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A TERRIBLE HOWL ECHOED THROUGH
THE PASS.

A massve, eight-legged lupine form dropped down on Rhonin. Had he been other than what he was, the
wizard would have perished there, the meal of a savage, saber-toothed creature with four gleaming green
eyesto go with itseight, clawed limbs. The monstrous wolf-creature brought him down, but Rhonin,
having magicked his garmentsto better protect him from the eements, proved ahard nut to crack. The
claws scraped at acloak they should have readily tattered, only to have instead one nail snap off.

Gray fur standing on end, the beast howled its frustration. Rhonin took the opening, casting asimple but
effective spdl that had saved him in the past.

A cacophony of light burst before the cresture’ s emerald orbs, both blinding and sartling it. It ducked
back, swatting usdesdy at flashing patterns.

Dragging himsdlf out of reach, Rhonin rose. There was no chance of flight; that would only serveto turn



his back on the beast and his protective spell was aready weakening. A few more dashes and the claws
would be ripping the wizard to the bone.

Fire had worked againgt the ghoul on the idand and Rhonin saw no reason why such atried and true
spell would not benefit him again. He muttered the words—

And suddenly they came out in reverse. Worse, Rhonin found himsalf moving backward, returning to the
wild claws of the blinded beast.

Time had turned in on itsdf. . .but how?
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THEWELL OF ETERNITY

ONE

Thetal, forbidding pa ace perched atop the very edge of the mountainous cliff, overlooking so
precarioudly the vast, black body of water below that it appeared amost ready to plummet into the

latter’ sdark depths. When first the vast, walled edifice had been constructed, using magic that melded
both stone and forest into asingle, cohesive form, it had been awonder to touch the heart of any who
saw it. Itstowers were trees strengthened by rock, with jutting spires and high, open windows. Thewalls
were volcanic stone raised up, then bound tightly by draping vines and giant roots. The main palace at the
center had originally been created by the mysticd binding of more than ahundred giant, ancient trees.
Bent in together, they had formed the skeleton of the rounded center, over which the stone and vines had
been st

A wonder to touch the hearts of al when firgt it had been built, now it touched the fears of some. An
unsettling aura enshrouded it, one heightened this stormy night. The few who peered at the ancient edifice
now quickly averted their gaze.

Those who looked instead to the waters below it found no peace, either. The ebony lake was now in
violent, unnatura turmoail. Churning waves as high as the palace rose and fdll in the distance, crashing with
aroa. Lightning played over itsvast body, lightning gold, crimson, or the green of decay. Thunder
rumbled like a thousand dragons and those who lived around its shores huddled close, uncertain asto
what sort of storm might be unleashed.

On the walls surrounding the palace, ominous guardsin forest-green armor and wielding lances and
swords glared warily about. They watched not only beyond the wallsfor foolish trespassers, but on
occasion surreptitioudy glanced within. .. particularly at the main tower, where they sensed unpredictable
energiesat play.

Andinthat high tower, in astone chamber sealed from the Sight of those outsde, tall, narrow figuresin
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iridescent robes of turquoise, embroidered with stylized, silver images of nature, bent over asix-sided
pattern written into the floor. At the center of the pattern, symbolsin alanguage archaic even to the
widdersflared with lives of their own.

Glittering, slver eyeswith no pupils stared out from under the hoods as the night elves muttered the spell.
Their dark, violet skin grew covered in swest as the magic within the pattern amplified. All but one
looked weary, ready to succumb to exhaugtion. That one, overseeing the casting, watched the process
not with slver orbslike therest, but rather false black oneswith streaks of ruby running horizontal aong
the centers. But despite the fase eyes, he noted every detail, every inflection by the others. Hislong,
narrow face, narrow even for an df, wore an expression of hunger and anticipation as he slently drove
them on.

One other watched dl of this, drinking in every word and gesture. Seated on aluxurious chair of ivory
and leather, her rich, slver hair framing her perfect features and the silken gown—as golden as her
eyes—doing the samefor her exquisite form, she was every inch the vison of aqueen. She leaned back
againg the chair, sipping wine from agolden goblet. Her jeweled bracd etstinkled as her hand moved
and the ruby in the tiarashe wore glistened in the light of the sorcerous energies the others had
summoned.

Now and then her gaze shifted ever so dightly to study the dark-eyed figure, her full lipspursingin
something approaching suspicion. Y et, when once he suddenly glanced her way, asif sensng her
observation, al suspicion vanished, replaced by alanguid smile.

The chanting continued.

The black lake churned madly.

There had been awar and it had ended.

So, Krasus knew, history would eventually record what had happened. Almost lost in that recording
would be the countless persond lives destroyed, the lands ravaged, and the near-destruction of the entire
mortal world.

Even the memories of dragons are flegting under such circumstances,the pale, gray-robed figure
conceded to himself. He understood that very well, for athough to most eyes he resembled alanky,
amog dven figure with hawklike features, slvering hair, and threelong scarstraveling down hisright
cheek, he was much more than that. To most, he was known as awizard, but to a sdlect few he was
cdledK oridstrasz —a name only a dragon would wesr.

Krasus had been born adragon, amgestic red one, the youngest of the great Alexstrasza’ s consorts.
She, the Aspect of Life, was his dearest companion...yet once again he dragged himsdlf away from her
to study the plights and futures of the short-lived races.

In the hidden, rock-hewn abode he had chosen for his new sanctum, Krasus looked over the world of
Azeroth. The gleaming emerald crystdl enabled him to see whatever land, whatever individua, he desired.

And everywhere that the dragon mage looked, he saw devastation.

It seemed asif it had only been afew years ago when the grotesque, green-skinned behemoths called



orcs, who had invaded the world from beyond, were defeated. With their remaining numbers kept in
encampments, Krasus had believed the world ready for peace. Y et, that peace had been short-lived. The
Alliance—the human-led codition that had been the forefront of the resstance—had immediately begun
to crumble, its members vying for power over one another. Part of that had been the fault of dragons—or
theone dragon, Deathwing—but much had smply been the greed and desire of humans, dwarves, and
eves

Y e, even that would have passed with little concern if not for the coming of the Burning Legion.

Today, Krasus surveyed distant Kalimdor, located on the far side of the sea. Even now, areas of it
resembled aland after aterrible volcanic eruption. No life, no semblance of civilization, remained in those
aress. It had not been any natura force, however, that had rent the land so. The Burning Legion had |eft
nothing in its wake but desth.

The fiery demons had come from a place beyond redlity. Magic was what they sought, magic they
devoured. Attacking in conjunction with their monstrous pawns, the Undead Scourge, they had thought
to lay waste to the world. Y et, they had not counted on the most unlikely dliance of dl...

The orcs, once dso their puppets, had turned on them. They had joined the humans, eves, dwarves, and
dragons to decimate the demonic warriors and ghoulish beasts and push the remnants back into the
hellish beyond. Thousands had perished, but the alternative. ..

The dragon mage snorted. In truth, there had beenno dterndtive.

Krasuswaved long, tapering fingers over the orb, summoning avision of the orcs. Theview blurred
momentarily, then revedled amountainous, rocky areafurther inland. A harsh land, but one il full of life
and capable of supporting the new colonidts.

Already, severd stone structures had risen in the main settlement, where the Warchief and one of the
heroes of the war, Thrall, ruled. The high, rounded edifice that served as his quarters was crude by the
standards of any other race, but orcs had a propensity toward basics. Extravagance to an orc was having
apermanent placeto live at al. They had been nomads or prisonersfor so long that the concept of
“home’ had been dl but logt.

Severd of the massive, greenish figurestilled afield. Watching the tusked, brutish-looking workers,
Krasus marveled a the concept of orc farmers. Thrall, however, was ahighly unusua orc and he had
readily grasped theideasthat would return stability to his people.

Stability was something the entire world needed badly. With another wave of his hand, the dragon mage
dismissed Kalimdor, summoning now amuch closer location—the once proud capitd of hisfavored
Daaran. Ruled by the wizards of the Kirin Tor, the prime wielders of magic, it had been at the forefront
of the Alliance' s battle against the Burning Legion in Lordaeron and one of thefirst and most prized
targets of the demonsin turn.

Ddaran lay haf in ruins. The once-proud spires had been dl but shattered. The grest libraries burned.
Countless generations of knowledge had been lost. ..and with them countlesslives. Even the council had
suffered badly. Several of those Krasus had counted as friends or at |east respected colleagues had been
dain. Theleadership wasin disarray and he knew that he would have to step in to lend ahand. Dalaran
needed to speak with onevoice, if only to keep what remained of the splintered Alliance intact.

Y et, despite the turmoil and tribulations still ahead, the dragon did have hope. The problems of the world



were surmountable ones. No more fear of orcs, no more fear of demons. Azeroth would struggle, but in
the end, Krasus not only thought it would survive, hefully believed it would thrive.

He dismissed the emerald crystal and rose. The Dragon Queen, his beloved Alexstrasza, would be
awaiting him. She suspected his desire to return to help the mortal world and, of al dragons, she most
understood. He would transform to histrue self, bid her farewell—for atime—and depart before regrets
held him back.

His sanctum he had chosen not only for its seclusion, but aso for its massiveness. Stepping from the
smaler chamber, Krasus entered atoothy cavern whose heights readily matched the now lost towers of
Daaran. An army could have bivouacked in the cavern and not filled it.

Just theright size for adragon.

Krasus gtretched hisarms...and as he did, histapering fingers lengthened further, becoming taloned. His
back arched and from near the shoulders erupted twin growths that quickly transformed into fledgling
wings. Hislong features stretched, turning reptilian.

Throughout al these lesser changes, Krasus sform expanded. He became four, five, even ten timesthe
size of aman and continued to grow. Any semblance to ahuman or ef quickly faded.

From wizard, Krasus became Koria strasz, dragon.
But—in the very midst of the transformation—a desperate voice suddenly filled his head.
Kor...strasz...

Hefdtered, al but reverting to hiswizardly form. Krasus blinked, then stared around the huge chamber
asif seeking the source of the cry there.

Nothing. The dragon mage waited and waited, but the call did not repesat.

Shrugging it off to his own uncertainties, he commenced again with the transformation—

And again, the desperate voice criedKoriddra. ..

Thistime...herecognized it. Immediately, heresponded in kind.l hear you! What isit you need of me?
There was no response, but Krasus sensed the desperation remaining. Focusing, he tried to reach out,
establish alink with the one who so badly needed his aid—the one who should have needed no aid from
any cregture.

| am here! the dragon mage demanded. Sense me! Give me some indication of what iswrong!

Hefdt the barest touch in return, afaint hinting of some distress. Krasus concentrated every iotaof his
thoughtsinto the meager link, hoping....hoping. ..

The overpowering presence of adragon whose magic dwarfed his own athousandfold sent Krasus
staggering. A sensation of centuries, of great age, engulfed him. Krasusfdt asif Timeitsaf now
surrounded himin dl itsterrible mgjesty.



Not Time...not quite...but he who wasthe Aspect of Time.
The Dragon of the Ages...Nozdormu.

Therewere only four great dragons, four Great Aspects, of which hisbeloved Alexstraszawas Life.
Mad Maygoswas Magic and ethereal Y serainfluenced Dreams. They, aong with brooding Nozdormu,
represented creation itsdalf.

Krasus grimaced. In truth, there had beenfive Aspects. The fifth had once been called Neltharion...the
Earth Warder. But long ago, in atime even Krasus could not recal clearly, Neltharion had betrayed his
fellows. The Earth Warder had turned on them and in the process had garnered a new, more appropriate
title

Desathwing. The Destroyer.

The very thought of Deathwing stirred Krasus from his astonishment. He absently touched the three
scars on his cheek. Had Deathwing returned to plague the world again? Was that why the great
Nozdormu would show such distress?

| hear you! Krasus mentally caled back, now more than ever fearful of the reason for the cal.| hear you!
Isit—isit the Destroyer?

But in response, he was once again buffeted by an overwhelming series of astonishing images. The
images burnt themsalvesinto his head, making it impossible for Krasusto ever forget any.

In either form, Krasus, however adaptable and capable, was no match for the unbridled power of an
Aspect. Theforce of the other dragon’s mental might flung him back against the nearest wall, where the

mage collapsed.

It took several minutesfor Krasusto push himsdf up from the floor and even then his head spun.
Fragmented thoughts not his own led hissenses. It was dl he could do for atime just to remain
CONSCIOUS.

Sowly, though, things stabilized enough for him to redlize the scope of adl that had just happened.
Nozdormu, Lord of Time, had been desperately crying out for aid... hisaid. He had turned specifically to
the lesser dragon, not one of his compatriots.

But anything that would so distress an Aspect could only be amonumental threet to the rest of Azeroth.
Why then choose alone red dragon and not Alexstrasza or Y sera?

Hetried once more to reach the great dragon, but his efforts only made his head swim again. Steadying
himself, Krasustried to decide what to do instead. Oneimagein particular constantly demanded his
attention, the image of a snow-swept mountain areain Kalimdor. Whatever Nozdormu had sought to
explain to him had to do with that desolate region.

Krasuswould haveto investigate it, but he would need capabl e ass stance, someone who could adapt
readily. While Krasus prided himself on his own ability to adapt well, his specieswas, for the most part,
obstinate and set in its ways. He needed someone who would listen, but who could aso react ingtantly as
unfolding eventsrequired. No, for such unpredictable effort, only one creature would serve. A human.

In particular, ahuman named Rhonin.



A wizard...

And in Kalimdor, on the steppes of the wild country, agrizzled, aged orc leaned close over asmoky
fire. Mumbling words whose originslay on another, long-lost world, the moss-green figure tossed some
leaves upon thefire, increasing the aready thick smoke. Fumesfilled his humble wood and earth hut.

Thebad, elderly orc leaned over and inhded. Hisweary brown eyes were veined and hisskin hungin
sacks. Histeeth were yellow, chipped, and one of histusks had been broken off years before. He could
scarcely rise without aid and when he walked, he did so stooped and dow.

Y et, even the hardiest warrior paid him fealty as shaman.

A bit of bone dust, atouch of tannar berries...all part of atried and true tradition resurrected among the
orcs. Kadthar’ sfather had taught him al even during the dark years of the Horde, just as Kadthar's
grandsire had taught hisfather before that.

And now, for thefirgt time, the withered shaman found himsalf hoping he had been taught well.

Voices murmured in his heed, the spirits of the world that the orcs now called home. Normaly, they
whispered little things, life things, but now they murmured anxioudy, warning...warning. ..

But of what? He had to know more.

Kathar reached into a pouch at hiswaist, removing three dried, black leaves. They wereamost all of
what remained from asingle plant brought with him from the orcs' ancient world. Kathar had been
warned not to use them unless he deemed it truly necessary. Hisfather had never used them, nor his
grandfather.

The shaman tossed them into the flames.

Instantly the smoke turned athick, swirling blue. Not black, but blue. The orc’ s brow furrowed at this
change of color, then heleaned forward again and inhaed as much as possible.

The world transformed, and with it the orc. He had become a bird, a huge avian soaring over the
landscape. He flew over mountains without acare. With his eyes he saw thetiniest animas, the most
digtant rivers. A sense of exhilaration not fet since his youth dmost overwhemed Kathar, but he fought
it. Togiveinwould risk him losing his sense of sdf. Hemight fly forever asabird, never knowing what he
had once been.

Even as he thought that, Kathar suddenly noted awrongnessin the nature of the world, possibly the
reason for the voices' concern. Somethingwas that should not be. He veered in the direction that felt
correct, growing more anxious as he drew neare.

And just within the deepest part of the mountain range, the shaman discovered the source of hisanxiety.
Hislearned mind knew that he envisioned a concept, not the actua thing. To Kathar, it appeared asa

water funnel—yet one that swallowed and disgorged smultaneoudy. But what emerged or sank into its
depths were days and nights, months and years. The funnel seemed to be eating and emitting time itself.



The notion so staggered the shaman that he did not notice until dmost too late that the funnel now sought
to drawhminaswdl.

Immediately, Kathar strained to free himsdf. He flgpped hiswings, pushed with his muscles. Hismind
reached out to his physical form, tugging hard at the gossamer link tying body to soul and trying to break
the trance.

Still the funnd drew him forward.

In desperation, Kathar called upon the spirit guides, prayed to them to strengthen him. They came ashe
knew they would, but at first they seemed to act too dow. The funnd filled hisview, seemed ready to

engulf him—

The world abruptly twisted around the shaman. The funnd, the mountains. ..everything turned about and
about.

With agasp, Kathar awvoke.

Exhausted beyond his years, he bardly kept himsef from falling facefirgt into thefire. The voicesthat
constantly murmured had faded away. The orc sat on the floor of his hut, trying to reassure himself that,
yes, he now existed whole in the morta world. The spirit guides had saved him, albeit barely in time,

But with that happy reassurance came the reminder of what he had witnessed in hisvision...and what it
meant.

“I must tdll Thrall...” he muttered, forcing weary, aged legs up. “1 must tell him quick...elsewelose our
home...our world...again...”

TWO

An ominous portent, Rhonin decided, vivid green eyes gazing a the results of hisdivining.Any wizard
would recognizeit as so.

“Areyou certain?’ Vereesa called from the other room. “Have you checked your reading?’

The red-haired mage nodded, then grimaced when he realized that of course the ef could not see him.
Hewould haveto tell her face to face. She deserved that.| pray sheis strong.

Clad in dark blue pants and jacket, both gold-trimmed, Rhonin looked more like a palitician than amage
these days, but the past few years had demanded as much diplomacy from him as magic. Diplomacy had
never been an easy thing for him, who preferred to go charging into asituation. With histhick mane of
hair and his short beard, he had a distinct Ieonine appearance that so well matched his temper when
forced to parlay with pampered, arrogant ambassadors. His nose, broken long ago and never—Dby his
own choice—properly fixed, further added to hisfiery reputation.

“Rhonin...isthere something you have not told me?’

He could leave her waiting no longer. She had to know the truth, however terribleit might be. “I'm
coming, Vereesa”



Putting away hisdivining instruments, Rhonin took a deep breeth, then rgjoined the df. Just within the
entrance, though, he paused. All Rhonin could see was her face—a beautiful, perfect oval upon which
had been artfully placed aluring, dmond-shaped eyes of pure sky blue, atiny, upturned nose, and an
enticing mouth seemingly dways hdfway to asmile. Framing that face was arich head of slver-white hair
that, had she been standing, would have hung nearly to the smal of her back. She could have passed yet
for ahuman if not for the long, tapering earsjutting from the hair, pointed ears marking her race.

“Wel?’ sheasked, patiently.
“It's...it' sto betwins.”

Her facelit up, if anything becoming more perfect in hiseyes. “Twing How fortuitous! How wonderful! |
was so certain!”

She adjusted her position on the wooden bed. The dim but curved elven ranger now lay several months
pregnant. Gone were her breastplate and leather armor. Now she wore asilver gown that did not at al
conced theimminent birth.

They should have guessed from the quickness with which she had shown, but Rhonin had wanted to
deny it. They had been wed only afew months when she had discovered her condition. Both were
concerned then, for not only had their marriage been one so very rarein the annas of history, but no one
had ever recorded a successful human-elven birth.

And now they expected not one child, but two.
“I don’'t think you understand, Vereesa. Twind Twinsfrom amage and an ef!”

But her face continued to radiate pleasure and wonder. “ Elves seldom give birth and we very, very
rarely give birth to twins, my love! They will be destined for greet things”

Rhonin could not hide his sour expression. “I know. That' swhat worriesme...”

He and Vereesa had lived through their own share of “great things.” Thrown together to penetrate the
orc stronghold of Grim Batol during the last days of the war against the Horde, they had faced not just
orcs, but dragons, goblins, trolls, and more. Afterward, they had journeyed from reamto realm,
becoming ambassadors of sorts whose task it had been to remind the Alliance of the importance of
remaining intact. That had not meant, however, that they had not risked their lives during that time, for the
peace following that war had been unstable at best.

Then, without warning, had come the Burning Legion.

By that time, what had started as a partnership of two wary agents had become a binding of two unlikely
souls. In the war againgt the murderous demons, the mage and the ranger had fought as much for each
other asfor their lands. More than once, they had thought one another dead and the pain felt had been
unbearable to each.

Perhaps the pain of losing each other had seemed worse because of al those other loved oneswho had
aready perished. Both Dalaran and Quel’ Thalas had been razed by the Undead Scourge, thousands
daughtered by the decaying abominations serving the dread Lich King, who in turn served the cause of
the Legion. Entire towns perished horribly and matters were made worse by the fact that many of the



victims soon rose from the dead, their cursed morta shells now added to the ranks of the Scourge.

Whét little that remained of Rhonin’sfamily had perished early in the war. His mother had been long
dead, but hisfather, brother, and two cousins had al been dainin thefal of the city of Andorha.
Fortunately, the desperate defenders, seeing no hope of rescue, had set the city ablaze. Even the Scourge
could not raise warriors from ash.

He had not seen any of them—not even his father—since entering the ranks of wizardry, but Rhonin hed
discovered an emptinessin his heart when the news had arrived. Therift between himself and his
kin—caused in great part because of his chosen calling—had vanished in that ingtant. All that had
mattered at the time was that he had become the last of hisfamily. Hewasdl done.

Alone until he realized that the feelings he had devel oped for the brave elven ranger a hissidewere
reciprocated.

When the terrible struggle had finally played out, there had been only onelogica path for the two of
them. Despite the horrified voices emanating from both Vereesa’ s people and Rhonin’ swizardly masters,
the two had chosen to never be parted again. They had sealed a pact of marriage and tried to begin as
norma alife astwo such asthey could possibly have in aworld torn asunde.

Naturdly,thought the mage bitterly, peace for us wasn't meant to be.

Vareesa pushed hersdlf from the bed before he could help her. Even so near the time of birth, the ef
moved with assured swiftness. The df took hold of Rhonin by the shoulders.

“Youwizardd Always seeing thedire! | thought my own people were so gloomy! My love, thiswill bea
happy birth, ahappy pair of children! Wewill makeit so!”

He knew that she made sense. Neither would do anything that would risk the infants. When the two had
redlized her condition, they ceased their own effortsto help rebuild the shattered Alliance and settled in
one of the most peaceful regions|eft, near enough to shattered Dalaran but not too near. They livedina
modest but not completely humble home and the people of the nearby town respected them.

Her confidence and hope still amazed him, consdering her own losses. If Rhonin had felt aholein his
heart after losing family he had barely known anymore, Vereesa surely had felt agaping chasm openin
her own. Qud’ Thalas, more leg endary and surely more secure than even the magic-ruled Daaran, had
been utterly ravaged. Elven strongholds untouched by centuries had fallen in mere days, their once-proud
people added to the Scourge as easily as the mere humans. Among the latter had been included severa
of Vereesa sown close-knit clan...and afew from her very family.

From her grandfather she had heard of his desperate battle to day the ghoulish corpse of his own son,
her uncle. From him she had aso heard how her younger brother had been ripped apart by a hungering
mob of undead led by their own elder brother, who later had been set afire and destroyed aong with the
rest of the Scourge by the surviving defenders. What had happened to her parents, no one yet knew, but
they, too, were presumed dead.

And what Rhonin had not told her...might never daretell her...was of the monstrous rumors he had
heard concerning one of Vereesa stwo ssters, Sylvanas.

Vereesd s other sgter, the great Alleria, had been ahero during the Second War. But Sylvanas, she
whom Rhonin’ swife had sought to emulate her entire life, had, as Ranger Generd, led the battle againgt



the betrayer—Arthas, prince of Lordaeron. Once the shining hope of hisland, now the twisted servant of
the Legion and the Scourge, he had ravaged his own kingdom, then led the undead horde against the
elven capital of Silvermoon. Sylvanas had blocked his path at every juncture and for atime, it had
seemed that she would actualy defeat him. But where the shambling corpses, snister gargoyles, and
gruesome abominations had failed, the dark necromancy granted the traitorous noble had succeeded.

The officid verson had Sylvanas dying vdiantly as she prevented Arthas s minionsfrom daying
Slvermoon’ s people. The elven leaders, even Vereesa s grandfather, claimed that the Ranger Generd’s
body had burned in the same fire that had devastated haf the capita. Certainly there had been no trace
|€ft.

But while the story ended there for V ereesa, Rhonin, through sourcesin both the Kirin Tor and

Qud’ Thdas, had discovered word of Sylvanasthat left him chilled. A surviving ranger, hismind half
gone, had babbled of hisgeneral being captured, not killed. She had been horribly mutilated, then finaly
dain for the pleasure of Arthas. Finaly, taking her body up in the dark temple he had raised in his
madness, the prince had corrupted her soul and corpse, transforming her from heroic f into a harbinger
of evil...ahaunting, mournful phantom caled abanshee that sill supposedly roamed the ruins of
Qud’'Thdas.

Rhonin had so far been unableto verify the rumors, but he felt certain that they had more than agrain of
truth. He prayed that Vereesawould never hear the story.

So many tragedies...smdl wonder that Rhonin could not shake his uncertainty when it cameto his new
family.

He sghed. “Perhaps when they’re born, I’ll be better. I'm likely just nervous.”

“Which should be the sign of acaring parent.” Vereesareturned to the bed. “Besides, we are not alone
inthis. Jdiaadsmuch.”

Jdliawas an der, full-bodied woman who had given birth to six children and midwifed severa times
that number. Rhonin had been certain that ahuman would be leery of dedling with an ef—let done an f
with awizard for ahusband—but Jalia had taken onelook a Vereesaand her maternd instincts had
taken over. Even though Rhonin did pay her well for her time, he very much suspected that the
townswoman would have volunteered anyway, so much had she taken to hiswife.

“I supposeyou'reright,” he began. “I’ ve just been—"

A voice...avery familiar voice...suddenly filled his head.

A voicethat could not be bringing him good tidings.

Rhonin...I have need of you.

“Krasus?’ the mage blurted.

Vereesasat up, dl cheer vanishing. “Krasus? What about him?’

They both knew the master wizard, amember of the Kirin Tor. Krasus had been the one instrumenta in

bringing them together. He had a so been the one who had not told them the entire truth about matters at
thetime, especialy where he himself had been concerned.



Only through dire circumstance had they discovered that he was a so the dragon Korid strasz.
“It's...it'sKrasus,” wasal Rhonin could say at the moment.

Rhonin...I have need of you...

| won't help you! the mage instantly responded. |’ ve done my share! Y ou know | can't leave her now...

“What does he want?’ Vereesademanded. Like the wizard, she knew that Krasuswould only contact
them if someterrible trouble had arisen.

“It doesn't matter! He Il haveto find someone elsel”

Before you regject me, let me show you.. . the voice declared.Let me show both of you...

Before Rhonin could protest, imagesfilled his head. He rdlived Krasus s astonishment at being contacted
by the Lord of Time, experienced the dragon mage’ s shock when the Aspect’ s desperation became
evident. Everything Krasus had experienced, the wizard and his wife now shared.

Last of dl, Krasus overwhemed them with an image of the place the other believed the source of
Nozdormu’ s digtress, achill and forbidding chain of jagged mountains.

Kdimdor.

The entire vison lasted only afew seconds, but it left Rhonin exhausted. He heard a gasp from the bed.
Turning, the wizard found V ereesa dumped back on the down pillow.

He started toward her, but she waved off hisconcern. “1 am al right! Just...breathless. Giveme a

For her Rhonin would give eternity, but for another he had not even a second to grant. Summoning the
image of Krasusinto his head, thewizard replied, Take your quests to someone else! Those days are
through for me! I’ ve got far more important matters at stake!

Krasus said nothing and Rhonin wondered if his response had sent his former patron searching for
another pawn. He respected Krasus, even liked him, but the Rhonin the dragon mage sought no longer
exiged. Only hisfamily concerned him now.

But to his surprise, the one he expected most to stand by him instead suddenly muttered, “Y ou will have
to goimmediately, of course.”

Hedtared & Vereesa. “I’'m not going anywhere!”

She straightened again. “But you must. Y ou saw what | saw. He does not summon you for some
frivoloustask! Krasusis extremey worried...and what worrieshim puts fear intome”

“But | can't leave you now!” Rhonin fell down on one knee next to her. “1 will not leave you, or them!”

A hint of her ranger past spread across Vareesa sface. Eyes narrowing dangeroudly at whatever
mysterious force would separate them, she answered, “ And the last thing | would wish would be for you



to thrust yourself into danger! | do not desire to sacrifice my children’ sfather, but what we have seen
hints at aterrible threat to the world they will be born in! For that reason aone, it makes senseto go.
Werel not in this condition, | would beright & your Side, you know that.”

“Of coursel do.”

“I tell mysdf that heis strong, Krasusis. Even stronger as Koridstrasz! | tell mysdlf that | let you go only
because you and he will be together. Y ou know he would not ask if he did not think you capable.”

That was true. Dragons respected few morta creatures. That Krasusin either form looked to him for aid
meant agreet ded...and asan aly of the leviathan, Rhonin would be better protected than anyone.

What could go wrong?

Defeated, Rhonin nodded. “All right. I'll go. Can you handle matters until Jaiaarrives?’

“With my bow, | have shot orcs dead at a hundred yards. | have battled trolls, demons, and more. |
have nearly traveled the length and breadth of Azeroth...yes, my love, | think | can handle the Situation

until JHiaarrives.”

He leaned down and kissed her. “Then I’d best let Krasus know I’ll be coming. For adragon, he'san
impeatient sort.”

“He has taken the burden of the world upon his shoulders, Rhonin.”

That 4ill did not make the wizard overly sympathetic. An ageless dragon was far more capable of
dedling with terrible crises than amere morta spellcaster about to become afather.

Fixing on an image of the dragon mage as he knew him best, Rhonin reached out to hisformer patron. Al
right, Krasus. I'll help you. Where should we rendez—

Darkness enveloped the wizard. Off in the distance, he heard Vereesa sfaint voice cal out hisname. A
sense of vertigo threatened Rhonin.

His boots suddenly clattered on hard rock. Every bonein his body shook from theimpact and it was all
he could do to keep hislegsfrom collgpsing.

Rhonin stood in amassive cave clearly hollowed out by more than smply the whims of nature. The roof
was amogt a perfect oval and the walls had been scorched smooth. A dim illumination with no
discernible source enabled him to seethe lone, robed figure awaiting him in the center.

“S0...” Rhonin managed. | guesswe rendezvous here.”

Krasus stretched onelong, gloved hand to the l€eft. “ There isapack containing rations and water for
you, just to your sSde. Takeit and follow me.”

“| barely had achanceto say good-byeto my wife...” grumbled Rhonin as he retrieved the large leather
pack and looped it over his shoulders.

“Y ou have my sympathies,” the dragon mage responded, walking ahead aready. “| have made
arrangementsto seeto it that sheisnot without aid. She will be well while we are gone.”



Listening to Krasusfor just afew seconds reminded Rhonin how often the ancient figure made
assumptions about him without even waiting for the young wizard' s decisions. Krasus had dready taken
the matter of Rhonin’s agreement as settled.

Hefollowed the tdl, narrow figure to the mouth of the vast cave. That Krasus had moved hislair snce
the war with the orcs Rhonin had known, but exactly where he had moved was another question. Now
the human saw that the cavern overlooked afamiliar set of mountains, onesnot at al that far off from his
own home. Unlike their counterparts in Kalimdor, these mountains had amgjestic beauty to them, not a
sense of dread.

“We reamost neighbors,” he remarked dryly.

“A coincidence, but it made bringing you here possible. Had | sought you from the lair of my queen, the
spellwork would have been much more depleting and | have every wish of retaining as much of my
power aspossible”

The tone with which he spoke drained Rhonin of al animosity. Never had he heard such concern from
Krasus. “Y ou spoke of Nozdormu, the Aspect of Time. Have you managed to contact him again?’

“No...and that iswhy we must take every precaution. In fact, we must not use magic to transport
ourselvesto thelocation. Wewill havetofly.”

“But if we don't use magic, how can we possibly fly—"

Krasus spread hisarms...and as he did, they transformed, becoming scaled and taloned. His body grew
rapidly and wide, leathery wingsformed. Krasus s narrow visage stretched, twisted, becoming reptilian.

“Of course” Rhonin muttered. “How slly of me”
Koridstrasz the dragon peered down at histiny companion.
“Climb atop, Rhonin. We must be off.”

Thewizard reluctantly obeyed, recaling from times past the best manner with which to seet himsdlf. He
dipped hisfeet under crimson scale, then crouched low behind the dragon’ s sinewy neck. Hisfingers
clutched other scae. Although Rhonin understood that Korialstrasz would do his best to keep his charge
from dipping off, the human did not want to take a chance. One never knew what even adragon might
encounter in the sky.

The great, webbed wings flapped once, twice, then suddenly dragon and rider rose high into the
heavens. With each beat, milesfdl avay. Koridstrasz flew effortlesdy dong, and Rhonin could fed the
giant’s blood race. Although he spent much of histimein the guise of Krasus, the dragon clearly felt at
homeinthear.

Cold air assailed Rhonin’ s head, making the wizard wish he had at least been given the opportunity to
change into hisrobes and travel cloak. He reached back, trying to draw his coat up—and discovered his
garment now had ahood.

Glancing down, Rhonin found that he did indeed wear the dark blue travel cloak and robes over his shirt
and pants. Without so much asaword, his companion had transformed his clothing to something more



quitable.

The hood drawn over his head, Rhonin contemplated what lay ahead. What could distress the Lord of
Time so much? The threat sounded both immediate and catastrophic. ..and surely much morethan a
mortal wizard could handle.

Y et, Koridstrasz had turned to him. ..

Rhonin hoped he would prove worthy, not only for the dragon’ s sake. ... but for the lives of thewizard's
growing family.

Impossible asit seemed, somewhere dong the way Rhonin fell adeep. Despite that, even then he did not
tumble from his seat to certain death. Koriastrasz certainly had something to do with that, athough to dl
appearances the dragon appeared to be flying blithey aong.

The sun had nearly set. Rhonin was about to ask his companion if he intended to fly through the night
when Korialstrasz began to descend. Peering down, the wizard at first sghted only water, surely the
Great Sea. He did not recall red dragons being very aquatic. Did Koridstrasz intend to land like a duck
upon the water?

A moment later, his question was answered as an ominous rock appeared in the distance. No...not a
rock, but an idand amost entirely bare of vegetation.

A feding of dread swept over Rhonin, one he had felt before while crossing the seatoward the land of
Khaz Modan. Then it had been with dwarven gryphon riders and the idand they had flown over was Tol
Barad, an accursed place overrun early on by the orcs. Theidand' sinhabitants had been daughtered,
their home ravaged, and the wizard' s highly attuned senses had fdlt their spirits crying out for vengeance.

Now he experienced the same kind of horrific, mournful cries again.

Rhonin shouted to the dragon, but either the wind swept away hisvoice or Koriastrasz chose not to
hear him. The leathery wings adjusted, dowing their descent to agentle decline.

They cameto a halt atop a promontory overlooking a series of shadowed, ruined structures. Too small
for acity, Rhonin assumed them to have once been afort or perhaps even awalled edtate. In elther case,
the buildings cast an ominousimage that only reinforced the wizard’ s concerns.

“How soon will we be moving dong?’ he asked Koriastrasz, till hoping that the dragon only intended
to rest amoment before moving on to Kalimdor.

“Not until sunrise. We must pass near the Maglstrom to reach Kaimdor, and we will need our full wits
and strength about us for that. Thisisthe only idand | have seen for sometime.”

“What'sit called?’
“That knowledgeisnot mine.”

Koridstrasz settled down, alowing Rhonin to dismount. The wizard stepped just far enough from his
companion to catch one last glimpse of the ruins before darkness envel oped them.



“Something tragic happened here,” Koriastrasz suddenly commented.
“You senseit, too?’

“Yes...but what it was| cannot say. Still, we should be secure up here and | have no intention of
transforming.”

That comforted Rhonin some, but even ill he chose to remain as near to the dragon as possible.
Despite areputation for recklessness, the wizard was no fool. Nothing would entice him down into those
runs

His gargantuan comrade d most immediately went to deep, leaving amuch more wound-up Rhonin to
dare at the night sky. Vereesa simage filled histhoughts. The twinswere due shortly and he hoped that
he would not misstheir coming because of thisjourney. Birth was amagic unto itself, one that Rhonin
could never magter.

Thinking of hisfamily eased the mage' stensions and before he knew it, he drifted off to dumber. There,
Vereesa and the as-yet-unborn twins continued to keep him loving company even though the children
were never quite defined asmae or femade.

Vereesafaded into the background, leaving Rhonin with the twins. They called to him, beseeched him to
cometo them. In his dreams, Rhonin began running over a countryside, the children ever more distant
shapes on the horizon. What started as a game became a hunt. The once-happy calls turned fearful.
Rhonin’s children needed him, but first he had to find them...and quickly.

“Papal Papal” cametheir voices.

“Where are you? Where are you?’ The wizard pushed through atangle of branchesthat only seemed to
tangle more the harder he pushed. At last he broke through, only to find atowering castle.

And from above, the children called again. He saw their distant shapes reaching out to him. Rhonin cast
aspell to make himrise up intheair, but as he did, the castle grew to match his efforts.

Frudrated, hewilled himsdf up faster.
“Papal Papal” cdled the voices, now somewhat distorted by the wind.

At lagt he neared the tower window where the two waited. Their arms stretched, trying to cut the
distance between Rhonin and them. His fingers came within afew scant inches of theirs...

And suddenly ahuge form barrded into the castle, shaking it to its very base and sending both Rhonin
and his children tumbling earthward. Rhonin sought desperately to save them, but amonstrous, leathery
hand snatched him up and took him away.

“Wake up! Wake up!”

Thewizard' s head pounded. Everything around him began swirling. The hand lost its hold and once
more he plummeted.

“Rhonin! Wherever you are! Awaken!”



Below him, two shadowy forms hurried to catch him.. . his children now trying to savehislife. Rhonin
gmiled at the pair and they smiled back.

Smiled back with sharp, viciousteeth.
And jugt intime, Rhonindid awaken.

Instead of faling, helay on hisback. The stars above reved ed that surrounding him now was aroofless
ruin of abuilding. The dank smdll of decay assailed his nogtrils and a horrific, hissing sound beset hisears.

Helifted his head—and looked into aface out of nightmare.

If someone had taken ahuman skull, dipped it in soft, melting wax and let that wax drip free, that would
have come close to describing the gut-wrenching vision a which Rhonin stared. Add to that
needle-shaped teeth filling the mouth, dong with red, soulless orbsthat glared hungrily at the wizard, and
the picture of hellish horror was made complete.

It moved toward him on legs much too long and reached out with bony armsthat ended in three long,
curved fingers that gouged into the already ravaged stone. Over its macabre form it wore the ripped
remnants of aonce-regd coat and pants. It was so thin that at first Rhonin did not think it had any flesh at
all, but then he saw that an dmost trangparent layer of skin covered theribs and other visible aress.

The wizard scrambled back just asthe monstrosity grabbed at hisfoot. The dime-encrusted mouth
opened, but instead of ahiss or ashriek, there came achildlike voice.

[13 %a!”
The same voice in Rhonin'sdream.

He shivered at such asound coming from the ghoul, but at the same time the cry sent an urge through
him. Again hefdt asif hisown children called to him, animpossbility.

An earth-shaking roar suddenly filled the ruined building, eradicating any urgeto fling himsdf into the
deadly talons of the fiend. Rhonin pointed at the cresture, muttering.

A ring of fireburgt to life around it. Now the pale monstrogity shrieked. It rose as high asitsungainly
limbswould enableit, trying to climb over the flames.

“Rhonin!” Korialstrasz shouted from without. “Where are you?’
“Here! Inhere! A place no longer with aroof!”
Asthe mage replied, the gaunt creature suddenly legpt through thefire.

Flameslicking its body in half adozen places, it opened its maw far wider than should have been
possible, wide enough to engulf Rhonin’s head.

Before the wizard could cast another spell, a huge shadow blotted out the stars and a great paw caught
the ghoulish beast square. With another shriek, the still-burning horror flew across the chamber, crashing
into awall with such force the stones caved in around it.



A bregth of dragon fire finished what Rhonin’s own spell had begun.

The stench dmost overwhel med the wizard. Holding one deeve over his nose and mouth, he watched as
Koridgrasz dighted.

“What—what was that thing?” Rhonin managed to gasp out.

Evenin the dark, he could sensethe leviathan' sdisgust. “I believe...| beieve it was once one of those
who caled thishome.”

Rhonin eyed the charred form." That was once human? How could that be?’

“Y ou have seen the horrors unleashed by the Undead Scourge during the struggle against the Burning
Legion. You need not ask.”

“Isthisther work?’

Koriasrasz exhaed. Clearly he had been as disturbed as Rhonin by thisencounter. “No...thisismuch
older...and even more unholy an act than the Lich King ever perpetrated.”

“Kras—Koriddtrasz, it entered my dreams! Manipulated them!”
“Y es, the others sought to do the same with me—"

“Others?’ Rhonin glanced around, another spdll dready forming on hislips. Hefdt certain that the ruins
swarmed with the fiends,

“We are sife...for thetime being. Severa are now lessthan what remains of yours and the rest have
scattered into every crevice and gap intheseruins. | believe there are cata-combs below and that they
dumber there when not hunting victims.”

“Wecan't say here”

“No,” agreed the dragon. “We cannot. We must move on to Kaimdor.”

Helowered himsdlf so that Rhonin could climb aboard, then immediately flapped hiswings. The pair
roseinto the dark sky.

“When we have succeeded with our mission, | will return here and end this abomination,” Koridstrasz
declared. In asofter tone, he added, “ There are already too many abominationsin thisworld.”

Rhonin did not answer him, instead taking one last glance down. It might have been atrick of hiseyes,
but he thought that he saw more of the ghouls emerging now that the dragon had Ieft. In fact, it seemed to
him thet they gathered by the dozens, dl of them looking up hungrily.. .at the wizard.

Hetore his gaze away, actualy happy to be on the journey to Kalimdor. Surely after anight such asthis,
whatever awaited the pair could hardly be worse.

Surdly...



THREE

K oriastrasz reached the shores of Kalimdor late in the day. He and Rhonin paused only to eat—the
dragon imbibing in fare away from the wizard' s Sght—and then set off again for the vast mountain chain
that covered much of the western regions of the land. Koridstrasz flew with more and more urgency as
they neared their god. He had not told Rhonin that every now and then he attempted to contact
Nozdormu. . .attempted and failed. Soon, however, that would not matter, for they would know firsthand
what had so distressed the Aspect of Time.

“That peak!” Rhonin shouted. Although he had dept again, he hardly felt fresh. Nightmares concerning
the sinister idand had haunted his dreams. “1 recogni ze that peak!”

The dragon nodded. It wasthefina landmark before their destination. Had he not seenit at the same
time as hisrider, he would have nonethel ess sensed the wrongnessin the very fabric of redlity...and that
meant something terrible indeed awaited them.

Despite that certainty, the leviathan only picked up his pace. There was no other choice. Whatever lay
ahead, the only oneswho might stop it were him and the tiny human figure he carried.

* * *

But while the sharp eyes of man and dragon had sighted their destination, they failed to notice eyesthat
had Sghted them inturn.

“A red dragon...” grumbled thefirst orc. “ A red dragon with arider...”
“One of us, Brox?’ asked the second. “ Another orc?’

Brox snorted at his companion. The other orc was young, too young to have been much usein thewar
againg the Legion, and he certainly would not have remembered when it had been orcs, not humans,
who had ridden such beasts. Gaska only knew the stories, the legends. * Gaskal, you foal, the only way a
dragon’d carry an orc these dayswould bein hisbdly!”

Gaskal shrugged, unconcerned. He looked every inch the proud orc warrior—tall and muscular with a
rough, greenish hide and two good-si zed tusks thrusting upward from his broad, lower jaw. He had the
sguat nose and thick, bushy brow of an orc and amane of dark hair trailing down between his shoulders.
In one meaty hand Gaska hefted a huge war ax while with the other he clutched the strap of his goatskin
backpack. Like Brox, he was clad in athick, fur cloak under which he wore aleather kilt and sandas
wrapped in cloth to preserve hest. A hardy race, orcs could survive any eement, but high in the
mountains even they required more warmth.

Brox, too, was a proud warrior, but time had beaten at him as no other enemy could. He stood severdl
inches shorter than Gaskal, part of that due to adight but permanent stoop. The veteran warrior’s mane
had thinned and started going gray. Scars and lines of age had ravaged hiswide, bullish visage, and unlike
his youthful companion, the constant expression of eagerness had given way to thoughtful distrust and
weariness.

Hefting hiswell-worn war hammer, Brox trudged through the deep snow. “ They’ re heading for the same
placeasus”



“How’ d you know that?’
“Where e se would they be going here?’

Finding no argument, Gaskal quieted, giving Brox the chance to think about the reason that had sent
both of them to this desolate place.

He had not been there when the old shaman had come to Thrall seeking an immediate audience, but he
had heard the details. Naturdly, Thrall had acquiesced, for he very much followed the old ways and
consdered Kathar asage advisor. If Kathar needed to see him immediately, it could only befor avery
good reason.

Or avery bad one.

* * *

With the aid of two of Thral’ s guards, withered Kalthar entered and took a seat before the towering
Warchief. Out of respect for the elder, Thrall sat on the floor, enabling the eyes of both to meet at the
samelevel. Across Thrall’ sfolded legslay the massive, square-headed Doomhammer, bane of the
Horde' senemiesfor generations.

The new Warchief of the orcs was broad-shouldered, muscular, and, for his postion, relaively young.
No one doubted Thrall’ s ability to rule, however. He had taken the orcs from the internment camps and
given them back their honor and pride. He had made the pact with the humans which brought about the
chance for the Horde to begin life anew. The people dready sang songs of him that would be passed
down generation after generation.

Clad in thick, ebony plate armor etched in bronze—handed down to him aong with the huge weapon by
his predecessor, the legendary Orgrim Doomhammer—the greatest of warriors bent his head low and
humbly asked, “How may | assst you who honor my presence, great one?’

“Only by ligtening,” Kadthar returned. “ And bytruly ligening.”

The strong-jawed Warchief leaned forward, his startling and so very rare blue eyes—considered a
portent of destiny by his people——narrowed in anticipation. In hisjourney from dave and gladiator to
ruler, Thrall had studied the path of the shaman, even mastering some of the skills. He more than most
understood that when Kalthar talked so, he did with good reason.

And so the shaman told Thrall of the vision of the funnel and how time seemed aplaything to it. He told
him of the voices and their warnings, told him about the wrongness he had felt.

Told Thral what he feared would happen if the situation was left unchecked.

When Kathar finished, the Warchief leaned back. Around his throat he wore a single medallion upon
which had been inscribed in gold an ax and hammer. His eyesreved ed the quick wit and intelligence that
marked him as a capable leader. When he moved, he moved not as a brutish orc might, but with agrace
and poise more akin to ahuman or an elf.

“Thissmdlsof magic,” herumbled. “Big magic. Something for wizards...maybe.”



“They may know aready,” returned Kathar. “But we cannot afford to wait for them, great Warchief.”
Thrall understood. “Y ou would have me send someone to this place you saw?’
“It would seem most prudent. At least so we may know what we face.”

The Warchief rubbed his chin. “I think I know who. A good warrior.” He looked to the guards. “Brox!
Get me Brox!”

And s0 Brox had been summoned and told his mission. Thral respected Brox highly, for the older
warrior had been ahero of the last war, the only survivor of aband of brave fighters holding a critical
pass againg the demons. With hiswar hammer Brox himself had caved in the skulls of more than adozen
of thefiery foes. Hislast comrade had died cleaved in two just as reinforcements had arrived to save the
day. Scarred, covered in blood, and standing a one amid the carnage, Brox had appeared to the
newcomers asavision out of the old tales of hisrace. His name became amost as honored as that of
Thral.

But it was more than the veteran’ s name that garnered the respect of the Warchief and made him
Thrdl’schoice. Thral knew that Brox waslike him, awarrior who fought with hishead aswell ashis
arm. The orc leader could not send an army into the mountains. He needed to trust the search to one or
two skilled fighterswho could then report their findingsto him.

Gaska was chosen to accompany Brox because of his swiftness and absolute obedience to orders. The
younger orc was part of the new generation that would grow up in relative peace with the other races.
Brox was glad to have the able fighter at hisside.

The shaman had so perfectly described the route through the mountains that the pair were well ahead of
the estimated time the trek should have taken. By Brox’ sreckoning, their god lay just beyond the next
ridge. ..exactly where the dragon and rider had vanished.

Brox’ s grip on his hammer tightened. The orcs had agreed to peace, but he and Gaska would fight if
need be, evenif it meant their certain degths.

The older warrior forced away the grim smile that nearly played across hisface at the last thought. Yes,
he would be willing to fight to the death. What Thral had not known when he summoned thewar hero to
him had been that Brox suffered from terrible guilt, guilt that had eaten at his soul Sncethat day inthe

pass.

They had al perished, dl but Brox, and he could not understand that. He felt guilty for being aive, for
not dying vaiantly with his comrades. To him, histill being dive was amatter of shame, of fallureto give
hisall asthey had done. Since that time, he had waited and hoped for some opportunity to redeem
himsdf. Redeem himsdlf...and die.

Now, perhaps, the fates had granted him that.
“Get amoveon!” he ordered Gaskal. “We can reach ’em before they get settled in!” Now he alowed

himsdf awide grin, onethat his companion would read astypicd orc enthusiasm. “And if they give us
any trouble...we' Il make’ em think the entire Horde is on the rampage again!”



If the idand upon which they had landed seemed a dire place, the mountain passin which they now
descended smply fetwrong. That was the best word Rhonin could use to describe the sensations flowing
through him. Whatever they sought....it should not be. It was asif the very fabric of redity had made
someterribleerror...

Theintengty of the feding was such that the wizard, who had faced every concelvable nightmare,
wanted the dragon to turn back. He said nothing, though, recalling how he had already revealed his
uncertainties on theidand. Koridsrasz might dready regret summoning him.

The crimson behemoth arched his wings as he dropped the findl distance. His massive paws sank into
the snow as he sought a stable landing area.

Rhonin clutched the dragon’ s neck tightly. He felt every vibration and hoped his grip would last. His
pack bounced againgt his back, pummeling him.

At last, Koridstrasz cameto ahalt. The reptilian visage turned the wizard’ sway. “Are you well?’

“Aswel—aswdl as| could bel” gasped Rhonin. He had made dragon flights before, but not for so
long.

Either Koridstrasz knew his passenger was gtill weary or the dragon himsdlf aso needed rest after such
amonumental trek. “We shall remain herefor afew hours. Gather our strength. | sense no changein the
emanations| fed. We should have the time to recoup. It would be the wisest choice.”

“I won't be arguing with you,” Rhonin answered, diding off.

Thewind blew harshly through the mountains and the high peaksleft much shadow, but with the aid of
some magic and an overhang, the wizard managed to keep warm enough. While he tried to stretch the
kinks out of hisbody, Koriastrasz strode dong the pass, scouting the area. The behemoth vanished
some distance ahead as the path curved.

Hood draping his head, Rhonin dozed. Thistime, histhoughts filled with good images. .. true images of
Vereesaand the upcoming birth. The wizard smiled, thinking of hisreturn.

He woke at the sound of approach. To Rhonin’s surprise, it was not the dragon Koriastrasz who
returned to him, but rather the cowled, robed figure of Krasus.

In response to the human’ s widening eyes, the dragon mage explained, “ There are severd unstable areas
nearby. Thisformislesslikely to cause them to collapse. | can dways transform again should the need

alse.

“Didyou find anything?’

The not-quite-elven face pursed. | sense the Aspect of Time. Heishereand yet heisnot. | am
disturbed by that.”

“Should we start—"

But before Rhonin could finish, ahorrific yowl echoed harshly through the mountain chain. The sound set



every nerve of the wizard on edge. Even Krasus looked perturbed.

“What wasthat?’ asked Rhonin.

“I do not know.” The dragon mage drew himself up. “We should move on. Our god liesnot far avay.”
“We renat flying?’

“| sense that what we seek lies within anarrow passage between the next mountains. A dragon would
not fit, but two smdll travelerswould.”

With Krasus leading, the pair headed northeast. Rhonin’s companion appeared unbothered by the cold,
though the human had to enhance the protective spell on his clothes. Even then, hefdt the chill of theland
upon hisface and fingers.

Before long, they came upon the beginning of the passage Krasus had mentioned. Rhonin saw now what
the other meant. The passage was little more than a cramped corridor. Half adozen men could walk
sde-by-sde through it without feeling congtricted, but a dragon attempting to enter would have barely
been ableto get its head in, much lessits gargantuan body. The high, steep Sdes aso created even
thicker shadows, making Rhonin wonder if the two might need to creste some sort of illumination along
the way.

Krasus pressed on without hesitation, certain of their path. He moved faster and faster, dmost asiif
possessed.

The wind howled even harder through the naturd corridor, itsintensity building asthey journeyed. Only
human, Rhonin had to struggle to keep pace with hisformer patron.

“Areweamog there?” hefindly cdled.

“Soon. It liesonly—" Krasus paused.

“What isit?’

The dragon mage focused inwardly, frowning. “It isnot—it is not exactly whereit should be anymore.”
“Itmoved?’

“That would be my assumption.”

“Isit supposed to do that?’ the fiery-haired wizard asked, squinting down the dark path ahead.

“Y ou are under the misconception that | know perfectly what to expect, Rhonin. | understand little more
than you.”

That did not at dl please the human. *“ So what do you suggest we do?’

The eyes of theinhuman mage literdly flared as he contemplated the question. “Wego on. That isal we
cando.”

But only a short distance ahead, they came across a new obstacle of sorts, one that Krasus had been



unable to foresee from high up in the air. The passage split off in two directions and while it was possible
that they merged further on, the pair could not assume that.

Krasus eyed both paths. “ They each run near to our god, but | cannot sense which lies closer. We need
to investigate both.”

“Do we separate?’

“I would prefer not to, but we must. We will each journey five hundred pacesin, then turn back and
meet here. Hopefully we will then have a better sense of which to take.”

Taking the corridor to the left, Rhonin followed Krasus singtructions. As he rapidly counted off paces,
he soon determined that his choice had potential. Not only did it greatly widen ahead, but the wizard
thought he sensed the disturbance better than ever. While Krasus's abilities were more acute than his,
even anovice could sense the wrongness that now pervaded the region beyond.

But despite his confidence in his choice, Rhonin did not yet turn around. Curiosity drove him on. Surely a
few steps more would hardly matter—

He had bardly taken more than one, however, when he sensed something new, something quite
disturbing. Rhonin paused, trying to detect what felt different about the anomaly.

It was moving, but there was more to his anxiety than that aone.
It was moving towardhim ...and rapidly.

Hefdt it before he saw it, fet asif al time compressed, then siretched, then compressed again. Rhonin
fet old, young, and every moment of life in between. Overwhelmed, the wizard hesitated.

And the darkness before him gave way to amyriad flaring of colors, some of which he had never seen
before. A continua explosion of eementa energy filled both empty air and solid rock, rising to fantagtic
heights. Rhonin’slimited mind saw it best as alooming, fiery flower that bloomed, burnt away, and
bloomed again. ..and with each blooming grew more and more imposing.

Asit neared, hefindly cameto his senses. Whirling, the mage ran.

Sounds assailed hisears. Voices, music, thunder, birds, water. .. everything.

Despite hisfearsthat it would overtake him, the phenomena display fell behind. Rhonin did not stop
running, fearing that at any moment it would surge forward and envelop him.

Krasus surely had to have sensed the latest shift. He had to be hurrying to meet Rhonin. Together, they
would devise some way in which to—

A terrible howl echoed through the pass.
A massive, eight-legged lupine form dropped down on him.
Had he been other than what he was, the wizard would have perished there, the med of asavage,

saber-toothed creature with four gleaming green eyesto go with itseight clawed limbs. The monstrous
wolf-creature brought him down, but Rhonin, having magicked his garments to better protect him from



the eements, proved ahard nut to crack. The claws scraped at a cloak it should have readily tattered,
only to have instead one nail snap off.

Gray fur standing on end, the beast howled its frustration. Rhonin took the opening, casting asimple but
effective spdll that had saved him in the past.

A cacophony of light burst before the creature’ s emerald orbs, both blinding and startling it. It ducked
back, swatting usdesdy at flashing patterns.

Dragging himsdlf out of reach, Rhonin rose. There was no chance of flight; that would only serveto turn
his back on the beast and his protective spell was aready weakening. A few more dashes and the claws
would be ripping the wizard to the bone.

Fire had worked against the ghoul on the idand and Rhonin saw no reason why such atried and true
spell would not benefit him again. He muttered the words—

...Which, inexplicably, came out in reverse. Worse, Rhonin found himsdalf moving backward, returning
to thewild claws of the blinded beest.

Timehad turned in on itsdlf....but how?
The answer materialized from further in the passage. Krasus' sanomaly had caught up.

Ghostly images fluttered by Rhonin. Knightsriding into battle. A wedding scene. A storm over the sea.
Orcs uttering war chants around afire. Strange creatures locked in combat. ..

Suddenly he could move forward again. Rhonin darted out of the beast’ s reach, then turned to face it
again. Thistime, he did not hesitate, casting his spell.

The flames burst forth in the form of agreat hand, but asthey neared the monstrous cregture, they
dowed...then stopped, frozenintime.

Swearing, Rhonin started another spell.
The eight-legged horror legpt around the frozen fire, howling asit charged the human.
Rhonin cast.

The earth beneath the abomination exploded, astorm of dirt rising up and covering the lupine creature. It
howled again and, despite the intense forces againgt it, struggled toward the mage.

A crust formed over the legs and torso. The mouth shut tight as alayer of rock-solid earth sedled it. One
by one, the inhuman orbs were covered by afilm of dust.

Just afew feet from itsvictim, the creature stilled. To al gppearances, it now seemed but a perfectly cast
statue, not the actua mongter itsdlf.

At that moment, Krasus svoicefilled Rhonin’s head.

At last! the dragon mage cdled. Rhonin. . .the disturbance is expanding! 1t'samost upon youl!



Digtracted by the fearsome beast, the wizard had not glanced at the anomaly. When he did, hiseyes
widened.

It filled agpace ten times higher and, no doubt, ten times wider than the pass. Solid rock meant nothing
toit. Theanomay smply passed through it asif it did not exist. Y e, in itswake, the landscape changed.
Some of the rock looked more westhered, while other portions appeared asif newly cooled from the

titanic throes of birth. The worst transformations seemed to take place wherever the edges of the fiery
flower touched.

Rhonin did not want to think what would happen to him if the thing touched him.
He gtarted running again.

Its movement and growth have suddenly expanded much faster for reasons | do not understand, Krasus
went on.| fear | will not reach youintime! Y ou must cast aspell of teleportation!

My spellwork does't always work the way it should! he responded. The anomay’ s affecting it!

Wewill stay linked! That should help strengthen your casting! | will guide you to me and we can
regroup!

Rhonin did not care to teleport himsdlf to places he had never seen, the inherent risk being that of ending
up encased in amountain, but with Krasus linked to him, the task would be amuch simpler one.

Hefocused on Krasus, picturing the dragon mage. The spell began to form. Rhonin felt the world around
him shift.

Thefiery blossom suddenly expanded to nearly twice its previous dimensions.

Only too late did Rhonin redlize why. It was reacting to the use of magic...hismagic. He wanted to stop
the spdll, but it was dready too late.

Krasus! Break thelink! Bresk it before you're a'so—

Theanomady swalowed him.

Rhonin?

But Rhonin could not answer. He flailed around and around, tossed about like aleaf in atornado. With
each revolution he flew faster and faster. The sounds and Sights again assailed him. He saw past, present,
and future and understood each for what it was. He caught aglimpse of the petrified beast asit flew
wildly past him into what could only be described as awhirlpool intime.

Other things flew by, random objects and even creatures. An entire ship, its sailstattered, its hull crushed
in near the bow, soared by, vanishing. A tree on which still perched aflock of birdsfollowed. In the
distance, akraken, fifty feet in length from tip of head to end of tentacle, reached out but failed to drag
Rhonin dong before vanishing with the rest.

From somewhere came Krasus s faint voice. Rhonin. ..

He answered, but there was no reply.



Thewhirlpoal filled hisgaze.

And asit sucked himin, Rhonin’slast thoughts were of V ereesa and the children he would never know.

FOUR

He sensed the dow but steady growth of the leaves, the branches, and the roots. He sensed the timeless
wisdom, the eternd thoughts within. Each giant had its own unique Signature, as was true with any
individud.

They are the guardians of the forest,came his mentor’ svoice. They areasmuch itssoul asl. They arethe
forest. A pause.Now...come back to us...

Mafurion Stormrage’ s mind respectfully withdrew from the gargantuan trees, the e dest of the heavily
wooded land. As heretreated, hisown physical surroundings gradually reappeared, abeit murky at first.
Heblinked hissilver, pupilless eyestwice, bringing everything back into focus. His breeth camein ragged
gasps, but his heart swelled with pride. Never before had he reached so far!

“Y ou have learned well, young night f,” avoice like abear’ srumbled. “ Better than even | could have
expected...”

Sweat poured down Mafurion’ s violet countenance. His patron had inssted that he attempt this next
monumental step at the height of day, his people’ sweakest point of time. Had it been at night, Mafurion
felt certain that he would have been stronger, but as Cenarius pointed out again and again, that would
have defeated the purpose. What his mentor taught him was not the sorcery of the night elves, but dmost
its exact opposite.

And in so many ways, Mafurion had dready become the opposite of his people. Despite their
tendencies toward flamboyant garments, for instance, Mafurion’s own were very subdued. A cloth tunic,
asmpleleather jerkin and pants, knee-high boots...his parents, had they not perished by accident years
before, would have surely died of shame.

His shoulder-length, dark green hair surrounded a narrow visage akin to awolf’s. Mafurion had become
something of an outcast among hiskind. He asked questions, suggested that old traditions were not
necessarily the best, and even dared once mention that bel oved Queen Azshara might not always have
the concerns of her subjects foremost on her thoughts. Such actions left him with few associates and even
fewer friends.

Infact, in Mafurion’smind, he could truly only count three as friends. First and foremost had to be his
own twin, the equaly troublesome Illidan. While lllidan did not shy away from the traditions and sorcery
of the night elves as much as he, he had atendency to question the governing authority of the elders, dso
agresat crime.

“What did you see?’ his brother, seated beside him on the grass, asked eagerly. 1llidan would have been
identica to Mdfurion if not for hismidnight blue hair and amber eyes. Children of the moon, nearly al
night elves had eyes of slver. Those very few born with ones of amber were seen as destined for
greatness.



But if greatness wasto be lllidan’s, he first had to curb both histemper and hisimpatience. He had come
with histwin to study this new path that used the power of nature—their mentor termed it
“druidism”—believing he would be the quicker student. Instead, he often miscast spellsand failed to
concentrate enough to maintain most trances. That he was fairly adept at traditiona sorcery did not
assuage lllidan. He had wanted to learn the ways of druidism because such unique skillswould mark him
asdifferent, as nearing that potentia everyone had spoken about since his birth.

“I saw...” How to explain it even to his brother? Mafurion’ s brow wrinkled. “1 saw into the hearts of
the trees, the souls. Not smply theirs, either. | saw...I think | saw into the souls of the entire forest!”

“How wonderful!” gasped afemae voice a hisother sde.

Malfurion fought to keep his cheeks from darkening to black, the night éf equivaent of embarrassment.
Of late, he had been finding himself more and more uncomfortable around his other companion...and yet
he could not think of himself far from her, either.

