You will raise ne a denon.

The words were seared into Drayfitt's mind. The chilling

vi sage of his nmonarch haunted himstill. There had never been
any doubt that the king had been serious. He was a hunorl ess,
bitter man who had, over the |ast nine years since his horrible
di sfigurenent, becone everything that he had at one tine

despi sed. The pal ace refl ected that change; where once it had
been a bright, proud structure, it was now a dark, seeningly
unoccupi ed shel |

Yet, this was Drayfitt's ruler, the man who represented what
he had sworn his loyalty to nore than a century before. Thus,
the gaunt, elderly man had sinply bowed and said, "Yes, King
Melicard. "

Ahh, Ishmr, Ishmr, he brooded. Why could you not have

waited until ny training was conplete before you flew off to die
with the other Dragon Masters? Better yet, why did you have to
train ne at alt?

The chamber he occupi ed was one of the deepest beneath the

pal ace and the only one suited to the task at hand. The seal on
t he door had been that of Rennek Il, Melicard s great-great
grandfather and a man known for dark tastes. The chanber had
been cl eaned so that Drayfitt could make his marks, etch the
lines of the barrier into the floor. The cage, a thing of
enchantnent, not iron, filled nmuch of the room He was
uncertain as to what dinmensions a denon m ght possess, and
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much of what he did was guesswork, even with the aid of the
book Quorin had located for the king. Still, Drayfitt had not
eoutlived nost of his contenporaries by leaping blindly into
t hi ngs.

The room was dark, save for a single torch and two di m

candles, the latter necessary for reading the pages of the tone.
The flickering torch raised denons of its own, dancing shadows
that cel ebrated the com ng spell with gleeful nmovenments. Drayfitt
woul d have preferred the place brilliantly lit, if only for his
own nerves, but Melicard had decided to watch, and darkness
preceded and foll owed the king wherever he stal ked. Shift-

ing, the ancient sorcerer could feel the strength of Melicard' s
presence behind him H's lord and nmaster was obsessed—

obsessed with the destruction of the Dragon Kings and their ilk.

"How much | onger?" Melicard' s voice throbbed with antici-
pation, like a child about to receive a favorite candy.

Drayfitt glanced up. He did not turn to his ruler, but rather
studied the design in the floor. "I amready to begin, your
maj esty. "

The voice of Quorin, the king' s counsel or, abruptly cut

t hrough the sorcerer's thoughts like a well-honed knife. M
Quorin was the closest thing Talak had to a prine mnister
since the denise of old Hazar Aran, the last man to hold the
position, two years ago. The king had never replaced him



t hough Quorin did nearly everything the prime -mnister was
supposed to do. Drayfitt hated the counselor; it was the short,
catlike man who had first reported to Melicard that there a
spell caster in the city—and one sworn to the king. If there was
any justice, any denon he succeeded in sumoni ng up woul d
demand the counselor as a sacrifice—f a denon could stonach
such a foul norsel

"One was beginning to wonder, Drayfitt, if your heart was
inthis. Your loyalty has been. . .cool."

"I'f you would like to take my place. Counsel or Quorin,

will be happy to let you. | certainly would not want to stand in
t he way of someone obviously nore well-versed in sorcery than
nmysel f."

Quorin would have replied, always seeking the |ast word, but
Melicard cut himoff. "Leave Drayfitt to his task. Successfu
results are all that matter."

The king supported Drayfitt—for now. The old man wondered
how | ong that support would last if he failed to produce the
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creature his liege desired. He would be lucky to keep his head
much | ess his quiet, sinple position as Master of Appoint-
ments. Now, the latter was probably lost to Drayfitt, success or
not; why waste a man of his power on a mnor political post

even if it was all Drayfitt had ever wanted?

Enough dream ng of things |ost! he reprimanded hinself.
The tine had come to summon the denmon, if only to tweak the
wel | - groonmed must ache of Quorin.

Nei t her the king nor his counsel or understood how sinple

the summning itself actually was. There had been tines when

he had been tenpted to tell them to see the disbelief on their
faces, but his brother had at |east taught himthat the secrets of
sorcery were the nost precious things a mage owned. To

mai ntain his. position and to counterbal ance those Iike Quorin,
Drayfitt had to build hinself up as much as possible. It would
have been | aughable if it had not been so tragic. There was a
chance that success might get themall killed. The barrier m ght
not hold whatever it was, if anything, he sumoned.

Rai sing one hand in a theatrical manner he had practiced
long and hard to perfect, Drayfitt touched the fields of power
with his mnd s eye.

The sunmoning was sinplicity itself; surviving the encoun-
ter with whatever happened to be snared was anot her nmatter

"Drazeree's ghost!" Quorin blurted in grow ng fear

Drayfitt would have smiled, had he heard the outburst, but

his mind was on the link he had created. There was only the

I i nk—ao0 chanber, no king, not even his own body. He was

i nvi si bl e—nro—+fornm ess. It was an experience that he had

never before achieved and the wonder of it al nobst proved fatal



for in maintaining his link with the spell, he nearly broke the
one binding himto his nortal form When the sorcerer realized
his error, he immediately corrected it. A lesson |learned, Drayfitt
realized ... alnost too |ate.

Before him the streamof |ight that was the nmental represen-
tation of his bond disappeared into a gleaning tear in reality.
He knew that the tear was visible to the king and Counsel or
Quorin, a sign of success for themto mull over while he noved
up. If failure greeted himat any point onward, he hoped that
Melicard would realize that he had tried his best, that he had
proved his loyalty.

A cold presence with a feel of great age grazed the outer
boundari es of his seeking mnd. Ancient was not a satisfactory
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description for such a creature. A desire to abandon the
sumoni ng washed over Drayfitt, but he fought it, understand-
ing that it was a ploy by the creature he had snared. The

anal ogy of a fisherman who has caught the grandfather of al
sea nonsters did not escape him What he had snared was
power ful —-and very reluctant to the notion of being forcibly
brought to Drayfitt's world. It was ready to fight himw th al
weapons available to it.

Sonme woul d have fought the denmon here, in this place with

no nane, but Drayfitt knew that he could only bind his catch if
he battled it fromthe physical as well as the spiritual planes.
The earth, whose existence was interwoven with both the fields
of power and his own life, was his anchor.

As he retreated toward his body, the sorcerer was anmazed at

the ease with which he drew the denon after him The struggle
was far |ess than he expected, alnobst as if the denon had sone
strong bond of its own with his world, a bond it could not deny.
That a thing spawned out there could have any tie with the
nortal plane disturbed him The thought of a trap occurred to
him but it was a brief notion. Such a trap was too daring; the
cl oser they noved back to Drayfitt's domain, the nore difficult
it would be for the denon to free itself.

The sorcerer felt the creature's growing frustration. It was
fighting hi meonstantly—but |ike someone forced to do battle

on a nunber of fronts. Had they nmet on equal terns, both with
their respective abilities intact, the elderly sorcerer knew that
he woul d have been no nmore than a breath to his adversary.

Here, the battle was in Drayfitt's favor

The return seened endl ess, far |onger than when he had

departed his body. As he finally neared his goal, he was struck
by a great wave of panic emanating fromthe denon. The |ink
stretched as he had not known it could and, for a nonent, it
felt as if part of the denon had broken away.

Nonet hel ess, his prey was with him Body and mi nd began
to neld. Gther things—sounds, pressures, odors—denmanded a
nmeasure of his attention



"He's stirring again!"

"You see, Quorin? | told you he had not failed. Drayfitt is
loyal to ne."

"Forgive me, ny liege. Three hours we've stood here,
waiting. You said he'd dare not die and, as usual, you were
correct."
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The voi ces echoed froma vast distance, as if the spellcaster
were hearing themthrough a I ong, hollow tube... yet, both

men surely stood nearby. Drayfitt allowed his senses tine to
recover and then, still facing the magi cal cage he had created,
opened his eyes.

At first glance he was di sappointed. The rip in the niddle of
enpty space still remained and nothing stood within the con-
fines of the barrier. Around him the shadows still danced
merrily, anong themthe two di stended forms of his conpan-

i ons. The shadows of the king and the counsel or | ooned over
his head while his own seenmed to craw across the floor and up
a good piece of the far wall. Mst of the pattern that he had
drawn on the floor was snothered in darkness as well.

"Wel | ?" Quorin asked testily.

The link still remained, but it no |onger extended beyond the
tear, instead tw sting usel essly back into the shadowy regi ons
wi thin the boundaries of the magical cage. The rip was al ready
closing. Drayfitt, confused, stared at the enpty scene for
several seconds. He had succeeded—at |east all indications
pointed to that. Wy, 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 nove when they shoul d

and even appeared to have depth. Drayfitt had the unnerving
sensation that to stare too long was to fall into those shadows—
and never stop falling.

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

The gaunt sorcerer slowy rose, a wave of his hand indicating
that silence was needed. Wth one negligible thought, he broke
the link. If he was m staken and there was no denon, Melicard
woul d soon have his hide

St eppi ng nearer—though not so near that he was in danger of
accidently crossing the barrier—brayfitt exam ned the magica
cage with a thoroughness that left the king and counsel or
fidgeting. When Drayfitt saw the shadows tw st away, he knew
he had succeeded.

There was sonething in his trap.



"Do not try to play ne for a fool," he whispered defiantly.
"I know you are there. Show yourself—but beware of trying
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any tricks! This cage has surprises designed just for your kind,
denon! "

"What's that you're doing?" Quorin denanded, starting to

step forward. It was clear he still assumed that Drayfitt had
failed and that the sorcerer was now stalling in the hopes of
savi ng hi s neck.

"Stay where you are!" Drayfitt comanded wi thout | ooking.

The counsel or froze, stunned by the sheer intensity of the
spel | caster's tone.

Turning his attention back to the barrier, the elderly man
repeated his earlier command, this tine for the other two to
hear. "I said show yourself! You will obey!"

He waved a hand in the air, using it to guide the lines of
power to the results he wanted. He was not di sappoi nted.

It how ed\ The noise was so horrifying that Drayfitt's con-
centration all but broke. Behind him Quorin swore and stum

bl ed back. Whether Melicard was al so shaken, the sorcerer
could not say. Even the king had his limts. As the ringing in
his ears died down, Drayfitt wondered if everyone in the

pal ace—everyone in Tal ak—-had hear the denon's how of

pain. He al nost regretted what he had done... but he had to
show the creature who was master. So it had al ways been
witten.

At first, he did not notice the darkness draw i nward, thicken
even, if such a thing was possible. Only when the first |inbs
became recogni zabl e—and then the fact that there were/ow of
them all legs—did he fully appreciate his success. The denobn
had finally, conpletely, bowed to his will.

The three men stood nesnerized by the transformation

occurring before them Forgetting their uncertainty, the king
and counsel or joined Drayfitt near the outer edge of the barrier
and watched as a trunk joined the |legs, and a | ong, thick neck
stretched forth fromone end, while a sleek, black tail sprouted
fromthe other.

A steed! Sone sort of ghostly steed! The head coal esced into
a distinct shape, and Drayfitt amended his opinion. It was nore
i ke the shadow of sone great horse. The body and linbs were

di stended, changi ng as the denon noved, and the torso... The
spel | caster had the uneasy feeling that if he stared too | ong he
woul d fall into the denon and keep falling forever and ever.

Anxious to rid himself of the idea, he turned his head, only to
find the face of the king.
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Unawar e of the sorcerer's nervous gaze, the disfigured king
giggled at the sight of his new prize. "You have done ne a
wondr ous service, Drayfitt! This is all | asked for and nore!
have ny denon!"

Wth a snmooth, swift notion, the huge head of the dark steed
turned to face the trio. For the first tine, the ice-blue eyes
became noticeable. Drayfitt returned his gaze to his prisoner
He shivered, but not nearly so nmuch as he did when the denobn
arrogantly shouted, "You nortal fools! You children! How

dare you pull me back into this world! Don't you realize the
havoc you' ve brought forth?"

Drayfitt heard a sharp intake of breath from beside himand
knew i medi ately that Melicard was nere noments from one

of his fits of rage. Not wanting the king to do sonething

fool i sh—somet hing that might rel ease the denon in the process—
t he spellcaster shouted back, "Silence, nonster! You have no
rights here! By the spells | have perforned, you are ny servant
and will do mny bidding!"

The bl ack horse roared with nocking [aughter. "I am not

quite the denon you originally sought, little nortal! | am nore
and | am|less! You caught ne because ny link to this world is
stronger than that of any creature of the Void!" The steed's
head pressed agai nst the unseen walls of his cage, eyes seeking
to bumthrough Drayfitt's own. "I amthe one call ed Darkhorse,
mage! Think hard, for it is a nane you surely nust know"

"What is he tal king about?" Quorin dared to nmutter. He had
one hand pressed against his chest, as if his heart were seeking
escape.

In the dimtorchlight, neither of his companions could see
Drayfitt's face grow ash white. He knew of Darkhorse and
suspected the king did as well. There were | egends, sonme only
a decade ol d, about the denpn steed, a creature whose forner
conpani ons included the warl ock Cabe Bedl am the |egendary

G yphon, and, nost frightening of all, the enigmatic, cursed
i mortal who called hinself Shade.

"Darkhorse!" the sorcerer finally succeeded in uttering, as a
whi sper.

Dar khorse reared high, seemingly ready to burst through the
ceiling. In a mxture of regret and anger, the denon steed
retorted, "Aye! Darkhorse! Exiled by choice to the Void in the
hopes of saving this nortal plane fromthe horror of a friend
who is also nmy worst eneny! This world' s worst nightnare!"
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"Silence him Drayfitt! I want no nore of this babbling!"
Melicard' s voice had a dangerous edge to it that the spellcaster
had come to recognize. He feared it al nbst 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 his i nhuman glare. "Don't you
listen? Can't you understand? |In sunmoni ng ne back, you've
pull ed himalong, for I was his prison! Now he roans free to
do whatever ill he so desires!”

"Who?" Drayfitt dared to ask, despite the grow ng rage

of his liege at the |ack of obedience. "Who is it that | have
accidently rel eased?" It was the thing he had feared all during
t he preparations, that he would accidently | oose sone denon

on the Dragonreal m

Dar khorse 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 nost tragic being | have
ever known! A friend who would give his life and a fiend who
woul d take yours without a second' s care! A denon and a hero,
yet both are the sane man!" The spectral horse hesitated and
qui etly concl uded, "The warl ock ShadeV

I
So different from Gordag-Ai. So big!

Erini Suun-Ai peered through the curtain of her coach

wi ndow, ignoring the worried | ooks of her two | adies-in-

waiting. Alight wind sent her long, blond tresses fluttering.

The breeze was pl easantly cool against her pale, soft skin and

she leaned into it, directing the delicate, perfect features of her
oval face so that the wi nd stroked every inch. Her dress, w de,
colorful, and flowing, nade it inmpossible to sit directly next to
the wi ndow, and Erini would have preferred to take it off,

hating it the way it ballooned her slimfigure.

Her | adi es-in-waiting whispered to one another, making dis-
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paragi ng remarks. They did not care to see their new hone, the
huge, overwhelmng city-state of Talak. Only duty to their

m stress made them cone. A princess, especially one destined

to be a queen, did not travel alone. The driver and the cavalry
unit escorting her did not count; they were men. A woman of
substance travell ed with conpanions or, at the very |east,
servants. Such was the way of things in CGordag-Ai, in Ae

| ands once rul ed by the Bronze Dragon

Erini's mnd was unconcerned with things of her forner

honel and. Tal ak, with its massive ziggurats and countl ess

proud banners flying in the wind, was her new hone, her

ki ngdom Here, after a suitable courtship, she would marry

King Melicard | and assune her duties as wife and co-

nmonarch. The future held infinite possibilities and Erini wondered
whi ch ones awaited her. Not all of themwould be pleasant.

The coach hit a bunp, sending the princess back agai nst her
seat, her conpanions squealing with | adylike distaste at the
rough road. Erini grinmaced at their actions. They represented
her father, who had nmade the narriage pact with the late,
unfortunate King Rennek |V al nost eighteen years ago. Melicard
had been a young boy just growi ng into manhood and she a



newbom babe. Erini had met Melicard only once, when she
had been perhaps five, so she doubted his inpression of her
had been very favorable.

Wiat made all three of them nervous were the runors that

fl oated about the Dragonrealmas to the nature of Melicard.
There were those who called hima fanatical tyrant, though

none of his own people ever tal ked that way. There were

runors that he trafficked with necromancers, and that he was a
cold, lifeless naster. Myst wi despread of all were the horrible
tal es of his appearance.

"He has only one true arm" Galea, the stouter of the two
conpani ons, had whi spered at one point. "They say that he cut
it off hinself, so as to wear that el fwood one he now sports.”

"He has a lust for the worst aspects of sorcery,"” Magda,

pl ain but domi neering, uttered sagely at another tine. "A

denon it was that is said to have stolen his face so that the king
nmust al ways hi de in shadow "

After such horrible statenents as these, the two | adies would
eye one another with their perfectly matching Poor Princess
Erini! expressions. At tines, they sonmehow succeeded in

| ooking like twi ns.
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The princess did not know how to take the runors. She knew

it was true that Melicard sported an armcarved of rare

el fwood, a magi cal wood, but not why. Erini also knew that
Mel i card had suffered sone catastrophe al nbst a decade before
that had left himbereft of that original armand disfigured as
wel | . Even nmagical healing had its limts at times, and some-
thing involved with the incident nade it inpossible to repair
the danage to any great extent. Erini knew she was marrying a
crippled and possibly horrifying man, but her brief nenories of
gazing up fondly at the tall, handsome boy had conbined wth
her sense of duty to her parents to forma determ nation

mat ched by few

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

Ret urni ng her gaze to the spectacle outside, she studied the
great walls. They were gigantic, though the arrogant ziggurats
within thrust higher. Against any normal invader, these walls
woul d be unbreachabl e. Tal ak, however, had al ways been in

t he shadow of the Tyber Muntains, lair of the true nmaster of
the city, the late and unl amented Gol d Dragon, Enperor of the
Dragon Kings. Drakes had little problemwith walls, whether in
their birthforns or the humanoid ones they wore nore often

Thi ngs have altered so much. She had, as a child, understood
that, as queen, she would rule beside Melicard but that, at any
time, the Gold Dragon m ght come and make demands of the

city. Now, the Dragon Kings were in a disarray; with no heir to
take the place of the Dragon Enperor—though there were



runors about sonething in the Dagora Forest far to the south—
Tal ak was, for the first time, independent.

An arny of majestic trunpets sounded, giving Erini a start.

The coach made no nmove to slow, which nmeant the gates had

been opened and t hey woul d proceed straight through. The

sides of the road began to fill with the locals, the farmers and
villagers, some clad in their holiday best, others looking as if
they had just conme fromthe fields. They were cheering, but

she expected that. Melicard s advisors woul d have arranged

such a showi ng. Yet, Erini was sonewhat skilled at reading
faces and enotions, and in the dirty, worn features of the
peopl e cheering her she did see honest hope, honest accept-
ance. They wanted a queen, wel coned the change.

The runors about Melicard whi spered nockingly in the back
of her mind. She forced herself to ignore them and waved to
t he peopl e.

At that noment, the coach passed through the gates of Tal ak
and the runors were once again buried as Erini devoured the
wonders of the inner city with her eyes.

This was the market district. Bright, clashing tents and

wagons conpeted with decorated buildings, many of themtiny,
multil evel ed zi ggurats, exact copies of the titans | oom ng over
all else. The nore permanent structures appeared to be inns and
taverns, a cunning nove to snare the unwary travel er who

m ght, nerely because it was so convenient, end up buying a
few extra things fromthe bazaar. Even nore banners flew
within the walls, nost bearing the patriotic synmbol of Tal ak

t hese past nine years: a sword crossing a stylized drake head.
Melicard' s warning to the remaining drake cl ans, including the
Silver Dragon's, to whose domain the city was now geographically
annexed.

Gal ea and Madga were oohi ng and aahi ng over everything,

having finally given in to growing curiosity and forgetting that
they did not want to be here. Erini smled slightly at that and
returned her attention to her new ki ngdom

Cothing styles differed little here, she noted abstractly,

t hough they tended to be even brighter, yet nore confortable in
appear ance than the bedsheet she was wearing. There was al so

a propensity toward military uniforms, a confirmtion of one
runor that Melicard was still expanding his army. A troop of
footsoldiers saluted snmartly as she passed, as alike as a row of
eggs—wi th shells of iron. The precision pleased her, though

she hoped that there would be no need for all this training. The
best armi es are those that never have to fight, her father had
once said.

The coach continued on its way through the city. The market
district gave way to nore stately structures, obviously the

hones of an upper class, either nerchants or |owlevel func-
tionaries. There was a nmarket here as well, but this district was
subdued in conparison to that of the nmore common fol k.

Erini found this section pleasant to view, but rather |ack-

ing intrue life. Here, the shadow mnmasks of politics were

first worn. She knew that fromthis point on reality would be



slightly askew. Wthout hardly being aware of it, her posture
stiffened and her smile grew enpty. It was time to play the part
she had been trained for, even though she had not yet met her
betrothed. For the | owest courtiers on up, the princess had to

12

Rl CHARD A. KNAAK
SHADOW  STEED
13

wear a mask of strength. Their loyalty to her depended on their
belief in her power.

Power. Her fingers tw tched, but she forced themstill. In the
excitement and then the uneasiness of finally arriving in Tal ak
she had al nost dropped her guard. Erini glanced at her | adies.
Magda and Gal ea were staring at the pal ace, awed by what was

the greatest edifice in the city, and had not noticed the invol un-
tary nmovenents. The princess took a deep breath and tried to
steady herself. She dared not trust themw th her problem

What woul d she do about Melicard, though?

By the time the coach reached the outskirts of the royal

pal ace, she felt she was ready. The turbul ence of her tired mnd
had been forced down again. Now, her only concern was

maki ng the proper inpression when Melicard cane to neet her

at the bottom of the pal ace steps, as was custom

"Don't these people know anythi ng about protocol ?" Magda
sniffed inperilously. "The royal steps are all but bare of the
menbers of the court. The entire aristocracy should be here to
neet their new queen."

Erini, who had been straightening her clothing out of
nervousness, |ooked up. Pulling aside the curtain of her w n-
dow, the princess saw what, in her anxiety, she had not noticed
before. It was true; there were no nore than a handful of
peopl e awaiting her arrival and even at a distance the princess
could see that none of them matched Melicard' s description in
the slightest.

The coachman reined the horses to a halt, and one of Erini's

f oot nen jumped down and opened the door for her. As the
princess descended, she caught sight of a short, graceful man

wi th odd eyes and stylish nustache who reni nded her of

nothing I ess than a pet panther her nother had once bought.
froma merchant of Zuu. Erini felt an alnost instant dislike for
t he newconer despite the toothy snmle he gave her. This could
only be Melicard' s counselor, Mal Quorin, a man obviously
anbi ti ous. What was he doing here instead of Melicard?

"Your majesty." Quorin took the tiny hand that the princess
forced herself to thrust out and kissed it in a manner that



suggested he was tasting her as a predator might taste its prey
bef ore devouring it.

She gave him her nost courteous smile and w thdrew her
hand as soon as he released it. You will not nake a puppet out

of me, grimalkin. His nostrils flared nomentarily, but he
remai ned outwardly pl easant.

"I's ny Melicard ill? | had hoped he would be here to greet
nme." She fought hard to keep emotion of any sort out of her
wor ds.

Quorin straightened his jacket. H's ponpous, gray mlitary

outfit nade himl ook Iike a parody of sone great general and
Erini hoped he was not actually commander of the king's

armes. "H s mjesty begs your forgiveness, princess, and asks
that you indulge himin this. | trust you were inforned as to his
appear ance. "

"Surely my betrothed would not hide from ne?"

The counsel or gave her the ghost of a smile. "Until word

arrived that you had reached the age of consent set down by

your father, Melicard had completely forgotten about the pact.

Pl ease don't take it as any offense, lady, but you will find he is
still trying to cope with it. H's physical... detriments... only
add to the difficulty. He tries to see as few peopl e as possi bl e,
you under st and. "

"I understand far better than you think, counselor. You will
take me to King Melicard now | wll not shun himbecause of
his past misfortune. W have been paired al nbst since ny
birth; his life, his existence, is ny tantanpbunt concern."

Quorin bowed. "Then, if you will follownme, | will escort
you to him The two of you will have a private audience... fitting,
| should think, for the beginning of your courtship.”

Erini noted the hint of sarcasm but said nothing. Mal Quorin
sumoned an ai de who was to assist the princess's people with
settling down. Her |adies-in-waiting prepared to follow her but
she ordered themto go with the others.

"This is not proper,"
with you."

Magda entoned. "One of us should be

"I think I will be safe in the palace of mnmy husband-t o-be,
Magda. " Erini gave the counselor a pointed glance. "Especially
wi th Counsel or Quorin as conpany."

"Your parents ordered—

"Their authority ended when we entered Tal ak. Captain!"

The cavalry officer rode up to her and sal uted. She coul d not
recall his nane, but knew he was inherently obedient to her
from past experience. "Please help escort ny conpanions to
our roons. | will also want to see you before you return to
Cordag-Ai . "
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The captain, a thin, mddle-aged man with narrow eyes and a
hungry | ook, cleared his throat. "Yes.. .your highness."

Erini pondered briefly his hesitation but knew now was not
the tinme to ask about it. She turned back to Quorin, who was
waiting with slight inpatience. "Lead on."

O fering his hand, the counselor led her up the Iong set of

steps into the towering pal ace. As they wal ked, Quorin pointed

out this object and that, relating their histories like a hired tour
guide to Erini, who pretended to listen for the sake of appear-
ance. Several aides and mnor functionaries fell in behind

them as did a silent honor guard. Al very out of place, but the
princess had been warned that things had taken a strange turn in
the years of Melicard' s rule. So far, only Mal Quorin and the

ki ng' s absence di sturbed her.

The pal ace was spacious to say the least, but rmuch of it had

an unused look, as if only a few people actually lived or

worked within its walls. It was true that Melicard was the [ ast
of his line now, but nost rulers still surrounded thenselves with
a gaggle of fawning courtiers and endl ess nunbers of servants.
Melicard, it seened, maintained only what was necessary.

Has he secluded hinsel f that nmuch? the princess worried.
H s state of mind concerned her far nore than whatever scars
he bore physically. On that rested the fate of his ki ngdom

"Your mmjesty?"

Counsel or Quorin was studying her curiously and Erin

realized they had finally come to a stop at a massive set of
doors. Two fearsome guards, hooded, kept a grim watch

armed with axes that stood taller than she did. Erini wondered
if they were human.

"I shall be |eaving you alone now. Princess Erini. |I'm
certain you and the king will want your privacy."

She al nost wanted himto stay. Now that the princess stood
within mere seconds of mneeting her betrothed, the potential

ram fications of her reaction to Melicard' s features struck her
dunb. Would hate or pity be the only bond tying the two of

t hem t oget her? She prayed it woul d not be, yet..

Quorin snapped his fingers. The two gargantuan sentinels
st epped asi de and the massive doors slowly swing inward
Wthin the chanber was only darkness. Not even a single
candle glinmered in invitation



The counsel or turned back to her and his catli ke face wore a

matching feline smle. "He amaits within, your mgjesty. You
have only to enter."

Those words, comng fromhim strengthened Erini as noth-

ing el se could have. Wth a regal nod of her head to Counsel or
Quorin and the two guards, she wal ked calmy into the pitch-
bl ack room

Her eyes sought vainly to conpensate for the utter |ack of

light, as the doors slowy closed behind her. Erini fought hard
not to turn back to the confort of the light. She was a princess
of CGordag-Ai and soon woul d be queen of Talak. It would be a

di sgrace to her ancestors and her future subjects if she showed
her grow ng fear.

Not until the doors had closed conpletely did she hear the
breat hi ng of another within the chanber. Heavy footsteps
echoed as sonebody slowy wal ked toward her. Erini's heart
pounded and her breathi ng qui ckened. She heard the other
fiddle with sonething and then a single match burst into
brilliant life, blinding her briefly.

"Forgive nme," a deep, snooth voice whispered. "I sone-
times grow so accustonmed to the shadows that | forget how | ost
others can be. | "shall light us sonme 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
candl estick, the left hand, gave her a start. It was silver and
noved |i ke the hand of a puppet. Neither it nor the armit was
attached to was made of flesh, but rather sone other, stitfer
substance that played at life.

El fwod. The tal e was true\

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

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

The i nnkeeper of the Huntsman Tavern was a bear of a man

naned Cyrus who had once had the m sfortune of owning a
simlar establishnent called the Wvern's Head sone years

ago. The hordes of the drake Lord Toma had ravaged it with the
rest of the countryside, concentrating especially on the grand
city of Mto Pica, where the powerful warlock Cabe Bedl am

had been brought up in secret. Toma had not expected to find
Bedl am t here and was maki ng the regi on an exanple to any
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who woul d dare protect, even unknow ngly, a potential eneny

of the Dragon Kings. Cyrus, along with many other survivors,
had taken what he coul d sal vage and nmade his way to Tal ak

The people of Mto Pica were welconme in Tal ak, for Melicard
shared their hatred for the drakes. For a brief tinme, Cyrus had
even been one of the raiders the king had supplied in secret,
rai ders who harassed and killed drakes with the help of old
magi c. The innkeeper found, however, that he missed his

former calling. A good thing, too. It was the raid on the hone
of Bedl am and his bride that had led to the king' s maimnng.
The objects of the raid, the |late Dragon Enmperor's hatch-
lings, had conpletely escaped Melicard' s grasp

In all that tine and the tine that passed after, Cyrus had

never told a soul that the warl ock Bedl am had once been a

serving man in his inn. The begi nning of the end of his first inn
was etched in his mnd. It had started with a vague image. The

i mge of a cl oaked and hooded man sitting in the shadows,

waiting silently for service..

Li ke the man who sat in the coner booth now.

Had his hair not gone gray |long ago, Cyrus felt it would have
done so now. He | ooked around quickly, but no one seened to
noti ce anything out of the ordinary and there was not a bl essed
soul to wait on the nysterious personage.

Just when |'ve set me roots down. Winging his hands, the

i nnkeeper made his way through the crowds and over to the

dark table. He squinted, wondering why it was so dark even

t hough there were candl es nearby. It was as if the shadows had
cone with the stranger.

"What can | get ya?" Make it sonething quick and easy! he
begged silently. Then | eave, by Hrack, while |I've still got a
pl ace!

The left hand, gloved, energed fromthe envel opi ng cl oak
A single coin clattered agai nst the wooden table. "An ale. No

food. "

"Ri ght away!" Thanki ng H rack, a mnor god of merchants,

Cyrus retrieved the coin and hustl ed back to the counter, where
he swiftly overfilled a nug. He would give the warlock the ale,
the fellow would drink it, and the innkeeper would bid hima
fond farewell. In his haste, Cyrus bunped several custoners

and spilled ale on a few nore, but he did not notice. Nothing
mattered but to serve his unwanted guest and get as far away as
possi bl e.
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"Here ya go!" He slammed the ale down right in front of

the figure and made to | eave, but the hand, wi th astonishing
speed and bone-crushing strength, caught his own and trapped
hi m t here.

"Sit down a nonment." The slight anmusenent in the hooded



one's tone nmade Cyrus go pale. He sat down with a heavy
thud. The warl ock rel eased his hand, alnost as if daring the
i nnkeeper to run away.

"What city is this?"

It was an odd question, seeing as how a spellcaster of al
peopl e shoul d know such a sinple thing. Despite that thought,
however, Cyrus could not stop hinself fromresponding i nmre-
diately. "Tal ak."

"Hmm | noticed a commotion earlier. Wiat was the
cause?"

Cyrus blinked in a mxture of fear and shock as his mouth
formed the answers without his aid. "King Melicard' s be-
trothed, the Princess Erini of Gordag-Ai, arrived only today."

For the first tine, the fixture in the dusky hood reacted.
Cyrus was certain it was confusion despite being unable to
make out the warlock's features. He had been trying to see the
man's face for several seconds, but there was sonethi ng w ong
with his eyes, for the other's visage never seemed in focus.

" "King Melicard ? What's happened to Rennek |V?"

"Rennek died sone tinme back. He spent the |ast part of his
life nad as a sprite."” Where had this man been that he didn't
know sonet hi ng cormon know edge to everyone el se?

"I"ve been far, much too far away, innkeeper."

Cyrus shook as it hit himthat he had not asked the question
out | oud.

The warl ock reached over and touched Cyrus on the forehead

wi th one gloved finger of his right hand. "There are peopl e of
i mportance that | would know nore about. You know their

nanes. Tell me and | will let you return to your business."

It was inpossible not to tell the hooded figure what he knew.
The nanes that flashed through Cyrus's unwilling mnd fright-
ened him so powerful and deadly the bearer of each one was.
H s mouth babbled tale after tale about each, nostly from

t hi ngs he had heard from patrons, much of it forgotten unti
NOW.

Finally, it ended. Cyrus fearfully felt himself black out.
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The warl ock watched with little interest as the innkeeper, his
m nd fogged, rose fromthe table and returned to his duties.
The nortal would remenber nothing. No one would recall that

he had been here. He could even stay |ong enough to finish the
al e, sonething he had not had in ten years. The long | apse

made the drink even sweeter.
Ten years. Shade thought as he stared into his nug. Only ten



years have passed. | would' ve thought it |onger

Merori es of endless struggling in the nothingness that had
been his prison, the prison that was a part of his eneny and his
friend, flashed through his m nd. He had thought he woul d

never touch the earth again.
Ten years. He took another sip of ale and could not hel p but

snmle again at circunstances. A snmall price to pay, actually, for
what |'ve gained. A very small price to pay.

Shade put a hand to his head as a sharp pain | anced through

his mind. It was as short-lived as the others he had experienced
since his return, and he ignored it once it had passed. The
war | ock took another sip. Nothing would mar his nmoment of
triunph, especially an insignificant little pain.

The single torch, left by the nortals, had | ong 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 his mind buried in a mre of concerns, fears, and
anger s—aone of which he had conme to terns with yet. What

di stressed himnost was that Shade roamed the Dragonreal m
unt ouched, free to spread his madness across an unsuspecti ng

and, in sone ways, uncaring |and.
And here 1 lay, helpless as a newborn, trapped by a norta

fool who shouldn't have the-know edge to do what he's done!
Dar khorse | aughed | ow, a nocking | augh ained at hinself.
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How he continual |l y underesti mated human i ngenuity—-and
stupidity.

H s pleas of freedomfell on deaf ears and nmad m nds.
Not hi ng mattered nore to Melicard than his quest to rid the
real ns of the drake clans, whether those drakes were enemni es
or not. That Shade had the potential to bring the | ands down
upon them al | -hunman, drake, elf, and the rest—naeant nothi ng
to the disfigured nonarch.

"What threat is a warlock conpared to the bl oody fury of

t he Dragon Kings?" Melicard had asked.

"Have you forgotten Azran Bedl am so soon?" Darkhorse

had bell owed. "Wth his unholy bl ade, the Nanel ess, he slew
a |l egion of drakes, including the Red Dragon hinsel f!"



The king had smiled coldly at that. "For that, he had ny
admiration and thanks."

"They m ght've easily been humans, nortal! Azran was no
| ess dangerous to his own kind!"

"The creature you call Shade has existed for as long as
recorded nmenory, yet the world remains. If you wish, you may
deal with himafter you have served ne. That seens fair."

It was futile to try and explain that always there had been
someone to keep Shade in check and that soneone had nore
often than not been Darkhorse. Qther 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
hel pl ess.

"Well, denmon?"

In pent-up anger, Darkhorse had reared and kicked at the

unbr eakabl e, invisible wall, scream ng, "Madman! Can you

not hear nme? Does your mind refuse to understand reality?

Your dammable little obsession will never be fulfilled, and
whil e you rmuster your fanatics Shade will bring both drake and
human down! | know this!"

At that point. King Melicard had turned to the sorcerer
besi de himand said, "Teach him"

For his refusal to obey, Darkhorse had suffered. The old
sorcerer Drayfitt had surprised himagain, intertwining a num
ber of painful subspells into the structure of the nagical cage.
The pain had not stopped until the jet-black stallion had been
no nmore than a mass of shadow huddl ed on the floor. Finally,
Melicard had sinply turned and departed, pausing at the

doorway only | ong enough to give some instructions to the
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spel l caster. Wth the king had gone the devious one, the norta
who was known as Counsel or Quorin.

Alone with the elderly sorcerer, Darkhorse had pl eaded his
cause once nore. Fruitlessly. Drayfitt was one of those nen
who enbodi ed the worst and best trait of his race: blind |oyalty.

And so here | remain, the spectral horse snorted in frustra-
tion. Here | remain.

"I once suffered a fate sinilar to the one facing you now," a
fam liar voice nocked. "Trapped with seem ngly no way out. |
t hi nk you can i magine how | felt."

Dar khorse rapidly drew hinself together, all his power pre-



paring for the worst.

The torch was suddenly abl aze again, but its flame was a
deep red that bespoke of blood. Ami dst the crinmson shadows, a
cl oaked and hooded figure detached itself.

"Shade... or Madrac..." Darkhorse runbled. "Cone to
nock only when you know for certain your hide is safe from
harm "

The warl ock bowed like a mnstrel after a successful com
mand performance. "Call ne Madrac, if you will—er any

ot her name, for that matter. | don't care. |'ve cone to tell you
something. | sat quietly drinking in a tavern, absorbing life
itself for once. | renenber, you see. | remenber everything
fromevery life. | recall the fatal day, the agony of being torn

apart and restored to existence again and again and again! |
recall nmore than | could ever recount to you!"

As long as he had known the human, Darkhorse had known a

man condemmed. Forever resurrected after each death, whether
hi s body was whole or not. Shade was cursed to live lives
alternately devoted to the dark and |ight sides of his nature.
Each was only a shadow of the original spellcaster, however.
Menmories were so inconplete as to sonetines be nonexi stent.
Abilities altered. In desperation to be whole, each new person-
ality even took on a secondary name of its own, such as

Madrac, hoping that sonehow he would be the final, imorta
Shade. Now, after nillennia, sonething had changed to nmake

t hat possible. Understanding this, hope briefly spurred Darkhorse.
"Then your curse is lifted; you can live in peace."

Shade chuckled bitterly and stepped forward. Raising his

hood, he let the shadow steed stare into his face, or rather, the
blurry mask that passed for it. "Not yet, ny dear friend, not

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

persona will replace him A different one fromthose past, that
much is evident. | felt the need to speak to you, though, to tel
you, but..."

"I'f you can free nme, I will do what | can for you, Shade."

"Free you? Don't be absurd} | rather enjoy the irony of
this!"

The tone of the warlock's voice stirred the etemal's m sgiv-
ings far nore than the actual words did. Has the curse given

way to somethi ng darker, sonething nuch nore sinister? Darkhorse
wonder ed. Shade's personality seened to be sw ngi ng back and
forth unpredictably. If the warlock had not been mad before, he
soon woul d be under the pressure of this new torture.

Putting a hand to his forehead as if trying to relieve pain,

Shade continued, "I also came to tell you this: | know where
nmy m stake was made—where ny spell went awy. | know why
the "immortality' | did receive turned out to be a never-endi ng

agony. That can be rectified—this tine."

He took a step closer to the magi cal cage. "You—you can



do nothing to deter ne. Not while you are trapped here. The
spel | caster responsible for your pleasant little domain has touched
upon Vraad sorcery to create the cage. Do you know what that

means?"

Dar khorse did not respond at first, stunned as he was by the
war | ock' s words, especially the last. "I know of Vraad sorcery.

It no longer exists in this reality! The Vraad only live on in the
seeds of their descendents; their magic has given way to the

magi ¢ of this world!"

Shade inclined his head in a brief nod. "As you wi sh. Test
the spell yoursel f—eh"—the spellcaster may have smiled; it
was difficult for anyone other than himto know for certain—
"that's right. You can't. You're inside, of course, and the
patterns are outside, surrounding the barrier.”

"Why did you cone here. Shade? Merely to tal k?"

"1 came against my better judgment—-but—+ felt an
overwhel m ng urge. Call it a whim"

"Call it conscience." Darkhorse retorted quietly.

"Consci ence? | no |onger have such a wasteful thing!" The
hooded war| ock stepped back, growing nore indistinct with
each step. There was al ways sonet hing not quite right, not
quite normal, about Shade's magic, but Darkhorse could not
say what.

"Enj oy your vast domain while you can, friend. Wen you
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see ne next, if you ever do, | will at [ast be master of ny
fate—and so nuch nore."

"Shade— It was too late; the warlock dw ndled away into
not hi ng. The torch died the noment he was gone, plungi ng
Dar khorse into the bl ackness again. It was the | east of his
concerns, though. The brief, puzzling visitation by himwho
was both enemy and friend interested himnuch, nuch nore.

To say that Shade's return to himwas contradictory to what

t he spellcaster should have done was putting it so mldly that
Dar khorse had to | augh. Shade did nothing w thout reason

even if Shade m ght not know the reason hinself. To sinply

cone to nmock Darkhorse was not enough; it was not the

warl ock's way in any of his countless lives, at |east, the ones
that the shadow steed knew about.

How ol d are you really? It was a question he had asked

Shade time and again and it bl ossoned unbi dden now, but there
was no answer. The spellcaster could never recall. He only
renenbered a few vague things; that he, an ambitious sorcerer
had tried to gain nmastery over powers that were, at the tine,
known sinply as good and evil, dark and |ight. Perhaps col ored



by such primtive perceptions. Shade had nmade sone fatal error
in the final steps of his master spell. The powers were not his
to command; he was theirs to play with. Perhaps the enchant-
ment had even succeeded, but not the way the spellcaster had
supposed. That still did not answer the question that always
bothered the jet-black stallion. How ol d was Shade before we
first encountered one another? A d enough to recall the Vraad?
a d enough to—be one?

The t hought was so insane, he cast it fromhis nind

Cener ati ons upon generations of Dragon Kings had come and

gone since the brief, fiery appearance of the Vraad in this

| worl d. Humans were their descendants, yes, but nothing nore.

I Al plans of inmmortality eventually/oil. Even for the Vraad
t hey did.

Dar khor se knew he was wandering away fromthe subject.

He returned to the reason behind Shade's brief and nysterious
visit. If not to nmock his hel pl essness, then what explanation
was there for the warlock's return? A warni ng? Perhaps.

Possi bly that and nore. Darkhorse |aughed | ow as anot her

choi ce suggested itself. Could it be ...?

H s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a key unl ocking
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t he chanmber door. This is a busy day! | always thought prison
was a |lonely place!

The door swung open with a protesting squeal and torchlight
flooded into the room A guard stepped in and, his eyes
focused on any spot other than the captive, lit the wall torch
As the human departed hastily, a second figure, tall and

fam liar, entered the chanber in a nuch nore sedate nanner.
The gaunt, ancient formwaited quietly while another guard, as
anxious as the first to be gone, placed a stool nidway between
t he door and the edge of the barrier.

When they were finally alone, Drayfitt spoke. Hi s eyes

drifted to a spot to the right of Darkhorse. He seenmed a bit
preoccupied, as if he could sense that someone el se had been in
the room "So... denon. Have you reconsi dered what ny

i ege has requested of you?"

The shadow steed shifted to his left, trying without success

to neet the gaze of the sorcerer. "That was a request? Do as he
conmands—wi t hout question—and he may free ne sonme day

to chase after Shade?"

"He is king and nust be obeyed."

"You are well housebroken, spelltosser."

Drayfitt flinched, but he did not shift his gaze. It was

apparent he knew what m ght happen if his eyes | ocked onto

Dar khorse's. "I swore an oath long ago to protect this city. It is

nmy hone. Melicard is ny lord and naster."

"As | said, 'well housebroken'! Every king should have such



a loyal pup for a sorcerer!”

"Woul d that | had never needed to make use of these
powers!" Drayfitt's gaze turned upward, toward sonme menory.
Dar khorse cursed silently.

"Wy, then, did you?"

"The king needed a sorcerer. Counsel or Quorin sought ne

out, knowing fromhis spies that | had held one mnor politica
post or another for nmore than a century, sonething beyond the
lifespan of a normal human, of course. Always before |I was

able to bury nmyself in the shuffle of bureaucracy, claiml was
my own son or sone such lie, and utilize just enough power

to make men believe it. | have no desire to followin ny
brother Ishmr's footsteps and die fighting the Dragon Kings. |
al so have no desire to see Tal ak destroyed, which is a very rea
threat should the Silver Dragon ever succeed in his claimto the
Dragon Emperor's throne."
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So many things had happened during the years of Darkhorse's
absence that it was difficult for himto say what was the nopst
ast oundi ng. That Cabe Bedl am grandson of the greatest of the
Dragon Masters, had bested the Dragon Enperor and fought

his own father, nad Azran, to the death cheered the shadow
steed, for he had nmet the young nortal and even travelled with
himfor a time. The death of the Gold Dragon had broken the
drakes; who now could claimthe throne of the highest of the
Ki ngs was arguabl e. Cabe Bedl am and his bride, the Lady of

t he Amber, had been raising the hatchlings of the Dragon
Enperor al ongside their own children, trying to teach the two
races to coexist. \Wiether the drakes woul d accept the el dest
royal male as their ruler when he finally came of age-—whatever
age was to a drake—was a question bandi ed about with no

answer as of yet. Meanwhile, at |east two of the remaining
Dragon Ki ngs had sought the throne of their "brother" on the
basis that to wait for the young to mature was too risky, too
specul ative. Neither of the two could gain sufficient support
anong their kind, but the Silver Dragon was grow ng stronger
every day. Drayfitt knew that the first step toward reunifying
the ands would be to stanp out Tal ak, the eneny now wthin
Silver's own donain. Having just gained its true i ndependence
only a few years ago, the city-state was not going to give in,
not while Melicard was king.

"Mal Quorin whispers in his ear at every opportunity, urging
himto reckl ess crusades. Survivors of Mto Pica, the city

ravaged by the drake Toma, still call for the blood of the
reptiles and their voices are strong. Melicard hinmself is obsessed
with the Dragon Kings. Once discovered, | cane to realize that

the only way to bring some sense to this chaos was to becone
an integral part of ny liege's court, a voice of reason.”

"And so you sumoned a denonV Dar khorse responded
with fal se innocence. "Truly you are a master of |ogic! What
geni us! Never would / have thought of so cunning a plan!"

The sorcerer rose, his brief reverie broken by the stinging



words. Al nost, he glared at Ris captive. Al nost.

“Mal Quorin would have found another to translate the

dammabl e book! One nore flexible to his will! Now, at |east,
can control the situation, keep it from grow ng unchecked!"
"I's this what |shmr woul d ve done?"

The question was Drayfitt's undoing. Mention of his broth-
er's nane gave birth to a rapidly growing rage, a rage coupl ed
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wi th carel essness. He whirled on Darkhorse, intending to
puni sh himfor bringing to the surface the thoughts that had
been wracking the old man's mnd since agreeing to this insane
pl ane. Wuld Ishnir 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.

Dar khorse froze the sorcerer where he was, seizing contro

of his unprotected m nd. The phantom stallion | aughed quietly
at the success of his plan, but it was a hollow | augh. Drayfitt
was a good, if naive, nortal. Using his brother's nane so

pai ned Darkhorse, who had known nost of the | ong-dead

Dragon Masters, including Ishmr the Bird Master.

"Forgive nme for this, both of you," he nuttered, "but | had

no choice."

Al enotion fell fromthe spellcaster's face. H s arnms hung
linply. He | ooked nore than ever |ike a dead man; Darkhorse,
who did not want to hurt him noved cautiously.

"Your mind is mne, nortal! Your soul is mne! | could
hurry you al ong the Path Wi ch Men May Travel Only Once,
but I will not! Not if you obey!"

Drayfitt renai ned notionl ess, but Darkhorse knew, as only
he coul d know, that, deep within, the sorcerer's subconsci ous
under st ood.

"You will renove the barrier, and open a gate in this
Voi d-f orsaken cage, and let ne out! Do so and | will [eave you
unt ouched! "

Though his voi ce booned, the shadow steed had no fear that

t he guards outside would give warning. Mlicard had ordered
Drayfitt to enshroud the chanber in a bl anket of silence,
nmeani ng that all sounds would pass no further than the walls. A
very inportant guest had arrived and the king, oddly subdued,
did not want know edge of his activities to reach that unknown
per sonage.

The masks of royalty are nany, Darkhorse thought snidely.
Who could it be who would make ' 'handsone'' King Melicard
SO nervous?

Drayfitt worked smoothly, methodically, going through the
noti ons of the spell. Though he no | onger had the book, the
menory of his first attenpt still remai ned and Dar khorse had
drawn that out. Had there been tinme, he would have had the



nortal repeat the steps out |loud so that he could study the
maki ngs of the spell. Vraad sorcery it was and the black steed
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was di sturbed he had not seen it sooner. Again, had there been
ti me, Darkhorse woul d have sought out the book—and the one

who had di scovered it. Vraad sorcery was dangerous, although
on the surface it seened amazingly sinple at tines.

Wth a stiff gesture, Darkhorse reversed the outconme of the
spell. Instead of creating yet another cage around the first, he
tore the present one apart.

The el derly sorcerer |owered his hands and resuned his
deat hl i ke stance. Darkhorse took a hesitant step toward the
edge of his prison. One linb, stretched to needle-thin, touched
the barrier—and passed beyond it. Jubilant, Darkhorse |eaped
free, not trusting his luck to hold | ong.

"Freedom Ahhh, sweet-tasting freedom Excellent work,

my nmortal puppet! Mst excellent work!" He gazed down

al nrost fondly at the spellcaster. "For that, you deserve a
reward of great value, something | think you've | acked these
past days! Sleep! Deep, restful sleep! Along, restful nap will
do you wonders! Wen you wake, | want you to do one nore

thing for me; seek out the source of your Vraad sorcery, this
book, and destroy it! Rest now "

Drayfitt slunped to the floor

Wth one | ast, contenptuous scan of the chanber that had
been his prison, Darkhorse reared, opened a path to the
beyond, and vani shed through it.

As night prepared to give way to day, the object of Darkhorse's
desperate quest materialized in the mddle of a chanber that
was quite a contrast to the one recently forced upon the shadow
steed. Though a bit nore austere than the personal quarters of
King Melicard, they were el egant and, indeed, also fit for a

ki ng.

Shade reached out a hand and ran a finger along the edge of
a massive, golden couch. A thick layer of dust flew off. The
war |l ock may have smiled. No one had made use of this roomin
quite some tine, years perhaps.

The runors were true, then. These chanbers had once bel onged
to the Lord G yphon, inhuman but just ruler of Penacles, the
| egendary Gty of Know edge. Once, the Gryphon had been a
conrade, sonetines a friend, but only at those tinmes when
Shade could be trusted. The G yphon had understood him
better than nost, save Darkhorse. As Shade wi ped the dust
fromhis fingertip, he found he al nost nissed his sonetine
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the Eastern Seas, fighting some war that seened unwilling to
conpletely finish itself. Despite nunerous pleas by various city



functionaries, the man he had left in charge, a mnor spellcaster
of masterful strategy. General Toos, refused to take on the
mantl e of king. Instead, the general had chosen to becone

regent, with powers equal to those of the nmonarch with the

uni que option of retiring in favor of the Gyphon if and when

he returned.

So nmuch the better. Shade decided. He turned in a sl ow

circle, observing each and every object, whether it stood on the
floor, was pinned to the wall, or hung fromthe ceiling. Most

t hi ngs were as he renenbered them even down to the two

lifelike metal statues standing on each side of the door. They
were iron golens, animted creatures of cold metal created by
the former lord of Penacles to guard his personal chamnbers.
Surprisingly swift, the creatures should have been on top of the
war | ock the nmoment he materialized. Unlike nost intruders,
however. Shade had the key to their control.

There were words, inplanted deep in their very beings, that,
when acknow edged by the gol ens, nmade them no nore than
fanciful statues. Wrds that Shade had silently flung at them
before conpletely materializing. There were advantages to
havi ng once been privy to the secrets of the G yphon. The
war | ock chuckl ed quietly, then turned to one of the far walls,
where the object of his search, a great, 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 ol der than Shade.

He touched it delicately. General Toos had never hidden his
dislike for talismans of power, though he tolerated them The
tapestry itself was only a link to another greater wonder,

t hough. Leaning as close as he dared, the warlock slowy

studied the pattern. Each and every street, every buil ding, was
represented. Despite having been originally weaved during the
initial construction of Penacles, the tapestry reveal ed structures
that were no nore than a year or two ol d.

"Even after all this tine, you still work flaw essly," Shade
whi spered. The creator had been a perfectionist and even Shade
acknow edged the superiority of this artifact.

For several mnutes he scanned the tapestry, seeking a
mar ki ng that he could not even be certain he would recogni ze.
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Li ke the city, the mark he sought changed over the years.
Sonetimes, it was a stylized picture of a book. Other tines, it
had been a single letter. There had been many synbols over the
centuries, a nunber of them highly obscure.

/ need your fantastic eyes. Lord G yphon! You were always
able to spot the mark with little nore than a gl ance!

Then, his eyes fell on a tiny, tw sted banner, one famliar to
himas it would be to no other creature living today. Shade
smled his hidden snile and the blur of face seened to swirl
with enption. He nmenorized the location and briefly | ooked up
at the tapestry in open admration. "One would think you were



living, old thing, and, if so, you have a w cked sense of
hunor! My—ay f at her —i ght even have been anused!"

Fat her. The warl ock shivered. Not all the menories that
returned were particularly pleasant ones. He quickly buried
hinself in his task

Locating the mark agai n, Shade rubbed the banner with one
finger, and as he did, the room around hi m began to fade.

Shade may have smiled. He continued to rub the mark as the

G yphon's chanbers gave way to another room of sorts, a
corridor. The tapestry, still whole, remained until the living
quarters had conpletely dissipated. Then, it, too, faded away.
The warl ock was left standing in a corridor whose walls were
lined with endl ess shel ves of massive, bound tomes, all identi-
cal, even in color. The tapestry still worked.

He stood in the | egendary libraries of Penacles.

The libraries had been standing |long before the city. His
nmenories returning. Shade recall ed sone of the truth about the
odd structure, a building beneath the earth, beneath Penacl es,
that was | arger on the inside 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

wor k.

O her than the countless volunmes stored here, there was not
much to see. The floor was polished marble. The corridor he
stood in and those he could see were all illum nated by the
same unseen source. The shel ves thensel ves m ght have been
brand new, though Shade knew ot herwi se. Time seened not to
matter in the libraries.

"You have returned after all this tine."

The matter-of-fact statement proved to be issued by a snall,
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egg- headed figure Clad in sinple cloth garnents. Hi s arms

al nost reached the ground, due in great part to his unconmon-
Iy short legs. There was not so nuch as a strand of hair on his
head.

One of the gnonmes—er perhaps the only gnome—who acted

as librarians here. As far as Shade could recall, the libraries
had al ways had gnones and all of them had been identical in

appear ance.

"Ten years is not so long to the two of us," the spellcaster
nocked, recalling his final visit here with the Lord G yphon.

The gnome seened oblivious to the tone of nockery, reply-
ing simply, "Ten years, no. A thousand thousand years, yes.
Even to the two of us."

Though his face was unreadabl e. Shade's body was not. He



stiffened and tried to speak, but was uneasy about his choice of
words. The gnone chose to fill the silence.

"What you seek is not here. It is, perhaps, the one piece of
know edge the libraries refuse to contain."

Speaking of the libraries in terms of a thinking creature
irritated the warlock. He had no desire to feel as if he were in
the belly of a beast. "Then where is it? It exists!"

The librarian shrugged and slowy turned away, a book in
one hand. The book had not been there before. "Seek the
caverns, perhaps."

"Caver ns?"

"Caverns." The gnone turned back to Shade, eyeing him as

one m ght an inept young apprentice. "The caverns of the
Dragon Enperor. What is left of the place where it all began
for you."

The place where it all began for you. Shade nay have

smled, but, if so, it was a grimsmile. He had forgotten that. It
was a nenory only now restored to himand it was, quite

possi bly, the one he woul d have nost preferred never to
recal | —even at the cost of his own existence.

| V-

Erini woke to the light of mdnoming intruding in her room
her thoughts and feelings a tangled web of hal f-renmenbered
i mges and a full ganmut of enotions ranging fromjoy to fear

The bed was huge and so very soft. She tried to bury herself
init, both physically and nentally. Her old bed back home—

no, -former hone!—was little nore than piece of wood and a

bl anket conpared to this. The entire room was overwhel ni ng

as vast as any chanber she had seen other than the main hall.
Multicolored marble tiles made up the floor, partially obscured
by the great fur rugs running to and fromthe vari ous doorways.
Col ums thrust upward in each conmer, festively decorated with
golden flowers. Gay tapestries covered the walls. The furniture,
i ncludi ng the bedfrane, was carved fromthe finest northern

oak, rare after the destruction of so nmuch forest nine years ago
during that horrible, unseasonable w nter

To her dismay, Erini found herself remenbering how whol e

herds of giant diggers, great creatures of fur and claw, had torn
their way south, leaving little nore than churned earth. The
princess shuddered, for they had been no nore than a day from

her city when a di sease or sonething had killer off all of them
within hours. Oddly, that was about the same time that Melicai d—

Melicard

Erini's eyes opened wi de 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
chanber, the el fwood arm being the | east of those. Despite its
graceful appearance—thanks to sonme skilled craftsman, no



doubt +he arm noved wi th an awkwardness that would forev-

er remnd one it was not real. Even had it been painted so
perfectly as to match the king's skin, Erini would have recog-
nized it for what it was.
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First seeing that armin the dimlight, however, had
subconsci ously made her anticipate the worst. That was why,
when Melicard had held the light close to his face, Erini

had l et out a gasp without even actually seeing his features.
When her eyes had at |ast rested on her betrothed and the

i mges had sunk deep enough into her shocked m nd, that

shock had turned to confusion and, gradually, joy.

Melicard I, king of Talak and once the handsomest of men in

her young eyes, had a visage that, Erini at last admtted to
hersel f, was everything she had ever hoped for as a girl grow ng
up. Strong, angular features, athletic, and with a conmandi ng
presence befitting his rank. It was a wondrous thing to behold,
and the princess was so relieved she alnost flewinto his arns,
barely m ssing knocking the candlestick fromhis hand.

Only then, when they were so near to one another, did the
unholy nature of his face beconme evident. If there was a
graphi c indication of her own reaction to this sudden turn, it
was the tightening of his nmouth and the narrowi ng of his
eye—oene eye—when he saw her stunble and pause.

The "accident” that had clainmed his arm had cl ai ned nuch

"of his face as well, even as runors had foretol d. Because of the
ancient magic said to be involved, that face would not heal

Whol e sections of skin had been torn away and Melicard had

even lost his left eye. Wen all else failed with his arm the
king had turned to el fwood, rare wood that, |egend had it, was
cut froma tree blessed by the spirit of a dying elf, and had his
artisans carve hima new |inb.

He had done the sanme thing with his face.

Erini, remenbering what had foll owed, pulled the sheets
around her. Tears streaked her own features and she whi spered,
"I"'msorry!"

Wiile his bride-to-be stood where she was in what he could

only believe to be disgust and horror, Melicard coldly lit other
candles fromthe first. It was evidently his intention to give her
the full effect, so positive was he that she | oathed him

"You certainly nust have heard enough gabbers' tales about
my—di fficulti es—before maki ng your way here! Is it so nuch
wor se than even the stories?"

How coul d she tell hinP Erini could not keep her eyes off his
face. It was the face of Melicard, every curve and angle exactly
as it should have been—save that nost of the |eft side was
masterfully carved fromthe same wood that his arm had been
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even down to the cheekbone and |lower jaw. A third of the nose
had been repl aced; the el fwood spread as high as the m ddl e of
his forehead and as far back as his ear. She was certain that

unbuttoning the collar of his dark shirt would reveal nore of

the sane.

The damage had not been confined to the left side, either

H s right side was streaked by what al nost | ooked |like roots
spreading fromthe left. Three major branches split across his
cheek and each had one or two mnor appendages as well. So
contrasting was the enchanted wood to his own pal e skin that

the entire patchwork face | ooked |like nothing |l ess than that of a
man dyi ng of pl ague.

"You are free to depart any tinme. Princess Erini," he said
after a tine.

She shook her head, unwilling to trust her mouth. Melicard,
carefully skirting her, cane around and offered her a chair.
Erini had been so engrossed in his appearance that she had not
even noticed there was furniture, or anything, for that matter
inthe room "If you plan to stay, then please be seated. This
shoul d be nore confortable than those coach benches, even a
royal coach."

Wth a whispered "thank you," Erini adjusted her ungainly

dress and sat down. The king, noving swift and silent, sudden-
Iy | eaned before her, a goblet of red wine in each hand. She
took the proffered goblet and waited until he was seated in
anot her chair directly across from her before sipping. The w ne
succeeded very little in steadying Erini's nerves, for her eyes
could not |eave his face even when she drank

They sat |like that for several nminutes. Melicard, whose

manner had been as politely cold as his words, drank fromhis
own goblet in silence. Wth each sip, he seemed to draw deeper
into his own mind. The princess wanted to say sonet hi ng,
anything, to ease his pain and her own guilt, but the words
woul d not come out. She grew angry at herself for becom ng

one of those hel pl ess, usel ess naidens the storytellers often
created for their fables. Until now, Erini had secretly nocked
those pitiful wonen.

At last, the king set his goblet down and rose. The princess

st rai ght ened, expecting some announcenent, some word from

her betrothed as to their future—er even lack of it if that was
his desire. To her surprise, Mlicard turned and wal ked to the
far end of the chanmber, where another door stood. Melicard
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opened it and, w thout |ooking back or even saying a word,
st epped out of the room

Erini stared at the door as it closed behind him not

conpr ehendi ng i nredi at el y what had happened. Only when a
liveried servant stepped in fromthe first doorway did realiza-
tion sink in.



"I'f you will cone with ne, your majesty, | have been

conmanded to show you to your quarters." Through his

manner, the servant verified her fears; Melicard was not returning.
The king had read her disgust and pity and had been able to
stomach it no | onger.

She saw no one other than the servants who fed and cared for

her and her two | adies-in-waiting. Galea and Madga pressed

her for snippets of information about the king, but Erini would
have none of that. After dismissing thempolitely, she had
retired early, the conbination of the journey and her trial here
too nmuch to bear.

Letti ng the sun now bat he her, heal her mental wounds, she
silently swore an oath. / must make it up to hi msonehow |

nmust show | can care without pitying! Small wonder he acts the

way he does if everyone reacts as | did! Mlicard could not be
faulted for his efforts, the princess decided guiltily. If his own
fl esh woul d not grow back, what was he supposed to do? War

a mask of gold and silver? Leave his own, nangl ed features
visible? In many ways, the el fwod face was the best solution
unnerving as it as. Even the king's sorcerer had conme up with

not hing better after failing to heal his master's wounds.

Her own fingers began to twitch at the thought and she

cl asped both hands together in order to fight the urge down.
She woul d not succunmb. There was nothing the princess could

do that others nore skilled, others who were trained, could not
do better.

Erini repeated what had becone a chant to her—she was a
princess of Cordag-A and could never be a sorceress or wtch.
Never. She was destined to be a queen. No king would trust a
witch for a wife. Her own people would not have.

Though she fought it down successfully, Erini shook so badly
after that, that she rose and dressed herself, not daring to have
Gal ea or Magda or any of Melicard s peopl e wonder what

made her shake. By the time the princess was finished, the

danger was past. Erini inspected herself in the vast nmirror that
overwhel med the wall opposite her bed and, satisfied, dared to
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sumon a servant. |If she succeeded in nothing nore today, she
woul d at | east eat a decent neal.

