Y ou will raise me ademon.

The wordswere seared into Drayfitt’smind. The chilling visage of his monarch haunted him till. There
had never been any doubt that the king had been serious. He was a humorless, bitter man who had, over
the last nine years since his horrible disfigurement, become everything that he had a one time despised.
The palace reflected that change; where once it had been abright, proud structure, it was now a dark,
seemingly unoccupied shell.

Y et, thiswas Drayfitt’ s ruler, the man who represented what he had sworn hisloyalty to more than a
century before. Thus, the gaunt, elderly man had smply bowed and said, “Y es, King Médlicard.”

Ahh, Ishmir, Ishmir, he brooded. Why could you not have waited until my training was complete before
you flew off to die with the other Dragon Masters? Better yet, why did you haveto train me at at?

The chamber he occupied was one of the deepest benesth the pal ace and the only one suited to the task
at hand. The sedl on the door had been that of Rennek |1, Melicard’ s great-great grandfather and aman
known for dark tastes. The chamber had been cleaned so that Drayfitt could make his marks, etch the
lines of the barrier into the floor. The cage, athing of enchantment, not iron, filled much of theroom. He
was uncertain asto what dimensions a demon might possess, and much of what he did was guesswork,
even with the aid of the book Quorin had located for the king. Still, Drayfitt had not outlived most of his
contemporaries by legping blindly into things.

The room was dark, save for asingle torch and two dim candles, the | atter necessary for reading the
pages of thetome. Theflickering torch raised demons of its own, dancing shadows that celebrated the
coming spdl with gleeful movements. Drayfitt would have preferred the place brilliantly lit, if only for his
own nerves, but Mdicard had decided to watch, and darkness preceded and followed the king wherever
he stalked. Shift-ing, the ancient sorcerer could feel the strength of Meicard' s presence behind him. His
lord and master was obsessed—obsessed with the destruction of the Dragon Kings and their ilk.

“How much longer?” Mdlicard' s voice throbbed with antici-pation, like a child about to receive afavorite
candy.

Drayfitt glanced up. He did not turn to hisruler, but rather studied the designin the floor. “I am ready to
begin, your mgjesty.”

The voice of Quorin, the king’'s counsdlor, abruptly cut through the sorcerer’ s thoughts like awel l-honed
knife. Ma Quorin was the closest thing Tdak had to a prime minister since the demise of old Hazar

Aran, the last man to hold the position, two years ago. The king had never replaced him, though Quorin
did nearly everything the prime -minister was supposed to do. Drayfitt hated the counselor; it wasthe
short, catlike man who had first reported to Mdicard that there a spellcaster in the city—and one sworn

to theking. If there was any justice, any demon he succeeded in summoning up would demand the
counsdor as a sacrifice—if ademon could stomach such afoul morsd.

“One was beginning to wonder, Drayfitt, if your heart wasin this. Y our loyalty hasbeen. . .cool.”

“If you would like to take my place. Counsdlor Quorin, | will be happy to let you. | certainly would not
want to stand in the way of someone obviously more well-versed in sorcery than mysdlf.”

Quorin would have replied, aways seeking the last word, but Meicard cut him off. “Leave Drayfitt to his
task. Successful resultsare al that matter.”

Theking supported Drayfitt—for now. The old man wondered how long that support would last if he
failed to produce the creature hisliege desired. He would be lucky to keep his head much less hisquiet,
simple position as Magter of Appoint-ments. Now, the latter was probably lost to Drayfitt, success or
not; why waste aman of his power on aminor political post even if it was dl Drayfitt had ever wanted?

Enough dreaming of thingslost! he reprimanded himsdf. The time had come to summon the demon, if
only to tweak the well-groomed mustache of Quorin.



Neither the king nor his counselor understood how simple the summoning itsdlf actually was. There had
been times when he had been tempted to tell them, to see the disbelief on their faces, but his brother had
at least taught him that the secrets of sorcery were the most precious things amage owned. To maintain
his. position and to counterbal ance those like Quorin, Drayfitt had to build himsalf up asmuch as
possible. It would have been laughableif it had not been so tragic. There was achance that success might
get them dl killed. The barrier might not hold whatever it was, if anything, he summoned. Raisng one
hand in atheatrica manner he had practiced long and hard to perfect, Drayfitt touched the fields of
power with hismind' seye.

The summoning was smplicity itself; surviving the encoun-ter with whatever happened to be snared was
another matter.

“Drazeree sghost!” Quorin blurted in growing fear.

Drayfitt would have smiled, had he heard the outburt, but his mind was on the link he had created. There
was only the link—no chamber, no king, not even his own body. He was invisble—no—formless. It was
an experience that he had never before achieved and the wonder of it amost proved fatal, for in
maintaining hislink with the spell, he nearly broke the one binding him to hismortd form. When the
sorcerer redlized hiserror, heimmediately corrected it. A lesson learned, Drayfitt redlized ... almost too
late.

Before him, the stream of light that was the menta represen-tation of hisbond disappeared into a
gleaming tear inredity. He knew that the tear was visible to the king and Counselor Quorin, asign of
success for them to mull over while he moved up. If failure greeted him at any point onward, he hoped
that Mdlicard would redlize that he had tried hisbest, that he had proved hisloyaty.

A cold presence with afed of great age grazed the outer boundaries of his seeking mind. Ancient was
not a satisfactory description for such acreature. A desire to abandon the summoning washed over
Drayfitt, but he fought it, understand-ing that it was a ploy by the creature he had snared. The anaogy of
afisherman who has caught the grandfather of al seamonsters did not escape him. What he had snared
was powerful—and very reluctant to the notion of being forcibly brought to Drayfitt’ sworld. It was
ready to fight him with &l wegponsavailabletoit.

Some would have fought the demon here, in this place with no name, but Drayfitt knew that he could only
bind his catch if he battled it from the physical aswell asthe spiritua planes. The earth, whose existence
was interwoven with both the fields of power and hisown life, was hisanchor.

As heretreated toward his body, the sorcerer was amazed at the ease with which he drew the demon
after him. The struggle wasfar less than he expected, dmost asif the demon had some strong bond of its
own with hisworld, abond it could not deny. That athing spawned out there could have any tie with the
morta plane disturbed him. The thought of atrap occurred to him, but it was abrief notion. Such atrap
was too daring; the closer they moved back to Drayfitt’s domain, the more difficult it would be for the
demonto freeitsdf.

The sorcerer fdt the creature’ s growing frustration. 1t was fighting him—constantly—»but like someone
forced to do battle on anumber of fronts. Had they met on equa terms, both with their respective
abilitiesintact, the elderly sorcerer knew that he would have been no more than a breath to his adversary.
Here, the battle wasin Drayfitt’ sfavor.

The return seemed endless, far longer than when he had departed hisbody. Ashefinaly neared hisgod,
he was struck by agreat wave of panic emanating from the demon. The link stretched as he had not
known it could and, for amoment, it felt asif part of the demon had broken away.

Nonetheless, his prey was with him. Body and mind began to meld. Other things—sounds, pressures,
odors—demanded a measure of his attention.



“He’s stirring again!”
“Y ou see, Quorin?| told you he had not failed. Drayfitt isloya to me.”

“Forgive me, my liege. Three hours we ve stood here, waiting. Y ou said he’ d dare not die and, as usual,
you were correct.”

The voices echoed from avast distance, asif the spellcaster were hearing them through along, hollow
tube... yet, both men surely stood nearby. Drayfitt dlowed his sensestime to recover and then, still facing
the magica cage he had created, opened his eyes.

At firgt glance he was disappointed. Therip in the middle of empty space still remained and nothing stood
within the con-fines of the barrier. Around him, the shadows gtill danced merrily, among them the two
distended forms of his compan-ions. The shadows of the king and the counselor loomed over his head
while his own seemed to crawl across the floor and up agood piece of thefar wall. Mogt of the pattern
that he had drawn on the floor was smothered in darkness aswell.

“WdI?" Quorin asked tedtily.
Thelink still remained, but it no longer extended beyond the tear, instead twisting uselesdy back into the
shadowy regions within the boundaries of the magica cage. Therip wasdready closing. Drayfitt,

confused, stared at the empty scene for severa seconds. He had succeeded—at least al indications
pointed to that. Why, then, did he have nothing to show for his efforts?

It was then he noticed the difference between the flickering dancers on the walls and the stillness of the
inky darkness within the barrier. The shadows did not move when they should and even appeared to
have depth. Drayfitt had the unnerving sensation thet to stare too long wasto fal into those
shadows—and never stop faling.

“Drayfitt?” Theking's confidence was turning to uncertain-ty tinged with burgeoning anger. He had not
yet noticed the difference in the shadows.

The gaunt sorcerer dowly rose, awave of his hand indicating that silence was needed. With one
negligible thought, he broke thelink. If he was mistaken and there was no demon, Mdlicard would soon
have hishide.

Stepping nearer—though not so near that he wasin danger of accidently crossing the barrie—Drayfitt
examined the magica cage with athoroughnessthat left the king and counsgl or fidgeting. When Drayfitt
saw the shadows twist away, he knew he had succeeded.

There was something in histrap.

“Do not try to play mefor afool,” hewhispered defiantly. “1 know you are there. Show yoursa f—but
beware of trying any tricks! This cage has surprises designed just for your kind, demon!”

“What' sthat you' re doing?’ Quorin demanded, starting to step forward. It was clear he till assumed that
Drayfitt had failed and that the sorcerer was now staling in the hopes of saving his neck.

“Stay whereyou are!” Drayfitt commanded without looking.
The counsdor froze, sunned by the sheer intensity of the spellcaster’ stone.

Turning his attention back to the barrier, the e derly man repeeated his earlier command, thistimefor the
other two to hear. “I said show yourself! Y ou will obey!”

Hewaved ahand intheair, usng it to guide the lines of power to the results he wanted. He was not
disappointed.

It howled\ The noise was S0 horrifying that Drayfitt’ s con-centration al but broke. Behind him, Quorin
swore and stum-bled back. Whether Melicard was a so shaken, the sorcerer could not say. Even the



king had hislimits. Astheringing in hisears died down, Drayfitt wondered if everyoneinthe
palace—everyone in Taak—had hear the demon’s howl of pain. He dmost regretted what he had
done... but he had to show the cresture who was master. So it had always been written.

At firgt, he did not notice the darkness draw inward, thicken even, if such athing was possible. Only
when the first limbs became recognizable—and then the fact that there were/owr of them, al legs—did
hefully gppreciate his success. The demon had findly, completely, bowed to hiswill.

The three men stood mesmerized by the transformation occurring before them. Forgetting their
uncertainty, the king and counselor joined Drayfitt near the outer edge of the barrier and watched asa
trunk joined the legs, and along, thick neck stretched forth from one end, while adeek, black tall
sprouted from the other.

A steed! Some sort of ghostly steed! The head coal esced into adistinct shape, and Drayfitt amended his
opinion. It was more like the shadow of some great horse. The body and limbs were distended, changing
as the demon moved, and the torso... The spellcaster had the uneasy fedling that if he stared too long he
would fall into the demon and keep falling forever and ever. Anxiousto rid himsalf of the idea, he turned
his heed, only to find the face of the king.

Unaware of the sorcerer’ s nervous gaze, the disfigured king giggled at the Sight of hisnew prize. “You
have done me awondrous service, Drayfitt! Thisisal | asked for and more! | have my demon!”

With asmooth, swift motion, the huge head of the dark steed turned to face thetrio. For thefirst time,
the ice-blue eyes became noticeable. Drayfitt returned his gaze to his prisoner. He shivered, but not
nearly so much as he did when the demon arrogantly shouted, “Y ou morta fools! Y ou children! How
dare you pull me back into thisworld! Don’'t you redlize the havoc you' ve brought forth?”

Drayfitt heard a sharp intake of breath from beside him and knew immediately that Melicard was mere
moments from one of hisfits of rage. Not wanting the king to do something foolish—something that might
release the demon in the process—the spellcaster shouted back, “ Silence, monster! Y ou have no rights
here! By the spdlls| have performed, you are my servant and will do my bidding!”

Theblack horse roared with mocking laughter. “1 am not quite the demon you originally sought, little
morta! | anmoreand | am less! Y ou caught me because my link to thisworld is stronger than that of
any creature of the Void!” The steed’ shead pressed against the unseen walls of his cage, eyes seeking to
bum through Drayfitt'sown. “I am the one caled Darkhorse, mage! Think hard, for it isanameyou
surdly must know!”

“What is he talking about?’ Quorin dared to mutter. He had one hand pressed againgt his chest, asif his
heart were seeking escape.

In the dim torchlight, neither of his companions could see Drayfitt’ s face grow ash white. He knew of
Darkhorse and suspected the king did aswell. There were legends, some only adecade old, about the
demon steed, a creature whose former companions included the warlock Cabe Bedlam, the legendary
Gryphon, and, mogt frightening of al, the enigmatic, cursed immorta who caled himself Shade.

“Darkhorse!” the sorcerer finally succeeded in uttering, as awhisper.

Darkhorse reared high, seemingly ready to burst through the celling. In amixture of regret and anger, the
demon steed retorted, “ Aye! Darkhorse! Exiled by choiceto the VVoid in the hopes of saving this morta
planefrom the horror of afriend who isaso my worst enemy! Thisworld sworst nightmare!”

“Silence him, Drayfitt! | want no more of thisbabbling!” Mdicard' s voice had adangerous edgeto it that
the spdllcaster had come to recognize. He feared it dmost as much as he feared what now struggled
within the barrier.



“Babbling?If only it were so! Darkhorse shifted so that it was now the king who faced hisinhuman glare.
“Don't you listen? Can't you understand? In summoning me back, you' ve pulled him dong, for | washis
prison! Now he roamsfree to do whatever ill he so desires!”

“Who?’ Drayfitt dared to ask, despite the growing rage of hisliege at the lack of obedience. “Whoiisit
that | have accidently released?’ It wasthe thing he had feared al during the preparations, that he would
accidently loose some demon on the Dragonrealm.

Darkhorse turned his massive head back to the sorcerer and,
oddly, there was a sadness inherent in both the chilling eyes

and the unholy stentorian voice. “The most tragic being | have
ever known! A friend who would give hislife and afiend who
would take yours without asecond’ s care! A demon and a hero,
yet both are the same man!” The spectrd horse hesitated and
quietly concluded, “ The warlock ShadeV

So different from Gordag-Ai. So big!

Erini Suun-Ai peered through the curtain of her coach window, ignoring the worried looks of her two
ladies-in-waiting. A light wind sent her long, blond tresses fluttering. The breeze was pleasantly cool
against her pale, soft skin and sheleaned into it, directing the delicate, perfect features of her ova face so
that the wind stroked every inch. Her dress, wide, colorful, and flowing, made it impossible to sit directly
next to the window, and Erini would have preferred to take it off, hating it the way it ballooned her dim
figure

Her ladies-in-waiting whispered to one another, making dis-paraging remarks.

They did not care to seetheir new home, thehuge, overwhelming city-state of Tdak. Only duty to
theirmistress made them come. A princess, especialy one destined to be aqueen, did not travel aone.
The driver and the cavary unit escorting her did not count; they were men. A woman of substance
travelled with companions or, at the very least, servants. Such wasthe way of thingsin Gordag-Ai, in Ae
lands once ruled by the Bronze Dragon.

Erini’ s mind was unconcerned with things of her former homeand. Taak, with its massive ziggurats and
countless proud bannersflying in thewind, was her new home, her kingdom. Here, after asuitable

courtship, she would marry King Mdicard | and assume her duties aswife and co-monarch. The future
held infinite possbilities and Erini wondered which ones awaited her. Not dl of them would be pleasant.

The coach hit abump, sending the princess back against her seat, her companions squedling with ladylike
distaste at the rough road. Erini grimaced at their actions. They represented her father, who had made the
marriage pact with the late, unfortunate King Rennek 1V dmost eighteen years ago. Mdicard had been a
young boy just growing into manhood and she anewbom babe. Erini had met Melicard only once, when
she had been perhapsfive, so she doubted hisimpression of her had been very favorable.

What made all three of them nervous were the rumors that floated about the Dragonrealm asto the
nature of Melicard. There were those who called him afanatical tyrant, though none of his own people
ever talked that way. There were rumors that he trafficked with necromancers, and that he was a cold,
lifeless master. Most widespread of dl werethe horrible tales of his appearance.

“Hehasonly onetruearm,” Galea, the stouter of the two companions, had whispered at one point.
“They say that he cut it off himsalf, so asto wear that efwood one he now sports.”

“Hehasalust for the worst aspects of sorcery,” Magda, plain but domineering, uttered sagely at another
time. “A demon it wasthét is said to have stolen hisface so that the king must aways hide in shadow!”



After such horrible statements as these, the two ladies would eye one another with their perfectly
matching Poor Princess Erini! expressions. At times, they somehow succeeded in looking like twins.

The princess did not know how to take the rumors. She knew it was true that Mdicard sported an arm
carved of rare elfwood, amagica wood, but not why. Erini so knew that Mdicard had suffered some
catastrophe amost a decade before that had left him bereft of that origind arm and disfigured aswell.
Even magicd heding had itslimits at times, and some-thing involved with the incident madeit impossible
to repair the damage to any greet extent. Erini knew she was marrying acrippled and possibly horrifying
man, but her brief memories of gazing up fondly at the tal, handsome boy had combined with her sense
of duty to her parents to form a determination matched by few.

That did not mean she did not wonder—and worry.

Returning her gaze to the spectacle outside, she studied the great walls. They were gigantic, though the
arrogant ziggurats within thrust higher. Againgt any norma invader, these wallswould be unbreachable.
Taak, however, had dways been in the shadow of the Tyber Mountains, lair of the true master of the
city, thelate and unlamented Gold Dragon, Emperor of the Dragon Kings. Drakes had little problem with
walls, whether in their birthforms or the humanoid ones they wore more often.

Things have dtered so much. She had, as a child, understood that, as queen, she would rule beside
Médlicard but that, at any time, the Gold Dragon might come and make demands of the city. Now, the
Dragon Kingswerein adisarray; with no heir to take the place of the Dragon Emperor—though there
were rumors about something in the Dagora Forest far to the south—

Tdak was, for thefirgt time, independent.

An army of mgestic trumpets sounded, giving Erini astart. The coach made no moveto dow, which
meant the gates had been opened and they would proceed straight through. The sides of the road began
tofill with thelocds, the farmers and villagers, some clad in their holiday best, otherslooking asif they
had just come from thefields. They were cheering, but she expected that. Melicard’ s advisors would
have arranged such ashowing. Y et, Erini was somewhat skilled at reading faces and emotions, and inthe
dirty, worn features of the people cheering her she did see honest hope, honest accept-ance. They
wanted a queen, welcomed the change.

The rumors about Méelicard whispered mockingly in the back of her mind. She forced hersdlf toignore
them and waved to the people.

At that moment, the coach passed through the gates of Taak and the rumors were once again buried as
Erini devoured the wonders of the inner city with her eyes.

Thiswas the market digtrict. Bright, clashing tents and wagons competed with decorated buildings, many
of them tiny, multileveled ziggurats, exact copies of the titanslooming over dl ese. The more permanent
structures appeared to be inns and taverns, acunning move to snare the unwary traveler who might,
merely because it was o convenient, end up buying afew extrathings from the bazaar. Even more
banners flew within the walls, most bearing the patriotic symbol of Taak these past nine years. asword
crossing astylized drake head. Mdicard’ swarning to the remaining drake clans, including the Silver
Dragon’s, to whose domain the city was now geographicaly annexed.

Gdeaand Madgawere oohing and aahing over everything, having finaly given in to growing curiosity and
forgetting that they did not want to be here. Erini smiled dightly at that and returned her attention to her
new kingdom.

Clothing styles differed little here, she noted abstractly, though they tended to be even brighter, yet more



comfortable in gppearance than the bedsheet she was wearing. There was also a propensity toward
military uniforms, a confirmation of one rumor that Mdicard was till expanding hisarmy. A troop of
footsoldiers sdluted smartly as she passed, asalike asarow of eggs—with shellsof iron. The precison
pleased her, though she hoped that there would be no need for al thistraining. The best armies are those
that never haveto fight, her father had once said.

The coach continued on itsway through the city. The market district gave way to more stately structures,
obvioudy the homes of an upper class, either merchants or low-level func-tionaries. There was amarket
here aswell, but this district was subdued in comparison to that of the more common folk. Erini found
this section pleasant to view, but rather lack-ing in true life. Here, the shadowy masks of politicswere
first worn. She knew that from this point on redity would be dightly askew. Without hardly being aware
of it, her posture stiffened and her smile grew empty. It wastimeto play the part she had been trained
for, even though she had not yet met her betrothed. For the lowest courtiers on up, the princess had to
wear amask of strength. Their loyalty to her depended on their belief in her power.

Power. Her fingerstwitched, but she forced them ill. In the excitement and then the uneasiness of finaly
arriving in Taak, she had amost dropped her guard. Erini glanced at her ladies. Magdaand Galeawere
gtaring a the palace, awed by what was the greatest edifice in the city, and had not noticed the
involun-tary movements. The princess took a deep breath and tried to steady herself. She dared not trust
them with her problem.

What would she do about Melicard, though?

By the time the coach reached the outskirts of the royal palace, she felt she was ready. The turbulence of
her tired mind had been forced down again. Now, her only concern was making the proper impression
when Mélicard came to meet her at the bottom of the palace steps, as was custom.

“Don't these people know anything about protocol ?” Magda sniffed imperiloudy. “Theroyad stepsaredl
but bare of the members of the court. The entire aristocracy should be here to meet their new queen.”

Erini, who had been straightening her clothing out of nervousness, looked up. Pulling aside the curtain of
her win-dow, the princess saw what, in her anxiety, she had not noticed before. It wastrue; there were
no more than a handful of people awaiting her arrival and even at a distance the princess could see that
none of them matched Melicard’ s description in the dightest.

The coachman reined the horsesto a halt, and one of Erini’ s footmen jumped down and opened the door
for her. Asthe princess descended, she caught sight of a short, graceful man with odd eyes and stylish
mustache who reminded her of nothing less than a pet panther her mother had once bought. from a
merchant of Zuu. Erini felt an dmost ingtant didike for the newcomer despite the toothy smile he gave
her. This could only be Meicard’ s counselor, Ma Quorin, aman obvioudy ambitious. What was he
doing hereinstead of Méelicard?

“Y our magjesty.” Quorin took thetiny hand that the princessforced herself to thrust out and kisseditina
manner that suggested he was tasting her as a predator might taste its prey before devouring it.

She gave him her most courteous smile and withdrew her
hand as soon as he released it. Y ou will not make a puppet out
of me, grimakin. His nodtrils flared momentarily, but he remained outwardly pleasant.

“Ismy Mdicardill? 1 had hoped he would be here to greet me.” She fought hard to keep emotion of any
sort out of her words.

Quorin gtraightened hisjacket. His pompous, gray military outfit made him look like aparody of some
great generd and Erini hoped he was not actualy commander of the king’ sarmies. “His mgesty begs
your forgiveness, princess, and asksthat you indulge himinthis. | trust you were informed asto his



appearance.”

“Surely my betrothed would not hide from me?”

The counselor gave her the ghost of asmile. “Until word arrived that you had reached the age of consent
set down by your father, Mdicard had completely forgotten about the pact. Please don’t take it as any
offense, lady, but you will find heis il trying to cope withiit. Hisphysicd... detriments... only add to the
difficulty. Hetriesto see as few people as possible, you understand.”

“I understand far better than you think, counsdor. Y ou will take meto King Méicard now. | will not
shun him because of his past misfortune. We have been paired dmost since my birth; hislife, his
existence, is my tantamount concern.”

Quorin bowed. “Then, if you will follow me, | will escort you to him. The two of you will have aprivate
audience... fitting, | should think, for the beginning of your courtship.”

Erini noted the hint of sarcasm but said nothing. Ma Quorin summoned an aide who wasto assist the
princess s people with settling down. Her ladies-in-waiting prepared to follow her but she ordered them
to go with the others.

“Thisisnot proper,” Magda entoned. “ One of us should be with you.”

“I think | will be safein the palace of my husband-to-be, Magda.” Erini gave the counselor a pointed
glance. “Especidly with Counsdor Quorin as company.”

“Your parents ordered—*

“Their authority ended when we entered Talak. Captain!” The cavalry officer rode up to her and saluted.
She could not recdl his name, but knew he was inherently obedient to her from past experience. “Please
help escort my companionsto our rooms. | will also want to see you before you return to Gordag-Ai.”

The captain, a thin, middle-aged man with narrow eyes and ahungry look, cleared histhroat. “Yes.
.your highness”

Erini pondered briefly his hesitation but knew now was not the time to ask about it. She turned back to
Quorin, who waswaiting with dight impatience. “Lead on.”

Offering his hand, the counsdor led her up the long set of stepsinto the towering palace. Asthey walked,
Quorin pointed out this object and that, relating their histories like ahired tour guide to Erini, who
pretended to listen for the sake of appear-ance. Severd ades and minor functionariesfell in behind them,
asdid aslent honor guard. All very out of place, but the princess had been warned that things had taken
agrangeturnintheyears of Mdicard' srule. So far, only Ma Quorin and the king' s absence disturbed
her.

The palace was spacious to say the least, but much of it had an unused look, asif only afew people
actualy lived or worked withinitswalls. It wastrue that Melicard wasthe last of hisline now, but most
rulers still surrounded themselves with agaggle of fawning courtiers and endless numbers of servants.
Mélicard, it seemed, maintained only what was necessary.

Has he secluded himsdlf that much? the princessworried. His state of mind concerned her far more than
whatever scars he bore physically. On that rested the fate of his kingdom.



“Your majesty?”

Counsdlor Quorin was studying her curioudy and Erini redized they had findly cometo astop a a
massive set of doors. Two fearsome guards, hooded, kept agrim watch, armed with axes that stood
taller than she did. Erini wondered if they were human.

“I shal beleaving you aone now. Princess Erini. I'm certain you and the king will want your privacy.”

She damogt wanted him to stay. Now that the princess stood within mere seconds of meeting her
betrothed, the potentia ramifications of her reaction to Mdicard’ sfeatures struck her dumb. Would hate
or pity be the only bond tying the two of them together? She prayed it would not be, yet...

Quorin snapped his fingers. The two gargantuan sentindls stepped aside and the massive doors dowly
swvung inward. Within the chamber was only darkness. Not even asingle candle glimmered in invitation.

The counselor turned back to her and his catlike face wore a
matching feline smile. “He awaits within, your mgesty. Y ou have only to enter.”

Thosewords, coming from him, strengthened Erini as noth-ing else could have. With aregal nod of her
head to Counsdlor Quorin and the two guards, she walked camly into the pitch-black room.

Her eyes sought vainly to compensate for the utter lack of light, as the doors dowly closed behind her.
Erini fought hard not to turn back to the comfort of the light. She was a princess of Gordag-Ai and soon
would be queen of Talak. It would be adisgrace to her ancestors and her future subjectsif she showed
her growing fear.

Not until the doors had closed completely did she hear the breathing of another within the chamber.
Heavy footsteps echoed as somebody dowly waked toward her. Erini’ s heart pounded and her
bresthing quickened. She heard the other fiddle with something and then asingle maich burst into brilliant
life, blinding her briefly.

“Forgive me,” adeep, smooth voice whispered. “1 some-times grow so accustomed to the shadows that
| forget how lost others can be. | “shal light us some candles”

Erini’ s eyes adjusted as the burning match lit a candle sitting on a hitherto unseen table. The match died
before she could study the hand that held it, but the one that reached for the candlestick, the left hand,
gave her adtart. It was silver and moved like the hand of a puppet. Neither it nor the arm it was attached
to was made of flesh, but rather some other, stitfer substance that played at life.

Elfwood. The tale was true\

Then, the hand was forgotten as the candle was lifted into the air and Princess Erini caught her first
glimpse of the man shewasto marry.

The gasp that escaped her echoed harshly in the dark chamber.

The innkeeper of the Huntsman Tavern was abear of aman
named Cyrus who had once had the misfortune of owning a
smilar establishment called the Wyvern's Head some years

ago. The hordes of the drake Lord Toma had ravaged it with the
rest of the countryside, concentrating especidly on the grand

city of Mito Pica, where the powerful warlock Cabe Bedlam
had been brought up in secret. Toma had not expected to find
Bedlam there and was making the region an example to any



who would dare protect, even unknowingly, a potential enemy of the Dragon Kings. Cyrus, long with
many other survivors, had taken what he could salvage and made hisway to Talak. The people of Mito
Picawerewelcomein Taak, for Mdicard shared their hatred for the drakes. For a brief time, Cyrus had
even been one of theraidersthe king had supplied in secret, raiders who harassed and killed drakes with
the help of old magic. The innkeeper found, however, that he missed hisformer caling. A good thing,
too. It wasthe raid on the home of Bedlam and his bride that had led to the king’'smaiming. The objects
of theraid, the late Dragon Emperor’ s hatch-lings, had completely escaped Méelicard’ s grasp.

In dl that time and the time that passed after, Cyrus had never told a soul that the warlock Bedlam had
once been aserving man in hisinn. The beginning of the end of hisfirst inn was etched in hismind. It had
garted with avague image. The image of a cloaked and hooded man sitting in the shadows, waiting
dlently for service...

Like the man who sat in the comer boath now.

Had hishair not gone gray long ago, Cyrusfdt it would have done so now. He looked around quickly,
but no one seemed to notice anything out of the ordinary and there was not a blessed soul to wait on the
mysterious personage.

Just when I’ ve set me roots down. Wringing his hands, the innkegper made hisway through the crowds
and over to the dark table. He squinted, wondering why it was so dark even though there were candles
nearby. It was asif the shadows had come with the stranger.

“What can | get ya?’ Makeit something quick and easy! he begged silently. Then leave, by Hirack, while
I’'ve dtill got aplace!

Theleft hand, gloved, emerged from the enveloping cloak.
A single coin clattered againgt the wooden table. “An de. No
food.”

“Right away!” Thanking Hirack, aminor god of merchants, Cyrusretrieved the coin and hustled back to
the counter, where he swiftly overfilled amug. He would give the warlock the de, the fellow would drink
it, and the innkeeper would bid him afond farewdll. In his haste, Cyrus bumped severa customersand
spilled ale on afew more, but he did not notice. Nothing mattered but to serve his unwanted guest and
get asfar away aspossible.

“Hereyago!” He dammed the ale down right in front of the figure and made to leave, but the hand, with
astonishing speed and bone-crushing strength, caught his own and trapped him there.

“Sit down amoment.” The dight amusement in the hooded one' stone made Cyrus go pae. He sat down
with aheavy thud. The warlock released his hand, dmost asif daring the innkeeper to run away.

“What city is this?”
It was an odd question, seeing as how a spellcaster of al people should know such asmplething.
Despite that thought, however, Cyrus could not stop himself from responding imme-diately. “ Taak.”

“Hmmm. | noticed acommotion earlier. What was the cause?’

Cyrusblinked in amixture of fear and shock as his mouth formed the answers without hisaid. “King
Mélicard’ s be-trothed, the Princess Erini of Gordag-Ai, arrived only today.”

For thefirgt time, the fixture in the dusky hood reacted. Cyruswas certain it was confusion despite being
unable to make out the warlock’ sfeatures. He had been trying to see the man’ sface for severa seconds,



but there was something wrong with his eyes, for the other’ s visage never seemed in focus.
“ *King Méicard ? What' s happened to Rennek IV 7?7’

“Rennek died some time back. He spent the last part of hislife mad asa prite.” Where had this man
been that he didn’t know something common knowledge to everyone €l se?

“I’ve been far, much too far away, innkeeper.”
Cyrus shook asit hit him that he had not asked the question out loud.

The warlock reached over and touched Cyrus on the forehead with one gloved finger of hisright hand.
“There are people of importance that | would know more about. Y ou know their names. Tell meand |
will let you return to your business”

It was impossible not to tell the hooded figure what he knew. The namesthat flashed through Cyrus's
unwilling mind fright-ened him, so powerful and deadly the bearer of each onewas. His mouth babbled
tale after tale about each, mostly from things he had heard from patrons, much of it forgotten until now.

Findly, it ended. Cyrusfearfully felt himsalf black out.

The warlock watched with little interest as the innkeeper, his mind fogged, rose from the table and
returned to hisduties.

The morta would remember nothing. No onewould recall that
he had been here. He could even stay long enough to finish the
ae, something he had not had in ten years. The long lapse
made the drink even swester.

Ten years. Shade thought as he stared into hismug. Only ten
years have passed. | would' ve thought it longer.

Memories of endless struggling in the nothingnessthat hed
been his prison, the prison that was apart of hisenemy and his
friend, flashed through his mind. He had thought he would
never touch the earth again.

Ten years. He took another sip of ale and could not help but
smileagain at circumstances. A smdl priceto pay, actudly, for
what I've gained. A very smdl priceto pay.

Shade put a hand to his head as a sharp pain lanced through

hismind. It was as short-lived as the others he had experienced since hisreturn, and heignored it onceit
had passed. The warlock took another sip. Nothing would mar his moment of triumph, especidly an
inggnificant little pain.

The singletorch, left by the mortas, had long ago burned itself out, but Darkhorse had no need of such
things, anyway.

He did not even notice when the light sputtered and died, so
deeply was hismind buried in amire of concerns, fears, and
angers—none of which he had cometo termswith yet. What
distressed him most was that Shade roamed the Dragonrealm
untouched, free to spread his madness across an unsuspecting



and, in some ways, uncaring land.

And here 1 lay, helpless as a newborn, trapped by a mortal
fool who shouldn’t have the-knowledge to do what he' sdone!

Darkhorse laughed low, amocking laugh aimed at himself.

How he continually underestimated human ingenuity—and
Supidity.

His pleas of freedom fell on deaf ears and mad minds.

Nothing mattered more to Mdlicard than his quest to rid the

realms of the drake clans, whether those drakes were enemies

or not. That Shade had the potentia to bring the lands down

upon them al—human, drake, df, and the ret—meant nothing
to the disfigured monarch.

“What threat isawarlock compared to the bloody fury of
the Dragon Kings?’ Mdlicard had asked.

“Have you forgotten Azran Bedlam so soon?’ Darkhorse had bellowed. “With hisunholy blade, the
Nameless, he dew alegion of drakes, including the Red Dragon himsdlf!”

Theking had smiled coldly &t that. “For that, he had my
admiration and thanks.”

“They might' ve easlly been humans, morta! Azran wasno
less dangerousto hisown kind!”

“The creature you call Shade has existed for aslong as recorded memory, yet the world remains. If you
wish, you may ded with him after you have served me. That seemsfair.”

It wasfutileto try and explain that always there had been someone to keep Shade in check and that
someone had more often than not been Darkhorse. Other spellcasters had fought and beaten the
warlock, true, but always the shadow steed had been, at the very least, in the background. Now, he was
helpless.

“Well, demon?”

In pent-up anger, Darkhorse had reared and kicked at the unbreakable, invisible wall, screaming,
“Madman! Can you not hear me? Does your mind refuse to understand redlity? Y our damnablelittle
obsesson will never befulfilled, and while you muster your fanatics Shade will bring both drake and
human down! | know this!”

At that point. King Méelicard had turned to the sorcerer beside him and said, “Teach him.”

For hisrefusal to obey, Darkhorse had suffered. The old sorcerer Drayfitt had surprised him again,
intertwining anum-ber of painful subspellsinto the structure of the magica cage.

The pain had not stopped until the jet-black stallion had been
no more than amass of shadow huddled on thefloor. Findly,
Mélicard had smply turned and departed, pausing at the
doorway only long enough to give someingtructionsto the



spellcaster. With the king had gone the devious one, the mortal who was known as Counselor Quorin.

Alone with the elderly sorcerer, Darkhorse had pleaded his cause once more. Fruitlesdy. Drayfitt was
one of those men who embodied the worst and best trait of hisrace: blind loyalty.

And so here | remain, the spectra horse snorted in frustrartion. Here | remain.

“I once suffered afate smilar to the one facing you now,” afamiliar voice mocked. “ Trapped with
seemingly no way out. | think you canimagine how | felt.”

Darkhorse rapidly drew himsdf together, dl his power pre-paring for the wordt.

The torch was suddenly ablaze again, but its flame was a deep red that bespoke of blood. Amidst the
crimson shadows, a cloaked and hooded figure detached itself.

“Shade... or Madrac...” Darkhorse rumbled. “ Come to mock only when you know for certain your hide
issafefrom harm.”

Thewarlock bowed like amingtrel after a successful com-mand performance. “Cal me Madrac, if you
will—or any other name, for that matter. | don't care. I’ ve cometo tell you something. | sat quietly
drinking in atavern, absorbing lifeitself for once. | remember, you see. | remember everything from every
life. | recall thefata day, the agony of being torn gpart and restored to existence again and again and
again! | recall morethan | could ever recount to you!”

Aslong as he had known the human, Darkhorse had known a man condemned. Forever resurrected
after each death, whether his body was whole or not. Shade was cursed to live lives dternately devoted
to the dark and light sides of hisnature. Each was only ashadow of the original spellcaster, however.

Memories were o incomplete as to sometimes be nonexistent. Abilities dltered. In desperation to be
whole, each new person-ality even took on a secondary name of its own, such as Madrac, hoping that
somehow he would bethefina, immortal Shade. Now, after millennia, something had changed to make
that possible. Understanding this, hope briefly spurred Darkhorse. “Then your curseislifted; you canlive
in pesce.”

Shade chuckled bitterly and stepped forward. Raising his

hood, he et the shadow steed stare into hisface, or rather, the

blurry mask that passed for it. “Not yet, my dear friend, not

yet, but—Madrac isfading and | cannot be certain what sort of

personawill replace him. A different one from those past, that much is evident. | felt the need to spesk to
you, though, to tell you, but...”

“If you can freeme, | will dowhat | can for you, Shade.”
“Freeyou? Don’'t be absurd} | rather enjoy theirony of this!”

Thetone of the warlock’ s voice stirred the etema’ s misgiv-ings far more than the actud words did. Has
the curse given way to something darker, something much more sinister? Darkhorse wondered. Shade' s
personality seemed to be swinging back and forth unpredictably. If the warlock had not been mad
before, he soon would be under the pressure of this new torture.

Putting a hand to hisforehead asif trying to relieve pain, Shade continued, “1 dso cameto tell you this: |
know where my mistake was made—where my spell went awry. | know why the ‘immortdity’ | did
receive turned out to be a never-ending agony. That can be rectified—thistime.”

Hetook a step closer to the magical cage. “Y ou—you can do nothing to deter me. Not while you are
trapped here. The spellcaster responsible for your pleasant little domain has touched upon Vraad sorcery



to create the cage. Do you know what that means?’

Darkhorse did not respond at first, stunned as he was by the warlock’ swords, especidly thelast. “I
know of Vraad sorcery. 1t no longer exigsin thisredlity! The Vraad only live on in the seeds of their
descendents; their magic has given way to the magic of thisworld!”

Shadeinclined hishead in abrief nod. “ Asyou wish. Test the spdll yourself—oh”—the spellcaster may
have smiled; it was difficult for anyone other than him to know for certain—

“that’sright. You can’t. You'reinside, of course, and the patterns are outside, surrounding the barrier.”

“Why did you come here. Shade? Merely to talk?”
“1 came againg my better judgment—but—I felt an overwheming urge. Cdl it awhim.”

“Cdll it conscience.” Darkhorse retorted quietly.

“Conscience? | no longer have such awasteful thing!” The hooded warlock stepped back, growing more
indigtinct with each step. There was aways something not quite right, not quite normal, about Shade' s
magic, but Darkhorse could not say what.

“Enjoy your vast domain while you can, friend. When you

seeme next, if you ever do, | will at last be master of my fate—and so much more.”

“Shade—" It wastoo late; the warlock dwindled away into nothing. The torch died the moment he was
gone, plunging Darkhorse into the blackness again. It was the least of his concerns, though. The brief,
puzzling visitation by him who was both enemy and friend interested him much, much more.

To say that Shade' s return to him was contradictory to what the spellcaster should have done was putting
it so mildly that Darkhorse had to laugh. Shade did nothing without reason, even if Shade might not know
the reason himsdlf. To smply come to mock Darkhorse was not enough;, it was not the warlock’ sway in
any of hiscountlesslives, at least, the onesthat the shadow steed knew about.

How old are you really? It was a question he had asked Shade time and again and it blossomed
unbidden now, but there was no answer. The spellcaster could never recall. He only remembered afew
vague things; that he, an ambitious sorcerer, had tried to gain mastery over powersthat were, a thetime,
known smply as good and evil, dark and light. Perhaps colored by such primitive perceptions. Shade
had made somefatd error inthefina steps of his master spell. The powers were not histo command; he
was theirsto play with. Perhaps the enchant-ment had even succeeded, but not the way the spellcaster
had supposed. That gtill did not answer the question that always bothered the jet-black stallion. How old
was Shade before we first encountered one another? Old enough to recall the Vraad? Old enough
to—be one?

The thought was s0 insane, he cast it from hismind.
Generations upon generations of Dragon Kings had come and
gone sincethe brief, fiery gppearance of the Vraad in this
world. Humans were their descendants, yes, but nothing more.

All plans of immortality eventually failed. Even for the Vraad
they diid.



Darkhorse knew he was wandering away from the subject. He returned to the reason behind Shade's
brief and mysteriousvigt. If not to mock his helplessness, then what explanation was there for the
warlock’ sreturn? A warning? Perhaps. Possibly that and more. Darkhorse laughed low as another
choice suggested itsdf. Could it be ...?

His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a key unlocking

the chamber door. Thisisabusy day! | dways thought prison was alondly place!

The door sivung open with aprotesting squeal and torchlight flooded into the room. A guard stepped in
and, his eyesfocused on any spot other than the captive, lit the wall torch. Asthe human departed
hagtily, a second figure, tall and familiar, entered the chamber in amuch more sedate manner. The gaunt,
ancient form waited quietly while another guard, as anxious asthefirg to be gone, placed astool midway
between the door and the edge of the barrier.

When they werefindly alone, Drayfitt spoke. His eyes drifted to a spot to the right of Darkhorse. He
seemed a bit preoccupied, asif he could sense that someone €l se had been in the room. “ So... demon.
Have you reconsidered what my liege has requested of you?’

The shadow steed shifted to hisleft, trying without success to meet the gaze of the sorcerer. “That wasa
request? Do as he commands—without question—and he may free me some day to chase after Shade?’

“Heisking and must be obeyed.”
“You are wd | housebroken, spelltosser.”

Drayfitt flinched, but he did not shift his gaze. It was apparent he knew what might happen if hiseyes
locked onto Darkhorse's. “I swore an oath long ago to protect thiscity. It ismy home. Mdicard ismy
lord and magter.”

“Asl sad, ‘wdl housebroken'! Every king should have such aloyd pup for a sorcerer!”

“Would that | had never needed to make use of these powersl” Drayfitt’ s gaze turned upward, toward
some memory. Darkhorse cursed silently.

“Why, then, did you?”

“The king needed a sorcerer. Counsdlor Quorin sought me out, knowing from his spiesthat | had held
oneminor political post or another for more than a century, something beyond the lifespan of anorma
human, of course. Always before | was able to bury mysdf in the shuffle of bureaucracy, clam | wasmy
own son or some such lie, and utilize just enough power to make men believeit. | have no desireto
follow in my brother 1shmir’ sfootsteps and die fighting the Dragon Kings. | so have no desireto see
Tdak destroyed, whichisavery red threat should the Silver Dragon ever succeed in hisclamto the
Dragon Emperor’ sthrone.”

So many things had happened during the years of Darkhorse' s absence that it was difficult for him to say
what was the most astounding. That Cabe Bedlam, grandson of the greatest of the Dragon Masters, had
bested the Dragon Emperor and fought his own father, mad Azran, to the death cheered the shadow
steed, for he had met the young mortal and even travelled with him for atime. The degath of the Gold
Dragon had broken the drakes, who now could claim the throne of the highest of the Kingswas
arguable. Cabe Bedlam and hisbride, the Lady of the Amber, had been raising the hatchlings of the
Dragon Emperor dongside their own children, trying to teach the two racesto coexist. Whether the
drakes would accept the eldest royal mae asther ruler when hefinally came of age—whatever age was
to adrake—was a question bandied about with no answer as of yet. Meanwhile, at least two of the



remaining Dragon Kings had sought the throne of their “brother” on the basisthat to wait for the young to
mature was too risky, too speculative. Neither of the two could gain sufficient support among their kind,
but the Silver Dragon was growing stronger every day. Drayfitt knew that the first step toward reunifying
the lands would be to stamp out Taak, the enemy now within Silver’s own domain. Having just gained its
true independence only afew years ago, the city-state was not going to give in, not while Mdicard was
king.

“Ma Quorin whispersin hisear a every opportunity, urging him to reckless crusades. Survivors of Mito
Pica, the city ravaged by the drake Toma, still call for the blood of the reptiles and their voices are
strong. Méelicard himself is obsessed with the Dragon Kings. Once discovered, | cameto redlize that the
only way to bring some sense to this chaos was to become an integra part of my liege’ s court, a voice of
reason.”

“And so you summoned ademonV Darkhorse responded with falseinnocence. “ Truly you are amaster
of logic! What genius! Never would / have thought of so cunning aplan!”

The sorcerer rose, hisbrief reverie broken by the stinging words. Almost, he glared at Ris captive.
Almog.

“Mad Quorin would have found another to trand ate the damnable book! One moreflexibleto hiswill!
Now, at least, | can control the Situation, keep it from growing unchecked!” “Isthiswhat Ishmir
would' ve done?’

The question was Drayfitt’ s undoing. Mention of hisbroth-

e’ sname gave birth to arapidly growing rage, arage coupled

with carelessness. He whirled on Darkhorse, intending to punish him for bringing to the surface the
thoughts that had been wracking the old man’s mind since agreeing to thisinsane plane. Would Ishmir
have gone through this, Drayfitt knew the answer and did not like it. He glared at the shadow steed, his
gaze making contact with the cold, blue eyes.

Darkhorse froze the sorcerer where he was, seizing control of his unprotected mind. The phantom stalion
laughed quietly at the success of his plan, but it was a hollow laugh. Drayfitt was agood, if naive, mortd.
Using his brother’ s name so pained Darkhorse, who had known most of the long-dead Dragon Masters,
including Ishmir the Bird Madter.

“Forgive mefor this, both of you,” he muttered, “but | had no choice.”

All emaotion fell from the spellcaster’ sface. His arms hung limply. He looked more than ever like a dead
man; Darkhorse, who did not want to hurt him, moved cautioudly.

“Y our mind ismine, morta! Y our soul ismine! | could hurry you dong the Path Which Men May Trave
Only Once, but | will not! Not if you obey!”

Drayfitt remained motionless, but Darkhorse knew, as only he could know, that, degp within, the
sorcerer’ s subconscious understood.

“You will remove the barrier, and open agate in thisVVoid-forsaken cage, and let me out! Do so and |
will leave you untouched!”

Though his voice boomed, the shadow steed had no fear that the guards outside would give warning.
Melicard had ordered Drayfitt to enshroud the chamber in ablanket of silence, meaning that all sounds
would pass no further than thewalls. A very important guest had arrived and the king, oddly subdued,
did not want knowledge of his activitiesto reach that unknown personage.

The masks of royalty are many, Darkhorse thought snidely. Who could it be who would make
‘handsome” King Méelicard so nervous?



Drayfitt worked smoothly, methodicaly, going through the
motions of the spell. Though he no longer had the book, the
memory of hisfirg attempt till remained and Darkhorse had
drawn that out. Had there been time, he would have had the
mortal repesat the steps out loud so that he could study the
makings of the spell. Vraad sorcery it was and the black steed

was disturbed he had not seen it sooner. Again, had there been time, Darkhorse would have sought out
the book—and the one who had discovered it. Vraad sorcery was dangerous, athough on the surface it
seemed amazingly smplea times.

With a giff gesture, Darkhorse reversed the outcome of the spell. Instead of creating yet another cage
around thefirst, he tore the present one apart.

The elderly sorcerer lowered his hands and resumed his degthlike stance. Darkhorse took a hesitant step
toward the edge of his prison. One limb, stretched to needle-thin, touched the barrie—and passed
beyond it. Jubilant, Darkhorse legped free, not trusting hisluck to hold long.

“Freedom! Ahhh, sweet-tasting freedom! Excellent work, my mortal puppet! Most excdllent work!” He
gazed down almost fondly at the spellcaster. “ For that, you deserve areward of great value, something |
think you' ve lacked these past days! Sleep! Deep, restful deep! A long, restful nap will do you wonders!
When you wake, | want you to do one more thing for me; seek out the source of your Vraad sorcery,
thisbook, and destroy it! Rest now!”

Drayfitt dumped to thefloor.

With one last, contemptuous scan of the chamber that had been his prison, Darkhorse reared, opened a
path to the beyond, and vanished through it.

Asnight prepared to give way to day, the object of Darkhorse' s desperate quest materiaized in the
middle of achamber that was quite a contrast to the one recently forced upon the shadow steed. Though
abit more austere than the persond quarters of King Mélicard, they were eegant and, indeed, aso fit for
aking.

Shade reached out ahand and ran afinger aong the edge of amassive, golden couch. A thick layer of
dust flew off. The warlock may have smiled. No one had made use of thisroom in quite sometime, years
perhaps.

The rumors were true, then. These chambers had once bel onged

to the Lord Gryphon, inhuman but just ruler of Penacles, the

legendary City of Knowledge. Once, the Gryphon had been a

comrade, sometimes afriend, but only a those timeswhen

Shade could be trusted. The Gryphon had understood him

better than mogt, save Darkhorse. As Shade wiped the dust

from hisfingertip, he found he dmost missed his sometime

adversary. The Gryphon was rumored to be somewhere across the Eastern Sess, fighting some war that
seemed unwilling to completely finish itself. Despite numerous pleas by various city functionaries, the man
he had |eft in charge, aminor spellcaster of magterful strategy. General Toos, refused to take on the
mantle of king. Instead, the genera had chosen to become regent, with powers equd to those of the
monarch with the unique option of retiring in favor of the Gryphon if and when he returned.

So much the better. Shade decided. He turned in adow circle, observing each and every object,
whether it stood on the floor, was pinned to the wal, or hung from the celling. Most things were as he
remembered them, even down to the two lifelike metal statues standing on each side of the door. They



were iron golems, animated creatures of cold metal created by the former lord of Penaclesto guard his
persona chambers.

Surprisingly swift, the creatures should have been on top of the

warlock the moment he materidized. Unlike mogt intruders,

however. Shade had the key to their control.,

There were words, implanted deep in their very beings, that, when acknowledged by the golems, made
them no more than fanciful satues. Wordsthat Shade had silently flung at them before completely
materializing. There were advantages to having once been privy to the secrets of the Gryphon. The
warlock chuckled quietly, then turned to one of the far walls, where the object of his search, agredt,
intricately woven tapestry of the entire city of Penacles, hung.

That the tapestry hung here, unwanted by the regent, said many things. The artifact was ancient, even
older than Shade. Hetouched it delicately. Genera Toos had never hidden hisdidike for talismans of
power, though he tolerated them. The tapestry itsalf was only alink to another greater wonder, though.
Leaning as close as he dared, the warlock dowly studied the pattern. Each and every street, every
building, was represented. Despite having been originaly weaved during theinitid construction of
Penacles, the tapestry revealed structures that were no more than ayear or two old.

“Even after dl thistime, you still work flawlessly,” Shade whispered. The creator had been a perfectionist
and even Shade acknowledged the superiority of thisartifact.

For several minutes he scanned the tapestry, seeking amarking that he could not even be certain he
would recognize.

Like the city, the mark he sought changed over the years. Sometimes, it was a stylized picture of a book.
Other times, it had been asingle letter. There had been many symbols over the centuries, anumber of
them highly obscure.

/ need your fantastic eyes. Lord Gryphon! Y ou were aways able to spot the mark with little more than a
glance

Then, hiseyesfell on atiny, twisted banner, onefamiliar to him asit would be to no other crestureliving
today. Shade smiled his hidden smile and the blur of face seemed to swirl with emotion. He memorized
the location and briefly looked up at the tapestry in open admiration. “One would think you were living,
old thing, and, if so, you have awicked sense of humor! My—my fathe—might even have been
amused!”

Father. The warlock shivered. Not al the memoriesthat returned were particularly pleasant ones. He
quickly buried himsdlf in histask.

L ocating the mark again, Shade rubbed the banner with one finger, and as he did, the room around him
began to fade. Shade may have smiled. He continued to rub the mark as the Gryphon’ s chambers gave
way to another room of sorts, a corridor. The tapestry, still whole, remained until the living quarters had
completely dissipated. Then, it, too, faded away. The warlock wasleft slanding in a corridor whose
wallswere lined with endless shelves of massive, bound tomes, al identi-cal, even in color. The tapestry
gtill worked.

He stood in the legendary libraries of Penacles.

The libraries had been standing long before the city. His memories returning. Shade recalled some of the
truth about the odd structure, a building beneath the earth, beneath Penacles, that was larger on theinsde
than the outside and never to be found in the same location. Its true origins were unknown even to him,
but he suspected that, as with the spell that Melicard’ s sorcerer had used to make Darkhorse' s cage, this
was Vraad work.



Other than the countless volumes stored here, there was not much to see. The floor was polished marble.
The corridor he stood in and those he could see were dl illuminated by the same unseen source. The
shelves themsel ves might have been brand new, though Shade knew otherwise. Time seemed not to
matter inthelibraries.

“Y ou have returned after al thistime.”
The matter-of-fact statement proved to be issued by asmal,

egg-headed figure Clad in smple cloth garments. Hisarms
amost reached the ground, due in greet part to his uncommon-
ly short legs. There was not so much asastrand of hair on his
head.

One of the gnomes—or perhaps the only gnome—who acted as librarians here. Asfar as Shade could
recall, the libraries had dways had gnomes and dl of them had been identical in appearance.

“Tenyearsisnot solong to the two of us,” the spellcaster mocked, recalling hisfind visit herewith the
Lord Gryphon.

The gnome seemed oblivious to the tone of mockery, reply-ing smply, “Ten years, no. A thousand
thousand years, yes. Even to the two of us”

Though hisface was unreadable. Shade’ s body was not. He stiffened and tried to speak, but was uneasy
about his choice of words. The gnome choseto fill the sllence.

“What you seek isnot here. It is, perhaps, the one piece of knowledge the libraries refuse to contain.”

Speaking of thelibrariesin terms of athinking creatureirritated the warlock. He had no desireto fed asif
hewereinthe bely of abeadt. “Then whereisit? It exists”

The librarian shrugged and dowly turned away, abook in one hand. The book had not been there
before. “ Seek the caverns, perhaps.”

“Caverns?’

“Caverns.” The gnome turned back to Shade, eyeing him as one might an inept young apprentice. “ The
caverns of the Dragon Emperor. What isleft of the place whereit dl began for you.”

The place whereit dl began for you. Shade may have smiled, but, if so, it wasagrim smile. He had
forgotten that. It was amemory only now restored to him and it was, quite possibly, the one he would
have most preferred never to recal—even at the cost of his own existence,

V-

Erini woke to the light of midmoming intruding in her room, her thoughts and fedlings atangled web of
haf-remembered images and afull gamut of emotionsranging from joy to fear.

The bed was huge and so very soft. Shetried to bury hersdf init, both physically and mentaly. Her old
bed back home—no,-former homel—was little more than piece of wood and a blanket compared to
this. The entire room was overwhelming, as vast as any chamber she had seen other than the main hall.
Multicolored marble tiles made up the floor, partialy obscured by the great fur rugs running to and from
the various doorways. Columnsthrust upward in each comer, festively decorated with golden flowers.
Gay tapedtries covered the walls. The furniture, including the bedframe, was carved from the finest
northern oak, rare after the destruction of so much forest nine years ago during that horrible,
unsesasonable winter.



To her dismay, Erini found herself remembering how whole herds of giant diggers, greeat creatures of fur
and claw, had torn their way south, leaving little more than churned earth. The princess shuddered, for
they had been no more than aday from her city when a disease or something had killer off dl of them
within hours. Oddly, that was about the same time that Melicaid—

Médicard.

Erini’ s eyes opened wide as she surrendered to the inevitable and turned her thoughts back to the night
before. The princess had expected so many things when she had entered his darkened chamber, the
elfwood arm being the least of those. Despite its graceful appearance—thanks to some skilled craftsman,
no doubt—the arm moved with an awkwardness that would forev-er remind one it was not redl. Even
had it been painted so perfectly asto match the king' s skin, Erini would have recog-nized it for what it
was.

First seeing that arm in the dim light, however, had subconsciousy made her anticipate the worst. That
waswhy, when Mdicard had held the light close to hisface, Erini had let out a gasp without even actudly
seeing hisfeatures. When her eyeshad at last rested on her betrothed and the images had sunk deep
enough into her shocked mind, that shock had turned to confusion and, gradualy, joy.

Méelicard I, king of Talak and once the handsomest of men in her young eyes, had avisage that, Erini a
last admitted to herself, was everything she had ever hoped for asagirl growing up. Strong, angular
features, athletic, and with acommanding presence befitting his rank. It was awondrous thing to behold,
and the princesswas s0 relieved she dmost flew into hisarms, barely missing knocking the candlestick
from hishand.

Only then, when they were so near to one another, did the unholy nature of hisface become evident. If
there was a grgphic indication of her own reaction to this sudden turn, it was the tightening of his mouth
and the narrowing of his eye—one eye—when he saw her stumble and pause.

The*accident” that had claimed his arm had claimed much *of hisface aswell, even asrumors had
foretold. Because of the ancient magic said to beinvolved, that face would not heal. Whole sections of
skin had been torn away and Mdicard had even logt hisleft eye. When dl dsefailed with hisarm, the
king had turned to elfwood, rare wood that, legend had it, was cut from atree blessed by the spirit of a
dying €f, and had his artisans carve him anew limb.

He had done the same thing with hisface.

Erini, remembering what had followed, pulled the sheets around her. Tears stresked her own features
and shewhispered, “I’m sorry!”

While his bride-to-be stood where she was in what he could only believe to be disgust and horror,
Mélicard coldly lit other candlesfrom thefirst. It was evidently hisintention to give her the full effect, so
positive was he that she loathed him.

“Y ou certainly must have heard enough gabbers' taes about my—difficulties—before making your way
herel 1sit so much worse than even the stories?’

How could shetdl him? Erini could not keep her eyes off his
face. It wasthe face of Méelicard, every curve and angle exactly
asit should have been—save that most of the left side was
mesterfully carved from the same wood that his arm had been,

even down to the cheekbone and lower jaw. A third of the nose had been replaced; the elfwood spread
ashigh asthe middle of hisforehead and asfar back as his ear. She was certain that unbuttoning the
collar of hisdark shirt would reved more of the same.



The damage had not been confined to the left Side, either. Hisright side was streaked by what amost
looked like roots spreading from the left. Three mgjor branches split across his cheek and each had one
or two minor gppendages as well. So contrasting was the enchanted wood to his own pale skin that the
entire patchwork face looked like nothing less than that of aman dying of plague.

“You arefreeto depart any time. Princess Erini,” he said after atime.

She shook her head, unwilling to trust her mouth. Mdlicard, carefully skirting her, came around and
offered her achair. Erini had been so engrossed in his appearance that she had not even noticed there
was furniture, or anything, for that matter, in the room. “1f you plan to stay, then please be seated. This
should be more comfortable than those coach benches, even aroya coach.”

With awhispered “thank you,” Erini adjusted her ungainly dress and sat down. The king, moving swift
and silent, sudden-ly leaned before her, agoblet of red wine in each hand. She took the proffered goblet
and waited until he was seated in another chair directly acrossfrom her before spping. Thewine
succeeded very little in steadying Erini’ s nerves, for her eyes could not leave hisface even when she
drank.

They sat likethat for severad minutes. Melicard, whose manner had been as politely cold as hiswords,
drank from his own goblet in slence. With each sip, he seemed to draw deeper into hisown mind. The
princess wanted to say something, anything, to ease his pain and her own guilt, but the words would not
come out. She grew angry at hersdf for becoming one of those helpless, usdess maidensthe Sorytellers
often created for their fables. Until now, Erini had secretly mocked those pitiful women.

At lagt, the king set his goblet down and rose. The princess
straightened, expecting some announcement, some word from
her betrothed asto their future—or even lack of it if that was
hisdesire. To her surprise, Melicard turned and walked to the
far end of the chamber, where another door stood. Médicard

opened it and, without looking back or even saying aword, stepped out of the room.

Erini stared at the door asit closed behind him, not comprehending immediately what had happened.
Only when aliveried servant stepped in from the first doorway did redliza-tion sink in.

“If you will comewith me, your magesty, | have been commanded to show you to your quarters.”
Through his manner, the servant verified her fears; Mdicard was not returning. The king had read her
disgust and pity and had been able to stomach it no longer.

She saw no one other than the servants who fed and cared for her and her two ladies-in-waiting. Galea
and Madga pressed her for snippets of information about the king, but Erini would have none of that.
After dismissng them politely, she had retired early, the combination of the journey and her trial here too
much to besar.

L etting the sun now bathe her, heal her mental wounds, she silently swore an oath. / must makeit up to
him somehow! | must show | can care without pitying! Smal wonder he actsthe way he doesiif everyone
reactsas| did! Melicard could not be faulted for his efforts, the princess decided guiltily. If hisown flesh
would not grow back, what was he supposed to do? Wear amask of gold and silver? Leave hisown,
mangled festures visble? In many ways, the elfwood face was the best solution, unnerving asit as. Even
the king's sorcerer had come up with nothing better after failing to heal his master’ swounds.

Her own fingers began to twitch at the thought and she clasped both hands together in order to fight the
urge down. She would not succumb. There was nothing the princess could do that others more skilled,
others who were trained, could not do better.

Erini repeated what had become a chant to her—she was a princess of Gordag-Ai and could never bea
sorceress or witch. Never. She was destined to be a queen. No king would trust awitch for awife. Her



own people would not have.

