking her red lips in anticipation. Then Gary understood. The gruesone
battl e scene had overwhel med him nmai nly because he had played such a
large part in bringing it about. He was i ndeed one of the authors of this
tale, as Mckey had said, and Ceridwen wanted to show himthe flip side
to the adventure and the glory, the harsh price of victory. Inevitably,
Gary's shoul ders began to slunp, but he straightened i mediately,

rem nded hinmself that to show such weakness now could only help this
alluring eneny sitting beside him

"Do you know why | have brought you?" the witch asked calmy.



"The spear and arnor," Gary replied indignantly, and his eyes narrowed,
for he did not possess the spear. Fortune had aided himin getting one up
on Ceridwen.

Ceridwen chuckl ed softly. "I could have had that and | eft you dead on the
field," she rem nded the young man. "And did you not think it odd that ny
trolls took you and did not bother to retrieved the spear?"

Gary fought hard to hide his surprise. Ceridwen knew about that! Suddenly
none of this was maki ng any sense to him He believed that the witch nust
be bluffing, at least in part. She had not ordered the trolls to
specifically bring her the spear, and so it had been left, but Gary could
not believe, for whatever reason Ceridwen needed him that the witch
woul d not want the precious spear, possibly the only weapon in all of
Faerie that could even hurt her, in her clutches.

So that mi ght have been part of it, but if not for the artifacts, then
why had Ceridwen taken such trouble to get himalive? Only one thought
cane to Gary, and it was not a pleasant one: revenge.

"You do not know our ways," Ceridwen said, rising fromthe bed and novi ng
over to Alice, who was curled up in a purring ball. Gary tensed, fearing
that the witch was about to send the vicious feline his way.

"You understand the general principles of the Iand," Ceridwen continued,
absently draping a hand over the furry ball. "That much you proved in
your first fight—n your flight—+fromthe knight Redarm It is the
particulars that you need a | esson in, Gary Leger." Ceridwen rose again
and turned suddenly on Gary, her blue eyes flashing with the first

i ndi cati on of eagerness Gary had seen.

"The particulars,”" she said again.

Gary had no answer for her, didn't even have a clue about what she was
tal ki ng about .

"You were the one who banished nme," the witch said. Gary's mnd whirled
in several different directions, nost of themholding terrible
inmplications. Mght it be that Ceridwen could reverse the bani shnent by
killing hin?

The witch cal ned again, apparently realizing the young man's di stress
"Let me explain it differently," she offered. "Robert is free upon the
land, nore free than in centuries, since |l do not stand to oppose him"
"The two evils kept each other in check," Gary remarked, and then he

t hought his choice of words incredibly stupid. Still, Ceridwen seened to
take no offense at being referred to as an "evil."
She nodded, as if to say |ouche, and went on. "In your victory, you and

your pitiful friends have inadvertently plunged the world into dire
trouble,” she said. She waved at the mrror and an i nage of CGondabuggan
cane into view, nmany parts of the town still snoldering from Robert's
initial attack. Ceridwen didn't let the i mage hang for |ong, though, and
Gary saw through the propaganda, sensed that the gnones had gotten off
fairly well.

"This will be but the beginning," the witch proclainmed. "Robert will fly
unhi ndered fromone end of Faerie to the other, his breath burning a
swath of destruction. And when he is fully convinced that his day has
cone, he will bring out his lizard soldiers.™

Gary shuddered, renenbering all too well Robert's strange and dangerous
troops, the lava news.

"Farewel |, then, to Braenmar," Ceridwen remarked. "And to Drochit and
Dilnanarra, and all the towns and hanl ets within the dragon's | ong
reach.”



"W'll stop that," Gary decl ared, and he caught hinself one step shy of
revealing the whole plan to the witch

"No," Ceridwen replied. "Nor will I, banished as | amon ny island. In a
hundred years | will cone out to find all the |and under Robert's
shadow. "

"What are you getting at?" Gary denanded, his anger pushing aside al
fears. If killing himwould have rel eased Ceridwen, then the witch would
have al ready done so. This el aborate expl anation, apparently trying to
convi nce Gary that no scenario could be as bl eak as having Robert flying
free in Faerie, told Gary nmuch about what was going on, told himthat
Ceridwen needed his willing assistance.

"Faeri e does not have a hundred years," the witch snarled back at him
but she quickly put her dangerous frown away, taking on an innocuous
appear ance once nore.

"You want nme to release you," Gary replied, finally catching on. "I

bani shed you, so by your rules, the particulars of which | do not know, "
he had to add, "I amthe only one who can release you fromthat

bani shnent . "

Ceridwen did not answer, did not have to, for the firmset of her

scul pted features told Gary that he had hit the nark.

"Not a chance,"” the young man said snugly.

"Consi der the consequences,” Ceridwen replied, her voice deathly calm
"For Faerie, and for yourself."

The threat certainly made an inpression on Gary Leger, altruistic though
he wanted to be. Ceridwen could hurt him he could boast all he wanted to
and pretend to hold the upper hand in this neeting, but he coul dn't
forget for one nonent that Ceridwen could utterly destroy himwith a clap
of her deceivingly delicate hands.

"There is one evil upon the | and, and you advise nme to | oose another to
counter it?" Gary asked incredulously, trying to put this conversation
back into the hypothetical.

"l advise you to consider the consequences,"” Ceridwen said again. "For
Faerie, for yourself, and for your pitiful friends!™ Wth that, the witch
cried out at her mirror. Again an inmage forned, this tine of the passes
in Penllyn near the |ake.

Gary saw his conpani ons—four at |east, for Baron Pwyll and Cedric the
smthy were not with them-roving slowy along the trail, Kelsey carrying
t he magi cal spear and Gary's | ost hel nmet.

Ceridwen nmuttered under her breath and the scene shifted, scanning the
rocky ridges in the conpanions' wake, where lurked nany, many trolls.
"Two score of them" Ceridwen renmarked. "Awaiting ny word to descend upon
your friends and destroy them"

Gary forced hinself to sit up straight. "How do | know that you're
telling ne, showing ne, the truth?" he asked, though the obvious quiver
in his voice proved that he believed what he was seeing. "I'msure that
your mirror could show nme what ever you wanted it to."

Ceridwen didn't justify the remark with an answer. "You are the one who
can end ny exile," she said coldly. "You al one, Gary Leger. Consider the
wei ght that has been placed upon your shoul ders."” Ceridwen | ooked to the
mrror, showi ng again the four conpani ons noving slowy along the w nding
trail. "A pity that friends so |loyal should perish."” She | ooked to Geek
and started to say sonmething, but Gary, his nerves at their end, cut her
short.

"W can deal ," he said.



" Deal ?"

"You let me go, and ny friends," Gary explained. "Guarantee us safe
passage out of Penllyn." Gary paused, to study Ceridwen's reaction as
well as to carefully weigh the confusing thoughts that were rushing

t hrough his head. Wiat shoul d he do? The answer was obvi ous, as far as he
and his friends were concerned, but what would truly be the best course
for Faerie? Wuld the Iand be better off if Ceridwen were allowed to cone
forth and hel p put Robert back in his hol e?

"I'"ll reduce the terns of your banishnent to one year," Gary finished, as
good a conprom se as he could think of on such short noti ce.

Ceridwen | aughed at him "A year?" she balked. "In a year, Robert's hold
on the land will be nearly absolute."

"Unless ny friends and | can stop him" Gary was quick to put in.

"And i f you cannot?" Ceridwen asked sinply, revealing Gary's dil emma.
Gary didn't know how to respond. He thought of M ckey's words when the

| eprechaun had expl ai ned why he had retrieved Gary. "There m ght be
things that only yerself can do," Mckey had said, and that nade perfect
sense to Gary now, though it did little to show hi mwhich choice was the
proper one.

"Two weeks," Ceridwen snapped, seeing nothing forthcom ng.

"Six months," Gary shot back, instinctively bargaining for every
advantage. "Not so long a tinme to one such as Ceridwen."

"Three nmonths,"” the witch replied. "I will be free before the onset of
winter, that | mght find ny wintry allies to battle against Robert."
Gary thought long and hard, his eyes never |eaving the dangerous
situation revealed in Ceridwen's nirror

"My friends and | run free?" he asked.

"For whatever good that will do," Ceridwen agreed.

Gary felt as though he was forgetting something—antil he thought of the
previous inmage in the magical mrror. "And you retract the army of
Connacht," he said. "And | et those prisoners go free."

Ceridwen acted surprised. "I?"

"Get off it, witch," Gary snarled. "Everyone, even a newconer to Faerie,
knows that you pull Kinnenore's strings. Badenoch, Drochit, their men-all
their nen—and the dwarfs can return to their honmes unhi ndered, while

CGel dion and the arny go back to Connacht, where they bel ong."

Now it was Ceridwen's turn to carefully consider the deal. She was not an
i mpatient witch, and three nonths certainly was not a long tine. "King
Kinnenore's arny will be recalled to Connacht," she agreed.

"Three nonths," Gary said grimy, and he was surprised to hear the words,
surprised that he and Ceridwen had cone so quickly to a deal. Surprised
that it was, suddenly, over. "On condition that | have your word that you

will no longer interfere with ny progress,” he quickly added, wanting
everything to be exactly spelled out.
"Interfere?" Ceridwen asked, feigning surprise. "I?" Gary scow ed and

Ceridwen cackled like a crow. "Agreed," she said quickly, before anything
nore coul d be tagged on.

Gary nodded, hoping that he hadn't forgotten anything el se, hoping that
he had nmade the best deal he coul d—for hinself, and for the |and.

"But why would | interfere, my dear Gary Leger?" the witch asked a nonent
| ater, her tone sincerely incredul ous.

Gary thought that sonewhat surprising question over, but had no answer,
even had no answer as to why Ceridwen would ask it.



"I will go so far as to tell you sonmething, my unwilling associate," the
obviously thrilled witch purred on. "Robert knows of your return, and of
the nissing arnmor and spear. The dragon is onto your little game, Gary
Leger, and if you think that Connacht and Prince Geldion are the worst of
your troubles, then think again!"

Gary's face was twisted in confusion—both at the news and at why Ceridwen
would offer it to him

"Do you not understand?" Ceridwen innocently asked him "I hope that you
and your friends are successful. That way, when | walk free in three
nont hs, Robert will not be there to oppose ne.

"But you cannot change your mind and not go after Robert, now, can you?"
the witch teased. "He will lay waste to all the land."

Gary chewed on his lips, wondering how badly he had fared in this
neeting. He had followed his heart, and had, indeed, put a secondary plan
of action into effect should he and his friends fail in recapturing
Robert, a plan that could save nany |lives across the land. But at what
cost? Gary had to ask hinself. He didn't know the particulars, as
Ceridwen had said, and he had been forced by a desperate situation to
make a qui ck decision that he was not fully prepared to nmake

He | ooked to the mrror, to his friends, and realized that others, and
not he, would suffer the consequences if he had chosen badly.

17

Cackl i ng Crow

"There's trolls all about us," Mckey said softly.

"Wll, why don't they just come out and play?" Geno grow ed, slapping a
hamrer across his open palm He | ooked towards a pile of rocks two dozen
yards away, suspecting that several trolls were conceal ed behind it, and
| et out an angry snarl

Kel sey' s hand was on his shoulder in an instant, bidding himto calm
down. The elf, above all the rest of them understood just how many
trolls were circling about them and the last thing he wanted was a
fight.

"W may have to | eave,"” he whispered to M ckey.

"What about the [ ad?"

Kel sey shrugged hel pl essly, and M ckey couldn't really argue. He knew
that the others wanted to rescue Gary as much as he, but the young man
had obvi ously already been taken to Ynis Gwdrin, and with these trolls
| oomi ng all about, they would have a hard enough tine even getting cl ose
enough to see the surroundi ng | ake.

Kel sey gl anced around, scanning their options. Geno and Gerbil sat atop
t he rugged pony (the gnone's quadri-cycle wasn't rmuch good in rough
mountain terrain), while Kel sey and M ckey shared Kel sey's steed. The
riderless horse, Cedric's, was tied behind, the magical spear and helm
strapped upon it, waiting for Gary.

Kel sey | ooked back to M ckey and shook his head grimy. He wasn't one to
quit easily, but this trek seemed fool hardy. Even if they could get to
the | ake, how would they get out to the island? And even if they got out
to the island, how m ght they deal with Ceridwen?

But all the logic in the world couldn't overrule the fact that one of
their conpanions, a trusted friend, was in dire trouble.

"W cannot | eave himto her," Mckey said firmy, grabbing the elf's
wrist. Kelsey |ooked to Geno and Gerbil, and both responded with a nod



ahead, to the path that would take themto the | ake, and Kel sey nodded,
too, thinking then that if they died in their fool hardy attenpt, then so
be it.

Kel sey just turned his attention to the path ahead when out stepped a
surprising, and welcome, sight. "Troll!" Geno screaned, hoisting his
hamer as if to throw

Gary Leger | ooked back over his shoul der. "Were?" he asked innocently.
"Laddie!" M ckey cri ed.

"What in the name of a smart goblin are you doi ng here?" Geno denanded,

| owering the deadly hamer. "I thought you were a damed troll!"

"Trolls are taller," Gary replied sourly. He caught sonme novenent to the
side out of the corner of his eye. "Like those over there," he grow ed
and picked up a stone. "Get out of here!" he cried, pegging the mssile
into the tunble of boulders. "Before Ceridwen turns you all into bunnies
and puts you into a pie!"

The stone skipped off several boul ders, mght have hit a troll or two
(for the sound wouldn't be rmuch different fromthat of a stone hitting
boul ders), and a group of the nonsters skittered away, boulders rolling
about in their blundering wake.

M ckey and Kelsey exchanged incredul ous | ooks.

"What ' ve ye been doing, |ad?" the | eprechaun asked slowy, cautiously.
"Arguing, nostly," Gary.replied, noving up to the riderless horse and
seemng in no nood to tal k about anything. Indeed, the young man was
deeply troubled by his neeting with the witch, terribly afraid that he
had acted wongly in reducing Ceridwen's sentence. He put one foot in the
stirrup and started to hoist hinmself up, then changed his mind, realizing
t hat someone was m ssing.

"Where's Cedric?" he asked anxiously, privately guessing the answer.

"He died happy," Mckey replied solemly.

"Son of a bitch," Gary nuttered, burying his face into the side of the
saddl e. He di ed happy, the young man t hought. That meant he died thinking
that he was hel ping Gary, the spearwi el der.

Gary was surprised a nmonent later to feel the cold tip of Kelsey's sword
pressed tightly against his shoul der blade, in a crease in the arnor. He
understood the elf's doubts and fears, and knew enough not to make any
sudden moves.

"How did you conme out?" Kel sey asked evenly, positioning his horse so
that Gary was cut off to the right.

"Ceridwen sent nme out," Gary answered.

Kel sey poked him "Do not play ne for a fool," he warned. Geno wal ked t he
pony around to the side, blocking off any escape to the left, as well.
Gary could not see Kel sey, but he could see the dwarf and gnone, and
while CGerbil seened al nbst as confused and shocked as was Gary, there was
little conpromise in the sturdy dwarf's stern expression.

"Ceridwen let nme go," Gary declared, his voice firmand confident. "She
wants nme to slay Robert.”

"That nakes sense,"” M ckey offered, but Kel sey kept the swordtip in tight
agai nst Gary's back.

"You're hurting nme," Gry remarked.

"I will Kill you," Kelsey replied in all seriousness, "if | find that you
are not who you appear to be."

"How did you chase off the trolls?" Geno asked, and the question seened
nore |ike an accusati on.

"I didn't," Gary snapped back.



"Then who?" the elf demanded, proddi ng hi magai n.

"They were working for Ceridwen," Gary expl ai ned. "Before she ever sent
me out of her castle, she sent word to the trolls that we were not to be
harmed, or bothered at all." Gary snapped his fingers as an idea popped
into his head.

"The spear," he started to explain, reaching across the saddle. Wat he
had i ntended was to take the weapon, reestablish a tel epathic bond, and
let it informthe others that he was i ndeed who he clainmed to be.

What he got instead was the smack of an elfish sword off the side of his
head, and a flying tackle froman outraged dwarf. The next thing he knew,
he was sitting on the ground facing Kel sey's horse, his arns wenched up
hi gh behind his head by the snarling dwarf.

"Should | break them off?" Geno asked in all seriousness, and it seened
to Gary as if the powerful dwarf wasn't waiting for an answer.

Kel sey slid down fromhis seat and put his sword to Gary's throat. "Wo
are you?"

"Someone who wants to go hone," Gary said to Mckey. He tugged hard

agai nst Geno's grasp, but the dwarf's viselike hands did not |oosen.
"Someone who's feeling unappreciated.”

"Enough of the cryptic answers!" Kel sey demanded.

"I'mGry Leger, you stupid elf!" Gary shouted. "Ceridwen |let ne off of
her island because | dealt fairly with her, and she told her trolls to

| eave us al one because that was part of the deal!"

Geno let go, stood staring blankly at Kel sey.

"Deal ?" Kel sey asked.

Gary ran his hand through his thick black hair and sighed deeply several
times. He didn't want to adnit what had happened on Ynis Gwdrin, but he
didn't see any other way to gain back the trust of his friends—riends he
dearly needed now, perhaps nore than ever.

"Ceridwen will walk free in three nonths," he admtted.

"Stupid ..." Geno stammered. He spun and punched the horse, and it
snorted and | eaped away. "Stupid! You really are a coward! You'd just do
anything to save your worthl ess bones!"”

Kel sey's forlorn, disappointed stare hurt nore than the dwarf's tirade.
The elf's swordtip dipped slowy to the ground.

"Ch, shut up," Gary said to Geno, though he never blinked in the face of
that elfish stare.

The dwarf was upon himin an instant, curled fist only inches fromGry's
face.

"I didn't doit to save ny life," Gary said firmy. "Ceridwen wasn't

going to kill nme, anyway." He didn't know if that |ast statement was true
or not, but it sounded good, and Gary needed something that sounded good

at that nmonment. "I did it to save the four of you," he said.

"What are you sayi ng?" Kel sey asked.

"She showed nme your progress,” Gary explained. "In a ... magic mrror, or
sonet hing. "

"A scrying device," Mckey hel ped, nore versed in the ways of w tches
than the man fromthe other world.

"What ever," Gary said. "I saw you, and saw the trolls." Gary eyed Geno
directly. "Dozens of trolls."

"W would have willingly died," Kelsey boasted. "Rather than ..."

"Rat her than what?" Gary snapped at him "If you had died, and | was
captured, and Kinnenore's army was on the field, and Robert was flying
free ..."



"The lady paints a glumpicture,"” M ckey offered.
"Any worse a picture than having that witch out and about?" Geno asked.
"Ch, yes," Gerbil piped in unexpectedly. Al eyes turned on him and the

ghorme sank low in the saddle. "I mean, she was out before, after all, and
things didn't look so very bad. Not |ike now, | nean."

"True enough," remarked M ckey.

"I had to make a choice," Gary said resignedly. "I don't knowif it was

t he best one—rmybe | shoul d have let her out right away so that she could
go against the dragon and save us .the trouble." He shrugged and ran his
fingers through his black hair once nore. "I did the best | could."