Nei t her Melicard nor the unsavory Counsel or Quorin met her

at breakfast. Galea and Magda joi ned her, but she nade sone
pretext and left them as soon as she was fini shed. Wen none

of the pal ace servants seened to object, the princess began
exploring, trying to understand nore about Talak and its

nmonarch t hrough the vast building itself. Erini already knew
much of the city-state's "official" history, having been edu-
cated about her future kingdomnost of her life, but there was
nore, so much nore, beneath the surface of the facts that tutors
had poured into her. Al she had | earned about her betrothed

had availed her nothing in his actual presence. It was a m stake
she did not intend to make a second tine.



As | avishly decorated as the pal ace was, she soon di scovered
two things. One was that the vast majority of itens had been
gat hered during the reigns of past kings, to the extent that
whol e wi ngs had been built to house them The second and

nore interesting point concerned, those few treasures gathered
or created during the years of Melicard' s rule. Mst of the

pi eces were dark in nature and not a few of themdealt with the
death and destruction of foes, especially dragons. Paces in
portraits were always shadowed or, if they were fully reveal ed,
were sinister and even hideous. It did not paint a pretty picture
of her betrothed. Erini began to have doubts.

At a wi ndow overl ooking an interior garden filled with

hangi ng plants and bl ossoming flowers of all colors, she paused
to relax. A noise at the far end of the garden nade her | ook
there. Her eyes narrowed at an curious sight. Far below, two
guards were carrying a third man between them As opposed to
the tall, muscul ar soldiers, the unconscious figure in the mddle
was thin to the point of emaciation and as old as any soul the
princess had ever seen. He wore a dark robe with a cow on it,
identifying himfromErini's teachings as Melicard' s sorcerer
Drayfitt. The history that the ancient spellcaster had |ived

t hrough had al ways fascinated her, but not nearly so nuch as
why Drayfitt now needed to be carried anywhere. She | eaned

cl oser.

Erini glanced back at the direction the trio had conme from
and noticed the small doorway buried beneath the vines of the
far wall. The way to the sorcerer's inner sanctunf? Possibly,
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and, if so, it was al so possible that his present condition was
due to sone spell gone awy.

"What's going on here?" a voice that grated on her nerves
snarl ed.

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

One of the guards, his face no |onger visible to Erini

nervously replied, "Hi s nmajesty gave us orders to seek out the
sorverer Drayfitt and find out why he had not reported to the
king this norning. When we arrived, the guards on duty let us

in, reporting that no one had entered or left since they had been
stationed there." The man hesitated before concluding quickly,
"He was lying on the floor! W tried to wake him but not hi ng

wor ked, ny lord!"

Quorin | ooked at both of them evidently not satisfied.
"There's nore, isn't there?"

"The denon is loose, ny lord!" the other guard finally
blurted. "Or, at least, it's no longer in the chanber!™

Erini, listening intently and growi ng nore shocked wi th each
word, fully expected the counselor to vent his rage and power



on the two hapl ess soldiers. Instead, he sinply stood where he
was, staring. Whether he stared at the sentries or into open
space, the princess had no way of know ng. At l|ast, the

counsel or reached forward and, in a nmove that stunned not only
Erini but the soldiers as well, slapped Drayfitt sharply across
the face. The elderly spellcaster's head snapped to one side, but
he did not wake. Quorin rubbed his hand.

"Be on your way, then. |I want to know when he wakes."

"My lord."

Quorin watched calmy until the trio was out of sight and

then whirled back in the direction of the vine-covered door.
Wth tremendous, catlike strides, he covered the distance to his
objective in nmere seconds. The counsel or put one hand on the
handl e and then, as if sensing he were being watched, turned
around and gl anced upward. Erini, however, anticipating such

a nove, was already flattened against a wall.

She counted nore than twenty breaths before she dared to

| ook. Mal Quorin was gone, evidently having decided he did

not have the tine to search for shadows. The princess debated
goi ng down to the nysterious door or follow ng the guards and
t heir package. Know ng that the counselor mght be waiting for
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her, Erini chose the latter and tried to guess where the two nen
m ght enter. They had nmentioned Melicard and his interest in

t he workings of the sorcerer. If nothing else, they would
eventually return to their nonarch with sone type of report and
that report would include Drayfitt's odd condition

A demon, by my ancestors! Do all the rumors about Melicard
have sone basis in fact? Am| engaged to a hunman nonster?
Have | been so wong about hinf?

Drayfitt and the guards. They had to be inside by now

Where m ght they go? The chanber in which she had confronted
Melicard? It was her only real choice. Taking a deep breath,
the princess nmade her way to the central staircase and started
down, walking with the air of one who is inspecting her new
domain. Erini did not know what m ght happen if she actually

stunbl ed across the trio, but that was a risk she was willing to
take. Her only fear was running into Quorin or the king
hi nsel f. The counsel or was an 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,
especially if she had properly understood the conversation
bet ween Quorin and the two guards.

At the foot of the stairs, she confronted four sentries, who
saluted in simultaneous fashion. Erini nodded inperiously and
continued on. No one made a nove to stop her wanderi ngs.

Once she was far enough away, the princess exhal ed deeply,
wondering if her heart would ever slow to normal again.

She was turning down the main hall when she spotted the
two soldiers fromthe garden. Drayfitt was nowhere to be seen



The guards thensel ves were just marching up to the doorway

of the chanber she had entered | ast night. The same sentries
stood watch. After a brief consultation, the soldiers who had
di scovered Drayfitt were ushered inside.

Di sappoi nt mrent washed over Erini. There was no way she

coul d eavesdrop on Melicard and his nen. Barging in was al so

too risky, considering that she mght at any mnute di scover she
was no longer to be his bride. Erini began to wonder what

room Drayfitt mght have been deposited in by the guards. I|f

she could find sone way to wake him..

"Your majesty is awake. Did you sleep well?"

The princess trenbled in surprise. Her |eft hand made an
aut omati c sweep across her midsection and suddenly began to
gl ow, but she reversed the mpotion, thereby counternmandi ng the
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spell. By the time the princess turned around, her hand was
back to nor mal

Mal Quorin was standi ng behind her, his feline features

enhanced by the predatory smile spreading across his face. The
counsel or was all politeness as he spoke. "My deepest synpat hies
for yesterday, princess. The king i s—everwhel mi ng—at tines."

"And | was not understandi ng. Counsel or Quorin. | have
every intention of atoning for ny | apse. The king has not hi ng

to regret." She glanced down the hall at the guarded doorway
with a majestically indifferent eye. "I thought | mght speak to
hi m now. '

Rubbi ng his chin, Quorin diplomatically hesitated before

replying, "l regret to say, your mgjesty, that now woul d not be

a good tinme to disturb the king. He has thrown hinself into his
wor k, sonet hi ng he does when his nmood grows dark, and

think it mght be best to wait until this evening, when it is tine
to sup. | assure you that the evening neal would be a nmuch

better time to mend any rift between the two of you."

The fal se face of courtesy that the counsel or wore for her
irritated Erini and she was tenpted to tell himso. The real M
Quorin was the nman who had been shouting in the garden, an

anbi tious, hot-tenpered plotter in her opinion. To speak the
truth woul d avail her nothing, however, and woul d probably

make matters worse since this man had the ear of Melicard

"As you say, Counselor Quorin. You will arrange, | trust,
that the neal is a private one. The king and myself. | have
much to nmake up for."
"I shall do ny utnost." He gave one of his sweeping bows.

"I'f you like, since the king is unavailable, | can have soneone
escort you through the city, show you all Talak has to offer its
new queen. Wuld you like that?"

H's tone was that of an adult asking a child if she wanted a
pi ece of candy. Erini struggled to keep her tenmper. |If there ever



was a reason to let her powers |oose, it was the counsel or. She
wonder ed what he would say if he knew how dangerous his
position actually was at present.

"I think not, counselor. Not today, anyway. There is still so
much to see and | eam about in the palace itself. | should get to
know Melicard's heritage, for it will be mne as well."

H s eyes spoke otherw se in response to her quiet challenge,
al t hough Quorin's words thensel ves were nothing | ess than
admi ration and the desire to assist. "You are to be recommended,
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your majesty. If you will retire to your chanmbers, | will send a
menber of the royal archives who will be able to answer all of
your questions for you. There arc al so a vast number of books,
some in the handwiting of the king's illustrious ancestors, that
I will have pulled fromthe archives."

Erini smled so very sweetly. "You nust be a godsend to

your lord, counselor. There is no reason to do that as yet. | find
I leam so rmuch nore just wal king these exquisite halls. If you
will excuse nme now. ..."

Wth Quorin watching her back, the princess wal ked sedately
down the opposite hall, visibly admring the treasures around
her. After a few nonents, she heard the scuffle of his boots as
he turned away. Erini paused, pretending to study a statuette,
and | ooked back out of the comer of her eye just in tinme to see
the man barge into the sane chanber that the two sol diers had
passed through only a short tine before.

More and nore, Mal Quorin bothered her. There were tines

when he noved nmuch like the creature he resenbl ed and ot hers

when he nmade nore noise than a full honor guard. He was al so

her eneny, that nuch was now conpl etely evident, and she did

not doubt that he mi ght even turn to violence. The counsel or

had no desire for the king to marry, likely because he feared
Erini's influence m ght some day overshadow hi s own.

Despite her |apses, the princess had no intention of folding
up like the heroines of the storytellers. Conme an endl ess arny
of denobns and Mal Quorins, she would still mend the rift

bet ween Melicard and herself and, in the process, find out what
had truly happened behi nd that garden door

If it also neant giving in to her own curse, so be it.

In the eternal darkness of what had once been the throne
room of the Dragon Enperor, a searing light burst into life,
flooding the entire chanmber 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 fissures where the light did not reach

Li ke a wi sp of snoke. Shade uncurled out of nothing and
stepped forth into the ruins of the Dragon King's lair.

Thi s had once been the chamber in which the Dragon Kings



met in council. There had been thirteen of themuntil the end of
t he Turni ng War, when Nat han Bedl am had succeeded in
destroying the regal Purple Dragon who had rul ed Penacl es
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bef ore the G yphon. The council—-and the unity of the drakes—
had broken up for the final time with the madness caused by

t he di scovery of Cabe Bedl am Nathan's grandson and succes-

sor, who carried a part of the spirit of the great Dragon Master
within him In this chanber, where sone of the huge effigies of
creatures long dead still stood despite all the violence that had
passed through here, two drake lords, the battle-hungry Iron
and his ever-present shadow Bronze, had paid for their rebel-
lion against Gold. In this chanber. Shade had | earned, Cabe
Bedl am had defeated the Dragon Enperor, tearing his nind

apart. Here also, it was said, Cabe and the Lord G yphon had
battl ed young Bedl ami s mad father, the sinister Azran.

Death is so very much a part of this place still. Shade

t hought uneasily. If there was a place that could unnerve him it
was here. As Madrac, he had forgotten that fear briefly, com ng
here and using the Dragon Kings thenselves to further that

i ncarnation's goal s.

Shade stood and scanned the cathedral - hi gh ruins about him
marvel ing at the carnage for several seconds before finally
deci di ng that enough tine had been wasted. The warl ock took
two tentative steps toward what had once been the throne itsel f—

—and paused.

Though no one but the warl ock hinmself would have been

able to tell. Shade blinked. He studied the cavern agai n—and
then for a third time. Wen that no | onger seenmed to satisfy
him he sought around for a safe place to sit. There, he stared
into the darkness of an adjoi ning cavern and wondered. .

wonder ed why he had cone here and why he had
suddenly forgotten that reason

\'

Dar khorse burst fromthe portal at full gallop, all defenses
ready. He did not stop until he was certain that Shade was
nowhere near. It never paid to be too confident in the Dragonreal m
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especially with the warl ock, but still, he could sense nothing
hostile within i nmedi ate range and decided it was safe to cone
to a halt.

A wave of sulfur drifted past his nuzzle. Had he been | ess
than he was, the treacherous snoke would have left him
choki ng on the ground. Being Darkhorse, he noted it only for
its pungent scent.

"The Hell Plains! How aptly titled!" the shadow steed
muttered. It was actually nore of a shout than a nutter, for



,even he found it difficult to hear his normally stentorian voice
in a land where few mnutes went by w thout sonme sort of

vol canic eruption. Al around him the ground shook. Hills
formed, burst open as nolten rock was spewed forth, and then
col | apsed as sone new crater redirected the flow The very

earth beneath the eternal's hooves cracked w de and | ava began
torise to the surface.

Dar khorse gl anced down at the burning, |iquefied rock and

| aughed. The lava licked at his forelegs, but it mght as well
have been the touch of a blade of grass. Mocking the power of

the land with a swish of his thick tail, the phantom horse trotted
to stable ground, the better to think.

He had been over a hundred places that Shade mi ght choose

to visit and none of those had been sought out by the mad war-

| ock despite nore than a day passing. More than a dozen tines,

Dar khorse had found hinself tricked by false or old trails. Dark-
horse did not feel defeated yet, but his options were dim nishing.

The earth shook, alerting himto yet another crater forning
beneat h his hooves. Annoyed, the shadow steed began trotting
north, toward the nore stable regions of the Hell Plains. There
was yet one place nearby that Shade might deemto visit. A

pl ace hidden fromall during its master's reign, but likely to be
unpr ot ect ed now.

Dar khorse kicked up the ash in frustration. He was running

blind. He had no idea what Shade pl anned, where the warl ock

was, or if the spellcaster had already struck. H's only hope was to
cone across his former conrade in a place of power such as

t he one he neared even now. Perhaps this time ... he dreaned.

The birdlike skull of a Seeker went bounding into the air,

ki cked high along with the soot it had been buried under

Startl ed, Darkhorse came to a halt—but not before kicking up a
mangl ed pile of bones that had conme from nore than one
creature and nore than one race.
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The bones were junbl ed together, the result of continua

trenors and eruptions. Treading softly, the shadow steed di scovered
that they literally covered the earth, hidden fromview only by

a bl anket of ash that had accumnul ated over the years. Menories

of the past stirred. He recalled bits of news picked up concern-
ing the fates of his friends and foes. It was as if tine had not
passed, for he had been battling the new, deadly incarnation
call ed Madrac when these creatures had died fighting one

anot her. Drake bones m xed freely with Seeker bones. The

Seekers, the ancient avian masters of this |land, had fought, not
for themsel ves, but for the lord forced upon them Azran

Bedl am They had di ed defending his citadel and, when even

t hat was not enough to keep the hordes of the Red Dragon from

his walls, Azran had destroyed the fiery |egions and the Dragon
King with his accursed denon bl ade. Darkhorse eyed the

remains with clinical interest. This, then, was part of the battle
site. He was closer than he had thought. The shadow steed

puzzl ed over the remains and then | ooked up, openly curious.



This had to be the regi on where Azran's sanctum was
| ocat ed—yet —+t was nowhere to be found.

He stirred up nore ash and bone as he searched the ground.

There were a nunber of jagged hills and craters, but none
massi ve enough to be what Darkhorse sought, unless... unless

all that remained of the tower was—ts foundation. The ancient
structure, supposedly built by the Seekers to withstand tinme and
the Hell Plains had to be no nore than a ruin. It was the only
answer and, if true, yet another failure on his part. Shade
woul d never cone here

"Darkhorse, you are a vain, unmtigated fool!" He brought

a hoof down on some unidentifiable bone, sending fragnents

and dust flying. He had been deternined to do this al one
because he felt the responsibility his. Shade was—had been—
his friend. Shade's exile had been the etemal's doing and the
war | ock' s escape had been Darkhorse's failure. Pride ruled the
shadow steed as nmuch as, if not nore than, it ruled humanity.

A touch of |atent power disturbed the edges of his mnd

"What have we here?" he runbled. That which touched his

t houghts was not living, not by any stretch of the inagination
It had the stink of death—o, it was death!—and it lay not too
far from where he stood. Darkhorse, having few options of his
own, followed the chilling trail

Soon, Darkhorse found hinmself standing before a | ong, w de
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mound sone two or three tinmes the height of a normal man.

The jet-black horse stepped up to the front edge of the nound
and dug away at it with his hoof, not daring to unleash a spel
in the vicinity of such a dark power. Darkhorse had no fear for
hi nsel f, but he knew that careless action mght very well rob
him of his only possible chance to find and stop Shade. That,
of course, depended on what had sought himout. There were
things in the Dragonreal mthat even he hoped never to neet.

After a few nmonents, he uncovered the edge of a wall. It

was true, then. Sonething, perhaps Azran hinself, had stripped
the ancient castle of its preservative spells. Age and the
primtive fury of this cursed regi on had caught up to the
citadel . From what he coul d see, Darkhorse guessed that an
eruption had taken place not too far fromthe once magically
protected grounds. In a few nore decades, there would be little
or nothing remaining of the lair of Azran.

Sonehow, Darkhorse could not bring hinself to weep for

the I oss of such a place. If the Hell Plains buried the evil
menory of Nathan Bedl ami s treacherous foal, so nmuch the
better.

The touch of death returned. Shaking his head to renove the

foul feeling, the stallion followed the trail left by the magica
contact. Ash, nortar, and yet nore bones flew as Darkhorse

used the slightest touch of his own power to clear a path. One
never knew what night be |urking beneath. The ground rum



bl ed om nously; perhaps decades was too | ong an estimate.
There m ght be nothing remaining in nere mnutes.

He cane across what had once been stairs |eading down to a
room a roomstill protected by sorcery though the physica
structure itself was no nore than half a wall and several |oose
stones. Darkhorse paused only for a noment; then, spelling the
ash away, he descended. The protective neasures here were

bound together with the sane unearthly power that had reached
out to him which was why they still remained. Even if the
entire region exploded in one massive eruption, this spot would
go unt ouched. Darkhorse | aughed, his challenge to what awaited
him He knew wi th what he dealt now.

H s form passed through a spell that would have killed any

nortal creature and several entities of |esser ability than he. As
the tip of his tail passed beyond the deadly trap, the violent
land of the Hell Plains ceased to be.

"I amuni npressed,” was his first coment as he surveyed
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t he chanmber he now stood in. "Typical of your masters, who
have no i magi nation!"

How t he room had | ooked before Azran's death was ques-

ti onabl e, though, know ng the necromancer's nadness, it had
probably been much the same. Wthout Azran's physical influ-
ence, however, control of this place had slipped back to the
oppressive rulers of the Final Path, the beings known to nmen as
the Lords of the Dead and other, in the etemal's estinmation
overly pretentious titles.

/ wonder what humans would think if they knew that even
t hese Lords nust die at sone tine!

The odor of rotting flesh filled the chanber. Decaying forns,
human and otherwise, littered the place. A pool of sone
bracki sh |iqui d—definitely not water—bubbl ed oni nously.

Dar khor se | aughed agai n.

"Save your show for those who believe in it, Lords of the
Overacting! You know that | have no fear of you! If | should
ever perish, my ultimte destiny lies el sewhere, not in your
slime-crusted fingers! If you have sonmething to say to ne, then
do so! One who has cheated you over and over for millennia
threatens the nortal s—aortals who have not yet lived the lives
that are their due! Well? Do | need to start dunping this refuse
into your little puddl e?" He prodded an unidentifiable mass
covered with black flies toward the pool

The bubbling grew violent, creating a green froth that swelled
hi gh. The pool becane nore agitated, waves |apping the floor
Sonet hing I ong, |arge, and bl acker than Darkhorse briefly

br oke the nuck-covered surface before di sappearing again. The
shadow steed watched all in total disinterest.

In the center of the pool, a new formslowy rose. Accurate
description failed, save that it was a hodgepodge of rotting |inbs,



torsos, and heads conbined in inpossible ways. Eyes dotted its
form all of themstaring at the phantom horse with nore than
a touch of fury. Several linbs pointed in Darkhorse's direction

"I feel no nore pleasure in seeing your |ovely face—faces, /
suppose | should say\—+than you feel in seeing mne! Cone!
Speak and we can be done with this—er are you going to pass
al ong some unmanageabl e riddle |ike those you foist upon
nortal s who seek your—fools that they are!—gui dance'."

"Child of the Void." The voice grated, scratched, pierced—
it did everything as far as Darkhorse was concerned. Despite
the irritation it caused him however, outwardly he reveal ed
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nothing. Let themplay their little games out as |long as they
tol d hi msomething of inportance.

"Dwel l er Wthout."

The shadow steed kicked the fly-covered corpse into the

pool, which caused a flurry of bubbling as the scavengers
sought unsuccessfully to escape their sinking home. Darkhorse
focused an ice-blue eye on the guardian of the pool

"Yesss, | have earned ny share of pretentious titles as well!
Second nove to you, ny pretty friend! Now, unless you

concede this idiotic gane and tell me what is so inportant, |
wi Il depart this godforsaken hole forever—but not before sealing
it so that no one else has to put up with your stench!™

"Kivan Grath." The guardi an of the pool spit the name out,
along with a nunber of tiny, vague pieces of matter that
Dar khorse did not bother to try to identify.

"Kivan Grath?"

"The Seeker of Gods, denon horse."” It was the first
under standabl e reply the thing had given him

"I know what it is, but why—=

"Kivan Grath. Now. " Each of the numerous nouths

formed i nto what Darkhorse could only vaguely accept as a
smle. Asmile of triunph. "Do not |ose him again, unwanted
one."

The jet-black stallion net the guardian's nmultiple gaze. "And
how many ti mes has Shade departed your domain w thout nore
than a nod of his head?"

The guardian did not respond to his retort, instead choosing
that nmoment to sink back into the mire. Up to the very nonent
its head subnerged, all eyes renmined fixed on Darkhorse.

He bid the guardian, who may or may not have been little
nore than a puppet through which his nmasters had spoken
farewell with a nocking |augh that echoed throughout the
chanmber. Turning, the shadow steed ki cked yet another nol dering



forminto the grisly pool as he burst back through the magica
veil and out into the Hell PIains.

Ascending to the surface, Darkhorse scanned the area with
renewed interest. "Not so bad a place after all! Al npst pleasant!”

H s gaze returned to the stairway and the ruins of the
chanmber. Azran's pool lay in sone space between the norta

pl ane and the | ands of the dead, a brilliant piece of sorcery.
Al nost i ndestructible, too.

Al nost .
SHADOW STEED 45

"Some doors are too dangerous to | eave opened,"” he finally
deci ded.

The bl ack enptiness that was his form el ted, changed.

Li ke the molten rock flowing fromthe craters, the inky dark-
ness streaned down the broken steps, pressing w th purpose
toward the magi cal doorway. As it envel oped the physica

portal, a brief touch, a brief nmoment of protest, tapped at the
edges of Darkhorse's consciousness. He ignored it and, as the
magi ¢ which had created the portal was absorbed within him

t he protest faded.

The shadow steed re-fornmed hinself at the top of the stairs.
At the base of those stairs was now a clean, flat surface. O her
than the steps, there was no sign that there had ever been a
portal. Indeed, there was not even a trace of the room remaining.

Kivan Grath. Mst majestic of the Tyber Muntains. The

name was familiar to Darkhorse and he cursed hinmself for not
havi ng searched there earlier. Lair of the Gold Dragon, |ong
dead. The caverns within Kivan G ath were endl ess and they
predat ed even the Seekers. Was it possible that one of Shade's
redi scovered nenories had sent him searching in those caverns?

Dar khor se paused. The rot-riddled masters of human nortali -
ty had given hima clue, but did he dare trust it? They cared
nothing for himand that feeling was returned to them twofol d.
Why, then, were they aiding hinP Was there somnet hing greater
they feared, should the warlock remain free?

Agai n, he contenpl at ed seeki ng out Cabe Bedl am the one
nortal who might be of help, and again the painful belief, that
he was responsible for Shade, kept himfrom doing so.

The guardi an had indicated that speed was of the essence and
Dar khorse, knowi ng he had already stalled | onger than he
dared, opened a path through reality. This tine, he would find
Shade. This tinme, there would be no exile.

Only one sentry guarded the roomwhere Erini guessed

Drayfitt had been deposited. He stood at the doorway, a bored

| ook on his rough features, his hand on the pommel of his sword.
In the pal ace royal of the king of Tal ak, 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 realize she had no notion as to how to proceed
now. O what use woul d sneaki ng past the sentry be, always
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assum ng that Erini could do even that, if success only neant
confronting the unconsci ous spellcaster?

She was turning away, defeated for the nmoment, when she

heard the sound of a door opening and the voice of the guard
raised high in surprise. Erini, positioned down a side corridor

gl anced back in tine to see the sentry's face gl aze over as a
determ ned Drayfitt stared into his eyes. The sorcerer had an

odd look in his own eyes, a fanatical gaze that sonehow did

not fit the elderly man's appearance. It was alnost as if he, |ike
the soldier, were under a spell.

Drayfitt wasted no time. Like a man possessed, he hurried

down the hall—+toward the corridor where Erini still stood

Qui ckly, she | ooked around for sonme place to hide, not wanting
to chance the sane fate as the hapless sentry. Sighting a
stairway | eadi ng downward, the princess scurried over to it.
She rushed hal fway 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 several steps down

and then paused. By now, Drayfitt should have been descendi ng
behi nd her, yet, his footsteps were growi ng fainter. She waited
a nonent |onger and then slowy made her way back up. No
sorcerer barred her way. The princess reached the .top of the
stairs and | ooked around. The elderly man was gone.

Hol di ng her breath, she listened for some sound. Not hing.
Drayfitt had continued down one of the two 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

Voi ces and heavy footsteps down the original corridor made
her turn. Quorin was one of them The two soldiers who had
carried Drayfitt to the roomwere likely with him The other
voi ce. ..

Melicard

Erini cursed her luck. If she went down either corridor, they
woul d see her. |If she descended the stairs, they night notice

her as she hurried across the garden. Either way, things would

| ook suspicious. Wth her future already in a fragile state, this
m ght be nore than it coul d stand.

Strengt heni ng her resolve, Erini did the only thing she could.
It was time to rely on hope and her own ability to act as a
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princess acted. Snoothing her gown, she strode down the
hal | way and entered the corridor by Drayfitt's forner resting
pl ace just as Melicard, Quorin, and at |east six guards cane
into sight fromher right.

She pretended to notice the stunned guard for the first tine.
Shock was not a difficult emption to play; the sentry's slack
features and bl ank eyes were a frightening sight. Wthout
realizing it, she put a hand to her nmouth to stifle a gasp.

"Princess Erini! Your majesty!" Quorin's voice. She refused
to acknow edge it, instead shaking her head as if ready to break
down at the sight of the unfortunate victimof Drayfitt's power.

"Erini."

The new voice was Melicard's and the soft tone of it turned

her uneasi ness to wonder. She gratefully tore her eyes fromthe
sentry, fixing theminstead upon Melicard' s face. This tine, the
princess felt no uneasiness, only uncertainty. Wuld they sus-
pect why she was here?

"Melicard, |—

Quorin stepped forward to intercept her as she noved toward

the king. "Your majesty, if you will permt ne, I will have two
of these nen escort you to your chanbers. There has been

some unpl easantness here, as you can see, and we woul d not

want you endangered."

She purposely sidestepped him "If there is some danger to
Melicard, | will certainly not abandon himfor my own sake! If
there is sone danger to me, | will feel safer with ny be-

trothed!" Erini |ooked up at the king. Melicard nmet her gaze
monentarily, then | ooked down. "Unl ess, of course, he does

not wi sh ne here."

The king lifted his head and studied her. Erini kept her gaze
on his eyes. Her own played tricks; she alnpbst came to believe
that both his eyes were real. Wuld he respond to her bald
statement? Did Melicard understand that she woul d | eave Tal ak
now if he so desired it?

Besi de her, Mal Quorin grew anxious. He put a hand on her

arm intending to | ead her away from both the king and the
present, dire situation. It proved to be a nistake. Life seened
to suddenly illumnate Melicard' s visage, even that carved of

el fwood. He | ooked fromthe counselor to Erini and back

agai n.

"It's all right, Quorin. She will be fine with ne."
The faces of Erini and Mal Quorin were a study in opposites.
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More pl eased than she had thought she coul d possibly be, the



princess barely noticed the scowing features of the counsel or
"My liege, | don't think—=

"We' || speak of the other matters later on. | know | can
depend on you to deal with the present crisis as | would want it
dealt with." The king's tone brooked no argunent.

Def eated for the nonent, Quorin obediently bowed. "As
you wi sh, your majesty. | shall report to you as soon as we
have the crisis under control."

Mel i card absently touched one of the streaks of el fwood
runni ng across the right side of his face. "Unless you can't
control it, | see no need why it can't wait until this evening.
leave it in your very capabl e hands."

"My liege." The counsel or barked orders to the guards. Two

of themtook the stricken sentry away while the rest foll owed
Quorin down the side corridor Erini had stepped out of before.
The king by her side, Erini watched until the party was out of
si ght.

"Princess Erini," Mlicard suddenly began, "I apol ogize to
you for yesterday. You shouldn't have been expected to be at
ease with sonething so... | sonetines try to provoke a re-
sponse, | think."

"My conduct was reprehensible, ny lord. | should apol ogi ze

to you for that. As a princess of Gordag-Ai and your betrothed,

| shoul d behave better. It could not have been easy for you to
accept the fact that you had a bride, not after all these years."

The t hi nnest shadow of a smile played briefly across the

king's mouth. Through sone trick of the light, Erini imagined
that the el fwood portion of his face flexed and shifted as he
talked, as if it believed it was flesh and bl ood. She wanted to
reach up and touch it, just to be certain, but she doubted that
Melicard woul d tolerate such a thing at this poi nt—and she had
no desire to do anything that m ght break anew the bond

between themjust as it was begi nning to nend.

"It was a bit of a surprise,” he responded. It was as if Erin
had net twins, so different was this Melicard fromthe cold one
she had encountered briefly yesterday. "I hadn't even pl anned
on marriage for several years. | have so nmuch to do."

The princess was careful not to press himon what sort of
projects kept himso busy, instead saying, " 'The years pass as
qui ckly as they once passed so slowy.' An old saying of
Cordag-Ai. A king needs heirs if he wishes his legacy to live
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on. \Were would Talak be if something happened to you and
you had no heir? The city would fall."

Fromthe ook in his working eye, Erini knew she had struck
one of his nost sensitive points. Melicard s canpaign would be
all for nought if he died. There was no one with the drive, the



deternmination, to take over. Mal Quorin had such dreans, but

the princes knew that putting Talak in the counselor's hands |ike
that would result in nothing less than civil war. The counsel or
was a madman and madmen made for short, brutal reigns.

Mel i card reached out and took her hand. "Perhaps we can
find a quiet place and talk for alittle while."

Havi ng no desire to destroy what she had so far wought,

Erini made no nention of the fact that, under these circum
stances, it was proper for others, specifically her |adies-in-
waiting, to also be in attendance. Wen it came to courtship,

the king was a babe. Still, she understood that they coul d nmake

no progress if he had to endure the stares of other, less flexible
soul s |i ke Magda or Gal ea—besides, Erini had no desire for

themto be in attendance, either

Melicard | ed her down the hall, but not to the chanber they

had met in the day before. Instead, the two of them wal ked
toward the cathedral high doors of the main hall, where severa
startled guards quickly straightened. The king touched his face
where el fwood and flesh net, hesitant. Then, with iron resol ve,
he took her arm and gui ded her forward. Two guards quickly
opened the door for them and several others nmoved to fall in
behi nd the royal couple.

The king turned and calmMy said, "Return to your posts. W
will be within the pal ace grounds and very safe. That is a
comand. "

Wth some misgivings evident in their features, the guards
st epped away.

"Such loyalty is commendable,” Erini comented. "Were
are we goi ng?"

Melicard did not ook directly at her, but she thought she
detected a brief snmle. Twice in only a few mnutes, the princess
marvel | ed. There's hope.

"I'f you'll permit. Princess Erini, I would Iike to show you
nmy ki ngdom"

Her own smile was the only reply he received. Reddening
slightly, Melicard escorted her outside and into the sunlight.
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In the caverns of Kivan Grath, a desperate Shade sat silently,

his thoughts a raging fury in contrast to his still form Try as he
m ght, the warl ock coul d make no sense of his nenories; he

barely even remenbered the nane by which he had gone for al

these centuries. Shade. It was the only solid nenory he had |eft.
Sonehow, he hoped, he would be able to build fromit. Sonehow.

From t he darkened caverns beyond, a single, unseen watcher
studi ed the human. When curiosity was satisfied, the watcher
vani shed into the darkness to tell the others.



Y/

The crimson fire that illum nated the throne room of the
Dragon Enperor was nonmentarily drowned out by the brilliant
white gl ow of Darkhorse's gate as the shadow steed burst
through. Chilling eyes quickly drank in the details of the
massi ve cavern, fromthe few huge effigies still standing, to the
flittering, frightened shapes seeking haven in the cracks and
crevices. Darkhorse ignored the creatures, know ng them as
usel ess servants of a | ong-dead Dragon King. There was only
one thing, one creature who demanded his attention... and

t hough he was nowhere to be seen, the ebony stallion could
feel his nearby presence.

" Shaaade! "

The warl ock' s name echoed hauntingly through the endl ess

| abyrinth of caverns. It was said that here, if one dared, a way
to the bottomof the world m ght be found. Darkhorse neither
knew or cared. He wanted Shade and each passing second

made that hope dwi ndl e.

"Come, Shade! It is time to join the ghosts of our pasts!

This poor world can ill afford our constant struggle! Let it end
now "
He waited, listening intently as the echoes of his challenge

slowy died away. The things hiding in the cracks and crevices
chittered in mad fear. Mre out of inpatience than anything

r
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el se, Darkhorse | ooked up in their general direction and |aughed,
sendi ng them scattering to hiding places farther away fromthe
phant om hor se

Still no one answered his chall enge.

There was too nuch old nmagic here for himto pinpoint the
spel l caster. A d spells abandoned, for the nost part. There was
al so sonething el se, sonething ol der and newer. Darkhorse
sni f f ed.

Vraad sorcery.

Shade's words to himwhile the shadow steed had renmai ned

hel pless in Drayfitt's cage resurfaced. The warl ock had said
that his elderly counterpart had used Vraad-style sorcery. Now,
in this ancient place where Shade hinsel f had cone, there were
again Vraad traces.

Dar khorse cursed silently. Now there was nore than Shade

to deal with. If he sonehow survived his encounter with the
war |l ock, there were still the |egacies of the Vraad. Legacies
that threatened nore than a world.

Dru Zeree, the stallion thought, recalling the first being to



befriend him 1've need of your guidance. How do | fight what
even the Vraad thensel ves coul d not?

There was no answer, of course. It was a friendship of the

far past. It was a reason that Darkhorse rarely sought the
friendship of others, though he yearned for their trust. Every-
t hi ng passed beyond, save him

And Shade.

If the spellcaster had cone seeking the foul inheritance |eft

by that ancient race of sorcerers, he would be deeper in the
caverns, possibly niles below the surface. Though the Vraad

were recent by this land' s standards, they had been a jeal ous
peopl e and prone to secrets, especially fromone another. |If one
of their nunber had left artifacts behind, those itens woul d be
buri ed deep—and wel | - prot ect ed.

Mystery upon nystery!

Dar khorse struck the floor furiously, |eaving a gouge where
hi s hoof had |anded. It also worried himthat generation upon
generation of Dragon Enperor had nmade this mountain and its
caverns the honme of their clans—yet not one of them had ever
been known to make use of whatever the Vraad had abandoned.

Scanni ng the chanber, he chose a likely side cavern. A gate
woul d have been quicker, true, but only if he knew where
Shade was. Besides, there was too nuch sorcery lingering in
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the air. There was no telling what effect it mght have on his
own abilities.

Dar khorse trotted cautiously toward the cavern entrance.

A sinewy, netallic appendage w apped itself around his

throat. Another trapped one foreleg and two nore snared his
hind | egs. Monentarily disconcerted, the shadow steed strug-
gled futilely, gouging the earth with the sharp hoof of his sole
free linmb, as his unseen attackers struggled to maintain their
hol ds fromtheir shadow hiding places. Then, the true serious-
ness of his situation jarred himback to reality. No physica
bond could hold a creature whose essence was part of the Void
itself, not unless master sorcery was at work. Even then, he
shoul d have been able to free hinself sinply by truly beconing
a shadow. To his dismay, however, Darkhorse found that the
transformati on was beyond him The same sorcery that had

been used to create his attackers' weapons al so prevented him
fromutilizing his own abilities. Soneone had planned wel |,

t hough they could have hardly done so with himin nmnd. It

was only unfortunate coincidence that he had fallen prey.



A final, jagged tentacle darted fromone of the | esser caverns
and snared his remaining leg. Each linb was pulled in a

di fferent direction, maki ng novenment i npossible. The noose
around his neck kept himfromusing nmore primtive nmethods to
escape, such as biting his bonds in two.

"Hurry, you fool ssss! Bind himquickly!"

SlowWy, so as not to lose the hold each had, the ebony
stallion's attackers abandoned their hiding places and noved
toward him Their identities did not surprise him not after
hearing the hissing voice that commanded them So engrossed
had he beconme in his search that he had not noticed the spells
t hat nmust have masked their presence, spells which he, nore
sensitive to sorcery than nmost, should have at least felt,
regardl ess.

Despite his predi canent, Darkhorse responded to his captors
presence with disdain. "Drakes! | mght have known your ki nd
woul d be slithering about these holes in the ground!"

The crimson |ight poured over the newconers, giving them

t he appearance of wal ki ng dead risen fromsone terrible battle.
Each stood a little taller than a man and, outwardly, resenbled
savage warriors clad in masterly crafted scal e arnor that
covered all but their heads. The heads thensel ves were nostly
obscured by great dragonhel ns that nmade the humanoid figures

seemeven taller. Wthin those helns, eyes the color of fire

bl azed and mouths full of sharp, predatory teeth opened wide in
triunphant sniles. Their noses were little nore than slits and,
if one was so foolish as to get close enough to see, their skin
was scaled, like a reptile.

Dar khor se knew far better than nost that the arnor was
illusion. The scales were real, as real as those on the drakes
faces. It was not true clothing they wore, but their own skins
transformed by the drakes' own innate sorcery. Even the

m ghty helns were false in nature, the intricate dragon crests
being the true faces of the creature and not sonme craftsman's
design. The shadow steed had seen drakes revert to their

dragon fornms, and watched as the fierce dragon head slid down
and stretched, becoming animated with life. It was a sight none
coul d ever forget—provided they survived the encounter

Dragons who preferred the fornms of nen, that was the drake
race. Wth each generation, there were nore and nore of those
who could better copy the human form The femal es were

al ready adept —+oo adept, some human women sai d—but they
sacrificed much of their power for that perfection

The drake hol ding the noose wrapped around Darkhorse's

neck gave it a tug. Pain burned the eternal where the netallic
bonds touched his form and all thought of drakes and their odd
ways vani shed as anger resurfaced stronger than ever before.
"Thi sss i sss our domain, denmon," the apparent |eader hissed
with gusto. "To enter here neansss to sssacrifice your lifel™

Dar khorse chuckl ed. "You sound |ike your cousin the ser-



pent, reptile! |Is proper speech beyond you?"

The | eader hissed, revealing a long, forked tongue. A throw
back, the shadow steed noted in one part of his mind. A drake
whose ties to the dragon formof his birth were stronger than
those of his brethren, those ties manifesting thenselves in such
things as the split tongue, jagged teeth designed to tear flesh,
and a savage manner that made themthe deadliest of their race.

"Your death will be npssst—-nADst enjoyabl e, denon! CQur

lord will gain great pleasure fromwatching you perish slowy!
Too many of our race have suffered the unspeakable at your
hands!"

"Hooves, dear lizard, hooves! Those things at the end of
your arnms are hands—nore or less! Tell me; can you really
hold a sword with those gnarl ed appendages—er do you scratch
and bite your opponents like a riding drake?"
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Ri di ng drakes were huge, sw ft, wi ngless dragons of an
intelligence just below that of horses. That such m ndl ess
beasts were as nmuch a part of the drake race as these warriors
bef ore hi m anused Darkhorse. It did not anuse the | eader—-as

t he ebony stallion had hoped. "It might prove interesting to see
if a sword could cut you now that you are forced to remain in
the formof a beast of burden, denon horse! | wll have to

make such a suggestion to our |ord when we have dragged you
before him™"

Dar khorse | ooked scandalized. "Drag nme before hinP? Did
say that | would be party to such a thing?"

The drakes grew nervous. A few touched their swords,
forgetting the type of creature they were dealing with. The
sword was the nost usel ess of their weapons.

"You have no say in the matter."

"Ch, 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
nmocking reply. In the vast maze of caverns, the sound of his
voi ce echoed and echoed, but nowhere with nore intensity than
in the throne room The nore the pain sought to defeat him the
| ouder he becane.

One by one, his captors lost control as the laughter battered
their ears. The drake keeping his right foreleg in check lost his
grip on his weapon as he reached up and buried his head in his
hands, trying w thout success to block out the noise. Darkhorse
shook the coil | oose and used the one leg to pull hinself
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 his left



foreleg. The kick sent the warrior flying into one of the statues
that still stood. Though he wrapped around it |like a ribbon, the
drake never felt his back break; Darkhorse's blow had killed

hi m

The noose around his throat still buned. Darkhorse, no

| onger | aughing, turned to the source of his pain, the |eader of
his attackers. The drake was on one knee and slowly recovering
as the agoni zi ng sound di ed away. Throughout all of it, he had
mai ntai ned a tight grip. One coil, however, was not enough to
hol d the shadow steed, not now. Darkhorse prodded two of the
other coils before himand, as the drake rose, kicked them
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expertly toward his adversary. The reptilian warrior had just
enough tinme to realize his danger when both deadly toys
dropped on him

He screaned—al nost. The power needed to contain an
eternal such as Darkhorse was nore than enough to consune
the drake conpletely. There was not even a trace of ash

Desperate, one of the remaining attackers |eaped at the
shadow st eed, beginning the transformation to dragon form

m dway through the air. Darkhorse made no nove to stop him

To what would forever be his dismay, the drake found no solid
flesh to rend. He did not |and upon Darkhorse but rather within
him The now conpletely transforned dragon sank into the
enptiness that was the jet-black stallion. Smaller and snaller
the unfortunate attacker becanme, dwindling the way a figure
falling forever and ever gradually dimnished—ntil there was
nothing to see. He would continue falling in that abyss, as stil
did so many before him until everything—the nultiverse,

chaos, and even the Voi d—eeased to be.

"I amthe denon to denmons. | amthe travell er who defies
the Final Path. | amthe Void incarnate. / am Darkhorse." The
eternal fixed his chilling stare on the renmaining drake warriors

as he whi sper ed.

The drakes fled, disappearing in all-out panic into one of the
caverns. Darkhorse wat ched them escape, all the while chuck-
ling in norbid amusenent.

Lead ne to your nmaster, drakes' Though the cursed |ight that

only Shade could have left behind colors you scarlet, | think
that silver is nore to your lord' s taste! Darkhorse began
trotting after the vani shed drakes, his hooves naking no sound
despite seenming to strike the stone floor with enough strength to
shatter it. This time, the advantage woul d be his.

Lead nme to your naster, brave ones, for | think that there

m ght be a warlock I amseeking with himas well—-and | will

fight all the clans of your kind if that is what it takes to finally
face him

Faces vaguely recall ed. Names only beginning to resurface.
| mmges of the ancient dead wal king the earth once nore.



Shade coul d not say what urge had suddenly driven himto
this subcavern far, far below the throne room Not exactly a
menory, but something nmore. Something to do with the insig-
nia carved in raw marbl e and enbedded in the wall he now
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stood before. An insignia he renenbered seeing on the Gyph-

on's tapestry and which he now traced in an abstract nanner

with his left hand. A nilitaristic banner with the stylized inmage
of a fighting dragon.

The banner of his clan. The banner of his father.

"What menories do you hol d?" Shade whi spered, not

knowi ng whet her he spoke to the relief on the wall or his own,
murky mind. He still could neither recall what he had cone to
this mountain for nor why the image of a great black beast, a
denoni ¢ horse, had burned itself a permanent place in his

t hought s.

"What menories do you hol d?" the warl ock repeated.

Unabl e as he was to see his own face—er |ack thereof—Shade

could not notice the brief clarity which played across it. The
change cane and went in |less than a breath, but it left its mark,
t hough the warl ock could not know t hat.

"Gve me your nenories." The words were not the product

of wi shful thinking, but rather a command. The resistance was
strong, but not enough, not to one who knew—now. Shade
nodded. Hi s own nenories were returning agai n and now he
woul d add new ones as wel |

A pale, blue light forned in the center of the chamber and
expanded. The warl ock, his hand still on the ancient carving,
turned to gaze on that light, seemingly fascinated by it as a
moth to a flane. The |ight continued to expand and, as it did
so, began to take on shapes. One after the other w thout stop
Tall. Short. Distant. Near. Sinple. Unbelievable.

Mermories of a long-forgotten time. OF a race of sorcerers
called the Vraad. O Shade's Kind.

The i mages were indistinct at first. Shade put his other hand

on the relief. The nmenori es had been gathered over generations

and from countl ess places. He could not say exactly when he
recalled this information, but it was true, just as it was true that
this carving had been set in the wall for just the reason he
utilized it for now

"Gve themto ne!" he swore between cl enched teeth.

An i mage broke fromthe rest, solidified, and sharpened.
Even though it was not yet distinct. Shade inhal ed sharply,
knowi ng already who it would be. It was not the one he had
want ed—pr obabl y one of the | ast he had wanted—but it made
sense, given the dragon banner on the wall



Father... Shade raised his left hand to the top of the banner
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Wth a violent twi st of that hand, he bani shed the inmage. It
flared Iike a mniature sun—and was gone.

A new i mage separated fromthe junble, grew, and defined
itself. Atall figure, female and only recently into woman-
hood. Shade dismissed it as he had the first, though he briefly
wondered why it bothered him al nost as much as seeing his
father had. There had been no nane to put to the woman, but

he knew her. He al so knew that, whatever her connections to
him she was not part of what he now sought. Still..

Caught up in his thoughts, the warl ock | ooked away for

several seconds. Wen he returned his gaze to the blue light, he
started in surprise, for another figure, tall and clad in arnor,
stood waiting patiently. Were the others had been bright, as if
t he" sun of nidday had shone overhead, this one stood with the
[ight behind him blocking the glow and creating a shadow.

A shadow?

Shade gl anced down at the rocky surface, eyeing the shadow
that stretched I ong and narrow. This was no nenory of the
past. Wat stood before himwas very, very real

"War | ock. Shade." The huge, arnored newcomner took a

few steps toward him In the light, the scale arnmor glittered
silver-blue. The voice was a quiet, soothing hiss. "I would
have words with you, warlock. Wrds of things that concern
both of us."

The di stant sound of nocking | aughter echoing through the
caverns made both ook in the direction of the sole entrance to
t he chamber. I nmages of a creature with ice-blue eyes once nore
demanded Shade's attention

H s new conpanion stirred visibly. Reptilian features partial -
Iy masked by the massive dragonhel mwere turned once nore
toward the warl ock. Shade caught uncertainty tinged with
greed—and fear.

The Silver Dragon spoke again, his words uttered a bit faster
than the first tine and his eyes continually darting toward the
entrance. "I would have words with you, friend—and quickly,

if you do not mnd."

The drakes who fled from Darkhorse | ed hi m deeper and

deeper into the caverns. Even he, who had known that a

fantastic system of chanbers lay within and bel ow Ki van

Grath, was shocked at the conplexity and extent of the |aby-

rinth. Still, it did nake sense, for this had been the honme of the
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entire clan of Gold, the nost royal of drake clans. In one hot,

steany chamber, a hatchery by the ook of it, he had even
cone across the skeletal remmins of a huge femal e dragon who



obvi ously had been the guardi an of the newy bom drakes. Her
death had been quiet if not peaceful fromthe | ook of it. Ad
age or |ack of purpose, he judged. Darkhorse had al so not

m ssed the brittle fragments of the second skeleton in that area,
a drake warrior who | ooked suspiciously as if he had been

killed by the elderly dam hersel f.

So many things to wonder about, he thought as he turned

down yet another corridor. Wuld he ever find out what had
happened since his exile? There seened to be so nuch. A

sudden uneasy feeling filled him but it had nothing to do with
hi s unanswered question. Darkhorse paused. No, sonething

el se disturbed him He sniffed the air.

Vraad sorcery—and cl ose

"Shade..." he whispered to hinself. So close the shadow
steed coul d al nost see him Darkhorse opened a path in reality
and, w thout hesitation, stepped through.

The path itself was short, alnmost nothing, and the ebony
stallion emerged fromthe other end of the portal in nere
seconds. He found hinmself in the center of a chanber, bathed
in a pale blue light and surrounded by phantom i mages t hat

i gnored himas they played out their brief |ives.

"What manner of nonstrosity is this?" the shadow steed
bel | owed wi thout thinking. Had he fallen into sone hell created
by Shade?

Two figures whirled at the shout, both nomentarily shad-

owed. Darkhorse stepped quickly fromthe |ight, shaking his
body as if that would renpve the thought of these disconcerting
specters fromit. They had about themthe feel of Vraad
sorcery, which made their existence all the nore foul

One of the two figures watching himstepped closer, as if
taking a casual walk. "You... you're... Darkhorse... aren't
you?"

"As nmuch as you are the warl ock Shade, ny blurry friend!
You know that very well! You renenber everything—er have
you forgotten that?"

Perhaps it was his eyes that played tricks on him Darkhorse
wonder ed, but he woul d have been willing to swear even to the
Lords of the Dead that Shade was smiling just alittle. Was it a
trick or were those two dark spots his eyes?
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Before the shadow steed could take it further, the warlock
nodded and replied, "I remenbered... but | forgot. | am
renmenbering again... but not as Madrac. As nyself, | think."

Dar khorse's eyes glittered. "Yourself?"
"I can't be certain yet." Shade indicated his conpanion
"The drake lord asked nme the sane question. He seened

di sappointed. | think he wanted to make sone sort of pact. |



don't know. "

"Thi sss isss insssanity!"” The Silver Dragon raised a fist.
Sonething crystalline glittered in its grip. "He isss our eneny!"

An oppressing wei ght crashed down on the black stallion.

Dar khorse fell to his knees and grew distorted as the pressure
on himincreased and he was slowy flattened. The Silver

Dragon took a step forward, the light of victory burning in his
anxi ous eyes.

"It worksss! |t worksss!"”

Shade remai ned where he was, watching everything with
clinical interest. "OfF course it 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 repl aced anxiety. "Wat'sss that? What do you nean,
human?"

"He neans," Darkhorse forced hinself to his feet again,
"that you'll need nore than that pretty bauble to keep ne
kneeling before you, lizard!" The shadow steed chuckl ed.

"Surprise was its only useful weapon—and you' ve used that
up! "

The Dragon King cursed and shook the crystal, as if that
woul d make it stronger. Shade shook his cow ed head.

"He knows nore about it than you do, it seens, drake.
woul d have to say he probably knows nore than | remenber,
too."

Slowy, the Silver Dragon backed away. "I have ny own
power! | can deal with him"

"Ha!" Darkhorse | ooked down at the reptilian nonarch
"Power includes the confidence and will to back it up, ny little
friend! Do you have enough of either? Sonehow, | doubt that!"

Shade crossed his arns and | ooked at both of them "He
may be right. Dragon King. He may be wong as well."

"You! He is your eneny, too! If he defeats me, you will be
next!"
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"Possibly. Possibly not. | could just depart—but | suppose
he woul d find nme eventually."

Dar khor se nmoved cautiously. He was confident that the

Dragon King would give himlittle trouble, being the nost
pathetic of his brethren that the horse could recall. This is a
drake lord? This one woul d be Enperor? What worried him
however, was this new Shade, this indifferent, even possibly
anoral creature who stood talking calmy while two powerful

bei ngs prepared to fight to the death—a fight that night very
wel | include the warlock before |ong.



Desperation was witten in every noverment of the Silver
Dragon. Darkhorse began to understand. This drake | ord had
lived under the favor of the Gold Dragon and had apparently
drawn much of his strength fromhis enperor—who had been

nmore than a little paranoid about his own position. That
paranoi a had evidently transferred itself to this Dragon King
who saw hinsel f as the obvious successor to his forner naster

The drake hissed and suddenly threw the crystal at Darkhorse.
"That was definitely foolish," Shade coment ed.

Knowi ng the artifact for what it was, the stallion stepped
ninbly aside. A nmagical talisman could be deadlier when used

in desperation than in planned conbat. The Vraad devi ce went
flying past him striking the cavern wall behind. It bounced two
or three times on the floor and then rolled to a stop—all wi thout
the slightest sign of danger.

Shade | eaned over, clearly interested at the |ack of reaction
on the talisman's part.

The crystal split into two perfect pieces and a gray-green
snoky substance began to rise fromit, formng into a cloud
that swelled with each passing second. The warl ock straight-
ened quickly with as much emotion as Darkhorse had seen him
convey since his arrival here.

"I warned you that it was foolish. | think | may |eave after
all.”

Dar khorse snorted and trotted a step closer to the cl oaked
figure. "None of us is leaving here, dear friend Shade, until—=

The shadowy warl ock curled within hinself and vani shed
with a slight pop\ before the next word was even out of the
eternal 's nout h.

"No!" The Dragon King reached toward the spot where the
spel | caster had stood, uselessly grasping at air.

"You!" Darkhorse turned on the drake. "Were has he
SHADOW STEED 61

gone, carrion eater? \Were?" Notagai nnotagai nnotagai n! the
shadow steed mental ly cursed

Si zing up the chanmber and knowi ng his chances agai nst the
creature before him the Silver Dragon cane to a rapid deci-
sion. He transformned.

The transformati on was qui ck, al nost unbelievably so. Wngs
burst fromthe drake's back and the creature hunched forward
as his spine arced and his | egs bent backwards. Tal oned hands
grew |l ong and arms twi sted, becomng nore |like the | egs. The
Dragon King's neck stretched high, an ungodly sight at first,
what with the humanoi d head, but then the dragon-crest slid
down over the half-hidden face, slid down and | engt hened. The



j aws snapped and the eyes opened, the true visage of the Silver
Dragon revealed at last. Al the while, the formof the |eviathan
expanded, growing and growing until it threatened to fill the
cavern and nore.

Al this in but a breath. Time enough for Darkhorse to have
attacked—save that his |inmbs were suddenly heavy and the

chanmber was beginning to fade. He blinked, wondering if the

omi nous snoke cloud had affected his senses. H's second

t hought was that Shade had made a fool of him had returned
somehow wi t hout Dar khorse sensing himand struck with sone

new spell. He struggled forward. The dragon, now whole, did
not hi ng but stare. Shade and slowy snmile that toothy snile that
only his kind was capabl e of.

"The nag hasss been sssnared hinsssel f!" the Dragon King

hi ssed jubilantly. He inhaled sharply and, as Darkhorse | ooked
on in helpless frustration, bathed the shadow steed in white
flame sumoned up from his own nagical essence. Darkhorse
steadi ed hinsel f, knowi ng that here was a fire whose burning
touch even he mght feel

The flame passed through the trapped stallion wthout so

much as a hint of its unbearable heat. The Silver Dragon roared
angrily. Darkhorse |aughed, covering his own surprise with
bravado. What was happeni ng?

You will come to ne, denpbn! a famliar voice demanded
Now

"Dam the Final Path, no/" Darkhorse renewed his strug-
gles, fighting with such ferocity that that Dragon King backed
away again. "No!"

The choice is not yours, denon! You will cone!
He was wenched fromthe cavern and the dragon with the
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ease that one might reach down and pick up a twig. The

wor | d—ever yt hi ng—+w sted and faded. Darkhorse struggl ed,

but he might as well have been trying to physically run the
boundaries of the Void so futile was his attenpt. He had
underestimated an adversary again. Hs self-exile, he grinly
deci ded, had warped his senses beyond hel p.

The worl d of the Dragonreal mreturned then—and with it a
pl ace that he had thought he woul d never have to see again.

In the dimlight of the torch, Drayfitt rose before him
exhausted but satisfied. The ook in his eyes was unreadabl e,

even to Darkhorse.

"He will not escape this time. W can stare in those dead

eyes until the Dragon of the Depths conmes to visit the king for
| unch before the demon will be able to trick one of us again.
His other abilities are stifled as well."



The marki ngs around his magi cal cage had been altered
slightly. Darkhorse tried to make them out but could not.

Mal Quorin joined his rival and eyed the shadow steed with a
m x of fury and glee. "You' ve cost us nmuch, denon! That
book cannot be repl aced! Rest assured, though, before I|ong,

you wi Il have repaid us for it over and over again!"
"Mortal fools! I amnot your fetching slave! Release ne! Shade
still wanders free and the danger may be greater than | supposed!”

The Silver Dragon was a bully, strong but with little true
bravery to back it up. Yet, if he was allowed to study the Vraad
for very long, he mght becone an even deadlier threat. Kivan
Grain mght again be hone to an enperor, if it did not becone

the citadel of Shade first...

and Darkhorse, trapped again through his own | ack of
foret hought, would be unable to do anything about either peril

VI

Erini woke the next day feeling as if the dreans of her
chi | dhood had becone reality. Yesterday had turned the fears of
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the future back into hopes. Yesterday, she had net Melicard the
nman.

In the light of day, the magi cal aspects of his unique features
had taken on a new quality. Erini had thought hi m handsone

in spite of the coldness of his elfwood side; now, she saw

that the el fwood coul d enhance as well. There was a beauty

to the wood when it becanme one with the king' s pal e skin.

The rare wood had al ways been beautiful by itself, but, as
Melicard had seened to draw fromit, so, too, had it drawn
fromhim The two sides of his face had becone one despite
their differences.

Even the stiff, artificial armhad felt snoother, nore supple
than earlier.

Gal ea and Magda cane and hel ped her this norning; a good

thing, too, since she found she could not concentrate. Her

t houghts continued to be of yesterday's journey out onto the

pal ace grounds and the tower to which he had led her. It was

part of the wall and there were three others identical to it spread
equal distances apart. This was the best one, Mlicard had

i nformed her quietly, to viewthe city as a whole.

H s manners were rusty, as would be reasonable after so

many years with so little practice. Still, the nore they wal ked
t oget her —ai t hout the ever-present shadow of Mal Quorin—the

nore a new man had energed; a new man, or one who had

been | ocked away for over a decade. Mdrre and nore, Erini was

di scovering that the dark, mpody ruler of Talak was a creation
of Melicard' s own fears and, though she dared not suggest it
openly, the influence of nmen |ike the counselor. This was not to



say that the drakes were innocent, not by far, but the princess
knew t hat sonme, at least, were trying to make peace with
humanity. The others... she could not entirely fault Melicard' s
crusade.

He had pointed to the north first. "There you see the old

center. After the palace was built here, everything shifted.

The buildings in the old center were torn down and new ones

put up. Since there's a gate over there, nmerchants and travellers
have taken it over much the way they have the other gates. Also
out that way is the main garrison of the city. A remant of the
days when a drake ruled fromthe Tybers."

Sensing his nood changing at the nention of the Dragon
Enmperor, Erini had turned west and pointed at a number of
fancier buildings. "Wat about those?"
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"The weal thier famlies. Master nerchants and the old bl ood
make their hones there. You probably saw sone of that since
the gate you entered lies in that direction.”

She smled then, already knowi ng the effect a smle would
have on him Few wonen—few peopl e—had smiled at himand
meant it, possibly because the king never sniled hinself.

In the tower, he had returned her snmile. She wondered how

she coul d have ever thought it would be a chilling sight. In
reply to his coment, the princess said, "There was so mnuch

to see that | cannot recall half of what | passed. Besides, nopst
of the time ny thoughts were on neeting you."

Only one other thing disturbed the otherw se pleasant tour
Pointing to a large structure in the eastern side of Tal ak, the
princess asked, "Wat is that? | saw a building like that in the
west. Are they theatres? Arenas?"

"In a sense. You'll find simlar buildings in the northern and
southern parts of Talak as well. Al together, they house a
standing force at least five tinmes the size of the arm es of
Penacl es, Zuu, or lIrillian by the Sea."

A standing arny. The city of Zuu, though far to the sout heast
of Cordag-ai, was fam liar to her by nane at |east. Though
relatively small in comparison to giants |ike Penacles and the
maritime lrillian, their armes were of simlar strength—sminly
because nearly every adult was willing to take on a foe and
being a part of the army was considered an honor. Erini did not
understand the ways of Zuu, but if Melicard had a force five
times the population of that city-state..



The rest of the day went peacefully. She had eaten with the

king for the first tine and, during the course of the dinner, had
careful ly broached the subject of their courtship and inpendi ng
marriage. Melicard' s replies were short and vague, but nore,

she suspected, from shyness than rel uctance. Realizing she was
starting to push things too quickly, the princess turned to small

t al k.

Her betrothed had wal ked her to her room where both

| adies-in-waiting tried not to | ook disconcerted at the sight of
their mstress and the king walking armin arm Melicard

wi shed her a pleasant evening and departed. Erini could not
recall when exactly she had finally gone to bed, only know ng
that she had probably spent several hours either thinking or

tal ki ng about the ki ng—whet her Gal ea and Magda wanted to
hear it or not.

Now, at the begi nning of what she hoped to be an even nore

prom sing day, the princess found she could not be satisfied

wi th anything she wore. Magda tsked a lot, rem nding her that

it was Erini the king was to marry, not a particular dress. Erini
grew flushed. Here she was acting |ike the m ndl ess young

t hi ngs that had al ways surrounded her at the pal ace back in
Cordag- Ai. Al ways they had spoken of this young duke or that

in giddy terms, nmuch to her annoyance. Now, she realized with

a wy smle, she was acting every bit as enpty-headed.

"G ve ne that one," she commanded wi th as much convic-
tion as she could nmuster, pointing at a dress she had al ready
tried on. Gal ea shook her head and picked it up again.

Sone tinme later, as Erini studied her finished self in one of
the mrrors, she discovered she was still dissatisfied with the
dr ess.

Is this what love is? the princess wondered. / hope not. I'lI
never be able to live with nyself if | keep acting this way.

A servant arrived just as she was about to | eave her room and
i nforned her that something had come up; Melicard was
beggi ng her forgiveness but he would not be joining her

"What is it? Does Tal ak face an attack? Is Melicard injured
or ill?"

"He did not say, mlady. He seened well, though, and there
.was no word of an encroaching arny in the outlands. | know
not hi ng nore. "

"Thank you." Erini ended up eating only with her |adies.

Al'l through her neal, a nmeal which proved that, if nothing

el se, Melicard had soneone who could performmniracles with

eggs and spices, she found herself returning to the nysterious
actions of yesterday. The strange states of the sorcerer, Drayfitt.
The anger and fear of Mal Quorin. The door in the garden

wal | .



The door in the garden wall?

After brunch, she insisted that her two compani ons | eam

nore about the city so that they would feel nore confortable.
Wth a start, she also realized that she had yet to speak to the
captain of the troop that had acconpani ed her coach to Tal ak
from Gordag- Ai. The hapl ess sol di er had not disturbed her

obvi ously believing she was too busy adjusting to Melicard to
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speak to him Surely, though, the captain and his nen-wanted
to return hone as soon as possible, didn't they?

"Magda, before the two of you depart, would you pl ease ask
someone to sumon—eh, what is his nane? The captain of the
cavalry troop that my father had acconpany us."

"Captain Iston?" Galea piped up quickly. "I'"lIl do it for you,
Madga. | know you have sonme things you want to take care of
before we | eave."

"Thank you, Galea. |1'd appreciate that."

The princess, who felt she had nissed sonething, |ooked at
her ot her conpanion as soon as Gal ea was out of the room
Magda smiled briefly. "Little Galea and Captain |Iston have
known each other for several nonths. He Is the third son of
Duke Cronbey and a career soldier hinmself. That his unit was
given to you is a sign of favor on the part of your parents."

"Gave to me? Do you nmean to tell me—

"They're staying here, yes. Pernmanent attachment. Not one

of those nmen has a famly to return to. If | may be forward,
hope you'll encourage Gal ea. The captain is a bit ol der than
her, but they are very serious and definitely a good match. She
wi Il bear himstrong children."