With the brothers had come Tyrande Whisperwind, their greatest friend since childhood. They had
grown up together, the three, inseparable in every way until the last year, when she had taken the robes
of anovice priestessin the temple of Elune, the moon goddess. There she learned to become attuned to
the spirit of the goddess, learned to use the gifts al priestesses were granted in order to let them spread
theword of their mistress. Sheit had been who had encouraged Mafurion when he had chosen to turn
from the sorcery of the night elvesto another, earthier power. Tyrande saw druidism as akindred force
to the abilities her deity would grant her once she completed her own training.

But from athin pale child who had more than once bested both brothersin races and hunting, Tyrande
had become, sincejoining the temple, adim yet well-curved beauty, her smooth skin now a soft, light
violet and her dusky blue hair streaked with slver. The mousy face had grown fuller, much more feminine

and gppeding.
Perhaps too appedling.
“Hmmph!” added Illidan, not so impressed. “Wasthatd|?’

“Itisagood gart,” rumbled their tutor. The great shadow fdl over dl three young night elves, stifling
even lllidan’ srampant mouth.

Although over seven feet tall themsalves, the trio were dwarfed by Cenarius, who stood well above ten.
His upper torso was akin to that of Mafurion’srace, dthough a hint of the emerad forest colored his
dark skin and he had amuch broader, more muscular build than either of his male students. Beyond the
upper body any smilarity ended. Cenarius was no smple night elf, after al. He was not even mortal.

Cenariuswas ademigod.

His origins were known only to him, but he was as much a part of the greet forest asit was of him.
When thefirgt night elves had gppeared, Cenarius had dready long existed. He claimed kinship with
them, but never had he said in what way.

Those few who came to him for guidance |eft ever touched, ever changed. Othersdid not even leave,
becoming so transformed by their teachings that they chose instead to join the demigod in the protection
of hisredm. Those were no longer e ves, but woodland guardians physicdly atered forever.



A thick, moss-green mane flowing from his head, Cenarius eyed his pupilsfondly with orbs of pure gold.
He patted Mafurion gently on the shoulder with hands that ended in talons of gnarled, aged
wood—taons il capable of ripping the night ef to shreds without effort—then backed away . ..on four

grong legs.

The upper torso of the demigod might have resembled that of anight ef, but the lower portion was that
of ahuge, magnificent stag. Cenarius moved about effortlesdy, as swift and nimble as any of the three.
He had the speed of the wind, the strength of the trees. In him was reflected the life and hedlth of the
land. He wasits child and father dl in one.

And like a stag, he aso had antlers—giant, glorious antlers that shaded his stern yet fatherly visage.
Matched in prominence only by hislengthy, rich beard, the antlerswere the fina reminder that any blood
link between demigod and night ef existed far, far in the past.

“You have dl donewell,” he added in the voice that ever sounded of thunder. Leaves and twigsliteraly
growing in his beard, his hair shook whenever the deity spoke. “Go now. Be among your own again for a
time. It will do you some good.”

All threerose, but Malfurion hesitated. Looking at his companions, he said, “Y ou go on ahead. I’ ll meet
you at thetrall’send. | need to talk with Cenarius.”

“We could wait,” Tyrande replied.
“There sno need. | won't belong.”

“Then, by dl means,” lllidan quickly interjected, taking Tyrande' sarm. “We should let him be. Come,
Tyrande”

She gave Mdfurion one last lingering glance that made him turn away to conced his emotions. He waited
for the two to depart, then turned again to the demigod.

The descending sun created shadows in the forest that seemed to dance for the pleasure of Cenarius.
The demigod smiled at the dancing shadows, the trees and other plants moving in time with them.

Malfurion went down on one knee, his gaze to the earth. “My shan’do,” he began, caling Cenarius by
thetitle that meant in the old tongue “ honored teacher.” “ Forgive me for asking—"

“Y ou should not act so before me, young one. Arise...”
The night ef reluctantly obeyed, but he kept his gaze down.

This made the demigod chuckle, a sound accented by the sudden lively chirping of songbirds. Whenever
Cenarius reacted, the world reacted in concert with him.

“Y ou pay me even more homage than those who claim to preach in my name. Y our brother does not
bend to me and for al her respect of my power, Tyrande Whisperwind gives herself only to Elune.”

“Y ou offered to teach me—us—" Malfurion responded,

“what no night ef has ever learned...” He il recalled the day when he had approached the sacred
wood. Legends abounded about Cenarius, but Mafurion had wanted to know the truth. However, when



he had called out to the demigod, he had not actually expected an answer.

He had a so not expected Cenariusto offer to be histeacher. Why the demigod would take on so—
mundane—a task was beyond Mafurion. Y t, here they were together. They were more than deity and
night elf, more than teacher and student. . .they were also friends.

“No other night df truly wishesto learn my ways,” Cenariusreplied. “ Even those who has taken up the
mantle of the forest...none of them hastruly followed the path | now show you. Y ou arethefirst with the
possible gptitude, the possible will, to trulyunderstand how to wield the forcesinherent in al nature. And
when | say ‘you,” young €f, | pesk entirdy inthesingular.”

Thiswas not what Malfurion had remained to talk about and so the words struck him hard. “ But—but
Tyrandeand Illidan—"

The demigod shook his head. “ Of Tyrande, we have dready spoken. She has promised hersdlf to Elune
and | will not poach in the Moon Goddess sredlm! Of your brother, however, | can only say that thereis
much promiseto lllidan...but | believe that promise lies esewhere.”

“I—I don’'t know what to say...” And in truth, Malfurion did not. To be told so suddenly that I1lidan and
he would not follow the same path, that Illidan even appeared to waste his efforts here. . .it was the first
time that the twinswould not sharein their success. “No! Illidan will learn! HE' s just more headstrong!
There€ s so much pressure upon him! Hiseyes—"

“Areadgn of some future mark upon the world, but he will not makeit following my teachings.”
Cenarius gave Mdfurion agentle smile. “But you will try to teach him yourslf, will you not? Perhapsyou
can succeed where | havefailed?’

The night f flushed. Of course his shan’ do would read histhoughts on that subject. Y es, Mafurion
intended to do what he could to push Illidan further dong. . .but he knew that doing so would be a harder
task. Learning from the demigod was one thing; learning from Malfurion would be another. It would
show that Illidan was not firgt, but second.

“Now,” added theforest lord quietly, asasmal red bird dighted on his antlersand its paler mate did so
on hisarm. Such sights were common around Cenarius, but they ever |eft the ef marveing. “Y ou cameto
ask of me something...”

“Yes. Great Cenarius...|’ ve been troubled by adream, areoccurring one.”
The golden eyes narrowed. “ Only adream? That iswhat troubles you?’

Malfurion grimaced. He had aready berated himself severa timesfor even thinking of distracting the
demigod with his problem. Of what harm was a dream, even one that repeated itself? Everyone
dreamed. “Yes...it comesto meevery timel degp and since I ve been learning from you...it' sgrown
stronger, more demanding.”

He expected Cenariusto laugh at him, but instead the forest lord studied him closdly. Mafurion felt the
golden orbs—so much more arresting than even his brother’ s own—burrow deep within him, reading the
night ef ingdeand out.

At last, Cenarius leaned back. He nodded once to himsdlf and in amore solemn voice said, “Yes, you
areready, | think.”



“Ready for what?’

In response, Cenarius held up one hand. The red bird legpt down to the offered hand, its mate joining it
there. The demigod stroked the backs of both once, whispered something to them, then let the pair fly
off.

Cenariuslooked down at the night €lf. “Illidan and Tyrande will beinformed that you are staying behind
for atime. They have been told to leave without you.”

“But why?’
The golden eyesflared. “Tell me of your dream.”

Taking adeep breath, Mafurion began. The dream started as dways, with the Well of Eternity asits
focd point. At first the waters were calm, but then, from the center, a maegl strom rapidly formed. ..and
from the depths of the magl strom, creatures burst forth, some of them harmless, others maevolent. Many
he did not even recognize, asif they came from other worlds, other times. They spread in every direction,
fleeing beyond hissght.

Suddenly, the whirlpool vanished and Madfurion sood in the midst of Kaimdor...but aKaimdor
gripped of dl life. A horrible evil had laid waste to the entire land, leaving not so much as a blade of
grassor atiny insect alive. The once-proud cities, the vast, lush woodlands. . .nothing had been spared.

Even moreterrible, for asfar as the eye could see, the scorched, cracked bones of night elveslay strewn
everywhere. The skulls had been caved in. The stench of death was strong in the air. No one, not even
the old, infirm, or young, had been spared.

Heat, horrific heat, had assailed Mafurion then. Turning, he had seenin the distance avast fire, an
inferno reaching into the heavens. It burned everything it touched, even the very wind. Where it moved,
nothing. ..absolutey nothing. ..remained. Y et, as frightening as the scene had been, it was not that which
hed finally awakened the night f in acold swest, but rather something he had sensedabouit thefire.

It had beendive. It knew theterrorsit wrought, knew andreveled in them. Reveled. ..and hungered for
more.

All humor had fled Cenarius s visage by the time Mdfurion finished. His gaze flickered to his beloved
forest and the cregtures thriving within. “ And this nightmare repests itsalf with every dumber?’

“Every one. Without fail.”
“I fear, then, that thisisan omen. | sensed in you from our first encounter the makings of the gift of
prescience—one of the reasons | chose to make myself known to you—but it is stronger than even |

ever expected.”

“But what doesit mean?” the young night ef pleaded. “If you say thisisan omen, I’ ve got to know what
it portends.”

“And we shdl try to discover that. | said, after all, that you are ready.”

“Reedy for what?’



Cenariusfolded hisarms. Histone grew more grave.
“Ready to wak theEmerad Dream.”

Nothing in the demigod' steachings so far had referred to this Emerad Dream, but the manner in which
Cenarius spoke of it made Mdfurion redize the importance of this next sep. “What isit?’

“What isit not? The Emerald Dream isthe world beyond the waking world. It isthe world of the spirit,
theworld of the deepers. It istheworld asit might have been, if we sentient creatures had not come
about to ruin it. In the Emerald Dream, it is possible, with practice, to see anything, go anywhere. Y our
body will enter atrance and your dream form will fly from it to wherever you need to go.”

“It sounds—"

“Dangerous? It is, young Malfurion. Even the well-trained, the experienced, can lose themsalvesin the
Emerad Dream. You note | cdl it theEmerdd Dream. That isthe color of its mistress, Y sera, the Greet
Agpect. It istheream of her and her dragon flight. She guardsit well and dlows only afew to enter it.
My own dryads and keepers make use of the Emerald Dream in their duties, but sparingly.”

“I"ve never heard of it,” Mafurion admitted with a shake of his head.

“Likely because no night elf save thosein my service has ever waked it...and they only when they were
no longer of your race. Y ou would bethefirst of your kind to truly take the path. ..if you so desire.”

The idea both unnerved and excited Mdfurion. It would be the next step in his studies and away,
perhaps, to make sense of his constant nightmare. Y et. .. Cenarius had made it clear that the Emerald
Dream could aso be deadly.

“What—what might happen?What might go wrong?’
“Even the experienced can lose their way back if they become distracted,” the demigod replied. “Even .
Y ou must remain focused at al times, know your god. Otherwise. ..otherwise your body might deep

forever.”

There was more, the night ef suspected, but Cenarius for some reason wanted him to learn on his
own—if Mafurion choseto wak the Emerald Dream.

He decided he had no other recourse. “How do | start?’

Cenarius fondly touched the top of his student’s head. “Y ou are certain?’

13 Ve,y.”

“Then amply st asyou havefor your other lessons.” When the dighter figure had obeyed, Cenarius
lowered his own four-legged form to the earth. “I will guide you in thisfirst time, then it is up to you.
Lock your gazein mine, night elf.”

The demigod’ s golden orbs snared Malfurion’s eyes. Even had he wanted to, it would have taken

mammoth effort for him to pull hisown gaze away. He felt himsdf drawn into Cenarius smind, drawn
into aworld where al was possible.



A sense of lightness touched Mdfurion.
Do you fed the songs of the stones, the dance of the wind, the laughter of the rushing water?

At firgt, Mafurion felt no such thing, but then he heard the dow, steady grinding, the shifting of earth.
Belatedly, heredized that thiswas how the stones and rock spoke as, over the eons, they made their
way from one point in theworld to another.

After that, the others became more evident. Every part of nature had its own unique voice. Thewind
spun around in merry steps when pleased, or in violent bursts when the mood grew darker. The trees
shook their crowns and the raging water of anearby river chuckled as the fish within it darted up to

spawn.

But in the background. ..Malfurion thought he sensed distant discord. He tried to focus on it, but failed.

Y ou are not yet in the Emerad Dream. First, you must remove your earthly shell...thevoicein hishead
ingtructed. As you reach the state of deep, you will dip your body off asyou would a coat. Start from
your heart and mind, for they are the links that most bind you to the morta plane. See? Thisishow itis
done...

Mafurion touched at his heart with histhoughts, opening it like adoor and willing his spirit free. He did
the same with hismind, athough the earthly, practica side of any living creature protested at this action.

Give way to your subconscious. Let it guide you. It knows of the rellm of dreaming and is aways happy
to return there,

AsMadfurion obeyed, the last barriers dipped away. Hefdt asif he had doughed off hisskintheway a
snake might. A sense of exhilaration filled him and he amost forgot for what purpose he was doing this.

But Cenarius had warned him to remain focused and so the night f fought the euphoria down.

Now...rise up.

Malfurion pushed himsdlf up...but hisbody, legs till folded, remained whereit was. His dream form
floated afew feet off the ground, free of adl restraints. Had he so desired, Mdfurion knew that he could
have flown to the stars themsalves.

But the Emerdd Dream lay in adifferent direction. Turn again to your subconscious, the demigod
ingtructed. It will show you the path, for that lieswithin, not without.

And as hefollowed Cenarius singructions, the night ef saw the world change further around him. A
hazy quality enveloped everything. Images, endlessimages, overlapped one another, but with
concentration Malfurion discovered that he could see each separately. He heard whispers and redlized
that they were the inner voices of dreamers throughout the world.

From here, you must take the path by yoursdlf.

Hefdt hislink to Cenarius dl but fade. For the sake of Mafurion’s concentration, the demigod had been
forced to pull back. However, Cenarius remained a presence, ready to aid his student if the need arose.



As Mdfurion moved forward, hisworld turned a brilliant, gemlike green. The haze increased and the
whispers became more audible. A landscape vaguely seen beckoned to him.

He had become part of the Emerald Dream.

Following hisingtincts, Mafurion floated toward the shifting dreamscape. As Cenarius said, it looked as
the world would have looked had night elves and other creatures not comeinto being. Therewasa
tranquillity to the Emerald Dream that made it tempting just to stay forever, but Mafurion refused to give
in to that temptation. He had to know the truth about his dreams.

He had no idea at first where his subconscious was taking him, but somehow suspected it would lead
him to the answers he desired. Mafurion flew over the empty paradise, marveling a al he saw.

But then, inthe midst of his miraculousjourney, he felt something amiss again. The faint discord he had
sensed earlier increased. Mdfurion tried to ignoreit, but it gnawed a him like agtarving rat. Hefinaly
veered his spirit form toward it.

Suddenly, ahead of him lay ahuge, black lake. Mafurion frowned, certain that he recognized the
foreboding body of water. Dark waves lapped its shores and an aura of power radiated from its center.

TheWdl of Eternity.

But if thiswas the Well, where was the city? Mdfurion eyed the dreamscape where he knew the capital
should have been, trying to summon an image of it. He had come here for areason and now he believed
that it had to do with the city. By itsdlf, the Wl of Eternity was an astonishing thing, but it was the source
of power only. The discord the night ef felt originated from somewheredse.

He stared at the empty world, demanding to seethe redlity.

And without warning, Mafurion’s dream sdf materidized over Zin-Azshari, the capita of the night eves.
In the old tongue, Zin-Azshari trandated into “ The Glory of Azshara.” So beloved had the queen been
when she had made her ascension to the throne that the people had insisted on renaming the capital in her
honor.

Thinking of his queen, Mafurion suddenly beheld the paace itsdlf, amagnificent structure surrounded by
ahuge, well-guarded wall. He frowned, knowing it well. Thiswas, of course, the grand abode of his
queen. Even though he had at times made mention of what he believed to be her faults, Mdfurion actualy
admired her more than most thought. Overal, she had done much good for her people, but on occasion
he believed Azsharasimply lost her focus. Aswith many other night elves, he suspected any problem
there had to do in part with the Highborne, who administered the relm in her name.

The wrongness grew worse the nearer he floated down toward the palace. Malfurion’s eyeswidened as
he saw the reason. With the summoning of the vison of Zin-Azshari, he had aso summoned amore
immediate image of the Well. The black lake now swirled madly and what appeared to be monstrous
strands of multicolored energy shot up from its depths. Powerful magic was being drawn from the Wl
into the highest tower, its only possible purpose the casting of aspell of impaossible proportions.

The dark waters beyond the palace moved with such violence that to Mafurion they seemed to be
boiling. The more those within the tower summoned the might of the Wédll, the more terrible the fury of
the dements. Above, the ssorm-wracked heavens screamed and flashed. Some of the buildings near the
edge of the Wdll threstened to be washed away.



What are they doing?Malfurion wondered, his own quest forgotten.Why do they continue even during
weskness of day?

But “day” was only aterm, now. Gone was the sun that dampened the night elves' abilities. Even though
evening had not yet come, it was as black as night above Zin-Azshari...no, even blacker. Thiswas not
natura and certainly not safe. What could those within be toying with?

He drifted over the walls, past stone-faced guardsignorant of his presence. Mafurion floated to the
palace itsdlf, but when he sought to enter, certain that his dream form would pass through something so
sample as sone, the night ef discovered an impenetrable barrier.

Someone had encased the palace in protective spells so intricate, so powerful, that he could not pierce
them. This only made Mafurion more curious, more determined. He swooped around the structure, rising
again toward the tower in question. There had to be away in. He had to see what madness was going on
ingde
With one hand, he reached out to the array of protective spells, seeking the point that bound them all
together, the point by which they could a so be unbound—

And suddenly pain unimaginable wracked Mafurion. He screamed silently, no sound ableto voice his
agony. Theimage of the paace, of Zin-Azshari, vanished. He found himsdlf in an emerad void, caught
within astorm of pure magic. The eementa powers threatened to rip his dream form into a thousand
pieces and scatter them in every direction.

But in the midst of the monstrous chaos, he suddenly heard the faint calling of afamiliar voice.
Mafurion...my child...come back to me...Madfurion...you must return...

Vagudy the night f recognized Cenarius s desperate summons. He clung to it asadrowning personin
the middle of the seamight cling to atiny piece of driftwood. Mafurion felt the woodland deity’ smind
reach out to him, guide him in the proper direction.

The pain began to lessen, but Malfurion was exhausted beyond measure. A part of him smply wanted to
drift among the dreamers, his soul never returning to hisflesh. Y e, he redlized that to do so would mean

hisend and so he fought against the deadly desire.

And asthe pain dwindled away, as Cenarius stouch grew stronger, Mafurion sensed hisown link to his
mortal form. Eagerly he followed it, moving faster and faster through the Emerald Dream. ..

With agasp. ..the young night elf awoke.

Unableto stop himself, Mafurion tumbled into the grass. Mighty yet still gentle hands picked him back
up to agitting position. Water dribbled into his mouth.

He opened his eyes and beheld Cenarius s concerned visage. His mentor held Mafurion’ s own water
sack.

“Y ou have done what few others could do,” the stag god murmured. “And in doing so, you amost lost
yoursdlf forever. What happened to you, Mdfurion?'Y ou went even beyond my sight...”



“I...I sensed...something terrible...”
“The cause of your nightmares?’

The night elf shook hishead. “No...I don’t know...I...I found mysef drawn to Zin-Azshari...” Hetried
to explain what he had witnessed, but the words seem so insufficient.

Cenarius looked even more disturbed than he, which worried Mafurion. “This does not bode well ... no.
You are certain it was the palace? It had to be Azsharaand her Highborne?’

“I don’'t know if one or both...but | can't help feding that the queen must be apart of it. Azsharaistoo
strong-willed. Even Xavius can't contral her...1 think.” The queen’s counsdor was an enigmatic figure,
asdistrusted as Azsharawas loved.

“Y ou must think about what you say, young Mafurion. Y ou are suggesting that the ruler of the night
elves, shewhose nameis heard in song each day, isinvolved in some spellwork that could be athregt not
only to your kind, but the rest of the world. Do you understand what that means?’

Theimage of Zin-Azshari intermingled with the scene of devastation. ..and Mafurion found both
compatible with each other. They might not be directly linked, but they shared something in common.
Wheat that was, though, he did not know yet.

“| understand onething,” he muttered, recdling the perfect, beautiful face of his queen and the cheers

that accompanied even her briefest gppearances. “1 understand that | must find out the truth wherever
that truth leads...even if intheend it cosme my very life...”

The shadowed form touched with histalon the smdll, golden spherein his other scaled pam, bringing it
to life. Within it, there materidized another, dmost identical shadow. The light from the sphere did nothing
to push back the darkness surrounding the figure, just as on the other end the sphere used by the second
form aso failed. The magic cast to preserve each one' sidentity was old and very strong.

“The Wdl is4till inthe midst of terrible throes,” commented the one who had initiated contact.

“Soit has been for sometime,” replied the second, tail flicking behind him. “The night eves play with
powersthey do not appreciate.”

“Has there been an opinion formed on your end?’
The darkened head within the sphere shook once.

“Nothing significant so far...but what can they possibly do save perhaps destroy themselves? It would
not be thefirgt time one of the ephemerd races did so and surely not the last.”

Thefirst nodded. “So it seemsto us...and the others.”

“All the others?” hissed the second, for thefirgt time sometrue curiogity in histone. “ Even those of the
Earth Warder’ sflight?’

“No...they keep their own counsdl...as usud of late. They are little more than Neltharion’ sreflection.”



“Unimportant, then. Like you, we shdl continue to monitor the night elves fally, but it isdoubtful that it
will amount to much more than the extinction of their kind. Should it prove to be more, we shdl act if we
are ordered to act by our lord, Maygos.”

“The pact remains unbroken,” responded thefirst. “We, too, shal act only if commanded by her
magesty, the glorious Alexstrasza.”

“This conversation isover, then.” With that, the sphere went black. The second form had severed the
link.

The other rose, dismissing the sphere. With a hiss, he shook his head at the ignorance of the lesser races.
They congtantly meddled in things beyond their capabilities and so often paid fatdly for it. Their mistakes
were their own to suffer, so long astheworld asawhole did not suffer with them. If that happened, then
the dragons would have to act.

“Foolish, foolish night evesss...”

But in a place between worlds, in the midst of chaosincarnate, eyes of fire turned in sudden interest, the
work of the Azshara s Highborne having aso reached them.

Somewhere, the one who gazed realized, somewhere someone had called upon the power. Someone
had drawn from the magic in the mistaken belief that they and they alone knew of it, knew how towield
it...but where?

He searched, amost had the source, then lost it. It was near, though, very near.

Hewould wait. Like the others, he had begun to grow hungry again. Surdly if hewaited alittle longer, he
would sense exactly where among the worlds the casters were. He smelled their eagerness, their
ambition. They would not be able to stop drawing from the magic. Soon...soon hewould find the way
through to their littleworld...

And he and the rest wouldfeed.

FIVE

Brox had abad, bad feeling about their mission.

“Wherearethey?’ he muttered. “Where arethey?’

How did one hide a dragon, the orc wanted to know. The tracks were evident to a point, but then al he
and Gaska could find afterward were the footprints of a human, possibly two. Since the orcs were near
enough to natice if adragon launched itself into the air—and they had seen no such astonishing
sght—then it only made sense that the leviathan had to be nearby.

“Maybe that way,” suggested the younger warrior, hisbrow furrowed deep. “ That pass.”



“Too narrow,” growled Brox. He sniffed the air. The scent of dragon filled his nogtrils. Almost masked
by it wasthe smdll of human. Dragons and wizards.

Treaty or no treaty, thiswould be agood day to die...if Brox could just find hisfoes.

Knedling down to study the tracks better, the veteran had to admit that Gaska’ s suggestion made the
most sense. The two sets of tracks led into the narrow pass while the dragon’s simplyvanished. Still, if the
orcs confronted the other intruders, the beast would surely come.

Not giving his companion any Sgn asto histrue intentions, the older warrior rose. “Let'sgo.”

Weagpons ready, they trotted into the pass. Brox snorted as he looked it over. Definitely too narrow for
adragon, even a hdf-grown one. Wherewas the beast?

They had only gone a short distance when from further in they heard the monstrous howl of abeast. The
two orcs glanced at each other, but did not dow. No true warrior turned at the first sound of danger.

Deeper they went. The shadows played games, making it seem asif unnaturad creatures lurked all
around them. Brox’ s bresthing grew heavier as he sought to keep pace with Gaska. His ax weighed
heavily in hishand.

A shout—a human shout—echoed from only a short distance ahead.

“Brox—" the younger orc began.

But at that moment, amonstrous vison filled their view, afiery image like nothing elither had ever seen.
It filled the pass, overflowing even into the rock. It did not seem alive, but nonetheless moved asif with

purpose. Sounds—random, chaotic sounds—filled the orcs ears and when Brox stared into the center,
hefdt asif he sared into Forever.

Orcswere not creatures subject to easy fear, but the monstrous and surely magical vision overwheimed
the two warriors. Brox and Gaskal froze before it, aware that smple weapons would hardly turn it aside.

Brox had desired a heroic desth, not one such asthis. There was no nobility in dying so. Thething
looked capable of swallowing him as readily and without notice asit would agnat.

And that made hisdecison for him. “ Gaskal! Movel Run!”

Y et Brox himsdlf failed to follow his own command. He turned to run, yes, but dipped like an avkward
infant in the dick snow. The huge orc tumbled to the ground, striking his head. Hiswegpon fell just out of
reach.

Gaskal, unaware of what had happened to his comrade, had not fled back, but rather darted to the side,

to adepresson in one of the wadls. There he planted himsalf ingde, certain of the protection of the solid
rock.

Still trying to clear hishead, Brox redized Gaskd’ s mistake. Rising to hisknees, he shouted, “ Not therel
Away!”

But the cacophony of sounds drowned out hiswarning. The fearsome anomaly moved forward...and



Brox watched with horror as Gaskal was caught on its very edge.

A thousand screams escaped the stricken orc as Gaska both aged and grew younger smultaneoudly.
Gaska'’ s eyes bulged and hisbody rippled like liquid. He stretched and contracted. ..

And with alast ungodly cry, the younger orc shriveled within himsdlf, contracting more and more. ... until
he completely vanished.

“By theHorde...” Brox gasped, standing. He stared at the spot where Gaska had stood, still somehow
hoping that his companion would miraculoudy regppear unharmed.

Thenit findly sank in that he was seconds from being engulfed by the same mongtrosity.

Brox turned, inginctively seized hisax, and ran. Hefdt no shameinit. No orc could fight this. To dieas
Gaskal had died would be afutile gesture.

But asfast asthe orc ran, the fiery vison moved faster. Nearly deafened by the countless sounds and
voices, Brox gritted histeeth. He knew he could not outpace it, not now, but he continued to try. ..

He managed only two steps more before it swalowed him whole.

* * %

Every bone, every muscle, every nervein Krasus sbody screamed. It was the only reason the dragon
magefindly irred from the black abyss of unconsciousness.

What had happened? He il did not quite know. One minute, he had been trying to reach Rhonin—and
then somehow despite not being near it he, too, had been swallowed by the anomaly. His mentd link to
the human wizard had literally dragged Krasus dong.

Images flashed through his befuddied mind again. Landscapes, creatures, artifacts. Krasus had
witnessed timein its ultimate aspect, dl a once.

Aspect?That word summoned another dread vision, one he had thankfully forgotten until now. Inthe
midst of the swirling chaos of time, Krasus had glimpsed asight that | eft his heart and hope shattered.

There, in the center of the fury, he had seen Nozdormu, the great Aspect of Time...trapped likeafly in
aweb.

Nozdormu had been therein dl histerrible glory, avast dragon not of flesh, but of the golden sands of
eternity. Hisglittering, gemlike eyes, eyesthe color of the sun, had been open wide, but had not in turn
seen theindgnificant figure of Krasus. The great dragon had been in the throes of both battle and agony,
ensnared yet o fighting to hold everything together—absol utel y everything.

Nozdormu was both victim and savior. Trapped in dl time, he dso held it from faling apart. If not for the
Aspect, the fabric of reality would have collapsed there and then. The world Krasus knew would have
disappeared forever. It would never have even existed.

A new surge of pain tore through Krasus. He cried out in the ancient tongue of the dragons, momentarily
losing hisaccustomed contral. Y et, with the pain came the redlization that he till lived. That knowledge
caused him to fight, to force himsalf back to full consciousness...



He opened his eyes.

Trees greeted his gaze. Towering, lush treeswith green canopiesthat nearly blotted out the ky. A forest
in the bloom of life. Birds sang while other creatures rustled and scurried through the underbrush.
Vagudy Krasus registered the setting sun and soft, drifting clouds.

So peaceful alandscape, the dragon mage amost wondered if he had after al died and goneto the
beyond. Then, anot so heavenly sound, amuttered curse, caught his attention. Krasuslooked to his|eft.

Rhonin rubbed the back of his head as he tried to force himsdf up dightly. The fiery-haired human had
landed face-down only afew yards from hisformer mentor. The wizard spat out bits of dirt and grass,
then blinked. By pure accident, he looked in Krasus sdirection first.

“What—?" was dl he managed.

Krasustried to speak but al that came from his own mouth at first was asick croak. He swallowed,
thentried again.

“I...do not know. Areyou...are you injured in any way?’
Flexing hisarms and legs, Rhonin grimaced. “ Everything hurts. ... but. .. but nothing seems broken.”

After asmilar test, the dragon mage came to the same conclusion concerning himsalf. That they had
arrived so intact astonished him. ... but then he recalled the magic of Nozdormu at work in the anomaly.
Perhaps the Aspect of Time had noted them after al and done what he could to save the two.

But if that wasthe case...
Rhonin rolled onto his back. “Where are we?”’

“I cannot say. | fed | should know it, but—" Krasus stopped as vertigo suddenly seized hold of him. He
fell back onto the ground, closing his eyes until the fegling passed.

“Krasus? What happened?’

“Nothing truly...l believe. | am till not recovered from what happened. My weaknesswill go away.”
Y et, he noted that Rhonin aready appeared much better, even sitting up and trying to stretch. Why
would afrail human better survive the anomay’ sturmoil than he?

With grim determination, Krasus also sat up. The vertigo sought to overwhelm him again, but the dragon
mage fought it down. Trying to take his mind from histroubles, he looked around once more. Yes, he
certainly sensed afamiliarity about his surroundings. At some point, he had visited this region, but when?

When?
The ample question filled him with asudden dread. When...

Nozdormu trapped in eternity. .. al time open to the anomaly ...

The thick woods and the growing shadows cregted by the vanishing sun madeit virtualy impossibleto



see enough to identify theland. He would have to taketo the air. Surely a short flight would be safe. The
area seemed bereft of any settlement.

“Rhonin, remain here. | will scout from above, then return shortly.”
“Isthat wise?’

“I think it absolutely necessary.” Without afurther word, Krasus stretched out his arms and began
tranforming.

Or rather, hetried to transform. Instead, the dragon mage doubled over in agony and overwhelming
weakness. His entire body felt turned insde out and helost dl sense of balance.

Strong arms caught him just as he fell. Rhonin carefully dragged him to a soft spot, then helped his
companion down.

“Areyou dl right?You looked asif—"
Krasus cut him off. “Rhonin...1 could not change. | could not change...”

The young wizard frowned, not comprehending. “Y ou' re still weak, Master Krasus. The trip through
thet thing—"

“Y &, you are standing. Take no offense from me, human, but what we passed through should have |eft
you in afar worse Sate than mine.”

The other nodded, understanding. “1 just figured that you spent yourself trying to keep me dive.”

“l am afraid to tell you that once we entered it, | could do no more for you than | could for mysdf. In
fact, if not for Nozdormu—"

“Nozdormu?’ Rhonin's eyeswidened. “What' s he got to do with our surviva?”’
“Youdid not see him?’
“No.”

Exhding, the dragon mage described what he had seen. As he did, Rhonin’s expression grew
increasingly grim.

“Impaossible...” the human finaly breathed.

“Terrifying,” Krasus corrected him. “And now | must tell you also thet, even if Nozdormu did save us
from the raw forces of the anomaly, | fear he did not send us back to where we came from...or even
when.”

“You think...youthink we rein adifferent time?’

“Yes...but asto what period...l cannot say. | also cannot say how we will be able to get back to our
ownera”



Slumping back, Rhonin gazed into empty space. “Vereesa...”

“Have courage! | said | cannot say how we will be able to get back, but that does not mean that we will
not try! Still, our first action must be to find sustenance and shelter....and some knowledge of the land. If
we can place ourselves, we might be able to calculate where best to find the assistance we need. Now,

help meup.”

With the human’said, Krasus stood. After afew tentative steps, he decreed himsaf well enough to
walk. A short discussion on which direction to take ended with agreement to head north, toward some
distant hills. There the two might be able to see far enough over the treesthe next day to sight some

village or town.

The sun fell below the horizon barely an hour into their trek, but the pair continued on. Fortunatdly,
Rhonin had in one of his belt pouches some bits of travel food and a bush they passed supplied them with

afew handfuls of edibleif sour berries. In addition, the smaller, dmost even form Krasus wore required
far lessfood than histrue shape. Still, both were aware that come the next day they would have to find

more substantid fare if they wereto survive.

The thicker garments used for the mountains proved perfect to keep them warm once darkness reigned.
Krasus s superior vision aso enabled them to avoid some pitfalsin their path. Still, the going was dow

and thirst began to takeitstoll on the pair.
Finaly, adight trickling sound to the west led them to asmall stream. Rhonin and Krasus knelt gratefully
and began to drink.

“Thank the Five,” the dragon mage said as they drank. Rhonin nodded silently, too busy trying to
swallow the entire stream.

After they had their fill, the two sat back. Krasus wanted to go on, but neither he nor the human clearly
had the strength to do so. They would have to rest for the night here, then continue on &t first light.

He suggested as much to Rhonin, who readily agreed. “1 don’t think | could go another step,” the wizard
added. “But | think | can till create afireif you like.”

Theideaof afire enticed Krasus, but something insde him warned againgt it. “We shdl be warm enough
inour garments. | would prefer to err on the side of caution for now.”

“Y ou're probably right. We could be in the time of the Horde' sfirst invasion for al we know.”

That seemed abit unlikely to Krasus considering the peacefulness of the woods, but the centuries had
produced other dangers. Fortunately, their present location would keep them fairly secreted from most

creatures passing near. A risng dope dso gave them anaturd wall to hide behind.

More out of exhaustion than agreement, they stayed where they were, literdly falling adeep on the spot.
Krasus s dumber, however, was atroubled one in which his dreams reflected events.

Again he saw Nozdormu struggling againg that which was his very nature. He saw dl timetangled,
confused, and growing more unstable each moment the anomaly existed.

Krasus saw something else, too, afaint, fiery glare, dmost like eyes, gazing hungrily on dl it saw. The
dragon mage frowned in his deep as his subconscious tried to recollect why such an image would seem



o terribly familiar...

But then the dight clink of metal against metal intruded, ripping gpart his dreams and scattering the bits
away just as Krasus was on the verge of remembering what the burning eyes represented.

Even as he gtirred, Rhonin’ s hand clamped over hismouth. Early in hislong, long life, such an affront
would have made the dragon teach the morta creature apainful lesson in manners, but now Krasus not
only had more patience than in his youth, he also had more trust.

Sure enough, the clink of meta again sounded. So very dight, but to the trained ears of elther spellcagter,
dill like thunder.

Rhonin pointed upward. Krasus nodded. Both cautioudy stood, trying to see over the dope. Hours had
clearly passed since they had fallen adeep. The woods were silent save for the songs of afew insects. If
not for the brief, unnatural sounds they had heard, Krasus would have thought nothing amiss.

Then apair of large, dmost monstrous shapes materialized beyond the dope. At first they were
unrecognizable, but then Krasus s superior vison identified them as not two creatures, but ratherfour.

A pair of riders atop long, muscular panthers.

They weretal, very lean, but clearly warriors. They were clad in armor the color of the night and wore
high, crested helms with nose guards. Krasus could not yet make out their faces, but they moved with a
fluidity he did not seein most humans. Both the riders and their deek, black mounts journeyed along asif
little troubled by the darkness, which made the dragon mage quickly caution his companion.

“They will see you before you clearly see them,” Krasus whispered. “What they are, | do not know, but
they are not of your kind.”

“There smorel” Rhonin returned. Despite hisinferior vison, he had been gazing in just the right direction
to catch another pair of riders approaching.

The four soldiers moved in dmost complete silence. Only the occasiond breath from an anima or
metalic movement gave any Sign of their presence. They looked to beinvolved in anintense hunt. ..

Krasus came to the dread conclusion that they were looking for Rhonin and him.

One of the foremost riders reined his monstrous, saber-toothed mount to a halt, then raised hishand to
hisface. A samdl flash of bluelight briefly illuminated the areaaround him. In his gauntleted hand the rider
held asmal crystal, which he focused on the dark landscape. After amoment, he cupped the artifact with
his other hand, dousing the light.

Theuse of themagical crysta only partly bothered Krasus. Whét little he had seen of the hunter’s
scowling, violet countenance worried him far more.

“Night elves...” he whispered.
Therider widding the crystal ingtantly looked Krasus sway.

“They’ve seen ud” muttered Rhonin.



Cursing himsdlf for afool, Krasus pulled the wizard with him. “Into the degper woodd! It isour only
hom ”

A single shout echoed through the night. .. .and then the woods filled with riders. Their fearsome yet agile
mounts legpt nimbly along, padded feet making no sound as the beasts moved. Like their masters, they
had gleaming, slver eyesthat enabled them to seetheir quarry well despite the darkness. The panthers
roared lustily, eager to reach the prey.

Rhonin and Krasus did down a hill and into athicket. One rider raced past them, but another turned and
continued pursuit. Behind them, more than a dozen other riders spread out through the areg, intending to
cut off their quarry.

The two reached the denser area, but the lead rider was nearly upon them. Turning about, Rhonin
shouted asingle word.

A blinding ball of pure force struck the night éf squarein the chest, sending him flying back off his steed
and into the trunk of atree with aresounding crash.

The powerful assault only served to make the others more determined to catch them. Despite the harder
going, theriders pushed their mounts on. Krasus glanced to the east and saw that others had aready
made their way around the duo.

Ingtinctively, he cast aspell of hisown. Spoken in the language of pure magic, it should have created a
wall of flame that would have kept their pursuers at bay. Instead, small bonfires burst to lifein random
locations, most of them usdless as any defense. At best, they served only as momentary distractionsto a
handful of theriders. Mot of the night elves did not even pay them any mind.

Worse, Krasus doubled over in renewed pain and weakness.

Rhonin came to the rescue again. He repeated aweaker variation of the dragon mage' s spdll, but where
Krasus had received for his efforts lackluster results and physica agony, the human wizard garnered an
unexpected bounty. The woods before their pursuers exploded with hungry, robust flames, driving the
armored riders back in complete disarray.

Rhonin looked as startled at the results as the night elves, but managed to recover quicker. He cameto
Krasus s side and hel ped the stricken mage retreat from the scene.

“They will—" Krasus had to gasp for breath. “They will find apath around soon! They know this place
well from thelooks of it!”

“What did you call them?’

“They are night eves, Rhonin. Y ou recall them?’

Both dragon mage and human had spent their part in the war against the Burning Legion near or in
Daaran, but tales had come from far off of the appearance of the night elves, the legendary race from
which Vereesa s kind was descended. The night elves had appeared when disaster had seemed imminent
and it was no understatement to say that the outcome might have been different if they had not joined the
defenders.

“But if these are night eves, then aren't we dlies?”’



“You forget that we are not necessarily in the sametime period. In fact, until their regppearance, it was
thought by even the dragons that their kind had become extinct after the end of—" Krasus became very
subdued, not at al certain he wanted to follow histhoughtsto their logical conclusion.

Shouts erupted nearby. Three riders closed on them, curved swords raised. In the lead rode the one
who wielded the blue crystd. Rhonin’ s flamesilluminated his face, the handsomenesstypicd of any df
forever ruined by a severe scar running down the left sde from near the eyeto thelip.

Krasustried to cast another pell, but it only served to send him to his knees. Rhonin guided him down,
then faced the attackers.

“Rytonus Zerak!” he shouted.

The branches nearest the night elves suddenly clustered, forming aweblike barrier. One rider became
tangled in them and dipped from his mount. A second reined his protesting panther to ahalt behind the
one caught.

Their leader diced through the branches asif cutting air, hisblade leaving astresk of red lightning inits
deadly wake.

“Rhonin!” Krasus managed. “Fleg! Leavel”

Hisformer student had aslittle intention of obeying such acommand as the dragon mage would havein
his place. Rhonin reached into his belt pouch and from it drew what first looked like aband of glowing
quickslver. The quicksiver swiftly codesced into agleaming blade, a gift to Rhonin from an elven
commander at the end of thewar.

Inthe light of thewizard' s blade, the haughty expression of the night elves' leader transformed into
surprise. Nonetheless, he met Rhonin’s sword with his own.

Crimson and slver sparks flared. Rhonin’s entire body shook. The night éf nearly dipped from the
saddle. The panther roared, but because of hisrider could not reach their foe with his razor-sharp claws.

They traded blows again. A wizard Rhonin might be, but he had learned over hislife the vaue of being
ableto fight by hand. Vereesahad trained him so that even among seasoned warriors he could hold his
own...and with the even blade he stood a good chance of success againgt any onefoe.

But not against many. Even as he kept both night elf and beast at bay, three more riders arrived, two
manipulating anet. Krasus heard a sound from behind him and glanced over his shoulder to seethree
more coming, aso bearing ahuge net.

Try as he might, he could not get the words of power out. He, adragon, was helpless.

Rhonin saw thefirst net and backed up. He held the sword ready in case the night elvestried to snare
him. The leader urged his mount forward, keeping Rhonin' s attention.

“B-behind you!” Krasus called, the weakness overcoming him again. “ There’ sanother—"

A booted foot kicked the weakened magein the side of the head. Krasus retained consciousness, but
could not focus.



Through bleary eyes, he watched asthe dark forms of the night elves closed in on his companion.
Rhonin fended off apair of blades, chased back one of the huge cats. ..and then the net caught him from
behind.

He managed to sever one section, but the second net fell over him, entangling Rhonin completely. Rhonin
opened his mouth, but the lead rider moved up and struck him hard across the jaw with his gauntleted
fig.

The human wizard dropped.

Enraged, Krasus managed to pull himself partway from his stupor. He muttered and pointed at the
leader.

His spell worked thistime, but went astray. A bolt of golden lightning struck not the target in question,
but rather atree near one of the other hunters. Three large limbs ripped free, collapsing on onerider and
crushing both him and hismount.

Thelead night df glared in Krasus sdirection. The dragon magetried futilely to protect himsdlf asfists
and boots pummeled him into submission. . .and findly unconsciousness.

He watched as his subordinates best at the peculiar figure who had, more by chance than by skill, dain
one of their own. Long after it was clear their victim had lost dl sense, he let hiswarriors take out their
frustration on the unmoving body. The panthers hissed and growled, smelling blood, and it was dl the
night elves could do to keep them from joining in the violence.

When hejudged that they had reached the limits of safety, that any further beating would jeopardize the
life of their prisoner, he gave the command to hdlt.

“Lord Xaviuswants dl dive,” the scarred night ef snapped. “We don’t want him disgppointed, do we?’

The others straightened, fear aoruptly appearing in their eyes. Well they might fear, he thought, for Lord
Xavius had atendency to reward cardlessness with death. .. painful, lingering desath.

And often he chose the willing hand of VVaro'then to deal out that degth.

“Wewere careful, Captain Varo'then,” one of the soldiers quickly inssted. “ They will both survive the
journey...”

The captain nodded. It still amazed him how the queen’ s counselor had even detected the presence of
these unusud strangers. All Xavius had said when he had summoned faithful Varo' then wasthat there
had been some sort of odd manifestation and that he wanted the captain to investigate and bring back
anyone unusud discovered in the vicinity. Varo' then, ever sharp-eyed, had noticed the dight furrowing of
thelord s brow, the only hint that Xavius was more disturbed about this unknown * manifestation” than he
hinted.

Varo'then eyed the prisoners as their bound bodies were draped unceremoniously over one of the
panthers. Whatever the counsaor had expected, it surely did not include apair such asthis. The weak
one who had managed the last spell looked vagudly like anight f, but his skin was pae, dmost white.



The other one, obvioudy ayounger and far more talented spellcaster...Varo' then did not know what to
make of him. Hewas not unlike anight €f...but was clearly not. He looked like no creature the veteran
soldier had ever seen.

“No matter. Lord Xaviuswill sort it dl out,” Varo' then murmured to himsdf. “Even if he hasto tear them
limb from limb or flay them diveto get thetruth...”

And whichever course the counsdlor took, good, loya Captain Varo'then would be there to lend his
experienced hand.

SIX

It was atroubled Mafurion who returned to his home near the roaring fallsjust beyond the large night
elven settlement of Suramar. He had chosen the Site because of the tranquility and untransformed nature
around thefalls. Nowhere dse did hefed so at peace, save perhapsin Cenarius s hidden grove.

A low-set, rounded domicile formed from both tree and earth, Mdfurion’s smple homewas afar
contrast from those of most night elves. Not for him was the gaudy array of colorsthat bespoke of his
kind' stendency to try to out-shine one another. The colors of his home were those of earth and life, the
forest greens, therich, fertile browns, and kindred shades. He tried to adapt to his surroundings, not
force them to adapt to him aswas his people sway.

Y et nothing about his home gave Mafurion any sense of comfort thisnight. Still fiercdy clear inhismind
were the thoughts and images he had experienced while waking the Emerad Dream. They had opened
up doorsin hisimagination he wished desperately to shut again, but knew would be impossible.

“Thevisonsyou seein the Emerdd Dream, they can mean many things,” Cenarius had inssted, “no
matter how true they might look. Even what we think is real—such asyour view of Zin-Azshari—may
not be so, for the dreamland playsits own games on our limited minds...”

Malfurion knew that the demigod had only been trying to assuage him, that what the night elf saw had
been truth. He understood that Cenarius was actually as concerned about the reckless spellcasting taking
place in the paace of Azshara as his student was.

The power that the Highborne had been summoning...what could it be for? Did they not sense how
stressed the fabric of the world had grown near the Wel1? 1t was till unfathomable to him that the queen
could condone such careless and possibly destructive work...and yet Mafurion could not shake the
certainty that she was as much a part of it asany of her subordinates. Azsharawas no smple figurehead;
shetruly ruled, even when it cameto her arrogant Highborne.

Hetried to return to hisnorma routine, hoping that would help him forget histroubles. There were but
three rooms to the young night ef’ shome, yet another example of the smplicity of hislife compared to
that of others. In one stood his bed and the handful of books and scrolls he had gathered concerning
nature and his recent studies. In another, toward the back, was the larder and asmall, plain table where
he prepared hismeds.

Malfurion consdered both rooms nothing more than necessities. The third, the communal room, was
ever hisfavored place. Here where the light of the moon shone bright at night and the glistening waters of
thefalls could be seen, he sat in the center and meditated. Here, with asip of the honey-nectar wine so



favored by hiskind, helooked over hiswork and tried to comprehend what Cenarius had taught him the
lesson before. Here, by the short, ivory table where ameal could be spread out, he aso visited with
Tyrande and Illidan.

But there would be no Tyrande or Illidan this evening. Tyrande had returned to the temple of Eluneto
continue her own studies and Mafurion’ stwin, in what was another sign of their growing dissmilarities,
now preferred the raucousness of Suramar to the serenity of the forest.

Mafurion leaned back, hisface agleam in the light of the moon. He shut his eyesto think, hoping to cam
his nerves—

No sooner had he done so, though, when something large moved acrossthe field of moonlight, briefly
putting Madfurionin total darkness.

The night df’ s eyes sngpped open just in time to catch aglimpse of ahuge, ominous form. Mafurion
immediately leapt to the door and flung it open.

But to hissurprise, only the rushing waters of the nearby falls met histense gaze.

He stepped outside, peered around. Surely no creature so large could move so fast. The bullish Tauren
and ursine Furbolgs were not unknown to him, but while they matched in size the peculiar shadow,
neither of the two raceswas known for swiftness. A few branchesrustled in thewind and anight bird
sang somewhere in the distance, but Mafurion could find no sign of his supposed intruder.

Simply your own nerves, hefindly chided himsaf.Y our own uncertainties.

Returning inside, Mafurion seated himsdlf again, hismind dready caught up once morein histroubles.
Unlike his phantom intruder, he was certain that he had not imagined or misread anything concerning the
palace and the Well. Somehow, Mafurion would have to learn more, more than the Emerald Dream
could at present reved to him.

And, he suspected, he would haveto do it very, very quickly.

* % *

He had dmost been caught. Like an infant barely able to walk, he had dmost lumbered right into the
creature slair. Hardly aworthy display of the well-honed skills for which aveteran orc warrior was
known.

Brox had not worried about his ability to defend himsdlf had the creature caught him, but now was not
thetimeto givein to hisown desire to meet agloriousfinish. Besides, from what he had seen of thelone
figure, it would hardly have been agood match. Tall, but too spindly, too unprotected. Humans were
much more interesting and worthy opponents...

Not for thefirgt time his head throbbed. Brox put a hand to histemple, fighting the pain. A swirling
confusion reigned in hismind. What had happened to him in the past severa hours, the orc till could not
say with complete certainty. Instead of being ripped apart like Gaska as he had expected, he was
catapulted into madness. Things beyond the comprehension of asmple warrior had materidized and
vanished before his eyes and Brox recdled flying around in aswirl of chaotic forces, dl while countless
voices and sounds had assailed him amost to the point of deafness.



Intheend, it had al proven too much. Brox had blacked out, certain he would never wake.

He had, of course, but it was not to find himsalf safely back in the mountains or till trapped in the
insanity. Instead, Brox discovered himself in an amost tranquil landscape consisting of tall treesand
bucolic ralling hillsfor asfar asthe eye could see. The sun was setting and the only sounds of life were
themusical calsof birds.

Even had he been dropped into the midst of a horrendous battle rather than this quiet scene, Brox could
have done nothing but lay where he was. It had taken the orc more than an hour to recover enough to
just stand, much lesstravel. Fortunately, during that anxious waiting time, Brox had discovered one
miracle. His ax, which he thought lost, had been swallowed with him and deposited but afew yardsfrom
the orc. Not yet able to use hislegs, Brox dragged himslf to the weapon. He had not been able to wield
it, but clutching its handle had given him some comfort while hewaited for his strength to return.

The moment he was able to walk, Brox had quickly pushed on. It did not pay to stay in one place when
in astrange land, no matter how peaceful it looked. Situations aways changed even in the most peaceful
placesand, in his experience, generaly not for the better.

The orc tried to understand what had happened to him. He had heard of wizards traveling by means of
specia spellsfrom one location to another, but if thiswas such a spdll, then the mage who had cast it
surely had to be insane. Either that, or the incantation had gone awry, certainly apossibility.

Alone and logt, Brox’ singtincts took over. No matter what had happened so far, Thrall would want him
to find out more about the inhabitants of this place and what their intentions might be. If they were
responsible by accident or design for reaching out with magic to the orcs new home- land, they posed a
possiblethreat. Brox could dielater; hisfirst duty wasto protect his people.

At least now he had some notion asto what race lived here. Brox had never seen or heard of anight elf
before the war againgt the Burning Legion, but he could never forget their unique looks. Somehow, he
hed landed in some realm ruled by their kind, which at least opened to him the hope of returning home
once he gathered what information he could. The night elves had fought alongside the orcsin Kaimdor;
surely that meant that Brox had merely ended up on some obscure part of the continent. With alittle
reconnai ssance he was certain that he would be able to figure out which direction the orc lands were and
head to them.

Brox had no intention of smply going up to one of the night elves and asking the way. Even if these were
the same creatures who had dlied themsalves with the orcs and humans, he could not be certain that
those of thisland would befriendly to an intruder now. Until he knew more, the wary orc intended to
remainwell out of Sght.

Although Brox did not immediately encounter any more such dwellings, he did note aglow in the
distancethat likely originated from some larger settlement. After amoment’ s consideration, the orc hefted
his weapon and pushed on toward it.

Barely had he made that decision, however, when shadows suddenly approached from the opposite
direction. Pressing flat against awide tree, Brox watched apair of riders approach. His eyes narrowed in
surprise when, instead of good horses, he saw that they raced along on swift, gigantic panthers. The orc
gritted histeeth and readied himself in case ether theriders or their beasts sensed him.

But the armored figures hurried past asif determined to be somewhere quickly. They appeared quite
comfortabletraveling in little light, which made the orc suddenly recal that night elves could seein



darkness aswell as he could seein day.
That did not bode well. Orcs had fair night vision, but not nearly as good asthat of the night elves.

He hefted his ax. Perhgps he did not have the advantage in terms of sight, but Brox would match himself
againg any of the scrawny figures he had so far come across. Day or night, an ax in the hands of an orc
warrior skilled in its use would make the same deep, fatal cut. Even the el@borate armor he noted on the
riderswould not long stand up to his bel oved weapon.

With the riders out of view, Brox continued on cautioudy. He needed to find out more about these
particular night elves and the only way to do that wasto spy on their settlement. There he might find out
enough to know where in relation to home he now wandered. Then he could returnto Thral. Thrall
would know what to make of dl this. Thral would ded with these night elves who dabbled in dangerous

megic.
So very, very Smple—

He blinked, so caught up in histhoughtsthat he only now saw standing before him the tall femadefigure
clad in silver, moonlit robes.

She looked as startled asthe orc felt. ..then her mouth opened and the night elf cried out.

Brox started to reach for her—his only intention that of smothering the scream—but before he could do
anything, other cries arose and night elves began appearing from every direction.

A part of him desired to stand where he was and fight to the death, but the other part, that which served
Thrdl, reminded him that thiswould achieve nothing. He would havefailed in hismisson, failed his

people.

With asnarl of outrage, he turned and fled back in the direction he had come.

Y et, now it seemed that from every huge tree trunk, from every risng mound, figures popped into
sght—and each let out the alarm at the sight of the burly orc.

Horns blared. Brox swore, knowing what such a sound presaged. Sure enough, moments later, he heard
feine growls and determined shouts.

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw his pursuers nearing. Unlike the pair he had hidden from earlier, most
of the new riderswere clad only in robes and breast plates, but that hardly erased them as athreat. Each
was not only armed, but their mounts presented an even more dire danger. One swipe of a paw would
dicethe orc open, one bite of the saber-toothed jaws would rip off his head.

Brox wanted to take his ax and sweep across their ranks, chopping away at rider and mount aike and
leaving atrail of blood and maimed bodies behind him. Y et, despite his desire to lay waste to those who
threatened him, Thral’ steachings and commands held such violence in check. Brox growled and met the
firg riderswith the flat of hisax head. He knocked one night elf from his mount, then, after dodging the
cat’s claws, turned to seize another rider by the leg. The orc threw the second night elf atop the firt,
knocking theair out of both.

A blade whistled by hishead. Brox easly smashed the dim blade to fragments with his powerful ax. The
night ef wisdly retreated, the stump of hisweapon till gripped tightly.



The orc took advantage of the gap created by the retreat to dip past his pursuers. Some of the night
elvesdid not look at al eager to follow, which raised Brox' s spirits. More than hisown honor, Thrall’s
pridein his chosen warrior continued to keep Brox from turning and making afoolish last stand. He
would not let his chief down.

But just as escape |ooked possible, another night elf materiaized before him, thisone dressed in
shimmering robes of brilliant green with gold and ruby starbursts dotting the chest. A cowl obscured most
of the night ef’slong, narrow visage, but he seemed undaunted by the huge, brutish orc coming up on
him.

Brox waved his ax and shouted, trying to scare off the night lf.

The hooded figure raised one hand to chest level, the index and middle fingers pointed toward the
moonlit ky.

The orc recognized a spell being cast, but by that time it was dready too late.

To hisastonishment, acircular diver of the moon fell from the sky, faling upon Brox like asoft, misty
blanket. Asit enshrouded him, the orc’sarms grew heavy and hislegs weak. He had to fight to keep his

eydids open.

The ax dipping from hislimp grasp, Brox fell to his knees. Through the slvery haze, he now saw other
amilarly clad figures circling him. The hooded forms stood petiently, obvioudy watching the spell’ swork.

A sense of fury ignited Brox. With alow snarl, he managed to push himsdlf up to hisfeet. Thiswas not
the glorious death he had wanted! The night evesintended that hefdl at their feet like aheplessinfant!
Hewould not do it!

Fumbling fingers managed to seize the ax again. To his pleasure, he noted some of the hooded figures
gart. They had not expected such resistance.

But as hetried to raise hisweapon, a second silvery vell settled over him. What strength Brox had
summoned vanished again. When the ax fell thistime, he knew he would be unableto retrieveit.

The orc took one wobbly step, then fell forward. Even then, Brox tried to crawl toward hisfoes,
determined not to make their victory an easy one.

A third veil dropped over him...and Brox blacked out.
Threenights.....three nights and still nothing to show for our efforts...

Xaviuswas not pleased.

Three of the Highborne sorcerers stepped back from the continua spellwork. They wereimmediately
replaced by those who had managed to replenish their strength with some overdue rest. Xavius sfadse
black eyesturned to the three who had just finished. One of them noticed the dark orbs gazing their



direction and cringed. The Highborne might be the most glorious of the queen’ s servants, but Lord
Xavius was the most glorious—and dangerous—of the Highborne.

“Tomorrow night. ..tomorrow night we shall increase the field of power tenfold,” he declared, the
crimson stresksin hiseyesflaring.

Unable to meet his gaze, one of the other Highborne nonetheless dared say, “W-with al due respect, my
Lord Xavius, that risks much! Such an additional increase may destabilize al we have dready
accomplished.”

“And what isthat, Peroth’arn?’ Xavius |loomed over the other robed figures, his shadow seeming to
move of its own accord in the mad light of the spell. “What have we accomplished?’

“Why, we command more power than any night ef has ever commanded before!”

Xavius nodded, then frowned. “Y es, and with it, we can squash an insect with amountain-sized
hammer! Y ou are ashortsighted fool, Peroth’arn! Consider yoursdlf fortunate that your skill is demanded
for thiseffort.”

Clamping his mouth shut, the other night ef bowed hishead gratefully.

The queen’s counselor looked with disdain upon the rest of the Highborne. “What we seek to do, we
need perfect manipulation of the Well to accomplish! We must have the ability to day the insect without
itseven realizing the desth until after the fact! We must have such precision, such afinetouch, that there
will be no question asto the perfect execution of our find god! We—"

“Preaching again, my darling Xavius?’

The mdodic voice would have enchanted any of the other Highborne into killing themselvesif it would
please the speaker, but not so the onyx-eyed Xavius. With acareess gesture, he dismissed the weary
spellcagters, then turned to the one person in the palace who did not rightly show him the respect he
deserved.

She glittered as she entered, avison of perfection that hismagica orbs amplified. Shewasthe glory of
the night elves, their beloved mistress. When she bresthed, she made the crowds bregthless. When she
touched the cheek of afavored warrior, he went out and willingly fought dragons and more, evenif it
meant his certain destruction.

The queen of the night dveswastal for afemae, taler even than many maes. Only Xaviustruly
towered above her. Y et, despite her height, she moved like the wind, silent grace with every step. No cat
walked as slently as Azshara and none wal ked with as much confidence.

Her deep, violet skin was as smooth as the dmost sheer silk garment she wore. Her hair, long, thick,
lush, and moonlight silver, cascaded down around her shoulders and artfully curved backside. In contrast
to her previous visit, when she had matched her garmentsto her eyes, she now wore aflowing gown the
same wondrous color as her luxurious hair.

Even Xavius secretly desired her, but on his own terms. His ambitions drove him far more than her wiles
ever could. Still, hefound much usein her presence, just as he knew she found the samein his. They
shared an ultimate objective, but with differing rewards for each waiting at the end.



When that goa wasfindly reached, Xaviuswould show Azsharawho truly ruled.

“Light of the Moon,” he began, expression obedient. “I preach only of your purity, your flawlessness!
These others| amply remind of their duty—nay, of theirlove —for you. They should not therefore wish
tofail...”

“For they would befailing you, aswell, my darling counsdor.” Behind the stunning queen, two
handmaidens carried the train of her long, trand ucent gown. They shifted thetrain to the Sde as Azshara
seated herself on the special chair she had made the Highborne erect so that she could watch their efforts
incomfort. “And | think they fear that more than they love me.”

“Hardly, my migtress”

The queen positioned hersdlf to gaze upon the struggling spellcasters, her gown shifting to best display
her perfect form.

Xavius remained unmoved by her maneuver. He would have her and whatever €lse he desired after they
had succeeded in their great mission.

A sudden flash of blazing light drew the eyes of both to the work of the sorcerers. Hovering in the center
of the circle created by the Highborne, afuriousball of energy continualy remade itsdlf. Itsmyriad
displays had ahypnotic effect, in great part because they often seemed to be opening up adoorway into
elsawhere. Xavius especialy spent long hours staring into the night elves' creation, seeing with hisartificia
eyes what none of the others could.

Watching now, the counselor wrinkled his brow. He squinted, studying the endless depths within. For
just the briefest of moments, he could have sworn that he had seen—

“I believe you are not listening to me, darling Xaviud Isthet at dl possible?’

He managed to recover. “ As possible asliving without breathing, Daughter of the Moon...but | admit |
was distracted enough that | may not have understood clearly. Y ou said again something about—"

A brief, throaty chuckle escaped Queen Azshara, but she did not contradict him. “What isthereto
understand? | smply restated that surely we must soon triumph! Soon we shdl have the power and
ability to cleanse our land of itsimperfections, create of it the perfect paradise...”

“Soit shdl be, my queen. So it shal be. We are but a short time from the creation of agrand golden
age. The realm—yourrealm—will be purified. Theworld will know everlagting glory!” Xaviusalowed
himsdf adight smile. “And the blighted, impure races that in the past have prevented such a perfect age
fromissuing forth will cease to be.”

Azshararewarded his good words with apleased smile of her own, then said, “I am glad to hear you
say that it will be soon. | have had more supplicantstoday, lord counselor. They camein fear of the
violence in and around the great Well. They asked me for guidance asto its cause and danger. Naturally,
| referred their requeststo you.”

“Asyou rightly should have, mistress. | will assuage their fearslong enough for our precioustask to
cometo fruition. After that, it will be your pleasure to announce what has been done for the good of your

people...”



“And they shdl love methe morefor it,” Azsharamurmured, her eyes narrowed asif imagining the
grateful crowds.

“If they could possibly love you any more than they do aready, my glorious queen.”

Azshara accepted his compliment with amomentary lowering of her ditted eyes, then, with asmooth
grace of which only she was capable, rose from the chair. Her attendants quickly manipulated the train of
her gown so that it would not in the dightest hamper her movements. “I will make the wondrous
announcement soon, Lord Xavius,” she declared, turning away from the counsdor. “Seetoit that dl is
ready when | do.”

“It will consume my waking hours,” he replied, bowing to her retresting form. “ And be the dreams of my
dumber.”

But the moment she and her attendants had departed, a deep frown crossed the counselor’ s cold visage.
He signaled to one of the stone-faced guards ever standing duty at the entrance to the chamber.