Kel sey took hold of Gary's hand and hoisted himto his feet. "It was a
difficult choice," the elf admtted. "You said that Ceridwen would | et us
out of the mountains?"

Gary nodded. "I nade her agree that she would not hinder us in any way in
our quest to put Robert back in his hole."

"Why woul d she want to?" M ckey asked in all seriousness.

"Exactly," Gary agreed. "But | also made her agree to send Cel di on and
his troops back to Connacht. | figured that would give Pwll and the
others sonme tinme to regroup, maybe put up sone defenses."

Kel sey was noddi ng approvingly, and Gary rel axed somewhat. '"I did the
best | could," he said again.

"You did well," Kelsey replied

"Just fine, lad," agreed the |eprechaun

"But what are we to do next?" Geno put in. "If we put the wrmback in

his hole, then the witch runs free."

Gary didn't miss the curious way M ckey's face seened to pale

"The dragon nust be stopped!" Kelsey and Gerbil said together, and they
both | ooked at each other, surprised.

"Omve me a Coke," Gary said for both of them though neither of them knew
what the hell he was tal king about, or what the hell a "Coke" m ght be.
"Never mind," was all that Gary offered in reply to their curious stares,
and he turned to his new nount.

Any levity that Gary had managed to forge, any relaxation that had cone
over himin learning that his friends approved of his desperate choice on
Ynis Gwdrin, was washed away the nonent the young man | aid eyes on that
riderl ess horse.

Cedri ¢ had di ed happy.

For the spearw el der.

Gary gritted his teeth and pulled hinself up into the saddle, roughly
taking the reins and turning the horse the other way on the trail. "Let's
get the hell out of here," he said angrily, and he started the steed at a
swift trot and then a gallop, playing his own anger out in the strong
novenments of the willing horse

They canme out of Penllyn later that afternoon, the sun fast di sappearing
behi nd the mountains. As Ceridwen had prom sed, no trolls, or any other
nmonsters, blocked their way or hindered themin any manner at all.

They retrieved Gerbil's quadricycle, stuffed under a bush for

saf ekeepi ng. The gnone i medi atel y opened yet another of the thing' s
seem ngly endl ess conpartnents, pulling out a pile of badly fol ded

par chment s.

"Maps," he explained to the curious onl ookers. "The nost up-to-date and
detailed in all the land. | know that | have one in here, oh, yes | nust,
showi ng the trails between Penllyn and the Gant's Thunb."



Kel sey nodded in deference to the gnome, knowi ng that Gerbil needed to
feel hel pful, needed to believe that he was doi ng sonething to take
revenge on Robert for what Robert had done to his village. In truth,

Kel sey al ready knew the route they would take—+the very same route he,
Gary, M ckey, Geno, and the giant Tomry One- Thunb had taken on their
first trip to the dragon's lair.

Kel sey waited patiently for the gnome to sort through the pile, though,
and M ckey took that opportunity to | eave Kel sey's saddle and go up to
his customary position in front of Gary Leger

"W will ride out a few mles fromthe shadow of Penllyn," Kel sey
expl ai ned, as they regrouped and prepared to start away once nore. GCerbi
nodded eagerly and funbled with the pile of parchnents, narrow ng down
the possibilities. The |ight was fast fading, and none of the conpanions
wanted to remain near to the witch's mountains after dark, but again,
Kel sey waited patiently for the gnone.

"Then we set a short canp," he explained. "In the norn, we ride northeast
until we reach the Crahgs, then cross them as best as we can."
"Not so best," came a cackling reply. The conpanions all |ooked to each

other for a nonment, until they realized that the source of the response
had not been any of them

"There," Gary said a nonent |ater, pointing to a large crow sitting on
the I ow branch of a lone tree not far fromthe bushes where they had
stashed the quadricycle.

Instinctively, Geno's armcane up, a hamer at the ready, and Kel sey, his
glare unrelenting, went for his bow.

"Don't shoot it!" Gary grow ed at both of them "The bird seens to know
sonet hing. "

"Spy of Ceridwen," the dwarf remarked, for it was no secret anong the
peopl es of Faerie that the talking crows were in alliance with the witch.
Rurmors had it that Ceridwen bought the birds' alliance by enchanting them
with the gift of speech.

"And no friend to us," Kelsey added grimy, fitting the arrowto his
bowst ri ng.

"But an ally of our quest," Gary remarked.

"Orahgs are bl ocked," the crow cackl ed, and the actual sight of a talking
bird gave even the stern elf pause. "Wl ves and haggis, dragon friends."
"That' d make sense,” M ckey agreed, |looking to Kelsey to | ower his bow
"Robert's sealin' off the eastland for his own uses.”

"Or he's looking for us and thinking that we'll go through the Crahgs,"
Gary added. Three grimfaces turned on him (four when Gerbil took a
nmonent from his map-watching to |l ook up and figure out that sonething was
am ss), none of his friends appreciating himspeaking out that little
possibility.

"Robert has nore to think about than this bunch,” Geno put in derisively,
wanting to fully disnmiss Gary's thought. The dwarf threw a smirk Gerbil's
way, and the gnone responded in kind, but then went right back to his
tangl e of naps.

"And that crowis working for the witch," Kelsey added, lifting the bow
once nore. "For no better reason than to deter us, than to keep us
confused until Ceridwen mght cone forth."

"Robert knows about us," Gary said i mediately, before either Kelsey or
the dwarf could take any rash action. Again, the grimgazes descended
over the young man.



"Ceridwen told nme," Gary explained. "The dragon knows about the arnor and
the spear, and knows that |'ve returned.”

Geno | ooked hopelessly to Kelsey, as if to say, "Now what?" but the elf
seened to have no answer.

"Even if that's true," Mckey put in hopefully, "he'd not expect us to go
wal ki ng of our own free will back to his stronghold."

"Unl ess he thought we had sonet hi ng which could put himback in his

hol e, " Gary renarked.

Kel sey | ooked questioningly to M ckey.

"It's alittle-known detail of honorable challenging,” the |eprechaun
said snugly, striking flint to steel to drop sparks into his |ong-stenmmed
pi pe. "Robert' 11 never guess the truth." Mckey wasn't nearly as
confident as he appeared. The last thing the | eprechaun wanted, either
out here or in the caverns beneath the G ant's Thunb, was an encounter
with Robert. Mckey wanted his pot of gold back, nothing nore, but his
original lie seened to have taken on nonunental proportions suddenly,
with so many side-players and ki ngdom wi de intrigue.

Kel sey | ooked to the northeast, as though he was spying out the distant
Crahgs. He | ooked back to the srmug crow, sitting confidently on the
branch.

"Do you believe the bird?" the elf asked Gary suddenly.

Gary nodded. "I don't think that Ceridwen would have any reason to lie,"
he replied. "It's like she said, our victory over Robert will only nake

t hi ngs easier for her."

"I"'mstarting to hate this," Geno remarked, inpatiently slapping his
hamrer across his open palm H s pony nickered and started to rear, but
the powerful dwarf tightened his |egs around the beast and it went still.
"Your point is well made," Kelsey said. "And the Crahgs will offer us
little cover fromthe flying dragon." Kel sey turned his gaze nore
directly east, south of the distant hills.

"What ' re ye thinking?" Mckey asked himgrinmy, guessing exactly what

Kel sey had in m nd.

"There is a wood near here," the elf replied. "Dark and tangled. It might
provi de us cover for the next portion of our journey."

"There!" shouted the gnonme, poking a finger so forcefully into the map
that he drove it right through the parchnent. He retracted the digit and
| ooked at the map, scratching his head curiously. "Readwood?" he asked.
"Dreadwood, " Geno corrected, the dwarf's gravelly voice grave. "You poked
out the first rune.”

From M ckey's intake of breath, Gary could tell that this Dreadwood was
not a nice place.

"I see no choice," Kelsey said to the |eprechaun. "Not if the crow speaks
truthfully about the Crahgs."

"Wl ves and newts," the bird cackl ed.

"Shut your beak!" Geno roared, and he hurled his hammer the bird' s way.
The heavy weapon smacked the branch near the bird and ricocheted away,
the crow taking wing into the dark air, shrieking in protest all the
whi | e.

"Shut your beak!" the dwarf roared again. "If | wanted to hit you ..."
Geno let it go at that, just spat up into the darkness after the | ong-
gone bird.

"How bad is this Dreadwod?" Gary asked M ckey privately when the
conmotion di ed away.



M ckey shrugged, seeni ng nonchal ant about the whole thing. "W'll get

t hrough, lad," he answered. "Don't ye fret."

Gary took faith in that, believed in his friends and in hinself. "And
once we get the dragon put away," he reasoned, a new idea popping into
his head, "I'll nake a deal with him"

"Full of deals that don't even concern you," Geno grunbl ed, crashing
around in the brush to find his hamer.

"What are you thinking?" Kelsey asked, pointedly ignoring the dwarf, and
his vi sage unexpectedly stern.

"I reduce Robert's time of banishment,"” Gary answered, smling w dely.
"To three nonths, as | did with Ceridwen. Then they both cone out

t oget her and neither of them has any advantage." Gary thought his idea
perfectly logical, and he wasn't prepared for the heightening intensity
of Kelsey's glower. Fromthat unyielding stare, Gary al nost believed that
the elf would trot his horse over and strike hi mdown.

"Ye're forgetting sonething, lad," M ckey whispered.

"What ?" Gary asked, to the |l eprechaun and the elf. Kel-sey let his stare
linger a few nmonments |onger, then turned his nmount away.

"What ?" Gary asked again, this time straight to M ckey.

"I't was not yerself that challenged the wrm" M ckey rem nded him and
Gary's breath hissed as he sucked it in through his gritted teeth. He
hadn't even thought of that, hadn't even realized that he night be
oversteppi ng his bounds and insulting his proud friend.

"Kel sey," he said, as apologetically as he could. "I didn't nean ..."

"It does not matter," Kelsey replied, turning his nount back around.

"OfF course, you are the one who can reduce the dragon's bani shnent," Gary
offered. "You're the only one who holds any right to deal with Robert. |
just got carried away."

"You just mght," Geno renmarked dryly, and Gary glared at him thinking
that the dwarf mght be enjoying this awkward situation just a bit too
much.

"It does not matter," Kelsey declared again, his nelodic voice firm "W
must worry first about putting the dragon back in his hole. Then we wll
decide which is the best course for the good of the land."

Gary agreed with the elf's choice of priorities, as did the others, but

M ckey's thinking was following a slightly different course. M ckey

under stood the dragon better than any of them and he knew that if
Ceridwen's claims were correct, if Robert was on to them then they could
expect to nmeet himlong before they ever got near his castle. M ckey
under stood, too, that Robert the Wetched had | ong kept spies in the dark
forest of Dreadwood, and that those thick boughs m ght not provide as
much cover as Kel sey hoped. Robert was going to have to be tricked—not
an easy task—and the cost might be high

But | eprechauns were the best in the world at deception. In truth, M ckey
was deceiving his own conpani ons even now. And so M ckey tuned out of the
conversation altogether, began to plot as only a | eprechaun can pl ot.

What ever the cost, he neant to get back his pot of gold.

18

Dr eadwood

Even the hardy nmounts of Tir na n' Qg nickered and whinnied and flipped
their heads side to side, shying away as the group approached the dark
and tangl ed forest. Dreadwood started abruptly, a thick clunmp of trees in
the niddl e of the plain between the nountains of Penllyn on the south and



the rolling Crahgs on the north. Kel sey took themnear to the Crahgs, the
narrowest expanse of the forest, but still the wood seenmed dark and w de
to Gary Leger.

He had spent many days of his youth in the woods, even .after sunset,
with no fears beyond the very real possibilities of nmosquito bites or of
i nadvertently stepping on a bees' nest. Now, though, as his horse
approached the tangle, a feeling of dread rose up within Gary, a feeling
that there was nore evil within this place than biting bugs.

Al ready he knew t hat whoever had named this forest had nanmed it right.

It didn't seempossible to Gary that they would even find a path through
the forest. The twisted trees seened a solid wall, gnarled and withing,
aliving barrier that would not permt visitors.

Kel sey held up his hand for the others to stop, and sat atop his horse,
eyei ng the wood suspiciously. He notioned to the side, and the whole
troupe shifted

"There is a road," Mckey remarked to Gary, and to Gerbil, who seened
nervous about the possibility of getting his quadricycle through. "The
trees just aren't wanting to showit to us."

Agai n Kel sey notioned, back the other way, and the group followed
accordingly. They reversed direction again, several nore tinmes, Kelsey
studying the trees, looking for hints of the path.

"None better at spotting illusions than the Tylwth Teg," M ckey said
quietly, trying to keep his less inforned friends patient and
confortabl e.

Finally, Kelsey sat up straight on his nount and sighed deeply. He gave a
| ook Mckey's way that seemed to say that he was pretty sure of the path,
but also that it was only a guess. He reached down to the back of the
saddl e and drew an arrow out of his quiver, examning the fletch-ings.
Apparently not finding something he needed, he shook his head and
replaced it, drawi ng out another.

After a sinmilar exam nation, Kelsey put his nouth against this arrow s
tip, whispering to it as though it could hear. He then produced a | ength
of cord, fine and silvery as a spider's web, fromhis saddl ebags, and
threaded it through a tiny hole near to the arrow s fletchings. Then

Kel sey fitted the arrowto his bow and lifted it towards the forest,

cl osi ng his gol den eyes.

Agai n he whi spered-sone sort of an enchantnent, it seened to Gary—and he
noved the bow slowy, first to the right, then back to the left.

Seem ngly at random the elf let fly, and the arrow cut through the air,
maki ng for a huge elm It didn't hit the tree, though, and Gary had to
blink, thinking his vision had deceived him

The fine cord continued to unwind for sone tine, Kelsey holding its other
end and noddi ng M ckey's way. At last, it went slack and the elf slipped
down from his saddle and took it up, wal king his nmount as he collected
the cord

"What just happened?" Gary had to ask.

"Arrows 0" the Tylwth Teg have a way of finding their way around the
trees," Mckey explained with a sly wink. "They'll not hit a living thing
if telled not to by their nmakers."

They were near the forest by then, near the living, seeningly

i npenetrable wall, when Gary, to his surprise, noticed a break in the
trees, w de enough even for CGerbil's quadricycle to pass through. Wy
hadn't he seen that fromthe field? he wondered, and he shrugged his



amazenment away, reasoning that Kelsey's arrow nmagi ¢ had countered the
forest's own magic.

No matter how nmany tines he returned, or how |l ong he stayed, Gary Leger
knew that he woul d ever remain a stranger to the | and of Faerie.

Kel sey di sappeared into the dark forest, the shadows swal |l owi ng hi m as
soon as he crossed the threshold. Ri ght behind the elf, Geno's pony shied
away, but the dwarf grunted angrily and with a single powerful tug put

t he beast back in Iine and kept it noving.

CGerbil went next, his quadricycle bunping up one way and then the ot her
as he passed over the nearest tree roots, and Gary cane | ast, eyes
determ nedly straight ahead. It seenmed to the young man as if he had

wal ked into the night. Rationally, he knew that he was no nore than a few
feet fromthe entrance, the sky outside sunny and clear, but when he

| ooked back, he saw a distinct hole of only dimlight, as though the sun
itself feared to peek into Dreadwood.

"Easy," M ckey coaxed, to the horse and to Gary. "Easy."

"Some |ight, |eprechaun," Kelsey called back as he retrieved his arrow,
sticking at an angle fromthe forest path, and clinbed into his saddle.

M ckey gave a grunting response—t sounded nore like a groan to Gary—-and
began a | ong chant, which seenmed strange to Gary, since on his last visit
to Faerie he had seen the | eprechaun nmerely snap his fingers to produce
gl obes of glowi ng |ight.

Finally, Mckey did snap his fingers and a tiny ball, barely a candle's
flicker, appeared atop them hovering in the air and weaving wi ldly back
and forth as though it would soon go out.

Then it di m ni shed even nore and M ckey shrugged hel plessly. "Me magic's
not so good agai nst the weight of Dreadwood," he expl ai ned.

Kel sey, who had just put an arrow through the trees' illusion, eyed the

| eprechaun suspiciously, and Gary understood the el f's obvi ous doubts
Sonet hing was wong with Mckey, with Mckey's magic at least, for the

| eprechaun's bag of tricks had been far I ess helpful this tinme around
than on Gary's first trip through the enchanted | and. Gary renmenbered his
first encounter with the sprite, when M ckey had tricked himrepeatedly,
when M ckey had hi m pl ucki ng gi ant mushroons out of the ground,
commandi ng themto take himto their pot of gold. Mst of all, Gary
renmenbered M ckey's cocky swagger, the |eprechaun's sincere belief that
tricking a human, or a nonster, was a matter of course and nothing to get
overly concerned about.

Where had the | eprechaun's confidence, and his magic, gone to? Gary
wondered, and his |l ook Mckey's way reflected his confusion.

M ckey only shrugged and brought the brimof his tamo'-shanter |ow over
his eyes, as deep an explanation as Gary or any of the others was going
to get. The little faerie light w nked out altogether a nonent |ater, and
with the dimportal fast fading behind themthe friends soon found

t henselves fully engul fed by the gloom

In truth, the road inside the forest was flat and cl ear, and w de enough
so that Gary could wal k his horse beside the gnone's rolling contraption.
Gary's eyes soon adjusted to the darkness, and he found that it was not
so bad. Sone sunlight did nmake its way through the | eafy boughs,
dimnishing as it wove down to Gary's |evel, but enough so that he could
di sti ngui sh general shapes around him could see Kel sey and Geno, |eading
the way on their nounts. On the road beside him GCerbil was at work
again, funbling with sone itenms too snmall for Gary to nmake out, and
absently punping his little |l egs, his quadricycle easily pacing the



horses. Gary realized that, though he and Gerbil had been traveling
conpani ons for several days now, he hadn't really gotten to know the
ghorme. He noticed Mckey, resting easily against his horse's neck, hat
still low, long-stemmed pipe in his nouth, and little legs crossed at the
knee, and realized that he wasn't going to find nuch conpany there.

"What are you naki ng?" Gary asked the gnone.

"Light," cane the polite, if short, answer.

Gary nodded, but then screwed up his face. "You' re making |ight?" he
asked. "You nean, you're going to light a torch?"

"Torches are for dwarfs and elfs, and the human fol k," Gerbil replied,
again pointedly not elaborating. "Even for goblins, | suppose.”

Gary consi dered the condescending tone for a few nonments. "How do gnones
make |ight?" he politely asked.

"Potions."

Now Gary was intrigued, but he understood that the typically talkative
ghorre obviously didn't want to be bothered at that nonent. He conti nued
to wal k his horse even with the quadricycle, watching Gerbil's every
nove. Soon the gnone had a pole erected in the front section of the
contraption, its top a tube, rotating end around end in tune with the
turning of the pedals. Gerbil had a funnel between his working knees, its
narrow end connected to the bottom of the tube, and in his hands he held
two beakers.

"Potions?" Gary asked.

"Ssssh!" the gnone hissed.

"Ye take a chance on blowin' yerself up if ye distract a workin' gnone,"
M ckey quietly added, and Gary went silent, having no doubts of Mckey's
clainms and having no desire to blow hinmself up. He watched curiously as
Gerbi | poured specific amounts of each potion into the funnel. A nonent
later, a glow cane fromthe turning tube atop the pole, intensifying with
each rotation

Kel sey and Geno both | ooked back curiously, and neither seened pl eased.
"Ye're makin' yerself into a target,"” Mckey remarked to the gnone.