Erini fought down a grimace. "lIs that his main priority with
her? Passing on his nanme to a new generation?"

"It has sone inportance." The taller woman | ooked at her
curiously. "Your father, King Laris, and Melicard s father kept

that in mind, | inmagine. Mdst royal narriages are set up that
way and quite a few nmore conmon ones as wel | —but, before
you say what your face is already shouting, | think | speak

truthfully when | say that Gal ea and her cavalry officer would
marry even if children were out of the question.”

The princess | ooked at her older |lady with new respect.



"You surprise me, Mag. The two of you aren't that nuch ol der
t han me—=

"Fourteen years is not that much ol der? You flatter ne.

"As | was saying, sonetinmes | watch you and | see those
creatures that ny father insisted | associate with, those—those
crystalline dolls of the court. Other tines, you seemto be in
command of the world."

Magda nmade sonme adjustnents on Erini's dress. "No secret
there. 1'ma woman. If you want a puzzle to play with, try to
figure out men. Now there's a nystery."

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
Cordag-Ai's cavalry over to her—as a personal guard—the rest
was sinple. Captain Iston proved to be a conpetent soldier and
one of the few who listened to her without trying to act

par ent al

"I have only one request, then, your nmjesty," he said at the

concl usion of their talKk.
"That is?"

"It makes little sense for your bodyguards to be so far away
fromyou. True, we are cavalry, but any soldier of CGordag-A is
al so a master warrior on foot, too. W were given the honor of
becom ng yours. At the very least, let me set up a series of
wat ches so that each man can performhis duties."

Erini thought it over and nodded. "I'll have to talk to King
Melicard first, captain, but I don't think that he will object to

nmy request." Counselor Quorin might, but his likes and dis-

likes meant little to the princess. "I think I'd also Iike you to
have a permanent place in the palace itself, captain. There w |l
be tines when I'll need you and | want you to start devel opi ng

ties with our new countrynen.”

"Your majesty, |I'ma soldier\ | should be sleeping with ny
men! "

"You won't be far. Besides, an officer is all owed sonme
privacy, | think. You' ve earned the right to live life alittle,
too."

Magda and Gal ea announced t hensel ves al nbst as if on cue.

Iston did his best to maintain a nmlitary appearance, though his
eyes wandered to the shorter lady-in-waiting nore than once.

"W were about to | eave, as you suggested, when | thought

that there m ght be sonething in particular you wanted us to

| ook for. Good day, captain.”

"Good day, ny ladies."

Erini smled while the officer's eyes were on other matters.



"Not hi ng, thank you, but a thought occurred to ne. Captain
Iston, if it would not be inconvenient, | have one nore request
of you."

He bowed. "Nane it."
"I am occupied with many things at the noment, but | want

someone to get to know the city. Magda and Gal ea are
perform ng that favor for ne. 1'd feel better, however, if they
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had someone trustworthy to protect them+ust in case. Wuld
you be so kind as to take a few of your men and escort thenf? It
woul d give you a chance to study Tal ak for yourself, sonething
you wer e undoubtedly pl anni ng, anyway."

Iston hesitated, then, with a glance at Gal ea, nodded. "A

wi se idea, your majesty. If the ladies will pernmt me a few
mnutes, | will have horses and half a dozen of ny finest join
us. WIIl that be acceptable, ny |adies?"

Galea was silent with just the slightest crinmson in her

cheeks, but Magda took events in hand and gave her approval .

"That will be fine. Captain Iston."

"Has the princess any other need for ne?"

"None. "
The cavalry officer extended his arms. "If the two of you
wi || acconpany ne?"

Erini watched them depart, Galea's hold on Iston so tight,
the princess wondered if it would be possible to separate them
agai n.

Her feeling of joy increased tenfold. She was on her way to
strengt hening her relationship with Melicard and now her own
peopl e were beginning to adjust to their new home. She turned

to the mrror for one last |ook, wanting to be her best when she
found her betrothed, which she woul d. Now there was onl y—

Erini started.
A figure stood visible in the mrror. A hooded figure nuch

like Drayfitt, only younger in stature, but clad in garments a bit
archaic for the tines. She could not nake out his face;



somet hi ng about the angle seenmed to nake it indistinct, alnost
a blur. Hs cowed head had just turned in her direction..

She whirled instinctively. Her hands began to nove of their
own accord

The room was enpty.

Erini glanced back in the mrror, alnpst expecting to see the
figure still standing there. Nothing. She turned and rushed to
t he spot where he had stood. Kneeling, the princess touched the
fl oor.

There were bits of dirt in the vague shape of a heel

A feeling of ancient, enduring power caught her by surprise
and she fell backward, only barely managing to stifle a scream
It was the first tine she had truly sensed anot her spell caster
and, though she did not understand exactly what she had done,
Erini had a fair idea of what she had felt.

She debated for sone tine what to tell Melicard, if anything.
Al she had to prove her story was a tiny clunp of dirt that
even the princess had to admt could have come from her own
shoes or, nore likely, the shoes of some errant servant. Only
because of her increasing sensitivity to the powers did she
know for certain that what had been reflected in the mrror was
no figment of her imaginative mnd. Erini could visualize M
Quorin's expression should she give in and tell Mlicard or
anyone el se her secret. It would probably be the fatal blow to
the betrothal .

Not now. Not yet. | have to wait. Her decision was far from
strong and she wavered even as she chose. Drayfitt! He m ght
understand, but... won't he tell Melicard? Erini knew that the

sorcerer was extremely loyal to his liege and that such loyalty
m ght demand he betray the princess. Erini nuttered a curse

her father did not know she had overheard countless tines

whil e growing up. She slowy rose, deciding that she woul d

post pone telling anyone for the time being. Her only fear was'
that, by doing so, she mght |let some other danger grow
unchecked.

Confused and no | onger |ooking forward to the day, the
princess |left her chanbers. Whatever el se happened today,
not hi ng matched t he inportance of strengthening her rel ation-
ship with Melicard. Nothing save what m ght destroy that

rel ati onship before it matured.

Princess Erini found Melicard in the least likely of places in
t he pal ace. He was hol ding court—n a sense. Wat she

actual ly discovered was a huge, nearly enpty throne roomin
whi ch the king sat on a sinple chair—ot even the throne,

whi ch stood enpty at the top of a dais—and argued with four

or five men whom Erini realized were emi ssaries from ot her
city-states. Quorin, standing behind the king, |ooked on in a
conbi nati on of barely contai ned anger and contenpt.

"...drake lovers, all of you. | should have guessed as
much, especially fromyou, Zuuite. You've long |ived under



the beneficial rule of the Green Dragon, haven't you?"

The em ssary from Zuu repl aced his helm which he had

been holding in the fold of one arm A bear in size, he | ooked
nore than ready to trade blows with Melicard. Instead, he
retorted, "Tell that to Prince Blane and the others who died
def endi ng Penacl es fromthe Lochivarites and the nonstrous
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forces of the Black Dragon and the drake commander Kyrg!
You recall the sadist Duke Kyrg, do you not, your nmjesty?"

It was a telling blow. Kyrg's nane, Erini recalled, conjured
images in Melicard's mind of his father slowy losing control as
the drake ate freely fromthe withing bodies of still-living
ani mal s. Rennek 1V had spent the next week babbling on and

on about not wanting to be eaten alive, sonething he knew that
Kyrg had been capabl e of doing. Those nenories were only

two of the many that haunted Melicard al nost every night.

The king's face turned as pal e as bone. The el fwod hand

cane down on the armof the chair and broke it into splinters.
Even Mal Quorin stepped back fromthe rising fury of his

nast er.

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

As the counsel or rushed around the chair to aid the em ssar-

ies in their hasty departure, Erini started forward. She had been
wai ting out of sight near one of the side doors to the massive
roomw th the intention of joining her betrothed once the tal ks
were finished. Now, the princess wanted nothing nore than to
soothe Melicard before his anger drove himto further destruc-
tion and possible injury.

A firmhand cl anped itself on her shoulder. "Your majesty, |
woul dn't recomend you speak to himat this tine."

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

"He is in a dangerous nood, mlady, and neither of us

shoul d be nearby. Things have not gone well." The aged
spel | caster shook his head slowly. "And | fear that | amthe
cause of much of it."

"So what have your problenms to do with ne?"

Drayfitt gave her a sour smile. "Counselor Quorin, in what
may be his finest perfornmance, has been trying to make your
arrival and stay here a detrinment to the king's crusade. He's
al ready pointed out how you kept the king occupied while



destroyed Quorin's dammabl e book. "
Erini blinked. "Book? Wat are you tal king about, mage?"

"I speak too much. Suffice to say, mlady. King Melicard is
not quite certain about the courtship. W have to give hima
little time to recall all you did for himyesterday—and it was
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significant, | can tell you. He was al nost the Melicard of |ong
ago. "

"You ranble a bit. Master Drayfitt," the princess paused,
"but I will stay clear of himfor a short while—providing you
gi ve nme sone answers | seek."

Drayfitt closed his eyes in concentration. \Wen he opened
them he quietly replied, "Don't ask me about yesterday. Even
I don't know everything—as Quorin has rem nded nme again

and again."

The spellcaster's muttered words did little to assuage Erini's
curiosity, but she knew there were other-ways to find out what
she wanted to know. The princess was about to ask hima
guestion that she was fairly certain he woul d answer, when the
el derly man stunbl ed against the wall. Erini reached out and
grabbed his hand to prevent himfromsliding to the floor

He regai ned his bal ance al nost i medi ately, but the | ook on
his face was the nost tragic yet. "Forgive ne, princess. My

powers have been tested beyond their limts lately; |I've nmade
heavy use of themnuch too late in life. Had | continued to
train, to practice, while | was still young..." Drayfitt's voice

trailed off as he stared at Erini's hand, which he still held in his
own. After several seconds, he | ooked up at the princess as if

she had sprouted wings. Al his grief, all his exhaustion

seened to vani sh as he said, "Step down the corridor with ne,

pl ease. W need privacy. | think there is something we nust

tal k about quickly."

Not know ng whether she was mad to trust him Erini

reluctantly followed. Drayfitt led her along for quite some tine,
refusing to rel ease her hand fromhis own. She began to worry.

What if the spellcaster cared as little for her as Mal Quorin did?
Despite his polite, sonetinmes hel pful attitude, he m ght object

to the marriage as much as the counsel or did. What did he see

in her hand?

As if trying to relieve her fears, Drayfitt turned and smled
assurance. He led her around a conmer and stopped. There were
no guards in sight.

"l could've touched the m nds of sonme of the sentries and
had our talk in a nore open place, but such flanboyancy

al ways backfires. Knowi ng something as sinple but inportant
as that' was one reason | |ived peacefully nmost of ny life. |
dearly wish it was still true.”

"What do you want with nme?"
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"You have a natural affinity Iike none that | have ever seen.”
The sorcerer continued to hold her hand, studying it closely

as if looking for sone mnuscule marking. Erini had a very
unconfortabl e i dea that she knew what he was searching for
Nevert hel ess, she played innocent. "Wat sort of affinity? For
excel l ent fingernails? For having the 'fair skin' of a nmaiden in
the tales of the mnstrels and pl ayers?”

Hs features grew grim "Don't play ganes with me, your

maj esty! You know what sort of affinity I talk of. Have you felt
the involuntary desire to test your skills? Wat do you see?
Most burgeoni ng spel |l casters see the lines and fields of power
that crisscross the world. Qthers see the spectrum the dark and
the Iight, and choose what they need fromthat. Wich are you,

Princess Erini?"
He'll tell Melicard! The thought was an irrational outburst,

but Erini did not care. She was not yet ready to face the king
with her own curse, not until she was certain her relationship
with himwas stronger. The princess tried to pull away, pretending
to be offended. "You're mad! | ama princess of CGordag-A and

t he betrothed of your own nonarch! Rel ease nme at one and

forget this nonsense!"

Drayfitt's other hand shot forward and Erini had nonmentary

fear that the sorcerer was going to strike her. Instead, his hand
went up to the hair above her eyes. Mystified, she stood silent
as the elderly nman searched for sonething.

"Aaaah! The growth is slower than | woul d' ve thought, but it
seens to be different with each magic-user. Interesting. Ishmr

was w ong."
"\What —what are you tal ki ng about now?" She jerked her

head away, as if suddenly feeling continued contact would
af fect her somehow. Simultaneously, Drayfitt rel eased her hand.

"There is a lock of silver anongst your beautiful, golden
tresses, Princess Erini. The silver will expand—rmgically, you
m ght say—as your abilities grow. Soon—and sooner than you
want, | know—+t will be inpossible to hide it. Before that

poi nt, you nust decide what you will do."

This was the last thing she had expected to deal with this
nmorni ng. Erini stepped back and snoothed her dress, nore to
try to cal mherself than because it needed it. "You don't know



what you're saying! If you will excuse nme. Master Drayfitt, |
believe I will retire to my chanbers. I'"'mnot feeling well."

She started to go around him but the aged sorcerer took hold
of her again. Hi s strength was phenonenal, a conplete contrast

to his weakness a nmonent before. A fire burned in his eyes.
"Don't nake the mistake | did, mlady. Even if you never need

them it is best to hone your skills. I can help you. I've lived
t hrough the pain and the fear—ore than nost, | regret to say.
| can teach you. There is no choice; your abilities will grow

with or w thout your permssion."

"Let me go," Erini commanded icily.

Drayfitt obeyed, but he was not yet through speaking.

"Think about it. I'lIl be honest. | may need your assistance |ater
on." As her eyes wi dened, he i mediately added, "What | ask
of you will only benefit King Melicard, not hurt him | want
the best for him as do you. | think that your marriage will may

possi bly save himfromthe fate of his father—er worse."

Erini could listen no nore. There was too nuch in what

Drayfitt had said that had the ring of truth or, at the very |east,
conviction. A part of her wanted to turn to himfor whatever

e aid he could give her... but the fear of |osing everything and

t he shame of what she was becom ng hel d her back. Perhaps

some time alone would let her clear the fog that had grown

thick in her mnd

As she wal ked stiffly away, the sorcerer called after her, "I
hope you feel better, your majesty. Let us talk again soon."

She did not respond.

The throne felt proper beneath him Tal oned hands stroked
the cracked arnrests. He smled as he thought of the others
maki ng obei sance to him awardi ng what was due to him after
these frustrating past few years.

The hatchlings are tainted, the Silver Dragon deci ded. They
have lived with humans for too long. That was the fault of the
Green Dragon, master of the Dagora Forest and ally to the
humans. When the CGol d Dragon had been defeated, the royal
hat chl i ngs had been taken by traitorous G een and turned over
to Cabe Bedl am the foulest of the human race. Now, those
hat chl i ngs that woul d have becone Dragon Kings were on their
way to becom ng human sheep i nstead.

It is the only thing to do. They nust be elim nated eventual |y
so that some other traitor does not try to use them as puppets.

The Iine that rules all others will be nmine. My claimis
strongest. They will see that. | will nmake them see that.
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"I didn't return to you so that you could sit dreaning in a

br oken- down chair."
The Dragon King jumnped. "Curse you, warlock! Announce

yoursel f from now on!"

Shade stepped out of the darkness of a nearby tunnel and
| ooked around. "Where are your brave warriors? Qut trying to
scrounge up sone nore toys to replace your crystal baubl e?"

"What of it?" The crystal had been a double blowto the
drake's anmbitions. Not only had it broken, but the chamber of
the Vraad and several others nearby were now i npassabl e. The
snoky substance rel eased by the artifact showed no sign of

di ssipating, either. Even Shade, who had come back to | ook for
the Silver Dragon, would not enter

The shadowy sorcerer had still not explained exactly why he

had chosen to finally accept the drake's offer of an alliance. It
was not for what the Dragon King had al ready di scovered,

t hough there was one itemof interest that the warl ock wanted—
or at |east renenbered—nor was it because they shared com

nmon goal s. Shade seened to care little who was enperor, as it
long as it did not interfere with his own goals, whatever those

m ght be.

"Not hi ng," Shade finally replied in answer to the drake
lord's question. "Let them search."

"What about you?" Silver's reptilian eyes narrowed sharply.

"Did you find it?"
"You said it was in the pal ace."

"Correct."

The warl ock shook his head. "I will try again later. Sone-
thing went anmiss." A slight hint of humor touched his normally
indifferent voice. "I ended up in the personal chanbers of the
king's bride-to-be. She'll probably have nightmares for weeks

and drive Melicard nmad."

The Silver Dragon chuckled. "Such a tragedy is little in

conparison to what | intend to do to that cowardly scavenger of

a human! Talak will fall as Mto Pica fell—but, this time, there
will not be enough left over to rise again. After Tal ak.. . Penacles,
| think."

"Why not CGordag-Ai in the region of Esedi? Your 'brother'



there is dead and few of his clan remain active; you' ve already
taken claimto his kingdom Teach your subjects that they mnust
obey you. That is the point of having true power."

Shade wat ched the Dragon King visibly mull over the thought.

Cordag- Ai woul d be easier pickings and boost the noral e of
the drake's clans. It would al so guarantee that his erstwhile
draconi an ally woul d remai n busy, thereby gaining Shade

val uable time—tinme to renenber what it was he had set out to
do and whet her he had any right to do it.

Staring at one of the majestic effigies |ying broken on the
cavern floor, the warlock tried to ignore the increased pressure
building in his head. He knew his m nd had changed agai n,

simply by the added pain. Shade al so knew that the fact that he
could recall his personality changes neant that he was begin-
ning to stabilize. What worried himwas what he would be |ike

at that point.

He felt some shane and renorse for his past actions,

especi al | y agai nst Dar khorse, but yet, at the same tine, it was

his growi ng feeling that those who stood in his way, regardl ess

of their reasons, were sinply in the wong. If they surrendered

to the inevitable, the warl ock would | eave t hem be—+aybe—

but if they continued to oppose him he felt he was justified in
renovi ng themin whatever way necessary.

Shade realized that the drake | ord was speaking. "What was
t hat you sai d?"

"I asked you what you think you are doing, human! Is this
how you vent your frustrations?" The Dragon King pointed
toward the spot Shade had been staring at nmonents before.

The warl ock returned his gaze to the effigy—er to where it
had once lain. Now, there was only a pile of fine dust. Very
fine dust. Shade | ooked down at his hands. They literally
glowed with the use of the powers.

"I am Vraad,''' he whispered to hinself. "Vraad is power."

The words had been spoken mllennia before by many, all of

whom save Shade, were dead now. It had al nost been a litany

to the race, and his renenbrance 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 wi thout realizing
it. Awarning beat briefly against the walls of his mnd, but the
pain drowned it out. He | ooked up at the inpatient and

somewhat nervous Dragon King. "Merely a little carel essness

on ny part."

The drake's burning red eyes narrowed. "Yesss. That is what
got you into your predicanment originally, is it not?"

"Wat ch your tongue, drake lord. It might dart too far out of
your mouth once too often.”
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The Silver Dragon hissed anxiously. Because Shade had

found a need for him he had grown overly confident about his
power. Only now did the drake realize that there were linmts to
whi ch he coul d push the spellcaster. Both knew that the
alliance was tenporary at best. Quickly, the woul d-be enperor
turned the conversation back to an earlier subject. "Wat do
you ssseek in the book? Mist of it nakes little sense.”

"A key, of sorts. | really don't know what. Not yet, but

soon. Soon I'Il be nmy old self again." A vague |line that was
what now passed for his smle surfaced briefly, faltered, and
di ed. Shade w apped his cl oak about himand, as the Dragon
King rose in the sudden realization that sonething was am ss,
vani shed.

Through his own words, the warlock had just rediscovered
t he purpose, the goal, of his search—and why he dared not | et
anyone, even Darkhorse, stand in his way.

VI

The pain inflicted upon himwas |ike such he had not suffered

in centuries. The human called Mal Quorin claimed it was on

order of the king, but Darkhorse, in his nore lucid nonments,
suspected that Melicard knew only vaguely what his underlings
were doing. Sonething in the feline features of the counsel or

as if he were toying with his prisoner the way the creature he so
resenbl ed toyed with its prey, told Darkhorse that.

It was obvious that the sorcerer was reluctant to question his
rival and that al one spoke volunmes as to their respective
positions of influence with the king. Drayfitt's |oss of face was
t he shadow steed's doi ng, made doubly worse by the successfu
destruction of the spellbook by the entranced mage. For that,
even Drayfitt had exercised a bit of vengeance.

They had abandoned him for other matters some tinme back—
how | ong, Darkhorse could not say. Now, the eternal recovered
slowy in his accursed cage, his present formlittle nmore than a
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bl ot of shadow darker than the rest. Had he been human, he

woul d have died several tines over and that fact had not

escaped him Wth one part of his mnd, he plotted the torture
of his foes; with the other, he cursed hinmself for his stupidity
and | ack of foresight. Drayfitt had taken care with his origina
spell. Had the.stallion delved deeply, he would have di scovered
the thin nmagical bond that still tied himto the sorcerer, a tie
that the elderly human had used to recapture him H's escape, it
seemed, had been no nore than a farce.

So cl ose! Shade was no doubt | aughing at himeven now. He

had come so close, actually confronting the warl ock. Darkhorse
knew he shoul d have come in striking, beating down Shade
before the warl ock had a chance to think. Hesitation had cost
himthe battle and his freedom

Once nmore, he re-created the equine formhe favored. A



hol | ow victory, creating a form again, but a victory nonethe-
less. Wth nothing else to do, Darkhorse began a sl ow and
t horough scan of his magical prison. Perhaps this tine...

Not hi ng. If anything, Drayfitt had tightened the control of

the pattern, used the power of the cell to cancel out the shadow
steed's own abilities to the point where even eye contact would
not hel p. The aged sorcerer was a survivor and learned readily
from his m stakes.

Qdd, he wondered, that Melicard' s spellcaster woul d have
access to a Vraad artifact at the sane tinme that both Shade and
the Silver Dragon were searching for such things. Wat was the
connection? What did Shade want with a work from so

ancient a tine? Surely not to summon a true denmon. Its power
woul d be insignificant conpared to his own. Was this |atest
madness just the product of his unstable m nd? The warl ock

had undergone yet another personality change; in centuries
past, he had done stranger things during various incarnations.
These rapid and continuous changes, however, snelled of

somet hing di fferent, sonething gone awy. Wen would they
stop? Wich "Shade" would be the final result?

Signi ficant questions weaved in a hundred different direc-

tions like a swirling mass of tentacles, confusing and unanswer -
able for the nost part. He soon realized there was little point in
pursuing them for now, though he knew that forgetting them
entirely woul d be inpossible.

More time passed. Al the while, Darkhorse stubbornly
continued to raise, revise, and reject options as they occurred to
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him There was no way that he coul d physically—-so to speak—
pass through the boundaries. H's nmagical abilities all seened
usel ess while he languished in his prison. He did not even
know what was goi ng on; the Dragonreal mm ght be on the

brink of destruction—

Dar khorse did not breathe, though he often pretended to for
appear ance. Neverthel ess, he cane close to hol ding that

nonexi stent breath when it occurred to himthat, though his
magi cal abilities were muted, there were natural ones—dnnatura
by human standards—that he night make use of. Regardl ess of
his careful work, Drayfitt could not hope to conpletely under-
stand the nature of the ebony stallion. '
There were many over the centuries who had called the

| egendary Darkhorse the Child of the Void. They were cl oser

and farther fromthe truth than they knew Darkhorse was a
creature of the border regions between reality and the Void who
only wandered that enpty realm nuch akin to the m st

dwel | ers who guarded the secret paths that crossed into and out
of the world Iike portals. Through practice, Darkhorse had

made hi nmsel f stronger than nost, though that had tied himto
reality and |l ost him some nmastery over the Void. He did not
regret that; there was so nuch nore to the nultiverse. Had it

not proved necessary in his prior struggle with the warlock, the
shadow steed woul d have chosen never to return to the dismal



domain he had dwelled in for so |ong.
Yet, it was the Void to which he now turned in hope.

VWhile willing hinself back into the formof a horse had

proved difficult after his ordeal, the act of literally separating
hinself into two parts was sheer agony. The strain al one
threatened to overcone him Despite the horror, however, he

was willing to suffer that pain and even the permanent | oss of
that smaller portion of self. What mattered nost was | earning

what he could in the hope of using it to engi neer his escape.
There m ght even be a clue as to how he could stop Shade,

t hough his hopes in that respect were | ess than nothing after

what had happened.

He willed one of his hooves into a wide circular shape a little
less than a foot in diameter. That was the easy part of his task.
The second was far worse, a strain on his already worn

consci ousness. There was al so the danger of |osing too nuch of
his essence. He planned to separate a tiny portion of hinself
fromthe main body. It was a dangerous thing, risking his very
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identity in the process, for a piece of his "self" would be | ost
along with his essence. Hunmans who had lost a |inb m ght
claimto have lost a part of who they were, but with Darkhorse
it was literal. It would take himyears to fully recover.

Straining his concentration to the limt, he forced the reshaped
hoof to expand away fromhis leg. Slowy, as the two nasses
separated, the ankle grew thinner and thinner until it was little
nore than the thickness of a twig. Darkhorse felt his nind
separate into two distinct "selves," one greater, one |esser

Wth one last effort, they broke the remaining physical |ink

bet ween the fragnent and the mai n body.

What rnust be done... He wondered why such a thought

woul d cone to hi munbi dden—then paused in sudden guilt as

he realized it was a fading thought from another, that piece of
"self he had sacrificed. Darkhorse stared at the black spot for
several seconds before he could bring hinmself to work the rest
of his plan. Wth great reluctance and a little revul sion, he
ext ended his essence and created a new hoof to replace the old.
The shadow steed could not help feeling as if he had abandoned
hi nmsel f.

"It is said," Darkhorse whispered to his other self pulsating
on the floor, "that, fromthe Void, all places nay be reached or
vi ewed. The danger lies in forgetting yourself, |osing the way
hone. I ammy own horme, yet | amalso the path to the Void. |
wi Il consume you the same way that | have consuned so many

of nmy adversaries, such as the drake in the cavern, over the
endl ess years; but rather than be condemed to floating in the
enptiness forever, you, who know the way as | do, will find

the path and return through ny body, the Void, and the border
realms to this world, to the place called the Dragonreal m

Waste no energy in seeking the path closest to this pal ace, but
enter at the first available. Entering reality will cost you your
"self and eventually your essence, but you will provide ne



with eyes and ears in the world out there—n the hope that
there is still sonething that can be done."

He felt better saying it out |oud, though conmunication
between his two selves could have just as easily been accom
pli shed by nere thought.

Wth a touch of the new hoof, he absorbed the | esser portion

of his essence in the same way he had absorbed the drake who

had tried to junp himin the cavern. It fell within him grow ng
smal ler and smaller until it was beyond even his senses.
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Dar khor se si ghed—because it felt right to do so—and then
stiffened as the world around hi m changed.

Mount ai ns passed swiftly before his eyes, smaller than the
Tybers, but still mpjestic in their owm right. Geen hills dotted
t he borders of that nountain chain and a few habitations could

be seen in the distance.

Dar khorse jerked backwards, falling against the invisible
barrier that held him By the twin noons! So quickly?

It was inpossible at first to separate the visions fromhis own
sight, but, gradually, they cane under control. The journey his
other self had taken went beyond things such as tine, but even
the eternal was surprised at the speed with which it had
travell ed. That surprise turned to worry, for the inmages he
perceived were weak, as if the strain of the journey had been
wor se than he had hoped. Little of the fragnment's essence
survived. There was only one mind, too, for the other himno

| onger had the strength to preserve its own wll. Darkhorse had
gai ned his eyes and ears, but he had lost all else that mattered.
Even though it had happened the way the stallion had thought it
woul d, the pain was deep nonethel ess.

The northwest. | have energed into the northwest of the
continent. It was now an easy matter to guide the fragment
al ong the sinpler paths he knew until it energed again, this

time in the outskirts of the city. Darkhorse could not recall the
last tinme he had seen Tal ak. He wanted to know what sort of

pl ace was ruled by nmen like Melicard and the foul ness calling
itself Quorin.

Through the di mvision of the fragnent, he observed the
peopl e. They seened heal t hy, though he was no judge of

human conditions, and relatively happy. Darkhorse noved on
intending to work his way to the palace. The nore he saw, the
nore Tal ak resenbl ed a prosperous and very normal city-state—
not what he woul d have expected under a nadnan.

No sooner had Darkhorse thought that, when he caught sight
of the first soldiers

They were arnored and very definitely hardened veterans. A
full columm rode through this section, evidently |eaving on
some mlitary exercise. Darkhorse paused his tiny spy and
observed the marching men closely. Fromthe | ooks on their



faces, they were alnost fanatical in their devotion to the king.
The shadow steed turned his gaze to the banners they carried.
The stylized dragon nade himchuckle in bitter hunor. Melicard
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was preparing for all-out war and, judging by the size of this
colum, he was nearly ready.

He will have his glory... and the Lords of the Dead will

have their bounty. Melicard had nunbers, but the drakes had

the ferocity. Either side had equal chances, which neant a |ong
and bl oody war that would strip the lands further of life.

Is that all there is to these nortal creatures? Are the humans,
drakes. Seekers, and the rest all dooned to violent ends?

Dar khorse tried not to think too hard about his own role; it was
best to believe he had al ways worked for the quickest and nost
rational solution.

He wasted no further time. In seconds, his view had changed

to that of the palace walls. The fragnment, only a tiny part itself
of what he had sacrificed, noved through those walls like a
specter, entering the rear of the building. He ran it through
corridor after corridor, roomafter room Mst of his observa-
tions were of the ordinary type; servants going about their daily
duties, guards standing at attention in various hallways, and

of ficials running hither and yonder with no evi dent purpose.
Melicard was not in any of the roons Darkhorse searched.

There was al so no trace of either the counselor or the sorcerer
So close, he was forced to slow his search. There were many

ri sks, including excessive activity near Drayfitt, who m ght be
sensitive enough to pick up the magi cal presence of Darkhorse's

spy.
" and keep them prepared. Conmander Fontaine! There's

been report of activity in the Hell Plains. The remants of the
Red cl ans may be noving."

Counsel or Quorin marched into sight, another man, a sol-

di er, keeping pace. If Quorin had the face of a cat, his
conpani on was just the opposite. Rough canine features and a
bal d head gave the human an ogreish cast. Like the animals
they resenbled, the two men were bickering.

"I"ve not heard a thing about the Hell Plains! Damation

man! It's east and north we have to watch! Drakes of the Silver
cl an have been spotted in the Tybers! He's the one we should
be novi ng against!"

"You can always go back to the city guard, conmander, if
you can't obey a directive!"

The of ficer slamred his hel monto his head and narched
stiffly away, nuttering something about merchants and func-
tionaries know ng | ess about wars than conscripted footsoldiers.
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Mal Quorin watched the fumi ng soldier vanish and snmiled. It



was the same sort of snmile he had used on Darkhorse during the
"puni shrent . "

The smile quickly soured as sone disturbing thought intrud-
ed. The counsel or turned back the way he had cone and noved
on, his pace quick and determ ned. Darkhorse foll owed closely
behi nd, curious. The path Quorin took |led himtoward an

out door garden in the center of the palace. The human was

hal fway to an old door partially hidden in one of the vine-
covered walls when another figure entered the garden fromthe
opposite side. Both Quorin and Darkhorse stopped, the shadow
steed qui ckly backing farther and farther away, hoping he had
not reacted too slowy.

"Drayfitt!" The counsel or spat out the spellcaster's nane as
he m ght have spat out a piece of rotten nmeat. The | ook on the
sorcerer's face matched his own. There was no | ove | ost

bet ween t hem

"What do you want now. Counsel or Quorin?"

As they neared one another, looking all the while like two
fighting cocks, Darkhorse moved a bit closer again. Quorin
was speaking quietly now, intending his words for his rival's
ears alone. The eternal let his fragment drift close to the
ground. If Drayfitt's mind remained occupi ed by the presence
of his adversary, then it was not |likely he would notice

Dar khorse's spy. At least, that was the hope.

"Why aren't you attending to matters bel ow?"
"There isn't nuch that creature can do at the nmonment—
t hanks to both of us! Melicard didn't even know |'d recaptured

it, did he? In fact, he seened quite surprised, counselor!"

"What of it?" Quorin bared his teeth in a parody of a smile
"I act in his nanme."

"Melicard woul d have never ordered such torture! | shoul d
have known better!"

"You seenmed to be enjoying it sonewhat."

The sorcerer's visage burned crinmson. "I allowed ny baser
enotions to rule nme that time, but not again! | care very little
about what is ultimately done with that creature, but I wll not

see it abused!"

Mal Quorin | eaned back and | aughed | oud. "Drayfitt—defender
of the weak! That's not a pup down there, you old idiot! That's
a denmon older than time itself! Renmenber what it cost us—eost
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you—al ready! You're fortunate it didn't decide to take your
head off while it was at it!"

Dar khorse heard the words faintly, his attention partially
focused on the door Quorin had been heading for. The door, he
realized, |lead down to the chanber where he was being



hel d—and both men had been heading toward it. For a brief
nmonent, Darkhorse adjusted his senses, returning his ful
vision to the cranped roomand his cage. If either man,
especially Drayfitt, cane while he was engaged with observing
t he pal ace, they woul d recogni ze that something was wong. It
was proving inpossible to keep both positions in perspective
and there was the danger that he m ght become so engrossed in
spying on his adversaries that he m ght not even notice when
one or the other visited his prison.

They were still arguing when the shadow steed reestablished
contact with the fragnment. The images were even nore faded, a
sign that the fragment was dissipating. Darkhorse knew he
shoul d have sacrificed nore, but there was the danger of
fragnmenting hinself into two greater yet weaker portions,

neit her of which could survive onits owmn. Only by utilizing a
smal | piece of his "self" had he been able to do what he had.

"—before long! | expect it to be that way!" Quorin finished
up. Darkhorse cursed hinmself for m ssing what night have
been of great inportance.

"W shall see. The book was fairly worthless in any case;

nost of it was notes, inconprehensible and, nmore often than

not, conplete foolishness. Wat little was useful was al so

i nsanel y dangerous and destructive. | used what | coul d—and

still want to talk to the scoundrel you purchased it from | want
to find out where he stole or, nore likely, scavenged it from"

"Way, if it was so useless to you?"

Drayfitt shook his head, now apparently a bit angry at
hi nsel f for saying too much. "You woul dn't understand, Quorin.
You could not begin to understand."

"Pfah! 1've no nore tinme for this!" Forgetting that it was he
who had started the exchange, the counsel or departed—n a
direction that took himaway fromthe door. Darkhorse hesitat-
ed, not know ng whether he should stay with the sorcerer or
foll ow Quorin.

It was Drayfitt who decided for him The elderly spellcaster
started toward the door and then hesitated, as if he were
noticing- something for the first time. It was evidently not the
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stallion that had captured his attention, however, for Drayfitt
al so turned fromthe door and returned the way he had cone.

Dar khor se wat ched himgo, then drifted in the direction that

t he counsel or had gone. One wonders how anyone gets things
done here, what with so many detours along their paths. The
tension in the pal ace was astounding. It was evident just from
the two conversations he had followed that no one in charge
trusted anyone el se. This was a ki ngdomin danger of coll aps-



i ng. Perhaps not now, but sonme time in the future.
They have no lives, just plots.

Quorin had di sappeared somewhere in the cavernous corri-

dors of the building, but Darkhorse did not have the power
available to himto find out where. Al the fragnent could do

was observe—and even that ability was faltering. So far, al

that he had acconplished was to add to his list of questions. In
hi s cage, the shadow steed | aughed in self-nockery. He had
outfoxed no one but hinmself with his trick. The sacrifice of this
bit of his essence was proving to be worthless.

Despite the near hopel essness of his search, he endeavored to
continue. So |long as he could see and hear, there was a chance.
Sonmewhere in this leviathan of a palace, he mght still find
somet hi ng of val ue. Darkhorse regretted that he could not have
severed a portion of hinself strong enough to free him

Whi | e he pondered his deficiencies, he guided what remained

of the fragment through the corridors leading to the main hall,
or at |least where he assunmed it would be. Mst pal aces, while
they reveled in their ponp and majesty, were very mnuch the

same inside. Unless the builder and the ruler he had designed it
for were both insane, Darkhorse was fairly certain that things
woul d 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 as the inmages grew dark. Hi s |lesser self was in the
first stages of death—er nonexistence, at |east. Somnething
within the eternal twi sted painfully at the thought.

"l must insist. He wll see ne."

The voice was fermal e and off to the right. Darkhorse forced
his pain down and drifted toward the voice. It had been raised
to command, and a female authority in the palace of Melicard
was sonet hing worth investigating.

The owner of the voice was a snall woman who- seened

twice as tall as the sentries she was browbeating. Al three
stood before two nassive, wooden doors. By human standards,

she was beautiful, with a | ong, golden nmane that would have

put many a mare to shame. The fenal e was not from Tal ak; her
manneri sns and a slight accent spoke of the city-state of

Cor dag- Ai, which Darkhorse had visited once or twice in

earlier centuries. Wiy she was here was a puzzle. There was
only one reason that the stallion could think of, but—surely not
with Melicard\

Unable to withstand his inbred training, one of the sentries
finally stepped aside. The other followed suit imediately. The
female, a princess if she had the authority to command the

royal guard, waited until the chagrined sol diers opened

the doors for her. Only then did she enter, and only after giving
the two hapl ess nmen an inmperial nod. It was al nost enough to

make Dar khorse | augh



He foll owed her in, ignoring the doors as they passed
t hrough the nmisty formof the fragnent.

The room was dark, making the di mimges even harder to

di scern. Fortunately, the princess's first act was to wal k
determ nedly over to a set of curtains rising fromthe floor to
the ceiling and fling them asi de. The roomwas bathed in a
flood of sunlight. Darkhorse shifted to a coner less lit, know
ing that the fragnment, while insubstantial, would still nake an
odd shadow. A sudden nmovement fromthe other end of the

room caught his attention. Hs spirits soared

Melicard

The split-faced nmonarch turned away fromthe femal e, but

she woul d have none of his reluctance. Darkhorse admired her
strength, though he could not say much for her taste. Evidently,
here was a wonan bent on saving a man from hi nmsel f

A waste of tine, my |lady, he chided, though he knew she did
not hear him Wy nust nortal wonen al ways think they can
bring out what no | onger exists?

"What's happened, Melicard? You act the way you did the
first time we net. Have | given you sonme reason to think that I
pl ayed you for a fool ?"

The king did not respond at first, though he did | ook up at
her fromthe chair he sat in. Darkhorse could not nmake out his
face as well as he would have wi shed, but he thought that
Melicard was nothing if not confused. Here was a man fighting
hinsel f. This was not the same man who had originally visited
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the inprisoned shadow steed. Darkhorse studied the fenale
wi th new respect. She had acconplished sonet hi ng.

"I apol ogi ze—Erini. My work has become paramount. |
cannot say how long it will demand precedence, but | suspect it

will be some time. Rather than | eave you alone for all that.. .tine,

perhaps it mght... mght be best if you returned to Gordag-
Ai. Wien | can spare the tine, | will sumobn you back."

The princess, "Erini," the king had called her, was not to be
put off. Wth a bluntness that surprised both the eavesdroppi ng
specter and the disfigured nonarch, she wal ked up to Melicard,
put her hands on his face—en both sides of his face!—-and
replied, "Those are Counsel or Quorin's words, are they not?
recogni ze the ruthlessness in them a ruthlessness you could
never match! Is he blamng ne for sonme error of his? Am |
accused of sonething? Do you renenber the things we did and
said the other day? Was that all anuserment on your part?"

Mel i card opened his mouth to respond, but the first try
resulted in a silent swallow. After sone effort, he said, "It



woul d not be right to nake you part of this. Not now | don't
dare allow anything to slow progress. | can't. Not after the
set backs. "

Throughout all of this, Erini had refused to |l et go. Now, she
pull ed the king closer, so their faces were only inches apart.
"\What ever you decide to do, | want to be at your side. Before

| came here, it was infatuation with a menory and a dream

After seeing the real you, the one that nen |like that nouser you
made counsel or have tried to hide—with your hel p—t becane
tove. "

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

Melicard had as nuch trouble believing it. "After only a few
days? Love... like that... happens only in the tales spun by
the mnstrels and storymen. How can... you be so certain?"

Erini smiled. "Because | know that you | ove ne, as well."

She ki ssed hi m before he could even begin thinking of a
response. Melicard, unprepared, pulled back. H s eyes were

wi de in alnmost childlike disbelief at what had happened. He
could not have had much experience with the conplexities of
worren, not, at least, in the ten years since he had shut hinself
away.

This is a predatory wonman, Darkhorse thought, anused by it
all. A capable woman.

r
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The king rose and stepped away from her, but each nove-

ment, each hesitation, was an indication that Princess Erini had
dashed any argunent Melicard might have brought up. He did

| ove her; that was obvious even to Darkhorse, who had never

qui te understood the concept since it did not apply to him The
signs were all there, however.

He whirled on her. "How can you love thisT The el fwood

arm came up so that the el fwood hand coul d touch the el fwood
face. "This is no epic song. | amno hero. | cannot pronise
that we will live happily ever after, as they say. You will see
this face and this armevery day of your life if you marry ne!
Do you really want that?"

"Yes."

Melicard, intending to say nore, faltered at the quick
simpl e response. Erini pressed her advantage. "Even if you
had neither the armnor the reconstructed face, | would want
that."

A knock interrupted them The |ooks on both humans' faces

said that an intrusion was the last thing either had wanted. A
guard, visibly tense, announced that Drayfitt needed to speak to
his majesty. Melicard | ooked at his betrothed and then at the



sentry. "Have himwait just a nmonent."
"My liege." The sentry closed the door.

Turning, Melicard wal ked over to Erini and put his hands on
her shoul ders. She was forced to look up to see his face. "W
will talk again before the day is over, | promse you that, Erini
| do."

She wanted to kiss himagain and Dar khorse, though the

i mges had beconme so black as to resenble night, could sense
that Melicard wanted to kiss her back. Fear held hi mback

t hough. The princess smled nonetheless. "I look forward to it,
Mel i card. Perhaps, dinner?"

"Dinner." He called out for the guard, who opened the door

just intine to let the princess through. Darkhorse slowy

foll owed her. Despite the gravity of his predi cament and the
definite possibility that the king and the sorcerer would be
including himin their conversation, the eternal found hinself

wi th an overwhel mi ng desire to know nore about this wonman

who could turn Melicard around so. He wi shed he could

contact her, speak to her, for he suspected she m ght be his key.
Her synpathy might do what his powers could not: nake the

king forget his idiotic dream of harnessing a denpbn to his
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service and cause himto rel ease the shadow steed. It was a

Futile w sh, however, for Darkhorse could only see and hear

| ot speak, not with so weak a fragnent, and what remained of
his portion of his essence was no | onger enough to even gain
ler attention.

The princess wal ked the corridors as one hal f-dreani ng

Dar khorse, who recalled nonents of similar reactions from

past nortal acquai ntances, knew she was picturing nme days to

wre. The stallion wi shed her best, for here was a true queen

who would rule w sely, but he suspected her path still had
barriers, chief anong them Mal Quorin. The counsel or woul d

never accept a role of lesser influence. Al ready, he had evident-
ly tried to break up the two. Darkhorse wi shed again that he
soul d speak to her.

She was barely visible now, a darkened figure wandering in

the abyss. His sacrificed "self" was in the |ast stages of dying.
Wth no other option remaining, he drifted as cl ose as he coul d,
hopi ng to pick up sone | ast words, sone |ast expression. It was
foolish and highly usel ess, but, for reasons he could not
understand, he felt drawn to her

Erini stunmbled as if pushed. She cane to a sudden halt and

| ooked around, her hands twitching nervously. The shadow
steed, his perceptions less than perfect, tried to see what
worried her so. He was not long in discovering what, for the
princess finally turned in his direction

"Who is that? Drayfitt? Is that you?" She reached up a hand
toward the fading place. Darkhorse, stunned, could only watch
as her hand went through.



"No, not Drayfitt, it can't be. Did—did | sumon you?"
She | ooked down at her hands in growi ng horror. "Rheena! Not
now "

Sunmmon? I n his prison, Darkhorse's ice-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!

The | ast vestiges of strength burned away. The fragment
slowy faded, the last of its essence sacrificed. Darkhorse
wanted to scream |f she were truly a magic-user..

Listen to nme! he called out. If she did have a natural ability,
it mght be enough to establish a link! Listen to ne!

She | ooked up—and her inage vani shed even as the shadow
steed sent one | ast nessage. Bel ow Go bel ow
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The wal s of the underground chanber greeted his eyes once
nmore. The single torch flickered in seem ng nockery at his
attenpt. Exhausted by nore than his failed efforts, the shadow
steed drew within hinself. He had little hope that his fina
words had gotten through—and without that hope, there was
not hi ng el se he coul d do.

Dar khorse settled down, yearning for the dreaml ess uncon-

sci ousness that was the closest thing to true sleep he could ever
know. He hoped his strength, sorely used by this poor attenpt,
woul d return |ong..

before the true denon, Mal Quorin, paid himyet another
instructional visit.

I X

In one of the many unused chanmbers of the vast pal ace,
Shade returned to Tal ak.

This particular room had been cl osed down after the death of
Rennek |1V s young bride, Mlicard s nother, though Shade
nei t her knew that nor would have cared if he had known. It was
a room where he would not be disturbed and that was all that
mattered. doths, |long buried under thick |layers of dust,
covered the furniture, blocked sunlight fromentering through
t he wi ndows, and hid the painful nenories fromthe old king,
who had come here once a year on the anniversary of his
marriage. Melicard, while he did not follow his father's exam
pl e and pay homage here, did | eave a standing order that no one
was allowed to enter this roomunless on his conmand. As it
was, nore than four years had passed since a single soul had
stepped in here for even a nonment. lronically, Melicard,

wr apped up in his campaign, had forgotten about his nother's
chanmber conpletely.

"Light," the warl ock whispered, as if renmi nding hinself. A



tiny pinprick of light, all that he needed for now, glimrered in
the center of the room
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Shade studied his surroundings but briefly. In a time |ong
renoved fromthe present rulers of this city-state and during
one of his nore benevol ent incarnations, he had stayed in one

of these roons, the guest of a thankful prince whose |Iife he had
saved. The warlock snmiled thinly. There had been a man who

knew how to treat his betters

Lowering hinself down on one knee, the cl oaked figure
stretched his arms forward, as if reaching for an invisible
obj ect. He whispered words of a | anguage |long forgotten, the
| anguage of Vraad sorcery. Like the spells of the present-day
sorcerers, the words were nore a nenory trick, a way of

rem ndi ng hi m how the powers had to be bent by his will so
that he could achieve the results he desired. He knew he had
succeeded when he felt sonething squirmw thin his sleeves.

They say the walls have eyes and ears in nost pal aces,
he thought in grow ng amusenent. Now they will have noses
as well.

A tiny, wormike thing poked out of his sleeve. Shade felt a
nunber of mniature |l egs and hands on his wist; on both
wists. The worm i ke thing proved to be a | ong and narrow
proboscis that twisted and turned as its owner cautiously made
its way out fromthe safety of the warl ock's sleeve. Fromthe
ot her sleeve, an identical trunk extended itself.

Shade sai d not hing, but he shook both arnms lightly, stirring
the creatures to renewed speed. Drones of his own making,

they were prone to be lethargic at first. Gven their own way,
the sinple creatures would remain on his arnms for days, trying
to draw strength fromwhat they had once been part of. He had
no inclination to let themdo so. They were nothing to him
who had given themlife of a sort. They were tools and not hi ng

A head popped out after the long trunk, a head that was little
nore than a single, wide orb that was nearly all pupil. Beneath
the great eye, a pair each of pencil-thin I egs and arnms made up
the rest of the tiny nonstrosity that was the warl ock's spy. It
scuttled onto the dust-thick floor, crouching, where it was
joined by the first fromthe other arm

The eye-creatures began tunbling out in astonishing num

bers, many, many nore than coul d have been hi dden by

Shade's garnments. As their nunbers grew, the creatures began
to wander about, inspecting their surroundings with great care,
now eager to performtheir function
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When he was at last satisfied with the quantity, Shade shook
his arms once nore, dislodging a final pair of the horrors. He

rose and gazed down at his tiny servants.

"Find it," he whispered harshly. "Do not let yourself be



seen. Sacrifice yourself, if necessary. Wen you have | ocated
it, I will know. Now go!"

Shade wat ched them scuttle away in every direction, each
creature quickly disappearing into the first crack or hole it
could find, whether that opening had been initially |arge enough
or not. There were other ways he could have gone about this,

but anonymity was his desire for now Let the destruction of
Talak fall to his erstwhile ally, the Silver Dragon. The ensuing
chaos and bl oodshed woul d decoy those few who mi ght be able

to delay the achieving of his goal and nmight even rid himof a

f ew annoyances.

The warl ock thought briefly about trying to explain to Darkhorse
what it was he had to do, but he doubted his onetinme compan-

ion woul d understand. There were lives that woul d be sacri-
ficed in order to correct the error that had tw sted himso, and
Shade was now fully prepared to sacrifice those |ives when
necessary. What was the loss of a fewtransitory souls if it
woul d gain himhis proper immortality and the power that

shoul d have gone along with it? He was Vraad and the Vraad

were absolute. Al else was there to do his biddi ng—even if

that meant forcing that obedi ence by punishing a few Once he
had reclainmed this |and..

Sonething glittered. Shade increased the intensity of the

light a bit. The thing that had caught his attention increased by
the sane intensity. A reflection, which meant a mrrored

surface. He wal ked over to the reflection and tore away the
decrepit cloth, unveiling a full-length mrror enbossed in

silver. Wth the light floating behind and a little above him the
warl ock stared intently at hinmself in the mrror

A face stared back at him The eyes and nostrils were dark

spots and the nouth was a thin line, but it was still a face. A
face that had been growi ng nore distinct since his return to this
wor | d.

Shade put a hand to his reflection and drew a pattern across
his face with his index finger.

The mirror cracked... and cracked... and cracked. Jagged
lines crisscrossed the full length of the mirror. Pieces began to
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fall to the floor as the warl ock stepped away, his face once
agai n buried beneath his cow ;

Though the shattered mirror rained bits and pi eces over the
chanmber floor, they nmade no sound as they hit. Odder still, the
damage to the mirror did not stop there. Instead, those frag-
ments that had fallen continued to crack, creating smaller and
smal l er parts which cracked furtherstill. Shade watched silently,



shaki ng, as a pile of dust forned beneath the rapidly disappearing
mrror.

When not hing remained but a pile of fine ash, the warl ock
wr apped his cloak about him tw sted his body within hinself,
and vani shed.

What ever had stal ked her was no nore. Erini felt its passing,
felt that sonmething had di sappeared that woul d never return.
Yet, she was al so positive that the force behind the nisty
apparition was still very nuch alive.

Her first thought was that this was sone spy of Drayfitt's,

but the feel was not right. He was no nore responsible for this
than he had been responsible for the visitation in her chamnbers.
Neither was this briefly lived specter the product of that other
i ntruder. This was another presence, one that was sonmehow not
quite human.

What sort of place have | cone to? Magic flies left and right
and, though there are high walls and arned guards, intruders
go in and out with ease!

Erini had not spoken to anyone about the stranger in the

mrror and she was not all that certain it would be wise to bring
this encounter up, either. Again, she had no proof save her
growi ng sensitivities—which would, of course, reveal her pow

ers to Melicard.

Drayfitt? He knew al ready what she was. |If his present

conversation with her betrothed did not include exposing her

secret, then she nmight be able to trust him He had offered to

help her leamto control herself... an idea with greater nerit

than she had originally supposed. Her initial reaction at discovering
t he sorcerous onl ooker was to reach out with those powers and

di scover what it was. Only her own fear had held her back

Next tine..

The princess stirred, abruptly realizing that she had been
staring at the sane area on the wall for several mnutes. So far
no one had cone by, but it would not be good to be found

acting so strangely. Inhaling deeply, Erini turned and wal ked in
the direction of her chanmbers. Until she came to a definite
decision, it was the safest place for her to be.

As she wal ked, she could not help feeling that the tiny

i ntruder had wanted sonet hing from her, something of inpor-
tance. The apparition was a sacrifice on its part. Erini had felt
t he bond, though the fact of that was only just becom ng

apparent to her. Whatever its cause, the unknown presence was
willing to give of itself, if necessary. That was nore than nost
humans woul d have done.

So engrossed was the princess in her thoughts, she al npst

wal ked into two guards patrolling the halls. She succeeded in
stepping out of the way at the last nonment while they, being
only soldiers, were the ones who i nmedi ately apol ogi zed.
Enbarrassed with herself, Erini hurried away w thout responding.



The chance encounter with the guards had steered her to the
side of the corridor where wi ndows overl ooking the inner

garden dotted the wall. Qut of pure reflex, she glanced out at
this one colorful place as she passed each wi ndow. At the fifth
one, she froze and noved cl oser. The door in the far wall
beckoned to her with a stronger pull than ever. In her mnd
Erini felt the link between the door and the thing follow ng her
and found it amazing that she, who had wondered what m ght

be down there, below the pal ace, had never stopped to think

that the what m ght instead be a who.

Erini woul d have gone down into the garden then, using the
very abilities she had always cursed if that was what it would
take to open the door. It was a fool hardy notion, though, for
the princess had no idea where the counselor was at this tine
and, even with sorcery at her command, she did not warmto

t he t hought of confronting as dangerous a nmonster as M
Quorin. Even Drayfitt, with nuch nmore skill, was cowed by

the man.

Her fingers twitched of their own accord as she continued to
stare intently at the door. Annoyed, Erini formed fists in an
attenpt to stifle this latest urge. This was twice nowin the
space of minutes. At this rate, she would soon be unable to
suppress hersel f.

It's like breathing, Erini thought in defeat, and |'ve been
hol ding ny breath all this tine, building it up into something
wor se.

The door still beckoned. Biting her lip, the princess took one
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last, lingering | ook—a grave m stake. Her curiosity overwhel ned
her caution. She had to see what secret the pal ace held,

regardl ess of the counselor or Melicard' s desires. This would

be the true test to determ ne whether she was to be Tal ak's
queen. If Melicard i ntended on keeping her in the dark as to his
pl ans, then their marriage would be little nore than a charade
and somret hi ng she woul d never be consonant to regardl ess of

r eper cussi ons.

Havi ng convi nced herself of this, Erini sought out the nearest
stairway | eading down to the garden. Al thoughts of sorcery
were tenporarily put aside as the anxiety of discovery replaced
them A tiny portion of her mind, buried deep within, warned
her again and agai n about taking part in such foolishness, but
Erini paid no attention to it.

The garden itself was beautiful, nore so this close up. Any

other time, she would have stopped to admre the |ush, fragrant
flowers and the thick, green bushes. Now, though, she had eyes

only for the door. Erini took a quick glance around her, but

there was no one else in sight. It disturbed her briefly that there
were no guards in sight, but then she realized that the last thing
anyone would want to do is draw nore attention to the door by



pl acing sentries near it. Unattended, it was just one nore
sel dom used passage not worth even a second | ook

Erini felt a slight tingle pass through, but, unaware of the

many abilities just developing within her, she thought it nothing
nore than nervousness. That del usi on was quickly dispelled

when a voice quietly but distinctly whispered in her ear.

"Enter there, your majesty, and | cannot prom se to save
you. "

She whirl ed, saw no one, and whirled around again. Her
hands cane up in an instinctive offensive gesture.

"Peace, mlady, peace! If you continue twirling Iike a child's
top, someone is apt to wonder about your sanity-as | already
do!"

The voice was Drayfitt's, but the elderly sorcerer was no-
where to be seen. In what was nore a hiss than a whisper, the
princess asked, "Were are you? Can you throw your voice a
distance or is invisibility a trick you' ve | earned?"

"Alas, invisibility has al ways been beyond me... but the
secret of the chaneleon is not. Turn slowy, as if adnmiring the
flowers, and | ook at the wall behind you."

Fol  owi ng his odd instructions, Erini studied the vine-covered
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wal | . At first, there was nothing new to see, but, as she studied
it closely—a difficult task since she was al so supposed to be
admring the garden flowers—Erini began to make out the

shape of a cloaked figure standing at ease anong the ivy and
brick. Hi s clothing and even his skin were col ored and streaked
in the same way as the wall, including the vines. The princess
knew that if she ever hoped to see himclearly, she would have

to wal k straight up to himand touch his face.

"How do you do that?" Erini asked quietly. Unspoken was

the second question: Wiy did Drayfitt feel it necessary to

di sguise hinself if only to reveal his presence to her? Because
of Quorin?

"Your majesty, if you would do an old man a great favor, |
woul d ask of you that the two of us retire to a quieter
pl ace—such as ny wor kroom "

"Why?" She was not entirely certain she was safe in
trusting himafter this peculiar display of his magical talents.

"Because | felt your struggle to control yourself even while
conversed with the king and I know you will not be able to
hi de your secret much | onger. That was why | cane, feigning
weakness from sone research.”

Erini glanced wistfully at the door. "Very well."

"Excell ent. We've been fortunate so far in that none of the



guards have happened by here, but | assure you that our [|uck
wi Il not hol d—and some of themare nore |oyal to Counsel or
Quorin than they are to King Melicard."

Wth that warning hangi ng over her head, Erini carefully

made her way to the nearest exit. Her visible attitude was that
of someone who has enjoyed the peace ai a short wal k but who
now has becone bored with matters. It was a | ook she had
cultivated well over her short life.

Departing the garden, Erini continued to feign her disinterest
inall things until she was well away. Certain that she was at

| ast safe fromprying eyes, she turned, expecting to see Drayfitt
with her. The princess instead found herself to be utterly al one.
Erini was about to call out his nane when the sound of footfalls
echoed from down the hall

The ancient spellcaster stood before her, all smles. "MW
dear princess, hownice to run into you!"

Confusion reigned suprenme. "Wy—=2"
Her question went unasked as marching feet warned her that
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the two of themwere no |onger alone. Erini caught a gl ance
fromthe sorcerer. Play al ong!

"I"ve just finished an interesting walk in the garden. Master
Drayfitt. A pity you weren't able to join me; we could have
wal ked while you told ne nore about Tal ak. There is so mnuch

[ still have to learn and you must know nore than anyone about
he city."

Pour well-armed guards turned the coner, marching with the

same exacting precision that all Melicard' s soldiers seened to
narch with. The apparent squad | eader, a stout man with a

hin, graying beard, called his men to a halt. He stepped toward
he anxi ous princess and bowed.

"CQuard | eader Sen Gstlich at your command, your mgjesty!
May | say it's an honor then to neet with you! May we be of
service to you?" He pointedly ignored Drayfitt.

This was sonmething that Erini could handle with ease. Her

ace became a mask as she inperiously replied, "Nothing at

his time, guard | eader, but your attention is noted. Is there
| onet hi ng you wanted of ne? Has the king requested ny
presence?"’

"Not to my know edge, your mmjesty. W're nerely making
iur rounds. It wouldn't have been proper to pass w thout
i cknowl edgi ng our queen-to-be. The captain woul d' ve had us
dl on double duty." Ostlich allowed hinself a rueful snile

Erini granted hima royal smle. "Then, | shall not keep you
romyour duties. Carry on."

"Your mmgjesty."



Bowi ng, the guard | eader returned to his squad and gave the
arder to resunme the patrol. The princess and Drayfitt watched
hem go, a sardonic smile creeping across the |lined visage of
he el derly sorcerer.

"How graci ous of them How curious that they purposely
; hanged their route to march by here while you were nearby."

"Isn't this their regular route?"

"By no neans. Ch, they'll claimthat it was changed only

t oday—+f you ask them that is—but |I've the distinct advantage
af having seen themturn fromtheir normal patrol because one

af the other guards reported seeing you in the garden. The
chanel eon trick has its advantages. | saw the sentry just as you
were |leaving. He didn't see me." Drayfitt smled, pleased with
hi s own success.

"I wondered why you vani shed. "
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"Enough of that. Now that we've officially met in this hal

and you' ve expressed your interest in Tal ak—an excel |l ent

request and good, quick thinking on your part—+ think no one

wi || suspect, anynore than usual, that is, that we have anything
else in mnd. If you will acconpany ne to ny workroom.."

"You are ny guide," Erini answered gracefully. As Drayfitt

I ed her down the hall, already into the beginnings of a | esson
on the history of Talak, the princess |ooked 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 deternina-
tion. One way or another, she would return to the garden before
| ong and di scover the truth.

Drayfitt's workroom was not what Erini had expected of a
sorcerer. She had pictured a dark, moody place of vials and
parchnents, bones and the various parts of rare and mnagi ca
creatures. There should have been ancient tomes on subjects
such as necromancy and magi cal artifacts fromcivilizations
| ong dead.

"Looks rather like the office of a m nor bureaucrat, doesn't
it?"

It was true. A high desk stood in the center of the tidy room

a set of candles and several sheets of parchment on top. There
wer e books, countless books on shelves that ringed the room

but they were neatly stacked and fairly new. Sonme of them
sounded fairly mysterious, but others were on classical plays or
t heories on government. Erini had not known that so many

books on so many subjects even existed.

"Do you like then?" the sorcerer asked a bit wistfully. "I
wrote nost of themover the years. It's a shame that nost
city-states are not |ike Penacles, where witing and education
are paramount. | understand that a few of the copies | nade are



now a part of the collection gathered first by the Lord G yphon
and now by Toos the Regent. |'ve made certain that at ny

death, accidental, natural, or otherw se, the Regent will get this
col l ection.”

Erini could not help smling. "You do not renmi nd ne of
what | was always told a spellcaster was |ike."

"Head bowed over a caul dron, arns waving in insane
nmoti ons, and sinister, inhuman things waiting at nmy feet for
some command? Sonme of those things are true, and, if you
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know the tales of foul Azran Bedlam those images pale in
conparison to what he was |like. | was never”™ happy wth
sorcery. | was quite happy to find nyself a little niche in the
controlling of Talak and stay there." The spellcaster's face
dar kened. "Counselor Quorin insured that | would never be

able to return to that and so |'ve nmade a special point of
maki ng himregret that action ever since."

Atwinge in Erini's right hand reni nded her of why they

were here. If Drayfitt could help her or, better yet, find her a
way to rid herself of this curse, then she woul d take advant age
of it. As if reading her thoughts, the sorcerer took her hands in
his and | ooked them over.

"Tell me, when you observe the powers around us, do you
see the lines and fiel ds?"

She shook her head. "No, | see a rainbow, bright on one end
and changing to black at the other."

"A spectrum Pity. | see the former, nyself. Well, at | east
you see the powers as sonet hi ng understandable. There are
those who see themin radically different ways than we do

t hough such folk seemto be rare. The lines and the spectrum
seemto dom nate the m nds of nost—and before you ask,

have no idea why we see themat all. Some peopl e di scover
them naturally; some, like nyself, need training." Drayfitt
rel eased her hands. "You are a natural adept. Wth sone

assi stance on ny part, you could becone very skilled."

Erini shook her head violently. "No! | want you to help ne
get rid of this curse, not enhance it!"

"Your majesty, the abilities you have are a part of you, a gift
from-£rom whoever watches over us. It's the spellcaster who

makes those abilities work for good or ill. How el se could one
fam |y produce both a fiend |ike Azran Bedl am and good,

strong men like his father, Nathan, or his son, Cabe. | under-
stand your feelings. For years, | lived with the nenory of ny

brother, Ishmr the Bird Master—Aaah! | see by your face that
you know of him Ishmr perished in the Turning War with

nost of the other Dragon Masters and it took ne years to
forgive himfor that."

"Forgi ve hinf? For dying?"