Though shefought it down successfully, Erini shook so badly
after that, that she rose and dressed hersdlf, not daring to have
Gaeaor Magda or any of Mdicard’ s people wonder what
made her shake. By the time the princess was finished, the
danger was past. Erini ingpected hersdlf in the vast mirror that
overwhelmed the wall opposite her bed and, satisfied, dared to

summon a servant. If she succeeded in nothing more today, she would &t |east eat a decent medl.

Neither Mdicard nor the unsavory Counselor Quorin met her at breskfast. Galeaand Magdajoined her,
but she made some pretext and left them as soon as she was finished. When none of the palace servants
seemed to object, the princess began exploring, trying to understand more about Taak and its monarch
through the vast building itsdlf. Erini dready knew much of the city-gtate' s“ officia” history, having been
edu-cated about her future kingdom most of her life, but there was more, so much more, beneath the
surface of the facts that tutors had poured into her. All she had learned about her betrothed had availed
her nothing in hisactual presence. It was a mistake she did not intend to make a second time.

Aslavishly decorated as the palace was, she soon discovered two things. One was that the vast mgority
of items had been gathered during the reigns of past kings, to the extent that whole wings had been built
to house them. The second and more interesting point concerned, those few treasures gathered or
created during the years of Mélicard’ srule. Most of the pieces were dark in nature and not afew of them
dealt with the death and destruction of foes, especidly dragons. Pacesin portraits were always
shadowed or, if they werefully revedled, were sinister and even hideous. It did not paint a pretty picture
of her betrothed. Erini began to have doubts.

At awindow overlooking aninterior garden filled with hanging plants and blossoming flowers of dl
colors, she paused to relax. A noise at the far end of the garden made her look there. Her eyes narrowed
a an curious sight. Far below, two guards were carrying a third man between them. As opposed to the
tall, muscular soldiers, the unconscious figure in the middle was thin to the point of emaciation and asold
asany soul the princess had ever seen. Hewore adark robe with acowl on it, identifying him from

Erini’ steachings as Méelicard’ s sorcerer Drayfitt. The history that the ancient spellcaster had lived through
had always fascinated her, but not nearly so much aswhy Drayfitt now needed to be carried anywhere,
Sheleaned closer.

Erini glanced back at the direction the trio had come from
and noticed the small doorway buried benesth the vines of the
far wall. The way to the sorcerer’ sinner sanctum? Possibly,

and, if S0, it was also possible that his present condition was due to some spell gone awry.
“What' s going on here?’ avoice that grated on her nerves snarled.

The two sentries paused and, readjusting their unconscious package, saluted Ma Quorin. Heignored
protocol and repeated his question in the same vicious tone as before.

One of the guards, hisface no longer visibleto Erini, nervoudy replied, “His mgesty gave usordersto
seek out the sorverer Drayfitt and find out why he had not reported to the king this morning. When we
arrived, the guards on duty let usin, reporting that no one had entered or left since they had been
dtationed there.” The man hesitated before concluding quickly, “He was lying on the floor! Wetried to
wake him, but nothing worked, my lord!”

Quorin looked at both of them, evidently not satisfied.
“There smore, isn't there?’



“Thedemonisloose, my lord!” the other guard findly blurted. “Or, at leadt, it'sno longer in the
chamber!”

Erini, listening intently and growing more shocked with each word, fully expected the counsdlor to vent
his rage and power on the two hapless soldiers. Instead, he smply stood where he was, staring. Whether
he stared at the sentries or into open space, the princess had no way of knowing. At last, the counselor
reached forward and, in amove that stunned not only Erini but the soldiersaswell, dapped Drayfitt
sharply acrossthe face. The elderly spellcaster’ s head snapped to one side, but he did not wake. Quorin
rubbed his hand.

“Beon your way, then. | want to know when he wakes.”
“My lord.”

Quorin watched camly until the trio was out of Sght and then whirled back in the direction of the
vine-covered door. With tremendous, catlike strides, he covered the distance to his objectivein mere
seconds. The counsglor put one hand on the handle and then, asif sensing he were being watched, turned
around and glanced upward. Erini, however, anticipating such amove, was aready flattened against a
wal.

She counted more than twenty breaths before she dared to
look. Mal Quorin was gone, evidently having decided hedid
not have the time to search for shadows. The princess debated
going down to the mysterious door or following the guards and
their package. Knowing that the counsdor might be waiting for

her, Erini chosethe latter and tried to guess where the two men might enter. They had mentioned
Méelicard and hisinterest in the workings of the sorcerer. If nothing e se, they would eventudly return to
their monarch with some type of report and that report would include Drayfitt’s odd condition.

A demon, by my ancestors! Do al the rumors about Méelicard have some basisin fact? Am | engaged to
ahuman mongter? Have | been so wrong about him?

Drayfitt and the guards. They had to be insde by now. Where might they go? The chamber in which she
had confronted Melicard? It was her only red choice. Taking a deep breath, the princess made her way
to the centra gtaircase and started down, walking with the air of one who isinspecting her new domain.
Erini did not know what might happen if she actually stumbled acrossthetrio, but that was arisk shewas
willing to take. Her only fear was running into Quorin or the king himsdlf. The counsdor wasan
annoyance; her betrothed... Erini was not quite ready to deal with him. There were things she wanted to
think about before the two of them spoke again, especidly if she had properly understood the
conversation between Quorin and the two guards.

At thefoot of the stairs, she confronted four sentries, who saluted in Smultaneous fashion. Erini nodded
imperioudy and continued on. No one made amove to stop her wanderings. Once shewas far enough
away, the princess exhaed deeply, wondering if her heart would ever dow to norma again.

Shewas turning down the main hall when she spotted the two soldiers from the garden. Drayfitt was
nowhere to be seen. The guards themsalves were just marching up to the doorway of the chamber she
had entered |ast night. The same sentries stood watch. After abrief consultation, the soldiers who had
discovered Drayfitt were ushered insde.

Disappointment washed over Erini. There was no way she could eavesdrop on Mdicard and his men.
Barging in was a0 too risky, considering that she might at any minute discover shewas no longer to be
his bride. Erini began to wonder what room Drayfitt might have been deposited in by the guards. If she
could find some way to wake him...



“Your majesty is awake. Did you sleep well?”

The princesstrembled in surprise. Her left hand made an
automatic sweep across her midsection and suddenly began to
glow, but she reversed the motion, thereby countermanding the

spell. By the time the princess turned around, her hand was back to normal.

Ma Quorin was standing behind her, hisfeline features enhanced by the predatory smile spreading
across hisface. The counsalor was al politeness as he spoke. “My deepest sympathiesfor yesterday,
princess. The king is—overwheming—at times.”

“And | was not understanding. Counsglor Quorin. | have every intention of atoning for my lapse. The
king has nothing to regret.” She glanced down the hall at the guarded doorway with amagjestically
indifferent eye. “1 thought I might speak to him now.”

Rubbing his chin, Quorin diplomatically hesitated before replying, “I regret to say, your mgesty, that now
would not be agood time to disturb the king. He has thrown himself into hiswork, something he does
when hismood grows dark, and | think it might be best to wait until thisevening, when it istimeto sup. |
assure you that the evening meal would be amuch better time to mend any rift between the two of you.”

The falseface of courtesy that the counselor wore for her irritated Erini and she was tempted to tell him
s0. Thered Ma Quorin was the man who had been shouting in the garden, an ambitious, hot-tempered
plotter in her opinion. To speak the truth would avail her nothing, however, and would probably make
matters worse since this man had the ear of Méelicard.

“Asyou say, Counsdor Quorin. You will arrange, | trugt, that the meal isaprivate one. The king and
mysdf. | have much to make up for.”

“I shdl do my utmost.” He gave one of his sweeping bows. “If you like, Shcetheking isunavailable, |
can have someone escort you through the city, show you al Taak hasto offer its new queen. Would you
likethat?’

Histone wasthat of an adult asking achild if she wanted a piece of candy. Erini struggled to keep her
temper. If there ever was areason to let her powers|oose, it was the counselor. She wondered what he
would say if he knew how dangerous his position actually was at present.

“I think not, counselor. Not today, anyway. Thereis till so much to see and leam about in the palace
itsdlf. | should get to know Mélicard' s heritage, for it will be mineaswell.”

His eyes spoke otherwise in response to her quiet challenge,
athough Quorin’ swords themselves were nothing lessthan
admiration and the desireto ass. “Y ou are to be recommended,

your magjesty. If you will retire to your chambers, | will send amember of the roya archiveswho will be
ableto answer al of your questionsfor you. There arc aso avast number of books, somein the
handwriting of the king' sillustrious ancestors, that | will have pulled from the archives”

Erini smiled so very sweetly. “Y ou must be agodsend to your lord, counselor. Thereis no reason to do
that asyet. | find | leam so much more just walking these exquisite hdls. If you will excuse me now....”

With Quorin watching her back, the princess walked sedately down the opposite hal, visibly admiring the
treasures around her. After afew moments, she heard the scuffle of his boots as he turned away. Erini
paused, pretending to study a statuette, and looked back out of the comer of her eyejust intimeto see
the man barge into the same chamber that the two soldiers had passed through only a short time before.

More and more, Ma Quorin bothered her. There were times when he moved much like the creature he



resembled and others when he made more noise than afull honor guard. He was dso her enemy, that
much was now completely evident, and she did not doubt that he might even turn to violence. The
counsglor had no desirefor the king to marry, likely because he feared Erini’ sinfluence might some day
overshadow hisown.

Despite her lapses, the princess had no intention of folding up like the heroines of the storytellers. Come
an endlessarmy of demonsand Ma Quorins, shewould still mend therift between Méelicard and herself
and, in the process, find out what had truly happened behind that garden door.

If it also meant giving in to her own curse, so beit.

In the eterna darkness of what had once been the throne room of the Dragon Emperor, a searing light
burgt into life, flooding the entire chamber in its bloodred brilliance. Things that were not entirely of this
world, things that had once .obeyed the will of the Gold Dragon, scurried back into the safety of cracks
and fissureswhere the light did not reach.

Likeawisp of smoke. Shade uncurled out of nothing and stepped forth into the ruins of the Dragon
King'slair.

This had once been the chamber in which the Dragon Kings

met in council. There had been thirteen of them until the end of

the Turning War, when Nathan Bedlam had succeeded in
destroying therega Purple Dragon who had ruled Penacles

before the Gryphon. The council—and the unity of the drakes—had broken up for the fina time with the
madness caused by the discovery of Cabe Bedlam, Nathan’ s grandson and succes-sor, who carried a
part of the spirit of the greaet Dragon Master within him. In this chamber, where some of the huge effigies
of creatureslong dead till stood despite al the violence that had passed through here, two drake lords,
the battle-hungry Iron and his ever-present shadow Bronze, had paid for their rebd-lion against Gold. In
this chamber. Shade had learned, Cabe Bedlam had defeated the Dragon Emperor, tearing his mind
apart. Here dso, it was said, Cabe and the Lord Gryphon had battled young Bedlam’s mad father, the
gniger Azran.

Death is so very much a part of this place still. Shade thought uneasily. If there was a place that could
unnerve him, it was here. As Madrac, he had forgotten that fear briefly, coming here and using the
Dragon Kingsthemsdavesto further that incarnation’ sgoals.

Shade stood and scanned the cathedra-high ruins about him, marveling at the carnage for severa
seconds before finally deciding that enough time had been wasted. The warlock took two tentative steps
toward what had once been the throne itself—

?  and paused.
Though no one but the warlock himsdlf would have been ableto tell. Shade blinked. He studied the

cavern again—and then for athird time. When that no longer seemed to satisfy him, he sought around for
asafe placeto sit. There, he stared into the darkness of an adjoining cavern and wondered...

... wondered why he had come here and why he had suddenly forgotten that reason.
%

Darkhorse burst from the portd at full galop, dl defenses
ready. He did not stop until he was certain that Shade was
nowhere near. It never paid to be too confident in the Dragonrealm,

especidly with the warlock, but till, he could sense nothing hostile within immediate range and decided it
was safe to cometo a halt.



A wave of sulfur drifted past his muzzle. Had he been less than he was, the treacherous smoke would
have left him choking on the ground. Being Darkhorse, he noted it only for its pungent scent.

“The Hell Plaind How apitly titled!” the shadow steed muitered. It was actualy more of ashout than a
mutter, for ,even hefound it difficult to hear his normally stentorian voice in aland where few minutes
went by without some sort of volcanic eruption. All around him, the ground shook. Hillsformed, burst
open as molten rock was spewed forth, and then collapsed as some new crater redirected the flow. The
very earth beneath the eternd’ s hooves cracked wide and lava began to rise to the surface.

Darkhorse glanced down &t the burning, liquefied rock and laughed. The lavalicked at hisforelegs, but it
might aswell have been the touch of ablade of grass. Mocking the power of the land with aswish of his
thick tail, the phantom horse trotted to stable ground, the better to think.

He had been over ahundred places that Shade might choose to visit and none of those had been sought
out by the mad war-lock despite more than aday passing. More than adozen times, Darkhorse had
found himsdf tricked by fase or old trails. Dark-horse did not fedl defeated yet, but his options were
dminishing.

The earth shook, derting him to yet another crater forming beneath his hooves. Annoyed, the shadow
steed began trotting north, toward the more stable regions of the Hell Plains. There was yet one place
nearby that Shade might deem to vigt. A place hidden from al during its master’ sreign, but likely to be
unprotected now.

Darkhorse kicked up the ash in frustration. He was running blind. He had no ideawhat Shade planned,
where the warlock was, or if the spellcaster had aready struck. His only hope wasto come across his
former comradein aplace of power such asthe one he neared even now. Perhapsthistime ... he
dreamed.

The birdlike skull of a Seeker went bounding into the air, kicked high dong with the soot it had been
buried under. Startled, Darkhorse came to a halt—but not before kicking up amangled pile of bones
that had come from more than one cregture and more than one race.

The bones were jumbled together, the result of continua tremors and eruptions. Treading softly, the
shadow steed discovered that they literally covered the earth, hidden from view only by a blanket of ash
that had accumulated over the years. Memories of the past stirred. He recalled bits of news picked up
concern-ing the fates of hisfriends and foes. It was asif time had not passed, for he had been battling the
new, deadly incarnation called Madrac when these creatures had died fighting one another. Drake bones
mixed fredy with Seeker bones. The Seekers, the ancient avian masters of thisland, had fought, not for
themselves, but for the lord forced upon them, Azran Bedlam. They had died defending his citadd and,
when even that was not enough to keep the hordes of the Red Dragon from hiswalls, Azran had
destroyed thefiery legions and the Dragon King with his accursed demon blade. Darkhorse eyed the
remainswith clinica interest. This, then, was part of the battle site. He was closer than he had thought.
The shadow steed puzzled over the remains and then looked up, openly curious.

This had to be the region where Azran’ s sanctum was located—yet—it was nowhere to be found.

He stirred up more ash and bone as he searched the ground. There were anumber of jagged hillsand
craters, but none massive enough to be what Darkhorse sought, unless... unlessal that remained of the
tower was—its foundation. The ancient structure, supposedly built by the Seekersto withstand time and
the Hell Plains had to be no more than aruin. It was the only answer and, if true, yet another failure on his
part. Shade would never come here.

“Darkhorse, you are avain, unmitigated fool!” He brought ahoof down on some unidentifiable bone,
sending fragments and dust flying. He had been determined to do this d one because hefelt the
responsibility his. Shade was—had been—hisfriend. Shade' s exile had been the etema’ sdoing and the



warlock’ s escape had been Darkhorse' sfailure. Pride ruled the shadow steed as much as, if not more
than, it ruled humanity.

A touch of latent power disturbed the edges of hismind.

“What have we here?’ he rumbled. That which touched his thoughts was not living, not by any stretch of
theimagination. It had the stink of desth—no, it was death!—and it lay not too far from where he stood.
Darkhorse, having few options of hisown, followed the chilling trail.

Soon, Darkhorse found himself standing before a long, wide

mound some two or three times the height of anormal man. The jet-black horse stepped up to the front
edge of the mound and dug away at it with his hoof, not daring to unleash aspell inthevicinity of sucha
dark power. Darkhorse had no fear for himsalf, but he knew that careless action might very well rob him
of hisonly possible chanceto find and stop Shade. That, of course, depended on what had sought him
out. Therewere thingsin the Dragonrealm that even he hoped never to mest.

After afew moments, he uncovered the edge of awall. It wastrue, then. Something, perhaps Azran
himself, had stripped the ancient castle of its preservative spells. Age and the primitive fury of this cursed
region had caught up to the citadel. From what he could see, Darkhorse guessed that an eruption had
taken place not too far from the once magically protected grounds. In afew more decades, there would
be little or nothing remaining of thelair of Azran.

Somehow, Darkhorse could not bring himself to weep for theloss of such aplace. If the Hell Plains
buried the evil memory of Nathan Bedlam'’ streacherous fod, so much the better.

Thetouch of desth returned. Shaking his head to remove the foul fedling, the stallion followed thetrail left
by the magica contact. Ash, mortar, and yet more bones flew as Darkhorse used the dightest touch of
his own power to clear apath. One never knew what might be lurking benegath. The ground rum-bled
ominoudy; perhaps decades wastoo long an estimate. There might be nothing remaining in mere
minutes

He came across what had once been stairs leading down to aroom, aroom still protected by sorcery
though the physica structure itsalf was no more than half awall and severa loose stones. Darkhorse
paused only for amoment; then, spelling the ash away, he descended. The protective measures here
were bound together with the same unearthly power that had reached out to him, which waswhy they
gill remained. Even if the entire region exploded in one massive eruption, this spot would go untouched.
Darkhorse laughed, his chalenge to what awaited him. He knew with what he dealt now.

Hisform passed through a spell that would have killed any mortal creature and severd entities of lesser
ability than he. Asthetip of histail passed beyond the deadly trap, the violent land of the Hell Plains
ceased to be.

“I'am unimpressed,” was his first comment as he surveyed

the chamber he now stood in. “Typical of your masters, who have no imagination!”

How the room had looked before Azran’ s desth was ques-tionable, though, knowing the necromancer’s
madness, it had probably been much the same. Without Azran’s physical influ-ence, however, control of
this place had dipped back to the oppressive rulers of the Fina Peth, the beings known to men asthe
Lords of the Dead and other, in the etemal’ s estimation, overly pretentioustitles.

/ wonder what humans would think if they knew that even these Lords must die a sometimel
The odor of rotting flesh filled the chamber. Decaying forms, human and otherwisg, littered the place. A



pool of some brackish liquid—definitely not water—bubbled ominoudy. Darkhorse laughed again.

“Save your show for those who bdlieveinit, Lords of the Overacting! Y ou know that | have no fear of
you! If | should ever perish, my ultimate destiny lies elsewhere, not in your dime-crusted fingerd! If you
have something to say to me, then do so! One who has cheated you over and over for millenniathreatens
the mortals—mortals who have not yet lived the livesthat are their due! Well? Do | need to Start
dumping thisrefuseinto your little puddle?” He prodded an unidentifiable mass covered with black flies
toward the poal.

The bubbling grew violent, creating a green froth that swelled high. The pool became more agitated,
waves lapping the floor. Something long, large, and blacker than Darkhorse briefly broke the
muck-covered surface before disappearing again. The shadow steed watched all in total disinterest.

In the center of the pool, anew form dowly rose. Accurate description failed, savethat it wasa
hodgepodge of rotting limbs, torsos, and heads combined in impossible ways. Eyes dotted itsform, al of
them staring at the phantom horse with more than atouch of fury. Severa limbs pointed in Darkhorse's
direction.

“I fed no more pleasurein seeing your lovely face—faces, / suppose | should say\—than you fed in
seeing mine! Come!  Speak and we can be done with this—or are you going to pass aong some
unmanageableriddle like those you foist upon mortals who seek your—foolsthat they arel—qguidance’.”

“Child of the Void.” The voice grated, scratched, pierced—
it did everything asfar as Darkhorse was concerned. Despite
theirritation it caused him, however, outwardly he reveded

nothing. Let them play their little games out as long asthey told him something of importance.
“Dweller Without.”

The shadow steed kicked the fly-covered corpseinto the pool, which caused aflurry of bubbling asthe
scavengers sought unsuccessfully to escape their sinking home. Darkhorse focused an ice-blue eye on the
guardian of the poal.

“Yesss, | have earned my share of pretentioustitlesaswell! Second move to you, my pretty friend!
Now, unless you concede thisidiotic game and tell mewhat is so important, | will depart this
godforsaken hole forever—but not before seding it so that no one else has to put up with your stench!”

“Kivan Grath.” The guardian of the pool spit the name out, dong with anumber of tiny, vague pieces of
matter that Darkhorse did not bother to try to identify.

“Kivan Grath?”
“The Seeker of Gods, demon horse.” It wasthe first understandable reply the thing had given him.

“I know what it is, but why—"*

“Kivan Grath. Now.” Each of the numerous mouths formed into what Darkhorse could only vaguely
accept asasmile. A amileof triumph. “Do not lose him again, unwanted one.”

Thejet-black stallion met the guardian’ s multiple gaze. “ And how many times has Shade departed your
domain without more than anod of his head?’

The guardian did not respond to hisretort, instead choosing that moment to sink back into the mire. Up
to the very moment its head submerged, al eyesremained fixed on Darkhorse.

He bid the guardian, who may or may not have been little more than a puppet through which his masters
had spoken, farewdl | with amocking laugh that echoed throughout the chamber. Turning, the shadow



steed kicked yet another moldering form into the gridy pool as he burst back through the magica veil and
outintothe Hell Plains.

Ascending to the surface, Darkhorse scanned the areawith renewed interest. “Not so bad a place after
al! Almogt pleasant!”

His gaze returned to the stairway and the ruins of the chamber. Azran’s pool lay in some space between
the morta plane and the lands of the dead, abrilliant piece of sorcery. Almost indestructible, too.

Almog.

“Some doors are too dangerous to leave opened,” he finally decided.

The black emptiness that was hisform melted, changed. Like the molten rock flowing from the craters,
the inky dark-ness streamed down the broken steps, pressing with purpose toward the magical doorway .
Asit enveloped the physical porta, abrief touch, abrief moment of protest, tapped at the edges of
Darkhorse' s consciousness. Heignored it and, as the magic which had created the portal was absorbed
within him, the protest faded.

The shadow steed re-formed himself at the top of the stairs. At the base of those stairs was now aclean,
flat surface. Other than the steps, there was no sign that there had ever been a portal. Indeed, there was
not even atrace of the room remaining.

Kivan Grath. Most mgjestic of the Tyber Mountains. The name was familiar to Darkhorse and he cursed
himsdlf for not having searched there earlier. Lair of the Gold Dragon, long dead. The cavernswithin
Kivan Grath were endless and they predated even the Seekers. Was it possible that one of Shade's
rediscovered memories had sent him searching in those caverns?

Darkhorse paused. The rot-riddled masters of human mortdi-ty had given him aclue, but did he dare
trust it? They cared nothing for him and that feding was returned to them twofold. Why, then, were they
ading him? Was there something greater they feared, should the warlock remain free?

Again, he contemplated seeking out Cabe Bedlam, the one mortal who might be of help, and again the
painful belief, that he was responsble for Shade, kept him from doing so.

The guardian had indicated that speed was of the essence and Darkhorse, knowing he had aready
staled longer than he dared, opened a path through redity. Thistime, he would find Shade. Thistime,
there would be no exile.

Only one sentry guarded the room where Erini guessed Drayfitt had been deposited. He stood at the
doorway, a bored look on his rough features, his hand on the pommel of hissword. Inthe palaceroyd
of the king of Talak, no one expected trouble. That, despite what had happened to the old sorcerer.

What exactly she planned to do, the princess could not say.

Her ideas had gone no farther than locating Drayfitt and she
was chagrined to redlize she had no notion as to how to proceed
now. Of what use would sneaking past the sentry be, dways

assuming that Erini could do even that, if success only meant confronting the unconscious spellcaster?

She wasturning away, defeated for the moment, when she heard the sound of a door opening and the
voice of the guard raised high in surprise. Erini, positioned down aside corridor, glanced back intimeto
see the sentry’ sface glaze over as adetermined Drayfitt stared into his eyes. The sorcerer had an odd
look in hisown eyes, afanatica gaze that somehow did not fit the elderly man’ s appearance. It was
amost asif he, likethe soldier, were under aspdll.

Drayfitt wasted no time. Like aman possessed, he hurried down the hall—toward the corridor where



Erini ill stood. Quickly, shelooked around for some place to hide, not wanting to chance the samefate
asthe hapless sentry. Sighting a stairway leading downward, the princess scurried over to it. Sherushed
halfway down and paused, hoping to hear the sorcerer as he passed.

A horrible thought occurred to her. If Drayfitt was returning to the garden, his quickest way to reach it
was the very stairway she was standing on. Erini took severa steps down and then paused. By now,
Drayfitt should have been descending behind her, yet, hisfootsteps were growing fainter. Shewaited a
moment longer and then dowly made her way back up. No sorcerer barred her way. The princess
reached the .top of the stairs and looked around. The elderly man was gone.

Holding her breath, she listened for some sound. Nothing. Drayfitt had continued down one of thetwo
hallways, but she could not say which. The ancient sorcerer was much sprier than the princess could have
believed possible. Now, there was no way she could follow him.

Voices and heavy footsteps down the original corridor made her turn. Quorin was one of them. Thetwo
soldierswho had carried Drayfitt to the room were likely with him. The other voice...

Melicard!

Erini cursed her luck. If she went down either corridor, they would see her. If she descended the stairs,
they might notice her as she hurried across the garden. Either way, thingswould look suspicious. With
her future dready in afragile sate, this might be more than it could stand.

Strengthening her resolve, Erini did the only thing she could.
It wastimeto rely on hope and her own ability to act asa

princess acted. Smoothing her gown, she strode down the hallway and entered the corridor by Drayfitt's
former resting place just as Mdicard, Quorin, and at least Six guards came into sight from her right.

She pretended to notice the stunned guard for the first time. Shock was not a difficult emotion to play;
the sentry’ s dack features and blank eyeswere afrightening sight. Without redlizing it, she put ahand to
her mouth to stifle agasp.

“Princess Erini! Y our mgesty!” Quorin’svoice. She refused to acknowledgeit, instead shaking her head
asif ready to bresk down &t the Sight of the unfortunate victim of Drayfitt’s power.

1] Eri ni .”
The new voice was Mdlicard’ s and the soft tone of it turned her uneasinessto wonder. She gratefully tore

her eyesfrom the sentry, fixing them instead upon Méelicard' sface. Thistime, the princessfelt no
uneasiness, only uncertainty. Would they sus-pect why she was here?

“Melicard, —*

Quorin stepped forward to intercept her as she moved toward the king. “Y our magjesty, if you will permit
me, | will have two of these men escort you to your chambers. There has been some unpleasantness
here, asyou can see, and we would not want you endangered.”

She purposaly sdestepped him. “If there is some danger to
Méicard, | will certainly not abandon him for my own sake! If
there is some danger to me, | will fed safer with my be-
trothed!” Erini looked up at the king. Mdicard met her gaze
momentarily, then looked down. “Unless, of course, he does
not wish me here”

The king lifted his head and studied her. Erini kept her gaze on hiseyes. Her own played tricks; she



amost cameto believe that both his eyes were real. Would he respond to her bald statement? Did
Mélicard understand that she would leave Talak now if he so desired it?

Beside her, Md Quorin grew anxious. He put ahand on her
arm, intending to lead her away from both the king and the
present, dire Situation. It proved to be amistake. Life seemed
to suddenly illuminate Melicard’ s visage, even that carved of
elfwood. He looked from the counselor to Erini and back

agan.
“It' sdl right, Quorin. Shewill befinewith me.”

Thefacesof Erini and Ma Quorin were astudy in opposites.

More pleased than she had thought she could possibly be, the princess barely noticed the scowling
features of the counsdlor.

“My liege, | don’t think—*
“We |l speak of the other matterslater on. | know | can depend on you to ded with the present crisisas
| would want it dealt with.” The king’ stone brooked no argument.

Defeated for the moment, Quorin obediently bowed. “Asyou wish, your mgjesty. | shall report to you as
soon as we have the crisis under control.”

Mélicard absently touched one of the streaks of elfwood running acrossthe right side of hisface. “Unless
you can't contral it, | see no need why it can’t wait until thisevening. | leaveit in your very capable
hands.”

“My liege.” The counsdlor barked ordersto the guards. Two of them took the stricken sentry away while
the rest followed Quorin down the side corridor Erini had stepped out of before. The king by her side,
Erini watched until the party was out of sight.

“Princess Erini,” Mélicard suddenly began, “1 apologize to you for yesterday. Y ou shouldn’t have been
expected to be at ease with something o... | sometimestry to provoke are-sponsg, | think.”

“My conduct was reprehensible, my lord. | should gpologize to you for that. Asa princess of Gordag-Ai
and your betrothed, | should behave better. 1t could not have been easy for you to accept the fact that
you had abride, not after dl these years.”

The thinnest shadow of asmile played briefly acrossthe king’s mouth. Through sometrick of thelight,
Erini imagined that the efwood portion of hisface flexed and shifted as hetaked, asif it believed it was
flesh and blood. She wanted to reach up and touch it, just to be certain, but she doubted that Mdlicard
would tolerate such athing at this point—and she had no desire to do anything that might break anew the
bond between them just asit was beginning to mend.

“It wasabit of asurprise,” heresponded. It was asif Erini had met twins, so different wasthis Mdlicard
from the cold one she had encountered briefly yesterday. “1 hadn’t even planned on marriage for severd
years. | have so much to do.”

The princess was careful not to press him on what sort of
projects kept him so busy, instead saying, “ ‘ The years pass as
quickly asthey once passed so dowly.” An old saying of
Gordag-Ai. A king needs heirsif hewishes hislegacy to live

on. Wherewould Taak beif something happened to you and you had no heir? The city would fal.”



From thelook in hisworking eye, Erini knew she had struck one of his most sensitive points. Méelicard's
campaign would be dl for nought if he died. There was no one with the drive, the determination, to take
over. Ma Quorin had such dreams, but the princes knew that putting Talak in the counsdlor’ shandslike
that would result in nothing less than civil war. The counselor was a madman and madmen made for
short, brutal reigns.

Méelicard reached out and took her hand. “ Perhaps we can find aquiet place and talk for alittle while.”

Having no desire to destroy what she had so far wrought, Erini made no mention of the fact that, under
these circum-stances, it was proper for others, specificaly her ladies-in-waiting, to aso be in attendance.
When it came to courtship, the king was a babe. Still, she understood that they could make no progressiif
he had to endure the stares of other, lessflexible souls like Magda or Galea—besides, Erini had no
desirefor them to bein attendance, either.

Mélicard led her down the hall, but not to the chamber they had met in the day before. Instead, the two
of them waked toward the cathedrd high doors of the main hal, where severd startled guards quickly
straightened. The king touched his face where elfwood and flesh met, hesitant. Then, with iron resolve, he
took her arm and guided her forward. Two guards quickly opened the door for them and severa others
moved to fal in behind theroya couple.

The king turned and calmly said, “Return to your posts. We will be within the pal ace grounds and very
safe. That isacommand.”

With some misgivings evident in their features, the guards stepped away.
“Such loyaty iscommendable,” Erini commented. “Where are we going?’

Médlicard did not look directly at her, but she thought she detected abrief smile. Twicein only afew
minutes, the princess marvelled. There' shope.

“If you'll permit. Princess Erini, | would like to show you my kingdom.”

Her own smilewasthe only reply he received. Reddening dightly, Melicard escorted her outside and into
the sunlight.

In the caverns of Kivan Grath, a desperate Shade sat silently, histhoughts araging fury in contrast to his
gill form. Try as he might, the warlock could make no sense of hismemories; he barely even
remembered the name by which he had gone for al these centuries. Shade. It was the only solid memory
he had left. Somehow, he hoped, he would be able to build from it. Somehow.

From the darkened caverns beyond, asingle, unseen watcher studied the human. When curiosity was
satisfied, the watcher vanished into the darknessto tell the others.

\

The crimson fire that illuminated the throne room of the Dragon Emperor was momentarily drowned out
by the brilliant white glow of Darkhorse' s gate as the shadow steed burst through. Chilling eyes quickly
drank in the details of the massive cavern, from the few huge effigies still sanding, to theflittering,
frightened shapes seeking haven in the cracks and crevices. Darkhorse ignored the creatures, knowing
them as usdless servants of along-dead Dragon King. There was only one thing, one creature who
demanded his attention... and though he was nowhere to be seen, the ebony stdlion could fed his nearby
presence.

“Shaaade!”
The warlock’ s name echoed hauntingly through the endless labyrinth of caverns. It was said that here, if



one dared, away to the bottom of the world might be found. Darkhorse neither knew or cared. He
wanted Shade and each passing second made that hope dwindle.

“Come, Shade! It istimeto join the ghosts of our pasts This poor world canill afford our constant
sruggle! Letit end now!”

Hewaited, listening intently asthe echoes of his challenge
dowly died away. Thethings hiding in the cracks and crevices
chittered in mad fear. More out of impatience than anything

else, Darkhorselooked up in their genera direction and laughed, sending them scattering to hiding places
farther away from the phantom horse.

Still no one answered hischdlenge.

There was too much old magic here for him to pinpoint the spellcaster. Old spells abandoned, for the
mogt part. There was dso something € se, something older and newer. Darkhorse sniffed.

Vraad sorcery.

Shade' swords to him while the shadow steed had remained helplessin Drayfitt’ s cage resurfaced. The
warlock had said that his elderly counterpart had used Vraad-style sorcery. Now, in thisancient place
where Shade himsdlf had come, there were again Vraad traces.

Darkhorse cursed silently. Now there was more than Shade to dedl with. If he somehow survived his
encounter with the warlock, there were gtill the legacies of the Vraad. Legacies that threstened more than
aworld.

Dru Zeree, the galion thought, recalling the first being to befriend him. I’ ve need of your guidance. How
do | fight what even the Vraad themselves could not?

There was no answer, of course. It was afriendship of the far past. It was areason that Darkhorse rarely
sought the friendship of others, though he yearned for their trust. Every-thing passed beyond, save him.

And Shade.

If the spellcaster had come seeking the foul inheritance left by that ancient race of sorcerers, hewould be
deeper in the caverns, possibly miles below the surface. Though the Vraad were recent by thisland's
standards, they had been a jea ous people and prone to secrets, especialy from one another. If one of
their number had left artifacts behind, those items would be buried degp—and well-protected.

Mystery upon mystery!
Darkhorse struck the floor furioudly, leaving agouge where his hoof had landed. It a'so worried him that

generation upon generation of Dragon Emperor had made this mountain and its caverns the home of their
clans—yet not one of them had ever been known to make use of whatever the Vraad had abandoned.

Scanning the chamber, he chose alikely side cavern. A gate
would have been quicker, true, but only if he knew where
Shade was. Besides, there was too much sorcery lingering in

theair. Therewas no telling what effect it might have on hisown abilities.
Darkhorse trotted cautiously toward the cavern entrance.

A sinewy, metallic appendage wrapped itself around histhroat. Another trapped one foreleg and two
more snared his hind legs. Momentarily disconcerted, the shadow steed strug-gled futilely, gouging the
earth with the sharp hoof of his sole freelimb, as his unseen attackers struggled to maintain their holds
from their shadowy hiding places. Then, the true serious-ness of his situation jarred him back to redlity.



No physical bond could hold a creature whose essence was part of the Void itsdf, not unless master
sorcery was a work. Even then, he should have been ableto free himsdaf smply by truly becoming a
shadow. To hisdismay, however, Darkhorse found that the transformation was beyond him. The same
sorcery that had been used to create his attackers weapons aso prevented him from utilizing hisown
abilities. Someone had planned well, though they could have hardly done so with him in mind. It was only
unfortunate coincidence that he had falen prey.

A find, jagged tentacle darted from one of the lesser caverns and snared hisremaining leg. Each limb was
pulled in adifferent direction, making movement impossible. The noose around his neck kept him from
using more primitive methods to escape, such as biting his bondsin two.

“Hurry, you foolssss! Bind him quickly!”

Sowly, so asnot to lose the hold each had, the ebony stallion’ s attackers abandoned their hiding places
and moved toward him. Their identities did not surprise him, not after hearing the hissing voice that
commanded them. So engrossed had he becomein his search that he had not noticed the spells that must
have masked their presence, spells which he, more sensitive to sorcery than most, should have at least
felt, regardiess.

Despite his predicament, Darkhorse responded to his captors presence with disdain. “Drakes! | might
have known your kind would be dithering about these holesin the ground!”

The crimson light poured over the newcomers, giving them the appearance of waking dead risen from
someterrible battle.

Each stood alittle taler than aman and, outwardly, resembled

savagewarriors clad in masterly crafted scale armor that

covered dl but their heads. The heads themsealves were mostly

obscured by great dragonhelmsthat made the humanoid figures

seem even taler. Within those hdms, eyesthe color of fire blazed and mouths full of sharp, predatory
teeth opened wide in triumphant smiles. Their noseswere little more than ditsand, if onewas so foolish
asto get close enough to see, their skinwas scaed, like areptile.

Darkhorse knew far better than most that the armor wasillusion. The scaleswerered, asred asthose
on thedrakes faces. It was not true clothing they wore, but their own skins transformed by the drakes
own innate sorcery. Even the mighty helmswere false in nature, the intricate dragon crests being the true
faces of the creature and not some craftsman’ s design. The shadow steed had seen drakesrevert to their
dragon forms, and watched asthe fierce dragon head did down and stretched, becoming animated with
life. It was asight none could ever forget—provided they survived the encounter.

Dragons who preferred the forms of men, that was the drake race. With each generation, there were
more and more of those who could better copy the human form. The femaes were dready adept—too
adept, some human women said—but they sacrificed much of their power for that perfection.

The drake holding the noose wrapped around Darkhorse’ s neck gaveit atug. Pain burned the eterna
where the metallic bonds touched hisform, and al thought of drakes and their odd ways vanished as
anger resurfaced stronger than ever before.

“Thisssisss our domain, demon,” the gpparent leader hissed with gusto. “To enter here meansssto
sssacrifice your lifel”

Darkhorse chuckled. “Y ou sound like your cousin the ser-pent, reptile! 1s proper speech beyond you?’
The leader hissed, revealing along, forked tongue. A throw-back, the shadow steed noted in one part of

hismind. A drake whosetiesto the dragon form of hisbirth were stronger than those of his brethren,
those ties manifesting themsdves in such things as the split tongue, jagged teeth designed to tear flesh, and



asavage manner that made them the deadliest of their race.

“Y our death will be mossst—most enjoyable, demon! Our lord will gain greet pleasure from watching
you perish dowly! Too many of our race have suffered the unspeskable at your hands!”

“Hooves, dear lizard, hooves! Those things at the end of your arms are hands—more or less! Tell me;
can you redly hold a sword with those gnarled appendages—or do you scratch and bite your opponents
likeariding drake?’

Riding drakes were huge, swift, wingless dragons of an intelligence just below that of horses. That such
mindless beasts were as much a part of the drake race as these warriors before him amused Darkhorse.
It did not amuse the |eader—as the ebony stallion had hoped. “1t might prove interesting to seeif asword
could cut you now that you are forced to remain in the form of abeast of burden, demon horse! 1 will
have to make such a suggestion to our lord when we have dragged you before him!”

Darkhorse looked scandalized. “ Drag me before him? Did | say that | would be party to such athing?’

The drakes grew nervous. A few touched their swords, forgetting the type of creature they were dedling
with. The sword was the most useless of their weapons.

“Y ou have no say in the maiter.”

“Oh, my dear friend, but | do!” Darkhorse retorted. He began to laugh, taunting his captors with the very
madness of his act. -The sorcerous bonds burned into his solidified form, but he turned the agony around,
adding its strength to his mocking reply. In the vast maze of caverns, the sound of hisvoice echoed and
echoed, but nowhere with more intensity than in the throne room. The more the pain sought to defest
him, the louder he became.

One by one, his captorslost control as the laughter battered their ears. The drake keeping hisright
fordeg in check lost his grip on hisweapon as he reached up and buried hishead in his hands, trying
without success to block out the noise. Darkhorse shook the coil loose and used the one leg to pull
himsdf forward. The drakes behind him, barely able to even stand, could not maintain their grips. Freed,
the shadow steed whirled and struck at the drake who controlled the coil around hiseft foreleg. The kick
sent the warrior flying into one of the statues that <till stood. Though he wrapped around it like aribbon,
the drake never felt hisback break; Darkhorse’sblow had killed him.

The noose around histhroat till bumed. Darkhorse, no

longer laughing, turned to the source of his pain, the leader of

his attackers. The drake was on one knee and dowly recovering
asthe agonizing sound died away. Throughout al of it, he had
maintained atight grip. One coail, however, was not enough to
hold the shadow steed, not now. Darkhorse prodded two of the
other coils before him and, as the drake rose, kicked them

expertly toward hisadversary. Thereptilian warrior had just enough timeto redlize his danger when both
deadly toys dropped on him.

He screamed—amost. The power needed to contain an eterna such as Darkhorse was more than
enough to consume the drake completely. There was not even atrace of ash.

Desperate, one of the remaining attackers legped at the shadow steed, beginning the transformation to
dragon form midway through the air. Darkhorse made no moveto stop him. To what would forever be
his dismay, the drake found no solid flesh to rend. He did not land upon Darkhorse but rather within him.



The now-completely transformed dragon sank into the emptiness that was the jet-black stdlion. Smaller
and smdler the unfortunate attacker became, dwindling the way afigure faling forever and ever gradudly
diminished—until there was nothing to see. Hewould continue faling in that abyss, as till did so many
before him, until everything—the multiverse, chaos, and even the VVoid—ceased to be.

“I am the demon to demons. | am the traveller who defies the Final Path. | am the Void incarnate. / am
Darkhorse” The eternd fixed his chilling stare on the remaining drake warriors as he whispered.

The drakesfled, disappearing in al-out panic into one of the caverns. Darkhorse watched them escape,
al thewnhile chuck-ling in morbid amusement.

Lead meto your master, drakes Though the cursed light that only Shade could have left behind colors
you scarlet, | think that silver ismoreto your lord’ staste! Darkhorse began trotting after the vanished
drakes, his hooves making no sound despite seeming to strike the stone floor with enough strength to
shatter it. Thistime, the advantage would be his.

Lead meto your master, brave ones, for | think that there might be awarlock | am seeking with him as
well—and | will fight dl the clans of your kind if that iswhat it takesto findly face him!

Faces vaguely recdled. Names only beginning to resurface.
Images of the ancient dead walking the earth once more.

Shade could not say what urge had suddenly driven himto
this subcavern far, far below the throne room. Not exactly a
memory, but something more. Something to do with theingg-
niacarved in raw marble and embedded in the wall he now

stood before. Aninsgnia he remembered seeing on the Gryph-on’ s tapestry and which he now traced in
an abgract manner with hisleft hand. A militaristic banner with the stylized image of afighting dragon.

The banner of hisclan. The banner of hisfather.

“What memories do you hold?” Shade whispered, not knowing whether he spoke to the relief on the wall
or hisown, murky mind. He till could neither recall what he had cometo this mountain for nor why the
image of agreat black beast, ademonic horse, had burned itsdf a permanent place in histhoughts.

“What memories do you hold?’ the warlock repeated. Unable as he wasto see his own face—or lack
thereof—Shade could not notice the brief clarity which played acrossit. The change came and went in
lessthan abreath, but it lft its mark, though the warlock could not know that.

“Give me your memories.” The wordswere not the product of wishful thinking, but rather acommand.
The resistance was strong, but not enough, not to one who knew—now. Shade nodded. His own
memories were returning again and now he would add new ones as well.

A pale, bluelight formed in the center of the chamber and expanded. The warlock, hishand till on the
ancient carving, turned to gaze on that light, seemingly fascinated by it asamoth to aflame. Thelight
continued to expand and, asit did so, began to take on shapes. One after the other without stop. Tall.
Short. Digtant. Near. Smple. Unbdlievable.

Memories of along-forgotten time. Of arace of sorcerers called the Vraad. Of Shade' skind.

Theimageswereinditinct at first. Shade put his other hand on the relief. The memories had been
gathered over generations and from countless places. He could not say exactly when he recalled this
information, but it wastrue, just asit wastrue that this carving had been set in thewall for just the reason
he utilized it for now.

“Givethemto me” he swore between clenched teeth.



Animage broke from the rest, solidified, and sharpened. Even though it was not yet distinct. Shade
inhaed sharply, knowing aready who it would be. It was not the one he had wanted—probably one of
the last he had wanted—but it made sense, given the dragon banner on the wall.

Father... Shade raised hisleft hand to the top of the banner.

With aviolent twist of that hand, he banished the image. It flared like a miniature sun—and was gone.

A new image separated from the jumble, grew, and defined itsdlf. A tdl figure, femae and only recently
into woman-hood. Shade dismissed it as he had thefirst, though he briefly wondered why it bothered him
amost as much as seeing hisfather had. There had been no nameto put to the woman, but he knew her.
He dso knew that, whatever her connections to him, she was not part of what he now sought. Still...

Caught up in histhoughts, the warlock looked away for severa seconds. When he returned his gaze to
the blue light, he started in surprise, for another figure, tal and clad in armor, stood waiting patiently.
Where the others had been bright, asif the’ sun of midday had shone overhead, this one stood with the
light behind him, blocking the glow and creating a shadow.

A shadow?

Shade glanced down at the rocky surface, eyeing the shadow that stretched long and narrow. Thiswas
no memory of the past. What stood before him was very, very redl.

“Warlock. Shade.” The huge, armored newcomer took afew stepstoward him. In thelight, the scale
armor glittered slver-blue. The voice was aquiet, soothing hiss. “I would have words with you, warlock.
Words of thingsthat concern both of us.”

The distant sound of mocking laughter echoing through the caverns made both look in the direction of the
sole entrance to the chamber. Images of a creature with ice-blue eyes once more demanded Shade's
attention.

His new companion stirred visibly. Reptilian features partid-ly masked by the massve dragonhelm were
turned once more toward the warlock. Shade caught uncertainty tinged with greed—and fear.

The Slver Dragon spoke again, hiswords uttered a bit faster than the first time and his eyes continualy
darting toward the entrance. “| would have words with you, friend—and quickly, if you do not mind.”

The drakes who fled from Darkhorse led him deeper and
deeper into the caverns. Even he, who had known that a
fantastic system of chamberslay within and below Kivan
Grath, was shocked at the complexity and extent of the [aby-
rinth. Still, it did make sense, for this had been the home of the

entire clan of Gold, the most royd of drake clans. In one hot, steamy chamber, a hatchery by the look of
it, he had even come across the skeletal remains of a huge female dragon who obvioudy had been the
guardian of the newly bom drakes. Her death had been quiet if not peaceful from the look of it. Old age
or lack of purpose, he judged. Darkhorse had aso not missed the brittle fragments of the second
skeleton in that area, adrake warrior who looked suspicioudy asif he had been killed by the elderly dam
herdf.

So many things to wonder about, he thought as he turned down yet another corridor. Would he ever find
out what had happened since his exile? There seemed to be so much. A sudden uneasy fedling filled him,
but it had nothing to do with his unanswered question. Darkhorse pauised. No, something e se disturbed
him. He sniffed the air.



Vraad sorcery—and close!
“Shade...” he whispered to himself. So close the shadow steed could almost see him. Darkhorse opened
apath in redity and, without hesitation, stepped through.

The path itself was short, dmost nothing, and the ebony stalion emerged from the other end of the portal
in mere seconds. He found himself in the center of a chamber, bathed in a pae blue light and surrounded
by phantom images that ignored him asthey played out their brief lives.

“What manner of monstrosity isthis?’ the shadow steed bellowed without thinking. Had hefdleninto
some hell created by Shade?

Two figureswhirled at the shout, both momentarily shad-owed. Darkhorse stepped quickly from the
light, shaking hisbody asif that would remove the thought of these disconcerting spectersfrom it. They
had about them the fed of Vraad sorcery, which made their existence dl the more foul.

One of the two figures watching him stepped closer, asif taking acasud walk. “You... you're...
Dakhorse... aren’'t you?’

“Asmuch asyou are the warlock Shade, my blurry friend! 'Y ou know that very well! Y ou remember
everything—or have you forgotten that?’

Perhapsit was his eyesthat played tricks on him, Darkhorse wondered, but he would have been willing
to swear even to the Lords of the Dead that Shade was amiling just alittle. Wasit atrick or were those
two dark spots his eyes?

Before the shadow steed could take it further, the warlock nodded and replied, “| remembered... but |
forgot. | am remembering again... but not as Madrac. Asmysdlf, | think.”

Darkhorse’s eyes glittered. “Yourself?”

“I can't be certain yet.” Shade indicated his companion. “The drake lord asked me the same question.
He seemed disappointed. | think he wanted to make some sort of pact. | don't know.”

“Thisssisssinsssanity!” The Siver Dragon raised afig.
Something crysdline glittered inits grip. “Heisss our enemy!”

An oppressing weight crashed down on the black stdlion. Darkhorsefell to his knees and grew distorted
asthe pressure on him increased and he was dowly flattened. The Silver Dragon took a step forward,
thelight of victory burning in hisanxious eyes.

“It worksss! It worksss!”
Shade remained where he was, watching everything with clinica interest. “Of courseit does. Vraad
sorcery does not fade easily. Still, | doubt if it will be enough.”

The drake cocked his head in sudden confusion. Victory had been replaced anxiety. “What' sssthat?
What do you mean, human?’

“Hemeans,” Darkhorse forced himsdlf to hisfeet again, “that you' [l need more than that pretty baubleto
keep me knedling before you, lizard!” The shadow steed chuckled. “Surprise wasits only useful
weapon—and you' ve used that up!”

The Dragon King cursed and shook the crystd, asif that would make it stronger. Shade shook his
cowled head.

“He knows more about it than you do, it seems, drake. | would have to say he probably knows more



than | remember, too.”
Sowly, the Siver Dragon backed away. “| have my own power! | can ded with him!”

“Hal” Darkhorse looked down at the reptilian monarch. “Power includes the confidence and will to
back it up, my little friend! Do you have enough of either? Somehow, | doubt that!”

Shade crossed hisarms and looked at both of them. “He may be right. Dragon King. He may be wrong
aswel.”

“You! Heisyour enemy, too! If he defeats me, you will be next!”

“Possibly. Possibly not. | could just depart—but | suppose he would find me eventually.”

Darkhorse moved cautioudy. He was confident that the Dragon King would give him little trouble, being
the most pathetic of his brethren that the horse could recall. Thisisadrake lord? Thisonewould be
Emperor? What worried him, however, wasthis new Shade, thisindifferent, even possibly amora
creature who stood talking camly while two powerful beings prepared to fight to the death—afight that
might very wdll include the warlock before long.

Desperation was written in every movement of the Silver Dragon. Darkhorse began to understand. This
drake lord had lived under the favor of the Gold Dragon and had apparently drawn much of his strength
from his emperor—who had been more than alittle paranoid about his own position. That paranoiahad
evidently transferred itsdlf to this Dragon King, who saw himself as the obvious successor to hisformer
maeser.

The drake hissed and suddenly threw the crysta at Darkhorse.
“That was definitely foolish,” Shade commented.

Knowing the artifact for what it was, the stalion stepped nimbly aside. A magica talisman could be
deadlier when used in desperation than in planned combat. The Vraad device went flying past him,
griking the cavern wall behind. It bounced two or three times on the floor and then rolled to astop—all
without the dightest Sgn of danger.

Shade leaned over, clearly interested at the lack of reaction on the talisman’ s part.

The crysta split into two perfect pieces and a gray-green smoky substance began to risefromiit, forming
into acloud that swelled with each passing second. The warlock straight-ened quickly with as much
emotion as Darkhorse had seen him convey since hisarriva here.

“I warned you that it wasfoolish. | think | may leave after dl.”
Darkhorse snorted and trotted a step closer to the cloaked
figure. “None of usisleaving here, dear friend Shade, until—*

The shadowy warlock curled within himsdf and vanished with adight pop\ before the next word was
even out of the eternd’ s mouth.

“No!” The Dragon King reached toward the spot where the spellcaster had stood, uselesdy grasping at
ar.

“You!” Darkhorse turned on the drake. “Where has he

gone, carrion eater? Where?’ Notagainnotagainnotagain! the shadow steed mentally cursed.

Sizing up the chamber and knowing his chances againgt the cresture before him, the Silver Dragon came
to arapid deci-son. He transformed.



The transformation was quick, amaost unbelievably so. Wings burst from the drake' s back and the
creature hunched forward as his spine arced and hislegs bent backwards. Taloned hands grew long and
armstwisted, becoming more like the legs. The Dragon King' s neck stretched high, an ungodly sight at
firgt, what with the humanoid head, but then the dragon-crest did down over the half-hidden face, did
down and lengthened. The jaws snapped and the eyes opened, the true visage of the Silver Dragon
revedled a lagt. All thewhile, theform of the leviathan expanded, growing and growing until it threstened
tofill the cavern and more.

All thisin but abreath. Time enough for Darkhorse to have attacked—save that his limbswere suddenly
heavy and the chamber was beginning to fade. He blinked, wondering if the ominous smoke cloud had
affected his senses. His second thought was that Shade had made afool of him, had returned somehow
without Darkhorse sensing him and struck with some new spell. He struggled forward. The dragon, now
whole, did nothing but stare. Shade and dowly smilethat toothy smile that only his kind was capable of.

“The nag hasss been sssnared himsssdf!” the Dragon King hissed jubilantly. Heinhded sharply and, as
Darkhorse looked on in hel pless frustration, bathed the shadow steed in white flame summoned up from
his own magical essence. Darkhorse steadied himself, knowing that here was afire whose burning touch
even hemight fed!.

The flame passed through the trapped stalion without so much as ahint of its unbearable heat. The Silver
Dragon roared angrily. Darkhorse laughed, covering his own surprise with bravado. What was

happening?
Y ou will cometo me, demon! afamiliar voice demanded.
Now!

“Damn the Find Path, no/” Darkhorse renewed his strug-gles, fighting with such ferocity that that Dragon
King backed away again. “No!”

The choice is not yours, demon! You will come!

He was wrenched from the cavern and the dragon with the

ease that one might reach down and pick up atwig. The world—everything—twisted and faded.
Darkhorse struggled, but he might as well have been trying to physicaly run the boundaries of theVoid
so futile was his attempt. He had underestimated an adversary again. His sdf-exile, he grimly decided,
had warped his senses beyond help.

The world of the Dragonrealm returned then—and with it a place that he had thought he would never
haveto see again.

Inthe dim light of the torch, Drayfitt rose before him,
exhausted but satisfied. The look in his eyeswas unreadable,
even to Darkhorse.

“Hewill not escape thistime. We can stare in those dead eyes until the Dragon of the Depths comesto
vigt the king for lunch before the demon will be ableto trick one of usagain. Hisother abilities are stifled
aswdl.”

The markings around his magica cage had been atered dightly. Darkhorse tried to make them out but
could not.

Ma Quorin joined hisriva and eyed the shadow steed with amix of fury and glee. “Y ou've cost us
much, demon! That book cannot be replaced! Rest assured, though, before long, you will have repaid us



for it over and over again!”

“Mortd fools! | am not your fetching dave! Release me! Shade still wanders free and the danger may be
greater than | supposed!”

The Silver Dragon was abully, strong but with little true

bravery to back it up. Yet, if hewasalowed to study the Vraad
for very long, he might become an even deadlier threat. Kivan
Grain might again be hometo an emperor, if it did not become
the citaddl of Shadefirg...

... and Darkhorse, trapped again through his own lack of forethought, would be unable to do anything
about ether peril.

Vil
Erini woke the next day feding asif the dreams of her

childhood had become redlity. Y esterday had turned the fears of

the future back into hopes. Y esterday, she had met Mdlicard the man.

Inthelight of day, the magica aspects of his unique features had taken on anew quality. Erini had
thought him handsome in spite of the coldness of his efwood side; now, she saw that the elfwood could
enhance as well. There was a beauty to the wood when it became one with the king' spae skin. The
rare wood had always been beautiful by itself, but, as Mdicard had seemed to draw fromit, so, too, had
it drawn from him. The two sides of hisface had become one despite their differences.

Even the giff, artificia arm had felt smoother, more supple than earlier.

Gaeaand Magda came and helped her this morning; agood thing, too, since she found she could not
concentrate. Her thoughts continued to be of yesterday’ sjourney out onto the palace grounds and the
tower to which he had led her. It was part of the wall and there were three othersidentical to it spread
equal distances apart. Thiswasthe best one, Mdicard had informed her quietly, to view the city asa
whole.

His mannerswere rusty, aswould be reasonable after so many years with o little practice. Still, the more
they walked together—without the ever-present shadow of Md Quorin—the more anew man had
emerged; anew man, or one who had been locked away for over adecade. More and more, Erini was
discovering that the dark, moody ruler of Talak was a creation of Mdicard’ s own fears and, though she
dared not suggest it openly, the influence of men like the counselor. Thiswas not to say that the drakes
were innocent, not by far, but the princess knew that some, at least, were trying to make peace with
humanity. The others... she could not entirely fault Mdicard’ s crusade.

He had pointed to the north first. “There you see the old center. After the palace was built here,
everything shifted. The buildingsin the old center were torn down and new ones put up. Sincethereé sa
gate over there, merchants and travellers have taken it over much the way they have the other gates. Also
out that way isthe main garrison of the city. A remnant of the days when adrake ruled from the Tybers”

Sensing hismood changing at the mention of the Dragon Emperor, Erini had turned west and pointed at a
number of fancier buildings. “What about those?’



“The wedlthier families. Master merchants and the old blood make their homes there. Y ou probably saw
some of that Snce the gate you entered liesin that direction.”

She smiled then, aready knowing the effect asmile would have on him. Few women—few people—had
smiled a him and meant it, possibly because the king never samiled himsdlf.

In the tower, he had returned her smile. She wondered how she could have ever thought it would be a
chilling sight. In reply to his comment, the princess said, “ There was so much to seethat | cannot recall
half of what | passed. Besides, most of the time my thoughts were on meseting you.”

Only one other thing disturbed the otherwise pleasant tour. Pointing to alarge structurein the eastern
sdeof Tdak, the princess asked, “What isthat? | saw abuilding like that in the west. Arethey theatres?
Arenas?’

“Inasense. You'll find smilar buildingsin the northern and southern parts of Talak aswell. All together,
they house astanding force at |east five times the size of the armies of Penacles, Zuu, or Irillian by the
Sea”

A gtanding army. The city of Zuu, though far to the southeast of Gordag-ai, was familiar to her by name
at leagt. Though rdatively smal in comparison to giants like Penacles and the maritime Irillian, their armies
were of Smilar strength—mainly because nearly every adult was willing to take on afoe and being a part
of the army was considered an honor. Erini did not understand the ways of Zuu, but if Mdicard had a
force five timesthe population of that city-gate...

The rest of the day went peacefully. She had eaten with the
king for thefirst time and, during the course of the dinner, had
carefully broached the subject of their courtship and impending
marriage. Mdicard' s replies were short and vague, but more,
she susgpected, from shyness than reluctance. Redlizing shewas
garting to push things too quickly, the princess turned to small
talk.

Her betrothed had walked her to her room, where both

ladies-in-waiting tried not to look disconcerted at the sight of

their mistress and the king walking arm in arm. Méelicard

wished her apleasant evening and departed. Erini could not

recal when exactly she had findly goneto bed, only knowing

that she had probably spent severa hours either thinking or

talking about the king—whether Galea and Magda wanted to hear it or not.

Now, at the beginning of what she hoped to be an even more promising day, the princess found she
could not be satisfied with anything she wore. Magda tsked alot, reminding her that it was Erini the king
wasto marry, not aparticular dress. Erini grew flushed. Here she was acting like the mindless young
things that had always surrounded her at the palace back in Gordag-Ai. Alwaysthey had spoken of this
young duke or that in giddy terms, much to her annoyance. Now, she redized with awry amile, shewas
acting every bit as empty-headed.

“Give methat one,” she commanded with as much convic-tion as she could muster, pointing at adress
she had already tried on. Galea shook her head and picked it up again.

Sometimelater, as Erini sudied her finished sdf in one of the mirrors, she discovered she was till
dissatisfied with the dress.

Isthiswhat loveis? the princess wondered. / hope not. I'll never be ableto live with mysdlf if | keep
acting thisway.

A servant arrived just as she was about to leave her room and informed her that something had come up;



Mélicard was begging her forgiveness but he would not be joining her.
“What isit? Does Tdak face an attack? IsMeélicard injured or ill 7’

“Hedid not say, milady. He seemed well, though, and there .was no word of an encroaching army inthe
outlands. | know nothing more.”

“Thank you.” Erini ended up eating only with her ladies. All through her medl, amed which proved that,
if nothing else, Mdicard had someone who could perform miracles with eggs and spices, she found
hersdf returning to the mysterious actions of yesterday. The strange states of the sorcerer, Drayfitt. The
anger and fear of Mal Quorin. The door in the garden wall.

The door in the garden wall?

After brunch, sheingsted that her two companions leam more about the city so that they would fee more
comfortable.

With agtart, she dso redlized that she had yet to speak to the
captain of the troop that had accompanied her coach to Talak
from Gordag-Ai. The hapless soldier had not disturbed her,

obvioudy believing she wastoo busy adjusting to Mdicard to

speak to him. Surely, though, the captain and his men-wanted to return home as soon as possible, didn’t
they?

“Magda, before the two of you depart, would you please ask someone to summon—oh, what ishis
name? The captain of the cavary troop that my father had accompany us.”

“Captain Iston?’ Galeapiped up quickly. “I'll do it for you, Madga. | know you have some things you
want to take care of before we leave.”

“Thank you, Gaea. I’ d appreciate that.”

The princess, who felt she had missed something, looked at her other companion as soon as Galeawas
out of theroom. Magdasmiled briefly. “Little Gaeaand Captain Iston have known each other for
severd months. He Isthe third son of Duke Crombey and a career soldier himself. That hisunit was
givento you isasign of favor on the part of your parents.”