"I cannot work in the dark, of course!" the flustered gnonme shot back. A
bit nmore of the contents of one beaker went into the funnel, and the
Iight brightened accordingly.

"Suit yerself," was M ckey's casual reply.

Gary sat nystified. He had seen rings that used chemical reaction to
produce light, but he hardly expected to find such a process utilized in

this enchanted place. He was about to question Gerbil, and to
congratulate himfor his fine light, but then a tree branch reached down
suddenly and plucked the gnome fromhis seat, lifting himup, kicking and

squeal ing, into the dark boughs.

Gary tried to call out, but found his voice stuck in his throat. He

| unged over to grab at Gerbil as the gnome shot by, was overbal anced to

t he side when another branch swung down the other way, bashing himin the
shoul der and sending himflying fromthe saddle to crash hal fway over the
side of the quadricycle. Gary turned back in time to see the same branch
a foot thick, slamstraight down on the back of his horse, narrowy

m ssing the purposely falling | eprechaun. Gary heard a trenendous
cracki ng sound as the poor horse's | egs buckled, and the beast went right
down to the ground.

A hammer spun through the air, whacking off of the |ow branch, but doing
no real damage. It was soon followed by a flying dwarf as Geno | eaped
fromhis nmount, wapping his powerful arms about the Iinb of the



attacking tree. Wth a grow, the dwarf bit hard into the branch, tearing
off a large piece of bark.

Kel sey was al ready up the boughs, scanpering along withing branches to
get near to the caught Gerbil. Snaller branches whi pped at the elf as he
passed and his sword flashed, often dropping pieces of tree free to the
ground.

"Get up!" canme the call in Gary's thoughts, and he was already on his
way. He funbled to get his hel met straightened, then searched out the
spear and hoisted it in eager hands

But where to hit a tree?

Geno spat out another hunk of branch above him Kel sey had reached Gerbi
and was hacking mghtily at the entrappi ng branch, but hadn't yet begun
to free the gnone.

Gary roared and went for the trunk, driving the spear straight ahead, its
tip plunging through the hard wood. The tree went into a shaking frenzy,
and poor Gerbil whined in pain.

Gary turned and readied the spear for a throw, thinking to sink it into

t he branch hol ding the gnone, thinking that Gerbil would surely be
squashed before too nmuch [ onger. Another branch swung about first,

t hough, slammng Gary's arnored back and | aunching himthrough the air,
where he | anded, again, half across the quadricycle.

"Are ye all right, lad?" asked M ckey, sitting lowin the contraption's
seat .

"I've been better," Gary replied, forcing hinmself back up to his knees.
He heard a crack above himand had to shift aside as Geno and his branch
cane tunbling down, the wild dwarf having bitten clear through the Iinb.
"Not half bad!" Geno proclainmed, quickly biting off another chunk. And
off he ran, leaping straight into the trunk, throwing a hug about it and
chonping away with dwarfish ferocity.

The branch hit Gary again, but not so hard, since the tree then seened to
focus on the dangerous dwarf. An instant later, back to his knees yet
again, Gary understood the effectiveness of the dwarf's tactics, for the
tree could not easily get at Geno when he was in so cl ose

And Gary was glad for Geno's efforts, because, for the nonent at |east,
he had been left alone. He inmediately | ooked above him to the squirmng
ghone and the battling elf, and knew that he had to react.

Don't mss, he thought, to which the spear gave an indighant reply, as

t hough it had been insulted.

"I"'mtalking to nysel f!" Gary explained gruffly, and he let fly.

The spear cracked into the branch just a foot away fromthe gnone, nearly
splitting the Iinb down the middle. Another great tug from Kel sey pulled
t he gasping Gerbil free, and then the elf and the gnome sinply hung on as
t he branch cracked apart, dropping the spear straight back to the ground
and sending its passengers on a wild swing that ended in a free-fall into
a thick bush far to the side of the path

Gary grabbed up the spear, nearly chuckl ed al oud when he regarded the
dwarf, seeming a wild cross between a fam shed beaver and a | unberj ack.
Then he fell flat to the ground in terror and shock when all the thick
canopy above himerupted suddenly in fl anes.

Hor ses whi nni ed and fl ed, wood crackl ed and burst apart. At first, Gary

t hought that M ckey had pulled off a clever illusion, but when he took a
nmonent to think about it, it made no practical sense. How do you visually
fool a tree?



Besides, Gary realized as flam ng brands began to fall all about him as
the air began to burn his lungs and sting his eyes, this was no trick

He knew he had to run. He got up as high as he could and felt a tug on
his armthat put himover the side of the quadricycle for the third tine.
M ckey sat lowin the seat, |looking horrified and hel pless. "Suren it's
the dragon!" he called out, beckoning Gary to get in beside him

A tree not so far away exploded fromthe heat; Gary heard a horse shriek
i n agony and knew that the thing had been engul fed. He couldn't see Geno,
or Kelsey and Ger-bil, had no idea at that confusing nonent if the others
were dead or running. And every second that slipped past put Gary's own
escape into deeper jeopardy.

He scranbled in beside Mckey and found, to his relief, that the clever
gnhormes had put a notched and sliding adjusting bar on the seat (though
even sliding it all the way back did not allow Gary to straighten his
legs). Gary gave a screamas a branch fell into his face, and batted the
thi ng away, then kicked hard with one foot, hoping just to start the
guadricycl e noving on such rough and uneven ground. To Gary's amazenent,
the contraption | eaped away. He didn't know ~whet her incredible gearing,
or magi cal potions, enhanced the ride, but nerely a few punps |ater, he
was flying free of the fiery zone, rushing down the w de path.

"Ride on!" the |l eprechaun commanded when Gary sl owed and | ooked back to
find his friends.

"W can't leave them " Gary retorted, surprised by Mckey's call ous
attitude.

"Go!" cane a call fromback down the trail. Gary | ooked to see Kel sey
energing fromthe bl azing region, wavi ng hi maway.

"The dragon is on to us," Mckey explained. "Qur only chance is to
separate and lead himin two different directions at once."

As if on cue, Gary heard a whoosh of air fromthe canopy over his head,

| ooked up to see a huge shadow cross above him

"Ride on, for all our lives, lad!" Mckey inplored him and Gary put his
head down and pedaled with all his strength, sending the quadricycle
careening down the winding road as fast as any Tir na n' Qg horse could
run.

He was nore than a mle away before he even realized that Kel sey—the

Kel sey who had told himto go—had not a bit of soot on his fair elven
face.

Soot - covered, his golden hair singed, and the gnome tucked unconsci ous
under his arm Kelsey crawl ed out the side of the bush, |ooking back

hel pl essly and wondering if any of his friends or any of the precious
mount s had survived. Gerbil groaned repeatedly, at least, and the elf
knew that he was still alive.

As was CGeno, Kelsey |learned a nonent | ater when he heard the dwarf
grunbling and grow i ng and smacki ng his hammer off any nearby tree.

Fol  owi ng the sounds, Kel sey was soon beside the dwarf.

"Where are the others?" he asked.

" St onebubbl es!” was all that Geno woul d reply.

"I thought that you had surely perished," Kelsey remarked

Geno snorted. "I work at a dwarfish anvil, elf,"” he explained. "It would
take nmore than a bit of dragon fire to burn through this hide!"

"But what of the |eprechaun and Gary Leger?" Kel sey asked, and gruff Geno
could only shrug and curse, "Stonebubbles!" once nore.

The three kept |ow (and, with Kel sey's beggi ng, Geno kept quiet) for the
next hal f-hour as Robert continued to pass overhead, every now and then



setting another section of the forest ablaze. Finally, the dragon seened
to tire of the gane and swooped away, and Kel sey |led his conpanions off.
They found the pony, at |east, wandering terrified to the south of the

di saster, and then, when they hit the road, found the unm stakable tracks
of the quadricycle, dug deeper than usual, as though the contraption was
carrying nore than the normal weight.

"They escaped, " Kelsey procl ai med, deciding, as nuch on hope as on what
his tracking skill was telling him that both his friends nust have been
aboard. The elf's initial excitenent ebbed as the three foll owed the
tracks and cane to realize that their conpanions were | ong gone.

"How fast does that thing go?" Geno asked Gerbil, the dwarf obviously
angered that M ckey and Gary had apparently run off.

"How fast?" Gerbil echoed, scratching at his soot-covered beard. "Wll,

i ndeed, with the added weight ... | put it at two hundred and fifty
pounds ... but then, of course, Gary Leger is nuch stronger than the
average gnone ..."

"How fast?" the dwarf grow ed.

"W cannot catch themon foot," Gerbil quickly replied. "Or even with the
singl e pony."

Geno kicked a nearby tree and swung about to face Kel sey—then | ooked back
over his shoulder to make sure that this particular tree wouldn't Kkick
back. He | ooked back to the elf, then back to the tree right away, eyeing
it suspiciously. Finally, convinced that this one was quiet, like a tree
shoul d be, Geno focused on the elf, and was surprised to see Kel sey
taking a parchnment fromthe trunk of a nearby tree. Geno thought it nore
than curious that none of them had spotted that note before.

"From the | eprechaun,"” Kelsey said, and that al one expl ai ned many t hings.
Kel sey read on and nodded, then held the parchnent out for the others to
see.

Under control. Meet you at Braenar

"Braemar ?" Geno roared. "Why Braemar? | thought we were going to Gant's
Thunb, to put the danmmed wyrm back in its damed hole."

"But now the dragon is out,"” Gerbil reasoned.

"The dragon was always out!" Geno growed. "On to G ant's Thunb, | say,
and let's get this business finished!"

"You forget that we do not have the stolen dagger," Kelsey interjected.
"If Mckey has returned to Braemar, then so nust we."

Geno wi ped sone soot off his unbearded face and shook his head

hel pl essly. To all of them it seened as though they had been defeat ed,
been turned around at the first sign of trouble. "Damed stupid sprite,”
the dwarf nuttered. "What did he go and turn around for?"

Kel sey nodded, but his thoughts were heading in a different direction.
Wiy i ndeed would M ckey turn back at this tine? They were as close to
Gant's Thunb as to Braemar, and would |likely face Robert again whi chever
way they turned. Kel sey chuckled, understanding it all, understanding
that M ckey had turned them around as a decoy, to hopefully turn Robert
around as wel | .

"What is it?" Geno demanded.

Kel sey shook his head. "I amonly glad that we are all still alive," he
lied, and he waited for Geno to | ook away before he turned his gaze back
to the east, where he now knew that the | eprechaun and Gary Leger were in
full flight.
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Pot o' Cold

"Keep it rollin' straight," Mckey assured Gary, the | eprechaun standing
in front of the quadricycle's steering bar and peering intently ahead.
Gary | ooked at the | eprechaun's back incredul ously, for all he saw ahead
of themwas a wall of thick trees bl ocking the exit from Dread-wood.

"And keep it fast," M ckey remarked, with absol ute confidence.

Gary didn't disagree with that second request. Many tinmes over the | ast
two hours, sentient trees had reached down to grab at them and only
their great pace had gotten themthrough. But now, Gary didn't see how
they could go on. He closed his eyes, as M ckey had previously suggested,
and trusted the | eprechaun to guide himpast the forest's illusions. He
sensed the wooden wall coning up fast, though, and had to | ook, nearly
scream ng al oud when he saw that the wall of trees | ooned just a dozen
feet away.

Instinctively, Gary threw up his arms in front of his face, |ocking the
steering bar with his knees. He thought a crash unavoi dabl e, but suddenly
a break appeared as the road bent around one wide elm In the split-
second it took the rambling quadricycle to rush past, that break w dened,
and then it was as though someone had switched on a powerful light as the
ghom sh contraption burst out of the tangled wood.

Lathered in sweat fromhis run, Gary let the quadricycle roll to a stop
He | ooked back to the forest, sinply amazed that they had gotten through.
Li nes of black snoke continued to rise in the west, a rem nder that

t hough they were out, they were far fromsafe

"What are we going to do?" Gary whispered harshly, as though he expected
t he dragon to descend on them at any nonent.

M ckey peered up into the sky in all directions, then settled a firm and
unbl i nki ng gaze on the young man. "W're going to get to Gant's Thunb, "
he announced. "And finish our business."

"How far is it?" Gary asked.

"How fast and | ong can ye punp this thing?"

Gary had no honest answer. He was tired fromhis wild rush, but again,
whet her it was the incredible gearing or sonme hidden magic, the
guadricycl e had outperforned his wl dest expectations, had taken him
farther and faster, and with far nore ease, than the nost expensive
raci ng bi kes of his own world ever could. "What about the dragon?" he
asked suddenly, | ooking back to the snoke, renmenbering that nost of the

| and between here and their destination was open and barren.

M ckey shrugged and seened to Gary, for perhaps the very first tine, very
much afraid.

"W can go back through the forest," Gary offered. "Maybe we'll find

Kel sey and the others.™

"No!" The | eprechaun's tone was cutting-edge sharp, and an angry |ight
flared in the normally cheerful sprite's gray eyes. "W're on to the
mount ain,” he declared. "To finish our business. Now, if ye've got the
wind and the strength left in ye, get this thing running fast."

"What about the dragon?" Gary asked again, nore firmy.

"Robert's tired," Mckey reasoned. "He's been flying a | ong way, by ne
guess, else he'd not have let us out o' Dreadwood alive. That's the
weakness o' dragons, lad. They're all fire and nuscle and killing claws,
but it takes a mighty effort to nove that nountain body about, and they
do get tired.”



"He'l | be rested long before we get to Gant's Thunb," Gary replied

om nousl y.
"Aye." M ckey nodded. "But will he know that we're well on our way?
Kel sey and Geno' Il have a trick or two to keep Robert busy back here,

don't ye doubt, but if ye plan on sitting here talking, their efforts
will go for nothing."

Gary took a deep breath, adjusted hinself as well as he could in the | ow
and tight quarters, and started to punp his legs. He stopped abruptly,

t hough, and snapped his fingers, then began unstrapping the netal

| eggi ngs of his arnor and the bul kier plates along the rest of the suit.
"I don't think this will help much if we neet up with Robert," he
expl ai ned.

M ckey nodded gravely.

Barely fifteen mnutes later, the quadricycle kicked up a trail of road
dust in its wake.

Kel sey nodded to the north, to a high perch on the nearest Crahg, where
sat Robert, his great |eathery w ngs wapped about his gigantic torso and
his reptilian eyes closed to evil slits.

The three conpanions were still under the thick cover of Dreadwood, stil
back near the eastern entrance of the wood.

Kel sey took an arrow fromhis quiver and fitted it to his bow He nodded
to Geno and CGerbil, as if asking their opinion, but he knew in truth that
they could not disagree with this action. Gary and M ckey were out of the
forest, headed for Robert's lair by Kelsey's reckoning, and that gave

Kel sey, Geno, and Cerbil the unenviable job of keeping Robert's eyes away
fromthe east, of keeping Robert's eyes focused on them

"Find sone cover," Geno whispered to Gerbil, and he pushed the gnone off,
then scanpered in a different direction. Kelsey gave thema good start,
then lifted his bow the dragon's way and drew back on the bowstring. He
knew that he couldn't really hurt the beast, not fromthis distance and
probably not even froma point-blank position, but he could certainly get
Robert's attention. The trick, Kelsey reninded hinself, was to be far,

far fromthis spot before the arrow ever clicked against Robert's thick
ar nor .

He fired and never watched the projectile, running with all speed in a
direction different fromthe ones taken by Geno and Gerbil. A nonent

| ater, the ground runbled under the thunder of a dragon roar, and then a
shadow crossed over that section of Dreadwood and all the trees went up
inaline of furious fire.

Robert made several passes, but, as M ckey had said, the dragon was weary
and could not sustain the assault. He dropped into one group of trees and
thrashed theminto kindling, then lifted away to anot her perch near the
eastern end of the wood and sat back, watching, waiting.

"Your cover will not last!" Robert's roar promised. "I will burn away al
the trees and then where will you hide, puny enenies?"
Gerbil, in a deep hole under the roots of a great oak, Geno, confortably

flattened under a boul der, and Kel sey, farthest fromthe sight of
destruction, heard the dragon's reasonable clainms and each of them even
the sturdy dwarf, wished at that time that he was back in his honel and,
many mles from Dreadwood.

The niles rolled out behind them Gary pedaling relentlessly that norning
of the first day out of Dreadwood. For an hour, the bunpy horizon of the
Crahgs remained north of them but it soon gave way to flatter plains.



M ckey's spirits soared that day, with no sign of the dragon apparent and
the G ant's Thunb fast approaching. The | eprechaun could feel his magica
energies returning as he drew ever nearer his precious pot of gold. "Keep
it straight and keep it fast," he would often say to Gary, always careful
to tenper his boiling excitenent, always renenbering that Gary Leger
didn't know the whole truth of the matter

Gary seened not so happy. He was gl ad, of course, that Robert was nowhere
to be seen, but his thoughts were behind him not ahead, back to the
tangl ed wood where he had left his three conpani ons, where bl ack |ines of
snoke were still rising into the sky. Even if they succeeded in putting
Robert back in his hole, Gary would consider it a hollow victory indeed
if Kelsey, or Geno, or Gerbil had perished in the process.

Still, barely hours later, after a short mdnorning rest, Gary could not
deny his own excitement when they cane around the sout hern edge of the
ruined forest and saw the great solitary obelisk that was the Gant's
Thunb protruding fromthe dragon-ravaged pl ain.

On Mckey's orders, Gary veered to the north and came in by the dry |ake
bed of Loch Tullanore, up to the Iip of the valley before the nountain,
sheltered by the few living trees east of the Crahgs.

"Now where?" Gary asked, realizing their dilema as he began strapping on
his arnor once nore. He saved the helnet for l|ast, and wound up sinply
strapping the bulky thing to his back, realizing that he could not
possibly clinb with it bouncing about his head. Wth that thought, Gary

| ooked up again to the towering obelisk, to the castle walls that seened
to growright fromthe stone, several hundred feet above the vale.

The last tinme they had conme to the nmountain, they had gone in through a
cave above the red waters of a steamy pool, hidden around a rocky

out croppi ng not so far away. But Gary and his friends had a giant with
them on that occasion, a giant who was able to carry them across the deep
water to the cave entrance. Even if they could now get to that entrance,
whi ch Gary doubted, the tunnels would only take them so high. And agai n,
it had been the work of Gary and M ckey's conpani ons, and not of either
of these two, that had allowed themto scale the rest of the way and get
over the walls.

"Leave the gnone's contraption here,” M ckey explained. "There's a w de
and easy road around the other side of the nountain that's fit for
wal ki ng. "

There was indeed an easy way up, Gary knew, but he knew, too, that the
road the | eprechaun spoke of led right between rows of barracks, right

t hrough the heart of Robert's arny, |izardlike humanoi ds called | ava
news, as tall and strong as a man, that would swarmthe intruders at
first sight.

"Don't ye worry," Mckey casually remarked into Gary's doubting
expression. "I'mfeeling ne magi c today. W'll get through the stupid
lizards." M ckey gave a cocky chuckle, which seened odd to Gary,

consi dering the | eprechaun's alnost pitiful use of magic thus far on the
advent ure.