The sorcerer |ooked chagrined. "He left me, a young man,

then, half-trained, uncertain of what | was. | had your qual ns,
too, but Ishnmir saw | had the potential, though it was buried
deep. | forgave himeventually, but | kept my powers hidden
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utilizing only those that would help ne secure a place in

Tal ak' s governnent and keep ne alive—+'ma coward when it
cones to death. Since ny forced re-education in the world of
sorcery—enly a short tinme ago—'ve |earned much about its
benefits. If not for ny efforts. Counselor Quorin's influence
with the king would be much stronger. That alone | count as a
reason to hone ny skills."

Erini turned away, wal king over to a shelf and runni ng her

fingers along the spines of sone of Drayfitt's books. "It m ght
be different if | were not a nenber of royalty, Master Drayfitt.
Such things are not for us. In the eyes of my people, | would

be considered tainted, a denpn in human form"

"I think the only demon is in your own mnd, if you'l

pardon nme for saying so, your mmjesty. There have been rulers
apl enty who command in part through sorcery. The Lord

G yphon of Penacles is the best exanple. During his reign, it
was his skill nore than anything el se that kept the Bl ack
Dragon at bay. He was even instrunmental in the Turning War."

"The G yphon was a magical creature. Master Drayfitt. The
powers were a part of him™

The elderly spellcaster chuckled. "He may not like all this

talk in past tense; he still lives, they say, but fights some war
across the Eastern Seas—hence the title of Penacles's present

rul er, Toos the Regent. That is neither here nor there, however;

what | amtrying to tell you is that the skill to manipul ate the
powers is as nuch a natural part of humanity as it is of the

el ves, the drakes, and the Seekers. W nerely have a greater
tendencyto stifle those skills. / ought to know. "

Erini slowy turned back to him an idea formng. "Then, if

you cannot help ne rid myself of it, teach me howto control it
so that I will never find myself '"accidentally' unleashing sone
spell at a courtier who has happened to annoy ne. That is what

| fear-r the powers taking control instead of the other way."

A relieved sigh. "Thank you, your majesty, for making ny
task easier. Had you demanded | help you rid yourself of your
growing abilities, | would have endeavored to do so, despite
the inpossibility. After all, you are to be ny queen."

"That still remains questionable. Master Drayfitt."

"I doubt it One reason it was so easy for ne to | eave the
ki ng abruptly was because he seened distant hinself, and the
| ook on his face | have only seen when he thinks of you—

favorably, that is."
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The information earned the spellcaster one of Erini's few
true smles. "You have no idea how happy | amto hear that."

"I do and it makes nme happy to say it. The two of you are
wel | matched. Though it's only been a few days since you net

as adults, |I'mnot above believing that a bond of |ove has

al ready devel oped. There are those who are neant to be
together. I—= Drayfitt suddenly paused, his eyes darting about
the room

"What is it?" Erini asked in hushed tones. To her horror, the
sorcerer raised a hand toward her. She felt both the pull as he
unl eashed sorme powerful spell and her own instinctive response
as she prepared to defend hersel f.

"Not you!" Drayfitt nuttered at her. "Remmin where you
are!"

She froze in place. Behind her, the princess heard the thunp
of books falling fromthe shelves and—the patter of tiny feet?
Sonet hi ng qui ck was runni ng al ong the shel ves, seeking a

place it could hide fromthe spellcaster's attack. It night as
wel | have been running fromtine itself.

Erini heard a tiny squeak, then Drayfitt's curse as sonething
the old man had evidently not expected happened. A nonent
later, he lowered his arm a | ook of disgust and worry on his
face. He rose fromthe table toward the spot where the intruder
had evidently nmet its fate.

Standi ng, the princess joined him There was a strange odor
emanating fromthe shel ves and she sensed the remants of
some odd, disturbing sort of magic, sonething she had sensed
briefly before. There was no sign of any creature.

"What was it? Did you destroy it?"

Abandoni ng his brief search, Drayfitt began picking up and
reshel ving his books. "As to what it was, | can only describe it
as a little nonstrosity obviously created to spy on others." He
| ooked at Erini. "It's head and body were no nore than an eye
and a snout. A creature of magic. As to destroying it, that was
not nmy intention. The creature destroyed itself. | wanted it
alive—+f it truly was—so that | could track it to its source,
whi ch is probably Quorin."

"He has no magic."

"Yes, you can tell that, can't you? Probably better than I

The only reason | noticed our spy was because this workroom

is laced with spells sensitive to unwanted visitors. Here, of al
pl aces, | am nost secure.”
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simlar to that creature. The sanme sort of magic, different from
you or me."



"What ? When?"

"I'n ny—y chanbers. | was looking in the mrror when

saw him Wen | turned around, there was nobody there.

thought 1'd inmagined him but there was dirt on the floor where
he had stood and—and when | touched it, the strangeness of it
startled me so nuch | fell back."

Drayfitt's eyes narrowed and he scratched his head in thought.
"Can you describe him mlady?"

"Not well. He wore a cloak and hood |ike you do, only they
seened ol der, out of style." The princess closed her eyes and
tried to picture the dark figure. "All his clothing seened a bit
archaic."

"W are not always known for our sense of style. Forget his
clothing, then. What did he look like? I may know his face if
you describe it well."

She | ooked flustered. "I cannot help you there. Master
Drayfitt. | was not able to get a good |look at his face. My eyes
nmust have been watery, because, no nmatter how | |ooked, it

remai ned shadowy or blurry."

"Hi s face was unclear but you could see that his clothing
was ol d, archaic?"

"Yes, strange, isn't it? | remenber themclearly enough, but

not his visage. | think he had dark hair, perhaps brown, with a
streak of silver."”

"But his face you can't renenber." The sorcerer pursed
his lips in mounting frustration. "I wish—+ truly wish, mlady—
that you could have given ne a face to go by."

Erini could sense his worry, "Wy? W was it? Is it
whoever you hi de down bel ow? Did he escape?"

Drayfitt gave her a dunbfounded | ook. "Soooo... you know

about that, too. This gets worse and worse." He | ooked up at

the ceiling, staring at something beyond it with eyes filled with
di smay. "Aaaah, Ishmir! Wuld that you were here instead of

ne!"

"What is wong, sorcerer?"

He went to the desk, opened a drawer, and pulled out a

bottle caked in the dust of ages. Wthout asking whether the
princess desired any, Drayfitt poured hinself a goblet of what
nmust have been wine and practically swallowed it in one gulp.
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Eyei ng the shelves of books, he finally replied, "The one you
descri bed can only be the warl ock Shade, who can only be here
for two reasons; the first of which is caged deep belowin a
chanmber forgotten until recently. Another creature of |egend, a
shadowy steed call ed Darkhorse."



"Dar khorse?" Wile everyone knew one tale or another

concerning the tragi c exi stence of Shade, forever cursed to live
alternating incarnations of good or evil, it was the denon

known as Dar khorse that had fascinated the princess nore.

Here was a nmgical creature fromel sewhere, imortal, and

the terror of drakes. Some stories made himas tragic as the
warl ock and there were many who feared himas nuch, but the

i mage of a great stallion, blacker than a starless night, had
capti vated her. She had even dreaned, now and then, of riding

t hrough the darkness on its back

A legend and a reality were two different things. The thought
of riding whatever Drayfitt had inprisoned down bel ow nmade
her shiver—and not in anticipation

"Darkhorse." The sorcerer nodded. "They have been friends

and enemes for mllennia. Yet, if he wanted the stallion, he
could find himeasily. There'd be no reason to materialize
haphazardly in the pal ace unl ess he was searching for sone-
thing better hidden, sonething |ike the book."

"What book?" Erini was becom ng nore and nore confused.

Drayfitt sighed. "The book |I used, half in ignorance, to

sunmon a denon, or rather Darkhorse, to our world. A book

he tricked nme into destroyi ng when he thought | wouldn't be
able to recapture himagain." The elderly spellcaster snmled a
bit proudly at that; it had been a coup in ways, defeating the
eternal twi ce. Then, he frowned. "I hope it's not the book he's
after, though | can't think what else it mght be."

Al'l thought of her own problenms had | ong ago vani shed as
Erini tried to nmake sense of everything. She had wanted
answers for so long, but now that she had them the princess
was nmore at a loss than before. "Why do you say that? Is it
somet hi ng he shoul d not have?"

"Probably not. That's academic, |I'mafraid, your majesty.
As | said, | destroyed it. He'll find nothing but ashes now. "

In a darkened coner of the ceiling, a small formscurried
deep into a crack that should have been too tight for it. The
sacrifice of its brother had proven worth the cost, for it had
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di scovered what its nmaster had wanted to know. Soon, it would
be able to return to the warm not hi ngness he had sunmoned it
from Perhaps even as soon as it relayed the news to him

Shade' s eye-creature did not understand how its naster

woul d react to this particular bit of news. It would not be able
to conprehend the fury nor would it conprehend that the

war |l ock woul d destroy it, not because it had served himwell,

but because of a need to strike out at someone or sonet hing.

Least of all, it would not understand the danger the success
of its m ssion had placed the sorcerer and the princess in. Nor
would it have cared



X

The Silver Dragon watched fromthe throne he had usurped
fromhis dead counterpart as his |oyal subjects began the |ong
process of clearing the central chanber of rubble. Under the
light of many torches, warriors watched over the servitors, who
seened uneasy at invading the caverns of their cousins. The
Dragon King shifted to a nore inperious posture, the better to
buil d the confidence of his people. It mattered not that the clans
of CGol d—those that still lived—ere outraged at his actions.
They had three choices: becone part of the clans of Silver as
the survivors of the clans of Bronze and Iron had, flee to their
ot her cousins, or face execution. So far, none of the three

choi ces had beconme a clear-cut victor, which was the best

choice in the Silver Dragon's mnd, for it meant that the
remmants of Cold's people would never band together in
sufficient strength to fight his rightful rule.

/ shoul d have taken this place after Gold' s defeat. So many
years wasted—but now the throne is mne. The days of the
Thirteen Kingdons are at an end. Eventually, the Dragonreal m
will bow to one nmonarch alone with no council to voice their
di ssent. ..

So far, none of his counterparts had raised nore than an
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angry voi ce against him proof, he believed, of their gradua
willingness to accept himas enperor of all. Only Green openly
denounced him but that was to be expected froma traitor
whose donmai n housed his race's greatest enem es, the Bedl ans.

Ssssoon, he thought with a smle. Soon we shall begin the

cl eansi ng process, sweeping down and bringing the upstart
war m bl oods to their knees, where they will |earn once again
to give obei sance in the proper manner

One of his younger hatchlings, an unmarked mal e who

served well in the hopes of securing a dukedomin the new
regime of his sire, knelt before him H's false crest was |ess
el aborate than some of his elders, a choice that the Dragon
Ki ng approved of. He gestured for the warrior to speak

"My sire, | give thanks to the Dragon of the Depths for your
ascent to the throne of enperor.”

Silver hissed as the flattery made himswell wth pride.
"What word of our chaotic ally?"

"None. Qur spies search for hi meautiously, as you
conmanded. There is word on the book, however,"

"And that is?"

"That the book is ash,"” a voice from behind the throne
announced.



The Dragon King | eaped fromthe throne and whirled around.

The ot her drakes | ooked up fromtheir tasks, but a chill glance
fromtheir nonarch, who realized he had | ost face by this
cowardly action, sent them scurrying back to their duties with
greater effort than before.

"The sorcerer Drayfitt. Wiy would you give such an artifact
to a human sorcerer?" Shade cocked his head, his voice soft
and snoot h, conpani onabl e even

The Dragon King was not fooled for a nonent. He knew

that he was facing yet another variation of the warlock, one that
he suspected was closer to the original than any of the rest.

"He was to translate it. Al others failed. It was said he had the
skill and know edge."

Shade wal ked slow y around the throne. The two drakes
st epped back. "So the creature Mal Quorin is yours."

H's draconian ally did not argue the point. "Only after the
book wasss brought to himdid we discover the truth. The

human ki ng was quickly made to believe that a ssspell had been
found that would give hima denon servant and all he had to do
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was find a sorcerer—which proved sssurprisingly easssy. The

one called Drayfitt would continue the translation—at the
command of his king, of course—and also test the validity of

his resultsss.” Silver forced hinself to stare into the two dark
spots that passed for the warlock's eyes. "He would either fai
and di sssgrace hinmself or succeed, at which point, sssone

acci dent woul d overtake himand the book would be returned to
me. Any denon he had sssummoned woul d then be nmine to

control "

"You are quite a ganbler, evidently. | doubt if/would have
done the sanme as you." Wth great deliberation, the warlock sat
casually down on the throne. The drake who had reported to

t he woul d-be enperor hissed and bared his claws. Shade

| ooked hi m over.

"One of your get?"

"What of it, human?" the defiant warrior hissed.

"He bears no markings," the hooded figure comented to
his ally, ignoring the growi ng anger of the younger drake.

"What if | do not?"

The warl ock finally seened to notice himagain. "Just so
know that |'ve elimnated nothing of inportance.”

The furious drake reached for him then hissed in consterna-
tion as a great, black hole materialized in his stomach. Wile
the rest of the drakes—unable to keep from | ooking despite



their master's earlier glare—watched in horror, the hole ex-
panded. The hapless victim in a state of insane calm put one
hand into the gaping maw, unable to believe his eyes.

The hand and the arm were sucked in.

In less than a breath, the shoul ders, head, and renaining arm
foll owed after and, when they, too, were gone, the torso and

| egs vani shed into the hole. A single black spot renai ned
floating in the air for a second or two, then vani shed, seeni ng
to swal low itself.

Shade gl anced in the direction of the Dragon King. "You' ve
desired the power of the Vraad; that was a taste of what we
could do."

"Am | next?"

"I was under the inpression we had an alliance of sorts."
The warl ock | eaned forward. "Don't we?"

"You recall ed the book. That wasss why you returned to ne.
The book—your book—was destroyed. | assumed you had no
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further need to pursue our alliance and so | have noved on wth
ny plansss.”

"Subj ugation and/or destruction of Talak. | remenber. |
would think it sinmple with the king's counsel or at your beck
and call."

"Nothing is sinple except the belief in sinplicity."
Ri si ng, Shade straightened his cloak. "Continue with your

pl ans. They coincide with ny needs. There is only one thing
you must renenber."

"That is?"
"The sorcerer Drayfitt nust not be harnmed. |'ve need of
him"

A wary | ook passed across the drake lord' s hal f-hidden face.
"Quorin's followers are to assassi nate hi msoon—while he
travels with the army. Wat need do you have for a human
spell caster with little nore than adequate ability?"

"It's not his abilities as a sorcerer that | want. It's his mnd
You did say he set out to translate the entire book, didn't you?"

" g2

Shade si ghed, wondering how this creature could mss the
obvi ous. "Never mind. Return to your plans."

"But your part of the bargai n—=

"That ?" The warl ock snmiled, a shadowy line slightly bent



upward on each end. There was sonething dreadfully cold
about his smiles, Silver thought.

"Nei t her Darkhorse nor the Bedlanms will interfere. You may

rest assured on that. They will be too busy with other, weighti-
er matters." That said, the warlock curled within hinmself and
vani shed.

Al most the Dragon King felt synpathy for the warlock's
adver sari es—al nost .

Anot her day had passed and Darkhorse once nore studi ed
the cracks of the chanber walls. Studied themwhile his mind
sank deeper into a bottom ess abyss.

Failure. Uter failure.

Dar khorse | ooked again at the chanber that was his world

and woul d be his world for some tine to cone, apparently. H's
one hope had been crushed—and at the nonent of greatest
potenti al .

The human femal e called Erini, Mlicard s betrothed—aow
there was irony—was a natural spellcaster of high potential
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possi bly as high as Cabe Bedl am or the Lady Gaen. She had
noticed the fragnent of self although even Drayfitt had not. In
the |l ast nmonment of vision, he had seen how her hands itched to
reach out to the powers, manipulate them The fenal e was
stifling those powers, though; that nuch he had seen as well. If
that were the case, he would receive little aid fromher. Likely,
she had not even told Melicard her secret.

H s thoughts were interrupted by the unl ocking of the door.

That made hi m chuckle in sour hunor; who would want to

cone in and what would they do once they were here? If it was
not to keep someone out, what other reason was there for

| ocki ng the door? Darkhorse woul d have been as secure if the
entire pal ace had been | evel ed. Even then, the barrier enclosing
hi m woul d have st ood

The door swung open and Melicard hinsel f, acconpani ed by

his foul shadow, Quorin, and the pitiful mage, Drayfitt, entered.
There was sonething different about the king, a humanity that

had bl ossoned al nost overnight. It was not conplete humanity,

not by far, but a great touch nmore than the split-faced nonarch
had had during his first visit.

Gven time, this princess would make hima whol e man
agai n. The shadow steed studied Melicard' s visage cl oser
especially the living eye and the set of his nouth.

Apparently, there will not be time after all

The king was here with an ultimtum Darkhorse could read
that even before Melicard spoke.

"My arny marches against the clans of Red in the Hel



Plains at tonorrow s dawn. Men will die so that their children
will live free. The Plains will drink their blood as it drinks the
bl ood of drakes."

"A pretty speech... and very old."

"You have been told not to be disrespectful to his mgjesty,
denon! Perhaps you need anot her | esson—

Melicard curtly signalled for silence. "Quiet! | want this
creature, this | egendary Darkhorse who fought al ongside the
Dragon Masters, Cabe Bedl am and ot her hunmans throughout

the centuries, to tell nme why he will not save the lives of nen
by endi ng those of drakes!"

The ebony stallion sighed. "You who woul d nake history,

have you not studied it? Are not the | essons of the Quel, the
Seekers, and those who preceded even them evident? This | and
we now call the Dragonrealmis a harsh nother. It has watched
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the glory of many races and it has watched the downfall of

each—al | through bl oodshed. Even the Quel, who succeeded

where others failed and held onto a bit of their power when the
Seekers took control, even they did not |learn fromtheir m stake
and eventually lost what little they had in trying to destroy the
new avi an masters! As for the Seekers, in putting down the |ast
gasp of the Quel, they planted the seeds of their own destruction!"

Melicard was silent, but Darkhorse could see his words had
had no effect. And | scoffed at his tired speech

The king's eventual response was what he had expected.

"Though you are our prisoner, for sonme reason we cannot

make you obey. Drayfitt has tried to explain, but that neans

not hing. Tomorrow, | will send the arny out-—w thout your

magi cal aid. It will take thema week to ten days to reach the
northern part of the Hell Plains, where the Red Dragon's
revitalized clans prepare for their own assault. We shall catch
t hem unpr epared, however; and, where Azran Bedl am fail ed,

we shall wipe themout to the |ast egg. One less clan. The ot her
twelve will follow'

"Al'l hail the conquering heroes!" scoffed the shadow steed.

"Your maj esty— the counsel or began to protest.

"You were overzeal ous before, Quorin. W will not punish
this one, not this time. Perhaps he will reconsider before the
deat hs have grown too many."

Dar khorse refused to | ook at the king any |onger, instead
choosing to alternate his piercing gaze between Drayfitt, the



weakest |ink, and Mal Quorin, the treacherous one. The elderly
spel | caster | ooked pale, worn, as if he had just suffered a great
di saster. If so, the mal evol ent cat who counsel ed the ki ng had
something to do with it because there was now a slight hint of
satisfaction on Quorin's face that, under the circunstances,
shoul d not have been there. The counsel or al nost seened

pl eased by events.

Sonething is not right where this tabby is concerned, Darkhorse
deci ded. What can | do about it now, though?

"Come," Melicard commanded his two advisors. "There
are nore fruitful endeavors to pursue at the nonent."

"The only fruitful endeavors will be those of the Lords of
the Dead—after the battle."”

The door shut behind themwith a sinister note of finality.
Dar khorse kicked at his invisible cage, frustrated nore than
bef ore.

"Fool s!'" he cried, though he doubted they could hear him
sound- absorbing as this roomwas. "This will 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 abandoni ng hi m down here indefinitely. Perhaps, as the

years fall, sonme scavenger searching through the ruins of this
once-proud city-state will find his way down here and pass on a
word or two before | eaving ne al one agai n.

The door jostled. Soneone was trying to open it—but with

little success. Darkhorse gathered hinself together, his interest
in things revived by this sudden and possibly trivial incident. /(
may only be a guard testing the |ock...

Not hi ng el se happened for nore than two minutes. The
shadow steed' s hopes sagged agai n.

A sudden groan of twisting netal inforned himthat the first
time had not been an illusion. The area of the door where the
handl e and | ock were situated had been torn asunder, rendering
t he whol e thing usel ess. Sonmeone standi ng on the other side of
t he door pushed it forward.

The eyes of the Princess Erini stared at himin awe and
grow ng recognition.

"You. You were the shadow in the hall. The one that—that
followed nme and then vani shed."” Wile she tal ked, her hands
continued to twitch, as if they were eager to performyet nore
sorcery.

Dar khorse di pped his head in acknow edgnment. "Princess

Erini, | would assune." He indicated the door. "Atrifle
overdone, |I'd think."
She | ooked enbarrassed. "I was only trying to open it.

Drayfitt said that if you concentrate, you can manipul ate the



spectrum and unlock it with little nmore than a |ook."

"Can you try that with ny accursed cage here? Have you
cone to set ne free?"

"Are you—are you Darkhorse?"

That made hi m |l augh loudly. "OfF course. Wio el se could
be? Wio el se woul d dare to be Darkhorse—er want to be, for
that matter?"

"Not so |oud, please!"

H s manner becane subdued. The shadow steed knew t hat
this human held his freedomin her anxi ous hands. "Wy did
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you cone down here? Wn't Melicard become woth when he
di scovers his future bride has uncovered one of his secrets?"

"Melicard is busy. Quorin—= the Iook 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 himthat the time to nove is now Melicard is

conpl eting final preparations.”

"He was here earlier. This is madness, you know. " The
ebony stallion shifted inpatiently in the confined space of his
prison. Free ne! he wanted to shout at the human.

Erini | ooked up sharply. "I don't know if | should. | don't
know if | can."

"Your powers are very form dable, gentle lady. | think you
could undo the spell the elderly human wought. The key is in
the synbols on the floor. Look closely at them"

She started to, but then shook her head. "I can't! |If | do,
Melicard will never forgive nme! If |I betray him he'll find out
about these!"

"Your hands? They seem | ovely, though I'm no judge of
human standards...."

"You know what | mean. These powers. | do not want them
They are a curse. If | thought that cutting off my hands woul d
rid me of them 1'd be tenpted to do it."

"I't will not, so do not think about it again." Madness! Am I
to be tornented by the key to ny freedon?

If Erini caught that thought, she did not respond to it.
Instead, the princess said, "Drayfitt told ne the same thing.
know t hat."



"I's that why you cane to me? To tell nme you don't |ike your
gifts and you won't use themto rel ease ne? Are you a greater
sadi st than the 'lovely' Counselor Quorin, then? He has only
assaul ted ny physical form you' ve torn at my hopes!"

"Nol |-t

"Princess!" Drayfitt stood at the doorway. He had becone

even more worn and pal e since the shadow steed had seen him

hours before. Caught up in their own thoughts, neither Erini

nor the eternal had noticed his nearby presence. He, on the

ot her hand, had felt themall the way in the main hall, where he
had just left the king after an unsuccessful attenpt to, if not cal
of f the march, postpone it until events became clearer. The
intensity of the two had been enough to pierce the cloud of
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worry snothering his mnd—and probably woul d have been
enough had he been outside the walls of Talak itself.

The el derly mage inspected the damaged door and grew even

nore di smayed. "This will never do!" He touched the torn

handl e and | ock. Before the eyes of Darkhorse and the prin-

cess, the netal reshaped itself, returned to what it had been |ike
before Erini's inpetuous entrance. Drayfitt gl anced up again.

"Your majesty! \What do you hope to gain by com ng here?

war ned you to stay away!"

"I could not help it. Master Drayfitt!" She stepped back

fromboth of them "I saw the three of you cone down here
hours ago, then leave a few mnutes later. Wen | saw the
guards depart as well, | knew sonethi ng had happened. |-

was not thinking properly. It took ne this long to build up ny
determ nation, but eventually | had to come down here—+ do

not know why. Perhaps to see... to understand..." Erini
trailed off, at a | oss.

"She cane to see a curiosity, sorcerer!" Darkhorse bell owed
arrogantly. "She canme to see the denon her |ove had chai ned
to this world! Rest assured, she would not want to hurt his
feelings by granting me ny rightful freedom oh no! | pleaded
wi th her I ong enough to know that!"

Erini |ooked as if the shadow steed had kicked her violently—
whi ch was just what Darkhorse wanted. It was a terrible thing,
he knew, that he was forced to resort to shamng her, but if the
stallion had read her correctly, the princess would turn that
shame around and cone back to him+this time to free him

/ will rmake anends to her after Shade has been dealt with

Dar khorse swore, shielding the thought fromher already im
pressive abilities. He tried not think that by forcing her to | ook
at her own conscience and free him that she might |ose the

man she | oved.

There were tinmes when he did not envy humans the ability to



love. It seened to have nore to do with pain than any other
enot i on.

I gnoring his outburst, Drayfitt confronted his queen-to-be.
"Your mmjesty, tonmorrow, thanks to the slippery words of the

| oyal Master Quorin, | will be enroute with the arnmy. | nust
ask that you watch yourself while |I'm gone, stay with the Kking
at all tinmes. The nore Quorin has himal one, the nore he can
poi son his m nd—and di m ni sh your hopes of a true relation-
ship. | shall return when | can."”
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"I'f you can, spellcaster. Your kind has a limted lifespan in
war . \What happens to the city, then?"

"I will see to it that nothing happens. |1've a stake in ny life,
Dar khorse." The elderly man took hold of one of Erini's arns

in a gentle but determ ned manner. "Cone, mlady. Judging by
your mshap with the door, there are things | need to show you
before 1 | eave cone the nom"

"Wait, Drayfitt!" The shadow steed shifted as close to the
door as the barrier would let him "What about Shade? |'ve felt
hi m here! You cannot deny his existence, | think."

The two humans | ooked at one another in a manner that

answered one part of Darkhorse's question. The warl ock had
returned to Tal ak at | east once and both of them knew about it.
It was Erini who finally responded, nuch to the evident
consternation of the sorcerer

"He's been here at |east twi ce. Lord Darkhorse. Once, for a
brief monent, in nmy chanbers; the second tine, to rel ease
some foul creatures to spy on the pal ace."

"He wanted the book, apparently," her conpanion interrupted.
"I't was his, you know, but thanks to you, denon, / destroyed
it."

"Then, you are in danger, human!"

"He's your foe. You 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 hinmself of that.

"Don't be a fool, nortal!"

Drayfitt turned fromhim "Come, your nmjesty.”

She accompani ed him but slowed | ong enough to study him

in detail. Darkhorse returned her frank stare. This was a fenale

who did not give in easily. There was hope after all.

As the door closed, the shadow steed | aughed quietly. Now,
if only it was not too late.

The clinmb up was long and especially slow, despite Drayfitt's
continual urging. Erini only partially heard him her mnd on
the confrontati on bel ow



Li vi ng darkness. An abyss that threatened to swallow all that
stood too near it. Mre than a shadow, yet also |ess.

Al these were apt descriptions of the astonishing being she
had met. Al were apt but greatly insufficient descriptions of
the jet-black stallion calling itself Darkhorse. Mjestic and
terrible at the same tine, he was far nore than the | egends had
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even hinted at. Small wonder he was held in both awe and fear

by those who knew of him There was a sense of tinme beyond
eternity in his very presence. Hs chilling blue eyes, crystalline
and | acki ng pupils, seened capabl e of capturing her very soul

H s words came back to Erini and the shame burned brightly

wi thin her once nore. For the sake of her relationship with
Melicard, she had been willing to |l eave hima prisoner. It went
agai nst everything she believed in, and the fact that she had not
done anything about it cut her deeply. She had once dreamed of

a marriage based on love and trust; could she be satisfied with
one that was also built on the sufferings of others?

Erini realized that Drayfitt had asked her something. "I'm
sorry; what was it you asked. Master Drayfitt?"

The el derly man sighed. Somehow, he seened even nore
drawn than when he had first discovered Erini. "I asked your
maj esty if she trusts her personal guard and her |adies-in-waiting.'

"Conpl etely. Why?"

Drayfitt's face reveal ed nothing. "No reason, mlady. Only
pl eased to hear that there are those who can be trusted.”

Nei t her spoke again, nmore to save breath than because of any
ot her reason. The journey downward had seened so much
easier. At last, though, the door finally came into view.

/ cannot | eave him the princess suddenly thought in a
swel I ing panic, the sight of the door resurrecting her shane
concerning her ill treatment of Darkhorse. / have to do sone-
thing for himeven if—even if—

"I"ve been wondering," Drayfitt began, "wondering why

Quorin renmoved the guards fromin here. They weren't neces-

sary, but he seemed to think themso inportant before. If they'd
been here, you wouldn't have gotten this far."

Erini neither knew nor cared what reason the counsel or

m ght have had to send the sentries away. Only one thing
concerned her. The princess was not even certain it would
wor k, but, based on what little she had |l earned fromthe
sorcerer, it should at |east be possible.

On the next step, she fell forward.

"Princess!" Drayfitt reached for her, alnpst |osing his own
bal ance in the process. He was unable to stop Erini, who turned



so that her back was facing her woul d-be rescuer

Whil e her face and hands were not visible to Drayfitt and his
m nd was concerned solely with her safety, Erini unleashed a
crude spell fornulated only fromhalf-formed thoughts and

r
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wi shful thinking. The elderly spellcaster had expl ai ned t hat
hand gestures were not necessary and nostly acted as a gui de,
but the princess did not trust her skills well enough to do

wi thout them Her fingers wiggled in a maneuver that was pure
instinct. Unfamliar with the world of sorcery, she could not say
whet her she had acconpli shed her task or not. Whatever the
case, Drayfitt was now standing over her and Erini knew that
trying any longer would only give her away. As it was, she
remai ned uncertain as to 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 gover ni ng.

"Are you all right. Princess Erini?"

She nodded slowy, trying to act dazed. "Yes—+ m ssed ny
footing. Thank you."

The sorcerer helped her to her feet. "A fall here could prove
fatal, mlady. You would not stop for thirty or forty feet at

| east. Come, the sooner we | eave here the better, as far as all is
concerned. "

Drayfitt opened the door, guiding Erini up to the surface with
hi s other hand. The sun was goi ng down and the garden was

full of deep shadows, though none as deep as that which was
Dar khorse, the princess thought.

Cosing the door quietly, Drayfitt quietly said, "W will
forget this happened, your majesty. Best for both of us, I'd say.
Now go before someone asks why we were here.”

"This is ridiculous! I ama princess! AmI| not to be queen of
Tal ak? Should |I go skul king about? I won't be like you
Drayfitt! Not even for the |love of Melicard!"

He frantically waved her quiet. In the distance, Erini heard
the sounds of nen in arnor. "I only recommend it from past
experi ence, your mmjesty. What you do is up to you, of
course. "

"Princess Erini."

Erini started and Drayfitt cursed under his breath. The



princess cal med down, however, when she realized who it was.
"Captain Iston!"

The CGordag-Ai officer bowed to her and, after a nonment's
hesitation, nodded briefly to the sorcerer. "Princess, you are
making it extremely difficult for my nmen and | to performour
duties. So far, you've succeeded in evadi ng every one of
them™

"The princess is skilled at such things," Drayfitt interjected.
To Erini, he said, "Think on what | said, nilady, and, by al
nmeans, make use of such loyal men as your captain here."

"What's that supposed to mean, then?" |ston asked, his
suspi ci on roused.

"Only that | hope her majesty will allow you to perform
your function. It's sonetimes hard to find a person you can
trust so nuch. Good evening."

H s eyes on the departing sorcerer, Iston frowned. "That
sounds |ike a warning of sorts.”

"I't's nothing."

"As you conmand." Neverthel ess, the captain continued to

| ook thoughtful. "Mght | be permitted to escort you back to
your chanbers, your mmjesty? | have a handful of anxious
bodyguards waiting for the two of us."

"Why did you not bring themw th you?"

Iston smiled enigmatically. "Some things are better handl ed
by one man."

They wal ked quietly through the garden, the officer falling in
pl ace just behind his mistress. Erini allowed her thoughts to
turn back to the events bel ow and the question as to whether
her spontaneous actions had freed Darkhorse or not. She al so
wondered what Melicard would say if it turned out the shadow
steed was free. Drayfitt would be unable to say anything; cone
t he norning, he would be gone with the arny. Both the king

and Quorin might assune that Darkhorse had either escaped on
his own or that Shade had taken hi m away sonewhere.

Her secret would remain safe... unless she chose to tel
Melicard. He had to | eam sone tine... but when?

As before, her questions went unanswered. She exited the

garden, followed by Iston, of course, with the know edge t hat
sooner or later the truth would conme out and that it m ght
benefit her if it was her admi ssion, not Quorin's, that Mlicard
heard first.

Guard | eader Ostlich abandoned his hiding place overl ooking

t he garden the nonent the woul d-be queen and her | ackey

vani shed back into the palace. H's mnd was aglow with the

t hought of the gold Counsel or Quorin would pay him What the
princess from Gordag- A had been doing mattered as little to
hi mas why Quorin had ordered the guards away fromthe area



inthe first place. He only knew that the counsel or woul d pay
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for the know edge that she had been down there and reward
himfurther once the reins of rulership changed hands.
What happened to the princess was none of his concern

X

Wth the grand crusade now ready to comence, no one had

time to inspect the chanber where the King's reluctant denon
had been | ocked away. Caught in the midst of final details that
woul d keep them secluded all night, the king and his advisors
saw no one except those who came to deliver information
specifically on the march. Thus it was the Counsel or Quorin
remai ned i gnorant of a fact that woul d have been of great
import to both himand the king... for the barrier, the nmagica
cage, and its sole occupant were no | onger there. Had he

recei ved a nmessage fromone of the guard | eaders to the
Counsel or Quorin, the advisor m ght have excused hinself and

i nvestigated for hinmself, venturing down to the shadow steed's
prison, and discovering sonething of such inportance that even
t he king would have taken interest... because the barrier, the
magi cal cage, and its sole occupant were no | onger there.

The bul k of Talak's great arny noved in swift and orderly
fashion despite its inpressive size. By dawn, nore than half
the colum was outside the city gates. Around them the
citizens cheered their husbands, fathers, sons, and brothers.
Cohorts four hundred strong marched by, npbst of them veterans
eager to teach the nonstrous drakes that humans of this
particular city-state woul d never bow to the Dragon Kings
agai n.

Lost in the cheers and commoti on was one pessimstic

sorcerer and several irritated commanders, all of whomfelt
they were nmoving in the wong direction; but it was their duty
to obey, and obey they would. The city was not undef ended.
There were garrisons posted all around the countryside, espe-
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cially the northern and western borders. The city guard woul d
keep order in Talak itself and the pal ace woul d be well -
protected by the royal guard.

Unbeknownst to these forces, the northern garrisons, in

response to orders received that very dawn, were preparing to
nove westward to nmeet with their counterparts there. For

t he next week, they were to face off in a series of war games
designed to test their effectiveness in guerrilla fighting, much
like the sort of war waged by Melicard in the early days of his
crusade. While the commanders silently questioned the need

for this, it was not the first tine that some functionary in the
government had decided to play up his own reputation by

cracki ng down on the conmon sol di er; and besides, the war



was to be in the east for now, so no one would mss themfor a
few days, anyway.

No one argued the validity of the orders thenselves; after all
they bore the king's seal, didn't they? Nobody but Melicard
and his cl osest advisors used the seal

The king saluted those riding out to do battle in his nanme, his
vi sage somehow nore regal than frightening this day. He had

pl anned to | ead them as he had done in the past, but sone of
hi s advi sors had reconmended that he remain in the city. It
woul d not do to have the crusade's driving force accidently
struck down in the heat of conbat. At the pal ace, Melicard

could coordinate all of his activities. There was al so continued
talk of the eventual marriage of Melicard and the princess from
nei ghbori ng Gordag-Ai, an event npbst everyone was | ooking
forward to with eagerness. Those near enough to see the king
were able to get a glinpse of the Princess Erini standing at his
side. Counselor Mal Quorin, Mlicard s chief advisor, stood on
hi s ot her side.

In the shadow of a building near the city gate, a lone figure

wat ched the ongoi ng procession with grow ng inpatience. The
shadows draped his visage, but even if they had not, it would

have taken a long, close | ook to make out his patrician features
and his arresting eyes—eyes with great, w de pupils not of any
color, but instead glittering like fine crystal and seem ng to see
much nmore than the view before them It was the face of one

bomto his place in the world, one who knew that all within his
grasp was his. Azran Bedl am had worn such a | ook, but it paled

in conparison with this one. This was the face of a Vraad sorcerer.

The true face of Shade.
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Food. Eat. Eat. The others in the herd kept urging him
They had been doing so all day.

Provi der. WAl ks-on- hi nd- hooves-and-snel | s-of -herd. Brings nore
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 allowed the strange creature with

the odd, |oose skin to guide him Drink? Wl ks-on- hi nd-
hooves-and-snel | s-of -herd | eads to water. Snells puzzled. Not
thirsty, provider. Provider snmells of fear. Wy fear of self? Self
not harm provider.

Self... not right.

Before him the orovider called to another of his own herd. a
smal | er waJks-on- hi nd- hooves who often cane to this herd and
snoot hed and washed their coats. The dark one could not recal

ever having this done to him but the others, who seened very
stupid to the dark one, had told himthis. It was one of the
happy tinmes 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 realized the boy could not
speak.

The man—-yes, man! —+ooked at the dark one. "He's magni -
ficent, but he spooks nme for sure! Mre |like a denon than a
hor se! "

Hor se? Denon? The dark one's mind stirred. He did not

qguestion for a nonment that he understood the man so well,

even though the rest of the herd seened to only hear the tone of
his voice. He was different. Far different. Menories began to
stir, nmenories of confinenment, of evil men and shadowed

figures. Menories of a need to escape.

"Here! What's wong with you?" The man—for the first

tinme, the dark one saw that the man was tall, well-nuscled,
and grayi ng—sought to bring his skittish charge under control
The dark one—there was anot her nane!—easily fought him

of f.

"Andru! Boy! Get the others! W've gotta rogue on our
hands! "

The young one ran off. The older nman tried to get a grip on
the bit that sonmeone had dared put on the dark one, but failed.
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Not dark one. Dark.. . horse. Darkhorse!

The shadow steed's nenories returned in a torrent of m xed

i mges and scraps of thought. Darkhorse froze as he tried to
assim |l ate everything, and the handler chose that nonment to
grab the bit.

"I don't know whi ch nul e-headed lord or lady left you in

the royal stables, but you're goin' to have to | earn who's
master 'round here!" He tugged hard on the bit, trying to force
Dar khorse's head down. The horses around the ebony stallion
shied away, already famliar with the strength and tactics of a
man who had not yet met an animal he could not break

O course, the jet-black steed before himwas far nore than
an ani nal

Dar khorse, at last hinmself again, finally took notice of his
woul d- be master. Soul -snaring blue orbs met the narrow eyes
of the human—ausing the iatter to scream and rel ease his

hol d. Stunbling backward, the man made a sign against evil.

Dar khorse | aughed. Laughed, not only because of the futile
gesture, but because he was freel

"Hela and Styx!" The horsenman fell to his knees. "Spare
me, demon! | couldn't have known!"



"Not known ne7 Not known Darkhorse? | am no denon,
hor seman, though neither am| one of your charges! Tell ne
quickly nowand I will |eave you be! Wat place is this and

what day?"

The answers both amused and angered the phant om steed.

This was Gordag-Ai, the Princess Erini's honel and! He could
see what she had done. In haste, perhaps because she was stil
with the sorcerer, she had wanted himto be safe and secure.
Her m nd, however sharp, had thought of himin ternms of a true
ani mal —and why not? Very few people truly understood what

he was. Therefore, when she had attenpted to free him her
crude spell had sent himto a place her nmenories recalled as
saf e-the ki ngdom where she had been bom and rai sed. Since

he was a horse, her rescue attenpt had sent himto the royal
stabl es, surely the nbst secure place for one of his kind!
Unfortunately, the side effect of so haphazard a spell had nearly
made himjust such a creature; and as much as he adnired their
forms and their loyalty, he had no desire to becone one.

What frustrated himwere the results of that side effect.
Al most a full day had passed while he slowy reverted to
hi nsel f. The nassive arny of Tal ak nust already be far beyond
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the city, heading toward the Hell Plains; and though he had no
proof to back up his fears, Darkhorse suspected that sonething
terrible, sonething that Shade woul d have a hand in, was going
to happen. Not just in Tal ak, either

He realized that the human was still kneeling before him and
that several others were standing at the entrance to the royal
st abl es | ooki ng quite dunbfounded. Darkhorse |aughed bitterly
and said, "You have nothing to fear fromme, little ones!

Dar khor se has al ways been the friend of humanity, though there
are those for whomny | ove has been tried! Fear not, for ny
time here with you is over!™

Reari ng, the shadow steed sumoned a portal. It flickered
uncertainly for a noment, but the stallion, inpatient to nove
agai nst his adversaries after so long, paid it no mnd. After his
confinenent and the stifling power of Drayfitt's magical cell

he expected his own abilities to be less than they should be.

That was why it was tine to include others in his battle with his
friend/foe. It was time to seek the hel p of Cabe Bedl am

The gate he opened flickered agai n—+hen vani shed.

Cursing | oudl y—uch to the panic of the few humans who

had not run off already—Parkhorse tried to resumon the

portal. It blinked into and out of existence alnost too fast to be
seen, enraging the frustrated eternal even nore.

"1 am Dar khorse!" he shouted at the di sobedient hole. "A
gate is less than nothing to ne!l Materialize!"

He was greeted by a conplete |lack of reaction. There was
not even a flicker this tine. H s confinement had sapped his



abilities far worse than he coul d have believed possible.

This was a spell with Vraad origins, the shadow steed finally
concl uded. A treacherous, destructive thing like its creator

"Very well," he runbled. "If, for the nonce, the paths
beyond are forbidden to ne, than | shall travel through the
worl d of humanity!" Darkhorse | ooked down at the humans.

"Be vigilant, nortals! The clans of Silver are awake and,

t hough | suspect they | ook toward Tal ak, it would be safe in.
assum ng that Cordag-Ai is also anong 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 pani cked again, for there was no eastern entrance, only a

solid wall. Then, before -the unbelieving eyes of people who
had t hought they had already seen all there was to see,
Dar khorse nelted into the obstruction, Iike a ghost.
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* * *

Dar khorse had no tine for patience with the failings of
humanity. If the fiery presence of a huge, jet-black stallion
chargi ng over their heads was enough to set themrunning in a
hundred different directions, then that was their nisfortune.
What the shadow steed fought to stop was far worse than a
little fear left in his wake. Shade, a Vraad sorcerer, would not
settle for a little fear. As a Vraad, he woul d expect to control
everything. It was not because he was necessarily evil; if
anyt hi ng, the Vraad had been, in Darkhorse's limted know -
edge, anoral. They could not conprehend that somnething

m ght be out of their reach unl ess another, stronger representa-
tive of their race had already claimed it. Even then, it was a
matter of who had the upper hand.

The warl ock woul d be working to divide and elimnate
rivals, even potential rivals.

Dar khor se qui ckened his pace as Gordag-Ai fell quickly

behind him Princess Erini's honel and had been given a

war ni ng about the drake nenace near them Wat concerned

t he phant om steed now was the very person he had | ooked to

for aid. Cabe Bedlamand his fanmly were in danger. A Vraad
sorcerer would not |let a spellcaster of young Bedl am s potenti al
go unchecked; if he could not enlist their servitude, then he
woul d destroy themthe way one woul d destroy a pest.

Dar khor se pushed hi nsel f harder, only now realizing how
accustoned he was to his magical abilities. Though he raced
nore swiftly than any conmon horse, the pace was infinitely
slower than travelling the path beyond. Seconds, even m nutes,
had now becone hours.

Hours he m ght not have.



What was occurring in Talak worried himal so, but there was
not hi ng he coul d do, and speaking to Cabe Bedl am and t he

Lady of the Amber was paranount. The city-state of nmad

Melicard woul d have to wait, despite the debt he owed its
future queen—future queen only if Talak had a future. Darkhorse

needed the nortal's aid.

Time continued to be his eneny, passing with a sw ftness he
could never match at his best. N ght cane, grew old, and
began to dissolve. The | ands of Esedi, where the Bronze
Dragon had once rul ed and where Cordag-A was situated, had
given way to the southwest edge of cursed Silver's domain. As
the sun began to clinb, relief touched him He was nowin a
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region on fair terns with humanity and the Bedl ans, the forest

| ands of the Green Dragon. Through the hateful words of

Melicard and the confusing ones of Drayfitt, the stallion had

| earned how this one drake |ord had done the unthi nkabl e,

worked it so that there m ght be a place for both races, so that
his own woul d survive and not give way, which was inevitable

to all save the other Dragon Kings.

H s hooves grazed the tops of the tallest trees. Something

large stirred and fluttered away into the depths of the woods

bel ow. Darkhorse thought it at first a small drake, but the
glinpse he had of it showed it to be birdlike, yet with the shape
and formof a man as wel |

Seeker.

There were very few of them now. The brief, horrible w nter

that had taken place a year after the shadow steed's exile had
apparently cl ai ned many of these once-mighty rulers, prede-
cessors to the Dragon Kings thenselves. Confidentially, Drayfitt
had i ndi cated that the hordes of hungry, gigantic, digging
creatures fromthe Northern Wastes, nonstrosities who had

foll owed the soul -nunbing chill southward, had been responsi -
ble for the depletion of their nunmbers nore than anything el se.

Dar khor se suddenly hesitated, alnost |anding on top of a

tree. O all creatures, the Seekers would surely know the
Vraad. The avians had controlled this |and before the com ng
of that race of men—and had fallen afterward to the m ght of
the upstart drakes. Perhaps the Vraad had had something to do
with that, though it was al so possible they had no | onger

exi sted as a race by then. Sonething had changed their de-
scendants into the humans of today. It was a tine period that
the eternal knew little about, having only known it through
encounters with one Vraad, a good nan. The shadow st eed had
not returned to this reality until long after the Dragon Kings
had established their rule, |long enough for all to have di ed who
m ght have answered hi m

Tur ni ng, Darkhorse dove into the forest. If he could only
catch the Seeker..

The foliage whi pped about the stallion as he entered the



forest. The change in his formfrom phantasmto solid flesh
startled him as it had not been his desire. Darkhorse sl owed
and | anded hooves-first on the ground, |eaving deep inprints.

Thanks to the thick vegetation, it was inpossible to | ocate
t he avian by normal sight. Those ot her senses that should have

r
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been able to aid himin his search failed just as mserably. The
Seeker was nowhere to be found. Darkhorse trotted cautiously
through the forest in the direction of his original goal, 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 G een
Dragon might not see himas the ally and friend of the warl ock
Bedl am As peace-ninded as this particul ar Dragon King had
seened, he might still consider Darkhorse as the eneny of al

dr akes.

He canme upon a path that showed signs of regular use and

chose to followit, trying to indicate to any hidden sentinels of
the Green Dragon that he was friendly. In tines past he had
travell ed this regi on unharmed, but one could never conpletely
trust what had once been. Perhaps the nmonarch of the Dagora
Forest had not sought his death sinply because of his strength.
A struggl e between titans woul d have destroyed this wooded

| and that the drake |loved so nuch. Now, though, he was

dealing with a nuch weakened stallion, a much nore tenpting
target to those who believed they had a legitimte reason for
vengeance.

Still the Seeker evaded his senses. It had either been able to
shield itself or had fled | ong before. He knew the power of the

avi ans could be form dabl e and that they might find hima

useful tool in their efforts to regain the Dragonrealm but if this
was a trap, it was an odd one. Darkhorse cursed his present

state; he was no longer certain if he could trust what his senses
told him

Dar khor se noved t hrough the woods. The hours continued to
become new nmenories, nost of those concerning traipsing

t hrough endl ess forest and all thought of the Seeker was
gradual | y abandoned as the shadow steed passed by tree after
identical tree. As nmuch as Darkhorse enjoyed nature, he soon
lost all admiration for the color green. There was just too much
of it. He was tenpted 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, as futile as that seened at
the nonent. The lush treetops made it virtually inpossible to
see anyone, either in the branches or on the ground. Here, at

| east, he could study both areas nore thoroughly. Hi s eyes and
ears were now his forenost senses; they were far sharper than
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those of his animal counterparts' and thus afforded hima fairly
accurate picture of what |urked nearby.



Though he appeared to be al one, he soon di scovered that

there were others. Those nearby, insofar as his limted skills
could tell him included snmall aninals, a variety of birds and
i nsects, and three creatures of vague shape and identity who
could only be servants of the forest's naster. It was possible,
then, that there was presently a wel comng party of sonme sort
on their way. Wiether they would nerely foll ow and shadow
hi m was debat abl e. They woul d be there, however.

The | and before himbegan to take on a famliar appearance.

Dar khorse slowed to a nore cautious pace, know ng that, |ike

hi s cage, what he sought would be invisible to the eye. A
decade was | ong enough in the nortal plane for an entire world
to rearrange itself and, though he was not conpletely certain he
had arrived at the outer grounds of young Bedl ami s sanctum it
was best to approach things with the thought of traps in nind

Dar khorse neared a copse of trees that had grown so close to
one another as to be one. The shadow steed knew with little
nore than a gl ance that nagi c had been at work, for the trees
wr apped around one anot her as |oved ones night. The sight

was a marker of sorts, for it told himthat he was indeed cl ose
to his destination. The Manor grounds could be no nore than—

He felt a great desire to go no farther. It was as if something
pungent had been left under his nose. Darkhorse throttled back
several steps, trying to recover. He snorted and glared at the
| ocation of the aromatic assault.

"Come now. Anber Lady," he jeered, certain that the horrid
scent was a product of the Lady Gaen, Cabe's mate. "Alittle
snell will not repel your enem es—nor those you insist of

t hi nki ng as your enem es!"

The jet-black stallion reared and charged swiftly forward.
He found hinself running the way he had come from

"What ?!'" Darkhorse came to a dust-filled halt. He turned

and stared at the direction he had originally charged. There was
nothing to indi cate when and how he had been turned. The

spell was one of the snmoothest he could recall seeing in
centuries. Unlike many, there had been no sense of reversal, no
noti ceabl e tingling.

"Perhaps |'ve underesti mated you. Lady Gaen!" He backed
up and charged again, building his own defenses as he ran. No
nmere reversal spell would stop himthis tine.
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It did not—but the sudden panic that he rmust have been nad
to have even cone this close to such a deadly, horrifying place
sent himreeling back out of control

Sone di stance fromthe stunning attack of nerves, he gathered
hi nsel f. Darkhorse eyed his destination, then reared back his
head and | aughed. "My conplinments. Lady of the Anber! This

is far nore an annoyance and far nore creative than the



original spelll™

She had placed at | east three spells over the magical barrier
that protected the Bedl ans and their people from outsiders, and
Dar khorse was not yet ready to see if there was a fourth. Each
had been progressively better, and he suspected that any deeper
| evel would stop being a deterrent and start becomning very,
very painful. That left the eternal very few options. Once,
when he had first nmet the confused young nortal name Cabe

Bedl am a Cabe who did not understand who he was and why

the concerted efforts of nore than one Dragon King had been
focused on him the shadow steed had called out in his nmnd to
t he untrained warl ock. Had not Cabe responded, the sorcerer
woul d have fallen victimto the wiles of three tenptresses,
drakes in human di sguise. Now, with his powers failing,

Dar khorse woul d have to try again. Qut of sheer pride, the
shadow steed hesitated, but, in the end, there was not better
way.

Slowy, his concentration on the mnd of his human ally,

Dar khorse made his way around the edges of the barrier. It was
ironic, he realized, that he who had spent so much tine
fighting to free hinmself from one cage was now desperately
seeking entry to another, possibly deadlier one.

M nut es passed. There was no response. He could not even

feel the presence of another mnd, though that did not necessar-
ily mean anything. It was possible that this new series of spells,
so intricate conpared to the old one placed on it by one of the
Manor's fornmer tenants, also shielded those within fromhis

silent plea. If so, he mght find hinself circling the grounds
hour upon hour until either of the spellcasters or one of their
servants happened to step w thout. Darkhorse's eyes narrowed

to slits as he thought of the time wasted.

When he had circled the warl ock's domai n once, he paused,
trying to assess the situation in the hopes that he had m ssed
somet hing earlier. The sun was al nbst gone and, standing in

the midst of the deepest, darkest forest, Darkhorse was already
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in deep shadow. In a fit of unleashed fury, he gave up al

t hought of appearance and caution and, backing just a bit away
fromthe edge of the barrier, called out in his |oudest voice.
"Cabe Bedl ami Cone! G ve nme entrance! | am Darkhorse,

your friend and ally! Hurry, before the hand of Shade tears at
t he foundation of the Dragonreal mand | ays waste to all!" A bit
flowery, he decided once he had finished, but it will bring him

to ne! It nust!

Several seconds |l ater, something began to rustle through the
brush. It kept itself well hidden behind the trees and bushes,



but Dar khorse soon saw that it was too small for a hunman of
Cabe' s si ze.

"Darkhorse." It was a statenent, a child' s statenent, but
wi th sonet hing Odd about its tone.

"I will not harmyou, youngling! | amindeed Darkhorse,
friend and ally to the master of this place!" He tried to talk
soot hi ngly.

The boy noved cl oser, though he still kept hinself fairly

obscured. There was something a bit odd about his gait and his
breathing was fast, as if he had been running. Perhaps he had.
He mi ght have been far fromthis place when he heard Darkhorse.

"Come closer to me, youngling! |I mean no harm If you wll
take a message to the warlock Cabe Bedlam 1'11 be forever in
your debt!"

"I don't like you. Go away."

Dar khorse kicked at the ground. He had little experience in
dealing with young. Better a trial of conmbat with a Dragon
King than to have to try to placate a child. It was a wonder
humans survived to adul thood. "Your sire would do well to
teach you manners, youngling!"

The boy strai ghtened and hi ssed. Darkhorse, about to add
further in the hopes that what hunmans terned a scol di ng woul d
make the child obey him hesitated. The boy's reaction was too
violent, too—

"My sssire is dead."

The words were far too chilling for a human. The ebony
stallion voiced his next words quietly and calmMy. "You have
nmy sorrow. Who was your sire, young one?"

He knew it would not be Cabe Bedl am not after hearing the
sibilant tones. It seened inpossible that the child before him
coul d be what he believed it was.

As if enbol dened by the question of his heritage, the boy

stepped out of hiding. Fromhis height, he was |ikely a decade
ol d, maybe a year or two nore. H s height was the | east of his
characteristics. Darkhorse, who had once again come to believe
that he had seen everything, found that the child left him
speechl ess.

He had dark hair that flashed a hint of gold. H s eyes were
narrow, red ovals that burned bright in the darkness. H s nose
was tiny, alnost inperceptible, and his mouth had a cruel yet

maj estic cut to it, thin-1ipped and knowing. He was a child with
a mnd beyond his years.

The boy was handsome, but in an i nhuman way.

The [ ayer of scale that covered his face told the shadow steed
what he was even before the boy opened his nouth and



reveal ed sharp teeth and a tongue slightly forked. This close,
Dar khorse could see the hatred in his eyes, an overwhel ning
hatred that no young one shoul d have been allowed to grow up
with. It had already tw sted him

"My sire'sss color wasss gold. My sire wasss an enperor."
The drake child stared resolutely into the eyes of Darkhorse—
and it was the eternal who | ooked away first.

The hatchling of the Dragon King Gold triunphantly added,
"/ will be enperor, too."

Xl
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Kyl , his visage now a nmask hiding his earlier savagery,

st epped aside as he watched the |l ean human clad in dark bl ue
robes approach, acconpani ed by another child. Ten years had

and had not changed Cabe Bedlam Wth his nmasterful abili-

ties, he could extend his |ifespan and keep hinmsel f young for

t hree hundred years or so, possibly longer if violent death, a
conmon pr obl em anong spell casters, did not claimhim He

seened taller, though that m ght be because of the confidence

wi th which he wal ked. Cabe | ooked exactly as he had years
before, like a youth in his twenties, but only until one studied
hi s roughly handsone features. The basic face had not changed—
attentive eyes that kept track of the disobedient hatchling while
still maintaining a focus on Darkhorse, a nose slightly turned,
and a strong chin rem niscent of his grandfather, Nathan. Yet,
put together, they had an age and experience to themthat had
not been there before.

He will be greater than his father and his grandfather, the
stallion decided. May he live a nore peaceful, fruitful life than
t hey.

"Darkhorse!"™ Wth a bit of wonder recalled fromtheir tinme

t oget her, Cabe reached out to touch the shadow steed. Howev-

er, just before he reached the limts of the protective barrier, he
paused. His eyes narrowed and literally blazed with built-up
power. The great silver streak in his otherw se dark hair seened
to glitter. "You are Darkhorse, aren't you? |I'd hate to think
what | might do if I found you were sone drake from

the Storm Lands or from Lochivar who thought he could sneak

in here in the guise of an old and trusted friend. | mght do
somet hing very, very damagi ng to you—say, turn you inside

out."

Dar khorse | aughed. "Friend Cabe, you have picked up a
wi cked streak in the years since we net! O course, | am



Dar khorse! Who woul d dare or want to be nme, | ask you?"

To the side, Kyl, whose face had beconme animated at the
tal k of damage, |ost interest again. The other boy—ow the
shadow steed saw that this, too, was a drake, but one nore
human, nore gentl e—tooked relieved.

Cabe's grin returned. "Enter freely, then, old friend."

It was as if a portal had opened up in the protective barrier
that had for so long frustrated, him Darkhorse stepped through
as the others backed up to give himspace. Gram the other

hat chl i ng, wanted to touch him but Kyl suddenly shook his

head and hissed, "He'll suck you in and sssend you to the dark
pl aces!"

"That'l|l be enough of that\" Cabe reprinanded. He | ooked
up at his forner conpani on and apol ogi zed. "He hears the
tal es from other drakes—and humans, too. Stories, but what
can | do? They've been around | onger than ne."

"Perhaps it mght be best if | altered ny appearance a
little." Darkhorse becanme a true stallion, even altering the
appearance of his eyes. "lIs that better?"

"Much. "

"I should speak to you as soon as we have some privacy,
young Cabe! It concerns ny—eturn—to your |and."

As the four of themstarted out for the Manor, the warlock
nodded. "I thought so. | didn't think you were ever coning
back. The G yphon said you'd sacrificed yourself to keep
Sh—

"OfF that we shall tal k—ahen we have nore privacy, if you
don't mind." He indicated the hatchlings, both of whom were
openly curious about what the two were saying.

"Sorry."

Dar khor se shook his head. "There is no reason to be sorry!
Cone! While we have a few nonents, tell me of yourself and
what has becone of the Gryphon. | only know tal es that have
been told to ne by untrustworthy sources."

Cabe informed himfirst of the Gyphon's journey across the
Eastern Seas to the land of his birth. The G yphon had

di scovered his people, the denizens of some place called the
Dr eam Lands, under siege by the bl ack-arnored wol f raiders,
the Aramtes. D Shay, a particular wolf raider who had dealt

wi th various Dragon Kings over a period of time, had evidently
survived an encounter in Penacles that once supposedly had
climaxed with his death. The missives, delivered to the
Dragonreal m by drake ships of the neutral 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 Aranites' conquered enemies. The wolf raiders' enpire
was crunbling,, but it was a slow, bloody conflict. The ebony-



arnored sol diers had not conquered nost of their continent by
[ uck.

"Toos runs Penacles in his absence,"” Cabe concluded. "The
general refuses to be named ruler, despite the pressure on him
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He and | both wanted to go and aid the G yphon, but that

woul d have left no one to keep an eye on certain troubl emakers."
"A wi se decision, Cabe! Now, what of you? The Lady of the

Anber is your mate, yes?"

It was informative to the shadow steed the way the mention
of his wife nade the otherw se confident warlock turn red

Dar khorse recogni zed the deep love the nortal had for his

enchant ress.

"She's ny... mate. Yes. W have—we have two children.”

"But this is wonderful news!" Darkhorse roared, unm ndfu

at the nonment of how his voice carried. After so many di smal
events, the progression of life, sonmething that both fascinated
and puzzled him cheered the stallion, especially as it dealt
with one of the few nortals who fully trusted him "You nust

i ntroduce themto ne—f that is acceptable to the Lady of the
Anber!"

Cabe smiled in wy hunmor. "She doesn't like to be called

that. It's either 'Lady Gaen' or 'the Lady Bedlam' She's very
much into the control of this place and our children... but
then, so aml."

Dar khorse quieted as the four exited fromthe forest and
entered the clearing where the unique structure called sinply
the "Manor" stood. Seeing the place rem nded hi magain of
that time when he had come to Cabe's rescue. The Manor was

a perfect conplenment of nature and pl anned design. It was
difficult to tell where the building ended and the natura
contours of the great tree that made up at |east half of the
structure began. Some walls had been conpletely shaped by the
tree; others had been built. It was at |east three stories high
wi th wi ndows everywhere. The grounds had been carefully
shaped to match the [and. There were other buildings as well;

and, though they had not been designed with the efficiency and
beauty of the ancient citadel, someone had taken great care to
ensure that they did not detract fromthe spl endor of the
forest.

Peopl e | ooked up fromtheir tasks—people and drakes,

Dar khor se anended, trying to cope with the idea of such
cooperati on—and stared at the horse beside their lord. It was
the stare of the mldly curious, not the panicked, which
evidently neant that his disguise had succeeded. Both hatch-
lings suddenly ran off in the direction of the Manor itself,



perhaps to give warni ng. The shadow steed wondered what sort
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of reception he could expect fromthe Manor's mi stress. A coo
one at best. Better that than open warfare.

There had to be several famlies of both races living here

si de- by-side, but everyone seened to be taking it with stride. A
man and a drake dealing with the horses broke off fromtheir

di scussion to first acknow edge the warlock, then to admre the
magni fi cent black aninmal trotting beside him Darkhorse watched
themin turn, amazed at such cooperation, such friendship.

Even the humans of Irillian or Zuu, cities in which humans and
drakes had lived together for centuries, were nmore polite and
respectful to one another than they were friendly.

"She was in the garden when I went out to search for Kyl,"
Cabe whi spered, nodding in turn to those who paid him
homage as he passed. The enbarrassed | ook on his face was a
hunor ous sight to Darkhorse. "Hopefully, we should find her
there."”

Wth a brief nod of his head, Darkhorse signalled his
under st andi ng. Certain questions were beginning to eat at his
pati ence, however, and he hoped that he and the two hunman
spel | casters would be able to converse before |long. As enjoya-
ble as this reunion had been. Shade was a problemthat could
not be cut off.

They did find Gven in the garden. Kyl and G ath stood

patiently off to the side. Wth the witch were two strikingly
beauti ful wormen. Though no judge of human tastes, Darkhorse
knew t hat they were capable of tenpting nany a man. He al so
knew t hat these wonen were not human. They were fenal e

drakes, far nore adept at shapeshifting into such forns but |ess
talented at sorcery.

Despite their beauty, however, the two drakes paled in
conparison to the woman kneeling before them who was bent

on adjusting the clothing of a small hunman mal e perhaps two
years younger than the hatchlings. Long, thick tresses crinmson
in color fell well below her shoul ders and a silver streak
smal | er and narrower than the one in Cabe's hair, added to the
intensity of the fiery image. A formfining gown the col or of
eneral ds reveal ed curves that were, by the standards of npst
human mal es Dar khorse had known through the ages, quite
arresting. The Lady Bedl amrose and gl anced their way, her
perfect face with its glittering eyes—eyes that matched the
gown absol utel y—tiny nose, and full red Iips marred only by
the anxiety in her expression. Anxiety and distrust.
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As they neared her, Darkhorse could not help feeling both
relieved and di sappoi nted that he was unique, that there was no
femal e counterpart to him Had there been, she surely would

have resenbl ed Cabe's mate in thought and action

Even the multiverse is not ready for that! he thought with



much humor and some passing regret.