“If 1 am not derted before the next time her mgesty decidesto join us, it will be your head. Isthat
understood?’

“Yes, my lord,” the guard returned, expression never wavering.

“| ds0 expect to be notified of Captain Varo'then'sarrival before her mgesty. Histask isnothing with
which to sully her hands. Make certain that the captain—and whatever he brings with him—isled directly
tome”

“Yes my lord.”

Dismissing the guard, Xavius returned to the task of overseeing the Highborne' s spellwork.

A lattice of dancing magica energy now enshrouded the fiery sphere, which continued to remake itsdlf.
As Xavius watched, the sphere folded within, dmost asif it attempted to devour itself.

“Fascinating...” hewhispered. Thisclose, thelord counsdor could fed the intense emanations, the
barely bound forces summoned up from the source of al the night elves’ magica might. It had been
Xaviuswho had first sugpected that hiskind had only so far skimmed the surface of the dark water’s
potentid. The Well of Eternity was aptly named, for the more he studied it, the more he redized that its
bounty was endless. The physica dimensions of the Well were only atrick of the limited mind...thetrue
Wl exigted in athousand dimensions, athousand places, smultaneoudy.

And from every aspect of it, every variation of it, the Highborne would learn to draw whatever they
pleased.

The potentid staggered even him.

Energies and colors unseen even by the others danced and fought before Xavius s magica eyes. They
drew himin, their dementa power seductive. The lord counselor drank in the fantastic sight before him—

But from within, from deep beyond the physica world...he suddenly felt something stare back.

Thistime, the night elf knew he was not mistaken. Xavius sensed a presence, adistant presence. Yet,



despite that incredible distance, the might he al so sensed was staggering.

Hetried to pull back, but it was dready too late. Deep, so very deep within the captured energies of the
Wéll, the mind of the counsdlor was suddenly dragged beyond the edge of redity, beyond

eternity...until. ..

| have searched long for you. .. camethe voice. It was life, death, creation, destruction...and power
infinite

Had he even desired to do so, Xavius would have been unable to wrench his eyes away from the abyss
within. Other eyes now snared histightly...the eyes of thelord counselor’ s newgod.

And now you have cometo me...

The waters bubbled asif boiling. Great waves rose and crashed down time and time again. Lightning
flashed from both the heavens and the dark Wll.

Then came the whispers.

Thefirgt of the night elvesto hear them thought the sounds only the wild wind. They soon ignored them
completely, more concerned with the possible devastation of their elegant homes.

A few more astute, more attuned to the Well’ s unearthly energies, heard them for what they were.
Voicesfrom the Well itself. But what the voices said, even the mgjority of those could not say.

It was the one or two who heard clearly who truly

feared...and yet did not speak of their fear to others, lest they be branded mad and cast out from their
society. Thus, they failed to heed the only warning they would truly get.

The voices spoke of nothing but hunger. They hungered for everything. Life, energy, souls. . .they wanted
through to the world, through to the night elves pristinerealm.

And once there, they would devour it...

SEVEN

Their captors had grown very apprehensive...and to

Rhonin, that made them even more of athreat.

It had much to do with the new stretch of forest that they had just entered. Thisareafelt different to
Rhonin compared to the dark stretches they had so far crossed. Here their captors seemed not so much
thelords of the land asthey did undesired intruders.

Dawn fast approached. He and Krasus, who appeared to still be unconscious, had been bound and
unceremonioudy tossed onto the back of one of the animas. Each jostle by the huge panther threatened



to crack the wizard' sribs, but he forced himself not to make any sound or movement that would reved
to the night elvesthat he was awake.

Y et, what did it matter if they knew? He had aready tried several timesto cast aspdl, but for his
attempts had gained only a skull-splitting headache. Around histhroat had been placed asmall emerdd
amulet, asmple-looking thing that was the source of hisfrustration. Whenever he tried to concentrate too
hard on his spdlls, histhoughts grew al muddied and his temples throbbed. He could not even shake the
amulet free. The night elves had secured it well. Krasus wore one aso, but from him it seemed their
captors had nothing to fear. Rhonin aso noted what had happened each time his former mentor had tried
to adinthe struggle. Krasus had even less mastery over his power than Rhonin, adisturbing notion.

“Thisian’t the path we took,” snarled the scarred leader, whom the human had heard referred to as
Varo'then. “Thisisn't theway it should be...”

“But we vefollowed it back exactly aswe should ve, my captain,” replied one of the others. “ There was
no deviation—"

“Doesthat look like the spires of Zin-Azshari on the horizon?’ Varo' then snapped. “| see nothing but
more damned trees, Koltharius...and there’ s something | don’t like about them, either! Somehow, even
with our eyes keen and our path understood, we' ve headed elsewhere!l”

“Should we turn back? Retrace our route?’

Rhonin could not see the captain’ s face, but he could imagine the frustrated expression. “No...no...not
yet...”

Y et, while Varo' then was not yet ready to give up on thetrail, the wizard was becoming concerned
about it himsdlf. With each step deeper into the thick, towering forest, he sensed some growing presence,
apresence the likes of which Rhonin had never experienced before. In some ways, it reminded him of
how he sensed Krasus whenever the dragon mage contacted him, but this was more...much more.

But what?

“Thesun’snearly upon us,” muttered another of the soldiers.

From what Rhonin had so far ascertained, while his captors could function in daylight, they did not likeit.
In some ways, it weskened them. They were creatures of magic—even if individually they might not
wield much of it—but their magic had to do with the night. If he could just rid himsdlf of the amulet once
the sun had risen, Rhonin believed the odds would swing back in hisfavor.

Making certain that no one watched, he surreptitioudy shook his head. The amulet swung back and
forth, but would not dip off. Rhonin findly tried thrusting his head up, hoping that might didodge the
piece. He risked being noticed by his captors, but that was a chance he had to take.

In the gloom of predawn, aface stared out at him from the nearby foliage.

No...the face waspart of the foliage. The leaves and twigs formed the features, even creating alush
beard. The eyes were berries and a gap between the greenery represented what looked like a
mischievous mouth.

It vanished among the bushes as swiftly asit had appeared, making Rhonin wonder if he had smply



imagined it. A trick of the coming light? Impossiblel Not with so much detail.
Andyet...

The scrape of aweapon being drawn from its sheath caught his attention. One by one the night elves
readied themselves for some battle that they did not understand, but knew was coming. Even thefierce
cats sensed trouble, for not only did they pick up their dready swift pace, but their backs arched and
they bared their savage teeth.

Varo'then suddenly pointed to hisright. “ That way! That way! Quickly!”
At that moment, the forest erupted with life.

Huge, foliage-thick branches sivung down, obscuring the faces of the riders. Bushes legpt up, becoming
short, nimble figureswith silent, smiling faces of green. The forest floor seemed to snag the claws of every
panther, sending more than onerider tumbling. The night eves shouted recklesdy a one another, trying
to organize themsdlves, instead only adding to the chaos.

A low moan echoed through the vicinity. Rhonin caught only aglance, but felt certain that he had seena
massive tree bend over and sweep away two of the night elves and their mounts with itsthick, leafy
crown.

Cursesfilled the forest as Varo' then tried to regain command of his party. Those €lveswho remained
mounted sat in ajumble, attempting not only to cut at the things swarming around them, but also to keep
their excited panthers under control. For al their size, the huge cats clearly did not like what they faced,
often pulling back even when their ridersinssted that they move forward.

Varo'then cried out something and suddenly harsh, violet tentacles of radiant energy darted out a
various pointsin the forest. One struck an approaching bush sprite, ingtantly turning the creature into an
inferno. Y et, despite its apparent horrible demise, the creature continued forward without pause, leaving
aburning trall initswake.

Almost immediately, the wind, which had been nearly nonexistent prior to this, howled and roared as if
angered by the assaullt. It blew with such fury that dirt, broken treelimbs, and loose leavesflew up in vast
numbers, filling the air and further obscuring the night eves' view. The flames snuffed out, their would-be
victim as obliviousto this phenomena rescue asit had been to its previous peril. A huge, flying branch
struck down the night df next to Varo' then.

“Regroup!” the scarred captain shouted. “ Regroup and retreat! Hurry, blast you!”

A leafy hand covered Rhonin’s mouth. He looked again into the same gtartling face. Behind him, hefedlt
other hands grasping hislegs.

With arather unceremonious push, they sent the mage diding forward.

The panther took notice of thisand roared. More of the small shrublike figures swarmed around the
beast, harassing it. Asthe world rocked around him, Rhonin caught sight of Varo’ then twisting back to
see what was happening. The scowling €f swore asit registered that his prisoners were being stolen, but
before he could raise a hand to stop them, more branches came down, both entangling the captain’sarms
and face and blinding him.



The bush creatures caught Rhonin well before he would have been in danger of striking the ground
headfirg. Slently and efficiently, they carried him like a battering ram into the thick forest. Rhonin could
only hopethat Krasus, too, had been rescued, for he could see nothing but the leafy figure before him.
Despite their Szes, his companions were obvioudy strong.

Then, to hisdismay, alone night elf atop asnarling panther cut off their path. The wizard recognized him
asthe one called Koltharius. He had adesperate look in his eyes, asif Rhonin’s escape would mean the
worgt for him. From whét little Rhonin had learned of the captain, he did not doulbt that.

Wasting no words, the night éf urged his beast forward. The elves Rhonin knew, especidly hisown
beloved V ereesa, were beings with the utmost respect for nature. Koltharius skind, however, seemed
not to care awhit for it; he dashed at the tree limbs and shrubbery dowing him with unbridled fury.
Nothing would keep him from his prey.

Or so he might have thought. Huge, black birds abruptly dropped from the foliage above, surrounding
and harassing the night df mercilessy. Koltharius sivung madly about, but severed not even a pinfesther
from hisavian attackers.

So engrossed was the night ef by this latest assault that he did not notice another danger rising up from
the earth. The trees through which he needed to pass rose by more than two feet, asif stretching their
roots.

Koltharius' s mount, driven nearly to madness by the birds, did not pay enough attention to its course.

Thetypicaly nimble feinefirst sumbled, then tripped badly asits paws became more and more
entangled. A mournful yowl! escaped it asit flew sideways. Itsrider tried to hold on, but that only served
to worsen hisStuation.

The huge panther twisted, putting Koltharius between it and two massive tree trunks. Trapped, the night
elf was crushed between them, hisarmor crumpling like paper under the tremendous force. His cat
suffered little better, aterrible snapping sound at its neck accompanying the crash.

Rhonin’ sleafy companions moved on asif nothing had happened. For afew more minutes, thewizard
continued to hear the Sruggles of hisformer captors, but then the sounds suddenly shifted away, asif
Varo'then had findly led his bedraggled hunters to escape.

On and on thetiny creatures carried him. He saw amovement to his right and made out what looked to
be the dragon mage' s dtill form being brought dong in like fashion. For the first time, though, Rhonin
started to fear what his rescuers intended to do with the pair. Had they been taken from the night elvesin
order to face some more horrific fate?

Theforest sprites dowed, findly hating at the edge of an open area. Despite the impossibility of the
angle, thefirgt hints of daylight aready lit up the opening. Smdl, delicate songbirds twittered merrily.
Myriad flowers of ahundred colors bloomed full and tall grass within waved gently, amost beckoningly,
to the newcomers.

Again aleafy facefilled his gaze. The open-gap smile widened and to his surprise Rhonin saw that a
amadll, utterly white flower bloomed within.

A tiny puff of pollen shot forth, splattering the human’ s nose and mouth.



Rhonin coughed. His head swam. He fdlt the creatures move again, carrying him into the sunlight.

But before one ray could touch hisface. ..the wizard passed out.

Despite Rhonin’ s belief otherwise, Krasus had not been unconscious mogt of the time. Wesk, yes,
amost willing to let the darkness take him, true, but the dragon mage had fought both his physica and
mental debilitation and, if not avictor, he had at least suffered no defest.

Krasus, too, had noticed watchersin the woods, but heimmediately recognized them as servants of the
forest. With senses till more attuned than those of his human companion, Krasus understood that the
night elves had beendrawn to this place purposely. Some force desired something of the armored figures
and it took no leap of logic to assume that he and Rhonin were the prizesin question.

And so the dragon mage had kept perfectly still throughout the chaos. He had forced himself to do
nothing when the party was attacked and the creatures of the forest stole him and Rhonin from under the
elves very eyes. Krasus sensed no malice in their rescuers, but that did not mean the pair might not come
to harm later. He had remained secretly vigilant throughout the forest journey, hoping he would be of
more aid than the last time.

But when they had reached the sunlit opening, he had miscalculated. The face had appeared too swiftly,
breathed too unexpectedly upon him. Like Rhonin, Krasus had passed out.

Unlike Rhonin, he had dept only minutes.

He awakened to, of all things, asmall red bird perched atop his robed knee. The gentle sight so sartled
the dragon mage that he gasped, sending the tiny avian fleeing to the branches above.

With gresat caution, Krasus surveyed his surroundings. To al apparent evidence, he and Rhonin lay inthe
midst of amystical glade, an areaof immense magic at least as ancient as the dragons. That the sun shone
here so brilliantly, that the grass, flowers, and birds radiated such peace, was no accident. Here wasthe
chosen sanctum of some being whom Krasus should have known—abut could not in the least recall.

And that was a problem of which he had not spoken truthfully to his companion. Krasus s memories
were riddled with gaps. He had recognized the night elves for what they were, but other things, many of
them mundane, had completely vanished. When he tried to focus on them, the dragon mage found
nothing but emptiness. He was aswesk in hismind as hewasin his body.

But why?Why had he suffered so much more than Rhonin? While a human mage of impressve abilities,
Rhonin was gill afragile mortd. If anyone should have been battered and beaten by their madcap flight
through time and space, it should have rightly been the lesser of the two travelers.

The moment he thought it, Krasusfelt guilty. Whatever the reason for Rhonin surviving more, Krasus
only shamed himsdf by wishing for areversd of their fortunes. Rhonin had nearly sacrificed himsdlf for his
former mentor severd times.

Despite his tremendous weakness and lingering pain, he pushed himself to hisfeet. Of the creatureswho
had brought them here, Krasus saw no sign. Likely they had returned to being alitera part of the foret,
tending to its needs until next summoned to action by their lord. That these had been the smplest of the
forest’ sguardians Krasus was well avare. The night elveswere ardatively patry threst.



But what did the power that ruled here want of two wayward wanderers?

Rhonin till dumbered deep and, judging by his own reaction to the pollen, Krasus expected him to do
so for quite sometime. With no evident threet in Sight, he dared |eave the human deeping, choosing now
to investigate the boundaries of their freedom.

Thethick field of flowers surrounded the soft, open grass like afence, with what appeared an equal
number pointed outward and inward. Krasus approached the closest section, watching the flowers
waily.

As he camewithin afoot of them, they turned to face him, opening fully.
Instantly the dragon mage stepped back. ..and watched as the plants resumed their normal appearance.
A ample, soft wall of effective guardians. He and Rhonin were safe from any danger outside while at the

same time they were kept from causing trouble for the forest.

In his present condition, Krasus did not even consider legping over the flowers. Besides, he suspected
that doing so would only unleash some other hidden sentry, possibly one not as gentle.

There remained only one recourse. To better conserve his strength, he sat down and folded hislegs.
Then, taking adeep breath, Krasus studied the surrounding glade one last time...and spoke to the air.

“I would talk with you.”

Thewind picked up hiswords and carried them into the forest, where they echoed again and again. The
birds grew sllent. The grass ceased waving.

Then camethewind again...and with it thereply.

“And sowe shdl talk...”

Krasus waited. In the distance, he heard the dight clatter of hooves, asif some anima had chanced by at
thisimportant moment. He frowned as the clatter grew nearer, then noticed a shadowy form coming
through the woods. A horned rider atop some monstrous steed?

But then, asit drew up to the flowery guardians and the sun, ever shining, caught it full, thedragon in
morta form could only gape like amere human child at theimposing sight.

“I know you...” began Krasus. “1 know of you...”

But the name, like so many other memories, would not come to him. He could not even say with any
certainty whether he had faced this mythic being before and surely that said something for the scope of
the holesin hismind.

“And | know something of you,” said the towering figure with atorso akin to anight elf and alower haf
likethat of astag. “But not nearly asmuch as| would like...”

On four strong legs, the magter of the forest strode through the barrier of flowers, which gave way as
loya houndswould to their handler. Some of the flowers and grass even caressed the legs gently,

lovingly.



“I am Cenarius...” he uttered to the dight figure gtting before him. “Thisismy redm.”

Cenarius...Cenarius...legendary connotations fluttered through Krasus stattered mind, afew taking
root but most smply fading back to nothing. Cenarius. Spoken of by the elves and other forest dwellers.
Not agod, but...amost. A demigod, then. As powerful in his own way asthe great Aspects.

But there was more, so much more. Y &, strive as he might, the dragon mage could not summon any of
it.

His efforts must have shown on hisface, for Cenarius s stern visage grew more kindly. “Y ou are not
well, traveler. Perhaps you should rest more.”

“No.” Krasusforced himsdf up, standing tall and straight before the demigod. “No. ..l would speak

“Asyou like.” The antlered deity tilted his bearded head to one side, studying hisguest. “ Y ou are more
than what you seem, traveler. | see hints of night even but dso sensefar, far more. Almost you remind
me of—but that’ snot likely.” The huge figure indicated Rhonin. “And heisunlike any cresture to be
found within or without my domain.”

“WEe ve come along distance and are, frankly, lost, great one. We know not wherewe are.”

To the mage s surprise, this brought thundering laughter from the demigod. Cenarius s laughter made
more flowers bloom, brought songbirds to the branches around the trio, and set into motion a soft spring
breeze that touched Krasus' s cheek like alover.

“Then youare from far off! Whered'se could you be, my friend? Where else could you be butKaimdor!”

Kaimdor. That, at least, made sense, for where e se would one find night elvesin numbers? Y et
knowing where he and Rhonin had been deposited answered few other questions. “ So | suspected, my
lord, but—"

“I sensed an unsettling changein theworld,” Cenariusinterrupted. “ Animbaance, ashifting. | sought out
itsorigin and location in secret...and while | did not find all | searched for...I wasled to you two.” He
stepped past Krasus to once more study the dumbering Rhonin. “Two wanderers from nowhere. Two
lost soulsfrom nothing. Y ou are both enigmas to me. | would rather you had not been in thefirst place.”

“Y et you saved us from captivity—"

The forest lord gave a snort worthy of the most powerful stag. “ The night elves grow more arrogant.
They take what does not belong to them and trespass where they are not wanted. It istheir assumption
that everything falls under their domination. Although they did not quite intrude upon my ream, | choseto
make them do so0 in order to teach them alesson in humility and manners.” He smiled grimly. “That...and
they made it ampler for me by bringing what | desired directly here.”

Krasusfdt hislegs buckling. The effort to keep on hisfeet was proving monumenta . With determination,
he stood his ground. “They, too, seemed to be aware of our sudden arriva.”

“Zin-Azshari isnot without its own abilities. It does, after dl, overlook the Wdll itsaf.”



The dragon mage rocked, but this time not because of weakness. In hislast statement, Cenarius had said
two words that set fear into Krasus's heart.

“Zin...ZinrfAzshai?'

“Aye, morta! The capitd of the night elves domain! Situated at the very shores of the Well of Eternity!
Y ou know not even that?’

Disregarding the weakness he reveded to the demigod, Krasus dropped to the ground, sitting in the
grass and trying to drink in the staggering redlity of the Stuation.

ZinrAzshari.
TheWd| of Eternity.

He knew them both, even as perforated as his memory had become. Some things were of such epic
legend that it would have taken the complete eradicating of hismind for Krasus to have forgotten them.

Zin-Azshari and the Wdl of Eternity. Thefirg, the center of an empire of magic, an empireruled by the
night elves. How foolish of him not to have realized that during their capture. Zin-Azshari had been the
focd point of theworld for aperiod of centuries.

The second, the Wdll, was the place of magic itsdlf, the endlesdy deep reservoir of power spoken of in
awed whispers by mages and sorcerers throughout the ages. It had served asthe core of the night elves
sorcerous powers, letting them cast spells of which even dragons had learned respect.

But both were things of the padt. . .thefar past. Neither Zin-Azshari nor even the wondrous and Sinister
Wl existed. They had long, long ago vanished in a catastrophe that—that—

And there Krasus s mind faltered again. Something horrible had happened that had destroyed the two,
had ripped the very world asunder....and for the life of him he could not recalwhat.

“You are not yet recovered,” Cenarius said with concern.
“| should have left you to rest.”

Still fighting to remember, the mage responded, “1 will be...I will bedl right by thetime my friend
awakens. We—we will leave as soon as we can and trouble you no longer.”

The deity frowned. “Little one, you misunderstand. Y ou are both puzzle and guest to me...and so long
asyou remain the former, you will dso remain the latter.” Cenarius turned from him, heading toward the
guarding flowers. “I believe that you need sustenance. It shdl be provided shortly. Rest well until then.”

Cenariusdid not wait for any protest nor did Krasus bother with one. When abeing such asthe forest
lord inssted that they stay, Krasus understood that it would beimpaossible to argue otherwise. He and
Rhonin were guests for aslong as Cenarius desired. ..which with ademigod might be the rest of their
lives

Still, that did not worry Krasus so much as the thought that those lives could be very short indeed.

Both Zin-Azshari and the Well had been destroyed in some monstrous catastrophe. . .and the more the



dragon mage pondered it, the more he believed the time of that catastrophe was rapidly approaching.

“1 warn you, my darling counsdlor, | adore surprises, but this one | expect to be quite, quite delicious.”

Xavius but smiled as he led the queen by the hand into the chamber where the Highborne worked. He
had come to her with as much graciousness as he could command, politely pleading with her to join him
and see what his sorcerers had accomplished. The counselor knew that Azshara expected something
quite miraculous and she would not be disgppointed. . .even if it wasnot what the ruler of the night elves
hed inmind.

The guards knelt asthey entered. Although their expressions were the same as dways, like Xavius, they,
too, had been touched. Everyone now in the chamber understood, save for Azshara.

For her, it would be only amoment more before the revel ation.

She eyed the swirling magl strom within the pattern, her tone dripping with disgppointment. “It looks no
different.”

“Youmust seeit up close, Light of a Thousand Moons. Then you' Il understand what we have
achieved...”

Azsharafrowned. She had come without her attendants at his request and perhaps she now regretted
that. Nevertheless, Azsharawas queen and it behooved her to show that, even done, shewasin
command of any Stuation.

With graceful strides, Azshara stepped up to the very edge of the pattern. Shefirst eyed the work of the
Highborne currently casting, then deigned to set her gaze upon the inferno within.

“It till strikes me as unchanged, dear Xavius. | expected more from—"

Shelet out agasp and athough the counselor could not see her expression completely, he made out
enough to know that Azshara now understood.

And the voice he had heard before, the voice of hisgod, said for dl to hear...

| am coming...

EIGHT

The Ritua of the High Moon had been completed and now Tyrande had time for hersdlf. Elune expected
dedication from her priestesses, but she did not demand that they give to her every waking moment. The
Mother Moon was akind, loving mistress, which had been what first drew the young night ef to her
temple. In joining, Tyrande found some peace to her gpprehension, to her inner conflicts.

But one conflict would not leave her heart. Times had atered matters between her, Mafurion, and
[llidan. They were no longer youthful companions. The smplicities of their childhoods had given way to
the complexities of adult reationships.



Her fedlingsfor both of them had changed and she knew that they, too, fdt differently about her. The
competition between the brothers had always been afriendly one, but of lateit had intensified in amanner
Tyrande did not appreciate. Now it seemed that they battled each other, asif vying for some prize.

Tyrande understood—even if they did not—that she wasthe prize.

While the novice priestess felt flattered, she did not want either of them hurt. Y &, Tyrande would be the
one who would hurt at |east one brother, for she knew in her heart that when it came time to choose her
lifemate, it would be e@ther Illidan or Mdfurion.

Dressed in the silver, hooded gown of anovice priestess, Tyrande hurried silently through the high,
marble hdls of the temple. Above her, amagicd frescoillustrated the heavens. A casud visitor might
have even thought that no roof stood here, so perfect wastheillusion. But only the grand chamber, where
the ritualstook place, wastruly open to the sky. There, Elune vidited in the form of moonbeams,
glorioudy touching her faithful asamother did her beloved children.

Past the looming, sculpted images of the goddess s earthly incarnations—those who had served in the
past as high priestess—Tyrande finally strode across the vast marble floor of the foyer. Here, inintricate
mosaic work, the formation of the world by Elune and the other gods was degpi cted, the Mother Moon of
courseillustrated most dominantly. With few exceptions, the gods were vague forms with shadowed
faces, no mere flesh cresture worthy of envisoning their true images. Only the demigods, children and
assstantsto their superiors, had definite visages. One of those, of course, was Cenarius, said by many to
be perhaps the child of the Moon and the Sun. Cenarius, of course, said nothing one way or another, but
Tyrande liked to think that story the truth.

Outside, the cool night air soothed her some. Tyrande descended the white alabaster steps and joined
the throngs. Many bowed their heads in deference to her position while others politely made a path for
her. There were advantages to being even an initiate of Elune, but at the moment Tyrande wished that she
could have smply been hersdlf to theworld.

Suramar was not so glorious as Zin-Azshari, but it had apresence dl its own. Bright, flashy colorsfilled
her gaze as she entered the main square, where merchants of al status plied their wares on the
population. Dignitariesin rich, diamond-sequined robes of sun red and fiery orange, their noses upward
and their eyes only on the path ahead, walked alongside low-caste evesin more plain garments of green,
yellow, blue, or some mix of the colors. In the market, everyone made an appearance in order to show
themsalves off as best they could.

Even the buildings acted as displays for their inhabitants, every color of the rainbow represented in the
view Tyrande had. Some businesses had been painted in as many as seven shades and most had
dramatic images splashed across every side. Torchlight illuminated mogt, the dancing flames considered a
lively accent.

The few non-night elves whom the novice priestess had met during her short life seemed to find her
people garish, even daring to say that Tyrande' s race must be color-blind. While her own tastes tended
to be more consarvative, abet not so much as Mafurion's, Tyrande felt that night eves smply
appreciated better the variety of patterns and shadesthat existed in the world.

Near the center of the square, she noted a crowd gathered. Most gestured and pointed, some making
comments either of disgust or mockery. Curious, Tyrande went to see what could be of such interest.



At fird, the onlookers did not even notice her presence, certainly asign that whatever they watched must
bearare marve. She politdy touched the nearest figure, who upon recognition immediately stepped
asdefor her. By thismethod, she managed to wend her way deep into the throng.

A cagejust dightly shorter than her stood in the midst of it al. Made of good strong iron bars, it
evidently held abeast of some strength, for it rattled harshly and now and then an animdistic growl set the
audience to renewed murmurs.

Thosedirectly in front of her would not move, not even when they discovered who had tapped them on
the shoulder. Frustrated and curious, the dim night elf shifted position, attempting to see between one

pair.
What she beheld made her gasp.

“What isit?’ Tyrande blurted.

“No one knows, sister,” replied what turned out to be a sentry standing duty. He wore the breast plate
and robes of one of Suramar’s Watch. “The Moon Guard had to spellcast it at least three timesto bring
it down.”

Tyrande ingtinctively glanced around for one of the hooded, green-robed wizards, but saw none. Likely
they had ensorcelled the cage, then |eft the secured creature in the hands of the Watch while they went to
discusswhat to do withiit.

Butwhat had they l&ft?

It was no dwarf, dthough in some waysits build reminded her of one. Had it stood straight, it would
have been about afoot shorter than anight ef, but at least twice as broad. Clearly the beast was a
cresature of brute strength, for never had she seen such musculature. 1t amazed Tyrande that even with
spdlls cast upon the cage the prisoner had not smply bent the bars aside and escaped.

A high-caste onlooker suddenly prodded the stooped figure with his golden staff. . .which caused
renewed fury within. The night elf barely pulled his stick out of reach of the thick, meaty paws. The
creature’ s squat, round-jawed face contorted asit snarled its anger. It likely would have managed to
snag the gtaff if not for the thick chains around itswrigts, ankles, and neck. The heavy chains were not
only the reason it stayed stooped, but also why it could never dedl with the bars, even supposing it had
the strength and resolve.

From horror and disgust, Tyrande' s emotions shifted to pity. Both the temple and Cenarius had taught
her respect for life, even that which seemed at first only monstrous. The green-hided cresture wore
primitive garments, which meant that it—orhe, in most probability—had some semblance of intelligence.
It was not right, then, that he be set up for show like some animad.

Two empty brown bowlsindicated that the prisoner had at least been given some sustenance, but from
his massve frame, the novice priestess suspected it was not nearly enough. She turned to the sentry. “He
needs more food and water.”

“I’ve been given no ordersfor such, sster,” the sentry respectfully replied, his eyes ever on the crowd.

“That shouldn’t require orders.”



Tyrande was rewarded with adight shrug. “ The elders haven’t decided what to do with it yet. Maybe
they don't think it'll need any morefood or drink, Sster.”

His suggestion repulsed her. Night f justice could be very draconian. “If | bring some sustenance for
him, will you attempt to stop me?’

Now the soldier looked uncomfortable. “Y ou really shouldn’t, Sister. That beast’ sjust asliableto tear
your arm off and gnaw on that instead of whatever fare you bring. Y ou would bewiseto leaveit done.”

“I shdl take my chances.”
“Sger—"

But before he could try to talk her out of it, Tyrande had aready turned away. She headed directly for
the nearest food merchant, seeking ajug of water and abowl of soup. The creature in the cage looked
fairly carnivorous, so she also decided upon abit of fresh meat. The proprietor refused to charge her, a

benefit of her calling, so she gave him the blessing she knew he wanted, then thanked him and returned to
the square.

Apparently aready bored, much of the crowd had dissipated by the time Tyrande reached the center.
That, at least, made it easier for her to confront the prisoner. He glanced up asthe novice priestess

approached, at first clearly marking her as just one more jaded gawker. Only when he saw what Tyrande
held did he take more interest.

He sat up as best he could considering to be his chains, deep-set eyeswarily watching her under the
thick, bushy brow. Tyrande judged him to be toward the latter haf of hislife, for hishair had grayed and
his brutish visage bore the many marks and scars of a harsh existence.

Just beyond what she calculated to be his reach, the young night ef hesitated. Out of the corner of her
eye, Tyrande noted the sentry taking cautious interest in her actions. She understood that he would use
his spear to gut the creature if it made any attempt to harm her. Tyrande hoped it would not come to that.
It would be the most terrible of ironiesif her intent to aid asuffering being led to its death.

With grace and care, she knelt before the bars. “Do you understand me?’

He grunted, then findly nodded.

“I"ve brought you something.” She held out the bowl of soup firg.

Thewary eyes, so different from her own, fixed upon the bowl. She could read the calculation in them.
Oncethey flickered ever so briefly in the direction of the nearest guard. The right hand closed, then
opened again.

Slowly, ever so dowly, he stretched forth the hand. Asit neared her own, Tyrande saw how huge and
thick it redlly was, massive enough to envelop both of herswithout difficulty. She pictured the strength
inherent in it and dmost pulled the offering back.

Then with agentlenessthat surprised her, the prisoner took the bowl from her grasp, placing it securely
infront of him and eyeing her expectantly.

His acceptance made her smile, but he did not respond in kind. Slightly more at ease, Tyrande handed



him next the mest, then, lagtly, the jug of water.

When he had al three safely tucked near, the green-skinned behemoth began to eat. He swallowed the
contents of the bowl in one huge gulp, some of the brownish liquid spilling over hisjaw. The piece of
mest followed, thick, jagged, yellow teeth ripping away &t the raw flesh without hesitation. Tyrande
swallowed, but did not otherwise show her discomfort at the prisoner’ s monstrous manners. Under such

conditions, she might have acted little better than he.

A few onlookers watched this activity asthey might have amingtrd act, but Tyrandeignored them. She
waited patiently as he continued to devour hismed. Away went every bit of meat on the bone, which the
creature then broke in two and sucked on the marrow with such gusto that the remainder of the
crowd—their fine senghilities disturbed by the animdigtic sght—findly |eft.

Asthelast of them departed, he suddenly dropped the bone fragments and, with astartling deep
chuckle, reached for the jug. Not once had his eyes strayed from the novice priestessfor more than a

second.

When the water was gone, he wiped his wide mouth with hisarm and grunted, “ Good.”

To hear an actua word startled Tyrande even though she had assumed earlier thet if he understood, then
he could aso speak. It made her smile again and even risk leaning against the bars, an act that at first

brought anxiety to the sentries.
“Sigter!” cried one of the guards. *Y ou shouldn’'t be so near! He' ll tear—”
“Hell do nothing,” she quickly assured them. Glancing at the creature, she added, “Will you?’

He shook his head and drew his hands close to his chest as asign. The sentries backed away, but
remained watchful.

Ignoring them once more, Tyrande asked, “ Do you want anything else? More food?’

“No.”

She paused, then said, “My nameis Tyrande. | am apriestess of Elune, the Mother Moon.”

The figurein the cage seemed disinclined to continue the conversation, but when he saw that she was
determined to wait him out, he finaly responded, “Brox...Broxigar. Sworn servant to the Warchief

Thrdl, ruler of the orcs.”

Tyrande tried to make sense of what he had said. That he was awarrior was obvious by his
appearance. He served some leader, this Thral. A name in some ways more curious than his own, for
she understood its meaning and therefore understood the contrary nature of aruler sotitled.

And this Thral waslord of the orcs, which Tyrande assumed must be what Brox was. The teachings of
the temple were thorough, but never had she heard there or anywhere else of arace caled the orcs.
Certainly, if they were dl like Brox, they would have been well remembered by the night elves.

She decided to delve deeper. “Where are you from, Brox? How did you get here?’

Immediately Tyrande realized that she had erred. The orc’ s eyes narrowed and he clamped his mouth



shut. How foolish of her not to think that the Moon Guard had adready questioned him....and without the
courtesy that she had shown so far. Now he must have thought that she had been sent to learn by
kindness what they had failed to gain by force and magic.

Clearly desiring an end to their meeting, Brox picked up the bowl and held it toward her, his expresson
dark and un-trusting.

Without warning, aflash of energy coursed into the cage from behind the novice, striking the orc’ s hand.

With asavage snarl, Brox seized his burnt fingers, holding them tight. He glared at Tyrande with such a
murderous gaze that she could not help but rise and step back. The sentriesimmediately focused on the
cage, their spears keeping Brox pinned to the back bars.

Strong hands sei zed her by the shoulders and a voice she knew well anxioudy whispered, “Areyou safe,
Tyrande? That foul beast didn't hurt you, did he?’

“He had no plansto do me any harm!” she blurted, turning to face her supposed rescuer. “Illidan! How
could you?’

The handsome night ef frowned, his arresting golden eyeslosing some of their light. “1 was only fearful
for you! That beast is capable of—"

Tyrande cut him off. “In there, heis capable of very little...and heisno beast!”

“No?’ Illidan leaned down to inspect Brox. The orc bared histeeth but did nothing that might otherwise
antagonize the night df. Mdfurion’ s brother snorted in disdain. “Lookslike no civilized crestureto me...”

“Hewas merely trying to hand back the bowl. And if there had been any trouble, the guards were
dready standing by.”

[llidan frowned. “I’m sorry, Tyrande. Maybe | overreacted. Y ou must admit, though, that few others,
even among your caling, would have taken theterrible risk you did! Y ou might not know this, but they
say that when he woke up, he amogt throttled one of the Moon Guard!”

The novice priestess glanced at the stone-faced sentry, who reluctantly nodded. He had forgotten to
mention that littletidbit to her. Still, Tyrande doubted it would have made a difference. Brox had been
mistreated and she had felt the need to cometo hisaid.

“| appreciate your concern, lllidan, but again | tell you that | wasn't in any danger.” Her gaze narrowed
as shetook inthe orc' sinjury. The fingers were blackened and the pain in Brox’ s eyes was obvious, yet
the orc did not cry out nor did he ask for any hedling.

Abandoning Illidan, Tyrande knelt again by the cage. Without hesitation, she reached through the bars.

[llidan reached for her. “ Tyrande!”

“Stay back! All of you!” Meseting the orc’ s baeful gaze, she whispered, “I know you didn’t mean me
any harm. | can mend that for you. Please. Just let me.”

Brox growled, but in amanner that made her think he was not angry but smply weighing his options.
[llidan gtill stood next to Tyrande, who redized that he would strike the orc again at the dightest hint of



something gone awry.

“Illidan...I"m going to have to ask you to turn away for amoment.”
“What? Tyrande—"

“For me, Illidan.”

She could sense his pent-up fury. Neverthel ess, he obeyed her request, spinning around and facing one
of the buildings surrounding the square.

Tyrande eyed Brox again. His gaze had shifted to Illidan and for the briefest moment she read the
satisfaction in them. Then the orc focused on her and gingerly offered up the maimed hand.

Taking it in her own, she studied the wound in shock. The flesh had been burned away in places ontwo
fingersand athird was red and festering.

“What did you do to him?’ she asked Illidan.

“Something | learned recently,” wasal hewould say.

It hed certainly not been something he had learned in the forest of Cenarius. Thiswas an example of high
night elven sorcery, aspdl he had cast with scant concentration. It revealed how skilled Mdfurion's
brother could be when the subject excited him. He clearly enjoyed the manipulation of sorcery over that
of the more dow-paced druidism.

Tyrande was not so certain she liked his choice.

“Mother Moon, hear my entregties...” Ignoring the aghast expressions of the guards, shetook theorc’'s
fingers and kissed each ever so gently. Tyrande then whispered to Elune, asking the goddessto grant her
the ability to ease Brox’ s burden, to render whole what llidan had, in his rashness, ruined.

“Stretch your hand out asfar asyou can,” she ordered the prisoner.

Watching the sentries, Brox moved forward, straining to thrust his brutish hand beyond the bars.
Tyrande expected some sort of magical resistance, but nothing happened. She supposed that since the
orc had done nothing to escape, the cage’ s spellwork had not reacted.

The novice priestess looked up into the sky, where the moon hovered just above. “Mother Moon.. . fill
me with your purity, your grace, your love...grant me the power to hedl this...”

As Tyrande repeated her plea, she heard agasp from one of the guards. Illidan started to turn, but then
evidently thought better than to possibly upset Tyrande further.

A dream of slver light...Elune slight...encompassed the young priestess. Tyrande radiated asif she
were the Moon herself. Shefelt the glory of the goddess become apart of her.

Brox dmost pulled away, startled by the wondrous display. To his credit, though, he placed histrust in
her, letting her draw his hand as best she could into the glow.

And as the moonlight touched hisfingers, the burnt flesh headled, the gaps where bone showed through



regrew, and the horrific injury that Illidan had caused utterlyvanished.

It took but afew scant seconds to complete the task. The orc remained ill, eyesaswide asachild's.
“Thank you, Mother Moon,” Tyrande whispered, releasing Brox’ s hand.

The sentries each fdll to one knee, bowing their heads to the acolyte. The orc drew hishand close,
daring at each finger and waggling them in astonishment. He touched the skin, first tenderly, then with
immense satisfaction when no pain jarred him. A grunt of pleasure escaped the brutish figure.

Brox suddenly began contorting his body in the cage. Tyrande feared that he had suffered some other
injury only now revealed, but then the orc finished moving.

“I honor you, shaman,” he uttered, now prostrating himself as best as hisbonds dlowed. “I am in your
debt.”

So deep was Brox’ s gratitude that Tyrande felt her cheeks darken in embarrassment. She rose and took
a step back.

[llidan immediately turned and held her arm asif to steady her. “ Areyou al right?’

“I am...it...” How to explain what she felt when touched by Elune?“Itisdone,” shefinished, unableto
respond properly.

The guardsfindly rose, their respect for her magnified. The foremost one reverently approached her.
“Sder, might | have your blessng?’

“Of course!” The blessings of Elune were given fredly, for the teachings of Mother Moon said that the
more who were touched by her, the more who would understand the love and unity she represented and
spread that understanding to others.

With her open palm, Tyrande touched each sentry on the heart, then the forehead, indicating the
symbolic unity of thought and spirit. Each thanked her profusdly.

[llidan took her arm again. “Y ou need some recuperation, Tyrande. Come! | know aplace—"
From the cage came Brox’ s gruff voice. “ Shaman, may thislowly one, too, have your blessing?’

The guards started, but said nothing. If even abeast so politely requested ablessing by one of Elune's
chosen, how could they argue?

They could not, but Illidan could. “Y ou’ ve done enough for that creature. Y ou' re practicaly wavering!
Come—"

But she would not deny the orc. Pulling free from Illidan’ s grasp, Tyrande kndlt again before Brox. She
reached in without hesitation, touching the coarse, hairy hide and hard, deep-browed head.

“May Elune watch over you and yours...” the novice priestess whispered.

“May your ax arm be strong,” he returned.



His peculiar response made her frown, but then she recalled what sort of life he must have lived. His
wish for her was, inits own odd way, awish for life and hedlth.

“Thank you,” she responded, smiling.
AsTyranderosg, Illidan once moreinterjected himsdf into the Stuation. “Now can we—"

All a once she felt weary. It was a good weariness, though, asif Tyrande had worked long and hard for
her mistress and accomplished much in her name. She recalled suddenly how long it had been since she
had dept. More than aday. Certainly the wisdom of Mother Moon dictated that she return to the temple
and go to her bed.

“Peaseforgive me, Illidan,” Tyrande murmured. “1 find mysdlf tired. | would like to return to my sgters.
Y ou understand, don’t you?’

His eyes narrowed momentarily, then calmed. “Y es, that would probably be best. Shall | escort you
back?’

“There' sno need. I'd liketo walk aone, anyway.”
Illidan said nothing, only bowing dightly in deference to her decison.

She gave Brox onelast smile. The orc nodded. Tyrande departed, feding oddly refreshed in her mind
despite her physica exhaustion. When it was possible, she would spesk with the high priestess about
Brox. Surdly the temple would be able to do something for the outcast.

Moonlight shone on the novice priestess as she walked. More and more Tyrande felt asif she had
experienced something this night that would forever change her. Surely her interaction with the orc had
been the design of Elune.

She could hardly wait to talk to the high priestess. ..

[llidan watched Tyrande wak away without SO much as asecond glance at him. He knew her mind well
enough to understand that she till dwelled in the moment of her service for her goddess. That drowned
out any other influence, including him.

“Tyrande...” He had hoped to speak with her of hisfedings, but that chance had been ruined. [llidan
had waited for hours, watching the temple surreptitioudy for her appearance. Knowing that it would not
look good for him if he joined her the moment she stepped out, he had waited in the background, intent
on pretending to just happen by.

Then she had discovered the creature the Moon Guard had captured and al his well-thought plans went
awry. Now, not only had helost his opportunity, but he had embarrassed himsdlf in front of her, been
madeto look thevillain...and dl because of athing like that!

Before he could stop himsdlf, words tumbled slently out of his mouth and hisright hand flexed tightly.

There was a shout from the direction of the cage. He quickly glanced toward it.



The cage flared brightly, but not with the silver light of the moon. Instead, afurious red aura surrounded
the cell, asif trying to devour it...and its occupant.

Thefoul creature insde roared in obvious pain. The guards, meanwhile, moved about in clear confusion.
[llidan quickly muttered the counter words.

The aurafaded away. The prisoner ceased hiscries.

With no one watching him, the young night ef swiftly vanished from the scene. He had let hisanger get
the best of him and lashed out at the most obvioustarget. Illidan was grateful that the guards had not
redized the truth, and that Tyrande had aready |eft the square, missing his moment of rage.

He was a so thankful for those of the Moon Guard who had cast the magical barriers surrounding the
cage...for it was only those protective spellsthat had prevented the creature inside from beingdain.

NINE

They weredying dl around him.

Everywhere he looked, Brox saw his comrades dying. Garno, with whom he had grown up, who was
practicaly abrother, fel next, his body hacked to pieces by the screaming blade of atowering, fiery form
with ahdllish, horned face full of jagged teeth. The demon itsalf was dain moments|ater by Brox, who
legpt upon it and, with acry that made even the fearsome creature hesitate, cleaved Garno’skiller intwo
despiteitsblazing armor.

But the Legion kept coming and the orcs grew fewer. Barely ahandful of defendersremained, yet every
minute another perished in the ondaught.

Thral had commanded that the way be blocked, that the Legion would not break through. Help was
being gathered, but the Horde needed time. They needed Brox and hisfellows.

But there were fewer and fewer. Duun suddenly dropped, his head bouncing along the blood-soaked
ground severa seconds before historso collapsed in a heap. Fezhar dready lay dead, hisremainsall but
unrecognizable. He had been enveloped in awave of unnatural green flame belched by one of the
demons, flame that had not so much burnt his body, butdissolved it.

Again and again, Brox’' ssturdy ax laid waste to his horrific foes, never seemingly the same kind of
creature twice. Y et, whenever he wiped the sweat from his brow and stared ahead, al he saw were
more.

And more, and more...

Now, only he stood against them. Stood againgt ashrieking, hungry sea of monsters hell-bent on the
destruction of everything.

And asthey fdll upon the lone survivor—Brox awoke.

The orc shivered in his cage, but not from cold. After more than a thousand repetitions, he would have



thought himsdlf immune to the terrors his subconscious resurrected. Y et, each time the nightmares came,
they did so with new intengty, new pain.

New guilt.

Brox should have died then. He should have died with his comrades. They had given the ultimate
sacrifice for the Horde, but he had survived, had lived on. It was not right.

| am acoward... he thought once more.If | had fought harder, I’d be with them.

But even though he had told thisto Thral, the Warchief had shook his head and said, “No one fought
harder, my old friend. The scars are there, the scouts saw you battle as they approached. Y ou did your
comrades, your people, as good a service as those who perished...”

Brox had accepted Thrall’ s gratitude, but never the Horde leader’ s words.

Now here he was, penned up like a pig waiting to be daughtered for these arrogant creatures. They
dared at him asif he had grown two heads and marveled at his ugliness. Only the young femde, the
shaman, had shown him respect and care.

In her he sensed the power that his own people talked about, the old way of magic. She had healed the
fiery wound that her friend had caused him with but aprayer to the moon. Truly she was gifted and Brox
felt honored that he had been given her blessing.

Not that it would matter in the long run. The orc had no doubt that his captors would soon decide how
to execute him. What they had learned from him so far would avail them nothing. He had refused to give
them any definitive information concerning his people, especidly their location. True, he did not quite
know himself how to reach hishome, but it was better to assume that anything said concerning that might
be hint enough for the night eves. Unlike those night elveswho had dlied themsalves with the orcs, these
had only contempt for outsiders...and thus were athrest to the Horde.

Brox rolled over as best as his bonds allowed. Another night and he would likely be dead, but not in the
manner of hischoosing. There would be no glorious battle, no epic song by which to remember him...

“Great spirits,” he muttered. “Hear this unworthy one. Grant me one last struggle, one last cause. Let me
beworthy...”

Brox stared at the sky, continuing to pray silently. But unlike the young priestess, he doubted that
whatever powers watched over the world would listen to alowly creature such as him.

Hisfaewasinthenight eves hands.

What brought Mafurion into Suramar, he could not quite say. For three nights he had sat donein his
home, meditating on al Cenarius had told him, on dl he himsalf had witnessed in the Emerald Dream.
Three nights and no answersto his growing concerns. He had no doubts that the spellwork continued in
Zin-Azshari and that the Situation would only grow more desperate the longer no one acted.

But no one else even seemed tonotice any problem.



Perhaps, Mdfurion finally decided, he had journeyed to Suramar smply to find some other voice, some
other mind, with which to discuss hisinner dilemma. For that he had chosen to seek out Tyrande, though,
not histwin. She gave more care to her thoughts, whereas Illidan had atendency to legp into action
regardless of whether or not he had hatched any plan.

Y es, Tyrande would be good to talk with...and just to see.

Y et, as he headed in the direction of the temple of Elune, alarge contingent of riders suddenly bore
down from the other direction. Edging to the side of the street, Mafurion watched as severd soldiersin
gray-green armor rushed by on their deek, well-groomed panthers. Held high near the front of the party
was a sguare banner of rich purple with ablack avian form at the center.

The banner of Lord Kur’'talos Ravencrest.

The even commander rode at the forefront, his mount larger, deeker, and clearly the dominant femae of
the pack. Ravencrest himsdlf wastal, lanky, and quite regd. He rode asif nothing would deter him from
his duty, whatever that might be. A billowing cloak of gold trailed behind him and his high, red-crested
helm was marked by the very symbol of hisname.

Avian aso best described hisfeatures, long, narrow, his nose a downward beak. His tufted beard and
stern eyes gave him an gppearance of both wisdom and might. Outside of the Highborne, Ravencrest
was congdered one of those with the most influence with the queen, who in the past had often taken his
counsdl.

Mafurion cursed himsdlf for not having thought of Ravencrest before, but now was not agood
opportunity to speak with the noble. Ravencrest and his élite guard rode along as if on some mission of
tremendous urgency, which made Mafurion immediately wonder if hisfears about Zin-Azshari had
aready materidized. Y e, if that had been the case, he doubted that the rest of the city would have
remained so cam; the forces a play near the capita surely presaged a disaster of monumental
proportions, quickly affecting even Suramar.

Astheriders vanished, Mafurion moved on. So many people clustered into one area made the young
night df fed abit claustrophobic after hislengthy period in theforest. Still, Mafurion fought down the
sensation, knowing that soon he would see Tyrande. As anxious as she made him fed of late, shedso
calmed his spirit more than anything €'se could, even hismeditations.

He knew he would have to see his brother, too, but the idea did not appedl to him so much thisnight. It
was Tyrande he wanted to see, with whom he wanted to spend sometime. 1llidan would still be there for
him later.

Vaguey Mafurion noted anumber of people crowded around something in the square, but his desireto
see Tyrande made him quickly ignore the scene. He hoped that she would be readily available and that
he would not have to go asking one acolyte after another. While the initiates of Elune were not bothered
by friends and relatives desiring to speak with one of them, for some reason Mdfurion felt more anxious
about it than usud. It had little to do with his concerns about Zin-Azshari, either, and more to do with the
odd discomfort he now felt whenever he was near his childhood friend.

As he entered the temple, apair of guards surveyed him. Instead of robes, they wore gleaming, silver
breast plates and kilts, the former marked by a crescent moon design at the center. Like al of Elune's
initiates, they were females and well versed in the arts of defense and battle. Tyrande hersalf was a better
archer than either Mafurion or Illidan. The peaceful teachings of the Mother Moon did not preclude her



most loya children learning to protect themselves.

“May we help you, brother?” the foremost guard asked politely. She and the other stood at attention,
their spears ready to turn on him at amoment’ swarning.

“I come seeking the novice priestess, Tyrande. She and | are good friends. My nameis—"

“Madfurion Stormrage,” finished the second, nearer to hisage. She smiled. “ Tyrande shares novice
chambers with mysdlf and two others. | have seen you with her on occasion.”

“Isit possible to spesk with her?’

“If sheisfinished with her meditation, then she should be free this hour. | will have someone ask. Y ou
may wait in the Chamber of the Moon.”

The Chamber of the Moon wasthe officia title of the roofless center of the temple, where many of the
great rituastook place. When not in use by the high priestess, the temple encouraged everyone to make
use of itstranquil environment.

Malfurion felt the touch of the M other Moon the moment he entered the rectangular chamber. A garden
of night-blooming flowers bordered the room and in the center tood asmall dais where the high
priestess spoke. The circular stone path leading to the dais was amosaic pattern outlining the yearly
cycles of the moon. Mafurion had noted from his past few vidtsthat no matter where the moon floated in
the heavens, its soft light completely illuminated the chamber.

He strode to the center and sat on one of the stone benches used by initiates and faithful. Although eased
much by his surroundings, Mafurion’s patience quickly deteriorated as he waited for Tyrande. Heaso
worried that she might be displeased by his sudden appearance. In the past, they had aways met only
after making prior arrangements. Thiswas the first time that he had been so bold asto intrude without
warning into her world.

“Mdfurion...”

For amoment, al his concerns vanished as he looked up and saw Tyrande step into the moonlight. Her
slver robestook on amystica glow and in his eyesthe Mother Moon could have looked no more
gloriousasght. Tyrande shair hung loose, draping her exquisite face and ending just above her
decolletage. The nighttime illumination emphasized her eyes and when the novice priestess smiled, she
hersalf seemed to light up the Chamber of the Moon.

As Tyrande waked toward him, Mafurion belatedly rose to meet her. He was certain that his cheeks
flushed, but there was nothing he could do about it save hope that Tyrande did not notice.

“Isdl wel with you?" the novice asked with sudden concern. “Has something happened?’
“I'mfine. | hope | haven't intruded.”

Her amile returned, more arresting than ever. “Y ou could never intrude upon me, Mdfurion. Infact, I'm
very glad you' ve come. | wanted to see you, too.”

If she had not noticed his darkening cheeks before, she certainly had to now. Nevertheless, Mafurion
pressed on. “ Tyrande, can we take awalk outside the temple?’



“If that makes you more comfortable, yes.”
Asthey departed the chamber, he began, “Y ou know how | said I’ ve had some reoccurring dreams...”
“I remember.”

“1 spoke with Cenarius about them after you and Illidan departed and we took measuresto try to
understand why they keep repesting.”

Her tone grew concerned. “ And did you discover anything?’

Madfurion nodded but held histongue asthey passed the two sentries and exited the temple. Not until
the pair had started down the outer steps did he continue.

“I've progressed, Tyrande. Progressed far more than ether you or Illidan reglized. Cenarius showed me
apath into the world of the mind itsdlf...the Emerald Dream, he called it. But it was more than thet.
Throughit...through it | was ableto seethered world as| never had before...”

Tyrande' s gaze shifted to the small crowd near the center of the square. “ And what did you see?’

Heturned Tyrande to face him, needing her to understand utterly what he had discovered. 1 saw
Zin-Azshari...and the Well over which it looks.”

Leaving nothing out, Mafurion described the scene and the unsettling sensations he had experienced. He
described his attempts to understand the truth and how his dream self had been repulsed after attempting
to see exactly what had transpired with the Highborne and the queen.

Tyrande stared wordlessly at him, clearly as stunned as he had been by his ominous discovery. Finding
her voice, she asked, “The queen? Azshara? Can you be certain?’

“Not entirely. | never actudly saw much inside, but | can’t imagine how such madness could go on
without her knowledge. True, Lord Xavius has greet influence over her, but even she would never stand
by blindly. | haveto think that she knowsthe risksthey take...but | don’t think any of them understand
how terrible thoserisksare! The Well...if you could have felt what | had when | walked the Emerald
Dream, Tyrande, you would' vefeared asmuch as| did.”

She put ahand on hisarm in an attempt to comfort him. “1 don’t question you, Mafurion, but we need
to know more! To claim that Azsharawould put her subjectsin danger...you haveto tread lightly on
this”

“1 thought to gpproach Lord Ravencrest on the subject. He, too, has influence with her.”

“That might bewise...” Again her eyes moved to the center of the square.

Mafurion amost said something, but instead followed her gaze, wondering what could congtantly drag
her attention from his revelations. Most of those who had gathered had wandered away, findly reveding
to him what he had paid no mind to earlier.

A guarded cage...and in it some creature not at dl like anight df.



“What isthat?’ he asked with agrowing frown.

“What | wanted to talk withyou about, Mafurion. HisnameisBroxigar...and he' sunlikeany being I've
ever heard or seen. | know your tale isimportant, but | want you to meet him now, asafavor for me.”

As Tyrande led him over, Mafurion noticed the guards become dert. To hissurprise, after amoment of
garing at his companion, they suddenly fdl to one kneein homage.

“Welcome again, sigter,” uttered one. “Y ou honor us with your presence.”

Tyrande was clearly embarrassed by such respect. “Please! Pleaserisel” When they had obeyed, she
asked, “What news on him?’

“Lord Ravencrest has assumed control of the situation,” answered another guard. “Even now heis out
ingpecting the location of the capture in search of more evidence and possible incursions, but when he
returns, it' ssaid that he intends to interrogate the prisoner persondly. That meansthat by tomorrow, it's
likely the creature will be transported to the cells of Black Rook Hold.” Black Rook Hold was the walled
domain of Lord Ravencrest, averitable fortress.

That the guard was s0 free with hisinformation surprised Mafurion until he redized how awed the
soldier was by Tyrande. True, she was an initiate of Elune, but something must have happened that made
her of particular importance to these soldiers.

Tyrande looked perturbed by the reveation. “ Thisinterrogation. . .what will it entail 7’

The guard could no longer ook at her directly. “It entails whatever satisfies Lord Ravencrest, aster.”

The priestess did not press further. Her hand, which had lightly rested on Mafurion’sarm, momentarily
queezed tight.

“May we speak with him?’

“For only amoment, sister, but | must ask you to speak so that we can hear you. Y ou understand.”

“I do.” Tyrandeled Malfurion to the cell, where they both knelt.

Malfurion bit back agasp of astonishment. Up close, the hulking figure insgde truly amazed him. He had
learned of many strange and unusua crestures during histime with Cenarius, but never had he been
taught of such abeing asthis.

“Shaman...” it—he—muittered in adeep, rumbling. ..andpained voice.

Tyrande leaned closer, obvioudy concerned. “Broxigar...areyou ill?’

“No, shaman...just remembering.” He did not explain further.

“Broxigar, |’ ve brought afriend with me. I’ d like you to meet him. Hisnameis Mdfurion.”

“If he/ syour friend, shaman, I’'m honored.”

Shifting nearer, Mafurion forced asmile. “Hello, Broxigar.”



“Broxigar isan orc, Mdfurion.”
He nodded. “I’ ve never heard of an orc before.”

The chained figure snorted. “1 know of night elves. Y ou fought beside us againgt the Legion. ..but
dliancesfadein peace, it seems.”

Hiswords made no sense, yet they stirred within Mafurion anew anxiety. “How—how did you cometo
be here, Broxigar?’

“The shaman may cdl me Broxigar. To you...only Brox.” He exhaed, then stared intently at Tyrande.
“Shaman...you asked about methelast timeand | wouldn't tell. | owe you, though. Now | tell you what
| told these...” Brox made a derogatory gesture toward the nearby guards. “...and their masters, but
you' |l believe me no morethan they did...”

The orc’ stale began fantastic and grew even more so with each breath. He was careful not to speak of
his people or where they lived, only that at the command of his Warchief, he and another had journeyed
to the mountains to investigate an unsettling rumor. There they had found wheat the orc could only
describe as ahale in theworld...ahole that swalowed al matter asit moved relentlesdy dong.

It had swallowed Brox...and ripped his companion apart.

And Mdfurion, listening, began to relive his own sense of dread. Each new revelation by the orc fueled
that dread and more than once the night ef found himsdf thinking of the Well of Eternity and the power
drawn from it by the Highborne. Certainly the magic of the Wdll could create such ahorrific vortex...

But it could not be! Madfurion inssted to himsdlf. Surdly, this could have nothing to do with Zin-Azshari!
They aren't that mad!

Arethey?

But as Brox continued, as he spoke of the vortex and the things he had seen and heard as he tumbled
throughit, it be came harder and harder for Mafurion to deny the possibility of some link. Worse, without
knowing how it struck the night €lf, the orc’ s expression mirrored what Mafurion had felt when his astral
sdf had floated above the paace and the Wll.

“A wrongness,” the orc said. “ A thing that should not be,” he added a another stage. These and other
descriptions struck Malfurion like well-honed daggers. ..

He did not even redlize when Brox’ stae ended, his mind swept up by the truth of it all. Tyrande had to
Sueeze hisarm to regain his attention.

“Areyou dl right, Mafurion? Y ou look asif chilled...”

“I—I’'mfine.” To Brox, he asked, “Y ou told this—this story—to L ord Ravencrest?’

The orc looked uncertain, but the guard responded, “Aye, that' swhat he told, almost word for word!”
The soldier gave aharsh bark of alaugh. “And Lord Ravencrest believed it aslittle as you now! Come

the morrow, he'll pull the truth from thisbeadt...and if he has friends nearby, they’ll find us not so
tempting atarget, en?’



So aninvasion by orcswas dl that Ravencrest suspected. Malfurion felt disgppointed. He doubted that
the elven commander would see the possible link between his encounter and Brox’ stale. In fact, the
more he thought of it, the more Malfurion doubted Ravencrest would believe him &t al. Here Mafurion
was, ready to tell the noble that their beloved queen might be involved in reckless spelwork with the
potentid to bring disaster upon her people. The young night ef bardly believed it himself.

If only he had more proof.

The guard began shifting anxioudy. “Sigter...I’m afraid | must ask you and your companion to depart
now. Our captain will be coming shortly. | redlly shouldn’t have—"

“Quitedl right. | undergtand.”

Asthey gtarted to rise, Brox moved to the front of the cell, one hand reaching toward Tyrande.
“Shaman...onelast blessing, if you could grant it.”

“Of course...”

As sheknelt again, Mafurion desperately pondered what he should do. Properly, any suspicions should
have been reported to Lord Ravencrest, but somehow that seemed afutile act.

If only he could consult with Cenarius, but by then the orc might be—

Cenarius...

Mafurion glanced a Tyrande and Brox, afateful decison coming to mind.

Bidding the orc farewell, Tyrande rose again. Mdfurion took her by the arm and the two thanked the
guard for their time. The young priestess s expression grew perturbed asthey |eft, but Malfurion said
nothing, his own thoughts il racing.

“There must be something that can be done,” she finaly whispered.

“What do you mean?’

“Tomorrow they will take him to Black Rook Hold. Oncein there, he—" Tyrandefatered. “I've every
respect for Lord Ravencrest, but...”

Mafurion only nodded.

“1 spoke with Mother Dejahna, the high priestess, but she says there is nothing we can do but pray for
his spirit. She commended me for my sympathy, but suggested | let matters take their course.”

“Let them take thelr course...” Malfurion muttered, staring ahead. He gritted histeeth. It had to be done
now. There could be no turning back, not if hisfears had any merit. “Turn here,” he suddenly
commanded, steering her down aside avenue. “We need to seelllidan.”

“I1liden? But why?"

Taking adeep breath and thinking of the orc and the Well, Mdfurion smply replied, “Because we're



going to let matterstake their own course...with our guidance, that is”

* * %

Xavius sood before the fiery sphere, staring into the gaping hole in its midst in rapt attention. Deep,
deep within, the eyes of hisgod stared back and the two communed.

| have heard your pless... he said to the counselor. And know your dreams...aworld cleansed of the
impure, the imperfect. | would grant your desire, you the first among my faithful...

His gaze never wavering, Xavius kndlt. The other Highborne continued working their sorcery, trying to
expand upon what they had created.

“Youwill cometo us, then?” the night elf responded, artificid eyesflaring in anticipation. Y ou will come
to our world and make it so?’

Theway isnot yet open...it must be strengthened. . .for it must be able to withstand my glorious
entrance. ..

The counselor nodded his understanding. So magnificent, so powerful aforce asthe god would be too
much for the night elves feeble portd to accept. The god’ s sheer presence would rip it asunder. It had to
be made larger, stronger, and more permanent.

That his supposed deity could not perform thistask himself, Xavius did not question. He was too caught
up in the wonder of his new master.

“What can be done?’ he pleaded. Try asthey might, the Highborne sorcerers had reached the limits of
their knowledge and skills, Xaviusincluded.

| will send one of my lesser host to guide you. ..he may passthrough to your world...with effort. .. but
you must prepare yoursdves for hiscoming...