“Gave to me? Do you mean to tell me—*

“They’ re saying here, yes. Permanent attachment. Not one of those men hasafamily toreturnto. If |
may be forward, | hope you' Il encourage Gaea. The captain isabit older than her, but they are very
serious and definitely agood match. Shewill bear him strong children.”

Erini fought down agrimace. “Isthat hismain priority with her? Passng on hisnameto anew
generation?’

“It has someimportance.” Thetaller woman looked a her curioudy. “Y our father, King Laris, and
Mélicard’ sfather kept that in mind, | imagine. Most roya marriages are set up that way and quite afew
more common ones as well—but, before you say what your faceis aready shouting, | think | speak
truthfully when | say that Galeaand her cavary officer would marry even if children were out of the
question.”

The princesslooked at her older lady with new respect.
“Y ou surprise me, Mag. The two of you aren’t that much older



than me—"
“Fourteen yearsis not that much older? Y ou flatter me.”

“As| was saying, sometimes| watch you and | see those creaturesthat my father inssted | associate
with, those—those crystdline dolls of the court. Other times, you seem to be in command of the world.”

Magda made some adjustments on Erini’ sdress. “No secret there. I'm awoman. If you want apuzzleto
play with, try to figure out men. Now there samystery.”

Erini thought of Melicard and nodded.

Her talk with Captain Iston was short. Once she had gotten over the fact that her parents had turned an
entire unit of Gordag-Ai’s cavalry over to her—as a persona guard—the rest was smple. Captain Iston
proved to be acompetent soldier and one of the few who listened to her without trying to act parentd.

“I have only one request, then, your magjesty,” he said at the conclusion of their talk.

“That is?”

“It makeslittle sense for your bodyguards to be so far away from you. True, we are cavary, but any
soldier of Gordag-Ai isaso amaster warrior on foot, too. We were given the honor of becoming yours.
At thevery leadt, et me set up a series of watches so that each man can perform hisduties.”

Erini thought it over and nodded. “I’ll haveto talk to King Méelicard first, captain, but | don’t think that he
will object to my request.” Counsdlor Quorin might, but hislikes and dis-likes meant little to the princess.
“I think I'd dso like you to have a permanent placein the palaceitsef, captain. There will be timeswhen
I’ll need you and | want you to start devel oping ties with our new countrymen.”

“Your mgesty, I’'masoldier | should be deeping with my men!”

“Youwon't befar. Besides, an officer isalowed some privacy, | think. Y ou' ve earned theright to live
lifealittle, too.”

Magda and Gaea announced themselvesdmogt asif on cue. 1ston did hisbest to maintain amilitary
appearance, though his eyes wandered to the shorter lady-in-waiting more than once.

“We were about to leave, as you suggested, when | thought that there might be something in particular
you wanted usto look for. Good day, captain.”

“Good day, my ladies.”

Erini smiled while the officer’ s eyes were on other matters. “Nothing, thank you, but athought occurred
to me. Captain Iston, if it would not be inconvenient, | have one more request of you.”

He bowed. “Nameit.”

“I am occupied with many things a the moment, but | want
someone to get to know the city. Magdaand Galeaare
performing that favor for me. I’d fed better, however, if they

had someone trustworthy to protect them—just in case. Would you be so kind asto take afew of your
men and escort them? It would give you a chance to study Tdak for yoursalf, something you were

undoubtedly planning, anyway.”

Iston hesitated, then, with aglance at Galea, nodded. “ A wiseidea, your mgesty. If the ladieswill permit
me afew minutes, | will have horses and haf adozen of my finest join us. Will that be acceptable, my



ladies?”

Gadeawas slent with just the dightest crimson in her cheeks, but Magdatook eventsin hand and gave
her gpprovd. “That will befine. Captain Iston.”

“Has the princess any other need for me?”
“None.”

The cavary officer extended hisarms. “If the two of you will accompany me?’

Erini watched them depart, Galed s hold on Iston so tight, the princess wondered if it would be possible
to separate them again.

Her fedling of joy increased tenfold. She was on her way to strengthening her relationship with Mdicard
and now her own people were beginning to adjust to their new home. She turned to the mirror for one
last 100k, wanting to be her best when she found her betrothed, which shewould. Now there was only—

Erini sarted.

A figure stood visblein the mirror. A hooded figure much like Drayfitt, only younger in stature, but clad
in garments a bit archaic for the times. She could not make out hisface;

something about the angle seemed to make it indistinct, amost ablur. His cowled head had just turned in
her direction...

Shewhirled inginctively. Her hands began to move of their own accord.
The room was empty.

Erini glanced back in the mirror, dmost expecting to see the figure till stlanding there. Nothing. She
turned and rushed to the spot where he had stood. Knedling, the princess touched the floor.

Therewere bits of dirt in the vague shape of ahed.

A fedling of ancient, enduring power caught her by surprise and shefdl backward, only barely managing
to stifleascream. It wasthe firg time she had truly sensed another spdllcaster and, though she did not
understand exactly what she had done, Erini had afair idea of what she had felt.

She debated for sometime what to tell Mdicard, if anything. All she had to prove her story wasatiny
clump of dirt that even the princess had to admit could have come from her own shoes or, more likely,
the shoes of some errant servant. Only because of her increasing sengitivity to the powers did she know
for certain that what had been reflected in the mirror was no figment of her imaginative mind. Erini could
visualize Ma Quorin’sexpression should she givein and tell Mdicard or anyone el se her secret. It would
probably be thefatal blow to the betrothal.

Not now. Not yet. | haveto wait. Her decision was far from strong and she wavered even as she chose.
Drayfitt! He might understand, but... won't he tell Mdicard? Erini knew that the sorcerer was extremely
loya to hisliege and that such loyalty might demand he betray the princess. Erini muttered a curse her
father did not know she had overheard countless times while growing up. She dowly rose, deciding that
she would postpone telling anyone for the time being. Her only fear was' that, by doing so, she might let
some other danger grow unchecked.

Confused and no longer looking forward to the day, the princess | eft her chambers. Whatever else
happened today, nothing matched the importance of strengthening her relation-ship with Mdicard.
Nothing save what might destroy that relationship before it matured.

Princess Erini found Médlicard in theleast likely of placesin the palace. He was holding court—in asense.
What she actudly discovered was a huge, nearly empty throne room in which the king sat on asmple
chair—not even the throne, which stood empty at the top of adais—and argued with four or five men



whom Erini realized were emissaries from other city-states. Quorin, standing behind the king, looked on
in acombination of barely contained anger and contempt.

“...drakelovers, dl of you. | should have guessed as much, especidly from you, Zuuite. Y ou’' velong
lived under the beneficid rule of the Green Dragon, haven't you?’

The emissary from Zuu replaced his helm, which he had

been holding in the fold of onearm. A bear in Size, helooked
more than ready to trade blows with Mdlicard. Instead, he
retorted, “ Tell that to Prince Blane and the otherswho died
defending Penacles from the L ochivarites and the monstrous

forces of the Black Dragon and the drake commander Kyrg!
Y ou recall the sadist Duke Kyrg, do you not, your mgjesty?’

It was ateling blow. Kyrg's name, Erini recaled, conjured imagesin Mdlicard’ smind of hisfather dowly
losing contral asthe drake ate freely from the writhing bodies of till-living animals. Rennek IV had spent
the next week babbling on and on about not wanting to be eaten dive, something he knew that | Kyrg
had been capable of doing. Those memories were only two of the many that haunted Melicard amost
every night.

Theking' sface turned as pale as bone. The elfwood hand came down on the arm of the chair and broke
itinto splinters. Even Ma Quorin stepped back from the rising fury of hismagter.

“Get... them... out of ... here, Quorin! Get them out be-fore | forget treaties!”

Asthe counsdor rushed around the chair to aid the emissar-iesin their hasty departure, Erini started
forward. She had been waiting out of sight near one of the side doors to the massive room with the
intention of joining her betrothed once the talks were finished. Now, the princess wanted nothing more
than to soothe Mélicard before his anger drove him to further destruc-tion and possibleinjury.

A firm hand clamped itself on her shoulder. “Y our mgjesty, | wouldn’t recommend you speak to him at
thistime”

She turned on the sudden intruder, intending to give him a strong, royal reprimand, and met the sad gaze
of the sorcerer Drayfitt.

“Heisin adangerous mood, milady, and neither of us should be nearby. Things have not gonewell.” The
aged spellcaster shook hishead dowly. “And | fear that | am the cause of much of it.”

“So what have your problems to do with me?”

Drayfitt gave her asour smile. “Counselor Quorin, in what may be hisfinest performance, has been trying
to make your arrival and stay here adetriment to the king's crusade. He' s dready pointed out how you
kept the king occupied while | destroyed Quorin’s damnable book.”

Erini blinked. “Book? What are you talking about, mage?”

“I gpeak too much. Sufficeto say, milady. King Mdlicard is
not quite certain about the courtship. We haveto givehima
littletimeto recdl dl you did for him yesterday—and it was

sgnificant, | cantell you. He was amost the Mdicard of long ago.”



“You ramble abit. Master Drayfitt,” the princess paused, “but | will stay clear of him for ashort
while—providing you give me some answers | seek.”

Drayfitt closed his eyesin concentration. When he opened them, he quietly replied, “Don’t ask me about
yesterday. Even | don’t know everything—as Quorin has reminded me again and again.”

The spdllcaster’ s muttered words did little to assuage Erini’ s curiogity, but she knew there were
other-waysto find out what she wanted to know. The princess was about to ask him a question that she
wasfairly certain he would answer, when the e derly man ssumbled againgt thewall. Erini reached out and
grabbed his hand to prevent him from diding to thefloor.

Heregained his balance amost immediately, but the look on hisface was the most tragic yet. “Forgive
me, princess. My powers have been tested beyond ther limits lately; I’ ve made heavy use of them much
too latein life. Had | continued to train, to practice, while | was still young...” Drayfitt’ svoicetrailed off
as he stared at Erini’ s hand, which he still held in his own. After severa seconds, he looked up at the
princess asif she had sprouted wings. All hisgrief, al hisexhaugtion, seemed to vanish ashe sad, “ Step
down the corridor with me, please. We need privacy. | think there is something we must talk about
quickly.”

Not knowing whether she was mad to trust him, Erini reluctantly followed. Drayfitt led her along for quite
sometime, refusing to release her hand from his own. She began to worry. What if the spellcaster cared
aslittlefor her asMd Quorin did? Despite his polite, sometimes helpful attitude, he might object to the
marriage as much asthe counsdlor did. What did he seein her hand?

Asif trying to relieve her fears, Drayfitt turned and smiled assurance. He led her around a comer and
stopped. There were no guardsin sight.

“I could ve touched the minds of some of the sentries and had our talk in a more open place, but such
flamboyancy aways backfires. Knowing something as smple but important asthat’ was one reason |
lived peacefully most of my life. | dearly wish it was il true.”

“What do you want with me?”

“You have anaturd affinity like nonethat | have ever seen.” The sorcerer continued to hold her hand,
gudying it closdy asif looking for some minuscule marking. Erini had avery uncomfortableideathat she
knew what he was searching for. Nevertheless, she played innocent. “What sort of affinity? For excellent
fingernails? For having the ‘fair skin'” of amaiden in the tales of the mindrels and players?’

Hisfeaturesgrew grim. “Don’t play gameswith me, your mgesty! Y ou know what sort of affinity | talk
of. Have you felt the involuntary desireto test your skills? What do you see?

Most burgeoning spellcasters see the lines and fields of power
that crisscross the world. Others see the spectrum, the dark and
thelight, and choose what they need from that. Which are you,

Princess Erini?”
He Il tedl Meicard! Thethought wasanirrationa outburst,

but Erini did not care. She was not yet ready to face the king
with her own curse, not until shewas certain her relaionship

with him was stronger. The princesstried to pull away, pretending
to be offended. “ Y ou’ re mad! | am a princess of Gordag-Ai and
the betrothed of your own monarch! Release me at one and
forget this nonsensal”



Drayfitt’s other hand shot forward and Erini had momentary fear that the sorcerer was going to strike
her. Instead, his hand went up to the hair above her eyes. Mydtified, she stood silent asthe elderly man
searched for something.

“Aaaah! The growth isdower than | would' ve thought, but it
seemsto be different with each magic-user. Interesting. 1shmir
waswrong.”

“What—what are you talking about now?” She jerked her

head away, asif suddenly fedling continued contact would affect her somehow. Smultaneoudy, Drayfitt
released her hand.

“Thereisalock of silver amongst your beautiful, golden tresses, Princess Erini. The slver will
expand—magicaly, you might say—as your abilities grow. Soon—and sooner than you want, |
know—it will beimpossible to hideit. Before that point, you must decide what you will do.”

Thiswasthe last thing she had expected to dedl with thismorning. Erini stepped back and smoothed her
dress, moreto try to cam hersaf than because it needed it. “Y ou don’t know what you're saying! If you
will excuse me. Masgter Drayfitt, | believe | will retireto my chambers. I'm not feding well.”

She started to go around him, but the aged sorcerer took hold

of her again. His strength was phenomend, a compl ete contrast to his weakness amoment before. A fire
burnedin hiseyes. “Don’'t makethe mistake | did, milady. Evenif you never need them, it isbest to
hone your skills. | can help you. I’ ve lived through the pain and the fear—more than mogt, | regret to say.
| can teach you. Thereisno choice; your abilitieswill grow with or without your permission.”

“Let mego,” Erini commanded icily.

Drayfitt obeyed, but he was not yet through spesking. “Think about it. I’ 1l be honest. | may need your
assistance later on.” As her eyeswidened, heimmediately added, “What | ask of you will only benefit
King Médlicard, not hurt him. | want the best for him, asdo you. | think that your marriage will may
possibly save him from the fate of hisfather—or worse.”

Erini could listen no more. There was too much in what

Drayfitt had said that had the ring of truth or, at the very least,

conviction. A part of her wanted to turn to him for whatever

?  adhecould give her... but thefear of losing everything and the shame of what she was becoming
held her back. Perhaps some time alone would let her clear the fog that had grown thick in her mind.

As shewalked stiffly away, the sorcerer called after her, “1 hope you fed better, your mgesty. Let us
talk again soon.”

Shedid not respond.

The throne felt proper beneath him. Taoned hands stroked the cracked armrests. He smiled as he
thought of the others making obel sance to him, awarding what was due to him after these frustrating past
few years.

The hatchlings are tainted, the Silver Dragon decided. They have lived with humans for too long. That
was the fault of the Green Dragon, master of the Dagora Forest and dly to the humans. When the Gold
Dragon had been defeated, the royd hatchlings had been taken by traitorous Green and turned over to
Cabe Bedlam, the foulest of the human race. Now, those hatchlings that would have become Dragon
Kingswere on their way to becoming human sheep instead.



It isthe only thing to do. They must be eiminated eventualy so that some other traitor does not try to use
them as puppets. Thelinethat rulesdl otherswill be mine. My claim is strongest. They will seethat. |
will make them see that.

“I didn’t return to you so that you could sit dreaming in a
broken-down chair.”

The Dragon King jumped. “ Curse you, warlock! Announce
yoursdf from now on!”

Shade stepped out of the darkness of anearby tunnel and looked around. “Where are your brave
warriors? Out trying to scrounge up some more toys to replace your crystal bauble?’

“What of it?” The crystal had been adouble blow to the drake' s ambitions. Not only had it broken, but
the chamber of the Vraad and severd others nearby were now impassable. The smoky substance
released by the artifact showed no sign of dissipating, either. Even Shade, who had come back to look
for the Silver Dragon, would not enter.

The shadowy sorcerer had till not explained exactly why he
had chosen to findly accept the drake s offer of an aliance. It
was not for what the Dragon King had aready discovered,
though there was one item of interest that the warlock wanted—
or a least remembered—nor wasit because they shared com-
mon goals. Shade seemed to care little who was emperor, asit
long asit did not interfere with his own goals, whatever those
might be.

“Nothing,” Shadefindly replied in answer to the drake
lord's question. “L et them search.”
“What about you?’ Silver’ sreptilian eyes narrowed sharply.

“Didyou findit?’
“You sadit wasin the paace.”

“Correct.”

Thewarlock shook hishead. “1 will try again later. Some-
thing went amiss.” A dight hint of humor touched hisnormally
indifferent voice. “1 ended up in the persond chambers of the
king's bride-to-be. She'll probably have nightmares for weeks
and drive Mdlicard mad.”

The Silver Dragon chuckled. “ Such atragedy islittlein
comparison to what | intend to do to that cowardly scavenger of
ahuman! Tdak will fal asMito Picafdl—but, thistime, there
will not be enough Ieft over to rise again. After Taak.. .Penacles,
| think.”



“Why not Gordag-Ai in the region of Esedi? Your ‘brother’

there is dead and few of hisclan remain active; you ve dready taken claim to hiskingdom. Teach your
subjects that they must obey you. That isthe point of having true power.”

Shade watched the Dragon King visibly mull over the thought.

Gordag-Ai would be easier pickings and boost the morae of the drake' s clans. It would aso guarantee
that his erstwhile draconian dly would remain busy, thereby gaining Shade vauable time—timeto
remember what it was he had set out to do and whether he had any right to do it.

Staring at one of the mgjestic effigies lying broken on the cavern floor, the warlock tried to ignore the
increased pressure building in his head. He knew his mind had changed again, smply by the added pain.
Shade dso knew that the fact that he could recall his personality changes meant that he was begin-ning to
gtabilize. What worried him was what he would be like &t that point.

Hefet some shame and remorse for his past actions, especidly againgt Darkhorse, but yet, at the same
time, it was his growing feding that those who stood in hisway, regardiess of their reasons, were smply
inthe wrong. If they surrendered to the inevitable, the warlock would leave them be—maybe—buit if
they continued to oppose him, hefdt hewasjudtified in removing them in whatever way necessary.

Shade redlized that the drake lord was spesking. “What was that you said?’

“| asked you what you think you are doing, human! Isthishow you vent your frustrations?” The Dragon
King pointed toward the spot Shade had been staring at moments before.

Thewarlock returned his gaze to the effigy—or to where it had once lain. Now, there was only a pile of
fine dust. Very fine dust. Shade looked down at his hands. They literaly glowed with the use of the
powers.

“I am Vraad,”” he whispered to himsdf. “Vraad is power.” The words had been spoken millennia before
by many, dl of whom, save Shade, were dead now. It had amost been alitany to therace, and his
remembrance of it was yet another sign of what was happening to him. Still, it bothered the spellcaster
that he had reduced the ancient Statue to ash without redlizing it. A warning beet briefly againgt thewals
of hismind, but the pain drowned it out. He looked up & the impatient and somewhat nervous Dragon
King. “Merdy alittle cardlessness on my part.”

The drake sburning red eyes narrowed. “ Y esss. That iswhat got you into your predicament origindly, is
it not?’
“Watch your tongue, drake lord. It might dart too far out of your mouth once too often.”

The Silver Dragon hissed anxioudy. Because Shade had found aneed for him, he had grown overly
confident about his power. Only now did the drake redlize that there were limits to which he could push
the spellcaster. Both knew that the alliance was temporary at best. Quickly, the would-be emperor
turned the conversation back to an earlier subject. “What do you ssseek in the book? Most of it makes
little sense”

“A key, of sorts. | really don't know what. Not yet, but soon. Soon I’ll be my old saif again.” A vague
line that was what now passed for his smile surfaced briefly, fatered, and died. Shade wrapped his cloak
about him and, as the Dragon King rose in the sudden redization that something was amiss, vanished.

Through his own words, the warlock had just rediscovered the purpose, the god, of his search—and



why he dared not et anyone, even Darkhorse, stand in hisway.

Vil

The pain inflicted upon him was like such he had not suffered in centuries. The human called Ma Quorin
claimed it was on order of the king, but Darkhorse, in his more lucid moments, suspected that Mdlicard
knew only vaguely what his underlings were doing. Something in the fdine features of the counselor, asif
he were toying with his prisoner the way the creature he so resembled toyed with its prey, told
Darkhorse that.

It was obvious that the sorcerer was reluctant to question hisrival and that a one spoke volumes asto
their respective positions of influence with the king. Drayfitt’ sloss of face was the shadow steed’ sdoing,
made doubly worse by the successful destruction of the spellbook by the entranced mage. For that, even
Drayfitt had exercised abit of vengeance.

They had abandoned him for other matters some time back—
how long, Darkhorse could not say. Now, the eternal recovered
dowly in hisaccursed cage, his present form little more than a

blot of shadow darker than the rest. Had he been human, he would have died several times over and that
fact had not escaped him. With one part of his mind, he plotted the torture of hisfoes; with the other, he
cursed himsdf for his stupidity and lack of foresght. Drayfitt had taken care with hisorigina spell. Had
the.stalion delved deeply, he would have discovered the thin magical bond that till tied him to the
sorcerer, atie that the elderly human had used to recapture him. His escape, it seemed, had been no
more than afarce.

So close! Shade was no doubt laughing at him even now. He had come so close, actudly confronting the
warlock. Darkhorse knew he should have come in gtriking, beating down Shade before the warlock had
achanceto think. Hesitation had cost him the battle and his freedom.

Once more, he re-created the equine form he favored. A hollow victory, creating aform again, but a
victory nonethe-less. With nothing else to do, Darkhorse began a dow and thorough scan of his magica
prison. Perhapsthistime...

Nothing. If anything, Drayfitt had tightened the control of the pattern, used the power of the cdll to cancel
out the shadow steed’ s own abilities to the point where even eye contact would not help. The aged
sorcerer was asurvivor and learned readily from his mistakes.

Odd, he wondered, that Melicard’ s spdllcaster would have accessto aVraad artifact at the sametime
that both Shade and the Silver Dragon were searching for such things. What was the connection? What
did Shade want with awork from so ancient atime? Surely not to summon atrue demon. Its power
would beinggnificant compared to his own. Was thislatest madness just the product of hisunstable
mind? The warlock had undergone yet another persondity change; in centuries past, he had done
stranger things during variousincarnations. These rgpid and continuous changes, however, smelled of
something different, something gone awry. When would they stop? Which “ Shade” would be thefind
result?

Significant questions weaved in ahundred different direc-tions like a swirling mass of tentacles, confusing
and unanswer-able for the most part. He soon realized there was little point in pursuing them for now,
though he knew that forgetting them entirely would beimpossible.

Moretime passed. All thewhile, Darkhorse stubbornly
continued to raise, revise, and reject options as they occurred to



him. There was no way that he could physically—so to speak—ypass through the boundaries. His magical
abilitiesdl seemed usdess while he languished in his prison. He did not even know what was going on;
the Dragonreslm might be on the brink of destruction—

Darkhorse did not breathe, though he often pretended to for appearance. Nevertheless, he came closeto
holding that nonexistent breath when it occurred to him that, though his magicd abilities were muted,
there were natural ones—unnatura by human standards—that he might make use of. Regardless of his
careful work, Drayfitt could not hope to completely under-stand the nature of the ebony stalion.

There were many over the centuries who had called the legendary Darkhorse the Child of the Void. They
were closer and farther from the truth than they knew. Darkhorse was a creature of the border regions
between redlity and the VVoid who only wandered that empty realm, much akin to the mist dwellerswho
guarded the secret paths that crossed into and out of the world like portals. Through practice, Darkhorse
had made himsalf stronger than mogt, though that had tied him to redlity and lost him some mastery over
theVoid. He did not regret that; there was so much more to the multiverse. Had it not proved necessary
in hisprior struggle with the warl ock, the shadow steed would have chosen never to return to the disma
domain he had dwdlled in for so long.

Y et, it was the VVoid to which he now turned in hope.

Whilewilling himsdlf back into the form of ahorse had proved difficult after hisorded, the act of literdly
separating himsalf into two parts was sheer agony. The sirain aone threatened to overcome him. Despite
the horror, however, he waswilling to suffer that pain and even the permanent loss of that smaler portion
of sdlf. What mattered most was learning what he could in the hope of using it to engineer his escape.
There might even be aclue asto how he could stop Shade, though his hopesin that respect were less
than nothing after what had happened.

Hewilled one of hishoovesinto awide circular shape alittlelessthan afoot in diameter. That wasthe
easy part of histask.

The second was far worse, astrain on his already worn
consciousness. There was dso the danger of 1osing too much of
his essence. He planned to separate atiny portion of himself
from the main body. It was adangerousthing, risking hisvery

identity in the process, for apiece of his*sdf” would belost dong with his essence. Humans who had
lost alimb might claim to have lost a part of who they were, but with Darkhorseit wasliteral. It would
take him yearsto fully recover.

Straining his concentration to the limit, he forced the reshaped hoof to expand away from hisleg. Sowly,
asthe two masses separated, the ankle grew thinner and thinner until it was little more than the thickness
of atwig. Darkhorsefelt hismind separate into two distinct “selves,” one grester, onelesser. With one
last effort, they broke the remaining physical link between the fragment and the main body.

What must be done... He wondered why such a thought would come to him unbidden—then paused in
sudden guilt as he redlized it was afading thought from another, that piece of “ self he had sacrificed.
Darkhorse stared at the black spot for several seconds before he could bring himsdlf to work the rest of
his plan. With great reluctance and alittle revulsion, he extended his essence and crested anew hoof to
replace the old. The shadow steed could not help feding asif he had abandoned himself.

“Itissad,” Darkhorse whispered to his other salf pulsating on the floor, “that, from the VVoid, al places
may be reached or viewed. The danger liesin forgetting yoursdlf, losing theway home. | am my own
home, yet | am aso the path to the Void. | will consume you the same way that | have consumed so
many of my adversaries, such asthe drake in the cavern, over the endless years; but rather than be



condemned to floating in the emptiness forever, you, who know theway as | do, will find the path and
return through my body, the Void, and the border red msto thisworld, to the place called the
Dragonredlm. Waste no energy in seeking the path closest to this palace, but enter at thefirst available.
Entering redlity will cost you your “sdlf and eventualy your essence, but you will provide me with eyes
and earsin the world out there—in the hope that there is still something that can be done.”

Hefdt better saying it out loud, though communication between histwo selves could have just aseasly
been accom-plished by mere thought.

With atouch of the new hoof, he absorbed the lesser portion of his essence in the same way he had
absorbed the drake who had tried to jump him in the cavern. It fell within him, growing smaler and
smdler until it was beyond even his senses.

Darkhorse sighed—because it fdlt right to do so—and then gtiffened as the world around him changed.

Mountains passed swiftly before his eyes, smaller than the Tybers, but till magestic in their own right.
Green hills dotted the borders of that mountain chain and afew habitations could be seen in the distance.

Darkhorse jerked backwards, falling againgt the invisible barrier that held him. By the twin moons! So
quickly?

It wasimpossible at first to separate the visons from his own sight, but, graduadly, they came under
control. The journey his other self had taken went beyond things such astime, but even the eternd was
surprised at the speed with which it had travelled. That surprise turned to worry, for theimages he
perceived were weak, asif the strain of the journey had been worse than he had hoped. Little of the
fragment’ s essence survived. There was only one mind, too, for the other him no longer had the strength
to preserve itsown will. Darkhorse had gained his eyes and ears, but he had lost al else that mattered.
Even though it had happened the way the stallion had thought it would, the pain was degp nonethel ess.

The northwest. | have emerged into the northwest of the continent. It was now an easy matter to guide

the fragment dong the smpler paths he knew until it emerged again, thistimein the outskirts of the city.

Darkhorse could not recall the last time he had seen Taak. He wanted to know what sort of place was
ruled by men like Mdicard and the foulness cdlling itsdf Quorin.

Through the dim vision of the fragment, he observed the people. They seemed hedthy, though he was no
judge of human conditions, and rlatively happy. Darkhorse moved on, intending to work hisway to the

palace. The more he saw, the more Taak resembled a prosperous and very norma city-state—not what
he would have expected under amadman.

No sooner had Darkhorse thought that, when he caught sight of thefirst soldiers.

They were armored and very definitely hardened veterans. A full column rode through this section,
evidently leaving on some military exercise. Darkhorse paused histiny oy and observed the marching
men closdaly. From thelooks on their faces, they were dmost fanatica in their devotion totheking. The
shadow steed turned his gaze to the banners they carried.

The stylized dragon made him chuckle in bitter humor. Méelicard

was preparing for al-out war and, judging by the size of this column, he was nearly ready.

Hewill have hisglory... and the Lords of the Dead will have their bounty. Melicard had numbers, but the
drakes had the ferocity. Either sde had equa chances, which meant along and bloody war that would
grip the lands further of life.

Isthat al thereisto these morta creatures? Are the humans, drakes. Seekers, and the rest all doomed to
violent ends? Darkhorse tried not to think too hard about his own role; it was best to balieve he had



awaysworked for the quickest and mogt rational solution.

He wasted no further time. In seconds, his view had changed to that of the palace walls. The fragment,
only atiny part itself of what he had sacrificed, moved through those walls like a specter, entering the rear
of the building. Heran it through corridor after corridor, room after room. Most of his observa-tions
were of the ordinary type; servants going about their daily duties, guards standing at attention in various
hallways, and officids running hither and yonder with no evident purpose. Méelicard wasnot in any of the
rooms Darkhorse searched.

There was a so no trace of either the counselor or the sorcerer. So close, he was forced to dow his
search. There were many risks, including excessve activity near Drayfitt, who might be sensitive enough
to pick up the magica presence of Darkhorse' s spy.

“... and keep them prepared. Commander Fontaine! There' s been report of activity in the Hell Plains.
The remnants of the Red clans may be moving.”

Counsdlor Quorin marched into sight, another man, asol-dier, keeping pace. If Quorin had the face of a
cat, his companion was just the opposite. Rough canine features and a bald head gave the human an
ogreish cad. Like the animasthey resembled, the two men were bickering.

“I’ve not heard athing about the Hell Plains! Damnation, man! It's east and north we have to watch!
Drakes of the Silver clan have been spotted in the Tybers! He s the one we should be moving against!”

“Y ou can dways go back to the city guard, commander, if you can’'t obey adirective!”

The officer dammed hishelm onto his head and marched siffly away, muttering something about
merchants and func-tionaries knowing less about wars than conscripted footsoldiers.

Ma Quorin watched the fuming soldier vanish and smiled. It was the same sort of smile he had used on
Darkhorse during the  punishment.”

The smile quickly soured as some disturbing thought intrud-ed. The counselor turned back theway he
had come and moved on, his pace quick and determined. Darkhorse followed closdly behind, curious.
The path Quorin took led him toward an outdoor garden in the center of the palace. The human was
hafway to an old door partialy hidden in one of the vine-covered walls when another figure entered the
garden from the opposite side. Both Quorin and Darkhorse stopped, the shadow steed quickly backing
farther and farther away, hoping he had not reacted too dowly.

“Drayfitt!” The counsaor spat out the spellcaster’ s name as he might have spat out a piece of rotten
meat. The look on the sorcerer’ s face matched his own. There was no love lost between them.

“What do you want now. Counselor Quorin?”

Asthey neared one another, looking al the while like two fighting cocks, Darkhorse moved a bit closer
again. Quorin was speaking quietly now, intending hiswordsfor hisrival’ searsaone. The eternd let his
fragment drift closeto the ground. If Drayfitt’s mind remained occupied by the presence of hisadversary,
then it was not likely he would notice Darkhorse' s spy. At least, that was the hope.

“Why aren’t you attending to matters below?”

“Thereisn’t much that creature can do at the moment—thanks to both of us! Mdicard didn't even know
I’d recaptured it, did he? In fact, he seemed quite surprised, counselor!”

“What of it?" Quorin bared histeeth in aparody of asmile.
“l actinhisname.”



“Mdicard would have never ordered such torture! | should have known better!”
“Y ou seemed to be enjoying it somewhat.”

The sorcerer’ svisage burned crimson. “1 alowed my baser emotionsto rule me that time, but not again! |
carevery little about what is ultimately done with that creature, but | will not seeit abused!”

Ma Quorin leaned back and laughed loud. “ Drayfitt—defender
of thewesk! That’ s not a pup down there, you old idiot! That's
ademon older than timeitsalf! Remember what it cost us—cost

you—aready! You're fortunate it didn’t decide to take your head off whileit wasat it!”

Darkhorse heard the words faintly, his attention partialy focused on the door Quorin had been heading
for. The door, he realized, lead down to the chamber where he was being held—and both men had been
heading toward it. For a brief moment, Darkhorse adjusted his senses, returning hisfull vison to the
cramped room and his cage. If either man, especialy Drayfitt, came while he was engaged with observing
the palace, they would recognize that something was wrong. It was proving impossible to keep both
positionsin perspective and there was the danger that he might become so engrossed in spying on his
adversariesthat he might not even notice when one or the other visited his prison.

They were gtill arguing when the shadow steed reestablished contact with the fragment. The imageswere
even more faded, asign that the fragment was dissipating. Darkhorse knew he should have sacrificed
more, but there was the danger of fragmenting himsdlf into two grester yet weaker portions, neither of
which could survive onitsown. Only by utilizingasmal piece of his*sdf” had he been able to do what
he had.

“—beforelong! | expect it to bethat way!” Quorin finished up. Darkhorse cursed himself for missing
what might have been of great importance.

“We shdl see. The book wasfairly worthlessin any case;

most of it was notes, incomprehensible and, more often than not, compl ete foolishness. What little was
useful was dso insandy dangerous and destructive. | used what | could—and | still want to talk to the
scoundrel you purchased it from. | want to find out where he stole or, more likely, scavenged it from.”

“Why, if it was so useless to you?”

Drayfitt shook his head, now apparently abit angry at himsdlf for saying too much. “Y ou wouldn't
understand, Quorin. Y ou could not begin to understand.”

“Pfah! I’'ve no moretimefor this” Forgetting that it was he who had started the exchange, the counselor
departed—in adirection that took him away from the door. Darkhorse hesitat-ed, not knowing whether
he should stay with the sorcerer or follow Quorin.

It was Drayfitt who decided for him. The ederly spellcaster
started toward the door and then hesitated, asif he were
noticing- something for thefirgt time. It was evidently not the

galion that had captured his attention, however, for Drayfitt aso turned from the door and returned the
way he had come.

Darkhorse watched him go, then drifted in the direction that the counselor had gone. One wonders how
anyone gets things done here, what with so many detours aong their paths. The tension in the palace was



astounding. It was evident just from the two conversations he had followed that no one in charge trusted
anyone ese. Thiswas akingdom in danger of collgps-ing. Perhaps not now, but sometimein the future.

They havenolives, just plots.

Quorin had disappeared somewhere in the cavernous corri-dors of the building, but Darkhorse did not
have the power available to him to find out where. All the fragment could do was observe—and even
that ability wasfdtering. Sofar, al that he had accomplished wasto add to hislist of questions. In his
cage, the shadow steed laughed in salf-mockery. He had outfoxed no one but himsdf with histrick. The
sacrifice of thishit of his essence was proving to be worthless.

Despite the near hopelessness of his search, he endeavored to continue. So long as he could see and
hear, there was achance. Somewherein thisleviathan of apaace, he might till find something of vaue.
Darkhorse regretted that he could not have savered a portion of himself strong enough to free him.

While he pondered his deficiencies, he guided what remained of the fragment through the corridors
leading to themain hdll, or a least where he assumed it would be. Most paaces, whilethey reveled in
their pomp and majesty, were very much the same inside. Unlessthe builder and the ruler he had
designed it for were both insane, Darkhorse wasfairly certain that things would be where he expected
them.

He was not mistaken. Both the main hall and the throne room were where they were supposed to be.
Regrettably, neither the king nor his underlings were present. The shadow steed cursed asthe images
grew dark. Hislesser self wasin thefirst stages of death—or nonexistence, at least. Something within the
eternd twisted painfully at the thought.

“I must inds. Hewill sseme”

The voice was femae and off to the right. Darkhorse forced his pain down and drifted toward the voice.
It had been raised to command, and afemde authority in the palace of Melicard | was something worth

investigating.

The owner of the voice was a small woman who-seemed

twice astdl as the sentries she was browbesting. All three

stood before two massive, wooden doors. By human standards,

she was beautiful, with along, golden mane that would have

put many amare to shame. The femae was not from Talak; her

mannerisms and a dight accent spoke of the city-state of

Gordag-Ai, which Darkhorse had visted once or twicein

earlier centuries. Why shewas herewas a puzzle. Therewas

only one reason that the alion could think of, but—surely not

with Melicard\

Unable to withstand hisinbred training, one of the sentriesfinaly stepped aside. The other followed suit
immediately. The femade, aprincessif she had the authority to command the roya guard, waited until the
chagrined soldiers opened the doorsfor her. Only then did she enter, and only after giving the two
hapless men an imperia nod. It was dmost enough to make Darkhorse laugh.

Hefollowed her in, ignoring the doors as they passed through the misty form of the fragment.

The room was dark, making the dim images even harder to discern. Fortunatdly, the princess sfirst act
wasto wak determinedly over to aset of curtainsrising from the floor to the ceiling and fling them aside.
The room was bathed in aflood of sunlight. Darkhorse shifted to a comer lesslit, know-ing that the
fragment, while insubstantial, would still make an odd shadow. A sudden movement from the other end
of the room caught his attention. His spirits soared.



Melicard!

The split-faced monarch turned away from the female, but she would have none of hisreluctance.
Darkhorse admired her strength, though he could not say much for her taste. Evidently, herewasa
woman bent on saving aman from himself.

A wadte of time, my lady, he chided, though he knew she did not hear him. Why must mortal women
awaysthink they can bring out what no longer exists?

“What' s happened, Mdicard? Y ou act the way you did thefirst time we met. Have | given you some
reason to think that | played you for afool 7’

The king did not respond at firgt, though he did look up a

her from the chair he sat in. Darkhorse could not make out his
face aswell as he would have wished, but he thought that
Mélicard was nothing if not confused. Here was aman fighting
himsalf. Thiswas not the same man who had origindly visited

the imprisoned shadow steed. Darkhorse studied the femal e with new respect. She had accomplished
something.

“| gpologize—Erini. My work has become paramount. | cannot say how long it will demand precedence,
but | suspect it will be sometime. Rather than leave you donefor al that.. .time, perhapsit might... might
be best if you returned to Gordag-Ai. When | can sparethetime, | will summon you back.”

The princess, “Erini,” the king had cdled her, was not to be put off. With abluntnessthat surprised both
the eavesdropping specter and the disfigured monarch, she walked up to Melicard, put her handson his
face—on both sides of hisfacel—and replied, “ Those are Counselor Quorin’ swords, are they not? |
recogni ze the ruthlessness in them, aruthlessness you could never match! 1she blaming mefor some
error of his? Am | accused of something? Do you remember the things we did and said the other day?
Wasthat al amusement on your part?’

Mélicard opened his mouth to respond, but the first try resulted in asilent swalow. After some effort, he
said, “1t would not be right to make you part of this. Not now. | don’t dare dlow anything to dow
progress. | can't. Not after the setbacks.”

Throughout all of this, Erini had refused to let go. Now, she pulled the king closer, so their faceswere
only inches apart. “Whatever you decideto do, | want to be at your side. Before | came here, it was
infatuation with amemory and adream. After seeing the red you, the one that men like that mouser you
made counsalor havetried to hide—with your help—it becametove.”

Love? In his cage, Darkhorse snorted in disgust. Love for this sorry creature?

Mélicard had as much trouble believing it. “ After only afew days? Love... likethét... happensonly in the
tales spun by the minstrels and storymen. How can... you be so certain?’

Erini amiled. “Because | know that you love me, aswell.”

She kissed him before he could even begin thinking of aresponse. Mdicard, unprepared, pulled back.
Hiseyeswerewidein amost childlike disbelief a what had happened. He could not have had much
experience with the complexities of women, not, at least, in the ten years since he had shut himself away.

Thisisa predatory woman, Darkhorse thought, amused by it dl. A capable woman.



The king rose and stepped away from her, but each move-ment, each hesitation, was an indication that
Princess Erini had dashed any argument Mdicard might have brought up. He did love her; that was
obvious even to Darkhorse, who had never quite understood the concept sinceit did not apply to him.
Thesgnsweredl there, however.

Hewhirled on her. “How can you lovethisT” The efwood arm came up so that the elfwood hand could
touch the efwood face. “Thisisno epic song. | am no hero. | cannot promise that we will live happily
ever after, asthey say. Y ou will seethisface and thisarm every day of your lifeif you marry me! Do you
redly want that?’

“ YS”

Médlicard, intending to say more, fatered at the quick, smple response. Erini pressed her advantage.
“Evenif you had neither the arm nor the reconstructed face, | would want that.”

A knock interrupted them. Thelooks on both humans' faces said that an intrusion wasthe last thing either
had wanted. A guard, visibly tense, announced that Drayfitt needed to speak to hismgesty. Mdicard
looked at his betrothed and then at the sentry. “Have him wait just amoment.”

“My liege.” The sentry closed the door.

Turning, Melicard walked over to Erini and put his hands on her shoulders. She wasforced to look up to
see hisface. “Wewill talk again before the day isover, | promiseyou that, Erini. | do.”

She wanted to kiss him again and Darkhorse, though the images had become so black asto resemble
night, could sense that Melicard wanted to kiss her back. Fear held him back, though. The princess
smiled nonetheless. “1 look forward to it, Mdicard. Perhaps, dinner?’

“Dinner.” He caled out for the guard, who opened the door just in timeto let the princess through.
Darkhorse dowly followed her. Despite the gravity of his predicament and the definite possibility that the
king and the sorcerer would be including him in their conversation, the eterna found himsdlf with an
overwhelming desire to know more about this woman who could turn Mdicard around so. Hewished he
could contact her, speak to her, for he suspected she might be hiskey.

Her sympathy might do what his powers could not: make the
king forget hisidiotic dream of harnessng ademon to his

service and cause him to release the shadow steed. It was a Futile wish, however, for Darkhorse could
only see and hear, lot speak, not with so weak afragment, and what remained of his portion of his
essence was no longer enough to even gain ler attention.

The princess walked the corridors as one half-dreaming. Darkhorse, who recalled moments of smilar
reactions from past morta acquaintances, knew she was picturing me days to wme. The gtallion wished
her best, for here was atrue queen who would rule wisdly, but he suspected her path still had barriers,
chief among them Ma Quorin. The counsdlor would never accept arole of lesser influence. Already, he
had evident-ly tried to break up the two. Darkhorse wished again that he sould speak to her.

Shewas barely visble now, adarkened figure wandering in the abyss. His sacrificed “ sdlf” wasin the last
stages of dying. With no other option remaining, he drifted as close as he could, hoping to pick up some
last words, some last expression. It was foolish and highly usdless, but, for reasons he could not
understand, he felt drawn to her.

Erini sumbled asif pushed. She came to a sudden halt and |ooked around, her hands twitching
nervoudy. The shadow steed, his perceptions less than perfect, tried to see what worried her so. He was
not long in discovering what, for the princessfindly turned in hisdirection.

“Who isthat? Drayfitt? Isthat you?’ She reached up ahand toward the fading place. Darkhorse,



stunned, could only watch as her hand went through.

“No, not Drayfitt, it can’t be. Did—did | summon you?’” Shelooked down at her handsin growing
horror. “Rheenal Not now!”

Summon? In his prison, Darkhorse’ sice-blue eyes glittered as the answer struck him. Small wonder he
had been drawn to her! A sorceress! A spellcaster untrained!

She had the potential to release him! She had the power!

Thelast vestiges of strength burned away. The fragment dowly faded, the last of its essence sacrificed.
Darkhorse wanted to scream. If shewere truly amagic-user...

Ligento me! hecaled out. If she did have anatura ability, it might be enough to establish alink! Listen
tome!

She looked up—and her image vanished even as the shadow steed sent one last message. Below! Go
below!

Thewalls of the underground chamber greeted his eyes once more. The single torch flickered in seeming
mockery a his attempt. Exhausted by more than hisfailed efforts, the shadow steed drew within himsdlf.
He had little hope that hisfina words had gotten through—and without that hope, there was nothing else
he could do.

Darkhorse settled down, yearning for the dreamless uncon-sciousness that was the closest thing to true
deep he could ever know. He hoped his strength, sorely used by this poor attempt, would return long...

... before the true demon, Ma Quorin, paid him yet another ingtructiond visit.

IX
In one of the many unused chambers of the vast palace, Shade returned to Talak.

This particular room had been closed down after the deeth of Rennek 1V’ syoung bride, Mdlicard's
mother, though Shade neither knew that nor would have cared if he had known. It was aroom where he
would not be disturbed and that was al that mattered. Cloths, long buried under thick layers of dugt,
covered the furniture, blocked sunlight from entering through the windows, and hid the painful memories
from the old king, who had come here once ayear on the anniversary of hismarriage. Mdicard, while he
did not follow hisfather’ s exam-ple and pay homage here, did leave a standing order that no one was
alowed to enter thisroom unless on his command. Asit was, more than four years had passed sincea
single soul had stepped in here for even amoment. Ironicaly, Melicard, wrapped up in his campaign, had
forgotten about his mother’ s chamber completely.

“Light,” thewarlock whispered, asif reminding himsdlf. A tiny pinprick of light, al that he needed for
now, glimmered in the center of the room.

Shade studied his surroundings but briefly. In atimelong removed from the present rulers of this
city-state and during one of his more benevolent incarnations, he had stayed in one of these rooms, the
guest of athankful prince whose life he had saved. The warlock smiled thinly. There had been aman who
knew how to trest his betters.

Lowering himself down on one knee, the cloaked figure stretched hisarms forward, asif reaching for an
invisible object. He whispered words of alanguage long forgotten, the language of Vraad sorcery. Like
the spdlls of the present-day sorcerers, the words were more amemory trick, away of reminding him
how the powers had to be bent by hiswill so that he could achieve the results he desired. He knew he



had succeeded when he felt something squirm within his deeves.

They say thewalls have eyes and earsin most palaces, he thought in growing amusement. Now they will
have noses aswell.

A tiny, wormlike thing poked out of his deeve. Shade felt anumber of miniature legs and handson his
wrist; on both wrists. The wormlike thing proved to be along and narrow proboscis that twisted and
turned asits owner cautioudy made its way out from the safety of the warlock’s deeve. From the other
deeve, anidentical trunk extended itself.

Shade said nothing, but he shook both armslightly, stirring

the creatures to renewed speed. Drones of his own making,

they were proneto belethargic at first. Given their ownway,

the smple crestures would remain on hisarmsfor days, trying

to draw strength from what they had once been part of. He had

no inclination to let them do so. They were nothing to him,

who had given them life of asort. They weretools and nothing

A head popped out after the long trunk, a head that was little more than asingle, wide orb that was
nearly al pupil. Benesth the grest eye, apair each of pencil-thin legs and arms made up the rest of the
tiny monstrosity that was the warlock’ s spy. It scuttled onto the dust-thick floor, crouching, whereit was
joined by the first from the other arm.

The eye-creatures began tumbling out in astonishing num-bers, many, many more than could have been
hidden by Shade' s garments. Astheir numbers grew, the creatures began to wander about, inspecting
their surroundings with great care, now eager to perform their function.

When hewas at lagt satisfied with the quantity, Shade shook his arms once more, didodging afina pair
of the horrors. He rose and gazed down at histiny servants.

“Findit,” hewhispered harshly. “ Do not let yoursdlf be seen. Sacrifice yoursdlf, if necessary. Whenyou
have located it, | will know. Now go!”

Shade watched them scuttle away in every direction, each cresture quickly disappearing into the first
crack or holeit could find, whether that opening had been initialy large enough or not. There were other
way's he could have gone about this, but anonymity was hisdesire for now. Let the destruction of Talak
fdl to hiserswhile dly, the Silver Dragon. The ensuing chaos and bloodshed would decoy those few
who might be able to delay the achieving of hisgoa and might even rid him of afew annoyances.

Thewarlock thought briefly about trying to explain to Darkhorse what it was he had to do, but he
doubted his onetime compan-ion would understand. There were lives that would be sacri-ficed in order
to correct the error that had twisted him so, and Shade was now fully prepared to sacrifice those lives
when necessary. What wasthe loss of afew transtory soulsif it would gain him his proper immortaity
and the power that should have gone along with it? He was Vraad and the Vraad were absolute. All else
was there to do his bidding—even if that meant forcing that obedience by punishing afew. Once he had
reclamed thisland...

Something glittered. Shade increased the intendty of the light abit. The thing that had caught his attention
increased by the sameintensity. A reflection, which meant amirrored surface. He walked over to the
reflection and tore away the decrepit cloth, unvelling afull-length mirror embossed in siver. With the light
floating behind and alittle @bove him, thewarlock stared intently a himsdf in the mirror.

A face stared back at him. The eyes and nostrils were dark spots and the mouth was athin line, but it
was gill aface. A face that had been growing more distinct since hisreturn to thisworld.

Shade put ahand to hisreflection and drew a pattern across his face with hisindex finger.



The mirror cracked... and cracked... and cracked. Jagged
lines crisscrossed the full length of the mirror. Pleces began to

fal to thefloor asthe warlock stepped away, his face once again buried benesth his cowl;

Though the shattered mirror rained bits and pieces over the chamber floor, they made no sound asthey
hit. Odder till, the damage to the mirror did not stop there. Instead, those frag-mentsthat had fallen
continued to crack, creating smaller and smdler parts which cracked furtherstill. Shade watched silently,
shaking, asapile of dust formed beneath the rgpidly disappearing mirror.

When nothing remained but a pile of fine ash, the warlock wrapped his cloak about him, twisted his body
within himsdlf, and vanished.

Whatever had stalked her was no more. Erini felt its passing, felt that something had disappeared that
would never return. Y et, she was aso positive that the force behind the misty gpparition was still very
much dive.

Her first thought was that thiswas some spy of Drayfitt’s, but the fed was not right. He was no more
respons ble for this than he had been responsible for the visitation in her chambers. Neither wasthis
briefly lived specter the product of that other intruder. Thiswas another presence, one that was somehow
not quite human.

What sort of place have | cometo? Magic fliesleft and right and, though there are high wals and armed
guards, intruders go in and out with ease!

Erini had not spoken to anyone about the stranger in the mirror and she was not al that certain it would
be wiseto bring this encounter up, either. Again, she had no proof save her growing sensitivities—which
would, of course, reveal her pow-ersto Mdlicard.

Drayfitt? He knew aready what she was. If his present conversation with her betrothed did not include
exposing her secret, then she might be able to trust him. He had offered to help her leam to control
hersdlf... an ideawith greater merit than she had origindly supposed. Her initia reaction at discovering the
sorcerous onlooker was to reach out with those powers and discover what it was. Only her own fear had
held her back. Next time...

The princess tirred, abruptly redlizing that she had been

garing at the same areaon thewall for several minutes. So far,

no one had come by, but it would not be good to be found

acting so strangely. Inhaing deeply, Erini turned and walked in the direction of her chambers. Until she
cameto adefinite decison, it was the safest place for her to be.

Asshewaked, she could not help feding that the tiny intruder had wanted something from her,
something of impor-tance. The gpparition was a sacrifice on its part. Erini had felt the bond, though the
fact of that was only just becoming apparent to her. Whatever its cause, the unknown presence was
willing to give of itsdf, if necessary. That was more than most humans would have done.

So engrossed was the princessin her thoughts, she dmost walked into two guards patrolling the halls.
She succeeded in stepping out of the way at the last moment while they, being only soldiers, werethe
oneswho immediately gpologized. Embarrassed with hersdf, Erini hurried away without responding.

The chance encounter with the guards had steered her to the side of the corridor where windows
overlooking the inner garden dotted the wall. Out of pure reflex, she glanced out at this one colorful place
as she passed each window. At the fifth one, she froze and moved closer. The door in the far wall
beckoned to her with a stronger pull than ever. In her mind, Erini felt the link between the door and the
thing following her and found it amazing that she, who had wondered what might be down there, below
the palace, had never stopped to think that the what might instead be awho.



Erini would have gone down into the garden then, using the very abilities she had aways cursed if that
waswhat it would take to open the door. It was afoolhardy notion, though, for the princess had no idea
where the counsglor was at thistime and, even with sorcery at her command, she did not warm to the
thought of confronting as dangerous amonster as Ma Quorin. Even Drayfitt, with much more skill, was
cowed by the man.

Her fingerstwitched of their own accord as she continued to stare intently at the door. Annoyed, Erini
formed fistsin an attempt to stifle thislatest urge. Thiswastwice now in the space of minutes. At this
rate, she would soon be unable to suppress hersdif.

It'slike breathing, Erini thought in defeat, and I’ ve been holding my breath dl thistime, building it up into
something worse.

The door still beckoned. Biting her lip, the princess took one

lagt, lingering look—a grave mistake. Her curiosity overwhelmed her caution. She had to see what secret
the palace held, regardless of the counsdlor or Melicard’ s desires. Thiswould be the true test to

determine whether she wasto be Taak’s queen. If Mdicard intended on keeping her in the dark asto his
plans, then their marriage would be little more than a charade and something she would never be
consonant to regardless of repercussions.

Having convinced hersdlf of this, Erini sought out the nearest stairway leading down to the garden. All
thoughts of sorcery were temporarily put aside asthe anxiety of discovery replaced them. A tiny portion
of her mind, buried deep within, warned her again and again about taking part in such foolishness, but
Erini paid no attention toit.

The garden itsalf was beautiful, more so this close up. Any other time, she would have stopped to admire
the lush, fragrant flowers and the thick, green bushes. Now, though, she had eyes only for the door. Erini
took aquick glance around her, but therewas no one elsein sight. It disturbed her briefly that there were
no guardsin sight, but then she realized that the last thing anyone would want to do is draw more
attention to the door by placing sentries near it. Unattended, it was just one more seldom-used passage
not worth even a second look.

Erini fdt adight tingle passthrough, but, unaware of the many abilities just developing within her, she
thought it nothing more than nervousness. That delusion was quickly dispelled when avoice quietly but
digtinctly whispered in her ear.

“Enter there, your mgjesty, and | cannot promise to save you.”

Shewhirled, saw no one, and whirled around again. Her hands came up in an inginctive offensive
gedture.

“Peace, milady, peace! If you continue twirling like achild’ stop, someoneis apt to wonder about your
sanity—as | dready do!”

The voice was Drayfitt’s, but the elderly sorcerer was no-where to be seen. In what was more ahiss
than awhisper, the princess asked, “Where are you? Can you throw your voice adistance or is
invighility atrick you'velearned?’

“Alas, invighility has dways been beyond me... but the secret of the chameleonisnot. Turn dowly, asif
admiring the flowers, and look at thewall behind you.”



Following his odd instructions, Erini studied the vine-covered

wall. At first, there was nothing new to see, but, as she studied it closely—adifficult task snce she was
also supposed to be admiring the garden flowers—Erini began to make out the shape of a cloaked figure
standing at ease among theivy and brick. His clothing and even his skin were colored and stresked in the
sameway asthewadl, including the vines. The princess knew that if she ever hoped to seehim clearly,
shewould haveto wak straight up to him and touch hisface.

“How do you do that?" Erini asked quietly. Unspoken was the second question: Why did Drayfitt fed it
necessary to disguise himsdlf if only to reveal his presence to her? Because of Quorin?

“Y our mgjesty, if you would do an old man agrest favor, | would ask of you that thetwo of usretireto a
quieter place—such as my workroom.”

“Why?" Shewas not entirely certain she was safein trusting him after this peculiar display of hismagica
tdents

“Because | felt your struggleto control yoursdf even while | conversed with the king and | know you will
not be able to hide your secret much longer. That waswhy | came, feigning weakness from some
research.”

Erini glanced wistfully at the door. “Very well.”

“Excdlent. We ve been fortunate so far in that none of the guards have happened by here, but | assure
you that our luck will not hold—and some of them are more loya to Counsdalor Quorin than they areto
King Mdicard.”

With that warning hanging over her head, Erini carefully made her way to the nearest exit. Her visble
attitude was that of someone who has enjoyed the peace ai ashort walk but who now has become bored
with matters. It was alook she had cultivated well over her short life.

Departing the garden, Erini continued to feign her disinterest in al things until shewaswell away. Certain
that she was at lagt safe from prying eyes, she turned, expecting to see Drayfitt with her. The princess
instead found hersdlf to be utterly done. Erini was about to cdl out his name when the sound of footfals
echoed from down the hall.

The ancient spellcaster stood before her, al smiles. “My dear princess, how niceto runinto you!”

Confusion reigned supreme. “Why—?"

Her question went unasked as marching feet warned her that

the two of them were no longer alone. Erini caught a glance from the sorcerer. Play dong!

“I'vejudt finished an interesting walk in the garden. Magter Drayfitt. A pity you weren't abletojoin me;
we could have waked while you told me more about Taak. Thereis so much [ still haveto learn and you
must know more than anyone about he city.”

Pour well-armed guards turned the comer, marching with the same exacting precison that al Mdicard's
soldiers seemed to narch with. The apparent squad leader, a stout man with ahin, graying beard, caled
his men to a hat. He stepped toward he anxious princess and bowed.

“Guard leader Sen Ostlich at your command, your majesty! May | say it’'san honor then to meet with
you! May we be of serviceto you?’ He pointedly ignored Drayfitt.



Thiswas something that Erini could handle with ease. Her ace became amask as sheimperioudy replied,
“Nothing a histime, guard leader, but your attention is noted. Is there lomething you wanted of me? Has
the king requested my presence?’

“Not to my knowledge, your mgjesty. We re merely making iur rounds. It wouldn't have been proper to
pass without icknowledging our queen-to-be. The captain would’ ve had usdl on double duty.” Ostlich
dlowed himsdf arueful amile.

Erini granted him aroyd smile. “Then, | shal not kegp you rom your duties. Carry on.”

“Your mgesy.”

Bowing, the guard leader returned to his squad and gave the arder to resume the patrol. The princess and
Drayfitt watched hem go, a sardonic smile creeping across the lined visage of he elderly sorcerer.

“How gracious of them. How curiousthat they purposdly ;hanged their route to march by here while you
were nearby.”

“Isn’t this their regular route?”

“By no means. Oh, they’ Il claim that it was changed only today—if you ask them, that is—but I’ ve the
distinct advantage af having seen them turn from their normal patrol because one af the other guards
reported seeing you in the garden. The chameleon trick hasits advantages. | saw the sentry just asyou
were leaving. Hedidn't sseme.” Drayfitt smiled, pleased with his own success.

“I wondered why you vanished.”

“Enough of that. Now that we ve officidly met in thishdl and you' ve expressed your interest in
Taak—an excdlent request and good, quick thinking on your part—I think no one will suspect, anymore
than usud, that is, that we have anything esein mind. If you will accompany meto my workroom...”

“Youaremy guide,” Erini answered gracefully. As Drayfitt led her down the hall, dready into the
beginnings of alesson on the history of Taak, the princess looked back in the direction of the garden and
the door. While she was grateful to Drayfitt for his concern for her well-being, the sorcerer’ s actions had
not deterred Erini but rather fueled her determina-tion. One way or another, she would return to the
garden before long and discover the truth.

Drayfitt’s workroom was not what Erini had expected of a sorcerer. She had pictured adark, moody
place of vials and parchments, bones and the various parts of rare and magica crestures. There should
have been ancient tomes on subjects such as necromancy and magicd artifactsfrom civilizationslong
dead.

“Looksrather like the office of aminor bureaucrat, doesn't it?’

It wastrue. A high desk stood in the center of the tidy room, aset of candles and severd sheets of
parchment on top. There were books, countless books on shelves that ringed the room, but they were
neetly stacked and fairly new. Some of them sounded fairly mysterious, but others were on classical plays
or theories on government. Erini had not known that so many books on so many subjects even existed.

“Doyou likethem?’ the sorcerer asked abit wistfully. “I wrote most of them over the years. It' sashame
that mogt city-states are not like Penacles, where writing and education are paramount. | understand that
afew of the copies| made are now a part of the collection gathered first by the Lord Gryphon and now
by Toos the Regent. I’ ve made certain that at my desth, accidentd, natura, or otherwise, the Regent will
get thiscollection.”

Erini could not help smiling. “Y ou do not remind me of what | was dwaystold a spellcaster waslike.”
“Head bowed over acauldron, armswaving in insane



motions, and sinigter, inhuman thingswaiting a my feet for
some command? Some of thosethings aretrue, and, if you

know thetales of foul Azran Bedlam, thoseimages palein comparison to what he waslike. | was never®
happy with sorcery. | was quite happy to find mysdf alittle niche in the controlling of Tdak and stay
there.” The spellcaster’ s face darkened. “Counsealor Quorin insured that | would never be able to return
to that and s0 I’ ve made aspecid point of making him regret that action ever since.”

A twingein Erini’ sright hand reminded her of why they were here. If Drayfitt could help her or, better
yet, find her away to rid hersdf of this curse, then she would take advantage of it. Asif reading her
thoughts, the sorcerer took her handsin his and looked them over.

“Tell me, when you observe the powers around us, do you seethe lines and fields?’
She shook her head. “No, | see arainbow, bright on one end and changing to black at the other.”

“A spectrum. Pity. | seethe former, mysaf. Well, at least you see the powers as something
understandable. There are those who see them in radicaly different ways than we do, though such folk
seem to berare. Thelines and the spectrum seem to dominate the minds of most—and before you ask, |
have no ideawhy we see them at al. Some people discover them naturaly; some, like mysalf, need
training.” Drayfitt released her hands. “Y ou are anatura adept. With some assistance on my part, you
could become very skilled.”

Erini shook her head violently. “No! | want you to help me get rid of this curse, not enhanceit!”

“Y our mgjesty, the abilities you have are apart of you, a gift from—from whoever watches over us. It's
the spell caster who makes those abilitieswork for good or ill. How else could one family produce both a
fiend like Azran Bedlam and good, strong men like hisfather, Nathan, or his son, Cabe. | under-stand
your fedings. For years, | lived with the memory of my brother, Ishmir the Bird Master—Aaah! | see by
your face that you know of him. Ishmir perished in the Turning War with most of the other Dragon
Magters and it took me yearsto forgive him for that.”

“Forgive him? For dying?”