The young man only shrugged and foll owed, though, when M ckey started
away, for he had no better ideas and he didn't want to remai n anywhere
near this dangerous place a nonent |onger than necessary.

It took them nore than an hour to nmake their careful way around the south
of the nmountain to the long sloping road up the eastern side. Many tines,
Gary thought he saw novenent on the high walls, |ava newt sol diers,
probably, halfheartedly manning their positions.



To Gary's ammzenent, Mckey faded into invisibility. Gary realized then
that this was the first tine the | eprechaun had done that on this
adventure. The last tine through the I and, M ckey had faded away every

ti me danger |ooned near, but this tine, even when Gary had faced the
soldiers in the haunted swanp, M ckey had taken to a nore ordinary form
of hi ding.

Now t he | eprechaun was gone, though, and he floated up to a confortable
perch on Gary's shoul der, seeming nore |ike the old, at-ease M ckey,

seem ng confident that he could get them out of whatever trouble cane
their way. Gary saw a spark in the enpty air and knew that the |eprechaun
had lit his | ong-stemed pipe.

"Now ye wal k right up the path, lad," Mckey explained. "Big, proud
steps, like the kind that Robert'd take. Wth yer sword over yer

shoul der. "

Gary was beginning to catch on to what the | eprechaun had in mnd. He
smled in spite of his trepidation and reached for his helm then changed
his m nd, renmenbering that Robert had not worn one. "Trust in the
illusion," Gary whispered to hinself, and he hoisted his spear in one
hand, bringing it towards his shoul der.

"Not that shoul der!" M ckey snapped at him "Ye trying to skewer ne

t hr ough?"

Gary qui ckly brought the spear around to the other side, thinking how
hard it was to ignore such a blatantly illogical thing as an invisible

| eprechaun. Gary could feel Mckey atop his shoul der—+f he stopped and

t hought about it—but he couldn't see the | eprechaun there.

"You're making me look like the returning Robert," Gary reasoned.
"Already have," Mckey replied. "Be a good |ad and run yer fingers

t hrough yer red beard.”

Gary | ooked down, |ooked for the illusion, then brought his hand
tentatively through the image. He could alnost feel the thick and tangled
hair. H s cheeks itched, he realized. Hi s cheeks itched! Gary half
bel i eved that M ckey had magically grown a beard for him

Gary smled again and chuckl ed nervously. He could hardly believe that he
was about to openly wal k through Robert's arny, and so he tried not to
think about it, just took a huge breath and strode off forcefully, up the
i nclining path.

"Proud and stern,” Mckey told him "Don't ye talk to any o' them and
don't ye let any o' themtalk to yerself!"

Gary glanced over at the invisible sprite—and noticed a line of white
snoke drift lazily into the air, comng from seem ngly, nowhere

"The pipe, Mckey, the pipe," he whispered. "The snoke is show ng."

"So it is," canme the reply a nonent later, but the line of white snoke
conti nued.

"Put it out," Gary ordered.

"Ye can hardly see it," Mckey argued. "Besides, shouldn't there be sone
snoke beside a dragon? Go on, then."

Gary grunbl ed, but decided not to argue the point. He was, after all,
dependi ng on M ckey nore than M ckey was depending on him

Rows of wooden buildings lined the trail higher up and Gary, and M ckey's
illusion, got the first test before they even reached the area. Two ugly
lizards, humanoid lizards with red scales and reptilian eyes, rushed down
to greet him their eager tongues flicking repul sively from between

yel | ow st ai ned fangs. Each had a shield strapped about its arm a

| oi ncl oth about its slender waist, and a short sword on one hip. O her



than that, the lizard soldiers were naked, though their scaly skin seened
a solid arnor.

They garbl ed sonething in a hissing | anguage which Gary coul d not
understand. He growl ed fromdeep in his throat and pushed t hem asi de,
striding by and not bothering to | ook back.

"Wll done," came M ckey's whisper.

Gary barely heard the sprite. He expected the two lizard soldiers to rush
up frombehind and cut himdown at any nonent. Are you ready? he asked
tel epathically of the spear.

Gary felt his hands tingling with the unspoken response and knew that the
weapon was nore than ready, was eager, to begin the bloodletting.

Having nore to lose than did the spear, Gary hoped it wouldn't conme to

t hat .

And it didn't. Lava newts approached, and fell away at sight of Gary's
unconprom sing scow . The great doors on this end of the castle swing

wi de before Gary ever got near them and he passed between the portals

wi thout even a |l ook to the soldiers. The road before hi mwas cobbl e-
stoned now, continuing on this level inside the castle's outer wall,

overl| ooking the steep cliff, and forking to Gary's right, up an incline
to another set of doors that would lead himinto the inner, and upper,
bai | ey.

"Whi ch way?" Gary whispered to Mckey, for he still wasn't sure where
they had to go, and what this itemwas that they had to put back.

"Get to the great hall," the | eprechaun repli ed.

Gary thought it over for a nonent, then headed to the right. Again the
doors swung wi de at his approach, lizard soldiers scranbling to keep out
of scowling Robert's way. Inside the inner wall, Gary inmediately turned

right again, and headed for the oaken door of a long and | ow structure
facing himfromthe nearest corner.

"Hey," Gary quietly nouthed. "Wat happens if Robert is already back
here? And will you put out that freaking pipe?"

"Don't ye worry," said Mckey in as calma tone as he could nuster. "Lava
newts can't count to two."

Gary nodded and started to say, "Good," then realized the absurdity of
the | eprechaun's reply.

They had no trouble entering the building, coning into a narrow but short
corridor. The wall to the right was solid and bare stone, but the one to
the left was thickly curtained. More guards appeared at a break to the
left, but Gary waved them away forcefully and they fled from sight.

Gary turned the corner, to the left beyond the curtain, and sighed

prof oundly when he saw that the dragon was not at honme. Still, nmany
sol di ers watched his every nove intently, and the young man believed that
the battl e-hungry spear m ght soon get its fight.

"Byuchke hecce," canme a telepathic call.

"What ?" Gary inadvertently spoke loudly, and several |ava newt heads
turned on him though whether they were suspicious or sinply awaiting
commands, the young man could not know. How does one di scern the neaning
of a lizard' s expression? Gary wondered with a shrug.

"Byuchke hecce," the spear inplored himnore forcefully. "Tell them
Byuchke hecce!"

Gary had no idea what the sentient thing was tal king about, but, Iike
during the successful walk up the path, the young man felt it better to
trust in his nore know edgeabl e conpani ons. "Byuchke hecce,” he called to
t he sol diers.



They regarded himw th curiosity, alnost disbelief.

"Say it like ye nean it," M ckey whi spered.

"I" the spear agreed.

"Byuchke hecce!" Gary roared, and the lizard soldiers | ooked at each
other and then ran fromthe room

"What did | tell thenP" Gary asked when he was sure that they were far
out of hearing distance.

"Ye said ye were hungry," M ckey expl ai ned, and he popped back to
visibility, his cherubic features turned up in an approving grin.

"Hungry for lizard nmeat," the spear added.

"Though how ye thought to say a thing like that, I'mnot for know ng,"

M ckey went on uninterrupted, for he, of course, had not been a part of
the telepathic communi cati on between Gary and the spear.

Gary hoi sted the spear off his shoulder, held it before Mckey and
shrugged, the | eprechaun noddi ng accordingly. Mckey led on, then, to the
great hearth at the opposite end of the room Gary shuddered at the sight
of Robert's imrense sword, resting in its customary place against the
wal | beside the hearth. At first, he thought that the sword indicated the
dragon to be at hone, but then he realized that if Robert had "taken

wi ng" as everybody had said, he probably wouldn't have brought the weapon
with him Still, whether the dragon was home or not, Gary found the sight
of that nonstrous sword, taller than Gary and with a bl ade nearly six

i nches across at its base, conpletely unnerving. He had seen Robert, in
human form w el ding the weapon and could not bear to imagi ne having that
i ncredi ble sword swung hi s way.

The ni nbl e | eprechaun funbl ed about the hearth's brickwork, easily

| ocating the mechanismto the secret door within the fireplace. To Gary's
surprise, the eager sprite then led the way in, rushing into the tunnels,
and pulling Gary along en route to the dragon's treasure room They cane
to many twists and turns, many forking intersections, but M ckey never

sl owed, as though he knew this place intimately, or, Gary suddenly cane
to think, as though sonething was |eading the | eprechaun on.

All inall, Mckey's behavior struck Gary as strangely out of sorts. The
| eprechaun verily leaped in joy as they burst through a curtained portal,
conmng into a chanber piled with gold and gens, arnor and weapons, and
other treasures too great for Gary to conprehend. He stared in blank
amazenment as M ckey rushed past it all, ignoring the gemand jewel

baubl es, sonme bigger than the | eprechaun's chubby hand, and scranbl ed up
the pile, kicking a shower of gold in his wake.

"Ch, | know ye're here!" M ckey chirped, and those sinple words told Gary
nore than anything the | eprechaun had said since he had brought Gary back
to the land of Faerie.

Gary had suspected it all along, and now he knew for sure that M ckey had
a secret agenda, that the leprechaun's clains that all this was "bigger”
t han Robert had another elenent in them an elenent that M ckey was
telling no one

Gary followed Mckey's trail up the pile, trying not to be overwhel ned by
the wealth splayed before him He crested the hoard just in tinme to see
M ckey wrapping his little arns about

"Your pot of gold!'" Gary cried.

"And isn't it fabulous?" the |eprechaun squeaked back, and then M ckey
suddenly seenmed nervous to Gary, like a kid caught with his hand in the
proverbi al cookie jar



“I"'mnot normally bringing it forth," Mckey stanmered, as unsure with
words as Gary had ever seen him "lI'mjust thinking that it'll be a good
thing to have on hand shoul d Robert cone wal king in."

"I"'mjust thinking that the pot was here all along," Gary replied evenly.
Gary thought back to his last journey through Faerie, to all the clues
that m ght now lead himto believe that Mckey had arranged a secret dea
with Robert, a deal that included the | eprechaun's fabled pot of gold.
Gary had seen M ckey maki ng arrangenents with a sprite on the road, soon
after the |l eprechaun had | earned that Kel sey would take himalong all the
way to the Gant's Thunb. And M ckey had used illusions to fool the
dragon in these very caves, sonething that, by the reputation of dragons,
shoul d not have happened. Wen Gary had asked M ckey about it, the

| eprechaun had cl ai ned that he only showed Robert what Robert thought to
be the obvious truth, and that Robert had been too busy fighting with
Kel sey to ook carefully at the trick. Mckey had even gone so far as to
say, "Besides, me nagic was at its strongest in there."

Those words echoed in Gary Leger's mnd, and now he understood themas a
slip of the tongue, as a vague, probably unintentional reference to the
fact that M ckey had secretly bartered his pot of gold to the dragon.

So many things came clearer and clearer to Gary Leger, and nost of them
did not shed a positive light on the | eprechaun. Gary thought of Cedric,
who had died, and of so nany others who had suffered. And for what? the
young rman now wonder ed

He | ooked on incredul ously as Mckey lifted the pot fromthe floor and
folded it! Then folded it again, and a third tine, as though it was no
nore than a piece of paper! Soon, it was all but gone, and M ckey
prudently tucked it into a deep pocket, then turned, beaning, at Gary.
Hs snle went away in the face of Gary's scow .

"Was it?" Gary asked sternly.

"Was what ?"

"Was the pot here all along?" Gary asked, speaking each word with perfect
clarity.

"Wy, laddie ..."

"Was it?" Gary's yell set M ckey back on his heels.

"Not all along," Mckey replied, and Gary could see that the | eprechaun
was squirmng.

"Al'l along since we last left the dragon's lair?" Gary clarified and
gual i fied, understanding M ckey's semanti c ganes.

"Wll, |addie, what are ye getting at?" the |eprechaun asked innocently.
"What am | getting at?" Gary echoed softly, shaking his head and
chuckling. "You said we were coming here to return sonething, to put the
wyrm back in his hole.™

"Aye," M ckey agreed, |eading Gary on.

"You took the pot."

"It's me own pot."

"You gave it to Robert."

"I done what | had to do," M ckey argued, and adnitted. "But |I'mnot to
let the wrmkeep ne pot. Suren |"'ma leprechaun, lad, and suren I'mto
die without nme pot in hand!"

"That's not what |'mtalking about!" Gary roared. "You said we were
comng to put the wrmback in his hole, but we never were. W were

conm ng so that you could get back your precious pot of gold!"

"How do ye know we're not here to do both?" M ckey asked coyly, flashing
his cherubic snile.



"Because you're taking the stupid pot!" Gary screaned. "And even if we
put back whatever it is we canme to put back, it won't work, because

you' re taking sonething elsel"

"Good point," Mckey agreed casually.

Gary wanted to pull his hair out—o, he decided, he wanted to pul

M ckey's hair out! He roared again at the futility of it all, at Cedric's
death and at the | oss of those killed on the field southwest of
Dverganal . He renenbered that he had bargained to let the witch | oose on
the I and again, had freed Ceridwen because he believed that this trip to
the G ant's Thunb was of the utnopst inportance.

M ckey did not continue his innocent act. His scow soon matched Gary's
and he pulled a jewel ed dagger out of another of the seem ngly endl ess
supply of pockets in his gray jacket and threw it at Gary's feet.

"What ..." Gary started to ask, |ooking down at the weapon, at first
thinking that M ckey had actually thrown the dagger at him Then the
truth hit Gary, though, like the slap of a wet towel in his face. Gary
knew t his dagger, had seen it in this very castle, had taken it fromthis
very castl e!

"Don't ye get thinking that ye're any better!" Mckey yelled at him
"There it is, lad. There's the itemthat was stolen from Robert's lair.
There's the missing piece that let the wrmfly free."

Gary found his breathing hard to come by. The souls of a hundred dead
fluttered about his shoul ders, threatening to bend them | ow under their
burdeni ng wei ght. He, Gary Leger, had taken the dagger!

He had freed the wyrm

"I didn't know," he breathed. "I didn't nmean ..."

"OfF course ye did not," Mckey agreed, his tone honestly synpathetic. "It
was a m stake that not a one could blanme ye for."

"But if we put the dagger back, then Robert is bound?" Gary asked as nuch
as st ated.

M ckey sl owly shook his head.

"Then it's true," Gary snapped, his rolling enpotions putting himback on
the of fensive again. "W cane here for no nore than your pot of gold."
"Aye," Mckey adnmitted. "And that's not as small a thing as ye're making
it to be.”

"People died," Gary snarled

"And nore will," Mckey answered grimy. "I did not do this just for
nmesel f, lad," he went on, his tone grimand rock-steady. "I cane for ne
pot, lied to ye all to get ye to help nme, but it's for the better of us
all. Yerself and Kel-sey, the gnonmes and the folk o' Braenmar, have got a
dragon to fight, and the fighting' |l be easier now that |'ve got nme pot.
Ye seen it yerself, seen howlittle | helped ye in the swanp and on the
road. And ye seen how rmuch nore | hel ped when we neared ne pot. W wal ked
right through Robert's arny, and wal k through 'emagain we will, w thout
a one of themthinking anything's outa place!"

Gary could not deny the leprechaun's reasoning, and he found that his
initial anger was fast fading.

"Ye'l | need nme in the trials ahead,"” M ckey added. "And now |I'mready to
be there to help ye out.™

"What about the dragon?" Gary asked. "I could go back to Ynis Gwdrin and
| et Ceridwen out now. W could just let her and Robert go back to their
own fighting."

M ckey thought it over for a minute, then shook his head once nore. "Even
the witch'd not stop Robert until all the eastland was in flanmes," he



reasoned. "Wth Dilna-rnarra already under Kinnenore's evil grasp
Ceridwen'd like to see Braemar and Drochit burned. She'd like to have
Robert get the pesty gnones and the mighty Bul drefol k out of her way. No,
| ad, Robert's got to be fought, and got to be fought soon-sooner than the
witch'd have a nmind to do it."

Gary sighed and nodded and | ooked around. "But not here," he said. "W
won't fight the dragon in the middle of his stronghold."

"Then we're to be fast flying," M ckey reasoned. "Dragons know their
treasure better than a babe knows its nother, and Robert's sure to soon
figure out that we're poking around his own."

Gary had no objections to Mckey's suggestion. "W shoul d take sonet hi ng
to lead the wrmon," he reasoned, |ooking eagerly at the glittering
nound.

M ckey tapped the pocket wherein he had dropped the pot. "W already
have, lad," he nmuttered grimy. "W al ready have."

Gary didn't disagree, but then a thought cane to him a perfectly
conni vi ng thought.

Before the sun had set that sanme day, M ckey and Gary were back in the
guadricycl e, zoom ng across the barren | ands west of the G ant's Thunb.
On one side of Gary rested the spear of Cedric Donigarten—en the other
Robert's huge sword.

20

Broken Trees

and Burni ng Homes

Wearing again the mantle of a large, red-bearded man, Robert stalked into
t he rui ned edge of Dreadwood, casually batting aside bl ackened, still-
snoldering trees with mghty arnms that suffered no pain fromthe heat. He
grabbed one large log up in his hand and heaved it away, smiling with
evil pleasure as it smashed agai nst another standing tree, its enber-
filled inner core exploding into a shower of sparks.

"Are you in here, little elf?" the dragon-turned-man bel |l owed, crunching
t hrough the hot area without the slightest regard for the mnor fires

No fire could ever harm Robert the Wetched.

"Do cone out and play, Kelsenellenelvial GI-Ravadry!" the dragon call ed.
"Else | will have to burn down the rest of the forest."

There cane no reply, not even the chirp of a bird in the ruined area.
Robert's eyes narrowed, and he scanned the i medi ate region carefully,

| ooking for sone sign. He had hit the woods a third tinme, again with al
his strength and fiery fury, and he had figured that Kelsey and his
friends, including that puny inpostor Gary Leger from Bretaigne, were
probably already dead. Thinking about it now, though, with no sign of
charred corpses anywhere about, the dragon believed that he mi ght have
erred in attacking so openly and in such a straightforward manner. Robert
had let his fury get in the way of good sense, and now he was tired—too
tired to spread dragon wi ngs and search out the countryside, too tired to
sunmon his killing breath anynore and |ay waste to the rest of the
forest.

He wasn't worried, though. Even in this human form Robert knew that he
was nore than a match for the elf and his friends, was confident that

t hey had not hing which could truly harmone as powerful as he.

The dragon continued his search for nore than an hour, finally stunbling
upon the tracks of a horse, and beside themthe |ight bootprints of an



el f, running northwest, back out of the woods the same way Kel sey and his
friends had entered.

"So a few escaped," the dragon nused, thinking that they would not escape
for long. Robert followed the trail right towards the edge of Dreadwood,
saw that it continued on in the sane direction, cutting a |line across the
rolling fields to the southern tip of Dvergamal. The dragon nodded; he
had turned Kel senellenelvial and his friends around, at |east, and it
seermed as though their nunbers had been din ni shed.

Robert briefly considered a quick pursuit, but the sun hung low in the
sky before him and he was tired. He might spend the entire night
searching, wi thout luck, and then the norning would | eave hi mnore weary.
"Runni ng hone," the dragon said, and his wi cked smle returned tenfold,
for Robert knew where "honme" m ght be.