"S sseresa,” Onen called. The nearer of the two drake

dans stepped closer. Her eyes still on the black steed, the witch
said, "Take Aurimand the others to their rooms and pl ease

check on Val ea. She shoul d be waki ng from her nap soon."

"As you wi sh. Lady Bedlam" The two femal e drakes

seened to have no difficulty dealing with taking orders froma
human, and Darkhorse slowy realized that they had probably
had several years to get used to it. One damtook the two

hat chl i ngs; the other reached down and, whispering a few

words to the gol den-haired boy, took him by the hand. They
followed after the others at a sl ower pace

"Now, then." Omen's expression was cold. "Kyl told ne
t hat you have sonehow come back, but | was hoping he'd been
i magi ning things. | see he wasn't."

"You were a bit wanner when | ast we parted conpany. Lady

Bedl am—+may | extend my congratul ati ons?—and | see no

reason for your continued distrust of nme. | hardly cane back by
choice, much as | enjoy this world. | was forced back here by
one of your kind."

The ice nelted. Barely.

"Thi ngs have been fairly peaceful here the | ast few years.
have children now, Darkhorse. Children who should grow up in
peace. "

Dar khorse | aughed, ignoring the fury on his hostess's visage.
"I amso sorry that | have to awaken you from your dream
witch! If you have eyes at all, you should know that, despite
their unwillingness to band together, the Dragon Kings are far
from harm ess! Even now, the clans of Silver prepare to

stri ke—and wi th Shade | oose—~

"Wait! What's that you sai d?" Cabe stepped between the

two, his original intention being to keep one or both from
striking out. Now, however, he was interested only in Darkhorse's
words. "Is that what you cane to tell us?"

Backi ng away for the sake of his friend, the shadow steed
nodded. Even the Lady Gaen was now listening in rapt
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attention. The anger had vani shed, replaced by concern—oncern
for her husband and children

"Now | have your attention! Good! It should have been

obvious to you. Lady of the Anber, that if |'ve returned, then
so has Shade! Qur facel ess conrade is worse than | can ever
recall seeing him Sonething in the spell that tore us from our
exil e has caused a reversion! Shade has been as a nan gone
truly mad, with personalities vying each time I've met him |
fear he is returning to his original mnd-set—and | fear it may
be the worst of all!"



Gren sat down, her hands rubbing together tightly. "I owe
you an apol ogy, then. If what you say is true—=

"There is worse! | have sorely underesti mated the age of ny
onetime conrade! If |I amcorrect, a Vraad sorcerer wal ks
anong us again!"

The nane neant nothing to Cabe, though he carried within

hi m some of the nenories of his grandfather, who had studied
t he ancient races thoroughly. Gaen, on the other hand, turned
pal e and spat out an epithet concerning the shadowy warl ock

t hat made her husband | ook at her in nmild shock

"What's a Vraad sorcerer? |Is he different fromus?"

Lady Bedl am nodded slowly. Her jaw set tight as she | ooked

at Darkhorse. "W'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 sone princess fromthe
west. | pity the worman."

"They are a fair match, witch. She may be his sal vation
She is also a |latent sorceress.”

Cabe put a hand on his wife's shoulder. She reached up and

pl aced her own on his. The warlock smled sadly, as if
acknow edgi ng the end of a beautiful tine. "You seemto know
quite a bit, Darkhorse. Maybe you could tell us how you know
so nuch."

He did. Drayfitt's abilities came as no surprise to Cabe,

t hough the elder's actions in the nane of his king did. Cabe

had only nmet the man briefly, but he had cone to respect him
Bot h spell casters knew of Melicard' s crusade and his overzeal ous
advi sor, Mal Quorin, but spies had reported nothing except the
usual raids, though those had becone fewer in the |ast couple
years.

O Shade and the plots of the Silver Dragon, they knew
not hi ng, and what Darkhorse conveyed to them stunned both
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Bedl ans. To Lady Gmen, it was the culmnation of fears she
had al ways harbored about the hooded warl ock; to Cabe, it was
a tragic conclusion to someone he had both befriended and
pitied. That the true Shade m ght be a | ess than savory being
saddened hi m further.

"I'"d al ways assumed he was a basically decent man behi nd
that curse.”

"Afairy tale! This is true life! Shade is a Vraad and, with
few exceptions, they were arrogant and anoral! The world did
not weep at their passing, so |I'mgiven to understand! It
amazes ne that you and yours could be descendents of their
kind."



"Cabe." Onen squeezed his hand tight. "If all he says is
true—

"1 woul d not—

She cut himoff. "As all he says nust be true, then we have
been purposely |l ed astray. Soneone has been lulling us into a
fal se sense of security.”

The warl ock nodded. "The Silver Dragon or Melicard; nore
likely it's his counselor, Quorin. | wonder if the Iord of Dagora
knows anything. He's been extrenely quiet hinmself."

Growi ng unsettled, Darkhorse stanped the ground with his

hoof. The words that fled his nmouth had al nost beconme a an
automatic ritual. "I was a fool! | should have come to you the
nmonent freedomwas nine! It may already be too latel™

Cabe grimaced. "It doesn't do any good to continually

condemn yourself; | did that enough to know. Wat we have to
do now is contact the Green Dragon and, with his aid, discover
why there seens to be a curtain of silence between us and the
north. You said that there may be a pact between the Dragon
King Silver and Shade. Do you have any idea what that pact

m ght entail ?"

"I suspect part of it might have to do with a book—Shade's
notes on his vile spells—but that book is dust, thanks to ne.
Wthout it. Shade will have to plan fromscratch. At one point,
he seemed to recall everything, but | think that roust have
proved a tenporary state, else why his search?"

"Then you think he plans to recreate the original spell—but
why if the curse is lifted?"

"It may not be lifted. Even if it has been, where woul d that
| eave hin®? Friend Bedlam if Shade sought inmortality |ong
ago, why would he not seek it again?"

The warl ock's mate, who had remained silent during this

part of the exchange, turned to Darkhorse. "I worry about
Talak. It sounds like a volatile situation. Do we dare let it
conti nue that way?"

Dar khor se saw what she feared. Now woul d be a perfect

time for the drakes to strike at Talak. "I would go back there
now, since | owe the Princess Erini for ny freedom but | |ack
the strength and will to forma proper portal ."

"Let me see."” OGwen reached out with her hands, standing

as if she were trying to ward off the stallion. Darkhorse could
feel her probe as it danced over his essence, stopping here and
there as she sought the cause of his weakness. Wen she was
through with her exam nation, the Lady Bedl am | owered her

arms and nodded to herself.



"There is a thin link between you and... soneone el se.™

I ncredul ous, he searched for himself. H s own probe was

| ess efficient than hers, suffering as it did the way all of his
abilities suffered, but he eventually found what she had | ocat ed.
Dar khorse | aughed at the thin, magical strand, invisible and

i nsubstantial, but virtually inpossible to sever

"Drayfitt's link! That's twice! Curse the nage! Am | never
to be free of hinP"

"Is it the same?" Lady Gmen asked. "Mst links are forged
in the same manner, but not this one."

Dar khorse inspected it again. 'W... and it explains ny
weakness. | have become—a source—ef strength for Drayfitt.
The link is draining me slowy, but... this is too haphazard.
think the Princess Erini did this to me unintentionally."
"Sever it now," Cabe suggested.

"He cannot. If he does, he | oses what Drayfitt has already."
Gren made a face. "You mght say that the old sorcerer is
steal i ng Darkhorse's essence, his being."

"I am bei ng devoured- alive, is what you're saying!"
"Essentially."

Cabe | ooked di sgusted. "How can we stop it?"

"Killing Drayfitt is one way. Wth the link, all that he stole

wWill return to its original place. Darkhorse mght even gain
somet hi ng. "

"I want nothing of Drayfitt's! I amnot a ghoul —er a

nmur derer!”

Lady Bedl am paced. "Nat han never taught me anything |ike
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this; I think he was as disgusted with the concept as you are,
Cabe. Yet..."

"Yet what ?" Darkhorse grew anxi ous. He enjoyed existence
and planned to continue to enjoy it, despite the increasing odds
agai nst doi ng so.

"I'f you can persuade himto break the link fromhis end—=
"Why should he be able to do that when | cannot ?"

"He forged the original." She | ooked at Darkhorse as he

t hought she nust | ook at her children when they asked an
obvi ous questi on

"Forgive me, Lady of the Anber! | have not suffered so

many calamities in centuries! | fear I amnot taking themwell!
The frustration of being kept in check while Shade—=



Onen cut himoff. "Forget your apol ogies, eternal. Perhaps
you're not quite the demon | cannot hel p thinking you are, but
you al ways seemto be the harbinger of disaster. For the sake of
my famly and the peace of the |lands, | want Shade stopped—
even if that means dealing with you. | don't say that I'mright,
but I'd feel the children especially safer with you far from
here.”

Darkhorse tilted his head to one side and | ooked at the two
spel I casters, finishing up with Gaen. "Humans are a strange,
convol uted people, and you. Lady Bedlam are a prine exam

ple. There is a part of you that would accept friendship with
me, but there is a part of you... | need not go on. Wien this is
over—f it ever is—we nust 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 break the link, then that means you'll have to go to him"

"I amaware of that. The thought does not stir joy within
me. Drayfitt is not in Talak, | believe. That | eaves the city
virtually under Mal Quorin's control."

"We' || take care of that. It might be time for the master
war | ock Cabe Bedl am and his | ovely bride, the powerfu
enchantress—enchantress of my heart\—-tady Gmen, to visit
the city-state in typical sorcerous style."

Hs wife gave hima coy |ook. "Materialize on the steps of
t he pal ace?"

"Probably not a good idea. If it was that easy, the Dragon

Ki ngs woul d have done it |ong ago. | was thinking nore at the
city gates with a great fanfare and fireworks—all illusion, of
course. "
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"What reason do we give, husband?"

"An offer of peace. Melicard was al ways good enough to
hear such things out. There is still a good man beneath that
horri bl e face."

"Princess Erini has brought much of that man out to the
surface," Darkhorse added. "She would make a good allvy,
providing they do marry. Very well. | will |eave now, then
since you seemto have things in hand! My relief is beyond
nmeasur e—but what of the children while you two are gone?"

"Even Shade needed permission to enter this place. The
children will be safe here.”

Dar khorse did not ask the other question. But can you trust

the chil dren? he had wondered, thinking of the taller of the two
hat chl i ngs. What would this Kyl be Iike when he was mature?

Al ready, he seened too rmuch a reflection of his sire.

There will be time to worry about that only if we succeed in



solving the present crisis! Through habit, Darkhorse reared,
intending to sumon a portal for his journey to the north. Only
when nothing materialized did he renenber the extent of his

plight.

Cabe was the first to understand what was wong. "You
don't have the strength or the will to sumon a gate, do you?"

"I fear not."

The warl ock t hought about it, then, with some hesitation

said, "Neither of us have been in that region for years; nost of
our portals would depend upon blind |uck, except..."

"Except ?"

Cabe | ooked at Gmen. "I think there's one place |I could
never forget. Azran's citadel."

"There is little more than weckage there. The spell protect-
ing it fromthe violence of the Hell Plains and the ravages of
time has long fled fromit."

"You' ve been there?"

"Yes." Darkhorse decided it was better not to go into his
encounter with the em ssary fromthe Lords of the Dead.

"Still, | think I remenber well enough to get you there
safely. What do you say?"

"Since | have little to fear even if you should Iand ne in
nmolten earth or during some great trenor, | suppose so."

Cabe gave hima sour grin. "Thanks for your confidence."

The gate was there even as Cabe finished speaking, a sign of
how accust omed he had becone to his abilities since they had
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| ast net. Darkhorse inspected it briefly, nore because of his
own recent |ack of success than because he did not trust the
warl ock's skill. \Wen he was satisfied, he turned to bid the two
farewel |

"Thank you for your aid, Cabe Bedl am-and yours, too,

Lady of the Amber."

"Pl ease don't call nme that."

"My apol ogies! I was warned and | forgot."

She sl oWy shook her head. "/ apol ogize. This is not the

time for trivialities."

"Good | uck, Darkhorse." Cabe waved a hand. "We'Il| | eavel



on our journey as soon as possible.”

"Do that. Things may be calm but best not to take chances,
eh?" The ebony stallion reared. "Beware, dear friends! Shade
may strike at any tinme and in any way! Be vigilant!"

He heard Cabe call, "W will!" and then the world shifted

as he crossed through the portal. Ahead of him the fury of the
Hel | Pl ains exploded in a nocking salute to his return. The gate
vani shed as the shadow steed energed. Darkhorse, wasting no
time, imrediately reached out through the Iink itself and noted

that his quarry was somewhere south of him

Dar khorse prayed that he woul d have sone idea of how to
convince the sorcerer to break the link before the two of them
cane face-to-face again. He was unconfortably aware that he
stood a good chance of becoming, for the third tine, Drayfitt's

pri soner.
The I ast thought nmight have been hunmorous... if not for the

fact that he knew there would be no escape this time. Drayfitt
woul d surely see to that.

In the garden of the Manor, Cabe stood with one arm around
his wife. The two of them stood staring at the spot where,
nmonents before, the portal that Darkhorse had used had stood.
Cabe blinked and sniled. "W should do this nore often.”

"I keep telling you that. Wy do you think that | bring the
children out here? There's sonething about a wal k around this

pl ace that puts one at ease."
The two wal ked slowy to one of the benches. The Lady

Bedl am sat down, |ooking briefly confused.

"What's wrong?" Cabe asked, sitting down beside her
"I keep thinking that Aurimwas out here—but that's silly.

He's not."
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"You sent Aurim Kyl, and Grath to their roons, renmenber?
W wanted privacy."

"Privacy." She kissed him "W don't get enough of that,
do we?"

"No. Still, we can't conplain. Things have been pretty
peaceful over the |ast few years. Even Tal ak's been quiet for
nont hs. "

Gnen settled into his arms. "Let's hope it stays that way. 1'd
hate for something to ruin as lovely a day as this."

They ki ssed and then sat quietly on the bench, listening to
the birds and enjoying the day. Neither of them spoke of the



return of Darkhorse, Tal ak's arny marching, or Shade's plot.
What point was there in tal king about such things?

None of them had happened.

A day had passed since the departure of the colum, and it

had been a day of change. It was not sonething that Erini

found she could put her finger on at first. A glance from one of
t he pal ace guards, the curt words of one servant to another, and
the politeness of Counselor Quorin. The |last worried her nost,
for if the advisor had reason to be polite to her, it probably
nmeant troubl e.

Melicard's nmanner seemed to be the only positive result of
yesterday's events. He was actually jubilant.

One final change confused nore than worried her. After
insisting that she allow himto protect her better, |Iston had
found reason after reason to sunmon his men away. From

Gal ea, she had been told that the captain was out sonmewhere,
honing his troops to battle-fitness as every good comrander
shoul d; while from Magda, she received only an anused snile

a response to Galea's sinmplistic explanation. Erini suspected
that neither of themreally knew what |ston was actually doing.

Breakfast with Melicard went "sw nmingly, as her father
140 RI CHARD A. KNAAK

woul d have put it. The princess was astounded at how pl easant

he could be. More and nore, his talk turned to peaceful tines,
times without the Dragon Kings and what he woul d then hope

to acconplish. He even began tal ki ng about bridging the chasm

that he had set up between hinmself and his nei ghbors, especial -

Iy Penacles and Irillian. It would have been an idyllic world,

the one he built up over the course of the meal, if it had not had

one major flaw
There was no nention of the drake race in his new worl d.

From the way the king spoke, Erini knew that there would be ;
no roomfor the drakes. It marred an ot herw se wonderful '
nmorni ng. Finally, she put the thought aside, assuring herself

that she would press himon it once they were married.

For the first tine, Melicard broached the subject of marriage.

The two of them had wal ked outside onto one of the narble I
terraces that seened to have been a preoccupation with one of I
t he pal ace's designers. Two sentries stood stiffly at attention
as the royal couple glided by. At hone, Erini would have

expected to see at |east a dozen guards nearby—ust for her
protection. Melicard, however, seenmed confident of his own

safety. Erini was not so certain.
"You' ve made a change here, ny princess. You know t hat,

do you not ?"



"What could | have done? |'ve only been here a short tine."
The king closed his one eye (though the light made it seem
as if both eyes closed) and appeared to nake a rapid cal cul a-
tion. He opened his eye and smled with the good half of his
nout h.

"I't has been only a short tinme, hasn't it? |I've begun to fee

as if you have been here always. Quorin says the same thing."

Wth a very different neaning behind it, the princess thought
in grimsatisfaction. "This is ny hone. | feel that way, too."

Melicard turned his gaze away from her, enbarrassed. This

was not the sort of thing he understood well. Battles and
vengeance were his forte. "I told you something to the effect
that love at first sight exists only in tales. | think I was wong."

"You were. 1 know from personal experience."

Wt hout thinking, he brought up the el fwood arm and took

her hand. The arm was pl easantly cool to the touch, snooth

wi thout feeling lifeless. Erini noticed howits feel seenmed to be

dependent upon her betrothed' s nood.

"I cannot say how long this crusade will last, or if it will
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even end during our lifetinmes, for that matter. Regardless, if
you are willing, | think it's tine that we put an end to the
"royal courtship' and began planning for—the future."

She | aughed lightly, positively delighted with the way he had
put it. "Marriage? Is that the word you sought, your nmjesty?"
Mel i card nodded with nmock severity. "Yes, | think so."

Her ki ss proved to be the proper response. As with the false
arm she hardly noticed that a part of the lips that touched her

own was not real. The el fwood was wood only if the two of

themsaw it so. Now, their belief nade it flesh

"Your —+mj esties.” Quorin's voice threw a deep chill on the
day, dousing even the fires of happi ness that had envel oped
Erini during Melicard' s proposal. Still, there was sonme pl eas-

ure in seeing the | ook on the counselor's face. He was confused
and livid, and both those enmptions were barely being kept in

check. Erini gave hima polite but false snmile
"What is it, Quorin?" Melicard, unlike his future bride,
bared his teeth in sonething that could never be terned a

smle. Its ferocity surprised the advisor, who had probably
never had it turned on himbefore. "I |left orders that no one



was to disturb us. That included you, | believe."

"Forgive me, ny lord.. .1 was under the inpression..."

He stared at the princess, who had the feeling that the man had
not expected to find the two of themin so intimte a nonent.
"Since you are here, Quorin, | have something for you to

do."

"My lord?" Feral eyes drifted to Erini

"Announce that, with the campai gn underway and a new era

begi nning in which Talak will be at the forefront, the Princess
Erini of Gordag-Ai has consented to be nmy queen. W will be
married in a cityw de cerenony i n—how | ong woul d you say,

ny princess?"

She gave Melicard a smle. At last! "Since this marriage was

arranged before | could walk, there is little preparati on needed
on ny part. | would prefer it as soon as possible."

By now, the counsel or had recovered sonewhat. Wth a

slight gleamin his eyes, he quickly said, "It would be rem ss
to have a | ess-than-regal weddi ng cerenony, your majesty. The
princess's famly will wish to attend and all of the nobles from
both city-states will demand their rights, too. Such an event

calls for extravagance."
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Erini grew cold. "I've never been one for extravagance. |f
there is soneone who can nmarry us now, so much the better."

Melicard patted her hand. "My sentinents exactly, but
Quorin is, unfortunately, correct. We owe your family and the

peopl e a cerenony—a festival even."

"One month, your majesty! If | can hel p organize severa

t housand soldiers, a wedding will seem sinple in conparison
One nonth!™"
"That |ong?" The king seemed nore reluctant now. "I was

hopi ng two or three weeks at nost. Make it a smaller cereno-
ny. The nobles and the royal family of CGordag-Ai. Announce
that a festival for the people will comence two weeks after

that. They'll understand."

Quorin sighed in evident defeat. "Two weeks, then. May |
be the first to extend nmy congratul ations to both of you."

Melicard thanked him but Erini could only nod her head. As
t he advi sor turned to | eave—supposedly to begin those prepara-



tions, especially the announcenents that woul d have to be
carried by courier to Cordag-Ai —the princess could not help

thi nking that he had given in too easily. In fact, it seened that
his main purpose had only been to assure that the wedding did

not take place immediately. A nmonth or two weeks; a delay was

a del ay.

"I's sonet hi ng wr ong?"

"No. | just wish we could be narried now. "

"That woul d be pl easant, but we're already ignoring proto-

col. By rights, the courtship was to last a full nmonth and the
weddi ng date shoul d have been set fromfour to six nonths

| ater."

"Months in which anything could happen. Qur fathers actu-
ally decided that?"

"I't was how they were married to our nothers. Royalty

sometines requires setting odd exanples. Enough of that. Now
that Quorin has succeeded in interjecting his presence into ny
day, | amrem nded of work that must be taken care of. The
canpai gn has begun, but | have people to govern, too."

"I'f I amto be queen, should | not | eam how you govern

your peopl e?"
Melicard smiled. "You have a point, though I fear that you

will only distract ne fromny duties. Very well. Cone with ne
and see how | protect nmy children. Perhaps you will even have
a few suggestions on ways | can inprove."
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She refrai ned from conmmenting, wondering how he woul d
react to her opinions.

As they left the terrace, Erini noted how the guards appeared
to have been rotated. These were two new soldiers, nen the
princess vaguely recalled seeing in the patrol that had stopped
her when she had been | eaving the garden with Drayfitt.

Gstlich's patrol

"You're leaving nme again," Melicard whispered from her
side. "You have a mind that certainly loves to travel."

Erini suddenly tightened her grip on the king's arm Had it

not been the one nmade of el fwood, it was |ikely she would have
cut off blood to the linb. Melicard's final words had struck her
hard, for, as if having a prenonition, she had seen herself

| eavi ng her betrothed—but only because both of them were

dead.

Shade watched the colum conme to a halt fromwhat little



remai ned of the tower he had usurped.

The tower had been built long ago as a sister city to Tal ak

but, as Talak was flexing its muscle, so apparently had this one.
At sone point in recent times—+ecent time to the hooded
spel | caster being anything in the past few centuries—t had

been destroyed. The expedition steered clear of it, possibly
because they felt that the ghosts of the dead woul d put a curse
on their crusade.

It is not the ethereal phantonms of your mnds that you mnust
fear, the warlock thought w th sonething al nost approaching

i ndi fference. What becanme of Talak's great arny did not
interest him what became of Drayfitt did. The elderly sorcerer
was the 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 omiscience. He cursed the personality that
had been domi nant then. Instead of working with that know -
edge, it had chosen to relax, to taunt, and to play the fool
There was little to redeemin any of his past incarnations.
Madnen and fools all of them To Shade, they were different
peopl e, not worthy of the Vraad race.

It had taken an accident to change things. To his regret,
however, Drayfitt's msuse of the one spell offered Shade both
imortality and final death. Al that mattered was tine.

/ am Vraad. Tezerenee. The dragon banner rests in ny hands
now. VWich tent would be the gaunt nortal's tent? Shade
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bl i nked and his view changed to a closeup of the massive

canp, despite the fact that they were nore than an hour to the
south. He had no qual ms about altering his body to suit his
needs. Shapeshifting, however, was a costly and difficult spel
for nobst sorcerers, and actual physical change was only a | ast
resort because it required the nost delicate of nanipul ations.
They feared disrupting the natural forces of this world, some-
thing that had never stopped the Vraad. It was so very hard to
bel i eve that these people were descendents of his kind—except
that there had been those, like the Bedl ans, who had proved
that magic was still the ultimte tool

"Cabe," he nmuttered, recalling the first time they had net.
The young boy had been frightened out of his senses, not
under st andi ng what he was.

A movenent in the canp disturbed his reverie. Shade frowned
wonderi ng why he should spend tine rem ni scing about some-
thing so inconsequential. This was not the first time, either
Everything he had done in the last few days had stirred sone
menory—and with the menories canme enotions. The Vraad

had never been inmune to enotion; they had, in fact, been



slaves to their passions at tines. Yet, the nenories he found he
coul d not purge concerned these | esser creatures or those who

could now only be called his enemes. It made no sense. They

were transitory lives for the nost part; thralls for his will as had
been the way before the journey to this place.

He was saved further introspection by the appearance of his
quarry.

Drayfitt | ooked worn out, unaccustoned, it seened, to riding
| ong di stances. Shade cl ucked his disapproval; a conpetent
spel | caster woul d have created his own, nmore confortable
transport and, since his conpanions were apparently nundane
in nature, travelled at the head of the colum as its suprene
conmmander. Any idiotic officer who tried to argue otherw se
woul d find hinself without a nmouth to curse wth.

Shade watched as Drayfitt spoke briefly with two of ficers.

Their words were of uninportant matters—the coming battle,

what they possibly faced, and the continuing agreenent that

this was folly and the expedition should have actually been sent
north or northwest to deal with the suddenly active cl ans of
Silver. The warlock sniled; Talak would get to fight the Silver
Dragon Sooner than they expected.

The ni ght woul d soon be upon them Then he would go to

the elderly sorcerer and relieve himof the burdensone know -
edge | ocked in his subconscious. After that, the wong that had
been done to Shade could finally be corrected. He woul d be
imortal, have control of the powers of this world, and have

no rivals to argue his claim There were good points to being
the last of his kind. The Dragonreal mwould be his to nold into
a proper domain, and its inhabitants woul d adore hi mbecause

he would will it so.

A harsh voice, an old nenory, thrust through his mnd like a
wel | - shar pened sword. Do not dreanml Act!

The coners of his mouth curled downward as he observed
Drayfitt departing for one of the larger tents.

"Yes. father," he nuttered coldly to the ghosts in his head.

As the last vestiges of an ignoble day departed beneath the

hori zon, Drayfitt discovered an odd thing about hinself. The
first few minutes on his feet—after a whole day's journey on

the back of the nonster sone fool of a soldier had chosen for

hi mhe had been totally exhausted and sore to the point of
nunbness. Now, only minutes after sitting down on the cot in

his tent, he felt refreshed and actually stronger than ever. Hi s
abilities, too, seened sharper. Drayfitt stared thoughtfully into
space for several mnutes, then | ooked up at a | antern sonmeone
had lit for his use. Pursing his lips, he whistled to the flanme. To
his delight, a tiny red figure inmediately | eaped out of the fire
and down to the ground. M niature plunes of snoke trailed

after him The figure was little nore than a doll, |acking even a
face. It wal ked up to the spellcaster and bowed gracefully.

Drayfitt whirled his finger once. The flane-creature did a



flip, landing on its feet again. It repeated its bow.

Laughi ng quietly, the sorcerer whistled for another figure.

The one that |eaped out this tinme was fermal e i n shape. She
joined her counterpart and executed a curtsy. At a silent
command fromtheir creator, the two fiery dolls stepped togeth-
er and began to dance, Around and around they spun. Drayfitt

wat ched themwith a child's glee; Ishmir had perforned a trick
like this when Drayfitt had been little nore than a baby. It was
one of the reasons he had later tried to follow in his fanobus
brother's footsteps. It was one of the first tricks he discovered
he did not have the aptitude for. The potential was there, but
the powers, for some reason, refused to respond properly.

I shmir had claimed on several occasions that the only differ-

146 RI CHARD A. KNAAK SHADOW STEED 147

ence between a Dragon Master and a sinple street showran
was strength of wll.

Finally tiring of his little dancers, he disnm ssed them back to
the flame. It was silly, he decided, to waste his newfound
strength on so childish a spell. Wth his present |evel of
conpet ency, the aged spellcaster realized that an entire world
had opened up to him Up until now, his skills had served him
adequately at best—4engthening his lifespan and blurring the
menories of those around hi mwhen necessary. Now, he could

take his place as a true sorcerer, one who did not have to worry
about the Seeker talismans that Counsel or Quorin wore upon

his person to keep himsafe from magi cal assault by outside
foes. He, Drayfitt, would guide the king to a nore reasonabl e
course of action, nmake Talak truly a city guiding the Dragonreal m
to peace.

"I hope you will excuse the intrusion," a nockingly polite
voi ce asked quietly.

Drayfitt spun around, all his newfound strength at the fore-
front for this sudden attack. He knew whom he faced—even
t hough he had not expected to actually see the other's visage.

"Yes, | am Shade." The hooded warl ock bowed in what

seened a perfect imtation of the fire elenental's bow He had
somet hing unidentifiable in each hand. For some reason, Drayfitt's
stomach churned uneasily.
"I bring you—efferings." Shade threw the two objects to the
ground. As they |l anded, legs and tails forned. Two very | arge
and very nasty scorpions trundl ed toward one anot her, prepar-
ing to lock with one another in battle.

"They were partners in crine once. Sent by soneone
who woul d see you dead. Poison was to be their weapon,
poi son in your food this very night. Enough to kill a dragon.”

Drayfitt turned pale. The scorpions sparred with their claws,
their wicked tails waiting for sone opening.



"I thought it only appropriate that they suffer justice akin to
their crine. Don't you agree?" The expression on Shade's
face—brayfitt still nmarvelled over the fact that there was a
face—was one of indifference. He m ght have been watching a

| eaf bl own along by a gust of w nd.

As if released fromsone spell, the two scorpions attacked in
earnest now. Claws tore at legs. The tails darted forward and
snapped back as if some mad puppeteer were controlling them
One creature succeeded in tearing a leg fromhis adversary.

Overconfident, he was al most struck in the head by the wounded
one's stinger. As it was, the near disaster put himoff guard and
hi s opponent, dripping ichor where the | eg had been |ost,

forced hi m back.

Drayfitt | ooked fromthe scorpions to the warl ock. Shade

noted his emotions and snapped his fingers at the two duelists.
Bot h backed away just far enough to separate thenselves from
one another, their stingers tensed.

Shade | owered his hand. The scorpions struck one another on
t he head agai n and again, piercing each other's brain. They
continued to strike one another |ong after each should have
been dead fromthe physical damage al one.

"Enough, " the hooded figure comranded.

Two |ifeless husks dropped to the ground. They decayed
rapi dly and within seconds there was no trace of either

Sunmoni ng his courage, Drayfitt glared at the intruder
"Why have you come here? What was that damabl e di spl ay
supposed to prove?"

"Prove? They were going to kill you on Counselor Quorin's
comand. "

"What ?" Even havi ng expected the answer to his second

guestion, it was unsettling to actually hear it. "You could have
left themalive rather than torture them so! This woul d' 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
toppl ed tomorrow. " Shade scratched his chin. "Yes, tonorrow
is correct.”

"What sort of mad gane are you playing?" Drayfitt readi ed

hi nsel f. How his newfound strength woul d hol d agai nst the

power of the el dest, nobst skilled spellcaster alive was difficult
to say. Not very well, he supposed after a noment's consi dera-
tion. "If you planned on killing ne, why not sinply have those
two poor souls do the work for you?"

"Kill you?" The warl ock | ooked openly startled. "I have no
desire to kill you. Just give me what | want and |I'Il erase your
menories of this night. Sinple as that."

"Erase ny nenories? After you tell me nmy king is in



danger ?"

"He'l | be toppled whether you know or not. Besides, | made
a pact and | will abide by it. Be reasonable. | just want a piece
of your mind." The ends of Shade's nmouth tilted upward and
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he stretched out a hand toward the elderly sorcerer. Drayfitt
found that Shade's sense of hunmor escaped him

Where are the sentries? he suddenly wondered. Shade was

tal ki ng 1 oud enough for anyone within the general area to hear
him yet no one had come to investigate. And | didn't even
notice the spell —whatever it was, Drayfitt concluded. \Wat
chance do | have? Wat choice do | have?

"You will not take menories that are not yours!"

"Chhh, but they are\ My nmenories, | mean! You studied

that book fromend to end; | know. Even if you cannot recall its
contents consciously, it remains trapped within you. | nerely
plan to sift through until | find them You should be reasonabl e

about this."

As Shade spoke, Drayfitt felt his arms and | egs grow heavy.

He took a step toward the warl ock, thinking ruefully how nuch
this resenbled his failure during Darkhorse's temporary escape.
That rem nder seened to give himthe inpetus he needed.
Sunmmoni ng his strength, he broke the spell the warl ock had
wound around himwi th such ease that it left himstartl ed.

Shade did not | ook too pleased, either. "Do not resist ne.
You only play the role of nage; | amnmagic! Gve me what is
mne and I will |eave you be."

Drayfitt made a circular motion with his left arm "Anything
of such value to you should be kept fromyou at all costs.
know what you are. | know the destructive effects of Vraad
sorcery."

The sand began to creep up Shade's legs at a rate that caught

the warl ock unaware until it was up to his waist. He stopped it
there with little nore than a frown and sent the granules flying,
creating a man-sized dust devil that swarmed over Drayfitt.

The elderly spellcaster dispersed it, "but the notion cost him
Shade reached out with one hand and touched Drayfitt on the
tenmple. Drayfitt let out a gurgle and fell to his knees. The
war | ock cradled his quarry's head in both hands.

Though physical resistance had failed the old man. Shade

found his path no easier now Drayfitt's will was stronger than
Shade woul d have inmagined it could be. It was alnpst as if the
sorcerer were drawi ng from sonme secret reserve. He was

actually succeeding in repelling the invasion of his nind



Stepping up the intensity of his nmental assault, the warl ock
began pi cking up random insignificant menories. At first, he
was pl eased, thinking he had broken through. Then, he realized

that Drayfitt had turned himtoward a blind alley of sorts and
that the other's resistance was still keeping himout.

Annoyed, Shade ceased hol di ng back his full power.

Drayfitt's eyes widened and his mouth opened in silent
agony. Hi s hands clutched at his attacker's, but the will behind
them was failing.

The nenories began flowing like a river newmy rel eased from
the winter ice. It did not take Shade long to find the ones he
had wanted, for, being recent nmenories, they were clearer

nore obvious. There were nenories of Darkhorse m xed

anong them but the warlock |let them dw ndl e away, seeing no
use in them What could they tell himabout the shadow steed
that he did not know al ready?

Wien at |ast he had absorbed all he had desired. Shade

rel eased Drayfitt's head. The king's sorcerer crunpled to the
ground, eyes staring sightlessly ahead. Drayfitt breathed, but
that was nearly all he could do.

Shade knelt down beside him putting one hand on the

stricken figure's forehead. There was a mind there, but it was
slow y ebbing away. He woul d be dead within the hour. The
war | ock generously closed Drayfitt's eyes. There was no re-
norse; had Drayfitt not resisted. Shade woul d not have been
forced to take stricter nmeasures. It was as sinple as that.

Lying in the dirt, though, seened an ignoble end for a nage
who had, however briefly, had the strength to check him Shade
stared at the cot and slowy smled.

It took himone breath to conmplete the scene... and then the
war | ock was gone.

Just beyond sight of the spraw ing encanprment, Darkhorse

stunbl ed backward as what he had lost to the King's spellcaster
returned to himin a heady rush. His initial thrill at beconing
whol e agai n was qui ckly smothered by the echoes of pain and
suffering that acconpanied the return. He knew instantly what

had been wought and by whom Despite regaining everything,

Dar khorse chose to continue on toward the canp and the tent of
the sorcerer. There were things that Drayfitt mght still be able
to tell him—f the shadow steed could only reach himbefore

the el derly nage expired.

He hoped desperately that one of those things m ght be
*where Shade would strike next.
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Xl V-



From the midst of the somber Tyber Mountains, another

army set out on a crusade. A larger force comng fromthe west ,
woul d join with them before dawn. Together, the conbined

| egi ons of the new, self-proclained Enperor of Dragons woul d

sweep down on the ki ngdom of the upstart human nonarch and

claimit for their lord. So as to seal his authority, the Dragon King
Silver rode at the front of the horde, the huge riding drake beneath
himthe | argest and deadliest of its kind, as befit an enperor

The Silver Dragon's eyes burned hungrily as he stared south,
where, if one used imagi nation, the gates of Tal ak al ready
stood open to greet him ;

Soneone el se sensed the shock of Drayfitt's passing.

Erini had retired early and had just fallen asleep. The

princess did not wake at that nonent, but rather began to

dream She dreaned of the elderly sorcerer collapsing, his life I
ebbi ng away. She dreaned of a fearsome, hooded face nade al

the nore terrible because the enptions that it displayed were

not even evil; there was annoyance, irritation, and a cold
indifference to the fate of the king's spellcaster. It was asjf the

life was next to nothing to this face. j

The princess knew sonehow that it was the face of the !
war | ock Shade.

She dreamed of another, as well: the ebony stallion Darkhorse.

He stood poised above a fairly stable hill, staring down at the i
canp. Though he had not yet entered, he al so knew of the

death and the bitter know edge that he was too |ate.

Drayfitt had had his faults, but Erini, nourned his passing.
There had been a bond between them the sharing of her secret,

her curse. In a sense, she felt that Darkhorse had a simlar bond
with her, and her dreamself drew sone relief fromthat. At that

I SO

poi nt, her subconscious turned to the one time she had truly
nmet the shadow steed. The chanber beneath the pal ace. The
neeting was fixed in her mnd, as was the fact that she had
succeeded in freeing him

"Princess?" Darkhorse turned, as if realizing for the first
time that she was there.

Eri ni woke—and found herself on a cold, stone floor in total
dar kness.

Fear struck, but it passed quickly. She seened in no inmedi-
ate danger, and hysteria might only |ead her into something
worse. Pulling her nightclothes tight, Erini w shed for some-
thing warner to wear, then al nost pani cked agai n when the
fabric covering her formtingled and altered. For a nonment, she
t hought somet hing was trying to swallow her feet; only after
touching themdid she realize that she now wore boots.



Wth her growing skills, Erini had succeeded in reclothing
hersel f. She so narvelled at the feat that it was sonme tinme before
the princess returned to the problem of her present accomoda-
tions, and when she did, Erini decided that the first thing needed
was light. Only then could she get an idea of where she was.

How? was sonet hing the novice sorceress al ready knew. Her
abilities had brought her to this place, wherever it was, and
those selfsane abilities would, the princess hoped, return her to
her room First, though, cane the light.

Not know ng exactly how she was to do it, Erini tried

picturing a candlestick in a holder standing no nore than three
feet away fromher. According to Drayfitt, a spell as sinple as
this would be al nost automatic. She would not have to visibly
reach out to the spectrum and touch the powers. Her natura
skill would do that—-hopefully.

When her first attenpt yielded nothing but a slight throbbing

in her tenple, Erini shut her eyes tight and pictured the candle
over and over, hoping that through constant repetition, she
woul d achi eve her goal

The snell of nelting wax informed her that she had succeeded.
Then, the snell becane a stench and bright ness suddenly

sought entrance through the Iids of her eyes. Erini opened them
wi de and stared in disbelief as over a hundred candles, al
burning Iike mniature suns, flickered and nelted before her, an
arnmy cone in response to her summons. The scene brought a

brief smle to her lips—a snmle that di ed when she recogni zed
the room she had teleported herself to with her magic.
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It was the chanber where Darkhorse had been hel d prisoner

by Meli card.
There was no sign of the diagramthat had nmade up the

boundari es of the magical cage. Even the marks Drayfitt had
etched into the stone floor were gone.

Wth the discovery that she was still within the pal ace and

not that far from her chanbers, Erini decided it mght be best

to wal k back. Her success with sorcery had, thus far, been fair
at best. Erini had altered her clothing—evidently to the type of
brown | eather and cloth riding suit, including pants, that was
famous in CGordag- Ai —-but the other spells had had wild re-

sults. Instead of one candle she had called up a hundred. In her
sl eep, she had tel eported herself to another |ocation. If she tried
to send herself back to her bed, the princess knew that she

m ght materialize there; however, it was just as |likely she m ght
appear back in her bedroomin her father's pal ace. Expl aini ng
that to the king and queen of Gordag-Ai, even despite the fact



that Erini was their daughter, night prove scandal ous. At the
very | east, her secret would be out before she had control of her

abilities.
She picked up one of the candlesticks and, after a ninor

i nternal debate, snuffed out the rest as quickly as she coul d.
Eri ni wondered what Quorin or Melicard woul d say when they

cane down here and found Darkhorse free and dozens of

hal f-nelted, unlit candles standing in the nmddle of the floor
While it had its amusing aspects, Erini knew that she wanted to
be far away when it happened.,|f there was one thing that m ght
still shatter her hopes with Melicard, it was her inplication in

t he 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

opennout hed.
She tried to close the door, but one of the guards, quicker to

react than his fellow, kept it open by thrusting one neaty arm
against it. He was already pulling out his sword when the
princess acted without thinking and thrust the candle toward his
face, wi shing desperately for sonmething nmore effective to

conbat the two soldiers with than the tiny flane.

A ball of fire swelled out fromthe candl ewi ck, engul fed the
two hapl ess sentries, and dwi ndled back to a tiny, flickering
flame... all before Erini had a chance to understand what she
had wought this tine.
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There was no trace of the two nmen. The flanmes had swal | owed
them compl etely, not even giving themtime to recogni ze then-
fate—a mnor bl essing, the princess thought, her hand shaking.
The candl estick and what remained of the candle itself, nost of
it having nelted fromthe great burst of heat, fell from her
untrustworthy grip and clattered to the floor. The stunning
truth, that she had just killed two nen with her unpredictable
abilities, horrified her. Two nmen. 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
somet hi ng deadl i er had nerely been in the hopes of stalling
them | ong enough for her to think of sonethi ng—anyt hing.

Sl eep! | could have put themto sleep! I know it! Instead,
nmurdered them There's not even anything left for their famlies
to nourn!

She knew then that she nust not marry Melicard. She shoul d

not even be around people. Any passing thought m ght be the
death of someone close to her—as if the death of some stranger
was any better. Tears gave of thenselves in great nunbers as

the princess stared at her hands. Even knowi ng that the magic
was a part of her, hands or not, Erini could not hel p thinking of



them as the hands that have killed.

Toni ght, she decided abruptly. / have to | eave! She refused to
even consider utilizing her growing abilities to send herself far
far away by that nethod. There would be no sorcery. Every-

t hi ng woul d be done by physical means.

Torchlight illum nated the |long, w nding stairway. Erini
recalling the last trek up the maddeni ng steps, took a deep
breath and started up as fast as possible. She was able to keep
her pace for the first fifty or so steps and then sl owed continuously
fromthere. Perhaps it was only because of her anxiety concern-
ing her situation, but Erini felt as if the stairway had grown to
twice its normal height, so long did it seemto take to reach the
door to the garden. The princess was so happy to have finally
arrived that she swung the door open carelessly. Only after it
was out of her reach did she curse herself for forgetting that
there m ght be sentries here, too.

There were none. The garden was dark and enpty. Abandoni ng
everyone was a bitter thought and, deep inside, she would have
wel coned Melicard's sudden presence, even if his love turned
to hate when he di scovered what she was and how her [|ack of
control had killed two nen. The unfortunate guards had proba-
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biy merely been performng their duties. They certainly could
not have expected to see a royal princess step out of a chanber
t hat supposedly housed only a magically ensnared creature

from beyond. Their actions had nmade sense; an intruder had
been emerging froma secured place. For their obedient per-
formance, she had rewarded themw th instant incineration

Pushed forward by a new wave of guilt-ridden thoughts of

t he 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 Iston had

ri dden. She despised the thought of stealing another's horse,
but her requirenents included speed and stanmina. Iston's horse
nore than neasured up in both categories.

"A strange tinme of the night for wal king the garden, don't
you think. Princess Erini?"

Erini did not junp, though the voice floating fromthe

dar kness had actually shaken her already taut nerves badly. She
stood her ground, putting on a frosty |ook and acting as if
anyt hi ng she did was not the business of a nmere noble, even the
ki ng' s speci al counsel or.

"You weren't in your chanbers, princess, and | becane

worried about you." Quorin stepped out from an entranceway

to her right, |looking unruffled. Behind him Erini could barely
make out the hul ki ng shapes of at |east two guards, one of

whom was hol ding a torch



"OfF what concernis it to you whether I amin my chanbers
or out taking a walk in the garden? I find the night air and the
life in the garden to be soothing."

"I'f you find wal king so suits you, then | insist you join ne.
There's somet hi ng fasci nati ng you should see.™

Mal Quorin took her arm There was no pretense now, for his
hand squeezed painfully tight. H s nen, four of them forned

an escort around the duo. Even though the counsel or had not

yet said what it was he wanted her to see, the princess knew

al ready. She struggled briefly in what proved to be a futile
attenpt. Quorin was even stronger than his appearance indicated.

"Counsel or Quorin," she grated angrily, trying a new tactic,

"I have no desire to wal k anynore, especially with you! If you
do not cease this disrespectful manner, | shall be forced to
mention it to my betrothed, your king\"

"Do so," the advisor responded indifferently. Wthout warn-
i ng, he began wal ki ng, practically dragging Erini for the first
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few steps before she matched his pace. Two guards noved in

front and the other two fell back to the rear, creating a square
of sorts with 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 noi se of any sort. She doubted he intended her
any physical harm but that m ght change at any nonent,

especi ally 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
initially. Erini could not bring herself to trust her abilities, not
after the wasted death of two nmen. Even the slightest error in
judgrment mght add five nore lives to her burden of guilt, and

as much as she despised and distrusted the counselor, Erini did

not want his death on her conscience.

One of the nmen opened the door in the wall. Quorin pulled

his reluctant guest bodily to the stairway and | ed her down.
Whereas the journey upward had lasted an eternity, this one
seened to pass in little or even no time at all. Erini was down
at the base of the steps, staring at the door through which she
had rel eased death, before her thoughts could even organize

t henmsel ves.

"No," she gasped so quietly that her smling escort did not
hear her.

"These aren't your new quarters, your majesty,"” the advisor
said wyly, nistaking the reason for her hesitation. "I thought
you might like to see again what your bel oved has w ought

here. You do want to know what the true Melicard is like, don't
you? | find it hard to believe that you could still stomach him
after seeing his 'guest.' "

"Have you |l ost your mnd, counselor? Do you think Mlicard
will let this pass? Even if | do not tell him he will discover it



for hinself!"

"Undoubt edly. G ven the opportunity, he night even be
tenmpted to hand nme ny head—as he has done to so many!"

Erini had no tinme to ask for a clarification to the enigmatic
statenment, for Mal Quorin shoved her roughly against a wall
and reached for the handle to the chanber door, evidently
desiring to give the nonent his personal touch

In desperation, the princess gave in to tenptation. Her

nmuddl ed t houghts cane up with a sol ution she believed woul d

not result in death and, focusing her will, she struck out at her
captors.
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Not hi ng happened.

The princess tried again, gritting her teeth in frustrated
concentration. Her original idea becane nurky; a solution of
sone sort was all she desired now

Agai n nothing... nothing save that Mal Quorin, who had
| ooked inside the chanber, was now stunbling back, his face
red with rage and his anger focusing on the nost likely

t ar get —her.

"\What happened here? Where is he? Answer ne!" Quorin

sl apped her hard, forgetting who it was he was assaul ting and
why he had dragged her down here in the first place. "This was
Drayfitt's doing, wasn't it? He's the only one who coul d' ve
done it!" Quorin the animal had resurfaced. His feral visage
was filed with the need for bl ood.

It was that which strengthened Erini in the face of terrible
danger. If she had so frustrated the counsel or by freeing
Dar khorse, then she had struck a heavy bl ow agai nst his pl ans,

what ever they were.

The sol di ers had backed away fromtheir master, obviously

nore famliar with his violent tenper. He eyed them ferociously,
knowi ng t hat someone had di scovered the escape earlier but

had been afraid to alert him then sneered at his captive. One
hand darted toward Erini's face, causing her to flinch. It
stopped short of striking, instead seem ng to caress her bruised
chin. When his hand came away, there were drops of red on

two of the fingers. For the first tine, the princess tasted the

bl ood on her |ower lip.

Quorin took a deep breath. "You were an unexpected i nped-



iment! Melicard to have a queen? What sane creature woul d

want that pathetic fool? You should' ve been well on your way
back to Gordag-Ai within a day of meeting him but no, you
chose to play the heroine in one of your fainthearted |adies
tal es, the woman who woul d rescue the enchanted king! This is
what it gets you!"™ He held up the hand with the blood on it so
that the stained fingers were directly before her eyes. "Even
knowi ng that he would dare to sunmon up a denon, a fiend

that m ght have killed hundreds of innocents if it got out of
control, you convinced yourself that you |loved him™"

Erini sinply stared back. She knew Quorin's words for the
twisted lies they were, however, and finally could no | onger
hol d back. "And who was it who first suggested he seek out

denons? Drayfitt woul d have never suggested such a danger-
ous, nmad spell!™

"Drayfitt." Mal Quorin took hold of Erini's arm again and

wi ped the blood onto her sleeve. She did not give himthe

sati sfaction of struggling, no matter how di sgusted she had
becone with his true manner. Her abilities had failed her for
reasons she could not fathom but the princess had survived

wi thout themall of her life and woul d continue to do so,
despite the odds. "Wiat did he tell you? It doesn't matter now,
princess, because that old charlatan is dead. Poisoned, |I'd

t hi nk."

Erini did not respond, and sinply clanped her nouth shut,
continuing to glare.

"Perhaps later," Quorin continued. He was slowy grow ng

cal magain, as if the discovery of Darkhorse's escape and
Erini's questionable involvement did not really matter. "Perhaps
| ater, when the last few itens have been taken care of, we'll
speak again. Your presence initially threw everything into
chaos, but you may prove to be the key to adding Gordag-Ai to
our Wi nnings wthout so much as a struggle."

Responding to sone silent signal, tw of the guards took

hold of Erini by her arms. She finally gave up all sense of
caution. "You've overstepped yourself! Melicard will not stand
for this! Your influence over himis nothing now He'll—=

He gave her a genuinely puzzled |look. "Princess Erini! Do

you mean to tell nme that you, an intelligent if somewhat

troubl esone femal e, can't understand what's happeni ng? Do |
sound as if | care what your crippled |over does to ne?"
Quorin smled as he watched Erini's belated reaction. "This is

a coup, your mgjesty. Tonight, Talak will be wi thout a king for
the first time in centuries. Fortunately, the rightful one is on his
way even now... and the gates will be open in greeting.

Rermmove her fromny sight but try not to damage her."

As she was dragged past him Erini struck out at the

counselor with the full force of her will, not caring what the
results might do to her or even the palace, if it came down to it.
The sol e response to her efforts was a sudden novenent of one

of Quorin's hands to his chest, where he seened to be reassur-

ing himself that sonmething still hung around his neck.  He



stared at the princess intently, his expression a nixed one of
doubt and curiosity, until the twisting stairway took her out of
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sight. Erini wondered if he knew now what she was—and what
that would mean to her eventual fate

Mel i card! Even though the evidence was all there, she could

not bring herself to fully believe that the counsel or's m nions
had taken over the palace so swiftly and silently. She had
retired for the night only a few hours ago! Yet, Mal Quorin had
had years to plan for this, slowy insinuating hinmself into the
hi erarchy of Tal ak, beconing the fellow crusader obsessed with
the sane goals as his master. The | onger she dwelled upon it,
the nore the truth of those final words becane evident.
Probably nmore than three-quarters of the pal ace guard obeyed

t he advi sor's commuands. Melicard—Melicard had |ikely been

cut down while he slept, a victimof the very nmen he had

t hought were protecting him

Drained, Erini nmade no effort to free herself as she and her
two conpani ons reached the top of the stairway again and
exited into the garden. The nearly starless night seened a
fitting synmbol of the twilight of Melicard' s rule. He had not
needed her worthless curse to tear himdown; his own obsession
had done that.

Why her skills had suddenly abandoned her, she could not

say, but, even if it had cost her his love, Erini would have
utilized those abilities however possible to save his ki ngdom
and his throne.

Her mi nd was nunb and so she did not struggle as they

passed through the garden and into one of the adjoining halls.
Erini had never been through this area, but that nmade little
difference to her now All she wanted was to find sone quiet
pl ace where she could bury herself in the darkness and not
cone out again.

Evi dence of the coup mounted as they marched through the

pal ace. Arned figures proddi ng men wearing the same uni -
forms, that of the pal ace guard, wal ked past themin the
opposite direction. Erini rose fromher stupor |ong enough to
wat ch the unfortunates as they were herded away, wondering in
t he back of her mind where she was being taken, since it was
safe to assune that the other prisoners were going to cells.
Per haps, Quorin had a separate area for prisoners of royal

bl ood. Perhaps, Melicard s body woul d even be there.

They had gone through a number of unlit corridors, |eft
dar kened apparently because there were far nore inportant
things to attend to than lighting torches, and so neither Erin
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nor her captors paid any attention to the | atest one. The two



soldiers nuttered to one another, but not |oud enough for her to
understand. By this time, they were | eading her nore or |ess as
a puppet master might lead a marionette. Thus it was that she
was totally caught unaware—as were her gui des—when hands

reached out fromthe walls and caught the sol diers by the

necks.

Erini fell to the ground, bruising her shoul der but succeedi ng
in preventing her head fromstriking the hard surface. She

| ooked up and tried to make out nore clearly what was

happeni ng. What little she could see |l eft her conpletely baffled
and even nore frightened.

The hands had been joined by partial bodies. A darkly clad
figure, consisting of the upper half of a man's form and one

| one foot that seened to hop by itself, had one victimdown on
his knees. The other attacker, no nore than a head and two
arms, was slowy dragging the other hapl ess sol di er backwards.
Bot h newconmers were using something akin to wire or string to
choke their victims. Wth their w ndpi pes expertly cut off,
neither guard could even gasp loudly, nuch | ess sumon hel p.

It was over in less than a mnute. \Wen both victins |ay
linply on the floor, one of the dark figures noved toward the
princess. The ot her began renoving evi dence of the attack—
that is, the bodies.

"Your majesty! | give thanks that we found you!" The

man's voice was only a faint whisper, but Erini still recognized
the tones of one of her own people. Wre there sorcerers

anmong her own subjects?

As if reading her thoughts, her rescuer pulled off the hood
obscuring his features. In the darkness, she could only nake

out a soldier perhaps ten years older than she was with a face
that only now, as her savior, could possibly have been terned
handsome. "Don't be frightened. Princess Erini, of either what
we did—er what | ook Iike without a mask." The attenpt at
levity failed. "If you could please see to rising, ny lady, we'd
like very nuch to | ead you to sonewhere safer.”

" Saf er ?"

He nodded. "Captain Iston holds a portion of the pal ace;

he's been planning for this for days, ever since the runors were
first reported by our network here.”

"Net wor k? Days?" Reality was returning with | ess than
savory surprises. "Wat do you m-="
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"Pl ease!" he hissed. "When you're safe, your mmjesty, the



captain will answer all your questions!"

The other man joined them He was younger, al nost as
young as Erini and only a little taller. It amazed her to think
that he had taken on a veteran nore than a third again his size.

"We've gotta nove! There's another batch comin' this way!"
"Pl ease, your mmjesty?"

Too many nen had di ed because of her already and the

princess would not allow these nmen to becorme the next ones.
Rising in one swift nmotion, she gave her hand to the first man,
who i medi ately | ed them down the corridor in the sane
direction the guards had been taking her. At the first intersec-
tion between halls, however, they turned |left. The sound of

mar chi ng feet echoed for a tine, then drifted away as the patro
t he second man had noticed apparently turned in a different
direction than the trio had gone.

As they noved, Erini caught a glinpse of the cloaks the two

men were wearing. At first, they seemed incongruous, serving

no apparent purpose, but then she noticed that, depending on

how t he cl oaks twi sted, her rescuers seened to fade—o, not

fade, but blend into their surroundi ngs. The cl oaks sonmehow

cast sone sort of illusion. Erini had heard tales of such things,
t hough she had never seen anything like them before.

Twi ce, she tried to ask them sonething and tw ce they
signalled for silence.

The second warni ng was punctuated by a short cry. The

younger of her two conpani ons suddenly clutched at his side
where an arrow protruded. Stealth had required that neither of
her rescuers wear nuch in the way of protection and that

requi rement was proving costly now.

Sonet hing thin and sharp appeared in the hand of her

remai ni ng guardian. He threw it at the archer who had seened
to materialize down the corridor. Though Erini could not see
where it struck its target, the weapon did its work. The archer
fell, his hands clutching at his chest.

More sol di ers appeared, too many for any one of themto get

of f a safe shot at the escapi ng duo, but nore than enough so

1 that the odds against the two fugitives were overwhel m ng.
Seeing that, Iston's man tore off the cloak of his dead conpan-
' ion and shoved it into his mstress's hands. Pushing her down
) the corridor, he whispered, "The stables! Head toward the

stabl es! Down this corridor and then turn right at the third one
you see! Keep running! It's the only way, my |ady!"

"But you—~
"I do ny duty! Run!"

Erini did, but there were nore soldiers com ng down the
ot her way, cutting her off. As she slowed, trying to find another



route, her |one defender went down. Another death on her
hands.

Thi nki ng of her hands, Erini suddenly noticed the Subtle,
famliar tingle in her fingers. How | ong since that feeling had
returned, she could not say. Perhaps if she had kept her wits
about her she would have noticed in tinme to save the others.
Perhaps not. In a fatalistic nove, Erini turned so that one

out stretched hand poi nted down each end of the corridor. If the
results killed her as well, so be it. These nmen she felt no pity
for. These men nust pay.

She m ght have been influenced by the cl oaks that had

al l owed her two rescuers to fade into their surroundi ngs. The
concept struck her as perversely appropriate for those who
woul d play at loyalty and betray their good |ords at first
chance. They were not men; they were only the shadows of

nmen, |ess than nothing—and Erini woul d make them so.

When the first screans rose, she tried to force her eyes shut

and keep them shut, but failed, drawn somehow to the hideous

tabl eau playing itself out on each side of her. From her fingers,
glittering tendrils slithered forth, Iike 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

enem es. Not hing stopped them One man put a shield up, but

the tendril went through it Iike a ghost, continuing on uni npeded
until it pierced the unfortunate in the chest and buried itself
conpletely within his torso, leaving not the slightest trace of its
passi ng.

As the man scratched desperately at his chest, a Iight seened

to come fromwithin him filling his eyes and his mouth with

the sane glittering illumnation of Erini's creation. While Erini
stared, unable to believe in what she herself had rel eased, the
light within intensified, becomng so brilliant that its gl ow
shone through the sol dier

The man tried to take a step forward, but his body only
rippled, as if |acking substance. For the space of a breath, a
wal ki ng skel eton was outlined within the thinning frame of his
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body, then the struggling guard' s | egs coll apsed underneath

hi m perhaps because those bones bad finally nelted away. He
fell forward, arnms outstretched in an instinctive effort to save
hinself, but, in a final sequence that would return in Erini's
ni ght mares, first the hands and then the arns crumnbled |ike ash
agai nst the hard surface and bl ew away. Unhi ndered, what

remai ned of his torso struck the floor—and scattered into tiny

particles that dw ndled to nothing.
Not one man escaped that fate. The tendrils noved with the

speed and tenacity of a plague, catching them even as they



turned to run. By the time the first man had perished, the rest
were infected. Even had she wanted to, Erini would not have
been able to save them The young princess, her face a sickly
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 want ed somnet hing el se, sonething cleaner. Only

now did the princess know that there was nothing cl ean about
deat h, especially death bought about by hatred and anger. They
had killed two of her own and possibly the man she | oved, but

thi s—+this was not what she had wanted. As the |ast man faded,
still trying to renmove his executioner fromw thin his body, the

| ast of her anger faded as well.

Erini slunped against the wall and slid dowm to a sitting
position, her gaze focused on, but not seeing, the now enpty
corridor where only a few | oose weapons and an odd item or

two were all that renmai ned of probably a dozen nen. Had

anyone conme 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 wel comed as the

one friend she could trust.
Her head tipped to one side as exhaustion and renorse

finally carried her off to the only place she could now find
peace.

XV

Ful ly restored, Darkhorse nonethel ess noved cautiously in-
vestigating the tent of the sorcerer Drayfitt. He could not fee
the presence of Shade, but if there were anyone with the tal ent
to nuddl e his senses to the point of uselessness, it was that one
bei ng who knew hi m best .

A careful probing of the areas surrounding the tent reveal ed
not hi ng. There was a trace of strong, violent magic in the air,
but such was to be expected when two spellcasters net. It said
somet hing for Shade's abilities that the two men had battl ed
freely, yet no one knew even now that the king's sorcerer |ay
dead anmpong t hem

An interesting and devastating surprise awaits you all on the
nmorrow, Darkhorse thought, wondering what the | oss would

mean to the crusade. If Shade was indeed working with the

Silver Dragon, a killing as potentially denoralizing as this

m ght send the entire mlitary expedition back to Tal ak, the |ast
pl ace the drakes would want them if the eternal had read the
situation correctly.

Fairly certain he was not about to enter into a trap but
unwilling to put his conplete faith in such a belief, the shadow
steed trotted quietly down toward the encanpnent. A portal

woul d have been qui cker and probably made di scovery | ess



likely, but materializing in an area that his adversary had j ust
departed fromwas sonething he did not want to take a chance
with this time. Besides, with Drayfitt dead, he faced only
human sol di ers, nen whose weapons were nothing to him

The tent was not quite on the edge of the canmp and

Dar khorse sl owed as he entered the region. Wwole at last, it
proved little trouble for himto make a guard's eyes avert or
cause a passing soldier to turn in another direction. A young
recruit peeling an apple suddenly dropped his knife and, while
163
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he searched the dark ground for it, failed to notice the ebony
formthat flitted silently past. The shadow steed reni nded

hi nsel f what he had been through already so that the ease with
whi ch he now succeeded in his tasks did not create deadly
overconfidence. It was at tines |ike that when disaster struck—
and Shade was a naster of disaster

Around the tent, the grounds were noticeably deserted.

Though a sorcerer was generally invaluable in ternms of conbat,
nost of the soldiers, up to and including their officers, pre-
ferred, whenever possible, to keep a safe distance fromthose
such as Drayfitt. One never knew what mght crawl out of a
spel | caster's confi nes.

Hrmmph! | ce-bl ue eyes blinked as Darkhorse stared di sbe-
lievingly at the display only Shade coul d have wought. The
hypocri sy of his longtime friend/foe astounded him / grow | ess
and | ess enchanted with the true you the nore 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 wought. Darkhorse
doubted that there had been much renorse; it hardly seened the
way of the new—that is, the old and origi nal -Shade. Still, the
stal i on wondered how even his adversary coul d have not seen
what he had created. Not a nonunment, but a nockery.

Drayfitt |ay peacefull y—+the first time the shadow steed coul d
recall seeing himso—with his arns crossed and his worn robes
repl aced by a fascinating, nmulticolored garnent that the sorcer-
er woul d have never worn in life. A false smle graced his lips,
obvi ously the warl ock's doing, as Drayfitt had, in the shadow
steed's limted experience, never been a man to smile freely.
This was not the elderly sorcerer but some cruel parody.

The funeral bier was worse. As had been his people's way,

Shade had created what m ght have been called a typical Vraad
monurrent to opul ence. G lded and decorated freely with what

were |ikely actual gemstones, it seenmed nore like an attraction
in a city bazaar than the resting place of the unfortunate
spel | caster. The base, in fact, was conposed of four, intricately
carved figurines designed to seemto be holding the bier |evel



and representing the drake, human, Quel, and Seeker races.
Dar khorse pondered briefly the potential significance of the four
but could think of nothing that related to his present situation
Desiring a closer | ook, he probed the i medi ate area again.
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Athin tendril of life flickered within Drayfitt's body.

Untrusting, Darkhorse probed again. It was there! Only a

trace and barely even that. He knew he could not save the aged
nortal, but there was a chance, then, that Drayfitt m ght be
able to tell him sonething about Shade's plans. Anything.

The essence of his probe altered. Were in the past few days
he had twi ce been forced to part with a portion of his very

bei ng, Darkhorse now willingly gave of hinself, a handful of
water to a man dying of thirst. It was a slow, careful process.
Too much and he might finish what Shade had started; too
little, and he might not revive the sorcerer in tinmne.