The sorcerer looked chagrined. “He left me, ayoung man,
then, half-trained, uncertain of what | was. | had your quams,
too, but Ishmir saw | had the potentia, though it was buried
deep. | forgave him eventudly, but 1 kept my powers hidden,

utilizing only those that would help me secure aplacein Tdak’ s government and keep me dive—I'ma
coward when it comesto death. Since my forced re-education in the world of sorcery—only ashort time
ago—I"velearned much about its benefits. If not for my efforts. Counselor Quorin’ sinfluence with the
king would be much stronger. That done | count as areason to hone my skills.”

Erini turned away, walking over to ashdf and running her fingers dong the spines of some of Drayfitt's
books. “It might be different if | were not amember of royaty, Master Drayfitt. Such things are not for
us. Inthe eyes of my people, | would be considered tainted, ademon in human form.”

“I think the only demon isin your own mind, if you'll pardon mefor saying so, your mgjesty. There have
been rulers aplenty who command in part through sorcery. The Lord Gryphon of Penaclesisthe best
example. During hisreign, it was his skill more than anything el se that kept the Black Dragon at bay. He
was even indrumentd inthe Turning War.”

“The Gryphon was amagical creature. Master Drayfitt. The powerswere apart of him.”
The dderly spellcaster chuckled. “Hemay not likedl thistalk in past tense; he dtill lives, they say, but



fights some war across the Eastern Seas—hence the title of Penacles s present ruler, Toos the Regent.
That is neither here nor there, however;

what | am trying to tdl you isthat the skill to manipulate the powersis as much anatura part of humanity
asitisof the eves, the drakes, and the Seekers. We merely have a greater tendencyto stifle those skills. /
ought to know.”

Erini dowly turned back to him, an ideaforming. “Then, if you cannot help merid mysdlf of it, teach me
how to control it sothat | will never find mysdlf *accidentally’ unleashing some spell at a courtier who has
happened to annoy me. That iswhat | fear-r the powers taking control instead of the other way.”

A relieved sgh. “Thank you, your mgesty, for making my task easier. Had you demanded | help you rid
yoursdlf of your growing ahilities, | would have endeavored to do so, despite the impossibility. After dl,
you are to be my queen.”

“That dill remains questionable. Master Drayfitt.”

“1 doubt it One reason it was so easy for me to leave the king abruptly was because he seemed distant
himsdlf, and the look on hisface | have only seen when he thinks of you—favorably, thet is.”

Theinformation earned the spellcaster one of Erini’sfew true smiles. *Y ou have no ideahow happy | am
to hear that.”

“I do and it makes me happy to say it. The two of you are wedll matched. Though it'sonly been afew
days since you met as adults, I'm not above bdieving that abond of love has aready developed. There
are those who are meant to be together. I—* Drayfitt suddenly paused, his eyes darting about the room.

“What isit?" Erini asked in hushed tones. To her horror, the sorcerer raised ahand toward her. Shefelt
both the pull as he unleashed some powerful spell and her own ingtinctive response as she prepared to
defend hersdlf.

“Not you!” Drayfitt muttered at her. “Remain whereyou are!”

Shefrozein place. Behind her, the princess heard the thump of books faling from the shelves and—the
patter of tiny feet? Something quick was running adong the shelves, seeking aplaceit could hide from the
spellcagter’ sattack. It might aswell have been running from timeitsdlf.

Erini heard atiny squeak, then Drayfitt’ s curse as something the old man had evidently not expected
happened. A moment later, he lowered hisarm, alook of disgust and worry on hisface. He rose from
the table toward the spot where the intruder had evidently met itsfate.

Standing, the princess joined him. There was a strange odor emanating from the shelves and she sensed
the remnants of some odd, disturbing sort of magic, something she had sensed briefly before. Therewas
no sign of any creature.

“What was it? Did you destroy it?”

Abandoning hisbrief search, Drayfitt began picking up and reshelving hisbooks. “ Asto what it was, |
can only describe it asalittle monstrosity obvioudy created to spy on others.” Helooked at Erini. “It's
head and body were no more than an eye and asnout. A creature of magic. Asto destroying it, that was
not my intention. The cresture destroyed itsdlf. | wanted it alive—if it truly was—so that | could track it
to its source, which is probably Quorin.”

“Hehasno magic.”

“Yes, you can tdll that, can’t you? Probably better than 1. The only reason | noticed our spy was
because thisworkroom islaced with spells sengtive to unwanted vigitors. Here, of dl places, | am most
secure.”



Erini hestated before findly admitting, “I’ ve felt something Smilar to that cresture. The same sort of
meagic, different from you or me”

“What? When?”
“In my—my chambers. | waslooking in the mirror when | saw him. When | turned around, there was

nobody there. | thought I’d imagined him, but there was dirt on the floor where he had stood and—and
when | touched it, the strangeness of it startled me so much | fell back.”

Drayfitt's eyes narrowed and he scratched his head in thought.
“Can you describe him, milady?’

“Not well. He wore a cloak and hood like you do, only they seemed older, out of style.” The princess
closed her eyes and tried to picture the dark figure. “All his clothing seemed a bit archaic.”

“We are not always known for our sense of style. Forget his clothing, then. What did helook like? | may
know hisfaceif you describeit well.”

She looked flustered. “1 cannot help you there. Master Drayfitt. | was not able to get agood look at his
face. My eyes must have been watery, because, no matter how | looked, it remained shadowy or
blurry.”

“Hisface was unclear but you could seethat his clothing was old, archaic?’

“Yes, drange, isn't it? 1 remember them clearly enough, but not hisvisage. | think he had dark hair,
perhaps brown, with a streak of slver.”

“But hisface you can’t remember.” The sorcerer pursed hislipsin mounting frustration. 1 wish—I truly
wish, milady—that you could have given me afaceto go by.”

Erini could sense hisworry, “Why?Who wasit? Isit whoever you hide down below? Did he escape?’

Drayfitt gave her adumbfounded look. “ Soooo0... you know about that, too. This gets worse and worse.”
Helooked up at the cealling, staring at something beyond it with eyesfilled with dismay. “ Aaaah, Ishmir!
Would that you were here ingtead of me!”

“What is wrong, sorcerer?”

He went to the desk, opened a drawer, and pulled out a bottle caked in the dust of ages. Without asking
whether the princess desired any, Drayfitt poured himself agoblet of what must have been wine and
practically svalowed it in one gulp.

Eyeing the shelves of books, he findly replied, “ The one you described can only be the warlock Shade,
who can only be herefor two reasons; the first of which is caged deep below in achamber forgotten until
recently. Another creature of legend, a shadowy steed called Darkhorse.”

“Darkhorse?’ While everyone knew one tale or another concerning the tragic existence of Shade, forever
cursed to live alternating incarnations of good or evil, it was the demon known as Darkhorse that had
fascinated the princess more. Here was amagica creature from elsewhere, immortal, and the terror of
drakes. Some stories made him astragic as the warlock and there were many who feared him as much,
but theimage of agreat stallion, blacker than astarless night, had captivated her. She had even dreamed,
now and then, of riding through the darkness on its back.

A legend and aredlity were two different things. The thought of riding whatever Drayfitt had imprisoned
down below made her shiver—and not in anticipation.



“Darkhorse.” The sorcerer nodded. “They have been friends and enemies for millennia. Y et if he wanted
the stalion, he could find him easly. There d be no reason to materidize haphazardly in the paace unless
he was searching for some-thing better hidden, something like the book.”

“What book?’ Erini was becoming more and more confused.

Drayfitt Sghed. “The book | used, half inignorance, to summon ademon, or rather Darkhorse, to our
world. A book hetricked meinto destroying when he thought | wouldn’t be able to recapture him again.”
The elderly spdlcaster smiled abit proudly at that; it had been a coup in ways, defeating the eterna
twice. Then, hefrowned. “I hopeit's not the book he' s after, though | can’t think what else it might be.”

All thought of her own problems had long ago vanished as Erini tried to make sense of everything. She
had wanted answers for so long, but now that she had them, the princess was more at aloss than before.
“Why do you say that? Isit something he should not have?’

“Probably not. That’sacademic, I’ m afraid, your mgjesty.
Asl sad, | destroyed it. HE Il find nothing but ashes now.”

In adarkened comer of the ceiling, asmall form scurried
deep into a crack that should have been too tight for it. The
sacrifice of its brother had proven worth the cogt, for it had

discovered what its master had wanted to know. Soon, it would be ableto return to the warm
nothingness he had summoned it from. Perhaps even as soon asit relayed the newsto him.

Shade' s eye-creature did not understand how its master would react to this particular bit of news. It
would not be able to comprehend the fury nor would it comprehend that the warlock would destroy it,
not because it had served him well, but because of aneed to Strike out a someone or something.

Least of dl, it would not understand the danger the success of its mission had placed the sorcerer and the
princessin. Nor would it have cared.

X

The Silver Dragon watched from the throne he had usurped from his dead counterpart as hisloya
subjects began the long process of clearing the central chamber of rubble. Under the light of many
torches, warriors watched over the servitors, who seemed uneasy at invading the caverns of their
cousins. The Dragon King shifted to amore imperious posture, the better to build the confidence of his
people. It mattered not that the clans of Gold—those that till lived—were outraged at hisactions. They
had three choices. become part of the clans of Silver asthe survivors of the clans of Bronze and Iron had,
fleeto their other cousins, or face execution. So far, none of the three choices had become a clear-cut
victor, which wasthe best choice in the Silver Dragon’ s mind, for it meant that the remnants of Gold's
people would never band together in sufficient strength to fight hisrightful rule.

/ should have taken this place after Gold' s defeat. So many
years wasted—but now the throne is mine. The days of the
Thirteen Kingdoms are at an end. Eventudly, the Dragonredm
will bow to one monarch aone with no council to voice their
dissent...,

So far, none of his counterparts had raised more than an



angry voice againgt him; proof, he believed, of their gradua willingnessto accept him as emperor of dl.
Only Green openly denounced him, but that was to be expected from atraitor whose domain housed his
race’ s greatest enemies, the Bedlams.

Ssssoon, he thought with asmile. Soon we shdll begin the cleansing process, sweeping down and
bringing the upstart warm-bloods to their knees, where they will learn once again to give obeisancein the
proper manner.

One of hisyounger hatchlings, an unmarked male who served well in the hopes of securing adukedomin
the new regime of hissire, kndlt before him. Hisfalse crest was less eaborate than some of hiselders, a
choice that the Dragon King approved of. He gestured for the warrior to speak.

“My dire, | givethanksto the Dragon of the Depthsfor your ascent to the throne of emperor.”
Siver hissed asthe flattery made him swell with pride.

“What word of our chaotic aly?’

“None. Our spies search for him—cautioudy, asyou

commanded. Thereisword on the book, however,”

“And that is?”
“That the book isash,” avoice from behind the throne announced.

The Dragon King leaped from the throne and whirled around. The other drakes|ooked up from their
tasks, but achill glance from their monarch, who redlized he had lost face by this cowardly action, sent
them scurrying back to their dutieswith greater effort than before.

“How?”

“The sorcerer Drayfitt. Why would you give such an artifact to a human sorcerer?’” Shade cocked his
head, his voice soft and smooth, companionable even.

The Dragon King was not fooled for amoment. He knew that he was facing yet another variation of the
warlock, one that he suspected was closer to the original than any of therest. “Hewasto trandateit. All
othersfailed. It was said he had the skill and knowledge.”

Shade walked dowly around the throne. The two drakes stepped back. “ So the creature Ma Quorinis
yours”

Hisdraconian dly did not argue the point. “Only after the

book wasss brought to him did we discover the truth. The
human king was quickly made to believe that a ssspell had been
found that would give him ademon servant and al he had to do

was find a sorcerer—which proved sssurprisingly easssy. The one cdled Drayfitt would continue the
trand ation—at the command of hisking, of course—and aso test the vaidity of hisresultsss.” Silver
forced himslf to stare into the two dark spots that passed for the warlock’ s eyes. “He would either fall
and disssgrace himsdf or succeed, at which point, sssome accident would overtake him and the book
would be returned to me. Any demon he had sssummoned would then be mine to control!”

“You are quite agambler, evidently. | doubt if/would have done the same asyou.” With great
deliberation, the warlock sat casualy down on the throne. The drake who had reported to the would-be
emperor hissed and bared his claws. Shade looked him over.



“One of your get?”
“What of it, human?’ the defiant warrior hissed.

“He bearsno markings,” the hooded figure commented to hisdly, ignoring the growing anger of the
younger drake.

“What if | do not?”

Thewarlock findly seemed to notice him again. “ Just so | know that I’ ve €liminated nothing of
importance.”

Thefurious drake reached for him, then hissed in consternartion as a great, black hole materidized in his
stomach. While the rest of the drakes—unable to keep from looking despite their master’ s earlier
glare—watched in horror, the hole ex-panded. The hapless victim, in astate of insane calm, put one hand
into the gaping maw, unableto believe hiseyes.

The hand and the arm were sucked in.

Inlessthan a breath, the shoulders, head, and remaining arm followed after and, when they, too, were
gone, thetorso and legs vanished into the hole. A single black spot remained floating in the air for a
second or two, then vanished, seeming to swallow itsdlf.

Shade glanced in the direction of the Dragon King. “Y ou’ ve desired the power of the Vraad; that wasa
taste of what we could do.”

“Am | next?”
“| was under the impression we had an dliance of sorts.”

The warlock leaned forward. “Don’t we?’
“Y ou recalled the book. That wassswhy you returned to me.
The book—your book—was destroyed. | assumed you had no

further need to pursue our aliance and so | have moved on with my plansss.”

“Subjugation and/or destruction of Tdak. | remember. | would think it smple with the king’ s counselor at
your beck and cdl.”

“Nothing issmple except the bdief in smplicity.”

Risng, Shade straightened his cloak. “ Continue with your plans. They coincide with my needs. Thereis
only onething you must remember.”

“That is?”
“The sorcerer Drayfitt must not be harmed. I’ ve need of him.”

A wary look passed across the drake lord’ s haf-hidden face. “Quorin’sfollowersareto nate
him—soon—while he travelswith the army. What need do you have for ahuman spellcaster with little
more than adequate ability?”

“It’ s not his abilities asasorcerer that | want. It' shismind.
Y ou did say he set out to trand ate the entire book, didn’t you?’



13 So ? ”
Shade sghed, wondering how this creature could miss the obvious. “Never mind. Return to your plans.”

“But your part of the bargain—"

“That?’ Thewarlock smiled, ashadowy line dightly bent upward on each end. There was something
dreadfully cold about hissmiles, Silver thought.

“Neither Darkhorse nor the Bedlams will interfere. Y ou may rest assured on that. They will be too busy
with other, weighti-er matters.” That said, the warlock curled within himself and vanished.

Almost the Dragon King felt sympathy for the warlock’ s adversaries—amost.

Another day had passed and Darkhorse once more studied the cracks of the chamber walls. Studied
them while hismind sank deeper into a bottomless abyss.

Falure Utter falure.

Darkhorse looked again at the chamber that was his world and would be hisworld for sometimeto
come, apparently. His one hope had been crushed—and at the moment of greatest potential.

The human female called Erini, Mdicard’ s betrothed—now
there was irony—was anaturd spellcaster of high potentid,

possibly as high as Cabe Bedlam or the Lady Gwen. She had noticed the fragment of self athough even
Drayfitt had not. In the last moment of vision, he had seen how her hands itched to reach out to the
powers, manipulate them. The fema e was tifling those powers, though; that much he had seen aswell. If
that were the case, he would receive little aid from her. Likely, she had not even told Melicard her secret.

Histhoughts were interrupted by the unlocking of the door. That made him chuckle in sour humor; who
would want to come in and what would they do once they were here? If it was not to keep someone o,
what other reason was there for locking the door? Darkhorse would have been as secureif the entire
palace had been leveled. Even then, the barrier enclosing him would have stood.

The door swung open and Meicard himsdlf, accompanied by his foul shadow, Quorin, and the pitiful
mage, Drayfitt, entered. There was something different about the king, a humanity that had blossomed
amost overnight. It was not complete humanity, not by far, but a great touch more than the split-faced
monarch had had during hisfirg visit.

Given time, this princess would make him awhole man again. The shadow steed studied Mdicard's
visage closer, epeciadly theliving eye and the set of his mouth.

Apparently, therewill not be time after dl.
Theking was here with an ultimatum. Darkhorse could read that even before Mdicard spoke.

“My army marches againg the clans of Red in the Hell Plains at tomorrow’ s dawn. Men will die so that
their children will live free. The Plainswill drink their blood asit drinks the blood of drakes”

“A pretty speech... and very old.”
“Y ou have been told not to be disrespectful to his mgesty,
demon! Perhaps you need another lesson—"*

Méelicard curtly sgndled for silence. “Quiet! | want this creature, thislegendary Darkhorse who fought
alongside the Dragon Magters, Cabe Bedlam, and other humans throughout the centuries, to tell me why
hewill not save thelives of men by ending those of draked!”



The ebony stalion sighed. *'Y ou who would make history, have you not studied it? Are not the lessons of
the Qud, the Seekers, and those who preceded even them evident? Thisland we now call the
Dragonrealm is a harsh mother. It has watched the glory of many races and it has watched the downfall
of each—all through bloodshed. Even the Quel, who succeeded where othersfailed and held onto a bit
of their power when the Seekerstook control, even they did not learn from their mistake and eventuadlly
lost what little they had in trying to destroy the new avian masters! Asfor the Seekers, in putting down
the last gasp of the Qud, they planted the seeds of their own destruction!”

Méelicard was slent, but Darkhorse could see his words had had no effect. And | scoffed at histired
Speech!

Theking'seventua response was what he had expected. “Though you are our prisoner, for some
reason we cannot make you obey. Drayfitt hastried to explain, but that means nothing. Tomorrow, | will
send the army out—without your magica aid. It will take them aweek to ten days to reach the northern
part of the Hell Plains, where the Red Dragon’ srevitalized clans prepare for their own assault. We shdll
catch them unprepared, however; and, where Azran Bedlam failed, we shal wipe them out to the last
€gg. Onelessclan. The other twelve will follow.”

“All hail the conquering heroesl” scoffed the shadow steed.
“Y our mgjesty—" the counselor began to protest.

“Y ou were overzedous before, Quorin. We will not punish this one, not thistime. Perhaps he will
reconsider before the desths have grown too many.”

Darkhorse refused to look at the king any longer, instead choosing to aternate his piercing gaze between
Drayfitt, the weakest link, and Ma Quorin, the treacherous one. The elderly spellcaster looked pae,
worn, asif he had just suffered agreat disaster. If S0, the malevolent cat who counsdled the king had
something to do with it because there was now adight hint of satisfaction on Quorin’ s face that, under
the circumstances, should not have been there. The counsalor amost seemed pleased by events.

Something is not right where this tabby is concerned, Darkhorse decided. What can | do about it now,
though?
“Come,” Mdlicard commanded histwo advisors. “ There are more fruitful endeavorsto pursue at the

“The only fruitful endeavorswill be those of the Lords of the Dead—after the battle.”

The door shut behind them with asinister note of finality. Darkhorse kicked at hisinvisble cage,
frustrated more than before.

“Fools!” he cried, though he doubted they could hear him, sound-absorbing as thisroom was. “Thiswill
be far worse than the Turning War!”

He brooded after that, unheedful of the hours that soon passed by and wondering again and again if they
now intended on abandoning him down here indefinitely. Perhaps, asthe yearsfal, some scavenger
searching through the ruins of this once-proud city-state will find his way down here and pass on aword
or two before leaving me done again.

The door jostled. Someone was trying to open it—but with little success. Darkhorse gathered himself
together, hisinterest in things revived by this sudden and possibly trivid incident. /( may only beaguard
testing the lock....

Nothing €l se happened for more than two minutes. The shadow steed’ s hopes sagged again.

A sudden groan of twisting metal informed him that the first time had not been an illuson. The area of the
door where the handle and lock were Stuated had been torn asunder, rendering the whole thing useless.
Someone standing on the other side of the door pushed it forward.



The eyes of the Princess Erini stared at him in awe and growing recognition.

“You. Y ou were the shadow in the hdl. The one that—that followed me and then vanished.” While she
talked, her hands continued to twitch, asif they were eager to perform yet more sorcery.

Darkhorse dipped his head in acknowledgment. “Princess Erini, | would assume.” He indicated the door.
“A trifle overdone, I'd think.”

She looked embarrassed. “1 was only trying to openit. Drayfitt said that if you concentrate, you can
mani pul ate the spectrum and unlock it with little more than alook.”

“Can you try that with my accursed cage here? Have you come to set me free?’

“Are you—are you Darkhorse?”

That made him laugh loudly. * Of course. Who el se could | be? Who elsewould dareto be
Darkhorse—or want to be, for that matter?’

“Not so loud, please!”
His manner became subdued. The shadow steed knew that

this human held hisfreedom in her anxious hands. “Why did

you come down here? Won't Méelicard become wroth when he discovers hisfuture bride has uncovered
oneof his secrets?’

“Mélicard isbusy. Quorin—* the look of disgust on her young face was evidence enough of her hatred
for the man. The shadow steed’ s opinion of the princess rose further. “—has convinced him that the time
to moveisnow. Méelicard is completing find preparaions.”

“Hewas here earlier. Thisis madness, you know.” The ebony stallion shifted impatiently in the confined
gpace of his prison. Free me! he wanted to shout at the human.

Erini looked up sharply. “1 don’t know if | should. I don’t know if | can.”

“Y our powers are very formidable, gentlelady. | think you could undo the spell the elderly human
wrought. The key isin the symbols on thefloor. Look closdly at them.”

She Started to, but then shook her head. “I can’t! If | do, Melicard will never forgive me! If | betray him,
he'll find out about these!”

“Y our hands? They seem lovely, though I’'m no judge of human standards....”

“Y ou know what | mean. These powers. | do not want them. They areacurse. If | thought that cutting
off my handswould rid me of them, I’d betempted to do it.”

“It will not, so do not think about it again.” Madness! Am | to be tormented by the key to my freedom?

If Erini caught that thought, she did not respond to it. Instead, the princess said, “ Drayfitt told me the
samething. | know that.”

“Isthat why you cameto me? To tell meyou don’t like your gifts and you won'’t use them to release me?
Areyou agreater sadist than the ‘lovely’ Counsdlor Quorin, then? He has only assaulted my physical
form; you' vetorn a my hopes!”
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“Princess!” Drayfitt stood at the doorway. He had become
even more worn and pale since the shadow steed had seen him
hours before. Caught up in their own thoughts, neither Erini

nor the eterna had noticed his nearby presence. He, on the
other hand, had felt them dl the way inthe main hdl, where he
had just left the king after an unsuccessful attempt to, if not call
off the march, postponeit until events became clearer. The
intengity of the two had been enough to pierce the cloud of

worry smothering his mind—and probably would have been enough had he been outside the walls of
Tdak itsdf.

The elderly mage ingpected the damaged door and grew even more dismayed. “ Thiswill never do!” He
touched the torn handle and lock. Before the eyes of Darkhorse and the prin-cess, the metal reshaped
itsdlf, returned to what it had been like before Erini’ simpetuous entrance. Drayfitt glanced up again.

“Y our mgjesty! What do you hope to gain by coming here? | warned you to stay away!”

“I could not help it. Master Drayfitt!” She stepped back from both of them. “I saw the three of you come
down here hours ago, then leave afew minutes later. When | saw the guards depart aswell, | knew
something had happened. I—I was not thinking properly. 1t took methislong to build up my
determination, but eventualy | had to come down here—I do not know why. Perhapsto see... to
understand...” Erini trailed off, at aloss.

“She cameto see acuriosity, sorcerer!” Darkhorse bellowed arrogantly. “ She came to see the demon
her love had chained to thisworld! Rest assured, she would not want to hurt hisfedings by granting me
my rightful freedom, oh no! | pleaded with her long enough to know that!”

Erini looked asif the shadow steed had kicked her violently—which was just what Darkhorse wanted. It
was aterrible thing, he knew, that he was forced to resort to shaming her, but if the stallion had read her
correctly, the princess would turn that shame around and come back to him—thistimeto free him.

/ will make amendsto her after Shade has been dedlt with Darkhorse swore, shielding the thought from
her dready im-pressive ahilities. Hetried not think that by forcing her to look at her own conscience and
free him, that she might lose the man sheloved.

There were times when he did not envy humans the ability to love. It seemed to have more to do with
pain than any other emation.

Ignoring his outburst, Drayfitt confronted his queen-to-be. “Y our mgjesty, tomorrow, thanksto the
dippery words of the loya Master Quorin, | will be enroute with the army. | must ask that you watch
yourself while I’ m gone, stay with the king at al times. The more Quorin has him aone, the more he can
poison his mind—and diminish your hopes of atrue relaion-ship. | shal return when | can.”

“If you can, spellcagter. Y our kind has alimited lifespan in war. What happensto the city, then?’

“I will seetoit that nothing happens. I' ve astake in my life, Darkhorse.” The ederly man took hold of
oneof Erini’sarmsin agentle but determined manner. “ Come, milady. Judging by your mishap with the
door, there are things | need to show you before 1 |eave come the mom.”

“Wait, Drayfitt!” The shadow steed shifted as close to the door asthe barrier would let him. “What about
Shade? |’ vefet him here! Y ou cannot deny hisexistence, | think.”

The two humans looked at one another in amanner that answered one part of Darkhorse' s question. The



warlock had returned to Taak at least once and both of them knew about it. It was Erini who finally
responded, much to the evident consternation of the sorcerer.

“He sbeen here at least twice. Lord Darkhorse. Once, for a brief moment, in my chambers, the second
time, to release somefoul creaturesto spy on the palace.”

“He wanted the book, apparently,” her companion interrupted. “It was his, you know, but thanksto
you, demon, / destroyed it.”

“Then, you are in danger, human!”

“He syour foe. Y ou were the one truly responsible. He has no further argument with me.” The tone of
Drayfitt’ s voice suggested he had worked hard to convince himself of that.

“Don’t be a fool, mortal!”
Drayfitt turned from him. “Come, your mgesty.”

She accompanied him, but dowed long enough to study himin detail. Darkhorse returned her frank stare.
Thiswas afemaewho did not give in easily. There was hope after all.

Asthe door closed, the shadow steed laughed quietly. Now, if only it was not too late.

The climb up waslong and epecidly dow, despite Drayfitt’ s continua urging. Erini only partialy heard
him, her mind on the confrontation below.

Living darkness. An abyssthat threatened to swallow all that stood too near it. More than a shadow, yet
adsoless.

All these were gpt descriptions of the astonishing being she
had met. All were gpt but greatly insufficient descriptions of
the jet-black stallion calling itsdlf Darkhorse. Mgestic and
terrible at the same time, he was far more than the legends had

even hinted at. Small wonder he was held in both awe and fear by those who knew of him. Therewasa
sense of time beyond eternity in hisvery presence. His chilling blue eyes, crystaline and lacking pupils,
seemed capable of capturing her very soul.

Hiswords came back to Erini and the shame burned brightly within her once more. For the sake of her
relationship with Mdicard, she had been willing to leave him a prisoner. It went againgt everything she
believed in, and the fact that she had not done anything about it cut her deeply. She had once dreamed of
amarriage based on love and trust; could she be satisfied with one that was aso built on the sufferings of
others?

Erini redlized that Drayfitt had asked her something. “1’m sorry; what wasit you asked. Master Drayfitt?’

The ederly man sighed. Somehow, he seemed even more drawn than when he had first discovered Erini.
“| asked your mgesty if shetrusts her persona guard and her ladies-in-waiting.”

“Completely. Why?”

Drayfitt’ sface reveded nothing. “No reason, milady. Only pleased to hear that there are those who can
betrusted.”

Neither spoke again, more to save breath than because of any other reason. The journey downward had
seemed S0 much easier. At last, though, the door finally cameinto view.

/ cannot leave him! the princess suddenly thought in aswelling panic, the sight of the door resurrecting her



shame concerning her ill trestment of Darkhorse. / have to do some-thing for him even if—even if—

“I've been wondering,” Drayfitt began, “wondering why Quorin removed the guardsfromin here. They
weren't neces-sary, but he seemed to think them so important before. If they’ d been here, you wouldn't
have gotten thisfar.”

Erini neither knew nor cared what reason the counselor might have had to send the sentriesaway. Only
one thing concerned her. The princess was not even certain it would work, but, based on what little she
had learned from the sorcerer, it should at least be possible.

On the next step, shefell forward.

“Princessl” Drayfitt reached for her, dmost losing his own balance in the process. He was unable to stop
Erini, who turned so that her back was facing her would-be rescuer.

While her face and hands were not visible to Drayfitt and his
mind was concerned solely with her safety, Erini unleashed a
crude spdl formulated only from haf-formed thoughtsand

wishful thinking. The elderly spdllcaster had explained that hand gestures were not necessary and mostly
acted asaguide, but the princess did not trust her skillswell enough to do without them. Her fingers
wiggled in amaneuver that was pure ingtinct. Unfamiliar with theworld of sorcery, she could not say
whether she had accomplished her task or not. Whatever the case, Drayfitt was now standing over her
and Erini knew that trying any longer would only give her avay. Asit was, she remaned uncertain asto
whether he knew or not. He had shown her how to shield her thoughts during their one session, but
theory and practice were never the same, that held true in sorcery and governing.

“Are you all right. Princess Erini?”
She nodded dowly, trying to act dazed. “Y es—| missed my footing. Thank you.”

The sorcerer helped her to her feet. “A fall here could provefatal, milady. Y ou would not stop for thirty
or forty feet at least. Come, the sooner we leave here the better, asfar asal is concerned.”

Drayfitt opened the door, guiding Erini up to the surface with his other hand. The sun was going down
and the garden was full of deep shadows, though none as deep as that which was Darkhorse, the
princess thought.

Closing the door quietly, Drayfitt quietly said, “We will forget this happened, your magjesty. Best for both
of us, I'd say. Now go before someone asks why we were here.”

“Thisisridiculous! | am aprincesss Am | not to be queen of Tadak? Should | go skulking about? | won't
belikeyou, Drayfitt! Not even for thelove of Mdicard!”

Hefrantically waved her quiet. In the distance, Erini heard the sounds of meninarmor. “I only
recommend it from past experience, your mgesty. What you do is up to you, of course.”
“PrincessErini.”

Erini started and Drayfitt cursed under his breath. The princess camed down, however, when she
redlized who it was. “Captain Iston!”

The Gordag-Ai officer bowed to her and, after amoment’ s hesitation, nodded briefly to the sorcerer.
“Princess, you are making it extremdly difficult for my men and | to perform our duties. So far, you've
succeeded in evading every one of them.”

“The princessis skilled at such things,” Drayfitt interjected. To Erini, hesaid, “Think on what | said,
milady, and, by al means, make use of such loya men asyour captain here.”



“What' s that supposed to mean, then?’ Iston asked, his suspicion roused.

“Only that | hope her mgesty will dlow you to perform your function. It's sometimes hard to find a
person you can trust so much. Good evening.”

His eyes on the departing sorcerer, Iston frowned. “ That sounds like awarning of sorts.”
“It' snothing.”

“Asyou command.” Nevertheless, the captain continued to look thoughtful. “Might | be permitted to
escort you back to your chambers, your mgesty? | have ahandful of anxious bodyguards waiting for the
two of us”

“Why did you not bring them with you?”
Iston smiled enigmaticaly. “ Some things are better handled by one man.”

They waked quietly through the garden, the officer faling in placejust behind his mistress. Erini dlowed
her thoughts to turn back to the events below and the question as to whether her spontaneous actions
had freed Darkhorse or not. She aso wondered what Melicard would say if it turned out the shadow
steed was free. Drayfitt would be unable to say anything; come the morning, he would be gone with the
army. Both the king and Quorin might assume that Darkhorse had either escaped on his own or that
Shade had taken him away somewhere.

Her secret would remain safe... unless she choseto tell Mdicard. He had to leam sometime... but when?

As before, her questions went unanswered. She exited the garden, followed by Iston, of course, with the
knowledge that sooner or later the truth would come out and that it might benefit her if it washer
admission, not Quorin’s, that Mdicard heard firdt.

Guard leader Ostlich abandoned his hiding place overlooking
the garden the moment the woul d-be queen and her lackey
vanished back into the paace. His mind was aglow with the
thought of the gold Counselor Quorin would pay him. What the
princess from Gordag-Ai had been doing mattered aslittleto
him as why Quorin had ordered the guards away from the area
inthefirst place. He only knew that the counselor would pay

for the knowledge that she had been down there and reward him further once the reins of rulership
changed hands. What happened to the princess was none of his concern.

Xl

With the grand crusade now ready to commence, no one had time to inspect the chamber where the
King's reluctant demon had been locked away. Caught in the midst of find detailsthat would keep them
secluded all night, the king and his advisors saw no one except those who came to deliver information
gpecificaly on the march. Thusit was the Counsdor Quorin remained ignorant of afact that would have
been of great import to both him and the king... for the barrier, the magica cage, and its sole occupant
were no longer there. Had he received a message from one of the guard leaders to the Counselor
Quorin, the advisor might have excused himsdf and investigated for himsdlf, venturing down to the
shadow steed’ s prison, and discovering something of such importance that even the king would have
taken interest... because the barrier, the magical cage, and its sole occupant were no longer there.



The bulk of Taak’ sgreat army moved in swift and orderly fashion despite itsimpressive Size. By dawn,
more than haf the column was outsde the city gates. Around them, the citizens cheered their husbands,
fathers, sons, and brothers. Cohorts four hundred strong marched by, most of them veterans eager to
teach the monstrous drakes that humans of this particular city-state would never bow to the Dragon
Kingsagan.

Lost in the cheers and commotion was one pessimistic sorcerer and severd irritated commanders, all of
whom felt they were moving in the wrong direction; but it wastheir duty to obey, and obey they would.
The city was not undefended.

There were garrisons posted al around the countryside, espe-

cidly the northern and western borders. The city guard would keep order in Taak itsaf and the palace
would be well-protected by the roya guard.

Unbeknownst to these forces, the northern garrisons, in response to orders received that very dawn,
were preparing to move westward to meet with their counterparts there. For the next week, they wereto
face off in aseries of war games designed to test their effectivenessin guerrillafighting, much like the sort
of war waged by Mdlicard in the early days of his crusade. While the commanders slently questioned the
need for this, it was not the first time that some functionary in the government had decided to play up his
own reputation by cracking down on the common soldier; and besides, the war wasto be in the east for
now, so no onewould missthem for afew days, anyway.

No one argued the vdidity of the ordersthemselves, after all, they bore the king's sedl, didn’t they?
Nobody but Melicard and his closest advisors used the sedl.

Theking saluted those riding out to do battlein his name, his visage somehow more regd than frightening
this day. He had planned to lead them, as he had done in the past, but some of his advisors had
recommended that he remain in the city. It would not do to have the crusade’ s driving force accidently
struck down in the heat of combat. At the palace, Melicard could coordinate dl of hisactivities. There
was a0 continued talk of the eventua marriage of Melicard and the princess from neighboring
Gordag-Ai, an event most everyone was looking forward to with eagerness. Those near enough to see
the king were able to get aglimpse of the Princess Erini sanding at his side. Counsdor Ma Quorin,
Melicard' s chief advisor, stood on his other side.

In the shadow of abuilding near the city gate, alone figure watched the ongoing procession with growing
impatience. The shadows draped his visage, but even if they had not, it would have taken along, close
look to make out his patrician features and his arresting eyes—eyes with great, wide pupils not of any
color, but instead glittering like fine crystal and seeming to see much more than the view before them. It
was the face of one bom to his place in the world, one who knew that al within his grasp was his. Azran
Bedlam had worn such alook, but it paled in comparison with this one. Thiswasthe face of aVraad
sorcerer.

The true face of Shade.

Food. Eat. Eat. The othersin the herd kept urging him.
They had been doing so dl day.

Provider. Waks-on-hind-hooves-and-smells-of-herd. Brings more food. Eat. The herd tried to watch
out for one another, but the dark one kept refusing to be part of the herd, though he had said he was.

Not hungry. The dark one alowed the strange cresture with the odd, loose skin to guide him. Drink?
Wa ks-on-hind-hooves-and-smells-of-herd |eads to water. Smells puzzled. Not thirsty, provider.
Provider smells of fear. Why fear of self? Sdlf not harm provider.



Sdf... not right.

Before him. the orovider called to another of his own herd. a smaler waks-on-hind-hooves who often
came to this herd and smoothed and washed their coats. The dark one could not recall . ever having this
doneto him, but the others, who seemed very stupid to the dark one, had told him this. It was one of the
happy times they had. The dark one did not care for their happy times. Their happy times were for stupid
ones.

“Andru! When did they bring in this one?”

The boy—boy?—shook his head, his mane flying back and forth as he did. The dark one redlized the
boy could not speak.

The man—yes, man!—Ilooked at the dark one. “He' s magni-ficent, but he spooks me for sure! More
like ademon than ahorsel”

Horse? Demon? The dark one’ smind stirred. He did not question for amoment that he understood the
man so well, even though the rest of the herd seemed to only hear the tone of hisvoice. He was different.
Far different. Memories began to tir, memories of confinement, of evil men and shadowed figures.
Memories of aneed to escape.

“Herel What' swrong with you?" The man—for thefirst time, the dark one saw that the man wastall,
well-muscled, and graying—sought to bring his skittish charge under control. The dark one—therewas
another namel—eeadly fought him off.

“Andru! Boy! Get the othersl We' ve gotta rogue on our hands!”

The young one ran off. The older man tried to get a grip on the bit that someone had dared put on the
dark one, but failed.

Not dark one. Dark.. . horse. Darkhorse!

The shadow steed’ s memories returned in atorrent of mixed images and scraps of thought. Darkhorse
froze as he tried to assmilate everything, and the handler chose that moment to grab the bit.

“I don’t know which mule-headed lord or lady left you in the royd stables, but you're goin’ to haveto
learn who's master ‘round here!” He tugged hard on the hit, trying to force Darkhorse' s head down. The
horses around the ebony stalion shied away, dready familiar with the strength and tactics of aman who
had not yet met an animal he could not break.

Of course, the jet-black steed before him was far more than
ananimd.
Darkhorsg, at last himsdf again, findly took notice of hiswould-be master. Soul-snaring blue orbs met

the narrow eyes of the human—causing the iatter to scream and rel ease his hold. Stumbling backward,
the man made asign againg evil.

Darkhorse laughed. Laughed, not only because of the futile gesture, but because he was free!
“Helaand Styx!” The horseman fell to hisknees. “ Spare me, demon! | couldn’t have known!”

“Not known me7 Not known Darkhorse? | am no demon,
horseman, though neither am | one of your charges! Tdl me
quickly now and | will leave you bel What placeisthisand
what day?’



The answers both amused and angered the phantom steed. Thiswas Gordag-Ai, the Princess Erini’s
homeland! He could see what she had done. In haste, perhaps because she was till with the sorcerer,
she had wanted him to be safe and secure. Her mind, however sharp, had thought of himintermsof a
true animal—and why not? Very few people truly understood what he was. Therefore, when she had
attempted to free him, her crude spdl had sent him to a place her memoriesrecaled as ssfe—the
kingdom where she had been bom and raised. Since he was a horse, her rescue attempt had sent him to
the roya stables, surely the most secure placefor one of hiskind! Unfortunately, the side effect of so
haphazard a spell had nearly made him just such a creature; and as much as he admired their forms and
their loydty, he had no desire to become one.

What frugtrated him were the results of that Sde effect.
Almogt afull day had passed while he dowly reverted to
himsdf. The massive army of Taak must aready be far beyond

the city, heading toward the Hell Plains; and though he had no proof to back up hisfears, Darkhorse
suspected that something terrible, something that Shade would have a hand in, was going to happen. Not
justin Tdak, either.

Heredlized that the human was still knegling before him and that severd others were standing at the
entrance to the royd stables |ooking quite dumbfounded. Darkhorse laughed bitterly and said, “Y ou have
nothing to fear from me, little ones! Darkhorse has aways been the friend of humanity, though thereare
those for whom my love has been tried! Fear not, for my time here with you is over!”

Rearing, the shadow steed summoned a portal. It flickered uncertainly for amoment, but the stdlion,
impatient to move againg his adversaries after so long, paid it no mind. After his confinement and the
gtifling power of Drayfitt' smagica cell, he expected his own abilitiesto be lessthan they should be. That
waswhy it wastime to include othersin his battle with hisfriend/foe. It wastime to seek the help of Cabe
Bedlam.

The gate he opened flickered again—then vanished.

Cursing loudly—much to the panic of the few humanswho had not run off aready—Darkhorsetried to
resummon the portd. It blinked into and out of existence dmost too fast to be seen, enraging the
frustrated eterna even more.

“I am Darkhorse!” he shouted at the disobedient hole. “ A gateislessthan nothing to me! Materidize!”

He was greeted by acomplete lack of reaction. There was not even aflicker thistime. His confinement
had sapped his abilities far worse than he could have believed possible.

Thiswas aspdl with Vraad origins, the shadow steed findly concluded. A treacherous, destructive thing
likeits crestor!

“Very well,” he rumbled. “If, for the nonce, the paths beyond are forbidden to me, than | shdl travel
through the world of humanity!” Darkhorse looked down at the humans. “Be vigilant, mortas The clans
of Slver are awake and, though | suspect they look toward Talak, it would be safein. assuming that
Gordag-Ai isaso among their desires!”

When it appeared that his message had sunk in, the huge stallion reared and charged east. At first, the
men in the stables grew panicked again, for there was no eastern entrance, only asolid wall. Then, before
-the unbelieving eyes of people who had thought they had aready seen dl there wasto see, Darkhorse
melted into the obstruction, like aghost.

Darkhorse had no time for patience with the failings of humanity. If the fiery presence of ahuge, jet-black
gdlion charging over their heads was enough to set them running in ahundred different directions, then
that wastheir misfortune. What the shadow steed fought to stop was far worse than alittle fear left in his



wake. Shade, aVraad sorcerer, would not settle for alittle fear. AsaVraad, he would expect to control
everything. It was not because he was necessarily evil; if anything, the Vraad had been, in Darkhorse's
limited knowl-edge, amora. They could not comprehend that something might be out of their reach
unless another, stronger representactive of their race had already claimed it. Even then, it was amatter of
who had the upper hand.

The warlock would be working to divide and eliminate
rivas, even potentid rivas.

Darkhorse quickened his pace as Gordag-Ai fell quickly behind him. Princess Erini’ s homeland had been
given awarning about the drake menace near them. What concerned the phantom steed now wasthe
very person he had looked to for aid. Cabe Bedlam and hisfamily werein danger. A Vraad sorcerer
would not et a spellcaster of young Bedlam's potentia go unchecked; if he could not enlist their
servitude, then he would destroy them the way one would destroy a pest.

Darkhorse pushed himsdlf harder, only now redlizing how accustomed he wasto his magical abilities.
Though he raced more swiftly than any common horse, the pace wasinfinitely dower than travelling the
path beyond. Seconds, even minutes, had now become hours.

Hours he might not have.

What was occurring in Talak worried him aso, but there was
nothing he could do, and speaking to Cabe Bedlam and the
Lady of the Amber was paramount. The city-state of mad
Mélicard would have to wait, despite the debt he owed its

future queen—future queen only if Taak had afuture. Darkhorse
needed the mortd’sad.

Time continued to be his enemy, passing with aswiftnesshe
could never match at hisbest. Night came, grew old, and

began to dissolve. Thelands of Esedi, wherethe Bronze
Dragon had once ruled and where Gordag-Ai was Situated, had
given way to the southwest edge of cursed Silver’ sdomain. As
the sun began to climb, relief touched him. Hewasnow ina

region on fair termswith humanity and the Bedlams, the forest lands of the Green Dragon. Through the
hateful words of Mdicard and the confusing ones of Drayfitt, the stalion had learned how this one drake
lord had done the unthinkable, worked it so that there might be a place for both races, so that his own
would survive and not give way, which wasinevitable to al save the other Dragon Kings.

His hooves grazed the tops of the tallest trees. Something large stirred and fluttered away into the depths
of the woods below. Darkhorse thought it at first asmall drake, but the glimpse he had of it showed it to
be birdlike, yet with the shape and form of aman aswell.

Secker.

There were very few of them now. The brief, horrible winter that had taken place ayear after the shadow
steed’ s exile had gpparently clamed many of these once-mighty rulers, prede-cessorsto the Dragon
Kingsthemsdves. Confidentialy, Drayfitt had indicated that the hordes of hungry, gigantic, digging
creatures from the Northern Wastes, monstrosities who had followed the soul-numbing chill southward,
had been respons-ble for the depletion of their numbers more than anything else.

Darkhorse suddenly hesitated, almost landing on top of atree. Of dl creatures, the Seekerswould surely
know the Vraad. The avians had controlled this land before the coming of that race of men—and had
falen afterward to the might of the upstart drakes. Perhaps the Vraad had had something to do with that,



though it was dso possible they had no longer existed as arace by then. Something had changed their
de-scendants into the humans of today. It was atime period that the eternad knew little about, having only
known it through encounters with one Vraad, a good man. The shadow steed had not returned to this
redlity until long after the Dragon Kings had established their rule, long enough for al to have died who
might have answered him.

Turning, Darkhorse doveinto theforest. If he could only catch the Seeker...

The foliage whipped about the stallion as he entered the forest. The change in hisform from phantasm to
solid flesh artled him, asit had not been his desire. Darkhorse dowed and landed hooves-first on the
ground, leaving deep imprints.

Thanksto the thick vegetation, it wasimpossbleto locate
the avian by norma sight. Those other sensesthat should have

been ableto aid himin his search failed just as miserably. The Seeker was nowhere to be found.
Darkhorse trotted cautioudy through the forest in the direction of hisorigina god, the Manor, while
probing the visible world and those beyond for some sign of the Seeker or of any other creature out of
the ordinary. It had occurred to him, belatedly, that the Green Dragon might not see him asthedly and
friend of the warlock Bedlam. As peace-minded as this particular Dragon King had seemed, he might il
consder Darkhorse asthe enemy of al drakes.

He came upon a path that showed signs of regular use and choseto follow it, trying to indicate to any
hidden sentinels of the Green Dragon that he was friendly. In times past he had travelled thisregion
unharmed, but one could never completely trust what had once been. Perhaps the monarch of the
Dagora Forest had not sought his death smply because of his strength. A struggle between titans would
have destroyed thiswooded land that the drake loved so much. Now, though, he was dedling with a
much weskened stallion, amuch more tempting target to those who believed they had alegitimate reason
for vengeance.

Still the Seeker evaded his senses. It had elther been able to shield itself or had fled long before. He
knew the power of the avians could be formidable and that they might find him auseful todl in their efforts
to regain the Dragonrealm, but if thiswas atrap, it was an odd one. Darkhorse cursed his present state;
he was no longer certain if he could trust what his sensestold him.

Darkhorse moved through the woods. The hours continued to
become new memories, most of those concerning traipsing
through endless forest and dl thought of the Seeker was
gradually abandoned as the shadow steed passed by tree after
identical tree. As much as Darkhorse enjoyed nature, he soon
lost dl admiration for the color green. There was just too much
of it. He was tempted to take to the sky again, but, with his
abilities questionable, he preferred to be where he had the best
chance of spotting hidden watchers, asfutile asthat seemed at
the moment. The lush tregtops madeit virtudly impossibleto
See anyone, ether in the branches or on the ground. Here, at
least, he could study both areas more thoroughly. His eyes and
earswere now hisforemost senses, they were far sharper than

those of hisanimal counterparts and thus afforded him afairly accurate picture of what lurked nearby.

Though he appeared to be adone, he soon discovered that there were others. Those nearby, insofar ashis
limited skills could tdll him, included smdl animals, avariety of birds and insects, and three creatures of



vague shape and identity who could only be servants of the forest’ s magter. It was possible, then, that
there was presently awelcoming party of some sort on their way. Whether they would merely follow and
shadow him was debatable. They would be there, however.

The land before him began to take on afamiliar appearance. Darkhorse dowed to a more cautious
pace, knowing that, like his cage, what he sought would beinvisbleto the eye. A decadewaslong
enough in the morta plane for an entire world to rearrangeitself and, though he was not completely
certain he had arrived at the outer grounds of young Bedlam’ s sanctum, it was best to approach things
with the thought of trapsin mind.

Darkhorse neared a copse of treesthat had grown so close to one another as to be one. The shadow
steed knew with little more than a glance that magic had been at work, for the trees wrapped around one
another asloved ones might. The sight was amarker of sorts, for it told him that he was indeed close to
his destination. The Manor grounds could be no more than—

Hefdt agreat desireto go no farther. It was asif something pungent had been left under his nose.
Darkhorse throttled back severa steps, trying to recover. He snorted and glared at the location of the
aromatic assault.

“Come now. Amber Lady,” he jeered, certain that the horrid scent was a product of the Lady Gwen,
Cabe' smate. “A little smdl will not repd your enemies—nor those you ingst of thinking as your
enemies”

Thejet-black stallion reared and charged swiftly forward.

He found himsdlf running the way he had come from.

“What?” Darkhorse cameto adudt-filled halt. He turned and stared at the direction he had originally
charged. There was nothing to indicate when and how he had been turned. The spell was one of the
smoothest he could recal seeing in centuries. Unlike many, there had been no sense of reversal, no
noticegbletingling.

“Perhaps I’ ve underestimated you. Lady Gwen!” He backed up and charged again, building hisown
defenses asheran. No mere reversa spell would stop him thistime.

It did not—but the sudden panic that he must have been mad to have even comethiscloseto such a
deadly, horrifying place sent him regling back out of control.

Some distance from the stunning attack of nerves, he gathered himsdlf. Darkhorse eyed his destination,
then reared back his head and laughed. “My compliments. Lady of the Amber! Thisisfar morean
annoyance and far more creative than the origina spdll!”

She had placed at least three spells over the magica barrier that protected the Bedlams and their people
from outsiders, and Darkhorse was not yet ready to seeif there was afourth. Each had been
progressively better, and he suspected that any deeper level would stop being a deterrent and start
becoming very, very painful. Thet |eft the eternd very few options. Once, when he had first met the
confused young mortal name Cabe Bedlam, a Cabe who did not understand who he was and why the
concerted efforts of more than one Dragon King had been focused on him, the shadow steed had called
out in hismind to the untrained warlock. Had not Cabe responded, the sorcerer would have falen victim
to the wiles of three temptresses, drakesin human disguise. Now, with his powersfailing, Darkhorse
would haveto try again. Out of sheer pride, the shadow steed hesitated, but, in the end, there was not
better way.

Sowly, his concentration on the mind of his human dly, Darkhorse made hisway around the edges of the
barrier. It wasironic, heredlized, that he who had spent so much timefighting to free himsdlf from one
cage was now desperately seeking entry to another, possibly deadlier one.

Minutes passed. There was no response. He could not even fedl the presence of another mind, though



that did not necessar-ily mean anything. It was possible that this new series of spells, sointricate
compared to the old one placed on it by one of the Manor’ sformer tenants, aso shielded those within
from hisslent plea. If so, hemight find himsdf circling the grounds hour upon hour until ether of the
spellcasters or one of their servants happened to step without. Darkhorse' s eyes narrowed to ditsas he
thought of the time wasted.

When he had circled the warlock’ s domain once, he paused,
trying to assess the situation in the hopes that he had missed
something earlier. The sun was amost gone and, standing in

the midst of the deepest, darkest forest, Darkhorse was aready

in deep shadow. In afit of unleashed fury, he gave up al thought of appearance and caution and, backing
just abit away from the edge of the barrier, caled out in hisloudest voice.

“Cabe Bedlam! Come! Give me entrance! | am Darkhorse, your friend and dly! Hurry, before the hand
of Shade tears a the foundation of the Dragonrealm and layswasteto dl!” A hbit flowery, he decided
once he had finished, but it will bring himto me! It must!

Several seconds later, something began to rustle through the brush. It kept itself well hidden behind the
trees and bushes, but Darkhorse soon saw that it was too small for ahuman of Cabe' ssize.

“Darkhorse.” It was a statement, a child’ s statement, but with something Odd about its tone.

“I will not harm you, youngling! | am indeed Darkhorse, friend and dly to the master of thisplace!” He
tried to talk soothingly.

The boy moved closer, though he till kept himself fairly obscured. There was something a bit odd about
hisgait and his breathing wasfadt, asif he had been running. Perhaps he had. He might have been far
from this place when he heard Darkhorse.

“Come closer to me, youngling! I mean no harm! If you will take amessage to the warlock Cabe
Bedlam, I’ll be forever in your debt!”

“I don't like you. Go away.”

Darkhorse kicked at the ground. He had little experience in dealing with young. Better atrid of combat
with a Dragon King than to haveto try to placate a child. It was awonder humans survived to adulthood.
“Y our Srewould do well to teach you manners, youngling!”

The boy straightened and hissed. Darkhorse, about to add further in the hopes that what humans termed
ascolding would make the child obey him, hesitated. The boy’ s reaction was too violent, too—

“My sssreisdead.”

Thewordswerefar too chilling for ahuman. The ebony stalion voiced his next words quietly and camly.
“Y ou have my sorrow. Who was your sire, young one?’

He knew it would not be Cabe Bedlam, not after hearing the sibilant tones. It seemed impossible that the
child before him could be what he believed it was.

As if emboldened by the question of his heritage, the boy

stepped out of hiding. From his height, he was likely a decade old, maybe ayear or two more. His height
wasthe least of his characterigtics. Darkhorse, who had once again cometo believe that he had seen
everything, found that the child left him speechless.

He had dark hair that flashed a hint of gold. His eyes were narrow, red ovas that burned bright in the
darkness. Hisnose wastiny, amaost imperceptible, and his mouth had acruel yet mgestic cut to it,
thin-lipped and knowing. He was a child with amind beyond hisyears.



The boy was handsome, but in an inhuman way.

Thelayer of scalethat covered hisface told the shadow steed what he was even before the boy opened
his mouth and reveded sharp teeth and atongue dightly forked. This close, Darkhorse could seethe
hatred in his eyes, an overwhelming hatred that no young one should have been dlowed to grow up with.
It hed dready twisted him.

“My sire’ sss color wasss gold. My sire wasss an emperor.” The drake child stared resolutely into the
eyes of Darkhorse—and it was the eterna who looked away first.

The hatchling of the Dragon King Gold triumphantly added, “I will be emperor, too.”

Xl

Kyl, hisvisage now amask hiding his earlier savagery, stepped aside as he watched the lean human clad
in dark blue robes approach, accompanied by another child. Ten years had and had not changed Cabe
Bedlam. With his magterful abili-ties, he could extend hislifespan and keep himsdf young for three
hundred years or S0, possibly longer if violent desth, acommon problem among spellcasters, did not
clam him. He seemed tdler, though that might be because of the confidence with which he walked. Cabe
looked exactly as he had years before, like ayouth in histwenties, but only until one studied hisroughly
handsome features. The basic face had not changed—attentive eyesthat kept track of the disobedient
hatchling while still maintaining afocus on Darkhorse, anose dightly turned, and astrong chin reminiscent
of hisgrandfather, Nathan. Y et, put together, they had an age and experience to them that had not been
there before.

Hewill be greater than hisfather and his grandfather, the stalion decided. May he live amore peaceful,
fruitful lifethan they.

“Darkhorsel” With abit of wonder recalled from their time together, Cabe reached out to touch the
shadow steed. Howev-er, just before he reached the limits of the protective barrier, he paused. His eyes
narrowed and literdly blazed with built-up power. The great Slver streak in his otherwise dark hair
seemed to glitter. “Y ou are Darkhorse, aren’'t you? I d hate to think what | might do if | found you were
some drake from the Storm Lands or from Lochivar who thought he could sneak in here in the guise of
an old and trusted friend. | might do something very, very damaging to you—say, turn you insde out.”

Darkhorse laughed. “Friend Cabe, you have picked up awicked stresk in the years since we met! Of
course, | am Darkhorse! Who would dare or want to be me, | ask you?’

To the sde, Kyl, whose face had become animated at the talk of damage, lost interest again. The other
boy—now the shadow steed saw that this, too, was adrake, but one more human, more gentle—looked
relieved.

Cabe' sgrin returned. “Enter fredy, then, old friend.”

It was asif aportal had opened up in the protective barrier

that had for so long frustrated, him. Darkhorse stepped through

as the others backed up to give him space. Gram, the other

hatchling, wanted to touch him, but Kyl suddenly shook his

head and hissed, “He' |l suck you in and sssend you to the dark places!”

“That' Il be enough of that\” Cabe reprimanded. He looked up at hisformer companion and apol ogi zed.
“He hearsthe tales from other drakes—and humans, too. Stories, but what can | do? They’ ve been
around longer than me.”

“Perhapsit might be best if | altered my gppearance alittle” Darkhorse became atrue stalion, even



atering the appearance of hiseyes. “Isthat better?’
1] Mlm.”

“I should spesk to you as soon as we have some privacy, young Cabe! It concerns my—return—to your
land.”

Asthe four of them started out for the Manor, the warlock

nodded. “1 thought so. | didn't think you were ever coming

back. The Gryphon said you' d sacrificed yoursdlf to keep

S

“Of that we shdl tak—when we have more privacy, if you don't mind.” Heindicated the hatchlings, both
of whom were openly curious about what the two were saying.

“Sorry.”

Darkhorse shook his head. “Thereis no reason to be sorry! Come! While we have afew moments, tell
me of yourself and what has become of the Gryphon. | only know tales that have been told to me by
untrustworthy sources.”

Cabeinformed him first of the Gryphon’ sjourney across the Eastern Seasto theland of hisbirth. The
Gryphon had discovered his people, the denizens of some place cdled the Dream Lands, under Sege by
the black-armored wolf raiders, the Aramites. D’ Shay, aparticular wolf raider who had dealt with
various Dragon Kings over aperiod of time, had evidently survived an encounter in Penaclesthat once
supposedly had climaxed with his death. The missives, ddlivered to the Dragonrealm by drake ships of
the neutra city of Irillian, did not go into detail on the subject of D’ Shay. For the past few years, though,
the lionbird had been aiding the revolt of many of the Aramites’ conquered enemies. Thewolf raiders
empirewas crumbling,, but it was adow, bloody conflict. The ebony-armored soldiers had not
conquered most of their continent by luck.

“Toos runs Penaclesin hisabsence,” Cabe concluded. “ The genera refusesto be named ruler, despite
the pressure on him.

He and | both wanted to go and aid the Gryphon, but that would have |eft no one to keep an eye on
certain troublemakers.”

“A wise decision, Cabe! Now, what of you? The Lady of the Amber isyour mate, yes?’

It was informative to the shadow steed the way the mention of hiswife made the otherwise confident
warlock turn red. Darkhorse recognized the deep love the mortal had for his enchantress.

“She'smy... mate. Y es. We have—we have two children.”

“But thisiswonderful news” Darkhorse roared, unmindful at the moment of how hisvoice carried. After
so many dismad events, the progression of life, something that both fascinated and puzzled him, cheered
the sdlion, especidly asit dedt with one of the few mortalswho fully trusted him. *'Y ou must introduce
them to me—if that is acceptable to the Lady of the Amber!”

Cabe smiled in wry humor. “ She doesn't like to be called that. It' seither *Lady Gwen’ or ‘the Lady
Bedlam.” She' svery much into the control of this place and our children... but then, soam1.”

Darkhorse quieted as the four exited from the forest and entered the clearing where the unique structure
caled smply the“Manor” stood. Seeing the place reminded him again of that time when he had cometo
Cabe srescue. The Manor was a perfect complement of nature and planned design. It was difficult to tell



where the building ended and the natural contours of the great tree that made up at least hdf of the
structure began. Some walls had been completely shaped by the tree; others had been built. It was at
least three stories high, with windows everywhere. The grounds had been carefully shaped to match the
land. There were other buildingsaswell;

and, though they had not been designed with the efficiency and beauity of the ancient citadel, someone
had taken great care to ensure that they did not detract from the splendor of the forest.

People looked up from their tasks—people and drakes,
Darkhorse amended, trying to cope with the idea of such
cooperation—and stared at the horse beside their lord. It was
the stare of the mildly curious, not the panicked, which

evidently meant that his disguise had succeeded. Both hatch-
lings suddenly ran off in the direction of the Manor itsdlf,
perhaps to give warning. The shadow steed wondered what sort

of reception he could expect from the Manor’ s mistress. A cool one at best. Better that than open
warfare.

There had to be severd families of both racesliving here Side-by-side, but everyone seemed to be taking
it with stride. A man and adrake deding with the horses broke off from their discusson to first

acknowl edge the warl ock, then to admire the magnificent black animal trotting beside him. Darkhorse
watched them in turn, amazed at such cooperation, such friendship. Even the humans of Irillian or Zuu,
citiesin which humans and drakes had lived together for centuries, were more polite and respectful to
one another than they werefriendly.

“Shewasin the garden when | went out to search for Kyl,” Cabe whispered, nodding in turn to those
who paid him homage as he passed. The embarrassed look on his face was a humorous sight to
Darkhorse. “Haopefully, we should find her there.”

With abrief nod of his head, Darkhorse signdled his understanding. Certain questions were beginning to
edt at his patience, however, and he hoped that he and the two human spellcasters would be able to
converse before long. As enjoya-ble asthis reunion had been. Shade was a problem that could not be
cut off.

They did find Gwen in the garden. Kyl and Grath stood patiently off to the side. With the witch were two
arikingly beautiful women. Though no judge of human tastes, Darkhorse knew that they were capable of
tempting many aman. He aso knew that these women were not human. They were femae drakes, far
more adept at shapeshifting into such forms but lesstalented at sorcery.

Despite their beauty, however, the two drakes paled in comparison to the woman kneeling before them,
who was bent on adjusting the clothing of asmall human mae perhaps two years younger than the
hatchlings. Long, thick tresses crimson in color fell well below her shouldersand asilver streak, smaller
and narrower than the one in Cabe' s hair, added to the intensity of thefiery image. A form-fining gown
the color of emerads revealed curves that were, by the standards of most human males Darkhorse had
known through the ages, quite arresting. The Lady Bedlam rose and glanced their way, her perfect face
with its glittering eyes—eyes that matched the gown absolutel y—tiny nose, and full red lips marred only
by the anxiety in her expression. Anxiety and distrust.