Almost legping to hisfeet, the night elven lord commanded, “ L et no one sumblein hiseffortsd We areto
be blessed with the presence of one of hisfavored!”

The Highborne redoubled their efforts, the chamber crackling with raw, fearsome energy drawn directly
from the Wdll. Outside, the skiesroared furioudy and anyone looking upon the great black lake itsdlf
would have turned their gaze away in fear.

Thefireball within the pattern swelled, the gap in the center opening like awide, savage mouth. What
sounded like amillion voiceswailing filled the chamber, music to Xavius sears.

But then one of the Highborne faltered. Fearing the worgt, Xavius pushed himsdlf into the circle, adding
his own might and skill to the effort. Hewould not fail hisgod! He would not!

Yet, at first it seemed he and the rest would. The portal strained but did not grow. Xavius concentrated
the full force of his determination upon it, finaly forcing the gap wider.

And then...awondrous, blinding light forced the assembled Highborneback. Despite their astonishment,
though, they somehow kept up their efforts.



From deep within, an odd-looking form coalesced. At first it ssood no more than afew inchestall, but as
it swiftly moved toward them, it grew...and grew...andgrew ...

The gtrain took itstoll on more of the spellcasters. Two collapsed, one barely breathing. The others
teetered, yet, once again, under Xavius s manic control, they regained power over the porta.

Suddenly, the eerie cries of hounds shook them dl. Only the counselor, with his eyes unnatural, saw
what first emerged from the gateway.

The beasts were the Size of horses and had low-set horns that curled down and forward. Their scaly
hides were colored adegthly crimson accented by savage splatterings of black and on their backs
fluttered a crest of wild, shaggy brown fur. They were lean but muscular hunters, each three-toed paw
ending in sharp claws more than half afoot long. Each creature had back legs dightly shorter than the
front, but Xavius had no doubt asto the beasts speed and agility. Even their dightest movements
suggested hunterswe|l skilled in bringing down their prey.

Atop their backsthrust two long, whiplike, leathery tentacles that ended in tiny sucker mouths. The
tentacles swayed back and forth, seeming to focus with eagerness on the assembled sorcerers.

The face most resembled some peculiar cross between awolf and areptile. From the long, savage jaws
jutted scores of tall, sharp teeth. The eyes were narrow and completely white, but filled with asnister
cunning that implied these were no mereanimals.

Then, from behind them stepped the towering figure of their master.

He wore body armor of molten stedl and in his huge, gauntleted hand he wielded awhip that flashed
lightning whenever used. His chest and shoulders, so much wider than the rest of historso, dwarfed those
of even the mightiest warrior. Wherever the armor did not hide hisform, pure flame radiated from his
scaled, fleshless, andunearthly bodly.

Set deep in the broad shoulders, the flaming visage peered down at the night elves. That it most
resembled a brooding skull with huge, curled horns did nothing to dissuade the Highborne that herewas a
heavenly messenger sent to aid them in their dream of a perfect paradise.

“Know that | am the servant of your god...” he hissed, the flamesthat were his eyesflashing hot
whenever he spoke. “ Come to hel p you open the way for his host and his mostglorious sdf!”

One of the beasts howled, but asnap of the whip sent lightning crackling over the creature, instantly
slendngit.

“I am the Houndmaster...” the massve, skeleta knight continued, fiery gaze fixing most upon the
kneding counsdor. “1 anHakkar...”

TEN

At lagt, Rhonin awoke.

He did so with reluctance, for throughout his magica dumber, hismind had been filled with dreams.
Most of those dreams had revolved around Vereesa and the coming twins, but, unlike the sinister keep,



these were happy visions of alife he once thought to have.

Waking up only served to remind him that he might not live to see hisfamily.

Rhonin opened his eyesto onefamiliar, if not so welcome, Sght. Krasusleaned over him, mild concern
in hisexpresson. That only aggravated the human, for, in hismind, it was the dragon mage' sfault that he
was here.

At firgt, Rhonin wondered why his eyesight seemed abit dim, but then he redlized that he looked at
Krasusnot in thelight of the sun, but rather by avery full moon. The moon illuminated the glade with an
intengity that wasnot & al naturd.

Curiogty growing, he started to rise. ..only to have hisbody scream from stiffness.

“Sowly, Rhonin. Y ou have dept more than aday. Y our body needs a minute or two to joinyou in
weking.”

“Where—?" The young wizard peered around. “1 remember thisglade...being carried toward it...”

“We have been the guests of its master since our arrival. We are not in any danger, Rhonin, but | must
tell you immediately that we are dso unable to depart.”

Sitting up, Rhonin gazed at the area. He sensed some presence around them, but nothing that hinted they
were trapped here. Still, he had never known Krasusto invent stories.

“What happensif wetry to leave?’

His companion pointed at the rows of flowers. “They will stop us”

“They? The plants?’

“Y ou may trust me on this, Rhonin.”

While apart of him was tempted to see exactly what the flowers would do, Rhonin chose not to take
any chances. Krasus said that they were not in any danger so long asthey stayed where they were.
However, now that both of them were conscious, perhaps they could devise some manner of escape.
His stomach rumbled. Rhonin recalled that he had dept a day and more without egting.

Before he could comment, Krasus handed him abowl of fruit and ajug of water. The human devoured
the fruit quickly and, athough it did not satiate his hunger completely, a least his somach no longer
disturbed him.

“Our hogt has not delivered any sustenance since early intheday. | expect him shortly...especidly ashe
likely dready knowsthat you are awvake.”

“Hedoes?’ Not something Rhonin liked hearing. Their captor sounded too much in control. “Whoiis
re?l

Krasus suddenly looked uncomfortable. “His nameis Cenarius. Do you recal it?’



Cenarius...it struck achord, abet bardly. Cenarius. Something from his studies, but not directly tied to
magic. The name made him think of stories, myths, of a—

A woodlandgod?

Rhonin’' s gaze narrowed. “WEe re the guests of aforest deity?”

“A demigod, to be exact...which gtill makes him aforce that even my kind respect.”
“Cenarius...”

“Y ou spesk of meand | am here!” chortled avoice from everywhere. “I bid you welcome, one called
Rhonin!”

Cod escing from the moonlight itsdlf, ahuge, inhuman figure haf €f, haf stag stepped forward. He
towered even over thetal, lanky Krasus. Rhonin stared openly in awe at the antlers, the bearded visage,
and the unsettling body.

“Y ou dept long, young one, o | doubt that the food brought earlier was sufficient for your hunger.” He
gestured behind them. “ Thereis more for the two of you now.”

Rhonin glanced over his shoulder. Where the emptied bowl of fruit had sat there now stood another, this
onefilled high. In addition, athick piece of mest, cooked just to the wizard' sliking if the aromaindicated
anything, lay on awooden platter next to the bowl. Rhonin had no doubt that the jug had also been
refilled.

“I thank you,” he began, trying not to be distracted by the nearby medl. “But what | redly wanted to do
was ask—"

“Thetime for questionswill be coming. For now, I'd beremissif you did not egt.”

Krasus took Rhonin by the arm. With anod of his head, the wizard joined hisformer mentor and the
pair atetherr fill. Rhonin hesitated at first when it came to the mest, not because he did not want it, but
becauseit surprised him that aforest dweller such as Cenarius would sacrifice a creature under his care
for two Strangers.

The demigod read his curiogity. “Each animal, each being, serves many purposes. They aredl part of the
cycleof the forest. That includesthe necessity of food. Y ou arelike the bear or wolf, both of whom hunt
fredy in my domain. Nothing iswasted here. Everything returnsto feed new growth. The deer upon
which you now feed will bereborn to serveitsrole again, its sacrifice forgotten to it.”

Rhonin frowned, not quite following Cenarius s explanation, but knowing better than to ask him to clarify
it. The demigod saw both intruders as predators and had fed them accordingly. That was that.

When they werefinished, the wizard felt much improved. He opened his mouth with the intention of
pressing on the matter of their captivity, but Cenarius spokefirgt.

“Y ou should not be here”

Neither Rhonin nor Krasus knew how to answer.



Cenarius paced the glade. “I’ ve conversed with the others, discussed you at length, learned what they
know...and we dl agree that you are not meant to be here. Y ou are out of place, but in what way, we' ve
yet to determine.”

“Perhaps| can explain,” Krasusinterjected. He dill looked weak to Rhonin, but not so much aswhen
they had fird materidized in thistime.

“Perhapsyou can,” agreed the young wizard.

The dragon mage glanced a his companion. Rhonin saw no reason to hold back the truth. Cenarius
appeared to be thefirst being that they had come across who might be of assistance to them.

But the story that Krasus passed on to their host was not the one the human expected.

“We come from aland acrossthe sea. ..far across, but that is unimportant. What is of sgnificanceisthe
reason why we ended here...”

In Krasus srevised tale, it was he, not Nozdormu, who had uncovered therift. The dragon mage
described it not asatear in time, but as an anomaly that had upset the fabric of redlity, potentialy creating
greater and greater catastrophe. He had summoned the one other spellcaster he trusted—Rhonin—and
the pair had traveled to where Krasus had sensed the trouble.

“We journeyed to achain of stark peaksin the bitter north of our land, there being where | sensed it
strongest. We came across it and the monstrous things it spewed out at random. The wrongness of it
struck us both hard, but when we sought to investigate closer...it moved, enveloping us. We were cast
out of our land—"

“And into the domain of the night elves,” the demigod completed.

“Yes,” Krasus said with anod. Rhonin added nothing and hoped his expression did not betray his
companion. In addition to Krasus s omissions concerning their true origins, the wizard' s former mentor
left out one other item of possible interest to Cenarius.

He had made no mention of being adragon.

Backing up a step, the woodland deity eyed both figures. Rhonin could not read his expression. Did he
believe Krasus sdtered story or did he suspect that his*guest” had not been completely forthcoming
withhim?

“This bearsimmediate discusson with the others,” Cenariusfindly declared, staring off into the distance.
His gaze shifted back down to Rhonin and Krasus. “Y our needs will be dedt with during my
absence...and then we shdl spesk again.”

Before either could say anything, thelord of the forest melted into moonlight, leaving them once more
done.

“That wasfutile,” Rhonin growled.
“Perhaps. But | would like to know who these others are.”

“More demigods like himself? Seems the most likely. Why didn't you tell him about your—’



The dragon mage gave him such asharp glare that Rhonin fatered. In amuch quieter tone, Krasus
replied, “I am adragon without strength, my young friend. Y ou have no ideawhat thet feelslike. No
matter who Cenariusis, | wish that to remain secret until | understand why | cannot recover.”

“Andthe...rest of the story?’
Krasus|ooked awvay. “Rhonin...I mentioned to you that we might be in the past.”
“I understand that.”

“My memories are...are as scattered as my strength is depleted. | do not know why. However, one
thing | have been ableto recal based on what was told me during your induced dumber. | know now
when weare.”

Spiritsrisng, Rhonin blurted, “But that' s good! It gives us an anchor of sortsl Now we can determine
who best—"

“Pleaselet mefinish.” Krasus sdour expression did not bode well. “ Thereisavery good reason why |
atered our story asmuch as| could. | suspected that Cenarius knew some of what was going on,
especidly about the anomaly. What | could not tell him are my suspicions asto what it mightpresage.”

The quieter and darker the elder mage’ s voice dropped, the more Rhonin grew concerned. “What?’
“| fear we have arrived just prior to the first coming of theBurning Legion.”

He could have said nothing more horrifying to Rhonin. Having lived—and nearly died morethan
once—battling the demonic horde and its dlies, the young wizard il suffered monstrous nightmares.
Only Vereesa understood the extent of those nightmares, she having fought through more than afew
hersdlf. It had taken both their growing love and the coming children to hedl their hearts and souls and
that after severa months.

And now Rhonin had been thrust back into the nightmares.
Jumping to hisfeet, he sad, “Then we ve got to tell Cenarius, tell everyonewe can! They’ll—”

“They must not know... I fear it may aready betoo late to preserve matters asthey once were.” Also
rising, Krasus stared down hislong nose a hisformer pupil. “Rhonin...asit originaly happened, the
Legion was defeated after aterrible, bloody war, the precursor of thingsto comein our own time.”

“Y es, of course, but—"

Evidently forgetting his own concerns about the possibility of Cenariuslistening in, Krasus seized Rhonin
by the shoulders. Despite the el der mage' sweskness, hislong fingers dug painfully into the human’ s flesh.
“You dill do not understand! Rhonin, by coming here, by smply being here...we may have dtered that
history! We may now be responsible for the Burning Legion thistime becoming thevictor in thisfirst
struggle...and that would mean not only the death of many innocents here, but the erasing of our own
time”



It had taken some convincing to make Illidan apart of Mafurion’s sudden and very rash plan. Mafurion
had little doubt that the deciding factor was not anything he had said. . . but rather Tyrande sown
impassioned plea. Under her gaze, even Illidan had melted, readily agreeing to assist even though he
clearly did not carefor the prisoner one bit. Mafurion knew that something had happened between his
brother and the orc, something that Tyrande had aso been involved in, and she used that shared
experienceto bring lllidan to their side.

Now they had to succeed.

Thefour guards stood dert, each facing adifferent point on the compass. The sun was only minutes from
rising and the square was empty of al save the soldiers and their charge. With most of the other night
elves adeep, it wasthe perfect timeto trike.

“I'll dedl with the sentries” Illidan suggested, hisleft hand dready bdled into afigt.

Malfurion quickly took over. He did not question his brother’ s abilities, but he also wished no harm to
come to the guards, who were only performing their duties. “No. | said | would take care of them. Give
meamoment.”

Shutting his eyes, he relaxed himsdlf as Cenarius had shown him. Mafurion receded from the world, but
at the same time, he saw it more clearly, more sharply. He knew exactly what he had to do.

At his suggestion to them, the necessary e ements of nature joined to assist his needs. A cool, tender
wind caressed the face of each guard with the gentleness of aloved one. With the wind came the tranquil
scents of the flowers surrounding Suramar and the soothing call of anearby night bird. The camingly
seductive combination enveloped each sentry, drawing them without their noticing into a peaceful,
pleasant, and very deep lethargy that left them obliviousto the waking world.

Satisfied thet dl four were under his spell, Mdfurion blinked, then whispered, “Come...”

Illidan hesitated, only following when Tyrande stepped out into the open after his brother. The three of
them dowly made their way toward the cage and the soldiers. Despite the certainty that his spell held,
Madfurion till half expected the four sentriesto look their way at any moment. Y et even when heand his
companions stood only afew yards away, the soldiers remained ignorant of their presence.

“It worked...” murmured Tyrandein wonder.

Stopping in front of the foremost guard, Illidan waved his hand before the watchful eyes—all to no
effect. “ A nicetrick, brother, but for how long?’

“I don't know. That’swhy we must hurry.”

Tyrande knelt down by the cage, peering insde. 1 think Broxigar isaso caught by your spell,
Mafurion.”

Sure enough, the huge orc lay dumped against the back of his prison, his disnterested gaze looking past
Tyrande. He made no move even when she quietly caled out his name.

After amoment’ s consideration, Mafurion suggested, “ Touch him softly on thearm and try hisname
again. Make certain that he sees you immediately so that you can sgnd for silence.”



[llidan frowned. “He ssureto yell.”
“The spell will hold, Illidan, but you must be ready to do your part when the time comes.”
“I'mnot the onewho'll risk us,” Mdfurion’s brother said with a sniff.

“Bedill, both of you...” Reaching in, Tyrande cautioudy touched the orc on his upper arm, & the same
timecaling out hisname again.

Brox started. His eyes widened and his mouth opened in what would certainly be avery deafening cry.

But just as quickly he clamped his mouth shut, the only sound managing to escape being adight grunt.
The orc blinked severd times, asif uncertain that the sight before him could possibly bered. Tyrande
touched his hand, then, with anod to the orc, looked into Brox’s eyes again.

Looking to his brother, Mafurion muttered, “Now! Hurry!”

[lidan reached down, at the same time whispering under his breath. As he grasped the bars, hishands
flared abright yellow and the cageitself suddenly became framed in red energy. A dight hum arose.

Malfurion glanced anxioudy at the sentries, but even this wondrous display passed unnoticed by them.
Heexhaded inrelief, then watched as I1lidan worked.

There were advantages to night elven sorcery and his brother had learned well how to wield it. The
astonishing yellow glow surrounding his hands spread to the cage, rapidly enveloping the red. Swesat
dripped from lllidan’ sforehead as he pressed his spdll, but he did not fater in the least.

At lagt, Illidan released hishold and fdll back. Mdfurion caught his brother before the latter could
stumbleinto one of the sentries. [llidan’s hand continued to glow for afew seconds more. “Y ou can open
the cdl now, Tyrande...”

Releasing Brox, she touched the door of the cage—which then immediately swung open dmost of its
own accord.

“The chains” Mdfurion reminded Illidan.

“Of course, brother. I’ ve not forgotten.”

Squatting, Illidan reached for the orc’s manacles. Brox, however, did not respond at first, eyes
narrowing warily at the sght of the male night ef. Tyrande had to take his hands and guide them to her

companion.

With more muttered words, Mafurion’ s brother touched each of the bonds at the lock. The manacles
snapped open like small mouths eagerly waiting to be fed.

“No trouble whatsoever,” Illidan remarked with an extremely pleased smile.

The orc emerged dowly, hisbody stiff due to the cramped conditions of hiscell. He curtly nodded his
gratitudeto Illidan, but looked to Tyrande for guidance.

“Broxigar, listen carefully. | want you to go with Mafurion. HE Il take you to asafe place. I'll seeyou



therelater.”

This had been some cause of argument between Tyrande and Mafurion, the former wanting to seethe
orc to safety hersdlf. Mdfurion—uwith Illidan’ s more-than-willing ass stance—had finaly convinced her
that there would be trouble enough when Brox was discovered missing without Tyrande, who had been
seen caring for him, also vanishing. It would not be hard for the Moon Guard to add the facts together.

“They’ Il make the connection quickly,” Madfurion had inasted. “Y ou were the only oneto give him aid.
That’ swhy you need to stay here. They’relesslikely to think of me and even if they do, it’s doubtful that
they’ll blame you, then. Y ou are an initiate of Elune. That you know meis no crimewith which they can
labd you.”

Although Tyrande hed givenin, she il did not like Mafurion taking on al the responghbility himself.
True, he had been the one who had come up with this startling course of action, but it was she who had
ingtigated everything in thefirgt place smply by introducing Mafurion to theimprisoned orc.

Now the young priestess also asked the orc to have faith in one he did not know well. Brox studied
Mafurion, then glared again at lllidan. “ That one be with?’

[llidan curled hislip. “I just saved your hide, beast—"

“Enough, Illidan! He sgrateful!” To Brox, Tyrande answered, “ Only Mdfurion. HE |l takeyou to a
place where no one will be ableto find you! Please! Y ou can trust me!”

Taking her hand in his huge figts, the brutish figure fell to one knee. “1 trust in you, shaman.”

At that moment, Mafurion noticed one of the guards beginning to fidget.

“It' sgtarting to wear away!” he hissed. “1llidan! Take Tyrande and leave! Brox! Come!”

With astonishing speed and grace, the massive orc legpt to hisfeet and followed after the night dlf.
Mafurion did not look behind him, praying that his druidic spell would hold long enough. For Tyrande
and his brother he had little fear. Their destination was lllidan’ s quarters, only a short distance awvay. No
onewould suspect either of any duplicity.

For Mafurion and Brox, however, the matter was different. No one would mistake the orc for anything
but what he was. The two had to escape the city asfast aspossible.

But asthey |€eft the square and entered the winding streets of Suramar, the sound that Malfurion had
feared most arose.

One of the guards hed findly awakened. His shouts were quickly multiplied by those of his companions
and, mere seconds | ater, the blare of ahorn filled the air.

“Thisway!” heurged theorc. “I’ ve mounts awaiting us!”
In truth, Mafurion need not have said anything, for the orc, despite his sturdy build, ran with at least as
much swiftness as his rescuer. Had they been out in the wilderness, the night elf suspected Brox would

have even outrun him.

Everywhere, horns sounded and voices cried out. Suramar had sprung to life...much too soon for



Madfurion’staste.
At lagt, the night ef spotted the corner for which he had been waiting. “Here! They're just around herel”

But asthey turned into the Sde street, Brox suddenly stumbled to a halt, the fearsome orc staring
wide-eyed at the mounts Mafurion had secured.

The huge panthers were black, snewy shadows. They snarled and hissed upon first sighting the
newcomers, then camed as Malfurion approached them. He patted each on the flank.

Brox shook his head. “We ridethese?’
“Of course! Now hurry!”

The orc hesitated, but then nearby shouts urged him forward. Brox took the reins given to him and
watched as Mafurion showed how to mount up.

It took the former captive threetriesto climb atop the huge cat, then another minute to learn how to st.
Mafurion kept glancing behind them, fearful that a any moment the soldiers—or, worse, the Moon
Guard—would arrive. He had not given any consideration to the fact that Brox might not know how to
ride anight saber. What other beast could the orc have expected?

Adjusting his position onelast time, Brox reluctantly nodded. Taking a deep breath, Mafurion urged his
mount onward, Brox following as best he could.

In the space of but afew minutes, the night elf had forever changed his future. Such an audacious act
might only serve to condemn him to Black Rook Hold, but Mafurion knew that he could not let this
chance dip away. Somehow, Brox was linked to the disturbing work of the Highborne...and come what
may, Mdfurion had to find out how.

He had the horrible feding that the fate of al Kalimdor hinged upon it.

Varo'then had little desire to face Lord Xavius, but that choice was not his. He had been commanded to
appear before the counsdor the moment his party arrived and commands given by Lord Xaviuswereto
be obeyed with as much urgency asif they had been made by Queen Azsharahersdlf... perhaps even
more so.

The counselor would not like the captain’ s report. How to explain that they had somehow been led
adtray, then attacked by aforest? Varo'then hoped to use the late, unlamented Koltharius as a
scapegoat, but doubted that hislord would accept such a pathetic offering. Varo'then had been in charge
and to Lord Xaviusthat would be dl that mattered.

He did not have to ask where the counselor could be found, for when was his master anywhere but the
chamber where the spellwork took place? In truth, Captain Varo' then preferred blades to sorcery and
the chamber was not hisfavorite place. True, he dso wielded abit of power himsdf, but what Lord
Xavius and the queen had in mind overwhelmed even him.

The guards came to attention as he approached, but athough they reacted with the respect he was due,
something in their manner seemed different. ..amost unsettling.



Almogt asif they knew exactly what awaited him better than he did.

The door swung open before him. Eyes down in respect, Captain Varo' then entered the Highborne
sanctum—and a nightmarish beadt filled hisview.

“By Elune!” Acting indinctively, hedrew his curved blade. The hdllish cresture howled, two menacing
tentacles above its muscled form groping eagerly toward him. The captain doubted his chances against
such amongtrosity, but hewould fight it as best he could.

But then ahissing voice that chilled Varo'then' s bones to the marrow uttered something in alanguage
unknown. A fearsome whip snapped at the beast’ s hunched back.

Cringing, the demonic hound retrested, leaving Varo' then to gape at the one who had summoned it
avay.

“HisnameisHakkar,” Lord Xavius remarked pleasantly, appearing from the side. “Thefelbeasts are
entirely under his control. The great one has sent him to help open theway...”

“ *G-great one” my lord?’
To the captain’ s dismay, the counsdor placed an dmost fatherly arm around his shoulder, guiding

Varo'then to the fiery sphere over the pattern. Something about the sphere looked different, giving the
night elf the horrible sensation that if he stood close enough, it would devour him body and soul.

“It'sdl right, my good captain. Nothing to fear...”

He was going to be punished for hisfailure. If so, a least Varo' then would make a declaration of his
mistakes beforehand, so that he would not lose more face. “My Lord Xavius, the captiveswerelost! The
forest turned againgt us—"

But the counsglor only smiled. “Y ou will be given the opportunity to redeem yoursdlf in good time,
captain. Firgt, you must understand the glorioustruth...”

“My lord, | don't—"

He got no further, his eyes snared.

“Y ou understand now,” Xavius remarked, hisfase eyes narrowed in satisfaction.

Varo' then sensed the god, sensed how the wondrous presence peeled away every layer that wasthe
captain. The god within the fiery sphere looked into the degpest depths of Varo'then...and radiated a
pleasure with what he found there,

Y ou, too, will servemewsdl ...

And Varo'then fell to one knee, honoring the one who honored him so.

“Hewill be coming to us soon, captain,” Lord Xavius explained as the soldier rose. “But so magnificent

is hethat the way must be strengthened in order to accept his overwheming presence! He has sent this
noble guardian to open the path for others of his hogt, otherswho will in turn guide our effortsin



strengthening the vortex. . .and bringing about the fruition of al of our dreamd”

Varo'then nodded, feeling both pleased and ashamed. “My lord, my failure to capture those strangers|
found near the Site of the disruption—"

Hewasinterrupted by the hissing voice of Hakkar “Y our failureisss moot. They will betaken...the
great oneisss mossst interested in what Lord Xavius hasss told him about this—disssruption—and their
posssible connection to it!”

“But how will you find them? That forest isthe redm of the demigod, Cenariud I'm sureit washim!”

“Cenariusisonly awoodland deity,” the counsdor reminded him. “We have behind us now much, much
more than that.”

Turning from the night elves, Hakkar snapped hiswhip at an open area before him. Asthe snewy
wespon cracked, agreenish flash of lightning struck the stonefloor.

In thelightning' swake, the areahit glowed brightly. The emerdd flareincreased rapidly in size and asit
did, it began to coalesce.

The two felbeasts howled, their fearsome tentacles straining, but Hakkar kept them back.

A four-legged shape formed, growing larger and wider. It quickly took on an aspect dready familiar to
Captain Varo'then, which it verified with a bloodcurdling howl of itsown.

The new hound shook itself once, then joined the others. As the mesmerized night elves watched,
Hakkar repeated the step with hiswhip, summoning afourth monstrous beast that lined up with the rest.

He then spun the lash around and around, creating acircular pattern that flared brighter and brighter until
it created ahdle in the air before him, ahole astall asthe fearsomefigure and twice aswide.

Hakkar barked out acommand in some dark tongue.

The hdlish felbeasts legpt through the hole, vanishing. Asthe last disappeared, the hole itsaf dissipated.
“They know what they ssseek,” Hakkar informed his stunned companions. “ And they will find what they
sseek...” Thefiery being wound up the whip, hisdark gaze turning to the night eves spellwork. “And
now we shal begin our own tassk...”

ELEVEN

It had taken Krasus an entire day to realize that he and
Rhonin were being observed.

It had taken him ahaf day more to come to the conclusion that the observer had nothing to do with
Cenarius.

Who it was with the ability to keep their presence hidden from the powerful demigod, the dragon mage
could not say. One of Cenarius s counterparts? Not likely. The lord of the forest would surely be too



familiar with their tricks or any of the servantsthey might send. The night elves? Krasus dismissed that
possibility immediately, as he did the chance that any other morta race could be responsgible for the
Secretive watcher.

That left him with only onelogical conclusion...that the one who spied upon Cenarius and histwo
“guests’ was of Krasus' s own people.

In hisown time, the dragons sent out observersto keep track of those with the potential to change the
world, either for good or ill. Humans, orcs—everyrace—had its spies. The dragons considered it a
necessary evil; |eft to their own devices, the younger races had atendency to create disaster. Evenin this
period of the past, there would be spies of some sort. He had no doubt that some kept awary eye on
Zin-Azshari...but, aswastypica of Krasus skind, they would do nothing until absolutely certain that
catastrophe was imminent.

Inthis case, by then it would be too late.

From Cenarius he had kept his secrets secure, but from one of his own, even those of the past, Krasus
decided he needed to tell what he knew. If anyone could avert the potentia ruin hisand Rhonin's
presence might have already caused, it wasthe dragons...but only if they would listen.

Hewaited until the human had gone to deep and the chances of Cenarius returning became remote. The
needs of Krasus and Rhonin were attended to by silent, invisible spirits of the forest. Food materidized at
gppointed times and the refuse vanished once the pair were finished eating. Other matters of nature were
handled in smilar fashion. Thisalowed Cenariusto continue his mysterious discussonswith his
counterparts—which, with deities, could take days, weeks, months, or even longer—without worrying
that the two would starve to degth in his absence.

No matter what the cycle of the moon, the glade remained amost aslit as day. Once satisfied that
Rhonin dept deeply enough, Krasus quietly rose and headed toward the barrier of flowers.

Even at night, they immediately fixed on him. Moving as close as he could without tirring them, the
dragon mage peered out at the forest beyond, studying the dark trees. He knew better than any the
secrets of stealth used by hiskind, knew them better than even ademigod could. What Cenarius might
have missed, Krasuswould find.

At firgt, thetreesal looked the same. He studied each in turn, then did so a second time, still with no
results. His body cried out for rest, but Krasus refused to let his unnatural weakness take contral. If he
gavein once, he feared he would never recover.

His gaze suddenly stopped on atowering oak with a particularly thick trunk.

Eyeing it sharply, the weary spellcaster mentally shielded histhoughts, then focused on the tree.

| know you...I know what you are, watcher...

Nothing happened. No reply came. Briefly Krasuswondered if he had erred, but centuries of
experienceinssted otherwise.

Hetried again.l know you...cloaked as part of the tree, you watch us and the lord of the forest. You
wonder who we are, why we are here.



Krasusfet apresence tir, however dightly. The observer was uncomfortable with this sudden intrusion
in histhoughts, and not yet willing to declare himsdlf.

Thereismuch that | can tell you that | could not tell thelord of theforest...but | would speak with more
than thetrunk of atree...

Y ou risk us both,a somewhat arrogant mind findly responded. The demigod could be watching usin
turn...

The dragon mage hid his pleasure a garnering an answer.Y ou know aswell as| that heisnot here...and
you can cloak usfrom the knowledge of any other onlookers...

For amoment, nothing happened. Krasus wondered if he had pushed too far ...

Part of the trunk suddenly tore away, assuming asit separated a humanoid figure of ridged bark. Asthe
tall shape approached, the bark faded away, transforming to long, flowing garmentsand adim face
shadowed to obscurity by aspdl with which Krasus himsdf waslong familiar.

In robes the color of the treg, the dl-but-facel ess figure paused on the outer perimeter of the magical
glade. Hidden eyes surveyed Krasus from head to foot and athough the imprisoned mage could not read
any expression, hewas certain of the other’ sfrustration.

“Who areyou?’ the watcher quietly asked.

“A kindred spirit, you might say.”

Thiswas met with some disbdief. “Y ou do not know at al what you suggest...”

“I know exactly what | suggest,” Krasus returned strongly.

“I know it aswdl as| do that shewho is cdled Alexstraszais the Queen of Life, hewhoiscaled
Nozdormu is Timeitsdf, Y serais She of the Dreaming, and Maygosis Magic incarnate. ..”

The figure digested the names, then, amost as an afterthought commented, “Y ou did not mention one.”

Biting back a gasp, Krasus nodded. “ And Nédtharion isthe earth and rock itsdlf, the Warder of the
land.”

“Such names are known by few outside my kind, but theyare known by afew. By what name might |
know you, that | should think you kindred?’

“I amknown as...Koriasrasz.”

The other leaned back. “1 could not fail to know that name, not when it belongs to a consort of the
Queen of Life, but something isamiss. | have observed everything since your capture and you act like
none of my kind. Cenariusis powerful, very much o, but he should not so readily hold you as his
hostage, not the one called Koriastrasz...”

“I have been injured badly.” Krasuswaved that away.

“Timeisof the essence! | must reach Alexstrasza and tell her what | know! Can you take meto her?’



“Just likethat? Y ou do have the arrogance of adragon! Why should | risk for dl dragons the umbrage
of the woodland deity on your questionable identity alone? He will know from now on that heis
observed and will act accordingly.”

“Because the potentia threset to the world—our world— is more important than an insult to the dignity of
ademigod.” Taking adeep breeth, the dragon mage added, “And if you only will permit, | will reved to
youwhat | mean...”

“1 do not know if | trust you,” the darkened watcher said, cocking his head to one side. “But in your
condition, | do not think | have much to fear from you, either. If you know how...then show me what
colors your words with such anxiety.”

Krasusrefrained from any retort, despite his growing didike for this other dragon. “If you areready...”
“Doit”

Their mindstouched...and Krasus unvelled the truth.

Under the rush of intense images, the other dragon stumbled back. The shadow spell around hisface
momentarily lost cohesion, revedling a peculiar reptilian and € ven combination locked in an expression of
total dishdlief.

But the shadows returned as quickly asthey had disspated. Still obvioudy digesting what he had been
shown, the watcher nonethel ess recovered some of hiscomposure. “ Thisisal impossible...”

“Probable, | would say.”

“These are pure figments of your crestion!”

“Would that they were,” Krasus remarked sadly. “Y ou see now why | must speak with our queen?’
His counterpart shook his head. “What you are asking is—"

The two dragons froze, both sensing smultaneoudy the nearing presence of an overwhelming force.
Cenarius. The demigod had made an unexpected return.

Immediately the watcher began to retreat. Krasus, fearful that his one chance might be lost, reached out.
“No. You cannot afford to ignore this! | must see Alexstraszal”

Hisarm passed over the flowers. The blossoms reacted, immediately opening wide and spraying him
with their magica dust.

Krasus sworld swam. He tegtered forward, falling into their midst.

Strong arms suddenly caught him. He heard aquiet hiss of anxiety and knew that the other dragon had
taken hold of him.

“l amafool for doing thisss!” the other gasped.



Krasus gave slent thanksfor the watcher’ s decision, until a sudden redlization struck the collapsing
mage. Hetried to say something, but his mouth would not work.

And as he blacked out, his last thoughts were no longer of gratitude to the other dragon for finally taking
him with him....but rather fury with himself for not having had the chance to make certain thatRhonin
would beincluded in the escape.

The panthers darted through the thick forest, Brox’ s racing with such ferocity that it was dl the hapless
orc could do to keep sested. Although he was used to riding the huge wolves raised by his own people,
the cat’s movements differed in subtle ways that congtantly |eft the orc anxious.

Just within sight ahead, the shadowed form of Mafurion bent low over hisown bess, urging it this
direction or that. Brox was glad that his rescuer had a path in mind, but he hoped that the arduous
journey would not take too much longer.

Soon it would be sunrise. The orc had thought this abad thing, for then they would bevisblefroma
greater distance, but Mafurion had indicated that the coming of day wasto their benefit. If the Moon
Guard pursued them, the night elven sorcerers’ powers would be weaker once the darkness faded.

Of course, there would ill be soldierswith which to dedl.

Behind him, Brox heard the growing sounds of pursuit. Horns, distant shouts, the occasional snarl of
another panther. He had assumed that Mafurion had more of aplan than smply hoping to outpace the
other riders, but gpparently that was not the case. His rescuer was no warrior, smply a soul who had
sought to do theright thing.

The black of night began to give way to gray, but amurky, foggy gray—amorning mist. The orc
welcomed the unexpected mist, however temporary it would be, but hoped that his mount would not lose
Mdfurion'sinit.

V ague shapes appeared and disappeared around him. Now and then, Brox thought he made out
movement. His hand ached for histrusted ax, till in the custody of the night eves. Mafurion had
provided him with no weapon, perhaps awary precaution on the former’ s part.

The horns sounded again, thistime much closer. The veteran warrior snarled.

Malfurion vanished into the fog. Brox straightened, trying to make out his companion and fearing thet his
own anima would now run off in an entirely different direction.

The panther suddenly twisted asit adjusted its path to avoid amassive rock. The orc, caught unaware,
lost hisbalance.

With agrunt of dismay, Brox dipped off the fleet cat, tumbling onto the hard, uneven ground and rolling
headlong into athick bush.

Trained reflexes took command. Brox shifted into a crouch, coming up ready to remount. Unfortunately,
his cat, obliviousto his misfortune, continued on, disgppearing into the mi<t.

And the sounds of pursuit grew louder yet.



Immediately Brox sought out something,anything, that he could use as aweapon. He picked up afalen
branch, only to haveit crumblein his beefy hands. The only rocks were either too smdll to be of use or
s0 huge as to be unmanagesble.

Something large rustled the shrubbery to his|eft.

The orc braced himsdf. If asoldier, he had afair chance. If one of the Moon Guard, the odds were
digtinctly stacked againgt Brox, but he would go down fighting.

A huge, panting, four-legged form burst from the fogenshrouded forest.

Shock nearly did Brox in, for what legpt at him was no panther. 1t howled something like awolf or dog,
but only vaguely resembled either. At the shoulder, it ood about astal as him and from its back
stretched two foul, leathery tentacles. The mouth was filled with row upon row of savage fangs. Thick,
greenish sdlivadripped fromits huge, hungry maw.

Mongtrous memoriesfilled histhoughts. He had seen such horrors, even if he himsdf had never fought
one. They had run ahead of the other demons, pack upon pack of davering, Snister mongters.

Felbeasts. ..the forerunners of theBurning Legion.

Brox awoke from hisrenewed nightmares just before the felbeast had him. He threw himsdlf forward,
under the huge creature. The felbeast tried to snag him with its claws, but momentum worked againgt it.
The massive beast ssumbled to aquick hat and looked back at its elusive prey.

The orc dtruck it on the nose with hisfist.

For most races, such an assault would likely result in nothing save possibly theloss of the hand, but Brox
was not only an orc, he was aswift and powerful one. Not only did he strike before the felbeast could
react, but he did so with thefull fury and might of the strongest of hiskind.

The blow broke the demonic hound' s nose. The beast ssumbled and a bloodcurdling whine escaped it.
Thick, dark green fluid dripped from itswound.

His hand pounding with pain, Brox kept his gaze on his adversary’ sown. Onedid not et any animal,
especialy one s0 hdlish asthis, see any sign of retreat or fear. Only by fac ing it did the orc have any
chance, however minute, of surviva.

Then, from out of the fog in which it had disappeared, Brox’s mount came charging. The cat’s cry made
thefelbeast turn, al interest in the orc forgotten. The two behemoths collided in afury of claws and teeth.

Knowing that he could do nothing for the panther, Brox started to back away. However, he had
managed only afew steps when the low, steedy sound of heavy breathing from behind him filled hisears.
With dow, very cautious movements, the orc glanced over his shoulder.

A short distance away, a second felbeast poised itsdlf to leap on Brox.

With no other option, the frustrated warrior finaly ran.

The second demon gave chase, howling asit threw itself toward its quarry. The two combatants ignored



it, caught up in their own struggle. Already the panther had suffered two savage wounds on itstorso.
Brox gave slent thanksto the creature for even this momentary rescue, then concerned himsdf with
trying to elude his other pursuer in the enshrouded forest.

Wherever the path narrowed mogt, the orc pushed himself through. The much larger felbeast had to go
around the natural obstacles or, if it could, crash through them, alowing Brox to remain just out of resch.
He despised the fact that he had to keep running, but without aweapon Brox knew his chances of
defesting the monster were nonexistent.

A short distance away, the mournful call of adying anima informed Brox that the panther had lost the
battle and soon there would betwo felbeasts out for the orc’s blood.

Distracted by the cat’ s death cry, Brox did not watch hisfooting well enough. Suddenly atree root
seemed to risejust enough to catch hisfoot. He managed to keep from falling,

but hislack of true balance sent him spinning wildly to the Sde. He grasped a adim, lesflesstreeonly a
head taler than himsdf, but the entire trunk broke away in his grip, sending him colliding with amuch
larger, sturdier one.

Head aching, Brox could barely focus on the oncoming behemoth. The small tree il in hishand, he
swung it around and jabbed with it like alance.

The demon hound swatted at the makeshift weapon, tearing away the top third and leaving jagged
plinters on the end. Eyes till blurry, the orc held tight to what remained, then charged the mongter.

The damage done by the felbeast gave the makeshift lance adeadlinessit had not had prior. Shoving
with al hismight, Brox buried the sharp, fragmented end deep into the gaping jaws.

With amuffled howl of agony, the demon tried to fall back, but Brox advanced, his entire body straining
as he pushed the lance deeper yet.

One of the tentacles reached for him. The orc released one hand, snagged the oncoming threat, and
pulled as hard as he could.

With amoigt, tearing sound, the tentacle came free.

Now much splattered with its own foul fluids, the felbeast’ sfront legs collgpsed. Brox did not relinquish
his hold on the tree, adjusting his position to match his adversary’ sincreasingly desperate movements.

Therear legs crumpled. Tall twitching frantically, the fearsome beast pawed &t the obstruction in its
gullet. It findly managed to snap Brox’ s wegpon in two, but the front portion remained lodged.

Aware that the felbeast might till recover, the orc searched frantically for something to replace hislost
lance.

Ingteed, he found himsdlf facing hisfirst foe again.
The other felbeast had scars acrossits body and, in addition to the nose wound Brox had given it earlier,

achunk of flesh had been torn from the right shoulder. Still, despite its worsened condition, the beast
looked more than hedthy enough to finish off the exhausted orc.



Seizing athick, broken branch, Brox brandished it like asword. But he knew that his luck had cometo
an end. Thelimb was hardly strong enough to ward away the huge monstrosty.

Crouching, the felbeast tensed—

But asit jumped, the forest itself came dive in defense of Brox. The wild grass and weeds under the
demonic creature sprouted madly, shooting up with such astonishing swiftness that they caught the
felbeadt just after it eft the earth.

Limbs hopelesdy entangled, the horrific creature snarled and snapped at the grass. Itstwin tentacles
gretched down, trying to touch the animated plant life that held it from its prey.

“Brox!”

Malfurion rode toward the orc, looking as weary as Brox fdt. The night elf pulled up next to him and
reached a hand down.

“I oweyou again,” rumbled the veteran warrior.

“Y ou owe me nothing.” Mafurion glanced at the trapped felbeast. “ Especidly sinceit looks asif that
won't hold him for very long!”

True enough, wherever the macabre tentacl es touched the grass and weeds, the plants withered. One
front paw had already been freed and even as the felbeast worked on liberating the rest, it strained to
reach Brox and the night dlf.

“Magic...” muttered Brox, recdling Smilar sights. “1t'sdevouring the magic...”

Face grim, Mdfurion helped his companion aboard. The panther grunted, but did not otherwise protest
the added weight. “ Then, we' d better leave quickly.”

A horn sounded, thistime so near that Brox almost ex pected to see the trumpeter. The pursuit from
Suramar had amost caught up.

Suddenly, Mdfurion hesitated. “They’ Il ride right into that beadt! If any of them are Moon Guard—"

“Magic can il day afelbeast if there’ senough of it, night €lf...but if you wish to stay and fight the
creature with them, | will stand a your side.” That doing so would mean ether his death or recapture,
Brox did not add. He would not abandon Malfurion, who had already rescued him twice.

The morning fog had already begun to disspate and vague figures could aready be seen in the distance.
Grip tightening on the reins, Mdfurion aoruptly turned the pantheraway from the felbeasts and the
gpproaching riders. He said nothing to Brox, instead smply urging his mount to as quick apace asit
could set and leaving both threats behind.

Behind them, the demon freed another limb, its attention aready seized by growing sounds herading
new prey...

Something stirred Rhonin from his dumber, something that made him very unessy.



He made no immediate motion, instead his eydids opening just enough to et him see abit of the

surrounding area. Glimpses of daylight enabled the wizard to make out the surrounding trees, the ominous
line of flower sentindls, and the grass upon which helay.

What Rhonin could not make out was any sign of Krasus.
He sat up, searching for the dragon mage. Surely Krasus had to be somewhere in the glade.
But after athorough survey of the region, Krasus s disappearance could no longer be denied.

Wary, the wizard rose and went to the edge of the glade. The flowers turned to face him, each bloom
opening wide. Rhonin was tempted to see how powerful they were, but suspected that a demigod would
hardly place them hereif they could not readily dedl with amere mortd.

Eyeing the woods, Rhonin quietly caled, “Krasus?’

Nothing.

Staring at the trees just beyond his prison, the wizard frowned. Something did not ook the same, but he
could not say exactly what.

He stepped back, trying to think...and suddenly noticed that he wasin shadow.

“Whereisthe other one?” Cenarius demanded, no hint of kindlinessin histone. Although clear, the sky
suddenly rumbled and a harsh wind came out of nowhere to swat the human. “Whereisyour friend?’

Facing the towering demigod, Rhonin kept his expression neutrd. “1 don't know. | just woke up and he
wasgone.”

The antlered figure’ s golden orbsflared and hisfrown sent chills down Rhonin’s spine. “There are
troubling signsin theworld. Some of the others have only just now sensed intruders, creatures not of any
natura origin, sniffing around, seeking something—orsomeone.” He studied thewizard very closdly.
“And they come so soon after you and your friend drop from nowhere...”

What these unnamed creatures might be, Rhonin could only suspect. If so, he and Krasus had even less
time than they had imagined.

Seeing that his“guest” had nothing yet to say, Cenarius added, “ Y our friend could not have escaped
without assistance, but he leaves you behind. Why isthat?’

“There were those among the others who inssted that | should have given you to them immediately, that
they would have found out through more thorough meansthan | prefer the reasons for your being here

and what it isabout you that so interests the night elves. | had, up until now, convinced them otherwisein
thismatter.”

Rhonin’ s highly attuned senses suddenly detected the presence of another powerful force, onewhich, in
itsown way, matched Cenarius.



“Now | seel must acquiesce to the mgjority,” the lord of the forest finished reluctantly.
“We heard your call...” growled adeep, ponderous voice. “Y ou admit you were wrong...”

Thewizard tried to turn and see who now spoke, but hislegs—his entire body—would not obey his
commands.

Something more immense than the demigod moved up behind Rhonin.

Cenarius did not seem at al pleased by the other’s comments. “I admit only that other steps must be
taken.”

“Thetruth will be known...” A heavy,furred hand with thick claws envel oped Rhonin’s shoul der,
gripping it painfully. “...and knownsoon...”

TWELVE

Y ou should stay inthe temple!” 1llidan ins sted.
“Mdfurion thought that best and so do I!”

But Tyrande would not be swayed. “| have to know what’' s happening! Y ou saw how many rodein
pursuit! If they captured them—"

“They won't.” He squinted, the blinding sun not at dl to hisliking. He could fed his powers waning, fed
the rush of magic fading. Illidan did not like such sensations. He savored magicin dl itsforms. That had
been one reason he had even tried to follow the druidic path—that, and the fact that what Cenarius
supposedly taught would not be affected by night or day.

They stood dangeroudy near the square, a place Tyrande had insisted upon returning to once matters
had quieted down. The Moon Guard and the soldiers had ridden off after Mafurion, leaving only apair
of the former to ingpect the cage for clues. That they had done, finding nothing to trace the culprits, just
aslllidan had expected. In truth, he consdered himsdlf at least as proficient as any of the honored

sorcerers, if not more,

“| should ride after—"

Would she never givein?“Y ou do that and you'll risk everyone! Y ou want them to take that pet
creature of yoursto Black Rook Hold and Lord Ravencrest? For that matter, they might take usthere as

W—

[llidan suddenly clamped his mouth shut. From the opposite end of the square now entered severd
armored riders...and in their lead, Lord Kur’ tal os Ravencrest himself.

It wastoo late to hide. Asthe night elven commander rode past, his dour gaze shifted first to Tyrande,
then her companion.

At sght of Illidan, Ravencrest called asudden halt.

“I know you, lad...Illidan Stormrage, isn't it?’



“Yes, my lord. We met once.”
“Andthis?’
Tyrande bowed. “ Tyrande Whisperwind, novice priestess of the temple of Elune...”

The mounted night elves respectfully made the sign of the moon. Ravencrest gracioudy acknowledged
Tyrande, then turned his gaze once moreto Illidan. “1 recall our encounter. Y ou were studying the arts,
then.” He rubbed his chin. “Y ou are not yet amember of the Moon Guard, are you?’

That Ravencrest would ask the question in such away indicated that he dready knew the answer.
Clearly after their initid meeting he had kept an eye on Illidan, something that made the younger night lf
both proud and extremely uneasy. He had done nothing he knew of to warrant bringing himsdlf to the
commander’ s atention. “No, my lord.”

“Then you are free of some of their redtrictions, aren’t you?” The restrictions to which the commander
referred had to do with the oaths each sorcerer swore upon entering the fabled order. The Moon Guard
was an entity unto its own and owed no loyalty to anyone save the queen...which meant that they were
not at the beck and call of those such as Lord Ravencrest.

“1 suppose| am.”
“Good. Very good. | want you to ride with us, then.”

Now both Tyrande and Illidan looked confused. Likely fearing for Illidan’s safety, the young priestess
said, “My Lord Ravencrest, we would be honored—"

She got no farther. The night elven lord raised a polite hand to silence her. “Not you, Sster, although the
blessing of the Mother Moon is dways welcome. No, 'tis the lad d one with whom | speak now.”

Trying not to show hisincreasing anxiety, lidan asked, “But what would you have need of mefor, my
lord?’

“For the moment, investigation into the escape of the creature we had penned here! News cameto me
just moments ago of his escape. Assuming that he’ s not been captured dready, I’ ve some notions asto
how to find him. | might need the aid of a bit of sorcery, though, and while the Moon Guard are capable,
| prefer someone who listensto orders.”

To refuse arequest by anight ef as highly ranked as Ravencrest would have been suspicious, but joining
him risked Mafurion. Tyrande glanced surreptitioudy at Illidan, trying to read histhoughts. He, on the
other hand, wished that she could tell him the best path to take.

In truth, there was only one choice. “I’ d be honored to join you, my lord.”

“Excdlent! Rol’tharak! A mount for our young sorcerer friend herel”

The officer in question brought forth a spare night saber, most asif Ravencrest had expected Illidan dl
thetime. Theanima crouched low so that its new rider could mount up.

“Thesuniswdl upon us, my lord,” Rol’ tharak commented to Ravencrest as he handed down thereins



of the beast to Mafurion’ s brother.
“Wewill make do...aswill you, eh, sorcerer?’

[llidan understood very well the velled message. His pow erswould be weaker in daylight, but the
commander was still confident that he would be of use. The confidence which Ravencrest had in him
made lllidan’ shead swell.

“I will not fail you, my lord.”
“Splendid, lad!”

As he dipped atop the panther, 1llidan gave Tyrande a quick glance, indicating that she should not worry
about Mafurion and the orc. He would ride with Ravencrest and aid in whatever way he could so long as
the pair would still make good their escape.

Tyrande s brief but grateful smilewas all the reward he could have desired. Fedling quite good about
himsdlf, I1lidan nodded to the commander that he was ready.

With awave and a shout, Lord Ravencrest led the armed force on. Illidan leaned forward, determined
to keep pace with the noble. Somehow he would please Ravencrest while at the same time keeping his
dtruigtic brother from being sent to Black Rook Hold. Mafurion knew the forest lands well, which meant
that he would likely stay ahead of the soldiers and Moon Guard, but in the awful chance that pursuit had
caught up with Illidan’ stwin and Tyrande' s creature, 1llidan had to at least consider sacrificing Brox to
save his brother. Tyrande would come to understand that. He would do what he could to avoid it, but
blood camefirg...

As often happened, amorning fog draped over the landscape. The thick mist would break up soon, but
it meant more hope for Mdfurion. Illidan kept his gaze on the path ahead, wondering if it was the same
one hisbrother had used. It might be that the Moon Guard had not even chosen theright direction, which
meant that he and Lord Ravencrest now pursued afutile course of action.

But as they raced deeper and deeper into the wooded lands, the fog quickly gave way. The morning sun
seemed as eager to drain llidan of his power asit did to eat awvay the mist, but he gritted his teeth and
tried not to think of what that might mean. If it came to some sort of show of sorcery, he had no intention
of disappointing the noble. The hunt for the orc had become as much Illidan’ s excuse to make new
connections within the hierarchy of the night elf world asit had anything to do with the escape of Brox.

But just asthey reached the top of aridge, something farther down made Illidan frown and Lord
Ravencrest curse. The commander immediately Sowed his mount, the rest following suit. Ahead
gppeared to be anumber of peculiar mounds scattered aong thetrail. The night elves cautioudy
descended the other side of the ridge, Ravencrest and the soldiers keeping their weapons ready. 1llidan
suddenly prayed that he had not overestimated his daytime skills.

“By the Blessed Azshard seyes!” muttered Ravencrest.
[llidan could say nothing. He could only gape at the carnage reveded as they drew near.
At least haf adozen night elves, including two of the Moon Guard, lay dead before the newcomers, their

bodiestorn to shreds and, in the case of the two sorcerers, seemingly sucked dry by some vampiric force.
Thetwo Moon Guard resembled nothing more than shriveled fruit left in the suntoo long. Their



emaciated forms were stretched in positions of the utmost agony and clearly they had struggled
throughout their horrible ordedls.

Five night sabers aso lay dead, some with their throats torn out, the others disemboweled. Of the
remaining panthers, therewasno sign.

“I wasright!” Ravencrest snapped. “ That green-hided creature was not alone! There must’ ve been two
dozen and moreto do this...and with the Moon Guard along yet!”

[llidan paid him no mind, concerned more with what might have befdlen Mdfurion. This could not bethe
work of either his brother or one orc. Did Lord Ravencrest have the right of it? Had Brox betrayed
Mafurion, leeding him to his savage comrades?

| should’ ve dain the beast when | had the opportunity! Hisfig tightened and he felt hisrage fud his
powers. Given atarget, 1llidan would have more than proved his sorcerous might to the noble.

Then one of the soldiers noticed something to theright of the carnage. “My lord! Comelook! I've seen
nothing likeit!”

Steering their animals around, I1lidan and Ravencrest stared wide-eyed at the beast the other night elf
had found.

It was a creature out of nightmare, in some ways lupinein form, but monstroudy distorted, asif some
insane god had created it out of the depths of his madness. Even in desth it lost no bit of itsinherent
horror.

“What do you make of it, sorcerer?’

For amoment, Illidan forgot thathe was the fount of magica wisdom here. Shaking his head, he
responded with al honesty, “I have no idea, Lord Ravencrest...noidea”

However terrifying the monster was, someone had dedlt hard with it, jamming a makeshift spear down
itsgullet and likely choking it to death.

Agan lllidan’ sthoughts turned to his brother, last known by him to be heading into thisforest. Had
Malfurion done this? It seemed unlikely. Did histwin instead lie nearby, torn apart asreadily asthe two
Moon Guard?

“Very curious,” Ravencrest muttered. He suddenly straightened, looking around. “Where are the rest of
thefirst party?’ he demanded to no onein particular. “ There should be twice as many aswe found!”

Asif to answer that, amournful horn blast arose from the south, where the forest dropped abruptly,
becoming more treacherousto traverse.

The commander pointed hisblade in the direction of the horn blast. “ That way. ..but be wary...there
may be more of those monsters about!”

The party worked their way down, each member, Illidan included, watching the thickening forest with
trepidation. The horn did not sound again, not at al agood sgn.

Severd yards down, they came across another night saber, its entire side opened up by savage claws, its



back a so broken by the two huge oaksinto which it had crashed. Only a short distance away, another of
the Moon Guard lay pressed against a massive rock, his emaciated body and his horrified expresson
chilling even the hardened soldiers of Lord Ravencres.

“Steady...” the noble quietly ordered. “Keep order...”

Once more, the horn sounded feebly, thistime much closer and directly ahead.

The newcomers wended their way toward it. Ilidan had the horrible fegling that something watched him
in particular, but whenever he looked around, he saw only the trees.

“Another one, my lord!” the night elf called Rol’ tharak blurted, pointing just ahead.

Sure enough, asecond hellish beast lay deed, its body sprawled asif even in dying it had sought another
victim. In addition to a crushed nose and a shoulder torn apart, it had severa strange, ropelike markson
itslegs. What had dain it, however, were anumber of well-aimed thruststo itsthroat by night elven
blades. One till remained embedded in the beest.

They found two more soldiers nearby, the highly trained warriors of the realm tossed about like rag
dolls. lllidan’ s brow furrowed in puzzlement. If the night elves had managed to day both mongters, then
where were the survivors?

Moments | ater, they found what remained.

One soldier sat propped against atree, hisleft arm torn free. A poor attempt had been made to bandage
the immense wound. He stared without seeing a the new arrivas, the horn till in his one remaining hand.

Blood covered historso.

Next to him lay the other to survive—if to survive meant to have haf of one sface ripped apart and one
leg twisted under at an impossible angle. His breathing was ragged, his chest barely rising each time.

“You therel” Ravencrest bellowed to the one with the horn. “Look a me!”

The survivor blinked dowly, then forced his gaze to that of the noble.

“Isthisit? Arethere any more?’

The mauled fighter opened his mouth, but no sound escaped it.

“Roal’tharak! Look to hiswounds! Give him water if he needsit!”

“Aye, my lord!”

“Therest of you fan out! Now!”

[llidan remained with Ravencrest, watching warily asthe others established what they hoped would bea
safe perimeter. That so many of their fellows, including three spellcasters, had been so easily massacred

did nothing for morae.

“Speak up!” Ravencrest roared. “I command you! Who was responsible for this? The escaped
prisoner?’



At this, the bloody soldier et out awild laugh, Sartling Rol’ tharak so much that he stepped back.
“N-never saw that one, m-my lord!” the maimed figure responded. “ Probably al eaten up h-himself!”
“So it was those mongters, then? Those hounds?’

The gtricken night elf nodded.

“What happened to the Moon Guard? Why didn’t they stop the things? Surely even in the daytime—"
And again the wounded soldier laughed. “M-my lord! The sorcerers were the easiest of the p-prey...”

Through effort, the story came out. The soldiers and the Moon Guard had pursued the escaped cresture
and another, unidentified figure through the forest, following their tracks even through fog and the coming
sun. They had not actualy seen the pair, but had been certain that it would only be amatter of time
before they caught up.

Then, unexpectedly, they had come acrossthe first beest.

No one had ever seen anything likeit. Even dead it had unnerved the night elves. Hargo' then, the lead
sorcerer, had sensed something magical about it. He had commanded the rest to wait afew paces behind
him while he rode up to investigate the corpse. No one had argued.

“Anunnaturd thing,” Hargo' then had proclaimed as he had begun to dismount. “Tyr' kyn...” he had
called to one of the other Moon Guard. “1 want you to—"

That was when the second beast had falen upon him.

“It came from out behind the nearest trees, m-my lord...and went directly for...for Hargo'then! S-dew
his mount with one swipe of the c-claws and th-then...”

The sorcerer had no chance. Before the Sartled night elves could react, two horrific tentacles on the
creature’ s back had thrust out, adhering themsalves like leechesto Hargo' then' s chest and forehead. The
Moon Guard leader screamed as no night elf had ever heard one of their own scream and before their
eyes he had suddenly shriveled into adry, limp husk quickly discarded by the davering, four-legged
mongrosty.

Finaly recovering from their shock, the other night elves belatedly charged the beast, seeking at least to
avenge Hargo' then’ s deeth.

Too late they redlized that they were dso being hunted from behind by athird beast. The attackers had
become the attacked, caught between twin demonic forces.

The resulting carnage had been clear for the newcomersto see. The Moon Guard had perished swiftly,
their weskened magicd abilities actualy making them much more attractive prey. The soldiers had fared
little better, but at least their blades had some effect on the demons.

Asthe survivor finished histae, he grew less coherent. By the time he reached the conclusion, where he
and three others had banded together at this spot, it was al Lord Ravencrest and Illidan could do to
understand hisramblings.



Rol’ tharak looked up. “He s passed out again, my lord. | fear he may not be waking up again.”

“See what you can do for him to ease his pain. Check that other one, too.” The noble frowned. “1 want
another look at that first carcass. Sorcerer, attend me.”

[llidan followed Ravencrest back along thetrail. Two guards broke off from their dutiesto follow the
pair. The other soldiers continued to survey the area, trying unsuccesstully to find any more survivors.

“What do you make of the story?’ the veteran commander asked of Illidan. “Have you heard of such
things?’

“Never, my lord...but | am not part of the Moon Guard and so not privy to dl their arcane knowledge.”

“For dl the good their knowledge did them! Hargo' then was dways too confident! Most of the Moon
Guard arel”

[llidan gave anoncommittal noise.
“Hereitis...”

The macabre beast looked asiif it till sought to remove the wedge from its throat. Despite the open
wounds it bore, the creature was bereft of any eager scavengers, even flies. Even theforet life seemed
repelled by the dead intruder.

To thetwo soldiers, Ravencrest commanded, “ Check the path we took. Seeif thetrall thefirst party
and oursfollowed continues on. | still want that green-skinned brute. ..more than ever now!”

Asthe other two rode on, both Illidan and the noble dismounted, the latter also unsheathing his blade.
The night saberswere not at all keen on remaining so near the carcass, so their ridersled them to athick
tree ashort distance away and tied thereinstoit.

Once back at the corpse, Lord Ravencrest knelt down. “Simply horrid! Inal my years, I’ ve never faced
such athing so well designed for carnage...” Helifted aleathery tentacle. “ Curious appendage. So thisis
what the other used to suck Hargo' then dry! What do you make of it?’

Trying not to back away from thefoul limb thrust in hisface, 1llidan managed, “V-vampiric in nature, my
lord. Some animals drink blood, but this one seeks magica energy.” Helooked around. “The other’s
been torn off.”

“Yes soit has. Likdy by ananimd...”

While the noble continued his gruesome examination, |llidan consdered the monsirosity’ sdesth. The
soldier reported that thisfirst one had been dead dready. To the young night elf’s quick mind, that meant
the only oneswho could have dain it were Madfurion and Brox...and judging by the physical struggle that
had taken place, Illidan would have placed his bet more on the powerful orc.

Off to the Sde, the cats grew increasingly virulent in their protests at being so near the cregture. Illidan
tried to shut out the sounds of their hissing, still concerned about his brother. They had sighted no other
corpses save those of thefirst party and the second of the three beasts mentioned, but—



Head snapping up straight, Illidan said, “My Lord Ravencrest! We never found any sign of the—"
The snarls of the night sabers reached a new crescendo.
[llidan sensed something behind him.

Hethrew himsdlf to the Sde, accidentdly colliding with the unsuspecting noble. Both fell flat to the
ground, the younger night elf sprawled haphazardly over the commander. Ravencrest’ s sword flew
wildly, landing far beyond either’ sreach.

The huge, clawed form that had just legpt at [llidan went sailing over the carcass of itstwin.

“What in the name of—" Ravencrest managed. The night sabers struggled to attack, but their reinsheld,
keeping the cats from being any aid.

Recovering fird, lllidan looked up to see the hellish creature turning to attempt a second strike. He had
thought the dead one terrifying enough, but to see one aive and bearing down on him nearly made Illidan
fleein utter panic.

But instead of legping again, the canine horror suddenly lashed at Illidan with the two tentacles atop its
back. Memories of the husks that had once been powerful members of the Moon Guard filled the night
df’'smind.

Y et, as the gaping appendages sought his magic, sought his very body, self-preservation took over.
Recalling how one tentacle on the dead beast had been ripped free, Illidan quickly devised aplan of
attack.

Hedid not try to strike the monster directly, knowing how little that would probably help. 1t would
samply suck up llidan’s spdl and perhaps continue draining him directly. Instead, Illidan choseto cast his
spell on Lord Ravencrest’ slost blade, which lay out of hishellish foe' ssight.

The animated sword rose swiftly in the air and began to spin, whirling faster and faster. 1llidan directed it
at the creature s back, aiming for the parasitic appendages.

With pinpoint accuracy, the whirling blade shot across the shoulders of the toothy behemoth, severing
both tentacles as smply asit could have shaved ablade of grass.

With amaddened howl, the houndlike beast shook, thick, greenish fluids spilling over its shoulders and
down itsbackside. It snarled, its unsettling gaze narrowing on the one who had hurt it so.