The cracked, gaunt face tw sted suddenly as |life fought back
Drayfitt coughed and choked, his fingers reaching out to claw
at the air, perhaps in an unconscious attenpt to further gather
life to his thin shell

Dar khorse silently cursed those who had given the origina
Shade his own life.

Eyelids fluttered open, but the eyes within did not see. The
shadow st eed noved closer, hoping that, even if the dying
nortal could not see, then he could at |east hear

"Friend Drayfitt, it is |, Darkhorse," he whispered in one
ear. "Do you hear me?"

Not hi ng
"Drayfitt, | have done ny best for you, but your time is
short. Tal ak and your people still depend upon you, as they

have for nore than a century."

The sorcerer's mouth opened and cl osed. Darkhorse waited.
The human's nout h opened again and a hiss escaped as
Drayfitt sought to speak. Uncertain as to whether he might
push too far, Darkhorse gave of hinself again.

"Draaa... aaa..." the failing spellcaster nanaged to say.

"You are Drayfitt. That is true." Inwardly, the stallion
wanted to roar. Wwuld this be all his efforts cane to? Was there

nothing left of the human's nind?

"Draaag.. .King!"

Dragon Ki ng? Whi ch one? The lord of clan Red?

"Tallll... aaak!" Drayfitt's left hand sought out his own

chest. "Quorin!" It was the clearest, nost precisely spoken
word so far, an indication of the sorcerer's hatred for the



counselor. Drayfitt clutched at his chest again, as if seeking
somet hing that had hung around his neck—er Quorin's.

Whi | e what he had heard had begun to forman ugly picture
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i n Darkhorse's mnd, none of it concerned the one the phantom
steed was hunting. "Wat of Shade? Tell me of Shade!"

"Memmm .. nrriess. Focus... child?" The eyes turned,

seei ng perhaps, at |east shadows of what was around him
Drayfitt, with forethought that had kept himalive and secure
for so long, was trying to economni ze his words to those that
woul d nean the nost. He knew that his |life was ebbi ng away
and that even Darkhorse's gift was failing him

"Focus? Child?" What did it nmean?
"M st ake again... agai n—

"Master Drayfitt!" sonmeone shouted from wi t hout. Darkhorse

turned, then realized that the sorcerer was still saying some-
thing. By the tinme he turned again, Drayfitt had grown silent.
H s eyes were still open, but the only thing they m ght be

seeing now was the final path that all nortals took at the end of
life. Hs |last words had been | ost,

"Drayfitt!" An officer in his mddle years barged through
the tent flaps. Unlike npbst humans, who were properly in awe
of the eternal, the newcomer took one stunned gl ance at the
i mense steed before him drew a sword, and charged.

The i mage was so incredul ous that Darkhorse | aughed de-

spite all that had happened. Ignoring the laughter, the soldier
cut expertly at the stallion's legs. A true horse would have been
too slow and would have fallen to its knees, its front |egs

usel ess. Darkhorse, though, ninbly stepped aside. Pulled off

bal ance by the force of his own swing, the officer left his side
open. Darkhorse seized the opportunity, sending the man flying
with the gentlest of taps with his front hooves.

"Ww, " he roared, ignoring the other humans who rushed

t hrough the entrance, "if you will be so kind as to listen
instead of trying to kill everything in sight, | wll-—=
"You'll do nothing, denmonl." A nman clad in arnor decorated

intricately enough to designate himas the commander of the
expedi tion pushed aside the rest and strode toward the shadow
steed. He carried no sword, but something in his right hand
emanated so nuch stored energy that Darkhorse grew uneasy.
There had been, throughout the nillennia, objects created by
one race or another with nmore than enough killing power to
destroy a hundred Darkhorses.

"Listen to me, you fools! Tal ak—=



"—will not suffer your nasters' reign of tyranny ever
again!'" The commander held up a small bl ack cube.
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"My masters? | amno thrall of the Drag—

Dar khorse got no further. The tent interior nmelted into a
surreal, fog-shrouded picture. Darkhorse shook his head, trying
to focus on reality. Through the haze, he could still hear the
voi ce of the human.

"Thi nk our king did not imagine your drake masters woul d
try to sunmon such as you? This talisman is proof against your
ki nd! "

The shadow steed tried to argue, but his words were nuted
by whatever trap he had been caught in.

"Wwuld that | could command you to tear your nasters

apart, but such is not within the power of this object! | can only
command it to performits original function—and send you

back to whatever hellhol e spawned such as you! Begone now "

"Fooool ssss!" was all Darkhorse had time to cry.
"Uter, abysmal fools!"

"Once there was a tiny dot," a voice floating in the
not hi ngness comrented blandly. "A tiny hole in reality, he
was. "

The shadow steed kicked uselessly at the enpty space around
him He knew where he was—how coul d anyone fail to
recogni ze a place as barren as the Void?

VWhat ever hel | hol e spawned nme! This is the hellhol e that
spawned e, curse all neddling nortals! | should stay here and
et themsuffer their fates!

"The tiny dot grew over—tine doesn't work, does it? | shal

have to find something else later, when | have the— the
owner of the soft-spoken voice giggled insanel y—=tinel"

Dar khorse focused on the direction the voice seened to be
coming from "Still composing your tales?"

"I compose epics; you wear tails." Another giggle.

"I"'ve no time for your witticisns, gremin."

"My name is Yereel, if you do not nmind, and even if you

do!" Atiny figure, like a child' s doll, coal esced before him It
had no distinct features and was as bl ack as Darkhorse. "And
here, as you so well know, there is no time all the tinme! Have |
said 'wel come hone,' by the way?"

The shadow st eed | ooked around him noting, as he al ways
did, the densely packed regi ons of enpty space. Nothing
crowded agai nst not hi ng, which jostled even nore not hing.



Sone of the nothing was forced to clinb on top of the rest of
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the nothing just so there was roomfor all. It was astonishing
that so much nothing could fit into so little space.

/ begin to sound as bad as this one, Darkhorse thought

wyly. To his puppetlike conpanion, he replied, "A welcone is
hardly on ny list of desires; | plan to | eave here in a nonment!
You know, too, the nortal who saw you cried out 'You're real!’
Hardly a masterful way of choosing a nane!"

The puppet did a headstand in the enptiness. "And you

chose your name so cleverly! You haven't commrented on the

start of ny latest epic, dear one! | was thinking of calling it
somet hi ng nonsensical, |ike, Darkhorse, the Hole That Wuld

Be Wholel" The tiny figure giggled again, then struck an

upsi de-down orator's pose. "The hole, as it grew, matured into
pret ensi ons and del usi ons of grandeur...."

Dar khor se had had enough. He physically turned hinself
fromthe other. "Goodbye, Yereel."

"Let me conel" The black figure shifted form beconing a
m ni ature version of the shadow steed. It trotted through space to a

point within eye-level. "Take me back! You know what it's |ike
when we' ve touched the reality! | can't stand this enptiness!"”
Dar khor se sighed. "I understand—ore than you coul d ever

i magi ne—but | cannot and would not even if | could! You were
ousted and exiled here by those with greater power than
me—and | cannot blanme them "

"It was all so glorious, | couldn't help myself!"

"Mortals die, Yereel," the stallion rem nded his tiny twn.
"You didn't care how nany, either."

"I was living\ | had purposed"

Movi ng around his counterpart, Darkhorse began to drift

away. He knew that Yereel could not follow him Even the vast
reaches of the Void were forbidden to him The puppetlike

creature could only travel in a small circle again and again. "/
journeyed to reality. / learned about life and death. Your failure
was your own, Yereel."

"I shoul d never have formed you!" the other cried testily.
Dar khorse did not | ook back. "Perhaps, that woul d have
been better."

As he noved faster and faster through the Void, the stallion
heard the dw ndling voice of Yereel

"Then the hole, now a vast and nmighty sea of fal se dreans
and m sconceptions...."
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In the Void, a trek could take no time or all time, including
any interval in between. Had Darkhorse been the denon that

ot hers proclai med hi mer even one who had played at being a
denon, |ike Yereel —+t m ght have been different. He would

have been condemmed to stay here until some other spellcaster
sumoned hi m back. His self-exile had been such a one-way
spel I, though, in that instance, it was his cooperation that had
given it the strength. Darkhorse, however, had a tie to the
worl d of the Dragonreal mthat was now at | east as strong as his
tie to the place that had spawned him It shoul d have been
sinmple to pierce the barrier between here and there. Should
have been, but was not.

He coul d sense the path, but it seened endl ess. For a

nmonent, he wondered if this were sone trick of his counter-
part, but Yereel's powers were limted to his tiny piece of
enptiness. Not hing could change that. No, whatever interfered
now, was the work of sone other influence.

Hi s i ntended destination had been the Manor, where the

shadow steed had pl anned a qui ck di scussion with Cabe and the
Lady Gaen about all that had transpired in the short tinme since
he had left them Slowy, it occurred to himthat the difficulty
m ght not be with him If there was a threat to Shade besi des
Dar khorse, then it was Cabe Bedlam Myre and nore, it

seened to make sense, although Darkhorse had little other than

a feeling to go on.

"Well, if | cannot enter near the grounds of the Manor, then

| shall open a path farther away!" He felt foolish that it had
taken himthat long to think of so sinple an answer to his
guandary. He recalled the area where he had entered the forest
last tinme, the place where the Seeker had escaped him This
time, he felt the portal form Pleased with his sudden change of
l uck, he laughed quietly and, when the shimering gap fully

mat eri al i zed, he abandoned the Void w thout further delay. Had
it been at all possible, Darkhorse would have w shed that he
woul d never have to return to this dismal, enpty region again.

It was still dark when he energed into the Dagora Forest.

Anot her stroke of luck. Wth time only an imaginary concept in
the agel ess Void, it sonetimes happened that whol e days, even

weeks, could go by back in the worlds of reality. Darkhorse's

journey had been, relatively speaking, a brief one and so he
was fairly positive that this was still the sane night that he had
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left only a short span earlier. Hopefully, he would not be
proved incorrect.

Cautious of a trap, Darkhorse noved silently through the
forest. Last time, his senses had been at their weakest. Now,

t hough, 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 nmonent.

The boundaries of the protective barrier were al nost upon

hi m before fanmiliar |andmarks infornmed himof where he was.

The shadow st eed backed away, not wanting to risk suffering

t hrough Lady Bedlam s attractive little curses again. He trotted
back and forth for sone time in an attenpt to | ocate someone

who could relay his nmessages. After a few m nutes, however

he gave that idea up. Unlike Darkhorse, the humans—and even

t he drakes, for the nbst part—were creatures of the daylight only.
Wth the spell protecting them nost, if not all, were asleep

There was sonething ami ss, but whatever it was, was not

readily evident. He probed the area surroundi ng the grounds

and found no trace of the presence he had felt earlier while stil
adrift in the Void. Something confusing attracted his attention
and he extended his search. A low, disquieting |augh escaped
him He had found the paradox. A spell had been cast to

prevent detection of another spell—-but it had, at the sane tineg,
made nagi cal detection of the Manor's protective nmeasure

i mpossi bl e. Understandi ng that, Darkhorse adjusted his senses
to a different | evel of conprehension, reaching into an area
wel | beyond human linits, even Cabe's.

Vell, well, ny feathery little fiends!

The trees around himwere aflutter with entranced Seekers.
There were nore than a score of the avian humanoids, all of
whom seened part of a pattern focused on the region of Cabe's
hone.

The threat was not Shade, then, but the forner lords of this
real monce again attenpting to assert their power on a |land that
had passed them by so | ong ago. Darkhorse snorted in derision
He had no idea what the ultimate purpose of this pattern was,
but, since it had been created by the Seekers, it could only be
troubl e.

Eyes glittering in anticipation, Darkhorse reared high and
struck the nearest inhabited tree a harsh blow with his hooves.

Pani ¢ broke out above him as Seekers fromthe tree he had

assaul ted and many fromthose next to it took to the skies. He
recei ved confused i mages of indistinct attackers and realized he
was pi cking up the avians' nental projections, the Seekers

nmet hod of comuni cation. Some of themthought that the

hordes of the Green Dragon had found them and were even

now tearing down the trees. Others tried to calmtheir brethren
while still maintaining the pattern. The latter, at |east, proved
an inpossible task. Wth alnost half their nunber fully awake,
the avians lost control, breaking first the spell that had hidden



them and, with much nore of a struggle, the nysterious pattern
that they had fornmed over the area.

Dar khorse | aughed loudly, in part to keep his adversaries as
confused as possible, but also to wake and alert those within
t he Manor confi nes.

"Come, oh lords of glories past! Darkhorse invites you to

join him" He kicked at another tree. The Seekers flew hither
and yonder, trying to organi ze thensel ves. More inmages passed

t hrough the ebony stallion's mnd, distorted views of hinself as
sone horrendous creature fromthe netherworlds. There were few
creatures that the avians feared; Darkhorse was anong them

"Come, cone! | pronmise only to bite a few wi ngs, pluck a
few feathers, and stomp a few bony, beaked heads!"

One fool hardy nmal e accepted the chall enge, diving at Darkhorse
with all four sets of claws ready. The shadow steed reared up
and caught himin the chest with both hooves, snmashing the
creature's rib cage with that single blow The Seeker squawked
and col | apsed to the ground. Darkhorse | ooked up at the others
and | aughed nockingly at them

Slow y, the Seekers began to organi ze. Several ol der ones

fl ew up above the rest and, as Darkhorse watched suspi ciously,
they formed a small circle. The shadow steed smiled grinly.
Think you that the air is safer?

O her Seekers tried to forma protective wall in front of the
circle. Darkhorse allowed themto organize no further, |eaping
into the air and soaring toward the avians at a velocity that sent
t he defenders scattering in sudden panic. One slashed wildly

with its claws, sinking its hand into the etemal's body. Darkhorse
absorbed himw thout noticing. Nothing would keep himfrom

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
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know edge did himlittle good, however, as force buffetted him
aside. He tried to counter it, but was then buffetted from

anot her direction. One bl ow after another threw hi mback and
forth across the sky. The constant battering made it inpossible
to think at all. Darkhorse cursed his own overconfidence and
bravado. Wiile he was struggling just to maintain some sort of
def ense, he knew that other Seekers would be preparing an
attack of far nore | ethal neasures than this.

A brilliant flash illum nated the heavens, sending all the
Seekers into renewed confusion. Darkhorse heard shouts from
bel ow. Hurman and drake voi ces. The assault against him
dropped abruptly as the menbers of the circle joined their
retreating brethren. Darkhorse righted hinmself and gave chase,



furious beyond the point of reason and nore than ready to
strike a few bl ows out of pure frustration

He pi cked out one of the avians who had formed the circle

and was probably one of the rookery elders. Even as he cl osed
in on the creature, an inmage |leaped to life in his head. Shade
was in it, a tall and om nous nonster whomthe Seekers feared
even nmore than they did the stallion. Darkhorse caught hints of
a prom se made and the results that failure would bring. There
wer e random i mages of renewed glories and a | and that the

avi ans woul d have ruled again if they had succeeded.

/ wonder what his draconian ally would say about such
prom ses, Darkhorse thought as his prey continued its desper-
ate, but seem ngly hopel ess escape.

The shadow steed sl owed abruptly, soon letting the Seekers

fly off into the night without further battle. For their failure to
t he rookery, many of them would pay dearly. For their failure to
Shade, who had instigated this entire ploy, those who had sent

this flock would al so pay dearly—+to the warl ock hinself.

Dar khorse could think of no better justice than that. He turned,
descending to the ground at the sane tine.

"Darkhorse!" a famliar and wel cone figure cried out.
Ref ormi ng hinmself into sonmething nore earthbound, the shad-
ow steed touched earth just in front of the lord of the Manor

"I"'mglad you're safe!" Cabe wrapped his arns briefly

around Darkhorse's neck, sonething that unnerved the eterna

nmore than a hundred avengi ng Seekers woul d have. So open a

di splay of affection for himwas a rarity that he could count on
one hoof. Several humans and drakes, who tal ked anong one
another like old friends, |looked at their lord with renewed awe.
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After a decade they mght be used to seeing many startling
t hi ngs, but how often did their great and powerful master greet
a denonic horse with a sinple hug?

Lady Gaen's greeting was cordial, but far |less affectionate.
"You have our gratitude, Darkhorse. When you broke their

spell and woke us with your voice, we realized what had
happened to us. My only regret is that we could not capture or
kill a few nore of those arrogant birds! They sonetinmes nmake

t he Dragon Kings seem pl easant in conparison!”

"And make ny conpany acceptable, is that it. Lady Bedl anP"

She grinmaced, then nodded her head slowy. "Sometines,
dark one. Sonetines."

"What happened to you, Cabe Bedl an®?"

The young warl ock scratched his head. Hi s open honesty

was a great contrast to the secrecy and noodi ness of Shade.
After a nonment's thought, Cabe smiled sourly and replied,
"We've been living an idyllic life, thanks to the Seekers.
They' ve had us taking walk after walk in the garden, playing



with the children, relaxing, and," Cabe glanced at his bride
and reddened, "doi ng whatever el se gave us pleasure and took
our minds off of the world."

Dar khorse | aughed, but not at that. "What a fool | was!

Never did it occur to ne that the Seeker | pursued briefly m ght
have sonme purpose for being so near! Now |l see why | failed to
find him too! Wth ny 'self dinmnished and ny inpatience
guiding me, | never noticed what they were about! They nust

have freed you briefly and in a subtle manner so that you woul d
not be aware of what games they were playing! Tell ne. Do

you renenber everythi ng?"

Bot h humans nodded. Gaen added, "I can't help feeling
t hat Shade had sonething to do with all of this."

"He did." Darkhorse expl ai ned what he had picked up from

the Seeker's mind. There were benefits to the avians' nethod

of communi cation, but there were di sadvantages, too. Seekers,
when in dire straits, often emtted their thoughts so powerfully
that spellcasters of sone ability could pick up the images in
their own mnds. For Darkhorse, it had been even easier

"What now?" Cabe wanted to know. "Somehow, | don't
t hi nk our original plan holds."

Dar khorse nodded. "I would say not. If only I knew where
Shade was and what he now intends to do! Drayfitt is dead,
Cabe, and his final words, if they were not another ploy
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engi neered by the hooded warl ock, are a nystery that | nust
sol ve before very | ong! Shade was never one to be inactive!"

"One thing," Lady Bedlaminterrupted, "that we should
still do is contact the Green Dragon. He may have sone
i nformation for us or, at the very least, some suggestion."

"You do that, then," her husband suggested. "I want to
check the area out. | want to nmake certain that there are no
ot her surprises.”

"That | eaves only nyself."

"What do you plan on doi ng?" Cabe asked the shadow steed.
"Return to Talak. If | amincorrect, things will be as they
were when | —departed. If, however, things have gone the way

| think they have," Darkhorse stared at them and his eyes
glittered coldly, "it may already be too late to save the city."
XVl

Shade stood staring in open contenpt at the putrefying

col um of nixed body parts and dripping ichor that was the
guardi an of this opening to the realns of the Lords of the Dead.

He was not inpressed. Not at all

"Shoddy. | woul d've expected better of your masters. It



appears that they, too, have fallen fromthe ranks of pure
Vraad." He waved his hand and the guardian, with a wailing
sound, crunmbled into its conponent parts. "Is that the best you
could do?" he called out to the mre-filled pit. The cavern
around hi m echoed hi s grow ng annoyance.

Tendrils of thought reached out to him some contenptuous,
sone defensive, all of thema bit fearful. What had he accom
plished in all his existence? What had he acconpli shed ot her
than creating an endl ess game between the opposing pol es of
hi s exi stence?

The warl ock snmiled coldly. "Too true. That changes now.
Your existence changes now. You have a bauble of mine that |
require." Protesting thoughts bonbarded him but he shook
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themoff |ike droplets of water. "Don't bandy words with ne!
Return to nme the tripod. Now. "

Open fears now. Fears of control lost and rifts opened.

A sigh. "This world has changed you. Like all the rest. You
are not worthy of the name Vraad. You are especially not, ny
cousins, worthy of the nanme Tezerenee."

A breath, perhaps two, passed before a dark and unprepos-

sessing object formed at the warlock's feet. He picked it up and
examned it thoroughly. It was, as he had terned it, a tripod
perhaps a hand's length high. A black sphere, no bigger than

one of his pupils, rested securely on the top. Finally satisfied,
Shade thrust the artifact into the vol um nous confines of his cloak

"Thank you so very much," he acknow edged wi th a nocki ng

bow. "Having taken such great care of it, | can al nost forgive
you for stealing it fromny workshop after my—death just
doesn't sound right, does it? My tenporary displacenent."

He started to fold within himself, then changed his mnd. "I
did say 'alnost forgive you,' didn't I?"

Pani cked protests went unheeded as the warl ock struck out.

Wien Shade at |ast left what remained of the cavern—and the
now-rui ned island that had once housed it—his thoughts turned

i Mmediately to the culmination of his mllennia-long dream
Time was running out for him he knew that. In two, maybe

three centuries, his forcibly extended Iifespan would reach its
[imt, but not with the normal aging results. The shadowy
war | ock knew what awaited himwould be far worse, a last fifty
or so years as a withered, decaying creature, a consciousness
trapped alive in a dry husk. Only when the | ast vestiges of his
earlier, nore desperate spells dissipated would he be freed—
freed to a death he had no desire to enbrace. The others had
given in to this world, let it naster them but not him

He reentered the world in the enperor's cavern, only to find
it abandoned. The Silver Dragon had noved on with his
canpaign, 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's ideas had merit; planting
a loyal human anobng his kind's worst enenies and then
mani pul ating that man into a position of great authority had
been a plan worthy of a Vraad—and why not ?

He dropped that line of thinking, deciding it was hardly
worth his time now that his dreans were nearing fruition. He
had mapped things out carefully in his mnd, seeing where he
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had made his mi stakes, reassuring hinself of those results with
the nenories taken fromthe sorcerer Drayfitt. It had to work
this tine!

Wth the tripod returned to him there was only one ot her
item he needed, but it was the nost intregal component of all
out wei ghi ng even the artifact that he had taken back fromthe
Lords of the Dead. The tripod was the neans of sunmoni ng,
sonmet hing Drayfitt could never have known since it had not
been in the notes, but it could not function as the focus, the
nmeans by which the powers woul d be drawn together, bound,

and turned to his will. H's prior nistake had been making

hi msel f that focus. Forced to both contain and bind them

si mul t aneously, even he had failed. No, the only way for the
enchantnent to succeed would be to find sonething else to
serve as a focus.

Sonet hi ng? Sonmeone. It had to be a living entity, one with

the open gift that made one a spellcaster. As untrained as possible
and young, for the spell would tear at the lifeforce, eating it
away. Untrai ned and young al so because those m nds were

nore susceptible to the sort of commands he needed to ingrain

upon them A child would be perfect. A child was mall eabl e.

A child with the potential he sought would al so be nearly

i npossible to find. Since the days of the Turning War, when the
human mages had al nost defeated the Dragon Kings, the latter

had tried very thoroughly to assure that there woul d never be a
second such war. They had m ssed Cabe Bedl am because of his
grandfather's interference. Likely they had m ssed others as

wel |, since their control had slipped harshly after that near

di saster. A long search mght prove fruitful, but Shade knew

that searching for an infant with latent abilities mght very well
consunme nore tinme than even he had.

There was one possibility, likely nore, but he had found

hi nsel f strangely reluctant to consider it. Menories of his
addl ed past, the centuries of sw nging back and forth between
one mnd or another, invaded again. A curse escaped his |ips
and a fissure suddenly burst into being in one of the cavern
walls to his right. He paid it no mind. Breathing deeply, the



war | ock buried the alien thoughts and nenories. It was not the
first time he had done so, but he swore silently that it would be
the | ast.

He had sworn so nore than a dozen tinmes this one day al one.
Each time, they had returned stronger than before. Care. GQuilt.

Fri endshi p. Unbecom ng nmenories for one of his stature.
Feelings for those who were not Vraad.

That settled it. He would hesitate no nore. Not with so

perfect a focus awaiting him One whomthe fam |y woul d not

even notice was missing, if he could help it. The | ast thought
gave hima feeling of benevol ence, |ike a naster taking good

care of his pets. For their sacrifice, they deserved that nuch. It
woul d be as if the boy no | onger existed.

Still, a tiny shadow of guilt lingered on
Melicard

Erini stirred, her eyes slowy focusing on the darkened
corridor. Her mind, a sluggish mre of self-disgust and defeat,
refused to clear. She closed her eyes again. Melicard s visage
was the only thing she could think about with any success. Her
i mage of himhad a strange quality to it, alnost as if he were
actual ly before her, propped up agai nst the opposing wall. She
saw hi mas unconscious. Dirt and bl ood streaked his face
and—Eri ni choked—soneone had torn the el fwood mask from

his face, revealing the torn and burnt flesh that woul d never
heal . She did not have to see his armto know that the fal se one
had been renoved as well. It was a wonder he was still alive.

Still alive? The odd thought brought clarity to her clouded

m nd. Way woul d she think such a thing about her own

i magi ni ngs? Why woul d she subscribe reality to delusion? Yet,

t here was sonet hing about the inmages, a continuity that seened
too real to be her own doing.

Could it be?

Erini tried to concentrate on his face, but that only nade it

| ess substantial, nore that of a phantomthan a |iving person
The princess thought quickly, recalling her state of mind. Leave
her mnd open? Let it happen naturally? Mlicard s features

were already alnost invisible, little nore than a true nmenory.
Erini settled back and dreamed of Melicard the man. Were

was he and what was he doi ng? She thought about him but not

at him That, she hoped, was the key. If Drayfitt had only had
the chance to teach her..

Melicard' s face, which had been solidifying, dw ndled away

again. The princess quickly dropped all thought of the dead
sorcerer. It was all to easy to let one's imagination turn to other
things, even in tinmes of a crisis.

Slowy, the picture of her betrothed returned to full clarity. It
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was alnost as if, with her eyes closed, she could actually reach
out and touch him She saw the blood from his wounds, the

brui ses on his face and body. Mal Quorin's ogres had not been
kind to him Another thing the counselor would be called to
account for—f Erini survived this terror

She had, without thinking, reached out in an effort to ease

his pain. The Melicard in her mnd suddenly stirred, as if

waki ng. The princess, startled, lost her concentration. Melicard' s
i mage faded away, this time permanently. Try as she m ght,

Erini could not make it return.

He was alive! Battered and wounded, but Melicard was

alive! New life surged through the princess despite all that had
happened. As long as he was alive, there was reason to hope.
Erini straightened into a standing position and gazed around
her, finally realizing that nore of Quorin's men night cone
pouring down one end of the hall or the other before very |ong.
It was a wonder they had not al ready—dnl ess there were other
things on their mnds. Like Captain Iston. Possibly |oyal guard
units, too. The suddenness of this coup could not have been
conpl etely planned. Despite the counselor's attitude earlier
there was too nuch evidence that all was not well in hand.

Anot her sign of hope, as far as she was concerned.

What mattered now, Erini decided grimy, was to find Melicard.
She could not draw Iston and his men into this. Two of them
had al ready died on her behalf when she coul d have saved

them Her powers, the princess was slowy comng to reali ze,
were as potentially beneficial as they were detrinmental; it was
her own attitude that deternined which way she went. |If she
could turn her abilities to finding the king and overwhel m ng
the rebels... The thought of a stunned and grovelling Quorin
made her smile with dark pleasure.

How do | find hinfP came the unbi dden thought. What little

she recalled of the inmage had reveal ed a place far fromthe

el egant roons of a mighty king. More likely, he was in the

| ower depths of the pal ace, a dungeon or sonething. Unfortunately,
Erini had a fair idea of how inmense that network of under-

ground passages and chanbers was. She did not have the tine

to search everywhere and her attenpts to recall Melicard's
presence had, thus far, failed mserably.

There remai ned one option, then, that prom sed hope. It was
the only possibility her m nd could dreamup. Gven rest and
some peace, the princess m ght have been able to devise
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somet hing | ess daring, less risky. Time, however, was some-
thing she had al ready used up too nmuch of. No, her only choice
was to follow through with her decision.

She woul d sinply ask soneone where the king was hel d.

Drawi ng hersel f together, Erini stepped quietly down the



corridor in the direction opposite that of where her | oyal

def enders had wanted her to run. Iston's stronghol d—she

wanted to know nore about how that had conme about —was

probably wat ched by too many of Quorin's men. Wat -she

wanted was a lone sentry or two left to guard sonme secured

hall. She woul d probably find such a place deeper in the

sections of the palace that the treacherous advisor had under his
control. Erini also suspected that, given Quorin's way of doing
things, it was where she would be nearest to Melicard.

The nagging fear that her plots were all askew never |eft her
during the entire nerve-w acking journey.

In the dark, Talak's royal palace proved to be quite a maze.
Matters were not hel ped by her own |ack of famliarity. Erini
only hoped that by trying to keep a parallel course as nuch as
possi bl e, she would not |ose herself in the vastness of the
anci ent structure. The pal ace of the king and queen of Gordag-
Ai seened alnost like a cottage in conparison to the nonstrous
creation the princess was now forced to wander.

When she finally found what. she sought, Erini hesitated.

There were two of them tall, ugly, and arnmed with bl ades

| onger than her. legs, it seened. The princess cursed herself for
bei ng so stupid as to not have taken one of the weapons

scattered on the floor by her unfortunate attackers. Better still,
a sharp, thin blade |like the one the elder of her two defenders
had utilized. That was a weapon she could use properly.

That woul d al so not solve her present dilenma. Sorcery was
her only chance of success. Wat sort of spell, though?

One of the nmen nodded off briefly and was knocked awake

by his conpani on, who seemed none too lively hinself. Their
exhaustion reninded Erini of her own, but she dared not dwell

on it too long for fear she would collapse. Still, the scene had
given her the answer. It should not be too difficult to make nen
who were already tired slip far enough into slunber. From

there, she could take one of themand try to coax the infornma-
tion fromhis unprotected nind.

Rel axi ng despite the natural tendency for just the opposite in
such a situation, Erini found she knew which areas of the
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spectrum woul d aid her spell. In her mnd, she saw the col ors
bl end and shape thensel ves, forming a pattern. A part of her
under st ood t hat what was happeni ng was actual ly taking pl ace
inless than the tinme it takes a person to blink. This was what
Drayfitt had been steering her toward. Soon, it mght be so
automatic to her that the actual process woul d seem i nstantane-
ous. Drayfitt had said that.

The results of her spell became noticeable instantly. The
guard who had dozed off only nonents before coll apsed
conpletely, falling back against the wall and sliding to the
floor. H's grip on his sword relaxed, but not until he was
al nrost all the way down. The resulting clatter was hardly
audi bl e.



The second man's fall proved nore nerve-w acking. He

fought the spell, alnost as if he had enough sense left to
under st and what was happening. He raised his sword armup to
his forehead, as if trying to support his sleep-laden nind, and
dropped the bl ade. The weapon struck the hard floor with an
echoing rattle that Erini was certain would bring new nmen
rushing down the hall at any noment.

Unabl e to resist any |longer, the second guard fell to his
knees, then face-first onto the marble. H s hel ret added to the
di stant reverberati ons of the sword.

When neither man had noved after a minute and battl e-ready
newconers had not charged madly into the hall from every
direction, Erini stepped out fromthe comer she had been

hi di ng behind and investigated the two nmen. The first guard
was sl eeping soundly; there was even a satisfied smle on his
lips. The second man was not so well off. He slept, but his
nose had been broken fromthe fall and bl ood spilled on the
floor. Only the spell kept him sleeping. The pain was evident in
his twitches. Erini wondered if the pain would eventually give
himthe strength to overcone her enchantnent. If so, it neant
that she had to work even faster than she had pl anned.

Turning back to the first man, she | eaned near one of his ears
and whi spered conmands. .

The ensorcelled guard's arnms hung linply by his sides. H's
eyes were closed. He | ooked as if soneone had strung himup
That woul d never do. She gave hima few extra comrands,
hopi ng there was no inmmediate Iimt to such things. It would
not do to have confusion stir himfromthe spell

A minute later, he was ready. To all eyes, it now appeared as

if she were his prisoner. The scow on his face was very real
The gleamin his eyes made hima nman carrying out orders
fromthe highest authority: Quorin, of course. If anyone stopped
him he would say that the counsel or had deci ded to give the

two one | ast nonment together so that the princess could see

how handsonme her betrothed was w thout his false face. Erini

had trouble with the last, but it m ght prove necessary. Such
comments woul d hopefully put the other nen at ease.

Whi |l e she stood there, assuring herself that all was in

readi ness, a sudden, horrible notion burst forth. She | ooked up
at the nesnerized figure, who stared straight ahead, waiting to
begin his newrole. "Do you know where King Melicard is

bei ng hel d?"

"Eas'mt'nnels. Rat land."

Rat |and? She let that slide, happy that she had not gone to

all this trouble for nothing. In her haste to test her abilities,
Erini had totally forgotten to ask himthe all-inmportant question
first.

From the other guard she took a small dagger. Not much of a
threat, but one never knew. The princess secreted the blade in



one boot, hoping she would not be forced to run very quickly
while it was still hidden in there. Then, Erini turned to the
guard and whi spered, "Lead."

The next few minutes made the previous few seem al npst

heavenly. Erini's heart sounded |ike a stanpede of heavily

| aden war horses. It was astonishing that the sound did not echo
t hrough every corridor. She kept one hand close to the bl ade—
on the off-chance that the soldier had conpletely 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 princess to think that there was still so

much she had not investigated. |If she survived, Erini intended
to survey every plan of this behenoth and then doubl e-check
every corridor and room personally.

Dreanms of entering into such mnor crusades kept her from
goi ng conmpletely insane with anxiety. Too nmany things seened

to count on her. She had wel coned themin the past, but none
had ever involved death—and so nuch of it—er the use of
guestionable abilities. Erini was no coward; that was not her
fear. \Wat ate at her was the fact that she m ght not be enough
Melicard, Iston, Galea, and Magda... they and so nany ot hers
would likely die if she did not succeed.
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A rough hand grabbed her arm She al nbst | ashed out with
what ever her abilities would give her, then realized that she had
fallen behind the ensorcelled sentry. He | ooked at her as if

seei ng soneone el se.
"Come on. This way." His voice was slurred, sonething

that coul d be expl ai ned away as from exhaustion. She quickly
rem nded himof that fact. He coughed his acknow edgnment of
the command—a trick Erini had mixed in with the origina
conmands—and resumed the journey. Erini kept pace with him
this time, noting that they were heading toward a dar kened

st ai rway.
Down bel ow the earth again. | should have known! It would

make things that rmuch nmore difficult—and that much nore

dependent on her abilities.
They descended together and, at the bottom of the stairway,

her plan received its ultimte test. Four sentries stood guarding
t he underground passageway. Unlike the one beside her, these

men did not look in the least bit tired. They studied the
newconers, first with veiled curiosity, then with eye-w dening

i nterest when they discovered who it was they were seeing.

One of them possibly the | eader, possibly not, pointed the
tip of his mace at Erini's conpanion. The others were arned



wi th bl ades of varying wear. Al |ooked far nore skilled at
usi ng the weapons than the nesnerized figure at her side.
"The cripple' s woman! You' 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's to see
the prisoner."
Erini forced herself not to | ook at her companion and try to

gui de his answer. It would have to be his response al one.
"New orders. The counsel or wants her to spend a | ast few
mnutes with him See how pretty he is. See what she woul d' ve

married."”
There was a nonent's hesitation, but then malicious grins

began to appear. This was sonething they woul d have expected
froma | eader such as Mal Quorin. Destroy the |ast good
menories of Melicard. Turn his betrothed's |ove to disgust.
None of them could fathom a wonman continuing to care for a
"cripple,” though Erini was of the silent opinion that, even
wi t hout the el fwood to mask his face and replace his arm
Melicard was worth a thousand of these nen.
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"Go on," the | eader signalled

The princess's guard stunbled a little, nearly causing her

heart to fail. Had they | ooked closely, they m ght have noticed
the glazed | ook that was returning to his eyes. Fortunately, they
assuned it was sonething el se

"You' d better report to Gstlich when you're through with

her. He don't want anyone dropping on duty. Not tonight." The
| eader indicated a scar running across one of his nen's face.
"Edger here stays real alert now, don't you Edger? Sonetimes

up to four days!"

The one call ed Edger nodded, but said nothing. Erini's
conpani on returned the nod automatically and added a sl ow
"Yeah." H's words were becoming nore slurred. Fortunately,
he was al ready | eadi ng her past them

When they were out of sight, she started to breathe a sigh of
relief—enly to cut it short when two nore guards cane into
view. They | eaned against a wall in which several cell doors
stood as grimremni nders of some of Tal ak's | ess-than-pl easant
history. One of them | ooked up

"What's goin'? Wiy's she here?"

Her puppet did not respond. Erini pretended to 'stunble,
prodding himinto activity as she bunped into his side. He
repeated his short explanation concerning Quorin's sadistic
little game. H s words were slow, but understandable.



The | ook that passed between the two sentries at the cel

i ndi cated that they thought sonething besi des exhaustion had
taken its toll on the newcomner, sonething with nore than a
little kick to it. One man licked his lips, evidently dreamni ng of
what it would be Ilike to have a drink after so | ong on duty.

Seemi ngly convinced, they unlocked the door. The princess

wanted to rush in, take Melicard in her arns, but could not so

| ong as she needed the charade to continue. That neant

agoni zi ng heartbeats as she forced herself to keep pace with the
shuffling soul beside her

A figure huddl ed agai nst the far wall, chained by his hands

and feet. There was no light in the cell; the prisoner's upper
body was in conpl ete darkness and the [ ower was only a vague
shadow. Behi nd her, the cell door slamred 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.
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No | onger able to contain herself, Erini rushed over to the
worn figure. "Melicard?"

The head slowy turned toward her. It was Melicard! Unti
this nmoment, she had still feared that sonething was am ss.

Hi s face, when she saw it, threatened to tear her heart
asunder. They had tortured him She forced herself to | ook

cl oser and saw that she was not entirely correct. There were
brui ses and cuts, true. He had been beaten and badly. Quorin
woul d pay dearly for that. Wat she thought were buns,
however, were what had been hidden beneath the el fwood mask
he had al ways worn. This was what was left of his true visage.

Deep pits of scorched and torn flesh streaked across the one

side of his face. That was horrifying enough. The other side,

the one that had received the brunt of the wild magic... Erini
recalled only one thing in her life that had ever |ooked like this.
Afire in the royal stables of CGordag-Ai. A fire that had burned
to death four horses and injured one of the young boys that

hel ped take care of the animals. One of those horses had

broken free of the fire toward the end, a naddened, flane-
drenched beast whose face, neck, and body had been burned to

t he bone at various points. It had run in confused circles for
nmore than a mnute, nearly spreading the fire further, before the
life within that twi sted shell had finally abandoned it. Like the
horse, Melicard' s face had been torn open to the very bone

and, thanks to the power of the artifact that had caused it, those



wounds woul d not heal. Even now, even in the dark, she coul d
see themglisten noistly, as if inflicted only this day.

"The fruit...of...ny labors.” Melicard snmiled grimy.

The open side of his face | ooked |like nothing less than a
grinning corpse. Despite herself, Erini had to turn her eyes
away for at |east a nonent.

He noted the reaction. "The storytellers never speak of this
type... of scene. Either that.. .or they gloss... gloss over

"I"'msorry. It's not you—~

"It's never ne." The sarcasmwas biting.

Erini | ooked himsquarely in the face. "It's not you. \Wen I
saw your face, | felt your pain, wondered how you coul d have
gone on—+ don't know if-1 could have—and cursed dear
Counsel or Quorin for every day of his existence!"

"Quorin." Melicard grew cold. "I was a fool of the highest
rank, wasn't |? How many | oyal humans and drakes did the

Silver Dragon sacrifice to assure brave, clever Quorin's place at

nmy side? How nany? | never saw it once. | was so... so proud

of nyself and so ready to take themall on. Look what it has

cost me. Part of ny body. My kingdom My life." He closed

his good eye. "Wrst of all, it's cost me you."

"No." She touched his hand. "It hasn't."

"I doubt if our future together is |longer than another mnute
or two. Surely ny esteened advisor's man there has orders to

drag you out of here. This is just a torturous gane, letting us

see one anot her and then separating us again."

It was time to explain. Erini |leaned forward. "This is no
gane of that foul grimalkin! That is what the sentries outsid
are supposed to think. My guard is under ny influence."

The king eyed her in open curiosity. "Influence?"

"Li ke—+i ke nmesnmerism”

"Mesnerism" He did not seem conpletely convinced.
Melicard indicated the chains that held him "Wat about
these? Mesmerismwi |l not work on these, ny princess."

"I 4+ can deal with them" She tried to reach for the cuff

e

around his wist, but he refused to let go of her hand for the

monent. Trying to hide the worst of his face, he tilted his head

to one side and gave her as honest a smile as he coul d nanage
"My princess... ny queen."”

When their hands finally separated, Erini took hold of the
cuff and examined it. It had a sinple lock on it—ot that she
knew anyt hi ng about picking | ocks—and was worn with age.

The rust interested her the nbst. She had succeeded in lulling

to sleep two nmen who had already been tired. Could it be

possi bl e to use the same concept to encourage the spread of rust

across the cuff? Make it so brittle that a sinple tap or two
woul d shatter it?

As she thought about it, her fingers unconsciously rubbed the



cuff. Tiny streaks appeared. Erini gasped. Melicard, who could
not see as well fromhis angle, 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 a few
seconds.

She took his armby the wist and, sobbing like a grief-
stricken, frail princess, muttered audibly, "Cnh, Melicard! What
wi Il happen to us?"

The king offered no resistance, leaving things in her care. As
Erini noved in what appeared to sinply be a desperate hug of
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her bel oved, 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— was all that escaped from Melicard before he

succeeded in snothering his surprise. Erini imrediately went

to work on the leg cuffs and found, to her joy, the spell working
perfectly both tinmes. She did not, however, try to share her joy
with Melicard. Erini feared to even | ook at his face now Not
because of his appearance, but because of what he nmust by now
have conme to realize; his bride-to-be was a sorceress.

"Erini—= Melicard whispered
"I think that verifies it, then," canme the one voice she

feared to hear.

Leaping to her feet, Erini shielded Melicard. \Whatever aid

her abilities would give her she would gladly accept. Anything,
especially if it meant the end of Mal Quorin.

One of the guards unl ocked the cell door and opened it.

Quorin stepped through al one, confident in his power. Erini's
mout h twitched upward. Not this tinme. She understood her
abilities better. The traitor would soon find out what power
actually was.

Behind her, Melicard had risen to his feet. He would not

have soneone |ike Quorin stand above him Erini drew strength

fromhis act.
The counsel or still advanced, slowy and silently. He appeared

very much the cat he resenbled. Hi s habit of always seeni ng
to show up where and when ot hers | east expected himadded to

that effect. Even the smle.



Perhaps | will turn you. into the mangy rat-eater you really

are. Master Quorin! The thought appealed to the princess
greatly. She would even let himstay and keep the stables free

of other pests.
"Did you realize only now that your bride was a sorceress,

your nost royal majesty? | suspected as much, though | wasn't
certain until she escaped fromny nen earlier." Quorin | ooked
at Erini. "OF course, ny lady, | knew where you woul d be
rushing to and took a quicker, nore direct route. Now | have
you again. All that remains are your stubborn countrynmen and

a few random guards who escaped nmy net. Talak will not even
know of its change of rulers until the northern gates open and
nmy master cones riding triunphantly through.™”

"Bearing a silver banner?" Melicard asked grinly.
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"OfF course. This will be the true mark of his destiny, his

right to be enperor of all races. The capture and destruction of
the nonster king. Your crusades will be at an end. A sign of
strength will bring his brethren around—save the outcast |ord

of the Dagora Forest. Wth the united strength of the others,
however, no opposition will stand in the Dragon Kings' way.

They will bring this land back to the glory it had before the
Turning War."

The king | aughed, though it was evident that to do so hurt

himfurther. "Did your master train you to say all of that?
Look—+ook at him Erini. Wuld you ever believe that he and
these others were actually men and not drakes in disguise?"

The barb struck Quorin harder than he pretended it did.

Erini, who had seen and felt his rage, watched himclosely. She
had just about fornulated the sort of spell she felt appropriate
for one such as him Sonething decorative. A few seconds

nore and she woul d be ready.

Turning his attention to her, Mal Quorin said, "There was a
chance you might have been useful in regard to Gordag- A —er
even to my tastes in entertainment—but | don't care for the

t hought of a sorceress alive and neither does ny |lord. Your
betrothed will get the opportunity to see you die nore or |ess
pai nl essly before we prepare himfor the com ng of Tal ak's new
ruler.”

Erini unl eashed her spell at Quorin. If it worked, he would
envy the men who had died trying to recapture the princess.

Not hi ng

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 ensorcell ed guard suddenly noaned and

shook his head. Her other spell had failed now. Erini stared at
Quorin, who was reaching into his uniformfor something that
hung around his neck. It proved to be a nedallion the dianeter
of a wal nut.

Mel i card groaned, though whether from pain or what he saw
was debatable. "A Seeker medallion, Erini. One he received
fromme. It nmutes a spellcaster's abilities. Makes them..
hel pl ess. "

"Hel pl ess. Yes. "'The counsel or snapped his fingers. Two of
the sentries fromthe hallway joined him One he ordered to
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assi st the man who had just woken up. He | ooked at the
second, then nodded toward Erini

Beaten and worn, Melicard still 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 a nassive

ox and he threw the one-arned king against the far wall.
Melicard slipped to the floor, still conscious but stunned.

As the man turned toward Erini, she saw Quorin watching
her frombehind him his cat's smile wide across his face and a
thin, jagged blade now waiting in one hand. Waiting for her

XV

Whil e the night had brought chaos to Talak, it had brought
somet hi ng even nore om nous to the Dagora Forest. Just

beyond the protected grounds of the Bedl anms' domain, a tree
curled and twi sted, becomng a gnarled thing that soon cracked
and died. Fromits withering roots, a black blot seened to

spread to the plant Iife around it, creating a dead, barren patch
of earth several yards w de

Wthin the boundaries of the Manor, a separate but hauntingly
simlar incident passed. This one woul d have been | ess notice-
able, save its victimwas one of the birds that nested in the
trees. The fate the lone tree had suffered had been ki nder. Wat
was |l eft of the bird was barely recogni zabl e.

In the darkened room of a young | ad, a gol den-haired boy

who dreant of amazing feats of magic he would sonme day

perform the night seemed to have eyes. Eyes and shape. A
shape that slowy detached itself fromthe rest of the darkness
and | ooned over the sleeping child, noting even w thout Iight
the tiny streak of silver in the youngster's hair.

Shade smiled alnost fatherly. Blood will tell, nmy young one!
Great power courses through your parents' veins! Geat power



t hat has pool ed together and formed you
There was a young girl, too, but she was too young,
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unpredictable. If this vessel proved insufficient, he would wait
a few years and take the second. By then, she would be ready.

He touched the boy's forehead. A nane came to his |lips and

he mouthed it in silence. Aurim The Col den Treasure. The
war | ock frowned. He could feel the |ove the parents had for this
child—both children—and it was beginning to disturb himin

ways that were alien to him He had taken subjects for his
spells before. It was not as if they were Vraad. They were
just... others.

H s face resenbles Cabe's, though his nose is his nother's.
The uneasi ness began spreadi ng through him Wy was he not
al ready gone? The task was a sinple one! Take the child and
depart. The defensive spells surrounding the Manor were

| aughingly sinple to one with mllennia and the powers of
Vraad sorcery on his side.

Take the boy! he demanded of hinself.
" Shade. "

The hooded warl ock | ooked up. Another figure stood on the
ot her side of the bed, hands clenched and eyes narrowed. He
wore a dark blue robe and nuch of his hair was silver

" Cabe. "

"My son. Shade. He's not for you to do with as you pl ease.
Get out of here now while | can still remain civil with you."

Movi ng al nost |i ke the shadow he resenbl ed. Shade | ooked
closely at the youngster. ' 'He has striking golden hair... how
is that possible?"

Cabe tried to contain hinself. This was Shade. This nman had
been his friend. He had also tried to kill the younger warl ock
Wi ch stood before Cabe now? "We nanmed him Auri m be-

cause, being our first, he seemed so precious. When he was old
enough to understand what his nane neant, he decided he

shoul d have gol den hair. The next day... it sinply was."

"Alad of great potential."

"I'f he lives to adulthood." The edge had returned to Cabe
Bedl am s voice. "Wich he won't if you take him"

"He mght. He might not. | have need of him though."

"You've no right to him" It was beconi ng harder for Cabe
to maintain his conmposure. "You've no right to anything!"

The ot her warl ock wapped hinself in his cloak. "I am
Shade. | am Vraad. My existence is nmy right. My continued



exi stence is ny demand."

A hand rose. It blazed with green flames that danced about
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the fingertips. "You' ve lived | ong enough, Shade. He deserves
his chance—and | won't let you take him"

Shade chuckl ed. "No | onger the uncertain novice, are you?
Is ten years enough? The skill is easy enough, but the reaction
time is always the questionable part. Do you know your limts?

I have none."

"You have nore than you think. You still thought the

Seekers controlled us until | materialized here. | made it seem
so. | thought you m ght come back. Shade. | prayed you

woul dn't, so that | wouldn't have to fight you. I'll see you dead
a thousand tinmes before | let you take nmy son."

"And | shall return a thousand and one tines." The cow ed

vi sage lifted enough so that the glow from Cabe's hand al | owed
himto see Shade's true features for the first tine. Cabe's
nmout h dropped open. "Or | will just take himnow "

Tendrils burst fromthe cl oaked figure of the one warl ock and
enshrouded sl eeping Aurim They started to withdraw into
Shade's formuntil the hooded spellcaster checked hinsel f.

"This is not your son."

"No, he and the other children are safely hi dden—even from
you. |'ve learned. | thought you nmight cone back, so | laid a
few snares. You chose the false Aurim though | don't care to
think why. It alnost fooled you |l ong enough. In fact, it may

have. "

A clear liquid showered down on Shade from nowhere. As it
touched him it solidified, becom ng harder than marble. The
torrent continued, form ng a shell about its victim Shade
struggl ed, but seemed unable to nove nore than his fingers.
Qddly, nothing but the warl ock was covered by it.

"I never thought | would thank Azran Bedl am for an idea,"
Gnen said as she materialized out of the darkness behind

Shade. "1 never thought | would want to condenn anyone to
this sort of hell—ntil you cane back here for our child."

The shower ceased. As Gaen had once been inprisoned in a

shel | of amber by Cabe's nad father, so had she sought to snare
Shade. Only Azran's fabl ed denmon sword, the Nanel ess, had
succeeded in breaking that prison, and only with an uncon-

sci ous boost from Cabe.

"It's over," she continued, speaking to her husband. "It



wor —'

The anber prison expl oded, sending deadly fragments spill-
ing across the roomin every direction. A fair nunmber flew with
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unerring accuracy toward the Bedlanms. Only their automatic
defensive spells saved themat all. Razor-sharp pieces tore into
the walls, ceiling, and floor. Mnor objects in the roomwere
punctured or shattered. Cabe and his wife were battered into
unconsci ousness, though bruises were all they suffered. Not

one jagged fragnent had flown their directions.

When the |l ast particles of the devastating assault had drifted
fl oorward. Shade shook hinself free of any remaining frag-
ments and eyed the two spellcasters. Gddly, he was not angry,
but rather, inpressed.

"I am nyself once again and there is no equal to ne,

Bedl ans, " he whi spered. Shade turned to the false Aurim
undarmaged by the assault. Wth a gl ance, he disposed of it in
anot her real mwhere the surprise within would not threaten

him Two very deadly traps. Together, they night have succeeded.

"I am Vraad, Cabe. That was your undoing." He took a

deep breath. "But you have earned the right to your children. |
think there may be another who will serve instead—that is, if
his menories serve ne right."

He | ooked down at each of them and concentrated briefly.

The wal s groaned as if weakening, but he paid that only the

| east bit of attention, assuming the damage was due to his | ast
assault. A new spell placed on each of them would assure that
they would sleep a full day, maybe even two. More than

enough time to deal with the other situations.

Taki ng one | ast —al nost fond—gl ance at Cabe, Shade de-
parted the Manor.

How coul d there be so nmany? Dar khorse wondered grimy.
How did so many still survive?

The | egions of the Silver Dragon were the stuff of epic. Not
since the conbined forces of Bronze and Iron had attenpted to
overthrow t he enperor had there been a dragon host as great as
this. Not all of themwere of clan Silver, either. The two clans
that had rebell ed now had a new master. Remants of both now
rode, ran, or flew along with those of the Dragon King. There
were even a few drakes of clan Gold, though they were the

fewest of all. Darkhorse suspected that there had been ot her
survivors, but not for very long. The woul d- be enperor had

taken over their caverns, stolen their birthplace. Many drakes
were too proud to stand for such things. Mdst of those that rode
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with himnow were likely the dregs, perhaps even treacherous
fools |like Toma the renegade.

Though he could see them Darkhorse knew that the night

still gave himprotection fromthe oncom ng arny. He had

cone here, rather than return imedi ately to Tal ak, because he
had feared this very thing. H s fears had proved far nore than
even he had supposed. The host here woul d have given a fully
armed and ready Tal ak troubl e—dnl ess King Melicard had a

trick or two up his sleeve. Perhaps that was one reason why he
had agreed to sunmoning a denon; it was possible that he had
suspected this invasion was com ng.

Dar khorse | aughed quietly. Even a denon would think tw ce
about taking on a legion of fiends such as this!

A drake arnmy was not an arny in the traditional sense. The
host included several castes and species fromthe | owest m nor
drake—huge reptiles alnost as intelligent as horses and often
used for the same purpose—+to the elite of the ruling drake
cl ass, the humanoi d warl ords who drove their beastlike cousins
and their lower-caste brethren before them There were dragons
in the air and on the ground. Sone carried riders, others did
not. Each one was as deadly as a score of nore trained nen;

yet, they had been defeated in the past. There were weaknesses
that men had learned to exploit, Talak nost of all. That was
why the Dragon King had worked to separate the forces of his
human foe. He wanted an easy victory to prove his worth as
enperor. Darkhorse knew he al so wanted it because, of all his
brethren, this drake lord was, the npbst craven

Yet, even this bully has the nuscle to flex, the shadow steed
thought with bitter hunor. Al one, Darkhorse could harass the
drakes and cause great damage, but he would eventually fall.
Despite his cowardly ways, the Silver Dragon was quite possi-
bly his equal or better in power; it was difficult to say.
Surrounded by his own followers, each with their own neasure

of power, he would be nigh on invincible conmpared to Darkhorse.

Tal ak had to be alerted to the nenace. If they had weapons

to conbat this host, so much the better. The Bedl ans woul d

lend their hand, also. This was not a battle to be won by a | one
warrior, but only with the effort of many, hinmself included.

/ shall see you before long. Dragon King. This | swear.

Sunmoni ng a portal, Darkhorse departed for Tal ak. He
hoped and prayed that what he found there would be an

i mprovenent over this dismaying sight. He had his doubts,
t hough.

May the gods who grant me ny luck be cursed with the sane
ill sort!

As he stepped out into Talak, into the great hall near the
front entrance of the royal pal ace, he sensed the wongness of
t he place. Blood had been spilled here! Mich of it and only
recently!



Thi ngs were beginning to nove too swiftly for him A

dragon host that would, by his, estimte, be here just after
dawn. A royal pal ace under attack—yet the city seened its
normal self! WAs he mi staken about the bl oodshed? Drayfitt
could give himno answers, especially to the question that stil
pl agued himfromthe back of his nind

Wiere is Shade while the world turns mad? |s he orchestrat-
ing all of this?

He dared not |inger on thoughts of Shade now. Like it or not,
his first duty was to Talak and warning it of the threat noving
toward its gate. Darkhorse concentrated his will on seeking the
Princess Erini. As a sorceress—and an untrai ned one-she

woul d unconsciously radi ate a powerful presence. Training or
pure luck would teach her to mask that presence. Death woul d
conpletely elimnate the problem For the nonent, however

her ignorance was to Darkhorse's advant age.

Find her he did, in a place buried beneath the pal ace nuch

the sane way his prison had been, though not as deep. She was
the only distinctive presence. There were others, perhaps as
many as a dozen, but something interfered with his senses,
maki ng them appear as | ess than individuals. 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 all their own.

If the Princess Erini was in danger, he could not hesitate.
Sunmoni ng up a portal, Darkhorse reared and, | aughing
nmocki ngly, |eaped through it.

"Well! If there is to be a party, then surely Darkhorse is
wel corme, yes?"

H s sudden, overwhel m ng appearance, coupled with his

brash, confusing speech, stunned the humans in the chanber—a
prison cell, he saw. There were several people in the room as
he had thought, and anong them were two ot hers he had
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wanted to find. The first was Melicard, mghty Melicard,

| ooking nore |ike something |left behind by a playful and only
slightly peckish dragon. He stood—with the aid of one captor—
agai nst the wall nearest the door

The second and sonewhat nore irate of the two—and only

he woul d be irate in the face of a creature as devastating as
Dar khor se—was Counsel or Mal Quorin. He had a long, ugly

bl ade in his hand and had apparently been toying with the
princess. There were no marks on her, but the | ook on her face
i ndi cated that, had she been able to, the advisor would have
been dead a hundred tinmes over. That verified what Darkhorse
had al ready suspected. Quorin was the source of whatever was
danpeni ng his senses and the princess's abilities.



Al this the ebony stallion took in during the first glance
around him He took a step forward now, his attention focused
specifically on Quorin, who, with nore courage than nany,

i medi ately noved closer to his prey. The knife touched the
princess's throat.

"She dies if you even flinch, denon! She dies if you so
much as blink my direction!”

Uni mpressed by their naster's defiant rhetoric, several of the
guards deserted for safer climates. Only the ones in the cell
who probably knew they could not run away in tinme or were

i nsane fanatics |ike the counsel or, remained.

Dar khorse |l aughed in the face of Quorin's threat. "You are a
true servant of your master! As nmuch a fool as he!"™ An
i ce-blue eye narrowed at the traitor. "Think on what sort of

mercy you will receive fromne if you do kill her!"

"I can draw her agony out, denon! | will!" The counselor's

eyes w dened. Averting his gaze suddenly, he shouted to his
men. "Don't stare into his eyes! He'll try to snare you |like he

did that bag-o'-bones charlatan!"

There was sone nervous shifting. The man hol ding Melicard
finally broke down and tore through the doorway, but not
bef ore shoving his charge to the floor. Melicard did not rise.

Cursing, Quorin stepped back a little, directing the others to
do the sane. Not once did his blade |eave Erini's throat. She,

in turn, continued to watch himw th an obsessive | oathing that
di sturbed even Darkhorse.

"Your men abandon you, Master Quorin! Their deep faith is
so touching to observe!" The advi sor was a very danger ous
adversary. Even with his plots crunbling, he refused to give in

SHADOW STEED 195

to his fears. As long as he held the knife and prevented both
hinsel f and his nen fromfalling to Darkhorse's gaze, there

was little the eternal could do wi thout causing harmto the
princess. Anything he tried mght still give Quorin enough tine
to cut her throat.

The key to this situation was whatever Quorin utilized to

keep Erini's abilities in check and the shadow steed's senses a
bit muted. It was likely a Seeker artifact—there were always too
many of the blasted things around!—but Darkhorse knew of no

way he could renove it fromthe chanber without Quorin

reacting first.

It was Melicard who finally decided it. Melicard, ignored by

all but Erini, considered hel pless by even her. Beaten and

m nus one arm he had lain as still as a corpse after being
tossed to the floor. Quorin, of course, had had other, weightier
matters on his mnd. He did not, therefore, hear or see the king
rise quietly fromthe floor, his one good eye fixed on the
counsel or's back. The advisor's renmaining nen, also nore



concer ned about the foreboding steed pawing at the floor before
them paid himno mnd, either. As for Erini, her view was
obstructed by Quorin until the |last monment. Even then, to her
credit, she gave no sign, not even stiffening.

Dar khorse saw all and acted accordi ngly. \Wether Melicard
succeeded or failed, if there was an opening, the shadow steed
woul d seize it.

The king stretched out his one good arm tottered. Darkhorse
quickly filled the silence that had been extending far too |ong
al r eady.

"What do you hope for now, human? To stand ready unti
the Dragon King hinmself stalks into this roonP"

"I'f need be," Mal Quorin grated. "I doubt I'll have to wait
that long. My only problemis to get rid of you sonmehow, and
t hi nk—

Reachi ng forward, Melicard grabbed his treacherous aide by
the collar and pulled himback. Quorin's hand went up, the
bl ade briefly nicking Erini's chin, but no nore. One of the
remai ni ng sol di ers grabbed the two, who were falling down in
one tangled pile of arnms and | egs.

Dar khorse struck. The man holding Erini, panicking, tried to
shield hinself with her. Against a physical attack, he would
have succeeded. Darkhorse had other tools at his conmmand,

t hough. He hit the floor with his right front hoof, creating a
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wi cked split in the stonework and the earth bel ow. The crack

that formed shot unerringly beneath the | egs of both the

princess and her captor. The sol dier | ooked down in horror as

an eye stared back at himfromw thin the crevasse. In his

shock, he | oosened his grip on his prisoner. Erini suddenly

went flying fromhis hands, pulled free by the power of

Dar khorse. She landed softly by the eternal's side. As her feet
touched the floor, the guard's left it, or rather, ;' (left him The
fl oor where he stood coll apsed into the crevasse, the guard with
it. His screans had barely died before the floor had sealed itself
back up, | ooking remarkably untouched.

"I was always a slave to the dramatic," Darkhorse runbl ed
to anyone who could hear him

Erini was ignoring him her only concern Melicard, whom

she probably inmagi ned dead by now. Her rescue had taken only

a few seconds, though to her and her unfortunate captor, it

nmust have seened far |onger. Darkhorse |aughed. Concentrat -

i ng now on Quorin, he used his powers to pull the hapless
counselor into the air and, while the traitor struggled to regain
control of his linbs, transported the nedallion to a place that
burned hot enough to nelt even Seeker magi c away. Darkhorse
contenpl ated sending Mal Quorin there as well, but he knew

that there m ght yet be need even for sonething as foul as this



creature was.
The princess, however, was not so understanding. VWile her

abilities had been hanpered by the protective artifact the
counsel or had worn, her fury had grown unchecked. Now,

feeling the rel ease of those abilities, she struck wi thout think-
ing. Mal Quorin screaned and tried to scratch off his own skin.
The last of his nmen had run off the nonment he had been thrust
into the air. There was no one here left to save him Erin

pl anned to have her revenge now for everything he had done or

pl anned to do.
""Erini!" Melicard' s faint call went unheeded, so caught up
was the princess in the full force of her own power.

"PRI NCESS\" Darkhorse roared. Hi s voice cut through
where the king's had failed. "Princess Erini! Stop and think!"

Stop and think? The | ook on her bitter face indicated that she
pl anned to do anything but that. The time for thinking was | ong
past. Now, it was time for vengeance.

Dar khorse persisted. "Think what you do to yourself, prin-
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cess, not this piece of rotting offal! You m ght becone I|ike
Shade, so in love with your power that you | ose your humanity."

She seened to stir then, for her eyes travelled fromher prey

to the ebony stallion and finally to her betrothed. Mlicard 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 wi thdraw her power back into herself.
Above them Mal Quorin, drenched in sweat and pal e as bone,

si ghed and col | apsed. The shadow steed brought him slowy

back to the fl oor.

"Melicard." The princess | ooked ashamed, as if sonmehow
her madness had nmade her | ess a creature than even Quorin
was.

The ki ng woul d have none of that. He had used the | ast of

his strength in his battle and could only force hinmself up
enough to lean on his el bow He shook his head as his

bri de-to-be continued to berate herself and whi spered sone-

t hi ng. Darkhorse, though he could have eavesdropped wi t hout
ei t her knowi ng, chose not to. There were sonme things that were
nmeant to be private.