Asthey neared her, Darkhorse could not help fegling both relieved and disappointed that he was unique,
that there was no female counterpart to him. Had there been, she surely would have resembled Cabe' s
meate in thought and action.

Even the multiverseis not ready for that! he thought with much humor and some passing regret.



“Ssseresa,” Gwen called. The nearer of the two drake dams stepped closer. Her eyes ill on the black
steed, the witch said, “ Take Aurim and the othersto their rooms and please check on Vaea. She should
be waking from her nap soon.”

“Asyouwish. Lady Bedlam.” The two female drakes seemed to have no difficulty dealing with taking
orders from ahuman, and Darkhorse dowly redlized that they had probably had severd yearsto get
used to it. One dam took the two hatchlings; the other reached down and, whispering afew wordsto the
golden-haired boy, took him by the hand. They followed after the others at a dower pace.

“Now, then.” Owen’ s expression was cold. “Kyl told me that you have somehow come back, but | was
hoping he’ d been imagining things. | see hewas't.”

“Y ou were abit wanner when last we parted company. Lady Bedlam—may | extend my
congratulations?—and | see no reason for your continued distrust of me. | hardly came back by choice,
much as| enjoy thisworld. | wasforced back here by one of your kind.”

Theice mdted. Barely.

“Things have been fairly peaceful herethelast few years. | have children now, Darkhorse. Children who
should grow up in peace.”

Darkhorse laughed, ignoring the fury on hishostess svisage.

“| am so sorry that | have to awaken you from your dream,

witch! If you have eyesat al, you should know that, despite

their unwillingnessto band together, the Dragon Kings are far

from harmless! Even now, the clans of Silver prepareto

strike—and with Shade loose—*

“Wait! What' sthat you said?’ Cabe stepped between the two, his origind intention being to keep one or
both from striking out. Now, however, he was interested only in Darkhorse’ swords. “Isthat what you
cameto tel us?’

Backing away for the sake of hisfriend, the shadow steed
nodded. Even the Lady Gwen was now listening in rapt

attention. The anger had vanished, replaced by concern—concern for her husband and children.

“Now | have your attention! Good! It should have been obviousto you. Lady of the Amber, that if I've
returned, then so has Shade! Our facel ess comrade isworse than | can ever recal seeing him! Something
in the spdll that tore us from our exile has caused areversion! Shade has been as aman gone truly mad,
with personditiesvying esch timel’vemet him! | fear heisreturning to hisorigind mind-sst—and | feer it
may betheworst of al!”

Gwen sat down, her hands rubbing together tightly. “I owe

you an gpology, then. If what you say istrue—*

“Thereisworse! | have sorely underestimated the age of my onetime comrade! If | am correct, aVraad
sorcerer walksamong usagain!”

The name meant nothing to Cabe, though he carried within him some of the memories of his grandfather,
who had studied the ancient races thoroughly. Gwen, on the other hand, turned pale and spat out an
epithet concerning the shadowy warlock that made her husband look at her in mild shock.

“What’'s a Vraad sorcerer? Is he different from us?”

Lady Bedlam nodded dowly. Her jaw set tight as she looked at Darkhorse. “We' ve heard nothing out of
the ordinary from the northern lands. The only reports that reach us concern the fact that Melicard is



supposed to marry some princess from thewest. | pity the woman.”
“They areafar match, witch. She may be hissavation.
Sheisaso alatent sorceress.”

Cabe put a hand on hiswife' s shoulder. She reached up and placed her own on his. The warlock smiled
sadly, asif acknowledging the end of abeautiful time. “Y ou seem to know quite abit, Darkhorse. Maybe
you could tell us how you know so much.”

Hedid. Drayfitt’ s abilities came as no surprise to Cabe, though the eder’ s actionsin the name of hisking
did. Cabe had only met the man briefly, but he had come to respect him. Both spellcasters knew of
Mélicard’ s crusade and his overzea ous advisor, Ma Quorin, but spies had reported nothing except the
usud raids, though those had become fewer in the last couple years.

Of Shade and the plots of the Silver Dragon, they knew
nothing, and what Darkhorse conveyed to them stunned both

Bedlams. To Lady Gwen, it was the culmination of fears she had always harbored about the hooded
warlock; to Cabe, it was atragic conclusion to someone he had both befriended and pitied. That the true
Shade might be alessthan savory being saddened him further.

“I’d dways assumed he was a basicaly decent man behind that curse.”

“A fary tde Thisistruelifel ShadeisaVraad and, with few exceptions, they were arrogant and amora!
Theworld did not weep at their passing, so I’ m given to understand! It amazes me that you and yours
could be descendents of their kind.”

“Cabe.” Gwen squeezed hishand tight. “If al he saysis

true—"*

“l would not—*

She cut him off. “Asall he says must be true, then we have been purposdly led astray. Someone has been
lulling usinto afdse sense of security.”

The warlock nodded. “The Silver Dragon or Mdicard; more likdly it’ s his counsdor, Quorin. | wonder if
thelord of Dagoraknows anything. He' s been extremely quiet himself.”

Growing unsettled, Darkhorse ssamped the ground with his hoof. The words that fled his mouth had
amost become aan automatic ritud. “1 wasafool! | should have come to you the moment freedom was
mine! 1t may aready betoo late!”

Cabe grimaced. “It doesn’t do any good to continualy condemn yoursdlf; | did that enough to know.
What we have to do now is contact the Green Dragon and, with hisaid, discover why there seemsto be
acurtain of silence between us and the north. Y ou said that there may be a pact between the Dragon
King Siver and Shade. Do you have any ideawhat that pact might entail ?”

“| suspect part of it might have to do with abook—Shade’ s notes on his vile spells—but that book is
dugt, thanksto me. Without it. Shade will have to plan from scratch. At one point, he seemed to recall
everything, but | think that roust have proved atemporary state, else why his search?”

“Then you think he plansto recreste the origina spell—but why if the curseislifted?’



“It may not belifted. Evenif it has been, where would that leave him? Friend Bedlam, if Shade sought
immortdity long ago, why would he not seek it again?’

The warlock’ s mate, who had remained silent during this part of the exchange, turned to Darkhorse. “I
worry about Taak. It soundslike avolatile Stuation. Do we dare let it continue that way?’

Darkhorse saw what she feared. Now would be a perfect time for the drakesto strike at Taak. “1 would
go back there now, since | owe the Princess Erini for my freedom, but | lack the strength and will to form

aproper porta.”

“Let mesee” Gwen reached out with her hands, standing asif she weretrying to ward off the stallion.
Darkhorse could fed her probe asit danced over his essence, stopping here and there as she sought the
cause of hisweakness. When she was through with her examination, the Lady Bedlam lowered her ams
and nodded to hersdlf.

“Thereisathinlink between you and... someone e se.”

Incredulous, he searched for himsdlf. His own probe was less efficient than hers, suffering asit did the
way al of hisabilities suffered, but he eventualy found what she had located. Darkhorse laughed at the
thin, magica gtrand, invisble and insubgtantiad, but virtudly impossble to sever.

“Drayfitt’slink! That'stwice! Cursethemage! Am | never to befree of him?’
“Isit the same?’ Lady Gwen asked. “Mogt links are forged in the same manner, but not this one.”

Darkhorse inspected it again. *Wo... and it explains my weakness. | have become—a source—of
grength for Drayfitt. Thelink isdraining me dowly, but... thisistoo haphazard. | think the Princess Erini
did thisto me unintentiondly.”

“Sever it now,” Cabe suggested.

“He cannat. If he does, he loseswhat Drayfitt has dready.” Gwen made aface. “Y ou might say that the
old sorcerer is steding Darkhorse' s essence, hisbeing.”

“I am being devoured- dive, iswhat you're saying!”
“Essentidly.”
Cabe looked disgusted. “How can we stop it?’

“Killing Drayfitt isoneway. With thelink, dl that he golewill returntoitsorigina place. Darkhorse might
even gain something.”

“I want nothing of Drayfitt' sl | am not aghoul—or amurderer!”

Lady Bedlam paced. “Nathan never taught me anything like

this; | think he was as disgusted with the concept asyou are, Cabe.Y€...”

“Yet what?' Darkhorse grew anxious. He enjoyed existence and planned to continue to enjoy it, despite
the increasing odds againgt doing so.



“If you can persuade him to break the link from his end—"*

“Why should he be able to do that when | cannot?”

“Heforged the origind.” Shelooked at Darkhorse as he thought she must 1ook at her children when they
asked an obvious question.

“Forgive me, Lady of the Amber! | have not suffered so many caamitiesin centuries! | fear | am not
taking themwdl!

The frustration of being kept in check while Shade—*

Owen cut him off. “ Forget your apologies, eternal. Perhaps you' re not quite the demon | cannot help
thinking you are, but you always seem to be the harbinger of disaster. For the sake of my family and the
pesace of the lands, | want Shade stopped—even if that means dealing with you. | don't say that I'm
right, but I’ d fed the children especidly safer with you far from here.”

Darkhorsetilted his head to one side and looked at the two spellcasters, finishing up with Gwen.
“Humans are a strange, convoluted people, and you. Lady Bedlam, are aprime exam-ple. Thereisapart
of you that would accept friendship with me, but thereisa part of you... | need not go on. When thisis
over—if it ever is—wemugt talk again.”

More to turn the conversation to a safer course than because it was necessary to say, Cabe interjected,
“If you need Drayfitt to bresk thelink, then that meansyou'll haveto goto him.”

“I am aware of that. The thought does not stir joy within me. Drayfitt isnot in Talak, | believe. That
leavesthe city virtualy under Ma Quorin’s control.”

“We Il take care of that. It might be time for the master warlock Cabe Bedlam and hislovely bride, the
powerful enchantress—enchantress of my heart\—L ady Gwen, to visit the city-state in typical sorcerous

dyle”
Hiswife gave him acoy look. “Materidize on the steps of the palace?”’

“Probably not agood idea. If it was that easy, the Dragon Kings would have doneit long ago. | was
thinking more at the city gateswith agreat fanfare and fireworks—al illusion, of course.”

“What reason do we give, husband?”

“An offer of peace. Mdicard was aways good enough to hear such thingsout. Thereis till agood man
beneath that horrible face.”

“Princess Erini has brought much of that man out to the surface,” Darkhorse added. “ She would make a
good dly, providing they do marry. Very well. | will leave now, then, since you seem to have thingsin
hand! My rdlief isbeyond measure—but what of the children while you two are gone?’

“Even Shade needed permission to enter this place. The children will be safe here.”

Darkhorse did not ask the other question. But can you trust the children? he had wondered, thinking of
thetaller of the two hatchlings. What would this Kyl be like when he was mature? Already, he seemed
too much areflection of hisgre.

Therewill betimeto worry about that only if we succeed in solving the present crisisl Through habit,
Darkhorse reared, intending to summon aporta for hisjourney to the north. Only when nothing
materialized did he remember the extent of hisplight.

Cabe was the firgt to understand what waswrong. “Y ou don’t have the strength or the will to summon a



gate, do you?’
“I fear not.”

Thewarlock thought about it, then, with some hesitation, said, “ Neither of us have been in that region for
years, most of our portals would depend upon blind luck, except...”

“Except?”
Cabe looked a Gwen. “I think there’ s one place | could never forget. Azran's citaddl.”

“Thereislittle more than wreckage there. The spell protect-ing it from the violence of the Hell Plainsand
the ravages of time haslong fled fromit.”

“You’'ve been there?”

“Yes.” Darkhorse decided it was better not to go into his encounter with the emissary from the Lords of
the Dead.

“Still, I think I remember well enough to get you there safdly. What do you say?’

“Sincel havelittleto fear evenif you should land mein molten earth or during some grest tremor, |
suppose s0.”

Cabe gave him asour grin. “Thanksfor your confidence.”
The gate was there even as Cabe finished speaking, asign of
how accustomed he had become to his abilities since they had

last met. Darkhorse inspected it briefly, more because of his
own recent lack of success than because he did not trust the
warlock’ s skill. When he was satisfied, he turned to bid the two
farewdl.

“Thank you for your aid, Cabe Bedlam—and yours, too,
Lady of the Amber.”

“Pleasedon’t cal methat.”

“My agpologies! | waswarned and | forgot.”

She dowly shook her heed. “/ apologize. Thisisnot the
timefor trividities”

“Good luck, Darkhorse.” Cabe waved ahand. “We' Il leavel
0N our journey as soon as possible.”

“Do that. Things may be cam, but best not to take chances, en?” The ebony stallion reared. “Beware,
dear friends Shade may drike at any time and in any way! Bevigilant!”

He heard Cabe call, “Wewill!” and then the world shifted

as he crossed through the portal. Ahead of him, the fury of the
Hell Plains exploded in amocking salute to hisreturn. The gate
vanished as the shadow steed emerged. Darkhorse, wasting no
time, immediately reached out through the link itself and noted
that his quarry was somewhere south of him.

Darkhorse prayed that he would have some idea of how to



convince the sorcerer to break the link before the two of them
came face-to-face again. He was uncomfortably aware that he
stood agood chance of becoming, for the third time, Drayfitt's
prisoner.

The last thought might have been humorous... if not for the
fact that he knew there would be no escape thistime. Drayfitt would surely seeto that.

In the garden of the Manor, Cabe stood with one arm around hiswife. The two of them stood staring at
the spot where, moments before, the portal that Darkhorse had used had stood. Cabe blinked and
smiled. “We should do this more often.”

“I keep tdling you that. Why do you think that | bring the
children out here? There' s something about awalk around this
place that puts one at ease.”

The two waked dowly to one of the benches. The Lady
Bedlam sat down, looking briefly confused.

“What' swrong?’ Cabe asked, sitting down beside her.

“I keep thinking that Aurim was out here—but that’ s silly.

He snot.”

“You sent Aurim, Kyl, and Grath to their rooms, remember?
Wewanted privacy.”
“Privacy.” Shekissed him. “We don't get enough of that, do we?’

“No. Still, we can’t complain. Things have been pretty peaceful over thelast few years. Even Tdak's
been quiet for months.”

Gwen settled into hisarms. “Let’ shopeit staysthat way. I’ d hate for something to ruin aslovely aday as
this”

They kissed and then sat quietly on the bench, listening to the birds and enjoying the day. Neither of them
spoke of the return of Darkhorse, Talak’s army marching, or Shade' s plot. What point wastherein
talking about such things?

None of them had happened.

A day had passed since the departure of the column, and it had been aday of change. It was not
something that Erini found she could put her finger on at first. A glance from one of the paace guards, the
curt words of one servant to another, and the politeness of Counselor Quorin. The last worried her mog,
for if the advisor had reason to be polite to her, it probably meant trouble.

Médlicard' s manner seemed to be the only positive result of yesterday’ s events. He was actudly jubilant.

Onefina change confused more than worried her. After ingsting that she dlow him to protect her better,
Iston had found reason after reason to summon his men away. From Galea, she had been told that the
captain was out somewhere, honing his troops to battle-fitness as every good commander should; while
from Magda, she received only an amused smile, aresponse to Galea' s smplistic explanation. Erini
sugpected that neither of them redlly knew what Iston was actudly doing.



Breakfast with Melicard went “swimmingly, as her father

would have put it. The princess was astounded at how pleasant
he could be. More and more, histalk turned to peaceful times,
times without the Dragon Kings and what he would then hope
to accomplish. He even began talking about bridging the chasm
that he had set up between himsdf and his neighbors, especid-
ly Penaclesand Irillian. It would have been anidyllic world,

the one he built up over the course of the medl, if it had not had
onemgor flaw.

There was no mention of the drakeracein hisnew world.
From the way the king spoke, Erini knew that therewould be

no room for the drakes. It marred an otherwise wonderful
morning. Findly, she put the thought aside, assuring herself that she would press him on it oncethey were
married. For thefirst time, Mélicard broached the subject of marriage.

Thetwo of them had walked outside onto one of themarble |
terraces that seemed to have been a preoccupation with one of |
the palace’ sdesigners. Two sentries stood giffly at attention
astheroyd couple glided by. At home, Erini would have
expected to see at least a dozen guards nearby—just for her
protection. Mdicard, however, seemed confident of hisown
safety. Erini was not so certain.

“Y ou’ ve made a change here, my princess. Y ou know thét,
do you not?’
“What could | have done? I’ ve only been here ashort time.”

Theking closed his one eye (though the light made it seem
asif both eyes closed) and appeared to make arapid calcula-
tion. He opened his eye and smiled with the good hdf of his
mouth.

“It has been only ashort time, hasn'tit? I’ ve begun to fed
asif you have been here dways. Quorin saysthe samething.”

With avery different meaning behind it, the princess thought in grim satisfaction. “Thisismy home. | fed
that way, too.”

Mélicard turned his gaze away from her, embarrassed. Thiswas not the sort of thing he understood well.
Battles and vengeance were hisforte. “| told you something to the effect that love a first sight existis only
intaes. | think | waswrong.” “Y ou were. 1 know from persona experience.”

Without thinking, he brought up the efwood arm and took
her hand. The arm was pleasantly coal to the touch, smooth
without feding lifeless. Erini noticed how itsfed seemed to be
dependent upon her betrothed' s mood.



“I cannot say how long this crusade will last, or if it will

even end during our lifetimes, for that matter. Regardless, if you arewilling, I think it’ stime that we put an
end to the ‘roya courtship’ and began planning for—the future.”

Shelaughed lightly, positively ddighted with theway he had put it. “Marriage? Isthat the word you
sought, your mgjesty?” Melicard nodded with mock severity. “Yes, | think so.”

Her kiss proved to be the proper response. Aswith the false
arm, she hardly noticed that a part of the lips that touched her
own was not redl. The efwood was wood only if the two of
them saw it s0. Now, their belief madeit flesh.

“Y our—majesties.” Quorin’svoice threw adeep chill onthe
day, dousing even thefires of happiness that had enveloped
Erini during Mdlicard' s proposd. Still, there was some pleas-
urein seeing the look on the counsdalor’ sface. He was confused
and livid, and both those emotions were barely being kept in
check. Erini gave him apolite but false amile.

“What isit, Quorin?’ Mdicard, unlike hisfuture bride,

bared histeeth in something that could never betermed a
gmile. Itsferocity surprised the advisor, who had probably
never had it turned on him before. 1 |eft ordersthat no one
wasto disturb us. That included you, | believe.”

“Forgive me, my lord.. .1 was under theimpression...”

He stared at the princess, who had the fegling that the man had not expected to find the two of themin so
intimate amoment.

“Since you are here, Quorin, | have something for you to
do.”
“My lord?’ Ferd eyesdrifted to Erini.

“ Announce that, with the campaign underway and anew era
beginning in which Talak will be at the forefront, the Princess
Erini of Gordag-Ai has consented to be my queen. We will be
married in acitywide ceremony in—how long would you say,
my princess?’

She gave Melicard a smile. At last! “Since this marriage was
arranged before | could walk, thereislittle preparation needed on my part. | would prefer it as soon as
posshble”

By now, the counselor had recovered somewhat. With a

dight gleamin hiseyes, hequickly said, 1t would be remiss

to have aless-than-regal wedding ceremony, your magjesty. The
princess sfamily will wish to attend and dl of the noblesfrom
both city-states will demand their rights, too. Such an event
cdlsfor extravagance.”



Erini grew cold. “I’ve never been onefor extravagance. If there is someone who can marry us now, so
much the better.”

Méelicard patted her hand. “My sentiments exactly, but
Quorinis, unfortunately, correct. We owe your family and the
people a ceremony—afestival even.”

“One month, your maesty! If | can help organize severa thousand soldiers, awedding will seem smple
in comparison!

One month!”

“That long?” The king seemed more reluctant now. “l was

hoping two or three weeks at most. Make it asmaller ceremo-
ny. The nobles and theroya family of Gordag-Ai. Announce
that afestival for the people will commence two weeks after
that. They'll understand.”

Quorin sighed in evident defeat. “ Two weeks, then. May | be thefirst to extend my congratulaionsto
both of you.”

Mélicard thanked him, but Erini could only nod her heed. As
the advisor turned to leave—supposedly to begin those prepara
tions, epecialy the announcements that would haveto be
carried by courier to Gordag-Ai—the princess could not help
thinking that he had given in too easlly. Infact, it seemed that

his main purpose had only been to assure that the wedding did
not take place immediately. A month or two weeks, adday was
adday.

“Is something wrong?’

“No. | just wish we could be married now.”

“That would be pleasant, but we' re already ignoring proto-
col. By rights, the courtship wasto last afull month and the
wedding date should have been set from four to Sx months

later.”
“Monthsin which anything could happen. Our fathers actu-dly decided that?’

“It was how they were married to our mothers. Royalty

sometimes requires setting odd examples. Enough of that. Now that Quorin has succeeded in interjecting
his presence into my day, | am reminded of work that must be taken care of. The campaign has begun,
but | have peopleto govern, too.”

“If I am to be queen, should | not leam how you govern
your people?’

Melicard smiled. “You have a point, though | fear that you
will only distract me from my duties. Very well. Come with me and see how | protect my children.



Perhaps you will even have afew suggestionsonways| can improve.”

She refrained from commenting, wondering how he would react to her opinions.

Asthey left the terrace, Erini noted how the guards appeared to have been rotated. These were two new
soldiers, men the princess vaguely recalled seeing in the patrol that had stopped her when she had been
leaving the garden with Drayfitt.

Odllich'spatrol.

“You'releaving me again,” Melicard whispered from her sde. “Y ou have amind that certainly lovesto
travel.”

Erini suddenly tightened her grip on the king’sarm. Had it not been the one made of efwood, it was
likely shewould have cut off blood to the limb. Méicard’ sfind words had struck her hard, for, asif
having a premonition, she had seen herself leaving her betrothed—but only because both of them were
dead.

Shade watched the column come to ahalt from what little remained of the tower he had usurped.

The tower had been built long ago asasister city to Tadak, but, as Tadak wasflexing its muscle, so
apparently had thisone. At some point in recent times—recent time to the hooded spellcaster being
anything in the past few centuries—it had been destroyed. The expedition steered clear of it, possibly
because they felt that the ghosts of the dead would put a curse on their crusade.

It isnot the etheredl phantoms of your minds that you must fear, the warlock thought with something
amost approaching indifference. What became of Talak’ sgreat army did not interest him; what became
of Drayfitt did. The elderly sorcerer wasthe only link he had to the spell. There were things he needed to
know, things that had again escaped his mind after his brief fling with omniscience. He cursed the
personality that had been dominant then. Instead of working with that knowl-edge, it had chosen to rdax,
to taunt, and to play thefool. Therewaslittleto redeem in any of his past incarnations. Madmen and
foolsdl of them. To Shade, they were different people, not worthy of the Vraad race.

It had taken an accident to change things. To hisregret, however, Drayfitt’s misuse of the one spell
offered Shade both immortaity and fina death. All that maitered wastime,

| am Vraad. Tezerenee. The dragon banner restsin my hands
now. Which tent would be the gaunt morta’ stent? Shade

blinked and his view changed to a closeup of the massive camp, despite the fact that they were more than
an hour to the south. He had no qualms about atering his body to suit his needs. Shapeshifting, however,
was a costly and difficult spell for most sorcerers, and actud physica changewas only alast resort
becauseit required the most delicate of manipulations. They feared disrupting the natural forces of this
world, some-thing that had never stopped the Vraad. It was so very hard to believe that these people
were descendents of his kind—except that there had been those, like the Bedlams, who had proved that
meagic was gill the ultimate toal.

“Cabe” he muttered, recdling thefirgt timethey had met. The young boy had been frightened out of his
senses, not understanding what he was.

A movement in the camp disturbed hisreverie. Shade frowned, wondering why he should spend time
reminiscing about some-thing so inconsequentia. Thiswas not thefirg time, ether. Everything he had
donein the last few days had stirred some memory—and with the memories came emotions. The Vraad
had never been immune to emotion; they had, in fact, been davesto their passonsat times. Y et, the



memories he found he could not purge concerned these lesser creatures or those who could now only be
cdled hisenemies. It made no sense. They were trangitory livesfor the most part; thralsfor hiswill as
had been the way before the journey to this place.

He was saved further introgpection by the appearance of his quarry.

Drayfitt looked worn out, unaccustomed, it seemed, to riding long distances. Shade clucked his
disapproval; a competent spellcaster would have created his own, more comfortable transport and, since
his companions were gpparently mundane in nature, travelled at the head of the column asits supreme
commander. Any idiotic officer who tried to argue otherwise would find himself without amouth to curse
with.

Shade watched as Drayfitt spoke briefly with two officers. Their words were of unimportant
matters—the coming battle, what they possbly faced, and the continuing agreement that thiswasfolly
and the expedition should have actualy been sent north or northwest to deal with the suddenly active
clansof Silver. Thewarlock smiled; Talak would get to fight the Silver Dragon Sooner than they

expected.

The night would soon be upon them. Then he would go to

the elderly sorcerer and relieve him of the burdensome knowl-edge locked in his subconscious. After
that, the wrong that had been done to Shade could finally be corrected. He would be immortal, have
control of the powers of thisworld, and have no rivasto argue his clam. There were good pointsto
being the last of hiskind. The Dragonrealm would be histo mold into a proper domain, and itsinhabitants
would adore him—because he would will it so.

A harsh voice, an old memory, thrust through his mind like awell-sharpened sword. Do not dream! Act!
The comers of his mouth curled downward as he observed Drayfitt departing for one of the larger tents.
“Yes. father,” he muttered coldly to the ghostsin his head.

Asthelast vestiges of an ignoble day departed benesth the horizon, Drayfitt discovered an odd thing
about himsdlf. The first few minutes on hisfegt—after awhole day’ sjourney on the back of the monster
somefool of asoldier had chosen for him—he had been totally exhausted and sore to the point of
numbness. Now, only minutes after sitting down on the cot in histent, he felt refreshed and actudly
stronger than ever. His abilities, too, seemed sharper. Drayfitt stared thoughtfully into space for severd
minutes, then looked up a alantern someone had lit for hisuse. Puraing hislips, he whistled to the flame.
To hisddight, atiny red figureimmediately legped out of the fire and down to the ground. Miniature
plumes of smoketrailed after him. The figure was little more than adoll, lacking even aface. It waked up
to the spellcaster and bowed gracefully.

Drayfitt whirled hisfinger once. The flame-creature did aflip, landing on itsfeet again. It repeated its
bow.

Laughing quietly, the sorcerer whistled for another figure. The one that leaped out thistime wasfemaein
shape. Shejoined her counterpart and executed a curtsy. At asilent command from their creator, the two
fiery dolls stepped togeth-er and began to dance, Around and around they spun. Drayfitt watched them
with achild' sglee; Ishmir had performed atrick like thiswhen Drayfitt had been little more than a baby.
It was one of the reasons he had later tried to follow in hisfamous brother’ s footsteps. It was one of the
firgt tricks he discovered he did not have the aptitude for. The potentia was there, but the powers, for
some reason, refused to respond properly.

Ishmir had clamed on severa occasionsthat the only differ-



ence between a Dragon Master and asmple street showman was strength of will.

Findly tiring of hislittle dancers, he dismissed them back to the flame. It was Silly, he decided, to waste
his newfound strength on so childish aspell. With his present level of competency, the aged spellcaster
redized that an entire world had opened up to him. Up until now, his skills had served him adequately at
best—! engthening his lifespan and blurring the memories of those around him when necessary. Now, he
could take his place as atrue sorcerer, one who did not have to worry about the Seeker talismans that
Counsdlor Quorin wore upon his person to keep him safe from magica assault by outside foes. He,
Drayfitt, would guide the king to amore reasonable course of action, make Tdak truly acity guiding the
Dragonrealm to pesce.

“I hope you will excusetheintrusion,” amockingly polite voice asked quietly.

Drayfitt spun around, all his newfound strength at the fore-front for this sudden attack. He knew whom
he faced—even though he had not expected to actualy see the other’ svisage.

“Yes, | am Shade.” The hooded warlock bowed in what seemed a perfect imitation of thefire
elementd’ s bow. He had something unidentifiable in each hand. For some reason, Drayfitt's somach
churned unegsily.

“I bring you—offerings.” Shade threw the two objectsto the ground. Asthey landed, legsand tails
formed. Two very large and very nasty scorpions trundled toward one another, prepar-ing to lock with
one another in battle.

“They were partnersin crime once. Sent by someone who would see you dead. Poison wasto be their
wegpon, poison in your food this very night. Enough to kill adragon.”

Drayfitt turned pae. The scorpions sparred with their claws, their wicked tails waiting for some opening.

“I thought it only appropriate that they suffer justice akinto their crime. Don't you agree?” The
expression on Shade' sface—Drayfitt ill marvelled over the fact that there was aface—was one of
indifference. He might have been watching aleaf blown dong by agust of wind.

Asif released from some spell, the two scorpions attacked in earnest now. Clawstore a legs. Thetails
darted forward and snapped back asif some mad puppeteer were controlling them. One creature
succeeded in tearing aleg from his adversary.

Overconfident, hewas dmost struck in the head by the wounded one' s stinger. Asit was, the near
disagter put him off guard and his opponent, dripping ichor where the leg had been logt, forced him back.

Drayfitt looked from the scorpions to the warlock. Shade noted his emotions and snapped his fingers at
thetwo dudlists. Both backed away just far enough to separate themselves from one another, their
dtingerstensed.

Shade lowered his hand. The scorpions struck one another on the head again and again, piercing each
other’ s brain. They continued to strike one another long after each should have been dead from the
physca damageaone.

“Enough,” the hooded figure commanded.

Two lifeless husks dropped to the ground. They decayed rapidly and within seconds there was no trace
of dther.

Summoning his courage, Drayfitt glared at theintruder. “Why have you come here? What was that
damnable display supposed to prove?’

“Prove? They were going to kill you on Counsglor Quorin’s command.”



“What?’ Even having expected the answer to his second question, it was unsettling to actualy heer it.
“Y ou could have left them dive rather than torture them so! Thiswould' ve been what | needed to rid the
king of that feline' s poisonous words!”

“I wouldn’t worry about your king. | think he’ s due to be toppled tomorrow.” Shade scratched his chin.
“Y es, tomorrow is correct.”

“What sort of mad game are you playing?’ Drayfitt readied himsdf. How his newfound strength would
hold against the power of the eldest, most skilled spellcaster alive was difficult to say. Not very well, he
supposed after amoment’ s consideration. “If you planned on killing me, why not smply have those two
poor souls do the work for you?’

“Kill you?” Thewarlock looked openly startled. “I have no desireto kill you. Just give mewhat | want
and I’ ll erase your memories of thisnight. Smple asthat.”

“Erase my memories? After you tel memy king isin danger?’

“He |l be toppled whether you know or not. Besides, | made
apact and | will abide by it. Be reasonable. | just want a piece
of your mind.” The ends of Shade' s mouith tilted upward and

he stretched out a hand toward the elderly sorcerer. Drayfitt found that Shade’ s sense of humor escaped
him.
Where are the sentries? he suddenly wondered. Shade was talking loud enough for anyone within the

genera areato hear him, yet no one had cometo investigate. And | didn’t even notice the
gpell—whatever it was, Drayfitt concluded. What chance do | have? What choicedo | have?

“You will not take memories that are not yours!”

“Ohhh, but they are\ My memories, | mean! Y ou studied that book from end to end; | know. Evenif you
cannot recal its contents conscioudy, it remainstrapped within you. | merely plan to sft through until |
find them. Y ou should be reasonable about this.”

As Shade spoke, Drayfitt felt hisarms and legs grow heavy. Hetook a step toward the warlock,
thinking ruefully how much this resembled hisfailure during Darkhorse' stemporary escape. That
reminder seemed to give him the impetus he needed. Summoning his strength, he broke the spell the
warlock had wound around him with such ease that it left him startled.

Shade did not look too pleased, either. “Do not resist me. Y ou only play therole of mage; | am magic!
Givemewha ismineand | will leaveyou be”

Drayfitt made acircular motion with hisleft arm. “ Anything of such vaueto you should be kept from you
at al cogts. | know what you are. | know the destructive effects of Vraad sorcery.”

The sand began to creep up Shade' slegs at arate that caught the warlock unaware until it was up to his
waist. He stopped it there with little more than afrown and sent the granules flying, creating aman-sized
dust devil that swarmed over Drayfitt.

The dderly spellcaster dispersed it, “but the motion cost him. Shade reached out with one hand and
touched Drayfitt on the temple. Drayfitt let out agurgle and fdll to hisknees. Thewarlock cradled his
quarry’s head in both hands.

Though physical resistance had failed the old man. Shade found his path no easier now. Drayfitt’ swill



was stronger than Shade would have imagined it could be. It was dmost asif the sorcerer were drawing
from some secret reserve. He was actudly succeeding in repelling the invasion of hismind.

Stepping up theintensity of hismenta assault, the warlock

began picking up random, inggnificant memories. At firg, he

was pleased, thinking he had broken through. Then, heredized

that Drayfitt had turned him toward ablind aley of sorts and that the other’ sresistance was il keeping
him out.

Annoyed, Shade ceased holding back hisfull power.

Drayfitt’ s eyes widened and his mouth opened in silent agony. His hands clutched at his attacker’s, but
thewill behind them wasfailing.

The memories began flowing like ariver newly released from the winter ice. It did not take Shade long to
find the ones he had wanted, for, being recent memories, they were clearer, more obvious. There were
memories of Darkhorse mixed among them, but the warlock let them dwindle avay, seeing no usein
them. What could they tell him about the shadow steed that he did not know already?

When at last he had absorbed al he had desired. Shade rel eased Drayfitt’ s head. The king's sorcerer
crumpled to the ground, eyes staring sSightlesdy ahead. Drayfitt breathed, but that was nearly dl he could
do.

Shade kndlt down beside him, putting one hand on the stricken figure' sforehead. Therewasamind
there, but it was dowly ebbing away. He would be dead within the hour. The warlock generoudy closed
Drayfitt’ s eyes. There was no re-morse; had Drayfitt not resisted. Shade would not have been forced to
take stricter measures. It was as Smple asthat.

Lying in the dirt, though, seemed an ignoble end for amage who had, however briefly, had the strength to
check him. Shade stared at the cot and dowly smiled.

It took him one breath to complete the scene... and then the warlock was gone.

Just beyond sight of the sprawling encampment, Darkhorse stumbled backward as what he had lost to
the King' s spellcagter returned to him in aheady rush. Hisinitid thrill at becoming whole again was
quickly smothered by the echoes of pain and suffering that accompanied the return. He knew ingtantly
what had been wrought and by whom. Despite regaining everything, Darkhorse chose to continue on
toward the camp and the tent of the sorcerer. There were things that Drayfitt might till be ableto tell
him—if the shadow steed could only reach him before the elderly mage expired.

He hoped desperately that one of those things might be
?  where Shade would strike next.

XIV-
From the midst of the somber Tyber Mountains, another

army set out on acrusade. A larger force coming from thewest

would join with them before dawn. Together, the combined |

legions of the new, salf-proclaimed Emperor of Dragons would swveep down on the kingdom of the
upstart human monarch and claimiit for their lord. So asto sedl hisauthority, the Dragon King Silver rode



at the front of the horde, the huge riding drake beneath him the largest and deadliest of itskind, as befit
an emperor.

The Silver Dragon’ s eyes burned hungrily as he stared south, where If one used imagination, the gates of
Talak already stood open to greet him.

Someone el se sensed the shock of Drayfitt’s passing.

Erini had retired early and had just fallen adeep. The

princess did not wake at that moment, but rather began to
dream. She dreamed of the elderly sorcerer collapsing, hislife |
ebbing away. She dreamed of afearsome, hooded face made all
the more terrible because the emotionsthat it displayed were
not even evil; there was annoyance, irritation, and acold
indifference to the fate of the king’' s spellcadter. It was agf the :

life was next to nothing to thisface. ]

The princess knew somehow that it was the face of the ! warlock Shade.

She dreamed of another, aswell: the ebony stalion Darkhorse. He stood poised above afairly stable
hill, staring down at the i camp. Though he had not yet entered, he dso knew of the death and the bitter
knowledge that he wastoo late.

Drayfitt had had hisfaults, but Erini, mourned his passng.

There had been abond between them, the sharing of her secret,
her curse. In asense, shefdt that Darkhorse had asimilar bond
with her, and her dream-sdf drew some relief from that. At that

point, her subconscious turned to the one time she had truly met the shadow steed. The chamber beneath
the palace. The meeting wasfixed in her mind, aswas the fact that she had succeeded in freeing him.

“Princess?’ Darkhorse turned, asif redizing for thefirst time that she wasthere.
Erini woke—and found hersalf on acold, stone floor in total darkness.

Fear struck, but it passed quickly. She seemed in no immedi-ate danger, and hysteriamight only lead her
into something worse. Pulling her nightclothestight, Erini wished for some-thing warmer to wesr, then
amogt panicked again when the fabric covering her form tingled and atered. For amoment, she thought
something was trying to swallow her fest; only after touching them did she redlize that she now wore
boots.

With her growing skills, Erini had succeeded in reclothing hersdf. She so marvelled at the feet that it was
some time before the princess returned to the problem of her present accommodartions, and when she
did, Erini decided that the firgt thing needed was light. Only then could she get an idea of where shewas.

How? was something the novice sorceress dready knew. Her abilities had brought her to this place,
wherever it was, and those selfsame abilities would, the princess hoped, return her to her room. Firs,
though, camethelight.

Not knowing exactly how shewasto do it, Erini tried picturing a candlestick in a holder standing no more
than three feet away from her. According to Drayfitt, aspell as smple asthiswould be dmost automatic.
She would not have to visibly reach out to the spectrum and touch the powers. Her natural skill would do

that—hopefully.

When her firg attempt yielded nothing but adight throbbing in her temple, Erini shut her eyestight and
pictured the candle over and over, hoping that through constant repetition, she would achieve her god.



The smell of melting wax informed her that she had succeeded. Then, the smell became a stench and
brightness suddenly sought entrance through the lids of her eyes. Erini opened them wide and Stared in
disbelief as over ahundred candles, dl burning like miniature suns, flickered and melted before her, an
army comein response to her summons. The scene brought abrief smileto her lips—a smilethat died
when she recognized the room she had tel eported herself to with her magic.

It was the chamber where Darkhorse had been held prisoner
by Mélicard.

There was no sign of the diagram that had made up the
boundaries of the magica cage. Even the marks Drayfitt had
etched into the stone floor were gone.

With the discovery that she was still within the palace and

not that far from her chambers, Erini decided it might be best

to walk back. Her success with sorcery had, thusfar, been fair
at best. Erini had dtered her clothing—evidently to the type of
brown leather and cloth riding suit, including pants, that was
famousin Gordag-Ai—but the other spells had had wild re-
aults. Instead of one candle she had called up ahundred. In her
deep, she had teleported hersdlf to another location. If shetried
to send hersdlf back to her bed, the princess knew that she
might materiaize there; however, it wasjugt aslikely she might
appear back in her bedroom in her father’ s palace. Explaining
that to the king and queen of Gordag-Ai, even despite the fact
that Erini wastheir daughter, might prove scandaous. At the
very least, her secret would be out before she had control of her
abilities

She picked up one of the candlesticks and, after a minor

internal debate, snuffed out the rest as quickly as she could. Erini wondered what Quorin or Mdicard
would say when they came down here and found Darkhorse free and dozens of half-melted, unlit candles
gtanding in the middle of thefloor.

Whileit had its amusing aspects, Erini knew that she wanted to
be far away when it happened. I there was one thing that might
till shatter her hopeswith Méelicard, it was her implication in
the shadow steed’ s escape.

Erini stepped to the door, found it unlocked, and opened it.
Two bored guards turned in sudden shock and stared at her,
openmouthed.

She tried to close the door, but one of the guards, quicker to
react than hisfellow, kept it open by thrusting one meeaty arm againgt it. He was dready pulling out his



sword when the princess acted without thinking and thrust the candle toward hisface, wishing
desperatdy for something more effective to combat the two soldierswith than the tiny flame.

A bal of fire swelled out from the candlewick, engulfed the two hapless sentries, and dwindled back to a
tiny, flickering flame... dl before Erini had a chance to understand what she had wrought thistime.

There was no trace of the two men. The flames had swallowed them completely, not even giving them
time to recognize then-fate—a minor blessing, the princess thought, her hand shaking. The candlestick
and what remained of the candleitsalf, most of it having melted from the grest burst of heet, fell from her
untrustworthy grip and clattered to the floor. The stunning truth, that she had just killed two men with her
unpredictable abilities, horrified her. Two men. Erini understood that they had been trying to kill or
capture her, but that made it no better. She had not even been trying to hurt them; her desire for
something deadlier had merely been in the hopes of stdling them long enough for her to think of

something—anything.

Seep! | could have put them to deep! | know it! Instead, | murdered them! There’ s not even anything
|eft for their familiesto mourn!

She knew then that she must not marry Mdicard. She should

not even be around people. Any passing thought might be the

death of someone closeto her—asif the death of some stranger

was any better. Tears gave of themselvesin great numbers as

the princess stared at her hands. Even knowing that the magic

wasapart of her, hands or not, Erini could not hel p thinking of

them asthe handsthat havekilled.

Tonight, she decided abruptly. / haveto leavel She refused to even consider utilizing her growing abilities
to send hersdlf far, far away by that method. There would be no sorcery. Every-thing would be done by
physicd means.

Torchlight illuminated the long, winding stairway. Erini, recaling thelast trek up the maddening steps,
took a deep breath and started up asfast as possible. She was able to keep her pace for thefirst fifty or
s0 steps and then dowed continuoudy from there. Perhaps it was only because of her anxiety
concern-ing her gtuation, but Erini felt asif the stairway had grown to twice its normal height, so long did
it seem to take to reach the door to the garden. The princess was so happy to havefinaly arrived that
she swung the door open carelesdy. Only after it was out of her reach did she curse herself for forgetting
that there might be sentries here, too.

There were none. The garden was dark and empty. Abandoning
everyone was a hitter thought and, deep insde, she would have
welcomed Mdlicard' s sudden presence, evenif hislove turned
to hate when he discovered what she was and how her lack of
control had killed two men. The unfortunate guards had proba

biy merely been performing their duties. They certainly could not have expected to seearoyd princess
step out of achamber that supposedly housed only amagically ensnared creature from beyond. Their
actions had made sense; an intruder had been emerging from a secured place. For their obedient
per-formance, she had rewarded them with instant incineration.

Pushed forward by anew wave of guilt-ridden thoughts of the guards who had just been doing their duty,
Erini started out in the direction of the royal stables. There, she would be able to find a proper steed,



perhaps the bright devil 1ston had ridden. She despised the thought of stealing another’ s horse, but her
requirements included speed and stamina. 1ston’ s horse more than measured up in both categories.

“A drangetime of the night for walking the garden, don’t you think. Princess Erini?”

Erini did not jump, though the voice floating from the darkness had actudly shaken her aready taut
nerves badly. She stood her ground, putting on afrosty look and acting asif anything she did was not the
business of amere noble, even theking's special counsdlor.

“Y ou weren't in your chambers, princess, and | became worried about you.” Quorin stepped out from
an entranceway to her right, looking unruffled. Behind him, Erini could barely make out the hulking
shapes of at least two guards, one of whom was holding atorch.

“Of what concernisit to you whether | amin my chambers or out taking awak in the garden?| find the
night air and the lifein the garden to be soothing.”

“If you find walking so suitsyou, then | indst you join me.
There s something fascinating you should see”

Ma Quorin took her arm. There was no pretense now, for his hand squeezed painfully tight. His men,
four of them, formed an escort around the duo. Even though the counsdlor had not yet said what it was
he wanted her to see, the princess knew aready. She struggled briefly in what proved to be afutile
attempt. Quorin was even stronger than his appearance indicated.

“Counsdor Quorin,” she grated angrily, trying anew tactic,

“I have no desireto walk anymore, especidly with you! If you
do not cease this disrespectful manner, | shall be forced to
mention it to my betrothed, your king\”

“Do s0,” the advisor responded indifferently. Without warn-

ing, he began walking, practicaly dragging Erini for thefirst

few steps before she matched his pace. Two guards moved in front and the other two fell back to the
rear, creating a square of sortswith the princess and her captor in the center. A glance from Quorin
convinced Erini that it was not in her best interest to shout or make noise of any sort. She doubted he
intended her any physical harm, but that might change at any moment, especially once they reached their
destination.

There was only one way she could extricate herself, but it meant trusting in the very curse that had placed
her in jeopardy initialy. Erini could not bring hersdlf to trust her abilities, not after the wasted deeth of two
men. Even the dightest error in judgment might add five more livesto her burden of guilt, and as much as

she despised and distrusted the counsdlor, Erini did not want his death on her conscience.

One of the men opened the door in the wall. Quorin pulled his reluctant guest bodily to the stairway and
led her down. Whereasthe journey upward had lasted an eternity, this one seemed to passin little or
evennotimeat al. Erini was down at the base of the steps, staring at the door through which she had
released desth, before her thoughts could even organize themsalves.

“No,” she gasped so0 quietly that her smiling escort did not hear her.

“These aren’t your new quarters, your mgjesty,” the advisor
said wryly, mistaking the reason for her hesitation. “1 thought
you might like to see again what your bel oved has wrought

here. Y ou do want to know what the true Melicard islike, don't
you?| find it hard to believe that you could still somach him
after seeing his‘guedt.” “



“Have you lost your mind, counselor? Do you think Mélicard will let this pass? Eveniif | do not tell him,
hewill discover it for himsdlf!”

“Undoubtedly. Given the opportunity, he might even be tempted to hand me my head—as he has doneto
0 many!”
Erini had no timeto ask for aclarification to the enigmatic statement, for Ma Quorin shoved her roughly

againgt awal and reached for the handle to the chamber door, evidently desiring to give the moment his
persond touch.

In desperation, the princess gave in to temptation. Her muddled thoughts came up with a solution she
believed would not result in death and, focusing her will, she struck out at her captors.

Nothing happened.

The princesstried again, gritting her teeth in frusirated concentration. Her original ideabecame murky; a
solution of some sort was dl she desired now.

Again nothing... nothing save that Ma Quorin, who had
looked ingide the chamber, was now stumbling back, hisface
red with rage and his anger focusing on the most likely
target—her.

“What happened here? Whereishe? Answer me!” Quorin dapped her hard, forgetting who it was he
was assaulting and why he had dragged her down herein thefirst place. “ Thiswas Drayfitt’ sdoing,
wasn't it? He' sthe only one who could' ve doneit!” Quorin the animal had resurfaced. Hisferd visage
was filed with the need for blood.

It was that which strengthened Erini in the face of terrible
danger. If she had so frustrated the counsdlor by freeing
Darkhorse, then she had struck a heavy blow againgt his plans,
whatever they were.

The soldiers had backed away from their master, obviousy
more familiar with hisviolent temper. He eyed them ferocioudly,
knowing that someone had discovered the escape earlier but
had been afraid to dert him, then sneered at his captive. One
hand darted toward Erini’ sface, causing her to flinch. It
stopped short of striking, instead seeming to caress her bruised
chin. When his hand came away, there were drops of red on
two of thefingers. For thefirst time, the princess tasted the
blood on her lower lip.

Quorin took a deep breath. “Y ou were an unexpected imped-iment! Mdicard to have aqueen? What
sane cregture would want that pathetic fool ?'Y ou should’ ve been well on your way back to Gordag-Ali
within aday of meeting him, but no, you choseto play the heroinein one of your fainthearted ladies
tales, the woman who would rescue the enchanted king! Thisiswhat it getsyou!” He held up the hand
with the blood on it so that the stained fingers were directly before her eyes. “ Even knowing that he
would dare to summon up ademon, afiend that might have killed hundreds of innocentsif it got out of
control, you convinced yourself that you loved him!”

Erini smply stared back. She knew Quorin’swordsfor the

twigted liesthey were, however, and findly could no longer

hold back. “ And who was it who first suggested he seek out

demons? Drayfitt would have never suggested such adanger-ous, mad spell!”

“Drayfitt.” Md Quorin took hold of Erini’sarm again and wiped the blood onto her deeve. She did not



give him the satisfaction of struggling, no matter how disgusted she had become with his true manner. Her
abilities had failed her for reasons she could not fathom, but the princess had survived without them dl of
her life and would continue to do so, despite the odds. “What did hetell you? It doesn't matter now,
princess, because that old charlatan is dead. Poisoned, I'd think.”

Erini did not respond, and smply clamped her mouth shut, continuing to glare.

“Perhaps|ater,” Quorin continued. He was dowly growing cam again, asif the discovery of Darkhorse's
escape and Erini’ s questionabl e involvement did not really matter. “ Perhapslater, when the last few items
have been taken care of, we' |l speak again. Y our presenceinitidly threw everything into chaos, but you
may prove to be the key to adding Gordag-Ai to our winnings without so much asastruggle.”

Responding to some silent signal, two of the guards took

hold of Erini by her arms. Shefindly gave up al sense of

caution. “ Y ou' ve overstepped yoursdf! Mdicard will not stand

for this Y our influence over himisnothing now! He ll—*

He gave her agenuinely puzzled look. “ Princess Erini! Do you mean to tell methat you, an intelligent if
somewhat troublesome female, can’t understand what’ s happening? Do | sound asif | care what your
crippled lover doesto me?’ Quorin smiled as he watched Erini’ s belated reaction. “ Thisisacoup, your
majesty. Tonight, Taak will bewithout aking for thefirst timein centuries. Fortunately, therightful oneis
on hisway even now... and the gates will be open in gregting. Remove her from my sight but try not to
damage her.”

Asshewas dragged past him, Erini struck out at the counsdlor with the full force of her will, not caring
what the results might do to her or even the palace, if it came downto it.

The sole response to her efforts was a sudden movement of one
of Quorin’shandsto his chest, where he seemed to be reassur-
ing himsdf that something till hung around hisneck. « He

dtared at the princess intently, his expression amixed one of
doubt and curiosity, until the twisting stairway took her out of

sight. Erini wondered if he knew now what she was—and what that would mean to her eventua fate.

Méelicard! Even though the evidence was dl there, she could not bring hersdlf to fully believethat the
counselor’ s minions had taken over the paace so swiftly and silently. She had retired for the night only a
few hoursago! Y et, Md Quorin had had yearsto plan for this, dowly insnuating himself into the
hierarchy of Taak, becoming the fellow crusader obsessed with the same goas as his master. The longer
she dwelled upon it, the more the truth of those final words became evident. Probably more than
three-quarters of the palace guard obeyed the advisor’ s commands. Mdicard—Meélicard had likely been
cut down while he dept, avictim of the very men he had thought were protecting him.

Drained, Erini made no effort to free hersalf as she and her two companions reached the top of the
darway again and exited into the garden. The nearly starless night seemed afitting symbol of the twilight
of Mdicard' srule. He had not needed her worthless curse to tear him down; his own obsession had
done that.

Why her skills had suddenly abandoned her, she could not say, but, even if it had cost her hislove, Erini
would have utilized those abilities however possible to save hiskingdom and histhrone.

Her mind was numb and so she did not struggle as they passed through the garden and into one of the
adjoining hals. Erini had never been through this area, but that made little difference to her now. All she



wanted was to find some quiet place where she could bury hersdf in the darkness and not come out
agan.

Evidence of the coup mounted as they marched through the palace. Armed figures prodding men wearing
the same uni-forms, that of the palace guard, walked past them in the opposite direction. Erini rose from
her stupor long enough to watch the unfortunates as they were herded away, wondering in the back of
her mind where she was being taken, since it was safe to assume that the other prisoners were going to
cdls. Perhaps, Quorin had a separate areafor prisoners of royal blood. Perhaps, Mdicard’ s body
would even bethere.

They had gone through anumber of unlit corridors, left
darkened apparently because there were far more important
thingsto attend to than lighting torches, and so neither Erini

nor her captors paid any attention to the latest one. The two soldiers muttered to one another, but not
loud enough for her to understand. By thistime, they were leading her more or less as a puppet master
might lead amarionette. Thusit wasthat she wastotaly caught unaware—as were her guides—when
hands reached out from the walls and caught the soldiers by the necks.

Erini fell to the ground, bruising her shoulder but succeeding in preventing her head from gtriking the hard
surface. Shelooked up and tried to make out more clearly what was happening. What little she could see
left her completely baffled and even more frightened.

The hands had been joined by partia bodies. A darkly clad figure, congsting of the upper half of aman’s
form and one lone foot that seemed to hop by itsalf, had one victim down on his knees. The other
attacker, no more than a head and two arms, was dowly dragging the other hapless soldier backwards.
Both newcomers were using something akin to wire or string to choke their victims. With their windpipes
expertly cut off, neither guard could even gasp loudly, much less summon help.

It was over in lessthan aminute. When both victimslay limply on the floor, one of the dark figures
moved toward the princess. The other began removing evidence of the attack—that is, the bodies.

“Your mgesty! | givethanksthat we found you!” The man’svoice was only afaint whisper, but Erini ill
recognized the tones of one of her own people. Were there sorcerers among her own subjects?

Asif reading her thoughts, her rescuer pulled off the hood obscuring his features. In the darkness, she
could only make out asoldier perhaps ten years older than she was with aface that only now, as her
savior, could possibly have been termed handsome. “Don’t be frightened. Princess Erini, of either what
we did—or what | ook like without amask.” The attempt at levity failed. “If you could please seeto
risng, my lady, we d like very much to lead you to somewhere safer.”

“Safer?”
He nodded. “ Captain Iston holds a portion of the palace;

he' s been planning for thisfor days, ever since the rumors were first reported by our network here.”
“Network? Days?’ Redlity was returning with less than savory surprises. “What do you m—7?’

“Please!” he hissed. “When you' re safe, your mgjesty, the captain will answer al your questions!”

The other man joined them. He was younger, dmost asyoung as Erini and only alittletaller. It amazed
her to think that he had taken on a veteran more than athird again hissize.



“We’'ve gotta move! There’s another batch comin’ this way!”

“Please, your majesty?”

Too many men had died because of her aready and the princess would not alow these men to become
the next ones. Rising in one swift motion, she gave her hand to the first man, who immediaey led them
down the corridor in the same direction the guards had been taking her. At thefirst intersec-tion between
halls, however, they turned left. The sound of marching feet echoed for atime, then drifted away asthe
patrol the second man had noticed apparently turned in adifferent direction than the trio had gone.

Asthey moved, Erini caught aglimpse of the cloaks the two men were wearing. At firs, they seemed
incongruous, serving no apparent purpose, but then she noticed that, depending on how the cloaks
twisted, her rescuers seemed to fade—no, not fade, but blend into their surroundings. The cloaks
somehow cast some sort of illusion. Erini had heard tales of such things, though she had never seen
anything like them before.

Twice, she tried to ask them something and twice they
sgndled for slence

The second warning was punctuated by ashort cry. The younger of her two companions suddenly
clutched at his side where an arrow protruded. Stedlth had required that neither of her rescuers wear
much in the way of protection and that requirement was proving costly now.

Something thin and sharp appeared in the hand of her remaining guardian. Hethrew it & the archer who
had seemed to materialize down the corridor. Though Erini could not see where it struck itstarget, the
weapon did itswork. The archer fdll, hishands clutching at his chest.

More soldiers appeared, too many for any one of them to get off asafe shot at the escaping duo, but
more than enough 0 1 that the odds againgt the two fugitives were overwhelming.

Seeing that, Iston’ s man tore off the cloak of his dead compan-

“ ion and shoved it into his mistress s hands. Pushing her down

the corridor, he whispered, “ The stables! Head toward the

gtables! Down this corridor and then turn right at the third one you see! Keep running! It sthe only way,

my lady!”
“But you—-

“I do my duty! Run!”

Erini did, but there were more soldiers coming down the other way, cutting her off. As she dowed, trying
to find another route, her lone defender went down. Another death on her hands.

Thinking of her hands, Erini suddenly noticed the Subtle, familiar tinglein her fingers. How long since that
feeling had returned, she could not say. Perhapsif she had kept her wits about her shewould have
noticed in timeto save the others. Perhaps not. In afataistic move, Erini turned so that one outstretched
hand pointed down each end of the corridor. If the resultskilled her aswell, so beit. These men shefelt
no pity for. These men must pay.

She might have been influenced by the cloaksthat had allowed her two rescuersto fade into their
surroundings. The concept struck her as perversaly appropriate for those who would play at loyaty and
betray their good lords at first chance. They were not men; they were only the shadows of men, lessthan
nothing—and Erini would make them so.



When the first screamsrose, shetried to force her eyes shut and keep them shut, but failed, drawn
somehow to the hideous tableau playing itsdf out on each Sde of her. From her fingers, glittering tendrils
dithered forth, like serpents of the purest light, hungry avengers of her pain. As each broke free of her
fingertips, they shot unerringly toward the nearest of her enemies. Nothing stopped them. One man put a
shield up, but the tendril went through it like aghost, continuing on unimpeded until it pierced the
unfortunate in the chest and buried itsalf completely within historso, leaving not the dightest trace of its
passing.

Asthe man scratched desperately &t his chest, alight seemed to come from within him, filling hiseyesand
his mouth with the same glittering illumination of Erini’ s cregtion. While Erini Sared, unableto believein
what she hersdlf had released, the light within intensified, becoming so brilliant that its glow shone through
the soldier.

The man tried to take astep forward, but his body only
rippled, asif lacking substance. For the space of abreath, a
walking skeleton was outlined within the thinning frame of his

body, then the struggling guard slegs collgpsed undernegath
him, perhaps because those bones bad finally melted away. He
fdl forward, arms outstretched in an ingtinctive effort to save
himsalf, but, in afind sequencethat would returnin Erini’s
nightmares, first the hands and then the arms crumbled like ash
againg the hard surface and blew away. Unhindered, what
remained of historso struck the floor—and scattered into tiny
particlesthat dwindled to nothing.

Not one man escaped that fate. The tendrils moved with the

speed and tenacity of aplague, catching them even asthey
turned to run. By the time the first man had perished, the rest
wereinfected. Even had she wanted to, Erini would not have
been able to save them. The young princess, her face asickly
white by the glow of her instruments of vengeance, could only
stand where she was, both fascinated and revolted by the
results of her spell.

She had wanted something else, something cleaner. Only

now did the princess know that there was nothing clean about
death, especidly death bought about by hatred and anger. They
had killed two of her own and possibly the man sheloved, but
this—this was not what she had wanted. Asthe last man faded,
gl trying to remove his executioner from within his body, the
last of her anger faded aswll.

Erini dumped againgt thewall and did down to asitting

position, her gaze focused on, but not seeing, the now-empty
corridor where only afew |oose weapons and an odd item or
two were dl that remained of probably a dozen men. Had
anyone come now, she would not have fought them. It was as
likely the princess would not even have noticed them. Now, she



only saw darkness—a darkness she quickly welcomed asthe
onefriend she could trugt.

Her head tipped to one side as exhaustion and remorse
findly carried her off to the only place she could now find peace.

XV

Fully restored, Darkhorse nonetheless moved cautioudy in-vestigating the tent of the sorcerer Drayfitt.
He could not fed the presence of Shade, but if there were anyone with the talent to muddle his sensesto
the point of uselessness, it was that one being who knew him best.

A careful probing of the areas surrounding the tent reveded nothing. There was atrace of strong, violent
magicintheair, but such was to be expected when two spellcasters met. It said something for Shade's
abilities that the two men had battled fregly, yet no one knew even now that the king's sorcerer lay dead

among them.

Aninteresting and devastating surprise awaits you al on the morrow, Darkhorse thought, wondering
what the loss would mean to the crusade. If Shade was indeed working with the Silver Dragon, akilling
as potentialy demordizing asthis might send the entire military expedition back to Tdak, thelast place
the drakes would want them, if the eternal had read the Situation correctly.

Fairly certain he was not about to enter into atrgp but unwilling to put his completefaith in such abdlief,
the shadow steed trotted quietly down toward the encampment. A porta would have been quicker and
probably made discovery lesslikely, but materidizing in an areathat his adversary had just departed from
was something he did not want to take a chance with thistime. Besides, with Drayfitt dead, he faced only
human soldiers, men whaose wegpons were nothing to him.

The tent was not quite on the edge of the camp and
Darkhorse dowed as he entered the region. Whole at lagt, it
proved little trouble for him to make aguard’ s eyes avert or
cause apassing soldier to turn in another direction. A young
recruit pedling an gpple suddenly dropped hisknife and, while

he searched the dark ground for it, failed to notice the ebony form that flitted sllently past. The shadow
steed reminded himsealf what he had been through already so that the ease with which he now succeeded
in histasks did not create deadly overconfidence. It was at times like that when disaster struck—and
Shade was amaster of disaster.

Around the tent, the grounds were noticeably deserted. Though asorcerer was generdly invauablein
terms of combat, most of the soldiers, up to and including their officers, pre-ferred, whenever possible, to
keep asafe distance from those such as Drayfitt. One never knew what might crawl out of aspellcaster’s
confines.

Hmmph! Ice-blue eyes blinked as Darkhorse stared disbe-lievingly at the display only Shade could have
wrought. The hypocrisy of hislongtime friend/foe astounded him. / grow less and less enchanted with the
true you the more time that passes, dear Shade!

There was no doubt that the warlock had honestly meant this as an honor of sorts, else he would not
have taken the care with both the body and the bier that he had wrought. Darkhorse doubted that there
had been much remorse; it hardly seemed the way of the new—that is, the old and origina—Shade. Still,



the stallion wondered how even his adversary could have not seen what he had created. Not a
monument, but a mockery.

Drayfitt lay peacefully—the first time the shadow steed could recall seeing him so—with hisarms crossed
and hisworn robes replaced by a fascinating, multicolored garment that the sorcer-er would have never
worninlife. A fase smile graced hislips, obvioudy the warlock’ s doing, as Drayfitt had, in the shadow
steed’ s limited experience, never been aman to smilefredy. Thiswas not the elderly sorcerer but some
cruel parody.