Emboldened by his success and lessfearful now that the danger to his sorcery had been eliminated,
[llidan directed Ravencrest’ s sword back again. Asthe monster legpt a him, the young night elf smiled
darkly at it.

With aforce magnified by hisintense will, he buried the weagpon in the cresture’ s hard skull.

The monster’ sleap faltered. It sumbled avkwardly. A glazed look filled the horrific orbs. The massve
beast took two hesitant steps toward Illidan. ..then crumpled in alimp hesp.

An incredible exhaustion overcame the young night df, but one mixed with a sense of extreme
satisfaction and triumph. He had done with little hesitation what three of the Moon Guard had failed to



do. That he had learned from their mistakes, Illidan did not care. He only knew that by himself he had
taken on ademon and won handily.

“Wdl done!” A heavy dap on hisback nearly sent him stumbling into hismonstrousfoe. Aslllidan
fought to maintain his balance, Lord Ravencrest stepped past him to admire his companion’ swork. “A
splendid counterattack! Remove the greatest danger, then strike the death blow while the enemy triesto
recoup! Splendid!”

The noble put one boot on aforelimb of the demon and struggled to remove hisblade. From thetral
rode the two guards and further behind Illidan, others shouted asredization of the threat findly sank in
among the rest of the party.

“My lord!” shouted one of the two guards. “We heard—"
Rol’ tharak rushed up. “Lord Ravencrest! Y ou dew one of the beasts! Areyou injured?’

[llidan expected Ravencrest to take credit—after dl, the noble’ s wegpon il pierced the monster’s
head—but instead the elder night f stretched forth his hand and indicated Mafurion’s brother. “Nay!
Here stands the one who, after risking himsdlf to throw me from the cresture' s path, reedily disposed of
the danger with scarcely aconcern for hisown lifel | saw right about you from thefirgt, Illidan
Stormrage! More capable than adozen Moon Guard you are!l”

Cheeks darkening, the young night elf accepted the accolades of the powerful commander. Y ears of
hearing how he was expected to be a hero, achampion of his people, had set aheavy load on his
shoulders. Y &, now, Illidan felt asif hisdestiny had findly revedled itsdlf...and it had done so with the
innate sorcery he had dmost rejected for the dower, more subtle druidic spells Cenarius had been
teaching.

| wasafoal to rgect my heritage, lllidan redized. Mafurion’ s path was never meant to be mine. Evenin
daytime, night elven sorcery is mine to command. ..

It heartened him, actudly, for he had felt strange taking up the ways of his brother. What hero of legend
had been recorded following the footsteps of another? [1lidan had been meant tolead.

The soldiers—L ord Ravencrest’ s capable, veteran soldiers—eyed him with anew and hedlthy respect.

“Rol’tharak!” thenoble caled. “I fed luck iswith methisday! | want you to lead haf the warriorson
after thetrail! Wemay ill find the prisoner and whoever released him! Go now!”

“Aye, my lord!” Rol’tharak summoned severa soldiers, then, after all had mounted, led them in the
direction Mafurion and Brox had likely gone.

Illidan scarcely thought of his brother, dready assuming that the delay here had given Mdfurion dl the
time he needed to lose his pursuers. He did think of Tyrande, however, who would not only be quite
pleased by what she would see as his having delayed the hunters but aso would be rightly impressed by
the high praise Lord Ravencrest had bestowed upon him.

And it seemed that the noble had more to bestow upon the one he thought had saved hislife. Striding up
to Illidan, Ravencrest put one gauntleted hand on the other night ef’ s shoulder, then declared, “1llidan
Stormrage, the Moon Guard may be ignorant of your prowess, but | am not. Y ou are hereby marked as
one of Black Rook Hold'sown...and my personal sorcerer! Assuch, you'll be of arank outside of the



Moon Guard, equa to any of their own and unable to be commanded by any of their order! Y ou will
answer only to me and to your queen, the Light of Lights, Azsharal”

Therest of the night elves put their left handsto their chests and dipped their heedsin homage at the
mention of the queen.

“| am—honored—my lord...”

“Come! Weride back immediately! | want to gather alarger force to bring these carcasses to Black
Rook Hold! Thismust be investigated thoroughly! If we're to be invaded by some hellish horde, we must

learn everything we can, then dert her mgesty!”
Caught up in hiseuphoria, Illidan paid scant attention to any mention of Azshara. Had he done so, he
might have had at least some dight concern, for it was because of her that Mafurion had dared the wrath

of hisbrother’s new patron. She it was who Mafurion inssted wasinvolved in madness that might prove
catastrophic to the entire night ef race.

But for the moment, dl Illidan could think was,| have found my destiny at last ...

THIRTEEN

He s strong of mind, strong of soul, strong of body . .. said a powerful, aggressive voice in Rhonin's heed.

An admirable qudity...at other times... replied a second, calmer voice otherwise identical to thefirgt.
Thetruth will be known,thefirst ingsted.I’ve never failed to makeit so...

Rhonin seemed to float outside his body, but where he floated, the wizard could not say. Hefdt asif he
hung between life and desth, deep and waking, darkness and light. ..nothing seemed quiteright or
absolutely wrong.

No more! interjected athird voice somehow familiar to him.He has been through enough! Return him to
me...for now...

And suddenly Rhonin awoke in the glade of Cenarius.

The sun hung high overhead, athough whether that meant it was noon or merely atrick of the enchanted
area, the human could not say. Rhonin tried to rise, but, as before, his body would not obey him.

He heard movement and suddenly the sky filled with the antlered aspect of the forest lord.
“You'rereslient, Rhonin wizard,” Cenarius rumbled.

“Y ou surprised one who isusudly little surprised. . .and, more to the point, you held your secrets,
however foolish that may beinthelong run.”

“Th-there’ snothing...1 can...tdl you.” It amazed Rhonin that his mouth even worked.

“That remainsto be seen. We will know what happened to your companion and why you—who should
not be here—are.” The demigod' s visage softened. “But for now, | would have you rest. That much you



deserve”

He waved his hand over Rhonin’ sface...and the wizard dept.

Krasus himsdf would have liked to know the answer of exactly where he was. The cavernin which he
now awakened stirred no memories. He could not sense the presence of any other cresture, especialy
not one of hisown kind, and that worried him. Had the watcher smply brought him hereto berid of him?
Did he expect Krasusto die here?

Thelast was avery red danger. Pain and exhaustion continued to wrack the dragon mage' s lanky frame.
Krasusfdt asif someone had ripped haf of him away. His memory continued to fail him and he feared
that all hismaladieswould only grow worse with time...time he did not have.

No! | will not givein to despair! Not me! Forcing himsdlf to hisfeet, he peered around. For ahuman or
orc, the cavern would have been al but black, yet Krasus could make out itsinterior dmost aswell asif
thelight of the sun shone within. He could see the huge, toothy stalactites and stalagmites, identify each
crack and fissure dong thewalls, and note even thetiny, blind lizards darting in and around the smallest
Ccrevices.

Unfortunately, he could not make out any exit.

“I do not have time for these games!” he snapped at the empty air. His words echoed, seeming to grow
more self-mocking with each repetition.

He was missing something. Surely he had been put in this place for areason...but what?

Then Krasus recdled the ways of hiskind, waysthat could, for those not dragons, be very cruel, indeed.
A grim smile played across hisface.

Straightening, the cowled mage dowly turned in acircle, eyes never blinking once. At the sametime, he
began reciting aritua greeting, speaking in alanguage older than the world. He repeated the greeting
three times, emphasi zing the nuances of it as only one who had learned it from the very source of that
language could.

If thisdid not garner the attention of his captors, nothing would.

“It gpeaks the tongue of those who set the heavens and earth in place...” thundered someone. “ Those
who brought usinto being.”

“It must be one of us,” said another. “For it can surely not be one of them...”

“More must be known.”

And suddenly from the empty air they materidized around thetiny figure. ..four gargantuan red dragons
seated around Krasus, their world-spanning wings folded in dignified fashion behind them. They eyed the
mage asif hewereasmal but tasty morsdl of food.

If they thought to shock his supposedly primitive senses, then once again they had failed.



“Definitely one of us,” murmured aheavier male, so noted by hislarger crest. He snorted, sending puffs
of smoke Krasus sway.

“And that issswhy | brought him,” asmaller male bitterly remarked. “That...and hisssincessant
whining...”

Perfectly at ease surrounded by the smoke, Krasus turned to the second male. “If you had the sensethe
creators gave you, you would have known mefor what | am and the urgency of my warning immediately!
We could have been spared the chaotic retreat from the realm of the forest lord.”

“| am sdtill not certain that | did not make amissstake in bringing you herel”

“And whereishere?’

All four dragons leaned their heads back in dight astonishment. One of the two femaes now spoke. “If
you are one of us, little dragon, then you should know it aswell asyou know your nest...”

Krasus cursed his addled memory. This could be only onelocation. “Then | am in the home caverns?|
amintheream of beloved Alexstrasza, Queen of Life?’

“Y ou did want to come here,” reminded the smaller mae.

“The question remains,” interjected the second female, younger, deeker than therest. “ Do you come any
father?’

“He comesasfar ashedesires,” intruded anew voice. “If he can but answver me asmple question.”

Thefour leviathans and Krasus turned to where afifth and obvioudy much more mature dragon
suddenly sat. In contrast to the two other males, this one had an impressive crest running from the top of
his head to down past his shoulders. He outweighed the second-largest dragon by severd tonsand his
claws done were longer than the tiny figure standing in the midst of the behemoths.

But despite hisimmense form and clear dominance, his eyes were sharp and full of wisdom. He more
than any of the others would decide the success of Krasus' sjourney.

“If you are one of us despite that guise you wear, you must know who | am,” the dragon rumbled.

The mage struggled with histattered memories. Of course he knew who thiswas, but the name would

not come to him. His body tensed and his blood boiled as he fought the fog in hismind. Krasus knew that
if hedid not spesk to this giant by name, he would forever be rgected, forever be unable to warn his
kind of the possible danger his presence in thistime represented.

And then, with titanic effort, the name he should have known dmost aswell as hisown sprang from his
lips. “You areTyranagtrasz ... Tyran the Scholarly One... consort to Alexstraszal”

His pride at recalling both the name and title of the crimson giant must have been noticegble, for
Tyranastrasz let out aloud, dmost human chuckle.

“Y ou are indeed one of us, dthough | cannot place you yet! | have been given aname for you by the
one who brought you, but clearly it iswrong, as, among us, anameis granted to one and one alone.”



“Thereisno mistake,” the dragon mageinssted. “And | can explain why.”

Alexstrasza’ s consort shook hismighty head. A hint of smoke escaped his nodtrils. “ The explanation you
have given, little one, has been relayed to us...and il it isfound too astonishing to be true! What you
say fdlsinto the relm of the Timeless One, Nozdormu, but even he would not be so carelessasto do as

you have shown!”

“Heisaddled, plainand smple,” said the watcher from the forest. “ One of our own, | will grant, but
injured by accident or device.”

“Perhaps...” Tyranastrasz sartled the other dragons then, lowering his head to the ground just before
Krasus.

“But by knowing me you have answered my question! Y ou are of the flight and thus have theright and
privilege to enter the innermost recesses of thislair! Comel | will take you to the one who will settlethis
matter for usdl, the onewho knows dl her flight as she knows al her children! She will recognize you
and, therefore, recognize thetruth...”

“You will take meto Alexstrasza?’
“None other. Climb atop my neck, if you are able.”

Even with hisphysica debilitation, Krasus readily managed to climb up. Not only did the thought of at
last finding help spur him on.....but so did the smple opportunity to see his beloved once more, evenif it
turned out she did not recognize him after all.

The huge dragon carried Krasus through long-worn tunnels and chambers that should have been easily
recognizable but were not. Now and then, some hint of memory stirred, but never enough to satisfy the
mage. Even when they came across other dragons, none looked at dl familiar to Krasus, who once had
known al those of the red flight.

He wished that he had been awake when the watcher had flown him here. The landscape surrounding
the red flight's domain might have sparked his memories. Besides, what more glorious sight could exist
than to see the dragons at the peak of their rule? To witness once more the tdl, towering mountains, the
hundreds of grest gapsin every dliff Sde, each of the latter an entrance into Alexsirasza sredm. It had
been countless centuries since that time and Krasus had aways mourned its passing, mourned the passing
of the Age of Dragons.

Perhaps once | have convinced her...shewill let me see theland of dragons from without one last
time.. .before she decides what to do with me.

Tyranastrasz' s huge form moved effortlesdy through the high, smooth tunnels. Krasus felt atwinge of
jealousy, for here he was, about to speak with his beloved, and forced to do so in this meager, mortal
body. He greetly loved the lesser races, enjoyed histime among them, but now, when he might be putting
hisvery existence on the line, Krasus would have preferred histrue shape.

A bright yet comforting glow suddenly appeared ahead of them. The reddish glow warmed Krasus
ingde and out asthey neared and made him think of childhood, of learning to grow up in the sky aswell
asthe earth. Heeting memories of hislife danced in his head and for thefirgt timesince hisarriva inthis
time period, the dragon mage dmost fet himself.



They came to the source of the magnificent glow, the mouth of avast cave. Kneding at the entrance,
Tyranastrasz lowered his head and rumbled, “With your permission, my love, my life”

“Always,” returned avoice both delicate and al-powerful.
“Alwaysfor you.”

Again Krasusfet atwinge of jealousy, but he knew that the one who spoke had loved him as much as
sheloved the leviathan on which he rode. The Queen of Life had so much love not only for her consorts,
but for al her flight. Intruth, she loved dl creatures of the world, dthough that love would not stop her
from destroying those that in some way threstened the rest.

And that was one thing he had purposely failed to mention to Rhonin. It had occurred early on to Krasus
that one way to avoid any further damage to the timeline might be to remove those objects that were not
where they were supposed to be.

To save history from going further awry, Alexsraszamight have to day both him and the human wizard.

Asheand Tyranastrasz entered, al thought of what might happen to him vanished as Krasus beheld the
one who would forever command his heart and soul.

The wondrous glow which permested every corner and crevice of the huge chamber radiated from the
shimmering red dragon hersdf. Alexgtraszawas the most monumenta of her kind, twice the size of the
titan upon which Krasusrode. Y et, despite that, an inherent gentleness could be sensed within the
meassive frame, and even as the mage watched, the Queen of Life delicately moved afragile egg from the
warmth of her body to a smoking vent, where she secured it safely.

She was surrounded by eggs, eggs and more. The eggs were her latest clutch, abountiful one. Each
stood only afoot in height—large by most standards, tiny when compared to the one who had laid them.
Krasus counted three dozen. Only about half would hatch and only half of those would surviveto
adulthood, but that was the way of dragons—a harsh beginning herdding alife of glory and wonder.

Framing theimage was an array of flowering plants that should not have been able to exist under such
conditions and especidly underground. There were wall-crawling cregpers and sprawling carpets of
purple phlox. Golden daylilies decorated the area of the nest and roses and orchids lined the areawhere
Alexgrasza hersdf rested. Every plant bloomed strong, dl fed by the glorious presence of the Queen of
Life
A crysta-clear stream flowed through the cavern, passing within reach of the female dragon’s maw
should shedesireagp at any time. The cam gurgle of the underground added to the tranquillity of the
scene.

Krasus s mount lowered his head so that histiny rider could dismount. Eyes never leaving Alexsirasza,
the dragon mage stepped to the cavern floor, then went down on one knee.

“My queen...”

But she looked instead to the huge mae who had brought Krasus here. “ Tyranastrasz...would you leave
usaonefor atime?’

Wordlessly the other behemoth backed out of the chamber. The Queen of Life shifted her gazeto



Krasus, but said nothing. He knelt there before her, waiting for some sign of recognition yet receiving
none.

Unableto hold his silence any longer, Krasus gasped, “My queen, my world, canit bethat you of all
beings do not know me?’

She studied him through ditted lids before answering, “I know what | sense, and | know what | fed, and
because of both | have taken the story you have told the others under serious consideration. | have
aready decided what must be done, but first, there is another who must be involved in this situation, for
his august opinion is as dear to me as my own—ahh! He comes now!”

From another passage emerged an adult male only dightly smaller than Tyranastrasz. The newcomer
moved ponderoudy, asif each step was aheavy labor. Long, with faded crimson scales and weary eyes,
he at first gppeared much older than Alexstrasza s consort—until the mage realized that it was not age
that afflicted this dragon, but some unknown malady.

“Y ou...summoned me, my Alexdrasza?’

And as Krasus heard the weakened giant speak, hisworld turned upside down again. He ssumbled to
hisfeet, backing away from the mae in open dismay.

The Queen of Lifewas quick to notice his reaction even though her gaze for the most part remained on
the newcomer. “1 asked your presence here, yes. Forgive meif the effort strains you too much.”

“Thereis...nothing | would not do for you, my love, my world.”

Sheindicated the mage, who till good asif struck by lightning. “ Thisis—what do you cal yoursdf?”

“Kor—Krasus, my queen. Krasus...”

“Krasus? Krasusit is, then...” Her tone hinted of amusement at his sudden choice of namesat this
moment. Sheturned again to theill leviathan. “And this, Krasus, is one of my most beloved subjects, my
most recent consort, and oneto whom | aready greetly look for guidance. Being one of us, you may
have heard of him. HisnameisKoridgrasz...”

Along thewinding forest path they rode, Mdfurion finaly coming to believe that they had lost any
possible pursuit. He had chosen aroute that led over rocks and other areas where the night saber’ s paws
would leave few tracks, hoping that anyone following would soon ride off in the wrong direction. It meant
taking more time than usud to reach the point where he dways met Cenarius, but Mafurion had decided
he needed to take that chance. He il did not know what the forest lord might think when he heard what

his pupil had done.

Asthey neared the meeting place, Mafurion dowed hiscat. In abit more ragged fashion, Brox did the
same.

“We stopping?’ grunted the orc, looking around and seeing nothing but more trees. “Here?’

“Almogt. Only afew minutes more. The oak should soon bein sight.”



Despite being so near hisgod, the night f actualy grew more tense. One time he thought hefelt eyes
watching them, but when he looked, he saw only the calm forest. The redlization that hislife had forever
changed continued to shake him. If the Moon Guard identified him, he risked being shunned, the most
dire punishment that could be inflicted upon anight ef other than death. His people would turn from him,
forever marking him as dead even though he still breathed. No one would interact with him or even meet
hisgaze.

Not even Tyrande or Illidan.

He had only compounded his crimes by leaving the hunters to face the demonic creature, something
Brox had cdled a“felbeast.” If the felbeast had hurt or dain any of the pursuit party, it would leave
Malfurion with no hope of ever mending his situation. . .and, to make matters worse, he would be
responsgible for the loss of innocent lives. Y et, what else could he have done? The only other choice
would have involved turning Brox over to the Moon Guard...and eventudly to Black Rook Hold.

The oak he sought suddenly appeared ahead, giving Malfurion the opportunity to dwell no more, for the
time being, on his growing troubles. To anyone el se, the tree would have smply been atree, but to
Mdfurion, it was an ancient sentinel, one of those who had served Cenariuslonger than most. Thistree,
tall, thick of trunk, and so very wrinkled of bark, had seen therest of the forest grow over and over. It
had outlasted countless others of its kind and witnessed thousands of generations of flegting animal lives.

It knew Mdfurion as he approached, the leaves of the wide crown audibly shaking despite alack of
wind. Thiswasthe ancient speech of dl trees and the night df felt honored that Cenarius had taught him
early on how to understand some of it.

“Brox...I must ask afavor of you.”
“I oweyou much. Ak it.”

Pointing at the oak, Mafurion said, “Dismount and go to that tree. Touch the palm of your hand to the
trunk where you see that gnarled area of bark.”

The orc clearly had no ideawhy thiswould be required of him, but asit had been Malfurion who had
requested it, heimmediately obeyed. Handing the reinsto the night elf, Brox trudged over to the sentind.
The huge warrior peered closdly at the trunk, then planted one meaty hand where Malfurion had
indicated.

Twisting his head so asto look back at his companion, the orc rumbled, “What do | do n—"

Helet out asnarl of surprise ashis hand sank into the bark asif the latter had become mud. Brox almost
pulled the gppendage free, but Mafurion quickly ordered him to remain till.

“Donothing a dl! Smply stand there! 1t'slearning of you! Y our hand will tingle, but that’ sal!”

What he did not go on to explain was that the tingling meant that tiny root tendrils from within the
guardian now penetrated the orc’ s flesh. The oak was learning of Brox by becoming, however briefly, a
part of him. Plant and anima meshed together. The oak would forever recal Brox, no matter how many
centuries might pass.

Theveininthe orc’ s neck throbbed madly, asign of hisgrowing anxiety. To his credit, Brox stood as
gl asthe 08k, his eyes ever fixed on where his hand had vanished.



Suddenly he fell back a step, the appendage released as abruptly asit had been taken. Brox quickly
flexed the hand, testing the fingers and possibly even counting them.

“Theway isopen to usnow,” Mdfurion proclaimed.

With Brox mounted once more, the night ef led the way past the oak. As he rode by the sentind,
Malfurion sensed a subtle change in the air. Had they not been given permission, he and Brox could have
ridden on forever and never found the glade. Only those Cenarius permitted to come to him would find
the path beyond the sentindls.

The differencesin their surroundings became more noticeable asthe pair journeyed on. A refreshing
breeze cooled both. Birds hopped about and sang from the trees surrounding them. The trees themsalves
shook merrily, greeting the night elf—who could understand them—especialy. A feding of comfort
embraced both to the point that Malfurion even caught a hint of asmile on the orc’ srough visage.

A barrier of dense woods abruptly barred their way. Brox looked to Malfurion, who indicated that they
should now dismount. After both had done so, Mafurion guided the orc dong anarrow foot trail not at
firgt visble between the trees. Thisthey followed for severd minutes before stepping out into arichly lit
open areafilled with tall, soft grass and high, brightly petaled flowers.

The glade of the forest lord.

But the figure encircled by aring of flowersin the midst of the glade could never have been mistaken for
Cenarius. Seated in thering' s center, he legpt up a sight of the pair, his odd eyes especidly lingering on
Brox—asif he knew exactly what the orc was.

“You...” the stranger muttered at the green-skinned warrior. “Y ou shouldn’t be here...”
Brox mistook the thrust of hisremark. “1 come with him, wizard...and need no permission of yours.”

But the fire-haired figure—to what race he belonged, Mafurion could not yet say—shook his head and
started toward the orc, only to hesitate at the edge of the ring. With a curious glance at the
flowers—which in turn looked asif they now studied him—the hooded stranger blurted, “ Thisisn't your
time! You shouldn't exist herea dl!”

He raised his hand in what seemed amenacing posture to the night elf. Recalling Brox’ s use of the word
“wizard,” Mafurion quickly prepared aspdl of hisown, sugpecting that Cenarius s druidic teachings
would avail him better in this sacred place than the stranger’ s own magic.

Suddenly the sky thundered and the ever-present light breeze became an intense gale. Brox and
Madfurion were pushed back afew feet and the wizard was dmost thrust into the air, so hard was he
forced away from the edge of thering.

“Therewill be none of thisin my sanctum!” declared the voice of Cenarius.

A short distance to the side of the flower barrier, the harsh wind picked up leaves, dirt, and other loose
bits of the fore<t, throwing them around and creating awhirlwind. The smdl twister grew swiftly insze

and intengty while theleaves and other pieces solidified into atowering figure.

And asthe air quieted again, Cenarius stepped forward to survey Mdfurion and the others.



“Of you | expect better,” he quietly remarked to the night ef. “ But theseare strangetimes.” He eyed
Brox. “And growing siranger with each passing hour, it seems.”

The orc growled defiantly at Cenarius. Mdfurion quickly slenced him. “Thisisthe lord of the forest, the
demigod Cenarius...the oneto whom | said | would bring you, Brox.”

Brox eased somewhat, then pointed at the hooded wizard. “ And that one? I's he another demigod?”

“He s part of apuzzle,” Cenariusreplied. “and you look to be another piece of the sameone.” To the
figurein thering, he added, “Y ou recognized this newcomer, friend Rhonin.”

The robed spellcaster said nothing.

The demigod shook his head in clear disappointment. “1 mean you no harm, Rhonin, but too much has
come about that | and the othersfind disturbing and out of place. Y ou and your missing companion and
now this one—"

“HisnameisBrox,” Mdfurion offered.

“Thisone caled Brox,” Cenarius amended. “ Another being the likes of which even | have never seen.
And how does Brox cometo be here, my student? | suspect that thereisatadeto tell, adisturbing one.”

With anod, the night ef immediately went into the story of his rescue of the orc, in the processlaying
any possible blame at hisfeet done. Of Tyrande and Illidan, he scarcely even spoke.

But Cenarius, far older and wiser than his pupil, read much of thetruth. “1 said that the destinies of your
brother and you would take different roads. | believe that fork has now come, whether you know it or

“I don’t understand—"

“Itisatak for another time.” The demigod suddenly stepped past Mdfurion and Brox, staring into the
forest. Around the glade, the crowns of the trees suddenly shook with great agitation. “And timeis not
something we have at the moment. Y ou had better prepare yoursaves. ..you included, friend Rhonin.”
“Me?’ blurted the wizard.

“What isit, shan’do?’ Mafurion could sensethetrees fury.

The sunlit sky filled with thunder and the wind picked up again. A shadow fell over Cenarius smaestic
countenance, adark shadow that made even Mafurion wary of histeacher.

Theforest lord stretched forth hisarms, amost asif to embrace something that no one else could see.
“We are about to be attacked...and | fear even | may not be able to protect al of you.”

The lone felbeast had followed the trail asno other animd or rider could, smelling not the scent of its
quarry, but rather the magic the latter commanded. As much as blood and flesh, the energy that was
magic and sorcery wasits sustenance. ..and like any of itskind, the felbeast was always ravenous.



Morta creatures would not have noticed the magic of the oak sentindl, but the demon did. It seized upon
thisunmoving prey with eagerness, the dire tentacles quickly thrusting out and striking the thick trunk.

The oak did its best to combat this unexpected foe. Roots sought to entangle the paws, but the felbeast
dodged them. L oose branches dropped from high above, battering the monster’ sthick hide futilely.

When that did not work, from the oak came a peculiar keening sound, one that picked up in intengity. It
soon reached aleve inaudible to most cregtures.

But for the felbeast, the sound then became agony. The demon whined and tried to bury its head, but at
the sametimeit refused to release its hold on the guardian. The two wills struggled. ..

In the end, the felbeast proved the stronger. Increasingly drained of itsinherent magic, the oak withered
more and more, findly dying asthe Moon Guard had, dain inits duty after thousands of years of
successfully protecting the way.

The felbeast shook its head, then sniffed the air before it. The tentacles eagerly stretched forth, but the
demon keypt its position. It had grown asit devoured the oak’ s ancient magic and now stood almost
twice astall asbefore.

Then, metamorphosistook place. A deep, black radiance surrounded the felbeast, completely
enveloping the demon. Within it, the felbeast twisted in various directions, asif trying to escape from
itsdf.

And themoreit tried, the more it succeeded. One head, two heads, three, four...then five. Each head
grained harder, pulling and pulling. The heads were followed by thick necks, brawny shoulders, then
muscular torsosand legs.

Fueled by the rich magic of the ancient guardian, the one felbeast became apack. The great effort
momentarily weakened each of the demons, but within seconds they recouped. The knowledge that
ahead lay more sustenance, more power, urged them on.

Asone, the felbeasts charged toward the glade.

FOURTEEN

Y ou are atrue servant,the great onetold Lord Xavius.Y our rewards will be endless...al you desirel
will grant you...anything...anyone...

Artificid eyesunblinking, the night elf knelt on one knee before the fiery portd, drinking inthegod's
many glorious promises. He was the most favored of the great one’s new minions, one to whom
miracul ous powers would be granted once the way had been opened.

And the more the Highborne failed to accomplish the last, the longer the god' s arrival was delayed, the
more the counsglor’ sfrustration grew.

Hisfrustration was shared by two others. One of those was Queen Azshara, who longed as much as he
for the day when dl the imperfect would be eradicated from the world, leaving only the night elves—and
only the best of that race—to rule the paradise that would follow. She did not know, of course, that, in



his wisdom, the great one would make her Xavius's consort, but the counsalor expected any proteststo
fade once their wondrous god informed her.

The other frustrated with the utter lack of success was the towering Hakkar. Ever flanked by two
felbeasts, the Houndmaster marched around the Highborne sorcerers, pointing out the flawvsin their
casting and adding his own might whenever possible.

Y et even with the addition of his arcane knowledge, only now had they at last achieved some minor
triumph. Now at last Hakkar and his pets no longer stood alone among the night elves. Now there were
three others, horned giants with crimson visages that some found horrific but that Lord Xavius could only
admire. At least ninefeet tall, they loomed over the Highborne, who themsealves were more than seven
feetin height.

These were anointed champions of the god, celestial warriors whose only purpose was to do his bidding
regardless of the cogt to them. Each was roughly nine feet in height and athough built oddly thin, the
bronze-armored figures had no difficulty wielding the massve, oblong shieds and flaming maces. They
obeyed to the letter any command given them and treated the counselor with as much respect asthey did
Hakkar.

And soon there would be more. Even as Xavius stepped back, he saw the portal flash. It bloomed,
growing tofill the pattern over which it hovered, swdling until—

Through it came another of the Fel Guard, as Hakkar caled these worthy fighters. The moment he
entered the morta plane, the newcomer bowed his fearsome head toward the Houndmaster, then toward
Xavius

Hakkar sgnaed for thewarrior to join his predecessors. Turning to Xavius, the Houndmaster indicated
the four. “The great onefulfillshisfirst promiseto you, lord night ef! Command them! They are yoursss
to do asyou pleassse!”

Xavius knew exactly what to do with them. “ Asthey have been a gift to me, so they will best serveasa
gift for the queen! | shal make them honored bodyguards for Azsharal”

The Houndmeaster nodded approvingly. They both knew the value of pleasing the queen of the night
elves, just as both knew the counselor’ s secret desire. “ Y ou' d do bessst to bring sssuch a present to her
yourssdlf, lord night ef! The work will continue while you are gone, | will ssseeto that!”

The notion of making the presentation himsalf greeily appedled to Xavius. With abow to Hakkar, the
counselor snapped hisfingers and led the four gigantic warriors out of the tower chamber. He knew
exactly where hewould find Azsharaat thistime.

And as he departed, the Houndmaster, stony eyesflaring brightly, watched the night df intently.

Although her lord counsdlor dept very little—almost not at al of late—as queen of therealm, Azshara
had the right and privilege to rest as she pleased. After al, she had to be perfect in every way, especidly
where her beauty was concerned. Therefore, the ruler of the night elves generdly dept through the entire
day, avoiding completely the harsh, burning sunlight.

Thus, Azsharadid not takewedll at first to the meek entrance of one of her attendants. The latter fdl



quickly onto both knees before the rounded edge of the queen’ s room-spanning, down bed, the young
femde dmogt hiding behind the gossamer curtainsthat encircledit.

With alanguid hand, the Light of Lightsindicated that her servant could spesk.

“Midtress, forgive this humble one, but the lord counsdlor requests an audience with yourself, stating he
has brought something of interest to you.”

There was nothing which Azshara could imagine desiring a the moment that would make her leave her
bed, not even for the counsdor. Silver hair draping her pillows, she pursed her lips as she pondered
whether or not to send Xaviuson hisway.

“Make himwait five minutes,” shefinaly purred, dready artfully positioning hersdf. Well aware of
Xavius stastes, the queen knew best how to use them to her advantage. The counsaor might think
himsdlf superior to hismonarch, but asafemale, she was superior to any mae. “ Then grant him
entrance.”

The atendant did not question her mistress s decision. Azsharawatched her depart through ditted eyes,
then stretched gracefully, aready planning her encounter with her chief advisor.

The young servant nervoudy returned. .. but only after Xavius had aready been waiting for severa
minutes. Keeping her head |low—and thus her expression dl but hidden—she ushered the counselor
through the thick, skillfully carved oak doors leading into the queen’ s personal chambers.

Only ahandful of times had he dared see her in this, her most private sanctum. Xavius knew something
of what to expect; Azsharawould appear flawless and seductive, al without seeming to notice this
herself. It was the game she played and played well, but he was prepared. He was her superior.

Sure enough, the queen of the night elveslay in repose, one arm behind her head, two silken-clad
attendants knegling nearby. A slver stand with an emerad flask of wine stood within reach of the queen
and one hdf-filled goblet gave evidence to her having aready sampled itsrich bounty.

“My darling lord counselor,” she breathed. “'Y ou must have something dreadfully important to say to me
to request an audience at such an hour.” Thethin, glistening sheet framed her exquisite shape. “I’ve
therefore tried to accommodate you asbest | can.”

Fist to his heart, he went down on one knee. Gazing at the white, marble floor, Lord Xavius replied,
“Light of Lights, Cherished Heart of the People, | am grateful for thistime given me. | apologize for
disturbing you now, but | have brought with me amost interesting gift, agift truly worthy of the queen of
the night eves, the queen of theworld. If | may summon it?’

He glanced up and saw that he had her attention. Her veiled eyesfailed to hide both her growing
curiogity and anticipation. Azshara shifted on her bed, the sheet ever clinging just so to her torso.

“Y ou pique my interest, my dear Xavius. | grant you the honor of presenting me with your gift.”
Rising again, thetall counsdor turned to the doors and snapped hisfingers.

There was agasp from the outer room and two more attendants rushed inside, fleeing to the comfort and



protection of their mistress. Frowning, Azsharasat up, dmost but not quite letting the sheet dip.

The four fearsome warriors marched two abreast into the queen’ s sanctum, so tall that they had to duck
through the doorway to avoid scraping the top with their horns. They spread out asthey entered, shields
before their armored bodies and maces held high in salute.

Azsharaleaned forward, utterly fascinated. “What are they?’

“They areyours, my queen! The protection of your lifeistheir duty, their only reason to exist! Behold,
your mgjesty, your new bodyguards!”

He saw that he had pleased her well. There would be more and more celestial warriors sent through by
the great one, but these were the very first and they were to behers. That made dl the difference.

“How wonderful,” she murmured, stretching one arm out to a servant. The young maiden immediately
reached for Azshara s gown. The other attendants created awall, obscuring al but the queen’s head
from the view of Xaviusand the Fel Guard. “How very fitting. Y our gift isacceptable.”

“I am pleased thatyou are pleased.”
The servants stepped back. Now clad in atranducent, frost-colored gown, Queen Azshararose from
her bed. With cal culated steps, she walked up to the towering figures and inspected each, her gown

trailing dong over the marble floor. For their part, the Fel Guard stood so motionless that they might have
been mistaken for statuary.

“ Are there more?”’
“Therewill be, eventudly.”

She frowned. “ So few after solong?How will the great one himsdlf come through if we cannot manage
more than afew of hishost a atime?’

“We draw from the Well as best we can, oh glorious queen. There are contradictory currents, outside
reactions, the influence of other spellcasters e sewhere—"

Like achild reaching out to touch anew toy, Azsharalet her fingersjust graze the blazing armor of one
of her new bodyguards. There was adight hiss. The queen pulled back her fingers, an oddly pleased
expression crossing her perfect features. “Then why haven't you cut off the Well from such outside
interference? It would make your task then much smpler.”

Lord Xavius opened his mouth to explain why the intricacies of the Highborne spellwork would not
permit such—then redlized that he had no good answer. Theoreticaly, Azshard s suggestion had
tremendous merit.

“Truly you arethe queen,” hefindly commented.

Her golden eyes seized hisown. “Of course | am, my darling counsdlor. There has only ever been, only
ever will be...oneAzshara”

He nodded wordlesdly.



She strode back to the bed, seating herself delicately on the edge. “If thereis nothing else?’

“Nothing...for now, my queen.”

“Then, | think you must have more work to do now.”

Dismissed, Lord Xavius bowed low to his monarch, then backed out of her chambers. He did not take
any umbrage at her rega tone or attitude, did not even grow more than dightly annoyed a her mastery of
the Stuation.

Cut off the Well from interference. ..

It could be done. If not by the Highborne aone, then with Hakkar’ s good guidance. Surely the
Houndmaster would know best how to do it. With use of the Wl limited only to those of the palace, the
power the Highborne drew from it would be more easily manipulated, more easily transformed. ..

Small matter what havoc cutting off the Well would wreak upon therest of their people.

“Heisdefinitely one of us...somehow | know thisaswell as| know myself.”

The words were perhaps the most ironic ever spoken in history, or so Krasus believed at that moment.
They had, after all, been uttered by the dragon Korialstrasz, the newest of Alexstraszal s consorts.

And also Krasus syounger self.

Koridstrasz did not recognize himself, at least, not conscioudy. However, the fact that Alexstrasza had
not informed him of the newcomer’ strueidentity raised many questions.

One question possibly related to the others had to do with the male dragon’ s present condition. Whileit
was true that Krasus s memory was full of holes, he doubted that he could have forgotten such anillness
as hisearlier incarnation seemed to be suffering at this moment. Koriastrasz looked far older, far more
feeble than his age. He looked older than Tyran, who was centuries Koriastrasz' s senior.

“What else do you say about him?” Alexstrasza asked her mate.

The other dragon squinted at Krasus. “Heisolder, very old, infact.” Koriastrasz tilted his head.
“Something in hiseyes...hiseyes...”

“What about them?”

The huge mae drew back. “Forgive me! My head isaddled! | am not worthy of being in your presence
at thistime! | should withdraw...”

But shewould not yet let him go. “Look a him, my mate. | ask you this onelast thing; with what little
you know, would you trust the word of this one?’

“I...yes, my Alexdtrasza...l...would.”

Suddenly, a curious thing happened to Krasus. Asthe dragons continued conversing about him, he



began to fed stronger, stronger than he had ever felt sincefirst arriving in the past. Not quite as strong as
he should have been, but at least much closer to normal.

And it was not him aone. He aso noted that, despite words to the contrary, his younger salf also started
looking morefit. A bit of color had returned to the scales and Korid strasz moved with somewhat better
ease than earlier. Hiswords did not come out in gasps anymore.

Alexstrasza nodded in response to her consort’ s answer, then said, “ So | wanted to hear. It tellsme
much that you fed s0.”

“Isthere more that you wish of me? My strength is better; being with you, being of assstance to you, has
clearly heartened me.”

The smilethat Krasus knew so well graced the dragon queen’ sreptilian countenance. “Alwaysthe
poetic one, my loving Koridstrasz! Yes...| wish much more of you. | know it will be difficult, but | must
request your presence when | bring this one before the other Aspects.”

She succeeded in stunning both versions of Krasus. The young incarnation spoke first, echoing the
older’ ssurprise. “Y ou would convene agathering of the Five? Over this one? But why?’

“Because he hastold astory that they must hear, astory | tell you now...and you may choose again
afterward to answer whether you trust him or not.”

So at last his earlier sdf would know the truth. Krasus readied himsaf for the other’ s shock.

But as he had startled Rhonin by rdating atade that Ieft out not only part of the truth but so hisvery
identity, so now did the dragon queen tell much the same. She spoke of the disruption and dl else Krasus
had told the watcher, but of the mage’ strue identity, Alexstrasza said nothing. To her consort, Krasus
was merely another of the red flight, one whose mind had been torn asunder by the powerful forces that
hed assailed it.

Krasus himsdlf made no attempt to reveal himsdlf. Thiswas Alexstrasza—hislife, hislove. Advisor to
her he might be, but she still wielded the wisdom of an Aspect. If shefelt that hisyounger sdf should
remain ignorant....then who was he to disagree?

“Anagtonishing tale,” Koriastrasz murmured, looking and sounding even better. “1 would have trouble
believing it from any mouth but your own, my queen...”

“So your trust of him hasfaded?”’

The eyes of the younger saf met the eyes of the older. Even if Koriastrasz did not recognize himself, he
must have recognized still the kindred spirit. “No...no, my trust has not faded. If you think he should be
brought before the others...| must acquiesce.”

“Will you then fly with me?’

“But | am not one of the Five...l am merdy me.”

The Queen of Life laughed lightly, amusical sound coming asit did from adragon. “ And thusyou are as
worthy asany of us”



Koridstrasz was clearly flattered. “If | anasstrong as| now fed, | will gladly fly at your Sde and stand
before the other Aspects.”

“Thank you...that isdl | ask.” Sheleaned forward and briefly nuzzled heads with him.

Krasusfelt apeculiar jealousy. Here he was, watching himsdf be intimate with hismate, yet it was not
him. He wished thet for just one moment he could have changed places with Koriastrasz, that for just this
one particular moment, he could be histrue saif again.

With alast lingering glance, the mae turned and | eft the chamber. Asthetip of Koridstrasz' stall

vanished into the passage, the mage suddenly felt light-headed. The weakness returned in arush, causing
him to teeter.

Hewould have fallen, but suddenly amassive, scaled appendage wrapped softly around
him—Alexstraszd sown tail cometo hisrescue.

“Thetwo parts madewhole...at least for atime.”

“I don’'t—" His head swam.

“Y ou felt much better in his presence, did you not?’

“Y-yes”

“Would | were Nozdormu at this moment. He would understand thismore. | think...1 think that in the
earthly realm, no creature can coexist with himsdf. | believe you and he, being one, draw off the samelife

force. When you are far from each other, you are halved, but when you are so very near, asjust before,
thedraining isnot so terrible. Y ou help each other.”

Nestled safely, Krasus recovered enough to think over her words. “ So that iswhy you requested him to
comewith.”

“Y our story must betold and it will be told better if heis near. Asto your unspoken question—why |
did not reved to him the truth—that is because of what may have to be done to savage matters.”

Her tone grew grim as she said the last, verifying for Krasus his own sugpicions. “ Y ou think it may come
to the point where one of us must be removed from this period...even if that meansdeeth.”

The leviathan nodded reluctantly. “I am afraid so, my love.”
“| accept the choice. | knew it from the beginning.”

“Then thereis only one more matter to discuss before | reach out to the others...and that is what must
be done with this other who came with you.”

Although inside he asked Rhonin to forgive him, Krasus did not hesitate to reply. “1f it must be done, he
will share my fate. He, too, has those he cares about. He would give hislife for them.”

The Queen of Life nodded. “As| trusted your counsel when it cameto you, so | trust your counsel when
it comesto him. Should the other decide so, he will also be removed.” The dragon’ s expression softened.
“Know that | will be saddened by thisforever.”



“Take no blame unto yoursdf, my queen, my heart.”

“I must contact the others. It would be best for you if you waited for me here. In this place you will find
yoursdlf not so weary.”

“| am honored, my queen.”
“Honored? Y ou are myconsort. | could do no less.”

With her tail she guided him to an area of the nest near the stream. Krasus settled into a natural
depression that acted for him like ahuge chair.

Asthe dragon queen moved to the passage, she paused and, with atrace of remorse, added, “I hope
you will be comfortable among the eggs.”

“I will be careful not to touch any.” Krasus understood the value of any egg.
“I am certain you will, my love...especialy knowing that they are yours.”

She left him wordless. Asthe crimson giant disappeared, Krasus glanced from one egg to another. As
consort, he had, of course, bred with hismate. Many of his children had grown to adulthood, bringing
prideto theflight.

He dammed hisfist againgt the rock, ignoring the pain the foolish act sent through him. For al he had
reveded to his beloved Alexstrasza, he had kept from her severa important facts. Most immediate was
the coming of the Burning Legion. Krasusfeared that even his queen, wise as she was, would be tempted
to play with history...and that might create amore horrifying disaster.

Y et, even worse than that, Krasus had been unable to tell her about the future of their own kind, afuture
inwhich only afew would survive...afuture in which most of the hatchlings of thisand successive
clutcheswould perish before they ever had the opportunity to reach full maturity.

A future in which the Queen of Life hersdf would become adave, her children the war dogs of a
conquering race.

FIFTEEN

The felbeasts charged through the enchanted forest, their snouts raised high as the scent of magic
increased. Their hunger and their mission urged them on, the huge hounds snarling their impatience.

But as one legpt over afdlen trunk, limbs from another tree nearby bent down and entangled itslegs. A
second felbeast racing along a path found its paws sinking into suddenly muddy earth. A third collided
with a gprouting bush filled with razor-sharp brambles that pricked even the demon’ s hard flesh and
brought it immense agony.

Theforest came dive, defending itself and its master. The charge of the five monstersfatered...but did
not fail. Huge clawstore a the tangling branches, ripping them from trunks. Another felbeast aided the
one trapped in the mire, dragging its comrade to solid ground before moving on. Hunger and fury enabled
the one caught in the sharp brambles to burrow through even though it meant bleeding cuts everywhere.



The hunterswould not be denied their prey ...

“Shan’'do! What isit?’

The demigod glanced down at his pupil, no recriminationsin hisfiery gaze. “ The hounds of which you
spoke. ..they have followed you here.”

“Followed? Impossible! There was only oneleft and it—"
Brox interrupted, his rumbling voice offering no comfort.

“Thefelbeadts...they are dark magic. Where there was one. . .there can be more if they’ re able to feed
well...this| saw...”

“A good friend and able guardian fell to one,” Cenarius commented, attention once more on the thick
woods ahead of them. *“He bore within him magic most ancient, most powerful. It only served to make
him more susceptible to their evil.”

The orc nodded. “Then the oneis now many.” Brox ingtinctively reached behind his back, but his
beloved war ax did not await him there. “1’ve nothing to fight with.”

“Youwill bearmed. Quickly find afdlen limb the length of your favored wegpon. Mafurion, atend me.”

Brox swiftly did as commanded. He brought to the demigod and the night elf amassive branch, which
Cenariusthen had him place before Mdfurion.

“Kned beforeit, my student. Y ou, too, warrior. Mafurion, place your hands upon the branch, then let
him place his pams atop your hands.” When they had done this, the forest lord commanded, “Now,
warrior, clear your mind of al but the weapon. Thinkonly of it! Timeis of the essence. Mdfurion, you
must open your mind and let his thoughts flow to yours. I will guide you more when that is done.”

The night ef did ashewastold. He cleared histhoughts as his shan’ do had early on taught him, then
reached out to link himsdlf to the orc.

Ingtantly aprima force bullied itsway into hismind. Mafurion amost rejected it, but then calmed. He
accepted Brox’ s thoughts and let the image of what the warrior wanted take shape.

Y ou see the weapon, my student?came Cenarius svoice.Y ou sensethefed of it, thelines of itsforming?

Malfurion did. He aso felt the orc’ s reationship to the weapon, how it was more than smply atool, but
aso atrue extension of thewarrior.

Guide your hands over thewood, ever keeping the image in your head. Follow the natura grain and turn
it to the shape dedired. ..

With Brox’ s hands atop his own, the night ef began running hisfingers dong the branch. Ashedid, he
fdtit soften at histouch, then shift in form.



And under his guidance materialized athick-bladed ax composed entirely of oak. Mafurion watched it
shape, fdt the satisfaction of creating a good solid wegpon like the one he had lost when captured by the
night eves—

He tensed. Those were theorc’s emotions, not his. Quickly thrusting them back, Madfurion concentrated
onthefina bits—curvature of the handle, the sharpness of the blade.

The task is done,interjected Cenarius.Returnto me. ..

The night elf and the orc pulled away. For abrief moment, they stared into each other’ seyes. Madfurion
wondered if Brox had experienced some of his own thoughts, but the green-skinned cresature gave no
hint of such athing happening.

Between them lay a smoothly polished re-cregtion of that which Brox desired, though even the night elf
wondered how the weapon could last more than one or two strikes.

In answer, the forest lord extended his hands—and suddenly the ax lay across them. Cenarius studied
the weapon with his golden eyes.

“Letit dways swing true, dways protect its master. Let it be wielded well for the cause of life and
justice. Let it add to the strength of itsmaster and, in turn, let him strengthen it.”

And as he spoke, a blue radiance surrounded the ax. The light sank into the wood, adding asheen to
Mafurion’scregtion.

The demigod offered the ax to the orc. “It isyours. It will serve you well.”

Eyeswide, the graying orc took the gift, then swung it back and forth, testing the quality. “The
balance...perfect! Thefed...likeapart of my arm! But it will crack—"

“No,” interjected theforest lord. “In addition to Mafurion’ swork, it now hasmy blessing. You'll find it
stronger than any mortal-forged ax. Y ou may trust me on that.”

Asfor the night ef, he did not reach for aweapon nor did he desire one such as Brox now carried.
Despite knowing that the demonic beasts fed off of magic and sorcery, he till understood that his
chances were better with spells than with some wegpon with which he had only moderate skill. He
aready had some ideas as to how to use histalent without it becoming the cause of his defest.

And s0 the three faced the coming foe.

The nightmares of Rhonin’ s recent past had come back to haunt him, but now they did so in the flesh.
Felbeadts, the harbingers of the Burning Legion, were dready herein the morta plane. Could the endless
ranks of horned, fiery demon warriors be far behind?

Krasus had put into the red-haired wizard’ s mind the fear of what would happen if either interacted
more with the past. What might seem avictory could spell the end of the future asthey knew it. To best
preserve the lives of those heloved, it behooved Rhonin to do nothing at all.

But asthefirg felbeast legpt into the glade, such noble notionsinstantly vanished from histhoughts.



Thunder crashed around the demigod as he stepped up to meet the felbeasts. His somping hooves
shook the ground and even caused the earth to crack open dightly. He swung his hands together and
lightning flashed asthey met.

And from those hands, Cenarius unleashed what seemed aminiature sun at the foremaost demon.
Perhaps the demigod only tested his adversary or somehow underestimated the resilience of it, for the
felbeast thrust forth both tentacles and, instead of the sunburst striking dead itstarget. ..the demon’s
hungry appendagesabsorbed Cenarius s spell with ease.

The felbeast hesitated, shimmered...and suddenly, where there had been one, there were now two.

They legpt upon the stag lord, clawing a him and trying to drain him of his great magic. With one hand
Cenariusheld thefirgt at bay, the demon wriggling madly and snapping at the arm that kept him highin
theair. But the other clamped itsdf onto his shoulder, the tentacles seeking the demigod’ s flesh. The three
combatants fell back in afrenzy of movement.

They never did that! Rhonin himsalf had not faced felbeasts, but he had studied their corpses and read al
the information gathered about them. He had heard the few rare tales of the hounds multiplying
themsalves, but only after gorging on magic and even then the process had been said to be dow, difficult.
It must be the ancient magic that the demigod and the forest itself widld...it's so rich and powerful that
the crestures are made even moreterrible by it. ..

He shivered, knowing that magic had aways been his best tool. He could fight by hand, yes, but he had
no weapon and doubted that Cenarius could give him one now. Besides, againgt these creetures, his skill
with a sword would be more than lacking. Rhonin needed hismagic.

When Cenarius had first brought Krasus and him to the ring, Rhonin had found himself unable to cast
any spell. Theforest lord had placed an enchantment on his mind, keeping the might of both his* guests’
in check. However, Rhonin had fdlt that enchantment removed from him the second that Cenarius had
realized the danger to them al. The demigod meant no true harm to the wizard; he had acted only out of
concern for hisforest and hisworld.

But even if he disobeyed Krasus' s recommendation, Rhonin wondered just how much good having his
powers back would do him. Surely the demons would be most eager for hismagic, just asthey had
hungered for the magic of so many wizards sucked dry in the future war againg the legion.

The felbeasts pressed their foes, in the process drawing nearer and nearer to Rhonin. His hands curled
into fists and words of power stood ready on histongue.

Andyet...dill hedid nothing.

As Cenarius and the twin felbeasts met, two more charged at Brox. The huge warrior met the creatures
head on with awar cry that made one demon fater dightly. The orc used that hesitation to his advantage,
swinging hard a hisadversary.

The enchanted ax buried itself deep in the forepaw of the felbeast, severing three clawed toes as easily
asif the orc had cut through air. The foul greenish fluid that passed for blood in many of the demons
gpilled over the grass, burning the blades like acid.



Theinjured felbeast let out ayelp and stumbled to the sSide, but its comrade continued its charge,
throwing itsalf upon the orc. Brox, trying to recover from hisswing, barely saved himself by using the
bottom end of the ax shaft. He drove the end into the chest of the legping behemoth.

A monstrous gasp escaped the felbeadt, but did little to dow its momentum. It fell upon Brox, nearly
crushing him under its massve form.

Asfor the night ef, the monster he faced eagerly reached for him with its vampiric tentacles. Mafurion
concentrated, trying to think as Cenarius would think, drawing upon what he had learned from the
demigod about seeing nature as both his weapon and his comrade.

Recdling the demigod' s own arrival, Mafurion created from the ever-present wind aroaring twister that
immediately surrounded the monstrous felbeast. The Snewy, gaping tentacles swung wildly abot,
seeking the magic, but Mafurion’ s spell had accented only the inherent forces of the wind and so the
demon found little upon which to drain.

With awave of hisright hand, the night f then asked of the surrounding treesthe gift of whatever spare
leaves they had to offer. He sought the strongest only, but he needed them in great numbers and quickly.

And from the crowns of the towering guardians descended hundreds, whatever each could give.
Mafurion immediately used another breeze to guide the leaves toward the whirlwind.

Withinit, the felbeast pushed forward, relentlessly closing on itsintended prey. The twister matched each
determined step, ever keeping the demon at its center.

Theleaves poured into the whirlwind, spinning around faster and faster and increasing in number rapidly.
At first the felbeast paid them no mind, for what were afew bits of refusein the wind to a powerful fiend,
but then the first sharp edge of aleaf diced acrossits muzzle, drawing blood.

The enraged demon batted at the offending leaf, only to have severd more cut it successively on its paw,
itslegs, and itstorso. The wind now ahundred times more intense, the sharp edges of each soaring lesf
became like well-honed blades, cutting and dashing wherever they touched the felbeast. Greenish ooze
spilled over the demon’ s body, drenching its hide and even obscuring itsvison.

Cenarius and the beasts who had attacked him now fought far from the rest. The cries of the demons
were well matched by the mgjestic roar of the forest lord. He seized the foreleg of the felbeast that had
attached itself to him and with a single twist sngpped the bone. The demon howled and its tentacles
released their hold, flailing about in responseto its pain.

Momentarily rid of one menace, Cenarius focused on the other. His countenance took on adark wonder
and hiseyesblazed in fury. Suddenly, there burst from them a spark of light that envel oped the demon
held at bay. The davering cregture' s tentacles greedily sought that light, drinking it in eagerly and wanting
even more.

But thiswas not awizard or sorcerer from which it sought to siphon magic. Now surrounded by a
fearsome blue aura, Cenarius pressed with his attack, feeding hisfoe and giving it what it desired. .. but
much too quickly and in abundance so great that even the demon could not takeit dl in.

The felbeast swelled, blowing up like aquickly filled water sack. Briefly it seemed asif about to
divide...but theforces aready ingested by it were more than it could handle,



The mongtrous houndexploded, gobbets of stench-ridden flesh raining down upon the glade.

Thusfar, Rhonin had been fortunate. No felbeast had come for him. He remained at the center of the
ring, hoping that its power would keep him from having to decide whether or not to use his own abilities.

Rhonin watched Brox fend off the creature that had nearly crushed the orc. The veteran warrior
appeared to have his struggle well in hand despite two foes. But as he continued to observe Brox, a
terrible notion filled the human mage. If he and Krasus could not be returned to their time, Rhonin had
understood that it might be best if both were dain quickly, the sooner to prevent whatever further
dterationsthey might make to history. What neither had counted on, however, was asingle orc warrior
aso being thrown into thisera.

And as he stared at Brox’ s back, Rhonin began to contemplate a different sort of spell. In the midst of
the struggle, it might go unnoticed by the others and would diminate another danger to thetimeline.
Krasus would have told him he was making the right decision, that, more than even the demons, Brox
was a danger to the very existence of the world.

But hishand fdtered, the spell forming in his mind pushed back into the darkest recesses. Rhonin felt
ashamed. Brox’ s people had become vauable dlies and this orc now fought to save not only himself but
others,induding the wizard.

Everything Krasus had said urged Rhonin to deal quickly with Brox and worry about the consequences
later, but the more he watched the orc battle beside the night elf—another dlied race in the future—the
more Rhonin regretted his moment of insanity. What he had contemplated seemed to him ashorrible as
the atrocities perpetrated in histime by the Burning Legion.

But Rhonin could no longer stand and do nothing...
“I'm sorry, Krasus,” he muttered, calling up anew spdll. “I’'mtruly sorry.”

Taking adeep breath, the hooded mage stared from under his brow at one of the felbeasts in combat
with the orc. He recdled the incantations that had hel ped him against the Scourge and other inhuman
servants of the Legion. It would have to be donein such away that the felbeasts would have no time to
draw away the power of his spell.

Far, far to hisright, Cenarius had finally managed to ped off hisremaining foe. With oneforeimb
dangling, the demon could not maintain its hold. Muscles straining, the demigod bent back, held the beast
over hishead, and, with aroar of triumph, threw it high over the tops of the trees and deep into the
waiting forest.

Rhonin cast hisspdll.

He had hoped to send awithering blast at the felbeast in focus, at least wounding it enough for Brox to
finish the task. What Rhonin achieved instead, however, was far beyond his hopes.

Aninvisble, thundering wall of power that caused the very air to ripple madly materidized before him,
then raced like the wind toward his objective. It spread asit moved, covering in the blink of an eyethe
entire expanse of the glade.



Through Brox and the night df it passed without even the dightest hint of acknowledgment, but for the
three savage demonsin its path the fury that Rhonin had unleashed gave no quarter. The felbeasts had no
timeto react, no timeto bring their hungry tentaclesinto play. They were asgnatsin araging fire.

Asthewall of force passed through them, the demons burned to ash. The spell ate away at them from
nose on back, acloud of dust particles scattering from each decimated felbeast asit crumbled. One
managed to unleash ashort-lived howl, but then the only sound after was the rush of thewind asit sent to
the heavens what had once been the rampaging monsters.

Silencefilled the glade.

Brox dropped his ax, hiswide, tusked mouth open in sheer disbelief. Malfurion stared at his own hands,
asif somehow they had been responsible, then turned in the direction of Cenarius, thinking the answer lay
with the demigod.

Rhonin had to blink severa timesto convince himsdlf that what he witnessed had not only been redl, but
of hisown creation. Belatedly the wizard recdled the brief struggle againgt the armored night elves, a
strugglein which Krasus had proven disturbingly week and Rhonin had excdlled in amanner he could
never have thought possible of him.

But any pleasure a his astonishing victory vanished immediately as agony toreinto him from his back.
Hefdt himsdf being ripped apart from inside, asif hisvery soul was being drained avay—

Drained away?Even despite his horrific ordeal, Rhonin understood al too well what had just happened.
Another felbeast had come around unnoticed from the rear and, as was its way, sought a source of magic
to attack.

Rhonin recalled what had happened to spellcasters caught by the demons. He recalled the terrifying
husks that had been brought back to Dalaran for investigation.

And he was about to become yet another...

But athough now down on one knee, Rhonin rebelled. With dl the power at his command, surely he
could escape this parasitic beast!

Escape....it became the driving thought in his pain- wracked mind. Escape. . .al Rhonin sought wasto
flee the agony, to go somewhere where he would be safe.

Through the haze of hisdistress, he vaguely heard the voices of the orc and the night ef. Hisfear for
himsdlf overlgpped them. With what it had sucked from him, the felbeast would be more than amatch for
ether.

Escape...that was dl Rhonin sought. Anywhere. ..

Then the pain vanished, replaced by aheavy but comforting numbness that spread throughout his body
likefire. Rhonin gratefully accepted the startling change, letting the numbness take hold and envelop him
completdly...

Swdlow himwhole.



Not for thefirst time, Tyrande dipped through the silent corridors of the huge temple—past the countless
chambers of deeping acolytes, the meditation rooms, and places of public worship—and headed to a
window near the main entrance. The bright sun nearly blinded her, but she forced hersef to search the
empty square beyond, seeking what she would likely still miss.

No sooner had she peered out than aclank of metal warned her of an approaching guard. The stern
visage of the other night elf softened atouch upon recognition.

“You agan! Sster Tyrande...you should redly stay in your quarters and get some deep. Y ou' ve hardly
had any rest for days and now you put yourself at risk. Your friend will bedl right. I'm certain of it.”

The guard meant Illidan, for whom Tyrande also worried, but what the novice priestessreally feared was
that when Illidan did return, it would be with his brother and the hapless orc in tow. She did not think that
Malfurion’stwin would ever betray him, but if Lord Ravencrest captured the pair, what could Illidan do
but go dong with matters?

“I cannot hdpit. I'mjust so restless, sster. Pleaseforgive me.”

The sentry amiled sympatheticdly. “I hope he redizes how much you carefor him. Thetime for your
choosing isfast gpproaching, isn't it?’

The other’ swords bothered Tyrande more than she reveded. Her thoughts and reactions since the three
had freed Broxigar had more than hinted to her of her preference, but she could not yet cometo believe
it hersdlf. No, her concern wasjust that of one childhood friend for another.

It had to be...

There came the harsh clank of metal upon metal and the hiss of night sabers. Tyrande immediately
darted past the bemused guard, heading to the outer steps of Elune’ stemple.

Somewhat dust-laden, Lord Ravencrest’ s party rode into the square. The cloaked noble himself seemed
quite at ease, even very pleased about something, but many of his soldierswore darker expressions and
constantly looked at one another asif sharing someterrible secret.

Of either Mafurion or Broxigar, there wasno sgn.

All but hidden on the far side of Lord Ravencrest, 1llidan rode tall and proud. He appeared the most
satisfied of the group and if that pleasure had to do with keeping histwin from capture, then Tyrande
could certainly not blame him.

Without redlizing what she did, the young priestess stepped down to the Street. Her presence caught the
attention of Lord Ravencrest, who smiled gracioudly and pointed her out to Illidan. The bearded
commander whispered something to Mafurion’s brother, then raised his hand.

The soldiers cameto a hdlt. lllidan and Ravencrest steered their mounts toward her.
“Wadll, if it isn't the most lovely of the Mother Moon’ s dedicated servants!” the commander declared.

“How interesting to find you awaiting our return despite the late hour!” He glanced at Illidan, whose
expression bordered on embarrassment. “Very interesting, don't you think?’



“Yes mylord.”

“We must make for Black Rook Hold, sister, but | think | can spare a precious moment for you two,
eh?

Tyrandefdt her cheeks darken dightly as Ravencrest guided his panther back to the rest of the party.
[llidan dismounted quickly, stepping up to her and taking her handsin hisown.

“They're safe, Tyrande...and Lord Ravencrest has taken me under hiswing! We fought afearsome
beast and | kept it from harming him! Destroyed it with my own power!”

“Malfurion escaped? Y ou're certain of it?’

“Of course, of course,” he returned excitedly, waving away any further questions about his brother. “1I’ve
found my destiny at last, don't you understand? The Moon Guard' s all but ignored me, but | dew a
mongter that killed three of theirs, including one of their senior sorcerersl”

She wanted to hear what he knew about Malfurion and the orc, but it was clear that Illidan was caught
up in hisown good fortune. Tyrande could appreciate that, having watched him work hard and fruitlesdy
to achieve the glorious future so many had predicted for him. “I’m so glad for you. | feared that you were
frustrated some with the pace of Cenarius steaching, but if you were able to protect Lord Ravencrest
with it where his own soldiers could not, then—"

“You don't understand! | didn’t use those dow, cumbersome spells that Mafurion’ s adored shan’ do
tried to show ustime and again! | used good, traditiona night ef sorcery...and in the daytime, yet! It was
exhilarating!”

His quick renunciation of the druidic ways did not entirely surprise Tyrande. On the one hand, shewas
grateful that he had successfully comeinto his own a such adrastic moment. On the other, it was yet
another sign of the growing differences between the twins.