"How | ong can you keep that up, elf?" Geno asked, and the dwarf seened
nor e anused t han concerned, watching Kelsey half running, half flying
along the side of the fast-trotting pony. Behind the dwarf, Gerbil,
bouncing wildly and wi shing for his quadricycle, npaned in synpathy.

"W will continue |ong past the sunset,"” the elf informed Geno. "And I
will run as long as | nust."

"Do you believe that the dragon will be followi ng us?" Gerbil asked
nervously, glancing back to the southeast. "They are reportedly stubborn,
after all, but this one seens to have his nose pointed in many different
directions all at once, if you know what | nean."

"Robert will be out in the norn, if not before," Kelsey replied. "W can
only hope that he finds our trail and not that of our conpanions."

"Now there's sonmething to hope for," Geno put in sarcastically, and just
for the fun of it, the dwarf let the pony's bridle out a bit nore, picked
up the pace so that Kelsey, holding a rope attached to the nount's neck,
was nore flying than running.

Their canp was restless and nervous that night, with Kel sey pacing al

the while, and Gerbil too nervous to even close his eyes. Geno, though,
was soon snoring loudly, something that disturbed both the elf and the
ghorme nore than a little. Having no luck either waking the dwarf or
turni ng Geno's body over, Kelsey wound up splitting a small stick and
pinching it over the dwarf's nose.

The three were noving again before any hint of dawn found the eastern
hori zon, with Kel sey constantly gl anci ng back over his shoul der, as

t hough he expected the dragon to swoop upon themat any tinme. This, of
course, unnerved poor Cerbil nmore than a little, and the gnone finally
just wrapped his arns as tightly as possible around the dwarf's wai st and
buried his face in Geno's back.

Dawn did little to brighten anyone's nood, for the three felt vul nerable
i ndeed trotting across rolling and, for the nost part, open hills under
the Iight of day.

"I's that the witch's crow?" Geno asked a short while later. Kelsey turned
his eyes back to the trail ahead to see the large black bird standing
calmy on the grass, and to see the dwarf lifting a hamer for a throw,
Geno' s i cy-blue eyes sparkling eagerly.

"Hold," Kelsey bade him draw ng a di sappoi nted, even angry, |ook. "W do
not know what news the bird brings."

"What lies it brings, you nmean," Geno corrected, but he did bring his
hamrer back down, slowing the pony so that they might stop and speak with
the bird

"Dragon, dragon," the crow cackled. "Get away!"



"W did," Geno answered dryly.

"It could be that the bird neans that the dragon is comng and that we
shoul d NOW get away," GCerbil intervened.

"Dragon, dragon, get away!" the crowcried and it flew off, cutting a
fast track for a small but thick copse of trees not too far to the south.
"I don't see any dragon," Geno huffed, |ooking back behind them

"By the time you saw Robert, Robert would see you," Kel sey warned. "And
then it would be too late."

"Dragons are bigger than dwarfs," Geno argued

"But they see better than eagles,"” Kel sey shot back. He was already
headi ng for the south, tugging the rope so that the pony turned to
fol |l ow.

From t he shadows of the trees, they watched Robert's passage. The dragon
cane by incredibly low, barely twenty feet off the ground, his nostrils
snuffling and his eyes as often turned down as ahead. The beating of his
wi ngs crackled and rolled |ike thunder, and the wind of his wake shivered
the trees of the copse, though they were fully fifty yards away.

"He's hunting," Geno renarked.

"Us," Cerbil added, and Kel sey nodded grinmy. Both the dwarf and the
ghorre took sone consolation in the fact that Robert had zi pped by, and
was al ready | ong out of sight, but Kel sey's expression renmi ned grave.
Geno | ooked around to the boughs of the trees. "I hope that crowis stil
about," the dwarf admtted. "Wien that dragon does not find us on the
road ahead, he'll be sure to turn around."

Kel sey shook his head and began, to Geno and Gerbil's dismay, to lead the
pony back out of the trees. "Robert will not be back," the elf assured
them "Not for some tine."

Kel sey wi nced at his own words, though the claimseened to brighten the
noods of his two conpani ons. They were safe enough for the tinme being,

Kel sey sincerely believed, but he also believed that he knew the price of
that security.

Li ke Kel sey, Robert was headi ng for Braenar.

The dragon sensed that the trail had gone cold, understood that the elf
and his friends had probably turned aside and | et himpass. He thought to
turn about and hunt the group down, but other instincts argued agai nst
that nove. Robert's hunger was up; his course had hi m speedi ng straight
for Braenar.

He beat his wings nore fiercely, clinbed into the air, then stooped | ow
agai n, gaining momentum gaining speed. He forgot his weariness in those
m nut es, his dragon-hunger urging himon, urging himto begin the
destructi on.

Robert whi pped past the first low foothills of Dver-ganmal, cut in behind
the cl osest nmountain peaks so that the helpless folk of the village would
have | ess warning. The sky about the nountains was heavy with dark
clouds, but as far as the dragon could tell, it had not yet rained.

The t hatched roofs and wooden pl anks of the houses would still be dry.
Soon Robert saw the chimey snoke rising to nmeet the overcast, drifting
lazily into the air above Braenar, and an anxi ous growl escaped the
dragon's maw as he thought of how nuch thicker that snoke woul d soon
becone.

The I one bell in Braemar's small chapel began to ring; Robert's keen ears
caught the cries of the distant villagers, rousing the town, calling out
t he approach of the dreaded wyrm



The dragon cut a sharp turn around a jutting wall of stone, |eveled out
with the town in sight, and began his swoopi ng descent.

Arrows zi pped out at him bouncing harm essly fromhis arnored body.
Robert's snarl cane again, for these were sinple farmfolk and niners
and not the clever gnones of Gondabuggan. No netallic shields would cone
up to stop the dragon this time; no catapults would send stinging flak
into the air to hinder Robert's passage.

Barely thirty feet up, he swooped over the edge of the town, |oosing his
fiery breath in a line that sent one, and then another, and then anot her,
thatched roof up in flames. The dragon began his turn before he even
passed beyond the cluster of houses, his great tail snapping about to
clip the second floor of the spoke-Ilock, collapsing one corner of the
bui | di ng.

Bel ow him the people were in a frenzy, rushing about with bows and
spears, others running with buckets of water to fight the fires.

"Usel ess!" the proud dragon bellowed as the mssiles continued to bounce
away. Usel ess, too, were those battling the fires, their buckets a
pitiful sight against the flames | eaping high, so high, into the air.

Al ready one of the houses was gutted, the fires dying | ow sinply because
their incredible intensity had consuned the thatch and wood fuel.

It took the huge wrma |ong while to bank enough to make a second pass,
and this tine, Braemar's defense proved nore organi zed. Robert cane in
over a different section of town, fromthe west, finding no resistance as
his breath consuned yet another farnmhouse. As Robert passed the centra
area, his tail taking another swi pe at the two-story structure, he nmet a
wal | of arrows and spears, fired nearly point-blank. Again, the dragon's
sturdy arnor deflected the brunt, but one missile nicked Robert's eye.
H's roar split stones a nile away, deafened those near him as he banked
suddenly up into the air, then dropped to his haunches upon the ground.
A second vol |l ey shot out at himfrombehind a long and | ow buil ding, the
Snoozing Sprite tavern. Mdre than one arrow knifed into the dragon's
nmout h, and stuck there painfully, until Robert's breath cane forth
disintegrating the missiles and lighting the corner of the building.
Despite the unexpected pain, the evil dragon hissed with pleasure when he
heard the screans of several archers, when one man, engulfed in flanes,
cane rolling out from behind the Snoozing Sprite.

Robert's continuing hiss was cut short, though, as a score of hardy
villagers, acconpani ed by Kervin and his rugged dwarfs, charged out from
anot her hiding spot, axes, hamrers, swords and spears, even pitchforks
and grass scythes, going to vicious work on the sitting dragon.

Robert snapped his tail about, Iaunching a handful of enemies away. A

| asso hooked about his foreclaw, and when the dragon instinctively jerked
against it, he found that the thick rope was secured to a huge oak tree.
A dwarfish hammer snashed the dragon's ankle. Robert lifted his foot and
squashed the troubl esone dwarf into the dirt.

But the sheer fury of the villagers' response had surprised the wrm
Wil e Robert crushed the poor dwarf, a dozen other weapons smashed hard
into his armor plating. One great axe cut a slice through the | ower
portion of the dragon's | eathery wing. Robert buffeted with the wing,
sendi ng the axe-man flying away.

The dragon's breath nelted another man to his bones; Robert's tai

whi pped again, and three dwarfs flew through the air.

Fromthe other end of the burning tavern came yet another volley of
arrows, the whole group concentrating on the area of the dragon's face.



Robert's rage nmultiplied; his thrashing sent nore nmen and dwarfs spinning
away. And then he set his wings to beating, |eaped off the ground,
forgetting about his hooked foreclaw.

The rope jerked himaround, and he stunbl ed, crashing headlong into a
stone house, snmashing the place to tiny bits of rubble. Up | eaped the
out raged dragon, issuing another stone-splitting roar. He spun and
tugged, and the great oak tore fromthe ground. Stubborn villagers came
at himonce nore. Another volley of arrows sent stinging darts into his
reptilian eyes.

Robert |eaped into the air, his wi ngs pounding furiously.

The ground ripped wi de open as the tree was pulled along, its roots
tearing free until Robert, tiring, turned his maw about and breat hed
again, disintegrating the thick rope.

A group of men fled screamng, and the shadow of the dragon covered them
Robert swoopi ng | ow and snapping up nore than one of themin his great
maw.

Al of Braemar would have been | evel ed and burned, every person in the
town woul d surely have perished, except that the wrmwas tired. The

def ense had been stronger than Robert had anticipated, and since his |ast
true rest, he had burned half a forest and had flown a hundred ml es.

He gave another roar, its tone triunphant, and soared away to find a
nmount ai n perch, confident that when he had rested, he would return and
finish the town.

Good fortune was on the side of the village that day, for soon after the
dragon attack, the | ow clouds opened up and sent heavy rains to quench
the dragon fires, and to soak the renaining thatch and wood.

"Rain is no friend to a dragon,"” one villager renmarked hopefully, but the
encour agi ng words rang shallow in light of the destruction and the dead.
Fromthe enpty wi ndow of another building, the glass blown out by the
sheer thunderous force of the dragon's passage, Badenoch of Braenmar and
Baron Pwyl| | ooked on hel pl essly.

21

Sobering Return

"The axle's bent," Gary explained, crawling out from underneath the
guadricycle and sitting up on the dry ground south of the Ruined Forest.
He | ooked back to the east, to the thick tree root sticking like a speed
bunp fromthe ground, the jolt that had caused the problem

M ckey nodded and said, "Hhmm " though the | eprechaun had no i dea what
Gary was tal king about. "Well, can ye fix it, then?" he asked.

Gary sighed deeply and | ooked to the angled front wheel, and his
expressi on was not hopeful .

"Ye got to fix it, lad,”" Mckey inplored. "Or to be sure that Robert's
going to find us sitting here in the open.™

Gary reached over to take the spear of Cedric Donigar-ten, then slid back
under the front end of the gnom sh contraption and angl ed t he spearshaft
above the bent axle. He found rocks and placed them around the front
wheel s to keep the axle fromturning as he applied pressure, then slid a
| arge, flat rock under the back end of the spear to nmake sure that it
didn't sinply slide dowward when he pulled the other end up

"Young sprout,"” cane a not-too-happy call in his head

Gary ignored the spear, kept at his work.



"Young sprout."” This tine the call was acconpanied by a tingling feeling
inthe netallic shaft, a clear warning that the spear mi ght soon bl ast
Gary' s hands away.

W have to fix this, Gary telepathically replied

"I am a weapon forged to battle dragons and fell unlawful kings," the
spear answered. "/ amthe tool of the warrior, not the tradesman. | am
the instrument with which ..."

All things in place, Gary put the top end of the spear over his shoul der
and heaved upward with all his strength, pressing the spear between the
bent axle and the front bunper of the gnom sh vehicle. He felt the too-
proud spear's anger, felt an energy charge beginning to build within the
sentient weapon's shaft. But Gary growl ed i n anger and pushed harder,
pushed until a blue flash erupted fromthe spear.

And then he was sitting on the ground again, his hair dancing on its
ends.

"Are ye all right?"

Gary nodded quickly to Mckey, then rolled to his hands and knees to

i nspect the axle. It still wasn't perfectly straight, but Gary's efforts
had bent it back enough so that he believed the thing would drive.

"/ am not pl eased, young sprout."

"Ch, shut up," Gary said aloud, and he grabbed up the spear. Again he
felt the charge building, and he instinctively started to drop the weapon
to the ground. He stopped, though, with a determined grow. "You do it,
and I'lIl I eave you here on the plain," he prom sed. "Let the dragon find
you and put you in his lair as a trophy, and see how much fighting you'l
find there!"

The spear did not respond, but the tingling inits metallic shaft ceased.
Their progress was limted over the next few hours. The quadricycle
bunped and bounced, and Gary kept it to as easy and level a course as he
could find. The contraption wasn't built to handle this rmuch wei ght, he
realized, and with the axle already weakened, Gary feared that any hole
or bunp coul d buckle it once agai n.

They made it to Dreadwood, though, as tw light descended over the |and,
and even though the forest had seened an evil place to Gary, he was
horrified to view it now Tangled boughs had been replaced by charred,
skeletal linbs, and all the northern section of the forest glowed with
resi dual heat. Orange enbers appeared as nischi evous eyes in logs |ying
prone, as though a hundred little goblins had clinbed inside the fallen
wood, daring Gary and M ckey to wal k past.

"Now what ?" Gary asked the | eprechaun.

"Now we' re going through," Mckey replied sternly, as though the answer
shoul d have been obvi ous.

Gary under st ood and accepted his conpani on's sudden anger. In | ooking at
t he devastation, Mckey could not hel p but worry about their friends,
worry that Kel sey and Geno and Gerbil had not escaped the dragon fires.
Bl owi ng a deep breath, Gary set the quadricycle into notion, veering this
way and that along the path to avoid fallen branches. Several tinme he had
to get out of the seat altogether, to renove debris, and al ways, those
orange enber eyes watched him their glow intensifying as the night
deepened.

"W'll canp on the other side of the forest,"” Gary decided after two
hours of inching along. H s hands were bl ackened from soot, his whol e
body was | athered in sweat under the arnor fromthe residual heat, and he
felt as though his lungs woul d sinply expl ode.



"No, lad," Mckey replied grimy, "we'll keep going right through the

ni ght."

Gary |l ooked at the sprite curiously. It seened as if Mckey's euphoria at
finding his pot had fully worn away, to be replaced by a | evel of despair
that surprised Gary.

"I've a feeling that there's worse trouble brewing," M ckey explai ned
"W've a hundred miles to go to get to Brae-mar, and |I' mwanting to be
there before tonorrow turns to the next day."

Gary nearly laughed aloud. "I can't even see the path ahead," he
conpl ai ned.

M ckey spoke a quick rhyne and snapped his fingers, and a ball of [|ight

appeared, hovering a few feet in front of the quadricycle. "It'll stay
out in front of us," the | eprechaun expl ai ned.
"I"'mgetting tired, Mckey," Gary said bluntly. "I'mnot a pack horse

and we've gone a long way already."

"No, ye're not getting tired," the | eprechaun replied.

Gary scoffed at him

"Ye're not getting tired," Mckey said again, his tone conpelling. "Slip
deeper into the seat, lad. Let yer body beconme a part of the gnom sh
contraption.”

Gary eyed the | eprechaun closely, but sonmehow, M ckey's words seened to
make sense to him Wthout even thinking of the novenent, he did indeed
slip deeper into his seat.

"There's a good lad," Mckey said, and now his voi ce seened incredibly
soothing to Gary. "Ye can even close yer eyes." Mckey shifted so that he
was sitting right on Gary's lap, and eased Gary's hands away fromthe
guadri-cycle's steering bar.

"There's a good lad," M ckey said again, nodding approvingly at Gary's
deep and steady breathing. "Just keep yer legs turning, turning easy."
Gary was soon fast asleep, caught in the throes of the | eprechaun's
hypnotic magic. His legs continued to pedal, though, and woul d t hroughout
the night, as M ckey subconsciously conpelled him every so often

whi spering magi cal, coaxing words into his ear.

Many tinmes that night, M ckey |ooked back anxiously to Gary. There was a
very real danger in doing this to the young nman, M ckey knew, a danger
that the exertion would explode Gary's heart, or tire himto the point
where he woul d never recover. Mckey had to take the chance, though, for
he, unlike Gary, had heard the dragon's call fromthe north, from above

t he Crahgs. Robert had sensed his missing sword, M ckey believed, and
when the wyrm canme back out of Gant's Thunb, probably the very next
nmor ni ng, his mood woul d not be bright.

"Snooth and easy," the | eprechaun gently prodded. "Snooth and easy."

M ckey | ooked to the slightly flip-flopping wheel of the quadricycle and
could only hope that the thing wouldn't fall apart before they got to
Braemar .

Wearing grimfaces, Kelsey, walking, and Geno and Gerbil atop the pony,
made their slow way around the | ast barrier of stone before the sheltered
val e of Braemar on the norning of the next day. They saw the |ines of

bl ack snoke rising out of the valley, and could guess easily enough where
Robert had flown off to. Half expecting to find all of Braemar razed,

Kel sey paused a long while before nustering the courage to step around
the bend and get his first view of the village.

Many of the structures remai ned intact, but nany others had been
destroyed. Stone skel etons of farmhouses, their ends pyramiding to a



poi nt, but not a piece of thatch left atop them dotted the |andscape.
The spoke-lock was a one-story building now, with the top level flattened
to kindling, cracked boards protruding fromthe edges of the still-
standing first level, and the roads and even a huge tree had been ri pped
and torn by the angry dragon.

The normal ly stoic Geno | et out an unexpected wail, spotting two cairns
piled high on hills beside the town.

"Are those the nornmal burial nounds of your people?" Kel sey asked
reverently, recognizing the source of his conpanion's distress. "Are
dwarfs buried under those piled stones?"

"Look closer, elf," Geno replied gruffly.

"The dwarfs are not buried beneath the stones," Gerbil, who knew t he ways
of the Buldrefolk better than the elf, explained, enphasizing the word
"beneat h. "

"Look closer," Geno said again.

Kel sey stared at the distant nmounds and di scovered, to his amazenent,

t hat bodi es of dead dwarfs had been stacked together with the stones,

hol ding up their places in the piles as solidly as the boul ders.

"Two nounds," Gerbil added, his tone unintentionally inpassive. "Wich
means, by all dwarfish records, that at least six dwarfs were killed."
Geno grunt ed.

"The Buldrefolk will, of course, put no nore than five of their fallen
kin a single cairn," the gnone went on, speaking |ike a professor in sone
classroom far renpved fromso brutal a scene as Braemar after the dragon.
"There is a belief anong the dwarfs that

Kel sey held up his hand to gently stop the gnone. He knew that Gerbi
wasn't intentionally being callous, but Geno, sitting dangerously close
to the ranbling gnonme, seened on the verge of an explosion, gripping the
pony's bridle so tightly that Kel sey wondered if the |eather |ong would
sinply fall in half, squeezed apart by the dwarf's iron grasp. |If GCerbi
kept on going, Kelsey realized, the gnone night find that a dwarfish boot
was nearly as strong a delivery systemas his Muntain Messenger.