The funera bier wasworse. As had been his people' sway, Shade had created what might have been
cdled atypica Vraad monument to opulence. Gilded and decorated fredy with what were likely actua
gemstones, it seemed more like an attraction in acity bazaar than the resting place of the unfortunate
spellcaster. The base, in fact, was compaosed of four, intricately carved figurines designed to seem to be
holding the bier level and representing the drake, human, Quel, and Seeker races. Darkhorse pondered
briefly the potentia sgnificance of the four, but could think of nothing that related to his present Situation.
Desiring acloser look, he probed the immediate areaagain.

A thintendril of lifeflickered within Drayfitt's body.

Untrusting, Darkhorse probed again. It was there! Only atrace and barely even that. He knew he could
not save the aged mortd, but there was a chance, then, that Drayfitt might be able to tell him something
about Shade' s plans. Anything.

The essence of his probe altered. Wherein the past few days he had twice been forced to part with a
portion of hisvery being, Darkhorse now willingly gave of himsdf, ahandful of water to aman dying of
thirg. It wasadow, careful process. Too much and he might finish what Shade had started; too little,
and he might not revive the sorcerer intime,

The cracked, gaunt face twisted suddenly aslife fought back. Drayfitt coughed and choked, hisfingers
reaching out to claw at the air, perhgpsin an unconscious attempt to further gather lifeto histhin shell.

Dakhorse slently cursed those who had given the origind Shade hisown life.

Eyedlidsfluttered open, but the eyes within did not see. The shadow steed moved closer, hoping that,
even if the dying morta could not see, then he could at least hear.

“Friend Drayfitt, itis|, Darkhorse,” he whispered in one ear. “ Do you hear me?’
Nothing.

“Drayfitt, | have done my best for you, but your timeis short. Talak and your people still depend upon
you, asthey have for more than a century.”

The sorcerer’ s mouth opened and closed. Darkhorse waited. The human’s mouth opened again and a
hiss escaped as Drayfitt sought to speak. Uncertain as to whether he might push too far, Darkhorse gave
of himsdf again.

“Draaa... aaa...” thefailing spellcaster managed to say.

“You are Drayfitt. That istrue.” Inwardly, the stallion wanted to roar. Would thisbe al his efforts came
to? Wasthere nothing | eft of the human’s mind?

“Draaag.. .King!”

Dragon King? Which one? The lord of clan Red?
“Tdlll... asak!” Drayfitt’ sleft hand sought out his own chest. “Quorin!” It wasthe clearest, most precisdy



spoken word so far, an indication of the sorcerer’ s hatred for the counselor. Drayfitt clutched at his chest
again, asif seeking something that had hung around his neck—or Quorin’s.

While what he had heard had begun to form an ugly picture

in Darkhorse’ s mind, none of it concerned the one the phantom steed was hunting. “What of Shade? Tell
me of Shade!”

“Memmm... mrriess. Focus... child?’ The eyesturned, seeing perhaps, at least shadows of what was
around him. Drayfitt, with forethought that had kept him dive and secure for so long, wastrying to
economize hiswords to those that would mean the most. He knew that his life was ebbing away and that
even Darkhorse' sgift wasfalling him.

“Focus? Child?” What did it mean?

“Mistake again... again—*

“Magter Drayfitt!” someone shouted from without. Darkhorse turned, then redlized that the sorcerer was
dill saying some-thing. By the time he turned again, Drayfitt had grown slent.

Hiseyeswere dill open, but the only thing they might be

seeing now was the fina path that al mortalstook at the end of

life. Hislast words had been log,

“Drayfitt!” An officer in hismiddle years barged through the tent flgps. Unlike most humans, who were
properly in awe of the eterna, the newcomer took one stunned glance at the immense steed before him,
drew a sword, and charged.

The image was so incredul ous that Darkhorse laughed de-spite dl that had happened. Ignoring the
laughter, the soldier cut expertly at the stallion’slegs. A true horse would have been too dow and would
havefalentoitsknees, itsfront legs usdess. Darkhorse, though, nimbly stepped aside. Pulled off balance
by theforce of hisown swing, the officer left his side open. Darkhorse seized the opportunity, sending the
man flying with the gentlest of tapswith hisfront hooves.

‘Wow,” heroared, ignoring the other humanswho rushed

through the entrance, “if you will be so kind asto listen

ingtead of trying tokill everythingin sght, | will—"

“You'll do nothing, demonl.” A man clad in armor decorated intricately enough to desgnate him asthe
commander of the expedition pushed aside the rest and strode toward the shadow steed. He carried no
sword, but something in hisright hand emanated so much stored energy that Darkhorse grew uneasy.
There had been, throughout the millennia, objects created by one race or another with more than enough
killing power to destroy a hundred Darkhorses.

“Listen to me, you fools! Talak—*
“—will not suffer your masters reign of tyranny ever again!” The commander held up asmal black cube.



“My masters? | am no thrall of the Drag—*

Darkhorse got no further. The tent interior melted into a surred, fog-shrouded picture. Darkhorse shook
his head, trying to focus on redlity. Through the haze, he could still hear the voice of the human.

“Think our king did not imagine your drake masterswould try to summon such asyou? Thistdismanis
proof againg your kind!”

The shadow steed tried to argue, but his words were muted by whatever trap he had been caught in.

“Would that | could command you to tear your masters apart, but such is not within the power of this
object! | can only command it to perform its origina function—and send you back to whatever hellhole
spawned such asyou! Begone now!”

“Foooolssss!” was al Darkhorse had timeto cry.

“Utter, abysmal fools!”

“Oncetherewasatiny dot,” avoice floating in the nothingness commented blandly. “A tiny holein
redity, hewas.”

The shadow steed kicked uselesdy at the empty space around him. He knew where he was—how could
anyonefail to recognize a place as barren asthe Void?

Whatever hellhole spawned me! Thisisthe hellhole that spawned me, curse al meddling mortald! |
should stay here and let them suffer their fates!

“Thetiny dot grew over—time doesn’t work, doesit?| shal have to find something elselater, when |
have the—" the owner of the soft-spoken voice giggled insandy—"time!”

Darkhorse focused on the direction the voice seemed to be coming from. “ Still composing your tales?’
“| compose epics, you wear tails.” Another giggle.
“I've no timefor your witticisms, gremlin.”

“My nameisY ered, if you do not mind, and evenif youdo!” A tiny figure, likeachild’ sdoll, codesced
before him. 1t had no distinct festures and was as black as Darkhorse. “ And here, asyou so well know,
thereisnotimeadl thetime! Havel said ‘welcome home,” by the way?’

The shadow steed looked around him, noting, as he dways did, the densely packed regions of empty
gpace. Nothing crowded against nothing, which jostled even more nothing.

Some of the nothing was forced to climb on top of the rest of

the nothing just so there was room for al. It was astonishing that so much nothing could fit into so little
Space.

/ begin to sound as bad as this one, Darkhorse thought wryly. To his puppetlike companion, he replied,
“A welcomeishardly on my list of dedires; | plan to leave hereinamoment! Y ou know, too, the mortal
who saw you cried out * You'rereal!’

Hardly amagterful way of choosing aname!”

The puppet did a headstand in the emptiness. “ And you chose your name so cleverly! Y ou haven't
commented on the start of my latest epic, dear one! | wasthinking of caling it something nonsensicdl,



like, Darkhorse, the Hole That Would Be Whold” Thetiny figure giggled again, then struck an
upside-down orator’ s pose. “The hole, asit grew, matured into pretensions and delusions of grandevr....”

Darkhorse had had enough. He physically turned himself from the other. “ Goodbye, Y ered.”

“Let mecomel” The black figure shifted form, becoming aminiature version of the shadow steed. It
trotted through space to a point within eye-leve. “ Take me back! Y ou know what it’ s like when we' ve
touched the redity! | can’t stand thisemptiness”

Darkhorse sighed. “1 understand—more than you could ever imagine—but | cannot and would not even
if I could! Y ou were ousted and exiled here by those with greater power than me—and | cannot blame
them!”

“It was all so glorious, | couldn’t help myself!”

“Mortasdie, Yered,” the stdlion reminded histiny twin.

“You didn’t care how many, either.”

“I wasliving\ | had purposed”

Moving around his counterpart, Darkhorse began to drift away. He knew that Y eredl could not follow
him. Even the vast reaches of the VVoid were forbidden to him. The puppetlike creature could only travel
inasmdl circleagain and again. “/ journeyed to redlity. / learned about life and desth. Y our failure was
your own, Yered.”

“1 should never have formed you!” the other cried testily. Darkhorse did not look back. * Perhaps, that
would have been better.”

Ashe moved fagter and fagter through the VVoid, the stallion heard the dwindling voice of Y ered!.
“Then the hole, now avast and mighty sea of false dreams and misconceptions....”

IntheVoid, atrek could take no time or dl time, including any interva in between. Had Darkhorse been
the demon that others proclaimed him—or even onewho had played at being ademon, like Y ered—it
might have been different. He would have been condemned to stay here until some other spellcaster
summoned him back. His self-exile had been such aone-way spdll, though, in that instance, it was his
cooperation that had given it the strength. Darkhorse, however, had atie to theworld of the Dragonream
that was now at least as strong as histie to the place that had spawned him. It should have been smpleto
pierce the barrier between here and there. Should have been, but was not.

He could sense the path, but it seemed endless. For amoment, he wondered if this were sometrick of
his counter-part, but Y ered’ s powers were limited to histiny piece of emptiness. Nothing could change
that. No, whatever interfered now, was the work of some other influence.

Hisintended destination had been the Manor, where the shadow steed had planned aquick discussion
with Cabe and the Lady Gwen about al that had transpired in the short time since he had left them.
Sowly, it occurred to him that the difficulty might not be with him. If there was athrest to Shade besdes
Darkhorse, then it was Cabe Bedlam. More and more, it seemed to make sense, dthough Darkhorse
had little other than afeding to go on.

“Wall, if | cannot enter near the grounds of the Manor, then | shall open apath farther away!” Hefelt
foolish that it had taken him that long to think of so Smple an answer to his quandary. Herecalled the
areawhere he had entered the forest last time, the place where the Seeker had escaped him. Thistime,
he felt the portal form. Pleased with his sudden change of luck, he laughed quietly and, when the
shimmering gap fully materidized, he abandoned the VVoid without further delay. Had it been at dll
possible, Darkhorse would have wished that he would never have to return to this dismal, empty region

agan.



It was ill dark when he emerged into the Dagora Forest.
Another stroke of luck. With time only an imaginary concept in
the ageless Void, it sometimes happened that whole days, even
weeks, could go by back in the worlds of redlity. Darkhorse's
journey had been, relatively speaking, abrief one and so he
wasfairly postivethat thiswas till the same night that he had

left only a short span earlier. Hopefully, he would not be proved incorrect.

Cautious of atrap, Darkhorse moved silently through the forest. Last time, his senses had been at their
weakest. Now, though, they were at their peak, and he chose to make full use of them because of that.
Whether those senses would prove equal to the task of locating and outwitting Shade was some-thing
that he would only discover at the worst possible moment.

The boundaries of the protective barrier were amost upon him before familiar landmarks informed him of
where hewas. The shadow steed backed away, not wanting to risk suffering through Lady Bedlam's
atractive little curses again. Hetrotted back and forth for some time in an attempt to locate someone
who could relay his messages. After afew minutes, however, he gave that ideaup. Unlike Darkhorse, the
humans—and even the drakes, for the most part—were creatures of the daylight only. With the spell
protecting them, mogt, if not al, were adeep.

There was something amiss, but whatever it was, was not readily evident. He probed the area
surrounding the grounds and found no trace of the presence he had felt earlier while ill adrift in the Void.
Something confusing attracted his attention and he extended his search. A low, disguieting laugh escaped
him. He had found the paradox. A spell had been cast to prevent detection of another spell—but it had,
at the same time, made magica detection of the Manor’ s protective measure impossible. Understanding
that, Darkhorse adjusted his sensesto adifferent level of comprehension, reaching into an areawell
beyond human limits, even Cabe's.

Well, well, my feathery little fiends!

Thetrees around him were aflutter with entranced Seekers. There were more than ascore of the avian
humanoids, al of whom seemed part of a pattern focused on the region of Cabe’' s home.

The threat was not Shade, then, but the former lords of this rellm once again attempting to assert their
power on aland that had passed them by so long ago. Darkhorse snorted in derision. He had no idea
what the ultimate purpose of this pattern was, but, sinceit had been created by the Seekers, it could only
betrouble.

Eyes glittering in anticipation, Darkhorse reared high and struck the nearest inhabited tree aharsh blow
with hishooves,

Panic broke out above him as Seekers from the tree he had

assaulted and many from those next to it took to the skies. He received confused images of indistinct
attackers and realized he was picking up the avians menta projections, the Seekers method of
communication. Some of them thought that the hordes of the Green Dragon had found them and were
even now tearing down thetrees. Otherstried to calm their brethren while till maintaining the pattern.
The latter, at least, proved an impossible task. With amost haf their number fully avake, the avianslost
control, breaking first the spdll that had hidden them and, with much more of astruggle, the mysterious
pattern that they had formed over the area.



Darkhorse laughed loudly, in part to keep his adversaries as confused as possible, but also to wake and
dert those within the Manor confines.

“Come, oh lords of glories past! Darkhorse invitesyou to join him!” He kicked at another tree. The
Seekers flew hither and yonder, trying to organize themselves. M ore images passed through the ebony
gdlion’smind, distorted views of himself as some horrendous cresture from the netherworlds. There
were few creaturesthat the avians feared; Darkhorse was among them.

“Come, come! | promise only to bite afew wings, pluck afew feathers, and scomp afew bony, beaked
heads!”

One foolhardy male accepted the challenge, diving at Darkhorse with al four sets of clawsready. The
shadow steed reared up and caught him in the chest with both hooves, smashing the creature srib cage
with that single blow. The Seeker squawked and collapsed to the ground. Darkhorse looked up at the
others and laughed mockingly at them.

Sowly, the Seekers began to organize. Severa older onesflew up abovethe rest and, as Darkhorse
waiched suspicioudy, they formed asmall circle. The shadow steed smiled grimly. Think you that the air
issafer?

Other Seekerstried to form aprotectivewall in front of the circle. Darkhorse alowed them to organize
no further, legping into the air and soaring toward the avians at avelocity that sent the defenders
scattering in sudden panic. One dashed wildly with its claws, sinking its hand into the etemal’ s body.
Darkhorse absorbed him without noticing. Nothing would keep him from the circle.

He was halfway to them when, as one, they cocked their
heads to one side and stared. Darkhorse knew then that he had
underestimated the speed and ingenuity of the avians. That

knowledge did him little good, however, asforce buffetted him aside. Hetried to counter it, but was then
buffetted from another direction. One blow after another threw him back and forth acrossthe sky. The
congtant battering made it impossible to think at al. Darkhorse cursed his own overconfidence and
bravado. While he was struggling just to maintain some sort of defense, he knew that other Seekers
would be preparing an attack of far more letha measuresthan this.

A brilliant flash illuminated the heavens, sending al the Seekersinto renewed confusion. Darkhorse heard
shouts from below. Human and drake voices. The assault against him dropped abruptly as the members
of the circlejoined thelr retreating brethren. Darkhorse righted himsdlf and gave chase, furious beyond
the point of reason and more than ready to strike afew blows out of pure frustration.

He picked out one of the avians who had formed the circle and was probably one of the rookery elders.
Even as he closed in on the creature, an image legped to lifein hishead. Shadewasinit, atal and
ominous monster whom the Seekers feared even more than they did the stallion. Darkhorse caught hints
of apromise made and the results that failure would bring. There were random images of renewed glories
and aland that the avianswould have ruled again if they had succeeded.

/ wonder what his draconian aly would say about such promises, Darkhorse thought as his prey
continued its desper-ate, but seemingly hopel ess escape.

The shadow steed dowed abruptly, soon letting the Seekersfly off into the night without further battle.
For their failure to the rookery, many of them would pay dearly. For their failure to Shade, who had
ingtigated this entire ploy, those who had sent thisflock would aso pay dearly—to the warlock himself.
Darkhorse could think of no better justice than that. He turned, descending to the ground at the same



time
“Darkhorse!” afamiliar and welcomefigure cried out. Reforming himsdf into something more
earthbound, the shad-ow steed touched earth just in front of the lord of the Manor.

“I’'m glad you're safel” Cabe wrapped his arms briefly around Darkhorse’ s neck, something that
unnerved the eterna more than a hundred avenging Seekerswould have. So open adisplay of affection
for him was ararity that he could count on one hoof. Severa humans and drakes, who talked among one
another like old friends, looked at their lord with renewed awe.

After adecade they might be used to seeing many startling things, but how often did their great and
powerful master greet ademonic horse with asmple hug?

Lady Gwen'sgreeting was cordid, but far less affectionate. “Y ou have our gratitude, Darkhorse. When

you broke their spell and woke us with your voice, we readlized what had happened to us. My only regret
isthat we could not capture or kill afew more of those arrogant birds! They sometimes make the Dragon
Kings seem pleasant in comparison!”

“And make my company acceptable, is that it. Lady Bedlam?”
She grimaced, then nodded her head dowly. “ Sometimes, dark one. Sometimes.”

“What happened to you, Cabe Bedlam?”

The young warlock scratched his head. His open honesty was a great contrast to the secrecy and
moodiness of Shade. After amoment’sthought, Cabe smiled sourly and replied, “We ve been living an
idyllic life, thanksto the Seekers. They’ ve had ustaking walk after wak in the garden, playing with the
children, relaxing, and,” Cabe glanced at his bride and reddened, “ doing whatever €lse gave us pleasure
and took our minds off of theworld.”

Darkhorse laughed, but not at that. “What afool | wasl Never did it occur to me that the Seeker |
pursued briefly might have some purpose for being so near! Now | seewhy | failed to find him, too! With
my ‘sdf diminished and my impatience guiding me, | never noticed what they were about! They must

have freed you briefly and in asubtle manner so that you would not be aware of what gamesthey were
playing! Tdl me. Do you remember everything?’

Both humans nodded. Gwen added, “I can't help feding that Shade had something to do with dl of this.”

“Hedid.” Darkhorse explained what he had picked up from the Seeker’ smind. There were benefitsto
the avians method of communication, but there were disadvantages, too. Seekers, when in dire raits,
often emitted their thoughts so powerfully that spellcasters of some ability could pick up theimagesin
their own minds. For Darkhorse, it had been even essier.

“What now?’ Cabe wanted to know. “Somehow, | don’t think our original plan holds.”

Darkhorse nodded. “1 would say not. If only | knew where
Shade was and what he now intendsto do! Drayfitt is dead,
Cabe, and hisfina words, if they were not another ploy

engineered by the hooded warlock, are amystery that | must solve before very long! Shade was never
oneto beinactive!”

“Onething,” Lady Bedlam interrupted, “that we should still do is contact the Green Dragon. He may
have someinformation for us or, at the very least, some suggestion.”

“Y ou do that, then,” her husband suggested. “1 want to check the area out. | want to make certain that



there are no other surprises.”
“Thet leaves only mysdf.”
“What do you plan on doing?’ Cabe asked the shadow steed.

“Returnto Taak. If I amincorrect, thingswill be asthey were when |—departed. If, however, things
have gonetheway | think they have,” Darkhorse stared at them and his eyes glittered coldly, “it may
aready betoo late to save the city.”

XVI

Shade stood staring in open contempt at the putrefying column of mixed body parts and dripping ichor
that was the guardian of this opening to the realms of the Lords of the Dead. He was not impressed. Not
aal.

“Shoddy. | would' ve expected better of your masters. It appearsthat they, too, have falen from the
ranks of pure Vraad.” He waved his hand and the guardian, with awailing sound, crumbled into its
component parts. “Isthat the best you could do?’ he called out to the mire-filled pit. The cavern around
him echoed his growing annoyance.

Tendrils of thought reached out to him, some contemptuous, some defensive, dl of them abit fearful.
What had he accom-plished in dl his existence? What had he accomplished other than creating an
endless game between the opposing poles of his existence?

Thewarlock smiled coldly. “Too true. That changes now.
Y our existence changes now. Y ou have abauble of minethat |
require.” Protesting thoughts bombarded him, but he shook

them off like droplets of water. “Don’t bandy words with me!
Return to me the tripod. Now.”
Open fears now. Fears of control lost and rifts opened.

A dgh. “Thisworld has changed you. Like dl therest. Y ou are not worthy of the name Vraad. You are
especidly not, my cousins, worthy of the name Tezerenee.”

A breath, perhaps two, passed before adark and unprepos-sessing object formed at the warlock’ s feet.
He picked it up and examined it thoroughly. It was, as he had termed it, atripod perhaps a hand’ s length
high. A black sphere, no bigger than one of his pupils, rested securely on the top. Findly satisfied, Shade
thrugt the artifact into the voluminous confines of his cloak.

“Thank you so very much,” he acknowledged with amocking bow. “Having taken such great care of it, |
can dmost forgive you for stealing it from my workshop after my—degth just doesn't sound right, does
it? My temporary displacement.” He started to fold within himself, then changed hismind. “I did say
‘dmog forgiveyou,” didn’'t 1?7’

Panicked protests went unheeded as the warlock struck out.

When Shade &t last |eft what remained of the cavern—and the now-ruined idand that had once housed
it—his thoughts turned immediately to the culmination of his millennia-long dream. Time was running out
for him, he knew that. In two, maybe three centuries, hisforcibly extended lifespan would reach itslimit,
but not with the normal aging results. The shadowy warlock knew what awaited him would be far worse,
alast fifty or so years asawithered, decaying cregture, a consciousness trapped adivein adry husk. Only
when thelast vestiges of his earlier, more desperate spells diss pated would he be freed—freed to a
death he had no desire to embrace. The others had given in to thisworld, let it master them, but not him.

He reentered the world in the emperor’s cavern, only to find it abandoned. The Silver Dragon had



moved on with his campaign, likely fearing that whatever Shade had in mind for Drayfitt would upset his
carefully laid plan. He had taken everyone with him. The Dragon King' sideas had merit; planting aloyad
human among hiskind' sworst enemies and then manipul ating that man into a position of great authority
had been a plan worthy of aVVraad—and why not?

He dropped that line of thinking, deciding it was hardly
worth histime now that his dreamswere nearing fruition. He
had mapped things out carefully in hismind, seeing where he

had made his mistakes, reassuring himself of those results with the memories taken from the sorcerer
Drayfitt. It had to work thistime!

With the tripod returned to him, there was only one other item he needed, but it was the most intregal
component of al, outweighing even the artifact that he had taken back from the Lords of the Dead. The
tripod was the means of summoning, something Drayfitt could never have known sinceit had not beenin
the notes, but it could not function as the focus, the means by which the powers would be drawn
together, bound, and turned to hiswill. His prior mistake had been making himsdlf that focus. Forced to
both contain and bind them smultaneoudly, even he had failed. No, the only way for the enchantment to
succeed would be to find something elseto serve asafocus.

Something? Someone. It had to be aliving entity, one with the open gift that made one aspellcaster. As
untrained as possible and young, for the spell would tear at thelifeforce, egting it away. Untrained and
young aso because those minds were more susceptible to the sort of commands he needed to ingrain
upon them. A child would be perfect. A child was mallegble.

A child with the potentia he sought would aso be nearly impossible to find. Since the days of the Turning
War, when the human mages had amost defeated the Dragon Kings, the latter had tried very thoroughly
to assure that there would never be a second such war. They had missed Cabe Bedlam because of his
grandfather’ sinterference. Likely they had missed othersaswell, snce their control had dipped harshly
after that near disaster. A long search might prove fruitful, but Shade knew that searching for an infant
with latent abilities might very well consume more time than even he had.

There was one possihility, likely more, but he had found himsdlf strangely rel uctant to consider it.
Memories of hisaddled past, the centuries of swinging back and forth between one mind or another,
invaded again. A curse escaped hislipsand afissure suddenly burst into being in one of the cavern walls
to hisright. He paid it no mind. Breathing deeply, the warlock buried the aien thoughts and memories. It
was not thefirgt time he had done so, but he swore silently that it would be the last.

He had sworn so more than adozen times this one day aone.
Each time, they had returned stronger than before. Care. Guiilt.
Friendship. Unbecoming memoriesfor one of his stature.
Fedlings for those who were not Vraad.

That settled it. He would hesitate no more. Not with so perfect afocus awaiting him. One whom the
family would not even notice was missing, if he could help it. The last thought gave him afeding of
benevolence, like amaster taking good care of his pets. For their sacrifice, they deserved that much. It
would be asif the boy no longer existed.

Stll, atiny shadow of guilt lingered on.
Mélicard.

Erini stirred, her eyes dowly focusing on the darkened corridor. Her mind, aduggish mire of salf-disgust
and defeat, refused to clear. She closed her eyes again. Mdicard' s visage was the only thing she could
think about with any success. Her image of him had astrange qudity to it, dmogt asif he were actudly



before her, propped up against the opposing wall. She saw him as unconscious. Dirt and blood streaked
his face and—Erini choked—someone had torn the efwood mask from hisface, reveding the torn and
burnt flesh that would never hedl. She did not have to see hisarm to know that the false one had been
removed aswell. It was awonder hewas il dive.

Stll dive? The odd thought brought clarity to her clouded mind. Why would she think such athing about
her own imaginings? Why would she subscribe redlity to deluson?'Y €, there was something about the
images, acontinuity that seemed too red to be her own doing.

Could it be?

Erini tried to concentrate on his face, but that only made it less substantial, more that of a phantom than a
living person. The princess thought quickly, recaling her state of mind. Leave her mind open? Let it
happen naturaly? Mdicard' s features were dready amost invisible, little more than atrue memory. Erini
settled back and dreamed of Médlicard the man. Where was he and what was he doing? She thought
about him, but not at him. That, she hoped, wasthe key. If Drayfitt had only had the chance to teach
her...

Médlicard sface, which had been solidifying, dwindled avay again. The princess quickly dropped dl
thought of the dead sorcerer. It was dl to easy to let one’ simagination turn to other things, evenin times
of acrigs.

Slowly, the picture of her betrothed returned to full clarity. It

was amost asif, with her eyes closed, she could actualy reach out and touch him. She saw the blood
from hiswounds, the bruises on hisface and body. Ma Quorin’s ogres had not been kind to him.
Another thing the counsdor would be called to account for—if Erini survived thisterror.

She had, without thinking, reached out in an effort to ease hispain. The Médicard in her mind suddenly
dtirred, asif waking. The princess, artled, lost her concentration. Mdicard' simage faded away, this
time permanently. Try as she might, Erini could not makeit return.

Hewas alivel Battered and wounded, but Mdicard was alivel New life surged through the princess
despite dl that had happened. Aslong ashewas dive, there was reason to hope. Erini Sraightened into
agtanding position and gazed around her, findly redizing that more of Quorin’s men might come pouring
down oneend of the hall or the other before very long. 1t was awonder they had not aready—unless
there were other things on their minds. Like Captain Iston. Possibly loya guard units, too. The
suddenness of this coup could not have been completely planned. Despite the counselor’ s attitude earlier,
there was too much evidence that dl was not well in hand. Another sign of hope, asfar as shewas
concerned.

What mattered now, Erini decided grimly, wasto find Melicard. She could not draw Iston and his men
into this. Two of them had aready died on her behaf when she could have saved them. Her powers, the
princesswas dowly coming to redize, were as potentially beneficial asthey were detrimentd; it was her
own attitude that determined which way she went. If she could turn her abilitiesto finding the king and
overwhelming the rebels... The thought of a stunned and grovelling Quorin made her smile with dark
pleasure.

How do | find him? came the unbidden thought. What little she recaled of the image had reveded aplace
far from the elegant rooms of amighty king. Morelikely, hewasin the lower depths of the palace, a



dungeon or something. Unfortunately, Erini had afair ideaof how immense that network of under-ground
passages and chambers was. She did not have the time to search everywhere and her attempts to recall
Méelicard' s presence had, thusfar, failed miserably.

There remained one option, then, that promised hope. It was
the only possibility her mind could dream up. Given rest and
some peece, the princess might have been able to devise

something less daring, lessrisky. Time, however, was some-thing she had aready used up too much of.
No, her only choice wasto follow through with her decision.

She would smply ask someone where the king was held.

Drawing herself together, Erini stepped quietly down the corridor in the direction opposite that of where
her loya defenders had wanted her to run. Iston’ s stronghol d—she wanted to know more about how
that had come about—was probably watched by too many of Quorin’s men. What -she wanted was a
lone sentry or two left to guard some secured hall. She would probably find such aplace degper inthe
sections of the paace that the treacherous advisor had under his control. Erini also suspected that, given
Quorin’sway of doing things, it was where she would be nearest to Méelicard.

The nagging fear that her plotswere al askew never |eft her during the entire nerve-wracking journey.

Inthe dark, Tadak’sroya palace proved to be quite amaze. Matters were not helped by her own lack
of familiarity. Erini only hoped that by trying to keep aparalld course as much as possible, she would not
lose hersdlf in the vastness of the ancient structure. The palace of the king and queen of Gordag-Ali
seemed dmogt like a cottage in comparison to the monstrous cregtion the princess was now forced to
wander.

When shefindly found what. she sought, Erini hesitated. There weretwo of them, tal, ugly, and armed
with blades longer than her. legs, it seemed. The princess cursed herself for being so stupid asto not have
taken one of the weapons scattered on the floor by her unfortunate attackers. Better still, asharp, thin
blade like the one the elder of her two defenders had utilized. That was a weapon she could use

properly.

That would also not solve her present dilemma. Sorcery was her only chance of success. What sort of
spell, though?

One of the men nodded off briefly and was knocked awake by his companion, who seemed none too
lively himsdf. Their exhaustion reminded Erini of her own, but she dared not dwell on it too long for fear
shewould collapse. Still, the scene had given her the answer. It should not be too difficult to make men

who were dready tired dip far enough into dumber. From there, she could take one of them and try to
coax the informartion from his unprotected mind.

Relaxing despite the naturd tendency for just the oppositein
such adtuation, Erini found she knew which areas of the

gpectrum would aid her spell. In her mind, she saw the colors blend and shape themselves, forming a
pattern. A part of her understood that what was happening was actualy taking place in less than the time
it takes aperson to blink. Thiswaswhat Drayfitt had been steering her toward. Soon, it might be so
automatic to her that the actua process would seem ingtantane-ous. Drayfitt had said that.

Theresults of her spell became noticeable ingtantly. The guard who had dozed off only moments before
collapsed completely, falling back against the wall and diding to the floor. Hisgrip on his sword relaxed,
but not until hewas dmost dl the way down. The resulting clatter was hardly audible.

The second man’ sfal proved more nerve-wracking. He fought the spell, dmost asif he had enough



sense |eft to understand what was happening. He raised his sword arm up to hisforehead, asif trying to
support his deep-laden mind, and dropped the blade. The wegpon struck the hard floor with an echoing
rattle that Erini was certain would bring new men rushing down the hal at any moment.

Unableto resist any longer, the second guard fell to his knees, then face-first onto the marble. His helmet
added to the distant reverberations of the sword.

When neither man had moved after aminute and battle-ready . newcomers had not charged madly into
the hall from every direction, Erini stepped out from the comer she had been hiding behind and
investigated the two men. Thefirst guard was deeping soundly; there was even asatisfied smile on his
lips. The second man was not so well off. He dept, but his nose had been broken from the fall and blood
spilled on thefloor. Only the pdl kept him degping. The pain was evident in histwitches. Erini wondered
if the pain would eventudly give him the sirength to overcome her enchantment. If so, it meant that she
had to work even faster than she had planned.

Turning back to the first man, she leaned near one of his ears and whispered commands...

The ensorcdlled guard’ sarms hung limply by hissides. His eyes were closed. He looked asif someone
had strung him up. That would never do. She gave him afew extracommands, hoping there was no
immediate limit to such things. It would not do to have confusion tir him from the spell.

A minute later, he was ready. To all eyes, it now appeared as

if shewere his prisoner. The scowl on hisfacewasvery red. The gleamin hiseyesmade him aman
carrying out orders from the highest authority: Quorin, of course. If anyone stopped him, hewould say
that the counselor had decided to give the two one last moment together so that the princess could see
how handsome her betrothed was without hisfalse face. Erini had trouble with the last, but it might prove
necessary. Such comments would hopefully put the other men at ease.

While she stood there, assuring hersdlf that al wasin readiness, asudden, horrible notion burst forth. She
looked up at the mesmerized figure, who stared straight ahead, waiting to begin hisnew role. “ Do you
know where King Mdicard isheing held?’

“Eas mt nnds. Rat land.”

Rat land? She let that dide, happy that she had not goneto dl thistrouble for nothing. In her haste to test
her abilities, Erini had totaly forgotten to ask him the al-important question firgt.

From the other guard she took asmall dagger. Not much of athreat, but one never knew. The princess
secreted the blade in one boot, hoping she would not be forced to run very quickly whileit was ill
hidden in there. Then, Erini turned to the guard and whispered, “Lead.”

The next few minutes made the previous few seem amost heavenly. Erini’ sheart sounded like a
stampede of heavily laden warhorses. It was astonishing that the sound did not echo through every
corridor. She kept one hand close to the blade—on the of f-chance that the soldier had completely fooled
her and was even now bringing her to her own cell. The trek was taking her into regions of the palace
that she had not known even existed. It amazed the princessto think that there was still so much she had
not investigated. If she survived, Erini intended to survey every plan of this behemoth and then
double-check every corridor and room personaly.

Dreams of entering into such minor crusades kept her from going completely insane with anxiety. Too
many things seemed to count on her. She had welcomed them in the past, but none had ever involved
death—and so much of it—or the use of questionable abilities. Erini was no coward; that was not her
fear. What ate at her was the fact that she might not be enough. Médlicard, Iston, Galea, and Magda...
they and so many otherswould likely dieif she did not succeed.



A rough hand grabbed her arm. She amost lashed out with
whatever her abilitieswould give her, then redlized that she had
fallen behind the ensorcelled sentry. He looked at her asif
seeing someonedse.

“Come on. This way.” His voice was slurred, something

that could be explained away as from exhaugtion. She quickly
reminded him of that fact. He coughed his acknowledgment of
the command—atrick Erini had mixed inwith the origina
commands—and resumed the journey. Erini kept pace with him
thistime, noting that they were heading toward a darkened
darway.

Down beow the earth again. | should have known! It would
make things that much more difficult—and that much more
dependent on her dbilities.

They descended together and, at the bottom of the stairway,

her plan received its ultimate test. Four sentries stood guarding the underground passageway. Unlike the
one beside her, these men did not look in the least bit tired. They studied the newcomers, first with velled
curiosity, then with eye-widening interest when they discovered who it was they were seeing.

One of them, possibly the leader, possibly not, pointed the tip of hismace at Erini’s companion. The
others were armed with blades of varying wear. All looked far more skilled at using the wegpons than the
mesmerized figure at her sde. “The cripple€ swoman! Y ou’ ve caught her!”

“Yeah.” The answer issued forth easy enough, but Erini’ s guard had been ordered not to continue unless
pressed.

“Why bring her down here? The master said no one' sto see
the prisoner.”
Erini forced herself not to look at her companion and try to

guide hisanswer. It would have to be hisresponse aone.
“New orders. The counselor wants her to spend alast few
minutes with him. See how pretty heis. See what shewould' ve
married.”

Therewas amoment’ s hesitation, but then malicious grins

began to appear. Thiswas something they would have expected from aleader such asMa Quorin.
Destroy the last good memories of Mdicard. Turn his betrothed’ sloveto disgust. None of them could
fathom awoman continuing to carefor a“cripple,” though Erini was of the slent opinion that, even
without the elfwood to mask hisface and replace hisarm, Méelicard was worth a thousand of these men.

“Goon,” the leader sgnaled.

The princess sguard sumbled alittle, nearly causing her heart to fail. Had they looked closely, they might
have noticed the glazed look that was returning to his eyes. Fortunately, they assumed it was something



dse

“You’ d better report to Ostlich when you' re through with her. He don’t want anyone dropping on duty.
Not tonight.” Theleader indicated ascar running across one of hismen’sface. “Edger here staysred
aert now, don’t you Edger? Sometimes up to four days!”

The one caled Edger nodded, but said nothing. Erini’ s companion returned the nod automatically and
added adow “Yeah.” Hiswords were becoming more durred. Fortunately, he was already leading her

past them.

When they were out of Sight, she started to bresthe asigh of relief—only to cut it short when two more
guards cameinto view. They leaned againgt awal in which severa cell doors stood as grim reminders of
some of Taak’ sless-than-pleasant history. One of them looked up.

“What's goin’? Why’s she here?”
Her puppet did not respond. Erini pretended to ‘ stumble, prodding him into activity as she bumped into

hisside. He repeated his short explanation concerning Quorin’s sadistic little game. Hiswords were dow,
but understandable.

Thelook that passed between the two sentries at the cell indicated that they thought something besides
exhaugtion had taken itstoll on the newcomer, something with more than alittle kick to it. One man
licked hislips, evidently dreaming of what it would belike to have adrink after so long on duty.

Seemingly convinced, they unlocked the door. The princesswanted to rush in, take Mdicard in her arms,
but could not so long as she needed the charade to continue. That meant agonizing heartbeats as she
forced hersdf to keep pace with the shuffling soul beside her.

A figure huddled againgt the far wall, chained by his hands and feet. Therewas no light in the cell; the
prisoner’ s upper body was in complete darkness and the lower was only avague shadow. Behind her,
the cdll door dammed shut. That was the ensorcelled soldier’ s cue. He released his hold on the princess
and stared blankly in the direction of the prisoner. To outside eyes, he would be watching the two.

No longer ableto contain hersdlf, Erini rushed over to the worn figure. “Méicard?’

The head dowly turned toward her. It was Mdicard! Until this moment, she had il feared that
something was amiss.

Hisface, when she saw it, threatened to tear her heart asunder. They had tortured him! She forced
herself to look closer and saw that she was not entirely correct. There were bruises and cuts, true. He
had been beaten and badly. Quorin would pay dearly for that. What she thought were bums, however,
were what had been hidden benesth the efwood mask he had waysworn. This waswhat was |eft of
histruevisage.

Deep pits of scorched and torn flesh streaked across the one side of hisface. That was horrifying
enough. The other side, the one that had received the brunt of the wild magic... Erini recaled only one
thing in her life that had ever looked likethis. A fireintheroya stables of Gordag-Ai. A firethat had
burned to death four horses and injured one of the young boys that helped take care of the animals. One
of those horses had broken free of the fire toward the end, a maddened, flame-drenched beast whose
face, neck, and body had been burned to the bone at various points. It had run in confused circlesfor
more than aminute, nearly spreading the fire further, before the life within that twisted shell had findly
abandoned it. Like the horse, Médlicard' s face had been torn open to the very bone and, thanksto the



power of the artifact that had caused it, those wounds would not hedl. Even now, even in the dark, she
could seethem gligen moiglly, asif inflicted only thisday.

“Thefruit...of...my labors.” Mdlicard smiled grimly. The open sde of hisfacelooked like nothing less
than a grinning corpse. Despite hersdlf, Erini had to turn her eyes away for at least amoment.

He noted the reaction. “ The storytellers never spesk of thistype... of scene. Either that.. .or they gloss..
glossoverit.”

“I'm sorry. It's not you—-
“It' snever me.” The sarcasm was hiting.

Erini looked him squarely in theface. “It’snot you. When | saw your face, | felt your pain, wondered
how you could have gone on—I don’t know if-1 could have—and cursed dear Counselor Quorin for
every day of hisexisence!”

“Quorin.” Mdicard grew cold. “1 wasafool of the highest

rank, wasn't I? How many loya humans and drakes did the

Silver Dragon sacrifice to assure brave, clever Quorin’splace at

my side? How many? | never saw it once. | was 0... so proud of myself and so ready to take them al
on. Look what it has cost me. Part of my body. My kingdom. My life.” He closed hisgood eye. “Worst
of dl, it'scost meyou.”

“No.” Shetouched hishand. “It hasn't.”

“I doubt if our future together islonger than another minute or two. Surely my esteemed advisor’ s man
there has ordersto drag you out of here. Thisisjust atorturous game, |etting us see one another and then

separating usagain.”
It wastimeto explain. Erini leaned forward. “Thisisno game of that foul grimakin! That iswhat the

sentries outsde are supposed to think. My guard isunder my influence.” The king eyed her in open
curiogty. “Influence?’

“Like—like mesmerism.”

“Mesmerism.” He did not ssem completely convinced. Mdicard indicated the chainsthat held him.
“What about these? Mesmerism will not work on these, my princess.”

“|—I can dedl with them.” Shetried to reach for the cuff around hiswrist, but he refused to let go of her
hand for the moment. Trying to hide the worst of hisface, hetilted his head to one sde and gave her as
honest asmile as he could manage. “My princess... my queen.”

When their hands finally separated, Erini took hold of the cuff and examined it. It had asmplelock on
it—not that she knew anything about picking locks—and was worn with age. The rust interested her the
most. She had succeeded in lulling to deep two men who had aready been tired. Could it be possibleto
use the same concept to encourage the spread of rust across the cuff? Make it so brittle that asimple tap
or two would shatter it?

As shethought about it, her fingers unconscioudy rubbed the cuff. Tiny streaks appeared. Erini gasped.
Méelicard, who could not see aswell from hisangle, grunted his curiosity. The princess did not respond,
watching in fascination as the entire cuff and even part of the chain turned dark in the space of afew
seconds.

Shetook hisarm by the wrist and, sobbing like a grief-stricken, frail princess, muttered audibly, “Oh,
Mélicard! What will happen to us?’

Theking offered no resstance, leaving thingsin her care. As



Erini moved in what appeared to smply be a desperate hug of

her beloved, she brought the cuff down against the wall. The sound was buried by her words and the
rattle of the chains.

The cuff shattered.
“Impo—" wasal that escaped from Mélicard before he

succeeded in smothering his surprise. Erini immediately went to work on the leg cuffs and found, to her
joy, the spell working perfectly both times. She did not, however, try to share her joy with Mdicard.
Erini feared to even look at hisface now. Not because of his appearance, but because of what he must
by now have cometo redlize; his bride-to-be was a sorceress.

“Erini—" Méicard whispered.

“I think that verifiesit, then,” camethe one voice she

feared to hear.

Leaping to her fet, Erini shiddded Mdicard. Whatever aid

her abilitieswould give her shewould gladly accept. Anything,
especidly if it meant the end of Md Quorin.

One of the guards unlocked the cell door and opened it.
Quorin stepped through aone, confident in his power. Erini’s
mouth twitched upward. Not thistime. She understood her
abilities better. The traitor would soon find out what power
actudly was.

Behind her, Mdlicard had risen to hisfeet. He would not

have someone like Quorin stand above him. Erini drew strength
from hisact.

The counsdor ill advanced, dowly and slently. He appeared
very much the cat he resembled. His habit of always seeming

to show up where and when others least expected him added to
that effect. Eventheamile.

Perhaps | will turn you. into the mangy rat-eater you really
are. Master Quorin! The thought appealed to the princess

greatly. Shewould even let him stay and keep the stablesfree
of other pests.
“Did you redize only now that your bride was a sorceress,

your most roya majesty? | suspected as much, though | wasn't certain until she escaped from my men
earlier.”” Quorinlooked at Erini. “ Of course, my lady, | knew where you would be rushing to and took a
quicker, more direct route. Now | have you again. All that remains are your stubborn countrymen and a



few random guards who escaped my net. Taak will not even know of its change of rulers until the
northern gates open and my master comes riding triumphantly through.”

“Bearing aslver banner?” Mdlicard asked grimly.

“Of course. Thiswill bethetrue mark of hisdestiny, hisright to be emperor of al races. The capture and
destruction of the mongter king. Y our crusadeswill be at an end. A sign of strength will bring his brethren
around—save the outcast lord of the Dagora Forest. With the united strength of the others, however, no
opposition will stand in the Dragon Kings way. They will bring thisland back to the glory it had before
the Turning War.”

The king laughed, though it was evident that to do so hurt him further. “Did your master train you to say
al of that? Look—Ilook at him, Erini. Would you ever believe that he and these others were actudly men
and not drakesin disguise?’

The barb struck Quorin harder than he pretended it did. Erini, who had seen and felt hisrage, watched
him closdly. She had just about formulated the sort of spell shefelt appropriate for one such ashim.
Something decorative. A few seconds more and she would be ready.

Turning his attention to her, Ma Quorin said, “ There was a chance you might have been useful in regard
to Gordag-Ai—or even to my tastes in entertainment—but | don’t care for the thought of a sorceress
aive and neither does my lord. Y our betrothed will get the opportunity to see you die more or less
painlessy before we prepare him for the coming of Tadak’snew ruler.”

Erini unleashed her spell at Quorin. If it worked, he would envy the men who had died trying to recapture
the princess.

Nothing.
No! Erini stood drained, horrified. Please! Not now! Her abilities had abandoned her again!
“Have you never wondered why | feared no tricks by that doddering old fool, Drayfitt?’

To one side, the ensorcelled guard suddenly moaned and shook his head. Her other spdll had failed now.
Erini gtared a Quorin, who was reaching into his uniform for something that hung around his neck. It
proved to be amedallion the diameter of awanut.

Mélicard groaned, though whether from pain or what he saw was debatable. “ A Seeker medalion, Erini.
One he received from me. It mutes a spellcaster’ s abilities. Makesthem... helpless”

“Helpless. Yes. “’ The counsdor snapped hisfingers. Two of
the sentries from the hallway joined him. One he ordered to

ass st the man who had just woken up. He looked at the second, then nodded toward Erini.

Beaten and worn, Médlicard il tried to save Erini. He rushed past her and tried to tackle the oncoming
soldier with his one good arm. Quorin’s servant, however, was amassive ox and he threw the
one-armed king againgt the far wall. Mdicard dipped to thefloor, till conscious but stunned.

Asthe man turned toward Erini, she saw Quorin watching her from behind him, his cat’ssmilewide
across hisface and athin, jagged blade now waiting in one hand. Waiting for her.

XVII

While the night had brought chaosto Talak, it had brought something even more ominousto the Dagora
Forest. Just beyond the protected grounds of the Bedlams domain, atree curled and twisted, becoming



agnarled thing that soon cracked and died. From its withering roots, ablack blot seemed to spread to
the plant life around it, creating adead, barren patch of earth severa yardswide.

Within the boundaries of the Manor, a separate but hauntingly similar incident passed. This onewould
have been less notice-able, save its victim was one of the birds that nested in the trees. The fate the lone
tree had suffered had been kinder. What was |eft of the bird was barely recognizable.

In the darkened room of ayoung lad, a golden-haired boy who dreamt of amazing feats of magic he
would some day perform, the night seemed to have eyes. Eyes and shape. A shape that dowly detached
itself from the rest of the darkness and loomed over the deeping child, noting even without light the tiny
greek of slver inthe youngster’shair.

Shade smiled amogt fatherly. Blood will tell, my young one! Great power courses through your parents
veins! Great power that has pooled together and formed you!

There was ayoung girl, too, but she was too young,

unpredictable. If thisvessel proved insufficient, he would wait afew years and take the second. By then,
shewould be ready.

He touched the boy’ sforehead. A name cameto hislipsand he mouthed it in silence. Aurim. The Golden
Treasure. The warlock frowned. He could fed the love the parents had for this child—both
children—and it was beginning to disturb him in waysthat were dien to him. He had taken subjectsfor
his spells before. It was not asif they were Vraad. They werejust... others.

Hisface resembles Cabe' s, though his noseishismother’s. The uneasiness began spreading through
him. Why was he not already gone? The task was asimple one! Take the child and depart. The
defensve spells surrounding the Manor were laughingly smple to one with millenniaand the powers of
Vraad sorcery on hisside.

Takethe boy! he demanded of himsdlf.
“Shede.”

The hooded warlock looked up. Another figure stood on the other side of the bed, hands clenched and
eyes narrowed. He wore adark blue robe and much of hishair wassilver.

“My son. Shade. He' s not for you to do with as you please.
Get out of here now whilel can till remain civil with you.”

Moving amogt like the shadow he resembled. Shade looked closdly at the youngster. * *He has striking
golden hair... how isthat possible?”’

Cabetried to contain himself. Thiswas Shade. This man had been hisfriend. He had also tried to kill the
younger warlock. Which stood before Cabe now? “We named him Aurim be-cause, being our first, he
seemed s0 precious. When he was old enough to understand what his name meant, he decided he should
have golden hair. The next day... it Smply was.”

“A lad of great potentid.”

“If helivesto adulthood.” The edge had returned to Cabe Bedlam' svoice. “Which hewon't if you take
him”

“Hemight. He might not. | have need of him, though.”

“You venoright to him.” It was becoming harder for Cabe to maintain his composure. “Y ou've no right
to anything!”



The other warlock wrapped himsdlf in hiscloak. “I am Shade. | am Vraad. My existence ismy right. My
continued exigence ismy demand.”

A hand rose. It blazed with green flames that danced about

the fingertips. “Y ou' ve lived long enough, Shade. He deserves his chance—and | won't let you take
him”

Shade chuckled. “No longer the uncertain novice, are you? Isten years enough? The skill iseasy
enough, but the reaction time is always the questionable part. Do you know your limits?

| have none”

“You have more than you think. You still thought the

Seekers controlled usuntil | materidized here. | made it seem so. | thought you might come back. Shade.
| prayed you wouldn't, so that | wouldn't haveto fight you. I’ll see you dead athousand times before |
let you take my son.”

“And | shdl return athousand and onetimes.” The cowled visage lifted enough so that the glow from
Cabe' s hand alowed him to see Shade’' strue features for the first time. Cabe's mouth dropped open.
“Or | will just take him now.”

Tendrils burst from the cloaked figure of the one warlock and enshrouded deeping Aurim. They started
to withdraw into Shade' s form until the hooded spellcaster checked himself.

“Thisisnot your son.”

“No, he and the other children are safely hidden—even from
you. I've learned. | thought you might comeback, so | laid a
few snares. Y ou chose the false Aurim, though | don’'t careto
think why. It dmost fooled you long enough. In fact, it may
have”

A clear liquid showered down on Shade from nowhere. Asit touched him, it solidified, becoming harder
than marble. The torrent continued, forming ashell about its victim. Shade struggled, but seemed unable
to move more than hisfingers. Oddly, nothing but the warlock was covered by it.

“I never thought | would thank Azran Bedlam for an ideg,” Gwen said as she materiaized out of the
darkness behind Shade. “1 never thought | would want to condemn anyone to this sort of hell—until you
came back herefor our child.”

The shower ceased. As Gwen had once been imprisoned in ashell of amber by Cabe' s mad father, so
had she sought to snare Shade. Only Azran’ s fabled demon sword, the Nameless, had succeeded in
breaking that prison, and only with an uncon-scious boost from Cabe.

“It’'s over,” she continued, speaking to her husband. “It
wor—"

The amber prison exploded, sending deadly fragments sill-
ing acrosstheroom in every direction. A fair number flew with |

unerring accuracy toward the Bedlams. Only their automatic defensive spells saved them at all.
Razor-sharp piecestore into the walls, ceiling, and floor. Minor objectsin the room were punctured or



shattered. Cabe and his wife were battered into unconsciousness, though bruises were dl they suffered.
Not onejagged fragment had flown their directions.

When the last particles of the devastating assault had drifted floorward. Shade shook himself free of any
remaining frag-ments and eyed the two spellcagters. Oddly, he was not angry, but rather, impressed.

“I am myself once again and thereis no equal to me, Bedlams,” he whispered. Shade turned to the false
Aurim, undamaged by the assault. With aglance, he disposed of it in another realm where the surprise
within would not threaten him. Two very deadly traps. Together, they might have succeeded.

“I am Vraad, Cabe. That was your undoing.” He took a deep bregath. “But you have earned the right to
your children. | think there may be another who will serveingead—that is, if his memories serve me
right.”

He looked down at each of them and concentrated briefly. The walls groaned asif weakening, but he
paid that only the least bit of attention, assuming the damage was due to hislast assault. A new spdll
placed on each of them would assure that they would deep afull day, maybe even two. More than
enough time to dedl with the other Situations.

Taking one last—amost fond—glance a Cabe, Shade de-parted the Manor.
How could there be so many? Darkhorse wondered grimly.
How did so many il survive?

Thelegions of the Siver Dragon were the stuff of epic. Not
since the combined forces of Bronze and Iron had attempted to
overthrow the emperor had there been adragon host as greeat as
this. Not dl of them were of clan Silver, dther. Thetwo clans
that had rebelled now had anew master. Remnants of both now
rode, ran, or flew dong with those of the Dragon King. There
were even afew drakes of clan Gold, though they were the
fewest of al. Darkhorse suspected that there had been other
survivors, but not for very long. The would-be emperor had
taken over their caverns, stolen their birthplace. Many drakes
were too proud to stand for such things. Most of those that rode
with him now were likely the dregs, perhaps even treacherous fool s like Toma the renegade.

Though he could see them, Darkhorse knew that the night still gave him protection from the oncoming
army. He had come here, rather than return immediately to Taak, because he had feared thisvery thing.
Hisfears had proved far more than even he had supposed. The host here would have given afully armed
and ready Tdak trouble—unless King Mdicard had atrick or two up his deeve. Perhapsthat was one
reason why he had agreed to summoning ademon; it was possible that he had suspected thisinvasion
was coming.

Darkhorse laughed quietly. Even ademon would think twice about taking on alegion of fiends such as
thid

A drake army was not an army in the traditional sense. The host included severd castes and species from
the lowest minor drake—huge reptiles dmost asintelligent as horses and often used for the same
purpose—to the elite of the ruling drake class, the humanoid warlords who drove their beastlike cousins
and their lower-caste brethren before them. There were dragonsin the air and on the ground. Some
carried riders, others did not. Each one was as deadly as a score of more trained men;

yet, they had been defeated in the past. There were weaknesses that men had learned to exploit, Talak
most of al. That was why the Dragon King had worked to separate the forces of his human foe. He
wanted an easy victory to prove hisworth as emperor. Darkhorse knew he also wanted it because, of al



his brethren, this drake lord was, the most craven.

Y e, even thisbully has the muscle to flex, the shadow steed thought with bitter humor. Alone, Darkhorse
could harass the drakes and cause great damage, but he would eventually fall. Despite his cowardly
ways, the Silver Dragon was quite poss-bly hisequa or better in power; it was difficult to say.
Surrounded by his own followers, each with their own measure of power, he would be nigh oninvincible
compared to Darkhorse.

Taak had to be derted to the menace. If they had weapons to combat this host, so much the better. The
Bedlamswould lend their hand, also. Thiswas not a battle to be won by alone warrior, but only with the
effort of many, himsdlf included.

| shal seeyou beforelong. Dragon King. This| swear.

Summoning a portal, Darkhorse departed for Talak. He

hoped and prayed that what he found there would be an
improvement over thisdismaying sight. He had his doubts, though.
May the godswho grant me my luck be cursed with the sameill sort!

As he stepped out into Talak, into the great hal near the front entrance of the royd paace, he sensed the
wrongness of the place. Blood had been spilled here! Much of it and only recently!

Things were beginning to move too swiftly for him. A dragon host that would, by his, estimate, be here
just after dawn. A roya palace under attack—yet the city seemed its normal self! Was he mistaken about
the bloodshed? Drayfitt could give him no answers, especidly to the question that still plagued him from
the back of hismind.

Whereis Shade while the world turns mad? Is he orchestrat-ing al of this?

He dared not linger on thoughts of Shade now. Likeit or not, hisfirst duty wasto Taak and warning it of
the threat moving toward its gate. Darkhorse concentrated hiswill on seeking the Princess Erini. Asa
sorceress—and an untrained one—she would unconscioudy radiate a powerful presence. Training or
pure luck would teach her to mask that presence. Death would completely eliminate the problem. For the
moment, however, her ignorance was to Darkhorse' s advantage.

Find her he did, in aplace buried beneath the palace much the same way his prison had been, though not
as deep. She wasthe only distinctive presence. There were others, perhaps as many as a dozen, but
something interfered with his senses, making them appear aslessthan individuas. He did not have to
think long to realize that she was probably a prisoner. There were fear and hatred; they were so strong
they nearly radiated auras dl their own.

If the Princess Erini wasin danger, he could not hesitate. Summoning up aporta, Darkhorse reared and,
laughing mockingly, legped throughit.
“Wdl! If thereisto be aparty, then surdly Darkhorse is welcome, yes?’

His sudden, overwhelming gppearance, coupled with his

brash, confusing speech, stunned the humansin the chamber—a
prison cdl, he saw. There were severd peoplein theroom, as
he had thought, and among them were two others he had

wanted to find. Thefirst was Mdicard, mighty Melicard, looking more like something left behind by a
playful and only dightly peckish dragon. He stood—uwith the aid of one captor—againgt the wall nearest



the door.

The second and somewhat moreirate of the two—and only he would beirate in the face of acreature as
devastating as Darkhorse—was Counsdalor Ma Quorin. He had along, ugly blade in his hand and had
apparently been toying with the princess. There were no marks on her, but the look on her face indicated
that, had she been able to, the advisor would have been dead a hundred times over. That verified what
Darkhorse had aready suspected. Quorin was the source of whatever was dampening his senses and the
princess sahilities.

All thisthe ebony stallion took in during the first glance around him. He took a step forward now, his
attention focused specificaly on Quorin, who, with more courage than many, immediately moved closer
to hisprey. The knife touched the princess sthroat.

“Shediesif you even flinch, demon! Shediesif you so much asblink my direction!”

Unimpressed by their master’ s defiant rhetoric, severa of the guards deserted for safer climates. Only the
onesin the cdl, who probably knew they could not run away in time or were insane fanatics like the
counsdlor, remained.

Darkhorse laughed in the face of Quorin’ sthreat. “ Y ou are atrue servant of your master! As much afool
ashel” Anice-blue eye narrowed at thetraitor. “ Think on what sort of mercy you will receive from meiif
you do kill her!”

“I can draw her agony out, demont! | will!” The counsdor’ s eyes widened. Averting his gaze suddenly, he
shouted to hismen. “Don’t stare into hiseyes! He' ll try to snare you like he did that bag-0'-bones
charlatan!”

There was some nervous shifting. The man holding Mdicard finaly broke down and tore through the
doorway, but not before shoving his charge to the floor. Mdicard did not rise.

Cursing, Quorin stepped back alittle, directing the others to do the same. Not once did his blade leave
Erini’ sthroat. She, in turn, continued to watch him with an obsessive loathing that disturbed even
Darkhorse.

“Y our men abandon you, Master Quorin! Ther deep faithis
S0 touching to observel” The advisor was avery dangerous
adversary. Even with his plots crumbling, herefused to givein

to hisfears. Aslong as he held the knife and prevented both himsdf and his men from fdling to
Darkhorse s gaze, there wasllittle the eternal could do without causing harm to the princess. Anything he
tried might still give Quorin enough timeto cut her throat.

The key to this Situation was whatever Quorin utilized to keep Erini’ s abilitiesin check and the shadow
steed’ s senses a bit muted. It waslikely a Seeker artifact—there were dways too many of the blasted
things around!'—but Darkhorse knew of no way he could remove it from the chamber without Quorin

reecting fird.

It was Mdicard who findly decided it. Melicard, ignored by al but Erini, consdered helplessby even
her. Beaten and minus one arm, he had lain as fill asa corpse after being tossed to the floor. Quorin, of
course, had had other, weightier matters on hismind. He did not, therefore, hear or seethe king rise
quietly from thefloor, his one good eye fixed on the counsdlor’ s back. The advisor’ s remaining men, aso
more concerned about the foreboding steed pawing at the floor before them, paid him no mind, either.
Asfor Erini, her view was obstructed by Quorin until the last moment. Even then, to her credit, she gave
no sSgn, not even giffening.

Darkhorse saw al and acted accordingly. Whether Méelicard succeeded or failed, if there was an
opening, the shadow steed would seizeit.



The king stretched out his one good arm, tottered. Darkhorse quickly filled the silence that had been
extending far too long aready.

“What do you hope for now, human? To stand ready until the Dragon King himself staksinto this
room?’

“If need be,” Ma Quorin grated. “I doubt I’ [l have to wait

that long. My only problem isto get rid of you somehow, and |

think—"

Reaching forward, Melicard grabbed his treacherous aide by the collar and pulled him back. Quorin's
hand went up, the blade briefly nicking Erini’ s chin, but no more. One of the remaining soldiers grabbed
the two, who were faling down in one tangled pile of asamsand legs.

Darkhorse struck. The man holding Erini, panicking, tried to
shidd himsdlf with her. Againg aphysicd attack, hewould
have succeeded. Darkhorse had other tools at his command,
though. He hit the floor with hisright front hoof, creating a

wicked split in the stonework and the earth below. The crack that formed shot unerringly beneath the
legs of both the princess and her captor. The soldier looked down in horror as an eye stared back at him
from within the crevasse. In his shock, heloosened his grip on his prisoner. Erini suddenly went flying
from his hands, pulled free by the power of Darkhorse. She landed softly by the eternal’ sside. Asher
feet touched the floor, the guard’ sleft it, or rather, ;’ (Ieft him. The floor where he stood collapsed into the
crevasse, the guard with it. His screams had barely died before the floor had sedled itself back up,
looking remarkably untouched.

“| was always a slave to the dramatic,” Darkhorse rumbled
to anyone who could hear him.

Erini wasignoring him, her only concern Melicard, whom

she probably imagined dead by now. Her rescue had taken only
afew seconds, though to her and her unfortunate captor, it
must have seemed far longer. Darkhorse laughed. Concentrat-
ing now on Quorin, he used his powersto pull the hapless
counselor into the air and, whilethe traitor struggled to regain
control of hislimbs, trangported the medalion to a place that
burned hot enough to melt even Seeker magic away. Darkhorse
contemplated sending Mal Quorin there aswell, but he knew
that there might yet be need even for something asfoul asthis
creature was.

The princess, however, was not so understanding. While her

abilities had been hampered by the protective artifact the counselor had worn, her fury had grown
unchecked. Now, fedling the release of those abilities, she struck without think-ing. Ma Quorin screamed
and tried to scratch off hisown skin.

Thelast of hismen had run off the moment he had been thrust
into the air. There was no one hereleft to save him. Erini
planned to have her revenge now for everything he had done or
planned to do.