And another consideration for her aready-overwrought mind.
Behind Illidan, Lord Ravencrest politely cleared histhroat.

Mdfurion’'s brother grew more animated. “I haveto go, Tyrande! I’'m to be shown my place a the Hold
and then help organize alarger party to retrieve the dead beasts and al the bodies!”

“Bodies?’ It had registered on her that some of the Moon Guard had perished because of amongter,
but now sheredlized thatonly Ravencrest’ s band would be returning. The one that preceded them out
after Mafurion had been completely daughtered.

The horror of it dl made Tyrande shiver...especidly the fact that Mafurion had also been out there.

“The other creatures wiped out the pursuit dmost to asoldier, Tyrande, didn’t you understand?’

[llidan’ s voice grew dmost gleeful. He paid no mind to the increasing dismay on her face. “ The sorcerers
perished immediately, no help at dl to the rest. It took the fightersal but two lives to stop them andl
killed one creature with just two quick spellsl” His chest swdled. “ And these were monsters that
devoured magic, too!”



Again, the noble coughed. Illidan quickly pulled her handsto hislips, kissng them ever so lightly.
Releasing Tyrande, he legpt back atop the night saber.

“| wanted to be worthy of you,” Illidan suddenly murmured. “ And soon, | will be.”

That said, he turned the cat about and headed to the waiting commander. Ravencrest gave lllidan a
companionable dap on the back, then looked over his shoulder a Tyrande. The noble nodded his head
toward Mdfurion’ stwin and winked.

As Tyrande watched, still dazed by al she had heard, the armed party rode off in the direction of Black
Rook Hold. Illidan peered back one last time before he vanished from the square, his golden eyes intent
upon his childhood friend. Tyrande had no trouble reading in them hisdesires.

Drawing her robe around her, she rushed back up into the temple. The same sentry who had spoken to
her earlier met her just within.

“Forgiveme, sgter! | couldn’t help hearing much of what was said. | grieve for the liveslost on thefutile

hunt, but | also wish to give my congratulations on the fine future for your friend! Lord Ravencrest surely
must have the highest respect for him to so readily take him under hisguidance! Truly it would be hard to
find abetter match, en?’

“No...no, | suppose not.” When she redlized how she sounded, Tyrande quickly added, “Forgive me,
sder, | believe my exhaudtion is catching up with me. | think | should return to bed.”

“Undergtiandable, sister. At least you know that you'll be in store for some pleasant dreams...”

But as Tyrande hurried to her room, she suspected that her dreamswould be anything but pleasant.
True, she was happy with the newsthat Mafurion and Broxigar had made good their escape and that no
one gpparently had linked Malfurion to the matter. Tyrande was dso glad that 1llidan had finaly found
himself, something she had begun to fear would never come about. What bothered her now, though, was
that 11lidan appeared to have made a decision regarding the two of them while Tyrande herself had not
yet done s0. Therewas still Mafurion to consider in the equation, and still his emotionsto define.

Of course, that all depended upon whether or not Mafurion continued to evade the wary eye of the
Moon Guard and Lord Ravencrest. If either discovered the truth, it would very likely mean Black Rook
Hold for him.

And from there, not even lllidan would be able to save his brother.

Thetrees, the foliage, nothing had stopped the felbeast’ s plummet earthward. Cast into the sky by the
demigod, the demonic hound could not save itself.

But the capricious nature of chance did what nothing else could. Cenarius had tossed hisevil foe asfar
as he could, assuming logicaly that thefal would finish histask. Had the felbeast landed on rock or earth
or hard againgt the trunk of one of the mightier oaks, it would have been killed in an ingtarnt.

Where the forest lord had thrown it, however, proved to be abody of water, so deep that even at the
velocity with which the felbeast dropped, it did not strike the bottom.



Thejourney to the surface dmost did what thefal failed to do, but still the demon managed to haul itself
ashore. One foreleg hanging usdless, the felbeast moved to a shaded depression whereit paused for
several minutesto recover.

Onceit had recuperated as best asits wounds would allow, the demon sniffed the air, searching for a
particular scent. The moment the felbeast located what it sought, it grew dert. Pulling itself forward, the
injured horror dowly but steadily began to wend its way toward the source. Even from this distance, it
could smell the power emanating from the Well of Eternity. Thereit would find the magic it needed to
hedl, the magic with which it could even restore the limb that had been ruined.

The felbeasts were not exactly the smple creatures that even Brox and Rhonin, who knew of them from
their own war, assumed them to be. No creature that served the lord of the Burning Legion was without
some wit, save perhaps the rampaging goliaths called Infernals. The demon hounds were a part of their
handler and what they learned, Hakkar learned.

And from thislone survivor, the Houndmaster would learn much about those who might stand in the way
of the Legion’scoming...

SIXTEEN

[tistime”
Both Alexstrasza s return and her declaration caught

Krasus by surprise. The dragon mage had sunk so deegp into his thoughts that the passage of minutes and
hours had become meaningless. He truly had no ideawhether or not he had waited long for her return.

“l anready.”

She bent down and took him up onto her neck. Moving gracefully through the ancient passages carved
out over generations by the red dragon flight, Alexstrasza and Krasus soon arrived at a wind-tossed
opening overlooking avast cloud-enshrouded region. Here was the realm of the red dragons, a
breathtaking vista of proud mountain peaks capped with permanent snow and wrapped in endless
sretches of mist. Krasus understood full well how high his clan’ s mountain home had to be for most of
the cloudsto bebeow it. Vaguely his splintered memory now recalled the mgesty of theland, the great
valeys carved out by ice and time, the jagged, individual faces of each pesk.

He suddenly teetered, the rarefied air not quite sufficient for his battered body. Alexstrasza used her
wingsto keep him from faling off.

“Perhaps this might not be the best thing for you,” she suggested, her voicefilled with concern.

But as abruptly as he had amost collapsed, Krasus now felt renewed strength course through him.

“I trut...l am not late.”

Koriadgrasz lumbered toward his mate, initially looking much the way the mage had felt moments before.

Y et the male dragon, too, now moved asif given an unexpected boost of energy. His somewhat haggard
expression vanished as he neared.



“You are not. Do you fed up to the journey?’

“Until thisvery moment, | thought perhaps| could not...but it ssemsthat | am feding better again.” His
gaze flickered from Alexstraszato Krasus and back again, asif he suspected the reason for his startling
recuperation but could not accept it.

The dragon queen transferred Krasus to her consort. As Krasus touched his younger sdif, hefelt hisown
body recover even more. Direct contact with Koridstrasz dmost made him fed whole again.

Almogt.
“Areyou sttled?’ the male dragon asked of him.
“lam.”

Stepping forward, Alexstrasza spread her huge wings and dove out of the passage. She dipped low,
then vanished into the clouds. Koriadstrasz stepped to the edge of the precipice, giving histiny passenger
an even more astounding view of the vast, mountainousterrain, then legpt out into the sky.

At firg they dropped severd yards—entering the cloudsin the process—but then Koridstrasz caught
the wind and the pair soared up. Through the mists, Krasus saw that Alexstrasza dready flew far ahead.
However, her pace was dow enough that her consort quickly caught up with her.

“All iswell?’ sheroared, her question posed toboth companions.

Krasus nodded and K orid strasz replied in the affirmative. The dragon queen focused ahead and said no
more.

The sensations of flying, even on the back of another, exhilarated the mage. Having been born to this; it
made his presence circumstances that much harder to accept. He was adragon! One of the masters of
the sky! He should not be condemned to such a pdtry existence. ..

They flew past mountain after mountain, through thick cloud cover and above many other gartling
peaks. Krasus s morta body grew chilled, but he scarcely noticed, so fascinated was he.

With the utmost el egance the two massive dragons skirted a savage-looking peak, then dipped down
into awide valey inthe midst of the chain. Krasus strained to see anything other than the landscape, but
falled. Y et, somehow hefdt that they were very closeto their godl.

“Keep your grip tight!” Korialstirasz called out.

Before Krasus could ask why, the level to which the dragons descendedrippled. Theair itsdlf twisted
and wriggled like the surface of pond after astone had been tossed into it. At first Krasus feared that the
anomaly which had brought him to thistime had materidized again, but then he noted the eagernesswith
which hismount headed for the unsettling display.

Ahead, Alexdtrasza camly entered the titanic ripple—and vanished.
Ancient memories grudgingly arose from the black abyss of Krasus' s mind, memories of other times

when he, asadragon, had willingly tossed himsdlf into thisvery sght. Krasus braced himsdf, recaling
sensations that would assail him when Koridstrasz followed the queen.



They entered.

A datic charge covered every inch of the mage' s body. His nervestingled. Krasusfet asif he had
become a part of the heavens themselves, achild of lightning and thunder. The urgeto fly on hisown
became demanding. It was al he could do to keep himsdlf from letting go of his mount and joining the
clouds and the wind.

The sensation passed, evaporating so unexpectedly that Krasus had to grip Koridstrasz tighter just to
maintain his baance. He blinked, fedling very earthbound, very morta. The shift in perspective
overwhelmed him so much that at first Krasus did not redlize his surroundings had completely changed.

They hovered within avast, monumenta cavern, so expangve that even Alexstrasza gppeared aslittle
more than agnat in comparison. Entire kingdoms could fit ingde, kingdomswith rolling landscapes and
farmed fields. Even then, there would have been space for much, much more.

But thiswas not smply acavern of tremendous Size, for there were other features—or rather lack
thereof—that marked it as a place most distinct from all others. The walls were smooth yet curved,
rubbed so perfectly that if one put ahand to the rock and ran it across or down, there would be no
friction, no resistance. That continued all the way down to the bottom, where the floor itsdf was an
immensg, flat circle that, had it been measured, would have been geometricdly flawless.

The floor wasindeed the only flattened area, for asthe wallsrose high, they continued to curve inward,
doping toward one another and creating overall a sphere-shaped chamber whose appearance was
further accented by the utter lack of any minerd growth. No staactites hung menacingly above; no

sta agmites thrust up from the ground below. There were no fissures, not even onetiny crack. There were
no flaws whatsoever in what Krasusfindly recaled as theChamber of the Aspects.

A chamber that had been ancient before eventhey had existed.

It was said that here the creators had shaped the world, molded it and grown it in this sacred place until
it had been ready to be set into the cosmos. Even the great dragons could not completely argue the
vdidity of that tale, for with no exit other than the magica onethey had discovered by accident centuries
earlier, they could not even say for certain that they met in alocation Stuated on the mortal plane. All
attemptsto penetrate the wals had met with compl ete failure and the Aspects had long ago given up even

trying.

To further add to the mystery of the astonishing cavern, abright, golden illumination filled the Chamber
of the Agpects, acomforting glow with no source. Krasus recalled that experimentation by hiskind had
never been able to prove whether that glow vanished when the chamber was empty or whether it was
perpetud, but all who entered felt welcomed by it, asif it acted asasentingl.

AsKoridstrasz descended, it suddenly occurred to Krasus that, despite his splintered memories, he
remembered this sacred place very digtinctly. It said something about the Chamber of the Aspects—here
were recollections he could never misplace, never let fade.

Thetwo red leviathans dighted on the rock floor, peering around. Despite the great expanse, it became
obviousthat none of the others had arrived yet.

“You spoketo each?’ asked Korialstrasz.



The Queen of Life shook her mgjestic head. “Only Y sera. She said she would contact the others.”
“And | didwhat | could,” responded an most dreamy but certainly feminine voice,

Some distance beyond them, afaint emerad form coalesced from thin air. It never truly solidified, but
Krasus noted enough detailsto identify it asadim, ethereal dragon dmost astal as Alexstrasza. A
permanent haze surrounded the half-seen figure, but till she was visible enough to mark the fact that her
eyesremained closed at all times, even when she spoke.

The other dragons dipped their headsin honored greeting, Alexstrasza adding, “| am pleased that you
came o swiftly, good Y sera”

She of the Dreaming, as Krasus also knew her, gave greetingsin turn. Her face turned to the two who
had come with her counterpart and athough the lids did not open, Krasusfelt her penetrating gaze. “I
come because you are my sister, my friend. | come because you would not request agathering if you did
not have good reason.”

“ And the others?”’

“Nozdormu isthe only onel could not reach directly. Y ou know hisways. | wasforced to contact one
who serves him, who said he would do what he could to let his master know. ..that isthe best | could
accomplish there”

Alexdtraszanodded gratefully, but was unable to hide her disappointment with this last news. “Then,
even if the others attend, we cannot cometo afina decison.”

“The Timdess Onemay 4ill joinus”

Still perched atop his younger self’ s neck, Krasustook asill newsthe lack of any contact with
Nozdormu. He understood the complexities of the Timeless One's nature, how Nozdormu was past,
present, future...dl history. Of al the others, it had been Nozdormu whom Krasus had secretly hoped to
see here, for he offered the hope that there might still be achance to send the two wayward travelers
back to their own period, ending the matter peacefully.

And without that hope, Krasus once again had to look to the one other option...that to preserve the
timeine, the Aspects might have to diminate Rhonin and him.

Suddenly from above there came abrilliant flash of red bolts, an eectrica storm that descended with
swift fury to the ground. Oncethere, it exploded in adisplay of awe-inspiring colors before spreading out

and forming a huge shape.

And asthelast bits burned away, in place of the brief but startling storm stood atall, glistening dragon
who seemed part crystd, part ice. For adragon, his expression was one quite merry, asif he had
enjoyed the spectacle he created even more than any who witnessed it.

“Welcome, Maygos,” Alexsiraszasaid politely.

“Such apleasure to see you, Queen of Life!” The gleaming behemoth laughed heartily. “ And you, too,
my far dream!”

Y seranodded silently, ahint of humor touching her own expression.



“How fares your rem?’ the red queen asked.

“Aswondrousas| would wishit! Filled with brightness, filled with colors, and filled with young!”
“Perhaps the creators should have made you Father of Life instead of Guardian of Magic, Maygos!”
“An interesting thought! Perhaps amatter to discuss some other day!” Helaughed again.

“Areyou not well?” Koriastrasz asked Krasus, who, upon seeing the newcomer, had stiffened in
horror.

“I anfine. | wasSmply adjusting my seeting.” Thetiny figure was thankful that Koridstrasz had not been
able to see his expression. The more Krasus watched and listened to Maygos, the more he regretted his
need to keep from even the Aspectsthe full truth concerning the future.

What would you say, Guardian of Magic, if you knew the fateawaiting you? Betraya , madness, aream
frozen and empty of dl saveyoursdf...

Krasus could not recal all he knew of Maygos sfuture, but he recalled enough from the bits and pieces
to understand and regret the tragedy—and yet once more he could not bring himsdlf to warn the glittering
leviathan.

“And isthat the one to whom we owe this gathering?’ asked Malygos, his gleaming gaze now upon
Krasus.

“Itis” Alexstraszareplied.

The Guardian of Magic sniffed the air. “He has the scent of us upon him, dthough that may aso be due
to his proximity to your consort. | cannot say for certain. | aso detect old magic surrounding him. Ishe

bespelled?”

“Weshdl let himtell hisown story,” Alexstraszareplied, sparing Krasus from any interrogation. “ Once
the others have arrived.”

“Oneiscoming even now,” Y serasagely announced.

The celling above rippled, then shimmered. A huge, winged form materiaized, then swooped down
grandly, circling the vast cavern twice in the process. The other Aspects grew respectfully silent, each
watching the massive figure draw nesr.

In sze herivaed thelargest of them, awinged behemoth as black as night with a bearing as noble as any
depiction ever made of adragon. Narrow veins of actual slver and gold streaking from front to back
accented his spine and sides, while gleaming flashes between the scales hinted at diamonds and other
precious stones embedded naturally in his hide. The newcomer radiated a sense of prima power, the
power of theworld itsdf in dl itsmost basic forms.

Helanded just beyond the re<t, his huge, webbed wings folding masterfully behind him. In avoice deep
and full, the black dragon said, “Y ou have called and | have come. It isaways good to see my friend
Alexdrasza...”



“And | welcome your presence, dear Neltharion.”

Before, it had been dl Krasus could do to keep from reacting to Maygos s presence. Now he fought to
keep himself from shaking, from showing thedightest Sgn at al of how he felt about thislatest arrival.

Y et, while his earlier reaction came from his knowledge concerning the doomed future of the Guardian of
Magic, now Krasusworried more for the future of dl dragons...and theworld itself, should it survive the
Burning Legion.

Before him stood Ndtharion.

Neltharion. The Earth Warder. Most respected of the Aspects and, in addition, the close friend of
Krasus s beloved queen. Had Neltharion been of her own flight, he surely would have long been chosen
asone of her mates. Outside of her consorts, the Earth Warder was the one whom Alexstrasza most
often sought for consultation, for the brooding black had asharp mind that saw al angles. Ndtharion did
nothing without cons dering the consequences and, as ayoung dragon, Krasus had in some ways
emulated him.

But in the future to which the mage belonged, any thought of emulating Netharion would have gone
beyond the point of madness. Neltharion had rgjected hisrole, rejected the protection the Aspects gave
the mortal realm. He had instead turned to the belief that the lesser races were the root of al that was
wrong with the world, that they should be removed...and those who would aid them should be removed
aswell.

Netharion had come to envison aworld where only dragons—specificdly hisown flignt—ruled dl. That
growing obsession had led him to countless acts of an increasingly dark design, acts so horrible that
eventualy Ndtharion became asterrible adanger to the world as the demons of the Burning Legion. The
other Aspects had finally banded together against him, but not before he had spilled much blood and
caused wholesa e destruction.

Andinrgecting al he had once been, Ndtharion had aso reg ected his own name. From hisformer
counterparts had come the name by which he was known todl creatures, one that had become
synonymouswith evil itsdf.

Deathwing. ..

There before Krasus loomed Deathwing, the Destroyer, the Black Scourge. Y €, the dragon mage could
do nothing to warn the others. In fact, athough he knew the danger that Neltharion would eventualy
become, Krasus could not recall when and where the tragedy had begun. To foment distrust among the
Aspects at thiscritical juncture risked even more of adisaster than what the Earth Warder’ sfuture held.

Andyet...

“I was surprised when Y sera, not you, contacted me,” the black rumbled. “Y ou are well, Alexstrasza?’

“I am, Neltharion.”

He eyed her companions. “And you, young Koridstrasz? Y ou are not at your best, | think.”

“Anillnesspassng,” the red male answered respectfully.

“It isan honor to see you again, Earth Warder.”



They conversed like friendly acquaintances and yet Krasus managed to recal that as Deathwing,
Neltharion would barely recognize him. By thetime of the orc wars, the black behemoth would have
dwelled so long in his madness that past friendships would be forgotten. All that would matter would be
whatever advanced his dark cause.

But here till was Neltharion the comrade. He peered over Koriastrasz’ s neck, noting thetiny, cowled
figure. “And you are the one. Y ou have aname?’

“Krasug!” the mage snapped. “Krasus!”

“A defiant little onel” Ndtharion said with amusement. “I believe that heis definitely adragon, as Y sera
hinted.”

“A dragonwith ataeto tell,” Alexstrasza added. She gazed up at the ceiling, specificaly the spot from
which she and the others had entered. “But | would prefer to give Nozdormu more time before we

begin”
“Givethe Timeess One moretime?’” Maygos laughed.
“How drall! I will not let dour Nozdormu leave without pressing him onthat jest!”

“Y esand you will press himtime andtime again with it, will you not?’ returned Neltharion, avadt, toothy
smile spreading across his reptilian countenance.

Maygos laughed further. He and N tharion shuffled to one side, dready deep in some conversation.

“Brothers they may not bein blood,” commented Y sera, her closed eyesfollowing the pair. “But they
aretruly brothersin nature.”

Alexgraszaagreed. “ It is good that Neltharion has Maygos to turn to. He has been quiet with me of
late”

“1, too, sense adistance. He does not take the actions by these night elves with pleasure. He stated once
that they have grandiose visions of becoming like the creators without the knowledge and wisdom of the
letter.”

“There may be something to what he has said,” the Queen of Life returned, her eyes sweeping briefly
over Krasus.

The mage grew increasingly uncomfortable under her study of him. Of them dl, Alexstrasza deserved
this other warning. It would be Deathwing' s doing that she would be turned into adave of the orcs,
whaose warhounds readily sacrificed her children to their brutal cause. Degthwing would then use the
chaos of the last days of the orc warsto seek what he truly desired....the eggs of the Queen of Lifeto
recreate his own decimated flight, al but dain because of his past mad plots.

What limit do | set?Krasus demanded of himself.When mugt thelinefindly be crossed? | can say nothing
about the orcs, nothing about the Earth Warder’ s betrayas, nothing about the Burning Legion...al | can
do is state enough factsto possibly exterminate mysdf and Rhonin!

Infrustration, he glared at one of the causes of his dilemma. Netharion spoke merrily with Malygos, the



latter’ s back turned to the other waiting dragons. The huge black stretched hiswings and nodded at
some remark by his gleaming counterpart. Had they been humans, dwarves, or some other morta race,
the pair would have looked quite a home drinking alein atavern. Thelesser races saw the dragons as
either monstrous beagts or dignified founts of wisdom, when in truth their characters werein someways
as earthy asthetiny creatures over which they watched.

Neltharion’s eyesflickered past Malygos, meeting, however briefly, Krasus's

And in that moment of contact, Krasus realized that all he and the others had seen so far of the black at
this gathering had been a charade.

The darkness had aready descended upon the Earth Warder.

Not possible, not possible! Krasusingsted, barely able to keep his expression neutral.Not now! It was
too soon, too ddlicate apoint in timefor the transformation of Neltharion to Deathwing to begin. The
Aspects needed to be united, not only to join againgt the coming invasion, but to ded with the disruptions
of time caused by Krasus and hisformer student. Surely he had been mistaken about the black leviathan.
Surdy Netharion was still one of the fabled protectors of the morta plane.

Krasus cursed his feeble memory. Whenhad Neltharion turned to betraya ? Whenhad he forever
become the bane of dl other living creatures? Was it meant to be now or had Neltharion worked with his
comrades even though darkness had dready claimed him?

The cowled mage could not help but stare at the Earth Warder. Despite his own oath, Krasus began to
think that perhaps here he had to bend the rules. How could it do anything but good to unveil thevillainin
the Aspects midst? How—

Once more Nédtharion glanced hisway. .. but thistime the eyes did not leave Krasus sown.

And only then did Krasus discover that Neltharion in turn saw the recognition in him, only then did he
realize that the black dragon understood that here was one who could reveal histerrible secret.

Krasustried to look away, but his eyes were held fast. Too late he redlized the cause of that. The Earth
Warder, having seen that he had been found out, had acted quickly and decisively. He now held Krasus
with his power as easly as he breathed.

I will nat fal to him!'Y et, despite his determination to escape, hiswill did not prove strong enough. Had
he been better prepared, Krasus could have battled Neltharion’s mind, but the unexpected discovery had
left him wide open...and the black one had seized the opportunity.

Y ou know me...but | do not know you.

The chilling voicefilled hishead. Krasus prayed that someone would notice what passed between the
pair, but to al appearances, everything passed as normdl. It astounded him that not even his beloved
Alexdtrasza recognized the terrible truth.

Y ou would speak againgt me...make the others see me as youdo. . .you would have them distrust their
comrade of old...their brother...

The Earth Warder’ swords gave clear indication of how deep his madness had dready become. Krasus
sensed within Netharion araging paranoiaand an adamant belief that no one but the black dragon



understood what was good for the world. Anyone who seemed at al the dightest threat to him was, in
Ndtharion’seyes, thetrue evil.

Y ou will not be alowed to spread any of your mdiciousfasehoods...

Krasus expected to be struck down there and then, but, to his surprise, al Neltharion did wasturn his
gaze away and resume his conversation with Malygos.

What games does he play?the dragon mage wondered.First he threatens me, then seemsto forget my
presence!

He watched the black leviathan carefully, but Neltharion seemed entirely obliviousto him.
“Heisnot coming,” Yserafindly sad.

“Hemay dtill appear,” suggested Alexstrasza.

Glancing at them, Krasus redlized that they referred to Nozdormu.

“No, | have been contacted by the one with whom | spoke. He cannot locate his master. The Timeless
Oneis somewhere beyond the morta plane.”

Y serd s news boded further ill. Knowing what he did of Nozdormu, Krasus suspected that the reason
that even the Timeless One' s servants could not contact him was because of the anomaly. If, as Krasus
believed, Nozdormu held Time together al by himself, he would have needed to summon every instant of
his existence. Multiple Nozdormus would be battling Time. ..|eaving no moment for this gathering.

Krasus s hopes dwindled further. Nozdormu lost and Neltharion mad...

“| agree, then,” Alexstrasza said, responding to Y serd s assessment. “We shal go on without the full
Five. Thereisno rule that we cannot at least discuss the matter after the story istold, even if acourse of
action cannot yet be taken.”

Lowering hishead, Koridstrasz dlowed hisrider to dismount. Keeping his expression guarded, Krasus
stepped out among the gathered giants, trying not to look at the Earth Warder. Alexstrasza s eyes
encouraged him, enough so that the dragon mage knew what he had to do.

“I am one of you,” he announced in avoice as booming as any of the leviathans surrounding him. My
true nameis known to the Queen of Life, but for now | am smply Krasus!”

“He bellowswell, thishatchling,” Maygosjested.

Krasusfaced him. “Thisisnot atime for humor, especidly for you, Guardian of Magic! Thisisatime
when abaanceisnigh upset! A terrible mistake, adistortion of redlity, threatens everything. . .absolutely
everything!”

“How dramatic,” Neltharion commented almost absently.

It took everything in Krasus' s power not to blurt out the truth about the Earth Warder.Not yet...

“You will hear my story,” ingsted Krasus. “Y ou will hear it and understand. ..for there is aworse danger



on the horizon, one which touchesusaswell. Y ou see—"

But asthe first words of histale ushered forth from his mouth, Krasus s tongue seemed to catch
everywhere. Instead of a coherent telling, babbled words of whimsy escaped him.

Most of the gathered dragons pulled their heads back, startled by his peculiar behavior. Krasus looked
quickly to Alexstrasza, seeking her help, but her expression indicated an astonishment as strong as any.

The mage s head spun. Vertigo worse than any he had suffered so far seized him, made him unable to
keep his baance. Nonsense words continued to spew from hislips, but even Krasus no longer knew
what hetried to convey.

And as hislegs buckled and the vertigo took full hold of him, Krasus heard within his head the degthly
cam voice of Ndtharion.

| didwarnyou...

SEVENTEEN

Darkness came and the world of the night elves avoke. Merchants opened their businesseswhile the
fathful went to their prayers. The generd populacelived their lives, feding no different then on any other
eve. The world was theirs to do with asthey chose, whatever other, lesser races might believe.

But for some, tiny annoyances crept into their lives, minor deviations from their routines, their notions.

* * %

A senior master of the Moon Guard, hislong slver hair bound behind him, absently raised one long,
nailed finger toward aflask of wine a the opposite end of the room as he perused the star chartsin
preparation for amgjor casting by the order. Although he was among the eldest of the sorcerers, his skills
had remained undiminished, areason for his continued high position. Spdllcasting wasto him asmuch a
part of his existence as breething, amatter smply and naturally done, dmaost without thought.

The crash that jarred him from his plush chair and made him crumple the parchment nearly to shreds
proved to be caused by the flask’ s swift and fatal descent to the floor. Wine and glass spilled over the
rich emerad and orange carpet the sorcerer had only recently purchased.

With ahiss of fury, the spellcaster snapped his fingers at the disastrous spill. Bits of glass suddenly rose
into theair asthewineitsaf puddied together and formed into the shape of the container that had held it.
The glass then began to mold together over thewine...

But asecond later....everything again spilled dl over the carpet, cresting aworse mess than before.

The aged sorcerer stared. With agrim expression, he snapped hisfingers again.

Thistime, the glass and the wine performed as he desired, even the dightest hint of stain removed. Y et,
they did so with some duggishness, taking far longer than the Moon Guard master would have expected.

The aged night df returned to his parchment and tried once more to concentrate on the coming event,
but his gaze congtantly shifted back to the bottle and its contents. He pointed afinger at the flask



again—then, with afrown, pulled the finger back and purposdly turned his chairaway from the cause of
his annoyance.

At the edges of every mgjor settlement, armed sentinels patrolled and guarded the night elves from any
possible foe. Lord Ravencrest and those like him ever watched the areas beyond the main boundaries of
the realm, their belief that the dwarves and other races constantly coveted the night elves’ rich world.
They did not ook inward—for who of their own people would ever threasten them?—but permitted
every settlement to maintain its own security amply in order to comfort the generd citizenry.

In Galhara, agreat city some distance on the opposing side of the Well from Zin-Azshari, sorcerers
began the nightly ritua of realigning the emerald crystalsthat lined its boundaries. In conjunction with each
other, the crystals acted, among other things, as defense against general magical attack. They had not, to
anyone' srecollection, ever been utilized, but the people took great comfort in their presence.

Despite there being hundreds, it was no troublesome feat to set the crystd arrays. All drew their power
directly from the Wl of Eternity and the sorcerers merely had to use the starsto adjust the lines of force
that ran from one to another. In truth, this mostly required asimple twist of the crystal on thetall, obsidian
pole upon which each had been placed. Thus, the local spellcasters were able to do severa in the space
of only afew minutes.

But with more than half aready realigned, the crystas began to dim, even darkened completely. The
sorcerers of Galhara, while not as proficient as the Moon Guard, knew their tasks well enough to
understand that what happened now shouldnot be happening. They immediately began checking and
rechecking the arrays, but found nothing wrong.

“They are not drawing properly from the Well,” one younger spellcaster finaly decided. “ Something has
tried to cut them off from itsmight!”

But no sooner had he said that than the crystal's renewed their normal activities. His elder associates
looked at him in bemusement, trying to recal if, when as new to their roles as he was, they had made
such outrageous statements.

And lifeamong the night elveswent on....

“It hasssfalled!” Hakkar roared. He nearly whipped the closest of the Highborne, but pulled his savage
lash back at the last moment. Eyes deathly dark, helooked to Lord Xavius.“We havefaled...”

The felbeasts at the Houndmaster’ s flanks echoed their handler’ s fury with snister snarls.

Xavius was no less displeased. He eyed the work that both the Highborne and Hakkar had wrought and
saw init hoursof futility...and yet both he and the Houndmaster had seen the merits of the queen’s

suggestion.
They smply did not have the knowledge or power needed to make it happen.

That the efforts of the Highborne had still enabled more than a score of Fel Guard to join those dready
on themorta plane did nothing to assuage them. Such numbers were only adow dribble and did nothing



to pave theway for the great one’ s coming.

“What can we do?’ asked the night df.

For thefirg time, he read uncertainty in the Houndmaster’ s haunting visage. The huge warrior turned his
baleful gaze toward the portal, where others of the Highborne ever continued to try to make it stronger
and larger. “We mussst assskhim”

The counselor swallowed, but before his monstrous counterpart could take the step, Lord Xavius
pushed himself forward, falling down on one knee before the porta. He would not shirk from hisfailures,
not to hisgod.

Y et, even before his knee touched the stone, Xavius heard the voicein hishead.

Isthe porta strengthened?

“Nay, great one...thework in that regard has not progressed as we hoped.”

For just the hint of amoment, what dmaost seemed an insane fury threstened to overwhelm the night
elf...but then the sensation passed. Certain that he had imagined it, Xavius awaited the god' s next words.

Y ou seek something. .. speak.

Lord Xavius explained the notion of sealing off the Wdl’ s power from al but the palace and thefailure
to make that come to pass. He kept his head low, humble before the power that made the combined
might of al night elveslook no more terrible than that of an insect.

| have already considered this.. . the god finaly answered. The one | sent first hasfailed in hisduty ...

Behind Xavius, the Houndmaster let out abrief sound bordering on dismay.

Another will be sent to you. ..you must make certain that the portal ismade ready for him...

“Anocther, my lord?’

| now send you one of my...one of the commanders of my host. He will seeto it that what is needed will
cometo pass...and quickly.

The voice departed Xavius s head. He swayed for amoment, the departure as stunning to him asif
someone had just cut off one of hisarms. Another of the Highborne helped him to hisfest.

Xavius looked at Hakkar, who did not seem at al happy despite what the counselor saw as the most
wonderful of news. “He sends us one of hiscommandersl Do you know which one?’

The Houndmaster anxioudy rolled up hiswhip. Beside him, the two felbeasts cringed. “Aye...I know
which one, lord night &f.”

“We must make ready! Hewill be coming immediately!”

Despite whatever disturbed him, Hakkar joined Xavius asthe latter inserted himsdlf among the casting
Highborne. The pair added their knowledge and skill, amplifying as best they could the framework of



energy that kept the porta ever open.

The burning sphere swelled, sparks of multicolored forces congtantly shooting out fromiit. It pulsated,
amogt breathing. The porta stretched, a savage, roaring sound accompanying the physical change.

Swedt dready poured down Xavius s face and body, but he did not care. The glory of what he sought
gave him strength. Even more than the Houndmaster, he threw himself into making the spell not only hold,
but expand to what was needed.

And asit grew to touch the celling, the porta suddenly disgorged a huge, dark figure at once so
wonderful and terrible that it was dl Xavius could do to keep from crying out in gratitude to the greet
one. Here now stood one of the celestial commanders, afigure before whom Hakkar seemed as
unworthy as Xavius had felt before the Houndmaster.

“Elunesave us!” one of the other sorcerers gasped. He pulled free, al but destroying the precious portd.
Xavius barely seized control and, straining mightily, held it in place until the others could recover.

A huge, four-digited hand large enough to encompass the counsel or’ s head stretched forth, pointing a
taloned finger toward the careless spellcaster. A voice that was both the roar of a crashing wave and the
ominous rumble of an erupting volcano uttered a single, unrecognizable word.

The night ef who had stumbled away screamed as his body twisted like a piece of wet cloth being
drained of water. A grotesgue procession of cracking sounds matched the faltering scream. Most of the
other Highborne immediately looked away and Hakkar’' s felbeasts whined.

Black flames erupted al over the macabre sight, envel oping what was I eft of the unfortunate sorcerer.
Theflamesate away a him like apack of starved wolves, swiftly devouring the victim until but seconds
later only adight pile of ash on the floor remained to mark his passing.

“Therewill be no morefailure,” the thundering voice Sated.

If the Houndmaster and the Fel Guard had not amazed Lord Xavius enough, surely only the god himself
could have awed the counselor more than this new arrival. The fearsome figure moved forward on four
thick, muscular limbs reminiscent of adragon, save that these ended in blocky feet with three massive,
clawed toes. A magnificent, scaled tail swept the floor over and over, the movement very likely asign of
the celegtiad one’ simpatience. From the top of his head down his back to the very tip of histail ran awild
mane of pure green flame. Huge leathery wings also stretched from his back but even despite their span,
Xaviuswondered if they could lift so gigantic and powerful aform.

His hide, where black armor did not cover it, was adark gray-green. He stood twice as wide as Hakkar
and at least Sixteen feet high, if the counselor was any judge. The massive tusks sprouting from the sides
of hisupper jaw nearly scraped the celling and the other, daggerlike teeth measured aslong asthe night
df’shand.

Under athick brow ridge that almost completely obscured his burning orbs, the chosen of the great one
gtared down at the lord counsdlor. ..and the Houndmaster, especialy.

“Y ou have disgppointed him...” wasal the winged commander declared.

“1—" Hakkar paused in his protest, hanging his head. “1 have no excussse, Mannoroth.”



Mannoroth tilted his head dightly, looking a the Houndmaster asif studying an unpleasant bit of refuse
found on hisdinner plate. “No...you do not.”

The felbeast on Hakkar’ sright suddenly whined loudly. Black flames akin to those that had removed the
negligent sorcerer envel oped the frightened hound. It rolled desperately on the floor, trying to douse
flames that would not be doused. The fire spread over it, consuming it...

And when only awisp of smoke marked where the felbeast had stood, Mannoroth said again to the
Houndmagter. “ There will be no morefailure”

Fear filled Xavius, but awondrous, glorious fear. Here was power incarnate, abeing that sat at the right
hand of the great one. Here was one who would know how to turn their defeet into victory.

The dark gaze turned on him. Mannoroth gave a short sniff with hisblunt nose. ..then nodded. “The
great one approves of your efforts, lord night elf.”

He had been blessed! Xavius lowered himself further. “I give thanks!”

“The plan will befollowed. Wewill cut off the place of power from therest of thisredlm. Then the
arrival of the host can beginin earnest.”

“And the great one? He will come then?’

Mannoroth gave him awide smile, one with which he could have swallowed the counsel or whole. “Oh,
yes, lord night f! Sargeras himself will want to be here when theworld is cleansed. . .he will want to be
here very, very much...”

Grassfilled Rhonin’s mouth and nose,

At leadt, he assumed it was grass. It tasted like grass, dthough he had not had much experience in such
dining. The smdl reminded him of wild fields and more peaceful times. . .timeswith Vereesa.

With effort, he pushed himsdlf up. Night had fallen and while the moon shonefairly brightly, it reveded
little beyond the fact that he lay in alightly wooded area. Rhonin listened, but heard no sound of
dvilization.

The sudden fear that he had been catapulted into yet another erabriefly overwhelmed him, but then the
wizard recaled just what had happened. His own spell had sent him here, his desperate attempt to
escape the demon draining him of his magic—and in the process, hislife.

But if in the sametime, thenwhere had he landed? His surroundings gave no hint. He could be afew
miles away or on the other side of the world.

And if thelatter...could he return to Kalimdor? He hoped Krasus still lived somewhere, and only with
hisformer mentor’ said did the wizard think that they might yet return home.

Staggering to hisfeet, Rhonin tried to decide which direction to go. Somehow he had to at least discover
his whereabouts.



A noisein the woods behind him made the human whirl about. His hand came up in preparation for a
spdll.

A hulking figure emerged.
“No quarrd, wizard! Only Brox before you!”

Rhonin cautioudy lowered his hand. The huge orc trudged forward, sill clutching the ax Mafurion and
the demigod had fashioned for him.

At the thought of the night elf, Rhonin looked around. “ Are you done?’
“Wasuntil 1 saw you. Y ou make alot of noise, human. Y ou move like adrunken infant.”

Ignoring the jibe, the wizard looked past the orc. “| was thinking of Madfurion. He was aso nearby when
| cast the spell. If you were drawn into it, he might’ ve been.”

“Sound.” Brox scratched hisugly head. “ Saw no night f. Saw no felbeadt, either.”

The human shivered. He certainly hoped that he had not included the demon in his escape. “Any idea
where we might be?’

“Woods...forest.”

Rhonin amost snapped at him for the usaless answer, but redlized that he could do no better. “1 was
planning to go that way,” he said, pointing toward what he believed was east. “Y ou have any better
ideas?’

“Could wait until sunrise. Better able to see and night dlves, they don't like sun.”

While that made much sense, Rhonin did not fed comfortable waiting for daylight and told his
companion so0. Brox surprised him by nodding in agreement.

“Better to scout, wizard.” He shrugged. “Y our direction as good as any.”

Asthey darted off, aquestion occurred to Rhonin that he smply had to ask. “Brox...how did you get
here? Not this exact location—I know that, of course—but how did you cometo thisrellm?’

At firgt the orc only clamped his mouth shut, but then hefinaly told the wizard. Rhonin listened to the
tale, careful to hide hisemotions. The veteran and hisill-fated partner had been right behind Krasus and
him and, like the others, had been caught by the anomaly.

“Do you understand what swallowed us?’

Brox shrugged. “Wizard' s spell. Bad one. Sent usfar from our home.”

“Farther than you might know.” Deciding that Brox had aright to the truth regardless of what Krasus
might think, Rhonin told him what had happened.

Tothewizard ssurprise, Brox accepted his story quite readily. Only when Rhonin thought about the
history of the orc’s people did he redize why. The orcs had dready journeyed through time and space



from another world. A spell that would cast one into the past was hardly that much different.
“Can wereturn, human?’

“I don’t know.”

“You saw. Thedemons are here. The Legion ishere.”

“Thisisthefirg timethey tried to invade our world. Most beyond Daaran don't know that history
anymore.”

Brox gripped hisax tighter. “We Il fight them...”

“No...wecan't.” Rhonin explained Krasus s reasoning.

But while Brox had quickly accepted dl else, he drew the line when it cameto leaving the past done.
The matter was smple for the orc; here was a dangerous, foul enemy who would daughter al intheir
path. Only cowards and fools let such horror happen and Brox said so more than once.

“We might change history by interfering,” the wizard inssted, in his heart wanting to agree with the orc.

Brox snorted. “Y ou fought.”

His smple statement completdly repudiated Rhonin's only argument. The wizardhad fought aready and
by doing so had made a choice.

But wasit the right one? Already the past had been atered, but to what degree?

They moved on in slence, Rhonin in battle with hisinner demons and Brox keeping awary eye out for
physica ones. Nowhere did they see any hint of where they might have ended up. At one point Rhonin
considered concentrating on the glade and trying to send them both back there. Then he remembered the
felbeast and what it had dmost doneto him.

The woods thickened, eventudly becoming afull forest. Rhonin silently cursed, his choice of directions
now seeming a poor one. Brox gave no indication of his own opinion, smply chopping away with his
enchanted ax whenever the path grew impossible. The ax diced through everything with such ease that
the wizard hoped that his companion would never accidentally cut him with it. Not even bone gave the
blade any pause.

The moon vanished, the thick foliage of the surrounding trees completely obscuring the heavens. The
path becameimpossible. After afew more minutes of fruitlesdy fighting their way along, the pair decided
to turn back. Again, the orc said nothing about Rhonin’ s choice.

But when they turned around, it wasto find that the way they came had completely vanished.

Huge trees stood where once the path had been and dense undergrowth around the trunks gave further
evidencethat this surely was not the right direction. Y et, both orc and human eyed the trees with distrust.

“We came from through there. | know we did.”

“Agreed.” Raising the ax, Brox moved in on the mysterious trees. “ And we go back that way, too.”



But as he siwung, huge, branchlike hands seized the weapon by the sides of the blade and pulled it up.

Unwilling to relinquish the ax, Brox hung by the handle, the orc’ slegs dangling as he sought to use his
weight to wrest the wesapon free.

Rhonin ran up. He tugged on the orc’ sfeet with no success. Staring at the long, inhuman fingers, he
began to mutter aspell.

Something struck him from behind. The wizard sumbled forward and would have soundly hit the tree
before him if not for the fact that itmoved aside at the last moment.

Momentum sent Rhonin flailing to the earth. However, ingtead of striking either harsh ground or one of
the many gnarled roots around him, he landed atop something softer.

A body.

Rhonin gasped, assuming that he had come across aprevious victim of the sinister trees. But ashe
pushed himself up, abrief glimmer of moonlight that somehow had penetrated the vast crowns above
dlowed him to seetheface.

Mdfurion...

Thenight ef suddenly moaned. His eyes flickered open and he saw the wizard.

“YOI | ”

Further back, Brox shouted something. Both human and night elf quickly looked that way. Rhonin raised
ahand in preparation for attack, but Mafurion surprised him by seizing hiswrist.

“No!” The dark-skinned figure sat up, quickly scanning the trees. He nodded to himself, then shouted,
“Brox! Do not fight them! They mean no harm!”

“No ham?’ growled the orc. “They want my ax!”

“Youmust doas| say! They are protectors!”

From the warrior came areluctant groan. Rhonin looked at Mafurion for explanation, but received
none. Instead, the night &f released the wizard’ swrigt, then pushed himsdlf to hisfeet. With Rhonin
trailing behind, Mafurion walked camly toward the areawhere Brox baitled.

They found the orc surrounded by ominous-looking trees. A cluster of branches hung above and in them
was tangled Brox’ s ax. The orc panted from effort, hisbody still tense. He looked from his companions
to hisweapon and back again, asif gill not certain he should not try to climb after it.

“Knew your voice,” he grunted. “Y ou better beright.”

“l am.”

Asthe wizard and the warrior watched, Malfurion stepped up to the tallest of thetreesand said, “1 give
thanks to the brothers of the forest, the keepers of thewild. I know you watched over me until my friends



could find me. They mean no harm; they just did not understand.”

Theleaves of the trees began to rustle even though Rhonin could fegl no wind.

Nodding, the night df continued, “We will trouble you no longer.”

More rustling....then the branches entangling Brox’ s ax separated and the weapon dipped earthward.
They could havelet the ax fal harmlesdy to the ground, but the orc suddenly stepped forward. He
reached up with one powerful hand and caught the ax handle perfectly. Y et, instead of waving the
weapon at the trees, he knelt before them, the blade turned downward.

“| ask forgiveness”

Again, the crowns of the towering trees shook. Mdfurion put ahand on the orc’' s broad shoulder. “ They
accept.”

“Y ou can redly spesk with them?’ Rhonin finaly asked.
“Toapoint.”
“Then ask them wherewe are.”

“| dready have. Not at dl that far from where we were, but far enough away. Actudly, we' re both
fortunate and unfortunate.”

“How 07’
Thenight ef smiled ruefully. “We re only ashort distance from my home.”

Thiswas excellent newsto the wizard, but not such good newsto the night f, he gathered. Nor did it
seem good news to Brox, who cursed in his native tongue.

“What isit? What do the two of you know?’
“| was captured closeto here, wizard,” growled the brawny warrior. “Very close.”

Recalling his own capture, Rhonin could see why Brox might be upset. “1'll take usfrom here, then. This
time | know what to expect—"

Malfurion held up ahand in protest. “We were fortunate once, but here, you risk being sensed
immediately by the Moon Guard. They have the skill to usurp your spell...infact, they may have, a the
very least, dready sensed thefirst one.”

“What do you suggest?”’

“Aswe are near my home, we should make use of it. There are others who could be of assistanceto us.
My brother and Tyrande.”

Brox embraced his suggestion. “The shaman...shewill hdp.” Histone darkened. “Y our twin...yes”



Rhonin still worried about Krasus, but with no notion asto how to find hisformer mentor, the night df’s
decison made the most sense. With Mdfurion in the lead, the trio headed off. The path through the forest
now proved startlingly easy, consdering the trek through which the human and the orc had earlier
suffered. The landscape seemed to go out of its way to make Mafurion’ sjourney a comfortable one.
Rhonin knew something of druids and for the first time marked Mafurion as of that caling.

“The demigod—Cenarius—he taught you to speak with the trees, to cast such spdls?’

“Yes. | seemto bethefirgt to truly understand them. Even my brother prefers the power of the Well to
theways of theforest.”

At mention of the Well, afeding of anticipation and hunger suddenly touched Rhonin. He fought the
emotions down. The Wl that his companion had mentioned could only be the Well of Eternity, the
fabled fount of power. Were they that near? Was that why his own spellwork had become magnified?
Towield such power...and so readily...

“WEe re not much farther,” Mdfurion said ashort whilelater. “1 recognize that gnarled elder.”

The“ddea” hereferred to was atwisted old tree that, to Rhonin at least, looked like little more than a
dark shape. Something else, however, attracted the wizard' s attention.

“Do | hear rushing water?’
The night df sounded more cheerful. “1t flows very near my home! Only afew more minutes and—"

But before he could finish, the forest filled with armored figures. Brox snarled and made ready with his
ax. Rhonin readied a spell, certain that these were the same foul atackers who had first seized Krasus
and him.

Asfor Mafurion, the night elf looked entirely perplexed at the sudden appearance of the attackers. He
dtarted to raise ahand toward them, then hesitated.

Madfurion’s hesitation caused Rhonin in turn to pause. That proved amistake, for in the next instant ared
shroud of energy fell upon each. Rhonin felt his musclesfreeze and his strength fade. He could not move,
could not do anything but watch.

“An excellent piece of work, lad,” proclaimed acommanding voice. * ’ Tisthe beastman we
sought—and no doubt those who aided in his escape!”

Someone replied, but too low for Rhonin to make out the words. A band of riders, two bearing glowing
emerdd gaffs, entered the circle of soldiers. At their head was a bearded night elf who had to be the one
in charge. Next to him—

Rhonin’ s eyeswidened, the only response | eft to him in his present condition. It hardly sgnified his
agtonishment upon recognizing the figure next to the commander.

The garments were different and the hair was bound back, but there was no mistaking that the dour face
was an exact duplicate of Mdfurion’s.



EIGHTEEN

M annoroth was pleased...and that pleased
Lord Xavius.

“Itisgood, then?’ the night elf asked the celestial commander. So much hinged on everything going as
planned.

Mannoroth nodded his heavy, tusked head. Hiswings stretched and folded in satisfaction. “Yes...very
good. Sargeraswill be pleased.”

Sargeras.Again the celestial commander had uttered the true name of the great one. Xavius smagica
eyes burned bright as he savored it. Sargeras.

“Wewill work the portal the moment that the spell is set in place. First will come the hogt, then, when dll
ismade ready, my lord himsdif...”

Hakkar approached, the much subdued Houndmaster falling on one knee before Mannoroth. “ Forgive
thisssinterruption, but one of my huntersss hasss returned.”

“Onlyone?’
“Ss30 it sseems.”

“And what have you learned from it?” Mannoroth loomed over his counterpart, making the
Houndmaster seem smaller and smaller.

“They found two with the ssscent of othernessssthat the lord night elf ssspoke of, plusss one of hisssown
kind with them! But in the hunt they dssso fell afoul of abeing of power...great power.”

For thefirgt time, Mannoroth displayed adight hint of uncertainty. Xavius noted carefully the reaction,
wondering what could disturb so wondrous abeing. “Not—"

Hakkar quickly shook hishead. “1 think not. Perhapsss with atouch of their power. Perhapsssa
guardian left behind.”

The pair spoke of something significant, but what, the counselor could not say. Taking arisk, he
interrupted. “Isthere adescription of thislast creature?’

“Aye.” Hakkar held out one hand, pam up.

Above his pdm there suddenly burst to life atiny image. It moved violently and often lost focus, but
revedled by bits and pieces an amogt full view of the onein question.

“Ssseen through the eyesss of the felbeassst. An antlered entity assstall asss one of the Fel Guard.”

Lord Xaviusfrowned. “Thelegend istrue, then...theforest lord isred...”



“Y ou know this creature?’ Mannoroth demanded.

“Ancient myth speaks of the forest lord, the demigod Cenarius. He is said to be the child of the Mother
Moon...”

“Nothing more, then.” The tusked mouth twisted into agrim smile. “Hewill be dedlt with.” To Hakkar,
he commanded, “ Show the others.”

The Houndmaster quickly obeyed, reveding a green-skinned brute of warrior, ayoung night éf, and an
odd, fire-haired figure clad in hooded garments.

“A curioustrio,” Xaviusremarked.

Mannoroth nodded. “ Thewarrior shows much promise. ..l would see more of hiskind, learn their
potentid...”

“Such abeast? Surely not! He's more grotesque than a dwarf!”

Thewinged figure did not argue, instead recalling the last of the threesome. “ A spindly cresture but with
wary eyes. A creature of magic, | think. Almost like anight elf—" He cut off Xavius s new protest.
“—but not.” Dismissing Hakkar’ simages, the huge, reptilian limbs maneuvered through the chamber as
Mannoroth contemplated what he had learned.

“More fel beastsss could be sssent to find them,” suggested the Houndmaster.

“But with Fel Guard behind. Thistime, the objective will be capture.”

“Capture?’ echoed both the counselor and the Houndmeaster.

The deepset eyes narrowed more. “ They must be studied, their weaknesses and strengths assessed in
casethere are others...”

“Can the Fdl Guard be ssspared?’
“Therewill soon be many, many more. Lord night f, are your Highborne prepared?’

Studying the sorcerers, Xavius bowed his head. “ They are ready to do what they must to seethe
gloriousfulfillment of our dream, the cleansing of theworld of al that is—"

“Theworld will be cleansed, lord night ef, you may trust to that.” Mannoroth glanced at Hakkar. “I
leave the hunt to you, Houndmaster. Do not fail again.”

Keeping low, Hakkar backed away.

“And now, lord night f...” the towering being continued, gaze turning to the place of casting. “Let us
begin the molding of your people sfuture...” Mannoroth’ swings flexed as they always seemed to do
when he contemplated something agreesble to him. “ A future | promise you that they cannot possibly
evenimagine...”



Deathwing soared over the landscape, bresthing fire everywhere. Screams came from every direction
around Krasus, but he could not find any of those who pleaded for hisaid. Trapped in histiny morta
form, he scampered over the burning earth like afield rat, trying to keep from being engulfed whilein vain
he sought to help the dying.

Suddenly adark shadow covered the area over which he ran and a thundering voice mocked, “Wéll,
wel! And whét little morsdl isthis?’

Huge clawstwice the sze of the dragon mage encircled Krasus, trapping him. With no effort
whatsoever, they dragged him into the sky....and turned him to face the ma evolent visage of Deathwing.

“Why, it'sonly abit of old dragon meet! Koridstrasz! Y ou’ ve been around the lesser races much too
long! Their weskness has rubbed off on you!”

Krasustried to cast aspdll, but from his mouth emerged not words but tiny bats. Deathwing inhaled,
drawing the bats mercilesdy into the hot, gaping maw.

The black behemoth swallowed. “Not much of atreat! | doubt you'll be any better, but you' re aready
going to waste so | might aswell finish you off!” Heraised theflailing figure above hisgullet. “Besdes,
you're of no useto anyone, anyway!”

The claws released Krasus, but as he plummeted into Deathwing' s mouth, things changed. Deathwing
and the burning landscape vanished. Krasus suddenly floated in the midst of a horrendous sandstorm,
spun around and around by its ever more turbulent forces.

A dragon’s head formed in the midst of the storm. At first Krasus thought that the black beast had
followed him, determined not to let his snack escape. Then another head identical to thefirst appeared,
followed by another and another until an endless hordefilled Krasus sview.

“Koridgtrasaasz...” they moaned smultaneoudy over and over. “Koridstrasasz...”

It occurred to Krasus then that the heads had a different shape to them from Deathwing' s and that each
hed formed from the sandstorm itself.

Nozdormu?

“We...are ssstretched through al!” the Timeless One managed. “We...ssseeedll...”
Krasus waited, knowing that Nozdormu spoke as his efforts permitted him.

“All endssslead to nothing! All endsss...”

Nothing?What did he mean? Did he indicate that al the mage had feared had come to pass, that the
future had been eradicated?

“...butone...”
One! Krasus seized hold of thetiny ray of hope. “Tel mel What path? What do | do?’

In answer, the dragon heads changed. The snouts shrank and the heads e ongated, becoming more
human—no! Not human—even...



A night df?

Was this someone he should fear or someone he should seek? He tried to ask Nozdormu, but then the
storm grew wild, mad. The winds tore apart the faces, scattering the grains of sand everywhere. Krasus
tried to protect hisbody as sand ripped at hisflesh even through his garments.

He screamed.

* % *

And sat up amoment later, his mouth sill openinaslent scream.

“My queen, heiswith usagain.”

Gradudly Krasus s mind returned to redlity. The nightmare involving Deathwing and the subsequent
vision of Nozdormu till wreaked havoc with histhoughts, but he was at last able to focus enough to
redize that he lay in the egg chamber where he and Alexstrasza had first sooken. The Queen of Life
hersdlf looked down in grave concern a him. To hisright, hisyounger salf also watched with worry.
“Your spell has passed?’ Alexstraszaquietly inquired.

Thistime, he was determined that she would know regardless of the consequences. Nozdormu's
frightening words indicated that the path to the future aready had al but shut. What more trouble, then,

would it beif hetold her of Neltharion’s madness and the horror the black dragon would cause?

But once more, when Krasustried to speak of the fiend, the vertigo nearly did himin. It was dl he could
do to keep conscious.

“Too soon,” cautioned Alexstrasza. “Y ou need morerest.”

He needed much more than that. He needed the sinister and subtle spell which the Earth Warder had
evidently cast upon him removed, but clearly none of the Aspects had even recognized his condition as
one caused by sorcery. Indl hisincarnations, Deathwing had always been the most cunning of evils.

Unable to do anything about the black dragon, Krasus s mind drifted to the night elf whose features

Nozdormu had attempted to show him. He recalled the ones who had attacked Rhonin and him, but
none had looked at dl like this new figure.

“How far are we from theland of the night elves?’ Krasus asked. ..then touched his mouth in surprise
when heredlized that the words had come out with no trouble. Apparently Neltharion’s handiwork only
involved the dragon himsdf, not any other matter of importance.

“We can take you there soon enough,” his mate replied.

“But what of the matter of which you spoke?’

“This...thisstill concernsthat matter, but my course has changed. | believe...I beieve | havejust been
contacted by the Timeless One, who tried to tell me something.”

Hisyounger sdf found thistoo much. “Y ou had nightmares, delusonsl We heard you moan severd



times. It isdoubtful that the Aspect of Time would reach out to you. Alexstrasza, perhaps, but not you.”

“No,” corrected thered queen. “| believe he may have the truth of it, Korialstrasz. If he saysthat
Nozdormu touched histhoughts, | suspect he states fact.”

“I bow to your wisdom, my love.”
“I must go to the night elves” Krasusingsted. With Korid strasz nearby and no intention of mentioning
Netharion’sduplicity, his condition had improved much. “ Thereisone | seek. | hope | am not already

too late”

The femae leviathan tilted her head to the Sde, her eyes seeking within Krasus'sown. “Isdl you told
me before dill truth? All of it?’

“Itis...but | fear thereis much more. The dragons—all dragons—will be needed for a struggle.”
“But with Nozdormu absent, a consensus cannot be reached. The otherswill not agree to anything!”

“Y ou must convince them to go againgt tradition!” Heforced himsdlf to hisfeet. “They could very well
be dl that stands between the world and oblivion!”

And with that, he told both &l he could recal of the horror of the Burning Legion.

They listened to histaes of blood, of decimation, of soulless evil. Even the two dragons shook as he
regaled them with the atrocities. By the time he had finished, Krasus had told more than enough for them
to see hisfear.

But even then, Alexdtrasza said, “ They may still not decide. We have watched the world, but we leave
its progress in the hands of the younger races. Even Netharion, who iswarder of the earth itsdlf, prefers
to leaveit that way.”

He so much desired to tell her of Neltharion, but even thinking that made his head swim. With areluctant
nod, Krasus said, “I know you will do what you must.”

“And you must do what you will. Go to the night elves and seek your answer if you think it will help this
Stuation.” Shelooked up at her consort. After amoment’ s consideration, the queen added, “1 ask that
you go with him, Koridstrasz. Will you do it?’

The malelowered his head in respect. “If you ask, | am only too glad to oblige.”

“| ds0 ask that you follow hislead, my consort. Trust mewhen | say that he has wisdom which will be
of vauetoyou.”

It was not entirely clear from hisreptilian visage whether or not Koriastrasz believed the lagt, but he
nodded to that, too.

“Night hasfdlen,” Alexgtraszainformed Krasus. “Will you wait until light?’

The dragon mage shook his head. | have aready waited far too long asit is.”



Thefirgt to bear the clan designation of Ravencrest had looked upon the huge, granite formation atop the
high and treacherous mount. He had remarked to his companion how its stocky formation resembled a
piece from a chessboard, arook colored black. That huge, dark birds constantly circled about the
formation and even nested atop it was taken asasign that thiswas aspecia place, aplace of power.

For more than a generation—and the generations of night elves were longer than those of most
races—sarvants of the Ravencrest line had continually carved out the clan stronghold, gradualy building
from solid rock afortresslike none seen among their kind. Black Rook Hold, asit quickly became
known, was an ominous, uncolored place which spread itsinfluence over much of the night df ream,
becoming second only to the palace. When conflict arose between the night elves and the dwarves, it
was the power of Black Rook Hold that tipped the balance. Those of the clan of Ravencrest becamethe
honored of the throne and the blood of both sidesintermingled. I the Highborne who served Azshara
were jealous of any others of their race, it had to be those of the ebony fortress.

Windows had been carved out on the top floors of the hold, but the only way to enter was by the twin
iron gates located not at the base of the structure, but at the very bottom of the hill. The solid gates were
seded shut and well guarded. Only fools would have thought to enter there without permission.

But for the present Lord Ravencrest, those gates had opened readily. They had aso opened for histhree
prisoners, one of whom knew the stories of Black Rook Hold and grew worried.

Malfurion had never thought that he would enter the dark hold, especidly under such dire conditions.
Worse, he could never haveimagined histwin being the main reason for his having to do so. Inthe
course of their journey he had learned that it was Illidan, somehow suddenly associated with Lord
Ravencrest, who had detected Rhonin’s spell. With Mafurion’ s brother to aid him, the night elven
commander had ridden out with afull force, determined thistime to capture any invaders.

He had been most pleased to see Brox...and quite puzzled to see lllidan’ stwin.

In achamber lit by glittering emerad crystas positioned high in each of thefive corners, Lord
Ravencrest inspected his catch. The commander sat upon achair carved from the same stone as hishold.
The chair sood upon adais, also stone, giving Ravencrest the ability to look down on thetrio even while
Seated.

Armed soldierslined the walls of the chamber while others surrounded Mafurion and his comrades.
Ravencrest himsdlf was flanked by his senior officers, each of whom stood with hishelm in the crook of
onearm. At the noble simmediate right waited Illidan.

Present aso were two high-ranking members of the Moon Guard. They were alate addition to the
proceedings, having arrived a Black Rook Hold just as the commander had brought his prisonersto the
gates. The Moon Guard, too, had detected Rhonin’s spell, but their spies had informed them of
Ravencrest’ s party before there had been any chance to send out searchers of their own. The sorcerers
were not at dl pleased by the nobl€e' s actions nor were they pleased with Illidan’s presence, he being an
unsanctioned spellcaster in their eyes.

“Once again, my Lord Ravencrest,” began the thinner, elder of the two Moon Guard, an officiousfigure
by the name of Latosius. “I must request that these outsiders be turned over to usfor proper
questioning.”

“You' ve dready had the beastman and lost him. He was to come to me, anyway. Thissmply shortens



the procedure.” The noble eyed the three again. “ There' s more here than what we see on the surface.
[llidan, | would hear from you.”

Mafurion’s brother looked dightly ill a ease, but he answered strongly, “Yes, my lord, heismy
brother.”

“That much isasobvious as night and day.” He studied the captive twin. “1 know something of you, lad,
just as| know something of your brother. Y our nameis Mafurion, yes?’

“Yes mylord.”

“Y ou rescued this creature?”’

“I did.”

The commander leaned forward. “ And you' ve an excellent reason why? One that would excuse this
heinous act?’

“I doubt you would believe me, my lord.”

“Oh, | can cometo believe many things, young one,” Lord Ravencrest replied camly, tugging lightly on
his beard.

“If they’ re spoken in honesty. Can you do that?’

“I—" What other choice did Mafurion have? Sooner or later, through one method or ancther, they
would pluck thetruth from him. “I’ll try.”

And so hetold them of his studies under Cenarius, which immediately raised doubtful brows. He
explained hisreoccurring dreams and how the demigod had taught him to walk in the world of the
subconscious. Mogt of al, Mafurion described the disconcerting forces that had drawn him to, of al
places, Zin-Azshari, and the palace of the night elves beloved queen.

They listened as hetold of the Wl itsdlf and the turbulence that the sorcerers within the palace had
stirred up. He painted for Ravencrest, the Moon Guard, and the others the vision of the tower and what

he sensed went on indde.

The onething he did not mention, assuming that from his story it would be obvious, was hisfear that
Queen Azshara sanctioned everything.

Ravencrest did not comment on his story, instead looking to the Moon Guard. “Has your order noticed
any such trouble?’