"Ch," Cerbil said sinply, and apol ogetically, as he regarded the dwarf
seated right before him seenming to realize only then that his

di ssertation on dwarfish burial nethods m ght have been sonmewhat out of

pl ace.

"Let's get down to the town," Geno offered, brushing off his noment of
weakness. "It looks like it could have been worse. | see a few of the
buil dings still standing, and the Snoozing Sprite's up, if a bit

bl ackened. "

Kel sey nodded, and he held nore than a little admration for Geno at that
nmonent. He had seen the dwarf's pai n—perhaps the first time the elf had
wi t nessed any enotion other than anger from one of the Bul drefol k—and had
seen the dwarf sublimate that pain because Geno knew that they had no
time for grief, not with Gary and M ckey wanderi ng who- knew where and
with Robert still flying about, probably even then preparing to hit the
vill age once agai n.

Braemar was bustling that norning, people rushing about, bringing
supplies to various shelters, changi ng dressings on the nasty wounds,
nostly burns, of the injured, and fornul ati ng defense plans should the
dragon return. Braemar proper, like the actual town area of nobst of the
outlying villages, was a small place, a cluster of just a few structures,
with nost of the people associated with the town living as far as severa
mles away. It seened as if the mpjority of those farners and m ners had



cone in now, though, to help with the effort. These were adm rable
peopl e, even to one of the Tylwth Teg, who generally | ooked down their
noses at humans.

Many sentries had been set, high on the slopes overlooking the town, and
Kel sey's party was spotted and reported | ong before the three conpanions
got anywhere near the village. No one rode out to neet themor to hinder
them though (Kelsey figured that no one would have the tine), and few
gave them nore than a passing gl ance as they pl odded al ong the street,
muddy fromthe soaking rain and the firefighting efforts, into Braenmar's
central square

Batteries of archers roaned the streets, pointing out angles of possible
dragon descent and seeking out the best locations fromwhich to strike
back in the event of the wrnls return.

One wonan, three children in tow, cried out for her husband, trying
futilely to get past the men bl ocking her entrance to her still-

snol dering hone. Al three of the conpani ons, even Geno, sent their
hearts out to the apparent widow, and all three were truly relieved to
see, unexpectedly, the supposedly m ssing man runni ng down the street
fromthe other direction, crying out for his beloved wi fe and children.
They were just turning their attention back to the road ahead when a
famliar, plunp face appeared fromaround a corner. Soot-covered, and

| athered in sweat, Baron Pwyll seened far | ess regal, seenmed sobered,
actually, as he wal ked solemly out to greet his returning friends.

"You did not make the Gant's Thumb," the Baron reasoned

"Have M ckey and Gary Leger returned?" Kelsey asked.

Baron Pwyl | shook his head.

"Then they are still on their way," Kel sey said hopefully.

"They have the quadricycle," Gerbil interjected, smling as widely as he
coul d nmanage, given the grimscene all about him "They have probably
been there and are near to back again!"

Pwll blew a deep breath, tried to turn up the edges of his nouth, but
the smle would not cone. "Perhaps that is why the dragon has not
returned,"” he reasoned. "Robert flew in hard and fast, and was gone j ust
as quickly. We spent a long night, expecting the darkness to be shattered
by flam ng dragon breath. But he did not cone back."

"It is a hopeful sign," Kelsey agreed.

"How many dwarfs?" Geno said abruptly, and after a nonent to digest the
bl unt question, Pwyll understood that Geno wanted to know how many of his
peopl e had peri shed.

"Seven," he answer ed.

"Kervi n?"

Pwyl 1 turned about and notioned to the Snoozing Sprite.

"Best place to be after a dragon attack," Geno agreed, and he handed the
bridle to Gerbil behind himand slid down off the pony, cutting a beeline

for the still-standing tavern.
"Even if the dragon does not return, there is nuch to do," Pwyll pronpted
the others, and Gerbil, too, slid down fromthe nount.

Kel sey renmoved his bel ongings fromthe pony's back and handed the reins
over to Pwyll, bidding the Baron to find out where the pony woul d be of
the nost help to the people of Braemar. The sinple gesture overwhel nmed
t he Baron, for he knew how protective the Tylwth Teg normally were of
their precious steeds.

"Together we will not lose,” Pwll said firmy, right before he led the
pony away.



Kel sey nodded, his fair features stern and determned. He was glad to see
the normally quivering Pwyll apparently rising to the occasion, but his
hopes were tenpered by the grimreality. Robert was flying free, and even
if Mckey and Gary sonehow managed to repl ace the dagger and put the wrm
back in his hole (which Kelsey had never actually believed to be the fact
of the matter), and escape with their lives, there was still the matter
of King Kinnenore's gathered army, a new puppet ruler comng to power in
Dl namarra, so near Kelsey's forest honme, and a witch com ng out of her
bani shnent in three short nonths.

At that nonent, the future of Faerie seened as bleak to Kel sey as the

bl ackened ki ndling that had once been Braenar's spoke-| ock.

A cry fromdown the |l ane turned the elf about, to see the frantic wonman
and her children locked in a communal hug with the man they had thought
dead.

"Then again," Kelsey said aloud, his suddenly hopeful tone drawi ng a
curious glance fromGerbil, "one never knows what m ght happen."”

The quadricycle linped into Braemar soon after sunset that same day.

M ckey steered it into the village square just outside the ruined spoke-

| ock, where it bogged down in the nmud. A crowd of onl ookers gat hered
about, keeping a respectful distance, but pointing Mckey's way and
tal ki ng anxi ously anmong thensel ves. M ckey had been far-sighted enough to
enact an illusion before he and Gary ever got close to the village, one

t hat made hi m appear as a nornmal human boy and not a | eprechaun. G eedy
human hands seeking the fabled pot of gold would surely have engul fed
him even after the dragon attack, if the | eprechaun had gone in

undi sgui sed.

"Easy now, |addie," the | eprechaun whi spered to Gary, who was sitting
back with his eyes closed, his body, except for his punmping legs, linp
wi t h exhausti on. The sem consci ous man kept on pedaling, apparently
oblivious to the leprechaun's calls, or to the fact that the quadricy-
cle's back wheel s were spinning uselessly in the nud.

"Stop and rest,"” Mckey quietly inplored Gary. Then canme a great bunp as
the contraption's front axle snapped in half, dropping the whole front
end of the thing into the nud.

"Ch," Mckey nuttered, and he was certainly glad that the contrapti on had
waited until nowto fall apart.

Gary remained oblivious to it all, his legs turning the pedals, the rest
of his body thoroughly drained to support the hypnotic effort, and his

m nd too shut down to even dream He lay in blackness, unaware of

anything at all, even the fact that he could very well, and very soon,
work hinself to death.
"Ch, ny dear,"” canme a wail, and Gerbil Hansnmacker bolted out of the crowd

and rushed to his ruined contraption. "Ch, what have you done?" the gnone
asked accusingly. He | ooked at M ckey curiously for a nonment, at first
not recogni zing the sprite-turned-boy. "Ch, what have you done?" he said
at length, finally figuring out the deception.

"I put three hundred nmiles on the dammed thing in three days," M ckey
replied. "Ye built it good, gnome, good enough to get ye on any pl aque,
by me own opinion."

The high praise calmed Gerbil down considerably. He fell flat to the nud
before the contraption, trying to assess the damage, then nearly got run
over as the continually turning back wheels caught sone solid ground
under the nuddy trenches and lurched the contraption forward.



"Do nake himstop that," Gerbil calmy said to Mckey, and once nore, the
| eprechaun whi spered into Gary's ear for the man to stop pedaling.

And once nore, M ckey was ignored.

"What is wong with hinP" Kel sey asked curtly, coming over with Geno to
join his conpanions. Both elf and dwarf crinkled their expressions when
t hey regarded M ckey, but understood the matter soon enough. "And where
have you been?" Kel sey went on.

"Hello to yerself, too," Mckey replied dryly.

Kel sey nodded and di pped a qui ck bow, as much of an apol ogy as he woul d
ever give. "You have much to tell us, | would assune," he renarked.
"Aye," said Mckey. "But first ye two help ne to get Gary Leger out o
the seat, afore the | ad pedals himself to death."

Geno offered a callous remark that Gary seened near that point already.
The dwarf stepped over, grabbed Gary's netal shoul derplate in one hand,
and heaved the man fromhis seat, allowing himto fall uncerenoniously
into the nud. Mckey held his breath, and was relieved that Geno never

| ooked into the | ow seat, never seened to notice the stolen sword.

Gary lay facedown—t seened as though he coul d not even breat he—but made
no attenpts to turn about. And still, his | egs kept punping.

Kel sey, Geno, and CGerbil, and many of those gathered about, |ooked to
M ckey suspiciously, awaiting an expl anation.

"Had to get to the dragon's lair," Mckey explained with a disnissive
shrug. "And back fast. I'll put a spell o' resting on the | addie and
he'll be all right after the night."

"You have been to the lair, then?" Kel sey asked anxi ously, hoping that
this ordeal with Robert was at its end. "And you replaced the stolen
dagger ?"

"Aye," Mckey replied. "Aye, to both." It wasn't quite true; once the pot
of gold had been recovered, M ckey had forgotten all about the dagger
and had it still, in a deep pocket of his gray jacket.

"Then Robert is bani shed once nore,"” Kel sey reasoned, "and the fol k of
Braemar can begin to plan for troubles from another direction."

"That' d be dangerous thinking,” Mckey put in. Al three of the

| eprechaun' s conpani ons eyed himcuriously. "I seen the dragon, fast
flying to the east,”" Mckey went on. "Wether he's to stay put in his
hol e or not, | cannot be saying. But | wouldn't take it as fact, nor
should ye all, until we're knowing for sure."

"You said that the replaced dagger would ..." Kel sey began.

"I said an obscure rule in an old book," M ckey pointedly argued, for of
course, the | eprechaun knew that the wyrm had not been put back in his
hol e, knew all along that replacing the dagger woul d have no effect at
all on Robert.

Only then did Kel sey, leaning forward on the gnom sh contraption as

t hough he needed the support, notice Robert's huge sword, lying in the
seat where Gary had been sitting. Mckey watched the elf's face contort
wei rdly, knew that Kel sey was now, as Gary had done in the dragon's lair,
putting the pieces together and figuring out the entire deception. Even
if the dagger had been put back, the presence of the sword, a weapon that
Kel sey knew all too well, would have defeated the whol e purpose for the
trip to Robert's lair.

To the leprechaun's relief, Kelsey did not nention the |ogical problem
then and there, just offered a knowing smrk Mckey's way. "W will get
himinto a warmcot," Kel sey said, looking to Gary. "Be ready for a |ong
night," he said to Mckey. 'There is much to be done before the dawn."



"And much to be done after the dawn," M ckey added under his breath.
"Unless |'mmissing ne guess.”

22
Bai t
The rains cane heavy the next day, a soaking downpour under thick black
clouds that stretched fromhorizon to horizon. Never before had the
peopl e of Braemar so wel comed such gl oom
"The wrm Il not come forth in this," Mckey remarked to his four
conpani ons when the group gathered in the renaining, unburned area of the
Snoozing Sprite for breakfast.
"But how long will the rains last?" Kelsey was quick to put in, and to
Gary, it seened as if the elf was on the verge of a tirade. Every tine
Kel sey had | ooked upon M ckey the previous night, and this norn, his eyes
had been filled with hatred, and every word he spoke in response to the
| eprechaun was edged with venom
Kel sey' s obvious rage seenmed to roll off M ckey's rounded shoul ders. The
| eprechaun had his precious pot of gold back; nothing in all the world
bot hered M ckey anynore.
"The defense will be stronger the next tine Robert arrives," Kelsey
prom sed the others, looking individually to each of them wth the
not abl e exception of Mckey. "Ger-bil will aid in the construction of a
catapult this day, and with Geno ..."
"Save your breath, elf," the dwarf interrupted. "Me and ny kin are out of
Braemar this day. Wth the dragon still about, we've got our own homes to
worry about."
Kel sey started to reply, but stopped short and gave a resigned nod. He
couldn't rightly judge the dwarf's decision, for the Firth of Buldre, the
dwar fi sh honel and, was not so far from Braenmar, certainly | ess distance
than a flying dragon could cover in just a few hours.
"That m ght be a good place for all of us to make our stand," Gary
interjected, remenbering the dwarfish place, remenbering the towering
waterfalls and the continuous spray, and the thick-walled rocky caves
that Geno and his kin called hore.
Al eyes turned to the young man—three of Gary's conpani ons seened
i ntrigued.
The exception, Geno, was quick to respond. "You' re not bringing a bunch
of human farners to the Firth," he snorted.
"You' d let themdie?" Gary answered sharply.
"Yes." The answer was plain and confortably spoken, and Gary eased back
in his chair, his pending argunents deflated by Geno's call ousness. The
dwarf only gave the nman a gap-toothed grin, further evidence that he was
perfectly content.
"I think that the lad's on to sonething," M ckey said
"No," Geno replied evenly, his clear blue eyes sparkling and his grin
repl aced by a determ ned scow .
"Not to the Firth," Mckey went on. "Ye couldn't rightly be bringing
human folk in such nunbers to that place.” Mckey was talking nore to
Gary than to Geno now, filling in the details that Geno hadn't bothered
to add. "Never again would the dwarfs find peace, and if hunman greed is
nore than legend ..."
"And it is," Geno added, and even Gerbil was noddi ng.

then ye'd be sure to be starting a war, if everything else sorted
out," M ckey explained. He | ooked to Geno hopefully, his dinples evident



and all his face turned up in a hopeful grin. "But there be other
waterfalls and ot her deep caves in wi de Dvergamal where the folk o
Braemar mi ght hide."

"And what of the folk of Drochit?" the dwarf asked, hints of sarcasm
growi ng with every passing word. "And the ham et of Lisdoonvarna, to the
north and west? And Dil namarra? Are you thinking to put the whol e of
Faeri e's humans in nountain holes, |eprechaun?"

"I'mthinking to steal us sonme tinme," Mckey replied curtly. "For, as

Kel sey said, the rains won't be lasting too long."

Baron Pwyl|l cane in then, |ooking thoroughly exhausted and perfectly
hopel ess. He grabbed a stool and brought it near the conpanions' table,

t hen paused, as if awaiting permssion to sit down. Kelsey shifted his
own seat and notioned for the Baron to join them

Pwll's account of the progress in the town was bl eak i ndeed, and the
Baron informed themthat Robert had been seen again, flying fromthe east
to a roost in the nmountains north of Braemar. "As soon as the rains end,"
t he Baron reasoned grinly, neaning that there was no doubt but that the
angry dragon woul d return.

Geno sent a streamof thick spittle splattering to the floor. "Round t hem
up, then," he growed, at Mckey and at Kelsey. "I'Il find you a hol e—
little good it will do you when Robert cones a-calling!"

The dwarf's last grim statenent was true enough, they all knew, but the
sinpl e fact that Geno had nmade the concession at all brought sniles to
the faces of both the elf and the | eprechaun. Gary, too, gained sone
hope, and sone faith in his stocky conpanion. For all the dwarf's
gruffness, Gary liked Geno, and the dwarf's refusal to open his hone to
peopl e in such dire need had disheartened the young man profoundly.

Kel sey quickly explained their plan to Baron Pwyll.

"W will be ready to | eave before nightfall,"” the Baron prom sed
hopefull y, and he rushed out of the tavern soon after, to speak with
Badenoch and make the necessary arrangenents.

"It's a short-termfix," Mckey offered after a short period of silence.
"And not to last the length o' tinme we're needing.”

"I should have let Ceridwen out," Gary said.

"Ceridwen woul dn't be hel ping us any," M ckey answer ed.

They all sat quietly for a few m nutes, pondering their predicanment.
Again, Mckey was the first to speak. "Ye' 11 not be taking the sword
along for the walk," he said to Gary. "Suren it's a torch on a dark night
to Robert's eyes, and if ye bringed it in the caves, the dragon'd find
the fol k soon enough.”

Gary narrowed his eyes and ran his hand through his nmatted, straight

bl ack hair, digesting the information. "How is it a torch on a dark

ni ght ?" he asked.

"I telled ye before,” Mckey replied. "Dragons know their treasures, and
I'd put that sword' s val ue above any other treasures that Robert hol ds—+o
Robert, anyway. He can snell the damed thing a hundred mles away, |
tell ye."

"Then why did you bring it?" Geno growl ed at the | eprechaun.

In response, Mckey | ooked to Gary, laying the blanme where it surely

bel onged.

"I knew that we'd have to fight the dragon, sooner or later," Gary
replied with some confidence, for he was beginning to formulate a crazy
and desperate plan. "I figured that the sword woul d be the bait we needed
to get Robert on our own terns.



"Are you sure that Robert will come for this?" he asked M ckey.
"Like a babe to its nother," the |eprechaun replied.
"W have to count on that," Gary said evenly.
"I can use ne nmagic to set the sword a-singing," Mckey said, but it was
obvious that the |l eprechaun wasn't thrilled with his own idea. And who
could blanme hin? Not many would willingly call an outraged wyrm
especially one as powerful and w cked as Robert.
Gary didn't quite understand what the | eprechaun was tal ki ng about, but
he figured that M ckey neant that he coul d sonmehow enhance the sword's
signals to its hunting naster. He had to let it go at that, at |east for
the time being, for the plan was flooding his thoughts then, and he had
to speak it out loud so that he and his friends nmight help himsort
through it.
Geno scof fed and Kel sey shook his head, his lips tight with obvious
doubts. M ckey listened inpassively, seeming nore polite than interested,
and only Gerbil, the gnonme inventor who understood the possibilities of
preci se neasurenments, |leaned forward in his chair, certainly intrigued.
Gary fought off all interruption attenpts by Kel sey, and especially the
doubting dwarf, attenpts that cane |l ess and | ess as he stubbornly went
t hrough t he nmechanics of his plan.
"Ch, begorra," the | eprechaun sighed when Gary had at |ast finished
speaki ng. M ckey | ooked around to the others, Gerbil smling widely, Geno
eyeing Gary doubtfully, and Kelsey sitting back in his chair, his slender
arns crossed over his chest and his magnificent gol den orbs staring
bl ankly of f into space.
Apparently sensing the | eprechaun's gaze, the elf turned to eye M ckey
directly and offered a shrug.
"M ght be that we've got nothing better," Mckey admitted, turning to
Gary.
Not so long afterwards, Kelsey and Gerbil, atop the pony, charged out of
Braemar, running fast to the north. Normally it would take four days of
hard riding to make the trip fromBraemar to Gondabuggan, but Kel sey had
prom sed his friends that he would nake it within two, despite the
deepeni ng nud.
M ckey, Gary, Geno, and Pwyl| watched himgo, the fat Baron shaking his
head doubtfully, not fully understandi ng what the unpredictable and
dangerous friends were up to. To Pwyll's thinking, splitting the forces
in such dark times was not a w se nove.
"And now where are you three off to?" he demanded, for it was obvious
that the remaini ng conpani ons were packed for the road.
"Kel sey said two days," Gary said to M ckey, both of themignoring the
Baron. "So in two days, you'll use your nmagic to start the sword
singing."