What ever Melicard said soothed, if not conpletely con-
vinced, Erini. She smled and seened to regain sone of her
confidence. Tenderly, the novice sorceress touched Mlicard
where he had been crippled by the one artifact so many years
bef ore.

H s vi sage and arm became whol e instantly. Darkhorse had
to look closely before it becane apparent that Erini had only



gi ven Melicard back his el fwood mask and |inb and had not
actually restored the mssing pieces. Even for Darkhorse, that
woul d have been an astoundi ng achi evenent.

Ai ded by the princess, Melicard rose to his feet and wal ked

up to the shadow steed. For a tine, neither human said

anything to the eternal. He waited patiently, know ng sone of

the limts of their kind. Both of themhad suffered greatly at the
hands of the crunpl ed heap on the floor

"Thank you, dem-Parkhorse," Melicard finally began. He

| ooked angry with hinself. "And | dared to try and nake you
my slave. It's a wonder, great one, that you would even help
one such as ne."

"The past kindnesses of Counselor Quorin made it nearly
i mpossible at first, | must admt," Darkhorse responded wyly.
"I did it as much for my own benefactor here," he indicated
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the princess, "as anyone else, your majesty. | did it for your
people as well. The Dragon King Silver is on his way even now
with a host that may make all this subterfuge rather unnecessary.”
"And Quorin's men still hold the palace and the northern

gate."

"That is so, your mgjesty. Tell me, would your arnmy turn
back fromits crusade into the Hell Plains if the sorcerer
Drayfitt was found murdered?”

Melicard's nouth dropped open. "Drayfitt? Mirdered?" He
turned toward Quorin. "I should kill himnow and forgo the
niceties of a public trial and execution!"

Dar khor se shook his head. "Wile the effort was there, the

true crimnal is the warl ock Shade—aho has his own hand in

this enterprise. He and the Dragon King have made a pact,

though I would not trust either to adhere to it for very |ong.
Shade is ny true quest, but I will do what | have to in order to
save your people fromthe nore i medi ate threat."

"They will likely go on," Melicard said, responding to the
stallion's original question. "W have many other tricks. Drayfitt
is a great | oss—both to ny plans and personal | y—but his death
does not nean that all is lost."

"Can you hold against the Silver Dragon's host?"

Melicard | ooked at Erini. "If ny bride-to-be will add her
strength, perhaps.”

"My—hat | am doesn't turn you?"
"No nore than what | am turned you."

Perhaps it was a trick of the light, but Darkhorse swore that



t he el fwood mask noved exactly as the king's face woul d have.
There are all sorts of nmagic ..

Erini smiled gratefully. "I don't know what | can do, but |
will help as | can."

Seeming to draw strength fromthat, Melicard | ooked up and
said, "Then, the first thing we nust do is take this pal ace
back. "

XVI |

The warl ock Shade haunted the halls and chanmbers of the

vast inperial palace of Tal ak undetected ami dst the chaos
conmenci ng around him Sentries rushing to and fro—whet her

| oyalists 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 armis reach of him

Unfol ding hinself at his destination, the warlock knelt down

in the mdst of the garden. Here, in such an excellent, centrally
| ocated area of the palace, he would rel ease the | ast and | argest
cl utch.

When energed fromhis sleeves were little nore than anor phous

shapes that flittered and darted about, as if in silent inpatience.
Unli ke the bizarre searchers that he had summoned that other tine,
these were not living creatures in any sense of the word, nerely
bits of-magi cal energy shaped to do a particul ar task. Shade

counted out an even dozen before he broke off the spell. H s head

t hrobbed briefly, but he assured hinmself that it was only a headache
this time. There had been no farther |osses of nenory—as far as

he knew-and his personality had been stable for days. He was

hi nsel f at | ast and not hing woul d change that again.

Wthout a word, he sent the tiny shapes out and about. They
woul d spread through the pal ace. No coner of the nassive
edi fice would remai n uni nvaded.

He drew back into the shadows then, wondering how long it
woul d take Darkhorse to detect himonce the masking spell that
had protected himthus far was renoved. Not too |ong, he
supposed, but |ong enough

The warl ock smiled to hinmself as pictured the scene to cone.

Ret aki ng the palace was child's play, as far as Darkhorse was
concerned. Melicard found and freed a nunmber of the prisoners
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the counselor's men had captured in the cells surrounding his
own. Though still outnunbered and wi thout weapons, they

were a force to be reckoned with, even forgetting that the king
al so had a sorceress and a "denon" to aid him



After a thorough search through nore than half the buil di ng,

it becane apparent to all that the palace was, for the nost part,
deserted now. Only a few stragglers, looters generally, were
uncovered. Melicard' s men rearnmed thensel ves quickly on

weapons | eft abandoned in the corridors. The reason for the
abandonnent soon revealed itself to them thanks to a |ooter
caught trying to ransack the king's chanbers. Staring up at

Dar khorse all the while he spoke, the prisoner informed them

of how Quorin's nmen knew now that Melicard had unl eashed his
personal horde of denons that he had saved just for this
monent. Allowing the traitors to seize the pal ace had only been
a ploy to discover who was guilty and who was not. Even now,
men were fleeing for their lives fromthe nonsters they knew
were follow ng themrel entl essly.

Dar khor se under st ood. Seeing himand know ng that he had

cone for their nmaster, Quorin's underlings had panicked. In

their haste to get as far fromthe shadow steed as possible, they
had |ikely rushed past their fellows w thout pausing, spouting
out garbl ed warnings as they ran. As was al ways the case with
fear, the stories had grown, each man shouting sone tale of a
denon come to get them Panic escal at ed.

The eternal chuckled as he told Melicard, "Apparently, | was
too pessim stic about your chances of quick success! You have
nmy apol ogies. King Melicard!"

"W have you to thank for our easy victory. Let us hope that
those at the gate surrender so easily."

"Shall | go there and see to it?"

The king shook his head. "I amgrateful, but your appear-
ance may panic people near the gate. | need as nuch order as
possi ble."

Erini, who had vani shed nonmentarily fromthe throne room
returned at that nonment with another nan, an officer in the
dress of CGordag-Ai. Melicard knew him but the princess

i ntroduced himto Darkhorse, who |earned the nman was a
Captain Iston or sonmething. Iston seened in awe of the ebony
stallion, but his mlitary training succeeded in keeping him
maki ng much of a spectacle of hinself.

Wh | ston apol ogi zed profusely to the king for his failure

to keep the princess safe. Fromthe | ook on her face, Darkhorse
hazarded a guess that Erini had heard the same thing only
nonments earlier.

"I"ve already explained to you," she said, interrupting his
fourth apol ogy, "I ama sorceress, captain. | transported mnyself
out of the roomby accident. There was no way for any of your
men to keep watch over me." Beneath her cal mtone, the

eternal noted some bitterness. Erini had still not forgiven
herself for the nen who had died trying to rescue her

Wil e they talked, rather too idly in Darkhorse's opinion
somet hi ng nagged at the corner of his mnd. Something obvi-



ous that they had all been m ssing, something about the
crooked counsel or. .

O course! Darkhorse cursed hinself for not thinking of it
sooner. He turned i mediately to King Melicard, who was
engrossed in a discussion concerning the chanel eon cl oaks
Iston's two men had worn. "Your majesty!"

When a tall, pitch-black stallion denands attention, he re-
ceives it instantly. Melicard fell back under the glittering gaze.
"What is it? |Is Shade within the pal ace wal |l s?"

Dar khorse snorted. "I doubt | would be able to tell even if he

was, but that is not what | wanted to say! | have a request of you!"
"Nanme it. | owe you too much to deny you anything."

“Mal Quorin's chanbers. | want to see them"™

Erini's face darkened. Melicard nodded grimy and | ooked

rather irritated with hinself. "I shoul d' ve thought of that |ong
before. He's the link, after all, to the Dragon King—and likely
Shade, too."

"Yes! It was he who provided Drayfitt with the book that the
drakes had uncovered! | wonder what el se remains hidden in
his roons?"

"I"1l have sonmeone drag hi m back up here!" Melicard
rubbed his chin. "He'll show you everything even if | have to
renove a few fingers and toes to get himto do it."

The eternal disagreed. "Mal Quorin is the last creature

woul d want in that room Fromthe tricks he has al ready

pl ayed, | would not put it past himto have a few nore ready

and waiting for him No, | think | would prefer to probe his

roomon ny own. Your good counselor is best left adnmiring the
cobwebs of his new abode."

"There's much in what you say. Do you need soneone to
| ead you to it?"
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"It is not a place | think | wuld care to enter w thout sone
prior inspection. | amnot inpervious to everything."

Melicard smiled. "I was beginning to think you were un-

st oppabl e. However, if otherwise is the case, | can have one of

nmy men show you the way."



Dar khor se di pped his head in the closest he could cone to a
bow. "That woul d be appreciated."

Little nore than a few m nutes passed before he was being

led to the ex-advisor's personal sanctum by one nearly panic-
stricken soldier. Even knowi ng that the great |eviathan trotting
next to himwas an ally of the king did not stop the man from
shaki ng and stuttering. It was an anusing sight, a soldier who
was obviously a longtine veteran shaking in his boots, but

Dar khorse forbore from saying or doing anything that woul d

shame the hunman.

At last, they cane to a set of doors that somehow arrogantly
procl ai med power even though they were as plain as any

Dar khor se had seen here. He was interested also to note how
far they were fromthe king's chanbers. Quorin had set up his
own tiny little kingdomin the palace. It was a wonder that he
had, according to Erini and Melicard, always seened to be
around when you expected him]| east.

Dar khorse di sm ssed his guide, who happily departed at the

qui ckest wal k he could nanage while still seenming to keep his
dignity. The ebony stallion waited until he was al one and then
began to inspect the entrance for traps or tricks.

The first was sinple yet devious. There was an intricate

triple lock in the door. A normal key would nerely cause one

| ock to be exchanged for another, all w thout the one turning
the key realizing it. He would then find that the door was stil
| ocked. Trying again would set the third lock into play. It was
an endl ess cycle. The secret, evidently, was a special key that
Quorin had no doubt carried on his person, one that caught al
three | ock mechani sms simul taneously. A very inpressive piece
of work, the stallion decided, but not one that would give him
any trouble. Darkhorse did not need a key and, in fact, could
have ignored the | ock altogether. The door was so reinforced

t hat nothing short of a raging, full-grown bull would have been
able to break it down, and that only after several painfu
attenpts. That neant nothing to the creature who could create
fissures in a nountain with the nmere tap of his hooves. In
respect to King Melicard and Princess Erini, however, Darkhorse

decided to forgo splintering it into so nmuch scrap. |nstead,
probi ng the | ocks again, he caused all three |locks to open at the
same time, as if the key were actually in there.

After that, it was an even sinpler task to nake the door open

up by itself. Darkhorse |aughed silently at the picture he knew
he nust have made. Not once, however, had he consi dered

giving hinmsel f hands and arms, useful though they m ght have
been. The form he wore was nore his own than the shapel ess

mass he had originated with. Wth his abilities intact, it would
serve himas well as any other.

The shadow steed peered inside.

"Curious," he finally muttered before stepping into the room

Mal Quorin's personal chanmbers had an odd feel to them as
if the roons, at least the front ones, were nore for display than



actual use. Things were just too perfect, too rmuch what one
woul d have expected, alnost as if even the placenent of the
chair by the fireplace had been choreographed. This was not

the sort of rooma man |Iike Quorin would have been happy

with. This was a place where he spoke in private to the king or
pretended to do work.

Moving swiftly to the next doorway, he noted that the

bedroom was the sane. Again, everything seened appropriate

for a man of Mal Quorin's rank and position. Too appropriate.
The fixtures were just too gaudy to be believed. The bed was
large, well-built and expensive, but hardly right. A row of

wel | -preserved tonmes on a shelf reveal ed the typical books
concerning politics and history, including, ironically, severa
the late Drayfitt.

Dar khorse | aughed, his tone sonewhat bitter, wondering if
any of them had been read.

These were not Quorin's personal quarters, he concl uded.
These were the ones that the traitor had nade up for the sake of
appear ances. \Were then...?

He backed out of the room and | ooked down both ends of the
corridor. One would take himback toward the Princess Erin
and the others. The opposite direction ended in a cul -de-sac and

i ncl uded two other doors on one wall. Darkhorse stared at the
bl ank wall across fromthose two doors. El egant paintings and
intricate scul ptures adorned it. Nothing seemed amiss... from

t he hal | way.

Dar khorse reentered Quorin's chanmbers, headi ng straight
into the bedroom Probing with his nind, he soon discovered

204

RI CHARD A KNAAK
SHADOW STEED

205

what he sought. There was a spell masking it, a strong one that
even he had not noticed at first, caught up as he was by the
general wongness he had felt upon first arriving,

Not so cl ever, dear one! Soneone, perhaps Mal Quorin,

per haps not, had sealed the other roons on this side of the
corridor, making it seemas if they had never existed. The only
true way to enter them now was through the counselor's
chanbers. He found a switch of sorts hidden in the back wall

of the bedroom Darkhorse wasted no time, tripping the swtch
and i mredi ately stepping back. After so many nishaps, the
shadow steed was trying to be cautious. H s senses had proven
too little too often in the past few days.

The wall slid open without the slightest hint of any danger.



Sear chi ng, Dar khorse detected nothing potentially threatening
inthe walls, ceiling, or floor. There was, though, a subtle spel
emanating fromthe secret doorway that tried in vain to turn his
t houghts to anything but the desire to enter. A human woul d

have been affected and woul d have |ikely wal ked away, sudden-

|y caught up in sone other notion. Darkhorse overwhel med the
spell easily, elimnating it so that the king's men woul d have no
difficulty entering at sonme later tine. That done, the stallion
nosed the secret door open further and slowy entered. Before

he was even halfway in, he already sensed that here, indeed,

was the true domicile of the traitorous advisor

It was dark in here, as dark as the former inhabitant's life.
Adj usting his physical senses, Darkhorse brought the world of
Mal Quorin into focus. It was not a place he woul d have
invited the Princess Erini

"And they call ne denobn when abom nations such as this
roam freely, advising heads of state!"

The room he stood in was filled with grisly trophies. Skulls
adorned one entire shelf, all of them polished snmooth. Darkhorse
wondered if each had died at the hands of the counsel or

hi nsel f. Possibly, they had all been rivals for power at one tine
or anot her. Hanging fromthe opposing wall, as if to allowthe
skull's sonething to gaze at, was an array of sinister and

unusual weaponry. Mst had not been designed to bring about a
qui ck and painl ess death. Mal Quorin seenmed to have a

fondness for serrated edges.

Perhaps | should have let Princess Erini erase his existence
fromthis world! Better yet, perhaps | should have done it
nmysel f instead of preserving his foul life!

Deat h had come freely to this roommany times, he noted.
The stench assaul ted himon nany planes. The room beyond
emanat ed even worse. Darkhorse did not even bother stepping
toward it. He knew what he would find. Quorin's playroom

Does this truly fall under the definition of humanity? Darkhorse
wondered. He knew there and then that he should have let the
princess have her way with the fiend while they were in the
cell. When this was over, Mal Quorin would pay... and

pay... and pay. Darkhorse was not |ike humans; he had no

qual ns about the rights and wongs of punishment. Mal Quorin

had now forfeited any right he had to a continued exi stence.

What ever use he might have been, it was not worth it. Not now.

None of what he had di scovered so far, however, had any

bearing on the reasons he had cone here. Quorin's persona
atrocities asi de—though not too far asi de—the man had | eft
little other trace of his double side. Darkhorse had expected
charts or sonething that would give an indication of what had
been pl anned. There seemed to be nothing. H s search woul d need
to be nore thorough. Frowning, the shadow steed concentrated.

Drawers slowly opened. Cabinets doors freely swing for-

ward, revealing their contents. A panel hidden in the wall
snapped into existence. Even the secret door through which he
had ent ered opened wi der



"Show me what you have," he whispered to the room

Parchnments, maps, talismans... everything that had been

stored over the years in one place or another came flying out
into the air. One by one, they flew past the gaze of the eternal
who studied each with eyes that saw nore than the physical. As
each piece was disnmissed, it would return to its point of origin,
even placing itself in its original position. The |ast was not due
to any courtesy toward the treacherous counsel or, but rather
because Melicard might find reason to inspect these bel ongi ngs

hi nsel f. What mi ght have been of no significance to Darkhorse

m ght prove vital to the king.

The speed with which he inspected each and every item

woul d have horrified Erini or the others. Things flew by as little
nore than blurs, depending on what they were. Tine was of

the essence, true, but that in no way neant that Darkhorse was
being careless. If there was sonething of inportance to him

anong Quorin's effects, he would find it.

He did, though it took himnore than half the search to find
even that one item
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A tiny box, quite ordinary in appearance. To nost, it would

have seened the sort of thing the man ni ght have kept a

keepsake or two in, save that the inprisoned counsel or was
hardly the sort of person to keep renmenbrances. Mreover, the
box was not quite what it was supposed to be. Power had been
infused into it; so nuch, in fact, that the lid refused his first
attenpts to open it, sonething that inpressed upon himthe
abilities of the creator. There were few entities alive nowwth
such power. A Dragon King would have the ability.

Dar khorse cursed and set the box aside. It would require his

full concentration and that was not sonething he had conmand

of, not, at least, until he was through with his search. |npatience
was eating at his thoughts and Dar khorse knew he was going to

grow more and nore careless if he was not careful. So much to

do and, despite what seenmed an endl ess night, dawn was fast
approaching. If the Silver Dragon and his host were not within
sight of Tal ak already, they soon woul d be.

H s search progressed with very little else to show for his
efforts. Even the itens of these roons revealed little of Quorin's
nm sdeeds or what the plots of his master still entailed. It was as
if the man had only started his life a short time before joining
the I ower ranks of the city-state's government. Possibly it was
so. Possibly it was also the case that Quorin kept nost of what

he needed to know in his head. Such an agent woul d be usefu

to the Dragon King.

Just as the shadow steed was about to concede defeat, a
yel | owed parchnent giving off a very distinctive aura caught



his eye. Its age was uncal cul abl e, save that he knew with only

a glance that it was Vraad in origin. Darkhorse did .not take
time out to study it. Instead, he conpleted his search of the rest
of the effects, moving nore slowy and cautiously now.

Three other pieces caught his attention before he was fin-

i shed. The first was a dagger with an inscription dating it to the
time just prior to the Turning War. It had a taint to it that
Dar khor se suspected bel onged to Cabe's father, Azran. The
second of the trio was another parchnent, one of recent origin.
Whil e he could not sense anything overly mal evol ent about it,
somet hing di sturbed him The final addition was a talisnman,

obvi ously of Seeker origin, that he found in the same drawer as
the box. Its purpose, too, escaped himfor the nonent, but any
such itemthat Quorin would deem worthy of keeping interested
himfor that reason alone. The shadow steed's spirits both rose
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and fell as he surveyed his tiny collection. It was possible he
had found what he had originally sought, but now cane the
difficulty of understanding just what it was he had found.

The box interested himmnost, but it would al so probably be

t he npbst exasperating piece of the lot. He inspected the dagger
first. It was, as he had suspected, a creation of Azran's and
definitely one of his first attenpts. The nmadnan's mark was on
it. The dagger would kill with only a touch. Even a nick was
fatal. Cl ose exami nation reveal ed the bl ade as nothing nore
than that. Unlike the other itens he had | ooked over, Darkhorse
did not replace the dagger in its original |ocation. Wth sone
satisfaction, he raised it into the air before himand sent it on a
journey that would only end when it reached the sun. Even a

toy left behind by Azran had linmits to its capacity to survive.

The Seeker talisman seened to have little in the way of

power and, though its use remai ned a nystery, Darkhorse
doubted it could be of any inportance. He returned it to where
it had come from That |eft the parchnents and, of course, the
box. After sone deliberation, he had the Vraad parchnent rise
up before him Defenses ready, the shadow steed slowy nade
the yell owed and crunbling sheet unfold. It had not survived
the mllennia as well as Shade's book apparently had, but that

it still existed at all said sonmething for the power invested in it.
He only hoped that it was not protected by sonme secondary
spell. H's probing had reveal ed nothing of the sort, but one

coul d never be too certain where the Vraad were concer ned.

He recogni zed the mark, though he had seen it only once or
twice, and that in the far, far distant past: the dragon banner
There was a Vraad clan nane attached to that banner, but it
escaped his nenory at the nonment. He could only recall that

the warl ock had been part of this selfsame clan

It was a map. A map detailing the division of a land. There
was a list of alnobst two dozen itens, nanes perhaps, some of
whi ch had been crossed out and all of which were nore or |ess
illegible. Darkhorse discarded the parchnent in disgust. Only
the Vraad woul d think of preserving something so minor as a
l[ist of their division of spoils fromsone plot. The great



conquerors. Despite hinmself, he | aughed.

That left himonly two items: the newer, or, at |least nore
recent parchnment and the box. Once nore he tried to pry it
open with his powers and once nore he failed. Furious, he
allowed it to drop heavily onto the floor. Darkhorse used his
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skills to snatch up the parchment in its place and, with thinning
pati ence, unfurled the new item conpletely before comon
sense rem nded himof the traps that mght lurk wthin.

Sonething briefly struck at him A human woul d have di ed
fromthe blow, his heart literally bursting open. Darkhorse, on
t he other hand, suffered nothing nore than annoyance at his

own | ack of thought. Had this been a stronger spell, he m ght
have been i njured—er worse.

The bl ow | essened until it was no | onger noticeable. The
ebony stallion inspected the parchnent. It was blank. Its sole
pur pose had been to kill whoever had opened it. Darkhorse

wondered if it had been nmeant as a |ast resort for Quorin should

he have failed his master, or if the foul counselor had intended

to give it to Erini or the king at sone |late point. \Watever the

case, it was now no nore than an unused sheet. He returned it to

its original resting place and once agai n began inspecting the box.
"You, ny friend," he nuttered to the object, "have a story

to tell! | wonder what lies within your maw-and what | nust

do to pry that maw open..."

The spell keeping it closed had an odd feel to it, alnost as if
it were inconplete and that, sonehow, it was that inconpleteness
that gave it strength. The spell was a |ock and conpleting it
woul d be Iike using the key—but what key would fit?

/ have no time for your little ganmes! Darkhorse ranted
silently at the box. The key woul d not be obvious to soneone
who had not searched the entire area already. If would have to
be magi cal in sonme sense, but subtle as well. Only a tiny link
was mssing fromthe spell binding the box shut. \Wat he
needed was sonet hing al most insignificant in power but—

He recall ed the Seeker talisman fromwhere he had sent it.

Could it be? It would explain why Quorin had kept such a

weak artifact and why it seemed to have no detectabl e purpose.
Add to that the fact that it had been |ocated in the sane drawer
as the box. Why not put the key in the same place as the lock it
was meant for, especially since nost people woul d never

connect the two. Like hiding sonething in plain sight. Mre

and nore, Darkhorse convinced hinself that he had chosen
correctly. In the end, however, there was only one way to find
out, and that was to see if his "key" fit.

Recal I i ng some of his past m stakes, he surrounded the
contai ner and the talisnman before begi nning. Wth so nuch
effort put into keeping the box sealed, it was possible that what

he unl eashed m ght be devastating. Possible, but doubtful
Unl i ke the parchnent, Darkhorse sensed that this itemhad a



nore useful purpose.

Wth his mnd, he brought the talisman to the box and laid it
on top. The pattern he sensed did not seemright. Darkhorse
shifted the talisman to a standing position in front of the
container. The binding field altered, but again it was not the
conpl ete pattern that he sought.

After a nonment's thought, he caused the medallion to |ay
flat. This time, he brought the box to the talisman, carefully
placing it directly on top of the Seeker device.

A perfectly formed pattern nonmentarily flickered into exist-
ence, then cancelled itself out conpletely. He had succeeded in
unl ocki ng the box.

That success did not ease his m nd. Darkhorse still had to
open the contai ner.

Sonet hi ng nagged at the coner of his nmind. He was begin-

ning to dislike those feelings and, under present circunstances,
chose to ignore it as sinmple growing paranoia. It mght even

be, the stallion decided, that the box itself was trying to turn
hi m away before he opened it and di scovered its secret.

Still, there was no sense in taking too many chances...

He turned the container so that the Iid would open toward
him In this way, the brunt of any bl ow would be away from
where he stood. The precaution mght be all for nought, but
there was no harmin taking it.

Wth a careful touch of his will, Darkhorse raised the lid high

Briefly, there was a flash of brilliant light, so brilliant that it
illuminated the far half of the chanber as well as the sun m ght
have, had it been brought inside. The flash |asted no | onger

than two, maybe three seconds and then died conpletely.

Dar khorse's eyes, adjusted to the dark of the room needed a

nmonent to readjust. Wien they had, the shadow steed scanned

hi s surroundi ngs, searching for any mnute difference. There

was none. Despite the fact that he had shiel ded the box, he had
expected sonme altering. Curious, he dissolved the shield.

The box | ooked and felt harm ess. Darkhorse probed it

closely. It was as if Quorin's toy had used up whatever power it
had contai ned and now needed to be recharged. Were had the
power gone, though? Darkhorse al nbst wondered what woul d

have happened if he had taken the flash full on. It had been
nore than raw power, though tinme had not allowed hi m nmuch
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of a chance to discover what else it had been. Sonme spell, but
for what purpose?

In frustration, he dropped the box to the floor and crushed it



beneat h one of his hooves. "Curse your creator! If | should
ever find that our paths have crossed..."

It was a foolish act and one he instantly regretted. Darkhorse
ki cked at the remmants of the container, knowi ng that it was
likely he had destroyed his only clue.

Dar khor se was about to return to Melicard when he becane
awar e of somet hi ng—ho! Someone—n the outer roons. There
was no m staking that presence. Not so close.

"Your madness has finally led you to— he burst into the
room defenses and offenses at the ready... only to find no
sign of his adversary.

No sign of Shade.

O was that the case? Darkhorse noved toward the wall to

his left, sensing a slight trace emanating fromthat direction
Shade's magic. It was too distinctive, too Vraad to be any
other's. There were cracks in the wall, too, as if the warl ock
had struck out against it before his abrupt departure.

Dar khorse | aughed. Even now, he could sense the warl ock's
presence el sewhere in the palace. This tinme, there would be no
escape. This tine, Darkhorse would confront him

And one of us will play the final hand.. .perhaps both of us,
if need bel

The shadow steed | aughed again, but it was a hollow | augh,
devoid of even the least bit of hunor.

In the place where he had chosen to wait. Shade nodded to
hi nsel f and whi spered, "So. Now cones the time. At last."

XX

Two nmen had been left to guard Mal Quorin's cell. Even
t hough 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 nen was still worth the price. It said
somet hi ng about the inportance of the prisoner—and how

much King Melicard desperately wanted his forner advisor to
remai n where he was until Talak could nmete out proper justice
to a man who had betrayed everyone.

For the last few hours, their prisoner had remained quiet. It
had been a wel cone change fromthe first hour, when Quorin

had recovered sonmewhat fromthe princess's assault and started
ranti ng how they would all pay when his lord and master

crushed the city beneath his paw. The guards, still weak

t hensel ves fromtheir own ordeal, had been taking turns

nappi ng, trying to build up their strength. Once in a while, the
one awake woul d | ook through the barred wi ndow in the door

of Quorin's cell and nake certain that the prisoner had not
slipped through the cracks in the cell walls or sone such

i mpossibility. Each time, Quorin had still been there. The ten-
m nute ritual quickly becane something of a joke—until one of



the sentries stood up, stretching his worn | egs, and gl anced
i nsi de.

The chai ns hung loosely. O the traitor, there was not the
slightest sign. The cell had no other openings... unless the
prisoner had slithered through the cracks.

Though t he pani cked guard and his soon-to-be-pani cked
conpani on could not have known it, Mal Quorin had vani shed
fromhis place of confinenent just about the tinme Darkhorse
had opened the lid of the box. Even had they known and been
able to make the connection, there still remrained one nore
guestion, one that greatly outwei ghed the question of how he
had escaped.

That question was, of course, where was he?

Mel i card paced the room trying to explain again to his
headstrong bride-to-be what he wanted of her and why.

"Erini, | want you to stay back here—=

"Where it's safeT The princess shook her head vehenently.
"This will one day be nmy kingdom too—dnless you've changed
your mnd about me—

"Never!"

"Then let ne defend it with you, Melicard." Erini took a
deep breath and stepped away fromthe king. She was nore
nervous than she wanted to admt. Does it ever becone easier
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Dar khorse seenmed to take the entire thing in stride, as if
conbatting i mortal warl ocks and sinister Dragon Kings was
an everyday matter—and perhaps it was with him The prin-
cess, on the other hand, while ready to give her life for th
protection of her people, still contained within her a very
human desire to be safe and secure fromthe troubl es around
her .

"Wthout Mal Quorin to lead them the traitors have no one
to turn to. It will be over in an hour, maybe | ess. W have
i dea now who bel onged to him thanks to some of our prison-
ers. At worst, we shall round up everyone, replace the gate
conplerent with men loyal to ne, and sort out the innocent
and guilty here in the palace. Crude but effective. Hardly
somet hing requiring your talents—which I will need when the
drakes arrive."

"The drakes..." Erini shook her head, not because she

di sagreed with Melicard' s summati on but because the |ack of
sleep was finally taking its toll upon her. She stunbl ed
monentarily.

Mel i card succeeded in grabbing her arms, preventing her

?

e

a fair



from causing herself any harmby slipping. "This is the reason
| especially do not wish your aid in this matter. | want to
protect you; | will not argue that point. | know, however, that
your abilities make you invaluable to the safety of my—eur—
people. That is why | want you to take the tine you have to

sl eep. Rest. You have not fought the battles | have. You have
not had to go wthout sleep for days. Wat happens when the
Dragon King arrives and you don't have the concentration to
make use of your abilities? What happens then?"

What, indeed? Erini knew he was correct. Knew it, but did

not like it. She wanted to be there at his side for every nonent
that becane available to them even in the mddl e of a battle if
circunmstances warranted it. Yet, if she truly wanted a future
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 adm tted he had many tricks of his own, |ong-term
preparations for just such a day, but the aid of a spellcaster of
any sort would only strengthen their chances. They were hardly
assured of victory. The Silver Dragon had been preparing for
this day as well —ith better success so far

"You will face danger enough," her betrothed continued.
Hs grip had changed from a spontaneous one designed to keep
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her fromfalling to one that threatened to never rel ease her from
his side. Erini would have been happy enough to suffer such a
fate. "The Dragon King will note fairly quickly that there

is a sorceress aiding in the defenses. You nay be personally
assaul ted. "

The princess shivered. She felt herself brave, but..
"I have sonething for you." One hand rel eased its hold
reluctantly, vanished, then returned, this tine bearing a famliar-

| ooki ng obj ect.

"This is Quorin's talisman." Erini tried to push it away,
wanting nothing to remnd her of the insidious nan.

"Not his, but one.simlar. Stronger. It was once mine. |'ve
not worn it for sone time, not since after the... you'll need it
nore."

She accepted it reluctantly, knowing this was one point it

woul d be useless to argue over with him As he placed it

around her neck, a sudden, insane fear crept over her. "Melicard.
Do you think we have any chance?"

"Tal ak has stood before. W al so have Darkhorse. He's
prom sed us the aid of the Bedlans, 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

| eaned cl oser and whi spered, "I have enough trouble with just
one. The one who so readily saved ny soul after | twisted it



i nto sonething of a nockery."

"It wasn't that difficult. You' d had nearly twenty years of
free life. I only renm nded you of what that |ife had offered
once. "

Mel i card broke away from her. "Wich rem nds nme al so of

the tasks at hand." He snapped his fingers, summoning four
men he had borrowed fromlston's conpl ement. "Escort her

maj esty to her quarters and remain there. See to it she gets
some rest."

Bot h of them knew that the princess could easily bypass her

wat chers with the aid of her abilities, but Melicard al so 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 allowi ng herself to be escorted away, Erini stepped
over to Melicard for one final time, reached up, and kissed him
in full view of the others. She was going to get a reputation for
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bei ng brazen at this rate, she knew, but there was always the
chance that sonmething terrible m ght happen while they were
separated. Reluctantly separating herself fromthe stunned king,
Erini rejoined her escort and gave them perm ssion to depart.
For her own sake, she dared not | ook back until she knew for a
fact that Melicard was no | onger in sight.

In the halls, it seemed inpossible that there was still a great
threat to the safety of this city-her city. The pal ace was nearly
silent. Only if she listened closely could she hear nen runni ng
or marching in the distance. One |last patrol was searching
through this massive edifice in the renpte possibility that sone
of Mal Quorin's nmen were still in hiding.

Captain Iston, on his way back to the king, stopped her in
the hall. H s face was worn, but he |ooked willing to take on
the entire horde if that would keep his mstress safe. H's

m stress and one other, based on the first words that escaped
his lips. "Galea! Your majesty! |-+ beg your pardon! | wanted
to ask—

"—f | could see how Gal ea was doi ng?" Though they had

failed to spirit her away, Iston and his nen had succeeded in
rescuing her two ladies. Unfortunately, Iston had never had any
time to actually speak with Gal ea. Knowing how difficult it had
been for her to | eave Melicard, Erini smled and added, "Of
course, | will. You have ny promse."

"My deepest gratitude, your majesty." The officer bowed

and hurried on his way.

The wal k to her personal chanbers was uneventful, with the
exception of the notion, which rose twice in her thoughts, that
Shade was so very nearby. Once, she stared at one of the walls,
t hi nking he was there. The second tine, Erini had the oddest
feeling that she had just wal ked over an area where the warl ock



shoul d have been standing. It puzzled her once she realized that
he was in neither of those two places. Wiy woul d she inagine
such a thing? Had recent events finally taken its toll on her?
Was Erini losing all sense of reality?

Sl eep began to | ook very wonderful, very precious. Mlicard
was correct; if the princess did not sleep, she would be usel ess
to hi mwhen the siege began

Bef ore di smi ssing her escort, she peeked into the roons
bel ongi ng to Magda and Gal ea. Magda, ever in control even
after surviving a coup attenpt, | ooked up from where she was
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sitting. Beside her and lying asleep in bed, was Gal ea. The tal
worman rose and wal ked quietly over to her mstress.

"Yes, your majesty?"

"How i s she? How are both of you?"

"She feared nore for your life and that of her dashing

captain that she did for her owmn. Galea is worn out, nothing
nmore. | promised to sit with her for a while in order to cal m her

nerves. As for nyself... | get along."

Erini could not help smling slightly at Magda's attitude.
"You are a rock that both of us sorely need."

"I live to serve ny mstress."
"I"d be lost without you. Wen Gal ea awakes, tell her that

her officer asked about her. He's fine. |I also want you to get
some rest, Magda. Even you have to sleep.”

"The sane could be said about you, your majesty. I'Il tell her
and do as you say. | must admt to some difficulty with keeping
nmy eyes open."

"I know the feeling. Sleep well, Mugda, for we may all need

our wits about us cone the norrow. "

"The nmorrow i s al nost here already,"” the plain woman
commented. "May you sleep well, also, ny |lady, and pl ease
sumon e i f you have need of ny services.”

"Thank you."

Her escort stayed with her to the very end, even insisting on
followi ng her into her chambers. Not until every comer and
every closet had been inspected, evidently at Melicard' s com
mand, did they deign to depart. Even then, two of them went

no farther than the corridor outside. Erini was tenpted to tel
themthe futility of such an action, but knew it was |ikely her
betrothed' s way of easing his own fears—though he knew as

wel | as she that sorcery nade it too easy for her to |eave

wi t hout anyone noti ci ng.

Al one, the princess was tenpted to fall face-down into her



pillow and lay there until sleep overcanme her, which would not
have proven much of a struggle, judging by the way she felt
nerely gazing at the bed. She found her thoughts intruding
again; this time concerning the terrible situation they would
probably find thenselves in conme daylight. If only Darkhorse
had been able to warn them she thought wearily. They woul d
be here by now

He had tried. She knew that. Unfortunately, the comrander
had assuned it was the eternal who had killed Drayfitt and that
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he was a servant to one of the Dragon Kings. It was a wonder
that all the stallion had suffered was a nonentary exile to—+to—
what ever pl ane had apparently spawned him if she understood
correctly.

If only Melicard could have spoken with his nmen. He had

nmenti oned once having nmethods for that, but, as with so many

t hi ngs, those nethods had fallen under his "loyal" counselor's
control. Now, they were no |onger available. Quorin had been
very thorough in his work.

Drayfitt, Erini thought sadly. Drayfitt could have created
somet hi ng. He coul d have—

It occurred to her at that point that she had the potential to do
anything the elderly sorcerer had been capabl e of doing.

The notion excited her, brought new energy to her worn

body and mind. If she could sonmehow contact Melicard's

forces in the Hell Plains, she night be able to convince themto
turn around. Then, it would be up to Talak to hold out until the
arnmy returned. Surely with foes comng at himfromtwo sides,
even the Dragon King would be forced to capitulate or flee.
Melicard had al so nentioned his smaller armies of the north

and west. Wile the princess did not quite understand under

what circunmstances Quorin had tricked them she could only
assume that if she was successful with the first, then she stood
a good chance of contacting themas well. Fromthere, tine

woul d be what mattered. Erini hoped the Bedl ams would arrive
before it was too late.

How woul d she do it? Drayfitt had shown her little. Yet, the
one thing he had al ways enphasi zed was, magic, in any form

wor ked nore easily if one allowed it to come to oneself
naturally. Allow her inner self to nake each spell al nost
automatic. Few people had the ability or the patience to do
that, which was why there had never been that many spellcasters
of significant ability even prior to the Dragon Kings' secret
purgi ngs follow ng the unsuccessful Turning \Var

The first thing she needed, Erini decided, was a confortable
but firmplace to sit. Had she been, say, the Lady Gmaendol yn
Bedl am she knew that it would have taken perhaps just the
blink of an eye or the wave of a hand to performthe deed. Not
havi ng experience or the feel of sorcery, the princess was
forced to do everything step-by-step. Hopefully, there would be
time later on for soneone to assist her in her practice.



Wil e the bed | ooked npbst confortable, the floor seened

nore practical. Erini did not want her spell ruined because the
softness of her bed nade her too sleepy. The floor was
confortable, but in no way conducive to rest—at |east, not yet.
Erini knew that, once her initial enthusiasmfaded away, it
woul d be near inpossible for her to stay awake regardl ess of
where she was or what she was doi ng.

Seating herself on one of the carpeted areas, she closed her
-eyes and tried to picture men encanped in a violent, snoke-
filled and. They woul d be rising about now, Erini supposed.

She pictured the tents, saw the sentries, and inmagined the
details of their arnor, the |ast based on those she had seen the
pal ace guards wearing. The images faded briefly as exhaustion
tried to seize the nmoment while her eyes were closed tight.

Bl i nki ng, the princess cursed under her breath and tried again.

The i mages grew sharper in her nmind, but that was all they

wer e—+nmages. She could feel no connection between herself

and anyone in the encanpment. Wth grow ng di sgust, Erini
realized that she knew none of the officers by face, much |ess
by nane. How, then, could she hope to make contact wth

t hen? WAs her only hope the possibility that she m ght be able
to transport herself to the encanpment? Would that even work?
To date, her abilities had worked haphazardly at best, even
taking into account Mal Quorin's damabl e medal I'ion

Her concentration was interrupted for what she considered
permanently by the return of the feeling that there was anot her
in the roomw th her, another by the nanme of Shade. Erini |eapt
to her feet, teetering ever so slightly. Nothing. For the space of
a breath, she had felt his presence so near that it would not
have surprised her to find himstaring over her shoul der. Her
weary mind succeeded in coming up with an answer that

satisfied her for the noment; her erratic senses had no doubt
pi cked up on the traces left behind by his previous visitation
That she had not noted themin the days between now and the
tinme of that incident did not occur to her.

Def eated, Erini slunped onto her bed. The appeal of falling
asleep in her clothes renewed itself. Her arms were |ead; the
wei ght of the pal ace seened to have been placed on her head.
She want ed not hing but sleep now Perhaps after sone rest, the
princess hoped, she woul d have sonme success.

A hesitant knock on her chanber doors stirred her. "You
may enter."

It was Gal ea. There were rings under her eyes and it | ooked

218 RI CHARD A. KNAAK

as if she had just woken up. She had dressed hastily, for her
cl othes were wrinkled and her hair was in conplete disarray.

"My | ady?"



"What is it, Galea?"

The ot her woman | ooked perpl exed. "You sunmoned ne,
your majesty."”

Had she? Try as she might, Erini could not recall doing so.

Per haps Gal ea had only dreant that she had. "I've no need of
you now, but if you have a noment, | have a message for you
from soneone inportant to you."

From the way her conpanion's eyes lit up, the princess knew
that Gal ea had al ready guessed who that certain soneone was.
Trying to snmooth her hair into sonething nore organi zed, the
robust woman st epped respectfully inside, closing the door
behi nd her. She hurried over to her mistress, unable to hide her
anxi ousness.

Erini started to speak, then clanped her nouth shut as the
feeling of the two of them not being alone threatened to
overwhel m her. She gl anced qui ckly around the bedroom

Gal ea | ooked at her in slight confusion. "Is something
am ss, ny | ady?"

"I"'mnot— the princess turned to her, intending to calm
both Galea's worries and her own—and found herself staring
into eyes that no | onger saw, but gazed blindly into the
enpti ness next to her. "Gal ea?"

The gentle worman did not nove. Erini could not even tell if
she was breat hi ng.

It had not been her imagination and in her weariness she had
failed to understand that.

"Greetings to your mpjesty,"” a voice uttered indifferently.

Even before her gaze turned on him she knew it was Shade.
He stood near the mrrors, which had turned bl ack and opaque
in his presence. Erini idly wondered whet her there was some-
thing the warl ock did not want to see.

Shade slowy strode toward her. H's face, though shadowed

by the i nmense hood, was quite distinct this time, a conplete
change fromtheir accidental neeting. A lock of silver hair
hung down across his forehead. Erini shook her head, not
believing any of this. Not now Not after everything el se!

"I find | have need of you. Princess Erini. Qher matters..
wel |, you woul dn't understand, | imagine."

She tried to open her mouth to scream for help, not know ng
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who or what could save her fromthis, but her |ips seened sewn
shut .

"My apol ogies, but | have nore to say and nuch to do." He



reached forward, not for her, Erini noticed, but for CGalea. The
princess reached out to block him but her novenments were

uncoordi nated for some reason and she only succeeded in

falling over herself. As she tried to rise, Erini caught a glinpse
of Shade whi spering to the other woman. Gal ea nodded, stil

deep in the trance.

Dar khor se! \Were was Darkhorse? Managing to cone to a

kneel ing position, the novice sorceress tried a spell, any spell
that would alert someone, preferably the ebony stallion, to her
pr edi cament .

"Mustn't do that," Shade's hand was suddenly on her

shoul der, though the warl ock had been el sewhere a nonent
before. Gal ea was nowhere to be seen. Tears of frustration
tunmbl ed down her cheeks. She | ooked up into the cursed
war | ock' s visage and tried to convey her anger with her eyes.

He al nost | ooked synpathetic. H's next words even carried a
tone of slight renorse with them "I do not know why | am

expl aining nyself to you. You are ny only choice. | have to act
now—who can say how long a better choice than you m ght

take to come along? My tine is limted and | find | grow nore

i mpatient."”

Her eyes narrowed as she pictured Darkhorse confronting
and defeating him Shade sniled knowi ngly, alnost as if he

could read those harsh thoughts. "Your savior will not notice
your absence for sone tinme to come. At present, he is
chasing... me, you mght say. Something to keep himbusy."
Shade held up the fingers of both hands and counted nanes off.
"The Bedl ans sleep. | owe themthat much for now They will

sleep for quite some tinme. Your Melicard has a nighty horde
approaching his very doorstep and, counterw se, the Dragon
King Silver has an entire city prepared to face him Poor
Drayfitt, my sad benefactor, is dead—an unfortunate acci dent
of his own doing. Finally, Darkhorse is chasing phantons."

There were still several fingers up as the warlock conpl eted
his insane recital. Erini studied themclosely, still keeping a
faint hope alive. Shade | ooked fromher to the raised fingers
and then slowy |lowered them "The rest were nerely spares,
I"mafraid. There's no one else.”

He pointed a single finger in her direction and indicated that
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she should rise. There was no choice in the matter; Erini's body
responded wi t hout her cooperation. The hooded warl ock nod-
ded in satisfaction

"I could have taken you in a nmuch nore viol ent manner

princess, but I'mtrying to be reasonable. You have no idea

how cal m1've been. | could have leveled this city with your
precious Melicard in it. The Dragon King woul d' ve been

annoyed; he so wants to take Talak in one piece. There's so
much | coul d 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 all owed
her any opinion at all. They spoke volumes, nostly concerni ng
the madness of the creature before her

Shade frowned and purposely | ooked away, only to find the

bl ackened mrrors confronting his gaze. Turning back to his
captive, he smled again. It was a different son of snile

t hough, one tinged with guilt; an enotion Erini found it hard to
accept that the warlock woul d feel under the present circunstances.

"You may survive," he added, al nost hopefully. "If you
do, I'"lIl return you safe and sound to here—er Cordag-A if the
drakes succeed here. You have my oath on that."

She gave himone last glare, telling himwhat she thought of
his prom ses.

The warl ock grew oddly unsettled. "W have to go now. "

As Erini struggled futilely to nmake her body respond. Shade
wr apped his seemnmingly endl ess cl oak about both of them and
pul l ed her toward him The world seened to warp around

t hem-and then they were el sewhere.

XX
" Shade! "

Dar khorse struck the wall of the cellar he had materialized in
only a few seconds before. As with his previous stops, the only
trace of his adversary was a minute trail left behind by the

warl ock' s method of travel. The previous thread had I ed him
here—but then, the last trail before that and the ones before
that had all |ed him al ong.

That was the truth of the matter, Darkhorse finally admitted
to hinmself. He had been |l ed along. He had fallen for yet

anot her ploy by the warl ock, who had spent each and every
lifetime during his curse plotting and planning tricks for the
i ncarnation yet to cone, not to nention the hundreds of

enem es he had gathered over the centuries.

"Dam you!" The shadow steed kicked through the wall.

He stepped back, annoyed and enbarrassed. |If he was not nore
careful, he would do the Dragon King's work for him How

ironic it would be for the inhabitants to discover that the pal ace
had col | apsed due to the efforts of one of its defenders.

After his fourth mss, Darkhorse suspected he was being | ed
astray; suspected it, but could not be certain. There was al ways
the chance that Shade wanted himto believe he was on a false
trail. As he had thought so often in the past, the only thing
predi ct abl e about the warl ock was his unpredictability. That
convol uted sort of reasoning had forced himto pursue the trai
again and again. This visitation, however, had finally settled
it for him Shade had made a fool out of the eternal once

nor e.

What is your purpose for all of this, Shade? Wat plot have



you unl eashed now?

Was there danger to Melicard or the Princess Erini? The
possibility was too great to ignore. Darkhorse departed the
damaged cellar posthaste. In his inagination, he saw the king
and all his soldiers scattered about |ike so nany toys. Wrse
yet, he pictured the novice spellcaster, Erini, desperately bat-
tling for herself and her betrothed against a foe she could not
hope to withstand. It was not that she was weak or that she was
a female; it was because the warl ock had the experience of the
ages to draw upon, whereas she had only a handful of sugges-
tions given to her by Drayfitt and him

He burst through the portal's other end, |anding anidst a
conference between Melicard and several officers. A few could
not hel p gasping at the inmposing sight. Mlicard flinched, but
ot herwi se held his shock back respectably.

"Dar khorse! \Where have you been? Dawn is al nost upon
us! The first rays are already doing battle with the weakening
ni ght!"
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"Al ready?" The eternal sought out a wi ndow facing the

proper direction. Sure enough, there was an aura of |ight
growi ng steadily upward fromthe horizon. Had he been occu-

pied that |ong? Either his obsession had finally grown conpletely
out of control, or Shade had added a slight twist to the trail
secretly slowi ng Darkhorse's tinme perspective. True, he had

al so taken quite sonme time with his search of Quorin's bel ong-
ings, but that still was not sufficient. It would have been an
astounding feat, slowing time, that is, but hardly sonething
beyond the abilities of a Vraad. Darkhorse prayed he was
incorrect; if Shade was playing with time, then the entire world
was threatened. The Vraads had a tendency to eventually

destroy everything they utilized.

Mel i card sensed Darkhorse's sinking mood. "Wat is it?
What did you find in Quorin's chanbers? Sonethi ng of great
i mportance?"

Shaki ng dark thoughts fromhis mnd, the shadow steed
finally replied. "There is nothing of value to us that | could

di scover. Perhaps you will find it different. My sincere recom
nmendati on, however, is to either seal or strip those chanbers as
soon as you can. |, nyself, would prefer everything burned—

with the fiend bound, gagged, and laid out on top of the
pyre!"

"CGods! What did you find?"

"That is uninportant to us at the nonment! The Princess
Erini! Were is she?"

"I sent her to get sone rest sone time ago. W'll need her if
we're to stand of f the Dragon King's oncom ng host. By the



way," Melicard gave hima triunphant snile that sonmehow
stretched across the mask, too, "the gate is ours. It was al npst
too sinple—even nore so than retaking the palace. They virtu-
ally threw thensel ves at us and begged for inprisonnment rather
than face the denons! You have quite a reputation now,

Dar khor se. "

"One that | would gladly trade for another, | think. Is the
princess guarded?"

"l believe so. She will be safe."

Dar khor se shook his head. "I think I would prefer to | ook
i n—=

"Your majesty!" An officer clad in the same sort of uniform
as Erini's Captain |Iston barged through the heavy doors. He
had apparently been running all the way from wherever he
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had come. "I brought the news nyself, in case you had
guestions!”

"Questions about what, man?" Melicard demanded.

Bet ween gul ps of air, the soldier replied, "The | ookouts
have identified the first signs of the drakes' approach!”

"Already!" Melicard took a deep breath and | ooked at
everyone, even Darkhorse. "Cone. | want to see it for myself
and | want each and every one of you to give ne any
observati ons about them as they draw nearer."

Dar khorse hesitated, caught between his fear for his benefac-
tress, the princess, and his concern for Tal ak. Tal ak won out,
t hough the steed swore to hinself that he would | ook in on
Erini once he had seen whatever there was to see of Silver's
horri bl e arny.

Qut on one of the highest bal conies of the pal ace, they

gathered to watch. One of his aides handed the king a | ong

tube, which Melicard put to his eye. Darkhorse did not have to
ask the purpose of the device, which obviously gave the king a
better view of the distant reaches. Sorcerers had created simlar
tool s before, though this one had evidently been crafted by

hand.

"I see them" Melicard commented at last. "By my father
it looks to be a vast legion! | don't think there's been a drake
host this great since perhaps the siege of Penacles!"

Whil e others gazed on or waited for the opportunity, Darkhorse
adjusted his own senses, allowing hima view that even the
nmechani cal toys of the king could not match. Melicard was
correct; this was a vast host—and at its head rode the Dragon
King hinsel f. Oddly, Silver seenmed al nost apprehensive. Bully
and coward though the drake |ord was, Darkhorse woul d have
expected himto*be in a far nore triunphant mod. Wth such

an armny behind himand the city gate supposedly ready to



wel come himin wthout a struggle, he should have been
confident. Was it just the drake's way, or did he know
somet hi ng?

Surveying the drake warriors who rode beside their master

Dar khorse finally discovered the horrible truth. Seated behind
one warrior and | ooking distinctly distressed was none ot her
than Mat Quorin.

"King Melicard!" The eternal returned his senses to normal.
"What now, friend Darkhorse? Do you see sonet hi ng?"

The shadow steed | aughed. "Do | see sonething? Your
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maj esty, was it your intention to perhaps draw the drakes
unsuspectingly to your gates? Did you hope to fool theminto
thinking that the traitors still controlled the city?"

Fromthe flushed | ook on Melicard' s face, he had intended
somet hing very close to that. Darkhorse was not surprised; it
woul d have been a fairly | ogical naneuver

The stallion dipped his head so that he was al nost on a | evel
with the nmortal. "Your majesty, the plan will fail now Mal
Quorin rides with the drakes!"

"I npossible!"™ Melicard raised the tube to his eye again and
tried to see what his ally had. Unfortunately, the device was not
up to the task. He threw it to the floor in disgust, where the

gl ass lens on one end cracked fromthe force. The king did not
even notice. "l believe you, Darkhorse, even if | can't see it
for nyself! How, though? Wat sort of trick?" He turned to

one of his aides. "Alert the gate! Tell themthat our plan is
known!" To another, he added, "Go to our treacherous counse-
lor's cell!l Find out fromthe guards posted there what happened
and why | was not inforned!"

"Go easy on the sentries, your highness," Darkhorse

conment ed, 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 el aborate,

i ntending that for a time when things were nore peaceful —f

such a rarity were ever to occur

Mel i card nodded, reading the etemal's attitude and know ng

Dar khorse was angry toward hi nsel f. Fear suddenly raged

across the nonarch's odd features. Not fear for hinmself, but for
his bride-to-be. "Erini! He m ght have done some sonething to
her!"

That was doubtful, in Darkhorse's opinion. He suspected

now that the box was a last resort saved by Mal Quorin on the

of f-chance that he had to flee to his master. |In opening up

t he container, the shadow steed had unwittingly unl eashed the

spel I, which apparently had been specifically tied to the inprisoned
advi sor.



The king would not listen to those around him If he had not
been infornmed of Quorin's escape, then it followed that he

m ght al so have not been informed of any new attenpt to kill or
ki dnap Princess Erini. Darkhorse was on the verge of stating
that he would investigate, having already desired to do so

since first arriving, when a new voi ce broke through the
chaos.

"What's wrong? Darkhorse! Melicard! Are the drakes al-
ready at the gate?"

"Erini!" At the sight of his beloved, the king rushed to her
and took her in his arms, ignoring the enbarrassed | ooks on the
face of his subordinates. The princess held himbriefly, but
seened nore interested in what was going on that would

requi re everyone's presence here. "l couldn't sleep any nore,"
she comrented as she broke away and wal ked toward the rai

of the balcony. "I was worried that sonething mght happen
while | was resting.”

Melicard, a little at a | oss 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 is with them"

"Quorin? That's terrible." Erini stared northward, as if
trying to see the drake army without the aid of any device or
her own sorcery.

Dar khorse snorted. Terrible? He woul d have expected a far

nmore virulent response fromthe princess, who probably hated
Quorin nore than anyone el se here. Studying her closely, he
noted her pale, alnost unresponsive features. It was likely that
her | ackl uster response was due in great part to a surge of
fatalismconcerning the com ng day or even sinply because she
had only slept a short while. Unlike Melicard and his nen, who
were | ong used to staying awake for a day or nore, she had

never had the need to do so. Wuld that | could sleep! | would
sleep for a year if such was possible!

But not until Shade has been dealt with, he ren nded
hi nsel f.

Shade. Darkhorse still wondered what purpose the warl ock
had had in setting himoff on the endl ess and pointl ess chase.
Shade had want ed hi m occupi ed. Wy?

He realized belatedly that Melicard was speaking to him
"What was that, your nmjesty?"

"I asked what mi ght be taking your friends so | ong? W

have need of the Bedl ans, Darkhorse. |I would like to discuss
our options with them beforehand—dnl ess they feel they can
arrive at the last noment and renove the threat with a wave of
their hands." The king's voice was tinged w th aggravation

H s ki ngdom s exi stence was hanging in the bal ance and two of
his greatest allies were anong the m ssing.
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Dar khorse, too, began to wonder. Cabe had fallen prey to
Shade' s machi nations earlier. Had the warlock struck tw ce? "
will go seek themnow There is still tine before the Silver
Dragon can strike! WIl you be safe?"

"I woul d never |eave ny ki ngdom def ensel ess agai nst a

threat |like the drakes. | swore that Duke Toma woul d be the

last of his kind to ever enter Talak with his head still attached
to his body."

The shadow steed chuckl ed. "Indeed. You al so have your

personal sorceress, too." He indicated a sonber Erini with a
nod of his head. She | ooked at Darkhorse, sniled briefly, then
returned to her dreamike gazing. "Yesss. | will return before
long. King Melicard! You have ny oath on that!"

"I would prefer your presence instead. W will await your
return.’

Sunmoni ng a portal, Darkhorse |eapt fromthe bal cony and

vani shed into it. The transition was swift this time and he

barely noticed his brief passage through the enptiness. In nere
breaths, he was exiting the other side, his destination as near to
the protective barrier as he could get. This tine, he hoped for a
simpler visit.

He sent a probe first, hoping that it would engage the
attention of one of those he sought. Wth the Bedl ans sorely
needed el sewhere, Darkhorse wanted to keep his return as qui et
as possible so as to not panic the others who lived here.
Unfortunately, he received no response, which, when he thought
about it, left himfew other choices than to call out.

Trotting closer to where the Manor itself stood, Darkhorse
shout ed, "Bedl ans! Cabe! It is I, Darkhorse! | have need of
you!"

He heard confused shouts and the nutters of angry folk.
Several anxious m nutes went by before someone responded to
his summons. It was not Cabe. It was an uncrested drake,
one of the servitor caste, who finally dared to chall enge
hi m

"What isss it? What do you ssseek?"
"What do | seekt Your master and nistress, drake! The

war | ock Cabe Bedl am and his mate, the Lady of the Amber!"
The drake seenmed nore interested in the ebony stallion than

| ocating those he served. "I have never ssseen a beassst such as
you!"

"I was here earlier! | am Darkhorse!"
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"Dar khorsssel" The drake hissed in pleasure. "The nassster



has ssspoken of you! 1 wasss sorry that | msssed you! | am
Ssarekai, one who trains and cares for riding drakes and
sssteeds such as your magnificent ssself!"

As nmuch as Darkhorse normally delighted in being appreciat -
ed, he had no time for such flattery now. "Your master, scaly
one! | have need to speak with him"

"Yesss, forgive nme! Your appearance here has excited ne!
O hers have been searching for them"

"Searching? No one knows where they are?"
"They were not in their room"

Ssar ekai woul d have said nore, but a human fenale materi -

alized through the trees and rushed to his side. d ancing at
Darkhorse with nore than a little fear, she whispered to the
drake. It was an odd sight. Though hunmans and drakes

interm ngled in sone places, such as Irillian, there was general -
Iy a sense of separation even when they spoke to one anot her
Here, on the other hand, the woman stood sonewhat behi nd
Ssarekai, as if she depended on himfor protection from

Dar khor se

Curious things are being done here, the shadow steed thought
wyly.

The drake | ooked upset. Hi s hissing becane nore evident

and his blunted, nearly human tongue darted in and out every
now and then as he spoke. "G eat Darkhorse, sssonething is
ami ssss! No one can find the massster and mi stress! Someone
sssays—

He did not hear what the drake had to say next, for another

voi ce intruded, this one threatening to tear his mind apart, so
intensely did it strike him Ssarekai stepped back, his next
words forgotten. Behind him the fenmale human tried to make
hersel f as small as possible.

Dar khor se

That was all. Hi s nane. Hi s nane echoi ng agai n and agai n.
Shaki ng his head, he succeeded in clearing the echoes fromhis
m nd, but not from his thoughts.

"Great Darkhorse?" Ssarekai tentatively called

The eternal paid himno mnd. Erini! She was calling for his
hel p! The Dragon Ki ng nmust have struck sonehow

H s task here forgotten, the eternal summoned forth a new
portal. Had the drakes waited until he was gone before begin-
ni ng some insidious assault? Wat?
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"Great One?" the drake Ssarekai called again, this tine
nmore urgently. Hi s voice went unheeded.



"Stand fast! Those who woul d touch the friends of Dar khor se
must be willing to pay in full for their m sdeeds!"

The fearsone statenents were out of his nouth before his

eyes acknow edged t he obvious fact that no one standing within
si ght appeared to be under attack by so nmuch as a flea. Nothing
seened to be happening at all, save that Darkhorse once again
found hinmself facing a sea of startled | ooks fromevery pair of
eyes in the room It was something he was becom ng very

annoyed about. The stallion was beginning to feel as if he were
the intruder, not Shade or the Silver Dragon

Scanni ng those around him Darkhorse spotted Erini. She

was staring at himin nmld surprise. Confused, the shadow
steed turned away from her gaze and focused on Melicard. The
king flashed an uncertain snile in his direction

"Whi |l e we—appreci ate—the sentinent, Darkhorse, | think
the tinme for theatrics is long past."

Sonething is dreadfully wong here! Had it been possible,
his face woul d have turned crinmson. "I received a desperate
sumons for hel p—#$fromthe Princess Erini!"

Melicard | ooked at his future queen. "Erini?"

The princess shook her head silently. She seemed al nost
di si nterested.

The king turned back to the inposing figure before him and

sai d, "Not hi ng has happened since you departed a noment ago

save that the drakes have noved a little closer and we still await
your friends, the Lord and Lady Bedl am When do they arrive?

| would rather not put my faith entirely in ny own tricks, not if
there are two nmaster spellcasters available.”

"I 4+ 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 then"

"I fear Shade has;struck again!" Darkhorse could not help

| ooki ng skyward. "I rue that this tinme should have ever cone!
He was ny friend during many an adventure, but he has al so
been ny swore foe in times past! This day, however, washes
away all the good that he has ever performed! |If Cabe and his
mat e have suffered because of the warlock..." Darkhorse
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could not finish, unable to find a puni shment strong enough to
nete out.

The cry had seened so real. He studied the princess, who

idly stood by, waiting for sonething to happen. Wy was she
so indifferent now? Even with the |lack of true sleep, she was
not acting as he would have inagined her to act. The Erini he
had met woul d have conti nued pushing until unconsci ousness
took her. This one seenmed to hardly care.



There was one other thing that disturbed hi m-er perhaps it
was the absence of sonet hing.

Several men canme marching into the chanber. Captain |Iston

in their lead. A gasp escaped Erini and she took a tentative step
forward before catching herself and settling back into her | ook
of indifference. Darkhorse's ice-blue eyes narrowed.

Iston saluted. "My nen are ready when you give the signal
your majesty."”

Dar khorse listened to the officer's words, but his eyes

remai ned fixed on the princess. There was a | ook of |onging
growing in her eyes that had nothing to do with Melicard. Her
attention appeared to be focused on the captain.

He knew that the princess was a woman of passions, but the
shadow st eed knew that her |ove could have never turned so

easily. Erini had been prepared to give her life several tines
over for the sake of her betrothed. This Erini acted as if she had
never cared at all.

This Erini?

Forgetting Melicard and the others, he trotted toward the
princess. She could not help turning to him so inpressive a
sight he was, especially noving toward her with such evident
purpose. Strangely, there was a | evel of fear noticeable in her
eyes that also did not match the Erini he had cone to know
wel |, even despite what little tine they had spent together

"Your majesty is not |ooking well," he runbl ed.

"A lack of sleep," she nurnured. It was evident that the
worman before himdid not want him so near

"How i s your concentration? WI|l you be able to aid in the
cause?"

"I hope so." Her tone suggested otherw se.

Dar khorse fixed his glittering eyes on hers. Erini tried to
struggle, but her will was surprisingly weak and she quickly
succunbed.
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"I know now what so disturbed nme about you! | know now
that you could not have sunmoned ny aid!"

Behind him Melicard nmoved quickly to stand beside his
bri de-to-be. He faced Darkhorse with blood in his good

eye.

"What are you doing to her? What in the nane of the Tybers
are you doi ng?"



"Resol ving nmy own uncertainties about a few things—and
cursing mysel f anew for m ssing the obvious!" Darkhorse drew
Erini toward him repelling Melicard at the sane tine. Wile
the king struggled in vain and his nmen watched in stunned
confusion, the shadow steed probed the human before him He
was not surprised at the results.