The dder sorcerer answered. “The Wdl is more turbulent than usua and that could be from misuse. We
have not monitored any such activity from Zin-Azshari, but then, such anincredible fiction asthis—”

“Yes, itisincredible” The bearded commander glanced up at Illidan. “What say you concerning your
brother?’

“He s never been onefor ddusions, my lord.” Illidan would not look a Mdfurion. “Asto whether it's
thetruth...”



“Indeed. Still, | wouldn’t put it past Lord Xavius and the Highborne to instigate some devilment without
her knowledge. They act asif the queen istheir prized possession and no one else has aright to her.”

Even by the Moon Guard, this was greeted with nods. The arrogance of the lord counselor and those
surrounding Azsharain the palace was well known.

“If I may,” Latosius interjected. “Once we ve settled matters here, | will pass on word to the heads of
our order. They will put into motion survelllance of the Highborne and their activities”

“| should be most interested in that. Y oung Malfurion, your story—on the assumption that it isfor the
most part truth—explains some of your actions, but how does that fit into the freeing of a prisoner of your
people, amogt serious crime?”’

“I can perhaps answer that better,” Rhonin suddenly said.

Malfurion was not so sureit was agood thing that the other outsider spoke. Night elves were not so
tolerant of other races and dthough Rhonin had some vague resemblance to hiskind, he ill might aswell

have been atroll for dl the good it would do him.

But Ravencrest appeared willing to listen, if nothing else. He waved a negligent hand toward the hooded
wizard.

“Inmy land...aland not far from where he’ sfrom,” explained Rhonin, nodding toward Brox. “ A strange
magical anomaly opened up. My people sent me and Brox’ s sent him. We both discovered it
separatdy...and were drawn unwilling through it. He ended one place, | another.”

“And how doesthis pertain to young Mafurion?’

“Hebdlieves...as! do...that thisanomaly was caused by the spellwork mentioned.”

“That would be some cause for darm,” commented the senior Moon Guard dubioudly. “The
green-skinned creature hardly seemswhat one would send to study a creation of sorcery or magic.”

“My Warchief commanded | go,” retorted Brox with adefiant snarl. “I went.”

“1 cannot speak for the orcs,” Rhonin answered. “But | am certainly adept at such astudy.” Hiseyes, s0
different from those of the night elves, dared the Moon Guard to deny him.

After apause, both sorcerers nodded their agreement. Mdfurion realized that they did not know what
exactly Rhonin was, but they recognized one versed in the arts. Indeed, it waslikely for that reason that
the wizard had been allowed to speak at all.

“Perhaps 1’ m growing old, but I’ minclined to believe much of dl this”” Thisadmisson from Lord
Ravencrest drew some looks from his officers and sent awave of relief through Mafurion. If the
commander took their story to heart—

“Wereman undecided,” Latosus declared. “ Such information cannot be taken on faith done. There
must gill be an inner interrogation.”

Thenoble' sbrow rose. “Did | say otherwise?’



He snapped hisfingers and the guards seized Madfurion tightly by the arms, dragging him toward the
dais.

“Now | would liketo test thefaith I’ ve placed in my new sorcerer. Illidan, we must ascertain the
absolute truth, however distasteful that might seem to you. | trust | can rely on you to proveto usthatdl
your brother saysistrue?’

The pony-tailed night elf swallowed, then looked beyond Malfurion. “My brother’ sword | trust, but |
can't say the same for the robed creature, my lord.”

[llidan was trying to keep from having to use his powers on his brother by instead focusing on an
outsider. While Mdfurion gppreciated that concern, he did not like the idea of Rhonin or Brox suffering in
hisplace.

“Lord commander, thisisabsurd!” The senior sorcerer marched up to the dais, eyeing Illidan with
contempt. “An un-sanctioned spellcaster who isthe brother of one of the prisoners? Any questioning will
be suspect!” Heturned on Mdfurion, slver eyes narrowed menacingly at the younger night €f. “In
accordance with the laws set down at the very dawn of our civilization, in matters magicd itisthe
responsibility and right of the Moon Guard to oversee dl such interrogations!”

He advanced, coming within arm’ sreach of the prisoner. Mafurion tried not to show hisanxiety. Against
the physicd threats of Black Rook Hold, he hoped his druidic training would dlow him to survive, but the
delving of asorcerer into his mind threstened him much more. Such a questioning could leave his body
whole, but his brain so shattered that he might never recover.

[llidan legpt down from the dais. “My lord, I'll interrogate my brother.”
Whatever histwin would do to him, Mafurion suspected that Illidan would be much more careful in his
approach than the Moon Guard, who only wanted answers. Malfurion looked at Lord Ravencrest,

hoping that the noble would accept Illidan’ s offer.

But the master of Black Rook Hold only Ieaned back againgt his chair, stating, “ The laws shdl be
followed. Heisyours, Moon Guard...but only if you do the questioning here and now.”

“That isagreed.”

“Condder, in your work, that he may betelling the truth.”

It was the closest Malfurion guessed Ravencrest would cometo trying to preserve lllidan’ s twin from
harm. First and foremost the bearded commander was protector of the realm. If that cost the life or mind
of one night df, then the sacrifice had to be made.

“Thetruth will be known,” was al the sorcerer would answer. To the guards, he commanded, “Hold his
head straight.”

One of the armored figures positioned Mafurion for the Moon Guard. The robed figure reached up and
touched the struggling prisoner’ stempleswith hisindex fingers.

A shock ran through Mafurion and he was certain that he screamed. His thoughts swirled around, old
memoriesrising to the surface unbidden. Y et, each one was swiftly thrust back down aswhat felt likea



clawed hand dug into his mind, seeking ever deeper...

Struggle not! commanded a harsh voice that had to be that of Latosius.Release your secretsand it will go
the better for youl!

Malfurion wanted to, but did not know how. He thought of what he had aready told the gathering and
tried to project that forward. Of Azshard s possible duplicity, Mafurion till resisted reveding. It would
lessen his chances of ever being believed if that suspicion lesked free—

Then, just as suddenly as the intrusive probe had bur rowed into histhoughts....it ceased. It did not
withdraw, did not gradudly fade away. It Smply ceased.

Mafurion’slegs buckled. Hewould havefdlenif not for the guards holding him.

Gradualy he became aware of shouts, somein disbelief, othersin consternation. One of the voices most
strident sounded like that of the €lder Moon Guard.

“It' soutrageous!” someone el se cried out. “ Surdly not the queen!”
“Never!”

He had let dip hisultimate fear. Mafurion cursed hisfeeble mind. Barely had the questioning begun and
he had dreedy failed himsdf, failed Cenarius steaching. ..

“"TistheHighborne! It hasto be! Thisis Xavius sdoing!” another voiceindsted

“He has committed evil againgt hisown kind!” agreed the First.

What were they talking about? Although Mdfurion’s head refused to clear, he dtill felt certain that
something was not right about the shouted conversation. The speakers were too excited, reacting too
adamantly to his beliefs. He was only one night ef and not even of high rank. Why would hisvague

suspicions throw them into growing panic?

“Let meseeto him,” avoice said. Mdfurion felt the guards hand him over to asingle person, who
lowered him gently to thefloor.

Hands touched the Sdes of hisface, lifting it up. Through bleary eyes, Mafurion met the gaze of his
brother.

“Why didn’t you giveinimmediately?’ 11lidan muttered.

“Two hourd! Do you still haveamind left?’

“Two—hours?’

Noting the response, Illidan bresthed easier. “Praise Elune! After you spouted that nonsense about the
gueen, that old fool was determined to rip everything out of your head regardless of the cost! If not for
his spell failing suddenly, he probably would have left you an empty husk! They haven't forgiven theloss

of their brethren and blame you for it!”

“H-hisspell failed?” That hardly made sense. Mdfurion’ sinterrogator had been amost senior sorcerer.



“Allof thelr spdls havefailed!” Illidan perssted. “ After helost control of thefirst, hetried another and
when that didn’t work, his companion attempted athird. ..with no success!”

Malfurion till did not understand. What histwin hinted at sounded asif both of the Moon Guard had
lost their powers. “They can’'t cast?’

“No...and my own powersfed muted...” Heleaned next to Mafurion’sear. “1 think | have some
contral...but bardly. It' sasif we ve been cut off from the Wd|!”

The commotion continued to grow. He heard Lord Ravencrest demand if the Moon Guard till
maintained contact with their brethren, to which one of the sorcerers admitted that the ever-present link
had been savered. The noble then asked of his own followersif any still retained their own skills,
however dight.

No one answered in the affirmative.
“It' sbegun...” Mdfurion whigpered without thinking.
“Hmm?’ Histwin frowned. “What' sthat? What has?’

He looked past 11lidan, recalling the violent forces cardlesdy summoned by thosein the tower. He saw
again the lack of regard for what such spellwork might do to those beyond the paace walls.

“I don't know...” Mdfurion findly told hisbrother. “1 wish by the Mother Moon | did...but | just
don’'t.” Beyond Illidan he saw the concerned countenances of Brox and Rhonin. Whether or not they
understood as he did, both looked asif they shared hisgrowing fear. “1 only know that, whatever it may
be...it' sbegun.”

All over therealm of the night elves, dl over the continent of Kalimdor, thousands of others sensed the
loss. The Well had been cut off from them. The power that they had so blithely wielded...wasal but
gone. A sense of darm swiftly grew, for it was asif someone had reached up and just stolen the moon.

Those living nearest to the paace naturaly turned to their queen, caling upon Azsharafor guidance.
They waited before the bolted gates, gathering in greater and greater numbers. Above, the sentries
watched blank-faced, neither moving to open the gates nor calling down to calm the growing crowd.

Only after more than half the night had passed and most of the city had emptied out into the areas before
the paace did the gates finally open. The people poured forward, relieved. They were certain that
Azsharahad finally come out in responseto their pleas.

But what emerged from within the paace walls was not the queen, nor wasit anything ever imagined in
the night ef world.

And so fdl thefirg victims of the Burning Legion.

NINETEEN



Awave of vertigo struck Krasus, the attack so unexpected that it nearly cost him hislife. Only moments
before, he had felt much hisold sdf, that duein great part to hisimmediate proximity to Koridstrasz. The
dragon now carried him swiftly toward the generd direction of Cenarius sglade, athough not near
enough that the demigod might notice. A determination to find this one night elf Nozdormu had reveded
to him had further fueled the mage—and that was why the sudden vertigo had caught him so off guard
that he had nearly fdlen from the dragon’s neck.

Koridstrasz adjusted for him at the last moment, but Krasus' s younger salf also seemed oddly
disoriented.

“Do you fare better?” the dragon roared to him.

“I am...recouping.” Krasus peered into the night sky, trying to make sense of what had just happened.
He searched his ragged memories, findly coming up with a possible answer. “My friend, do you know of
the night ves capitd city?’

“Zin-Azshai?1 amvagudy familiar withit.”

“Veer toward there.”

“But your quest—"

Krasuswas adamant. “Do it now. | believeit is of the utmost importance that we go there.”

Hisyounger self grumbled something, but arced toward the direction of Zin-Azshari. Leaning forward,
Krasus peered ahead, awaiting thefirst Sgns of the legendary city. If memory served him—and he could
not be certain that it did—Zin-Azshari had been the culmination of the night &f civilization, agrand,
sprawling metropolisthe likes of which would never be seen again. However, the opulence of the ancient
city was not what interested him. What concerned Krasus was his recollection of Zin-Azshari’ s nearness
to the fabled Wl of Eternity.

And it wasthe Well that now drew him. Although the origins of the Burning Legion’ sfirst entranceinto
the world waslogt to him, Krasus till retained a sharp enough mind to make somefairly accurate
assumptions. In thistime period, the Wellwas power, and power was not only what the demons sought,
but also what enabled them to reach the very realmsthat they destroyed.

Where morelikely to find the porta through which the Burning Legion wouldhave to arrive than in the
immediate proximity of the grestest fount of sorcerous energy ever known?

They soared acrossthe night sky, Koridstrasz flying mile after milein the space of only minutes. Even
still, hours passed, precious hours that Krasus suspected the world could not afford.

At lagt, the dragon called, “Wewill soon bein sight of Zin-Azshari! What do you hope to see?”

It was more what he hoped not to see, but Krasus could not explain that to his companion. “I do not
know.”

Ahead appeared lights, countlesslights. He frowned. Of course the night elveswould haveillumination
for some of their activities, but there seemed too many for arealm of nocturna beings. Even acity as
great in 9ze as Zin-Azshari would not be so bright.



But asthe duo neared, they saw that the illumination came not from torchlight or crystals—but from
raging fires coursing throughout the night elven capitd.

“Thecity isablaze!” roared Koridstrasz. “What could have started such an inferno?’

“We need to descend,” was al Krasusreplied.

The red dragon dipped, dropping hundreds of feet. Now details became visible. Elaborate, colorful
buildings burned, some of them aready collapsing. Scul ptured gardens and massive tree homes had
become pyres.

And scattered throughout the streets lay the bodies of the dead.

They had been brutally daughtered, with no compassion given for the elderly, theinfirm, or the young.
Many had died in clusterswhile others had clearly been hunted down one by one. In addition to the
populace of Zin-Azshari, avariety of animas, especialy the great night sabers, lay dead aswell, their
demisesno lessfoul.

“There has been war herel” snarled the winged leviathan.

“No—not war! Thisisgenocide!”

“Thisisthework of the Burning Legion,” Krasus muttered to himself.

Koriastrasz veered toward the city center. Curioudly, the damage |essened as they neared what looked
to bethe palace. In fact, certain walled sections of the center appeared completely untouched.

“What do you know of these sections?’ Krasus asked his mount.

“Little, but | believe that those linked by walls to the queen’ s palace belong to what are referred to as
the ‘Highborne.” They are considered the most esteermed of the night elves, al somehow involved directly
insarviceto her mgesty, Azshara”

“Circle once around them.”

Koridgtrasz did. Studying the vicinity, Krasus had his suspicions verified. None of the quarter that
housed the regal Highborne had been touched in the dightest by the monstrous disaster.

“Thereis movement to the northwest, Krasus!”
“Hy there! Quickly!”

He need not have encouraged his companion, for Koridstrasz clearly sought the answers as much as he.
Not at al surprising, considering that they were one and the same.

Krasus now saw what the dragon’ s superior vision had already noted. A wave of movement, amost like
locusts, pouring through the city. Korialstrasz descended further, enabling the pair to identify individuas.

And for Krasus, it wasthe return of evil.

The Burning Legion marched relentlesdy through Zin-Azshari, leaving nothing untouched in their wake.



Buildingsfdl before their might. There werethetal, brutal Fel Guard with their maces and shields.
Mindless Infernds battering their way through stone walls or any other physica opposition. Near them
hovered huge, winged figures with blazing green swords, molten armor, and cloven feet...the
Doomguard.

Asthe dragon moved toward the front of the horde, Krasus identified the houndlike felbeasts, ever the
precursors of the Legion. They seemed especially active; not only were their noses raised high to smell
theair, but the sinister tentacles with which they absorbed magic darted forward eagerly.

And then the mage saw what the L egion hunted.

Refugees swvarmed from the city’ s center, families and individuas creating a desperate flow through the
narrow avenues. At their rear, trying to keep the demons at bay, were asmall contingent of armored
soldiers and afew robed figures that Krasus believed to be the legendary Moon Guard.

Even asthe two neared, one of the Moon Guard in the forefront attempted to cast aspell. But by
placing himself in the open, he only served to add to the list of victims. One of the felbeasts legpt forward,
landing just before the sorcerer. Its tentacles shot forth with astonishing speed.

They adhered to the pdllcaster’ s chest, physicdly lifting himinto the air. Before anyone—even Krasus
and Korialstrasz—could cometo his aid, the thrashing Moon Guard sorcerer was drained of his magical
forces...leaving adead, dry husk in hisplace.

Thered dragon roared. Had he even wanted to, Krasus could not have stopped his younger saf from
taking reprisals. In truth, his own memories of such horror kept the mage quiet. Too many had perished
because of the Legion and even though by Krasus' sinterference Koriastrasz had come here, the former
no longer cared. He had tried to keep from wreaking any more havoc on the time line, but enough was

enough.

It was time for retribution.

AsKoridstrasz swept past the front ranks of the demonic host, he let loose with agrest blast of flame.
The stream of fire engulfed not only the felbeast that had dain the sorcerer, but many of the pack
following. Whining, the few survivorsretreated, some singed badly.

Koridstrasz did not pause. He turned now to face the main horde, a second wave of fire enveloping the
foremost demons.

Most perished ingtantly. A few of the more hardy Fel Guard struggled through the flames, only to
collapse shortly after from their fiery wounds. One blazing Infernal sought to bat out the dragonfire and,
when that did not work, ran headlong into abuilding, possibly in some vague hope that doing so would
smother the flames. Seconds later, it, too, collapsed.

Even the Burning Legion could not stand the pure might of adragon, but that did not make them
defensdess. Up from their ranks suddenly flew a score of Doomguard. Krasus noticed them first and,
though well aware of therisk, cast aquick spell.

Winds buffeted the foremost demons, throwing them back into the rest. The Doomguard became
entangled with one another.

Korialstrasz let |0ose another breath.



Five of thewinged terrors plummeted to the ground, fiery misslesthat further inflicted damage on the
horde below.

The rest of the Doomguard regrouped. Others shot up into the sky, doubling the numbers.

Koridgtrasz clearly desired to face them, but Krasus abruptly felt the telltale warning signs of weakness.
AsAlexstrasza had said, together the two were nearly complete—but not quite. The added use of their
strength depleted both quicker than norma. Already the dragon flew more dowly, less smoothly, even if
he did not recognize that fact.

“Wemust leavel” Krasusindsted.
“Abandon thefight? Never!”

“The refugees have made good their escape thanksto us” The delay had been just enough for the night
elvesto scatter into the lands beyond. Krasus had every confidence that they could keep ahead of the
Legion at this point. “We must get word to those who can do more! We must continue on our origina

path!”

It pained Krasus to spesk o, for in his heart he would have wanted to burn to ash every demon in sight,
but even now, more and more flew up to deal with the lone dragon.

With aroar of frugtration, Koriastrasz unleashed onefina blast that destroyed three of the Doomguard
and sent the others fluttering back. The red behemoth then turned and flew off, easily outpacing the
L egion despite his growing exhaustion.

Asthey soared past the palace again, Krasus saw with horror that more demons poured from its gates.
Most disconcerting, however, were the night elven sentriesthat still stood guard on the battlements,
warriorswho seemed to have no regard at al for the desperate Straitsin which their fellow citizens found
themsdves.

Krasus had seen such blatant disregard in the face of horror before. There had been those during the
second war who had acted in the same horrifyingly indifferent manner. They are mesmerized by the
demons growing influence! If thelords of the Legion have not set foot on the mortd plane dready, it
cannot belong at dl before they do!

And when that happened, he feared that there would be no future for the world. . .nor, in this case, even
apast.

There were dreadful noises disturbing her relaxation. Azshara had ordered music played for her in the
hopes that it would drown out the objectionable noises, but the lyres and flutes had failed miserably.
Findly, sherose and, with her new bodyguards surrounding her, gracefully wended her way through the

palace.

It was not Lord Xavius but rather Captain Varo'then whom first she met. The captain fell down on one
knee and clasped afist againg his heart.

“Y our wondrous magjesty......”



“My darling captain, what isthe cause of such awful clamor?’

The scarred night ef looked up at her with aveiled expression. “ Perhapsit’ d be easier to show it to
you.”

“Very wdl.”

Heled her to abalcony overlooking the main area of the city. Azsharararely cameto this bacony save
for public digplays, much preferring the view of her extravagant gardens from her chambers or the
glimpses of the Well of Eternity that her viststo the tower offered her.

But the sight before the queen was not the one to which she had grown so accustomed. Azshard's
golden eyesdrank in theimages of her city, the ruined structures, the endlessfires, and the bodies littering
the streets. She glanced to her right, where the walled quarter of the Highborne still stood peacefully.
“Explain thisto me, Captain Varo' then.”

“It’sbeen told to me by the counsglor that these have proven unworthy. To fully prepare for aworld of
perfection, al the imperfect must be swept away.”

“And those below were considered lacking in the judgment of Lord Xavius?’

“With the recommendation of the great one’' s most trusted servant, the celesti commander,
Mannoroth.”

Azsharahad briefly met the imposing Mannoroth and, as with her counsglor, she had been overwhelmed
by the greet one shigh servant.

The queen nodded. “If Mannoroth saysit must be so, it must be so. Sacrifices are dways required in the
name of glorious pursuits, | dwaysthink.”

Varo'then bowed his head. “Y our wisdom is boundless.”

The queen accepted his compliment with the regal aplomb with which she took themany compliments
shereceived on adaily basis. Still gazing at the carnage below, Azsharaasked, “Will it be long, then?
Will the great one soon come, to0?’

“Hewill, my queen...and it'ssaid that Mannoroth has called himSargeras.”

“Sargeras...” Queen Azsharatasted the name, ran it across her lips. “ Sargeras...truly afit namefor a
god!” She put ahand to her breast. “1 trust | will be given advance warning when he makes his entrance.
| would be deeply disappointed if | could not be there to greet him myself.”

“I shal seetoit persondly that dl isdoneto give you fair warning,” Varo'then said, then bowed.
“Forgive me, my queen, duty demands my attention now.”

Shewaved anegligent hand, still fascinated by both the scene below and the true name of thegod. The
captain |eft her done with her bodyguards.

In her mind, Azsharabegan picturing the world that would replace what had been decimated. A more



magnificent city, atrue monument to her glory. It would no longer be caled Zin-Azshari, asgracious as
the people had been to nameit that. No, next time it would smply be calledAzshara How much more
appropriate atitle that was for the home of the queen.Azshara. She said it twice, admiring theway it
sounded. She should have requested the change long ago, but that did not matter now.

Then another, more intriguing thought entered her mind. True, she was the most perfect of her race, the
icon of her people, but there was one who was even more glorious, more magnificent...and soon he
would come.

His namewas Sargeras.

“Sargeras...” shewhispered. “ Sargerasthe god...” An dmost childlike smile crossed her face. “...and
his consort, Azshara...”

* % *

Messengersarrived at Black Rook Hold at the rate of one every few minutes. All demanded to seethe
master of the hold immediately, for each had news of import.

And every missveto Lord Ravencrest boiled down to the same dire news.

Sorcery had been dl but stolen from the night eves. Even the most skilled could do little. In addition,
other spdllsthat congtantly relied on drawing from the Well to keep them maintained had failed, in one or
two places with catastrophic results. Everywhere, panic ensued and it was dl officias could do to keep
chaosfrom erupting.

From the most important place itself, from those regions near Zin-Azshari. ..there had been no word.
Until now.

The messenger brought in by the sentries could barely stand. His armor had been in part ripped from his
body and bloody scars covered hisflesh. He staggered before Lord Ravencrest, faling to one knee.

“Has he been given food and water?’ the noble asked. When no one could answer, he growled out an
order to one of the soldiers standing near the entrance. Within seconds, sustenance was brought for the
newcomer.

Among those waiting impatiently were Rhonin and the others. They had gone from being prisonersto
some undefinable status. Not dlies, but not outsiders. The wizard had chosen to remain silent and in the
back of the throng, the better to ensure that his status did not dip back to prisoner.

“Can you speak now?’ Ravencrest rumbled to the messenger once the latter had eaten some fruit and
drunken amost haf asack of water.

“Aye...forgive me, my lord...for not being able to do so earlier.”
“Judging by your condition, | find it hard to believe you actudly even madeit here...”
The night ef knedling before him looked around &t the others assembled. Rhonin noted how hollow his

eyes had become. “I find it hard to believe I’ m here mysdlf...my lord.” He coughed severd times. “My
lord...l cometotdl you...that | believeit...it isthe end of our world.”



Theflat tone with which he said the last only served to add to its horrific impact. Dead silencefilled the
chamber. Rhonin recalled what Mafurion had said before. It' s begun. Even Mafurion had not understood
what he meant, only that he knew that something terrible was taking place.

“What do you mean?’ perssted Ravencrest, leaning close. “Did you receive some terrible message from
Zin-Azshari? Did they bid you to relay this monstrous announcement?’

“My lord...I comefrom Zin-Azshari.”

“Impossible!” interjected Latosius. “ By the best physical meansit would take three to five nights and
sorcery isnot available—"

“Iknow what was available better than you!” sngpped the soldier, disregarding the Moon Guard’ s high
rank. To Lord Ravencrest, he said, “1 was sent to plead for help! Those whocould funneed what little
power they could gather to send me here! They may bedead...” He swallowed. “I may be the only one
tosurvive...”

“Thecity, lad! What of the city?’

“My lord...Zin-Azshari isin ruins, overrun by blood-thirsty fiends, creatures out of nightmare!”

The story flowed from the messenger like awound beyond seding. Like dl other night elves, those of
the capital had been stunned by the abrupt and inexplicableloss of nearly al their power. Many had gone
to the palace to seek reassurances. The crowds had swelled to hundreds.

And then from the palace had poured out an endless multitude of monstrous warriors, some horned,
somewinged, al armed and eager to daughter those in their midst. In seconds, people had died by the
scores, no quarter given. Fear followed and others were trampled by those who sought to escape.

“Weran, my lord, dl of us. | can only speak for those who fled in my direction, but even the most
hardened warriors did not long stand.”

But the demonic horde followed, catching those who could not keep up the pace. Scattered groups
managed to flee out of the city, but even there the fiends hunted them.

No oneinterrupted histale. No one argued that he suffered delusions. They dl read the truth in hiseyes
and voice.

The messenger then described how he cameto be here. A group of Moon Guard and officers had put
their heads together, trying to come up with some defense or course of action. It had been determined
that Black Rook Hold had to be informed and by lot that duty had fallen to the soldier present.

“They warned that the spell might not work as planned, that | could instead be sent to the bottom of the
Wl or even back to the c-city...” He shrugged. “1 saw little choice...”

With tremendous strain, the spellcasters had begun their work. He had stood in the middle asthey
gathered up what little energy they could. The world had begun to fade around him—

And just as he had vanished, he had seen the monstrous hounds legping upon the party.



“I landed some distance north of here, my lord, battered but aive. It took some time to reach an outpost
where | could obtain anight saber...and then | headed to y-you asbest | could.”

A much subdued Ravencrest dumped back. “ And the palace? The palace, too, isin ruins? All
daughtered there?’

The messenger hesitated, then said, “My lord, there were sentries atop the walls. They watched the
people before the gates opened. ..and then they watched the monsters come out and butcher al of us!”

“The queen would never alow that!” spouted one of the nobl€e' s officers. Others nodded agreement, but
many kept their opinions hidden.

Their commander had his own notion asto what such news meant. His expression dready grim, he
muttered, “I1t'saswe bdieved, then. This must be thework of the Highborne.”

“Surely even they would not be so insane!” Latosius argued. “True, their sorcerersthink themsdlves
superior even to the Moon Guard, but they are night elvesjust like usl”

“So wewould believe, but their arrogance knows no bounds!” Ravencrest dammed hisfist onthearm
of hisstone chair. “ And let us not forget that the Highborne obey the dictates of the lord
counsdor... Xaviud”

Rhonin had heard the name mentioned prior, but now the venom with which it was repested stunned
him. He leaned by Mafurion, asking, “Who isthis Xavius?’

Mafurion had much recovered, thanksin great part to histwin’said. With some dight help from Brox,
he now stood next to the others. “He who whispersin the queen’s ear. Her most trusted advisor and a
rival of Lord Ravencrest. | don’t doubt myself that Xaviusisinvolved, but he couldn’t do this without
Azshara scompliance! Even the Highborne worship her!”

“They’ll never believethat,” Illidan remarked. “ Forget that for now! Let them think it’sthe counsdlor!
Their choiceswill till be the samein theend!”

Although he did not exactly trust Illidan, Rhonin had to agree with the other night df in thisregard.

And it seemed that the choice of villains had dready been made. Ravencrest stood, shouting to the
othersin attendance. His officersjammed their helmets on asif ready to go and ride out toward the
cgpitd immediaidy.

“All Moon Guard, al spellcasters of any reasonable ability, should be gathered as quickly as possible!
Garo'tha! Send out messengersto every military post and commander! Res stance must be organized!
Thisfoul Stuation must be contained!”

L atosius confronted the noble. “ Something must be done to regain the use of the Well! Force of arms
aonewill not stand againgt those monsters! Y ou heard the messenger!”

The bearded noble thrust hisfaceinto that of the Moon Guard. “1 hope to have some sorcery at hand,
especidly from your vaunted order, but, otherwise, force of aamsisdl weredly have at the moment,
i'tit?”

[llidan suddenly abandoned his brother and therest. “My lord, | feel | may be of someaid! | still have



some ability for casting spellg”

“Splendid! We Il need it! Zin-Azshari must be avenged, and the queen freed from the Highborne!”
Rhonin could not stand till. He had seen what the Burning Legion could do and, even though thiswas all
in his past, he could not stand by as Krasus hoped. Within him he gtill sensed the ability to summon
magic, useit ashewilled. “My Lord Ravencrest!”

The noble looked him over, clearly not yet certain what to make of him. “What do you want?’

“Y ou need someone who can cast spells. | offer mysdlf.”

Ravencrest looked doubtful.

In response, the wizard summoned aball of bluelight over hisleft pam. It took him more effort than
usual, but not enough that he showed that effort.

The commander’ s expression of doubt melted away. “ Aye, you' re welcome to our ranks—" Out of the

corner of hiseye, he must have noticed Latos us about to object. “Especidly sincelittle else has been
offeredtous.”

“If whatever spdll cuts us off from the Wel’ s strength can be but removed—"

“Which would require sorcery of some magnitudein thefirst place...and if you could do that, Moon
Guard, wewouldn't have aproblem at al!”

* * %

As he listened to them argue, Mdfurion’s heart sank deeper. Such bickering served no good cause.
Action was what was caled for, but with little in the way of any sort of magic to back up Lord
Ravencrest’ sintended military force, the future looked dark, indeed. If only—

His eyes widened. Perhaps he could do something.

Ashis brother and Rhonin had done before him, Mafurion stepped up to the noble. Ravencrest eyed
him with some dishdli€f.

“And now you? Y ou plan to offer sorcery such aslllidan here clamsto still wield? 1 would welcomeit if
you haveit, regardless of your past crimes.”

“| offer not sorcery, Lord Ravencrest, but amagic of adifferent sort. | offer what has been taught to me
by my shan’do, Cenarius.”

Latosuslaughed mockingly. “Thisisthe worst jest yet! The teachings of amythica demigod?’
But Ravencrest did not dismiss Mafurion out of hand. “Y ou truly believe you can be of some aid?’

The younger night ef hesitated, then said, “ Y es, but not from here. | need to go somewhere...quieter.”

The nobl€e sbrow furrowed. “ Quieter?’



Malfurion nodded. “I must go to the temple of Elune.”

“The temple of the Mother Moon? | hadn’t even thought of them. Their support is definitely needed in
thistime of crisis—but what do you hope to achieve there?’

Trying to keep hisuncertainty hidden, Mafurion Stormrage answered, “ The remova of the spell that
keepsthe Well of Eternity’s power from our sorcerers, of course.”

TWENTY

All waswell intheworld...for Lord Xavius, anyway.
Hisdreams, hisgods, were well within reach.

Better yet, the great one was quite pleased with him. The shield spell that he and Mannoroth had set into
motion had not only succeeded in sedling the Wdl’s might from al but the Highborne, it had aso enabled
them to widen and solidify the porta. In the space of only afew scant hours, hundreds of the celestia
host had poured through.

Mannoroth had immediately taken control of them, sending them out to purge the unfit. Once, Xavius
might have found that idea horrific, but he now fully embraced the ways and methods of Sargeras. The
god knew best how to achieve the perfect paradise the counsalor sought. Had not the quarter reserved
for the homes of the Highborne been completely spared? From those who served the palace would arise
the new Golden Age of the night elf race, an eraeclipsing any exiting prior to it.

Lord Xavius had been granted the further honor of monitoring thework that made dl this possible. He
kept in ddlicate balance the spdll that constantly regenerated the shield. The labor required had been
more than even Mannoroth had planned and if the spell failed now, it would be near impossible to repest
without effectively sealing the portd first and using the combined might of al the Highborne sorcerers.

But Xavius had no intention of letting any disaster befal the precious shield. Not that he expected any
trouble. What could happen herein the heart of the palace?

A brooding figure stalked into the chamber, peering around impatiently.
“Whereisss Mannoroth?’ hissed the Houndmaster.
“He commands the hogt, of course,” responded the night dlf. “He goesto clear Zin-Azshari of the unfit.”

Something in Hakkar’ s expression momentarily disturbed Xavius. Almost it seemed that the counselor
had said something that the Houndmaster found amusing. What that could be, though, the night €lf could

not possibly say.

Through the portal materidized four more of the Fel Guard. One of the even more menacing Doomguard
stood nearby. He barked something in an unknown tongue to the newcomers, who immediately marched
out of the chamber.

The celedtia host moved with remarkable military precision, instantly obedient to orders and congtantly
aware of their duties. Even Captain Varo'then’ sdite Guard paled in comparison, at least in Lord
Xavius smind.



“How fare preparations for the hunt?’ the counsel or asked Hakkar.

The hint of mockery left the hulking figure’ sexpression. “It goessswell, lord night ef. My houndsss and
the Fel Guard who run with them have their explicit ordersss. Thossse that Mannoroth desssiresss
captured will be”

Heturned and stalked out of the room, leaving in hiswake an oddly satisfied Lord Xavius. While he
much respected the status of the Houndmagter, the night elf now saw himsdlf closer in rank to the great
one'scommander.

The counsdlor looked once again at the spell of which he

had been an integra part. Only afew yards from the portd, the cluster of blue, flashing nodules over the
diagram Mannoroth had drawn were the only physical sgns of the shield spdll. With hismagica eyes,
however, Xavius could make out other swirling patternsin orange, yellow, green, and more. A powerful
cornucopiaof magica forces of which hewas now in control.

Just as he was now in control of the destiny of not only his own people...but the rest of theworld as
well.

Thetemple of Elune did not need to be warned of the catastrophe that had befallen the realm of the night
elves. They had not personaly been touched by the Well’ sloss, but they could still sense the sudden
emptiness. When throngs came to the various temples to ask for guidance, the priestesses throughout the
realm conversad with one another through methods utilized since the Mother Moon had first touched the
heart of her initid convert, discussing what could be done. They choseto invite the peoplein for mass
prayer, let Elune give them comfort. They aso searched with their skillsin the direction of the Wdll...but
like the Moon Guard, they could not divine just what had happened.

Y et, even though they till retained the gifts granted them by their goddess, that did not mean the
priestesses were safe from the horror unleashed soon afterward. When the Legion overran the templesin
the capital, even those asfar away as Suramar felt the deaths of their Sstersthere, felt their agonies asthe
horde d aughtered them without mercy.

“Sigter,” one of the other priestesses cdled to Tyrande, who had been pouring water for the faithful.
“Thereisone at the front entrance who requeststo see you.”

“Thank you, sister.” Tyrande handed the jug to another priestess, then hurried off. She could only
assumethat Illidan had come to see her again. Tyrande dreaded speaking with him, unsure what she
would say if he brought up a possible match between them.

Yet, it was not Illidan, but rather another she had not thought to see for avery, very long time.

“Madfurion!” Without redizing what she did, Tyrande threw her asams around him, hugging Mafurion
tightly.

His cheeks darkening, he whispered, “It’s good to see you, Tyrande.”



She released him. “How did you cometo be here?’” A sudden fear arose within her. “Broxigar? What
have they done with—"

“He' swith me.” Mdfurion pointed behind himself, where Tyrande saw that the orc waited in adark
corner near the entrance. The monstrous warrior looked quite uncomfortable as he eyed the many night
eves

She glanced around but saw no guards other than those of the temple. “Mdfurion! What madness brings
you here? Did the two of you sneak back into the city just to see me?”’

“No...we were captured.”
“But if—"

He gently put afinger to her lips, slencing her. “ That story must wait. Y ou know of theterror in
ZinAzdai?

“Only some...and even that’ stoo much! Mdfurion, theterror we fdt in the minds and souls of our ssters
there! Something dreadful—"

“Listen tome! It spreads beyond the capital even aswe spesk. What's worse, now the Moon Guard
are helplessagaing it! Some spdll al but cuts off the Well’ s power from them!”

She nodded. “ So we have surmised. .. but what doesthat have to do with your coming here?’
“Isthe Chamber of the Moon in use now?’

She thought. 1t was earlier, but so many have come for guidance that the high priestess had the main
worship chamber opened instead. The Chamber of the Moon may be empty now.”

“Good. We need to go there.” He signaled Brox, who hurried over. To Tyrande' s astonishment, the orc
even carried an ax.

“Y ou were captured...” shereminded Mdfurion.

“Lord Ravencrest saw no more reason to detain us, providing Brox stayed with me.”

“I oweyou both,” reminded the broad-shouldered warrior. “1 owe my life.”

“You owe usnothing,” Illidan’ s brother returned. To Tyrande he said, “ Please take us to the chamber.”
With her in the lead, they headed into the temple. Despite Brox’ s attempt to stay as closeto his
companions as possible, he could not hide his appearance from those night elves gathered insgde. Many
looked in horror at him and some even screamed, pointing at the orc asif he was the one responsible for

thar turmoail.

Guards caught up to them just as they neared the Chamber of the Moon. The foremost was the one who
had spoken with Tyrande about Illidan.

“Sder...it isthe custom to alow any entry into the Mother Moon’ stemple, but that cresture—"



“Elune saysthat he does not have the same right as any other believer?’

The sentrieslooked uncertainly at one another, thefirgt findly replying, “It does not say exactly anything
about other racesin that regard, but—"

“But are not al the children of Elune? Does he not have the right to come to her for guidance, make use
of dl facets of the temple?’

Therewas no answer to this. Findly, the lead guard waved them by. “ Just please keep him from sight as
much as possible. Thereis dready enough panic out there.”

Tyrande nodded gratefully. “1 understand.”

Asthey entered, they found only two other acolytesin attendance. Tyrande immediately walked up to
the pair and explained the need for privacy, pointing specifically at Brox. In truth, the orc’ s presence was
all that was needed to encourage the other sistersto quickly retreat.

Returning to Malfurion, she asked, “What do you hopeto do?’

“I intend to walk the Emerdd Dream again, Tyrande.”

She did not like the sound of that at dl. “Y ou plan to journey to Zin-Azshari!”
“Yes. Therel hopeto learn the truth about what has been done to the Well.”

Tyrande knew him better. “Y ou don’t hope to smply learn the truth, Mafurion; | think you intend todo
something about it...”

Instead of replying, he studied the center of the chamber. * That seems the most tranquil location.”

“Mdfurion—"
“I’ve got to hurry, Tyrande. Forgive me.”

With Brox in tow, he walked to the place he had chosen, then seated himsdlf on the ground. Legs folded
in, Madfurion looked up into the moonlit sky.

The orc seated himsdf across from the night df, but made room when Tyrande joined. Mafurion
glanced questioningly at her. “Y ou needn’'t Say.”

“If in any way the Mother Moon can help me guide you, protect you from harm, | intend to do so.”
Mafurion gave her agrateful smile, then grew grim again. “I must begin now.”

For reasons beyond her, Tyrande suddenly seized his hand. He did not look at her, his eyes now shut,
but briefly the smile returned.

And suddenly Tyrandefelt him leaving her.



It had been aquickly devised, desperate plan, one from which Malfurion understood Lord Ravencrest
actualy expected little result. Y et, with the Moon Guard virtually powerless, he had seen no reason why
the upstart young night elf could not at least try.

Now Mafurion only had to hope that he had not made empty promises.

Tyrande s hand on his own proved inva uable to wending hisway into the deeplike trance. Her touch
had comforted Malfurion, eased the incredible tension the horrific events of the past few days had
created.

Soothed, he reached out to the world around him, to the trees, river, ssones, and more as he had with
Cenarius.

Y et, thistime he was met not by the tranquil € ements of nature—but ratherturmail.

Theworld was no longer in balance. The forest knew it, the hills knew it, even the heavensfelt the
wrongness. Everywhere he focused, Mafurion sensed only disharmony. It struck with such force that for
amoment the night éf nearly drownedinit.

Instead, he fixed again on Tyrande' s light touch, drawing peaceful strength from her nearby presence.
The discord faded, till there but unable to overwhem him.

Once more steady, Malfurion reached out to the spirits of nature, touching each and letting them fed his
own cam. He understood their turmoil and promised that he would act in their name. The night ef asked
inturn that they be thereif he needed their assstance, reminding the spiritsthat both he and they desired
areturn to the balance.

The sense of discord dwindled more. 1t would not go away so long as the Highborne meddled with the
Well, but Mafurion had at |least created some semblance of harmony again.

And with that done, he was able once again to enter the dreamscape safely.

Free from earthly confinement, he paused to gaze down at hisfriends, especidly Tyrande. It was easier
thistime to summon the images, transpose the redlity over theidyllic landscape. Both Brox and Tyrande
immediately materidized...asdid his own body, of course.

To hissurprise, he noted atear drifting down one of Tyrande' s cheeks. Ingtinctively, Mafurion reached
to wipeit away, only to have hisfinger passthrough it. Y et, asif feding his nearness, the young priestess
reached up with her free hand and not only wiped away the tear, but aso touched the area.

Forcing himsdlf to turn away, Mafurion looked to the sky again. He focused on the direction of
Zin-Azshari, then stepped up.

The familiar greenish tint permeated everything. Mdfurion concentrated, again overlgpping the shadow
world with dements of redlity. With what seemed acombination of haf waking, hdf flying, he drifted
over the now-covered dreamscape, sensing the myriad aspects of both the true and subconscious
worlds.

But as he journeyed, an unexpected presence caught his attention. At first he doubted his senses, but a
quick search verified hisfirs suspicions.



Shan’ do?hecdled.

Mafurion felt his mentor touch histhoughts, but only in an indistinct manner. However, the touch was
enough to convey that Cenariuswaswell. The last of the felbeasts had been dedlt with, but some other
matter urgently demanded the demigod' s attention. Mafurion redlized that the forest lord had felt the
presence of his student in the Emerald Dream and had quickly reached out to let the night ef know that
al wasnot yet logt.

Comforted by Cenarius s unspoken message, Mafurion moved on. The green haze thinned further and
soon he saw the world below almost as he would had he been truly ableto fly likeabird. Hillsand rivers
passed swiftly by as he focused more on his destination.

And as he neared the capita, for the first time Mafurion beheld the horror.

Asterrifying as the messenger’ s descriptions had been, they had not fully conveyed the monstrous
cataclysm that had befallen the fabled city. Much of Zin-Azshari had been razed to the ground asif a
great boulder had rolled over it time and again. No building on the outskirts had been left anding. Fire
ruled everywhere, but not smply the crimson flames with which Mafurion was familiar. The capita was
aso awash infoul green or pitch black fire clearly of an otherworldly nature. As Mafurion passed over
them, he could fed their evil heat despite being in the dream realm.

Then he caught hisfirgt glimpse of the demons.

The felbeasts had been monstrous enough, but the creatures following them sent new chills through him,
the more so because they were clearly intelligent. Despite the huge horns, devilish faces, and horrific
forms, they moved in concert, with terrible purpose. Thiswas not some mindless horde, but an army
dedicated to evil.

And more and more poured out of the gates of the palace even as he approached.

He was not surprised to see that the vast, beautiful structure was not touched in the dightest. Asthe
messenger had said, sentries till lined the walls. Madfurion passed near afew and saw intheir eyesa
terrible pleasure a the horrific panoramabeow. Their slver orbs were tinted with red and some looked
asif they desired to join the demons.

Revulsed, Mafurion quickly pulled away from them. Helooked to the Side of the palace and noted that
the homes of the Highborne had aso been left whole. Some of the queen’ s servants even journeyed from
one building to another asif nothing of consequence was taking place around them.

Hisrevulsion growing, the night df pushed on toward the tower. As before, Mafurion sensed the
incredible forces being drawn up haphazardly from the dark Wdll. If anything, the Highborne had more
than doubled their efforts. Savage ssormsraged over the Well, touching even within the embaitled city.

Last time, he had tried to enter the tower at the point where he had sensed the spellwork. For this
attempt, however, Mafurion dove lower, finding abalcony near the bottom. Moving much theway he
would have if he had been entering by physical means, the night ef hovered just above the bacony, then
moved through the open entrance there.

To hissurprise, his attempt worked. He amost laughed. None had thought to protect thisinterior
entrance from such as him. The hubris of the Highborne had enabled him to penetrate the pal ace with



ease.

Sowly Mafurion floated a ong the corridor, seeking the path up. Near the rear, hefound the main
stairway—and with it, more than adozen of the huge, horned warriors he had seen outside.

Mafurion’sfirgt inginct wasto pull back in the hopes that they would not see him. Unfortunately, there
was nowhere to hide. He braced for their attack. . .then cursed himsdf for his stupidity when the first of
the demonic band lumbered past him.

They could not see hisdream form. He breathed asigh of rdlief, watching asthe last vanished down the
hall. When it became clear that no more followed, Mafurion steeled himself and ascended the stairway.

He passed several chambers on the way up but did not pause for any of them. What Mafurion sought
lay at the very top of thelooming tower and the sooner he reached it, the sooner he could devise some

plan.

Just what he intended, the night elf did not know. Despite having turned to druidism, Mdfurion was
amost as adept at sorcery as his brother and even in his present condition he believed that he could cast
some sort of spell.

Some distance up, Mafurion suddenly encountered a barrier. He reached out, fedling theair. An
invisibleforce blocked hisway, perhaps the same force that had prevented him from entering on his
previous attempt. Perhaps the Highborne had not been so negligent after dll.

Still determined, the night ef thrust himsalf forward with al hismight. He felt the barrier squeeze against
him, dmost asif Mdfurion atempted to walk through atruewall. Y et, the more he pushed, the more it
seemed the wall softened some, almogt asif about to—

Madfurion fell through.

His entrance was so abrupt that he floated there, unsure that he had actually succeeded. Turning, hetried
to touch the barrier, but felt only avague, very wesk force. Either his presence had disrupted the barrier
or it had been designed only to prevent intrusion, not departure.

A short distance up, he found himself confronting two guards and athick door that had to lead to where
the Highborne worked. Once satisfied that the guards did not see him, Mafurion put a hand to the door,
testing it.

Hisfingers dipped through the door asif it were nothing. Bracing himsdf, the young night €lf entered.

Hisfirst sensation was one of absol ute disorientation, for the chamber where the Highborne performed
their foul work was far more massive than the outside implied. Mdfurion’s own home was dwarfed by
the vast room.

And the Highborne needed al that space, for what they did not fill themsalves swarmed with ranks of
grotesque warriors, al heading toward the very door through which Malfurion had passed. Up close their
monstrous faces shook him more. There was ho compassion, no mercy...

Forcing away such thoughts, he drifted toward where the Highborne worked, watching their efforts with
acombination of fascination and disgust. The Highborne gppeared driven beyond sanity. Most had a
hungry look to them. Their once-elaborate garments hung from their bony bodies and afew strained to



gtand, but adl stared intently, eagerly, at the product of their toil, afierce, pulsating gap in redlity.

Malfurion started to gaze into the center of that gap, but suddenly had to look away. His brief study had
been enough to let him sense the monstrous evil degp within. It amazed him that the Highborne could not
seewhat it was with which they dedlt.

Trying to forget the fear that had dmaost now gripped him, Mafurion turned—and came face-to-face
with who could only be the queen’s counsdlor, Lord Xavius.

Malfurion floated only inches from the eder night €f’ s unsettling eyes. He had heard of the advisor’s
artificid orbs, the magica eyeswith which Xavius had purposely replaced his own. Streaks of ruby
darted across the ebony lenses, lenses dmost as black asthe dark force Mdfurion had sensed inthe

magicd gep.

The counsdor stood there with such an intense expression on his harsh visage that at first the younger
night ef thought that he had been seen, but that, of course, was only his own fanciful notion. After a
moment, Xavius stepped forward, walking through Mafurion and heading to where the Highborne
relentlesdy continued their efforts.

It took Malfurion amoment more to recover from the unexpected encounter. Lord Xavius more than
anyone e se was the one the Moon Guard and Ravencrest had blamed for the horror outside. Seeing him
now, Malfurion could believeit. He still felt that the queen dso knew what happened, but that was afact
that could be verified | ater.

With determination, Mafurion headed toward what had to be the array that controlled the shield. Three
Highborne sorcerers stood around it, but they seemed to be monitoring its actions, not actively shaping it.
He drifted past them, moving up to study the details.

It was amagterfully crafted display, some of it on aleve far beyond that which Mdfurion himsalf could
cast. Still, it did not take him long to see how he could affect it, even cancd it.

Of course, that assumed that Mafurion could doanything in hisdream form.

To test the possibility, hewhispered to the air, asking of it asmplejest. Even asthe request left hislips,
abreeze touded ever so dightly the hairs on the back of one sorcerer’ s head.

His successthrilled Mdfurion. If he could do this much, he could do enough to disrupt the shield spdll.
That would be dl the Moon Guard would need.

He stared at the heart of the magical matrix, focusing on its weskest link—
“A foalish, foolish thing to attempt,” commented a cold voice.

Madfurion inginctively glanced over his shoulder.

Lord Xavius stared back at him.

Athim.

The counsdor held up anarrow white crystal. His eyes—eyeswith which he could evidently seeeven a
dream form—flared.



A tremendous force sucked Mdfurion toward the crystal. He tried to pull back, but his efforts went for
naught. The crystd filled hisview....then became hisworld.

From within the tiny, impossible prison, he looked out at the huge, mocking visage of the elder night lf.
“Aninteresting thought occursto me,” Lord Xavius commented dmost clinicaly. “How long do you
think it will take your body to die without your spirit within?” When Mafurion did not answer, the
counsdor smply shrugged.

“We shdl just haveto see, shal we?’

And with that, he pocketed the crystal and plunged Mafurion into darkness.

They had reached the outskirts of the area where Krasus hoped to find the df in question. He did not
comprehend how he knew that the one he sought lived near here, but suspected that Nozdormu had | eft
that information in the back of hismind during the vision. Krasus silently thanked the Aspect for
considering the difficulty of such asearch. It also gave him hope that soon this catastrophe would be
corrected, and that he and Rhonin would return home.

That assumed, of course, that he couldfind Rhonin.

Hisguilt a not immediately hunting for hisformer pupil was only partidly assuaged by the fact that the
one he pursued now had been identified by one of the five dementa powers as essentia to both the past
and the future. The moment he located this mysterious night df, the dragon mage intended to ook for
Rhonin, to whom he owed much more than the human knew.

Koridstrasz suddenly dowed, dipping down toward the treesin the process. 1 can bring you no
nearer.”

“I undergtand.” Any closer to the night even settlement and the inhabitants would notice the leviathan.

The red dragon dighted, then lowered his head to the ground so that Krasus could dismount. That done,
Koriagrasz ingpected the vicinity.

“We are not far. No more than an hour or two.”

Krasus did not mention how much of a struggle those two hours would be once he | eft the company of
hisyounger sdf. “Y ou have done morethan | could ask.”

“I do not intend to abandon you now.” Koridstrasz replied, folding hiswings together. “ Despite the form
you wear, you may have forgotten that our kind can shift shape. | will transform into something more akin
to those among whom we must mingle.”

The dragon’ s huge frame suddenly shimmered. Koridstrasz started to shrink and hisform took on a
more humanoid gppearance.

But asecond later, he reverted to his natura shape, his eyes momentarily glassy and his breath ragged.



“What isit?” Krasus eyed hisyounger sdf helplesdy.
“|—I cannot transform! To even attempt it fills me with agony!”

The mage recaled his own reaction when he had first attempted to resume his dragon form after arriving
inthistime. It did not surprise him that Koria strasz suffered asimilar difficulty. “ Do not try again. | will
haveto go on my own.”

“Areyou certain? | note that when we are together, we both suffer lessfrom whatever ma adies afflict
us...”

A mixture of anxiety and pride touched Krasus. Trust the younger version of himsdlf to seethetruth. Did
Koridstrasz knowwhy, though?

If he did, the dragon did not say 0. Instead, Korid strasz added, “No. ..l know you must go on.”
“Will you remain here?’

“Solong as| can. It does not appear that the night elves journey much to thisregion and the treesaretall
and will hide mewel. If you need me, though, | will come at your cal.”

“I' know you will,” responded Krasus because he knew himsalf well.

The mage bid the dragon farewell and started the arduous journey toward the night elven settlement.
However, just before he would have been out of sight of Koridstrasz, the latter called quietly to him.

“Do you think you can find the one for which you seerch?’

“I canonly hope...” Hedid not add that if he failed, theneveryone would suffer because of it.

Koriastrasz nodded.

The closer he journeyed to the city—and the farther he moved from the dragon—the moreill and weary

Krasusfdt. Y et, despite his growing infirmity, the lanky figure continued on. Somewhere in there wasthe
night elf in question. What he would do when he found him, Krasus did not yet know. He only hoped that
Nozdormu had perhaps | eft that information locked away in his subconscious, to be released only when

needed.
If not, it would be up to Krasus s own judgment.

It seemed to take forever, but at last he noticed thefirst Sgns of civilization. The distant torcheslikely
marked asurrounding wall or even an entrance to the city itself.

Now would come the mogt difficult part. Although in thisform he somewhat resembled anight df, they
would still recognize him as other than that. Perhapsif he pulled his cowl over his head and leaned

forward—
Krasus suddenly redlized that he was no longer donein the forest.

They came from al sdes, night eves clad in much the same armor as those who had captured him prior.
Wespons resembling lances and swords pointed menacingly at the intruder.



A young, serious officer dismounted from anight saber, then approached him. “1 am Captain Jarod
Shadowsong! Y ou are a prisoner of the Guard of Suramar! Surrender and you will be treated fairly.”

With no other option, Krasus held out his hands so that they could be bound. Y et, deep inside, he felt
some satisfaction about his capture. Now he had hisway into the city.

And oncethere, al he had to do wastry to escape...

TWENTY-ONE

The night saber hissed as Rhonin tried to mount it. He held the reinstightly, hoping that the beast would
understand he was supposed to be where he was.

“Areyou sttled?” llidan asked him.

Madfurion’s brother had become the wizard' s unofficia warder, atask which Illidan seemed not to mind
at dl. He congtantly watched Rhonin asif trying to learn from his every movement. Whenever the human
did anything a dl remotely magicd, the night elf paid the utmost intention.

It had not taken Rhonin long to understand why. Of all those present, he represented the most potent
source of magic available. For dl their arrogance, the night elves gpparently had limited understanding of
the forces they wielded. True, Rhonin found it more difficult to draw the power for his spdlls, but not so
much that he was helpless as most of them were. Only young Illidan came anywhere near having
Rhonin's&hility.

| can help him,the wizard decided.If hewantsto learn, I'll help him learn. Whatever his persona opinion
of Mdfurion’ stwin, Rhonin saw in lllidan much potentid.

He only hoped that some of that potential would be available by the time they confronted the Burning
Legion.

* % *

They rode out of Suramar, heading at the swiftest pace the panthers could set for Zin-Azshari. Rhonin
felt sometrepidation at leaving, for now he put more distance between himself and Krasus. More and
more the wizard was certain that he was destined never to return to his own future. He could only hope
that, whatever time had in store for Vereesa and their children, it would be alife worthy of them.

That assumed, of course, that there would be any future at al.

Lord Ravencrest kept hisforce riding for the rest of the night and into the day. Only when it was clear
that many of the animals could go no farther did he rluctantly cdl for astop.

Their ranks had grown, others joining them aong the way thanks to advance riders sent out. They now
numbered more than athousand strong, with more arriving constantly. Lord Ravencrest wanted as huge
an army as possible before they encountered the enemy, a desire matched by Rhonin, who knew well the
terrible might of the demons.

Having settled on his own course of action, the wizard finally approached Lord Ravencrest, offering



whatever information he could recall of their potential foes. Asaway of explanation, he indicated that the
Burning Legion had once invaded his“far-away land,” ravaging everything—the lagt, at least, certainly the
truth. Rhonin aso described to the noble the course of the terrible war and how much devastation had
been caused before the defenders were able to beat the demons back.

Whileit was not clear how much Lord Ravencrest believed, he at least took Rhonin’ s descriptions of the
demonsto heart, ordering his soldiersto adjust their tactics as necessary based on what he saw astheir
weaknesses. Latosius and the Moon Guard looked askance at the prospect of confronting the felbeasts
in particular, but Ravencrest assured them that a contingent of his finest would surround them at dl times.
He dso made certain that the fightersin question would know to strikefirgt at the tentaclesif they could,
removing further the danger to the spdllcasters.

The night éven commander obvioudy recognized that Rhonin had left much out, but did not pressthe
latter further because of the va uable knowledge aready gleaned. He a so rightly assumed that Rhonin
held hisown life in enough regard to do what he could to see that defeat was out of the question.

Despite the massive growth of their force, they never dowed. One night became two, then three. Casting
aminor spell that enabled him to seein the dark aswell as his companions, Rhonin quickly adjusted to
the nocturnd activity. However, he remained well aware that the demons cared not in the least whether
the sun or the moon shone down and impressed this upon the noble. The monstrous warriors of the
Burning Legion would fight until they could fight no more. The defenders had to be ready to face them
even during the day.

Asthe night elves neared Zin-Azshari, they noticed an eerie green light illuminating the area ahead, alight
that seemed to emanate not from the murky heavens, but from the city itself.

“By Elune!” muttered one soldier.

“Steady,” commanded Lord Ravencrest. He stretched up, peering ahead. “ Something is coming...and
fast”

Rhonin did not have to ask what. “It’sthem. They adready knew we were coming and plan to meet usas
quickly as possible. They never wastetime. The Legion livesonly to fight.”

The commander nodded. “1 would' ve preferred a chance to scout the area and make judgments on the
enemy. But if they wish to fight immediately, then by al means, we shal not disappoint them. Sound the
cdl!”

Horns blared and the lines of the night elves spread out, moving into battle formation. Now an army of
severa thousand, the armored riders and foot soldiers were atremendous sight to behold. Rhonin
recalled the might of the Alliance and how it had smilarly awed him thefirst time he had seen it prepare
to battle the demon’ s dlies, the Scourge.

He aso recdled how the linesthat day had been shattered by the monstrous fury of the invaders.

It won't happen again! He looked to I1lidan, who seemed far less confident now that he faced redlity.
“Don’'t loseyoursdlf infear,” the wizard remarked, having seen whereit could lead. “Y ou have agift,
[llidan. I’ ve taught you some on how better to draw power. The Well may be cut off from us, but its

essence permesates the land, the sky, and everything ese. If you know how to senseit, you can do
anything you did before the shield appeared.”



“I follow your wisdom, shan’do,” returned the young night elf somberly.

Rhonin had heard the word before, especialy when Mafurion had referred to histeacher, the demigod,

Cenarius. He wondered where the forest lord was now. Such an elemental being was needed at atime
likethis

Then thefirg horrific figures marched into Sght and Rhonin’ sthoughts turned only to surviva.

Survivd...and Vereesa,

The Burning Legion had laid waste to everything up to this point and yet they hungered for more
destruction, more mayhem. The felbeasts bayed and the demon troops behind them roared in pleasure
and anticipation upon seeing the row upon row of figures before them. Here were more lambsto the
daughter, more blood to be spilled.

With asingle horrific battle cry, they charged.

Lord Ravencrest nodded.

“Archers stand ready!” shouted an officer.

More than a thousand curved bows aimed skyward.

The noble held his hand high, watching. The demon horde drew nearer...nearer...

He dropped his hand.

Like aflight of screaming banshees, therain of arrowsflew toward the enemy. Even knowing that desth
fell toward them, the Burning Legion did not dow. All they saw were those who must die.

The shafts descended.

Demonsthey might be, but they were demonswith flesh. Thefirgt rank fell dmost to the warrior, some

with so many arrowsin them that they could not lie flat on the ground. Felbeasts collgpsed everywhere,
One or two Doomguard dropped from the sky.

But the Burning Legion trampled over their own asif not even seeing them. Felbeastsignored their deed
brethren, howling and davering asthey neared the night elves' lines.

“Damn!” muttered Ravencrest. “One more volley! Quickly!”
With smooth precision, the archers readied. The bearded noble lost no timein signaling them to fire.

Again death rained down upon the horde, but thistime with far less effect. Now the Legion raised
shields, formed better ranks.

“These are not mere beadts,” uttered an officer near Rhonin. “They learn too fast!”



Lord Ravencrest ignored him. “All archersto the rear! Position and be ready to fire on the inner ranks!
Lancers! Prepareto charge!”

“My lord!” Rhonin cdled. “May 17’
“ At this point, wizard, anything you wish to do isgranted! Just do it!”

Rhonin stared &t the area before the front ranks of the oncoming demons. He concentrated, drawingin
the power. 1t took more effort than usua, but not enough to keep him from success.

His eyes narrowed.
The ground erupted before the Burning Legion, an explosion of dirt and rock that assaulted the
monstrous warriorslike aline of heavy catgpults. Many Fel Guard flew in the air while otherswere

buried under tons of earth. A huge boulder landed atop one felbeast, cracking its spinein two like atwig.
The rushing mass hated, many colliding.

The archerstook advantage, sending another volley into the packed horde. Scores more fell, adding to
the chaos.

Cheersrose among the soldiers. The Moon Guard, on the other hand, looked somewhat jealoudy at
Rhonin. Latosius snarled at hisfellow sorcerers, urging them to action.

The efforts of the night elven spellcasters proved to be far less spectacular than Rhonin's. Rings of

energy that fell upon warriors of the Burning Legion often faded without any effect. A handful of demons
dropped, but even some of those recovered.

“They'reusdesd” Illidan snapped.

“They'retrying,” the wizard corrected.

Instead of arguing, the young night elf suddenly pointed at the horde, muttering.

Serpentine tentacles of black energy snaked around the throats of severa dozen of thoseinthe Legion's
forefront. The demons dropped their weapons and shields and tried to tear the tentaclesfree, but before

they could do that, the tentacles burned through their necks, going through flesh and bone with little
trouble...and eventualy decapitating every one of Illidan’ stargets.

It was dl Rhonin could do to hide his distaste. Something about the night €lf’s choice of attack did not it
well with him, but when Illidan looked for gpproval, the wizard <till managed to nod. He could not

discourage the only other person who had any ability. If they survived, Rhonin would teach Illidan other,
better waysto deal with afoe.

Andif they did not survive...

Once again, the Burning Legion surged on. Under their feet they crushed the corpses of their comrades.
They roared asthey approached, their maces and other horrific weapons held high and ready.

“We haveto close with them now,” Ravencrest decided.

“Y ou two stay in the back and continue doing whatever you can! Y ou're our best weapons for



now...possbly forever!”
[llidan bowed his head to the noble. “ Thank you, my lord.”
“ "Tisthetruth, young one...theterrible truth.”

With that, the night e ven commander urged his mount ahead of them, joining hiswarriors. Lord
Ravencrest drew hiswegpon, raising it high.

The lancers tensed. Behind them, the foot soldiers stood poised to follow. At the rear, the archers
prepared for another shot.

Ravencrest dashed downward with his sword.
Horns blared. The archersfired.
The night elven force charged to meet the enemy, their night sabers snarling challenge to the demons.

Just asthe lancers neared, the arrows struck. Distracted by the charge, those demonsin front were
whittled down by the bolts. Disarray momentarily took hold of the foremost line, exactly asLord
Ravencrest had intended.

The swiftness of the night sabers enabled the lancesto drive in deep. Despite their immense size, severd
Fel Guard werethrust into the air asthe night elves’ spears penetrated not only the armor but everything
within.