"I'l huma merry tune," M ckey assured him
" had t hought t hat you woul d be hel ping me to nake the nove," Pwyl
f|rn1y interrupted. "The people of Braemar ..."

"The folk'lIl get out on their own, don't ye doubt,” M ckey interrupted,
his tone casual. "And Geno's kin'Il point themright." The | eprechaun
paused t hen, and scratched at his brown-and-gray beard, eyeing Pwll al
the while.

"What ?" the anxi ous Baron denmanded.

"Ye know, lad," Mckey said coyly to Gary. "I'mthinking that yer plan's
to work—ef course, it has to work, or nothing else is worth tal king
about. But |I'mthinking beyond that plan o' yers, |ad, thinking to what



gains we mght be naking for the trouble that's sure to cone even if old
Robert is dead and gone."

The | eprechaun's m schi evous gaze then descended over Pwll, with Gary
and Geno gradual |y understanding and follow ng the | ead.

"What ?" the Baron denmanded again, |ooking fromone hungry gaze to the

ot her and wondering if he should, perhaps, turn tail and run off to find
Badenoch.

"How are ye at mountai n hiking?" M ckey asked.

It rained for the remmi nder of that day, and all night as well. The soggy
conpani ons, trekking gingerly but determ nedly along slippery nountain
trails, found the sky brightening the next norn, a sign that brought

nm xed enotions.

"Suren the wrns rested by now," M ckey reasoned, | ooking back om nously
along the trails towards distant Braemar. Then the | eprechaun | ooked up
to the gray sky, the overcast fast thinning. "W've another few hours of
rain, and then Robert'll be hitting the town all in a fury."

Baron Pwyl | groaned, a common sound to the conpanions. Pwyl| had argued
to his last breath with Badenoch that he should remain with the

t ownspeopl e, and not go running off on some wild adventure into the
nmount ai ns. But M ckey and Gary had gotten to Badenoch first, and the

| eader of Braenmar woul d hear nothing of "holding back the valiant Baron
of Dilnamarra." Still, even with none listening to his whining argunents,
it took a dwarfish hand tugging Pwll by the ear to get his feet noving
on the first part of the trip, the trail fromBraemar into the foothills.
To Pwll's credit, after that he had kept the pace fairly well, but now,
in the unconfortably humd and warmair as the sun tried to bake its way
t hrough t he stubborn clouds, the overwei ght man was sweating profusely,
huf fing and puffing with every step.

"At | east the people won't be there when the dragon arrives," Gary added
hopef ul | y.

"Aye, but the wrm Il fast figure the truth of it," Mckey said. "Then
Robert' 11 go a-hunting. Even with all the rain, the dragon will sniff
them out for sure.”

Gary cupped a hand over his eyes to dimnish the glare as he stared up
into the thinning overcast. "A few hours?" he asked.

"I'f you care as nmuch for the folk of Braemar as you make out, then you'l
get your legs wal king faster!" Geno, who had spoken very little since
they had set out the day before, said unexpectedly, poking a stubby
finger into Pwll's anple behind. "I can get us to the spot in a few
hours," the dwarf explained to Mckey and Gary, "but not if this one's
nmeaning to stop every twenty steps for a rest!”

M ckey started to respond, words of confort to Pwll, it seened, but Gary
cut himshort. "Go on, then," the young man said to Geno. "The Baron will
keep up—er he will be left behind."

"Left behind?" Pwyll cried out. "In these perfectly awful nountains?" The
Baron sucked in his breath imediately, realizing that it was not so w se
athing toinsult Dvergamal in the presence of a dwarf.

"How woul d you like to take a perfectly awful flight?" Geno grunbl ed.
"Left behind," Gary said nore forcefully, drawing a surprised "Qo" from
M ckey. "I value the lives of the nore than two hundred fl eei ng Braenar
over the safety of a single man, even a Baron." Unblinking,

unconprom sing, Gary |ooked over to Geno and said, "CGo."

The dwarf's stout |egs churned powerfully, sending Geno rolling al ong at
a great pace. They had been traveling a narrow path around the girth of a



wi de nountain, but now Geno led themstraight up its side, then into a
ravine, and up a wall across the way, this one al nbst sheer. They had no
ropes, but Geno | ed the way, speaking to the stones and then jabbing his
grani te-hard hand straight into the rock wall, leaving a | adder of hand-
and footholds for his conpanions to utilize. Despite the bulky arnor, and
t he weight of Mckey, Gary went on tirelessly, hand over hand, rem nding
hinsel f every few feet not to | ook down. Baron Pwyl| came far behind, had
managed to clinb just a few rungs before he eased hinsel f back down and
announced that he sinply could not go on

"Carrying fat Barons will surely slow ne down!" Geno grow ed, regarding
the man, now a hundred feet bel ow them

"Leave him" Gary said firmly. "H s chances here will be no worse than
his chances beside us!" Mckey started to protest, but Gary's | ast
statement, so terribly true, |locked the | eprechaun's words fast in his

t hr oat .

Geno yell ed down directions to Pwll, told himto followthe raving to
the north, then fork to the east, where he would find a rocky val e bel ow
t he i ntended pass. The Baron call ed up sonme typical conplaints, but the
friends, nearing the top of the clinb, weren't l|istening. Just over the
lip, Geno led theminto a tight and dark cave, and M ckey put up a bal

of faerie light as he and Gary followed the dwarf in

Geno | ooked back at the sprite, scowing, and M ckey renenbered how Geno
felt about lights of any kind in his dark caverns.

"W can't be running along in the dark," the | eprechaun reasoned, and the
dwarf snorted and led on, and both Gary and M ckey were surely relieved.
They exited the tunnel nore than an hour later, conming to a high and fl at
rock that afforded them a panoram c view of the region south and east.
The sun was beam ng by then, the overcast fully burned away.

Lines of gray snoke drifted lazily into the air far to the southeast,

pai nfully visible though the conpani ons were nore than twenty mles from
Braemar .

"Alas for the Snoozing Sprite," remarked Geno, honestly wounded.

"Ye can't get a log wet enough to resist dragon fire," M ckey added
grimy.

Even as they wat ched, another stream of snoke canme up, rising to nesh

wi th the unnatural cloud hanging over the ruined town. Al three wi nced,
M ckey shaking his head and Geno squeezing a rock that he held in his
hand into little pieces. Gary, though, after his initial shock, found
sonme wel cone information in the newest colum, for the snoke told him
beyond doubt that Robert was still over the town.

"How far are we fromthe pass?" he asked Geno.

"An hour's wal k," the dwarf replied.

"Half an hour's run,” Gary corrected. He turned a wistful grin on M ckey.
"Lad, what're ye sniling about?" the | eprechaun wanted to know.

"Set the sword to singing," Gary replied. "Let's pull Robert away before
he can find the villagers' trail."

"W don't even know that Kel sey and the gnone have got to Gondabuggan, "
M ckey argued. "W can't go calling the dragon until we know "

Gary understood the |ogic, understood that to call the dragon now woul d
be ganbling the lives of Braemar's fol k against the entire success of his
pl an, against the potential for a conplete disaster. But Gary woul dn't
sit by and watch any nore of Faerie's fine people be slaughtered. This
was his plan, he trusted in Kelsey, and he was in a ganbling nood.

"Do it," he said.



M ckey | ooked to Geno for sone answers, but the dwarf just | ooked away.
From t he begi nning, Geno had made it clear that he was their guide and
not hing nore, that he would be | ong gone into deep caverns at first sight
of the wyrm

M ckey |l et out a heaving breath, then reached down Gary's back to touch
the hilt of the huge sword. He uttered an enchantnment over the blade and
tapped his finger atop the hilt.

"W'd best be running," Mckey said to Gary.

"WIIl the dragon hear it?" Gary asked.

"Already has," the sprite answered griny.

Gary turned back to say sonme word of encouragenent to Geno, and saw t hat
the dwarf was off and running along the trail

They canme to the spot sone tine later with no sign of the dragon yet
evident. Gary considered the |layout of the place carefully, trying to
fat hom how he coul d choreograph this delicate situation. Geno showed him
the marks he was | ooking for, deep scratches and scorches along the wall
of stone. A wy smile crossed Gary's face when he noticed that this spot
was conveniently |ocated above a flat area that would serve as a perch,
even for a beast as large as Robert. Gary pointed this out to the dwarf,
t hen handed over the sword.

Taki ng the weapon, Geno scranbled up sonme stones and onto the intended
perch. He noved under great hangi ng sl abs of stone, resenbling the
enornous front teeth of some gigantic nonster, but if the dwarf cared
that tons of rock were hangi ng precariously above his head, he did not
show it. Hol ding the sword out before him (he couldn't even reach the
crosspiece to the hilt with its tip poking against the stone), CGeno

cl osed his eyes and began to chant quietly, a grunbling, grating sound,
as though he was talking to the nountain itself.

And he was. A nonent later, the dwarf gently pushed the weapon down, the
stone sinply parting around the blade as it sunk deeper and deeper. Wen
Geno had finished, only the hilt and a couple of inches of steel showed
above the flat area.

M ckey, neanwhil e, had not been idle. Peering to the north and east, the
| eprechaun pulled out his unbrella and floated high into the air. He
extended the fingers of his free hand and uttered a fast chant. Sparks
erupted fromM ckey's fingertips, drawing green and red lines in the air
He kept up the display for several seconds, then fell quiet, feeling

i ncredi bly vul nerable hanging in mdair, with a flying dragon al nost
surely on the way.

"Conme on, then," M ckey whispered to hinself, peering towards distant
Gondabuggan, and then all around anxi ously.

A silver flash showed in the far distance, once and then again.

M ckey's snile took in his prominent ears. He snapped his unbrella shut
and dropped like a stone, to be caught by a surprised Gary Leger.

"Kel sey got there, laddie!" the sprite cried. He grabbed Gary's ears and
pul l ed himclose, giving hima kiss on the cheek. "Ch, he got there!"
The nmirth was stolen a split second |later, by a roar that only a dragon—
only a tricked and robbed dragon—oul d nmake.

"Time to go,"” proclainmed the dwarf, and, true to his word, Geno hopped
down fromthe small plateau, rushed up to an opposite nmountain wall and
called to the stone. Wiat had seenmed just a small crack w dened suddenly,
and the dwarf, with a |l ook back to Gary and M ckey, prudently stepped in
"I'f you get killed," he offered hopefully to Gary, and he paused, as if
fumbling to think of something positive to say. "Wl |, stonebubbles, then



you'll get killed!" Geno bell owed, and he was gone and the stone snapped
shut behi nd him

"Loyal bunch, themdwarfs," Mckey said dryly. "But Geno would let us in,
lad, if ye've changed yer nind."

That was anong the nost tenpting offers Gary Leger had ever heard—and it
only got nore tenpting when another roar, a closer roar, echoed off the
nmount ai n wal | s.

Gary shook his head resolutely. "W've got to do this," he said,

rem nding hinself privately that he was part of sonething bigger, that
there was a point to this that transcended his own nortality.

Anot her roar sounded, seeming to come fromjust beyond the next ridge.
Gary Leger set M ckey down on the ground and took up his spear. He hadn't
cone this far to turn and run at the nmoment of truth.

23

Preci sely Overpacked

Robert cut around jutting rocks, flying I ow and fast through rugged
Dverganal . The dragon sensed the nagic of his m ssing sword, as though

t he weapon was crying out to him crying out against the thieves who had
dared to steal it away. Robert knew these thieves, had snelled their too-
fam liar scent when he had returned to his lair. If that scent wasn't
enough of a clue, the missing pot of gold certainly was.

Now he would find the m serable | eprechaun and his conpani ons, find them
and nelt themaway with all his fiery fury.

He cane up over one | ow peak, then dropped fast into a ravine. He thought
he saw sone novenent bel ow—a | arge nan scranbling—but he whi sked away
overhead, conpelled by the calling sword.

Then Robert saw it, held aloft proudly by the man, Gary Leger from
Bretaigne, with that m serable rat M ckey MM ckey sitting on the ground
besi de him counting the pieces of gold in his retrieved pot.

How dare they! the dragon funed. Standing tall and proud on an exposed

| edge, so open, so vulnerable to Robert's wrath. Their inpudence drove
the dragon on with all speed. He swooped hi gh and issued a trenendous
roar, then stooped powerfully and |loosed his killing breath.

To Robert's horror, both his sword and the pot of gold nmelted beside the
t hi eves. The dragon started to bellow out a denial, and only then
realized that he had been lured by a sinple |eprechaun illusion. Robert
blinked his reptilian eyes, |ooking closer, as his dive brought him
beyond the area, and there was only the enpty high ridge, scorched by his
fires, some of the stone bubbling still.

"I know you are near!" the dragon bellowed. "I will tear down the
nmount ai n, " he prom sed.

For Gary Leger, looking up at the not-so-distant wrm seeing the
unbridled fury and the bubbling stone, Robert's last words did not sound
like any idle threat.

According to the plan, Gary had to call out, and Mckey, invisible in a
deep nook behind him prodded himto do so. Gary rationally rem nded
hinsel f that he nust, that Robert's fiery display had surely been seen
across the niles and the plan had already been set fully into notion. But
at that time, nmere logic seened a useless tool for Gary Leger in his
battl e agai nst the plain horror of the dragon.

"Here," he started to say, but his voice cracked and he had to stop and
clear his throat.



Robert banked sharply and rose strai ght up, breaking his nmonmentum his

| ong neck snappi ng about so that he could ook in the direction of Gary's
nmeek call.

"Over here," Gary called again, nore firmly. He stepped out fromaround a
boul der, coming into a flat stone clearing just bel ow the plateau that
hel d the dragon's dwarfish-stuck sword.

Robert came in slowy, making an easy pass, eyes narrowed that he night
better study the young thief. He noticed his sword, then, and issued a

I ong and | ow grow .

"What tricks have you left, young thief?" he asked from on high.

"The deception was necessary," Gary replied, trying to hide his relief
that the dragon had actually paused | ong enough to speak with him

Wnd buffeted Gary as Robert did as close to a hover as a massive dragon
coul d.

"OF course, mighty Robert could fly past and burn us away," Gary went on,
speaki ng qui ckly and gl anci ng sonewhat nervously to the northeast. "But
that would ruin what you cane to retrieve."

"What you stole!" Robert corrected.

"That, too, was necessary," Gary quickly continued, before the dragon's
ire could gain nmomentum once nore. "Stole, yes, but not to keep. You nmay
have your sword back, mighty Robert." He held his hand out towards the
enbedded weapon and, to his relief, the dragon plopped down behind it,
eyeing it curiously, suspiciously.

"It was | who took the dagger," Gary explained, his hand dramatically
bangi ng agai nst his chest. Hi s tone changed, deepened, as he recited the
words, as though he was sone actor in a grand Shakespearean production.
"The dagger that allowed you to escape the terns of banishment."

"Again, a theft!" Robert interrupted, his drool sizzling fromthe edges
of his dagger-1lined maw.

"Agai n, necessary!" Gary shouted back, pointing an accusing finger the
wrnms way. "How else might | have lured Robert fromhis lair? How el se
m ght | have found the challenge that | deserve and demand?"

Robert's great head noved back, a clear signal that the dragon was
sonewhat conf used.

"Did you think that | had conme all the way fromBretaigne sinply to play
| ackey to an overly proud el f?" Gary asked incredul ously. "Of course |
did not! It was nmy desire to see the spear reforged,” he admtted,
hol di ng the magni ficent weapon aloft. "But it was ny greater desire to
view nmighty Robert, the | egendary wrm whose reputation has cone to al

| ands. "

Gary sighed deeply, and snuck another glance to the northeast. What is
taki ng so | ong? he wondered.

"I have defeated every knight in nmy land in honorable conbat,"” Gary went
on. "l have defeated the dragon of Angor."

"Where i s Angor?" Robert denanded.

"It is an island," Gary replied quickly, trying not to get caught in his
sticky web of Ilies.

"I know of all dragons," Robert sneered. "Yet | know not of any island
call ed Angor!"”

"A small dragon, he was," Gary stuttered. "Certainly of no neasure

agai nst Robert the Wetch . . . Robert the Righteous."

The dragon chuckl ed, a curiously evil sound, at the apparent slip of the
tongue. A d Robert knew well enough what the peoples of the land called
hi m



"I am Gary Leger of Bretaigne," Gary cried suddenly, proudly. "And | nake
nmy chal | enge agai nst Robert honorably. WIIl you fight with me, nighty
dragon? And will you withhold your killing breath?"

"Wthhol d ny breath?" the dragon echoed incredul ously, and Gary thought
that the ganme was up, thought that Robert would fry himthen and there.
"Unl ess you are afraid," Gary stammered. Again, he | ooked nervously to
the east. "I have brought your sword, and the spear which | took from
Dilnamarra. | had thought ...

"Behol d Robert!" the dragon bellowed, and Gary's ears hurt fromthe

vol ume. "He who killed a hundred nen on the pass at Mickworst. He who
cowed the painted savages of the Five Sisters, and who brought the
humanoi d newts under his protective wing. He who ..."

The dragon's list of acconplishnents—pstly horribl e acconpli shnent s—went
on for many minutes. Gary was glad for the delay, but wondered what in
the world was taking so | ong.

"Easy, lad," M ckey whispered fromhis hiding place behind Gary, sensing
the man's distress. "These things take time."

Robert stopped suddenly, bell owed agai n—+t seened as if he was in sone
pain. And then, before Gary's incredul ous stare, the dragon began to
transform He rolled his great wings in close to his sides, where they
nmel ded with his red-gold scales. Hs | ong neck contracted, as did his
tail, and all his great dragon form hunched down and began to shri nk.
The marks on the wall behind himbecanme visible to Gary, and the young
man nearly fainted

Then Robert, the great red-bearded human, grasped the huge pommel of his
stuck sword. Corded nuscles flexed and tugged, and the stone itself
groaned in protest.

Robert | et go and rubbed his hands together, then grasped the hilt and
tugged again, with all this strength. Amazingly, the stone held fast; the
sword woul d not cone free

"What trick is this?" the dragon growl ed at Gary.

Gary shrugged hel plessly, as surprised as Robert. "I did not think the
sinpl e dwarfish nmagi ¢ woul d prove the stronger,"” he said, slyly putting
his enmphasis on the word "sinple."

Robert's eyes flared dangerously. "Stronger?" the dragon echoed. "Let us
see who is the stronger!"

Gary was glad for Robert's roars in the ensuing nonents, as the wyrm
reverted to his gigantic dragon form for they covered the man's heaving,
relieved breaths.

"They better hurry,"” Gary managed to remark privately to the hiding

| epr echaun.

There cane no reply, and Gary was surprised only for the instant it took
himto realize that the | eprechaun, having lost faith in the plan, had
slipped away for safer parts.

When Gary turned back to the higher plateau, he was facing the mghty
dragon again, Robert the Wetched in all his evil splendor.

"Let us see who is the stronger!" Robert roared again. "I will melt the
stone away, and then hack you down, foolish Gary Leger of Bretaigne."
Gary nervously clutched tightly to his spear, and the dragon, noting the
nmovenent, actually | aughed at him

"Wul d you |i ke an open throw?" Robert invited, arcing his w ngs back and
sticking his massive, arnored chest out towards Gary.