“’Erini!” Mdicard’ sfaint cal went unheeded, so caught up
was the princessin the full force of her own power.



“PRINCESS” Darkhorse roared. His voice cut through where the king' s had failed. “ Princess Erini!
Stop and think!”

Stop and think? The look on her bitter face indicated that she planned to do anything but that. Thetime
for thinking was long past. Now, it wastime for vengeance.

Darkhorse persisted. “ Think what you do to yourself, prin-

cess, not this piece of rotting offal! Y ou might become like Shade, so in love with your power that you
lose your humanity.”

She seemed to tir then, for her eyestravelled from her prey to the ebony stalion and findly to her
betrothed. Medicard and Erini matched gazes briefly. Whatever the princess saw in the one eye of the
king drained the need for vengeance from her heart. Darkhorse felt her withdraw her power back into
hersdlf. Abovethem, Ma Quorin, drenched in sweat and pale as bone, sighed and collapsed. The
shadow steed brought him dowly back to the floor.

“Mélicard.” The princesslooked ashamed, asif somehow her madness had made her less a creature than
even Quorin was.

The king would have none of that. He had used the last of his strength in his battle and could only force
himsalf up enough to lean on his ebow. He shook his head as his bride-to-be continued to berate hersdlf
and whispered some-thing. Darkhorse, though he could have eavesdropped without either knowing,
chose not to. There were some things that were meant to be private.

Whatever Méelicard said soothed, if not completely con-vinced, Erini. She smiled and seemed to regain
some of her confidence. Tenderly, the novice sorceress touched Mdicard where he had been crippled by
the one artifact so many years before.

Hisvisage and arm became whole ingtantly. Darkhorse had to look closely before it became apparent
that Erini had only given Mdlicard back his efwood mask and limb and had not actualy restored the
missing pieces. Even for Darkhorse, that would have been an astounding achievement.

Aided by the princess, Medlicard rose to hisfeet and walked up to the shadow steed. For atime, neither
human said anything to the eterna. He waited patiently, knowing some of the limits of their kind. Both of
them had suffered grestly at the hands of the crumpled heap on the floor.

“Thank you, dem—Darkhorse,” Mélicard finaly began. He looked angry with himsdlf. “And | dared to
try and make you my dave. It'sawonder, great one, that you would even help one such asme.”

“The past kindnesses of Counsdlor Quorin madeit nearly impossible at first, | must admit,” Darkhorse
responded wryly.
“I did it asmuch for my own benefactor here,” heindicated

the princess, “as anyone ese, your magjesty. | did it for your people aswell. The Dragon King Silverison
hisway even now with ahost that may make al this subterfuge rather unnecessary.”

“And Quorin’smen il hold the palace and the northern
gate”

“That is 0, your mgjesty. Tell me, would your army turn back from its crusade into the Hell Plainsif the
sorcerer Drayfitt was found murdered?’

Mélicard’ s mouth dropped open. “ Drayfitt? Murdered?’ He turned toward Quorin. “1 should kill him
now and forgo the niceties of apublic trid and execution!”

Darkhorse shook his head. “While the effort was there, the true crimind isthe warlock Shade—who has



his own hand in this enterprise. He and the Dragon King have made a pact, though | would not trust
either to adhereto it for very long. Shadeismy true quest, but | will do what | haveto in order to save
your people from the moreimmediate threet.”

“They will likely go on,” Mdlicard said, responding to the stalion’ s origina question. “We have many
other tricks. Drayfitt isagreat |oss—both to my plans and personally—but his desth does not mean that
dlislog”

“Can you hold against the Silver Dragon’s host?”
Méelicard looked at Erini. “1f my bride-to-be will add her strength, perhaps.”

“My—what | am doesn’t turn you?”
“No more than what | am turned you.”

Perhapsit was atrick of thelight, but Darkhorse swore that the elfwood mask moved exactly asthe
king sface would have. Therearedl sorts of magic ...

Erini smiled gratefully. “1 don’t know what | can do, but | will help as| can.”

Seeming to draw strength from that, Mdicard looked up and said, “ Then, the first thing we must do is
take this palace back.”

XV

The warlock Shade haunted the halls and chambers of the vast imperid palace of Talak undetected
amidst the chaos commencing around him. Sentries rushing to and fro—whether loyaists or traitors
Shade could not say and did not care—did not so much as glance at the hooded figure they passed, even
those within an arm’ sreach of him.

Unfolding himsdif at his destination, the warlock knelt down in the midst of the garden. Here, in such an
excdlent, centrally located area of the palace, he would rel ease the last and largest clutch.

When emerged from his deeves were little more than amorphous shapes that flittered and darted about,
asif indlent impatience. Unlike the bizarre searchersthat he had summoned that other time, these were
not living creaturesin any sense of the word, merely bits of-magica energy shaped to do a particular
task. Shade counted out an even dozen before he broke off the spell. His head throbbed briefly, but he
assured himsdlf that it was only aheadache thistime. There had been no farther losses of memory—as
far as he knew—and his persondity had been stable for days. He was himsdlf at last and nothing would
changethat again.

Without aword, he sent the tiny shapes out and about. They would spread through the palace. No
comer of the massive edifice would remain uninvaded.

He drew back into the shadows then, wondering how long it would take Darkhorse to detect him once
the masking spell that had protected him thus far was removed. Not too long, he supposed, but long

enough.
Thewarlock smiled to himsdlf as pictured the sceneto come.
Retaking the palace was child’ s play, asfar as Darkhorse was

concerned. Melicard found and freed a number of the prisoners

the counsdlor’ s men had captured in the cdlls surrounding his own. Though still outnumbered and without
weapons, they were aforce to be reckoned with, even forgetting that the king also had a sorceressand a



“demon” toaid him.

After athorough search through more than haf the building, it became apparent to dl that the paace was,
for the most part, deserted now. Only afew stragglers, looters generally, were uncovered. Mdicard's
men rearmed themselves quickly on wesapons |eft abandoned in the corridors. The reason for the
abandonment soon revedled itsdlf to them, thanksto alooter caught trying to ransack the king's
chambers. Staring up a Darkhorse al the while he spoke, the prisoner informed them of how Quorin's
men knew now that Melicard had unleashed his personal horde of demonsthat he had saved just for this
moment. Allowing the traitors to seize the palace had only been aploy to discover who was guilty and
who was not. Even now, men were fleeing for their lives from the mongters they knew werefollowing
them rdentledy.

Darkhorse understood. Seeing him and knowing that he had come for their master, Quorin’s underlings
had panicked. In their haste to get as far from the shadow steed as possible, they had likely rushed past
their fellowswithout pausing, Spouting out garbled warnings asthey ran. Aswas dways the case with
fear, the stories had grown, each man shouting some tale of ademon come to get them. Panic escalated.

The eternd chuckled as hetold Mdlicard, “ Apparently, | was too pessmistic about your chances of
quick success! Y ou have my apologies. King Mdicard!”

“We have you to thank for our easy victory. Let us hope that those at the gate surrender so easily.”

“Shall I go there and see to it?”

The king shook hishead. “I am grateful, but your appear-ance may panic people near the gate. | need as
much order as possible.”

Erini, who had vanished momentarily from the throne room, returned at that moment with another man,
an officer in the dress of Gordag-Ai. Médlicard knew him, but the princessintroduced him to Darkhorse,
who learned the man was a Captain Iston or something. Iston seemed in awe of the ebony stallion, but
his military training succeeded in kesping him making much of a spectacle of himsaif.

Whn Iston apologized profusely to the king for his failure

to keep the princess safe. From the look on her face, Darkhorse hazarded a guess that Erini had heard
the same thing only moments earlier.

“I’'ve dready explained to you,” she said, interrupting hisfourth apology, “I am a sorceress, captain. |
transported myself out of the room by accident. There was no way for any of your men to keep watch
over me.” Benegth her calm tone, the eternal noted some bitterness. Erini had gtill not forgiven herself for
the men who had died trying to rescue her.

Whilethey taked, rather too idly in Darkhorse' s opinion, something nagged &t the corner of hismind.
Something obvi-ous that they had al been missing, something about the crooked counsdlor...

Of course! Darkhorse cursed himsdlf for not thinking of it sooner. He turned immediately to King
Mélicard, who was engrossed in a discussion concerning the chameleon cloaks Iston’ s two men had
worn. “Your mgesty!”

When atdll, pitch-black stallion demands attention, he re-caivesit instantly. Melicard fell back under the
glittering gaze. “What isit? Is Shade within the palace wals?’

Darkhorse snorted. “I doubt | would be ableto tell even if he was, but that is not what | wanted to say! |
have arequest of you!”

“Nameit. | owe you too much to deny you anything.”

“Md Quorin’s chambers. | want to see them.”



Erini’ sface darkened. Mdlicard nodded grimly and looked rather irritated with himsdlf. “I should’ ve
thought of that long before. He sthelink, after dl, to the Dragon King—and likely Shade, too.”

“Yesl It was he who provided Drayfitt with the book that the drakes had uncovered! | wonder what €lse
remains hidden in hisrooms?’

“I'll have someone drag him back up here!” Mélicard rubbed his chin. “He Il show you everything even if
| have to remove afew fingersand toesto get himto doiit.”

The eterna disagreed. “Ma Quorinisthelast creature | would want in that room. From the tricks he has
aready played, | would not put it past him to have afew more ready and waiting for him. No, | think |
would prefer to probe his room on my own. Y our good counselor is best left admiring the cobwebs of
his new abode.”

“There’ smuch in what you say. Do you need someoneto lead you to it?’

“Itisnot aplacel think | would care to enter without some prior ingpection. | am not imperviousto
everything.”

Médlicard smiled. “1 was beginning to think you were un-stoppable. However, if otherwiseisthe casg, |
can have one of my men show you the way.”

Darkhorse dipped his head in the closest he could come to abow. “ That would be appreciated.”

Little more than afew minutes passed before he was being led to the ex-advisor’ s personad sanctum by
one nearly panic-stricken soldier. Even knowing that the grest leviathan trotting next to him was an dly of
the king did not stop the man from shaking and stuttering. It was an amusing sight, a soldier who was
obvioudy alongtime veteran shaking in his boots, but Darkhorse forbore from saying or doing anything
that would shame the human.

At last, they cameto a set of doors that somehow arrogantly proclaimed power even though they were
asplain as any Darkhorse had seen here. He was interested a so to note how far they were from the
king’' s chambers. Quorin had set up hisown tiny little kingdom in the paace. It was awonder that he
had, according to Erini and Mdlicard, always seemed to be around when you expected him least.

Darkhorse dismissed his guide, who happily departed at the quickest walk he could manage while il
seeming to keep hisdignity. The ebony stdlion waited until he was aone and then began to inspect the
entrance for traps or tricks.

Thefirst was smple yet devious. Therewas anintricate
triplelock inthe door. A norma key would merdly cause one
lock to be exchanged for another, al without the one turning
the key redlizing it. He would then find that the door was ill
locked. Trying again would set the third lock into play. It was
an endless cycle. The secret, evidently, was a specia key that
Quorin had no doubt carried on his person, one that caught all
threelock mechanisms smultaneoudy. A very impressive piece
of work, the stdlion decided, but not one that would give him
any trouble. Darkhorse did not need akey and, in fact, could
have ignored the lock altogether. The door was so reinforced
that nothing short of araging, full-grown bull would have been
ableto break it down, and that only after severd painful
attempts. That meant nothing to the creature who could create



fissuresin amountain with the mere tap of hishooves. In

respect to King Meicard and Princess Erini, however, Darkhorse

decided to forgo splintering it into so much scrap. Instead, probing the locks again, he caused dl three
locksto open at the sametime, asif the key were actudly in there.

After that, it was an even smpler task to make the door open up by itsdlf. Darkhorse laughed silently at
the picture he knew he must have made. Not once, however, had he considered giving himsdlf hands and
arms, useful though they might have been. The form he wore was more his own than the shapeless mass
he had originated with. With his abilitiesintact, it would serve him aswell asany other.

The shadow steed peered insde.
“Curious,” hefinally muttered before stepping into the room.

Mal Quorin's personal chambers had an odd fed to them, asif the rooms, at least the front ones, were
more for display than actual use. Things were just too perfect, too much what one would have expected,
amogt asif even the placement of the chair by the fireplace had been choreographed. Thiswas not the
sort of room aman like Quorin would have been happy with. Thiswas a place where he spokein private
to the king or pretended to do work.

Moving swiftly to the next doorway, he noted that the bedroom was the same. Again, everything seemed
appropriate for aman of Mal Quorin’srank and position. Too appropriate. The fixtures were just too
gaudy to be bdieved. The bed waslarge, well-built and expensive, but hardly right. A row of
well-preserved tomes on ashdlf revedled the typica books concerning politics and history, including,
ironicaly, severd by thelate Drayfitt.

Darkhorse laughed, histone somewhat bitter, wondering if any of them had been read.

These were not Quorin’s personal quarters, he concluded. These were the onesthat the traitor had
made up for the sake of appearances. Where then...?

He backed out of the room and looked down both ends of the corridor. One would take him back
toward the Princess Erini and the others. The opposite direction ended in a cul-de-sac and included two
other doors on onewall. Darkhorse stared at the blank wall across from those two doors. Elegant
paintings and intricate sculptures adorned it. Nothing seemed amiss... from the hallway.

Darkhorse reentered Quorin’s chambers, heading straight
into the bedroom. Probing with his mind, he soon discovered

what he sought. There was a pdll masking it, astrong one that

even he had not noticed at first, caught up as he was by the

generd wrongness he had felt upon firgt arriving,

Not so clever, dear one! Someone, perhaps Mal Quorin, perhaps not, had sealed the other rooms on
thisside of the corridor, making it seem asif they had never existed. The only true way to enter them now
was through the counselor’ s chambers. He found a switch of sorts hidden in the back wall of the
bedroom. Darkhorse wasted no time, tripping the switch and immediately stepping back. After so many
mishaps, the shadow steed was trying to be cautious. His senses had proven too little too often in the

past few days.
Thewall did open without the dightest hint of any danger. Searching, Darkhorse detected nothing

potentidly threstening in the wdls, ceiling, or floor. There was, though, asubtle spell emanating from the
secret doorway thet tried in vain to turn his thoughts to anything but the desire to enter. A human would



have been affected and would have likely walked away, sudden-ly caught up in some other notion.
Darkhorse overwhelmed the spell easily, diminating it so that the king’s men would have no difficulty
entering at some later time. That done, the stallion nosed the secret door open further and dowly entered.
Before he was even hafway in, he already sensed that here, indeed, was the true domicile of the
traitorous advisor.

It was dark in here, as dark asthe former inhabitant’ slife. Adjusting hisphysica senses, Darkhorse
brought the world of Ma Quorin into focus. It was not a place he would have invited the Princess Erini.

“And they call me demon when abominations such asthisroam fredly, advisng heads of state!”

The room he stood in wasfilled with gridy trophies. Skulls adorned one entire shelf, al of them polished
smooth. Darkhorse wondered if each had died at the hands of the counsdor himsdlf. Possibly, they had
al beenrivasfor power a onetime or another. Hanging from the opposing wall, asif to dlow the skulls
something to gaze at, was an array of sinister and unusua wesgponry. Most had not been designed to
bring about aquick and painless death. Mal Quorin seemed to have afondness for serrated edges.

Perhaps | should have let Princess Erini erase his existence from thisworld! Better yet, perhaps | should
have done it mysdlf instead of preserving hisfoul life!

Desth had comefredly to thisroom many times, he noted. The stench assaulted him on many planes.
The room beyond emanated even worse. Darkhorse did not even bother stepping toward it. He knew
what hewould find. Quorin’s playroom.

Doesthistruly fal under the definition of humanity? Darkhorse wondered. He knew there and then that
he should have | et the princess have her way with the fiend while they werein the cell. When thiswas
over, Ma Quorin would pay... and pay... and pay. Darkhorse was not like humans; he had no qualms
about the rights and wrongs of punishment. Ma Quorin had now forfeited any right he had to a continued
exigence. Whatever use he might have been, it was not worth it. Not now.

None of what he had discovered so far, however, had any bearing on the reasons he had come here.
Quorin's persona atrocities asde—though not too far asde—the man had | eft little other trace of his
double side. Darkhorse had expected charts or something that would give an indication of what had been
planned. There seemed to be nothing. His search would need to be more thorough. Frowning, the
shadow steed concentrated.

Drawers dowly opened. Cabinets doors fredly swung for-ward, revealing their contents. A panel hidden
in the wall snapped into existence. Even the secret door through which he had entered opened wider.

“Show me what you have,” he whispered to the room.

Parchments, maps, tdismans... everything that had been stored over the yearsin one place or another
cameflying out into the air. One by one, they flew past the gaze of the eterna, who studied each with
eyesthat saw more than the physica. As each piece was dismissed, it would return to its point of origin,
even placing itsdlf initsorigind pogtion. Thelast was not due to any courtesy toward the treacherous
counselor, but rather because Mdicard might find reason to ingpect these belongings himsdf. What might
have been of no significance to Darkhorse might prove vitd to the king.

The speed with which he ingpected each and every item would have horrified Erini or the others. Things
flew by aslittle more than blurs, depending on what they were. Time was of the essence, true, but that in
no way meant that Darkhorse was being cardless. If there was something of importance to him among
Quorin'seffects, hewould find it.

Hedid, though it took him more than haf the search to find even that oneitem.



A tiny box, quite ordinary in gppearance. To mogt, it would have seemed the sort of thing the man might
have kept a keepsake or two in, save that the imprisoned counselor was hardly the sort of person to
keep remembrances. Moreover, the box was not quite what it was supposed to be. Power had been
infused into it; o much, in fact, that the lid refused hisfirst attemptsto open it, something that impressed
upon him the abilities of the creator. There were few entities alive now with such power. A Dragon King
would havethe ability. *

Darkhorse cursed and set the box aside. It would require hisfull concentration and that was not
something he had command of, nat, at least, until he was through with his search. Impatience was egting
at histhoughts and Darkhorse knew he was going to grow more and more careless if he was not careful.
So much to do and, despite what seemed an endless night, dawn was fast approaching. If the Silver
Dragon and hishost were not within sight of Talak aready, they soonwould be.

His search progressed with very little else to show for his
efforts. Even the items of theseroomsreveded little of Quorin's
misdeeds or what the plots of his master il entailed. It was as
if the man had only started hislife ashort time beforejoining

the lower ranks of the city-state’ s government. Possibly it was
s0. Possibly it was aso the case that Quorin kept most of what
he needed to know in his head. Such an agent would be useful
to the Dragon King.

Just as the shadow steed was about to concede defeat, ayelowed parchment giving off avery digtinctive
auracaught hiseye. Its age was uncalculable, save that he knew with only aglancethat it wasVraad in
origin. Darkhorse did .not take time out to study it. Instead, he completed his search of the rest of the
effects, moving more dowly and cautioudy now.

Three other pieces caught his attention before he wasfin-ished. Thefirst was adagger with aninscription
dating it to the time just prior to the Turning War. It had ataint to it that Darkhorse suspected belonged
to Cabe' sfather, Azran. The second of the trio was another parchment, one of recent origin.

While he could not sense anything overly malevolent about it,
something disturbed him. Thefina addition was ataisman,
obvioudly of Seeker origin, that he found in the same drawer as
the box. Its purpose, too, escaped him for the moment, but any
such item that Quorin would deem worthy of keeping interested
him for that reason aone. The shadow steed’ s spirits both rose

and fell ashe surveyed histiny collection. It was possble he had found what he had originaly sought, but
now camethe difficulty of understanding just what it was he had found.

The box interested him mogt, but it would also probably be the most exasperating piece of thelot. He
inspected the dagger firdt. It was, as he had suspected, a creation of Azran'sand definitely one of hisfirst
attempts. The madman’s mark was on it. The dagger would kill with only atouch. Even anick wasfatal.
Close examination reveal ed the blade as nothing more than that. Unlike the other items he had looked
over, Darkhorse did not replace the dagger initsoriginal location. With some satisfaction, heraised it into
the air before him and sent it on ajourney that would only end when it reached the sun. Even atoy left
behind by Azran had limitsto its capacity to survive.

The Seeker talisman seemed to havelittle in the way of power and, though its use remained amystery,
Darkhorse doubted it could be of any importance. He returned it to where it had come from. That | eft the
parchments and, of course, the box. After some deliberation, he had the Vraad parchment rise up before
him. Defenses ready, the shadow steed dowly made the yellowed and crumbling sheet unfold. It had not
survived the millenniaas well as Shade' s book gpparently had, but that it till existed at al said something



for the power invested init. He only hoped that it was not protected by some secondary spell. His
probing had revealed nothing of the sort, but one could never be too certain where the Vraad were
concerned.

He recognized the mark, though he had seen it only once or twice, and that in thefar, far distant past: the
dragon banner. TherewasaVraad clan name attached to that banner, but it escaped his memory at the
moment. He could only recall that the warlock had been part of this selfsame clan.

It wasamap. A map detailing the divison of aland. Therewasalist of amost two dozen items, names
perhaps, some of which had been crossed out and al of which were more or lessillegible. Darkhorse
discarded the parchment in disgust. Only the Vraad would think of preserving something so minor asa
list of their divison of gpoilsfrom some plot. The great conquerors. Despite himsdlf, he laughed.

That left him only two items: the newer, or, at least more
recent parchment and the box. Once more hetried to pry it
open with his powers and once more he failed. Furious, he
alowed it to drop heavily onto the floor. Darkhorse used his

skillsto snatch up the parchment in its place and, with thinning patience, unfurled the new item completely
before common sense reminded him of the trgps that might lurk within.

Something briefly struck a him. A human would have died from the blow, his heart literdly bursting open.
Darkhorse, on the other hand, suffered nothing more than annoyance a his own lack of thought. Had this
been astronger spell, he might have been injured—or worse.

The blow lessened until it was no longer noticeable. The ebony stallion inspected the parchment. It was
blank. Its sole purpose had been to kill whoever had opened it. Darkhorse wondered if it had been
meant as alast resort for Quorin should he have failed his magter, or if the foul counsdor had intended to
giveit to Erini or theking at some late point. Whatever the case, it was now no more than an unused
sheet. Hereturned it to its origina resting place and once again began ingpecting the box.

?  “You, my friend,” he muttered to the object, “have astory to tell! | wonder what lies within your
maw—and what | must do to pry that maw open...”

The spdll keeping it closed had an odd fed toit, dmost asif it were incomplete and that, somehow, it
was that incompletenessthat gave it strength. The spell was alock and completing it would be like using
the key—but what key would fit?

/ have no timefor your little games! Darkhorse ranted silently at the box. The key would not be obvious
to someone who had not searched the entire areadready. If would have to be magicd in some sense,
but subtle aswell. Only atiny link was missing from the spdll binding the box shut. What he needed was
something amost inggnificant in power but—

He recaled the Seeker talisman from where he had sent it. Could it be? It would explain why Quorin
had kept such aweak artifact and why it seemed to have no detectable purpose. Add to that the fact
that it had been located in the same drawer asthe box. Why not put the key in the same place asthe lock
it was meant for, especialy snce most people would never connect the two. Like hiding something in
plain sight. More and more, Darkhorse convinced himsdlf that he had chosen correctly. In the end,
however, there was only one way to find out, and that wasto seeif his“key” fit.

Recdling some of his past mistakes, he surrounded the

container and the talisman before beginning. With so much

effort put into keeping the box sealed, it was possible that what

he unleashed might be devastating. Possible, but doubtful. Unlike the parchment, Darkhorse sensed that
thisitem had amore useful purpose.



With hismind, he brought the talisman to the box and laid it on top. The pattern he sensed did not seem
right. Darkhorse shifted the talisman to astanding position in front of the container. The binding field
atered, but again it was not the complete pattern that he sought.

After amoment’ sthought, he caused the medallion to lay flat. Thistime, he brought the box to the
talisman, carefully placing it directly on top of the Seeker device.

A perfectly formed pattern momentarily flickered into exist-ence, then cancdlled itself out completely. He
had succeeded in unlocking the box.

That success did not ease his mind. Darkhorse still had to open the container.

Something nagged at the comer of hismind. He was begin-ning to didike those fedings and, under
present circumstances, choseto ignore it as ssmple growing paranoia. It might even be, the sdlion
decided, that the box itself wastrying to turn him away before he opened it and discovered its secret.

Still, there was no sense in taking too many chances....

He turned the container so that the lid would open toward him. In thisway, the brunt of any blow would
be away from where he stood. The precaution might be al for nought, but there was no harm in taking it.

With acareful touch of hiswill, Darkhorseraised thelid high.

Briefly, therewas aflash of brilliant light, so brilliant thet it illuminated the far half of the chamber aswell
asthe sun might have, had it been brought insde. The flash lasted no longer than two, maybe three
seconds and then died completely. Darkhorse' s eyes, adjusted to the dark of the room, needed a
moment to readjust. When they had, the shadow steed scanned his surroundings, searching for any
minute difference. There was none. Despite the fact that he had shielded the box, he had expected some
dtering. Curious, he dissolved the shield.

The box looked and felt harmless. Darkhorse probed it

closdy. It was asif Quorin’ stoy had used up whatever power it
had contained and now needed to be recharged. Where had the
power gone, though? Darkhorse amost wondered what would
have happened if he had taken the flash full on. It had been
more than raw power, though time had not alowed him much

of achanceto discover what dseit had been. Some spell, but for what purpose?

In frustration, he dropped the box to the floor and crushed it beneath one of his hooves. “ Curse your
creator! If | should ever find that our paths have crossed...”

It was afoolish act and one he ingtantly regretted. Darkhorse kicked at the remnants of the container,
knowing that it was likely he had destroyed hisonly clue.

Darkhorse was about to return to Meicard when he became aware of something—no! Someone—in the
outer rooms. There was no mistaking that presence. Not so close.

“Y our madness hasfindly led you to—" he burst into the room, defenses and offenses at the ready ...
only to find no Sgn of hisadversary.

No sign of Shade.

Or wasthat the case? Darkhorse moved toward thewall to hisleft, sensing adight trace emanating from
that direction. Shade’ smagic. It wastoo distinctive, too Vraad to be any other’s. There were cracksin
thewall, too, asif the warlock had struck out againgt it before his abrupt departure.



Darkhorse laughed. Even now, he could sense the warlock’ s presence elsewhere in the palace. Thistime,
there would be no escape. Thistime, Darkhorse would confront him.

And one of uswill play thefina hand.. .perhaps both of us, if need be!
The shadow steed laughed again, but it was a hollow laugh, devoid of even the least bit of humor.

In the place where he had chosen to wait. Shade nodded to himself and whispered, “ So. Now comesthe
time. At lagt.”

XIX
Two men had been left to guard Ma Quorin’scell. Even
though at the time the king had been shorthanded and no one

had known that Quorin’s men would rout, Melicard had decid-ed that sparing two men was still worth
the price. It said something about the importance of the prisoner—and how much King Mdicard
desperately wanted hisformer advisor to remain where he was until Talak could mete out proper justice
to aman who had betrayed everyone.

For the last few hours, their prisoner had remained quiet. It had been awelcome change from the first
hour, when Quorin had recovered somewhat from the princess' s assault and started ranting how they
would al pay when hislord and master crushed the city benesth his paw. The guards, still wesk
themsalves from their own orded, had been taking turns napping, trying to build up their strength. Oncein
awhile, the one awake would look through the barred window in the door of Quorin's cell and make
certain that the prisoner had not dipped through the cracksin the cell walls or some such impossibility.
Each time, Quorin had till been there. The ten-minute ritua quickly became something of ajoke—until
one of the sentries stood up, stretching hisworn legs, and glanced insde.

The chainshung loosely. Of thetraitor, there was not the dightest sign. The cell had no other openings...
unlessthe prisoner had dithered through the cracks.

Though the panicked guard and his soon-to-be-panicked companion could not have known it, Mal
Quorin had vanished from his place of confinement just about the time Darkhorse had opened the lid of
the box. Even had they known and been able to make the connection, there till remained one more
question, one that greatly outweighed the question of how he had escaped.

That question was, of course, where was he?

Méelicard paced the room, trying to explain again to his headstrong bride-to-be what he wanted of her
andwhy.

“Erini, | want you to stay back here—*

“Whereit' ssafe The princess shook her head vehemently.
“Thiswill one day be my kingdom, too—unless you’ ve changed
your mind about me—*

“Never!”

“Then let me defend it with you, Melicard.” Erini took a deep breath and stepped away from the king.
She was more nervous than she wanted to admit. Doesit ever become easer?



Darkhorse seemed to take the entire thing in Stride, asif combatting immorta warlocks and sinister
Dragon Kings was an everyday matter—and perhaps it was with him. The prin-cess, on the other hand,
whileready to give her lifefor the protection of her people, still contained within her avery human desire
to be safe and secure from the troubles around her.

“Without Mal Quorin to lead them, the traitors have no oneto turn to. It will be over in an hour, maybe
less. We have afair ideanow who belonged to him, thanks to some of our prison-ers. At worst, we shdl
round up everyone, replace the gate complement with men loya to me, and sort out the innocent and
guilty herein the palace. Crude but effective. Hardly something requiring your talents—which I will need
when thedrakes arrive.”

“Thedrakes...” Erini shook her head, not because she disagreed with Mdlicard’ s summeation but because
the lack of degp wasfindly taking itstoll upon her. She sumbled momentarily.

Méelicard succeeded in grabbing her arms, preventing her from causing hersalf any harm by dipping. “This
isthereason | especidly do not wish your aid in this matter. | want to protect you; | will not argue that
point. I know, however, that your abilities make you invalugble to the safety of my—our—people. That
iswhy | want you to take the time you have to deep. Rest. Y ou have not fought the battles | have. You
have not had to go without deep for days. What happens when the Dragon King arrives and you don'’t
have the concentration to make use of your abilities? What happens then?’

Wheat, indeed? Erini knew he was correct. Knew it, but did not like it. She wanted to be there at hisside
for every moment that became available to them, even in the middle of a battleif circumstances
warranted it. Yet, if shetruly wanted afuture here, the princess knew that she would be best able to
guaran-tee that by being fit and ready when the drake host arrived. Melicard admitted he had many
tricks of hisown, long-term preparations for just such aday, but the aid of a spdllcaster of any sort
would only strengthen their chances. They were hardly assured of victory. The Silver Dragon had been
preparing for this day aswell—with better success so far.

“You will face danger enough,” her betrothed continued.
His grip had changed from a spontaneous one designed to keep

her from faling to one that threatened to never release her from his side. Erini would have been happy
enough to suffer such afate. “The Dragon King will notefairly quickly that thereisasorceressaidingin
the defenses. Y ou may be persondly assaulted.”

The princess shivered. Shefdt hersdlf brave, but...

“I have something for you.” One hand released its hold reluctantly, vanished, then returned, thistime
bearing afamiliar-looking object.
“Thisis Quorin'stalisman.” Erini tried to push it away, wanting nothing to remind her of the ingdious man.

“Not his, but one.similar. Stronger. It was once mine. I’ ve not worn it for sometime, not since after the...
you'll need it more.”

She accepted it reluctantly, knowing thiswas one point it would be usaless to argue over with him. Ashe
placed it around her neck, asudden, insane fear crept over her. “Mélicard. Do you think we have any
chance?’

“Talak has stood before. We aso have Darkhorse. HE s promised usthe aid of the Bedlams, and |
know from past experience that they are up to the task.”



“Where are they? Why haven't they arrived yet?”

“Who can predict what these spellcasters will do?’ He leaned closer and whispered, “1 have enough
trouble with just one. The one who so reedily saved my soul after | twisted it into something of a

“It wasn't that difficult. Y ou' d had nearly twenty years of freelife. | only reminded you of whét that life
had offered once.”

Médlicard broke away from her. “Which reminds me also of the tasks at hand.” He snapped hisfingers,
summoning four men he had borrowed from Iston’ s complement. “ Escort her magesty to her quartersand
remain there. Seeto it she gets somerest.”

Both of them knew that the princess could easily bypass her watcherswith the aid of her abilities, but
Méelicard aso knew that Erini felt guilty about the trouble that her accidental departure had caused them
during the coup. The princess knew he was counting on that.

Before alowing hersdlf to be escorted away, Erini stepped
over to Mdicard for onefinal time, reached up, and kissed him
infull view of the others. She was going to get areputation for

being brazen at thisrate, she knew, but there was away's the chance that something terrible might happen
while they were separated. Reluctantly separating hersdf from the stunned king, Erini rgjoined her escort
and gave them permission to depart. For her own sake, she dared not look back until she knew for a
fact that Mdicard was no longer in sight.

Inthe halls, it seemed impossble that there was till a grest threet to the safety of this city—her city. The
pa ace was nearly slent. Only if shelistened closaly could she hear men running or marchingin the
distance. Onelast patrol was searching through this massive edifice in the remote possibility that some of
Ma Quorin'smenweredill in hiding.

Captain Iston, on hisway back to the king, stopped her in

the hal. Hisface was worn, but he looked willing to take on

the entire horde if that would keep his mistress safe. His

mistress and one other, based on the first words that escaped

hislips. “Galeal Your maesty! |—I beg your pardon! | wanted

to ask—"

“—if | could see how Gaeawas doing?’ Though they had failed to spirit her away, Iston and hismen
had succeeded in rescuing her two ladies. Unfortunately, 1ston had never had any timeto actualy spesk
with Gaea. Knowing how difficult it had been for her to leave Mdicard, Erini smiled and added, “ Of
course, | will. Y ou have my promise.”

“My deepest gratitude, your magjesty.” The officer bowed and hurried on hisway.

Thewalk to her persona chamberswas uneventful, with the exception of the notion, which rosetwicein
her thoughts, that Shade was so very nearby. Once, she stared at one of the walls, thinking he was there.
The second time, Erini had the oddest fedling that she had just walked over an areawhere the warlock
should have been standing. It puzzled her once she redlized that he wasin neither of those two places.
Why would sheimagine such athing? Had recent eventsfinaly takenitstoll on her? WasErini losing dl
sense of redlity?

Sleep began to ook very wonderful, very precious. Melicard was correct; if the princess did not deep,
she would be usdless to him when the siege began.

Before dismissing her escort, she peeked into the rooms
belonging to Magda and Galea. Magda, ever in control even



after surviving a coup attempt, looked up from where shewas

gtting. Beside her and lying adeep in bed, was Galea. The tal woman rose and walked quietly over to
her mistress.

“Yes, your majesty?”

“How is she? How are both of you?”

“She feared more for your life and that of her dashing captain that she did for her own. Galeaisworn out,
nothing more. | promised to Sit with her for awhilein order to calm her nerves. Asfor mysdif... | get

dong.”

Erini could not help smiling dightly at Magdad s attitude.
“You arearock that both of us sorely need.”

“I liveto serve my mistress.”

“I"d be lost without you. When Galea awakes, tell her that her officer asked about her. He' sfine. | also
want you to get some rest, Magda. Even you haveto deep.”

“The same could be said about you, your mgesty. I'll tell her and do asyou say. | must admit to some
difficulty with keeping my eyes open.”
“I know the feding. Sleep well, Magda, for we may al need our wits about us come the morrow.”

“Themorrow isamost heredready,” the plain woman commented. “May you deep well, dso, my lady,
and please summon meif you have need of my services”

“Thank you.”

Her escort stayed with her to the very end, even inssting on following her into her chambers. Not until
every comer and every closet had been ingpected, evidently at Mdicard’ s com-mand, did they deign to
depart. Even then, two of them went no farther than the corridor outside. Erini was tempted to tell them
the futility of such an action, but knew it was likely her betrothed’ sway of easing his own fears—though
he knew aswéll as she that sorcery made it too easy for her to leave without anyone noticing.

Alone, the princess was tempted to fal face-down into her pillow and lay there until deep overcame her,
which would not have proven much of astruggle, judging by the way she felt merely gazing &t the bed.
She found her thoughtsintruding again; thistime concerning the terrible situation they would probably find
themsalvesin come daylight. If only Darkhorse had been able to warn them! she thought weerily. They
would be here by now!

He had tried. She knew that. Unfortunately, the commander
had assumed it was the eternal who had killed Drayfitt and that

he was a servant to one of the Dragon Kings. It was awonder that al the stdlion had suffered wasa
momentary exile to—to—whatever plane had gpparently spawned him, if she understood correctly.

If only Mélicard could have spoken with his men. He had mentioned once having methods for that, but,
aswith so many things, those methods had fallen under his*loya” counsdlor’s control. Now, they were
no longer available. Quorin had been very thorough in hiswork.

Drayfitt, Erini thought sadly. Drayfitt could have created something. He could have—
It occurred to her at that point that she had the potential to do anything the elderly sorcerer had been



capable of doing.

The notion excited her, brought new energy to her worn body and mind. If she could somehow contact
Mélicard’ sforcesin the Hell Plains, she might be able to convince them to turn around. Then, it would be
up to Taak to hold out until the army returned. Surely with foes coming at him from two sides, even the
Dragon King would be forced to capitulate or flee. Mdicard had aso mentioned his smaller armies of
the north and west. While the princess did not quite understand under what circumstances Quorin had
tricked them, she could only assume that if she was successful with thefirgt, then she stood a good
chance of contacting them aswell. From there, time would be what mattered. Erini hoped the Bedlams
would arrive before it wastoo late.

How would she do it? Drayfitt had shown her little. Y et, the one thing he had dways emphasized was,
magic, in any form, worked more easily if one allowed it to cometo onesdlf naturaly. Allow her inner salf
to make each spell dmogt automatic. Few people had the ability or the patience to do that, which was
why there had never been that many spellcasters of sgnificant ability even prior to the Dragon Kings
secret purgings following the unsuccessful Turning War.

The first thing she needed, Erini decided, was a comfortable but firm place to sit. Had she been, say, the
Lady Gwendolyn Bedlam, she knew that it would have taken perhaps just the blink of an eye or the
wave of ahand to perform the deed. Not having experience or the fed of sorcery, the princess was
forced to do everything step-by-step. Hopefully, there would be time later on for someoneto assst her in
her practice.

While the bed looked most comfortable, the floor seemed

more practica. Erini did not want her spell ruined because the softness of her bed made her too deepy.
The floor was comfortable, but in no way conducive to rest—at least, not yet. Erini knew that, once her
initid enthusiasm faded away, it would be near impossiblefor her to stay awake regardless of where she
was or what she was doing.

Seating herself on one of the carpeted areas, she closed her

?  eyesand tried to picture men encamped in aviolent, smoke-filled land. They would be rising about
now, Erini supposed. She pictured the tents, saw the sentries, and imagined the details of their
armor, the last based on those she had seen the palace guards wearing. The images faded briefly as
exhaugtion tried to seize the moment while her eyeswere closed tight. Blinking, the princess cursed
under her breath and tried again.

Theimages grew sharper in her mind, but that was al they were—images. She could fed no connection
between hersdlf and anyone in the encampment. With growing disgust, Erini redized that she knew none
of the officers by face, much less by name. How, then, could she hope to make contact with them? Was
her only hope the possibility that she might be able to transport hersdlf to the encampment? Would that
evenwork? To date, her abilities had worked haphazardly at best, even taking into account Mal
Quorin’sdamnable medalion.

Her concentration was interrupted for what she considered permanently by the return of the fedling that
there was another in the room with her, another by the name of Shade. Erini leapt to her feet, teetering
ever so dightly. Nothing. For the space of a breath, she had felt his presence so near that it would not
have surprised her to find him staring over her shoulder. Her weary mind succeeded in coming up with an
answer that satisfied her for the moment; her erratic senses had no doubt picked up on the traces left
behind by his previousvigtation. That she had not noted them in the days between now and the time of
that incident did not occur to her.

Defeated, Erini dumped onto her bed. The gpped of faling adeep in her clothes renewed itsdf. Her ams



were lead; the weight of the palace seemed to have been placed on her head. She wanted nothing but
deep now. Perhaps after some rest, the princess hoped, she would have some success.

A hesitant knock on her chamber doors tirred her. “Y ou may enter.”

It was Galea. There were rings under her eyes and it looked

asif she had just woken up. She had dressed hadtily, for her clothes were wrinkled and her hair wasin
completedisarray. “My lady?’

“What is it, Galea?”
The other woman looked perplexed. “Y ou summoned me, your mgjesty.”

Had she? Try as she might, Erini could not recall doing so. Perhaps Galea had only dreamt that she had.
“I’ve no need of you now, but if you have amoment, | have amessage for you from someone important
toyou.”

From the way her companion’s eyeslit up, the princess knew that Galea had aready guessed who that
certain someonewas. Trying to smooth her hair into something more organized, the robust woman
stepped respectfully insde, closing the door behind her. She hurried over to her mistress, unableto hide
her anxiousness.

Erini started to speak, then clamped her mouth shut asthe feding of the two of them not being done
threatened to overwhelm her. She glanced quickly around the bedroom.

Gdealooked at her in dight confusion. “Is something amiss, my lady?’

“I’'m not—" the princess turned to her, intending to calm both Galed sworries and her own—and found
hersdf staring into eyesthat no longer saw, but gazed blindly into the emptiness next to her. “ Galea?’

The gentle woman did not move. Erini could not even tell if she was breathing.
It had not been her imagination and in her weariness she had failed to understand that.
“Greetingsto your mgesty,” avoice uttered indifferently.

Even before her gaze turned on him, she knew it was Shade. He stood near the mirrors, which had
turned black and opaque in his presence. Erini idly wondered whether there was some-thing the warlock
did not want to see.

Shade dowly strode toward her. Hisface, though shadowed by the immense hood, was quite ditinct this
time, acomplete change from their accidental meeting. A lock of silver hair hung down across his
forehead. Erini shook her head, not believing any of this. Not now! Not after everything else!

“I find | have need of you. Princess Erini. Other matters... well, you wouldn't understand, | imagine.”

She tried to open her mouth to scream for help, not knowing

who or what could save her from this, but her lips seemed sewn shut.

“My apologies, but | have moreto say and much to do.” He reached forward, not for her, Erini noticed,
but for Galea. The princess reached out to block him, but her movements were uncoordinated for some
reason and she only succeeded in faling over hersalf. Asshetried to rise, Erini caught aglimpse of Shade



whispering to the other woman. Galeanodded, still deep in the trance.

Darkhorse! Where was Darkhorse? Managing to come to akneeling position, the novice sorceresstried
aspell, any spdll, that would alert someone, preferably the ebony stalion, to her predicament.

“Mustn’'t do that,” Shade’ s hand was suddenly on her shoulder, though the warlock had been el sawhere
amoment before. Galeawas nowhere to be seen. Tears of frustration tumbled down her cheeks. She
looked up into the cursed warlock’ s visage and tried to convey her anger with her eyes.

He amost looked sympathetic. His next words even carried atone of dight remorse with them. “1 do not
know why | am explaining mysdlf to you. Y ou are my only choice. | have to act now—who can say how
long a better choice than you might take to come dong? My timeislimited and | find | grow more
impatient.”

Her eyes narrowed as she pictured Darkhorse confronting and defesting him. Shade smiled knowingly,
amogt asif he could read those harsh thoughts. “Y our savior will not notice your absence for sometime
to come. At present, heis chasing... me, you might say. Something to keep him busy.” Shade held up the
fingers of both hands and counted names off. “The Bedlams deep. | owe them that much for now. They
will deep for quite sometime. Y our Melicard has amighty horde gpproaching his very doorstep and,
counterwise, the Dragon King Silver has an entire city prepared to face him. Poor Drayfitt, my sad
benefactor, is dead—an unfortunate accident of hisown doing. Finaly, Darkhorse is chasing phantoms.”

There were ill severd fingers up asthe warlock completed hisinsane recitd. Erini studied them closdly,
gtill keeping afaint hope aive. Shade looked from her to the raised fingers and then dowly lowered them.
“The rest were merely spares, I’ m afraid. There sno oneelse.”

He pointed a single finger in her direction and indicated that

she should rise. There was no choicein the matter; Erini’ s body responded without her cooperation. The
hooded warlock nod-ded in satisfaction.

“I could have taken you in amuch more violent manner, princess, but I’ m trying to be reasonable. Y ou
have no ideahow calm I’ ve been. | could have leveled this city with your precious Mdicard init. The
Dragon King would’ ve been annoyed; he so wantsto take Taak in one piece. There' sso much | could
have done, but things turned out for the best after all, so | suppose there' s no use pursuing the subject.”

Erini could say nothing, do nothing. Only her eyes dlowed her any opinion at al. They spoke volumes,
mostly concerning the madness of the creature before her.

Shade frowned and purposdly looked away, only to find the blackened mirrors confronting his gaze.
Turning back to his captive, he smiled again. It was adifferent son of smile, though, onetinged with guilt;
an emotion Erini found it hard to accept that the warlock would fed under the present circumstances.

“You may survive,” he added, amost hopefully. “If you do, I'll return you safe and sound to here—or
Gordag-Ai if the drakes succeed here. Y ou have my oath on that.”

She gave him onelagt glare, telling him what she thought of his promises.
The warlock grew oddly unsettled. “We have to go now.”

AsErini struggled futilely to make her body respond. Shade wrapped his seemingly endless cloak about
both of them and pulled her toward him. The world seemed to warp around them—and then they were
elsawhere,



XX

“Shade!”

Darkhorse struck thewall of the cdllar he had materidizedin

only afew seconds before. Aswith his previous stops, the only

trace of hisadversary wasaminutetrail |eft behind by the

warlock’ s method of travel. The previous thread had led him here—but then, the last trail before that and
the ones before that had dl led him aong.

That was the truth of the matter, Darkhorse findly admitted to himself. He had been led long. He had
fdlen for yet another ploy by the warlock, who had spent each and every lifetime during his curse plotting
and planning tricks for the incarnation yet to come, not to mention the hundreds of enemies he had
gathered over the centuries.

“Damn you!” The shadow steed kicked through thewall. He stepped back, annoyed and embarrassed.
If hewas not more careful, he would do the Dragon King' swork for him. How ironic it would be for the
inhabitants to discover that the palace had collgpsed due to the efforts of one of its defenders.

After hisfourth miss, Darkhorse suspected he was being led astray; suspected it, but could not be
certain. There was aways the chance that Shade wanted him to believe he was on afasetrail. Ashe had
thought so often in the past, the only thing predictable about the warl ock was his unpredictability. That
convoluted sort of reasoning had forced him to pursue thetrail again and again. Thisvisitation, however,
hed findlly settled it for him. Shade had made afool out of the eternal once more.

What isyour purposefor al of this, Shade? What plot have you unleashed now?

Was there danger to Méicard or the Princess Erini? The possibility wastoo great to ignore. Darkhorse
departed the damaged cellar posthaste. In hisimagination, he saw the king and dl his soldiers scattered
about like so many toys. Worse yet, he pictured the novice spellcaster, Erini, desperately bat-tling for
hersalf and her betrothed against afoe she could not hope to withstand. It was not that she was wesk or
that she was afemale; it was because the warl ock had the experience of the ages to draw upon, whereas
she had only ahandful of sugges-tionsgiven to her by Drayfitt and him.

He burst through the portal’ s other end, landing amidst a conference between Melicard and severd
officers. A few could not help gasping at theimposing sight. Mdicard flinched, but otherwise held his
shock back respectably.

“Darkhorse! Where have you been? Dawn isamost upon us! Thefirgt rays are dready doing battle with
the wesgkening night!”

“Already?’ The eternal sought out awindow facing the proper direction. Sure enough, there was an aura
of light growing steadily upward from the horizon. Had he been occu-pied that long? Either his obsession
had finaly grown completely out of control, or Shade had added adight twist to thetrail, secretly dowing
Darkhorse' stime perspective. True, he had aso taken quite some time with his search of Quorin's
belong-ings, but that still was not sufficient. It would have been an astounding feat, dowing time, that is,
but hardly something beyond the abilities of aVraad. Darkhorse prayed he was incorrect; if Shade was
playing with time, then the entire world was threstened. The Vraads had atendency to eventualy destroy

everything they utilized.
Mélicard sensed Darkhorse' s sinking mood. “What isit? What did you find in Quorin’s chambers?



Something of great importance?’

Shaking dark thoughts from his mind, the shadow steed findly replied. “Thereisnothing of vaueto us
that | could discover. Perhaps you will find it different. My sincere recom-mendation, however, isto
either sedl or gtrip those chambers as soon as you can. |, mysdlf, would prefer everything burned—uwith
the fiend bound, gagged, and laid out on top of the pyre!”

“Gods! What did you find?”
“That is unimportant to us at the moment! The PrincessErini! Whereis she?’

“I sent her to get some rest sometime ago. We' Il need her if we' reto stand off the Dragon King's
oncoming host. By theway,” Mdicard gave him atriumphant smile that somehow stretched acrossthe
mask, too, “the gateisours. It was dmost too S mple—even more so than retaking the palace. They
virtu-aly threw themsalves a us and begged for imprisonment rather than face the demons! Y ou have
quite a reputation now, Darkhorse.”

“Onethat | would gladly trade for another, | think. Isthe princess guarded?’
“I believe s0. Shewill be safe”
Darkhorse shook hishead. “1 think | would prefer to look

INn—

“Your mgesty!” An officer clad in the same sort of uniform
as Erini’ s Captain I ston barged through the heavy doors. He
hed apparently been running al the way from wherever he

had come. “I brought the news mysdlf, in case you had questions!”
“Questions about what, man?’ Melicard demanded.

Between gulps of air, the soldier replied, “ The lookouts have identified the first Sgns of the drakes
approach!”

“Already!” Mdicard took a deep breath and looked at everyone, even Darkhorse. “ Come. | want to see
it for myself and | want each and every one of you to give me any observations about them asthey draw
nearer.”

Darkhorse hesitated, caught between his fear for his benefac-tress, the princess, and his concern for
Taak. Taak won out, though the steed swore to himself that he would look in on Erini once he had seen
whatever therewasto see of Siver’shorrible army.

Out on one of the highest balconies of the palace, they gathered to watch. One of his aides handed the
king along tube, which Mdicard put to his eye. Darkhorse did not have to ask the purpose of the device,
which obvioudy gave the king a better view of the distant reaches. Sorcerers had created smilar tools
before, though this one had evidently been crafted by hand.

“| seethem,” Mdlicard commented at last. “By my father, it looksto be avast legion! | don’t think
there' s been adrake host this great since perhaps the siege of Penacles!”

While others gazed on or waited for the opportunity, Darkhorse adjusted his own senses, dlowing hima
view that even the mechanicd toys of the king could not match. Melicard was correct; thiswas avast
host—and at its head rode the Dragon King himsdf. Oddly, Silver ssemed dmost apprehensive. Bully
and coward though the drake lord was, Darkhorse would have expected him to*bein afar more
triumphant mood. With such an army behind him and the city gate supposedly ready to welcomehimin
without a struggle, he should have been confident. Wasit just the drake’ sway, or did he know
something?



Surveying the drake warriors who rode beside their master, Darkhorse finaly discovered the horrible
truth. Seated behind one warrior and looking distinctly distressed was none other than Mat Quorin.

“King Mdicard!” Theeterna returned his sensesto normal.
“What now, friend Darkhorse? Do you see something?’
The shadow steed laughed. “Do | see something? Y our

magjesty, was it your intention to perhaps draw the drakes unsuspectingly to your gates? Did you hope to
fool them into thinking that thetraitors till controlled the city?’

From the flushed look on Méelicard’ sface, he had intended something very closeto that. Darkhorse was
not surprised; it would have been afairly logicd maneuver.

The stdlion dipped his head so that he was dmost on aleve with the mortd. “Y our majesty, the plan will
fal now! Ma Quorin rideswith the drakes!”

“Impossiblel” Mdicard raised the tube to his eye again and tried to see what hisdly had. Unfortunately,
the device was not up to the task. He threw it to the floor in disgust, where the glass lens on one end
cracked from the force. The king did not even notice. “1 believe you, Darkhorse, even if | can’t seeit for
mysaf! How, though? What sort of trick?’ Heturned to one of hisaides. “Alert the gate! Tell them that
our planisknown!” To another, he added, “Go to our treacherous counse-lor’ s cell! Find out from the
guards posted there what happened and why | was not informed!”

“Go easy on the sentries, your highness,” Darkhorse commented, somewhat subdued. His mind had been
racing and he suspected he knew the secret of Quorin’s escape. “ They are probably confused and
fearful. | think that | may have accidently been the catalyst for the devil’ s escape.” He did not elaborate,
intending that for atime when things were more peaceful—if such ararity were ever to occur.

Mélicard nodded, reading the etema’ s attitude and knowing Darkhorse was angry toward himself. Fear
suddenly raged across the monarch’s odd features. Not fear for himself, but for his bride-to-be. “Erini!
He might have done some something to her!”

That was doubtful, in Darkhorse’ s opinion. He suspected now that the box was alast resort saved by
Mal Quorin on the off-chance that he had to flee to his master. In opening up the container, the shadow
steed had unwittingly unleashed the spell, which apparently had been specificaly tied to the imprisoned
advisor.

Theking would not listen to those around him. If he had not
been informed of Quorin’s escape, then it followed that he
might aso have not been informed of any new attempt to kill or
kidnap Princess Erini. Darkhorse was on the verge of stating
that hewould investigate, having aready desired to do so
gncefirg arriving, when anew voice broke through the chaos.

“What' swrong? Darkhorse! Melicard! Are the drakes d-ready at the gate?’

“Erini!” At the sght of his beloved, the king rushed to her and took her in hisarms, ignoring the
embarrassed looks on the face of his subordinates. The princess held him briefly, but seemed more
interested in what was going on that would require everyone s presence here. “I couldn’t deep any
more,” she commented as she broke away and walked toward therail of the balcony. “I wasworried
that something might happen whilel wasresting.”

Médlicard, alittle at aloss due to the chaos his mind had been struggling with, joined her. “ The drakes are
out on the hori-zon. There. Darkhorse says that Quorin iswith them.”

“Quorin? That' sterrible.” Erini stared northward, asif trying to see the drake army without the aid of any



device or her own sorcery.

Darkhorse snorted. Terrible? He would have expected afar more virulent response from the princess,
who probably hated Quorin more than anyone € se here. Studying her closaly, he noted her pale, dmost
unresponsive features. It waslikely that her lackluster response was duein greeat part to a surge of
fatalism concerning the coming day or even smply because she had only dept ashort while. Unlike
Mélicard and his men, who were long used to staying awake for aday or more, she had never had the
need to do so. Would that | could deep! | would deep for ayear if such was possible!

But not until Shade has been dedt with, he reminded himsdf.

Shade. Darkhorse till wondered what purpose the warlock had had in setting him off on the endless and
pointless chase. Shade had wanted him occupied. Why?

He redlized belatedly that Melicard was speaking to him.
“What was that, your magjesty?’

“| asked what might be taking your friends so long? We have need of the Bedlams, Darkhorse. | would
like to discuss our options with them beforehand—unless they fed they can arrive at the last moment and
remove the threet with awave of their hands.” Theking' s voice wastinged with aggravation. His
kingdom' s existence was hanging in the balance and two of his grestest alieswere among the missing.

Darkhorse, too, began to wonder. Cabe had falen prey to Shade' s machinations earlier. Had the
warlock struck twice?*“1 will go seek them now! Thereistill time before the Silver Dragon can Strikel
Will you be safe?”

“I would never leave my kingdom defensaless againgt athrest like the drakes. | swore that Duke Toma
would bethe last of hiskind to ever enter Talak with hishead till attached to hisbody.”

The shadow steed chuckled. “Indeed. Y ou a so have your personal sorceress, too.” Heindicated a
somber Erini with anod of hishead. She looked at Darkhorse, smiled briefly, then returned to her
dreamlike gazing. “ Y esss. | will return beforelong. King Méeicard! Y ou have my oath on that!”

“I would prefer your presence instead. We will awalit your return.”

Summoning a porta, Darkhorse legpt from the balcony and vanished into it. The trangition was swift this
time and he barely noticed his brief passage through the emptiness. In mere breaths, he was exiting the
other side, his degtination as near to the protective barrier as he could get. Thistime, he hoped for a
ampler vist.

He sent aprobe firgt, hoping that it would engage the attention of one of those he sought. With the
Bedlams sorely needed elsewhere, Darkhorse wanted to keep hisreturn as quiet as possible so asto not
panic the otherswho lived here. Unfortunately, he received no response, which, when he thought about
it, left him few other choicesthan to cal out.

Trotting closer to where the Manor itself stood, Darkhorse shouted, “Bedlams! Cabe! Itis|, Darkhorse!
| have need of you!”

He heard confused shouts and the mutters of angry folk. Severa anxious minutes went by before
someone responded to his summons. It was not Cabe. It was an uncrested drake, one of the servitor
caste, who findly dared to chadlenge him.



“What isss it? What do you ssseek?”

“What do | seekt Y our master and mistress, drake! The warlock Cabe Bedlam and his mate, the Lady
of the Amber!” . The drake seemed more interested in the ebony stallion than locating those he served. “I
have never ssseen a beassst such asyou!”

“I was here earlier! | am Darkhorse!”

“Darkhorssse!” The drake hissed in pleasure. “ The massster has ssspoken of you! 1 wasss sorry that |
misssed you! | am Ssarekai, one who trains and caresfor riding drakes and sssteeds such as your
megnificent ssHf!”

As much as Darkhorse normally ddighted in being appreciat-

ed, he had no timefor such flattery now. “Y our master, scay

one! | have need to speak with him\”
“Y esss, forgive me! Y our gppearance here has excited mel!

Others have been searching for them!”

“Searching? No one knows where they are?”
“They werenot in their room.”

Ssarekal would have said more, but a human femal e materi-alized through the trees and rushed to his
sde. Glancing at Darkhorse with more than alittle fear, she whispered to the drake. It was an odd sight.
Though humans and drakes intermingled in some places, such aslrillian, there was generd-ly a sense of
separation even when they spoke to one another. Here, on the other hand, the woman stood somewhat
behind Ssarekal, asif she depended on him for protection from Darkhorse.

Curious things are being done here, the shadow steed thought wryly.

The drake looked upset. His hissing became more evident

and his blunted, nearly human tongue darted in and out every

now and then as he spoke. “Great Darkhorse, sssomething is

amissss! No one can find the massster and mistressl Someone

sssays—

He did not hear what the drake had to say next, for another voice intruded, this one threatening to tear
his mind apart, so intensaly did it strike him. Ssarekai stepped back, his next words forgotten. Behind
him, the femae human tried to make hersdf assmall aspossble.

Darkhorse!

That was dl. His name. His name echoing again and again. Shaking his head, he succeeded in clearing
the echoes from hismind, but not from histhoughts.

“Great Darkhorse?’ Ssarekal tentatively called.

Theeternd paid him no mind. Erini! Shewas cdling for hishelp! The Dragon King must have struck
somehow!

Histask here forgotten, the eterna summoned forth anew portal. Had the drakes waited until he was
gone before begin-ning some ingdious assault? What?

“Great One?’ the drake Ssarekai called again, thistime more urgently. His voice went unheeded.



“Stand fast! Those who would touch the friends of Darkhorse must be willing to pay in full for their
misdeeds!”

The fearsome statements were out of his mouth before his eyes acknowledged the obvious fact that no
one standing within sight appeared to be under attack by so much asaflea. Nothing seemed to be
happening at al, save that Darkhorse once again found himsalf facing a sea of startled looks from every
pair of eyesin the room. It was something he was becoming very annoyed about. The stallion was
beginning to fed asif he were the intruder, not Shade or the Silver Dragon.

Scanning those around him, Darkhorse spotted Erini. She was staring at him in mild surprise. Confused,
the shadow steed turned away from her gaze and focused on Mdicard. The king flashed an uncertain
gmilein hisdirection.

“While we—appreciate—the sentiment, Darkhorse, | think the timefor thestricsislong past.”

Something is dreadfully wrong herel Had it been possible, hisface would have turned crimson. “I
received adesperate summons for help—from the Princess Erini!”

Melicard looked at his future queen. “Erini?”
The princess shook her head slently. She seemed amost disinterested.

Theking turned back to theimposing figure before him and said, “Nothing has happened since you
departed amoment ago save that the drakes have moved alittle closer and we ill await your friends, the
Lord and Lady Bedlam. When do they arrive? | would rather not put my faith entirely in my own tricks,
not if there are two master spellcasters available.”

“|—I cannot say when they will arrive or if they even ever will. There was no sign of them. Their own
people cannot find them!”

“Cannot find them?”

“| fear Shade has;struck again!” Darkhorse could not help looking skyward. “I rue that thistime should
have ever come!

Hewas my friend during many an adventure, but he has aso
been my sworefoein timespast! Thisday, however, washes
away al the good that he has ever performed! If Cabe and his
mate have suffered because of the warlock...” Darkhorse

could not finish, unableto find a punishment strong enough to mete ouit.

The cry had seemed so redl. He studied the princess, who idly stood by, waiting for something to
happen. Why was she so indifferent now? Even with the lack of true deep, shewas not acting ashe
would have imagined her to act. The Erini he had met would have continued pushing until
unconsciousness took her. This one seemed to hardly care.

There was one other thing that disturbed him—or perhapsit was the absence of something.

Severd men came marching into the chamber. Captain Iston in their lead. A gasp escaped Erini and she
took atentative step forward before catching hersalf and settling back into her look of indifference.
Darkhorse' sice-blue eyes narrowed.

Iston sduted. “My men are ready when you givethe sgnd, your mgjesty.”

Darkhorse listened to the officer’ swords, but his eyes remained fixed on the princess. There was alook
of longing growing in her eyesthat had nothing to do with Melicard. Her attention appeared to be
focused on the captain.



He knew that the princess was awoman of passions, but the shadow steed knew that her love could
have never turned so easily. Erini had been prepared to give her life severd times over for the sake of her
betrothed. This Erini acted asif she had never cared at dl.

This Erini?

Forgetting Méelicard and the others, he trotted toward the princess. She could not help turning to him, so
impressive asight hewas, especidly moving toward her with such evident purpose. Strangely, there was
aleve of fear noticeablein her eyesthat aso did not match the Erini he had come to know well, even
despite what little time they had spent together.

“Y our mgjesty isnot looking well,” he rumbled.

“A lack of deep,” she murmured. It was evident that the woman before him did not want him so ner.
“How isyour concentration? Will you be ableto aid in the cause?’