The sheer force of the charge actually pushed back the Burning Legion for amoment. Night sabersdid
more damage, biting and tearing at those packed tight before them. Foot soldiersjoined in from behind,
filling in gaps and thrusting a anything that was not one of them.

Their lances dl but useless now, the riders drew their own weapons and did battle. Far back, the
archers continued to unleash volleys at the ranks beyond the fighting.

Another row of riders, Lord Ravencrest among them, still waited. The noble' s gaze flicked back and
forth, sudying each individua struggle, seeking the wesk aress.

Rhonin and Illidan were not idle, either. Thewizard cast aspell that solidified air above one section of
the horde, literaly dropping the sky on them. Illidan, in the meantime, repeated his serpentine spell,
throttling and beheading severd demonsat atime.

The Moon Guard did what they could, their efforts dight but till of someaid. They could not, despite
their best efforts, overcome the lack of direct contact with the Well of Eternity and it showed in their
increasingly frustrated expressons.

Then, one of the night elven sorcerers screamed and pitched backward, his skin doughing off like water.
By the time he hit the ground, he was little more than a skeleton in apool of what had once been hisflesh.
The other Moon Guard stared at the corpse in congternation, only Latosius s berating voice driving them

back to their task.

Rhonin quickly surveyed the Legion, seeking the spell’ s source. It did not take him long to spot the
culprit, asinister figure further back in the lines. The spellcaster resembled one of the Fel Guard, but with



along, reptilian tail and far more ornate armor. It also wore a black and bloodred robe over the armor
and the eyes that watched over the battlefield reveded an intelligence far superior to those on the front
line

He had never faced one himself, but the wizard recognized from descriptions an Eredar warlock. Not
only were they the sorcerers of the Burning Legion, but they also acted asits officers and strategists.

But the warlock had made the mistake in assuming that the Moon Guard were the ones responsible for
the most devastating spells. That gave Rhonin the opportunity he needed.

He watched the warlock cast again, but asthe latter et loose with his dark spell, Rhonin usurped it,
turned it back on its creator.

The demon gaped as his skin dipped free of hisbody. His fanged mouth stretched in an inhuman cry and
his gaze turned toward the wizard.

It wasthelast act by the warlock. The demon’ s mouth continued to stretch, but only because nothing
now held the jaw bonetight. For the briefest of moments, the fleshless figure stood there. . .then the
skeletal remains collgpsed in apile that disappeared beneath the endlesswave of Fel Guard.

With no one to command them, that part of the Legion grew disoriented. The night elves pressed
forward. Thefront ranks of the demons buckled...

“We are defeating them!” one young officer near Ravencrest proclaimed.

But as quickly asthe demons had wavered, they now moved forward again with even more
determination. In the back came Doomguard who drove them forward with whips. More felbeasts
struggled to get through the defenders and reach the sorcerers.

Night elves screamed astwo Infernas barreled their way into theriders, tossing animals and soldiers
alike. A hole opened up and demons poured through.

“Advance!” Ravencrest shouted to those with him. “Don't let them cut up the lines”

He and the other riders charged the monstrous warriors who had broken through. Ravencrest himself
dashed off the tentacles of afelbeast, then drove hisblade into itshead. A night saber fell upon one of the
demon soldiers, ripping gpart the latter with its claws and long fangs.

The gap dwindled. . .then vanished. The night even linesreformed.

But athough they now had a solid front again, the defenders were still pushed back. For al the armored
horrors that the night eves had dain, it seemed twice as many cameto reinforce the swarm.

Rhonin swore as he cast yet another spell that inflicted the Burning Legion with a series of deadly
lightning bolt attacks. As magnified as his power still was, he knew he could have done even more with
the Well open to him. Moreimportant, he and Illidan still provided the vast bulk of magica support for
the night elves, but neither could be everywhere. Illidan, for dl his eagernessto use whatever spell he
could to daughter the demons, wastiring quickly and Rhonin felt little better. With the Well’ s power free
to their use, both could have cast fewer times yet with much more satisfactory results.

More screams arose as the night elves continued to be pushed back. Fel Guard smashed in heads,



caved in armored chests. Their hellish hounds ripped apart foot soldiers. Doomguard leapt above the

fray, then doveinto the even throngs, swinging avay with their wegpons. Infernas began popping up

everywhere, raining down upon the defenders much the way the night elves’ arrows had done to them
ealier.

Another of the Moon Guard cried out, but this time because afelbeast had dipped through. Four
soldiers managed to sever itstentacles, then thrust their blades through its chest, but by then it wastoo
late for the sorcerer.

Another volley went up from the archers. ..and then immediately arced around and flew back at them.
Although many had the good senseto run, severa stood transfixed by the astonishing reversal.

Those died swiftly astheir own bolts pierced their throats and their chests.

Rhonin searched, but could not see the Eredar warl ocks responsible. He cursed again that he could not
be in more than one place and that the actions he took were not what he had hoped.

WEe relosing! For dl their dedication, against the demons the soldiers needed the Moon Guard. ..and the
Moon Guard needed the Well. Back at Black Rook Hold, Malfurion had said that he hoped to deal with
the shield the Highborne had placed, but that had been days ago. Rhonin could only assume that the
young night ef’ sspell had falled...either that, or Mdfurion had died in the attempt.

“Thelin€ sbuckling again!” someone called.

Rhonin forgot al about Mdfurion. There existed now only the battle. ..the battle and V ereesa. With what
perhaps might have been alast slent farewell to her, he focused once more on the endless ranks of
demons, trying to devise yet another devastating spell and aready knowing that, by itself, it would not be
nearly enough.

But was there anythinganyone could do that would be enough?

“Shaman, has there been any change?’

Tyrande shook her head. “Nothing. The body breathes but the spirit is absent.”

The orc frowned. “Will he die?’

“I don’'t know.” Would it be better if he did? She had no idea. For more than three nights, Tyrande had
watched over Mafurion’ s body, firgt in the Chamber of the Moon, then in an untenanted room further
ingde the temple. The senior priestesses had been quite sympathetic, but they had clearly believed that
nothing could be done for her friend.

“Hemay deep forever,” one had told her. “ Or the body may wither and die from lack of sustenance.”

Tyrande had tried to feed Mafurion, but the body was limp, unresponsive. She dared not trickle water
down histhroat for fear that he would choke to desth.

Last night, Brox had cautioudy made the suggestion that perhaps, if they knew there was no hope, it
would be better to quickly end Mafurion’s suffering. He had even offered himsdf asthe oneto do it. As



horrifying asit had been to hear, the novice priestess understood that the orc had offered what he would
have given agood comrade. He cared for Mafurion.

They had no notion what had happened to his dream form. For all they knew, it floated around them,
unable for some reason to enter the body. Tyrande doubted that, however, and suspected that something
had happened to him when he had tried to destroy the shield spell. Perhaps his spirit had been eradicated
in the attempt.

The thought of losing Mdfurion stressed Tyrande more than she could have ever thought possible. Even
[llidan’ s precarious mission did not bother her as much. True, she worried about the latter twin, too, but
not quite in the same way that she did the one whose body lay before her.

Putting a hand to his cheek, the priestess of the moon thought not for the first time,Mdfurion... come
back to me.

But once again, he did not.

Thick, green fingers gently touched her arm. Tyrande |ooked into the worried eyes of the orc. He
seemed not at dl ugly to her at thismoment, smply afelow soul in this hour of grief.

“Shaman, you' ve not dept, not been out of thisroom. Not good. Step out. Breathe the night air.”
“I can't leave him—"

Hewould not hear her protest. “What' Il you do? Nothing. He liesthere. HE || be safe. He' d want you to
dothis”

The others saw the orc as a barbaric creature, but more and more Tyrande redlized that the brutish
figure was smply a being who had been born into amore basic society. He understood the needs of a
living being and understood the dangers of losing track of those needs.

She could not help Mdfurion if she herself grew week or ill. Asdifficult asit wasfor her, Tyrande had to
step away.

“All right...but only for afew minutes.”

Brox helped her to her feet. The young priestess discovered then that her legs were stiff and dmost
insufficient to keep her standing. Her companion had been correct; she needed to refresh hersdlf if she
hoped to go on for Mafurion.

With the orc beside her, Tyrande journeyed through the temple to the entrance. As before, the outer
halswerefilled with frightened and confused citizens, dl trying to gain reassurance from the servants of
the Mother Moon.

Shefeared that they would have to fight their way outside, but the crowds moved quickly to avoid Brox.
Hetook their continua repulsion of himin stride, but Tyrande felt embarrassed. Elune had dways
preached respect of al creatures, but few night elves cared for other races.

The two stepped into the square. A cool breeze touched her, reminding Tyrande of timesasachild. She
had dways loved the wind and, had it not looked unseemly, would have stretched out her arms and tried
to embraceit as she had when little.



For severd minutes, Tyrande and Brox Ssmply stood there. Then, guilt once more caught hold of the
priestess, for her childhood memories began to include timeswith Mafurion. Shefindly apologized to the
orc and ingsted that they return inside. Brox merely nodded his understanding and followed.

Y et, they had not quite reached the steps of the temple when one of the Suramar Guard called out to
her. Tyrande hesitated, uncertain if the soldier sought to bother her because of Brox.

But the officer apparently had another missonin mind. “ Sister, forgive me. | am Captain Jarod
Shadowsong.”

She knew hisfaceif not his name. Hewas only dightly older than she and with somewhat round features
for anight éf. Hiseyeswere danted dightly more than average, too, giving him aprobing expresson
even when hetried to be friendly and courteous, such as now.

“Y ou wish something of me, captain?’
“A bit of your time, if I might be so bold. | have a prisoner who has need of aid.”

At firg Tyrande wanted to decline, her urge to return to Mafurion foremost in her thoughts, but her
dutiestook priority. How could she turn from some unfortunate in need of her heding skills?“Very well.”

Asthe orc gtarted to follow, Captain Shadowsong looked askance. “Isthat coming with us?’
“Would you rather he stland out in the square by himself, especidly during these troublesome times?’
The officer reluctantly shook his head, ending the matter. He turned and quickly led the pair on.

Suramar had only asmall facility for prisoners, most of any import ending up in Black Rook Hold. The
structure that Captain Shadowsong led them to had been created out of the base of along dead tree. The
roots formed the skeleton of the building and workers had created the rest from stone. There was no
more solid a building than this save Lord Ravencrest’ s hold and the Suramar Guard were proud of that.

Tyrande eyed the rather bland building with some trepidation, imagining from its monotone exterior that it
could only house theworst of villains. However, she steded hersdf and did not revedl any misgivingsas
the captain bid her to enter.

The outer chamber was devoid of any furnishings save asimple wooden desk where the officer on duty
no doubt worked. With most of the armed might of Suramar gone, the rest of Captain Shadowsong's
comrades were no doubt out trying in vain to keep the peace.

“We found him in the woods the very evening Lord Ravencrest and the expeditionary force departed.
Many of our detection spells have failed, Sster, but some do contain their own power. One of those
aerted usto theintruder. With some escapesin the recent past—" He looked momentarily at the orc.
Captain Shadowsong clearly knew of Brox’s present atus, € se he would have immediatdly tried to
arrest him. “—wetook no chances and immediately went to investigate.”

“And how doesthat pertain to me?’

“The—jprisoner—we found was quite weary. After deciding it was not aruse, we brought him back. He
grows no better since then. Because of hispeculiar nature, | want him diveif and when Lord Ravencrest



returns. That' swhy | findly cameto you.”

“Then, by dl means, pleaselead theway.”

Therewere only adozen cellsin the chamber behind, athough the officer waswilling to tell Tyrande that
he had more down below. She nodded politely, now abit curious asto what sort of being lay insde the
one. After Brox, she dmost expected it to be another orc, but Captain Shadowsong’ s reaction to Brox

made that assumption inaccurate.

“Hereheis.”

The priestess had expected something huge and warlike, but the figure within was no taler than the
average night elf. He was aso thinner than most. Underneath the hood of hisrather plain robes she noted

agaunt face very much akin to one of her own, but pale, amost ghostly, and with eyes|ess pronounced.
Judging by the shape of hishood, his earswere dso smdler.

“Helookslike oneof us...but not,” she remarked.

“Likeaghog of one of us,” the captain corrected.
But Brox moved forward, dmaost seeming hypnotized by the unsettling figure. “EIf?’

“Perhaps...” remarked the prisoner in avoice much more degp and commanding than his appearance et
on. He seemed equally interested in Brox. “And what is an orc doing here?’

He knew what her companionwas. Tyrande found that extremely interesting, especidly with so many
drangevistorsof late.

Then the prisoner coughed badly and her concern took over. She insisted that Captain Shadowsong
open the door for her.

As she neared the mat on which helay, the young priestess could not help but look into that face again.
There was moreto it than appearance aone indicated. She sensed a depth of wisdom and experience

that literaly shook her to the core. Somehow, Tyrande recognized that here was avery, very ancient
being whose condition had nothing to do with hisage.

“You are gifted,” hewhispered. “1 had hoped for that.”

“Wh-whét alsyou?’
He gave her afatherly smile. “Nothing even your abilities can cure. | convinced the captain to find one
such asyou becausetime is running scarce.”

“Y ou never told meto do any such thing!” Jarod Shadowsong protested. “| went by my own choice.”

“Asyou say...” but the prisoner’ s eyes said otherwise to Tyrande. He then looked again at Brox. “Now
you are something | did not calculate on, and that worries me. Y ou should not be here.”

The orc grunted. “Other said so, too.”

“Other? What other?’



“The onewith flamefor hair, the onewho said...” Here Brox paused and, after asurreptitious glance at
the Guard captain, murmured, “The one who spoke of this as past.”

To Tyrande' s astonishment, the prisoner sat up. Captain Shadowsong started forward, hisweapon
aready drawn, but the priestess waved him back.

“Y ou saw Rhonin?’

“You know him?" asked Tyrande.

“We came heretogether...1 thought him trapped. . .elsewhere.”
“Inthe glade of Cenarius,” she added.

He actudly laughed. “ Either chance, fate, or Nozdormu moves this matter forward, praise be! Y es, that
place...but how do you know of it?’

“1’ve been there...with friends of mine.”
“Haveyou?’ The gaunt face moved closer. “With friends?’

Tyrande was uncertain now what to make of him. He knew many things that most ordinary night elves
did not, of that she was certain. “Before we go on...l would have a name from you.”

“Forgive my manners! Y ou may cdl me...Krasus.”

Now Brox reacted. “Krasus! Rhonin spoke of you!” The orc actudly went down on one knee.
“Elder...l am Broxigar...thisisthe shaman, Tyrande.”

Krasus frowned. “ Perhagps Rhonin spoke too much. ..and likely hasinferred more.”

Her companion’ s reaction settled one matter for the novice priestess. Rising she turned to the captain. “I
would like to take him with meto the temple. | believe he could be better cared for there.”

“Out of the question! If he escapes—"

“Y ou have my promise that he will not. Besides, you yoursdlf said that it was essential he be wdll. After
al, if he must face Lord Ravencrest—"

The Guard officer frowned. Tyrande smiled a him.
“Very well...but I'll have to escort you there mysdlf.”
“Of course.”

Sheturned to help Krasusrise, Brox coming from the prisoner’ s other side. As Tyrande held him close,
she noticed Krasus hide asatisfied smile.

“Something pleasesyou?’



“For thefirst time since my inopportune arrival, yes. Thereis hope, after all.”

Hedid not clarify and she did not ask him to do so. With their aid, he left the Guard headquarters.
Tyrande redlized that Krasus played no gamein one regard; he was serioudy weak. Even till, she
sensad the authority within him.

With Jarod Shadowsong behind them, they returned to the temple. Once again, it took only the
appearance of the orc to create a path for them.

Tyrande feared that the guards and senior priestesses would be another problem, but, like her, they
seemed to innately sense Krasus' s prominence. The elder priestesses actualy bowed toward him,
athough she suspected that they did not quite understand why.

“Elune has chosen well,” Krasus remarked asthey neared the living quarters. “But then, | knew that
when | saw you.”

His comment made her face darken, but not because of any atraction. Rather, Tyrande fdt asif she had
been given acompliment by one at least as Sgnificant asthe high priestess hersdlf.

She intended to bring him to a separate chamber, but without thinking instead walked into the one where
she had been keegping Mdfurion. At the last moment, Tyrande tried to halt.

“Istheretrouble?’ asked Krasus.
“No...only that thisroom is being used for astricken friend of mine—"

But before she could get any farther, the cowled figure struggled away from her, pushing toward
Mafurion’sproneform.

“Chance, fate, or Nozdormu, indeed!” he spat. “Wheat ails him? Quickly!”

“I—" How to explain?

“He waked the Emerald Dream,” Brox responded. “He' s not come back, elder.”
“Not come back...where did he seek to go?’

The orc told him. Tyrande had thought Krasus s face pale enough, but now it literdly whitened. “Of all
the places...but it makes bitter sense. If | had only known before | 1€ft therel”

“Youwerein Zin-Azshari?’ Tyrande gasped.
“I wasin whatremained of the city, but | came here in search of your very friend.” He studied the till

body. “And if, asyou say, he has been like thisfor the past few nights, | may be much, much too
late...fordl of us”

TWENTY-TWO

Anight ef cried out, his breast plate and chest cut open by ademon blade. Another near him had no



chanceto utter asound, aFel Guard mace crushing in his skull.

Everywhere, the defenders were dying and nothing Rhonin had done so far had been sufficient to alter
that horrific fact. Despite Lord Ravencrest’ s determined figure at the forefront, the night elves were
dowly being daughtered. The Burning Legion gave them no respite, congtantly pummeling thelines.

But even knowing he and the rest would die, the wizard fought on.

He had no other recourse.

The news of the defending army’ sarrival had taken Lord Xavius by some surprise, but it had not made
him any less confident of the final outcome. He saw how many of the greet one' s celetial host flooded
through the porta and felt certain that no army arrayed against them could possibly stand long. Soon, the
unfit would be cleansed from hisworld.

Mannoroth led the Legion againgt the fools and Hakkar was on the hunt, leaving dl in the counsglor’s
skilled hands. He peered briefly in the direction of asmall acove near the entrance, wherein he had
stored his most recent prize. After news arrived that the defending forces had been decimated, Xavius
would take the time to seeto his“guest.” At the moment, he had far more important thingsto do.

He returned his attention to the portal, where yet another group of Fel Guard had materialized. They
received their ingtructions from the towering Doomguard left by Mannoroth, then marched to join their
bloodthirsty brethren. The scene had repeated itself some dozen timesin just the past few minutes, the

only difference being that each successive batch of arrivaswaslarger in number than the last. Now they
amost took up the entire chamber.

Asthelatest troop of Fel Guard passed, Lord Xavius heard Sargeras sglorious voice in hishead. The
paceincreases...l am pleased.

Thenight df kndlt. “1 am honored.”
Thereisresstance aready.
“Merdly some of the unfit deaying theinevitable.”

The porta must be protected. ...it must not only remain open, but be strengthened more. Soon...very
soon....| will comethrough. ..

The counselor’ s heart legpt. The momentous event neared!
Risng, hesaid, “1 shal seethat everything is doneto prepare theway for you! | swesr it!”
Hefdt awave of satisfaction...then Sargeras departed his thoughts.

Lord Xaviusimmediately turned to the array that kept the shield spdll functioning. He had inspected it
after the intruder’ s attempt to destroy it and found it intact, but one could never take chances.

Yes, it wasdill in perfect order. Thinking of his*guest,” Xavius mulled over some of the things he would
do when Sargerasfinaly stepped forth from the portal. Surely the queen would have to be there and, of



course, an honor guard had to be arranged. Captain Varo'then would ded with the last matter. The
counsdlor himsdlf intended to be thefirst to greet the celestid one. Asa proper gift, Xavius decided that
he would hand over the crystdl and its contents to Sargeras. After al, thiswas one of the three that
Mannoroth had felt significant enough to send the Houndmaster after again. How foolish Hakkar would
look when he came back to discover that the advisor had so easily captured one aready.

Lord Xavius could hardly wait to present his prisoner to the great Sargeras. It would be especidly
interesting to seejust what the god did with the young foal...

His nightmare continued.

Malfurion drifted within the crystal, staring out at wheét little he could see of the chamber. He had been
placed inasmall nook in the dcove, the crysta set on an angle. The acove gave him aglimpse of the
areanear the doorway, which meant that the captive watched a constant stream of demonic warriors
lumbering by, degth clearly on their minds. That, in turn, twisted his heart further, for he knew that they
went out to day every night ef they could find...and dl because Mafurion had failed to destroy the
shidd.

Although his surroundings did not give any indication of the passage of time, Mafurion felt certain that at
least two nights had gone by since his capture. In hisdream form, he did not deep, and that made those
two or more nights even longer.

How stupid he had been! Mafurion had heard the tales of Lord Xavius s eyes, how people said they
could even see the shadows of shadows, but he had taken those for fanciful sories. Little had he
suspected that the same lenses that enabled the counsalor to observe the natural forces of sorcery also let
him take note of aspirit in his sanctum. How Lord Xavius had laughed!

Malfurion had tested his crystaline cage severa times early on and found it too strong. Perhaps with
more teaching the young night ef might have discovered someflaw, but that hardly mattered now. He
hedfaled. He had failled himsdf, hisfriends, hisrace...hisworld.

Now, nothing but Lord Ravencrest’ s defenderslikely stood in the way of the demons.

He had to dosomething.

Stedling himsdlf, Mafurion once again tried to use what Cenarius had taught him. The crystal was a part
of nature. It was susceptible to his spells. He ran his hands over the edges, seeking awesaknessin the
matrix that held it together. It was not quite adruidic spell he utilized, but close.

But il he found nothing.

Mafurion screamed out of frustration. Thousandswould die because of hisfalure. Illidan would perish.
Brox would perish. Tyrande—

Tyrandewould perish.
He could picture her face, visuaize it better than any other. Mafurion imagined her concern for him. He

knew that she likely sat near his body, trying to summon him back. Theimprisoned night ef could dmost
hear her cdlingto him.



Mdfurion...

The night ef shook. Surely, he had begun to lose hismind. It astounded Mdfurion that the process had
started so quickly, but then, his Stuation was amost terrible one.

Mafurion...can you hear me?

Aganit fet asif Tyrande svoice echoed in histhoughts. He peered out of his prison, trying to seeif
perhaps Lord Xavius had begun some sort of menta torture, but of the counsdor Mafurion could see no

sgn.
With some trepidation, hefinaly thought, Tyrande?
Malfurion! I’d scarcely hoped!

He could hardly believeit himself. True, she was apriestess of Elune, but ill, such an act should have
been beyond her. Tyrande. . .how did you reach me?

Thanksto another...he' s been searching for you, he says.

The only onesthat Mafurion could think of were Brox and Rhonin. Tyrande had met the orc, though,
and while a courageous warrior, Brox lacked any magicd skills. Could it be Rhonin? Even that made little

sense, the wizard having supposedly ridden off with Lord Ravencrest.
Whao?hefindly asked. Who?

My nameisKrasus.

The sudden switch unsettled Mafurion. The voice was like none he had ever felt, dthough in some ways
it hinted of Cenarius s. Whoever this Krasus was, he was not smply some night f, but much, much

more.

Do you sense us il 7asked the new voice.

| do...Krasus.

| have shown Tyrande how we can work through her bond to you to reach out to your dream self. The
trick isdifficult, but we hopeto do it only long enough to free you.

Free me?Glancing again at his prison, Mafurion doubted that it would be possible.

A cunning trap, yes,Krasus went on, surprisng the night elf. Apparently the link enabled them to seejust
where Lord Xavius had imprisoned him.But | have dealt with its like before.

Now Mafurion’s spirits rose further.What must be done?

Now that we have moved your body—

Y ou' ve done what?Moved hisbody? Therisk to it—



| am quite familiar with the risks.When Malfurion protested no more, Krasus continued, It was necessary
to bring it...closer to one of our party. Now you must listen, for we must do this quickly.

The night df waited tensly. If they could release him from the crystal, he would do anything they said.

| must seethe crysta, see every facet of itsnature. Y ou are adruid. Thisyou can show me.
Acknowledging his understanding, Mafurion surveyed the entire interior of hismagica cdll. Helooked a
every corner, every facet, showing the crysta’ s strengths and its possible weaknesses. Nothing he saw
gave him any encouragement, but he suspected that Krasus knew far better than he what to look for.

There! The disembodied voice made him pause before one edge. Mdfurion had studied it earlier,
noticing adight fault to it, but had not been able to make any use of the spot.

It isthe key to your escape. Touch it with your mind. See how the flaw works?
For thefirst time, he did. The fault was minute, but still distinct. How had he failed to see that earlier?

With experience comes wisdom, they say,Krasus suddenly replied. However, | am till working to prove
that adage.

He ordered Mdfurion to use the skillsthe forest lord had taught him to fed the entire width and breadth
of the flaw, to understand its ultimate nature. To know it aswell as he knew himsdf.

Y ou should be able to note its most vulnerable place, itskey, so to speak.

| don't—Yes! Hedid! Malfurion sensed the location. He pressed againgt it, eager to befree...but it
would not give way.

Y ou are strong, but not yet fully trained. Open your thoughts further to us. Let usin, no matter how
many of usthere are. We shal be your added strength and knowledge.

Clearing hismind as much as he could, Mdfurion left himsaf open to Tyrande and the mysterious
Krasus. Heimmediatdly felt the distinction between the two of them. Tyrande' s thoughts were caring but
firm, Krasus swise but

frugtrated. Curioudy, the frustration had nothing to do with Mafurion’s situation.

Now...try again.

Theimprisoned night df pictured his dream form asaphysicd one. Heliterdly pushed againg the flaw
as hewould have any week barrier. Surdly, it would giveif he pushed hard enough. ..

It suddenly felt asif the other two pushed with him. Mafurion could dmost envision Tyrande and the
other at hisside, Sraining.

The flaw began to give. A minute crack developed...
A tiny, tiny gap appeared as the fault opened ever so dightly.

It isyour doorway! urged Krasus.Go throughiit!



And Mdfurion’sdream formpoured through the dim opening.

He grew as he left the counselor’ s cdll, expanding until he stood his normal height. The change was
samply achangein hisown perspective, but he much preferred it to the insect-like position in which he
hed been while imprisoned.

Now...before you are noticed. ..return to us!

But here Mafurion disagreed. He had come thisfar to do what needed to be done to save his people,
hisworld. The shidd spell hed tofall.

Mdfurion! Tyrande pleaded.No!

Ignoring both, he floated around the corner...and stopped. Lord Xavius stood at the other end of the
chamber, attention riveted on the dark porta through which the demons constantly arrived. Almost it
seemed the counsaor communed with whatever lurked degp within. Mafurion shuddered, recalling the
inherent evil of that entity.

Still, the present situation worked in hisfavor. If Xaviuswould just keep staring into the vortex afew
moments more, Mafurion could accomplish histask and be awvay.

He drifted toward the array, already aware of how to destroy it. A few smple dterationsand it would
be no more.

Both Tyrande and Krasus had ceased speaking, which either meant that they intended to let him seethis
through or...or thelink with him had been somehow severed. Whichever the case, he could not turn
back now.

With one last glance at the lord counsdlor, Mafurion reached in with his power. Hefirs altered one of
the interior components of the spell, guaranteeing its eventua ingtability regardiess of what he did next.

It was the strength of theworld, of nature, that Malfurion summoned now. He used it to force the array
into anew combination, annew form that would negate its purpose and ultimately causeit to disspate.

The shield spell faltered...

Lord Xaviusingtantly sensed the wrongness. Something terrible was happening to the shield spell.
Within the porta, Sargeras, too, sensed something amiss.
Seek! he commanded his pawn.

The counselor spun about. His dark, magica eyesfixed on the precious array—and the ghostly intruder
whom he had captured before.

The imbecile was meddling with the spell!

“Stop him!” roared Lord Xavius.



The shout nearly upset everything Mafurion had set into motion. He managed to regain his control, then
looked to where Xavius pointed furioudly at him, screaming for the Highborne or the demonsto seize
him. However, neither seemed able to obey that command, for, unlike the counselor, they could not see
Mafurion’sdream form, much lesstouchit.

Lord Xavius, on the other hand, could do both.

When it became clear that the others were of no use to him, the queen’ s advisor threw himsalf toward
Mafurion. Hisartificia eyesradiated dark energy and Malfurion sensed an attack of some sort coming.
Ingtinctively he raised hishand, asking aid of thewind and air.

Bolts of crimson lightning darted toward him and, had they actualy reached the younger night €f, would
surely have obliterated him. However, mereinches from Mafurion, the bolts not only struck some
invisble barrier—solid air, perhaps—but were diverted back by the wind that the ghostly figure had
summoned.

With deadly accuracy, the bolts struck the huge warriors near the portal.

The demons were tossed about like leavesin astorm. Severa crashed against the walls while two
collided with the sorcerers who kept working on the portd. That, in turn, threw the latter’ s effortsinto
near chaos. The porta heaved asif breathing raggedly, opening and closing in mad fashion.

The Highborne sorcerers struggled to keep the portal under control. Several demons about to step
through suddenly vanished back into the darkness within.

One of the larger, winged figures slanding near the opening charged in the direction of Mdfurion. The
huge demon obvioudy could not see the night df, but swung about with its weapon in the clear hope of
striking something. Mdfurion tried to avoid the wegpon as best he could, not at al certain that he was

immunetoit.

Lord Xavius had ducked away from his reversed spell, but now the counsdor returned to the fray. From
apouch at hissde, he removed yet another crystal.

“From this one, you shall not escape...”

The magicd eyesflared.

Moving quickly, Mafurion set the demon between himsalf and the counsdlor. Instead of hisintended
victim, the advisor drew in the startled demon. The brutish figure roared itsrage at such trickery and
grasped invain in the generd direction of Mafurion before being sucked into the crystdl.

Xavius swore and tossed the crystdl aside, caring little for the fate of its contents. All his attention
remained focused on the ghostly form that only he could see.

“My lord!” cried one of the sorcerers. “ Shall we—"

“Do nothing! Keep at thetask at hand! The porta must remain open and the shield must keep intact! |
will ded with our invisbleintruder!”



That said, Xavius prepared to cast again. Mafurion, however, had no intention of waiting for him. He
turned and darted from the chamber, passing through the outer door without so much asaglance from
the wary sentries.

Thefurious counsaor immediately rushed after him. “Open the door!”
The guards obeyed. Xavius rushed out of the chamber and down the stepsin pursuit of his adversary.

But Mdfurion had not fled downgtairs, instead floating within aninner wall of the tower. There, unseen
by the lord counsdlor, he waited until he was certain the trouble had passed.

Returning to the chamber, Mafurion immediately drifted to the array. He had to destroy it quickly,
before the Highborne had the chance to reinforceit.

However, as hereached for it, afamiliar dread returned to him. Mafurion shivered and, despite himsaif,
looked toward the portal.

Y ou will not touch the shild. ... the terrible presence within uttered in hismind. Y ou do not wish to. You
wish only to serve me...toworship me...

Malfurion fought the urgeto givein to that voice. He knew what would happen to everyoneif the one
who spoke had the chance to enter the world. All the evil unleashed by the demons so far paedin
comparison to what commanded them.

[...will...not be one of your pawns! Almost screaming from effort, Mafurion tore his gaze from the
vortex.

He could fed the dread figure' sfury as he sought to recover. The evil within could not affect him directly
other than to play with histhoughts. Mafurion had to ignore him, think only of those he cared about and
what failure meant to them.

Just afew seconds more—

His dream form twisted, suddenly wracked by incredible pain. He spun around, falling to hisknees.
“No more games...” muttered Lord Xavius, stlanding at the doorway. Near him, severa perplexed
guards searched in vain for the enemy with whom he spoke. “No more near disasters! | will rend your

spirit form to shreds, scatter your essence over theworld...and only then will | give you to the great one
to do with ashe pleases...”

He pointed a Mafurion.

More and more the Burning Legion crushed the lines of the night elves. Lord Ravencrest kept his
followers from being ripped apart, but they continued to give ground.

A fierce battering ram created by Rhonin plowed into the demons, tossing severa back and digging
deep into the horde. It dowed them in that one place, but everywhere el se the Legion continued to
advance.



From somewhere, Rhonin heard Lord Ravencrest shouting orders. “ Strengthen that right flank! Archers!
Take out those winged furies! Latosius, get your Moon Guard back!”

It was hard to say if the senior sorcerer heard the noble’ s command, but, either way, the Moon Guard
remained where they were. Latosius stood at the forefront, ordering this spellcaster or that to deal with
various stuations. Rhonin grimaced. The eder night éf had no concept of tactics. He wasted whet little
might his group had on several minuscule attacks rather than on one concerted effort.

[llidan saw this, too. “The damned old idiot’s making no use of them at dl! | could lead them better!”

“Forget them and concentrate on your own spells—"

But even asthe wizard said this, Latosius suddenly reeled. He grabbed at histhroat and dumped over,
blood pouring from his mouth. His skin blackened and he collapsed, clearly dead aready.

“No!” Rhonin surveyed the Legion, found the warlock, and pointed.

Using thetrick unleashed earlier by perhapsthis same demon, Rhonin seized severa arrowsin flight and
sent them hurtling down upon the warl ock. The robed figure glanced up, saw the bolts, and smply
laughed. He gestured in a manner Rhonin assumed created adefensive shield around him.

The Eredar ceased laughing when each bolt not only penetrated his shield, but wentthrough historso.
“Not as strong as you think, are you?’ muttered the wizard in grim satisfaction.

Rhonin turned again to Illidan—only to find the |atter gone. He looked around, found the determined
young night ef riding madly toward the Moon Guard, who seemed in complete disarray without their
leader.

“What does he—?" But Rhonin had no time to worry about his would-be protégé, for incredible heat
suddenly surrounded him. Hefelt asif his skin were about to melt.

The Eredar warlocks had findly identified him asamgor threat. More than one certainly had to be
attacking him. He managed to summon enough strength to momentarily ease the incredible heet, but no
more. Slowly, they were cooking him dive.

So thiswasit. Here he would die, never knowing if his part in this battle would keep history more or less
intact or destroy it utterly.

Then...theintense pressure on him al but ceased. Rhonin reacted indtinctively, using hismagic to
completely counter the remaining danger. His eyes cleared and he findly managed afix on the key
Spellcaster.

“Youlikefire?I'dlikeit alittle cooler.”

The wizard reversed the spell cast upon him, sending at its user an intense wave of cold.

Rhonin sensed the bitter chill overwhem the warlock. The Eredar stiffened, turning apae white. His
expression contorted, freezing in mid-agony.



One of the Fel Guard bumped the warlock. The frozen figure toppled, striking the hard ground with a
harsh crash and scattering bits of iced demon over the battlefield.

Trying to catch his breath, Rhonin looked to the Moon Guard, the direction from which he had felt aid
come. His eyeswidened ashe saw Illidan at their head.

The young night df smiled hisway, then turned back to the struggle. He directed the veteran sorcerers as
if borntoit. lllidan had them digning in arrays that magnified whét little strength they had throughhim. He,
inturn, drew forth their power, thereby increasing the intengity of hisown spells.

An eruption in the midst of the Burning Legion destiroyed scores of demonsthere. [llidan let out a
triumphant cheer, unaware of the strain now on the faces of the other sorcerers. He had used their power
to good effect, but if he repeated such steps too often, the Moon Guard would burn out one by one.

But there was nothing Rhonin could do to let IHlidan know that and, in truth, he was not dl that certain he
should try. If the defendersfell here, who else was there?

If only Mdfurion had not failed. ..

Mannoroth looked upon the battlefield and was pleased. His host swept across the land—not just where
they encountered no resistance, but even where the puny inhabitants of thisworld had quickly decided to
meet the Legionin battle.

He appreciated their effort to bring this struggle to a close so soon. It meant paving the way sooner for
his master, Sargeras. Sargeras would be pleased with dl that had been accomplished in hisname. He
would reward Mannoroth well, for the demon had managed this feat without having had to ask for the aid
of Archimonde.

Y es, Mannoroth would be rewarded well, receiving more favor, more power, among the Legion.

Asfor the night elveswho had so far aided the demonsin their endeavor to take thisworld, they would
receive the only reward Sargeras ever gaveto such...

Utter annihilation.

TWENTY-THREE

M dfurion thought he had outfoxed Lord

Xavius, but once again, it was the young night elf who had played the fool. What had made him think
that the counselor would continue to hunt for him through the stairways and corridors when clearly
Mafurion would want to return to the tower and complete hismisson?

It would be hisfind mistake. Lord Xavius was agifted sorcerer with the power of the Well upon which
to draw. Mafurion had learned much from his shan’ do, but not enough, it seemed, to stand up to such a
deadly foe.



And Lord Xavius was aware of that aswell.

Y et, in Mdfurion’'s head suddenly came avoice...not the voice from within the portal, but rather that of
the mysterious Krasus, who Mafurion had long thought had abandoned him.

Madfurion...our strength isyour strength. ..asyou did in the crysta, draw upon the love and friendship of
those who know you. ..and draw from the determination of those like myself, who stand with them for
youl.

Not al of what he said made perfect sense to the night df, but the essence of it was clear. He sensed not
only Tyrande and Krasus, but aso Brox now. The three opened up their minds, their soulsto Mafurion,
giving to him whatever strength he needed.

You areadruid, Mafurion, perhapsthefirst of your kind. Y ou draw from the world, from nature...and
arenot wedl apart of both? Draw from usaswell...

Malfurion obeyed...and just barely intime,

Lord Xavius cast hisspell.

It should have l€ft little trace of Mafurion’s dream sdlf. The younger night df raised his hand to ward of f
the evil attack, but he did not expect his powersto be sufficient even now. The counselor’ s previous
assault had weakened him badly.

But the spell never struck. The attack was dismissed as easily asif Mafurion had brushed away agnat
from hisface.

Rise up! Krasus urged. Rise up and do what must be done!

He did not mean that Mafurion should do battle with the counsdlor. That would be a dangerous waste
of time. Ingtead, the night elf had to finish what he had started.

Malfurion struck at the shield spell.

The array shifted out of sequence. Two of the Highborne hurried to adjust it, but the floor benesth their
feet suddenly gave way as the stones there acted on Mafurion’s silent request to cease their natural
tendency to be strong and hold things together. With ascream, the pair dropped from sight.

Lord Xavius struck angrily at Mafurion, enshrouding him in avapor that clung to the latter’ sdream form
and tried to eat away at it. Mafurion struggled at first, but the combined strength of Tyrande, Brox, and
Krasus stedled him again. He quickly summoned awind that assailed the vapor, scatteringit.

But while Mdfurion dedlt with the vapor, Xaviustook the opportunity to restore the shield spell to some
order. He then turned toward his adversary, his next intent obvious.

Mafurion grew frustrated. This could not go on indefinitely. Eventualy, he would either lose or be forced
to flee. Something had to change...and quickly.

He spun, but not toward either the array or Lord Xavius.

Instead, Mdfurion now faced the portd.



Again he cdled upon thewind, thistime asking it to prove it was strong enough to push about more than
smple vapor. Madfurion eyed the Highborne in particular, daring the wind to show what it could do.

And within their sanctum, the sorcerers suddenly found themselves assaulted by agale. Three of their
number were quickly thrown acraoss the chamber, where they struck the opposing wall hard. Asthey fell,
another sumbled away from the pattern, then tumbled over one of the till forms.

The rest bent low, seeking to keep from the wind’ sfull wrath. Y et, despite no morefaling prey, it was
clear that the losses already suffered had put a strain on the survivors, for the portal shimmered and
twisted dangeroudly. The sense of evil that Mafurion had felt lessened.

Fery hands suddenly seized him by the the back of the neck, throttling Mafurion. They burned into
Mafurion’ sdream form asif into his own flesh, causing him to unleash ascream that, despiteitsintengity,
only his attacker could hear.

“The power of the great oneiswith mel” roared the queen’ s advisor with much satisfaction. “Y ou are no
match for us both!”

Indeed, Mdfurion felt the evil reaching out again from the shifting portal. While still not as potent aswhen
it had sought to turn him to the Highborne' s side, it added much to the counselor’ s dready fearsome
might. Againgt it, even the strength Mafurion received from the three proved insufficient.

Tyrande...Hedid not try to summon the priestess, only feared in hismind that he might never see her
again, never be near her.

Thevoice of Krasus suddenly filled his head again.Courage, druid...thereis another of uswho has been
waiting for just this moment.

A fourth presenceintruded, immediately adding itsdlf to those strengthening Mafurion. Like Krasus, it
was abeing far superior to amere night ef. He sensed aweaknessin it, but compared to any of
Mafurion’s own kind, such weakness was minute, laughable. Oddly, it dmost fdt asif the new presence
wasthe twin of Krasus, for they were so much alikein fed that &t first he had sometrouble differentiating
between the pair.

Even the new voicein his head reminded him much of Krasus.| am Koridstrasz...and | fredy give what
| have.

Their gifts were those with which life, nature, had endowed them. The added presence of Koridstrasz
multiplied Mafurion’ swill ahundredfold, giving him hope such as he had never had.

You areadruid... Krasusreminded him yet again. Theworld isyour strength.

Mafurion fet invigorated. Now he sensed not only his distant companions, but the stones, thewind, the
clouds, the earth, the trees.. . everything.Mafurion was nearly overwhemed by the fury theworld
radiated now. The evil thusfar perpetrated by the Highborne and the demons offended the elements as
nothing ever had before.

| promised | would do what | could,he said to them.Grant me your strength aswell and it will be done!

To Mdfurion, thistook place over what fdt like an eternity, but when he at last glanced at Lord Xavius,



he saw that only a second at most had perhaps passed. The counsalor stood amost asif frozen, his
expression duggishly atering as he prepared, with the power of his master behind him, to findly destroy
hisghostly adversary.

Mafurion smiled at the other night ef’ sfolly. He raised his hands to the hidden sky and called upon its
might.

Outside, thunder roared. The Highborne around the portal and the array faltered again, aware that this
was not apart of their work. Even Lord Xavius frowned.

And suddenly the paace tower shook—thenexploded.

Captain Varo'then kndlt before Azshara, his helmet carried in the crook of hisarm. 'Y ou summoned
me, my glorious queen?’

Two of Azshara s servants brushed her luxurious hair, something she had them do severd timesaday to
keep it fluffed and perfect. While they performed thistask, she amused hersalf with sampling the exotic
scents brought to her recently by traders.

“Y es, captain. | wondered what that noise was coming from above. It sounded asif it originated from
the tower. Isthere some trouble of which | have not been informed?’

The mae night df shrugged. “Nonethat | am aware of, Light of a Thousand Moons. Perhapsitisthe
prelude to the great Sargeras' s entrance.”

“Youthink so?” Her eyeslit up. “How wonderful!” Shewaved him off. “Inthat case, | should be
prepared! Surely we arein for awonderful event!”

“Asyou say, Glory of Our People. Asyou say.” The captain rose, replacing his helmet on his head. He
hestated.

“Would you like meto investigate, just to be certain?’

“No, | am certain you are correct! By al means donat bother Lord Xaviug” Azshara sniffed another
via. The scent made her blood race in ways she enjoyed. Perhaps she would wearthis one when she met
the god. “After dl, | am certain the good counsdlor has everything in hand.”

* * *

Thetop half of the tower chamber had been sheared off, the lightning bolts sent by the heavensripping it
away and sending the roof and more hurtling into the black Well below.

Severd large chunks of stone had collgpsed into the room, killing two of the Highborne and scattering
most of therest. The shield array and the porta till stood. . . but both had been badly weakened.

Shrieking windstore at those within. One sorcerer thrown near the edge by the blasts made the mistake
of risng. Thewinds caught his robed form, carrying him backward.

With a pathetic shriek, hefollowed the top of the tower down into the Well.



An intense downpour battered at the survivors. Still struggling to keep their spellsintact, the Highborne
fdl tothar knees. Thisdid little to preserve them, though, so severe was the sorm.

Only two figures remained untouched by the e ements. One was Mdfurion, hisdream form alowing the
wind and rain to pass through harmlessy. The other was Lord Xavius, protected not only by the power
he drew from the Wdll, but by the evil till managing to lesk through from the dark vortex.

“Impressivel” shouted the counselor. “If, in the end, futile, my young friend! Y ou have but the power of
the Wdl upon which to draw...while | so have the might of agod!”

His remarks made Mdfurion smile. Thelord counsdor did not yet redize what he now fought. He
assumed that he still smply faced another adept sorcerer.

“No, my lord,” the younger night elf called back. “Y ou haveit turned around! For you, there sonly the
Wl and the supposed might of ademon thatdams godhood! For me....there s the power of the world
itsdf asmy dly!”

Xavius sneered. “I’' ve no more use for your babbling...”

Madfurion felt him summon from the Well such power as surely none before ever had. It jarred the druid
for amoment, but then the strength that served Malfurion reassured him.

“Y ou must be stopped,” he declared to the counselor.
“Y ou and the thing you serve must be stopped.”

Whatever spell Lord Xaviusintended to cast, Mdfurion would never know. Before the counselor could
completeit, the dements themsaves assailed him. Lightning struck again and again at Xavius, burning him
from within and without. His skin blackened and pedled, yet he did not fall.

Therain became atorrent that poured dl its might down on Mafurion’sfoe. Xavius seemed to melt
before the younger night elf’ s eyes, flesh and muscle doughing off—and yet the counsglor gtill strained to
reech him.

Then, thunder cracked, thunder so loud that what remained of the tower shook, sending another of the
Highborneinto the dark waters of the Well. Thunder so loud it shook Mafurion himsdlf to hisvery being.

Thunder so loud that Lord Xavius, counsdlor to the queen and highest of the Highborne—shattered.

He howled like one of the hellish felbeasts as he exploded, ahowl that continued even asthe pieces
scattered in the air. The cloud of dust that had once been the advisor spun around and around, tossed
about by an angry, fearsome wind.

The remaining Highborne finaly abandoned their posts, fleeing from the wrath of the onewho had
bested their feared leader. Malfurion let them depart, knowing that he had depleted himself beyond
measure but till needing to ded with one fina métter.

With Lord Xavius no longer there to protect it, the shield array collgpsed easily. A smple gesture from
the young druid findly dismissed the evil pdll, removing at last the possible impediment to hispeople' s
survival. He only prayed that it was not aready too late.



At last, he returned his attention to the portal.

It was but afaint shadow of itself, amere holein redity. Mafurion glared at it, knowing that he could not
permanently sedl off hisworld from the evil within...but he could at least give it some respite.

Y ou delay theinevitable... came the voice he dreaded.| will devour your world...just as| have so many
others...

“You'll find usasour treat,” Mdfurion retorted.

Once again he unleashed the e ements.

Therain washed away the precious pattern over which the portal floated. Bolt after bolt of lightning
struck the very center of the hole, forcing that within to retreat further. The wind swirled around the

weekened spell, tearing away at it with the intengity of afiercetwister.

And the earth. ..the earth shook, findly succeeding in breaking up the last bits of foundation |eft to the
high tower.

With no corpored form, Mafurion had nothing to fear from the collgpsing structure. Despite hisgrowing
wesariness, he watched it al happen, determined to see for himself that there would be no last reprieve.

Thefloor tipped. Instruments of dark sorcery and pieces of what remained of the walls clattered toward
the lower end. A tremendous groan accompanied the collapse.

Thetower fell.
Asit did, the porta closed in on itsdlf, rapidly shrinking.

A sudden suction caught Mafurion off guard. Hefdt his dream form pulled by a powerful force toward
the vanishing hole.

| will fill haveyou...camethefant yet baeful voice.

The night df struggled, urging his dream form away from the gap. Dust flowed through him and into the
ghrinking porta. Other refuse followed.

The strain became unbearable. He was dragged closer and closer.....

Mdfurion! Tyrande called. Mdfurion!

He clung to her cdl, trying to useit asatether. Below him, thelast of the tower joined therest in the
dark abyss of the Wdll of Eternity. Only Mafurion and the tiny but malevolent hole remained.

Tyrande! he slently caled. He shut hiseyes, trying to picture her, trying to cometo her.
| haveyou...said avoice he could not identify.

Theworld turned upside down.



* * %

Mannoroth felt the loss. Mannoroth felt the emptiness even before it happened.

The huge, bestid commander paused in the rear of the horde, turning his ugly, tusked head in the
direction of the tower.

The tower that was no longer there,

“No0o0000o00!” he roared.

Rhonin fet it. He felt the sudden surge of power, the surge of strength. He suddenly imagined himself
ableto build worlds, take the stars from the heavens and rearrange them to hisdesire. Hewasinvincible,
omnipotent.

The spdll sedling off the Well of Eternity had been destroyed.

Immediately helooked to Illidan, to seeif the young night elf had sensed the same. Rhonin need not have
feared, though, for Illidan clearly had experienced the same rush of strength as he had. In fact, not only
did the Moon Guard al look strong and ready, but so did therest of the defenders aswell.

TheWd| and the night elves are one, the wizard realized. Even those who could not cast spellswere il
tied to it to some extent. Itsloss had stripped them in waysthat they could never realize. Now, though,
Rhonin saw in every figure, from Lord Ravencrest down to the lowliest soldier, arenewed confidence
and determination. Truly they now thought themsaves unbestable by any force.

Even the Burning Legion.

Hornsblared. The night elves gave a collective roar well matching anything emitted prior by the demons.
Thefront lines of the Legion faltered, not at al certain what this abrupt change meant.

“Have at them!” shouted Ravencrest.

The defenders surged forward. Demons suddenly found themselves harried as never before. Felbeasts
were daughtered before they could make their way back to the horde. Tusked warriors dropped one
after another as each time the night elves’ blades sank true. The encroaching Legion was stopped dead in
itstracks.

[llidan led the Moon Guard againgt the invaders, continuing to guide their efforts through his own spells.
Theland itsdf rippled beneath the Burning Legion’ sfeet, tossing demons about asif they were nothing.
Severd of the winged Doomguard burst into flames as they darted overhead, becoming insteed fiery
missilesthat added further mayhem to their own ranks.

Rhonin did not stay out of the battle, either. With the memories of al thosewho had died thisday and all
those who would perish in the future war in mind, he struck again and again at the onesresponsible. An
Eredar warlock who foolishly sought to match him was envel oped by his own robes, which twisted tightly
until they snapped the demon in twain. From the wizard then came a punishing series of blue lightning
bolts that methodically hunted down other spellcasters among the Legion, leaving behind only dight piles
of ash to mark the former foes.



For the firg time, true pandemonium broke out among the fearsome warriors. Thiswas not the battle
expected, the bloodshed desired. There was nothing here now save their own degths, a prospect even
the demons found daunting.

Their lines buckled. The night eves pushed forward.
“We have them now!” shouted Lord Ravencrest. “ Give them no quarter!”

The defendersradlied further around his cry. Despite theimposing Size of the invaders, the night elves
advanced undaunted.

And Rhonin and Illidan continued to pave the way to victory. The wizard looked up, spying severd of
the savage Infernas plummeting toward the defenders. As ever, the fiery demonswererolled up into
balls, dropping like bouldersto create the most disastrous results.

For once, Rhonin made some use of Illidan’ stactics. With the Well from which to draw, he crested a
huge golden barrier in the sky, one which the Infernas could not avoid. The barrier was not smply awall,
however, for Rhonin had another purpose in mind. He shaped it according to those desires, curving it and
forcing those demons who crashed into it to bounce instead in the direction he chose.

Thevery midgt of their own army.

Even the bolts he had cast down upon the demons earlier could not have done as much devastation as
the fearsome behemoths did now. More than two dozen Infernas struck the Legion’s center at various
points, decimating the ranks and creating huge, smoking craters. The bodies of the enemy flew
everywhere, crashing down upon others and multiplying the damage tenfold.

From far to hisside, the wizard heard triumphant laughter. Illidan clapped his handsin honor of the
human’ s successful effort, then pointed at the harried enemy.

A part of the Burning Legion’sleft flank suddenly floundered, many immediately sinking to their knees.
The solid earth below them had become as soup and the heavy, armored forms of the demons could do
nothing but plunge beneath its surface like stones. A few struggled, but, in the end, any who had the
misfortune of being where Illidan had cast vanished.

With awave of hishand, the young night ef resolidified the earth, erasing al trace of hisvictims. Hethen
turned back to Rhonin and, with agrand flourish, bowed to the wizard.

Rhonin kept his expression set, only nodding again. If nothing el se, 1lidan surely kept the demons &t bay .
At last, under such bruta assault, the Burning Legion did the only thing it could do—retreat en masse.
There was no horn, no cal. The demons ssimply began to back away. They kept a semblance of order,
but clearly it was dl their commanders could do to maintain that much. Even 4iill, they did not move fast
enough to suit the defenders, who took full advantage of the victory.

The Moon Guard in particular savored the turn of events. They hunted the felbeasts especidly, turning

someinto gnarled bits of wood, othersinto rodents. Severad smply burst into flames asthey ran—their
talls between their legs—for the questionable safety of the Legion ranks.



Here and there, pockets of resistance remained, but those were quickly whittled down by the eager
soldiers. Fel Guard lay everywhere. Rhonin had no doubt that each night ef thought about the countless
dead the Burning Legion had dready left in itswake. There had to have been many friends and loved
onesamong Zin-Azshari’ svictims.

However, one cause for which the night elves continued to fight concerned the wizard. Even now,
Ravencrest shouted her name, using it to further rally the troops.

“For Azsharal For the queen! Werideto her rescue!”

Rhonin had heard Mafurion’ s suggestion that the queen waslikdly as complicit in the daughter as most
believed her counselor and the Highborne were and he suspected that to be the truth. The wizard could
only keep telling himself that the truth would come out if and when they reached the palace.

Back and back the Burning Legion went, edging into the very borders of the ruined capital. They died in
droves, they died by weapon or wizardry, but theydied. The battle raged unceasingly through the
darkness, the ground buried under the corpses of the fiendish invaders.

Perhapsit would have gone on, perhaps they could have taken the fight into Zin-Azshari itself and even
reached the palace, but as day forced itswill upon night, the defenders at last flagged. They had given
their al in an effort well worth praise, but even Lord Ravencrest saw that to go on would put the night
elvesa more risk than they could afford. His expression reluctant, he nonetheless sgnaed the hornsto
sound the halt.

Asthehornscalled, Illidan’ s expression grew cross. He tried to make the Moon Guard follow him
forward, but while some seemed eager enough, al clearly had spent themsdlves of their physicd energy.

Rhonin, too, was exhausted. True, he could till cast spells of great destruction, but his body was
covered in sweeat and he fdlt faintnessin hishead if he moved too quickly. His concentration dipped more
and more...

[llidan aside, the rest of the night eves knew that they could go no furthe—not in the daylight—but that
did not take away from what they had accomplished. True, the threat had not been removed, but they
now saw that the demons were limited. They could be dain. They could be driven back.

The commander quickly sought volunteersto ride out through the various parts of the night ef realm,
their mission of two purposes. They wereto rally those they found in order to create yet avaster force, a
multipronged defense with which to meet the next assault of the Burning Legion—for surely therewould
be one—and a0 to see the extent of the devastation elsewhere.

In addition to that effort, the noble dso immediately set his persona sorcerer—IIlidan—in charge of the
Moon Guard aready with them. There was some mild protest from those most senior among the
survivors, but asmple show of power in theform of onelast harsh explosion among the retreating
demons quickly silenced the young spellcagter’ s critics.

Pleased with his new status, Illidan sought out Rhonin to tell him. The wizard nodded politely, on the one
hand wondering if he had ever been so enthusiastic when younger, and on the other worried about how
[llidan’ s new status would affect his persondity. Illidan had greater potentia yet than what had so far
been revedled, but his recklessness was atrap that could create of him adanger in its own way as deadly
asthe Burning Legion. Rhonin vowed to keep an eye on his counterpart.



L eft done again, the one human among the night elves dowly surveyed the force that had been arrayed
againg the demons. Sunlight made their armor gllitter, giving the host an epic gppearance. They looked
and acted asif they could defeat any enemy. Despite that, however, Rhonin remained aware that they
needed afar greater forceif they hoped to win the final struggle. History said that victory was ensured,
but too many factors—himsalf included—now muddied the outcome. Worse, the Burning Legion was
well aware of the magica might againgt them; they would be seeking the wizard and 11lidan more now.

Rhonin had been the target of the demonsand their dliesin hisown time. He did not look forward to
repeating that Situation.

And what of the one most responsible for this night’ s success? Not Rhonin. Not Illidan. Not dl the
Moon Guard or Lord Ravencrest and hislegions. None of them was the redl reason for victory.

What, the weary wizard thought as he gazed out at dark Zin-Azshari and the disorganized horde,what
has happened to Mafurion?

TWENTY-FOUR

Helay as Hill asdeath, that image made all the worse by the fact that none of them could sense any trace
of thelink they had once had with him. Tyrande nestled Mafurion’s head in her Iap, the soft grass
undernesath acting asthe rest of hisbed.

“Ishelost to us?’ asked a perplexed Jarod Shadowsong. The captain had accompanied the group out
to thislocation far in the woods, ostensibly to keep an eye on his prisoner, Krasus. He had not played a
rolein their spelwork, but had instead ended up acting as guard when the situation had changed. He had
grown from reluctant addition to concerned companion even though he still understood little of what had
taken place.

“No!” Tyrande snapped. In amore apol ogetic tone, she added, “He can’t be...”
“He does not smell dead,” rumbled Korialstirasz.

Jarod Shadowsong |looked askance each time Korialstrasz spoke. He had yet to grow used to the
presence of the red dragon. It might have amused Tyrande at one time, but not under the present
circumstances. She hersdlf had quickly come to accept the behemoth, especialy since she sensed some
hidden relationship between Koridstrasz and Krasus. They seemed amost like brothers or twins.

Thinking of twins made her gaze down a Mdfurion again.

Krasus paced the area. He seemed much hedlthier now and the young priestess had noted that the effect
had magnified when he had come within sight of the dragon. Unfortunately, that hedlth did not help the
pale figure now, for he appeared as worried as she did about Malfurion—even though Krasus had
clearly never met him before seeing the night df in thetemple.

Brox knelt across from Tyrande, his ax placed next to his stricken friend. The orc’s head was buried in
his chest and she could hear him muttering what sounded like a prayer.

“The areawas charged with powerful magica forces,” murmured Krasusto himsdf. “It could have
dispersed parts of hisdream sdlf to every corner of the world. He might be able to regather himsdlf.. . but



the odds of that...”

Captain Shadowsong looked around at the others. “ Forgive thisimpertinent question, but did he at least
accomplish what he hoped to?’

The cowled figure turned to him, expression flat. “He did do that at least. | pray it isenough.”

“Stop talking likethat...” Tyrandeinssted. She wiped atear from her eye, then gazed up at the sunlit
sky. Despite the brightness, Tyrande refused to look away. “ Elune, Mother Moon, forgive this servant
for disturbing your rest! | do not dare ask for him to be returned. . .but at least give us an answer asto his
fatel”

But no glorious light shone down on Mafurion. The moon did not suddenly appear and speak to them.

“Perhapsit would be better if we brought him back to thetemple,” suggested the Guard captain.
“Maybe she can hear him better there...”

Tyrande did not bother to answer him.

Krasus paused in his pacing. He stared to the south, where the woods thickened. His eyes narrowed
and he pursed hislipsin frustration. “1 know you arethere.”

“And | now know what you are,” returned abooming voice.

The nearest trees suddenly melded together, forming afigure with alower torso akin to that of ahuge
stag and a chest, arms, and face more like those of Tyrande and Jarod Shadowsong.

Figtstight, Cenarius moved dowly toward the band. He and Krasus matched gazes for atime, then both
nodded in respect.

The forest lord walked over to where Tyrande held Mafurion. Brox respectfully stepped out of the way
while the Guard captain stared open-mouthed from where he stood.

“Daughter of my dear Elune, your tears touch the heaven and the earth.”
“I cry for him, my lord...oneyou aso loved.”

Cenarius nodded. Hisforelegs bent in akneeling motion and he touched Malfurion’ s forehead ever so
gently. “Heisasontome...and so | am pleased that he has one like you who aso holdshim so near...”

“|—we ve been friends since childhood.”

The forest lord chuckled, a sound that brought songbirds near and made a cool, refreshing breeze caress
the cheeks of each inthe party. “Yes, | heard your pleasto dear Elune, both the spoken and unspoken
ones”

Tyrande did not hide her embarrassment. “But al my entreaties have been for nothing.”

His expression turned to one of honest puzzlement. “ Did you think that? Why would | come, then?’

The othersfroze. The novice priestess shook her head. “1 don't understand!”



“Because you are young still. Wait until you reach my age...” With that, Cenarius opened hisleft hand.
An emeradd light rose from his open pam. It floated afew inches ébove asif orienting itself.

Rising, the demigod stepped back to observe his student. “| walked the Emerald Dream, seeking
answersto our many terrible questions. | hunted through there looking for what could be done about

these followers of death...” A gentle smile crossed hisbearded visage. “....and imagine my surprise when

| found one | knew drifting in the Emerald Dream...but in avery dazed and much confused state. Why,
he didn’t evenknow himsdlf, much lessme!”

And as Cenariusfinished, the light drifted over to Mafurion, snking harmlesdy into his head.

The night elf’s eyes opened.

“Mdfurion!”

Tyrande svoice wasthe firg thing that registered with Mafurion and he quickly seized uponiit, using it
asatether, alifeline. He pulled himself from the abyss of unconsciousness toward a bright but comforting

light.

And when he opened hiseyes, it was to see Tyrande under the morning sun. Surprisingly, the daylight

did not bother him and he even thought that it reveded to him a Tyrande so beautiful he could not at first
beieveit.

He amost told her, but then the presence of the others made him shut hisfedingsinside again. He settled
for touching her hand, then acknowledging the others.

“The—the shiddld—" His voice sounded like that of afrog.

“ |Sit—”

“Gone,” replied afigure who was and was not anight elf. To Mafurion, surely this had to be Krasus.
“For now, the Burning Legion has been held in check. .. at least in one place.”

Malfurion nodded. He knew that the war was not over, that his people till faced annihilation. Y &, that
did not take away from the night’ striumph. If nothing else, there was il hope.

“Wewill fight them,” Tyrande promised. “Wewill save our world.”

“They can be beaten,” agreed Brox, brandishing proudly the wegpon that the young druid had helped
create. “This| know.”

Krasus remained pragmatic. “ They can...but we will need more help. We will need the dragons.”

“You'll need more than the dragons!” Cenarius bellowed.

“And | go now to seeto that!” He stepped from the others, but gave Mafurion one last smile. “You've
made me proud, mythero’ shan ...my honored student.”



“Thank you, shan’do.” He watched as the demigod melted back into the trees.

“Do we return to Suramar now?’ asked afigurein aGuard officer’ s uniform. Mdfurion could not place
him, but assumed the others had areason for him being here.

“Yes” said Krasus. “We return to Suramar.”

With Tyrande s help, Madfurion rose. “But only for ashort time. The porta through which the demons
flowed was destroyed, but, unlike the shield, the Highborne can remakeit easily. Morewill come, I'm
afrad.”

Despite hiswish otherwise, no one disagreed. Mafurion looked to the direction of Zin-Azshari. A
terrible evil had cometo hisland, one that had to be stopped before it could raze dl in its path. Mafurion
had helped in great part to stop the Burning Legion’sinitial advance and, for reasons he could not himsalf
explain, he did not doubt that it would somehow fdl to him again to assst in keeping the invading demons
from destroying his beloved Kaimdor.

Malfurion only prayed that when that time came he would be found ready to face them...or ese not only
Kaimdor but theentire world risked obliteration.
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