"This is not your future bride, King Melicard! This woman

has no sorcerous ability whatsoever! She who stands before
you, though she |ooks like the Princess Erini, is but a poor
creature caught in a spell whose origins can only derive from
that master of nmayhem Shade!"

Melicard' s jaw dropped. "Not Erini?"

"No, not the princess! |I should have noticed instantly that
she projected no sorcerous presence! Princess Erini did not
have the skill yet to mask that presence, at |east not so
conpletely!"

The false Erini was struggling with the spell that held her. A
spel | caster she m ght not have been, but whoever—and t hat

was |ikely to be Shade—had ensorcell ed her had shrouded her

in a few defensive spells. Darkhorse, though, strengthened by

his own fury, tore away each of them wuntil only the illusion
remai ned. Wil e everyone waited—Melicard shaki ng—+he shad-
ow steed renoved that |ast spell, revealing a shorter, slightly

st out wonan.

"Gal ea!" Captain Iston surged forth, trying to reach the

worman. Dar khorse nodded i nperceptibly. The feral e' s deepest
enotions had forced thenselves to the surface the nonment the

of ficer had entered the room Only strong |ove or hate was
capabl e of that and Darkhorse knew enough to tell which was

whi ch. He rel eased the confused Gal ea, who turned to her

sol dier and buried herself in his arns. A quick glance into her
t hought s had al ready reveal ed that she knew not hi ng.

"Erini! Where's Erini?" Mlicard demanded of him

"I do not know, your mmjesty! Wen the sumons reached
me, | paidits point of origin no attention, assum ng that since
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little time had passed, she nust be in the palace with you!"
The ebony stallion | aughed madly, nocking his own stupidity
and carel essness. "Every turn! Every direction! He trips ne
each tine and | continue to take the falls!"

The king's split visage becane a grimmask. Staring at sone
point in space, he calmy and quietly conmanded, "Find her
Child of the Void. Find my queen and save her. | don't care
what the cost m ght be. Start now. "

"Now?" Darkhorse studied the human incredul ously. "I

cannot search for her now, though a part of me screams to do
just that! Talak is endangered and the life of one being cannot
outwei gh the fate of an entire kingdom"



"I have no need of you. W will hold. W will hold until the
end of everything, if necessary. Go! | refuse your help! WII
that free you of your obligation?"

The shadow steed stanped a hoof against the marble floor
He knew what the king was doing and liked it not at all. Al of

Tal ak! "King Melicard... | cannot do this—=
"CGet out of ny sight, then, denon'. | want nothing of you if
you will not do this for ne!"

Melicard's subordinates were finding everything else to do
other than stare at their ranting nonarch. Darkhorse knew that
the king's ravings were only an act. An act of | ove.

Sighing, Melicard visibly pulled hinmself together. "W will
still be here when you return. As | have said, Tal ak has | ong
been prepared for such an invasion—even if nost of ny forces
are scattered el sewhere."

They woul d be arguing until the Silver Dragon hinself burst

t hrough the chanber doors, Darkhorse finally realized. There
was no changing the king's mnd. The eternal knew that
accepting the human's deci sion was not the correct thing to do,
but it was too close to his own desires for himto fight it. He
felt he owed rmuch to Erini for rel easing hi mand nuch nore
because there was a quality about her that he had found in so
few others, making it all the nore admirable. There was no one
name for it and he did not care to think of one. What nattered
was the princess.

"Very well," he finally replied, his words as close to a
whi sper as he coul d nanage.

The | ook he received from Mlicard was a m xture of
gratitude and relief.

"l do not even know where to | ook." That was sonewhat of
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a lie. Darkhorse did know where to | ook; the only trouble was
that there were too nmany places and certainly not enough
tine.

"You do what you can." Wth that final statenment, the king
turned away, nonentarily unable to continue.

Deci di ng sil ence was nore appropriate than any response he
could give, the shadow steed departed i nmedi at el y—for where,
he coul d not say.

Wth the inposing presence of Darkhorse gone, Mlicard

was slowy able to get his thoughts under control. He had

sworn that he would make Tal ak hold, and hold it would. The

def enses had never been tested in actual conbat, but he tried
not to think about that. lronically, Melicard no | onger thought
about the potential for destruction. That hundreds of the cursed
drakes would die nmeant little to him H's own people would die



as well and the kingdom m ght fall.

"Captain Iston!" He had cone to rely heavily on the

foreigner, inpressed as he was with the man's loyalty and
experience. |If they somehow survived, he would offer the

sol dier a permanent position on his staff—f Iston still wanted
to remain in Tal ak. Shoul d Darkhorse fail—and the horrid

t hought refused to di e—t+he conpl enent from CGordag-A woul d
likely return to their homel and, having no further ties with his
own ki ngdom

"Your majesty?" The officer reluctantly abandoned his wom
an's side. Melicard felt a twi nge within.

"You have your orders. | must ask that you now foll ow,
them™

"Yes, your mgjesty.”

As an afterthought, the king added, "You may say your
farewel I s before you depart."

"Thank you." Iston saluted, took Galea's hand, and | ed her

avay.

Melicard turned to the others. Several already had their
orders and these he dism ssed imedi ately. The rest waited,
somewhat reassured now that their |iege had taken contro
agai n.

The king surveyed the horizon. Was it his inmagination or
was the Dragon King's host noving nore slowy? He gri-
maced. Wshful thinking, no doubt.

"W have," he finally began, "only a few hours before

havoc reigns. The others know their duties. Wat | want from
each of you are suggestions—er coments on anything |'ve
forgotten about. | want anything that will buy us tine." He

al so wi shed he had at |east one spellcaster. Thanks to the
talismans he had kept, despite his own dislike for them since
his disfigurenent and what little Drayfitt—poor Drayfitt-—had
succeeded in acconplishing, the king had assumed his pal ace

was fairly safe fromthe invasions of spell-throw ng drakes and
such. Now, however, he was not so certain. Darkhorse's ability
to come and go as he pl eased did not bother him Shade's did,
but here was a warlock with the know edge of m |l ennia. \Wat
bot hered hi mwas that an agent of the Silver Dragon had

wor ked actively underneath his very nose and there was no

doubt that Quorin had been in contact with his true naster
several times. It would take only one breach in those sorcerous
def enses. ..

"My lord!" A guard stood by the doorway, awaiting pernis-
sion to enter.

"Yes, what is it?" Were there not enough troubl es?

"There is a drake demandi ng entrance to the city!"



"A drake?" How had they missed that? No doubt an em s-
sary fromthe Silver Dragon, here to issue the demands of his

lord. Best to kill him.. no. Best to send himback with a
nmessage! "Tell the reptile that his master will never have this
city and that | have said his head will hang al ongsi de the

banners when we have crushed gaggl e of nonstrosities!"

"My lord—=

The king knew it was enotion speaking, not thought, but he
hardly cared. The audacity of his foe angered him "You heard
ne! Go!"

The sentry bowed | ow, but did not nove. He had sonet hing
he felt had to be said, regardl ess of the king's anger. Melicard
nodded per m ssion.

"The drake is not at the northern gate, my lord, and he does
not appear to be of the clan Silver."

" NO?"
"He clainms to have ridden fromsouth."
Sout h? "The Dagora Forest?"

"That was what he said.”

Melicard did not know whether to |augh or curse. The Green
Dragon had sent an emi ssary, but, considering that Tal ak and

234 RI CHARD A. KNAAK SHADOW STEED 235

t he nonarch of the Dagora Forest had clashed in the past, the
guesti on was—was he here as an ally or a new foe
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 nost was the curious behavior of her
captor.

Despite his clains to the contrary, she doubted that Shade's

m nd was as conplete as he thought it to be. His personality
seened fluid to her, changing fromone extrene to another. So

cl ose to what he believed would be his triunph. Shade was

begi nning to recall nmore and nore about his tragic fail ure—and

he insisted on sharing each detail with her, as if trying to purge
hi msel f of the nenories.

"When nmen cane back to this land,"” he was telling her

conpani onably, "and settled, bowing for a time to the will of
the first Dragon Kings, | moved back anong them Waklings!
Their ancestors had given in to this world, taking up its magic
i nstead of strengthening their own! There were a few who



could do outstanding things with that magic, though, and from
them | |earned nmuch of what | had dared not attempt for fear of
| osing nyself as my counterparts had."

Erini, held by his spells in a standing position with her arns
outstretched—as if challenging the world, she thought bitterly—
did not understand half of what he said. He was tal king for
hinself. As long as it kept her fromthe fate he had pl anned,
Erini did not object.

"I took many nanes and nany guises in those days, |earning

what | could. Several tines, | renewed ny |ifespan. Soneday,

t hough, | knew that those spells would fail ne. I would die and
the Vraad woul d pass fromthis world forever, a world ours by
right." He smiled coldly. "There were a few ot hers who

survived, in a sense, but they had al so given thensel ves over to
this world's nature, becom ng | ess Vraad and nor e—hrore—

Shade rose, seenming to forget his tale conmpletely. It was not
the first time he had changed so abruptly. Shade stretched out
one arm and caused the blue ball of light floating high above
themto increase in intensity. The warlock's stronghold, little
nore than shadow prior to this, was revealed to his captive for
the first tine. Erini was properly awed.

Erini had never seen the throne room of the drake enperor,

so it was understandabl e that she would miss the incredible
simlarity between that place and this. Grand effigies of people
and creatures |long dead or vanished lined the walls on each
side. Some were so real as to force the princess to | ook

el sewhere, for fear one of themwould start staring back at her
Erini was brave, but, even with her limted experience in
magi ¢, she could sense the cold presence wthin each one.

These things were alive, although hardly in the sense that nost
peopl e thought of as living. In sone ways, they al nost reni nded
her of Darkhorse, though she hated even considering such a

t hought .

"My cache. Plundered by those scaly wetches above. This

was where | forrmulated ny spell and stored all my notes and
speci al +toys. A Vraad habit. Though |I perforned nmy spells

anong humans and lived in human conmunities, it was here,

in this place, that | first conceived of my notion. It was here
that | found and began to travel the path of imortality and
true power such as even the Vraad had never dreaned.”

As he spoke. Shade reached into his cloak and renoved a

rather ordinary-looking tripod. The care with which he handl ed
it told Erini it was anything but ordinary. She watched in
hel pl ess frustration as the warlock placed it at her feet.

"The concept cane to ne early on, but the doing of it

escaped me for centuries. | feared | was |lost. To understand

what | needed, | would have to give nyself. Beconme changed

by this worl d-have | said that already?" Shade | ooked up

fromwhat he was doi ng, uncertain. There was a slight trace of

fear in his tone, as if he were finally realizing that his mnd was
not as it should be.



Whi |l e he puzzled over his own question, Erini continued her
own struggle. Though she could not nmove, her mnd was stil
free. Shade needed her mnd free yet malleable. The princess
desperately tried to capitalize on that, continually sumoning
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up whatever strength she could find within herself and sending
out a sorcerous cry for aid that she hoped Dar khorse woul d
detect. It was a slim alnost mad hope, but it was all she
had. She | acked the skill and experience she needed to break
free of her physical predicanent. The warl ock knew too nany
tricks.

"I't won't even hurt—aot much, that is," Shade suddenly
told her, conming within a hand's width of her face. She tried to
cl ose her eyes, but his spell prevented that. |nstead, she was
forced to stare into his glinmering, seemngly nultifaceted
orbs. There were those who said that the eyes were the mrror

of the soul, and what there was of Shade was nore reflection

t han substance. More than life, but also |ess.

He was no |l onger human and likely had not been since
the very day that he had fallen victimto his own obsessive
desires.

H s hand cane up before her eyes, his voice was soot hing,

yet with that undercurrent of anxiety and fear. "Listen to ne
now. |I'mgoing to begin. | don't need your cooperation, but I

ask it. Gve me what | want and 1'll see what | can do for you
afterward. You will give it to ne regardl ess of your desires, but
the transition will be easier on both of us if you do your part
willingly."

Frozen as she was, Erini could only respond with her eyes,

whi ch she did pronptly. Shade backed away, his face initially
the picture of renorse, then, in an abrupt change, arrogant and
lordly. "Very well, then. | offered for your sake, really. Suffer
if you like. Here is what you will do for ne."

The warl ock reached up and touched her forehead. Erini's

m nd was suddenly filled with images and instructions. She
found hersel f unable to continue her desperate sunmons under
such circumstances and finally gave in. Her only consol ati on
was the thin hope that sonmething in the shadowy warl ock's

i nstructions m ght give her an idea.

Erini's task, as he had defined it, was to be the vessel in
which two radically different fornms of sorcery would be meshed
together. Unlike the tales the princess had heard as a child, it
was not the powers of darkness and |ight that Shade had sought
to master. It was the vestiges of a power that |ingered from
what ever worl d the Vraad had originated fromand this world's
own strength. The inmages both horrified and fascinated her

"W will begin now " Wapping hinmself deep within his
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cl oak. Shade | eaned forward and focused his gaze on the
tripod.

Though she could see little, Erini felt everything. She felt the
power that she summoned forth fill the chanmber—she sumoned
forth? No, it only appeared that way. Fromthe instructions that
the warl ock had inplanted in her m nd, she understood that he
was utilizing the tripod in order to draw energy through her. To
draw upon so much power hinself would be to risk the success

of his plan. He had to be free to control the situation, and

wi t hout her that woul d have been inpossi bl e.

Erini knew that there nust be defenses she could sunmon,

things that would disrupt his spell permanently, but her m nd
was not skilled enough to cope with the influx of power and
still concentrate on shielding herself. The princess now saw
why Shade desired an untrai ned and inexperienced spellcaster
with high potential. Even Drayfitt's mind would have been too
cl osed for Shade to have trusted the outcone of his experinent.
Erini was like a child, uncertain of what her linmtations were;

an open book on which Shade could wite what he pleased.

"You feel the power flowi ng into your soul." A statenent,
not a question. "Hold it there. Let it gather."

She did as he bid her, unable to do anything else. It was
frustrating to feel so strong and yet be so hel pl ess. The strength
of the world seened to flowinto her. For the first time, Erini
saw the world in terns of the lines and fields of energy that
many spellcasters did. Yet, the spectrumremined there as
well. The two were one. It was inpossible to tell if one had
resul ted because of the other or if they had both sprung into
exi stence sinultaneously. There was so nuch potential here

that even the greatest sorcerers of |egend had probably never
known the |ike. There was power enough here to make one

al nost a god—

—and this was only apart of what Shade desired. Shade, not
her. She was a vessel, the princess rem nded herself, for all the
power that she contained was for her captor, not herself.

"The flow will continue slowmy. You nmust guide its intensity,
make certain it does not overwhel myou—and be prepared to
accept the next offering."

It was too nuch! Erini panicked. How coul d she hope to

contain so nmuch energy, so much pure power? Erini struggled

to assert her mnd. Darkhorse! If only | could sunmmon him
Erini?
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It was brief and lost to her conpletely after that single word,

after the calling of her name, but she knew that she had
touched the eteraal's thoughts. Her nind filled with hope.



A col d, |oathsonme essence entered Erini just as she sought

Dar khor se agai n, caressing her soul as if tasting a treat. Caught
unawar e, the princess wanted to scream and scream and scream
but Shade's earlier spell prevented such a rel ease of her horror
at the unthi nkabl e i nvasi on. The world around her shrank away,
as if she were looking at it from above. The warl ock | ooked
into her eyes, curiosity and anticipation at the forefront. She
wanted to ram himthrough the earth, peel away every |ayer of
skin while he withed in agony—anything—as long as it would
free her mind fromthe unspeakabl e presence seeking to be-

cone a part of her.

"Accept it, princess. You have no choice."

She didn't. Erini wanted to destroy, to tear her own body

apart and renove the cancerous thing fromher soul. Shade's
conmands prevented all but the weakest resistance. This was

t he essence of the power that the warlock's kind had utilized in
t hat namel ess hell they had been—forced?—+o | eave. It was

alien to the Dragonrealm following different, twisted | aws of
nature that shoul d not—oul d not—exi st here.

There is a way around that.

The t hought was not her own, but rather one of Shade's
inmprinted instructions, rising forth, nowthat its task was at
hand. It felt like sonething alnost alive, as if it had been

i mbued with a tiny piece of the Vraad' s bei ng.

There are points of binding, places where the two realities
may be joined. You have only to | ook

Joi ned. They had to be joined. Erini saw that now. It was the
only possible way to keep herself fromsuffering a sinilar fate
to that which Shade had suffered, if not something worse.

Either force within her was capabl e of scattering her body and
m nd beyond the reaches of forever. If she was to have any
chance to survive, she would have to do as her captor's

i nstructions indicated.

O course you do, the piece of Shade rem nded her. Erini
wondered if it was her own mind that made it seem so nuch
alive and, if so, was she goi ng nad?

You have a task. Do it.

That was the only truth she did have at the nonment. Wth
growi ng di sgust, she accepted the foreign sorcery conpletely

into her being. In her inmagination, it seemed to squirmlike a
wormtrying to burrow deeper. Erini alnost rejected it then, but
knew t hat, by doing so, she would condem hersel f. \Wat sort

of world had the Vraad conme from and how could they

possi bly be the ancestors of the humans alive today? There

were hints of those answers now and then, vague, ghostlike

i mges that danced around her, alnost distracting her fromthe
horrid task. None of themwere distinct and Erini felt some
relief at that. Despite her wonder, these were things she
actually had little desire to | eam about. They all bore the sane
stench as the sorcery.



See the points. Take themand marry themto their counter-
parts. Here. Here. Here

This part of her task seened al nost | aughingly sinple now,

t hough she knew that here was where Shade had originally

begun his downward spiral to dammation. Erini could not see
why. The points her mind saw nmet willingly with one anot her
Perhaps it was, as the warlock had indicated, only because she
was the vessel —er rather the catal yst—and not the final recipi-
ent of the spell's outcome. She had only one purpose, not
several as he had had.

Whil e a portion of her consciousness worked automatically,
havi ng no choice to do otherw se, Erini found a change
occurring throughout her mnd, throughout her very soul. The
princess could no nore deny the transformation than she coul d
her earlier acceptance of the alien sorcery. After a few seconds—
per haps ni nutes or even hours, she could not say—Erini even
began to wel come the change. Her perspective grew and grew

and her conprehension of what her world was truly like

expanded until Erini felt she was the Dragonreal m the vast
eastern continent, the smaller southern continents, the islands,
the seas ... everything.

Shade' s spell becane a secondary thing to her, sonething

that had to be done but that did not require nore than a trace of
her concentration. Al events, all people, became known to her
Unconsci ously, Erini focused on Tal ak and her betr ot hed.

It was there before her gaze, a thought came to life. The
drakes were within striking range of the city. The princess
gai ned sone perspective on how nuch tinme had passed, for the
sun was already high and it appeared as if the first blows had
already fallen. There were dead drakes on the | andscape be-
tween the Dragon King's host and the city walls, and settle-
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ments unfortunate enough to have sprung up near the northern
wall were little nmore than splintered wood and scattered arti -
cles. The inhabitants, she remenbered, had been ordered in at
some point before her kidnapping. There was al so danmage to

the city itself. An aerial assault, some comer of her mind told
her. It sounded astonishingly |ike her grandfather, general -
consort to her grandnother, the queen at that time. He had been
dead for al nost seven years. She studied the dragons. Sone-
thing pierced their hearts. Something magic.

Melicard. Her viewdid not alter, for she saw all things at
once, but the inage of the king sonehow was forenpst anong
them He was in the throne room giving orders, caught up in
the battle. A few of his nen were injured and there was a
sticky, dark fluid covering one of the walls. Erini belatedly
noti ced the sky where the ceiling had once been. A drake had
nearly broken through all of their defenses. Somehow, though
t he magi cal defenses of Tal ak—she could not recall if she had



ever known about them prior to this—had been restored and, in
fact, inmproved. The Dragon King would find Talak a costly
victory.

Victory. It was still within the drake lord's grasp. At the very
| east, Tal ak would be in shanbles and nost of its popul ation
woul d be dead. Another Mto Pica.

The two magi cs were nearly one now. Erini's perspective
altered again, this time in a puzzling nmanner. A bit worrisone,
too, though that enotion was becom ng |l ess and | ess a part of
her. The princess, despite the understandi ng of her world that
she had gai ned earlier, could not fathomwhat was happeni ng
now. In sone ways, it rem nded her of how the world | ooked
when the spectrumwas visible to her. Like one imge superim
posed upon another. It was an apt conparison, she decided, but
hardly one that expl ai ned what was overl ayi ng the Dragonreal m
and the rest like a shroud.

There were nountai ns where nountai ns shoul d not have

been. There were seas and rivers where only dry sand or |ush
forests existed now. Wiere Tal ak stood, another city, smaller in
wi dth yet stretching far higher into the heavens, al so rose
ziggurats of Melicard' s kingdomfighting for supremacy with

odd, twisted towers that ended in spearlike points. It was and
was not the sane worl d.

Though she felt life on this world, something warned her not
to seek it out. Instead, she turned her inner gaze to the nost

fascinating and nost chilling sight visible. The heavens them
selves. The beautiful blue of her world had been replaced by a
green of dark intensity. Not a green such as a | eaf mght be
col ored, however, but a green that reninded Erini of nothing
nore than rot. Decay. A world that was festering and had been
festering for over thousands and thousands of years.

The worl d which Shade and the Vraad had abandoned for
this one. A wrld they had made into this putrifying abom nation

This was the potential that Shade represented.

Wthout willing it, her view turned to the warl ock hinself.

He knelt before her, enraptured by the progress of his spell,

al nost ready to accept the fruits of her forced | abor. To her
shock, she saw things about hi mshe doubted even he had ever
known. Not just his nyriad incarnations, but what the distorted
spell had done to his essence over the nillennia. Shade was far
fromwhole, far from untouched by the world his people had

fled to. He was possibly in a worse condition than he had been
during the time of his previous incarnations—and he refused to
see that.

She was astounded at his latent abilities. He had held back

t hroughout all of this, the princess realized. In the hooded
war |l ock was the potential to devastate a region larger than the
Tyber Muntai ns thenmsel ves. Shade had hinted at the godlike
powers of his kind, but the truth was far nmore overwhelmng. It
had only been his desire to complete his |ifelong goal that had
checked a madness that m ght have seen the Dragonreal min



conplete ruins in less than a week. That and a tiny, nagging
doubt —gui lt, she correct hersel f—about what he was doing.
There was nmore good in Shade than he realized. There had

been nore in the original, too. H s own nenories were playing
hi m f al se.

This is a new formof incarnation, Erini concluded. Shade
has not escaped his previous failure; he has become even nore
mred in it than before.

What woul d happen when his power increased a hundredfol d?

Erini found she was grow ng beyond the point of caring. Her
perceptions continued to expand. Soon, she would no | onger be

a part of her world, not in the true sense. This was the fate that

Shade had suffered, but Erini would not be returning in any
form Shade's variation on his original work would guarantee
that. He woul d gain command of the powers he sought, but

| ose his vessel in the prospect.
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What remained of Erini sought to fight that fate, but she

| acked 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 woul d have

di sm ssed any assault on a magical level with as nmuch effort as
what he needed to breat he.

Erini felt herself beginning to fragnment. Her task was al npst
conpl ete, but she woul d never see the outcome. The strain was

t oo nmuch.

She thought of Melicard, who woul d have no one to keep
himfromfalling i-nto the sane darkness that he had |ived
within before her comng. Hi s inmage, commandi ng his aides in

t he defense of Talak, flickered before Erini. She thought of her
parents, who would never know what fate had befallen their
daughter. Melicard seenmed to fade as the king and queen of
Cordag- Ai took precedence. Lastly, Erini thought of Darkhorse,

a being she had known only for a short time, but with whom

she felt a rapport, a bond.

Erini?

The i mage of Darkhorse strengthened. He stood, confused,

in an area she recognized fromits ungodly bl eakness as the
Northern Wastes. The cold and snow did not bother himin the
| east. Darkhorse remai ned where he was, his head cocked to
one side, alnost as if he were listening to sonething.



Erini!

Had he sensed her? The novice sorceress was no | onger
certain she cared. Still, because of their bond, she acknow -
edged her presence to him

Now he stood ready, seeking a direction in which to run
Erini! Were are you?

Where was she? "Everywhere" seened the nost 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. Erin

could not be certain whether it was a stray enotion of her own
or one of Darkhorse's, relayed sonmehow by their contact.

Whi chever was the case, she acted upon that urgency and
allowed himto see, to experience, where she was.

The eternal grew very grimand shot back, / know where
your are! Do not | ose yourself! Keep a hold on your existence,

Erini!
She lost track of him then, for, to obey his instructions, on

top of all else, the princess was forced to concentrate her
remaining will on maintaining her essence. She was uncertain
as to how Il ong she could do this, for the intensity of the
war | ock' s spell was becom ng nmore and nore difficult to

wi thstand. It would not be |ong, regardl ess of her efforts.

Eri ni wondered whet her Dar khorse would find her in time—
and whet her even he now stood a chance agai nst the powers of
Shade.

In that part of her that was puppet to the warlock, the fina
bi ndi ng was at |ast conpl et ed.

In the chanber, below the watchful eyes of the effigies, a
triunphant Shade, hood pulled | ow over his face, reached forth
with those abilities at his conmand and prepared to at | ast
accept what he felt was his due. The faces of Vraad he had
known, nost of themclan, others friends or, nore often, foes,
drifted in and out of his nmenories. He would have life eterna
now, and power to nake even those who watched over the
Dragonreal m and the ot her |ands, those woul d-be gods, ac-

know edge his nastery.

He woul d have a world to play with. No Vraad had ever had
an entire world to play wth.

Most of all, he would not die. The Vraad woul d not becone
a shadow of the past.

A presence oh so famliar to himforced the sorcerer fromhis
dreans. He felt a barrier form about the princess.

"The | ast false trail has been renoved. Shade! Cone! Turn
around and greet your old friend! Have you no words for



Dar khor se—sords that | may have them etch upon your
crypt?"

The hooded warl ock turned slowy toward his ancient adver-
sary, his friend of old. "You took |ong enough getting
here.”

Dar khor se st epped back anxi ously, but not because he was
frightened by the Vraad's confident words. O course. Shade
had known the shadow steed woul d be comi ng. He woul d have
expected nothing el se. No, what disturbed Darkhorse was
somet hing that Shade fromhis angle, could not see—and, as a
matter of fact, neither could the stallion

Not hi ng net his gaze from beneath the deep hood save a bl ur
that m ght have been a face.

SHADOW STEED 245
XX

The Dragon King Silver hissed bitterly as he watched Tal ak

fend of f anot her assault. Sonehow, the crippled vermnmn that
fancied himself a ruler had overcone all obstacles placed

before him save the loss of nuch of his arny. The drake |ord

gl anced briefly to his right, where his hunan agent stood
surveying the sanme scene with enotions that mrrored the

Dragon King's owmn. He had no idea why he was letting the

creature Quorin live, save that he had a desire to prove to him
to prove to all of them that he would take Talak if it cost every
possi bl e weapon and life at his command.

Shade was next. The alliance had been a fallacy, one the

drake |l ord had thought he needed during a desperate nonent

and one that neither had followed fromthe first. The Silver
Dragon wondered if the warl ock knew yet that his curse had

not been lifted. That had been obvious to him but the arrogant
war m bl ood had been certain he was whol e once nore. The

drake | aughed, naking those around himeye himdiscreetly
while they tried to discern what it was their master found
anusing at a tine such as this.

Shade had taken his information fromthe mnd of the

sorcerer Drayfitt, knowi ng that the elderly spellcaster had

studi ed the warl ock's book thoroughly. Unfortunately for Shade,

Drayfitt had never seen sonme of the final notes. Though the

drake lord had had to wait until the sorcerer's translations of

t he ot her pages were passed on to him that wait had been

wort hwhil e. They had provided the dragon king with the basis

of translating the remaining sheets, which were where he had

successfully guessed the nost val uabl e information had been

written down. The pages contained clues to the foundation of

Vraad sorcery and, by sheer coincidence, integral conments

that the warlock had witten about his original theories. Sone-
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where al ong the way, those notes had been forgotten by Shade.



The Dragon King had ensured that they would remain forgotten
until he could find sonme use for them

Yes, Shade would be next... if there was anything |l eft of
himfor the drakes to kill

The Dragon King straightened and gave a signal to one of his
dukes, a warrior whose clutch he hinself had fathered. Mst of
t hose around himwere his offspring, though none bore the
mar ki ngs of succession. They could never be heirs. Al they
could be were warriors who gave their lives for himas they

m ght do now.

The signal was what the main host had waited for. The Silver
Dragon Ki ng knew what defenses were weakest now. He woul d

t hrow everything he had at them He had wanted Tal ak i n one
pi ece. A prize. Now, the drake lord did not care if one stone
remai ned standing, even if it took the last of his force.

One of his offspring had argued that such an assault was

madness, that it would only cost lives. H s carcass was even

now bei ng di gested by the Dragon King's riding beast. No one

el se had dared speak out and no one el se woul d ever dare hint
that he was an inconpetent ruler, that he had only thrived in the
shadow of his nore powerful brother, the Dragon Col d.

No one el se would dare call hima coward.

There was no reasoni ng behind the [ast, but none was
needed. A Dragon King was answerable to no one save hinself.

They noved on Tal ak.
A bl ur.

The passage through the barriers between the Void and

reality of the Dragonreal mhad not reversed the spell Shade had
unl eashed. It had, evidently, altered it in such a way that there
was no telling what woul d happen next. The period of sanity

had been little nore than a time of dormancy while the next

phase of the warlock's "di sease" built up. From his manner

Dar khor se knew that his conpanion of old did not even realize
what had happened. Shade still believed he was back to where

he had started, that he was nortal, but whole.

What would this new spell do to him then?

Erini, locked frozen in the final stage of Shade's ganbit,
seened to fade just a bit. Darkhorse turned his gaze back and
forth, his fear for Erini, but his fury for the warl ock. The
female had little tinme remaining to her. Darkhorse's quick
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action had bought her a delay, but how | ong that delay would be
was questionable. He was forced to expend energy at a grow ng
rate nerely to keep the forces gathered within her in check



The ghostly steed had great doubts as to his ability to face
Shade and still maintain that bal ance. He knew that, by rights,
his first and forenost duty was to stop Shade at all costs... but
that cost would include his benefactress.

Barely nore than two or three breaths had passed since his
arrival. Seeking to borrowtime, he slowy replied to the
warlock's initial statement, "You expected ne."

"There was not hing planned that did not foresee your even-

tual success at tracking ne down," the faceless figure returned.
Shade seened entirely too nuch at ease. "Al npbst everything

have done was nmerely to maintain your curiosity and stubbornness
until our final neeting."

That caused Darkhorse to | augh. "There are fewwith the
audacity to seek an audi ence with ne—and you are forenost
anong them ny forner friend and current nemesis!"

"That's because | have nothing nore to fear from you,

eternal —Eternal!'" Shade mi ght have snmiled; it was truly

i npossi ble to say. Watching him Darkhorse actually pitied the
war | ock. To have cone so close to escaping his endl ess
curse... "I amone with you now. Child of the Void! | am
imortal. | have succeeded at |ast."

"Not yet, Vraad. The key is in the lock, but it has not yet
turned.”

Shade sai d not hing, but Darkhorse suddenly becane certain
that the warlock did wear a snmile

A bitter-tasting wind swept through the chanber, so swiftly
birthed that it was near tornado proportions before Darkhorse
could even acknow edge its existence. |If Shade had created it
to destroy him it was a feeble attenpt. Forned in a pl ace
bet ween chaos and order, such a wind was little nore than a
breeze to himand, protected by the shadow steed's power, it
did not even touch the hel pless Erini

What it was doi ng, however, was tearing the chanber—even

t he nmountai n under which the cavern lay—to fragnents that
flewmadly into the air, colliding with one another and flying
off into a darkness that was not night. Darkhorse found his
footing growi ng unstable and his bond with Erini being stretched
toits utnost. It was too late to stop whatever spell Shade—and
it could only be the warl ock's doi ng—had cast. The eterna
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could only shield hinself and the princess and wait for the
stormto pass. If it would.

As the last of the cavern walls tore free fromthe earth and
vani shed, a new land formed around the three. A land that
seened out of sync with reality. Its colors were haphazard,
cl ashing, and the | andscape was tw sted and dyi ng. The sky
was an odd shade of green, nuch like nmold or something dead
left too long to decay on its. own.



Thr oughout all of this. Shade stood where he was, seemingly
passive. As the wind died down, to be replaced by a stale,

sul furous stench, the warl ock spoke one word ever so softly. In
the still of this ugly, decrepit |and, he nmight have been
shouting, for Darkhorse heard that word all too clearly.

"Nimth. "

A single word that spoke volunes. It told Darkhorse where

he was. It told himwhat sort of power Shade nust have had to
break a barrier that had remmi ned unbroken since the Vraads'
escape fromtheir tortured world, Nimh. It told himsomething
of Shade that he had failed to see upon his arrival

The warl ock had noved nore quickly than the eternal had
guessed. He had already clainmed his due fromthe princess by

the tine Darkhorse had thrown up the protective shield around
her .

Dar khor se had fail ed.
"I restore the bal ance,"” Shade abruptly whi spered. Again,
his voice carried as if he had shouted with all his mght.

They were once nore in the cavernous chanber in which the
war |l ock had performed his experinent. This time, the transfer
was i medi ate. Shade evidently assuned that there was no
reason for further theatrics.

The nessage behind the sudden return to the Dragonreal m
was not | ost upon the shadow steed. Shade was telling him
t hrough actions that there were deeds within his power that

stretched even beyond the | aws of nature, beyond the rule of
reality.

In the mdst of nulling over those thoughts—a period which

the warl ock was apparently magnanimously willing to grant to

hi s anci ent conrade—ene realization raised itself above all else
and nmade the huge stallion | augh nockingly.

Shade, who woul d not have been able to appreciate the
hunor had he understood what it was that Darkhorse | aughed
at, lost his cal mdeneanor. Though his expression was | ost to
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all but hinmself, his change in stance was nessage enough

Dar khorse qui eted, knowi ng he had touched the greatest weak-
ness of his adversary and knowi ng that his chances of capitaliz-
ing on that weakness were mnimal at best. Better to try and
create a friendly peace between the Silver Dragon and Ki ng

Melicard



Tiny whips of controlled energy darted fromthe spellcaster's
arms and struck the stallion |ike a thousand accurate-shafts

rel eased by master archers. Wth each bl ow, Darkhorse felt a
little of his essence fade. He repelled what he could, sending a
few back at their creator, but there were too many and they
continued to cone. There was one certain way he knew t hat

would rid himof the deadly rain, but it would require rel easing
Erini to her fate and Darkhorse refused to do that. It did not
escape himthat his death would be foll owed al nost i medi at e-

ly by her own, regardless. Only an ever-increasi ng output of

his own power kept her from being scattered throughout all.

Soon, he woul d have none left to defend and heal hinself.

The last of the wiggling mssiles faded before they touched

t he shadow steed. Shade seermed to regain control of hinself.
H s tone was near apologetic. "I was trying to show you what |
am capabl e of, Darkhorse. | am beyond even you now. It

woul d be pointless to pursue your death—and it would be your

death, not mnmine."

"You have only succeeded in revealing to me how nuch |
dare not allow you to escape ne."

"Your efforts go beyond the point of futility now | could
exile you to a place that would make the Void seem a paradi se

| could conpact you into a tiny sphere and drop you into the
deepest sea." Shade's voice was al nost pleading, as if he truly
did not want to continue this confrontation. "I could do so
much nore, but there is no point to it, anynore. I'mwlling to

forget our past differences."

Dar khorse met his threats and condescendi ng words wth

disdain. "I think it mght be a bit difficult to forget our past
di fferences, considering how they have affected so many. Exile
me and | will find my way back. Seal ne up and | will outlive
my prison. Destroy ne... and you will defeat yourself." The
stallion kicked at the floor. "Destroy ne and condemm yoursel f
to your fate, to your selfnmade curse."

The warl ock straightened, the tension within himvisibly

mounting. After so many failures, there still renmained anxie-
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ties. Had he seen his visage or lack of it... "I amfree of ny
past errors. | amwhole."

One of the statues, the one nearest to the facel ess spellcaster
col | apsed. Darkhorse felt a shrill cry that coursed through his
m nd as that which had lived within perished. The others

qui vered in sudden anxiety. The floor of the chanber slowy
devel oped cracks.

Dar khor se knew what was happeni ng, though he doubted the
other did. "Listen to me—

Too late. H s adversary was beyond listening. Any hope of a
peaceful accord between them had been shattered and Dar khorse



knew that it was his own fault as well as Shade's.

Hs mind already a sea of confusion and turnoil. Shade saw
the destruction around himas an attack and the shadow steed's
words as a ploy to gain tinme. A hint of sadness touched him
That Dar khorse woul d act so! That there m ght be anot her

cause did not occur to him He, after all, was hinself agai n—
and the warl ock was not about to give up so quickly what he

had sought for so long. Even if it neant killing the one cl osest
to him

The air around Dar khorse grew oppressingly thick. So thick

in fact, that it began to squeeze him Had he been an actua
horse, he woul d have been crushed in the first seconds.

Instead, the eternal found hinself being conpressed smaller

and smaller. The warl ock was maki ng good his threat. If

Dar khorse failed to resist, Shade would reduce himto the size
of a pebble and throw hi m sonewhere where no one woul d be
likely to find him The hooded spellcaster night even choose to
keep himas a nenento.

He resisted instantly, of course, but with only a portion of

the strength normally available to him Erini's life was de-
mandi ng al nost as nuch of his energy as his own rescue. It

took himfar too nuch time to finally free hinself. The next
assault took himeven before the |ast vestiges of the first had
faded away. A tear in reality sought to draw himinside, pulling
at his formw th such persistence that he al nost succunbed
before he was able to fashion a defense. Darkhorse seal ed the
rip and let it vanish. It |asted |ong enough, however, to give
hima glinpse of where Shade had i ntended on sending him

The festering sore that the Vraads had once call ed hone.
N mt h.

He had not wanted to do it this way, but Shade was | eaving

250

RICHARD A KNAAK
SHADOW STEED

251

hi m no options. Unl ess Darkhorse struck back with the one
weapon he knew woul d be effective, the warl ock woul d take
himwi th his next attack—and success or not, this ploy would
likely drive the final wedge between them

The unsavory deed was done even as Darkhorse pictured it.
Shade, sensing sonething materializing before him struck at
its heart. His target shattered into dozens of glittering frag-
ments, which i medi ately expanded i nto exact copies of the
original. As one, they focused on their attacker, who could not
hel p but |1 ook up at them Darkhorse, watching, could not help



but flinch,

Shade stared, possibly openmouthed, at repetition after repe-
tition of his own blurred, featurel ess visage. They were every-
where and each told himthe one thing he could not face. The
truth of his condition.

He screaned denial even as his pent-up power caused each

mrror to nelt like a single snowflake on a raging canpfire.

Dar khorse himself was buffeted to the ground by the wild

forces unl eashed. He barely maintained his bond with Erini

O her than the energy utilized to keep her fromdissipating |ike
a wi sp of snoke, the shadow steed had little nore to call upon
What remai ned he needed just to survive this |atest and nopst
horrid onslaught. It was all he could do just to keep his m nd

coherent.

"Nononononononononooooo! " Shade was screamni ng. Rock-

i ng back and forth, he clawed at his own face, trying to renove
what could not be rempved. Portions of the chanber ceiling
col I apsed, but none so nuch as struck within two yards of the
war | ock. Somehow, his own defenses were still intact.

He cannot contain the power and the nore he rel eases, the

nore destruction! It was worse than Darkhorse had feared.

Vraad sorcery had destroyed one world already. It tore at the

| aws of nature rather than worked with them As with the
sorcery of the Dragonrealm it was ofttinmes an al nost uncon-
scious, automatic thing and the nore it was used, the nore
chaos it caused. Shade, trapped in his own horror, was allow ng
it to run ranmpant. Darkhorse wondered if there m ght have been
some ot her way.

The warl ock was on his knees and facing the ground,
unm ndful of what havoc he was unl eashi ng. Darkhorse had
wonder ed what this new spell would do; the answer seened to

be create nore destruction. It was as if the intensity of the
original curse had been doubled in scope.

"Shade!" he called out, his voice booning above all else.

"You must listen to ne! A part of you must know t he chaos

you have invited into this world! | know fromthe past few days
that there is, within you, a desire to end this madness peaceful -

[yl If you woul d hear ne—=

Surprisingly, the warlock did | ook up. There was a tenseness
in his novenents. He had heard Darkhorse's voice, but not the
shadow steed's warning. A fierce presence rose about the

warl ock as his tortured m nd mxed facts and suppositions unti
they no |l onger had any true neaning. Fromthat came one

final, insane concl usion.

"You!" Shade rose, all fury. His mnd, the stallion noted,

was shifting fromone extrene enotion to another—and with

this particular enotion, he needed a focal point. "You did this
to ne!"

It woul d have been one of the npbst absurd things that



Dar khorse had ever heard, save that he could have predicted it
woul d be so. Shade could not accept that the grand spell had
failed again or that he had not even recovered fromthe first
attenpt. He needed a scapegoat in order to preserve what little
remai ned of his sanity—f there was anything left. The warl ock
needed sonething to | ash out at.

What he does next could |evel settled areas, the eterna
realized. And being in the Tybers, one of those places m ght be
Tal ak! How ironic it would be if the Dragon King captured
Melicard' s kingdom only to have it sink beneath the earth or
simply cease to be.

That image in mnd, Darkhorse vani shed—

—and reentered the world in the desolate, blistering cold of
the Northern Wastes.

Before him alnost as if he had known where the shadow

steed had intended fleeing, was Shade. Despite, the wind, his
cl oak remained still, covering himlike a shroud, Darkhorse had
wonder ed what death would | ook like when it finally clained
him He now knew. There woul d be no escapi ng Shade, then

What ever it took, the warlock would track hi mdown, |aying
wast e to what ever happened to cross his path in the neantine.
Perhaps, letting the axe fall here would at | east save the
Dragonreal m thought Darkhorse somewhat fatalistically, though
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he suspected that the tortured figure before himwould not
conpl etely spend his nadness here.

"For our friendship," the spectral figure said, his calm

words nore chilling than his angered ones, "I would have | eft
you in peace. | would have. Then, you did this to nme! Now, |
have onl y—=

"Shade, if you would just listen to ne!"

"—ene question to ask of you before |I treat you as you' ve
chosen to treat me. Why do it? Tell me that."

There was no correct response and Dar khorse knew that. The
best he could do was give no answer at all. Shade's twi sted
t hought had condemmed hi m al r eady.

"Goodbye, then, ny conrade of old."

Despite the di stance now separating them Darkhorse stil

mai nt ai ned the shell protecting the helpless Erini, although it
sapped al nost all of what remained of his strength. He pre-

pared hinself now for the worst. Death 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 fall within the
real ns of human afterlife



Scattered thoughts touched him Curiosity concerning the
eventual fate of Tal ak. Questions as to where the Bedl anms had
gone. He wondered what their children would grow up to be
like. Mdst of all, Darkhorse wondered what fate awaited the
worl d of the Dragonrealm with or without the interference and
chaos created by its new, blur-visaged demn god.

He woul d protect Erini with the |ast vestiges of his power.
When Shade finally took him the shadow steed woul d give his
essence to her. Perhaps it would buy her time enough for Cabe
to find her. Likely not.

/ have erred every step of the way, Darkhorse decided. Most
of all, I erred in thinking of this one as still human—when al
he truly was, was a Vraad!

Shade noved, but slowy, as if unwell. Darkhorse sawlittle

of consequence in that at the noment, instead concerned wth
braci ng hinsel f agai nst what would surely be the warl ock's

final blow H's own nature would protect himbriefly, but hardly
| ong enough to matter. He only hoped, a foolish hope, that the
warl ock woul d feel regret afterward. It mght stave off some of
t he com ng devastation

If only there was some way to take fromthe warl ock the
powers he had usur ped..

There was, There WAS

The answer canme to himtoo |ate. Sonething darted around

Dar khorse like a mad horsefly, sonething that grew as it

circled him He tried fending it off, but his power was too
weak. It expanded as it noved, rapidly wapping himwthin a
shel | whose very presence chilled his form froze lifelessly his
very essence. Gven tine, it would nmake of hima nonument to

his own futility. Gven tine, there would be nothing nore than

a shell shaped like a huge, withing steed.

Gven'a little nore tinme, there would not even be that.

Dar khorse struggled to maintain his senses. The key was his.

He had controlled it all this time, but his own foolish sense of
"nobl e sacrifice" had left himblind to the potential before
him Now, it might be too late.

Entangled in the warl ock's death trap, Darkhorse tunbled
into the snow and ice. The link with Erini, the one that stil
kept her alive, was his only chance. Sumoning up his wll
and foregoing his own defense, he called out to her in his

m nd. Erini!

If he was wong, it hardly mattered. Neither he nor she had
nore than a few mnutes |eft either way.

A di m shadow fell over him Through partially obscured

vi sion, he saw a spectral Shade | oomover him likely conme to
gl oat over his throes. To the etemal's confusion, the hooded
.figure sighed and reached out to touch his foe on the head.
Briefly, Darkhorse entertained the thought of absorbing his
adversary and trapping himw thin the enptiness that was his



i nner self, but he knew that the power of Shade was nore than
capabl e of w thstanding even that. True enough, the Vraad's
hand pul sated wi th energy.

The fiendish thing—did it |ive?—had seal ed his nouth and

Dar khorse found hinsel f unable to form another. He lay there,
silent and nearly munmi fied, as the warlock continued to nove
hi s hand al ong the shadow steed's neck and to his head.

For the first tine, he felt the probe of Shade's mnd. It was
the final defeat. Darkhorse no I onger even had the will wth
which to conbat his longtinme nenmesis and conpani on.

"Sooo00, that's why you fell so easily," the shadow | urking
above hi m whi spered. He had di scovered the stallion's refusa
to ~abandon Erini. Darkhorse shook, but was no |onger able to
do anything else... unless..

The shadow steed opened his nmind conpletely and let his
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captor see everything, but, nost especially, what he knew about
Shade' s condition

The warl ock shook and pulled his hand away as if touching
somet hi ng uncl ean. He renai ned stooped over his defeated
adversary for some tine, muttering things that Darkhorse could
not make out save that Shade seened to be arguing with

hi nsel f adamantly. Finally, however, he came to sone fatefu
deci si on and wapped hinself in his cloak, staring at the point
somewher e beyond Darkhorse's linited range of vision

"I"ll need the girl again," he whispered to hinmself as he rose
to a standing position. Wth an al nost carel ess dism ssal of the
muf fled figure at his feet. Shade stepped over Darkhorse and
vani shed into the tundra.

The eternal cursed hinmself. O course Shade's first thought
woul d be to recapture Erini! Darkhorse had | et himsee what

was happeni ng: instead of becom ng a near-perfect denigod,

the warl ock was threatened with an exi stence even less rea

than in his prior incarnations. As powerful as he had becone,
Shade was still at the nercy of his self-made curse. The shadow
steed had hoped that, knowi ng this. Shade night cone to his

Senses.

Forgive ne, Erini! Oddly, Darkhorse's error gave himthe
gli mer of hope. He had been abandoned and the deadly spel



that had al nost ended his existence had stopped, apparently
dormant without its master's guidance. Gven tine, he would

be able to free hinmsel f.

At that noment, he felt the |link between hinself and the
princess break. Shade had recl ained her for his dire purposes.

A dangerous error on your part, ny dear, deadly friend!

No | onger forced to divide his strength between his own

defense and the protection of the fading Erini, the eternal's
m ght returned much nore rapidly. He had still nearly burned

hi nsel f out, but now he had at |east the ghost of an opportuni-
ty. Shade would be vul nerable now, nmentally if not magically,
and Darkhorse was already devising a way to increase that

vul nerability. He no longer felt much renorse about what he
plotted to do; Shade's apparent denial of his own condition had
made it clear that the spellcaster was beyond aid. It was either
def eat Shade or watch as the Dragonreal mand the rest of this
worl d suffered the same fate as |ong-forgotten N nth.

A stormwas brew ng, one that threatened to becone a
fullscale blizzard. There was a touch of sorcery about it and

Dar khor se knew then that there was no time to waste. Shade

had al ready begun what ever new experinent he planned. If

there was a tine to catch himwi th his guard down, it was
before the plan reached fruition. The shadow steed had failed at
that once. This time, though, the tale would end differently.

Dar khorse rose qui ckly, tearing and snappi ng the bonds that
had ensnared him Where they had sought to | eech fromhim
he now returned the favor, causing themto dissipate in nere
seconds. Things of sorcery, they left no remains. The only
regrets Darkhorse had was the vile taste of them they were
filled with the taint of Vraad sorcery.

In the distance, he wi tnessed a vast aurora and knew i me-
diately that there was where he needed to go. There, he would
finally have Shade where he wanted him

A portal offered too much risk. Darkhorse raced across the
enpty land, feeling somewhat at synpathy with it for all it had
been t hrough. Once, there had been trees here, life. Now,
not hi ng but enptiness. The | and | ooked much the way the

eternal felt.

It was, he thought, a fitting place for what woul d be com ng
next .

Erini was the first to come within sight. She stood much the
way she had in the chanber, save that her eyes were open and
she seemed to be saying somet hing. Darkhorse sl owed. Sone-
thi ng seened wong. Wen a rise brought Shade into view, the
shadow steed knew that the scene before himwas not as it
shoul d have been, that sonething was am ss.

The warl ock was seated before his captive, his head | ow and
his arms outstretched as if he were the one giving of hinself.



Dar khorse sped across the remaining tundra and began cast-

ing his first—and likely |l ast—spell. Entranced as he seened to
be, Shade woul d not notice until it struck. Fromthe comer of
his eyes, Darkhorse noted Erini's gaze turning toward him Her
mout h opened as if she intended to say something, but the
ebony stallion ignored her. For the monment, it was only Shade
that mattered.

When the attack caught hi munaware, the shadow steed's

first angry thought was how the warl ock had tricked hi m again,
| ayi ng some trap that he knew Dar khorse woul d be unable to
resist. Then, as the world turned upside-down, he realized that
it was not his ancient adversary who had caught hi m by
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surprise, but Erini. Erini had attacked him as if she actually
want ed her captor's spell conpleted

Before he could rise and demand expl anati ons, Shade's voice
suddenly rose above the howing wind. "No, princess. It's al
right. He doesn't understand—and, besides, it's taking its own
course now. He won't be able to touch nme; no one will."

"I can only try!" Darkhorse roared, standing. The snow fel
fromhis huge formas if glad to abandon his fearsone pres-
ence. "Stand away, Erini! You shall be conpelled no further!"

"Dar khor se! "

He ignored her shout, supposing her to be under the war-
lock's influence. "The female is under ny protection. Shade!
You will release her will and face ne!"

Shade lifted his head toward Darkhorse. It was pale and

drawn, but distinct. The stallion's first thought was that he had
fail ed again. Cursing, he kicked at the snow and readi ed

hinself to perish fighting. The warl ock, however, rose on
surprisingly unsteady feet and shook his head at the I eviathan
ready to charge him

"I"lIl face you, Darkhorse, but only to say goodbye."
"You will not |eave nme behind again!"

Shade smiled without malice. His face was as pale as the
snow—er was that the snow Dar khorse saw? The warl ock

stepped toward him leaving no trail. H's nmovenents were sl ow
and he seened to ripple with the wind. The warl ock paused
just out of arms length fromhis adversary.

"You can't follow ne where |I'm going."
Dar khorse | ashed out with his hooves, hoping to take Shade

by surprise with a physical attack. To his dismay, he struck only
air. Behind him the massive stallion heard Erini gasp



W apped in his cloak, the warl ock stepped back so that he

now faced both Darkhorse and Erini. Turning to the latter, he
said politely, "You have what you wanted in return, sorceress.
-May it please you."

Erini would not respond, but her face grew al nost as
deathli ke as the warl ock's. She suddenly shook her head and
sat in the snow, shivering fromsonething other than the cold.
The princess buried her face in her hands.

"What we gain is never quite what we originally wanted, is
it, Darkhorse?" It was inpossible to deny anynore; Shade was
little nore than a ghost in form a nmenory nore than a man.

"What have you done now, warl ock? What have you denanded
of Erini that |eaves her in such pain?"

"She cries at the vast extent of her reward, Darkhorse. |
| eave that for her to explain. As for me, | have taken the only
path left to ne. A final path, you m ght say."

"Fi nal +" Darkhorse probed the figure before hi mand

found not hi ng but a dying emanati on of power. Nothing physi -

cal stood there; what remained was of mmgic. Mgic that was

fl eeing even now to where it bel onged. The farthest stretches of
the Dragonrealmand a crippled, tortured place called N nth

Shade had nmade Erini reverse his earlier spell, drawing forth

not only his newy accumul ated powers, but those forces within
himthat had originally cursed himto what had once seened an

endl ess chain of phantomincarnations, personalities that existed,
but did not truly live.

Sorcery was all that truly remained of the original spellcaster
and, when the last of it had dissipated, there would be nothing.
No Shade. Not even the ever-present cloak. Al of himwas

magi ¢, not hi ng nore.

"Al'l that power, all that glory, was not worth faci ng—faci ng?—a
continuation of that dammed, horrible nockery of immrtality,

of [ife." There was little left of the warl ock now He | ooked
like a reflection in a piece of glass, wavering in the wind. The
stormthat had threatened seemed to be dying with the man who
had likely been its cause, but the wind, oddly, was picking up
inintensity.

O was that so odd? Darkhorse gaze | ocked with Shade's.
The warl ock sniled again and nodded ever so slightly.

"I had anot her name, once," he started, as if seeking to take
both of their mnds off of the truth. "It was..."

Wrds and warl ock drifted away with the w nd.

H s nane. He wanted to say his nane to nme. The bl ack steed
stared at the place where his adversary, his other half, had | ast
stood. There were no tracks, of course. The last tracks were

t hose where Shade had stood and given hinself to Erini. Were

he had finally, absolutely, ended his curse in the only way |eft



to him
" Dar khor se?"
Erini. He had forgotten her presence.

"I will never know |l ove as you do, princess," he runbled
wi t hout renoving his gaze from Shade's | ast stand. "But |
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know that | have | ost one who could be considered a brother to
me despite the evils he caused.”

The sorceress was silent. Darkhorse, urged by a feeling he
barely understood, trotted forward and ki cked snow across the
war | ock' s remai ning tracks, not pausing until they were buried.
Guffly, he turned to his conpanion. For the first tine, the
stallion seened to see her. Though her abilities protected her
fromthe elenments, she had suffered as few others had. Twice
Shade had used her, forced her to touch sonething of a world
that was little nore than a sick parody of this one. He hoped
she woul d recover once they returned to—

H s ice-blue eyes wi dened as he recall ed what was occurring
in their absence. "Tal ak! Lords of the Dead, Erini! You should
have said sonething!"

The human was drawn and weaker than he woul d have

suspected, considering the power she had absorbed. Darkhorse
sensed also a loss to the aura, the presence, about her. She was
worn to the bone, too, but none of that was why she now sat in
the snow, gazing at the enptiness without truly seeing it.

"There's no need to hurry," she stated quietly, finally
responding to his words.

"No need to hurry? Wth Tal ak under siege by the drakes?"
Had her ordeal at |ast overtaken her mnd, too?

"Shade said that | had been rewarded." Erini |aughed

bitterly. "It seemed so perfect. They didn't deserve to survive.
| keep telling nyself that they would have killed Melicard and
all the rest if | hadn't agreed." Her voice caught. "Yet, for
some unfat homabl e reason, | can't help crying at the suffering

t hey rmust have gone through, the shock when they realized

what was happeni ng."

"You make no sense, nortal!" She did, but Darkhorse had
troubl e believing what he was inagining.

She | ooked up, so pale he al nost expected her to dissipate in
the wind as Shade had done. "I want nothing to do with
sorcery, Darkhorse. It seemed the best way to rid us of them
but... so many lives!"

"The drake host?" he finally asked with sone nisgivings.



She nodded, putting her head in her hands again. "All of
them Swall owed up without damage to anything or anyone

el se—save Mal Quorin, | suppose. | even pity him if you can
believe it. Shade killed themall with my perm ssion

Now it was Darkhorse who coul d say not hing. He wondered
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at the carnage they would see when they returned. In sone
ways, it had been necessary, but the scope of what the warl ock
had been capabl e of..

Erini | ooked up again, tears for her enemes in her eyes.
"Take me back to Tal ak, Darkhorse. I—+ can't do it nyself. |
m ght —Ai ght appear in the middle of 4+ want Melicard!"

The eternal let her cry some of the pain away as he slowy
formed a sphere around them A variation on the portal, it
woul d allow themto travel without forcing the princess to act
hersel f. Wen they arrived in Tal ak, he woul d see to speaking
to Melicard privately about her imedi ate needs.

He wel comed her sorrow and her need for his aid. Her trials
woul d gi ve him purpose and all ow hi m anot her chance to | eam
Sone day, he might yet understand the nortal creatures he had
chosen to make his own. Sone day, he night understand their
path through life and, because of that, the definition of life
itself. Perhaps then, the shadow steed mi ght one day cone to
under stand what coul d have created the man who had becone
known in | egend and face as sinply Shade.

Per haps then, he night al so make sense of the continuous,
wrenchi ng feeling that had begun wi thin himwhen he realized
that the warl ock had surrendered his life.

XXm

Cabe Bedl am found the eternal overl ooking the northern

| ands from one of the pal ace bal conies. A vast, well-cultivated
field, half wheat and half oat, covered nearly every inch of the
| evel plain before them Upon first glance, there seened

not hi ng out of the ordinary, aside fromthe fact that this was
hardly the tine of year for such a mature crop. Wat nade the

si ght 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 settlenments, wooded areas, and roads had existed
prior to this day.
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It was there that the drake host had perished down to the
| east of the mnor drakes.
"I'"ll never forget the sight," Cabe said quietly, eyes fixed

on the innocent-1ooking field. "We had barely arrived here

oursel ves, and then only thanks to the Dragon King G een

who arrived at the Manor and broke the spell Shade had cast

over us." He had already relayed that story earlier, telling how,



in response to word fromthe Lady Bedl am the master of
Dagora Forest had gai ned entrance and found the two, victins
of Shade's attenpt to kidnap their son Aurim Neither the
Bedl ans nor their Dragon King ally. Geen, could explain why
t he warl ock had abandoned his plan after successfully dealing
with the only two standing in his way.

Dar khor se thought he knew, but did not say so to Cabe. It
woul d only nake what had happened to the ancient warl ock
nore difficult to accept.

Cabe moved on to the shocking fate that had befallen the
chargi ng drakes. "Even with our sorcery, we were only keep-

ing themin check. Sone of their nunber got through fromtine
to time and weaked havoc until each was killed or driven off.
Sone of their spells succeeded as well." The sorcerer shivered,
renmenbering some of the nore dire ones. "Wrd reached us at

one point that the expedition to the Hell Plains had turned
around, apparently because of some nmessage etched into the
ground by a spell of Drayfitt's just before his death— Cabe
did not notice Darkhorse flinch. That explained the final words
he had not heard, the ones the elderly sorcerer had spoken
before expiring! To the end, Drayfitt had served Talak with the
utnost efficiency. "Though the reinforcenents were on their
way, the fighting was becomng so fierce that we suspected the
drakes woul d be through Tal ak' s defenses before they arrived.

It was just after that when the ground to the north began to split
open. "

What had happened next had driven even stone-hearted

Melicard to pity the deaths of his enem es. G eat gaps and

ravi nes opened in the earth, but only in and around the noving

host. Sone estimated that nearly half of the drakes perished in

the first minute, as the warriors tried frantically and uselessly to
control the sudden panic of their |esser cousins. Warriors and
mounts fell screaming into the gaps, which closed up instantly,

only to be replaced by others. Many of those who managed to
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find stable footing during the first onslaught fell easy prey
when that ground beneath them suddenly yawned wi de.

"Did none of themfly away?"

"Seens |ogical, doesn't it?" Cabe wore a grimsnmile

"They tried it. The sky over the area was literally filled with
them—until the winds began to buffet them back to the

earth!"”

"W nds?"

"Wnds followed by lightning foll owed by a downpour t hat
woul d have crushed in the roof of the palace had the storns
touched the city—wahich they did not with amazi ng accuracy!
Everything was confined to the area where Silver's horde was
trapped. "

Quakes, wind, lightning, and rain. Earth, air, fire, and
wat er. Darkhorse had to admire Shade's work. How extravagantly



traditional .

No one had seen the Dragon King hinself perish nor, for that
matter, Mal Quorin's fate, either. It was safe to assune,
however, that they had fallen with the rest. The entire horrible
sight had | asted perhaps five mnutes. Wen the | ast drake had
peri shed, the wounds in the earth heal ed thensel ves and the
storns dwi ndled to nothing. No one could really say when

exactly the field had risen up, though everyone swore it was
there only nmoments |ater.

Voi ces within informed himthat the one he had been waiting
for had finally recovered enough to join the rest. Darkhorse
excused hinself from Cabe.

"I'"l1l not forget the good he did, Darkhorse," Cabe called
after him

"Do not forget the evil, either." He trotted into the vast
room

Her face lit up as she noticed him

"Princess Erini!" He dipped his head in her honor. "d ad
amto see you better! Cherish this woman. King Melicard, for
there are few as worthy as she!"

The king had one arm securely w apped around his be-
trothed. The |l ove he bore for her was spread equal ly across
both sides of his face. The el fwood arm the one that held
Erini, |ooked as supple and lifelike as the real thing.

It is the spirit of the wearer that makes of the el fwood what it
will be. Wth love cones life, it seens!

"Darkhorse." Erini separated herself from Melicard, wal ked
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up to the shadow steed, and hugged himby the neck. Of to the
side, the Lady Bedl am sm | ed sourly. "Thank you for giving
me nmy life again!" the princess added.

"It is | who should thank you! Are you truly better?"

"I't will take ne sone tine to |l eamnot to shiver each tine
nmy eyes turn north and see the field."

Dar khorse | aughed. "Think of the field as the first heral ds of
peace! What Shade did was horrendous, but did not cowardly
Silver bring it upon hinself?"

"I suppose."” The princess | ooked down, as if renenbering.
Then, she | ooked back up, staring into his glittering eyes.
"\What happens to you now?"

The shadow steed felt as if all eyes in the roomwere now on
him "l shall roamthe Dragonreal mas | always have! For
Dar khorse, there is no grand schenme, no destiny! | shall roam

and see what there is to seel |—



It was the Lady Bedl am who spoke the words that he woul d
not. "You shall search the lands to see if, somehow, he
survived, won't you?"

The roomgrew silent as he stared first at her and then at
Erini. She | ooked puzzl ed, having seen Shade freely end his
tortured existence. Slowy, he nodded. "Yes, | wll search
the Dragonrealmfor him There nust be no doubt. If he

has survived, he may need hel p." Darkhorse absently pawed
at the floor, leaving scars. "He may al so need destroying
again."

The ebony stallion stepped back fromthe nortal creatures
around him "It is past the time for nme to |leave! | amglad you
are all well and that nost of us have lived to see this peace."
He | ooked specifically at Melicard and the Dragon King G een.
There was hope there for some sort of conprom se, a | essening
of Tal ak's zeal toward those drakes who sought peace between
the races. Erini caught his stare and | ooked at her betrothed,
who nodded noncommittedly. "I now bid you farewel|!"

"Come back to Tal ak when you wi sh," the princess
cal | ed.

Dar khor se nodded to her and al so to Cabe, who had rejoi ned
his mate. He reared, summoning a portal

"Conme to the Manor sonetime," Gaen said, startling both
Cabe and the eternal. "You must neet the children. They
woul d | ove you."

The shadow steed | aughed cheerfully, the echoes resounding
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t hrough the palace. "This, then, is truly a day of miracles'
shal |l take you up on that offer soon. Lady Bedl am Ha!"

He entered the portal still laughing, his destination—and his
desti ny—danknown even to him