"Throw, then, feeble human!" the wrminvited. "A clear shot, but one
that will do you no good. Do you believe that your puny weapon, though it
be the nost powerful in all the land, could bring harmto Robert?"

The dragon | aughed again, his runbling shaking the nountain stones, and
Gary had no response, could find no words at all in the face of his
terrible predicanent.

"Shield your eyes fromny breath," the dragon warned. "And nake peace

wi th whatever god ..."

A hissing, whistling sound stopped Robert short. "Wat?" he dermanded,
turning his gaze, as Gary had turned his, to the northeast.

The M&M Del i very Ball, its cannon precisely over-packed to heave it at
two hundred and seventy-three miles per hour, soared into Buck-toothed
Qgre Pass, caught the dragon at the base of his left wing, snmashing his
seem ngly inpenetrable scales to little pieces. The wrnis evil face
twisted in sheer disbelief in the split-second he renai ned on the | edge
before the force of the blow sent himtunbling, serpentine neck over
tail, into the canyon west of Gary's position. The very ground shook
under Gary's feet, and the sound of the falling wrmoutdid any thunder
t he young man had ever heard.

St ones dropped down behind the falling nonster, Robert's weight bringing
about a small aval anche. But these nmountains of Dvergamal were old and
solid, and the upheaval died away to dusty stillness in a few nonents.
"Ch, ye got him lad!" Mckey cried, becom ng visible and | eapi ng out
fromhis nook. A crack on the stone wall opposite the target plateau
split wide, and out hopped Geno, shaking his head in disbelief, his gap-
toothed smile, the ook of a mischievous little boy, as wide as Gary had
ever seen it.

"Bah, | knowed ye wouldn't be going too far!" Mckey roared at the dwarf.
Geno | aughed al oud—the first time Gary had actually heard the dwarf do
that—and, to Gary's surprise, it came out as the laughter of a little
boy, not the grating and grunbling sound the young nman woul d have

expect ed.

"Suren the world's a brighter place!" Mckey squeal ed, hopping a little
dance all about the high pass.

A roar from bel ow stopped the | eprechaun's quick-steps and erased Geno's
sml e.

Gary rushed the | edge and | ooked down. There fl opped Robert, sorely
wounded, with one wing wapped all the way around his back and a huge
garish wound running the I ength of his side. He thrashed and ki cked anbng
t he boul der-strewn debris of his fall, tangled along a row of | ow nounds.
The sheer violence of the dragon's actions split the stones apart, but
caused nore injuries fromthe flying debris to mighty Robert.

"W've got to finish him" Gary said to his conpani ons, who had cone up
besi de him

Both Geno and M ckey stared at the young man in disbelief. "You want to
go down there?" the dwarf scoffed. Geno's face crinkled suddenly. "Ch,"
he said as if he had just renenbered sonething. "The fat Baron's
sonewher e down there."

"Show ne the path," Gary insisted, and Geno willingly obliged, pointing
out a narrow trail |eading down the canyon's side.

Gary spun to go, and bunped into a hovering dragon scal e.

"Take it, lad," Mckey said grimy. "If ye're neaning to go. Take it and
use it as a shield. Robert's hurt, but he's got his breath left, don't ye
doubt . "



Gary grabbed the thing out of the air, found it to be nearly as large as
he, and wondered how in the world he was supposed to carry it along. He
found it surprisingly light, though, and | ooking at M ckey, he understood
that the sprite was still concentrating, still using his nagic to
partially levitate the thing.

Gary found a handhold along a crack on the back side of the scale, and,
with a deep breath to steady hinself and a silent rem nder that they
woul d never find a better chance to end this, he started off down the
pat h.

"Ch, valiant young sprout!" cane the expected call fromthe bl oodthirsty
spear .

"Ch, shut up," Gary nunbl ed back, feeling nore stupid than brave and
wanti ng nothing nore than to wake up in the woods out back of his
parents' home next to D ane.

Robert spotted hi mcom ng when he was hal fway down the exposed trail. The
wounded wyrm stopped its thrashing, its reptilian eyes narrowing to evil
slits.

"Here it cones," Mckey whispered to Geno, and the | eprechaun quickly
ended his levitation of the scale and instead enacted an illusion to nake
Gary's position appear a few yards to the side.

Gary dropped the suddenly too-heavy scale-shield atop his foot, cried out
in pain and fear, and fell back against the nountain wall behind the
thing. Then he screaned in sheer terror as Robert's breath, the dragon
not fooled by the leprechaun's illusion, conpletely surrounded him
licking at himfromaround the heavy scal e.

Rock nelted away; the hair on Gary's arm hol ding the shield disappeared,
his skin turning bright red. He thought he was surely dying, then
realized that he was falling, for the | edge beneath himhad been burned
to dripping liquid.

He crashed down anobng the stones, slamming hard, feeling as though he had
broken every bone in his body, his |ungs aching as though they woul d soon
expl ode. H's helnet flopped around so that he could not see, and he
didn't want to see, expecting the dragon's great maw to fall over him
snapping himin half. He thought of the shield that had saved his life,
but it was far gone, nowhere near the stunned nan.

Gary lay dazed for a few nonents, nonents that passed too slowy, and
then he realized that the dragon was crying out in pain. Gary slowy
lifted his head and turned up the bottom of his backward helm He saw
Robert, thrashing again as a steady stream of hamrers twirled through the
air and banged against his unprotected, grievously wounded side.

The dragon's head cane around to face the |l edge, to face Geno and M ckey,
and Robert hissed sharply, sucking in the air, fueling his inner fires.

A wall of protest rose within Gary Leger an outrage that stole his pain.
He felt the spear lying beside himand grabbed it up, clanbering to his
feet and throwi ng aside his troubl esome hel m

"No!" he cried, running as fast as he could go in the bulky arnor. He
went up the side of a mound and | eaped ahead, spear extended as he flew
for the dragon's throat.

The di stracted Robert saw himconing at the last nmoment and tried to spin
about as he loosed his fires. Gary was in under the line of the bl aze,

t hough, and then the huge tip of his powerful weapon was into the
dragon's neck, caught fast under the creature's naw.

Gary felt the waves of energy running the I ength of the hungry weapon,
coursing through its metal and into the roaring dragon. Robert thrashed



about, sending Gary on a wild ride, back and forth. Up went the dragon's
I ong neck, lifting Gary high into the air.

"Hang on!" the spear inplored him perhaps the nost ridicul ous request
Gary had ever heard. Hang on? Wat the hell else was he supposed to do?
Then Gary felt a tingling rising fromthe bottomof his feet, like the

pi ns and needl es he might experience if he sat with his leg curled under
himfor too long. This tingling continued to spread, though, rising

t hroughout hi s body, then |eaving himaltogether and, he sonehow

under stood, clinmbing through the spear.

Robert screeched in pain, and Gary, to his own horror, canme to realize
what the sentient weapon had done. The spear was sucking out his very
life force, converting it to energy and blasting it into the wrm And to
Gary's further anmazenent, the ploy seened to have had sonme effect. Down
went the serpentine neck, bowed under the trenendous assault.

Gary felt his grip weakening, and suddenly he was flying free, crashing
again agai nst the rocky ground. It took himsone time to reorient hinself
to his surroundings, sonme tinme to renenber even that he was in big
troubl e.

When he finally | ooked back, he saw not a dragon, but a huge, red-bearded
man, one armhanging linply at his side, blood dripping froman open
wound in his neck. Throaty growl s erupted from Robert's bl ocody nouth as

t he beast stal ked over and hoisted the fallen spear. Blue energy arced
into Robert again, snoke rising fromhis hand and forearm

On the | edge, Geno whi pped his |ast hamrer.

Robert only growl ed at the spear's inpertinence, turned Gary's way, and
lifted the weapon for a throw

"Fl ee, young sprout!" canme the call, and Gary understood that the

senti ent weapon could not match the dragon's will power or sheer strength,
and could not help him Gary knew in that instant that he was dooned.
Robert's arm shot forward; the dwarf's hamrer clipped his hand and the
spear, and the throw went wld

Robert | ooked incredulously to the | edge, then back to Gary. He gave an
evil snarl and held aloft his working arm clenching his hand so that his
cordl i ke nmuscl es bul ged to superhunan proportions.

Gary nearly fainted. Robert would sinply walk over and throttle him
Whul d just reach down and crush his skull as though it was sone enpty
eggshelI'! Despair told Gary to lie back and close his eyes, get it over
with as quickly as possible, but Gary, thinking once nore of the fleeing
folk of Braemar, of the carnage the dragon woul d soon cause, reacted

expl osively instead. He scranmbled forward on all fours, got up to his
feet just long enough to roll over one nound, then cut quickly to the

si de.

Robert did not hesitate, charging right for him

Wth a wild | eap, diving straight out, Gary got his fingers around the
spearshaft. He spun and canme up to a sitting position, and the dragon-
turned-man skidded to a stop barely inches fromthe wavi ng weapon's tip.
Robert's surprise showed clearly on his face, an instant of hesitation, a
slight and short-1ived opening.

Gary lurched forward, tucked one foot under him and pushed ahead with
all his strength. The spear's tip slipped nore than an inch into Robert's
massi ve chest before the red-bearded nan could clanp his hand onto its
shaft, abruptly stopping its progress.

Robert and Gary stood facing each other, gruesonely joined by the
nmetallic shaft, staring defiantly into each other's eyes.



Robert | ooked down to his newest wound. When he | ooked back, he was
smling evilly once nore. "I will grind your bones," he prom sed

Gary felt another tingle sweep through him a pulse of energy that the
spear had sent to blast the dragon's hand fromthe nmetallic shaft. Jolted
and surprised once nore, Robert reached back for the weapon i mediately,
but was too late to stop Gary's brutal surge.

"To nmake your bread?" the young nan spat sarcastically, driving the
enchant ed spear through the dragon's heart.

Robert's breath went in, his chest heaving one final time. He grabbed up
the stuck spear and yanked it free from Gary's grasp, stunbling back
several steps.

"Wll done," Robert offered, his tone full of surprise and admration. He
held in place for a long while, trenbling, the shaft protruding fromhis
nmuscl ed chest and quivering gruesonely, its end fast staining with the
wrnm s |ifebl ood.

And then the dragon who had terrorized the land of Faerie for centuries
fell down and died.

EPI LOGUE

"Young sprout,"” Gary heard the call in his mnd, distantly, as though he
hinsel f was far renoved from his own consci ousness. It came again, and
then a third tine, leading himlike a beacon back to the world of the
living.

A nyriad of pleasant aronmas greeted him and a thousand sounds, birds and
animals nostly, and a quieter, nore solem huming that Gary knew sonmehow
to be the song of the Tyl wth Teg.

Gary opened his eyes to the glory of Tir na n' Qy. The sun was fast
sinking in the west, but that did little to dull the vivid and beauti ful
colors of the mmgical forest. Mckey was beside Gary, and Kel sey, as
well, along with the pony that had carried Kelsey and Gerbil to
Gondabuggan, the valiant steed that had nearly given its life for the
exhaustion. Like Gary, the pony was on the nend—who wouldn't be in the
spl endor of Tir na n' Qy?

"Wl cone back,"” Mckey said as Gary propped hinself up on his el bows. He
found that he was out of the arnpr, back in his clothes al one—and t hese
had been sewn in several places to repair the tears and (Gary nearly

fai nted away agai n when he t hought of this) dagger holes. The arnor |ay
piled not far to the side, with the spear a short distance beyond it,

| eani ng against a birch tree on the edge of the blueberry patch.

"How d we get here?" Gary asked. 308

"W wal ked," Kelsey replied. "At |least, sonme of us wal ked. "

"Tormy carried ye, lad," M ckey added.

Tomrmy? It took Gary a nonent to recognize the nanme, and then he gl anced
all around anxiously, dearly wanting to see his giant friend once nore.
"Where i s he?"

"Not about,"” M ckey explained. "He and Geno went back to the east to
prepare for the coming o' the witch."

Gary winced, and everything that had transpired over the | ast few days
rushed back into his thoughts.

"Robert is dead?" he asked.

"OF course,"” answered the cocky spear, fromits perch against the birch
tree.



"Aye," M ckey answered. "Ye slicked that one good."

"Does that nean that he's bani shed for a hundred years?" Gary wonder ed.
"Robert is no witch," Kelsey answered. "The dragon is sinply dead."

"Aye, and a good thing for all the land," M ckey remarked. "W taked his
horns, lad, and a few o' his teeth."

Gary's face twisted with confusion. The |last he had seen, Robert was a
man, and no horned nonstrosity.

"OF course the wrmwent back to being a wrmwhen he died," M ckey
expl ai ned, understanding Gary's confusion. "H s human formwas magi c, and
no nore."

"Then where are the horns?" Gary asked. "And what happened to Baron
Pwyl | ?" he added, suddenly renmenbering that the man had been sonewhere
about the val e wherein Robert the Wetched had met his doom

"The two go together," Mckey replied with a chuckle. "W gave the horns
to Pwll, for 'twas he who slew the wrm™

"Pwl | ?" Gary balked. "I killed ..."

"Pwll killed the wrm" Kelsey interjected. "For the good of Faerie."
Gary started to protest again, but stopped, digesting Kelsey's |ast
statement. Baron Pwyl| had been branded an outlaw by the throne, and
Dilnanarra, by all accounts a strategic position, had been given over to
a puppet ruler. But if Pwll could be manufactured into some hero, sone
dragonsl ayer

Gary nodded. "For the good of Faerie," he agreed.

"W knowed ye wouldn't nmind, lad," Mckey said cheerily. "Pwll will
return the mssing spear and arnor, and return as a hero."

The words led Gary's gaze back to the pile of nmetal. He could see that
the magni ficent arnmor was battered. One of the armpieces lay in plain
sight, its netal torn. Gary | ooked down to his own forearm and saw a
simlar scar. He realized that to be the broken place in the dragon scal e
shield, a crack that Robert's fiery breath had apparently slipped

t hr ough.

"Don't ye fear for the arnor," M ckey remarked. "The Tylwth Teg' Il clean
it up good, and any dent it's got, it rightly earned.”

"Cedric Donigarten would be truly pleased,"” Kel sey agreed.

"It will ook better if I"'min it when Pwll brings it back to

Dl nanarra,"” Gary reasoned

"Aye, ye might be right," Mckey replied. "But that cannot be, since
ye're leaving now." M ckey glanced to the other side of the blueberry
patch, where a group of fairies had gathered and were now formng into

t heir dancing ring.

Not so long ago, particularly at the monent he was forced to face the
dragon, Gary woul d have wel comed those words. Now, though, his enotions
were truly mxed. How could he | eave, he wondered, with Ceridwen about to
cone forth, especially since he had been the one to rel ease her?

"No way," Gary remarked firmy. "This isn't over and |I' mnot |eaving."
"But ye are, lad," Mckey replied. "The witch' 11 be free in the next
season, but she'll find a different world awaiting her. The folk're
rallying around the Baron, both here and in the east, and, don't ye
doubt, Connacht will find a fight on their hands that Kinnenore and
Ceridwen never expected."

"I should be here," Gary reasoned. Looking for some support, he sent his
t houghts to the sentient spear, remninding the weapon that he was the
rightful spearw elder and that it was the only weapon in all the | and
which could truly harmthe witch. To Gary's dismay, no reply cane forth



and he could sense that the spear had broken off contact, even the

conti nual subconscious contact, altogether.

"Ye go back to yer own place," Mckey said. "Wo's know ng how | ong our
next war will run? Ye've a life, don't ye forget, a life beyond the real m
of Faerie."

For a nmonment, Gary couldn't decide if he wanted to renmenber that life or
not. He was playing a nonunmental role here, in this land. He was the
dragonsl ayer; he was making a difference. What could he do in his own
world to possibly make any difference?

But the Iine of reasoning inevitably led Gary to renenber Di ane, and his
famly. He nade a difference to them

In the end, it wasn't his choice anyway. Kel sey hel ped himto his feet
and | ed himover to the dancing fairies.

"Go on, then," Mckey said, and it seened to Gary as if the falsely
cheery sprite was on the verge of tears.

"This is not finished," Gary said determnedly. "I should be here."

"Ye never know what the wind will blow, " Mckey answered with a smrk
"Now get yerself in the ring, lad, and go back where the fates determ ned
ye bel ong. "

Gary stepped in and sat down. He | ooked back to his friends and saw t hat
M ckey had popped his | ong-stemed pipe into his nouth. The fairy song
conpelled Gary to lie down, then, and close his eyes, and he fell asleep
with that peaceful vision still in mnd

When Gary woke up, he found that he had | eft the real mof Faerie, but not
the soreness of his exploits, behind. He was in the woods out back of his
parents' house again, up in the blueberry patch, with the sky in the east
growi ng |ighter shades of bl ue.

"Di ane," he breathed, and he rushed over the edge of the vale, heading
for the nossy banking. To his utter relief, he found Di ane sl eeping
still, groaning and stretching and about to awaken with the approaching
dawn. Gary skittered down the hill and fell into place beside her,
closing his eyes and pretending to be asl eep.

Di ane woke with a start, and | ooked all around, her face crinkling

di sgustedly. "Hey!" she said, and she punched Gary hard in the shoul der,
then put her hand up to cover her nose. "I can put up with norning
breath, but ... did you get sprayed by a skunk or sonethi ng?"

Gary opened his eyes and regarded her curiously, then took the nmonment to
sniff at his arnpit. He nearly fell over backwards. "No, just breathed on
by a dragon," he replied with a chuckl e.

Di ane punched hi m again. "You nust have been dream ng and ki cking," she

r easoned.

You run around for a week in heavy arnor, under a sumer sun and through
soaki ng rains, Gary thought privately, and let's see how wonderful you
snell! To Diane, he sinply offhandedly replied, "Mybe."

Di ane waved a hand in front of her face. She stopped short, though, her
eyes | ocked on Gary's hip.

"What ?" he asked, and when he | ooked down, he got his answer. Across the
side of his cotton shirt was a long stitch |ine.

"What happened to that?" Diane asked.

"It's an old shirt,"” Gary stamrered, trying to tuck it in quickly and put
the stitch Iine out of sight. D ane grabbed it from himand tugged hard,
pulling the shirt all the way out and revealing, to her horror, the scar
of a deep wound, a knife wound.

"What happened?" she denmanded agai n.



"An old cut," Gary replied, though he, too, was obviously horrified to
see the wicked scar.

"No, it's not!" Diane growed. "And don't you lie to ne!"

"Do you think that you would believe the truth?" Gary replied evenly, his
green eyes | ocking an unblinking stare into Diane's simlar orbs.

She understood, then, renenbered all that they had tal ked about,
renmenbered the flowing script in The Hobbit and the tiny arrows on the

wi ndowsi Il . Gary had gone back!
"Don't ask," he said to her before her lips could formthe obvious string
of questions. "I don't believe it nyself." Gary rolled to get up, and

felt a lunmp in his pants pocket. He shifted and reached down, and
produced a tooth, an incisor several inches long. He held it up, both his
and Di ane's expressions full of disbelief.

"Li on?" she asked, her eyes wi de.

Gary shook his head slowy and corrected her. "Dragon."