“I hope s0.” Her tone suggested otherwise.

Darkhorsefixed his glittering eyeson hers. Erini tried to struggle, but her will was surprisingly week and
she quickly succumbed.

“I' know now what so disturbed me about you! | know now that you could not have summoned my aid!”
Behind him, Mdicard moved quickly to stand beside his
bride-to-be. He faced Darkhorse with blood in his good

eye.
“What are you doing to her? What in the name of the Tybers are you doing?’

“Resolving my own uncertainties about afew things—and cursing mysdlf anew for missng the obvious!”
Darkhorse drew Erini toward him, repelling Mdicard at the sametime. While the king sruggled invain
and his men watched in stunned confusion, the shadow steed probed the human before him. He was not
surprised at the results.

“Thisisnot your future bride, King Méelicard! Thiswoman has no sorcerous ability whatsoever! She who
stands before you, though she looks like the Princess Erini, isbut apoor creature caught in aspell whose
origins can only derive from that master of mayhem. Shade!”

Melicard’s jaw dropped. “Not Erini?”

“No, not the princess! | should have noticed instantly that she projected no sorcerous presence! Princess
Erini did not have the skill yet to mask that presence, at least not so completely!”

Thefase Erini was struggling with the spell that held her. A spdllcaster she might not have been, but
whoever—and that was likely to be Shade—had ensorcelled her had shrouded her in afew defensive
spells. Darkhorse, though, strengthened by his own fury, tore away each of them, until only theillusion
remained. While everyone waited—Mélicard shaking—the shad-ow steed removed that last spell,
reveding ashorter, dightly stout woman.

“Gdeal” Captain Iston surged forth, trying to reach the woman. Darkhorse nodded imperceptibly. The
fema €' s degpest emotions had forced themsalves to the surface the moment the officer had entered the
room. Only strong love or hate was capable of that and Darkhorse knew enough to tell which was which.
He released the confused Galea, who turned to her soldier and buried herself in hisarms. A quick glance
into her thoughts had aready reveded that she knew nothing.



“Erini! Where sErini?” Mdicard demanded of him.
“I do not know, your mgesty! When the summons reached
me, | paid its point of origin no attention, assuming that since

little time had passed, she must be in the palace with you!” The ebony stallion laughed madly, mocking his
own stupidity and cardessness. “Every turn! Every direction! Hetripsme eachtimeand | continueto
takethefdld”

Theking' s split visage became agrim mask. Staring a some point in space, he camly and quietly
commanded, “Find her, Child of the Void. Find my queen and save her. | don’t care what the cost might
be. Start now.”

“Now?’ Darkhorse studied the human increduloudly. “1 cannot search for her now, though a part of me
screamsto do just that! Talak isendangered and the life of one being cannot outweigh the fate of an

entire kingdom!”

“I have no need of you. We will hold. Wewill hold until the end of everything, if necessary. Go! | refuse
your help! Will that free you of your obligation?’

The shadow steed stamped a hoof against the marble floor.

He knew what the king was doing and liked it not a al. All of

Tdak! “King Mdicard... | cannot do this—"

“Get out of my sight, then, demon’. | want nothing of you if you will not do thisfor me!”

Mélicard’ s subordinates were finding everything e se to do other than stare at their ranting monarch.
Darkhorse knew that the king' sravings were only an act. An act of love.

Sghing, Mdicard visibly pulled himself together. “Wewill till be here when you return. Asl have sad,
Taak haslong been prepared for such an invason—even if most of my forces are scattered el sewhere.”

They would be arguing until the Silver Dragon himsdlf burst through the chamber doors, Darkhorse findly
redlized. There was no changing the king’s mind. The eterna knew that accepting the human’sdecison
was not the correct thing to do, but it was too closeto his own desiresfor him to fight it. He felt he owed
much to Erini for releasing him—and much more because there was a qudlity about her that he had found
in so few others, making it al the more admirable. There was no one namefor it and he did not careto
think of one. What mattered was the princess.

“Very well,” hefindly replied, hiswords as close to awhisper as he could manage.
The look he received from Melicard was amixture of gratitude and relief.

“I do not even know where to look.” That was somewhat of

alie. Darkhorse did know where to look; the only trouble was that there were too many places and
certainly not enough time.

“Y ou do what you can.” With that final statement, the king turned away, momentarily unable to continue.

Deciding slence was more appropriate than any response he could give, the shadow steed departed
immediately—for where, he could not say.

With the imposing presence of Darkhorse gone, Méelicard was dowly able to get his thoughts under
control. He had sworn that he would make Taak hold, and hold it would. The defenses had never been
tested in actua combat, but he tried not to think about that. Ironically, Mdicard no longer thought about
the potentia for destruction. That hundreds of the cursed drakes would die meant little to him. Hisown



people would die aswell and the kingdom might fall.

“Captain Iston!” He had cometo rely heavily on the foreigner, impressed as he was with the man’s
loyalty and experience. If they somehow survived, he would offer the soldier a permanent position on his
gaff—if Iston still wanted to remain in Tdak. Should Darkhorse fail—and the horrid thought refused to
die—the complement from Gordag-Ai would likely return to their homeland, having no further tieswith
his own kingdom.

“Your mgesty?’ The officer rluctantly abandoned hiswom-an’ sside. Mdicard fdt atwinge within.
“Y ou have your orders. | must ask that you now follow, them.”

“Yes, your mgesty.”
As an afterthought, the king added, “Y ou may say your farewells before you depart.”
“Thank you.” Iston saluted, took Galea s hand, and led her away.

Mélicard turned to the others. Severd aready had their orders and these he dismissed immediately. The
rest waited, somewhat reassured now that their liege had taken control again.

Theking surveyed the horizon. Wasit hisimagination or was the Dragon King' s host moving more
dowly? He gri-maced. Wishful thinking, no doubt.

“We have,” he finally began, “only a few hours before

havoc reigns. The others know their duties. What | want from each of you are suggestions—or
comments on anything I’ ve forgotten about. | want anything that will buy ustime.” He also wished he had
at least one spellcaster. Thanksto the talismans he had kept, despite his own didike for them since his
disfigurement and what little Drayfitt—poor Drayfitt—had succeeded in accomplishing, the king had
assumed his palace wasfairly safe from the invasions of spell-throwing drakes and such. Now, however,
he was not so certain. Darkhorse' s ability to come and go as he pleased did not bother him. Shade’ sdid,
but here was awarlock with the knowledge of millennia. What bothered him was that an agent of the
Siver Dragon had worked actively undernesth his very nose and there was no doubt that Quorin had
been in contact with histrue master severa times. It would take only one breach in those sorcerous
defenses...

“My lord!” A guard stood by the doorway, awaiting permis-sion to enter.

“Yes, what is it?” Were there not enough troubles?

“There is a drake demanding entrance to the city!”

“A drake?’ How had they missed that? No doubt an emis-sary from the Silver Dragon, here to issue the
demands of hislord. Best to kill him... no. Best to send him back with amessage! “Tdll thereptilethat his
measter will never havethis city and that | have said his head will hang aongside the bannerswhen we
have crushed gaggle of mongrosities”

“My lord—*

The king knew it was emotion speaking, not thought, but he hardly cared. The audacity of hisfoe
angered him. “Y ou heard me! Go!”

The sentry bowed low, but did not move. He had something he felt had to be said, regardless of the
king' s anger. Mdicard nodded permission.

“Thedrakeisnot at the northern gate, my lord, and he does not appear to be of the clan Silver.”



“No?’

“He dlamsto have ridden from south.”

South?*“The Dagora Forest?’

“That waswhat he said.”

Mélicard did not know whether to laugh or curse. The Green
Dragon had sent an emissary, but, considering that Talak and

the monarch of the Dagora Forest had clashed in the past, the question was—washe hereasan dly or a
new foel There was only one way to find out.

XXI

Erini was frightened, though she tried as best she could not to show it. She was frightened of many things,
but what frightened the princess most was the curious behavior of her captor.

Despite his claimsto the contrary, she doubted that Shade’ s mind was as complete as he thought it to be.
His persondity seemed fluid to her, changing from one extreme to another. So close to what he believed
would be histriumph. Shade was beginning to recall more and more about histragic fallure—and he
indgsted on sharing each detail with her, asif trying to purge himsdf of the memories.

“When men came back to thisland,” he wastelling her companionably, “and settled, bowing for atimeto
thewill of thefirst Dragon Kings, | moved back among them. Wesklingsl Their ancestors had giveninto
thisworld, taking up its magic instead of strengthening their own! There were afew who could do
outstanding things with that magic, though, and from them | learned much of what | had dared not attempt
for fear of losng mysdlf asmy counterparts had.”

Erini, held by hisspdlsin astanding position with her arms outstretched—asiif chalenging the world, she
thought bitterly—did not understand haf of what he said. He was taking for himsdlf. Aslong asit kept
her from the fate he had planned, Erini did not object.

“I took many names and many guisesin those days, learning
what | could. Severd times, | renewed my lifespan. Someday,
though, | knew that those spellswould fail me. | would dieand
the Vraad would pass from thisworld forever, aworld ours by
right.” Hesmiled coldly. “There were afew otherswho
survived, in asense, but they had aso given themsalves over to

thisworld' s nature, becoming less Vraad and more—more—*

Shade rose, seeming to forget histale completely. It was not the first time he had changed so abruptly.
Shade stretched out one arm and caused the blue bdll of light floating high above them to increasein
intengty. The warlock’ s stronghold, little more than shadow prior to this, was revealed to his captive for
thefirst time. Erini was properly awed.

Erini had never seen the throne room of the drake emperor, so it was understandabl e that she would miss
theincredible smilarity between that place and this. Grand effigies of people and creatures|ong dead or
vanished lined the walls on each sde. Some were so redl asto force the princess to ook elsewhere, for
fear one of them would Start staring back at her. Erini was brave, but, even with her limited experiencein
magic, she could sense the cold presence within each one. Thesethingsweredive, dthough hardly inthe



sense that mogt people thought of asliving. In someways, they dmaost reminded her of Darkhorse,
though she hated even considering such athought.

“My cache. Plundered by those scaly wretches above. Thiswaswhere | formulated my spell and stored
al my notes and specid—toys. A Vraad habit. Though | performed my spellsamong humansand lived in
human communities, it was here, in this place, that | first concelved of my notion. It was herethat | found
and began to travel the path of immortality and true power such as even the Vraad had never dreamed.”

As he spoke. Shade reached into his cloak and removed arather ordinary-looking tripod. The care with
which hehandled it told Erini it was anything but ordinary. She watched in helplessfrusiration asthe
warlock placed it at her feet.

“The concept came to me early on, but the doing of it escaped mefor centuries. | feared | waslost. To
understand what | needed, | would have to give mysdlf. Become changed by thisworld—have | said that
aready?’ Shadelooked up from what he was doing, uncertain. There was adight trace of fear in his
tone, asif hewerefindly redizing that hismind was not asit should be.

While he puzzled over his own question, Erini continued her
own struggle. Though she could not move, her mind was ill
free. Shade needed her mind free yet mallegble. The princess
desperately tried to capitaize on that, continually summoning

up whatever strength she could find within herself and sending out a sorcerous cry for aid that she hoped
Darkhorse would detect. It was adim, amost mad hope, but it was al she had. She lacked the skill and
experience she needed to break free of her physical predicament. The warlock knew too many tricks.

“It won't even hurt—not much, that is,” Shade suddenly told her, coming within ahand swidth of her
face. Shetried to close her eyes, but his spell prevented that. Instead, she was forced to stareinto his
glimmering, seemingly multifaceted orbs. There were those who said that the eyeswere the mirror of the
soul, and what there was of Shade was more reflection than substance. More than life, but aso less.

Hewas no longer human and likely had not been since the very day that he had fallen victim to hisown
obsessve desires.

His hand came up before her eyes, his voice was soothing, yet with that undercurrent of anxiety and fear.
“Listen to me now. I'm going to begin. | don’'t need your cooperation, but | ask it. Give me what | want
and I'll seewhat | can do for you afterward. Y ou will giveit to me regardless of your desires, but the
trangtion will be easier on both of usif you do your part willingly.”

Frozen as she was, Erini could only respond with her eyes, which she did promptly. Shade backed away,
hisfaceinitidly the picture of remorse, then, in an abrupt change, arrogant and lordly. “Very well, then. |
offered for your sake, redly. Suffer if you like. Hereiswhat you will do for me.”

The warlock reached up and touched her forehead. Erini’s mind was suddenly filled with images and
ingtructions. She found hersaf unable to continue her desperate summons under such circumstances and
finally gavein. Her only consolation was the thin hope that something in the shadowy warlock’s
indructions might give her an idea.

Erini’ stask, as he had defined it, was to be the vessdl in which two radicaly different forms of sorcery
would be meshed together. Unlike the tales the princess had heard as a child, it was not the powers of
darkness and light that Shade had sought to master. It was the vestiges of a power that lingered from
whatever world the Vraad had originated from and thisworld’' s own strength. The images both horrified
and fascinated her.



“We will begin now.” Wrapping himself deep within his
cloak. Shade leaned forward and focused his gaze on the tripod.

Though she could seelittle, Erini felt everything. Shefdt the power that she summoned forth fill the
chamber—she summoned forth? No, it only appeared that way. From the instructions that the warlock
had implanted in her mind, she understood that he was utilizing the tripod in order to draw energy through
her. To draw upon so much power himsalf would be to risk the success of his plan. He had to be freeto
control the Situation, and without her that would have been impossible.

Erini knew that there must be defenses she could summon, things that would disrupt his spell

permanently, but her mind was not skilled enough to cope with the influx of power and till concentrate
on shielding hersdf. The princess now saw why Shade desired an untrained and inexperienced spellcaster
with high potentia . Even Drayfitt’s mind would have been too closed for Shade to have trusted the
outcome of hisexperiment. Erini waslike achild, uncertain of what her limitations were;

an open book on which Shade could write what he pleased.
“Y ou fed the power flowing into your soul.” A statement, not aquestion. “Hold it there. Let it gather.”

Shedid as he bid her, unable to do anything ese. It was frustrating to fedl so strong and yet be so
helpless. The strength of the world seemed to flow into her. For thefirst time, Erini saw theworldin
terms of the lines and fields of energy that many spellcastersdid. Y et, the spectrum remained there as
well. The two were one. It wasimpossibleto tell if one had resulted because of the other or if they had
both sprung into existence smultaneoudy. There was so much potentid here that even the greatest
sorcerers of legend had probably never known the like. There was power enough here to make one
amost agod—

?  andthiswasonly apart of what Shade desired. Shade, not her. She was avessdl, the princess
reminded hersdlf, for al the power that she contained was for her captor, not hersalf.

“The flow will continue dowly. Y ou must guide itsintensity, make certain it does not overwhem
you—and be prepared to accept the next offering.”

It was too much! Erini panicked. How could she hope to contain so much energy, so much pure power?
Erini struggled to assert her mind. Darkhorse! If only | could summon him!

Erini?

It was brief and lost to her completely after that sngle word, after the calling of her name, but she knew
that she had touched the eteraal’ s thoughts. Her mind filled with hope.

A cold, loathsome essence entered Erini just as she sought Darkhorse again, caressing her soul asif
tasting atreat. Caught unaware, the princess wanted to scream and scream and scream, but Shade's
earlier spdl prevented such arelease of her horror at the unthinkable invasion. The world around her
ghrank away, asif shewerelooking at it from above. The warlock looked into her eyes, curiosity and
anticipation at the forefront. She wanted to ram him through the earth, pedl away every layer of skinwhile
he writhed in agony—anything—as long as it would free her mind from the unspeakabl e presence
seeking to be-come apart of her.

“Accept it, princess. Y ou have no choice.”

Shedidn’t. Erini wanted to destroy, to tear her own body apart and remove the cancerous thing from her
soul. Shade’' s commands prevented al but the weskest resistance. This was the essence of the power
that the warlock’ skind had utilized in that nameless hell they had been—forced?—to leave. It was dien



to the Dragonrealm, following different, twisted laws of nature that should not—could not—exist here.
Thereisaway around that.

The thought was not her own, but rather one of Shade’ simprinted ingtructions, risng forth, now that its
task was a hand. It felt like something amogt dive, asif it had been imbued with atiny piece of the
Vraad sbeing.

There are points of binding, places where the two redlities may bejoined. Y ou have only to look.

Joined. They had to be joined. Erini saw that now. It wasthe only possible way to keep hersdf from
suffering asimilar fate to that which Shade had suffered, if not something worse. Either force within her
was capable of scattering her body and mind beyond the reaches of forever. If shewasto have any
chanceto survive, shewould haveto do as her captor’ sinstructions indicated.

Of course you do, the piece of Shade reminded her. Erini wondered if it was her own mind that made it
seem 0 much dive and, if so, was she going mad?

You have atask. Doit.
That wasthe only truth she did have a the moment. With
growing disgust, she accepted the foreign sorcery completely

into her being. In her imagination, it seemed to squirm like aworm trying to burrow deeper. Erini dmost
rejected it then, but knew that, by doing so, she would condemn herself. What sort of world had the
Vraad come from, and how could they possibly be the ancestors of the humans dive today? There were
hints of those answers now and then, vague, ghostlike images that danced around her, almost distracting
her from the horrid task. None of them were distinct and Erini felt somerelief a that. Despite her
wonder, these were things she actudly had little desire to leam about. They all bore the same stench as
the sorcery.

See the points. Take them and marry them to their counter-parts. Here. Here. Here.

Thispart of her task seemed amost laughingly smple now, though she knew that here was where Shade
had originaly begun his downward spira to damnation. Erini could not see why. The points her mind saw
met willingly with one another. Perhapsit was, asthe warlock had indicated, only because she wasthe
vessel—or rather the catalyst—and not the find recipi-ent of the spdll’ s outcome. She had only one
purpose, not severa as he had had.

While aportion of her consciousness worked automatically, having no choiceto do otherwise, Erini
found a change occurring throughout her mind, throughout her very soul. The princess could no more
deny the transformeation than she could her earlier acceptance of the dien sorcery. After afew
seconds—perhaps minutes or even hours, she could not say—Etrini even began to wel come the change.
Her perspective grew and grew and her comprehension of what her world wastruly like expanded until
Erini felt she wasthe Dragonredm, the vast eastern continent, the smaller southern continents, the idands,
the sess ... everything.

Shade' s spell became a secondary thing to her, something that had to be done but that did not require
more than atrace of her concentration. All events, al people, became known to her. Unconscioudly,
Erini focused on Talak and her betrothed.

It was there before her gaze, athought cameto life. The

drakes were within striking range of the city. The princess
gained some perspective on how much time had passed, for the
sun was dready high and it appeared asif the first blows had
aready fallen. There were dead drakes on the landscape be-
tween the Dragon King's host and the city walls, and settle-



ments unfortunate enough to have sprung up near the northern wall were little more than splintered wood
and scattered arti-cles. The inhabitants, she remembered, had been ordered in a some point before her
kidnapping. There was aso damage to the city itself. An aeria assault, some comer of her mind told her.
It sounded astonishingly like her grandfather, generdl-consort to her grandmother, the queen at that time.
He had been dead for amost seven years. She studied the dragons. Some-thing pierced their hearts.
Something magic.

Médlicard. Her view did not dter, for she saw dl things at once, but the image of the king somehow was
foremost among them. He wasin the throne room, giving orders, caught up in the battle. A few of his
men were injured and there was agticky, dark fluid covering one of thewalls. Erini belatedly noticed the
sky where the celling had once been. A drake had nearly broken through dl of their defenses. Somehow,
though, the magical defenses of Taak—she could not recdl if she had ever known about them prior to
this—had been restored and, in fact, improved. The Dragon King would find Taak acostly victory.

Victory. It was still within the drake lord’ s grasp. At the very least, Talak would be in shambles and most
of its population would be dead. Another Mito Pica

The two magicswere nearly one now. Erini’ s perspective dtered again, thistime in a puzzling manner. A
bit worrisome, too, though that emotion was becoming less and lessa part of her. The princess, despite
the understanding of her world that she had gained earlier, could not fathom what was happening now. In
someways, it reminded her of how the world looked when the spectrum was visible to her. Like one
image superim-posed upon another. It was an apt comparison, she decided, but hardly one that
explained what was overlaying the Dragonrealm and the rest like a shroud.

There were mountains where mountains should not have been. There were seas and rivers where only
dry sand or lush forests existed now. Where Tadak stood, another city, smaller in width yet stretching far
higher into the heavens, dso rose, ziggurats of Mdicard’ s kingdom fighting for supremacy with odd,
twisted towers that ended in spearlike points. It was and was not the same world.

Though shefdt life on thisworld, something warned her not
to seek it out. Instead, she turned her inner gaze to the most

fascinating and mogt chilling sight visible. The heavens them-selves. The beautiful blue of her world hed
been replaced by a green of dark intensity. Not a green such as aleaf might be colored, however, but a
green that reminded Erini of nothing more than rot. Decay. A world that was festering and had been
festering for over thousands and thousands of years.

The world which Shade and the Vraad had abandoned for thisone. A world they had made into this
putrifying abomination.
Thiswasthe potential that Shade represented.

Without willing it, her view turned to thewarlock himsdf. He knelt before her, enraptured by the
progress of his spell, almost ready to accept the fruits of her forced labor. To her shock, she saw things
about him she doubted even he had ever known. Not just his myriad incarnations, but what the distorted
gpell had done to his essence over the millennia. Shade was far from whole, far from untouched by the
world his people had fled to. He was possibly in aworse condition than he had been during the time of
his previousincarnations—and he refused to see that.

Shewas astounded at hislatent abilities. He had held back throughout al of this, the princessredized. In
the hooded warl ock was the potentia to devastate aregion larger than the Tyber Mountains themselves.
Shade had hinted at the godlike powers of hiskind, but the truth was far more overwhelming. It had only
been hisdesire to complete hislifelong goa that had checked a madness that might have seen the



Dragonrealm in complete ruinsin less than aweek. That and atiny, nagging doubt—guilt, she correct
herself—about what he was doing. There was more good in Shade than he redlized. There had been
morein theoriginal, too. Hisown memorieswere playing him false.

Thisisanew form of incarnation, Erini concluded. Shade has not escaped his previousfailure; he has
become even more mired in it than before.

What would happen when his power increased a hundredfold?
Erini found she was growing beyond the point of caring. Her perceptions continued to expand. Soon, she
would no longer be apart of her world, not in the true sense. Thiswas the fate that Shade had suffered,
but Erini would not be returning in any form. Shade’ s variation on his origina work would guarantee thet.
He would gain command of the powers he sought, but lose hisvessdl in the prospect.

What remained of Erini sought to fight that fate, but she lacked any weapon with which to do it. She did
not have the concentration to strike back with her own insignificant talent—and what good would it have
done, anyway? Shade would have dismissed any assault on amagica level with as much effort as what
he needed to breathe.

Erini fet hersdf beginning to fragment. Her task was most
complete, but she would never see the outcome. The strain was
too much.

She thought of Mdicard, who would have no oneto keep him from falling i-nto the same darkness that
he had lived within before her coming. Hisimage, commanding hisaidesin the defense of Tdak, flickered
before Erini. She thought of her parents, who would never know wheat fate had befalen their daughter.
Mélicard seemed to fade as the king and queen of Gordag-Ai took precedence. Lastly, Erini thought of
Darkhorse, abeing she had known only for ashort time, but with whom she felt arapport, abond.

Erini?
Theimage of Darkhorse strengthened. He stood, confused, in an area she recognized from its ungodly

bleakness as the Northern Wastes. The cold and snow did not bother him in the least. Darkhorse
remained where he was, his head cocked to one Sde, dmogt asif he were listening to something.

Erini!

Had he sensed her? The novice sorceress was no longer certain she cared. Still, because of their bond,
she acknowl-edged her presence to him.

Now he stood ready, seeking adirection in which to run.

Erini! Where are you?

Where was she?* Everywhere’ seemed the most appropriate response, but she knew that was not what
the shadow steed meant. He was searching for her physical form.

A wave of urgency washed across her consciousness. Erini could not be certain whether it was a stray
emotion of her own or one of Darkhorse' s, relayed somehow by their contact. Whichever wasthe case,
she acted upon that urgency and alowed him to see, to experience, where she was.



The eternd grew very grim and shot back, / know where

your are! Do not lose yourself! Keegp ahold on your existence,
Erini!

She logt track of him, then, for, to obey hisingructions, on

top of al else, the princess was forced to concentrate her remaining will on maintaining her essence. She
was uncertain asto how long she could do this, for the intensity of the warlock’ s spell was becoming
more and more difficult to withstand. It would not be long, regardless of her efforts.

Erini wondered whether Darkhorse would find her in time—and whether even he now stood achance
againgt the powers of Shade.

In that part of her that was puppet to the warlock, the fina binding was at last compl eted.

In the chamber, below the watchful eyes of the effigies, atriumphant Shade, hood pulled low over his
face, reached forth with those ahilities at his command and prepared to at last accept what he felt was his
due. Thefaces of Vraad he had known, most of them clan, others friends or, more often, foes, drifted in
and out of hismemories. He would have life eternal now, and power to make even those who watched
over the Dragonrealm and the other lands, those would-be gods, ac-knowledge his mastery.

Hewould have aworld to play with. No Vraad had ever had an entireworld to play with.
Most of al, he would not die. The Vraad would not become a shadow of the past.

A presence oh so familiar to him forced the sorcerer from his dreams. Hefelt abarrier form about the
princess.

“Thelagt falsetrail has been removed. Shade! Come! Turn around and greet your old friend! Have you
no words for Darkhorse—wordsthat | may have them etch upon your crypt?’

The hooded warlock turned dowly toward his ancient adver-sary, hisfriend of old. *Y ou took long
enough getting here”

Darkhorse stepped back anxioudly, but not because he was frightened by the Vraad' s confident words.
Of course. Shade had known the shadow steed would be coming. He would have expected nothing else.
No, what disturbed Darkhorse was something that Shade from hisangle, could not see—and, asa
matter of fact, neither could the stdlion.

Nothing met his gaze from beneath the deep hood save a blur that might have been aface.

XXIl

The Dragon King Silver hissed bitterly as he watched Taak fend off another assault. Somehow, the
crippled vermin that fancied himsdlf aruler had overcome al obstacles placed before him, save theloss
of much of hisarmy. The drake lord glanced briefly to hisright, where his human agent stood surveying
the same scene with emotions that mirrored the Dragon King's own. He had no ideawhy hewas letting
the creature Quorin live, save that he had adesire to prove to him, to proveto dl of them, that he would
take Talak if it cost every possible weapon and life at his command.

Shade was next. The dliance had been afallacy, one the drake lord had thought he needed during a
desperate moment and one that neither had followed from the first. The Silver Dragon wondered if the
warlock knew yet that his curse had not been lifted. That had been obviousto him, but the arrogant



warm-blood had been certain he was whole once more. The drake laughed, making those around him
eye him discreetly while they tried to discern what it was their master found amusing a atime such as
this

Shade had taken hisinformation from the mind of the

sorcerer Drayfitt, knowing that the elderly spellcaster had
studied the warlock’ s book thoroughly. Unfortunately for Shade,
Drayfitt had never seen some of the final notes. Though the
drake lord had had to wait until the sorcerer’ s trandations of

the other pages were passed on to him, that wait had been
worthwhile. They had provided the dragon king with the basis
of trandating the remaining sheets, which were where he had
successfully guessed the most va uable information had been
written down. The pages contained clues to the foundation of
Vraad sorcery and, by sheer coincidence, integral comments
that the warlock had written about his origind theories. Some-
where dong the way, those notes had been forgotten by Shade. The Dragon King had ensured that they
would remain forgotten until he could find some use for them.

Y es, Shade would be next... if there was anything left of him for the drakesto kill.

The Dragon King siraightened and gave asigna to one of his dukes, awarrior whose clutch he himsalf
had fathered. Mogt of those around him were his offspring, though none bore the markings of succession.
They could never be heirs. All they could be were warriorswho gave their lives for him—as they might
do now.

The signa was what the main host had waited for. The Silver Dragon King knew what defenses were
weskest now. Hewould throw everything he had at them. He had wanted Talak in one piece. A prize.
Now, the drake lord did not care if one stone remained standing, evenif it took the last of hisforce.

One of hisoffspring had argued that such an assault was madness, that it would only cost lives. His
carcass was even now being digested by the Dragon King' sriding beast. No one else had dared speak
out and no one else would ever dare hint that he was an incompetent ruler, that he had only thrived in the
shadow of his more powerful brother, the Dragon Gold.

No one dsewould dare call him acoward.

There was no reasoning behind the last, but none was needed. A Dragon King was answerable to no one
save himsf.

They moved on Taak.
A blur.

The passage through the barriers between the Void and redlity of the Dragonrealm had not reversed the
spell Shade had unleashed. It had, evidently, dtered it in such away that there was no telling what would
happen next. The period of sanity had been little more than atime of dormancy while the next phase of
the warlock’ s disease” built up. From his manner, Darkhorse knew that his companion of old did not
even realize what had happened. Shade till believed he was back to where he had started, that he was
morta, but whole,

What would this new spell do to him, then?
Erini, locked frozen in the find stage of Shade' s gambit,

seemed to fade just abit. Darkhorse turned his gaze back and

forth, hisfear for Erini, but hisfury for thewarlock. The

female had little time remaining to her. Darkhorse’ s quick



action had bought her adelay, but how long that delay would be was questionable. He was forced to
expend energy at agrowing rate merely to keep the forces gathered within her in check. The ghostly
steed had great doubts asto his ability to face Shade and still maintain that balance. He knew that, by
rights, hisfirst and foremost duty wasto stop Shade at dl costs... but that cost would include his
benefactress.

Barely more than two or three breaths had passed since his arriva. Seeking to borrow time, he dowly
replied to thewarlock’ sinitial statement, *Y ou expected me.”

“There was nothing planned that did not foresee your even-tua success at tracking me down,” the
facdlessfigurereturned. Shade seemed entirely too much at ease. “ Almost everything | have done was
merely to maintain your curiosity and stubbornness until our fina meeting.”

That caused Darkhorse to laugh. “ There are few with the audacity to seek an audience with me—and
you are foremost among them, my former friend and current nemesigl”

“That' s because | have nothing more to fear from you, eternal—Eterna!’” Shade might have smiled; it
wastruly impossible to say. Watching him, Darkhorse actudly pitied the warlock. To have come so close
to escaping hisendless curse... “1 am one with you now. Child of theVoid! | amimmortd. | have
succeeded at last.”

“Not yet, Vraad. Thekey isin thelock, but it has not yet turned.”
Shade said nothing, but Darkhorse suddenly became certain that the warlock did wear asmile.

A hitter-tasting wind swept through the chamber, so swiftly birthed that it was near tornado proportions
before Darkhorse could even acknowledge its existence. If Shade had crested it to destroy him, it wasa
feeble attempt. Formed in a place between chaos and order, such awind was little more than abreeze to
him and, protected by the shadow steed’ s power, it did not even touch the hel pless Erini.

What it was doing, however, was tearing the chamber—even
the mountain under which the cavern lay—to fragmentsthat
flew madly into the air, colliding with one another and flying

off into adarkness that was not night. Darkhorse found his
footing growing unstable and his bond with Erini being stretched
to itsutmogt. It wastoo late to stop whatever spell Shade—and
it could only be the warlock’ s doing—had cast. The eternd

could only shied himself and the princess and wait for the ssorm to pass. If it would.

Asthelast of the cavern wallstore free from the earth and vanished, a new land formed around the three.
A land that seemed out of sync with redlity. Its colors were haphazard, clashing, and the landscape was
twisted and dying. The sky was an odd shade of green, much like mold or something dead | €eft too long
to decay onits. own.

Throughout dl of this. Shade stood where he was, seemingly passive. Asthe wind died down, to be
replaced by astae, sulfurous stench, the warlock spoke one word ever so softly. Inthe still of thisugly,
decrepit land, he might have been shouting, for Darkhorse heard that word al too clearly.

“Nimth.”

A singleword that spoke volumes. It told Darkhorse where hewas. It told him what sort of power
Shade must have had to break abarrier that had remained unbroken since the Vraads escape from their



tortured world, Nimth. It told him something of Shade that he had failed to see upon hisarrival.
The warlock had moved more quickly than the eternad had

guessed. He had dready claimed his due from the princess by

the time Darkhorse had thrown up the protective shield around her.

Darkhorse had failed.

“I restore the balance,” Shade abruptly whispered. Again, hisvoice carried asif he had shouted with dll
hismight.

They were once more in the cavernous chamber in which the warlock had performed his experiment.
Thistime, the transfer wasimmediate. Shade evidently assumed that there was no reason for further
thestrics.

The message behind the sudden return to the Dragonrealm
was not lost upon the shadow steed. Shade wastdlling him
through actions that there were deeds within his power that
stretched even beyond the laws of nature, beyond the rule of

redity.

In the midst of mulling over those thoughts—a period which the warlock was gpparently magnanimoudy
willing to grant to his ancient comrade—one redlization raised itsdlf above al ese and made the huge
gdlion laugh mockingly.

Shade, who would not have been able to appreciate the
humor had he understood what it was that Darkhorse laughed
at, logt his cam demeanor. Though his expression waslost to

al but himsdlf, his change in sance was message enough.
Darkhorse quieted, knowing he had touched the greatest weak-
ness of hisadversary and knowing that his chances of capitaliz-
ing on that weakness were minimal at best. Better to try and
creste afriendly peace between the Silver Dragon and King
Mélicard.

Tiny whips of controlled energy darted from the spellcaster’ sarms and struck the stallion like athousand
accurate-shafts released by master archers. With each blow, Darkhorse felt alittle of his essence fade.
He repelled what he could, sending afew back at their creator, but there were too many and they
continued to come. There was one certain way he knew that would rid him of the deedly rain, but it
would require releasing Erini to her fate and Darkhorse refused to do that. It did not escape him that his
death would be followed dmost immediate-ly by her own, regardiess. Only an ever-increasing output of
his own power kept her from being scattered throughout al. Soon, he would have none left to defend
and hed himsdif.

Thelast of the wriggling missiles faded before they touched the shadow steed. Shade seemed to regain
control of himsdlf.

Histone was near apologetic. “| wastrying to show you what |
am capable of, Darkhorse. | am beyond even you now. It
would be pointless to pursue your death—and it would be your
degth, not mine.”



“Y ou have only succeeded in revealing to me how much | dare not allow you to escape me.”

“Y our efforts go beyond the point of futility now. | could exile you to aplace that would make the Void
seem aparadise.

| could compact you into atiny sphere and drop you into the
deepest sea” Shade' s voice was almost pleading, asif hetruly
did not want to continue this confrontation. “I could do so
much more, but thereisno point to it, anymore. I’'m willing to
forget our past differences.”

Darkhorse met histhreats and condescending words with disdain. “I think it might be abit difficult to
forget our past differences, consdering how they have affected so many. Exilemeand | will find my way
back. Sedl me up and | will outlive my prison. Destroy me... and you will defegt yoursdlf.” The salion
kicked at thefloor. “Destroy me and condemn yoursdlf to your fate, to your selfmade curse.”

Thewarlock straightened, the tenson within him visbly
mounting. After so many failures, there dill remained anxie-

ties. Had he seen hisvisage or lack of it... “I am free of my past errors. | am whole.”

One of the statues, the one nearest to the facel ess spellcaster, collapsed. Darkhorse felt ashrill cry that
coursed through hismind as that which had lived within perished. The others quivered in sudden anxiety.
Thefloor of the chamber dowly developed cracks.

Darkhorse knew what was happening, though he doubted the
other did. “Listen to me—*

Too late. His adversary was beyond listening. Any hope of a peaceful accord between them had been
shattered and Darkhorse knew that it was his own fault aswell as Shade's.

Hismind already a sea of confusion and turmoil. Shade saw the destruction around him as an attack and
the shadow steed’ swords asaploy to gain time. A hint of sadnesstouched him. That Darkhorse would
act so! That there might be another cause did not occur to him. He, after dl, was himself again—and the
warlock was not about to give up so quickly what he had sought for so long. Evenif it meant killing the
one closest to him.

Theair around Darkhorse grew oppressingly thick. So thick, in fact, that it began to squeeze him. Had he
been an actua horse, he would have been crushed in thefirst seconds. Instead, the eternd found himself
being compressed smaller and smaller. The warlock was making good histhreat. If Darkhorse failed to
resst, Shade would reduce him to the size of a pebble and throw him somewhere where no one would
belikdy to find him. The hooded spdllcaster might even choose to keep him as amemento.

Heresgted ingtantly, of course, but with only a portion of the strength normdly availableto him. Erini’s
life was de-manding dmost as much of hisenergy as his own rescue. It took him far too much timeto
findly free himsdf. The next assault took him even before the last vestiges of the first had faded away. A
tear in redity sought to draw himingde, pulling at hisform with such persistence that he dmost
succumbed before he was able to fashion adefense. Darkhorse sedled therip and let it vanish. It lasted
long enough, however, to give him a glimpse of where Shade had intended on sending him.

The festering sore that the Vraads had once called home.
Nimth.

He had not wanted to do it this way, but Shade was leaving



him no options. Unless Darkhorse struck back with the one weapon he knew would be effective, the
warlock would take him with his next attack—and success or not, this ploy would likely drivethefina
wedge between them.

The unsavory deed was done even as Darkhorse pictured it.

Shade, sensing something materidizing before him, struck at

its heart. Histarget shattered into dozens of glittering frag-

ments, which immediately expanded into exact copies of the

origind. Asone, they focused on their attacker, who could not

help but look up at them. Darkhorse, watching, could not help
but flinch,

Shade stared, possibly openmouthed, at repetition after repe-tition of his own blurred, featureless visage.
They were every-where and each told him the one thing he could not face. The truth of his condition.

He screamed denid even as his pent-up power caused each mirror to met like asingle snowflakeon a

raging campfire. Darkhorse himself was buffeted to the ground by the wild forces unleashed. He barely
maintained hisbond with Erini. Other than the energy utilized to keep her from disspating like awisp of
smoke, the shadow steed had little more to call upon.

What remained he needed just to survive thislatest and most
horrid ondaught. It wasdl he could do just to keep hismind
coherent.

“Nononononononononooooo!” Shade was screaming. Rock-ing back and forth, he clawed at hisown
face, trying to remove what could not be removed. Portions of the chamber ceiling collapsed, but none
S0 much as struck within two yards of the warlock. Somehow, his own defenses were dtill intact.

He cannot contain the power and the more he rel eases, the more destruction! 1t was worse than
Darkhorse had feared. Vraad sorcery had destroyed one world aready. It tore at the laws of nature
rather than worked with them. Aswith the sorcery of the Dragonrealm, it was ofttimes an dmost
uncon-scious, automatic thing and the more it was used, the more chaos it caused. Shade, trapped in his
own horror, was dlowing it to run rampant. Darkhorse wondered if there might have been some other

way.
The warlock was on his knees and facing the ground,
unmindful of what havoc he was unleashing. Darkhorse had

wondered what this new spell would do; the answer seemed to
be create more destruction. It was asif the intensity of the origina curse had been doubled in scope.

“Shadel” he called out, hisvoice booming abovedl ese.

“Youmust ligento me! A part of you must know the chaos

you haveinvited into thisworld! | know from the past few days

that thereis, within you, adesireto end this madness peaceful -

Iy! If you would hear me—*

Surprisingly, the warlock did look up. There was atensenessin his movements. He had heard
Darkhorse s voice, but not the shadow steed’ swarning. A fierce presence rose about the warlock as his
tortured mind mixed facts and suppostions until they no longer had any true meaning. From that came
onefind, insane conclusion.

“You!” Shaderose, dl fury. Hismind, the stallion noted, was shifting from one extreme emotion to
another—and with this particular emotion, he needed afoca point. “Y ou did thisto me!”

It would have been one of the most absurd things that Darkhorse had ever heard, save that he could have



predicted it would be so. Shade could not accept that the grand spell had failed again or that he had not
even recovered from the firgt attempt. He needed a scapegoat in order to preserve what little remained of
his sanity—if there was anything left. The warlock needed something to lash out &t.

What he does next could level settled areas, the eternd redized. And being in the Tybers, one of those
places might be Tdak! How ironicit would beif the Dragon King captured Mdicard' s kingdom, only to
haveit sink benegth the earth or smply ceaseto be.

That image in mind, Darkhorse vanished—
?  and reentered the world in the desol ate, blistering cold of the Northern Wastes.

Before him, amost asif he had known where the shadow steed had intended fleeing, was Shade.
Despite, thewind, his cloak remained till, covering him like ashroud, Darkhorse had wondered what
death would look like when it finally claimed him. He now knew. There would be no escaping Shade,
then. Whatever it took, the warlock would track him down, laying waste to whatever happened to cross
his path in the meantime,

Perhaps, letting the axefal herewould at least savethe
Dragonrealm, thought Darkhorse somewhat fatdisticaly, though

he suspected that the tortured figure before him would not completely spend his madness here.

“For our friendship,” the spectrd figure said, hiscam

words more chilling than his angered ones, “I would have lft
you in peace. | would have. Then, you did thisto me! Now, |
have only—"*

“Shade, if youwould just ligtento me!”

“—one question to ask of you before | treat you as you' ve chosen to treat me. Why do it? Tell methat.”

There was no correct response and Darkhorse knew that. The best he could do was give no answer at
al. Shade stwisted thought had condemned him aready.

“Goodbye, then, my comrade of old.”

Despite the distance now separating them, Darkhorse till maintained the shell protecting the helpless
Erini, although it sapped almost al of what remained of his strength. He pre-pared himsdlf now for the
worgst. Degth or, at the very least, the absence of life. Having never died, he could not say what awaited
him, if anything. Certainly, he did not fal within the redms of humean &fterlife.

Scattered thoughts touched him. Curiosity concerning the eventua fate of Taak. Questions asto where
the Bedlams had gone. He wondered what their children would grow up to be like. Mogt of dl,
Darkhorse wondered what fate awaited the world of the Dragonream, with or without the interference
and chaos created by its new, blur-visaged demigod.

Hewould protect Erini with the last vestiges of his power. When Shade findly took him, the shadow
steed would give his essence to her. Perhapsit would buy her time enough for Cabeto find her. Likely
not.

| have erred every step of the way, Darkhorse decided. Mogt of all, | erred in thinking of this one as ill
human—when dl he truly was, wasa Vraad!

Shade moved, but dowly, asif unwell. Darkhorse saw little of consequencein that at the moment, instead



concerned with bracing himself againgt what would surely be the warlock’ sfina blow. His own nature
would protect him briefly, but hardly long enough to matter. He only hoped, afoolish hope, thet the
warlock would fed regret afterward. It might stave off some of the coming devastation.

If only there was some way to take from the warlock the powers he had usurped...
There was, There WAS.

The answer cameto him too late. Something darted around Darkhorse like a mad horsefly, something
that grew asit circled him. Hetried fending it off, but his power wastoo wesk. It expanded asit moved,
rapidly wrapping him within ashell whose very presence chilled hisform, froze lifdesdy hisvery essence.
Giventime, it would make of him amonument to his own futility. Given time, there would be nothing
more than a shdll shaped like ahuge, writhing steed.

Given' alittle moretime, there would not even bethat.

Darkhorse struggled to maintain his senses. The key washis. He had controlled it al thistime, but his
own foolish sense of “noble sacrifice’ had |eft him blind to the potentid before him. Now, it might be too
late.

Entangled in the warlock’ s degth trap, Darkhorse tumbled into the snow and ice. Thelink with Erini, the
onethat still kept her alive, was his only chance. Summoning up hiswill and foregoing his own defense,
he caled out to her in hismind. Erini!

If he waswrong, it hardly mattered. Neither he nor she had more than afew minutes|eft either way.

A dim shadow fell over him. Through partialy obscured vision, he saw a spectral Shadeloom over him,
likely cometo gloat over histhroes. To the etema’ s confusion, the hooded .figure sighed and reached out
to touch hisfoe on the head. Briefly, Darkhorse entertained the thought of absorbing his adversary and
trapping him within the emptiness that was hisinner sdf, but he knew that the power of Shade was more
than capable of withstanding even that. True enough, the Vraad' s hand pulsated with energy.

Thefiendish thing—did it live?—had sedled his mouth and Darkhorse found himself unable to form
another. He lay there, silent and nearly mummified, as the warlock continued to move his hand dong the
shadow steed’ s neck and to his head.

For thefirst time, he felt the probe of Shade’smind. It wasthefina defeat. Darkhorse no longer even
had the will with which to combat hislongtime nemesis and companion.

“S0000, that’ swhy you fell so easily,” the shadow lurking above him whispered. He had discovered the
gdlion’srefusal to ~abandon Erini. Darkhorse shook, but was no longer ableto do anything dse...
unless..

The shadow steed opened hismind completely and let his

captor see everything, but, most especidly, what he knew about
Shade' s condition.

Thewarlock shook and pulled his hand away asif touching something unclean. He remained stooped
over his defeated adversary for some time, muttering things that Darkhorse could not make out save that
Shade seemed to be arguing with himself adamantly. Findly, however, he cameto somefateful decison
and wrapped himsdlf in his cloak, staring at the point somewhere beyond Darkhorse' s limited range of
vison.



“I'll need the girl again,” he whigpered to himself as he rose to a standing position. With an dmost
cardlessdismissa of the muffled figure at hisfeet. Shade stepped over Darkhorse and vanished into the
tundra

The eterna cursed himsdlf. Of course Shade' sfirgt thought
would beto recapture Erini! Darkhorse had let him see what
was happening: instead of becoming a near-perfect demigod,
the warlock was threatened with an existence even lessred
than in hisprior incarnations. As powerful as he had become,
Shade was till a the mercy of his sdf-made curse. The shadow
steed had hoped that, knowing this. Shade might cometo his
Senses.

Forgive me, Erini! Oddly, Darkhorse s error gave him the
glimmer of hope. He had been abandoned and the deadly spdll
that had amost ended his existence had stopped, apparently
dormant without its master’ s guidance. Given time, he would
be ableto free himsdif.

At that moment, hefelt the link between himsdlf and the princess break. Shade had reclaimed her for his
dire purposes.

A dangerous error on your part, my dear, deadly friend!

No longer forced to divide his strength between his own defense and the protection of the fading Erini,
the eternal’ s might returned much more rapidly. He had still nearly burned himself out, but now he had at
least the ghost of an opportuni-ty. Shade would be vulnerable now, mentaly if not magicaly, and
Darkhorse was dready devisng away to increase that vulnerability. He no longer felt much remorse
about what he plotted to do; Shade' s apparent denid of his own condition had made it clear that the
spellcaster was beyond aid. It was either defeat Shade or watch as the Dragonrealm and the rest of this
world suffered the same fate aslong-forgotten Nimth.

A storm was brewing, one that threatened to become a
fullscale blizzard. There was atouch of sorcery about it and

Darkhorse knew then that there was no time to waste. Shade had aready begun whatever new
experiment he planned. If therewas atime to catch him with his guard down, it was before the plan
reached fruition. The shadow steed had failed at that once. Thistime, though, the tale would end
differently.

Darkhorse rose quickly, tearing and snapping the bonds that had ensnared him. Where they had sought
to leech from him, he now returned the favor, causing them to dissipate in mere seconds. Things of
sorcery, they left no remains. The only regrets Darkhorse had was the vile taste of them; they werefilled
with thetaint of Vraad sorcery.

In the distance, he withessed a vast auroraand knew imme-diately that there was where he needed to
go. There, hewould finaly have Shade where he wanted him.

A porta offered too much risk. Darkhorse raced across the empty land, feeling somewhat at sympathy
withit for dl it had been through. Once, there had been trees here, life. Now, nothing but emptiness. The
land looked much the way the eternd felt.

It was, he thought, afitting place for what would be coming next.

Erini wasthe first to come within sight. She siood much the way she had in the chamber, save that her
eyes were open and she seemed to be saying something. Darkhorse dowed. Some-thing seemed wrong.
When arise brought Shade into view, the shadow steed knew that the scene before him was not asit



should have been, that something was amiss.

Thewarlock was seated before his captive, hishead low and his arms outstretched asif he were the one
giving of himsdf.

Darkhorse sped across the remaining tundra and began cast-ing his firs—and likely last—spell.
Entranced as he seemed to be, Shade would not notice until it struck. From the comer of his eyes,

Darkhorse noted Erini’ s gaze turning toward him. Her mouth opened asif she intended to say something,
but the ebony stalion ignored her. For the moment, it was only Shade that mattered.

When the attack caught him unaware, the shadow steed's
firgt angry thought was how the warlock had tricked him again,
laying some trap that he knew Darkhorse would be unableto
resst. Then, asthe world turned upside-down, he realized that
it was not hisancient adversary who had caught him by

surprise, but Erini. Erini had attacked him, asif she actually wanted her captor’s spell completed.

Before he could rise and demand explanations, Shade' s voice suddenly rose above the howling wind.
“No, princess. It' sdl right. He doesn’t understand—and, besides; it’ staking its own course now. He
won't be able to touch me; no one will.”

“I can only try!” Darkhorse roared, standing. The snow fell from hishuge form asif glad to abandon his
fearsome pres-ence. “ Stand away, Erini! Y ou shal be compdled no further!”

“Darkhorsal”

Heignored her shout, supposing her to be under the war-lock’ sinfluence. “ The femaeis under my
protection. Shade! 'Y ou will release her will and face me!”

Shade lifted his head toward Darkhorse. It was pae and drawn, but distinct. The stallion’ sfirst thought
was that he had failed again. Cursing, he kicked at the snow and readied himsdif to perish fighting. The
warlock, however, rose on surprisingly unsteady feet and shook his head at the leviathan ready to charge
him.

“I'll face you, Darkhorse, but only to say goodbye.”

“Y ou will not leave me behind again!”

Shade smiled without malice. His face was as pae as the snow—or was that the snow Darkhorse saw?
The warlock stepped toward him, leaving no trail. His movements were dow and he seemed to ripple
with thewind. The warlock paused just out of arm’ slength from his adversary.

“You can't follow mewherel’m going.”

Darkhorse lashed out with his hooves, hoping to take Shade by surprise with aphysicd attack. To his
dismay, he struck only air. Behind him, the massive stdlion heard Erini gasp.

Wrapped in his cloak, the warlock stepped back so that he now faced both Darkhorse and Erini.
Turning to the latter, he said politely, “Y ou have what you wanted in return, sorceress.

?  Mayit pleaseyou.”
Erini would not respond, but her face grew amost as degthlike as the warlock’ s. She suddenly shook her

head and sat in the snow, shivering from something other than the cold. The princess buried her facein
her hands.



“What we gain is never quite what we originaly wanted, isit, Darkhorse?’ It wasimpossible to deny
anymore; Shade was little more than aghost in form, amemory more than aman.

“What have you done now, warlock? What have you demanded of Erini that leaves her in such pan?’

“She cries at the vast extent of her reward, Darkhorse. | leave that for her to explain. Asfor me, | have
taken the only path left to me. A find path, you might say.”

“Final—!" Darkhorse probed the figure before him—and found nothing but a dying emanation of power.
Nothing physi-ca stood there; what remained was of magic. Magic that was fleeing even now to where it
belonged. The farthest stretches of the Dragonrealm and a crippled, tortured place called Nimth.

Shade had made Erini reverse his earlier spdll, drawing forth not only his newly accumulated powers, but
those forces within him that had originally cursed him to what had once seemed an endless chain of
phantom incarnations, personditiesthat existed, but did not truly live.

Sorcery was dl that truly remained of the origina spellcaster and, when the last of it had dissipated, there
would be nothing. No Shade. Not even the ever-present cloak. All of him was magic, nothing more.

“All that power, dl that glory, was not worth facing—facing?—a continuation of that damned, horrible
mockery of immortality, of life” Therewaslittleleft of thewarlock now. Helooked like areflectionina
piece of glass, wavering in the wind. The storm that had threatened seemed to be dying with the man who
had likely been its cause, but the wind, oddly, was picking up in intensity.

Or was that so odd? Darkhorse gaze locked with Shade's.
Thewarlock smiled again and nodded ever so dightly.

“I had another name, once,” he started, asif seeking to take both of their minds off of the truth. “It
wes...”

Words and warlock drifted away with the wind.

His name. He wanted to say his nameto me. The black steed stared at the place where his adversary, his
other half, had last stood. There were no tracks, of course. The last tracks were those where Shade had
stood and given himself to Erini. Where he had findly, absolutely, ended his cursein the only way left to
him.

“Darkhorse?’

Erini. He had forgotten her presence.

“I will never know love asyou do, princess,” he rumbled

without removing his gaze from Shade slast stand. “But | know that | have lost one who could be
considered a brother to me despite the evils he caused.”

The sorceress was slent. Darkhorse, urged by afedling he barely understood, trotted forward and
kicked snow acrossthe warlock’ s remaining tracks, not pausing until they were buried. Gruffly, he
turned to his companion. For the firgt time, the stallion seemed to see her. Though her abilities protected
her from the elements, she had suffered as few others had. Twice Shade had used her, forced her to
touch something of aworld that was little more than asick parody of this one. He hoped she would
recover once they returned to—

Hisice-blue eyes widened as he recalled what was occurring in their absence. “ Taak! Lords of the
Dead, Erini! Y ou should have said something!”

The human was drawn and wesker than he would have suspected, considering the power she had
absorbed. Darkhorse sensed also alossto the aura, the presence, about her. She was worn to the bone,
too, but none of that waswhy she now sat in the snow, gazing a the emptiness without truly seeing it.



“There sno need to hurry,” she stated quietly, finaly responding to hiswords.
“No need to hurry? With Tdak under siege by the drakes?’
Had her ordedl at last overtaken her mind, too?

“Shade said that | had been rewarded.” Erini laughed bitterly. “1t seemed so perfect. They didn’'t deserve
tosurvive. | keep telling mysdlf that they would have killed Mdicard and al therest if | hadn’t agreed.”
Her voice caught. * Y et, for some unfathomable reason, | can’t help crying at the suffering they must have
gone through, the shock when they realized what was happening.”

“Y ou make no sense, mortd!” She did, but Darkhorse had trouble believing what he wasimagining.

She looked up, so pale he aimost expected her to dissipate in the wind as Shade had done. “1 want
nothing to do with sorcery, Darkhorse. It seemed the best way to rid us of them, but... so many lives!”

“Thedrake host?’ hefinaly asked with some misgivings.

She nodded, putting her head in her hands again. “ All of them. Swallowed up without damage to anything
or anyone else—save Ma Quorin, | suppose. | even pity him, if you can beieveit. Shadekilled them dll
with my permisson.

Now it was Darkhorse who could say nothing. He wondered

at the carnage they would see when they returned. In someways, it had been necessary, but the scope of
what the warlock had been capable of ...

Erini looked up again, tearsfor her enemiesin her eyes. “Take me back to Talak, Darkhorse. |—I can't
do it mysdlf. I might—might gppear in the middle of—I want Mdicard!”

Theeternd let her cry some of the pain away as he dowly formed a sphere around them. A variation on
the portd, it would allow them to travel without forcing the princessto act herself. When they arrived in
Taak, he would see to speaking to Mdicard privately about her immediate needs.

He welcomed her sorrow and her need for hisaid. Her tridlswould give him purpose and dlow him
another chanceto leam. Some day, he might yet understand the mortal creatures he had chosen to make
his own. Some day, he might understand their path through life and, because of that, the definition of life
itself. Perhaps then, the shadow steed might one day come to understand what could have created the
man who had become known in legend and face as smply Shade.

Perhaps then, he might aso make sense of the continuous, wrenching feding that had begun within him
when heredlized that the warlock had surrendered hislife.

xXXm

Cabe Bedlam found the eterna overlooking the northern lands from one of the palace balconies. A vas,
well-cultivated field, half wheat and half oat, covered nearly every inch of theleve plain before them.
Upon first glance, there seemed nothing out of the ordinary, aside from the fact that thiswas hardly the
time of year for such amature crop. What made the sight stunning, however, was the fact that it was out
there where the army of the Dragon King had once stood. It was out there that settlements, wooded
areas, and roads had existed prior to this day.

It was there that the drake host had perished down to the least of the minor drakes.

“I'll never forget the Sight,” Cabe said quietly, eyesfixed on the innocent-looking fied. “We had barely
arrived here oursalves, and then only thanksto the Dragon King Green, who arrived at the Manor and
broke the spell Shade had cast over us.” He had dready relayed that Story earlier, telling how, in

response to word from the Lady Bedlam, the master of Dagora Forest had gained entrance and found



the two, victims of Shade' s attempt to kidnap their son Aurim. Neither the Bedlams nor their Dragon
King dly. Green, could explain why the warlock had abandoned his plan after successfully dedling with
the only two standing in hisway.

Darkhorse thought he knew, but did not say so to Cabe. 1t would only make what had happened to the
ancient warlock more difficult to accept.

Cabe moved on to the shocking fate that had befallen the charging drakes. * Even with our sorcery, we
were only keep-ing them in check. Some of their number got through from time to time and wreaked
havoc until each waskilled or driven off. Some of their spells succeeded aswell.” The sorcerer shivered,
remembering some of the more dire ones. “Word reached us at one point that the expedition to the Hell
Pains had turned around, apparently because of some message etched into the ground by a spell of
Drayfitt’ sjust before his desth—"* Cabe did not notice Darkhorse flinch. That explained the final words
he had not heard, the onesthe elderly sorcerer had spoken before expiring! To the end, Drayfitt had
served Taak with the utmost efficiency. “ Though the reinforcements were on their way, the fighting was
becoming so fierce that we suspected the drakes would be through Taak’ s defenses before they arrived.
It wasjust after that when the ground to the north began to split open.”

What had happened next had driven even stone-hearted

Mélicard to pity the deaths of hisenemies. Great gaps and

ravines opened in the earth, but only in and around the moving

host. Some estimated that nearly half of the drakes perished in

thefirst minute, asthewarriorstried franticaly and usdesdy to

control the sudden panic of their lesser cousins. Warriors and

mounts fell screaming into the gaps, which closed up ingtantly,

only to be replaced by others. Many of those who managed to

find stable footing during the first ondaught fell easy prey when that ground beneath them suddenly
yawned wide.

“Did none of them fly away?’

“Seemslogicdl, doesn'tit?” Cabeworeagrim smile. “They tried it. The sky over the areawas literdly
filled with them—until the winds began to buffet them back to the earth!”

“Winds?’

“Windsfollowed by lightning followed by a downpour that would have crushed in the roof of the palace

had the storms touched the city—which they did not with amazing accuracy! Everything was confined to
the areawhere Silver’ s horde was trapped.”

Quakes, wind, lightning, and rain. Earth, air, fire, and water. Darkhorse had to admire Shade' swork.
How extravagantly traditiond.

No one had seen the Dragon King himself perish nor, for that matter, Ma Quorin’sfate, ether. It was
safe to assume, however, that they had fallen with the rest. The entire horrible sight had lasted perhaps
five minutes. When the last drake had perished, the woundsin the earth healed themselves and the storms
dwindled to nothing. No one could redlly say when exactly the field had risen up, though everyone swore
it wasthere only moments later.

Voiceswithin informed him that the one he had been waiting for had finaly recovered enough to join the
rest. Darkhorse excused himsdlf from Cabe.

“I'll not forget the good he did, Darkhorse,” Cabe called after him.
“Do not forget the evil, ether.” Hetrotted into the vast room.
Her face it up as she noticed him.



“Princess Erini!” Hedipped hishead in her honor. “Glad | am to see you better! Cherish thiswoman.
King Médlicard, for there are few asworthy as shel”

The king had one arm securely wrapped around his be-trothed. The love he bore for her was spread
equally across both sides of hisface. The efwood arm, the one that held Erini, looked as supple and
lifdike asthered thing.

Itisthe spirit of the wearer that makes of the elfwood what it will be. With love comeslife, it seemd
“Darkhorse.” Erini separated hersdlf from Méelicard, walked

up to the shadow steed, and hugged him by the neck. Off to the Side, the Lady Bedlam smiled sourly.
“Thank you for giving memy lifeagain!” the princess added.

“Itis| who should thank you! Areyou truly better?’
“It will take me sometimeto leam not to shiver each time my eyesturn north and see thefidd.”

Darkhorse laughed. “Think of the field asthe first heralds of peace! What Shade did was horrendous, but
did not cowardly Silver bring it upon himsdf?’

“I suppose.” The princesslooked down, asif remembering.

Then, shelooked back up, staring into his glittering eyes.

“What happensto you now?’

The shadow steed felt asif dl eyesin the room were now on

him. “I shall roam the Dragonrealm as| aways have! For

Darkhorse, thereis no grand scheme, no destiny! | shall roam

and see what thereisto see! |—*

It was the Lady Bedlam who spoke the words that he would not. *Y ou shall search the landsto seeif,
somehow, he survived, won't you?’

The room grew silent as he stared first at her and then at Erini. She looked puzzled, having seen Shade
fredy end histortured existence. Sowly, he nodded. “ Y es, | will search the Dragonrealm for him. There
must be no doubt. If he has survived, he may need help.” Darkhorse absently pawed at the floor, leaving
scars. “ Hemay also need destroying again.”

The ebony stallion stepped back from the mortal crestures around him. “It is past thetime for meto
leave! | am glad you are dl well and that most of us have lived to seethis peace.” He looked specificaly
at Méicard and the Dragon King Green. There was hope there for some sort of compromise, a
lessening of Talak’ s zeal toward those drakes who sought peace between the races. Erini caught his stare
and looked at her betrothed, who nodded noncommittedly. “I now bid you farewel|!”

“Come back to Taak when you wish,” the princess cdled.
Darkhorse nodded to her and a so to Cabe, who had rejoined his mate. He reared, summoning a portal.

“Cometo the Manor sometime,” Gwen said, startling both Cabe and the eternal. “Y ou must meet the
children. They would love you.”

The shadow steed laughed cheerfully, the echoes resounding

through the pdace. “This, then, istruly aday of miracles | shdl take you up on that offer soon. Lady
Bedlam. Ha”

He entered the portd il laughing, his destination—and his destiny—unknown even to him.






